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Enjoyed Worldwide.

Classé — every detail matters.

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

Kal Rubinson, Stereophile, USA

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

Theo Nicolakis, Audioholics.com, USA

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

incompatible with reliable and convenient operation.”

Stephen Dawson, Audio Esoterica, Australia

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

Adrien Rouah, Québec Audio & Video, Canada
“But most impressive is the sound quality. This is real 
high-end at a price that must be considered reasonable. 
And the step up from the traditional home cinema 
receivers is nothing but huge.”

Ludwig Swanberg, HemmaBio, Sweden
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editorial
T 

he complete system is a hard concept to get across 

to high-enders. The notion that all high-end products 

work with all other high-end products is very strongly 

dug into the audiophile psyche, at almost all levels. 

Nevertheless, the fact remains that audiophile 

systems are best constructed with a mind to the system in its 

entirety, rather than a motley collection of devices that will magically 

sound wonderful simply by putting them together. 

The key aspect to take from the systems 
assembled here is the thought that 
went into them. Even those that are a 
relatively simple amp+speaker system 
are more bespoke and thought out 
than anyone might guess from the 
reading. This essentially puts much of 
the onus on system building back to the 
distributors and dealers, because it’s 
simply not possible to run through every 
combination of components in order 
to find the one that works best. That’s 
someone else’s job! 

This is perhaps a light at the end 
of the tunnel for the traditional dealer. 
A good system can be assembled in a 
haphazard manner, but a great one takes 
care, attention, and time to assemble 
and install. The dealers and distributors 
who will continue to survive in the 
downsized audio world of 2016 know 
this and put together systems they know 
sound better than the norm.  

There is still room for the fun of 
building your system up from scratch, 
though. And I’ve heard many exceptional 
systems constructed without any 
consideration toward synergy between 
the components. And I’ve heard some 
that completely fail in this task and the 
whole is worse than the sum of the parts.

The key to good sound it seems is 
application, which sounds remarkably 
like an excuse for audio obsessiveness. 
Lining your screws up so the grooves all 
point in the same direction is going too 
far, but the basics like leveling products, 
keeping speaker cables organised and 
not a rat’s nest, and so on, all contribute 
to better performance. After that comes 
the aftermarket, and this month, we 
spent a fascinating couple of days 
discovering just how deep the rabbit hole 
goes with Synergistic Research, and this 
shows that maybe it’s possible to make a 
system better by sorting incompatibilities 
inside and out.

Whatever the reasons for system 
compatibilty, building a great audio 
system seems set to be a popular hobby 
for a long time to come! 

Our congratulations go out to 
Mr D Priestley of Bradford in the UK, 
who wins a pair of the excellent Russell K 
Red 100 loudspeakers! Well done!
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“This is a cable that shows the 
power of music..” Hifi+, Issue #131

Every product from Crystal Cable is renowned for its elegant appearance and 
flawless finish. But every product from Crystal Cable is also renowned for its 
clarity of concept, advanced technology and the elegance of its engineering.

These are products where the beauty really is more than just skin deep.

www.crystalcable.com

02 CrystalCable_210x297_HiFi_132.indd   2 08/04/2016   16:11



contents
EQUIPMENT+

ISSUE 135

 4 INCOMING! 
Your views on all 
things audio

 8 CANJAM SoCal 2016
The premier Spring 
headphones event 

 83 MEET YOUR DEALER
Audio T celebrates its 
half century!

 91  MEET YOUR MAKER
Dave Nauber of Classé

 103 MUSIC FEATURE
True Classics CD, our exclusive 
two-disc classical collection!

 109 CONTEMPORARY,  
AUDIOPHILE, AND  
CLASSICAL MUSIC

COMMENT
 12 BURMESTER AUDIO PHASE 3

complete system

 18 NAIM AUDIO NAC-N272 and 
NAP300/FOCAL SOPRA No. 2
streaming preamp/power amp/
floorstanding loudspeaker system

 24 T+A ELEKTROAKUSTIK PDP3000HV 
and PA3000HV/ESTELON XB
digital hub/integrated amplifier/
floorstanding loudspeaker system

 30 PRIMARE PRE60/ 
ATC SCM150 ASL 
digital processor/active 
loudspeaker system

 36 AUDIO RESEARCH GSi75/ 
WILSON AUDIO SABRINA  
integrated amplifier/floorstanding 
loudspeaker system

 42 SCHIIT AUDIO  
YGGDRASIL/RAGNAROK/ 
MrSPEAKERS ETHER C
headphone/DAC/amp system 

 49 MAGNUM DYNALAB MD209 
FM receiver  

 55 COS D1
digital converter/preamp

 61 REL T/9i
active subwoofer (×2)

 65 ISOTEK EVO3 INITIUM
audiophile power cord

 69 HiFiMAN HE400S
planar magnetic headphones

 77 SYNERGISTIC RESEARCH UEF, HFT, BB 
system tuning components

 100 COMPETITION
Riva’s Turbo X loudspeaker 
must be won! 

 105 COMPETITION
Win! Meze Classic 99 
headphones 

 96  SUBSCRIPTIONS

 108 ADVERTISER INDEX

 112 NEXT MONTH
Find out what’s 
happening next month!

MUSIC

 

  3  ISSUE 135

03 HIFI+135 Contents_TEAM.indd   3 13/04/2016   09:06



Student’s Wail Card
This is not so much a query, more a moan about the ‘yoof’ of today. Back 
when I was at college, the fi rst thing you spent your student grant on was 
a good stereo. No TV, no iPad, no GameBoy... just a good stereo and 
some great records. OK, so it might not have been the fi rst thing, that pint 
or six of Guinness at the union bar was fi rst, but you get the drift.

I met my fi rst wife as a result of having the best hi-fi  on campus. She 
used to spend a lot of time sitting around my fl at, listening to In Search 
of Amelia Earhart by Plainsong (which shows my age almost perfectly). 
Eventually, she moved in with her copy of Carole King’s Tapestry.

So, when my grandson shipped off to college this year, I was going 
to set him up with a decent stereo system. “Thanks... but I’d rather have 
a laptop!” he replied (I’m also a keen photographer, and he turned a 
DSLR camera down because he already has a phone). I know I’m a bit 
out of touch, but has the world changed so much that students are more 
concerned about their credit card rating than getting a good musical 
collection. This is the younger generation that will form the next group of 
people buying good hi-fi . The future looks bleak!

Bill Haddock, via email

Those of us who have been in the audio industry for a few years are 
constantly bombarded by reports of its demise by hi-fi ’s Cassandras. 
Music isn’t as important to people today. The music isn’t as good as it 
used to be. People only listen to compressed music through ear-buds 
given away free with their phone. We’re all doomed, I tell ya... doomed! 

However, in the real world, things are very different. The rise in record 
player sales is almost exclusively centred around people too young to have 

Please send your letters to Hi-Fi+, Unit 3, Sandleheath Industrial Estate, 
Sandleheath, Hampshire, SP6 1PA, United Kingdom. 
Or email them to editor@hifi plus.com

enjoyed LPs the fi rst time round, the 
download market is not simply a lowest 
common denominator, and the interest in 
all things headphones is off the scale. 

Far from being the beginning of 
the end for audio, the hi-fi  system has 
diversifi ed and reached new classes of 
listener who – for whatever reason – might 
not have been willing or able to support 
and enjoy a traditional stereo system.

Yes, the old days of music as a 
communal pursuit have largely given 
way to personal listening, but the intent 
and drive to improve the sound of that 
personal listening has rekindlled in recent 
years, and long may that continue.

It’s possible that your grandson’s 
laptop request is the gateway to tens of 
thousands of recordings played through 
either a good pair of headphones, or even 
out through a DAC like the Dragonfl y to 
an amplifi er and a pair of loudspeakers. 

Besides, have you seen the price of 
a pint of Guinness at a student union bar 
these days? 

Robert Hay – AudioQuest 

incoming!
in association with

LETTER OF THE MONTH WINS A DRAGONFLY
Both AudioQuest and Hi-Fi+ are passionate about music and the sound it 
makes. We know what makes a good audio experience, and we know what 
makes it better. Most modern audio equipment is good, but with the right 
attitude, right advice, and the right components, the sound it delivers can move 
from ‘good’ to ‘great’ to ‘fantastic’. AudioQuest has to deal with a lot of queries 
regarding audio systems, because almost everything in an audio system is 
connected with a cable. The company has amassed a wealth of information on 
a range of topics in audio, both in general terms and with a team comprising 
keen, specialist audio experts willing to impart their expertise.

Which is why we’ve teamed up with the good folks at AudioQuest to award the 
letter of the month a free AudioQuest Dragonfly.
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Too stressed for audio?
A couple of years ago, I had a break-in 
and the burglars cleared out practically 
everything over a weekend. The police 
managed to find the thieves and the 
insurance company fully compensated me 
‘new for old’.

However, something has changed in 
me. I have not played my system for months 
because each time I think of playing it, I get 
what I think might be a panic attack. I am 
scared to play my system because I might 
lose my system in the future. It’s the same 
with my camera, my laptop, everything. 
What can I do?

Name and address  
withheld on request.

Get some help! You appear to be suffering 
with some kind of panic disorder, brought 
about by post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) after the burglary. Sadly, PTSD after 
such a break-in is all too common. You 
should have been offered crisis counselling 
by the police at the time of the theft, and you 
should take the police up on their kind offer. 

If the condition persists, anxiety disorders 
like yours are often treated with a course of 
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Such 
courses can be extremely effective, especially 
when coupled with a sympathetic ear, and 
possibly even a short course of drug therapy, 
but not the recreational kind!   – Ed

No buy hi-fi
This is only the second time I have written 
to Hi-Fi+ for ‘advice’. The first time was in 
issue 45 when Roy Gregory kindly replied to 
my query in the magazine.

I know that Hi-Fi+ doesn’t normally reply 
to e-mails like mine but if you could just spare 
10 mins of your time I would be very grateful.

My system comprises: Marantz SA15 CD Player, Audio research SP9 
Preamplifier, 300B Valve Power Amplifier (built by a work colleague of mine) 
and a pair of Mordaunt Short Pageants. I use good quality interconnects-a 
Russ Andrews four way adaptor. a Russ Andrews Tonik Lead (attenuated 
by 16 DB) from CD Player to Preamp, an IXOS 104 lead from Preamp to 
Poweramp.Russ Andrews power leads for the CD Player, Power amp but 
not the Preamp which has its own power lead.

The system sounds very good in my opinion – transparent,dynamic,very 
good bass but suffers from a slight tinge of brightness on some (not all) CD’s 
Having said that I can listen for hours without any listening fatigue.

I have a budget of £300 and I want more out of it – not a wholesale 
change.I am looking for a slightly more ‘natural’ sound with less ‘brightness’.

I have thought of ‘upgrading’ the interconnect leads (changing the 
speaker leads is more difficult since the Pageants are from the seventies and 
feature spring-loaded connections) but the ‘character’ of the system must 
stay the same – transparent,dynamic,wonderful midrange,very good bass 
BUT a smoother sound?

Whether you reply to my e-mail or not (of course, I would be very 
appreciative if you did!) I am finding Hi-Fi+ more of an interesting read at the 
moment  than any of the other hifi mags that I sometimes read. I really enjoy 
the section on ‘Meet Your Dealer’.

Ray, via email

My first reaction is ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ and although the interconnects 
could be likely candidates for upgrade, the system appears to be in good 
balance as is. If there is some brightness on some CDs, that probably means 
those CDs are slightly bright recordings anyway, because there are a lot of 
them about now!

Should you wish to change anything, I’d say getting some consistency 
in interconnects would be a good idea. You shouldn’t think of cables as tone 
controls and any attempts to ameliorate the problems you get from bright 
sounding CDs would likely create more problems than it solves, especially 
when you factor the in-line attenuators used between Marantz and Audio 
Research. But using two cables from the same family should ‘coordinate’ 
the sound somewhat, and a Tonik interconnect between preamp and power 
amp is probably the obvious choice, given the rest of the system.

You might also find the inclusion of a CD tube buffer between player 
and preamplifier might help here, although the SA15 does have a particularly 
good output. The problem is these products were always on the left-field 
of CD replay and with the downturn in the CD market, so they have all but 
disappeared. Yaqin still makes the SD-CD3 tube buffer, however, and this 
might fit your demands perfectly.  – Ed
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Music brings us so much joy. An audio system shouldn’t reduce music’s unique 
emotional satisfaction with unnecessary complication and superfl uous, performance 
robbing features. Rotel’s new RA-1570 Stereo Integrated Amplifi er combines proven 
analog design with advanced digital circuits to bring all of your favorite artists to life 
with surpassing fi delity. It’s a powerful 120 watts per channel Class A/B amplifi er, 
highly refi ned preamplifi er and 24/192 Digital to Analog convertor tucked behind 
a timeless rushed metal, user-friendly front panel. Whether you chose to listen to 
classic vinyl L.P.s, via your smart phone or tablet, or 192kHz/ 24 bit PC-USB digital 
streams, the RA-1570 takes you straight to the heart of a musical performance. 
Without compromise or complication. 

Want to fi nd out more about how we do it? Visit www.rotel.com/UK to fi nd your 
nearest authorised Rotel retailer.

R O T E L . C O M

Everything you need.
Nothing you don’t.
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SHOW REPORT

CanJam SoCal 2016 
Show Report By Chris Martens

C
anJam SoCal was held 
on March 19-20, 2016 at 
the Westin South Coast 
Plaza hotel in Costa Mesa, 
California, and this year’s 

event was even bigger and better than last 
year’s (which is really saying something). 
There were more vendors on hand, more 
elaborate demonstrations and displays, and 
daily ‘Meet the Designers’ and ‘Meet the 
Editors’ sessions for the many enthusiasts 
in attendance. (Although I’m the Publisher 
of Hi-Fi+, I do make frequent contributions 
to the magazine—especially as pertains 
to headphones, earphones, and personal 
audio—so that I was invited to represent our 
magazine on the ‘Meet the Editors’ panel.)

As always, CanJam SoCal constituted 
a celebration of all things headphonic, with 
surprising new product launches as the order 
of the day. If there was any problem with the 
event, it might be that there was too much 
great equipment to see and hear (and too 
many great companies to meet and greet) 
than could fit into a single, two-day event. 
Therefore, let me acknowledge that while 
I think I met with most exhibitors, I know 
there are a few that I missed—and for this I 
apologise. No slights were intended; I simply 
ran out of hours in the day.

For more details, please go to  
www.hifiplus.com 

Sennheiser’s HD630VB variable bass 
control is a genuinely useful tool – not 
a gimmick

Campfire Audio’s Lyra 
universal fit earphone uses 
an 8.5mm beryllium PVD 
driver in a tuned, high-
mass enclosure made of 
Zirconium Oxide

Meze plans to offer a matte 
black 99 Classics version, 
alongside the light and dark 
wood finishes

Riva’s Christine McKibbon shows the 
compact new Riva S Bluetooth speaker 
with most of its associated accessories

“This year’s event was 
bigger and better than 
last year’s (which is 
really saying something).”

 

  8  ISSUE 135

08-10 HIFI+135 Show_CanJam_TEAM.indd   8 12/04/2016   12:42



Questyle’s new CMA600i promises a terrific combination of flexibility, 
performance, and value

Puro Sound Labs’ Niki Russell show the 
firm’s BT5200 Bluetooth headphones, 
crafted with hearing safety in mind

Chord’s now iconic Mojo, shown in its just-released sweet new carry case

Linear Tube Audio’s David Berning-designed 
Micro ZOTL 2.0 headphone amp/preamplifier

The author’s review set of Noble 
Prestige-series Savant CIEMs, with exotic 
‘snakewood’ earpieces

MrSpeakers founder Dan Clark proudly 
shows off his new Ether Electrostatic 
headphones

The Echobox Explorer portable 
streamer/DAC/audio player 
looks something like a space-
age hip flask, but drink from it 
only with your ears, please
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SHOW REPORT / CANJAM SOCAL 2016 SHOW REPORT

Noble Audio’s new (colour-coded) family of 
universal-fit earphones

Oppo’s design model for the new Sonica Bluetooth speaker

HiFiMAN founder Dr Fang Bian holds his new 
Edition S headphones (left) and a prototype 
of the new Super Mini portable player (right)

Final’s Sonorous III: think of it as a ‘baby 
Sonorous X’ for about 1/10th the price

Westone’s Skeleton S20 – a custom in-ear 
monitor geared for active lifestyles

RBH’s HP-2 appears to be 
an awful lot of headphone 
for the money, complete 
with exotic beryllium drivers, 
no less!

Stax’s SR-L300 Lambda headphone and SRM-252S amp represents an 
affordable, turnkey, entry-level electrostatic headphone system
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EQUIPMENT REVIEW

The system itself looks as if there are 
two boxes, but in fact all the electronics are 
housed in the main unit at the top. The box 
beneath this main unit is simply a sealed shelf 
with a door. Phase 3 is designed specifi cally 
to fi t into a more multimedia lifestyle, so 
that shelf is designed for housing satellite 
and terrestrial TV decoders. A few years 
ago, such a concept would be unthinkable 
twice over: from the TV side, that fl ip down 
door would always be open to gain access 
to the DVD or Blu-ray drawer, while on the 
audiophile side the idea of integrating audio 
and video was abhorrent. How times have 
changed. However, placing this shelf in the 

Burmester Phase 3 system
by Alan Sircom

M
ost of the systems we have assembled for this issue are 
from multiple brands. The logic behind this goes as follows: 
no one manufacturer excels in every department. Burmester 
is the loyal opposition to that concept. The company’s new 
Phase 3 system is designed from the outset as a high-end 

plug and play system, combining all-in-one electronics unit, stand mounted 
loudspeakers, cables, stands, tables… the lot. And it does this in a very 
distinctive and classy style. Everything you need for the Phase 3, right down to 
the power cord, come supplied in the crates. There is even an optional Apple 
iPad Mini with the Burmester app already preloaded. All you need to do is 
unpack the two crates, place the loudspeakers and system on the fl oor, and 
plug it altogether. For full functionality, you need to connect the Phase 3 to a 
wired or wireless Ethernet router, and if you go wired you will need to buy your 
own Ethernet cable. But that’s it. Phase 3 is that comprehensive.

The name itself is signifi cant. Burmester’s fi rst phase was the manufacture 
of high-end separates audio components; its second was bringing the 
Burmester name to new markets, most notably in the cabins of Porsche and 
Mercedes-Benz cars. Phase 3 is a move towards more integrated systems, a 
turnkey hi-fi  for a turnkey world. Phase 3 is also the fi rst phase in Burmester’s 
company history without Dieter Burmester at the helm, although the product 
itself was already well in development at the end of his life. 

Essentially Phase 3 draws upon several existing Burmester products, 
combining them into one system designed for everyday use and not limited 
to audiophile specialists. It’s not too far from the truth to view the Phase 3 as 
a Burmester 151 Musiccenter, combined with the company’s 101 integrated 
amplifi er, and a wholly new standmount loudspeaker called the B15, all decked 
out in one of several colour schemes and fi nishes. We went for classic chrome 
(Retro-style in Burmesterese), with contrasting red cabinets for the sides 
and rear of the loudspeakers. A Loft-style look made from solid steel is also 
available, for those who like their brightwork a little less bright. Both stand 
types are heavily acoustically decoupled, but the use of steel does add to size 
and weight of the end product slightly. Although this system – built by hand 
in Burmester’s Berlin factory – is as German as they come, I can’t help but be 
reminded of some classic Brit-fi : the stands are very Gale 401 from the 1970s. 

The two electronics components conjoined in the Phase 3 are both 
great (we’ve tested and liked both in the last two years), perfect partners, 
and represent a system that could not have existed until very recently. The 
151 itself draws its technology from the company’s top 111 Musiccenter, but 
the intervening years of development saw the rise of devices like the iPad, 
obviating the need for a large touchscreen in the middle of the design, and the 
Class D 101 allows a 120W amplifi er to nestle alongside the music server and 
disc player in a single unit without even a hint of overheat problems. 
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package does mean that the Phase 3 can 
connect to the outside world, thanks to a pair 
of XLR connectors in the analogue domain, 
front and rear USBs, and a coaxial and 
optical S/PDIF connection. Personally, given 
the Phase 3 lends itself so heavily to video 
systems, I would have hoped for an HDMI 
socket or possibly RCA line inputs, but most 
decoders also sport optical (Toslink) S/PDIF. 

The loudspeakers are new, and only 
supplied with Phase  3. Again, they draw 
upon existing Burmester intellectual property, 
combining the fi breglass paper woofer cone 
of the B10 standmount and the Air Motion 
Transformer tweeter found in the company’s 

fl oorstanders. Like combining the 151 and 101, this is easy to write and hard 
to do in reality. The loudspeaker went through extensive listening tests and a 
range of crossovers until Burmester was truly happy with the end result. Like 
other speakers in the Burmester range, the drive units are computer selected 
for compatibility and burned in at the factory. As a consequence, there is no 
real running in required for the Phase 3 system, although the amplifi er itself 
needs a few hours to come to life.

Any system that sets itself up as being convenient needs to be, well, 
convenient to set up. And it is here that Burmester shines because set up and 
installation is extraordinarily easy for a system of the Phase 3’s calibre. The 
loudspeakers are already supplied on their bent chrome tube stands and while 
these can be adjusted for height, in most cases ‘out of the box’ is more than 
good enough. Similarly, the main electronics also come supplied on a bent 
chrome tube stand. Installation is essentially as long as it takes you to move 
products out of the crates. Setup is slightly more long winded, because you 
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need to connect to the Internet and that requires pressing four buttons on the 
supplied remote control. At most with all components unpacked, Phase 3 will 
be up and running inside of 15 minutes. Factor in another 15 minutes for fine-
tuning speaker position (10 of which involve deciding whether or not to use 
the supplied foam bungs in the rear ports), and you have a legitimate high-end 
audio system that can be playing, and playing well, in the time it takes to get 
a pizza delivered. Coming from systems that are still considered ‘bedding in’ 
three months after you install them, this ease of installation is heavenly.

Don’t think, however, that Burmester has sacrificed performance at the 
altar of convenience in the Phase 3. It might be easy-to-use and easy to set up 
(and the iPad app makes ripping and handling stored digital audio a breeze), 
but the compromises you might expect simply aren’t there. It has all the sonic 
elements of the 151 and 101 mixed together. This means clean and precise 
digital replay coupled with a warm almost tube-like sound from the amplifier 
stage. That combo doesn’t come with much of a downside. 

Let’s not downplay the convenience factor, however. There is something 
really great about a system that’s the size of a CD player coupled with a small 
pair of speakers, which can be a CD player, a ripping CD player, an internet 
radio, a media server, a music streamer, and a sound system for a TV, all 
controlled from an iPad that comes preconfigured and ready to rock. That it 
does it all and does it with great sound is not to be sniffed at.

This is not a system that needs analysis. It’s entertaining, refined, and very 
easy to live with. It can rock when called upon (very well in fact, Phase 3 goes 
pleasantly and dynamically loud indeed), but can set aside its party animal 
demeanour at a moments notice. I comfortably flipped between ‘Chameleon’ 
by Trentemøller [The Last Resort, Poker Flat] and Rachmaninov’s ‘Symphonic 
Dances’ [Telarc], both as a measure of how efficient the iPad app was and 

as suitable contrasts in musical performance. 
Even though it’s app is designed for creating 
playlists on-the-fly, Phase 3 switched 
between the two tracks instantaneously and 
effortlessly. The tonal quality also moved 
between the two, suggesting a system 
that is extremely evenhanded with all kinds 
of musical genre. Typically, Burmester is 
demonstrated with (and plays perfectly) well 
recorded rock. It’s almost unheard of to go 
through a Burmester demo without hearing 
Chris Jones’ ‘No Sanctuary Here’. The track 
came preloaded on five different Stockfisch 
and Burmester discs on the Phase 3’s internal 
2TB RAID array, so it’s almost inescapable. 
But it must be said that this particular track 
sounded amazing through the system. It 
sounds pretty good through everything, but 
here Jones’ voice was crystal clear, projected 
well into the room, and was clearly delineated 
from the guitar, chorus, and the rest of the 
band. I don’t agree with the idea of ‘made 
for rock’ systems, but given how successful 
Phase 3 was at playing Chris Jones’ music, I 
do find it hard not to recommend this system 
to lovers of blues-rock, blues, and well 
recorded rock and pop.

In comparing the system to bigger 
separates, Phase 3 covers its tracks well. 
There are systems with greater inner detail, 
more transient attack and speed, and 
occasionally more midband clarity. At similar 
prices, however, you lose as much as you 
gain in other aspects. More transient attack 
at this level comes with a more aggressive, 
less enjoyable sound. More midband clarity 
often comes at the expense of a dynamic 
and powerful bassline (Dieter’s legacy as 
a bassist will always resonate through the 
Burmester line). In short, what Phase 3 offers 
is a sense of balance. It creates a system 
that most people would be more than happy 
to live with for the longest time. Audiophile 
box swappers, who are never content with 
anything audio related, need not apply.

They need not apply because Phase 3’s 
only real weakness is a lack of upgradability. 
This system does not lend itself toward 
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adding separate preamplifiers or power 
amplifiers, and neither is the amplifier 
open-ended enough to form the basis of 
an upgradable system. Whether this is a 
problem or not comes down to the listener. 
If you view an audio system in terms of 
future audio systems, Phase 3 is not for you. 
If you are done with all of that, and simply 
want a good sounding system with no eye 
toward future changes, then Phase 3 is 
ideal. Personally, I think Phase 3 represents 
a significant part of audio’s future, as people 
move away from multiple boxes and toward 
simpler, uncompromised solutions.

I can’t help thinking that Phase 3 is 
Burmester’s way of leveraging those new 
potential customers driving round in Porsche 
and Mercedes-Benz cars with Burmester 
systems inside. Such people are unlikely to 
become full-blown users of Burmester’s Top 
or Classic Line separates, but they might buy 
Phase 3. This is very much a lifestyle product, 
and it’s a lifestyle that comes with a price. 
There’s nothing to be ashamed of in that. In 
fact, Burmester should find Phase 3 fits well 
into this market; it would fit into this market 
without its automotive division, but it will find 
it a lot easier thanks to those high-end drivers 
staring at a Burmester logo every time they sit 
in the driving seat. It’s not the only company 
to do this–Bowers and Wilkins works with 
Jaguar, Meridian allies itself to Land Rover, 
Naim runs with Bentley, Mark Levinson works 
with Lexus, and Bose works with just about 
everyone else. Many of these audio brands 
have seen an uptick in both sales and market 
presence as a result of these automotive 
hook ups. Burmester is no different, and the 
Phase 3 will capitalise on this.

I have thoroughly enjoyed my time with 
the Burmester Phase 3. It needs no excuses 
made for its performance, because it’s a true 
high-end system in a box (well, two crates 
actually). A lot of systems with similar intent 
trade performance for convenience, but 
Phase 3 gives you both. Is this the future of 
high-end? Very possibly, and for that Phase 3 
comes highly recommended. 

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS 

Main System

Analogue Inputs: 1x pair balanced XLR 

Digital Inputs: 1× RCA, 1× Toslink S/PDIF, 1× Ethernet RJ45, 3× USB 2.0, 

1x USB 3.0 Type A (rear), 1× USB 2.0 Type A (front)

Analogue outputs: 1x pair balanced XLR, 1x pair single‑ended RCA

Digital outputs: 1× RCA, 1× Toslink S/PDIF

Antenna: 2× coax connectors

Remote connections: 1× RS232, 2× 2.5mm jacks

Headphone output: 1× 6.3mm jack

CD drive: CD‑DA

Hard disk: 2× 2TB (RAID)

Display: Green point matrix, 8 character

Audio formats: FLAC/wav/mp3/AIFF/OGG/AAC/ALAC (m4a)/DSD;  

Stereo 16 and 24 Bit, up to 192 kHz, gapless play by track analysis 

and intelligent caching

Sampling rate: selected from either 24 bit/96 kHz or 24bit/192 kHz

Storage: SSD drive for system storage, 2× 2 TB hard drive capacity for 

music data storage, RAID 1 system (security with two mirrored hard 

drives, 2 TB usable)

Play functions: Audio CD, Internet radio services, Music‑Player, USB‑stick

USB: Music playback, playlist export

Analogue compensation of level jumps between individual tracks

Integration of TIDAL streaming service and Highresaudio service

Web‑Browser Interface on HTML5

High End rip‑function

Exclusive music database containing over 3,500,000 titles for matching 

file data from ripped CDs

Power output: 120W per channel (four ohms)

Frequency Response: 5Hz‑60kHz (–3dB)

Distortion (THD+N): 0.015%

Signal/Noise ratio: > 74dB

Damping factor: > 250

Loudspeakers: two‑way rear ported design

Drive units: AMT tweeter, 170mm glassfibre woofer cone

System Dimensions (W×D×H): 573×628×420mm (loft style), 

632×633x×48mm (Retro Style)

Weight: 39kg (loft), 30kg (Retro)

Price: £23,800

Manufactured by: Burmester

URL: www.burmester.de

Tel: +49 30 787 968 0
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SYSTEM REVIEW

I
t’s fair to say that the announcement of the Focal/Naim 
merger in August 2011 caused more than a few raised 
eyebrows, not least amongst the owners and aficionados 
of these two seriously established and readily identifiable 
brands. Hardly natural partners (at least in the narrow, 

audio/sonic sense), even in global terms the number of 
existing dealers stocking both brands wasn’t going to tax 
the capacity of an Excel spread sheet, while the number of 
systems out there actually pairing the products from the now 
partners was probably smaller still. It was a harsh reality born 
out by the results of the partnership’s initial co-promotional 
efforts – show systems that merely served to demonstrate the 
the challenges involved in getting the Utopia Series speakers 
and 500 Series electronics to gel into a whole that matched, 
let alone exceeded the sum of the parts.

