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Six portable speakers for brilliant 
wireless sound at home and away

Look, no wires! 
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Exposure XM5: petite integrated 
amplifier that’s big on sound

 Super 
systems 
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makes streaming easy
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Close 
To You

Connect with us
Designed and hand built in England by 
music lovers since 1985.  Enjoyed by music 
lovers all over the world.

The Chord Company Ltd, Millsway Centre, 
Amesbury SP4 7RX, UK

To get more information and find your 
nearest retailer, please call us on:  
+44 (0)1980 625700 or visit: 

www.chord.co.uk

“The Shawlines are really 
top-class interconnects...  
Give them an audition and 
hear for yourself”

OUR VERDICT

Chord Shawline Analogue
Hi-Fi Choice July 2016

“If you have a good system 
and want to give it a boost 
these may just be the most 
cost-effective way to do that”

Chord Shawline Range
Hi-Fi World October 2016
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BADGES EXPLAINED
 OUR AWARDS

Bob Dylan
Triplicate

Is it just me, or is there something 
about turning 50 this year? It’s 
true, 1967 is indeed my birth year 
and as I look around at who 
and what else marks its golden 
anniversary in 2017, I realise I 
am in very good company with 
numerous culturally significant 
movies, albums, TV shows, books, 

and people all joining me to chalk up their half century. 
Looking back through the events of the year 1967, it’s 

astonishing to note that it gave us not only Pringles 
snacks and Twix bars, but also saw the arrival of The 
Doors’ seminal album; The Jungle Book and The 
Graduate movies in cinemas; Fleetwood Mac forming 
while Jimi Hendrix gave his first major performance at 
the legendary Monterey music festival in California. 
But perhaps most significantly, 1967 is the year that the 
world’s biggest band released the most iconic album of 
all time as The Beatles’ immeasurably influential Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band went on sale. 
To mark the golden anniversary of the art rock 

masterpiece, several reissue super-deluxe packages 
go on sale on 26 May. To celebrate the release of the 
lavishly presented, newly mixed and expanded stereo 
and 5.1-surround sound anniversary editions of 1967’s 
most famous album, read the story behind the reissues 
in our special feature starting on p64. And if that’s not 
enough, our Music Legends profile on p102 turns the 
spotlight on the band that created the template that 
so many others have since followed. 

EDITOR’S 
CHOICE:
Awarded to those 
products that are 
judged to deliver 
outstanding 
performance

RECOMMENDED:
Products that 
we feel meet a 
high standard of 
performance

GROUP TEST 
WINNER:
Comparative tests 
can only have one 
winner, and this 
badge says it all!

Lee Dunkley Editor

Follow us:

twitter.com@HiFiChoiceMag  
facebook.com/hifichoice.co.uk
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Melco 
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Italian audio specialist Gold Note arrives in the UK, and showcases its 
XT-7 floorstander with ribbon tweeter at Munich's High End Show 
PRICE: £14,208 AVAILABLE: NOW  CONTACT: 01329 279119  WEB: GOLDNOTE.IT

ITALIANS HAVE OFTEN been 
thought of as the masters of design, 
and the term 'made in Italy' is 
synonymous with elegance, 
craftsmanship and style. These have 
always been very desirable factors in 
hi-fi , and Florence-based Gold Note 
is hoping that its sumptuous designs 
– where every product is built by hand 
from scratch with high-quality materials 
– are going to attract the eyes and ears 
of audio afi cionados here.

Distributed by Audio Pinnacle Ltd, 
the new-to-the-UK brand has existed 

in its native Italy in one form or 
another for more than 20 years, 
and has plenty of experience with 
OEM collaborations worldwide 
in engineering and designing a 
complete line of domestic analogue 
audio equipment from amplifi ers to 
loudspeakers, cables and turntables.

High-end showcase 
Visitors to the High End Show held 
in Munich will be familiar with the 
Gold Note brand and this year's May 
event sees it displaying the newly 

introduced XT-7 fl oorstanding 
loudspeaker. The three-way design 
is the company's fi rst to use a ribbon 
tweeter and stands 1,110mm tall and 
weighs in at 50kg per speaker. The 
distinctive curved cabinet is built 
around a reinforced chassis with 
wooden multi-layer panels that help 
to control resonances. Separate 
internal cabinets for bass and mid/
high frequencies enhance the XT-7's 
tuning and the bass cabinet fi tted 
with 2x 180mm drivers is vented with 
an anti-turbulence bass refl ex port, 

High notes



The XT-7's 
filter network 
uses quality 
components
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COMMENT

RSD, NO THANKS   
As Saturday 22 April came around we once 
again found ourselves asking: "What 
exactly is the point of Record Store Day?"
If the intention is to pull in crowds of 
people that only step foot into a record 
shop once a year to pay vastly inflated 
prices for the sort of records that are 
painfully unrepresentative of what most 
people buy, then congratulations, job 
done. If not, it might be time for a rethink 
of what undoubtedly started out as a 
well-meaning celebration of vinyl.

The small record store in the seaside 
town that I go to once or twice a month 
was full to the rafters with punters this year 
(as it has been every other year) and while 
it could be argued that RSD is achieving its 
goal, you can guarantee that this time next 
week the shop will once again be empty. 
My problem with Record Store Day is not 
so much the fact that the majors use it as 
an opportunity to push artists that they 
want to market, forcing the indies that 
release vinyl during the rest of the year 
to the back of the queue at the record 
printing plants, or even that a lot of the 
stuff sold is immediately stuck on ebay for 
vastly inflated sums – the David Bowie Bow 
Promo and Cracked Actor RSD exclusives 
that I saw selling for £40 in my store were 
on ebay for £140 by the time I got home. 
My problem is the cost of the records in 
the first place. 

Given that the whole point of the day is 
to promote vinyl and the joy of the black 
stuff, why not sell it at a vastly reduced 
price to lure people in? I'm sure the record 
companies can afford to take the hit and 
if people are picking up rarities for, say, a 
fiver, maybe they'll buy something else 
while they're in the store. 

Like every year, I entered the shop with 
money in my pocket in the hope of buying 
something interesting, only to leave 15 
minutes later frustrated and empty handed. 
Charging £8 for a 7in single and between 
£25 and £40 for an album is no way to 
reward the loyal vinyl fans that have kept 
this pastime going through the lean years 
when records weren't fashionable. From 
now on, I think I'll stick to record shopping 
the other 364 days of the year. JDW 

while the cabinet containing the 
160mm midrange and AMT ultra-
linear ribbon tweeter is sealed to 
help reduce any internal refl ections. 

The fl oorstander employs custom 
drivers made from ultra-stiff woven 
polypropylene developed with SEAS 
and what Gold Note calls a deluxe 
crossover that's built with Mundorf 
components. It claims a sensitivity of 
90dB with power handling capabilities 
ranging from 30-300W. 

The XT-7 loudspeaker is supported 
by wooden swallow tail-shaped stands 
that feature adjustable spikes to assist 
with stability. The front baffl e is 
fi nished in black lacquer with cabinet 
side cheeks available in a choice of 
gloss back or white as well as Italian 
walnut or grey maple fi nishes.

The three-way XT-7 
is the company's 
first loudspeaker to 
use a ribbon tweeter 
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DESIGNED FOR THOSE that are short on space but 
don’t want to compromise when it comes to sound, 
McIntosh’s MXA80 is the ultimate in unashamedly 
luxurious home audio. The setup features a miniaturised 
50W (into 8ohm) stereo amplifi er, plus a pair of specially 
designed aluminium chassis two-way desktop loudspeakers. 
There is a choice of four digital inputs (optical, coaxial, 
DIN and USB) – with the former three capable of handling 
up to 24/192 resolution music fi les and the latter 32/384 
– while the onboard DAC also supports DSD and DXD. 
Two additional analogue inputs cater for existing equipment. 

A headphone amplifi er is built-in, making use of 
McIntosh’s Power Guard technology in order to reduce 
unwanted clipping, while the similarly sized MP100 phono 
preamplifi er (£3,000) or MB50 streaming audio player 
(£3,000) are available separately for hooking up a 
turntable or hi-res streamer of your choice. McIntosh is 
exclusively distributed in the UK by Jordan Acoustics. 

McIntosh’s mini system
Fresh from the US comes the MXA80 hi-res setup

PRICE: £7,500  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 01202 911886  WEB: MCINTOSHLABS.COM

IN BRIEF

ONKYO UNVEILS 
NEW DP-S1

● Considerably 
smaller than its 
first digital audio 
player, the new 
DP-S1 follow-up 
model from Onkyo 
is milled from a 
solid block of 
black aluminium 
and boasts 16GB 
of built-in memory, 
which can be 
expanded to 
416GB thanks to 

its twin MicroSD card slots. Under 
the hood there are dual ES9018C2M 
ESS SABRE DAC chipsets, ensuring 
that the player can support DSD 
2.8MHz and 5.6MHz, FLAC, ALAC, 
WAV, AIFF (up to a maximum of 
32-bit/192kHz), AAC and MP3. 
Meanwhile, a scheduled firmware 
update will add MQA support.

Socketry options include a 2.5mm 
balanced headphone/line jack as well 
as a standard 3.5mm unbalanced 
output, while wireless connectivity 
comes in the shape of wi-fi and 
Bluetooth for streaming. The DP-S1 
is available to buy now for £400. 
UK.ONKYO.COM/EN

Refreshing the design of its Model 
One – and adding streaming and 
multi-room capability in the 
process – Tivoli Audio has unveiled 
what it describes as its “table-top 
radio for the music streaming 
age”. The result is a stylish 
single-box solution that can be 
utilised for listening to DAB or FM 
radio, connecting to suitably 
equipped mobile devices using 
Bluetooth or streaming from 
services like Spotify via wi-fi. 
The Model One Digital’s 

high-resolution screen and 
multi-operational dial combine to 
make music selection a breeze, 
while the specially designed app 
allows the sharing of Spotify 
Connect, Tidal, Deezer, QQ and 
TuneIn playlists or selections 
alongside local audio content on 
devices like smartphones, tablets 
and NAS drives. There’s also a 
3.5mm aux input for hooking 
up a wired audio source. 

The app provides multi-room 
control functionality to off er a 

variety of options for hooking 
up to other Tivoli products, 
including its wireless network-
enabled Art Cube (£189) or Art 
Orb (£229) loudspeakers.

The new Model One Digital 
comes encased in a ‘furniture-
grade’ wooden cabinet in a choice 
of black ash and black, white 
and grey or walnut and grey 
finishes along with a ‘Gabriel’ 
fabric grille. Tivoli’s products are 
being exclusively distributed in the 
UK by Sound Design Distribution.

PRICE: £279  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 0800 0096213  WEB: TIVOLIAUDIO.COM

Tivoli’s Model One Digital



F O C A L  I  E L E A R

With a sophisticated design, Elear headphones create a personal and passionate listening experience. 
Inspired by Utopia, these open high-fidelity Focal headphones feature an aluminum/magnesium tweeter 
that will take you to the heart of the music. The leather headband and aluminum yoke offer ideal comfort. 

Contact your local Focal retailer  
to experience: www.focal.com
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ORIGINALLY LAUNCHED BACK in 1996, the fi rst AE109 set new 
standards for what was expected from an entry-level speaker, and 
now it’s set to return in the form of the new AE100 Series, consisting 
of the AE100 standmount, AE109 fl oorstander, AE108 subwoofer 
and AE107 centre speaker for home cinema setups.

The AE100 standmount (£199) utilises a 110mm drive unit 
complimented by a 28mm soft dome tweeter featuring AE’s Wide 
Dispersion Technology, there’s also a slot-shaped bass duct port. 
Aiming to replicate the same effortless room-fi lling ability of its 
namesake from 20 years ago, the new AE109 is a slimline 
fl oorstander with a 2.5-way driver confi guration. It boasts the same 
28mm soft dome tweeter as its sibling along with a pair of the 
110mm drivers all encased inside a mass-loaded 18mm MDF cabinet. 
Available at £499 in walnut vinyl veneer fi nish pictured here or in 
satin black at £549. Read our exclusive AE109 review next issue.

AE revives 
a hi-fi classic
Redesigned AE109 introduces AE100 Series
PRICE: £199-£549  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 01285 654432  WEB: ACOUSTIC-ENERGY.CO.UK

IN BRIEF

SONORO’S 
NEW ALL-IN-ONE

● German manufacturer sonoro has 
unveiled the sonoroHIFI flagship 
audio system. Costing £1,299, the 
new all-in-one incorporates a CD 
player, FM/DAB/DAB+ tuner and 
aptX-capable Bluetooth so that it can 
stream music from mobile devices. 
Additional connections include RCA, 
optical and a 3.5mm aux input for 
hooking up other sources such as a 
TV or portable media player.

The built-in speaker system is 
arranged in a three-way D’Appolito 
configuration with the tweeter sat 
between a pair of midrange drivers 
while a pair of opposing subwoofers 
are on hand for handling lower 
frequencies – all powered by six 
integrated amplifiers. Supplied with 
a remote control, it’s on sale now. 
SONORO.CO.UK

Building on the success of its first 
ever digital headphone amplifier 
(the HDVD 800), Sennheiser has 
showcased its successor at the 
Tokyo Headphone Festival. The 
HDV 820 has an all-new digital 
section, which is powered by an 
ESS SABRE32 digital-to-analogue 
converter in a completely balanced 
topology. The DAC operates at up 
to 32-bit/384kHz PCM resolution 
and up to 12.3MHz DSD and is 
claimed to provide unequalled 
dynamic range, ultra-low distortion 
and unmatched audio clarity. 

The analogue section and the 
power amplifier derive from 
the HDVD 800, although they are 
understood to have undergone 
some improvements. Audio 
outputs include an unbalanced 
XLR3/6.35mm combined Neutrik 
socket, a balanced XLR4 and two 
balanced 4.4mm Pentaconn 
sockets. For the uninitiated, the 
4.4mm Pentaconn output is a 
standard set by the Japan 
Electronics and Information 
Technology Association (JETA), in 
an eff ort to standardise balanced 

headphone connectors. Inputs, 
meanwhile, are catered for thanks 
to the inclusion of optical, coaxial, 
USB, balanced XLR and 
unbalanced RCA connections.

“The HDV 820 shows what is 
possible when you believe that 
sound is not something just to be 
listened to, but rather something to 
be experienced,” Manuel Ricke, 
Product Manager Audiophile at 
Sennheiser told HFC. Designed to 
accompany the HD 800 S 
headphone (HFC 411), it is available 
in an anodised black finish.

PRICE: £2,090  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 0333 2408185  WEB: SENNHEISER.COM

Sennheiser headphone amp
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Experience at John Lewis, selected Apple stores and our network of specialist audio retailers.

Connect your home to a 
deeper music experience

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

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

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

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

FOLLOW US: @HIFICHOICEMAG

Webwatch HFC reveals the best hi-fi websites, social media 
and online content to fuel your passion for sound

Add your kit to the list
Discogs (discogs.com) has grown to 

become the largest music database and 
marketplace in the world and now the idea is 
being transferred to kit as Gearogs lists hi-fi  
equipment and other music kit. Add your own 
setup and join in the fun: gearogs.com

Clean up your act
It’s all very well investing in the best quality 
setup you can afford, but if you don’t know 
how to look after your records properly you 
might as well not bother. In this indepth 
guide AudioAdvice.com tells you how to get 
the very best from your vinyl, from cleaning 
to storage, it’s all here: bit.ly/2oIbjy8

Crossing over
Dynaudio has released a new fi rmware 

update for the Focus XD, changing the 
crossover design, but what is an active 
crossover and what makes it different to a 
passive one? These questions and more are 
answered as Roland Hoffmann comes to the 
Ask The Expert studio: bit.ly/2oIk5vS

Cut and paste
Not only does this month mark the 

50th anniversary of Sgt. Pepper (see p64), 
but also Revolver – an album that was 
arguably an even more ground-breaking 
release. To celebrate, artist Klaus Voorman 
is reimagining his cover art as 250 unique 
collages. See for yourself: bit.ly/2p0WyJi

Tech talk
“This is the latest from Japan and the 

makers say it’s the smallest cassette player in 
the world”. So begins this wonderful archive 
of music technology videos from the BBC 
including everything from the birth of the 
Walkman to home taping: bbc.in/2orTNC6

RHA @RHA
What should you look for in a 
headphone amplifier? Find out: 

http://goo.gl/f3NLut 

SPOTIFY UK @SPOTIFYUK 
We’re now over 100 days into 2017. Here’s 
the UK’s 100 most streamed tracks so far: 

http://spoti.fi/2p72ZbG 

ARCAM OF CAMBRIDGE @ARCAMUK 
Latest free update to the @DTS Play-Fi app 
adds #Qobuz to the streaming options for the 

Arcam rPlay #play-fi #hifi

ELAC @ELACAUDIO
Should I Get Bookshelf or Floorstanding 
Speakers? Andrew Jones answers this very 

question. #ELAC #expectinnovation 
http://bit.ly/2okgfZF 

CHORD ELECTRONICS @CHORDAUDIO
We’ve been busy with some comprehensive 
Poly software, adding some planned additional 

features for a July launch: http://socsi.in/kBaL8 

STONEAUDIO.CO.UK @STONEAUDIO
GamuT’s Lobster chair and footrest. The world’s 
only audiophile listening chair. How do you 

listen to yours? http://www.stoneaudio.co.uk/?produ
ct=gamut+lobster+chair 

I-FI AUDIO @IFI_AUDIO 
We are really excited to bring you all something 
fun: The Spring Concert Series. 

CLASSICALBUMSUNDAYS 
@CLASSICALBUM
3 Record Grading Tips All Collectors Should 

Know by @Discogs http://classicalbumsundays.
com/3-record-grading-tips-all-collectors-should-
know-by-discogs/ …

AUDIOQUEST @AUDIOQUEST
When it comes to music, it’s never a matter of 
simply 1s and 0s. Gordon Rankin chats with 

John H. Darkø about USB...

BLUESOUND @BLUESOUNDHIFI
Just in time for #RSD17 we asked 
20-somethings why they’re buying records. 

http://ow.ly/saAc30aQeQE 
#recordstoreday #vinyl

RECORD STORE DAY @RECORDSTOREDAY
Record Store Day Retweeted Salty Boy
Record stores are there for you every day! 

And we’re already planning for #RSD18!

SPIRITLAND @SPIRITLAND
LOADS of special events coming up with 
@RIBA @CourierMagazine @djhistory 

@petepaphides @MadnessNews @mafaldadosol 
http://mailchi.mp/spiritland/special-events-
coming-up-including-binker-moses-live-at-riba-
dennis-bovell-bill-brewster-in-conversation-
courier-magazine-panel-and-more …

SCV DISTRIBUTION @SCVDISTRIBUTION
#BeyondTheCurve: @FocalOfficial 
introduces Shape! http://bit.ly/2p0qAtR 

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO @CAMBRIDGEAUDIO
Neil Young has announced a streaming service 
that will offer music in ‘as high quality as your 

internet can handle... http://ind.pn/2p92Tkq     

Slave to the rhythm
A team of eggheads has found that people 
are biased toward hearing rhythms 
composed of simple integer ratios – ie, a 
series of four beats separated by equal time 
intervals. Discover more on this MIT 
research about how the human brain 
perceives music: bit.ly/2qaACsR



dynaudio.com

We’ve included the ultra-pure, ultra-clear, 
ultra-sweet-sounding Esotar2 silk soft-dome 
tweeter. Mated to innovative new Dynaudio 
MSP woofers with varying diaphragm thickness 
that offer a higher level of sonic refinement and 
extraordinary dynamic range. Integrated into a 
new multi-layer curved cabinet and sleek-but-
solid aluminum baffle to provide your music 
with a robust, defined acoustic foundation. 

Close  
your eyes 
and see

Powerful, controlled, remarkable.  
This is Contour 30.
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IN-DEPTH 

ard drive storage systems 
have been something that 
an increasing number of 
hi-fi  users require, thanks 

to rapidly expanding digital music 
libraries hosting a multitude of 
different formats. One of the leading 
companies in this fi eld is Melco. 
The audiophile division of Buffalo 
Technology, it was early out of the 
blocks with a pair of network-enabled 
storage devices with the fl agship N1Z 
and more affordable N1A models. I 
was suffi ciently enamoured with its 
virtues when I reviewed the original 

Server 
solution
Music library storage is becoming more 
important for audiophiles, so Melco’s new 
additions are timely. Ed Selley lifts the lid  

N1A in HFC 397 and am suitably keen 
to be among the fi rst to experience 
the newly updated N1A/2.  

Much of what differentiates this 
new model from its predecessor 
is software related and in an 
encouraging sign, many of these 
improvements are also being passed 
on to existing owners of the original 
mark one models via a software 
upgrade that can be easily 
downloaded and installed from 
the comfort of your home. 

At its heart, the N1A/2 is still a 
Linux-based NAS drive, but Melco has 

been hard at work ensuring that it 
is easier to use and live with than 
before. As well as offering Ethernet 
connectivity in the manner of a 
conventional network-attached 
storage drive, like its predecessor the 
N1A/2 is fi tted with a USB output 
that will interface directly with almost 
any USB DAC without the need for 
any external drivers. 

Fringe benefits 
Where the new software builds on its 
predecessor is that these new features 
can now be accessed without any 
additional supporting network 
hardware at all. Control of the 
content can be made via the front 
panel and display, so if you have a 
distrust of network hardware, you can 
bypass it altogether. You can also use 
a CD drive attached to the Melco to 
play back a disc in real time should 
you want to check the content. 
Material can now additionally be 
played off a USB drive without 
importing it fi rst. If you do choose to 
import the material, the N1A/2 uses 
metadata specialist SongKong to 
ensure that tagging and art on all of 
your music fi les has the best chance 
possible of being correctly identifi ed 

H

MELCO 
N1A/2 £2,100

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Melco N1A/2
ORIGIN
Japan
TYPE
NAS drive
WEIGHT
7kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
436 x 70 x 352mm
FEATURES
● 6TB internal 
storage
● Inputs: 2x 
Ethernet; 4x USB 
3.0; 1x USB 2.0
DISTRIBUTOR
Kog Audio
TELEPHONE
024 77220650
WEBSITE
melco-audio.com
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within the library. SongKong is 
particularly strong at applying 
durable metadata to WAV fi les 
and so is a particular benefi t here. 

These improvements are partnered 
with a selection of changes to the 
hardware that sees an increase in 
capacity to 6TB split across two 
drives. These are of the rotary variety 
rather than the en vogue solid-state 
units, which Melco restricts to its 
fl agship N1ZS/2 (£7,700). If this 
capacity isn’t enough, additional 
storage space can be connected for 

backup, meaning that all but the most 
exhaustive digital music collections 
should be accommodated.

A quick glance at the rear panel 
reveals that one of the USB 
connections is not like the others. 
The audio output is now a USB 2.0 
that is isolated from the rest of the 
circuit and uses a Neutrik connector. 
As most USB audio software is written 
for USB 2.0, Melco has decide to 
ensure maximum compatibility 
by using a socket running to this 
standard rather than USB 3.0. 

1

2

3

4

5

6

USB DAC output

Ethernet  internet 
connection in

Ethernet hook-up 
to streamer out

USB output for 
backing up files

Expansion 
memory USB port

USB 3.0 input

There has also been some detail 
revisions to the basic internal design 
of the N1A/2. The power supply is 
isolated by a capacitor bank derived 
from the more expensive models and 
the supply itself has undergone some 
minor updates too. The hard drives 
are of a new type and have been 
placed on a vibration-isolating cradle 
in order to protect them from the 
outside world. Other niceties like the 
low-noise display, precision clock and 
the dedicated Ethernet output to a 
network player continue as before. 

CONNECTIONS

IN-DEPTHMELCO 
N1A/2 £2,100

2

4
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

Melco’s long-promised dedicated 
control software has still yet to 
materialise, but it responds to all 
streamer control apps that I try out 
and universal controllers like Bubble 
for Android work when using it via 
the USB output. 

If this doesn’t sound terribly 
exciting, you can rest assured that 
Melco isn’t looking to get the pulse 
racing with the N1A/2’s specifi cation. 
Indeed, what this diligent, borderline 
obsessive work has resulted in is a 
device that is almost deliberately 
unobtrusive. Most importantly, this is 

a completely silent NAS drive. It 
might have moving parts in it, but 
you’ll struggle to hear them in a 
normal room even when there’s no 
music playing. The boot-up time 
from cold is extremely quick and the 
review sample is utterly stable in the 
time it is on test. 

Externally, the build quality of the 
N1A/2 is solid, while the carefully 
assembled casework feels like a 
traditional piece of hi-fi  equipment. 
The controls are highly responsive 
and nicely weighted and the OLED 
display is both informative and easy 
to read. It sits in a rack like a piece 
of equipment you would be happy 
to have visible on show, rather than 
something that you feel compelled 
to hide away. Compared with rivals 
featuring CD mechanisms built in (see 
How It Compares box out), the N1A/2 
is always going to be less elegant 
when you have attached peripheral 
drives, although this is only likely to 

be a short-term confi guration when 
adding CDs to the library. 

Initially, testing is done via the 
dedicated Ethernet output into a 
Naim ND5 XS (HFC 352) and an 
Arcam rPlay (see p60) networked 
music streamers and the performance 
of the N1A/2 is as unobtrusive as its 
appearance, but after a little while 
you start to appreciate some of its 
virtues. Firstly, the review sample 
arrives with an impressive amount 
of content on it – something in the 
order of 9,000 albums – and is 
suffi ciently powerful that it can 
supply information on this 
extensive library to streaming 
control apps in a timely fashion 
with the minimum of fuss.   

Sound quality
Sonically, the whole point of the 
N1A/2 is that it doesn’t draw a 
huge amount of attention to itself, 
although some tests with the Naim 
ND5 XS in particular are rather 
illuminating. Using the dedicated 
output of the Melco by way of a 
comparison with a generic Synology 
Diskstation connected to the same 
router (and taking the time to 
switch the Naim over to a router 
connection rather than running 
through the Melco), reveals that 
the performance is fractionally less 
congested and has a slightly more 
fl uid presentation. Listening to a 
16/44.1 rip of Wild Beast’s Two 
Dancers, the two-part title track 
comes across as more natural and 
unprocessed than the same material 
does from the standard NAS drive. 

Interestingly, the Arcam doesn’t 
respond in quite the same way to 
this test material. The performance 
of the rPlay is much more consistent 
across the two different network 
devices and discerning which one is 

The N1A/2 sits between 
two models from rival 
Innuos and takes some 
elements of both. It is 
more expensive than 
the Zen MkII XL, but 
offers more capacity. In 
turn, the N1A/2 is more 
affordable than the 
flagship Zenith, which 
uses solid-state drives. 
Both Innuos models 
have built-in CD 
mechanisms to aid with 
ripping and Innuos has 
its own control software 
while the Melco relies 
on third-party offerings. 
The N1A/2 hits back 
with a better choice 
of connectivity, a very 
useful display and that 
dedicated USB output. 
Unless you absolutely 
must have a CD drive 
built in, the Melco looks 
the stronger offering. 

which is something that pretty much 
boils down to luck. Of course, if you 
spend £400 on a streamer, it is 
unlikely that a £2,100 NAS drive 
is going to be on your immediate 
shopping list, but it is fair to say that 
the N1A/2 doesn’t necessarily deliver 
an immediately obvious benefi t for all 
network streamers. 

Where the N1A/2 really shines is 
when it’s used as a USB source. The 
simple joy of connecting any suitably 
equipped DAC via USB is as stable 
as it is via conventional Ethernet 
connection and even if you insist on 
turning it off each evening, it will still 
reinstate the connection shortly after 
starting up. More importantly, the 
sonic performance via the USB 
connection is discernibly superior 
than via any computer that I have 
been able to compare it with – 
including a newly arrived laptop 
with solid-state drive. 

Connected to a Chord Hugo (HFC 
386) DAC, the performance feels 
considerably more organised and 
cohesive than via a laptop with the 
same fi les. Playing a 16/44.1 CD 
rip of the Manic Street Preachers’ 
Interiors, the Melco manages to 
effortlessly reduce the sense of 
congestion and compression on 
the recording and gives the Chord 
more space to let it demonstrate its 
exceptional tonality and spaciousness. 

Some tests running the N1A/2 
without any form of router are largely 
successful, but I’m not completely 
sure that I see any advantages in 
doing so – I certainly can’t discern 
any sonic differences from running 
it in this confi guration. I can imagine 
that the idea of setting up some 
supporting network hardware might 
not appeal, but I don’t fi nd running 
the Melco without it is a great deal 
easier, so I’d recommend taking the 

The performance 
via the USB port is 
discernibly superior 
to any computer

IN-DEPTH 

The design is 
unobtrusive and 
the OLED screen 
is a genuine boon

MELCO 
N1A/2 £2,100
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LIKE: Exceptional 
flexibility; ease of use; 
build quality
DISLIKE: Doesn’t 
benefit all UPnP 
devices; fairly pricey; 
no CD mechanism  
WE SAY: A bulletproof 
audiophile server with 
excellent Ethernet and 
USB performance 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Q&A

ES: Do the modifications and 
improvements made to the N1A/2 
represent feedback from dealers 
and users or development inhouse?  
AA: The N1 platform has gently 
evolved based on feedback from 
users (a very nice community of 
existing N1 owners), our dealers and 
distribution network and also from 
the internal engineering team – the 
intention is that we strive to lead and 
define the necessary standards for 
hi-res audio rather than play catch up. 
This applies to the performance level 
it is possible to achieve, hence such 
implementations as Markerless DSD 
and the new renderer SW, but also as 
well the feature set that most fully 
meets the brief of ‘Hi Res Music with 
no PC or IT components’ such as play 
of both internal files, external files and 
even CD from the front panel.

Melco has ensured that the bulk of 
the software improvements are 
also available to first-generation 
owners – is this something you will 
continue going forwards?
All updates are available to all existing 
N1 users. This is at no cost and as 
the Mk2 platform is 100 percent 
software compatible it applies to all 
firmware, which carries the feature 
set going forwards.
 
The market for specialist audio 
storage is becoming larger and 
more keenly contested. Does 
Melco have further ambitions 
product wise?
Never say never! But the strict plan is 
to develop in the direction where we 
can best bring unique engineering 
solutions that are of value to all audio 
projects – that is music and data 
management, data comms and 
distribution, music storage and 
import devices, as well as extreme 
performance rendering of the most 
demanding formats. But we stay with 
music data – we do not produce 
audio. That way we have few if any 
competitors in the hi-fi market – and 
every manufacturer appreciates that 
our engineering simply allows their 
specialist audio products to perform 
better, and be easier to use, and 
consequently our partnerships in 
the hi-fi world continue to grow.

Alan Ainslie 
General manager, Melco

plunge and trying to get a router up 
and running at the same time. 

One of the reasons for ensuring that 
the Melco has internet access beyond 
control convenience is that the 
CD-ripping functionality is extremely 
impressive. Using an LG DVD-ROM 
connected to one of the USB ports, 
it is able to produce rips that sound 
imperceptible to the ones made 
using a laptop and dBPoweramp. 
SongKong is extremely accurate and 
quick when it comes to identifying 
the tracks, while the ability to check 
the tags of imported fi les is no less 
invaluable. As the number of 
computers with built-in CD drives 
continues to decline, this ripping 
functionality is going to become 
increasingly more signifi cant. 

It is important to stress that the 
N1A/2 moves performance on 
from its predecessor, even if those 
differences are not night-and-day 
ones. The original N1A remains 
excellent as a server, but the newer 
model comes across as quieter, more 
refi ned and even more unobtrusive 
than before and the changes to the 
USB audio connection ensure that 
this is pretty much a must-have device 
for USB users. 

Conclusion
A proportion of people reading this 
will no doubt already have made the 
mental calculations that if they buy 
products x, y and z, they can replicate 
this functionality at a saving, and 
there is no escaping the fact that the 
Melco is fairly pricey. But this rather 
misses the point. The N1A/2 is a 
fi t-and-forget device that offers 
an impressive range of brilliantly 
executed functionality to make your 
listening experience better. For many 
of us, this is more than suffi cient to 
grant it a place in our audio system ● 
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One of the key additions to the spec of the N1A/2 is the 
ability to access the SongKong tagging service. The main 
argument for the use of SongKong is the means by which 
it obtains accurate information. As well as a database of 
material compiled from MusicBrainz and Discogs, the 
software is able to listen to material and apply tags based 
on acoustic markers. 

These tags can be durably applied to all types of files 
including WAV and DSD. This is important as neither of 
these formats supports embedded tagging in the way 
that FLAC or ALAC material does. As such, tags that can 

work fine for one device, can be absent when used on 
another. SongKong gives you the best chance of ensuring 
that information is visible on all products you might 
happen to use. As well as this headline functionality, 
SongKong offers the ability to identify and remove 
duplicated material from your library, freeing up space 
and making for a more orderly browsing experience. This 
is done via listening to the material rather than simply 
looking at existing metadata, so SongKong knows when 
a duplicated name should be present but will identify the 
same physical song if it has been doubled up. 

SONGKONG FUNCTIONALITY

Mains inlet filters 
and power 
management

Ethernet ports with 
light pipe isolated 
indicators

Low jitter 
Master Clock
DC supply 
capacitor bank

Mains board with 
processor and 
data management

Low-noise 
medical-grade 
power supply 

1

2

3

4

5

6

IN SIGHT

IN-DEPTHMELCO 
N1A/2 £2,100
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Hi-Fi Choice employs the most rigorous test and measurement 
regime in the business. Here’s how we do it...
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 TEST MUSIC 
ENYA  
Watermark 
Orinoco Flow 16/44.1 ALAC

MOST OF THESE speakers include a standard 
3.5mm audio connector to allow them to be 
used with wired devices. In the case of Onkyo’s 
X9, a USB-Audio connector for hi-res fi le 
formats is also included, while the Quadral 
Breeze Two has a wi-fi  option that facilitates 
multi-room integration as well. But, of course, 
the emphasis with these portable speaker 
systems is on using Bluetooth wireless streaming 
for maximum convenience and portability, and 
so we focus our testing on the sound quality of 
each speaker in Bluetooth streaming mode. 

Mobile technology now revolves around the 
smartphone, so our main testing device is an 
Apple iPhone SE. Our test tracks are all ripped 

from the original CDs using Apple’s Lossless 
Encoder format, and then streamed to each 
speaker via Bluetooth from the iPhone. Many 
owners will also want to use their laptop or 
desktop computer for streaming music, so we 
also play the same tracks via Bluetooth from 
an HP Spectre laptop.

Even when using lossless fi le formats, 
Bluetooth streaming still involves some degree 
of compression – and, oddly, there is no support 
in the group for more advanced aptX Bluetoooth 
streaming. We also listen to our test tracks 
downloaded from iTunes, and via Spotify too 
– a real challenge that combines Bluetooth 
compression with much lower bit-rates. 

Unique group tests
Our Group Tests are supported by rigorous and 
exhaustive listening tests carried out by experts 

PORTABLE BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS GROUP TEST

 REFERENCE SYSTEM 
SOURCES
Apple iPhone SE 
HP Spectre laptop

MY CHEMICAL ROMANCE   
Danger Days...
Planetary (Go!) 16/44.1 ALAC

THE ORB   
Bicycles And Tricycles 
Prime Evil 16/44.1 ALAC 

QUEEN 
A Day At The Races
Somebody To Love 16/44.1 ALAC

BLIND LISTENING TESTS 
This crucial process is very 
carefully controlled so that we 
get reliable and consistent 
results in a relaxed and friendly 
atmosphere. Our listeners must 
not feel that they’re being tested, 
despite being unaware of the 
brand or price of the products 
they are auditioning.

The session begins by setting 
the volume level to an agreed 
point, one that all three panellists 
feel comfortable with, yet that is 

high enough to make diff erences 
easily discernible. Then the 
choice of music is agreed – it 
needs to be familiar, but also well 
recorded and of suff icient variety 
to give meaningful listening 
comparisons. The chosen 
selection of music is played, and 
the panellists are encouraged to 
discuss their impressions of the 
sound of the product. This is then 
repeated, and periodically the 
panel listens to earlier products 
for reference purposes. The 

consensus, or otherwise then 
forms the basis of our sound 
quality section.

At the end of the session, 
there’s a final debrief when 
panellists discuss their findings. 
It’s an exhaustive process, but 
carried out in this way is free 
from prejudices based on brand, 
price or appearance, while the 
diff erent sensitivities of the 
listeners help to round out 
the analysis in order to make 
it more widely applicable. 
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Summer sounds
The latest generation of Bluetooth speakers provide 
strong sound that you can enjoy both at home and 
in the great outdoors. Cliff  Joseph goes outside

PORTABLE BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS £250-£500

LET’S FACE IT, most of us enjoy 
hearing music in other parts of the 
home or even outdoors, and wireless 
connectivity has enabled us to listen 
to our own tunes anywhere we like, 
thanks to the ubiquitous short-range 
wireless data exchange system called 
Bluetooth. Bluetooth devices like 
headphones and speakers often get 
the cold shoulder from audiophiles, 
as the wireless streaming technology 
uses data compression techniques that 
can affect the quality of even lossless 
fi le formats and music streaming 
services such as Tidal. And, if you’re 
listening to music in the comfort of 
your living room at home, there’s 
really no need to compromise on 
audio quality simply in order to get 
rid of a few cables. 

But modern technology is all about 
mobility, and with the summer 
looming somewhat hesitantly on the 
horizon, it is very tempting to think 
about buying a second speaker system 
that provides a bit more fl exibility. A 
portable Bluetooth speaker is a great 
option if you want to move your 
music from room to room at home, or 
take it out into the garden for a BBQ. 
And, of course, you can pick it up and 
take it with you when you go away 
for a weekend, visit a music festival or 
even fl y off for a holiday in the sun.

Shape of you
Portable Bluetooth speakers come in 
all shapes and sizes, and many are 
small enough to fi t into a backpack 
– or even into a jacket pocket. But 
such compact speakers will obviously 
struggle to provide good sound 
quality, and probably won’t have very 
good battery life either. So, in this 
month’s roundup, we’ve focused on 
slightly larger speakers that provide 
a big sound and durable battery life 
while still being portable (even if you 
might need to stick some of them on 
the back seat of your car). We’ve also 
included several models that pair 
speakers together to provide a 
superior portable stereo setup.    
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ON TEST

B&O  
Beolit 15 £399 p27
The rather modest 
Beolit 15 doesn’t look 
particularly exciting, 
but it provides 
impressive sound 
and battery life in 
a smart, compact 
design that is easy 
to carry around.

Cambridge 
Yoyo (M ) £300 p29
This clever two-piece 
speaker system 
provides a highly 
portable stereo setup, 
but also allows you 
to quickly grab one 
speaker and use it as 
a standalone when 
you’re away from home.

Harman Kardon 
Go + Play £250 p31
A long-standing leader 
in the portable 
transducer market, 
Harman’s latest Go + 
Play speaker includes 
Bluetooth and a more 
compact design – along 
with a claimed 100W 
of power for party time.

JBL  
Control X Wireless 
£500 p33
Another two-piece 
system, JBL’s speakers 
work together as a 
stereo setup, but 
can also switch into 
standalone mode 
so that you can move 
them around more freely.

Onkyo  
X9 £250 p35
The smallest and 
lightest speaker in 
this group, the X9 still 
provides attractive 
sound quality via 
Bluetooth – and adds 
a wired option for hi-res 
audio from a computer 
or smartphone.

Quadral 
Breeze Two  £450 p37
It’s one of the more 
expensive standalone 
speakers, but the Breeze 
Two delivers a precise, 
detailed sound, and 
includes both Bluetooth 
streaming and wi-fi 
connectivity for even 
greater flexibility. 



rotel.com

There is nothing ‘entry level’ about Rotel’s new 14 Series…
except the price of admission. Built with critically selected 
electronic components used throughout the audio path,  
the 14 Series features a sleek design with simple and  
intuitive controls. There are six models to choose from –  
three integrated amplifiers, two tuners and a CD player.  

When music matters, 
Rotel delivers.
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PORTABLE BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS  
£250-£500

t’s not going to win any 
awards for eye-catching 
design, but the Beolit 15 
is the middle model in the 

Danish brand’s straightforward and 
practical portable music system range 
that is equally at home in a small 
bedroom as it is outside at a party.

The unassuming rectangular box 
looks more like a small picnic cooler 
than a piece of high-tech audio 
equipment, but the wrap-around 
aluminium grille looks quite smart, 
and is available in a variety of colours, 
from a muted grey to an almost neon 
pink. It’s sturdy too, as the metal 
grille has been anodised to resist 
scratches and corrosion when you’re 
in the great outdoors. However, 
B&O’s website studiously avoids 
any mention of water-resistance 
or dust protection, so it’s most likely 
to be better suited to life out in the 
garden than on a beach or a muddy 
music festival.

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
B&O Beolit 15 
ORIGIN
Denmark/China
TYPE
Portable 
Bluetooth speaker  
WEIGHT
2.7kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
230 x 189 x 135mm
FEATURES
● 3x 38mm tweeters
● 1x 140mm mid/
bass driver 
● 2x 100mm passive 
bass radiators
DISTRIBUTOR
Beoplay
TELEPHONE
01425 284000   
WEBSITE
beoplay.com

B&O  
Beolit 15 £399
The traditional craftsmanship of B&O meets today’s 
streaming tech in this compact, outdoor speaker

Battery life is good, and claims to 
last for up to 24 hours at medium 
volumes. Usefully, the speaker will 
automatically power down after 15 
minutes if there’s no audio signal 
present to save on power. There’s also 
a USB charging port on the back that 
you can use if you need to top up the 
battery on your smartphone when 
you’re away from home. Bluetooth 
is the main option for wireless 
connectivity, of course, but there’s a 
3.5mm connector tucked around the 
back of the speaker if you need it. Our 
only minor complaint here is that the 
leather carrying handle doesn’t feel 
particularity strong and could prove 
to be a weak spot if you use the 
handle to sling the speaker onto 
the backseat of the car in a hurry.

Sound quality
B&O clearly wants the Beolit 15 to 
catch your attention in a showroom, 
boasting of its 240W peak power 
(although that translates to a more 
modest 70W RMS) and “true 360 
degree sound”. And, in reality, this 
relatively compact speaker does pack 
a real punch. The massed harmonies 
of Queen’s Somebody To Love ring out 
with great detail and warmth, and 
don’t become distorted even at higher 
volumes. I’m also impressed by the 
Beolit’s ability to keep the clashing 
guitars and synths of Planetary (Go!) 
by My Chemical Romance in focus, 
facing off against each other without 
degenerating into audio mush. It 
can handle dance music with aplomb 
too, making the deep bass line on The 
Orb’s Prime Evil sound almost sinister 

I

LIKE: Attractive, 
detailed sound; strong 
bass; good battery life
DISLIKE: Sound lacks 
clarity at lower volumes
WE SAY: A great 
outdoor speaker, 
although it’s less 
well suited to quieter 
musical moments 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Bang & Olufsen is, of course, well 
known in the traditional hi-fi market, 
but its Beoplay range was launched 
in 2012 in order to focus on digital 
products and technologies that are 
very much designed for personal use. 
To keep things simple, the control 
panel on the Beolit 15 consists of 
just a power button, volume control, 
and a button to activate Bluetooth. 
There’s a lot going on inside, though, 
with a large 140mm mid-woofer 
filling the entire front panel. Two 
38mm mid-tweeters rest on the front 
corners, with 100m passive bass 
radiators located on both the left 
and right sides to balance the sound 
and help the compact unit create 
a wide, expansive soundstage. 
There’s just a single mid-tweeter 
on the back, though, so the claims 
of ‘omnidirectional’ sound are a 
little bit of a stretch.  

BANG UP TO DATE

at times. If you want to liven up a 
BBQ this summer then the Beolit 15 
will certainly do the trick. It’s a little 
hesitant at lower volumes – the 
whispered tones of Damien Rice are 
barely audible until you reach about 
30 percent volume, but the Beolit 
is still delicate enough to allow you 
to relax with gentle acoustic and 
classical tracks when it needs to.

If I have a complaint, it’s simply 
that those claims of 360° sound are 
a little overblown. The perforated 
aluminium grille does wrap right 
around the speaker, but only one 
of the four drivers – a single 38mm 
mid-tweeter – is actually located on 
the back of the unit, and the sound 
clearly leans towards a sweet spot 
in front of the speaker. Even so, this 
modest little offering still does a 
surprisingly good job delivering the 
grand sweep of Enya’s Orinoco Flow, 
and it can certainly fi ll a room with 
sound when it’s used indoors ● 

Five colour 
finishes are 
available
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here is a number of 
Bluetooth speakers that 
you can buy as a single 
unit, but which also allow 

you to add a second speaker and 
then pair them together to provide 
a wireless stereo system. Cambridge 
takes a slightly different approach 
with its Yoyo (M), as unlike other 
speakers in the Yoyo range, these 
come bundled as a pair. 

