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WELCOME

Television technology advances at quite a rate: 

as the Group Test of brand-new 46/47in TVs 

(p40) demonstrates, your new telly is slimmer, 

smarter and more all-round accomplished 

than ever before. But if we’ve said it once, we’ve 

said it a thousand times: sound from a new TV 

tends to be, to put it bluntly, terrible. An 

authentic affront, in some cases. So this issue’s 

Supertest features a selection of affordable, 

(generally) high-performance soundbars 

(p26) that wipe the floor with your TV’s sound, 

yet are discreet and convenient. Which can 

only be counted as A Good Thing.

On top of this we’ve tested five phono 

stages (p62) and some of the best pound-

for-pound speakers around 

(p64) for an equally vital boost to 

your system’s sound. So listen up. 
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Simon Lucas, Editor

Come on now, ’cause we 
are sound and we are light

Find us on...

@whathifi tiny.cc/playlist2013

youtube.com/WhathifiTVfacebook.com/whathifi.com

whathifi.com

My products of the month

Experience  
& heritage

We’ve been hard at 

work helping the 

world discover the 

best in hi-fi and 

home cinema for 

more than 35 years, 

and have getting on 

for 100 years of reviewing experience under our collective 

belts – so you can count on our expert opinions.

Dedicated test 
facilities

We test every 

product in the 

magazine or at 

whathifi.com 

against its peers  

in our bespoke £1m 

reviewing facilities. 

And we test every product as a team, so our opinions  

and conclusions are always the result of collaboration. 

We spot big  
trends first
MP3 player tests before the iPod even 

existed?  High-def video before it even 

had a name? That was us. We keep you in 

touch with big stories and future trends.

Reviews you
can trust

McIntosh D100 Temptations p80

Because it’s a superb performer, of 

course, and not because it’s a beautiful 

piece of engineering and a looker. Oh no. 

Eclipse TD508 mkII First Test p12

I want speakers with great timing and 

superb stereo focus. I also want them to 

look like I bought them from Dan Dare.

What Hi-Fi? Sound & Vision:  
7 international editions, 1.6m readers

★ France  

★ India  

★ Indonesia  

★ Russia  

★ Serbia  

★ South Africa 

★ Spain 
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p06     First Tests
Wireless streaming gets versatile with 

new systems from Pure, Cambridge Audio 

and B&W; we test traditional speakers 

(Wharfedale) and not-so-traditional ones 

(Eclipse); Panasonic whets our apptetite 

with a 55in plasma and a Blu-ray system; 

and Dr Dre has a stab at the high-end 

world of noise-cancelling  cans. 

p26      Supertest
Soundbars
A soundbar is the quickest way to boost 

the sound of your flatscreen television. 

We’ve put together a Supertest of the 

latest models from Bose, JBL, LG, 

Orbitsound, Otone, Panasonic and 

Yamaha with prices ranging from  

£250 to £450. 

 
p40      Test 

46–47in TVs
The first TVs of 2013 have arrived in  

our testing rooms, and they’re smarter 

than ever before. We take a look at four 

feature-packed big-screen stunners from 

Finlux, Panasonic, Philips and Samsung. 

With prices running the gamut from 

£800 to £1600, there’s something for 

everyone here.

p54      Test  
AV receivers
We’ve yet to receive the full line-up of 

2013 AV receivers, but the competition  

is already hotting up. We’ve pitched the 

newest five-star Yamaha against last 

year’s Award-winning Panasonic – and  

long-time fave Onkyo – for a thrilling test. 

CONTENTS
>06 >13

26

06

Soundbars

Quad II Eighty Temptation p76

“A retro-looking valve design with a 

modern approach to music replay”

Ketan Bharadia Technical editor  

Graham Slee Gram Amp 2 

Communicator Round-up p62

“It may not look much but this works

wonders with budget turntables”

Joe Cox Digital editor  

Panasonic TX-L47DT65 Test p43

“User-friendly and with a great 

picture, this Panasonic is a winner”

Kashfia Kabir Multimedia journalist  

Cambridge Audio Minx Air 200 

First Test p16

“A sensational sounding wireless

speaker that’s versatile, too”

Andy Madden Reviews editor  

Pure Jongo S3 First Test p6

“An excellent portable speaker 

that makes wireless multi-room 

audio affordable”

Verity Burns Multimedia editor  

62

First tests

What’s in this issue

46-47in 
televisions

40
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INSIDER

Our ratings explained

We always test products as a team, and always compare them with their 

peers – which is why our ratings are the most authoritative in the industry

+++++

++++

+++

++

+

One of the best 

A serious contender

Worth a look 

Disappointing 

Awful

If it’s one of our winners, 

you know it’s top quality

p62       Round-up
Phono stages
Know your moving magnets from your 

moving coils? We’ve rounded up five  

great budget phono stages that will keep 

your vinyl collection singing. 

p64      Test 
Stereo speakers
Whether you’re looking to get your first 

pair or opting for an upgrade, you’ll get  

a great pair of standmounting speakers  

at the £350–£450 price mark. Six sets – 

old favourites, Award-winners and 

newcomers – are all jostling for a space on 

your bookshelf (or, better, speaker stands).

Insider The future of TV? p22
Plasma might be on its way out, 
but it’s paved the way for Ultra HD 
4K and OLED to make their mark

Advice Centre p50
Got a burning hi-fi or home cinema 
question? Don’t worry: it’s nothing 
our team of experts can’t handle

Subscriptions p86
Save more than £45! 

Choose the print edition, or add  
iPad/iPhone editions for £5.50 extra

p76     Temptations
Get retro with a valve-based pre/

monobloc from Quad, while we go 

stateside for a McIntosh digital preamp.

p82     Playlist
The Governator returns for The Last 

Stand, and we get our groove on with !!!

Revamped hi-fi guide!
1500 products rated p89
With new categories and key tech 
specs, we’ve made it even easier for 
you to pick the best kit for your cash

How to…

Fine-tune your projector p98

Use your wireless speaker p125

Watch TV on your tablet p141

Pick the best OS for  

smartphones p142

For a full list of specifications and other 

useful info, visit whathifi.com

New Buyer’s Guide…
two mags in one!

64

76

Stereo 
speakers

Temptations
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FIRST TESTS
Exclusive reviews of the latest kit

EXCLUSIVE

The market for simple, wireless, multi-

room audio has long been dominated by  

a small number of key players, and Pure 

thinks it’s about time that changed. 

As the company continues to expand its 

product portfolio beyond its DAB radio 

roots, it now has its own affordable – not to 

mention colourful – solution to wireless 

multi-room music in the shape of the Pure 

Jongo speaker family.

The Jongo S3 is the first member of that 

family to officially launch – a small, portable 

speaker that can be used either as part of a 

multi-room set up or independently. So is it 

good enough to pave the way for the rest of 

the Jongo line-up coming later this year? 

The S3 is a compact little thing, making it 

easy to dot around the various rooms of 

your house (though we’d probably wait for 

Beats by Dr Dre
Executive
£270 Page 13

Lovely looking high-
end headphones

Panasonic 
TX-LP55VT65 
£2400 Page 10

Panasonic’s top-end 
plasma is a triumph

Eclipse
TD508 MK II
£960 Page 12
Good-looking, great-
sounding little speakers

>

 At 1.25kg, the cube-shaped Jongo S3 is weighty 

enough to feel like a durable and quality 

product, but still portable enough to put in 

your bag to take out and about with you

Pure Jongo S3 | Wireless speaker | £170

Jongo Unchained

The benefit of playing through the Pure 

Connect app is this is the only way you’ll  

be able to take advantage of the S3’s 

multi-room capabilities, meaning there’s 

no multi-room support for third-party 

streaming services like there is with Sonos.

Multi-tasking music portal

Still, the Pure Connect app will pull in  

any music stored on your device, allow  

you unlimited access to thousands of  

free internet radio stations and podcasts,  

plus if you’re subscribed to Pure Music 

(£4.99/month) you’ve got on-demand 

streaming from a library of 15 million tracks.

Bluetooth feels like it may have been 

somewhat of an afterthought with the S3,  

as it’s included in the shape of a removable 

wireless dongle that protrudes from the 

Want more? 

Visit whathifi.com 
for even more 

product reviews!

MORE

FIRST TESTS

the bigger T6 for the largest rooms). Its 

built-in rechargeable battery makes it game 

for rooms usually off limits too, such as 

bathrooms, and allows you the freedom to 

take it out into the garden or on holiday. 

To look at, it’s a round-edged cube-

shaped speaker that stands just taller than 

an iPhone 5. It’s available either as a black 

or white base unit, both fitted with black 

mesh grilles. These grilles are removable, 

though, and a range of more colourful 

covers is available for an extra £13.

Four all around, one on top

Four 19mm tweeters sit beneath these 

covers – one on each side of the cube – and 

there’s a 9cm upward-facing subwoofer 

that’s put in charge of the low-end. 

At 1.25kg, the Jongo is weighty enough  

to feel like a durable and quality product, 

but still portable enough to put in your bag 

to take out and about with you.

With the S3, you have the choice of 

playing music either over wi-fi using the 

Pure Connect app or via Bluetooth if you 

want to use services such as Spotify or Rdio. 

device’s USB port. Also on the back you’ll 

find the power socket (battery life should 

be around 10 hours on a full charge), an 

aux-in connection plus two buttons – one 

labelled ‘Wi-Fi’ to be used in the set-up 

process and another labelled ‘Audio’, which 

allows you to pick one of four different 

audio profiles to suit the S3’s environment.

We favoured the ‘stereo 360-degree 

sound’ profile for indoors, but there’s also 

‘stereo forward facing’, shutting off the two 

back drivers for speakers placed close to a 

wall, ‘mono 360-degree sound’, best used 

when the S3 is placed in the middle of a 

room and an ‘outdoor boost’ mode, doing 

just what it says on the tin to boost all five 

drivers for strong outdoors performance.

Add as many as you like

There’s no limit to how many Jongos you 

can set up in your house, though each will 

have to be individually configured as shown 

in the instructions. Of course, you only have 

to do the set-up once per Jongo, and when 

it’s done, they will all appear in the Pure 

Connect app whenever you load it up. 
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What immediately strikes is 

the sheer sense of scale. The 

sound is big and expansive

Cambridge Audio Minx Air 200 – p16

Wharfedale has clearly gone 

to extraordinary lengths to 

get the performance right

Wharfedale Diamond 155 – p18

WHAT IT HAS TO BEAT...

Sonos Play: 3 | £250

★★★★★

Sonos’ most affordable multi-room 

speaker is a great performer, easy to 

set up and lets you stream from any 

music service you can imagine.

Offering quality 

multi-room sound at 

an affordable price, 

the S3 looks set to 

create quite a stir
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FIRST TESTS WIRELESS SPEAKER
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Affordable multi-room 

is here, and it’s bright! 

We’re loving the colourful 

removeable grille covers. 

Yes, they might cost £13 

each – but that’s still cheaper 

than buying a new set of S3s 

every time you redecorate…

We’re really amazed 

by the sound that 

comes from this little thing 

– it really shouldn’t sound 

this commanding. The audio 

profiles are effective for 

tweaking the S3 to suit 

where it’s being used.

The S3 does struggle 

to fill the bigger 

rooms, though, as can only 

be expected. The bigger T6 

should solve this, as could 

the A2 adapter – which 

integrates your existing hi-fi 

kit into a Jongo network.

We put the S3’s 

multi-room smarts  

to the test, and it works a 

treat. Though wi-fi coverage 

may be an issue in bigger 

houses (a wi-fi booster 

might help), our humble 

abode manages it just fine.

The sun is out! The 

Jongo comes with  

us into the garden to catch 

some of the rays and brings 

our tunes with it. Its 

flexibility is certainly part  

of its charm, and it’ll keep 

going for up to 10 hours.

Pressing the ‘P’ logo near to the music 

controls will show you the Jongo speakers 

within streaming vicinity, and allow you  

to choose to stream a track to all or just 

some of them, and control their volumes 

independently or as a whole. Only one song 

can be streamed to all devices, though.

Overall we found the whole multi-room 

process simple and intuitive, and had no 

problems streaming to any one of our 

speakers over our busy network. Bear in 

mind though, that a flaky signal will kill  

off any chance of a harmonious multi-room 

experience so signal boosters might be a 

consideration, particularly in a large house.

Deceptively big sound 

The Jongo S3 is capable of a much bigger 

sound than its physical size would have you 

think. It does a good job of spreading that 

sound wide, with a surprisingly decent 

weight that stops it from ever sounding thin.

Pure has managed to produce a really 

nice balance to things, and avoided going  

too heavy on the bass as many other 

smaller speakers do. The S3 lacks a little 

of the refinement that its more expensive 

rivals show, but it’s impressive overall.

Blasting out Tensnake’s Coma Cat, the 

bass is tight and controlled while the high 

pulsing beat and finger clicks manage to 

avoid sounding harsh. Vocals are clear, 

direct and well projected, and there’s an 

admirable amount of detail across the range. 

Changing from streaming stored tracks to 

streaming the new Paramore album from 

Pure Music, there is a noticeable difference 

in the S3’s performance. That’s because  

you get non-purchased tracks streamed at 

only 128kbps, resulting in a drop in detail 

and an occasional harsh edge on brighter 

tracks. As such we’d recommend you 

stream your tunes at as high a bitrate as 

possible, as the S3 can be a little unforgiving 

with less-than-perfect recordings.

Multi-room for the masses

The S3 has made quite an entrance as the 

baby of the Jongo family. Not only is its 

sound really quite something for such a 

small and affordable speaker, but it makes 

multi-room audio seriously accessible, with 

the added benefit of being fully portable.

Of course, only being able to make use of 

the multi-room functionality using the Pure 

Connect app doesn’t make Pure’s offering 

quite as flexible as that from Sonos, and 

that will have to be a consideration for 

people who mainly use third-party 

streaming services. But with an £80 

difference between the S3 and Sonos’ 

cheapest speaker, the Play: 3, that’ll be a 

compromise that many are happy to make.

More Jongo products are due to launch 

later this year. If the S3 is anything to go by, 

we can’t wait to hear them.

In-house app

TECH SPECS

Player type Wireless/Bluetooth • Power 

20W • 3.5mm input Yes • Charging No • 

Headphone out No • Radio No • Finishes 2 

(plus 5 different colour covers) • Dimensions 

(hwd) 13 x 13 x 14cm • Weight 17kg

Rating ★★★★★

FOR Large sound that belies its size; detailed; 

good balance; well designed

AGAINST Unforgiving with poorer-quality 

tracks; multi-room only through Pure Connect

VERDICT Great sound, affordable multi-room 

smarts and easy portability make this a real gem

Don’t let its ‘Connect’ name 

confuse you – this app won’t 

help get your Pure device set up 

or connected to your wi-fi like 

some companion apps. Instead, it serves as 

Pure’s music control app for streaming wirelessly 

to Pure products like the Jongo S3 or, indeed, 

used independently on your Apple device.

It’ll pull all the music stored on the device 

you’re using into the app, so you can browse 

your content alongside 20,000 radio stations 

and 200,000 programmes and podcasts for 

free, plus the 15 million tracks available via the 

Pure Music subscription service (£4.99 a month). 

It’s nicely designed, with a neat homepage 

that offers up recommendations based on your 

listening patterns. We found the selection of 

tracks to be wide and varied, finding results for 

even our more obscure searches. You can buy 

tracks or stream them online, though this is 

restricted to 128kbps. A bit of a shame that,  

but overall this is a job well done from Pure.

Pure Connect

(iOS/Android coming soon) 

£Free ★★★★

A growing family

The Jongo S3 is just the first product from 

the Jongo multi-room family. We already 

know about two more devices in production 

– the T6 speaker and the A2 hi-fi adapter. 

The T6 will be the big brother of the 

set-up, offering a larger sound for filling the 

bigger rooms of the house. The A2 adapter, 

on the other hand, will handily turn any 

existing hi-fi into part of the Jongo 

multi-room system, allowing you to stream 

content to it like any other Jongo speaker.

Both models will be as customisable as 

the S3, with colourful clip-on covers available 

separately, and will appear later this year.

1 2 3 4 5





We like how intuitive this TV is to use – but it’s

the quality of the picture that truly impresses.

It’s just so stunningly clear and smooth – and

frankly, that alone is worth the asking price
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FIRST TESTS 55in TELEVISION

We’ve long been fans of Panasonic plasma 

TVs, and by now we’re all aware of the  

news that the company is stopping R&D  

on plasma panels. But the Fat Lady hasn’t  

sung yet, as the TX-P55VT65 proves.

With its Full HD, active 3D screen that’s 

filled to the brim with new smart features 

and a variety of control options, the  

VT65 certainly promises a great viewing 

experience for £2400. And it delivers.

Incredible features list

A key feature of the VT65 is its complement 

of HD tuners: one Freesat unit with two 

feeds, and a Freeview HD tuner – so you can 

watch live broadcast TV while recording 

another channel via USB at the same time. 

It also lets you watch two simultaneously.

Connections include three HDMI inputs 

and USB ports; component, composite and 

RGB scart inputs; optical and headphone 

outs; and an SD card slot. Ethernet and wi-fi 

provide your network connection options.

There are no less than four different ways 

to navigate your way around the VT65. 

First, there’s a standard remote control. If 

that feels a bit old-fashioned, you might 

prefer the Touch Pad Controller (pictured, 

right). We certainly did: the touch-sensitive 

pad was very responsive and easy to use 

with a few simple gestures. There’s also  

a small niche with an ‘OK’ button cut into 

the back of the remote where your finger 

naturally crooks in – it’s a nice touch.

Third, there’s the Viera Remote 2 app  

for iOS and Android. This includes a new 

interface with a full Smart Calibration 

section for adjusting all the picture settings 

straight from your smart device and an 

updated version of the Swipe & Share tool, 

which lets you send photos, videos and 

music (Android only for now) from your 

smartphone or tablet to your TV (and back 

again to your or a friend’s smart device) 

with a single swipe of your finger.

 Panasonic TX-P55VT65 | Plasma television | £2400

 Top-end plasma is a true triumph

Finally, there’s voice commands. We’ve 

already encountered – and been frustrated 

by – voice control in Samsung’s Smart TVs, 

but it’s the first year that Panasonic has 

featured it. And we were delighted to find 

that it works with minimal fuss: voice 

commands are recognised instantly and 

correctly on the whole, and the search 

terms used had a logical pattern to them.

But the biggest overhaul is a redesigned, 

customisable interface. Instead of one static 

screen or themed panels for each type of 

smart feature, the new My Home Screen 

lets you mix and match apps and content.

While we’re on the topic of new smart 

features, one of the most interesting things 

about the TX-P55VT65B is that you can 

draw on the screen. No… wait, put the 

ballpoint away! Panasonic has included  

an Electronic Touch Pen instead, with 

which you can draw on paused screens  

of live TV, as well as on photos sent  

from your smartphone to the TV.

improvement on previous Panasonic 

screens. There’s a rounded quality to it,  

and more weight and solidity to give 

definition. There’s no bright edge to the 

dialogue, and sound effects have more 

punch and power behind them. We did  

find ourselves increasing the volume just  

to get a touch more clarity, but it didn’t 

grate on the ears. We welcome the added 

muscle behind the sound, but we’d still 

recommend investing in a full speaker 

package if you want to get the most out of 

this TV, because the picture is really special.

Detail levels are sky-high; there are  

layers upon layers of subtlety that give  

the picture a captivating sense of depth  

and insight. Picture definition is accurate 

without edges being over-sharpened, and 

the overall clarity is remarkable. It’s smooth 

and clean too, and the VT65’s talent with 

contrast shines through. Black levels  

are velvety deep, with whites punching 

Blu-ray player

Panasonic DMP-BDT500

★★★★★ £300

Smooth motion and subtle detail work wonders with 

Blu-rays, and it’s a great 

DVD upscaler as well.

AV receiver

Yamaha RX-A1020 

★★★★★ £1000

A powerhouse all-rounder 

that delivers bags of 

excitement and precision.

Speaker package

B&W MT-60D 

★★★★★ £1945

This Award-winning system is superbly integrated, 

dynamic and steers surround effects around the  

room with exciting accuracy.

System builder Total build £5605

Hidden in the top is a built-in camera 

– only available for the VT65 and WT65 

series – which is useful if you want  

to make Skype calls or use the 

face-recognition feature with your 

personalised My Home Screen.  

You can angle the camera towards  

you, but it feels a little bit flimsy.

We’ve been moaning for years 

about the thin and lifeless sound 

served up by flat-screen TVs and 

now, finally, some manufacturers 

have started doing something 

constructive about it. The 

VT65 features long, slim 

front speakers inlaid into 

either side of the screen – and a 

7.5cm woofer hidden away – as its 

2.1 sound system. A total output of 

20W doesn’t sound like much, but it’s 

in the quality of the sound that we’re 

interested in – and it’s a definite 

There’s plenty of

innovation going on

here, from the Touch

Pad remote to the

special stylus

We’ve always liked Panasonic’s control apps, and  

this updated version jazzes things up with a Smart 

Calibration feature, with which you can adjust all the 

picture settings – brightness and contrast, hue and 

saturation, noise filters and more – available in the TV menus. It’s a 

colourful and interactive layout that looks particularly good on a tablet.

The app’s Swipe & Share feature also makes it easier to share media 

between your smart device and the TV. It’s as comprehensive as 

control apps go, and hats off to Panasonic for making it so intuitive.

Viera Remote 2 (iOS/Android) 

Free ★★★★★



The active-shutter

glasses are comfy, and

don’t strain the eyes

too much. It’s a subtle

but engaging effect

Th

gla

do

to

bu

www.whathifi.com 11

Rating ★★★★★

FOR Remarkably clarity and detail; smooth 

motion; new control and smart features;  

sound is punchy and rounded

AGAINST Flimsy built-in camera

VERDICT A truly stunning television that’s 

engaging to watch and comfortable to use

through – and details in shadows are never 

lost, while textures of different materials 

are fully conveyed. The colour palette has  

a natural tone, too.

Time for a switch to broadcast channels, 

and the practice sessions for the Chinese 

Grand Prix. Formula 1 cars whizzing across 

the screen could easily be a nightmare in 

terms of motion stability, but the Panasonic 

impresses with its smoothness. There are 

no distracting judders or blurring – and, 

coupled with the stark clarity and detail 

definition, this is an exciting watch.

The VT65’s smooth motion also comes  

in handy when watching 3D films such as 

Dredd. Panning shots across the dystopian 

landscape are smoothly handled with only 

the slightest hint of instability – but it’s a 

much subtler effect than previous 3D sets. 

TECH SPECS

• Type Plasma • 3D Active-shutter • 

Screen size 55in • Resolution 1920 x 1080 

• Tuners Freesat (with two feeds), Freeview 

HD • Inputs 3x HDMI, Component, 

RGB Scart, Composite, 3x USB, SD Card  

• Networking Ethernet, built-in wi-fi • 

Digital Audio Out Yes • Headphone out Yes 

• Size (hwd) 77 x 132 x 5cm • Weight 31.5kg

There are two slim

speakers either side

of the screen, and 

a 7.5cm driver that

provides decent punch

All the connections

are easy to get to, 

but you might need

adapters if you’re

wall-mounting…

We’ve mentioned the

four main control

methods. Let’s not

forget the hidden fifth

– actually getting up

and prodding buttons!

While we prefer the easy-on-the-eyes  

effect of passive 3D, the dramatic sense of 

depth you get with active sets is a major 

attraction. You get two pairs of glasses  

with the VT65, and our eyes didn’t get too 

weary too fast when watching in 3D – it’s 

one of the better active sets we’ve seen.

The TX-P55VT65 is a great screen. We 

like how easily laid-out the new smart 

features are and how intuitive it is to use 

the new controls. But it’s the quality of the 

picture that truly impresses. It’s just so 

stunningly clear and smooth – and frankly, 

that alone is worth the asking price.
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FIRST TESTS STEREO SPEAKERS

We can’t help but admire Eclipse’s 

single-minded approach to loudspeaker 

design. In a world of rectangular wooden 

boxes and multi-driver designs, Eclipse’s 

offerings stand apart. Its single-driver, 

egg-shaped speakers always impress – 

and not only for the stunning looks.

With one driver reproducing all the 

sound there are no integration issues,  

and no need for a crossover circuit that 

invariably introduces all kinds of 

distortions while sapping detail. 

That egg shape isn’t just aesthetic – it 

also improves rigidity, and those curves 

avoid any reflective edges which can spoil 

stereo imaging. The speaker is engineered 

so that any vibrations caused by the driver 

are first fed into a high mass anchor and 

then dissipated down into the stand. 

Installation flexibility

The TD508Mk3s are intended to be as 

flexible as possible. That pedestal stand  

is adjustable over a wide range of angles, 

and the speakers can be wall- or ceiling-

mounted as well as on a stand or shelf.

How do the TD508Mk3s sound? Given 

the distinctive engineering approach that 

produced them, it would be a shame if they 

sounded ordinary. They don’t. We’re 

astounded by their speed of response and 

the level of insight they offer. Low-level 

subtleties in dense recordings such as Orff’s 

Carmina Burana are readily revealed, and 

can be followed easily as the music gets 

more demanding. The Eclipses’ 

presentation is impressively composed 

when stressed by complex material, 

keeping all the music’s instrumental 

strands in place and proportion.

Get the toe-in angle right and these 

speakers deliver a wonderfully laid-out 

soundstage: it’s solid and intricately layered 

with suitably well-recorded material. Even 

the best of their conventional rivals, such as 

CD player

Naim CD5si £995 ★★★★★

Naim’s entry-level player is a brilliant performer that 

uncovers heaps of detail and 

presents it in an organised 

and entertaining way.

Amplifier

Heed Obelisk si £1290 ★★★★★

This shoe-box of an amplifier is as 

musical as they come and will 

make the most of the Eclipse’s 

rhythmic excellence.

Turntable

Rega RP6 £998 ★★★★★

Simple to set up, this Rega 

comes with a good cartridge 

and delivers a class-leading 

sound. It’s nicely made too.

Rating ★★★★★

FOR Top-class agility, detail and dynamics; 

terrific stereo imaging; superb build and finish

AGAINST These speakers are small, and so lack 

the sonic authority of some rivals

VERDICT Not for everybody, but nothing at 

this price comes close in their areas of strength

Also consider

KEF LS50

£800 ★★★★★

Great bass and superb 

resolution – cue a 2012 

Product of the Year Award

System builder Total build £4243

ATC’s SCM 11s and KEF’s LS50s sound 

vague and imprecise in comparison.

The Eclipses’ rhythmic ability is  

terrific too. They catch the leading and 

trailing edges of notes superbly, and 

maintain the timing relationships between 

sounds immaculately. This means they 

2

2 Adjustable position

The pods can be set at 

a variety of angles and 

the supporting arm is 

itself adjustable at the 

base. Eclipse offers a 

77cm-tall stand too

1 Single-minded approach

It might seem spartan having just the one 

pair of input sockets on a speaker pushing 

£1000, but, because the Eclipses are 

single-driver units, that’s all they need

Eclipse TD508Mk3 | Stereo speakers | £960

All-round rhythm and detail

With one driver reproducing all the sound, 

there are no integration issues, and no need for 

a crossover circuit that invariably introduces 

all kinds of distortions while sapping detail

convey the changes of pace and rhythmic 

drive in Dr John’s Revolution brilliantly.

These speakers fall short in all the areas 

where such a small design with just a single 

drive unit of 8cm would be expected to 

struggle. Higher frequencies sound 

relatively open, but bass depth is limited 

and this impacts on the TD508Mk3s’ ability 

to render authority and dynamic punch. 

Given a demanding, bass-driven piece of 

music such as Time from the Inception OST, 

these Eclipses just sound undernourished.

We normally award five stars only to 

excellent all-rounders, but in this case, as 

we have done with other Eclipse speakers, 

we’re willing to bend our rules a little. So 

good are the TD508Mk3s in specific areas 

that they make the very best of the 

competition sound inept in comparison. If 

you like what these Eclipses do, nothing 

else at this price level comes close.



