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ABOVE: From luxury one-offs 
to full CD catalogues, see our 
guide to box-sets, p28

VINYL & RECORD REVIEWS

80  Classical Companion
 This month Christopher Breunig
 recommends recordings featuring
 the German concert pianist and
 composer Wilhelm Kempff
82  Vinyl Release
 All of rock’s roads lead back to the
 tracks on this compilation of blues
 classics, originally released in 1969.
 Steve Sutherland on Howlin’ Wolf’s
 Second Album, now on 180g vinyl 
84  Vinyl Icon
 They were the prog rock group like
 no other, yet for many this 1971 LP
 is the perfect ‘prog’ album. Mike
 Barnes looks at the making of Van
 Der Graaf Generator’s Pawn Hearts
90  Classic Rock Venues
 Steve Sutherland continues his tour
 of the world’s iconic music venues,
 this month bringing you the history
 of Ronnie Scott’s in London’s Soho
96  Music Reviews
 Our selection of audiophile LP
 and hi-res downloads reviewed by
 our specialists alongside the latest
 rock, jazz and classical albums 

DEFINITIVE PRODUCT REVIEWS

34  B&W 802 D3
 Out goes the Kevlar while virtually
 all other components have been
 revised. So how does the current
 fl agship in B&W’s re-engineered
 800 loudspeaker series sound?

40  Audio Research REF 150 SE
 As the US company revamps its
 Reference amps with KT150 tubes,
 we compare a new and old model
44  Musical Fidelity Nu-Vista CD
 The nuvistor valve has become a
 byword for the UK company, but can
 this latest CD player convince?
48  Chord Hugo TT
 Is the sacrifi ce in portability a price
 worth paying with this ‘table top’
 DAC/headphone amp? We fi nd out
52  PS Audio NuWave
 Phono Converter
 What’s this? A phono preamplifi er
 and analogue DSD/PCM converter
 housed in a single box? Read on...
56  Pioneer N-70A
 Flagship network-enabled DAC
 hopes to make its mark, but is a
 comprehensive feature set enough? 
62  Zeta Zero Venus Picolla
 From Poland comes a speaker with a
 12in woofer married to ribbons. 
 But will it please the purists?
66  Naim NAP 250 DR
 Salisbury company’s mainstream, yet
 iconic, power amp enjoys a makeover
70 Focal Spirit Professional
 Why headphones aimed at the pro
 market could satisfy audiophiles too
74 Rega RP1 Performance Pack
 Upgrade pack promises even greater
 musical highs with RP1 turntable

VINTAGE

126 Vintage Review
 How does the classic kit of yesteryear
 measure up today? This month we
 test NAD’s 3030 integrated amplifi er
132 From The Vault
 This month’s pick from HFN’s archive
 is from 1979 where Trevor Attewell
 hears Mission’s 770 loudspeaker
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15  Welcome
 A message from the editor
16  News
 Chord’s Mojo headphone amp,
 Audio Research launches REF 6 pre,
 Il Cremonese fl oorstander from
 Sonus faber, Kennerton’s cans in UK
18  Show Blog
 Now a fi rm fi xture in the high-end
 calendar, each year the Hi-Fi Show
 Live assembles the world’s premium
 audio brands at the Beaumont
 Estate in Windsor. We bring you a
 special eight-page report...
28  Investigation
 Whether you’re a completist or a
 savvy shopper looking for bundled
 albums at special prices, the CD
 box-set is the way to go. Ken Kessler
 sorts the true fi nds from the fi ller 
109  Opinion
 Insider comment from Paul Miller,
 Barry Fox, Jim Lesurf, Steve Harris
 and, writing from the US, Barry Willis
120  Sound Off
 An analogue vintage system on a
 £1k budget, pressing irregularities
 and the appeal of vinyl, plus can a
 copy of a CD better the original?
146  Off The Leash
 Some iconic British speakers are
 now being snapped up at online
 auction sites for astonishing sums.
 Ken Kessler looks for answers...

See page 60See page 57See page 60See page 82See page 60See page 57
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Special Christmas offer:
Three issues for just £3!

See page 60

ABOVE: Something of a curate’s egg? We 
hear Zeta Zero’s Venus Picolla speakers, p62 
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Special Christmas offer!
 See page 94



Distributors of exquisite audio equipment
Tel +44 (0)1900 601954



... AND MANY
MANY MORE!

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

Criterion Audio is a new, premium hi-fi dealer in Cambridge. From vinyl and valves to the latest in streaming and head-
phones, we can help you find the perfect audio system to suit your budget and needs. We have a wide range of carefully 
selected products: from familiar brands to amazing manufacturers you will not find anywhere else in the UK. Come visit 
us and listen in one of our purpose-built demo rooms or relax in our dedicated headphone lounge.



Look at our new range of power amplifiers 

and you’d be forgiven for thinking not 

much has changed. Only the DR badge on 

the rear panel hints at the revolutionary 

technology within. Inside, our new Naim DR 

(Discrete Regulation) power supply circuitry 

and the radical new NA009 transistors 

developed for our flagship power amplifier, 

the Statement NAP S1, enhance the 

fundamentals of pace, rhythm and timing 

for which the originals are so renowned. 

The result is an even more immersive and 

involving music experience. Listen and 

you’ll feel the difference immediately.

Discover more and book a demonstration 

with your nearest specialist retailer at 

naimaudio.com 

Go Deeper

Revolution starts 

from within.



“The Sonja 1.2 delivers such high sonic 
performance, and does so on so 
many levels, that it leads me with 
the obvious conclusion of my highest 
recommendation. Stunning.”

The Absolute Sound, October 2015

“YGA’s Sonja 1.3 is that rare beast: a true 
full-range loudspeaker capable of 
playing at realistic sound-pressure levels 
with very low coloration and superbly 
stable, accurate soundstaging.” 

Stereophile, July 2013
Loudspeaker of the Year 

Distributed in the UK and Ireland by:

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

SONJA

Pure Clarity



3000 W · 105 dB
No distortion · No background noise

No saturation
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Contour S 3.4 LE
The legend continues.

All there is.

Dynaudio Contour – a magic name among audiophiles. And the living example of a true high-end loudspeaker. 





www.chord.co.uk

Close 
To You

ChordMusic
Coming soon. Stay tuned...

For more information on our stunning new range 
of high-performance cables, please email: 
sales@chord.co.uk or call: +44(0)1980 625700

www.chord.co.uk
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HI-FI NEWS’ EXPERT LINE UP: THE FINEST MINDS IN AUDIO JOURNALISM BRING THEIR EXPERIENCE TO BEAR ON ALL AREAS OF HI-FI & MUSIC

DEC/15

A
s the UK’s premier 
high-end audio 
magazine, Hi-Fi News 
sees a king’s ransom 
of kit pass through 

its pages every month – fl agship 
products from the world’s most 
inspired audio engineers. And, 
as my back regularly testifi es, 
this is a task we don’t take lightly 
or frivolously. But while our 
exclusive reviews of premium 
range-toppers are de rigueur, 
every once in a very long while 
we are lucky enough to witness, 
and share, the re-birth of a 
genuine audio icon.

The issue in your hands is one 
such occasion. This month we 
refl ect on B&W’s changing the 
guard for its entire 800 series 
and focus on the 
802 fl oorstander in 
particular. That one 
loudspeaker, used 
by professionals 
and many lucky 
audiophiles alike, has 
sold in greater volumes than any 
other high-end design over the 
last 20 to 30 years. For many 
listeners it represents the world 
standard, the speaker to which 
they aspire.

So when B&W decided it was 
time to give its 800 series a 
comprehensive ‘wash and brush-
up’, from the standmount 805 
to the massive 800 fl oorstander 
(the latter slated for launch in the 
fi rst quarter of 2016), it was not 
likely to throw the technological 
baby out with the bathwater. 
The longstanding 802 looks the 

way it does for good reason, 
from the continuous curve of 
its skeletally-braced cabinet to 
the decoupled, low-diffraction 
midrange and tweeter head 
units. The new 802 D3 retains 
all these features albeit realised 
with new materials, new drivers 
and subtly altered profi les.

So the 802 D3 looks smaller 
than its predecessor and yet 

encompasses exactly the 
same internal volume while 
weighing some 20kg more. It 
remains instantly recognisable, 
but different – not a thing of 
great beauty but still deeply 
admirable for the quality of its 
engineering, its superlative fi nish 
and for the years of research 
and experimentation that have 
presaged its eventual unveiling.

Our exclusive review of the 
802 D3, spanning no fewer than 
fi ve pages, starts on p34. 

PAUL MILLER  EDITOR

BARRY FOX 
Investigative journalist 
supreme, Barry is the 
fi rst with news of the 
latest developments 
in hi-fi  and music 
technologies

‘For many listeners
the 802 is the speaker

to which they aspire’

JOHN BAMFORD 
JB brings huge 
industry experience, a 
penchant for massive 
speakers and a love of 
hi-res audio in all its 
diverse guises

KEN KESSLER
is a long-serving 
contributor, luxury 
goods writer and  
champion for the 
renaissance in valves 
and ‘vintage hi-fi ’

KEITH HOWARD 
has written about 
hi-fi  for 30 years, and 
edited Hi-Fi Answers 
for nine. KH performs 
our speaker and 
headphone lab tests

STEVE HARRIS
Former Editor of this 
very title from 1986 
through to 2005. A 
lifetime in audio and 
a love of jazz makes 
Steve a goldmine

ANDREW EVERARD 
has reviewed hi-fi  for 
over 30 years and 
is still effortlessly 
enthusiastic about new 
technology, kit and 
discovering new music

VINYL: Van Der Graaf Generator’s Pawn 
Hearts is this month’s Vinyl Icon (p84), 
while Steve Sutherland reveals the rock 
template as Howlin’ Wolf’s Second Album 
is re-released on 180g vinyl (p82)

STEVE SUTHERLAND 
worked on Melody 
Maker and then edited 
NME from 1992-2000, 
the Britpop years. Steve 
brings a unique slant to 
our Vinyl Release pages

RIGHT: Inspired by 
the portable Hugo 
headphone amp/
DAC, this TT (Table 
Top) version gets 
its fi rst in-depth 
review. See p48

RIGHT: Hi-Fi News & RR is the exclusive 
UK representative of EISA’s Hi-Fi Expert 
Group and editor Paul Miller is EISA’s 
Hi-Fi Expert Group Manager

LEFT: Musical 
Fidelity’s massive
Nu-Vista CD recalls 
a digital world 
before wireless, 
the Cloud and 
streaming. Our 
exclusive test 
begins on p44 
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SONUS FABER’S IL CREMONESE FLOORSTANDER LINE-LEVEL PRE MAKES SIX IN A ROW

Chord fi nds its Mojo

Twenty years on and six product generations 
later, Audio Research’s fl agship Reference Series 
is joined by a new line-level preamplifi er. The 
£12k Reference 6 is housed in a single chassis 
that possesses more than a hint of the Galileo 
series aesthetic while, inside, ARC’s latest audio 
stage employs six 6H30 triodes (three per 
channel) with one 6H30 and 6550WE for PSU 
regulation. The large fl uorescent display on the 
front panel reveals volume (in 103 steps), input 
and menu functions that are governed by two 
rotary encoders. A row of fi ve buttons covers 
power, mute, phase invert, mono and menu 
controls. The latter extends to input labelling, 
display brightness, processor input setup and 
tube hour reset. Four balanced and four single-
ended inputs are joined by pairs of balanced 
and single-ended outputs. A full-function IR 
remote is also included.
Audio Research Corp, 0208 971 3909;
www.absolutesounds.com

Paying Homage ARC tube preamp

MINI MAGGIES
Heard by visitors to the recent Hi-Fi 
Show Live in Windsor [see p18], the 
latest addition to the Magneplanar 
loudspeaker line-up, the £1690 
‘.7’, is a scaled-down version of 
its hugely popular 1.7 model. The 
smaller .7 is also a full range ‘quasi 
ribbon’ panel design that employs an 
ultra-thin metal foil supported on a 
polymer diaphragm, but arranged as 
a two-way rather than three-way (.7 
vs. 1.7). Claimed sensitivity is 86dB – 
generous for this type of panel driver 
– but the nominal impedance is low 
at 4ohm. www.magnepan.com

HERCULES AC CABLES
Black Rhodium has announced the 
launch of its Hercules mains power 
cables. Prices range from £1350 
for a 1.5m set to £1500 for a 2m 
set, terminated with a variety of AC 
plug/female IEC connectors. These 
rhodium-plated connectors and 
silver-plated copper conductors are 
all deep cryogenically treated (DCT), 
the latter insulated with PTFE and 
triple screened to help reject RFI. 
www.blackrhodium.co.uk

The runaway success of Chord’s ‘go anywhere’ 
Hugo DAC/headphone preamp and the follow-
on but less portable Hugo TT [see p48] has 
given the brand an unstoppable momentum. 
So perhaps its launch of a more affordable and 
even more portable USB DAC/headphone amp 
– the £399 Mojo – is no great surprise. Inside 
that stylised machined-from-solid aircraft-grade 
aluminium case is a distillation of Chord’s WTA 
fi lter/Pulse Array DAC technology, offering 
connectivity with smartphones, PCs and Macs 
via micro USB, optical and a 3.5mm coaxial
S/PDIF inputs. WAV, AAC, AIFF, MP3 and FLAC 
fi le formats are supported with LPCM to 
768kHz and DoP DSD fi les up to 11.2MHz (DSD 
256). Ten hours of playback is claimed from a 
four-hour charge of its internal battery pack.
Chord Electronics, 01622 721444;
www.chordelectronics.co.uk

p, ;
www.absolutesounds.com

),

‘MOBILE JOY’ FROM CHORD AS ITS NEW POCKET-SIZED DAC/AMP OFFERS DUAL HEADPHONE OUTPUTS

Clearly inspired by the 
substantial Lilium 
fl oorstander [HFN Jun ’15], 
Sonus faber has distilled 
much of its essence into 
a new three-and-a-half 
way design destined 
for its iconic Homage 
Collection. The £30k Il 
Cremonese (an homage 
to Antonio Stradivari) 
combines Sonus faber’s 
‘Stealth Refl ex System’ 
with its orthogonal 
ports for the midwoofer 
and on the base, facing 
the fl oor, for the two 
180mm woofers 
and two 220mm 
infrawoofers. Combined 
with its proprietary 
180mm midrange and 
28mm ‘Arrow Point’ 
tweeter, this 84kg, 
1.45m-tall speaker 
boasts a usefully high 
92dB sensitivity.
Sonus faber, Italy,
0208 971 3909;
www.sonusfaber.com
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Meridian stays active

Kennerton’s cans

ENHANCED TECH AND NEW COLOURS FOR DSP SPEAKERS

8000 series amp reborn

12-15 NOV European Triode Festival, Berlin; www.triodefestival.net
06-09 JAN International CES, Las Vegas, USA; www.cesweb.org
21 FEB Audio Jumble 2016, The Angel Leisure Centre,
 Tonbridge, Kent; www.audiojumble.co.uk
26-28 FEB Sound & Vision Show, Marriott City Centre Hotel, Bristol;
 www.bristolshow.co.uk 
05-08 MAY High End Show, M.O.C., Munich, Germany;
 www.highendsociety.de

HI-FI NEWS? JUST ASK...
Please reserve/deliver my copy of Hi-fi  News
on a regular basis, starting with issue....................

Title................First name........................................

Surname..................................................................

Address.....................................................................
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Postcode..................................................................

Telephone number..................................................

If you can’t always fi nd a copy 
of this magazine, help is at 
hand! Complete this form, 
hand it in at your local store 
and they’ll arrange for a copy 
of each issue to be reserved 
for you. Some stores may 
even be able to arrange for it 
to be delivered to your home. 
Just ask!

IF YOU DON’T 
WANT TO MISS 
AN ISSUE...

Having championed the 
concept of the active DSP-
governed loudspeaker for 
over 20 years, Meridian has 
just revealed new refi nements 
that are embodied in its 
£6000 DSP5200.2 and 
£17,000 DSP7200.2 fl agship 
fl oorstanders. These self-
contained loudspeaker systems 
include digital inputs and a 
DSP core that not only governs 
the three-way crossover, bass 
augmentation, thermal and 
dynamic bass protection, but 
also offers user-adjustable 
controls for bass, treble tilt, 
listening axis, volume, time-
compensated balance and 
absolute phase. The DSP drives 
three built-in 75W amplifi ers 
to furnish a claimed maximum 
output level of 116dB at 1m.
Meridian Audio Ltd, 
01480 445678;
www.meridian-audio.com

Upcoming Events
IMPORTANT DATES FOR YOUR HI-FI DIARY

Now brought into the UK via 
NuNu Distribution, Kennerton 
Audio’s range of upmarket
in-ear and supra-aural 
headphones represent the 
luxury arm of the mass 
market Fischer Audio 
brand, manufactured in 
Russia. Two models will 
be of special interest 
to Hi-Fi News readers – 
the £695 close-backed 
Magister [pictured] and 
the £1995 open-backed, 
planar magnetic Odin.

The Magister features 
earcups fashioned from 
2000-year-old bogwood, the 
headband and earcups cushions 
are made of calfskin while the 
42mm mylar driver is stiffened 
with a ‘titanium coating’. 
Sensitivity is rated at 101dB.

RUSSIA’S PLANAR MAGNETIC ’PHONES 

When Audiolab fi rst launched 
its slimline 8000A integrated 
amp in 1983, few would have 
imagined that over 30 years 
later the marque would have 
instantly recognisable offspring. 
The original amp did not have 
an OLED display indicating 
volume level and input 
selection (including MM/MC 
phono), but then the new £900 
8300A, despite its external 
similarity, features an entirely 
revised internal design.

So the 8300A is a dual-mono 
amplifi er that also supports a 
balanced (XLR) input and offers 
a claimed 75W/8ohm power 

output – substantially more 
than any of the 8000 series 
amps that have gone before.

The 8300A joins Audiolab’s 
£1000 8300CD disc player/DAC 
which offers two coaxial and 
optical digital ins alongside an 
asynchronous, DSD-compatible 
USB input. Both single-ended 
(RCA) and balanced (XLR) 
analogue outputs are included. 
The iconically slim casework 
hosts a slot-loading CD drive, 
a 32-bit ESS Sabre DAC and 
proprietary Class A analogue 
output stage.
IAG Ltd, 01480 447700;
www.audiolab.co.uk

8300A INTEGRATED JOINS AUDIOLAB’S 8300CD PLAYER/DAC

n’s cans

via
erton 
et

e

NETIC ’PHONES

The costlier Odin model 
features an 80mm PM driver 
boasting a 35ohm impedance 
and 104dB sensitivity.
Kennerton/Fischer Audio, 
Sweden/Russia, 0203 544 
2338; www.kennerton.com

OLOURS FOR DSP SPEAKERS



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

The Hi-Fi Show, Windsor 
Words: Paul Miller & Andrew Simpson; Pictures: Andrew Simpson

Ian Severs of UK 
distributor Karma AV 
stands alongside JBL’s 
4367 Studio Monitor, 
which was given a 
thorough workout 
before its anticipated 
2016 launch. The 
substantial fl agship 
in a series of three 
new models based on 
JBL’s pro M2 Master 
Reference Monitor, 
the 4367 features a 
15in bass driver and a 
‘High-Defi nition Imaging’ 
(horn) waveguide. Price 
will be around £11,500.
www.karma-av.co.uk

Assembled by Henley Designs, this smart little set-up comprised 
components from Pro-Ject’s compact Box Design series. Below 
the £2200 Xtension 9 Super Pack turntable can be seen the 
Stream Box RS (£1099), Phono Box RS (£649), Power Box RS 
power supply (£479), CD Box RS (£899), Amp Box RS (£749) 
and Pre Box RS Digital (£999). www.henleydesigns.co.uk

Chord Electronics demonstrated its new DAVE DAC (£7995), 
which runs custom code on an FPGA (Field Programmable Gate 
Array) and boasts support for PCM, DXD and DSD inputs. Set in 
its own £1400 rack, the DAC fed a pair of the company’s SPM 
1400 MKII amps. Chord’s pint-sized Mojo DAC/headphone amp 
(£399) could also be heard. www.chordelectronics.co.uk

Now in its third year, the Hi-Fi 
Show Live was expanded 
for 2015 by a further set of 
demonstration suites at the 
Beaumont Conference Centre 
in Old Windsor. UK enthusiasts 
were offered the unique 
opportunity to experience 
the cream of high-end 
audio. Exclusive UK product 
launches were unveiled by 
iconic brands including JBL, 
Magico, KEF, Quad, dCS, 

Audio Alchemy, GamuT, Audio 
Research, D’Agostino and 
many others. The big Windsor, 
Wessex, Lancaster and 
Buckingham Suites provided 
the ideal environment for
many unforgettable demos 
while the numerous Hi-Fi 
News workshops were often 
left with standing room only. 
If you missed this unique high-
end audio extravaganza, then 
here’s a taster of the event. 
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KEF demonstrated a revamped version of its iconic 
Muon fl agship speaker to a packed house. Seen below 
with Jack Oclee-Brown, Head of Acoustics at the 
company, the £140k Muon has a revised Uni-Q mid/
treble array with stiffened drivers and a new crossover 
said to give deeper bass. KEF’s £16k+ Blade Two [see 
HFN Jul ’15] was also on show next to the original 
Blade, highlighting their shared striking aesthetic and 
the former’s more manageable size. www.kef.com

Magico’s Vice President of 
Global Sales and Marketing, 
Peter Mackay, stands next to 
the S7, the fl agship speaker 
in the company’s S-Series. 
Costing £58k+ depending 
on fi nish, each aluminium 
cabinet weighs 136kg and 
houses a trio of 10in bass 
drivers, a 6in midrange and 
1in tweeter. The sound of the 
S7 was breathtaking driven by 
Constellation Audio’s 500W 
Hercules II stereo power 
amp or 250W Centaur II 
monoblocks, shown right with 
CA’s Sales Director, Irv Gross. 
www.constellationaudio.com; 
www.magico.net

IAG representative and 
prolifi c speaker designer 
Peter Comeau was on 
hand to sate the appetites 
of Quad fans eager to hear 
the company’s new Z-4 
fl oorstander. As the largest 
model in the Z series, this 
£4k tower with its four-
driver-and-ribbon-tweeter 
array certainly held its 
own against Quad’s own 
ESL-2912 electrostatics, 
both models (pictured) 
enthralling audiences in 
equal measure. 
www.quad-hifi .co.uk

Jozefi na Lichtenegger of EAT unveiled a 12in version of the company’s 
C-Note hybrid/unipivot tonearm with carbon tube, fi tted to a Forte S 
turntable with a glorious Makassar fi nish. From PrimaLuna came a £2998 
HP (high-power) variant of its Dialogue Premium integrated valve amp 
[inset] boasting twice as many tubes as the original, plus auto-biasing. 
www.europeanaudioteam.com; www.primaluna-usa.com
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The ebullient Peter 
Madnick of Audio 
Alchemy (left) joined 
Nigel Crump of 
Symmetry Systems to 
unveil his very latest 
designs, including a 
Class D amp. Top left 
on the rack can be seen 
the new DDP-1 Digital 
Decoding DAC, which 
packs a preamp with a 
headphone output into 
a cute case for £1595, 
while alongside sits 
its optional £495 PS-5 
power supply. www.
symmetry-systems.co.uk. 

Oppo came clutching its EISA Award-winning headphones 
and accompanying DACs/headphone amps. The UK 
division’s Shane Cui (left) and James Soanes fl ank new-
look versions of the entry level PM-3 headphones in eye-
catching red or blue livery, priced £349 apiece. Serving 
up the sounds is Oppo’s £249 pocket-sized leather-clad 
HA-2 amp [see HFN Jun ’15]. www.oppodigital.co.uk

Few experiences can match that of hearing Frank Zappa sing from the 
grooves of an LP spun on the £14,000 Kronos Sparta .5 turntable with 
its accompanying 10in Helena dual-wall carbon fi bre tonearm (£6500). 
The package also hosted a prototype Van den Hul Crimson ‘Stradivari’ 
pick-up, built especially for the show. www.decentaudio.co.uk

With a price tag of £90k, you can understand why 
Clearaudio’s Veronika and Robert Suchy are standing 
guard around their fl agship Statement TT1 V2 turntable, 
which came with a number of revisions including a new 
bearing design for its parallel-tracking arm. The radical 
tech of DS Audio’s DS-W1 optical cartridge [HFN Nov ’15] 
also wowed the crowds. www.soundfowndations.co.uk

This system from Midlands-based distributor Kog Audio created some 
of the most natural-sounding music at the show, thanks to Avalon’s 
Transcendent loudspeakers (£16,500) and dCS electronics, including 
a dCS Rossini Player (£18k) and Rossini DSD-upsampling DAC (£5k). 
Completing the set-up were VTL amps, Aurender and Melco servers, 
and supports and accessories from Entreq. www.kogaudio.com
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The Leema Acoustics team (l-r) Nia Davies, Lee Taylor, Mallory Nicholls and Mark Perfect, 
hold billets of aluminium as used in the cabinets of the company’s £3k Xen Elite micro 
monitors. With its 4in bass cone and 1in tweeter, the speaker brought smiles as it drove 
the room, hooked up to Leema’s Constellation electronics. www.leema-acoustics.com

No soldering iron in sight as Atlas Cables’ Engineering Technician 
Bryan McFarland demonstrated the company’s new Transpose 
cold-solder connections on its Mavros speaker cable. These 
terminations feature top-quality quick-swap interchangeable 
banana and spade connectors. www.atlascables.com

Here’s Daniel Marchant of Yamaha UK tickling the ivories of a 
Yamaha Disklavier Piano, ensuring the Hi-Fi Show Live lived up 
to its name. Yamaha also entertained guests with its £1600 
YSP-5600 Dolby Atmos soundbar and latest MusicCast systems, 
alongside its fl agship £4k A-S3000 amp. www.uk.yamaha.com

As the designer of one of the most 
talked about standmount speakers at 
the show, ELAC’s Andrew Jones has every 
right to look so pleased with himself. 
The company chose the Hi-Fi Show Live 
to launch its Debut speaker range in the 
UK, and there was nothing entry-level 
about the sound of its most affordable 
B5 model (£250), which was fed by 
electronics from Audio Alchemy. 
www.hifi -network.com

The Master Power Classic 
Stereo power amp 
from Dan D’Agostino is 
priced at £13,500 and, 
cosmetically at least, is 
reminiscent of the amps 
designed during his early 
years at Krell. But with 
300W/8ohm on tap, it’s 
way more powerful than 
a KSA-50! Also on show 
was D’Agostino’s MLife 
one-box player with built-
in display and streamer.
www.dandagostino.com
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Tube amp fans made a beeline for Icon Audio’s room where 
the company’s David Shaw demo’d his new ‘pure triode’ EL34D 
valves alongside a prototype of his new Stereo 30SE single-ended 
integrated amp, expected to cost £1600. www.iconaudio.com

NuNu Distribution 
certainly put Oracle 
Audio’s latest Delphi 
Mk VI Gen II (£9950) 
turntable to good use. 
With an SME V arm 
and partnered with 
the £1650 Oracle 
PH200 phono stage, 
it sounded sublime 
heard through TAD 
Labs’ CE1 (£16k) 
three-way refl ex-loaded 
standmount speakers 
[HFN Jan ’15]. www.
nunudistribution.co.uk

Simon Griffi n of Decent Audio shows off Magnepan’s 
new two-way MG .7 panels, designed with smaller 
spaces in mind. Standing 1.38m tall, the £1690 MG .7
is said to have a sensitivity of 86dB and nominal 
impedance of 4ohm. www.decentaudio.co.uk

Requests for cable demonstrations were in high demand and 
Nigel Finn, The Chord Company’s Technical Director, was on 
hand to show eager visitors how its new Sarum Super ARAY 
range offers a welcome upgrade path from the company’s 
Sarum Tuned ARAY predecessor. www.chord.co.uk 

G Point Audio showed the GL-1102N deck from Polish 
brand Pre-Audio. It wasn’t just the tangential arm that 
had the crowds talking but the acrylic platter with 
its internal light show. Seen here with an Ortofon 
MC2000 II MC, the €5812 package normally includes 
a Benz Micro Gold pick-up. www.gpoint-audio.com

Throughout the weekend, the show also hosted a range of workshops. 
Here’s IsoTek System’s Bjørn Hegelstad discussing and demonstrating 
the benefi ts of ‘clean power’ using IsoTek’s EVO3 Aquarius six-way mains 
conditioner and its EVO3 Polaris distribution strip. www.isoteksystems.com
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In one of its two Hi-Fi 
Show Live rooms, Kevin 
Akam (pictured) of 
Signature Audio Systems 
joined DALI to deliver 
music on an epic scale. 
This front-end comprises 
PS Audio’s PerfectWave 
Transport (£3k) and 
DSD-upsampling 
DirectStream DAC 
(£5350) feeding 
a choice of Jeff 
Rowland Continuum 
S2 integrated amp 
or Corus/625 S2 pre/
power amps. Speakers 
were DALI Epicon 
8 (£11,500). www. 
signaturesystems.co.uk; 
www.dali-uk.co.uk

Northamptonshire-based Divine Audio greeted visitors 
with a line-up of the latest turntables from AudioWorks. 
This beauty is the Turntable One with black oak plinth in 
extended 12in guise (£2k), equipped with an SME M2-12
tonearm and AT33Sa MC pick-up from A-T. Note the 
platter’s belt drive controlled by a standalone AC motor, 
situated at the rear of the plinth. www.divineaudio.co.uk

For those looking to 
stock up on quality 
music, Chris Harris of 
Theme One Records 
came armed with 
a selection of the 
best new and used 
pressings. With a vast 
selection of titles 
on offer, including 
recordings from the 
specialist label Music 
On Vinyl alongside 
award-winning Chesky 
CDs, there was 
something to interest 
every audiophile. 

Pure Sound presented this stunning set-up, which included an STST 
Motus II direct-drive turntable [HFN Jan ’14] and Pure Sound 2A3 
integrated amp [HFN May ’10]. The gorgeous retro-looking speakers are 
HECO’s new Direkt model (£2500), which boast a 10in woofer, horn-
loaded tweeter and a claimed sensitivity of 95dB. www.puresound.info

Ming Da UK’s Mark Manwaring-White, pictured here wearing a digital 
bow-tie, demo’d this fascinating set-up, which included a Pre-Audio 
1301G deck with parallel-tracking arm and Audio Detail Nuvistor phono 
stage with matching NV-06 power supply. Speakers are hORNS Mummy 
with 12in woofer and horn-loaded tweeter. www.mingda.co.uk

Those looking to get the best out of a bedroom or 
second system were just as well served thanks to Dave 
Jackson of High End Cable, who ran two desktop set-ups 
to demonstrate audio delights intended for smaller 
spaces. Both used Audience speakers, including the larger 
1+1 V2 (pictured) with side-fi ring ABRs and front/rear
full-range titanium drivers. www.highendcable.co.uk
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Presented by Henley Designs, Pro-Ject’s Signature deck was a 
sight to behold. Costing £7000 and currently the company’s 
fl agship turntable, it features a mass-loaded plinth, magnetically 
decoupled main platter, fl ywheel belt drive, digital speed display 
and 12in unipivot tonearm. During the show, Pro-Ject founder 
Heinz Lichtenegger was on hand to share insights into the 
deck’s design with eager visitors. www.project-audio.com

Computer Audio Design, which is led by Scott Berry (pictured), 
joined forces for the show with Soundkaos speakers. Alongside 
its 1543 DAC MkII (£7250) and CAT transport/streamer/NAS 
(£6300), CAD also revealed its soon-to-be released ‘Ground 
Control’ HF noise fi lter. The Wave 40 speakers seen here boast 
an upgraded external crossover. Also, spot the side-exiting horn/
transmission-line port. www.computeraudiodesign.com

This photo doesn’t do the superb build quality of T+A’s HV range 
justice. Seen here with T+A’s Jens Welteke (left) and Oliver John 
are the PDP 3000 HV CD/SACD player/DAC (£11.7k) [HFN Mar 
’15], PA 3000 HV amp (£10.2k) and MP 3000 HV media player 
(£8.3k), alongside the unmistakable curves of Estelon’s XB 
speakers (£22k) with their ceramic drivers. www.kogaudio.com

Fresh from a workshop presenting 
AudioQuest’s JitterBug USB 
conditioner [inset] via Kudos’s Titan 
808 speakers with Linn Exakt active 
electronics, Matthias Böde of Stereo 
magazine strikes a pose in front of the 
Kudos team and AudioQuest’s Robert Hay 
(centre). The workshop explored the improvements the £39 
JitterBug’s RF fi ltering can bring to computer audio [HFN Oct 
’15]. www.kudosaudio.com; www.audioquest.com

Primare’s Siemen Algra 
gets up close to some 
of the company’s cool-
running UFPD (Ultra Fast 
Power Device) equipped 
Class D electronics. Below 
a BD32 universal player 
sits an I32 integrated amp 
with optional streamer and 
aptX Bluetooth modules. 
On the bottom two shelves 
reside the fl agship two-
tone PRE60/A60 pre/power 
amps [HFN Nov ’14].
www.primare.net
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Next 
month

We report from
the Tokyo Audio Show

Standing before a huge mural of Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page in 
one of the show’s most elaborate rooms, Dynaudio’s Roland 
Hoffmann (left) and Matthias Böde of Stereo magazine take 
a break from a workshop on speaker positioning that used 
Dynaudio’s Contour S 3.4 LE (£4750). www.dynaudio.com

Either side of this rack of PS Audio electronics sits a pair of the 
company’s latest BHK Signature 300 monoblocks (£13k/pair), 
designed by Bascom H King and said to deliver 300W/8ohm. 
On the rack’s bottom shelf is a PerfectWave P10 Power Plant AC 
mains regenerator (£4.5k), here feeding a DirectStream DAC 
and PerfectWave transport. www.psaudio.com

David Brooks of Mains 
Cables R Us was in 
attendance with a veritable 
Aladdin’s cave full of 
system essentials and audio 
accessories, many offered 
at special show prices even 
the most pound-conscious 
of audiophiles found hard to 
resist. Furutech, Okki Nokki 
and MrSpeakers were just 
some of the many and 
varied brands on offer. 
www.mains-cables-r-us.
co.uk

Electronics guru Graham Tricker of GT Audio (below right) added 
a vintage touch to his handbuilt TRON electronics using this 
Studer reel-to-reel recorder, parked next to a TW Acustic Raven 
deck, which was heard through the new TRON Convergence MC 
phono stage (£1k) and 50W Class AB monoblocks (£3k/pair). 
During the show, Mike Valentine [inset] of Chasing the Dragon 
Records gave regular talks on direct-cut LPs. www.gtaudio.com

Personal audio was high on the agenda with a wide selection of 
quality cans on offer for visitors to test in the headphone zone. 
Harman Consumer UK’s Mark Hockey showed off models from 
AKG, including the new Y50BT on-ear model with TrueStream 
Bluetooth technolpgy (£149), alongside the Quincy Jones-
inspired N90Q fl agship design (£1300). www.harman.com
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Rockin’ the boxes
Ken Kessler looks at box-sets – which to buy and those to send packing

a recording accessed in the digital 
domain. And yet the market for 
mouth-wateringly covetable box-
sets has never been more fecund. 

This is being written some 
months before Christmas, 

yet the choice is 
overwhelming. 
Yes, you who 

still use turntables 
and CD players are the 

deliberate targets. But it’s not 
all capitalistic opportunism: 
we’re being offered material 
that otherwise might never 
have seen the light of day.
At whom, then, is the luxury 

box-set aimed? Obviously, the 
disposable income needed to 
drop, say, £99 on one of the Led 

Zeppelin Super Deluxe sets is beyond 
that of an impoverished student. 
But then, what 19-year-old would be 
that covetous of Led Zeppelin discs?

A GOLDEN AGE 
No, these are serious investments, 
especially if one considers the luxo-
boxes, but top-end productions do 
not constitute all that the music 
industry has to seduce you.

Given that the only negative 
about box-sets is the physical space 
needed to accommodate them, they 
should appeal to all but those who 
have embraced, without exception, 
the world of non-physical media. For 
such souls, this article is irrelevant. 
For nearly the same money, you can 
download digital versions and have 
nothing physical to show for it. But 
you will save space.

While it is true that the most 
lavish limited editions are priced 
absurdly, £100 or so for a box 
with three CDs in it, for music 
that has paid for itself a 100 times 
over, seems excessive even to 
this exemplar of profl igacy. That 
said, most of the sets represent 
incomparable value if music is your 
drug of choice. This may just be a 
Golden Age for music lovers.

Intelligently conceived box-sets 
circa 2015/16 seem to fall into 
two main categories. Some have 
been reviewed in these pages, 

BELOW: Latest in 
Paul McCartney’s 
‘box-setting’ 
of his entire 
catalogue is Tug 
Of War, with 
three CDs, one 
DVD and two 
massive books

BELOW RIGHT: 
Macca in his 
‘Ebony And Ivory’ 
period clobber, 
as pictured in 
the Tug Of War 
box-set 

W ere I still the cynic 
I once was, my more 
sensible side would 
be saying: the music 

industry is indulging in a last-gasp 
attempt at wresting money from us 
for physical media. By ‘us’, I mean 
the proverbial ‘Fifty Quid Man’ 
identifi ed a decade ago as a regular 
habitué of stores like HMV, who 
would pop in once a week and buy a 
few CDs or DVDs. Generationally, of 
course, Fifty Quid Man was not your 
typical mobile-phone-as-music-player 
teen or twenty-something.

Into the 2010s and we are in 
the midst of a transitional period 

during which all forms of music 
playback devices, from the lowliest 
portables to car audio to extreme 
high-end preamplifi ers, are not only 
accommodating but encouraging 
streaming and/or downloading to 
servers. And with few exceptions, 
tracks that are sold digitally make 
more money for the companies than 
do CDs or LPs.

OVERWHELMING CHOICE 
Think about how much the music 
biz must love cyber-media. After 
all, downloaded or streamed tracks 
exist in cyberspace. There’s no 
warehousing nor shipping fees for 
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the 15th 
anniversary with 
a 2CD set and a 
super deluxe LP 
box set adding 
outtakes and 
unreleased live 
recordings
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box-sets. One contained only the 
music, the studio/commercial 
releases. The other consisted of 
every single squeak, snort and cough 
between tracks, when the mics were 
on and the studio chatter fl owed. 
His question was simple: ‘Ken, after 
you’ve heard that set once, will you 
ever again listen to the chat, the 
outtakes, the false starts?’ I had to – 
sheepishly – admit, ‘Er, no.’

SPECIAL PRICES
Thus we are faced with a dilemma, 
succinctly dismissed by director 
Quentin Tarantino, when asked 
why his fi lms usually aren’t issued 

as extended 
director’s cuts 
or overburdened 
with outtakes. 
Paraphrasing 
what he said 
in an interview 
in one of the 
‘extras’, the sage-

like upstart said, ‘That’s because 
I get it right the fi rst time’ or 
something to that effect.