They’re paired together for stereo 
output while still at the factory, so all 
you have to do is turn them on and 
connect via the standard Bluetooth 
menu on your smartphone or other 
devices, and they automatically 
function as left/right stereo speakers. 
They’re neatly designed too, with 
each speaker standing just 205mm 
high, so you can easily sit them at 
either side of your computer on a 
desk or up on a nearby shelf. Both 
speakers have their own rechargeable 
battery – that claims to last for up to 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Cambridge Yoyo (M) 
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
Portable 
Bluetooth speakers 
WEIGHT
1.5kg (each)
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
120 x 205 x 120mm 
FEATURES
● 1x 30mm full-
range driver
● 1x 75mm 
subwoofer
● Gesture control
DISTRIBUTOR
Cambridge Audio
TELEPHONE
0207 9402200
WEBSITE
cambridgeaudio.
com

Cambridge 
Yoyo (M) £300
Enjoy wireless connectivity in all its stereo glory 
with this compact and versatile 2.0 speaker system

24 hours – so you can easily pick 
them up and move them from room 
to room. You can also turn the 
designated left speaker off and just 
use the right speaker on its own, 
which is handy if you want to wander 
out into the garden for a while, say. 
Unfortunately, you can’t use the left 
speaker in quite the same way, as it 
only works in conjunction with its 
right-handed sibling.

Sound quality
The £300 price tag means that each 
speaker costs about £150, and that’s 
refl ected in the audio quality, which 
is respectable enough, but not quite 
in the same league as some of the 
more costly standalone models that 
we listen to elsewhere in the group. 
Each speaker contains just a single 
full-range driver to handle the mid 
and high frequencies, along with a 
dedicated driver it calls a subwoofer 
for bass output. The ability to move 
the two speakers a few feet apart does 
help them to produce a much wider 
soundstage than many of their rivals, 
and it’s nice to hear Brian May’s 
guitar bouncing merrily between the 
left and right speakers – which, of 
course, is something that you don’t 
get with single speaker setups. That 
full-range driver has its limitations, 
though. Cambridge doesn’t reveal the 
frequency response of the Yoyo (M), 
and although the midrange sounds 
strong and warm, the speakers don’t 
capture all of the details in the many 
layers of a capella harmonies on 
Somebody To Love. It also falls a little 
short when it needs to vault up to 

T

LIKE: Versatile stereo 
Bluetooth; right 
speaker works 
on its own
DISLIKE: Sound, 
struggles to resolve 
higher frequencies
WE SAY: A flexible 
second speaker 
system, but sound 
quality isn’t the best

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Regardless of audio quality, pulling 
off  true two-channel stereo sound 
with a pair of wireless Bluetooth 
speakers is no mean feat. Your 
smartphone and other mobile 
devices have to pair directly with the 
right-hand Yoyo speaker, which then 
decodes the Bluetooth audio stream 
and splits it into separate left and 
right channels, relaying the left-hand 
channel to the other speaker via a 
secondary Bluetooth connection. It 
also has to synchronise the left and 
right channels to provide seamless 
stereo sound. And, if you turn off  
the left-hand speaker, the right 
speaker automatically switches into 
standalone mode so that you can use 
it on its own if you want to step out 
into the garden or take it away with 
you for the weekend. It’s a pity, 
though, that the left-hand speaker 
can’t work on its own too. 

Roger Taylor’s swooping falsetto on 
that same Queen track.

It’s not a particularly dynamic 
sound, either. There’s enough raw 
volume to fi ll a medium-size room, 
but the atmospheric production of 
Orinoco Flow feels rather static, 
focusing primarily on the space in 
front of the speakers rather than 
using the physical separation of the 
two cabinets to reach out and 
encompass the whole room. 

The subwoofer works well, though, 
lending a welcome fi rmness to the 
bass line on The Orb’s Prime Evil. It 
doesn’t overwhelm the sound either, 
and the Yoyo (M) does have a lighter 
touch at low volumes than some 
rivals. Acoustic tracks from Damien 
Rice sound suitably wistful, making 
the Yoyo (M) a good choice if you just 
need a second speaker system for 
your bedroom or your computer, even 
if it does lack some of the precision 
and verve of the best on test here ● 

BLUETOOTH STEREO

Produces an 
effective stereo  

soundstage



FIND YOUR LOCAL DEALER AT:
www.convert-av.com

What does the PLATO system do?
ë Automated vinyl recording ë 

ë High-Res audio & video output ë Large storage & backup system
ë Simple & reliable streaming capability ë 

Everything youneed for homeentertainment inone convenientplace...
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arman Kardon’s Go + Play 
has been around in various 
forms for quite a few years 
now, and even though the 

current model is the most affordable 
in our roundup, as we go to press it 
has just received a price cut. Even 
at its full price as reviewed here it’s 
an attractively designed portable 
speaker, and while it perhaps isn’t the 
most subtle or discerning speaker in 
our group, it’ll certainly be able to 
lift the mood in a holiday apartment 
or a summer BBQ in the garden. 

The Go + Play sticks with Harman’s 
tried and tested design, including the 
distinctive curved, stainless steel 
carrying handle. It’s a bit slimmer and 
lighter than some of its predecessors, 
though, only weighing around 3.4kg, 
and that big handle makes it easy 
to carry when you’re on the move. 
It’s straightforward to use, with 
Bluetooth for mobile devices, a 
3.5mm connector tucked around the 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Harman Kardon 
Go + Play
ORIGIN
US/China
TYPE
Portable 
Bluetooth speaker 
WEIGHT
3.4kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
418 x 212 x 182mm
FEATURES
● 2x 20mm tweeters
● 2x 90mm mid/
bass drivers
● 2x 100mm passive 
bass radiators
DISTRIBUTOR
Harman 
Consumer UK
TELEPHONE
0207 0845392
WEBSITE
harmankardon.
co.uk

Harman Kardon
Go + Play £250
The Go + Play certainly likes to party and also 
provides impressive power at a competitive price

back for wired connections and a 
USB charging port for topping up 
your smartphone battery on the 
move. There’s a simple control 
panel on the top, with buttons for 
power, volume and switching into 
speakerphone mode with the built-in 
microphone. Battery life is more 
limited than most of its rivals, and 
claims only eight hours, but this 
should still see you through into the 
small hours when you’re partying. 

Sound quality 
Listening to the Go + Play could be 
described as a game of two halves. 
With four drivers – two woofers and 
two tweeters – it claims to pack a 
total of 100W power output into its 
distinctive cabinet, and the listening 
experience very much depends on 
how loud you like your music. At 
modest volumes, the Go + Play has 
a clear, detailed sound that proves 
delicate enough for the gentle 
acoustic strumming of Damien Rice 
– even if the vocals aren’t perhaps 
as warm as they could be. And 
even at a mere 40 percent volume, 
it effortlessly fi lls my lounge with the 
blossoming sound cloud of Enya’s 
Orinoco Flow. You can certainly 
use the speaker indoors for some 
laid-back sounds at a dinner party, or 
just lounging around at home. But go 
outside and crank the volume up past 
the 50 percent mark and it undergoes 
something of a Jekyll-and-Hyde 
transformation, turning into a 
heavy-duty ‘boom box’ for party time. 

To its credit, the speaker does 
manage to keep its eye on the detail 

H

LIKE: Competitive 
price; good detail 
at lower volume
DISLIKE: Higher 
frequencies can jar 
as the volume rises
WE SAY: A budget 
speaker system that is 
most at home partying 
loud outdoors 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Harman Kardon’s history goes back 
to the fifties, but the company has 
always been quick to adopt new 
technologies. Its ground-breaking 
SoundSticks were one of the first 
speaker systems produced 
specifically for the Apple iMac almost 
20 years ago and the Go + Play 
portable range was originally 
designed for the iPod, back in the 
days before smartphones and 
Bluetooth streaming. The current 
version of the Go + Play sports a 
lighter, more streamlined design that 
reflects the current importance of 
mobile streaming and portability. 

The latest chapter in the Harman 
story is that the company is now 
part of Samsung and, given its 
dominance in the smartphone 
market, we can expect mobile 
technologies to continue to play 
a big part in Harman’s future.     

in densely layered tracks like Queen’s 
Somebody To Love, but the higher 
frequencies can sound quite harsh at 
times, especially on those Mercury 
falsettos, and when the cacophonous 
guitars and synths of My Chemical 
Romance’s Planetary (Go!) collide at 
full pelt, I fi nd myself thinking about 
running for cover, rather than getting 
up to dance.

I also notice that Harman’s website 
fails to mention the two large passive 
bass radiators hidden under the front 
and rear grilles. These add a real kick 
to dance tracks, with the bass line 
from The Orb’s Prime Evil irresistibly 
working its way up through the 
ground into my feet. It’s not subtle at 
all, and the jarring higher frequencies 
certainly won’t appeal to fans of 
classical music – or even Freddie 
Mercury – but if you simply want to 
get the party going outdoors during 
the summer then the Go + Play is 
great value for money ●   

HARMAN HISTORY

Simple controls 
are located 

along the top



THE WORLD’S FINEST 
IN-EAR HEADPHONE

3.5MM COMPATIBLE

“Light years ahead of most things you can  
plug into your ears” - Vlad Savov, The Verge

 
“A uniquely designed in-ear headphone  

that sounds fantastic” - CNET

 
“The impossibly small but perfectly pocketable  

30mm drivers produce a richly detailed,  
distortion-free sound” - WIRED

 
“Seriously good earphones… the iSINE offers  

 
for this reason, it is a clear Best Buy” - AV Forums

“A seriously impressive in-ear that  
 

of Apple devices” - Hi-Fi Choice

Available now from

·  
 in-ear headphones.

·   
 magnetic diaphragms and patented  

·  Delivering precise control and fast response  
 times without distortion.

·  Available with standard 3.5mm connection  
 or also with Audeze’s acclaimed Apple  

·  Start with the iSine 10, or step up to the  
 iSine 20, with an even longer Uniforce voice- 
 coil for enhanced bass, clarity and imaging.
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ike Cambridge’s Yoyo 
(M), JBL opts for the 2.0 
approach with its new 
Control X Wireless system, 

which consists of two portable 
Bluetooth speakers that are paired 
together to provide a traditional left/
right two-channel setup. The Control 
X Wireless speakers are bigger and 
more expensive, though, being sold 
together as a pair for £500.   

The initial setup proves a little 
confusing, as there are some fi ddly 
little switches on the back of both 
speakers that allow you to specify 
whether the speaker plays the left 
or right channel, or switches into 
standalone mono mode. At one 
point I accidentally have one speaker 
assigned to the left-hand channel 
while the other is in mono mode 
– which does not sound good at all. 

Still, the mono option is handy, as it 
gives a simple multi-room system that 
will allow you to have one speaker 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
JBL Control X 
Wireless
ORIGIN
US/China
TYPE
Portable 
Bluetooth speakers  
WEIGHT
2.95kg (each)
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
418 x 212 x 182mm
FEATURES
● 1x 25mm tweeter 
● 1x 133mm 
bass driver  
● 1x bass reflex port 
DISTRIBUTOR
Harman 
Consumer UK
TELEPHONE
0207 0845392
WEBSITE
uk.jbl.com

JBL  
Control X Wireless £500
A versatile Bluetooth speaker system that works just as 
well as a stereo pair as it does in dual mono mode

playing music out in the garden while 
the other plays the same music 
indoors. The limitation here is that 
both speakers need to be within 
Bluetooth range – about 10m – 
of your smartphone or computer. 
However, both have their own 
rechargeable battery, so you can 
move them around easily enough. 
The claimed four-hour battery life is 
a bit of a let down though, especially 
given the size and price. 

Sound quality
The versatility of the Control X 
Wireless speakers is impressive, and 
they sound good too – but only within 
a certain range. The chunky speakers 
don’t really do ‘subtle’, and the 
delicate ballads of Damien Rice are 
virtually inaudible at anything below 
30 percent volume. It’s a pleasant 
sound when it arrives, though, 
picking up every little catch in Rice’s 
voice and wringing the anguish from 
the fading, sustained strings. Not 
surprisingly, the speakers work best 
at higher volumes and the Control 
X Wireless does a terrifi c job of 
containing and balancing the sheer 
noise of Planetary (Go!). As well 
as keeping the guitars and synths 
distinct and sharp, I’m impressed by 
the slap of the drums, which remain 
tight and focused even at volumes 
that are loud enough to go upsetting 
my unfortunate neighbours. 

Unfortunately, that balance doesn’t 
extend throughout the entire range. 
The speakers do a respectable job 
of bringing out the detail in the 
multi-layered harmonies of Somebody 

L

LIKE: Stereo and 
standalone mono 
modes; power 
without distortion
DISLIKE: Limited 
frequency range at 
high and low ends; 
battery life 
WE SAY: Costly, and 
limited battery life
but entertaining sound

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

As part of the Harman Group, JBL 
has a well-respected range of 
professional audio systems for use 
in studios, concert halls and other 
music venues, but in the consumer 
marketplace it’s perhaps best known 
for a range of rugged, portable 
speakers that are specifically 
designed for outdoor use. The 
chunky design of the Control X 
Wireless speaker is certainly solidly 
built and JBL describes it as an 
‘all-weather speaker’. However, 
it’s not waterproof, or even splash 
resistant, like some of its JBL 
stablemates. They’ll be fine for a BBQ 
out in the garden on a fine summer 
afternoon, but they’ll need to go back 
indoors at the first sign of rain. Mind 
you, one afternoon is about all you’ll 
get outdoors as the claimed battery 
life is the lowest of the group and is 
quite poor considering the price. 

To Love, but they miss out on the 
upper reaches of Roger Taylor’s 
swooping falsetto. They’re a little 
lacking at the other end of the 
spectrum, too. There’s a small bass 
port on the back of each speaker, 
and that does lend some body to the 
mid-bass, but the speakers simply 
don’t dig down deep enough. The 
deep bass sighs of Orinoco Flow are 
barely audible, and the bass line on 
Prime Evil lacks authority, ceding 
pride of place to the percussion. 

Even so, the combination of stereo 
and standalone modes provides a 
versatile sound system that you can 
use both indoors and outdoors – and 
at the same time, too – and helps to 
justify the high price. The limited 
range means that the Control X 
Wireless won’t satisfy listeners that 
want to bathe in every detail of their 
music, but its ability to deliver power 
without distortion will work a treat 
when you’re entertaining friends ●  

OUT AND ABOUT

These speakers 
work best at 

higher volumes



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

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

The Classic turntable, shown with Pre Box DS2 Digital pre-amplifi er.

Distributed by Henley Designs Ltd.
T: +44 (0)1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk  |  W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk
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nkyo’s X9 is one of the 
smallest and lightest 
speakers in the group, 
with a smart, slimline 

design. The sleek dimensions mean 
that you can easily sit it on a desk or 
shelf at home, while its lack of weight 
means that you can grab it with one 
hand and carry it around with you for 
longer periods of time no trouble at 
all. It’s perhaps a little large for a 
backpack, but unlike many of its 
rivals, you can simply slip it into a 
suitcase or travel bag and take it 
away with you on holiday. 

In making the X9 one of the more 
compact models in our group, it 
doesn’t look like Onkyo has cut any 
corners. Hidden behind the front 
grille are four 50mm bass drivers, two 
25mm tweeters, and there are also 
89mm passive bass radiators on both 
back and front. Like most of its rivals, 
the X9 provides Bluetooth streaming 
and a 3.5mm line-in for wired 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Onkyo X9
ORIGIN
Japan/China
TYPE
Portable 
Bluetooth speaker 
WEIGHT
1.47kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
300 x 144 x 63mm
FEATURES
● 2x 25mm tweeters
● 4x 50mm 
bass drivers
● 2x 89mm passive 
bass radiators 
● NFC connectivity
DISTRIBUTOR
Onkyo 
TELEPHONE
0203 7692604
WEBSITE
onkyo-speakers.
com/uk

Onkyo
X9 £250
A highly portable speaker that combines Bluetooth 
streaming with a useful hi-res wired option

connections, but Onkyo goes further 
by also including a headphone socket 
and even a micro-USB port for 
USB-Audio from a Mac or PC. And 
with a frequency response of 57Hz – 
40kHz, Onkyo claims that the X9 is 
one of the fi rst portable speakers 
capable of delivering true hi-res 
audio. The claimed 10-hour battery 
life isn’t as long as some rival portable 
speaker models, but this should be 
more than adequate to accompany 
most people on a trip out.  

Sound quality
The compact design means that 
the X9 is far from being the most 
powerful speaker in this group. It’s 
not going to raise the roof at a party, 
but its claimed 40W output is 
perfectly adequate for listening 
to music in a bedroom or out in 
the garden at a BBQ. And it’s no 
lightweight when it comes to audio 
quality. The Onkyo handles delicate 
sounds and lower volumes very well, 
capturing all the wistfulness and 
warmth of the strings on Damien 
Rice’s The Blower’s Daughter, and 
even picking up a few soft gasps of 
breath that escape many of its rivals. 
The X9 maintains its delicate touch 
and clarity as Queen pile on the 
harmonies in Somebody To Love, 
and it takes the track’s glass-cutting 
falsetto in its stride.  

The compact design has its limits, 
though. To its credit, the X9 does 
manage to get down to the bass line 
on The Orb’s Prime Evil, but the bass 
lacks the body and urgency needed 
to really drive the track forward. And 

O

LIKE: Attractive clarity 
and warmth; nice, 
portable design 
DISLIKE: Higher 
frequencies can 
sound harsh at 
maximum volume
WE SAY: Decent sound 
with practical 
portability both 
at home or away

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Our focus here is on Bluetooth 
speakers that provide convenient, 
wireless connectivity for mobile 
devices. Even so, it’s intriguing to 
see Onkyo add a USB-Audio port to 
the X9, along with a conventional 
3.5mm stereo jack connector. Most 
computer and smartphones rely on 
cheap, low-quality DACs to output 
analogue audio, but USB-Audio 
allows them to send a digital signal 
– including hi-res music file formats 
– to the X9 via a USB port instead. 
So, if you don’t mind carrying a USB 
cable, you can relax with your laptop 
in a hotel room by playing your 
favourite hi-res tracks on the X9. 
Apple’s iPhone 7 has no 3.5mm 
connector at all, but its Lightning 
port supports USB-Audio, so with a 
suitable cable in place you can use 
that as a high-quality connection 
alternative to Bluetooth as well.   

while it captures all the detail in 
Enya’s Orinoco Flow, the compact X9 
can’t embrace the wide, expansive 
soundstage of the track in order to 
really fi ll the room with sound. It 
struggles a bit at higher volumes too 
– higher frequencies start to become 
a bit harsh as the volume rises, and 
when I fi re up Planetary (Go!) by 
My Chemical Romance, I can almost 
feel the little cabinet straining at the 
seams long before it gets even close 
to maximum volume.

But that’s a bit unfair. Some of the 
larger speakers that we look at here 
are clearly designed to make a noise 
at parties and outdoor events, and 
simply don’t worry about subtlety and 
detail. In contrast, the X9 excels at 
more intimate musical moments, 
providing clarity and detail in a highly 
portable design that will be perfectly 
suited for listening to some relaxing 
music in the bedroom, garden or a 
holiday apartment ● 

USB AUDIO

No corners 
have been cut 

to keep it small
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ou certainly can’t accuse 
Quadral of over-hyping 
its Breeze Two wireless 
speaker. In fact, the 

company’s website gives little away 
about arguably the most hi-fi -friendly 
offering here, and seems to consider 
technical specifi cations unnecessary.

That’s a shame, as the Breeze Two 
has a lot going for it. At £450, it’s the 
most expensive single speaker design 
in this group – costing almost as 
much as the beefy stereo duo from 
JBL. However, that price includes 
both Bluetooth and wi-fi  connectivity, 
which means that you can quickly 
use Bluetooth to pair it with a mobile 
phone when you’re on the move, or 
connect it to your home network for 
indoor use and even integrate it into 
a multi-room audio system. 

It’s a fairly large speaker, standing 
440mm tall and weighing 4.8kg, so 
it’s probably not going to stray much 
farther than your garden (unless 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Quadral Breeze Two
ORIGIN
Germany/China
TYPE
Portable 
Bluetooth speaker  
WEIGHT
4.8kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
440 x 155 x 170mm
FEATURES
● 2x 19mm tweeters
● 2x 115mm 
bass drivers 
● 2x bass reflex ports
● AirPlay and wi-fi 
connectivity 
DISTRIBUTOR
NuNu Distribution
TELEPHONE
0203 5442338
WEBSITE
quadral.com/en

Quadral 
Breeze Two £450
The closest we’ve come to a traditional hi-fi speaker, 
this off ering boasts a range of connectivity options

you’re prepared to drive it around on 
the back seat of your car). However, 
there’s a sturdy carrying strap to help 
you out, and the 20-hour battery life 
should see you through those long 
summer days.  

The Breeze app has a few rough 
edges, though. It takes me three 
attempts to switch from Bluetooth 
streaming to my home wi-fi  network, 
and the four ‘station’ buttons on the 
speaker – used to play online services 
such as Spotify and Tidal – are poorly 
explained and leave me scratching my 
head in confusion at times. 

Sound quality
The app might need some work, but 
I can’t complain about the sound 
quality provided by the Breeze Two. 
It’s one of the more natural Bluetooth 
speakers I’ve come across, and it 
renders Damien Rice’s voice and 
acoustic guitar on The Blower’s 
Daughter with a clear, yet warm 
tone that sounds like a genuine live 
performance, catching every little 
scratch and scrape on the guitar 
strings. It holds up well with Queen’s 
studio-bound wall of sound too, 
clearly balancing the many layers of 
harmonies on Somebody To Love, and 
pulling out the falsetto notes more 
clearly than many Bluetooth speakers. 
It’s not as spectacularly loud as some 
of its rivals, but I discover that I can 
push the Breeze Two all the way to 
maximum volume without distortion, 
while the skittering, chopping guitar 
on Planetary (Go!) by My Chemical 
Romance lands with real bite and 
plenty of aggression. 

Y

LIKE: Detailed and 
natural tone; Bluetooth 
and wi-fi connectivity 
DISLIKE: Heavy; less 
powerful than its rivals 
WE SAY: Flexible 
wireless connectivity 
and attractive and 
refined sound, but 
modest power

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Bluetooth is the de facto standard 
for wireless music streaming on 
computers and mobile devices, but 
wi-fi connectivity provides a number 
of additional options that can be very 
useful – albeit at considerable extra 
cost. The Breeze app allows you 
to link the Breeze Two with other 
Quadral speakers as part of a 
multi-room system, and the greater 
bandwidth of the wi-fi connection 
can come closer to providing 
CD-quality sound with lossless music 
file formats.

And, although it’s not mentioned 
anywhere on Quadral’s website or 
documentation, I discover during 
my testing that the Breeze Two also 
supports Apple’s AirPlay streaming 
technology, which allows you to 
stream music and audio via wi-fi from 
an iPhone, iPad or Mac, without even 
needing to download the Breeze app.  

When standing upright, the Breeze 
Two is large enough that it almost 
looks like a conventional 
fl oorstanding speaker (I’d love to try 
and pair it with a second speaker for a 
true stereo output sometime) and it 
does produce a light, spacious sound 
that breathes life into the atmospheric 
production of Orinoco Flow. While it 
doesn’t have the deepest bass, the 
large, sturdy cabinet helps to keep the 
bass tight and focused on The Orb’s 
Prime Evil and other dance tracks. 
But while I’m impressed by the audio 
quality of the Breeze Two, along with 
its versatile connectivity options, I still 
fi nd it a little disappointing that the 
largest speaker in the group can’t 
match the boisterous power of some 
of its smaller rivals. It’ll be great for 
tasteful background music at a dinner 
party, but it’ll be more muscular rivals 
such as the compact little Beolit 15 or 
Harman’s Go + Play that really get 
the party started with a bang ●

BLUETOOTH VS WI-FI

This is the only 
speaker in the 

group with wi-fi
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GROUPTEST

A portable speaker has to sound good, but size, weight and connectivity 
features all play their part. Cliff  Joseph comes inside and tells it like it is

Group test verdict

HARMAN KARDON’S GO + Play 
is never going to win any awards 
for the subtlety of its sound, and its 
higher frequencies in particular can 
be, shall we say, rather challenging 
at times. But it delivers roof-rattling 
power in a highly portable design, 
and at a price that’s a real bargain 
for the summer festival season. 

Cambridge deserves credit for being 
one of the fi rst manufacturers to 
produce a stereo Bluetooth system. 
The compact Yoyo (M) speakers are 
ideal for use with a computer, or 
for sitting on a bookshelf, while also 
providing a single-speaker option for 

outdoors. However, their sound isn’t 
quite so fl exible, and this affordable 
two-piece system doesn’t manage to 
match the greater reach and precision 
of its standalone rivals. 

JBL takes a similar tack with the 
two-piece Control X Wireless, and its 
higher price and more robust design 
delivers impressive power without 
any annoying distortion. It’s less 
sure-footed at lower volumes, 
though, and the bass is also a little 
disappointing for expensive speakers 
that are so clearly intended for 
entertaining friends. In contrast, 
Onkyo springs a surprise, with its 

extremely compact and portable 
X9. This slimline speaker is small 
enough for a suitcase, but manages 
to deliver a warm and detailed 
sound that is ideal for relaxing 
at home or outdoors – even if it 
doesn’t have the party-pumping 
fi repower of its more robust rivals.

Quadral’s Breeze Two impresses 
with its detailed and precisely 
balanced sound, and also with 
its versatile connectivity features, 
which include both Bluetooth and 
wi-fi . Yet this big speaker seems to 
be a little underpowered, especially 
for when it comes to outdoor use.

B&O gets all the basics 
right with its Beolit 15. 
The sound quality is on 
a par with the Quadral 
Breeze Two, yet it is 
compact and portable 
and has enough power 
and drive to entertain 
outdoors. It can even 
top up your phone’s 
battery when you’re 
out and about.  

B&O    Cambridge  Harman Kardon JBL  Onkyo  Quadral  
Beolit 15 Yoyo (M) Go + Play Control X Wireless X9 Breeze Two

 Price £399 £300 £250 £500 £250 £450

 Sound 
 Value 
 Build 
 Features

 Overall

,

Key features 
 Weight 2.7kg 1.5kg (each) 3.4kg 2.95kg (each) 1.47kg 4.8kg 

 Battery life 24 hours  24 hours 8 hours 4 hours 10 hours 20 hours

 Wireless Bluetooth  Bluetooth  Bluetooth  Bluetooth  Bluetooth  Bluetooth; wi-fi; AirPlay

 Input  3.5mm jack 3.5mm jack 3.5mm jack 3.5mm jack 3.5mm jack; micro-USB 3.5mm jack

 Output USB charging USB charging USB charging None 3.5mm headphone jack USB charging

Make/model

A flexible second 
speaker system, but 
sound quality isn’t 
among the best

A budget speaker 
that is most at home 
when it’s partying 
loud outdoors 

Flexible placement  
options with good 
sound, but limited 
battery life

Quality sound with 
good connectivity 
and portability both 
at home or away

Flexible wireless 
connectivity and 
refined sound, but 
modest power

A great outdoor 
speaker, but it’s less 
well suited to quieter 
musical moments

MUSIC STREAMING 
SERVICE:
Tidal £20 per month 
HFC 414
There are numerous 
online music stores 
providing hi-res 
streaming. Each has its 
own focus and you may 
need to hunt around for 
a particular album, but 
our current favourite to 
explore has to be Tidal.

HI-RES PORTABLE 
PLAYER:
Pioneer XDP-100R  
£500 HFC 407
A recent price drop 
means that the XDP-100R 
is a more affordable 
option for anyone looking 
for a standalone audio 
player. It has aptX 
Bluetooth, streaming 
services and useful 
expandable storage.  

HI-RES 
PORTABLE 
PLAYER:
Astell&Kern AK300  
£749 HFC 413
One of our favourite 
hi-res digital audio 
players, the AK300 
also provides 
Bluetooth streaming 
for portable speakers, 
as well as useful 
wi-fi connectivity. 

TRY WITH THESE

PORTABLE BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS
£250-£500
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OFFERING THE VERY BEST SOUND, VISION 
AND SERVICE FOR OVER 45 YEARS
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stores nationwide
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S M A R T H O M E
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NEW
OPPO  UDP-205 £1399.00
4K UHD Blu-ray Player

Drawing from over a decade’s worth of experience in advanced imaging 
processing technology and high fi delity audio performance, the UDP-205 
is the perfect choice for discerning enthusiasts. The UDP-205 is capable of 
playing the new 4K UHD Blu-ray discs as well as 4K media fi les and user 
generated content. Support for decoding the HEVC, H.264, VP9 4K, and Hi10P 

video codecs, providing increased compatibility with user generated media.

SONY  UBP-X800 £399.00
4K UHD Blu-ray Player

Find yourself at the heart of every movie and series. 4K Ultra HD Blu-ray 
shows everything in fi ner detail than ever before, so you feel like you’re seeing 

the real thing. High Dynamic Range (HDR), combined with the clarity of 4K, 

brings previously hidden areas alive with new shades and colours. HDR signals 

contain up to 100x the brightness of a standard signal, while retaining deep and 
highly-detailed blacks, for an entirely new viewing experience.

NAIM UNITI ATOM £1750.00
All In One Streaming System

Uniti Atom is a beautiful, compact multi-source music player that will seduce you 

with its amazing sound quality and outstanding feature-set. Its 40-watt integrated 

amplifier and high-resolution music streaming capabilities will fill your home with 
stunning high-fidelity sound. Atom is perfect as a high-end main system or even 

for use in the kitchen or study, where space is at a premium. The Naim App for 
iOS and Android combines all of your music sources in one place.

NEW

NEW



ASTELL & KERN
AK70
PORTABLE HI-RES AUDIO PLAYER
The AK70 gives everyone the 

opportunity to comfortably listen to 
high resolution audio, supporting 

24bit/192kHz and DSD fi les while 
fi tting comfortably in your pocket.

£499
OR LESS

CHORD • MOJO • DAC/HEADPHONE AMP
Mojo stands for Mobile Joy and Chord is justifi ably proud to 
say that Mojo is a true reference-quality mobile DAC and 

high-level headphone amplifi er.

£399
OR LESS

click &
collect www.ssav.com www.ssav.com/smarthome

NAIM • CD5 XS / SUPERNAIT 2 • CD / AMPLIFIER
CD5 XS uses developments from Naim’s more costly CD players 

and when combined with the SUPERNAIT 2 it simply delivers 
dynamic, detailed and engaging music that can’t fail to move you.

£3100
OR LESS

£2359
OR LESS

NAD • C 338 • AMPLIFIER/DAC
Brings incredible fl exibility to any stereo system. With Spotify 
Connect, Bluetooth, and the fi rst-ever hi-fi  amplifi er to have 

Chromecast built-in, the C 338 allows you to stream and cast 
music directly from a mobile device or any music streaming app.

ARCAM • FMJ CDS27 / FMJ A29 • CD / AMPLIFIER
Introducing Arcam’s audiophile Class G integrated amplifi er 
and SACD/CD player with Network streaming up to 192/24 

for class leading sound quality.

£699
OR LESS

£849
OR LESS

NAD • M32 • DIRECTDIGITAL AMPLIFIER/DAC
An elegant, top-of-the-line, BluOS ready integrated amplifi er 

with a host of features that offer maximum fl exibility,
excellent effi ciency, and reduced noise and distortion.

NAD • C 368 • AMPLIFIER/DAC
NAD’s exclusive future-proof design allows you to customise 
your C 368. Its two MDC slots can accommodate a variety of 

optional modules including BluOS, one of the most advanced 
Hi-Res Audio multi-room wireless systems available.

BluOS requires optional 
MDC module

NEW £799
OR LESS

TECHNICS • SL-1210GR • TURNTABLE
Two-speed, direct drive, turntable, with high quality coreless direct 

drive motor, die-cast aluminum chassis and hand adjusted tonearm.

NAD • C 556 • TURNTABLE
Time to enjoy vinyl collections with extraordinary quality! 

With a minimalist design, the C 556 turntable offers accurate 
reproduction by using performance-focused parts and 

components that put music fi rst.

£249
OR LESS

£599
OR LESS

PRO-JECT • 2 XPRESSION DC ACRYL • TURNTABLE
Based on the 2 Xperience with upgraded motor control and a high-
end 9cc Evolution carbon fibre tonearm for improved performance.

£999
OR LESS

SONY • PS-HX500 • USB TURNTABLE
The PS-HX500 is equipped with a high-quality A/D convertor. 

So just connect it to your PC with a USB cable and record 
your vinyl as High-Resolution Audio tracks. This is a great 

way to backup your precious vinyl collection.

£SSAV
.COM

PRO-JECT • PRIMARY • TURNTABLE
Two-speed belt drive turntable. Pre-adjusted tracking and anti-

skating force for instant playback with super-easy setup.

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

NEW £189
OR LESS

PRO-JECT • 1 XPRESSION CARBON UKX • TURNTABLE
With its Carbon armtube and supplied Ortofon 2m Silver cartridge, 
the 1 Xpression Carbon UKX sets new standards in its price range.

NEW £1299
OR LESS

ROTEL • CD14 / A14 • CD / AMPLIFIER/DAC
This 80 watt flagship amplifier features both analogue and digital 

inputs including PC/USB. The CD14 has been carefully engineered 
to ensure it resolves even the smallest musical details.

NEW £549
OR LESS

NEW £999
OR LESS

NEW £599
OR LESS

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

BluOS requires optional 
MDC module

NEW £3499
OR LESS

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

TEAC • CR-H101DAB • MICRO CD/DAB RECEIVER
The receiver has a USB DAC function that supports Hi-

Res Audio playback and can handle a variety of sources, 
including CDs, Bluetooth and DAB/FM radio. The DAC uses 

a Burr Brown PCM1795 that boasts a high dynamic range 
with low distortion.

NEW £399
OR LESS

ARCAM • SOLO MUSIC • CD/DAB STREAMING SYSTEM
Featuring a SACD/CD drive and 160W of amplification in a stylish, 
low-resonance enclosure, the Solo music provides high-quality 

room-filling sound.

£1299
OR LESS

B&W • P9 SIGNATURE
HEADPHONES

SENNHEISER • HD4.50 BTNC
WIRELESS HEADPHONES

GRADO • SR325e
HEADPHONES

£329
OR LESS

SONY • MDR-1000X
WIRELESS HEADPHONES

£329
OR LESS

£699
OR LESS

NEW

£169
OR LESS

NEW
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HiFi for a wireless generation

Take hi-fi  to new heights with 
Bluesound’s next generation. 

Features improved wi-fi  performance, 
more digital and analog connectivity 
options and Bluetooth aptX along with 

support for premium music services 
like Tidal and Spotify. 

PRICES FROM £299

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

THE WIRELESS Hi-Fi SYSTEM

The Sonos Wireless HiFi System delivers 
all the music on earth, in every room, with 
warm, full-bodied sound that’s crystal clear 

at any volume. Sonos can fi ll your home 
with music by combining HiFi sound and 

rock-solid wireless in a smart system that 
is easy to set-up, control and expand.

PRICES FROM £199

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

NEW SONOS PLAYBASE AVAILABLE NOW

BOWERS & WILKINS • 685 S2
At home on a stand, wall or book-

shelf, the versatile 685 S2 is ideal 
for stereo and home theatre uses 
in most rooms. And performance 
is enhanced with the addition of a 
Decoupled Double Dome tweeter.

£499
OR LESS

BOWERS & WILKINS
CM10 S2
The fl agship fl oorstanding 
speaker of the CM Series sets a 

new standard for performance. 
It combines technologies 
taken from across B&W’s 
ranges. The result simply 
sounds and looks beautiful.

£2999
OR LESS

Price excludes stands

Q ACOUSTICS
CONCEPT 500
Designed to appeal to discerning 
audiophiles, the Concept 500 
achieves a perfect balance 
between art and science. It is a 
loudspeaker that is at once, styl-
ish, contemporary, fi ne-sounding 
and astonishingly accurate. 

KEF • LS50 WIRELESS
The beauty of the LS50 Wire-
less is its effortless combina-
tion of simplicity and elegance. 
It is easy to set up and use, 
yet offers sophisticated sound 

fit for audiophiles through 
inspired audio engineering 
and the Uni-Q driver.

PSB
IMAGINE MINI
(GLOSS BLACK FINISH)
Meet the smallest member of the 
ultra-stylish Imagine Series. The 
deceptively small Imagine Mini 

makes a big impact on an already 
impressive range of award-
winning speakers.

£499
OR LESS

Q ACOUSTICS
3020
Replacing the award-winning 
2020i speakers, the 3020 

incorporates numerous 
improvements including a 

revised cabinet with wool fi bre 

damping plus new bespoke 
drive units.

£199
OR LESS

Standard fi nishes 
Premium fi nishes 
£279

PMC • TWENTY5.23
Arguably the most elegant model 

in the range, the twenty5.23 takes 

the speed, transparency and 
sophistication of the twenty5.21 and 

adds greater bass extension and 
power. And yet its slim-line form 

doesn’t mean it can’t move you.

NEW £2970
OR LESS

NEW £1999
OR LESS

KEF • R500
The smallest fl oorstanders in 
the R Series. Uses the latest 

generation Uni-Q driver array 

and two 5.25-inch aluminium 
bass drivers. Its slim proportions 

and sleek contemporary looks 
make it perfectly suited for

any interior.

£1499
OR LESS

MONITOR AUDIO
BRONZE 5
The slender Bronze 5 delivers 

powerful, responsive bass 
lines that belie its stealthy 
appearance and surpass those 
of many much larger towers.

£549
OR LESS

SAVE
£100

NEW £3995
OR LESS

£499
OR LESS

BLUESOUND • PULSE MINI 
HI-RES WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM

The PULSE MINI delivers true hi-fi  to any nook and cranny of 

your home. Includes digital and analogue inputs and supports 
fi les up to 24bit/192kHz. Bluetooth aptX capability is built-in.

6 YEAR
WARRANTY

This advanced yet simple to 

use wireless music system 
includes Spotify Connect, 

TIDAL, UPnP, Internet Radio, 
USB, analogue and digital 
inputs. Supports WAV, FLAC and 

AIFF fi les up to 24bit/192kHz.

Optional orange, red or blue grille £49.95

£649
OR LESS

NAIM • MU-SO Qb
WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEM

Bishop’s Stortford 01279 506576

Bristol• 0117 974 3727

Brighton 01273 733338
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Kingston• 020 8547 0717
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Loughton 020 8532 0770

Maidstone  01622 686366

Norwich• 01603 767605

Oxford 01865 241773 
Reading• 0118 959 7768

Sevenoaks 01732 459555

Southampton• 023 8033 7770

Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543

Witham (Essex) 01376 501733

Yeovil• 01935 700078

• 

THESE STORES ARE FRANCHISED AND OPERATE UNDER 
A LICENCE AGREEMENT TO SEVENOAKS SOUND & VISION

Visit www.ssav.com for address details,
opening hours and brands stocked

FOR THE LATEST PRICES AND OFFERS VISIT WWW.SSAV.COM OR CONTACT YOUR LOCAL STORE

Read the
latest issue of
SEVENOAKS 
SELECT
digital interactive 
magazine today!
www.ssav.com/select

SPRING 2017

THE 
SOUNDS, 

THE SCENES  
AND THE 

SENSATIONS 

THE 
FUTURE’S 

NOW
UTOPIAN SOUND HAS ARRIVED 

IN BRAVE NEW 2017
BRAND NEW KIT

UHD TV & BLU-RAY 
HI-RES STREAMING & AUDIO 

EVERYTHING 
YOU COULD NEED 

TO ENJOY 
MUSIC & MOVIES

SOLIHULL STORE
DUE TO OPEN 10TH JUNE 2017NEW

NEW



42 JUNE 2017

he choice of turntables 
available to vinyl fans new 
and old continues to grow 
at a bewildering pace and 

the number of models available is 
greater now than when the format 
was in its fi rst heyday back in the 
eighties. Some believe that saturation 
point will soon be reached, but new 
to the UK brand Gold Note has to 
hope that this point is a way off yet.  

The Italian company has been 
trading as Gold Note for around fi ve 
years, but has existed for almost 25. It 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Gold Note 
Valore 425 Plus 
ORIGIN
Italy
TYPE
Belt-drive turntable
WEIGHT
10kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
425 x 170 x 360mm
FEATURES
● 45 & 33rpm 
● B5 9in tonearm
● Fixed Perspex lid
● Fitted with Vasari 
Gold moving-
magnet cartridge 
DISTRIBUTOR
Audio Pinnacle Ltd 
TELEPHONE
01329 279119 
WEBSITE
goldnote.it 

Going 
for gold 
As one of the newest names to the UK, this 
luxury-looking turntable has bags of Italian 
design flair. Ed Selley takes it for a spin 

offers a comprehensive range of 
equipment including amplifi ers, 
speakers, cables and turntables of 
which the Valore (meaning value) 
425 Plus is one of its more affordable 
models. It’s an unsuspended, 
belt-driven design like the bulk of its 
rivals, but there are some notable 
differences. The fi rst is that the basic 
specifi cation is more extensive than 
much of the competition and the 
most visible part of this is that it 
comes with a lid included, which is 
a much underrated feature if you’re 

concerned about keeping the deck 
free from dust and interference from 
small hands and/or mischievous pets. 

Gold Note is a not a large company 
and yet every part of the Valore 425 
Plus is a bespoke design. It ships with 
the company’s own B5 tonearm, 
which is a simplifi ed version of its 
B5.1 arm. The 9in arm has captive 
bearings for both the horizontal and 
vertical movements. The armtube 
looks like a one-piece design, but the 
headshell is separate from the tube 
and is secured via a small grub screw 
on the side. This makes for easy 
azimuth adjustment and once secured, 
feels very solid. The counterweight 
assembly is also impressively 
substantial and allows for a range of 
weights to be accommodated and for 
good fi ne adjustment. 

The cartridge in this case is the 
Vasari Gold (£369). Built inhouse, 
the Gold is the higher spec of two 
moving-magnet models with the 
more affordable Red (£206) having a 
simpler stylus profi le. If you buy the 
Valore as a complete unit, this comes 
fi tted but the basic design of the body, 
complete with threaded inserts makes 
it an easy fi t and the 9g all up weight 

T

GOLD NOTE   
VALORE 425 PLUS £1,942EXOTICA
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with 2g tracking weight are no 
problem for the B5 and should work 
well with other arms too. The only 
minor downside is the small hinged 
stylus guard doesn’t offer the protection 
of a full-size removable one. 

Perhaps the most interesting part 
of the design is the power supply. This 
is in a separate chassis and offers 
electronic speed adjustment. The 
process by which the power supply 
functions is no less distinctive. It takes 
an AC feed from the mains, which is 
then converted to DC. Having done 
this, the feed is converted back to 
AC before powering the motor. 
The reason for this slightly arduous 
process according to Gold Note is that 
the conversion process allows for the 
AC being sent to the turntable to be 
synchronised to avoid the negative 
effects of using it as a power source. 
As it isn’t possible to run the turntable 
without it, these benefi ts are hard to 
test, but the unit itself works well and 
not having to move the belt between 
pulleys is always welcome. 

As a piece of design, the Valore 425 
Plus is outstanding. There is a choice 
of fi nishes including various lacquers 
and a leather option, but the Perspex 

of the review sample is something 
you should defi nitely see in the fl esh 
before making any choices. The 
transparency creates a lightness and 
elegance that complements the clean 
lines of the design. When you look 
a little closer, there is clear evidence 
that Gold Note understands the 
materials it is using. Under the platter 
and around the motor housing are a 
series of curved strakes that alter the 
resonant points of the plinth to better 
match the requirements of the record. 

This is not to say that there aren’t a 
few oddities, though. The lid has to 
be raised while the deck is playing or 

it will foul the counterweight as it 
moves outwards and removing it 
completely involves undoing the 
fi xing screws. Various fi ttings that 
hold the Gold Note together are all 
clearly visible through the Perspex, 
which looks a little crude in places. 
The overall effect is still convincing 
enough to impress, though, and in the 
time it has spent under review it has 
picked up more positive comments 
from visitors than some rather more 
expensive devices and its proportions 
are very easy on the eye. 

The Gold Note ships in an almost 
entirely assembled state and this 
means that setting it up is simplicity 
itself. Connected to a Cyrus Phono 
Signature (HFC 408), Naim Supernait 

1

2

3

4

5

30mm plinth, 
shaped to reduce 
vibrations

Counterweight

B5 9in tonearm

Vasari Gold moving-
magnet cartridge

20mm acrylic 
platter

2 and Neat Momentum 4i speakers, 
the Valore 425 Plus manages to get 
most of the immediate fundamentals 
right. The power supply might be an 
unusual design, but the platter spins 
up quickly and is accurate at both the 
33 and 45rpm settings when checked 
via test mat and strobe. Into the 
utterly silent Cyrus there is no sign 
of any extraneous noise. 

Sound quality
Stop marvelling at the sound of 
silence and the Gold Note impresses 
further. The overriding sense you get 
from it is one of balance and even 
handedness. The new reissue of Dead 
Can Dance’s Spiritchaser is presented 
without any sense of embellishment 
and with the emphasis entirely on 
delivering a big, solid and informative 
take on the whole piece rather than 
spoon feeding you interesting details. 
Everything is there, indeed the Gold 
Note is adept at fi nding moments that 
are easy to miss but rather than dwell 
on these, you are invited to focus on 
the whole thing. 