These cans don’t shy away from 

giving low-frequencies their full 

attention – but they don’t have the 

same attack as other Beats models

Beats Executive | Headphones | £270

Well-dressed, but short on flair

If you were to take a quick visual survey 

of high-street headphone fashion, you’d 

notice two brands appearing again and 

again: Apple (with its trademark white 

earbuds) and Beats.

The Beats company, co-founded by 

former N.W.A. rapper Dr Dre, has a solid 

track record of producing desirable, stylish 

and punchy-sounding headphones, but the 

Executives mark its first move into the 

high-flyer market.

We mean that literally, for these are 

noise-cancelling cans – and are hoping to 

turf the Bose QuietComfort 15s right out  

of their seat in First Class.

Points for presentation

The Beats Executives make a cracking first 

impression. Open the box and you’re 

presented with an attractive and sturdy 

carry-case, two 3.5mm leads (one with a 

one-button remote/mic unit), batteries, an 

aeroplane adapter, 6.3mm plug, a cleaning 

cloth, and the usual paperwork.

Plus the headphones, of course. And 

what a pair of headphones they are. 

Flawlessly constructed from stainless steel 

and aluminium alloy, they drew admiring 

glances from all in the office – and equally 

enthusiastic ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ when people 

tried them on. The soft leather on the 

ear-cups (which sit on your ears rather than 

around them, as the Boses do) feels lovely 

and comfortable, and the leather headband 

doesn’t dig in. The Executives fold, too, 

which is a boon for any traveller.

At 340g the Beats are heavier than their 

Bose counterparts (227g), but a shade 

lighter than the likes of Logitech’s UE9000s 

(378g) and the PSB M4U2s (362g). That 

might sound like we’re being overly specific, 

but try wearing a pair of headphones over a 

nine-hour flight and you’ll soon realise that 

every gram matters.

Rating ★★★

FOR Beautiful design and construction; natural 

midrange; sweet treble; mic and remote control

AGAINST Noise-cancelling tech hisses; lacking 

in dynamic flair; bass is a little too tubby

VERDICT Nice if you like huge bass, but there 

are too many caveats for a full recommendation

Also consider

Bose QuietComfort 15 

£280 ★★★★★

A near-perfect blend of style 

and function – and their noise- 

cancelling is second to none.

USE IT WITH

Sony
Xperia Z
Great sound, great 

picture – and practical 

too. A multimedia giant

First impressions are 

good, and there are 

neat design touches

Full marks for design: 

battery compartment 

is sturdy and has a 

neat magnetic cover. 

These cans fold, too

On the right earcup is the on/off switch 

and a mute button. Push the big ‘b’ logo and 

the Executives are muted (and the 

noise-cancelling disabled) for the duration 

of your press – handy for hearing that 

last-call-for-drinks announcement before 

landing. It doesn’t pause whatever you’re 

listening too, though…

Before running in, we check out the 

Beats’ noise-cancelling abilities. 

Which brings us on to our first two 

gripes: the Executives won’t work 

at all without being switched on 

(so if your batteries run out, 

that’s not only the end of your 

noise-cancellation, it’s the end 

of your music too); and when 

they are switched on, there’s an 

annoyingly constant hiss.

Do they block out the bluster of 

the outside world? To some extent, 

yes. With music on you’ll be 

hard-pressed to hear conversations 

around you – but you’re not fully isolated. 

And through it all, music or not, is that 

continuous ‘ssssssssssssss’…

Too much flab, not enough muscle 

As you might expect, the bass is on the 

‘phat’ side. These cans don’t shy away from 

giving low-frequencies their full attention 

– but they don’t have the same attack as 

other models in the Beats range. The treble 

sounds sweet, though, and there’s nice 

detail to snare drums and cymbals, although 

things can get harsh at high volumes.

After a good 24 hours (and a battery 

change), the sound settles down into itself. 

It’s more cohesive, but still lacks that punch 

and zing we were hoping for. The bass is as 

weighty as ever, but still isn’t tight enough 

to really help the music move along – and 

that’s a shame, because the midrange is 

quite pleasing. There’s decent detail to 

percussion, the leading edges of snares and 

toms, and vocals have a nice, natural sound.

Overall, though, it’s a slightly flat, 

tired-sounding performance – one that’s at 

odds with the rest of the Beats we’ve heard. 

We want more agility at this price; more 

pep, more attack and more in the way of 

dynamic range. There’s a lack of light and 

shade here, which masks some of these 

cans’ real skills. There’s such a thing as too 

easygoing, and that’s the case here.

These cans are definitely more 

entertaining than the Boses – but are they 

better? Nope. And neither do they stack up 

to the Logitechs or PSBs in the ‘fun’ stakes 

– both of those will have your toes tapping 

away with their more assured performances. 
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Round the back…

Speaker 

connections

The BTT460 uses 

special connections 

for the supplied 

cables. But you 

probably wouldn’t 

upgrade anyway…

Networking

Ethernet is 

built-in, but you’ll 

need to fork out if you 

want the optional wi-fi 

dongle. You connect 

the optional Skype 

cam back here, too. 

The BTT460 can 

access catch-up 

services and Netflix, 

among others, and 

also lets you play files 

stored on hard-drives 

hosted on your local 

home network

Video output

A solitary HDMI 

output is all you get. 

We’d like a couple of 

HDMI ins for set-top 

boxes and games 

consoles, but there  

is an optical input.

1 2 3

We watch the ace Sherlock Holmes on Blu-ray:

explosions are detailed and exciting, with 

good dynamics and separation – all without

sounding shrill, as budget systems often can
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FIRST TESTS HOME THEATRE SYSTEM

Panasonic SC-BTT460 | Home theatre system | £350

 Great value and convenience

The Panasonic SC-BTT460 is the first 

of the company’s 2013 home-cinema- 

in-a-box systems. Offering Blu-ray, 3D, 

catch-up TV and streaming movie services 

– as well as speakers and amplification – for 

£350, it’s an idea that’s hard to argue with.

That said, you’d be forgiven for not 

noticing at first glance that the BTT460  

is a brand-new piece of kit. No doubt due  

to the popularity of soundbars, it seems  

the level of innovation in one-box systems 

– at least on this evidence – isn’t particularly 

high; this is much like last year’s models,  

on paper and out of the box. Let’s be 

thankful, then, that the 2012 models were 

already brimming with functionality…

Neat and easy to assemble

The biggest change here might just be  

the price. This is a mid-range system (the 

SC-BTT560 and SC-BTT880 sit above it in 

Panasonic’s line-up), but nevertheless it 

seems cheaper than ever for such a product.

Two tall floorstanding speakers at the 

front are joined by two dinky satellite 

of the main 3D Blu-ray player unit. This  

has had a slight redesign with a more 

angular shape and a silver flourish to  

bring the looks sufficiently up to date.

HDMI in? You’re out of luck

There’s certainly no shortage of 

connectivity here, but there is a notable 

exception: there are no HDMI inputs.  

So if you want to run an Xbox/PS3 or  

PVR through the system you’re limited  

to a solitary digital optical input (or  

an analogue audio input) and must use  

a direct video connection to your TV.  

HDMI inputs would be neater and handy.

Alongside the HDMI output, digital 

optical and analogue audio inputs,  

you’ll find the FM aerial socket, an  

ethernet connection and a slot for an 

optional extra wireless dongle (the  

BTT460 is wired-only out of the box).

On the front there’s an SD card slot  

and a USB connection for playback from 

memory sticks (the list of compatible 

file-formats is pretty exhaustive) and 

speakers and an equally compact centre-

channel and subwoofer. They’re a little 

plastic-fantastic, as you might expect,  

but look smart enough in their glossy  

black finish. As usual, the tall speakers 

come in parts – three, in this case – and 

require assembling. It’s easy enough  

and you can feed the supplied cables 

through the speakers for a neater finish. 

Once done they’re not exactly rock  

solid, but fine for the money.

The supplied speaker cables connect  

via proprietary connections to the rear  

directly from iPods and iPhones. There’s  

no sign of an iPod dock or Bluetooth 

streaming, but you can stream media from 

a phone or tablet to the BTT460 over your 

network using the free Viera Remote 2 app.

There’s no sign of the new My Home 

Screen layout seen on Panasonic’s 2013 TVs 

(see p10 and p40 for more), but the existing 

tile system is simple enough. Connect to 

your network and you’ll find BBC iPlayer, 

Facebook, Netflix and YouTube, among 

others, but none of the other catch-up TV 

services as yet. Netflix worked well enough, 

although it took longer than we expected  

to make the leap to HD quality – naturally 

this is often network dependent. From  

the main menu you can make adjustments 

to picture and sound, and also jump easily 

enough to the various media inputs, FM 

radio, Blu-ray player and more.

Great sound for the price…

So how does it perform? For £350, pretty 

darn well. We leave it doing its thing for a 

good 24 hours to run-in, and there’s no sign 

of any harshness or bright edges in the 

treble. Watching the excellent Sherlock 

Holmes on Blu-ray, explosions are detailed 

and exciting, with good dynamics and 

separation – all without sounding shrill,  

as these budget systems often can.

Another common issue is the handling  

of dialogue by smaller centre-channels. 

Again, the Panasonic SC-BTT460 does  

well. The sound is a little thicker than  

we’d like – noticeable throughout, though 

particularly with voices – but it is still fairly 
2

1

3

USE IT WITH

The Last
Stand
Arnie said he’d be 

back. This action 

romp might not have 

an Oscar-worthy  

plot, but it’s a darn 

good tester for this 

all-in-one system.



Top tip

The BTT460’s lack of 
HDMI inputs means 

connecting external sources 
straight to your TV via HDMI, 

and using its optical 
input for sound.

The main unit offers

access to plenty of

online services, as well

as playing 3D Blu-rays
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Rating ★★★★ 

FOR Excellent value; vivid pictures; powerful, 

detailed sound from the small speakers

AGAINST No HDMI inputs; bass is a little 

overbearing; motion issues

VERDICT Cracking value, with only a few spec 

and performance gripes qualifying our praise

TECH SPECS

SPEAKERS Front channels (hwd) 

119 x 27 x 27cm/2.5kg • Centre channel 

(hwd) 9 x 28 x 8cm/0.7kg • Rear 

channels (hwd) 14 x 8 x 8cm/0.5kg • 

Subwoofer (hwd) 29 x 15 x 26cm/3kg

MAIN UNIT Total claimed power 1000W 

• 3D Yes • Inputs Optical digital, stereo 

phono, USB, SD card, ethernet • Tuner FM 

• Size (hwd) 5 x 46 x 27cm/2.4kg

clear and certainly not lightweight or ever 

lost in the soundtrack. A slightly sloppy 

subwoofer, relatively powerful but not  

very tight, does make for a warm, smooth, 

slightly soft sound, but we would prefer 

this to a bright, lightweight presentation.

… but don’t expect the earth

The rear speakers perform well enough, 

with surround effects interjecting when 

called upon. The disparity in size means  

it’s not the most integrated set-up, though, 

with rear effects sometimes sounding  

a little obvious and detached – but for  

this sort of money, we won’t grumble  

too much. The overall tonal balance  

and sound of the rear speakers is fine.

We don’t expect a huge amount when  

it comes to stereo music playback – you  

can push it in to 5.1 if you really want – but 

listening via a connected iPod, or indeed  

to CD, music has weight and excitement  

(if sounding a little leaden and warm).

Panasonic makes largely very good  

TVs and Blu-ray players, so we expect the 

picture to impress us – and for the most part 

it does. We watch the vivid animation of 

Monsters Inc, and there’s excellent attention 

to detail, with every last animated hair 

visible on close-up shots. Colours are 

relayed with plenty of punch and body, and 

just the right balance of dynamic colour 

without looking over-saturated.

More natural-looking discs such as 

Sherlock Holmes look similarly impressive. 

Black levels are at times a little greyed- 

out and the gloomiest scenes could do  

with a bit more insight, but overall the 

picture is rich and enjoyable. Fast motion 

occasionally causes some judder and  

loss of stability, but it isn’t too much of an 

issue. It’s more of the same with 3D: the 

player produces good, colourful pictures.

Well worth a look

There’s a lot to like here. On sale for £350, 

and even cheaper in some places at the 

time of writing, the level of picture and 

sound quality on offer from the BTT460 is 

very hard to argue with. It’s easy to sit back 

and enjoy a surround-sound experience, 

with the bonus of catch-up TV and movie 

streaming, and that in itself is impressive.

That said, we have to qualify our praise. 

The lack of HDMI inputs is a shame and the 

selection of apps could be better, mainly in 

The tall front speakers

deliver a decent

spread of sound, and

don’t veer into overt

brightness – which 

is great at this price

terms of catch-up TV. More pertinently, the 

sound can be a little thick and neither black 

levels nor fast motion are faultless.

We can absolve such an affordable piece 

of kit of many sins such as these, though, 

and it is a really rather charming solution  

– but we have to remain objective, so it’s  

an upbeat four stars rather than an 

unqualified five for the SC-BTT460.



When it comes down to it, we prefer the sound

of the Minx Air 200 over the smaller 100 unit.

There’s so much detail and dynamism on offer

that we’d happily cough up the extra money
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FIRST TESTS WIRELESS SPEAKER

The Cambridge Audio Minx Air 200 

wireless speaker system already has the 

weight of expectation behind it. The 

company’s first venture into the popular 

wireless speaker market got off to a dream 

start with the powerful-sounding Minx Air 

100. This £430 wireless speaker system is 

nearly identical to the 100 in terms of 

features, but is bigger and bolder in both 

size and performance.  

Solid build quality

The ‘200’ in the name indicates the 

increased power output: 200W of 

amplification drives two 6cm balanced 

mode radiator (BMR) drivers and a 16.5cm 

subwoofer hidden inside that white-and-

grey casing. The build quality is solid, the 

finish smooth, and the weight reassuringly 

substantial – it feels like a quality product.

The triple whammy of AirPlay, Bluetooth 

and internet radio is the biggest pulling 

point here. It’s rare to find both AirPlay and 

Bluetooth in the same unit, but in this case 

it doesn’t matter if your smartphone or 

tablet runs Android, Apple iOS or Windows; 

they’re all compatible, which is fantastic 

news for households with numerous smart 

devices and computers.

Plenty of connection options

The connectivity doesn’t end there, for 

Cambridge Audio hasn’t shaken off its 

analogue roots. The Minx Air 200 offers 

RCA analogue inputs and a 3.5mm input for 

hard-wiring a TV or any MP3 player, and 

there’s also an ethernet port for wired 

network connections. As far as specs go, the 

200 is one of the most comprehensively 

specified and featured systems in its class. 

With all these wireless features on offer, 

setting up the Minx Air 200 with all your 

devices could well be a time-consuming 

and frustrating experience – but it’s a 

straightforward process as long as you have 

Cambridge Audio Minx Air 200 | Wireless speaker | £430

AirPlay, Bluetooth and top-notch sound

a laptop, a stable home wi-fi network 

connection and Cambridge Audio’s 

instructions to hand. 

Setting up AirPlay (and internet radio) 

requires you to connect to the Minx Air 

200’s own wireless network. Type the IP 

address supplied into your web browser to 

open up to the set-up page; select your own 

home network, enter the password, and 

there you go: you can now stream music 

from any Apple device to the Minx. 

Bluetooth pairing is the same (and easy) 

as ever: press the pairing button on the  

unit and wait a few seconds for it to connect 

with your device.

Big, expansive sound

We were impressed by the sound coming 

from the compact Minx Air 100, but the 

200 shows how it’s really done. 

What immediately strikes is the sheer 

sense of scale on offer. The sound is big and 

expansive –much larger and more dramatic 

and powerful. A bit of care is needed with 

positioning, though: we’d avoid placing the 

unit too close to a wall or in corners, as the 

bass starts to lose definition. The scale of 

sound is also compromised, losing the 

openness and dynamism that we like so 

much. There is a bass level control at the 

back of the unit – we left it at its half-way 

point as it sounded taut and in control 

– much more so than the smaller Minx 100. 

No slouch with detail

Switch tempo to test favourite Someone 

Like You by Adele and her voice is layered, 

rounded and up-close. We’re impressed  

by the Minx Air 200’s ability to dig out 

subtleties and nuances of detail. 

There’s an enthusiasm here that’s hard  

to ignore, too. The Minx stays just the  

right side of exuberant – and while it  

might not be the last word in refinement 

(rivals such as the B&W A5 offer just  

a tad more precision and elegance),   

it’s still engaging and eager to please. 

We switched between AirPlay and 

Bluetooth when streaming music, and 

found that sound quality is largely the  

same across either wireless option.  

Saying that, some might find Bluetooth  

than we found with the Minx Air 100. It fills 

up our fairly large listening room easily and 

confidently with an authoritative sound. 

There’s no struggle or loss of control 

when things get loud, either. We found the 

100 became a touch strained at the top end 

when really pushed, but there’s no such 

issue with the Minx Air 200. If anything, it 

urges you to crank the volume.

And no matter what source you’re using, 

it sounds wonderfully dynamic and open, 

thriving on operating at high volumes. 

There’s no excess brightness either,  

and when the music builds up, there’s 

plenty of space for the top end to breathe 

and soar without hardening. 

Play Biffy Clyro’s cover of Buddy Holly 

and never once does the Minx Air 200 run 

out of energy or lose its upbeat rhythm.  

The dedicated bass driver (absent from  

the Minx Air 100) gives the sound a 

satisfyingly solid weight – more muscular 

Smartphone

Google Nexus 4 

★★★★★

The current cream of the Android  

crop, the Nexus 4 is a fantastic  

phone and sounds great to boot.

Laptop

Apple MacBook Air 

£850

Svelte and portable, the Air can 

connect with the Minx Air 200  

via Bluetooth and AirPlay.

Streaming service

Spotify Premium 

★★★★★ £9.99/month

A no-brainer if you’re the type who 

can never have enough music. Take  

it with you on your phone, too…

Use it with…

The free Minx Air app is a 

useful download, particularly 

for the radio feature. You can 

select from a list of available 

radio stations and programme your top 10, 

which show up as icons with station artwork.

The app also shows which source you’re 

using, and offers bass levels and EQ settings.

Best for internet radio

It’s a good-looking bit of software and it’s 

easy to use, but it’s most relevant for 

internet radio. When it comes to playing 

over AirPlay or Bluetooth, playback controls 

are limited to pausing the music and 

changing the volume. Our smartphone’s 

own music controls are more responsive and 

intuitive, and offer greater playback control.

Minx Air (iOS/Android) 

£Free ★★★★

If you prefer internet

radio to downloads,

the app is a boon
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Rating ★★★★★

FOR Big, powerful sound; great sense of scale; 

tonally balanced; versatile streaming features

AGAINST Remote control is fiddly and slow

VERDICT This wireless speaker serves up a 

genuinely exciting sound – and the versatile 

wireless options are a real delight, too

a tiny bit clearer and more definite  

with the start and finish of notes. 

When it comes down to it, we prefer  

the sound of the Minx Air 200 over the 

smaller 100. There’s just so much detail, 

dynamism and engagement on offer that 

we’d happily cough up the extra £100 – the 

Minx Air 200 is worth every penny.

Remote control could be better

The remote control handsets that come 

with wireless systems seem to be getting 

dinkier by the day – but there’s a logic to it, 

as you’re more likely to be using your 

smartphone or tablet as the main control.

We found that the Minx Air 200’s 

supplied remote was awkward to use: it’s 

too small, with flat buttons that need to be 

pressed quite hard to work. There’s also a 

delay between button-press and action, 

especially when changing volume.

It’s all a bit fiddly and frustrating: it’s 

much easier to use the intuitive controls  

on your smart device. Bear in mind that  

you will have to use the supplied remote’s 

volume controls if you’re streaming from  

a laptop or desktop computer, though. 

There’s no denying it: we’re hugely 

impressed with what this Minx Air 200  

can do. It might be relatively unfamiliar 

ground for Cambridge Audio, but it’s come 

into this fast-growing market with all guns 

blazing. The Minx Air 100 was good; the 

200 is even better. Its offer of both 

Bluetooth and AirPlay will no doubt attract 

many folk, but it’s the powerful, dynamic 

and open sound of the Minx Air 200 that 

makes this wireless speaker a formidable 

option in this competitive market.

TECH SPECS

Player type AirPlay/Bluetooth • Power 

200W • Radio Internet • Remote Control 

Yes • Phono out Yes • Subwoofer out No 

• Detachable speakers No • 3.5mm 

input Yes • Headphone out No • Charging 

No • Battery No • Dimensions (hwd) 

45 x 22 x 17.4cm • Weight 5.1kg

The Minx Air 200

delivers a surprisingly

muscular sound for its

size. Its enthusiastic

character is addictive

1 Bass level control

This lets you fine-tune 

the Minx Air 200’s 

low-frequency 

response depending 

on its placement in 

the room. We just  

left it at 12 o’clock.

2 Ethernet port

We recommend 

hooking the Minx up 

to your network using 

Ethernet if possible.  

It provides a more 

stable connection 

than wireless.

3 Analogue inputs

If you’d rather use a 

wired connection, or 

have a non-wireless 

portable player, you 

can use the stereo 

phono or 3.5mm 

analogue inputs.

Round the back

1

2
3
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Wharfedale Diamond 155 | Stereo speakers | £500

 Poor finish hits 155s hard

FIRST TESTS STEREO SPEAKERS

We’ve been less than impressed with the 

quality of finish on Wharfedale’s new 

Diamond range so far. We can forgive the 

fact that the 155s’ floor plinths were loose 

when we unpacked them. But the uneven 

front-baffle finish we first noted with their 

sibling 121s in January is present in the 155s. 

Even worse, the vinyl-wrap covering was 

peeling off at two corners. What’s more, it 

was untidily applied at the edges – and that’s 

before we get to the unevenness caused by 

the application of the thin vinyl wrap on 

top of the composite chipboard panels. 

There’s another reason to be so upset 

about the poor finish. The real tragedy is 

that, under normal circumstances, these 

floorstanders would be battling it out for 

class leadership. Wharfedale’s engineers 

have clearly gone to extraordinary lengths 

to get the performance right.

That cabinet, finish apart, is decently 

made from a combination of MDF and 

sounds to us. The Diamond 155s dig deep 

and have the power and punch to do a hard-

hitting album such as The Dead Weather’s 

Horehound justice. If anything, the bass 

performance is a touch overstated, even 

with the speakers well out in the room. But 

it’s fast, articulate and detailed, so we don’t 

have a real problem with it.

Move up the frequency range and we’re 

impressed with the 155s’ integration. That 

sculpted tweeter-faceplate obviously works 

well, helping to deliver a sparse recording 

like The xx’s Coexist with a deal of finesse. 

There’s a high level of transparency through 

the midrange too, well beyond what most 

floor-standing rivals would manage.

You can add a surefooted sense of 

rhythm – a rare skill for floorstander at this 

price – and a pleasing impression of scale 

and authority to the mix, too. There’s also 

plenty of detail on tap, and a level of 

precision that’s right up there with the best 

Stereo amplifier

Rotel RA-10  

★★★★★ £350

The best sub-£400 stereo amplifier around, 

no question. Comes with  

a good phono stage, too.

CD player

Marantz CD6004  

★★★★★ £300

Still the best budget CD player: a wonderful 

combination of detail, 

refinement and excitement.

Turntable

Rega RP3/Elys2  

★★★★★ £550

Rega’s mighty RP3 marches on. This 

is still the best turntable you can get at 

this price. Comes with cartridge, too.

Rating ★★★

FOR Powerful, agile bass; Lots of detail and 

transparency; Impressive scale and authority

AGAINST The extremely poor finish on 

our review sample

VERDICT The Diamond 155s are fine-sounding 

speakers, let down by poor attention to detail

Also consider

Q Acoustics 2050i

£420 

★★★★★

Huge scale, loads of bass – 

and very well made…

System builder Total build £1200

USE IT WITH

50 Words 
For Snow
Beautifully recorded 

tracks that demand 

subtlety and finesse 

from a speaker

The real tragedy is that, under normal circumstances, these 

floorstanders would be battling it out for class leadership.

Wharfedale’s engineers have clearly gone to extraordinary

lengths to get the Diamond 155s’ performance right

chipboard, which leads to better-damped 

panels. This in turn leads to a cabinet that 

contributes far less to the sound – and that’s 

always a good thing.

Good-quality drive units

The quality of the drive units is impressive, 

too. We know and like the Diamond 155s’ 

25mm soft-dome unit, which sits in a 

heavily shaped faceplate that controls the 

way it disperses sound.

The two larger drivers are substantial 

16.5cm woven-Kevlar units that work in 

partnership – the upper one produces 

midrange and bass, with the one below 

helping out only at the lowest frequencies. 

These are tuned by a pair of downward-

venting ports, which exit into a small 

air-gap between the base of the cabinet and 

a plinth, making the power-transfer from 

the port to the room more efficient. 

That should lead to better, more 

powerful bass. And that’s exactly how it 

at this price. The 155s really do give a clear 

view into the music and recording.

The Diamond 155s have such a wide 

spread of talents that they sound confident 

with every genre of music. There’s enough 

drive to keep Metallica fans happy, but they 

can change gear effortless to deliver Kate 

Bush’s lovely Among Angels with real 

delicacy. All it would take is a little more 

enthusiasm and they would arguably lead 

the class in sound quality.

These speakers sound better with a bit of 

space to breathe, otherwise that powerful 

bass performance starts to dominate things. 

A touch of toe-in towards the listening 

position helps to firm-up the decent stereo 

image and we prefer the extra transparency 

and openness brought about by bi-wiring.

But as good as they sound, we don’t feel 

confident in wholeheartedly recommending 

the Diamond 155s. Wharfedale really has to 

sort out its quality control before we can 

truly recommend them.
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FIRST TESTS WIRELESS SPEAKER DOCK

The keenly anticipated successor to the 

Zeppelin Mini, the Z2 has been a long time 

coming. We were given a sneak peek of it  

in the middle of last year, before the brakes 

were firmly applied thanks to the 

announcement of the iPhone 5 and  

Apple’s new Lightning connector. 

Taking things back to the drawing board, 

B&W redesigned the 30-pin dock to feature 

the new connector, threw in AirPlay 

connectivity and the result is the rather 

striking Z2. But can it continue the five-star 

legacy of the Zeppelin range?

Family resemblance

As we’ve come to expect from B&W 

products, the Z2 is as stylish as its 

predecessors, and in particular adopts  

a very similar design language to the 

Zeppelin Mini. 

The top of the unit is curved in a way 

that allows the physical dock to be almost 

invisible when not in use, while the front  

of the unit is largely made up of a curved 

metal grille covering the Z2’s two 3.5in 

full-range drivers. In front of the dock there 

are touch-sensitive volume controls, which 

we found to be responsive and easy to use.

On the back you’ll find B&W’s Flowport, 

added to aid a richer bass response, but 

other than that the Z2 keeps it fairly 

minimal – all clean sweeping lines and 

uncomplicated design. It’s available in black 

or white, though the white version won’t be 

available until June.

Wireless alternative

Aside from the Lightning dock, the Z2 adds 

the wireless functionality of AirPlay, making 

it the baby of the B&W AirPlay speaker 

line-up. While many manufacturers are 

now choosing to go one way or another with 

a physical dock or wireless connectivity, 

having both allows the Z2 to be used when 

wi-fi is unavailable or unreliable, and that’s 

sure to be attractive to many.

Bowers & Wilkins Z2 | Wireless speaker dock | £330

 Good-looking baby makes a sweet sound

It’s worth noting, though, that although 

the Z2 features a Lightning connector, you 

can’t dock iPads – only iPhone 5s and 

fifth-generation iPods.

Apple is not the only fruit

Any device with an aux output can connect 

to the Z2’s 3.5mm jack, opening up this 

rather Apple-focused speaker to other 

phones, MP3 players and even laptops, if  

in a rather rudimentary way. On the back 

you’ll also find an ethernet port for 

hard-wiring the Z2 to your router for a  

more stable AirPlay connection.

Getting AirPlay up and running is as 

simple as on any other B&W device. The 

Bowers & Wilkins Control app is still one  

of the best out there when it comes to 

usability and simply gets the job done in  

a few minutes. 