If in your opinion, then, the extras 
on these box-sets are the musical 
equivalents of ‘directors’ cuts’ and 
the previously unreleased material 
mere outtakes, the second category 
of box-sets will suit you.

Leaving aside the exploitation of 
out-of-copyright material over 50 
years old, now being pumped out 
at low prices in shabby packaging 
and probably copied from legitimate 

including examples of the 
screamingly over-the-top 
box-sets dealing with the 
complete catalogues of 
Led Zeppelin and Paul 
McCartney-as-solo-
artist. The temptations 
of such ‘super deluxe’ 
box-sets are two-fold, leaving 
aside the appeal for packaging 
fetishists who are suckers for lavish 
containers. In every case, the fi rst 
draw is that they are blessed with 
previously unreleased material, in 
and of itself a big enough lure for 
the hard-core fan. 

BOOKS AND PHOTOS
Secondly, both Macca and Zep 
have upped the ante with superb 
books for each release, rich with 
rare photos and more information 
than you may care to absorb. Less 
publicised is the (ironic) inclusion of 
free high-res downloads, accessed 
by codes in cards within the boxes. 
Theoretically, thanks to the pairing 
of rare material and defi nitive book, 
these sets should 
be the fi nal word 
on each album.

In every 
instance, too, 
there are simplifi ed 
versions offered by 
record companies, 
eg, 1CD, 2CD or 
3CD alternatives with low prices, 
for those who want only the music. 
Led Zeppelin has delivered nine 
boxes with both CDs and vinyl LPs 
chronicling every one of their studio 
releases, while the McCartney boxes 
contain CDs and DVDs. 

All are expensive, but no fan will 
be able to resist – whether or not he 
or she is a completist per se. But it 
does raise a question once posited 
by noted rock historian Colin Escott.

A few decades ago, we were 
comparing two Little Richard 

ABOVE LEFT: A 
perfect package: 
all four of The 
Faces’ studio 
LPs and a disc of 
rarities at a great 
price, presented 
in a CD-sized box

ABOVE: Rod 
Stewart (right) 
and Ronnie 
Wood (left) in 
concert in 1975, 
They reunited 
as The Faces this 
year, 40 years 
after splitting up

BELOW: Three 
examples of the 
ever-increasing 
selection of slim, 
budget-priced 
boxes containing 
fi ve CDs per 
artist: Bonnie 
Raitt, Aretha 
Franklin and Poco

CDs, those are a demonstration of 
how digital encoding has been the 
pirate’s dream come true. In their 
defence, those £5 sets with eight or 
more albums on four CDs, it must be 
pointed out that reissuing out-of-
copyright material is not piracy. It’s 
just tacky if royalties are not paid.

Countering this is what the major 
labels, who are also the original 
copyright holders and originators of 
the music in their studios in the fi rst 
place, have undertaken.

All of the majors (or so it seems) 
are repackaging artists’ entire 
catalogues, or selections for four or 
fi ve albums, at special prices. Talk 
about a gift for impoverished music 
lovers! You get the complete albums 
on handsome, mini-card sleeves in 
nice slipcases for as little as £8.99, 
or typically £13.99-£15.99 when 
the sets are fi rst released. That’s 
still barely £3 for a disc, one that’s 
legitimate and often containing 
extra material.

COST EFFECTIVE 
From the J Geils Band to Poco to 
Aretha Franklin to Bonnie Raitt, 
via ranges including Sony/Legacy’s 
‘Original Album Classics’ and Warner/
Rhino’s ‘Original Album Series’, 
the boxes usually offer fi ve titles 
previously available as full-priced 
remasters. Some don’t have the 
extras, some do, some have nice 
little booklets, some don’t, but this 
is still the most cost-effective way of 
acquiring artists’ whole catalogues.

Thus it is possible to purchase 
something like the magnifi cent 
new Faces box, The Faces 1970-
1975: You Can Make Me Dance, 
Sing Or Anything… [Warner/Rhino 
081227954239] for around £25, 

‘Most of the box- 
sets represent 
incomparable 

value for money’
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ABOVE: The 
Doobie Brothers 
– the subject 
of many an 
audiophile 
pressing – have 
their fi rst ten 
albums squeezed 
into a CD-size box

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Fifteen discs’ 
worth of Alice 
Cooper covering 
his fi rst quarter-
century, hours 
of fun for fans of 
hard rock, metal 
and shock rock

BELOW: Yes’s 
14CD Progeny: 
Seven Shows 
From Seventy-
Two represents a 
box set sub-
genre, maximum 
coverage of 
previously 
unreleased 
concerts

with all four of their original studio 
albums, in their extended forms with 
between two and fi ve extra tracks 
apiece, as well as a bonus CD of 
B-Sides and rarities, such as a hard-
to-fi nd fl exi-disc from the NME circa 
1973. The total number of bonus 
tracks spread over the four albums 
and the extra CD not available 
elsewhere, comes to 26, and not 
one is mere fi ller.

The sound is terrifi c. In the 5x5in 
box is a booklet providing the 
recording information – the small 
print saying, in terms to warm the 
hearts of audiophiles everywhere, 
‘Remastered from the Original Flat 
Analogue Tapes’. It was released 
in time for the quasi-reunion of 
the three surviving members. As a 
souvenir of a much-loved British rock 
institution, it’s nigh on perfect. 

BUMPER CROPS
Warner Bros seems to have 
mastered better than most this 
format of repackaging whole 
catalogues for a special price. 
Uniform with The Faces set, in 
5x5in card boxes, are bumper crops 
including a second Chicago 
selection, The Studio 
Albums 1979-2008 
[Warner/Rhino 
081227954130]. 
This box – a mere 

inch thick – contains ten albums 
offering over 130 songs. Admittedly, 
it’s not their hottest period, but it 
also boasts bonus material and does 
a hell of a job chronicling the band 
who, along with Blood Sweat & 
Tears, gave birth to ‘big band’ rock.

ALL IN ONE GO? 
At the other extreme is the fabulous 
The Replacements: The Complete 
Studio Albums 1981-1990 [Sire 
081227954864], with their seven 
albums and one EP. Although not 
the extended versions, that doesn’t 
matter. Anyone who cares about 
quality indie bands, power pop 
and other raw 
vestiges of teen 
angst will fi nd this 
educational. 

Other superb 
sets in the series, 
spanning the 
genres, include 
America’s 8CD 
The Warner Bros Years 1971-
1977 [Rhino 081227954291, see 
p97], the audiophile favourites 
Doobie Brothers’ The Warner 
Bros Years 1971-1983 [Warner 
081227954352] and Joni Mitchell’s 
The Studio Albums 1968–1979 
[Rhino 8122797178] with ten 
discs. Yes’s Progeny: Seven Shows 
From Seventy-Two [Rhino 081227 
956417] is a 14-disc set that ‘holds 

every note from all seven 
shows, recorded in the 
fall of 1972’ during 

their North American 
tour. This will, of 

course, entice 
any Yes-
ophile, but 
it does raise 

a question about all multi-disc sets: 
who sits and listens to them in one 
go? Er, I do. And it ain’t easy... 

When I reviewed the recent 
Hawkwind set from EMI This Is Your 
Captain Speaking – Your Captain Is 
Dead: The Albums and Singles 1970-

1974 [Parlophone 
17297908256 
46], I listened to 
all 11 CDs like 
a vegan sitting 
in McDonald’s. 
But the package, 
especially if you 
think Michael 

Moorcock is the greatest living 
author and Lemmy an ideal role 
model, will satisfy you as no single 
album can. Space metal? Why not?

AN EDUCATION
One can say the same about a total 
surprise, Alice Cooper: The Studio 
Albums 1969-1983 (Warner Atlantic 
081227953744), with 15 albums 
that I listened to in a row. But this 
was an education. Cooper is rarely 
taken seriously despite being one of 
the industry’s most articulate and 
sage participants. The collected 
works show power and invention, 
and there ain’t much to touch 
‘Under My Wheels’.

Less of a challenge was Mose 
Allison’s The Complete Recordings 

‘I listened to all 
11 CDs like a 

vegan sitting in 
McDonald’s’
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1957-1962 [Enlightenment 
EN5CD9036], which doesn’t 
use the mini-sleeve approach. 
Instead, his fi rst 11 albums are 
squeezed onto fi ve CDs, and I was 
hungry for more after listening to a 
feast of classics from this infl uential 
jazz stylist. ‘Seventh Son’, ‘Parchman 
Farm’, a knock-out ‘You Belong To 
Me’ – this is glorious stuff, with 
fabulous sound, and a voice that has 
inspired everyone from The Who to 
Tom Waits.

On the other 
hand, two sets 
tested my resolve, 
though fans will 
simply write it off as 
my problem, not the 
artists’. Listening 
in one sitting to all 
eight albums in Mike Oldfi eld’s The 
Studio Albums 1992-2003 [Warner 
825646 233298] and then Captain 
Beefheart’s four-CD Sun Zoom Spark 
1970 to 1972 [Rhino R2 541728 
4] for our Feb and March issues this 
year had left me a gibbering wreck 
– but both sets still earned Digital 
Release of the Month.

AUDIOPHILE DELIGHTS
Which brings us to what many 
might fi nd more rewarding 
than a surfeit of albums from 
one artist. In keeping with the 
aforementioned deluxe versions 
of the Zeppelin and McCartney 
solo albums, three recent 
examples of expanded albums 
with more than a few bonus tracks 
exemplify the almost academic 
approach to archive dredging.

I have no idea how many of 
Jethro Tull’s releases will enjoy the 

FAR LEFT: The 
author’s bargain 
of the year, 
Mose Allison’s 
complete output 
over a fi ve-year 
period on fi ve 
CDs for a tenner

ABOVE: Ian 
Anderson of 
Jethro Tull gazes 
lovingly at 
deluxe editions 
of Warchild and 
Minstrel In The 
Gallery, both 
loaded with 
extras

BELOW: The 
Rolling Stones’ 
famous Sticky 
Fingers pose, 
the album of 
that name now 
the subject of a 
massive multi-disc 
box-set

2CD/2DVD treatment meted out 
to Minstrel In The Gallery [Chrysalis 
0825646157204] reviewed in 
November, or last year’s Warchild: 
The 40th Anniversary Theatre Edition 
[Chrysalis 082564621627]. These 
are audiophile delights because, in 
addition to the expansion of extra 
material, the sets include various 

transfers so that 
one is able to 
compare remixes, 
Dolby vs DTS vs 
96/24 stereo.

Again, these are 
lavish and loaded, 
with fat booklets 
bound into their 

cases. The sonic options will enthral 
anyone with a high resolution 
system. And as Jethro Tull are one of 
the more cerebral bands of the prog-
rock school, there’s an academic 
completeness to these sets that will 
make you feel smug in the way you 

do when you answer a question on 
University Challenge.

My favourite, though, among 
this season’s releases is one that 
has caused controversy among 
audiophiles because the various 
discs are taken from what some 
might consider less-than-ideal 
sources. But I am so in love with 
The Rolling Stones’ Sticky Fingers 
[Polydor 376 484-2] that I simply do 
not care if one disc is the Japanese 
remix or the Chilean eight-track. This 
was and is one of the band’s fi nest 
albums, and the deluxe set is simply 
a celebration of this achievement.

A COSTLY TREAT
The album’s tracks include ‘Brown 
Sugar’, ‘Wild Horses,’ ‘Bitch’, ‘Sister 
Morphine’ and ‘Dead Flowers’. It 
illustrates just how brilliant was the 
playing of Mick Taylor, whose tenure 
with the band was too brief. (But 
you gotta love Ronnie Wood...) 

The 310x255x40mm box 
contains three CDs covering the 
original release, an alternative 
version of ‘Brown Sugar’ featuring 
Eric Clapton, plus unreleased takes 
of ‘Bitch,’ ‘Can’t You Hear Me 
Knocking’ and ‘Dead Flowers’, a DVD 
and a 7in single, fi ve tracks recorded 
live at The Roundhouse in 1971 and 
much, much more.

Being a costly treat, there 
are also non-musical goodies, 
including a 120-page hardback 
book complete with real zip, a 
print, a four-postcard set and 
mini replica of band member in 

a stand-up cut-out. My copy? I got 
the coolest: my cut-out is Charlie 
Watts. And if that’s not enough to 
make this my box-set of the year, 
the content surely does that.

If the CD is ‘dead’, so be it. But 
given the evidence of these 
box-sets, it is going out in style. 

‘My favourite 
set is the cause 

of audiophile 
controversy’
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Three-way refl ex-loaded fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: B&W Group Ltd, West Sussex

Supplied by: B&W Group Ltd
Telephone: 0800 232 1513

Web: www.bowers-wilkins.co.uk
Price: £16,500

Few audiophile product launches 
match the signifi cance of the 
arrival of a new B&W 800 series. 
It doesn’t happen with the 

monotonous regularity of new iPhone 
generations, it always involves intriguing 
technical developments, and the 800 
series – regardless of whether you’ve liked 
the speakers or not – is one of the audio 
industry’s rare institutions, in the most 
positive sense.

Not only does it represent B&W’s 
best effort at making the ultimate 
loudspeaker for everyone who seeks 
anything from a standmount (the 805) 
to a large fl oorstander (the 800, via the 
802, 803 and 804 in descending order 
of size), it has been 
with us, through various 
iterations, since the 
original 800 appeared 
as long ago as 1979 
[the original 802 was 
reviewed in HFN Jun ’83]. 
For many of you reading 
this, the 800 series will 
have been an aspirational product line 
for as long – or almost as long – as you’ve 
been an audiophile.

A NEW SPECIES?
Launch of the fi ve new D3 models (the 
range itself is still called 800 series 
Diamond) is not simultaneous. The 
£16,500 802 D3 reviewed here is 
caretaker top of the range until the new 
800 D3 (£22,500) arrives next Spring. 
Beneath it, the 803 D3 (£12,500), 804 
D3 (£6750) and 805 D3 (£4500) are 
all available now. B&W insists that the 
new range is not an evolution but a 
revolution, citing ‘868 changes’ in its 
advertising, and in the sense that only a 
handful of components are carried over 
from the old range that is unquestionably 
true. But some will feel that evolution is 
nonetheless a more apt description, given 
that the new range builds so obviously on 
features of the old.

The pre-diamond tweeter 800 series 
that appeared in the late 1990s was the 

RIGHT: Shock horror! Kevlar has been 
abandoned and the cabinet wrap turned 
through 180º. But these are just the obvious 
visual changes in a complete redesign that sees 
almost every component replaced

B&W’s latest 802 lays convincing claim to being the 
most thoroughly engineered loudspeaker ever made
Review & Lab: Keith Howard, Paul Miller, John Bamford

fi rst to benefi t from elements originally 
seen in the snail-shaped Nautilus while 
offering them in a less visually challenging 
– and considerably cheaper – form. Key 
features were the horseshoe-shaped 
cabinet wrap, manufactured using 
expertise fi rst developed in the making of 
bent plywood furniture; the use of horn 
absorbers (‘Nautilus tubes’) to dissipate 
rear radiation from the tweeter and 
midrange driver (in the latter case with 
the insertion of a spherical chamber 
immediately behind the drive unit to 
act as an acoustic low-pass fi lter and 
obviate cross-modes in the horn); and the 
development of a novel edge surround 
for the FST (Fixed Suspension Transducer) 

midrange driver. This 
replaces the traditional 
roll surround with a 
foamed polymer ring 
that seals the swaged 
edge of the cone to the 
driver chassis beneath.

All these elements 
feature in the new 800 

series, albeit with elaborations, but there 
are two obvious changes even the casual 
observer will note. B&W has, for the fi rst 
time since it began using woven Kevlar 
for midrange drivers in the mid-1970s, 
dropped the distinctive yellow aramid 
fi bre in a new Continuum midrange 
driver [see boxout, opposite] and it has 
performed a volte-face with the wraps of 
the new 800, 802 and 803 cabinets.

Curved cabinet walls are desirable 
because sound diffracts around them 
better and they are stiffer in bending 
than fl at equivalents, which potentially 
reduces ‘cabinet talk’ [in combination here 
with B&W’s Matrix internal bracing – see 
boxout, p36]. But a curved front baffl e is 
awkward to attach drivers to, so previously 
B&W arranged the wrap with its sides 

B&W 802 D3

‘B&W’s 800 
series remains 
an aspirational 
product line’



DECEMBER 2015 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 35

CONTINUUM CONE

When Laurence Dickie designed the Nautilus in the early 1990s he 
opted for a four-way design as the minimum necessary to achieve 
pistonic operation of the drivers throughout the audible range without 
unacceptably narrowed directivity. When B&W incorporated the Nautilus 
concepts into its 800 Series, four-way operation was considered too 
complex and three-way operation preferred (for all but the two-way 805). 
This remains the case in the new models, so it falls to the midrange driver 
to provide controlled cone fl exure, which reduces the effective radiating 
area towards the top of its passband (maintaining good directivity) 
without allowing breakup modes to colour the sound. The warp and weft 
of the old woven Kevlar cone helped achieve this by making the cone 
anisotropic – it was stiffer along the bias axis than the fi bre axes, and the 
velocity of bending waves varied likewise, suppressing resonance. The 
new Continuum midrange driver may have ditched Kevlar but 
it still uses a woven, albeit unidentifi ed, 
fi bre to which is applied a damping 
layer comprising multiple polymers. 
It took eight years and some 70 
prototypes to get the design right.

pointing forwards and put a fl at front 
baffl e between them. Bevelling of the 
wrap edges helped reduce undesirable 
diffraction effects caused by secondary 
radiation from the baffl e edges, but 
this was an area the development 
team chose to improve in the new 
range, hence the reversal of the wrap 
so that it’s curved portion now points 
forward. The twin 200mm bass drivers 
are mounted on cylindrical extruded 
aluminium ‘pods’ which appear to poke 
through the wrap, although in fact 
they clamp the ends of the wrap to 
the Matrix bracing within. To counter 
refl ection effects (not to enhance 
stiffness) the inner surfaces of the pods 
are ridged somewhat like a scallop.

AEROSPACE BASS
Changes have been made to the bass 
drivers and tweeter as well as the 
midrange unit. The new Aerofoil bass 
unit (made in diameters from 165mm 
to 250mm) is so-called because the 
thickness of the cone varies across 
its radius, so as to distribute stiffness 
optimally. This is achieved using a 
moulded syntactic structural foam core 
to which woven carbon fi bre composite 
skins are attached, made from prepregs 
(fabrics pre-impregnated with a 
catalysed dry resin) which are formed 

into shape and then cured.
The result is a much stiffer cone 

than achieved with the previous 
constant-thickness Rohacell core.
An overhung voice coil provides 

linear excursion of ±10mm. At the 
opposite end of the frequency range, 

the tweeter uses the same diamond 
dome as previously but the surround 
has been improved, as has the motor 
system to improve linearity.

Signifi cant changes have also been 
made to the teardrop-shaped midrange 
head, compliantly decoupled from the 
bass cabinet below, and to the tweeter 
pod that, in turn, is compliantly isolated 
from the midrange enclosure. In the 
outgoing 800 models the midrange 
head was cast from Marlan, a mineral-
loaded resin also used for surfaces 
in kitchens and bathrooms, and the 
tweeter pod was a multi-component 
structure within a thin-wall zinc casting. 
Finite element analysis showed that 
both were less than optimally stiff, 
each exhibiting structural resonances 
at about 4kHz (the crossover frequency 
to the tweeter), exacerbated by a 
resonance in the midrange driver 
chassis at about the same frequency.

The mechanical behaviour of the 
midrange chassis has been signifi cantly 
improved by stiffening it to raise the 
fi rst resonance to about 6kHz, a peak 
which is subsequently suppressed 
by B&W’s addition of a tuned mass 
damper (TMD). Furthermore, Marlan 
has been replaced by aluminium for 
the new Turbine midrange head, 
which is diecast on the exterior surface 
and sandcast on the interior using a 
collapsible core. Five internal braces 
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add stiffness, with four internal TMDs 
suppressing the main remaining resonance 
so effectively that the head, B&W says, 
doesn’t sound metallic at all when tapped. 
Even so, excitation by magnet reaction 
force is reduced by compliantly mounting 
the Continuum driver.

The new tweeter pod is machined from 
solid aluminium. So much stiffer is it as 
a result that internal decoupling of the 
tweeter and its Nautilus tube from the 
remainder of the pod assembly, as was 
previously used, is no longer necessary.

All this beefi ng up of the structure 
means that the 802 D3 is almost a third 

heavier than its 72kg predecessor at a 
hefty 94.5kg. Yet despite all this extra 
material and the impressive engineering 
resources devoted to the entire new 800 
series’ long development, the 802 D3 
remains – in high-end terms – remarkable 
value for money.

Available fi nishes are piano gloss black, 
rosenut and white, the last replacing the 
previous cherry option. Perturbed that 
too many 800 series owners were leaving 
their speakers on their castors rather than 
spiking to them to the fl oor, B&W has 
also adapted the plinth design so that 
the spikes can now be deployed without 
tipping the cabinet, once it has been rolled 
into the desired position.

 EVERYTHING AND MORE
While our key reviewers each spent time 
with the 802 D3 in my listening room [see 
www.hifi news.co.uk/news/article/meet-
the-team;-paul-miller/9952] I was lucky 
enough to dip in and out and sample its 
compelling sound over many weeks. We 
all used the same system – Melco N1A 
music storage/player feeding Devialet Le 
800 monoblocks via USB – representing 
as direct a path from media to speaker 
as is possible these days. John Bamford’s 
impressions are revealed further on, but 
whether we auditioned the 802 D3 for 
weeks or hours, the exquisite quality of its 
music-making was inescapable.

This fl oorstander is everything the 802 
Diamond was, and more – it reaches down 
deeper and sails higher, and possesses a 
bell-like clarity that’s so clean and insightful 
its forebear sounds almost grubby in 
comparison. What you don’t get, especially 
through the treble, is that artifi cial glint, 
that suggestion of brightness that’s so easy 
to mistake for leading-edge detail but is 
usually some form of distortion.

In this respect, the 802 D3 is in exalted 
company, for the far costlier Magico 
M-Project [HFN Jun ’15] and the S7, heard 
by visitors to the Hi-Fi Show Live 2015, 
have obliged many a listener to re-evaluate 
their expectations in similar fashion. Like 
the 802 D3, they sound very smooth, 
almost ‘dark’ belying a frequency response 
that extends to 40kHz.

The complex percussion that illuminates 
Massive Attack’s ‘Unfi nished Symphony’ 
[Blue Lines 44.1kHz/16-bit CD rip] positively 
sparkled through the 802 D3s, every 
trembling nuance of those percussive, 
vocal and orchestral samples revealed in 
astonishing detail. I played the album again 

A NEW MATRIX

Matrix is the name that B&W gives to its system of interlocking internal cabinet 
braces, and this has changed too in the new 800 Series. In all but the baby 805 
D3 the Matrix material is no longer MDF but plywood, and the ‘shelves’ have 
been reduced in number but are thicker, all in response to comprehensive 
fi nite element analysis (FEA) which identifi ed previous sites of resonance. Metal 
components have also been added, most notably in the form of sections cut 
from a custom curved aluminium extrusion which locate behind the front of the 
wrap and to which the short cylindrical pods which carry the bass drivers are 
bolted. Another short metal section immediately behind the magnet assembly 
of each bass unit provides bracing of the driver chassis.

FEA was applied also to the plinths which in the top three 800 Series models 
provide a gap for the downwards-fi ring refl ex port to exhaust. To reduce fl exure 
the plinths have been signifi cantly stiffened by reducing their size, removing the 
crossover, and casting them from a zinc-aluminium alloy (aluminium alloy in the 
forthcoming 800). The crossover network is relocated to the thin, fl at vertical 
panel at the rear of the cabinet that links the two sides of the wrap, where it 
is isolated from the main internal volume and benefi ts from the heatsinking 
provided by a fi nned aluminium extrusion that also further braces the cabinet. 
The latter also contributes to the 802 D3’s increased 95kg weight.

LEFT & BELOW: B&W’s Matrix cabinet bracing 
– the 802’s rigid skeleton – is now both thicker 
and more elegant in design, and incorporates a 
cast alloy frontispiece to which the new 200mm 
Aerofoil bass units are fi rmly attached
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‘Not just a stereo 
image – this 

was a palpable 
presence’

We asked Dr Martial Rousseau, 
Head of Research at B&W’s Steyning 
Research Establishment, what 
was the most diffi cult feature of 
engineering the new 800 Series. 
‘Development of the Continuum 
driver was probably the hardest 
aspect because fi nding the optimum 
combination of cone stiffness 
and damping, and achieving it 
in a repeatable way, was very 
challenging. We have simulation 
models that give almost the right 
answers but there is always a 
margin of error, and later in the 
development of the Continuum 
we were dealing with such low-
level details we had to rely on 
experimental work, which is always 
very time-consuming.

‘It was also challenging to move 
away from Kevlar – for us that was 
a really big deal. Kevlar is a large 
part of our legacy so we had to be 
100% sure this was the right thing 
to do. The fi rst half of the project 
was convincing ourselves that the 
Continuum concept worked as 
intended, while the second half was 
ensuring that the driver could be 
manufactured consistently.

‘The new 800 series is a 
revolution, too, in terms of our 
technical approach. We’ve tried to 
optimise the performance of every 
component in the system and I’m 
not sure anyone has gone that far 
before. The advance in computer 
aided design tools has made this 
possible but having the tools is one 
thing – you also need the knowledge 
to exploit them. You need to 
understand the physics, and you 
need to understand the materials.’

MARTIAL ROUSSEAU

ABOVE: New Aerofoil bass drivers [left] feature a moulded syntactic foam core to achieve optimum 
cone stiffness, while [right] Marlan is replaced by cast aluminium in the Turbine midrange head

and again, revelling in the swirl of this 
electronic composition that picked me up 
and swept me along but never drowned 
me in confused or cloudy detail.

Frankly, regardless of where my mouse 
clicked on the music server screen in front 
of me, rock, jazz or classical selections 
were rendered with a combination of 
freshness, spontaneity, power and of 
subtlety, harmony and composure that 
I’ve not heard in any speaker below £30k, 
let alone £20k. The poignancy of Rebecca 
Pidgeon’s voice as she sings ‘Spanish 
Harlem’ [The Raven, 176.4kHz/24-bit 
download] was astonishing, the purity 
of the 802 D3s’ midband creating not 
so much a believable stereo image as a 
palpable presence in the room.

Here was another well-worn favourite 
discovered anew by 
the revelatory insights 
offered by the 802 D3. 
So too with ‘Boisterous 
Bourrée’ from Britten’s 
Simple Symphony 
[192kHz/24-bit download], 
an elegant 2L recording 
seemingly reinvigorated 
by these speakers – the violins possessing 
tremendous zing and bite as the resin 
itself seemingly frothed from the strings 
while the double-bass section plumbed 
deep, developing a sense of mass and 

momentum that was no less disarming for 
its sheer realism.

I’d dearly like to write more, but space 
is limited and I’m rather preoccupied 
listening to these gems! If the 802 D3 is 
the loudspeaker that carries B&W’s hopes 
and dreams aloft for another 15 years then 
the engineers at Steyning can rest easy. It’ll 
take another generation for its competitors 
to catch up...

 JOHN BAMFORD RELAXES
Hearing the speaker in editor PM’s 
media room – where I’ve spent many 
hours listening to the out-going 802 
Diamond, and countless hours enjoying 
music reproduced by the original 802 
loudspeaker too – I was struck by the new 
model’s slightly less forward and more 

‘relaxed’ sound quality. No, 
it isn’t soft and mellow – 
far from it – but it is a tad 
less matter-of-fact and 
clinically-clean-sounding 
through the upper 
midband and treble.

It’s more inviting to 
listen to as a consequence, 

especially for prolonged auditioning 
sessions, and will likely score points over 
its predecessor among the audiophile 
community, thanks to its subjectively 
mellower tonality.

I was impressed, for example, by the 
way it handled the spitty and edgy high-
frequency content of George Michael’s 
‘Spinning The Wheel’ from Older [Ægean/
Virgin CDV2802], a track which has always 
proved problematic for any playback 
system. With Devialet’s amplifi cation 
keeping a solid and determined grip on 
the 802 D3s, I was able to wind the sound 
pressure level all the way up to ‘eleven’ and 
beyond to enable the track’s deliciously 
indulgent bass line to massage my innards 
– something that’s simply not possible if 
the recording’s searing HF content is slicing 
the top of your head off! The speaker 
is rather kind in this respect: it’s not so 
critical of less-than-audiophile recordings.

ABOVE: Underneath the plinth, soft castors 
allow the speaker to be manoeuvred into 
position while adjustable spikes pin it into place
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Th e 2 Xperience SB DC takes the core design principles 
from one of our most popular turntables of recent years, 
and adds a variety of enhancements to achieve a new 
performance standard.
Th e striking plinth, available in four stylish fi nishes, is 
accented by the thick vinyl-topped platter, which spins 
on a high-quality bearing and accommodates a light 
screw-on record clamp.

Th e new motor is powered by the built-in automatic 
speed control and fi nished with a precision-engineered 
exposed pulley. 
Th e established 9CC Evolution carbon fi bre tonearm, 
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installed Ortofon 2M Silver cartridge, completes the 
package to a true audiophile standard.
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studio effects and treatments – 
again, without the production’s 
shortcomings, its less-than-
audiophile-sound-quality, being 
unduly exposed. The D3’s silkier 
treble and less hectoring demeanour 
makes for an easier listen compared 
to the more ‘objective’ and cooler-
sounding 802 Diamond.

ALL-ENVELOPING
Choral works present a stern 
challenge for a hi-fi  system, so I 
revisited the motet ‘Pie Jesu’ from 
John Rutter’s Requiem [Naxos 
8.557130]. The heavenly voice 
of Welsh soprano Elin Manahan 
Thomas was depicted divinely in 
the recording’s broad and deep 
soundstage, while the textures and 
colours of the instruments were also 
delineated exquisitely, seemingly 
with acres of space separating each 
member of the ensemble. 

As the intensity of the organ 
accompaniment began to swell, 
and the choir began to join in, a 
sense of a real musical occasion 
was delivered in a heavenly fashion. 
The tremendous clarity and pristine 
channel separation helped create a 
panoramic soundstage, the music 
becoming all-enveloping as the 
speakers served up the performers’ 
infl ections and emotions. For 
a majority of music lovers with 
‘regular’ size listening rooms, the 
802 D3 will be something of a 
dream loudspeaker. 

LEFT: The bi-wire/bi-amp terminals, and 
associated linking cables, are one of the 
few components retained from B&W’s 
previous 802 loudspeaker. The rear 
heatsink is both functional and aesthetic 

B&W claims 90dB sensitivity for the 802 D3 which accords 
well with our simple mean fi gure of 90.1dB but less well with 
that obtained using the IEC 60268-1 simulated programme 
spectrum (89.1dB). This suggests that the perceived sensitivity 
will be a little lower than B&W’s spec. Impedance is quoted 
as 8ohm nominal, at odds with the specifi ed minimum of 
3.0ohm. We recorded precisely that minimum value at 
118Hz, uncomfortably close to where the impedance phase 
angle reaches its highest absolute value of –73o at 50Hz. 
Unsurprisingly, the EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation resistance) 
dips to its minimum between these frequencies, falling to a 
tough 1.1ohm at 71Hz. In combination with another dip to 
1.4ohm at 890Hz this makes the new 802 an even sterner 
amplifi er load than the 802D we measured in 2006.

Forward frequency responses, measured on the axis of the 
midrange driver (closest to typical seated ear height), show 
that any errors are modest at ±3.2dB and ±3.0dB, respectively 
(200Hz-20kHz). However the traces are not wholly fl at in trend, 
a presence band dip centred on 2.8kHz being followed by a 
slightly raised treble [see Graph 1, below]. Pair matching over 
the same frequency range was good at ±0.8dB. Bass extension 
could not be measured accurately because of the impracticality 
of accessing the downward-fi ring port but the 20Hz port 
tuning frequency identifi ed by nearfi eld measurement of the 
bass drivers suggests that B&W’s specifi ed 17Hz to 28kHz 
(±3dB) is not wide of the mark. The CSD waterfall [Graph 2, 
below] illustrates the 802 D3’s fast energy decay at treble 
frequencies albeit with some breakup modes above 4kHz. KH

B&W 802 D3

ABOVE: Cabinet resonances are well controlled but 
mild bass/mid driver resonances are visible >4kHz

ABOVE: Bass extension and pair matching are very 
good but the response has a mild presence band dip

Bearing in mind that the 
802 already accounts for the 
majority of worldwide ‘high-end’ 
loudspeaker sales, B&W’s decision 
to embark upon a root and 
branch revamp was not one taken 
lightly or executed hurriedly. 
In the event, its meticulous 
re-engineering of this iconic 
fl oorstander has proved to be an 
outstanding success, redefi ning 
the sub-£30k benchmark. The 
king is dead. Long live the king...

Sound Quality:  90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 90.1dB/89.5dB/89.1dB

Impedance modulus min/max  (20Hz–20kHz) 3.0ohm @ 118Hz
35.5ohm @ 39Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –73o @ 50Hz
52o @ 1.3kHz

Pair matching (200Hz–20kHz) ±0.8dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) <30Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.5% / <0.1% / <0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 1160x334x498mm

Playing ‘Here Comes the Sun’ 
from the album Tides [Afterglo 
AFTRCD1004] by Bristol-based 
dubstep producer Matt Preston 
(stage name Phaeleh) showed how 
the D3 nevertheless remained more 
than capable of dissecting all the 
elements of a composition, allowing 
the listener to observe fi ne detail 
with forensic precision. With nicely-
balanced ambient electronica such 
as this, the D3 really sounded all of 
a piece, its potent and extended LF, 
subjectively warm(er) midband and 
less forward-sounding HF combining 
to a hugely satisfying whole. 

That the speaker might still 
qualify as a worthy studio monitor 
for critical analysis was further 
reinforced when I played the title 
track from John Grant’s 2013 album 
Pale Green Ghosts [Bella Union 
BELLACD377X]. The 802 D3’s taut 
bass delivery proved immensely 
benefi cial in allowing me to hear 
into this densely-packed production 
and observe the recording’s myriad 

LAB
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Valve power amplifi er. Rated at 150W/8ohm
Made by: Audio Research Corp, Minnesota, USA

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd
Telephone: 0208 971 3909

Web: www.audioresearch.com; www.absolutesounds.com
Price: £12,998

Audio Research revives its tradition of upgrading existing models, this time changing to 
KT150 valves in its Reference range. KK listens to the REF 150 SE and is amazed
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Audio Research REF 150 SE

W hen I met Audio Research’s 
new president, after the 
retirement of my old friend 
and the company’s most 

devoted champion Terry Dorn, I was 
instantly reassured. Mike Tsecouras oozed 
such enthusiasm that I thought I was being 
introduced to ARC’s most loyal customer. 
Without saying a word, his manner 
implied that the spirit of the brand would 
be respected, but that there would be 
surprises in store.

While the G Series [HFN Jan ’15] must 
surely have been under way before Mike 
arrived, it’s safe to say that the new SE 
versions of the Reference models have 
appeared under his aegis, with the design 
team headed by 20-year ARC veteran, 
Warren Gehl. Three models – the stereo REF 
75 [HFN Nov ’12] and REF 150 [HFN Feb 
’12], and monoblock REF 250 are subject 
to this change – the revised middle model, 
the £13k REF 150 SE, being tested here. 
And its raison d’être is the KT150 valve.

THE GO-TO TUBE
This new valve is already well-established 
as the go-to tube for most progressive amp 
manufacturers looking to design rugged, 
high output models. Audio Research is no 
exception and the KT150 now appears 
throughout its catalogue. However, if 
you look at a ’150 SE, the only external 
indication of its presence within is the ‘SE’ 
badge on the top and rear panels. 

The KT150 power output valve, as found 
here, is the latest Tung-Sol branded design 
from New Sensor. When you consider that 
Tung-Sol was the inventor of the 6550 
exactly 60 years ago, a tube created 
specifi cally for the audio market, the 
provenance is impeccable.

Manufactured in Russia, the KT150 
is effectively the 21st century default in 
place of the 6550. It has taken over in a 
remarkably short time from another new 

RIGHT: In addition to the huge PSU and output 
coupling transformers, this top shot clearly 
shows the four matched-pair KT150 pentodes 
and pairs of 6H30P double-triode driver tubes

valve, which I delight in, the KT120, which 
ARC adopted in 2010. As ARC explains, 
‘The KT120 was a new design, and offered 
better current delivery and sonics.’ Until 
the KT150 arrived, it was the basis for all 
current Audio Research amplifi er designs.

Only released in the second half of 
2013, the KT150 is still ‘new’, but has 
been embraced by manufacturers because 
it delivers higher plate dissipation and 
current capability, greater power output 
and – it is optimistically surmised – ‘a 
longer lifespan than previously available 
power output tubes’. 

Icon Audio launched the fi rst KT150-
equipped amps some two years ago [the 
MB90 MkIIm – see HFN Mar ’14] and the 
power-hungry high-end tube community 
hasn’t really looked back. ARC began 
testing for both sound and reliability in 
late 2013 and were impressed enough to 
use it as their new power tube. In Warren’s 
words, ‘Versus the KT120 tube, which it 

most closely resembles sonically, the KT150 
imparts a greater sense of foundation, 
solidity and authority from the midrange 
on down. 

‘There is a sense of ease and headroom 
handling of the music that brings out 
very low-level dynamic nuances as well as 
newfound intensity on high level climaxes 
which build more dramatically.’ To my 
mind, Warren has nailed the sound of the 
KT150, based on the evidence of what I 
heard with the REF 150 SE. 

BALANCED-ONLY DESIGN
What he doesn’t say is that it delivers what 
may be the widest soundstage you’ll ever 
hear from a single-chassis stereo amp. 
There seems to be power in abundance, 
too, even when driving Wilson Alexias [HFN 
Mar ’13] – beyond what one expects of an 
amp rated at 150W per channel. The only 
downside is cost: a KT150’s price is double 
that of a KT120.
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ABOVE: Unlike the REF 75, the REF 150 SE 
is meter-less, a simple metal slab with on/off 
rocker and green LED. The build is exceptional, 
and you will be grateful for the handles

The REF150SE looks almost exactly like 
the non-SE predecessor, with the back 
containing two fan apertures, speaker 
terminals for 4, 8 and 16 ohm loads, 12V 
trigger inputs for switch-on and – because 
the amp is fully-balanced 
throughout – balanced-
only inputs using XLRs. 
(At this level, balanced 
via XLR is now the norm.) 
Mains is connected with 
a 20A IEC plug with 
three horizontal pins.

Aesthetically, there’s 
a minor update in colour schemes, with 
silver units having silver handles and silver 
top covers, and black units with black 
handles and a black cover. ARC will mix the 
colours to match older models. Whatever 
details may have changed, the look oozes 
unmistakable, classic ARC-ness.

Beyond the KT150s, ARC’s latest recipe 
claims doubled PSU energy storage to 
some 1040 joules [see PM’s Lab Report, 

p43] and all-new interstage coupling 
capacitors, a trickle-down from the much 
admired Anniversary Edition preamplifi er, 
to ‘effortlessly link input stage to output 
stage, which is powered by two matched 

quads of KT150 output 
tubes driven by 6H30 
twin triodes’. 