Well, we’re nearly five years into the Focal/Naim adventure 
and how times have changed, a fact underlined by the system 
being reviewed here. The advent of Naim’s Statement amps 
and Super Lumina cables mark a significant shift in both 
the company’s position in and relationship to the traditional 
high-end market. Meanwhile, Focal has experienced its own 
learning curve, with driver developments (first seen in the 

Scala Utopia V2) improving out of band performance, dynamic 
coherence, and overall integration, all of which have played 
directly into the PRaT (Pace, Rhythm and Timing) sensibilities 
so deeply embedded in Naim’s existing product line. Instead 
of Statements and Utopias, what we have here are more 
affordable products from further down each company’s line; 
products that clearly reflect converging developmental arcs 
and the rapidly shifting nature of the current audio landscape. 

The first thing you’ll notice is the absence of any apparent 
front-end components. I say “apparent” because, add a 
network connection to the £3,300 NAC-N272 and you get 
direct access to streaming services like Tidal and Spotify, 
internet radio, and even (via an optional internal module) 
DAB and FM. Throw in Bluetooth connectivity and you get to 
use that source in your pocket, your smart phone or media 
player (and anybody else’s too). Of course, that just makes 
the N272 another of the increasing number of digital control 
units now flooding the market. What sets it apart is that rather 
than simply adding additional digital building blocks to core 
DAC circuitry, the N272 is a genuine composite component, 
combining digital to analogue conversion functionality with a 
streaming front-end (derived directly from the flagship NDS) 

Naim NAC-N272, NAP-
300DR, Focal Sopra No.2, 
Chord Sarum Super ARAY
 by Roy Gregory
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and a high-quality, optically isolated analogue line-stage and 
switching. How seriously does the N272 take its analogue 
responsibilities? As well as offering six digital inputs, the unit 
also provides three line-level inputs (on a mix of RCA and 
Naim’s traditional Din connectors), two Din and two pairs of 
RCA outputs and a multi-pin Burndy socket so that you can 
add an external power supply, the XP5 XS, XPS, and even 
the 555PS all being compatible. In this instance, the system 
arrived complete with an XPS, a second box that matches 
the N272 in terms of dimensions and considerably exceeds 
it in terms of weight. Replacing the internal power supply 
completely, this not only adds considerable capacity and lower 
source impedance to the mix, it removes the mechanically 
noisy power supply components from the sensitive audio 
chassis. It also uses the DR regulators, similar to those found 
in the latest version of the NAP-300 power amplifier, derived 
directly from the circuitry developed for the Statement amps. 
These significantly drop the noise floor, transforming the 
performance of pre and power amp alike. In the case of the 
NAP-300, which was arguably already Naim’s most neutral 
and musically expressive amplifier (pre-Statement), throw in 
the Statement’s NA009 output devices and you’ve got a major 
step up in performance, one that makes the £7,295 NAP-
300DR a genuine, universal contender, an amp that’s just as 
happy outside of Naim systems as it is within the fold.

No surprise then that it works so well with Focal’s latest 
Sopra speakers. Embodying many of the technological and 
aesthetic touches that have previously defined the Utopia 
series, but in a more compact, affordable, and arguably 
more modern looking package, the £9,599 Sopra No.2 is a 
surprisingly potent addition to Focal’s range. Its slim frontal 
aspect and ‘smaller than it actually is’ appearance belying 
real dynamic and musical authority, directly related to its 
91dB sensitivity and 34Hz to 40kHz bandwidth. Unmistakably 
spawn of the Utopia DNA, the Sopra offers a new take on the 
flagship line’s segmented cabinet, the separate mid and bass 
enclosures linked (but isolated) by a moulded polyurethane 
wedge that mounts the tweeter, and provides it with a loosely 

 

  19  ISSUE 135

SYSTEM REVIEW /  NAIM, FOCAL, AND CHORD SYSTEM

18-20,22 HIFI+135 Naim_Focal_TEAM.indd   19 13/04/2016   09:11



stuffed, flared profile rear termination that offers rear-wave 
absorption without creating back pressure. With a range of 
bright, lacquer finishes, the main cabinets use a massive 
69mm thick front baffle coupled to tapering, variable thickness 
walls to create massive structures with evenly spread resonant 
dissipation, minimizing standing waves in both the structure 
and the enclosed volume. Throw in considerable work applied 
to the midrange driver’s suspension, which uses Tuned Mass 
Dampers to eliminate resonant modes that would otherwise 
feed back into the cone (a distinctly Naim-esque solution) and 
sophisticated Faraday rings on the motors of the 180mm bass 
and 165mm midrange units to help stabilise their magnetic 
fields, and you have what is currently Focal’s technologically 
most advanced conventional loudspeaker system, tying 
their familiar sandwich cones to superior mechanical and 
motor elements. 

The end result doesn’t just look like an updated junior 
Utopia, it offers the same uncluttered, unfettered dynamics 
and clarity that make the flagship speakers so popular, but 
in a package that’s easier to accommodate and considerably 
easier to apply. Each Sopra’s plinth bass is penetrated by a 
quartet of large diameter threaded spikes, topped by knurled 
adjuster knobs. Neat if not exactly elegant, these provide 
precise control of speaker attitude as well as the height of the 
speaker off the floor (an often overlooked yet critical facet of 
speaker set-up). Add that to the improvements in the drivers’ 
out-of-band performance and thus overall integration and you 
have a speaker that isn’t just inherently more integrated and 
linear, its reaction to room placement and attitude is more 
linear and predictable too. The Sopra No.2 isn’t just capable 
of remarkably impressive performance, it’s far easier to 
extract that performance than it ever was from the notoriously 
demanding and critical Utopias. Combine them with the 
rejuvenated NAP-300 DR and you have the makings of a 
potent musical combination. 

Chord’s latest Sarum Super ARAY cables bring the 
benefits of their second-generation mechanical tuning down 
to (almost) affordable price levels. Running a complete set of 
power cords, digital interconnects, DIN to XLR interconnects 
specifically built for the NAP-300 and speaker cables you soon 
realize just how ‘gated’ and restrictive most cables sound. If 
this system’s sense of easy musical expression, expansive 

dynamics, and rhythmic flow set it apart, then that is due in no 
small part to the cables connecting the components getting 
out of the way and letting them do their job, something which 
Sarum Super ARAY achieves so effortlessly that you barely 
notice its contribution – until you remove it from the system 
and the music simply closes down! Chord can also upgrade 
older Sarum cables to current Super ARAY status. Sarum 
is not cheap (£1,899 for a pair of interconnects, £1,699 for 
a power cord, or £3,300 for a 3m set of speaker cables), 
but you’ll find the same Super ARAY tuning deployed with 
impressive effect in more attainable Chord products, starting 
at the around £200 level.

By definition, a successful system is one in which the 
whole exceeds the sum of its parts – all of its parts. As 
impressive as the N272 and NAP-300DR, the Sopra No.2 and 
the Sarum Super ARAY undoubtedly are individually, one thing 
that makes this system special is the way that used together 
they raise their collective game. The other thing that makes it 
special is the way that it plays more than just one game. I could 
wax lyrical about this set-up’s audio performance, its sense of 
musical clarity, structure, and purpose, the uninhibited life and 
expressive range it brings to recordings. I could single out the 
presence and dynamic authority of its mid-bass, so vital to the 
feeling of instrumental identity, scale, and power, the intimacy 
it brings to vocals, its agility and poise, its easy sense of 
tempo, be that relaxed or hesitant, measured, or urgent. This 
system does all of that – and more. But what it really delivers 
is access: access to the musical performance (the key to true 
audio performance), but also access to more performances. 
Like I said, this might look like a system without a source 
and, in truth, due to the specific requirements of the review 
process, I spent a lot of time listening to CD (replayed on a 
CEC TL-3N transport), but where this system really comes into 
its own is once you start investigating the full range of musical 
access it offers. You want to play records? Naim can provide 
a box for that. You want to connect any other analogue 
source, the N272 will do that too. But once you hook it up 
to a network, that’s when the musical horizons really expand. 
Access to not just internet radio stations – which like all radio 
stations, offer the inherent benefit of someone else choosing 
the playlist and inevitably taking you to musical destinations 
you’d not otherwise have visited – but also the whole gamut of 

“By definition, a successful system is one in which the whole exceeds 
the sum of its parts – all of its parts.”
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40 years in the making, PS Audio's 
DirectStream DAC with Yale OS upgrade.

PS Audio's new BHK 
Signature stereo & 

monoblock amplifiers
PS Audio welcomes you to The Hi-Fi Show at the Beaumont Estate 
on 24/25 of October. Come and visit us in Sandringham Suite 7 
where we look forward to providing you with a demonstration of 
PS Audio's products, including the DirectStream DAC and the new 
BHK Signature amplifiers. If you would like to hear your CD or 
digital music in pure single bit DSD via the DirectStream DAC 
please do bring your music with you and hear for yourself why 
this product is a game changer.
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40 years in the making, PS Audio's 
DirectStream DAC with Yale OS upgrade.

PS Audio's new BHK 
Signature stereo & 

monoblock amplifiers
PS Audio welcomes you to The Hi-Fi Show at the Beaumont Estate 
on 24/25 of October. Come and visit us in Sandringham Suite 7 
where we look forward to providing you with a demonstration of 
PS Audio's products, including the DirectStream DAC and the new 
BHK Signature amplifiers. If you would like to hear your CD or 
digital music in pure single bit DSD via the DirectStream DAC 
please do bring your music with you and hear for yourself why 
this product is a game changer.

PS Audio’s DirectStream DAC wins yet another prestigious award (HiFi + 
Dac of the Year). Renowned reviewers from across the world are united 

in their conclusion that DirectStream is a truly exceptional DAC.

Why is DirectStream unique?
All incoming data, regardless of format, is expertly upsampled to ten times DSD rate and output as 

pure analogue - directly in to your power or preamplifier.
•

Reviewers and customers agree that DirectStream gets your digital music closer to an analogue 
sound than ever before.

•
You can add PS Audio’s ‘Network Bridge ii’ to create a music streamer.

•
Upgrades to DirectStream have wowed listeners each and every time.  Once you own a DirectStream, the upgrades 

will ensure it is ‘future-proof’. What’s more, these operating system upgrades are free.

It’s time to re-discover your music with DirectStream.
To hear how the ‘DAC of the Year’ can transform your music, find your dealer at 

www.signaturesystems.co.uk/dealers to organise a home demonstration.

“This already excellent  
sounding DAC continues   
to get better over time” 

Chris Martens, hifi +

Pioneering world class audio products

40 years in the making, 
Hi-Fi’s Holy Grail of sound 
has arrived in PS Audio’s 
new DirectStream DAC.

“I have to say, 
I was blown away by the 

sound of the DirectStream…”
John Bamford – 

Hi-Fi News

“The DS is a game 
changer… The DS gets my 
highest recommendation”

Karl Sigman –
Audiophilia

For a no obligation demonstration please contact one of the following approved PS Audio dealers: 
North West - Brian & Trevors 0161 766 4837. East - Analogue Seduction 01733 350878 / DB HiFi – 07894 136334.
Midlands 

South East -  Audio Venue W5 0208 567 8703 / Audio Venue Maidenhead 01628 633995 / 
Stereo Now 07870 192618 / Phase 3 Audio 01903 245577  
South West - Audio Destination 01884 243584.   
Distributed by: Signature Audio Systems 07738 007776 l www.psaudio.com

“The Dir  ers the best way 
we’ve yet encountered to convert 

“digital” music in to real music”. 
Marja & Henk – 6moons

“I witnessed the best sound 
quality I’ve ever heard from 

these DSD recordings”
John Bamford – 

Hi-Fi News

“Analogue lovers 
sensitive to “Digititus”: 

form an orderly 
queue…” 

Hi-Fi News

“The DirectStream represents a new benchmark in audio reproduction… in my view the PS 
Audio DirectStream is the most musically and technically capable device of any type that I’ve 

ever had the pleasure to evaluate” 
Frank Alles – Stereotimes 

Reviewer quotes:

Customer quotes:
“A joyous experience 
awaits with every CD 

played”. 
DM – Shropshire 

“Through all other digital 
sources, instruments are 
electronic, while through 

DirectStream they all 
sound real”. 

GN – West Midlands

“With most components you get 
used to them and they cease to 

impress but the DirectStream 
keeps delivering the goods 

consistently. The magic never 
stops… Nothing but the music”.

IS – West Midlands

“In my experience never before has there been a game changing component like PS Audio’s 
Perfect Wave Direct Stream DAC. It completely re-    as we have known it! Easy enough 

to wax lyr  nition, soundstage, space, transients, musicality etc, but what it does 
best of all is put this huge smile on your face which just won’t go away. Much of this is the sheer 
pleasure of what you are hearing, but it is also the realisation that the years of searching are over, 

you have nally found what you have been looking for.” 

For existing PS Audio customers who already own a Perfect Wave DAC Mk2 – an upgrade path to the 
DirectStream DAC is available for you. 

Please contact your approved PS Audio dealer, listed below, for more information.

“It’s easily the best DAC I’ve ever heard in my system, making digitally-recorded music 
sound better than I’ve ever heard it”

 Vade Forrester – The Absolute Sound

PS Audio’s reference DAC is a game changer. The unique DirectStream DAC 
features hand written, discrete, perfection based conversion that uncovers 
the missing information that has been hiding in your digital audio media for 
all these years. CD’s, downloads, high-resolution PCM or DSD based media are 
expertly upsampled in the DirectStream, to ten times DSD rate and output as    

 The sound is simply astounding. However don’t take our word for it, instead take 
your music to one of our approved PS Audio dealers  listed below and discover

/ Stone Audio 01202 630066 / Unilet 0208 942 9567.  
Ireland - Cloney Audio 353 (1) 687 5951.   

    Reference Audio Visual – 07715 999752.
/
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40 years in the making, 
Hi-Fi’s Holy Grail of sound is elevated 

to a new level with its latest free
 operating system upgrade release.

PS Audio’s multi-award winning Direct Stream DAC.

In July 2015, PS Audio released their latest operating system upgrade to   
the DirectStream DAC. Already declared  “product of the year” by Stereophile 
and The Absolute Sound magazines, this DAC just keeps getting better. With 
each free op-system upgrade the DirectStream effectively becomes a new DAC. 

  

If you have not heard the DirectStream DAC, now is the time to ask one of our 
approved PS Audio Dealers about a home demonstration, and ask about a very 

The PS Audio Powerbase is an isolation platform and a high-level mains conditioner.
•  isolation system reduces the impact of sonic bass vibrations
•  high level conditioner provides pure clean mains direct to the components on   
 the Powerbase

PS Audio’s Perfect Wave Memory player is a ground-breaking product that removes 
all digital sound limitations, retrieving everything from your CD collection without 
any jitter or sonic loss. It sends perfect digital audio data via I2S (HDMI) from its solid 
state memory directly to the DirectStream DAC. 

Receive a free PS Audio Powerbase worth £899   
when you purchase the DirectStream DAC with    
a Perfect Wave Memory player.*

“I have to say, 
I was blown away by the 

sound of the DirectStream…”
John Bamford – 

Hi-Fi News
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PS Audio for the
DirectStream DAC

PFO Brutus Award, 2014PFO Brutus Award, 2014

David W. Robinson, Editor-in-Chief Dave Clark, Editor

On behalf of the creative community at Positive Feedback 
Online, and in recognition of significant contributions to the 

audio arts in 2014, this award is hereby presented to
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“The Perfect Wave Memory (PWM) player seemed to act synergistically with the DirectStream, enhancing the 
latter’s ability to retrieve the maximum amount of sonic information, and sounding even less “digital” in the 
process”. 

“I was struck by the claim, made by PS Audio’s CEO Paul McGowan, that the processing done by the  
DirectStream results in superior playback of CDs. I heard more musical detail from CD than I had previously 

instruments and rhythmic patterns. Quite amazing”.
Robert Deutsch – Stereophile Feb 2015
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South West - Audio Destination 01884 243584.   
Distributed by: Signature Audio Systems 07738 007776 l www.psaudio.com

“The Dir  ers the best way 
we’ve yet encountered to convert 

“digital” music in to real music”. 
Marja & Henk – 6moons

“I witnessed the best sound 
quality I’ve ever heard from 

these DSD recordings”
John Bamford – 

Hi-Fi News

“Analogue lovers 
sensitive to “Digititus”: 

form an orderly 
queue…” 

Hi-Fi News

“The DirectStream represents a new benchmark in audio reproduction… in my view the PS 
Audio DirectStream is the most musically and technically capable device of any type that I’ve 

ever had the pleasure to evaluate” 
Frank Alles – Stereotimes 

Reviewer quotes:

Customer quotes:
“A joyous experience 
awaits with every CD 

played”. 
DM – Shropshire 

“Through all other digital 
sources, instruments are 
electronic, while through 

DirectStream they all 
sound real”. 

GN – West Midlands

“With most components you get 
used to them and they cease to 

impress but the DirectStream 
keeps delivering the goods 

consistently. The magic never 
stops… Nothing but the music”.

IS – West Midlands

“In my experience never before has there been a game changing component like PS Audio’s 
Perfect Wave Direct Stream DAC. It completely re-    as we have known it! Easy enough 

to wax lyr  nition, soundstage, space, transients, musicality etc, but what it does 
best of all is put this huge smile on your face which just won’t go away. Much of this is the sheer 
pleasure of what you are hearing, but it is also the realisation that the years of searching are over, 

you have nally found what you have been looking for.” 

For existing PS Audio customers who already own a Perfect Wave DAC Mk2 – an upgrade path to the 
DirectStream DAC is available for you. 

Please contact your approved PS Audio dealer, listed below, for more information.

“It’s easily the best DAC I’ve ever heard in my system, making digitally-recorded music 
sound better than I’ve ever heard it”

 Vade Forrester – The Absolute Sound

PS Audio’s reference DAC is a game changer. The unique DirectStream DAC 
features hand written, discrete, perfection based conversion that uncovers 
the missing information that has been hiding in your digital audio media for 
all these years. CD’s, downloads, high-resolution PCM or DSD based media are 
expertly upsampled in the DirectStream, to ten times DSD rate and output as    

 The sound is simply astounding. However don’t take our word for it, instead take 
your music to one of our approved PS Audio dealers  listed below and discover

/ Stone Audio 01202 630066 / Unilet 0208 942 9567.  
Ireland - Cloney Audio 353 (1) 687 5951.   

    Reference Audio Visual – 07715 999752.
/
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40 years in the making, 
Hi-Fi’s Holy Grail of sound is elevated 

to a new level with its latest free
 operating system upgrade release.

PS Audio’s multi-award winning Direct Stream DAC.

In July 2015, PS Audio released their latest operating system upgrade to   
the DirectStream DAC. Already declared  “product of the year” by Stereophile 
and The Absolute Sound magazines, this DAC just keeps getting better. With 
each free op-system upgrade the DirectStream effectively becomes a new DAC. 

  

If you have not heard the DirectStream DAC, now is the time to ask one of our 
approved PS Audio Dealers about a home demonstration, and ask about a very 

The PS Audio Powerbase is an isolation platform and a high-level mains conditioner.
•  isolation system reduces the impact of sonic bass vibrations
•  high level conditioner provides pure clean mains direct to the components on   
 the Powerbase

PS Audio’s Perfect Wave Memory player is a ground-breaking product that removes 
all digital sound limitations, retrieving everything from your CD collection without 
any jitter or sonic loss. It sends perfect digital audio data via I2S (HDMI) from its solid 
state memory directly to the DirectStream DAC. 

Receive a free PS Audio Powerbase worth £899   
when you purchase the DirectStream DAC with    
a Perfect Wave Memory player.*

“I have to say, 
I was blown away by the 

sound of the DirectStream…”
John Bamford – 

Hi-Fi News
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Greatest Bits

tr ea mau dio

in order to encourage further excellence in 
fine audio, to the greater good of all who 

love it.
December 1, 2014 A.D.

PS Audio for the
DirectStream DAC

PFO Brutus Award, 2014PFO Brutus Award, 2014

David W. Robinson, Editor-in-Chief Dave Clark, Editor

On behalf of the creative community at Positive Feedback 
Online, and in recognition of significant contributions to the 

audio arts in 2014, this award is hereby presented to

 

 

Special

“The Perfect Wave Memory (PWM) player seemed to act synergistically with the DirectStream, enhancing the 
latter’s ability to retrieve the maximum amount of sonic information, and sounding even less “digital” in the 
process”. 

“I was struck by the claim, made by PS Audio’s CEO Paul McGowan, that the processing done by the  
DirectStream results in superior playback of CDs. I heard more musical detail from CD than I had previously 

instruments and rhythmic patterns. Quite amazing”.
Robert Deutsch – Stereophile Feb 2015

Distributed by Signature Audio Systems | 07738 007776 | www.psaudio.com

21 Signature01_210x297_HiFi_134.indd   21 11/04/2016   16:20



streamed music services like Tidal and Spotify allow the sort 
of meandering musical surfing that once made those nascent 
web-browsers so endlessly fascinating.

Debates over the relative merit of file replay and streamed 
music sources rage: when is high-res really high-res and 
what are the potential sonic benefits of virtual as opposed to 
physical/optical digital source material? Which of the various 
data rates and file Codecs sound best? Do you really need to 
stream DSD and if so, which DSD, given the range of formats 
and promised sample rates. The truth of the matter is, that 
rather like broadband itself, what it says on the tin isn’t always 
what’s inside. For the moment, a robust streaming solution that 
can handle CD resolution files is a workable target: anything 
beyond that may (or very often may not) improve things. Don’t 
get suckered by the numbers war: bigger numbers do NOT 
guarantee better sound. Which brings us back to the N272, 
a distinctly sensible and highly versatile solution to the issues 
surrounding file replay founded on the stable base of the Naim 
eco-system. I used a Naim UnitiServe UPnP server to replay 
downloads through this system, controlled through Naim’s 
dedicated iPad app, but I could have hooked up any NAS-based 
storage system. The results are, as with any other source format, 
variable, especially when comparing stored files and streamed 
radio sources. However, what is not in question is the sheer 
scope of the material on offer, or the convenience this system 
offers in accessing it. The challenge facing any computer-audio 
supplier is to meet the operational and interface standards set 
by the benchmark iPhone. To a large extent the Naim streamers 
meet that goal and do so in a package that is significantly more 
stable and reliable than much of the high-end competition.

Of course the beauty of any system that allows such 
wide-ranging access is that, once a track or piece of music 
has been discovered, irrespective of recording or reproductive 
quality, then it can be researched or contextualized with 
other recordings by the same artist or album or from the 
same composer. It can also encourage the acquisition of a 
better version of the same piece – be that downloadable, an 
optical disc, or even on vinyl. Perhaps the greatest strength 
this system exhibits is its ability to play the music rather 
than expose the recording, yet at the same time rise to the 
occasion when required. A recent discovery is the Sony CD 
box of complete RCA/Columbia Richter recordings, which 
includes the legendary, collectible (and highly contentious) live 
tapes from his 1960 Carnegie concerts. Contentious because 
they depended on the in-house recording facilities rather than 
Columbia’s location kit and crew, the results are extremely 
variable and littered with audience noise – yet this Naim/Focal 
system reveals both the sense and atmosphere of the event 
along with the sheer majesty of the playing. I could ask for a 
greater sense of acoustic space and dimensionality (but not 
without bigger speakers). Instead I’m just going to sit back 
and enjoy the coherence and integrity, the almost preternatural 
sense of presence in the playing, the performance, and the 
presentation. Therein lies this system’s beauty: it’s a network 
player and an internet radio; it’s a distributed music hub and 
a family music system; all that and a seriously engaging and 
musically expressive high-end audio system too. Focal and 
Naim might have started out as strange bed-fellows, but this 
system is one for genuine music lovers, a marriage made 
in heaven. 