Control options

Once you’ve followed the on-screen 

instructions to get started, the app is fairly 

redundant, allowing you to register your 

device or set up a new one but supplying 

no further controls. That’s hardly a problem 

though, as everything you’ll need for 

controlling volume and track are  

in your iDevice’s music player or via your 

streaming apps of choice – though some 

additional EQ controls like the ones 

Libratone’s app offers might have been nice.

To listen to the Z2, we first dock our 

fifth-generation iPod into the top and hit 

shuffle. We are immediately impressed 

with the level of detail that we hear, with 

the piano chords that punctuate the 

beginning of Aloe Blacc’s I Need A Dollar 

layered, crisp and snappy. 

The drum beat kicks with a rather 

surprising punch for its size too, though it  

is Blacc’s voice that really cuts through the 

mix and pushes to be centre of attention.

The vocals certainly seem to be an area 

of concentration for the Z2, and it gives 

USE IT WITH

Apple
iPhone 5
The Z2’s Lightning 

dock makes the 

iPhone 5 – still one of 

our favourite phones 

– its perfect partner.

Round the back, 

B&W’s Flowport is in 

evidence, fitted to give 

a richer bass response

The dock itself mirrors 

the unit’s curved 

elegance and is barely 

visible when not in use

them plenty of space to shine as a 

result. The mid-range as a whole 

is an area of impressive clarity 

and focus, sounding more open 

and refined than the same-priced 

Cambridge Audio Minx Air 100. 

While the Z2 does fall behind 

the Minx Air 100 somewhat 

when it comes to scale and 

overall weightiness, we were 

impressed at the kick it had in the 

low-end considering its small 

stature. It offers a satisfyingly 

warm, controlled and agile bass 

response that is much-improved 

from that of its predecessors.

We did find the treble had a 

tendency to touch on the thin 

side at higher volumes and this  

is where some EQ settings from 

B&W may have come in handy 

– the ones on the iPod 

itself aren’t subtle 

enough for what’s 

required. It’s a 

niggle rather than a 

huge consideration 

though, and when 

placed within a proper 

home setting, it’s 

something that we  

expect would soften up.

Overall, the Z2 is an upfront, dynamic 

and energetic listen that grabs your 

attention immediately and takes you  

along for the ride. We would certainly 

recommend, where possible, that you  

dock your device rather than streaming 

over AirPlay, as we find the difference in 

detail and clarity really quite noticeable. 

Of course, this is down to limitations of 

wireless playback rather than any fault on 

B&W’s side, and is a compromise you’ll 

make for the wireless convenience of 

AirPlay. It’s a nice feature to have, but one 

we’d probably suggest you kept for house 

parties rather than Sunday afternoon 

listening sessions.

Balance, verve and vigour

As ever, Bowers & Wilkins has managed to 

strike that hard-to-find balance of a product 

that’s thoughtfully designed, looks the part 

and sounds great. No matter what your 

music tastes, the Z2 takes whatever is 

thrown at it in its stride, displaying with a 

level of verve and vigour that far surpasses 

its price point and physical size. Of course 

larger, bassier sounds can be found from 

speakers further up B&W’s range, but the Z2 

does its job as the company’s entry-level 

option with aplomb. 

It’s also proved that, while wireless 

connectivity is great for convenience and 
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Rating ★★★★★

FOR Detailed; admirable clarity and space; 

versatile; impressive low-end for its size; times 

well; continues the physical-dock format

AGAINST Treble can become slightly thin at 

high volumes

VERDICT An upfront, energetic performer 

that delivers detail, clarity and style in spades

Spotify

Free (subscription from £4.99)

Our music app Award winner, Spotify is 

the ultimate in music streaming services: 

20 million tracks, 320kbps playback and 

offline listening.

Last.fm

Free

Listen to tailored radio stations based 

on genre or artist and receive music 

recommendations based on what 

you’ve listened to before.

iPlayer Radio

Free

Placing all the Beeb’s radio stations at your fingertips, 

you have the ability to listen live 

or on-demand to any show 

within the last seven days.

Best streaming apps

Top tip

Make sure You download 

B&W’s Control app for easy 

AirPlay set-up. The instructions 

are straightforward and it’ll 

get you up and running 

within minutes.

TECH SPECS

Player type Dock/AirPlay • AirPlay 

compatibility iPhone, iPod Touch, iPad, Mac/

PC with iTunes • Dock type Apple Lightning 

(iPhone 5, iPod Toch 5th-gen, iPod Nano 7th 

gen) • Power 40W • Frequency response 

50Hz-20kHz • Inputs Ethernet, 3.5mm • 

Bluetooth No • Remote control Yes • 

Finishes 2 • Dimensions (hwd) 18 x 32 x 10cm

The Z2 looks alluring in 

black or white, and the 

sound it makes is 

equally satisfying

While many manufacturers are now choosing 

to go either with a physical dock or wireless 

connectivity, having both allows the Z2 to be 

used when wi-fi is unavailable or unreliable

the preferred option of some users, our 

audio love affair with a physical dock is 

very far from over. The Z2 might have  

been some time coming, but it has most 

certainly been worth the wait. Dock’s  

not dead. Long live dock.
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As Ultra HD 4K and OLED make a grab for the 
high-end TV market, plasma is losing sales

ww
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INSIDER
Future tech

Is this the end of the 
road for plasma?

 O
ne of the most debated 

issues on the whathifi.

com Forums of late 

revolved around Panasonic’s 

decision to stop any further R&D 

on its plasma panels. While the 

company itself is at pains to point 

out that there are still plasma 

models in its new 2013 TV line-up 

– and almost certainly will be in 

2014 too – many readers worried 

that the best TV technology was 

on its way out. 

Cutting-edge tech

Ever since Pioneer pulled the 

plug on the legendary Kuro, 

legions of plasma fans have relied 

on Panasonic to continue flying 

the plasma flag. It was Panasonic, 

after all, who recruited some of 

the best Kuro engineers when 

Pioneer pulled out of the TV 

market. For home cinema fans, 

plasma’s deep blacks and 

excellent motion handling made 

it the TV tech of choice. But now 

Ultra HD 4K and OLED are the 

Plasma is expected to continue to

lose out to LCD/LED as prices fall

new kids in town, with Sony, 

Samsung, LG, Toshiba and 

Panasonic all revealing cutting-

edge models at CES 2013 in 

January, including some 

prototypes with curved screens.

Ultra high-definition

So while plasma may continue 

for a while, the truth is it’s 

probably coming to the end of its 

life. Ultra HD (4K) screens have a 

resolution of 3840 x 2160, four 

times that of existing Full HD 

screens. And while many 4K sets 

aren’t OLED (Sony’s KD-84X9005 

is an LCD with edge-lit LED 

backlighting, for example), the 

combination of 4K and OLED 

technology is capable of 

delivering quite staggering 

picture quality. It may be a while 

before there’s much 4K content 

to watch but, from what we’ve 

seen at CES and elsewhere, it will 

be worth the wait. Both Sony and 

Panasonic have shown prototype 

4K OLED displays, and others will 

surely follow.

Plasma ain’t dead yet

So where does that leave plasma?  

Still in manufacturers’ model 

ranges, at least for the time being.  

Panasonic has six plasma ranges 

in its 2013 line-up (ZT60, VT60, 

GT60, ST60, S60 and X60) while 

Samsung (F Series) and LG 

remain committed to plasma, the 

latter with three model ranges 

and three 

screen sizes. “LG 

believes that LED and 

OLED represent the future 

of home entertainment and 

provide a spectacular viewing 

experience... but plasma TVs 

continue to prove popular with 

consumers, and therefore remain 

a significant part of our line-up.”

However, the fact is that 

Panasonic Display VP Kiyoshi 

Okamoto is on record saying that 

the Panasonic ZT60 uses “the last 

plasma panel from R&D”, and 

development has ceased. And 

looking at the sales charts on the 

right, plasma’s share of the total 

TV market is in terminal decline. 

No more plasma in 2015 anyone?

What is OLED?

McIntosh C2500

Now available for £7495 

is this 15-input analogue/

digital preamp with 

switchable phono stage

2012 2013 2014

LCD Plasma

“The Panasonic ZT60 uses the

last plasma panel from R&D,

and development has ceased.”

547
477 418

7,194
6,711 6,518

LED and OLED are not the same 

thing: organic LEDs (OLED) emit 

a light when a current is passed 

through them, but LCD displays 

require a backlight to make the 

colours visible. So-called LED 

TVs are in fact LCD displays with 

LED backlighting, rather than 

older LCD models which used 

fluorescent backlights. OLED 

screens are said to have a 

response time 1000-times faster 

than LED sets, even faster than 

plasma, so have no motion blur.

2013/2014 unit sale 

forecast (‘000)
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The future of TV
tech is looking 
very exciting
indeed...

 T
here are those who will mourn the eventual 

demise of plasma TVs. I won’t be one of them. 

Don’t get me wrong: I’ve long been a huge fan of 

plasma, and well remember the superb picture quality 

of Pioneer’s legendary Kuro plasma, now part of home 

cinema folklore. But technology marches on at a 

relentless pace, and the truth is the Kuro would no 

longer cut it against some of today’s newer sets. In 

fact, one major TV manufacturer recently ran a demo 

in which it showed a Kuro in direct comparison with 

one of its latest 2013 plasma models. The new screen 

was demonstrably better in almost every regard.

Having seen at first hand some of the latest Ultra 

HD 4K and OLED sets, I have to say that the future of 

TV tech is looking very promising indeed. OK, I know 

there’s very little 4K content around at the moment, 

and the price of 4K/OLED sets will initially be out of 

reach for most of us. But that will change. 

Life’s three certainties

The saying goes that you can only be certain of two 

things in life: death and taxes. To that I’ll add a third: 

new technology drops in price. As economies of scale 

in manufacturing improve, and more products flood 

the market, so prices will fall. 

I’ll probably keep my current TV for a while yet, but 

I’m already planning what to buy next. I’m not sure I 

need a curved screen, but a super-thin display 

combining Ultra HD 4K resolution and OLED’s 

super-fast response time – now that I do want. 

Remember how exciting it was when high-definition 

first came on the scene? Well TV tech is about to take 

another big leap forward, and I for one can’t wait. 

Goodbye plasma, hello OLED.

Brand Editor Andy Clough

% share of total TV market 

in the UK by value in £
LG showed off its first 

curved 3D OLED TV, the  

EA9800, at CES 2013

Analysis

LG 55EM9700

• Due to hit UK stores 

soon at a likely price of 

around £7500, LG’s first 

OLED TV is just 4mm 

thick, weighs 10Kg

Samsung 85S9

• Ultra HD 4K model has 

an 85in screen in an 

easel-style frame which 

incorporates a 120W-array 

of speakers. Price tbc

Sony KD-84X9005

• This 84in beastie is an 

Ultra HD 4K, 3D, LCD TV 

with edge-lit LED backlight, 

3840 x 2160 resolution 

and a £25,000 price tag

Toshiba 84L9300

• There are three models in 

Toshiba’s L9300 series of 

4K LCD/LED TVs, due on 

sale this summer. Comes 

in 58, 65 and 84in sizes

Coming soon

LED uptake across all screen sizes

Yamaha RX-V75 prices

Prices have been confirmed for 

Yamaha’s RX-V75 AV receivers - 

they range from £250 to £650.

Dec 2012

Oct 2012 -  

Dec 2012

Jan 2012 - 

Dec 2012

Jan 2011 - 

Dec 2011

LCD-TV LED LCD-TV no LED Plasma

74.1

71.8

63.9

39

17.1

18.7

24.4

46

8.8

9.4

11.7

15



2
Chord Standard Series 

MkII from £8220

Chord has given its power amps the 

MkII treatment, which brings design and 

performance upgrades. The three power 

amps and one mono amp feature new 

front and rear panels, gold-plated speaker 

terminals, a new power control and 

sequencing board, refinements to the filter 

components and new driver circuits. 

3
B&O H3/H6 £199/£329

There are two additions to the B&O 

Play range, in the form of the H3 

in-ear and H6 on-ear headphones. They’re 

the work of Danish designer Jakob Wagner. 

The in-ears weigh 12.8g, use 10.8mm 

drivers and come in three colours, while 

the on-ears are made from aluminium and 

leather, the latter available in black or 

natural finish with lambskin ear cushions.

4
Samsung Galaxy Mega 6.3/5.8 £tbc

Your smartphone not big enough for you? Then you need 

one of these: the Samsung Galaxy Mega comes in 6.3in 

and 5.8in sizes, not that much smaller than a 7in tablet. They both 

run Android 4.2 Jelly Bean, are powered by dual-core processors 

(1.7Ghz and 1.4Ghz respectively), and offer 8GB storage (or 16GB 

on the 6.3). That capacity can be upgraded to 64GB via the 

microSD slot. Front and rear cameras are included.

TOP 5 New launches

Damson Oyster £180 

Wireless speakers are all the rage right 

now, and the latest to join the fray is 

this rugged, portable design with DSP 

and apt-X A2DP Bluetooth streaming.

5
Linn Sneaky DSM £1750

Joining Linn’s DS range of network music players is the Sneaky DSM, on sale now. It’s 

an all-in-one music streaming system with built-in preamp and power amp, so all you 

need to do is add speakers. Power from the Class D amp is 2 x 33W. The unit can stream 

music from PCs, Macs, smartphones and tablets, supports FLAC, WAV, AIFF, AAC, Apple 

Lossless, MP3, WMA and OGG music files, and offers access to podcasts and internet radio. 

It’s also compatible with UPnP media servers and supports Linn’s Kinsky control app. 
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Philips HTL5120 £250

Soundbars don’t come much more stylish than this curvaceous 

number from Philips, available this month at John Lewis stores. 

It incorporates Bluetooth for streaming music from any connected 

mobile device, an integrated active subwoofer and Philips’s Double 

Bass and Virtual Surround technologies. Power delivery is a claimed 

2 x 60W, and Dolby Digital 5.1 and DTS 2.0 decoding are included as 

standard. There’s a pair of HDMI inputs, one HDMI output, and 

optical and coaxial digital inputs too.

1
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SOUNDBARS • £250-£450

For more news, reviews and  

buying advice, visit whathifi.com

Don’t think that being short of space or cash means you have to settle 
for the mediocre sound quality provided by your flatscreen telly. These 

svelte, inexpensive units will give you the sonic boost you need

 I
n the quest to have the skinniest, thinnest flatscreens on 

the planet, TV manufacturers have made a terrible 

sacrifice: sound quality. Thanks to the limited space inside 

their svelte frames, TVs have never sounded worse. 

Thankfully, soundbars are here to save the day. The market is 

growing at a rapid rate, so to help guide you in the right 

direction we’ve gathered a collection of seven of the latest 

models including different shapes, sizes and configurations. 

Prices start from as little as £250 up to £450, so turn the page 

and see what the world of soundbars has to offer…

SOUNDBARS

JUST ADD 
PICTURES

ON TEST

BOSE  page 28

ORBITSOUND  page 32 OTONE  page 33 PANASONIC  page 34 YAMAHA  page 37

JBL  page 29 LG  page 30
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LIVING 
WITH IT

The fact the Bose doesn’t have a 

subwoofer keeps the box-count 

down to just one, but positioning 

the Solo brings its own 

challenges because of its 

significant depth.

SUPERTEST SOUNDBARS

Bose has done a great job of imprinting 

itself on the public conscious, with 

products just a little bit different from 

the norm. That’s the case with the Solo, 

its offering to boost the sound from your 

flatscreen TV. This is a soundbar that’s a 

slight departure from the conventional 

bar-and-subwoofer tag teams.

The soundbar stands a fairly 

conventional 7cm tall. Look at it from 

above, though, and you’ll see it’s 

unusually deep at 30cm. That’s because 

there’s no wireless subwoofer with the 

unit, so the bar is charged with handling 

bass notes too.

Sit your telly right on the Solo
Because of the unit’s size, Bose suggests 

that, instead of putting the Solo in front 

of your television, you sit your TV 

directly on the Solo. For some, having 

their TV perched on top will look a little 

odd, and you’ll need to make sure your 

TV stand will fit of course, but it’s an 

interesting approach. 

The unit is designed to withstand the 

weight of a TV bearing down on it, so it’s 

not surprising that the Solo’s top panel 

feels sturdy. Still, Bose recommends not 

using any screen larger than 40/42in or 

heavier than 18kg. Of course, there’s 

nothing to stop you separating the two 

and placing the speaker on a shelf below 

the TV if that arrangement works better.

To connect your TV and other AV kit, 

there are optical and coaxial digital 

inputs and an analogue stereo input. 

This is okay, but a little limiting if you 

want to add multiple sources, especially 

Hooked up to a TV, the Solo delivers a 

reasonably forceful sound, especially 

when compared with your average 

flatscreen. Watch an episode of 

Eastenders and the dialogue sounds 

clear if a little hard-edged. Switch to Iron 

Man 2 and the injection of action brings 

impressive scale, but also emphasises a 

hardness in the upper-mid and treble. 

Play 50 Cent’s My Life and although 

the track is delivered with a decent sense 

of power, lows sound a little loose and ill 

defined. It struggles for weight in this 

company, and there’s a general shortage 

of detail and dynamics when pushed. 

The Bose Solo undeniably delivers a 

bolder sound than your average 

flatscreen TV, but its performance can be 

bettered elsewhere.

BOSE SOLO  £350 ★★★

Hooked up to a TV, the Bose Solo 

delivers a reasonably forceful 

sound, especially when compared 

with your average flatscreen set

those with HDMI outputs. At least Bose 

provides optical and analogue stereo 

cables to get you started – and we didn’t 

suffer from any lip-sync issues when 

testing the soundbar.

There’s also a basic credit-card-sized 

remote control included in the box for 

controlling volume, sound-muting and 

power. Another, perhaps preferable, 

option is that the Bose can learn to be 

operated via your TV remote.

Rating ★★★ 

FOR It’s a true one-box soundbar; 

the sound has decent scale 

AGAINST Limited inputs; dialogue sounds 

compressed; bass is loose and lightweight

VERDICT It will sound better than your TV, but 

you can get better performance elsewhere
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SOUNDBARS SUPERTEST

AUDIO 
RETURN 

CHANNEL

This allows you to send sound from 

a TV, from one of its HDMI 

connections, to a connected 

device – often an AV amp, in 

this case a soundbar.

It’s obvious from its appearance that 

the JBL Cinema SB400 hasn’t come to 

make up the numbers. The main unit 

looks elegant and smartly tailored, with 

the speaker almost seeming to float in its 

surround thanks to its contrasting silver 

edging. The bar feels reassuringly heavy 

too – behind the grille are six speakers, 

120W of power and an arsenal of inputs. 

10.5kg and more than 30cm cubed, 

the ported, powered subwoofer packs in 

a 100W amplifier. It’s one of the larger 

bass-bins in this test so you’ll need to 

clear a space by your kit-stand.

Excellent connectivity options
A soundbar will never have the breadth 

of connectivity you’ll find on an AV 

receiver, but the JBL has a good number 

of options, including three HDMI inputs. 

One of these is ARC enabled (see above) 

for compatible TVs. An optical digital 

input and a 3.5mm auxiliary jack 

complete the offerings.

There are no indicators on the unit, 

but it sends out an on-screen display via 

HDMI. On the top of the bar are buttons 

for selecting input, activating Bluetooth 

connectivity and switching between 

sound modes. They’re nice to use and 

reinforce the idea that it’s a quality item. 

There’s also a switch that alters the 

equalisation for table- or wall-mounting. 

All that’s missing is a lip-sync adjustment. 

The sound was a touch behind the images 

on our Samsung TV, but with a 

Panasonic. Other source components 

can compensate, but it’s worth checking 

with your own TV before you invest.

the atmospheric scenes of Inception. But 

it wastes no time powering into life 

when the action moves to the assault on 

the fort, giving the viewer both barrels. 

Switch to some streamed music over 

Bluetooth, and the bassline to Jay-Z’s 

Hard Knock Life rises and falls 

dynamically with leading edges 

well-defined. Harman provides its 

Display Surround technology for some 

virtual surround processing, and there is 

a slight boost in the width of sound in 

this movie mode. The trade-off for this 

extra expanse, though, is a slight loss of 

focus. We’d prefer to stick with the 

system’s music setting for the added 

solidity. Listen to it this way and you’ve 

got yourself a very good-looking and 

undoubtedly fine-sounding soundbar.

JBL CINEMA SB400  £450 ★★★★★

The subwoofer shows poise,  

rumbling away in the background, 

but it wastes no time powering into 

life, giving the viewer both barrels

It’s a shame that the feel of the remote 

control isn’t in keeping with the rest of 

the system. The dinky rectangular wand 

seems like a bit of a token gesture. Basic 

controls are catered for, but it isn’t 

particularly nice to use – responsiveness 

is inconsistent with button presses too.

The SB400 produces a nicely open 

and spacious sound. The subwoofer 

shows authority and poise, rumbling 

away in the background and adding to 

Rating ★★★ ★★

FOR Classy design; three HDMI inputs; taut 

bass; good dynamics; Bluetooth connectivity 

AGAINST Poor remote control; the 

subwoofer is fairly large

VERDICT A good-looking, capable soundbar, 

the JBL is a fine alternative to TV speakers
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We approach LG’s NB4530A with a 

mixture of excitement and trepidation. 

The LG’s feature count looks mightily 

impressive, but it’s just 35mm deep and 

you do wonder if it’s possible to replace 

the poor sound of super-slim flatscreen 

TVs with decent sound from such a 

super-slim soundbar.

But listening to the NB4530A we’re 

amazed at how something so slender 

can sound so good.

A sound that belies the unit’s size
Despite its waif-like dimensions, the LG 

manages to create a broad soundstage. 

Leaving out the 3D surround mode, 

which doesn’t quite deliver, the LG gives 

effects a decent reach over the 

horizontal and vertical. During The 

Amazing Spiderman, as our hero does 

battle with The Lizard on Williamsburg 

Bridge, the action comes thick and fast 

– cars bump and crash without any 

brightness or harshness. Crank up the 

volume and the LG handles things 

extremely well. It sounds a touch closed 

in and boxy, but still manages to deliver 

the punishing climax of the film with 

gusto. The wireless 150W subwoofer is a 

slim unit and is rear ported. Both sub 

and bar work harmoniously – there’s no 

lag, and you’re not subject to unruly bass 

notes whether you are watching movies 

or listening to music, either wired 

through the system’s HDMI input or 

wirelessly over Bluetooth.

As is the norm for such systems, there’s 

all manner of sound modes to choose 

from. The natural mode delivers a 

The HDMI input is ARC enabled (see 

roundel on p29), and the NB4530A is 

also equipped with an optical input, 

3.5mm socket and a USB 2.0 connection. 

The USB is designed to play back music 

(WMA and MP3) from a pocket USB 

drive. The bar can decode basic Dolby 

Digital and DTS – and strips the core mix 

from high-definition formats – while it 

can also pass-through a 3D picture 

should you wish.

There’s even an LCD display large 

enough to be legible. Using the remote 

control it’s easy to switch inputs, alter 

volume settings and experiment with 

the different sound modes.

The LG NB4530A looks the part and 

sounds great. The expert execution 

makes it a must-audition.

LG NB4530A  £350 ★★★★★

The LG manages to deliver the

punishing climax of the film with

gusto. The wireless subwoofer gels

seamlessly with the soundbar

smoother, artificially refined sound. Bass 

Blast gives lower frequencies a boost 

(although we found this overstates the 

lows a little too much). There’s also a 

gaming setting, one for late night 

listening and another which claims to 

upsample MP3s when fed through it. 

In the end though, we settled for 

‘Bypass’, which turns off all equalization, 

and in our opinion makes for the 

clearest, most balanced sound.

Rating ★★★ ★★

FOR Super-slim design; clear display; HDMI 

input; excellent features; easy to use; detailed 

sound; sub and soundbar integrate well

AGAINST Sounds a tiny bit boxy

VERDICT LG has squeezed plenty of features 

into and excellent sound out of this thin unit

TOP TIP: 
USB

You can use the USB socket to 

charge USB devices such as 

smartphones and tablets, but it 

hasn’t been designed to stream 

music directly off them.
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Soundbars don’t have to spread the 

width of a vulture’s wingspan to sound 

effective. The Orbitsound M9, at just 

30cm wide, looks more like a sound 

block than a bar. But if anything its small 

frame should enhance its appeal: you 

don’t have to worry if your shelves are 

wide enough for the main speaker, and it 

shouldn’t obstruct the screen. 

This flexibility and versatility 

continues with Orbitsound’s slender 

wireless subwoofer. Again the discreet 

dimensions make for a unit that’s easier 

to accommodate – you could even slide 

it away out of site. Orbitsound claims a 

range of around eight metres; we’d put it 

close to the speaker to help integration.

Spacial Sound Technology
The main unit features five drivers: 

three, including one 20mm tweeter, fire 

outwards, while two 5cm units fire 

sideways. These side speakers combine 

with sound processing to produce 

Orbitsound’s SST (Spacial Sound 

Technology) which, it claims, helps to 

radiate sound around your room. 

Inputs border on the basic: there’s a 

single optical digital input (we’d prefer 

to see two for additional sources, and 

possibly HDMI connectivity), a pair of 

stereo RCA connections and a 3.5mm 

auxiliary input. The M9 also boasts 

Bluetooth streaming. There’s a neat 

credit-card-sized remote control, too. 

It would have been nice to have a 

display on the front to show the input/

mode currently in use. There are telltale 

lights on the top of the unit, but you 

it’s any kind of substitute for proper 

surround sound.

Play some music over Bluetooth or 

through the auxiliary input and there’s a 

fine sense of rhythm and timing. 

Rihanna’s Don’t Stop the Music flows 

with pace and panache. Compared with 

others on test, bass notes sound agile, 

reasonably weighty and well-defined. 

Feed the M9 a movie soundtrack and 

the on-screen action sounds clear even if 

the size limitations of the speaker mean 

it doesn’t have the dynamic thrust of the 

very best. During Skyfall, the M9 delivers 

gunfire with gusto, without ever losing 

its shape. Effects are spread without 

sounding too stretched or detached.

Given its size, the M9 is an impressive 

performer and well worth investigating.

ORBITSOUND M9  £300 ★★★★

The more we listened to the M9, 

the more we enjoyed its fun,

inoffensive sound. The subwoofer

integrates particularly well

need to be close to see which one is lit.

The Orbitsound can’t decode Dolby 

Digital or DTS soundtracks, but the more 

we listened to the M9 the more we 

enjoyed its fun, inoffensive sound. The 

subwoofer integrates particularly well 

with the main speaker and can be 

adjusted if necessary using its own 

separate volume control. There’s a good 

sense of width and openess to the 

sound, but don’t be fooled into thinking 

Rating ★★★ ★

FOR Compact design; good sonic integration; 

Bluetooth connectivity 

AGAINST No HDMI inputs; lacks scale 

compared to the bigger soundbars

VERDICT The M9 presents a strong case thanks 

to its size, flexibility and well-balanced sound

MOVING 
UP THE RANGE

Move up the family tree and 

there’s also an Orbtsound M12 –  

it costs £400, and features a larger 

soundbar and subwoofer, and 

more power than the M9.
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Otone is relatively new to the audio 

industry – and it has a decent portfolio of 

PC and iPod speakers to shout about. 

The Sonora AV-Lance is one of two 

soundbars the company has on its 

books, the other being the £80 Varsa.

Given its appearance and build, there’s 

nothing about the AV-Lance that would 

tip you off that it’s the least expensive 

soundbar in this test. Both the wireless 

subwoofer and soundbar unit feel 

weighty, while the gloss black finish 

looks pleasantly understated. A couple 

of neon green/yellow ‘go-faster’ stripes 

add an eye-catching touch of colour.

Limited connections
At 11cm tall, the soundbar sits relatively 

high on its two metal feet – if your TV 

sits low, you might want to check its 

suitability. The feet can be unscrewed 

and the unit rotated for wall-mounting.

Options for connecting external kit are 

an optical digital input, an analogue 

stereo input and a 3.5mm auxiliary 

socket. It’s a pretty basic selection but 

for this kind of money a forgivable one.

Along the top of the soundbar there 

are buttons for power, volume and 

switching between sound modes. 