The REF 150 SE 
also uses multistage 
solid-state regulation, 
while the output 
stage confi guration 
is a combination of 

ultralinear and Audio Research’s patented 
‘partially cathode-coupled’ topology.

 STAGGERING REALISM 
I used the REF 5 SE preamp with 
Transparent cable, and Wilson Alexias with 
Crystal. Sources included the new Musical 
Fidelity Nu-Vista CD [p44] and Marantz
CD-12/DA-12 CD players, while analogue 
was handled by an SME 30/12 [HFN Mar 

’09] with 12in Series V arm, Clearaudio 
Goldfi nger MC [HFN Jan ’15] and EAT E-Glo 
phono amplifi er.

Even without fi nding my copy of 
Marlene Dietrich’s hits, I couldn’t help but 
hear ‘Falling In Love Again’ – despite the 
fact that my turntable was playing Mose 
Allison’s Takes To The Hills [Pure Pleasure 
BA17031]. Thus, while the speakers issued 
forth some of the most sly jazz singing ever 
heard, with a richness and warmth that 
could only come from valves, a wee voice 
in the back of my head was telling me I was 
renewing my vows with Audio Research.

Not that I had ever forsaken the brand. 
It’s just that the Wilson Alexias want a bit 
more power than can be mustered by my 
REF 75 (an amp I want to hear in SE form 
before I trade it in toward a REF 150 SE). 

Trust me: the immediate impression 
you will get, once the ’150 SE has reached 
operating temperature, is of staggering 
realism. Three areas of gain are utterly 
blatant: bass quality and extension, stage 
width and midband naturalness.

Mose was right there in the room. His 
‘Please Don’t Talk About Me When I’m 
Gone’ is a jaunty, swinging affair, with 
subtle brushwork from the drummer, 
wondrously clanky piano and a close-miked 
voice that lets you hear his breathing. 
Alas, it’s over in 1m 27s sec, but wow! 
It was enough to make this listener play 
the track three more times. Realising 
this was cruel to the LP, I dug out The 

‘A wee voice was 
telling me that I 

was renewing my 
vows with ARC’

UPGRADES – AN ARC TRADITION!

When ARC’s all-new ‘Galileo’ GS150 [HFN Jan ’15] was the fi rst to feature the 
big KT150 valve, the company was immediately inundated with queries asking 
whether this output tube would be incorporated into its Reference models. As 
has been the case with Audio Research since 1970, there is now a retrofi t for 
owners of Reference 75, 150, and 250 amplifi ers, but the upgrade is more than 
just a tube swap. ARC decided ‘to include substantial performance upgrades 
in the Reference amplifi ers to coincide with the changeover to the KT150’. In 
addition to moving from KT120 to KT150, SE versions feature active and passive 
parts changes for ‘dramatic sonic improvements’. While online reports suggest 
tube swaps are OK, this will not convert the 75, 150 or 250 to full SE status. For 
£2500 for the REF 75, £4500 for the REF 150 and £4500 (each) for the REF 250 
monoblocks, legacy units can be fully upgraded to include all the SE gains.
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music is our passion

Step 25 plus+
from £1790

Cardeas plus+
from £22500

Avanti
from £4130

Audio Physic : Music can put a smile on our faces, grab our attention and capture us in its
web of expression when, and only when, all artists and all instruments hit the nail on the head and all of the

details come together to form a great composition. This can only be achieved when even the tiniest
detail makes the perfect contribution towards the overall piece and this is exactly what makes truly

great orchestras, groups or individual artists stand out from the crowd.

Recommended amp power 10-120 W
Impedance 8 Ohm 

Frequency range 55 Hz - 33 kHz
Sensitivity 87 dB
(stands not included)

Recommended amp power 40-350 W
Impedance 4 Ohm

Frequency range 25 Hz - 40 kHz
Sensitivity 89 dB

Recommended amp power 30-180 W
Impedance 4 Ohm

Frequency range 31 Hz - 40 kHz
Sensitivity 88 dB

audioemotion
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Complete Recordings 1957-1962 
[Enlightenment EN5CD9036] to 
listen to it again and again.

What most impressed as 
much, though, was the surprise 
imparted by the lower registers 
on a recording that I could have 
sworn was mastered for 7in singles 
and AM radio – in other words, 
thin-sounding. Shame on me: my 
recently-acquired copy of Dino, Desi 
& Billy’s Our Time’s Coming [Reprise 
RS-6194] features audiophile deity 
Don Randi, guitar genius James 
Burton, super-drummer Hal Blaine 
and other members of the Wrecking 
Crew; production was by Lee 
Hazlewood with Bones Howe among 
the engineers.

LIKE A TIME MACHINE
Where to start? Every instrument 
had true-to-life presence, the attack 
of the percussion perfectly crisp, but 
with that airy decay which separates 
the best analogue playback from 
even the best of digital. Comparing 
it to the CD, it still sounded 
fabulous, but such is the resolution 
and transparency of the REF 150 SE 
that it operates like a forensic tool. 

So vivid and revealing are its 
capabilities that one might be 
forgiven for thinking that it’s some 
solid-state powerhouse engineered 
for vanishingly low noise levels. This 
baby breathes music.

Back on my Willy DeVille kick I 
was bowled over by the crispness 
of ‘Beating Like A Tom-Tom’ on 
Collected 1976-2009 [Universal 535 
759-8], the beat of the percussion 
timed perfectly with each key tap 
of the piano. The separation of the 
instruments was so precise, so clear, 
that the only word one can apply to 
the relationship is ‘complementary’. 

There is a wholeness to the sound 
of the REF 150 SE which threw me 

back a few decades. Every once 
in a while, one enjoys a déjà vu so 
unmistakably accurate and intense 
that it makes long-forgotten events 
seem like yesterday. 

This amplifi er, with its feature-
less front panel, boxy form and 
functional demeanour, became a 
time machine, recalling the chilling 
sensations of my early exposure to 
classics like the Audio Research D70 
power amp [HFN Feb ’84 & Mar ’15], 
the original full-range Apogee and 
Infi nity IRS loudspeakers.

Sometimes, you just feel when 
a piece is right. I experienced that 
with the REF 75 so forcefully that I 
bought it. All it took for the REF 150 
SE to do this was 20 seconds’ worth 
of the extended version of ‘Assassin 
Of Love’: among DeVille’s fi nest 
moments and a recording to savour, 
a performance in which to wallow. 

So comprehensive was the 
amplifi er’s authority that my system 
was completely transformed, 
revealing aspects of the Alexias’ 
delivery I had never taxed. It is no 
coincidence that the fi rst track on 
the disc is ‘Miracle’. 

ABOVE: Balanced XLR inputs are joined by 4, 8 and 16ohm speaker connections that 
suit both spades and 4mm plugs. Near-silent fans keep the interior cool

Ken deals with ARC’s description of the updates to its REF 
150 amplifi er in his review but the £13k-question is – new 
KT150 tubes notwithstanding – ‘what are the measurable 
differences in performance?’ Referring back to my lab data for 
the original REF 150 [HFN Feb ’12] reveals very little difference 
in power output or speaker load tolerance between the two 
models as both offer ~165W into 8/4ohm loads through 
their 8/4ohm taps and 176W, 175W, 180W and 150W under 
dynamic conditions into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm [see Graph 1, below]. 
Distortion follows the same trends versus output and frequency 
but is very slightly higher at low levels in the new 150 SE 
(0.038–0.123% versus 0.010–0.090% from 1-10W/8ohm), 
although this may well be within production tolerances. Versus 
frequency, the REF 150 SE shows the same mild increase from 
0.07% (1kHz) to 0.22% (20kHz) at 10W while the substantial 
output transformers ensure low distortion – 0.26% – is also 
maintained down to 20Hz bass frequencies [see Graph 2].

As before, the REF 150 SE shows a slightly ‘warm’ character 
with an enhanced (+0.1dB) bass and shelved (–0.2dB) presence 
region. Its high treble response remains more obviously 
infl uenced by loading as its output impedance rises from 
0.63ohm at 20Hz to 0.74ohm at 1kHz to 1.08ohm at 20kHz, 
leading to a 20kHz roll-off of –0.13dB into 8ohm (via 8ohm tap) 
and –0.9dB/–1.75dB into 4/2ohm (via 4ohm tap). Noise is now 
slightly lower, its 94dB A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW) besting many 
solid-state models. Readers are invited to view a comprehensive 
QC Suite test report for the Audio Research Reference 150 SE 
tube amplifi er by navigating to www.hifi news.com and clicking 
on the red ‘download’ button. PM

AUDIO RESEARCH REF 150 SE

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 165W / 162W

Dynamic power (<2% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 176W / 175W / 180W / 150W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.63–1.08ohm (8ohm tap)

Frequency response (20Hz–100kHz) +0.1dB to –1.72dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/150W) 171mV / 2135mV (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/150W) 93.6dB / 115.4dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 10W/8ohm) 0.028–0.25%

Power consumption (Idle/Rated o/p) 450W/760W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 483x222x495mm / 34kg

ABOVE: THD vs. ext. frequency from 5Hz-40kHz at 
10W/8ohm (black, left channel; red, right)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green) speaker loads via 8/4ohm taps

I’ve loved the REF 75 since fi rst 
hearing it but the REF 150 SE is 
a level beyond. The fi rst REF 150 
blew me away, yet the SE shows 
gains, especially in the bass, 
midband and stage width, one 
could not have anticipated. How 
much is due to KT150s and how 
much to new parts I cannot say. 
Regardless, the upgrade borders 
on the supernatural. With both 
small and large ‘R’s, this is my 
new reference.

Sound Quality:  88%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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CD PLAYER/DAC

CD player/DAC with hybrid output stage
Made by: Musical Fidelity Ltd, London 

Supplied by: Musical Fidelity Ltd
Telephone: 0208 900 2866  

Web: www.musicalfi delity.com
Price: £6500

It started out with ‘Here we go again 
– a hernia-maker’. Forty-one pounds: I 
thought I was unpacking an amplifi er, 
so macho/heavy/overkill is the Nu-Vista 

CD. This £6500 companion for the Nu-Vista 
800 amplifi er [HFN Nov ’14] matches it 
not just with a seriously high price – and 
few are new high-end CD player arrivals 
these days – but also in dimensions: 
483x190x395mm (whd), not counting the 
use of the pointy feet provided with it.

As one who has maintained to the point 
of tedium the belief that the best audio 
components possess traits that refl ect the 
personalities of their designers, this one 
shares at least two with company owner 
Antony Michaelson. 

ADMITTING A PASSION
The fi rst is his uncompromising attitude 
toward high-end hardware: he likes it big 
and beefy, and this CD player has more in 
common with a Class A power amp of yore 
than a disc spinner. When asked about this, 
he responded as if writing a sequel to Fifty 
Shades Of Grey: ‘I’m sure that you know 
about my life-long love of music… Out of 
a sense of, sort of, shame, I have tended 
to keep my passion for the equipment 
hidden. It’s just not done to admit such 
base feelings. So now… I’m coming out. 
I just adore beautiful hi-fi  objects, just 
for themselves… the metalwork, the 
design – now you’re talking – weight, heft, 
hunkiness, that’s my baby!’

Kinda creepy, but I got the drift. Antony 
thinks that high-end audio components 
should impart physical presence, like 
watches machined from solid, cars with 
more than six cylinders. As for his second 
trait embodied in this player? It’s his 
attitudinal mix of a mischievous sense of 
humour and a desire to confound.

Michaelson likes to disarm reviewers, 
customers and retailers, in the way that 
lawyers dazzle the opposition. So, from the 

get-go, he didn’t merely turn to the past by 
using nuvistors, he made it impossible to 
perform A/B comparisons, more of which 
follows anon. 

Irritatingly, despite accommodating 
four digital sources via two optical and two 
coaxial inputs, as well as providing one of 
each for digital outputs, the Nu-Vista CD is 
bereft of USB, Bluetooth or any other post-
20th century means of digital ingress. 

Not wishing to imagine his reasoning, I 
solicited this response: ‘In our experience, 
the USB input is hardly used. Also we have 
found that computers and USB can carry 
a lot of unforeseen noise which tends to 
negate the Nu-Vista CD’s performance. USB 
for the Nu-Vista CD? All in all… nyet!’

Feeling that to argue was futile, I let 
it rest there. To be fair, the back panel 
does boast the aforementioned quartet 
of inputs, so this player still has to be 
regarded as rather generous, with a 
welcome DAC beyond its disc-spinning 
capabilities. But it’s the analogue outputs 
that create the fi nal torment…

Because Michaelson has found another 
source for nuvistors, the wee triodes are 
no longer in short supply, and this machine 
contains four. However, as PM explains, 
these nuvistors buffer only the RCA outs, 
not the balanced XLRs, so the latter output 
is entirely solid-state [see Lab Report, p47].

SEDUCTIVE LIGHT SHOW
Easy-peasy, you’re thinking: just wire up 
both and do A/B comparisons via the 
remote for your preamp. Unfortunately, 
that’s not possible. For one thing, the 
balanced output delivers a higher level 
signal than the single-ended. ‘So what?’, 
you think, because you might have a 
preamp that allows you to trim the various 
inputs. But Antony cautioned me: do not 
connect both the single-ended and the 
balanced XLRs at the same time.

Which means that comparing two 
technologies that I love would be a 
matter of muting, disconnecting and 
reconnecting, by which time I’d need to 
take a nap. I love balanced operation and 

RIGHT: StreamUnlimited, the Austrian digital 
solutions provider, is behind the ‘BlueTiger’ 
CD mech/decoder board used here. MF uses 
nuvistor triodes to buffer the RCA outs only

Shades of 1989 – Musical Fidelity’s Nu-Vista CD has arrived and it’s a heavyweight 
recalling a digital world before wireless, the Cloud and streaming. Welcome: Retro CD! 
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Musical Fidelity Nu-Vista CD
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NO SACD HERE

I have adored every nuvistor-powered 
component MF has ever sent for review.

As luck would have it, I preferred the 
single-ended output with nuvistors to the 
XLR outputs, so that is how I fed it into the 
Audio Research REF 5 SE preamp, Audio 
Research REF 150 SE power amplifi er [see 
p40] and Wilson Alexias [HFN Mar ’13]. 
Wiring was with Crystal cables throughout. 

Set-up took seconds because of the 
conventional, self-explanatory nature of the 
socketry at the back, while operation via 
the front panel was through clearly-marked 
buttons, grouped with source on the left 
and transport on the right.

Then there’s the display and the switch-
on procedure’s light show, accessed 
through the machined remote. Press the 
power button and the display lights up 
green-on-black, while LEDs under the front 
panel and on the top where the valves are 
visible glow red. In this state, the outputs 
are muted for about 12 seconds. Then the 
base LEDs turn green, and the muting is off.

Not so the light show at the top. First, 
the nuvistor valves glow yellow while 
warming up. Once optimum temperature is 
reached (after 20 minutes from cold), the 
LED illumination switches to green. And I 

have to say, these ‘backlit nuvistors’ sure do 
look pretty.

As for the display’s options – and I love 
how it shows titles for suitably encoded 
CDs – the front panel button will shut it off 
completely. The remote then allows you to 
switch on or off any combination of valve 
lighting and base lighting on display. I left 
them all on, because I have not turned into 
one of those OCD types who thinks that 
someone using a torch 
in Kansas or Kamchatka 
will have an impact on 
the sound.

 SO UN-DIGITAL
Though the nuvistors 
were still glowing 
yellow, it was apparent 
within, oh, two seconds, that this was a 
magnifi cent CD player. I had just been 
listening to the vinyl version of Dino, Desi & 
Billy’s second LP, when I recalled that I had 
two of its tracks on CD. The Rebel Kind – 
The Best Of Dino, Desi & Billy [Sundazed SC 
11034] has ‘She’s So Far Out She’s In’ and 
‘Everything I Do Is For You’, which had just 
dazzled me via a Clearaudio Goldfi nger/
SME 30/12 and EAT E-Glo front-end.

Before you call the Taste Police, and 
alert them to an old fart listening to 
what was the fi rst ‘boy band’ (yes, before 
The Monkees) as if it was music to take 
seriously, hold on. The ‘Dino’ in the band 

was Dean Martin’s son, 
Desi the progeny of 
Lucille Ball and Desi 
Arnaz, and Billy would 
later be a Beach Boy. 

As Dino’s dad was a 
friend of Frank Sinatra, 
who owned a record 
label in need of some 

rock/pop, the group was signed… and 
backed by the Wrecking Crew. In other 
words, their albums sounded fantastic, 
despite the precociousness of three 
members with a total age of just 42.

While the lower registers were no match 
for the vinyl – holy cow, did the Nu-Vista CD 
perfectly ape the scale of the soundstage, 
the front-to-back depth, the speed of the 
percussion! If the LP had had less crackle 
– it’s 49 years old – and the CD weren’t so 
silent between tracks, the lower registers 
would have been the only identifi er. Via CD, 
it sounded sweet, clear and categorically 
‘un-digital’. James Burton’s guitar playing is 
instantly recognisable even over a mobile 
phone. Here the twang pierced with the 
incisive attack familiar from his work with 
Elvis. The harmonica stage right was reedy 
and wheezy, the drumming crisp, but never 
oppressively sharp.

Another ear-opener on the CD but not 
the vinyl was ‘Not The Lovin’ Kind’ – the 
best Byrds pastiche you will ever hear. 
The jangly guitars, thumpy bass and 
tambourine sounded so fresh that it’s hard 
to believe it was released exactly 50

ABOVE: Despite the gorgeous remote, you 
might on occasion use the front panel controls, 
with transport buttons on the right and source 
on the left. Display is retro dot matrix!

When asked why this player lacked support for SACD, MF’s Antony Michaelson 
was unequivocal. ‘We have a fair amount of experience of SACD, much of it 
sadly negative. The design of most SACD players boils down to semantics. The 
mechanism is a DVD drive that will read SACD, among other formats, while the 
rest is playing with algorithms. The cost of engineering a true SACD player versus 
the number of true SACDs available renders the exercise pointless.

‘We feel there is a campaign to trumpet the end of CD, but the fact remains 
that a huge proportion of music lovers still have large CD collections and no 
amount of wishful thinking will magic these out of existence. Over the years, the 
sonic performance from CD players and DACs has steadily improved. Our aim for 
the Nu-Vista CD was to offer a sweet sound with huge imaging, proper dynamics, 
an extended and tuneful bass... to make music from a pile of inert stuff that 
doesn’t look like it has any relationship with the ephemeral world of music.’ 

‘Holy cow, did the 
Nu-Vista CD ape 

the sheer speed of 
the percussion!’
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years ago. If anything, the Nu-Vista 
CD showed up a weakness in the 
recording: the sound was spread so 
wide that there were gaps between 
the musicians that no engineer 
would allow today.

SWEET AS VINYL
Considering that – sublime backing 
musicians aside – DD&B recordings 
had an inherent thinness due to 
vocals barely an octave deeper 
than those of castrati, the sound 
was engaging, coherent and rich. 
Even so, far more indicative of the 
Nu-Vista CD’s capabilities was the 
new Willy DeVille best-of, Collected 
– 1976-2009 [Universal 535 759-8]. 
And, no, I didn’t skip straight to 
‘Assassin Of Love’.

Starting with the Capitol-era 
tracks from Mink Deville, the Latin-
fl avoured delight of ‘Spanish Stroll’ 
provided me with backing vocals 
and a mix of acoustic and electric 
guitars, fronted by that now-
silenced, inimitably textured voice. 
The meshed singing possessed a 
liquidity and a sweetness that again 
recalled vinyl. But nothing prepared 
me for the tasteful percussion, the 
anguished vocals, the choral backing 
or the punctuation of the guitar in 
‘Mixed Up, Shook Up Girl’.

Can hi-fi  equipment ever be 
‘romantic’ without that word 
meaning too lush, too warm? 
Neither of those ameliorants applies 
here: I mean ‘romance’ in the sense 
of seduction. It’s an aching number, 
not a classic love song, but the 
delivery through the Nu-Vista CD 
was as heart-wrenching as I have 
ever heard it. Then it’s back to the 
street with ‘Cadillac Walk’, so urban, 
so sinister that it could have been 
the theme for Sons Of Anarchy. 
What fl oored me was the harmonica 
stage right and positioned so far 
back that it’s almost lost. 

The only time I recall hearing 
an instrument so isolated from 
the rest of the performance is 
with the second guitar on Buffalo 
Springfi eld’s ‘Sad Memory’. This 
is all about fi nesse, subtlety and 
staggering dynamic range.

To turn this on its head, I 
fed the player Bad Company’s 
remastered Straight Shooter [Swan 
Song 081227955533]. Without 
question one of the front-rank 
power-chord/air-guitar/anthem-rock 
megabands, Bad Company matched 
the brilliance of their debut LP 
with this sophomore effort and the 
steamroller that is ‘Feel Like Makin’ 
Love’. Whatever reservations I might 
have had about the necessary mass 
down below – and this machine has 
not been voiced to blow woofers – 
the sheer force of the recording was 
conveyed with ease.

But what about DeVille’s ‘Assassin 
Of Love’? Yes, it remains the demo 
track sans pareil, and this player 
respected its three-dimensionality, 
attack, inimitable vocal textures and 
dry percussion. Above all, the scale 
and presence screamed one thing: 
high-end performance. 

ABOVE: Pairs of coaxial and optical digital inputs (and outputs) are joined by 
nuvistor-buffered RCA analogue outs and solid-state driven balanced XLR outs

Despite the omissions that would 
have made this more fl exible, I 
am dazzled by the Nu-Vista CD. 
It is not as warm-sounding as its 
ancestor, but the clean, clear 
portrayal, the openness and the 
attack are qualities to cherish. Yet 
here I am about to antagonise 
the purists: this unit also scores 
because of its perceived value. 
Stunning looks, bomb-proof build 
quality, that light show – why not 
have some fun?

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

MUSICAL FIDELITY NU-VISTA CD
Rather than allow users to switch between solid-state and 
nuvistor buffers these options are defaulted to the balanced 
(XLR) and single-ended (RCA) outputs, respectively. A balanced 
nuvistor option would require twice as many tubes, of course... 
So comparisons are not straightforward – the maximum XLR 
output is roughly twice that of the RCAs at 4.3V versus 2.19V, 
and although the source impedance is a consistent 46ohm, 
the A-wtd S/N ratios are dramatically different at 114dB versus 
90dB. The level difference alone will obviate any A/B listening 
comparisons even if the ‘colour’ of the two outputs is not 
dissimilar. For example, the solid-state XLR outputs deliver 
0.0016-0.0039% from 20Hz-20kHz (re. 0dBFs) while the 
nuvistor outputs incur a mere 0.0039-0.005% over the same 
range. THD falls to a minimum of 0.0001-0.0005% from 20Hz-
20kHz via the XLRs at –20dBFs [see Graph 1, below]. 

There’s no appreciable difference in frequency response via 
XLR or nuvistor RCA outputs, the former within a remarkably 
tight ±0.02dB from 20Hz-20kHz at CD/48kHz data rates, the 
nuvistor output true to ±0.06dB over the same range. At higher 
96kHz/192kHz sample rates the limits are –0.6dB/45kHz and 
–0.9dB/45kHz (XLR/RCA) to –1.6dB/90kHz and –2.9dB/90kHz 
(XLR/RCA). Stereo separation is also very wide at >120dB 
from 20Hz-20kHz. Jitter, meanwhile, is spectacularly low in all 
modes – at the16-bit limit for CD at 116psec and ~10psec at 
all 48-192kHz/24-bit sample rates via the S/PDIF input [Graph 2, 
below]. Readers may download full QC Suite reports for the Nu-
Vista CD’s disc and S/PDIF performance by navigating to www.
hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

ABOVE: High resolution 24bit/48kHz jitter plot via
S/PDIF input (48kHz, black; 96kHz, red with markers)

ABOVE: THD versus digital level over a 120dB range 
– 1kHz at 24-bit/48kHz via S/PDIF (XLR, red; nuvistor; 
black) and 20kHz (XLR, grey; nuvistor, blue)

Maximum output level (Balanced/RCA) 4.31Vrms/2.19V at 46ohm

A-wtd S/N Ratio (CD / S/PDIF XLR/RCA) 114.0dB/ 114.3dB/90.0dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0016% / 0.00019%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0039% / 0.0006% 

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz) +0.0dB to –0.02/–0.6/–1.6dB

Digital jitter (CD / S/PDIF 48kHz/96kHz) 116psec / 9psec/11psec

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

Power consumption 10W  (1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 483x190x395mm / 18.6kg
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The original Hugo was both an 
unusual product and a seminal 
one for Chord Electronics. Built 
into Chord’s familiar military-spec 

aluminium casework, and drawing on its 
long-established digital thinking – based 
around custom software, rather than 
off-the-shelf chip-based DAC solutions – it 
may have seemed a bit large for its stated 
function as a portable DAC/headphone 
amp. But the Hugo soon won itself a 
following with the desktop audio brigade 
as both a headphone solution and a means 
of connecting a computer to a hi-fi  system.

Now selling for £1400, it also proved 
a major sales success for the Kent-based 
company, injecting a very welcome 
chunk of revenue into the operation and 
ensuring not only its future, but also future 
developments along the same lines. 

In fact, it’s safe to say that Chord itself 
was somewhat surprised, not only by the 
number of buyers using the Hugo as a 
home-bound device, but also the sheer 
quantities – now well into fi ve fi gures – 
that it has sold.

NOW IN THREE SIZES
It’s hardly surprising, then, that the Hugo 
concept has spawned two new arrivals: 
the £2995 Hugo TT here, and the tiny 
£399 Mojo ultra-portable [see News, p16]. 
So now we have versions of the Hugo 
design in small, medium and large sizes, 
but with a commonality of design and 
technology – from the internal workings 
and those unusual ball-shaped controls 
with multicolour illumination, to the 
choice of inputs and wide-ranging format 
compatibility, all the way up to ultra-high-
resolution PCM and DSD.

The idea behind the ‘TT’ version 
(nothing to do with motorbikes as this 
stands for ‘table-top’) was a simple one – it 
was all about fi nding out just how far the 
Hugo’s performance could be pushed when 

freed from the constraint of portability. 
Well, sort of – the TT could still be used 
on the move if you really wanted to, being 
powered by internal batteries and charged 
using a simple plugtop power supply. But 
you’d have to be a pretty dedicated ‘on the 
go’ audiophile to carry the Hugo TT around 
with you: it’s not just considerably larger 
than the original, but weighs in at 3kg – as 
much as seven Hugos!

So what’s going on with this beefed-up, 
yet still compact DAC/headphone amp? 
There’s the larger, heftier chassis and 
addition of both a remote control handset, 
milled from the same metal as the TT, and 
a single-line display, for input and other 
information, in addition to Chord’s now 
familiar internal lightshow.

Also, the battery PSU – employed by way 
of isolation from mains interference rather 
than an aid to portability – is supported 

by the use of ‘supercapacitor’ energy 
storage, used to extend the battery life and 
also to better support the ‘dynamics and 
transients of music’. 

Transients play a big part in Chord’s 
digital thinking, the company citing the 
‘slow reactions’ of conventional DAC 
chips as a hurdle overcome with its 
FPGA-based converter designs. Central to 
the performance is the use of the Watts 
Transient Aligned (WTA) fi lter, revealing the 
hand of Rob Watts in the design of this, as 
in so many Chord Electronics products [see 
PM’s boxout, opposite].

DIGITAL INNOVATION
Watts has long been the driving force 
behind Chord’s digital development, 
having originally been one of the founders 
of Deltec Precision Audio, or DPA, back in 
the 1980s, along with Adrian Walker, the 

RIGHT: Rechargeable batteries are clearly 
visible alongside the main PCB which carries 
a Spartan FPGA chip, loaded with the custom 
code to execute the WTA digital fi lter and DAC 

Chord’s ‘table-top’ version of its original USB-driven Hugo combines the twin functions 
of DAC and headphone amp in a high quality and predictably macho-styled case
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

Chord Hugo TT

USB DAC/headphone preamp
Made by: Chord Electronics Ltd, Kent

Supplied by: Chord Electronics Ltd
Telephone: 02890 279839

Web: www.chordelectronics.co.uk
Price: £2995  
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WATTS UP?

two having met while students at Cardiff 
University. Watts started out as an amplifi er 
designer, his innovative thinking extending 
to dual-wire outputs designed to include 
the speaker cables as part of the amplifi er’s 
distortion-tackling feedback loop.

He went on to become an early adopter, 
and advocate, of the Philips Bitstream DAC 
technology, and progressed into the design 
of his own digital conversion regime, laying 
the groundwork for his current designs for 
Chord. (DPA fi nally pulled 
down the shutters at the 
end of the 1990s.) 

Franks is unstinting 
in his acknowledgement 
of Watts’ contribution 
to Chord’s success: 
speaking at the recent 
Mojo launch he said that 
‘Designers using off-the-shelf DAC chips are 
really DAC users, not DAC engineers. Rob 
Watts is a real DAC designer, and they are 
few and far between.’

From the outside, the Hugo TT also 
boasts a full suite of digital inputs, 
including asynchronous USB Type B and 
also USB Type A for portable devices, as 
well as S/PDIF on BNC, RCA and Toslink 
optical. Analogue outputs are available 
on RCA phono and balanced XLRs, while 

to the front there are two 6.35mm stereo 
headphone sockets and one 3.5mm, with 
Chord’s variable crossfeed facility to allow 
some ‘bleed’ between the two channels for 
a more speaker-like sound.

Volume can be controlled from the 
‘rollerball’ on the top of the TT or the 
remote handset, and can also be set to 
fi xed full level for use into a conventional 
preamp or integrated amp by holding 
down the crossfeed button when 

switching the unit 
on. Particular caution 
should be exercised 
here as this also raises 
the headphone outputs 
to their full-level. The 
Hugo TT user manual 
specifi cally warns against 
wearing headphones 

when activating the line level mode for 
connection to a preamplifi er.

 LIGHT AND SHADE
It doesn’t take long to work out why 
Chord users like the sound of the Hugo 
TT: from the off, the presentation is bold, 
direct and hyper-detailed, especially when 
enjoyed through headphones. All the hi-fi  
niceties, from well-delineated instrumental 
textures through to a crisp rendition of the 

ABOVE: One-line dot-matrix display sits in a
cut-out on the top edge of the ‘fascia’ 
with sample rate/battery life indicated by 
multicoloured LEDs in a top-panel porthole

Under the Hugo TT’s bonnet, Robert Watts’ WTA (Watts Transient Aligned) 
high-rate digital fi lter, which has no fewer than 26,000 taps (coeffi cients), and 
a version of his proprietary Pulse Array bitstream DAC, run on a single Spartan 
processor. There are no off-the-shelf upsampling/DAC chips in here... Watts’ 
Pulse Array solution fi rst appeared in Chord’s DAC64 model some 15 years 
ago and has been instrumental in driving the success of Chord’s DAC products 
ever since. Intriguingly, Watts maintains that it’s not the extended frequency 
response provided by high sampling rates that improves sound quality, rather 
the improved timing of transients.

Watts’ DAC is able to handle DSD data natively from the DoP USB interface, 
without conversion to PCM. But if you are pushing over LPCM fi les from a PC 
– up to 384kHz/32-bit – then I’m pleased to confi rm that this Chord’s HD USB 
interface is much improved since the QBD76HD [HFN Sep ’11] and QuteHD [HFN 
Sep ’12]. Maintaining its full bit-depth, the A-wtd S/N ratio via USB now matches 
that via S/PDIF at 115dB rather than plummeting to 95-96dB. PM

way notes start and stop (or decay), are 
very much in evidence, but they’re used 
to enhance the enjoyment of the music, 
rather than being served up as an aural 
fi reworks show.

Yes, the TT can sound impressively 
dramatic and dynamic when required, and 
there are times when the rasp of massed 
brass in orchestral works is initially startling 
and then deeply satisfying, but it’s just as 
accomplished with the micro-dynamics of a 
gentle acoustic piece, be it of the singer-
songwriter genre or solo piano. 

In fact, with a current high-quality 
recording such as Yuja Wang’s recent 
release of Ravel Piano Concertos with 
the Zurich Tonhalle Orch/Lionel Bringuier 
[a 96kHz/24-bit Qobuz download of DG 
479 4954], the beauty of the Hugo TT is 
revealed in the way it brings out the light 
and shade of both the composition and the 
performance. The piano is set before the 
orchestra without being spotlit, and there’s 
a wonderfully free-breathing ambience to 
the sound, not to mention every one of the 
pianist’s rapid-fi re notes being crystal clear.

Noticeable, too, is the way the 
soundstage image closes in for the Fauré 
Ballade in F-sharp, which is sandwiched 
between the two Ravel concertos on this 
album, and the only studio recording 
of the three (Teldex, Berlin). Again the 
piano is kept at a realistic distance, but 
the sound is much drier and lacking in 
ambience. Judicious use of the Hugo’s 
crossfeed here gives a bit more space and 
three-dimensionality, especially when using 
closed-back headphones.

In fact, experimenting with a range of 
headphones including the Bang & Olufsen 
H6, the Focal Spirit Pro [see p70] and the 
Oppo PM-1 [HFN Jul ’14], as well as trying 
the Hugo TT’s various inputs, I found the 
amplifi er section not only capable of 
driving these designs with ease, but also 

‘Orchestral 
works are initially 
startling and then 
deeply satisfying’
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"The Estelon XB is a rare component, capable of connecting you
not only to the music but to the minds and hearts of the players
and singers behind the music."
                                                                        The Absolute Sound, June 2015
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doing so with total confi dence and 
control. Yes, the TT may lack the 
prodigious on-paper output power 
of some rivals, as noted in PM’s Lab 
Report [opposite], but there’s never 
any sense of it having to work hard 
for its living – rather it’s assured, 
metronomic when required and 
yet still able to shimmer into lyrical 
passages when appropriate.

ONE BIG POWERFUL SOUND
The Hugo TT isn’t, however, just 
a converter/amplifi er for those 
head-fi ’ers into closely-observed 
classical recordings or those ‘oh so 
detailed’ jazz trio recordings that are 
so beloved of hi-fi  demonstrators. 
Rather, this is a headphone amplifi er 
more than capable of taking the 
speed and weight of its digital 
conversion and delivering it with full 
force to the headphone outputs. 

Playing the Roger Waters 1990 
live recording of The Wall from Berlin 
[DSD64 from Mercury 038 596-2], 
it delivers the full sense of scale 
of the whole extravaganza while 
maintaining excellent intelligibility 
for those Floyd completists who like 
to sing along. 

It’s one big, powerful sound, but 
one in which the massed musical 
forces, from Van Morrison to a full 
orchestra, are still given space to be 
heard and enjoyed.

Timeshift forward a quarter 
century, and Jean-Michel Jarre’s 
2015 comeback album Electronica 
1 – The Time Machine [Columbia 
88875123472] really benefi ts from 
the Hugo TT’s clarity, speed and 
drive, the electronic bass superbly 
extended and gutsy while the frills 
and washes of this vibrant album 
take on an almost hypnotic effect 
heard via headphones. 

This is another collaborator-
packed set, from the spiralling 
electronica of ‘Zero Gravity’ (with 
Tangerine Dream) to the rather 
more straight-down-the-line 

rocker ‘Travelator (Part 2)’, with a 
Pete Townshend vocal, and Jarre 
bouncing off the piano of Lang Lang 
on ‘The Train & The River’. The Chord 
makes a fi ne job of not just revealing 
the instrumental lines in action, but 
also delivering them in a style that’s 
as captivating as it is satisfying.

Even better news, given the 
‘table-top’ nature of the product, 
and its decent line output terminals 
in place of the little 3.5mm sockets 
of the original Hugo, is that the TT 
is just as thrilling a ride when used 
purely as a DAC into a conventional 
‘amp and speakers’ system. 

It may not please those who 
like their music with a couple of 
spoonfuls of sweetener stirred in to 
avoid any nasty shocks – such as real 
dynamics, the buzz and snarl of a 
guitar or the odd pop or sibilant on a 
vocal microphone. 

However, provided you like 
your music delivered in maximum-
information style, and you have both 
amplifi cation and speakers that 
are up to conveying all the impact 
and detail the Chord can muster, 
the Hugo TT is going to spend as 
much time hooked to your main 
hi-fi  system as it will powering your 
personal listening. 

Cuddly the Hugo TT isn’t, from 
its compact but hugely strong 
casework to the full-on way it 
plays music: its powerful, tight 
bass and bags of midband and 
treble resolution mean it’s 
probably not the best way to 
listen to compressed MP3s or 
Internet radio! But with CD-
quality fi les to hi-res PCM and 
DSD, you’ll never be in any doubt 
that you’re getting your (fairly 
considerable) money’s worth.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

ABOVE: The illuminated volume wheel lies in a recess in the top panel, driving both 
balanced XLR and single-ended RCA outs (and headphone outs on the front). Digital 
ins include optical/coaxial S/PDIF, USB 1.0 and 384kHz/32-bit compatible USB 2.0

At full volume (+15dBV via its headphone output or +17.2dBV 
via the balanced XLRs) the Hugo TT’s output is plunged into 
clipping, so the maximum ‘safe’ output is +12.4dBV for a 
peak-level 0dBFs digital input (high impedance headphone) or 
+11.6dBV (535mW/25ohm for a low impedance headphone). 
Tweaking the digital input on the lab bench reveals a maximum 
600mW/25ohm headphone output at <1% THD [see Graph 1, 
below] – more than adequate to melt your eardrums with most 
’phones but less than the 1.3W offered by Simaudio’s 230HAD 
[HFN Nov ’15] or the thumping 8.5W/25ohm delivered by the 
Oppo HA-1 [HFN Sep ’14].

However, the Hugo TT’s great strength lies in its 
combination of vanishingly low digital jitter (typically <20psec), 
a huge 115dB A-wtd S/N ratio (no truncating 24-bit to 16-bit 
data over USB here...) and incredibly low distortion. This 
amounts to a mere 0.0001-0.0015% via XLR and just 0.0006-
0.0028% (20Hz-20kHz) driving a 25ohm headphone load to 
10mW [see Graph 2, below]. Also, while the balanced XLRs have 
a fairly standard 96-160ohm output impedance, the separate 
headphone buffer drops this to a very usefully low 1ohm, 
ensuring a loss of just ~0.1dB into low impedance ’phones 
and maintaining its fl at and extended response regardless of 
undulations in the headphone load.