CONTACT DETAILS

Naim Audio Ltd

Tel: +44 1722 426600

Net: www.naimaudio.com

Focal

Tel: +33 477 435700

Net: www.focal.com

The Chord Company

Tel: +44 1980 625700

Net: www.chord.co.uk
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Conrad Johnson Prem 8A 

monoblocks ........................ £4950
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Monoblocks NEW  ................ £3399
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Lamm Lamm M1.1 .................. £6990
Linn klimax Solos ..................... £8995
Luxman M800A stereo power  .... £8990
Mark Levinson No 532H NEW  .... £7500
Mark Levinson 331  ................. £1900
Mark Levinson No 532H stereo 

power amp  ........................ £4995
Mark Levinson No. 532 ............. £9990
McIntosh MC203  .................... £3950
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Tube Technology Genesis 

Monoblocks  ....................... £1390
VTL MB 450-III Signature 

Monoblocks NEW ................£18500
Welborne Labs DRD45  ............. £1490

PRE AMPLIFIERS
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A ...... £2250
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Alon Phalanx  ......................... £4990
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Audio Acoustics 

FUNDAMENTAL K2 ................ £5995
Aurousal A1 MK ........................ £445
Avalon Indra ..........................£11500
Avalon Time ..........................£42500
B&W Matrix 800  ..................... £5990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation  ......... £1800

Diapason Adamantes 3 ............. £2490
Diapason Adamantes 3 

25th Anniversary .................. £2490
Diapason Astera  ..................... £3990
Dynaudio Con� dence C2  ........... £4250
Focal JM Lab Grande Utopia 

III EM ............................. £121999
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3-way  ..............................£13990
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM £47990
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia 3  .£16990
Gamut S5  ............................. £9490
Genesis Technologies 5.3 .......... £7500
Hansen Audio Emperor  ............£32500
Horning Eufrodite mk4/5  ........... £4990
Icon Audio MFV3 piano black ........ £490
In� nity Kappa 9  ...................... £1590
JBL 250 Ti  ............................ £2890
KEF Muon  ........................... £85000
Krell resolution 3  .................... £2700
Martin Logan Summit ............... £3990
Martin Logan Logos Centre .......... £590
Quad 2905 (serviced 11/2014) ... £2490
Revel Ultima Salon 2  ................ £8500
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW ......... £8490
Rockport Technologies Mira  ....... £4500
Ruark Rapsody  ......................... £200
Sonus Faber Amati Homage  ....... £7990
Sonus Faber Amati Anniversario GR

 ......................................£11990
Spendor A3  ............................. £600
Titan 3Way  .............................£1295
Ubiq Audio Model 1  ................. £9990
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns  . £6990
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7  ........ £6750
Wilson Audio Maxx 3  ..............£49500
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7  ...... £5990

CD PLAYERS AND DACS
Accuphase DP500  .................. £2250
Aesthetix Romulus CD ............... £2750
Arcam rDAC + Squeeze............... £250
Audio Aero Capitol Reference MKII  £1790
Audio Aero Capitole Signature  .... £3300
Audio Aero La Fontaine ............£17500
Ayon Skylla II  ......................... £2490
BMC Audio BDCD1.1 Belt Drive 

CD Player NEW  ................... £3795
BMC Audio PureDAC NEW  ......... £1550
Copland CDA822  ...................... £550
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Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD 

NEW  ...............................£12255
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD ..... £5990
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Moon Electronic Supernova CD .... £1990
Musical Fidelity M6 CD ................ £899
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Plinius CD Player101  ............... £2400
Primare BD32 ......................... £3500
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& psu  ................................£1795
Cello Cartridge ........................ £4000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2 ............. £2890
Clear Audio Insider Gold .............. £500
Clear Audio Solution + RB300  ...... £690
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Gandezza Cartridge ............... £2790
Dr. Feickert Analogue NG 

High-Precision Cartridge Alignment 
Tool .................................... £149
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  ...................................... £2990

Gale GT2101 Turntable  ............. £7990
Heed Zene ............................... £390
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1  .............£1495
Koetsu Blak Goldline  ................ £1500
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu  .... £1990
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok, Majik PSU, 

Rosewood .......................... £3500
Linn LP12  ............................. £1500
McCormak Micro Phono Drive ....... £390
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 ........................................£1190
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  ...................................... £4990
Tri-Planar MK UII ..................... £2890
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV ...........£1795
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Aesthetix IO Eclipse .................£15590
Audio Research PH8 black  ........ £3890
BMC Audio MCCI Phono MC NEW  £2590
Boulder MM/MC Phono stage & psu

  .......................................£1795
Cello Cartridge ........................ £4000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2 ............. £2890
Clear Audio Insider Gold .............. £500
Clear Audio Solution + RB300  ...... £690
DaVinciAudio Labs Reference 

Gandezza Cartridge ............... £2790
Dr. Feickert Analogue NG High-Precision 

Cartridge Alignment Tool ........... £149

Esoteric E 03 Phono stage (mm/mc)
  ...................................... £2990

Gale GT2101 Turntable  ............. £7990
Heed Zene ............................... £390
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1  .............£1495
Koetsu Blak Goldline  ................ £1500
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu  .... £1990
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok, Majik PSU, 

Rosewood .......................... £3500
Linn LP12  ............................. £1500
McCormak Micro Phono Drive ....... £390
Oracle Delphi MKIV/V (modi� ed) .. £1290
rigin Live Digital Stylus Force Gauge  £65
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta ...........£1495
SME 3009 Series II Improved ........ £350
SME 312s NEW  ...................... £2050
SME Model 20/12A NEW  ......... £11567
SME Model 30/12A NEW  ........ £23950
SME Series V Gold plated arm  .... £2990
SME Model 10A turntable  ......... £4490
SME Model 20/3A NEW  ............ £8990
SME Model 30/2A  ................... £8790
SME Series V-12 NEW .............. £3668
Sumiko Pearwod Celebration II NEW

 ........................................£1190
Tom Evans The Groove Plus mkII NEW

  ...................................... £4990
Tri-Planar MK UII ..................... £2890
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV ...........£1795

CABLES
Analysis Plus Solo Crystal Oval 

8-shotgun  ........................... £890
Artisan Silver Cables Digital 

(Pure Silver 1m) ..................... £180
BMC Audio PureUSB Cable 2 & 5 m 

NEW ................................... £210
Chord Company (The) Sarum 

Super Aray 1m rca ................ £1390
DNM Speaker & interconnect  ....... £600
Kubala Sosna Anticipation ............ £190
MIT Matrix HD 12  ..................... £350
MIT Matrix HD23  ...................... £690
MIT MH 750 Plus 10ft pair  .......... £450
NBS Audio Signature II AES/EBU .... £395
Nordost blue heaven  .................. £330
Nordost Visnu Power Cables  ........ £290
Nordost Blue Heaven 3m Bi Amp ... £350
Nordost Valhalla 1m XLR  ........... £1290
TelluriumQ 2x 3m Graphite 

Speaker Cable ..................... £1800
TelluriumQ Black Speaker 1.1m pair NEW 

£130
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 2m Speaker . £750
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 3m Speaker £1250
Transparent Audio Reference 

interconnect with MM technology
 ....................................... £1650

Transparent Audio Referece XL 1.25m 
XLR .................................. £1200

Transparent Audio Reference Speaker 
Bi-Cable with MM technology .. £2495

Transparent Audio Reference 
XL SS 12ft/ spades ............... £1990

Vitus Andromeda  ...................... £790

POWER CABLES
Nordost Visnu Power Cables  ........ £290
Vitus Andromeda  ...................... £790
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SYSTEM REVIEW

K
og Audio, one of the UK’s 
most dynamic ‘new wave’ 
distributors, has been acquiring 
brands at a steady rate. 
One of its most recent is the 

German audio brand T+A, which has been 
gaining attention for its HV (High Voltage) 
line of electronics. Couple a media player 
and integrated amp from this range, with 
a Melco digital front end, a pair of Estelon 
floorstanding loudspeakers, cables from 
Tellurium Q’s flagship range, and a top-class 
Stillpoints rack and you have a true leading 
edge high-end audio system that is both 
distinctive and unlike any other.

Some of this is going over old ground. 
Melco is a well-known quantity around these 
parts, the N1Z having picked up an award 
last year. To recap, Melco builds an audiophile 
grade network connection and music server 
that no off-the-shelf computer components 

can hope to match. That a seemingly small player can produce something 
as sophisticated as the N1Z is more understandable when you discover 
that Melco is actually the parent company of computer technology specialist 
Buffalo. Combining Buffalo’s net-smarts with the audio intent of parent Melco 
(the company started out building turntables) makes for a product as good as 
it is clever.

Similarly, regular readers will know just how popular the Stillpoints ESS 
rack is round these parts. The aircraft-grade low mass aluminium stand that 
is designed to combine low energy storage with high load capacity is ideal for 
holding large T+A electronics boxes, but also features Stillpoints own isolating 
technologies basically everywhere. The rack itself and each component shelf 
bristles with Stillpoints proprietary mechanically isolating components, so 
whatever else is going on in the world around your system, none of it gets into 
or out of the components on each shelf. The result is quieter backgrounds and 
more musical insight, no matter what the product put in place.

T+A is a very well known, well-respected German audio brand based in 
Herford, near Hanover. The brand has achieved ‘well-respected’ status thanks 
to building a range of products that last and last. Recently though, the HV 
models from T+A have been gaining attention from audiophiles because of 
their high-voltage status. In essence, the high-voltage system runs the player 
and amplifier circuits at – perhaps predictably given the ‘HV’ suffix – higher 

T+A and Estelon system
by Alan Sircom
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voltage than usual. This improves the linearity of the circuit, but requires both 
very high-grade components in the circuit itself and a company capable of 
building products to a very uncompromising level. That reputation for building 
long-lasting products suddenly becomes all the more important.

The source component in this system, then, becomes the T+A 
PDP3000HV, fed both from its own central CD/SACD transport mechanism, 
and from the aforementioned Melco. You could almost think of the PDP3000HV 
as a seven input DAC with built-in disc handling capabilities. It’s got a large 
aluminium case for a reason too; ‘aluminium’ for its non-ferrous properties, 
‘large’ because the case itself is chambered. In fact it’s five aluminium cases 
in one, with individual systems – disc player and input stage, decoder and 
analogue output stage, analogue PSU, digital PSU, logic and control surfaces 
– all housed in their own aluminium boxes, isolated from one another and the 
outside world. Just how isolated? It has separate IEC sockets for the digital 
and analogue power supplies!

Along with Howard Hughesing the digital data, the circuit itself is impressive; 
the PDP3000HV features a quadruple, double-differential converter layout, which 
is capable of supporting digital signals to DSD512 and 24bit, 384kHz precision. 
The circuit also features proprietary jitter-reduction systems, and – perhaps the 
most crucial aspect of the PDP3000HV’s performance – a fully discrete, T+A 
designed current/voltage conversion stage and analogue output section. 

Like the digital player, the PA3000HV integrated amplifier is built to an 
outstanding level. At 38kg, it’s thunderously heavy, but then again, you could 
again, you could almost describe the amplifier chassis as a holding pen for 
a large toroidal transformer. That said, it is a 300W per channel design. The 
whole ‘HV’ concept really comes into its own here; the preamp section runs 

at 80V and the power amplifier stages run 
at 360V, an order of magnitude higher than 
the voltages used in most solid-state devices. 
T+A followers might recall that before the HV 
line, the company’s top amplifier electronics 
were often valve designs, and the company 
only abandoned the world of thermionics 
when it became clear that the quality control 
of modern valves were not up to T+A’s 
uncompromising standards. T+A took its 
background in valve design and applied it to 
J-FETs. The result is the devices use less of 
their operating performance curve, and the 
part that gets consigned to the low-power 
dump bin is the non-linearity part. 

Like the digital player, the amplifier 
is divided into individual stages, although 
they don’t require the same degree of 
chambering as a digital signal. Nevertheless, 
the amplifier is essentially a symmetrically 
laid out (and fundamentally symmetric – or 
balanced – circuit design) pair of monophonic 
preamplifiers and power amplifiers sharing a 
common power supply input and chassis. 

The whole system was connected 
together using Tellurium Q’s new top Silver 
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Diamond cables. These flagship cables 
are beautifully made, finished in really nice 
braided jackets with extremely good WBT-
esque terminations front and back, the 
loudspeaker cable looks like it uses a spaced 
pair of conductors, and… er, that’s about all 
you can get out of the company. Tellurium Q 
has a policy of letting the product speak for 
itself, rather than let the specifications dictate 
the proceedings. So, ‘Silver’ in the name, for 
example, doesn’t relate to the metallurgical 
composition of the conductors in the cables, 
but differentiates the detail-driven designs 
from the other neutral Black and softer 
sounding Blue lines. The ‘Diamond’ part 
shows the cables are in Tellurium Q’s top 
range in that particular line, as distinct from 
‘Silver’ or ‘Ultra Silver’. TQ’s principle claim 
– applied to all its cables – is even the best 
wire acts as a filter in terms of phase and 
amplitude, and TQ’s concepts help minimise 
that filtering effect. These claims are easily 

confirmed by listening test, and experimenting with other cables in this system 
didn’t come up with a necessarily better solution, just a more expensive one. 
Sometimes considerably more expensive.

The basic concept of this system is to create as neutral as possible a set 
of electronic components that deliver enough power to the loudspeakers to 
allow them the freedom to do whatever they want to the music. That is the 
audiophile equivalent of placing great trust in your wingman.

Of course, that means the speakers need to be damn good, and in the case 
of the Estelon XB from Estonia, the cap certainly fits. It features the company’s 
distinctively curvy ‘E-Ion’ shaped floorstanding cabinet cast in the company’s 
unique marble-infused composite material, the XB – like all Estelon speakers – 
uses the ceramic Accuton drivers; a low-slung 220mm ceramic sandwich dome 
bass unit, with a new 25mm ceramic dome tweeter, and an inverted dome 165mm 
Accuton ceramic sandwich midrange in the top half of the design. 

The loudspeaker is internally chambered (there’s a common theme here), 
with the crossover network being given its own space, and features hybrid 
Teflon capacitors and air-cored inductors. Internal wiring is with Kubala-
Sosna (another cable brand that plays its cards close to its chest in terms of 
construction). Every part is hand selected prior to assembly by designer Alfred 
Vassilkov, then fully tested and run-in, although more time played in situ helps 
a lot, especially with Accuton driver units that seem to require a ‘settle down’ 
period after installation.
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Reimagined, Then Reengineered
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The XB is the big Estelon loudspeaker for a smaller room. And that means 
the kind of real-world European and Asian listening spaces that might be used 
with a system of this kind of price and calibre. Put this system in a larger room 
and the integration between bass and everything else gets a bit hazy and the 
resulting sound is thin in the upper bass. In that smaller room, XB becomes 
beautifully integrated and exhibits a complete lack of overhang. There is still a 
dryness to the overall sound, a characteristic seemingly common to Accuton-
based speakers, but the concept of a completely honest set of electronics 
driving a pair of inherently musical loudspeakers works and works well.

The joy of this system is it is completely musically effortless in its serving 
up of detail. There is a lot of information coming off the disc or server, and the 
amplifiers are presenting this with absolute fidelity, but without the characteristic 
top-end sheen that many solid-state designs serve up in the process. All of 
which is gratefully received by the Estelon XBs, which are so remarkably 
transparent to source, such upstream shortcomings are hard to ignore.

This is a system in dynamic balance; the intrinsic neutrality of the T+A 
equipment (in the wrong system) could sound flat through less dynamically 
open loudspeakers, and the fidelity to source of the Estelon XBs could end 
with treble brightness from sources and amps shining through. This isn’t 
‘two wrongs make a right’ though: it’s two ‘rights’ (and three more ‘rights’ in 
partnership) making a ‘superb’. And a superb outcome, too.

It’s hard not to be seduced by the sound as a result. Vocal articulation 
in particular is extremely good: ‘Lucky’ by Kat Edmonson [Way Down Low, 
Sony/Okeh] presents her voice with effortless ease, making her more than just 
another breathy girl singer-songwriter and showing her abilities as a singer of 
range. This is exceptionally difficult to do because this track is both extremely 
well known and deceptively light in recording, so familiarity takes over. But this 
system lets you listen deeper, and pays dividends as a result.

As with many good systems, neutrality without stark neutrality affords the 
listener a very wide range of musical genres, and that’s really the case here. 
The unforced dynamics, the open, walk-in soundstage properties, and the 
incredible amounts of detail on offer means you can play virtually anything 
though this system and hear its charms. Exceptionally compressed casualties 
of the loudness war being the exceptions; this is not a system to play Metallica’s 
Death Magnetic album [Virgin EMI], even though well recorded hard rock/metal 
such as Tool was presented very well indeed.

The great thing about this system, though, is it’s not a ‘hard listen’. A lot 
of very detailed and dynamic systems end up being rather uncomfortable to 
listen to for long periods – the energy they put into the music can be wearing 
at times. In this case, however, the sound is as satisfying and long-legged as 
it is detailed and dynamic. You could easily lose entire evenings to this system 
delving through your music collection and not turn a hair.

Downsides are few. You need to be very careful of room size, here: too big 
and the loudspeakers don’t gel; too small and the bottom end is very powerful. 
And the T+A designs in particular aren’t for box-swappers; aside from the 
weight, they are so well designed, and designed to work together so well, the 
HV electronics are an ‘all or nothing’ concept. And once you own them, you’ll 
own them for life – these electronics are built for the long distance. Finally, 

given the migration to online sources that the 
PDP3000HV does so well, some iPad control 
would be useful.

This is not a system ‘thrown together’ 
by a distributor, based on what’s in the 
stockroom; this is a consciously constructed, 
measured, and precise set of audio tools 
designed to analyse music without laying it 
bare. That’s a very narrow tight-rope, and 
the combination of Melco, T+A, Stillpoints, 
Tellurium Q, Estelon, and Kog Audio walk it 
perfectly. Highly recommended. 

PRICE AND CONTACT 
DETAILS:

Melco N1Z: £6,749

Manufactured by: Melco

URL: www.melco-audio.com

T+A PDP3000HV: £11,669

T+A PA3000HV: £10,210

Manufactured by: T+A Elektroakustik

URL: www.ta-hifi.de

Stillpoints ESS rack: £7,750

Manufactured by: Stillpoints 

URL: www.stillpoints.us

Tellurium Q Silver Diamond XLR: 

£2,292/1m pair

Tellurium Q Silver Diamond loudspeaker 

cable: £4,824/3m pair

Tellurium Q Ultra Silver power cord: 

£1,680/1.5m

Manufactured by Tellurium Q

URL: www.telluriumq.com

Estelon XB loudspeakers: £25,000 per pair

Available in nine finishes

Manufactured by: Estelon

URL: www.estelon.com

Distributed in the UK by: Kog Audio Ltd

URL: www.kogaudio.com

Tel: +44 (0)24 7722 0650 
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SYSTEM REVIEW

N
ot all component combinations are predictable. 
Sometimes you find an amp and speakers that 
despite coming from different schools of audio 
thought seem to gel in ways that few would 
have expected. On this occasion, the amplifier 

and speaker in question are in the form of the mighty ATC 
SCM150 ASL, a 'fridge on a stand' scale loudspeaker with a 
hefty power amplifier on its back. But the preamplifier – though 
that name is insufficient to describe the wealth of features on 
offer – is from Scandinavian electronics experts Primare. And 
as a combo it works with considerable aplomb.

The Primare PRE60 is the company’s flagship preamplifier. 
It’s built to a very high standard with typically Nordic restraint 
in the styling department, not that the two tone fascia isn’t 
striking as a result. The PRE60 has many functions but you 
have to scroll through the input names in a cool, clean sans 
serif font to realise how diverse they are. It is an analogue 
preamplifier with single ended and balanced in- and outputs, it 
is a digital-to-analogue converter with S/PDIF and USB inputs, 
and finally it is a network streamer that is controlled by with 
Primare’s own app for iOS and Android. All you need to add 
is a NAS drive packed with your favourite tunes and you have 
a complete front end that is not only formed of one box but 

is also very nice to operate. You can use either the app or a 
remote handset to control input selection and volume and the 
OLED display is so clear that it’s legible across the room.

Setting up the app for the media player (as Primare calls 
the PRE60) is very easy, it takes two minutes at most once 
you’ve connected the PRE60 to the network. Initially the 
volume on the app is a bit odd, but once the knack is learnt, 
it’s possible to make very small level changes, which is not 
always the case with such devices. It is one of the benefits of 
proprietary control software that third party apps can never 
offer without compromising sound quality. There are a few 
minor gripes with the app, I would have liked an A-Z listing 
for artists, albums, etc., but a column of dots works in a 
similar way. It only displays in portrait mode but that’s hardly 
disastrous, and the only thing that continues to irk is the speed 
(or lack thereof) when displaying titles. This might be less of an 
issue with smaller libraries or with more powerful tablets than 
an iPad Mini, but it’s not something that other apps do.

The ATC SCM150 ASL is a ‘proper’ loudspeaker; 
a foursquare block that makes no concessions to the 
contemporary fashion for slim baffles and minimal domestic 
intrusion. Instead, it is an unpretentious, call a spade a spade, 
no nonsense loudspeaker. The bass driver is a full-fat 380mm 

Primare PRE60/
ATC SCM150 ASL by Jason Kennedy
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driver that takes up the majority of the nigh on half metre wide 
front baffl e. There are studio and domestic versions of this 
model; in professional circles they are often soffi t mounted, but 
I wouldn’t want to be installing all 75 kilos in a wall, especially 
any wall higher than the 250mm high steel stands they come 
with. Even that’s a two-man job. Although this model has been 
in the catalogue for sometime now, ATC’s development of its 
own tweeter means that the SCM150 ASL is not the same 
beast as it once was. In fact, it's a lot better. ATC has 'form' 
in drive unit making: the company has been making its ‘super 
linear’ bass drivers and midrange domes for many years, but 
only recently has a tweeter gone into production at the facility 
near Stroud in Gloucestershire.

There are two ATC tweeters both called SH25-76, the 
standard version being fi tted to models up to the SCM40 
ASL and the S version in those above it. The SCM150 ASL 
therefore has the SH25-76S, a 25mm soft dome with higher 
effi ciency and lower distortion than its counterpart, which 
offers 25% more magnetic fl ux density and 3.5dB greater 
sensitivity. When I asked ATC engineer Ben Lilly why they felt 
the need to build their own tweeter, he explained that it’s the 
only way to get precisely the driver you need rather than a 
third party manufacturer’s idea of how it should be made.

"The ATC SCM150 ASL is a 'proper' 
loudspeaker; a foursquare box 
that makes no concessions to the 
contemporary fashion for slim baffles 
and minimal domestic intrusion."

 

  31  ISSUE 135

SYSTEM REVIEW / PRIMARE PRE60/ATC SCM150 ASL SYSTEM

30-32,34 HIFI+135 Primare_ATC_TEAM.indd   31 13/04/2016   12:48



The amplification is also designed and built in-house 
and consists of three channels per speaker with 50 Watts 
for the tweeter, 100 Watts for the midrange, and 200 Watts 
for the bass. This is combined with an electronic crossover 
that hands everything below 380Hz to the bass driver and 
everything above 3.5kHz to the tweeter. Connection is by XLR 
only, as befits a speaker that comes from the studio world.

As you might imagine it’s the bass that first grabs you 
with this system, but it doesn’t do so in an overpowering 
or excessive way like a subwoofer turned up to 11. Instead 
you can hear all the timbres of bass instruments and all the 
nuances of the way they are played; it’s almost the opposite 
of bass created by smaller speakers where definition is 
exchanged for thick, heavy, and unnatural lows. This ATC is 
so clean and even handed that only truly low notes produce 
real gravitas, there is no excess, no flab, just girth. When you 
connect 200 Watts directly to the driver that it has been made 
for, you get astonishing control and that means extraordinary 
detail, coherence and, importantly, extension. This speaker 
does make you start looking for albums with serious low end 
on them, but it takes no prisoners in revealing which albums 
actually go down deep, and which are just tweaked to sound 
that way on most speakers.

Put on Koyaanisqatsi [Philip Glass, Nonesuch] for 
example, and the organ notes are deep and clear, the male 
voices full of tonal subtlety and the soundscape expansive. 
More important is that the music makes sense, the absence 
of thickness in the bass allows the tune to take precedence 
over the sound, it allows the message in the music to be 
communicated in a way that most systems struggle with 
because they don’t have the resolution and control that this 
one does. It’s not just the speaker either; the PRE60 is a 
critical part of the result. It is extremely quiet and produces a 
far more expansive image than others of its ilk. The high notes 
are really well extended, but clean and revealing, while cymbal 
harmonics are brought out of the mix alongside other quiet 
sounds because the noise floor is so low. 

It is interesting to contrast the sound of the USB input 
with the network or server input; in most cases USB has a 
more 'hi-fi', but ultimately less engaging, and well timed 
sound, but here the network sound excels in both resolution 
and timing. Obviously this result will vary with different 
sources, but I made it using the same source (Melco N1A) and 
could hear more via its direct Ethernet connection and found 
the timing more taut and clearcut. With electronic sounds 
such as Boris Blank’s ‘Electrified’ [Electrified, Polydor] the 

"The PRE60 is a critical part of the result. It is extremely quiet and 
produces a far more expansive range than others of its ilk."
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TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS

ATC SCM150 ASL

Type: 3-way, two-driver active, stand-mount monitor 

with front-ported bass reflex enclosure

Driver complement: One 25mm soft dome tweeter, 

one 75mm soft dome mid-bass driver, one 375mm 

doped paper bass driver

Amplifier output: HF 50 Watts RMS, MF 100 Watts 

RMS, LF 200 Watts RMS

Frequency response: 25Hz–22kHz (–6dB)

Crossover frequency: 380Hz, 3.5kHz

Dimensions (H×W×D): 884 × 498 × 568mm

Weight: 75kg/each

Finishes: Walnut Burl veneer, Piano Black, 

High-Gloss White, all possible paint colours

Price including stands: £17,647/pair (black ash),  

£18,042/pair (cherry/walnut),  

£20,375/pair (yew/rosewood)

Manufacturer: ATC Loudspeaker Technology

Tel: +44 (0)1285 760561

URL: www.atcloudspeakers.co.uk

Primare PRE60

Type: Balanced preamplifier, network streamer and DAC

Analogue inputs: Two pairs of balanced inputs 

(via XLR connectors), four single-ended inputs 

(via RCA jacks)

Digital inputs: USB A, USB B, three optical S/PDIF inputs 

(via Toslink), one coaxial S/PDIF input (via RCA jack), 

network connection (via RJ45)

Analogue outputs: Two pairs of XLR balanced outputs, 

two pairs of RCA single-ended outputs, one pair of 

RCA single-ended Tape Outputs

Input impedance: 15kOhms

Output impedance: 110 Ohms

Bandwidth: 20Hz–100kHz, –3dB

Gain: 16dB

THD: < 0.003%, 20Hz–100kHz, 0dB gain

Signal to Noise Ratio: –115dBV

Dimensions (H×W×D): 142 × 430 × 385mm

Price: £6,500

Manufacturer: Primare

URL: www.primare.net

UK Distributor: Karma Audio Visual

Tel: 01423 358 846

URL: www.karma-av.co.uk

presentation takes on a whole new dimension; there is clearly 
a lot of phase manipulation going on in the mix, but rarely has 
it been so well resolved. The use of space is fabulous – nearly 
as fabulous as the power of the synth bass, which is proper 
internal organ vibrating stuff. On less visceral material like The 
Civil Wars acoustic guitar and voices [Unplugged on VH1, 
Sensibility Music], the resolution of timbre, detail, and playing/
singing is what counts. Never has the buzz of steel strings 
and the temporal precision of their ‘Billie Jean’ cover been so 
effectively presented. 

It’s worth noting that my listening room is not very wide, 
3.5m for the most part, yet on this system never is there any 
sense of the bass being too much. Even with less than 50cm 
to rear walls, and not a lot more to the sides, the bass is 
very tidy and controlled. This is not often the case with ported 
speakers; but most of those aren’t active, nor are they ATCs. 
The new tweeter is a boon as well, as it’s more revealing yet 
sweeter than the SEAS unit it replaces. This speaker used to 
be a bit 'warts an' all' for anything less than smooth, clean 
electronics and recordings, but the tweeter has made the 150 
a whole lot more charming without losing transparency. The 
Primare is a very impressive piece of kit, too; this is where 
the fine detail in the sound is coming from and the fact that it 
can produce such a stunning result while combining so many 
functions is very impressive indeed. You can get streamer/
preamps for less, but rarely with so many features and never 
in my experience with such clarity and precision. The Primare/
ATC pairing is not an average one in any sense of the word. 
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Distributed by

KOG AUDIO www.kogaudio.com             info@kogaudio.com             024 7722 0650

“The Ultra 6 is a state-of-the-art isolation device. Deploy it under an audio chassis and it
will disclose addictive new layers of detail and harmonic richness - in addition to
improvements in dynamics and just about anything else that contributes to the lifelike
reproduction of music.”

                                                      Product of the Year Awards 2015, The Absolute Sound

To try Stillpoints for yourself, please contact your loca for yourself, please contact your loca for yourself, please contact your l stockist.

Analogue Seduction Peterborough 01733 350878 Lotus Hifi Weybridge 07887 852513

Audio Destination Tiverton 01884 243584 Lintone Audio Newcastle 0191 477 4167

Choice Hifi Richmond 020 8392 1959 Martins Hifi Norwich 01603 627010

Criterion Audio Cambridge 01223 233730 Rayleigh Hifi Rayleigh 01268 779762

Homesound Edinburgh 0131 662 1327 Sonic Synergy Swansea 07971 849474

KJ West One Marylebone 020 7486 8262 Studio AV Eton 01753 863300

Zero-compromise isolation technology
A necessity — not an accessory.

The Stillpoints Aperture is a patent-pending design blending three essential elements of sound contouring; an absorber, a diffusor,
and a resonator, all in one product.

“The effect of the Apertures in my room was dramatic: almost a sonic black hole….the Stillpoints made the boundary seem to
disappear, greatly enhancing center-image stability, solidity, and focus  - areas where I’d thought no improvements were
possible…. the Stillpoints Apertures produced a truly dramatic and positive change in the sound. Your dealer should let you take
some home to try out. If your experience with them is like mine, you won’t return them.”

Michael Fremer, Stereophile February 2015

An absorber, a diffuser, a resonator.
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SYSTEM REVIEW

I
n an ideal world, there would be no such thing as system 
synergy. Every audio product should be able to work 
with every other audio product in perfect harmony. 
The problem with this idea is it is fantasy. There are 
good components that work together well and there 

are good components that don’t. However one of the solid 
recommendations in audio is combining Audio Research 
electronics with Wilson Audio loudspeakers. While every 
one of them is potentially James Bond with an Aston Martin, 

the mix of GSi75 with Sabrina is Sean Connery with a DB5, 
and extending the analogy still further, you could consider 
Transparent Audio cables as that jet-pack from the start 
of Thunderball! In a way both products were crying out for 
one another: The Audio Research GSi75 demands a good 
� oorstander, while the Wilson Audio Sabrina is a loudspeaker 
that needs a great integrated ampli� er. And given both are 
distributed in the UK by Absolute Sounds, the two are a 
match made in Wimbledon. In many respects, we don’t 

Audio Research GSi75/
Wilson Audio Sabrina system
by Alan Sircom
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need to go over old ground with this ampli� er and these 
loudspeakers. Both have been covered in recent issues (the 
GSi75 in issue 132, and the Sabrina in issue 134) and both 
are reasonably new products. They are also in more or less the 
same price range, so combining the two is a logical choice for 
an even-handed system. Nevertheless, a brief recap is useful. 

The GSi75 is the � rst integrated amp in Audio Research’s 
G-Series. It is a 75 watt per channel design, featuring the new 
KT150 power valves, which are slowly � ltering through Audio 
Research’s ampli� er line. Sporting a great phono stage, a � ne 
headphone ampli� er, and a truly outstanding 24-bit, 384kHz 
DAC with fast and slow � lter options as standard, all of which 
are built on an intuitive menu system, the GSi75 is deceptively 
modern under the surface, and shakes off the reputation of 
valve amps as being relics from a bygone age. 

The G-Series also marks several signi� cant changes to the 
brand, the most obvious being the shape of the new G-Series 
designs. Audio Research typically makes a conservative 
product for a conservative audience. The silver front panel 
with grab handles has been a mainstay of the company’s 
design for decades, and the change from contrasting black 
handles to silver handles was met with some hostility by Audio 
Research’s loyal following. So the idea of almost completely 
scrapping that brands look and going for something different 
could have been met with a revolt. However, the international 
design team from parent company WoM handled the G-Series 
design with a very deft touch, blending design cues from the 
earliest Audio Research designs with modern appeal, and 
the result is big, bold, and elegant. In fact, it’s has proved so 
popular, some elements of the design are now folding back 
into the Reference range.