Beneath the grille lie four 7cm midrange 

drivers and two 16mm tweeters; the 

rear-ported sub uses a 16cm driver. 

The supplied remote control is on the 

narrow side and, thanks to its cheap feel, 

not the most satisfying to use. But at 

least volume and subwoofer levels can 

be tweaked from it, and you can cycle 

through the sound modes on offer. 

watching. SRS Wow HD, on the other 

hand, is claimed to be the best for music. 

We found the TruSurround did add a 

touch of width and give a slightly 

broader soundstage. Watch Iron Man 2 

and Tony Stark flies across the 

soundstage and ventures slightly further 

across your listening position than in the 

standard listening mode. 

Switch to the Wow HD, and you get a 

greater sense of solidity and focus, but 

explosions sound overly bright. Even 

though these impacts have greater 

authority and power, this brashness does 

prove tiring and distracting over time.

For the money, the Sonora AV-Lance is 

by no means disgraced. If it could rein in 

that bright presentation, we’d be looking 

at a higher star rating.

OTONE SONORA AV-LANCE  £250 ★★★

The ‘TruSurround’ mode added a 

touch of width and gave a broader

soundstage. Switch to the ‘Wow HD’

and you get a greater sense of focus

There’s no display on the front of the 

soundbar, so you have to keep an eye on 

the cluster of lights in the bottom 

right-hand corner that correspond to 

different sound settings. It can be 

confusing at times.

None of the sound settings used by 

the Sonora AV-Lance claims to be 

pseudo-surround: Otone recommends 

SRS TruSurround HD as the most 

expansive mode for movie and TV 

Rating ★★★ 

FOR Price; attractive styling; it produces a 

lively sound far better than a TV would

AGAINST Sounds too bright; cheap remote 

and slightly primitive control system

VERDICT A decent, affordable effort, but 

sound is tainted by a distracting brightness

KEEP IT 
CLOTHED...

You can take the grille off the 

front of the AV-Lance, but the drive 

units, their fittings and other 

elements of the bar’s 

construction aren’t the most 

attractive of sights.
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Compared with the relative glamour 

and finesse of the more modern-looking 

LG and JBL soundbars in this test, this 

Panasonic unit looks a little dowdy. At 

any rate, the silver finish looks dated to 

us, and the general construction and 

presentation feel insubstantial.

A separate receiver box hosts  

various connections and some of the 

amplification, but this doesn’t make for 

the neatest solution. The main reason 

for this additional box is to allow the 

soundbar to be split into two separate 

speakers. Once you’ve unscrewed the 

joining bracket you can mount them on 

individual (supplied) stands, so instead 

of having a bar running along the length 

of your screen you can have a speaker 

either side. It’s good for flexibility  

but not necessarily for tidiness, as 

speaker cable is inevitably left trailing  

to the control unit.

It’s Bluetooth for wireless
Besides the left and right speaker 

connections, the control hub also 

includes an ARC-compatible HDMI 

output (see roundel on p29) and one 

input. Bluetooth connectivity takes care 

of music streaming, and the couple of 

optical digital inputs could come in 

handy for a set-top box, say. 

Small green lights on the front panel 

indicate which inputs you’re using and 

also show which sound mode you’ve 

chosen (if any). The tiny writing above 

them is impossible to read from any 

distance, so you have to remember 

which light corresponds to which mode. 

In isolation, then, the HTB570 sounds 

decent enough, and the subwoofer and 

soundbar knit together splendidly. But 

there’s a lack of refinement to the overall 

sound. Dialogue and vocals display a 

coarseness, and there’s a general rawness 

and an unsavoury edge to the sound. 

Crank up the volume and this problem 

is only exacerbated. The Panasonic 

provides little in the way of dynamic 

ability too: shifts from low to high aren’t 

communicated strongly enough, and 

everything is left sounding flat.

Considering the quality on offer from 

other soundbar systems in this test, 

we’re left underwhelmed by what the 

Panasonic delivers. There’s a decent 

feature count and some flexibility, but 

sound quality simply isn’t up to scratch.

PANASONIC SC-HTB570  £350 ★★

The Panasonic manages to dig up 

some detail from the Skyfall

soundtrack and the subwoofer 

injects a decent amount of weight

The modes include stadium, music, 

cinema and news, but none sounds as 

convincing as the standard setting.

Even when you’re listening to it in the 

standard mode, though, the Panasonic 

struggles against its rivals in this 

Supertest. The soundbar manages to dig 

up some detail from the Skyfall 

soundtrack and the subwoofer injects a 

decent amount of weight as Bond’s 

boyhood home comes under fire. 

Rating ★★

FOR HDMI input; Bluetooth connectivity; 

flexible(ish) design; decent bass weight 

AGAINST Not the neatest solution; coarse, 

rough edge to the sound; dynamically flat

VERDICT It tries hard by offering decent 

functionality, but suffers from below-par sound

WALL-
MOUNTING

Wall-mounting is a cinch. Simply 

slide each speaker (or the whole 

bar) onto a screw head using 

channels on the rear – this then 

secures them in place.
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The YAS-201 may be one of Yamaha’s 

entry-level models but it still looks the 

part in its glossy white finish (black is 

also available).

The unit is just under 10cm tall and 

the bar is angled slightly up towards the 

listener. It can also be wall-mounted. 

Inside the bar are two 5.1cm full-range 

drivers, while the ported, wireless 

subwoofer uses a 16cm driver. Yamaha’s 

marketing blurb claims its Air Surround 

xtreme technology even has the ability 

to reproduce 7.1 channel surround 

sound, and the unit has Dolby Digital 

and DTS decoding built-in.

Room for two, but no HDMI
The soundbar has twin optical inputs; 

HDMI sockets would be better, but at 

least this gives you the option to hook 

up a couple of sources.

On the front of the unit is a row of 

green LED lights to indicate the sound 

mode and input selected. They can also 

indicate the subwoofer level for 

adjustment. And there are buttons for 

volume, input selection and stand-by.

The supplied remote control gives 

basic functionality for changing input 

and volume levels. Buttons are also 

provided to engage Yamaha’s Clear Voice 

and Uni Volume settings. Clear Voice is 

there to boost dialogue and speech; it 

does exactly that – but it unbalances the 

overall presentation and puts everything 

bar voices on the backburner. Uni 

Volume ensures that as you change 

source or TV channel, you’re not caught 

out by any jump in volume levels.

Xtreme’. This is more of a pseudo-

surround processing system, seeming to 

recess some effects while promoting the 

spread of others. Watch the opening 

credits to Sherlock Homes and there’s a 

good sense of the left and right channels, 

but little (if any) ‘surround’ impact.

We prefer listening in ‘Stereo’ mode. 

Detail levels are good, and dialogue 

sounds clear. The marriage of subwoofer 

and soundbar is a prosperous one. 

There’s a decent balance across the 

frequency range and scale and dynamic 

reach. Top systems sound more open, 

and more exciting with movies, though 

– and the sub can sound a tad tubby.

The YAS-201 certainly does a good job 

– just not quite well enough to convince us 

it’s worthy of a full-house five-star rating.

YAMAHA YAS-201  £350 ★★★★

We prefer listening in ‘Stereo’

mode. Detail levels are good, and

dialogue sounds clear. There’s 

scale and dynamic reach to be had

The Yamaha has a learning function, 

so you can control the soundbar through 

your TV’s remote. And if you have any 

lip-sync issues, the audio delay feature 

comes in handy, offering adjustments to 

help you marry picture and sound.

The YAS-201 doesn’t use Yamaha’s 

multi-driver Digital Sound Projector 

technology to bounce effects off your 

walls. Instead, the ‘surround’ button on 

the remote engages ‘Air Surround 

Rating ★★★ ★

FOR Nice finish; decent functionality; dialogue 

sounds clear; good scale and dynamics 

AGAINST Feels a bit cheap; bass can sound 

disjointed and woolly

VERDICT Worth auditioning, but struggles to 

muster the extra gear needed to be a class-leader

APPLE 
STREAMING

Invest in the Yamaha’s YIT-W12 

30-pin transmitter (yours for  

£50) and you can stream music 

from a compatible iOS device  

to the soundbar.
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 I
t was a close call between the LG and 

the JBL for who walked away with 

top honours in this test. On paper 

and in the flesh, the Cinema SB400 is 

the bolder proposition – it doesn’t 

compromise on size and specification 

but, thankfully, nor does it skimp on 

performance. And the inclusion of three 

HDMI sockets gives it that extra layer of 

flexibility that other systems here can’t 

match. The JBL's openness and ability 

to show some serious dynamic prowess 

means it can pack a real punch with 

home cinema effects and music alike. 

It’s hugely capable and the perfect tonic 

for poor TV sound.

The LG NB4530A is a beautifully 

presented package, stylish and 

feature-packed to boot. The 

combination of crystal-clear display  

and decent remote control make it the 

easiest to use and arguably the easiest 

to live with day-to-day. It’s only when it 

comes to the nuances of the JBL’s sound 

that the LG has to give way to the test 

winner. But if you do decide to pick the 

LG’s svelte styling over the JBL, you 

won’t be disappointed.

Given Yamaha's proven prowess with 

its more expensive soundbars, you'd 

expect the company to be up there in 

the final dash for the tape, but although 

the YAS-201 is a good option it never 

really threatens the frontrunners. 

Despite being very listenable thanks to 

good dynamics and clear dialogue, there 

are a couple of question marks over its 

specification. And when it comes to the 

crunch, the Yamaha just can’t match the 

detail, scale and hugely involving sound 

produced by the top two.

The Orbitsound M9 puts in a plucky 

performance. The system can’t match 

some of the bigger bars for pure scale  

or breadth of sound, but the seamless 

integration between bar and woofer 

earns it brownie points – plus you can  

take in a whole movie without being 

distracted by any aspects of its sound.

If you simply can’t accommodate a 

soundbar and subwoofer, then the Bose 

is a neat enough one-box solution. Of 

course, it struggles to summon the 

same level of bass weight and depth  

as its two-box rivals, and it’s a little 

feature-light compared with the best 

systems. Likewise the Otone Sonora, 

which has a lively presentation but is 

hardly laden with features and suffers 

from an excessively bright sound. At 

least it has price on its side and is 

attractively styled.

We’re really surprised by just how 

poorly the SC-HTB570 performs, 

especially given our experience with 

Panasonic’s own home-cinema-in-a-box 

systems. This set-up really struggles to 

get a foothold in this test, hindered by a 

messy form factor and undone by 

substandard sound quality. Apart from 

providing a general increase in scale, 

the Panasonic doesn’t really offer much 

of a jump in sound quality over a 

standard flatscreen TV. Disappointing.

If you can’t accommodate a 

soundbar and subwoofer, which the 

other systems demand, the Bose is 

a neat enough one-box solution

More than a couple of soundbar 

systems have caught our eye  

in this test, but it’s the JBL 

Cinema SB400 that sets the 

standard at this price point

JBL Cinema SB400

£450 ★★★★★

Comprehensive spec 

and dynamic prowess 

combine to lift the 

JBL above its rivals

THE WINNER

For a full list of specifications and 

other useful info visit whathifi.com

BUILDERSYSTEM

Television

Panasonic TX-L47DT65B

£1600  ★★★★★ 

This 47-inch TV displays punchy, bright 

and colourful pictures that boast good 

motion. Read our full review on page 43

Blu-ray player

Sony BDP-S790

£190  ★★★★★

Still a current model despite newer Sony 

players, the S790 offers breathtakingly 

clear, crisp images and punchy sound

Games console

Xbox 360 

£190  ★★★★  

There's always the PS3, but we’ve gone for 

its Microsoft rival – a fantastic choice of 

games, plus the JBL hosts its HDMI output

Three sources worthy to partner the JBL

Total build £2430

Games console



Facts & figures

www.whathifi.com 39

SOUNDBARS SUPERTEST

Bose Solo

£350  ★★★

JBL Cinema SB400

£450  ★★★★★

LG NB4530A 

£350  ★★★★★

Orbitsound M9

£300  ★★★★

Otone Sonora AV-Lance

£250  ★★★

Panasonic SC-HTB570

£350  ★★

Yamaha YAS-201

£350  ★★★★

Inputs Optical digital, coaxial digital, 

analogue stereo • Outputs None • 

Bluetooth No • Wireless subwoofer 

n/a • Dimensions (soundbar, hwd)  

7 x 53 x 31cm • Dimensions 

(subwoofer, hwd)  n/a

Inputs 3 x HDMI, optical digital, 

3.5mm stereo jack • Outputs HDMI 

(ARC) • Bluetooth Yes • Wireless 

subwoofer Yes • Dimensions 

(soundbar, hwd)  10 x 110 x 6cm • 

Dimensions (subwoofer, hwd)  

36 x 33 x 32cm

Inputs HDMI, optical digital, 3.5mm 

stereo jack, USB 2.0 • Outputs HDMI 

(ARC) • Bluetooth Yes • Wireless 

subwoofer Yes • Dimensions 

(soundbar, hwd)  8 x 104 x 4cm • 

Dimensions (subwoofer, hwd)  

35 x 22 x 28cm

Inputs Optical digital, analogue stereo 

3.5mm stereo jack • Outputs None • 

Bluetooth n/a • Wireless subwoofer 

Yes • Dimensions (soundbar, hwd)  

11 x 101 x 11cm • Dimensions 

(subwoofer, hwd)  32 x 21 x 31cm

Inputs Optical digital, analogue 

stereo, 3.5mm stereo jack • Outputs 

None • Bluetooth Yes • Wireless 

subwoofer Yes • Dimensions 

(soundbar, hwd)  11 x 101 x 10cm • 

Dimensions (subwoofer, hwd)  

32 x 21 x 31cm

Inputs 2 x optical digital • Outputs 

HDMI (ARC) • Bluetooth Yes • 

Wireless subwoofer Yes • 

Dimensions (soundbar, hwd)  7 x 106 

x 6cm • Dimensions (subwoofer, 

hwd)  41 x 18 x 31cm

Inputs 2 x optical digital • Outputs 

None • Bluetooth No • Wireless 

subwoofer Yes • Dimensions 

(soundbar, hwd)  9 x 89 x 12cm • 

Dimensions (subwoofer, hwd)  

29 x 29 x 32cm

Build

Sound

Features

Build

Sound

Features

Build

Sound

Features

Build

Sound

Features

Build

Sound

Features

Build

Sound

Features

Build

Sound

Features

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

Do you have enough room to 

accommodate the soundbar 

as well as the subwoofer? 

Don't forget, you really need to 

have the sub as close as possible 

to the soundbar. Otherwise you 

could struggle to integrate the 

two and they may sound like 

separate entities.

Will you table- or wall-mount?

If you’re placing the soundbar 

on the same level as your TV, 

you need sufficient room and 

won’t want to obstruct your 

picture. Also, try to visualize 

how the soundbar will look with 

your TV – you wouldn’t want a 

huge bar with a 32in screen.

What will you connect?

Make sure the system you go 

for has all the connections you 

need for your kit. Not all of 

these soundbars feature HDMI 

inputs and some have only one 

optical digital input.
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From intelligent smart systems to stunning passive 3D and more, 
this year looks to be the most exciting yet for new tellies

 I
n our first TV Group Test of the year, we’ve focused on 

the top four newest 46- to 47in sets on the market. These 

factory-fresh models from Finlux, Panasonic, Philips and 

Samsung are available in prices ranging from £800 to £1600 

– and all have shiny new features to attract your attention. 

How far we’ve come. Only a few years ago, we considered 

ourselves lucky to be able to use a TV to browse files stored 

on our home network – let alone watch 3D or stream online 

video. Now, though, you get all this – and much more – as 

standard. In fact, smart features are so ingrained in the DNA 

of a TV that they now get equal billing with standard- and 

high-definition broadcast TV.

There’s also been an effort recently to make watching  

TV a more personal and interactive experience. Customised 

home screens, face recognition, smartphone and tablet 

control apps, touch-sensitive remotes, and voice interaction 

– these are all ways to control your new TV more intuitively.

And let’s not forget 3D. Where all the major players once 

insisted that active-shutter tech was the only way to go,  

three quarters of the TVs here use a passive system (with the 

same glasses you use in the cinema). Times have changed.

But the most important thing of all is the picture. All the 

sets on test here promise performance leaps over even the 

best 2012 tellies. Can they live up to the hype? Turn the page 

and let’s put our specs on…

Finlux 
47S9100-T
£800
Page 42

Panasonic 
TX-L47DT65
£1600
Page 43

Philips 
47PFL6008
£1200
Page 44

Samsung 
UE46F7000
£1600
Page 45

WHAT’S ON TEST

2013 TVs

Newer, smarter, 
slimmer, better



BEFORE YOU BUY…
In the shop, the array of TVs will call out to you 

with bright, vivid pictures. But remember – this  

is just a ‘display’ mode that turns all the controls  

up to 11 in a bid to attract your attention.

Since you’re not a bee, you don’t need to be 

swayed by this tactic. Instead of taking the picture  

at face value, ask to try it in a proper demo room  

and make sure it’s been calibrated with a THX disc  

or similar. Tweak (or turn off) all the picture- and 

motion-processing and take note of how natural skin 

tones look; how smooth slow pans are; whether 

there’s detail in dark blacks and bright whites and so 

on. Then you’ll get the measure of how it really looks.
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A 47in Full HD LED screen with passive 

3D and smart features for just £800? 

This Finlux 47S9100-T really is great 

value, offering all the bells and whistles 

you’d expect of a 2013 TV, and delivering 

the essentials in picture quality too.

Connections abound: four HDMI 

inputs are the highlight of the rear panel, 

along with component, composite, RGB 

Scart and PC inputs, digital optical and 

headphone outputs, two USB ports,  

and an ethernet socket for networking 

(Finlux also supplies a wi-fi dongle).

Detailed and natural TV picture
Finlux supplies two remote controls: 

one standard and a smaller, minimalist 

alternative. We like the buttons on the 

regular (albeit rather long) remote – they 

feel grippy, are set out logically and are 

responsive. The smaller control is too 

basic, though. It’s a nice idea, but isn’t 

too helpful or attractive in practice.

And with that, it’s time to start 

watching telly via the Freeview HD 

tuner. We kick things off with the Top 

Gear Polar Special in standard-def on 

Dave. The huge expanses of white would 

tax any TV set, but the Finlux takes it in 

stride. It’s bright, decently detailed, but 

is all a little bit glaring at first, so we 

make for the (simple, orderly) menus to 

tone down the backlight and noise-

reduction for a more natural look.

The colour palette is well balanced 

and, though it’s on the right side of 

vibrant, we wouldn’t mind more 

subtlety. There’s a hint of patchy 

backlighting at the corners of the screen, 

but it’s nothing too distracting.

Strong high-def performance
Flicking between broadcast HD 

channels, we find ourselves enjoying  

the sharp detail on offer. It’s the same 

story when we switch to disc-based 

content, be it DVD- or Blu-ray-based. 

With DVD there is an inevitable drop in 

clarity and punch (blacks look slightly 

greyish compared with the Samsung).

Play Looper on Blu-ray, though, and 

increasing the contrast and turning down 

the brightness make a big difference to 

the black tones. You can also see how 

skilled this Finlux is with showing sharp 

detail, and it gets the colour balance 

right too. It’s exciting to watch. 

There are hints of noise and motion 

blur to edges during slow pans, but 

when it comes to fast motion the Finlux 

holds its own; it isn’t as super-smooth as 

rival (and much pricier) TVs such as the 

Philips 47PFL6008 but, on the whole, 

the motion issues aren’t too taxing. Rating ★★★ ★

FOR Price; colourful and detailed picture; 

passive 3D is comfortable and smooth

AGAINST Black levels could be deeper; rivals 

have more insight; needs more smart content

VERDICT A good picture, good range of features, 

decent 3D and a low price: this is worth a look

Open the Smart TV page and you’re 

greeted by a neat array of apps. It won’t 

win awards for style or breadth of 

content – or, annoyingly, speed – but the 

now-standard BBC iPlayer is invaluable 

for catch-up TV and radio. You can also 

browse videos on YouTube, listen to 

TuneIn radio, stream movies from 

on-demand service Viewster, and 

socialise via Facebook and Twitter.

Passive 3D is pleasing
And just when you think Finlux has 

emptied its bag of tricks, it produces 

eight pairs of comfy passive 3D glasses. 

The effect is gentle, with only slight 

motion instability in fast scenes, and the 

depth of field isn’t as dramatic as some, 

but we’re happy on the whole.

The 2D-to-3D conversion is more of  

a mixed bag. We avoid the ‘High’ setting 

due to motion issues, but Medium and 

Low offer a passable simulation.

We’ve got to hand it to Finlux: it’s 

managed to combine all the trappings of 

a modern TV into a really good package. 

And let’s not forget that it’s a big ’un,  

too. Yes, it has its issues, but there  

aren’t many – so even if only for its  

price we’d have to recommend giving 

the 47S9100-T an audition.

Finlux 47S9100-T £800 ★★★★

GROUP TEST 46-47in TELEVISIONS

A solid all-round

performance, and that

attractive price, make

the Finlux well worth

an audition

Control app (iOS/Android, free)

Finlux SmartRemote ★★★ 

There’s a free app for smartphone  

users and, at first glance, it’s a funky 

design, requiring you to swipe up, 

down, left and right to access its 

screens and controls. It’s certainly  

a different feel from the orderly 

arrangement of rival control apps.

You can also use gestures on the 

screen or move the phone physically in 

different directions to change channels 

and volume (although remembering 

the combinations is tricky).

It’s responsive, sure, but the haphazard layout means we spent 

more time searching for the correct screen rather than actually 

using it. It isn’t really practical enough for everyday use; we’re  

more comfortable using the physical remote control.
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The DT65 series ranks second in 

Panasonic’s range of 2013 LED TVs, and 

comes packed with new smart features, 

twin tuners and passive 3D tech. It also 

promises ‘superior picture quality’.  

We’ll be the judge of that, thank you!

The TX-L47DT65 certainly looks 

impressive: it’s solidly built, with the 

slim silver-edged screen sitting on a 

metal stand with a V-shaped support.

Connections include three HDMI 

inputs, three USB inputs, component 

and composite inputs, and a 21-pin RGB 

scart socket (adapter included), digital 

audio optical and headphone outputs, 

and an SD card slot. An ethernet port and 

built-in wi-fi takes care of networking. 

Tuner surprise
There are also twin HD tuners – Freeview  

and Freesat – so you can watch one show 

while recording another via USB, or 

watch two channels at the same time.

The main feature across all Panasonic 

2013 TVs is the new My Home Screen 

– the hub for all your smart features, 

broadcast TV and internet content. It 

isn’t as stylish as Samsung’s redesigned 

Smart Hub, but start using it and it’s a 

much more user-friendly experience.  

We particularly like the ability to group 

all the features you use regularly, 

without having to go to other menus.

Sharing photos, music and videos 

between your smartphone or tablet and 

the DT65 is quick and painless with the 

updated Swipe & Share feature, too.

Panasonic has supplied two remote 

controls: one is the standard button-

laden handset, while the second – the 

Viera Touch Pad Controller – catches our 

eye with its egg-shaped design. It sits 

nicely in the hand, is really responsive 

and is also one of the more intuitive 

controls we’ve come across.

2013 marks Panasonic’s first attempt 

at using voice commands to control its 

TVs, and it tips rival efforts into a cocked 

hat. It recognises logical and natural 

commands to search for content or to 

change channels, responds quickly, and 

there’s little confusion with words.

Punchy and vibrant
But it’s with picture quality that this 

Panasonic really shines. Kicking things 

off with broadcast TV, standard- and 

high-def channels looked good. Even 

when confined to watching daytime  

TV or repeats of old Top Gear episodes, 

the DT65 is a clean and comfortable 

watch with plenty of detail on offer. The 

picture is naturally noise-free, too; we 

really like the clean and punchy whites. 

Switch to the 2009 Star Trek Blu-ray 

and the Panasonic serves up exciting 

colours and detail; it’s punchy and 

variations in shading are delivered with 

confidence. The palette has a slight 

yellow bias, however – it doesn’t detract 

from the picture, but skin tones look 

pale rather than robust. It’s not quite  

as deep as we’d like when it comes to 

blacks, either – the Samsung is inky  

– but the DT65 is better with textures.

But it’s the subtle detail that really 

impresses us: fabric textures, the 

exterior of the Enterprise, the sparkling 

stars and cosmic dust – it’s all there.

The Panasonic doesn’t let us 

down in making the most of DVDs, 

either. The picture might not have 

Rating ★★★ ★★

FOR Crisp, clean, punchy picture; great passive 

3D; impressively easy to use; good voice control

AGAINST Slight yellow tint; sound is so-so

VERDICT This Panasonic is easy to live with 

and has an insightful and dynamic picture 

performance – it’s a great television

the stark clarity of Blu-rays, and the 

yellow cast is a bit more apparent, but 

the clean detail and highlights remain.

Motion, meanwhile, is pretty much 

without issue. The picture across the 

board is smooth, and wonderfully stable 

with watching 3D too. Sound is average 

– which means not that great.

Last year’s Panasonic sets impressed 

us with smooth passive 3D, and the 

DT65 picks up where they left off. The 

Philips challenges it when it comes to 

the smoothest picture, but the DT65 

triumphs with dramatic depth. It’s a 

touch brighter and more detailed than 

many too, and the glasses are comfortable.

This is more like it: Panasonic has 

shown what its range-topping TVs can 

do. User-friendly and offering a clean, 

detailed picture, the DT65 is a stunner.

Panasonic TX-L47DT65 £1600 ★★★★★

The DT65’s weedy

sound doesn’t match

its punchy picture – a

soundbar is a must…

Control app (iOS/Android, free)

Panasonic Viera Remote 2 

★★★★★

Panasonic’s control app has had a 

makeover, and now features Swipe  

& Share and Smart Calibration.

It has almost has as many sections as 

the TV’s menus, but they’re divided in 

an orderly fashion. As usual, you can 

control the TV using your smartphone 

or tablet’s interface; multi-touch 

gestures are available if you’re feeling 

adventurous, and there’s a Siri-like mic 

button for the voice interaction feature. 

The other highlight is Smart Calibration, where Panasonic’s 

comprehensive list of picture adjustments can be tweaked. It’s a 

colourful interface, and looks particularly impressive on a tablet’s 

larger screen. This is the best TV control app we’ve seen so far…
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This 47in Full HD, passive 3D LED 

screen is part of Philips’ 6000 series, and 

features smart content, a new remote 

control, improved motion processing 

and a new Ambiwoox sound feature to 

match its eye-catching Ambilight 

technology. It will cost you a relatively 

affordable £1200.

It’s certainly a looker: the screen is 

surrounded by an even thinner bezel 

than last year’s models, so there’s 

virtually nothing to distract you from 

the screen. Build quality is solid too.

Well connected
Look around to the back panel and you’ll 

find plenty of connections for your other 

kit: there are four HDMI inputs; an input 

each for component, analogue audio and 

RGB Scart; and digital optical and 

headphone outputs. There are three USB 

ports too, plus an ethernet port and 

built-in wi-fi for your internet needs.

Philips has a reputation for making 

decent remote controls, and the 

47PFL6008 sticks to that tradition. It 

has a satisfyingly solid weight and a nice 

rubberised finish that provides a good 

grip – a nice alternative to the more 

standard plasticky offerings.

Flip the remote over and you’ll find a 

QWERTY keyboard on the back – handy 

if you browse the internet on your TV. 

Philips also offers a free control app – 

MyRemote (see below) – that you can 

download to your smartphone or tablet. 

Press the ‘Smart TV’ button on the 

remote and Philips’s one-page hub 

shows up. While it doesn’t have the 

breadth of apps and content freely 

supplied by rivals – and is slow to 

navigate – it does have the essential BBC 

iPlayer, along with Acetrax, Facebook, 

Twitter, Blinkbox and Absolute Radio.

We’ve long bemoaned the sound 

quality of modern TVs. It seems some 

manufacturers are finally doing 

something about it. The Ambiwoox 

driver adds extra oomph, helping to 

make the Philips sound solid and 

well-rounded, with none of the tinny 

brightness we usually hear in voices.

