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I
s it just me, or has it been 
raining USB DACs over 
the past few months? 
Everything from sugar 
candy-sized USB plug-

ins that marry your laptop 
to your ear buds, wireless 
AirPlay-enabled docks that have 
conversations with your mobile 
phone to 30kg lumps of sculpted 
aluminium destined for the most 
fl amboyant of high-end audio 
systems. Which is where our 
cover hero comes in...

The second age of the 
outboard DAC is very clearly 
upon us, inspired by the growth 
in music downloads (Apple 
recently celebrated the 25 
billionth track sold through its 
iTunes store), the availability of 
new fl exible media-
playing software 
and, of course, the 
ubiquitous USB port 
that has helped 
cement connectivity 
between computers 
and the outside world. These 
three areas of technology have 
combined to create the perfect 
breeding ground for what many 
industry watchers might consider 
to be a new hi-fi  paradigm.

Seasoned hi-fi  enthusiasts will 
remember that we’ve all been 
here once before. In the late 
1980s and early 1990s, two-box 
CD players were all the rage and 
specialist outboard DACs were 
popping up like daisies to service 
the digital outputs fi tted to every   
high quality player. Of course, in 
those heady days, the Universal 

Serial Bus (USB) was but a gleam 
in the collective eye of Compaq, 
DEC, IBM, Intel, Microsoft, 
NEC and Nortel – the founding 
fathers of what was to become 
an industry standard. With very 
few exceptions, the fi rst wave 
of outboard DACs were fi tted 
with S/PDIF inputs only and were 
purpose-designed to boost the 
sound quality of integrated (one-

box) CD players. These DACs 
never saw a digital input above 
CD’s 16-bit/44.1kHz resolution 
and few audiophiles were brave 
enough to suggest using a 
computer, via a digital sound 
card, as an acceptable source.

Ultimately, enthusiasts 
realised that a good one-box 
player typically sounded better 
than a CD transport/DAC and 
so the little black box faded into 
obsolescence. Now, perhaps, its 
time has truly come.

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

‘Apple has celebrated 
the 25 billionth track 

sold via iTunes online’

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 currently our Senior 
Contributing Editor 
and almost singularly 
responsible 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

JOHN HOWES 
Foremost collector and 
archivist of vintage 
hi-fi , famous for the 
UK’s bi-annual Audio 
Jumble, John shares his 
experience with HFN

VINYL: Neil Young’s Harvest is our 
Vinyl Icon (p72) while Steve Sutherland 
revisits ‘one of the greatest LPs he’s 
heard’ as The Sugarcubes’ Life’s Too 
Good is reissued on 200g vinyl (p70)

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

ABOVE: Built by Graham Engineering in the US for EAT 
in Austria, is the E-Go the best uni-pivot yet? See p62

RIGHT: Hi-Fi News & RR is the exclusive 
UK representative of EISA’s Audio and 
Home Theatre panels. Paul Miller is 
EISA’s Audio and HT Panel Manager
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ABOVE: Cambridge Audio, kingpin of 
budget audiophile hi-fi , bowls us its 
latest universal disc player, p54
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ABOVE: For our Group Test 
of £1000-£1950 USB DACs, 
turn to p41

VINYL & RECORD REVIEWS

68  Vinyl Frontier
 Chris Heard of Classic LPs brings
 you the best of the new reissues
 and re-releases on premium vinyl
70  Vinyl Release
 Before Björk enjoyed solo success
 she fronted Icelandic indie band
 The Sugarcubes. Steve Sutherland
 recalls meeting the group, as their
 1988 debut LP sees a 200g release
72  Vinyl Icon
 It was a huge commercial success  
 yet Neil Young’s fourth studio LP
 left him drowning in self-doubt. 
 Chris Heard on 1972’s Harvest
78  Classic Rock Venues
 Steve Sutherland continues his tour
 of the world’s iconic rock venues,
 this month with the story of the
 Fillmores East and West, in the US
85  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

24  Light Harmonic Da Vinci
 We present the fi rst full technical
 review of this ‘24-bit/384kHz’
 USB DAC. Is it as good as it looks?

30  TAD C600/M600
 World-class Japanese pre/power duo
 offers a near-perfect mix of studio
 resolution and home hi-fi  musicality
36  Gamut M’inenT M5
 As Danish company GamuT unveils its
 mid-level M’inenT speaker range we
 put the M5 fl oorstanders to the test
41  Group Test: USB DACs
 £1000-£1950
 As more of us move towards a virtual
 music collection, a great USB DAC will
 be high on our wish list. We look at
 fi ve in search of the standout models
50  PS Audio P10 Power Plant
 Fancy kicking the performance of
 your system up a notch or three? This
 1.5kVA mains regenerator delivers
54  Cambridge Audio Azur 752BD
 EISA award-winning 751BD universal
 disc player enjoys a revamp, but can
 it still trump rivals that are also using
 the MediaTek platform?
58  Tron Seven Phono GT
 Brit-built valve phono stage promises
 to have your MC cartridge singing as
 never before – if at a premium price
62  Euro Audio Team E-Go
 This 12in unipivot boasts Graham
 Phantom DNA, with a magnetic
 stabilisation system for superior sound

VINTAGE

114 Vintage Review
 How do the classic components of
 yesteryear measure up today? This  
 month it’s the turn of a CD player  
 from 1983 – the Fisher AD 800
120 Audio Milestones
 One of the most visually striking
 decks ever made also ushered in a
 new era of non-traditional designs.
 We pay tribute to the Oracle Delphi 
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KUDOS FLOORSTANDER GETS SUPER TREATMENTTECHDAS TURNTABLE REACHES THE UK

Cyrus celebrates

IN-WALL WATERFALLS 
Famed for its glass loudspeakers, 
French manufacturer Waterfall 
Audio has now launched a series 
of in-wall LCR and subwoofers built 
using wooden cabinets. Designed 
to fi t and hide behind acoustically 
transparent cinema screens in luxury 
home theatres, the speakers feature 
drivers from French partner company 
Atohm. www.waterfallaudio.com

RHODIUM UPS TEMPO
Inspired by the design of its 
own loudspeaker cables, Black 
Rhodium has launched a new 
stereo interconnect, the Tempo, 
that features a greater separation 
between its signal and return 
conductors. Each core comprises 
19x0.3mm silver-plated copper 
strands physically separated (to 
reduce ‘transient phase distortion’) 
by a silicone rubber insulation. Prices  
are £200 for a 0.5m terminated pair 
and £225 for 1m. Eichmann Bullet 
plugs are specifi ed.
www.blackrhodium.co.uk

For the vinyl afi cionado who thinks he has 
everything, there is now the TechDAS Air 
Force One belt-drive turntable. This massive 
deck – a laminate of aluminium, glass and 
stainless steel – features an air-bearing 
platter, vacuum LP hold-down, two 50W 
power amps just to feed the drive motors 
and accommodation for two tonearms (one 
9-10in, the other 10-12in).

The 19kg main platter is machined from 
non-magnetic stainless steel and comes with 
a choice of upper platters: super duralumin, 
stainless steel or methacrylate. Price TBA.
Absolute Sounds, 0208 971 3909; 
www.techdas.jp, www.absolutesounds.com

ICONIC UK BRAND REACHES 30 YEARS OF HIGH-QUALITY HI-FI

Super SonicAir Force strikes

Encouraged by the success of its Super 10 
standmount loudspeaker [HFN Jun ’12], Kudos has 
applied the same conceptual know-how to the 
fl oorstanding members of its Cardea family. The 
resulting Super 20 combines a new bass/mid driver, 
including hand-treated paper cone and 26mm 
voice coil, with the 29mm fabric-dome Crescendo 
K2 tweeter that graces 
its fl agship Titan T88 
loudspeaker.

Sympathetic driver 
design allows the use 
of a simple low-order 
crossover although the 
passive components, 
including gold, silver 
and oil capacitors 
are all sourced from 
Mundorf and hand-
matched for tolerance. 
The cabinet is built 
from 18mm high 
density MDF with a 
choice of veneers. 
Prices start at £4259.
Kudos Audio,
0845 458 6698;
www.kudosaudio.com

‘I spent many evenings fi ne-tuning the 
sound of these separates, fuelled by a 
little red wine’ admitted Peter Bartlett, 
Technical Director and one-time owner 
of Cyrus Audio at its recent press launch 
for the 30th Anniversary System. The 
components are based 
on the company’s high-
performance X-series but 
all benefi t from detailed 
revisions designed to 
ensure the entire system 
achieves a performance 
that exceeds the sum of 
its parts. 

These carefully 
upgraded separates 
include the CD XT SE2 
CD transport with its proprietary disc 
servo software and improved supply and 
motor control stage fi ltering. The Stream 
X2 network media player also includes 
improved power supply fi ltering plus 
a more robust, mass-loaded chassis to 

improve its vibration control. Connected 
to both is the DAC XP2 with its integrated 
preamp offering balanced output on XLRs. 
This component has seen considerable 
revision, not just to the power supply 
but to the choice of DAC chips – now 

upgraded to ‘32-bit’ 
resolution – and to its 
‘short path’ analogue 
input switching stage.

Two die-cast Mono X 
300 power amps are also 
included with partnering 
PSX-R outboard supplies.

Available as part of a 
limited production run, 
the Anniversary System 
includes a matching Hark 

II rack, fi nished in the same high-gloss 
bronze black, and even comes complete 
with bespoke interconnect cables. The 
entire system is priced at £17,000.
Cyrus Audio, 01480 435577; 
www.cyrusaudio.com
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MEDIUM FORMAT FLOORSTANDER BUCKS HIGH-MASS TREND

Pocket USB DAC Spendor sheds weight
MERIDIAN’S SLEEK EXPLORER USB DAC AND HEADPHONE AMP

09-10 MAR Guildford Audio Hi-Fi Event, Best Western Moat House,
 Mill Lane, Berks, RG41 5DG
21-24 MAR Salon Son & Image, Hilton Bonaventure Hotel, Montreal 
9-12 MAY High End Show, M.O.C, Munich, Germany;
 www.highendsociety.de
06-11 SEP IFA Berlin, Germany; http://b2b.ifa-berlin.com/en/
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Style-conscious brand Meridian 
has entered the burgeoning
PC/Mac USB add-on market 
with a bespoke outboard DAC/
headphone amplifi er solution. 
Priced at just £249, the 
Explorer USB DAC looks very 
fashionable in its one-piece 
alloy sleeve and 
even includes a 
series of LEDs 
to denote 
the incoming 
sample rate.

The Explorer 
functions as an 
external, USB-powered 

Standing at just under a 
metre tall, Spendor’s new D7 
fl oorstander eschews high mass 
cabinet damping in favour of 
a sophisticated ‘asymmetric 
aperture bracing and dynamic 
damping’. Complete with
in-house 22mm LPZ polyamide 
treble dome, 180mm EP77 
polymer-coned bass/mid driver 
and 180mm Kevlar composite 
low bass driver, the 2.5-way D7 
still weighs in at just 21kg.

The key to its low mass/
low energy storage but rigid 
shell lies in Spendor’s small, 
lightweight constrained polymer 
dampers that are deployed at 
key resonant nodes within the 
cabinet. Retail price is £3995 
for premium, lacquered fi nishes 
and £3495 for standard woods.
Spendor Audio Systems Ltd, 
01323 843474;
www.spendoraudio.com

NEW HIGH PRICE FOR VINTAGE BEATLES LP SPINNER

LEEMA ANNOUNCES NEW CONSTELLATION SERIES DAC

Beatles break record

Reach for the stars

A limited edition four-speed 
NEMS 1000 record player, 
featuring Beatles artwork 
and reproduction signatures, 
has been sold on eBay for 
over $12k. This is twice the 
previous best auction price, 
achieved in 2010, as recorded 
by on-line tracking resource 
WhatSellsBest.com. Only 5,000 
of these record players were 
produced in 1964 but fully 
operational, mint condition 

Upcoming Events

sound card supporting USB 2.0 
and incoming resolutions up 
to 24-bit/192kHz. Variable and 
fi xed line outputs are offered 
via 3.5mm sockets along with 
an optical digital out that runs 
up to 24-bit/96kHz. Windows 
drivers are offered for PC users.

Meridian Audio Ltd,
01480 445678;

www.meridian-
audio.com

Equipped with Leema’s fully 
balanced, dual-mono ‘Quattro 
Infi nity’ DAC modules, the new 
Libra converter – slated for 
launch in Aug ’13 – will offer 
a huge range of digital inputs. 
The company’s M1 USB module 
handles the PC/Mac interface 

alongside three coaxial, three 
optical and two AES/EBU inputs. 
Leema is also planning two I2S 
interfaces via RJ45 connectors. 
Price will be around £6000.
Leema Acoustics,
01938 559021;
www.leema-acoustics.com

examples with all parts and 
serial number tag intact are 
evidently very rare indeed.



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Jorge Gonçalves, editor-in-chief of  
Audio & Cinema em Casa and EISA’s 
president, has been the organiser of the 
Audioshow since it fi rst began.

Here we were given a glimpse of the Reference 10 preamp 
from Audio Research [see HFN Mar 13]. It was combined 
with the Reference 750 monoblocks with fabulous results. 
The new fl agship preamp incorporates many of the 
developments found in the company’s Anniversary preamp 
and also features touch-screen control, but is offered at a 
more affordable price. www.audioresearch.com

It’s hard to do justice 
to the Rui Borges 
Unico in a few words. 
Custom made, this 
high-mass turntable 
is just one of an 
impressive range of 
decks from Portugese 
designer Rui. The 
sound coming out 
of it really was as 
impressive as its looks, 
though you’ll need 
deep pockets. It costs 
50,000 Euros. www.
ruiborgesturntables.
com

Avalon’s Isis loudspeakers were combined alternately with 
electronics from Soulution (its new 500 series, including the 540 
CD player in its fi rst public showing) and a combination of McIntosh 
amps in the form of the MC1.2 power amp and C500 preamp. 
Digital source was the Vivaldi from dCS [see HFN Feb ’13], but vinyl 
fans weren’t forgotten with the Isis being fed LPs via a Woodpecker 
turntable from Dr Feickert [see p11] equipped with a Jelco arm and 
Lyra Delos cartridge. www.avalonacoustics.com

Audioshow, Portugal
Words & pictures: Jorge Gonçalves

First held in 1990, the Audioshow 
is an annual event organised 
by Portugese magazine Audio 
& Cinema em Casa. The 2012 
show took place at The Pestana 
Palace in Lisbon, one of the most 
luxurious and prestigious fi ve star 
hotels in Portugal. 

The show was packed with 
visitors over its three day 
duration as numerous high-end 
brands showed their fl agship 
components. From the US came 
Rockport Technologies with its 

remarkable Altair II loudspeakers, 
Constellation Audio showed its 
Centaur and Virgo amplifi ers 
driving Magico S5 fl oorstanders, 
while Wilson Audio exhibited its 
new Alexia loudspeakers.

Also in attendance was UK 
company dCS with its fabulous 
Vivaldi digital player. Indeed, it 
was good to see a number of UK 
brands exhibiting directly at the 
show, strongly supporting their 
local dealers. Such was the case 
with Linn, Audio Note and ATC.
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SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Peachtree showed its Grand Integrated amplifi er. It 
features ESS Sabre D/A converters, a USB asynchronous 
input with 24-bit/192kHz capability and, according to 
the company, kicks out 440W per channel into 8ohm! 
www.peachtreeaudio.com

Audio Note delighted visitors with one of the purely 
analogue systems at the show, though the company 
also demonstrated its CDT Zero digital transport plus 
DAC 2.1X converter. The turntable used was the TT2 
with an ARM2-V2 arm, the preamplifi er was the M2, 
and the Empress power amplifi er supplied juice to a 
pair of AN-E loudspeakers, mounted on stands placed 
in the corners of the room as is typical for the brand. 
The liquid sound saw many a listener transfi xed. 
www.audionote.co.uk

One of the many highlights 
of the show was provided by 
Constellation Audio with its 
Centaur amplifi er and Virgo 
preamp, the brainchildren 
of a group of world famous 
designers such as John Curl, 
Bascom King and Peter 
Madnick, to name but a few. 
The source was a PS Audio 
combination formed of a 
PerfectWave transport and 
DAC II digital converter/
streamer [either side of 
the Virgo pre] while the 
loudspeakers were Magico S5s.
www.constellationaudio.com

Andrew Jones of Technical Audio Devices is an extremely experienced 
demonstrator and certainly managed to get the best from the company’s 
Reference One loudspeakers. They were joined by TAD’s D600 SACD/DAC 
[see HFN May 12], C600 preamp and M600 monoblocks [see p30]. Cabling 
was courtesy of Kubala-Sosna. Most of the tracks used were master 
originals, served up by a Widelab’s Aurender S-10 streamer. Perhaps what 
impressed most were the pressure levels the loudspeakers were able to 
deliver without ever sounding congested. www.tad-labs.com

With Rotel distributed 
by the B&W group 
it was no surprise to 
fi nd the two brands 
demonstrating their 
products together 
and there were many 
opportunities to hear 
Rotel’s RA-11 amplifi er 
driving B&W’s 686 
loudspeakers. Music 
fi les were accessed 
from a USB thumb drive 
inserted into the Rotel. 
www.rotel.com/uk/
www.bowers-wilkins.
co.uk
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State-of-the-art solutions for the digital generation

Our new range of digital separates and all-in-one systems combine the convenience and power of
the digital revolution with the foot-tapping, spine-tingling musical performance on which we’ve built
our reputation.

We handle every step of the streaming journey with solutions to rip, catalogue, store, back up, control 
and play your music, so you can sit back and let listening take centre stage.

 

Let listening take centre stage with Naim.



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Cambridge Audio was very well represented at the show. 
The big attractions were its EISA award-winning Azur 851A 
integrated amplifi er and 851C CD player/streamer [HFN Aug 
’12], not to mention one of the fi rst samples of the eagerly 
awaited Azur 751R receiver. The company’s Stream Magic 6 
network player could be seen in two rooms [see p13], in both 
cases used with Tannoy loudspeakers. Both brands share the 
same distributor in Portugal. www.cambridgeaudio.com

A Rega RP3 turntable with Goldring 1012GX cartridge is used 
with a Rega Brio integrated amplifi er plus Apollo-R CD player 
and Rega DAC. Loudspeakers are the Rega RS3. The purpose 
of the system was to attract the attention of visitors to the 
large quantity of vinyl on sale inside the room. But the system  
attracted lots of attention to itself. www.rega.co.uk

A Woodpecker deck from Dr Feickert, a dCS Vivaldi digital player 
and a McIntosh C500 preamp. A better sounding combination is 
hard to fi nd, though it comes at a price! www.feickert.de

The Alexia from Wilson Audio [see HFN Mar ’13] was one 
of the most admired loudspeakers at the show. The room 
was constantly packed, with those lucky enough to have 
squeezed inside talking excitedly afterwards of the glorious 
sounds the speakers made. They were fed by an Audio 
Research Reference 750 monoblock power amplifi er, now 
with KT120 output tubes. The digital source used was the 
Metronome Calypso, while on the analogue front an SME 
30/2 turntable was pressed into duty. Cabling was from 
Nordost’s Odin line. www.wilsonaudio.com

Creek has returned to the 
Portuguese market and was 
given a warm welcome at the 
show. On dem was its Destiny 
2 CD player and Evolution 2 
integrated amplifi er driving 
a pair of Epos Acoustics Epic 
6 loudspeakers. Despite the 
room’s small dimensions the 
sound of the system was 
nothing if not addictive, 
visitors remarking on its toe-
tapping performance.
www.creekaudio.com
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SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

A packed room during one of the Linn demonstrations. The 
company showed off its Klimax DSM network player connected 
to a pair of active Klimax 350A loudspeakers. Vinyl afi cionados 
were also well served as a Linn Sondek LP12 was used as an 
alternative source, drawing delighted smiles all round.
www.linn.co.uk

Gold Note is an Italian high-end manufacturer founded in 1992 
and today designs and assembles its comprehensive range of 
electronics and speakers in-house. The new Favard CD player/
streamer features a sophisticated power supply boasting no 
fewer than eight transformers and a tube output stage. Build 
quality appeared to be outstanding, too. The Favard was 
combined with a Blacknote DSA150A power amplifi er driving a 
pair of the company’s Xavian Virtuosa loudspeakers. 
www.goldnote.it

There were several outstanding systems to be heard at the show 
and this combination of Esoteric K07 SACD player plus Esoteric 
G-0RB external clock, Plinius P10 power amplifi er, Monitor Audio 
GX300 loudspeakers and REL Gibraltar subwoofer was one of 
them. The sound was glorious and the rhythm and pace perfect. 
www.teac.eu; www.pliniusaudio.nzld.com

The Heritage A100 integrated amplifi er from YBA was so new 
it was brought directly from the airport to the show, arriving 
just minutes before the event opened its doors. The power 
specifi cations are said to be 100W per channel into 8ohm 
and 150W per side into 4ohm. The amp is the fi rst from iconic 
French designer Yves-Bernard André following his return to the 
brand named after him. www.yba.fr

ATC was present, bringing its CDA-2 digital player/preamp, 
SCA2 preamp, SPA2-150 power amplifi er and, for loudspeaker 
duties, both the passive SCM50SL and active SCM150ASL. The 
result from all combinations was lively and full of impact and, 
not surprisingly, given the trademark ATC sound, high on detail. 
www.atc.gb.net

Tannoy and McIntosh – a combination sure to tug at the 
heart strings of any audiophile. Here a pair of Tannoy Prestige 
Kensington SE loudspeakers are driven by a McIntosh MA700 
integrated amplifi er. And what’s the source supplying the 
musical goodies? Yep, it’s a Cambridge Audio Stream Magic 6. 
www.tannoy.com; www.mcintoshlabs.com
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‘T.H.E.’ Show 2013: Las Vegas
Words & pictures: Ken Kessler

If truth be told it’s becoming 
harder to defend this 
particular show, the 2013 
event being reduced to just 
two fl oors at the Flamingo 
hotel, where it has been held 
for the past four years since 
its inception in 1998. T.H.E. 
Show is now so small that 
it makes the old Heathrow 
Show look like the Geneva 
Motor Show. Or CES.

Nevertheless, a number 
of hardy, worthy brands 
continue to support it. The 
basement’s smattering of 

massive rooms were taken up 
with large-scale demos and 
static stands for accessories 
and software exhibitors (the 
latter have been driven out of 
CES due to ‘no selling’ rules) 
while the 4th fl oor contained 
exhibitors in bedrooms with 
active demos. 

Magnepan, KEF, Playback, 
Benchmark, darTZeel and 
Wadax were all there; Mark 
Levinson showed the Daniel 
Hertz line-up; and there were 
valves, turntables and vinyl-
cleaning machines aplenty.

Woo Audio’s all-valve WA7 
Firefl ies (US $999) combines a 
headphone amp and volume 
control with a USB 2.0 32-
bit/192k DAC. It employs 6C45 
valves with transformer-coupled 
outputs and is said to be able 
to drive most high-end cans, 
or serve as a standalone DAC. 
www.wooaudio.com

Sonist’s Concerto 4 speaker 
($5895/pair) has been around 
for a while, but I had to listen 
to it. Not only does it sport a 
ribbon tweeter, it’s so sensitive 
at 97dB that it was being run 
by a teensy tube amp, the 
Glow Audio Amp One – good 
for something crazy like 5W. 
Dimensions are 40x11.5x15in 
(hwd). www.sonist.com

Lovers of 300Bs and obscure 
Japanese makes will fi nd 
much to savour in the A-09S 
8W/ch power amplifi er from 
Yamamoto Sound Craft 
(approximately £5000). It 
uses custom-made toroidal 
transformers, with Tefl on 
insulating sheets, for carefully 
defi ned sonic characteristics, 
and Russian-made JJ 300Bs, 
though the client can specify 
other makes. www2.117.
ne.jp/~y-s/index-e.html

Overkill phono stages, like massive headphone amps, are 
becoming the norm, as typifi ed by the Technical Brain 
TEQ-Zero phono equalizer. It’s fully balanced, with no 
negative feedback, employs FETs and bipolar transistors, 
and the EQ settings include RIAA and four eldritch 
alternatives. www.ratocsystems.com
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Now regarded by some 
as the world’s most 
coveted and effective 
LP cleaner, Germany’s 
Audiodesksysteme 
Vinyl Cleaner from 
Gläss may look like one 
of those old school 
detergent baths, 
but it uses ultrasonic 
cleaning similar to the 
way fi ne watches are 
cleaned. One tank of 
fl uid is said to deal with 
200 LPs. Best of all, you 
just put in the LP, hit a 
button and walk away 
– it does everything 
automatically. www.
audiodesksysteme.de

Daniel Hertz – Mark Levinson’s current venture – 
featured a system controlled by the M6 Preamp with 
internal DAC. The M6 has three analogue inputs and 
one USB input ‘for direct connection from a PC for 
no-compromise music libraries, CD and DVD playback’. 
Meanwhile, the volume is adjusted with a genuine 
Penny & Giles control. www.danielhertz.com

‘Stealth’ is hardly 
the name I would 
apply to a speaker 
standing 68x27x19in 
(hdw), but that’s 
what Quintessence 
Acoustics calls 
this four-enclosure 
system with two 12in 
woofers, two 5in 
mids, two 1in fabric 
tweeters and a 3in 
ribbon super tweeter. 
Each speaker 
weighs 345lb out 
of its crate. www.
quintessence-
acoustics.com

Wave Kinetics’ fabulously-fi nished NVS Turntable System is a two-speed 
direct-drive design promising ‘speed accuracy to 1 part per 1,000,000’, 
which should please those with perfect pitch. Drive is via a ‘laboratory-
grade motor control system’. The NVS was fi tted with the Durand Telos, 
with 12in wooden arm wand. www.wavekinetics.com

Analogue Productions’ Chad Kassem holds the upcoming box to 
house The Doors LPs released last year in 45rpm form. Chad told us 
the company will also revive UHQR pressings, beginning with 
hand-pressed, 200g editions of Bill Evans’ Sunday At The Village 
Vanguard and Waltz For Debby. www.analogueproductions.com

No show is complete 
without a speaker that 
redefi nes ‘bizarre’. 
ViV Laboratory’s 
Evanui Signature III 
would look great in 
a place like Geneva’s 
African-themed 
hotel, La Reserve, or 
some Scandinavian 
furnishings boutique. 
Its driver count is one: 
a single ‘Floating Flat 
4in diaphragm’ without 
surround, damper or 
crossover, in a 260mm 
sphere on a 1350mm 
61-piece plywood 
exponential bass horn. 
www.vivaudiolab.com
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Next 
month

Paul Miller reports from 
The Bristol Sound & Vision Show

Related to the Pure Black 101 preamplifi er, Melody’s P2688 also uses 
rare 101D valves but adds Western Electric 403s in place of 6SN7s. The 
addition of better transformers, Mundorf silver-in-oil and Jensen copper foil 
caps and WBT-style connectors serve to merit ‘premium’ status and a price 
increase of US $2500 to US $6999. www.melodyamplifi er.com

Playback Designs showed 
the IMS3 Integrated 
Music System, priced at 
US $13,000. It contains 
in one chassis a 128x 
DSD-ready DAC, 130W/
ch amp, preamp, three 
analogue inputs (two RCA 
and one XLR), and four 
digital inputs: USB, AES/
EBU, XLR, S/PDIF and 
Playback’s proprietary 
input. www.playback 
designs.com

German-made Hannl’s live action cleaning shows no 
fear of sudsy liquids on one’s precious LPs. The Mera EL 
features electronically or manual adjustable suction, 
adjustable speeds, right/left rotation, automatic 
cleaning liquid application, dual heads and more. 
www.hannl-vinylcleaner.com

Audio legend Mark Levinson in full fl ow, presenting the 
complete Daniel Hertz line-up in Italian. (He now lives 
on a boat moored in Venice.) Big news was the launch 
of Baby Daniel, a complete system for use with a Mac 
computer, selling for US $8000 including integrated 
amp and two-way speakers. www.danielhertz.com

Relatively compact at 260x250x100mm (wdh), the well-thought-out 
Aurorasound MM/MC VIDA Vinyl Disk Amplifi er with external power supply 
addresses the considerations hard-core vinyl veterans take seriously. It 
features on-board cartridge degaussing, a mono/stereo selector and a 
switchable subsonic fi lter. www.aurorasound.jp
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Binaural stereo: take two
Keith Howard takes a good look at the prospects for binaural sound

succeed in relocating the speakers 
in surround sound systems from the 
ITU norm? It did not, and my guess is 
that the precedent will be repeated.

But whether I’m right or wrong 
about that, every audiophile should 
understand why two-channel stereo 
is not the paragon it is often held up 
to be, and what 
the technical and 
psychoacoustic 
issues are 
regarding 
binaural stereo’s 
prospects as its 
successor. This 
article aims to 
explain these, and is intended to be 
read as an adjunct to Barry’s piece.

STEREO’S SHORTCOMINGS
To understand why conventional 
stereo is not the nonpareil many 
audiophiles believe it to be, and why 
binaural could be better but faces 
what are signifi cant diffi culties of 
practical realisation, we need fi rst to 
have a basic understanding of how 
it is that human beings lateralise 
sound – that is, how we are able 
to localise a sound source in the 
horizontal plane.

Two anatomical features are 
key to this. First, we have two 
ears. Second, they are located on 
opposite sides of a roughly spherical 

obstruction, the head. This layout 
has two crucial ramifi cations for 
sound sources located to either side 
of the median plane (the vertical 
plane that bisects the head front 
to back): a wideband sound arrives 
at the nearer ear fi rst and the 
farther ear somewhat later, and 

with a different 
frequency 
spectrum 
at each ear 
because of 
the way sound 
diffracts around 
the head. 

To put this 
in crude terms, the head casts 
an acoustic shadow at higher 
frequencies. The fi rst effect is 
properly termed interaural time 
delay (ITD) and the second interaural 
level difference (ILD).

This was understood in Blumlein’s 
day and he designed two-channel 
stereo to recreate, as far as 
possible, these two ‘cues’. With 
a low frequency sinewave source 
ITD results in an interaural phase 
difference that can be recreated by 
intensity differences between the 
two loudspeakers, and these same 
intensity differences also generate 
ILD at higher frequencies where 
the interaural phase cue becomes 
ambiguous. But this is not to say 

RIGHT: English 
electronics 
engineer Alan 
Blumlein, the 
acknowledged 
father of two-
channel stereo

RIGHT: Our 
heads act as a 
baffl e, preventing 
sound from the 
right side directly 
reaching the left 
ear and vice-
versa. So sound 
must travel 
around the head. 
The spectral 
modifi cations 
that sound 
undergoes 
in diffracting 
around the 
head helps us 
to pinpoint its 
source

‘Every audiophile 
should know why 

two-channel stereo 
can be bettered’

It should be hard-wired into 
every audiophile’s makeup to 
seek out and embrace progress. 
After all, any dispassionate 

comparison of real music and its 
reproduction shows we’ve still a 
long way to go to achieve true high 
fi delity. But when it comes to the 
ongoing challenge of creating more 
lifelike soundstaging, conventional 
two-channel stereo has actually 
proved a millstone around our necks.

Just as with data-compressed 
audio, too many people consider 
it good enough for there to be 
widespread impetus for change. Alan 
Blumlein, the acknowledged father 
of two-channel stereo in the early 
1930s, would surely be horrifi ed to 
discover that 80 years later – with 
all the technological advantages we 
now enjoy – we haven’t moved on.

DUMMY HEAD STEREO 
One possible way forward is binaural 
or dummy head stereo. As Barry Fox 
described in a previous Investigation 
[see HFN Nov ’12] the ongoing story 
that is binaural stereo continues its 
rollercoaster ride at the fringes of 
mainstream audio. Rollercoaster in 
two respects: up and down, as long 
periods of uninterest follow brief 
periods in the spotlight; and because 
ultimately it never goes anywhere.

Will it be different this time? Will 
Chesky’s championing of Binaural+ 
help this technology achieve escape 
velocity and break out of its endless 
orbit of false hope and subsequent 
despair? Well, did Chesky 6.0 
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speaker. Likewise, the right ear will 
fi rst hear the impulse from the right 
speaker, then a delayed, fi ltered 
impulse from the left speaker. 

Were there a real sound source at 
the centre of the soundstage, then 
of course each ear would receive 
only one impulse and it would arrive 
at the same time at either ear. This 
doubling-up of impulses, which is 
present to some degree for all image 
positions except hard-left and hard-
right, is what stereo does wrong.

ACOUSTIC CROSSTALK
The fact that each ear hears both 
the left and the right speakers 
is commonly termed acoustic 
crosstalk, and though it is a natural 
phenomenon its unnatural outcome 
in the case of two-channel stereo 
has, for many years, encouraged 
some to try to eliminate it. 

Back in the late 1970s/early 
1980s, for instance, Carver 
preamplifi ers offered a Sonic 
Holography option that attempted 
to remove acoustic crosstalk 
electronically. And Ralph Glasgal has 
for many years promoted crosstalk 
elimination by means of a median-

that conventional stereo mimics the 
behaviour of real sound sources: it 
most certainly does not.

To appreciate this, consider two 
different image positions across the 
60-90º arc typically subtended by 
the loudspeakers in a conventional 
stereo set-up. In the fi rst case [above 
left], the virtual sound source is 
fully to the left of the image, so 
that sound emanates from the left 
speaker only. In this case the sound 
source isn’t virtual at all, it’s real: 
the loudspeaker itself. And so it is 
perceived just as a real sound source 
at that position would be. 

Consider an acoustic impulse 
generated by the loudspeaker: it will 
arrive fi rst at the left ear, later at the 
right ear, and the spectrum of the 
sound at each will be different, as 
it should be, because of diffraction 
around the head.

Compare this with what happens 
for a centrally located virtual sound 
source, generated by equal signals 
in each channel [above right]. In 
this case the left ear will initially 
receive sound from the left speaker, 
then, after a short delay, spectrally 
modifi ed sound from the right 

ABOVE: The 
problem with 
stereo... If the 
signal is hard-left 
or hard-right 
(left diagram) 
then the listener 
hears a fi rst 
arrival at the 
nearer ear and 
a second arrival 
at the farther 
ear, just as with 
a real sound 
source. But for 
a central source 
in the stereo 
soundstage, 
involving equal 
signals in each 
channel (right 
diagram), each 
ear hears two 
arrivals, one from 
each speaker, 
due to acoustic 
crosstalk. This is 
unnatural and 
occurs for all 
image positions 
between the two 
speakers

LEFT: ‘The 
Science of 
Domestic 
Concert Hall 
Design’... 
Ralph Glasgal’s 
Ambiophonics 
site at www.
ambiophonics.
org, where both 
mechanical and 
electronic means 
of eliminating 
acoustic crosstalk 
are explored in 
depth

plane baffl e or, more recently, 
electronic crosstalk cancellation, 
an approach he calls Ambiophony 
(www.ambiophonics.org). 

Working in the other 
direction, Benjamin Bauer at CBS 
Laboratories was, in the early 
1960s, the fi rst to attempt to 
make listening to conventional 
stereo recordings via headphones 
more like the loudspeaker 
experience by electronically adding 
crosstalk between the channels 
(‘Stereophonic Earphones and 
Binaural Loudspeakers’, Journal of 
the Audio Engineering Society, Vol 9 
No 2, April – available for download 
from www.aes.org/e-lib).

Removing acoustic crosstalk 
when listening to conventional 
stereo recordings is controversial. 
Certainly it will sound very different 
– but is it right? It’s diffi cult to 
argue that it is. But where crosstalk 
cancellation is, without question, 
merited – in fact essential for good 
results – is when reproducing 
binaural stereo via loudspeakers.

Binaural stereo – aka dummy 
head stereo – begins with the 
obvious premise that as we have 
only two ears it should only be 
necessary to have two audio 
channels to reproduce realistic 
3D imaging, provided that we 
can record the waveforms that 
would impinge on each ear in the 
recording space and reproduce 
those waveforms at each ear on 
replay. This is generally achieved 
by using a dummy head for the 
recording – with a microphone at 
each ear position – and headphones 
for reproduction.

Playing dummy head recordings 
over loudspeakers does not give 
the desired result because acoustic 
crosstalk prevents each channel 
being delivered exclusively to the 
appropriate ear.

PRACTICAL DIFFICULTIES
On the face of it binaural stereo 
sounds like the answer to a maiden’s 
prayer – full 3D imaging, with a 
naturalness surpassing the best 
multichannel speaker systems, using 
just two channels. But binaural 
stereo is fraught with practical 
diffi culties, the most fundamental of 
which are anatomical. 

My head isn’t the same size and 
shape as yours, which means that 
the waveforms reaching each of 
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LEFT: The 
Smyth Research 
website details 
the company’s 
SVS system. A 
model wears 
a microphone 
rig used to take 
measurements 
at the listening 
position. The 
measurements, 
which are 
individual to 
the listener, 
are stored in a 
‘Realiser’ for later 
playback over 
headphones

ABOVE RIGHT: 
The KEMAR 
acoustic 
mannequin, now 
sold by GRAS, 
was dimensioned 
according to 
anatomical 
measurements 
taken from a 
group of human 
subjects

BELOW: The 
KEMAR large left 
and large right 
ears side by side 
give some idea 
of the inherent 
asymmetry 
of the typical 
human head – an 
asymmetry that 
is peculiar to 
each individual 
and thought 
to be vital to 
accurate sound 
localisation

our ears are not the same even if 
we each stand at the exact same 
position in the acoustic fi eld. 
Perhaps as signifi cantly, each 
person’s ears – and each side of 
their head – are not mirror images 
of the other. So the spectral 
modifi cations that sound undergoes 
in diffracting around the head and 
then interacting with the folds in 
our pinnae (ear fl aps) are somewhat 
different on each side. 

At least one distinguished worker 
in this fi eld – Dr Carl Poldy, ex-
AKG Acoustics and author of the 
chapter on headphone design in 
the ‘Loudspeaker 
And Headphone 
Handbook’ 
(Focal Press) – 
believes that this 
asymmetry is vital 
to normal sound 
localisation, and 
that people with 
unusually symmetrical heads and 
ears will often have diffi culties 
localising sound.

One illustration of the typical 
disparities in ear shape is provided 
by the artifi cial pinnae created for 
the KEMAR acoustic mannequin, 
which were dimensioned from 
anatomical measurements taken 
from quite a large number of human 
subjects. We use two of these pinna 
(large left and large right) during 
HFN’s headphone measurement 
[pictured side by side, bottom right] 
where the extent of their differences 
can clearly be seen.

The upshot of these individual 
and bilateral anatomical disparities 
is that if a binaural recording is 
made using microphones attached 
to your own head and replayed 
over a correctly balanced pair 
of headphones (which generally 
means not headphones designed for 
replaying conventional stereo), then 
the results can be remarkably good.
But as soon as someone else’s head 

or a generalised dummy head is 
used, the results become much less 
impressive for most listeners. This, 
more than anything, lessens the 
real-world appeal of binaural stereo.

There are circumstances in which 
it can be made to work really well 
but these involve it being tailored 
to the individual listener. For 
instance, the novel Smyth Research 
SVS system (http://smyth-research.
com) uses headphones and binaural 
impulse measurements performed 
using the listener’s own head to 
recreate the sound of a multichannel 
audio system, and the room it’s 

set up in, over 
headphones. 

This may 
appear, on the 
face of it, an 
odd thing to use 
binaural stereo 
for but for some it 
can be immensely 

useful. Such as the on-location 
recording engineer who needs to 
know how his multichannel mix will 
sound back in the studio, or the 
audiophile who wants to recreate 
the sound of his multichannel 
listening room when away from it.

BINAURAL OVER SPEAKERS
If we want to reproduce binaural 
recordings over loudspeakers – 
probably essential if binaural stereo 
is ever to become widely adopted 
– then cancellation of the acoustic 
crosstalk from left speaker to right 
ear and right speaker to left ear is 
vital. If we accept that few people, 
even audiophiles, will be prepared 
to achieve this by installing a large 
Glasgal-style median-plane baffl e in 
their listening room, then it has to 
be achieved electronically.

Ben Bauer took early steps to 
achieving this in his aforementioned 
JAES paper, which noted that 
the circuits used to add crosstalk 
to headphones could also be 

adapted to remove crosstalk from 
loudspeaker listening. 

IMPORTANT PATENT
But the most important 
development in what is properly 
termed transaural crosstalk 
cancellation was unveiled shortly 
after Bauer’s paper was published. 
On the 19th of November 1962 
Bishnu Atal and Manfred Schroeder 
fi led a US patent entitled ‘Apparent 
Sound Source Translator’, which was 
granted on the 22nd of February 
1966 (US 3,236,949). 

The patent’s text described a 
signal processing technique that 
enables a pair of loudspeakers to 
generate at the listener’s head 
the correct arrivals at each ear for 
any virtual sound source position 
between them. It is, therefore, a 
transaural crosstalk cancellation 
system, and was described explicitly 
as such by Schroeder when he wrote 
further about it in an IEEE paper in 
1975 (‘Models of Hearing’, Proc IEEE, 
63 (9)) and provided the diagram of 
it reproduced here on p23.

Moreover, Schroeder and his 
colleagues quickly put the technique 
to good use with binaural recordings 
when commissioned to fi x the poor 
acoustics of Philharmonic Hall, later 
renamed Avery Fisher Hall, in New 
York. The team used a dummy head 
to make recordings in some of the 
world’s most famous concert halls, 
which were later replayed over 
loudspeakers using the transaural 
crosstalk cancellation fi lters. 

‘“When applied to 
concert halls, the 
effect was truly 
overwhelming”’
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to play them on loudspeakers’, 
he wasn’t referring to the BACCH 
crosstalk cancellation fi lters 
developed by Prof Edgar Choueiri 
at Princeton – which Chesky 
enthusiastically endorsed in the 
same interview – but to equalisation 
that is intended to ensure a more 
even tonal balance. The BACCH 
fi ltering is not applied at source.

An assessment of the effi cacy 
of the Choueiri crosstalk fi ltering 
regime will, of course, have to await 
the arrival at HFN of hardware or 
software that’s able to apply it. 
Certainly it has the makings of an 
important development.

In the interim, though, it’s 
reasonable to suppose that its 
effi cacy relies on the original 
binaural recording itself being 
effective. So how do the Chesky 
Binaural+ recordings fare when 
replayed over high quality 
headphones? I used the Audeze 
LCD-2 [HFN Mar ’13] and Sony MDR-
MA900 [HFN Oct ’12], both driven 
by the Lehmann Black Cube Linear 
headphone amp [HFN Oct ’09]. 

Barry was positive in his 
reactions but I found them no more 
convincing that binaural recordings 
I’ve heard in the past. The sine 
qua non of binaural stereo is an 
externalised image, rather than the 
in-the-head image so familiar from 
headphone listening, but successive 
advocates of binaural stereo have 
found it a very diffi cult trick to pull 
off. The Binaural+ images didn’t 
externalise for me.

Let’s suppose, though, that 
most listeners enjoy better results – 
without the need for personalised 
binaural recording. Barry Fox made 
the point in his article that with 
so many headphones now in use 
around the world, there has never 
been more fertile ground on which 
to sow the seeds of a binaural 

RIGHT: David 
Chesky with 
Lars, the dummy 
head used for 
the recording of 
the company’s 
Binaural+ series 
(right), which was 
launched in 2012 
with the 26-track 
Dr Chesky’s 
Sensational, 
Fantastic, and 
Simply Amazing 
Binaural Sound 
Show test disc. 
The album can 
be downloaded 
in a choice of 
resolutions at 
www.hdtracks.
com

LEFT: Essential 
elements of 
the Atal and 
Schroeder 
crosstalk 
cancelling 
fi lter (as later 
illustrated by 
Sensuara). A, 
C and S are all 
transfer functions

As Schroeder would later recall 
in his book Fractals, Chaos, Power 
Laws, ‘Sound waves arriving laterally 
from an angle of 90º were simulated 
using two loudspeakers located 
at ±22.5º. The simulation turned 
out to be so realistic that many 
listeners turned their heads 90º to 
locate the third (nonexistent) sound 
source. (Of course, when they turn 
their heads, the effect disappears 
because the geometry is changed.) 
When this reproduction method 
was fi rst applied to concert halls, 
the effect was truly overwhelming: 
at a fl ick of a switch the listener 
could ‘transport’ himself from the 
Vienna Musikvereinsaal, say, to the 
Amsterdam Concertgebouw and 
back again. These instantaneous 
comparisons fi nally made reliable 
quality judgements possible that had 
eluded acousticians for so long.’

FOUR FLAVOURS 
Transaural crosstalk cancellation 
is also affected by anatomical 
differences and so performs best if 
designed specifi cally for the listener. 
So there are actually four distinct 
realisations of binaural recording 
and transaural processing for 
reproduction over loudspeakers:
1. generalised binaural recording and 
generalised crosstalk cancellation
2. generalised binaural recording and 
personalised crosstalk cancellation
3. personalised binaural recording 
and generalised crosstalk cancellation
4. personalised binaural recording and 
personalised crosstalk cancellation

Almost certainly, these are 
ordered here from worst to best in 
terms of the accuracy of the image 
they produce.

Chesky’s Binaural+ is not, in itself, 
any of these. When David Chesky 
stated in a recent interview that ‘we 
have recorded our new Binaural+ 
series with fi lters that allow you 

future. Maybe the results are good 
enough for most people, and 
headphone use now widespread 
enough, for binaural stereo at last to 
achieve critical mass.

COMMERCIAL CONCERNS 
Well, maybe, but there are many 
reasons to doubt it. For a start, you 
have to take into account the music 
that’s being played over the vast 
majority of the world’s headphones. 
Is it music recorded in a real acoustic 
which will benefi t from the natural 
3D imaging of which binaural stereo 
is ultimately capable? Or is it studio-
generated material that can already 
be imaged in ‘immersive’ ways, if 
desired, by various digital signal 
processing algorithms?

And will recording engineers 
and the record companies that 
employ them embrace the use of 
dummy head recording techniques? 
When your livelihood depends 
on producing a commercially 
acceptable sound, the fl exibility 
afforded by recording from multiple 
microphones and being able to post-
mix their outputs for the best result 
is one that few in the record industry 
will gladly forgo.

The answers to these questions, 
I fear, make the mainstream 
adoption of binaural recording and 
reproduction as remote a prospect 
as ever it was. How much of a haven 
binaural stereo will, with the Chesky 
and Choueiri developments, now 
fi nd in the more sheltered waters of 
high-end hi-fi  will become apparent 
over the next few years. But I’m not 
holding my breath for this being 
binaural’s breakthrough. 
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This must be the most talked about 
component in high-end audio 
since the unveiling of Devialet’s 
D-Premier [HFN Apr ’10]. Quite 

unlike any DAC you’ve ever seen in your 
life, the Da Vinci only started shipping from 
California-based Light Harmonic – a new 
kid on the audiophile block – last spring. 
However, prototypes have been wowing 
visitors to American high-end audio 
gatherings since 2011. And British show-
goers may have spotted a sample at Sound 
& Vision in Bristol in February 2012.

It’s here now. And, well… wow! Larger 
than many audio enthusiasts’ power 
amplifi ers, it weighs 28kg and costs a cool 
£20,000. Looking like a prop from the 
set of Star Wars, its industrial design is as 
ingenious as it is arresting, the top half 
of the Da Vinci’s milled aluminium ‘dual 
chassis’ rotating through 45° to make it 
look especially striking – and to aid cooling. 
The lower deck houses the power supply 
components, including three customised 
R-Core transformers which feed separate 

power supplies for the DAC’s analogue, 
digital and logic circuits. Rotating the 
upper deck counter-clockwise exposes the 
power supply’s top plate/heatsink, which 
does get a little warm to the touch.

ONE OF A RARE BREED
The chassis’ upper deck features decorative 
illuminated acrylic strips that really do 
look fabulous when the unit is powered 
up, along with a beautifully clear white 
OLED display panel that indicates incoming 
sampling frequency (albeit only when using 
the USB input), function icons confi rming 
correct operation of the USB input and the 
presence of an incoming signal, and touch-
sensitive control keys for Mute, Polarity 
(absolute phase), low pass fi lter on/off, 
Duet Mode on/off, and switching between 

USB and the other input. Yes, that’s right: 
there are only two inputs, the Da Vinci’s 
raison d’être being high-resolution audio 
that necessarily will be delivered from a 
computer. At the rear, in addition to the 
USB input, both S/PDIF (RCA) and AES/EBU 
(XLR) digital inputs are provided; however, 
you can only connect one or the other. Via 
S/PDIF or AES/EBU the Da Vinci will accept 
data up to 24-bit/192kHz, while its USB 
input will accept data up to 32-bit/384kHz 
– making it one of a very rare breed.

The Da Vinci employs three 
temperature-compensated crystal 
oscillator clocks: one specifi cally for its 
asynchronous USB interface, and separate 
clocks for fi les at sampling frequency 
multiples of 44.1kHz (44.1, 88.2, 176.4 
and 352.8kHz) and multiples of 48kHz 

Outboard DAC with USB, S/PDIF and AES/EBU inputs
Made by: Light Harmonic LLC, California, USA

Supplied by: Anthem AV Solutions, East Sussex
Telephone: 01825 750 858  

Web: www.lightharmonic.com; www.anthemavs.co.uk
Price: £20,000

RIGHT: The two mono analogue boards are 
lifted clear here to reveal the Da Vinci’s PCM 
decoding and Titan (XMOS) USB front end 
boards. The digital boards are populated with 
SMDs but the analogue circuits use full-sized, 
discrete components and no IC op-amps

As intriguing as the Renaissance polymath from whom it takes its name, this
drop-dead-gorgeous D-to-A converter is aiming for the top echelon of digital replay
Review: John Bamford Lab: Paul Miller

Light Harmonic Da Vinci



APRIL 2013 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 25

(48, 96, 192 and 384kHz). Described as a 
‘Non-OverSampling’ (NOS) DAC, it eschews 
digital fi ltering ‘in pursuing bit-perfect 
status to preserve a digital data stream in 
a pure, unadulterated form’, the design 
boasts proprietary technologies described 
in considerable detail on Light Harmonic’s 
website and in the Da Vinci’s user manual. 

These include automatic LSB 
correction, which claims to remove 
unpleasant asymmetric distortion and the 
aforementioned Duet Mode that ‘uses 
sophisticated aligned timing technology 
to virtually double the effective sampling 
rate’, so that low sampling rate (eg, 
compact disc) fi les are doubled to 88.2kHz 

‘to give much smoother high frequencies 
and eliminate the need for the notorious 
brick-wall fi lter’. Yet there remains some 
mystery as to precisely how the DAC works, 
Light Harmonic’s technical descriptions 
promising much but telling us very little 
[see PM’s boxout, below]. The analogue 
output stage is a zero-feedback fully-
balanced design, with balanced (XLR) and 
single-ended (RCA) output sockets provided 
at the rear of the enclosure.