Optimally, the Hugo TT’s response stretches out to 
–0.2dB/20kHz, –2.4dB/45kHz and –13.9dB/90kHz with 48kHz, 
96kHz and 192kHz media, respectively. Readers are invited 
to download comprehensive QC Suite test reports for Chord’s 
Hugo TT USB DAC/headphone amplifi er by navigating to www.
hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

Maximum output (re. 0dBFs into 47kohm) 4.17V (5.07V via bal. XLR)

Max. power output (re. 0dBFs into 25ohm) 600mW

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz) 0.94-1.24ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs) 114.5dB / 114.9dB (XLR)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 10mW) 0.0006–0.0028%

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz) –0.0 to –0.2/–2.4dB/–13.9dB

Digital jitter (loaded at 25ohm / XLR out) <20psec / 13psec

Power consumption (charging) 2W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 235x45x225mm / 3kg

ABOVE: THD vs. frequency from 20Hz-20kHz (black, XLR out; 
blue, 1V unloaded; red, 10mW into 25ohm load)

ABOVE: THD vs. digital signal level at 1kHz (black = XLR out; 
blue = headphone unloaded; red = loaded where 0dBFs = 
600mW, –10dBFs = 60mW and –28dBFs = 1mW)
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Phono stage with DSD/PCM ADC plus S/PDIF and USB outs
Made by: PS Audio, Boulder, Colorado 
Supplied by: Signature Audio Systems

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

Price: £1799

Packed with a wealth of settings to cater for most cartridges plus analogue and digital 
outputs, PS Audio’s NuWave Converter is a phono stage that’s fi t for the digital age
Review: Andrew Simpson Lab: Paul Miller

W hile the market for standalone 
phono preamps supports a 
variety suited to all prices and 
pick-ups, most simply boost 

and equalise minuscule MM/MC signals 
to deliver an analogue line-level output. 
But PS Audio’s £1800 NuWave Phono 
Converter (NPC) includes an innovative 
twist, drawing on the company’s digital 
technology to offer digital outputs so you 
can create an archive of your LP collection, 
for storage and playback via computers, 
DACs and portable audio devices. 

COMPREHENSIVE SETTINGS
The NPC’s conventional phono stage will 
accommodate the lowest output moving-
coils up to the beefi est of moving-magnets. 
Load resistance values are selectable 
from 47kohm for MM pick-ups alongside 
60, 100, 160, 600, 1000 and 1600ohm 
settings for MCs. These settings are 
achieved manually via a bank of ten DIP 
switches that nestle between the input 
sockets on the unit’s rear panel. There’s 
also a high value 100kohm setting that’s 
activated with all ten switches set to ‘off’. 

The gain settings are even more 
comprehensive and are quickly accessed 
and adjusted via the on-screen (OLED) 
menu. Options extend from a low 18dB 
through to a very healthy 78dB in 3dB 
increments. Alongside its low-level 
analogue inputs for turntables, the NPC 
also includes a line-level input for other 
analogue devices, via an alternative set of 
RCA sockets.

For the computer audiophile, things get 
even more interesting after the RIAA stage 
thanks to the NuWave’s internal PCM4222 
analogue-to-digital converter (ADC), which 

converts all post-RIAA analogue signals 
to double-rate DSD5.6. The ADC’s output 
can then be confi gured for DSD or PCM 
via the front screen menu, with specifi c 
preferences within each setting. 

The NPC’s DSD output is available as 
single-rate (2.8MHz) and double-rate 
(5.6MHz) streams, which can be used to 
feed an external DAC from a rear panel 
coaxial (S/PDIF) socket [see Lab Report], or 
computer via a rear panel USB-B port.

In piping out this digital data, PS Audio’s 
NPC uses the industry-standard DSD-over-
PCM (DoP) protocol. There’s also a rear 
panel HDMI socket, but don’t be fooled 
into connecting this to a ‘standard’ HDMI 
input on other devices, as PS Audio uses 
this connector format to output data 
via the I2S interface protocol. PS Audio 
recommends using this output when 
hooking the NPC up to the company’s 
partnering digital products, such as its 
NuWave DirectStream DAC [HFN Aug ’14].

Users wanting to output digital PCM 
streams are just as well served, with 16 to 
24-bit word-lengths on offer and sample 
rates from 44.1kHz up to 192kHz. PS Audio 

recommends 96kHz/24-bit as the optimal 
output sample rate, suggesting that the 
ideal performance and sound is wrested 
from its digital fi lters at this level.

A USB OUTPUT
The NPC is solidly built, its textured curved 
alloy casework nicely formed with joint-free 
rounded corners on its front panel, making 
it seem narrower than its already slender 
8in width. A black acrylic top-panel cover 
is held in place by hidden magnetic fi xings, 
but there’s no remote control provided.

Unlike other PS Audio electronics, its 
backlit front-panel logo doesn’t double up 
as an on/off switch – instead the power 
button is fi tted to its rear panel. Once 
powered-up, the NPC’s screen immediately 
comes to life, allowing you to use the two 
‘Mode’ buttons to its left to cycle through 
the main menu, with two buttons to the 
right of the screen employed to change 
settings within each menu item. 

Alongside analogue gain and digital 
output settings, further options include 
mono playback and phase inversion for 
the analogue output, screen ‘sleep’ and 

RIGHT: PS Audio’s active/passive RIAA eq stage 
feeds a FET-based analogue out and a Texas 
PCM4222 ADC which serves the digital output. 
The NPC offers LPCM and DSD output modes at 
up to 192kHz/24-bit and DSD5.6, respectively

PS Audio NuWave 
Phono Converter
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brightness settings, plus an audio mute 
option. Switching between the phono 
stage and the NPC’s line-level input is also 
activated within this menu.

You also need to use the internal 
menu to enable the asynchronous USB-B 
output when connecting the NPC to your 
computer. Drivers need 
to be installed for PC use 
(downloadable from PS 
Audio). And it’s important 
to appreciate that the USB 
output will not drive an 
outboard DAC – it’s the PC 
or Mac that ‘pulls’ digital 
audio data from the ADC-
equipped hi-fi  component [see Virtual Vinyl 
boxout below].

 CREDIBLE SOUNDSTAGES
What instantly greets you with the NPC is 
its full-bodied musical presentation. With 
my VPI Scout 1.1 turntable [HFN Oct ’14] 
and partnering Benz Micro ACE cartridge 
[HFN Sep ’11] and feeding Musical Fidelity 
M6PRE/PRX amplifi ers [HFN Nov ’13], it was 
certainly able to put plenty of meat on the 
music’s bones. With some phono stages, 

I’ve thought the sound of this turntable 
combination could verge on the over-
polite, leaving me craving a touch more 
sonic verve. But this certainly wasn’t the 
case with PS Audio’s NPC taking centre 
stage, as the music it delivered sounded 
reassuringly sure-footed.

The opening strings 
of Ben Howard’s ‘In 
Dreams’ from I Forget 
Where We Were [Island 
Records 4701043] were 
solidly formed, the sound 
rich with textures. The 
thickly plucked bass guitar 
resonated with impact 

right from the outset, showing off a fi rmly 
fi ngered technique. Howard’s vocals were 
well separated in the soundstage from 
the range of accompanying instruments. 
With this came a welcome sense of access 
to Howard’s often intentionally blurred 
singing style that can make his vocals seem 
diffi cult to unearth from within the music. 

This track is mixed to allow Howard’s 
voice to intertwine with the accompanying 
strings and soft percussion, but here I could 
appreciate how all three of these elements 

LEFT: Sculptured 
alloy front panel is 
fi nely crafted, with 
a raft of digital and 
analogue settings 
confi gurable via its 
OLED front panel and 
menu buttons, but 
there’s no remote 
control

interacted, yet still hear individual aspects 
of the performance delivered with clarity.

Moving on to Stevie Wonder’s ‘Living For 
The City’ from Innervisions [Tamla Motown 
STMA 8011] let the NPC get down with the 
funky stuff. The opening synthesiser bars 
have a depth that’s well formed, and the 
NPC allowed this to swell from deep within 
the soundstage, well behind the rear of my 
Dynaudio 260 fl oorstanders. The NPC also 
maintained an impressive sense of musical 
structure, free of fl ab round the edges.

This sense of control was also revealed 
in the NPC’s grip of percussion, which 
typically packs a punch even at low volume 
levels. The hi-hats and snares from Stevie 
Wonder’s album were certainly blessed 
with a crispness that had a smooth, 
analogue nature without sounding overly 
dry or clinical. 

This LP also illustrated how PS Audio’s 
NPC can paint a convincing musical image, 
with Wonder’s vocals emerging from each 
stereo channel and melding between my 
speakers in the centre of the soundstage. 
I’ve heard other phono stages give a more 
forward presentation but even if the NPC 
sounds less immediate, neither does it 
sound as if it’s trying too hard to develop a 
convincing ambience. So when Wonder’s 
infrequent hand claps kicked in, instead 
of sounding ‘fl oaty’ or lost in the mix they 
were precisely pinpointed.

Its ability to craft a believable 
soundstage makes the NPC a pleasingly 
convincing performer, especially with 
simple vocal passages where you are swiftly 
and easily transported to the venue and 
the moment, with little between you and 
the artist. But there’s also a sense of drama 
the NPC brings to the music, suggesting it’s 
not really one for sitting on the sidelines 
and letting the action pass it by. 

The opening harmonica’s howl from 
Springsteen’s The River [CBS 88510] is 

‘You are swiftly 
transported to 
the venue and 
the moment’

VIRTUAL VINYL

If you are looking to turn your treasured vinyl collection into a digital archive 
for long-term preservation, or so you can access your LP library away from 
your home via portable devices or in the car, then there are a range of RIAA 
eq/recording software programs for you to choose from. VirtualVinyl (www.
alpinesoft.co.uk) for Windows and Mac includes dedicated settings for recording 
vinyl, ranging from tagging artists and albums to auto-level adjustment that 
prevents noisy starts at ‘needle down’. Available for a one-off payment of $29.95, 
you can also download a free fi ve album trial. Recording formats include WAV, 
AIFF, DSD, FLAC and MP3 (but not ALAC). Rival audiophile solutions include Pure 
Vinyl (www.channld.com) which boasts a wealth of tailored features for creating 
digital fi les as part of its £250 premium price tag, and includes a free 15 day 
trial. For a free alternative there’s open-source Audacity (www.audacityteam.
org) which has a less polished interface but includes features to suit most users.
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certainly loaded with emotion and 
the NPC let it rise from deep within 
the vinyl grooves with a haunting 
tone. Switching over to my stalwart 
Denon DL-103R MC, Springsteen’s 
gravelly-edged voice had just the 
right amount of ‘sustain’ to keep 
it at the centre of the mix without 
being too dominant. So while PS 
Audio’s NPC may not present the 
widest soundstage, the sonic picture 
it paints is both clearly defi ned and 
very evenly balanced front to back. 

In this particular instance, 
the midrange was realistically 
proportioned with piano, percussion 
and the harmonics of the bass guitar 
all given plenty of space to breathe, 
permitting an intimate but not 
forensic view of the musical canvas.

MAKING DIGITAL COPIES
Of course, the NPC is not just a 
phono stage, so how much of 
its detail and delivery is retained 
working in the digital domain? 

Using my Windows-based Lenovo 
Z580 laptop connected to the 
NPC’s USB output, I quickly created 
96kHz/24-bit FLAC fi les of some of 
the music on test in VinylStudio, 
which could then be replayed via a 
Cambridge Audio Stream Magic 6 
V2 network player. 

Comparing these fi les back-
to-back with the vinyl LP versions 
revealed that the NPC’s digital 
replicas remained true to the 
original vinyl versions – or at least 
true to their rendering via my choice 
of turntable and pick-up! 

Of course, you’ll also need to 
throw the ‘sound’ of your USB DAC 
or network player into the equation, 
so the opportunities for ‘tuning’ the 
quality of these digital facsimiles 
does not simply end with PS Audio’s 
versatile NuWave Phono Converter.

Streaming the WAV fi le of the Ben 
Howard track out of my laptop using 
JRiver software, recorded through 
the NPC using the Benz cartridge, I 
was made aware of all the musical 

detail that the Benz had been able 
to dig out of the vinyl version. 

The guitar work sounded just 
as intricate as its vinyl counterpart 
via the WAV capture, with differing 
textures applied to each string. 

What was also apparent was 
how the NPC managed to retain the 
character of the analogue recording 
in its digital conversions. Perhaps 
aided by the smooth nature of the 
Cambridge Audio DAC, the PCM 
fi le being served up didn’t sound in 
anyway over-polished or too bright 
compared to the original, and I 
could still sense the Benz pick-up’s 
lithe musical delivery in the music.

Playing a FLAC fi le of the Bruce 
Springsteen track, this time recorded 
using the Denon moving-coil, 
gave equally revealing results, 
with the piano sounding just as 
vivid as it pushes to the edges of 
the soundstage. I was also made 
more aware of the bass guitar in 
this ‘digitised’ version of the track, 
which didn’t sound quite as deep in 
the mix as it had via the analogue 
rendition. So it would certainly be 
worth experimenting, if possible, 
with a range of pick-ups to fi nd one 
that works best for you when using 
the NPC to build a digital archive 
from your vinyl collection. 

ABOVE: Phono and line-level inputs (RCA) fl ank DIP switches for pick-up loading. 
Analogue XLR/RCA outs join digital outs via S/PDIF (coaxial), USB and I2S (HDMI)

LAB
REPORT
PS AUDIO NPC

If you’re looking for a high-end 
phono stage allied to a quality 
solution for digitising your vinyl 
treasure trove, then the Phono 
Converter could be your answer. 
With more analogue and digital 
settings than you can shake a 
stick at, it should also prove good 
value long-term. It’s a loveable 
bruiser – it likes to roll up its 
sleeves and get stuck into the 
music, resulting in a performance 
that combines weight with detail.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

PS Audio offers 20 steps of gain from +18dB through to +78dB 
in 3dB steps (single-ended in/balanced out) and these settings 
are typically accurate to within ±0.2dB. This huge range 
represents input sensitivities of 129-2.0mV (MM from +18dB 
to +54dB) and 1.45mV-132μV (MC from +57dB to +78dB) 
with commensurate input overload margins of 140mV (+39dB 
gain), 71mV (+45dB), 35mV (+51dB), 17.5mV (+57dB), 8.5mV 
(+63dB), 4.4mV (+69dB) and 2.1mV (+75dB). With a standard 
+40dB gain for MM this represents a headroom of +28dB over 
the 5mV reference input level and +21.9dB (re. 500μV) for 
+60dB MC gain setting – both being suitably generous.

Establishing the ideal gain setting for your MM or MC rather 
depends on the mode in which the NuWave Phono is used: as 
a conventional analogue phono preamp the optimum 85dB 
A-wtd S/N ratio is achieved at +45dB gain for MM and a slightly 
less impressive 68dB at the +57dB setting for MC. If the USB 
digital output is used instead (the S/PDIF out was not functional 
in our sample) then ensuring the input to the post-RIAA ADC 
is not overloaded takes precedence over achieving the best 
dynamic range. In practice the ADC clips at a level some 3dB 
lower than that for the analogue path, so if +45dB is ideal for 
your MM in analogue-to-analogue mode, +41dB will be ‘safer’ 
in analogue-to-digital mode.

Prior to (re)sampling at between 44.1-192kHz, the native 
response of the NuWave is +0.1/–0.14dB from 20Hz-20kHz 
and +0.1/–3.9dB from 2Hz-100kHz [see Graph 1, below] while 
distortion remains a very low 0.0014-0.0083% [see Graph 2]. 
Readers may view a QC Suite test report for PS Audio’s NuWave  
Phono Converter by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and 
clicking on the red ‘Download’ button. PM

ABOVE: Distortion vs. frequency (20Hz-20kHz) at 1V 
out. THD is very low in analogue-to-analogue mode

ABOVE: RIAA-corrected frequency response from an 
extended 5Hz-100kHz at 0dBV via MM input

Input loading (MM/MC) 47k-100kohm / 60-600ohm

Input sensitivity (MM/MC, re. 0dBV) 129-2.0mV / 1.45mV-132μV

Input overload (MM/MC, re. 1% THD) 1350-24mV / 18mV-1.5mV

Max. output (re. 1% THD) / Impedance 11.3V / 105ohm (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (MM/MC, re. 0dBV) 84.7dB / 67.5dB

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.07dB to –0.14dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 0dBV) 0.0014-0.0083%

Power consumption 8W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 210x61x360mm / 6.4kg
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Network-enabled media player/USB DAC
Made by: Pioneer Home Electronics Corp., Japan

Supplied by: Pioneer Europe NV, Middlesex
Telephone: 0845 060 9395

Web: www.pioneer.co.uk
Price: £999

The major names in mass-market 
hi-fi  were a bit slow to catch on to 
network music playback, ensuring 
that just a few companies at the 

more esoteric end of the market led the 
trend. However, now they’ve got the idea, 
the likes of Denon, Marantz and Onkyo 
are going great guns with both dedicated 
players and AV receivers packing network 
capability, while Pioneer, having joined the 
fray a few years back with its initial models 
including the N-50 [HFN Aug ’12], has more 
recently strengthened its presence with a 
revamped network audio player line-up, as 
well as offering such facilities across its AV 
surround amp range.

HIGH VALUE FEATURES
The N-70A is by far the most ambitious 
model in the current Pioneer range, which 
starts at a street price of around £260 for 
the N-30: part of the original offering from 
the company. The fl agship model here sells 
for a pound short of £1000 (though such 
are the vagaries of the mainstream audio 
arena that it’s perfectly possible to fi nd it 
for sale with a healthy £100 sliced off).

What’s beyond doubt is that you do 
get a lot for your money. Quite apart 
from the chunky design and old-school 
Japanese build quality, the N-70A comes 
fully loaded with fi le compatibility and 
connection options. The short-form version 
encompasses playback at up to 192kHz/
24-bit and DSD128/5.6MHz, and includes 
a choice of digital inputs: asynchronous 
USB-B on the rear-panel; USB-A on both 
front and rear panels for memory devices, 
smartphones and tablets; and conventional 
coaxial and optical digital connections. And 
then there’s a choice of wired Ethernet as 
standard or Wi-Fi (but not for DSD) with an 
optional adapter.

Internet radio capability is present and 
correct, as are both Spotify and Apple 

AirPlay for streaming directly from iPhones 
and iPads (as well as computers that are 
running iTunes). 

Available in both black, as the N-70A-K 
(K for ‘Kuro’, black), and as the silver 
N-70A-S, the Pioneer shares the fairly plain, 
slabby look of the company’s current 
amplifi er range, with the button-count kept 
fairly low and the function of the controls 
all but obscured by the use of a single 
button-size and barely-visible dark grey 
labelling. The black version isn’t the easiest 
player to use in anything but bright light, 
although the silver version at least makes 
the button functions rather more apparent.

On fi rst setting it up, I thought I had 
found the simple twist and push control 
this player desperately needs to navigate 
the menus on its reasonably large and 
bright LCD display, but I was thwarted 
when the knob in question turned out to 
be the volume control for the headphone 
socket! Honestly, a ‘twist’n’push’ would 
make hands-on operation of this player so 

much more intuitive. Yes, you can navigate 
the menus using Pioneer’s long and skinny 
remote handset, but then you’re into the 
territory of peering across the room in an 
attempt to read the display.

THE CONTROL APP
Fortunately, there’s an app for that, in 
the form of Pioneer’s prosaically-named 
ControlApp, available for both iOS 
and Android smartphones and tablets. 
Unfortunately, it’s not very good, despite 
coming from a company celebrated as 
an early adopter of such app control [see 
boxout, opposite].

Yes, the ControlApp will let you change 
inputs, search for Internet radio stations 
and so on, and will even allow control 
of the volume on a connected Pioneer 
amplifi er or receiver. But what it won’t 
do is allow rapid skimming through large 
music libraries on a NAS drive for easy 
location of tracks that you want to play. 
There are two problems, neither of them 

RIGHT: A pair of screened transformers feed 
separate linear PSUs for the N-70A’s digital 
and analogue circuits, the latter based on a 
pair of ESS9016 8ch DACs supporting DXD and 
DSD5.6MHz playback via USB and Network

Pioneer N-70A
Building on its more affordable stablemates, Pioneer’s fl agship network player/USB 
DAC takes on top-fl ight streaming rivals. It’s fully-loaded, but is that enough? 
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller
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unique to Pioneer, but both of them 
equally annoying. 

Firstly, the app doesn’t load all your 
music in one continuous, scrollable screen, 
but rather as a succession of separate 
pages. And secondly, searching for an 
artist, composer, etc, fi rst requires you to 
go all the way back to the page on which 
your music server is selected – fi ne if you 
only have one, but a real pain if you have 
more – and then delivers a list of tracks, 
not albums. 

It’s redolent of that annoying Apple way 
of thinking, in which music 
doesn’t come in albums, 
movements or multiple 
tracks, but as ‘songs’, 
each of which is a distinct, 
unrelated entity. 

Anything else? Well, try 
as I might, I couldn’t get 
the app (or indeed the player 
itself) to pick up and display album artwork 
– or at least I couldn’t when using my usual 
music-serving software, MinimServer, which 
seems to work perfectly well with just 
about every network player. 

Only by changing software on my NAS 
could I start to see artwork again. And 
while the large-print typeface on the app 
makes reading titles easy, it does truncate 
them, which can make fi nding the version 

of an album or track you want tricky if you 
have multiples tagged as ‘nameofalbum 
[FLAC]’ or ‘nameofalbum [DSD]’, etc. 

Finally, on many occasions during 
my time with the Pioneer, the app just 
froze, and even closing it completely and 
restarting wouldn’t restore functionality. 
That could only be done by switching 
off the player completely and restarting 
it – which is when you discover that while 
the power button on the app will put the 
player into standby, it won’t bring it back 
to life. For that you need either the remote 

handset or a walk across 
the room up to the player.

And that’s a problem. 
You see, there’s a 
perception in some 
quarters that network 
players like this are 
struggling to gain a 
foothold in the market, 

and that serious listeners are going down 
the ‘Macs’n’DACs’ route, simply because 
– to put it bluntly – network playback is 
glitchy, unreliable and more trouble than 
it’s worth. It’s at times like this that I can 
kind of see the nay-sayers’ point of view.

 BIG-BONED BASS
All of which is a pity because what the 
Pioneer does is very good indeed – it’s just 

ABOVE: Front panel is uncluttered, and 
dominated by the display. However, clearer 
button differentiation would be useful, as would 
a simple ‘twist and push’ main scroll control

the way it does it that infuriates. Whether 
playing music over the network or from the 
computer via asynchronous USB, the player 
has a big-boned, weighty and powerful 
sound only slightly marred by some over-
exuberance in the treble with brighter 
recordings, which can tend to overplay the 
sizzle of cymbals and vocal sibilance, and 
cause vocal top-notes to ‘beat’ the ears a 
bit if delivered at full force.

By way of illustration, when playing 
some of the earlier material on the 
excellent David Bowie Five Years 
(1969-1973) set [Parlophone DBX1], in 
192kHz/24-bit, the vocals can sound rather 
hard-edged, if undeniably well-detailed, 
and the overall presentation is rather 
brighter than would be ideal. Fortunately, 
the worst extremes of this can be tamed 
somewhat using the ‘soft’ setting for the 
player’s adjustable digital fi lter, which 
tends to warm things up a little.

It’s also worth noting that the player 
has a range of additional adjustments, 
including progressive tightening of the 
digital lock range to reduce jitter (at 
the possible expense of more ‘unlocks’ 

‘The network 
mode offers 
more space 
and impact’

APP PIONEER
These days, the ability to control AV equipment via a smartphone or tablet 
is commonplace, brought about by the network connectivity of much 
modern equipment. Such functionality is now spreading into the hi-fi  arena, 
with the ControlApp for the N-70A available for both Apple iOS and Android 
devices. Historically, Pioneer has been a leading light in such ‘app control’, 
launching its iControlAV app (then for iOS only) fi ve years ago. The app 
allowed integrated control of an AV receiver and connected Blu-ray player. It 
came complete with video content to explain some of the settings allowed 
in its ‘Precision’ sound adjustment mode, and even made use of the position 
sensors built into Apple’s handheld devices. In the ‘Balance’ and ‘Emphasis’ 
modes, the various channel levels, and even a surround system’s ‘sweet 
spot’, could be altered by tilting the controlling device. These features have 
carried forward into the latest version of the app, the iControlAV5 [see right], 
which also serves the company’s current AV receiver range. With this app you 
can even adjust EQ by drawing a frequency curve on the screen with your fi nger!

p
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leading to drop-outs), upsampling 
to 384kHz, and Pioneer’s Hi-Bit32 
Processing. The latter was also of 
use with some very bright and harsh 
hi-res tracks, and went some way to 
taming the Bowie recordings, but I 
have to admit to getting so bound 
up in which setting was doing what 
that most of my listening was done 
with the player in ‘Direct’ mode, 
routing incoming signals straight 
past all that DSP for the simplest 
signal path. 

NETWORK PREFERRED
Talking of signal paths, it’s worth 
noting that the N-70A offers 
a choice of balanced XLR or 
conventional phono outputs, plus 
a choice of digital outs and that 
aforementioned headphone socket, 
which is powered by its own amp. 
While most of my listening was 
through the line outputs, I also 
found this to be very good, with 
excellent grip and detail when used 
with a variety of ’phones.

However, it’s as a source 
component that the N-70A is most 
likely to be used – let’s face it, if all 
you need is a hi-res/DSD-capable 
DAC there’s no shortage of more 
keenly-priced rivals out there – 
and while that rather obstructive 
interface is a drawback, once you 
get it playing there’s plenty to like 
about the way it delivers music. 

There’s little to choose between 
the various inputs but with 
highly detailed fi les, such as the 
combination of beautifully captured 
violin and vibrant ambience on 
Rachel Podger’s recently released 
set of Biber’s Rosary Sonatas in 
DSD64 [Channel Classics 37315], 
the network connection just edges it 
with a smidge more sense of space 
infusing the performance.

Similarly with more complex 
mixes, such as the recent 96kHz/
24-bit release of Led Zeppelin’s 
Presence [Swan Song 8122795573], 
the network input has just a shade 
more impact, and does a better job 
of unravelling the multiple threads 
in the music while still keeping the 
whole thing powering along smartly.

So the Pioneer N-70A has an 
attractively dynamic and informative 
sound, but it’s not without its 
foibles, and some care will need to 
be taken with system-matching if it’s 
not to sound just a little unruly, and 
ultimately slightly fatiguing.

Yes, it’s possible to bring things 
back into check, and achieve a 
rather more pleasing sound with 
judicious use of (oh, alright then, 
a lot of fi ddling with) the various 
fi lters, upsampling and upscaling 
options. However, the effect of 
these will vary from recording to 
recording, and between the various 
input options, such that one might 
well fi nd more time is being spent in 
adjustment than actually listening. 

A more refi ned basic sound, and 
the deletion of some of the multiple 
sound-shaping options, might 
have made for a more attractive 
specifi cation here. 

ABOVE: Two S/PDIF inputs and two outputs on coax and Toslink optical, one LAN 
port, one asynchronous USB-B and three USB-A (including an iDevice-compatible 
USB-A on the fascia). Analogue outs (fi xed and variable) via RCA and balanced XLRs

LAB
REPORT

Tested in Direct mode (with ‘Sharp’ PCM fi lter and Mode 1 
DSD fi lter), the Pioneer N-70A offers a heady 4.18V maximum 
output (balanced) via a moderate 465ohm source impedance. 
Distortion, jitter and responses are all fi rst-rate via the USB, 
network and S/PDIF inputs – THD falls to a low 0.0003-0.0009% 
from 20Hz-20kHz at –30dBFs, jitter [see Graph 2, below] is 
suppressed to just 50-55psec at 48kHz (35psec at 96kHz 
and 65psec with 192kHz media) while the responses stretch 
out to –0.08dB/20kHz, –0.61/45kHz and –2.4dB/90kHz with 
44.1/48kHz, 96kHz and 192kHz inputs, respectively. With 
upsampling engaged the responses roll-off slightly earlier to 
–4.9dB/45kHz and –6.6dB/90kHz, respectively. Distortion does 
increase slightly at high frequencies with increasing sample rate 
– from 0.0018% at 20kHz/0dBFs at 48kHz/24-bit to 0.0022% at 
96kHz and 192kHz, for example.

Nevertheless there are key differences in performance 
between network, S/PDIF and USB inputs. Pioneer’s network 
input, despite not handling 32-bit fi les (though 24-bit WAV and 
FLAC fi les are fi ne), is the superior option. The USB input offers a 
limited 95.6dB A-wtd S/N ratio (versus 116dB via network and
S/PDIF) but the S/PDIF input truncates signals below –105dBFs 
[see Graph 1, below]. Ironically, despite its higher noise fl oor, 
the USB input offers the better low-level linearity which is good 
to ±0.1dB over a full 105dB dynamic range. Neither does it 
show the ‘step’ in THD at low levels seen with the S/PDIF input 
[see Graph 1]. Readers may view comprehensive QC Suite test 
reports for the S/PDIF, USB and network audio performance of 
Pioneer’s N-70A media player by navigating to www.hifi news.
co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

ABOVE: High res. zoomed jitter spectra (±500Hz) 
comparing S/PDIF, black; Network, red and USB, grey

ABOVE: Distortion versus 48kHz/24-bit digital signal 
level over a 120dB range at 1kHz (S/PDIF, black; 
Network, red; USB, grey) and 20kHz (USB, blue)

PIONEER N-70A

Maximum output level (Balanced) 4.18Vrms at 465ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB / Net.) 116.1dB / 95.6dB / 116.1dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.00055% / 0.00033%

Dist. & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0016% / 0.00085% 

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz) +0.0dB to –0.08/–0.61/–2.4dB

Digital jitter (S/PDIF / USB / Network) 50psec / 55psec / 55psec

Resolution @ –100dB ±0.1dB

Power consumption 13W (<1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 435x121x338mm / 11.5kg

Pioneer’s fl agship network player 
is certainly comprehensively 
equipped, and very much 
the modern digital machine. 
However, some work on the user 
interface wouldn’t go amiss, and 
while the upfront sound reassures 
the listener they’re getting value 
from those hi-res fi les, the over-
exuberance can require quite a 
bit of playing with the myriad 
fi ltering and DSP options to get 
the most amenable sound.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT
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EXCELLENCE IS THE KEY

Perreaux Audiant DP32
DAC / PRE

Perreaux 40th Anniversary 250i
Integrated Amplifier £6895

Perreaux Audiant VP3 MM/MC
Reference Phono Pre £1950

Trigon Energy SE Integrated Amplifier £3450

£2395

High End Audio Amplifiers for 
Audiophiles

Perreaux is a New Zealand based manufacturer 
of state-of-the-art hi fi audio amplifiers, 
preamplifiers, CD players, home theater systems 
and other hi fi audio equipment.

MOSFET based, solid state hi fi audio 
amplifiers, hand-made with individually selected 
components by highly-skilled technicians.

Perreaux is the choice of discerning listeners 
world-wide.

Trigon’s team of “no compromise” sound engineers, have pushed the envelope again with the 
release of the hotly anticipated Energy Special Edition Integrated Amplifier.

2 years of development of the already world class Energy Integrated amplifier, has resulted in 
an amplifier which combines truly outstanding musical performance at a price which places it 
within reach of those passionate music lovers who thought that true ‘High End’ was not within 
their reach.

A stunning blend of “true to life” sound reproduction, technical perfection, transparent user friendliness and classic design form the 
what’s in the Trigon DNA.

The implementation of the double mono structure, shortest signal paths and optimised circuit architecture all combine to ensure 
uncolored sound reproduction, convincing punch and lively intensity.  The Energy Special Edition offers a generous range of 
connection options that make it very versitile.  A complex yet well structured number of adjustment and control options can easily be 
accessed by using the optional bespoke Director remote control.

Trigon has packed all these features into a massive aluminium design where the timeless elegance of the design perfectly matches 
the value and longevity of an audio component produced by us.  

Take the next steps on the audio ladder, and let the Trigon Energy Special Edition breathe life back into your music.

music is our Passion



w:audioemotion.co.uk e:info@audioemotion.co.uk t:01333 425 999

Gato Audio DPA 2506
6x250w Power Amplifier

£4190

Gato Audio
PRD-3 Preamplifier / DAC
£2290

£10950 
Gato Audio FM-6 Speakers 

“..wickedly seductuve - 
     and is bound to impress many             
music lovers searching
        for sonic finesse”

HiFi News

The WOW is one of the newest turntables in the family of Acoustic Signature precision-
engineered turntables. It comes with the same proprietary Tidorfolon Bearing design as used in 
all Acoustic Signature turntables, and with a 10-year warranty. Stunning Design with touch sensor 
operation so no button is on the clear designed surface. Brand new fully digital motor with a 
20Mhz Micro Processor results in perfect speed stability. 4.5kg heavy duty Aluminium platter. 

RB202 Tonearm and Audio Technica AT95e Cartridge included.

Acoustic Signature WOW Turntable

£1360

The turntable “Barzetti” combines the precision of mass turntables with fresh modern attractive 
design, clear style, engaging 3D surfaces and soft radii. On a perfectly milled 50mm MDF-

chassis Acoustic Signature use a 36mm aluminum platter with more than 6kg weight and the 
TIDORFOLON Bearing. The internal motor is controlled by their sophisticated motor electronics. 
As an absolute special The “Barzetti” comes with a 10-layered piano lacquer. This is the highest 

quality paint on the market with perfect mirror-like surface. The “Barzetti” is delivered in piano 
black or white or red, and other colors are available for small fee.

Acoustic Signature
Barzetti Turntable

£1998
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Three-way fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: TR Studio, Warsaw, Poland

Supplied by: Superior Hi-Fi Ltd, Rugby, UK
Telephone: 020 3488 0087

Web: www.audio-high-end.com; http://trstudio.com
Price: £19,990 

Zeta Zero
Venus Picolla

Y ou’ve only to clap eyes on the Zeta 
Zero Venus Picolla to appreciate 
it’s a loudspeaker out of the 
ordinary. Standing 108cm tall and 

sporting a profi le somewhat reminiscent of 
a giant barometer, its arresting feature is 
a proprietary ribbon transducer employed 
for both high and midrange frequency 
production. The bulbous lower portion of 
the speaker’s substantial enclosure houses 
a hefty 12in woofer promising muscular 
low frequency performance. 

It’s priced at £19,990 and currently is 
one model down from the top of a range 
of four speaker models – all featuring this 
three-ribbon-driver arrangement – from 
the Polish Zeta Zero 
brand, which recently has 
become available in the 
United Kingdom.

INTENSIVE STUDY
The fl edgling Zeta Zero 
marque, whose portfolio 
also includes amplifi ers 
to complement its loudspeakers, is the 
brainchild of audio engineer Tomasz 
Rogula who owns and heads-up a recording 
studio in Warsaw [see ‘Studio Genesis’ 
boxout, p63]. While some of the pages 
on the brand’s website remain to be 
translated from their native Polish, the 
gist of the messaging is one of intensive 
research undertaken by scientists working 
in many diverse fi elds, over many years, 
and advanced manufacturing technologies 
unprecedented in the hi-fi  industry.

Make of it all what you will, since precise 
details of, for example, the employment 
of ‘advanced nano-tech materials’ and 
‘pioneering technological solutions’ are 
conspicuously absent throughout.

What Tomasz Rogula was prepared to 
divulge when quizzed about his bespoke 
ribbon drivers – which are described as 
employing over 250 components in their 
unique construction – is that they have 

ABOVE: Striking three-way design features a 
ribbon tweeter fl anked by two larger ribbons 
covering midrange frequencies, together with a 
powerful 12in woofer in an elaborate enclosure  

been developed from scratch with the 
aim of overcoming the thermal limitations 
typical with such fi ne metal diaphragms. 

Interestingly, the centremost HF 
ribbon and two longer midrange ribbons 
apparently feature the world’s fi rst ‘active 
cooling system’ for its membranes (without 
the need for an external power supply) to 
avoid current saturation and help improve 
linearity at high output levels. We did glean 
that proprietary analogue circuits within 
the speaker cabinet monitor and control 
the membranes’ temperature to prevent 
any overheating.

Furthermore an on-board ‘black box’ 
protects all the drivers from being over-

driven and ‘records’ 
the history of 
overloads. There’s a 
row of LEDs buried 
behind the centre 
portion of the 
speaker’s ribbon panel 
– which you’ll never see 
fl ashing unless listening 

in a darkened room and winding up the 
volume to ear-splitting levels. 

MISUSES EXPOSED
And if you peer into the small ports that 
vent at the top of the enclosure’s rear 
panel you’ll fi nd that buried inside 
one of them is a RCA phono socket. 
Connect a 9V battery across it 
and the front panel LEDs will fl ash 
green, yellow or red, in various 
sequences, telling you how often each 
driver has been over-driven. Says Rogula: 
‘This unique feature will prove invaluable 
if ever buying a pair of our speakers on 
the secondhand market, since it informs 
you if the speakers have been abused by 

This extraordinary high-end loudspeaker from Poland 
employs a 12in woofer married to proprietary ribbons
Review: John Bamford Lab: Keith Howard

their previous owners!’ Inside the same 
port is a rotary control that subtly tweaks 
HF output above 14kHz by ±2dB, though 
our measurements indicated rather less 
tailoring was available. Furthermore, design 
purists might question why the rotary 
knob (and aforementioned RCA socket) 
have been buried inside one the ports – 
potentially disturbing air fl ow – rather than 
positioned on the speaker’s rear panel.

‘LEDs will tell 
you how often 

each driver has 
been over-driven’



DECEMBER 2015 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 63

STUDIO GENESIS

‘I made my fi rst loudspeakers in 1973 before I had even reached my teens, and 
have built many bespoke designs for music-loving acquaintances over the years,’ 
said TR Studio’s Tomasz Rogula when we spoke with him to get the story behind 
his Zeta Zero brand of hi-fi  components. Born in Kraków in 1962, Rogula was 
studying electronics engineering – specialising in audio design and measurement 
– when he founded his recording studio business in Warsaw over 30 years ago 
[see http://trstudio.com]. He continued: ‘My Zeta Zero project to develop the 
perfect music replay system dates back some ten years and has involved over 
200 people, including specialists in various technological fi elds, such as materials 
science, to help me design and manufacture the many bespoke parts employed 
in my products.’ The fi rst completed Zeta Zero speaker designed for commercial 
release, the £25,990 Venus Edition, went on sale three years ago, since when 
other models designed for varying sizes of listening spaces – and amplifi ers for 
driving them – have been added to TR Studio’s Zeta Zero product portfolio.

STUDIO

‘I made my
have built 
said TR Stu
his Zeta Ze
studying e
– when he 
[see http:/
perfect mu
200 peopl
science, to
in my prod
release, th
other mod
driving the

The speaker’s elaborately sculpted 
enclosure is formed of myriad fi ne 
sandwich layers which are built up using 
a combination of fi ve hardwood types 
before being luxuriously lacquered. Our 
pair was fi nished in mahogany, while black, 
‘Sahara Sand’ (a lacquered pale beige) and 
‘Transparent’ (clear lacquer showing the 
natural wood structure) are also standard 
options, along with custom colour fi nishes 
to order. Other opulent decorative touches 
include the Zeta Zero badge on the 
front which is coated in tarnish-resistant 
ruthenium, while a gold-plated plate at 
the rear can be engraved with your name 
if desired! It’s every part a boutique 
product, with exemplary fi nish.