Good detail and clarity
A comparison with last year’s Award-

winning Sony 46HX853 shows that  

the Philips delivers crisp, clean and 

detailed images. It isn’t a better picture 

overall (the Sony is smoother) but it’s 

sharper and more detailed. In a Blu-ray 

of Looper individual blades of grass 

are clearly visible, the red Mazda car 

gleams and skin details are revealed 

with brutal faithfulness. Rating ★★★ ★

FOR Crisp, clean picture with plenty of subtle 

detail; passive 3D at its best; good remote

AGAINST Slightly sluggish reaction times; 

limited smart features; tough competition

VERDICT It might have its niggles, but we’ll 

forgive them (mostly) for the wonderful picture

Switch to a DVD of Seven Psychopaths 

and the Philips shows itself to be a fine 

upscaler – there’s an inevitable drop in 

quality from Blu-ray, but it retains the 

clean picture and brightness.

Whatever the source, the Philips’ 

colours are dynamic and have a good 

natural balance overall, even if they’re 

slightly on the cool side. There’s plenty 

of scope to tweak the picture, but we’d 

recommend using a THX Optimizer disc 

to get the 47PFL6008 looking at its best.

The motion processing rate has gone 

up to 500Hz from last year’s 400Hz, and 

there’s a subtle, but significant, 

difference. The picture is smooth and 

assured, both in slow pans across the 

screen and in fast-moving action shots.

Play TT3D: Closer to the Edge in 3D, 

and you’re in for a smooth (if adrenaline-

charged) ride. Philips’s passive 3D tech is 

the best we’ve seen.

There’s no denying it: this Philips TV 

holds its own comfortably against pricier 

rivals. It might not have extensive smart 

features, but if all you want is a big 

screen with brilliant picture quality and 

easy-on-the-eyes 3D, the 47PFL6008 is 

excellent value. Its only downside, and 

the reason for its four-star rating, is the 

sheer quality of the competition.

Philips 47PFL6008 £1200 ★★★★

GROUP TEST 46-47in TELEVISIONS

Improvements 

brought in for 2013 

have hit the spot for 

this attractive screen

Control app (iOS/Android, free)

Philips MyRemote ★★★★★

There’s no separate minimalist 

touch-pad remote control (fast 

becoming a standard addition to smart 

TVs) here, but there is a free control 

app that you can download to your 

smartphone and/or tablet. Philips 

MyRemote is compatible with both  

iOS and Android, and the tablet version 

includes a full TV programme guide.

The control app is functional, logical 

and responsive, and a nice alternative  

if you find swiping across a touch 

screen more intuitive than clicking buttons. It even displays  

the programme you’re watching, and you can also send media 

(photos, videos, music) stored on your device directly to the  

TV using the SimplyShare feature.
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It’s elegant, this TV, with the 46in LED 

screen surrounded by a super-narrow 

bezel. Build is top class, too – but we 

expect no less from Samsung.

Connectivity, likewise, is generous, 

including four HDMI inputs, three USBs, 

integrated wi-fi, one Freesat tuner with 

two feeds (so you can watch one channel 

while recording another to a USB-

connected hard drive), and Freeview HD.

The highlight of Samsung’s smart 

suite is a redesigned Smart Hub. It’s a 

doozie: the five-panel carousel is 

attractive and as slick as a tablet. It’s 

presented in a neat grid, and animated 

flourishes when opening and closing 

make the new Hub a lot more engaging.

Stunning smart offering
There’s the usual complement of apps, 

including Facebook, Twitter and Skype 

(with picture-in-picture feeds and 

video-calling via a pop-up camera); 

catch-up TV options from all the major 

networks; aggregated Netflix, LoveFilm 

and Acetrax libraries for easier searching; 

photo- and video-library access from 

your network; and an On TV area that 

intelligently learns your viewing habits 

and offers suggestions of similar shows.

We like the remote control, too. It’s 

slimmer and much more ergonomic than 

before – but if you want something even 

slicker, the redesigned Smart Touch 

remote is a great alternative. It’s intuitive 

and highly responsive, and using it is 

akin to swiping across a touchscreen.

Samsung has been determined to 

stick with and improve the voice and 

motion controls that it introduced in its 

2012 range of TVs. They’re certainly 

headline-grabbing, but aren’t as intuitive 

to use as we’d hope – we’re still not 

convinced they’re a well-enough 

implemented alternative to using a 

regular remote control.

Flatscreen TVs have traditionally 

sounded weedy. Philips has bucked this 

trend with its relatively muscular tech, 

but the F7000 has to make do with just 

two 10W drivers. There is some punch to 

action-movie gunshots and the like, and 

dialogue is clear and direct, however.

Detailed, deep and absorbing
So, it’s time for the main event. Play 

Looper on Blu-ray and the screen is filled 

with detail. It’s a crisp picture, etched 

out neatly without looking unnaturally  

sharp. There are layers of subtle detail 

here that convey a wonderful sense of 

depth to the picture, be it revealing 

detail in shadows or fabric textures, and 

motion is smooth too – there’s no need 

to add additional processing here.

There’s a slightly reddish tint to 

colours, but it isn’t detrimental: it’s all 

still deep and vivid. However, blue skies 

with fluffy white clouds have a hint of 

pinkness to them, and Bruce Willis’s  

skin looks to us just a little too ruddy 

and tanned. There’s no loss in overall 

insight, though.

These characteristics follow through 

with broadcast channels and DVDs, too. 

There’s the obvious difference in quality 

between standard- and high-def 

channels, but overall the Samsung is 

a joy to watch. We found ourselves 

drawn into daytime TV 

programmes and reruns of 

American sitcoms (yes, really), 

Rating ★★★ ★★

FOR Sharp, detailed picture; natural colours; 

great smart features; slick remote controls

AGAINST Patchy backlight in one corner; voice 

control can be frustrating to use

VERDICT Stunning picture quality and an 

interface that’s worth the price, and an audition

and the Samsung certainly has a talented 

upscaler – Seven Psychopaths on DVD 

was full of detail and impressive colours. 

It’s a dynamic, exciting watch.

The F7000 is the only active 3D set in 

this group test. Its depth is dramatic and 

exciting, and we find ourselves fully 

immersed in Tintin. There is an 

inevitable dimming when putting on the 

glasses, but detail is retained and fast 

motion is stable. Niggles? The active-

glasses did strain our eyes a touch.

Samsung has some fierce competition 

when it comes to usability and voice 

interaction now that Panasonic has 

expanded its smart repertoire. But  

for the breadth of smart content 

available, and its fine picture, this  

F7000 is a strong contender if you’re 

after a new TV this year.

Samsung UE46F7000 £1600 ★★★★★

You can upgrade the

F7000 by plugging in

Evolution Kit modules

in the future – it should

be a real money-saver

Control app (iOS/Android, free)

Samsung SmartView ★★★★ 

If the two redesigned remote controls 

don’t take your fancy, you can always 

download the free control app on to 

your smartphone or tablet device of 

choice. Unlike the AllShare Play 

mirroring feature, the app is compatible 

with both Android and iOS products.

It’s a good-looking thing, with 

controls laid out logically, and it’s 

responsive, too. There’s a free-form 

screen to move a cursor around, and 

you can access smart features and apps 

with one click. It’s good, but standards have moved on: Panasonic’s 

updated control app for its 2013 TVs includes all the calibration/

picture adjustments found on the TV, and in an attractive layout, 

too. Samsung needs to step up to this level…





46-47in TELEVISIONS TEST

It was a toe-to-toe fight,

but thanks to its fantastic

picture and features, the

Panasonic TX-L47DT65

emerges triumphant

Panasonic TX-L47DT65

£1600 ★★★★★

 I
f this Group Test is anything to 

go by, this will be a stellar year for 

TVs. Because tellies aren’t just 

tellies any more, they’re packed with 

on-demand services, music and social 

apps, more intuitive interfaces and new 

control methods. Full HD, high-def 

tuners, and 3D are now standard. 

Finlux and Philips wholly deserve 

their four stars for packing in plenty of 

smart features and good picture 

quality at such decent prices. At £800, 

the Finlux is set to become of the 

bargains of the year with passive 3D, 

Freeview HD, a smattering of popular 

apps and eight pairs of passive 3D 

glasses. Up your spend to £1200 and 

you can get the Philips, which is even 

more adept at delivering a clear and 

detailed picture combined with one  

of the smoothest passive 3D 

experiences we’ve seen recently. 

Type LCD/LED • Resolution 1920 x 

1080 • 3D Passive • Glasses included 

8 pairs • Tuners Freeview HD 

• HDMI in 4 • USB in 2 • Size (hwd) 

67 x 5 x 111.5 x 4cm • Weight 21kg 

Type LCD/LED • Resolution 1920 x 

1080 • 3D Passive • Glasses included 

4 pairs •Tuners Freeview HD, Freesat 

• HDMI in 3 • USB in 3 • Size (hwd) 

63 x 107 x 3.5cm • Weight 15kg 

Type LED/LCD • Resolution 1920 x 

1080 • 3D Passive • Glasses included 

4 pairs • Tuners Freeview HD 

• HDMI in 4 • USB in 3 • Size (hwd) 

62.5 x 106 x 3cm • Weight 15kg 

• Type LED/LCD • Resolution 1920 x 

1080 • 3D Active • Glasses included 

2 pairs • Tuners Freeview HD, Freesat 

• HDMI in 4 • USB in 3 • Size (hwd) 

59 x 104 x 3cm • Weight 11kg 

Finlux 47S9100-T

£800 ★★★★

Panasonic TX-L47DT65

£1600 ★★★★★

Philips 47PFL6008  
£1200 ★★★★

Samsung UE46F7000 

£1600 ★★★★★

It was so close between the Panasonic 

and Samsung sets. Both were matched 

in price (£1600) and picture quality, with 

remarkably clear and insightful detail. 

Neither is entirely perfect, though: 

Panasonic’s voice interaction succeeds 

where Samsung’s frustrates; Panasonic’s 

sound was thin and uninspiring while 

Samsung’s active 3D strained our eyes; 

and neither had a perfect colour palette.

We spent hours scrutinizing every 

detail, but there was no separating them 

when it came to performance. Instead, 

the winner was decided on which was 

the user-friendly.

So, Panasonic, come on down. From 

the customisable home screen to the 

new smart controls, the DT65 is 

wonderfully easy to get to grips with, 

and living with it is a breeze. We’d 

happily take it home with us – it’s 

endlessly entertaining.

Facts & figures

VERDICTTEST

THE WINNER

BLU-RAY PLAYER

Panasonic DMP-BDT500  

£300 ★★★★★ 

One of the best Blu-ray players on the market 

right now, pair up both the Panasonics  

for a detailed and colourful picture with  

great motion handling. 

AV RECEIVER

Yamaha RX-V673 

£500 ★★★★★ 

A great TV deserves great sound. This Yamaha 

serves up subtlety and scale in equal measure 

– a lovely foil for the punchy picture.

SURROUND  SOUND SPEAKERS

B&W MT-50 

£1095 ★★★★★ 

Compact and stylish, this 5.1 set-up delivers 

more power than you’d imagine from its size. 

Want to upgrade it? Just add the PV1D sub.

Total build £3495

BUILDERSYSTEM

For a full list of specifications and 

other useful info visit whathifi.com
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Perfect partners for the  

Panasonic TX-L47DT65







YOUR QUESTIONS ANSWERED

Keep my Marantz, or 
will an Anthem sing?

Grado, Philips and AKG all offer some

fantastic-sounding headphones for

listening to your home hi-fi kit – and

none of them are exorbitantly priced

50 www.whathifi.com

ADVICE CENTREADVICE CENTREADVICE CENTRE
� �

Got a burning question? It’s nothing our team of experts can’t handle – just drop us a line

PROBLEM An old chap would 

like advice on headphones: 

over-ear models, I think, and 

possibly wireless.

My current system, with 

which I am pleased, is a  

Marantz 6002 pairing with 

Monitor Audio Bronze BX2 

speakers in a largish room. I 

enjoy mostly classical music.

Have you one or two ideas  

to match my system for comfort 

and really top sound, please? I 

can see that wireless or cordless 

might compromise quality – so if 

that’s the case I would forego it. 

I just worry about cord lengths…

David Carr

SOLUTION You’re right in thinking 

that even the best pair of wireless 

headphones will compromise 

audio quality over wired models 

– so if that’s your primary concern, 

we’d steer clear and go for a more 

traditional solution.

You don’t mention your budget, 

but there’s plenty out there that 

could suit you and your kit. Three 

pairs of cans stand out, though: 

the £135 Grado SR80is would 

be a good starting point, followed 

by the AKG K550s (£150) and the 

Philips Fidelio X1s (£270).

The Grados leak like sensitive 

diplomatic information but their 

open, natural and engaging sound 

never fails to please, while the 

AKGs opt for punch, power and 

detail. Philips, meanwhile, goes 

for smoothness and insight.

All three of these would be a 

good match for your kit; it just 

depends on your tastes and 

budget – we urge you to give 

them all a listen if you can.

Hi-fi headphones for the home

Keeping your cans at

home? They don’t have

to be compact, portable

or even closed-back…

PROBLEM Would the Anthem 

MRX 300 be considered an upgrade 

to my current Marantz SR7005 

AV receiver? I’m not bothered 

about AirPlay and so on – it’s all 

about the sound quality for me…

Forum name: atkins4725

SOLUTION The answer isn’t totally 

clear-cut. When it comes to detail, 

dynamic subtleties and rhythmic 

precision we think the Anthem is a 

clear step ahead of the Marantz. It’s 

about as articulate and insightful 

integrated AV amplifier as we’ve 

heard, but it isn’t an all-rounder.

Your Marantz is likely to deliver a 

more authoratative sound, and will 

drive your speakers to higher 

volumes. And that’s before we get to 

the Anthem’s stripped-down specs. 

Still, start listening, particularly to 

music, and the MRX300’s quality 

will shine through.



“I’m finally saying goodbye to my CD

collection and going completely digital 

– but I’m not sure which kit to buy”

File formats

If you’re digitising your 

library, go for uncompressed 

WAV or a lossless format at 

least. As the saying goes, 

rubbish in, rubbish out…
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ADVICE CENTRE

All in a spin over turntables

New kit or new speakers?

PROBLEM I have a Marantz 

PM4001 amp and Mission M52 

speakers. I feel the Marantz 

isn’t getting the most out of the 

speakers (even though I filled 

them with sand as suggested in 

the manual). So, I’m choosing 

between a Linn Kolektor 

preamp and Rotel RB1050 for 

around AUS$850, with a 

temporary Onkyo CD player 

and streaming; or a Naim CD5i 

and Nait 5i for $1,200.

Either way I want to keep the 

Missions. Am I on the right 

path? Or should I keep the 

Marantz and replace the 

Missions with Paradigm V5s, Q 

Acoustics, Monitor Audio or 

other bookshelf speakers?

My room is a 4m square with 

timber floorboards bonded to 

a concrete slab. Two out of the 

four walls are external, with 

plaster lining inside, and the 

other two are dry walls. I’d 

appreciate your advice…

Sasho Dimovski, Australia

SOLUTION It would be a real 

round-about solution to change 

your kit piecemeal and using 

temporary components with 

which you’d never be completely 

satisfied, so if it were our money 

we’d be going for the Naim kit.

It’s a simple solution that  

you can use with one remote,  

and will work really nicely with 

your M52s. Job done!

I’ve bought a new house; it’s 
time for a new system, too…

PROBLEM I’m dragging my hi-fi 

into the 21st Century and my 

next must is a new turntable. 

My amp is a Cyrus 6xp and 

speakers are Tannoy 607s, 

which I know are ancient but 

my turntable need is greater.

I have £1000 for a turntable 

and phono stage; what would 

you suggest? One point I have 

noted in your reviews is that 

they should be put as far away 

as possible from the speakers, 

but this is a problem for me due 

to space. Is this a major issue?

Foum name: michaeljohn

SOLUTION You have two choices 

– come in under budget, or stretch 

it for a better sound. The Award-

winning Rega RP3 with the Elys2 

cartridge is an excellent buy for 

£550 and, paired with the Graham 

Slee Gram Amp 2 SE phono stage 

(£230), will be a wonderful 

pairing for £780.

Push the budget a and you 

could pair the Graham Slee with 

the RP6/Exact combo (£1,000). 

It’s a great package with a similar 

character to its cheaper sibling, 

but has more in the way of detail, 

transparency and definition.

We always recommend placing 

your turntable away from 

speakers to reduce vibration.  

It’s  less of a problem with 

concrete floors, but if you have 

wooden ones, wall-mounting 

your turntable will help.

PROBLEM I’ve bought a new 

house and have sold my old 

separates to pay for a new 

upgrade. I had an Arcam Alpha 

7SE CD player, Arcam Alpha 8R 

amplifier and B&W DM602 S2 

standmount speakers – I loved 

the sound and want to achieve 

a modern equivalent.

I am finally saying goodbye  

to my CD collection and am 

going digital, too (I know it  

can’t compete sonically but it’s 

much more convenient). So,  

I’m looking at getting a Sonos 

The £1000 Rega 

RP6/Exact turntable

is a great combination

The Award-winning Marantz’s 

light-footed and detailed sound 

keeps it as one of our favourite 

amps – and it has a remote. The 

B&W 685s are getting on a bit 

now (£380 from 2007), but 

the superb-sounding Concept 

20s – which have just won our 

standmounters Group Test on 

page 64 – and their precise and 

refined sound with get along 

smoothly with the PM6004. 

Alternatively, a different 

approach involves the Rega Brio-R 

amplifier (£480) and Acoustic 

Connect and Bridge, B&W 685 

speakers, a DAC (either a 

Cambridge Audio DacMagic or 

Arcam rDAC), but am struggling 

on an amplifier to go with them.

My budget is around £500, 

but ideally less. The amp must 

have a remote, which rules out 

the Rotel; I’ve also seen a low- 

price Arcam A18 amp but not 

read good reviews. I’m not sure 

that the Marantz PM6004 will 

be up to the job… Please help!

Foum name: bluesurf9

SOLUTION There are a few 

different routes you can go down 

here. One option would be to pair 

the Marantz PM6004 (£310) 

with the brand new Q Acoustics 

Concept 20 speakers (£350). 

Energy 301 standmounters 

(£425). The balanced and engaging 

301s will sound terrific with the 

agile and rhythmic Rega amp 

– it’s a combination that’s well 

worth an audition!

As for the DAC, we’d steer you 

towards the Arcam rDAC – it’s 

still a wonderfully detailed, 

musical and dynamic unit for 

£300, and it’s head and shoulders 

above its class rivals.

We’d should also mention that 

while we love Sonos’s appealing 

interface and ease of use, you 

might want to give the Marantz 

NA7004 streamer (£430) a whirl 

if sound quality is high on your 

priority – it’s also got a decent 

onboard DAC, so you wouldn’t 

have to invest on a separate one.



YOUR QUESTIONS ANSWERED

PROBLEM At university I blew 

my student loan on a system I 

still have to this day, with a few 

additions: a Rotel RCD-06 CD 

player, RB-970B-X stereo power 

amp and RC-970B-X control 

amp; a Yamaha DSP-E800 

processor; B&W 602, LM1 (rear) 

and M1 (centre) speakers; and 

Audioquest interconnects. My 

TV is a Panasonic TX-P37C2B 

plasma, I have a Sony BDP-S370 

Blu-ray player, Sky HD and I also 

use Netflix on my Apple TV.

I’m finding inconsistency in 

audio formats: some movies 

are Dolby Digital 5.1, some are 

DTS-HD Master Audio and 

others are Dolby Digital HD or 

7.1. This is all great, but my poor 

Yamaha can’t decode these HD 

formats and it defaults to Dolby 

Pro-Logic, which is pretty ropey.

Top tip

Do you usually watch 

movies in the dark? Turn off 

the lights when calibrating  

your display – otherwise the 

results will be skewed.

do it properly. You don’t say 

exactly how your system is 

configured, though, so we have 

a couple of solutions for you 

– both from Onkyo.

If you’re happy to use an AV 

receiver for all your amplification, 

and given that your Yamaha was 

only £80, we recommend the 

£240 Onkyo TX-NR515. It has 

great decoding options, and 

can form the backbone of your 

system (including streaming 

digital files over your network).

However, if you’re using your 

Yamaha DSP-E800 to provide 

three of your five channels of 

amplification (with your Rotel kit 

forming the other two), then you’ll 

need to spend a bit more on the 

outgoing Onkyo TX-NR818 (£750), 

which has the necessary preamp 

outputs. Everything else is grand.
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Calibration: don’t take it as gospel

We’ve all used calibration tools to 

make our lives easier when setting up 

home cinema kit. Whether you’ve 

used the all-singing, all-dancing auto 

set-up sequence on a top-of-the-

range AV receiver or a quick 

run-through of the THX Optimizer, 

remember that these only provide  

a starting point for tweaking your 

final picture or sound.

Trust your eyes and ears and then 

tweak the calibrated results to suit 

you. It’s also worth turning off extra 

processing modes and seeing how 

that affects the results.

Small but mighty

The Onkyo TX-NR818 lets you use

separate power amps to feed additional

speaker channels, if you wish

My system needs new life

PROBLEM I have a pair of 

B&W CM7 speakers. They 

sound great with my Musical 

Fidelity A5.5 integrated amp, 

but I now want to upgrade. I 

use a Cambridge Audio 751BD 

as a media streamer and I 

also have a Musical Fidelity 

M1 DAC. Which speakers 

up to £2500 will match 

the A5.5’s character? I like 

small floorstanders and  

large stand-mounters with 

full-range dynamics.

I also plan to get a 

Cambridge Audio Stream 

Magic 6 and sell the M1 DAC. 

Is this advisable?

Man Fred

SOLUTION To get the balance 

you want with your existing 

kit, we suggest the Spendor 

SP2/3R2 speakers (£2500). 

In an ideal world we’d pair 

them with our Award-winning 

Custom Design FS104 

Signature (£200) stands (you 

might be able to get a deal). 

Together, they have a lovely 

natural sound and excel in 

scale, with a kick in the bass.

If the Spendors’ design isn’t 

to your taste, the PMC Twenty 

22 speakers (£1825) are a great 

choice, with their bespoke STD 

Twenty 2122 stands (£300) 

keeping you well inside your 

budget. They’ve got a more 

modern design, and you’ll find 

them faster and leaner than  

the Spendors, though they’ll 

maybe fall down in warmth and 

smoothness in comparison.

Clearly my system is getting 

on (like me). But I still love it, 

so I’m cautious about chucking 

it in for a newer set-up.

If I wanted to slim-down 

my entire set-up but keep the 

audio quality, what would you 

recommend? I still listen to 

CDs and will do until iTunes 

offers full FLAC support.

If I’m skint (I am) and just 

want a piecemeal upgrade, 

what processor could I get that 

could set me up for the next 

10 years? (My Yamaha cost 

£80 on eBay eight years ago 

and has never failed me.)

David Chikwe

SOLUTION That’s a classic system 

you have there! If you’re going 

to blow a student loan, that’s 

certainly a masterclass in how to 
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To submit questions for publication in our Advice Centre section, 

email soundadvice@whathifi.com. Unfortunately we can’t reply 

personally to individual emails, but if your query is urgent, the 

community at www.whathifi.com/forums might provide the answer

“I stream music wirelessly from iTunes

and Spotify. How much should I spend

on a new DAC? Will it make a difference?”

PROBLEM My budget setup 

consists of an Apple TV 

connected to a Marantz PM5004 

stereo amplifier via a cheap 

Neet DAC (optical to RCA), 

which is in turn powering 

Tannoy Mercury V1 stand-

mounted speakers.

I mainly stream AAC 

(256Kbps) or MP3 (320Kbps) 

files via iTunes or Spotify from  

a PC, and from an iPhone using 

AirPlay and Airfoil, but have 

considered re-ripping all my 

CDs to Apple Lossless or similar.

ADVICE CENTRE

Buying a TV? Here’s what to consider

Screen size

Consider getting the next size up 

from the one you think you’ll need. In 

our experience, people tend to get it 

home and then want just a bit more…

Network connections

We always recommend a wired 

connection for stability reasons. But 

that isn’t always practical. If your 

router is a long way from your living 

room, you can go wireless or use a 

powerline system, which uses the 

mains supply to send data. Increasing 

numbers of TVs offer built-in wi-fi, 

but you might need a dongle.

Don’t dismiss a four-star set

If you don’t want bells and whistles, 

consider one of our four-star sets:  

it could be that the picture quality  

is better, at the expense of features

With this setup and sources, 

would I get much benefit from a 

pricier DAC, or even a similarly 

priced different one? I’m not 

dissatisfied with the Neet; it 

does the job, but I sometimes 

feel I could be getting more.

The FiiO D3 gets favourable 

reviews but will it be better than 

what I’ve got? Are the likes of 

the TEAC UD-H01, Cambridge 

Audio DacMagic, or Musical 

Fidelity V-DAC going to change 

the sound dramatically?

Forum name: Ber2k

SOLUTION A DAC at the über-

budget price levels of the Neet  

and the FiiO isn’t going to make 

much of an impact. You don’t 

mention how much you have to 

spend, but if you can manage it, 

aim higher and go for the Musical 

Fidelity V-DAC II – it’s a lovely 

entry-level hi-fi DAC that sounds 

clear and detailed (particularly  

in the midrange), offers good 

dynamics and serves up an  

overall smooth presentation.

It will definitely make a 

difference to the way you listen  

to your ripped CD files – which, 

incidentally, are definitely  

worth re-ripping to Apple Lossless 

or uncompressed WAV format  

if you’ve got the space on your 

PC’s hard-drive or NAS device.

If you’re looking for your

first DAC, you could do a lot

worse than the Musical

Fidelity V-DAC II

There’s a lot to be

said for one-make

systems, such as 

this one from Rega

A tribute for my dad

MP3 or not MP3? DAC is the question

PROBLEM My father passed 

away at the start of the year, 

leaving me over 500 records. 

I now need a system to do 

him – and them – proud.

I’m thinking of buying a 

Pro-Ject Debut Carbon 

turntable, Rotel RA-10 amp 

and Tannoy DC6T SE speakers, 

but I’m concerned that the 

amp won’t bring out the best in 

the speakers. What are my 

options? I have a large living 

room, a budget of £2000, and 

would prefer floorstanders.

Greg Wines

SOLUTION We’re sorry to hear 

about your father. It’s great that 

you’re going to be making the 

most of that huge vinyl 

collection, though.

The products on the list 

you’ve given, while fantastic in 

their own right, don’t gel as a 

system as well as they might. If 

we were you, we’d spend a little 

more money on your turntable 

and a little less on the speakers.

Try the Rega RP3/Elys2 

turntable (£550) with the Rega 

Brio-R amp (£500) and Rega RS3 

speakers (the ones with the side-

firing mid-bass driver; £780). Yes, 

that might sound like an ad for 

Rega, but this one-make system 

works brilliantly. It also leaves 

the door open for a no-brainer 

future turntable upgrade in the 

shape of the RP6/Exact (£1000).
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These AV receivers strike the perfect balance between price and 
performance. If you want an affordable powerhouse, you’ll find it here

 T
he AV receiver market is more competitive than ever. 

Every year, manufacturers manage to squeeze even 

more high-end features into an ever more affordable 

box. And receivers around the £1000 mark have benefited 

from this more than any other price level, striking a balance 

between cost and performance and sporting spec-lists that 

much pricier amps would be proud of.

While we wait for the full roster of 2013 receivers to hit the 

shops, we’ve decided to take a look at how the promising five- 

star Yamaha RX-A1020 – currently the only new amp available 

at this price – performs against a couple of our favourites from 

last year, the Award-winning Pioneer SC-LX56 and the Onkyo 

TX-NR818. Can the class of 2012 hold their own against the 

current star pupil of 2013? We put them to the test to find out…

Onkyo 
TX-NR818
Page 56

TEST AV RECEIVERS

CINEMA SOUND

SERIOUSG
E

T
S



Yamaha 
RX-A1020
Page 58

Pioneer
SC-LX56
Page 57
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AV RECEIVERS TEST

For more news, reviews and  

buying advice, visit whathifi.com
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TEST AV RECEIVERS

The £1000 AV receiver market is fierce 

– something Onkyo only knows too well. 