The USB interface is a familiar XMOS 
package, with drivers to allow USB Audio 
Class 2.0 functionality using Windows 
operating systems provided by Thesycon 
of Germany. No special drivers are 

ABOVE: Casework is milled from aluminium 
blocks, with illuminated acrylic strips adding to 
the wow-factor. OLED display shows incoming 
sampling frequency to the DAC’s USB input

required for Apple or Linux OS. We did 
have problems loading the driver currently 
posted on Light Harmonic’s website, both 
with XP and Windows 7; however, a more 
up-to-date driver that was emailed to us 
later thankfully posed no installation or 
operational problems – other than the 
fact that Thesycon’s (largely superfl uous) 
control panel window remained blank.

The Da Vinci’s front panel function 
buttons are duplicated on a cute  

CRACKING DA VINCI’S CODE

While there is plenty of information on Light Harmonic’s website, the job of 
providing a clear and concise explanation of the Da Vinci’s design and technology 
is still challenging. The avoidance of any oversampling or digital fi ltering is key 
to any NOS DAC – the Da Vinci’s impulse response is devoid of ringing – which 
means that delta-sigma/PWM DACs are out and R2R ladder-style ‘multi-bit’ 
conversion is typically in. Achieving anything beyond 20-bit resolution by this 
technique is extremely diffi cult because of the required element matching [see 
Lab Report p29] and most attempts, as here, usually involve pairs of identically-
matched DACs handling positive and negative-going portions, respectively. In 
this way two DACs of n-bit resolution can achieve n+1 bit performance. Light 
Harmonic’s DAC architecture is executed via CPLD and a ladder network with 
four such DACs per channel. With its Duet Engine engaged the four DACs are 
used in pairs to interpolate 44.1/48kHz inputs up to 88.2/96kHz, possibly not 
unlike Harman Kardon’s RLS regime [see HFN May ’09 and July ’93].

The use of shift registers is suggested by the two graphs [adjacent] where 
we see that left and right channels are not synchronised but staggered by one 
sample period. This introduces an interchannel phase shift that increases with 
audio frequency but decreases with increasing sample rate. Thus the phase 
shift is greatest with 44.1/48kHz audio [top graph] but reduces with 96kHz 
and 192kHz+ media fi les [bottom graph]. The ragged appearance of the 48kHz 
fi le [top graph] is not due to harmonic distortion but reveals the presence of 
aliasing artefacts ordinarily removed by digital fi ltering. Also, intermodulation 
distortion between high frequency music signals and their digital aliases will 
track back into the audible range. However, as these same aliasing signals are 
shifted further out with 192kHz fi les, the waveform [bottom graph] looks much 
smoother and distortion is reduced. Such are the pros and cons of NOS DACs. PM

ABOVE: Waveform plots of a peak level 1kHz 
signal comparing left [black trace] and right 
[red] channels at 48kHz [top] and 192kHz 
[bottom] input sample rates. Note the reduced 
interchannel phase error (the L/R offset) and 
smoother appearance of the 192kHz input



Stunning Hi-Fi from £199
In December 1944, Mr Khosaku Kikuchi opened the original Sansui Electrical Plant. By 1965 the company 

Now,

www.henleydesigns.co.uk.
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infra-red remote control the size 
of a table coaster and fashioned 
from aluminium. 

The DAC confi rms 
receipt of an IR 
command with a 
satisfying ‘beep’ sound – 
although it would be nice if 
this could be disabled by the 
user if desired. Unfortunately, 
with our review sample, the Da Vinci 
beeped away whenever any IR signal was 
detected in the room, which proved more 
than mildly annoying when adjusting 
amplifi er gain while listening to music, or 
skipping CD tracks. We also found that, as 
noted in PM’s Lab Report [p29], the phase 
invert function didn’t work.

With future-proofi ng in mind, provision 
has been made within the chassis for 
adding DoP (DSD over PCM) functionality. 
Expected to cost approximately half as 
much again (!), the ‘Dual DAC’ version 
of the Da Vinci will include an additional 
power supply and entirely separate Delta-
Sigma DSD decoding engine and analogue 
stage. Previewed at CES in January, it 
should be available this summer. Existing 
owners hankering for native DSD playback 
– of DSD64 (2.8MHz) 
and DSD128 (5.6MHz) 
– will be able to have 
the additional internal 
components retro-
fi tted for the difference 
in price between the 
‘standard’ Da Vinci DAC 
and the imminent Da 
Vinci Dual DAC. Keep an eye on the UK 
distributor Anthem AV Solutions’ website 
for availability announcements.

 
 WITH BIGGER NUMBERS

Since the Da Vinci is one of only a handful 
of DACs currently available that handles up 
to 384kHz sampling, it was wonderful to 
play out a few excerpts of DXD recordings 
from the catalogue of Norway’s 2L label 
and see the DAC’s display declaring proudly 
‘352kHz’ (free samples can be downloaded 
from www.2l.no – you’ll fi nd them in the 
‘Test Bench HD audio fi les’ section). 

The performance by the Engegård 
Quartet playing the fi nale of Haydn’s 
String Quartet in D from the SACD entitled 
String Quartets: Haydn – Solberg – Grieg 
[2L53SACD] was depicted beautifully, 
the ‘tonal colour’ of the sound through 

ABOVE: Conjoined two-box construction, the 
top deck rotating through 45°. If you don’t 
need to ask the price, silver, titanium and rose 
gold fi nish options are also available

RIGHT: The lowest ‘layer’ of the Da Vinci has 
the underside of the PCM decoding board 
screened by a steel sheet. The PSU features 
three customised R-Core transformers and 
regulators for digital, logic and analogue circuits

my system warm and rich, with an easy-
going mellifl uousness aided by the DAC’s 
obviously smooth and refi ned treble.

I didn’t think the performance utterly 
revelatory, but it was extremely refi ned. 
The same recording packaged in a 24/192 
container – the fi le I ’d normally be limited 
to playing through any 24/192-capable 
DAC – appeared more fi nely resolved 
via T+A’s DAC 8 for example, the T+A’s 

razor-sharp clarity and 
focus providing a more 
highly polished window 
through which to 
observe the musicians 
performing in an 
acoustic space. 

I suppose one might 
argue that with the DAC 

8 the fi nely-etched sound is squeaky-clean 
and hi-res-digital-in-the-extreme, while the 
Da Vinci delivers a more relaxed, organic 
and ‘charming’ quality that’s exceptionally 
comfortable. Curiously enough, I’d use the 
same adjectives if asked to describe how I 
perceive the sonic difference between high 
data rate PCM and DSD coding. And which 
you will prefer will necessarily be both 

A lover of vinyl and SET tube amps, 
Larry Ho is founder and president 
of Light Harmonic, a start-up 
established in Sacramento in 2010 
that aims to deliver the very best 
in digital audio. When designing 
the Da Vinci the goal was ‘to make 
a digital component that would 
perform as close to an analogue 
audio source as possible’. 

We’re told that for assessing 
their progress, Light Harmonic’s 
engineers assembled a top-notch 
LP playback reference system, ‘to 
serve as a good representation of a 
true high-end sound’. This included 
a Clearaudio turntable, SME arm 
and Koetsu Rosewood feeding an 
Aesthetix tube phono amplifi er [see 
also PM’s Opinion, p98].

Born and educated in Taiwan, 
where he studied electronics 
engineering and computer science, 
Larry also holds a masters degree 
in business administration. He is 
already responsible for several 
successful start-up ventures, 
although Light Harmonic is the fi rst 
that allows him to indulge in his 
passion for hi-fi . 

Says Larry: ‘The Da Vinci 
represents three people’s 
teamwork. The unique chassis is the 
work of industrial designer Raymond 
Ray, working from my concepts of 
isolating the active circuitry from 
the power supplies and using the 
enclosure’s mass to shield the 
circuitry. I designed the digital 
circuitry myself, with cooperation 
from German designer Hannes 
Frederick, who was responsible for 
the analogue output stage.’

MEET LARRY HO

‘Rarely does it 
shout, and there’s 

ne’er a hint of 
“digital glare”’
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

system dependent and a matter of 
personal taste.

For further critical evaluation of 
the Da Vinci’s ‘character’ I listened 
to the latest offering from Channel 
Classics, an excerpt from Britten’s 
Serenade performed by tenor 
James Gilchrist and the Amsterdam 
Sinfonietta, from the recent Britten 
SACD [CCS SA 32213]. Where with 
some DACs the difference in fi delity 
between 44.1, 96 and 192kHz fi les 
can sometimes be only very subtle – 
as indeed was the case when using 
a USB-to-S/PDIF converter hooked up 
to the Da Vinci’s coaxial digital input 
– via the Da Vinci’s USB interface 
the improvement in the higher 
resolution fi les was of the night and 
day variety. 

A CIVILISED MANNER
With increasing sampling rates the 
sound became progressively more 
open and airy and with a heightened 
sense of realism thanks to enhanced 
dynamic shading, a deeper 
soundstage, sharper leading edges 
and better focus. Similarly with 2L’s 
recording of the Trondheim Soloists 
playing Britten’s Simple Symphony 
[2L50SACD] the sound improved 
markedly as sampling rate increased 
– again, in terms of image focus and 
crispness of transients.

Listeners with lean-sounding 
and/or brittle systems will certainly 
appreciate the Da Vinci’s meaty, 
powerful bass and extremely 
civilised top end. Even with hot 
recordings such as Adele’s rousing 
and raucous ‘Rolling In The 
Deep’ from her 21 album [Pias 
XLCD520] the Da Vinci remained 
commendably relaxed. Rarely 
does it shout, with ne’er a hint of 
‘digital glare’ or brittleness, the 
DAC always keeping sibilants and 
splashy percussion moderately in 
check. The 1966 Pacifi c Jazz label 

recording of Buddy Rich and his 
orchestra, Swingin’ New Big Band 
[Blue Note 35232] is engaging and 
dynamic, but a challenge for many 
systems due to its lack of ‘polish’. 
Where its open and unsullied quality 
is wonderfully vibrant, the energetic 
brass and percussion can often 
become ragged, especially if your 
speakers’ tweeters have a tendency 
to ‘fi zz’ at high-ish SPLs. Yet the Da 
Vinci managed to keep the band’s 
famous ‘West Side Story Medley’ 
wholly enjoyable from beginning to 
end, obviating fatigue thanks to its 
civilised tonality and smooth HF.

The Da Vinci’s luscious and 
creamy sound quality reminded me 
of the high-end digital playback 
offerings from Burmester and MBL 
that have graced my listening rooms 
in recent times. I wouldn’t declare 
it euphonic or coloured, but the 
Da Vinci is gentle in the manner in 
which it presents musical dynamics. 
Any well-heeled audiophile 
contemplating spending serious 
money on hi-res computer audio 
playback needs to audition this DAC. 
Chances are you’ll fall head over 
heels in love with it… 

ABOVE: Straightforward, but not especially easy to access, are single S/PDIF (on 
RCA), AES/EBU (on XLR) and USB digital audio inputs. The single-ended and balanced 
(XLR) analogue outputs may be pre-set for either a 4V or 6V maximum output

LAB
REPORT

As with other NOS DACs, and also as a result of Light 
Harmonic’s proprietary technologies [see box out, p25], the 
Da Vinci’s technical performance scales with incoming sample 
rate. Certain parameters, including the 4V balanced output, the 
impressively low 12ohm source impedance and >100dB stereo 
separation from 1kHz-20kHz are independent of sample rate. 
So are the 100dB and 98dB A-wtd S/N ratios (S/PDIF and USB 
inputs), the 0.0024% distortion at 1kHz/0dBFs (all rates from 
44.1kHz to 192kHz) and low-level linearity that tails off below 
–96dBFs (±1dB over a 100dB dynamic range) – suggesting 
an effective resolution between 16-17 bits. However, high 
frequency harmonic distortion decreases both over the top 
20dB of its dynamic range [see blue trace, Graph 1 below] and 
with increasing sample rate from 0.13% (left)/0.065% (right) 
at 20kHz (48kHz/0dBFs) to 0.007% (96kHz) and 0.0025% 
(192kHz). With 48kHz samples, 20kHz distortion reduces to 
0.022% at –10dBFs and 0.0008% at –30dBFs.

An impulse test reveals no pre or post-event ringing, 
consistent with no digital fi ltering and eliminating any 
acausal/time domain distortions, but the output remains 
phase-inverting regardless of the ‘phase’ setting. Frequency 
response scales with sample rate from –2.6dB/20kHz (48kHz) 
to –3.3dB/45kHz (96kHz) and –3.2dB/90kHz (192kHz). Jitter 
also reduces with sample rate from a high of 990psec (48kHz) 
to 290psec (96kHz) and just 45psec via USB. Readers can 
download full QC Suite test reports revealing the Da Vinci’s
S/PDIF and USB performance by navigating to www.hifi news.
co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

ABOVE: High resolution jitter spectra comparing USB 
(red, ~50psec) and S/PDIF (black, ~990psec) inputs 
with 24-bit/48kHz data

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

LIGHT HARMONIC DA VINCI

Maximum output level (Balanced) 4.01Vrms at 12ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 100.7dB / 98.6dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0022% / 0.0038%

Dist. & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.065% / 0.0008% 

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz) +0.0dB to –2.6dB/–3.3dB/–3.2dB

Digital jitter (48kHz/96kHz/USB) 990psec / 290psec / 45psec

Resolution @ –100dB ±1.0dB

Power consumption 41W

Dimensions (WHD) 470x200x470mm

While it might not deliver 
revelatory detail, the sound of the 
Da Vinci is undeniably beguiling. 
Its stress-free demeanour 
encourages prolonged listening, 
and its bold industrial design 
makes an imposing statement – 
as does the price. The impression 
left is that it’s both a passion and 
a work in progress… and holding 
off a formal recommendation 
for the time being as the best, 
perhaps, is still yet to come.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  82%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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Pre and power amp. Rated 300W/8ohm
Made by: Technical Audio Devices Labs Inc, Japan

Supplied by: GX Audio Ltd, UK
Telephone: 0845 643 6299

Web: http://tad-labs.com; www.tad-labs.co.uk
Price: £27,000 (C600)/£26,000 each (M600)  

Readers may recall that I’ve been 
hoping to play host to these 
amplifi ers from TAD Laboratories 
since last spring, when HFN 

brought you a world exclusive review of the 
company’s D600 CD/SACD/DAC front-end 
and ‘Evolution Series’ C2000/M2500 pre/
power amp combination [HFN May ’12]. 
This lavishly-built C600 preamplifi er and 
most unusual-looking partnering M600 
monoblocks are TAD Labs’ ‘Reference’ 
amplifi ers. The angular and bow-fronted 
fascia of the preamp, with its large, amber-
hued LED status display, matches that of 
the D600 disc player we tested last May. 

Getting our hands on this fl agship pre/
power amplifi er also gave me another 
opportunity to experience the company’s 
fabulous £34k Compact Reference 
loudspeakers, the sound of which has 
haunted me since they graced my listening 
room for a few tantalising days last year. 
It’s TAD Labs’ monitoring speakers for 
which the Tokyo-based specialist company 
– an engineering ‘skunkworks’ fi nanced 
by Pioneer Corporation of Japan – is most 
famous [see boxout] and these amplifi ers 
have been designed not simply to partner 
the speakers, but to showcase them at 
their very best.

DUAL-MONO PREAMPLIFIER
The C600 preamp’s aluminium subchassis 
is 33mm thick and weighs 15kg alone, 
designed not just to resist acoustic 
vibration but to provide a ‘low and stable 
ground potential’, says the company. 
Removing the preamp’s top plate reveals 
its dual mono construction and all-discrete 
signal path. It’s a fully balanced design, 
with separate left and right channel 
circuit boards and identical wiring paths 
throughout. As with the aforementioned 
TAD D600 disc player/DAC, the C600 
preamp’s power supply is a separate 
‘hideaway’ unit in order to eliminate any 

power transformer vibration or fl ux leakage 
from reaching the delicate audio circuits. 
Employing a massive 400VA transformer 
it connects via a pair of substantial 
umbilical cables terminated with lock-ring 
connectors. And since the D600 sports 
digital inputs, the C600 is a ‘pure analogue’ 
preamplifi er. It has six line-level inputs, 
three balanced (XLR) and three single-
ended (RCA), and balanced and single-
ended outputs alongside two fi xed-level 
‘record’ outputs – handy should you wish to 
add a dedicated headphone amplifi er. 

In keeping with a purist approach, 
a monitor switch has been purposely 
eliminated from the design. Source input 
signals are fi rst processed by the C600’s 
electronic volume control, after which they 
are output by the fi rst stage amplifi er, the 
preamp’s input selector being the only 

switch connected in series with the signal 
path. The circuit design employs just one 
voltage amplifi cation stage, while the 
balanced and single-ended outputs have 
their own circuits in order to eliminate 
any signal branching. The volume control 
comprises two proprietary ladder resistor-
switching devices (one for each channel); 
rotating the volume knob adjusts gain in 
1dB steps, or 0.5dB increments when the 
‘Fine’ selector button on the right of the 
fascia is pressed.

Other buttons on the C600’s front 
panel offer mute and display-off while 
also accessing the preamp’s setup menu. 
Here you can set individual input gain and 
channel balance, pass-through (unity gain), 
and confi gure the unit for daisy-chaining 
with additional C600s in a master/slave 
arrangement to create a (cost-no-object!) 

RIGHT: C600 analogue preamp has dual-mono 
construction throughout, with complementary 
pairs of transistors mounted on sizable 
heatsinks. Each input has its own gain path

When Japanese manufacturers design high-end products without cost restraints, 
they don’t do anything by halves. This fl agship pre/power combo is simply divine 
Review: John Bamford Lab: Paul Miller

TAD C600/M600
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multichannel replay system. Build quality 
is immaculate, the C600’s rotary input 
selector and volume control feeling truly 
luxurious in operation. A perfunctory 
remote control handset is provided [see 
p35] that covers all essential functions: 
standby on/off, direct input selection, 
display on/off, volume up/down and mute.

TRULY MASSIVE MONOBLOCKS
Meanwhile, despite being based on a 
similar ‘simple-is-best’ design ideology, the 
idiosyncratically-styled M600 monoblocks 
are truly massive beasts each weighing 
90kg. The M600 sits squat on the fl oor on 
a graphite cast-iron monocoque chassis 
which alone accounts for 35kg of the 
amplifi er’s back-breaking weight. This two-
part ‘wide tread’ structure offers a very low 
centre of gravity and is supported by spiked 
feet at the outer corners. Unscrewing 
aluminium discs atop each corner of the 
massive base reveals the spikes which are 
adjusted from above with a supplied Allen 
wrench. A set of immaculately-machined 
and polished ‘footer’ discs is provided 
to protect precious wooden fl oors. 
Thoughtfully, TAD even includes a fold-out 

paper template allowing you to decide 
precisely where your M600s are going to 
be sited. Let’s face it: you’ll want to lift 
them into position only once… 

Conservatively rated at 300W/8ohm 
[see Lab Report] the power amp is fully 
balanced and sports a solitary XLR input 
socket at the rear. Two identical sets of 
speaker outputs are 
provided for convenient 
bi-wiring where desired. 
The M600 is a bridged 
transformerless design 
– which, of course, 
precludes its use with 
electrostatics and some 
Tannoy models – featuring 
a huge power supply and employing 
just one voltage stage with current 
feedback. Underneath the 18mm-thick 
aluminium top case lie two 10kg power 
transformers alongside a bank of four 
33,000μF reservoir capacitors. Aluminium 
plates occupy spaces between the chassis 
and power supply components, while a 
chimney-style heatsink assembly aims to 
provide further isolation of the amplifi er’s 
signal circuitry from any external infl uence. 

ABOVE: Cosmetically matching TAD’s D600 
disc player/DAC, the C600’s display employs 
static light-mode LEDs to avoid HF noise

The PPE (polyphenyl ether) PCB employs 
135μm thick oxygen-free copper foil, and 
is situated directly behind the M600’s rear 
panel in order to keep the audio signal 

path as short as possible. 
Power on/off is via a 
rocker switch concealed 
under the front edge of 
the amplifi er’s chassis. 
On fi ring up the front 
panel indicators glow 
red, changing to amber 
once the muting/

protection circuits disengage, after 
approximately eight seconds.   

 NEVER FLUSTERED
Having enjoyed the sonic delights of 
the less costly C2000/M2500 pre/power 
combo last year I knew I’d be in for a treat 
hearing this fl agship amplifi er system 
from TAD Labs – and I certainly wasn’t 
disappointed. It delivers fabulous bass 
depth, detail and ‘grip’ combined with 
sprightly delicacy and fi nesse through the 
midrange and treble. Consequently it can 
really rock at high SPLs while remaining 
civilised and controlled. And as with the 
very best high-end audio components, 
it always seems ‘calm’. It doesn’t get 
fl ustered with densely-packed productions, 
and with purist audiophile recordings 
instruments and voices appear clearly 
separated by inky-black silences.

Precisely how you might perceive the 
subjective balance of these amplifi ers will 
depend largely on your speakers, naturally. 
Since TAD’s less ambitious amplifi er 
system summarily trounced the Levinson 
No.383 integrated in my system it was 
little surprise to discover that the C600/

‘Fabulous bass 
depth and detail 

are delivered with 
sprightly delicacy’

TAD’S TIMELINE
Since the 1970s the TAD marque has been synonymous with professional 
monitoring, the specialist company’s cost-no-object speaker drivers often 
specifi ed by acousticians and architects designing top-level control rooms for 
recording studios. In the late 1990s TAD Laboratories Inc. gained a new director 
of engineering, Andrew Jones, who had worked alongside Laurie Fincham at 
KEF during the development of KEF’s Uni-Q drivers. He was invited to develop 
‘the best loudspeakers in the world’. He now travels extensively between the 
US and Japan, where TAD Labs’ HQ comprises a dozen or so design engineers 
[see boxout, p33] some of whom are long-standing Pioneer employees chosen 
to work in the TAD ‘think tank’ due to their individual fi elds of expertise and 
passion for high-end music reproduction. The electronics to partner Jones’
world-class TAD loudspeakers have been a decade in the making, fi nally allowing 
TAD to offer an entire source-to-sound replay chain. 



Manufactured in the UK by Data Conversion Systems Ltd  Unit 1, Buckingway Business Park, Anderson Road, Swavesey, Cambridge, CB24 4AE

 info@dcsltd.co.uk |  dCSonlythemusic |  www.dcsltd.co.uk

Vivaldi redefines state-of-the-art  
in digital playback and represents 
the pinnacle of our ‘no compromise’ 
approach to product design – 
setting a new standard for the 
future of digital audio.

dCS Vivaldi is a complete digital playback  
system that offers unmatched sonic and  
measured performance. 

Designed for maximum flexibility with an array  
of input and output configurations it is easily set  
up and optimised for music systems with various  
digital sources. 

Featuring the latest groundbreaking technology  
from dCS, Vivaldi will transform your listening  
experience, taking your music collection to levels  
you have not heard before.

Introducing VIVALDI

It’s almost unfair;  
dCS seem to play in  
a league of their own. 
STEREOPHILE
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M600 set-up delivered a whole new level of 
transparency, throwing a spotlight on the 
art of sound engineers and producers, and 
making the fi nest audiophile recordings 
truly come alive. 

Where the M600 power amps appear 
‘fast’ and explicit – albeit with never a 
hint of harshness or glare – and supremely 
authoritative, the C600 preamp could 
be accused of sounding slightly reticent 
and laid-back. Tonally it appeared neutral, 
but a little dark. Image 
placement seemed 
recessed, robbing some 
recordings of immediacy.

Hear this combo 
with TAD Labs’ Compact 
Reference (CR1) 
monitors, however, and 
you’d garner a quite 
different opinion. Since the speakers are 
so ultra-vivid and dynamically explicit, 
what I perceived as a laid-back character 
in the C600 now made perfect sense in 
the context of a complete TAD system, the 
electronics virtually disappearing within 
the replay chain. Image placement is 
rock solid and holographically ‘real’ and, 
as is often the case when one’s system’s 
goalposts have been moved, listening 
becomes a journey of discovery as long-lost 
gems from the depths of a music collection 
are re-discovered and regular favourites 
used for system evaluation sometimes 
have to be re-evaluated. (For instance, I 
was taken a-back to observe that Jennifer 
Warnes’ Famous Blue Raincoat doesn’t 
really deserve its audiophile status. Its 

electronic haze of artifi cial ambience was 
rendered all too obviously!)

REVELATORY LISTENING
Running my Mac mini/Windows 7/JRiver 
Media Center computer audio front-end 
via a T+A Elektroakustik DAC 8 digital-
to-analogue converter, plumbed in 
via balanced connection to the C600 
preamp, I enjoyed several revelatory 
musical experiences with this stellar 

replay system. Stereo 
imaging is exceptional, 
with outstanding inner 
texturing and detail 
that allows forensic 
inspection of recordings, 
yet the overall balance is 
surprisingly smooth and 
relaxed. The civility and 

delicacy of high frequencies reminded me 
of the fabulous Nagra electronics that I’ve 
enjoyed immensely during recent months 
– yet these (more costly) TAD amplifi ers 
sound more vibrant and ‘alive’.  

In particular, they render percussion 
and brass in an appropriately aggressive 
and unsettling manner when required, for 
instance during the opening movement of 
Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring [Cleveland Orch/
Maazel – Telarc CD-80054], but with none 
of the white-hot, over-bright glare often 
experienced when listening via many lesser 
solid-state amplifi ers. Yet TAD’s C600/M600 
combo does not sound artifi cially sweet 
or smooth either; it adds little brightness 
of its own while displaying none of the 
‘colour’ of many delightful-to-listen-to 

ABOVE: The M600 power amp is embedded into a 35kg graphite cast-iron chassis and base. The 
amplifi er is fully balanced, input-to-output, and has only one (voltage) stage with (current) feedback

‘Brushes sizzled 
over the snare 

drum with 
exquisite realism’ 

TAD’s D600 CD/SACD/DAC and C600 
preamp is the work of Masahiko 
Nakamura [below] who joined 
Pioneer as a design engineer 25 
years ago. He was responsible 
for Pioneer’s unique CD player 
designs throughout the 1990s – 
those featuring the ‘upside-down’ 
Stable Platter Mechanism and 
Legato Link digital fi lters. Later, 
when developing universal players 
that interfaced with multichannel 
amplifi ers via iLINK, he worked 
alongside fellow engineer Odashima-
san who designed the VSA-AX10 
series of amps. Subsequent versions 
incorporated hernia-inducing 
under-chassis frames of mineral-
loaded steel designed to combat 
the ingress of vibration. Odashima 
is responsible for TAD’s power amps 
where his obsession with vibration 
isolation has reached its pinnacle!

NAKAMURA-SAN



t: 01727 865488 
e: info@symmetry-systems.co.uk 
w: www.symmetry-systems.co.uk 

A new angle on LP reproduction

The Lyra Delos moving coil cartridge.

Designed by Jonathan Carr and hand built 
by Japanese master craftsman Yoshinori Mishima.

Lyra redefining analogue
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

TAD does its C600 preamp an injustice, rating distortion 
at 0.0015% (1kHz at 1V) and the maximum output at 20V. 
In practice, distortion is an order of magnitude lower at 
~0.00025-0.0005% through bass and midrange at 1V [see 
black trace, Graph 2 below] while the balanced output is still 
going strong at a huge 40V (0.093% THD). The frequency 
response, however, is not fl at to ±1dB over a 100kHz range 
but rolls-off to –0.5dB/20kHz and –5.9dB/100kHz with a –3dB 
point of 4Hz in the subsonic bass. The A-wtd S/N ratio is a wide 
100dB (re. 0dBV) but even this is bettered by the partnering 
M600 power amp which achieves 101dB, albeit re. 0dBW. 
The M600’s input impedance is very high at 220kohm which 
at least partially offsets any potential bass issues with the 
C600 whose output impedance rises alarmingly from 325ohm 
midband to 2.4kohm at 20Hz. 

By contrast, the M600 offers a low 0.033ohm source 
impedance that’s fl at to around 10kHz. Its response is also 
exceptionally fl at and extended from 1Hz to 100kHz at 
–0.0/+0.2dB into 8ohm and –0.03/+0.05dB into 4ohm while 
distortion steadily reduces with time from 0.0036% to 0.0015% 
over 30 minutes (re. 10W/8ohm) as the 35kg chassis reaches 
thermal equilibrium. There’s a small increase in THD at the 
frequency extremes [blue trace, Graph 2]. And power? The 
M600 is very capable – delivering a continuous 420W/740W 
into 8/4ohm and 480W/930W under dynamic conditions. 
Maximum current is a huge 51.8A. Readers are invited to view 
comprehensive QC Suite test reports for the TAD C600 preamp 
and M600 power amplifi er by navigating to www.hifi news.
co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

TAD C600/M600

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 420W / 740W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 480W / 930W / 1650W / 2690W

Output imp. (20Hz–20kHz, pre/power) 320-2.3kohm / 0.035–0.05ohm

Freq. resp. (20Hz–100kHz, pre/power) +0.0 to –5.9dB / –0.0 to +0.2dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBV/0dBW) 248mV (pre) / 88mV (power)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV/0dBW) 99.8dB (pre) / 100.6dB (power)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 1V/10W) 0.0002–0.002% / 0.0025–0.0065%

Power consump. (pre/idle/rated o/p) 38W/100W/560W

Dimensions (WHD pre/power) 450x150x440/516x307x622mm

ABOVE: THD vs. extended frequency; C600 (1V out, 
black trace) vs. M600 (10W/8ohm, blue trace)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green) speaker loads. Very load tolerant

LAB
REPORT

tube amps. The M600’s low end is 
extremely authoritative: solid and 
dry, permitting bass inner-detail and 
texture to be beautifully described.

The amplifi er combo brought 
several ‘diffi cult’ recordings to 
life. Joni Mitchell’s Dog Eat Dog 
album from 1985 [Geffen] has an 
electronic ‘edge’ that I’ve always 
found fatiguing, but the C600/
M600 combo made easy work of 
it, sounding refi ned and civilised. 
The sound effects during ‘Smokin’ 
(Empty, Try Another)’ leapt out, 
while Mitchell’s multi-layered vocal 
lines were delivered with uncommon 
clarity and fi ne diction. 

To witness these amplifi ers’ 
supreme naturalness I played various 
hi-res recordings of the Norwegian 
Helge Lien Trio [24-bit/96kHz FLAC 
downloads from highresaudio], the 
depiction of each recording venue’s 
ambience, the decay of the piano, 
the delicacy of gently caressed 
cymbals and brushes sizzling across 
the snare drum proving exquisite 
in their realism. The track ‘Diverted 

Dance’ from Hello Troll has a totally 
different sound to the title track 
from the trio’s Natsukashii album 
for example, the piano sounding as 
though it’s in a more reverberant 
space. The TAD system showed this 
balance variation in explicit fashion, 
while the initial attack of each 
piano note and the natural decay 
to silence was enough to make this 
seasoned audiophile bask in the 
realism of such beautifully-captured 
musical events. 

These very expensive amplifi ers – 
hand-crafted in Japan, alongside 
TAD Labs’ loudspeakers – are 
immaculately fi nished and fully 
deserving of their price tags 
given that they can be compared 
alongside the fi nest high-end 
audio components available in 
the world. Striking a near-perfect 
balance between explicit ‘studio 
monitoring’ and home hi-fi  
‘musicality’, they should be on 
any audiophile’s dream wish list.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

ABOVE: Input/output sockets of the C600 preamp are clearly separated into L/R 
channels, with connectors in the centre for the external PSU. M600 monoblock has 
two sets of output terminals for bi-wiring. It’s truly massive, weighing 90kg no less!
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Two-and-a-half way fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: GamuT Audio, Denmark
Supplied by: Audio Reference Ltd

Telephone: 01252 702 705
Web: www.gamutaudio.com; www.audioreference.co.uk

Price: £8460

It is often said within the car industry 
that the ‘safe’ options for purchasers 
are provided by the likes of Toyota, 
General Motors and Ford, with some 

smaller manufacturers failing to receive the 
credit they deserve due to a lack of public 
awareness. In some ways this can be said to 
be true of the loudspeaker industry as well, 
with names including KEF, B&W, Tannoy and 
Monitor Audio being the comfortable choices 
for many listeners. Not that there is anything 
wrong with this, of course: the companies 
in question make some superb loudspeakers 
between them, but it is worthwhile 
remembering that if none of their models 
quite meet your requirements, there are many 
other, slightly lesser known, names that will 
probably fi t the bill.

GamuT is one of the companies 
that is slowly gaining a wider circle of 
awareness thanks to some very impressive 
demonstrations at hi-fi  shows across the 
globe. It also happens to hail from Denmark, 
a country which seems to have more than its 
fair share of talented loudspeaker designers 
thanks, in no small part, to the well respected 
Audio Engineering research department at the 
country’s Technical University. 

New from the company is the M’inenT 
range. The line-up comprises one standmount 
loudspeaker, the M3, and two fl oorstanders, 
the M5 and M7. The M5s under review 
here are most certainly not a small design 
shadowed by their larger brethren – they 
have a tall and commanding presence yet 
somehow seem less bulky than their paper 
dimensions would suggest. (I suspect that it 
is largely the ‘swept-back’ cabinet design that 
makes them appear sleeker.) 

The cabinet itself is also exceptionally 
well fi nished in an exquisite, fl awless real 
wood veneer. A good range of fi nishes is 
available but only three of them – Satin Black, 
Walnut and Figured Maple – are available 
at the suggested UK retail price of £8460. 
Should your tastes veer to the more exotic, 
you will need to dig deeper into your wallet 
as optional Makasa Ebony or Lava Red Burl 
veneers add around £2000 to this price; and 
taking any of these fi ve options to a high gloss 
fi nish starts at around £3300.

RIGHT: Drivers include a 7in wood fi bre coned 
bass unit crossing to a ‘sliced cone’ 7in mid at 
550Hz. Tweeter uses an ‘impulse and resonance 
optimized’ double ring radiator with GamuT’s own 
stainless steel wave guide. Crossover is at 2.35kHz

The slender cabinets of the M5 contain 
three drive units and they are confi gured as 
a two-and-a-half way design, with crossover 
points at 500Hz and 2.25kHz. Handling the 
bass end of the spectrum is a 7in driver with 
rubber surround and a GamuT hand-treated, 
wood fi bre cone. This hands over to another 
7in bass/midrange driver, again based around 
a hand-treated cone, but this time with the 
addition of ‘slices’ into the material which are 
then fi lled with damping glue. This is claimed 
to control cone breakup throughout the 
critical midband region, reducing distortion. 

SPIKE IN THE SYSTEM
The treble is then left to a Scan-Speak 
Revelator tweeter – a double ring radiator 
design rather than a true dome. The alarming-
looking front spike is not just a handy device 
to stop visiting children from poking the unit 
with their fi ngers, but is an integral part of 
the tweeter’s design, not only shaped to aid 
dispersion but clamping the centre of the 
dome. In a conventional design, the top of a 
tweeter dome is at the furthest point away 
from the voice-coil and has potential to move 
in the opposite direction to that of the coil, 
as a resonant wave is set up in the dome at 
certain frequencies. The result is cancellation 
and dips in the frequency response. Naturally, 
careful dome design and judicious material 
choice minimises this behaviour, but clamping 
the centre of the dome leaves a smaller 
area free to move, potentially reducing 
cancellation effects, smoothing the tweeter’s 
output and permitting higher frequencies to 
be reproduced [see Lab Report, p39].

The drive units are connected by a 
crossover circuit that GamuT calls a ‘Non 
Resonant Linked Impulse’ solution. The 
company says that this operates in the time 
domain to control interactions between 
drivers, cabinet and the circuitry itself. The 
crossover has a high component count and is 
calculated to offer an acoustic behaviour of 

Aiming to widen its loudspeaker line-up, Danish loudspeaker 
company GamuT introduces the mid-level M’inenT range
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Keith Howard

GamuT M’inenT M5



APRIL 2013 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 37

DANISH DESIGN

‘between fi rst and second order’. The 
loudspeakers are wired internally with 
‘WormHole Signature’ cabling, another 
GamuT development comprising 
individual insulated conductors 
surrounded by a special woven 
insulation material, all inside a second 
cover that has copper threads within it. 
The company claims that this ‘permits 
the effective termination of unwanted 
stored energy, thus optimising impulse 
behaviour’. To round the package off, a 
very smart grille is included that appears 
to locate on just two holes within the 
cabinet; but it is 
further stabilised using 
magnets that sit on the 
drive unit fi xings.

Finally, I should 
award brownie points 
to the manual supplied 
with the M’inenT M5s. 
As well as covering the 
usual connection, running-in and general 
care aspects, it includes a very detailed 
guide to optimal positioning of the 
speakers within the listening environment, 
offering simple calculations based on room 
size and layout. 

 NO FALSE SHOWMANSHIP
With the M5s positioned in accordance 
with the user manual, I was pleased to 
hear that they most certainly exhibit 

that lovely fl uidity and sense of easy 
clarity that really only comes with 
loudspeakers bearing a somewhat 
higher than average price tag. It is 

easy to wonder if such a fi scal outlay 
will really bring any great deal of 

improvement over an already competent 
pair of more affordable designs but the 
M’inenTs dispel any concerns of this nature 
very quickly.

The Danes have an impressive track record when it comes to companies 
specialising in loudspeaker design and research, fi elding names like Dali, 
Dynaudio and Bang & Olufsen, in addition to drive unit manufacturers 
such as VIFA, Peerless and Scan-Speak. GamuT has done well to add its 
name to this hallowed list recently, despite starting out as an electronics 
manufacturer and only branching into loudspeaker design in 2005. The 
company (taking its name from the Latin word meaning ‘the entire range 
of musical notes’) still offers a complete range of electronics including a 
CD player and preamp, two integrateds and two power amps, but can now 
supply its customers with a complete system, thanks to their 11-strong 
range of loudspeakers. Designer Lars Goeller brings with him a wealth of 
knowledge in this fi eld, having started out in the Technical University of 
Denmark’s audio engineering programme before moving on to work at 
Dali. Amusingly, GamuT proudly claims that the solutions it has found in its 
search for musical prowess are all in the ‘very expensive’ category!

The GamuTs offer an easy sense of 
integration from low bass to high treble 
and the outputs of the drive units coalesce 
to offer a beautifully performance ‘in 
the round’. The dip in output across the 
upper midband noted in the Lab Report 
is something that one gradually becomes 
aware of, but in a strange way this works 
to the M5s’ advantage as well. While I am 
used to Diana Krall’s vocals on her When 
I look In Your Eyes CD [GRP 050 304-2] 
being pushed out into the room by my 
own loudspeakers, the performance was 
pulled back a little through the M5s – but 

the overall result was 
to seat Miss Krall at her 
rightful position, beside 
her piano. 

Ultimately the 
GamuTs do not seek to 
impress by any sense of 
false showmanship but 
are more than capable 

of generating a very open and capacious 
soundstage. Interestingly, however, I had to 
make a small modifi cation to my reference 
listening system to hear this effect at its 
best. I usually use a Naim Flatcap XS power 
supply on my CD5XS CD player, fi nding 
the extra soupçon of treble crispness 
and bass weight it brings about to be 
benefi cial. However, through the GamuTs, 
this combined with their slight midrange 
trough to give a result that was just a little 
too stark, and I found the M5s to sound 
that bit better balanced with it removed 
from the system. 

Even without the Flatcap XS, the 
M’inenTs’ bass performance was most 
impressive. Their low end is deep, tuneful 
and big-hearted, but without ever giving 
any sense of boom or wallow. The rear-
mounted ports have been well tuned and, 
combined with a very well constructed 

‘The dip in output 
in a strange way 
works to the M5s’ 

advantage’
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D E S I G N E D  &  E X C L U S I V E L Y  H A N D  B U I L T  I N  E N G L A N D

Moving the delicate membrane of a headphone driver is very different to energising the reactive 

 complex impedance of a multi driver loudspeaker.  

The small signal integrity of the amplifier becomes even more critical with a fraction of the mass  

to control and the subtle masking of the listening environment removed.

The Trilogy 933 is a clean sheet design with the same natural presentation and vibrant musicality 

found in our award winning pre and power amplifiers. Its a subtle, but crucial distinction: we like 

to think of the Trilogy 933 as an amplifier for headphones, not a headphone amplifier.

UK Distribution t: 01727 865488
e: info@symmetry-systems.co.uk
w: www.symmetry-systems.co.uk

t: 020 8856 8856
e: info@trilogyaudio.com
w: www.trilogyaudio.com

Music is a higher revelation than 
all wisdom and philosophy.

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN - Composer - 1770 - 1827

BEAUTY REVEALED.
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cabinet that remained vibrationally 
quiet even under some serious sonic 
onslaught, give a solid, clean and 
detailed foundation to all music. 

Spinning ‘The Man Who Sold The 
World’ from Nirvana’s Unplugged LP 
[Geffen GEF 24727] left me listening 
to a bass drum that was as vivid as 
I have ever heard it; each strike was 
fi rm and taut but without any sense 
of overhang. It underpinned the 

acoustic instruments fronting the 
track perfectly and both provided 
the perfect base layer to Kurt 
Cobain’s cracked, emotional vocals. 

The phrase ‘just like being there’ is 
one that has been grossly over-used 
in the past when it comes to hi-fi  
equipment but I have to admit that it 
kept popping unbidden into my head 
with the rest of this album!

SO REAL
This is far from being my fi rst 
encounter with the Scan-Speak 
Revelator tweeter and every time 
such a meeting occurs, I rarely 
fi nd myself anything other than 
captivated by its performance. 

Its implementation on the 
M’inenTs only served to reinforce 
my feeling that it is one of the fi nest 
treble units available today. The 
speakers’ top end was a joy to listen 
to, imbued with a crispness and 
almost ‘walk-through’ clarity that 
painted a sometimes astonishingly 
vivid sonic picture of the performers. 

The gently strummed electric 
guitar that begins Jeff Buckley’s ‘So 
Real’ from his Grace LP [Simply Vinyl 
SVLP 0077] had a menacing intent 
to it and Buckley’s vocals themselves 
sounded stunningly heartfelt. And 
when the track moved up a gear, the 
M5s exhibited no sense of strain or 
compression. One particularly vicious 
cymbal strike rang out across my 
listening room with great fury and 
yet startling lucidity. 

LEFT: The dual ports feature 3mm-thick 
high pressure polymer tubes with fl ared 
aluminium openings. The bi-wire input 
terminals are GamuT’s own ‘gold-plated 
bronze and aluminium’ binding posts

GamuT claims 90.5dB sensitivity for the M’inenT M5 but our 
measured pink noise fi gure of 88.2dB suggests that this is 
distinctly optimistic and that an 88dB specifi cation would be 
more appropriate. Despite this and the use of refl ex loading, 
still the M5 presents a suffi ciently low impedance to be a 
challenge to the amplifi er charged with driving it. GamuT 
specifi es a nominal impedance of 4ohm and a minimum of 
3.0ohm at 220Hz but our testing recorded a minimum of 
2.5ohm at 167Hz, which makes even the 4ohm nominal rating 
a little high. Impedance phase is fairly well controlled, reaching 
a maximum of –49 degrees at 63Hz, but even so the EPDR 
(equivalent peak dissipation resistance) falls to a challenging 
minimum of 1.3ohm at 81Hz.

Frequency response errors of ±3.7dB and ±4.1dB (200Hz-
20kHz) for the review pair, are moderate but the on-axis 
frequency response (measured at tweeter height) has an 
anything but fl at trend [see Graph 1, below], its most notable 
feature being a wide trough in output between about 1.7kHz 
and 10kHz, the effect of which will be to bleed some presence 
and life from the M5’s sound. Pair matching error over the 
same frequency range was a good ±1.0dB. Bass extension was 
a little disappointing at 43Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz), this near-fi eld 
measurement diffraction corrected using the KHF tool from 
LspCAD. Ultrasonic extension reaches out to about 40kHz (–6dB 
re. 10kHz). The cumulative spectral decay waterfall [Graph 2] 
shows fast initial decay across the spectrum and only low-level 
treble resonances – but take into account that the latter are 
lowered somewhat by the M5’s presence band trough. KH

GAMUT M’INENT M5

ABOVE: The internal bracing and ‘pressure control 
segments’ keep cabinet resonances well-damped

ABOVE: The M5’s forward response shows a marked 
loss in upper mid/presence band output

These M’inenT M5 loudspeakers 
are a very welcome addition 
to the UK loudspeaker market, 
bringing a healthy slice of 
GamuT’s top-fl ight El Superiores’ 
performance in a more realistic 
package, both in terms of price 
and physical size. They require 
some care in equipment matching 
to give of their best but, once 
confi gured optimally, offer a 
refi ned and musically adept 
alternative to the mainstream.

Sound Quality:  82%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 89.2dB/88.2dB/87.3dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 2.5ohm @ 167Hz
9.8ohm @ 51Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –49o @ 63Hz
35o @ 1.6kHz

Pair matching (200Hz–20kHz) ±1.0dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 43Hz / 39.3kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.4% / 0.3% / 0.4%

Dimensions (HWD) 1210x226x575mm 

LAB
REPORT



Technology, Design & Emotion
The multi-award winning Caspian M2 Series of high-fi delity electronics from Roksan Audio are an 

engineering marvel. The Integrated Amplifi er has been meticulously designed to ensure it uncovers even 
the most delicate detail and presents it majestically. The CD Player’s decoupled laser mechanism, super 

precision master clock and multiple independent circuits create a seamless, harmonic musical experience 
that is second to none. The more recent addition of a two-channel stereo power amplifi er completes the 

much-desired system by adding further control and musicality.

Roksan Audio is exclusively distributed in the UK by Henley Designs Ltd.
Telephone: 01235 511 166  |  Email: info@henleydesigns.co.uk  |  Web: www.henleydesigns.co.uk
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REVIEWS BY ADAM SMITH
LAB TESTS BY PAUL MILLER

Cutting-edge gear, 
cherry-picked by the 
Hi-Fi News editor

The pinnacle of 
sound quality within 
its peer group

Great sound, great 
value and a cut 
above its rivals

It was not so long ago that 
audiophiles who stored their 
music on a computer were 
viewed with a certain level of 

amusement. After all, the idea of a 
‘virtual’ format was something that 
would never catch on, surely?

Well, catch on it has, and to a 
degree that has surprised many. The 
fact is it’s now more than acceptable 
in true high-end audiophile circles to 
have dispensed with your big black, 
and small silver, discs and to have 
housed your entire music collection 
as raw data, be this on a computer, 
in a standalone drive attached to 
network or even on a simpler USB 
stick device. 

Manufacturers are now taking 
great interest in this and the add-
on DAC is enjoying the time of its 
life – even more than when such a 
device was a popular upgrade to 
your existing CD player. Nowadays, 
DACs have developed to include 
a wide range of inputs, including 
optical, coaxial, AES/EBU and, 
most importantly, USB 2.0. Add 
to this (remote) volume controls 
and headphone sockets, and many 
units are able to take on the role of 
preamplifi er as well, making them 

the heart of any digital playback 
system. With this in mind, we took a 
look at a number of new contenders 
to see how far their design has come 
and what differences are apparent 
as prices increase.

The most expensive item in our 
test is the new Electrocompaniet 
ECD 2, designed and manufactured 
in Norway and retailing at £1950. 
It has the added distinction of 
being the only full-sized unit 
under evaluation. Next down the 
cost scale is the stylish North Star 
Design Fluxio, hailing from Italy and 
retailing at £1650. The remaining 
three DACs all come from across the 
Atlantic: the £1200 Lavry DA11 from 
Washington; the £1000 PS Audio 
NuWave all the way from Boulder, 
Colorado; and Canada’s Simaudio 
fi elding the £1000 Moon 300D.

SYSTEM AND SOUNDS
Each DAC was thoroughly warmed 
up over a period of a week or so 
and then evaluated connected to a 
Naim Supernait amplifi er and PMC 
Twenty.24 loudspeakers. All source 
material came from a Windows 
7 PC running foobar2000 media 
player with the WASAPI support 

component added to allow bit-exact 
output. This was fed directly into 
the USB input of each unit, but use 
was also made of a Musical Fidelity 
V-Link192 asynchronous USB-to-S/PDIF 
converter [HFN Feb ’12] so that an 
identical signal could be fed to the 
coaxial input of each unit. 

I also took the opportunity to 
feed these same S/PDIF inputs with 
a standard 16-bit/44.1kHz digital 
output from a Naim CD5XS CD 
player to check their performance 
with a more modest source.

All material from the computer 
was in high resolution 24-bit/96kHz 
format and included Steely Dan’s 
Two Against Nature [Warner 9 
24719-2], Diana Krall’s new album 
Glad Rag Doll [Verve Music Group] 
and The Gaudete Brass Quintet’s 
Chicago Moves [Cedille Records CDR 
90000 136]. The CD of the Steely 
Dan album was also used for the 
44.1kHz source test, along with The 
Eagles’ Hell Freezes Over [Geffen 
GED24725] and the new album by 
Huey And The New Yorkers, Say It To 
My Face [Naim CD180]. 

As the availability of high resolution audio fi les is 
improving by the month, we investigate which 
of the latest USB DACs will get the very best 
from your ‘virtual’ digital music collection

USB DACS 
£1000-£1950
TESTED THIS
MONTH

ELECTROCOMPANIET ECD 2  £1950
LAVRY AUDIO DA11  £1200
NORTH STAR DESIGN FLUXIO  £1650
PS AUDIO NUWAVE DAC  £1000
SIMAUDIO MOON 300D  £1000
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Electrocompaniet ECD 2

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

HI-FI NEWS LAB REPORT
Electro’s very new ECD 2 offers a fi ne technical performance 

thanks to its pair of CS4398 DACs. Distortion is very low through 

midrange frequencies from 0.0002% at its 4.4V maximum output 

down to 0.00013% from –10dBFs to –30dBFs [see red trace, 

Graph below]. There’s a slight increase in THD at the frequency 

extremes – a function of Electro’s analogue stage – but at just 

0.0006% (20kHz and 20kHz) this is still very low indeed. Jitter, 

too, has a complex pattern but the cumulative total is still low at 

~40psec for all 44.1-192kHz sample rates via S/PDIF and USB.

The frequency response(s) are also very fl at and extended 

out to –0.17dB/20kHz (44.1/48kHz fi les), –1.8dB/45kHz (96kHz) 

and –6.2dB/90kHz (192kHz) while stereo separation is good 

to 120dB through bass and midrange. The 115.3dB A-wtd S/N 

ratio is the widest in this month’s test but the 300ohm source 

impedance, while bang-on specifi cation, is not especially low. 