This means that even extremely 
complex and congested material is 
handled in a way that makes it logical 
and easy to follow. Alone Again Or, 
the opening track from Love’s 
phenomenal Forever Changes, is a 
dense and slightly confused piece 
but the Valore 425 Plus takes it in its 
stride and opens it out to reveal the 
brilliance that underpins the album. 
What is equally apparent is that the 
top end of the Gold Note is extremely 
refi ned. This can be a slightly harsh 
recording, but here it is completely 
free of any sibilance or aggression. 

IN SIGHT

Congested material 
is handled in a way 
that makes it logical 
and easy to follow

EXOTICAGOLD NOTE   
VALORE 425 PLUS £1,942
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

Some of this refi nement can be 
directly traced to the Vasari Gold 
cartridge. Some quick tests of this 
on the end of my own Avid Ingenium 
Twin running an SME M2-9 (HFC 
379) suggests that this is a very 
talented piece of equipment indeed. 
It manages to combine a rather 
beguiling warmth with enough 
energy and low-end impact to be a 
very satisfying partner with a wide 
variety of music. No less encouraging 
is that this fundamentally neutral 
behaviour suggests it isn’t covering 
any bad habits on the behalf of the 
rest of the package. 

Indeed bad habits are pretty much 
impossible to fi nd with this turntable. 
Compared with the Roksan Radius 7 
(HFC 423) that preceded it through 
the review process, the Gold Note 
feels fractionally less pitch stable. 
There is just the slightest sense with 
sustained notes that there is a waver 
that isn’t present with the extremely 
hefty motor arrangement of the 
Roksan. More subjectively, this isn’t 
the sort of turntable that hangs on 
the fi rst picosecond of every note 
like its life depends on it. It never 
sounds sluggish, but then the 
pounding bassline of Kraftwerk’s 
Aerodynamik doesn’t quite have the 
urgency that some rivals are more 
able to deliver to the performance 
(see How It Compares box out). 

This ballistic edge isn’t really what 
the Valore 425 Plus is about, though. 
It has the composure and low-end 
articulation to handle fast material 
without making a mess of it while 
its talents are much more readily 
appreciated with more relaxed tempo 
pieces. Blue Ridge Mountains by 
Fleet Foxes is wonderfully tangible 
and the way that the Gold Note 
handles vocals is very compelling. 
The defi nition and body that it gives 
Robin Pecknold’s lyrics is genuinely 
impressive for a relatively sanely 
priced turntable. As before, the 
emphasis is on the performance as a 
whole, but as vocals are so important 
to this sparse and simple piece, they 
leap out of the mix and front an 
effortlessly three dimensional and 
spacious soundstage. 

The fi nal twist to this is that while 
the Gold Note never fails to sound 
spacious, it is able to balance this 
with an ability to give everything 
you play the correct sense of scale. 
Switch between the enormous 
sweeping vista of M83 to the 
man-and-a-microphone delta blues 
of RL Burnside, and it will fi nd the 
right scale for both without breaking 
into a sweat. 

Conclusion
Perhaps the most fulsome summary I 
can give the Gold Note is that it has 
followed a series of very talented 
(and generally more expensive) 
turntables through the test process 
and not once has it been anything less 
than a pleasure to listen to. Indeed, 
with its speed control, lid and 
fuss-free tonearm, it is charmingly 
hassle free to live with. That it 
combines real-world user friendliness 
with a sonic performance that is 
almost unfailingly impressive means 
that this has to be seen as a very 
capable new arrival. We might well 
be approaching saturation point in 
turntable models, but this newcomer 
is just too good to ignore ●   

Q&A

ES: What benefits do you feel the 
power supply arrangement brings 
to the Valore 425 Plus?  
MA: The Power Width Modulator 
allows the perfect input phase of the 
motor coils, the misalignment of 
which typically generates vibration in 
AC motors. The PWM gives computer 
controlled alignment to create a 
match otherwise unavailable using 
just electronic components.

Do the Valore’s different finishes 
affect the performance of the 
turntable due to the different 
materials in use? 
Yes, indeed. The acrylic sounds 
better being a highly dampening 
material. We designed a leather-
covered MDF plinth because even 
the leather has an effective higher 
dampening result.  

How are the precise locations 
and size of the curved cuts in the 
plinth calculated? 
The cuts stop vibrations from going 
through the plinth and interrupt their 
propagation. The cut must be larger 
than the generated vibration wave to 
be effective and are made at different 
levels over the total diameter of the 
more sensitive parts including the 
platter bearing and the motor. 

The Gold Note range is extensive, is 
there an underlying philosophy that 
links everything together?
We have been designing OEM/ODM 
audio products for the industry for a 
long time. We decided to move into 
our own brand and collected all our 
experience to merge into the same 
sound philosophy with all our items. 
Our goals are to bring detail, 
richness, extension and a balanced 
sound to all our products, which 
some of our Italian partners call 
“modern romantic sound”. I think we 
have a relaxed but powerful and well 
extended and precise sound that 
works easily with all kinds of music. 

Maurizio Aterini
Production engineer, Gold Note

Perhaps the closest 
competitor in ethos is 
Analogue Works’ Zero+ 
(HFC 407). Price rises 
for the Jelco arm 
and Audio-Technica 
cartridge that complete 
the package ensure it is 
fairly closely matched 
to the Gold Note. The 
Analogue Works might 
use outside brands, but 
the effect is similar as 
both offer a compelling 
performance. The final 
choice for a potential 
buyer is whether or not 
the fractionally more 
exciting performance 
of the Analogue Works 
suits them better than 
the superbly refined 
presentation of the 
Valore 425 Plus. If 
practicality is taken 
into account, though, 
both the lid and speed 
control of the Gold Note 
undoubtedly give it a 
performance edge.  

LIKE: Refined and 
cohesive sound; 
features; build quality
DISLIKE: Fractional 
sense of pitch 
instability; lid fouls arm 
WE SAY: A handsome 
turntable that sounds 
excellent across a 
wide variety of material

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

GOLD NOTE   
VALORE 425 PLUS £1,942EXOTICA

The electronic 
speed control is 
a useful addition
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igital audio is full of fast 
changing trends that are 
tricky to pin down. This is 
doubly challenging when 

serious hi-fi  manufacturers want to 
balance audio quality with lifestyle 
convenience in products that will 
stand the test of time. With the new 
X50, the Novafi delity X range seeks 
to cover every conceivable base. 

The X30 (HFC 383) with CD 
ripping, data storage, streaming 
abilities, in-built DAC and 
amplifi cation is arguably all about 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Novafidelity X50
ORIGIN
South Korea
TYPE
Music server, ripper 
and streamer
WEIGHT
12kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
441 x 100 x 330mm
FEATURES
● 1TB SSD storage 
capacity (as tested, 
models available up 
to 12TB HDD) 
● Ethernet 
networking 
(wireless via 
optional dongle)
● Digital inputs: 
3x USB-A ports 
● Digital outputs: 2x 
coaxial; 1x Toslink; 
1x AES; 1x USB-A; 
1x HDMI; 1x RJ45
DISTRIBUTOR
NuNu Distribution
TELEPHONE
0203 5442338
WEBSITE
novafidelity.co.uk

Digital 
delight
Introducing the do-it-all hub for those 
that have an amplifier and DAC already 
in place. Chris Ward plugs and plays

arriving at ‘one-box’ convenience with 
seamless control. The X40 (HFC 399) 
further enhances the DAC, but drops 
the amp for those with their own 
preference of amplifi cation. Here, the 
X50 drops the internal DAC as well 
to create a pure digital transport 
and majors entirely on the quality 
convergence of digital signal handling, 
storage and access. In this respect, the 
X50 can be seen as a digital hub for 
those that already have their amplifi er 
and DAC needs in hand, but are 
seeking extra digital convenience.

Given that it’s a digital-only unit, the 
X50 has some reassuring mass. Build 
feels excellent and the clean lines of 
the thick aluminium fascia are home 
to an on/standby button, volume/
mute control, slot-loading CD, USB 
2.0 input, 178mm colour display 
(1,024 x 600 pixels) and further 
rotary control with buttons to 
navigate on-board menu options. A 
busy but effective remote control 
enables all functions to be accessed 
from a distance, while a dedicated 
app called Novatron X Music is 
recommended to enable control from 
your digital device of choice. Around 
the back the X50 has inputs for 
Gigafast Ethernet, DAB/FM aerial 
and 2x USB Type-A 3.0 inputs while 
digital outputs include a claimed 
shielded USB Type-A 2.0, alongside 
2x coaxial, 1x optical, 1x AES/EBU 
and twin I²S outputs (HDMI and 
RJ45). Twin bays host digital storage 
options up to 12TB via HDD or SSD 
storage up to 1TB, with the option of 
RAID backup for the security conscious. 
Prices start at £1,850 to £2,250 for 
the 1TB SSD variant reviewed here. 
HDD options use more traditional 
disk storage whereas SSD has no 

D

NOVAFIDELITY  
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moving parts, is usually associated 
with lower noise, faster read/write 
speeds and offers greater long-term 
reliability. An IEC power input, 12V 
trigger in/out, HDMI output to 
connect an external display and ‘Word 
clock’ output to synchronise with 
suitable DACs completes connectivity.

The beating heart is a Dual Core 
ARM Cortex A9 processor running at 
1.0GHz using a DDR-1066 1Gb main 
memory and 8Gb of Flash memory 

that claims to process your CDs and 
the following fi le formats: WAV, FLAC, 
ALAC, AIFF, AIF, AAC, APE/CUE, 
M4A, MP3, WMA, Ogg Vorbis, PCM, 
M3U and PLS. HD WAV and FLAC 
fi les are supported up to 24-bit/ 
192kHz through all outputs, with 
DXD up to 24-bit/352.8kHz and 
DSD256 output via USB. 
Furthermore, there’s a DAB/FM tuner, 
browser to access internet radio and 
UPnP (DLNA) functionality so that 
music fi les elsewhere on your 
network can be played. The unit 
claims to be Roon ready, with 
streaming support for Spotify 

Connect, Tidal, Deezer and Qobuz, 
and we’re told MQA may become 
available via future fi rmware updates.

If the long list of functionality leaves 
you reeling, at its simplest the 
combination of processing power, 
display screen, expandable storage 
and myriad digital formats and 
connections means that the X50 
can be seen as an optimised audio 
computer, but without the DAC. 

I plumb it in with my home Ethernet, 
DAB aerial and memory stick inputs, 
taking outputs via a Missing Link 
Dark Art Coaxial and The Chord 
Company Silverline Plus USB cable 
(HFC 407) to a Veracity Audio Mystra 
tube DAC (HFC 416) feeding an 
analogue output to a Hegel Röst 
integrated amplifi er (HFC 418) with a 
Shanling CD-T100 transport on hand 
for comparison purposes.

Set up is painless. The large, vivid 
colour display guides all main menu 
options and the X50 quickly accesses 
its own on-board music database of 
stored tracks preinstalled for the 

review, as well as my own networked 
music. The Setup option enables me 
to confi rm important audio options; 
the coaxial output is activated, all 
data feeds are optimised, and the 
Mystra DAC is selected as my chosen 
USB device. I rip a couple of CDs 
at high quality, which immediately 
appear in the database and the X 
Music app I download to my iPad. 
In short, it turns on, does what you 
expect it to do and makes music 
quickly. For anyone that’s a slight 
technophobe, this feels very logical 
and intuitive and I only occasionally 
fi nd myself turning to the extensive 
online user guide for help.

While it has in-built controls and 
a busy remote, I suspect that some 
customers will use a tablet or 
smartphone to control the X50, so 
that they can tuck the unit out of the 
way. In this respect, the screen could 
be seen as redundant, but the way 
it displays album artwork and fi le 
details is so eye catching, I’d proudly 
have it on show. 

Sound quality
The X50 gives you the choice of 
ripping entire albums or individual 
tracks, with extra options around 
ripping speed and fi le format. This 
way purists can avoid any fi le 
compression and those with vast 
music collections can choose to trade 
some quality for smaller fi les. I play 
Romeo And Juliet by Passenger as a 
freshly ripped WAV fi le from a CD and 
the album artwork appears on the 
X50’s screen and on the app on my 
iPad. The opening fi nger-picked 
guitar is rich and clean, revealing 
a slightly darker backdrop than 
the same track spun live on CD. 
Passenger’s sultry voice comes in and 
his intimate delivery is portrayed with 
great subtly within a very convincing 
soundstage. The performance is 
similar to my dedicated CD transport, 
but the delivery feels more assured 

NOVAFIDELITY  
X50 £2,250 

Tone feels very 
balanced and is far 
more engaging than 
many digital sources
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

and allows extra fi ne textures and 
tiny nuances in the vocal performance 
to shine more clearly in a way that 
also makes timing feel very natural 
and relaxed. Tone feels very balanced, 
with a lovely fl ow that is far more 
engaging than many digital sources 
that I have heard. 

The Airable Internet Radio menu 
option makes it easy to search, fi nd 
and play my favourite station – Radio 
Paradise. Sound quality is superior to 
my usual Squeezebox source, with 
music feeling less compressed and 
far closer to CD quality, while Bill 
Goldsmith’s wry and insightful 
introductions have a wonderful 
warmth and three dimensionality.

I play a 24/192 FLAC fi le of The 
Race by Yello using the USB output to 
feed the Mystra DAC. The opening 
growl of car racing between the 
speakers has a wonderful rasp. This 
track showcases complex rhythms 
and dense textures and the X50 does 
a fi ne job of communicating this 
complexity in a very compelling 
manner. Deep bass is extended but 
clean and textured, while funky 
guitar riffs and layers of agile 
percussion positively bristle with 
treble that feels laser fast but sweet 
and transparent. Timing is spot on 
again, helping this potentially edgy 
and turbulent track fl ow in a natural 
way that means I’m swept along by 
the music, but also able to luxuriate 
in the superb production. 

While some audio qualities are 
conveyed by your DAC of choice, the 
signal created and replayed by the 
X50 feels relaxed and very assured, 
with a hear-through transparency that 
possibly feeds my DAC with a better 
diet than it had before. I’ve not hit 
any major technical snags, but as with 
any advanced digital setup, auditioning 
the X50 with your own DAC will 

confi rm the seamless integration you 
seek between your chosen sources 
and decoding preferences.

Conclusion
The X50 is a multi-talented digital 
transport that will appeal to those 
that want a simple but high-quality 
way to converge all their digital music 
into a single box, but don’t wish to 
pay for an integrated DAC. Given the 
fast rate of change in DAC processing, 
quality and prices, this could be a 
smart option. For an advanced 
machine, it is refreshingly easy to set 
up and use. The ability to choose 
between fi les stored on internal 
drives, a memory stick, your local 
network, DAB or streamed providers 
is very simple. In particular, the music 
database interface is fast, slick and 
simple to search. It feels more 
convenient than accessing a separate 
NAS and I sense many customers will 
be picking the X50 as a signifi cant 
audio and convenience step up from 
a laptop and NAS. Sound quality is 
more engaging than many digital 
solutions, confi rming this is a refi ned, 
well-implemented digital source that 
will make the most of your DAC ●

Q&A

CW: Can you talk us through the 
design ambition?  
AS: I have worked closely with Nam 
Koh (CEO of Novatron) to meet the 
needs of customers that want simple, 
elegant, futureproof solutions that 
work brilliantly but don’t compromise 
on quality. In the X50 we have 
created a top-quality digital transport 
capable of handling all of the latest 
audio formats while delivering 
excellent performance and usability 
with top-tier features all within high-
end casework at a sensible price. 
We want people to have a far better 
experience of digital music in 
ways that makes the most of 
their existing system.

What has been done to enhance 
quality inside and out?
We have paid a great deal of attention 
to quality power supplies for each 
section of the X50. Significant 
shielding minimises interference 
and distortion and the use of four 
layer boards has enabled short signal 
paths, further enhanced by the use 
of high-quality capacitors and diodes. 
Many components are of a far higher 
quality than might be found in 
comparable products. We have also 
taken care around isolating key areas 
from vibration. CNC machining and a 
crisp display ensure a high standard 
of finish you’ll want to show off.

What would you say are the X50’s 
main strengths?
The X50 enables users to play what 
they want, how they want, at high 
quality, without complexity. They can 
select how they wish to use storage, 
configuring one bay for a RAID 
backup or use one HDD for storage 
and maybe another SDD for 
playback. Furthermore, the extensive 
connectivity means you can retain 
any NAS in your network while 
adding streaming services, DAB and 
internet radio. It plugs in and plays 
straight out of the box, but highly 
understandable user options are 
there to help customers obtain the 
best possible results in their system. 
The dedicated X Music app then 
makes the X50 a delight to use.

Anthony Sallis
Technical Director, NuNu Distribution

NOVAFIDELITY  
X50 £2,250 

This is a fast moving 
market with an 
increasing array of 
complex specifications 
and changing prices, 
so do your homework 
around exactly what 
digital features you 
require. Competitive 
products like the Lumin 
U1, Innous Zenith Mk.II, 
Melco N1AH60/2 (p16) 
and options from Plato 
all have virtues you may 
seek. An audition 
with your own DAC is 
preferable, as well as 
getting hands on with 
any recommended 
control apps. At this 
point you may come to 
the conclusion – like I 
have – that the X50 
strikes a great balance 
between quality sonics, 
excellent build and 
storage and simple 
usability that 
represents very strong 
value for money indeed. 

LIKE: Easy set up; 
transparent sound; 
storage options; 
build; connectivity   
DISLIKE: Demands 
a quality DAC 
WE SAY: Optimised 
digital audio for those 
with a system they 
already love 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

REVIEWS

The display is so 
large and vivid 
you’ll want to 
show off the X50 



Distributed exclusively in the UK by SCV Distribution 

Please call for information on becoming an authorised  

dealer, or to find your nearest dealer on 03301 222500

www.scvdistribution.co.uk



REVIEWS

50 JUNE 2017

REVIEWS TANNOY   
MERCURY 7.4 £500



REVIEWS

JUNE 2017 51

n unsettled times, which 
they have been for Tannoy 
of late, there has to be 
something reassuring 

about having a well-loved name on 
side. For this 90-year-old Scottish 
speaker maker, Mercury has the ring 
of a mass-market winner. It used 
to mark the entry-level spot where 
affordability met sonic talent for 
many an aspiring young audiophile, 
me included. The pair of standmounts 
I used in my ‘basement system’ I 
remember with strong affection. But 
that was a long time ago and the 

Mercury lineup has undergone many 
changes, as well as handing over 
entry-level duties to the Eclipse range. 

Now in its seventh generation, 
Mercury 7 may have moved a little 
up market and look smarter, but 
delivering a decent bang for your 
buck remains a core aspiration – 
albeit with a little more style than 
was always the case. No more visible 
mounting bolts holding the drivers in 
place, for instance, while the Tannoy 
logo incorporated on the tweeter 
body is another slick touch.

We were rather taken with the 
Mercury 7.2 – the larger of the two 
standmounts in the range – which 
earned a recommendation for its big, 
generous yet sprightly and insightful 
sound back in HFC 410. Now it’s the 
turn of the fl oorstanding Mercury 7.4 
and, straight out of the carton, it’s 
clear that the high-value ethos is alive 
and kicking. It’s an impressively beefy 
tower standing as tall as my resident 
£3k DALI Rubicon 6 (HFC 399) large 
listening room reference and casting a 
long shadow over the relatively titchy 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Tannoy Mercury 7.4
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
2-way floorstanding 
loudspeaker
WEIGHT
15kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
314 x 955 x 308mm
FEATURES
● 1x 28mm polyester 
dome tweeter
● 2x 178mm multi-
fibre mid/bass unit
● Quoted sensitivity: 
93dB/1W/1m
DISTRIBUTOR
Music Group 
Innovation SC Ltd.
TELEPHONE
01236 420199
WEBSITE
tannoy.co.uk

Steady 
Mercury
Recent upheavals at Tannoy look to the 
future, but David Vivian wonders if a new 
spin on a past master can steady the boat

£550 Monitor Audio Bronze 5 (HFC 
402) I’ve pulled out of the store room 
for comparison later. 

Perhaps ‘elegant’ isn’t the word, but 
the 44-litre enclosures feel chunky 
and well made and, with plenty of 
strategic internal bracing, are the 
most ‘acoustically neutral’ to date 
for the Mercury series, according 
to Tannoy. There are three fi nishes: 
black oak, light oak and, as supplied 
for review, walnut. The result is 
neatly executed, if not quite up to 
the exceptionally classy standard 
of the smaller Monitor Audio. 

Clearly designed to a brief with 
larger rooms in mind and a degree of 
clear space in which to operate, it has 
two rear-fi ring refl ex ports, so close 
boundary placement isn’t really an 
option, though if it’s necessary to 
compromise, foam bungs are supplied 
to cut down the ports’ output. Whip 
off the peg-attached grilles and, 
unusually for a budget-priced speaker, 
its three drivers are arranged in a 
D’Appolito confi guration with the 
tweeter in the middle – the aim being 
superior dispersion characteristics 
through the ear-sensitive crossover 
region resulting in a broader sweet 
spot to render the listening position 
less critical, highlighting the speaker’s 
suitability for larger rooms.

The drivers themselves are all-new 
designs. The tweeter uses a soft 
woven polyester dome, coated with a 
micro layer of nitro-urethane and has 
a powerful neodymium motor. The 
lamination process is said to dampen 
the dome, pushing its break-up 
frequencies beyond the audio range. 
The midbass drivers use Tannoy’s 
smoothly profi led multi-fi bre paper 
pulp cones, which are said to be light 
and stiff and claimed to deliver deeper, 
punchier bass than previous designs. 
The new half-roll rubber surrounds 
help here, providing the required 
excursion without over damping the 
cone. And with a claimed peak power 

handling of 300W and 93dB effi ciency, 
it’s fair to say that loudness won’t 
be a problem, even for less than 
muscle-bound amps. Tannoy claims 
that the frequency response goes 
all the way from a trouser-fl apping 
32Hz to a bat-worrying 32kHz via a 
second order low pass, third order 
high pass bi-wired crossover, which 
crosses over at 2.4kHz.  

The big Mercury 7.4 might appeal 
to valve amp users keen to squeak 
every last drop of sonic goodness 
from a tight budget. In which case, 
they won’t be disappointed with 
Tannoy’s assertion that high-tolerance 
components, including quality 
capacitors and low-loss, laminated 
iron core inductors, feature in the 
crossovers – or that high-purity 
silver-plated oxygen-free copper 
cabling is used throughout. Tannoy 
has also developed something called 
DMT (differential materials 
technology), which claims to dampen 
unwanted vibrations and is used in 
the ‘cabinet-to-driver interface’ and 
crossover component mounting.

Sound quality
My resident large listening room 
receiver, Musical Fidelity’s kW250S, 
has both valves in the preamp section 
and continuous solid-state driving 
power close to the Mercury 7.4’s peak 
limit so I go easy with the volume 
control, and for the most part they 
get on just famously. 

The Mercury 7.4 
sounds big, bassy 
and eff ortlessly 
room filling

The seventh-gen 
Mercury speaker 
is smarter than 
previous models

I
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LIKE: Big, warm, room-
filling sound that aims 
to please
DISLIKE: Some rivals 
offer superior levels 
of both transparency 
and precision 
WE SAY: Do audition 
first. If you like what it 
does, it’s great value

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

HOW IT 
COMPARES

What’s remarkable – to me at any 
rate – is that, in terms of tonal colour 
and a generous, easy going musicality, 
I’m sure I can hear the same basic 
deal offered by my old Mercury S 
standmounts from 30 years ago, and 
it’s a very likeable thing.

But before we go any further, let’s 
get a few issues out of the way. First, 
the Mercury 7.4 demands an awful 
lot of running in. My review sample 
is supplied box fresh and needs three 
days of constant use before it properly 
settles down. Also, it’s far from 
textbook, even by the fairly relaxed 
standards of the budget fl oorstander 
market. But it does have some very 
attractive qualities that fi t comfortably 
with its obvious desire to be a bit of a 
crowd pleaser and, given its intended 
market, that’s no bad thing.

So, for a start, it sounds big, bassy 
and effortlessly room fi lling – this 
with the Musical Fidelity barely 
ticking over. Goldfrapp can always be 
relied on for a decent low-frequency 
workout and Anymore, the opening 
track from the duo’s latest album, 
Silver Eye, provides just that, and 
some. With the Mercury 7.4 pulled 
about a metre clear of side and back 
walls and toed-in just a tad, there’s 
certainly no shortage of depth and 
power here. Is it the tautest and most 
articulate bass you’ll ever hear from a 
circa-£500 fl oorstander? No. A quick 

run through with the Bronze 5 brings 
a better sense of grip and agility to 
proceedings. But the Tannoy does 
have a sumptuous, well-upholstered 
quality that the Monitor Audio can’t 
quite manage to summon up.

The treble’s clean, too, and displays 
the hallmarks of genuine smooth 
extension – that is, it doesn’t draw 
attention to itself by sounding 
obviously bright and is free from 
graininess and glare. The Bronze 5’s 
ceramic metal dome boasts similar 
high-frequency reach and sounds 
slightly more detailed and open, 
although tonally I’d say that the 
Mercury has the more natural 
textures – by a small margin. 

Imaging is interesting. Once again, 
the Mercury 7.4 doesn’t have the 
pin-sharp focus of the Monitor Audio, 
but recordings often sound airier and 
more relaxed. Take that Linn label 
favourite Eye Witness from jazz pianist 
David Newton and collaborators – 
Dave Green on double bass and Allan 
Ganley on drums. With the Bronze 5, 
players and instruments assume a 
tangible presence in the room, with 
the Tannoy everything is a little bit 
more diffuse – but it’s a bigger, more 
atmospheric room and a more 
immersive, if somewhat less 
rhythmically persuasive, performance. 
By most regular metrics, the MA is the 
better speaker, but most of the time 
the big Tannoy is just as much fun.

Conclusion
Some easy-on-the-wallet speakers try 
hard to bring a taste of the high life to 
the party. The MA Bronze 5 is a good 
example, well able to refl ect the 
benefi ts expensive upstream kit can 
give, thanks to its basic transparency 
and control. The Tannoy Mercury 7.4 
is more of a fun-loving proposition 
that isn’t very ‘hi-fi ’ but aims to give 
listeners a good time all the same and 
in that respect it’s a welcome chip off 
the old Mercury block ●

Q&A

DV: Has there been a conscious 
effort to preserve a Mercury ‘family 
sound’ over the years? 
JOC: It is always our goal to remain 
true to the Tannoy sound. We’re 
proud that our speakers have a 
characteristic sound, enjoyed and 
appreciated by Tannoy fans, and 
often commended by the wider hi-fi 
press and community. Maintaining 
and improving this is important for 
the brand heritage and key for 
providing customers with the Tannoy 
experience. Creating your own, 
distinctive sound is an art and we 
like to think Tannoy does this well.
 
Why did you opt for the D’Appolito 
configuration for the drivers?
The nature of the D’Appolito 
configuration means the far-field 
representation of the near-field 
response makes for a versatile home 
speaker. This design means the 
Mercury 7.4 opens up your potential 
for a larger sweet spot in a 
conventional living room space. 
The presentation is typically forward 
but with good balance, due to the 
considered driver design too.

We appreciate that not all Mercury 
buyers will have dedicated listening 
rooms, so this means great 
performance with minimal 
requirement to alter room layout and 
sofa positioning both in stereo and 
home theatre applications.

How do the new drive units improve 
on their predecessors? 
The multi-fibre cone is a specially 
treated, traditional paper cone. It’s 
both lightweight and rigid, which are 
ideal principles in cone design. This is 
complemented by a half-roll rubber 
surround, which means we get high-
excursion and enhanced freedom 
from a stiff, lightweight cone.

We also enhanced midrange 
performance by removing the dust 
caps found on the Mercury V4 driver. 
This removes any unwanted peaks 
in the mid-high range, as there is 
no gap or space for the small but 
potentially nasty resonances, 
which are a distinct possibility in 
dust cap-equipped drivers.

Jamie O’Callaghan
Customer solutions manager, 
Music Group Innovation

TANNOY   
MERCURY 7.4 £500

The comparison with 
Monitor Audio’s smaller, 
slimmer but £50 more 
expensive Bronze 5 
(HFC 402) is instructive, 
clearly pointing out, in 
hi-fi terms, where the 
Mercury 7.4 deviates 
from the targets it 
might be expected to 
hit, yet at the same 
time confounding 
them by delivering 
such a big-hearted and 
musically enjoyable 
performance. If you can 
stretch to £599, ELAC’s 
Debut F5 (HFC 411) 
similarly favours scale, 
bass and having a good 
time over explicit clarity 
and forensic detail so 
make sure to audition 
before you commit. 
Q Acoustics’ £500 
3050 (HFC 398) is a 
formidably talented 
design as well that 
shouldn’t be left off 
of any serious shortlist.
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T+A elektroakustik GmbH & Co. KG · Planckstraße 9 – 11 · 32052 Herford · +49 (0)5221-7676-0 · info@ta-hifi.com · www.ta-hifi.com

Hand built in Germany, the MP 3100 HV from T+A is available in the UK now.

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

Kog Audio

PO Box 5260 · Coventry CV4 0GB

Office:    +44 (0)24 7722 0650

Email:    info@kogaudio.com

Web:      www.kogaudio.com

The back panel shows that the MP 3100 HV 

is a true all-rounder: High-End analogue 

outputs in symmetrical (XLR) or asym-

metrical (RCA) form, LAN, WLAN and USB 

ports, digital tuner, FD 100 radio remote 

control handset, Bluetooth aerial and Digi-

tal Connecting Board with seven inputs for 

external sources. There are separate mains 

sockets for analogue and digital mains 

sections.

MP 3100 HV
The brilliant all-rounder

The MP 3100 HV is our latest and finest multi-source player. Its brilliant design philosophy enables the machine 

to reproduce virtually every imaginable source in totally High-End quality. It is equipped with an SACD / CD drive 

which is a completely new development, and also features our latest streaming client, an outstanding digital tuner 

offering FM, FM-HD and DAB+ capability, an aptX™ Bluetooth module and a digital input board with seven profes-

sional inputs. The converters are unique: DSD signals up to DSD 512 are converted in native form by the T+A True 

1-Bit converter, while PCM signals up to 384 kSps are handled by the T+A double-differential quadruple converter.
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ow times change! I can 
vividly remember the 
launch of the Exposure X, 
way back in the late 

eighties. It was something of a big 
deal back in those days among those 
of us that followed British hi-fi  closely. 
Exposure, lest we forget, had made 
something of a name for itself during 
that decade for extremely large, 
powerful and punchy solid-state 
pre and power amplifi cation. Many 
people bought them to drive Linn 
Isobariks, for example, which were 
not exactly an easy load. Yet then 
came along the company’s fi rst ever 
integrated, selling for around £400 
in 1988. How we all marvelled at the 
prospect of owning something with 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Exposure XM5 
ORIGIN
UK
TYPE
Integrated amplifier
WEIGHT
5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
218 x 89 x 363mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 60W 
RMS (8ohm)
● Analogue inputs: 
RCA line; AV bypass; 
MM phono
● Digital inputs: 
USB-B; 2x Toslink; 
2x BNC coaxial
● Preamplifier out 
DISTRIBUTOR
Exposure 
Electronics Ltd. 
TELEPHONE
01273 423877
WEBSITE
exposurehifi.com

Little 
wonder 
Don’t be fooled by its petite exterior, this 
new integrated may be small in stature but 
it’s certainly not in sound, says David Price

the infamous brand name on it, that 
was so small and room friendly. 

All of which goes to highlight just 
how much the hi-fi  world has moved 
on a generation or so later. The XM5 
you see here is half the size of the 
classic X, and yet it is considerably 
more versatile. Interestingly however 
– unlike manufacturers such as Cyrus 
– the company hasn’t gone down the 
Class D route to get the amplifi er to 
deliver decent amounts of power 
from its diminutive dimensions. 
Indeed, this integrated is ‘old-school’ 
Class AB, putting out a claimed 60W 
RMS per channel into 8ohm. When 
you listen to it, that doesn’t seem a 
wildly unrealistic claim, either. The 
XM5 doesn’t even use MOSFET power 

modules, relying instead on good 
old-fashioned bipolar output 
transistors – in this case from Toshiba, 
a brand which is synonymous with 
reliability and consistency. Exposure 
says that Class AB via discrete 
transistors is its speciality, so why 
change? As the company’s full-size 
separates have already demonstrated, 
excellent sound quality can be 
achieved this way. I am a big fan of 
the 2010S2 integrated (HFC 401), 
and the XM5 shares much of its DNA.

To wit, it has an ‘as large as the case 
will permit’ 200VA custom-made 
toroidal power transformer delivering 
the juice, with cascode circuitry for 
improved power supply immunity. 
The transformer is bolted to the 
aluminium casework, alongside the 
main circuit board with its high-
quality resistors and capacitors. The 
preamplifi er section has its own rear 
panel output via a pair of RCA 
sockets, and there’s a direct fi xed 
level AV input. Alongside this, there’s 
a moving-magnet phono section 
(quoted sensitivity is 2.5mV), and 
another line input. There’s also a 
Wolfson DAC fi tted under the hood, 
with two BNC inputs, two Toslink 
optical and one Class 2 USB input. 
The latter allows PCM up to 24/192 
and DSD64 while the remaining digital 
inputs run PCM-only up to 32/192. 

In use, the Exposure is easy enough 
to fathom. Because there’s only the 

H
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space on the extruded aluminium 
front panel, there’s no room for a 
rotary input control, so instead input 
selection is done with left/right push 
buttons with LEDs to denote the 
source. In these days of OLED 
displays, it all feels a bit nineties 
when it comes to operation, although 
it works perfectly well. The volume 
control and switchgear have a fairly 
smooth and slick action, although 
they’re not in the Marantz league 
when it comes to silkiness. The 
supplied remote control wins no 
prizes for ergonomics, and feels 
rather plasticky, but it does the job. 

The BNC sockets fi tted to the rear 
panel in lieu of standard RCA digital 
coaxials are chosen – says Exposure 
– for sound quality reasons, but many 
buyers will fi nd themselves needing 
to buy an adapter. 

Sound quality
For someone that has spent time with 
the full-size Exposure 2010S2, the 
XM5 is – as George W Bush liked to 
say – “deja vu all over again”. There’s 
something eerily familiar about its 
character, just as you’d expect 
considering that the XM5 is basically 
a 2010S2 that has shrunk in the wash. 

Sonically it’s only a little less large 
and fractionally less juicy. It has a 
rich, powerful and musical sound that 
really does the business in terms of 
rhythm. Every type of music that you 

put through this amplifi er sounds 
bouncy, like its got springs in its soles. 
Having just played with a very good 
integrated at twice the price, I am 
surprised to discover that the XM5 
sounds better in many ways. It’s not 
perfect, of course, but it searches out 
the musicality of any recording like a 
heat-seeking missile.

Take The Orb’s Little Fluffy Clouds, 
for example. This is a classic piece of 
early ambient house and is basically 
sampled lyrics set over a sparse beat, 
with various synthesiser doodlings 
accompanying it. The XM5 locks onto 
the interplay between the bass line, 
snares and hi-hat (all electronic, of 
course) instantly and frames the 
whole song around this. It’s amazing 
just how fl at this track can be through 
most integrateds at this price, but the 
Exposure absolutely transforms 
things. Indeed it is good dynamically 
– especially with those small accents 
that really make the mix come alive. 
In terms of overall power and 
absolute dynamics it is obviously 
limited and it runs out of puff at high 
volume levels in a large room – but 
very few will be using it in this way. 
For most listening, most of the time, 
it’s more than punchy enough and the 
sheer brio with which it makes music 
creates the illusion of it being far 
more powerful than it really is.

One of the key aspects of this is the 
bass. The XM5 is well endowed low 
down – all the more so considering 
its small size. It feels like a miniature 
‘muscle amp’, rather than an 
asset-stripped larger one. The Orb’s 
thumping baselines are wonderfully 
gutsy, the Exposure giving a barrel-
chested sort of presentation that 
belies its diddy dimensions. True, it’s 
just a tad loose compared with some 
other full-size integrateds, but not 
much, and the apparent ease with 
which it can summon the pump to 
make things really hit home is most 
satisfying. This is no less apparent 
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when I switch to some fulsome, 
sumptuous sounding jazz funk 
courtesy of James Taylor Quartet’s 
Keep The Dream Alive. It’s a great 
mid-noughties Acid Jazz recording 
and very warm sounding. The XM5 
carries it with great skill, really 
throwing the listener right into the 
music in a immersive and engrossing 
way. Bass is powerful, fl uid and 
tuneful, and again my ear is drawn to 
the stick work of the drummer, as the 
snare punches the song along. The 
cymbals sound beautiful for an 
amplifi er of this price, very silky and 

sweet – shimmering nicely in the 
warm glow of this exquisite recording.

This track does, however, bring one 
particular characteristic of the XM5’s 
performance to my attention. This 
isn’t meant as a criticism bearing in 
mind its affordable price tag – more 
of an observation. While the amp 
sets up a nice, wide soundstage and 
pushes instruments confi dently out 
of the loudspeakers, it doesn’t do 
particularly well when it comes to 
depth perspective. There’s quite a 
two-dimensional sound, the XM5 
not really serving up the cave-like 
recorded acoustic that some more 
expensive designs manage to muster. 
In this, it’s quite like the 2010S2 – 
and simply proof that it’s mortal like 
the rest of us. The XM5 sound is 
very much about power, punch, 
rhythm and tonal richness – but it 
doesn’t really major on recreating 
huge recorded acoustics.  

The Rhythm Divine by The 
Associates is next on; this is a classic 
piece of late eighties synthesised pop 
that has a big sound that the XM5 

CONNECTIONS

Sonically it’s only a 
little less large and 
fractionally less juicy 
than the 2010S2

The downside of 
those reduced 
dimensions is 
there’s no room 
for a display
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XM5 £1,236
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

appears to enjoy recreating. It pushes 
far out stage left and right, and that 
strong, grumbling bass underwrites 
the proceedings beautifully. Here you 
can really appreciate its fi ne tonality; 
although a little on the warm side, 
it’s not syrupy enough to lose the 
strikingly distinctive sound of singer 
Billy Mackenzie’s voice. Many 
amplifi ers at this price can descend 
into hardness with this, but not the 
Exposure – which carries it with a 
pleasing purity of tone. This amp 
reveals itself to be good at detail too, 

throwing out a very fair sprinkling, 
which makes the song seem all the 
more alive. Interestingly, on lesser 
integrateds, this track can turn into 
something of a dirge, plodding 
along in a somewhat frumpy way 
rhythmically. Needless to say, this 
isn’t the case here as the XM5 offers 
up a really engrossing and truly 
arresting rendition. 

In absolute terms, the Exposure isn’t 
the best integrated that money can 
buy of course, but the great thing is 
that it covers its tracks so well. You 
can put pretty much any type of 
music on – across all of its sources – 
and it sounds really good. Both 
the DAC and moving-magnet inputs 
are not there just to make up the 
numbers, and this makes the overall 
package even better value for money. 

Although it is lacking in absolute 
clarity and doesn’t have the spatial 
accuracy of some of its rivals, it never 
fails to turn in a rich, warm, pleasing 
sound that gets right into the musical 
groove and never lets go.  

Conclusion
This is very much an audiophile 
integrated amplifi er that just happens 
to be small, rather than a ‘lifestyle’ 
product masquerading as separates 
hi-fi . Sonically it owes very much 
to the full-size Exposure amplifi ers, 
which means that it has a great start 
in life. It’s surprisingly versatile too, 
and nicely presented. 

My only gripe is that it’s not quite 
as ergonomically pure or as pretty 
as some other half-width designs 
currently available, such as the Cyrus 
ONE (HFC 417). Although not in 
any way ugly, it’s no looker. If this 
isn’t an issue for you, then you will 
be charmed by the new Exposure 
XM5 – it’s a joy to set ears on ●

Q&A

DP: What type of buyer would you 
say the XM5 is aimed at? 
DD: This new compact Exposure 
amplifier has been designed for 
buyers who want a unit that can 
do most things, without taking up 
the same amount of room as 
conventional hi-fi separates. These 
days, many modern hi-fi users do 
not want a living room or office full 
of boxes. It’s half-width because a 
full-width unit is too big for some 
and a small unit is more flexible 
for positioning. Still, the smaller 
dimensions of the unit do not 
compromise performance.  

What is the design philosophy 
behind the XM5? 
The circuitry is based partly on the 
popular Exposure 2010S2 integrated 
amplifier – which is the staple of our 
separates range – but it necessarily 
has a lower power output due to the 
space constraints of the case. We 
have chosen a conventional Class 
AB design, and use discrete power 
output transistors instead of 
MOSFETs. We believe this to sound 
better – indeed all our amplifiers 
except for the original 2010 have 
been bipolar from day one, and it 
works very well for us. 

The digital section is based on the 
2010S2’s DSD DAC; it uses the 
respected Wolfson WM8742 chip, 
which has a fine reputation for sound 
quality across a wide range of source 
material in both PCM and DSD. The 
power supply uses a high-quality 
toroidal transformer; we get good 
performance from these and 
therefore see no real reason to 
change things.

Are there more XMs coming out? 
Later this year will see the new XM9 
mono power amplifier, and matching 
XM7 preamplifier launched. 
Alongside the existing XM5 
integrated amplifier, that will make a 
total of four components in the range 
as there is a partnering XM3 phono 
stage already available offering high 
quality sound from both moving-coil 
and moving-magnet cartridges.

David Denyer  
Exposure Hi-Fi PR 

Costing £700, the 
Cyrus ONE (HFC 417) 
is a good deal cheaper 
than the Exposure XM5 
and wouldn’t normally 
be considered a rival. 
Yet it sounds excellent 
at its price, and is a 
feature-packed half-
width integrated 
amplifier from a brand 
that’s been around 
nearly as long as 
Exposure. It shows 
up the XM5 for its 
relatively poor 
ergonomics; the 
Exposure isn’t bad but 
the Cyrus is superb. 
Also, it sports a 
Bluetooth input – 
hardly the last word in 
sound, but very handy. 
Sonically, it’s a fair way 
behind as you’d expect, 
but still turns in a big, 
punchy and enjoyable 
sound. It’s not the equal 
of the XM5, but then 
few small amps are.

The XM5 sound is 
all about power, 
punch, rhythm 
and tonal richness

The XM5 is half 
the size of 
Exposure’s 
classic X amp

EXPOSURE
XM5 £1,236REVIEWS

LIKE: Wonderfully 
musical sound for 
its size and price 
DISLIKE: Not really 
an ergonomic or 
aesthetic triumph   
WE SAY: Excellent, 
fully featured compact 
integrated amplifier  

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Yamaha WXAD-10  
ORIGIN
China 
TYPE
Music streamer
WEIGHT
226g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
130 x 45 x 106mm
FEATURES
● Wi-fi and Ethernet 
streaming up to 
24/192 
● Outputs: 1x RCA; 
1x 3.5mm socket 
● Streaming 
services supported: 
Spotify; Tidal; 
Qobuz; Deezer; 
Napster; internet 
radio 
● AirPlay; aptX 
Bluetooth
DISTRIBUTOR
Yamaha UK   
TELEPHONE
01908 366700
WEBSITE
uk.yamaha.com

Casting 
the net
Designed to bring more devices into the 
MusicCast fold, Ed Selley thinks the 
WXAD-10 has more tricks up its sleeve

amaha’s MusicCast 
networking system 
remains extremely 
ambitious in scope, and by 

including software in a variety of 
products it is possible to integrate 
with entertainment setups around the 
home. But like most setups of this 
type, MusicCast will struggle to talk 
to an older system with no direct 
need for a whole new MusicCast 
component. It’s into this gap that the 
WXAD-10 neatly slots. 

Described as a MusicCast adapter, it 
can be attached to any device with a 
line input so that it can access the 
same central server of music as any 
other MusicCast component and it 
will appear as a selectable room 
within the MusicCast app. In addition 
to UPnP media, Qobuz, Spotify, Napster 
and Juke streaming services are 
included, while Tidal joins the roster 
later in the year. Additionally, you get 
AirPlay, Bluetooth and internet radio 
plus the ability to hook up to other 
MusicCast hubs on the same network.  

In terms of connectivity you get the 
choice of a wired or wireless network 
connection, RCA analogue output and 
auxiliary jack – the latter being fi tted 
with a view to the WXAD-10 being 
connected to the very large number of 
Yamaha electric pianos on the market. 

Disappointingly, there isn’t a digital 
output and there is no way of varying 
the output level – so the group 
volume option on the MusicCast app 
won’t work. The information that the 
WXAD-10 can supply without the app 
is limited to just three small white 
lights, making app access pretty much 
essential for operation. 

While this might be an annoyance 
for people going all in on a Yamaha 
multi-room system, the WXAD-10 
does look pretty impressive judged 
as a standalone unit. This is a lot of 
functionality for £150 and excellent 
value for anyone wanting to look at 
network audio, even if they don’t go 
on to buy other bits of MusicCast 
gear. The decent app and simple 
setup are also going to be enticing for 
those getting started with streaming.