While it’s managed to beat its rivals in 

the budget AV receiver market, it’s been 

nearly three years since the company 

won an Award at this level, with the 

NR-818 pipped to the post in a Group 

Test last year by the Pioneer LX56.

If this test were based on looks alone, 

the Onkyo would win hands down. All 

metal and minimalist design, there’s 

some lovely attention to detail here, 

from the tactile buttons to the glowing 

light around the volume dial. All the 

controls, except the slim source buttons, 

are hidden behind a large drop-down 

panel – and even they look the part, 

especially compared with the 

functional-looking Yamaha and Pioneer.

Of course, this isn’t a beauty contest;  

it’s features and sound quality that win 

an amp points at this price.

Luckily, Onkyo is known for never 

skimping on its specs. With a claimed 

135W per channel, the NR818 is a 7.2- 

channel amp with eight HDMI inputs 

(one is a front-mounted Mobile High- 

Definition Link, for connecting Android 

phones) and two HDMI outs for running 

two displays. There’s also the analogue 

and digital connections you’d expect, 

plus a decent number of component and 

composite video connections, too.

On the back you’ll find an ethernet 

port, or you can use an optional wi-fi 

dongle for networking. Either way it’s 

worth getting the NR818 online, as 

alongside DLNA streaming there are 

heaps of services to take advantage of, 

including vTuner internet radio, Last.fm, 

Aupeo! and Spotify. There’s no AirPlay 

on board, but you can plug an Apple 

device into the NR818’s front-mounted 

USB port for wired music playback.

Robust and refined sound
More niche features include the ability 

to set up to three different zones of 

sound, and an Onkyo-specific called 

Digital Processing Crossover. This  

lets you biamp your front speakers  

to have the receiver perform a more 

precise crossover itself.

But it’s all got to come down to sound 

– and the Onkyo doesn’t disappoint.

Watching the sandstorm scene of 

Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol, 

there’s a well-balanced nature to the 

Onkyo’s sound and, as the sand swirls 

around your head, there’s an obviously 

larger soundfield than the Pioneer’s. 

However, low-level detail is lacking, 

which means it loses some dynamism 

and tension as the chase intensifies. 

It’s a powerful yet refined sound, but 

it does lack the expression and dynamics 

delivered elsewhere in the Group Test 

for around the same money. 

Music-wise, it’s a similar story. The 

reproduction of John Legend’s Live at 

the House of Blues Blu-ray is accurate and 

perfectly enjoyable, but it lacks some of 

the excitement and careful handling  

of dynamics that its rivals manage.

When we first heard the NR818, it  

was one of the first new AV receivers of 

2012, but it’s since fallen behind rivals 

when it comes to detail and dynamics. 

Still, if you’re looking for features, power, 

refinement and style, it’s well worth it.

Rating ★★★ ★

FOR Large soundstage; powerful yet refined 

sound; well-featured

AGAINST Lacks the same level of expression 

and dynamism as its competitors; no AirPlay

VERDICT The NR818 is a powerful, capable 

amp that’s come up against some tough rivals

Streaming

The NR818 might not have 

AirPlay, but you can still use it to 

stream music from your network, 

and access services such as  

Last.fm, Spotify and internet 

radio from Aupeo! and 

vTuner.

ONKYO TX-NR818 £1000 ★★★★
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It’s no secret we like the Pioneer 

SC-LX56. Following in the footsteps  

of the 2011 Award-winning SC-LX55,  

the LX56 won our gong at this price  

level last year too.

The LX56 isn’t a million miles away 

from the Yamaha in design. Clad in 

brushed metal, there are two large  

dials for input and volume on either 

side, while a glossy panel underneath  

its LCD screen hides more controls.

The LX56 stands out from the other 

two amps on test as it’s a 9.2 channel 

receiver rather than 7.2, meaning you 

can add additional speakers such as 

height channels to your setup should 

you wish. It offers a claimed 170W  

of power per channel, and has all the 

digital and analogue inputs you’d expect 

(legacy video connections included), 

alongside seven HDMI inputs and two 

outs, a front-mounted USB, and an 

MHL-HDMI port that allows Android 

devices to play music too.

There’s an ethernet port and a wi-fi 

adapter for networking, too. This enables 

streaming from DLNA-certified devices 

or from an Apple device using AirPlay. 

We found AirPlay playback from Spotify 

to be stable, warm and engaging, with 

the LX56 displaying the track name and 

artist across its LCD screen. Of course, 

sound quality was scaled down to  

what the source allows, but it’s a nice 

addition to the receiver’s core features.

Setting up the Pioneer was largely 

accurate using the automated MCAAC 

setup process. It took a little longer than 

other setups, but distances and speaker 

sizes were correct (though we did need 

to lower the subwoofer level a bit). 

Punchy, dynamic and nuanced
There’s a heck of a lot of power here.

Explosion-packed action scenes have  

all the impact and definition you could 

want in the low-end, while quieter 

scenes still remain precise and nuanced. 

Sound spreads naturally yet accurately 

between speakers too, resulting in an 

excellent 360-degree experience that 

draws you right into the centre of 

whatever you’re watching. It’s a really 

defined, well-placed performance, if 

demonstrating a slightly smaller 

soundfield to that of the Yamaha.

Despite its weightiness in the low-end, 

we did pick up a tinge of thinness and 

brightness in the treble that detracts 

from the otherwise solid sound output, 

particularly at higher volumes. This 

might mean it’s a little more fussy about 

speaker pairing that its peers – so demo 

it with your existing set-up if you can.

Get stuck into John Legend’s Live from 

the House of Blues Blu-ray and, although 

that thinness is still occasionally 

noticeable with cymbals, the LX56 has 

the agility and punch to deliver a really 

entertaining musical experience – 

arguably the best on test in terms of  

the accuracy and definition portrayed.

It might be six months on from 

winning its 2012 Award, but the Pioneer 

SC-LX56 continues to hold its own  

in 2013. It’s a well-rounded, well-

featured and overall great-sounding  

amp that, with a bit of careful speaker 

matching, will be a winning addition  

to any home cinema set-up.

Rating ★★★ ★★

FOR Dynamic, punchy sound; weighty 

bass; great with music; long features list

AGAINST Slightly thin in the treble when 

pushed; will require care with speaker pairing

VERDICT A worthy Award winner from 2012, 

this amp still offers plenty in the 2013 market

Free apps

Download AV Navigator to 

help ensure your sources and 

speakers are connected correctly, 

and iControlAV12 for full control 

over your amp’s set-up  

– including picture 

processing.

PIONEER SC-LX56 £1000 ★★★★★
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Top tip

Download the Yamaha 

Control App for streaming 

music. It will allow you to browse 

connected media on your phone 

or tablet and comes in handy 

for volume and basic 

controls too.

Yamaha is enjoying something of a 

golden era with its AV receivers these 

days. Last year, it finally saw off Onkyo 

to bag itself the home cinema amp 

Product of the Year Award, and it kicked 

off its 2013 line-up with a five-star 

review for the £3000 RX-A3020.

At £1000, the RX-A1020 is the second 

cheapest amp in the new Aventage 

range, and it too impressed us enough  

to earn full five-star honours just a few 

months ago. But how will it fare against 

some of our favourites at this price point?

Visually, this Yamaha could well be 

one of its pricier siblings, with the same 

sturdy design and two-tone front panel. 

It has the same number of HDMI inputs 

and outputs too, with eight in and two 

out, plus a front-mounted USB input for 

playback from iOS devices and external 

hard drives. There are legacy video 

connections too, alongside all the digital 

and analogue audio inputs and outputs 

you’ll find anywhere else in the range.

Of course, there are differences – for 

example, the A1020 is a 7.2 channel  

amp rather than 9.2, and with a claimed 

power output of 110W per channel. 

Naturally enough you also lose a few of 

the more niche features you’ll find at the 

higher price points, but we can’t imagine 

they’ll be too sorely missed at this level.

What you will get are features such as 

4K and 3D passthrough, plus an ethernet 

connection for networking (though 

you’ll need to buy Yamaha’s optional 

YWA-10 wi-fi dongle for £75 if you need 

your new amp to work wirelessly).

Get it hooked up, though, and you’ll 

be able to stream from DLNA devices 

such as a NAS drive or PC, Apple devices 

over AirPlay and play internet radio 

alongside regular FM and AM flavours. 

That’s pretty good going, although 

Bluetooth would have been nice…

Detail and power
Once we complete the simple set-up 

procedure, we sample some scenes  

from Jon Favreau’s Cowboys & Aliens 

and find the A1020 showing off what  

it can do at both ends of the scale. It 

masterfully conveys a sense of tension 

during the quieter moments, with 

excellent timing and attention to detail, 

then when the aliens attack for the first 

time the A1020 piles in, all guns blazing 

with a large, powerful yet controlled 

sound, staying composed even when 

pushed up to neighbour-bothering levels. 

Sound spreads smoothly between the 

speakers, placing you smack bang in  

the middle of the explosion, while still 

picking out the quieter details of the 

dust settling afterwards.

Give John Legend’s Live at the House 

of Blues Blu-ray a listen and the A1020’s 

strengths continue. Instruments are 

placed well and have plenty of space,  

but the vocals are the star of the show. 

There’s a mellow vibe to the music too, 

somewhat different to the faster, more 

precise sound of the Pioneer. Whether 

it’s better or not in that sense will purely 

come down to personal preference.

There’s a lot to love about the Yamaha 

RX-A1020. It’s a superbly capable all- 

rounder, which makes it a great fit with 

most systems at this price point. It seems 

Yamaha’s golden era is set to continue.

Rating ★★★ ★★

FOR Solid design; easy set-up; extensive 

features; powerful and exciting sound; 

spacious and detailed musical presentation 

AGAINST Nothing of note

VERDICT Powerful, detailed and exciting, the 

A1020 is a wonderfully capable all-rounder

 YAMAHA RX-A1020 £1000 ★★★★★
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I
n a clash between 2012 and 2013, a 

fight between newcomers and old 

hands, this test pitched two of our 

favourite AV receivers of last year against 

the first 2013 model at this price point. 

Despite a valiant effort from the 

Onkyo TX-NR818, which loses itself a 

star from last year’s rating, it came 

down to a head-to-head duel between 

the Pioneer SC-LX56 – last year’s Award 

winner – and the new AVR on the block, 

the Yamaha RX-A1020. And it was a 

battle closely fought.

The LX56 showed off the same 

strengths that made us give it an Award 

last year. It’s dynamic, punchy and  

great for those big action scenes when 

you need a bit of oomph. It’s also a 

more precise and tauter listen when  

it comes to music replay than the  

more laid-back Yamaha, which some 

will prefer. Plus, it offers wireless 

Channels/power 7/180W • HDMI inputs/outputs 8/2 

• Component in/out 2/1 • Optical digital in/out 3/1 • 

Ethernet/wi-fi Yes/optional • Tuner/presets AM/FM/

internet/40 • Video Upconversion 1080p/4K • Auto 

set-up Yes • 3D/4K capable Yes • Weight 18kg • 

Dimensions (hwd) 20 x 43 x 43cm

Channels/power 9/170W • HDMI inputs/outputs 8/2 

• Component in/out 2/1 • Optical digital in/out 2/1 • 

Ethernet/wi-fi Yes/yes • Tuner/presets AM/FW/

internet/63 • Video Upconversion 1080p/4K • Auto 

set-up Yes • 3D/4K capable Yes/no • Weight 15kg •

Dimensions (hwd) 18 x 43 x 44cm

Channels/power 7/110W • HDMI inputs/outputs 8/2 

• Component in/out 4/1 • Optical digital in/out 4/1 • 

Ethernet/wi-fi Yes/optional • Tuner/presets AM/FM/

internet/40 • Video Upconversion 1080p/4K • Auto 

set-up Yes • 3D/4K capable Yes • Weight 15kg •

Dimensions (hwd) 18 x 43 x 43cm

Onkyo TX-NR818

£1000 ★★★★

Pioneer SC-LX56

£1000 ★★★★★

Yamaha RX-A1020

£1000 ★★★★★

capability out of the box with the 

included network adapter, seriously 

helpful for people whose TV and router 

are in different rooms in the house. 

But though the Pioneer displayed 

several strong points in an attempt  

to cling to its crown, the Yamaha 

ultimately won us over with its 

powerful, detailed and absorbing 

sound, extensive features and large 

soundstage. It dwarfed its competitors 

in that last respect in particular, 

spreading sound smoothly and 

precisely in our seven-channel set-up 

and giving stacks of space to whatever 

we were watching – from a music 

Blu-ray to an action blockbuster. It’s 

also less fussy about system-matching.

It was a close call, but the Yamaha’s 

mellow character sold us in the end.  

We can’t wait to see how it fares against 

other rivals on the way in this year.

Facts & figures

VERDICTTEST

BLU-RAY PLAYER

Marantz UD7007

£650 ★★★★★

While rather pricey for a Blu-ray player, the 

UD7007 produces bold, detailed pictures, 

impressive sound and better upscaling than 

you’ll get from the A1020.

PROJECTOR

Panasonic PT-AT6000E 

£3000 ★★★★★

Our favourite projector will slot into this set-

up nicely, with its natural filmic delivery giving 

you a real taste of home cinema luxury.

SURROUND SOUND SPEAKERS

KEF R100 5.1 

£2750 ★★★★★

An Award-winning speaker package that 

excels in cohesion and expression – this will be 

the perfect match for the versatile RX-A1020.

For a full list of specifications and 

other useful info visit whathifi.com

Total build £7400

Hook these three up with the Yamaha for 

a shot of home-based movie magnificence

Yamaha RX-A1020

£1000 ★★★★★

THE WINNER

An unbeatable balance of talents gives Yamaha the win



ALL ABOUT CARTRIDGES
There are two main types of turntable cartridges: moving magnet (MM) and moving coil (MC). Moving magnets dominate at lower prices – below £350, say – and usually produce a relatively high electrical output, typically 5-10mV. Compare that with the output of a typical CD player, around 2V, and you’ll see why the extra amplification of a phono circuit is needed.

Moving-coil designs tend to deliver a cleaner, more detailed sound, but their downside is a higher selling price and an output that’s around a tenth that of MM alternatives. Such a low output means that extra amplification will be needed  in the phono stage, and any shortcomings in  the circuit will be more apparent.
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Budget brilliance is what Cambridge 

Audio does best, and previous phono  

stages from the company have delivered  

just that; the Cambridge Audio Azur 651P  

has award-winning heritage.

This model supports MM and MC 

cartridges, with dedicated twin inputs  

and a set of phono outputs. There’s  

a subsonic filter, too, which promises to 

remove inaudible but potentially harmful  

low frequencies (we found it hard to hear 

much difference). The 651P comes in a 

slightly larger-than-average package, but it 

looks smart and feels solidly put together.

Listening to Michael Jackson’s fantastically 

produced Bad, timing is excellent. The tight 

bass-lines roll along nicely, sat beneath treble 

notes that brim with attack and excitement. 

This energy can veer in to brightness at times, 

though, so partner with some care.

Detail is good, though others can offer a 

wider soundstage. All told, this is an exciting, 

musical listen – but watch that treble.

It doesn’t look like much and it doesn’t 

feel like much, but the Graham Slee 

Gram Amp 2 Communicator is a 

brilliant little box. It keeps things 

simple: it’s an MM phono stage,  

with one set of inputs and one set  

of outputs – and that’s your lot. 

Graham Slee makes no bones about 

the “low cost anodized aluminium 

enclosure”, either – this is all about 

high-quality sound on a budget.

And it delivers. Timing is excellent: 

listening to Four Tet, the rolling rhythm  

pulls us in to the track and the level of  

detail keeps us hooked, listening to  

various intricacies we might not have  

heard before. It’s fast, organised and  

dynamic, although you will get a bit  

more power and weight from the more-

expensive Rega Fono MM MK2 (opposite).

Low on frills, high on quality, the aptly 

named Communicator comes highly 

recommended.

 SPIN 
DOCTORS

Give your records the sonic boost they deserve

Cambridge Audio 651P

£120�★★★★

       Graham Slee Gram Amp 2 

Communicator £160�★★★★★
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Check our Buyer’s Guide for Rega phono 

amps and you’ll find one entry: the Fono  

Mini A2D. It’s a 2012 Award-winner, yours  

for £85. We have high hopes, then, for  

this step-up Fono MM MK2. This new-look 

box is designed to fit with Rega’s other 

accessories, and is a minimalist affair with  

a lone power button on the front a single  

set of inputs and outputs on the back.

But what else do you need? Get connected 

sit back and you’ll enjoy a big, powerful, 

punchy sound. The wide-open soundstage 

gets the best from sparse, voice-driven 

recordings, while that bottom end 

power, coupled with great dynamics, 

ensure that dance tracks have presence 

and rhythm. Treble notes are crisp  

but never bright, while the generous 

serving of bass is always controlled.

The Graham Slee might deliver a  

little more intricate detail but the weight 

and scale here comfortably justifies the  

extra outlay. What a splendid amp…

Better known for its amplifiers and other 

hi-fi components higher up the price scale, 

the six-strong Musical Fidelity V series  

aims to bring some of this expertise to  

a more affordable price point.

The V-LPS II phono stage has the same 

compact dimensions as the rest of the 

accessories, with (tight) MM and MC phono 

connections at one end and the phono  

output at power connection at the other.  

We must admit it seems a little untidy…

But it’s what’s inside that counts, and this 

phono stage sounds weighty and solid – 

although the bass is arguably a little too 

pronounced, and certainly a little loose, 

which has an adverse affect on timing. There’s 

decent detail, however, clarity to treble notes 

and an overall smoothness to the sound. But 

we aren’t convinced by the MC connection, 

which sounds a little disorganised.

For an affordable phono stage, the Musical 

Fidelity V-LPS II produces admirable results, 

not least if you want a rich, bass-led sound.

Small but perfectly formed, the Pro-Ject 

Phono Box S is solid and relatively heavy, 

sporting a power button on the front and  

a set of inputs and a set of outputs on the 

back. There’s a subsonic filter switch too, and 

if you want to get your hands dirty, then 

you’ll find switches on the bottom for 

selecting MM or MC operation, and for making 

adjustments to the gain and impedance.

Functioning as an MM phono stage the 

sound isn’t too dissimilar to the styling:  

no-nonsense and with plenty of weight.  

The muscular bass is powerful yet controlled  

– and better integrated than the Musical 

Fidelity. Radiohead’s In Rainbows is a tough 

test in places and, despite good insight and  

a room-filling sound, the Pro-Ject doesn’t 

sound quite as dynamic or agile as the 

Graham Slee and lacks the precision of  

the Cambridge Audio. It does better than 

most budget boxes in MC mode, however. 

There’s weight and detail here, but we  

just need a little more excitement.

PHONO STAGES ROUND-UP

 Musical Fidelity V-LPS II

£120�★★★★

      Pro-Ject Phono Box S 

£120�★★★★

       Rega Fono MM MK2 

£200�★★★★★
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For more news, reviews and  

buying advice, visit whathifi.com

Bowers & Wilkins 
685
Page 67
Old favourites that 

we’ve admired for 

almost six years



The £400 mark is a sweet spot for stereo speakers. Invest in the right pair at this price, and you’ve 
got speakers around which you can upgrade and improve the rest of your system for years to come

 L
ooking for a great pair of speakers? Maybe you’re 

looking for a first (or second) upgrade, but you don’t 

necessarily have a fortune to spend. Fear not: it’s 

possible to get very high quality sound and build without 

breaking the bank. We’ve done the leg (ear?) work for you and 

assembled some of the best compact standmount speakers 

that you can buy for £350 to £450.

In this test, some of our old favourites and former Award-

winners take on newer kids on the block. All the candidates 

look great, will effortlessly fill a medium-sized listening 

room, and sound fantastic. Place your bets now…
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KEF Q300
Page 68
We like these so 

much, we made 

them our Product 

of the Year in 2011

Monitor Audio  
Silver RX1
Page 71
Beautifully made 

and truly refined-

sounding speakers

Acoustic Energy 301
Page 66
We think these are 

the most impressive 

speakers AE has 

made in years

Tannoy  
Revolution DC4
Page 73
Tiny speakers that 

produce a pinpoint 

sound beautifully

Q Acoustics  
Concept 20
Page 72
An amazing sound 

at an astonishing 

price – we love ’em

Systembuilders

Join us on Spotify

tiny.cc/playlist2013
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We hadn’t seen anything particularly 

special from Acoustic Energy – before 

the 301s came along in our March issue. 

They are the entry level in the new 

Three series – and we think they’re the 

most impressive speakers the company 

has made in years.

Of all the speakers in this test, the 

301s have the most unassuming 

appearance. The grilles are magnetic, so 

there are no holes in the front panel. The 

face is smart yet subtle, and the glossy 

walls (available in black or white) should 

appeal to those with minimalist tastes.

Unfussy speakers all round
On the back, there’s a single set of decent-

quality speaker terminals. The 301s are 

the only non-biwirable set here, but we 

don’t think that’s too big a deal. On the 

front, there’s a fairly large 28mm 

soft-dome tweeter and an 11cm 

aluminium cone, hard anodised on both 

sides for a really rigid structure.

Beneath them sits a reflex port. It 

takes the shape of a slot rather than the 

more common tube, and is an attempt to 

make airflow more efficient and reduce 

port noise. Or perhaps it’s the only way 

to fit it on the front. Either way, having a 

port at the front goes some way to 

making the speakers less fussy about 

their proximity to walls.

Rating ★★★★★

FOR Balanced, detailed sound; nice looks and 

finish; easygoing nature

AGAINST Lack the scale and authority 

of larger rivals

VERDICT Very good speakers for the money, 

thoroughly deserving of a spot on your list

Acoustic Energy 301 £425 ★★★★★

Unfussy – that’s the nature of the 301s. 

The speakers have an even-handed 

attitude, never showing any favouritism 

to any part of the frequency range. This 

comes in handy when choosing 

partnering electronics. 

They’re also easygoing when it comes 

to the kind of music you play. Load up 

Buena Vista Social Club’s Pueblo Nuevo 

and there’s a good mix of delicacy and 

attack as Ruben Gonzalez pounds the 

ivory. The treble is clear, sparkling 

without being distracting, and at the low 

end there’s a decent amount of authority. 

There’s also a good grip on rhythm, and 

integration between drivers is seamless.

The sound is crisp, and there’s a lovely 

sense of texture. David Bowie’s voice on 

The Stars (Are Out Tonight) has a defiant 

fragility to it that comes across better 

than any speaker here.

Switch to Jupiter from Holst’s The 

Planets, Op.32 and the speakers 

demonstrate impressive dynamics, with 

a good amount of low-end authority. It’s 

not quite on the same scale as the KEF 

Q300s, but that’s understandable given 

the significant difference in cabinet size.

The presentation isn’t quite as neat 

and tidy as the Monitor Audio Silver 

RX1s, but there’s a greater sense of 

dynamic ease here that makes the 

listening experience more fun.

The Acoustic Energy 301s are talented, 

good-looking speakers with a natural 

sound and a nicely laid-back attitude, 

especially when it comes to positioning 

and partnering kit. 

If you’re looking to spend £400-£500 

on a pair of speakers, we’d urge you to 

put these on your shortlist.

Unfussy 

nature

Unlike most rivals, the 

301s still sound balanced 

when placed close to a wall. 

The bass stays articulate 

and in proportion.

Unfussy 

nature

Unlike most rivals, the 

301s still sound balanced 

when placed close to a wall. 

The bass stays articulate 

and in proportion.



www.whathifi.com 67

The Bowers & Wilkins 685s burst onto 

the scene almost six years ago. They won 

Awards in 2007 and 2008, and have held 

on to their five-star rating ever since. We 

last tested these veterans in a mega-

roundup in July last year – and we liked 

them enough to highlight them as 

long-standing favourites.

That they have lasted this long at the 

top is impressive, and we’ve developed  

a lot of admiration for them. But now 

there are new contenders, such as the 

Acoustic Energy 301s and Q Acoustics 

Concept 20s. 

Take a quick glance at them and they 

won’t stand out on the showroom shelf. 

They’re big and boxy, like most of their 

kind. A silver tweeter plate and B&W’s 

signature bright-yellow Kevlar mid/bass 

driver provide a hint of flamboyance.

Get up close, though, and it’s a little 

more interesting. There’s an integrated 

wall bracket, for those who ignore our 

continued rhetoric about speaker stands. 

It also gives you something to grab when 

moving the speakers – you really don’t 

want to poke that tweeter by mistake.  

The front baffle has a soft-touch rubbery 

texture; the flared front-firing reflex port 

is dimpled like a golf ball.

An adaptable, invigorating listen
Those dimples help generate tiny currents 

to get the air to flow more smoothly and 

reduce turbulence. This should increase 

port efficiency and minimise port noise.

Place them where they’re the most 

comfortable – on stands, in space, toes 

pointing in slightly – and the 685s are an 

adaptable, invigorating listen. No matter 

the style of music we played, the B&Ws 

remained authoritative and composed.

We play Buena Vista Social Club’s 

Chan Chan, and the 685s simply revel in 

the musical complexity, handling the 

intricate mix of rhythms and 

instruments with skill. They also 

demonstrate an even-handed approach 

to balance, with no shortage of vigour. 

Acoustic guitars are plucked with 

precision, while voices are direct and 

Rating ★★★ ★

FOR Good balance; very composed; big, 

coherent soundstage; plenty of attack

AGAINST Treble could be better integrated; 

very tough new competition 

VERDICT There are more talented rivals on the 

scene, but the veterans are enduring greats

nuanced. Basslines bounce along with 

punchy rhythm. It’s a big, enjoyable 

sound, one that can happily get loud 

with little hesitation.

For all these achievements, the 685s 

can’t stop the march of time. The new AE 

301s have a more solid, better-timed 

sound; the Q Acoustics Concept 20s 

offer a greater sense of insight and 

refinement – and for less money.

The 685s’ treble isn’t as well integrated 

with other frequencies, while the bass 

now seems a touch tubby. This is 

improved by single-wiring them, but not 

enough to beat off the new competition.

It says a lot for these B&Ws that 

they’ve lost their fifth star only after 

almost six years. And it’s not through 

any particular fault – there’s no shame in 

being outdone by newer opponents. 

These are very good all-rounders for the 

money, firmly holding on to their place 

as old favourites.

B&W 685 £400 ★★★★

 STEREO SPEAKERS TEST

Tweeter 
danger

While these speakers 
sound best with the grilles 

off, take care. That exposed 
tweeter is really vulnerable 

to damage from prying 
fingers.

Tweeter 
danger

While these speakers 
sound best with the grilles 

off, take care. That exposed 
tweeter is really vulnerable 

to damage from prying 
fingers.
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The KEF Q300s are an intimidating pair 

of speakers. They’re big, for starters – 

bigger than all the others in this test. 

They were also our speaker Product of 

the Year in 2011. No pressure, then.

First off, we’d recommend some 

sturdy stands. There’s a wall-mounting 

bracket on the back, but use those and 

you won’t do yourself (or the sound) any 

favours. Indeed, you should put them a 

fair way away from the wall: that reflex 

port may be at the front, but the Q300s 

demand some free space.

Two things separate these KEFs from 

typical speakers. The first is the neat 

internal jumper bars on the speaker 

binding-posts, engaged or disengaged 

with two dials. This simplifies things 

considerably if you’re biwiring.

Uni-Q is a winner for KEF
The highlight, however, is KEF’s Uni-Q 

driver design. A 25mm vented tweeter 

sits in the centre of a 16.5cm aluminium 

mid/bass unit. It’s an attempt to create a 

‘point-source’ array that aims at better 

integration, with the full range sound 

appearing to come from the same point 

in space. On top of this, ‘tangerine’ 

waveguides aim to maximise dispersion. 

It’s an intriguing design. Combined with 

the slightly retro silver band, the 300s 

have a purposefully industrial look.