The Thesycon-sourced USB 2.0 drivers install and operate 

without a hitch and, as such, the ECD 2’s USB performance is all 

but indistinguishable from that via S/PDIF. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level at 1kHz (red/
SPDIF, black/USB) and 20kHz (blue/USB) over a 120dB range

Maximum output level/Impedance 4.44Vrms / 300ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 115.3dB / 115.1dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.00023-0.00063% (S/PDIF)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.00025-0.00065% (USB)

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.00dB to –0.17dB

Digital jitter (S/PDIF / USB) 40psec / 40psec

Resolution @ –100dB (S/PDIF / USB) ±0.2dB / ±0.2dB

Power consumption 14W

Dimensions (WHD) 465x80x320mm

Instantly recognisable as an 
Electrocompaniet product, 
the ECD 2 is the only full-sized 
DAC in this month’s test. The 

company’s signature black front 
panel has a blue LCD display on the 
left which gives information about 
selected source, sample-rate and 
volume level. In the centre is the 
power button and, to the right, 
four further gold buttons make 
up Electrocompaniet’s navigator 
control. Up and down buttons 
regulate volume, while the left and 
right select input source.

At the rear can be found a pair 
of optical inputs, a pair of digital 
coaxial inputs and a single USB 
socket while the audio output is 
available via a choice of balanced 
XLRs and unbalanced RCA phono 
sockets. An RS232 D-Type socket 
permits control of the ECD 2 in the 
context of a home installation setup, 
with a pair of 12V trigger sockets for 
remote activation.

Internally, the ECD 2 is based 
around the popular XMOS USB 
solution with asynchronous 
upsampling courtesy of the equally 
popular Burr-Brown SRC4392 chip. 
As you might expect, the coaxial 
and USB 2.0 inputs support input 
rates up to 24-bit/192kHz while the 
pair of Toslink optical inputs run 
up to 24-bit/96kHz only. As befi ts 
the marque, its internal layout is 
methodical and the ECD 2 feels 
sturdy and well built.

 BALANCE AND ORDER
With Electrocompaniet’s drivers 
installed on my PC, connection 
to the USB input was swift and 
seamless. I was very impressed by 
the overall demeanour of the ECD 
2; it really came alive and the result 
was a superbly tight, punchy and 
crisp performance. Top end clarity 

was impeccable, although the 
overall balance of the ECD 2 seems 
to have been expertly judged to 
avoid drawing attention to any one 
area of the frequency range.

In terms of atmosphere, the 
ECD 2 is right up with the best in the 
way in it sets out a capacious and 
beautifully ordered soundstage. It 
won’t quite stretch images off into 
the very corners of your room but it 
still gives performers plenty of space, 
making every listening experience 
highly pleasing, effortlessly musical. 

The interplay of instruments on 
the track ‘Helios’ from the Gaudete 
Brass Quintet’s album was a 
masterclass in pinpointing the action 
as it jumped between the players, 
and the ECD 2 imbued each with a 
delicious rasp, bringing them alive.

Swapping to the coaxial input via 
the V-Link192, I was pleased to hear 
that very little changed. There was, I 
felt, a fraction more drive at the very 
low end, but the effects were very 
subtle, suggesting that the ECD 2 is 
a very consistent performer across 
its inputs. Swapping the source to 
CD showed that the unit can also 
make the best of this mere 16-bit 
format. Steely Dan lacked the superb 
clarity of the high-res version, but 
the ECD 2 offered a frisson of extra 
warmth across the midband which 
worked very nicely in conjunction 
with Donald Fagen’s vocals.

ABOVE: Instantly recognisable as an Electrocompaniet unit, 
the ECD 2 features the company’s signature gold ‘Navigator’ 
controls and a large blue display

ABOVE: Both single-ended (RCA) and balanced (XLR) outputs are provided and the 
ECD 2 has additional trigger/RS232 connectivity for use in a fully integrated set-up

Outboard DAC with USB & S/PDIF inputs
Made by: Electrocompaniet AS, Norway 

Supplied by: Electrocompaniet Distribution Ltd
Telephone: 0047 517 41033

Web: www.electrocompaniet.no
Price: £1950  
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Leaving aside Lavry’s ‘Playback Image Control’, the performance 

of the DA11 is still not without some eccentricity. Its maximum 

output through balanced XLRs is a huge 12V with a 73ohm 

source impedance, reduced here to 6V for lab testing. The A-wtd 

S/N ratio is, as expected, very wide at 115dB via both USB and

S/PDIF and low-level resolution good to ±0.1dB over a 100dB 

range. Distortion is low at 0.0006% through the midrange, 

increasing to 0.006% at 20kHz but falls lower still to 0.0002% 

from –10dBFs to –30dBFs [see red trace, Graph below] even if 

the practical values will depend on your chosen volume setting.

Despite relying on default Windows drivers, its performance 

via USB is a match for S/PDIF in all areas, including jitter which 

is <100psec and almost wholly ±50Hz ‘hum’ related. As Lavry’s 

literature suggests, the DA11 ‘accepts’ incoming sample rates up 

to 192kHz (S/PDIF) and 96kHz (USB) but the real-world frequency 

response is limited to 30kHz with media fi les sampled at 88.2kHz 

or higher. With 44.1/48kHz inputs the response is ruler-fl at to 

within ±0.02dB and separation >100dB from 20Hz-20kHz. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level at 1kHz (red/
SPDIF, black/USB) and 20kHz (blue/USB) over a 120dB range

Maximum output level/Impedance >12Vrms / 73ohm (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 114.5dB / 114.1dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.0006-0.0060% (S/PDIF)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.0006-0.0060% (USB)

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.00dB to –0.02dB

Digital jitter (S/PDIF / USB) 65psec / 90psec

Resolution @ –100dB (S/PDIF / USB) ±0.1dB / ±0.2dB

Power consumption 7W

Dimensions (WHD) 203x45x273mm

Lavry DA11

Lavry’s DA11 is a much more 
compact affair than the 
costlier DACs here but still 
packs a lot of technology 

inside its casework. At the rear, the 
Lavry offers one optical, one coaxial 
and one USB input but also gives 
away the company’s professional 
leanings with the addition of an 
AES/EBU input via an XLR socket. 
The adjacent XLR outputs may 
be confi gured for balanced or 
unbalanced operation, and XLR-to-
RCA adapters are included.

At the front, I’m afraid things 
start to go downhill a little. On the 
positive side, a headphone socket 
is fi tted, but input selection and 
volume regulation are taken care 
of by toggle switches that are both 
small and fi ddly. 

The DA11 also incorporates 
Lavry’s ‘patented Playback Image 
Control’ (PiC) which apparently 
manipulates the stereo imagery 
through both headphone and main 
outputs, making it more ‘mono’ or 
more ‘wide angle’. Quite apart from 
why anyone would want to do this, 
it clutters up the front panel, adds 
a further fi ddly switch and makes 
the function of the front panel LEDs 
even less clear. It is best left alone, I 
concluded, after listening.

Not only do the LEDs indicate 
input selected and the status of 
the output, but also the relative 
levels in each channel of this PiC 
option. Frankly, setting the Lavry 
up is a chore and not helped by the 
inadequately clear manual. 

 WELL ROUNDED SOUND 
It is worth persevering with 
the DA11, though, as once it is 
confi gured it makes some very 

pleasant noises! It has a delightfully 
smooth, well-rounded and effortless 
bass which, though lacking the 
punch of the Electrocompaniet 
ECD 2, offers a fi rm foundation. Its 
midrange is pleasingly revealing, 
despite becoming a little ‘jangly’ 
at times with instruments that are 
less than forgiving – the Gaudete 
Quintet’s horns were a case in point.

Switching between the inputs 
revealed more differences than 
with the ECD 2. Through the USB 
input the top end was crisp and 
spry, but a little softer than via the 
coaxial connection. Diana Krall’s 
vocals suited the unit’s midrange 
performance to a tee, but she 
did seem ever so slightly veiled 
compared to the S/PDIF input. Via 
this coaxial input, she was better 
located in the soundstage and her 
singing sounded more confi dent.

The coaxial input also delivered 
the goods with CD, where the DA11 
gave a nice sense of warmth across 
the midband, simultaneously reining 
in the slight over-exuberance noted 
with higher resolution material [see 
Lab Report, opposite].

Sound Quality: 75%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

RIGHT: The 
front panel is 
packed with 
LED indicators 
and small, 
somewhat 
fi ddly switches 
that control 
a plethora of 
options

ABOVE: An AES/EBU (XLR) digital input is offered in addition to USB, coaxial and 
optical. Only balanced output sockets are fi tted but suitable adapters are provided

Outboard DAC with USB & S/PDIF inputs
Made by: Lavry Engineering, Inc. USA
Supplied by: Bigger Boat Distribution, London
Telephone: 07813 760 287
Web: www.lavryengineering.com
Price: £1200



www.tron-electric.co.uk graham@tron-electric.co.uk 01895 833099

Graham uses very high quality parts in his designs so the 

best assembly methods are critical – the performance 

can be considerably increased through best practice 

construction. If you want perfection, everything matters.

TRON valve amplifier 

designs are refined 

from top to bottom with 

meticulous attention 

paid to the smallest 

detail. This results in 

build quality and sonic 

performance that is rarely 

found in audio today.

TRON Seven Phono
For passionate music lovers, TRON builds amplifi ers that 

deliver a truly emotional musical experience. Every amplifi er 

is designed and hand built by Graham Tricker who selects 

each individual component based on one criterion alone: 

what will deliver absolute sound quality to free the soul of 

the music? Graham has been building and developing his 

amplifi ers for over thirty years and has tried and tested 

almost every commercially available high-end component 

in the search for musical perfection. The result? TRON.

TRON create amazing phono stages starting at just £1,995. 

when emotion matters

“With the TRON Seven GT series, music is no longer surreal, it is real.”

Jeffrey Catalano, High Water Sound, New York
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North Star’s new Fluxio is still strongly based on its Essensio 

platform [HFN Jul ’11 and Jun ’12], its performance determined 

by Crystal’s CS8421 32-bit/192kHz upsampler, Burr-Brown’s 

PCM1795 ‘32-bit/192kHz’ DAC and North Star’s own analogue 

stage that confers an impressively uniform distortion right 

across the audio band (and uniform 83dB stereo separation, 

20Hz-20kHz). THD is broadly unchanged over the top 10dB 

of its dynamic range [see Graph, below] but differed, in our 

sample, between channels – 0.01% vs. 0.005% on left and right, 

respectively. Jitter is impressively low at ~75psec (24-bit/48kHz 

and 96kHz) via S/PDIF and 45psec via USB.

As before, the Fluxio’s USB input mirrors its S/PDIF 

performance in all areas save the ultimate A-wtd S/N ratio – 

95.8dB versus 108.3dB, respectively, which is an issue that 

still resides with its 2010 USB 2.0 drivers (tested with XP OS). 

Otherwise, the frequency response of all digital inputs is fl at to 

within –0.1dB/20kHz with 44.1kHz/48kHz sources, –0.4dB/45kHz 

with 96kHz fi les and –5.5dB/90kHz with 192kHz fi les. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level at 1kHz (red/
SPDIF, black/USB) and 20kHz (blue/USB) over a 120dB range

Maximum output level/Impedance 1.98Vrms / 73ohm (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 108.3dB / 95.9dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.0045-0.0048% (S/PDIF)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.0055-0.0056% (USB)

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.00dB to –0.07dB

Digital jitter (S/PDIF / USB) 78psec / 50psec

Resolution @ –100dB (S/PDIF / USB) ±0.4dB / ±0.9dB

Power consumption 9W

Dimensions (WHD) 435x70x170mm

The North Star Design 
Fluxio comes, like the 
Electrocompaniet, in a more 
conventionally sized box in 

terms of width, but is proportionally 
rather shallow. Another sturdy and 
pleasingly weighty unit, the Fluxio 
has a neat and uncluttered front 
panel (black or classic silver), with 
one single large rotary control and 
twin blue displays either side. The 
left panel shows the output volume 
level when in playback mode, or 
the available confi gurations when 
in setup mode. The right-hand 
one shows the input selected and 
sampling frequency. 

As one may have surmised, with 
one knob and a whole range of 
setup options, including output 
levels, headphone levels, digital 
fi lter and signal phase, there is a fair 
amount that can be adjusted on the 
North Star – but luckily the interface 
is responsive and intuitive, unlike 
that of the Lavry.

Internally, various of its circuits 
are connected via digital isolators 
while a hefty Xilinx processor 
supports North Star’s comprehensive 
functionality. It also has the largest 
range of input options of all the 
units on test with twin coaxial and 
optical inputs, a single USB 2.0 
connection, a balanced AES/EBU 
input and a rarity in the form of an 
I2S option ported through an RJ45 
socket. This is a serial bus interface, 
but one that separates clock and 
data signals to potentially reduce 
jitter to lower levels than possible 
via S/PDIF, for example. It is intended 
for use with North Star’s matching 
CD Transport which offers this 
uncommon option. Balanced and 
unbalanced outputs are available, 
and there’s also a front panel 
headphone socket. An aluminium 
remote control handset is included.

North Star Design Fluxio

 A POLITE PERFORMER
The North Star very soon worked 
a little Italian magic on me. The 
overall sound of the Fluxio is easy, 
smooth and inviting but at the same 
time it doesn’t lack depth, clarity or 
insight. Everything is there but it’s 
not forced out at you – it is simply a 
case of sitting back and letting the 
performance ‘happen’.

All this particularly suited Diana 
Krall, as listening to her honeyed 
vocals was like relaxing in a hot 
bath as they poured forth from 
my loudspeakers. Fearing that 
I could easily lose hours at this 
point, I switched to Steely Dan’s 
Two Against Nature and was 
pleased to hear the Fluxio imbuing 
Donald Fagen’s vocals with a hint 
of warmth. The bass line from the 
Warner album was fi rm and solid, 
although not quite as grippy as with 
the Electro or PS Audio, but again 
the North Star was simply letting the 
whole thing wash over me.

Moving on to coaxial, the North 
Star’s innate nature remained 
unchanged but a useful extra 
amount of spatial information 
made its way into the recordings I 
played. Previously, the Fluxio had 
been a little two-dimensional in its 
depth perspective but this opened 
up nicely through the S/PDIF input, 
with both high resolution and plain 
vanilla CD source material.

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

ABOVE: Alongside the usual optical, coaxial and USB inputs, the Fluxio sports both 
AES/EBU (XLR) and an I2S interface for use with North Star’s matching CD transport

ABOVE: Twin displays fl ank a single multi-purpose control on 
the North Star’s front panel. This operates a detailed menu 
system but one that works effectively and slickly

Outboard DAC with USB & S/PDIF inputs
Made by: North Star Design s.r.l, Italy
Supplied by: Audusa & Co, Kingston-upon-Thames
Telephone: 0208 241 9826/0208 264 0249
Web: www.northstar.it; www.audusa.co.uk
Price: £1650
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PS Audio NuWave

HI-FI NEWS LAB REPORT
A combination of Burr-Brown’s PCM1798 DAC and PS Audio’s 

own discrete analogue output stage defi nes the performance 

of the NuWave DAC. The BB DAC provides superb low-level 

resolution, good to ±0.1dB over a 100dB range and low jitter 

– just 70psec with 24-bit/48kHz data and 100psec at 96kHz, 

falling to a mere 17psec via USB. The analogue stage delivers a 

huge 5.3V peak output from its balanced XLRs from a moderate 

98ohm source impedance, but the output is phase-inverted 

so take care with A/B comparisons. This stage also imprints its 

own distortion which is ‘high’ at 0.013% at 0dBFs but actually 

falls by a factor of 10x to 0.0012% at –30dBFs  [see Graph, 

below]. Importantly, from a subjective standpoint, distortion is 

very consistent with frequency while the response shows a mild 

low-bass lift (+0.2dB/12Hz) and treble roll-off (–2.6dB/45kHz 

and –7.5dB/90kHz). The XMOS-based USB input (with proven 

Thesycon drivers) not only offers lower jitter but also a higher 

A-wtd S/N ratio (110.5dB vs. 108.5dB via S/PDIF). All other 

‘analogue’ parameters are necessarily identical. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level at 1kHz (red/
SPDIF, black/USB) and 20kHz (blue/USB) over a 120dB range

Maximum output level/Impedance 5.29Vrms / 98ohm (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 108.5dB / 110.8dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.013-0.014% (S/PDIF)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.014-0.012% (USB)

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.08dB to –0.45dB

Digital jitter (S/PDIF / USB) 70psec / 17psec

Resolution @ –100dB (S/PDIF / USB) ±0.1dB / ±0.2dB

Power consumption 9W

Dimensions (WHD) 214x60x370mm

A nother ‘half-pint’ unit, PS 
Audio’s NuWave DAC is 
especially stylish at the 
price with its ‘wrap-around’ 

alloy casework. Available in black 
or silver and topped off by a glossy 
perspex lid, it all looks very smart 
indeed. However, PS Audio has 
not endowed its NuWave with a 
display, but simply a selection of 
indicators that confi rm selected 
input, signal lock and whether or 
not you’ve elected for 192kHz 
upsampling. It’s the only unit in our 
test not to indicate the incoming 
sample rate – fi ne if you’re confi dent 
operating ‘blind’ but an oversight if 
you’re not sure your PC or Mac isn’t 
downsampling in the background.

Connections at the rear are 
only fractionally sparser than the 
equivalently-priced Moon 300D: 
one coaxial, one optical and one 
USB input with both balanced (XLR) 
and unbalanced outputs. So, with 
fewer options, or opportunities to 
get confused depending on your 
viewpoint, than either the Lavry 
or North Star DACs, the NuWave is 
virtually ready to go as soon as you 
have plugged it in.

All you need do is decide whether 
to opt for 192kHz upsampling or 
process the incoming media natively 
at 48kHz, 96kHz etc. Of note, the 
manual contains useful information 
in terms of unit setup, system 
optimisation and trouble-shooting.

 PLENTY OF VERVE 
Listening to the NuWave through 
its USB input, I was immediately 
struck by the sheer verve of the 
performance it offered, sounding 
punchy, taut and crisp. The unit has 
a relatively high output level [see 

Lab Report] and required careful 
level-matching in order to avoid this 
skewing my fi ndings. Suitably dialled 
back, the PS Audio continued to 
show itself as an ebullient performer, 
with bass in particular sounding very 
tight and deep.

This worked a treat on the Steely 
Dan album, gripping the backing 
bass guitar securely and making 
each note sound articulate and 
distinct. At the top end, the PS Audio 
NuWave certainly sounds vivid but 
this is also often accompanied by 
a mildly gritty character. Via either 
USB or S/PDIF inputs, the Gaudete 
Quintet’s horns rasped too much 
for my liking even if, contrarily, their 
basic performance remained very 
detailed and realistically staged.

In much the same fashion, Diana 
Krall’s vocals were exquisite but her 
backing instrumentation was a little 
unfocused or indistinct. Ironically, 
reverting to the digital output of my 
CD player source ironed things out 
somewhat and the NuWave started 
to sound both smoother and more 
inviting with my Steely Dan and 
Eagles selections.

Sound Quality: 75%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

RIGHT: The 
simple front 
panel of the 
NuWave 
sports just 
two control 
buttons 
and six LED 
indicators

ABOVE: The rear panel plays host to coaxial, optical and USB digital inputs in 
addition to balanced (XLR) and unbalanced (RCA) analogue outputs

Outboard DAC with USB & S/PDIF inputs
Made by: PS Audio, Boulder, Colorado 
Supplied by: Signature Audio Systems 

Telephone: 07738 007776   
Web: www.psaudio.com; www.signatureaudiosystems.co.uk

Price: £1000  
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Simaudio’s Moon 300D 
is another compact 
construction but one that fi ts 
the profi le of a conventional 

half-width hi-fi  separate. Inside, 
Simaudio has packed a goodly 
amount of technology, including 
the cutest PCB-mounted toroidal 
transformer I have ever seen! At the 
time of review, the business end 
of the 300D was run by an Analog 
Devices USB receiver and DAC with 
separate PCM1793 DACs servicing 
the S/PDIF input. However, while 
the USB 1.0 interface rather dates 
the 300D, we have learned that 
Simaudio is upgrading this model to 
192kHz-capable USB 2.0 status.

There’ll be no change to the look 
or feel of the 300D whose panel 
LEDs show the sample rate of the 
incoming signal. Those LEDs on the 
right indicate the input selected and 
these can be scrolled through using 
the lower control button.

Connections at the rear comprise 
single optical and twin coaxial 
options plus the aforementioned 
USB input. Outputs are available 
through both balanced XLRs and 
unbalanced phono sockets while 
a 3.2mm jack connection permits 
the use of an aftermarket remote 
control unit.

 BOUNTIFUL BASS 
Listening to the Moon via its USB 
1.0 input I was impressed by its 
bass, which was certainly big 
and effortless, although a little 
overblown at times. It worked well 
on the some recordings, adding an 
extra spot of weight to proceedings, 
but it made the bass guitar 
underpinning Steely Dan’s ‘Jack Of 
Speed’ rather too fruity. I was also 

disappointed that the midrange 
seemed rather grainy – no sooner 
was I enjoying the extra weight 
behind the Gaudete Quintet’s 
recording than I was slightly cringing 
at the lack of clarity compared to 
the Electrocompaniet, and missing 
the overall ease of the North Star.

As expected, things improved 
through the coaxial S/PDIF input. 
Although bass was still as bountiful 
as before, its midrange took a turn 
for the better once the V-Link192 was 
brought into play and our high-res 
96kHz fi les were properly realised. 
Now the Moon showed itself to 
be a smooth and quietly dynamic 
performer capable of creating an 
impressively deep soundstage – 
qualities we expect to be duplicated 
via the new USB 2.0 input.

Switching to CD showed a slight 
loss of these gains, but the Moon 
still offered a good account of itself, 
affecting a fi ne sense of ease and 
smoothness and again retained its 
impressive image depth. But hi-res 
music holds the key and so our 
formal recommendation will have to 
wait for Simaudio’s USB 2.0.

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

RIGHT: The 
simple Moon 
fascia offers 
standby and 
input selection 
with vertical ranks 
of LEDs showing 
input and six 
sample rates

HI-FI NEWS LAB REPORT
This is one of those very useful DACs that offers a clear indication 

of incoming sample rate although its USB 1.0 input is necessarily 

limited to 16-bit/48kHz fi les [see review]. Using the USB input 

directly limits performance to a 95.5dB A-wtd S/N ratio although 

peak level distortion is just as low as through S/PDIF at 0.0006% 

through the midrange but fractionally higher at 20kHz (0.004% 

via USB, 0.0015% via S/PDIF). USB jitter is acceptable at 380psec, 

but falls to 190psec with 24-bit/48kHz data over S/PDIF and 

lower still at 170psec with 96kHz fi les. Arguably, the 300D is 

currently better off used with a third-party USB (2.0)-to-S/PDIF 

converter, allowing its full 24-bit/192kHz range to be expressed. 

The S/N here is a superior 105dB relative to its 1.9V peak output, 

while distortion falls to a very low 0.0002% at –10dBFs and 

0.0003% at –30dBFs through the midrange [red trace, Graph 

below]. Frequency response(s) are fl at to –0.25dB/20kHz, 

–1.4dB/45kHz (96kHz fi les) and –4.9dB/90kHz (192kHz fi les). 

Incidentally, the mere 4W consumption does not fall in ‘standby’ 

mode suggesting it’s only the LEDs that are switched off. PM

Maximum output level/Impedance 1.90Vrms / 49ohm (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 105.3dB / 95.5dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.0006-0.0015% (S/PDIF)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) 0.0006-0.0038% (USB)

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.0dB to –0.25dB

Digital jitter (S/PDIF / USB) 190psec / 380psec

Resolution @ –100dB (S/PDIF / USB) ±0.1dB / ±0.3dB

Power consumption 4W

Dimensions (WHD) 191x83x279mm

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level at 1kHz (red/
SPDIF, black/USB) and 20kHz (blue/USB) over a 120dB range

RIGHT: The 
300D offers twin 
coaxial inputs 
alongside optical 
and USB options, 
plus a jack socket 
connection 
for external 
remote control 
functionality

Simaudio Moon 300D

Outboard DAC with USB & S/PDIF inputs
Made by: Simaudio  Ltd, Canada
Supplied by: Renaissance Audio, Scotland
Telephone: 0131 555 3922
Web: www.simaudio.com; www.renaissanceaudio.co.uk
Price: £1000





APRIL 2013 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 49

GROUP TEST

The fi ve DACs under 
consideration here will 
all undoubtedly fi nd 
themselves in demand 

as more and more people move 
towards a virtual music collection. 
Each unit has a distinctive 
appearance, different sonic 
character and different behaviour 
between inputs, so which is the one 
to go for? 

PS Audio’s NuWave is an elegant 
and simple to use affair, a world 
away from some of the other 
units here. In sound quality terms 
it is punchy and exciting with a 
surprisingly fl uid midrange but 
the top end is a little too gritty 
for my liking. It has an undeniable 
‘showroom appeal’ – and won’t 
take up shelf space – but I fear that, 
unless the rest of your partnering 
system is commendably smooth and, 
particularly if the USB connection is 
to be your main source, it could lose 
some of its initial appeal.

SLOW SETUP
The next contender, the Lavry DA11, 
will take up your valuable time, but 
unfortunately this is likely to be as 
a result of trying to navigate your 
way through its front panel setup 
malarkey, with multi-purpose LEDs 
and fi ddly switches causing more 
trouble than they’re worth.

Fortunately, if you do make 
it through the setup process 
unscathed, then the Lavry can 
reward handsomely, turning in a very 
fi ne performance. Dynamics are the 
order of the day here, but without 
any associated sense of hardness as 
the DA11 is more than happy to play 
the smoothie when required. Best 
results were to be had through the 
USB input so it is an obvious choice 
for computer-oriented users. The 
‘Playback Image Control’ feature I 
thought merely a distraction.

The Simaudio Moon 300D also 
left a nagging doubt about longterm 

‘Whichever input 
you choose, the 
ECD 2 rewards 

effortlessly’

way, as it seductively invites you 
to keep listening – pick the right 
source material and you could lose 
whole days at a time! Again, it 
performs better through its S/PDIF 
inputs but differences are not vast.

EFFORTLESS REWARDS
The Electrocompaniet ECD 2 is a 
unit that is incredibly uniform in its 
performance across both USB and 
coaxial inputs. It really took me a lot 

of switching back 
and forth, and 
a great deal of 
experimentation 
with different 
music genres, to 
determine any 
changes. They 
were just about 

there, but so small as to not be 
worth worrying about. 

This means that, whichever input 
you choose, the ECD 2 rewards 
effortlessly. It somehow manages to 
be dynamic, spacious, smooth, crisp 
and mellow all at the same time, 
and is utterly captivating. I loved 
every moment I spent listening 
to it – and it shows just how far 
computer-sourced audio technology 
has progressed in recent years. 

satisfaction, with reservations over 
its occasionally indistinct and grainy 
quality linked solely to the legacy 
USB 1.0 input. Unsurprisingly, things 
improve markedly through the 
coaxial connection whereby the full 
range of a 96kHz/192kHz source 
can be realised. Here the Moon is a 
more enjoyable listen, its fi ne sense 
of depth perspective and lovely 
fruity bass a particular delight. It’s 
unfortunate that on the cusp of our 
review, Canada-
based Simaudio 
announced its 
USB 2.0 upgrade 
for the 300D, 
so our formal 
recommendation 
will have to wait 
for confi rmation.

Less thought has to be given to 
the North Star Design Fluxio. It’s 
stylish, well made and offers a good 
array of menu options to play with, 
through an interface that is both 
slick and intuitive. In sound quality 
terms, this is the perfect antidote for 
the audiophile who is still labouring 
under the misapprehension that 
digital is all ‘hard and nasty’. 

The Fluxio is smooth, inviting and 
laid-back but in the best possible 

GROUP TEST VERDICT
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• AMPLIFIERS • TURNTABLES • CARTRIDGES • AM/FM TUNERS • USB DACS • HEADPHONES • SPEAKERS • 

ABOVE: The stylish £1650 North Star Fluxio is ‘laid-back but very inviting’ but 
Electrocompaniet’s £1950 ECD 2 surpasses the lot with its all-round performance
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Mains regenerator with nine outlets
Made by: PS Audio, Boulder, Colorado 
Supplied by: Signature Audio Systems 

Telephone: 07738 007776   
Web: www.psaudio.com; www.signatureaudiosystems.co.uk

Price: £4400

In a game of word association most 
audiophiles’ response to ‘mains 
regenerator’ would inevitably be 
‘PS Audio’. Linn Products perhaps fi rst 

introduced us to the concept through the 
Valhalla upgrade for the LP12, but its sole 
focus was cleaning up the mains supply 
to make the motor run more smoothly. If 
Glasgow’s engineers considered extending 
the idea to other items of equipment, no 
such product was ever forthcoming. 

And so we had to wait another 17 years 
until 1999 for the fi rst standalone mains 
regenerator to go on sale, PS Audio’s P300. 
Since then a succession of regenerators 
from Paul McGowan’s company has served 
to cement its reputation as the audio 
world’s preeminent supplier of what are, 
in effect, high-voltage power amplifi ers 
capable of delivering a mains waveform to 
our audio equipment that’s much cleaner 
than we would otherwise access via the 
three-pin outlets dotted around our homes.

Unlike a mains conditioner, which acts 
passively to remove interference from 
the mains supply, a mains regenerator 
is an active device generating a mains 
waveform afresh. This allows it not only 
to remove interference from the mains 
but also to reduce harmonic distortion of 
the waveform – which from a wall socket 
is typically fl at-topped rather than the 
smooth 50Hz sine wave it notionally should 
be [see boxout].

Of course, there are those who will 
tell you that this has no audible impact 
whatsoever on the performance of hi-fi  
equipment. But those with ears to hear 
know otherwise, and recognise that 
sprucing up the mains supply can bring 
signifi cant sound quality improvements to 
many items of audio equipment – although 
perhaps not all.

Biggest and beefi est of the AC 
regenerators in PS Audio’s latest range is 
this, the P10. Headline features are that it 

RIGHT: Internally, the P10 is laid out much 
like a power amplifi er, with central mains 
transformer and principal circuit boards 
mounted vertically on the large heatsinks

offers nine three-pin unbalanced outlets 
on its rear panel, has no fan-cooling to 
add to background noise (all cooling is 
passive via the large inset side heatsinks), 
and is capable of sustained output of up to 
1500VA. A short-term capability of 1750VA 
means that it can feed power amplifi ers as 
well as lower-demand components such as 
preamps, disc players and DACs. 

TOUCH-SCREEN CONTROL
The outlets are divided into fi ve ‘zones’, 
designated A to E, each of which can be 
enabled or disabled via socket icons on the 
front panel touch-screen. All provide the 
same performance except that D and E – 
three sockets in all – have an inrush limiter, 
to prevent the P10’s protection circuitry 
cutting in when power amplifi ers that draw 
high switch-on current are powered up.

Other connectors on the rear panel 
comprise, fi rst, an 8P8C (RJ45) Ethernet 

socket for network connection, which 
allows you to establish an online interface 
to the P10 that provides features like 
zone naming and consumption recording, 
and via which fi rmware upgrades can 
be applied. Firmware upgrades can 
alternatively be effected via a back panel 
SD card slot. Sockets for external trigger 
and IR remote control are also provided.

The routine for connecting items to the 
P10 is straightforward. First, power down 
the P10, then plug in the relevant mains 
leads to the rear sockets, then power the 
P10 back up again, fi rst by the rear-panel 
power switch – upon which the touch-
screen will report that the P10 is initialising 
– and thence via the square illuminated 
push switch to the top left of the fascia. 

PS Audio recommends the use of a 
heavy-gauge, screened mains lead to 
connect the P10 to a wall socket – I used 
the PS Audio one which had accompanied 

PS Audio P10 Power Plant
When PS Audio announced ‘the largest and most advanced high-end personal power 
generating station in the world’, HFN was fi rst in the queue to tap its 1.5kVA capacity
Review & Lab: Keith Howard
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ABOVE: Apart from an on-off switch, top left, all 
controls are accessed by icons on a small touch-
screen to the fascia’s right (see main text for a 
description of all the functions)

the Power Plant Premier submitted for 
review a few years ago [HFN Feb ’08].

The touch-screen provides a variety 
of other control and display facilities via 
four icons along the bottom labelled 
Scope, Setup, Waveform and Clean. 
‘Scope’ provides 
an oscilloscope-like 
display of the P10’s 
incoming and outgoing 
waveforms and the 
difference between 
them. It also accesses 
the Status screen which 
lists parameters such as 
input and output voltage, input and output 
THD (this somewhat optimistic according 
to our measurements) and load current. 

‘Setup’ allows the output voltage to 
be varied and allows selection of two 
operational modes: low distortion or high 
regulation (for use if the mains voltage 
fl uctuates more than normally). Various 

delay modes can also be set, whereby 
the different zones can be powered up 
immediately the P10 is switched on or in a 
particular sequence.

‘Waveform’ allows the P10’s output to 
be toggled between Sine and Multi, the 

former generating a 
low-distortion sine 
wave output and the 
latter deliberately 
putting some 
distortion back in 
to fl atten the peaks 
of the waveform to 
increase the available 

charging time for attached equipment. 
Although much simpler than the numerous 
output waveform options offered in 
some previous PS Audio regenerators, the 
MultiWave option is said to offer ‘the same 
improvement gained from adding a larger 
power transformer or more power supply 
capacitance to connected equipment’. 

‘Clean’ degausses (demagnetises) the 
mains transformers of attached equipment 
by running an automated sequence in 
which higher frequency components are 
added to the waveform. The touch-screen 
itself, by the way, offers auto or manually 
adjusted brightness. All that’s missing, 
perhaps, is a remote to access all these 
functions from the listening seat.

 LENDING A DARKER HUE
I began my comparisons – powering from 
a wall socket versus powering from the 
P10 – using the Lehmann Black Cube Linear 
headphone amplifi er driving my favourite 
£300 headphone, the Sony MDR-MA900. 
Signal source in all that follows was a Mac 
mini running Windows XP and JRiver Media 
Center v17, via a TC Electronic Digital 
Konnekt x32 FireWire interface feeding
S/PDIF to a Chord Electronics QuteHD. For 
the music I fi rst chose three recent 24-bit/
88.2kHz rips from SACD – Emma Kirkby 
singing Robert Johnson’s haunting ‘Full 
Fathom Five Thy Father Lies’ from Musique 
And Sweet Poetrie [BIS-SACD-1505], the 
fi rst movement of Walter Piston’s darkly 
energetic String Quartet No 1 [BIS-SACD-
1264] and, very different, Peder Af Ugglas’s 
soft-rock ‘Beyond’ from his album of the 
same name [Opus 3 CD 22072].

Powering from the P10 made the sound 
darker-hued and weightier. Emma Kirkby’s 
voice gained warmth and the spacious 
church acoustic became more fully 

FLAT-TOPPING THE MAINS
The reason for the domestic mains waveform typically being fl at-topped is 
simple: many of the items of equipment we connect to the mains supply don’t 
draw current continuously – like, say, an incandescent light bulb – but only 
over portions of the mains waveform where the voltage is close to its peak. 
These bursts of current draw cause the voltage to drop because of resistive 
losses within the supply network, and so the waveform is fl attened. Hi-fi  
equipment itself contributes to this episodic current consumption. Consider the 
classic linear power supply comprising mains transformer, rectifi er bridge and 
smoothing (reservoir) capacitors. The transformer steps down the mains voltage 
which is then rectifi ed into pulsed DC which is smoothed by the capacitors. 
As the rectifi ers only conduct when the voltage of the stepped-down mains 
exceeds that on the reservoir capacitors, current is drawn only for part of the 20 
milliseconds occupied by each cycle of the 50Hz mains waveform.

‘Ugglas’s laid-back 
guitar melody was 
even more like a 

luxurious hot bath’
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

formed. In the Piston, the cello 
sound was fuller and the persistent 
rhythmic pulse of the piece became 
more visceral, while Ugglas’s laid-
back guitar melody was even more 
like a luxurious hot bath. Powering 
the QuteHD from the P10 as well 
retained the warmer balance but 
added some welcome crispness 
to the sound: Emma Kirkby’s voice 
became, appropriately, even more 
bell-like and in the Piston there was 
some extra urgency to the playing.

LOUDSPEAKER DELIGHTS
The P10’s ministrations were even 
more impressive when I moved on 
to loudspeaker listening, using Thiel 
CS1.6s driven by my old but still 
loved Exposure XVIII Mono power 
amplifi ers, with a DACT stepped 
attenuator in the role of passive 
preamp. While the extra bottom-end 
weight and warmer tonal balance 
were still manifest, it was the extra 
control that P10 power brought 
to the Exposures’ sound that really 
caught my attention this time. 

The wonderful old Vox Turnabout 
recording of Rachmaninov’s 
Symphonic Dances, with the Dallas 
SO [24-bit/96kHz rip from Classic 
Records DAD 1004], had all the 
weight it should on fortissimos and 
a marvellous sense of organisation 
in what is a less than natural but 
still gripping orchestral perspective. 
Harshness was very well controlled, 
allowing the volume control to be 
wound right up to ‘thrilling’.

Yet more startling was the 
improvement wrought with a 24-bit/
96kHz download (from HDtracks) 
of ‘Country Dreamer’ from Wings’ 
Band On The Run. I have never 
heard the instrumental intro to 
this track delivered with such clear 
characterisation of each element or 
more precise control of its position 

within the soundstage. Neither 
have I previously experienced Paul 
McCartney’s vocal – which takes 
on a notably harsher edge in the 
second verse – delivered with such 
assurance, such a sense of accurate 
transcription of the master tape. 

Some hi-res releases of old rock 
and pop recordings leave you 
wondering whether you should 
have saved your money: the P10-
enhanced rendering of this track 
made me thank providence that 
I’d made the investment. And this 
outcome, note, was with power 
amplifi ers that have a regulated 
power supply.

So good were the results with 
‘Country Dreamer’, in fact, that I 
used it for the comparison of the 
P10’s Sine and Multi waveforms. 
No question, I preferred the 
Sine option (as used in all the 
previous comparisons) because 
that supreme sense of control and 
elucidation was diluted somewhat 
with Multi selected. Still, in other 
circumstances perhaps Multi would 
prove just the ticket – and it’s nice 
to have the choice. 

ABOVE: Nine outlets are available, grouped into fi ve zones that can be separately 
switched. All outlets are equivalent except that the three in zones D and E are 
labelled High Current, because they incorporate in-rush limiting

Testing mains regenerators falls outside the normal run of HFN 
lab reports so I’ve built some special equipment to facilitate the 
process. The fi rst uses an inline Hall-effect current transducer 
from LEM Components that can record currents of up to 80A at 
slew rates of greater than 60A/μs over a bandwidth exceeding 
100kHz, while adding a series resistance of only 0.18mohm 
(0.00018ohm). Built into a box with fl ying leads terminated in 
a mains plug at one side and a mains socket at the other, it can 
be inserted in the mains feed to any component to measure 
mains charging current. Overlaid charging current waveforms 
[see Graph 1] compare results from the wall socket (red trace) 
and from the P10 (blue trace), with the load being a Bryston 4B 
power amplifi er outputting 20Vrms on each channel into 4ohm 
dummy test loads (or 100W per channel).

The P10’s current pulses are almost textbook, whereas 
those from the wall socket have a lower peak value and longer 
duration as a consequence of the mains waveform being 
distorted. Distortion measurement has to accommodate 
mains regenerators that have unbalanced, balanced or 
fl oating outputs, for which I’ve built a balanced attenuator 
that feeds a battery-powered INA217 low-noise, low-distortion 
instrumentation amplifi er. Together these give a voltage output 
one-hundredth that of the difference between the live and 
neutral lines. Voltage waveforms [see Graph 2] are compared 
from the wall socket (red trace) and P10 on sine waveform 
output (blue trace), while the test table lists individual 
amplitudes of the fi rst four odd harmonics (each referenced 
to the amplitude of the 50Hz fundamental) plus a THD fi gure 
calculated from the fi rst 14 harmonics. If you compare these 
results to those from the Isotek Genesis [HFN Oct ’12] then 
please note that the P10 is delivering a much higher output 
current and, as mains distortion varies with time of day, the 
baseline fi gure is rather lower in this instance.  KH

PS AUDIO P10 POWER PLANT

Harmonic Mains P10

3rd 1.07% 0.35%

5th 1.98% 0.32%

7th 0.56% 0.18%

9th 0.35% 0.10%

THD (2nd-14th) 2.36% 0.53%

ABOVE: Mains voltage waveform, from wall socket 
(red) versus PS Audio Power Plant 10 (blue)

ABOVE: Distorted mains (charging) current waveform 
(red) versus signifi cantly more linear waveform 
delivered by the PS Audio Power Plant 10 (blue)

This versatile, high-output mains 
regenerator thoroughly earns its 
place at the head of PS Audio’s 
latest range. It’s impossible to 
say that it will always improve 
the sound quality in a system, of 
course, but there’s good reason 
to suppose that with most 
audio equipment it will have an 
effect ranging from positive to 
positively startling. And given 
what it comprises and what it 
offers, it is notably fi ne value too.

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

LAB
REPORT
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Universal CD/SACD/DVD/BD player and DAC
Made by: Cambridge Audio Ltd

Supplied by: Audio Partnership PLC
Telephone: 0207 551 5413

Web: www.cambridge-audio.com
Price: £800  

CA’s revised universal player gets high-tech features and variable analogue output but 
can it cut it against stiff competition based on the same MediaTek platform?
Review: Richard Stevenson Lab: Paul Miller

Cambridge Audio Azur 752BD

Much like the universe itself, the 
remit of universal players is 
expanding. No longer content 
with playing all manner of 

audio and video discs, the current crop 
of universal players has a variety of inputs 
allowing you to access their features, 
processing technology and advanced DACs, 
with a plethora of digital sources. And I 
don’t just mean a USB port for pen-drives. 
The Cambridge Audio Azur 752BD has no 
fewer than ten digital inputs and that is 
more than with some AV receivers!

For those of you suffering visual déjà vu 
from our picture, the 752BD is an evolution 
of Cambridge’s successful 751BD [HFN 
Aug ’11]. There’s now an HDMI input on 
the front and the legends have gone from 
bright white to subtle grey, but they are 
otherwise identical twins. The 752BD is 
based on the popular MediaTek platform 
whose current incarnation includes the 
latest Marvell Qdeo video processor, 
giving the 752BD 4K upscaling, 2D to 3D 
conversion and 24fps conversion for DVDs 
and Blu-ray movies.

Sonically, much of the new machine 
is a direct port over from its predecessor 
and that is no bad thing. I liked the 
751BD so much that I bought one. The 
new kid offers the same Cambridge Audio 
designed switch-mode power supply, 
the same fi ve-strong line-up of Wolfson 
WM8740 DACs and the same second gen 
Adaptive Time Filtering (ATF2) upsampling 
technology. Co-developed by CA and 
Anagram Technologies, ATF2 takes all 
incoming digital audio signals, from disc or 
any of the inputs, and upsamples them to 
24-bit/192kHz with three selectable digital 
fi lters [see PM’s boxout, p55]. 

Between the Linear, Steep and Minimum 
Phase fi lters there is a raft of subtle audio 
differences that near drove me insane on 
the 751BD, as I began preferring different 

fi lters with different recordings. This was 
followed by the nagging feeling you might 
have it wrong and leaping up to change 
fi lter mid-track. The 752BD now duplicates 
the fi lter selection control on the remote 
control, so at least you can now go mad 
from the comfort of your sofa…

WORKING IN THE DARK 
The remote control itself is new and 
something of a masterpiece. It’s nicely 
weighted and very well fi nished with its 
brushed black metallic top. The back-
light perfectly illuminates the legends on 
the keys so you can actually use all of its 
features in the dark, although if you deploy 
the 752BD’s variable output the remote’s 
volume control buttons are a tad too close 
to the track selection keys. Uniquely, CA 
supplies a neat upright stand so you can 
‘dock’ the remote. And if it’s not high-tech 
enough Cambridge also offers free iOS and 
Android fl avour control Apps. The App is 
not as pretty as, perhaps, Pioneer’s house 
offering but it is clean, functional and quick 
to move between pages and features.

Yet the real hero features of the 752BD 
have to be those inputs and the variable 
analogue outputs, turning a humble disc 
spinner into a digital media hub and 
preamp. Alongside analogue and coaxial
S/PDIF ins and outs, you get two HDMI 
inputs, one on the front with MHL 
compatibility for direct video streaming 
from a mobile device. There are two HDMI 
outputs both of which are capable of 
handling your TV’s sound via HDMI’s Audio 
Return Channel (ARC) and three standard 
USB inputs, again with one on the front. 

Despite CA leveraging a Type B USB 
input on its streaming devices and the 
new 751R AV receiver, the 752BD is sadly 
lacking an asynchronous USB input for 
direct connection to your PC. However 
you can stream pretty much any audio 
format via UPnP or DNLA networks over 
its hardwire Ethernet connection or the 
supplied USB Wi-Fi dongle. 

At the back the rear panel connections 
are wonderfully put together, solid feeling 
and gold-plated throughout. There is 
a suite of eight RCAs for multichannel 

RIGHT: The large silver-coloured chip (top right)
is the Anagram DSP which runs Cambridge’s 
custom upsampling/fi lter algorithms. The fi ve 
stereo DAC chips can be seen running between 
the back of the disc transport and PSU enclosure
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output, with speaker crossover and 
distance adjustments in the menus, and 
dedicated stereo RCA outs. 

All of the analogue connections can 
be set to fi xed line-level or via a 100-step 
variable output. There is also the option 
to split video and audio between the two 
HDMI outputs, for peak 
performance from both, 
and a pair of S/PDIF outputs 
for good measure. The only 
signifi cant missing analogue 
connection is balanced XLR 
stereo outputs, which both 
the competitive Oppo BDP-
105EU [HFN Jan ’13] and the 
considerably more expensive Primare BD32 
[HFN Feb ’12] offer.

Both installation and setup are 
understandably more convoluted than the 
plug-and-play nature of a simple CD/SACD 
disc-spinner. There is a comprehensive
on-screen menu in full HD resolution and, 
while there is no setup wizard as such, 
it’s pretty logical if you take each menu 
in order. Tying up video inputs with audio 
inputs, renaming connections and setting 
the multichannel speaker parameters is all 
part of the game here.

Network connection proved to be 
particularly easy, hooking up to my LAN 
automatically via both Ethernet and Wi-Fi. 
If all else fails, CA’s instruction manual is 
unquestionably the best in class.

Powering up on a day-to-day basis you 
are presented with ‘home screen’ with a 
selection menu based on media type rather 
than actual input. This takes a little while 
to get one’s noodle around because, for 
example, some inputs will appear under 
both audio and network menus. There is 

direct access to some 
online services including 
YouTube and Picasa, 
with more to follow with 
fi rmware updates in time, 
no doubt. As a default 
you can simply hit the 
remote’s input button 
and scroll through each 

onscreen or on the fascia display until you 
land on the right one. Phew!

 MARVELL-OUS PICTURE
There is not a great deal to say about the 
752BD’s stunning picture performance 
except it’s up there with the very best, 
largely thanks to Marvell’s latest video 
processor. Tough diagonal pans are 
seamlessly smooth and colour rendition is 
deeply saturated without being cartoonish. 
However, I did fi nd the standard video 
settings slightly over-hyped the contrast 
on my projector which killed off shadow 
detailing somewhat, but this could be 
addressed by tweaking the brightness 
and backing off the contrast in the video 
settings menu.

ABOVE: More subtle legends and front HDMI 
input mark the new 752BD. The tray open/close 
button placed awkwardly below the drawer and 
lack of headphone socket remain unchanged

Not only does the Azur 752BD employ a SHARC DSP to upsample all internally 
decoded media to 24-bit/192kHz – including the 96kHz-limited coaxial and 
optical digital inputs – but there’s plenty of spare overhead to accommodate 
three different digital fi lter algorithms prior to the Wolfson DACs. The Linear 
Phase fi lter offers a constant group delay, yielding a time-coherent output with 
limited pre/post ringing and is most listener’s preferred option when spinning 
CDs. The Minimum Phase option behaves rather like an Apodising fi lter, freeing 
the impulse response of any unnatural, acausal pre-ringing but increasing the 
energy of its post-ringing and incurring a non-linear group delay. The fi nal, Steep 
fi lter option is the classical brickwall approach that offers little damping of any 
pre/post ringing but provides a linear phase output with excellent attenuation 
of any digital images immediately outside of the audio range. In addition, 
Cambridge adds an ultrasonic, analogue fi lter that kicks-in above 50kHz. PM

 FOOT-TAPPING PLAYER
Unsurprisingly the 752BD has a very 
similar sonic balance to the 751BD: rich, 
expressive and detailed, yet airing on the 
side of caution where getting down and 
dirty is concerned. It is a very balanced and 
even-handed sound and, with CD playback 
in particular, perhaps a little more taut and 
focused than its predecessor. 

The top end is a particular strength, 
the player easily eking out the texture 
of the brush-struck cymbals throughout 
Beverly Craven’s eponymous fi rst album, for 
example. The HF soundscape does not have 
the air and space of the Oppo BDP-105EU 
with its Sabre-DAC based sound, yet the 
Cambridge is far more forgiving of splashy 
recordings. While the Oppo sounds sharper 
and more clinical, the 752BD is far safer 
option that won’t let bright recordings set 
your teeth on edge.

This is particularly true with SACD 
playback. The 752BD handles the 
format’s resolution and the wanton HF of 
some SACDs with a balanced musicality 
throughout. This is a foot-tapping player, 
one that ‘disappears into the music’ rather 
than sitting on your rack trying to preen 
itself with its own hi-fi -ness. It is a player 
in control and, while that does make for 
a very easy listen, I couldn’t help wanting 
a little more chutzpah at the bottom end. 
Its LF output is a little on the dry and tight 
side for my more up-tempo musical tastes 
– although you can’t fault its resolution of 
notes throughout the range. The fabulous 
bass line on Jethro Tull’s take on Bach’s 
Bourée [Stand Up] is a pleasure to behold 
on the Cambridge. Its articulation of 
each note’s tonal character and chord 
progression completely belies the rather 
crusty 1969 recording.

Bypassing my preamp and hooking 
the stereo outputs direct to the power 
amps proved interesting. Not least when 
I switched to variable output and the 

‘You can now 
go mad from 
the comfort of 
your own sofa’
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Xtension 10
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752BD defaulted to 100% volume. 
Still, being pinned to the wall by 
AC/DC’s ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ at full 
volume will probably remind me to 
back-down the level before pressing 
play in future. The 752BD’s variable 
volume is executed in the digital 
domain, so while it is not quite as 
silky smooth as an analogue pot 
the 1-100% range does make for 
accurate control. 

A QUESTION OF GAIN 
The numerical volume setting does 
however have an effect on the 
sound, or rather the dynamics of the 
sound. Below about 60% equates to 
fairly quiet listening and keeps the 
sound rather restrained. Between 
60% and about 90% the 752BD 
wakes up dynamically and gets into 
the groove with much the same 
overall balance as the sound through 
the preamp. Nudging the volume 
past 90% is like hitting the ‘Nitrous 
button’. The 752BD suddenly throws 
off its smoking jacket and rocks. The 
soundstage gains acres more space 
and the balance goes from reserved 
to frankly gregarious.