 AS LOUD AS YOU LIKE!
When the music started I was greeted 

by a broad and deep soundstage that 
was hugely inviting, the Venus Picolla 

painting a wide and spacious image across 
the back wall of editor PM’s media room 
[see www.hifi news.co.uk/news/article/
meet-the-team;-paul-miller/9952]. And 
the speaker’s low frequency quality, in 
particular the sense of weight and scale, 

invariably added to the sense of 
musical occasion. Driven by 
Devialet’s top-of-the-line 800 
amplifi er system the Venus 
Picolla proved capable of 

delivering extremely high sound 
pressure levels without any sense 

of strain or compression whatsoever, 
seemingly revelling in going, well, as loud 
as you like.

Imagery was expressive and as 
captivatingly three-dimensional as I might 
have hoped for from the Zeta Zero’s ribbon 
panels. Listening to the song ‘Fall’ by the 
Dutch jazz combo Melphi, the opening 
track from their album Through The 
Looking Glass [SnipRecords; 96kHz/24-bit 

download] showcased just how wonderful 
the Venus Picolla is at painting a picture 
of musicians performing in real space, 
the drum kit in particular appearing 
rock solid and tangible – complete with 
accompanying pressure-wave ‘whoomph’ 
from the kick drum and richly-toned, 
moody electric bass accompaniment. 

Delicate cymbal strokes sounded 
sublime, the speaker delivering fl atteringly 
unaccented and grain-free highs which 
appeared neither too soft nor too 
aggressively forward. Treble quality 
was smooth and ‘delicate’, subtle and 
ethereal… yet was also ‘fast’ and razor 
sharp when required to reproduce the 
vivid shock of a vigorous strike of a hi-hat, 
or the drumstick catching the edge of a 
ride cymbal. When playing fi ne recordings 
such as this, which maintain a natural 
perspective to recreate a real-time event, 
the manner in which the Venus Picolla 
can suspend disbelief puts this patently 
‘different’ loudspeaker a clear step-up from 
many run-of-the-mill transducer designs.

Extended listening at an enthusiastic 
sound pressure level also demonstrated 
that this Zeta Zero is commendably 
comfortable on the ear. Neither sharply 
sterile nor rosily romantic, its overall tonal 
balance appears to have been carefully 
judged. Consequently it doesn’t mercilessly 
highlight any stridency and compression in 
over-ambitious multi-tracked rock and pop 
music albums. 

Saddened by the recent passing of 
bass player Chris Squire I found myself 
re-visiting ‘Tall Ships’ from A Life Within 
A Day [Esoteric Antenna EANTCD 1002], 
his Squackett collaboration with guitarist 
Steve Hackett released in 2012. It sounded 
wa-ay better than I expected, frankly, the 
speaker’s seductive three-dimensional 
soundstaging fl attering the track’s dynamic 
compression and so-so recording quality.

The Venus Picolla is a three-
way design, with two sets of sturdy 25mm 
gold-plated connectors at the rear to 
allow single or bi-wiring/amping. We’re 
told the speaker’s dividing network is 
hand-built and individually tuned using the 
highest quality components and wire from 
leading companies such as Tara Labs and 
AudioQuest, while ‘to further improve the 
sound we add silver and double the wires’. 
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Its holographic imaging 
notwithstanding, a fl y in the 
soothing ointment of the Venus 
Picolla’s sound was a slightly ‘cuppy’ 
coloration that marred transparency 
and openness. While it mattered 
barely a jot with compressed 
productions such as Squackett’s ‘Tall 
Ships’, I observed a rather ‘pinched’, 
nasal quality to singer Lotte van 
Drunen’s vocal in Melphi’s hi-res 
recording of ‘Fall’. 

’80S MEMORIES EVOKED
Your mileage might vary, but my 
hearing characteristics clearly 
coincided with a trough in the 
speaker’s frequency response 
[see Lab Report]. At times I also 
noted a curious veiling of upper 
bass detail, although rarely did it 
spoil my enjoyment of the Venus 
Picolla’s subjectively meaty, punchy 
and bouncy bass which conjured 
up memories of formative hi-fi  

experiences listening to friends’ Linn 
Isobariks in the early 1980s.

For most of us, spending £20,000 
on a pair of gorgeous loudspeakers 
is tantamount to splashing out on 
the transducers of our dreams. And 
at this level of expenditure music 
lovers are spoilt for choice. The Zeta 
Zero Venus Picollas now face direct 
competition from the new B&W 
802 D3 [see p34] while you might 
even prefer Focal’s latest Sopra No2 
fl oorstander [HFN Aug ’15] and save 
as much as £10k. You’d also want to 
test-drive KEF’s Blade 2 [HFN Jul ’15] 
and Dali’s Epicon 8 [HFN Sept ’12]. 
And… well, the list could go on. 
With so many competing models 
to choose from, you’ll certainly 

need to fall in love with the Zeta 
Zero Venus Picolla to justify its price 
of ownership.

I enjoyed listening to it 
immensely, fi nding myself nothing 
other than wholly entertained by its 
effortless bass wallop and its ability 

to handle every challenging 
recording I could throw at it. 
Dynamic and expressively 
musical, and delivering an 
enchantingly holographic 

sound image, the Venus 
Picolla is a fun ride. Nevertheless 

I couldn’t quite ignore its lack 
of transparency and that slightly 
‘cuppy’, shut-in character. You really 
need to hear it driving your listening 
space before deciding if it’s the 
speaker of your dreams.  

LEFT: Rear-vented enclosure has bi-wire/
bi-amp terminals, linked with gold-plated 
jumpers. Buried inside the lower of the 
two ports is a rotary control to adjust HF 
output and a ‘hidden’ RCA connector... 

The Venus Picolla’s sensitivity is specifi ed as ‘about 93dB’, which 
sounds like an approximation. Nevertheless it is close to what 
we recorded, although the fi gure is highly dependent on the 
spectrum of the test signal – a sure sign of an uneven frequency 
response. The industry-standard pink noise fi gure was 94.3dB 
but this dropped to 93.4dB with a music-shaped test spectrum. 
Low impedance helps achieve this high fi gure: we measured a 
minimum modulus of 3.2ohm, which accords perfectly with the 
nominal 4ohm, but high impedance phase angles complicate 
matters. As a result of these the minimum EPDR (equivalent 
peak dissipation resistance) falls to a challenging low of 1.3ohm 
at 100Hz, and matters are made worse by further dips to 
1.9ohm at 33Hz and 780Hz. All told, then, the Zeta Zero is a 
tough load to drive, albeit assisted by its high sensitivity.

Measured at 1m on the tweeter axis, the forward frequency 
responses [Graph 1, below] are highly uneven, with response 
errors of ±7.0dB and ±8.2dB respectively. At 2m or 3m the 
responses may be fl atter but these large departures cannot be 
explained solely by path length disparities from the drivers, any 
more than the large ±3.0dB pair matching error (although that 
reduces to ±1.5dB if the band 6.5kHz to 9.3kHz is omitted). 
Diffraction-corrected near-fi eld bass measurements showed the 
extension to be 48Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz). Despite the response 
irregularities, the CSD waterfall [Graph 2, below] is quite clean 
at treble frequencies but a notable glitch in the impedance 
versus frequency curve at 160Hz suggests a signifi cant internal 
‘organ pipe’ resonance at this frequency, confi rmed by a narrow 
notch in the near-fi eld response. KH

ZETA ZERO VENUS PICOLLA

ABOVE: Cabinet shows quick energy decay but there is 
a strong internal ‘pipe’ resonance at 160Hz

ABOVE: Forward response is very uneven with a lower 
mid/upper bass boost, presence dip and treble peak

In many respects something of a 
curate’s egg, there’s no denying 
the Venus Picolla’s uneven 
frequency response will preclude 
it from many a hi-fi  purist’s ‘dream 
loudspeaker’ wish list. Yet its 
seductive imaging qualities and 
deliciously unforced delivery, with 
vivid articulation of leading-edge 
transient information to help 
make instruments appear lifelike, 
can make it a thrilling, if mildly 
eccentric, music-maker.

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

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 95.6dB/94.3dB/93.4dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 3.2ohm @ 125Hz
19.8ohm @ 66Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –63o @ 76Hz
43o @ 19.7kHz

Pair matching (200Hz–20kHz) ±3.0dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 48Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 1.3% / 0.1% / 0.5%

Dimensions (HWD) 1080x470x480mm 

LAB
REPORT
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Stereo power amplifi er. Rated at 80W/8ohm
Made by: Naim Audio Ltd, Salisbury

Supplied by: Naim Audio Ltd
Telephone: 01722 426600

Web: www.naimaudio.com
Price: £3495

Updating a classic product is a 
calculated risk for any company, 
but updating one that’s been 
a mainstay of a range for four 

decades is doubly fraught. 
Not that Naim is exactly new to 

reworking its core products: the power 
amplifi er here, the £3495 NAP 250 DR, is 
the latest version of a design whose styling 
has actually been revamped several times 
to keep it up to date with current Naim 
looks and build – not to mention having 
had a circuit tweak over a decade ago. 
They tend not to rush things at Naim!

This, after all, is an amplifi er that didn’t 
just start in the Naim ‘chrome bumper’ 
age – it launched the whole thing in 1975, 
just two years after company founder Julian 
Vereker built his NAP 200 power amp (itself 
based on his 1971 design), and soon after 
added the NAC 12 preamp. Those fi rst 
two products, along with the NAP 160, 
which would run through to 1986, were 
very much personal projects, shared only 
with a select group of friends before being 
eventually turned into production models.

The NAP 250, however, was the product 
responsible for pushing the Salisbury 
company into the limelight, and bringing it 
to the attention of buyers (both enthusiast 
and professional), retailers and reviewers 
[see Vintage Review, HFN Jan ’14]. Its 
relatively high price of around £500 was 
comfortably more expensive than much of 
the competition – although you’d be lucky 
to fi nd a used one anywhere short of twice 
that amount today.

True, the NAP 250 was from the 
outset one of those products able to 
divide opinion: it might have been built 
in accordance with Vereker’s ideal of 
delivering ‘a musical signal that I could 
compare with the sound of live music’ 
– but then he tended to listen only to 
rock music! Thus was born the myth that 

Naim did amps superbly tailored for the 
needs of such material – not least due to 
a design aimed at powering speakers with 
real-world loads under dynamic conditions 
– but which were not perhaps the ideal 
all-round choices. I have to say I have 
never quite subscribed to that broad-brush 
description of the Naim sound, but it’s hard 
not to recognise that some of its earlier 
products were, to put it politely, ‘a rather 
exciting listen’!

SO WHAT’S NEW?
So what has happened to the NAP 250 
along the way? Well, the original was rated 
at 70W/ch into 8ohm, and 125W/ch into 
4ohm (hence the model designation), while 
the 2015 version is quoted at 80W/ch 
into an 8ohm load [see PM’s Lab Report, 
p69]. In 1980 the original design was
re-engineered into Naim’s one-piece cover/
chassis, and the gain increased, while the 
amplifi er benefi ted from custom-made 
NA001 power transistors two years later, 
and with an upgraded transformer (the 

same 500VA device used in the NAP 135, 
replacing the 450VA original) added in ’84. 

The 1989 changes were cosmetic, as 
chrome bumpers went out, and simpler 
styling, complete with olive fascias and 
the green backlit Naim logo, came in. The 
year 2002 saw those aforementioned 
internal tweaks and 2013 the change to an 
‘aluminium chassis/sleeve plus zinc diecast 
fascia’ construction, in line with the rest 
of the range. Now we have the ‘DR’ range, 
extending from the £1995 NAP 200 DR all 
the way up to the £19,500 NAP 500 DR. 

And while the big news is the adoption 
of the Discrete Regulator technology fi rst 
seen in the last revision of Naim’s power 
supply range, there’s more to the NAP 250 
DR than that: it has also gained the NA009 
power transistors originally developed for 
the company’s Statement NAP S1 power 
amplifi ers [HFN Jun ’15]. 

This allows for extremely tight pair-
matching as well as ceramic mounting 
onto the heatsinks, for effi cient thermal 
dissipation and electrical isolation. Naim 

RIGHT: No mistaking the huge toroidal 
transformer feeding dual, discretely-regulated 
PSUs for the NAP 250 DR’s voltage and power 
output stages. Naim’s NA009 transistors are 
mounted under the central (black) heatsinking

Naim’s Discrete Regulation and bespoke transistor technology from its fl agship 
Statement amplifi er combine to revitalise the company’s classic power amp
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

Naim NAP 250 DR
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KEEPING IT DISCRETE

fi rst used an early form of its Discrete 
Regulator (DR) in the power supply for the 
NAP 500 power amplifi er, since when it has 
been developed and refi ned. 

Paraphrasing the company’s White 
Paper, ‘The Naim DR uses a power 
transistor as the series regulating device. 
Output from the power transistor is 
monitored at the inverting input of a 
differential amplifi er that is confi gured, like 
the subsequent stages, much like a Naim 
power amp. 

‘A very low-noise voltage reference – a 
“sub-surface” zener diode – is connected 
to the amplifi er’s non-inverting input and 
fed, via a constant current source, from the 
regulator output rather than the regulator 
input. Feedback ensures the DR exerts tight 
control over the output voltage.’

The result is a power supply Naim 
claims is 30 times quieter than that of the 
previous NAP 250, with separate supplies 
used for each channel in the NAP 250 DR, 
as in the NAP 300 DR and NAP 500 DR. 
Only in the NAP 200 DR is the technology 
used solely to supply a connected 
preamplifi er, as this amp also lacks the 
NA009 power transistors.

From the outside, the NAP 250 DR 
is very much business as usual – that is, 

extremely simple. The sole input is on a 
three-pin XLR socket (Naim supplies a cable 
to match the locking DIN preout sockets on 
its preamps) while the speaker outputs are 
via two pairs of 4mm sockets. The power 
button is on the front panel along with 
an illuminated logo to show the amp is 
switched on. 

Oh, and there’s a DR logo on the rear 
to distinguish it from the ‘old’ model… 
Incidentally, Naim will be offering updates 
to owners of the non-DR power amps: 
these are due to start 
around the end of 
2015, at prices yet to 
be confi rmed.

 NEW CLARITY
Prior to receiving the 
NAP 250 DR for review, 
I spent some time with 
a ‘last generation’ NAP 250 to
re-familiarise myself with its sound, and I 
had this to hand for comparisons. I used 
both iterations of the ’250 with Naim’s 
NAC-N 272 preamp/network player [HFN 
May ’15], here partnered with the optional 
XPS PSU, as well as using my Supernait 2/
HiCap DR integrated amp as a preamp, 
with the NDS/555PS used as a source.

What immediately became evident 
was the additional clarity the NAP 250 DR 
brings to the party, while still maintaining 
that punchy, explicit and vibrant NAP 250 
sound. The result isn’t quite revelatory, 
but rather a useful increment in the 
sense of ease with which music is played, 

encouraging higher 
volume levels simply 
because the silence 
from which the music 
emerges is all the more 
striking, and due to the 
fact that the amp stays 
all the more together 
even when it should 

sound like it’s working hard.
Obvious even from a brief listen is the 

sheer power of the amplifi er – and here 
I’m not talking about the fi gures on paper, 
which are easily bettered by plenty of 
amplifi ers selling for less than the Naim, 
but the way it propels music along, and 
the impact it can deliver. Not only does the 
NAP 250 DR prove capable of presenting 
bass with a satisfying – and often surprising 
– weight and slam, it also shows just how 
well-controlled is its low end, with speed 
and dexterity when a drum-kit and/or 
electric bass is motoring.

Playing one of my favourite system 
work-outs, the cover of ‘Sing Sing Sing’ 

from Dave Grusin Presents GRP All-
Star Big Band Live! [GRP 97402], 
recorded in Japan back in 1993, 
the Naim delights with the big, 

muscular thunder it delivers from Dave 
Weckl’s drums, the way the clarinet of 
Eddie Daniels snakes through and soars 
out of the mix, and the presence of what 
was clearly an ecstatic audience (well, by 
politely restrained Japanese jazz audience 
standards, that is). I cranked the level until 
those drums were fair shaking the sofa, 

ABOVE: There’s minimalist and then there’s 
Naim: characteristic ‘three piece’ fascia has no 
more than a power button to the right and an 
illuminated centre logo to show it’s switched on

Originally launched some 40 years ago, Naim’s iconic 
NAP 250 power amp has witnessed numerous updates 
of which these latest changes – new Statement-inspired 
output devices and discrete PSU regulation (hence ‘DR’) 
– are among the most signifi cant. The new N-type (NA009N) 
and P-type (NA009P) power transistors are created by photo-
etching single wafers of silicon. This precise device matching 
ensures that current-sharing is wholly predictable across the NAP 250 DR’s 
full performance bandwidth. Furthermore, these devices have a non-resonant 
epoxy case bonded onto a copper heat-spreader – even the legs are solid 
copper to reduce electromagnetic interaction under high current conditions. 
Production volumes of the NA009 transistor are now suffi cient to allow Naim the 
luxury of such components in its discrete PSU regulation, as opposed to using 
integrated devices for the same purpose. Naim has always employed very tight 
PSU regulation, but the DR PSUs boast far lower noise [see Lab Report, p69]. PM 

‘The Naim delights 
with the muscular 
thunder it delivers 
from bass drums’



“ I don’t know these

guys from Germany 

but the sound was 

fantastic ...”

Michael Fremer Stereophile, 
T.H.E. Show Newport 2013
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GOLDEN EAR AWARD 2015
We are very happy to tell you that we receive the “Golden Ear Award” by 
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

LAB
REPORT

POWER AMPLIFIER

and still the Naim amplifi er kept 
a solid grip on the speakers while 
showing every sign of having plenty 
more to give. 

Similar qualities were very much 
in evidence with the Kansas City 
Symphony/Michael Stern recording 
of Britten’s Young Person’s Guide 
To The Orchestra [DSD64 from 
Reference Recordings RR-120SACD]. 
This is not just a great system-tester 
due to its encyclopaedic survey of 
the instruments of the orchestra, 
but also due to its remarkable 
dynamics. Listening to the great 
fi nal fugue building via the Naim is 
a truly spectacular experience, from 
the fi ne detailing in the woodwind 
right through to the great slams of 
the full band at the end.

AN AMP TO DELIGHT
OK, so far the Naim does all the 
things people always tell you Naims 
can’t, so how does it fare when 
you move back into what’s often 
considered the company’s comfort 
zone – you know, everything from 
grizzled singer-songwriter to guitar-
heavy rock? The answer, as you 
might expect, is ‘really rather well, 
thank you’. 

With the sub-Floyd noodling 
and background audio clips of 
Gilmour’s Rattle That Lock [Columbia 
88875123282, 96kHz/24-bit 
download] the Naim makes every 
nuance clear, and presents the 
characteristic guitar sound with fi ne 
body and texture, for good or bad. 

Meanwhile with the rather 
snarlier sound of Keith Richards’ 
Crosseyed Heart [Mindless/Virgin 
602547394002, 96kHz/24-bit 
download] it’s hard not to jump at 
the sheer thump with which the 
drums kick off ‘Heartstopper’ while 
the often ramshackle layering of the 
whole album is joyously revealed. 
It’s almost good enough to have you 
forgiving the ‘C’mon gents, let’s ’ave 
yer glasses’ Dylanesque rendition of 
‘Goodnight Irene’ near the end of 
the track-listing.

There’s so much to like about 
the big, bold, but never brash sound 
of this amplifi er. With the stripped-
down sound of Van Morrison’s 1974 
It’s Too Late To Stop Now [Warner 
2BS 2760, 96kHz/24-bit download], 
it maintains the beautifully-captured 
live sound while punching the 
music along in sprightly fashion 
and keeping the focus fi rmly on the 
man’s voice (which was in fi ne pipes 
in those days).

This, then, is an amp to delight, 
whether one is familiar with the 
40 years of history behind it or just 
coming to it anew as a partner for 
the NAC-N 272 preamp/streamer, 
with which it works exceptionally 
well. It may appear to be of modest 
clout on paper, is slight of stature 
at a shelf-friendly 8.7cm tall and is 
remarkably fuss-free in use. 

But it lives up to the promise of 
its near-16kg fi ghting weight and 
that massive toroidal transformer 
dominating the interior view with 
a sound that can hit hard, play it 
cool or just captivate with the sheer 
detail and musicality on offer.

The gains may initially seem 
minimal when compared with the 
model it replaces, but once the NAP 
250 DR’s qualities start to grow on 
the listener, I suspect there’ll be no 
going back. 

With some four decades of development under its belt, the NAP 
250 begs the question ‘just how different is today’s DR model 
from the original ’250?’ Those 40 years [Vintage Review, HFN 
Jan ’14] have seen Naim increase its power specifi cation by just 
10W from 70W to 80W/8ohm, a minor change relected in the 
performance of the amplifi er’s themselves – the original NAP 
250 offered 2x80W/8ohm and 2x140W/4ohm while the NAP 
250 DR offers 2x92W/8ohm and 2x160W/4ohm. The +2.4dB 
increase in output from 8 to 4ohm refl ects the very tight 
regulation of Naim’s PSU, as does the limited headroom under 
dynamic conditions. However, while the original amp offered 
80W, 135W, 140W and just 62W into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm loads, 
the modern-day version delivers a more load-tolerant 93W, 
163W, 265W and 345W, respectively [see Graph 1, below].

The pattern of distortion versus frequency is largely 
unchanged over 40 years, amounting to 0.0024-0.038% 
from 20Hz-20kHz at 10W [see Graph 2, below], but versus 
output power is far more consistent at 0.007-0.009% from 
1-80W/8ohm through the midrange. The NAP 250 DR’s output 
impedance is still ‘engineered’ with a series resistor to between 
0.22-0.29ohm from 20Hz-100kHz, so while the ‘default’ 8ohm 
response is –0.4dB/20kHz to –5.2dB/100kHz some slight 
variation will still occur into variable speaker load impedances. 
And what of the S/N ratio? Ironically the very original NAP 250 
was the quieter of the pair – a remarkable 102dB A-wtd S/N 
ratio vs. the DR’s merely excellent 95.3dB (re. 0dBW). Readers 
may view an in-depth QC Suite report for the ‘DR’ version 
of Naim’s NAP 250 power amplifi er by navigating to www.
hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

ABOVE: Input is via a single 3-pin XLR with pin 1 assigned to the left channel, pin 2 to 
the right and pin 3 as common ground. Speaker outlets are simple 4mm sockets

Anyone who suspects Naim is now 
all about Unitis and Mu-sos, sit up 
and take notice: this latest version 
of the icon of its mainstream 
range is a spectacularly good 
amplifi er, with bass and attack to 
surprise plus subtlety and fi nesse 
to delight. Fuss-free in operation 
and as unassuming as ever in its 
looks, it shows gains in clarity and 
sheer impact over its predecessor. 
Who’d bet against it still being 
around in another 40 years?

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

NAIM NAP 250 DR

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 92W / 160W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 93W / 163W / 265W / 345W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.223–0.230ohm

Frequency response (20Hz–100kHz) –0.03dB to –5.2dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/80W) 105mV / 955mV

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/80W) 95.3dB / 114.3dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz re. 10W/8ohm) 0.0024–0.038%

Power consumption (Idle/Rated o/p) 12W / 345W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 432x87x314mm / 15.8kg

ABOVE: Dynamic power versus distortion up to 1% 
into 8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (cyan) and 
1ohm (green) loads. Maximum current is 18.6A

ABOVE: Distortion vs. frequency from 5Hz-40kHz at 
10W/8ohm (left = black; right = red)
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Closed-backed circumaural headphone
Manufactured by: Focal-JMlab, France 

Supplied by: Focal-JMlab UK Ltd, Salisbury
Telephone: 0845 660 2680

Web: www.focal.com
Price: £249

Focal’s headphone range now comprises three models, developed from the original 
Spirit One. The Professional promises the most neutral tonal balance – does it deliver?
Review & Lab: Keith Howard

Focal Spirit Professional

A s a neophyte audio journalist I 
was once advised to pay limited 
heed to the use of the word 
‘professional’ when applied to hi-fi  

hardware, on the basis that ‘it just means 
you can pick it up by the mains lead’. In 
other words, pro audio gear is meant to 
be tough and reliable but the label doesn’t 
necessarily mean that it sounds better.

But headphones don’t have mains leads, 
so what does Focal intend to convey when 
it calls this £249 version of its Spirit closed-
back headphone ‘professional’? What 
distinguishes it from the Spirit One S 
and Spirit Classic? I put these questions 
to Gérard Chrétien, Focal-JMlabs’ brand 
ambassador, and he not only provided 
a written explanation but comparative 
frequency responses as well – now that’s 
what I call an answer.

SPELLING IT OUT
Here’s what he said: ‘The Spirit One S is 
nomad oriented [ie, meant for use on the 
move], so for noisy environments we have 
to increase the bass and top end. 

‘The Spirit Classic is for home listening 
with some reinforcement of the low 
frequencies to compensate for the lack of 
physical perception. 

‘The Spirit Pro is very fl at, subjectively, 
with a small increase in midrange defi nition 
to help when mixing, and the low 
frequencies are slightly reduced to avoid 
any masking effect.’ 

To put it another way, the Spirit Classic 
is for those of the Sean Olive/Harman 
persuasion who believe that shelved-up 
bass is needed to give headphones a more 
loudspeaker-like tonal balance, whereas 
the Pro is for those, like me, who dislike 
pumped-up bass and miserly presence 
band output. Just because it was created 
with sound engineers and home studio 
owners in mind doesn’t mean it can’t 
be the ticket for audiophiles.

You need to have your wits about you to 
distinguish the three Spirit models by eye 
as they share the same basic construction 
and all connect via leads that plug into 
the underside of the left capsule – thus 
negating any possibility of balanced 
connection with a headphone amplifi er 
offering balanced outputs. 

Two features that 
distinguish the Pro 
variant are a ‘spotty’ 
textured paint fi nish and 
the provision of a curly 
connecting lead of the old 
school, which would allow 
a recording engineer to 
move to the far end of a mixing console 
without tangling with the lead on the way 
back. A short, straight connecting lead, 
equipped with an inline remote control, 
is also provided to facilitate use with a 
personal audio player or mobile phone. 

‘The Pro made 
this fi ne old jazz 
track a pleasure 

to listen to’

RIGHT: The Pro version is distinguished 
from others in Focal’s Spirit range by the 
textured paint fi nish on its capsules and 
its curly connecting lead

Both leads are terminated at the source 
end in 3.5mm mini-jack plugs but a sleeve 
adapter is provided to allow use with full-
size ¼in (6.35mm) sockets.

Focal’s 40mm drive unit is unusual 
in using a combination of Mylar and 
titanium for its diaphragm, but the product 

literature is less than 
explicit about how 
the two materials are 
deployed [see boxout]. 

Nicolas Debard, 
Focal Group marketing 
manager, explained 
that an electroplating 
process is used to apply 

a layer of titanium to the formed Mylar, 
thereby adding stiffness while the Mylar 
provides damping. The essential design 
philosophy Focal applies to its headphone 
drivers mirrors that for its loudspeaker 
drivers: low mass, high rigidity and 
optimised damping to provide a midrange 
quality, in particular, that is both natural 
and detailed.

When we reviewed the original Spirit 
One [HFN Oct ’12] I criticised its comfort 
on the basis of high head-clamping force 
and because it had ‘small earpads for a 
circumaural headphone that will scrunch 
up your pinnae if they are anything larger 
than petite’. Perhaps I wasn’t the only one 
to complain because the earpad opening 
on the Pro is a bit wider – suffi ciently so 
to reduce ear scrunching, although this is 
still not the most capacious of headphone 
capsules if you have large ears.

The head-clamping force appears to be 
unchanged but I am reliably informed that 
the Spirit Pro’s headband can be judiciously 
bent to reduce it. This is not something I 

would ever try with a review sample so I 
pass it on uncommented, except for a 

warning that mitigating the clamping 
force in this way may make it more 
diffi cult to achieve an effective 
earpad seal to your head. If so then 
bass response will suffer.

A further point about the 
headband: it has one of the most 

obvious resonant signatures I have ever 
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encountered when playing pink noise 
over one capsule only. The noise is very 
obviously coloured by it and migrates away 
from the left ear as a result of vibration 
being carried over to the undriven capsule. 
This will surely have a perceptible effect 
on music signals too and should be high 
on Focal’s list of issues to fi x when it 
creates its next headphone design [see our 
Investigation feature, HFN Jun ’14].

 THE FOCAL DNA
While quite a lot has changed in evolving 
the original Spirit One into the new Spirit 
range, I made some comparisons with 
the original One review sample in order 
to gauge just how different the Pro is, 
particularly as I found its predecessor to 
have too much lower-midrange and bass 
output – a criticism that the Spirit Pro 
promises to tackle.

Which indeed it does, albeit less 
rigorously than I had hoped. Controversy 
remains rife regarding the ideal headphone 
target response, and hence what 
correction gives a ‘fl at is right’ frequency 
response from artifi cial ear measurements, 

but I continue to fi nd that the long-
established diffuse-fi eld correction gives a 
good overall indication of headphone tonal 
balance even if it isn’t right in every detail. 
And the DF-corrected response of the Spirit 
Pro [see Lab Report, p73] predicts its tonal 
balance about right. 

Despite the LF output of the Pro being 
trimmed back relative to the One S and 

LAYER UPON LAYER
Focal’s use of a combined Mylar/titanium diaphragm for its Spirit drive unit is 
nothing new from the French manufacturer in that two-layer or three-layer cone 
materials have been a familiar feature of its loudspeakers for many years. First 
came its ‘W’ cones, comprising a foamed plastic core and a skin reinforced with 
fi ne woven glassfi bre composite on one or both faces, then, more recently, fl ax 
was used as the reinforcing fi bre to reduce cost and allow similar construction to 
be spun down to less costly models. The use of full sandwich cones – skin, core, 
skin – was pioneered long ago by Leak in the UK, based on research conducted 
by Don Barlow. Launched in 1961, the Leak Sandwich featured a bass-mid driver 
whose cone comprised an expanded polystyrene core with aluminium foil skins 
on either face. Light but stiff, this novel cone operated pistonically over an 
unprecedented frequency range of six octaves and in Leak adverts was shown 
supporting the weight of an adult without collapsing. Sometimes that adult was 
Harold Leak himself – at other times a more shapely alternative…

LEFT: A subtle change has been made to the 
earpads, making the cavity for the ear about 
10mm wider. As a result the Pro is a tad more 
comfortable than Focal’s original Spirit One

Classic, shelving up of bass and lower-
midrange output remains below 1kHz and 
lends the Pro’s sound a thickened quality 
that the still-reticent presence band output 
above 1kHz is unable to counter.

The result is that while the Pro is a bit 
more leanly balanced than the old Spirit 
One it retains what Focal would call its 
‘DNA’: the two are variations on a theme 
rather than obviously distinct individuals. 

AN EMOLLIENT APPEAL
One of the tracks I used to compare them 
was ‘Nostalgia’ from Emily Barker’s The 
Toerag Sessions [Linn Records AKD 531, 
96kHz/24-bit download]. Although this 
recording has been lionised elsewhere for 
its sound quality, I really can’t understand 
why. You’d hope that a 2015 recording 
of voice and acoustic guitar would be 
minimally messed with and hence crystal 
clear, but for some reason this isn’t. The 
acoustic guitar has that thickened body 
sound you so often hear from loudspeakers 
(this even when heard over headphones 
much more leanly balanced than the Pro) 
and Barker’s voice is muddied too. There’s 
a gauze between you and the music.

Because of its somewhat thickened, 
softened tonal balance the Pro could 
do little but accentuate these inherent 
characteristics, and this same fi ngerprint 
was evident on Daft Punk’s much better-
recorded ballad ‘Within’ from Random 
Access Memories [88.2kHz/24-bit 
download]. The left hand of the piano was 
weightier than what would be ideal, and 
the Pro’s lack of ultimate transparency 
bled some of the sci-fi  character from the 
vocodered vocal.



Unico Series
Th e Unico range of hybrid electronics from Unison Research combine the warmth of valves with 
the power and the accuracy of solid-state systems. All Unico products are recognised by their thick 

sandblasted aluminium fascias, which are accented by a wooden Unison Research logo.
Unison Research are recognised around the world as a leading manufacturer of high-end audio 
systems, and the quality shines through in the Unico range. First-class components, solid build and 

phenomenal sound; all designed and assembled in Italy.

www.unisonresearch.co.uk
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While it isn’t quite the revelation 
I was hoping for, the Spirit 
Professional is a sturdily built, 
good sounding headphone and 
probably the pick of Focal’s 
current three-model range. The 
headband resonance needs fi xing 
and I’d prefer a leaner, faster 
sound but to its credit the Pro 
lacks the manifest colorations of 
some competitors and will appeal 
to listeners who appreciate a 
‘safer’, softer tonal balance.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Focal claims a sensitivity of 102dB SPL for 1mW at 1kHz 
for the Spirit Pro, equivalent to 116.9dB SPL for 1V at the 
stated nominal impedance of 32ohm. Our measured value, 
averaged for the two capsules, was in excellent agreement 
at 117.0dB for 1V, making the Spirit Pro about averagely 
sensitive for a modern moving-coil, medium-impedance 
headphone. Almost any signal source with a headphone 
outlet should be able to drive it to adequate listening levels. 
Our measured impedance was slightly above Focal’s nominal 
value, ranging from a minimum of 32.6ohm at 20Hz to a 
maximum of 37.7ohm at 20kHz. This variation is suffi cient 
to introduce response changes of just 0.28dB for a 10ohm 
source impedance or 0.59dB for a 30ohm source, neither of 
which will result in signifi cant changes in tonal balance. As 
usual the impedance was measured from the left capsule using 
pink-spectrum periodic noise, with the headphone worn during 
the measurement to allow subjective assessment of headband 
resonance – something from which the Spirit Pro clearly suffers 
badly (see main review).

Uncorrected frequency responses for the two capsules 
[Graph 1, below] show an almost fl at output below 1kHz, with 
the left capsule displaying a greater bass roll-off than the right 
capsule because there was probably a sealing issue to the 
artifi cial ear with the former. The presence band hump above 
1kHz is higher in level than we recorded from the old Spirit 
One [HFN Oct ’12], albeit still shy of the levels demanded by 
the diffuse-fi eld target response. As a result the diffuse-fi eld 
corrected response [green trace, Graph 2] shows excess lower-
midrange output and somewhat denuded lower treble, albeit 
less obviously than the Spirit One did on the same artifi cial ear. 
This suggests that the Spirit Pro’s perceived tonal balance will 
still err on the rich, warm side of neutral. KH

FOCAL SPIRIT PROFESSIONAL

ABOVE: Third-octave freq. resp. (red = uncorrected; 
cyan = FF corrected; green = DF corrected)

ABOVE: Bass is fairly smooth and extended but despite 
increased presence band output, sound will be quite 
rich and warm (see DF-corrected response, below)

LAB
REPORT

Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 117.0dB

Impedance modulus min/max
(20Hz-20kHz)

32.6ohm @ 20Hz
37.7ohm @ 20kHz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±4.6dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) 28Hz

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

Weight (inc cable) 376g

At this point I interject my 
now hackneyed caveat that 
some listeners manifestly prefer a 
headphone tonal balance of this 
nature, otherwise why would there 
be so many headphones on sale 
offering a similar recipe? 

If you fi nd more explicitly 
balanced headphones like the 
discontinued Sony MDR-MA900 (the 
standout model that won HFN’s Oct 
’12 group test in which the Focal 
One appeared) to be too bright, too 
forward – analogous to sitting on a 
church pew rather than lounging 
in an armchair – then the more 
emollient tonal hues of the Pro will 
probably appeal. Whereas if you 
mourn the £300 Sony’s passing, 
like me, the chances are you’ll fi nd 
the Focal Pro’s sound slightly too 
comfortable, too well-upholstered 
to be as attention-grabbing and 
informative as you’d wish.

A RARE JAZZ PLEASURE
The opening track of Hesperion XXI’s 
tribute to the well-known and much 
exploited ‘folia’ theme, Altra Follie 
[Alia Vox AVSA 9844, ripped from 
SACD and converted to 88.2kHz/
24-bit PCM], is a very atmospheric 
piece due in equal part to the large 
acoustic in which it was recorded 
and the spicy timbres of the early 
instruments. The Pro wasn’t wholly 
convincing here, in the fi rst place 
because – typically of closed-back 
headphones – it couldn’t match the 
airy imaging of a good open-back 
alternative, and secondly because 
its softened balance blunted some 
of the piquancy of the instrumental 
tone colours.

That softened balance also 
ratcheted back the almost 
demonically restless energy of the 

second movement of Saint-Saens’s 
surprising String Quartet No 1 
[Naxos 8.572454, 44.1kHz/16-bit 
download] and thickened the 
pizzicato accompaniment to the 
opening violin theme. Result: the 
Pro’s rendition was good but not in 
the top drawer for engagement.

Moving on, I tried some jazz 
instead, specifi cally ‘How Long 
Blues’ from Ray Charles’ and Milt 
Jackson’s Blues Brothers album, the 
track that so impressed me when I 
heard it given the MQA treatment 
at Meridian’s Huntingdon HQ a 
few months ago. I ‘only’ have the 
192kHz/24-bit download from 
HDtracks but this is still a fi ne 
example of the magic that recording 
engineers were able to weave in 
the late 1950s and early ’60s using 
hardware that even a modern home 
studio would make seem primitive – 
and the Spirit Pro lapped it up. 

Yes, there wasn’t quite full 
expression of the ‘live’ feel that 
characterises this track and the 
brushes were not quite tangibly 
swept across the drum skin but it 
would be churlish to quibble: the 
Pro made this fi ne old recording 
from 1958 a rare pleasure to listen 
to, just as it should. 

ABOVE: By offering three Spirit models 
Focal aims to meet the different tonal 
balance demands anticipated for mobile, 
domestic and ‘professional’ use
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TURNTABLE

Belt-driven turntable, arm & MM cartridge
Made by: Rega Research Ltd, Essex  

Supplied by: Rega Research Ltd
Telephone: 01702 333071  

Web: www.rega.co.uk
Price (including arm): £298 

With its Performance Pack upgrade, Rega’s entry-level RP1 turntable gets back to the 
company’s roots with a fuss-free package that blends simplicity and sonic substance
Review: Andrew Simpson Lab: Paul Miller

Rega RP1 (Performance Pack)

It’s been more than four decades since 
Rega fi rst burst onto the hi-fi  scene 
with its striking Planet turntable, and 
while the company has branched out 

in the intervening years to offer speakers, 
amps, DACs and CD players, its main claim 
to fame still lies in a range of decks and 
arms to suit all budgets. 

While the fl agship RP10 turntable 
package [HFN Aug ’15] illustrates just how 
far the company’s turntable technology 
has evolved, the RP1 Performance Pack 
(PP) tested here refl ects Rega’s roots – it’s a 
very affordable, minimalist deck built using 
materials chosen to give the best sound 
per pound.

Priced at £298, this Performance Pack-
equipped version of the entry level £229 
RP1 embodies the brand’s longstanding 
philosophy of designing rigid lightweight 
decks that ‘don’t absorb musical energy 
like high-mass turntables’, says Rega. 