The other big change is more ‘back of� ce’, as the 
company has a new hand at the tiller in the shape of Mike 
Tsecouras. His background at Texas Instruments – coupled 
with his decades of passion as a lifelong audiophile and Audio 
Research power user – puts him in a great position to steer 
the company in the right direction, and ensure the products 
come up to the sort of standards of engineering and build our 
industry is occasionally famous for.

There is also a transition taking place at Wilson Audio; 
a father-to-son handover of sorts as Dave Wilson is putting 
projects like the Sabrina in the capable hands of his son Daryl. 
Given the materials used in the Sabrina, the phrase ‘a chip 
off the old block’ is inappropriate (there is more wood in the 
paper pulp midrange and woofer cones than there is in the 
cabinet of this Wilson loudspeaker), but it’s clear from the 
Sabrina that Daryl has inherited lots of his father’s abilities as 
a loudspeaker designer.
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Sabrina is the baby of the Wilson range, in age, size, and 
price. It’s a ported three-way floorstander, featuring Wilson’s 
own 25mm soft dome tweeter with 146mm pulped paper 
midrange and 208mm paper woofer cones. The cabinet is built 
predominantly from Wilson’s proprietary X-Material and finished 
in one of three standard and two premium ‘Wilsongloss’ 
colours. Sabrina is single-wired at the bottom of the rear of the 
cabinet, with two rear-firing ports – one slightly above the axis 
of the tweeter and a larger one below the bass driver. Sabrina 
describes a mostly benign impedance plot of nominally four 
ohms, with a 2.53 ohm minimum impedance at 139Hz, and 
this – coupled with a claimed 87dB sensitivity figure – makes it 
a perfect partner for a 75W integrated valve amplifier. 

The two models have a lot in common intellectually. 
Both amp and loudspeaker are very much products of the 
21st Century (despite the use of tubes and paper cones), 
both are far simpler to install than previous models, and both 
are essentially ‘fit and forget’ products that make some of 
the more reliable designs of the past look a bit shaky by 
comparison. In fact, if there is one criticism of both the GSi75 
and the Sabrina (whether taken alone or especially together) 
it’s that they are an audiophile’s ejector seat – the burning 
desire to improve upon what you have simply dissolves here. 
Why? Because they sound so good, and you are so happy 
with the sound they make, you will feel no need to better it.

Installation is interesting here. This is not old-school 
high-end audio that needs micron-tight tolerances in speaker 
position, or an amplifier that requires laboratory conditions to 
come to life. Although both benefit from careful setup and 
placement, neither gets marked down for being ‘fussy’, and 
will return a great sound in the widest possible circumstances. 
This is high-end meant to live in a domestic living room and 
not a man cave. Just get the speakers away from the walls as 
a starting place, and make sure the amp is not covered up.

The ‘fit’ of the sonic signatures of the two principal players 
in this system is a very good one, but it only goes some way to 
explaining why this system works as well as it does. They both 
have a commanding authority on the sound, without being 
authoritative and dictatorial. Bass in particular is good and 
powerful, even though the loudspeaker is not full-range (by 
the standards of high-end audio, at least) and the amp is not 
a speaker-crushing powerhouse. 

It’s the GSi75 and Sabrina’s common goal of making 
things sound great that really sets them apart from the 
pack. Note that it’s “making things sound great” not “making 
everything sound great”: this is not a system that artificially 
makes everything sound rich and lush and lovely. A bad 
recording will still come through as a bad recording, but the 
two combined will make the best of a bad job. But put even 
the most remotely good sounding recording through this 
system, and it’s remarkable.

This making things sound great isn’t about the detail, 
although both bring a lot of detail to the party. It isn’t about the 
soundstaging or the transparency, either – although both are 
excellent on this system, with the image in particular creating 
a stage that seems cavernously deep, with some stage width. 
It isn’t even about the dynamic range, because the Sabrinas 
have a great ability to cope with dynamics big and small, and 
the GSi75 facilitates that ability. I think it’s all of those things in 
one package, adding up to something really special.

The more you ponder on this, you realise the big part of 
the reason why the GSi75 and Sabrina work so well together 
is they enable one another to show what they are both capable 
of. For example, the effortless dynamics of the GSi75 is given 
wings through the Sabrinas, and vice versa. It really doesn’t 
matter what you play on this system; everything sounds like 
it should. And ‘like it should’ is usually extremely entertaining. 
Beyond all other audiophile aspects, it is this entertaining 
presentation that wins out. You just can’t help smiling when 
listening to this perfect pair. Any good audio system should act 
like a musical dating agency, introducing you to new genres, 
new music, and new musicians. Far from pushing you outside 
your comfort zone, a system like the GSi75 and Sabrina 
simply extends your comfort zone further into the new musical 
territories. As someone with catholic musical tastes, that takes 
some doing. Nevertheless, I found myself more willing and able 
to play more challenging music from the classical, jazz, and 
world music canons. To make sense of Eric Dolphy requires a 
system that is informative, detailed, coherent, energetic, and 
dynamic; mostly though, it needs to be fun. Tracks like ‘Hat 
and Beard’ [Out To Lunch, Blue Note] are never an easy listen, 
but without that fun factor they become almost asinine jazz 
noodling. With the entertainment factor turned up to 11, you 
can understand why this album had importance beyond its 

“It really doesn’t matter what you play on this system; everything sounds 
like it should. And ‘like it should’ is usually extremely entertaining.”
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years and its genre (it was especially influential to Frank Zappa, 
and why one track on Weasels Ripped My Flesh is entitled 
‘The Eric Dolphy Memorial Barbecue’). In listening to these 
components, I began to struggle to think who wouldn’t like 
the system. Normally in audio reviewing, we ‘place’ a product 
or system in the context of one of several listener archetypes: 
the rocker, the jazzist, the basshead, the opera lover, and so 
on. Here, where Audio Research meets Wilson Audio, those 
archetypes dissolve. What’s left instead is a system that ticks 
everyone’s boxes. Rockers will love it for its ability to play AC/
DC at healthy levels. Jazzers will love it for its cool sound 
when playing a sax. Bassheads will love it for its dub and 
dubstep abilities. Opera lovers will find its scale and passion 
for music grabs them, too. In fact, the only people who might 
find something negative about this system are those who 
seem to like their music shrink-wrapped and sterile. But they 
seem to be the kind of people who use music as a form of 
measurement for audio equipment: the rest of us will love this!

Perhaps the biggest commonality between GSi75 and 
Sabrina, and a commonality that is also all the brighter for the 
pairing, is their ability to just draw you into the music. This is a 
terrible thing for a reviewer – because you keep intending to write 
some notes and end up losing yet more hours just listening – 
but great for the listener. Big improvements in audio equipment 
are often defined by “Hey, what did you do?” comments from 
significant others… but not this time. This is more of a subtle 
“can I play some music, now” transition that means the system 
is so much more than ‘immediately impressive’. It’s a system 
that can tear down the walls to the man cave should you wish, 
because it’s so enjoyable and captivating. 

Audio Research and Wilson Audio has long been a 
popular partnering, but sadly this is the kind of system you are 
unlikely to hear in many audio shows, with the UK scene being 
a rare exception. There was an amicable parting of the ways a 
few years ago, primarily because Audio Research is so often 
demonstrated with Sonus faber (keeping it all in the family) and 
Wilson Audio is now often played with D’Agostino, Nagra, and 
VTL. This is more to do with trends in demos and ‘behind the 
scenes’ political allegiances than loss of synergy. Fortunately, 
many dealers the world over still stock both brands, and many 
of them have already chalked this system up as real star.

Two giant killers need not necessarily spell a giant killer 
system, but in the case of the Audio Research GSi75 and the 
Wilson Audio Sabrina, the concept really works. Having heard 
a lot of really, really expensive systems, often you get ‘more’ 
rather than getting ‘better’. This system brings the ‘better’ 
back to high-end. In so many respects, it doesn’t get ‘better’ 
than this! 

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATION

Audio Research GSi75

Type: Integrated tube amplifier

Valves used: 2× 6H30 drivers, 4× KT150 power tubes

Analogue inputs: 3× RCA stereo

Phono stage: MM/MC, adjustable input voltage and 

impedance

Digital inputs: S/PDIF digital (coax RCA and Toslink), 

USB (driver required for Windows PC)

Sample rates supported: 44.1kHz to 192kHz, S/PDIF and 

USB 2.0 HS, DSD USB 2.0 HS

Maximum input: 10 volts RMS

Power Output: 75 watts per channel continuous from 

20Hz to 20kHz

Frequency Response: 1Hz–70kHz (–3dB, 1 watt)

Output taps: 4Ω, 8Ω

Dimensions (W×H×D): 48.3×26.3×51.8cm

Weight: 25kg

Price: £16,000

Manufactured by: Audio Research Corporation

URL: www.audioresearch.com

Wison Audio Sabrina

Type: Three-way, rear ported standmount loudspeaker

Drivers: 1× 25.4mm doped silk fabric dome tweeter, 

1× 146.1mm paper pulp midrange unit, 1× 203.2mm 

paper cone woofer

Frequency Response: 31Hz–21kHz ±3 dB, Room Average 

Response

Nominal Impedance: 4 ohms

Sensitivity: 87 dB @ 1W @ 1m @ 1 kHz

Minimum impedance: 2.53 ohms @ 139 Hz

Finish: Desert Silver, Galaxy Gray, and Obsidian Black as 

standard. Biarritz White and Titan Red optional

Dimensions (W×D×H): 30.5×38.6×100cm (incl. spikes)

Weight: 42.6kg per channel

Price: £14,999 per pair

Manufactured by: Wilson Audio Specialties

URL: www.wilsonaudio.com

Distributed by: Absolute Sounds

URL: www.absolutesounds.com

Tel: +44(0)208 971 3909
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SYSTEM REVIEW

T
his system takes, as its starting point, the cover 
product from last month’s issue of Hi-Fi+ (issue 
134), the Schiit Audio Yggdrasil DAC (£1,980), 
along with its extremely powerful stable mate, 
the Ragnarok headphone/integrated amplifier 

(£1,580). Since our review of the Yggdrasil/Ragnarok pair was 
so recently published, let me recapitulate a few salient points. 

The Yggdrasil is, in spite of its comparatively modest price 
(by traditional high-end audio standards), an all-out attempt to 
build a state-of-the-art, high-resolution, fully-balanced, multibit 
DAC that uses, says designer Mike Moffat, a bit-perfect “digital 
filter with a true closed-form solution” that “retains all the 
original samples, performing a true interpolation.” Completing 
the package is Schiit Audio’s clever and effective Adapticlock 
system that results in greatly improved jitter performance. The 
upshot, in sonic terms, is a DAC that is very quiet, neutrally 
(but not sterilely) voiced, chockfull of resolving power, and that 
can reveal seemingly endless layers of inner detail and nuance 
in one’s favourite recordings.

The Ragnarok is one of the quietest yet also most 
powerful headphone amplifiers ever made — one capable of 
delivering up to an astonishing 100 watts per channel into 
four-ohm loads (meaning the Ragnarok is not just a terrific 
headphone amp, but also an accomplished integrated 
amplifier capable of driving loudspeakers, too). Like the 
Yggdrasil, Ragnarok is a fully balanced design – one  that uses 
a distinctive Circlotron-type circuit whose origins date back 
to the 1950s. Two important benefits of this circuit topology, 
says designer and company president Jason Stoddard, are 
the fact that it is inherently balanced and can be implemented 
using “only N-channel devices, so there’s no worry about the 
N-channel and P-channel devices being mismatched.” 

Despite its prodigious output capabilities, the Ragnarok 
is quiet enough to use with high-sensitivity CIEMs, yet 
offers more than enough clout to drive any dynamic 
headphone imaginable. Better still, the sonic qualities of the 
Ragnarok perfectly complement the Yggdrasil, so that quiet 
backgrounds, neutral voicing, subtlety and nuance aplenty, 
plus fathomless reserves of power are the order of the day. 

Together, Yggdrasil and Ragnarok make one of the most 
desirable and accomplished pairings in today’s headphone 
marketplace. All that’s missing is a headphone good enough 
to fully exploit the strengths the Schiit Audio components 
have on offer, and to fill that role we can think of no better 
headphone than the recently released MrSpeakers Ether C 
closed-back planar magnetic headphone.

In spite of the name, the California-based firm MrSpeakers 
doesn’t make loudspeakers; instead, it makes world-class 
headphones at sensible prices. The company name derives 
from the fact that company founder Dan Clark was, at an 
earlier point in his career, a talented loudspeaker designer-
for-hire who was contracted to create the excellent but sadly 
short-lived family of Platinum loudspeakers. More recently, 
Dan launched MrSpeakers as a headphone company whose 
initial products were progressively more intensely modified 
variants on the Fostex T50RP planar magnetic headphone. 
These models carried colourful names such as the Mad 
Dog, Mad Dog Pro, Alpha Dog, and Alpha Prime, and they 
collectively won the firm and its founder considerable respect 
within the high-end headphone community.

But Clark had a vision for driving his company forward by 
building a set of top-tier headphones entirely of his own design 
and manufacture. The result is pair of superb planar magnetic 
models: the open-back ETHER, which launched first, quickly 
followed by the closed-back ETHER C. Common wisdom has 
it the closed-back headphones will never be able to match the 
transparent and free-flowing ‘feel’ of their open-back sibling, 
but Clark was determined that his ETHER C would offer sound 
quality competitive with that of his superb ETHER model. The 
result, in my assessment, is the finest closed-back headphone 
I have heard to date.

The ETHER C features machined, black-anodised 
aluminium driver baffles, pivots, and gimbals, with a 
distinctive NiTinol ‘memory metal’ headband frame from 
which is suspended an adjustable Italian leather ‘microsuede’ 
headband strap. Within the baffles are suspended sets of 
MrSpeakers-designed 2.75 × 1.75-inch single-ended planar 
magnetic drivers fitted with the firm’s proprietary V-Planar 

High-End Headphone 
System from Schiit Audio 
and MrSpeakers by Chris Martens
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driver diaphragms. For the sake of a good and comfortable fit, 
bevelled lamb-leather ear pads are provided. Completing the 
picture are sets of rigid but lightweight, precision-made carbon 
fibre ear cup enclosures, which give the ETHER C’s an elegant, 
upscale, and decidedly high-tech look. 

Interestingly, although the ETHER C is a closed-back 
design, it is not a fully sealed design; instead, the aluminium 
ear cup baffles provide tiny, oblong vent holes on top to help 
relieve backpressure from the planar magnetic driver. Ordinarily, 
these vent holes are barely visible, since they are partially 
blocked from view by the ear cup suspension frames. Each 
ear cup baffle is also fitted with a distinctive four-pin signal 
cable connection fitting and our review samples came with a 
set of the firm’s optional premium signal cables equipped with 
four-pin metal plugs with quick disconnect locking rings.

Before we move on, an additional word about MrSpeakers’ 
patented V-Planar diaphragm technology is in order. The 
diaphragms used in most planar magnetic headphones are 
flat planar membranes, tensioned at the edges, covered with 
conductive traces, and positioned in close proximity to their 
companion magnet arrays. Musical signals passing through 
the traces interact with the surrounding magnetic field, causing 
the diaphragm to move back and forth, producing sound. One 
problem, however, is that the movements of traditional planar 
magnetic diaphragms are not uniform over their entire surface 
area. Instead, there is more driver excursion toward the centre 
of the diaphragm and less toward the edges, which is not ideal.

Seeking a solution, Dan Clark collaborated with designer 
Bruce Thigpen of Eminent-Technology fame to invent a 
patented, pleated (or ‘knurled’) diaphragm material said to 
address “nonlinear driver motion by more deeply creasing 
the diaphragm to increase compliance.” MrSpeakers says 
that V-Planar technology enables the diaphragm “to behave 
as a more idealised planar surface and also improves its 
acceleration,” adding that, “with more of the driver surface 
in linear motion, V-Planar can not only push more air at low 
frequencies, but with greater acceleration also delivers better 
dynamics, high-end frequency response, and measurably 
lower distortion.” We suspect V-Planar technology might well 
be the ‘special sauce’ responsible for giving MrSpeakers’ 
ETHER C headphones their remarkably quick, agile, and 
exceptionally detailed sound. 

Another factor contributing to the ETHER C’s sound, 
however, is appropriate use of critical damping techniques. 
Perhaps because of his loudspeaker design heritage, 
Dan  Clark thinks critical damping in headphones is of 
paramount importance and a factor he believes many 
otherwise good designs overlook. In the baffles of the ETHER 
and ETHER C headphones there is, directly in front of the 
drive units, a small, recessed rectangular tray that is designed 
to hold rectangular foam sheets of damping material. In the 
original (v1.0) ETHER-series designs, these sheets were made 
of varying thicknesses of a white foam material. 

Now, in the v1.1 ETHER models, the innermost white foam 
sheets (the ones closest to the wearer’s ears) are replaced with 
sheets of a new grey foam whose consistency, damping, and 
filtration characteristics are different to the original material. 
Clark says these foam dampeners act as acoustic multi-
pole filters and that the effect of introducing the new material 
(in conjunction with the old) is to add a broader set of filter 
parameters, thus giving the ETHER C an even more open, 
balanced, and lucid midrange and upper midrange sound. 
Having performed the v1.0-to-v1.1 upgrade on our review set 
of ETHER C’s, I can confirm that the upgrade is effective and 
entirely beneficial, making an excellent headphone even better.

How does the ETHER C sound? Let me start by saying 
that it is strongly clarity and detail orientated and that it is the 
sort of headphone created by and for listeners who well and 
truly love sonic neutrality (honestly, if you like your headphones 
with a dollop or two of euphonic colourations, then the 
ETHER C is probably not for you). Neutrality seekers, though, 
will be drawn by the ETHER C’s ‘what-you-hear-is-what-the-
record-has-to-offer’ honesty and sonic impartiality. One other 
key benefit to bear in mind is that, because the ETHER C is 
a closed-back design, it also offers an inherently lower noise-
floor than open-back models do. 

Through the ETHER C, great recordings sound great, but 
not-so-good recordings sound, well, a bit flawed. The only 
complaint I could see some listeners bringing forward, then, 
might be that the ETHER C has a very slightly less warm and 
also somewhat brighter-sounding demeanour than the open-
back ETHER does, although in terms of bottom octave bass 
the ETHER C is the stronger performer of the two. Moreover, 
the ETHER C is exceptionally detailed and revealing and has 

“It is the sort of headphone created by and for listeners who well 
and truly love sonic neutrality.”
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an extraordinary ability to retrieve multiple layers of low-level 
sonic information—even when other larger-scale dynamic 
events may be unfolding. 

For example, on the track ‘Avratz’ from Infected 
Mushroom’s Converting Vegetarians [Arabesque Distribution, 
CD], it is common to hear deep, powerful, plunging low-
frequency synth passages accompanied by delicate high 
percussion instruments playing softly in the background. The 
ETHER C deftly lets you hear and feel the potent, sharply 
defined modulations of the bass synth, while at the same time 
rendering the finely filigreed textures and timbres of triangles, 
small cymbals, and the like. Through the ETHER C, then, 
powerful instruments do not swamp or overwhelm more 
delicate ones; they simply accompany one another, just as 
they would do in real life. 

These same characteristics serve acoustic music 
beautifully, too. Just listen to the ‘Quia fecit’ movement of 
Kim André Arnesen’s Magnificat [2L, 24/96] as performed by 
soprano Lise Granden Berg, the Nidarosdomens jentekor, a 
pipe organ, and string orchestra, noting the uncanny sense 
of a large, resonant acoustic space that the ETHER C’s 
create. Note, too, how the ETHER C’s effortlessly juxtapose 
the very low-frequency pedal note of the organ against the 
sweet, soaring voices of the girl’s choir and the more robust 
and richly textured sound of the soprano soloist’s voice. The 
ETHER C’s ability to disentangle and delineate intertwined 
musical lines serves it well, while creating a large and quite 
believable soundstage upon which the music can unfold. 
This ability to play loudly and softly at the same time—always 
with exemplary resolution, dynamics, delicacy, and finesse—is 
what sets the ETHER C apart, making it an extremely desirable 
headphone indeed. ETHER C is not just a great closed-back 
headphone; it’s a great headphone, full stop.

Viewed individually, the Schiit Audio Yggdrasil DAC 
and Ragnarok amp along with the MrSpeakers ETHER C 
headphones are each extremely strong performers in their 
own rights. However, to borrow a phrase made popular 
through the recent referendum in which Scotland decided to 
remain part of the United Kingdom, these three components 
are in a real sense “better together”—each component 
leveraging and amplifying the strengths of the others. The 
result is a headphone-based system that is in every way a 
fine performer, one capable of taking you deep into the heart 
of whatever music you choose to play. Finally, remember that 
the Ragnarok amp also can quite happily drive loudspeakers, 
meaning this headphone-centric system offers plenty of room 
for future growth and expansion. 

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS

Schiit Audio Yggdrasil DAC

Type: Solid-state, bit-perfect, balanced, closed-form, 

multibit DAC

Price: £1,980

Schiit Audio Ragnarok headphone/integrated amplifier

Type: Fully balanced, solid state headphone amplifier/

preamplifier/integrated amplifier 

Price: £1,580

See Hi-Fi+ Issue 134 for full technical specifications

Manufacturer: Schiit Audio 

URL: www.schiit.com 

UK Distributor: Schiit Europe

Tel: +44 (0) 1494 956558

URL: www.schiit.eu.com

MrSpeakers ETHER C v1.1 closed-back planar magnetic 

headphone with premium cable option

Type: Closed-back planar magnetic headphones

Drivers: Single-ended 2.75 × 1.75-inch planar magnetic 

drivers using patented V-Planar diaphragm surface 

technology. Drivers are matched to within ± 1.5 dB 

from 30 Hz–5kHz. Critical damping provided via 

v1.1 foam driver dampers.

Frequency response: Yes (manufacturer’s term, not ours)

Impedance: 23 Ohms

Sensitivity: 93dB/mW

Distortion: Not specified

Accessories: Moulded thermoplastic travel case, 

MrSpeakers premium “DUM” signal cables with 

terminations the buyer’s choice of a 4-pin XLR 

connector (for use with balanced amplifiers) 

or a ¼-inch TRS headphone plug (for use with 

single-ended amplifiers). 

Weight: 394g

Price: £1,350 (premium cable), £1,250 (standard cable)

Manufacturer: MrSpeakers Headphone Products

URL: www.mrspeakers.com 

UK Distributor: Electromod

Tel: +44 (0) 1494 956558

URL: www.electromod.co.uk 
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40 years in the making, PS Audio's 
DirectStream DAC with Yale OS upgrade.

PS Audio's new BHK 
Signature stereo & 

monoblock amplifiers
PS Audio welcomes you to The Hi-Fi Show at the Beaumont Estate 
on 24/25 of October. Come and visit us in Sandringham Suite 7 
where we look forward to providing you with a demonstration of 
PS Audio's products, including the DirectStream DAC and the new 
BHK Signature amplifiers. If you would like to hear your CD or 
digital music in pure single bit DSD via the DirectStream DAC 
please do bring your music with you and hear for yourself why 
this product is a game changer.

All that is about to change as PS Audio launches 
yet another hi-fi revelation.

Introducing The BHK Signature 250 and 300 power amplifiers. 
The culmination of one man’s half-century search for perfection in music’s reproduction, Bascom H. King has designed 

amplifiers for many companies, including Constellation Audio, Marantz, Infinity, and Conrad Johnson. But never has 

Bascom felt he could put his name to a product – until now. It is his finest achievement in a lifetime of work.

The BHK Signature Series power amplifiers are un-equalled in performance at any price. Available in both stereo and mono 

models, the Series is unparalleled in its ability to render details formerly lost in the music. Featuring a zero-loss vacuum tube 

input stage coupled to a high bias differentially balanced MOSFET output, this amplifier has few rivals in terms of sheer 

musicality, openness, tonal richness and accuracy. 

“From the mid-range up, 
PS Audio’s BHK Signature 
300s go toe to toe with 
many amplifiers costing 
far more”

Michael Fremer - Stereophile

Distributed by Signature Audio Systems | 07738 007776 | www.psaudio.com

For an exclusive home demonstration...
please contact your nearest PS Audio dealer at www.signaturesystems.co.uk/dealers.
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T
he stereo receiver used to be one of the biggest 
product categories in audio electronics. Through 
most of the 1970s and well into the 1980s, the 
combination of tuner and ampli� er in the same 
box proved enormously popular, because it 

was the nearest you could get to a one-box solution at the 
time. The idea of just adding a turntable (or tape deck) and 
loudspeakers represented the pinnacle of audio technology 
convergence. Times change though, and the receiver fell from 
grace with the rise of the standalone CD player.

Magnum Dynalab still thinks the receiver has a place in 
the home system, and the resulting MD209 is the only FM 
receiver built on North American soil at this time. The basic 
requirements of the receiver have both radically changed 
and stayed perfectly still: a one-stop shop for all your audio 
electronics needs. What’s changed is largely what’s likely to be 
connected directly to a receiver today: while FM has stayed in 
place, the chances are that a listener will connect a computer 
direct to the receiver and, if they use a turntable, a receiver of 
the MD209’s calibre will likely mean a dedicated phono stage. 
As a consequence, the MD209 features the RF tuner section 

from the brand’s popular MD108T and MD109 tuners, coupled 
with an optional high-grade 24-bit, 192kHz capable DAC 
section, and � ve line inputs (two of which are XLR, three RCA).

Unlike Magnum Dynalab’s previous MD208 receiver 
from the last decade – which was a collaborative design with 
fellow Canadian brand Simaudio – the new MD209 comes 
from the drawing board of Magnum Dynalab design director 
Zdenko Zivkovic. Zivkovic is the brains behind Magnum 
Dynalab’s current Hybrid Acoustic Circuitry designs, including 
the mighty MD308, offering 125W (doubling to 250W into 
four ohms) of power output, coupled with the pair of cryo-
treated, Magnum Dynalab speci� ed 6922 double triodes in 
the gain stage follows the same lines. This is no normal hybrid 
design, as the triodes act as voltage gain drivers, with the 
10 Sanken bipolar power transistors per channel providing 
current drive. This circuit means an excellent combination of 
high-current, with triode linearity, long tube life, and – perhaps 
most important – no heavy output transformers to both weigh 
down the ampli� er and ultimately colour the sound. 

Back in the 1960s, ampli� er designers moving from valves 
to solid-state used to design solid-state ampli� ers as basically 

Magnum Dynalab 
MD209 receiver by Alan Sircom

EQUIPMENT REVIEW
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Ambience Level

OFF MAX

Ambience Level

OFF MAX

»The idea for the Ambience Loudspeakers was 
born during the cooperation with our automotive 
partners. The 3D sound from the Mercedes-Benz 
S-Class was so popular that we decided to trans-
fer the concept to the home audio fi eld. The 
speaker’s design with a continuously adjustable 
ambience tweeter at the back provides a sound 
spectrum from precise high end sound up to a 
lively sound with greater expanse and depth 
which can only be achieved otherwise with omn-

idirectional or dipole loudspeakers.«

Dieter Burmester

Ambience Loudspeaker

Adjustable Backfi ring 
Ambience Tweeter

BA71 BA31

Burmester Audiosysteme GmbH · Wilhelm-Kabus-Strasse 47 · 10829 Berlin · Germany · Phone +49 / 30-787968-0 · mail@burmester.de · www.burmester.de

50 Burmester_210x297_HiFi_135.indd   50 11/04/2016   10:38



silicon valve amplifiers, with a transformer coupled output stage 
(the concept continues to this day with some McIntosh amp 
designs). Then, designers started re-thinking the circuit from 
first principles, and eliminating the output transformer from the 
solid-state circuit. Except for a few OTL (output-transformerless) 
designs, the status quo of valve amps with output transformers 
and solid-state amps without remained unchallenged. Magnum 
Dynalab’s hybrid circuit is one of the rare exceptions. Naturally, 
such a circuit demands high-grade components throughout, 
and as a consequence requires a degree of run-in. 

The receiver itself pulls lots of its design cues from 
Magnum Dynalab’s classic tuners, looking like a taller version 
of the MD107t, but replacing the magic eye tuning light a two-
level LED readout (top for volume, bottom for FM frequency). 
This is flanked by two large VU meters – the left for signal 
strength/multipath distortion indication, the right for centre 
tuning. The UK distributor specifies a warm yellow display 
remisncent of older Magnum Dynalab designs instead of 
the all blue read-outs in the rest of the world. There is one 
operational ‘quirk’; source selection requires toggling through 
the inputs by pressing a single front panel button several times. 
The remote control is more intuitive, requiring the listener to 
press the input button followed by one of the number keys. 
Note, however, that changing inputs comes with a couple of 
relay clicks and, when performed on the remote, comes with 
a 10 second delay.