This is the 752BD at its absolute 
best, its dynamic potential realised 
as it delivers music infused with 
vitality and drive. While Oppo’s 
BDP-105EU can get rather feisty 
at such volumes, the Cambridge 
remains in control, balancing 
projection and energy with a fi nely 
crafted composure. OK, I grant you 
many readers may have neighbours/
kids/other-halves that might not 
tolerate this sort of volume level 
every evening but, for music sessions 
when everyone else is out, the 
752BD really boogies. 

The variable output and lack 
of XLR outputs did throw up one 
anomaly though. That is the 752BD’s 

sensitivity to the type and length of 
analogue cable connection to the 
power amp. For convenience I had 
the player between my power amps, 
connected using 1m interconnects. 
When I moved it to the rack and 
hooked up with a different brand 
of 6m interconnect there was a 
noticeable fl attening of the front-
to-back imaging and a rounding-off 
of top end detail. It’s clearly worth 
experimenting with cables if you opt 
for the 752BD-to-power-amp route 
over distance. 

For the convenience of adding 
in analogue sources, in my case a 
trusty vintage Gyrodec, the direct-
to-power-amp route is probably 
not viable for many owners but 
the option is there. Nor does the 
feature detract from the 752BD’s 
otherwise incredibly well balanced 
sound when hooked up to a preamp. 
It is as happy conveying Ms Craven’s 
soothing tones as it is rocking to 
AC/DC or delivering a spirited 5.0 
channel rendition of Beethoven’s 
Egmont Overture. 

While the fl agship Oppo sounds 
more detailed and the Primare richer 
with more solid bass, the Cambridge 
leads the MediaTek-based pack for 
all-round sonic appeal. 

ABOVE: Inputs include two HDMI (front and back), three USB (front and back), coax/
optical S/PDIF plus Ethernet. There are now two HDMI outputs (no component/
composite video) with 7.1 channel plus stereo RCA analogue audio outputs

LAB
REPORT

With both players based on the same next-gen MediaTek 
platform, comparisons between this Cambridge 752BD and 
the Oppo BDP-105EU [HFN Jan ’13] may seem obvious. Certain 
technical ‘features’ are the same, including its revised bass 
management, the S/PDIF input limited to sample rates up to 
96kHz only and downsampling of SACD to 88.2kHz LPCM, via 
the analogue outs, regardless of whether the Audio Format > 
SACD Output mode is set to DSD or LPCM (also unaffected by 
HDMI Audio or Coaxial/Optical output setting). These are all 
facets of the shared DSP engine. All other ‘audio’ parameters 
are quite distinct, however, for while the BDP-105EU uses ESS 
Sabre DACs and has a balanced output option, the 752BD uses 
Wolfson DACs driving single-ended stereo/multichannel outs.

Distortion is very low at 0.0005% through the midrange at 
its 2V peak output, rising to just 0.0025% at 20kHz, although 
these fi gures are still 10x higher than the astonishing numbers 
achieved by the Oppo. More importantly, below –10dBFs the 
752BD’s distortion is very consistent regardless of frequency 
[see graph 1, below]. The single-ended A-wtd S/N ratio is slightly 
lower too at 105.9dB via CD, rising to 107.9dB via BD and 
S/PDIF. Like the Oppo, jitter is higher via the digital input at 
315psec than via DVD/BD at just 35psec [Graph 2]. Frequency 
response with 44.1kHz/48kHz CD/DVD reaches –0.16dB/20kHz, 
with 96kHz DVD/BD/S/PDIF achieving –0.9dB/40kHz and 
192kHz sources rolling off above 50kHz to reach –31dB/80kHz. 
All S/PDIF (DAC), CD, SACD, DVD, DVD-A, Dolby and bass 
management tests may be compared with Oppo’s and the Azur 
751BD via the ‘Download’ button at www.hifi news.co.uk. PM

ABOVE: High resolution jitter plots comparing
24-bit/48kHz BD/DVD (black) with S/PDIF (red)

ABOVE: THD vs. digital signal level over a 120dB 
range; 24-bit/48kHz S/PDIF (1kHz, red) vs. BD/DVD 
(1kHz, green) vs. 16-bit CD (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO AZUR 752BD

Maximum output level/Impedance 2.05Vrms / 416ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (CD / DVD, BD, S/PDIF) 105.9dB / 107.9dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0005% / 0.0025%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0025% / 0.0025% 

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.00dB to –0.17dB

Digital jitter (CD/SACD/BD/ S/PDIF) 120 / 48 / 35 / 315psec

Resolution @ –100dB (CD/SACD/ S/PDIF) ±0.9dB / ±0.3dB / ±5.0dB

Power consumption 15W (<1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) 430x85x312mm

The 752BD is another winner 
from CA, boasting a feast of 
features and top-fl ight video 
performance. Incredible digital 
input fl exibility and variable level 
outputs make this player a digital-
hub, preamp and AV processor 
rolled into one. The sound too 
is sure to win fans for its even-
handed balance and spirited 
high volume presentation. For an 
all-round digital player the 752BD 
takes some beating.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

MC valve phono stage
Made by: Tron Electric, Bucks  
Supplied by: GT Audio, Bucks

Telephone: 01895 833099
Web: www.tron-electric.co.uk; www.gtaudio.com

Price: £9950

This new phono stage from Tron Electric represents the ultimate development of its 
antecedent variants, and promises to take vinyl replay to new heights
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Paul Miller

Tron Seven Phono GT

componentry are required to ensure 
maximum detail and minimum noise. The 
latest contender is the GT version of the 
Tron Seven phono preamplifi er, a £9950 
unit that marks the ultimate evolution of 
the basic design.

KEEPING NOISE DOWN
The Tron Seven range starts at £1995 
for the MM version of the base model, 
rising to £2995 for the MC variant. The 
£4600 Reference model builds on this 
unit and adds high quality resistors and 
capacitors that are exclusive to Tron and 
used in its fl agship Syren II preamplifi er. 
Next up is the previous range-topper, 
the £7790 Ultimate, which adds silver-
wired MC transformers and ‘four nines’ 
silver internal wiring. It also has twin 
switched inputs, with MM and MC, or 
twin MC options. Finally, the new GT 
reviewed here adds a unique power 
supply confi guration and, as a bonus, 
Tron claims that it offers valve life of up 
to ten years in normal use thanks to its 
soft-start feature. 

The PSU is housed in its own screened 
compartment within the enclosure 
and its connections pass through to 
the Seven GT’s meticulously designed, 
multi-layer amplifi er PCB. Further PCBs 
accommodate the input connection and 
gain stages, thus keeping the amount of 
hard wiring to a minimum – important 
for the low noise required of such a 
design. Finally, all components are hand-
matched down to tolerances of 0.1% in 
some cases; the valves themselves, the 
well known and easily available 12AX7 
and 12AU7 types, number only three for 
circuit simplicity. 

The GT is offered only in moving-coil 
format, albeit with two user-specifi ed 
gain settings. Typically, the GT is ordered 
with +18dB and +24dB gain options 
or, as in this version supplied for our 
review, +24dB and +30dB. Here, the 
two settings are intended to service MC 
cartridges with output levels of 0.2-
0.4mV or 0.05-0.2mV, respectively, as 
they combine with the fi nal fi xed ‘MM’ 
gain stage of +49dB. Cartridge loading 

In today’s world of vinyl replay, it is 
acknowledged that the phono stage 
is one of the most important links 
in the chain: the critical interface 

between cartridge and line amplifi er. 
However, re-wind 30 years or so and 
while a separate phono stage was 
perhaps not completely unheard of it 
was a rarity. It was expected that your 
amplifi er, preamp or control unit would 
come with such a facility built in.

Budget amplifi ers like the NAD 3020 
came with a good quality moving-
magnet input while higher-end designs 
offered multiple turntable connections 
with MM and moving-coil options, usually 
with variable loading, gain and a handful 
of useful fi lters too. But then, in 1982, 
everything went a little awry with the 
arrival of the compact disc, which put a 
stop to all this fun and games. 

The ‘death of vinyl’ that we were all 
assured was imminent was taken as a 
cue by most manufacturers to do away 
with those turntable inputs that they felt 
sure that nobody wanted – or at least, 
not for much longer. Of course, hindsight 
is a wonderful thing: that demise we 
were promised never occurred. But 
where does this leave our amplifi ers?

The phono inputs that vanished in the 
1980s may slowly be creeping back into 
integrated units once more, but they are 
often little more than an afterthought. 
Nowadays, if you are serious about your 
vinyl, the standalone phono preamplifi er 
is the way to go, and the selection 
available has never been greater. That 
said, at the very top end of the market, 
where price tags can head towards fi ve 
fi gures, the choice is still a little sparse – 
names like Kondo, Air Tight, Burmester 
and NAT spring to mind.

As the cartridges with which these 
are partnered are often very low output, 
careful design and super-high quality 

RIGHT: Three triodes are used in two gain 
stages with wholly passive RIAA equalisation. 
The silver-wound MC step-up transformers are 
mounted up against the input RCAs at the back
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is fi xed and is quoted as 184ohm for the 
24dB setting and 46ohm for the 30dB 
[see Lab Report, p61]. 

As a point of comparison, the +18dB 
variant extends the cartridge matching 
range to a quoted 0.3-0.9mV and offers 
a load of 735ohm. While I have no doubt 
that these are carefully selected values, 
I would personally have liked to see 
some sort of adjustable loading facility 
as this is a very important feature when 
extracting the best performance from a 
moving-coil cartridge.

The outside shows high quality input 
and output socketry and one of the 
most glorious earthing terminals I have 
ever encountered, plus small yet solid 
switches for gain, channel selection and 
earth lift. One thing that appears to be 
missing is a power on/off switch but it’s 
actually tucked just under the right hand 
side of the front panel.

 SWATHES OF SOUND
With the Seven GT connected to my 
Michell Gyro SE turntable, SME 309 
tonearm and Ortofon Kontrapunkt B 
cartridge, I selected the 24dB gain 
setting for the cartridge’s rated 0.47mV 
output. Using my Naim Supernait 
amplifi er and a pair of GamuT M’inenT 
M5 loudspeakers I discovered that 

patience is not only a virtue but a 
necessity with the Seven GT. Initial 
results were pleasant and enjoyable but 
I was left a little underwhelmed after 
just a few hours’ listening. However, 
I have to say that, after a good few 
weeks of continuous operation, the 
transformation in the Tron’s performance 
was nothing short of astonishing.

It’s tempting, when discussing the 
resurgence of vinyl, to talk about the 
format’s ‘warmth’, with the underlying 
implication that it sounds all fl uffy, 
cuddly and generally nice – a bit like 
grandad’s old radiogram 
that had a ‘lovely tone’. To 
these ears nothing could 
be further from the truth 
as I have always found 
that a good quality vinyl 
set-up has the power to 
evoke emotions that are 
both deep and convincing. 

Listening to both new records and 
well played favourites through the Seven 
GT was an absolute joy, as the unit has 
an uncanny ability to present music as it 
is rarely heard. No matter what I chose 
to play through it, everything seemed to 
have increased in scale and taken a giant 
step forward in dynamics and clarity. In 
short, I was captivated. The measured 

rise in output at higher frequencies 
undoubtedly helps here, but it is never 
overbearing and simply serves to ensure 
that ‘warm and woolly’ the GT most 
certainly is not.

Cueing up ‘Can’t Get You Out Of My 
Head’ from Kylie Minogue’s new Abbey 
Road Sessions LP [Parlophone 50999 0 
15861] I was absolutely enthralled by 
the size and depth perspective that the 

Tron conferred upon 
both Ms Minogue 
herself and also the 
backing strings, which 
were gloriously vivid 
but without any sense 
of strain or screech. 
When the bass drum 
came in, I nearly fell 

off my chair as it pounded across my 
listening room with power and fury. 
I found myself pondering that surely 
1980s chart cheese-meisters aren’t 
supposed to sound like this? Thank 
goodness for the sonic gurus at Abbey 
Road, I say. The rest of the album was 
no less delightful – the Tron’s dynamic 
ebullience taking the experience to a 
whole new level.

BREATHTAKING
This sense of insight and scale was a 
recurring phenomenon as I continued 
listening to the Tron. As it warmed up 
and hit its stride everything seemed to 
take on a whole new level of intimacy. 
Graham Tricker’s attention to detail and 
careful design means that the Seven GT 
is uncannily free from background noise, 
with the result that retrieval of fi ne 
subtleties within the furthest depths of 
recordings is absolutely breathtaking. 

Playing ‘The Awakening Of A Woman’ 
from the Cinematic Orchestra’s 2002 
album Man With A Movie Camera [Ninja 
Tune ZEN78] my room was fi lled with 
a huge swathe of sound – the word 

ABOVE: An archetypal ‘black box’, GT Audio’s 
Tron Seven is lit by a single, red power-on LED. 
Any glow from the internal valves is hidden

‘When the bass 
drum came in 
I nearly fell off 

my chair’

TRON – NOT A DISNEY MOVIE
It may sound like something exotic from science fi ction, but Tron Electric 
is the brainchild of Graham Tricker, the man behind GT Audio. Graham has 
the background of a craftsman, but not in the way one might expect… His 
father was actually a Savile Row tailor, whose love of bespoke production and 
appreciation of quality materials is something that was instilled into Graham 
from an early age, informing the path he’d follow. Working initially in the 
telecommunications industry and developing experience with valve-based 
circuitry, Graham branched out to start both GT Audio – a hi-fi  dealership and 
veritable treasure trove of knowledge for all kinds of vintage audio – and Tron 
Electric. The latter is a manufacturing entity, specialising in the design and build 
of high-end valve hi-fi , with all components sourced in the UK. Currently, Tron 
offers a range of line level and phono preamplifi ers, valve power amplifi ers based 
around 300B and 211 valves, and matching interconnect, loudspeaker and mains 
cables. However, even Graham isn’t immune to the march of technology as the 
Tron website also promises a new DAC, ‘coming soon’.
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‘immersive’ has never been more 
apt. Every fi ne percussion detail 
was lucidly portrayed and I almost 
struggled to keep up, as my ears 
were bombarded with so much 
musical information. 

At the top end, the Seven 
GT has a captivating purity and 
articulation. Any half-decent 
phono stage can reproduce all 
the instruments as they should 
sound – a really good unit will 
render them in correct spatial 
and atmospheric terms as 
well. However, it takes a truly 
exceptional unit to make both 
of these aspects seem easy and 
then top off everything with 
an uncanny sense of realism. 
The Tron does more than most 
other designs to fool your ears 
into thinking that some musical 
instrument has been brought from 
a far-fl ung studio and set before 
you in your listening room.

KEEPING THINGS CLEAN
One experiment I always like to 
try is to see what is made of a 
less than decent pressing. So I 
brought into play Blue October’s 
Any Man In America LP [Up/Down 
1101] which, to begin with, 
seems promisingly well recorded, 
particularly at the quieter outset 
of the track ‘The Feel Again (Stay)’. 
Unfortunately, as the rest of the 
band come in, the performance 
reaches a somewhat muddily 
compressed climax, but the Seven 
GT captivated me once more by 
offering up a surprisingly well-
revealed whole. 

Yes, the limitations of the 
recording were clear but the 
instruments did not disappear 
into a confused muddle. Instead, 
the Tron made the best of a bad 
job and the result was pleasingly 
enjoyable. Its even-handedness 
meant that the musical message 

was conveyed with ease, even 
though the instruments and 
performers were labouring under 
some technical diffi culty.

The Seven GT’s bass was 
beyond complaint as well. Not 
only was it astoundingly deep, 
seemingly almost bottomless, but 
it was also blessed with a fl uency 
and pace that underpinned more 
low-end-oriented tracks perfectly. 
Dub Syndicate’s The Pounding 
System [On-U Sound LP18] found 
its way onto the platter and 
the double glazing shook with 
the lowest notes! The GamuT 
loudspeakers certainly played 
their part but the Tron gave them 
the very best source signal with 
which to work and the whole 
performance simply had me 
grinning from ear to ear. 

If I may suggest that there’s 
a tiny chink in the Seven GT’s 
glistening armour then this is its 
slight sensitivity to groove noise 
– possibly a side effect of its own 
low noise and the reinforced 
presence region. If you do treat 
yourself to a Seven GT, I’d strongly 
recommend keeping LPs clean, or 
replacing worn pressings. 

ABOVE: While the internal gain and input loading may be customised, the 
silk-screening on the rear panel cannot. In our sample the ‘MM’ and ‘MC’ settings 
referred to two levels of MC gain only. The two input and single set of output RCAs 
are all silver-plated while the earth lift switch will be a useful facility in some systems

In my opinion, the Tron Seven 
GT phono stage is one of the 
fi nest units currently available. 
Eschewing unnecessary features 
with superfi cial appeal has 
ensured the design only focuses 
on aspects that really matter, and 
it shows. The GT combines superb 
design, magnifi cent build quality, 
high quality components and 
a good dose of Graham Tricker 
magic to create a veritable vinyl 
tour de force.

As explained in the caption opposite, the ‘MM’ and ‘MC’ 
settings refer, in our sample, to two high levels of gain intended 
for low and medium output MC pick-ups. Tron specifi es a base 
level gain of +49dB which is achieved by just three tubes 
(2x12AX7 and 1x12AU7) either side of a wholly passive RIAA 
network, with transformer-coupled inputs providing further 
gain for MCs. The full +72.7dB and +77.0dB gain recorded here 
is higher than the additional +20dB and +26dB gain (plus the 
49dB) specifi ed in Tron’s literature, giving the Seven Phono GT 
an input sensitivity of 0.23mV and 0.14mV, respectively, for 
1V output. This confers compatibility with the lowest output 
MCs without sacrifi cing the practical S/N ratio – indeed, the 
A-wtd fi gures of 75.5dB and 72.0dB, respectively, would be 
impressive for a high-gain solid-state phono preamp.

Input headroom is inevitably impacted by the combination 
of high gain and passive equalisation and distortion reaches 
1% by 5.9mV (although this still represents a headroom of 
+28.2dB re. 0.23mV). There’s no hard clipping point, however, 
as THD gradually increases with level, reaching 10% for a 10mV 
input (at which point the output is 43V!) At outputs up to 3V, 
distortion is typically <0.06% over the bulk of the audio range 
[see Graph 2, below]. The response extends to –1dB/20Hz 
but shows a presence/treble tilt of +1.4dB/10kHz and 
+2.0dB/20kHz, adding a spring to the step of most MCs [see 
black trace, Graph 1]. The output impedance is not especially 
low at ~600ohm. Readers may view a QC Suite test report for 
the Tron Seven Phono GT phono preamp by navigating to www.
hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red ‘Download’ button. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency (lower MC gain 
setting) – within 0.06% up to 10kHz

ABOVE: RIAA corrected frequency response from 
1Hz-100kHz shows presence/treble boost. Output 
impedance (red) increases from bass to midrange

Input loading (mid/high gain) 195ohm / 48ohm

Input sensitivity (mid/high gain re. 0dBV) 233μV / 140μV

Input overload (mid/high gain) 5.9mV / 3.5mV

Maximum output (re. 1% THD) 25.3V (600ohm o/p impedance)

A-wtd S/N ratio (mid/high gain) 75.5dB / 72.0dB

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) –1.1dB to +2.0dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 0dBV) 0.027–0.12%

Power consumption 10W

Dimensions (WHD) 455x105x355mm

TRON SEVEN PHONO GT



TONEARM

62 | www.hifi news.co.uk | APRIL 2013

Magnetically-stabilised, fl uid-damped unipivot tonearm
Made by: Graham Engineering Inc, USA for EAT, Prague

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd, UK 
Telephone: 0208 971 3909

Web: www.euroaudioteam.com; www.absolutesounds.com
Price: £6300

Needing a 12-inch arm to match its spectacular Forte turntables, Czech-based EAT 
calls on US tonearm guru Bob Graham for this ‘personalised’ version of his top design
Review: Ken Kessler & Steve Harris Lab: Paul Miller

Euro Audio Team E-Go

RIGHT: Seen far right is the Magneglide 
stabiliser, using magnets in line with the arm’s 
pivot point. The outrigger magnet can be 
moved up or down for azimuth correction

It’s a safe bet that unipivot tonearm 
designs outnumber every other kind. 
Why? Because the concept is both 
elegant and simple. To support the 

cartridge as the stylus endeavours to follow 
the record groove, the arm must pivot 
freely, vertically and laterally. 

And having the arm supported on a 
single pivot point is the easiest way of 
arranging this – but it also has advantages 
from an engineering point of view. The 
bearing is pre-loaded by the mass of 
the tonearm, so it achieves the desired 
condition of zero play with low friction. The 
big disadvantage is that the arm is free to 
wobble around, impairing performance and 
making it less easy to handle. 

The fact remains that some of the 
world’s most expensive, highly-developed 
tonearms are ‘unipivots’, though in some 
cases they have additional bearings. 
Mørch, for example, has long used a 
dual pivot to give lateral stability, while 
Kuzma has its cunning four-point system. 
Another fairly elaborate variation is found 
in Continuum’s Cobra arm, which uses a 
secondary outrigger pivot mounted on its 
own bearing. 

However, it was left to Bob Graham 
of Graham Engineering to come up 
with what is arguably the most elegant 
way of maximising the benefi ts of the 
unipivot concept and smoothing away 
its disadvantages. He explains the central 
problem of a unipivot arm as a question 
of attaining ‘neutral balance’ [see www.
graham-engineering.com]. With his earlier 
tonearms, Graham used outrigger weights 
to provide stability, but even with careful 
design this approach could not reach this 
ideal condition. The breakthrough came 
with his ‘Magneglide’ magnetic stabiliser 
system – the major innovation of the fi rst, 
B-44, Phantom arm. 

Graham lists six separate benefi ts of 
the Magneglide device: increased lateral 

stability, easy azimuth adjustment, a higher 
lateral inertia component for improved 
bass reproduction, augmentation of system 
damping, true vertical pivoting of the stylus 
with no rotation as the arm is raised, and 
easily adjusted anti-skate compensation.

MAGNETIC ATTRACTION
The really clever part of this system is its 
azimuth tower, mounted on a swivelling 
collar which allows it to rotate about 
the arm pillar. Looking from the rear [see 
below], you can see a 
cylindrical projection on 
the right side of the arm 
bearing housing, and this 
contains a neodymium 
magnet which is centred 
at the same height as the 
arm pivot (fulfi lling the 
requirement of ‘neutral 
balance’). There is a powerful attraction 
between this and a second similar magnet 
attached to the azimuth adjustment tower, 
which in turn is connected to the fi xed 
arm base. The azimuth tower follows the 
lateral movement of the arm as it tracks 
across the record, 
keeping the arm 
exactly in position 
and preventing it from 
wobbling or tilting.

With the current Phantom II Supreme 
the stabiliser has been improved, there is 
new internal wiring and a new titanium 
arm wand, available in 9in, 10in and 12in 
lengths. Which brings us to the EAT E-Go. 
EAT’s version of the Phantom II Supreme 
comes only in a 12in version, appropriate 
for use with the EAT Forte and its oversized 
platter. E-Go means ‘EuroAudioTeam 
Graham Original’ and it’s described as 
‘personalised for EAT applications’. The 
arm is now resplendent in a matt chrome, 

looking rather more 
assertive than Graham’s 
usual classy, restrained 
fi nish of black with 
chrome highlights.

In essence, the 
Graham bearing is a 
simple point and cup 
arrangement, but the 

design and materials have been refi ned 
over the years. Both point and cup are 
precision-made in Switzerland from 
tungsten carbide. In the latest iteration, 
used in the Phantom II Supreme, the 
downward-facing point is housed in a 
strong square shank. The bearing is easily 
accessible, and also easy to protect from 
transit damage, because the point is 
mounted in the screw-on cap that tops the 
massive bearing housing. 

‘The E-Go 
delivers guitar 
heroics by the 
bucketload’
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On fi rst 
installation, 

having removed 
the blue plastic 

transit sleeve from 
the unipivot point, 

you fi ll the cup with an 
appropriate quantity of 

damping oil, then replace 
the cap. Alongside, the anti-

skate compensation is not magnetic but 
achieved by a time-honoured thread-and-
weight system. But here, from a bell-crank 
that carries the adjustable weight, the 
thread runs round a small but exquisite 
pulley and is attached to the swivelling foot 
of the azimuth tower, avoiding the need 
for a direct connection to the arm. 

Azimuth adjustment is carried out 
by raising or lowering the magnet via a 
screwthread on its swivelling tower, this 
causing the arm to tilt as required. While 
you must not adjust azimuth during play, 
you can adjust the arm height and hence 
the vertical tracking angle – ‘VTA on the fl y’ 
has been a feature of Graham arms from 
the very start.

Although the arm looks complicated 
and even mysterious in its many 

RIGHT: The titanium arm wand is attached 
by a screw connector to the massive bearing 
housing, whose knurled top cap can be 
unscrewed to access the bearing cup and add 
the viscous damping fl uid. Seen right is the VTA 
adjuster with its Vernier scale for fi ne tuning

adjustments, it’s actually quite user friendly 
and comes with clear instructions. Our EAT 
E-Go had the SME base, which of course 
made installation a painless procedure. 

As with previous models, it’s supplied 
with a neat device that registers the 
headshell with the turntable spindle to 
set the arm overhang correctly, and there 
is a special holder to provide accurate 
cartridge alignment. 

 KEN SPINS SOME VINYL
As the E-Go has a short back, it fi tted 
the SME 30/12 without hitting the rear 
right pillar (as did my elderly SME 3012). 
Setup, despite the clever design, made me 
appreciate the genius of the SME Series 
V’s simplicity – but then the SME isn’t a 
unipivot. Thus, as far as ‘unis’ go, the E-Go 
is one of the most user-friendly, as SH 
states. The removable wand makes it easy 
to change cartridges too: I settled on Air 
Tight’s PC1.

Having just reviewed Gram Parsons’ 
Grievous Angel as a MoFi SACD [HFN May 
’13], I dug out the vinyl [Reprise K54018] 
for more of the same. All was – how shall 
I put this? – wonderfully comprehensible 
until the end of ‘I Can’t Dance’.

We all have favourite tracks, parts of 
tracks even, we know so well that they 
serve as handy short-cuts for illustrating 
whether a system sounds convincingly 
realistic. They’ll be signifi cant enough to 
convey a broad sensation, like voice, lead 
guitar, a strings section. As Parsons’ voice 
was so anodyne, that wasn’t gonna do it. 
What made me sit up and take notice was 
the drum-roll at the end of that track.

It wasn’t mere impact: for that I’d 
turn to Kodo. It was about space and 
a lack of artifi ce. The sound of what is 
just a standard LP possessed the air and 
three-dimensionality of the crafted-to-a-
millimetre sound of the notorious Sheffi eld 
Drum Record. The crispness, the kick, lasts 
no more than a second, but the three that 
followed were to mere ‘air’ what Dyson is 
to dryers. I rubbed my eyes in disbelief.

This confoundedness lasted only the 
length of the silence between tracks: it was 
followed by the delicate piano opening 
of ‘Brass Buttons’, compounded by pedal 
steel and crisp, but discreet percussion. 
A snare, a cymbal, a woodblock, Parsons’ 
vocals in the centre – the sound belied the 
title, for there was nothing brassy about it 
whatsoever. It managed, despite a surfeit 
of terse transients, to sound silky. And 
hearing it next to the admittedly classy 
SACD was an object lesson in why analogue 
remains more convincing than digital, for 
so many music lovers.

GRAHAM ENGINEERING
American engineer and designer Bob Graham can trace his passion for audio right 
back to the end of the mono era, when Weathers had its capacitance cartridge 
mounted in a viscous-damped tonearm, tracking at a then-unprecedented one 
gram. Graham recalls how salesmen would impress buyers by casually tossing 
the arm on to the record, an act that would have caused 
serious damage with any other arm of the period. In 
the 1980s Graham took inspiration from SME’s superb 
engineering and fi nish and set out to build his own arms to similar 
standards. While adopting the unipivot principle, he paid careful attention 
to the issues of resonance and dynamic stability, which he felt had been 
ignored by the designers of many other arms. The Graham 1.5 arm was 
launched in 1990, and this evolved into the 2.0 model and then the 2.2. But 
in 2005 came the Phantom, a completely new design incorporating Graham’s 
patented Magneglide stabilisation system. Further enhancements brought the 
Phantom II and the current Phantom II Supreme, the basis of the EAT E-Go.
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SACD was an object lesson in why analogue
remains more convincing than digital, for 
so many music lovers.
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ABOVE: Cumulative resonant decay spectrum, 
illustrating various bearing housing, pillar and arm 
vibration modes spanning 100Hz-10kHz over 40msec

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Bearing / bias type Uni-pivot / thread and weight

Effective mass (vertical/lateral) / length 13g/13g / 305mm

Offset angle / overhang 17.5 degrees / 12.7mm

Friction (vertical/lateral) <10mg / <10mg

Downforce accuracy (at 2g) uncalibrated

Cartridge weight/compliance range 5-20g / 8-20cu

Mounting Type / total weight SME / 1100g

As the E-Go was preceded by the 
Graham tonearms’ substantive 
reputation, and I’d heard Bob’s 
tonearms so many times that I 
knew to expect with certainty 
both refi nement and fi nesse, EAT’s 
version merely confi rmed my 
experience. This is an estimable 
arm, as genuinely a ‘high-end’ 
purchase as one could make, 
bristling with clever details and 
sounding gorgeous. Best of all, it’s 
a unipivot free of masochism.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

However dismissive I may be 
about Parsons’ pipes, the duet on 
‘Love Hurts’ with his muse, Emmylou 
Harris, is so achingly gorgeous that 
you begin to appreciate a system’s 
abilities with vocal textures and 
spacing. The two stand extreme left 
and right, the instruments fi lling in 
the space in-between, but this is 
not a stereo-circa-1956 ping-pong 
effect. It simply refl ects the song’s 
title by using physical separation to 
convey the angst of love.

Gram’s voice contrasts with 
Emmylou’s crystalline instrument, 
singing that is almost a country 
cliché. Again, the instruments 
exhibit speed and clarity, but never 
with any intrusiveness. The E-Go 
perfectly resolved what is one of 
the most challenging of paradoxes: 
reproducing bags of information 
while creating what appears as a 
sparse soundscape. It’s precisely the 
kind of recording and playback that 
charms you back again and again, 
the deception of simplicity covering 
up genius-level complexity.  

HOW CAN IT DO THIS?
Probably the most tragically-
overlooked, blues-based hard rock 
LP ever is Leslie West’s 1969 solo 
debut, Mountain [Windfall 4500] 
– the title of which would become 
the name of his band. As far as 
post-Cream power trios go, this was 
one of the best, West aided and 
abetted by Felix Pappalardi on bass 
and N D Smart II on drums, the latter 
so underappreciated that it simply 
makes me furious. 

‘Long Red’ is a curious number 
that has all the hallmarks of a heavy 
metal classic, yet the sound is light 
and subtle, almost unplugged. What 
throws you is West’s voice, a fi ery 
rasp that contradicts and challenges 
the instrumentation – a circus-like 
organ and an acoustic guitar, for 
goodness’ sake! 

It’s the antithesis of Parsons’ 
tentative, plaintive, I-wish-I-was-

George-Jones whisper. Having met 
West, and seen Mountain live, I 
can think of no other New York 
Yiddishe bocher who can sound as 
convincingly like a 1950s R&B wailer.

West, of course, is famed more 
for his powerful fl uid guitar work 
than his singing, and the E-Go 
delivers guitar heroics by the 
bucketload. Once you get past the 
disparity between the vocal style 
and the song it’s conveying (the 
same effect as when Joe Cocker 
sings a ballad) you can lean back and 
marvel at the way it all coalesces. 
It is a demonstration of balancing 
textures that should, by any 
defi nition, compete with each other 
to the point of self-defeat. Instead, 
it’s sound is so ‘of a whole’ that you 
wonder how just an arm can do this.

Not that I would ditch the SME 
Series V 12in. It offers superior 
lower bass solidity, more tactile than 
the E-Go’s deepest registers, but 
it’s down to taste and partnering 
equipment. If you can handle a 12in 
arm, the E-Go joins a select group of 
top contenders. 

ABOVE: Plan view shows thread-and-
weight bias compensator and neat 
clock-pendulum-shaped counterweight, 
designed for good operating clearances

The addition of Graham’s ‘Magneglide’ stabilisation regime 
to its Phantom platform makes this the most stable unipivot 
design that we’ve tested, damping any rotational displacement 
without adding obvious friction to either vertical or horizontal 
movement. Because the unipivot ‘bearing’ is positioned within 
a well of oil, measureable friction – fl uid viscosity – rather 
depends on the frequency of movement, but with the slow arm 
movements encountered during replay this amounts to <10mg 
in both planes. Downforce and bias are uncalibrated although 
with the small threaded weight wound to the end of its 
cantilevered arm, maximum side-thrust amounts to around 3g.

EAT’s version of the Phantom features a titanium arm wand, 
combining rigidity with low density although, in 12in guise, 
the medium-to-high 13g effective mass is really no surprise. 
The pivot damping does extend the reach of the arm with 
higher compliance pick-ups, but not as much as if the damping 
were applied at the headshell itself. The 115Hz main arm 
bending mode [see Graph, below] is strong but the harmonics 
at 150Hz and 190Hz less so. All resonances beyond 300Hz 
refl ect the complexity (fl exibility) of the E-Go’s adjustable bias, 
counterweight and VTA components. Readers can view a QC 
Suite report for the EAT E-Go tonearm by navigating to www.
hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM
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CHRIS HEARD
Chris Heard is a music journalist and a 
vinyl fanatic. He runs an online record 
store, Classic LPs, specialising in vinyl 
reissues and new releases, and a physical 
shop, Carnival Records, purveying 10,000-
plus records amid the splendour of the 
Malvern Hills. Visit www.classiclps.co.uk 
and www.carnivalrecords.co.uk.

For more than 30 years, Mobile 
Fidelity has reigned supreme 
as the audiophile music lover’s 
label of choice. To mark its 35th 

anniversary the US company announced 
a mouthwatering schedule of releases, 
and here are some of the more tantalising 
remastered analogue recordings to come 
your way during 2013 on the label’s high-
performance 180g vinyl. 

The pick of the bunch for me is Elvis 
Costello’s King Of America, the singer’s 
10th studio album from 1986, which saw 
him move away somewhat from his often 
frantic-sounding post-punk output to a 
rootsier, more acoustic feel, while retaining 
all of the trademark Costello lyrical traits – 
including that slightly snarling vocabulary 
that set him apart as being the most 
bookish writer of the blank generation. 

Right from its cover, with a bearded 
Costello half-smiling beneath the weight 
of a crown, that ironic wink is still in 
place; but, freed from the bondage-
trouser restraints of his backing band The 
Attractions and their stricter new-wave 
disciplines, he settles into a delightfully 
fl uid Americana, with producer-
collaborator T-Bone Burnett steering the 
sound and allowing Elvis to tap once 
more into the spirit of his earliest loves – 
essentially, southern soul and the cosmic 
country of Gram Parsons. 

The arrangements are simple – often 
little more than an unplugged guitar, an 
upright bass, a quietly whirring Hammond 
and some percussive brushes – while the 
overall mood suggests emotional penance 

Rickie Lee Jones gets another reissue, along with Sinatra 
Capitol titles and The Allman Brothers… Chris Heard 
welcomes Mobile Fidelity’s 35th anniversary schedules

party, in the shape of slurping saxophones 
and elaborate percussion. 

Some of May’s colourful musical 
cannons were let loose on Come Fly With 
Me. On tracks such as ‘Brazil’ and ‘Isle 
Of Capri’, it’s clear the pair are having 
a ball, while ‘Autumn In New York’ and 
‘Moonlight In Vermont’ rank among Ol’ 
Blue Eyes’ fi nest ballads, demonstrating 
May’s reputation as one of Hollywood’s 
most versatile arrangers. The title track 
itself gives Riddle a run for his money in the 
art-swing stakes, and there is even a little 
controversy within these grooves – the 
Rudyard Kipling-inspired ‘On The Road To 
Mandalay’ was banned from the UK release 
by the author’s daughter. As for Sinatra’s 
relationship with May, he affectionately 
likened it to ‘having a bucket of cold water 
thrown in your face’. The recording is 
reissued in the original mono. Other Sinatra 
Capitol titles, including In The Wee Small 
Hours, No One Cares and Sinatra’s Swingin’ 
Session!!!, are due from Mobile Fidelity.

AFTER FILLMORE
Eat A Peach, the 1972 double album 
by The Allman Brothers Band, attained 
poignancy as the last of the group’s 
records to feature founding member and 
lead slide-guitar player Duane Allman, 
killed in a motorcycle accident while the 
LP was being recorded. Its release came 
hot on the heels of the fabled Live At 
Fillmore East album, widely regarded as 
being among the fi nest live recordings 
ever made, showcasing one of the tightest 
rock bands anywhere on the planet and 
heralding the beginnings of the Southern 
rock movement. 

Indeed, Eat A Peach contains some live 
fare not included on the Fillmore album, 
notably the boogie classic ‘One Way Out’ 
and two entire sides devoted to ‘Mountain 
Jam’, a 33-minute improvisation based on 
the Donovan track ‘There Is A Mountain’. 

Three studio tracks were recorded with 
Duane Allman: his acoustic composition 
‘Little Martha’, the lilting AOR staple ‘Blue 
Sky’ and bassist Berry Oakley’s ‘Stand ìA ‘look of irony’ as Elvis Costello’s 

King Of America is reissued

ìWhat? Fly With Him? Our Chris? 
There’s loads of Sinatra on Mo-Fi

and searing honesty, replacing Costello’s 
knowing wordplay with something more 
openly confessional. 

The record is replete with slow-burning 
songs of the heart like ‘Indoor Fireworks’, 
‘I’ll Wear It Proudly’, ‘Jack Of All Parades’ 
and ‘Poisoned Rose’, and enough raucous 
blues to grace a deep-south juke-joint. The 
sequencing is top-drawer from a time when 
this light-and-shade stuff mattered, and 
the musicianship impeccable, led by James 
Burton’s darting lead guitar runs and the 
dancing bass of Jerry Scheff – both veterans 
of the other Elvis’s Vegas-era backing band. 

King Of America was the album where 
Elvis Costello turned to his audience of 30-
something followers and told them straight 
that there was more to his music than arch 
posturing and clever puns.  

FLY WITH FRANK
Frank Sinatra’s fi rst and best recording 

made with the arranger Billy May was 
Come Fly With Me, originally released 

on Capitol in 1958. A travelogue 
concept album, it followed Sinatra’s 
searingly successful string of releases 
about love, loss and swingin’ 
brought to life by the legendary 
orchestrator Nelson Riddle. As the 
age of rock ’n’ roll dawned, Frank had 
enjoyed something of a career rebirth 

with Riddle collaborations like 1956’s 
Songs For Swingin’ Lovers! and the 

following year’s A Swingin’ Affair!, but he 
baulked at the idea of being tied down to 
a single arranger and turned to May for his 
ability to bring a little more exotica to the 
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Back’. Perhaps most moving of all is Gregg 
Allman’s ‘Ain’t Wastin’ Time No More’, a 
mission statement of sorts, in the face of 
his brother’s accident. 

HOME BREW
Trunk Records’ latest release (limited 
edition, coloured vinyl) is based on a series 
of home recordings by the late Brighton 
painter, sculptor, poet and fi lmmaker Jeff 
Keen. Keen, described as a missing link 
between pop art, surrealism and Picasso, 
was a playful experimental artist who loved 
DIY ideas and immersed himself in popular 
culture, working in a way that echoed 
that of Andy Warhol’s Factory. Among 
the treasures he left behind was a box of 
cassettes he produced during the 1980s 
using a microphone, a tape recorder, 
Atari and ZS Spectrum computers and 
some homemade instruments. The results, 
likened to ‘an explosion out of nowhere’, 
have been assembled for the album Noise 
Art, refl ecting Keen’s interest in making 
a primitive kind of industrial music which 
mirrored his artistic ideas. One for the 
adventurous-minded.

AUDIOPHILE’S MUST-HAVE
Mention Rickie Lee Jones’ debut album to 
your average audioholic, and the chances 
are you’ll have them running for their 
Speed carbon graphite turntable mat and 

drawn into an otherworldly spiral of on-
screen witchcraft, off-screen sexual intrigue 
and personal mayhem. Mr Bean it ain’t! 

The music was composed by Broadcast’s 
James Cargill and Trish Keenan before 
Trish’s untimely death early in 2011. 

Infl uenced by the work 
of Italian composers 
such as Morricone, 
Cipriani and Trovaioli, 
Cargill weaved in sound 
effects, screams and 
bits of dialogue in order 
to bring elements of 
the fi lm back into the 

soundtrack. It’s all housed in a rather 
spectacular retro-schlock horror sleeve.

A LOST CLASSIC
Finally, a truly ‘lost’ classic emanating from 
the stable of Postcard Records, the seminal 
early 1980s Glasgow label that gave us 
Orange Juice and Aztec Camera. The band 
in question is Josef K, centred around the 
singer Paul Haig, and the album is Sorry 
For Laughing – effectively the group’s 
unreleased ‘debut’ album from 1980 [LTM 
label]. Josef K put out only one long-player 
proper, 1981’s The Only Fun In Town, 
but their infl uence stretched beyond its 
relatively low sales to impact on much of 
the alternative rock scene in the mid-1980s 
and beyond, from The Wedding Present to 
Nouvelle Vague. 

ë The Allman Brothers’ 2LP album 
from 1972, Eat A Peach, is reissued 

on 180g vinyl by Mobile Fidelity

ì Schlock horror cover for Berberian 
Sound Studio soundtrack album

ìSolarized cover portrait by Robert 
Sharp of the Scottish band Josef K

‘Sinatra’s “On 
The Road To 

Mandalay” was 
banned here’

stainless steel record clamp before you can 
say ‘Chuck E’s In Love’. [‘Pass’ says KK!]

But just what is it about this work by 
Tom Waits’ former squeeze that sees 
vinyl lovers whooping with joy? The 
uber-talented roll call of A-list Hollywood 
sessioneers and musos hired to play on 
the record – Dr John, Randy Newman, 
Michael McDonald and Tom Scott among 
them? Rickie’s romantic tales of seedy bars 
and street bums and the 
outsider LA characters, 
real or otherwise, who 
populate the record – Kid 
Sinister, Bragger, the 
aforementioned Chuck E? 
Or Rickie’s sultry, smoky 
jazz-infused urban blues, 
her vocals coming on loud 
and then soft in a melancholic haze that 
conjures the ghosts of Edward Hopper 
paintings, Charles Bukowski poems and 
early Springsteen albums? Maybe it’s all 
(or none) of these things, but if you’re at 
all interested in the evolution of the 20th 
century American songwriter, it’s an LP you 
need to hear – on Mobile Fidelity again. 

THE ITALIAN JOB
Broadcast’s soundtrack to the Peter 
Strickland movie Berberian Sound Studio 
looks set to be one of the year’s most 
compelling works of electronica. The 
movie, an homage to the Italian giallo 
horror exploitation fl icks of the 1970s, 
tells of an introverted sound engineer from 
Surrey who travels to Italy to work on the 
sound-effects for a scary fi lm, and becomes 
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‘It was subaqua 
stun-jazz the like of 
which no-one had 

experienced before’

Vinyl Release
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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...

p

The Sugarcubes: 
Life’s Too Good

God is a bathtub.’ I beg your rude 
pardon? ‘God is a bathtub.’

Really? ‘I’m serious. How else 
do you explain the virgin birth?’ 

I check for the smirk which surely must 
accompany such an eccentric statement 
but Einar, it seems, is deadly serious. He is 
troubled, he says, by the idea of copulation 
full stop, let alone the notion that God had 
somehow impregnated Mary to beget the 
Lord Jesus. But he’s worked it out and it 
seems God must have done the deed by 
becoming a bathtub of water containing a 
‘life force’ into which our unsuspecting holy 
virgin must have lowered herself.

This, according to Einar, is the only 
logical explanation for the birth of 
Christianity and he is pretty adamant 
about it until Björk butts in with a timely, 
‘Yeah, but Einar, remember, God 
doesn’t exist!’

There ensues a 
theological debate of 
some intensity 

‘Our songs mean nothing and everything...’ Ex-NME 
editor Steve Sutherland sweet-talks The Sugarcubes as 
the Icelandic group’s debut LP is released on 200g vinyl

concurs, not a little angered by what she 
and her band, The Sugarcubes, are coming 
to consider as a rampant case of racism.

But this is 1988, LBTISTW (Long Before 
The Internet Shrunk The World), and these 
invading Icelanders appear so weird and 
wonderful to we Brits that they might as 
well have landed from Mars. Their fi rst shot 

across our bows came 
a year earlier when 
Melody Maker writer 
Chris Roberts went 
optimistically panning 
for gold in the weekly 
singles pile and hit 
the motherlode with 
‘Birthday’, a piece 

of waterbaby subaqua stun-jazz the like 
of which no-one, but no-one, had ever 
experienced before. 

Sounding truly strange and wonky, 
‘Birthday’ went on to become a cause 
célèbre with John Peel and other hip 
tastemakers, paving the way, John The 
Baptist-style, for the unveiling in April 1988 
of the band’s debut LP, Life’s Too Good, a 
collection – and I quote from my Melody 
Maker review at the time – ‘so stupendous, 
so important (that it is) one of the greatest 
LPs I’ve ever heard.’

FERAL AND FUNNY 
Over-excited hyperbole admittedly, but 
you must remember that this was the late 
’80s and a time when just about all we 
had to believe in were The Smiths, Pixies 
and Cocteau Twins. And The Sugarcubes, 
miraculously enough, managed to 
sound like all and none of them pretty 
much simultaneously. Or, as Einar so 
enigmatically put it: ‘We are basically 
nothing and everything.’

Einar Örn Benediktsson was, if you 
like, the band’s master fool, a baritone 
surrealist foil and awful trumpeter to Björk 
Guðmundsdóttir’s acrobatically divine 
vocals. Her melodies provided our easiest 
entry point, his lunacy kept us deliciously 
off-guard. Feral and funny, scary and 
sublime, The Sugarcubes arrived a fully 

which you should thank me for sparing you, 
dear reader. Suffi ce to say the conversation 
takes several bizarre twists and turns, not 
a little aided and abetted by the gradual 
imbibing of a fl agon of Brennivin, aka The 
Black Death, a 37.5% proof variation on 
Schnapps which is made from fermented 
potato mash and caraway seeds and is oft 
downed in Einar and 
Björk’s native Iceland 
as a taste-masking 
accompaniment 
to a hearty meal of 
hakarl, otherwise 
known as putrefi ed 
shark fl esh. Rough old 

stuff by anyone’s 
standards.

Weird folk, these Icelanders.
‘I could tell everyone that I 

have four breasts on my back 
and everybody would believe 

me because I’m a weirdo 
from Iceland,’ Björk 

ìThe Sugarcubes in 1988 (clockwise l-r): Siggy Baldursson, Thór Eldon, Bragi Ólafsson, 
Björk Guðmundsdóttir, Einar Örn Benediktsson and Margrét Örnólfsdóttir (centre)

‘
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formed phenomenon and Life’s Too Good 
was their mistresspiece.

‘Utterly untutored, unblinkered and 
unparanoid,’ as I observed at the time, 
it was possessed of a ‘boisterous purity’, 
every track a potential single, the whole 
album so free from formula that it could 
have been a compilation of 11 tracks by 11 
different bands, so long as all those bands 
were, of course, The Sugarcubes.

 
FOR THE HELL OF IT
‘Motorcrash’ made a skittish anthem out 
of ambulance chasing, ‘Delicious Demon’ 
was a whole new world of funk, ‘Deus’ a 
theological discourse set to dark nursery 
rhyme (and the reason for the opening 
bathtub gambit), ‘Cold Sweat’ a work-out 
as silly as it sounded sinister. Even as we 
were basking in its unlikeliness, we were 
also busy asking what it all could mean.

‘Nothing and everything,’ repeats 
drummer Sigtryggur Baldursson. ‘The 
Sugarcubes were formed, more or less, just 
for the hell of it.’

‘Yes,’ agrees bassist Bragi Ólafsson: 
‘We’ve been having fun, a lot of fun, just for 
the hell of it.’

‘We always make sense though,’ 
insists Einar. ‘We never make nonsense 
for nonsense sake. It might sound like 
nonsense to somebody but that’s their own 
limitations, not ours. Our lyrics may sound 
nonsensical but there is a sense to them. 
It’s just another sense.

 ‘Our world isn’t black and white,’ says 
Siggy. ‘We try to stay a bit unpredictable...
also towards ourselves.’

 ‘Imagine how bored we would be if we 
weren’t exciting to ourselves,’ adds Björk. 
‘I think we all have in common that we are 
addicted to shock. We do what we like to 
do and we have to go one step further just 
to shock ourselves and say, “Wow! I didn’t 
know we could do that!”’

‘If you would stay with The Sugarcubes 
for not even 24 hours, you would always 

hear this term being said by somebody 
– “He’s incredible!” “She’s incredible!”’ 
– explains Einar. There is this element of 
surprise which is always lurking behind 
us. We don’t have a chip on our shoulder, 
we’ve got a surprise on our shoulder.’

FUN AND GAMES
The Sugarcubes were determined to do it 
all their own way. When the major labels 
got excited about signing them on the 
back of ‘Birthday’, which was released 
through minor independent label One 
Little Indian, Einar invited them all out to 
Iceland knowing full well the A&R men 
would welcome the freebie trip. What they 
didn’t know, though, was that Einar invited 
ten record companies simultaneously, 
putting them all in an awkward situation 
compounded by the band performing a 
showcase gig for the assembled business 
bods entirely in their native Icelandic. Fun 
and games. Fun and games. 

Back home, The Sugarcubes ran their 
own record company. It was called Bad 
Taste. The name, according to Siggy, was 
‘based on a line that Picasso lost out of his 
mouth once which was, “The worst enemy 
of creativity is good taste”.’

Article One in the company’s manifesto? 
‘We will conquer the world or die.’

Einar: ‘I think what is fundamental to 
everything we do is that we don’t work for 
people, we work with people. The thing I 

see it as is that we are the gun on a tank. 
We are the fi repower and One Little Indian 
is the tank. That is our attitude.’

The Sugarcubes didn’t make it beyond 
a third LP but Björk went on to become 
an infl uential libertarian vocalist of 
international renown while Einar and the 
rest... well, remember them this way.

They’re on MTV, being interviewed. Einar 
spots a potted tree in the studio, walks 
over and starts chewing on it.

Siggy laughs when I mention it: ‘Ah, if 
there had been any dogs, the rest of us 
would have been eating dogs.’ 