The RP1 PP builds on the foundations 
of the standard RP1 with a raft of extra 
features, including a higher specifi cation 
cartridge, mat and drive belt [see boxout, 
p75]. Both variants sport the same 18mm-
thick plinth formed from lightweight 
particle-board, wrapped in a plastic skin.

While standard fi nishes are cool grey, 
white or titanium, Performance Pack 
customers wanting a bolder look can also 
opt for a £329 Union Jack emblazoned-
plinth version, which underlines Rega’s 
‘Made in Britain’ heritage. 

MINIMALIST DESIGN
Aiding the RP1 PP’s ‘retro Rega’ look is the 
absence of the ‘Double Brace’ system fi tted 
to its higher-spec RP3 and RP6 models 
[HFN Oct ’11 and Apr ’12]. These light, 
stiff straps link above and below the plinth 
between the tonearm mount and main 
bearing for increased overall rigidity.

Near the centre of the RP1 PP’s plinth 
sits its main bearing, comprised of a 

hardened steel shaft running in a brass 
sleeve against a steel ball-bearing. The 
RP1’s bearing housing is a 12mm diameter 
version of the RP3’s 18mm variant. A 
gentle lift on the plastic sub-platter [see 
inset picture, opposite] reveals plenty of 
suction from the pre-lubricated bearing 
assembly, highlighting its close tolerances. 

Driving the RP1’s sub-platter via its 
Performance Pack belt is a low-vibration, 
synchronous AC motor and power supply, 
which are part-recessed into the underside 
of the main plinth with the motor spindle 
passing through the plinth’s upper surface. 
Unlike Regas of old, which had motors 
fi xed to their plinths via a rubber mount, 
the RP1’s motor is mounted directly to the 
plinth for improved speed stability.

In contrast to the RP3’s glass platter, 
the RP1 sports a lightweight but very stiff 
platter precision-moulded from phenolic 
resin. This platter is not solid but includes 
raised sections to locate it on the lower 

sub-platter and a thick lip around its 
circumference, concentrating mass around 
the outer edge and creating a fl ywheel 
effect when in motion. The platter’s top 
surface is textured to help it grip the mat.

SHOUTS QUALITY 
Rega’s hand-assembled RB101 tonearm 
completes the package. This updates 
the older entry-level RB100 with cleaner 
lines around its bearing assembly, but still 
employs a three-point mounting system. 
While a scaled-down version of Rega’s 
more refi ned arms, the RB101 still shouts 
quality at the price. Its aluminium arm tube 
extends to a stub-end that holds the steel 
counterweight, the latter gripped in place 
by resonance-damping rubber O-rings. 
The arm’s headshell is made from plastic, 
but you’d be hard pressed to tell, given its 
seamless bonding and quality fi nish.

Absent from the RB101 is Rega’s 
trademark spring-loaded tracking-force dial 

RIGHT: The Rega’s rigid wood-composite plinth 
hosts an AC motor mounted at the 12 o’clock 
position under the platter. Its RB101 tonearm 
comes fi tted with a Rega Bias 2 MM pick-up
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PERFORMANCE PACK

that is fi tted to the outer edge of the more 
refi ned RB303, RB808 and RB2000 arms 
[HFN Aug ’15], so you have to rely on the 
counterweight alone to set the downforce. 

Aside from its anti-skate slider, the 
RB101 keeps life simple by eschewing 
other user-adjustable settings such as VTA 
and azimuth, but given that all RP1 models 
come with cartridges pre-installed, there’s 
little tweaking needed.

With a claimed set-up time of under 30 
seconds, Rega is clearly aiming this deck at 
the plug ’n’ play market. 
After removing the RP1 
PP from its box, all you 
need do is site the plinth 
on a level surface and 
fi t the platter over the 
sub-platter, which comes 
with its drive belt already 
in place. Next, remove 
the Bias 2’s stylus guard and slide the arm’s 
counterweight up to its raised ‘stop’ lip 
on the stub end, which, according to the 
manual, will provide optimum tracking 
force for its partnering pick-up. My digital 
scales suggested this position offered 

slightly too high a tracking force (1.9g 
instead of 1.75g) so a little fi ne tuning was 
needed after all. The deck’s manual speed 
change is also a little fi ddly, as you need to 
remove the platter to shift the belt on the 
motor’s stepped pulley.

 RHYTHM KING
Used with a Primare R32 phono stage 
[see HFN Jan ’12] feeding Musical Fidelity 
M6PRE/PRX amplifi ers [HFN Nov ’13], 
the Rega package rose to the occasion, 

in no way sounding 
overwhelmed by its 
bigger-ticket partners. 

The deck’s trump card 
is its sense of rhythm. 
Listen to vinyl on some 
budget decks and the 
music can be presented 
in a rather matter-of-fact 

manner, leaving you with the feeling that 
its spirit is lost. 

This certainly isn’t the case with the 
RP1, which binds both instruments and 
players together in a way that truly fi nds 
your feet tapping. Right from the opening 

bars of ‘Jack Of Diamonds’ from Justin 
Rutledge’s The Early Widows [Six Shooter 
Records SIXLP053] the Rega ensured 
that the bass guitar and accompanying 
percussion worked in harmony, providing 
the track with a solid foundation. Even 
when heard on some more grandiose mid-
range vinyl spinners, this track’s laid-back 
melody can occasionally border on the 
sluggish. Yet under the Rega’s control there 
was a sense of grip and sheer energy that 
revealed the rhythm section’s true pace.

Spinning something a little more 
upbeat, namely Little Dragon’s ‘Paris’ 
from the band’s Nabuma Rubberband LP, 
highlighted more of the Rega’s virtues. 
Here, the upper bass was presented with 
surprising power for such a modestly priced 
turntable package, ensuring my Dynaudio 
Focus 260 loudspeakers punched the air 
with unabashed enthusiasm. 

What you don’t get from the Rega 
is a sense of trepidation, or that it’s not 
giving its all to the music, and this was 
highlighted in how it tackled the track’s 
rapid high percussive notes, which lit up 
the soundstage as they swept across it. 

This track also revealed the Rega’s 
persuasively neutral midrange, when 

ABOVE: Lightweight phenolic resin platter 
gets a wool mat. Titanium coloured plinth also 
comes in grey, white or a premium Union Jack 
fi nish. A removable hinged lid is also included

By way of modestly ‘turbo-charging’ the standard RP1, Rega’s Performance 
Pack upgrades have been picked to take the company’s entry-level deck to the 
next level. Out goes Rega’s Carbon MM cartridge (which costs £26 if bought 
separately), replaced by a dedicated version of the company’s £79 Bias 2 MM 
pick-up, weight-matched to suit the RB101 tonearm. While the Bias 2 lacks the 
Carbon’s replaceable stylus feature, its specifi cation includes an elliptical stylus 
and parallel wound coils, producing a claimed 7.2mV output.

The Performance Pack’s belt is lifted directly from Rega’s high-end RP8 and 
RP10 decks. This white belt is made from a polymer chosen for its stability 
while maintaining fl exibility over a wide temperature range, and is produced 
to extremely tight tolerances. Once created, each belt is frozen and then 
barrelled to remove any excess material, resulting in a smooth surface for 
better speed stability. Completing the Performance Package is a thick 100% 
wool platter mat, chosen for its stiffer fi bre structure over the standard RP1’s 
synthetic mat. If you’re looking to upgrade your standard RP1, you can buy the 
Performance Pack upgrades for £85.

‘Grip and sheer 
energy revealed 

the rhythm 
section’s pace’





DECEMBER 2015 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 77

TURNTABLE

the synthesiser’s notes and lead 
singer Yukimi Nagano’s expressive 
vocals were rendered without 
coloration or over-emphasis. 

True, the Rega’s low-end grunt is 
not on the plaster-loosening scale 
of some mid-priced rivals, but the 
bottom end that it does present is 
both well formed and tuneful. For 
example, the lowest bass guitar 
notes on Morrissey’s ‘I’m Not Sorry’ 
from You Are The Quarry [Attack 
Records ATKLP001] sounded fi rmly 
rooted, if lacking the ultimate depth 
I often experience during this track.

GROWLING GUITAR
However, replacing the Dynaudio 
Focus 260 fl oorstanders by a pair 
of Q Acoustics 2020i bookshelf 
speakers really played to the Rega’s 
strengths when it came to the bass. 
Through these smaller monitors, 
the low-end enjoyed a more robust 
quality. With these in the mix, the 
Rega also revealed its ability to 
unpick more complex material. 

With its growling guitar riffs 
and multi-layered vocals, The 
Foals’ ‘Inhaler’ from their Holy 
Fire album [Transgressive Records 
825646522248] is a challenge 
for many a turntable package. The 
Rega took the track head-on. Drums 
sounded tightly articulated while 
placed (appropriately) to the rear 
of the soundstage, which in turn 
allowed the guitar’s intentionally 
distorted chords to swell, towards 
the front of the mix. 

When things became a little 
more congested towards the end 
of the track, the Rega’s smooth 
treble ensured sibilance was kept 
at bay, and this was especially 
welcome during lead vocalist Yannis 
Philippakis’ stretched out singing of 
‘Space’ as the song crescendos. 

Switching back to the Dynaudio 
Focus 260s gave the Rega’s 
soundstage more space to breathe. 

The left and right channel separation 
was particularly notable via these 
speakers, highlighting the impressive 
capabilities of the Rega Bias 2 
moving-magnet cartridge – despite 
its sub-£100 price tag. 

Under the command of a decent 
pick-up, Syd Barrett’s ‘Octopus’ from 
The Madcap Laughs [EMI/Simply Vinyl 
SVLP289] puts many modern vinyl 
pressings to shame thanks to the 
quality of its mastering across left 
and right channels. But thankfully, 
the Rega was more than capable 
of doing the song justice, letting 
Barrett’s fantasy-fi lled vocals and the 
accompanying guitars trade off each 
other across both channels – just as 
the recording engineers intended. 

In this respect the Rega RP1 
Performance Pack didn’t just pull 
me closer into the music, it took me 
closer to the actual recording studio, 
so providing a genuine insight into 
the engineering process. 

And while the recording space I 
was presented with wasn’t quite as 
cavernous as I’m used to hearing, 
the instruments and sounds that 
populated it were convincingly 
rendered to give an honest – and 
thrilling – performance. 

REGA RP1 (PERFORMANCE PACK)

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

With its RP1 Performance Pack, 
Rega has focused its attention 
on the areas that really matter, 
engineering down to an 
incredibly tight budget but still 
creating a turntable package 
with a sound quality well beyond 
its price point. With its in-house 
tonearm and Bias 2 pick-up, this 
deck works to bring each musical 
performance to life, making it 
one of the best value budget 
turntables on the market today.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

Despite trading a lighter plastic platter for the more substantial 
glass disc used in the costlier RP3 [HFN Oct ’11], Rega’s 
entry-level RP1 offers a very similar speed stability and rumble 
performance aided, I suspect, by the upgraded drive belt that 
forms part of the ‘RP1 Performance Pack’. Absolute speed is 
fractionally fast here at +0.16%. While this is inaudible, it’s a 
feature of most mint Rega turntables which typically run slightly 
fast to account for a slow-down as the motor ages. Peak wow 
matches the RP3 at 0.08% and includes a similar cluster of 
low-rate sidebands that dominate the 0.11% total peak fi gure 
[see Graph 1, below]. Rumble, measured through the groove 
and perhaps assisted by some isolation from the new thick 
wool mat, amounts to a respectably low –68.3dB (DIN-B wtd). 
The RP1’s bearing itself is not so quiet, registering –65.2dB as a 
consequence of some mild breakthrough around 200Hz.

The new Rega RB101 tonearm is similar to the RB303 [HFN 
Oct ’11] in terms of design and geometry, offering a 237mm 
effective length, 23o offset and 11g effective mass. Intriguingly, 
its rigid tube is seemingly uncompromised by the plastic 
headshell, just as its pattern of resonances is somewhat simpler 
and arguably better damped than we observed in the RB303. 
In practice, the RB101 betrays a well-defi ned main resonance 
at 150Hz followed by other modes from 400-960Hz at lower 
amplitude [see Graph 2, below]. As expected with this tried-
and-tested arm design, bearing play is minimal and friction is 
less than 10mg in both planes. Readers are invited to view full 
QC Suite reports for Rega’s RP1 turntable, with its Performance 
Pack, and RB101 tonearm by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk 
and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

ABOVE: Wow and fl utter re. 3150Hz tone at 5cm/sec 
(plotted ±150Hz, 5Hz per minor division). Absolute 
speed is very accurate indeed

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

Turntable speed error at 33.33rpm 33.39rpm (+0.16%)

Time to audible stabilisation 4sec

Peak Wow/Flutter 0.08% / 0.03%

Rumble (silent groove, DIN B wtd) –68.3dB

Rumble (through bearing, DIN B wtd) –65.2dB

Hum & Noise (unwtd, rel. to 5cm/sec) –56.9dB

Power Consumption 3W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 447x118x365mm / 2kg

ABOVE: Rega’s AC motor is driven by a built-in power supply visible under the plinth. 
A fi xed pair of phono (RCA) cables exit from the base of the RB101 tonearm

LAB
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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 

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

    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 

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

sound of the DirectStream…”
John Bamford – 

Hi-Fi News
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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

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

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.*

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
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W ilhelm Kempff, like 
Claudio Arrau [Classical 
Companion HFN 
Feb ’15] was seen 

primarily as a Beethoven pianist – 
not exclusively, of course. He made 
the very fi rst recording of the Piano 
Concerto No 1, in 1925, and fi ve 
years earlier two short solo pieces 
when he could be heard cursing 
mildly – ‘Donnerwetter!’ – at a 
fi nger-slip in the Bagatelle Op.33:5. 
And in 1929 he began to record the 
piano sonatas on shellac discs using  
Bechstein and Grotrian-Steinweg 
pianos. (These were transferred to 
CDs by Dante Lys in 1996.)

Born exactly 125 years ago, 
he lived in Potsdam as a child. 
His father and grandfather were 
organists, and Wilhelm showed an 
aptitude for keyboard, so he was 
sent to the Berlin Hochschule aged 
only nine. He was taught by Heinrich 
Barth (Arthur Rubinstein was one 
of his pupils too), who could trace 

to complete all 32, Kempff should 
be engaged for the task. Kempff 
invariably took a more moderate 
approach to tempi, allegros 
unhurried, slow movements more 
fl owing, without the extremes of 
speed favoured by his contemporary. 

THE TWO SONATA CYCLES
Kempff’s own complete cycle would 
be for Deutsche Grammophon in the 
1950s, with a subsequent complete 
stereo remake. (A 1956 re-recording 
of Op.22 was substituted for the 
1951 original LP side, but keeping 
the same catalogue number and 
‘Moonlight’ coupling – so some 
collectors could have the earlier 
pressing, oblivious to its rarity.)

The playing in the mono set is 
often wittier, more imaginatively 
involving, although the stereo 

set was not 
helped by DG’s 
rather thin and 
distant balances. 
Incidentally, 
Angela Hewitt 
once said to me 
that she felt a 
sense of privilege 

when able to record on Kempff’s old 
Hamburg studio Steinway. 

For me, a locus classicus of 
Kempff’s Beethoven style would 
be the opening movement of the 
A major Sonata, Op.2:2, or the 
meandering Adagio Grazioso theme 
over staccato left hand in Op.31:1, 
and he took like a duck to water 
to the fugal writing in the late 
works. Very occasionally he would 
desynchronise hands although 
never to the extent you heard with 
Backhaus. One great Beethoven 
piece he never recorded was the 
Diabelli Variations – neither was 
there a Brahms B-fl at Concerto or 
the Liszt Sonata, which was once in 
his repertoire. Although both were 
contracted to the ‘yellow label’, 

a tutorial lineage to Liszt. Kempff 
won a prize there for his account of 
Beethoven’s mighty Hammerklavier 
Sonata: a score he would play 
many years later, at the composer’s 
request, when introduced to Sibelius 
in 1957. ‘The only work which 
may be played 
for this great and 
lonely man’, he 
recorded in his 
autobiography 
Unter der 
Zimbelstern – a 
reference to an 
organ stop which 
had a revolving star and bell sounds, 
and was used for Christmas music.

Kempff also composed an 
ambitious range of pieces: for piano, 
for the stage, for orchestra, voice, 
chamber groups and concerto 
soloists. Ein Totentanz (1930) 
required pianist, string orchestra, 
percussion and choir, no less! 
Furtwängler performed the Second 
Symphony at Leipzig, yet rarely 
invited Kempff for his 1922-45 Berlin 
Phiharmonic programmes, seemingly 
preferring Gieseking, Fischer or, 
prewar, Schnabel.

Although their interpretations 
could hardly be more different, 
when Artur Schnabel was making his 
Beethoven sonata cycle for HMV, he 
had stipulated that, should he fail 

‘He took like a 
duck to water to 
the fugal writing 
in the late works’

He was like an Aeolian harp, said Alfred Brendel, ‘with the right breeze you could take 
home something you would never hear elsewhere.’ Christopher Breunig looks back

Wilhelm Kempff
Concert pianist

èWilhelm 
Kempff’s 

Polydor 
recordings date 
back to the 
mid-1920s: here 
a Gavotte by 
Gluck, played on 
a Bechstein

íWilhelm 
Kempff, 

one of the great 
Beethoven 
interpreters of 
his time, was 
also a modest 
composer and 
transcriber
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Karajan and Kempff never recorded 
together, although there’s a Mozart 
D-minor Concerto, live from Berlin in 
1956 [Audite 95.602].

Following a 1942 Dresden 
Beethoven Fourth Piano Concerto 
with Paul van Kempen, Kempff 
completed all fi ve in Berlin with that 
conductor for DG, then a stereo set 
with the Berlin Philharmonic but 
with Ferdinand Leitner conducting 
(a fi ne collaborator in Mozart’s 
K488/491 too). In the later series, 
the slow movement of the First 
Concerto has a wonderful sense of 
chamber-music ensemble: soloist 
and orchestral players truly at one 
with each other. The cadenzas you 
hear in Nos 1-4, acute, amusing, are 
Kempff’s own, which might deter 
collectors wanting Beethoven’s.

Assembling the 1970 bicentenary 
Beethoven Edition, DG also included 
the piano trios, cello sonatas 
and violin sonatas with Kempff, 
partnering Szeryng, Fournier and 
Menuhin. Sadly, none of these are 
very inspiring – Menuhin said he 

preferred working with Glenn Gould, 
fi nding Kempff ‘distanced’, while the 
Fournier/Gulda DG set of cello/piano 
works is far more rewarding. 

SOME INTIMATE CHOPIN 
Kempff also recorded a group of 
Chopin pieces for Decca in March 
1958 [Eloquence ELQ4806642] 
included Sonatas Nos 2 and 3, the 
impromptus, the Fantasy, Op.49 and 
Polonaise-Fantasy, Op.61, and other 
pieces. They have always appealed 
to me as having a scale and intimacy 
which seemed apt to this composer. 
NDR Hamburg archive performances 
of two mazurkas, the Fantasy-
Impromptu, Op.66, and Berceuse, 
together with six pieces from Liszt’s 
Années de Pèlerinage, all from 1945, 
can now be heard as a download 
[Music & Arts MACD1071]. The 
two-disc set included the Fauré 
Nocturne, Op.63:6, and a preferable 

alternative to the 1953/Decca Bach 
Chromatic Fantasy And Fugue. 

Kempff was one of music’s more 
wayward, inspirational messengers. 
His sound was unique but his playing 
was fallible by the standards of, say, 
Pollini or Zimerman. If there was a 
time when he was at his peak, that 
was when, briefly, he had moved 
from Polydor/DG to Decca, coming 
to London in the early 1950s to 
record Liszt – excerpts from the 
Années de Pèlerinage and the two 
Légendes – and Brahms solo pieces. 
For Alfred Brendel, who advised on 
the Philips ‘Great Pianists’ selection, 
Kempff ‘achieves things that are 
beyond him’ in the First Légende, 
which he considered to be ‘on an 
unsurpassable level’.

However, an early Berliner 
Tagblatt reviewer found him ‘a 
fragile-looking man with such an 
exquisite touch, who is so conscious 
of this gift of sonority that one 
sometimes wonders whether he 
does not prefer his imaginary 
pianistic world to Beethoven’s…’

 I saw Kempff only in the 
1970s: a few recitals and a Mozart 
performance with LSO/Previn. He 
looked a rather unassuming man, 
unshowy, not creating the ‘buzz’ of 
a Rubinstein or Michelangeli when 
he came onto the platform. He 
looked as if he was listening to the 
music anew rather than giving ‘a 
performance’. There was something 
private about these occasions, as if 
we were eavesdroppers. 

ESSENTIAL RECORDINGS
Beethoven Piano Concertos Nos 1-5
DG 427 2372
This 3CD set is of the later stereo cycle with 
the Berlin Philharmonic/Ferdinand Leitner; 
the Piano Sonata Op.111 is a bonus. Cadenzas 
in 1-4 are Kempff’s own.

Liszt solo piano works 
Pentatone PTC 5186220
Kempff’s DG recordings of works by Liszt 
were made in multichannel and Pentatone’s 
remastering is for SACD (a 2015 release).

Mozart Piano Concertos
DG 457 7592
This reissue has three of the stereo recordings 
with Ferdinand Leitner: K466 and 488, 

K246. Their wonderful K595 with the Berlin 
Philharmonic is on Eloquence ELQ4806648.

Concerto recordings made in the 1950s
DG 474 0242 (download only)
This was a mono boxed set with the earlier 
Beethoven cycle with van Kempen, the Brahms 
D-minor (Konwitschny), the two Liszt Piano 
Concertos (Fistoulari), Mozart’s K271/450 with 
Münchinger, and the Schumann (LSO/Krips).

Schubert Sonatas, Impromptus, etc
DG 476 5318 (two discs)
This excerpts the great last sonata, D960 and 
the A major, D664, from the 7CD complete set 
[463 7662] adding six Moments Musicaux and 
the eight Impromptus.

èMuch 
of the 

material in the 
handy ‘Original 
Masters’ CD box-
sets has been 
redistributed on 
other DG discs 
and Eloquence 
reissues

ëDG ads 
in record 

magazines in the 
1950s used to 
describe Kempff 
as ‘the poet of 
the piano’
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STEVE SUTHERLAND
Steve edited NME from 1992-2000, the Britpop 
years, launching NME.com and reviving the 
NME Awards. Previously he was Assistant 
Editor on Melody Maker. Among his many 
adventures he has been physically threatened 
by Axl Rose, hung out awhile with Jerry Garcia 
and had a drink or two with Keith Richards...

Howlin’ Wolf 
Second Album

When I was a younger man and 
more carefree than I am today, 
I used to be well into boxing. 
Not that I ever indulged in 

the noble art myself – I was way too much 
of a shrinking violet to ever pull on the 
gloves. But I would follow the fi ghts, steep 
myself in the admirable prose that pugilism 
inspired in certain sportswriters, and had a 
yen to meet and interview the fi ghters.

What thrilled me most, I think, was the 
way that shaking, say, George Foreman’s 
hand directly linked you into a lineage 
that stretched back seemingly forever. 
Foreman’s fi st pulverised Joe Frazier, 
Joe’s fi st busted Muhammed Ali’s jaw, 
Ali’s fi st downed Sonny Liston, Liston’s 
fi st murdered Floyd Patterson… and 
so on down through the mists of time. 
There was something uncomplicated and 
unquestionable about it; something primal.

The reason I’m mentioning this now is 
because sitting down to write about this 
month’s LP, brings back those days and 
those feelings. The Second Album (aka The 
Rocking Chair Album) is a landmark event 

Crammed with blues classics, this ’60s LP is a landmark in 
the history of modern music. Steve Sutherland takes a 
fresh listen as the album is reissued on 180g vinyl

shoulders above them all, literally – he was 
6ft 3in and weighed 275lbs!

Born Chester Arthur Burnett in 1910 
and raised in a place called the Dockery 
Plantation in the state of Mississippi, 
the Wolf learned his chops from a chap 
called Charlie Patton, an early exponent 
of the delta blues. Charlie was probably 
of extremely mixed race – part Irish, part 
African-American, part Cherokee; there’s 
only one photo of him and no-one really 
knows. One thing’s indisputable though: 
he could play better than most anyone 
alive and delighted crowds by doing all 

the behind-the-back, 
between-the-legs 
showboating with 
his acoustic that Jimi 
Hendrix later became 
famous for with his 
Fender Stratocaster.

Not to over-labour 
the point but Patton, 

was, if you like, akin to one of those famous 
old turn-of-the-century bare-knuckle 
prizefi ghters who would fi ght in fi elds, 
behind barns, anywhere the law couldn’t 
catch them for sometimes up to six hours 
at a stretch to the great delight of the 
betting fraternity. The Wolf then took 
the craft and made it legit. His ring was 
the nightclub. His gloves, electricity. His 
artistry, a voice like gargled glass, so deep 
that studio microphones could barely cope 
with it. Wolf was the pioneer of electric 
blues, not, as many have claimed, for 
aesthetic reasons, but so that he’d have 
the volume at his massive fi ngertips to 
blow all his rivals offstage.

THE MOTHERLODE
And the album we’re here to talk about 
captures the Wolf at his mountainous peak. 
Like its wonderful predecessor, 1959’s 
Moanin’ In The Moonlight, the Second 
Album is essentially a compilation of singles 
recently released by the Chess label. 
Albums viewed conceptually as anything 
other than singles collections were some 
way off. Whatever, you can trace the 

in the history of modern music, many of 
its references and manoeuvres rooted in a 
past so murky it’s almost mystical while its 
delivery sets the template for just about all 
great rock records to be made thereafter. 

In other words, in 1962, when this 
album came out, you could state with 
some confi dence and very little fear of 
ridicule that the Wolf was the musical 
heavyweight champion of the world.

FIERCE RIVALRY
There were contenders, of course, and 
great ones too. The mighty Muddy Waters 
was working the same 
patch as the Wolf in 
Chicago and there was 
a fi erce rivalry between 
these two forces of 
nature to establish who 
was top dog on the blues 
scene. Then there was 
the genius Chuck Berry, 
who pretty much invented rock ’n’ roll, and 
Little Richard whose antics took it all to the 
next level. But the Wolf stood head and 

ì Howlin’ Wolf pictured on stage in 1972 (left) and posing for an early Chess promo shot. 
His first two singles were released in 1951 by two different record labels – Chess and RPM

‘You can trace 
the history of rock 
from pretty much 
every note of it’
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history of rock from pretty much every note 
of it. Moanin’… had the cocky ‘Smokestack 
Lightnin’’ and the awe-inspiring ‘Evil’, but 
this second offering is the motherlode. 

It opens with Willie Dixon’s 
voyeuristically sexual ‘Shake For Me’, the 
lyric of which Jimmy Page and Robert 
Plant brazenly purloined for Led Zeppelin’s 
breakthrough anthem ‘Whole Lotta Love’.

‘Shake’ was originally released in 1961 
as the B-side to the following track, ‘The 
Red Rooster’, another testosterone tour-
de-force from Willie Dixon, who wrote the 
lion’s share of the album. 

BLUES DNA
The archaeology of the track goes 
something like this: in 1929 Charlie Patton 
was performing a number called ‘Banty 
Rooster Blues’; by 1936 Memphis Minnie 
was pleading ‘If You See My Rooster (Please 
Run Him Home)’; by 1950 Margie Day & 
The Griffi n Brothers were recording a hit 
called ‘Little Red Rooster’ on the Dot label.

Dixon wrote it anew and the Wolf duly 
owned it. Within a year of the album’s 
release, the Wolf’s growling, strutting 
presence had been crafted into the svelte 
and sprightly Sam Cooke version, which 
charted high in the US featuring a fl edgling 
Billy Preston on clucking organ.

Then along came a bunch of teenage 
oiks from the Thames basin, disciples of 
every grail-like piece of imported Wolf vinyl 
they could get their grubby mitts on. With 
Brian Jones – until recently calling himself 
Elmo after the blues slide guitar legend 
Elmore James – bottlenecking for dear life, 
The Rolling Stones’ ‘Little Red Rooster’ took 
the Wolf’s mighty shadow all the way to 
the top of the UK charts.

And lest anyone be left in any doubt 
that The Stones’ version of ‘Little Red 
Rooster’ was anything other than a tribute 
to the Wolf (the man they all really wanted 
to be), when they got to perform on the 
groovy US TV show Shindig! in 1965, they 

insisted Howlin’ Wolf also be a guest, 
gaining him immediate access to a huge 
audience largely unaware of this national 
treasure. And when the Wolf visited London 
to record in 1971, several Stones and other 
budding rock luminaries gathered to learn 
at the knee of the master.

Not content with burgling one track on 
the album, Zep freely helped themselves 
to the lyric of another, the Dixon-penned, 
gangsta licentious ‘Back Door Man’, again 
for the aforementioned ‘Whole Lotta Love’ 
and also for their classic ‘Since I’ve Been 
Loving You’. Modelled on another Patton 
song handed down to him from Lord knows 
where, The Doors also covered ‘Back Door 
Man’ on their eponymous debut LP in 
1967, Jim Morrison paying homage to the 
Wolf again on 1970’s ‘Absolutely Live’. 

PRIMEVAL ADDICTION 
We should also make mention of the 
deeply disturbing ‘Spoonful’, one of the 
primeval addiction songs which Dixon 
newly fashioned from a long line of cocaine 
blues by Charlie Patton, Papa Charlie 
Jackson, Luke Jordan and their elusive like.

The Wolf crawls all over it, alternating 
between agony and ecstasy, an Olympian 
performance duly noted by Eric Clapton 
who had Cream cover it on their debut LP, 
1966’s Fresh Cream, and featured it again 
in a bombastic 17m live version recorded 
at Winterland for ’68’s Wheels Of Fire.

There are other greats on Rockin’ Chair. 
The stomping ‘Wang Dang Doodle’, the 
funereal ‘Going Down Slow’, ‘Who’s Been 
Talkin’’ full of ominous threat, but space is 
running out and, frankly, all 12 tracks are 
brilliant. The Wolf is simply the best and his 
players, especially guitarist Hubert Sumlin 
and pianist Otis Spann, exceptional.

Howlin’ Wolf died in 1976. Twenty years 
later I was interviewing Primal Scream’s 
Bobby Gillespie. I asked him what he 
thought about Captain Beefheart. His 
answer: ‘Gimme the real Howlin’ Wolf.’

I fi gure that just about says it all. 

RE-RELEASE VERDICT
Released on WaxTime, a subsidiary of 
Barcelona-based Jazz reissue label Jazz 
Wax Records, this 180g reissue comes in a 
fi rst-rate, sharply printed cardboard outer 
sleeve with poly-lined inner, plus a code for 
a free MP3 download of the album.

We found our sample to be ruler fl at 
and perfectly centred, free of weave and 
surface noise. Even better, we were treated 
to a punchy, crisp delivery of the Bluesman 
at his best, instruments and vocals well 
separated. A new reissue label for us, but 
one worth keeping an eye on. HFN 

ìPriced £10.95, the 180g vinyl reissue of 
Howlin’ Wolf’s Second Album is available 

to order online at www.amazon.co.uk
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Van Der Graaf Generator Pawn Hearts
With its cosmic-looking cover, seemingly cryptic title and sleeve that opened to an image 
of band members hailing each other with Nazi salutes, the fourth LP from this English 
prog rock band certainly ensured they stood apart from other serious rock acts of the era
Words: Mike Barnes
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Many groups deemed 
to be part of the 
progressive rock scene 
of the 1970s later 

wished to disown it all, as the genre 
suffered criticism over the years. 
Others, while accepting they were 
part of the scene, argue that they 
were quite unlike other groups. But 
one only has to listen to the music 
of Van Der Graaf Generator – 
and Pawn Hearts especially – to 
understand that this was a 
band that really weren’t like 
those other prog rock groups.

The Van Der Graaf 
Generator story began in the 
worst possible way: the band 
had all their gear stolen, split up, 
reformed and then legal issues over 
Peter Hammill’s individual contract 
meant their 1969 debut Aerosol 
Grey Machine could only be released 
in the US. 

Once the legal complexities had 
been resolved, the band reformed 
with the teenage Nick Potter (bass), 
Hugh Banton (organ), Guy Evans 
(drums), David Jackson (saxophones 
and fl ute) and Peter Hammill (vocals, 
keyboards and guitar). 

TREBLE CHORISTER 
The group had a singular chemistry. 
Many vocalists of the time had 
grown up listening to soul and blues 
music and Hammill, a former boy 
treble chorister, had been a teenage 
mod, thrilled by the pumped up 
intensity of R&B rabble-rousers such 
as Geno Washington and Herbie 
Goins, whom he’d seen perform at 
the Derby Locarno in the mid-’60s. 

Hugh Banton had been a church 
organist at Wakefi eld cathedral, 
drummer Guy Evans had jazz 
chops and was also drawn towards 
the freewheeling sounds of ’60s 

psychedelia, briefl y playing with 
American band, The Misunderstood. 
Evans has noted that when he 
dropped in on David Jackson, the 
sax player would often put on John 
Coltrane’s fi re-breathing free-jazz 
classic, Ascension.

As the group became more 
confi dent and questing, their live 
shows especially would become 
looser with more 
improvisational 
passages. ‘There 
were all sorts 
of places where 
we could meet, 
musically,’ Guy 
Evans tells me. 
‘But if things went 
somewhere unknown then somehow 
it wasn’t scary for us.’

This gave their music an edge. 
Although principal writer Peter 
Hammill was coming up with longer, 
more intricate structures, and while 
many of their prog-rock peers were 
keen to let the audience sit back and 
be hit by a big slick spectacle, Van 
Der Graaf’s more intense, chaotic 
affairs were certain to keep you on 
the edge of your seat. 

The group had taken on a heavy 
work schedule. In 1970 Potter left

due to ‘the intensity of the vibes 
surrounding the group... the 
madness of all the intensive touring.’ 
While treated like pop stars in Italy, 
organisational problems on the 
1971 German tour had at times left 
them with literally no money, while 
there had been riots from radicals 
demanding free music. Back in the 
UK, they were driving up and down 

the M1 to gigs in 
a transit van. 

Like Potter 
previously, 
the band had 
just about had 
enough. Evans 
opines that the 
touring pressure 

had made them ‘mad’. They then 
came up with their greatest, most 
extreme statement, Pawn Hearts.

BALEFUL SOUND 
Musically they were at the top of 
their game. Since Potter’s departure 
Banton had been playing bass 
lines on the organ’s bass pedals. 
And while Jackson had been 
experimenting with electric pick-
ups on his saxes, Banton – who 
in Evans’ words wanted to be the 
‘Jimi Hendrix of the organ’ – spent 

‘Problems on the 
1971 German tour 
had left them with 
literally no money’

ìThe 
band 

pictured in 
1970 (l-r): 
Hugh Banton, 
Guy Evans, 
Peter Hammill 
and David 
Jackson

ìEarly 
press 

shot from 
Charisma with 
Hammill far 
right

ì Poster 
for a 

1971 gig with 
label mates 
Genesis 

íEvans, 
Banton 

and Hammill 
in 2010
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hours modifying his keyboards 
and building effects units towards 
that goal. He also used a Fluid 
Sound pedal, an Italian invention 
that was supposed to mimic the 
characteristics of a rotating Leslie 
speaker, but which produced a 
uniquely baleful sound.

FUTURE DYSTOPIA 
The songs that Hammill had written 
for the new album were complex 
and particularly dark. ‘Lemmings 
(Including COG)’, set in a future 
dystopia, is a song about revolution 
becoming self-annihilation as the 
Lemmings inexorably ‘hurtle on into 
the dark portal’. The track opens on 
a windswept cliff top and the verse 
sax lines have 
more than a little 
Stax soul about 
them, although 
the context here 
is very different.

In the middle 
section, Banton’s 
ecclesiastical 
organ becomes angry and 
discordant, while Jackson barks 
out a grotesque sax riff. It’s one 
of the most thrillingly ugly couple 
of minutes in the rock canon, 
like a prog version of The Velvet 
Underground’s ‘White Light White 
Heat’. The song concludes with 
a becalmed improvisation on 
shimmering keyboards and fl ute of 
one of the song’s main themes.

With Hammill’s theatrical voice 
there was also something histrionic 
and slightly preposterous about the 
track, but at the time few rock fans 
would have heard anything like it. 

‘Man Erg’ appears to be 
addressing an existential struggle 
between light and darkness. 
The soaring, hymnal verses with 

Hammill on piano, followed by a 
monomaniacal, lopsided organ 
and sax riff jammed into the song’s 
structure like a wedge, mirror the 
lyrical sentiments.

If all that wasn’t – in the parlance 
of the time – ‘heavy’ enough, ‘A 
Plague Of Lighthouse Keepers’ 
was a side-long episodic suite, like 
some macabre Edgar Allen Poe tale, 
charting the keeper’s isolation, 
guilt, insanity and fi nal redemption, 
the group veering musically from 
the gentlest of melodies to the 
hysterical heights of racket.

A STRANGER CALLS 
Parts of ‘Lighthouse Keepers’ were 
written at Tony Stratton Smith’s 

extensive 
country 
pile, Luxford 
House, near 
Crowborough 
in Surrey, 
where 
the group 
rehearsed 

before recording. The owner had 
this to say on the group’s stay: ‘My 
cottage thereafter was haunted by 
a strangeness, which clearly could 
be laid at the door of the damned  
[Hammill] fellow.’ 

Paul Whitehead, who had painted 
Genesis’ infamous Nursery Cryme 

‘It’s one of the most 
thrillingly ugly 

couple of minutes in 
the rock canon’

ç Guy 
Evans 

and Hugh 
Banton on 
stage in 
2011 as the 
band play at 
Carisport, 
Cesena FC. 
After splitting 
in 1972 
the band 
reformed in 
1975, only 
to go their 
separate 
ways again 
in 1978. It 
wasn’t until 
2005 that 
they reunited 
once more 
and currently 
tour as a trio 
comprising 
Evans, Banton 
and Hammill 

êThe 
gatefold 

sleeve with its 
inner infra-red 
image shot 
at Luxford 
House. The 
LP’s title 
sounds 
enigmatic but 
in fact came 
from David 
Jackson’s 
inadvertent 
spoonerism 
when he 
meant to say 
that he was 
going into 
the recording 
studio to 
overdub some 
‘horn parts’

PRODUCTION NOTES 
The album was recorded at Trident 
studios in London in summer 1971. 
Although ‘Man Erg’ and ‘Lemmings’ 
were live staples by now – ‘the two 
big playing pieces’, as Evans puts 
it – his fondest memories are of 
recording ‘A Plague Of Lighthouse 
Keepers’. The song was a lengthy 
work-in-progress made up of short 
sections, each with quite different 
moods and dynamics. These were 
handled and arranged individually. 

‘You weren’t going into the studio 
knowing you were going to have to 
get it just right and that it had to be 
a really representative version,’ Evans 
tells me. Producer John Anthony 
and Hugh Banton edited the piece 
together, during which time the 
other band members were excluded. 
The playback was the fi rst time any of 
them heard it in its entirety.

Producer John Anthony, who 
had also worked with Genesis, had 
good memories of working with the 
group. ‘In my opinion Van Der Graaf 
Generator were an “easy” group,’ 
he has said. ‘They were incredibly 
intelligent and, being a group who 
wrote obscure, humoral, almost 
depressive music, made you roll on 
the fl oor with laughter.