Sound quality
Listening to the 16/44.1 rip of Yello’s 
Baby, the performance is refi ned and 
controlled but not to the point where 
it sounds dull or curtailed. Boris 
Blank’s trademark vocals in Jungle Bill 
are textured and believable and there 
is an impressive sense of space to the 
performance. The recording is slightly 
lightweight, but the Yamaha does a 
good job of creating a little low-end 
heft where appropriate. 

Give it something with genuinely 
deep bass like Boards of Canada’s 
Telephasic Workshop and the 
WXAD-10 is a strong performer. 
Compared with the considerably 
more expensive Arcam rPlay 
(overleaf), it might not go quite as 
deep or dig out as much information 
from the lower registers, but it gets 
commendably close. The smoothness 
of the upper registers can mean that 
it lacks a little bite and attack, but the 
positive to this is that the WXAD-10 
is extremely hard to provoke into 
sounding thin or harsh, even with 
poor recordings. Compressed services 
like Spotify and internet radio also 
manage to sound good. 

Perhaps more importantly, the 
Yamaha manages to sound fun and 
engaging. It succeeds in getting the 
head nodding along nicely to the 
almost square dance rhythm of Lisa 
Hannigan’s Knots and even with 
complex and high-speed material 
it’s able to sound controlled and well 
defi ned in a way that draws you into 
the fl ow of the music. 

High-resolution material doesn’t 
yield night-and-day improvements in 
the overall performance as we might 
have hoped, but a 24/96 download 
of Mark Knopfl er’s Privateering 
is impressively rich and natural 
sounding with his trademark vocals 
sounding weighty and detailed. 

Conclusion
It is the strength of the audio 
performance that really marks the 
WXAD-10 out as more than a mere 
MusicCast accessory. It delivers on 
its stated design function well and 
ensures it is easier and more cost 
effective to go full multi-room with 
Yamaha than it is with most competing 
systems. When viewed as a standalone 
product, meanwhile, it also makes a 
lot of sense. This is a well-specifi ed 
and easy to use little box that delivers 
a very satisfying musical performance 
for not a lot of money ●     

YAMAHA   
WXAD-10 £150

Y 

LIKE: Refined yet 
engaging sound; 
excellent features; 
good price  
DISLIKE: Limited 
connectivity; dull looks 
WE SAY: As a 
MusicCast add-on or 
a bargain basement 
streamer, it’s brilliant

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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he different ways to access 
digital music around the 
home was rather complex 
up until a few years ago, 

but as setup processes get more 
straightforward, networked hardware 
has become easier to access. With the 
attraction of multi-room support for 
music-around-the-home and the 
balance of performance and features, 
streaming is fast becoming an 
attractive solution for music fans.  

Arcam has dabbled with streaming 
in recent years with its FMJ CD27 
(HFC 401) and Solo systems (HFC 
414), but not as the primary function 
of a product. The latest component 
to join the Cambridgeshire-based 
company’s rapidly expanding rSeries 
line of add-on components looks set 
to rectify this. 

As its fi rst dedicated streamer, 
Arcam has taken a slightly different 
approach and the rPlay is built 
around the DTS PlayFi streaming 
platform. This has been developed 
by the US company as a licensed 
solution that manufacturers can 
employ in their own products. As 
well as 24/192 support, it offers 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Arcam rPlay
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
Music streamer 
WEIGHT
1.12kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
194 x 44 x 124mm
FEATURES
● Wi-fi and Ethernet 
streaming up to 
24/192
● DTS PlayFi ; 
AirPlay; UPnP
● Outputs: 1x 
coaxial; 2x RCA
● Streaming 
services supported: 
Tidal; Qobuz; 
Spotify; Amazon 
Music; Napster; 
internet radio 
DISTRIBUTOR
Arcam 
WEBSITE
arcam.co.uk 

Play time
Ed Selley puts the latest rSeries 
component to join Arcam’s well-regarded 
range of add-ons through its paces  

native integration with Tidal, Napster, 
Qobuz, Amazon Music, Deezer and 
Spotify Connect along with internet 
radio services. Any PlayFi product will 
talk to another via a DTS-developed 
app that works on iOS, Android and 
Windows devices. 

The rPlay shares many of the 
refi nements of Arcam’s successful 
rSeries family of components. The 
multi-layered internal PCB has been 
designed to ensure the most effi cient 
grounding that in turn lowers the 
noise fl oor. Decoding is handled via a 
Burr-Brown PCM5102 DAC and both 
the analogue and digital stages are 
unique to the rPlay. There’s a pair of 
analogue stereo outputs, one that 
operates as a fi xed level and the other 
as a variable preamp out. The latter is 
particularly interesting because it uses 
Arcam’s ladder-style volume control 
and operates exclusively in the 
analogue domain. 

The only physical controls visible 
on the rPlay are the volume buttons 
for this output and there is a power 
switch on the rear panel. This limited 
set of options makes for a simple and 
elegant-looking device, but does come 

with some limitations. As it does 
without any other form of dials or 
display, it is completely dependent on 
the control app (or the mute control 
on your amp) to be silenced in a 
hurry and it can only provide 
feedback via a pair of lights on the 
curved edge of the front panel for 
network and playback status. For the 
most part this works fi ne, but there 
are points where you fi nd yourself 
missing direct controls.

The rest of the spec is rather more 
appealing, though. The rPlay can 
be connected via wired or wireless 
connections and the setup process is 
quick and simple to perform, either 
via WPS if your router is so equipped 
or by establishing a temporary 
wireless connection and following 
the prompts. The cast aluminium 
casework’s simplicity is its greatest 
asset. It is fi nished to a very high 
standard and feels extremely solid 
and well assembled for the asking 
price. The control app is also a well 
thought out piece of design. It is 
stable, quick to load and well laid out. 
The integration of the third-party 
streaming services is also logical 
and a good facsimile of the original 
interface. Perhaps most importantly, 
the multiple device aspect is well 
arranged too and it’s simple to control 
different rooms using the app.  

Sound quality
Connected via the fi xed-level output 
to a Naim Supernait 2 integrated 
amplifi er and Neat Momentum 4i 
fl oorstander, the Arcam also shows 
it has more than convenience on its 

T

ARCAM  
rPLAY £400



HOW IT 
COMPARES

The rPlay makes for 
an interesting point 
of comparison with 
the Musaic MPL 
(HFC 421). The 
Musaic uses a 
bespoke platform, 
which allows it to 
talk to other Musaic 
devices which is 
more limited than 
the Arcam’s ability 
to work with other 
DTS PlayFi devices. 
Its performance 
with streaming 
services is better 
and if you hook 
it up via a coaxial 
connection, you’ll 
save £150 over 
doing the same 
thing with the 
Arcam. Via analogue 
connections, good 
though the Musaic 
is, the Arcam has the 
upper hand with that 
rich but energetic 
performance. Throw 
in far better build 
and the preamp, and 
the rPlay looks the 
superior option.  
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side. A 16/44.1 download of Boy 
King by Wild Beasts has a refi nement 
and civility to it that ensures that it 
comes across as both smooth and 
well presented. 

This hasn’t been bought at the 
expense of the rPlay’s ability to 
sound exciting, though. The visceral 
assault of Wild Beast’s He The 
Colossus is relayed with a real sense 
of attack and life to it. The slightly 
hard top end of the album isn’t 
removed entirely, which means the 
track keeps its ballistic edge but the 
worst excesses are ameliorated. This 
is underpinned by bass, which is 
deep, tight and well defi ned. 

The performance only improves 
with high-resolution material. A 
24/96 download of Nick Drake’s Five 

Leaves Left gives the Arcam a chance 
to show a commendable richness 
to its midrange and tonality. The 
supporting cello in Cello Song is a 
tangible and weighty presence in 
the music that is genuinely engaging 
and grabs the attention. The Arcam 
manages to sound completely 
effortless when given a reasonable 
recording and is impressive for a 
device at this relatively affordable 
price point. 

Where the rPlay really shines is 
when it is given well-recorded vocals 
to work with. That wonderful sense 
of the portrayal being natural and 
unembellished is never more 
apparent than when listening to 
voice-driven material like Tori Amos’ 
Crucify. The rPlay ensures that the 
huge amount of energy present in 
the main and supporting vocals is 
the main focus, but weaves in the 

supporting instrumentation into 
the mix in a such a way as to never 
undermine them but ensure that the 
result is a convincing whole. Even 
when the overall quality of the 
recording is a touch less than 
sublime, such as with the rather 
compressed Tired Of You by Foo 
Fighters, this same welcome emphasis 
is still present, lifting Dave Grohl’s 
vocals out of the mix to deliver them 
with weight and realism. 

The only weakness to the 
performance comes when you stop 
listening to your own music library 
and move to lossless streaming 
services. Over both wired and wireless 
connections, Tidal sounds slightly thin 
and harsh in a way that the same 
tracks ripped at 16/44.1 resolution 
avoid. Switching to Qobuz improves 
matters a little, but the Arcam still 
sounds hard and unappealing 
compared with the same material 
played via a NAS drive. This is a bit 
of a let down because the control of 
third-party services is extremely well 
implemented and easy to use via the 
app, but compressed streams from 
Spotify are often a more rewarding 
listen. Although fl exible, the rPlay 

1

2

3

4

5

Fixed line-level 
output

Ethernet input

USB port for 
firmware upgrade

Coaxial output

Variable line-level 
output

does not always give its best with 
lossless streaming services, but future 
software updates may improve this.

One area of the streamer’s 
implementation that is much more 
effective is the preamp output. 
Connected to the AV input of the 
Naim Supernait 2 – which bypasses 
its own volume control – the rPlay 
gets all the basics right. The 
presentation is unaffected by the 
chosen level and the control has 
enough increments in it to allow 
you to choose the listening point you 
want. Partnered with a pair of active 
loudspeakers, the rPlay is more than 
up to the job of controlling them as 
part of a compact music system. 

Conclusion
Arcam’s decision to use an existing 
streaming platform makes the rPlay 
another success for its rSeries range. 
It’s intuitive to use via the app and 
offers huge potential fl exibility as 
more companies sign up to the DTS 
PlayFi platform. This is one of the 
most cost-effective streaming sources 
available at the moment and one 
that is likely to fi nd a happy home 
partnered with many hi-fi  systems ●   

CONNECTIONS

The rPlay ensures 
the huge amount of 
energy in the vocals 
is the main focus

LIKE: Natural and 
highly engaging 
performance; useful 
features; solid build
DISLIKE: Thin sound 
with some streaming 
services; lack of 
physical controls  
WE SAY: A very 
capable streamer at an 
extremely inviting price 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

ARCAM  
rPLAY £400
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Electronic 
volume control
Host 
microprocessor
Multiple low-noise 
PSUs
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Discover the 5-star Tucana II Anniversary Edition 
amplifi er and the new Quasar streaming amplifi er 

with DAC and Bluetooth, available now.
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Sennheiser Flex 
5000   
ORIGIN
Germany  
TYPE
Wireless adapter 
for headphone
WEIGHT
Receiver: 33g
Transmitter: 232g
FEATURES
● Inputs: optical 
digital; 3.5mm jack 
socket
● 30m wireless 
range
● 3 dialogue profiles
DISTRIBUTOR
Sennheiser UK   
TELEPHONE
0333 2408185
WEBSITE
en-uk.sennheiser.
com

Straight talk
Neville Roberts tunes into the wireless 
headphone adapter that claims to improve 
audio clarity from TV and radio broadcasts

his isn’t the usual type of 
audio accessory we look 
at, but with many of us 
struggling to decipher 

dialogue through tiny radio and TV 
speakers, this wireless headphone 
adapter might help. The Flex 5000 
works with a wired dynamic 
headphone, enabling it to work 
wirelessly with your audio system. 

It connects to any 3.5mm headphone 
jack and offers three different hearing 
profi les for television, movies and 
music. Additionally, there’s a speech 
intelligibility mode for reducing 
background noise for added clarity.

The Flex 5000 has a range of up 
to 30m, and the lithium-polymer 
rechargeable battery claims up to 12 
hours of playback when connected 
to headphones. The sleek transmitter 
connects to the audio output of your 
hi-fi  or TV via either optical Toslink or 
a standard 3.5mm jack, and contains 
a charging station for the receiver 
unit. On the front of the transmitter 
are the control buttons for selecting 
the enhancement profi le and balance 
control. There are also LED indicators 
that display the battery status or the 

selected enhancement. At the bottom 
of the device is a charging indicator, 
which doubles as a transmitting link 
indicator when not charging.

There are two large buttons to 
control the volume, a 3.5mm socket 
for connecting headphones or an 
induction loop for hearing aids. A 
Sennheiser EZT 3012 Universal 
induction loop is available (£60) 
that works with aids equipped with 
an induction coil (a ‘T’ setting).

The three enhancement profi les are 
illustrated by a graph in the manual. 
Profi le 1 provides some bass boost 
and a little treble cut. Profi le 2 gives 
a little bass cut and some treble boost. 
Profi le 3 offers some bass cut only. 

The device is supplied with MX 475 
in-ear headphones, but Sennheiser’s 
closed-back dynamic HD 569 (£150) 
is also supplied for the review. I also 
use Sennheiser’s HD 800 S (HFC 411) 
open-back dynamic headphone.

Sound quality
The fi rst thing to note is that the 
wireless range is excellent and the 
signal remains stable even when 
moving to other rooms and upstairs 

in my house – in fact, it only cuts out 
when I wander outside to the far end 
of the garden. Connected to my 
CD player via the optical input and 
with no enhancements selected, the 
quality is good. Eva Cassidy’s Ain’t No 
Sunshine sounds excellent, and the 
opening acoustic guitar solo clear and 
crisp with all of the music’s emotional 
qualities beautifully presented in this 
superb recording. The bass is rich, 
although perhaps not quite as deep as 
I am accustomed to when playing the 
same music through the HD 800 S 
using my usual headphone amplifi er. 
Having said that, when the vocals 
join the guitar, they have a fantastic 
expressive quality, which adds to the 
real sense of presence I experience.

Connected via the 3.5mm stereo 
output from my TV and with a music 
source playing, the sound quality 
from both the HD 569 and the HD 
800 S headphones is, of course, a far 
superior experience to the sound from 
the built-in speakers of the television 
itself. Switching the channel to a 
drama programme, I experiment with 
the enhancement controls and, in this 
instance, I consider Profi le 2 to be 
best for clarity with speech. Pressing 
the speech intelligibility switch 
on the receiver seems to bring the 
soundstage closer together and there 
is a further improvement in clarity, 
especially at lower volume levels. 
Changing to a different television 
programme seems to favour Profi le 
3 as giving the clearest speech, 
and suggests that the best setting 
is material dependent.

Conclusion
The Flex 5000 is a useful addition 
to any listening setup and has a 
number of useful profi les to improve 
intelligibility if you’re struggling to 
understand speech through your 
television or radio. It’s a convenient 
wireless adapter solution that 
performs its task extremely well 
and is attractively priced ●    

SENNHEISER   
FLEX 5000 £180

T 

LIKE: Drives a wide 
range of headphones; 
sound quality; wireless 
signal range  
DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price
WE SAY: Great value 
unit that brings 
intelligible speech 
to everyday listening

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL



As the golden anniversary of arguably the most important album ever arrives, 
Simon Berkovitch looks back on a little-known beat combo from Liverpool

H
ard to believe, but on 1 June, 
the most iconic album from the 
world’s most iconic pop group 
celebrates its golden anniversary: 

The Beatles’ incalculably infl uential Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band turns 50. 
And a splendid time is guaranteed for all Fab 
Four fans, as to celebrate the occasion The 
Beatles release a suite of lavishly presented 
Anniversary Edition packages on 26 May.  

Newly mixed by Giles Martin – son of 
legendary producer George – and audio 
engineer Sam Okell in stereo and 5.1 
surround audio and expanded with early 
takes from the studio sessions, including 34 
previously unreleased recordings, the latest 
incarnations of Pepper are shaping up to be 
the near-defi nitive documents of the sessions 
that birthed 1967’s most famous album.

As a taster, Record Store Day saw the release 
of a highly collectable limited edition – just 
7,000 copies – 7in single of Strawberry Fields 
Forever and Penny Lane in replica sleeve. 
These compositions were among the fi rst 
songs recorded during the Pepper sessions, 
which began post-Revolver in November 
1966, but were ultimately left off the album.

This is the fi rst time Pepper has been 
remixed and presented with additional 

session recordings, and is also the fi rst Beatles 
album to be remixed and expanded since the 
release of Let It Be… Naked in 2003. To create 
the new stereo and 5.1 surround audio mixes 
for Pepper, producer Giles and mix engineer 
Sam worked with a team of audio restoration 
specialists at Abbey Road Studios, home of 
the group’s seminal recordings for EMI. All 
of the anniversary releases include Martin’s 
new stereo mix of the album, sourced directly 
from the original four-track session tapes and 

guided by the original, Beatles-preferred 
mono mix produced by his father.

“It’s crazy to think that, 50 years later, we 
are looking back on this project with such 
fondness and a little bit of amazement at how 
four guys, a great producer and his engineers 
could make such a lasting piece of art,” says 
Paul McCartney in his new introduction for 
the anniversary edition. From music to 
artwork, Sgt. Pepper undeniably raised the bar 

for pop and emerging rock. Its seismic impact 
was instantaneous: “Jimi Hendrix performed 
the title track at a gig just two days after 
its release,” Paul Hocker, author of Expert 
Textpert: The Beatles Dictionary, points out. 
“Clearly, Pepper was not to be sniffed at.”

Pass the pepper
Despite being an extraordinary project, 
refreshingly, Pepper’s genesis is rooted in the 
mundane. During a lunchtime chat between 
McCartney and Mal Evans, The Beatles’ 
roadie, Mal’s request to pass the salt and 
pepper was misheard by the bassist as 
“Sgt. Pepper”. The idea of a parallel Beatles 
as Edwardian-era military band quickly 
developed, their alter egos being free to 
assimilate such diverse infl uences as The 
Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds, Victorian circus 
posters (Being For The Benefi t Of Mr. Kite!), TV 
commercials (Good Morning, Good Morning), 
children’s artwork (Lucy In The Sky With 
Diamonds), news reports (She’s Leaving 
Home) and religious teachings (Within You, 
Without You) to create the Pepper universe.

Using now-primitive four-track tape 
recording equipment, the group collaborated 
with their trusted producer to achieve “the 
impossible”, as they described it; to push the 

Even for the casual 
Beatles fan, there’s a 
wealth of Pepper-era 
goodness to soak up

64 JUNE 2017

It was 
years ago today...
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SGT. PEPPER

sonic envelope with eclectic arrangements 
and emerging technology. “We were into 
another kind of art form where you were 
putting something down on tape that could 
only be done on tape,” Martin explained. And 
to realise this ambitious goal, the fi ve men 
clocked up over 400 hours in Abbey Road’s 
Studio 2 to record Sgt. Pepper, fi nally 
wrapping the sessions in April 1967.

Top of the pops
Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band spent 
a staggering 148 weeks in the UK chart, 
including 27 weeks at the top spot. During its 
fi rst US chart run, the album was number one 
for 15 weeks. Many contemporaries drew 
inspiration from its successful template: The 
Rolling Stones’ psychedelic fantasia Their 
Satanic Majesties Request, for example, is 
inconceivable without Pepper’s lead, as are 
Odessey And Oracle (The Zombies), SF Sorrow 
(The Pretty Things), Mr Fantasy (Traffi c) 
and In Search of the Lost Chord onwards (The 
Moody Blues). As the other surviving Beatle, 
Ringo Starr, puts it: “Sgt. Pepper seemed to 
capture the mood of that year, and it also 
allowed a lot of other people to kick off from 
there and to really go for it”.

History lesson over, let’s reveal what the 
21st century-style Lonely Hearts’ Club Band 
looks and sounds like. The 50th anniversary 
release of Pepper will be released in four 

incarnations. The standard edition CD 
features the new 2017 stereo album mix, 
complete with the original UK album’s Edit 
For LP End cacophonous run-out groove. 
“What’s perhaps just as thrilling as the 
Abbey Road vault creaking open is being 
able to hear Giles Martin’s new stereo mix,” 
says Hocker. “His production on The Beatles’ 
Love album assured Fab-o-philes that the 
apple had not fallen far from the tree.”

Next, an expanded double CD and digital 
package has the new stereo album mix on the 
fi rst CD and adds a second CD of 18 tracks, 
including previously unreleased complete 
takes of the album’s 13 songs, newly mixed in 
stereo and sequenced in the same order as the 
original. This companion disc also includes a 
new stereo mix, a previously unreleased 
instrumental of Penny Lane and the 2015 
stereo mix and two previously unreleased 
complete takes of Strawberry Fields Forever, 
reuniting these two songs with their parent 
album as originally conceived. This digipak is 
slipcased with a 50-page booklet abridged 

from the deluxe, six-disc boxset’s book – a 
feast of Fab facts.

The expanded 180g double album features 
the new stereo album mix on the fi rst LP 
and adds a second record with unreleased 
complete takes of the album’s songs, newly 
stereo-mixed and sequenced in familiar order. 
It’s all housed in a faithful reproduction 
of the album’s original gatefold jacket.

For the hardcore fan, the super-deluxe, six 
disc (four CDs; two Blu-ray/DVDs) set will 
prove hardest to resist. The comprehensive 
boxset kicks off with the new stereo album 
mix on the fi rst CD. There are 33 additional 
recordings from the studio sessions, most 
previously unreleased and mixed for the fi rst 
time from the four-track session tapes, 
sequenced in chronological order of their 
recording dates, and a new stereo mix of 
Penny Lane and the 2015 stereo mix of 
Strawberry Fields Forever.

Even more rarities are crammed onto the 
fourth disc, including direct transfers of 
the album’s original mono mix with 
Strawberry Fields Forever and Penny Lane 
singles; Capitol Records’ promotional 
mono single mix of Penny Lane for the 
US; and previously unreleased early 
mono mixes of Sgt. Pepper cornerstones 
She’s Leaving Home, A Day In The Life 
and Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds 
– the latter being a mix thought to 
have been wiped in 1967, but 
discovered during archive research 
for the anniversary edition.

From the instantly identifi able 
Peter Blake and Jann Haworth 

cover art and innovative promotional videos 
for companion double-A-side 7in single 
Strawberry Fields Forever/Penny Lane, Sgt. 
Pepper-era Fabs were as much about visual 
stimulation as they were aural excitement. 
The fi nal two discs of this lavish box leave 
no stone unturned in this department: fans 
can now enjoy promo fi lms for the two 
aforementioned 45 cuts and album closer 
A Day In The Life in glorious 4K resolution, 
plus The Making Of Sgt. Pepper. Originally 
broadcast in 1992 for the silver anniversary 
of the album, the latter is a previously 

CARNIVAL OF LIGHT
Hopes were high that the weirdest Beatles’ 
recording of all – the demented cousin of the 
Pepper sessions – would finally see the light of day 
in this anniversary collection, but the mystery 
track still remains locked in the attic
There’s little in the way of The Beatles’ unreleased 
material that hasn’t been bootlegged, but one 
unheard track has Holy Grail status: Carnival Of 
Light. Recorded the same day as sessions for 
pre-Pepper 45 Penny Lane, seen below in a 
Danish picture sleeve, this McCartney composition 
couldn’t be further from the sophisticated family 
friendly fare that formed the companion piece to 
Lennon’s masterpiece Strawberry Fields Forever.

A product of McCartney’s immersion in London’s 
avant-garde, influenced by composers Karlheinz 
Stockhausen and John Cage, Carnival Of Light was 
recorded by the Fabs for very sixties-sounding The 
Million Volt Light and Sound Rave, a multimedia 
event held at the Roundhouse in early 1967. “It’s The 
Beatles going off-piste,” its creator has said of the 
legendary piece. “I said: ‘All I want you to do is just 
wander around all the stuff, bang it, shout, play it, it 
doesn’t need to make any sense. Hit a drum, then 
wander onto the piano, hit a few notes and just 
wander around,” McCartney recalled in a BBC 
interview in 2008. “It’s very free.”

It certainly sounds further out-there than the 
group’s most trippy experiments, including the 
likes of classics such as Rain and Tomorrow Never 
Knows. Beatles expert Mark Lewisohn is one of 
the lucky few out of the inner circle to have heard 
the improvised piece. He listened to the song in 
1987 while compiling his book The Complete 
Beatles Recording Sessions and his tantalising 
glimpse of the track is “distorted, hypnotic drum 
and organ sounds, a distorted lead guitar, the sound 
of a church organ, various effects – water gargling 
was one – and, perhaps most intimidating of all, 
Lennon and McCartney screaming dementedly 
and bawling aloud random phrases like ‘Are you 
alright?’ and ‘Barcelona!’”

The track, which predates Lennon’s own more 
infamous avant-garde experiments, was put 
forward for release by McCartney on the Anthology 
2 archival compilation in 1996, but was vetoed for 
inclusion by George Harrison. Its non-appearance 
on the deluxe Pepper boxset means that this is one 
audio revolution that, for now, is destined to remain 
in the imagination of hungry Beatlemaniacs.

All of the anniversary 
releases include Giles 
Martin’s new stereo 
mix of the album

The new deluxe six-
disc set is one for the 
die-hard Beatlemaniac

Giles Martin’s work on 
Love has assured fans 
that Pepper is in safe hands
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unreleased documentary fi lm featuring 
interviews with McCartney, Harrison and 
Starr, and in-studio footage introduced by 
producer George Martin.

The Blu-ray/DVDs also include new 5.1 
surround sound audio mixes of the album 
and Penny Lane by Giles Martin and Sam 
Okell, plus their 2015 5.1 mix of Strawberry 
Fields Forever, as well as high-resolution 
audio versions of the new stereo mixes of 
the album and Penny Lane and of the 2015 
stereo mix of Strawberry Fields.

Pepper’s iconic artwork, from its Pop Art 
cover and sheet of cut-outs, is also integral to 

these releases. Housed in a 12in box with 
bonus posters, the six-disc set comes with a 
144-page hardback book. With new 
introductions by Paul McCartney and Giles 
Martin, and chapters including comprehensive 
song-by-song details, recording information 
and the design of the cover, and illustrated 
with rare photographs, reproductions of 
handwritten lyrics, Abbey Road Studios’ 
documentation, and original Pepper print 
ads, it’s the cherry on the top for Beatles’ 
historians such as Paul Hocker. 

The incomplete Beatles
“I’ll be buying the super-deluxe edition, 
no question,” Paul says, “because I 
really do need seven versions of 
Strawberry Fields Forever.” For some, 
the hunger for alt-versions of the 
Fabs’ work was barely sated by the 
three Anthology releases of the 
mid-nineties, which contained 
many Pepper-era treats. “For fans 
like me, hearing subtle changes 
to songs already beyond familiar is 
a thrill. Humming… false starts… 
instrumentals… mono mixes… 
it’s all here. And given that it’s 
Pepper, I could take more: I’d happily 
listen to all the tea breaks during the 
400 hours of recording sessions with 

gleeful intensity!” Even for the casual fan, 
there’s a wealth of Pepper-era goodness to 
soak up, but our description of the deluxe 
set as near-defi nitive still stands, as there 
are a couple of notable omissions. One is 
an unheard improvised freak-out, which 
apparently captures the group at their most 
out-there, pre-dating the experiment of 
Revolution 9 on The White Album, which 
delights and riles fans in equal measure. 
“The Beatles online community have been 
grumbling about the absence of the legendary 
Carnival Of Light [see box out, previous 
page],” JR Rathbone, Beatles collector and 
senior record buyer at Music and Video 
Exchange’s Notting Hill branch, points out. 
“This has never surfaced on bootleg record 
or any other form. The surviving Beatles – 
and Lennon and Harrison’s widows – have 
continually refused to sanction its release”.

Missing in action
It’s also a shame that no room could be found 
for Only A Northern Song. “This was originally 
scheduled as George Harrison’s contribution 
to the album and appeared in an early 
prospective track listing before Within You, 
Without You was recorded and, quite rightly, 
superseded it,” he adds. “Although it 
subsequently popped up in the fi lm and on 
the soundtrack of Yellow Submarine, it was 
never mixed in true stereo in the sixties and 
could have formed part of one of the new 
boxset’s sessions discs.”

Maybe Beatles archaeologists will 
emerge blinking into the light with 
these gems from the dusty EMI vaults 
one day, but for now, there’s still an 
overfl owing banquet of Peppery 
goodness to look forward to on the 
1 June – Hi-Fi Choice can’t wait to 
hear the results and utilise these new 

mixes and outtakes in our kit tests. 
And to whet your 

appetite still further 
for the release of 

these anniversary 
editions, music historian Nigel 

Williamson turns his spotlight onto the 
album’s creators for this month’s Music 
Legends starting on p102, where he’d 
love to turn you on to a little-known 
popular beat combo from Liverpool ●

SGT. PEPPER

WE’RE ONLY IN IT FOR THE MONEY
Necessity is the mother of invention, runs the 
proverb, and for Frank Zappa, his driving force was 
to satirise everything. And on this classic from 
1968, the phoney Fab Four were in his sights…
“Who’s ever met anyone who doesn’t like The 
Beatles?” asks Hi-Fi Choice’s music scholar Nigel 
Williamson in this issue’s in-depth Music Legends 
feature on p102. Well, we can safely assume that 
our esteemed scribe never hung out with Mr Frank 
Zappa and his motley Mothers of Invention…

Peter Blake’s iconic sleeve artwork for Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band is one of the most 
imitated covers in popular music – everyone from 
The Rutles to The Simpsons have had a crack at it. 
But it was Zappa that got there first with 1968’s 
wonderfully cantankerous We’re Only In It For The 
Money, however.

Visually, the Mothers of Invention’s album – which, 
sonically, is a challenging yet highly listenable blend 
of pastiche rock and pop, psychedelia, studio 
sorcery and avant-garde chops, its diverse elements 
held in place by Zappa’s rock-steady editor’s blade – 
is Sgt. Pepper literally turned inside out.

Let’s put an underrated classic into context… 
The near-universally praised Beatles’ album was 
released during recording sessions for the Mothers’ 
third album, the follow up to Absolutely Free. Arch 
satirist Frank had no truck with flower power, peace 
and love, turning on, tuning in or dropping out – to 
him, the counterculture was as repressive and hung-
up as the establishment it was meant to replace. Not 
only that, its psychedelic soundtrack was indulgent 
rubbish. Withering tracks such as Who Needs The 
Peace Corps? and Flower Punk give hippie culture 
and its most recognisible tunes both barrels. 
“Hippies were pretty stupid,” was his succinct late-
seventies verdict of the Summer of Love. And with 
Pepper being hailed as the Second Coming during 
the Mothers’ recording sessions during 1967, he had 
one hell of a sacred cow to slaughter.

Named because, in Zappa’s opinion, The Beatles 
were phonies, “only in it for the money”, the album’s 
cover was intended as “a direct negative” of Blake’s 
iconic sleeve, satirised front and back, inside and 
out, including the Pepper cut-outs. After shelling out 
$4,000 on the photo shoot – which includes Beatles 
fan Jimi Hendrix, no less – in what must have been a 
painful telephone conversation with plenty of epic 
silences, Zappa gave Paul McCartney a ring – 
himself influenced by the Mothers’ debut satirical 
freak-out: Freak Out! (1966) – to seek permission for 
the parodic design. But Capitol – The Beatles’ US 
label – objected, meaning the Mothers’ LP was 
delayed until 1968.

Terrified of getting sued, We’re Only In It For The 
Money emerged on Verve with the gatefold on the 
front and back, with the instantly identifiable Blake 
mockery only visible when you opened the album 
up. Verve’s meddling wasn’t finished there, either, 
as it censored some of the audio content to Frank’s 
intense disapproval.

We’re Only In It For The Money is a riot of a listen 50 
years down the line. And as super sexy as the boys 
looked on the original yellow sleeve, that Rykodisc 
reissue with the infamous concept reinstated as 
originally intended is rather more satisfying, no?

The Beatles’ roadie’s 
request to pass the 
salt and pepper was 
misheard as Sgt. Pepper

66 JUNE 2017

Both tracks of this ‘double 
A’ 45 were originally meant 
to be part of the Pepper LP
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 Feel the burn 
Please can you help me with my 
query regarding system burn-in 
CDs? Many companies produce 
discs that are specially designed 
to burn-in new hi-fi  components 
whether they are amplifi ers, 
loudspeakers or cables. As I 
understand it, the logic behind 
them is that they contain signals 
that give the system a full work 
out and are not found on usual 
music CDs. It is also claimed that 
regular use of these discs allows 
the system to perform optimally. 
My question, therefore, is: do 
these CDs actually work and do 
you use them to burn in new 
components? I look forward to 

your reply and would like to 
thank you in advance.

Mike Farrow, by email 

NR: Hi Mike, my answers to your 
questions are yes and yes. As a reviewer 
of cables and equipment, I often need 
to burn-in new items before reviewing 
them and in my experience a cable 
needs a minimum of 10 hours, and 
preferably 24 hours, before it starts to 
sound at its best. This is very easy to do 
by, for example, connecting a cable to a 
CD player and leaving the burn-in CD 
playing on repeat. Although it could be 
argued that playing a normal audio CD 
on repeat would yield similar results, a 
burn-in disc is designed for the job by 
subjecting the component to a wide 
range of dynamics and frequencies that 
may not necessarily be present on the 
chosen audio CD – as you say. I’m not 
sure of the claim that repeated use in a 
static audio system is likely to result in 
further benefi ts, though.  

CW: You’ve tip-toed into a minefi eld 
Mike. Do components benefi t from 
running in? Yes, often. Does regular 
music do a perfectly good job? I’d say 
yes, but some think that more esoteric 
test tones and sweeps are more likely 
to get everything on song. I can see the 
rationale if your choice of music has no 

high highs or low lows, especially if you 
want to get speakers loosened up, but 
I’m happy with some Boris Blank on 
repeat when the neighbours are out.

 Letting the side down 
I currently have the Marantz 
M-CR603 running a pair of 
Monitor Audio Bronze BX1s with 
NVA LS1 speaker cable. While I’m 
happy with the performance of 
the FM and internet radio, I feel 
the CD section is letting it down 
because it sounds a little muffl ed 
and some songs don’t sound 
quite as clear as they should.

I thought about getting the 
M-CR611 as it’s the updated 
version, but I don’t know if it’s 
actually just the same system 
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with updated looks. I’d like to 
stay with the one-box system, as 
it’s convenient for me, and it’s 
low power consumption (55W) 
is a bonus too. Is changing the 
Marantz the right move?

Anthony Campbell, by email 

CW: Curious Anthony. If anything I’d 
have expected the CD source to have 
greater bandwidth than the online or FM 
sources, but this is simplistic and I don’t 
know how signals are processed 
internally. I’d certainly ask for a demo 
of CD versus other inputs if you are 
considering upgrading.  

ES: This is the weakness of all-in-one 
systems. If you want a meaningful boost 
to CD performance you are either going 
to have to bolt an external CD player on 
it or change the whole system. If you are 
considering an external player, the 
Exposure 1010 or Rega Apollo-R (both 
HFC 383) might be good candidates 
with a view to further upgrades. 
Alternatively, you could have a look at 
the Elipson Music Centre MC1, which is 
a bit of a star in terms of CD playback.

 Sweet streams 
It seems some time since you did 
a review of streamers and there 
seems to be a range of products 
at your preferred price range of 
around a grand and under.

In particular it does seem 
streamers have taken the place 
of tuners in the eyes of certain 
manufacturers whereas others 
provide FM/DAB as well as 
internet radio.

Given your feature about the 
possible future demise of FM, 
it seems that only Naim (of the 
UK manufacturers) takes the 
tuner aspect seriously.

As the owner of a magnifi cent 
tube Magnum Dynalab MD-102T, I 
take the demise of FM as a major 
long-term issue that affects my 
music system. One that can 
probably only be addressed by a 
good digital source and DAC. 

I have a Naim NAP 200/NAC 202 
plus HiCap with PMC FB1 and the 
Dynalab is used for listening to 
Radio 3 and Radio 4. I do listen to 

the sport on Radio 5 Live Sports 
Extra via a transistor radio and 
in the car. I do have some music 
on my computer, but it’s mainly 
audio books in particular radio 
series varying from Hitchhiker’s 
Guide To The Galaxy to John le 
Carré’s Smiley series with Simon 
Russell Beale or vintage comedy. 

I also feed my Blu-ray player 
and sat dish into the system. My 
point being that the system is not 
the exclusive preserve of music. 

Ian Hall, Newbury
 

JK: You are right Ian, streamers have 
taken over from tuners for most 
manufacturers and this is because 
demand has fallen off the proverbial 
cliff. You already have the next best 
thing to an FM tuner in your satellite 
receiver, but quality of receiver is a factor 
and it may not be possible to match your 

Magnum Dynalab in the satellite world 
– although there used to be some fairly 
serious models available. The great thing 
about streaming is that you can get any 
content you want, and this includes a 
large variety of spoken word options. I 
am a big fan of podcasts, which are like 
radio shows but cover a broader range 
of niche interests. The music side of 
things has greatly improved in sound 
quality with the hi-res streaming services 
Qobuz and Tidal. These have a monthly 
cost, but almost negate the need to buy 
new music and thus present a serious 
alternative to the way we used to listen. 

DP: I too use my hi-fi  and my music 
devices for a lot of spoken word 
listening. Getting an Audible 
subscription has only increased this, as I 
love reading but don’t have much time 
to do it, so audio books are a great way 
of compensating. Long journeys in the 
car no longer mean having to listen to 
the inanities of BBC Radio 5 Live, now 
that I can ‘hear’ a book. FM radio will be 
here with us for many years I suspect, 
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Can a £39 insect make all 
your CD fi les sound better than 
Hi-Res?
Yes and no: Using the same 
equipment and a quality DAC, a 24/96 
fi le (for example) will always sound 
better than a CD 16/44.1 fi le … but, 
even a single JitterBug will often 
allow a CD fi le to be more musical and 
more emotionally stimulating than 
a Hi-Res fi le without the benefi t of a 
JitterBug.
Noise is the problem. Real noise—
the kind you can’t hear directly. Most 
often, the word “noise” is used to 
describe tape hiss or a scratch on a 
record, but these sounds aren’t noise; 
they are properly reproduced sounds 
that we wish weren’t there.
Problem noise is essentially random, 
resonant or parasitic energy, which 
has no meaning. It can’t be turned 
into discrete sounds, but it does 
compromise signal integrity and the 
performance of everything it touches.
JitterBug’s dual-function line-
conditioning circuitry greatly reduces 
the noise and ringing that plague both 
the data and power lines of USB ports, 
whether on a computer, streamer, 
home stereo or car audio front-panel 
USB input.
A single JitterBug is used in between 
devices (i.e., in series) as shown 
below. For an additional “wow” 
experience, try a second JitterBug 
into another USB port on the same 
device (such as a computer). Whether 
the second port is vacant, or is 
feeding a printer or charging a phone, 
JitterBug’s noise-reduction ability is 
likely to surprise you. No, the printer 
won’t be aff ected—only the audio!
While a JitterBug helps MP3s sound a 
lot more like music, high-sample-rate 
fi les have the most noise vulnerability. 
Try a JitterBug or two on all your 
equipment, but never more than two 
per USB bus. There is such a thing as 
too much of a good thing.

USB Filter
JITTERBUG

Are any of the 
manufacturers 
taking radio tuners 
seriously any more?

Neville 
believes 
that the 
Cambridge 
CXN holds 
the answer 
for Ian
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but streamed internet radio is a 
wonderful way of getting better quality 
than AM and there’s also a massive 
variety on offer. The great thing is that 
if you’ve got a good DAC then this can 
really improve the sound coming from a 
pretty mediocre streamer; most network 
players use the same streaming ‘front end’ 
– one of just a few proprietary types – 
and save money in the DAC department, 
which of course can be bypassed via the 
digital out. Due to the low bit-rates and 
ancient codec that DAB uses, however, a 
good standalone DAC can’t improve this 
very much.  
 
NR: I share your concerns about the 
demise of FM. I have a Leak TroughLine 
II valve FM radio that I rebuilt and 
upgraded to stereo and it produces a 
superb sound. I think the only alternative 
that will come close to your splendid 

Magnum Dynalab MD102T will be 
internet radio and Radio 3 at the higher 
bit-rates, so a network player (have a look 
at the Cambridge Audio Azur 851N or 
CXN – HFC 399, depending on your 
budget) will be the long-term solution.

 Suitable stage 
First can I say how much I enjoy 
reading your magazine each 
month. I was hoping that you 
would be able to give me some 
advice. I am going back to vinyl 
and have purchased a Rega P9 and 
power supply, could you suggest a 
suitable MM and MC phono stage 
for around £800?

My system consists of Naim CD5 
XS, nDAC, XP5 SX power supply, 
NAC 202 fed by a HiCap and 
NAP 200. My speakers are Neat 

Acoustics prototypes with 
Tellurium Q Black speaker cable.

When I say I’m going back to 
vinyl, I’m going back a long way 
to when record players came with 
a 10 pence stuck to the tonearm. 
As you can see, I would be grateful 
for any advice you could give me.

Dave Roberts, County Durham
 

JK: I am guessing that your location 
explains how you came by some Neat 
prototypes! You don’t say which 
cartridge you have Dave, but given that 
you have Naim electronics I’m 
wondering why you haven’t gone for a 
Naim Stageline. This uses power derived 
from your amplifi er and will provide 
great sound quality albeit not with both 
MM and MC. If you really need both 
inputs I can highly recommend the Rega 
Aria, which is one of the most musical 
stages available.

NR: That’s a nice setup you have there. 
May I suggest that you look at the 
Renaissance Amplifi cation RP-02 (HFC 
401), which retails at £750. On the 
rear panel there is a jumper array for 
choosing the required impedance to 
match the moving-magnet or moving-
coil cartridge that you are using. The 
RP-02 is designed to be a ‘fi t and forget’ 
solution on the basis that the fi xed 
characteristics (load impedance and 
gain) will suit the vast majority of 
moving-magnet and moving-coil 
cartridges, so this should be ideally 
suited for your needs.

ES: In terms of synergy, you’d have to 
go some to beat Rega’s Aria, as Jason 
suggests. This has MM and MC support 
with various loading options in a well 
built and attractive unit. If you were 
content to live with a fi xed setting 
design, don’t write off Naim’s own 
Stageline though – powered by a 
HiCap-equipped NAC 202, it will 
sound very good indeed.
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I am returning to 
vinyl again. Can you 
suggest a MM/MC 
phono stage?

Rega’s Aria is 
one of the most 
musical stages 
in the business





CW: I’m with Jason and Ed, if you’re 
after a switchable design, it’s got to be 
the Rega Aria MM/MC. If, however, you 
are unlikely to switch cartridges, it may 
be best to focus your budget on a phono 
stage dedicated to your cartridge type of 
choice. Otherwise, half your investment 
may be unused. This may enable you to 
invest in a better design or save some 
cash. For MC, I am a fan of the Timestep 
T-01MC (around £995) but Graham 
Slee has many excellent options around 
and below your price point.

 Old-school speaker 
I am looking for a standmount 
speaker, but not necessarily the 
best speaker in terms of verdict. 
Many amps sound bright with 
bad recordings and the same 
applies to speakers. In my 
opinion if you buy a new hi-fi  
the very best will have a neutral 
sound, but even this system may 
sound harsh and rather tiring.

I remember the old days when 
I had some simple components 
and the system was very 
forgiving with the sound. Even 
the performance of badly 
recorded (bright) CDs was very 
good as the hi-fi  had a warm-
sounding signature. So I am 
looking for an ‘old-school’ 
speaker with a sweet, smooth 
sound that is easy to listen to for 
extended periods. I don’t care 
about detail timing and 
precision and dynamics. My 
purpose is a new or second-hand 
speaker with emotion and 
musicality (max £400). This 
speaker needs to be a good 
match with every amplifi er. 
I have a Yamaha RX-V673 
connected to my computer 
using a Arcam r-PAC DAC and 
Focal 706V speakers. 

Kostas Manetos, Greece

CW: I hear where you are coming from 
Kostas. Modern budget speakers can 

sometimes err on the side of trying too 
hard to grab your attention. Do try and 
listen to ELAC’s Debut B5 or B6 (HFC 
407) standmount speakers, though. They 
are very accomplished and refi ned and 
within your budget or maybe see if you 
can hunt out some good condition, used 
Heybrook HB1 speakers on open stands. 
They are effortlessly musical.

DP: The best ‘old-school’ standmounter 
I can think of at your budget is the 
Cambridge AeroMax 2. Ironically, while 
it sounds quite traditional in its tonal 
balance, it is actually pretty cutting edge 
in terms of its technology – using a BMR 
tweeter that works as a midrange driver 
too, with the larger bass unit literally 
only carrying out bass duties. The clever 

thing is that it keeps the crossover out of 
the very sensitive midband, and the 
result is a very smooth sound. It sounds 
natural, easy, sweet and has a rather 
Quad electrostatic-like seamlessness – 
something you can’t say for many price 
rivals which sound screechy, edgy and 

uncouth. For £450 it is a bargain.