Because Magnum Dynalab is the only surviving tuner 
manufacturer to make its own RF front-end, and in the process 
eschewing any kind of synthesiser or quartz lock, the stability 
of the tuner comes down to its components working at thermal 
optimums. This means the tuner will drift for the first 48 hours 
of use, and slight, temporary drift when the tuner has been left 
powered off for a couple of hours or more. The receiver puts 
itself into mute for about 30 seconds during start-up anyway, 
and any drift after this time quickly rights itself in a few minutes. 
This is perfectly normal for this design of tuner, and ultimately 
wins out over quartz locked tuners because of the simplicity 
of the tuner head makes for a far better sound quality. The 
Magnum Dynalab’s system does allow up to 20 presets to be 
stored, and accessed through the handset. 

The combination of analogue FM radio and computer-
based DAC represents an ideal way of reaching all the 
airwaves. The challenge to FM broadcasting from DAB has 
reduced significantly, with currently only Norway pushing 
ahead with an analogue radio switch off during 2017. And, 
while DAB supporters would like people to use digital radio, 
connecting a computer to the MD209 gives the listener access 
to practically every radio station on the planet through internet 
radio. This means you get all the benefits of really good FM 
radio sound quality – which is often stunning, especially with 
live BBC Radio Three concerts – and the sheer quantity of 
stations available online. 
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While the MD209 doesn’t suffer low-quality fools gladly – 
pop FM stations deploying full ‘drive-time’ compression are a 
waste of good airwaves at the best of times and the MD209 
shows up the limitations – feed the Magnum Dynalab good 
quality music from radio, analogue, or digital sources, and you 
get an extremely enjoyable, dynamic, and natural sound in 
return. Like the tuners themselves, the MD209 is completely 
free from a bright and ‘toppy’ treble or a forward sounding 
presentation, and has an ‘in the room’ soundstage and tonal 
integrity that lends itself to hours of effortless listening.

The MD209 is powerful by traditional receiver standards, 
but wields its power benignly. There is always a sense of 
power in reserve unless you really decide to thrash the system 
– but this is not the kind of receiver that ends in the hands 
of people who have the phrase ‘thrash the system’ in their 
vocabulary. This is a sophisticated and refined performer, 
one that bespeaks of a sophisticated and mature owner 
rather than a meathead. Speech is particularly distinct and 
articulate – I listened to the BBC Radio Four Archers ‘Helen 
and Rob’ storyline unfold in all its chilling detail. A storyline 
of coercive control and spousal abuse in an otherwise drab 
radio soap about country folk took on truly a malevolent and 
uncomfortable nature. The MD209 simple gets to the marrow 
of the sound playing, wherever it comes from.

The on-board DAC is one of the most effortlessly musical 
and dynamic I’ve heard on an integrated design. I fed the 
MD209 music direct from my MacBook Pro and an external 
HDD, mostly in Apple Lossless and AIFF uncompressed, 
and at sample rates ranging from 16/44 to 24/192 (there 
is no provision for DSD). While the DAC is good enough to 
register the differences between resolutions, it doesn’t force 
the listener into a high-resolution corner, as it brings out the 
best in all formats. There is also great consistency about the 
sound as you move through the inputs and even onto the 
tuner itself. All the inputs have that combination of naturalistic 
presentation, and power in reserve, and the tonal balance is 
not only near optimum, but optimum across all the sources. 

The strange, wonderful thing about the MD209 is it’s 
different things to different people. To the FM enthusiast, 
it’s a first-class tuner with an outstanding amp and optional 
DAC built in for convenience. To someone looking for a 
good amplifier, the MD209 is an excellent amp with a superb 

FM tuner and a sublime DAC. And for those after an excellent 
digital hub, this ticks all those boxes and more.

Building an FM receiver in 2016 seems almost 
anachronistic. Then you hear what the Magnum Dynalab 
MD209 does as an amplifier, a DAC, and as a tuner. After 
that, you start wondering why more people don’t look at a 
receiver like the MD209 as the perfect audiophile electronics 
nexus. Highly recommended! 

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS: 

Type: FM Receiver with DAC

RF Specifications

Usable Sensitivity (mono): 0.7µV 9.0 dBf

Stereo Separation: 50dB

Amplifier

Inputs: 5 Analog (2 balanced XLR, 3 single ended 

including Surround Sound Processor input), 3 digital 

(2 Coaxial, 1 USB)

Outputs: 1 line level pre-out, loudspeaker terminals

Power: 125 watts in 8 ohms, 250 watts into 4 ohms

Tube Specifications: 2 × 6922

DAC precision: to 24bit, 192kHz

Frequency Response (+/– 0.1dB): 2Hz–100KHz

Class of Operation: 50 % of gain class A, 50 % of gain 

class AB

Harmonic Distortion: < 0.05 % (2hz–100KHz)

Signal to Noise Ratio: > –115dB

Dimensions (W×D×H): 48.3 × 49.5 × 16.5cm

Weight: 23kg

Price: £4495 inc VAT; DAC Option – £990 inc VAT

Manufactured by: Magnum Dynalab

URL: www.magnumdynalab.com

Distributed in the UK by: Audiofreaks 

URL: www.audiofreaks.co.uk

Tel: +44(0)20 8948 4153

“The MD209 is completely free from a bright and ‘toppy’ treble or a 
forward sounding presentation, and has an ‘in the room’ soundstage.”
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KOG AUDIO www.kogaudio.com     info@kogaudio.com     024 7722 0650

At Kog Audio, we select the most exceptional products in order to give music lovers unmatched enjoyment, and build systems that will
exceed expectations and provide pleasure for years. Please visit our website for information, links and reviews for all our products.

“A pure revolution …
I just couldn`t stop marvelling at the performance levels they brought to all music material. ”

“The way they manage to combine phenomenal resolution, transparency and natural tonal colours, while sounding
extremely analog and coherent, top to bottom, is almost unbelievable.”

MonoandStereo.com June 2015

“Best Loudspeaker Cable”
“They are totally uncoloured – instead acting as a wide open channel between amplifier and ‘speakers…
the new Silver Diamonds can easily stand comparison with cables costing up to three times as much.”

Hifi World Awards - Best Loudspeaker Cable 2015

The new Silver Diamond cables from Tellurium Q

Audio products specifically designed to combat phase distortion

54 KogTQ_210x297_HiFi_135.indd   54 12/04/2016   09:22



I
f one were to judge this particular book by its cover 
it would not be hard to come to the conclusion that 
an awful lot of effort and expense had gone into the 
casework and perhaps that’s all there is to it. The COS 
D1 does have a spectacular chassis, but thankfully a 

lot of effort appears to have gone into its circuitry as well. 
Machined from solid aluminium, the D1 chassis has but the 
one control; however, as its the sexiest knob on the audio 
planet we can forgive its minimalism. Especially as the rotary 
protruding from the top gives lets you access everything this 
DAC/preamplifier can do.

COS is a young Taiwanese company and the D1, 
its first product, was launched two years ago; a second, 
apparently more affordable design, looks like it will be 
released soon. COS stands for ‘connoisseur of sound’ and 
the D1 specification suggests that the people behind it do 
know more than most about audio electronics, for example 
they have devised a custom algorithm for upsampling 
incoming data to 24-bit at either 176.4kHz or 192kHz using 
integer multiples at 32-bit precision. This is an effort to 
avoid a conventional IIR filter which they consider likely to 
“contaminate phase”. Its digital inputs have a one second 
buffer prior to conversion, and COS claims sub-picosecond 
jitter precision from their re-clocking circuitry. There is no 

mention of high PCM sample rates or DSD in the literature, 
but under scrutiny it seems that the D1 is good for DSD up 
to 128 and PCM up to 384kHz via the USB input: the S/PDIF 
inputs cater for DSD 64 and up to 192kHz, although where 
you’d get either from is open to debate.

A dual transformer-based power supply is used to feed 
analogue and digital sections discretely: the D1 has both 
types of input so it can be used as a preamplifier in the full 
sense, if one balanced and one single-ended analogue input 
is enough. And COS means fully balanced: the whole device 
operates that way because the company is keen to keep 
noise at bay. The DAC chips themselves are stereo devices 
running in mono to produce that balanced output, “manually 
tuned” to achieve distortion figures 6dB below spec.

Alongside the balanced and SE in- and outputs for 
analogue are ffour S/PDIF connections and a USB input, the 
latter fully asynchronous as you’d expect and able to operate 
in switchable Class 1 or 2 mode. There’s another switch on 
the back marked BUF, which indicates the buffer mentioned 
above: it’s best left on unless you are trying to synch pictures 
and sound in an AV seting. Build quality on the outside is 
very high indeed: if this were the creation of an established 
European or North American brand the price would be 
considerably higher for reason of fit and finish alone. The 

COS D1 DAC
by Jason Kennedy

EQUIPMENT REVIEW
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remote handset is equally attractive and hewn from the same 
material; it offers volume and input control as well as mute and 
standby, which does not apper as an option on the front panel. 
The only drawbacks of this DAC/pre’s minimalist appearance 
is that you have to remember which input light corresponds 
to which source, and a complete lack of a headphone output, 
whch seems odd for a 2016 device.

Those looking for a line level output from the D1 will find 
that the only way to achieve this is to set the volume control 
to maximum, illuminating all the lights underneath the control. 
Once you select an input you are left with a single small white 
LED that flashes if it’s not locked to a signal. Controversially 
the left and right channel in and outputs are inverted so that 
red is on top but even an experienced reviewer can figure out 
stuff like that given time! It comes with a set of impressive 
looking spike feet that screw onto the base but I have never 
been keen on the sound of spikes on glass shelves (as found 
on my Townshend Seismic stand) so left them off and used 
soft pucks of the large and rubbery variety. The resulting 
sound had remarkable delicacy and finesse. For example, 
‘La Cancion Sophia’ is one of the quieter pieces from Corea, 
Clarke, and White’s Forever [Concorde Records] and the COS 
revealed just how low its noise floor is by unveiling oodles 
of fine detail at the quieter end of the spectrum, with strong 

imaging from the piano, bowed double bass, and cymbals, 
with the latter exhibiting greater reverb than you usually hear. 

This was followed by Barenboim’s take on the Vivace of 
the ‘7th Symphony’ [Beethoven for All, Symphony No. 7 in 
A, Op. 92, 24/96, Decca]. Here the fine detail was equally 
well served, but the slow build up proved even more riveting. 
The weight of the plucked basses low down in the mix and 
the way that Barenboim delivers the tension and release of 
the piece shows that the COS can do dynamic range as well 
as low level detail. The two are of course facets of the same 
quality; the quieter a system is the more scope there is for 
dynamic expression. This also illuminates the fact that the 
COS does not indicate the sample rate of the incoming signal; 
I guess with high res, you are always using a streamed source 
of some form and such details should be available elsewhere, 
but it’s nice to have confirmation that it’s getting to the DAC. 

I had a Bryston BD3 DAC on hand during the COS’s 
tenure and so made a few comparisons with a coaxial 
source. This revealed that the COS is a sweeter sounding, 
softer edged converter that gives away some ground in 
terms of the leading edge definition that makes detail more 
easily discerned. The Bryston also reproduces more of the 
acoustic scale of the recording. But these are chalk and 
cheese converters, the COS having a smoothness and finesse 

“The COS revealed just how low its noise floor is by unveiling oodles 
of fine detail at the quieter end of the spectrum.”
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 info@dcsltd.co.uk |  dCSonlythemusic |  www.dcsltd.co.uk

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

= Rossini
future proof +  
benchmark performance +  
superlative sound 

When you listen to Rossini from dCS you will believe  

that the world has stopped and there is… 

ONLY THE MUSIC

When you listen to Rossini from 

( )

Future Proof Benchmark 
Performance

Superlative 
Sound

Every dCS product must meet the 
extraordinarily exacting standards 
demanded by our military heritage. 
As a result Rossini delivers levels  
of consistency and reliability like  
no other.

When you listen to Rossini our state 
of the art technology, manufacturing 
effort and rigorous testing combine 
to create a magical experience 
that perfectly recreates every last 
emotional nuance of whatever 
music you choose to listen to. 

We are pioneers who are constantly 
developing new technologies to 
improve the quality of reproduced 
sound. Our unique approach to 
product design means that Rossini 
can anticipate and support new 
formats and innovations in audio.
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TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS

Type: Solid-state PCM digital-to-analogue converter/

preamplifier.

Digital Inputs: Two Coaxial, two Toslink, and one 

buffered USB class 1.0 or 2.0. 

Analogue Outputs: One stereo single-ended (via RCA 

jacks), one balanced (via XLR connectors). Both 

outputs have variable level operation. 

DAC Resolution/Supported Digital Formats: All PCM up 

to 192KS/s with word lengths up to 24-bits.

Frequency Response: 20Hz–20kHz, ± 0.1dB

Distortion (THD + Noise): < 0.001%, –100dB, 20Hz–20kHz 

non weighted

Output Voltage (DAC): 2Vrms at maximum 

(unbalanced), 4Vrms at maximum (balanced).

User Interface: IR remote handset.

Dimensions (H×W×D): 100 × 415 × 280mm

Weight: 8.6kg

Price: £7,000

Manufacturer: COS Engineering

URL: www.cosengineering.com

UK Distributor:  G-Point Audio

Tel: +44 (0)1435 86 55 40

URL: gpoint-audio.com  

that those of a more romantic bent would likely prefer to the 
visceral clarity of the Bryston. It did make me wonder about 
the feet though (!), so big spikes were installed and the D1 
sat upon small Bluehorizon damped receptors. This proved 
to be a better approach than the heavily damped pucks and 
injected a stronger sense of timing without undermining the 
subtlety of the DAC. Now it could do immediacy with greater 
effect and delivered more expansive soundstaging; in fact with 
better recordings there was acres of space and depth to enjoy.

I also contrasted it with the Primare PRE60 reviewed 
elsewhere in this issue – a more likely competitor given its 
functionality and price. The PRE60 also upped the ante in 
terms of power and definition, adding stronger dynamics in 
the process when driven by a USB source. The COS on the 
other hand sounds more composed and more interested 
in savouring the moment than riding the leading edge. The 
sax on Herbie Hancock’s version of ‘Ain’t Necessarily So’ 
[Gershwin’s World, Herbie Hancock, Verve] has great tone; it 
positively oozes out into the room with excellent stereo solidity. 
The tempo is steady and seems very natural and when the 
next piece comes on Joni Mitchell’s voice is beautiful, full of 
expression and nuance, fully reflecting the nature of Mitchell’s 
sound on one of her last recordings.

As a preamplifier the D1 is pretty good, though it can 
be bettered; taking its output up to a Townshend Allegri with 
the volume maxed does increase resolution quite obviously, 
but it’s no slouch on its own. I tried both balanced and 

single ended connections albeit with different power amps 
and got a good result in both cases. With a balanced hook 
up to an ATC P1 Laura Marling’s ‘Friends’ [Once I Was An 
Eagle, Virgin] revealed what must be all of its layers; there 
are not that many instruments on it but more than you might 
think. Led Zeppelin’s ‘Immigrant Song’ [LZ III, Atlantic] is very 
compressed by comparison, but there’s no avoiding the power 
and drive that this DAC delivers when the signal warrants it.

The COS D1 is a beautiful piece of equipment; it has 
the sort of finish that puts it firmly in the pride of ownership 
camp and the fact that it combines two of the key functions 
necessary in a high end system is very useful. The electronic 
design is almost as unique as the physical one and a lot of 
thought has gone into achieving a particular sound rather than 
tweaking with the output stage. Its character is in the marmite 
category; you’ll either let it lie or love it, and those looking to 
get to the heart of their digital libraries could well be in the 
latter camp. 
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BRANDS 
Acoustic Systems 
Analysis Plus 
Ansuz Acoustics 
Atacama 
Audience 
Bel Canto 
Chord Company 
Furutech  
HiDiamond 
Isotek 
Inakustik 
JEFF ROWLAND Design Group 
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Norma Audio Electronics 
Quantum QRT 
Raidho Acoustics 
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STAX earspeakers 
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Power supply upgrading 
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Audience speakers 
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Raidho Rack 
Bel Canto Electronics 
JEFF ROWLAND Design Group 
Norma Audio Electronics 
Scansonic Speakers 
STAX headphones 

DE-COUPLING 
CableSpike  
Cable Lift  
Darkz  
MiG's 
Panda Feet 
Sort Füt & Sort Kones  
 
MORE 
Firewire 
USB Cables 
Digital cables 
Optical cables 
HDMI 
ipod cables 
dCS Owners cable upgrades 
DIN cables 
Jumpers 
Sub woofer cables 
Auric Illuminator 
ECO 
Enhancement CDs 
Fuse upgrades 
Telos caps 
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Room Tuning Resonators 
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This is why we are called High End Cable 

Audience Au24SX range of speaker and interconnect cables 
Enhanced performance of SX cables is the result of sourcing higher purity OCC copper (6 
nines), a higher quality of XLPE (cross linked polyethylene) insulation as well as making ad-
justments to geometry. Numerous wire samples were produced and tested to achieve the 
greatest performance possible. Anyone who has been a fan of any Audience Au24*, Au24e* 
or Au24SE cables should be thrilled when they hear the new SX line.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
John McDonald, President of Audience says:  

"We are very proud of the new SX cable line. It represents the biggest transformation in cable 
performance ever achieved by Audience. Note that the SX speaker cables are heavier gauge. 
In comparison to the SE, the SX speaker cables are more relaxed yet more dynamic and have 

a richer tonal pallet. The RCA connectors are solder-free, and the XLR is a whole new  
dedicated true differential design for balanced components. Everyone who has tried the SX 

so far has been very impressed with the advancements we have achieved‘’. 

 
1m pair Au24SX RCA interconnects only £1,495.00. with an extra £250.00 per 0.5m pair 
1m pair Au24SX XLR interconnects only £1,995.00 with an extra £350.00 per 0.5m pair 

2m pair Au24SX Speaker cables only £2,495.00 with an extra £450.00 per 1m pair  

If you wish to upgrade to any of the Audience range of cables, High End Cable will take your 
quality Hi-fi cables in part exchange. 

 

 

 

 

Au24SE  Cable Range                            OHNO Cable Range               adeptResponce Conditioners 

 
All Audience cables are available through High End Cable but if you prefer to use your local 
dealer please ask them to contact us. 

* Discontinued lines.  See our second hand page for end of line bargains. 
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The Audio Consultants
Reading, RG7 8JN

0118 9819891
audioconsultants.co.uk

Cool Gales
Bath, BA6 2LU
01225 478400
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MCRU
Huddersfield, HD1 4SB

01484 540561
mcru.co.uk

www. soundfowndations.co.uk

Contact

0118 9814238

info@soundfowndations.co.uk
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O
n the one hand, this is 
a review of the REL T/9i 
subwoofer. On the other 
hand, this is a review of the 
REL T/9i subwoofer. Because 

this is a review of two REL T/9i subwoofers. 
More specifically, this is a survey of how most 
people get deep bass very wrong, and how a 
pair of well-integrated RELs are the exception.

Let’s start with the T/9i itself. The top dog 
in REL’s new core T/i series, the T/9i is a solid 
square piano gloss cube with a new front 
firing 254mm long-throw drive unit with a steel 
chassis and a large inverted dust cap. This 
is joined by a matching 254mm downward 
firing passive radiator. Adding depth to the 
cabinet makes the cabinets act like a concert 
hall, designed to properly dissipate rather than 
propagate the back wave.

Additional cabinet wall mass was needed 
to keep up with the new drivers and so these 
cabinets are now a full 25mm wall thickness, 
which accounts for the tremendous solidity 
one hears in the sound of a T/9i. The rear 
of the T/9i is taken up by a panel containing 
the 300 W amplifier with high and low-level 
inputs, a high-level output, and controls for 
volume and crossover point. Traditionally, 
home cinema users run a line level phono 
cable to the low/LFE input, while audiophiles 
run a high level input from the speaker 
terminals to a Neutrik Speakon connector. 
This cable is supplied, and is typically 
connected at the loudspeaker end using 
three flying wires that connect to both of the 
left and right positive loudspeaker terminals 
and one of the negative terminals. An 
uncompressed wireless ‘Arrow’ connection 
is also available at a premium. Ignoring 
Arrow, adding a second subwoofer means 
tying together the left and right positive flying 
leads, and using this connector more like a 

REL T/9i subwoofer(s)
by Alan Sircom

EQUIPMENT REVIEW

conventional loudspeaker cable. So the right subwoofer is connected to the 
right channel, and what’s left is left. You know what you’re getting with REL; 
a fast, taut, and deep bass that manages to keep up with the speed of your 
loudspeakers. Unlike most subs, REL goes after the precision and subtlety in 
bass, rather than quantity and level. This is what makes the brand so attractive 
to audiophiles; rather than simply adding more bass, these subs simply add 
an underpinning of bass reinforcement, allowing the loudspeakers to act more 
openly and engagingly in the upper registers. Paradoxically, a well set up REL 
may end up producing a sense of less bass, but the degree of control it offers 
over the bass entirely justifies its inclusion. The T/9i extends that authority and 
control over the bass, however it is also powerful enough to lessen that sense 
of losing bass energy. The T/9i – put simply – is your loudspeakers, but more 
so. Everything you like about your speakers is heightened; typically opening 
out the midrange detail, and adding a heightened sense of presence in the 
upper registers.

You would think, then, that adding a second T/9i would extend the bass 
and open out the midrange still further, and to an extent it does just that. 

 

  61  ISSUE 135

61,63 HIFI+135 REL_TEAM.indd   61 13/04/2016   09:28



D5.1

Raidho_D5.1_HiFi_Issue 135.indd   1 01/04/16   11:0362 Raidho_210x297_HiFi_135.indd   62 11/04/2016   10:39



However, the action of placing two well-engineered subs in the room seems 
to act on the room itself. A lot of the room-generated problems in audio fall 
into the sub 200Hz region, and typically require bass traps to tame the lower 
frequencies. These, it must be said, are often large and not what you might call 
domestically friendly. Placing an active device that works in precisely that sub-
200Hz region that works to control that part of the output has a transforming 
effect on the sound of your system. And even two of them are small enough 
not to dominate the room.

This works by installing the T/9i in precisely the places where traditionally 
you shouldn’t place loudspeakers – the corners of the room. It also works by 
very careful listening tests, and having the testicular fortitude to be able to 
own two £900 boxes that you turn down to the point where they are all but 
inaudible. And it’s here where things go wrong for most systems, and why subs 
get a poor rap in the audio world. The idea of a subwoofer as bass tamer and 
active room treatment device seems counter intuitive, and the temptation to 
set a pair of subs up by using organ music, cinematic explosions, or dubstep 
is almost unavoidable. But do that and you will invariably set the T/9i (or any 
other sub) too high. 

Staying with the counter intuitive, you should do this more considered 
setting up procedure even if the sole purpose of buying the subs was to satisfy 
your basshead desires. Ultimately the REL T/9i duo are bringing more bass to 
the system, but they are also bringing control; so those deep bass notes will 
have more energy, more clearly defined ‘shape’, and greater texture. OK, so 
you will probably end up with the subs set higher than most people, but going 
through the process is rewarding and produces a better bass than simply 
turning everything up to 11 and judging bass by the number of loosened 
screws and evacuated bowels.

To install this way, play something more subtle and simply recorded 
that you know well – James Taylor is surprisingly good for this, because his 
recordings are usually quite sparse, yet well recorded with good, but not 
exaggerated bass – and listen out for the tonality of the midrange voices and 
instruments. There is a Goldilocks point between where the subs are adding 
just too much thickness to the lower midrange and when their action becomes 
almost completely inaudible, and when you hear it, it’s like your room just 
got bigger and your loudspeakers just got more accurate and insightful. This 
applies unilaterally: if £1,800 worth of subwoofers can improve more than 
£20,000 worth of Wilson Duette 2, you know they are on to something. 

Whether it was ‘running in’ or my ears needing time to adapt to the new 
soundfield,  I found turning the T/9i subwoofers down a notch a couple of weeks 
after the first install was hugely beneficial, because it brought the system into an 
even tighter Goldilocks spot. At which point, a lot of the bass boom in the room 
seemed curtailed and the loudspeakers could get on with just doing their job.

TECHNICAL SPECIFICATION

Type: active subwoofer

Inputs: Hi Level Neutrik Speakon, 

Low level single LFE phono

Output: low level single LFE phono

Drivers: 1× 254mm long-throw woofer 

with inverted dust cap, 1× 254mm 

passive radiator

Power output: 300W (RMS), Class AB

Controls: High and low level controls, 

crossover frequency cut-off, 

0°/180° phase switch

Dimensions (H×W×D): 387×330×407mm

Weight: 18.7kg

Price: £899

Manufactured by: REL Acoustics

URL: www.rel.net

Tel: +44 (0)1656  768777

REL’s T/9i is an excellent subwoofer for 
the audiophile. It’s capable of making big 
bass noises, but is also more than capable 
of freeing up the loudspeakers and liberating 
them from the dictatorship of the room. While 
there is no substitute for huge bass traps and 
other room treatments, a pair of T/9i get you 
most of the way there without the domestic 
angst room treatment can cause. Highly 
recommended. 

“The action of placing two well-engineered 
subs in the room seems to act on the 
room itself.”
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I
nitium sounds like the sort of name an advertising agency from the 1990s 
might use, but in fact it’s a bold new departure from IsoTek. Initium is designed 
to bring the company’s EVO3 performance to a new affordable level. 

This is not the first time IsoTek undercut itself to release a great power 
cord at a good price; EVO3 Premier uses an FEP dielectric, 40 strands of 

silver-plated OFC form the three 2mm diameter conductors, an RFI-busting 
rotational twist in the construction, a cotton filter, a dinner service, a fondue 
set, 24ct gold plating, a cuddly toy, and a nifty PVC jacket. Some elements of 
that list might have come from classic British Saturday night TV of the 1970s. 
That resulted in a truly high-performance power cord coming in just under 
the £100 mark. 

EVO3 Initium uses the same OFC conductors, without the silver plating, 
moves from FEP to PE dielectric, and uses nickel plating in place of 24ct 
gold on the terminations. In the process, it has allowed IsoTek to effectively 
double each production run, bringing the cost of each cable down to a more 
manageable £70. IsoTek has instigated a ‘no swapsies’ rule – the cable is pre-
terminated with moulded terminals at both ends, and comes in a 1.5m length 
and a standard C15 IEC only. Initium is also a shiny emerald green colour with 
sparkly green IsoTek logos embedded in the IEC plug. And unlike many lower 
cost audiophile power cords, it doesn’t smell like a cheap plastic raincoat.

Initium has to contend with a host of rivals, and be good enough to 
overcome the ‘screw it, I’ll just use the one that came in the box’ black cord 
default. It will end up being used with components that might cost a few 
hundred to a few thousand pounds, and will also be one of the first ‘trial’ power 
cords for the sceptical. That’s a tough list of jobs for one mains lead.

Fortunately, EVO3 Initium is more than 
up for the task. Lower cost audiophile power 
cords have a habit of either packing too 
much RFI treatment into the mix (making 
for potentially quieter backgrounds, but at 
the expense of dynamic freedom) or sound 
immediately exciting by seemingly filtering the 
bottom end to make the top sound exciting. 
Initium, instead, plays a longer game, with an 
absence of sonic signature and a good sense 
of dynamic freedom on integrated and smaller 
power amps. Initium also shows up just how 
inconsistent give-away power cords can be, 
by simply sounding like the device should 
sound. In the context of a demanding high-
end system, there are better power cords in 
the IsoTek range and the limitations begin to 
show in dynamic foreshortening. But this isn’t 
meant for high-end powerhouses; it’s meant 
for people with really good affordable audio 
equipment who want to give that system a 
more consistent performance.

IsoTek’s EVO3 Initium is now our all-
rounder default mains cable choice, and 
comes highly recommended as a result. 

IsoTek EVO3 Initium 
power cord by Alan Sircom

EQUIPMENT REVIEW

SPECIFICATIONS

IsoTek EVO3 Initium

Available in UK, EU, US, AU, and CH 

power plugs, C15 IEC socket only 

Price: £69.95/1.5m cable

Manufactured by: IsoTek Systems:

URL: www.isoteksystems.com

Distributed in the UK by: 

Sound Fowndations:

URL: www.soundfowndations.co.uk

Tel: +44 (0)118 981 4238
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Entreq Grounding
Innovation

Entreq have been pioneering signal grounding since 1999 . Over the past 16 years they have established an
understanding and a level of knowledge in this unique field that up until recently no other audio or
electronics manufacturer had either taken time to explore , understand or even deem worthy of research .
This puts Entreq in the enviable position , certainly in the audio industry , of being the leader rather than the
follower in this arena .