‘I particularly think that Pawn 
Hearts is very likely to be the most 
beautiful thing I’ve ever recorded 
and ever will. If you read the sleeve 
notes, you realise that I’ve used 
fi ve sound technicians and the 
sound is continuous. That is a great 
compliment for the band and myself 
for our ideas.’

Pawn Hearts was to be a double 
album, including a disc of solo and 
live tracks. The sessions yielded a 
single version of George Martin’s 
instrumental ‘Theme One’, which 
was used to close down Radio One at 
night; a raging 18-minute live-in-the-
studio version of ‘Squid/Octopus’, a 
medley of tracks from The Aerosol 
Grey Machine; Evans’s freeform sax 
and drums track, ‘Angle Of Incidents’; 
‘Diminutions’, a Banton track of 
abstract keyboards, and the fi nger-
snapping jazz of ‘Ponker’s Theme’.

Impressive though these tracks 
are, one can’t help but agree with 
Hammill’s view: ‘We didn’t fi nish the 
solo tracks and we didn’t think the 
live thing should go out as it was. It 
was probably the stranger and the 
stronger because of that.’
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Alternate Format
Discography

ORIGINAL VINYL.
Pawn Hearts was released on vinyl 
in the UK by Charisma [CAS 1051] 
in October 1971. The LP came in a 
gatefold sleeve containing a black 
lyric insert printed on one side, 
with an illustration of a chess pawn 
splitting open to reveal a heart. 

The German version of the 
album was released on Philips 
[6369 915] with the subtitle: ‘A 
Charisma Recording’, in a gatefold 
sleeve, with the lyrics printed on 
the left hand side of the inner 
gatefold. In Greece, the album was 
released on Charisma/Phonogram 
[6369 915] in a single sleeve while 
the Italian pressing [6369 915 L] 
also came in a single sleeve but on 
Philips. In Italy the album went on 
to top the charts. 

Meanwhile, a Spanish version 
was released in a single sleeve 
on Charisma/Philips [63 69 915] 
with the front cover bearing the 
Crowborough Tennis shot [pictured 
below] – a curious selling point.

As for non-European territories, 
the LP was released on Charisma 
in both Canada and the US [CAS 
1051], with George Martin’s 
composition ‘Theme One’ between 
‘Lemmings (Including COG)’ and 
‘Man Erg’ on side one. 

In 1972 the album came out in 
New Zealand on Philips [6369 915] 
in a single ‘fl ipback’ sleeve with the 
liner notes superimposed on the 
original inner artwork which was 
shrunk in size and printed on the 
rear in black and white.

VINYL REISSUES 
The album was fi rst reissued in 
1972. This yielded a US version 
with the same catalogue number 
[CAS 1051]. It was on Charisma 
and distributed by Buddah in a 
single sleeve and the black inner 
sleeve came with the caption 
‘Pleasure from the Buddah group’, 
with Charisma’s ‘Mad Hatter’ label 
used, although some bore the 

cover did the cover of various 
characters within translucent chess 
pieces to a cosmic backdrop. 

Only one year into the new 
decade, the cover suggested 
that the cosy notions of English 
psychedelia and the hippyish 
sensibilities that fed into prog rock 
had become horribly curdled. Keith 
Morris’s infra-red photo of Luxford 
House conveys a decaying, diseased 
view of the English country garden.

‘In some ways we wanted to 
do that,’ says Evans. ‘We were 
never very easy with that whole 
Tolkienesque thing, as it was twee 
and not done well most of the time.’  

GOON SQUAD 
There was also the matter of the 
group portrayed as goose-stepping 
goons. Evan explains that they 
had just been playing a game 
of Crowborough Tennis, which 
involved serving a football onto 
a table – shown in the shot. They 
then decided to re-enact a statue 
of Nazi stormtroopers they had 
recently seen in the German city 
of Kaiserslautern. ‘We couldn’t 
believe it was still there,’ says Evans. 
Morris later pushed for the shot 
to be included, and no one has 
complained so far, although Evans 
admits they thought it ‘terribly risky’.

It would be tempting to see Pawn 
Hearts as some kind of musical black 
hole, inexorably sucking in its now 
half-mad creators, and putting an 
end to the band’s very existence 
with Hammill leaving in 1972. But 
it wasn’t quite so melodramatic. 
Despite allegedly conjuring up 
malign presences in the process, 
Hammill has since described making 
the album as ‘serious fun’, while 
Evans recalls the recording warmly. 
‘It was quite an easy album to make,’ 
he says. ‘It wasn’t that demanding – 
it was a pleasurable experience.’

label’s ‘pink scroll’. Confusingly, the 
Canadian reissue – in a gatefold 
sleeve – also had the same 
catalogue number but actually 
came out on Buddah.

In Italy the album was reissued 
on Philips in 1972 [6369 915 L] in 
a single sleeve. In 1978 a Spanish 
version in a gatefold sleeve came 
out on Charisma [6369 915].

Pawn Hearts was reissued as a 
budget album in 1982 in the UK 
[CHC 54] and in 1984 on Virgin in 
Germany [207 110-270], both in 
gatefold sleeves, with a blue label. 

In 1987 came a mid-priced 
Charisma reissue on vinyl in Italy, 
again in a single sleeve and with a 
blue label [CHC 54].

THE SINGLE
A version of George Martin’s 
‘Theme One’ was recorded 
during the Pawn Hearts sessions 
and released as a single in 1972 
[Charisma CB 175]. It had a 
different mix to the version that 
appeared on the US and Canadian 
LPs and was released in the UK 
in a picture sleeve featuring the 
Crowborough Tennis shot. 

An Italian release also came 
in a picture sleeve but this bore a 
photomontage of various ‘chess 
piece’ fi gures from the LP front 
cover painting emanating from an 
alarmed-looking Hammill’s mouth 
[Philips 6073 311]. 

A German version shared the 
same label catalogue number, 
but, unsurprisingly, substituted 
the Crowbrough shot with a more 
sober group photograph. 

FIRST CD 
The fi rst CD was released in the 
UK and European territories on 
Charisma [CASCD 1051].

In 1987 CDs appeared in both 
the UK and the US on the Caroline 
Blue Plate label – a budget outlet 
of Virgin [CASCD 1051]. None 
included ‘Theme One’.

The fi rst Japanese version came 
out on Charisma/Virgin Japan in 
1987 [VJD-28074]. A second US 
version was released on Caroline 
Blue Plate in 1992 [AROL 1639-2].

REMASTERED CD
Pawn Hearts was remastered 
by Peter Hammill with the 
involvement of all the other group 
members and the CD released in 
2005 on Charisma/Virgin [CASCDR 

1051/ 7243 4 74890 2 0]. Extra 
tracks are an ‘original mix’ of 
‘Theme One’ – different from both 
the UK and Europe single mix and 
the version on the early US and 
Canadian LPs – and an early version 
of the single’s B-side ‘W’. Also 
included are ‘Angle Of Incidents’, 
‘Ponker’s Theme’ and ‘Diminutions’.

Frustratingly, the version 
of ‘Squid/Octopus’ originally 
considered for release on a 
second album of the set was left 
off, meaning the opportunity of 
presenting Pawn Hearts as close 
as possible to its mooted double 
format was missed.

A Japanese version was released 
in the same year by Virgin/Charisma 
[VJCP-68759] in a card replica 
gatefold sleeve, with an obi strip. 

A further Japanese edition 
also came in a gatefold cardboard 
sleeve but in SHM-CD format, 
transferred from the original 
analogue master, with an obi strip 
and released on Virgin/Charisma in 
2015 [UICY-77000].

AUDIOPHILE LP
Cargo Records and Back On Black 
released PCV006LP, a limited 
edition double vinyl 180g LP in a 
gatefold sleeve in the UK in 2012. 
Again, only the fi ve extra tracks 
feature, so LP2 runs at just over 
20m. A US version on heavyweight 
vinyl came out on the 4 Men With 
Beards label [4M 218] in a gatefold 
sleeve, with the original US running 
order, including ‘Theme One’.

ìCharisma promo shot shows 
the Pawn Hearts line-up



90 | www.hifi news.co.uk | DECEMBER 2015

CLASSIC VENUES
BEHIND THE MUSIC WITH HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW

Ronnie Scott’s, Soho, London
Not just the heartbeat of British jazz for decades but a club whose spirited founders 
fought and eventually overturned a ban on American acts playing on British shores. 
Steve Sutherland brings you the story of Ronnie Scott’s jazz club in London

ì The 
venue 

today at 47 
Frith Street 
in London’s 
Soho

êOne of 
Pete 

King’s fi rst 
moves was 
to bring 
Zoot Sims to 
Ronnie Scott’s 
by arranging 
for Tubby 
Hayes to play 
in New York

The next time you’re 
grooving at a gig featuring 
Metallica or Prince or Foo 
Fighters or Alabama Shakes 

or... (insert the name of your own 
favourite American band right here), 
you may well wish to raise a plastic 
glass of warm lager, or whatever 
your tipple, to a bloke you’ve never 
heard of called Pete King.

Pete was a passably good English 
tenor saxophonist playing around 
the UK club circuit in the 1950s. But 
that doesn’t so much concern us 
here as the fact that Pete gave up 
on his ambitions to be a professional 
musician in 1957 in order to 
manage his mate and fellow tenor 
saxophonist Ronnie Scott’s new 
outfi t, The Jazz Couriers. 

HOT STUFF 
Alongside Scott was another cool 
sax player, Tubby Hayes, and the 
Couriers were hot stuff for a couple 
of years, opening for American 
heroes The Dave Brubeck Quartet 
when they played their debut British 
concert tour in February 1958. 

They also served as the house 
band at the Flamingo Club in 
Wardour Street, smack bang in the 
midst of London’s bustling Soho. 
The Flamingo was the hip jazz joint 
in town, famous for its all-nighters 
which ran till six in the morning on 
Fridays and Saturdays, and Ronnie 
and Pete wanted in on the action. 

Locating a vacant basement for rent 
at 39 Gerrard Street, just round the 
corner from the Flamingo, the pair 
hustled the funds and opened their 
own club on the eve of Halloween 
in 1959. The club was called Ronnie 
Scott’s and Pete, as the manager, 
immediately set about booking the 
best talent money could buy.

Trouble was, there was an 
embargo on American musicians 
performing on British shores. The 
deal went something like this: in 
order to protect British musicians’ 
jobs, the only way Americans were 
allowed a gig in the UK was if a Brit 
was booked into a reciprocal date 
in the USA. And this applied mainly 

to concerts, rather than 
club dates 
which meant, 
in a nutshell, 
that if you were 
a British jazz 
nut and wanted 
to see the real 
McCoy, you had 
to hotfoot it over 
the Atlantic.

Pete King set 
about dismantling 
this rum to-
do. Arduously 

negotiating between the Musicians 
Union and its US counterparts, the 
American Federation Of Musicians, 
he ground out a deal which allowed 
more freedom of movement 
between the two. 

First off he traded the 
aforementioned Tubby Hayes to New 
York’s Half Note Club in November 
1961 in exchange for a month’s 
residency – three sets a night, six 
nights a week – at Ronnie Scott’s for 
one of his heroes, Zoot Sims.

BURNING DESIRE
Zoot was another tenor sax-er with 
quite the pedigree, having played in 
bands with the likes of Artie Shaw, 
Stan Kenton and Buddy Rich as well 
as fronting a quartet at the Half 
Note with Al Cohn, the act known as 
Al & Zoot. At Ronnie’s he was backed 
by the house band, led by pianist 
par excellence, Stan Tracey. And 
Zoot, of course, is now enshrined in 
history as the principal jazz dude in 
The Muppet Show, the character so 
named in honour of Mr Sims.

Anyway, within a few years a 
steady stream of America’s fi nest 
were gracing the stage at Ronnie’s; 
the thaw instigated by Pete King’s 
burning desire to witness the greats 
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directly leading to the free trade in 
transatlantic talent that we benefi t 
from today.

As for the club, it soon became 
one of the most famous jazz 
haunts in the world. Inspired by 
his experience of seeing the likes 
of Charlie Parker and Miles Davis 
at the Three Deuces on a jaunt to 
New York, Ronnie Scott set about 
recreating its intimate, smoky 
atmosphere in what was soon-to-be 
Swinging London. 

Each evening’s fare was 
advertised chalked afresh on a 
blackboard at pavement level by 
Ronnie himself and by April 1961 
the club had acquired a licence to 
sell booze alongside the coffee, tea 
and sandwiches.

FILTHY ’N’ FULL
The inaugural line-up featured the 
afore-mentioned Tubby Hayes and 
his Quartet alongside The Eddie 
Thompson Trio, membership was 
ten bob and admission a shilling and 
sixpence for members, half a crown 
for non-members. 

The only ventilation 
down there was the 
open door and, not to 
put too fi ne a point on 
it, there have been 
more hygienic and 
savoury venues, a 
fact Mr Scott often 
referred to as he 
introduced guest 
performers to 
his audience. ‘A 
thousand fl ies can’t 
be wrong, right?’ 
was one of his famous 
lines. ‘It’s just like 
home, fi lthy and full of 
strangers,’ was another.

The club was indeed fi lthy and 
full, so full that Ronnie and his 
partners started putting the feelers 
out for larger premises to move into. 
Several interested parties showed 
up with offers, including Ron and 
Reggie Kray, but the team fi nally 
settled on 47 Frith Street, the site 
the club still occupies to this day.

Amazingly they still kept the 
original venue going for a couple 
of years under the 
name of the Old 
Place to showcase 
up-and-coming 

young Brit Jazz 
talent, but the 
main action 

opened at its new 
home on the 17th 
of December 1965 with the mighty 

American Muslim saxophonist Yusef 
Lateef headlining. 

The subsequent run of 
performers reads like a who’s 
who of jazz and beyond. 
Among the regulars were the 

sax giants Sonny Rollins 
and Sonny Stitt, the blind 
improvisational virtuoso 
Roland Kirk, the epitome 

of junked-out cool 
Chet Baker and, every 
Christmas, there was 
a special season 
starring the ebullient 

George Melly accompanied by John 
Chilton’s Feetwarmers.

By September 1968, even 
the new venue was struggling to 
contain the crowds who often 
included visiting musicians and 
singers like Judy Garland who 
would sit in and jam, jazz buff fi lm 

stars like Clint 
Eastwood and 
Peter O’Toole, 
international 
royalty like 
Sammy Davis 
Jr, and British 
national 
treasures such 

as Spike Milligan, Peter Sellers, 
Princess Margaret and members of 
The Beatles and The Who, thrilled 
at the opportunity to witness 
musical genius at close quarters 
without being hassled by hordes of 
screaming fans.

The club duly purchased the joint 
next door and knocked through 
with the result that 46 and 47 Frith 
Street became as one, providing 
three fl oors of entertainment. 
The ground fl oor hosted the main 
gigs, now seating 350 instead of 
the original 200; a smaller room 
upstairs was where dancing and 

ëA classic 
Oscar 

Peterson 
performance 
at the venue 
in 1974, here 
on DVD

ì The man 
himself 

– tenor 
saxophonist, 
proprietor, 
raconteur 
and wit – 
Ronnie Scott

ì Roland 
Kirk in 

1972. His 
technique 
enabled 
him to play 
several 
instruments 
at once

ì Sonny 
Rollins 

–  ‘Saxophone 
Colossus’

ê George 
Melly 

– a seasonal 
guest at 
Ronnie Scott’s

‘Each evening’s 
fare was chalked 
on a blackboard 

at pavement level’
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Ronnie’s, Miles Davis. Then there was 
a one-off Omnibus Special to mark 
the club’s 30th anniversary starring 
Sonny Rollins, Dizzy Gillespie and 
Georgie Fame.

CLASSIC SETS 
A slew of great albums were 
recorded at the club, a few of 
which are listed here: Soft Machine 
Somewhere In Soho (1970), Buddy 

Rich Very Alive 
At Ronnie Scott’s 
(1972) and The 
Man From Planet 
Jazz (1980), Ella 
Fitzgerald’s Ella In 
London (1974), 
Nina Simone 
Live At Ronnie 

Scott’s (1984), Curtis Mayfi eld Live 
At Ronnie Scott’s (1988), Roy Ayers 
ditto (1988), Taj Mahal ditto (1990), 
Jeff Beck ditto (2004) and How Long 
Has This Been Going On?, a session 
featuring Van Morrison, Georgie 
Fame and Pee Wee Ellis of James 
Brown’s Famous Flames (1995).

I have been present at two great 
Ronnie’s shows – though neither 
of them jazz. One was a Christmas 
event featuring Billy MacKenzie’s 
wonderful band Associates in 1984 
when Billy sang the most moving 

version of ‘The Little Boy That Santa 
Claus Forgot’ I’ve ever heard, and 
the other a fab acoustic showcase 
for rockers The Black 
Crowes, in 1991.

Ronnie Scott 
passed away in 1996 
from a barbiturate 
overdose but Pete 
King kept the club 
going for nine more 
years until, in 2005, 
the venue was sold to 
theatre impresario Sarah 
Greene. She was one 
of an eager host of 
interested parties, but 
the deal was struck 
there and then when 
she was accompanied 
to the meeting by 
creative director of 
the Old Vic, actor 
Kevin Spacey, a jazz 
fanatic and a regular 
at Ronnie’s.

Pete’s sole 
concern was that the 
beloved enterprise 
he’d dreamed up with 
Ronnie was passing into 
the right hands for all the 
right reasons. The club still 
thrives today.  

ëSome 
of the 

artists with 
albums 
recorded at 
Ronnie Scott’s 
include 

(clockwise 
l-r) Jeff Beck, 
Blossom 
Dearie, Van 
Morrison 
and Buddy 
Rich

ë The 
High 

Priestess of 
Soul, Nina 
Simone

ë  Chet 
Baker 

caught on 
camera in 
1983

ê Georgie 
Fame 

recorded 
two live sets 
at Ronnie’s 
in the late 
’90s, Name 
Droppin’ 
and Walking 
Wounded

suchlike took place; while a small 
bar downstairs accommodated 
about 40 people, which Ronnie liked 
to refer to as the ‘chat-up room’.

The walls were hung with framed 
portraits of many of the legends 
who’d played the club and the 
refurbed Ronnie’s was opened on 
September the 30th by explosive 
drummer Buddy Rich and his Big 
Band, followed, once more, by a 
stream of talent 
that included not 
only jazz greats 
like Tommy Dorsey, 
Count Basie, Charles 
Mingus, Stan 
Kenton, The Modern 
Jazz Quartet, Chuck 
Mangione, Weather 
Report, Chick Corea, Art Blakey’s 
Jazz Messengers, Dizzy Gillespie and 
Johnny Dankworth but comedian 
stoners Cheech & Chong and 
classical bods like John Williams. 

ON CAMERA 
The BBC also recorded shows here, 
most famously two series: Jazz 
Scene which captured the cream 
of the Brit crop, then an American 
equivalent starring, among others, 
the Oscar Peterson Trio and, playing 
his one and only performance at 

‘A slew of great 
albums were 
recorded at 

Ronnie Scott’s’
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THE SPINNERS
Spinners
Mobile Fidelity MFSL 1-450 (180g vinyl)

It’s 1973 and the cusp of disco – now much 
derided but, compared to hip-hop, the sound 
of angels. The Spinners, veterans with a 20-year 
résumé, hit huge with ‘I’ll Be Around’, ‘How 
Could I Let You Get Away’ and ‘Could It Be 
I’m Falling In Love’, all included on this, their 
debut for Atlantic Records. Credited with 
giving birth to the ‘Philadelphia Sound’, a 
silky-smooth variant of soul with a dominant 
dance-beat, the group mixed sublime vocals 
with a sexy, swinging lilt that was far more 
grown-up and sophisticated than later 
exponents of the genre could muster. Pure 

class, deserving extra points for ‘Don’t Let 
The Green Grass Fool You’, a jazz take of the 
peerless Wilson Pickett masterpiece. KK

RANDY CRAWFORD
Raw Silk
Pure Pleasure BSK3283 (180g vinyl)

A stalwart of the 1970s/’80s reboot of 
the 1950s’ sophisticated, lounge-singer/
standards interpreter/jazz vocalist, Ms 
Crawford, like George Benson, has been an 
audiophile favourite since the heyday of the 
‘special pressing’. While this 1979 release 
lacks songs with the immediate recognition 
factor of her biggest moments, such as the 
modern standard, ‘One Day I’ll Fly Away’, 
or ‘Street Life’, the stunning collaboration 
with The Crusaders, it does have points 
like the opener, ‘I Stand Accused’. This is 
by-the-book jazz for hi-fi  nuts, right down to 
Don Grusin’s piano on half the tracks, Rick 
Marotta on drums and Abe Laboriel on bass, 
and all with sonics to match. KK

JOHN LEE HOOKER
Sings Blues
Sundazed LP5425 (mono; 180g vinyl)

If considered sound quality ratings weren’t 
HFN’s goal, this knock-out would have, oh, 
another fi ve points on its score. But this is 
a high-end hi-fi  magazine and Sings Blues 
is mono to make a £100k system sound 
like a Dansette. But that’s as it should be: 
your own juke joint. No score can convey 
the visceral feel of this 1961 release: raw, 
unadulterated JLH before the blues revival 
would make it a bit easier for him to deliver 
his brand of sinister boogie. Sixteen tracks 
infused with the raw guitar and growl that 
made him a touchstone for the fi rst wave 
of British blues bands: ‘Devil’s Jump’, ‘Shake 
‘Em Up’ and 14 others – like the sleeve says, 
‘Every one a pearl!’ KK

THE LOVIN’ SPOONFUL
Daydream
Sundazed LP5508 (mono; 180g vinyl)

Second of Sundazed’s trio of mono Spoonful 
reissues, this stunner from 1966 found 
the band in the middle of a run of chart 
hits that would help defi ne the decade’s 
sunnier element. The title track – a massive 
hit that reached No 2 in the US charts – is a 
milestone of the ‘good-timey’ genre, simple 
enough even for me to play on the ukulele, 
while the rest included a second (45rpm)
hit, ‘You Didn’t Have To Be So Nice’, and jug 
band, folk and blues recalling their roots. 
As for the band’s enduring infl uence, the 
sublime ‘Butchie’s Tune’ would close an 
episode of Mad Men a half-century later. 
Play this side-by-side with the stereo if you 
need proof of mono’s worth! KK

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

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

Sound Quality: 89%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 91%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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AUDIOPHILE: DIGITAL SUPERAUDIO DVD BLU-RAY VINYL DOWNLOADCOMPACT DISC

BOB DYLAN/THE BAND
Before The Flood
Mobile Fidelity UDSACD 2-2128 (two SACDs)

In October, the LP commanded a heady 
91%, for being a spectacular live set that 
happened to sound as good as the content 
deserved. The transfer to SACD is so vivid 
that the score remains unchanged. Brief 
recap: this set from 1974 reunited the 
classic Band line-up found on the milestone 
album Music From Big Pink, with Dylan, 
proving that they may have been the most 
simpatico backing he ever had. Both were 
represented fairly evenly here, and both 
performed like it meant something, so you 
get phenomenal renditions of 21 classics of 
the calibre of ‘Like A Rolling Stone’ and ‘The 
Weight’. Utterly spellbinding, 41 years on, a 
musical souvenir to treasure. KK

THE BEACH BOYS
Shut Down Volume 2
Analogue Productions  CAPP 062 SA (SACD)

This just may be the actual cusp, where 
The Beach Boys made the move from being 
just a better than competent surf/car band 
to the highly original, creative force that 
would eventually give us Pet Sounds. Like its 
predecessors, there’s banal fi ller to contend 
with, but the opener is ‘Fun, Fun, Fun’ – as 
wondrous a hit as they ever produced in 
the early years – accompanied by ‘The 
Warmth Of The Sun’ and ‘Don’t Worry 
Baby’. They’re so blissfully good that you 
can overlook ludicrous stuff like ‘“Cassius” 
Love vs. “Sonny” Wilson’. With both the 
mono and stereo versions on this one disc, 
it represents good value, too. And, no, there 
never was a Shut Down Volume 1. KK

AMERICA
The Warner Bros Years 1971-1977
Rhino 081227954291 (eight discs)

I never cottoned on to America back in 
the day because I was a snob, but this 
box of their fi rst seven studio titles and 
Live from 1977, in replica mini-card LP 
sleeves, showed me that I missed: 1) a band 
that owed much to my heroes, Buffalo 
Springfi eld; 2) made stunning country-rock 
albums that schmucks like me ignored 
because they were ‘too commercial’; and 3) 
delivered such glorious sound quality that 
these remasters will pass audiophile muster. 
You know the hits – ‘Horse With No Name’, 
‘Ventura Highway’ and too many others – 
but the rest of the album tracks, too, are 
divine. If you love harmonies with a CSNY/
Byrds feel, look no further. KK

LORI LIEBERMAN
Ready For The Storm
Drive On Records 115115-15 (advance 192kHz/24-bit preview)

This is what happens when a sensitive singer 
with great writing skills and good taste in 
others’ works has a hubby who’s a hard-
core audiophile. Yet again, LL (same initials 
as Superman’s love interest) has issued 
a spectacular-sounding disc, but taking 
intimacy to new levels. One track was proof 
enough, as I had just been listening to Neil 
Diamond’s 45-year-old take of Tom Paxton’s 
‘Last Thing On My Mind’ – her aching acoustic 
interpretation of this chestnut sent chills 
down my spine. Throughout, she’s backed by 
lean arrangements featuring guitars, bass, 
mandolin, electric guitar, piano, percussion 
and/or strings, conveyed with immediacy and a 
clarity to inspire even jaded audiophiles. KK

Sound Quality: 93%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

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

Sound Quality: 91%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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  LAB REPORT

With recording and mastering all in the 
digital domain, the background noise 
[sl. higher on the right channel – green] 
stems from the analogue mics, preamps 
etc. Bandwidth of piano and acoustic 
guitar is ~20kHz, as expected. PM

Following our Investigation feature 
[HFN, Jun ’11] where we examined 
the claimed quality of high-resolution 
downloads, Hi-Fi News & Record 
Review is now measuring the true 
sample rate and bit-depth of the HD 
music downloads reviewed on these 
pages. These unique reviews will be 
a regular source of information for 
those seeking new and re-mastered 
recordings offered at high sample rates 
and with the promise of delivering 
the very best sound quality. (Note: 
asterisk in headings denotes technical 
reservation explained below.) PM

  OUR PROMISE

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

RAINER BÖHM/NORBERT SCHOLLY
Juvenile (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Pirouet Records PIT3082

Calling your début duo album 
Juvenile might seem like asking for 
critical trouble, but in the case of 
this lovely inventive set by pianist 
Böhm and guitarist Scholly it seems 
more self-deprecating, such maturity 
do both performers display. With 
instruments stripped down and 
exposed, and no rhythm section for 
support, they nevertheless weave 
intriguing sonic pictures. Not only 
does this set offer demonstration-
quality sound throughout, it also 
captivates with the endlessly 

inventive handling of the eight original 
tracks and one cover – a beautifully
re-sketched ‘Georgia On My Mind’ – 
and the way the two seamlessly swap 
the roles of soloist and accompanist 
within tracks, showing masterful 
interplay and understanding. On the 
surface it may seem like ‘audiophile 
jazz’, but give it the attention it 
deserves and this unusual album is 
likely to become a fi rm favourite. AE

  LAB REPORT

JOE PASS 
Intercontinental (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC/DSD64)
www.highresaudio.com; MPS/Edel 0209723MSW

Recorded in 1973 for BASF, and for a long 
time one of those unavailable and therefore 
sought-after albums, this studio set may 
not see Pass at his fl amboyant best, but it 
comes up fresh in this DSD release. It’s a 
rather laid-back set by the guitarist, backed 
by bass player Eberhard Weber and Kenny 
Clare on drums, meaning this collection, 
mainly of standards, is in pretty safe hands. 
However, there are fl ashes of the famous 
Pass style, notably in the improvised ‘Joe’s 
Blues’ and a samba’d-up take on the 
perennial ‘Ode To Billy Joe’, and while the 
version of ‘Stompin’ At The Savoy’ here 
may not be the stompiest you’ll ever hear, 
there’s still much to enjoy. The balance is 
much as you’d expect, with Pass’s guitar 
prominent, but there’s also fi ne extension 
and defi nition in the bass and drums, 
making this a cleanly recorded, if not 
actually challenging, set. AE

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

Originally recorded on BASF analogue 
tape but now digitally remastered and 
offered in 96kHz LPCM and DSD64 
‘fl avours’ (the latter tested here) this 
atmospheric recording carries up to 
~20kHz with 20-30kHz mostly noise. PM
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GRZECH PIOTROWSKI
One World (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)*
www.highresaudio.com; Alchemik Records

As the highly variable sound quality makes 
clear, this album is a sort of travelogue/
travel blog by Polish saxophonist Piotrowski. 
The essence of the album is inspired by 
the various musicians Piotrowski has 
met on his travels while building his One 
World Orchestra project and ‘leaving their 
messages on tape’. Trouble is, the whole 
‘world music’ thing has rather been done 
to a turn by now, and what were once 
startling sounds from unfamiliar parts of 
the world are now well-known. Frankly, 
I’m not sure the whole new age ‘sax and 
ethnic’ concept sounds anything more 
than rather tired these days. Neither is 
the sound balance anything to get hi-res 
audio enthusiasts at all excited, and when 
you add that to the somewhat predictable 
performances, the result is more than a 
little lacklustre, and likely to leave the 
listener rather jaded. AE

Sound Quality: 65%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

  LAB REPORT

Although this unusual recording will 
prompt the 96kHz LED on your USB 
DAC its content – at best – looks like 
upsampled 48kHz material. At worst, the 
bandwidth is comparable to that of an 
MP3 fi le [track 1, green trace above]. PM

  LAB REPORT

VARIOUS ARTISTS
Naim Collected_01 (48kHz/24-bit; WAV/FLAC/ALAC)*
www.naimlabel.com; naimcd215

Any compilation album from a label’s 
roster of artists is always going to be as 
much a grab-bag as an introduction to 
what’s on offer, and that’s certainly true 
of this package – despite the title, very far 
from the Naim Label’s fi rst such selection. 
As editor PM notes in his brief lab report 
below, that also makes for a variety of 
sources for the recordings, from CD to true 
48kHz/24-bit, but more striking is the jolts 
of musical style, as Neil Cowley’s cinematic, 
percussive piano trio jazz gives way to 
Sabina’s Left Bank oddness, and then the 
soulful sound of label stalwarts Phantom 
Limb or the calculated grunge of Huey And 
The New Yorkers. It’s an odd collection, 
more lumped together than curated, and 
to be honest, anyone wanting an idea of 
what the label can offer would certainly 
do better to try out the internet-only Naim 
Radio station. AE

Sound Quality: 70%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

The difference in bandwidth between 
a 48kHz and 44.1kHz fi le is so small 
as to make no difference, but Naim’s 
Collected_01 is of mixed heritage: tracks 
5, 6 [see Graph], 7, 11, 12 are 13 are all 
upsampled from CD. PM

  LAB REPORT

SABINA
Toujours (48kHz/24-bit; WAV/FLAC/ALAC)
www.naimlabel.com; naimcd198

Those most familiar with Sabina Sciubba’s 
breathy vocals on the well-known Meet Me 
In London set with Antonio Forcione [HFN 
Apr ’12] are in for a surprise: on this solo 
album the voice is harder-edged, and the 
whole concept reminiscent of everyone 
from Nico to Marianne Faithfull. From the 
off, this is an album designed to grab the 
attention with the impact of its sound, 
which is hard-hitting in a lo-fi  way, with 
everything from thin, vintage-sounding 
vocals to hard-working percussion, all 
of which can sound catchy at times, 
and just plain annoying at others. While 
there’s some powerful bass to fi ll out 
the presentation, and plenty going on, 
it all sounds rather retro in a sort of late 
’60s ‘Parisian Left Bank’ pop sort of way. 
Some listeners will love this; others will 
undoubtedly fi nd it somewhat affected. I 
fear I’m in the latter camp. AE

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

Plenty of energy here – and occasional 
instances of clipping – while the ~22kHz 
bandwidth available to this 48kHz 
recording is clearly insuffi cient to capture 
the full harmonic spread (inc. preamp 
distortion) of the percussion. PM
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SARA LOV
Some Kind Of Champion
Splinter Records SPLR0401

For some years now, on the singer-songwriter 
front at least, women have been out-punching 
men. So much so that ‘sensitive girl singer 
fatigue’ often overcomes me halfway through 
the newest album by the latest exemplar of 
the genre. Sara Lov’s third solo outing is not 
like that. Easily her best work to date, she 
remains a tad soppier than Jenny Lewis, and not 
quite as surreal as Laura Veirs, both of whom 
she resembles vocally, but producer Zac Rae 
of Death Cab For Cutie does a fantastic job 
of projecting her crystalline vocals forwards 
without losing any detail from the immaculate 
backing tracks, which include contributions by 
tasteful pianists Dustin O’Halloran and Haushka 
and guitarist Scott Leahy. Magic. JBk

MAX RICHTER
(From) Sleep
DG 0289 479 5257 2

The ancient test for Celtic harpists was, 
apparently, whether they could make 
listeners dance, laugh and sleep. Sadly, 
music for sleep is now much neglected and 
often berated, but composer Max Richter 
is keen to restore its reputation. Although 
Sleep is nominally a ‘contemporary 
composition’, devotees of electronic/
ambient music will adore it. If Brian Eno, 
Harold Budd and the much-missed Simon 
Jeffes of Penguin Cafe Orchestra collabo-
rated on an album of lullabies, I imagine it 
might sound like this. This 60m CD (Sleep 
is an eight-hour download!) is exquisite, 
eminently listenable while awake but also a 
perfect accompaniment for dreamtime. JBk

JULIAN DAWSON
Living Good
Fledg’ling Records FLED3090

A mere 22 albums into his solo career, 
singer-songwriter Julian Dawson never 
disappoints. Based in England, he makes 
annual pilgrimages to Nashville where he 
usually writes and records with players 
he respects, and this album is the latest 
delight-fi lled result of that process. His 
own compositions – ‘When Hearts Collide’, 
‘I’m Going To Miss You’, ‘Duke’, et al – are 
fi nely crafted and beautifully performed, 
while the well-chosen covers, ‘Sportin’ 
Life Blues’, ‘I’m Livin’ Good’ and ‘Teenage 
idol’, are infused with the truest spirits of 
homage. Gloriously laid-back but never 
lacking passion, Dawson is that rare thing, 
an honest-to-goodness craftsman. JBk

JONES
Happy Blue
Meme Records CDMM19

Better known as the much acclaimed 
Miracle Mile, this guy also maintains 
a parallel career as Jones. In both 
incarnations, his primary musical 
collaborator is the multi-instrumentalist/
co-producer Marcus Cliffe, whose uncanny 
sensitivity to Jones’ fi nely-wrought lyricism 
and light-as-air melodies sometimes 
suggests they might be joined at the 
hip. Quintessentially British, Jones soars 
above others of that ilk by never resorting 
to the clichés of the genre. He’s no 
chirpy professional cockney, no music 
hall nostalgist. Instead he is ineffably, 
unequivocally himself: arguably our most 
eloquently sophisticated songsmith. JBk

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

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

Sound Quality: 88%
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Sound Quality: 93%
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CHICK COREA AND BÉLA FLECK
Two
Concord Jazz CJA3799202 (two discs)

When Corea joined forces with Fleck for the 
2007 studio album The Enchantment, the 
master banjoist’s musical imagination and 
fresh sound made for a more compelling 
collaboration, perhaps, than some of his 
many two-piano duets. Now, in the manner 
of Corea’s 2014 trio Trilogy, this double 
CD provides a live follow-up, sampling the 
duo’s work from years of touring. Even on 
a number like ‘Brazil’, effortless changes of 
tempo and mood reveal the two players’ 
unbeatable precision and lightning-fast 
reactive spontaneity. Underlying it all, 
there’s a never-failing pulse that comes not 
from one or the other, but from their sheer 
rapport. Who needs a rhythm section? SH

MISHA MULLOV-ABBADO
New Ansonia
Edition Records EDN1062

A debut from a bassist, french horn player 
and composer who already has a big name. 
Or rather two big names, as he’s the son 
of Viktoria Mullova and the late Claudio 
Abbado. In fact Mullova and her husband, 
cellist Matthew Barley, play on Misha’s elegy 
for Abbado, ‘Heal Me On This Cloudy Day’, 
the most beautiful, if least jazzy, piece 
here. But Misha’s compositions touch on 
many genres, with fi ne ensemble playing 
from his young quintet. They plunge into 
soul jazz with ‘Lock Stock & Shuffl e’, then 
groove happily in the pop-jazz of the title 
track, which has good solos from pianist 
Jacob Collier and trombonist Tom Green. 
Accessible music that’s full of charm. SH

OSCAR PETERSON
Exclusively For My Friends
MPS 0210325MSW (eight discs)

Between 1963 and 1968, the great pianist 
often recorded at the home of the late 
German millionaire jazz lover Hans Georg 
Brunner-Schwer, who issued the results 
as six vinyl albums on his MPS label. These 
became a 4CD box in 1992, but here the 
tracks return to their original running order, 
as on the stunning 6LP vinyl box put out last 
year. The tracks on the seventh CD were 
issued years ago as The Lost Tapes, but the 
eighth offers unreleased material, including 
two items from 1971: Peterson heard with 
Milt Jackson on ‘All Of Me’ and with Singers 
Unlimited as they harmonise ‘A Lovely Way 
To Spend An Evening’. You could say that 
about this whole box. SH

SULLIVAN FORTNER
Aria
Impulse! 473 5908

Last year, Universal reactivated the Impulse! 
label with its fi rst new recording since 1977, 
and the famous imprint now embraces a 
rising piano star who’s toured with Roy 
Hargrove, Christian Scott and Stefon Harris. 
Here, along with bassist Aidan Carroll and 
drummer Joe Dyson Jr, Fortner teams up 
with saxophonist Tivon Pennicott, who fi rst 
made waves by working with Kenny Burrell. 
On Fortner’s uptempo title tune, from a suite 
commissioned by The Jazz Gallery, Pennicott 
plays an engaging soprano lead, but switches 
to a sumptuous tenor for the pianist’s most 
lyrical original, ‘Ballade’. Among the covers is a 
bustling tribute to Monk on ‘I Mean You’, and 
an unexpected, tender, ‘For All We Know’. SH

Sound Quality: 90%
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FUCIK
Overtures, Marches, Waltzes, Polkas, etc
RSNO/Neeme Järvi
Chandos CHSA 5158 (SACD; downloads up to 96kHz/24-bit res)

Some will remember the cult 1984 Orfeo 
LP by Neumann and the Czech PO of music 
by Julius Fučík, ‘K.u.K Festkonzert Vol.1’. But 
if you think you have never heard of this 
Prague composer, you’ll instantly recognise 
track ten of Järvi’s new compilation with 
his old Scottish orchestra, ‘The Entry Of The 
Gladiators’. It was written when Fučík was 
a Sarajevo bandmaster and he soon earned 
the nickname ‘the Bohemian Sousa’. With 
anvils and whistling, ‘The Merry Blacksmiths’ 
anticipates the (Disney) seven dwarves; the 
RSNO bassoon principal engages us with 
‘The Old Grumbler’… it’s all engaging, if 
hardly subtle, foot-tapping stuff! CB

SCHUBERT 
Piano Sonata in A, D664; ‘Wanderer’ Fantasy
Sviatoslav Richter
Hi-Q HIQLP042 (180g vinyl)

Almost as soon as the authorities allowed 
him to perform in the West, Sviatoslav 
Richter’s name began to appear on every 
major record label – RCA, CBS/Sony, EMI, 
Philips, DG and later Decca. Now, there’s 
a massive discography: 18 CDs on Sony 
alone. As time went on we began to accept 
that the pianist’s view of Schubert was 
unique, with sonata movements often 
spanning 30m. Not here, however, as tempi 
in this 1963 coupling are uncontroversial 
(intensive night-time sessions were held at 
the Salle Wagram, Paris). Adding body to 
the Fantasy, Hi-Q has also corrected EMI’s 
extreme channel separation in D664. CB

VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
A Sea Symphony
Soloists, Hallé Orchestra and Choirs/Sir Mark Elder
Hallé CD HLL 7542

‘Behold the Sea!’ It was a stirring 
start, setting texts by Walt Whitman 
in a symphonic context (1909), to a 
sequence that would span 48 years until 
the concluding Ninth Symphony. Boult 
conducted the defi ning recording – Decca, 
1954 – although his EMI remake was a 
disappointment. Taken from a March ’14 
Bridgewater Hall performance, this Hallé 
version makes a moving recommendation, 
with soloists Roderick Williams (consistently 
excellent) and Katherine Broderick 
(invulnerable to the cruelly exposing 
soprano writing). Lovely choral singing, and 
fi ne stereo separation too. CB

NIELSEN
Symphony No 2; Symphony No 6
Royal Stockholm PO/Sakari Oramo
BIS BIS2128 (SACD; downloads up to 96kHz/24-bit resolution)

It’s the huge sense of conviction conveyed 
by Sakari Oramo that makes this arguably 
the fi nest Nielsen Symphony cycle we have 
had. I remember struggling, many years ago 
with No 2, ‘The Four Temperaments’, but 
now – the inner movements ‘Phlegmatic’ and 
‘Melancholic’ especially – I think it would be 
a good place to start: certainly it’s music less 
fragmented than much by the Danish composer. 
The Sixth, ‘Sinfonia semplice’ [sic!], for instance 
starts with a pretty little tune that’s soon 
assaulted on all sides (though it pops up 
again in the fi nale). With superb orchestral 
articulation and great engineering, this BIS 
version makes it all hugely exciting. CB

Sound Quality: 80%
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KEF • EGG • BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS
Streaming tracks wirelessly over Bluetooth aptX or bringing 

your TV or computer to life, the new EGG Wireless Digital Music 
System delivers pure, clear KEF quality sound.