RE-RELEASE VERDICT
Released as part of One Little Indian’s 
Direct Metal Master collection, this 200g 
reissue sees stampers plated directly from 
a copper master, so eliminating two of the 
three plating steps needed for lacquers. 
This is said to result in greater detail and 
improved transient response. One thing’s 
for sure, our copy was whisper-quiet. The 
price might be high, but this is justifi ed by 
the fact that the set is split over two discs 
while the packaging, which sees a thick 
cardboard outer sleeve housed in a sturdy 
plastic cover, is downright superb. HFN 

ìPriced £39.99, the 200g re-release 
of The Sugarcubes’ Life’s Too Good 

can be ordered from www.classiclps.co.uk
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Neil Young Harvest
A chance encounter on a television chat show was the spark that sent Neil Young’s music 
off in a whole new direction. More than 40 years later, Harvest remains as vital as ever. 
Perhaps leaving Crosby, Stills and Nash wasn’t such a bad idea after all
Words: Chris Heard
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It all began with a recording 
for the Johnny Cash television 
show in Nashville in February 
1971. Young had been asked 

to perform on the programme, 
alongside James Taylor and Linda 
Ronstadt – like Neil, part of the 
new breed of hippie songwriters 
emerging from the Laurel Canyon 
scene in Los Angeles around the turn 
of the decade.

After the taping, Young asked 
Taylor and Ronstadt if they would 
come and sing with him at the 
nearby Quadraphonic Sound studio, 
owned by his co-producer Elliot 
Mazer. The three of them sat on an 
old sofa and recorded the backing 
vocals for ‘Heart Of Gold’ and ‘Old 
Man’ (with Taylor picking up Neil’s 
six-string banjo, tuned like a guitar, 
to overdub on the latter).

On ‘Old Man’, Young sings the 
memorable line, ‘24 and there’s so 
much more’. And indeed it’s hard to 
listen to Harvest now without noting 
just how young this particular Mr 
Young was to make such a worldly, 
grown-up record, one whose 
candour and maturity defi ed the 
artist’s youth and relative innocence. 

PERFECT ANTIDOTE
Harvest, released on Valentine’s 
Day 1972 to a surprisingly tepid 
response from the critics, became 
the best-selling album of the year in 
the US, topping the Billboard charts 
for two weeks and spawning the two 
aforementioned cuts as singles, one 
of which (‘Heart Of Gold’) also shot 
to number one.

In contrast to some of the harder 
rock and progressive albums being 
recorded at this time, Harvest 
was seen as one of the archetypal 
long-players of the songwriter era – 
laid-back and melodic, the perfect 

antidote to the fuzzy 
comedown of the 1960s.

‘I was saying, “OK, let’s 
get really, really mellow and 
peaceful”,’ Young refl ected. ‘Let’s 
make music that’s just as intense as 
the electric stuff but which comes 
from a completely different, more 
loving place.’  

MAN AND A MAID
The album was born of a brief period 
of contentment in Young’s life, 
despite him being in excruciating 
physical agony 
after wrenching 
his back while 
moving a slab of 
walnut on his 140-
acre Broken Arrow 
ranch near San 
Francisco, which 
Young had bought 
for $340,000 cash in September 
1970. Notwithstanding the use of 
some seriously doping painkillers 

and the need to wear a heavy-duty 
brace, Young’s state of mind 

had been lifted by the dizzying 
medicine of falling in love. 

After leaving Crosby Stills 
Nash and Young he had 
met the aspiring Hollywood 
actress Carrie Snodgress, fresh 
from her Oscar-nominated 

performance in the 1970 movie 
Diary Of A Mad Housewife. Young 

was smitten with her neglected, 
vulnerable character – not to 
mention her real-life non-conformist, 
anti-establishment attitude – while 
she in turn became his emotional 
nurse. ‘I fell in love with the actress,’ 
he sings in ‘A Man Needs A Maid’.

Soon Snodgress had moved on to 
his ranch and their relationship was 
at the heart of his life and work, as 

evidenced by the 
line from ‘Old 
Man’: ‘Live alone 
in a paradise/That 
makes me think 
of two.’ 

Snodgress, 
the mother of 
Young’s son Zeke, 

told of meeting Young for the fi rst 
time. ‘He had this real old-fashioned 
lace-up brace on,’ she said, ‘with 
metal bars digging into his hips to 
keep him straight – it was gruesome. 
My choice was being an actress or a 
nurse, so Neil was right up my alley. 
I just got to nurse the hell out of 
him. I fell in love with Neil’s pain.’

Snodgress’s role as muse during 
the recording was clear to some of 
Young’s entourage. His manager, 
Elliot Roberts, said: ‘He was the 
big pop star, she was a movie star 

‘The album was 
born of a period 
of contentment 
in Young’s life’

ì Young 
on stage 

in Barcelona, 
Spain, back 
in 1984 

ì Harvest was a 
departure 
for Young 
(left) from 
the more 
muscular 
recordings 
done with 
backing band 
Crazy Horse 

í German 
release 

of ‘Heart of 
Gold’ single 
from 1971
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nominated for an Academy Award. 
Wherever they went it was a big 
thing. She would have all these 
people who didn’t have places to 
stay just sleeping in the downstairs 
room, and Neil thought that was just 
so cool. She devoted herself to the 
poor and tired.’

NASHVILLE ROOTS
Young had been at the vanguard 
of the folk-rock and developing 
country-rock sound since his days in 
Buffalo Springfi eld, while a broadly 
acoustic-based 
sensibility had 
pervaded his 
early solo albums 
alongside the more 
muscular workouts 
with his backing 
band Crazy Horse. 
Yet Harvest 
became his most country-styled 
work to date, largely due to its roots 
in Nashville. 

Young had admired the work 
of the Music City studio musicians 
known as Area Code 615 who 
recorded at producer Mazer’s studio.

Neil told Mazer he needed a 
bassist, drummer and pedal steel 
guitarist to help him with some new 
songs he had been performing as a 
lovelorn minstrel in his fl annel shirt 
and Levis on the road (as seen on 
the Live At Massey Hall 1971 DVD).

Mazer located drummer Kenny 
Buttrey, bassist Tim Drummond (who 
was conveniently walking down 
the street), and steel-guitarist Ben 
Keith, a band whom Young would 
christen The Stray Gators (they 
accompanied him on tour in 1973). 
That night, they laid down the basic 
tracks for ‘Heart of Gold’, ‘Old Man’, 
‘Harvest’ and ‘Dance Dance Dance’ 
(an outtake which ended up on the 
1971 debut Crazy Horse album). 

Session musicians Andy McMahon 
and John Harris played piano on 
‘Old Man’ and ‘Harvest’, while Teddy 
Irwin added the second acoustic 
guitar on ‘Heart of Gold.’

‘Heart Of Gold’s’ success in 
particular cemented Young’s image 
as the soft-voiced troubadour with 
the battered guitar and patched-
up jeans, but its style and (perhaps 
unconscious) infl uences were not 
universally appreciated.  

Bob Dylan, hiding out in Arizona, 
was driven crazy hearing the song. 
‘I used to hate it when it came on 
the radio,’ he said in 1985. ‘I’d say, 
“That’s me. If it sounds like me, it 
should as well be me”. There I was, 
stuck in the desert someplace… 

I needed to lay 
back a while, 
forget about 
things, myself 
included, and I’d 
get so far away 
and turn on the 
radio and there 
I am, but it’s not 

me. It seemed to be someone else 
had taken my thing and run with it, 
y’know, and I never got over it.’

MORE CRITICISM
Dylan was not the only critic. Writing 
in Rolling Stone – effectively, the 
only review that mattered – John 
Mendelssohn complained that 
Young had ‘all but abdicated his 
position as an authoritative rock ’n’ 
roller for the stereotypical laid-back 
country-comforted troubadour role.’  

Despite Harvest’s warm reception 
among fans, Young would later 
write that the record ‘put me in the 
middle of the road. Travelling there 

‘Harvest became 
Young’s most 
country-styled 
work to date’

çThe 
back 

cover of 
Harvest 
(released on 
Valentine’s 
day 1972)
shows the 
band at the 
recording of 
the electric-
based songs 
in a barn at 
Young’s ranch 
in Woodside, 
California. 
The lyrics 
are written 
in Young’s 
unmistakable 
scrawl on 
the insert 

íJack 
Nitzsche 

played on the 
album and  
recorded ‘A 
Man Needs 
A Maid’ and 
‘There’s A 
World’ with 
the LSO. The 
tracks were 
put to tape 
in Barking 
Assembly Hall, 
named on the 
LP as Barking 
Town Hall, 
England 

ê A not so 
young 

Neil Young in 
2009 at the 
Norwegian 
Wood festival, 
Oslo, Norway

PRODUCTION NOTES 
The sessions for Harvest began early 
in 1971 after producer Elliot Mazer, 
co-owner of Nashville’s Quadraphonic 
studio, met Young one Saturday 
morning over breakfast at the city’s 
old Ramada Inn. Young showed up in 
the studio in the afternoon and asked 
if he could move some equipment 
around in order to be situated next 
to the drums, Mazer recalled.

A seasoned band of local session 
players comprising Teddy Irwin 
(guitar), Ben Keith (pedal steel), Tim 
Drummond (bass) and Kenny Buttrey 
(drums) cut ‘Heart Of Gold’ with 
Young in a couple of takes.

Once the master take was 
captured, Linda Ronstadt and James 
Taylor added harmonies in the 
control room, on a couch facing the 
control monitors and vocal mic.

‘They listened to the studio 
monitors and sang along listening to 
each other,’ said Mazer. ‘Two passes 
and it was fi nished.’

Young was thrilled that a slapback 
vocal effect (involving 15ips tape on 
the multitrack) was used on his voice. 
After arriving back at his ranch in 
California, he commented that – for 
the fi rst time – a tape had sounded 
better at home than in the studio.

The electric-based songs on the 
album were recorded at Young’s 
ranch – in a barn. Here, drummer 
Kenny Buttrey, bassist Tim Drummond 
and Ben Keith on steel-guitar with  
with Jack Nitzsche on piano and lap-
steel laid down ‘Are You Ready For 
The Country’, ‘Alabama’ and ‘Words’.

‘A Man Needs A Maid’ and ‘There’s 
A World’ were recorded by Nitzsche 
with the London Symphony Orchestra 
in the unlikely setting of the Assembly 
Hall in Barking.
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Alternate Format
Discography

ORIGINAL LP
Neil Young’s fourth solo studio 
album was issued on the 14th of 
February 1972 on Reprise Records, 
UK catalogue No. K 54005 [US MS 
2032]. The original was housed in 
a rough-hewn textured gatefold 
sleeve, redolent of a southern 
wheat harvest. According to one 
interview, Young had asked the 
record company if it could make 
the sleeve biodegradable, and 
was overruled on the grounds of 
cost and technical considerations. 
The 37-minute album features 
the names of four co-producers: 
Young himself, along with Elliot 
Mazer, Henry Lewy and Jack 
Nitzsche, while recording details 
refer to four locations: Nashville’s 
Quadraphonic studios, Young’s 
Broken Arrow ranch, plus Royce 
Hall at UCLA, and Barking Town 
Hall – venue for the two orchestral 
tracks recorded with the LSO. 

Young had signed to Reprise 
– the label begun by Frank Sinatra 
in 1960 – late in the decade 
following his departure from 
Buffalo Springfi eld. By this time 
Reprise had fallen under the 
ownership of Warner Bros, led 
by Mo Ostin, and was releasing 
predominantly rock and pop-
oriented records by artists such 
as Joni Mitchell, Ry Cooder and 
Captain Beefheart. 

Harvest was issued on what 
has become known to collectors 
as the ‘tan steamboat’ label, 
references to its colouring and 
the Mississippi-style steamer 
pictured. The value of this original 
pressing with all of the elements 
as described has risen in value over 
recent years as interest continues 
in Young’s back catalogue. A £20-
£25 price tag is a realistic amount 
for a really fi ne copy.  
 
OTHER TERRITORIES
Harvest was issued by Reprise 
around the world, in all the major 
western European nations as well 
as Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand. In Spain it was pressed on 
Hispavox [HRES 291-39]; while in 
Japan, Israel, Scandinavia and all 
other territories, Reprise Records 
was the name on the label. An 
eight-track cartridge [REP M 
82032] and cassette [M5 2277] 
also found their way into stores 
in the US in its year of release. 
The record’s continued success 

soon became a bore so I headed 
for the ditch. A rougher ride but I 
saw more interesting people there.’ 
Young’s attitude towards the album 
would form part of a familiar pattern 
throughout his career as he chopped 
and changed styles at whim, 
reaching for the spontaneity of the 
moment. It’s as true as ever today. 

It’s conceivable that Young was 
stung by Mendelssohn’s review, 
spurring him on to undertake a loud, 
brash tour of the US, adding guitarist 
Danny Whitten (subject of Harvest’s 
darkest track, ‘The Needle And The 
Damage Done’, about Whitten’s 
drug problems) to the Stray Gators 
to try to recapture the chemistry of 
earlier Crazy Horse live shows.  

FERAL QUALITY
In any event, despite the largely 
optimistic tone and down-home 
feel of Harvest, the Neil Young of 
this period was as complex as ever, 
with a ‘feral, wounded quality’ that 
was ‘mesmerising’, according to his 
biographer Jimmy McDonough. ‘No 
wonder an army of teenage girls fell 
under his spell,’ said McDonough. 
‘He seemed not unlike them.’

Behind the scenes, said 
McDonough, ‘Young was not that 
easy to get close to. Despite all the 
activity swirling around him, he 
seemed unapproachable to many.’

There are those who denigrate 
Harvest, saying it is ‘not even 
the best Neil Young album with 
“Harvest” in the title’ (a reference to 
1992’s Harvest Moon), but this joke 
is well wide of the mark. Harvest 
may have its fl aws, but it is still a 
record which, in its own understated 
way, boasts the grit of the gods and 
more soul than a James Brown show 
at the Harlem Apollo.  

The last word shall go to Young 
himself, posing one of the greatest 
questions in all of rock ’n’ roll: ‘As the 
days fl y past/Will we lose our grasp/
Or fuse it in the sun?’ 

meant it was reissued several 
times throughout the 1970s 
and early ’80s, both in gatefold 
and single-sleeve vinyl formats, 
with varying catalogue numbers 
depending on its whereabouts. 
Its fi rst appearance in Greece was 
in 1981 [Reprise 54004], while 
a cassette tape emerged in the 
German Democratic republic (the 
former East Germany, or DDR) on 
the Amiga label in 1989.

AUDIOPHILE LPS
The fi rst time Neil’s folkish 
masterpiece appeared on high-
grade vinyl was in 1982 when the 
US label Nautilus issued the record 
a decade after its original release. 
Nautilus was a similar – albeit 

smaller – operation to the Mobile 
Fidelity label, which specialised 
in high-end repressings of classic 
albums at a time when the quality 
of vinyl in the US in particular 
had reached its nadir in terms of 
audio-fi delity. Nautilus released 
some superbly mastered LPs in its 
‘Superdisc’ series. Most of these 
were mastered at half-speed and 
pressed on high-quality standard 
weight vinyl; these are rare releases 
that were released in limited 
quantities. Nautilus also offered 
some direct-to-disc releases. A 
Nautilus pressing of Harvest now 
sells for somewhere in the region 
of $250 US (around £150). More 
recently the record appeared in 
another high-end version in a box 
set issued in December 2009, 

and then again around the time 
of its 40th anniversary at the 
beginning of 2012, on 180g vinyl 
independent of the box. These 
records were made by Warner 
Bros as part of a series of reissues 
of Young’s early catalogue, the 
remastering of which was overseen 
by Neil as part of his ‘Archives’ 
series. The LP bears the legend, 
‘Because Sound Matters’.  
 
CD ISSUES/OTHER FORMATS
The fi rst CD, a fairly standard affair, 
emerged in 1983, while a quickly 
remastered version was out in 
the US within a year. To mark the 
album’s 30th anniversary, Reprise in 
the US put out a DVD-Audio version 
with ‘enhanced audio’, offering 5.1 
surround sound and 2.0 advanced 
resolution at 96kHz/24-bit and 
192kHz/24-bit respectively. Some 
seven years later an enhanced CD 
version was marketed, initially in 
Japan as an exclusive limited ten-
track SHM (Super High Material) CD 
[WPCR-13242], and then around 
the world, remastered in superior 
high-defi nition sound as part of 
the ‘Archives’ series (disc four, 
following the albums Neil Young, 
Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere 
and After The Gold Rush). In each 
instance, the analogue tapes were 
remastered in a 176kHz/24-bit 
digital transfer, supervised by the 
man himself. In all, Harvest has 
been the subject of more than 60 
releases, making it one of the most 
reissued albums.

ìNeil Young appears on stage 
in Nottingham in 2009
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Fillmores, San Francisco & NYC
These were the venues where rock ’n’ roll grew from a novelty pastime into a legitimate 
way of life. Steve Sutherland takes you to the heart of the live music experience, this 
month hopping Stateside to trace the story of the Fillmores East and West

îThe 
Fillmore 

Auditorium, 
previously 
known as The 
Majestic Hall, 
pictured in 
August 2010. 
Bill Graham 
moved to a 
new venue 
in 1968 due 
to the area’s 
decline. It 
reopened in 
April, 1994  

îGraham 
pictured 

in the late 
1980s

íThe 
Fillmore 

East as 
depicted on 
the cover of 
The Dead’s 
live LP of ’69 
when they 
opened for 
Janis Joplin

There he is, waiting for 
us on the sidewalk. Jerry 
Garcia, legendary guitarist 
and spiritual leader of that 

counter cultural phenomenon, The 
Grateful Dead. 

He smiles as he sees us turn 
the corner and, as we reach him, 
he gestures towards the building 
behind him. ‘Jesus,’ he says, 
grinning, ‘I’ve lost some braincells in 
this place.’ 

Two things. Thing One: this is the 
closest to a perfect moment in all 
my years as a music journalist. Thing 
Two: ‘This place’ that Jerry is about 
to lead us into is none other than 
The Fillmore, the granddaddy of all 
modern day rock-friendly music halls 
and the place where Bill Graham, 
the world’s most famous rock 
promoter, got his start. 

The extraordinary Graham was 
born Wolodia Grajonca in 1931 
to a Jewish family in Berlin. They 
shifted him to an orphanage in 
France to escape the Nazi regime 
and when his mother was murdered 
in Auschwitz, he was shipped to 
New York where his hard upbringing 
included serving his newly-
adopted country in the Korean 
War. Eventually relocating to San 

Francisco, he wound up managing a 
controversial, free-thinking theatrical 
outfi t called the Mime Troupe. 
When its leading actor was busted 
for obscenity during an outdoor 
performance, Graham organised 
a benefi t gig at The Fillmore 
Auditorium, a spirited show which 
saw him catch the promoting bug 
and start arranging gigs for some 
of the promising musical talent 
exploding on the West coast during 
the run-up to the Summer Of Love. 

FIGHT IN THE COURTS
Situated on the junction of 

Fillmore Street and Geary 
Boulevard, The Fillmore opened 
under Graham’s aegis on 10th 
December 1965. Within a 
year he had fought in the 
courts and beaten the local 
police force who hated the 
hippies drawn to his shows 
and were trying to close him 

down. Simultaneously he’d 
taken over managing one of the 

region’s most exciting emerging 
talents, The Jefferson Airplane, 
and established the idea that rock 
shows could be experiences by 

pioneering fantastical light shows 
and introduced rock to art by 
encouraging the distribution of 
brilliant psychedelic concert posters 
by the likes of Wes Wilson, Alton 
Kelly, Rick Griffi n and Stanley Mouse.

He also established a relationship 
with his audiences far beyond that 
of a business just selling tickets 
by making sure that every person 
who attended a Fillmore show was 
offered a free apple upon arrival and 
walked into an auditorium always 
fi lled with balloons. 

Alternative rock acts such as The 
Grateful Dead, the Airplane, Steve 
Miller Band, The Byrds and The Doors 
all played for Graham at The Fillmore 
but he also took pleasure in mixing 
up the bills, adding blues artists like 
Taj Mahal, Buddy Guy and Johnny 
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Winter, soul giants Aretha Franklin 
and Otis Redding, jazz greats Miles 
Davis and Roland Kirk, and badass 
comedian Lenny Bruce.

Times they were a-changin’ 
though, and Graham was growing  
troubled by what he considered the 
decline in the already seedy area 
around the venue. His remedy was 
to take over an alternative ballroom, 
this one located above a carpet 
shop where Market Street met South 
Van Ness Avenue. Already something 
of a local hipster hang-out operating 
under the guise of El Patio and then 
The Carousel Ballroom, The Fillmore 
West came into being on the 5th of 
July 1968, the night after Graham 
had closed the original Fillmore with 
a top triple bill featuring Creedence 
Clearwater Revival, Steppenwolf and 
It’s A Beautiful Day. 

IN FOR A BUCK
The West kicked off with a line-up 
boasting The Butterfi eld Blues Band, 
Ten Years After and, of course, the 
barrel of apples and barrage of 
balloons plus a new attraction in 
the form of a pre-show basketball 
game on the dancefl oor. And it 
soon became renowned both as the 
breeding ground for the expanding 
San Fran sound on the Tuesday 
Dollar nights where everyone got in 
for a buck, and a principal stop-off 
for all the national and international 
acts fast emerging from the 
underground scene.   

Among the many 
amazing bills to grace 
The Fillmore West 
were Blue Cheer with 
Ike & Tina Turner and 
Freddie King in July 
’68, Sly And The 
Family Stone 
with the Jeff 
Beck Group 
the same 
month, Eric 
Burdon 
And The 

Animals with Blood Sweat & Tears 
in August, Chuck Berry with The 
Steve Miller Band in September, Led 
Zeppelin with Julie Driscoll and Brian 
Auger And The Trinity the following 
April, Led Zep again in November, 
supported by The Bonzo Dog Band, 
followed a week later by Jethro Tull 
headlining over MC5. 

The Grateful 
Dead played on 
a bill with Miles 
Davis for four 
consecutive nights 
in April 1970, 
Spirit played with 
Poco in May, Traffi c 
teamed up with 
Leon Russell in June, Fleetwood Mac 
with Buddy Miles and Albert Collins 
in August, Santana with Dr John 
in September, Van Morrison with 
Captain Beefheart in October, The 
Kinks with Elton John in November, 
swiftly followed by Love, The James 
Gang and Black Sabbath. Hot Tuna 
played with The Allman Brothers 

for a four-night stint in January 
1971 and local heroes Moby Grape 
headlined over The Spencer Davis 
Group in June.   

Business was good and Graham 
expanded his operation in 1968, 
opening The Fillmore East on March 
the 8th at 105 Second Avenue 
in New York having renovated a 

derelict venue 
which was 
originally built 
in 1925. It had 
been designed 
in the Medieval 
Revival style 
and housed 
theatrical 

performances for a mostly Jewish 
clientele until Loews Incorporated 
turned it into a cinema.

Accommodating 2700 punters 
comfortably, The Fillmore East, 
as Graham christened it, opened 
for business with an adventurous 
triple bill boasting Big Brother & 
The Holding Company, Tim Buckley 

ëThe 
Steve 

Miller Band 
in 1969. They 
played both 
venues  

ìAllman 
Brothers 

publicity shot 
for the album 
At Fillmore 
East from ’71 

ìBill 
Graham 

introduced 
the use of 
psychedelic 
concert 
posters by 
contemporary 
artists

íJanis 
Joplin 

in 1970. She 
played early 
gigs with Big 
Brother And 

The Holding 
Company 
at The 

Fillmore 
West

‘The local police 
force had hated 

the hippies drawn 
to his shows’
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to make megabucks playing 
stadiums, leaving the ballroom 
circuit bereft – persuaded Graham to 
call a halt to his Eastern venture in 
1971, but not before many a famous 
live recording from the venue made 
it onto vinyl. The Allman Brothers’ 
breakthrough LP was Live At The 
Fillmore East and its follow-up, Eat 
A Peach, featured further numbers 

recorded at the 
gig. Eric Clapton’s 
Derek And The 
Dominos released 
their 1970 
concert on record 
three years after 
the event, Stevie 
Marriott’s Humble 

Pie unleashed their splendid double 
Performance Rockin’ The Fillmore in 
1971, John Lennon’s jam with Frank 
Zappa made it into our collections 
as a bonus LP distributed free with 
the Lennon/ Yoko 1972 offering 
Some Time In New York City, while 
Quicksilver Messenger Service’s 
monster jamathon Happy Trails was 
assembled from the band’s shows at 
both West and East Fillmores. 

LAST SHOWS
The last show at the New York venue 
was on June the 27th, the bill a 
fi tting bonanza featuring The Allman 
Brothers, The J Geils Band, Albert 
King, Edgar Winter’s White Trash, 
Mountain, The Beach Boys and 
Country Joe McDonald. 

Graham closed the doors on The 
Fillmore West too. The fi rst week of 
July 1971 saw The Grateful Dead, 
Quicksilver Messenger Service, 
Santana, Creedence Clearwater 

Revival and Tower Of Power play out 
his tenure at the venue, the occasion 
captured in Fillmore: The Last 
Days, a movie released a year later. 
Future Graham ventures included 
promoting shows at San Francisco’s 
Winterland Arena and organising 
what at the time was the biggest gig 
the world had ever seen at Watkins 
Glen, New York where over 600,000 
people turned out to groove to The 
Grateful Dead, The Allman Brothers 
and The Band. 

BACK TO THE FILLMORE
Graham also organised many benefi t 
shows, including the American leg of 
Live Aid in 1985, and co-founded the 
Shoreline Amphitheatre in Mountain 
View, California, where to this day 
Neil Young stages his annual Bridge 
School benefi ts. He’d also returned 
to his original Fillmore location and 
was running shows there again until 
the Loma Prieta earthquake of 1989 
rendered the building unsafe.

He was planning to have the 
venue reconstructed when he was 
killed in a helicopter crash near 
Vallejo, California on the 25th of 
October 1991 on his way home 
from a gig. His company members 
decided to carry out 
his fi nal wishes and 
the original Fillmore 
re-opened for business 
with a secret Smashing 
Pumpkins show on the 
27th of April 1994. Live 
Nation runs it now and still 
it thrives – the venue that 
saw rock ’n’ roll grow from 
a novelty pastime into a 
legitimate way of life. 

é The 
closing 

shows at 
The Fillmore 
West were 
captured on 
fi lm and later 
issued on DVD

ë Albert 
King, 

Tim Buckley 
and (below) 
Jeff Beck, 
share the 
bill at The 
Fillmore East 
in 1968

í Happy 
Trails by 

QMS took in 
both East and 
West venues

and Albert King who set the venue’s 
template by playing two nightly 
shows, one at eight and one at 
eleven. Among the many notable 
line-ups during its illustrious tenure 
were Jimi Hendrix and Sly And The 
Family Stone (10/5/68), The Beach 
Boys and Creedence Clearwater 
Revival (11/10/68), Iron Butterfl y 
and Led Zeppelin (31/1 – 4/2/69), 
Janis Joplin and 
The Grateful Dead 
(11&12/2/69), The 
Who, Chuck Berry 
and Albert King 
(5&6/6/69), Crosby, 
Stills, Nash & Young 
(19&20/9/69), 
Jimi Hendrix and 
his Band Of Gypsies who recorded 
a live LP there on new year’s day 
1970, Neil Young & Crazy Horse, The 
Steve Miller Band and Miles Davis 
(6&7/3/70) and Frank Zappa whose 
Mothers Of Invention were joined 
onstage by John Lennon on the 6th 
of June, 1970. 

Changing trends in the music 
business – all the big bands wanted 

‘Graham also 
organised the 

American leg of 
Live Aid in 1985’
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t. 01202 911 886
bournemouth showroom

e-mail: bournemouth@jordanacoustics.co.uk
address: Unit 2 - The Old Cart Building, 

Parley Court  Barns, Parley Green Lane, Hurn, 
Bournemouth, BH23 6BB

Open: 9:30-5:30 Tuesday - Friday
9.30-3.00 Saturday

t. 01592 744 779
glenrothes showroom

e-mail: glenrothes@jordanacoustics.co.uk
address: 20-22 Cadham Centre, Glenrothes

Fife, KY7 6RU

Open: 9:30-5:30 Monday - Friday
Closed Saturday

www.jordanacoustics.co.uk
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1
McIntosh MC601 (each) - £14,995.00
20% deposit, then £399.87/month x 30*

McIntosh D100 (NEW) - £2,995.00
20% deposit, then £199.67/month x 12*

McIntosh C1000 - £19,490.00
20% deposit, then £519.73/month x 30*

McIntosh McAire - £2,995.00
20% deposit, then £199.67/month x 12*4 5

6

McIntosh MC452 - £8,495.00
20% deposit, then £226.53/month x 30*7

McIntosh MC275 VI (NEW) - £5,500.00
20% deposit, then £183.33/month x 24*

McIntosh MT5 - £TBA (NEW)
Finance available

1

4

2

3

On demonstration at the 
Bristol Sound & Vision Show

2

20% deposit, th6

McIntosh MC45
20% deposit, th7

)
3.33/month x 24*

(NEW)
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Focal Grande Utopia EM (pair) - £TBA
Finance available

Focal Maestro Utopia (pair) - £32,499.00
20% deposit, then £866.64/month x 30*

Focal Stella Utopia EM (pair) - £TBA
Finance available

Focal Electra 1038 Be (pair) - £7,599.00
20% deposit, then £202.64/month x 30*

Focal Diablo Utopia (pair) - £7,686.00
20% deposit, then £204.96/month x 30*2

3

5

6

Focal Scala Utopia (pair) - £18,999.00
20% deposit, then £506.64/month x 30*

Focal Electra 1028 Be (pair) - £5,075.00
20% deposit, then £135.33/month x 30*4 7

Friday 22nd - Sunday 24th February 2013

Jordan Acoustics, McIntosh and Focal are proud to 
present 'The Luck' who will be playing live sessions 

through McIntosh Amplification and Focal Speakers 
during the show (Saturday & Sunday).

Not to be missed!

Visit Jordan Acoustics 
in Room 222

Jordan Acoustics are specialists
in World Class Audio Systems

Large product range

Home demonstrations*

0% flexible finance*

Part exchange*

Large selection of used items

Free parking

Fridists
ms

FINANCE UP TO 36 MONTHS
AVAILABLE ON MOST BRANDS

Please ask for further details.

0%*
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ONLY £699
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FROM £679

ONLY £279

ONLY £999eaAudiolab 8200MB

Denon AH-D600

Audible Fidelity Ltd, Long March, Daventry NN11 4NR
T : 01327 301006  | www.audiblefidelity.co.uk

ONLY £999

ONLY £1199

Nordost Leif Range - Demo in Store

Quad Elite CD Pre

ONLY £4999

New In

ONLY £1199Quad Elite QSP

Full Range Available

M A R C H   M A D N E S S

FROM £319
Elite Eco 6

FROM £799
Silver RX6

ONLY £1599

Exclusive to Audible Fidelity, brand new
Roksan Caspian FR-5 Speakers - save £1000!

Supplied with full 5 year warranty &
available to demo in store.

P A C K A G E   D E A L

Buy any CD Player or Amplifier and save a
further £200 on the Roksan FR-5 Speakers

SAVE £1000

C E N T R E   O F  E X C E L L E N C E   R E T A I L E R

Full Roksan range available to demo in store.

Full Audiovector Ki3 Range
available to demo in store.

FROM £1200

Premium RangePremium Range

PM11-S3 | PM15-S2 | SA11-S3 | SA15-S2
Available to demo in store.

H O T  D E A L

Audiolab 8200CDQ ONLY £999

ONLY £1799Denon PMA-2020AE

Ikon 6 MK2 Helicon 400 MK2
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KI Pearl Lite Separates
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ANN PEEBLES
I Can’t Stand The Rain 
Pure Pleasure SHL32079 (180g vinyl)

Some performances are so transcendent 
that they all but defi ne an artist’s career. 
In Peebles’ case, the title track from this 
1974 LP is her ‘What’s Goin’ On’, her ‘God 
Only Knows’. Equally impressive is that the 
album also includes ‘I’m Gonna Tear Your 
Playhouse Down’, which is ranked almost 
as highly. Peebles’ vocals are deceptive, 
almost Motown-y/girl-group-y, but the 
delivery counters the pop potential. This is 
intense, personal soul, almost overwhelming 
in its power, but it’s also a Willie Mitchell 
production, and nearly as indicative of Hi 

Records’ brand of uplifting funk as stablemate 
Al Green’s catalogue. You want misery, go buy 
Leonard Cohen or Joy Division. KK

GRATEFUL DEAD
Grateful Dead
Mobile Fidelity MFSL2-367 (two discs,180g vinyl)

Released in Oct ’71, the Dead’s seventh was 
also their second live double. As it’s ‘title-
less’, like LPs from Led Zep (their fourth) 
and The Beatles (The White Album), this is 
known amongst Deadheads as either ‘Skull 
And Roses’ or ‘Skull F***’, which is what the 
band wanted to call it before wiser heads 
prevailed. Notable for a prominent role for 
Merl Saunders, it introduced a few new 
tunes and served as perfect an indicator 
of the way that live performances would 
defi ne the band – more so than the studio 
LPs ever did (in retrospect). Yes, it includes a 
side-fi lling track, as well as reverent covers 
of rock ’n’ roll classics, so there’s nothing to 
shock the faithful. KK

NORAH JONES
Feels Like Home
Analogue Productions 509996-38777-1-7 

Pianist/vocalist Jones’ entire catalogue of 
fi ve LPs in ten years has been reissued by 
Chad Kassem’s gang (a box set is imminent), 
so I tossed a coin to fi nd which to highlight 
– they’re all sublime. Jones, daughter of the 
recently-deceased sitar deity Ravi Shankar, 
arrived fully-formed with superstar status in 
2002, thanks to vocal delivery that crosses 
all genres – pop, funk, jazz, soul, rock. 
This 2004 release is the follow-up to her 
18-million-selling debut, which snagged 
eight Grammys. Working again with genius 
producer Arif Mardin, she rose to the 
occasion. According to some, she surpassed 
its predecessor. Alas, it has sold only 12 
million copies. KK

THE KNICKERBOCKERS
Jerk And Twine Time
Sundazed LP5353 (180g vinyl) 

‘Frat Rock’ means nothing outside the 
USA, unless one saw the John Belushi epic, 
Animal House. It’s shorthand for local bands 
covering the hits of the day, groups hired 
out to fuel parties at college fraternities. 
Occasionally, frat rockers broke out from 
obscurity: see the legendary Nuggets 
compilation for more examples, including 
this band’s greatest moment, ‘Lies’. This 
predates that Beatles-soundalike, which 
gave them a chart presence. What you 
have here are workmanlike covers of The 
Zombies’ ‘She’s Not There’, The Kinks’ ‘You 
Really Got Me’ and ‘All Day And All Of The 
Night’, and a track from The Kingsmen. Pure 
nostalgia for sixty-something Yanks. KK

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

Sound Quality: 89%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 89%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 89%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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ORIGINAL CAST
Quadrophenia
Criterion Collection 624 (Blu-ray video, PCM 2.0 and DTS-HD 5.1)

This is the best transfer ever of Franc 
Roddam’s classy cinematic interpretation 
of The Who’s masterpiece. A 36-page 
illustrated booklet details what was done 
to transfer the fi lm print and – most 
importantly for us – how they processed the 
soundtrack. Originally issued in 2.0 stereo, 
the cinema release soundtrack has been 
restored and remastered at 24-bit from the 
1979 Dolby magnetic master, and is the 
default. The treat is the homage to Pete 
Townshend’s original hopes to issue the LP 
as quadraphonic: Criterion generated a new 
5.1 soundtrack from master tapes, rather 
than merely use the remastering for the 
2011 anniversary box set. A triumph. KK

LED ZEPPELIN
Celebration Day
Swan Song/Atlantic 8122-79710-0 (Blu-ray audio)

I’ve now purchased two of the nine – yes, 
nine – versions of this release, and there’s 
no reason to buy any other than this (or 
the 3LP edition) if it’s only the sound that 
matters to you. This Blu-ray audio 16-
track edition of the set that earned last 
month’s highest honour provides the entire 
reunion gig at the 02 Arena in 2007 in 
24-bit/48kHz, with a choice of PCM stereo 
or DTS-HD Master Audio 5.1 surround 
sound. No fi lm footage, just the music. It is 
spectacular, but prepare yourself for bass 
that borders on the overwhelming. As for 
the content, you’ll hear why everyone is not 
a little ticked off that Robert Plant chose 
not to tour: it’s glorious. KK

BILLY JOEL
The Nylon Curtain
Mobile Fidelity UDSACD2093 (stereo SACD)

Billy Joel’s eighth studio album dates 
back to late 1982. Thirty years on, it has 
acquired an interesting bit of audio status 
as it is believed to be one of the fi rst 
albums to be digitally recorded, mixed and 
mastered. Whether or not that’s a good 
thing is up to the individual to decide. 
Irrespective of it, this was one of his most 
ambitious titles, a complex, rich work 
that yielded both critical and commercial 
success. If it’s Beatle-esque in places, that’s 
probably intentional, and it adds resonance 
to Joel’s guest shots on McCartney’s last 
tour. Its themes wouldn’t be out of place on 
a Springsteen ode to blue collar workers, 
but don’t let that discourage you. KK

PAUL McCARTNEY
Live Kisses
Eagle Vision ERBRD5161 (Blu-ray Video – PCM Stereo/Dolby Digital 5.1/DTS-HD)

This is the live video edition of Kisses On 
The Bottom, Macca’s homage to the Great 
American Songbook and his best-received 
album in many a moon. Clearly, his new 
marriage suits him and his mojo is back. 
Having seen this online via iTunes, in some 
form or another on TV and snippets all over 
the internet, I am pleased to report that – as 
far as the live performance is concerned – this 
is everything you need. The A-list guests (Joe 
Walsh, Diana Krall) share in the spotlight, 
Macca’s having fun, and, appropriately, it 
takes place in the legendary Capitol Studios in 
Hollywood, where many of these classics were 
fi rst recorded. Fun extras, especially the Johnny 
Depp bit… you’ll have to buy it to fi nd out! KK

Sound Quality: 90%
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Free your system from  
dynamic limitations:
 2,400W into 3 ohms | 2,000W into 4 ohms | 1,000W into 8 ohms

What is the M1? An ultra-powerful state-of-the-art monaural 
amplifier that runs so quietly it’s a critical listener’s dream.

What’s all the fuss about? The M1 offers the highest sound 
quality at all levels, flat frequency response into any load and 
is stable into the most difficult loads. It will release all the 
dynamic potential inside the source signal — not only the full 
dynamic range of the signal but those sonic details and subtle 
nuances that are rarely heard due to power limitations within 
most amps.

Who designed the M1? It was designed in our advanced 
research centre in Canada and manufactured in our Toronto 
facility. No off-the-shelf elements, the M1 is completely 
proprietary.

Myth Buster! The M1 is not a digital amp, there are no A/D 
or D/A converters in the signal path.

Never judge an amp by its cover. Even though it 
weighs only 9 kg and is slim enough to fit into a standard A/V 
rack the M1 can deliver 9,750 watts of peak power.

Power Factor Correction (PFC). To deliver 9,750 watts of 
peak power you need out-of-the-ordinary AC pull. Anthem’s 
PFC circuitry allows the M1 to pull power from mains with a 
speed and efficiency unmatched by any other amplifier. 

Class D design that stands head and shoulders 
above. All that power is delivered via our groundbreaking 
Class D amp! Contrary to the well-known bias against Class 
D amps, they are not inherently flawed. Rather, it’s the 
implementation of the Class D design that is flawed. For a 
discussion on why the M1’s Class D amplification walks with 
giants, download the detailed technical paper from our website.

Cool kid on the mono block. No noisy fans to spoil the 
show! Continuous liquid convection cooling through a sealed 
copper pipe heat transfer system is many thousands of times 
faster and more efficient than metal heatsinks alone. The M1 
runs so cool that multiple units can be stacked with no danger 
of overheating. 

Efficiency that leaves conventional amps eating 
dust! When operating at only 1/8th of its maximum output 
the M1 is six times more efficient than a conventional 
amplifier.

For full details on the M1 visit www.anthemavs.co.uk.

Use this QR code to download the  
M1 product datasheet and find your  
nearest Anthem Statement dealer

STATEMENT  M1 AMPLIFIER

© Copyright Paradigm Electronics Inc.
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Sound Quality: 90%
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MARK KNOPFLER
Privateering (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Mercury Records/Universal Music

Mr Knopfl er still conjures the 
sweetest of Stratocaster sounds 
as he reclines to the horizontal for 
most of this double-length mix of 
English folk and American blues. The 
length of the set allows a variety of 
songcraft, with Knopfl er crooning 
low even when backed by blistering 
bottleneck blues for the juke-joint 
jamboree of ‘Don’t Forget Your Hat’; 
‘Rosebud Tree’ might be similarly 
transplanted from the delta, while 
elsewhere there’s Dire Straits 
Englishness for ‘Corned Beef City’ 

(echoing ‘Industrial Disease’) and ‘Go, 
Love’ down and dreamy (à la ‘Brothers 
In Arms’). The fi nal mixes were 
mastered to multiple analogue and 
digital formats, the three co-producers 
then selecting their favourite for each 
track. Analogue apparently won the 
bulk, nice for the vinyl version; the 
24-bit fi les benefi t the slower songs 
with shimmering detail and every Strat 
twang sounds crisp and clear. JF

Analogue intervention leaves white noise 
well above the 24-bit resolution of this 
96kHz rendering [though about 10dB 
‘quieter’ than Krall’s Glad Rag Doll [HFN 
Mar ’13]. Louder tracks [‘Corned Beef’ – 
see Graph] peak at the digital limit. 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   LAB REPORT

MUSE
The 2nd Law (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)*
www.highresaudio.com; Warner Bros 

Metal-edged guitars and Mellotronic prog 
orchestrals hammer through this sixth and 
most OTT studio album, the Devonian trio 
surely hitting their bombastic end-stops 
while also squashing dynamics into the 
crushzone when in full anthemic fl ight, as 
on the hilarious massed guitars and choirs 
of ‘Survival’. There are more muted shades 
to their sonic palette in the lullaby ballad 
of ‘Explorers’ and the tight 5/4 of ‘Animals’; 
‘Follow Me’ typifi es the approach, starting 
out Coldplay-sensitive before spiralling 
upward into a stadium bouncer. Infl uences 
are easy to fl ag – ‘Panic Station’ is Queen 
meets ‘Thriller’, the magnifi cently climactic 
two-part title track perhaps the Chemical 
Brothers doing ELO (the montage of news 
clips very ‘Here Is The News’). But Muse 
have the confi dence to carry it off and 
capture this powerful production style for 
their own; it’s great fun. JF

Sound Quality: 75%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Analysis of the entire album suggests 
it contains mixed sample rate content 
remastered into a 96kHz ‘package’ [see 
Opinion, HFN Dec ’12]. Track 4 ‘Prelude’ 
is graphed here – note the spurious tone 
at precisely 44.1kHz. PM
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MOZART
Piano Sonatas – in C, K330; in A, K331; in F, K332; 
Noriko Ogawa (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.eclassical.com; BIS-1985 (SACD)

A 1984 BIS LP of three Beethoven sonatas 
fi rst drew my attention to this gifted pianist. 
Her Mozart doesn’t have the masculine 
‘edge’ of Mitsuko Uchida’s (both were Leeds 
Competition winners) and is more akin to 
Ingrid Haebler’s, in her earlier Philips cycle. 
The three sonatas here, written in Vienna in 
c.1783, were recorded using a Steinway ‘D’ 
at Potton Hall, Suffolk, in Aug/Sept ’11. The 
tempo for the gently swaying Theme which 
opens K311 is taken rather slowly but as 
the Variations develop, Ogawa’s fi ngers are 
fl ying. This is the sonata with ‘alla Turca’ 
[Turkish] fi nale, although K332 is the more 
interesting work overall. Ogawa is a very 
focused musician, as direct in Mozart as 
Rachmaninov (her Paganini Rhapsody with 
Concertos 1 and 4 was issued last year), 
holding the listener’s attention with subtle 
shifts in timing and dynamics. CB

Sound Quality: 80%
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  LAB REPORT

A deceptively ‘quiet’ recording, individual 
notes still momentarily peak at –1dBFs, 
maximising the potential of its 24-bit 
(digital) dynamic range. Few DACs will 
realise this, of course, but the extended 
frequency response is welcome. PM

  LAB REPORT

A genuine 96kHz digital recording that 
makes good use of its 24-bit range with 
no compression. Note the extended 
harmonics of the strings in ‘Spring’ [see 
Graph]. The stray 15kHz and 38.3kHz 
tones are present throughout. PM

VIVALDI/RICHTER
The Four Seasons; Daniel Hope, Konzerthaus CO 
Berlin/André de Ridder (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; DG 481 0044 (also on LP: 476 5041)

Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ has weathered 
many a ‘Tempesta di Mare’ at the hands 
of extreme interpreters and in curious 
transcriptions. Remember the Harmonia 
Mundi CD with fi ve recorder players? 
This reworking by (German born) British 
composer Max Richter comes in DG’s 
‘Recomposed’ series – which I last 
encountered in the pretentious Mahler’s 
Tenth. Richter often works as a fi lm 
composer – Shutter Island, Prometheus, 
etc – and of this says ‘I literally wrote 
myself into Vivaldi’s score’. Daniel Hope, 
somewhat underemployed after leaving 
Warner for Universal, plays very beautifully 
here. The sound has electronic elements 
and enhancement, Richter changing 
accompanying elements into long threads 
to give a modern pop feel. ‘Winter 1’ is 
exciting, ‘Winter 3’ dully Nymanesque. CB

Sound Quality: 75%
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  LAB REPORT

TILL BRÖNNER
Till Brönner (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Universal Music/Verve

After 20 years of albums, this is the fi rst 
that Brönner has given no name other than 
his umlauted own. It is über-slick, a return 
to jazz roots after the pop collaborations 
of 2008’s ‘Rio’. Indeed, aside from the 
high-res clarity and some modern post-bop 
arrangements (Brönner’s own), this could 
hail from the 1970s or 1980s, his soft-
toned trumpet and fl ugelhorn referencing 
his heroes (the cover of Freddie Hubbard’s 
‘Gibraltar’ is a highlight), often doubled 
or harmonised against fi ne sax work from 
Magnus Lindgren. The rhythm section is 
particularly solidly portrayed in the centre 
of the soundstage while strings (and period 
synth sounds) are used with subtlety to 
broaden the mood. Sadly, co-producer and 
keyboard player Roberto Di Gioia shoves his 
Fender Rhodes rather too constantly to the 
fore in the left channel. Accomplished if not 
essential listening. JF

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

While this fi le registers a 96kHz sample 
rate, its practical bandwidth extends 
to ~34kHz rather than the expected 
~45kHz. The (digital) spuriae at 41kHz 
(also at 20kHz) are present on all but 
track 3. Track 7 is illustrated here. PM
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FICTION
The Big Other
Moshi Moshi MOSHICD45

This London-based quintet looks set for big 
things. Their singles have been greeted with 
massive enthusiasm by the media, and this 
debut album confi rms them as one of the 
smartest, tightest bands around. Produced 
by James Ford (Klaxons, Arctic Monkeys, 
Florence And The Machine) and Ash Workman 
(Metronomy, Summer Camp), the sound is as 
crisp and bright as you might expect. The music 
nicely blends ’80s pop à la Talking Heads and  
China Crisis with modern rock in the preppy 
Afro-infl uenced style of Vampire Weekend. The 
last track, ‘The Apple’, about the tragic death of 
persecuted computer genius Alan Turing, is well 
worth waiting for, but there’s no shortage of 
other impeccably crafted delights. JBk

MAN WITHOUT MACHINES
The Kruezberg Press
Man Vs Man MVSMCD002

Anyone investing in this because the cover 
evokes memories of the glorious dawn of 
electronic rock in the ’80s will be more 
than delighted, because this wilfully
mis-named Scottish fi ve-piece have
re-captured the innocent exuberance of 
that adventurous era but with the added 
oomph of all the technological changes 
that have taken place since. Largely 
written, played, produced and recorded 
by mainman Adam Lockhart, the album 
kicks off in energetic high gear and pretty 
much stays that way throughout, often 
referencing Depeche Mode and Kraftwerk, 
but with vocal melodies that soar and 
dance over the jaunty rhythm tracks. JBk

MOUNT MORIAH
Miracle Temple
Merge Records  MRG 466

Recorded in just fi ve days, this sophomore 
album from a band rooted in the 
burgeoning North Carolina music scene, 
is refreshingly rich in all the eternal 
verities of classic folksy rock – simplicity, 
melody and emotional power – largely 
because of the songs and voice of Heather 
McEntire. Their 2011 debut was more 
laid-back and acoustic but, despite some 
beautifully introspective moments like the 
haunting ‘I Built A Town’ and the lonesome 
‘Connecticut To Carolina’, this is noticeably 
more fuel-injected on cuts like ‘Bright Light’ 
and ‘Eureka Springs’, wherein guitarist Jenks 
Miller gets an opportunity to stretch out via 
a delightful duet with himself. JBk

WOODPIGEON
Thumbtacks And Glue
Fierce Panda  NONG81LP

An ‘independent rock collective from 
Calgary, Alberta’, Woodpigeon enjoyed 
considerable acclaim for their fi rst three 
albums and this one certainly deserves 
more of the same. When Woodpigeon rev 
up, as on ‘Children Should Be Seen And Not 
Heard’, they can display a visceral, primitive 
rock consciousness, but mostly they’re 
operating in the sensitive singer-songwriter 
vein dictated by founder Mark Andrew 
Hamilton’s delicately-wrought songs, and 
his fondness for clever, often classically 
inspired arrangements and unusual sonic 
textures. Those who enjoy Arcade Fire or 
Fleet Foxes will fi nd much to cherish in 
Woodpigeon’s strange little world. JBk
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WELCOME TO THE NORTH EAST
ANATEK RESEARCH

APOLLO
ATACAMA

AV INTERNATIONAL
CHORD COMPANY

CHORD ELECTRONICS
CLEARAUDIO

DYNAVECTOR
EAR YOSHINO

GOLDRING
GRAHAM ENGINEERING

GRAHAM SLEE
G F HADCOCK

ISOTEK
KOETSU

KUDOS AUDIO
MARTIN LOGAN

LYRA
MAGNEPLANAR

MELODY
MICHELL ENGINEERING

MONITOR AUDIO

NAD
NAIM AUDIO
NORDOST
NOTTINGHAM ANALOGUE
OPERA
ORTOFON
PATHOS ACOUSTICS
PROJECT
PS AUDIO
PURESOUND
REGA
REVOLVER
ROKSAN
SME
STAX
SUGDEN AUDIO
TEAC ESOTERIC
TRANSFIGURATION
TRICHORD RESEARCH
UNISON RESEARCH
USHER AUDIO
VAN DEN HUL