Ground Box

Something to establish is that Entreq’s use of the term Ground does not directly relate to or mean ‘Primary
Earth’ i.e. what you would understand as your ‘Protective Earth’ for your mains electricity . Entreq Ground
Boxes are not designed to substitute or replace the protective ground found in your home . The function of
the Entreq Ground Box is to present itself as an attractive destination for high frequency noise , stray
voltages and the various issues induced by magnetic field effects . This pollution is littered across the
system and is always present . Different systems attract , generate and produce different levels and types
of noise ! This is why Entreq offer a selection of Ground Boxes to suit every system and budget .

Get Connected

You now need to connect your Ground Box to your equipment !

Establishing a connection to your hifi system with an Entreq Grounding Box couldn’t be simpler . Entreq
make a range of Ground Cables called Ertha Cables that attach to any free and available connection on any
product connected to your system . Connections currently catered for include : RCA , XLR , USB , BNC and
RJ45 . On the other end of the Ertha Cable is a spade termination that attaches to the Ground Box itself . As
per the Ground Boxes these Ertha cables come in a range of levels ; offering the end user the ability to
closely match the right combination of both Ground Box and Ertha Cable to obtain optimal performance .

Generally the key component to Ground first is often the product at the centre or hub of your system ,
whether that is your Pre-amplifier, Integrated amplifier or Dac/pre . Next you should consider a source
component ; either your CD player / DAC , Streamer , Phono stage etc .

Once connected to your system the improvements are usually noticeable within minutes however the
grounding process will continue to evolve . After approximately 24 hours you will in most cases have
obtained the  optimal result . It is not uncommon to hear continual Improvements up to and beyond 72
hours !

Please feel free to visit : www.entreq.com for further information on Entreq .

Please find a list of experienced UK Dealers : http://www.entreq.co.uk/dealers.html

This is not Voodoo or Black Magic it is primarily an in depth understanding of Physics , magnetic field
technology and the experience of combining these disciplines .

In service to the music - Entreq

Entreq

www.entreq.co.uk          info@entreq.co.uk          01234 924242          07545 681680

Energy transforming equipment

Entreq
Energy transforming equipment

ENTREQ STOCKISTS

Acoustic Arts … (Bedfordshire)… www.acousticarts.co.uk … 01582 485316

Audio Destination … (Devon) … www.audiodestination.co.uk … 01884 243584

Brian and Trevors … (Manchester) … www.brianandtrevors.com …0161 7664837

Future Shop …(London) … www.futureshop.co.uk …0208 905 1555

Lotus HiFi … (London) … www.lotus34or.net … 07887 852513

Martins HiFi … (Norfolk) … www.martinshifi.co.uk … 01603 627010

Rayleigh Hifi … (Essex) … www.rayleighhifi.com … 01268 779762

Sonic Synergy … (London) … www.sonicsynergy.co.uk … 07946 577374

Sonic Synergy … (Swansea) … www.sonicsynergy.co.uk … 07971 849474

Studio AV … (Berkshire) … www.studioav.co.uk … 01753 863300

www.entreq.co.uk          info@entreq.co.uk          01234 924242          07545 681680

Introducing the ES Pad

Nature is the best constructor ! That’s why at Entreq we try to build in the same way . The result is a
natural sound and a flow in the music that is seldom heard . With the design of the ES Pad we have
focused on the transfer of very high frequency vibrations & energy . In our design process we found
that this area of the frequency spectrum had a far greater influence on actual sound quality than we
would have ever thought possible .
The ES Pad is barely 35mm high and incorporates a threaded multi faceted hard acrylic base , with a
mineral filled soft Pad making direct contact with the equipment itself . This Isolates the equipment
from the foundation of what ever it is sited upon , while the direct contact of the Pad to the
equipment drains away high frequency energy and vibrations through the mineral mixture itself ,
converting this energy into a harmless low level heat .

For more information on the ES Pad and it’s performance please contact Entreq UK or one of our
Stockists .
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H
iFiMAN has been at the forefront 
of planar magnetic headphone 
technology for many years. Several of 
its headphones have been featured 
prominently here in Hi-Fi+ by our own 

Chris Martens. Recently HiFiMAN and its creative 
leader, Dr. Fang Bian, have been competing tooth and 
nail with a handful of other top-rated manufacturers 
in the high end arena and to say they can hold their 
own is an understatement. The company’s current 
flagship HE1000’s are without question one of the top 
headphones at any price in the market today. While it 
is exciting to see how far up the sonic mountain these 
top of the line products can reach, for most headphone 
aficionado’s these prices are prohibitive. Enter the 
HE400S. Priced at an affordable £249/$299, these 
comfortable and easy to drive new headphones 
are just the ticket to get a taste of champagne 
on a sparkling water budget.

When it comes to government 
spending there is some question to how 
effective trickle down theories have 
been. However, in the headphone 
world, they work very well thank 
you. The HE400S benefits from 
many of the innovations created for 
the HE1000’s and Edition X high 
end headphones. Notably, drivers 
drivers are derived from the latest 
planar technology, which allows a 
faster moving low-mass diaphragm that 
achieves a frequency response to 35kHz 
at only 22 ohms. This means a modest 
amp can drive the HE400S. A modest amp? 
Like a smartphone? Yes! A smartphone is more 
than capable of driving them to reasonable levels, 
without the headphones being sonically compromised. 
You can leave the stack at home. The HE400S are also 
very light, coming in at a modest 350g. The full-sized, fully 
adjustable ear cups allow for hours of comfortable listening and 

HiFiMAN HE400S Planar 
Magnetic Headphones
by Eric Neff

EQUIPMENT REVIEW
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the headband takes its cue from the aforementioned HE1000’s in design and 
function allowing you to customize the fit as needed. 

If all this is similar to the higher end model, what is missing? Premium 
materials for one thing. They also do not offer the nanometer thick membrane 
for the driver found in the company’s top designs. However, lessons learned 
in making high-end headphones like the HE1000 influenced the HE400S’ 
tech significantly, albeit in a more utilitarian way. While the HE400s sports 
less expensive materials, nothing subtracts from the listening experience. It 
is not cheaply built either; solid aluminium for the headband frame and a nice 
quality artificial leather for the comfortable headband. The ear pads are also a 
man made material. I found them well made and comfortable for long listening 
sessions. I did not experience that hot sweaty feeling you get from material that 
may be soft but does not breathe well. The user guide says HiFiMAN spent 
many hours in the development of these detachable and replaceable pads, and 
it is clear the time was well spent. The outer ring is an attractive matted silver 
finish on aluminium. The entire physical presentation is clean and well finished 
and reflects the high build quality expected from a top brand. 

The HE400S also differs from its close cousin, the HE-400i, by offering 
lower impedance (22 ohms vs 35 ohms), less weight (by 20g), and higher 
efficiency (98dB vs. 93dB). Essentially, the newer HE400S are designed for the 
on the go listener who wants the speed and clarity of planar magnetics without 

bringing a stack of amps along for the ride. 
No harm that they cost a lot less than their 
cousins!

Upon receipt of the headphones I 
noticed the manual recommended 150 hours 
of break in. I plugged them into my Simaudio 
Moon Neo 430 HA reference headphone 
amplifier, fired up Roon server, and then went 
on the road for a week of business travel. 
Upon my return, I started off with the Moon 
Neo amp plugging into the single ended 
6.35mm jack and fired up a long time favorite, 
‘Take It Easy’ from The Eagles Greatest Hits 
[CD Elektra NY, NY. 1976]. I was immediately 
struck by the directness of the attack on the 
opening guitar strumming on the steel strings, 
which was appropriately bright and clean. 
The soundstage of this multi singer track was 
broad and displayed the breadth of the stage 
and the correct and identifiable positioning 
of the artists. The bass guitar providing the 
low end momentum had authority and mass 
without being overly boomy. The banjo 
was crisp and had the twang as expected. 
This was a good start to the evening. A top 
amp can reveal shortcomings in a low end 
headphone. The HE400S scaled nicely and 
offered an excellent presentation well beyond 
a typical modestly priced headphone.

Turning to tubes I switched to my Cary 
SLI-80 Ultimate Mod amp in triode mode. 
This amp is switchable between Triode and 
Ultralinear modes. I have it upgraded with 
VCaps, Hexfreds, and Vishay resistors, 
along with a selection of Golden Lion and 
Northern Electric tubes. When you switch 
to headphones from speakers the amp 
provides the full tube circuit with a resistor to 
step down the power to appropriate levels. I 
queued up Sting’s ‘Send Your Love’ from the 
Sacred Love album [A&M Records, SACD 
Santa Monica, CA. 2003]. Using my Denon 

“Lessons learned in making those high-end headphones like the 
HE1000 influenced the HE400S tech significantly.”
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Derby:  Musicraft
Edinburgh: Loud & Clear
Kent:  Igloo Audio
London:	 Sonata	Hifi

Hegel:  www.hegel.com

HEGEL H160 - audio amplifier with AirPlay and dlna-streaming 
 
The new integrated amplifier from Hegel is one of the most versatile and well sounding music 
reproducers on the market. It enables you to connect all kinds of analogue or digital sources, 
even streaming with Apple AirPlay or DLNA - and uses Hegel’s proprietary technology to 
make AirPlay and DLNA streaming sound better than you thought possible. 
The H160 is a virtual power house, with 2*150 watts and a very stable design. This might be 
the only high end piece of electronics you need in your system. 

EarPlay
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DVD-5900 as the transport, this was an excellent opportunity to see what the 
HE400S could do. My first impression was ‘clean’; there was no grain between 
notes, and clarity between notes and instruments. Castanets were crisp and 
concise. Drums and conga were perfectly defined and correctly placed across 
the stage. The impact of the hand on the drum head had the correct character 
of contact. There was a terrific sense of soundstage, too. I have listened to 
many headphones with £1,000+ price tags that felt closed in. The depth and 
scale was there with the HE400S. Combined with that clarity, the HE400S 
made an impressive showing and before I knew it I had listened to the entire 
disc. At the end of the day, I love music more than I like to review gear, and 
sometimes when a piece of gear overachieves, you just get lost in the moment. 

It is gratifying to find a lower cost headphone that is able to hold its own 
when plugged into aspirational components. Both the Cary and the Simaudio 
Moon gear would be among the top picks within their respective categories with 
prices to match. In these first listening sessions, the HE400S played its part in 
the high quality delivery of music. In each session the HE400S was able deliver 
the clarity and scale worthy of the top-end gear throughout the chain. This ability 

to scale when paired with higher quality gear 
is something that I do not find often and for 
me it is a highly desirable trait in any piece of 
gear. Few of us can just go out and buy a new 
rig from front to back in one go. We need gear 
that can either hold its own as we upgrade, or 
be able to participate fully in whatever chain 
we have built over time with our hard earned 
money. The HE400S provide impressive 
results without breaking the bank. Add to that 
the comfort factor for long listening sessions 
and I could certainly spend many an enjoyable 
afternoon deep into my music.

It was time to get portable. Next up was 
the highly regarded Questyle QP1R Digital 
Audio Player (DAP). The QP1R offers a full 
Class A current mode amplification system 
and the ability to play PCM or DSD while 
on the go. It also offers three gain levels 
to adapt from sensitive in ear monitors to 
larger less efficient full sized headphones. 
It is also the best sound quality regardless 
of price I have heard for a portable player. 
I plugged in the 3.5mm cable and selected 
Disturbed’s album Immortalized and the 
bands haunting rendition of ‘The Sound 
of Silence’ [HDTracks 24/48 AIFF Reprise 
Records 2015]. David Draiman’s deep 
baritone opens backed by a piano played 
behind him in a larger room. The echo and 
decay of the piano’s notes were clear with 
clean decay never smearing or washing 
out. You receive the sense of scale from 
the large room. As the strings began to 
come in you could easily distinguish each 
section. Cymbals shimmered brightly then 
faded off appropriately to nothing. (Did I 
mention these headphones go to 35 KHz?) 
As the volume rose and more instruments 
come in, each maintained its own place as 
they accompanied David’s surging vocals. 
Tympani provide a powerful end to this 

“Add to that the comfort factor for long listening sessions and I could 
certainly spend many an enjoyable afternoon deep into my music.”
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All amplifiers are not 
created equal.

For more information and a professional demonstration on Jeff Rowland products please contact one of these dealers:

Audio Consultants   0118 981 9891 High End Cable   01775 761880   Phase 3 Audio           01903 245577
DB Hi-Fi          07894 136334                   

Distributed by: Signature Audio Systems 07738 007776  www.jeffrowlandgroup.com

“To say the Continuum S2 
comes highly recommended is 
putting it mildly – this is the kind 
of amplifier I could happily live 
with and never feel the need to 
upgrade ever again”  

Alan Sircom – Editor HiFi Plus

“This is an impressive amplifier that can 
be highly recommended to audiophiles 
wishing to build a luxurious system 
without having to auction the family 
jewels. I loved it to bits!” 

 John Bamford - HiFi News625 S2 power amp

Continuum S2
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“The Studio in your living room. The Graham Audio
  LS5/9 resets the bar for two way speakers...
  Buy once, buy for life.”
   Jan-Erik Nordoen (Son & Image Magazine)

A U D I OA U D I O

Birch Ply Cabinet � Hand Upholstered Internally � Magnetic Grille Cover
‘Diaphnatone’ VOLT Mid/Bass Translucent Driver � Trafolyte EQ Plate

Aluminium Tweeter Guard � Original British Design
Handcrafted in Great Britian with all British/European Components

Available in Cherry and Rosewood

THE LS5/9.  ACCURATE, TRANSPARENT AUDIO REPRODUCTION
clarity by design

“ ...so good 
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Untitled-1   1 15/1/15   15:14:31

 

  74  ISSUE 135

74 AdPage_HiFi_135.indd   74 11/04/2016   10:42



TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS 

Type: Circumaural, open-back, planar 

magnetic headphone

Drivers: Full-range, low-mass, planar 

magnetic drivers

Frequency response: 20Hz–35kHz 

Impedance: 22 Ohms nominal 

Sensitivity: 98dB

Connector: 3.5mm/6.35mm

Cable: Detachable 1.5m

Weight: 350g

Price: £249, $299

Manufactured by: HiFiMAN

URL: www.hifiman.com

Tel: +1 201 443 4626

amazing interpretation of the Simon and 
Garfunkel classic. 

A couple of observations. First, the 
available volume was more than I would 
ever want to listen to for any prolonged 
period. The Questyle DAP offered plenty of 
power for the HS400S. Even at the low gain 
setting, there was plenty of power for comfortable 
listening levels. At high gain and at near full power 
it was very loud but not distorted or of poor quality. 
Second, the pairing had excellent synergy and would 
make a remarkably portable rig. However, I would 
also surmise the sonic quality exceeds most listener’s 
current rigs today, and the total cost of the DAP and 
headphones is in the £1,000 mark. Certainly not throwaway 
money, but nothing like the price of the top priced DAP’s and 
headphones people travel with today. I have travelled with similar sized top 
of the line headphones and amps, and this presentation definitely can hold its 
own against much higher priced fare.

My final listening session came with with the most expected pairing, the 
HE400S and my iPhone 6S+. Leading the playlist was ‘A Change is Gonna 
Come’ from Seal’s album 7 [iTunes AIFF 16/44.1 Warner Bros. 2008]. Having 
just heard the HE400S paired with top level high-end gear, it was interesting to 
listen to this more utilitarian pairing. First, the quality of the HE400S revealed 
the shortcomings of the iPhone as a DAP. It was outclassed by the Questyle 
by a wide margin. The key is that the clarity and transparency of the HiFiMAN 
planar magnetic technology proved revealing to the lesser sonic quality of the 
Apple device as a source. Not that it was bad, but there were edges to the 
presentation that the other gear was able to remove or not introduce into 
the song. The soundstage in particular was more closed in and there was a 
brightness to the sonics that would indicate a lower quality DAC providing the 
conversion back to analogue. 

High quality equipment has the benefit of offering a great presentation 
or the downside of revealing lesser quality along the chain. There was no 
challenge with volume. I was operating at about 70% of maximum and had no 
desire to push it higher. HiFiMAN’s claim of efficiency and amenable impedance 
were easily supported by this listening session. To be fair, the presentation was 
easily as good as any I have heard when sourcing from an iPhone. Plus, the 
iPhone is designed to do far more than simply source music. Yet from a music 
delivery perspective it was the weak link alongside the £240 HE400S. Given 
its ability to scale with state of the art gear and its ability to be driven with no 
compromise in volume on something as ubiquitous as a smart phone it has 

proven to be an effective performer in any 
audio setting. Given its reasonable price point 
we may have a new value-based headphone 
champion. It is called the HiFiMAN HE400S, 
and I suggest you try it as soon as you can. 
Highly recommended! 

“Given its reasonable price point 
we may have a new value-based 
headphone champion.”
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www.scvdistribution.co.uk 
Distributed exclusively in the UK by SCV Distribution.
Please call for your nearest dealer on 03301 222500
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B
ack in March, the Hi-Fi+ listening room was 
given the Synergistic treatment. Ted Denney of 
Synergistic Research flew over for a few days 
to walk us through a range of the company’s 
system enhancement devices, from mild to wild. 

We thought this was the kind of thing that could be summed 
up in a few pages. 

Wrong!
First, though, a polite suggestion: if you are deeply 

committed to the audio objectivist cause, look away now! A lot 
of what transpires over this and subsequent features follows 
so different an epistemic foundation to your world view, all this 
will do is upset and aggravate you. Because the stakes are 

so low (to the best of my knowledge, no one has died of too 
much – or too little – Synergistic Research treatment), heated 
battles over observational methodology are as inevitable as 
they are unwelcome. 

Nevertheless, we’ll start at what is possibly the least 
contentious – and newest – aspect of the whole Synergistic 
approach: UEF, or Unified Energy Field, technology panels 
and treatment pads, the HFT (high-frequency transducer) 
dots, and the Black Box bass control. All of these are entirely 
passive treatments designed to be placed in specific positions 
around the listening room (or in the case of the HFT, in specific 
locations on your loudspeaker). These panels and dots are 
designed to enhance the performance of a system, and not 

Synergistic Research 
system tuning (part 1) by Alan Sircom

FEATURE
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replace any component or room treatment. In a previous 
iteration (before the UEF equipment rolled out), the HFT dots 
were also placed around the room in the same proscribed 
locations now used by the UEF pads and panels, but now they 
are specifically used on the loudspeaker; they have a similar 
effect, but the new UEF dots are coin sized and easier to affix 
to a wall, while the HFT dots are more like tiny cylinders, blu-
tacked to the speaker and stand proud by about half an inch. 

The UEF panels (roughly the size of an A4 picture frame) 
are first up. The first sits on the rear wall behind and exactly 
between the loudspeakers, half way up the wall. If the system 
is set equidistant in the room that means placing the panel 
dead centre of the wall behind the loudspeakers, then follow 
the same plan on the wall behind your ears, and then on 
the side walls. In a larger room, or with electrostatic panel 
loudspeakers, more UEF panels are required, typically in the 
corners of the room; our room was fine with four panels, but 
depending on size and construction, as many as ten could be 
used. It’s wise to listen to the system before and immediately 
after installing these UEF panels. The difference is marked, 
significantly increasing definition, precision, soundstage size, 
and overall focus. The room seems calmer, too, more like ‘the 
peacefulness of the great outdoors’ than ‘we just turned the 
air-conditioner off’.

Now come the UEF pads. These also fit in predetermined 
positions in the room, although there is more scope for fine-
tuning within these positions to find the optimum position for 
the best possible sound. These work with the larger panels 
to accurately focus the soundstage in the room, while also 
reducing the influence of some of the room’s more inglorious 
effects. These work along the walls and ceiling and you can 
quickly rack up dozens of coin-sized pads around the room. 
They even work on cable terminals! Fortunately, they are some 

of the least obtrusive performance enhancers in the audio 
business, so they pass domestic criteria unscathed. Once 
again, as with the UEF panels, the effect of this treatment 
is to simply improve the overall performance of the system 
in consistent ways; the bass gets tauter, the midrange more 
distinct, and the top end has more clarity and precision. 
Vocals step out from the mix and are more articulate. It’s like 
taking your system and bringing out the best in it. What’s really 
surprising is just how much it improves even a modest system 
– we had a good system (Lyngdorf CD transport into a Nagra 
HD DAC and SST Son of Ampzilla II power amplifier) with 
fairly good ProAc Response floorstanders and by the end of 
the session, they were sounding an order of magnitude better 
than they did at the start.

Now to the HFTs. These little metal cylinders are used 
next to transducers and ports on your loudspeakers, as 
well as one dot along the mid-section of any length of the 
loudspeaker cabinet. So, you will likely end up with one HFT 
close to any driver, one near any rear port, and one each on 
the side and top faces of each loudspeaker. And listen again, 
and once more the sound is just more realistic and ‘there’ in 
the room. Some major headscratching will take place at this 
point, because you start to realise just how far you’ve pushed 
your already good system, and you start wondering just how 
deep this rabbit hole goes.

This treatment system has proved popular with some 
studio engineers, who use it in tandem with lots of acoustic 
treatment to improve the resolution in the studio and control 
room. It’s more of a backroom thing, but one that has 
contributed to the quality of Grammy winning studios and 
recording engineers. 

The difficulty with this kind of equipment is not explaining 
the end result – that’s actually the simple part; it makes 
your system sound better in specific and predictable ways 
described above. The problem comes with explaining ‘how’ 
and ‘why’ it does what it does. The pads look like they have 
a sandwich construction, with a sticky plastic back, a fabric 
covering, and some kind of darker material that constitutes 
the UEF ‘stuff’. The HFT dots look like little aluminium cylinders 
with a cone shaped space at the top of the cylinder. The UEF 
panels look like black picture frames where someone forgot 
the picture. That’s all fine. What they do is work on frequencies 

“It’s like taking your system and 
bringing out the best in it.”
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CONTACT DETAILS

Synergistic Research, Inc.

URL: www.synergisticresearch.com

Tel: Within the United States: +1 (800) 578-6489

Outside the United States: +1 (949) 476-0000

Distributed in the UK by: Electromod

URL: www.electromod.co.uk

Tel: +44 (0)1494 956558

beyond human hearing and energy fields beyond our 
perception, which echo back into the purview of our relatively 
limited sensorium. How they do that is one of Synergistic’s 
trade secrets.

Note that although we have added panels, pads, and dots 
around the room, and now on the loudspeakers and speaker 
terminals, everything thus far has been a passive treatment, 
and has no direct electrical interaction with the system itself. 
And there is still one more step to make before we begin to 
go down that route (which will be the subject of a ‘Part 2’ for 
a future issue). Now we introduce… the Black Box.

This, as the name suggests, is a black box sitting on 
three spikes designed to sit in between and just in front of 
your loudspeakers, at least a metre from the rear wall. It has 
no active components so there are no plugs or batteries. 
According to Denney, this is a low frequency stabiliser in a 
resonator array designed to solve bass node issues, although 
by conventional acoustics models, the device needed to 
successfully achieve this goal would be about 20 times larger. 

Conventional acoustics be damned, this thing works! 
The bass is less wayward, with bass notes having a distinct 
beginning, middle, and end, and a level of pitch precision 
that simply wasn’t there before. Despite a loudspeaker that – 
although very good – is not a full-range design in the high-end 
sense, it developed the sort of low-end authority and credibility 
that normally only comes with full-range loudspeakers. But 
perhaps more importantly, this brought the bottom end into 
line with the effects the UEF and HFT materials had on the 

mid and upper registers. Suddenly, the Synergistic name 
didn’t sound so far-fetched; there was a synergy across 
the frequency range that rarely happens in audio unless the 
system is extremely well sorted.

These tuning systems seem universal in their benefit, 
something they have in common with conventional room 
treatment, but that tying everything together is something 
that usually only happens with very well sorted audiophile 
equipment, or paradoxically very cheap audio systems that 
don’t get in the way of the music. That Synergistic is bringing 
the system up to the mark is well worth seeking out.

Our next step is to cross the threshold into the active 
domain, with Synergistic’s Tranquillity Base active platforms, 
grounding, Atmosphere systems, tuning blocks, and the big 
‘reveal’ regarding prices. To be continued… 

“There was a synergy across the frequency range that rarely happens 
in audio unless the system is extremely well sorted.”
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The new PRO version of this world renown ultrasonic LP cleaner
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Ultra clean LPs produce a larger soundstage, have more detail, 
and reduce stylus wear

New colour options available in addition to standard grey: black, 
white and red

£2095 please see our website for further details

info@audioconsultants.co.uk     
4 Zephyr House    Calleva Park    Aldermaston    Berkshire    RG7 8JN    UK   

AC/95

7387-AudConsultants-ad-95-hph.indd   1 07/03/2016   17:48

82 AudioConsultants_210x297_HiFi_135.indd   82 12/04/2016   14:37



O
ne of the best-known hi-�  
store groups in the country, 
Audio T plays a pivotal role 
in the shaping of the tastes 
and interests of music lovers 

and audio enthusiasts in the UK. Starting 
way back in 1966, the company has grown 
from strength to strength over the years, 
and the 14-store chain is a cornerstone of 
the annual Bristol Sound & Vision show held 
every February.

We spoke to Kev Starkie, Audio  T’s 
General Manager about the Audio T group, 
and his and the company’s take on all things 
music, audio, and video:

I guess a lot has changed since Audio T 
was � rst founded in 1966?
Well, England hasn’t won another World 
Cup since! Audio T has entered its 50th 
year this year and over that time, it has seen 
the products and trends of the Audio and 
Audio-Video industry change, and eventually 
merge into the diverse industry we see 
today. But as much as there is signi� cant 
change, a lot stays the same, too: many of 
our staff have been with Audio T for more 
than 20 years and our directors have been 
around for more years than I feel comfortable 
disclosing! This gives us a unique view not 
only on the business in a wider context, but 
also on what makes a great system. All the 
products we stock have been chosen to give 
our customers the best possible experience. 

What brands/products do you stock?
As a group, we keep a core range, but in each 
store the brands that we hold are products 
that time and time again we are asked for! 
So, in no speci� c order: Naim, Rega , B&W, 
PMC, Marantz, Chord Company, AudioQuest, 
Pro-ject and Arcam. The models change from 

Audio T
by The Hi-Fi+ Team

MEET YOUR DEALER

Portsmouth

Brentwood

Preston
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“Audio T has entered its 
50th year this year and 
over that time, it has 
seen the products and 
trends of the Audio and 
Audio-Video industry 
change.”

Swindon

BristolBrighton

Oxford
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store to store, and we also have brands that 
are not shared as they fit an individual store’s 
existing customer base, so we can get the 
right product with the right customer.

What inspired you to get into 
the industry?   
For most of us music is a big part of our lives 
even if we don’t realise it and I was so keen to 
get into it as soon as possible. I started work 
on Saturdays at a store in Bristol at the tender 
age of 14 as I was so young most of my time 
was taken up with fitting mains plugs to kit as 
by all accounts that’s all I was trusted with. 
The Directors, however, started way earlier 
than I did.

What music do you listen to when 
doing a demo? 
I have a specific track I use for set up, which 
is ‘The Ballad of the Runaway Horse’ by 
Jennifer Warnes (from Rob Wasserman’s 
Duets album), after which I have numerous 
tracks from acoustic guitar to full blown bass 
tracks to see if the system is well balanced 
and timing well.

What is the best piece of advice you 
can give to someone who is looking to 
improve/upgrade their system? 
Start with what you have; by that, I mean 
speak to an experienced audio person (in one 
of our stores, obviously!) and let them help 
you ‘max out’ what you already have. This 
will show you where the weaknesses are in 
your system and save a lot of time and badly 
invested money making your system sing. It’s 
often best to let the experts deal with this, 
because it can be easy to make mistakes 
along the way.

Where do you see the industry going?   
Only up! The love of music and film has never been stronger, and the multitude 
of sources mean you can listen, watch, and access the media you want, 
whenever you want, however you want it. Also, the build, reliability , and value 
of products on the market is the best we have ever had. The only downside is 
what to buy and how to integrate it into your existing set up, but that’s where 
a good store can make that simple!

Who has been your biggest influence?  
I could say a music artist or a film director, but the real influence has to be my 
parents for playing music as a child and talking about film. The other major 
influence are the customers who over the years have pushed me to find 
solutions to their problems and by doing this and creating a great system for 
them, really gives you a feeling of job satisfaction.