 Digital debate
I went back over an 
Opinion piece by Rob 

Lane, Making the cut (July 
2016) where he highlighted quality 
concerns with vinyl. Over the last 
year or two, I have picked up 
newly released albums on 180g 
vinyl, (mostly jazz) and have not 
been impressed with either the 
pressing, or production values. 
So, a friend of mine and I decided 
to compare Avishai Cohen’s Into 
The Silence through two excellent 
vinyl and digital systems. It was 
clear to us both that the CD 
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Digital:Aurender, Bel Canto, CEC, dCS,Vertex AQ dac.   Vinyl: Graham, Spiral Groove,Transfiguration.
Tuners: Magnum Dynalab.   Amplifiers: Bel Canto, Storm Audio,Vitus,VTL.

Loudspeakers:Avalon, Kawero!, NEAT,Totem.  Cables: Chord Co., DNM, Nordost, Siltech,Tellurium,VertexAQ. Mains:Aletheia,Vertex AQ. 
Supports:Arcici, Black Ravioli, Hi-Fi Racks, LeadingEdge, Stands Unique,Vertex AQ.  Room acoustics: LeadingEdge
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Customers say we make some of the best sounds in 
our studio they have ever heard, so you know we can do 
the same in your home. Our advice takes account of your 
best components and guides you where change is needed, in 
stages you can afford. 

You avoid expensive mistakes, enjoy music and save money 
in the long run.

Just listen and you’ll know

What are you doing about 
old sound in your room?

“WOW” and  “THAT’S AMAZING”LISTENERS SAY WHEN WE ABSORB UNWANTED ROOM ENERGY

Aerodynamic drag removes unwanted energy across 
the whole audio spectrum and is far more effective than 

at narrow frequency bands. 

Significantly, aerodynamic drag increases 
with the square of the velocity – when the 
velocity doubles, drag increases four times!

In this way, the LeadingEdge panels are 
“reactive” – the more loose energy 
bouncing round the room, the more 
effective they become.

At shows and in their homes listeners 
have been astonished at the changes 
brought by the panels, revealing greatly 
more musical realism.

Every time we hear reactions like 
“Wow” and  “That’s amazing!”

Panels are available in different sizes and 
three standard finishes: Cherry, White, 
and Light Oak though almost any finish 
can be ordered to match décor. 

Panels may be free-standing and stored when not required or 
fastened to the walls and made into a feature, perhaps finished 
in an exotic high gloss veneer.

An ideal solution is to place panels on the ceiling, where they 
absorb energy from all 
directions.  In this room 
with 60% glass windows 
and hardwood floors the 
panels are a feature, with 
recessed lighting. 

The result is a quiet, 
comfortable room 

surfaces.

Basically “old” sound, from fractions of a 
second ago, is bouncing around, interfering with 
the “new” sound that you want to listen to.

.
As you play music “old” sound waves from a few milliseconds 
earlier slop between the walls in your room – like water in a 
fish tank – and clash and intermodulate with the music you are 
listening to. Result: the room itself destroys an amazing amount 
of fine detail.  

The solution – LeadingEdge panels with thousands of  
micro-perforations create aerodynamic drag in the air 
passing over their surfaces, absorbing that energy into internal 
honeycombs – when you energise the room with music.
Maximum pressure – we hear as bass – occurs as the air 
particles hit the walls and bounce back and is the reason we 
shouldn’t place equipment racks near walls and in corners.

Picking up speed from the bounce air particles then reach 
maximum velocity in the middle of the room where the LE 
panels absorb the energy very efficiently.

As you propagate “new” music signals into “old” air think 
of waves that break on a beach and meet the previous 
retreating wave.  The clash breaks up the free movement 
and the new incoming wave loses its energy.

Thousands of micro-
perforations create 
aerodynamic drag and 
absorb energy into the 
internal honeycomb

Sound waves bounce off the end (and side) walls of the room and 
reach peak velocity in the middle where LeadingEdge panels 
absorb energy right across the whole audio spectrum, not just 
at specific frequencies. They absorb the “old” sound, making the 
room quieter – it’s like having a volume control for the room.
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version was superior in all 
departments, dynamics, 
transparency, noise fl oor, price, 
everything except that big old 
black stuff feeling we all love.

I think if you only purchase the 
vinyl copy you’ll probably be as 
happy as we all were until digital 
caught up. We concluded, if it 
already sits in the digital domain, 
you can only lose out in absolute 
terms. I still have my foot in both 
camps, but consumers should be 
aware that they are often paying 
more and could be getting less.

Ashley Trafford, Winchester

DP: Fair point, well made Ashley! 
There’s no automatic reason for vinyl 

sounding better than CD. In theory, I 
would suggest that it should sound 
better because it doesn’t hit a brick wall 
in terms of resolution (CD can never 
do better than its 16-bit, 44.1kHz PCM 
orientation allows). However, there’s a 
chasm between theory and practice. 
Of course, there are obvious practical 
considerations – how many people can 
set up a turntable, arm and cartridge to 
perfection? Setting up a CD player by 
contrast simply involves placing it on 
your rack and switching on. What really 
counts is the mastering and pressing; 
very often these new vinyl releases are 

taken from third, fourth or 
fi fth-generation copy masters 
and then digitised, tidied up 
(ie subjected to large amounts 
of digital signal processing) 
and then converted back to 
analogue – then the lacquer is 
cut and the records pressed. 
Buying an original copy of the 
album gets you a non-digitally 
remastered LP taken from a 
fi rst-gen copy master – which is 
likely to sound better. It’s good 
that new vinyl is coming out, 
but we must never assume it 
sounds as good as the original.  

JK: Ultimately if you really enjoy 
the music, the format is not critical. 
Digital is usually better from a technical 
perspective, but analogue always wins 
on musicality. This gulf is helped by the 
fact that there are so few musical 
sounding CD players or streamers on 
the market. But there are a few, and two 
are British – Rega and Naim. If you are 
committed to digital try a Rega CD 
player or Naim streamer, you might fi nd 
it’s enough to keep the vinyl bug at bay.

NR: As DP says, it has a lot to do with 
the remixing process as the person that 
mixed the high-resolution digital master 
to vinyl may have been different from 
the person that mixed that same digital 
fi le to CD. Some engineers prefer to 
mix from digital to analogue and then 
re-sample at the CD standard as they 
consider this offers better quality than 
a digital-to-digital conversion. The 
difference in quality between some 
re-mastered records compared with the 
original is not unheard of. I have a 
half-speed remastered vinyl copy of 
Dark Side Of The Moon (above), which 
lacks the dynamic range and presence 
of the original vinyl. It really is down to 
the mastering engineer on the day.

CW: As ever, a chef can’t make decent 
food without using the best ingredients. 
There are some poor outputs from 
impoverished sources and some 
excellent outputs from better masters. 
That said, sometimes only original vinyl 
will do, and other times when I can 
luxuriate in a quickly assembled ‘drag n 
drop’ playlist that would be impossible 
via analogue. 

LETTERS
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Cat that got the stream
Patrick Cleasby has an interesting theory concerning Neil Young being a 
bit like Beetlejuice – mention his name a few times and up he pops...

XStream’s view 
on the lossless 
streaming race

ast month I alluded to my recent second-hand 
Pono purchase and the possibility of a 
streaming follow up to the Pono music store, 
which disappeared so ignominiously last year. 

Prior to that point all had gone relatively quiet in 
Pono-land, the only sign of life being the poorly received 
in-house Beta successor to the JRiver-based Pono Music 
World application. 

However, the recent pronouncements reminded me that 
just before Christmas there were rumours of where Neil 
Young’s leaning towards streaming was taking him and 
the guess that it was Singaporean company Orastream 
(badged as XStream) proved correct.

It’s an interesting development – to ring the MQA bell 
again, it is now almost fi ve years ago that it seemed that 
Pono might actually be a new format. Back in those days, 
sightings of Young with Bob Stuart at Meridian when 
MQA was still percolating seemed to confi rm this. In a 
typical swerve, Neil served us up plain old download-to-
own FLAC instead (not that there’s anything wrong with 
that, you understand), and we limped through a year 
or two of US store activity. Sadly, it didn’t live long enough 
to see its UK transition. None of this is fatal to the rather 
lovely-sounding device itself. The reason I bought mine 
was that it was nice and cheap, and I thought the kind of 

news we have just 
had would lead to a 
quick evacuation of 
the remaining new 
retail units. It seems 
my suspicions were 
confi rmed – Young’s 

payoff pretty much confi rms that this is the end of his 
dalliance with Ayre Acoustics – the chances of Pono Player 
2 materialising any time soon are becoming increasingly 
unlikely, which is a real shame.

I won’t go through the singer’s other comments in detail 
here – they are available in full on the audiophile web 
forum of your choice – but for once they contain some 
juicy and relatively unambiguous direction, along with 
some direct or implied recrimination at Apple for shooting 
down digital fulfi lment provider Omnifone, and thus the 
Pono store, as well as at Meridian.

The joy of the mooted Orastream tie up is that in 
principle one could play with some of the technology now, 
as it offers a solution called BRIO in Beta – although with 
a primary function that differs slightly from Neil’s – it is 
supposed to make it easy to access your own library away 
from home. It still has some way to go, however, and there 
really needs to be a version that works from a NAS drive 

for those server 
enthusiasts – 
rather than the 
current desktop 
installations – 
and the ease of 
confi guration is not 
quite at Roon levels 
of ease just yet.

Staying on the 
hot topic of 
streaming, the BBC 
has recently been 
running a trial of 
lossless Radio 3 
over the internet. Originally set to end in May, the trial 
now appears to be set to return to cover the Proms period 
(starting on 14 July and concluding on 9 September) and 
it is hoped that in the usual way this sees the experimental 
service evolving into a permanent one. It’s intended to 
be used with Firefox browsers, although wily enthusiasts 
armed with the right URL would rather use Beta VLC. 
Those that are more adventurous still are rumoured to 
have made it work using Logitech Media Services and a 
Squeezebox Touch.

 
Falling behind
The minimum suggested bandwidth requirements of 
2Mbps for lossless Radio 3 are a salutary reminder of the 
reasons why both MQA and Orastream are trying to 
keep the bandwidth cup from overfl owing either by 
encapsulation or by adaptive behaviour. While Qobuz is 
not even on the map of lossless streaming according to 
some of the competition (see the XStream publicity 
pictured above), if it were to suddenly leap forward in 
subscriber numbers to a few million like Tidal did when 
Jay Z muscled in, that would mean an awful amount of 
‘empty’ bits in the upper reaches of those streaming 
24/192 FLAC fi les clogging up the internet for everybody 
else. If their subscriber base stays in the fi ve-fi gure area 
only, no one needs to worry.

Personally, I am checking daily for the anticipated release 
of Amarra Luxe 4 (basic Amarra 4 seems promising) for 
its Tidal integration. That will leave me one step away 
from a software MQA-decoding solution to test out Tidal’s 
high-resolution streaming (this will be released in a 
subsequent update). We’ll see what that reveals, but in the 
meantime streaming remains a busy and fun area to be 
looking into, the downside for the hi-fi  industry is that you 
don’t need much more than a computer to play with it ●

The BBC’s lossless 
Radio 3 trial looks 
set to return to 
cover the Proms
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Going around in circles
The re-emergence of the humble record as the format of choice is great news for hi-fi 
enthusiasts everywhere, right? David Price reflects on the downside of the vinyl revival

An example 
of some of 
the ‘toy’ 
turntables 
available for 
spinning your 
beloved ‘vinyls’

ick Hornby’s High Fidelity is an uncomfortably 
accurate portrayal of fi n de siècle record 
collectors. The way it gets into the groove of 
vinyl junkie culture is almost painfully precise 

– with beautifully wry observations about the characters 
that vinylistas tend to be along with their curious 
compulsive behaviour patterns. And I suspect that when he 
penned his magnum opus he had the likes of us in mind.  

We know who we are and what we like. Audiophiles tend 
to be a little bit OCD, slightly obsessive and hopelessly 
devoted to the prime pursuit of acquiring not just a copy 
of this or that recording – but the copy. We search high and 
low for fi rst pressings or really top-class reissues of great 
albums, have an unnatural interest in catalogue numbers. 
And we never, ever, ever call an LP record “a vinyl”.

For nearly a quarter of a century, we have been an 
underground, overlooked minority. Who cared what we 
thought about the death of vinyl or the rise of streaming? 
We were irrelevant, fossilised seventies throwbacks that 
wanted to uninvent technology. At fi rst I fought this, but 
like many vinyl junkies I began to rather enjoy my dissident 
status. I liked the funny looks I’d get walking around Bristol 
with an ageing 12in piece of plastic in a bag – when 
everyone else was carrying shiny new CDs. It was – if you 
pardon the dreadful Huey Lewis allusion – hip to be square.

Now though, 
record collectors are 
experiencing the 
most terrible thing 
to happen to them 
since EMI closed 
down its Hayes 

pressing plant back in the nineties. Actually, it’s worse. The 
cruel hand of fate has intervened and made vinyl fashionable 
again. With large swathes of vinylistas defi ning themselves 
as being anti-fashion, it has placed us with the coolest, 
grooviest hipsters and we don’t like it! 

Having spent 25 years of dinner parties making a doomed 
case to my baffl ed friends and acquaintances for analogue 
LPs, I’m now horrifi ed to fi nd that they’ve started listening 
to me and want a piece of the action. The prospect of 
people with no previous knowledge or empathy for the 
format getting into it for the fi rst time is horrifying. Worse 
still, they’re all repeating the same mistakes that led so many 
to get out of the format in the fi rst place, 30 years or so ago.  

A trip to my local Fopp showed me in no uncertain terms 
what’s going on. When this great music store opened its 
doors some 15 years or so ago, it was wall-to-wall CDs. 
Then DVDs held sway and just to show they were cool guys, 
they’d stock the occasional vinyl pressing for £10 or so. Now 

though, go inside 
and the ground 
fl oor is getting 
increasingly 
swallowed up by LP 
reissues. I loved this 
at fi rst for what it 
represented, but I 
now see that large 
swathes of the shelf 
space are being 
taken up with 
‘turntables’ – and 
this is the rub. 
These so-called 
‘turntables’ cost 
between £50 
and £100, have 
integrated 
amplifi ers and 
speakers and are basically toys – and nothing more.  

Go to Amazon and look at the comments, and you’re into 
a whole new world. People talk about breaking the “needle” 
after a few plays, and then adding a “needle” they found on 
their dad’s old “deck” and “now it doesn’t play right”. Folk 
complain that after a month the sound is scratchy and “it 
won’t play the vinyls anymore”. They complain it doesn’t 
sound as good as people said it would, or that “the speed 
has gone wobbly and fl at…” Welcome to the jungle! 

Jumping on the bandwagon
After decades of record collecting being a meticulous 
pursuit conducted by people with decent record players 
and a loving care regime, we’re back to the point when 
anyone who takes the fancy fi nds themselves buying 
dreadful hardware from a position of complete ignorance. 
All those expensive reissues they’re buying will soon be 
junk as the dire pick-up cartridge scythes its way through 
the groove at 5g, its appalling geometry rebutting the disc 
as it goes. Still, if it means you can tell your friends you 
buy “vinyls” and have the gatefold sleeves up on the wall 
of your fl at as art, who cares? 

After campaigning to get records back on the map for 
decades, no sooner does the format resurface and it is being 
ruined. The only positive to take from it is that there’s now 
a real opportunity for serious hi-fi  manufactures to step in 
and take on those terrible Chinese-made £50 ‘turntables’, by 
selling something at twice the price that’s not quite so bad 
– and providing a ladder up to real, entry-level hi-fi  when 
people feel it’s time they got a decent deck ●  

Just as the format 
starts to resurface, 
it is ruined by all the 
terrible hardware

N

DAVID PRICE 
Hip to be square
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Let’s get physical
There was a time when playing music meant it wasn’t just the ears that got a work out. 
Chris Ward decides it’s high time us audiophiles got back into shape

Chris reveals one 
of his preferred 
listening stances

rowing up in the seventies, music was good for 
your health. A signifi cant 7in single or LP 
release would see my knees become a positive 
blur on my Raleigh Jeep (Choppers were for 

those far cooler than I). This sprint to the record shop 
would burn calories, summon a sweat and enforce some 
serious prioritization between a Curly Wurly or The Clash, 
Sherbet Fountain or Supertramp and fl ying saucers or 
Fleetwood Mac. Add in the exercise of wading through 
deep shag pile to the stereogram, placing and turning over 
your precious vinyl, not to mention regular squats to blow 
fl uff from the needle, and I was as toned as Popeye. 

But times changed and pricey releases of CDs with tiny 
artwork didn’t seem to summon quite the same adrenaline-
fuelled imperative. Of course, I was now highly sophisticated 
and any trip to Our Price fi rst necessitated the affectation of 
a suitably credible band T-shirt and complex buckle boots, 
all set off by a jaunty hat that restricted vision in one eye, 
reducing any rush to a teenage amble. Yet, the creation of 
potent cassette mix tapes kept me physical. 

A few years passed. Digital music arrived, and I was a one, 
not a zero! Burning ‘mix CDs’ necessitated a certain degree 
of mental agility and mouse dexterity, but for all intents and 

purposes I was 
entering the sit 
down phase of my 
musical journey. But 
physical hope was 
at hand because 
I owned a CD 

Walkman and, to quote Sir Cliff Richard, I was literally 
“wired for sound”. Of course, out and about, one generally 
didn’t carry extra CDs, as changing them in public was not 
cool and was particularly hazardous when roller skating 
with a faraway look. 

Leaping forward to 2008 and I’m back on my bike, cycling 
to the train station for a daily commute to the big smoke. 
Curiously, bikes are no longer a means of transport, they 
have become lifestyle fashion accessories and my trend-
setting cycle clips were spotted by a fl edgling hipster in 
Camden. I was surreptitiously approached and invited to 
test a new Beta music proposition called Spotify. “How does 
it work?” I asked. “It’s all music, free, forever!” Still sounds 
bonkers and early trials were indistinguishable from magic 
and showing it off to amazed friends, I was offi cially a 
wizard of Harry Potter standards. 

This brings us bang up to date where music has 
transcended all physicality (like radio did a century ago). I 
can now reduce all exertion to stretching down to reach a 
charging cable. A new album release appears immediately 

in my streaming or 
download service 
of choice and even 
clicking devices 
feels like a workout 
given we’re now 
conditioned to 
touch-sensitive 
screens. I now 
needn’t leave my 
sofa, surrounded by 
an array of remotes 
and tablets that 
enable me to access 
and control endless, 
high-quality digital 
music. Even heavyweight LP pressings arrive in the post, so 
the postman shoulders the 180g load. 

Conversely, increasing time, wisdom and a little disposable 
income has enabled me to amass some classic, colossal 
loudspeakers, beefy turntables and monster power 
amplifi ers, which brings me to some words of caution. 
Music is no longer good for your health! We have reached a 
tipping point where audiophiles couldn’t be more sedentary, 
and yet we are surrounded by heavyweight gear that can 
easily provoke hernias or heart attacks. 

Music and movement
So, I would urge us all to return to the sage-like words 
of Olivia Newton-John’s Physical. Instead of lowering 
yourself into the sofa for an extended listening session 
of Peruvian nose fl uting, we should don our leotards and 
sweatbands and use our quality music systems to power 
a new audiophile fi tness craze. Fans of hi-fi  will become 
fi t and wiry and us reviewers will appear in revealing 
calendars, showing off our fl at stomachs while needlessly 
lifting monoblocks. It’s possible I may have stretched too 
far here, but the underlying insight is that music has 
always been synonymous with movement and middle-
aged audiophiles like myself might need to accept that 
having a sumptuous midband and heavy bass is not ideal 
for our health. The trouble is, we’re just so discerning – 
drawn to excellent music, comfy cars, quality food, rich 
coffee, leggy wines and moreish beers. 

So, as a sonic experiment this summer, I urge us all to 
angle our speakers to create sweet spots at standing height 
and hide all the remote controls and tablets. Then, all we 
need to do is play a rich diet of infectious seventies funk 
and 12in dance remixes and we’ll be as fi t as butchers’ dogs. 
Now, where did I leave my leg warmers? ●

We have reached a 
tipping point where 
audiophiles couldn’t 
be more sedentary

G

CHRIS WARD 
Fit and you know it
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Keep it clean
People have wildly diff ering views on the importance of a good mains supply, 
mains cables and conditioners. Neville Roberts presents the case for the defence

Perspective 
plays a key role 
in how we 
interpret what’s 
in front of us

nce upon a time a philosopher, a physicist and 
a mathematician were travelling through 
Scotland in a train when they saw a black sheep 
through the window. “That’s interesting,” said 

the philosopher, “I see that Scottish sheep are black.” 
“Hmm,” said the physicist, “you mean that some Scottish 
sheep are black.” “You are both incorrect,” said the 
mathematician. “All we know is that there is at least one 
sheep in Scotland and that it is black on at least one side!” 
Different people certainly have a different perspective of a 
particular issue. This perspective will be as a result of things 
like experience, training or just personal bias.

Take the subject of mains conditioners and mains cables 
for hi-fi . Some argue that they make no difference at all to 
the sound quality of their equipment. Their reasoning is that 
the AC mains gets converted to DC by the equipment power 
supplies and so any problems with the supply are removed 
by that process. Mains conditioners and the like are simply 
dismissed as ‘snake oil’. Others fi nd from experience that 
improving the quality of the mains supply results in 
noticeable sonic improvements. But why is this?

My mains voltage varies from about 208V to 242V during 
a typical day. Of course, a regulated power supply should be 
able to take this variation it its stride. However, it’s another 
matter when it comes to interference that will inevitably 

be picked up in the 
run from the power 
station to my house. 
While power 
supplies may be very 
good at fi ltering out 
mains hum and 

stabilising a DC supply, they are primarily designed to 
operate at mains frequency, and many designs are not much 
good at dealing with the RFI that can fi nd its way into your 
supply. Similarly, the power station that supplies the power 
to your house is not designed to cope with the sudden rapid 
transients that your hi-fi  may demand when playing music. 
Good quality mains leads, mains fi lters and isolation 
transformers can all help isolate your equipment from the 
incoming mains supply.

Another issue is that power supplies can have a very 
signifi cant effect on the sonic properties of audio 
equipment. A linear power supply operates at mains 
frequency and only has to fi lter out generated noise up 
to a few hundred hertz. However, many modern items of 
equipment use switched-mode power supplies, which take 
the input voltage and switch it at a high frequency, so the 
circuits are either on or off. Although these circuits are more 
complex than a linear power supply, they are much more 

effi cient and also 
utilise physically 
smaller components. 
The problem is that 
some manufacturers 
save costs by using 
cheaply made 
switched-mode 
units. The main issue 
is that the high-
frequency switching 
can generate 
complex high-
frequency energy 
that the fi lters in the power supply must block. This can 
span a wide range of frequencies, starting from the switching 
frequency and encompassing all the harmonics. Therefore, 
unless carefully designed, a switched-mode supply can itself 
generate RFI and EMI – all bad news for your audio setup.

But why should a mains cable have any effect on a system? 
With direct current, a cable is simply two conductors of 
electricity, insulated from one another to prevent shorting. 
The electric and magnetic fi elds resulting from the current 
fl ow soon stabilise into a fi xed pattern around the 
conductor. However, as soon as we start to send alternating 
current through cables, other issues need to be considered. 
The reactive elements of the cables come into play and the 
electric and magnetic fi elds around the conductors 
constantly change. As frequencies increase, such as those 
of mains-borne interference, the dielectric properties of 
the insulator start to play an important part in modifying 
the electric and magnetic fi elds around the conductors. 

Spot the diff erence
As we improve our systems, other more subtle effects 
become apparent. A low-cost audio system is unlikely to 
show any benefi t from a mains cable upgrade. However, as 
you move up the quality ladder, you are much more likely 
to hear the improvements provided by mains conditioners 
and superior mains cables.

Understandably, many people are sceptical about claims 
of sonic benefi ts. It will be argued that such benefi ts are 
unsubstantiated since they can’t be backed up with scientifi c 
proof. That’s like saying bumble bees couldn’t fl y until 
around 2005 when scientists fi nally fi gured out how they 
do so. We live in a world where new and unexplained issues 
arise that may only be understood in the future. Maybe one 
day we will be able to explain all of the ways a mains supply 
can affect sound, but in the meantime we should simply 
accept that it can and deal with any issues as they arise ●  

Understandably, 
people are sceptical 
about claims of any 
real sonic benefits

O

NEVILLE ROBERTS 
The mains man
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Up for review?  
With the way that we consume music having changed so much, is there any point in 
music reviews any more? Nigel Williamson writes in defence of the music critic

There’s still an 
important role 
for music critics 
to play

t the risk of putting myself out of a job, has the 
role of the record reviewer had its day? There 
was a time when music lovers relied on the 
critics. Of course, you might hear a track on 

the radio that would persuade you to buy an album, but 
mostly we relied on the reviews in NME, Melody Maker, 
Rolling Stone etc. and learnt to identify and trust those 
reviewers that shared similar taste to our own. 

Yet today, the release of a new album is invariably 
preceded by several, if not all, of its tracks being made 
available for free on Youtube and other streaming 
platforms. Why do you need to read what the critics think 
when you can rely on the evidence of your own ears?  

And if you really want to check the reviews, there’s 
almost always a star rating and list of three or four ‘key 
words’ pithily summing up the record at the bottom.   

But before HFC’s editor starts fi lling out my P45, I’d like 
to make a case that the critic does still have a signifi cant 
role to play in the musical interface – a claim that is borne 
out by the readership surveys conducted by music 
magazines which almost unanimously show that the 
reviews remain their most valued sections.

The art of the critic has always been a challenging one. 
The saying “writing about music is like dancing about 
architecture” has been variously credited over the years 
to Laurie Anderson, Elvis Costello and Brian Eno, but 

whoever came up 
with it had a point. 
Trying to describe 
music is what the 
philosopher Gilbert 
Ryle in his book The 
Concept of Mind 

called a “category mistake”. The ever-cynical Frank Zappa 
put it a different way when he waspishly claimed: “Most 
rock journalism is people who can’t write, interviewing 
people who can’t talk, for people who can’t read”.

And yet there has been some wonderful writing about 
music over the years, from Ian MacDonald’s Revolution In 
The Head, a book even Paul McCartney admitted taught 
him much about The Beatles’ music that he didn’t know, to 
Greil Marcus’s magisterial Mystery Train, which placed 
rock and roll in the context of other great American 
cultural archetypes, from Moby-Dick to The Great Gatsby.

I recently re-read EM Forster’s 1910 novel Howard’s End 
and found the most extraordinary imagery used to 
describe Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. According to Forster, 
the familiar fi rst few bars sound like “a goblin walking 
quietly over the universe from end to end”. No, I have 
absolutely no idea what he is talking about, either, but by 

making us think about a well-known piece of music in 
a fresh and inquisitive light, it is a great writing.

A little later, Forster’s protagonist complains about 
another character who labels music “with meanings from 
start to fi nish; turns it into literature”. Without sounding 
too pompous, that has to be the aim of the music critic – 
not simply to count the beat or compare the timbre of 
Adele’s voice to Bonnie Raitt, but to do so with a literary 
smartness that makes it a worthwhile creative exercise. 

Stevie Chick, an old friend with whom I used to share 
reviewing duties at The Times and who now teaches music 
journalism at London’s City University, tells his students 
that people do not just read album reviews because they 
want advice on what to buy. Chick demands far more from 
his students and seeks to inspire by instructing them that 
music writing “has got to be vivid and exciting and 
thoughtful and funny.” It’s a tall order, but one to which 
we should all aspire.

Listen without prejudice
If you turn to the Music Reviews in this issue (p99-101), 
most of the records that are discussed are most probably 
already available on streaming services for you to check 
out for yourself to make up your own mind. You may well 
arrive at a completely different conclusion to the one 
offered by the reviewer. 

Does that make the critic obsolete? I certainly hope not. 
Firstly, you may well have been pointed in the direction of 
something interesting that you might otherwise have not 
discovered if it weren’t for the review. But secondly, think 
of it as a dialogue between the critic and the consumer in 
which the review is merely the start of a conversation. For, 
to quote EM Forster once more: “What is the good of the 
ear if it tells you the same as the eye?” ● 

You may disagree 
with the reviewer, 
but does that make 
them obsolete?

A

NIGEL 
WILLIAMSON
All ears
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Music, maestro
David Price explains how the end of the Cold War ushered in a new 
era for digital music and the world’s first hi-res hi-fi DAC, the dCS Elgar

T
he nineties were arguably 
just as important for digital 
audio as the eighties – 
because they saw the 

introduction of hi-res recording and 
playback for the fi rst time. While CD 
offered a ceiling of 16-bit/44.1kHz 
operation, the new wave of DVD 
players available at the end of the 
decade were able to deliver 24-bit/ 
96kHz. Although this was important 
symbolically – laying the ground for 
the hi-res craze of today – there were 
practically no commercially available 
digital-to-analogue converters to play 
it. Suddenly, a new name appeared 
apparently out of nowhere, launching 
the fi rst hi-res-capable domestic DAC. 

The dCS Elgar was at fi rst able to 
handle 24/96 PCM; with its bespoke 
signal processing engine, compared 
with all of the other DACs on the 
market, it was unique. 

Founded in Castle Park, Cambridge 
back in 1987, Data Conversion 
Systems came to the industry via a 
rather circuitous route. Unlike other 
British brands from the famous 
university city, dCS began life as 
a defence contractor. Its speciality 
was, as the name suggests, number 
crunching. Founder Mike Story was 
a dazzlingly bright fellow, who – as 
legend has it – studied physics at 
Oxford because the university didn’t 
offer an electronics course. 

Story subsequently embarked on a 
PhD in electrochemistry, then left to 
start dCS with venture capital backing 
and some clever folk from Cambridge 
Consultants. Soon, the company was 
scooping up key contracts from 
high-powered defence companies. 

The end of the Cold War forced dCS 
to change the way it paid the bills. 
Mike Story began to transition the 
company towards audio, and adapt its 
expertise with DSP to the professional 
recording sector. Work began on the 
fi rst dCS 900, an analogue-to-digital 
convertor using a similar approach to 
the radar work done for the Ministry 
of Defence. It was the fi rst 24-bit ADC 
and featured the company’s unique, 

dCS and the making of a legend

Data Conversion Systems 
is founded, while Michael 
Jackson releases one of the 
best-selling albums ever

1987
dCS unveils its first fully 
rounded audio product, the 
900 as John Tavener's The 
Protecting Veil debuts

1989
dCS partners the 900 with the 950 
digital-to-analogue converter, 
while jazz musician and composer 
Roy Budd dies aged just 46

1993
dCS enlists the help of Allen 
Boothroyd and the resulting Elgar 
is released as jazz legend Ronnie 
Scott shuffles off this mortal coil

1996
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totally bespoke processing ‘engine’ 
that’s in all of its digital converters 
even today – called the Ring DAC. 

The 900 caused quite a stir in 
pro-audio circles and dCS duly 
decided to do a matching DAC, the 
950. This became the world’s fi rst 
24-bit digital-to-analogue converter, 
and it got a rapturous critical 
reception, and large amounts of 
orders from recording professionals.

There was no shortage of standalone 
DACs by the mid-nineties, so it was a 

brave move by dCS to launch its fi rst 
domestic hi-fi  product and only its 
third ever audio design. The former 
executive chairman of the company 
admitted the 950 was “an ugly box”, 
so the priority for the Elgar was a more 
aesthetically pleasing look and greater 
ease of use. Launched in 1996, it was 
precisely the right product at the right 
time. “We had assumed the only people 
interested were recording studios, but 
when the 950 came out we started 
realising there were commercial 
applications too”, Mike Story notes.  

dCS brought in a world-famous 
industrial designer. Cambridge-based 
Allen Boothroyd was enlisted to style 
the casework. A man of many talents, 

UNDER THE HOOD

Elgar is packed full of circuitry. It uses Field 
Programmable Gate Array (FPGA) chips to 
run custom-written dCS code that does all 
the number crunching, and so is totally 
different to all its rivals in every way. 

Standard ladder DAC chips of its day 
featured 16 resistors fed in parallel, each 
twice as big as the next, with the outputs 
being summed to give 16 different current 
sources to describe a 16-bit digital word. 
The Ring DAC runs just five resistors at the 
far higher speed of 2.8MHz. Careful noise 
shaping is then carried out at a higher 
sampling rate. The idea is that you turn on 
different current sources randomly, so any 
error is not related to any particular signal 
coming in. This creates a little more noise, 
but it is random background noise rather 
than something correlated to the music 
and so is easier for the brain to filter out. It's 
also said to be far more stable over its long 
service life, and less temperature sensitive.

he’s most famous for 40 or so years of 
Meridian hi-fi  designs as well as the 
iconic BBC Microcomputer. The plan 
was, in the words of one dCS insider: 
“To take the guts of the 950 and make 
it a high-end consumer product”. 

Although this sounded straight 
forward enough, Elgar was not 
without teething troubles. It was 
supposed to debut at the 1996 New 
York hi-fi  show, but the fi rst example 
was damaged in transit en route. 
Somewhat ignominiously, the 
company was forced to show it on a 
static display plinth, as a result. Soon 
though, the new DAC was wowing the 
hi-fi  world. dCS show demos were the 
talk of the industry; recording music 
in 16/44 and 24/96 simultaneously 
using 900s, and playing them back 
with 950s or the new Elgar – allowing 
people to hear the difference between 
CD-quality and hi-res digital audio for 
the fi rst time. This proved a pivotal 
year for the company; it committed to 
hi-fi  manufacturing and moved to a 
new factory just south of Cambridge.  

Grey matter
Like any Allen Boothroyd design, the 
Elgar has a certain visual ‘economy’ 
which makes it very nice to look at, 
even if it’s no longer the height of 
fashion. Finished in a very nineties 
shade of two-tone grey, it sports a 
dot-matrix display with chrome 
push-buttons for Standby, Display, 
Phase, De-Emphasis, plus Input and 
Mute on the other side, next to the 
Volume/Balance control knob (giving 
0.5dB and 1dB steps respectively). 
Pressing the Display and Volume/
Balance buttons together takes you 
to the set-up menu. It’s clean, simple 
and self-explanatory to use. Round the 
back, there’s a selection of inputs – two 
AES/EBU via XLR, coaxial and BNC. 
Balanced and unbalanced analogue 
outputs are present, with switchable 
voltages. The input receiver can be 
toggled between ‘analogue’ mode for 
data sources with poor clock stability, 
and ‘digital’, which is jitter rejecting.

With the exception of Pink Triangle 
and DPA DACs, every other rival to the 

Very much a 
design of its 
time, the Elgar 
still sounds 
incredible

dCS Elgar used bought-in digital 
conversion and/or digital fi ltering 
chips. Elgar was basically a digital 
signal processing computer in a box, 
and still sounds excellent today; 
compared with its mid-nineties rivals 
it’s a revelation. Via 16/44 from CD, 
it’s much quieter than contemporaries, 
with loads more detail and a fi ne sense 
of transparency. Tonally you’d never 
call it warm or euphonic, but it’s never 
harsh and lacks the ‘metal-plated’ 
upper midband that many nineties 
digital convertors had. It’s also a good 
deal more lively, with a purposeful 
rhythmic fl ow that wasn’t common 
back then. Soundstaging is a revelation, 
being wide left-to-right and offering 
the sort of depth perspective that most 
hadn’t heard from silver disc. It doesn’t 
suffer poor recordings particularly 
gladly, but give it a good one and it 
allows its full glory to shine through. 

On a high note
On high-resolution programme 
material, it’s better still. Everything 
that it does well on CD, it does better 
– the soundstage widens and deepens 
further, the music fl ows in a more 
organic way, bass is better defi ned, the 
midband cleaner and treble silkier. 
This classic DAC doesn’t ‘gild the lily’ 
musically speaking – meaning it won’t 
make a bad recording sound good – 
but with top-quality source material it 
delivers superlative sound. Of course, 
various high-end modern DACs now 
do better, but Elgar can still mix it with 
today’s big boys and look good. Given 
that a good example can be had for 
as little as £1,000 if you look hard 
enough – and that dCS can service 
it and get it working right back to 
original specifi cation, it’s a quite 
exceptional second-hand buy ●   

The Elgar off ered the 
depth perspective 
that most hadn’t 
heard from CD
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Do it, but 
do it better
DB HiFi is a dealer driven by a specific personal 
mission. Ed Selley goes to see what makes it tick

 peculiar phenomenon 
in many industries is 
something best described 
as the ‘Lamborghini effect’. 

Ferruccio Lamborghini was principally 
an industrialist and manufacturer of 
tractors but dissatisfi ed by the poor 
perceived quality of the Ferraris he 
purchased, he set out to do better – 
and gave the world a series of 
dizzying supercars as a result. Across 
many businesses you will fi nd people 
‘doing a Lamborghini’ and seeking to 
do better than the established order.   

James Dean of DB HiFi could be 
seen to be a prime example of this. 
He founded the company in 2014 in 
response to the challenges he had 
buying an amplifi er from dealers in 

A
his area that wasn’t made by a very 
select group of manufacturers. One 
dealer suggested he go it alone and 
he went and did just that. Like a 
number of newer dealers, he 
considered but ultimately rejected a 
conventional high street premises and 
instead chose to operate out of his 
– admittedly rather lovely – home. 

The DB HiFi ethos is focussed on 
a portfolio of makes that combine 
useful, real-world functionality with 
what he feels is a level of bang for 
buck that isn’t always present among 
some more commonly encountered 
brands. The fi rst system is installed 
and ready to go, so without further 
ado, it’s time to see what this 
philosophy entails in practise.   

DB HIFI  

Braiseworth House,  
Braiseworth, Eye,
Suffolk, IP23 7DS
01379 873451
dbhifi.co.uk

dali-speakers.com/uk                      elac.com
leema-acoustics.com      innuos.com/en
atcloudspeakers.co.uk      passlabs.com
soulution-audio.com/en     nordost.com

MY BABY    
Prehistoric Rhythm  
Love Dance   
16/44.1kHz FLAC 
from Tidal  

SEASICK STEVE    
Man From 
Another Time 
Happy To 
Have A Job      
16/44.1 FLAC    

System test music

DEALER VISIT 
DB HIFI  

BUENA VISTA 
SOCIAL CLUB       
Buena Vista 
Social Club  
Pueblo Nuevo  
16/44.1 FLAC    
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I’M FREQUENTLY GIVEN a phone 
or tablet as a point of control for a 
system, but this is the fi rst time I’ve 
been handed one that also acts as the 
source equipment. James is a keen 
advocate of real-world usability and 
this setup practises what it preaches.   

Key to this is the ELAC Element 
EA101EQ-G (HFC 423). It might be 
better known as a manufacturer of 
speakers, but ELAC has recently 
moved into electronics and revealed 
a knack for it. The Element is an 
integrated amplifi er, but like so many 
rivals its talents extend well beyond 
amplifi cation. As well as boasting two 
analogue inputs, there’s a selection of 
digital ins including optical, coaxial 
and USB as well as the aptX capable 
Bluetooth we’re using today. 

Changing rooms
ELAC has been utilising room 
optimisation software for some time 
and has put this expertise to good 
work in the Element. If you are 
using a 2.1 system, this software 
will help select the optimal 
crossover point. All this cleverness 
is then packed in a compact and 
well-fi nished chassis that looks 
smart and understated. 

James could go all-in with ELAC if 
he wanted, but he has been bowled 
over by a new arrival in the form of 
DALI’s Spektor 6. This is the largest 
member of DALI’s new entry-level 
range of speakers and takes the form 
of a 2.5-way fl oorstander mounting a 
pair of 165mm drivers made from 

the trademark wood fi bre material it 
uses in all its speakers and a 25mm 
soft dome tweeter. In some respects, 
this is as conventional as the ELAC is 
radical, but James feels that the result 
is greater than the sum of its parts. 

For some, scrolling through content 
on Tidal and streaming it to an amp 
might not constitute ‘hi-fi ’ in the classic 
sense of the word. Ignore the fact that 
your ‘source’ can also make and 
receive calls and listen to the results 
and I promise that you’ll stop thinking 
about how the sound might be coming 
into being and instead concentrate on 
what you’re hearing.

This is because this system is 
enormous fun. Listening to My Baby’s 

Prehistoric Rhythm, the system has the 
energy and low-end punch to make 
the album sound as it should. This 
means that Love Dance retains the 
infectious grooviness that an unlikely 
combination of European, Southern 
US and North African infl uences has in 
spades. The DALI is by no means a big 
speaker, but in James’ sizeable demo 
room it manages to sound bigger and 
more authoritative than you might 
reasonably expect. The bass in 
particular is deeper and better defi ned 
than is often the case at this price. 

System 1 – In their element   
This underlying authority ensures 

that everything sounds rich and real. 
The thinner, classically eighties 
recording of Soul In Isolation by The 
Chameleons doesn’t lose any of the 
immediacy that the track requires, 
but it manages to sound lush and 
engaging in a way that draws you 
into the presentation. This is a 
tremendously easy pairing to listen 
to and one that has no shortage of 
headroom either as even with some 
decidedly lively volume levels 
selected, it still has plenty 
in reserve. 

Grand design
What appeals most, 
though, is that for an 
outlay of a little over 
a grand, this is an 
exceptionally well 
specifi ed and fl exible 
system that offers the 
sort of real-word ability 
that James feels makes 
the difference. There 
are digital inputs to 
accommodate the other 
source equipment that 
people are likely to have 
in day-to-day life and the 
idea that this system can 
take all of them and 
generate the sort of 
sound that brings a little 
joy to your day is an 
extremely appealing one. 
Do these virtues stand up 
at a higher price?  

A tremendously easy 
pairing to listen to 
that has no shortage 
of headroom either

DEALER VISIT 
DB HIFI 

1

ELAC ELEMENT EA101EQ-G £625
DALI SPEKTOR 6 £500
ATLAS ELEMENT SPEAKER 
CABLE £38.40

TOTAL £1,163.40

2

1

2

The ELAC is a thoroughly 
modern amplifier

DALI’s most 
affordable 
floorstander 
delivers 
exceptional 
sonics
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TECHNICALLY, THE SECOND 
system takes the attributes of the 
fi rst and scales them up. If this 
sounds underwhelming, you should 
probably consider the components 
involved. This is a system that 
doesn’t take up much more space 
than the fi rst, but delivers a huge 
amount more of everything. 

Modest design
Key to this is the Leema Quasar, 
which is modestly described as 
an integrated amplifi er, but this 
undersells its abilities in the same 
way that saying David Gilmour is 
alright on the guitar does. As well as 
a healthy 180W of power courtesy 
of a carefully designed Class D 
module and four analogue inputs, 
one of which is balanced, the Quasar 
sports seven digital inputs. There’s 
also aptX Bluetooth and UPnP 
streaming, all encased in a slimline 
chassis that has the density of the 
black hole that forms its namesake. 

Supporting the Quasar is an 
Innuos Zenith MKII music server. 
The fl agship device in the Innuos 
range, it combines intelligent CD 
ripping with a terabyte of solid-state 
storage. The Zenith can either be 
used as a network audio device or 
– as here – connected to the USB 
input of the Leema. This also allows 
it to be the point of control, something 
that its extremely well thought-out 
interface makes a pleasure. 

The system is completed by a pair 
of ATC SCM40 fl oorstanders (HFC 

389). The largest member of ATC’s 
entry-level range, the SCM40 includes 
the trademark soft dome midrange 
driver. It wears its professional 
heritage with pride and yet is only 
slightly larger than the DALI in system 
one and, thanks to the cabinet being a 
sealed design, it’s entirely unfussy in 
terms of placement. As a system, this 
trio exudes an aura of seriousness – 
of wanting to get the job done 
without any fuss or frivolity. 

Firing up Seasick Steve’s Happy To 
Have A Job from the Innuos reveals 

the key attributes it has to fi ne effect. 
That Herculean power output of the 
Quasar doesn’t make it sound like a 
PA system or threaten the structural 
integrity of the room, but it does exert 
almost total control over the ATCs. 
This means that everything the 
SCM40 is good at – and it is good at 
a great many things – is on display. 

Nuances of Steve Wold’s vocals 
and guitar work that vanish into the 
background on many speakers are 
faithfully woven into the mix and 
presented. The tonality is also 
seriously impressive. The texture 
and presence vocals are afforded is 
outstanding. There’s never any sense 
of anything being over embellished, 

System 2 – Power pack 
it’s simply given the right levels of 
richness and realism. 

Most apparent, though, is the bass 
response. ATC bass is at times a 
slightly enigmatic thing. Without a 
reasonable amount of power behind 
it, you can get the impression the 
speaker doesn’t go especially low. 
Power is one thing the Quasar is not 
short of, meaning this system goes 
impressively deep but never loses 
the speed and effortlessness that 
characterises the rest of the frequency 
response. The thunderous bassline 
of Public Service Broadcasting’s 
Sputnik is delivered with astonishing 
presence and immediacy. 