HIFISOUND, Castlegate mill, Quayside, Stockton on Tees. 01642 267012

Analogue
Audio Technica AT1100 tonearm, excellent ...............................199
Boulder MS11/MS01 Phono Stage, vgc ..................................1299
Clearaudio Concept package, lightly used, boxed ....................749
Dais & Syrinx PU2 Audio Origami serviced, good order ..........379
DPA DSP50S Phono Stage, bespoke psu, ex, boxed .............149
EAR 834P Deluxe ex demo .......................................................1299
Garrard 301, vgc.............................................................................799
Grado Cartridges, various ex display ..........................................Call
Inspire Monarch Jnr, original 1210 Platter, 12” arm…...............Call
Koetsu Black, good condition .......................................................499
Linn Ittok LVII, in rare black, excellent ..........................................799
Linn Sondek LP12, RB250, Corus blue, boxed ........................599
Linn LP12 c/w Ittok LVII boxed .....................................................899
LFD Mistral Phono stage, excellent boxed .................................249
Manticore Mantra, Rega tonearm excellent ...............................299
Michell Gyro export model, Ac motor vgc, no arm ....................649
Project Essential and Debut,  ex demo .......................................Call
Rega Fono MM boxed as new .......................................................99
Roksan TMS1 & DSU,  superb, boxed ....................................1699
Roksan Radius 5.2 ex demo ........................................................849
SME Series IV Tonearm, excellent  .............................................799
SME 312, less than a year old, ex condition, boxed ...............1099
SME Model 10a deck/arm ............................................................Call
SME Model 10 Tonearm only .......................................................499
Thorens TD160 c/w Mayware tonearm ......................................249
Thorens TD309, ex display bargain ............................................749
Thorens TD124, original version, vgc..........................................799
Townsend Rock 2, Rega tonearm vgc boxed ...........................499
Townshend Rock 2, Mission 774LC, excellent ..........................349
Wilson Benesch Act 1 Tonearm, nr mint superb .......................799

Radios/Recorders
Arcam Alpha 8, excellent ............................................119
Linn Pekin Tuner, vgc boxed ......................................199
Meridian 504, excellent...............................................299
Meridian 204, good condition,  ...................................149
Quad FM4, excellent ..................................................199
Quad FM3, excellent ....................................................99

Graham Slee Elevator c/w PSU1, excellent boxed ..............................................299
Tom Evans Microgroove, excellent..........................................................................229
Sony PS-X60 Direct Drive, vgc ................................................................................249
Technics SL150/SME3009, vgc...............................................................................299
Clearaudio Innovation Compact, good condition, ...............................................2499
Clearaudio Basic/Accu Phono stage, excellent .....................................................599
Thorens TD125 ..........................................................................................................199
Lyra Dorian, excellent ................................................................................................249
NAIM NAP250 Olive, excellent boxed ....................................................................999 

 ..................................................349
Audio Analogue Donizetti Power..........................................249
Audio Research Ref 610 Monoblocks, vgc boxed ......... 16999
Audio Research Ref 210 Monoblocks, as new boxed..... 9749
Audio Research VS110 with KT120s vgc boxed, ............ 1749
Audio Research VS115, vgc boxed, ................................. 2799
Audiolab 8000Q power amp,  ..............................................299
Audiolab 8000P power amp, UK original D serial ...............249
Audiolab 8000C preamp, excellent phono ..........................179
AVI S2000MI, fair condition ..................................................349

 ....... 1299
 ..................................699

Border Patrol SE300B, PSU and Western Electric valves ...2749
Chord SPM650 Poweramp, excellent boxed ................... 1749
Copland CSA28, excellent boxed in rare black ...................699
CR Developments Kalypso Integrated, boxed vgc+ ...........599
Electrocompaniet Prelude Pi2, excellent boxed ..................899
Electrocompaniet, The 2 Channel Power Amp, Class A ....499
Emis Audio HVA1, as new ....................................................999
Esoteric C03/A03, ex demo .............................................. 9999
Icon Audio Stereo 40ise KT88, excellent boxed .................799
Karan KAS180 Power, crated ........................................... 1799
Krell KAV300i, Integrated, vgc boxed ..................................799
Krell FPB200 Power, excellent boxed .............................. 2499
Krell FPB650M Monoblocks .............................................. 5499
Linn Klout, excellent very late model .................................1199

........ 2499
Meridian 551 Integrated, vgc ................................................399

....................699
NAIM NAP135s pair, good condition boxed ..................... 1699
NAIM NAP90, excellent ........................................................199
NAIM NAP 200, 250/2 and 300 all ex demo ...................... Call
NAIM NAC 202, 282 and 252 all ex demo ......................... Call

 ..................................899
Primare I21 Integrated, mint boxed......................................499
QUAD 34/306/FM4/Rack all boxed excellent! ....................699
Roksan K2 and Caspian M2 both ex demo ....................... Call
Unison Research P70, excellent boxed ........................... 1999
Unison Research Aria S2, valve integrated .........................699

Loudspeakers
AVI ADM9.1, ex demo nr mint .....................................799
B&W DM70 Continental, fair cosmetics, fully working ....Offers
B&W 683, near mint boxed..........................................749
Focal 806V, excellent boxed ........................................349
Focal Elektra Be, various ex demo ..............................Call
Kudos C2, new style excellent in Maple, ex demo ......Call
Linn AV5140 Aktiv, with x-overs, vgc boxed ................399
Linn Index, fair condition................................................59
Linn Ninka, boxed in Maple .........................................599
Magneplanar MG3.6, Ex dem, superb, £6k new .......2499
Martin Logan Summit X, ex demo near mint boxed ..8999
Martin Logan Descent, vgc boxed ............................. 1199
Meridian M1 Active speakers, boxed  ........................ 1199
Monitor Audio PL300, mint crated .............................3999
Monitor Audio RXW12, gloss black, ex demo..............599
Monitor Audio RX8, Gloss black, boxed ......................749
PMC FB1i, excellent condition boxed ........................ 1199
Proac Response 1 sc, vgc boxed ................................749

 .499
Quad ESL63s, good working order boxed...................699
Quad ESL57s, good working order boxed...................499
Rogers JR149 and wall brackets, excellent.................649
Rogers LS3/5a, excellent ............................................799
Tannoy Mercury F1, excellent........................................69
Thiel CS7.2, vgc, just refurbished… ..........................2999
Usher S520 and matching Subwoofers .......................699
Usher Audio X718, excellent boxed.............................499
Usher 718 Diamonds, excellent boxed, ex demo ......1299
Wharfedale Diamond 7.1, bargain .................................39
Wharfedale Diamond 10.4 Floorstander ex demo .......199
Wilson Watt/Puppy 3/2, vgc+, crated due in… ...........TBC

Audio Analogue Crescendo Amp & CD, ex demo ...................799
NAD Amp and CD packages .....................................................Call
NAIM Unitilite and Usher Speaker Bundle ................................Call
Roksan Caspian M2, buy Amp and CD, get free cable! .........Call
TEAC DISTINCTION SERIES - Special deals - ON DEMO .Call

Accuphase DP800/DC801 Transport/DAC, WOW! ..............11499
AMR CD777 ex demo ....................................................................Call
Arcam CD73, excellent from .........................................................179
Arcam Alpha 7, great condition .......................................................79
Arcam CD192, excellent  ...............................................................399
Arcam DV139, excellent boxed ....................................................499
Audiolab 8200CD/CDQ, both ex demo .......................................Call
Audiolab 8000DAC, vgc+ ..............................................................149
Audiolab 8000CDM Transport and 8000DAC ...........................499
AVI S2000MC, fair condition ..........................................................199
Ayre Acoustics CX7e CD Player, ex boxed ..............................1499
Cyrus DAD1.5, vgc .........................................................................149
Esoteric K03, as new boxed ........................................................7499
Electrocompaniet EMC1UP, near mint boxed ..........................1899
Krell KPS25sc, excellent with tabletop remote .........................3999
Lector 0.6t, excellent boxed, due in ..............................................699
Linn Karik 3, excellent boxed .........................................................499
Leema Stream 3, nr mint boxed ...................................................649
Meridian 506, excellent ...................................................................399
Moon CD1 , excellent boxed, top rated player............................749
Musical Fidelity kW DM25 Transport and DAC ........................1799
Musical Fidelity A5 CD Player, excellent remote ........................649
NAIM CD5XS, ex demo ...............................................................1499
NAIM CDX2, ex demo new version ...........................................2999
NAIM CDX2, excellent boxed remote ........................................1399
NAIM CD5i/2, ex demo ..................................................................Call
North star Design Model 3 DAC, excellent boxed......................199
Puresound A8000, remote.............................................................399
Rega Planet 2000, excellent boxed .............................................279
Rega Saturn, excellent boxed .......................................................549
Yamaha CD5050 vintage classic boxed .....................................299

AV/Accessories/Cables
Chord Cables various ex demo .................................................Call
Isotek Aquarius, ex demo............................................................Call
Naim Flatcap original, excellent ..................................................199
Onkyo AV Receivers - various ex demo ...................................Call
VDH Cables various ex demo ....................................................Call

Telephone 01642 267012, Tuesday to Saturday 10 ‘til 5

Arcam Delta 290.........................................................................................................149
Arcam Alpha 9, excellent boxed...............................................................................199

 .................................................................................299
 ..................................................................299

NAIM NAP140, chrome, excellent boxed ..............................................................349
NAIM NAC62, phonoboards excellent ...................................................................199
NAIM Supernait, excellent boxed very recent ......................................................1999
QUAD 44/405, recapped, excellent boxed ............................................................499
CR Developments Romulus V3, Integrated ..........................................................799

 ...............................................2749
Sugden Masterclass CD, excellent boxed .............................................................999
Roksan Caspian M2, CD player, ex demo ..........................................................1199
NAIM DAC, ex demo ...............................................................................................1599
Audio Analoge Paganini, excellent boxed ..............................................................279
Audiolab MDAC ex demo .........................................................................................449
NAD C545Bee ex demo ...........................................................................................249
Meridian 506/20, vgc..................................................................................................299
Sugden CD21se, excellent boxed ...........................................................................699

 ....................................................199
Ruark Epilogue, excellent boxed .............................................................................119

 ................................................299
Ruark Dialogue, excellent boxed ...............................................................................99
Usher S520 in birch, excellent boxed ......................................................................279
Triangle Comete ES, excellent  ...........................................................................Due in
Audiomaster LS3/5a .............................................................................................Due in
Quad ESL 63, excellent boxed ................................................................................749
Mission 753, vgc .........................................................................................................299
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BRANDI DISTERHEFT
Gratitude
Justin Time Records JUST 247-2

From the late Oscar Peterson, the Canadian 
bassist won a comparison with Ray Brown, 
with the comment, ‘She is what we call 
serious’. That’s true of this, her third album, 
despite its cover art, from the moment 
pianist Renee Rosnes opens ‘Blues For 
Nelson Mandela’ with soft Oscar-ish chords. 
Alongside trumpeter Sean Jones and alto 
saxist Vincent Herring you hear fl autist Anne 
Drummond, who duets gorgeously with 
Jones on one track; and the impeccable 
drumming is by former Ray Brown sideman 
Gregory Hutchinson. Disterheft’s occasional 
vocals are a bit like Blossom Dearie with a 
twist of Abbey Lincoln, and she’s even more 
fascinating in French. Not to be missed. SH

MARK LOCKHEART
Ellington In Anticipation
Subtone Records ST802 

After the break-up of Django Bates’ 
mid-’80s British big band Loose Tubes, 
saxophonist Mark Lockheart was heard 
with Prefab Sprout, and then with Perfect 
Houseplants. This time, he’s gathered a 
starry septet, underpinned by Seb Rochford 
on drums and Tom Herbert on bass, with 
pianist Liam Noble, Finn Peters on alto, 
James Allsopp on clarinets, Emma Smith on 
violin. Lockheart originals alternate with 
Ellington numbers, although these often 
sound not even obliquely Ellingtonian – 
eg, ‘Caravan’ hardly refers to the original 
theme, but on the other hand, ‘Come 
Sunday’ reaffi rms the Ellington melody in 
ethereal colours. Fresh and distinctive. SH

MARATONE QUINTET
Finding The Way
Prophone PCD 128 

Not quite the usual quintet lineup in this 
Finnish group, as there’s never a saxophone 
in sight. Instead, agile trumpeter Martti 
Vesala shares the front-line with guitarist 
Markus Tiiro. His fl uid solos can truly fl y 
like Wes, while his varied chord effects 
sometimes overshadow pianist Petri 
Rahikkala, also an excellent soloist. The fi ve 
have been playing together since 2004 
and made their fi rst album, Setting Out, in 
2008, which must be why they just mesh 
so perfectly. For this follow-up they wanted 
to capture their live sound, and succeeded 
well. You can guess that a live club 
recording could be even better, but this 
one’s more than good enough for now. SH

RON CARTER/GOLDEN STRIKER TRIO
San Sebastian
In+Out Records IOR CD 77103-9 (CD plus DVD)

In was in 2003 that Ron Carter recorded 
The Golden Striker for Blue Note, with 
pianist Mulgrew Miller and guitarist Russell 
Malone. The album’s title, from John Lewis’s 
composition for the MJQ, has now become a 
name for Carter’s trio. This a happy, relaxed 
concert recording from the 2010 San Sebastian 
jazz festival, the last night of a two-week 
European tour. On DVD, it’s visually pretty 
static, with nothing special about the picture 
or the sound, and guitarists will be sorry there 
isn’t a good camera angle on Malone, his 
left hand hidden by his music stand. But the 
mastery of these great players just grows on 
you. You might put the CD on more often, but 
it is a concert worth watching too. SH
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CLASSICAL SUPERAUDIO DVD BLU-RAY VINYL DOWNLOADCOMPACT DISC

BARTÓK
Violin Sonatas; Folk Dances, etc
James Ehnes/Andrew Armstrong
Chandos CHAN 10762; up to 96kHz/24-bit FLAC

Bartók’s late masterpiece, the solo sonata 
written for Yehudi Menuhin, is the main 
work and Ehnes leaves no detail unfocused. 
It’s an ideal introductory version but deeply 
rewarding too for those who revere the 
work – although Ehnes has a somewhat 
impersonal stance and, using the Menuhin 
Edition, he eschews the microtones in 
the fi nale, which is perhaps a shame. The 
very early (Brahmsian) sonata with piano 
follows, which is hugely enjoyable, then 
transcriptions from For Children and of the 
Romanian Folk Dances; these miniatures 
are of variable interest. Piano sound is a bit 
fulsome in the Potton Hall acoustic. CB

CANTO OSCURO
Bach transcriptions, etc
Anna Gourari
ECM 476 4661; up to 44.1kHz/24-bit FLAC

Anna Gourari is from Kazan and was trained 
in Moscow and Munich. When she won the 
1994 Düsseldorf Schumann Competition 
she was thought to show ‘an almost 
mystical quality’, while the critic Harold 
Schonberg found her playing ‘free but 
never eccentric’. Much of this programme 
is contemplative but she’s nonetheless a 
powerful player in the counterbalancing 
Chaconnes: the inevitable Bach/Busoni and 
a dissonant one by Sofi a Gubaidulina (very 
compelling). The elephant in this particular 
room is Hindemith’s ‘1922’ Suite, with its 
brutal march and dated ‘Ragtime’ ending. 
The piano recording has real presence. CB

MAHLER
Symphony 1
VSO/Fabio Luisi
Wiener Symphoniker WS001; up to 96kHz/24-bit FLAC

The Vienna Symphony has launched its 
own label with this May 2012 Mahler 
1, archive Celibidache Brahms 1 and 
(imminent) Mahler 6, again with Luisi. With 
the Lucerne/Abbado and Fischer/Budapest 
versions of this ground-breaking symphony 
the orchestral playing is almost too refi ned. 
With the VSO there’s plenty of character 
and Luisi boldly varies speeds in (ii) and in 
the klezmer sections in (iii). I relished the 
warmth of characterful wind sounds and 
the offstage placements in the extended 
introduction, while the solo horn 7m into 
(iv) is memorable. (The high-res download is 
cheapest at The Classical Shop.) CB

BEETHOVEN
Violin Sonatas
Leonidas Kavakos/Enrico Pace
Decca 478 3523 (three discs)

Since his 1990 debut in Sibelius (including the 
original version of the Violin Concerto) Leonidas 
Kavakos has completed a rather modest 
discography – it includes an outstanding Mozart 
concerto cycle with the Camerata Salzburg 
[Sony]. He is now signed to Universal. Here 
he is partnered by an Italian pianist, his exact 
contemporary, also to be heard with Kavakos in 
the Mendelssohn piano trios. Their Beethoven 
refl ects such balanced artistry (as with Decca’s 
mid-’70s Perlman/Ashkenazy cycle, or DG’s with 
Kremer/Argerich) you hardly know whether to 
concentrate on piano or violin! There are many 
insights: I’d never realised before how alike are 
the Op.96 sonata and the ‘Archduke’ Trio. CB

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

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

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

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



www.SSAV.com

PLEASE NOTE:  SOME BRANDS/PRODUCTS ARE NOT AVAILABLE AT ALL STORES. SPECIAL/ADDED VALUE OFFERS ARE NOT IN CONJUNCTION WITH ANY OTHER OFFER (NICWAOO).  ADVERT VALID UNTIL 05/04/2013. E&OE
 • THESE STORES ARE FRANCHISED AND OPERATE UNDER A LICENCE AGREEMENT TO SEVENOAKS SOUND & VISION.

STORES
NATIONWIDE
Aberdeen • 01224 252797
Bishop’s Stortford • 01279 506576
Brighton (Hove)• 01273 733338
Bristol • 0117 974 3727
Bromley 020 8290 1988
Cambridge • 01223 304770
Chelsea • 020 7352 9466

Cheltenham • 01242 241171
Chorleywood (Watford) • 0845 5046364
Epsom • 01372 720720 
Exeter • 01392 218895
Glasgow • 0141 332 9655
Guildford 01483 536666
Holborn • 020 7837 7540
Kingston • 020 8547 0717
Leeds (Wetherby)  01937 586886
Loughton • 020 8532 0770
Maidstone  01622 686366

Norwich• 01603 767605
Oxford 01865 241773 
Reading • 0118 959 7768
Sevenoaks 01732 459555
Sheffield • 0114 255 5861
Southampton • 023 8033 7770
Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543
Weybridge 01932 840859
Witham (Essex) 01376 501733
Yeovil • 01935 700078

NEW

NEW

DB1 Gold 
Based on the Studio version of the famous DB1 model with a

proven 10 year heritage in Professional studio environment. 
The Gold version uses Studio series HF and LF drive units for added 
robustness and reference monitor sound. Sound quality is what you’d 
expect from a PMC speaker using their ATL bass loading technology 

and will partner well with most popular hi-fi components.

£999

From studio to home - hear it exactly 
as it was intended with the

NEW

EXPLORER
USB DAC / HEADPHONE AMP

NEW

Meridian’s Explorer is a portable, compact and rugged USB DAC designed to deliver 
best-in-class audio performance. Featuring premium audiophile-grade components 
throughout, a 6-layer circuit board, an elegant all-metal enclosure, the Explorer 
delivers the Meridian audio experience from virtually any computer.

£249

HI-FI YOUR COMPUTER

Featuring KEF’s state-of-the-
art Uni-Q driver, supported 
by two amplifiers in each unit, 
the X300A is a true audiophile 
speaker for your PC, Mac, MP3 
player or smartphone. Enjoy 
true high definition sound from 
source to output.

Just connect, power and play.

X300A
DIGITAL HI-FI SPEAKER SYSTEM

£600
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REGA RP1
TURNTABLE
Excellent build quality, reliability and ease 
of use combine to make the RP1 a product that will offer a 
lifetime of musical enjoyment.

NAIM SUPERUNITI MUSIC STREAMER
Combines all Naim’s experience in integrated amplifi cation 
and audio streaming into a single casing, the SuperUniti is the 
reference all-in-one player in the Uniti range.

PIONEER  XC-HM81 CD / NETWORK SYSTEM
Play audio from CD, external storage device via USB or stream di-
rectly via AirPlay, DLNA or optional Bluetooth adaptor. Includes built-
in WiFi capability.

PRO-JECT
DEBUT CARBON TURNTABLE
With its Carbon armtube and supplied Ortofon 2m Red car-
tridge, the Debut Carbon sets new standards in its price range.

MARANTZ  CD6004 • PM6004 CD / AMPLIFIER
This award-winning CD player and amplifi er is the result of ex-
tensive research and development by Marantz’s engineering team, 
under the direction of Brand Ambassador Ken Ishiwata.

AUDIOLAB  8200CD • 8200A CD / AMPLIFIER
The award-winning 8200CD features a wealth of digital inputs that 
will keep it playing all your music regardless of how it may be stored.

ARCAM  SOLO NEO CD / NETWORK SYSTEM
Combines superb music performance, network audio capabilities 
along with an internal
CD player and tuner.

PRO-JECT
XPRESSION III  TURNTABLE
Features an improved, carbon-fi bre tonearm, superior 
isolation feet and comes supplied complete with a factory-
fi tted and aligned ‘Ortofon 2M Red’ cartridge.

ROKSAN  CASPIAN M2 CD / AMPLIFIER
The M2 amp boasts 85wpc and fi ve line inputs while the matching CD 
features a 24-bit DAC plus dedicated power supplies for the outputs.

CYRUS   CD8 SE2 • 6A  CD PLAYER / AMPLIFIER
With its impressive 40 Watts per channel and six analogue inputs, 
the 6a amplifi er is a great partner for the CD8 SE2 CD player. 

ROKSAN  KANDY K2  CD / AMPLIFIER
The award-winning Kandy K2 amplifi er and the matching K2 CD 
player deliver the sort of performance that will satisfy both the 
music afi cionado and the hi-fi  enthusiast.

£SSAV
.COM

R E A L  VA L U E
Fantastic value for money is our aim.  Although we remain independent, you’ll be pleasantly surprised just how competitive we can be - with the added 

benefi t of seeing, hearing and touching the product before you buy, and someone to help if things go wrong.

F O R  O U R  L AT E S T  P R I C E S  A N D  O F F E R S  V I S I T  W W W. S S AV. C O M

R E A L  P E O P L E
Our staff are friendly, knowledgeable and passionate about music 
and fi lm and the equipment needed to get the most out of your 
collection. They will be delighted to assist you in making the right 

selection to ensure you enjoy your system for years to come. 

R E A L  S TO R E S
Sevenoaks Sound & Vision have stores nationwide - each 
carries the very best in home cinema and hi-fi  equipment 

on display, ready for you to watch, listen to and compare in 
our dedicated demonstration rooms. 

R E A L  P RO D U C T S
A wide selection of products from the world’s leading 

manufacturers is in stock and available for you to take home. We 
also offer a delivery and installation service as well as a convenient 

on-line click and reserve option for many of our products.

ARCAM  FMJ CD17 • A19 CD / AMPLIFIER
Replacing the acclaimed A18, Arcam’s A19 integrated amplifi er 
delivers 50W per channel and includes 7 analogue inputs, a MM 
phono input and is the perfect partner for the CD17 CD player.
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KEF AUDIO
R SERIES / LS50
Both the new R Series and 
EISA award-winning LS50 
use trickle-down technology 
from the company’s fl agship 
Blade speakers. The R Series  
comprises standmount, fl oor-
standing, centre, surround and 
subwoofer models.

Q ACOUSTICS
2050i / 2020i

The 2050i fl oorstanders combines excellent 
build quality with extended bass, clarity, 

refi nement and dynamic ability. While the 
compact 2020i combines open mid-range, 

astonishing transient response with exceptional 
high frequency clarity.

MONITOR AUDIO
GOLD GX
Monitor Audio’s new Gold 
GX speakers use technol-
ogy that has fi ltered down 
from their fl agship Platinum 
PL range. The range com-
prises two standmounts, 
two fl oorstanders, two 
centre speakers, a pair of 
surround speakers and a 
single subwoofer.

PMC
TWENTY RANGE
The twenty series is the next 
generation of elegant, hand-
crafted British loudspeakers 
that follow in the lineage of 
worldwide acclaimed PMC 
designs. The 4 models use 
PMC’s innovative ATL™ 
technology, providing a 
supremely rich and detailed 
performance ideally suited to 
all styles and sizes of interior.

BOWERS & WILKINS
PM1
This luxury, compact loud-
speaker is the latest in a long 
line of Bowers & Wilkins 
audiophile mini monitors. 
It offers an extremely high-
quality audio performance 
and features several techno-
logical innovations including 
a new tweeter and ground-
breaking cabinet design.

TANNOY
REVOLUTION DC6T SE
Award-winning compact, 
fl oorstanding speakers 
featuring Tannoy’s unique Dual 
Concentric™ drive unit along 
with luxurious real wood fi nish 
trapezoidal cabinets.

DENON   DNP-720AE  MUSIC STREAMER
Enjoy a wide variety of internet radio and on-line digital content. 
The DNP-720AE also supports AirPlay® so that you can stream 
music from any compatible device.

MARANTZ  NA7004  MUSIC STREAMER
This AirPlay® compatible player lets you connect to all your fa-
vourite music, whether it’s from your PC, external hard disc or as 
an FM / DAB radio station broadcast or even on the other side 
of the world via Internet Radio.

PIONEER   N-50  MUSIC STREAMER
Audiophile Network player supporting AirPlay® and DLNA wire-
less technologies, allowing you to stream music wirelessly from 
your iTunes libraries or iOS devices.

B&W  
A5 / A7 WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEMS
Bringing together over 45-years of audio expertise with 
intuitive AirPlay wireless streaming technology to create a 
system that gives all the convenience and freedom of wire-
less music, without compromising on sound quality.

SONOS • THE WIRELESS Hi-Fi SYSTEM
Play your digital music all over your house without a PC in every room. The award-winning Sonos lets you play your favourite tunes 

all over the house and control them from the palm of your hand.  You can even play different songs in different rooms.

AUDIOLAB M-DAC PRE-AMP / DAC 
Award-winning DAC featuring a USB input with asynchronous 
data processing along with two coaxial and optical digital in-
puts. High-res 24-bit/192kHz music fi les can be played via its 
coaxial input.

CYRUS  STREAM X2 MUSIC STREAMER
The new X2 includes Cyrus’ newly upgraded streaming circuitry 
and can now fully exploit 24-bit/192 kHz fi les along with Ap-
ple’s lossless format. Cyrus CADENCE remote control app for 
iPad is now available FREE from the Apple App Store. Optional 
n-Remote available.

ROTEL  RT-12 MUSIC STREAMER
The RT-12 is an FM and DAB+ preset radio tuner and much 
more besides. By incorporating network capabilities, the RT-12 
access thousands of internet radio broadcasts and play audio fi les 
stored on UPnP servers such as Windows computers.

 Plays all music fi les: MP3 to
 24 bit/192kHz

Drives headphones directly

Variable or fi xed output for
 connecting to powered
 speakers, power amp,
 pre-amp or amplifi er.

NEWAUDIOQUEST  
DRAGONFLY USB DAC
Flash drive sized Digital-Audio 
Converter that connects to a USB jack 
on a Mac® or  Windows® PC, turning 
any computer into a true high- fi delity 
music source.
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£399
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NEW

DENON COCOON HOME DSD-500
HIGH QUALITY SPEAKER DOCK
Introducing Denon’s stylish, high quality, Cocoon Home dock 
system featuring built-in AirPlay functionality for wireless 
music streaming from iTunes along with support for Android 
and Windows devices via a free Denon Cocoon app.

AVAILABLE IN 
BLACK OR WHITE

£399
OR LESS
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Editor
Technician and writer on all things audio for some 30 years, Paul Miller took over
the editor’s chair in 2006. He invented the QC Suite, used across the audio industry

In search of analogue sound
The audiophile’s world changed for ever in the early 1980s with the advent of CD and birth of 
consumer-focused digital audio. Paul Miller ponders whether the dust will ever settle...

I t’s raining DACs, or at least that’s 
the suggestion of my Welcome 
page this month [p3], but along 
with this torrent of USB connectivity  

there’s a persistent undercurrent of 
more specialised D-to-As that claim to be 
pursuing a higher goal – the ambition of 
achieving a truly ‘analogue sound’. The 
call is familiar but it’s becoming louder.

On the face of it, these are DACs that 
are ‘less digital’, their sound typically 
informed by the subjective exposure to 
quality LP replay and valve amplifi cation. 
Nothing wrong with that, of course, but 
what’s the sub-text? Such proselytising 
has ordinarily been the preserve of 
evangelistic vinyl diehards, for I’ve 
never come across a highly experienced 
software or DSP engineer tub-thumping 
the praises of ‘digital sound’.

MUSIC IS ANALOGUE
Some would argue that the point is moot 
as, regardless of source, the sound we 
eventually hear is necessarily analogue 
in nature. Up until the 
point we’re offered a 
cerebral upgrade with 
a direct bitstream 
connection to the 
brain, then music and 
hi-fi  are always likely 
to be enjoyed via the 
medium of air. So 
if there is a debate 
to be had over ‘analogue’ and ‘digital’ 
sound then the lines are not divided over 
relative fi delity but relative colour.

Not convinced? Then what about 
those LP re-releases pressed from CD 
‘masters’ because the original analogue 
tapes have deteriorated beyond 
salvation these past 30 years? Do these 
LPs sound better than the CD that gave 
them life? Some audiophiles will say ‘yes’ 
– and I’m not here to say they’re wrong 
– but the preference can only stem from 
what extra palatability the black stuff 
brings to the musical party.

Some engineers would have us believe 
we needn’t bother with the effort of 
stamping vinyl from either legacy CDs 
or modern digital storage. The software 
innovator, iZotope, which already supplies 
the core processing behind some of our 
favourite media players, also has what it 
describes as ‘the ultimate lo-fi  weapon’, a 
fully adjustable rendering of your digital 
media as if via a record player [see http://
izotope.com/products/audio/vinyl]. 
Letters, please, to the usual address.

ANALOGUE VS DIGITAL
Up until the early 1980s all hi-fi  was 
technologically limited to analogue 
forms of storage and reproduction. The 
meandering groove of a record or the 
variable magnetisation of a pigment-
coated tape were, and are, directly 
analogous to the music waveform itself.
It’s where the term itself was derived.

Indeed, the perfect hi-fi  replay chain 
would be entirely analogue from beginning 
to end if only we had a wholly transparent 

mechanism for 
achieving this.

In practice, of 
course, we don’t 
because vinyl LPs 
and tapes offer far 
from linear, neutral 
representations 
of those musical 
waveforms. There 

are limitations in frequency response, 
cyclical changes in pitch (wow and fl utter), 
additive noise and other ‘modifi cations’ 
of the musical analogue that constitute a 
variation or distortion of the original.

DIGITAL VS ANALOGUE
Representing this musical waveform 
digitally is an alternatively imperfect ball 
game. The stream of 16-bit or 24-bit digital 
words is not a linear analogue of the music 
either. Quite the reverse, for digital audio 
relies on a numerical construct where the 
mathematics do not, in any respect, bear 

a harmonic relationship to the original 
musical waveform.

Our music is sampled at an entirely 
arbitrary rate, determined only by the 
fact that it must exceed twice the 
frequency range of interest. But there’s 
no loss of information at this point, for 
only when those analogue samples are 
digitised – their amplitude described by 
the closest match to a 16-bit (or 24-bit)
digital number – do we enter this nether 
world of the datastream. And this binary 
realm, that includes all manner of 
ingenious manipulations, opens the box 
on entirely new and distinct distortions.

Frequency responses and musical 
pitch can be as fl at and solid as you like, 
but descriptive errors and (harmonic) 
distortion increases as the audio level 
decreases, which is the polar opposite 
of an analogue system. Furthermore, 
variations in the timing of data, or jitter, 
that may be inconsequential in the digital 
domain, generate new distortions when 
converted back to our analogue domain. 
And oversampling/upsampling and digital 
fi ltering typically give rise to phase and 
temporal distortions (including acausal 
‘pre-event’ echoes) that would be unlikely 
to occur in analogue systems.

Our minimalist DAC designer faces 
eliminating as many of these digital 
processes as is feasible while accepting 
the analogue consequences. One day, 
we’ll end up full circle. 

‘Music and hi-fi  
are always likely to 
be enjoyed via the 

medium of air’

ABOVE: The ‘ultimate lo-fi  weapon’ – 64-bit 
vinyl replay simulation software from iZotope
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Barry Fox
Technology journalist
Barry Fox trained in electronics with the RAF and worked as a patent agent, but he 
gave that up to enter journalism. He is one of the world’s top technology writers

For well over a year industry folk 
have been talking about ‘when, 
not if, HMV goes bust’. Now it’s 
happened, the company going 

into administration as we went to press 
last month, with the possibility of up to 
4350 jobs being lost from 239 shops, 
and worthless gift tokens. It’s easy to see 
why HMV hit the rocks. What happens 
next is harder to predict.

After Virgin, Zavvi, Tower, Our Price 
and Borders went, HMV accounted for 
nearly 40% of all disc music sales in the 
UK. But HMV failed to adapt to online 
marketing and digital downloads, which 
are now worth nearly £400m a year 
[see PM’s Opinion Mar ’13]. iTunes music 
sales ride on the back of iPhone and 
iPod sales; Amazon can remotely store 
a digital copy of purchased music and 
proactively sends out ‘you bought this 
music, so you may like this’ messages.

FIRST DAY BLUES 
HMV began its post-Christmas sale on 
Saturday January the 12th and I visited 
the fl agship store in London’s Oxford 
Street the next day, Sunday. Even in the 
early afternoon, the store was not busy. 
Sale items with a handwritten blue cross 
label had 25% off 
the marked price.

There seemed 
to be no logic in 
the marking. The 
stock in some 
departments – 
such as jazz – was 
almost entirely 
marked with a blue 
cross. Some movie soundtrack CDs were 
marked as 25% off and some not.

I happily browsed through jazz and 
soundtracks and bought several blue 
cross CDs. As a general rule, only low 
price discs, like Avid double CD jazz re-
issues at £6, with an extra 25% off, were 
cheaper than if bought from Amazon. 
Higher price discs were generally 

Goodbye HMV...
As HMV stores begin to disappear from our high streets, Barry Fox ponders the alternatives. 
Convenient? Perhaps. Cheaper? Certainly. But you can bet audio quality and artwork will suffer

Amazon’s download service. I wanted a 
copy of the original soundtrack, by Erich 
Wolfgang Korngold, from the movie 
The Adventures Of Robin Hood. Amazon 
charges £6.49 for an MP3 download, 
with a bit-rate around 170-180kb/s. On 
iTunes the same music costs £5.99, in 
MPEG-4 (with an ‘m4a’ extension) and 
bit-rates around 260kb/s.

POOR INFORMATION 
Either is acceptable for old source 
material but is way below 44.1kHz/16-bit 
CD quality, and inadequate for modern 
recordings. The sleeve note information 
is poor, with no obvious option to print 
anything from Amazon, while iTunes 
offers only a few pages that say little or 
nothing about the music. The name of 
the iTunes download prints out as ‘Erich 
Wolfgang Korngold Erich Wolfgang 
Korngold T…’ (sic) and ‘Erich Wolfgang 
Korngold The Adventures of R…’ (sic).

The track listing includes ‘Marian 
Caught/King Richard and Robi...’ (sic) and 
‘Flair Tuck and Robin Hood’ (sic).

There’s no mention of the date 
of recording, the conductor or the 
orchestra. The minimal artwork is fuzzy.

This kind of dumbing down is both an 
insult to the music and an early warning 
of what we can expect as CD shops 
disappear and it becomes no longer 
cost-effective for the record industry to 
press records. 

cheaper on Amazon, even with HMV’s 25% 
off. I bought a Vocalion CD of Music From 
The Movies for £10, reduced to £7.50. 
Buying the disc direct from Vocalion, via 
Amazon, would have cost £7.25. And 
Amazon is currently giving a £1 download 
credit to people who buy CDs.

Upstairs in the movie DVD section, some 
discs were marked 25% off and some not, 
again with no obvious logic. The movie 
Mamma Mia was at its normal price of £7. 
The same DVD was available on Amazon for 
£5.41, with free mail delivery.

In a world without HMV, the record 
companies will continue to sell Top 40 
CDs through supermarkets. To cater for 

music lovers who 
don’t want this 
fodder, the music 
industry can sell 
direct like Vocalion, 
rely on specialist 
independent dealers 
or sell by download. 
But the big labels are 
not geared for direct-

disc sales, and few towns can support 
specialist dealers with big stocks. So we’re 
facing a buy-by-wire future.

Online specialist services like HDtracks 
and Linn offer high quality downloads. But 
these are not for the masses. iTunes makes 
it easy for Joe Public to buy by download, 
but short-changes on audio quality, 
sleeve information and artwork. So does 

‘This kind of dumbing 
down is both an insult 
to the music and an 

early warning’

ABOVE: Views of HMV’s fl agship store on London’s Oxford St as its January blue cross sale began
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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

ABOVE: An electronic billboard on Las Vegas Boulevard advertises Beats by Dr Dré as the 2013 
International CES takes place; Cardas headphone cable – see www.cardas.com for more

Marketing missteps
If today’s audio products are better sounding than those available in the past, why are younger 
music lovers not buying them? Barry Willis says it’s a failure by some to understand youth culture

evidence of their lack of interest in giant 
loudspeakers and amplifi ers – and that, 
an extension of their disdain for anything 
that can’t fi t in a backpack. If one’s 
entire music library fi ts in a shirt pocket, 
a system to play it shouldn’t need a lorry. 

The question for the audio 
establishment is not – as Ken Kessler 
asked in his otherwise astute ‘Off the 
Leash’ column in January – ‘Why no 
line output?’ on headphone amps, but 
‘Why no headphone output on exotic 
preamps and integrateds?’ [See p138, 
also.] Only budget gear seems to include 
headphone connectivity, and then 
almost as an afterthought. High-end stuff 
routinely avoids it. We wonder why kids 
shrug with boredom.

CAN’T BEAT ’EM... 
The bridge to the younger generation 
isn’t to browbeat them about what they 
should prefer, but to seduce them with 
what they love. Throughout the recent 
International CES [HFN Mar ’13], an 
electronic billboard the size of a football 
fi eld loomed over Las Vegas Boulevard, 
promoting only one product: Beats by Dr 
Dré. The marketing team that bought it 
knew exactly what it was doing. 

Missionaries have infi nite 
faith in their beliefs – until 
they prove no longer 
workable. Case in point: the 

baffl ement of high-performance audio 
manufacturers over the widespread 
indifference to their products by music 
lovers under the age of 30. 

It’s a legitimate concern. Hi-fi  is the 
domain of middle-aged and older males. 
Without new enthusiasts to fi ll thinning 
ranks, makers of exotic audio equipment 
face a diminishing future – despite the 
fact that many audio products today 
are better sounding, better looking and 
more reliable than their predecessors.

Admittedly, they’re generally far more 
expensive, too. Astronomical admission 
fees to this strange cult may explain 
some lack of interest, but the industry’s 
core problem is a failure to understand 
the culture of the youth market. 

BIGGEST HI-FI
From the 1950s through the ’80s, the 
period when most audiophiles came 
of age, the enjoyment of both live 
and recorded music was a communal 
experience. People attended concerts 
en masse as they always have, but 
recordings and the gear needed to 
play them were an 
essential part of the 
social fabric too. The 
most popular guy at 
the fraternity house 
was the one with the 
biggest hi-fi ; a good 
sound system was a 
requirement for any 
swinging sophisticate. 

This changed with the advent of the 
personal computer and the portable 
music player. Young music lovers attend 
concerts as eagerly as they ever have, 
but their listening habits are distinctly 
private. Ubiquitous little white earbuds 
are more than a convenient way to stay 
plugged into personal soundtracks; 

they’re indicators of a cultural shift toward 
a more isolated experience of recorded 
music. For music fans under 30, headphone 
listening isn’t a secondary alternative to 
a room-fi lling system – it’s the only way 
anyone listens seriously.

FANCY ’PHONES 
High-end anything – boats, bicycles, 
fountain pens, turntables – elevates the 
ordinary to an ultimate level of refi nement. 
The new wave of enthusiasm for 

headphone listening is 
this kind of movement. 
Fancy ’phones and 
dedicated headphone 
amplifi ers abound; 
new headphone 
enthusiast websites 
are springing up 
weekly. There’s even a 
burgeoning market for 

modifi cations; Cardas now advertises a 
special ‘headphone cable’ in dramatically 
conceived, gorgeously produced full-page 
advertisements. At least one member of 
audio’s old guard is paying attention.

But most are not. The dearth of young 
people at traditional hi-fi  shows isn’t 
evidence of their distaste for music, it’s 

‘The bridge to the 
younger generation 
is to seduce them 

with what they love’

‘
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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

for quarter-track. So even if you increase 
the speed to 19cm/s, the ‘high quality’ 
tape system is still only about 20% less 
sensitive to azimuth errors than cassette! 

OUT OF TIME
To make things worse, the wider 
spacings between tracks make time-
differences between channels more of 
a problem when it comes to reel tapes. 
Stereo imaging is much more easily 
upset by azimuth errors than is the case 
with cassette. What this all means is that 
if you buy a replacement reel-to-reel tape 
machine to play old recordings, azimuth 
can be a concern. And even if the deck 
has been refurbished, the alignment 
might have been adjusted. 

For years I’ve put off deciding what to 
do about this, but guess I’ll have to act 
soon. If any readers have gone though a 
similar process, I’d be interested to hear 
how they got on. 

R ecently I dug out my old 
reel-to-reel tape recorder to try 
to make digital copies of some 
ancient tapes. The recorder is 

a Tandberg 3041X, which I bought back 
in the 1970s. The good news was that 
despite the machine having being stored 
away for decades, I was able to start 
making quite decent transfers. However, 
after the fi rst few tapes the deck’s pinch-
wheel began ‘weeping’ black liquid.

After a week the wheel had lost its 
rubbery fi nish and instead resembled 
a tiny, bumpy chocolate cookie! The 
result was a dramatic decrease in speed 
stability. I abandoned further transfers 
because wow and fl utter was now 
obvious. This left me with dozens of 
tapes still to be transferred.

My dilemma is one that others may 
know well. What to 
do next? Should I try 
to ‘DIY’ a new pinch-
wheel? Have the 
recorder refurbished by 
a professional? Perhaps 
buy another recorder on 
which to play the tapes? 

After consulting 
various people on the 
matter I decided to have the Tandberg 
restored by a pro. But I was surprised by 
some of the comments I received when 
asking around, which had me wondering 
how much people have forgotten about 
ye olde analogue tape recorder.

 One response, in particular, jarred. A 
replacement deck might well have its tape 
head at a different azimuth angle, which 
would affect the playback of the tapes. But 
I was told that while this was something 
to worry about when it came to cassette 
decks, there was no need for concern when 
it came to reel-to-reel. 

I had a nagging feeling that this wasn’t 
quite right, so I dug out the textbooks and 
took a look at the numbers...

A NEW SLANT
The most well-known effect of incorrect 
tape-head azimuth is that it will ‘tilt’ the 
gaps that record or sense the magnetic 
patterns that carry the audio on the tracks. 
This ‘smears’ the sensing on playback and 
puts dips into the treble response. Since 
the speed at which cassette tape travels 

is low at 4.75cm/s, the 
wavelengths along 
the track for high 
frequencies are relatively 
small. So it seems 
natural that this makes 
them ultra-sensitive to 
azimuth errors. 

On that basis, a 
reel of tape running 

at 9.5cm/s might be expected to be half 
as sensitive to such errors. However the 
widths of the tracks also matter. The wider 
the track, the longer the ‘smear distance’ 
covered by a tilted head. For quarter-track 
tape the tracks are 1mm wide compared 
with 0.61mm for cassette. 

When you take this into account, a reel 
of tape played at 9.5cm/s is only about 20% 
less affected than cassette. An azimuth tilt 
of just 0.15º will produce a treble rolldown 
of about 1dB at 7kHz for cassette, but this 
only improves to 9kHz for a reel of tape 
played at 9.5cm/s.

Now you might argue that real 
enthusiasts would prefer higher tape 
speed and half-track reel tape for better 
recordings. Alas, half-track stereo reel tape 
uses tracks 2mm wide. Double the value 

The ‘reel’ deal...
In seeking advice on the replacement of a failing reel-to-reel tape recorder Jim Lesurf is met with 
some advice that doesn’t ring true. Time to dust down the textbooks in search of the facts 

‘What to do next? 
Should I try to 
‘DIY’ a new 

pinch-wheel?’