Stereo or home theatre, or both? 
I don’t think you can really say one or the other. Sometimes only a good movie 
will whisk you away for a couple of hours, and the next day blasting out Led 
Zep at number 11 on the volume dial is the only thing to get the blood flowing.

CD, DAC, or streaming, or all three?   
They all have their place, so that’s a difficult one to pin point. If it’s an upgrade 
for both then a DAC is the simplest option. 

Have you been a part of the vinyl revival? How? 
The Audio T group has seen a massive uptake in turntable sales, from our 
basic deck at £150 to some very exotic models. I think the reason vinyl has 
become so appealing again is because its gives real ownership, being both 
tactile and visually stimulating: it sounds great, and the artwork and info on 
the record sleeves give the listener a real connection with the music. Back in 
the mid 1990s, I had a moment of weakness and sold my record collection 
and my deck! However, over the last few years, I’ve bought a new deck and 
(expensively) replaced most of the vinyl I once sold off for very little. Now with 
LP on the up buying what you want has never been easier, and I find I put an 
album on and listen to all the tracks, often finding a track on the record that I 
didn’t buy it for becoming a favourite.

What motivates you?
That’s simple! We love what we do and we are lucky to have been able to work 
in such a fun industry. 

“The multitude of sources mean you can listen, watch, and access the 
media you want, whenever you want, however you want it.”
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Will reduce vibration distortion in your music
The Graham Nalty Vibration Stabiliser minimizes mechanical vibrations in 
your cables by mass damping. It is extremely effective in reducing audible 
distortion and bringing greater realism to your music.   
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TAS book Volume Two 
Now Available!!

Special price for UK Hi-Fi+ readers: £89.99 plus P&P

Or purchase both volumes for £160 plus P&P

FOR UK SALES PLEASE CALL 01425 655255

These epic books are essential for all audio enthusiasts

SPECIAL PRICE FOR HI-FI+ UK READERS 

More than a mere collection of resumés, Volume Two: Electronics puts the evolution 
of high-performance audio into historical context with insightful essays, informative 
interviews, and expert commentary by the TAS writing team and industry luminaries.

We bring you the inside stories of the industry’s most fabled engineers, how they started 
their companies and developed the technologies behind their signature products. 

Find out intriguing facts and insights that span nearly a century of amplifi cation:

• What were the reasons for the explosion of creativity in the early 1970s? 

• Why did the vacuum tube—all but forgotten for nearly a decade—make such a 
spectacular comeback? 

• How do the world’s most famous amplifi er designers view their art and contributions 
to the high end? 

• The answers are all here in Volume Two of the Illustrated History.
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D
ave Nauber, president of 
Classé, was in the UK with 
sister company Bowers & 
Wilkins last month. We took 
the opportunity to talk to him 

about various things, including the latest 
products in Classé’s Sigma range. I started 
by asking him what system he has at home?

DN: I have a Mac Mini for a source and a 
turntable: an Audiomeca J1 arm made by 
a guy (Pierre Lurne) who used to work for 
Goldmund, with an SME V arm. The amps are 
a Sigma SSP processor with CA-M600 and 
Sigma MONO power amps driving Bowers & 
Wilkins 800 D2 speakers.

JK: I wonder how many Mac Minis are 
used in audio systems?
The single biggest frustration I have with the 
current state of audio is that I see people 
being sold music server products that are 
basically computers that won’t play YouTube. 
In their mind, they’re envisaging a product 
that is somehow truly dedicated to audio, and 
able to outperform any kind of a computer-
based source. They may have a NAS drive 
to pull files from, with the data going into a 
renderer... and whether that music file was 
called from an iTunes kind of app or one with 
an audio brand on it doesn’t really matter. 

This happened because dealers saw 
CD player sales declining and were eager 
to replace that revenue with another kind of 
source product. I don’t mind a streamer per 
se, it’s when you use it for storage specifically. 
If you’re an older guy you probably want a 
simpler set up, the more like a CD player 
it is the better. So I get why they’re being 
sold this, but its frustrating because a lot of 
the budget is going into an area that isn’t 
improving performance. 

What do you run as a digital source?
I travel with a Macbook Pro and run Audirvana Plus with iTunes, and for me 
that’s the perfect thing: it’s got all the iTunes features, and really good reliability. I 
have my TV between the speakers, so I’ve got a ready made computer display, 
and I use it for YouTube and all sorts of things. I use HDMI for the video and 
USB for audio. From a music exploration point of view it’s great, but I do find I 
waste quite a lot of time that way!

You don’t have to see your computer: the only thing you have to see is 
your turntable and the rest of it can be tucked away. The system can be clean, 
simple and elegant.

Dave Nauber of Classé
by Jason Kennedy
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Is this why there is no Classé streamer?
There are three things you have to have for streaming; a media player, a way 
to interface with the music and server software – a way of grabbing the music 
from wherever it’s stored, and delivering it to a renderer – and you need to 
have a renderer that turns it into analogue music. We build renderers and of 
the three things, the renderer is the point where audio companies add value. 
We can make better sound in the renderer. We can’t do a better job of storing 
the data (some argue about the storage of data, but when you look at how 
data is delivered in this medium it’s possible to retrieve the data with 100% 
accuracy across all sorts of storage devices). There are differences in noise 
that these devices make, but as long as the renderer is able to deal with 
the noise, you don’t have to spend a lot of money on the storage device to 
solve that problem. I don’t think that audio companies really do a better job 
of storing data.

The last thing is the media player software like iTunes or JRiver: the 
difference between any audio company and those kinds of companies is that 
they have the potential to amortise the cost of development over millions of 
customers, and we have the opportunity to do it at best over thousands of 
customers. So in order for an audio company to develop an interface they 
have to invest a fair amount of money, and it’s ongoing, it doesn’t stop, it’s not 
a power amp.

The other problem with media player interfaces is that they are so cheap, 
or even free. As a consumer, I like the option of changing if I learn about 
another one that suits me better, there’s no real cost and I can do that without 
having to change a big expensive piece of kit. I can choose my audio based on 
how it sounds and choose my interface based on how it works.

Given that the wider world is obsessed with smaller, cheaper, less 
obtrusive products is there a future for high end separates of the 
sort you make?
It does remain to be seen. There will always be a future for people who can 
demonstrate that what they have sounds better, if it takes physically larger 
things to do that I think that there will always be a market. Already we’re making 
Class D amps that are very good: they’re not the best amps in the world, but 
for the money they’re exceptionally good. If you look at the next generation 
from what we sell today, it’s still linear amplification. That’s the best, and I don’t 
see a way that we can make better sound with smaller amplifiers, but one day 
it could happen. When we first started to explore Class D technology ten or 
so years ago, it wasn’t that someone said this technology is better for sure, it 
was that I didn’t want to wake up one day and find a company I’d never heard 
of making an amplifier this big [about six inches wide] that sounded better 
than our big stuff and cost a third as much. I thought of it as a technology that 

we had to understand so that we couldn’t be 
flanked by somebody new. We played with 
it until we could put something together that 
gave better performance at a particular price, 
not at the top but in the middle of our price 
range, and by the way it’s also smaller, lighter 
and doesn’t use as much energy.

It’s harder and harder to command big 
price tags when the gear is physically smaller. 
In the case of the Sigma AMP2 amplifiers, 
they’re big for Class D amps, it’s a discrete 
implementation but it’s not all that big – I 
don’t think you could make them much more 
expensive. But, they are priced at what it 
costs to build that amplifier; we don’t price 
at whatever the market will bare we multiply 
what it costs us to make and distribute the 
product. We might round it up or down to a 
round number but only a small amount and 
usually its down!

Not the SME model then. It looks like 
they come up with a round number and 
then add tax!
In the early days of Levinson we had prices 
like $5,170, it wouldn’t be $5,173.50, but it 
couldn’t be $5,200 and this gave the idea that 
it was priced according to some real relation 
to what it cost. But it also had an untintended 
consequence which is that the salesmen 
couldn’t for the life of them remember the 
prices. So when the customer asked what 
something cost you had to go look it up so it 
always made it look like they didn’t sell many, 
which is not what you want to do. 

What happens now is that we say 
we’d like to build this product to be $5,000 
which would mean we’d have this much 
for parts cost, so here’s our bill of materials 
target. Then the engineers go to work and 
they come back and say “it’s looking pretty 
good,” but at the last minute the number’s 

“The renderer is the point where audio companies add value. We can 
make a better sound in the renderer.”
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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

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

GIK Acoustics treatments absorb more sound 
than any product on the market. We provide 
customers cost effective solutions to make 
every space sound its best. Acoustic panels, 
bass traps and diffusors direct to customers 
worldwide. Visit our website for more 
information and for free acoustic advice.

You say 
“Control Freak” 
like it’s a bad thing.

GIK ACOUSTICS MAKES YOUR ROOM SOUND BETTER.

gikacoustics.co.uk
+44 (0) 20 7558 8976

If you really 
enjoy your music

MonoPulse

monopulse.co.uk

Custom built loudspeakers
Total timing accuracy for holographic 

realism and soundstage
Our customers are musicians 

and engineers
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FRANCE
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THE BEST ADVICE, HOME INSTALLATION AND 
AFTER SALES SERVICE IN IRELAND - SINCE 1966. 

55 Main Street, Blackrock, Co. Dublin, Ireland.  

T: +353 1 28 88 477   www.cloneyaudio.com

Now open at Tower Records,  
Dawson St, Dublin 2*

T:  +353 1 68 75 954 
*Tower Records carries a selection of our product range.
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20% higher than the target. It’s never like 3% higher, it’s always 20% or more 
sometimes it’s half again as much, they say the metalwork cost more and we 
had to have this process to do this. With the 2200i integrated amp if you did 
the normal multipliers for what you ought to sell that for it would solidly be over 
$6,000, well over £4,000, and it’s going to be £3,600 and $5,500. We’re taking 
the shorter margin because we have to have that lower price on that product 
to really establish it and get it going.

We started last year with three signal models, the SSP, AMP2 stereo amp 
and AMP5 five channel amp, we’ve since added a Sigma MONO amp and now 
we have a stereo integrated in production. It’s what we had in mind when we 
designed the AMP2, the first Class D that we built and we chose the topology 
because we believed it would give us the most flexibility and performance for 
an integrated product. I call all Cass D amps digital amps: some people try 
to run away from that but there’s always PWM somewhere before the output. 
So if it’s digital, why don’t we exploit that and use DSP to our advantage and 
digitise the signal at the beginning, which means you can take the digital output 
of the processor (renderer) and plug it directly into the amplifier. You don’t need 
any DACs or analogue circuitry, just digital all the way to the output converter. 
A very clean, direct approach.

Yet it’s a surprisingly uncommon approach.
You have to have a digital Class D amp, so called “analogue” class D amps 
couldn’t do this because you need a digital input, we just make it digital up front. 
It’s harder to do because of parts availability. Very few established analogue 

“All you need is a processor/amp like this, a computer, and some 
speakers... maybe even Bowers & Wilkins speakers!”

amplifier manufacturers develop Class D 
amps, usually like Rowland for example, 
they take somebody else’s technology like 
ICEpower or Hypex, but it’s a pretty small list 
of suppliers. I think that there’s not a great 
understanding of Class D among the old 
school high-end brands. We hired Dr Skip 
Taylor, a guy with the longest experience of 
doing Class D, and he developed the Class 
D chip. He was vice president of Sirrus and 
started working on Class D in the 1980s. 
He came to Classé as a consultant to avoid 
Canadian taxes! He helped us climb the 
learning curve, so that we could understand 
what was going on.

You get the same power out of the 
integrated as an Amp 2, 200W and 400W 
into four Ohms. It has the same kind of 
featuers as the SSP; parametric EQ, tone 
controls, bass management – there’s a sub 
out, it even has HDMI inputs (2.0). All you 
really need is a processor/amp like this, a 
computer, and some speakers... maybe even 
Bowers & Wilkins speakers! 
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FEATURE / ClassiC album living Room at vintage

DISCLAMER: As I was effectively compare of this event for the full three 
days, my objectivity must be considered compromised. However, this 
does give a unique perspective on the event that might not be so 
readily available had I been simply an attendee. Please take both 
of these points into consideration when reading the following. AS

 

I
n 1951, in an attempt to lighten the burden of post-war austerity 
measures, the Festival Of Britain transformed London’s South 
Bank from a bombed out wasteland to a Modernist’s concrete dream. 
Sixty years later, in an attempt to lighten the burden of post-Credit Crunch 
austerity measures, London’s South Bank was once again transformed. The 

last weekend in July this year saw the Royal Festival Hall given over to the Vintage 
festival, run by Wayne Hemingway and honouring everything good, British and 
fun from the early 1950s to the late 1980s. Held over the RFH’s six floors, it was 
like a vertical Woodstock, but with less mud and more petticoats.

As a part of the celebrations, and sponsored by Bowers and Wilkins, Loud 
and Clear (a high-end dealer based in Edinburgh and Glasgow in Scotland), 
and Classic Album Sundays assembled a Best of British system to play some 
of the Best of British albums from the 1950s, 60s, 70s and 80s. Classic 
Album Sundays is billed as a ‘Collective and Audiophile Experience’; the idea 
is to ‘respect the recording’, playing the album from beginning to end, asking 
people to turn their mobile phones off, not to talk over the music and have that 
music played through a good system at ‘reasonable’ volume. There’s a brief 
five minute or so preamble about the music played and, in this case an even 
briefer introduction about Classic Album Sundays, a short history lesson and 
how Britain still makes exceptionally good audio equipment.

In order of presentation, the albums played were Lonnie Donegan ‘The 
Lonnie Donegan Showcase’ (presented by Pete Donegan), The Beatles 
‘Revolver’ (presented by Dean Rudland) David Bowie ‘The Rise & Fall of Ziggy 
Stardust & the Spiders from Mars’ (presented by Greg Wilson), and The Smiths 
‘The Queen is Dead’ (presented by Danielle Goldstein) on Friday 29th July. This 
was followed by Billy Fury ‘The Sound of Fury’ (presented by Alan Sircom), The 
Beatles ‘Sgt Peppers Lonely Heart Club Band’ (presented by Greg Wilson) Pink 
Floyd ‘The Dark Side of The Moon’ (presented by Alan Sircom) and Joy Divison 
‘Closer’ Presented by Mark Moore on Saturday 30th July. Finally, Tommy Steele 
‘The Tommy Steele Story’ (presented by Jay Strongman), The Beatles ‘Abbey 
Road’ (presented by Greg Wilson), Led Zeppelin ‘Led Zeppelin IV’ (presented by 
Andy Smith) and Kate Bush ‘Hounds of Love’ presented by Ben Murphy were 
played over Sunday 31st. In addition to the complete album presentations, the 
intervening periods were filled with sounds from that decade.

The assembled system comprised a Rega P9 turntable with an Rega Apheta 
moving coil cartridge and a Rega Ios phono stage for the vinyl front end, a complete 
four-box dCS Scarlatti digital front end (for both CD and high-resolution file-based 

FEATURE

music from a MacBook Pro), Naim NAC 552 
preamplifier, a pair of NAP 500 power amplifiers 
into a pair of Bowers and Wilkins 800 Diamond 
loudspeakers. The equipment all rested on 
Quadraspire stands, the system was hooked 
up with Chord Company Sarum interconnects 
and power cords and Signature loudspeaker 
cables and all of the electronics were being 
fed from two ISOL-8 SubStation LC and one 
SubStation HC power conditioners. The total 
cost of this system was around £130,000.

Of the albums played, three (Lonnie 
Donegan, The Smiths and Tommy Steele) 
were played on CD, one (Abbey Road) was 
played file-based on 24-bit FLAC and all the 
rest were played on vinyl.

In all, the albums from the 1960s 
to the 1980s were played to full houses 
(approximately 70 people, in a very long room) 
while the earlier 1950s sessions reached a 
smaller audience, and the moments between 
albums had the room part filled. As a rough 
count, the system was played to more than 
1,000 people, hardly any of whom would 
count themselves audiophiles.

The fascinating aspect of this was just 
how many people stayed from beginning 
to end and did turn their cellphones off as 
requested. In an un-air-conditioned glass 
room pushing 38° heat at times, in a large 
concert hall filled with distractions of all 
kinds, in an event that cost £60 admission, 

Classic album living 
Room at vintage
By Alan Sircom

people happily sat down and listened to a 
whole album with a group of people they had 
never met before, applauded at the end and 
then spent the next half hour discussing their 
memories and feelings about that album.

As MC, I spent some several albums 
facing the audience and the collective 
experience is a remarkable one. For the 
whole of Ziggy Stardust, we had a complete 
air-band; air guitar, air bass, air drums and a 
room full of people who knew every last lyric. 
There was a waft of air – like the pump from a 
bass port – from 70 heads nodding in unison 
at those three drum beats before the chorus 
on Lucy In The Sky with Diamonds, a lot of 
headbanging and air guitar to Stairway and 
a powerfully cathartic experience (and some 
tears) after an album of Joy Division.

I took a chance after the first couple of 
sessions. When Ziggy Stardust had finished, 
I said “And that’s what a 39 year old album 
sounds like… on one-hundred and thirty 
thousand pounds worth of audio equipment.” I 
wasn’t sure if this would be met with incredulity, 
gasps, shock, or blank stares (this was playing 
to an audience with no preconceptions about 
audio, or high-end prices). The reaction was an 
understated smile, nod and a whispered “cool” 
(this was a British audience, remember; that’s 
virtually uncontrolled orgasmic pleasure by our 
standards). This sparked questions from a few 
freshly minted proto-audiophiles, mostly about 

the sheer number of boxes (“well that one’s basically an atomic clock” went down 
exceptionally well) and people wanting to know how they could get similar.

Even though the system was set up by John, Andrew and Jem from Loud 
and Clear this wasn’t there to sell the system; Londoners are like all big city 
dwellers and wouldn’t dream of travelling to visit an audio dealer in Scotland. 
It was to plant the seeds of playing music in the way it deserves to be played, 
and playing it on a damn good system.

All in all, this was something special. Criticisms were few and far between 
and all musically-based (“too many Beatles albums” and “why didn’t you 
play the Jesus and Mary Chain/Echo and the Bunnymen/Frankie Goes To 
Hollywood” being the biggest ones), and those of us on the event side of 
things got to play a lot of music we like to a lot of people we’ve never met 
before and mutually enjoy the experience. Plus, climbing out on the roof of the 
Royal Festival Hall gets you a great view of London!

Finally, we also saw this outside, as part of the Tracey Emin ‘Love Is What 
You Want’ exhibition at the Hayward Gallery opposite the Royal Festival Hall. It 
seemed spookily appropriate.
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readily available had I been simply an attendee. Please take both 
of these points into consideration when reading the following. 
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measures, the Festival Of Britain transformed London’s South 
Bank from a bombed out wasteland to a Modernist’s concrete dream. 
Sixty years later, in an attempt to lighten the burden of post-Credit Crunch 
austerity measures, London’s South Bank was once again transformed. The 

last weekend in July this year saw the Royal Festival Hall given over to the Vintage 
festival, run by Wayne Hemingway and honouring everything good, British and 
fun from the early 1950s to the late 1980s. Held over the RFH’s six floors, it was 
like a vertical Woodstock, but with less mud and more petticoats.

As a part of the celebrations, and sponsored by Bowers and Wilkins, Loud 
and Clear (a high-end dealer based in Edinburgh and Glasgow in Scotland), 
and Classic Album Sundays assembled a Best of British system to play some 
of the Best of British albums from the 1950s, 60s, 70s and 80s. Classic 
Album Sundays is billed as a ‘Collective and Audiophile Experience’; the idea 
is to ‘respect the recording’, playing the album from beginning to end, asking 
people to turn their mobile phones off, not to talk over the music and have that 
music played through a good system at ‘reasonable’ volume. There’s a brief 
five minute or so preamble about the music played and, in this case an even 
briefer introduction about Classic Album Sundays, a short history lesson and 
how Britain still makes exceptionally good audio equipment.

In order of presentation, the albums played were Lonnie Donegan ‘The 
Lonnie Donegan Showcase’ (presented by Pete Donegan),
‘Revolver’ (presented by Dean Rudland)
Stardust & the Spiders from Mars’ (presented by Greg Wilson), and
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played over Sunday 31st. In addition to the complete album presentations, the 
intervening periods were filled with sounds from that decade.
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moving coil cartridge and a Rega Ios phono stage for the vinyl front end, a complete 
four-box dCS Scarlatti digital front end (for both CD and high-resolution file-based 
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EQUIPMENT REVIEW / Kaiser Kawero! ViVace loudspeaKer

K
aiser Acoustics is a relative newcomer to the hi-fi scene. It has only been involved in speaker manufacture for the last three or so years, though the companies and individuals responsible for the two distinctly high end models have many years of experience in hi-fi and related fields, a fact that became very obvious during the course of the review.

This Kawero! Vivace is the more recent model, and our examples, attractively finished in a rather fetching high gloss magenta and with a carbon fibre front panel, made a brief UK public appearance at the March Heathrow show. This nominally Vertex AQ room was actually being operated by personnel from West Country dealer The Right Note, which is distributing Kaiser speakers in the UK. Those who visited the Munich High End show in May might also have found and heard this Kaiser speaker, this time presented in a high gloss orange.
The base price of the speakers is £22,360/pair, but picking several items from a comprehensive upgrade option list took the cost of our examples up to a substantially more extravagant £30,444. Many of these optional extras are listed separately (see Box), but the key items included on our samples were 

the Vertex AQ/Mundorf Supreme 
crossover network (+£3,400); 
replacement of copper internal wiring 
with Mundorf gold/silver (+£1,075); 
replacement of standard feet with 
Stillpoints (+£980); and the high 
gloss finish with carbon fibre front 
panel (+£2,580).

These are luxury, state-
of-art prices, so how does the 
Kawero! Vivace measure up to 
competition near the top of the 
market? For starters, whatever 
the finish that is chosen it’s a 

Kaiser Kawero! Vivace loudspeaker

EQUIPMENT REVIEW

By Paul Messenger

very elegant loudspeaker, and is also significantly more compact than most models of comparable price and pretensions. This is actually a two-and-a-half-way design, and although it doesn’t look at all bulky, that’s largely down to clever design choices, and the end result certainly doesn’t lack bass output – if anything rather the reverse. The main body of the speaker contains a fairly small, front-mounted 150mm bass/mid driver operating in its own sub-enclosure at the top of the main carcase, and loaded by a rear-mounted 180mm Revelator ABR passive radiator. The main bulk of the enclosure is devoted to a 180mm rear-mounted, port-loaded bass-only driver. Judging by the swirly patterns on their diaphragms, both these units are very sophisticated drivers made for Kaiser by Danish OEM maker Scan-Speak, based on the Illuminator series, using cones made from a carbon fibre/foam/paper sandwich, and titanium voice-coil formers.The Mundorf-made tweeter is mounted in its own little head unit, mechanically decoupled from the main enclosure and pivoted about a vertical axis. It’s an AMT (Air Motion Transformer) unit, and as such somewhat resembles a ribbon transducer, albeit with a heavily pleated diaphragm that should considerably enhance the available headroom.The delicious standard of finish here deserves more than a passing mention – the carbon fibre front panel combined with a high gloss magenta enclosure and a high gloss black ‘head’ gives a very stylish and hi-tech appearance. But what’s really interesting from a technology perspective is that the enclosure proper is built from something called ‘tankwood’.No I’d not heard of it either, nor it transpires have Google or Wiki, though the original German brand name Panzerholz proved more productive and informative. Apparently it’s made by just one German company, and I daresay the name derives from the fact that one application is to make the doors of VIP limos bulletproof. It’s actually a form of beech plywood, but the layers are impregnated with resin under high temperature and pressure, which bonds the layers together, effectively to form a composite. However, the fact that it starts off from a fibrous – and therefore non-homogenous – base could well be advantageous in damping terms.
Not surprisingly, tankwood is also very dense – drop a piece in water and it will sink, not float – and is very difficult indeed to machine. It wears out diamond-tipped tools for breakfast, which apparently adds significantly to the cost of working it, but has the minor advantage of being able to take a bolt thread without the need for an insert.

The tankwood construction is undoubtedly largely responsible for a very substantial weight of 82kg, which invariably comes as a surprise when trying to move what is, after all, a quite compact loudspeaker. The sides are formed in two sections split at a slight angle, considerably adding to the elegance and helping avoid parallel surfaces, while the tapering shape that’s substantially larger at the base than the top will ensure fine stability on the three Stillpoint feet. It should also be pointed out that this Vivace model is significantly better looking than the original, ongoing and more upmarket Kawero!The links between Kaiser and Vertex AQ, and the fact that this speaker was fitted with the optional Vertex AQ crossover network explains why the review samples came from South West dealer The Right Note, which was the first to promote and sell the Vertex AQ accessories. And I suspect that my own longstanding enthusiasm for the Vertex AQ approach, including recently purchasing HiRez Roirama speaker cables, is a major reason why I received the speakers to review. Presumably it was also assumed that my system 

what’s in a name? 
Quite a lot it turns out, especially when it’s as curious as the one attached to 
this costly floorstander. 

The word Kaiser makes it pretty 
obvious that this is a German brand. 
The speakers are actually made by 
Kaiser GmbH, a substantial and very 
advanced wood-based engineering 
operation that specialises in acoustic 
solutions. It’s a family firm, was founded in 1948, and is located in beautiful 
alpine scenery near Untergriesbach, in the extreme bottom right hand corner 
of Germany. 

The Kawero! bit is a composite of the names of the three hi-fi enthusiast 
friends who originally worked together to design and develop the speakers. 
The ‘we’ part of the name refers to 
Technical Director Rainer Weber, 
who’s based in the ancient city of 
Regensburg, 140km back up the 
Danube, where he holds a senior 
position as an acoustician in automotive component specialist Continental AG. 
This involvement gives him access to all manner of interesting new technologies and materials, and he’s worked with 
Kaiser to create a top class listening 
room in the city, where the development work is carried out.

The Vivace word remains a 
mystery, though it does help distinguish this junior two-and-a-half-way model 
from the original and ongoing three-way Kawero! – not that the latter seems 
particularly lacking in vivacity!
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would deliver the sort of signal that would work well with the Kaiser speakers.
That certainly turned out to be the case, ultimately at least. Even though the initial impressions weren’t entirely positive, when the time finally came for the speakers to be collected, they’d truly won me over despite their quirks, and I’m missing them a lot now that they’ve gone.

Loudspeakers are complex devices: the sound that they create is essentially a slave 
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Loudspeakers are complex devices: the sound that they create is essentially a slave 
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GROUND-BREAKING
TOWNSHEND
SEISMIC PODIUM

· Blocks ground borne vibration from entering the speakers.
 
· Blocks speaker generated vibration from entering the floor.

· Neighbour friendly due to elimination of structure borne sound. 

· Huge reduction in bass boom.

· Clearer and much more tuneful sound.
 
· Far deeper and wider sound stage.
 
· Suitable for wood, tile or carpeted floors.  No more spikes!

· Works on solid or suspended concrete and wood floors.

· Eliminates resonance between speaker-cabinet mass and floor.

GROUND-BREAKING
TOWNSHEND
SEISMIC PODIUM
The Seismic Podium is designed to break the acoustic connection 
between the floor and the speaker.

The Podium, together with the speaker, forms a low pass 
mechanical filter that prevents the passage of deleterious vibrations 
both to and from the speaker cabinet.

Break this link and the result is simply magical, the sound is transformed for every speaker, everywhere, every time.

Winner
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http://goo.gl/Hy4boC

Watch the demonstration video showing 

with and without Seismic Podium.

They improved the system no end, they made it more open, the imaging was much more specific with more depth and width. 
The speaker stands are fantastic!

Mike Valentine, Chasing the Dragon speaking after winning Best sound of the show award, 
using the Townshend  Seismic Podiums at The National Audio Show ‘15 Whittlebury  https://goo.gl/U3CAGm
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Downloaded your FREE digital 
guide to cables now!
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studioAV, 44 High Street, Eton, Berkshire, SL4 6BL. 
T: 01753 863300      @studioAVltd     eton.studioAV    

See,hear & feel 
the difference...

StudioAV are delighted to present the 
range of award-winning T+A Products. 

Featuring the all-new R-Series system 
and range topping HV-Series, plus 

the introduction of the newly  
upgraded DAC 8 DSD! A special 

event will be held at our showrooms 
in Eton on Friday 18th and 

Saturday 19th March.  
Please contact us to book a 
time of your choice.

www.studioav.co.uk    
sales@studioav.co.uk

StudioAV-half-page advert 2.16.indd   1 12/2/16   12:27:28

That’s German  
Engineering!
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WIN! Riva Turbo X Bluetooth 
speaker worth $299/£259!!!

Competition Question
What do the firm’s initials ADX stand for?