Dynamic duo
The Leema and ATC 
are kindred spirits 
here, playing to 
each other’s strengths 
and minimising their 
weaknesses. What 
stands out most of all in 
the performance is an 
almost perfect balance 
of realism and fun that 
ensures that whatever 
you play on, it delivers 
at an emotional level as 
well as a cerebral one. 
At the same time, like 
the fi rst system, this is 
an incredibly fl exible 
collection of equipment 
capable of handling 
anything that you care 
to connect to it. 

DEALER VISIT
DB HIFI 

LEEMA QUASAR £2,995
INNUOS ZENITH MKII £2,300
ATC SCM40 £3,750
NORDOST WHITE LIGHTNING 
SPEAKER CABLE £310

TOTAL £9,355

1

2

The texture and 
presence that vocals 
are aff orded is quite 
simply outstanding

1

2

Small 
footprint, 
big features, 
enormous sound

3

3



It would be foolish to suggest that the 
three systems here consist of ‘obscure’ 
brands – some of the companies involved 
in making them are very sizeable 
indeed – but it might be fair to claim that 
they are less commonly encountered 
on my travels for Dealer Visits than a 

number of others. The level of sheer 
ability that these three setups offer 
is hugely impressive – not least when 
you consider that the first system costs 
less in total than the cabling used in the 
final one. They are united by sensible 

proportions, excellent feature sets 
and a level of performance that is truly 
invigorating. If you have been listening 
to the usual suspects and they haven’t 
been scratching your particular itch, 
there is another way.

SUMMING 
UP
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THE FINAL SYSTEM represents 
the fi rst time I’ve encountered Swiss 
brand Soulution. The 560 DAC is at 
the more terrestrial end of its product 
hierarchy, but still contains the sort of 
compromise-free approach to every 
aspect of its design that marks out the 
true high end. Built around a custom 
upsampling and decoding system, 
every part of it comes across as 
exquisitely well thought out. The 
Innuos Zenith MKII again acts as a 
server, but via network connectivity.

Power and the glory
Power comes courtesy of a Pass Labs 
INT-60 integrated amplifi er. Despite 
weighing over 40kg, it ‘only’ 
produces a seemingly sedate 60W, 
but then fi gures can be deceptive. 
The INT-60 is biased in such a way 
that the fi rst 30W of its output is 
delivered as Class A. This ensures 
that for a proportion of its volume 
range this is quite suffi cient to drive 
most speakers to ear-bleeding levels 
– the Pass is about as good as it gets. 

The speaker on the receiving end of 
this high-quality power is the ELAC 
FS 507. This is the smaller of two 
fl oorstanders in ELAC’s ‘Line 500’ 
range and as befi ts something 
very near the top of the tree, it 

incorporates all of the company’s 
refi nements such as the VX-JET treble 
driver, combining ribbon and ring 
radiator in a single array and ‘Crystal 
membrane’ drivers that look like the 
inside of a Fylingdales radome (the 
giant golf balls on the North York 
Moors). This setup has serious 
presence, but takes up a relatively 
sensible amount of space. 

Given that the Leema and ATC pairing 
offers power in spades and delivers the 
performance it does, you might not fi nd 

it too much of a surprise that this 
system doesn’t reinvent the material 
on the Innuos, although it’s still quite 
arresting how much further it moves 
the game on. What it brings to the 
music is a tangibility and effortless 
sense of realism that makes other 
equipment sound like the facsimile 
it ultimately is. 

This is most readily apparent 
in the soundstage. The way this 
setup handles the Buena Vista 

System 3 – An elegant Soulution  

DEALER VISIT 
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Social Club’s Pueblo Nuevo is an 
impressive two-fi ngered salute to the 
idea that front-to-back depth in audio 
is a myth. The space containing the 
performers is a tangible construct with 
the piano nearer the front with the 
bass while the percussion is further 
back. Great audio has always been 
about the suspension of disbelief. With 
music you love, almost any playback 
device can achieve it. What marks this 
system out is that I’m pretty sure it 
could create this effect with anything.

Keeping it real
Just as importantly, there is a still an 
innate joy to the way it reproduces 
music that doesn’t come at the 
expensive of accuracy or realism. 
For a system with serious bass – the 
sort that causes extremely solid 
furniture to become a passive 
radiator – it’s exceptionally fast on 
its feet, which gives it the agility 
to deliver any time signature with 
absolute assurance. This underpins 
everything else that the system does 
with a fundamental rightness that 
makes all the difference. 

To fi nish up, I change tack 
completely and put on Daft Punk’s 
Lose Yourself To Dance and the results 
are outstanding. This is a superb 
recording under any conditions, but 
here it’s pretty much unambiguously 
real. The scale and defi nition to 
Pharrell Williams’ vocal is so 
arrestingly right that you become 
absolutely transfi xed by it. The 
combination is so completely free of 
any sense of decoding, amplifi cation 
or any other of the day-to-day 
mechanics of home audio that 
it simply acts as a window on the 
music. This is serious hi-fi  and a 
quite fantastic way to fi nish the day.

1

Gives a two-fingered 
salute to the idea that 
front-to-back depth 
in audio is a myth

The only thing 
more solid than 
the build is the 
soundstage 

2

3

4

SOULUTION 560 DAC £20,000
INNUOS ZENITH MKII £2,300
PASS LABS INT-60 £12,000
ELAC FS 507 £8,699
NORDOST HEIMDALL XLR £800
NORDOST HEIMDALL SPEAKER 
CABLE £2,000

TOTAL £45,799

2

1

4

3
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T
he shockwave from 
the detonation of 
Buzzcocks’ Spiral 
Scratch EP, the UK’s 

fi rst genuinely independent 
punk single, now 40 years 
young, is incalculable. In its 
immediate wake indie labels 
aplenty sprang up, many of 
them self-fi nanced vehicles for 
guitar bands to document their 
one-shots at three-chord fame.  

Signifi cantly, by the time such 
garage bands were being 
inspired to do-it-themselves and 
commit their back-to-basics rock 
and roll to wax, the lineup of 
Spiral Scratch was fragmenting, 
one of its architects ready to 
explore more remarkable 
terrain, as frontman Howard 
Devoto made a clean break from 

the punk pack with cerebral, 
prog-tinged outfi t Magazine.

Signing with Virgin, Magazine’s 
debut 45, Shot By Both Sides, hit 
turntables in early 1978 and is 
retrospectively hailed – alongside 
same-year major label releases 
from Siouxsie and the Banshees 
and Public Image Limited – as 
an early manifestation of 
post-punk. The Sex Pistols 
proved anyone can make a 
record; Buzzcocks showed that 
anyone could form a label; and 
with its adventurous music and 
intelligent lyrics, Magazine 
opened the gates for like-minded 
souls to follow through.

Broadly speaking, operational 
from 1978 to 1984, post-punk 
isn’t easily defi ned – and is all 
the better for it. Punk rock, jazz, 

reggae, funk, poetry, avant-garde 
experimentation, psychedelia 
and adventurous production 
techniques are all part of the 
mix. Its most famous exponents 
– Joy Division, The Pop Group, 
Gang of Four, The Slits and Wire 
– cast a long shadow over 
contemporary alternative 
rock. The genre also pulled 
experimental outfi ts such as 
Cabaret Voltaire and Throbbing 
Gristle into its slipstream. 

The labels that emerged to 
document what was initially 
referred to as ‘new musick’ are 
similarly idiosyncratic. Factory, 
Zoo!, Postcard and Rough Trade 
are perhaps the best known, but 
our four featured indies are no 
less signifi cant and arguably 
more interesting: Crass Records 

(anarcho-punk), Industrial (a 
genre of its own), Y (punk-funk) 
and Whaam! (neo-psychedelia 
and proto-C86) are excellent 
examples of the diversity of 
musical strains draped beneath 
the post-punk fl ag. 

It’s not diffi cult to see why 
our quartet of UK post-punk 
independents hold such cult 
appeal: they were gloriously self 
suffi cient, exercised complete 
control over artwork and audio 
and enjoyed the freedom of 
operation on the fringes of the 
industry. Their no-compromise 
releases are now highly coveted 
by vinyl heads in their original 
issues, but for the rest of us 
much has been reissued and 
compiled over the years. 
Welcome to the new musick…     

LABELLED WITH LOVE

Simon Berkovitch charts the fallout of Buzzcocks’ seminal Spiral Scratch EP 
as he returns to the golden age of musical originality and independence 

UK POST-PUNK 
INDEPENDENTS

PART 2
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Gee Vaucher’s distinctive artwork became 
something of a calling card for the band

S et up by the anarchist punk 
band of the same name, 

Crass Records was not only 
fi ercely independent, but also 
highly controversial. To dismiss 
Crass, its label and its associated 
acts as second-wave punk rock 
on the strength of the group’s 
best-known tracks Do They Owe 
Us A Living? and Banned From 
The Roxy does the collective a 
great disservice. At its peak, 
Crass Records was the very 
model of collective co-operation. 

The label was created in 1979 
more out of necessity than 
anything else after Asylum from 
the fi rst album – considered 
blasphemous by record company 
Small Wonder – was replaced by 
two minutes of silence. Cageian 
this may have been, but to assert 
total creative and artistic control 
henceforth, Crass Records was 
formed. Each broadside from the 
group was provocative, including 
titles such as Stations Of The Crass 
and Penis Envy, fi ercely intelligent 
and musically diverse.

The 45s released by the group 
were as subversive as they were 
instantly identifi able. For example, 
Thatcher-baiting singles How 
Does It Feel? and Sheep Farming 
In The Falklands shone the 
full beam of the police onto 
their alternative lifestyle. To 
paraphrase a certain Johnny 
Rotten, they meant it, man.

Intentionally priced very low 
and usually self-produced, Crass 

releases are less albums, more 
total experiences. The incredible 
stencilled sleeves, designed by 
Gee Vaucher, are an overload of 
stimulating text and imagery, 
often folding out into colossal 
posters. Other artists that 
recorded for them included 
Poison Girls, Confl ict, Flux of Pink 
Indians and, from Iceland, Kukl, 
featuring future superstar Björk.         

Crass Records
Establishment-baiting anarcho-punk commune with roots in early seventies counterculture 

Industrial Records is unique, 
birthing as it has an entirely 

new genre of experimental 
music. It was created in 1976 
as a vehicle for Hackney-based 
avant-garde ensemble Throbbing 
Gristle (abbreviated to TG) 
– comprised of Genesis 
P-Orridge, Cosey Fanni Tutti, 
Peter Christopherson and 
electronics wizard Chris Carter 
– to release its debut LP, Second 
Annual Report in a limited 
edition of under 1,000 copies. 
Every aspect of production was 
handled by the quartet.

Although the group formed a 
notable alliance with Mark Perry’s 
Alternative TV, Industrial Records 
stood very much apart from the 
punk subculture, drawing on a far 
more esoteric range of infl uences, 
some from its previous existence 
as performance art ensemble 
COUM Transmissions. TG created 
an entirely new musical language 
through a challenging, infl uential 
run of albums and singles between 

1976-1981 – arguably the fi rst 
post-rock group, decades before 
the term was coined.

The intentional parody of a 
record label even began to behave 
like a real company. Thomas Leer 
and Robert Rental were signed 
for an album of synthpop and 
ambient electronica. Leftfi eld 
Sheffi eld trio Cabaret Voltaire 
issued a compilation of early 

works on cassette – a format that 
Industrial records wholeheartedly 
embraced – while cult author 
William S Burroughs released 
Nothing Here Now But The 
Recordings – a collection of 
sixties tape experiments.

Edgy, wildly experimental and 
gloriously unpredictable, Industrial 
and TG were independent in 
every sense of the word. 

Industrial Records
The label that single-handedly exploded the idea of what an indie could be

Debut LP Second Annual Report features the group’s 
logo – where Aladdin Sane meets Danger: Electricity

Not only fiercely 
independent, but 
also controversial

A vehicle for avant- 
garde ensemble 
Throbbing Gristle
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D ick O’Dell’s Y Records 
ushered in the new 

decade by making the indie 
cognoscenti lay down their 
raincoats and groove. 

The new home to The Slits, 
who formed the label’s debut 
release in 1980, and ex-XTC 
keyboard player Barry 
Adamson’s Shriekback is also 
an important document of the 
Bristol scene. Drawing on a 
distinctive set of musical 
infl uences – funk, dub, soul 
and punk – local bands such 
as Pigbag and Glaxo Babies 
ushered the new wave on to 
the dancefl oor. 

But it was the The Pop 
Group’s brilliant assimilation 
of politics, beat culture, free 
jazz and avant disco that casts 
the longest shadow. After all, 
the title of their Y Records LP 
For How Much Longer Do We 
Tolerate Mass Murder points to 
a more intense experience than 
Papa’s Got A Brand New Pigbag, 
the label’s biggest hit.

Y Records’ catalogue boasted 
30+ releases and put out one 
of the legendary Sun Ra’s most 
sought-after compositions, the 
achingly hip Nuclear War LP 

and 12in. International 
in scope, Y was light years 
removed from the early eighties 
punk rock ghetto of Sham 69 
copyists. Amen to that. 

Y Records
Made record buyers use their brains as much as their dancing muscles 

T elevision Personality Dan 
Treacy’s early eighties label 

takes its name from Pop Artist 
Roy Lichtenstein’s painting 
rather than the vapid popstars 
– it’s rumoured the label closed 
with a substantial payoff from 
George Michael and Andrew 
Ridgeley in 1984 as they were 
ascending into the mainstream.

Fired up by punk and sixties 
culture, Londoner Treacy was 
no stranger to DIY labels by 
the time Whaam! was unveiled. 
His debut self-release as Teen 
’78 was on GLC Records, with 
the fi rst outing from the TVPs 
– the classic Where’s Bill 
Grundy Now? – hot on its heels 
on the King’s Road imprint, 
run from his parents’ fl at. 

Whaam!’s lifetime was brief 
and its discography limited, 
but it made important cultural 
waves. More than just a home 
for his own group, Whaam! 
released early singles from The 
Pastels, Marine Girls, The Times 

and Doctor and the Medics, 
and was a big infl uence on 
Alan McGee’s Creation Records. 

Looking back to sixties pop 
and psych and anticipating 

jangly guitar combos of the 
mid-eighties, Whaam! is a 
signifi cant signpost in the 
many roads stretching away 
from post-punk’s epicentre.  

Whaam!
The part-time punk and full-time Television Personality’s third record label 

 C30 C60 C90 GO!
These indie labels didn’t require 
patronage by goatee-bearded 
billionaires to tear up the rule book, 
as our mixtape makes crystal clear

Teen ‘78
14th Floor
This punk-pop 
anthem on GLC 
Records captures 
Dan Treacy’s mob 
as they transition 
into Television 
Personalities.

Alternative 
Television
The Image 
Has Cracked
Deptford Fun City’s 
finest sons, ATV’s 
debut LP nails 
its experimental 
colours to the mast.

The Teardrop 
Explodes
Sleeping Gas
Julian Cope 
brings his Seeds 
collection to the 
party for his debut 
single, a killer 45 
on the Zoo! label.

Cabaret Voltaire
Nag Nag Nag
The experimental 
flip of the Cabs’ 
1975 classic on 
Rough Trade: Is 
That Me (Finding 
Someone At The 
Door Again?) .

Joy Division
She’s Lost Control
Fresh from the 
Factory floor, an 
irresistible fusion 
of Syndrum and 
melodic bass. No 
wonder Grace 
Jones covered it.

Bauhaus
Bela Lugosi’s Dead
Forget the goth 
tag, this Small 
Wonder cut 
has more in 
common with 
dub production 
techniques.

23 Skidoo
The Gospel Comes 
To New Guinea
This supremely 
danceable blend 
of industrial, avant-
garde jazz and 
gamelan on Fetish 
is highly infectious.

This Heat
This Heat
A masterpiece on 
the Piano label. 
The remaining 
members are 
still touring to 
widespread 
critical acclaim.

LABELLED WITH LOVE
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WHEN BOB DYLAN released 2015’s Shadows In 
The Night, a warm and ruminative collection of 
pre-rock and roll songs made famous by Frank 
Sinatra, it garnered such glowing reviews that 
he followed it last year with a second similar 
collection, Fallen Angels.

Despite an insistence early in his career that 
repetition was anathema, such sequels are not 
unknown in Dylan’s oeuvre. In 1992 he released 
Good As I Been To You, a wonderful covers album 
in which he paid homage to his traditional folk and 
blues roots and was so pleased with the results that 
he repeated the dose with 1993’s World Gone Wrong. 
Then he went back to doing what he does best: 
writing songs. But not this time. 

It’s now five years since Tempest, his last album 
of original compositions, and it transpires that 
Shadows In The Night and Fallen Angels were 

merely warm ups for the big one – the first ever triple 
album in his 55-year career, containing 30 standards 
by Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, Hoagy Carmichael, 
Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein.

And to be honest, it feels like he's milking it. There 
is considerable irony to Dylan’s twilight obsession 
with the music of a bygone age, given that he once 
announced that: "Tin Pan Alley is gone. I put an end 
to it. People can record their own songs now". 

Perhaps at 75 the Nobel Prize for Literature winner 
has nothing left to say and we should accept that 
particular book is now closed. Certainly there is 
plenty to admire in Dylan’s latest excavations in 
a musical era he claimed to have killed off . 

There’s nothing ritzy in his approach to these 
venerable old show tunes and tear jerkers and 
although his arthritic croak-croon is an acquired 
taste, his phrasing is masterful. Stripped of their 

customary sentimental clichés, over-familiar songs 
such as Stormy Weather, Stardust and As Time Goes 
By reveal an emotional depth that has for too long 
been obscured by saccharine coating. Backed by a 
band that plays with understated brilliance, at best 
the interplay between language, mood, texture and 
melody is exquisite. 

So what’s the problem? Well, when Leonard 
Cohen died last year at the age of 82 he was still 
writing songs that seemed to off er compelling new 
insights into the human condition. Perhaps it would 
be harsh to criticise Dylan for opting for a path less 
challenging in the autumn of his career. It’s just that 
in the year of Trump, one might have hoped that the 
prophet that wrote The Times They Are A’Changin’ 
and A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall would respond with 
something more mordant than shuff ling covers of 
Sentimental Journey and You Go To My Head. NW

Bob Dylan 
Triplicate 

CD Sony
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PRECEDING 
HANCOCK’S 
BREAKOUT album 
Head Hunters by a 
year, this is a rather 
more adventurous 
journey into the 
imagination of former 

Miles Davis alumni Hancock and Bennie Maupin, 
who wrote two of the three pieces. Side one 
consists of a suite called Sleeping Giant, which 
comes on strong with a spaced out jungle vibe 
created by percussion and travels through solid 
funk grooves and jazzy noodlings on synth, 
keyboards and horns to a crescendo of 

considerable heaviosity. Eddie Henderson’s 
trumpet is very distinctive as is Hancock’s Rhodes 
playing, and when joined by Maupin’s bass 
clarinet things get pretty wild. 

Crossings was the first Hancock album to 
feature Moog synthesiser – courtesy of Patrick 
Gleeson – it adds a cosmic vibe whenever it 
fades in. The second side is more adventurous, 
with both horns stretching out without resorting 
to traditional soloing. The sound that Speakers 
Corner has extracted from the tapes is powerful 
and as dynamic as the original allows. It’s got 
plenty of definition, lovely bottom end and brings 
home the out-there nature of the production with 
ease. An essential part of Hancock’s canon. JK

Herbie Hancock
Crossings

Kronos Quartet 
Folk Songs  

Leftfield
Leftism 22

CD Nonesuch CD Sony CMG

CD Captured Tracks
CD Room 13 Records 

180g vinyl   Speakers Corner

SAN FRANCISCO’S KRONOS Quartet's first 
journey into folk is a revelation in which they set out 
to subvert its conventions while still honouring its 
traditions. The violins of David Harrington and John 
Sherba, Hank Dutt’s viola and Sunny Yang’s cello 
create haunting arrangements that combine 
ancient modal drones with virtuosity. Over this 
striking soundbed, a quartet of singers – Natalie 
Merchant, Sam Amidon, Olivia Chaney and Rhiannon 
Giddens – give voice to trad ballads such as Johnny 
Has Gone For A Soldier and The Butcher’s Boy in 
the most glorious fusion of the folk and classical 
traditions since Vaughan Williams. NW  

NINETIES TECHNO HEROES Leftfield return with 
a remastered and extended version of their 1995 
crossover hit. That album – along with the likes of 
Underworld, Orbital and the Chemical Brothers – 
really catapulted the duo into the mainstream and 
to the forefront of the dance music boom of that 
decade. The good news is that Leftism (or Leftism 
22 as it's now called) still sounds fresh and relevant. 
Its deep, tribal rhythms, techno squiggles, trip-hop 
beats and samples from world music, reggae and 
dub all make up a varied and very rewarding listen, 
each element mixed nicely and for maximum 
impact. The second disc contains remixes. PH 

OVER THE COURSE of two albums and a handful 
of EPs, Canadian singer-songwriter Mac DeMarco 
has cultivated a reputation for blissful, slacker pop 
– beautifully melodic songs, shot through with 
woozy, hazy sunshine. The 13-track This Old Dog 
does nothing to dispel those tropes, but what's 
diff erent about this lo-fi gem is that unlike others 
that have come before it, the album is confidently 
produced. While DeMarco croons away languidly 
on songs like the title track and the jaunty Baby 
You're Out, there are hints of Beck stylistically, while 
acoustic guitars, crisp percussion, and washes of 
orchestral and occasional synths all sit nicely within 
the mix. The perfect record for summer. PH   

SET UP BY the BBC almost 60 years 
ago, the Radiophonic Workshop created 
the intergalactic theme tunes for iconic 
sci-fi programmes from Dr Who to The 
Hitchhikers Guide To The Galaxy. Their 
pioneering manipulation of electronics 
and tape eff ects has been an influence 
on everyone from Pink Floyd to today’s 
digital innovators, but after 40 years 
of futuristic service the Workshop 
disbanded in 1998. Now five of its 
members have reunited to issue new 
material on their own label, named 
after the famous Room 13 that was 
the Workshop’s original base within the 

labyrinthine corridors of the BBC’s 
Maida Vale studios. 

The rumbling bass frequencies and 
high-pitched oscillations of the five 
elongated synth improvisations spread 
over two discs will test your system to 
the max. Yet it’s far more than simply 
a hi-fi demonstration record, for its 
vaulting sonic architecture is brim-full 
with engaging extra-terrestrial rhythms 
and appealingly cosmic melody. NW 

Radiophonic 
Workshop
Burials In Several Earths

Do you agree with our reviewers? 
Decide for yourself and listen to 
some of this month’s tunes at 
www.hifichoice.co.uk

They influenced 
everyone from Pink 
Floyd to today’s 
digital innovators

Mac DeMarco 
This Old Dog
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HIGH RESOLUTION DOWNLOADS

IT'S EASY TO mistake Future Islands as 
newcomers after breakthrough LP Singles in 
2014. But this is actually their fifth album and as 
you would expect, there's a confidence about 
it. They still plough the eighties AOR/synth pop 
furrow, but there are real uplifting nuggets 
here. The HD treatment gives the songs a 
pristine sheen; the synth washes, propulsive 
back section and trademark vocal style all 
contributing to a very accomplished album. PH

DEPECHE MODE HAVE seen it all since they 
started in 1980, and 37 years and 14 albums 
later they're still at it. Their 15th album sees them 
in raw and angry form. With an outstanding 
production and presentation, the 12 songs (17 if 
you count the remixes on the deluxe version) 
are bombastic, epic in ambition and rocky. 
Guitars gnash and snarl, but it wouldn't be DM 
without the moody electronics and Poorman, 
Cover Me and Fail deliver in spades. PH 

Johann 
Sebastian Bach
Partitas 1 and 3; Italian 
Concerto; 4 Duettos, etc.
Rafał Blechacz

Future Islands 
The Far Field

Depeche Mode  
Spirit

CD Deutsche Grammophon

CD Onyx

FLAC 24/96  hdtracks.co.uk FLAC 24/44.1 highresaudio.com

THIS PIANIST CERTAINLY has fleet fingers; his 
dexterity is amazing. Equally impressive is the way 
that contrapuntal lines are kept separate, allowing 
the listener to follow Bach’s overlapping individual 
voices with ease. Tempi are on the brisk side, 
creating an impression of tense excitement and 
virtuoso brilliance. Then, in the final piece Blechacz 
confounds all expectations and relaxes. Suddenly, 
his playing is warm and aff ectionate. DG’s recording 
sounds open and natural, with excellent clarity and 
crisp attack. The piano is balanced a tad close, and 
there’s not much sense of hall ambience. But the 
bright dry sound suits the performances. JH 

THE PASTORAL SYMPHONY is (for me) the 
greatest of VW’s nine symphonies. Manze directs 
a moving performance, and his finále features 
a tenor soloist in place of the usual soprano – an 
interesting choice. The 4th symphony – as loud 
and angry as the Pastoral is quiet and contemplative 
– receives a suitably aggressive performance that 
pulls no punches. It jolts you out of your seat after 
the quiet ending of the Pastoral. The recordings 
sound detailed and immediate, if a touch dry and 
slightly airless. Clarity is excellent, but there’s a hint 
of tonal hardness during climaxes and a slight lack 
of low-frequency warmth and richness. JH   

Vaughan Williams 
A Pastoral Symphony 
Symphony No.4 
Royal Liverpool Philharmonic 
Andrew Manze conductor

A troubled, brooding, intimate 
work of considerable depth

Nils Lofgren  
Keith Don't Go
This phenomenal Nils 
Lofgren track from 
'The Fat Man album' 
has a fantastic live 
atmosphere that really 
shows off  how good a 
loudspeaker’s imaging 
and depth can be.

DEMO DISCS
Manuel Greiner, MD of 
Piega Loudspeakers, 
reveals the music that 
he uses to develop 
and demo products

Joss Stone  
Sleep Like 
A Child
Moody, close-mic'd 
and filled with emotion, 
this is complex but 
has an incredibly wide 
dynamic range and 
solid bass underpinning 
the rhythm. 

Katie Melua 
Nine Million 
Bicycles
Another great three-
dimensional track 
that highlights the 
recording environment 
– which was between 
producer Mike Batt’s 
kitchen and toilet!

MUSICREVIEWS

Eric Bibb & 
JJ Milteau  
Bring A Little 
Water, Sylvie
This classic Leadbelly 
song is stripped bare 
and intense, off ering 
great resolution of 
both the guitar and 
vocal components.

Various Artists 
40th Anniversary 
Celebration Album

SACD  Opus 3

SWEDISH LABEL OPUS 3 is recognised for 
making great recordings of contemporary artists 
and this compilation reinforces that with some 
very juicy sound. There's a strong blues contingent 
that includes unreleased tunes by BB Leon, Tiny 
Island, tracks from an album of Tony Sheridan 
songs and Kustbandet, a 1975 Dixieland recording. 
Classical cuts include Mendelssohn by a guitar 
quartet, a choral piece by Bach and an Andre 
Jolivet hymn on organ. Recorded on analogue 
tape, these tunes share a relaxed, rich sound that 
is rare even among audiophile recordings. Turn it 
up and bathe in the analogue bubble bath. JK  

HI-RES HIGHLIGHTS
Our pick of the best hi-res downloads 
released over the past month...

onkyomusic.com 
has new cuts from 
Imelda May, Feist 
and Gorillaz 
rubbing shoulders 
with Miles' 
impeccable 
Sketches Of 
Spain. There 
are binaural 

recordings of Mozart By Candlelight available at 
chasingthedragon.co.uk. Not to be out done, 
hdtracks.co.uk has Willie Nelson's God's Problem 
Child and Dylan's 50 Years Of Blonde On Blonde 
(Live). Finally, highresaudio.com has Lea Michele's 
Places and Max Richter's Out Of The Darkroom.
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John, Paul, Ringo and George remain perhaps the 
biggest music legends of all time. Nigel Williamson 
examines the influence of The Beatles

t was – more or less – 50 years ago 
today that Sgt Pepper taught the 
band to play. Yet, unlike the 
Lonely Hearts Club Band, The 

Beatles have never gone in or out of style: 
they have simply transcended the fi ckle cycles 
of fad and fashion to dominate popular music 
like nobody before or since. 

In truth, The Beatles probably should have 
been the fi rst subject in our Music Legends 
series. Few would question their status as the 
most signifi cant group in musical history and 
some 60 years on from the fi rst fateful 
meeting between John Lennon and Paul 
McCartney at a gig at a church fete in 
Liverpool, their songs shine on like the moon, 
stars and the sun. Who could ever eclipse 
them – and who has ever met anyone that 
doesn’t love The Beatles?

That we didn’t kick off this series with them 
was in large part because the task of 
summing up their achievement, infl uence 
and sheer ubiquity in the pop fi rmament is so 
daunting. Hence it was deferred until now, 
when the 50th anniversary of what Rolling 
Stone magazine describes as: “The most 
important rock & roll album ever made” 
really makes it impossible to procrastinate 
any longer.

Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was 
released on 1 June, 1967 and perhaps no 

album has ever made such an impact on the 
prevailing culture. 

By the time of its release, of course, The 
Beatles had already redefi ned popular music 
several times over. Throughout their career 
they travelled at such velocity that every year 
from 1963 onwards seemed like a watershed 
in its way, as each new release expanded the 
vocabulary and ambition of popular music, 

from the unstoppable exuberance of their 
early singles such as She Loves You and I Want 
To Hold Your Hand to the crafted brilliance of 
their late-period albums.

Yet perhaps no event in The Beatles’ career 
was more signifi cant than the group’s 
abdication as a touring band. Disillusioned by 
the screaming that meant they were unable 
to hear themselves on stage, The Beatles 
performed their fi nal concert at Candlestick 
Park, San Francisco in August 1966. 

Liberated from the requirement to be able 
to reproduce their songs as a four-piece on 
stage, The Beatles were now free to become 

I
the world’s most innovative recording artists, 
pushing the boundaries of what could be 
achieved in the studio to previously 
unimaginable limits. The result was Sgt. 
Pepper and it captured the zeitgeist at what 
was a critical turning point not only for The 
Beatles but for popular music in general. 

Here comes the sun
Writer and historian Jon Savage describes 
1967 as “the year pop divided” and it’s a 
useful analogy. The year started out in a 
business-as-usual kind of way with Tom 
Jones, The Seekers, Val Doonican and Cliff 
Richard all camped out in the top 10, as it 
seemed they had been since time immemorial. 
Yet six months later by the time of the 
summer of love, the charts were being 
invaded by new ‘progressive’ acts such as 
Jimi Hendrix, Procol Harum, Pink Floyd and 
Traffi c, fi lling the UK top 10 with psychedelic 
strangeness. Scott McKenzie went to number 
one all over the world with San Francisco (Be 
Sure To Wear Flowers In Your Hair) and the 
US charts were being transformed by the 
likes of Jefferson Airplane and The Doors. In 
a break with Tin Pan Alley disposability, pop 
musicians began to talk about integrity and 
artistic fulfi lment. The counterculture had 
arrived and The Beatles were in the thick of 
its LSD-drenched creative surge.

A DAY IN 
THE LIFE

It was at the Cavern 
Club one night that The 
Beatles caught the ear 
of a certain Brian Epstein
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At the historical distance of half a century, 
we can now see 1967 as The Beatles’ annus 
mirabilis. Over the course of the year, the 
group released Strawberry Fields Forever, the 
epoch-changing Sgt. Pepper, the life-affi rming, 
chart-topping fl ower power anthem All You 
Need Is Love and the surreal musical-fi lm 
Magical Mystery Tour. The latter aired on 
BBC1 in prime time on Boxing Day and 
featured The Beatles performing I Am The 
Walrus to the consternation of Middle 
England, which expected Christmas TV 
entertainment to consist of The Black And 
White Minstrels and The Billy Cotton Band 
Show and concluded that hallucinogenic 
drugs had turned the once lovable Fab Four 
into dangerous hippie lunatics. 

A hard day’s night
It was certainly a long way from the 
Quarrymen, the skiffl e group John Lennon 
had formed in Liverpool a decade earlier, 
and in which he was soon joined by 
McCartney and the 15-year-old George 
Harrison. By the time they formally became 
The Beatles in 1960, Lennon’s art school 
friend Stu Sutcliffe and drummer Pete Best 
had been added to the lineup and they spent 
much of the next two years in the clubs of 
Hamburg, learning how to be a band. 

Sutcliffe opted to stay in Germany, where 
he died tragically from a brain haemorrhage 
in 1962. But back at the Cavern Club in 
Liverpool, ‘Merseybeat’ was being born 
as The Beatles drew ever-growing and 
enthusiastic crowds to the city’s legendary 
basement venue. It was at the Cavern one 
night that they caught the ear of Brian 
Epstein, a local record store owner and 
would-be entrepreneur, who became their 
manager and set about attempting to secure 
the group a recording contract. 

John, Paul, Ringo and 
George circa 1970

Often referred to as 
the fi fth Beatle, if 
Epstein’s professional 
expertise was vital to 
their success, even 
more crucial were 
the maturing skills of 
Lennon and McCartney 
as songwriters. 

The Beatles’ early 
repertoire had been 
dominated by covers of 
songs by Buddy Holly, 
Chuck Berry, Little 
Richard and the 
Coasters plus standards 
such as Besame Mucho 
with only a smattering 
of their own original 
compositions. Even 
when they auditioned 
for Decca at the 
beginning of 1962, 
there were only three 
Lennon-McCartney 
originals among the 15 songs they performed. 

Decca unceremoniously rejected them, 
telling them that: “Guitar groups are on the 
way out” and instead opted to sign Brian 
Poole and the Tremeloes, who had auditioned 
on the same day.

But three months later, when they 
auditioned for George Martin who signed 
them to EMI’s Parlophone label, they were 
playing mostly Lennon-McCartney 
compositions, including both sides of what 
was to be debut single, Love Me Do and PS I 
Love You. With Ringo Starr replacing Best on 
drums, Beatlemania was ready to erupt and 
the world would never be the same again.

The Beatles fi rst LP – which according to 
Philip Larkin’s famous poem marked the 
beginning of sexual intercourse – found 
Lennon and McCartney writing eight of the 

album’s 14 songs. But it was still the era of 
the three-minute single and The Beatles were 
the unrivalled masters of the format. By the 
end of 1963 From Me To You, She Loves You, 
Twist and Shout and I Want To Hold Your 
Hand had all topped the charts. 

Can’t Buy Me Love followed in early 1964 
and after the group’s fi rst visit to America, 
by April that year The Beatles occupied all 
of the top fi ve positions of the Billboard Hot 
100 chart. The ‘British Invasion’ had begun 
and The Beatles, as Lennon would later 
controversially remark, were on their way 
to becoming “more popular than Jesus”. 

Next on their bucket list was conquering the 
silver screen. After the banality of fi lms such 
as Cliff Richard’s Young Ones and Summer 
Holiday, A Hard Day’s Night set new 
standards in the pop movie genre, while the 
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PLEASE PLEASE ME (1963)
Four tracks from the group’s first two 
singles and 10 more recorded in a day 
at Abbey Road is how albums were 
made at the time, but the quality of 
the original songs is already evident 
and the covers of Twist And Shout 
and A Taste Of Honey are perfect 
vehicles for Lennon and McCartney’s 
contrasting styles.     

WITH THE BEATLES (1963)
Eight original compositions including 
McCartney’s first great love song in All 
My Loving, the beat group exuberance 
of It Won’t Be Long and All I’ve Got To Do 
and Harrison’s first recorded solo 
composition; plus half a dozen covers 
from Chuck Berry’s Roll Over Beethoven 
to a trio of Motown hits – all housed in 
an iconic, era-defining cover. 

A HARD DAY’S NIGHT (1964)
The first album to contain all 
originals and no covers. The title 
track (with its extraordinary opening 
chord) and Can’t Buy Me Love 
represent the hit quotient, but 
there’s not a weak link among the 
other 11 tracks, from McCartney’s 
heartfelt ballad And I Love Her to 
Lennon’s gutsy You Can’t Do That. 

BEATLES FOR SALE (1964)
Recorded at the peak of 
Beatlemania, it was a mark of 
how hectic The Beatles’ lives 
had become that Lennon and 
McCartney only had time to write 
eight of the album’s 14 songs. 
Eight Days A Week, I’ll Follow The 
Sun, I’m A Loser and Baby’s In 
Black are among the standouts. 

1963 1963 1964 19641963
ALBUM BY ALBUM
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accompanying album defi ed the 
conventions of the time by 
containing no fi ller: indeed, it 
was the fi rst Beatles’ album to 
include all original compositions.

Their musical ambition was now 
progressing at a dramatic rate. 
Perfect three-minute pop singles 
such as We Can Work It Out and 
Day Tripper were still fl owing from 
Lennon and McCartney’s prolifi c 
pens. But under the infl uence of 
Bob Dylan, who turned them on 
to smoking cannabis as well as 
expanding their vision of what 
could be said in a song, their 
albums were becoming increasingly 
sophisticated in a way that moved 
far beyond the beat group 
simplicities of She Loves You and 
the teen scream hysteria that 
drowned out their concerts. 

We can work it out
Whereas early albums had been recorded in 
snatched breaks between touring and were 
brilliant but essentially ad hoc collections of 
thrown-together songs, for the fi rst time 
in their career 1965’s Rubber Soul was 
conceived and recorded as a cohesive album. 
Lennon and McCartney were by now writing 
mostly apart, spurring each other to ever 
greater heights in creative rivalry, although 
all the songs remained jointly credited. 

The result was an album of mature and 
often refl ective songs, with Lennon hitting a 
rich seam with Norwegian Wood, Nowhere 
Man and In My Life while McCartney, having 
shown himself to be a master pop 
craftsmanship on Yesterday, came up with 
Michelle and I’m Looking Through You, written 
about his then girlfriend Jane Asher. 

Serious music critics in the broadsheet 
newspapers who usually wrote about classical 

recitals were now praising The Beatles’ 
“Aeolian cadences” and “pandiatonic clusters” 
and comparing them as songwriters with the 
likes of Schubert.

Revolver represented another signifi cant 
advance, as they experimented with the 
technology of the recording studio like never 
before. Sitar, harmonium, Hammond organ 
and clavichord were all added to the 
guitar-drums-bass lineup, along with the 
inventive use of tape loops. According to 
EMI’s Geoff Emerick who engineered the 
sessions: “Revolver became the album where 
The Beatles would say, ‘OK, that sounds great, 
now let’s play it backwards or speeded up or 
slowed down’”. The recording studio was 

now an instrument in its own 
right and record production had 
been elevated to an art form. 

Sgt. Pepper completed the 
transformation from light 
entertainment to serious art, from 
Peter Blake’s striking pop-art cover 
to the fi nal echoing piano chord 
that climactically closes the album 
at the end of A Day In The Life. 

Yet Sgt. Pepper ultimately led The 
Beatles not to a brave new world 
but to a crossroads, which found 
members of the group unable to 
agree on which path to take. 
Under the infl uence of Yoko Ono, 
Lennon was moving in an 
increasingly avant-garde direction, 
while McCartney felt it was time 
to get back to basics, a sentiment 
evident on The Beatles’ fi rst release 

of 1968, the raucous, Fats Domino inspired 
rocker Lady Madonna.

The sense that The Beatles were in a state of 
fl ux and uncertainty was enhanced by the 
longest gap between albums in their career: 
18 months elapsed between the release of 
Sgt. Pepper and the double LP The Beatles 
(commonly known as The White Album).

One of the reasons why the album was a 
double was because Harrison was now 
challenging the long-established Lennon-
McCartney songwriting duopoly. The White 
Album featured four of his songs including 
While My Guitar Gently Weeps, on which he 
duetted sublimely with Eric Clapton. 

He reached even greater heights on 1969’s 
Abbey Road, to which he contributed arguably 
the album’s two most memorable songs in 
Something and Here Comes The Sun, although 
he had to threaten to quit the group to force 
his colleagues to take his songs seriously. 
“You’d have to do 59 of Paul’s songs before 
he’d even listen to one of yours,” he groaned.

MUSIC LEGENDS
THE BEATLES

From 1963 onwards, each 
new release expanded 
the vocabulary and 
ambition of pop music

RUBBER SOUL (1965)
Released only four months after Help!, 
and written in a rush of inspiration 
following the group’s return from 
an American tour, for the first time 
Rubber Soul feels like a cohesive 
album project rather than a collection 
of songs. There wasn’t even space 
for the single Day Tripper/We Can 
Work It Out, which was recorded 
during the same sessions.  

REVOLVER (1966)
Some rate Revolver even higher than 
Sgt. Pepper and it’s certainly another 
dramatic leap forward, full of 
innovations including tape loops and 
backwards guitars on Tomorrow Never 
Knows and I’m Only Sleeping and a 
string octet on Eleanor Rigby. Harrison 
contributes three compositions and 
Here, There And Everywhere is one of 
McCartney’s most haunting ballads.

SGT. PEPPER’S LONLEY HEARTS 
CLUB BAND (1967)
The high tide of psychedelia and an art 
rock masterpiece that topped the UK 
charts for six months on its release. 
Recording and mixing took an 
estimated 700 hours of studio time and 
never before had an album sounded 
so conceptually rounded and finely 
calibrated. To take away a single note 
might destroy the musical balance.  

1965 1965 1966 1967

Hard Day’s Night was the first LP to feature all-original songs

HELP! (1965)
Only half of the 14 tracks actually 
appeared in the film, including two 
chart-topping hits in the title track 
and the glorious jangle of Ticket To 
Ride. Among the non-film tracks is 
the most-covered song of all time 
Yesterday, but side two runs out of 
a steam with a dull Ringo vocal 
showcase and a cover of Larry 
Williams’ Dizzy Miss Lizzy. 
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The strains in the Lennon-McCartney 
relationship were by now reaching breaking 
point and, although their fans didn’t know it, 
the writing was already on the wall. In the 
course of 1969, Lennon became the fi rst 
Beatle to release a solo single with Give Peace 
A Chance, credited to the Plastic Ono Band, 
and by the end of the year McCartney had 
started work on his debut solo album.

In addition to Harrison’s increasingly 
striking contributions, there was still some 
great music during the group’s fi nal fractious 
year, from McCartney’s Get Back and Let It Be 
to Lennon’s Come Together and The Ballad Of 

John and Yoko. But the inevitable 
announcement that The Beatles were no 
more came in April 1970, even before the 
group‘s fi nal album, the Phil Spector-
produced Let It Be, had hit the stores.

Astonishingly, The Beatles’ prolifi c recording 
career had been squeezed into just seven 
turbulent years – not much longer than bands 
like U2 and Radiohead take between albums 
these days. But if the break up of The Beatles 
seemed like an end, in a way it was only the 
beginning: in the fi ve decades of aftershock 
that has followed, it is almost impossible 
to think of anybody working in the fi eld of 
popular music that has not been infl uenced 
by their achievement in some way. 

So why has The Beatles’ music endured to 
fi nd fresh resonance with every subsequent 
generation? One can cite sales fi gures, the 
record-breaking tally of number ones, the style, 
the attitude, the innovation, their ground-
breaking transition from pop idols to serious 

artists and the way they came to defi ne 
popular culture’s most iconic decade. But 
above all the answer has to lie in the songs. 

At the core of the genius of the songs was 
the push-me-pull-you relationship stemming 
from the contrasting sensibilities of the 
group’s two main writers and protagonists. 

Lennon instinctively understood that what 
differentiates an artist from an entertainer is 
the desire to astonish and, on occasion, even 
shock his audience. McCartney grasped 
intuitively that cutting-edge art that fails to 
entertain is never going to grab the attention 
of the man on the Clapham omnibus.

It was the creative tension between these 
two approaches that sparked so many of The 
Beatles’ greatest moments. Think of the two 
halves of A Day In The Life or the double 

A-side that teamed the jaunty nostalgia 
of McCartney’s Penny Lane with the 
mysterious swirl of Strawberry Fields Forever 
or the juxtaposition on another classic 45 
of the dark, swirling maelstrom that was 
Lennon’s I Am The Walrus with the sweet 
pop rush of Hello Goodbye.

When Lennon and McCartney were 
wrenched apart, the two halves were less 
than the sum of the whole. In his solo career 
McCartney still had an abundance of 
wonderful melodies, but often lacked 
artistic ambition. Lennon had ambition in 
abundance, but his solo work reveals only a 
handful of memorable melodies. Yet when 
they were together, anything was possible. 

So much has been written about The 
Beatles over the years, from the erudite to 
the pretentious. But perhaps the last word 
should rest with the novelist Martin Amis, 
who wrote in The Rachel Papers that: “To be 
against The Beatles is to be against life” ●  

MUSIC LEGENDS
THE BEATLES

LET IT BE (1970)
Conceived as a return to a less 
complicated way of making music, 
the Let It Be sessions were ugly and 
marred by ill-feeling. Called in a year 
later to ‘save’ the album, Phil Spector’s 
remix could not conceal the disjointed 
feel, although Get Back, The Long And 
Winding Road, Across The Universe 
and the title track remain all-time 
Beatles classics. 