ABOVE: Width of spaces between tracks on 
reel tape [top] with those of cassette [bottom]

ABOVE: Comparison of azimuth error on freq 
resp. (cassette tape versus quarter-track tape)
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CD Players and DACs
Accuphase DC 101   £3,990
Audio Aero Capitole Signature   £3,300
Audio Aero La Fontaine £17,500
Audio Aero La Source   £29,500
Audio Aero Prestige CD/SACD- Sig upgrade £4,500
Audio Research CD3 Mark 2   £1,990
Ayre Acoustic C5 xe   £3,200
Bel Canto Dac3   £2,199
Bel Canto USB Link 24/96   £349
Benchmark DAC 1 PRE   £850
BLACK EVO 505 (110v)   £3,395
Blacknote SACD 300 £3,530
Bluenote Stibbert valve improved  £1,800
CEC TL0X   £9,990
Chord Electronics Blu & DAC 64 & Choral Rack £4,995
Classe Audio CDP102 £1,295
Cyrus CD8X £400
Densen 400xs   £1,250
Densen B400 PLUS   £650
Krell KPS 25 SC 24/96   £6,990
Krell KPS 25s 24/96   £4,990
Linn Unidisk 2.1   £750
Marantz SACD1   £1,995
Mark Levinson 31 & 30.5 Transp/Dac £7,450
Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD £7,995
Mark Levinson 390s (NEW) £3,490
Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD  £12,255
Meier Audio Stagedac   £350
Meridian Audio 507 24 Bit CD Player   £400
Meridian Audio 508 £600
Micro Seiki CDM2 £1,490
MICROMEGA Microdac   £295
Mimetism Audio 20.1   £2,390
MSB Platinum III   £950
Musical Fidelity nu-vista 3d cd player   £800
Musical Fidelity A3.2 CD   £345
Naim Audio CD5   £350
Opera Consonance Droplet CDP 5.0   £1,295
Orelle CD 100e CD Engine £250
Primare BD32 £3,500
Proceed CDP CD/HDCD player  £995
R&T Audio Design Orpheus mk2  £500
Rega Isis CD (valve)   £3,750
Shanling CD-T100   £575
Shanling SCD S200   £295
Theta Compli   £1,595
Theta Pearl CD Transport   £350
Wadia 302   £1,295
Wadia 581 cd £2,850
Intergrated Amplifi ers
Bel Canto Evo 2i   £1,200
Gamut DSi100   £2,550
Jungson Class A CA-280IA   £800
KR Audio Electronics VA 350i   £3,995
Lizard Wizard Audio   £995
Marantz PM94   £550
Marantz KI Pearl Lite   £529
Marantz PM7003   £220
Musical Fidelity A300   £575
Musical Fidelity AMF 35i £4,450
Naim Audio NAIT 3 £295
NEODIO NR600 SIGNATURE   £3,950
Primare I32 +MM30 Media board £3,200
Storm Audio Vertigo V35 Integrated Amp £1,750
Storm Audio V55 Vertigo Intergrated £2,790
Vecteur I 4-2 or Club Six   £475 
Loudspeakers
Acoustat X   £2,700
Acoustic Preference Gracioso 2   £4,990
ART Expression v6   £999

ATC SCM 20 SL (Active) & WA Active Sub   £2,990
ATC SCM300AT based custom model   £8,550
Audio Acoustics FUNDAMENTAL K2 £5,995
Audio Acoustics Sapphire Ti-C   £12,990
Audio Physic Spark   £750
Audio Physic Virgo 3 £1,950
Aurousal A1 MKII £645
Avalon Arcus £3,450
Avantgarde Acoustics Trio & subs  £12,990
B&W 803 Diamond   £4,995
B&W CDM7 NT   £495
B&W DM 70 Continentals   £1,800
B&W HTM1D   £3,000
B&W Matrix 800   £9,990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation   £1,800
Dali 300 MK2 in Rosewood   £1,650
Eclipse TD512, A502 + Stands   £2,000
Eggleston Works SAVOY   £15,000
Ferguson Hill FH 001s   £3,990
Focal JM Lab Diablo Utopia III & Stands   £8,100
Focal JM Lab Electra 1028 be £2,990
Focal JM Lab Grande Utopia III EM  £121,999
Focal JM Lab Mezzo Utopia   £2,999
Focal JM Lab Micro Utopia Be   £1,850
Focal JM Lab Scala Utopia 3   £18,999
Focal JM Lab Scala Utopia 3 £11,990
Focal JM Lab STELLA UTOPIA EM  £39,990
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM £63,500
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM £44,990
Genesis Technologies 5.3 £5,490
Goodmans Maxim   £400
Hansen Audio Emperor   £32,500
Hansen Audio Prince V2   £18,000
Hansen Audio The Knight   £9,900
Heco celan 500 £550
Infi nity PRELUDE 40   £4,000
Infi nity RS 4.5   £3,250
JBL 250 Ti   £2,150
JBL 250 Ti   £2,890
KEF Moun   £80,000
KEF Reference 207/2   £7,500
Linn ISOBARIK DMS   £990
Lowther EX4 pair   £650
Magneplanar 1.4   £690
Magneplanar Tympani IV £3,250
Martin Logan SL3   £1,050
Merlin VSM MXR £6,495
Mission 752 £200
Mission 765   £400
Naim Audio DBL   £6,100
Naim Audio N-CENTER £400
PMC Loudspeakers DB1i   £700
Quad Quad llL maple £100
Raidho X-3   £5,500
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW £13,500
Rogers LS3/5a   £995
Shahinian diapson £11,990
Sonus Faber Concerto Home & Stands   £990
Sonus Faber Cremona   £2,990
Sonus Faber Electa Amator II & Ironwood Stands   £1,990
Sonus Faber Guarneri Homage (Rosewood) & Stands   £3,250
Sonus Faber Guarneri Homage Palladio Reference LE £6,750
Sonus Faber Stradivari   £17,950
Sonus Faber STRADIVARI GRAPHITE   £13,999
Stax ELS F81X   £3,250
Titan 3Way   £1,295
Transmission Audio M1I   £1,750
Verity Audio Tamino   £1,990
VOLENT PARAGON VL-2   £2,650
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns  £6,990
Wilson Audio Maxx 3   £49,500

Wilson Audio Sasha WP   £18,500
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7   £7,490
Wilson Audio WP8 £10,995
Wilson Benesch ACT 1 £2,890
YG Acoustics Anat III Professional Signature   £69,000
Power Amplifi ers
Audio Research Classic 120 Monoblocks   £2,450
AVI Lab Series Power £950
B.A.T. VK-255 SE   £5,495
Bel Canto Ref 1000 M (Mk2) Mono blocks NEW   £4,300
Beyond Frontiers Audio Tulip w/ DAC   £8,500
Bryston 28BSST-2   £12,750
Cello Duet 350 stereo power amplifi er   £3,490
Classe Audio CA-5100   £3,200
Classe Audio CA2300   £3,990
Conrad Johnson Prem 8A monoblocks £4,950
Crimson Electronics 640 E3 Monoblocks   £3,250
Edge G6   £2,250
Edge NL12.1   £8,900
Gryphon Colosseum £22,500
Gryphon Antileon   £4,995
Halcro DM 88 Monoblocks £24,950
Halcro DM38 with 220/110 V transformer   £8,500
Jadis Defy 7 (KT90)   £3,750
Jadis ja-250   £15,000
Jeff Rowland model 3   £2,450
Jeff Rowland Model 3 Monoblocks  £2,500
Krell EVO 302   £5,500
Krell FPB 600 £4,450
Krell FPB 350m £3,995
Krell fpb700cx   £7,490
Leema Acoustics Hydra stereo power amp £1,675
Luxman B-1000f   £18,500
Mark Levinson 532H stereo power amp   £4,995
Mark Levinson No 532   £17,362
Mark Levinson No 532H Ref High current Dual Mono   £7,500
McIntosh MA6900 £2,495
Naim Audio NAP150x   £500
Passlabs XA160.5   £14,500
Perreaux 750 Prisma Monoblocks  £3,500
Plinius SA 50 MKIII   £1,195
Plinius P10   £2,100
Plinius SA 250mkIV £3,495
Sony TA N1 monoblocks   £9,990
Soulution Audio 710 Stereo Power £24,990
Stax SRM T1S   £375
Sugden Masterclass stereo Power £1,995
Tenor HP 300   £15,500
Tom Evans Linear A £3,850
Tube Technology Genesis Monoblocks   £1,499
VTL MB 450-III Signature Monoblocks £17,500
Pre Amplifi ers
A and R Cambridge Exquisite + Exclusive   £1,150
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A £2,250
Audio Innovations L1 £240
Audio Research LS26   £3,250
Audio Research PHONO 7 MM/MC  £2,999
Ayre Acoustic K-1xe Pre and phono  £3,950
BORDER PATROL Level3 £1,750
BORDER PATROL Contol unit exd £2,250
Boulder 1010 Pre £6,950
C.A.T SL1 Ultimate £4,895
Chord Electronics CPA 5000 Reference pre   £4,995
Classe Audio CP - 800 £4,000
Classe Audio CP 500   £2,100
Crimson Electronics 710 Pre Amp  £4,250
Jadis JPS2S   £9,990
Mark Levinson No 326s Reference Dual Mono Pre   £8,170
Musical Fidelity Kw Phono   £1,450
Musical Fidelity A1 FBP Preamplifi er   £625
Naim Audio 555 ps   £2,900

Naim Audio NAC112x   £350
Nakamichi 410 £198
Plinius M16 Pre-Amp   £990
Sony TAE 900   £4,990
Sony TA-EI   £4,995
Tom Evans The Vibe pre & Pulse power supply   £2,750
TRON Seven Reference Phono   £2,490
Vitus SL 101   £13,995
Vitus SP102 Phono   £12,000
VTL TL 6.5 Signature Line Pre £11,350
VTL TL-7.5 Series II   £7,500
VTL 2.5 Valve Preamp   £1,400
Turntables/Arms/Cartridges & Phonostages
Aesthetix Rhea   £2,500
Allnic Audio PURITAS   £1,950
ASR Audio Systeme Basis Exclusive Phono and battery psu  £2,990
Audiomeca/ Pierre Lurne J1   £995
Boulder MS11 & MS01 Phono stage   £1,795
Brinkmann Oasis   £6,500
Cello Cartridge £4,000
Clear Audio Titanium V2- NEW £4,490
Dynavector DV 507mkII   £3,250
Dynavector DV507 mkII   £1,995
Gale GT2101 Turntable   £9,990
Garrard 401 £750
Goldmund Studioetta £895
Goldmund T3F (J1 also available)  £1,395
Goldring- Lenco l75 £250
Goldring- Lenco tonearm £100
Koetsu Rosewood Standard £1,400
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu   £1,990
Lehmann Black cube   £200
Micro Seiki BL111L   £5,000
Oracle Delphi V, turbo PS, Lid & hinges £3,750
Origin Live Conqueror 3c (carbon arm) £2,000
Origin Live Digital Stylus Force Gauge   £65
Origin Live Sovereign Mk1 / Illustrious Mk2   £2,350
Origin Live Ultra phono stage £1,250
Ortofon Jubilee (VdH re-tip) £695
Ortofon MC2000 mkII £495
Passlabs XP15 Phono pre   £2,500
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta £1,495
Plinius M14 mm/mc Phono Stage  £990
Shure V-15 TYPE lll   £120
SME Model 20/12A   £11,567
SME Model 30/12A   £21,995
SME Series 312   £1,350
SME Series V (gold print) £1,995
SME Model 10A turntable   £4,250
SME Model 20/3A   £7,990
SME Series V Gold plated arm   £2,295
SME Series V-12   £3,249
Sonic frontiers SFP-1 Phono   £750
Sony PS-X9 Turntable c/w Arm & XL55 Pro Cart £7,995
Sony TTS8000 with Resinamic Sound RS-8000 plinth £1,500
Sumiko Pearwod Celebration II £930
Thorens TD 126 mkIV   £650
Tri-Planar MkVII UII £2,595
Tube Technology MM MC Phono stage £995
van den hul Colibri PXC   £2,750
VPI TNT 4 Flywheel RB1000 £4,500
Wilson Benesch ACT 0.5   £750

GUARANTEED HIGH QUALITY NEW & PRE-OWNED HI-FI:

100s more bargains online now list your items FREE at www.choice-hifi .com today!*

CD Players and DACs ATC SCM 20 SL (Active) & WA Active Sub   £2,990 Wilson Audio Sasha WP   £18,500 Naim Audio NAC112x   £350

McIntosh MA6900 £2,495
Plinius SA 250mkIV £3,495
Luxman B-1000f   £18,500
VTL TL-7.5 Series II   £7,500
Focal JM Lab STELLA UTOPIA EM  £39,990
Meridian Audio 507 24 Bit CD Player   £400
B&W CDM7 NT   £495
Musical Fidelity A3.2 CD   £345
Musical Fidelity A300   £575
TRON Seven Reference Phono   £2,490

LATEST 40LATEST 40
Audio Research CD3 Mark 2   £1,990
Genesis Technologies 5.3 £5,490
Naim Audio N-CENTER £400
Naim Audio n-Sub £1,200
Shure V-15 TYPE lll   £120
Chord Electronics Blu & DAC 64 & Choral Rack £4,995
Wilson Audio WP8 £10,995
BLACK EVO 505 (110v)   £3,395
Clear Audio Titanium V2- NEW £4,490
Velodyne DD15 £1,595

Theta Compli   £1,595
Classe Audio CA2300   £3,990
Gryphon Colosseum £22,500
Chord Company (The) Signature Speaker cables   £300
Chord Company (The) Signature Speaker cable   £450
Wilson Audio Sasha WP   £18,500
ATC C4 ca active centre channel  £1,100
ATC SCM10.2 active monitors   £1,400
Avantgarde Acoustics Trio & subs  £12,990
PMC Loudspeakers DB1i   £700

Brinkmann Oasis   £6,500
R&T Audio Design Orpheus mk2  £500
Accuphase DC 101   £3,990
Naim Audio NAC112x   £350
Naim Audio NAP150x   £500
Naim Audio CD5   £350
Classe Audio CA-5100   £3,200
Plinius P10 and M8   £4,300
Plinius P10   £2,100
Chord Company (The) Signature  £499
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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

I suppose you can’t blame McIntosh 
adding a bit of extra pizzazz to the 275 
on its 50th birthday, and they’ve done 
it without changing its iconic outline. 
Those LEDs in the valve bases do serve as 
status warning lights, but they’re still too 
brash for me. Back in November 1993, 
with the earlier 275 Commemorative 
Edition, it seemed daring enough when 
Hi-Fi News’ brilliant photographer 
Tony Petch used his lighting trickery to 
enhance the natural glow of the tubes 
for the cover shot.

SOUND THAT COUNTS 
But when you close your eyes and listen 
to the music, it’s the sound that counts, 
even if it’s coming from a pile of black 
boxes. If we still love to see glowing 
tubes in a hi-fi  system, it’s possibly for the 
reasons that we love to see the fl ame 
and fl icker of a real fi re. Even though it 
might be the boring, functional central 
heating that actually keeps us warm. 

There used to be a kind of 
inverted snobbery about hi-fi  
that looked good, a snobbery 
that said if something looked 

good, it couldn’t sound good. In the 
great days of British ‘cottage industry’ 
hi-fi , it sometimes even seemed that the 
uglier, the better. 

At one point, decades ago now, the 
illustrious Yorkshire manufacturer Sugden 
found that its amplifi ers were more 
popular in France than anywhere else. 
It was suggested at the time that the 
products succeeded in what was then 
a very insular and chauvinistic market 
because, in the eyes of style-conscious 
Gallic audiophiles, their appearance was 
so outré that it was chic. 

There were always honourable 
exceptions, like Naim with its brilliantly 
simple wheeze of using an aluminium 
extrusion for its casework. This gave its 
amplifi ers a look 
that would endure 
for decades, and 
was also sonically 
benign. Meanwhile, 
Meridian offered 
good sound as well 
as Allen Boothroyd’s 
stunning industrial 
design solutions. 
Glass, as he said, has the great benefi t as 
a material in that it comes pre-fi nished. 
So the shoebox-shaped 200 Series 
electronics had glass fronts, and the 500 
Series models that followed looked smart 

with black glass top panels, which were 
also sonically benefi cial.

A few years ago we began to see 
what could be called the Christmas-tree 
approach, when Shanling for example 
bathed its CD players in blue light. 

In this country, Musical Fidelity 
responded to street fashion by offering 
amplifi ers with blue light spilling out from 
underneath the chassis, just like those 
black-windowed ‘gangsta’ hatchbacks 
driving round in inner London.

DIFFICULT BUSINESS 
After this, you could perhaps look back 
more fondly to the old days before 
EU directives, health and safety, CE 
certifi cation, EMC, RoHS, and all the rest, 
when it was not so diffi cult as it is now to 
go into business making amplifi ers. 

That was when it often looked as if the 
British idea of a power amplifi er was a large 

black box made of 
crudely fi nished mild 
steel plates, with a 
power on/off switch 
somewhere but no 
other decoration. A 
second box would 
be constructed the 
same way with a 
couple of knobs on 

the front to tell you it was the preamplifi er.
That’s why, I think, when I was fortunate 

enough to be able to review the excellent 
Renaissance Unity 100 power amp 
recently, I felt a twinge of nostalgia. This 
is a high-quality product, built to the best 
modern standards, but its plain front still 
carries a suggestion of the old hair-shirt 
approach. It seems to sit there and say ‘I’m 
here to play music, not to look fl ashy’.

I’ve also been privileged recently to be 
able to listen at home to the latest version 
of one of the greatest American tube 
classics, the McIntosh 275. But I was a bit 
taken aback, when I switched on this new 
275, to see the tubes light up amber like 
street-lamps and then turn bright green. 

Dressed to impress?
A recent encounter with a modern amp dressed in purposeful-looking casework has Steve Harris 
remembering the days when the look of a component was often secondary to its sound

‘It often looked as if 
the British idea of a 

power amplifi er was 
a large black box’

ABOVE: The original McIntosh MC275, 
pictured on the cover of HFN’s Nov ’93 issue

ABOVE: The McIntosh MC275 MkVI with 
LEDs in the valve bases [see HFN Feb ’13]



PHILIPS’ IN-CAR ADD-ON 
MUSIC ON THE MOVE, ’60S STYLE...

Why no review of 
vintage AR XA?
AFTER ALL, IT’S A SIGNIFICANT PRODUCT, SAYS READER 

Full steam ahead
ANY PLANS TO REVIEW RECORDINGS OF STEAM ENGINES?

I enjoy reading the Vintage Reviews of classic 

components in Hi-Fi News. I don’t recall a review 

of the Acoustic Research AR XA turntable. As it 

infl uenced both the Thorens and Linn turntables, 

I feel it is a signifi cant product. Perhaps it could 

be one for a future issue?  

Martyn Miles, via email

Tim Jarman replies: The Audio Research AR XA 
turntable was our inaugural Audio Milestone back in 
May 2009, when Ken Kessler took a look at what was 
certainly a game-changing deck. The simplifi cation 
of design that is characteristic of the latest turntables 
means that the use of suspended sub-chassis is now 
much rarer than it used to be. I think that this is a pity.

Have you ever considered reviewing recordings 

of steam railways? The Oscar-winning sound 

recordist Peter Handford has issued steam 

recordings on his Transacord label [see www.
transacord.co.uk], and these are most popular. 

I, too, have recorded two steam albums, the 

details of which are at www.fourecord.com.

Richard W Jones, via email

Christopher Breunig replies: Alas they don’t fi t into 
our current categories, although I have some Peter 
Handford recordings with which to indulge nostalgia 
or (at high levels) cause bewilderment for my 
neighbours! I’m suffi ciently old to remember steam at 
close quarters – a GWR line ran adjacent to Marling 
School in Stroud and once, at age six, I was lifted on to 
the footplate of an engine at Bristol.

As one of your older subscribers 

I fi nd that I have owned many of 

the pieces of equipment that have 

been the subject of your Vintage 

Reviews and Milestone features. 

And yes, I once owned a Philips EL 

3302 tape recorder, as referred to 

in your February Milestone on the 

EL 3300 Pocket Recorder.

However, you did not mention 

that Philips also sold a car adapter, 

the EL 3794. This allowed the 

3302 to be fi tted into a kit bolted 

into a vehicle which saw the 3302 

connected to the ‘aux’ socket of 

the car radio and run from power 

provided by the car battery. For 

security, a telephone dial lock 

(remember them?) could be used 

to prevent the recorder being 

removed from the adapter kit. As 

far as I remember, I believe this kit 

offered the only means in the 1960s 

by which taped music could be 

heard in a car, unless one wanted 

to resort to one of those dreadful 

eight-track cartridge players!

Are you likely to do an 

Audio Milestone on any of the 

components in my current set-

up? It’s made up of a Technics 

Class AA Series amplifi er, CD 

player, radio and cassette player 

plus a Technics SL-150 turntable 

with SME 3009 and Shure V15 

cartridge? I am not sure how they 

measure up to today’s equivalents 

but they sound pretty good to me.

Keep up the fi ne work.

David North, via email

Tim Jarman replies: There was no end 
to the number of accessories available 
for the EL 3300 series of portable 
cassette recorders, the car adapter 
you mention being but one. This was 
a popular idea back then, with Sony, 
for example, producing the similar 
TB-1 bracket for its TC-100/TC-110 
cassette portables at around the same 
time. Philips was quick to come up 
with built-in car radio/cassette units as 
well, but these were very expensive. 
Indeed, I had a stereo model in a late 
’60s Citroen DS I once owned, which 
used a large power amplifi er housed 
in a separate box.

The measurements that accompany 
the Vintage Reviews in Hi-Fi News 
regularly demonstrate that the 
performance of some older hi-fi  
models is a close match to much 
of today’s equipment. Providing 
everything is still in good working 
order, your turntable combination 
would be diffi cult to comprehensively 
improve upon unless you were to 
spend a signifi cant amount of money. 
Components like yours come from 
an era when potential sales were 
large enough to swallow up big R&D 
budgets and investments in precision 
tooling, so it comes as no surprise that 
the products were of very high quality.

ABOVE: Our May 2009 Milestone on the AR XA showing 
its inventor, Edgar Villchur, and a reader’s restored deck 

ABOVE: The Philips EL 3300 portable cassette recorder, which appeared in 1964
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I’m writing following Keith Howard’s 

lab test of the TuneAudio Marvel [see 

HFN Mar ’13]. While in no way wishing 

to suggest that Keith’s test practices are 

anything but sound, at TuneAudio we 

were surprised at the degree to which 

his fi ndings differed from our own. 

I’m aware that in order to compare 

components, standards must be set and 

applied across the board. However, 

applying these standards to some 

components can fail to reveal their 

full strengths as their design might 

purposefully ‘bend the rules’.

As you will know, most bass horns 

are truncated in size to fi t normal 

listening rooms. To compensate for this, 

a designer can take advantage of the 

fact that room boundaries will more or 

less – depending on the placement of 

the speakers – act as an extension of 

the horn and improve its bass response 

dramatically. Additionally, when 

conducting the lab test, we would place 

the microphone used away from the low 

pressure zone, which is greater than the 

¼ wavelength. I have supplied a series 

of graphs showing measurements we at 

TuneAudio have made of the Marvel.

We really tried to replicate your 

200Hz-20kHz measurement and came 

to something approximate. Having 

the acoustic centres of the mid/high 

measuring 40cm apart and angling the 

high horn will not give accurate results. 

Once more, placing the microphone 

at a greater distance from the Marvel 

improves the result. 

For the difference between the 

samples noted in the lab test I have 

nothing to add, except that a minor 

change in the distances or angle of the 

high frequency horns could have given 

this result. It’s quiet critical due to the 

beaming and main/secondary lobes of 

the round tractrix horn, which is far from 

constant in its directivity.

As for the pink noise measurement 

(2.5m, C-weighted, averaged across 

30º), we sum the low frequencies at 1⁄8 

space with the rest of the audio band at 
1⁄2 space and this gives us an average of 

97dB. I guess the high frequency level 

knob should have been pushed up a bit.

 Manolis Proestakis, TuneAudio

Keith Howard replies: I perform loudspeaker 
free-fi eld response measurements at a 

distance of 1m for two principal reasons.
First, this is the standard distance at 
which loudspeaker sensitivity is specifi ed. 
Although sensitivity can be measured at a 
greater distance and corrected to 1m, the 
result may not be the same as obtained with 
a genuine 1m measurement. Second, a 1m 
mic distance does not unnecessarily reduce 
the length of the measurement window. I use 
a time-gated measurement method to record 
a quasi-anechoic response, free from any 
effect of the room in which the measurement 
is performed. To achieve this the frequency 
response is derived from that portion of 
the loudspeaker impulse response which 
arrives at the measurement microphone 
before the fi rst room refection.

For a microphone height of 1.5m, for 
instance, the fl oor refl ection will arrive about 
6.3ms after the direct sound. The resolution 
of the resulting frequency response in this 
case is 159Hz. If the microphone distance is 
now increased to 2m the fl oor refl ection will 
arrive 4.7ms after the direct sound, reducing 
the frequency resolution to 214Hz. And so 
it goes on – as the microphone distance is 
further increased, the frequency resolution 
becomes poorer still.

Happily, with most speakers the effect 
on frequency response of varying the 
measurement distance is quite small. 
But there are exceptions, such as when 
drive units are widely spaced (in terms of 
wavelength) at the crossover frequency, 
which is the case with the Marvel. It is not 
a problem encountered very often because 
loudspeaker designers generally regard it 
as good practice to keep drive units closely 
spaced since this reduces undesirable off-
axis lobing effects that can otherwise colour 
the refl ected and reverberant sound.

Whatever the changes that might have 
occurred with a different microphone 
distance, the responses from the two 
Marvels should have been similar given 
the care that was taken to record the 
measurement from the equivalent position 
with both loudspeakers. TuneAudio’s letter 
does not explain why they should have been 
so different.

It is well known that moving 
loudspeakers closer to room boundaries can 
bolster their bass output. This has nothing 
to do with horn loading. Rather, it occurs 
because the walls and fl oor of a room act as 
acoustic mirrors creating, in effect, images 
of the loudspeaker whose ‘output’ combines 
constructively at low frequencies.

Marvel: the results explained
TUNEAUDIO EXPLAINS THE THINKING BEHIND THE DESIGN OF ITS ADJUSTABLE HORN SPEAKER

ABOVE: The TuneAudio Marvel with its 
200mm driver and adjustable tractrix horn

ABOVE: Graph by TuneAudio showing
20-200Hz response – 1⁄2 space mic at 0.5m

ABOVE: Graph by TuneAudio showing
20-200Hz response – 1⁄8 space mic at 2.5m
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It was good to see Barry Willis talk about 

dynamics in his October 2012 column. 

I wholeheartedly agree with him and 

probably believe dynamics to be even 

more critical than his article stated. 

Indeed, I believe it to be the number one 

factor in creating a sense of reality when 

it comes to the reproduction of sound. 

Certainly it isn’t frequency 

response, normally the fi rst 

factor one considers. 

Just change your seat in 

a concert hall and the 

frequency response will 

change and obviously 

the sound is still live. 

Similarly, stand outside 

a room where music is 

playing and it’s obvious 

when it’s live. Systems 

that compress dynamics 

sound to my ears like 

wide-band radios, 

whatever else their 

virtues. This, of course, 

is not to skip over the 

importance of the many 

other factors needed for 

accurate reproduction.

 I’d even take the 

argument further. Barry 

emphasised a system’s 

ability to play loud with 

minimal compression. 

Decades ago I recall Bud Fried (then still 

with speaker manufacturer IMF) using 

the term ‘dynamic linearity’, by which 

he meant linear changes in loudness at 

all levels, low to high. It’s the low level 

linearity that allows a well recorded 

violin to sound real, catching the subtle 

variations in level as a string is bowed at 

a steady volume, or that makes a voice 

with vibrato appear alive. 

I suspect the ear/brain combination 

learns over the years what to expect 

dynamically and when these dynamics 

are absent the sound is interpreted 

as being artifi cial. Barry did mention 

this but I don’t think he emphasised 

dynamics at all levels. It needs to be 

stressed again and again. Too many 

audio people jump to the conclusion that 

as soon as dynamics are mentioned it 

only means loudness. It’s time to rid the 

audio world of that simplistic conclusion.

I agree with Barry that dynamics 

usually, although far from always, occur 

with high effi ciency speakers. But I’ve 

also found dynamics done pretty well 

by less effi cient speakers when the 

crossover is well designed. Many, if not 

most, crossovers – especially high order 

ones – store energy and release it after 

a delay. This both muddies sound while 

compressing and widening peaks since 

the energy is released over a longer time 

period than the sound that is being 

reproduced. Each driver and 

its crossover needs to be 

studied individually to 

minimize this affect.

Flat frequency on 

a multi-way speaker 

is no guarantee that 

this problem will be 

avoided. That’s why, 

when the crossover is 

well designed, even 

fairly small speakers 

can be dynamic.

Allen Edelstein, 
via email

Barry Willis replies: Mr 
Edelstein is correct in observing 

that there’s much more to sonic 
realism than the dynamics 
usually associated with 
high-effi ciency loudspeakers. 
A 100dB sensitivity rating 
wouldn’t be very useful if 

a loudspeaker’s maximum output were 
only 112dB, but this is the sort of limitation 
presented by some speakers favoured by the 
single-ended triode crowd. ‘Dynamics’ refers 
to the difference between the quietest and 
loudest parts of the music, not simply to a 
sensitivity rating. 

Regarding high-order crossovers storing 
energy and muddying sound, I have heard 
excellent transparency and dynamics from 
speakers with all kinds of crossovers, and 
terrible performance from others of similar 
design. There is much more to loudspeaker 
quality than crossover slope – driver selection 
and cabinet design, for example. It is well 
known that high-order crossovers (especially 
those with multiple resistors) waste some 
amplifi er power; the great advantage of 
powered speakers is minimizing this loss.

Active loudspeakers with digital 
crossovers, such as Meridian’s, make 
crossover-induced power loss a non-issue, 
but you can’t put your own amplifi er in a 
Meridian system.

ABOVE: Meridian’s active 
DSP8000 speaker, which has a 
separate amp for each drive unit

Speaker dynamics and realism
BUT FIRST WE HAVE TO RID THE AUDIO WORLD OF ‘ONE SIMPLISTIC CONCLUSION’ DECLARES READER

I enjoy reading the Vinyl Icon 

feature each month and when it 

spotlights an LP in my collection 

the fi rst thing I do is look for the 

catalogue number on my copy.

Meat Loaf’s Bat Out Of Hell 
was a case in point [HFN Feb ’13]. 

Johnny Black described the Master 

Sound Half-Speed mastered 

edition [EPCH 82419] as ‘still 

sought after’. My copy, which also 

bears this catalogue number, was 

manufactured in Germany and 

distributed by CBS and I consider 

it to be a very poor recording. 

If Mr Black thinks so highly 

of it I would be willing to part 

with this particular record for a 

consideration. There might well 

be another version which was cut 

by Stan Ricker and distributed by 

Mobile Fidelity, but it is not record 

number EPCH 82419.

Robert Martin, via email

Johnny Black replies: The Mobile 
Fidelity version I referred to was 
manufactured and distributed under 
special license from A&M Records.
It is true that the Mobile Fidelity 
EPCH 82419 is still sought after, but 
that wasn’t a comment on the sound 
quality. Rather, it was an observation 
about the purchasing inclinations of 
collectors. Collectors will buy records 
for the colour of the vinyl, the shape 
of the disc, the cover art, rarity of the 
pressing and numerous other factors 
entirely unconnected with the quality 
of the sound in the grooves.

ABOVE: Original UK LP [Epic – EPC 82419] 
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Meatloaf 
revisited
READER TAKES ISSUE WITH LP VERDICT
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In search of high quality radio
READER’S THOUGHTS ON ’70S ANALOGUE BROADCASTS COMPARED WITH THE DIGITAL FARE OF TODAY

Back in the 1970s when I fi rst started 

buying hi-fi  equipment, radio was a core 

part of my listening experience. Not 

only as a source for recording songs 

onto compact cassettes, but as a means 

by which I could hear new music that I 

would later buy on LP. 

In Germany we had access to a 

wide variety of radio shows, many of 

which were dedicated to particular 

musical genres, whether it was latin 

music or crazy-sounding modern works 

by composers such as Stockhausen. 

What’s more, the sound quality of the 

broadcasts (all analogue back then, 

of course) was superb, provided one 

lived in an area where reception was 

good and one was able to use a quality 

antenna. Natural mids, good dynamics 

plus taut bass. And the better the tuner, 

the better the sound. 

Today I don’t even have a tuner. 

Music on the ‘radio’ (via cable 

through my AV amp) is so dynamically 

compressed that it’s only good to iron 

shirts to. Unlistenable MP3-quality 

sound, no bass, no soundstage, the 

same 50 songs rotated throughout the 

day... And all this despite the fact that 

I can receive a far greater number of 

stations via digital cable today than I 

could back in the ’70s via antenna.

I wonder if radio has become this 

disappointing everywhere? Are there 

any internet radio stations that broadcast 

in better-than-MP3 quality? Is this the 

reason we don’t see any new high-end 

tuners anymore? Or I am just the old guy 

refusing to embrace the ‘in-ear-’phones-

from-the-iPhone’ experience when 

travelling to work on the tube?

Julf Helsingius, via email

Jim Lesurf replies: The science fi ction writer 
Theodore Sturgeon became so tired of 
people at parties telling him that most SF 
was rubbish that instead of arguing he would 
simply reply that ‘90% of everything is c**p.’

In many ways, conventional radio 
broadcasting has succumbed to the same 
standards the ‘music biz’ applies to popular 
music. That is, music which is overly loud 
and upfront in its presentation will sell. A 
commercial station’s income depends on 
how many people it can reach. Which means 
modulating the signal so that it is as loud as 
possible in order that people in noisy cars 
for many miles are sure to hear not just the 
music being broadcast but the adverts, too. 

Only a few stations stand out from the 
crowd. The most obvious are some of the 
broadcasts on BBC Radio, but you may have 
to listen to Radio Three via the iPlayer to 
really appreciate this.

There are thousands of internet radio 
streams, but the sad reality is that most fall 
into Sturgeon’s ‘90%’. It seems many internet 
radio stations are clueless about sound 
quality, and the general assumption seems 
to be that 128kb/s MP3 is ‘high quality’ even 
when it’s also level compressed.

Again, there are exceptions. In 
addition to the BBC iPlayer, one example 
is Linn, which offers good 320kb/s MP3 
streams of classical, jazz, and general 
music. You can fi nd its classical stream at 
http://89.16.185.174:8004/stream. However 
this isn’t a radio station in the traditional 
sense as it simply plays recordings from the 
Linn catalogue. Despite that, the streams are 
certainly well worth a listen.

If you want to explore further, there are 
some other listenable sources, for example 
the AVRO (Dutch) stations that provide 
256kp/s MP3. Overall, these provide 
reasonably decent sound quality, even if 
they do suffer due to limited bitrate and 
imperfect encoding at times. So, enjoyable, 
but not audiophile grade. (See http://icecast.
omroep.nl:80/radio4-fi lm-bb-mp3 to access 
the stream of fi lm music.)

There have been some experiments in 
streaming lossless radio. For some years a 
Czech radio station streamed FLAC audio 
via Ogg (http://radio.cesnet.cz:8000/cro-
d-dur.ogg). The main snag was that if you 
didn’t understand the language you’d have 
no idea who was playing what! I accessed 
the stream recently but it seems the station 
has ceased using FLAC and has gone back 
to lossy compression.

I’m in no doubt that there are other 
decent-sounding internet radio stations 
out there. The scene changes all the time. 
However, seeking them out can be a bit of 
a trial. Many listings websites try to get you 
to listen to a chosen station through their 
site. Sometimes to ply you with adverts. 
Other times you are invited to pay the 
site for information that can be obtained 
without charge if you know the source URL 
of a station and use that directly. I tend to 
start from somewhere like http://www.
mikesradioworld.com/ but as you can see 
from such lists, ‘Sturgeon’s Law’ rules.

If you, or other readers, fi nd any net radio 
streams with rates and formats superior to 
256kb/s MP3, please let us know. But don’t 
expect the search to be a quick and easy 
one. These days almost anyone can set up 
a net radio stream. But few seem to know, or 
care about, high quality sound.

ABOVE: Linn offers 320kb/s MP3 streams of 
music  – see www.linn.co.uk/music for more

ABOVE: Find Dutch online radio broadcaster 
Avro at http://avro.nl/webkanalen/?r=1 

ABOVE: A good place to start your search for 
online stations is www.mikesradioworld.com 
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                                         ULTRA-BLACK             ULTRA-COOL ! 
 
      To find out how Tellurium-Q  Ultra-Black cables  can transform your system 
       Call your nearest branch of  Emporiumhifi for a home demonstration today.   
                             
                                 *  WE OFFER A PART-EXCHANGE FACILITY ON ALL PRODUCTS 
                                  *  WE BUY USED HIFI  - URGENTLY WANTED – CASH WAITING  
 
     KENT – 01304 239419     SUFFOLK – 01986 895929      WALES - 01554 750262 

The secret to raising your cartridge performance to 

the same level as one costing up to 70 times the price

"The biggest improvement I've made in 25 years of 
listening to music and lots of exchanges of hi-fi 

stuff!! ....breathtaking, big new level!  It's like coming 
to Nirvana". OWNER COMMENT-  FERDINAND 
ROEHRIG



Conceived to represent the absolute pinnacle of Danish 
High End audio technology, performance and design, 
Gato Audio brings together decades of experience in the 
purest imaginable statement of Scandinavian excellence.

They have gathered an all time competent team of highly 
specialized and experienced acoustical, electrical and 
mechanical designers and engineers to join forces in Gato 
Audio with deep roots extending all the way back to the 
mid twentieth century.

“The AMP-150 is both physically beautiful
   and sonically uncompromised.... this is pure 
                         audiophile heaven.” - 6moons.com



www.audioemotion.co.uk
e: info@audioemotion.co.uk
f: facebook.com/audioemotion
t: 01333 425 999

audioemotion

Gato Audio AMP-150 Integrated 
Amplifier
£4990
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Ingenious pre-heating circuit - optimal 
sound quality about 15 minutes after 
turned on from stone-cold

Single Mos-Fet output stage
Gold-plated terminals
Balanced and unbalanced inputs

Gato Audio CDD-1 
High End DAC 
with Drive

£4990

CDpro2LF mechanism
Low jitter clock circuit

24 bit/192 kHz S/PDIF and USB 
inputs

Music is our Passion
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VINTAGE HI-FI

The acquisition of the Fisher 
name by Sanyo in 1975 gave 
the Japanese company an 
opportunity to move up market 

with its hi-fi  range. Fisher was a force to 
be reckoned with in America during the 
previous decades, but after being bought 
in 1969 by Emerson – a mainstream US 
manufacturer – its range had become 
moribund. The name itself, though, was still 
of some value.

Sanyo was founded in 1947 by Toshio 
Lue, brother-in-law of Konosuke Matsushita 
(whose company would later encompass 
the Panasonic and Technics brands). 
Early successes with bicycle lamps and 
washing machines made the company 
a major player and by 1959 it was the 
largest Japanese exporter of transistor 
radios – Sanyo means ‘Three Oceans’ so 
it’s no surprise that expansion into foreign 
markets was always on the agenda. 

BRANCHING OUT
The early ’60s saw Sanyo perfect the 
nickel-cadmium (Ni-Cd) rechargeable 
battery under its ‘Cadnica’ brand, millions 
upon millions of which would power 
many new types of rechargeable products 
over the next 30 years. Sanyo was a UK 
market leader in the fi eld of music centres 
and offered many sturdy, reliable and 
keenly priced models that were extremely 
popular with British listeners, but its more 
ambitious separate hi-fi  units were not 
as successful. Despite some very worthy 
attempts, little headway was made in this 
fi eld. It was intended that the use of the 

ABOVE: CDs could be kept neatly hidden away in the Fisher ADP 105 storage box (on the right). 
Those of you with magnifying glasses wil note the missing ‘o’ on the ‘Compact Disc Strage’ label

Less than a year after the arrival of the CD format, Sanyo unveiled the Fisher AD 800 
in the UK. But how well will this 30-year old player stand up on the test bench?
Review: Tim Jarman Lab: Paul Miller

Fisher AD 800 CD player

end of 1983 – less than a year after the 
format had fi rst been made commercially 
available by Philips and Sony – it launched 
its fi rst machine, offered in the UK as the 
Fisher AD 800. 

LOOKS FAMILIAR
A vertical front loader whose appearance 
matched a Sony prototype and debut 
models from Hitachi, Sharp and Technics, 
the AD 800 was a confi dent entry into the 
digital fi eld. One reason Sanyo was able 
to bring this model to market so rapidly 
was its use of integrated circuits made 
by Sony – the same types found in Sony’s 
own fi rst model, the CDP-101 [see HFN Jan 
’12]. This set the basic architecture of the 
Fisher AD 800 as a 16-bit design with no 
oversampling or digital fi lter.

A single Sony CX20017 16-bit DAC was 
shared between the two channels with 

Fisher brand, almost always accompanied 
by a copperplate ‘Studio Standard’ script, 
would solve this problem. It also allowed 
Sanyo to sell VHS video recorders in 
markets where it was still tied to Betamax 
(such as the UK) without damaging 
consumer confi dence in either format. 
Interestingly, Sony’s fi rst UK VHS models 
were also made by Sanyo.

Like many of the Japanese household 
electronics brands, Sanyo was not slow in 
getting involved in Compact Disc. By the 

LEFT: In the US the Fisher AD 800 sported a 
black chassis while in Japan it bore the Sanyo 
logo and was known as the DAD 8. Image 
courtesy of www.vintage-audio-laser.com
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superfi cial re-styling operation, the AD 800 
was an in-depth production that proved 
Sanyo had gained an understanding of 
digital audio from the very beginning. 

The mechanism was simply constructed, 
being composed mainly from steel 
pressings rather than expensive machined 
alloy castings. Like Philips, Sanyo used 

a brush-type DC 
motor to spin the 
disc, leaving aside the 
complex electronically 
commutated 
alternatives employed 
by Sony and Technics in 
their original offerings.    

Outwardly, too, the 
design was surprising. Many manufacturers 
chose to make their fi rst CD models 
‘statement pieces’ demonstrating not only 
their command of digital technology but 
also their ability to make products to the 

very highest standard of fi nish. Against 
this, the basic painted mouldings of the AD 
800’s cabinet are disarmingly modest, and 
the quality of construction isn’t outwardly 
better than that of a budget cassette deck 
of the period. This, of course, predicted 
CD’s eventual position not as a high-end 
toy for the serious audiophile but as a 
mass-market medium with broad appeal. 

HEAVY HITTER
By today’s standards the AD 800 is weighty 
and solid but it is a mere wisp of a thing 
compared with Technics’ fi rst offering, the 
SL-P10 [see HFN Oct ’12]. The front panel is 
dominated by a bottom-hinged CD loader 
into which the disc is dropped, initiating 
the loading process automatically. The 
loader can also be pushed closed, cassette 
deck style, without fear of damage. On the 
right-hand side there’s a large membrane-
type keypad and two VF displays. The upper 
display shows the track time, while the 
lower shows the track number and index or 
the sequence for programmed track replay.

The numbered keys at the bottom are 
used only for programming; they can’t 
call up individual tracks during replay. The 
programming mode is rather confusing, 
but functions rapidly once you get the 
hang of it – programmability was clearly a 
key feature to the designers, as evidenced 

the left and right signals being separated 
later in the analogue domain, a familiar 
Japanese practice but somewhat behind 
Philips which employed a separate DAC for 
each channel from the very start. 

This approach, and the absence of 
oversampling, meant that high-order fi lter 
blocks were required to heavily attenuate 
any signals above the 
audible range – these 
again are a familiar 
component in most 
early Japanese CD 
players. Though Sanyo 
relied heavily on Sony 
technology for the Fisher 
AD 800, it’s unfair to 
say that its input was negligible. The servo 
circuit and optical deck were constructed 
by Sanyo, as were the bulk of the passive 
components and many of the non-Sony 
integrated circuits. Far from being a 

‘It would have 
been a real culture 

shock to those 
who heard it’

ABOVE: The ‘Studio Standard’ label appeared 
on UK versions of the Fisher AD 800 to help 
differentiate it from Sanyo’s music centres 
and more ambitious hi-fi  separates

LEFT: Sanyo originally released the player in 
Japan as the DAD-03, using its Otto sub-brand. 
This early version featured different coloured 
buttons to the UK and US Fisher models. Images 
courtesy of www.vintage-audio-laser.com
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by the ‘digital random program player’ 
motif on the loader window. 

The usual keys are provided for skipping 
tracks and moving forwards or back during 
a particular selection, the latter having 
a clumsy action compared with some of 
the other early machines I have used. It 
is possible to go beyond the recorded 
content of the disc and then have to 
completely re-start the playback process to 
get the sound back! Quick TOC reading and 
track access also aren’t strong points, as 
the AD 800 takes a while to cue up a song 
and when it does it sometimes overshoots. 
This gives a negative number in the time 
display, which counts up to zero in real 
time before the muting is released and the 
music fi nally starts.

 SOUNDS LIKE SONY
Given the sheer amount of Sony hardware 
inside, it’s perhaps no surprise that the AD 
800 sounds very similar to a CDP-101. In 
short, this means that 
the bass is full but a bit 
metallic while there is 
an amount of phase-
related confusion in the 
treble area, which can 
make the music sound 
as if it is tripping over 
itself in some cases. A 
bright midrange is another feature. The 
result of this is that vocals enjoy a real 
presence lift, making song lyrics very easy 
to follow, while instruments such as brass 
and woodwind gain an extra bit of early 
multi-bit CD ‘polish’.

Just like the Sony it can lack the 
ability to let the music fl ow smoothly 
and seductively – unlike the early Philips 
14x4 machines – but compared with the 
rather conservative sound of the current 
CD generation, the AD 800 may still be 
regarded as something of a tonic.

Using my standard test system (a 
Cyrus 6A amp and Monitor Audio 
PL100 loudspeakers joined with 
Chord Calypso and Odyssey 
2 cables) I tried a selection of 
CDs broadly contemporary to 
the machine, including Alison 
Moyet’s fi rst solo album Alf 
(CDCBS 26229, the original issue 
pressed by Sony in Japan). The 
abrupt percussion that runs through all 
the tracks was pushed fi rmly 
centre stage by the bright 
and sparkling presentation 

that all early Japanese CD players seemed 
to favour. Moyet’s vocals, although 
explicit, were tainted by a slightly gritty 
quality which isn’t present when using 
an early European player or a reasonably 

competent modern 
alternative. The effect 
is similar to that given 
by a modest moving-
magnet cartridge and 
can be useful for cutting 
through the gloom of 
dull-sounding amplifi ers 
or loudspeakers – not 

that my test system fi ts into this category. 
Tight, brisk bass was another feature 

of the AD 800. There was no smear or 
one-note boom: everything down at the 
bottom sounded precise and matter-of-fact. 
In this area, I’d argue that little progress 
has been made in the last 30 years. 

Further pleasing results were obtained 
listening to Johan Svendsen’s Romance in G 
[Deutsche Grammophon 449 923-2]. 

Despite being a fairly brashly styled 
machine with a get-up-and-go character, 
the richness of the woodwind and the 
delicacy of the strings were communicated 
particularly well, with only a slight trace of 
steely harshness around the high notes to 
really detract. 

ROOM TO BREATHE
The space around the instruments was 
noteworthy, as was the breadth and 
integrity of the soundstage, which 
enclosed the loudspeakers rather than 
being bounded by them. Compact Disc 
excels in the solo sections of pieces like 
this, with no background clutter to cloud 
the listener’s mental image. The AD 800 
pulled off this trick with remarkable ease. 
Not only was the background subjectively 
silent, the mechanism made no audible 
noises that you would notice from the 
listening position – not a universal feature 
with all players, whatever the era. 

When the orchestration built, I was 
aware that muddle was beginning to set in, 

taking the form of a midband blur whose 
intensity varied markedly 
with the content of the 
music. The sonic similarities 
between the Fisher AD 
800 and the Sony CDP-101 
are very clear and so one 
can deduce that when this 

machine was new it would 
have been a real culture shock 

to those who who heard it. 

‘Vocals enjoy a 
real presence lift 

due to the Fisher’s 
bright midrange’

LEFT: The Fisher AD 800 utilises the 
same CX20017 16-bit DAC discovered 

in Sony’s own CDP-101 – the world’s fi rst 
CD player [see HFN Jan ’12]

RIGHT: The complex inter-board wiring 
suggests the Fisher AD 800 was not production- 
engineered with ease of servicing in mind. Many 
of the core ICs were also used in Sony’s CDP-101
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computer-grade ‘plated through the 
hole’ PCB is used for the decoder 
so the common old hi-fi  problem 
of failed solder joints is unlikely to 
occur here. Needless to say, spare 
parts – other than those that are 
generic – are not available, and 
‘donor’ machines to support epic 
rebuilds aren’t exactly common 
either. So it pays to seek out 
complete, functional examples. 

The soft plastic membrane 
surfaces that form the control keys 
have usually discoloured by now 
so you are unlikely to fi nd an AD 
800 that looks completely ‘as new’, 
although one piece of good news is 
that behind this decorative fi nish are 
conventional push switches. So the 
machine should still work even if the 
surface is split or torn. 

Values are pretty nominal at 
present, but are likely to rise as 
interest grows in early CD players. 
The distinctive styling of the AD 
800 is unique to the fi rst-generation 
models, which is likely to give it a 
strong appeal to collectors. 

Sound Quality: 70%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

As with the Sony it would have 
been outclassed in absolute sound 
quality by the more advanced 14-bit 
oversampling machines that Philips 
was producing. This shouldn’t take 
away from the achievements of 
Sanyo, which despite being one 
of the lesser-regarded Japanese 
hi-fi  companies came up with an 
attractive, well-packaged product 
whose appeal is still evident.

ENDANGERED SPECIES
The Fisher AD 800 was not a 
big seller in the UK and so isn’t 
encountered as often as some of the 
models it was in competition with 
when new. As with any CD player, 
the condition of the optical unit is 
key to whether or not the machine is 
viable. Reluctance to play particular 
discs or an excessive delay in reading 
the table of contents (TOC) are signs 
that the laser is worn, although dirt 
on the objective lens or degraded 
lubrication of the sled mechanism 
can give rise to similar problems. 
There are no belts or rubber drives 
anywhere in the mechanism and 
despite outward appearances these 
players were well made. 

The Sanyo components on which 
they are based are of good quality, 
meaning that the electronics are 
likely to be largely trouble free – a 

A confi dent and well-packaged 
entry to the Compact Disc 
market, the Fisher AD 800 looks 
almost too small and playfully 
styled to be a fi rst-generation 
machine. The Sony-based 
electronics provide a distinctly 
‘Japanese’ sound, which is 
instantly evocative of the early 
CD era, making this model a 
particularly interesting purchase 
for any collector of the very fi rst 
digital hi-fi  separates.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

ABOVE: The fi rst generations of CD players didn’t sport digital outputs, so the Fisher 
AD 800’s connections were limited to fi xed-level analogue line outs on RCAs

ABOVE: The AD 800’s cosmetics were 
modest, unlike rival ‘showstoppers’

FISHER AD 800 (Vintage)

LAB
REPORT

As Tim has indicated in his review, many of the key ICs in this 
AD 800 debuted in the Sony CDP-101 [HFN Jan ’12]. They 
certainly share the same mono 16-bit DAC although the 
‘brickwall’ analogue fi lter is a little steeper in the Fisher than the 
Sony (stopband rejection is 49dB versus 39.7dB, respectively). 
The impulse response is identical to Sony’s and, being a time-
shared DAC, so is the interchannel delay [see previous review or 
website for time domain and response plots]. The magnitude 
(frequency) response shows the same rippled treble roll-off 
beyond 10kHz to –0.85dB/20kHz but there’s even greater 
lower-mid/bass emphasis of +0.1dB to +0.35dB from 250Hz 
down to 20Hz. Not coincidentally, the AD 800 has a rising 
low frequency source impedance that increases from 450ohm 
midband to 1kohm at 20Hz. So there are certainly differences 
in the analogue circuitry of the two players.

Once again, the A-wtd S/N is a little over the 16-bit line 
at 98dB but low-level linearity shows a compressive trend 
with detail at –90dBFs appearing +3.3dB higher. Still, this is 
better than that achieved by the CDP-101 as is the quality of 
the crystal clock with its mere 3.5ppm error (148ppm in the 
Sony). Resultant jitter, however, is about 100psec higher than I 
measured in the CDP-101 at 380psec [see Graph 2, below], but 
this still has parity with many modern CD players! Distortion is 
also just a little lower through the AD 800 than the CDP-101 at 
0.001%/1kHz (0.00055% at 1kHz/–10dBFs) and 0.0025%/20kHz 
although the general trend [see Graph 1, below] is instantly 
comparable. Readers are invited to compare the QC Suite test 
report for this Fisher AD 800 with our sample of the Sony
CDP-101 by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and clicking on 
the red ‘Download’ button.  PM

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level over a 
120dB dynamic range (black = 1kHz, blue = 20kHz)

Maximum output level / Impedance 1.95Vrms at 445-1kohm

A-wtd S/N ratio 98.3dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.001% / 0.0032%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0028% / 0.0015% 

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.35dB to –0.85dB

Digital jitter 380psec

Resolution @ –90dB/–100dB +3.3dB / +3.7dB

Power consumption 17W

Dimensions (WHD) 355x105x325mm

ABOVE: High resolution 16-bit jitter spectrum – not
far off the performance of a modern CD player
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Oracle Delphi
Stellar performance and spectacular looks aside, this Canadian deck was arguably 
the fi rst to break Linn’s stranglehold on the turntable market and make it possible for 
other unconventional designs to follow. Steve Harris traces the story of the Delphi...

on earth-moving plant, but would 
join the Oracle company offi cially 
in 1980. It was fi rst unveiled to 
the public at a show in Toronto, 
but after the IAR review appeared, 
Marcel came back from the January 
1980 CES show in Las Vegas with 
orders for 600 turntables. The 
brothers got into production as fast 
as they could. 

FLYING HIGH
‘For Oracle, that review was the 
kick to fame,’ remembers Ricardo 
Franassovici of Absolute Sounds, 
who was Oracle’s UK distributor 
right through the 1980s. ‘The 
turntable was a brilliant design, 
because aesthetically it looked very, 
very good. When set up properly 
and it had the right bearing – a bad 
bearing could mean quite a lot of 
wow – it would fl y in sound! 

‘Most important, I think, Oracle 
was really the fi rst turntable 
manufacturer that was able to break 
that Linn supremacy, leaving the 
door open for the SOTAs, the VPIs, 
the Goldmunds and the others.’

As for the design of the Oracle, 
Marcel Riendeau told US audio 

K nown for writing some of 
the longest equipment 
reviews in history, J Peter 
Moncrieff of International 

Audio Review is also remembered 
for one of the shortest and – for the 
manufacturer, sweetest – review 
judgements ever. 

In 1979, after testing the 
prototype Oracle turntable, 
Moncrieff announced that this 
Canadian newcomer was ‘634 times 
better than the Linn’. Those were 
the days when a print review could 
make or break a product, and this 
one was the making of Oracle. 

The turntable was the creation of 
Marcel Riendeau, then a philosophy 
lecturer at the University of 
Sherbrooke in Quebec. As a keen 
audiophile and musician, Riendeau 
had dabbled in audio retailing and 
distribution. He’d wanted to import 
a high-end turntable but could not 
fi nd one that he thought was good 
enough, so he designed his own. 

It was built with the help of his 
younger brother Jacques, who at 
the time was a mechanic working 

writer Jonathan Valin: ‘I did my own 
“philosophical study” of a number 
of the analogue pretenders to the 
throne of the time‚ from Cotter, Linn, 
Micro-Seiki, Thorens, Win, etc.’ 

His goal was to analyse the 
elements of a turntable and to 
ask how each should be designed 
to fulfi l its necessary technical 
contribution without becoming part 
of, and adding to, the music that 
was being reproduced: ‘As I saw it, 
the key was not for the stylus to play 
the record: it was for the stylus to 
play the groove!’  

A key element in this was, of 
course, the use of belt drive with a 
suspended subchassis. The principle 
had been pioneered in America 
by Edgar Villchur in the Acoustic 
Research turntable of 1961 and 
adopted by Thorens of Switzerland 
around 1965. In Scotland, the 
Thorens design was copied by 
Ariston in a turntable which, by 
1972, had became the basis of the 
all-conquering Linn Sondek. 

But the Oracle’s suspension 
layout departed from the AR/
Thorens/Linn blueprint. In the classic 
Thorens, the subchassis sits on 

ABOVE: Classic 
early Oracle with 
‘sticky’ mat and 
suspension towers 
adjustable from 
the top

BELOW: Oracle 
founder Marcel 
Riendeau fl anked 
by employees 
Julien and Bruno
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‘This Canadian 
newcomer was 

“634 times better 
than the Linn”’

ABOVE: Through 
the generations – 
these HFN cover 
stories featured 
the Delphi Mk III 
(November 1987), 
Mk V (July 2004) 
and Mk VI (August 
2010)

BELOW: Review 
of the Delphi 
Mk IV from the 
September 1990 
issue of HFN (left) 
and of the original 
deck, from HFN, 
March 1981. The 
earlier review 
refers to the deck 
as the Oracle, 
saying that it is 
to be called the 
Delphi in America

three compression springs, placed 
equidistant from each other and 
from the centre spindle, sited under 
the edge of the platter. There is one 
to the left of centre while the other 
two lie between the arm board and 
the centre spindle. 