A. Active Dialogue Conversion
B. Analogue Develepment Crossover
C. Audio Design Experts

To answer, please visit Riva’s dedicated competition page 
at http://rivaaudio.com/hifi-turbo-x. Alternatively, 
send your answer on a postcard (including your name, 
address, and contact details) to 17835 Newhope St., 
Unit A, Fountain Valley, California 92708. The competition 
closes on July, 7th 2016.

Competition Rules
The competition will run from May, 5th 2016 until 
July, 7th 2016. The competition is open to everyone, but 
multiple, automated, or bulk entries will be disqualified. 
The winner will be chosen at random from all valid entries, 
will be contacted via email (where possible), and their 
name will be published in the magazine. The Editor’s 
decision is final and no correspondence will be entered 
into. Absolute Multimedia (UK) Ltd. is compliant with the 
Data Protection Act and UK laws apply. Our policy is such 
that we will not pass on your details to any third party 
without your prior consent.

COMPETITION

W
e have teamed up with the clever folks 
from Riva Audio to bring you an exciting 
competition to win a Turbo X Bluetooth 
speaker. Riva’s Turbo X was reviewed 
in issue 133 of Hi-Fi+ by Chris Martens 

who wrote: “The Riva is the brainchild of a firm called Audio 
Design Experts, Inc. (or ADX, for short)… The real proof of the 

Riva Turbo X’s merits come not in its features, but rather in 
the listening, where my assessment is that the Turbo X offers 
best-in-class performance for products of its size, type, and 
price. All in all, I think the Riva Turbo X makes a wonderful 
starting point for potential audiophiles in the making and in 
particular for those who have never owned sound systems of 
any kind before.” 
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AVAILABLE EXCLUSIVELY FROM

T
his deluxe recording features 18 of the best 
known classical works, beautifully played by the 
Colorado Symphony and conducted by Scott 
O’Neill. They have also been recorded to highlight 
the best sound quality, thanks to the work of 
producer Wolfgang Fraissinet, who – being CEO 

of audio engineering experts Neumann – probablty knows more 
about microphones than almost anyone else in the business. This 
must have double CD in its exclusive presentation case is perfect 
for any music lover or audiophile.

To purchase please visit www.hifiplusstore.com

We at Hi-Fi+ are proud and excited to bring you the new 
True Classics double CD, priced at £17.99 +p&p. 

HIFI+ CD_Sale_2016_A4.indd   1 12/04/2016   11:07



102 Select_210x297_HiFi_135.indd   1 12/04/2016   09:26



The sounds and technology behind our exclusive two-disc CD

H
i-Fi+ wouldn’t put its name behind any old 
CD. Naturally, we’d want something that 
was musically relevant, but we’d also want 
something that makes a lot of sense in terms of 
recording expertise and sound quality too. Enter 

‘True Classics’, a sumptuous, two-disc collection of some of 
the best classical works, played by the Colorado Symphony 
under the baton of Scott O’Neill. Our review of this disc – 
written by an independent music lover and musician – follows.

But it’s the recording and sound quality we’ll focus on fi rst.
The key to the quality of the recording is Wolfgang 

Fraissinet who, when he isn’t producing recordings like True 
Classics, is President of Neumann, the company behind 
the microphones in practically every studio in the world. 
Fraissinet has learned his craft from the masters, knows his 
way around a microphone, and is a passionate music lover 
and conservatory-grade pianist in his own right. 

Fraissinet recognised that good sound was being lost, on 
the one side to audiophile recording techniques that preserve 
recording styles inappropriate for today’s rooms and systems, 
and on the other heavy-handed multi-microphone and post 
production that fails to place any emphasis on the sound quality.

True classics CD by Alan Sircom

MUSIC FEATURE

Armed with the latest analogue and digital microphones 
(from Neumann, sister brand Sennheiser, and more), Fraissinet 
created a workable balance between 1950s minimalism and 
21st Century overkill, channelling the skills and techniques 
picked up from speaking to some of the best recording 
experts of the last half century. The result is a recording that 
takes advantage of modern equipment, and is engineered 
to play in modern homes, but has the sort of sound quality 
accent that has been forgotten about by many modern artists, 
producers, and recording studios. Fraissinet also determined 
through extensive listening tests that digital microphony 
(digital from capsule to loudspeaker) works just as well as 
traditional analogue microphones, and this is the perfect way 
of demonstrating that to a wider audience.

We wanted a disc that would be an instant showcase for 
your system: not only a workout for your loudspeakers, but also 
a collection of musically important and great sounding recordings 
that you can use to show how good audio can be, that you can 
enjoy in its own right, and that can form the starting point of an 
outstanding classical music collection for the classical neophyte. 

To order our exclusive True Classics two-disc set, priced 
at £17.99 + p&p, go to www.hifi plusstore.com 
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True Classics
The Colorado Symphony
Scott O’Neill (cond), 
Wolfgang Fraissinet, (prod)

This pair of discs covering some of the 
best-known works from the classical 
(or more strictly the Romantic) 
repertoire represents a new threshold 
in digital recording. Other digital multi-
microphone recordings have been 
made successfully, but this sets a new 
benchmark in orchestral recording.

The set begins with Brahms’ 
Hungarian Dances, which show 
off the pyrotehnical brilliance of the 
recording – superb clarity in the 
bass and energetic excitement in 
the percussion. It feels as though 
you are wandering among the 
players so immediate is the impact. 
The conductor Scott O’Neil milks 
the romantic soundscape of these 
pieces for all their worth, enjoying 
the technological resources available 
quite as much as the scores he so 
clearly understands and interprets. 
Pieces from Brahms and Grieg 
(‘Morning Mood’ from Peer Gynt) 
show off the obbligato playing of the 
woodwinds as well as the sumptuous, 
velvety playing of the whole orchestra.

These are jollies from the 
standard concert hall repertoire, and 
one is left with a desire to hear more 
of a particular symphony, suite, or 
opera - such is the frustration of any 
cherry-picked selection. But having 
tantalisingly opened one particular 
window Scott O’Neil adroitly and 
almost seamlessly whisks one away 
to yet more musical gems. To move 

from the famous waltz from Eugene 
Onegin to a Bach orchestral suite 
feels like a breath-taking adventure 
rather than a jarring juxtaposition.

Maybe JS Bach is now more 
usually performed with Baroque 
fastidiousness but the Colorado 
enjoys the languorous beauty of 
Bach’s Suite No 3 instead. Their 
rendering of the overture from 
Smetana’s Bartered Bride takes us 
into different territory, and the precise 
articulation of strings and woodwinds 
is a constant fever of excitement, 
which builds up to powerful climaxes, 
exactly capturing the drama of 
Smetana’s village opera. A splendid 
typo on the cover has this piece down 
as the Bartered Bridge Overture. And 
maybe it does make a convenient 
bridge to another favourite – Vaughan 
Williams Fantasia on Green Sleeves. 
It’s not often you hear on a recording 
the intake of breath of the solo flautist, 
but that gives real-life authenticity to 
the performance – like hearing fingers 
on a fingerboard in a Bach cello suite.

Berlioz, Mozart, and Beethoven 
end this first disc, which concentrate 
on the joy, heroism, and compassion 
and delight in nature rather than the 
darker dimensions of the human 
condition. However the movement 
from Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony 
on the second disc reminds us 
that this work was first performed 
under the composer’s baton in 
1813 at a charity concert in aid 
of those wounded at the battle of 
Hannau. Debussy, Sibelius, Mahler, 
and Stravinsky stand alone as 
representatives of the early part of 

the twentieth century of true classics. 
Perhaps future recordings, using the 
same state of the art technology, 
could include works – not least from 
Britain and America – that have been 
written in the later twentieth and 
twenty first centuries. True classics 
have a future as well as a past!

The Debussy Prelude (Afternoon 
of a Faun) gives scope for the 
principal players to demonstrate their 
formidable technique. While the sinister 
excitement of Sibelius’s Finlandia leads 
us from the snowy waste land to the 
bright fields of Finnish uplands. The 
swelling pride of Finlandia’s great 
theme moves into a movement from 
Dvorak’s New World Symphony – a 
work so well known and yet rendered 
here with fresh energy and excitement 
– brass and percussion bringing the 
work to its triumphant conclusion, 
while the gentle solo interjections 
convey a pastoral idyll and rural values.

By contrast the dream world of 
the Berceuse from Stravinsky’s Fire 
Bird produces some shimmering 
playing from the strings and harp, 
delightful solo passages from horn 
and violin, with the whole diaphanous 
texture brought crashing down by the 
exuberance of timpani and trumpets. 
Mahler’s Fifth Symphony is performed 
with all the gentle understanding that 
allows the mystery and the humanity 
of this slow movement to shine forth. 
And a movement from Tchaikovsky’s 
Sixth Symphony rounds off an 
impressive technological and musical 
enterprise with flair and panache 
making the most of Tchaikovsky’s 
symphonic palette. Jeremy Davies

CD
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WIN! Meze 99 Classics 
Headphones worth €309!!

Competition Question
How big is the Mylar transducer in the Meze 99?

A. 4mm
B. 40mm
C. 400mm

To answer, please visit Meze Headphones’ dedicated 
competition page at https://www.mezeheadphones.
com/hifi-plus-competition Alternatively, send your answer 
on a postcard (including your name, address, and contact 
details) to “Meze Competition, Traian 10, AP.15, Baia Mare, 
Maramures, 430212 Maramures, Romania . The competition 
closes on July, 7th 2016.

Competition Rules
The competition will run from May, 5th 2016 
until July, 7th 2016. The competition is open to 
everyone, but multiple, automated, or bulk entries 
will be disqualified. The winner will be chosen at 
random from all valid entries, will be contacted 
via email (where possible), and their name will be 
published in the magazine. The Editor’s decision is 
final and no correspondence will be entered into. 
Absolute Multimedia (UK) Ltd. is compliant with the 
Data Protection Act and UK laws apply. Our policy 
is such that we will not pass on your details to any 
third party without your prior consent.

T
his month we are 
delighted to bring 
you a competition 
in association with 
the clever guys 

from Meze Headphones. Just 
answer the simple question 
below to be in with a chance of 
winning a pair of their Meze 99 
Classics headphones. These 
were reviewed by our Editor, Alan 
Sircom in Hi-Fi+ issue 134, where 
he wrote, “Inside the ear cup is a 
40mm full-range Mylar transducer 
with Neodymium magnet system. 
The Meze 99 is an unexpected 
joy. It has sensational musical 
performance, even when played 
with humble audio equipment, 
and is comfortable enough (both 
in wear and in listening) to allow 
the listener to spend many hours 
at a stretch in the company of 
the Meze 99 without a care. Very 
highly recommended” 

COMPETITION
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Tel: +44 (0)20 8392 1959
Mob: +44 (0)7768 720 456

www.choice-hifi.com   info@choice-hifi.com

The HiFi Exchange
New and Used HiFi

“where dreams meet reality”

All About The Music
Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquires@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk
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www.hifilounge.co.uk

www.highendheadphones.co.uk
01767 448121

Uk's only dedicated
demo facility for

high-end
headphones

Visit us in the Beautiful
Bedfordshire Countryside
for all your Hi-Fi needs

Malvern, Worcestershire

01684 560853
www.bd-audio.co.uk 
info@bd-audio.co.uk

DB HIFI
SUFFOLK

01379 873451
WWW.DBHIFI.CO.UK www.divineaudio.co.uk

01536 762211     tim@divineaudio.co.uk

divine audio
AnalogueWorks

Anti-Cables
Croft Acoustics
EgglestonWorks
KLE Innovations

London
Lounge AudioLounge Audio
Rogue Audio
Soundsmith

• Demonstration Facilities. 
• Open and Relaxed Atmosphere. 

Opening Hours: 
Tuesday to Friday 9am – 5pm, 
Saturday 9am – 4pm.

01884 243584 
info@audiodestination.co.uk
www.audiodestination.co.uk

Suite 7a Market walk, Tiverton, Devon, EX16 6BL

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

01784 479425
sales@adamsaudio.co.uk
www.adamsaudio.co.uk

11 Charter Place High Street 
Egham Surrey TW20 9EA

Adams Audio trading as 
Custom Electronic Design Ltd

Adams 
Audio
SERIOUS ABOUT SOUND!

“One of the fi nest 
demonstration 

facilities in 
the Country” 
Daniel Sait—Editor 
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west hampstead  london
0330 111 5653 www.sonatahifi.com

 

Tel: 01562 731100

www.midlandaudiox-change.co.uk

sales@midlandaudiox-change.co.ukThe Old Chapel, Forge Lane, Belbroughton, DY9 9TD

One of the UK’s  
TOP 5 High-End  

Hi-Fi dealers

www.studioav.co.uk
01753 863300

hi� sound

t: 01642 267012  w: hi� sound.co.uk  
e: simon@hi� sound.co.uk

Stockton on Tees…the North’s 
hotbed of audio delights

• Anatek
• Audeze
• Chord
• Clearaudio
• Dynavector
• EAR
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• Focal JMLab
• Funk
• Grado

• Koetsu
• Kronos Audio
• Lyra
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• Magneplanar
• Naim
• Nordost
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• Pathos
• SME

• Sonus Faber
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• Sugden
• Trans� guration
• Unison Research
• Usher Audio
• & many more

Superb range of world-class hi-fi
on demostration.

Rayleigh, Essex SS6 7EA
01268 779762

rayleigh@rayleighhifi.com
www.rayleighhifi.com

Stores also at Chelmsford and Southend

O’Brien HiFi
Enjoying Music Together

  For 50 Years

020 8946 1528
www.obrienhifi.com

Wimbledon London

Your ad  
could be  
here!
Tel: +44 (0) 1425 655255
Mobile: +44 (0) 7900 252975
Email: tom@hifiplus.com

 

01403 713125 | 07950 274224
info@sixaudio.co.uk
www.sixaudio.co.uk

Partridge Green, West Sussex

Come see our 
New

 Showroom
istereos@hotmail.com 

01206731236 
inside Hatfields Furnishers 

Peartree Rd Colchester CO3 0LA
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ENGINEERED BY 
PROFESSIONALS.
COVETED BY 
CONNOISSEURS.
Introducing NADAC, the network attached DAC 
that delivers the excellence of the recording studio, 
into the home environment for the most discerning 
audiophile.

Developed by Merging Technologies - the world’s 
foremost manufacturer of high-resolution digital 
audio recording systems, NADAC allows listeners 
to finally enjoy master quality recordings at home, 
with the same equipment with which it has been 
recorded and mastered.

With the introduction of RAVENNA networked audio, 
supporting all file formats and sample rates from 
44.1kHz - 384kHz PCM , DSD 64, 128 and 256, we 
have totally transformed the performance that can 
be delivered in the  comfort of your home.

172x124.8mm HIFI+ NADAC Ad +telno.indd   2 15/03/2016   14:46
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MUSIC REVIEW / CONTEMPORARY
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The information contained in the 
record reviews is presented in the 
following way. Albums are identified 
by label and – where possible – 
serial number. Beneath this you 
will find one or more icons which 
denote the available formats for the 
recording. The first icon refers to the 
format reviewed.

The ratings at the bottom of 
each review reflect the reviewer’s 
opinion of the recording quality, 
and musical merits of the album. 
You’ll soon realise that a great many 
musically significant albums offer 
less than wonderful sound. Don’t let 
it put you off! For your information, 
the scale rates a standard, good 
quality pop recording as slightly 
below average.
This issue’s featured reviewers are:
DD – Dennis D Davis
JK – Jason Kennedy 
SM – Simon McEnery 

Lunar Love
Mop Mop
Agogo Records

Mop Mop is the creation of Italian 
drummer Andrea Benini, but drummer 
is not an adequate title because Benini 
is a master of collecting together 
great musicians and coaxing exotic, 
groove heavy performances out of 
them. For this Mop Mop’s fifth album, 
Benini has gathered ten collaborators, 
while Benini himself goes beyond 
the drum set to add ARP and Moog 
synthesizers as well as guitar. Lunar 
Love’s opener ‘Alfa’ combines hang 
drum with Benini’s water sounds 
in what is easily the simplest piece 
on the album, but also one of the 
most enchanting. 

The next number ‘Adhara’ is a 
classic Mop Mop groove. It has piano 
as the central ‘voice’ backed up by a 
rich cornucopia of percussion. This 
band is all about percussion; there 
are numerous sounds on here that are 
rarely heard and enrich every piece 
with their timbral variety and colour. 
‘Totem’ is the first of several tracks to 
feature the voice of British/Trinidadian 
poet and musician Anthony Joseph. 
His presence gives substance to every 
piece that he contributes to. Nowhere 
is this more obvious than ‘Spaceship 
Earth’, which is more of a song than 
his usual spoken word work and 
suggests that Joseph is on the same 
astral plane as Sun Ra. It’s a gloriously 
open and rhythmically effortless track 
with a low bass line and a shifting 
back drop of guitar, synth, and various 
acoustic percussion instruments. 

‘Supreme’ features Parisian 
singer Wayne Snow, who brings a 
much more soulful vibe to the party. 
The album’s closing number ‘Foreign 
Correspondents’ brings in Annabel 
(Lee), whose voice evokes the spirit 
of Billie Holiday. Half the tracks are 
instrumentals played largely on 
acoustic instruments albeit usually 
with an electric bass to define the 
tempo, but ‘Omega’ breaks the 
mould by introducing synth as the 
main proponent.  

One of the key reasons for this 
album’s sonic appeal lies in it being 
made with analogue recording 
equipment. The recordings were 
made at a variety of studios including 
Dunastudio where they have a vintage 
MCI JH16 running two inch tape and 
monitoring via Dynaudio and Genelec 
Monitors. At Mo Stern in Berlin they 
go even further with a tube powered 
Revox G36 recorder and a Manley 
tube compressor, the monitors being 
single driver, horn loaded nearfield 
types. The most impressive monitors 
used for Lunar Love are to be found in 
Audiomoto in Berlin; these guys have 
two pairs of Klein & Hummels, classic 
German actives from the analogue 
era. The album therefore sounds 
very good indeed even with CD, but 
the vinyl is more of what was heard 
in those studios. Lunar Love is a full 
scale, wide bandwidth and gorgeously 
relaxed album whose music is as 
charming as its sound. JK

CD

120g

120g
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MUSIC REVIEW / AUDIOPHILE & JAZZ

Meantime
Frank Kimbrough
Newvelle Records NV001LP

Newvelle Records is a new label 
devoted to recently recorded jazz 
released exclusively on vinyl. Newvelle 
launched itself as a crowdfunding 
project, establishing a model for the 
recording artists to retain ownership 
and control of their work. Newvelle 
echoes what Coup d’Archet has been 
doing for some time—packaging fine 
LP pressings in deluxe packages 
with gorgeous artwork to deliver an 
aesthetically unique package. Where 
Newvelle departs from Coup d’Archet 
is its subscription-based model. You 
can’t simply walk into a record store, 
or call up your online LP source of 
choice and order a copy of Meantime. 
You must commit to a series of six 
LPs at a cost of £320, €450, or $375 
outside the Euro zone. These prices 
increase as the series progresses, 
rewarding those who commit early 
(the quoted prices reflect a first bump 
because of this release). 

While this may seem steep to 
those hoping to get their music free 
over the Internet, it seems a fair price 
if the music lives up to the level of 
quality exhibited by the presentation. 
Consider the packaging—the first 
thing you notice is the sheer beauty 
of the cover. Instead of the traditional 
LP cover art, with a photo of the artist 
and liner notes about the music, the 
Newvelle team elected to use the 
cover as a canvas to display artwork. 
For the first six releases, photographer 
Bernard Plossu’s extensive catalog 

was used. A black and white photo 
shares the front cover only with Frank 
Kimbrough’s name and nothing else, 
with the album title displayed on the 
spine. Inside the foldout cover is a 
gorgeous colour photo. The back 
cover displays the artist’s names and 
the list of compositions, with direction 
to Newvelle’s website for further “liner 
notes”. The inner sleeve reproduces 
a poem by Tracy K. Smith. The 
typography, paper quality and printing 
are all on the same high artistic level, 
recalling the days of printing presses 
and fine bindings. The album cover is 
slightly larger than a standard cover, 
making removal of the LP pain free 
and lessening the odds of split seams.

At the end of the day, inspired 
photographic covers and handmade 
quality packaging will not entice jazz 
music consumers to cross back over 
the Rubicon from lower quality and 
sometimes low cost digital delivery 
solutions to vinyl. That requires high 
quality music and sound. Newvelle’s 
line up of talent for its first six records is 
absolutely stellar. In addition to this first 
release, they have recorded albums 
by Jack DeJohnette, Noah Preminger 
(with Ben Monder, John Patitucci, and 
Billy Hart), the Don Friedman Trio, the 
Ben Allison Trio, and Leo Genovese, 
featuring Esperanza Spalding and 
Jack DeJohnette—each and every 
combination of artists promising music 
worth hearing over and over again. 
This Kimbrough quintet includes Andy 
Zimmerman on tenor sax, Chris van 
Voorst van Beest on Bass, R.J. Miller 
on drums, and Riley Mulherkar on 
trumpet. Kimbrough’s elegant playing 

clearly shows his Herbie Nichols roots 
and his young group of sidemen hang 
with his deceptively simple rhythms to 
turn in a slow to mid tempo session 
that feels more European (think ECM) 
than New York.

Elan Mehler, one of the founding 
members of Newvelle, is a pianist 
and composer who spent 12 years in 
New York before relocating to Paris, 
and in so doing forged relationships 
with most of the artists featured on 
Newvelle. He studied with Kimbrough 
at NYU and fell under his spell. 
Kimbrough, born in 1956, is an elder 
statesman of jazz’s regeneration as the 
titans of the classic jazz era leave us. 
He began his recording career in 1988 
on Mapleshade, an ‘audiophile’ label, 
with Lonely Woman. Recording for 
Palmetto Records for over a decade 
now, he has garnered excellent 
reviews for his adventurous approach 
to music, both in the selection of 
material and execution of it.

The music was recorded by 
Marc Urselli at Eastside Sound in 
New York in December 2014, digitally 
recorded at 24 bit 88.2kHz and 
mixed to vinyl using an analogue 
console. The LP is pressed on clear 
180-gram vinyl at MPO in France. The 
sound combines great dynamics and 
excellent detail. More importantly, the 
music and sound is good enough to 
demand repeated listening. Highly 
recommended. DD

180g
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MUSIC REVIEW / CLASSICAL

Bel Canto Amore Mio
Orchestre National d’Île  
de France, Enrique Mazzola
Nomad Music NMM029

Enrique Mazzola, in among his many 
commitments, has been the Artistic 
Director of the Orchestre National d’Île 
de France for four years now. In that 
time, he has been widely praised for 
bringing an exciting dynamism to their 
concerts, as well as a new breadth to 
their repertoire.

Mazzola is of course well-known 
as the bel canto specialist familiar 
to Glyndebourne audiences after 
triumphant performances of Don 
Pasquale, Il Barbiere di Siviglia, and 
last year’s musically fantastic Poliuto. 
But he has also made ONDIF a force 
to be reckoned with by trailing not 
just their Tchaikovsky cycle, or the 
Beethoven piano concertos with 
Cédric Tiberghien, but also intriguing 
and inventive collaborations in 
contemporary repertoire.

On this CD, however, Mazzola 
focusses on one of his great 
specialities, bel canto opera. Before 
you rush out and buy it looking 
for great bel canto arias, a quick 
word of warning: this is an album 
of overtures to great and lesser-
known bel canto operas, a showcase 
for the instrumental skills of this 
accomplished orchestra, not of la bella 
voce. Nevertheless, the overtures of 
these operas does both showcase the 
virtuosity of conductor and orchestra, 
and also highlight just how well written 
many of these operas are; dismiss 
them as confectionery at your peril!

And what a showcase this is! It 
is ridiculously energetic, atmospheric, 
and joyful. If you’re a fan of Rossini, 
Donizetti, and Bellini, you’ll know 
already that these overtures work 
very well as highly enjoyable crowd-
pleaser concert pieces. These Italian 
composers managed to negotiate their 
way across a tightrope between tunes 
and rhythms that would have a wide 
and populist appeal and an artistic 
integrity and bravura instrumental 
writing that ensured their longevity.

Mazzola completely understands 
this duality. He is absolutely unafraid 
of selling us the hooks in this music, 
bringing out the tunes and the dance 
rhythms’ verve with great panache, 
while also encouraging playing of 
great style, colour, and finesse. 
There is also, of course, quite a bit 
of virtuoso playing on display here as 
well. Most pleasing is the sense of 
space and clarity in both the playing 
and the recording. This is down to 
considerable precision, but also a 
great sense of the enjoyment you feel 
from players and conductor alike. You 
can’t help thinking a very jolly time 
was had making this CD, because it’s 
also a very jolly time listening!

Glyndebourne-goers will be 
pleased to see the overtures from 
both Don Pasquale and Barber 
here, and they are probably the two 
most popular of this collection. Don 
Pasquale’s overture opens with a 
lovely cello solo, gorgeously played 
here, before the tune of Norina’s 
aria ‘Quel guardo’ erupts, and the 
overture is played out with maximum 
brilliance. In the very familiar overture 

to Il Barbiere di Siviglia, there’s a very 
welcome freshness to the playing, and 
the clarity, space, and balance allow 
all the subtle nuances that Mazzola 
creates to shine through.

In amongst the rarer inclusions 
here is the overture to Mercadante’s 
Emma d’Antiochia, rescued from 
obscurity in the UK at least by Opera 
Rara some years ago. It’s intriguing 
partly because it features an off-stage 
banda. So often, off-stage musicians 
on opera recordings sound like they’re 
playing in the neighbours’ bathroom, 
but here, the clarity continues. They 
just sound further away. Lovely. Also 
lovely is the horn duet at the beginning 
of the overture to Donizetti’s Ugo, 
Conte di Parigi.

Another intriguing moment for the 
British listener is the arrival of ‘God 
Save the Queen’ in the overture to 
Donizetti’s Roberto Devereux. It must 
be one of the best arrangements of 
the national anthem there is, and is 
beautifully played.

Other reasons to own this CD 
include the beautiful pizzicato playing 
on the overture to Bellini’s I Capuletti 
e i Montecchi, and getting to hear the 
rather fine overture to Meyerbeer’s 
Margherita d’Anjou. And the last great 
bonus is one of those audiophile must 
haves: a brief recording of a rehearsal 
in full swing (if your French is up to it), 
mobile phones and all – just let the 
disc play after the final bar of the final 
overture and be patient... SM

CD
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Next issue
Super high-end special!
Hi-Fi+ is not afraid of big ticket items, but even here there are top class 

audio devices and the best of the best of the best. Exclusive: we discover 

the joys of the latest GAT S2 preampli� er from conrad-johnson, Bowers & 

Wilkins ever popular 802 in its new D3 diamond tweeter livery, the stunning 

new Mark Levinson 585 integrated ampli� er, the top of the Roksan turntable 

tree, and more.

Plus:
Teddy Pardo i80a integrated ampli� er, Sennheiser HD630VB headphones, 

Audio Alchemy’s groundbreaking electronics.

HI-FI+ ISSUE 136 ON SALE 2 JUNE, 2016 (UK) JULY 7, 2016 (US)
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HEAR HOW 
PRACTICE 
REALLY DOES 
MAKE PERFECT

We spent all our time crafting 
our latest model, we ran out of 
time to name it.

Built to deliver the same sound quality as 
our Coltrane range and powered by record 
low distortion technology, our latest speaker 
is born from a passion as pure as its sound.

Come visit us at Munich High End for the 
launch of the latest Marten speaker. 
And its name.

Find out more at marten.se

MADE IN SWEDEN
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WORLD
PREMIERE

MUNICH
HIGH END
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W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

absolute sounds ltd.

T H E  A L L  N E W  G  S E R I E S
Modern retro – that’s the thinking behind the new Audio Research G 
Series. It pays tribute to the original designs of company founder William 
Z. Johnson, while at the same time encapsulating the very latest thinking 
on tube amplifi er design. Welcome siblings to this famous family, sitting 
comfortably alongside its already legendary Reference range.

It makes use of an all new output tube, the Tung Sol KT150: from the 
company responsible for the famous 6550, launched 60 years ago, this 
new design is destined to fi nd a place throughout the Audio Research range. 

Three new models lead off the G Series. The GSPre preamplifi er, with 
its internal tube-powered phono stage and integrated headphone 
amplifi er. The powerhouse GS150 stereo power amplifi er, capable of 
155W per channel and the GSi75 integrated amplifi er, combining many 
of the attributes of the preamp and power amp in a single chassis, and 
delivering 75W per channel.

For any advice and your nearest Audio Research dealer, ask Absolute 
Sounds...everytime.

GENIUS

‘The GS150 is not only the fi nest sounding but also the most beautiful stereo amplifi er
Audio Research has ever built’

- José Victor Henriques, Hi-Fi News & Record Review
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