1 (2000)
Many of the group’s best-loved songs 
were non-album singles and so in 
addition to the classic albums every 
Beatles collection requires a ‘greatest 
hits’ compilation. This is the best 
of them, featuring 27 UK and/or US 
chart-toppers on a single disc, although 
sadly missing Please Please Me and 
Strawberry Fields Forever, both of 
which only made it to number two. 

1968 1969 1970 2000

THE BEATLES 
(AKA THE WHITE ALBUM) (1968)
The most diverse of the group’s albums, 
taking in rock and roll (Back In The 
USSR), blues (Yer Blues), folk (Blackbird), 
country (Rocky Racoon), reggae (Ob-la-
di, Ob-la-da), avant-garde (Revolution 
No 9), hard rock (Helter Skelter) and 
music hall (Honey Pie). It could have 
sounded like a mess; instead it was 
quite simply dazzling.

ABBEY ROAD (1969)
Mostly recorded after Let It Be, 
the final sessions in which all four 
Beatles participated may have 
been fraught – yet they were highly 
productive. Harrison contributed 
two of the finest tracks in The 
Beatles’ canon and the 16-minute 
suite of nine short songs that 
comprised the majority of side 
two is pure genius.

The Beatles performed 
their final concert at 
Candlestick Park, San 
Francisco in August 1966



106 JUNE 2017

It’s all very well investing in the very best components, but if you don’t 
have decent cables connecting them you’re missing out on sonic nirvana

CABLES £45-£275

Wired for sound

Atlas  
Element Integra 
interconnect
PRICE: £45 for a 1m pair  TELEPHONE: 01563 572666
WEB: atlascables.com  REVIEWED: HFC 412 

The Element Integra uses Ohno Continuous 
Casting copper (OCC) for its central conductor, 
insulated with a low-loss porous polyethylene 
dielectric (PEF). The outer conductor employs a 
braided copper and aluminium foil to screen out 
radio frequency interference  and the cable is 
terminated with Atlas’ Integra non-magnetic 
RCA plugs. These use solder-free, cold-weld 
interfaces between the OFC stranded 
conductors and the plug connectors for a 
high-integrity connection. The plug cover 
is a non-magnetic polycarbonate sleeve and 
incorporates brackets that grip the cable 
without compressing it. The outer coaxial 
connection is made by means of four 
asymmetrical sleeves that are sprung and so 
spread out on insertion into the socket. This 
assists in cleaning the plug-to-socket interface 
every time the plug is inserted.

Sound quality
We play a variety of recordings and find the 
Element Integra works extremely well across 
a range of genres. The sound is well balanced 
with no particular emphasis of any frequency 
band. Strings are smooth and flow while bass is 
taught and well controlled. The plugs are a good 
fit in all the equipment we try them with.  

WE SAY: The Element Integra represents 
excellent value for money and so 
comes highly recommended

THEKNOWLEDGE

Black Rhodium  
Foxtrot 
speaker cable
PRICE: £275 for a 3m pair  TELEPHONE: 01332 342233 
WEB: blackrhodium.co.uk  REVIEWED: HFC 412 

Hand made in Black Rhodium’s Derby-based 
factory, the Foxtrot employs RFI noise reduction 
technology to limit the effects of interference 
generated from computer networks, radios, 
mobile phones and even central heating systems. 
Each conductor comprises 16 x 0.2mm diameter 
plated copper wires, resulting in a conductor of 
6mm diameter. The conductors are insulated in 
silicone rubber of 1.2mm thickness. Gold-plated Z 
plugs have been fitted to the cables while the 
cable direction is printed on the sleeving at each 
end. The cable itself is incredibly flexible, making 
it easy to fit around the perimeter of carpets for a 
neat and tidy installation.

Sound quality
Prokofiev’s Romeo And Juliet, played by the LSO 
demonstrates excellent full-sound presentation, 
while the sudden changes of mood are beautifully 
rendered. Overall, the music is intimate in the 
quieter sections and stately with greater 
dynamics than we are used to. On Pink Floyd’s On 
Noodle Street the bass and drums are punchy, 
clear and well extended, while the guitars and 
synthesiser blend together perfectly to create a 
wonderfully relaxed atmospheric. The Foxtrot 
delivers a delightfully open and effortless sound, 
with plenty of detail and nuance.

WE SAY: Imaging and timing are quite 
excellent with this very sophisticated-
sounding set of speaker cables 

Leema Acoustics  
Reference 1 
USB cable
PRICE: £145 for a 1m cable  TELEPHONE: 01938 559021 
WEB: leema-acoustics.com   REVIEWED: HFC 423  

The 1 boasts high-purity monocrystalline 
continuously cast copper conductors with 
individual core shielding to protect the digital 
signals from each other, as well as from the 
effects of any external interference. The cable 
has a white woven inner mesh cover and is 
finished off with a blue protective outer jacket. 
It is terminated with gold-plated connectors 
that are joined to the cable using solder with 
high silver content. There’s a Type-A USB plug 
at one end for connecting to a PC and a Type-B 
connector at the other for hooking up the 
audio equipment of your choice.   

Sound quality
The Reference 1 is very well made and the 
plugs are a good fit. When put through its 
paces with a recording of Schumann’s String 
Quartet in A Minor as a 24/192 FLAC file and 
compared with a standard USB cable, the 
audible improvements are certainly very 
noticeable. This is particularly evident in 
terms of the spatial precision of instrument 
placement within the soundstage and the 
Reference 1 USB even brings a noticeable 
improvement to the quality of MP3 files. 

WE SAY: An excellent-value USB cable 
that brings a noticeable improvement 
to all your digital music files 
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Leema Acoustics  
Reference 1 digital 
optical cable   
PRICE: £175 for a 1m cable  TELEPHONE: 01938 559021 
WEB: leema-acoustics.com  REVIEWED: HFC 418  

One of the most common problems with Toslink 
cables is that the plugs can be a poor fit in sockets 
if they are not good quality. This can result in an 
intermittent loss of signal. Also, the low-quality 
fibre optic wire often used in cheap cables 
can be lossy and prone to spurious internal 
reflections that can result in jitter. Leema’s 
Reference 1 digital optical cable uses a 6mm 
diameter fibre optic cable, which is terminated 
in metal-barrelled Toslink connectors. The 
connectors feature a sprung body, which gently 
pushes the end of the fibre core firmly into the 
receiving socket in order to ensure the best 
possible quality data transfer across the optical 
boundary. The cable is finished in a dark blue 
PVC jacket, fitted with a blue mesh outer cover.

Sound quality
The Reference 1 cable is certainly beautifully 
made with high-quality components. 
Connecting it between a PrimaLuna ProLogue 
Eight Mk.2 CD player and the optical digital 
input of a Cambridge Audio Stream Magic 6 v2 
(HFC 393) acting as an external DAC, we find 
the quality of the plugs is so good that we have 
no problems plugging them into any sockets. 
Playing a CD of Vivaldi Sonatas For Flute Op.10 
shows that there is no evidence of any 
dropouts and the music is reproduced with 
accuracy and clarity with not even the slightest 
hint of edginess to the sound. 

WE SAY: With all instruments separately 
identifiable within the soundstage, this 
substantial cable is highly recommended

The Chord 
Company
Shawline analogue 
interconnect 
PRICE: £200 for a 1m pair  TELEPHONE: 01980 625700 
WEB: chord.co.uk  REVIEWED: HFC 412  

Also utilising the Tuned ARAY cable conductor 
geometry as the Clearway (left), the Shawline is 
fitted with silver-plated Chord VEE 3 RCA 
terminations, but it can be made to other lengths 
at £80 per additional metre. It is also available 
with Chord Co.’s new lightweight DIN 
connections for an extra £25 or with Neutrik XLR 
plugs for £50. The conductors are silver-plated 
and the construction of the Tuned ARAY means 
they are hand assembled. The cables are 
directional and this is clearly indicated by an 
arrow that’s been printed on the heatshrink at 
one end of each interconnect. 

Sound quality 
Listening to David Bowie’s Love Is Lost, vocals 
are splendidly clear and expressive and the 
voice never becomes submerged in the drums 
or guitar accompaniment. Switching to a 
vinyl version of Khachaturian’s Spartacus 
by the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, the 
performance is superbly full and powerful. We’re 
given a real sense of chariots charging around 
as the drums command the orchestra in the 
frenzied activity. The trumpets sound robust and 
imperious while the percussion is crystal clear.

WE SAY: A top-class interconnect with a 
performance that’s more than capable 
of  standing out from the crowd

The Chord 
Company
Clearway analogue 
RCA interconnect   
PRICE: £100 for a 1m pair  TELEPHONE: 01980 625700 
WEB: chord.co.uk  REVIEWED: HFC 420  

Hand built in Wiltshire, the Clearway features 
the proprietary Tuned ARAY technology 
originally developed for Chord Co’s flagship 
Sarum range and is designed to offer 
improvements in detail and transparency. 
The conductors use a very high-purity 
oxygen-free copper. The insulation has also 
been upgraded to Fluorinated Ethylene 
Propylene (FEP) and the cable is screened 
with a higher density foil to improve 
shielding. It’s terminated with VEE 3 direct 
silver-plated RCA plugs, but can come with 
DIN or XLRs and be made to any length.  

Sound quality
Saint-Saëns’ Organ Symphony No.3 is noted 
for some really deep organ notes during the 
first movement. The power and emotion is 
incredible and the Clearway has no problem 
conveying this without restraint. The more 
joyful second movement is sprightly and 
tuneful with all sections of the orchestra clear 
and well positioned within the soundstage. 
This interconnect very much fulfils the 
objective of carrying an analogue signal 
with a sense of musical coherence and a 
high level of detail and dynamics. All of this 
leads to greater insight and involvement into 
any music you choose to listen to.  

WE SAY: If you’re considering an upgrade, 
the Clearway gives you every reason to 
re-explore your music collection

HELP &
ADVICE

Digital cables are required to have a 75ohm characteristic impedance to 
match the output and input impedances of the equipment. A cable with the 
wrong impedance will result in unwanted reflections of the digital signal, 
which can cause errors that the DAC will have to correct. Furthermore, 
such leads do not maintain 75ohm as they often use connectors that 
compress the cable, thus altering its characteristic impedance.  

Analogue cables are not suitable for use as digital interconnects as their 
bandwidth is not wide enough. If a cable with a poor high-frequency 
characteristic is used as a digital interconnect it can result in timing errors 
in the digital signal, manifesting in jitter that the DAC has to deal with. 
Another requirement is that cables are well shielded from RFI and do not 
transmit interference from the high frequencies they are carrying.
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We take a close look at digital cables and how they can have 
a significant eff ect on the sound quality of your hi-fi system

igital cables only have to 
convey ones and zeros so 
don’t need to be anything 
special – right? Well, as 

with most things to do with hi-fi , it’s 
never quite as simple as that. 

Plenty of audiophiles now appreciate 
that the quality of the sound from 
their system is infl uenced by many 
factors – not only within the analogue 
domain, but also within the digital 
one. Although the factors affecting 
analogue and digital signals are 
different, their impact on the sound 
quality is just as signifi cant. It is, 
therefore, important not to neglect 
the quality of the digital interconnect 
cables that you use to connect up the 
digital parts of your hi-fi . However, 
before considering the cables, we’ll 
fi rst take a look at the signals that they 
have to transmit.

Ones and zeros
In a nutshell, the digital signal that is 
carried by digital interconnects and 
networking cables is binary data, that 
is to say a serial stream of binary 

D digits consisting of ones and zeros. 
A ‘one’ can be represented by the 
presence of a voltage, for example 5V, 
and a ‘zero’ as 0V. The binary number 
that can be used to represent the 
amplitude of an analogue signal is, 
therefore, a stream of binary digits, or 
ones and zeros, sent down the cable.

As the old joke goes: “There are 10 
sorts of people who know about 
binary numbers – those who do and 
those who don’t” This is, of course, 
saying that the binary number ‘10’ is 
actually decimal ‘2’ and this nicely 
illustrates what a digital cable has 
to carry in terms of binary digits. 
However, to accurately represent an 
analogue signal, it has to carry an 
awful lot of these binary digits in a 
very short period of time – at least 
706,000 every second in theory. 
Therefore, to carry this data, we are 
already looking at a cable that can 
handle signals of around 1MHz, but 
it doesn’t stop there.

Electrically, this stream of binary 
data is a pulse wave (a non-
symmetrical square wave) comprising 

a voltage followed by no voltage, such 
as you’d get by turning a switch on 
and off very rapidly. To do their job 
well, digital cables have to be able to 
transmit frequencies in the megahertz 
region, rather than the hundreds of 
kilohertz that analogue cables are 
required to handle.

Getting it right
Digital coaxial cables are required 
to have a 75ohm characteristic 
impedance and, although such cables 
can work well for analogue audio 

CABLES
Digital and networking

Sampling an 
analogue 
waveform and 
assigning a 
number to 
each sample
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signals, the reverse is not true as 
standard analogue cables are not 
really suitable for use as digital 
interconnects as their bandwidth is 
not good enough. If a cable with a 
poor high-frequency characteristic is 
used as a digital interconnect this can 
result in timing errors in the digital 
signal, which manifests itself as 
the dreaded jitter. Furthermore, a 
cable with the wrong characteristic 
impedance will result in unwanted 
refl ections of the digital signal and 
this can potentially cause more errors. 
The digital processor in the audio 
equipment then has to manage these 
errors and this can all result in a 
degraded audio signal.

Keeping out the noise
Another requirement for digital cables 
is that they are well shielded from 
interference from external sources 
and also do not transmit interference 
from the very high frequencies that 
they are carrying. This can be 
achieved by the cable employing 

proper screening 
and also by the 
internal design and layout 
of the conductors. Optical 
cables do not suffer from this, 
but they do have issues of their 
own, which we will look at later.

Well connected
Connectors are a necessary evil for 
cables as they need to have the ability 
to be plugged into equipment. A 
poor contact can result in resistance 
occurring between plug and socket. 
This resistance can cause degradation 
of the all-important edges of the 
digital pulses in much the same way 
as a low-grade cable damages the 
digital signal. Furthermore, the 
resistance can be intermittent and 
result in noise being generated at the 
point of contact. This noise will add 
spurious pulses to the digital data 
and once again, the equipment 
will have to use its error-correcting 
circuitry to do its best to regenerate 
the original data. High-quality 
connectors are, therefore, an essential 
requirement of a digital cable.

Beam me up
In 1983, Toshiba designed an optical 
system for the transmission of digital 
data between consumer audio 
equipment called Toslink. The data 
is carried on a beam of red light with 
a peak wavelength of 650nm and 
transmitted through optical cables. 
These optical cables usually consist 
of an inexpensive 1mm plastic optical 
fi bre or bundles of plastic optical 
fi bres in higher-quality designs. 
Optical cables are not susceptible to 
electrical problems, such as earth 
loops and RF interference, but have 
a limited range of around 5-10m due 
to the relatively high attenuation of 
light through a cable, especially one 
with plastic fi bres. They can also be 
damaged permanently if tightly bent. 
Poor quality fi bre optic cable is prone 
to spurious internal refl ections, which 
will cause imperfections in the digital 
data that in turn results in jitter that 
the DAC then has to cope with.

One of the main issues with Toslink 
cables is with the connectors. If a 
poorly designed connector is used, 
this can result in the points not lining 
up properly with the optoelectronic 
devices in the equipment, which in 
extreme cases results in a complete 
loss of the signal. Furthermore, 
low-quality connectors can sometimes 
fail to fi t into the sockets and can fall 
out during use.

Equally as important are the cables 
that connect your streamer to your 
local area network. These are called 

PROBLEMS WITH BINARY DATA

Digital audio recording makes use of Pulse 
Code Modulation (PCM). PCM uses a digital 
number (as binary data made up from 
a group of ones and zeros or bits) to 
determine the amplitude of a signal at 
a point in time. Any integer number can 
be represented provided that there are 
enough binary digits, eg 16 binary digits 
(bits) can represent decimal numbers from 
0 to 216 (or 65,536), or from −32,768 to 
32,767. This is the standard used by CDs

The other aspect to consider is how often 
you define the amplitude of the analogue 
signal and this is called the sampling 
frequency. This frequency has to be at 
least twice the maximum frequency of the 
analogue signal you are trying to define 
(this is also know as the Nyquist frequency) 
and for CDs, it is 44.1kHz. Transmitting 
16-bits down a serial cable at 44.1kHz 
(without parity or other error-correcting 
information) is a data rate of 705,600-bits 
per second and the cable has to support 
many times this frequency to transmit 
decent quality pulses.

The problems start if the cable has a poor 
high-frequency response. This causes the 
edges of the pulses to become curved, so 
it is difficult for the electronics to decide 
exactly when the pulse starts and stops, 
resulting in an error in time when the signal 
crosses the threshold. As with all great 
comedy, it’s all down to good timing and if 
the edges are not steep, the equipment will 
have to use its error-correcting circuitry to 
attempt to regenerate the data stream. The 
better the cable, the less correction your 
DAC will have to do to recreate the original 
analogue signal and the more accurate this 
resulting analogue signal will be.

Reflections of the signal can occur with a 
cable operating at digital frequencies if the 
cable’s characteristic impedance doesn’t 
match that of the circuits to which it is 
connected. These reflections can result 
in spurious pulses, albeit at a smaller 
amplitude, that can confuse the poor DAC 
when it is trying to regenerate the original 
analogue signal.

The Chord 
Company’s 
Clearway 
digital cable

Supra’s Cat 
8 Ethernet 
patch cable

Ethernet cables – Ethernet is a local 
area network standard that was 
commercially introduced in 1980 and 
standardised in 1983. Since then, it 
has been refi ned to support higher 
bit-rates and longer link distances. 
In the early days of Ethernet, speeds 
of 10Mbps via Cat3 cables were 
satisfactory. Nowadays, with LANs 
running at 100Mbps and 1,000Mbps 
(Gigabit), higher-quality cables and 
connectors are required to support 
these speeds. It stands to reason 
that using a lower-grade cable will 
degrade performance of the network 
and this can manifest itself in a 
number of ways, including poor 
spatial positioning of instruments and 
other subtle effects that can make the 
sound less real.

Then there are the USB cables often 
required to link your PC with your 

hi-fi . These are also high-speed digital 
cables and your audio system will 
benefi t from a high-quality audio-
grade USB cable to link your PC-based 
music collection to your hi-fi  DAC.

Choosing the right cable
Fortunately, there is a wealth of 
good-quality solutions out there to 
cater for all your digital connection 
requirements. Starting off with digital 
coaxial cables, a great example is the 
Chord Clearway Digital interconnect 
(tested in HFC 409). It makes use of 
the company’s ARAY conductor 
design to reduce both interference 
and internal refl ections in order to 
maintain a constant characteristic 
impedance. It features a solid 
oxygen-free copper conductor that 
is insulated with a gas-foamed 
polyethylene insulation and screened 
by a high-density braided copper 
shield. The outer blue jacket seals and 

Optical cables are 
not susceptible to 
electrical problems 
such as earth loops
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Jitter is error in the time base (clock) of a 
digital signal, or to put it another way, the 
undesired deviation of a periodic signal 
from the ideal timing. All digital audio is 
based on a clock of some sort, such as 
the one used to accurately sample the 
analogue signal at a regular interval. One 
of the most common causes of jitter is 
the result of waveform distortion due to 
mismatched impedances, reflections in 
the signal path and items with limited 
frequency responses in the system – all 
of which can be the result of using poor-
quality digital cables. The outcome is that 
distortion is introduced into the waveform 
that we’re trying to record and reproduce.

The process of converting an analogue 
waveform to numbers is called analogue-
to-digital conversion (ADC) and the 
process of converting the digital signal 
back to analogue is digital-to-analogue 
conversion (DAC). If jitter gets into the ADC 
process (the recording), those errors are a 
permanent feature of the digital data and 
there is no way to recover the original 
waveform. However, if jitter gets into the 
DAC process, it degrades the playback, but 
the original digital recording is preserved.

Small amounts of jitter tend to blur the 
stereo image and the result is you find 
that you can’t pinpoint instruments in 
the soundstage as clearly. As the jitter 
worsens, the stereo image starts to shrink 
and the soundstage becomes constrained 
between your loudspeakers. In extreme 
cases, worsening jitter can change the 
whole tonal character of the sound.

Error-correcting circuitry in the DAC can 
help, but it is never going to be perfect. 
Also, it takes a finite amount of time to do 
any signal processing, so it is far better to 
avoid introducing jitter in the first place.

protects the signal conductor from 
mechanical interference.

Another fi ne example of an RCA 
digital cable is the Leema Reference 
1 digital RCA cable (HFC 422). 
This cable is of the correct 75ohm 
impedance that is required to correctly 
match the equipment and minimise 
unwanted signal refl ections within the 
cable. The cable employs silver-plated 
copper (SPC) conductors, which are 
double shielded with Mylar foil and 
braided copper. The cable is fi nished 
off in an 8mm diameter outer PVC 
jacket with a blue protective mesh 
sleeve. At each end, the cable is 
terminated with RCA plugs that have 
24K gold-plated connections and 
all-metal bodies. Leema also makes a 

great optical cable in the form of 
the Reference 1 digital optical cable 
(HFC 418), which makes use of a 
6mm diameter fi bre-optic cable, 
which is terminated in metal-barrelled 
Toslink connectors. 

Ethernet excellence
An excellent example of an Ethernet 
cable is the Cat 8 Ethernet patch cable 
from Supra Cables of Sweden (HFC 
415). It employs screened twisted 
pair (STP) conductors and offers 
futureproofi ng of a network, as it 
supports up to 40GBASE-T network 
infrastructures. Despite its high 
performance, the cable is quite 
fl exible and we have no problems 
in routing it around the back of 
our equipment. The cable is made 
from stranded oxygen-free copper 
conductors that are insulated 
with cellular PE and the pairs 
are individually screened with 
aluminium/polyester tape. The 
overall screen is a tinned copper wire 
braid and the cable is fi nished off in 
a pale blue sheath. The terminations 
are gold-plated screened RJ45 plugs. 
The standard lengths available range 
from 0.5m to 20m, with other lengths 
available to order.

There is a great range of USB cables 
to choose from that are a serious step 
up from the cheap ones supplied. An 
excellent cable is the rather snazzy 
blue USB 2.0 cable from Furutech 
(HFC 407), which sports a number of 
good features. Firstly, the two data 
conductors are silver-plated alpha 
OCC (Ohno Continuous Casting) 
copper, which bodes well for a good 

high-frequency response – an essential 
requirement for digital cables. These 
data conductors are covered in a 
polyethylene (PE) insulation and 
screened in an aluminium foil shield. 
The other two leads (power and 
earth) use alpha-tinned copper 
wires insulated in PVC insulation 
and also screened in an aluminium 
foil shield. These are then covered 
in a braiding screen and insulated 
by a PVC inner jacket. The connectors 
are Furutech-engineered 24K 
gold-plated USB connectors.

Diff erent strokes
Another offering from the Supra 
camp is the Audiophile USB cable 
(HFC 407). It makes use of a high-
performance and high-speed fl exible 
cable with a low capacitance to 
offer effi cient noise rejection and 
maintain signal integrity in long-run 
interconnects. In addition, the cable 
employs dual screens to help protect 
against the dreaded RFI. One twisted 
pair is used for the data and one 
twisted pair for the power. The wires 
are insulated with PE and careful 
design has ensured that they have 
the correct 90ohm impedance 
characteristic. This enables them to 
handle speeds of up to 1,200Mbps 
over lengths of up to 15m, which 
makes them USB 3.0 (dual-link) 
compatible. The Type A and Type B 
connectors have 24K gold-plating 
on both the contacts and shells. The 
plugs are moulded onto the cable to 
withstand tough applications and long 
term use. The Supra USB is supplied 
in lengths ranging from 0.7m to 
15m. It is also available in Type 
A-mini B, Type A-micro B, and Type 
A male to Type-A female (extension 
lead) confi gurations ●

JITTER

If a cable with a poor 
high-frequency is 
used this can result 
in timing errors

Leema 
Acoustics’ 
Reference 1 
optical cable

Leema Acoustics’ Reference 1 
interconnects (above) and 
Furutech’s GT-2 USB cable (below)
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‘The Audiobarn is an impressive place in which 
to demo hi-fi equipment, and I was impressed 

with the comfortable, intimate feel of the 
venue in amongst a very relaxed rural setting.’

Matthew T

‘I really can’t remember a more pleasurable audition 
– it was great to be given as long as we wanted, 

to just listen to music without any pressure.’

Kristian W

01279 454 860
www.theaudiobarn.co.uk
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A WELL-KNOWN NAME in the 
recording industry, British electronics 
designer Rupert Neve has an enviable 
reputation for the construction of 
high-quality professional audio 
consoles and systems. In 1961, 
he formed Neve Electronics and 
specialised in studio equipment that 
made use of Class A designs with 
high-quality components. The 
products were so well regarded 
that Neve made mixing consoles for 
some of the biggest names in the 
business, including George Martin 
and AIR Studios in London.  

The RNHP headphone amplifi er 
was originally designed for use 
in studios. However, when Russ 
Andrews auditioned it he felt that it 
was so good it also deserved a place 
in the home. Internally, the design 
is based on the headphone circuit in 
the Neve 5060 Centerpiece Desktop 
Mixer. It is a dedicated 24V 
reference-quality headphone amp 
with specifi cally calibrated XLR/TRS 
balanced line inputs, unbalanced 
RCA and 3.5mm inputs. The amp 
has plenty of power to drive 
headphones from 16-150ohm. It 
can output up to 175mW to 300mW 
RMS depending on impedance.

Full metal jacket
The black steel outer case and pale 
blue front panel feel very solid and 
with the robust connectors and a 
red volume dial, it is reminiscent 
of early broadcast equipment. It 
measures 165 x 48 x 117mm 
(WxHxD and is supplied with a 
24VDC 0.4A wall-wart power 
supply adapter.

I connect the RNHP to the line out 
of my preamp using the RCA inputs 
and plug in Sennheiser’s HD600 
headphone (HFC 300). First up is a 
jazz recording on the latest Dali CD 
Volume 4 with Jacques Loussier 
performing his version of JS Bach’s 
Siciliano in G Minor on the piano 
with double bass accompaniment. 
It is a powerful, stately piece and 
the piano is full and expressive. The 
plucking of the bass is deep and 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£469 
TELEPHONE
01539 797300
WEBSITE
russandrews.com
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extended and when the hi-hat kicks 
in at the end, it is crisp and bright. 
The RNHP turns in a sophisticated 
performance and conveys the jazz 
tempo extremely well indeed.

The vocals on Santana’s Nothing At 
All are clear and nicely positioned 
in front of the backing singer with 
the instruments fi lling the whole 
soundstage – quite an achievement 
with headphones. The bass is 
well extended and commanding, 
complementing the rhythmic guitar.

During the opening sequence 
of Stravinsky’s The Firebird Suite, 
performed by the Atlanta Symphony 
Orchestra, there is a very deep and 
extended drum roll, which you sense 
in your ears but only really become 
aware of when it stops for a few bars 
before starting again. This is a real 
test for low-end performance and the 
RNHP passes it admirably. When the 
strings come in, the twittering sound 
is beautifully clear and crisp, but 
without any sense of edginess. As the 
piece progresses, the whole orchestra 
is expressive and expansive, with all 
of the individual sections, including 

the harp crescendos, being superbly 
conveyed. There’s never the sense 
that the RNHP is overwhelmed by 
the music in any way.

Perfect balance
Switching to Beethoven’s Piano Trio 
in E Flat Major played by the George 
Malcolm Trio, the tonal balance of 
the piano is spot on with a very open 
sound. It isn’t tinny or muffl ed and 
the performance with the cello and 
violin is full of expressive zing.

The complex characteristics of 
each of the instruments in Vivaldi’s 
Concerto in A minor for Oboe and 
Strings performed by Concentus 
Musicus Wien are beautifully 
conveyed and the whole piece is 
lively and involving. The delicate 
playing of the oboe is particularly 
evocative, especially in the Largo.

This is a superb headphone 
amplifi er and although it’s unlikely 
to win any awards for its beauty, the 
yesteryear design has a fantastically 
engaging sound that easily makes it 
one of the best performers I’ve heard 
at the price. NR

Rupert Neve Designs
RNHP Precision 
Headphone Amplifier  



HIGH-PERFORMANCE SOUND & VISION

IN EVERY ISSUE: Kit reviews, movies & TV, 
accessories, systems, insight, opinion, 
competitions & more

Helping you 

make the 

most of your 

home cinema 

OUT NOW!

■  W W W. H O M E C I N E M A C H O I C E . C O M  ■  FA C E B O O K . C O M / H O M E C I N E M A C H O I C E  ■  @ H C C M A G



EXTRAS

JUNE 2017 115

THE CONCEPT OF demagnetising 
a magnetic cartridge doesn’t initially 
sound like a very sensible thing to 
do. After all, a magnetic cartridge 
relies on magnetism to function. 
However, any unwanted magnetism 
can reduce the effectiveness of the 
generator inside the cartridge.  

There are, of course, two types of 
magnetic cartridge and each has its 
own particular construction. In a 
moving-coil cartridge, tiny wire coils 
are attached to the cantilever and 
there are large, fi xed magnets in the 
body of the cartridge. The coils 
move within the magnetic fi eld to 
generate the voltage in the coils.

The coils are generally wound on 
cores of miniscule ferrite or other 
similar magnetisable material to 
increase the inductance and so the 
output from the tiny coils. These 
coil assemblies and other moving 
magnetisable parts sit in a very high 
fl ux density created by the strong, 
fi xed permanent magnets. Over 
time, these parts can become 
magnetised and, as a result, the 
sound can become murky and 
less well defi ned.

Heads up
The process used to demagnetise a 
moving-coil cartridge is essentially 
the same as the process for 
demagnetising the heads and guides 
of a tape recorder. The coil assembly 
is subjected to an alternating and 
decaying fl ux fi eld, which leaves 
it demagnetised when the fi eld 
has decayed to zero. 

One method of demagnetising fl ux 
fi eld in the coils is known as the 
cross-connecting technique. Here, 
the leads from the cartridge that 
connect to the phono stage are 
unplugged from the phono stage 
end. The centre signal pin from the 
left channel phono plug is then 
connected to the earth ring of the 
right phono plug and vice versa. An 
LP is then played that has music 
with loud bass notes that decay 
to zero. The theory is that the AC 
signal, which is generated by the left 
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channel of the cartridge and fed in 
anti-phase to the right channel (and 
vice versa), generates a magnetic fi eld 
within the cartridge to demagnetise it. 

Another approach is to use a test LP 
with tracks that contain frequency 
sweeps intended to clean the stylus 
and demagnetise the cartridge. While 
the varying voltages generated by the 
coils when playing these tracks may 
help with demagnetising, as with 
the previous method, the voltages 
generated by the coils may be too 
small to provide a strong enough 
demagnetising fi eld. I have tried both 
of these methods in the past and could 
not hear any difference after treatment. 

A third method is to use a dedicated 
cartridge demagnetiser. The ABCD-1 
generates the decaying demagnetising 
current that is fed to the coils and 
because the current is generated by 
the demagnetiser itself, it’s most likely 
to be able to create a demagnetising 
fi eld of suffi cient strength to do the 
job properly. 

The Aesthetix is powered by two 
9V ‘PP3’ batteries and produces a 
high-frequency pure sine wave. On 

pressing the Active button, the sine 
wave gently increases from zero 
amplitude to a fi xed level and then 
gradually fades away to zero. The 
manufacturer claims demagnetising 
the cartridge will result in improved 
sonic clarity, imaging and focus. 

Red alert
Using the device is quite simple. The 
phono leads from the cartridge are 
unplugged from the phono stage 
and connected to the Aesthetix, then 
a button is pressed to degauss the 
cartridge. A red LED lights up and 
then goes out again when the 
process has completed.

After demagnetising my Kiseki 
Blue NOS MC cartridge with the 
Aesthetix, I do indeed notice an 
instant improvement in the imaging 
and overall clarity of music. This 
very signifi cant improvement in 
sound quality supports the theory 
that my coil assembly has become 
magnetised over time. This is a 
great little unit that will make a 
valuable contribution to the routine 
maintenance of MC cartridges. NR              

Aesthetix  
ABCD-1 MC Demagnetizer   
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CONSTRUCTED TO OFFER a 
superior performance over the 
standard cables typically supplied 
with entry-level turntables, the 
Element Integra comes with the 
choice of either a right-angle or 
straight-entry 5-pin SME-type 
mini-DIN tonearm connector on one 
end and Integra non-magnetic RCA 
plugs on the other. There is a 
separate black earth lead running 
from the tonearm connector fi tted 
with a spade-terminated earth tag. 
The low-mass Integra RCA plug 
features a solder-free, cold-weld 
connection optimised to create a 
coherent, continuous signal path. 
The 5-pin tonearm plug is precision-
turned and hard gold-plated with 
PTFE insulation. There are two 
separate cables leading from the 

A COMMON PROBLEM facing 
most vinyl enthusiasts is how to lift 
the stylus from the record when it 
reaches the end of the side should 
you happen to be out of the room 
when it ends. The solution is to fi t 
an automatic tonearm lifter, and a 
modern alternative is now available 
in the form of the Q Up.

It requires no tools for fi tting and 
is fastened to the plinth of your deck 
with double-sided adhesive tape. It 
only interacts with the tonearm when 
the stylus is at the end of the lead-out 
part of the groove, and will not 
adversely affect the performance of 
your system in any way. The device 
fi ts inside a plastic bracket that allows 
for fi ne adjustment of the height of 
the lifter to make it compatible with 
a wide range of conventional pivot 
tonearms. It is also supplied with 
three stackable platforms that can 
further elevate it if required. There 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£125 for 1m cable
TELEPHONE
01563 572666
WEBSITE
atlascables.com 

OUR VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRICE
£50  
TELEPHONE
01733 350878 
WEBSITE
thequp.com  

OUR VERDICT

5-pin tonearm plug – one for each 
channel. Each employs a signal 
conductor made from OCC copper, 
which is fully shielded with a braid 
of oxygen-free copper to provide 
maximum resistance to RFI. The 
conductors are insulated with a PEF 
(Polyethylene) dielectric and the 
cables are fi nished off in a pearlescent 
white sheath.

Refined sound
With the cable fed from a moving-coil 
cartridge and connected to my valve 
phono stage, I am immediately 
impressed by the refi nement of the 
sound. A recording of Beethoven’s 
Symphony No.2 in D major played by 
the Munich Philharmonic Orchestra 
has the authoritative opening section 
leading nicely into the joyful allegro, 

needs to be at least 14mm of space 
between the tonearm mount and the 
platter, so you’ll want to check 
compatibility before purchase.

Take the strain
There are two adjustment sliders – 
one on the left adjusts the lifting force 
and the other the trigger sensitivity. 
After installing the unit on my 

which really shows off how well all 
of the complexities of the music are 
handled by the tonearm cable. 
Similarly, with vocal recordings, the 
soundstage is wide and deep and the 
music is well balanced between the 
singer and backing instruments. I feel 
that the extreme top end is a touch 
restrained at times, but it suits jazz 
tracks rather well and the Element 
Integra is a great step up from many 
supplied tonearm cables. NR    

turntable, I discover that it works 
perfectly, and with careful tweaking 
of the adjusters, the lifting motion 
is both smooth and precise. 

The Q Up probably won’t win any 
awards for its elegance, but it’s a 
great value accessory for any vinyl 
lover and adds a practical degree of 
automation to vinyl playback that’s 
extremely useful. NR

Atlas Cables
Element Integra tonearm 
RCA interconnect

Pahmer Enterprises
The Q Up tonearm lifter 



 

Analogue
Acos Lustre GST1 Tonearm, near mint boxed used 299

Audio Research PH6 Phono stage nr mint x/d 1999

Avid Acutus Ref power supply x/d 2399

Bakoon EQA11r phonostage, boxed with stand used 1399

Clearaudio Emotion, Satisfy arm used 599

Dynavector DVXX2/2, vgc boxed used 999

Garrard 301, Mission 774, serviced, fair cosmetics used Call

Garrard 301, Series 3, excellent  used Call

Garrard 401 Motor unit only no arm used Call

Graham Phantom Supreme 12”, SME cut x/d 3199

Linn Linto, vgc quality phonostage used 699

Linn LP12 Armagedon, Aro, excellent boxed used 2999

Linn LP12 Lingo, Aro tonearm, DV20X used 3249

Lyra Skala, excellent boxed used 2199

Lyra Argo, excellent boxed used 479

Michell Gyro Se, Rega arm, excellent boxed ac motor used 1199

Michell Gyrodec, Rega arm, excellent boxed used 1399

Michell Syncro, excellent used 599

Michell Focus One with Linn arm boxed excellent used 499

Michell Hydraulic Reference, Fluid arm used 879

Michell Iso MC Phono stage used 199

NAD 533, excellent used 199

Nottingham Analogue DAIS, near mint, ex demo x/d 3899

Ortofon Cadenza Black, mint boxed x/d 1460

Project 2, excellent used 179

Rega Aria Phono stage, escellent boxed used 649

Roksan Xerxes 20Plus, Ref PSU, boxed mint used 2249

Roksan Xerxes 20Plus, Artemiz 2, maple used call

Roksan Nima, excellent used 379

Rotel RP830 excellent starter deck used 149

Shelter 501/II, excellent boxed used 499

SME V excellent used 1899

SME Model 10a with arm excellent boxed used 3499

SME  IV, excellent boxed used 1499

SME M2-9 excellent with manual used 649

Systemdek IIx/RB250, good condition used 249

Technics 1200, standard spec, near mint  used 549

Technics 1210mk2, Hynes PSU, Mike New bearing etc used 1449

Technics 1210, excellent used 449

Thorens TD209 turntable package REDUCED x/d 599

Thorens TD150, 2000 Plinth and 3009, superb used 579

Townshend Elite Rock, Excalibur, cover used 999

Transfi guration Pheonix S, excellent boxed used 999

VDH Colibri M/C cartridge, as new boxed, REDUCED x/d 2749

VDH Condor M/C cartridge as new boxed, REDUCED new 1749

Whest Audio 30RDT Phono stage, vgc+ used 1549

Zeta tonearam, excellent heavyweight used 599

Amplifi ers
Abrahamsen V2.0, excellent boxed used Call

Aesthetix Atlas stereo power, superb and mint x/d 4899

Arcam A29 Integrated amplifi er, excellent boxed used 549

Arcam A90 Integrated amplifi er, excellent boxed used 279

Audia Flight Pre and Flight 50 Class A power  x/d 3749

Audio Analogue Maestro Settanta, in black used 1199

Audio Research Ref 610 Monos,  boxed REDUCED used 12799

Audio Research D250, excellent serviced boxed used Call

Audio Research LS17se, near mint boxed £4.5k new x/d 2399

Audio Research Reference 3 Preamplifi er used 3249

Audio Research Reference 110 Power boxed used 3249

Audiolab 8000S, remote, excellent boxed used 299

Audiolab 8000P excellent boxed used 299

Audiolab 8000A, great integrated with MM/MC used 299

BAT VK50se Preamplifi er, factory service 2016 used 2399

Bel Canto , boxed used 999

Cambridge Audio A1 baby integrated used 49

Cambridge Audio CXA60, excellent used 349

Chord Electronics Prima Preamplifi er, mint x/d 2199

Chord Electronics Mezzo 140 Power, mint x/d 2199

Chord Electronics CPA3000, nr mint boxed x/d 4995

Cyrus 6XP Integrated, black, excellent used 449

Cyrus Smartpower, vgc used 299

Devialet 400 combo, mint boxed ex demo x/d 6499

Devialet 250, mint boxed, our demo unit x/d 7249

Esoteric C03/A03, pre/power ex demo boxed used 8499

Exposure 3010 Power amplifi er used 299

Gato Audio DIA 250, superb used 1849

Krell FPB400cx, excellent boxed used 3249

Lector VFI 70L, 70watt Hybrid Integrated, excellent! used 649

Leema Libra Dac/Preamplifi er, nr mint x/d 3499

Mark Levinson 535 monster integrated, nr mint boxed used 6499

Mark Levinson 532H Power amplifi er used 3749

Melody SP9, excellent little integrated used 549

Ming Da MC5S 5 channel Valve Power amp boxed used Call

Moon W7RS, excellent used 4299

Musical Fidelity A3cr Preamp used 429

Musical Fidelity MX Preamplifi er used 399

Musical Fidelity NuVista 300 Ltd Pre/Power set, Fab! used 2499

NAIM NAC202, ex demo nr mint x/d 1249

NAIM NAIT 5Si, near mint boxed used 849

NAIM Supernait 2, near mint x/d 1999

NAIM NAC32.5, S MC boards, excellent used 399

NAIM NAC42, excellent used 199

NAIM NAP110, excellent used 249

NAIM NAP250DR, near mint x/d 2999

Nakamichi 410/420 Pre/Power near mint retro! used 499

Pass Labs XP10, excellent pre, marked hence used 2499

Pathos InPol Remix Hi Dac, ex dem,  x/d 1999

Pathos Logos Integrated, excellent,  used 1399

Pathos TT Integrated, excellent,  used Call

Pioneer A-A9J, excellent with remote used 399

Prima Luna Dialogue 7 Monos, nr mint boxed used 2249

Prima Luna Prologue 5 Power, nr mint boxed used 699

Quad QC24 preamplifi er, vgc used 399

Rega Elex R, excellent boxed x/d 799

Roksan Caspian M2 Integrated, near mint boxed x/d 1349

Rotel RC970/2 & RB970 Pre/Power combo used 349

Sugden Masterclass Monoblocks used 3899

Tag McLaren 100X3r 3 channel power used 599

Tandberg TPA3003 Power amplifi er, excellent! used 479

Tube Technology Unisys Signature integrated used Call

Unison Research Sinfonia, excellent boxed used 2749

Unison Research S6 valve integrated, superb boxed used 1749

YBA WM202 Integrated receiver, excellent boxed used 499

Loudspeakers
Art Audio Expression Precision Monitor/Subs used 1949

Aspara Acoustics HL6 in Oak, REDUCED new 1699

ATC SCM50a with SL upgrades near mint used 5999

B&W PV1D excellent in black used 649

B&W 802D3, near mint used Call

Castle Harlech, vgc boxed used 399

Dali Zensor 7, excellent boxed used 549

Dynaudio Contour 1.8, excellent boxed used 699

Dynaudio Audience 52 in cherry used 349

Dynaudio 42C centre used 199

Focal Aria 948, excellent in gloss black used 1799

Focal Electra 1008, mint boxed REDUCED x/d 1999

Focal Electra 1028, mint boxed x/d 2749

Gallo A’Diva Micros plus 150 Sub used 379

Hyperion 938, excellent boxed used 1799

Kef X300A Active monitors x/d 549

Kef Q500 walnut nr mint x/d Call

Kinergetics Research SW800 Subs and amplifi er used 999

Kudos C20 in walnut used 1199

Kudos X2, rosenut used 699

Magneplanar MG1.7 mint boxed  x/d 1399

Martin Logan Quest, fair cosmetics, superb sound used 999

Martin Logan Prodigy, excellent used 3399

Martin Logan Ethos, near mint boxed used 3399

Martin Logan Electromotion, excellent boxed used 1299

Monitor Audio Silver 6, nr mint boxed x/d 749

Monitor Radius range. various ex demo x/d Call

Monitor Audio Studio 20SE, excellent boxed used 399

NEAT Motive 3, excellent in black used 349

PMC Twenty 24, walnut new 2299

PMC Twenty 24, oak new 2199

PMC Twenty 23,oak new 1699

PMC Twenty 22, walnut new 1649

PMC Twenty 21, walnut new 1099

PMC Twenty 21, diamond black new 999

Proac D20r, excellent boxed, ex dealer demo x/d 1849

Quad ESL57, vgc used 599

Quad 25L Black, boxed used 599

Quad 25L Rosewood, boxed used 599

REL S3, black, excellent used 699

Sonus Faber Concerto Home used 799

Sonus Faber Venere 1.5 with matching stands x/d 999

Sonus Faber Venere Centre channel excellent x/d 399

Spendor SA1, gloss black, excellent boxed used 699

Spendor BC1, near mint boxed used 499

Tannoy DC8T, excellent boxed with custom plinths used 1799

Tannoy 3LZ, vgc, original components used 999

Totem Mite in black, ex dealer demo  x/d 379

Usher Mini Dancer 1, excellent boxed  x/d 1299

Usher S520, excellent boxed  x/d 229

Usher N Series. Various x/d Call

Veritas H3 (Lowthers) gloss black, 100db, x/d 2399

Wilson Benesch Square Two Mk2, boxed used 1349

Digital
Arcam CDS27, mint boxed weeks old used 499

Arcam UDP411, superb boxed used 549

Audio Analogue Vivace USB DAC,with Pre out x/d 999

Auralic Vega DAC, superb boxed used 1599

Bel Canto PL1 mutiformat player, good condition boxed used 1199

Chord Hugo DAC mint boxed used 849

Consonance CD2.2, new sealed new 649

Cyrus Stream XP, excellent condition,  boxed used 749

DCS Puccini and Wordclock in black used 6399

EAR Acute 3, our demo unit near mint x/d Call

Eastern Electric Minimax CD, excellent! used 399

Leema Antila IIS Eco, mint boxed x/d 2749

M2Tech Young DSD DAC used Call

MBL C31 CD Player, remote, boxed, superb! used 3499

Meridian Sooloos Control 15 and Twinstore NAS used 1899

Musical Fidelity A5.5CD, excellent used 799

Musical Fidelity 3D CD player, excellent boxed used 999

Musical Fidelity kW DM25 Transport used 999

Musical Fidelity TriVista 21 DAC, excellent used 499

NAIM Unitiserve SSD, excellent boxed used 1749

NAIM N172XS Streamer/Preamp, radio module x/d 1299

NAIM DAC, upgradeable, excellent used 1499

NAIM NDX, excellent boxed used 2499

NAIM ND5XS, excellent boxed used 1499

Oppo BDP103D, excellent used 349

Pioneer PDD-D9J, vgc remote used 399

Prima Luna Prologue 8, ex dem boxed,  x/d 1099

Quad 66CD player, excellent with remote used 299

Rega DAC, excellent used 349

Rega Apollo CD, excellent used 349

Rega Saturn R, our demo unit nr mint x/d 949

Resolution Audio Opus 21, excellent crated used 1199

Sugden Masterclass PDT4F CD newer version boxed used 1749

Unison Research Unico CDE, digital in, sealed box new 1599

Whest Audio DAP.9 used 279

Tel: 01642 267012 or 0845 6019390 Email: choice@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Call: 0845 6019390    Email: choice@2ndhandhifi .co.uk
ALL 2016 STOCK REDUCED!