By contrast, the Oracle seems 
to have owed more to the Win 
turntables, which in turn had 
similarities with the legendary, 
over-the-top Gale of the mid-1970s. 
Oracle followed these examples 
in dispensing with an all-enclosing 
plinth, and in having the three 
suspension points placed well 
outboard of the platter.

So two of Oracle’s suspension 
towers were placed at the front 
and rear left corners of an acrylic 
baseplate, while the third one, as 
in the Win, was set far to the right, 
beyond the arm mounting. Each 
tower contained a bell-shaped 
spring in tension. Win, like Gale, 
had used acrylic for the subchassis 
as well as the base, but Oracle’s 
magnesium/aluminium alloy 
component was far more elegant.

DAMPING RING
While a Thorens or Linn platter 
consisted of two parts, which 
damped the metal’s ringing 
tendency, the Oracle’s one-piece 
aluminium platter relied on a 
neoprene damping ring, called a 
Peripheral Wave Trap, around the 
outside. Underneath, an inner rim 
was machined for the belt to ride 
on. The motor and its pulley were 
neatly concealed directly behind the 
centre bearing.

In pursuit of ‘groove isolation,’ 
Oracle offered its special screw-
down record clamp, shaped so that 

Called the Alexandria, this used a 
subchassis concealed in the plinth. 

In 1984 came the Delphi Mk II, 
using the motor system fi rst seen 
in the Premiere, along with other 
improvements. The acrylic base was 
thicker, and smoked instead of clear. 
The suspension springs were now 
fi tted with a new adjustable sleeve 
which allowed more precise setting.

RITES OF SPRING 
It was easy enough to level the 
turntable using the screw adjusters 
on top of the spring towers. But 
tuning the suspension to make it 
behave properly, so that it would 
bounce straight up and down on all 
three springs at a rate somewhere 

near the 
intended 3.5Hz, 
could become 
a complicated 
business. 

Oracle’s 
suspension 
layout, with one 
spring far out on 

the arm side, made it necessary to 
use springs of different strengths, 
even with a lightweight arm fi tted. 
Essentially, there would be a weak 
one at the front left, a medium one 
at the rear left and a stronger one 
on the right. 

Seven grades of spring were 
available, colour coded with a paint 
spot. From weakest to strongest, 
they were Grey, White, Yellow, Red, 
Green, Blue and Black. Turntables 
left the factory with one White, one 
Yellow and one Green spring, to suit 
low- and medium-mass tonearms. 
If you wanted to fi t a heavier arm, 
you would need to change the 
springs, which involved quite a lot 
of disassembly, and fi nd the right 
combination by trial and error. 

But the resonant frequency 
displayed at each suspension  

only its rim applied pressure to the 
record. A small tapered washer 
around the spindle supported the 
record centre, so that when the 
clamp was tightened it would press 
the record, progressively from its 
edge inwards, fi rmly on to the 
seemingly-sticky soft polymer mat.

The clamp was a vital part of the 
design. Moncrieff had devised an 
impulse test measurement that was 
supposed to assess the way vibration 
from an external shock at the edge 
of the record travelled across it to 
be picked up at the stylus, and it was 
in this test that the record-clamped 
Oracle had particularly excelled. 

The original AC-motor Oracle 
soon became the Oracle Delphi 
Mk I, using a 
pancake Papst DC 
motor, because 
the original AC 
motor could not 
be adapted for 
European and 
Asian markets. The 
early type of main 
bearing used a tefl on or nylon bush, 
which could give trouble when the 
turntable reached hot and humid 
areas, and it was quickly replaced by 
a lead/tefl on bushing system, which 
continued for the Mk I and Mk II. 

In the suspension, the AC model 
and the early Mk I used an open-
cell foam ring to decouple the 
spring holder from the suspension 
housing, but towards the end of Mk I 
production this was replaced by the 
Sorbothane spring damper which is 
still used today.

Next, Oracle launched a ‘super’ 
version called the Premiere, along 
with its Finale tonearm. The 
Premiere had a larger acrylic base 
while its motor had a 1lb fl ywheel 
and was fed from a special external 
power supply. In 1983 Oracle added 
a simpler, lower-cost turntable too. 
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point would be determined by the 
strength of the spring and the mass 
suspended from it. So in Oracle’s 
tuning procedure, from the Mk I 
onwards, the addition of mass to the 
right point on the subchassis went 
hand in hand with spring selection. 

For this, Oracle supplied two 
accessory weights, one of 4 ounces 
and the other 8 ounces, either or 
both of which could be clamped to 
the underside of the subchassis by a 
carrier rod attached to the bearing 
housing, in any position ‘around 
the clock’ in relation to the centre 
bearing. Before installing a weight, 
you needed to discover the best 
position for it by trial and error, by 
placing it on top of the platter and 
checking that the springs gave a 
smooth up-and-down movement 
without rocking or twisting.

NEW PILLARS
As time went on, Oracle got a lot of 
feedback from customers frustrated 
by trying to understand the Delphi 
setup procedure. With the Delphi 
Mk III, introduced in 1987, the 
suspension pillars were made non-
adjustable, which was because 
Oracle had found that users were 
‘cheating,’ leaving out important 
steps in the suspension calibration, 
and just setting the height of the 
towers by using the levelling knobs. 

But for the Delphi Mk IV, 
which was launched in 1989, the 
suspension was redesigned for easier 
setup, and no longer required the 

RIGHT: Pages 
from the Oracle 
website’s ‘25th 
anniversary’ 
section, which 
covers the Delphi 
up to the Mk IV. 
Also pictured is 
the Oracle Paris, 
which was in fact 
fi rst launched in 
1989

factory in Verret, New Brunswick. But 
after the expansion of the 1980s, 
turntable makers found the going 
tougher as CD took hold, and Oracle 
actually ceased manufacturing in 
1994. However, production was 
soon re-started back in Sherbrooke, 
under the auspices of a new business 
entity, Agence Commerciale, which 

was set up by 
Jacques Riendeau 
with former Oracle 
employee Robin 
Blanchard and new 
investor Michel 
Bernier. Meanwhile, 
Marcel Riendeau 
left the audio 

business and re-oriented his career 
as a consultant working between 
Canada, Germany and the UK.

DELPHI V 
From the new Oracle operation, in 
1996, came the Delphi V. Outwardly, 
the obvious change here was the 
disappearance of that little control 
panel at the front edge of the 
plinth. Instead, switch-on and speed 
change were provided by a pair 
of long control fi ngers extending 
forwards from the drive electronics 
housed underneath the subchassis.

For better start-up, this new drive 
module provided the low-voltage 
AC motor with a high current, which 
was automatically reduced to give 
optimum drive once up the platter 
got up to speed. Meanwhile, the 
optional Turbo power supply gave 
further claimed improvements, 
acting as mains power cleaner.

Although the Mk V would remain 
in production until 2009, the Berger 
Lahr motor was soon replaced by 
a new one sourced from Crouzet 
in France, because the German   

complicated choice of different 
springs. This was achieved by adding 
a 1.2kg (3lb) counterweight to the 
underside of the subchassis, on the 
side opposite the tonearm. 

It seems that here Oracle had 
offi cially adopted an idea fi rst 
implemented by California retailer 
Brooks Berdan, who’d become well-
known as an Oracle 
setup guru fi rst at 
GNP in Pasadena 
and then at his own 
store in Monrovia, 
CA. Berdan had 
fi tted many earlier 
Oracles with his own 
U-shaped weight 
around the main bearing.

Although the screw-down 
record clamp was retained, the Mk 
IV dispensed with the old ‘sticky’ 
mat. A new laminated platter, a 
sandwich of composite material and 
aluminium, carried a hard polymer 
mat, slightly dished upwards at the 
edge. It was now claimed that the 
clamp could be used effectively 
without the central washer around 
the spindle. 

Finally, the turntable now used a 
high-quality low-voltage AC motor, 
made by Berger Lahr in Germany, 
and for the fi rst time a single-speed 
version was made available as a 
lower-cost option for those who 
didn’t want to play 45s.

While the Delphi continued, 
1989 brought the launch of a 
new basic model, the Paris, its 
subchassis supported not on springs 
but on fi breglass rods terminating 
in Sorbothane rings. Again, future 
modifi cations would see the Paris 
progress from Mk II and so on.

In 1990, Oracle moved from 
Sherbrooke, Quebec, to a new 

 

BELOW: Showing 
the construction 
of the Delphi 
suspension 
system and main 
bearing, prior to 
the changes made 
with the Mk III

‘Oracle found 
that users were 

‘cheating’ 
during setup’



 

Our NEW Phono Pre-Amplifiers 
From £499 to £2,500 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Early production photos. Showing PS3 upgraded version with JJ and Treasure valves, and Jensen Copper foil in paper and oil caps. Icon Audio MC transformers 

 

 
 

Vinyl reproduction needs simple quality. Not Complexity! 
Our three phono pre-amplifiers have consistently won top awards in Hi Fi 
World, Hi Fi News, and Hi Fi choice, also other countries whenever they are 
reviewed. In fact the PS3 is used by hi fi magazines as “reference” for its 
consistent performance with various pick up cartridges and tone arms.  
This year marks the first major update we have made in order to make some 
improvements to the power supply and circuit whilst updating the looks to 
match our other products.  
The brilliantly conceived 1950’s RIAA equalisation for LP reproduction calls for a simple low noise valve stage which attenuates treble according to frequency. 
This may be done easily with three valves preserving the minute musical details recorded in the groove giving a “warmer” satisfying sound without emphasising 
surface noise and scratches that older vinyl is prone to have. Whilst technically speaking modern solid state designs work well, their more complex design 
“loses” something in comparison and can sound cold, clinical and uninteresting, lacking the passion and emotion in the music whether it be Vivaldi or the 
Verve.  
As has been often been stated; whilst the Compact Disc is stuck with its 1977 software. With vinyl new stylus shapes new tone arms keep pushing the boundary 
on what can be recovered from an LP groove. At Icon Audio we too are striving to this end. As the definition of equipment improves we have refined our designs 
to maintain the focus and presentation to be without any “mechanical” or contrived quality. 
 

The PS2 improved. Comes with an all important substantial power supply, a carefully tuned circuit all hand wired, with selected valves for optimum 
performance with moving magnet or high output moving coil designs. “RECOMMENDED” Hi Fi Choice 2013.01 
 

The PS1 MK II. Our original design updated with improved separate power supply including a very special “choke” and now with valve regulation. This may 
also be fitted with high quality British made moving coil transformers, or our “premium” type suited to the finest moving coil pick up cartridges.  
MK I version: “5 Globes £” Hi Fi World 2010.08 
 

The PS3 Mk II. This design is unique in having a “state of the art” power supply. A valve rectifier, two very special “chokes” for ultra smooth power, a unique 
pure valve referenced and regulated circuit to give current of the very highest purity. Our very low noise high definition pre amplifier then uses the superb 6SN7 
output valve. Optional British made moving coil transformers, or our newly developed “premium” type suited to the finest moving coil pick up cartridges. 
MK I version: “OUTSTANDING PRODUCT” Hi Fi News 2010.07 
 

All our amplifiers are designed and finished in Leicester. Warranty and service is done by the engineers that designed them so you can be sure of long term performance. All of our amplifiers are hand made using 
“point to point” soldering without using printed circuit boards. We are convinced this sounds better. It allows for very easy servicing, upgrades and modifications. Remote controlled volume included for fine tuning 
your listening. High quality components are used throughout including an “ALPS” volume control, silver plated PTFE audio cable SCR capacitors audiophile resistors. A choke regulated power supply adds richness to 
the sound quality that silicon devices alone are unable to do. Bespoke upgrades available including silver/copper capacitors, valves and design. 
 

PS2 £499.95 PS1 from £849.95 PS3 from £1,699 (£1,899 MC) (inc UK VAT).    Upgradeable. See our and other award winning amplifiers on our website 
www.iconaudio.com     sales@iconaudio.com                                                                                                                    Leicester UK
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company had discontinued it. 
Meanwhile, in the Mk V’s new main 
bearing, conventional bushings were 
replaced by a system of six contact 
points, formed by Delrin screws, said 
to prevent the rolling effect of the 
spindle within the bushing. 

In a subsequent change to the 
suspension, Delrin suspension pillars 
replaced the previous metal ones, 
with a claimed improvement in 
terms of quieter backgrounds. The 
record clamp was also improved 
with a Delrin bushing.

Even now, the changes were 
retrofi ttable. For example, the 
new bearing could be fi tted to a 
Mk IV, though earlier turntables 
would need machining to accept 
it. Similarly, the Delrin pillars were 
interchangeable with the nickel-
plated steel parts fi tted to Mk III 
and Mk IV and early Mk V decks, but 
replacing the aluminium pillars of 
earlier models would entail cutting 
new screw threads in the feet. In 
fact, says Jacques Riendeau, ‘All 

Oracle turntables can be retrofi tted 
to the latest model; however, this 
might not always be cost-effective!’

In 2001, Jacques Riendeau 
bought out his partners with the 
help of a Korean investor, Simon 
Lee of April Music, to create Oracle 
Audio Technologies. This new 
partnership lasted until 2003, when 
Jacques decided to leave. 

THE MK VI... 
As it turned out, he wouldn’t 
be away for too long. In 2005, 
Stephane Nadeau, who’d had a long 
involvement with the products as he 
was the owner of the machine shop 
that made most of Oracle’s metal 
parts, bought 51% of Oracle Audio 
Technologies from Simon Lee. 

Later, in March 2009, Stephane 
Nadeau approached Jacques to 
see if he was interested in coming 
back. Eventually, Jacques reached an 
agreement with the Korean partners 
to buy the remaining 49%, and so, at 
the end of 2009, he re-joined Oracle 

as co-owner and chief designer. The 
tangible result of his return was the 
Delphi Mk VI. 

As you’d expect, this came with 
some signifi cant enhancements. The 
main bearing was improved over the 
Mk V, with contact points now made 
of a harder Delrin/Tefl on material, as 
was the thrust pad. A more massive 
subchassis meant that the arms to 
the suspension points were shorter, 
and gave a wider support for the 
arm mount, while an extra thickness 
of aluminium to the left took the 
place of the Mk V’s counterweight.

Above all, there was a change 
to the suspension, with adjustable 
damper units added next to each 
suspension tower to form Oracle’s 
Micro Vibration Stabilizer system. 

Under its glossier-than-ever skin, 
the current Mk VI is certainly rather 
different from the 1979 original, 
and the various irritations of earlier 
versions have been surgically treated 
or smoothed away. Here is one 
great audio icon that has retained 
its stunning good looks, and kept 
audiophiles swooning over them, for 
nearly 35 years now. 

And that’s an achievement.  

ORACLE DELPHI TIMELINE
1979  First Oracle turntable built by Marcel and 

Jacques Riendeau
1980  Oracle Delphi Mk I with DC motor 

supersedes Oracle AC model 
1981  Premiere introduced, with Papst DC motor 

and external control unit
1984 Delphi Mk II introduced
1987  Delphi Mk III introduced with non-adjustable 

suspension pillars
1989 Delphi Mk IV introduced with easier setup
1990 Oracle moves to New Brunswick
1994 Production ceases in New Brunswick
1995  Jacques Riendeau forms Agence 

Commerciale ACI, with Robin Blanchard and 
Michel Bernier, in Sherbrooke

1996  Delphi Mk V launched by Agence 
Commerciale ACI

1999 Oracle CD transport and player introduced
2001  Corporate name change to Oracle Audio 

Technologies, with April Music acquiring 
majority share 

2003 Jacques Riendeau leaves 
2005  Oracle Audio Technologies acquired by 

Stephane Nadeau 
2009  Jacques Riendeau buys back into Oracle 

Audio Technologies
2009 Oracle Delphi Mk VI introduced
2010 Paris turntable re-introduced
2012 New-generation digital products launched

LEFT: Now 
a treasured 
item in Jacques 
Riendeau’s 
personal 
collection, this 
beautiful black 
and gold 1985 
Delphi Mk II 
fi tted with a 
rare Dennesen 
air-bearing arm 
once belonged to 
a noted Quebec 
retailer, the late 
Pierre Charest

BELOW LEFT: 
Oracle came up 
with a simpler 
turntable, the 
Alexandria, in 
1983. Ricardo 
Franassovici of 
Absolute Sounds, 
who distributed 
Oracle throughout 
the 1980s, 
commissioned this 
stunning artwork 
poster 
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Calveley Court, Reymerston, Norfolk. NR9 4QD

01362 820800
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Tellurium Q® Audio products designed
to combat  phase distortion

“In my system, the TelluriumQ’s simply turned out to be in a class of their own”
Kai Ekholm, Inner-magazines.com 2012

“Whatever you do, don’t audition the Ultra Black. As I said before, once you do, there’s no going
back.” Steve Dickenson, Hi Fi Plus 2010

"The Iridium mines details other amplifiers only dream about"

Noel Keywood, Editor,  HiFi World  2012
“A certain magic when it comes to absolute sound quality”

Jimmy Hughes, Hi Fi Choice 2012

Jan 2011
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Hi Fi Choice
2012

Products of the Year 2010

Hi Fi World
Cable of the Year 2010

2010
2011
2012

Find out why more and more people are talking about Tellurium Q®

products.

You do not have to believe all the incredible reviews, just test our
products for yourself against anything else in the same price range
and hear for yourself the tangible difference.

Find out how your music can really sound and talk to Tellurium Q®

or your nearest dealer now.

Cable group test winner 2012
Cables, amplifiers and the unexpected!

telluriumq.com +44 (0)1458 251997

“I’ve talked a lot about Tellurium Q of late. I’ve also sung its praises constantly. To be honest, I
wish I had something to grump about, it would make a change  but when a company gets a
series of products “this right” it is difficult to say anything negative.”

Paul Rigby, HiFi World 2012

Power amp Product of the Year 2012
Power cable Product of the Year 2012



 Yes, I would like to subscribe to Hi-Fi News, paying £9.79 
every 3 months by Direct Debit. SAVING 25% PLUS FREE GIFT 
(UK ONLY) 

Yes, I would like to subscribe to Hi-Fi News for 1 year 
(13 issues) with a one-off payment: 

 UK £41.49  SAVING 21% PLUS FREE GIFT
 Europe (incl Eire) £61.26   ROW Airmail £65.00

For all Canadian, North and South American subscriptions please call 
001 877 363 1310 or go to www.expressmag.com

INSTRUCTIONS TO YOUR BANK/BUILDING SOCIETY

YOUR DETAILS (MUST BE COMPLETED)

I WOULD LIKE TO SEND A GIFT TO:

PAYMENT DETAILS

OTHER PAYMENTS & OVERSEAS

Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms........................... Initial................ Surname........................................................... 

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

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

Postcode .............................................................. Country ................................................................ 

Tel ........................................................................... Mobile..................................................................... 

Email ...................................................................... D.O.B ......................................................................

Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms........................... Initial................ Surname........................................................... 

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

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

Postcode .............................................................. Country ................................................................ 

Tel ........................................................................... Mobile..................................................................... 

Email ...................................................................... D.O.B ......................................................................

 Postal Order/Cheque  Visa/Mastercard  Maestro 
Please make cheques payable to MyTimeMedia Ltd and write code V376 on the back 

Cardholder’s name.............................................................................................................................. 

Card no:  (Maestro) 

                     
Valid from...................................... Expiry date.......................... Maestro issue no...................... 

Signature................................................................................ Date..................................................... 

Originator’s reference 422562

Name of bank......................................................................................................................................... 

Address of bank.....................................................................................................................................

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

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

Account holder....................................................................................................................................... 

Signature....................................................................................... Date ................................................ 

Sort code         Account number        
Instructions to your bank or building society: Please pay MyTimeMedia Ltd. Direct Debits from the 
account detailed in this instruction subject to the safeguards assured by the Direct Debit Guarantee. 
I understand that this instruction may remain with MyTimeMedia Ltd and if so, details will be passed 
electronically to my bank/building society. 

Reference Number (official use only)          
Please note that banks and building societies may not accept Direct Debit instructions from some 
types of account. 

GREAT REASONS
TO SUBSCRIBE
● FREE AKG headphones 
worth £40*

● Save up to 25% off the 
shop price

● 13 issues delivered direct 
to the door

● Free access to 
the latest digital 
issue and online 
archive

SUBSCRIBE TODAY

SUBCRIPTION ORDER FORM

POST THIS FORM TO: HI-FI NEWS SUBSCRIPTIONS, 
TOWER HOUSE, SOVEREIGN PARK, 
MARKET HARBOROUGH, LEICS LE16 9EF

HURRY 
OFFER 

CLOSES 
29TH MARCH 

2013

DIGITAL ONLY 
SUBSCRIPTIONS 
AVAILABLE  
PLEASE VISIT
www.hifinews.co.uk/subscribe

Offer ends 29th March 2013. MyTimeMedia Ltd & Hi-Fi News may contact you with information about our other 
products and services. If you DO NOT wish to be contacted by MyTimeMedia Ltd & Hi-Fi News please tick here: 
❏ Email ❏Post ❏ Phone. If you wish to be contacted by carefully chosen 3rd parties, please tick here: ❏ Email ❏ 
Post ❏ Phone. Please see opposite page for full terms & conditions                                    CODE V376



APRIL 2013

WWW.HIFINEWS.CO.UK

               W
W

W
.H

IFIN
EW

S.CO
.U

K
 

  Vol 58 N
o.0

4

  UK £4.00 US $9.99 Aus $9.95

• PLUS 18 pages of music reviews and features • VINTAGE REVIEW 1st-Gen Fisher AD 800 CD player

• OPINION 10 pages of letters and comment • VINYL RE-RELEASE Sugarcubes’ Life’s Too Good LP

• AUDIO MILESTONE Canada’s Oracle turntable • READERS’ CLASSIFIEDS Hi-fi bargains galore

GamuT on guard
M’inenT M5 floorstander

Universal player
Cambridge 752BD – the 

ultimate digital hub?

TAD pre/power
600-series powerhouse

Hi-res music
£1-2k Group Test: 
Five top USB DACs

‘I lost brain cells here’
Jerry Garcia on The Fillmores, p78

Clean your mains
PS Audio’s P10 regenerator

& Record Review

Light Harmonic’s Da Vinci DAC
Exclusive:

VIN
YL IC

ON REVIE

W

V

NRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEE

WWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW NRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEEEVVVVV

NEIL YOUNG
HARVEST

STEREO SCI-FI

THE HOME OF REAL HI-FI

001_April Cover_v7_JRPMSP.indd   1

13/2/13   14:02:5513/2/13   14:02:55

£4.00 US $9.99 Aus $9.95

I lost brain cells here‘Ilost brain cells here’
y Garcia on The Fillmores, p78
y Garcia on The Fillmores, p78

Clean your mains
PS Audio’s P10 regenerator

’s Da Vinci DAC

TERMS & CONDITIONS: Offer ends 29th March 2013. Subscriptions will begin with the first available issue. Please continue to buy your magazine until you receive your acknowledgement letter. Initial 12 month non-
refundable contract applies. Refund requests must be in writing to the Publisher and will not be given on accounts with less than £20 credit. A £5 admin charge will apply and will be deducted from any refund. Refunds will only 
be given at the Publisher’s sole discretion. *UK offer only. We will use the contact details supplied to communicate with you regarding your Hi-Fi News subscription. Your details will be processed by MyTimeMedia Ltd & Hi-Fi 
News in full accordance with all relevant UK and EU data protection legislation. 

Subscribe today

SUBSCRIBE SECURELY ONLINE CALL OUR ORDER LINE

www.hifinews.co.uk/subscribe 08456 777 807
Lines open weekdays 8am – 9.30pm & Saturday 8am – 4pm

BT landline calls to 0845 numbers will cost no more than 5p per minute. Calls from mobiles usually cost more.

Quote ref: V376
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THE AKG K511 – 
LIGHTWEIGHT FIT
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PERFORMANCE

Designed for music lovers seeking the best value for their 
money while refusing to compromise on quality, AKG’s K511 
headphones are a great choice for that personal listening 
experience. Their lightweight, flexible design means a 
comfortable fit to go along with the first-class audio 
performance you’ve come to expect from the AKG brand.

The K511 includes a self-adjusting headband, a convenient 
single-sided cable and 0.25in (6.3mm) jack adapter. The 
closed-back design allows you to enjoy music in peace while 
the high sensitivity confers great compatibility. And it’s even 
more impressive value when the AKG K511 headphone 
comes free with thirteen issues of Hi-Fi News magazine!
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ARIAND FV34B, 40w per channel. Pictured 
is the 2011 MK IV model, available with 
remote. FV34B MK Ill model review HFN 
Feb 2011 Issue, ask for copy.

Coming soon. Northstar Fluxio. The newest DAC for the 
highest performances. Precision volume control on balanced 
analog output, selectable digital filter, very low jitter 192/32 
USB input, 12S connection. flexible headphone amplifier, 
coaxial, optical and digital Inputs, high precision fully balanced 
DC coupled analog stage, configuration setup, aluminum 
remote control.

NorthStar Essensio DAC ask for copy review

Northstar Essensio Plus, 
Group test winner June 

2012. Ask for copy review
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Pro 845/211

 

Ariand Pro 845
Pro 845/211

www.frozen-banana.co.uk
tel: 020 8264 0249 email: sales@frozen-banana.co.uk

HiFi News & Record Review
Ultimate HiFi 2011 awards



www.wotsat.com

The magazine for digital TV enthusiasts

YouView  

vs View21 

Which is best for 

catch-up TV?

OUT NOW!

On TesT  
TechnOmaTe Tm-TWIn Oe
LG 84Lm960V ULTRa hD TV

OcTaGOn sF118 hD enTRance 
+ neWs, ReVIeWs anD mORe 



Both shown actual 
size ... in their natural 
habitat.

audioquest.com/DragonFly

Nature’s Dragonfl y

Our



TO SUBSCRIBE Call 01604 251044 or 
subscribe online at www.hifi news.co.uk/subscribe

132 | www.hifi news.co.uk | APRIL 2013

Worthing, West Sussex
Quality pre-owned equipment available

Main Dealer for: Tannoy Prestige, Thiel,
Esoteric, Audio Note, Ayre, Mark Levinson, 

Revel and much more.
Distributor for Wavac Audio Lab products

Part exchange welcome. Demonstrations in a 
dedicated listening room by appointment.

Yamaha Soavo 1’s, light birch, MINT/BOXED cost new
£2000 offered for........................................................£795
Tannoy Canterburys, our demo set, as new, full warranty 
(£14000) save over £4k only .................................... £9995

Audio Note M3 Pre amp with factory fitted M5 phono stage ..£2995
Audio Note M-Zero R (remote controlled) pre amp ........ £350
Project Tube Speedbox SE MM/MC phono stage ....  £299

Audio Note Conquest 300B monoblocks, superb cond. 
(RRP 8.5k) ex value ................................................. £4295
Moon W-7 Power amp, MINT/BOXED, .................. £4995
Audio Note SORO SE int’ amp with phono, 
(£4250 new) ............................................................. £1895
Audio Note OTO PP with phone stage ................... £1495
Audio Note SORO with phono ............................... £1795
Audio Note  ...... £1195
Almarro A50125A int amp. (£5730) ........................ £1995
Pure Sound  ................ £1495
Lindley Tyson KT88 Valve monoblocks (Quad 11’s) ..... £2495
Almarro  .............................. £1250
Musical Fidelity XA-1 Integrated amp ..................... £195

CEC TL-0X CD transport, brand new factory sealed. 
(RRP £15k) only .............................................................£9995
Aesthetix Romulus CD player factory sealed, 3 year Man’ 

 ........£4995
Audio Note DAC Zero ............................................... £395
Audio Note CDT Zero CD transport ......................... £395
Accuphase DP-75V CD player MINT/BOXED, cost 
new 10k only ........................................................... £3495
Audio Research CD-5 CD player, MINT................. £2795

PUREPOWER 2000 AC regenerator reference grade, 
boxed/mint .............................................................. £1995
Audiophile 3 tier QUATTRABASE equipment support, 
MINT/BOXED........................................................... £1295
Pair Boulder BLAB RCA to XLR adaptors (£500) new ...£375
4 Acrolink Carbon/aluminium rca plugs (£400) ........ £195
Townshend S/Sink 3 tier stand ................................ £395
Okutsu Denko 1.5 mtr. Mains cable (US plugs) 
£1950 only ............................................................... £1195
Audio Note Zero Tuner ............................................. £299

Brinkmann Oasis in Makassar base, BOXED/ABSOLUTLY 
MINT. (New price £8000) superb value ........................£4500 
TRIPLANAR Mk7 tonearm, new /unused. (£5k) only .. £3750
2 Tier Turn table wall mount stand .......................... £195
Da Vinci Audio Lab Grandeeza 10” arm with Cocobolo 

(£8300 new) only ..................................................... £3650
Origami pu7 12” arm, Kondo wired/gloss black 

 ............................................................. £1595

Selection of brand new discounted cartridges

All major credit cards accepted.
Telephone:

01903 261213
Mobile: 07860 660001

Web Site:

Email:



TO SUBSCRIBE Call 01604 251044 or 
subscribe online at www.hifi news.co.uk/subscribe
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Tel: +44 (0)1733 344768

Analogue Seduction
where music is our passion

Analogue Seduction are dedicated towards two
channel Hi-Fi, specialising in vinyl replay.

As well as our on-line shop we have dedicated demonstration
retail facilities based in Peterborough, Cambridgshire and we

can offer our customers home demonstrations.

We stock the finest in amplification, analogue, digital replay and speakers.
We also specialise in a cable termination and cable burn in service.

Please visit our website www.analogueseduction.net to browse
or purchase products that are not easily available elsewhere.

New vinyl records now stocked

IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. ALL GOODS ARE BRAND  
NEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS.  

GOODS ARE NOT SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES.
PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.

ESTABLISHED 1986.

MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ
TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

“this accessory
is heartily
recommended”
Gramophone

Is this your problem? Here’s your
answer

www.rothwellaudioproducts.co.uk

It’s a common problem.  The usable range of the
volume control is all down at the bottom end and
fine control at low listening levels is either difficult
or impossible.  The noise floor may be audible,
too.  There is a simple and effective solution - the
Rothwell In-Line Attenuators.  They can be used
with pre/power or integrated amps to cure the
problem of excess gain and bring sonic benefits
with even the most expensive
equipment.

£39/pair - post free
01204 366133

loud too loud way too loud



MARKETPLACE
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2. AMPLIFIERS

TRICHORD Dino phono stage 
and Dino+ power supply. Little used, 
immaculate condition. Cost £630 
new, selling for £325. Email: john.
harris61@btopenworld.com. 
Tel: 01323 832043 

ROTEL 1060 integrated and 
1080 power amplifi ers for sale. 
Both owned since new. excellent 
condition. £200 each. 
Email: r.strydom@hotmail.co.uk. 
Tel: 07754 890666

3. CABLES

MERIDIAN by Van den Hul 
interconnects. Pair, 900mm length, 
Neutrik phono connectors, £37 plus 
P&P. Pair 600mm length, Neutrik 
phono connectors, £32 + P&P. 
Email: i.fraser587@btinternet.com. 
Tel: 01582 573570 

CHORD cables. All 12 months 
old and nicely run in. All in mint 
condition. Chord Indigo Plus 1m 
RCA, boxed as new, £500ono (new 
£995); Chord Chorus 2 x 4m XLR, 
boxed as new, £300; Chord Epic 
SuperTwin Speaker Cable 2m, single 
ended to spades, £150. 
Email: docmedwyn@aol.com. 
Tel: 07786175727 

CHORD Epic Twin speaker cable, 
3m pair £135 (£293), Audioquest 
CV-6 (with 32V dbs battery) speaker 
cable, 10ft pair £150 (£400) – both 
banana terminations and in VGC. 
Van den Hul The First Ultimate 2 
interconnect, 0.6m £110 (£250), 
Chord Chorus 2 i/c 1m £110 (£280), 
Audioquest King Cobra i/c 1m £110 
(£215), Black Rhodium Symphony i/c 
2m £95 (£195). All RCA, VGC and in 
original packaging. 
Email: richard.schofi eld@kcl.ac.uk. 
Tel: 07772 711432 

MIT and LAT cables. 4x 1.5m LAT 
AC-3 mains cables, £250 each. MIT 
Shotgun mains cable, 3m, £500. MIT 
AVT-MA interconnects with locking 
WBT phonos, £500. Tellurium Q 
cable, Black XLR interconnect (new) 
1m £250. Graphite XLR interconnect 
(new) 1m, £500. Avid SCT Reference 
XLR interconnect 1m, £700. 
Email: peter.holliday@steria.co.uk. 
Tel: 0780 1917291

SILTECH 25th anniversary (G7) 
770 i interconnect (RCA), absolutely 
fantastic, bass to die for! Boomy 

bass? Try these. Surplus pair of three 
sets, 1.5m pair with packaging as 
new, save a fortune, £267 ovno. Plus 
postage. Van den hul Integration 
Hybrid 1m, RCA, original box, as new 
£89 ovno plus postage. Monster 
interconnect 400 Mk 2, RCA 1m pair, 
superb, as new, original box, £14.95 
plus postage. Tel: 01766781211

4. CD/DVD PLAYERS

METRONOME Technology 
T1a Signature CD transport. Boxed, 
mint condition. Silver/black. Superb 
sound. Cost new £5200. Sell 
£2100ovno. Perpetual Technology 
P1a/P3a Modwright level 1/3b PSU. 
Good condition. Sell complete with 
Resolution Audio i2s and power 
cables. £450. Tel: 07741 209323 

MERIDIAN 588 upsampling 
24-bit CD player (low usage) £450, 
598 DVD-V/A player (progressive 
scan version) £550, 568.2MM digital 
surround processor with Meridian 
MHR Smart Link £850. Or £1700 
for all three. All mint and boxed/
instructions/remote. 
Tel: 07768 697130 

MARANTZ CD10 CD player, 
recently serviced (laser check and 
new belts), in good condition, 
bought from new, complete with 
manual, remote and original box. 
£195 ono. Email: john.pattrick.
john@btinternet.com 
Tel: 01303 863424  

5. DACS

AUDIOLAB M-DAC (sliver) 
nearly new, excellent reviews, with 
proprietary mains cable. £400. 
Email: peter.holliday@steria.co.uk. 
Tel: 0780 1917291

7. SPEAKERS

RUARK Crusader ll, walnut fi nish. 
three-way, tri-wirable. Full working 
condition, one base plate damaged, 
was there when fi rst purchased and 
does not affect performance. Have 
moved on to Magneplanars. Grilles 
and original boxes, collection from 
South West Wiltshire, or possible 
delivery within 25 miles radius. 
Email: robsumsion@gmail.com for 
pictures. £495.00 ovno. 
Tel: 01747 870819

ATC SCM 100 TSL Anniversary 
Limited Edition active speakers, 
piano burr magnolia fi nish with 

fully discrete amps totalling 350W. 
Excellent/mint condition. £8250 
collected. Tel: 07941 424322

PROAC Supertower loudspeakers 
in black ash. In excellent condition. 
Superb speaker. £650. Will deliver 
20-mile radius. South Yorkshire. 
Tel: 07739 919121

HEED Audio Envoy fl oorstanders 
in cherry, very good condition, 
£3150 new, £850 ono. 
Tel: 0208 6582490

RUARK Talisman Mk1 in 
mahogany. One cabinet has slight 
damage caused by overexuberant 
dog. £125 ono. Collection only from 
Swindon. Email: mark@whitedogs.
co.uk. Tel: 01793 820233

TANNOY Gold 12in speakers. In 
good condition. 40 years old. In the 
original cabinets. Offers. 
Tel: 01796474077 

QUAD 989 electrostatic 
loudspeakers in vintage gold fi nish. 
Excellent condition. Full service 
by Quad in 2010. Complete with 
manual, power leads and spikes. 
£1490 ovno. Tel: 01254 248604 

GALE 401 chrome ends. 
Recondition by Wilmslow. VGC. 
Boxed. £450 ono. 
Tel: 01825 722436

8. TUNERS

ARCAM DT 91 digital radio 
tuner. Excellent condition and 
sound. Cost £450, sell for £150. 
Tel: 079407 04570

9. TURNTABLES

POWER supply for Garrard 
301/401, Thorens etc. Regenerative 

mains supply, clone of Loricraft 
PSU II, £349 no offers. Can post if 
needed. Tel: 0207 499 8729 

MICHELL Mycro turntable 
complete with two armboards, one 
for Rega RB300 and the other for 
Michell TecnoArm A. Good condition 
and working order. £150 ovno, 
buyer collects. Email: robin.mean@
sky.com. Tel: 0208 670 6828 

VITUS SP102 phono stage 
£12,000 ono – superb performer/ 
unmatched. Email: mark.hanna@
virgin.net. Tel: 01825 841104 

FIDELITY Research FR 64 FX 
tonearm. Boxed £495. 
Tel 02392 453382 

TECHNICS SL1210 Mk2 (no 
cartridge) £249, Garrard 401 
with plinth, no arm £699, Garrard 
401/301 power supply £299. Can 
post if needed. Tel: 0207 499 8729

11. SYSTEMS

LINN Majik, Genki, Pekin and 
Katans with Pioneer PDR609 CD 
player/recorder and speaker stands, 
£1500 ono, was £4000 new. Email: 
katherine1954@btinternet.com. 
Tel: 01406 365078

13. WANTED 

VPI vinyl record cleaning machine, 
must be in excellent condition. 
Email: majba13@yahoo.co.uk. 
Tel: 01797 253073 

FAULTY Cyrus 1 amplifi ers, 
Cyrus 2 amplifi ers, and Cyrus PSX 
power supplies. Cash waiting. 
May also consider other classic 
British equipment. Email: 
idaudioengineering@gmail.com. 
Tel: 07506 793547

Fill in your advertisement copy here... 
Please write the product category number that best suits your equipment in the 
fi rst square. The product categories are: 1 – Accessories; 2 – Amps; 3 – Cables; 
4 – CD/DVD players; 5 – DACS; 6 – Software (CDs, records etc.); 7 – Speakers; 8 – 
Tuners; 9 – Turntables; 11 – Complete Systems; 12 – Miscellaneous; 13 – Wanted

We will insert the telephone number you want to appear in your advertisement(s) 
as many times as is needed. You only need to fi ll it in once and it only counts as 
one word – even if you run multiple adverts. 

PLACING AN ADVERTISEMENT IN THE HI-FI NEWS CLASSIFIEDS SECTION

Tel (to appear in advert):

Please post this completed coupon to Hi-Fi News magazine, MyTimeMedia Ltd, 
PO Box 718, Orpington, BR6 1AP, or email your advert to letters@hifi news.com.
Hi-Fi News accepts no responsibility for description or condition of items advertised.

THE PLACE TO 
BUY & SELL AUDIO 

EQUIPMENT & ACCESSORIES

NOW FREE

To help ensure accuracy, your classifi ed advertisements 
must be submitted by email or post...
Please email your entries to: letters@hifi news.com



High-end hi-fi  retailers and other specialist services including components, kits and restoration available in your area

DEALER DIRECTORY
TO ADVERTISE HERE Please call 01689 869919 or 01689 869853

Loricraft Garrard Turntables, 
Record Cleaning Machines & Power Suppplies.

www.garrard501.com
Contact: terry@garrard501.com

jane@garrard501.com
Telephone: 01488 72267

DOOLEYS
AUDIO   VISUAL

106 MILL STREET
MACCLESFIELD

CHESHIRE
SK11 6NR

01625 264666
sales@dooleys-hifi.co.uk
www.dooleys-hifi.co.uk

®

28 RYEFIELD CRESCENT
NORTHWOOD, HA6 1LT, UK

Phone: +44(0)1923 829444  Fax: +44(0)1923 829448
www.lockwoodaudio.co.uk

email: roger@lockwoodaudio.co.uk

®

All

spares and repairs including obsolete models

www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge   01922 457926

Exposure, Focal, Linn, Marantz,
Michell, Monitor Audio, Okki Nokki, Onkyo,

Ortfon, Project, Rel, Roksan, Trichord

HAZLEMERE AUDIO
High Wycombe

Specialising in some of the 
world’s finest products for 

over 20 years.

By appointment only
01494 562610

info@hazlemereaudio.co.uk

GRAHAM SLEE - ORACLE - ORPHEUS SPECTRAL 
SME - STAX - USHER - NU FORCE HADCOCK 

ACOUSTIC SOLID - NAGRA - BELLES 
PEAK CONSULT - TRILOGY - BRINKMAN

ART SPEAKERS AND MORE...

love your music

18 Market Street Tavistock
Devon PL19 0DE

 

info@tavistockaudio.co.uk www.tavistockaudio.co.uk

01822 618  940

Hi-Fi, Home Cinema & Multi-room AV

Oranges & Lemons

020 7924 2040
61-63 Webbs Road   London   SW11

A u d i o - V i s u a l    
M u l t i - R o o m
H i - F i

w w w. o r a n g e s a n d l e m o n s . i n f o

TURNTABLES  I  HIFI  I  STREAMING

www.dougbradyhifi.com
01925 828009 (Mon–Sat  9.00–5.30) 

Stockists of:

Tel:
Open:

www.infidelity

Audio Destination Tiverton 01884 243584

Basically Sound Norwich 01362 820800

Chris Brooks Audio Warrington 01925 261212

Faithful Audio Birmingham 0121 224 7300

Home Cinema Centre Edinburgh 0131 229 9350

Phase 3 Worthing 01903 245577

Unilet New Malden 0208 942 9567

www.heedaudio.co.uk

Exposure · Lehmann · Linn · Marantz · Michell  
Monitor Audio · Neat · Nordost · Okki Nokki  

Ortofon · Project · Roksan · VDH
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Have you missed a copy of Hi-Fi News? You can now 
order these online, over the phone or by post! JUST

£4.00* 
Per copy

Phone: 0844 848 8822 
(Phone lines open: Mon-Fri 10am – 4pm)
From outside UK: +44 (0) 2476 322234

Order Online: 
www.myhobbystore.co.uk/HFNBI
*Plus P&P. Yearbook issues are £4.50
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LAST WORD

KEN KESSLER TELLS IT LIKE IT IS...

OFF THE 
LEASH!

ER TELLS IT LIKE IT IS...

‘“Next-gen” audio 
consumers do not 

care about listening 
over loudspeakers’
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CES reports are, of necessity, 
primarily about product. 
Occasionally, you’ll fi nd the odd 
remark about the show being 

larger/smaller than the year before, and the 
implications those observations suggest. Of 
the 2013 International CES, all I can say is 
that it was an eye-opening glimpse of the 
future. Or, perhaps, ear-opening. Whatever, 
it was as depressing and telling as news 
about HMV’s January troubles. 

What the earlier, audiophile-heavy 
Rocky Mountain 
Audio Fest confi rmed 
is that the drive 
toward headphone-
only listening is not 
entirely a phenomenon 
associated solely with 
skateboarders, rap 
devotees, fashion 
victims, computer geeks, etc. Equally, RMAF 
made it clear that the extreme high-end 
in headphonedom – which includes the 
new wave of headphone amps, portable 
DACs and costly accessories, as well as the 
headphones themselves – has little to do 
with traditional audiophiles, who still prefer 
to listen to music through loudspeakers.

On the way back from CES, checking in 
at the airport, I spoke to a UK manufacturer 
new to high-end headphones. The company, 
which does not need to be identifi ed, joins 
other serious audio houses including B&W, 
Focal, MartinLogan and Musical Fidelity, who 
have witnessed new brand after new brand 

Headphone-only listening 
is on the rise but will 
sound quality win over 
fashion, asks Ken Kessler  

What Joe told me is that quality will 
always win out over fashion. The myriad 
headphone-only brands that have emerged 
in the past fi ve years all have the following 
in common: ludicrous names, garish styling, 
poor sonics and obscene over-pricing. When 
I look at B&W’s sublime P3 headphones, 
which sound better and cost less than any 
of the current ‘hot’ headphones, I can only 
scratch my head as to why anyone, even a 
Kardashian, would swap gorgeous sound, 
admirable build quality and discreet styling 
for vile sound and a headband encrusted 
with rhinestones.

CULTURAL CHANGE 
Joe further supported his belief in quality-
over-hot-air by identifying cracks that are 
already starting to appear in the fashion 
headphone façade. But what none can 
escape is that the vast majority of the ‘next 
gen’ audio consumers simply do not care 
about listening to music over loudspeakers. 
One must marvel at this cultural change, 
which has transpired in barely a decade.

I would never choose headphones over 
speakers. When I fi rst got into hi-fi  and the 
names to reckon with were Superex, Koss 
and Stax, I only used headphones when I 
had no choice: when my parents didn’t want 
to hear my music, or my college roommate 
was sleeping or – when I fi rst moved to 
the UK and was desperate for both money 
and music – when my entire sound system 
consisted of a Pioneer PL12D turntable, 
Teleton amp with headphone output, and 
a pair of Sennheiser HD414s. Then again, 
I had a room in the basement of a B&B, so 
even if I could have afforded speakers, their 
use would have been forbidden.

Unlike my more optimistic colleagues, 
I do not believe for a moment that the 
current rage among the young for costly 
headphones and amazingly sophisticated 
headphone amps will lead to a sudden 
taste for full-blown components fed into 
loudspeakers. It is a cul de sac, rather than 
an unexpected boost for interest in audio 
per se. But if it adds a few pounds or dollars 
to the coffers of traditional hi-fi  brands who 
are savvy enough to exploit it, so much the 
better. If nothing else, it will help to ensure 
their survival.  

arriving out of nowhere and climbing to 
£100m-plus annual sales with headphones 
so truly dire-sounding that one wonders how 
they get away with it.

Alas, these backlash headphone makers 
are hoping that quality will out, as are 
veteran headphone brands like Audio-
Technica, Grado and Sennheiser. The 
individual I spoke to is involved with a 
licensing deal, the stuff of which dreams 
are sculpted, yet the products are not to 
be grouped with the abject ca-ca sold 

on the strength of 
musician/Ambassadors. 
Consequently, it will 
prove a success despite 
sounding good, 
because the logo on 
each headset is as 
recognisable as it gets. 
And if it takes a world-

class logo to sell good-sounding headphones 
amid the fashion dreck, so be it.

CELEB CONNECTIONS
In contrast, I also spoke with the CEO 
of B&W, Joe Atkins, whose headphones 
are selling in huge numbers without any 
celebrity fairy dust. True, the B&W name has 
spread beyond the confi nes of the audio 
community thanks to the astonishing success 
of the Zeppelins, with full Apple approval. 
One could, therefore, suggest that B&W does 
have celeb connections because Apple’s 
blessings are as infl uential as a nod from any 
be-bling’d rapper or recording engineer.

ON TEST:
î Group Test: £650-£1250 integrated amps
î Exclusive: Cyrus 30th Anniversary System
î Exclusive: MBL 1511 outboard DAC
î Exclusive: Kudos Cardea Super 20 speakers
î Exclusive: Audio Research CD9 CD player

May Issue 
on sale29th

PLUS:
î Investigation: AIR Studios - behind the scenes
î Vintage Review: Rogers Cadet III amplifi er
î Vinyl Frontier: Latest LP releases
î Audio Milestones: Nytech CTA-252 receiver
î Vinyl Icons: Stevie Wonder’s Talking Book

MAR



When we set-about developing our 851 Series the brief was simple. To make 
a hi-fi  system that not only sounded better than anything else, but one that’s 
capable of delivering stunning results from computer audio, connected home 
entertainment devices and of course, good old CD or vinyl. 

Developed over a period of two years at Cambridge Audio’s Research and 
Development Centre in the heart of London, the new 851 Series offers the 
perfect balance of powerful detailed performance and the ability to deliver 
exceptional results from music of all formats. Our fl agship range also benefi ts 
from a raft of proprietary technologies developed for one reason only; to 
guarantee you a spine-tingling performance every time...

Music fl exes the mind and stirs the soul and no amount of component design, 
scientifi c measurement or analysis can replicate the true judge of amazing 

sound; your ears. We call this our Sound First 
approach to hi-fi  design and believe it’s what sets 
Cambridge Audio apart from the crowd. 

The quest for perfect music 
reproduction keeps our 
designers awake at night…

Cambridge Audio and Cambridge Audio Azur are trademarks of Cambridge Audio Limited. Other product and company names are used for reference purposes only and are subject to the terms of their registration.

851 Series hi-fi 

We invite you to audition the 851 Series at your nearest Cambridge Audio 
specialist. To locate yours visit www.cambridgeaudio.com/851  

“While some audio designers spend 
every waking moment on the test bench, 
we like to take time as our creations 
progress to listen to them and hear how 
they benefi t our favourite music. We take 
them home, play them to our friends and 
throughout the development process, we 
make subtle changes to deliver the best 
results we possibly can.”

Sound First comes 
as standard

Sam Ellenby, one of our 851 Series designers 

Available exclusively from

www.richersounds.com

 Your music + our passion



58 Durham Road, London SW20 0TW    
T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09  F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62   
www.absolutesounds.com  info@absolutesounds.com

absolute sounds ltd

‘THE OUTSTANDING AMPLIFIER 
OF THE NEW MILLENNIUM’  

‘I PROMISE, THIS IS ABSOLUTELY 
EXTRAORDINARY’ 

‘THIS IS AS GOOD AS IT GETS... 
IT’S CHANGING THE FACE OF 
AMPLIFICATION’  

‘MARVEL AT ITS SLEEK, 
CHIC BRILLIANCE’  

‘FROM THE FIRST NOTE YOU 
KNOW THIS IS GOING TO BE 
SOMETHING EXTRAORDINARY’  

‘THE ULTIMATE AUDIO MACHINE’  

‘JAW-DROPPING’  

‘A MIX OF DIGITAL AND 
ANALOGUE TECH GIVES POWER 
WITHOUT LOSS OF DETAIL’  

‘THE MOST INNOVATIVE AND 
ADVANCED AMPLIFIER TO 
EMERGE ON THE HI-FI SCENE 
FOR YEARS… HI-FI WILL NEVER 
BE THE SAME AGAIN!’  

The Devialet D-Premier is an entirely new breed 
of amplifier – an extraordinary audio device with a 
beauty on the outside that is mirrored on the inside.

It is a fusion of bleeding-edge technology and 
freethinking innovation, culminating in perfectly 
realised form and function.

It embodies high-end product design and 
engineering at its finest, delivering a uniquely 
desirable audio concept.

It is the most critically acclaimed high-performance 
amplifier of the 21st Century.

Truly, it is one of a kind.

THIS 
CHANGES 
EVERYTHING
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