Rating ★★★★

FOR Good looks; good build; wide, precise, 

coherent sound stage

AGAINST High frequencies can be a little thin 

and delicate; high price; tough competition

VERDICT Fine, engaging standmounters, but 

not quite at the top anymore

KEF Q300 £450 ★★★★

How do they sound? Wide open. The 

soundstage is full and expansive enough 

to fit an orchestra. There’s a high level of 

separation that makes it easy to locate 

specific instruments, and yet the 

integration is such that everything 

works together instead of sticking out.

Then there are the dynamics, perhaps 

the single most impressive thing about 

the Q300s. Stick on Habañera from 

Bizet’s Carmen, and the jump from 

is-this-on silence to full-throttle loud is 

enough to knock you back in your chair.

If you’re a thrill-seeker, it will bring a 

smile to your face. Combine the linear 

dynamic response with a good sense of 

timing, and the KEFs are engaging 

enough to make you wave your remote 

about like a baton.

The Q300s also have a nice, no-fuss 

competence. They’re as happy getting 

down and dirty in a club as they are 

tiptoeing around a concert hall. They’re 

eloquent in the midrange and pack 

plenty of low-end punch.

The treble is crisp and sharp, although 

there’s a slightly thin and delicate 

quality to it. When it comes to system 

matching, be sure to choose an amplifier 

that isn’t too provocative at the top end. 

When it comes to balance, the Acoustic 

Energy 301s sound more natural. 

Meanwhile, the Q Acoustics Concept 

20s’ soundstage is just as impressive, 

giving the KEFs a run for their money.

The KEF Q300s remain great 

speakers, especially for bass quantity 

and far-reaching dynamics, but the 

competition is very strong. At this price 

(they’re the most expensive on test) 

make sure to hold a few auditions first.

TEST STEREO SPEAKERS

Biwire 

with a twist

Instead of removing the 

usual plates, you can twist 

the knobs on the back panel 

to separate the treble and 

bass sections in order 

to biwire.

Biwire 

with a twist

Instead of removing the 

usual plates, you can twist 

the knobs on the back panel 

to separate the treble and 

bass sections in order 

to biwire.







www.whathifi.com 71

The Monitor Audio Silver RX1s are 

perhaps the best-built speakers in this 

test. Edges are smoothly rounded, the 

drivers sit flush to the cabinet. The MDF 

walls, coated with real-wood veneer, are 

lovely to touch. Despite their size – they 

fit somewhere in the middle of this 

line-up – they’re solid and weighty.

A 25mm tweeter peeks out from 

behind a subtle black protective grille. A 

15cm metal-coned mid/bass driver, 

dimpled for rigidity, adds a touch of 

pizzazz beneath. And if that’s not 

enough, there’s a choice of six finishes. 

As usual, they’re best on stands
At the back, there are biwire terminals 

and a bass reflex port. The RX1s are fairly 

tolerant of walls, but perform best when 

given some free space. Placed on sturdy 

stands and toed-in slightly towards your 

listening position, they are capable of a 

refined, enthusiastic performance.

The sound is spacious and instruments 

have plenty of room to breathe. The 

soundstage is surprisingly wide for 

speakers this size. In fact, the RX1s do 

many things well for their size.

The bass is weighty and authoritative 

without being overdone. The midrange 

is rich, there’s plenty of texture and the 

drivers are well integrated. Notes are 

confident and there’s plenty of energy.

They also demonstrate impressive 

control: play The xx’s Islands and the 

stop-start structure of the song is 

precise. The RX1s’ have a polished 

presentation, which is their overriding 

characteristic. They’re immaculate, like a 

smart pair of shoes.

But this means they’re less suitable for 

more rugged terrain. Switch to 

something messier, like Of Monsters and 

Men’s Mountain Sound, and the RX1s 

begin to strain a little. From the 

midrange downwards, things feel a little 

reined-in. Refinement, never in question 

here, takes precedent over excitement.

If you choose to biwire them, things 

get better. The performance is livelier, 

with greater dynamic reach and a 

slightly greater sense of ease. Still, the 

RX1s need the kind of sparkle that 

elevates a product from admirable to 

magical and truly desirable.

System matching is another important 

factor. The lack of verve and slightly 

stodgy bass performance means the 

RX1s need articulate, light-footed 

partnering equipment to sound their best.

Compared with the Acoustic Energy 

301s, available for the same price, the 

RX1s’ traits become more apparent. They 

have some advantages, but an easy-

going nature and a real sense of fun is 

not one of them.

Rating ★★★ ★

FOR  Cosmetics and build; weighty bass; good 

insight; refined performance

AGAINST A little too restrained; care required 

with partnering kit

VERDICT Well-made and refined speakers, 

but they just lack some rivals’ flexibility

We still really like the Monitor Audio 

Silver RX1s. They’re an extremely 

good-looking and well-made pair of 

speakers, and their level of refinement is 

nothing short of impressive. But there’s 

just no getting away from the fact that a 

more flexible rival can be had for a 

similar price.

Monitor Audio Silver RX1 £425 ★★★★

 STEREO SPEAKERS TEST

Better 
biwired

More than with most 
speakers in this test, the 

RX1s benefited from being 
biwired. The gains are 
improved dynamics 

and clarity.

Better 
biwired

More than with most 
speakers in this test, the 

RX1s benefited from being 
biwired. The gains are 
improved dynamics 

and clarity.
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We think these are the best speakers Q 

Acoustics has made, giving pricier 

speakers a run for their money. For the 

Concept 20s have quite a special cabinet.

These Q Acoustics are a box-within-a-

box design, like a Russian doll, the boxes 

separated by an elastic compound called 

Gelcore. The point of this is to silence 

the sound of the enclosure, leaving the 

sound of the drivers alone.

It works: these speakers have a truly 

impressive level of transparency. What 

you get is detailed, uncoloured, 

well-organised music. The soundstage is 

spread wide, with a stereo image that’s 

eerily specific. Close your eyes and it’s 

not hard to feel as if the Buena Vista 

Social Club is playing at your house.

The midrange is smooth, and sweet 

like toffee. Compared with the AE 301s, 

the Concept 20s don’t particularly 

highlight the slightly hoarse quality of 

David Bowie’s voice during The Stars 

(Are Out Tonight). Instead there’s plenty 

of detail and verve to get us singing along.

When it comes to bass weight and 

dynamic reach, the Concept 20s aren’t 

on the same scale as bigger units such as 

the KEF Q300s. But the 20s never feel as 

if they’re missing anything. Everything 

feels right, with a high level of 

integration and consistency of likeable 

character throughout.

Rating ★★★★★

FOR Impressive clarity; seamless presentation; 

pleasing refinement; excellent build and finish

AGAINST Need dedicated stands to sound 

their best, and they aren’t cheap

VERDICT Do not buy any speaker at this price 

point without first testing these

Q Acoustics Concept 20 £350 ★★★★★

They’re composed too. These 

modestly sized boxes are comfortable 

going loud, and demonstrate little loss of 

control even when you ramp it up. The 

presentation walks a tightrope between 

refined and relaxed – there’s a high level 

of precision and polish, but everything 

feels laid-back enough for you just to 

enjoy the music and stop analysing. In 

fact, we found ourselves doing that quite 

often, listening to entire albums instead 

of our usual selection of snippets.

Beautifully finished, sound great
Away from sound, the Concept 20s are 

still very pleasing. The MDF enclosures, 

available in black or white, are of very 

good fit and finish. On the front a soft- 

dome tweeter is decoupled from the 

front baffle to minimise any ill effects 

caused by vibrations from the carbon fibre 

and ceramic-coated paper mid/bass 

driver. Speaker terminals are mounted 

just below a rear-firing reflex port.

For best results, put the Concept 20s 

away from the wall, angled in towards 

the listening position, on stands. We’d 

recommend Q Acoustics’ own Concept 

20 stands. They cost £200 a pair, but 

allow for a greater sense of space and 

clarity than any alternative we tried.

It was only last month that we first 

heard the Concept 20s. In that short 

time they’ve made a serious impression. 

They have no shortage of fine rivals, but 

they do everything so well that we don’t 

feel the need to seek any others out. 

Such are their talents that they have 

more expensive speakers looking 

worried. For this price, they are nothing 

short of stunning.

Stand

this way

The dedicated Concept 

20 stands are an extra £200, 

but we’d recommend getting 

them if you want to get the 

most out of these 

speakers.

Stand

this way

The dedicated Concept 

20 stands are an extra £200,

but we’d recommend getting 

them if you want to get the 

most out of these 

speakers.
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The Tannoy Revolution DC4s are tiny. 

They’re the smallest speakers here by 

far, at 27 x 15 x 16cm. Yet despite their 

small stature, they have perhaps the 

most striking design in this test.

The cabinets (light oak or espresso 

wood veneer) are unusually shaped, 

with walls tapering from front to back, 

creating a trapezoidal prism. It’s an 

attention-grabbing design, setting them 

apart from their rectangular peers. But 

the design is not just for looks: sonically, 

this cabinet serves to disperse internal 

reflections and reduce standing waves.

A titanium-domed tweeter is hiding 

deep in the middle of the driver unit. 

This Dual Concentric driver arrangement 

has been Tannoy’s party trick for decades. 

The point of this design is to match the 

two units’ acoustic centres, which is 

where the sound appears to come from. 

In theory, this should improve the 

integration of the drive units, allowing 

for a more cohesive delivery.

And that’s what you get. The sound 

from the DC4s is focused and intelligible. 

The soundstage is precisely positioned, 

with very good stereo imaging. Close 

your eyes and it’s easy to pinpoint 

instruments and performers alike.

Composed at high volumes
The top end of the frequency sounds 

insightful and the midrange has plenty 

of attack. There’s also a decent amount 

of bass – an achievement considering the 

size of the cabinets. All of this is well 

balanced, with nothing ever feeling 

weedy or boomy. This stays true at high 

volumes: the DC4s are just as composed 

if you want to crank things up.

We would like that treble to be a little 

purer, however, and the low end could 

be tighter. Play something with a more 

demanding bass line, such as Muse’s 

Hysteria, and the Tannoys begin to 

sound a little flabby. Leading edges are 

prominent, but harmonics are less 

defined. Pushing the speakers close to a 

wall won’t help with that definition: the 

DC4s prefer to stand about 40cm out.

Rating ★★★ ★

FOR  Lovely design; focused, cohesive sound; 

good stereo imaging; top end attack

AGAINST Could do with more, and better-

defined bass; biwiring is a little fiddly

VERDICT Well worth considering if your 

listening room isn’t too big

The humble size of the DC4s hinders 

them a little. They just aren’t as capable 

of pumping out as much bass weight and 

depth as rivals. Put them next to the KEF 

Q300s or B&W 685s in a larger room, 

and the DC4s just can’t compete on 

punch and power. 

Put them in a small space, however, 

and these Tannoys are very competent. 

They’re agile performers with a detailed 

treble and direct midrange.

You can biwire them too. You have to 

unscrew the connections to remove the 

bi-wire links – a bit fiddly. Do this, 

however, and the sound improves, with 

a greater sense of space, more 

transparency and better balance.

The Tannoy Revolution DC4s aren’t 

going to blow your house away, but 

they’re not really designed to. If you 

have a smaller listening room and you 

want a stylish but unobtrusive pair of 

speakers, you should consider them.

Tannoy Revolution DC4 £380 ★★★★

STEREO SPEAKERS TEST

Small 
benefits

It may sound obvious, but 
these speakers really shine 

in a small room, where their 
relative lack of authority 

and scale isn’t so 
obvious.

Small 
benefits

It may sound obvious, but 
these speakers really shine 

in a small room, where their 
relative lack of authority 

and scale isn’t so 
obvious.





Total build £1300

Partnering kit that will make your beautiful 

new speakers truly shine
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STEREO SPEAKERS TEST

All these speakers are terrific, but for their

superb performance at an astonising price,

it’s the Q Acoustics stunners that triumph 

 I
f you’re looking for a great first or 

second pair of hi-fi speakers that 

represent top value for money, look 

no further. We’ve seen some of these 

speakers before, but this is the first time 

that they’ve faced each other.

They’ve all got their own strengths 

and none of them is to be scoffed at. 

Every one was a four- or five-star 

product at some point, so we knew we 

were going to have some fun.

The Tannoy DC4s offer a focused, 

cohesive sound, and do really well in 

smaller listening rooms. They’re also 

the smallest set here – ideal if your 

space is a little tight. The Monitor Audio 

Silver RX1s, also quite small, have a 

lovely sense of refinement in both 

sound and build quality, although they 

don’t let loose and play dirty as well as 

we’d like. For that we refer you to the 

KEF Q300s and B&W 685s, which are 

Sensitivity 87dB/W/m • 

Impedance 8 ohms • 

Max power 150W • 

Biwirable No • Finishes 

2 • Dimensions (hwd) 

30 x 19 x 25cm

Sensitivity 88dB/W/m • 

Impedance 8 ohms • 

Max power 100W • 

Biwirable Yes • Finishes 

4 • Dimensions (hwd) 

34 x 20 x 33cm

Sensitivity 87dB/W/m • 

Impedance 8 ohms • 

Max power 120W • 

Biwirable Yes • Finishes 

3 • Dimensions (hwd) 

36 x 21 x 30cm

Sensitivity 89dB/W/m • 

Impedance 6 ohms • 

Max power 80W • 

Biwirable Yes • Finishes 

6 • Dimensions (hwd) 

31 x 19 x 24cm

Sensitivity 88dB/W/m • 

Impedance 6 ohms • 

Max power 75W • 

Biwirable Yes • Finishes 

2 • Dimensions (hwd) 

26 x 17 x 28cm

Sensitivity 89dB/W/m • 

Impedance 6 ohms • 

Max power 50W • 

Biwirable Yes • Finishes 

2 • Dimensions (hwd) 

27 x 15 x 16cm

Acoustic Energy 301

£245 ★★★★★

B&W 685

£400 ★★★★

KEF Q300

£450 ★★★★

Monitor A. Silver RX1

£425 ★★★★

Q Acoustics C’cept 20

£350 ★★★★★

Tannoy Rev. DC4

£380 ★★★★

capable of pumping out a much bigger, 

more dynamic sound.

It’s a first Group Test for the Acoustic 

Energy 301s, which made their debut 

only in this year’s March issue. We’re 

impressed with their fuss-free nature 

and their overall performance, which 

posed a real threat to the old guard with 

greater integration and timing. 

But there’s no question that it’s the  

Q Acoustic Concept 20s that steal this 

show. They’re excellent all-rounders 

with a wide-open sense of space, 

tremendous sense of clarity and a 

look-again price tag.

At the end, three of our old favourites 

lost a star. That’s not because there’s 

anything wrong with them. The 

newcomers really are that good. 

Despite being a young company,  

Q Acoustics has yet to disappoint –  

and it’s just outdone itself.

Facts & figures

VERDICTTEST

THE WINNER

CD PLAYER

Marantz CD6004

£300 ★★★★★

A multiple Award-winner and still the finest 

budget CD player we know. It’s built well and 

plays all types of music with ease.

TURNTABLE

Pro-ject Debut Carbon

£300 ★★★★★

Pro-ject is no stranger to making great budget 

turntables, but the Debut Carbon, with its 

strong dynamics, is one of its finest yet.

AMPLIFIER

Rotel RA-10

£350 ★★★★★

While the Q Acoustics are capable of working 

with far pricier amps, the RA-10 is a great 

starting point. It delivers a solid sound.

For a full list of specifications and 

other useful info visit whathifi.com

BUILDERSYSTEM

Q Acoustics Concept 20

£350 ★★★★★
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 I
n 1953 Quad launched its QC II/II 

pre/power combination. Coming four 

years before what is arguably the 

company’s finest achievement – the 

electrostatic loudspeaker – these valve 

amplifier designs remain landmark 

products for those into classic hi-fi gear.

It’s not easy to buy classic electronics 

such as these, because it takes a certain 

amount of product knowledge and quite 

a bit of luck to get a good sample. And 

even if you can, you need to consider 

servicing and the general replacement 

of aged internal components. 

So what do you do if you want a taste 

of the retro without all that hassle? 

Quad has the answer in the shape of  

this pre/monobloc combination.

Classic design, modern context
The QC-twenty four preamp clearly 

takes its design inspiration from the 

classic original while being suitably 

updated in its execution. That doesn’t 

mean it’s not valve-driven, though. 

It uses a single, tiny 6111 twin-triode 

valve for amplification purposes. Each 

side of the valve powers a different 

audio channel. Valve life varies, and 

usually these devices need changing 

regularly. Preamp valves (depending on 

circuit design) tend to last around 

10,000 hours – but Quad quotes a figure 

of 60,000 to 100,000 hours for the 

6111WA. That’s a usefully long life.

This is a small preamp, in the mould 

of the ’50s original design and is 

finished in a suitably retro colour, which 

the company rather flamboyantly calls 

champagne gold. Build quality is good. 

The casework is solid and we like the 

robust feel of the controls – even the odd 

lever below the volume control that 

governs channel balance. There’s no 

remote, but that doesn’t feel as odd here  

as it would in a ‘modern’ product.

The preamp’s connectivity is 

impressive. There are five line-level 

inputs as standard, and two tape loops  

to go with twin RCA stereo outputs. All 

connections are single-ended.

While there’s an input marked ‘Phono’ 

this is, in fact, line-level if the preamp is 

bought in basic form.

Quad QC-twenty  

four/II eighty
This idiosyncratic valve-based pre/monobloc combo salutes the past

Price £1000/£6000 ★★★★ 

What makes it special? This is an authentic taste of Quad’s history without going through the 

hassle of buying the aged originals

Tempted? The classic Quad experience wrapped up with the security of modern engineering. 

We’re definitely tempted.…

Profile

For vinyl fans it’s possible to get a 

transistor-based MM/MC phono module 

fitted inside the QC-twenty four – either 

when you buy or at a later date – which 

costs an additional £150. For those with 

deeper pockets and more ambitious 

systems there’s also a dedicated 

outboard unit from Quad called the 

QC-twenty four phono which will set 

you back a hefty £1200.

The natural partner for this preamp  

is, of course, one of Quad’s valve power 

amps. We used the most powerful 

available, which is the II eighty.

The QC-twenty four preamp clearly takes its 

design inspiration from the classic original while 

being suitably updated in its execution. That 

doesn’t mean it’s not valve-driven, though

The mix of classic 

and contemporary 

styling makes for a 

striking appearance

This monobloc design also has much 

of the style of its 50s counterpart, and is 

built well on the whole. The ’eighty feels 

solid and chunky – no bad thing for a 

power amplifier at this price level. Take 

care when moving it though; it may be 

relatively compact but it’s surprisingly 

heavy at around 21kg for each unit.

We’re less impressed by the quality  

of paint finish on one of the monoblocs 

– the other is perfectly fine. The 

offending mono has a rather obvious 

paint blemish clearly visible on top of 

the transformer casing. We’re surprised 

it got past Quad’s quality control. Let’s 

assume it’s a one-off, as this kind of flaw 

is unacceptable in any product let alone 

one at this price.

As expected in a power amplifier 

there’s not much to say when it comes 

to connectivity – there are the usual 

single-ended line-in and the IEC mains 

connector as far as inputs are concerned. 

This being a valve amplifier there is the 

usual choice of speaker outputs with  

4 ohm or 8 ohm options. Just connect  

to the set that match your speaker’s 

nominal impedance the closest. That 

said, there’s no harm in experimenting 

to get the results you prefer.



Behind the music
*  Tim de Paravicini, designer

“T n for the II-eighty 

pays homage to Peter 

Walker’s original circuit for the 

Quad II, but updates it. Here, 

the pentode input valves are 

replaced by twin pairs of 

triode input valves. They are 

still in cascode but provide slightly more gain with 

lower distortion and accurate balance, and run in 

constant voltage mode with DC feedback.

The Quad II managed 15W output from a pair of 

KT66 valves. Here, in the II-eighty, we have two 

pairs of KT88 output valves in dual push-pull 

configuration for 80W output. To match this 

output stage the transformer is manufactured to  

a strict specification to maintain high-frequency 

performance and make sure that the full output 

power is realised at frequencies down to 20Hz.

Finally, the overall feedback is restricted to 

16dB expressly to help provide stability into any 

loudspeaker load, particularly the Quad ESLs.”

Build quality is good. The 

casework is solid and we like 

the robust feel of the controls

See overleaf for the inside view…

Behind the music
*Tim de Paravicini, designer

“The design for the II-eighty

pays homage to Peter 

Walker’s original circuit for the

Quad II, but updates it. Here, 

the pentode input valves are 

replaced by twin pairs of 

triode input valves. They are 

still in cascode but provide slightly more gain with 

lower distortion and accurate balance, and run in 

constant voltage mode with DC feedback.

The Quad II managed 15W output from a pair of 

KT66 valves. Here, in the II-eighty, we have two 

pairs of KT88 output valves in dual push-pull 

configuration for 80W output. To match this 

output stage the transformer is manufactured to 

a strict specification to maintain high-frequency 

performance and make sure that the full output 

power is realised at frequencies down to 20Hz.

Finally, the overall feedback is restricted to

16dB expressly to help provide stability into any 

loudspeaker load, particularly the Quad ESLs.”

Build quality is good. The 

casework is solid and we like 

the robust feel of the controls

See o e ea o t e s de e …See overleaf for the inside view…



1 Adjustable output

Unlike transistor amps, valve amplifiers  

give you a choice of speaker output: 4 and  

8 ohms. Match the output to your speaker 

impedance – don’t be afraid to experiment.

2 Protected species

The black cage can be removed to allow 

valve replacement. It’s a bit fiddly but Quad 

provides a special screwdriver for the job. For 

safety’s sake, be sure to re-attach it.

3 Ins and outs

Despite the preamp’s functional, retro 

appearance, it provides plenty of socket 

options to make sure modern connection 

requirements are met.

4 Phono home

The socket marked ‘Phono’ is, in fact, a line 

level input as standard. If you want an actual 

phono stage, you can specify a separate 

module, which Quad will fit inside the unit.

   In detail
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Quad QC-twenty four £1000

Rating ★★★★

FOR Smooth, easy-going sound, particularly 

suited to slower-paced music; cohesive 

presentation; compact size; retro styling

AGAINST No remote; not for those that crave 

excitement above all else

VERDICT This Quad preamp is a really pleasant 

listen. It best suited for use with Quad’s valve 

power amplifiers

Quad II eighty monoblocs £6000 per pair

Rating ★★★★

FOR A solid and composed presentation; 

plenty of refinement; good detail; even-handed 

sound; dynamic and punchy delivery

AGAINST Unacceptable paint blemish on our 

review sample; high price 

VERDICT The Quad II eighty is a capable 

monobloc amplifier that should be considered, 

even by those that don’t have a taste for retro

TECH SPECS

QC-TWENTY FOUR

Type Preamp

Inputs 5 x line-level, 

2 x tape loops

Outputs Preamp

Dimensions (hwd) 

9 x 30 x 22cm

II EIGHTY

Type Monobloc

Power 80W

Bridgeable No

Inputs Phono

Dimensions (hwd) 

21 x 43 x 18cm

Listen to The Unthanks’ Here Comes the Tender 

and these Quads bathe the sound in a golden 

glow, bringing out the beauty in the vocals

Quad QC-twenty four/II eighty

Switch to Arvo Pärt’s Litany and the 

Quads continue to shine. They sound 

subtle, smooth and define nuances well. 

There’s no trace of harshness here. It’s a 

really easy listen, and we mean that in 

the nicest way possible.

On the downside, there’s no denying 

the overall presentation offers a 

somewhat sanitised version of the 

music, which doesn’t sit well with harder 

hitting material such as Jay Z’s Blueprint 

3. Here, the lack of bite and dynamic 

punch tempers our enjoyment.

Preamp limitations 
It turns out that the preamp is at fault. 

It’s perfectly pleasant, but it holds back 

the monoblocs, as a switch to pricier, 

more capable alternatives such as the 

Bryston BP26 and McIntosh’s D100 shows.

Whether powering Quad’s ESL 2812s, 

ProAc’s D40/R or our reference ATC 50s 

these monoblocs can now really shine, 

turning in a robust, punchy performance 

of real intensity. They’re fine power amps.

However, that price tag of £6000 is 

pretty hefty and puts these monoblocs 

up against some stellar opposition in the 

2

1 43

form of Audio Research’s VS115 (if you 

want to stick to valves) or the likes of 

Bryston’s 4B SST2 and Cyrus’s Mono X300 

if you don’t. Against such rivals the Quad 

is very good rather than great, lacking a 

degree of transparency and detail.

But to dwell on comparisons with 

contemporary kit doesn’t seem quite 

right for this Quad gear. It’s an amplifier 

combination for those that cherish 

Quad’s past and want a taste of it without 

buying equipment that’s decades old. 

There’s enough modern engineering 

here to really satisfy when it comes to 

sound quality, yet this combination still 

manages to give a real feel of the classic 

equipment it’s based on. Job done, Quad.

The II eighty’s elegant 

valve ‘cage’ provides 

crucial ventilation and 

protection for the valves

It’s not just the power amplifier’s 

appearance that harks back to the past; 

the internal circuit owes much to the 

original Quad II monobloc, but has been 

carefully upgraded where needed.

Look through the protective cage and 

you’ll see the full complement of valves. 

They include a quartet of KT88s (the 

large ones), a pair of 6SL7s and a single 

6SN7. Once fully warmed up, this 

amplifier produces a lot of heat, so 

decent ventilation is a must.

The original Quad II mono produced 

around 15W output but this new one is 

much stronger, registering 80W. That 

kind of output from a valve amp is good 

going and means this monobloc is at 

home driving a wide range of speakers.

Given a few days to settle, this  

pairing produces a sound with plenty  

of appeal. The combination has a sweet, 

full-bodied balance that sounds 

even-handed and refined. It doesn’t 

come across as an analysis tool, rather  

it’s for the enthusiast that just wants  

to sit back and enjoy their music.

Listen to The Unthanks’ Here Comes 

the Tender and these Quads bathe the 

sound in a golden glow, bringing out the 

beauty in the vocals and arranging the 

instrumentation in a neat way. While not 

the last word in openness or rhythmic 

precision they have enough organisation 

and drive to keep the listener’s attention.
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 W
hen we think of McIntosh, 

we think of massive blue- 

tinted power meters fronting 

appropriately oversized amplifiers that 

usually sell for car money. Founded back 

in 1949, this is an American brand with a 

long, distinguished history and no 

shortage of great products.

Despite a clear liking for retro, and the 

use of valve technology for at least some 

of its bewildering range of amplification, 

this is one traditional hi-fi brand that’s 

not afraid to look to the future. That’s 

where the D100 digital stereo 

preamplifier comes in.

By McIntosh standards the D100 is 

very much an entry-level product, but 

that doesn’t mean it’s a stripped-back 

unit. Build quality is solid; robust-feeling 

controls and the company’s usual 

black-glass front panel complement the 

nicely finished casework. The overall 

look is firmly traditional and very much 

in the McIntosh mould, just like the 

company’s loyal fan base would have it.

There’s a characteristically blue 

display to show the bit depth and 

sampling rate of the signal received, as 

well as the volume level. A welcome 

addition is the 6.3mm headphone 

output on the panel. Unusually, the 

D100’s output isn’t muted when a pair of 

‘phones is plugged in; it has to be muted 

separately if you don’t want to get any 

sound out of the main speakers.

It’s clear the company’s engineers 

have put some thought into the 

headphone amplifier’s performance, as 

it sounds consistent with the main line- 

level outputs. We tried Grado’s SR325is 

and AKG’s K551s to good effect. Usually 

headphone circuits, even on high-end 

products (if they’re included at all), are an 

afterthought – and they sound it, often 

lacking transparency and dynamics.

Move round the back and the D100  

is well equipped. There’s the usual 

complement of digital inputs including 

USB, coaxial and optical, together with 

fixed and variable line-level outputs in 

single-ended and balanced XLR varieties.

DAC or preamp
The choice of these outputs means that 

the D100 can be used as a conventional 

outboard DAC plugged into the system 

amplifier or, as makes most sense, as a 

digital preamp.

Remove the lid and you’ll find a 

spacious arrangement with separate 

boards for the power supply, number 

crunching circuitry and analogue output 

stage. Take a look on the output stage 

board and you’ll see a dedicated 

headphone-amp circuit, which, in part at 

least, accounts for the fine performance 

of this output. It’s not unusual to see the 

headphone feed taken off the main 

outputs with the minimum of finessing.