Special system deals
Arcam AVR 450 and UDP411 vgc used 1199

Devialet 400 & Magneplanar MG3.7i speakers used 9979

Devialet 200 & Magneplanar MG1.7 speakers used 5249

Naim Muso nr mint boxed x/d 799

Naim Unitilite excellent boxed used 999

Rotel RSp1570 & RMB1575, excellent boxed used 1199

Scansonic USB100 Turntable & Active Speakers new 349

Accessories/Cables
Audeze EL8 Open back headphones  x/d 449

Audeze EL8 Closed back headphones  x/d 449

Audeze LCD 3 headphones, x/d 999

Elemental Audio speaker stands x/d 449

Grado headphones many models x/d Call

Grado SR325is, excellent boxed used 199

Kondo KSL Vc 2m Din to phono used Call

Kondo KSL SPc 3m pair speaker cable used 449

Lehmann Linear, near mint boxed used 399

M2Tech Harley headphone amplifi er used Call

Oppo HA1 Headphone Amp excellent used 729

Oppo HA2 Headphone Amp excellent used 199

Quad PA One used 799

Sennheiser HD800s excellent boxed used 1099

Stax 404/006 system used Call

Stax 4070 closed system, excellent RARE! used 2399

Sugden HA4, excellent used 699

Teddy Pardo Teddy Supercap used 899

Van den Hul D102 mk3, selection used Call

Radio/Recorders
Arcam T61, excellent boxed used 79
Denon TU1800DAB, exellent used 149
Fostex G16, 16 track Reel to Reel, amazing! used Call
Musical Fidelity A3 tuner, excellent boxed used 199
Naim UnitiServe, near mint boxed used 1279
Nakamichi 582Z, excellent used 249
Nakamichi DR3, vgc serviced used 249
Pioneer TX-9100, superb FM tuner in excellent shape used 199
Pioneer FF6J mk2 FM/DAB vgc used 199
Quad FM4, vgc used 149
Revox PR99, crated, REDUCED used 729
Revox A77, just serviced, great condition used Call
Revox B77, just serviced, great condition used Call
Rotel RT850, excellent used 29
Sony MDS JA20ES, excellent used 299
Sony MDSJB920, excellent used 149
Technics RS1500 in fl ightcase near mint used 2249





EXTRAS

JUNE 2017 119

A HIGH QUALITY interconnect 
from distributor Russ Andrews, the 
Kimber Kable Hero-Cu with WBT 
phonos is also available fi tted with 
the lower-cost Kimber Ultraplate 
phono plugs that can be supplied 
with a fi xed attenuator if required. 
The attenuator enables balancing 
of the output from audio equipment 
so that the level is matched to 
achieve the same volume setting as 
other sources. There’s not an 
attenuator option with the higher-
quality WBT Nextgen 0102Cu 
phono plugs fi tted as reviewed here. 
The cable is available in 0.5m and 
1m lengths. 

The Hero-Cu uses four hyper-pure 
copper conductors, which are 
insulated with fl uorocarbon. The 
unscreened cable has the four 
conductors woven together using 
the proprietary Kimber weave and is 
fi nished in a black braided sheath. 

Lock and load
It is terminated at each end with 
WBT Nextgen 0102Cu phono plugs, 
and employ WBT’s locking barrel 
system to clamp fi rmly onto the 
socket. The centre pin is made of 
gold-plated pure copper, the body 
element is made from gold-plated 
brass and the two-piece clamping 
sleeve is fi nished in black piano 
lacquer. As a consequence of 
this clamping mechanism, any 
dimensional inaccuracy in the outer 
contacts of the female sockets are 
compensated for.

Russ Andrews suggests that burn 
in of new cables can take up to 500 
hours, or about three weeks of 
constant use but can do this for you 
for a £15 fee. The review sample 
isn’t burnt in, so I do this myself 
before auditioning. I start off by 
playing a CD of Vivaldi’s double 
concertos played by The Academy of 
St. Martin in the fi elds. The Concerto 
For Two Mandolins, Strings And 
Continuo is delightfully well 
balanced, especially between the 
mandolins and the orchestra. The 
resultant sound is smooth, yet 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£375 for 0.5m 
interconnects 
TELEPHONE
01539 797300
WEBSITE
russandrews.com

OUR VERDICT

detailed. Another piece on the same 
CD, the Concerto For Two Trumpets, 
Violin, Strings And Continuo is 
similarly well balanced. With this 
piece, the strident trumpets have no 
unpleasant edge to the sound, but are 
very clear and well positioned out in 
front of the soundstage.

For some full orchestral music, I 
choose a rendition of Gershwin’s 
Rhapsody In Blue by The Los Angeles 
Philharmonic Orchestra under the 
baton of Leonard Bernstein. The 
piano is excellently reproduced and 
very melodic. I do feel, however, that 
the orchestral crescendos are a touch 
overblown and the playing is not 
quite as effortless as in the quieter 
sections. Having said that, this doesn’t 
detract from my enjoyment of the 
music and my general impression 
is that the Hero-Cu interconnect is 
conveying a great performance.

Changing to Pink Floyd’s Louder 
Than Words, the vocals are clear and 
stand out from the guitar and other 
instruments. Once again, there is a 
smoothness to the sound, which does 
not dilute in any way the edginess 

of the singing while the slightly 
raspy vocals of the singers are spot 
on. The guitar playing during the 
intro is rich and tuneful, and then 
the very punchy and well extended 
bass line kicks in with great panache.

The power and the glory
I conclude my auditioning with a 
great Decca CD of Saint-Saëns’ 
Organ Symphony No.3 played by 
The Montreal Symphony Orchestra 
conducted by Charles Dutoit. The 
powerful organ playing is full, 
deep and refi ned during the fi rst 
movement and this leads nicely into 
the sprightly second movement, 
where the drum rolls at the 
beginning really grab my attention. 
Meanwhile, the violins are bright 
and cheerful while all the sections 
of the orchestra are perfectly 
positioned within the soundstage.

The Hero-Cu interconnect brings 
great detail and refi nement to all of 
the music I listen to. This is a pricey 
cable when fi tted with WBT plugs 
but a more affordable option with 
Ultraplate plugs is also available. NR      

Kimber Kable   
Hero-Cu interconnect 
with WBT phonos
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NUFORCE HAS CARVED out a 
solid reputation with a strong range 
of in-ear headphones and the HEM6 
has the second-from-top billing in 
the HEM range. All HEM models 
are built around Knowles balanced 
armature drivers. The principle 
point of differentiation is the 
number of drivers that each model 
employs. The HEM6 uses a trio of 
drivers per enclosure – something 
that is relatively unusual at the 
price. The armatures are not equally 
sized – a single larger bass module 
handles the lower frequencies and is 
partnered to a pair of smaller units 
that are allocated frequencies by a 
linear phase crossover and claim a 
frequency response of up to 40kHz.

The enclosure is impressively 
compact in comparison with a 
number of triple driver rivals. It is 
made from Lexan and its roughly 
teardrop-shaped design is claimed 
to reduce vibration. It is made to fi t 
entirely within the pinna of the ear 
with the port for the dome being 
angled to fi t into the ear canal. The 
cable is then angled to loop out and 
around the ear. The cable detaches 
at the housing via means of a rotary 
cuff. Two cables are supplied, one 
with an inline remote and mic and 
one without – the latter billed as the 
higher-quality option of the two. 

Listen in comfort
As well as the two cables, you get a 
selection of dome sizes, replicated in 
both soft rubber and Comply foam. 
The spread of sizes for both types 
should be suffi cient for most ears. 
There’s also a 6.35mm jack adaptor 
and a well-sized carry case. The 
design is well made and thought 
out, but more importantly 
comfortable to wear for long periods.

Crucially, the HEM6 extends these 
virtues into its audio performance 
too. It is sensitive enough to be 
driven effectively on the end of 
a mobile phone, but also shows 
a noticeable improvement in 
performance when partnered with 
the Oppo HA-2SE (HFC 420), which 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£250 
TELEPHONE
0203 5442338 
WEBSITE
nuforce.com

OUR VERDICT

has been used for the bulk of testing. 
While the Comply tips are undoubtedly 
effective, I’m not a huge fan of the 
feel of the material, but happily the 
performance with the rubber domes 
is very similar and, for me at least, 
considerably more comfortable. 

Most importantly for a multi driver 
design, the HEM6 presents no 
obvious sign of crossover at any point, 
making for a smooth, well-integrated 
presentation. The performance with 
a 16/44.1 rip of People Get Ready by 
The Brand New Heavies is punchy 
and has a convincing sense of scale 
and space to it. The separation of 
vocals and the supporting brass 
section are impeccably handled and 
both sound entirely believable. 

Of particular note is the bass 
performance. The HEM6 manages to 
balance impressive low-end extension 
– at times feeling much more akin to 
a dynamic design than an armature 
one – but it never tips over into 
dominating the rest of the frequency 
response. The huge kettle drum in 
the live performance of Fink’s Sort 
Of Revolution is presented as a clean, 
deep and well-defi ned strike with no 
sign of any overhang or resonance 

from the housings. Compared with 
the exceptional, Group Test-winning 
Noble Trident (HFC 421) – which is 
£100 more expensive – the HEM6 
can’t quite match the superb detail 
retrieval the Noble consistently 
manages, but it certainly does well 
and sounds effortless. 

An ear for detail
Where the HEM6 is especially strong 
is that thanks to a refi ned top end 
and slightly rich balance, it manages 
to be forgiving of compressed 
material like Spotify while still 
showing some of the benefi ts of 
hi-res material. A 24/96 download 
of Nick Drake’s Three Hours is rich, 
smooth and beautifully rendered. 
The plucked bass strings are weighty 
and tangibly real with a superb 
sense of decay to them. Listen to 
the same track via Spotify and tiny 
details that bring the piece to life are 
harder to discern, but the result is 
still something that is genuinely 
enjoyable to listen to. The HEM6 
comes across as a well thought-out 
and implemented in-ear headphone 
and deserves to be high on any 
potential buyer’s shortlist. ES      

NuForce 
HEM6 in-ear headphone  
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NAIM Uniti 2, 14 months old 
£1,975. Naim NSats spotless 
£310 ono: 0771 6139026 
(County Antrim). 
EPOS 14 speakers, boxed. 
Free of charge, but must be 
collected: 0208 8319147 
(Heathrow area). 
MARANTZ PM 6006 amp 
black £160, Marantz 6005 CD 
player £100 (£240 if bought 
together). Cambridge Audio 
CXC CD transport, black 
£140. Yamaha AS-501 amp, 
black, digital inputs £100: 
01625 433996 (Cheshire). 

Reader 
Classified

These pages are a must-read if you’re 
thinking about buying used kit, or if you 
have hi-fi you want to sell. It’s free – simply 
submit your ad of up to 50 words (we will 
edit them if not), remembering to include 
your email, phone number and county. 

The simplest way to send your ad is via 
email to: letters@hifichoice.co.uk or 
mail: Reader Classified, Hi-Fi Choice 
magazine, AVTech Media Ltd, Suite 
25, Eden House, Enterprise Way, 
Edenbridge, Kent, TN8 6HF. 

Welcome to Hi-Fi Choice Reader Classified, 
a free private ads service for buying and
selling second-hand hi-fi components.

CHORD ELECTRONICS 
HugoTT in black, immaculate 
condition and full working 
order, with boxes and receipt. 
£1,600: 07549 603398 or 
email: dave.drew@talktalk.
net ( East Yorkshire ). 
CASTLE HOWARD S3 
bi-wire floorstanders, natural 
oak veneer, virtually unmarked 
with original packaging boxes. 
I live on IOW, but I can bring 
to Hampshire/Southampton 
area. £350: 01983 741044 
or email: ndavies003@
btinternet.com 
(Isle of Wight). 

EKCO EV55SE modern valve 
amp. 55W ultralinear, 28W 
triode (switchable) ,five line 
inputs, two sets of speaker 
outputs £950. Brennan 
JB7 CD player/hard disk 
store. Metallic finish. £200: 
01225 865588 or email: 
geoffdedwyddwch@
hotmail.com (Wiltshire). 
WHARFEDALE Z2 Diamond 
loudspeakers, black finish, in 
original box, £50. Gale Centre 
1 centre channel loudspeaker, 
black finish, in original box 
£30: 07941 387692 or email: 
fernahnah@gmail.com 
(North Essex). 
RUSS ANDREWS Crystal 
24/Kimber 12TC speaker 
cable, 1m pair with Kimber 
banana plugs with super 
burn in and deep cryogenic 
treatments applied. RRP 
£450, want £195: 
01902 884694 or email: 
jukey39@yahoo.co.uk 
(West Midlands).  
QUADRAL Chromium Style 
8 floorstanders, black, 15 hours 
use, £800. DALI Zensor 7 
floorstanders, walnut, light use, 
£230. Both owned from new. 

Buyer collects: 0191 2815482 
or 07748 118310 (Newcastle 
upon Tyne). 
ARCAM FMJ A28 integrated 
amplifier, 75WPC, recently 
overhauled by Arcam. Cost 
£1,100 will sell for £200. Buyer 
to collect: 01908 645353 
(North Buckinghamshire). 
ASTELL&KERN AK100 
digital audio player, excellent 
condition, little used and with 
original packaging. £210 inc. 
UK postage: 01257450706 
or email: petersharples20@
gmail.com. 
SONY TA-F3000 amplifier 
and CDP-X3000 CD player. 
From late nineties. Highly 
specified, excellent reviews, 
perfect condition. Will sell 
together to best reasonable 
offer: 01925 755097 or 
email: davenann@talktalk.
net (Cheshire). 
LINN Nexus LS250 speakers, 
black ash finish with integral 
Ku-Stone stands. Bi-wireable, 
manual included. See Retro 
HFC 404. Purchaser to 
collect. £175 : 01922 628179 
(Walsall).
EXIMUS DP1 DAC / Pre and 
headphone amplifier. Original 
owner. Excellent condition. 
£1,000: 01743 344 136, 
denis_james@yahoo.com, 
(Shropshire). 
WANTED Marantz Pearl 
Lite, Pearl or black amplifier in 
full working order and good 
condition: 0208 5673606 
(West London). 
BOSE Wave music system 
incorporating Waveguide 
speakers, AM/FM tuner, 

CD unit. Auto equalisation, 
unit over hauled with new 
electronics and CD player (by 
Bose) £525: 01268 775164 
(Essex). 
CYRUS Transport (silver). 
Monitor Audio Bronze 2 
speakers (white ash). 
Q Acoustics 3020 speakers. 
Q Acoustics 2020 speakers. 
Open to offers, all boxed: 
01977 695385 (Yorkshire). 
THORENS TD160 mkII 
turntable with TP16 II arm, 
fitted with Ortofon VMS20 II 
cartridge. Silver finished plinth 
in good condition. Demo 
on request. £200 (buyer 
to collect): 01494 812519 
or email: geoff-carter@
supanet.com 
(High Wycombe, Bucks ). 
QED Silver Anniversary XT, 
1.5m speaker cable. QED Silver 
Spiral interconnects 1m x2 
sets. £150: 01270 663647 
(Cheshire). 
AURALIC Aries Mini, 
with added extras: external 
Auralic linear power supply 
and internally fitted 500GB 
Samsung SSD HDD. Only a 
few months old. In original 
boxes, p&p included. Cost 
£850 new, for sale at £625: 
07549 603398 or email: 
dave.drew@talktalk.net 
(East Yorkshire). 
SPENDOR SP2/2 
loudspeakers. Carefully used 
by lady owner, excellent 
condition. £190. Buyer 
collects: 01275 872777 
(North Somerset). 
MONITOR AUDIO RX6 
floorstanding speakers in oak 

 BUYING TIPS  BUYING SECOND-HAND can be a great way to pick up a bargain. A formerly expensive second-hand component might well prove a better long-term bet than a 
brand-new product if the price is right. DO SOME RESEARCH on which brands have a good service back up, so if something does go wrong, you can get it fixed. Unless you 
purchase from a dealer, you’re unlikely to get any warranty, so it’s up to you to ensure the fitness of any gear that you buy. USUALLY speakers should be less prone to breakdown than 
amps, and amps should be more reliable than CD players. But any abused component could be trouble – have a proper demo and judge the seller as well as the goods!

This service is open to private advertisers only. Just one ad per household. 
Images are for illustration only and do not represent what is for sale

PROAC Response D2 standmount speakers, boxed, 
unopened, black ash, full five-year warranty. Change of 
plan forces sale. Bargain at £1,500: 07811 478080. 

TANNOY Royal Gold Reference speakers, 2014. With 
accessories box. No packaging. Collect from South-East or 
I can ship at cost. Offers. For more info, email: 
rikdangerous@icloud.com. 

FOR SALE
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finish, 12 months old. £200:  
01273 500173 (Brighton)
AUDIO SYNTHESIS 
Ultimate Passion passive 
preamp with remote control. 
Excellent condition. £395. 
Fidelity Research FRT 5 phono 
cartridge transformer £449. 
Boxed: 02392 453382 
(Hants).  
EXIMUS DP1. Original 
owner. Excellent condition. 
£1,000: 01743 344 136 
or email: denis_james@
yahoo.com (Shropshire).  
GARRARD 401 serial 
number 20828. Unused, still in 
original box, original adaptor 
and oil still in sealed bags, also 
has the original template for 
making the plinth. £1,600: 
01268 777269 or email: 
mopar@tesco.net (Essex).  
MERIDIAN system 
comprising G92 preamp/
processor, DVD, CD, FM/DAB 
DSP5000s and 5000c. All 
24/96. M33 active rears, all in 
black all VGC. Cost £11,000, 
offers over £2,800. Sorry 
can't split: 07771 508444.   

GARRARD 401, Rega 
RB300, Goldring 1042 with 
plinth/cover, great sound and 
condition, £1,499 ono. Power 
supply for Class A amps, for 
amps of around 15-20W, 
£300 ono: 0207 4998729.  
NEAT Motive 1 floorstanding 
speakers, cherrywood veneer, 
excellent sound, can demo, 
cost £1,400, £600 ovno: 
07957 384795 (London).  
AUDIOLAB 8200MB 
mono amplifiers (pair) 
250W/channel, £999. 
Finished in silver and in 
immaculate condition with 
original boxes, manuals etc: 
02380 738935 or email: 
golf3385@hotmail.co.uk 
(Southampton). 
MERIDIAN G01 preamp/
tuner with MC phono stage, 
as new £875. Proac Studio 1 
speakers with stands, sound 
great but grille cloth showing 
signs of wear and cabinets 
have minor damage £375: 
07960 550591 or email: 
losepete@losepete.plus.
com (Greater Manchester). 

LEEMA ACOUSTICS Pulse 
II x2 (bi-amped), silver, factory 
modified by Leema. Manuals 
and boxes included. £995: 
02920 419226 or email: 
frank8ush@ntlworld.com 
(South Glamorgan). 
AVI S2000 MC Reference 
CD player. Quality sound, 
excellent condition, new laser 
fitted, service warranty. £290 
plus carriage: 01275 872777 
(N. Somerset).
ROTEL RQ-970BX phono 
equaliser (MM/MC) in black 
VGC £20. Rega RP1 turntable 
in grey with performance 
pack and extra wool mat 
in yellow all in VGC: 07510 
687880  (Luton, Beds) 
TELLURIUM Q XLR 
Graphite 1m pair, as new, 
original box. £400. Upgraded 
hence sale, will post recorded 
delivery within UK for £8: 
07769743646 or email: 
bergkamp1010@yahoo.com
CHORD ELECTRONICS 
QBD76 DAC, black, excellent 
condition, Bluetooth; USB;
2x coaxial; 2x balanced AES; 
2x optical. RRP £3,600, want: 
£2,100: 01243 528010 
(West Sussex).
TOTEM Arro speakers. 
Cherry. Boxed. Original 
packaging. Receipts. 
Purchased 2008 Moorgate 
Acoustics. Coated and 
veneered inside with 
Borosilicate resin for stiffness. 
Can demo. Collection 
only. £700 (£1,299): 
07855314593 or email: 
PEFGNO1@gmail.com 
(Sheffield). 

CHORD ELECTRONICS Chordette Qute EX DAC, black 
finish. USB, coaxial and optical inputs. 12 months use, as new 
with all accessories £575: 02476 393416 (Warwickshire).

HOW TO SUBMIT YOUR FREE AD
To submit your advert to us, 
please email letters@
hifichoice.co.uk or 
alternatively, use the postal 
form below. Please limit ads to 
a maximum of 50 words, 
ensuring all details, model 
names, etc, are correctly 
stated. Kindly also include 
your email, telephone number 
and home county. We regret 
that we cannot take adverts 
over the telephone. One ad 
per household please.
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YOUR DETAILS

YOUR ADVERTISEMENT

SEND YOUR ADVERT TO
Hi-Fi Choice, AVTech Media Ltd, Suite 25, Eden House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, Kent, TN8 6HF
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the performance connection

Asimi Ultra 
Interconnect



Missed an issue?

410  May 2016 411  June 2016 412  July 2016 413  August 2016409  April 2016

415  Oct 2016 416  Nov 2016 417  Dec 2016 418  Jan 2017414  Sept 2016

Have you missed a copy of your favourite hi-fi magazine? 
You can now order Hi-Fi Choice back issues online.

419  Yearbook 2016 420  February 2017 421  March 2017 422  April 2017 423  May 2017

Order online: 
www.mags-uk.com
*Please note that we cannot guarantee the availability of all issues displayed above.



DIGITAL SUBSCRIPTION

Download each new issue to your device

A 75% discount on your Digital subscription

Access your subscription on multiple devices 

Access to the Online Archive dating back 
to September 2011

Makes an ideal gift

Digital subscriptions 
available online

SUBSCRIBE SECURELY ONLINE TODAY:
www.subscription.co.uk/hifid/dg01

SUBSCRIBE TODAY

Don’t miss out: order 
a subscription for 
yourself or a friend 
today and pay as little 
as £2.54 per issue



Audio  
Cinema  

Multi-Room
Network

Installation

Bryston
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Dynavector
Heed

HiFi Racks
Isoblue

Lehmann
Linn

Naim
Neat

Okki Nokki
PMC
Rega
REL

Sennheiser
Wilson Benesch

Wireworld

Calveley Court, Reymerston, Norfolk. NR9 4QD

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

neat little packages

Respecting The Past, Embracing The Future

Audio  
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Multi-Room
Network

Installation

Bryston
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Dynavector
Guru Audio

Heed
HiFi Racks

Isoblue
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Neat

Okki Nokki
PMC
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REL

Sennheiser
Wilson Benesch

Wireworld

Calveley Court, Reymerston, Norfolk. NR9 4QD

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

prestigious     
& exclusive 

a sennheiser club orpheus member

Calveley Court, Reymerston, Norfolk. NR9 4QD

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk
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Respecting The Past, Embracing The Future

An exclusive offer 

Respecting The Past, Embracing The Future
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Multi-Room
Network

Installation

Bryston
Chord Co.

Dynavector
Guru Audio

Heed
HiFi Racks

Isoblue
Lehmann

Linn
Naim
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Okki Nokki
PMC
Rega
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Sennheiser
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enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

All About the Music

Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk 

www.basicallysound.co.uk

Transform a good system 
into a great one!
Low amplitude ground borne vibration (microtremors) are ever present and 
pass through all buildings and solid supports and into your Hi-Fi system, 
including speakers.

Eliminate them with Townshend Seismic Isolation and hear the difference.

For more information or best advice on Seismic Isolation 
visit www.townshendaudio.com 
email or phone us on +44 (0) 20 8979 2155.

FoForr momorere i infnforormam tiono  or beestst a advdvicicee onon S Seeismiic I Isolation
visit www.townshendadaududioo.com 
email or phone us on +44 (0) 20 8979 2155.

Microtremors Sorted.

Greater clarity and separation

Clearer more defined bass No more floor radiated boom

Wider deeper stereo stage

Neighbour friendly

Townshend offers a complete program for isolating ALL Hi-Fi components.Trinity Park
Ipswich 30 & 31st 

August 2013

signals
hi-fi for grown-ups
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audeze

audioplan

chord

dynavector 

grado 

isoblue

hutter

kudos

lehmann

linn 

lyra

naim 

neat 

nottingham

primare

pmc

rega

sennheiser

 stax

trilogy

sumiko

it’s our 20th

birthday, so

there should be

cake

hi-fi
signals

show

free entryregister online to enter

free draw (good prizes)
phone or see our 

website for 
more details

PATHOS
ACOUSTICS

ROSSO
FIORENTINO

DIAPASON

THORENS

CLEARAUDIO

ISOTEK

LEEMA
ACOUSTICS

HI-FI RACKS

HAMPSHIRE

WILTSHIRE

DORSET

Audio Oasis
Beautiful Styling & Real Musical Enjoyment

Audio Oasis
sales@audiooasis.co.uk
T: 01722 322215
www.audiooasis.co.uk

Serving Berkshire & London
Trade ins and interest free credit available

27 Bond Street, Ealing, London W5 5AS | T 020 8567 8703 E w5@audiovenue.com

36 Queen Street, Maidenhead, Berkshire SL6 1HZ | T 01628 633 995 | E info@audiovenue.com

audiovenue.com
BRANDS INCLUDE Anthem, Arcam, Audeze, Audio Research, Audiophile Base, Audioquest, Auralic, Astell & Kern Dagastino Inc,  

Bowers & Wilkins, Chord, Classe Audio, Control 4, Devialet, Esoteric, Focal, Hana, JL Audio, Kaleidescape, KEF, Koetsu, Krell, Luxman,  

Mark Levinson, Martin Logan, Michell Engineering, Musical Fidelity, Naim Audio, OPPO, PMC, Primaluna, Proac, Project, PS audio, Quadraspire, 

Questyle, Rotel, Ruark Audio, Sennheiser, SONOS, Sonus Faber, Spectral Furniture, Vertere Acoustics, Wilson Audio, Yamaha, and many more…



AUDIO DESTINATION
Where Music Matters

01884 243584
info@audiodestination.co.uk 
www.audiodestination.co.uk

Moon | VPI | Esoteric
Entreq | Stillpoints | REL

Audioquest | Totem and more....

S E E ,  H E A R  A N D  F E E L 
T H E  D I F F E R E N C E

W W W . S T U D I O A V . C O . U K
01753 863300  sales@studioav.co.uk

HI-FI  |  TV &  CINEMA  |  HOME AUTOMATION
D E M O  L O U N G E  |  E L I T E  B R A N D S 
E XC E P T I O N A L  P E R F O R M A N C E

Come and visit us at our brand new 
demonstration lounge in Chobham, Woking.

Contact us to book your appointment.

S E E ,  H E A R  A N D  F E E L 
T H E  D I F F E R E N C E

W W W . S T U D I O A V . C O . U K
01753 863300  sales@studioav.co.uk

HI-FI  |  D E M O  L O U N G E  |  H O M E  C I N E M A 
H O M E  AU TO M AT I O N  |  E L I T E  B R A N D S 

E XC E P T I O N A L  P E R F O R M A N C E

Stockist of Arcam, Avalon, dCS, Entreq, Estelon, Focal, 
Naim, Quadraspire, Stillpoints, T+A, Tellurium Q, 

Vitus, VTL, Wilson Benesch and many more. 
Part Exchange available.

Contact us to book your appointment.



Stockists of: Avalon, Aurender, dCS, Densen, Dynavecto
Mark Levinson, Naim Audio, Vitus Audio, VTL, Wilson B

i p s w i c h  ( 0 1 4 7 3 )  6 5 5 1 7 1
w w w . s i g n a l s . u k . c o m

Mark Levinson Nº585.
Distilled joy weighs

 32.6 kilos We offer some of the finest music 
reproduction systems available on  
the market today, from entry level to  

elite brands. Our range of products  
has been carefully chosen to  
ensure exceptional performance,  
reliability and value for money.

See the excellent review  
of studioAV in the  
October edition of  
Hi-Fi Choice Magazine.

44 High Street, Eton,  

Berkshire, SL4 6BL 

Tel: 01753 863300

www.studioav.co.uk
elon, Focal, Golden Ear, 
ch and many more...

Analogue Seduction are dedicated towards  
two channel Hi-Fi, specialising in vinyl replay. 

As well as our on-line shop we have dedicated demonstration 
retail facilities based in Peterborough, Cambridgeshire  
and we can offer our customers home demonstrations.

We stock the finest in amplification, analogue, digital replay and speakers. 
We also specialise in a cable termination and cable burn in service.

Please visit our website www.analogueseduction.net to browse 
or purchase products that are not easily available elsewhere.

New vinyl records now stocked

Tel: +44 (0)1733 350878
Analogue Seduction, The Manor House, Manor View,  
Whittlesey, Peterborough, Cambridgeshire, PE7 1TF

Analogue Seduction are dedicated towards  
two channel Hi-Fi, specialising in vinyl replay. 

As well as our on-line shop we have dedicated demonstration 
retail facilities based in Peterborough, Cambridgeshire  
and we can offer our customers home demonstrations.

We stock the finest in amplification, analogue, digital replay and speakers. 
We also specialise in a cable termination and cable burn in service.

Please visit our website www.analogueseduction.net to browse 
or purchase products that are not easily available elsewhere.

New vinyl records now stocked

Tel: +44 (0)1733 350878
Analogue Seduction, The Manor House, Manor View,  
Whittlesey, Peterborough, Cambridgeshire, PE7 1TF

manufacturer: 
biuro@proaudiobono.pl
www.proaudiobono.pl 

dealer:
sales@lotus340r.net

www.lotus340r.net

Pro Audio Bono

Very effective anti-vibration feet 
made of nickel-copper alloy, 
with ceramic bearings
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To advertise in the dealer 
directory, please contact 

Simon Dunn 01689 869853 
simon.dunn@hifichoice.co.uk

Class_ad_pages_396.indd   129HFC_A4_Ad_blank.indd   1Class_ad_pages_396.indd   129 05/03/2015   13:01HFC_A4_Ad_blank.indd   1 01/04/2015   14:23HFC_A4_AdHFC_A4_Ad_blank.indd   1

Exposure   
Lehmann  Linn  Marantz  
Michell  Monitor Audio  Naim 
Neat  Nordost  Okki Nokki  
Ortofon  Project  Roksan  VDH

To advertise 
please contact
Simon Dunn

on
01689 869853
simon.dunn@

hifichoice.co.uk
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EXPOSURE • HEED • KUDOS
LEHMANN • LINN • MARANTZ • MICHELL 

MONITOR AUDIO • NAIM • NEAT • NORDOST
OKKI NOKKI • ORTOFON • PROJECT • REL • ROKSAN

Ample parking Tue-Sat 10-5.30pm
www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge
01922 457926
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EXPOSURE • HEED • KUDOS
LEHMANN • LINN • MARANTZ • MICHELL 

MONITOR AUDIO • NAIM • NEAT • NORDOST
OKKI NOKKI • ORTOFON • PROJECT • REGA • ROKSAN

Ample parking Tue-Sat 10-5.30pm
www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge
01922 457926



A NEW NAME IN QUALITY 
HIFI FOR THE HOME

Here to listen to your needs, selling only 
brands we are passionate about. 

At HiFi Lounge we have created 
a listening environment for our 
discerning customers to relax and 
take their time away from the busy 
high street. 

Set in a beautiful country setting yet 
only minutes from main routes. You will 

always be guaranteed a warm welcome.

FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK AND TWITTER FOR ALL THE LATEST HIFI LOUNGE NEWS

4 The Granary
Buildings, 
Millow Hall Farm,
Millow, Nr Dunton, 
Bedfordshire, 
SG18 8RH  

01767 448121
www.hifilounge.co.uk

rm,
ton, 

01767 448121

Uk's only dedicated demo
facility for high-end

headphones

www.hifilounge.co.uk

www.highendheadphones.co.uk

Visit us in the beautiful
bedfordshire countryside
for all your Hi-Fi needs

please contact
m

ees
on
869853
ichoice.co.uk

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic 
advice from start to finish.

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic advice 
from start to finish.

HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

PLEASE PHONE 
FOR PRICES

P3 ESR
HL COMPACT 7ES3 
Super HL5+

MONITOR 30.1
MONITOR 40.1

IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. ALL GOODS ARE BRAND  
NEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS.  

GOODS ARE NOT SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES.
PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.

*CALL FOR DETAILS                              ESTABLISHED 1986.
MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ

TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

SPEND £2000 OR MORE ON ANY TURNTABLE, 
TONEARM OR TURNTABLE AND ARM, AND GET 

A £500 CARTRIDGE FREE!
PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES 

OR PRODUCT DETAILS

please contact
im

ees
on
869853
ichoice.co.uk

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic 
advice from start to finish.

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic advice 
from start to finish.

HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

PLEASE PHONE 
FOR PRICES

P3 ESR
HL COMPACT 7ES3 
Super HL5+

MONITOR 30.1
MONITOR 40.1

NORSTONE 
HIFI/AV FURNITURE AND

SPEAKER STANDS
MUNARI 

AV FURNITURE
PEERLESS 
AV CABLES

AMPLIFIERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
ICON AUDIO
MARANTZ
QUAD
SUGDEN
TOM EVANS

CABLES
BLACK RHODIUM 
KUBALA-SOSNA
PEERLESS
PRO-JECT
QED
SUPRA
TRANSPARENT
WIREWORLD

CARTRIDGES
AIR TIGHT
AUDIO TECHNICA
BENZ MICRO
CARTRIDGE MAN 
DECCA LONDON
DENON
GOLDRING
KOETSU
ORTOFON
TECHDAS
VAN DEN HUL
ZYX

CD PLAYERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
MARANTZ
QUAD

HEADPHONES
AUDIO TECHNICA
BEYER
ERGO
GOLDRING
GRADO
SENNHEISER

HEADPHONE AMPS
CREEK
FIDELITY AUDIO
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN
PRO-JECT
SUGDEN

HIFI FURNITURE
ALPHASON
ATACAMA
CUSTOM DESIGN
MUNARI
NORSTONE
QUADRASPHIRE
SOUNDSTYLE
TRACK AUDIO

PHONOSTAGES
EAR YOSHINO
GRAHAM SLEE
LEHMANN
ICON AUDIO
MUSICAL
SURROUNDINGS
PURE SOUND
PRO-JECT 
QUAD
ROTHWELL
TRICHORD
TOM EVANS
WHEST AUDIO

TONEARMS
AMG 
CARTRIDGE MAN
GRAHAM
HELIUS
MICHELL
MOERCH
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
REED
REGA
ROKSAN
SME*

TUNERS
CREEK
QUAD

TURNTABLES
AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
EAR
INSPIRE
MUSIC HALL
MICHELL
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN
SRM TECH
THORENS

SPEAKERS
EPOS
HARBETH
OPERA
Q. ACOUSTICS
QUAD

SPECIAL 
OFFER!!

VAN DEN HUL
MC10S        £875
DDTII           £750

AUDIO TECHNICA CARTRIDGES UP 
TO 25% OFF!!

 HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS
EAR/YOSHINO, QUAD

MICHELL ENGINEERING
CREEK/EPOS, LEHMANN

SUGDEN, PROJECT
WHEST AUDIO, TRICHORD, 

AUDIO TECHNICA
PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES 

OR PRODUCT DETAILS

All About The Music
Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

Linn    Naim    Rega    PMC    Neat    Oppo
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Peartree Rd
Colchester
CO13 9EF
01206 765 444
info@istereos.co.uk

located inside
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To advertise in the dealer 
directory, please contact 
Simon Dunn 01689 869853 
simon.dunn@hifichoice.co.ukk

Criterion Audio is a premium hi-fi dealer in Cambridge. From 
vinyl and valves to the latest in streaming and headphones, we 
can help you find the perfect audio system to suit your budget 
and needs. Call us on 01223 233720 to arrange a demo.

www.criterionaudio.com   info@criterionaudio.com
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IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
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PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. ALL GOODS ARE BRAND  
NEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS.  

GOODS ARE NOT SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES.
PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.

*CALL FOR DETAILS                              ESTABLISHED 1986.
MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ

TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

SPEND £2000 OR MORE ON ANY TURNTABLE, 
TONEARM OR TURNTABLE AND ARM, AND GET 

A £500 CARTRIDGE FREE!

AMPLIFIERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
ICON AUDIO
MARANTZ
QUAD
SUGDEN
TOM EVANS

CABLES
BLACK RHODIUM 
KUBALA-SOSNA
PEERLESS
PRO-JECT
QED
SUPRA
TRANSPARENT
WIREWORLD

CARTRIDGES
AIR TIGHT
AUDIO TECHNICA
BENZ MICRO
CARTRIDGE MAN 
DECCA LONDON
DENON
GOLDRING
KOETSU
ORTOFON
TECHDAS
VAN DEN HUL
ZYX

CD PLAYERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
MARANTZ
QUAD

HEADPHONES
AUDIO TECHNICA
BEYER
ERGO
GOLDRING
GRADO
SENNHEISER

HEADPHONE AMPS
CREEK
FIDELITY AUDIO
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN
PRO-JECT
SUGDEN

HIFI FURNITURE
ALPHASON
ATACAMA
CUSTOM DESIGN
MUNARI
NORSTONE
QUADRASPHIRE
SOUNDSTYLE
TRACK AUDIO

PHONOSTAGES
EAR YOSHINO
GRAHAM SLEE
LEHMANN
ICON AUDIO
MUSICAL
SURROUNDINGS
PURE SOUND
PRO-JECT 
QUAD
ROTHWELL
TRICHORD
TOM EVANS
WHEST AUDIO

TONEARMS
AMG 
CARTRIDGE MAN
GRAHAM
HELIUS
MICHELL
MOERCH
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
REED
REGA
ROKSAN
SME*

TUNERS
CREEK
QUAD

TURNTABLES
AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
EAR
INSPIRE
MUSIC HALL
MICHELL
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN
SRM TECH
THORENS

SPEAKERS
EPOS
HARBETH
OPERA
Q. ACOUSTICS
QUAD

SPECIAL 
OFFER!!

VAN DEN HUL
MC10S        £875
DDTII           £750

AUDIO TECHNICA CARTRIDGES UP 
TO 25% OFF!!

07/04/2016   15:49

IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
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PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. ALL GOODS ARE BRAND  
NEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS.  

GOODS ARE NOT SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES.
PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.

*CALL FOR DETAILS                              ESTABLISHED 1986.
MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ

TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

SPEND £2000 OR MORE ON ANY TURNTABLE, 
TONEARM OR TURNTABLE AND ARM, AND GET 

A £500 CARTRIDGE FREE!

AMPLIFIERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
ICON AUDIO
MARANTZ
SUGDEN
TOM EVANS

CABLES
BLACK RHODIUM 
KUBALA-SOSNA
PEERLESS
PRO-JECT
QED
SUPRA
TRANSPARENT
WIREWORLD

CARTRIDGES
AIR TIGHT
AUDIO TECHNICA
BENZ MICRO
CARTRIDGE MAN 
DECCA LONDON
GOLDRING
GRADO
KOETSU
ORIGIN LIVE
ORTOFON
SOUNDSMITH
TECHDAS
VAN DEN HUL
ZYX

CD PLAYERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
MARANTZ

HEADPHONES
AUDIO TECHNICA
BEYER
ERGO
GOLDRING
GRADO
SENNHEISER

HEADPHONE AMPS
CREEK
FIDELITY AUDIO
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN
PRO-JECT
SUGDEN

HIFI FURNITURE
ALPHASON
ATACAMA
CUSTOM DESIGN
MUNARI
NORSTONE
QUADRASPHIRE
SOUNDSTYLE
TRACK AUDIO

PHONOSTAGES
EAR YOSHINO
GRAHAM SLEE
LEHMANN
ICON AUDIO
MUSICAL
SURROUNDINGS
PARASOUND
PURE SOUND
PRO-JECT 
ROTHWELL
TRICHORD
TOM EVANS
WHEST AUDIO

TONEARMS
AMG 
CARTRIDGE MAN
GRAHAM
HELIUS
MICHELL
MOERCH
MOTH
ORIGIN LIVE
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
REED
REGA

RECORD CLEANING
MOTH
PRO-JECT

TURNTABLES
AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
EAR
INSPIRE
MUSIC HALL
MICHELL
PRO-JECT
SRM TECH
THORENS

SPEAKERS
ACAPELLA 
CABASSE 
EPOS
HARBETH
ICON AUDIO
Q. ACOUSTICS

SPECIAL 
OFFER!!

VAN DEN HUL
MC10S        £875
MC1S        £1000

AUDIO TECHNICA CARTRIDGES UP 
TO 25% OFF!!

please contact
m

ees
on
869853
ichoice.co.uk

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic 
advice from start to finish.
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HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

PLEASE PHONE 
FOR PRICES

P3 ESR
HL COMPACT 7ES3 
Super HL5+

MONITOR 30.1
MONITOR 40.1

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES 
OR PRODUCT DETAILS
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HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

PLEASE PHONE 
FOR PRICES

P3 ESR
HL COMPACT 7ES3 
Super HL5+

MONITOR 30.1
MONITOR 40.1

ORTOFON CARTRIDGES 
UP TO 25% OFF!

   PRO-JECT PHONO STAGES
   UP TO 25% OFF!

   LEHMANN AUDIO
   UP TO 25% OFF!

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES OR PRODUCT DETAILS

  SPECIAL OFFERS!!
ORTOFON CADENZA BLUE £1000
ORTOFON QUINTET BLUE £268
ORTOFON QUINTET RED £190
PROJECT PHONO BOX RS £525
PROJECT TUBE BOX DS £319
PROJECT PHONO BOX DS £165

LEHMANN UP TO 25% OFF!!
VAN DEN HUL UP TO 25% OFF!!

FREE UK DELIVERY

Criterion Audio is a premium hi-fi dealer in Cambridge. From 
vinyl and valves to the latest in streaming and headphones, we 
can help you find the perfect audio system to suit your budget 
and needs. Call us on 01223 233730 to arrange a demo.

www.criterionaudio.com   info@criterionaudio.com
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to miss an issue
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PASSION FOR SOUND

JULY ISSUE ON SALE 22 JUNE

We put the versatile music player and 
receiver solution through its paces 

AVM CS2.2 ONE-BOX SYSTEM
MonthNext

REVIEWS Auralic Aries Mini, PMC twenty5.23, 
Leema Quasar, Acoustic Energy AE109, plus 
a six-way moving-coil cartridge Group Test    

REGULARS Beautiful System, Music Reviews, 
Audiofile news and all your hi-fi questions and 
concerns answered by our team of experts

PLUS:





With their new sublime collection Audio Research 
brings us closer to the music than ever before.

With the new Reference 6, they have devised a 
control centre that marries the sonic glories of the 
company’s founding models of over 40 years ago 
with the cutting-edge performance and operation 
genius of the post-digital era. Configurable to 

the user’s needs, it provides sound quality that is 
unrivalled in transparency, warmth and authenticity.

Joining it is the Reference PH3, a phono stage that 
celebrates the sensational return of vinyl to the 
public consciousness. Which just might explain why 
the Reference 6 and Reference PH3 sing in such 
perfect harmony.

“...‘masterpiece’ doesn’t come close to 
describing what ARC hath wrought.”

Ken Kessler / HiFi News / Reference 6

“the Audio Research Reference Phono 3 is 
one of those rare devices that gets closer 
to ‘best’ than most. Highly recommended.”
Alan Sircom / HiFi+ / Reference Phono 3

International  Distr ibutors & Consultants of Special ised Hi-End Audio & Video Systems

58 Durham Road, London, SW20 0TW   T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09

W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

For Your Nearest Dealer Please Visit The Absolute Sounds Website

absolute sounds ltd.

®