We used the D100 both as a stand-

alone DAC and a full-blown digital 

preamp. Sources included our Naim 

NDS streamer and Apple MacBook, 

streaming a range of music files right up 

to 24-bit/192kHz material. We tried the 

DAC through all its inputs, and felt any 

preferences were as much down to the 

sources as they were to the D100.

McIntosh 

D100
A flexible digital preamp from a US powerhouse

Mc Intosh D100

Regardless of source the D100 has an 

appealing balance of agility and 

refinement. Play a 24-bit/192kHz version 

of REM’s Automatic for the People and 

the McIntosh delivers a dynamic sound 

packed with detail. The presentation is 

nicely layered, with each instrumental 

strand having enough space to breathe 

while still gelling with the whole. There’s 

a slight sweetening of the sound, enough 

to knock off some of the recording’s 

deliberately rough edges, but not so 

much to temper the excitement or drive.

Move on to a CD rip of Orff’s Carmina 

Burana and the D100 shows a pleasingly 

expansive soundstage: it’s surprisingly 

wide and precisely populated, though 

lacking that final degree of depth. Still, 

it’s impressive, as is the preamp’s tonal 

balance, which is even-handed enough 

not to draw undue attention.

The Dead Weather’s 60 Feet Tall is a 

stern test of timing, speed and attack, and 

the McIntosh does well. It’s not the most 

rhythmically precise performer, and 

doesn’t quite lock into the interplay 

between instruments as well as the Naim 

DAC or Chord’s talented Qute HD do, but 

overall it does well enough to preserve 

the energy and drama in the music.

With our reference Bryston electronics, 

we preferred the McIntosh via its fixed- 

level outputs. There’s a slight loss of 

transparency caused by the more 

complex signal path that plumbing in 

the Bryston BP26 preamp brings, but 

the sound has a weight that the D100 

plugged directly into the power amp 

doesn’t have. We think the outcome of 

TECH SPECS

Integrated No

DAC Yes Outputs 

XLR, RCA, 

headphone

Inputs 2 x coaxial 

digital, 2 x optical 

digital

Finishes 1

Dimensions (hwd)  

10 x 45 x 41cm

Price £3000 ★★★★

What makes it special? It’s one of the more affordable ways into McIntosh ownership, and 

delivers a large dose of the brand’s DNA

Tempted? A digital preamp from McIntosh? Yes, please
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The characteristically 

retro look hides an 

array of future-

friendly circuitry

Take a look on the output stage board inside 

the D100 and you’ll see a dedicated headphone- 

amp circuit, which, in part at least, accounts 

for the fine performance of this output

Rating ★★★★

FOR Refined and entertaining sound; agile and 

detailed presentation; wide soundstage; fine 

headphone performance; nice to use

AGAINST Lacks a little rhythmic punch; up 

against some tough competition

VERDICT This entry-level McIntosh is a solid 

and entertaining performer. Well featured, too

this comparison is likely to be system 

dependent. Plus there’s the better  

value represented by having the 

McIntosh perform both DAC and 

preamp duties to consider.

The D100 is a fine product. It’s well 

equipped, nicely made and is one of the 

more affordable ways into McIntosh 

ownership. Sonically, it’s good for the 

money rather than great, but there’s still 

enough talent here to deliver engaging, 

informative results. 

2
1

4 4

3

1 Whether you think the 

D100 looks awkwardly dated  

or charmingly retro, these 

connections – which include 

an infra-red socket – allow you 

to tuck the unit away out of 

sight and control it via a 

dedicated system controller.

2 As expected, the D100 will 

accept full-fat 24-bit/192kHz 

music streams through the 

USB port. PCs will need special 

driver software whereas 

modern Macs won’t. The 

software can be downloaded 

from McIntosh’s website. 

3 Twin optical and coaxial 

inputs allow the D100 to form 

part of a pretty complex 

system. Unusually, even the 

optical accepts 24-bit/192kHz 

inputs. Typically, the optical 

option is limited to 96kHz 

sampling rates.

4 This McIntosh has both 

fixed and variable line level 

outputs in both single-ended 

and balanced XLR flavours. 

This means it can either plug 

straight into your amplifier or 

become the source hub. The 

choice is yours.

Making the right connections
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MOVIES + MUSIC + GAMES

Arnold Schwarzenegger mutters 

something about a quiet weekend. 

He also happens to get the keys to 

someone’s shiny red Chevrolet 

Camaro, and meets the trigger-

happy owner of a firearms 

museum. Meanwhile, a fugitive 

drug lord with a thing for fast cars 

makes for the Mexican border.

All the clichés and handy plot 

devices are laid down in 10 

minutes, ready for Arnie’s solo 

big-screen return. It’s a classic 

Western tale with baddies coming 

to town, and Arnie’s the sheriff.

And it’s as good as anyone could 

reasonably hope. It’s not golden 

‘80s material – like breaking 

someone’s neck and following it 

up with, “don’t disturb my friend, 

he’s dead tired” – but Arnie’s still 

got what it takes.

There’s enough swearing and 

plenty of violence. At one point 

Arnie pushes a man off a roof 

while shooting him in the face.

The only thing missing is a bit of 

gratuitous nudity, but that would 

seem odd in today’s far grittier 

cinematic climate.

There’s even a pinch of decent 

one-liners, which bring a smile to 

the face even if Arnie doesn’t spit 

them out quite as easily as he used 

to. He clearly needs a little more 

time to readjust after his political 

stint in California.

Imposing figure 

What hasn’t changed is the screen 

presence that Schwarzenegger 

commands. He still has that 

other-worldly charisma, and his 

physique remains intimidating.

Admittedly, he doesn’t need to 

try that hard. The Last Stand isn’t 

much of a last stand, because 

everybody besides Arnie is almost 

totally incompetent. He’s given 

the spotlight in an almost reverent 

manner, and there’s never any real 

sense of tension.

What hasn’t changed is the screen 

presence Schwarzenegger commands. 

He still has that other-worldly charisma, 

and his physique remains intimidating

Disc of the month... 

Arnie picks up right where he left off

The movies, music and games to test your system

The Last Stand

 Blu-ray

 Out May 27

★★★★ 

Special Features   

- Deleted/Extended Scenes

- Making The Last Stand

- Cornfield Chaos: Scene breakdown

- Actor-Cam Anarchy with Johnny 

Knoxville and Jaimie Alexander

- The Dinkum Firearm and Historic 

Weaponry Museum tour

Specifications

Duration 107m

Audio English: DTS-HD   

 Master Audio 7.1

Picture 2.39:1, 1080p

Instead, we get painfully useless 

FBI agents and a forgettable villain 

whose only plan is to be arrogant 

and drive really fast.

Speaking of which, the DTS HD 

Master Audio 7.1 soundtrack will 

knock seven bells out of your 

system. The roaring engine and 

screaming tyres of a Corvette ZR1 

punctuate the explosions, as well 

as the guns and the giant Austrian 

who’s not afraid to use them.

It’s a visual treat too, with a clear 

picture and camerawork that won’t 

give you seizures. The climactic 

scene – sports car cat-and-mouse 

in a cornfield – offers plenty to test 

motion and fine detail.

So it’s a successful comeback  

for the Governator. It’s not quite 

clothes, boots and motorcycles, 

but it’s a respectable return to the 

big screen, and a fun way to spend 

107 minutes. He said he’d be back, 

and now that he is, we can’t wait to 

see what’s next.
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Music

In !!!-land it’s always time to put on 

your disco trousers. It’s always the 

early ’80s, and Nile Rodgers has 

always arrived to jam with Gang of 

Four along with Sly and Robbie. In 

!!!-land the sinuous bass-line is king.

As far as blue-eyed, white-boy 

punk/funk goes, !!! (it’s pronounced 

‘chk chk chk’ apparently, if you’re the 

forgiving or indulgent type) have 

their schtick down. Thr!!!er is the fifth 

album of a career that started with 

uncertain shuffling at the fringes of 

the dance floor but is currently 

front-and-centre, and throwing the 

sort of shapes Prince might have 

rejected as being a bit too sexual.

And the beat goes on…

There are very few surprises in 

Thri!!!er, and precious little variation 

in approach or tempo. Still, !!! aren’t 

the first band to be a one-trick pony, 

and those who are partial to a bit of 

sleazy-ish 120bpm good-time 

no-brain dance music are well 

served here. Get That Rhythm Right, 

first single Slyd and Californiyeah 

are all hooky, infectious and more 

than a little groovesome.

For a record that’s so 

unapologetically formulaic, though, 

there’s a surprising amount about 

Thr!!!er that’s a test for your system. 

There’s low-frequency extension, 

speed and timing, of course, but 

midrange fidelity, high-end tonal 

variation and rhythmic 

surefootedness are all essential too. 

On the right system, this is a sleekly 

muscular recording – particularly 

the vinyl version.

 

Specifications

Duration 39m 45s

Standout track Get That Rhythm 

Right. Slapped bass and a chunky 

beat – time to party like it’s 1985.

!!!
Thr!!!er 
Out now

★★★★ 

FALL OUT BOY 
Save Rock and Roll
Out now

★★★  

Listen to it this way

The system

Rotel RA-10 £350 ★★★★★

The best sub-£400 amp around, no question. 

Comes complete with an excellent phono stage

Pro-Ject Debut Carbon £300 ★★★★★

Possibly the best pound-for-pound source of 

music currently available 

Wharfedale Diamond 121 £230 ★★★★★ 

Unfancy boxes, but for insight and entertainment 

the Diamonds lead the field just now

The system

Naim Nait 5i £875 ★★★★★

Not a no-brainer at the price, but tailor-made to 

handle the album’s dynamism and low-end attack

Audiolab 8200CD £800 ★★★★★

Detail. Precision. Drive. And a load of other talents 

too. Whatever’s on the disc, the Audiolab delivers 

Neat Petite SX £1250 ★★★★★ 

Entirely sympathetic with their partnering 

electronics, and a thrillingly balanced listen

Listen to it this way

A medium-sized deal for a decade 

now (in America, at least) Fall Out 

Boy’s return from 2009’s ‘indefinite 

hiatus’ has been all-too predictable 

ever since each member’s side-

project stiffed so ingloriously. 

It’s unclear from the title if Fall Out 

Boy are here to save rock and roll or if 

they’re simply pointing out a job that 

needs doing. But it’s clear, from the 

politely bludgeoning opener The 

Phoenix to mildly peeved closer Save 

Rock and Roll (which features a turn 

from Elton John that’s as incongruous 

as they come) that if rock and roll 

really does need saving, it’s going to 

take a bit more bottle than Fall Out 

Boy can muster.  

More of the same

That’s because, despite the 

five-year gap between albums, Fall 

Out Boy’s musical palette hasn’t 

really evolved. Save Rock and Roll is 

a bombastic, heavily tattooed yet 

strangely mild-mannered record, 

like Nine Inch Nails if Nine Inch Nails 

had a vasectomy. All the elements 

for rock’n’roll rebellion (big 

choruses, angsty lyrics, overdriven 

drums, monolithic melodies, a good 

deal of shouting) are in place, but at 

its heart Save Rock and Roll 

wouldn’t mind having membership 

of the golf club.

There’s a degree of dynamism in 

this recording that’s at odds with 

the rather compressed, radio-

friendly overall production, and as 

such it’s a reasonable test of your 

set-up’s headroom. But it’s not 

going to save rock and roll. 

 

Specifications

Duration 42m 09s

Standout track Rat a Tat, in which 

Courtney Love delivers the chaos 

Save Rock and Roll is crying out for. 

Atoms For Peace: Default 

Three months in and Amok 

still sounds great. And this 

jittery slice of rocking electronica may 

be the stand-out track. 

Rainbow: Since You Been Gone 

Big power-chords, unabashed 

fist-pumps and a massive call-and-

response hollerer of a chorus. What 

more do you want? Jam on it?

Nappy Brown: Two-Faced Woman 

(And a Lyin’ Man) Without a doubt 

the finest recording artist named 

Napoleon who ever lived. This is a 

fine example of his power.

Elvis Costello: Tramp the Dirt 

Down There are other songs about 

Margaret Thatcher, but none so 

erudite or sophisticated. Rage honed 

to a point as sharp as a stiletto.

Spotify highlights Join us on Spotify tiny.cc/playlist2013



Jack Reacher

Height jokes aside, it’s an enigmatic 

and hard-hitting show from Tom 

Cruise. Mix in a fairly intelligent plot 

and some well-written action and you 

have a solid, above-average thriller. 

Les Misérables 

The constant singing might not 

be for everyone, but there’s no 

denying that it is a visual symphony. 

It’s a good test of detail resolution for 

your audio components, too.

True Blood – Season Five 

Once fairly intelligent, it’s more 

about sex and violence nowadays. If 

you’re into your vampire dramas, 

there’s enough to sink your teeth into 

– even if it’s grown a little ridiculous. 

Quartet

This grey-haired comedy-drama 

makes a good double bill with The 

Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. It’s more 

than a little clichéd but it’s endearing, 

with some very good performances.  
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Army of Two: The Devil’s Cartel
PS3/Xbox 360  Out now

★★★

Dead Island: Riptide
PS3/Xbox 360  Out now

★★★★

Tiger Woods PGA Tour 2014
PS3/Xbox 360  Out now

★★★★

The Walking Dead: Survival Instinct
PS3/Xbox 360/Wii U  Out now

★

System tester

The two-player co-op shooting of 

Army of Two was boring by the end of 

the first game, so this third entry has 

an uphill battle. It really doesn’t get 

far up that hill – The Devil’s Cartel 

looks decent and has the odd 

enjoyable set piece, but playing it  

is more of a chore than a thrill.

This is far from a departure from the 

original Dead Island, but it’s a far less 

clumsy and buggy affair, and now all 

of that weapon-making is more 

worthwhile as your kit degrades and 

breaks less quickly. That means 

hitting more zombies with electrified 

baseball bats – and that’s a good thing.

It may look like the same old Tiger 

Woods game that we all know and are 

a bit bored with, but this is actually 

the most solid entry in the series for 

years and includes some nice touches, 

such as personalised swing styles and 

the ability to play against golfing 

legends from as far back as 1860.

Not to be confused with the excellent 

The Walking Dead adventure game of 

last year, this is a woefully shoddy 

first-person shooter that sees you 

playing the role of hillbilly Daryl Dixon 

before he became a Good Guy. It 

looks terrible, it plays worse, and you 

really shouldn’t buy it.

Movie shorts

On-screen Games

A boy is lost at sea with a hyena, a 

zebra, an orangutan and a Bengal 

tiger named Richard Parker. Reality 

and hallucination gradually merge, 

with plenty of religious symbolism 

and metaphors along the way.

This was meant to be an unfilmable 

book, but it was only a matter of time 

before somebody had a good crack at 

it. That’s exactly what Ang Lee has 

done, and it’s visually magnificent.

A scene where bioluminescent 

plankton and jellyfish light up the 

night-time sea is up there with the 

best from Avatar. There’s plenty of 

similar eye-candy throughout, most 

of which is so insanely colourful it’s 

almost psychedelic. It’s great in 3D.

There’s a little too much CGI, but 

mostly it’s very impressive. The 

tiger, in particular, is a pixelated 

wonder, and the closest thing to 

sticking an actual tiger on a boat.

It’s a bit preachy though, and the  

spirituality is rammed down your 

throat slightly too far. The film also 

suffers from a long run-time and 

somewhat saggy pace.

Still, it’s one of the year’s biggest 

spectacles. On a purely sensory 

level, it’s a memorable experience.

Life of Pi 

Blu-ray

Out now

★★★★

Watch it this way

The system

Panasonic TX-L47DT65 

£1600 ★★★★★

Hugely capable 2013 television 

Sony BDP-S790 

£200 ★★★★★

Cracking pictures, great sound

Yamaha RX-V673 

£500 ★★★★★

Our favourite AV amp at this price

B&W MT50 

£1095 ★★★★★

Stunning and stylish speaker package
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The best on the box

What we are waiting for...

Movies (Blu-ray)

Star Trek: Into Darkness (9th May)

There’s a creepy new villain, the sort 

Benedict Cumberbatch was born to 

play. Now with 50% more lens flares.

Movies (Blu-ray)

Wreck-It Ralph (3rd June) A video 

game bad guy gets sick of his job and 

decides to escape to another game. 

Think Toy Story meets Tron.

Movies (Blu-ray)

A Good Day to Die Hard (10th June) 

Tired of having really bad days in the 

States, John McClane goes to Russia, 

where he also has a really bad day.

Movies (cinema)

Man of Steel (14th June) Superman 

gets grim and serious-like in another 

reboot that’s definitely not been 

influenced by The Dark Knight at all.

May in Hi-Def

Entertainment

Eurovision Song Contest 2013
Sat 18th May, BBC One HD

The greatest televisual event of 

the year. Sorry, Simon Cowell, but 

you’ve got nothing on Eurovision. 

We don’t know which bit is more 

entertaining: the actual 

performances or the voting 

section where political allegiances 

are flaunted. Now in its 58th year, 

this year’s show will be aired from 

Malmö, Sweden, with Graham 

Norton providing commentary 

throughout the night. And with 

Bonnie Tyler as the UK entry, 

hopefully we won’t be totally 

eclipsed this year.

Drama

Hannibal
Sky Living HD, Tuesdays, 9pm

A TV series about Hannibal 

Lecter? Sounds like sacrilege – but 

don’t dismiss this so easily. It’s set 

as a prequel, with FBI criminal 

profiler Will Graham (played by 

Hugh Dancy) paired up with 

forensics psychiatrist Dr Hannibal 

Lecter on a difficult case… that of a 

cannibalistic serial killer. Along 

with a tantalising recurring cast of 

Laurence Fishburne, Gina Torres, 

Eddie Izzard and Gillian 

Anderson, it’s the doctor’s casting 

that gets us interested: Danish 

actor Mads Mikkelsen (Casino 

Royale’s baddie Le Chiffre) is a 

splendid choice, and we’d tune  

in just for him.

Game of Thrones
Sky Atlantic HD,  

Mondays, 9pm

The third season is 

well under way, with 

the remaining kings 

still battling for the 

Iron Throne. An 

allegiance between 

Houses Lannister and Tyrell forms 

to protect King’s Landing; an army 

of wildlings is marching towards 

the Wall; Daenerys and her 

fire-breathing dragons are closing 

in from the east. Look out for the 

seventh episode, The Bear and the 

Maiden Fair, which airs on 13th 

May. It’s written by none other 

than Game of Thrones author 

George RR Martin himself.

Mad Men
Sky Atlantic HD,  

Wednesdays, 10pm

We’re nearing the end of 

the era: not only is the 

sixth season of Mad 

Men reportedly 

its penultimate, 

but the show 

timeline is also 

coming to the 

end of the 1960s. 

We now know the 

new season will be set in 1968, 

and a few of the leaked pictures 

we’ve seen show bolder outfits, 

bigger hair, and no more fat-suit 

for Betty Francis. That’s right, the 

former Mrs Draper is back with a 

vengeance, and we can’t wait to 

see what the writers have in store 

for the rest of SCDP.

Doctor Who
BBC One HD, Saturdays, 6.15pm

It’s the final three episodes of 

series 7b, and each promises 

blockbuster-style stories. Mark 

Gatiss’s story The Crimson Horror 

(4th May) is set in Victorian 

Yorkshire, and told from the 

perspective of Madam Vashtra, 

Jenny and Strax. Fantasy writer 

and geek god Neil Gaiman is 

tasked with making the Cybermen 

scary again with a theme park 

setting in Nightmare in Silver 

(11th May). And finally, the 

as-yet-unnamed finale from 

Steven Moffat promises the return 

of River Song, new creepy villains 

The Whispermen and a cliffhanger 

that sets up the up-coming 50th 

anniversary special.

Sport

2013 Formula 1 coverage
BBC One HD and Sky  

Sports F1 HD

We’re now into the European leg 

of the 2013 season, starting off in 

sunny Barcelona at the Circuit de 

Catalunya on 12th May on the 

BBC, before moving on to the glitz 

and glamour of Monaco on 26th 

May on Sky. The Monaco GP 

remains a highlight of the F1 race 

calendar, more for its stunning 

location and celebrity race guests 

than for its often predictable and 

processional chase around an 

impossibly sinuous circuit.

Don’t know which is more entertaining: 

the performances, or the voting section 

where political allegiances are flaunted

 A few leaked pictures from series six of 

Mad Men show bolder outfits, bigger hair, 

and no more fat-suit for Betty Francis
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BUYER’S GUIDE
If you’ve bought a projector and 
want to see it at its best, we’ve  
got some suggestions for top  
Blu-rays to really show it off

Ever wanted to bin the speaker 
cable and invest in wireless 
speakers? We give you tips on 
what to look for when you buy

Exciting new additions...

Welcome to the UK’s best guide to TVs, hi-fi, 
home cinema and mobile, with star ratings  
for more than 1500 products. 

Where other magazines rely on isolated 
writers reviewing in a range of locations, our 
star ratings are decided by an expert team 
of reviewers working together, in a state-of-
the-art testing facility.

Within this guide you’ll find all our favourite 
four and five star products, including every 
Award-winner, to help you pick the very best 
kit, whatever your budget.

Kobina Monney, Buyer’s Guide Editor

All the latest kit, 
all the latest ratings…
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HTC One

“HTC has created a well-designed, 

well thought-out smartphone both 

inside and out” p142

Marantz Consolette

“Apart from anything else, the 

Consolette’s physical design really demands 

to be examined in the flesh.” p124
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PANASONIC

DMP-BDT220

★★★★★
£155
Great 3D pictures, a 
solid online offering 
and stonking sound. 
At this price it’s  
a veritable steal.

Your essential system set-ups

BEST BUYS

SONY BDP-S390

★★★★★
£90
Simply astonishing 
performance and 
pictures for less 
than £100. Smart 
functionality too: 
you can’t go wrong…

ONKYO TX-NR515

★★★★★
£250
Now available for 
half its previous 
asking price,  
this amp offers  
truly awesome 
precision and heft.

Q ACOUSTICS 

2000i 5.1 PACK 

★★★★★
£600 
Our 2011 Award 
winner produces 
sound with 
impressive scale for 
movies and music.

SONY BDP-S790 

★★★★★
£200
What a bargain! Not 
only is this a superb 
2D and 3D Blu-ray 
player, it is also the 
first to upscale to 4K 
ultra high definition.

PIONEER  

VSX-LX56

★★★★★
£1300
Up-to-date spec – 
with a fine iPhone 
app for remote 
control – plus great 
performance.

YAMAHA RX-V673

★★★★★
£500
Our AV amp Product 
of the Year 2012, the 
673 entertains with 
big bold dynamics, 
fine timing and a 
great deal of detail.

DALI ZENSOR 5 5.1

★★★★★
£1300 
This is a brilliantly 
realised speaker set-
up, and cracking 
value for money. 
Timing is confident, 
rhythms natural.

KEF R100 5.1

★★★★★
£2750
Best Buy for 2012, 
the R100 5.1 is 
simply superb with 
demanding film 
soundtracks – but is 
great in stereo too.

MARANTZ 

CD6004

★★★★★
£310
A sound that makes 
it one of the most 
competitively 
priced budget 
machines around.

ROTEL RA-10

★★★★★
£350
Our stereo amp 
Product of the Year 
has a level of control 
and poise above and 
beyond what we’d 
expect at the price.

Q ACOUSTICS

2020i

★★★★★
£150
Refined, exciting 
and detailed – the 
2020is deliver an 
endlessly listenable 
performance.

AUDIOLAB

8200CD

★★★★★
£800
This player, with  
its stunning sound, 
great DAC  and 
digital inputs, is a 
big achievement.

ARCAM A19

★★★★★
£650
A refined amp with 
full-bodied tonal 
balance, this is a 
deeply impressive 
piece of hi-fi for  
the money.

TANNOY DC6 T SE

★★★★★
£1000
Purposeful looks 
mate with a solid 
sound to produce  
a pair of exciting, 
agile and nuanced 
floorstanders.

LEEMA ANTILA  

IIS  ECO

★★★★★
£2995
Natural sound and 
expert timing turn  
a five-star player 
into an even better 
five-star player.

LEEMA TUCANA II

★★★★★
£3425
A robust, powerful 
yet subtle amplifier, 
the Leema’s broad 
spread of talents 
makes it worth 
every penny.

PMC TWENTY 23

★★★★★
£2100
They’re petite, but 
these Best Buys  
are wonderfully 
expressive, with 
firm control and 
superb detail.

SONY  

KDL-46HX853 

★★★★★
£1250
A superb Best Buy
that really shines 
when fed a high-
definition image. 
Brilliant…

PANASONIC 

PT-AT6000E

★★★★★
£3000
Superb in 2D, this 
projector also excels
at 3D. Edges are 
sharp, pictures have 
depth and stability.

SONY 

KDL-32HX753

★★★★★
£580
Nothing in its class 
can hold a candle  
to this, the 32in TV 
Best Buy in our  
2012 Awards.

BLU-RAY PLAYERS RECEIVERS SPEAKERS CD PLAYERS AMPLIFIERS SPEAKERSDISPLAYS

Complete your home cinema system Grow your hi-fi system

SET-TOP BOXES

PROJECTORS SUBWOOFERS HDMI CABLES REMOTE CONTROLS

COMPACT SPKRS FULL-SIZE SPKRS EQUIPMENT RACKS TURNTABLES RADIOS MICRO SYSTEMS

TABLETS HEADPHONES AUDIO CABLES

Pro-ject Debut 
Carbon £300

Rega RP3/ELYS2
£550

Rega RP6/Exact 
£1000

Pure One Flow 
£100

Pure Revo Axis XS 
£200

Arcam T32 
£480

Denon D-M39 DAB 
£360

Ruark Audio R4i 
£550

Cyrus Streamline2 
£1400

Google Nexus 7 
£160 (16GB)

Google Nexus 10 
£390 (32GB)

Apple iPad (4th gen) 
£480 (32GB)

AKG K451 
£80

Grado 
SR80i £110

Beyerdynamic  
MMX 101 iE£100

Audioquest FLX- 
SLiP 14/4 £5.80/m

Atlas Elements 
Integra  £45

Supra USB 2.0 
£30

Sky+HD 1TB 
£250

Samsung  
SMT-S7800 £200

Humax DTR-T1000  
£280

Tannoy HTS101  
£500

Monitor Audio MASS 
£800

B&W MT60D  
£1950

Q Acoustics 2000i 
5.1 Pack £600

Dali Zensor 5 5.1 
£1300

B&W CM9 Theatre 
£4200

BenQ W1200  
£1000

Epson 
EH-TW4400 £2000

Panasonic 
PT-AT6000E £3000

B&W ASW610 
£400

B&W ASW610XP  
£700

Velodyne SPL-1000 
Ultra £1400

Audioquest Pearl 
£26

Wireworld 
Chroma 6 £60

Chord Company 
Active HDMI £115

Target CL430 
£188

Atacama Eris Eco 
£460

Audiophilebase 
StarBase £1180

One For All Zapper 
£10

Logitech Harmony 
One £125

Logitech Harmony 
1000 £280

TOTAL£1520

TOTAL£810

TOTAL£3205

TOTAL£2450

TOTAL£7250 TOTAL£8520

GET THE
BEST KIT

FOR YOUR
BUDGET

90 www.whathifi.com
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July 2013 issue on sale 5th June

The first Blu-ray players of 2013  
This year’s crop is finally ripe... read our exclusive verdicts

SMARTPHONES!

55in 
TVs
Big-screen 

thrills from the 

biggest brands 

in the business

Which brand? Which 
operating system? What 

are the essential features? 
It’s a jungle out there,  

but never fear – we’re here 
to help you make the 

right decision.

PLUS

NEXT MONTH

 
Ultimate Guide to 
DACs, a 16-page 

special: from 
entry-level to 

lottery-winner’s 
indulgence, the 
lowdown on the 

best around

Loudspeakers
Affordable floorstanders

A six-way shoot-out featuring  
Q Acoustics, Wharfedale and more 
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