£349.95
OR LESS

NEW

SONOS • PLAY:5 • WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM
Step up to the all-new PLAY:5; the powerfully smart speaker 

that fine-tunes its sound to bring you all the energy and emotion 
the artist packed into the original recording. Music that’s pure, 

ferocious, tasty and true.

£429
OR LESS

NEW

DENON 
HEOS 1
This totally portable and very 

affordable compact speaker deliv-
ers amazingly big sound. Perfect 

for inside the house or out. The 
HEOS 1 produces amazingly big 
sound from a compact, portable 

speaker.

NEW £199
OR LESS

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

SOME BRANDS/PRODUCTS ARE NOT AVAILABLE AT ALL STORES. SPECIAL OFFERS ARE NOT IN CONJUNCTION WITH ANY OTHER OFFER (NICWAOO).
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www.SSAV.com
click &
collect
NOW AVAILABLE

Sign up today for our
free digital magazine
www.ssav.com/selectNEW

NAIM • MU-SO • WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEM
Combines Naim’s expertise in streaming, amplifi cation and 

loudspeaker technology. Mu-so is the stage your music deserves, 

bringing you closer to the songs that inspire your life.

£895
OR LESS

THE NEXT GENERATION OF

BLUESOUND

NODE 2 • POWERNODE 2 • VAULT 2 • PULSE • PULSE MINI • PULSE FLEX  Prices from £269

MONITOR AUDIO
AIRSTREAM S150
BLUETOOTH SPEAKER
Monitor Audio has packed the 

delicious Airstream S150 Bluetooth 
speaker with the high energy 
sound of its award-winning audio 
technology for music lovers to 

savour from room-to-room.

NEW £149
OR LESS

KEF • MUO • BLUETOOTH SPEAKER
 Packed with innovative technologies to deliver 

uncompromised KEF quality sound when you’re streaming 
music wirelessly from a computer or mobile device. MUO 

packs a punch that is out of all proportion to its size.

NEW

B&W • T7 • BLUETOOTH SPEAKER SYSTEM
Introducing the pick-up-and-play hi-fi  speaker. Perfectly 

sized for bedrooms, kitchens and gardens, T7 is B&W’s most 

portable, versatile wireless system yet. 

B&W • ZEPPELIN WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM
Introducing the Zeppelin Wireless. The instantly recognisable 

silhouette may be the same, but every element of the speaker has 
been redesigned to deliver superlative audio performance; once 

again redefi ning what is possible from a single speaker system.

NEW

£299.95
OR LESS

NEW

£499
OR LESS

£299
OR LESS

RUARK AUDIO • R2 MK3 
WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM WITH DAB/FM TUNER

Play your music and discover new music in a variety of conven-
ient ways. Spotify Connect lets you select R2 as your player and 

then control playback using the controls on R2 itself.

£399
OR LESS

NEW



www.SSAV.com
click &
collect
NOW AVAILABLE

PRO-JECT • ESSENTIAL II • TURNTABLE
Entry-level “plug’n’play” two speed turntable with single piece 
aluminium tonearm and pre-fi tted Ortofon OM5e cartridge.

£209
OR LESS

ARCAM • FMJ CDS27 / FMJ A29 • CD / AMPLIFIER
Introducing Arcam’s audiophile Class G integrated amplifi er 

and SACD/CD player with Network streaming up to 192/24 
for class leading sound quality.

£799
OR LESS

NEW £995
OR LESS

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

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

components that put music fi rst.

£249
OR LESS

B&W • P5 WIRELESS
HEADPHONES

PRO-JECT • 1 XPRESSION CARBON UKX • TURNTABLE
With its Carbon armtube and supplied Ortofon 2m Silver cartridge, 

the 1 Xpression Carbon UKX sets new standards in its price range.

SENNHEISER
MOMENTUM 2.0

WIRELESS HEADPHONES

£379.95
OR LESS

NAIM • ND5 XS • MUSIC STREAMER
Stream at up to 24bit/192kHz resolution. ND5 XS features 

Spotify Connect and TIDAL support, USB/iPod playback, access 
to thousands of Internet radio stations, DAB/FM radio and 

digital inputs for external sources.

Available from selected stores. Visit www.ssav.com for details

FLEXSON • VINYLPLAY • DIGITAL TURNTABLE
Gives the best-of-both-worlds: an excellent record player that’s 
easy to use and can be simply integrated into a streaming system.

£299
OR LESS

£329
OR LESS

NEW

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

MARANTZ • M-CR611 • CD/STREAMING SYSTEM
The M-CR611 is a superb performer, reproducing excellent CD-

audio, FM, DAB/DAB+ and Network files. Supports 192kHz / 24-bit 

high-resolution files, 2.8MHz DSD files and Gapless playback.

£499
OR LESS

NEW

NAD • C 516BEE / C 316BEE • CD / AMPLIFIER
Received an outstanding product award from Hi-Fi News 

magazine who descrided the C 316BEE is an “absolute barn-
stormer of an amplifi er”. The C 516BEE is the perfect partner.

£249
OR LESS

£249
OR LESS

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

AUDIOLAB • 8300CD / 8300A • CD / AMPLIFIER
The 8300CD improves upon its illustrious predecessor and delivers 

even better performance while the 8300A includes radically 
redesigned circuitry and a high-performance phono stage.

NEW £899
OR LESS

NEW £999
OR LESS

 

NAD • VISO HP30
HEADPHONES

£169
OR LESS

NEW

 

ROKSAN • K3 • CD / AMPLIFIER
New integrated amplifier with aptX Bluetooth, a phono input plus 
five additional line inputs for other sources. The K3 CD Di player is 

the perfect match for the K3 amplifer. Three finish options available.

£1249
OR LESS

NEW £1299
OR LESS

NAD • D 3020
AMPLIFIER / DAC
Features digital and analogue 
inputs plus the convenience 
of wireless streaming with its 

Bluetooth capability.

£399
OR LESS BEST STEREO AMP UP TO £500

NAD D 3020

STEREO AMPLIFIERS

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

£575
OR LESS

NAIM • UNITIQUTE 2 WITH BLUETOOTH
ALL-IN-ONE STREAMING SYSTEM

All-in-one system featuring a 30W amplifi er, FM/DAB/Internet 

radio and wired and wireless connections to play network digital 
audio. UnitiQute 2 can play USB-stored music fi les of up to 

32bit/192kHz resolution.

£1295

GRADO • SR325e
HEADPHONES

£269
OR LESS

NAIM • UNITI 2 WITH BLUETOOTH
ALL-IN-ONE STREAMING SYSTEM

Combines an integrated amplifi er, CD player, DAB/FM tuner, 

internet radio, iPod dock, digital-to-analogue converter and high-
resolution 24bit/192kHz capable network stream player.

Features Spotify Connect and Bluetooth (aptX) connectivity.

£3050

PIONEER • N-50A • MUSIC STREAMER
Developed for the digital age, the N-50A Network Audio Player 

connects to many different sources and features Internet 
Radio and Music Streaming from compatible devices, a high 

quality DAC and Airplay and DLNA compatibility.

£SSAV
.COM

£2245

MARANTZ • CD6005 / PM6005 • CD / AMPLIFIER
Replacing the 6004 models, the 6005 amp gains digital inputs 

using the same 24-bit/192kHz DAC as the CD player which now 
features enchanced USB playback and improved performance.

£SSAV
.COM

£SSAV
.COM

DENON • D-M40DAB • CD/DAB SYSTEM (EX SPEAKERS)
With better connectivity, including an additional optical input, 

along with performance upgrades to its main components, 
the D-M40 improves on its award-winning predecessor.

£249
OR LESS

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

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

£499
OR LESS

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

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

£2999
OR LESS

Price excludes stands

PSB
IMAGINE X1T
A deceptively slim and discreet 
fl oorstanding design, the Imagine 
X1T has wide bandwidth and high 
SPL output capabilities that defy 
its modest size. Features identical 
5 1/4” woofers plus a one-inch 
pure titanium dome tweeter.

MONITOR AUDIO
GOLD 200
Amazing scale and impressive 
dynamic control are available from 

this slender three-way design, 
comprising ribbon tweeters, twin 
5.5” bass drivers and a 4” mid-
range driver, which is housed in a 
dedicated enclosure.

NEW £2299
OR LESS

KEF • LS50
An innovative concept derived 
from the legendary LS3/5a. 
Rarely the case in such a 
compact design, the LS50 
monitor delivers a rich, multi-

dimensional ’soundstage 
experience’ that is out of all 
proportion to its size.

£799
OR LESS

£749
OR LESS

Q ACOUSTICS • 3050
The fl agship 3050 is the perfect 

speaker for larger rooms,  
boasting ultra-low levels of 
distortion, typically found of 
speakers costing three or four 
times its price.

NEW £499
OR LESS

3050 Standard fi nishes • Premium fi nishes £649

MONITOR AUDIO
BRONZE 2
The Bronze 2 builds on the 
strength of its predecessor’s 
audiophile credibility with a 

neutral tonal balance and high 
detail resolution combined 
with high overall effi ciency and 
power handling. 

NEW £279
OR LESS

£249
OR LESS

NEW

PODSPEAKERS • SMALLPOD • SPEAKERS
SmallPod does everything a great pair of hi-fi  speakers should 

do, but all wrapped up in gorgeous curves and colours.

GLOSS
RED

GLOSS
BLACK

GLOSS
WHITE

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

Q ACOUSTICS
3020
Replacing the award-winning 
2020i speakers, the 3020 
incorporates numerous 
improvements including a 

revised cabinet with wool fi bre 
damping plus new bespoke 
drive units.

NEW £189
OR LESS

Standard fi nishes 
Premium fi nishes 
£249

HiFi for a wireless generation

5 YEAR
WARRANTY NEW

Take hi-fi  to even new heights 
with Bluesound’s next gen-
eration. Features improved wi-fi  
performance, more digital and 

analog connectivity options and 
Bluetooth aptX along with support 
for premium music services like 
Tidal and Spotify.  PRICES FROM £269

THE WIRELESS Hi-Fi SYSTEM

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

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

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

PRICES FROM £169

NEW

PODSPEAKERS • MICROPOD • BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS 
Introducing the MicroPod Bluetooth. These stylish speakers 

are ideal for tablets and smartphones are are simple to 
connect without the need for unsightly wires.

£199
OR LESS

NEW
GLOSS

RED
GLOSS
BLACK

GLOSS
WHITE

PMC • TWENTY.23
The fi rst and overwhelming impres-

sion of the Twenty.23 is an open, 
engaging and communicative speaker. 
Its size defi es both the depth of bass 
and scale of presentation by taking 
any music or fi lm material in its stride. 

The sound is vivid and dynamic and 
delivered with authoritative bass.

£2425
OR LESS

NEW Special edition fi nishes coming soon.
Titanium Grey, Racing Red & Frosted Black
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FLAC – ‘No better than MP3’
Do we really believe that high-resolution 96kHz/24-bit music downloads offer no subjective 
improvement over MP3 fi les or does the proof lie in the quality of the demo, asks Paul Miller

Y es, I know, Hi-Fi News is your 
premier audio magazine. We 
don’t do video. But bear with 
me while I ask you to role-play a 

home theatre-style demo comparing old 
and new format resolutions. Imagine you
are asked to describe the difference 
between a movie played at 720p/1080i 
– the resolution supported by original 
HD-ready TVs – and native 4K video.

With a 4K-compatible projector, 
top-quality screen and appropriately 
darkened environment the differences 
would be startlingly obvious to anyone 
with their eyes open. But try the same 
comparison with a high quality TV... 
placed at the end of your garden... on 
a misty day... viewed from inside the 
house. Not so obvious now, is it?

The point of this scenario is clear: 
the practical worth of any comparison 
is entirely dependent 
on its context. All this 
fl ashed through my 
mind when a young 
researcher called me 
up and asked if I would 
care to take part in a 
televised listening test 
which would pitch 
MP3 media against an 
uncompressed audio fi le format.  

Anything that helps promote the 
advantages of ‘proper’ hi-fi  is a good 
thing in my book, so I offered to assist in 
arranging an appropriately transparent 
system, listening environment and 
technical support. But it was clear this 
particular train was already leaving the 
station and time was pressing. I declined 
to leap on board the last carriage to 
what was a very uncertain destination...

LIGHTS, CAMERA...
The programme aired and opened 
with what I thought was a pretty good 
attempt at describing the difference 
between lossless (FLAC) and compressed 
(MP3) music fi les, but the ‘experiment’ 

that followed was some way off the 
ideals of the scientifi c method. Initial 
comparisons were driven using a mobile 
phone and the ear-buds that came ‘packed  
in the box’. The presenters didn’t discern 
any appreciable difference between the 

160kbps, 320kbps or 
FLAC fi le, or at least 
identify the higher-rate 
version. But you and I 
realise this was more 
likely a function of the 
phone’s built-in amp 
and giveaway earbuds.

Nevertheless, credit 
where it’s due, the 

team then assembled a 100 or so members 
of the public in an auditorium/lecture 
hall to audition a ‘dream system costing 
£10k’. Much of this was splashed out on a 
very nice pair of PMC monitors but while 
I noticed a MacBook to one side, I had 
no idea how the streams were delivered 
(via USB into a DAC or, heaven forbid, via 
the Mac’s analogue line output), what 
streaming software was used or whether 
the selections were even level-matched.

But I was worrying about the wood 
when the trees had bigger problems. ‘You’ll 
not be able to hear the difference between 
these tracks at home through your TV’ the 
presenter rightly reminded his audience. 
He was correct, but I could still detect the 
ambient environment of this capacious 

indoor amphitheatre just as I could also 
clearly see that only the front row were 
anything like seated at an appropriate 
listening height. Further back, the 
participants were parked many feet 
above the speakers’ axis.

And guess what? Around two-thirds 
of the assembled throng preferred the 
sound of the 320kbps fi le. ‘After our 
tests via headphones, I’m not surprised’, 
said the presenter, concluding ‘we don’t 
need lossless audio so we might as well 
save lots of bother and lots of money’. To 
an audience heavily invested in the MP3 
format this must come as a huge relief. 
I’m sure the likes of HDtracks and Tidal 
will appreciate knowing that they’ve 
been wasting their time...

A DIFFERENT OUTCOME
The hi-fi  community knows differently 
of course and so we designed our own 
experiment to illustrate the differences 
between music streams at 320kbps up 
to 192kHz/24-bit. This workshop was 
hosted by Dynaudio in the Wessex 10 
suite at our recent Hi-Fi Show Live 2015 
in Windsor [see p18] and was presented 
by Matthias Bode, editor of Germany’s 
premier hi-fi  title, Stereo, and a hugely 
experienced audiophile. And guess what 
(again)? I didn’t hear of one visitor who 
couldn’t detect the improvement offered 
by the hi-res alternatives. 

‘Over two-thirds 
of the audience 
preferred the 

sound at 320kbps’

ABOVE: Pictures from the MP3 vs. FLAC music fi le workshop hosted at the Hi-Fi Show Live 2015 
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To P or not to P. Process, that 
is. I’d dearly love to know how 
many of the amp-makers really 
truly believe that using Digital 

Signal Processing (DSP) to add a canned 
acoustic improves the sound of music.

Yes, the walls, fl oor and ceiling of a 
concert hall refl ect random phase sound 
that ‘warms’ the overall ambience. Yes, 
the walls of a living room will usually be 
too close and damped with furnishings 
to create the same effect. So yes, a 
home system may benefi t from a little 
added ambience, coming from extra 
speakers, either separately recorded by 
a subtle surround system like Ambisonics 
or generated from a stereo recording by 
matrixing off some out-of-phase content 
(as per the old ‘Hafl er’ systems named 
after David Hafl er).

 
BACK IN THE LAB... 
Yet somewhere along the way some 
Japanese engineer in a distant lab 
thought it would be clever to capture 
the acoustic of a hall, store it inside an 
amplifi er and use DSP to pile the canned 
acoustic on top of 
whatever acoustic 
has been captured 
with the music.

Yes, of course, 
if the original 
recording was 
made with close 
mics in an anechoic 
chamber with no 
natural acoustic, it would make sense 
to add whatever acoustic the listener 
wanted. But recordings are made in halls 
with natural ambience or vibrant studios 
like Abbey Road and Air Lyndhurst.

Linn now uses DSP extensively for 
Space Optimisation, which tailors the 
speaker source signal to its measured 
position in a measured room, but has 
no truck with bolt-on acoustics. But 
of all the amp-makers doing the DSP 
bolt-on, Yamaha should know about 

Canned acoustics
People are thinking more about the importance of phase, but can adding digitally captured 
ambient information to music bring us closer to the original live sound? Barry Fox listens...

With bolted-on Hall and Club acoustics 
bleeding a slightly delayed replica of the 
main stereo signal into rear speakers, 
Sinatra’s voice receded into the distance 
and changed in timbre. The wonderful 
natural acoustic of the Rosslyn Chapel 
was swamped in added mush reverb. Jay 
Leonhart’s focused voice and bass were 
spread wide and diffuse. No thank you.

BASS WITHOUT DSP
Yamaha has provided a ‘Straight’ setting, 
which adds bass from the sub but no DSP. 
But this still disembodied Leonhart’s bass, 
separating the upper and lower registers 
to create two different instruments. 

By coincidence, Linn has just started 
using Space Optimisation DSP with subs. 
Says Technical Director Keith Robertson: 
‘People add a sub to get big bass. They 
get big bass, but they are also adding 
phase distortion. With live concert 
sound all the tones and overtones from a 
musical instrument are arriving from the 
same source and in phase. With a speaker 
system they are coming from different 
drivers at different places, so arrive at the 
listener’s ears out of phase.’

Linn claims to align the phase and 
time of arrival from the sub and other 
drivers, all the way down to 0Hz. So the 
sub becomes part of the whole system, 
regardless of where it is placed.

 I can’t wait to hear how it handles 
Leonhart’s voice and bass.

music reproduction. The company is as 
well respected for making acoustic musical 
instruments as for audio equipment. So 
when the latest Yamaha Aventage AV 
amplifi ers boast 16 DSP options (including 
concert halls and chamber venues in 
Munich and Vienna and the Cellar, Roxy 
and Bottom Line clubs) it feels dangerous 
just to say ‘how daft’.

My idea of hell would be ripping out my 
working 7.1 system (used almost always in 
stereo mode with full range speakers) and 
temporarily replacing it for tests. So I was 

chuffed to learn that 
a clever colleague 
had obtained some 
of the latest Yamaha 
AV gear on loan. 

 Round I went 
with a mixed bag 
of CD-quality music 
to play through 
his Yamaha amp 

and Harman Kardon 5.1 satellite and 
sub-woofer system. Discs included Frank 
Sinatra and Nelson Riddle’s Songs For 
Swinging Lovers as an example of well 
recorded analogue studio big band and 
vocals, pianist Eric Parkin playing Billy 
Mayerl’s quirky music in the airy Rosslyn Hill 
Chapel in Hampstead, and Jay Leonhart’s 
Salamander Pie, which has Mike Renzi’s 
piano plus Leonhart’s full-bodied acoustic 
bass and quirky vocals, captured direct to 
stereo with a 1⁄4in digital recorder.

‘Jay Leonhart’s 
focused voice and 
bass were spread 

wide. No thank you’

RIGHT: Avid is issuing 
CDs which use a 
‘phase compensation’ 
system developed 
by UK re-mastering 
engineer Dave 
Bennett. This aims to 
correct time-delay 
phase problems 
on older stereo 
recordings caused by 
sound arriving at mics 
at different distances
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Seeking senior service
Premium kit tends to work without a hitch but on occasion a part will need replacing due to wear 
or accidental damage. Only then do the true stars of our niche market shine, says Barry Willis

emails and phone messages are still 
unanswered, the defi nition of adding 
insult to injury.

GOLD STANDARD
Audio manufacturers know that servicing 
products both in and out of warranty can 
put a serious dent in the fi nancial bottom 
line. Only a few have positive, aggressive 
tech support policies – Canada’s Bryston, 
often mentioned in this context, is the 
gold standard. A Bryston owner with a 
problem is guaranteed quick exemplary 
service, regardless of what went wrong 
or who made the initial purchase. If there 
were any justice, other brands would be 
legally required to follow this model.

But legal justice is an ideal, not 
a reality. Outraged audiophiles can 
leverage the justice of the marketplace 
by telling the truth about every product 
and company that’s proven itself as 
insubstantial as a Hollywood marriage. 
One fl aw deserves the benefi t of the 
doubt; a second, probation. A third, and 
they’re consigned to the inner ring of 
hell for all eternity. Draconian? Perhaps, 
but it’s a policy we can all live with. 

Would you buy an exotic car 
knowing that getting it 
serviced would be nearly 
impossible?

Car collectors with infi nitely deep 
pockets sometimes do this, but the 
answer for almost everyone else 
is ‘absolutely not’. No sane auto 
fancier would take on the burden of 
an impossible-to-maintain vehicle, 
regardless of its allure. And no automaker 
could remain in business without 
providing service after the sale. 

But both of these circumstances can 
occur in our little market niche. Music 
lovers trade hard-earned liquid assets 
for products. When, on occasion, they 
fail to deliver this is too often followed 
by maddeningly fruitless efforts to set 
things right, be it sending a misbehaving 
electronic device in for repair or getting 
replacement parts for one that might 
be serviced on site. Often it’s diffi cult, 
sometimes impossible.

REPUTABLE BRANDS
Two such cases were recently brought 
to my attention by 
friends with high-
performance (or so 
they thought) audio 
systems. No names 
will be mentioned, 
to protect the 
innocent and guilty 
alike, but both 
involve extremely 
expensive speakers from two EU makers. 
Both companies have a strong recurring 
presence at US regional audio shows and 
enjoy hordes of online followers. They 
appear to be reputable brands.

Despite doing brisk business in 
North America, neither of these two 
companies provides service in this part 
of the world – not a national service 
centre where defective products can be 
sent for quick turnaround, nor a simple 
list of authorised regional servicers who 

might be contacted in a pinch. What’s 
irksome isn’t simply an expensive product 
failure – as in the case of friend #1, whose 
two blown tweeters will cost $2500 each 
to replace. It’s the manufacturers’ and 
importers’ snooty attitude, accompanied 

by strong 
implications that 
whatever caused 
the failure was 
the owner’s fault, 
punctuated with a 
hearty ‘Good luck!’

Friend #2 is the 
dismayed owner of 
two pairs of exotic 

loudspeakers from a different maker, also 
sold in North America without benefi t of 
solid technical support. His housekeeper 
knocked one of his smaller speakers off 
its stand, doing irreparable damage to 
its piano-gloss fi nish. I suggested that he 
contact the manufacturer, explain the 
accident, and ask if it might be possible 
to buy a single raw cabinet into which we 
could transplant the still-working drivers 
and crossover network from his damaged 
one. As of this writing, weeks later, his 

‘Audiophiles can 
leverage the justice 
of the marketplace
by telling the truth’

Barry Willis
Journalist for top American audio-video publications 
While his main interest is high-end audio, Barry Willis also writes about the culinary
industry, visual art and theatre for a huge variety of US newspapers and magazines

RIGHT: Servicing 
components post-
sale and retaining 
replacement parts 
years after equipment 
has left a company’s 
catalogue affect the 
bottom line. But 
surely this should 
be considered a 
necessary cost of 
doing business, 
not to mention the 
benefi ts it can bring in 
customer goodwill?
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loudspeaker measurements and radar 
have a lot in common. Their histories 
show the same sort of developments. 
Early measurements were done using 
simple tones. Then people discovered 
‘clicks’ (pulses or impulses) and then 
time-windowing, etc. 

SWEPT FM 
My own interest, at present, is in 
using what radar people would call 
‘chirps’ or swept-FM measurements. 
In theory, many of these approaches 
are mathematically equivalent, but in 
practice each has its own advantages 
and limits. Impulses are mathematically 
convenient, but dilute the amount of 
signal energy you can employ in a given 
time. This is because you need each 
‘spike’ to be well spaced in time from its 
neighbours in order to tell them apart. 
But you also need to keep the peak level 
low to avoid clipping or signifi cant levels 
of distortion. Hence, in practice, the 
speaker has to be silent most of the time.

Swept/chirped signals can do better 
in these respects, but the results can be 
harder to analyse. Fortunately – unlike 
radar – I can switch whenever I like to a 
much simpler test. Just sitting back and 
enjoying some music! 

Over the years I’ve spent a lot 
of time designing and testing 
various types of electronic 
equipment. These have 

ranged from hi-fi  amplifi ers for use in the 
home to data collection devices for use 
on a supersonic plane!

But there were two kinds of project I 
took care to avoid. The fi rst was anything 
that involved a satellite or launch on a 
high altitude balloon. This was because 
the project typically required years of 
work with the high risk that the fl ight or 
launch would fail, the equipment be lost, 
and all the effort wasted. 

The other task I dodged was ever 
trying to design a loudspeaker.

HAIR RAISING 
Although I’ve often moaned about the 
way loudspeaker designers present 
power amplifi er engineers with horrible 
loads to drive, the truth is that I know 
full well that loudspeaker design is a 
hair-raisingly diffi cult job. It’s practically 
impossible to make a ‘perfect’ 
loudspeaker. Even making a decent 
one is hard! People don’t sit at home in 
anechoic chambers 
listening to sine 
wave test tones. 
They sit in all kinds 
of shapes and sizes 
of rooms, and want 
to play all kinds of 
music, speech, or 
almost anything 
that can make 
a sound. This can range from the old 
‘sound effect’ LPs of steam locomotives 
chugging up a hill to Bach being played 
on nose fl utes.

Of course, some speakers come 
wonderfully close to being ‘perfect’... 
erm, for some users, in some rooms, 
listening to some kinds of music. My own 
beloved Quad ESLs are a well-known 
example. Truly superb for classical 
music or small group jazz in the right 

room at the right level. But not ideal for 
headbangers who want the bass loud 
enough to stir their drink! Even so, they 
took years of skilled effort to develop 
and become a practical manufacturing 
proposition. They aren’t cheap, and they 
need to be sited and used with care. 

Recently I’ve become curious about 
carrying out tests to assess the combined 
effects of loudspeaker and listening room. 

And in ways to do 
this as an amateur at 
home using available 
USB sound devices 
and a laptop. 

There are various 
software programs 
for this around but, 
as a Linux/RISC OS 
user and being 

naturally curious, I have started to do some 
DIY experiments. For me this isn’t because 
I’m expecting to develop my own wonder-
speakers. As I say, it’s simply a matter of 
curiosity. The closest work I’ve done to this 
previously was when dealing with radar 
systems, where you also have to generate 
and radiate a signal waveform, then 
analyse the response.

It may be a surprise to most audio 
enthusiasts, but it turns out that 

On the radar
Armed with just a laptop and some USB devices, Jim Lesurf wants to examine how speakers 
interact with listening rooms. But then he’s also able to call on years of work with radar systems

RIGHT: ‘Close to 
perfect’? The author 
uses Quad ESL 2805 
loudspeakers at 
home, driven by 
Armstrong 700 
amplifi ers. The ESL 
entered commercial 
production in 1957 
with the 2805 
version appearing 
in 2006

‘People don’t sit at 
home in anechoic 

chambers listening 
to sine waves’
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On demonstration for your listening pleasure 
at Oxford Audio Consultants now...

" The C-Sharp displays incredible value 
for money with its low noise output 
and controlled sonics that are both 

well-focused and mature in nature with 
an incisive and detailed presentation. "

Hi-Fi World 
September 2015 review

" With this model, EAT 

of turntable for the 
money. "
Hi-Fi News 

February 2015 review

E.A.T. C-SHARP turntable on 
demonstration; world-class 

sound for the price of £2500 

Oxford Audio Consultants 
September 2015

FINANCE: ASK ABOUT OUR BUY NOW PAY LATER SCHEME. 0% APR NO DEPOSIT.

It seems that when it comes to value 
for money, everybody agrees...
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Eventually the Supercut catalogue 
amounted to 30 titles. But times were 
getting harder for hi-fi  mags. Practical 
Hi-Fi was briefl y relaunched as Hi-Fi Today 
but the publishers, IPC, closed it in 1984. 

REMAINING STOCK 
Meanwhile, Hi-Fi News & Record 
Review was running a monthly reader 
offer under the guise of the HFN/RR 
Accessories Club, which was actually 
run on its behalf by Mike Harris (no 
relation!) and his mail-order company 
Moth Marketing. Mike was quick to spot 
an opportunity. A deal was struck under 
which HFN/RR bought the remaining 
stock of some 3000 Nimbus Supercuts 
from IPC, for Moth to sell through the 
magazine via the Accessories Club page. 
Readers got their records at a reasonable 
price, the magazine got its money back 
easily and everybody was happy. 

Since then the Nimbus discs have 
become high-priced collectables. I’ve 
recently seen an online trader asking 
$795 for a sealed copy of The Eagles’ 
Desperado. Looking back now, 30 years 
on, Mike Harris says it still gives him a 
pain to think of all those copies of the 
Supercut Sgt Pepper that he sold at 
£4.50 each: ‘If only I’d kept some back!’

But that’s collecting for you.’ 

Google ‘Supercut’ and you’re 
sure to fi nd a good selection 
of hairdressers. But in the 
search results you’ll also fi nd 

Hi-Q’s audiophile classical albums, cut 
from original EMI masters on 180g vinyl. 

According to Hi-Q’s Steven Carr, EMI 
wouldn’t allow the use of its logo on the 
sleeves, so there had to be a new name. 
If the word ‘Supercut’ sprang readily to 
mind, that might have been because it 
had entered the audiophile vocabulary 
around 1980, with the Nimbus Supercut 
LPs that were sold through Practical Hi-Fi 
magazine. Search for those albums on 
the web today, and you’ll fi nd some 
eye-watering price tags.

RECORD PROMOTION 
The Nimbus series was initiated by Philip 
Bergman, then an advertising executive 
as well as a keen audiophile. As he 
recalls, ‘The Nimbus Supercut project 
in fact began as a record company 
promotion. At the 
time, in 1979, I was 
account director 
at Arista Records’ 
advertising agency. 

‘Arista also 
distributed two 
licensed labels, 
Novus and GRP. I 
was tasked with 
promoting the Novus and GRP titles. 
However, the budget was zero!’

The titles were Dave Grusin’s 
Mountain Dance on GRP, along with 
Steve Khan’s Evidence, The Bridge 
by David Sancious, Standing Ovation 
by Larry Coryell and Bar Talk by John 
Schofi eld, all on the Novus label. 

‘After listening to the albums,’ says 
Bergman, ‘I concluded that: a) they were 
all fi rst-rate jazz performances; b) they 
were all very well recorded; c) they were 
all niche interest with little likelihood of 
signifi cant retail sales; and d) they would 
get lost in a retail environment. With 

my audiophile hat on, I proposed having 
them re-pressed from the master tapes to 
a much higher standard than the existing 
“commercial” pressings and offering them 
at a premium price to audio enthusiasts. 
To this end I offered it to Peter Herring, 
the editor of Practical Hi-Fi magazine, 

who reacted 
enthusiastically. 

‘Arista Records 
agreed and 
arranged loan of 
the master tapes. 
We commissioned 
Nimbus Records 
in Monmouth to 
press the albums. 

We chose Nimbus because of their name 
recognition in the audiophile fraternity, 
their reputation for quality and customary 
(almost obsessive) attention to detail. 
Albums were pressed on very pure, low-
noise vinyl produced especially for Nimbus 
by ICI and typically in batches of 1000.

‘Then Practical Hi-Fi, appreciating 
the promotional benefi ts, asked me if I 
would extend the project to other labels. 
I approached all the majors and with few 
exceptions I found them co-operative, 
although mystifi ed as to why I would want 
to take already available titles, re-press 
them and sell them at a higher price!’

Pressed to impress
Do you own any Nimbus Supercut LPs? Originally available mail-order from a succession of hi-fi  
magazines, these ’80s audiophile discs are now prized by collectors, as Steve Harris explains...

‘I’ve recently seen an 
online trader asking 

$795 for a sealed 
copy of Desperado’

ABOVE: The Supercut Kind Of Blue, pre-speed-correction of course (later pressings had Hi-Fi Today 
on the gold stamp) and the man behind the Nimbus Supercut LPs of the 1980s, Philip Bergman
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Correspondents express their own opinions, not those of Hi-Fi News. We reserve the right to edit letters for publication. 
Correspondents using e-mail are asked to give their full postal address (which won’t be published). Letters seeking advice 
will be answered in print on our Sound Off pages, but due to time constraints we regret we’re unable to answer questions on 
buying items of hi-fi  or any other hi-fi  queries by telephone, post or via e-mail.

YOUR VIEWS

Send in your views to:
Sound Off, Hi-Fi News, AVTech Media Ltd,

Enterprise House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, Kent TN8 6HF 
or email your views to: letters@hifi news.com – 

please use ‘Sound Off’ in your subject fi eld

Re-reading the Classical CD reviews in the 

June issue I think Christopher Breunig may 

have forgotten the superb 1970s RCO/Haitink 

recordings of the Brahms Serenades in his 

comparison with the new Decca/Chailly CD.

In particular, the Philips LP [9500 322] of 

Serenade No 1 is a wonderful demo disc of a 

spacious recording of the superb acoustics of the  

Concertgebouw in Amsterdam – quite thrilling in 

the last two movements.

I now have the new Chailly performance in 

my collection and I gather from Gramophone 

that Haitink excluded the 1st movement repeat in 

Serenade No 1 – not that I noticed!

Humphrey Britton-Johnson, via email

Christopher Breunig replies: It’s not that I was unaware 
of the two Haitink recordings but in the limited space 
felt it only right to set the new Decca in relation to the 
earlier Kertesz duo (nothing very appealing is listed 
in the Gramophone catalogues before 1968). And the 
widely admired Boult’s because Chailly himself draws 
attention to one of them in the album notes.

Even sweeter 
Serenades? 
DON’T OVERLOOK HAITINK RECORDINGS OF BRAHMS

WhitWorld
OUR HI-FI WORLD THROUGH THE EYES OF WHITWORTH

I bought my fi rst real stereo hi-fi  

system in the early 1970s. At that 

time a recommended set-up 

would consist of maybe a Thorens 

TD-150 turntable equipped with 

an SME 3009 Improved arm and 

perhaps a Shure or Ortofon pick-

up. Amplifi cation might be a Leak 

Stereo 70 or Quad 33/303, both of 

which received favourable reviews 

in HFN/RR at the time. Meanwhile, 

speakers could be Celestion or 

Wharfedale, but cables would be 

plain copper! My question is this: 

what would be regarded as high-

end in the early 1970s?

These days, from what I see, 

high-end can often mean unusual 

designs built to please a minority 

with unusual tastes (although 

the Quad 33/303 raised a few 

eyebrows back in 1968). Looking 

through HFN we have speakers 

that resemble old gramophone 

horns stuck into boxes, turntables 

which need the support of girders, 

and cables on some systems 

the cost of which would keep a 

hospital open for a couple of days.

One further point: judging 

from the current crop of hi-fi  

magazines, the average buyer of 

high-end components seems to be 

exclusively pop-orientated in their 

music tastes. This amuses me as, 

for the most part, I feel pop music 

is merely distorted noise!

Cliff Millward, via email

Tim Jarman replies: An interesting 
question! The difference between the 
average and the highest incomes in 
the UK was smaller in the 1970s than 
it is now so there was little point in 
companies producing outlandishly 
expensive stuff, although from time 
to time the big manufacturers did 
like to put out ‘statement pieces’ to 
demonstrate their technical prowess.

In those days, the stereogram and 
music centre were still popular formats 
so owning any kind of separates 
system marked you out to some 
extent as being a serious listener. I 
suppose a Technics SL-110 turntable 
(with an SME 3009 arm and Shure 
V15 cartridge) or a B&O Beogram 
4000 would have been considered the 
top-end decks, followed by a brawny 
Japanese DC-coupled transistor 
amplifi er (take your pick!) and a pair 
of large British loudspeakers such as 
Spendor BC1s or Leak 2075s. 

A quality tuner of the calibre of 
the Yamaha CT-7000 would also have 
been expected, plus the ubiquitous 
Revox A77 tape deck to capture those 
magnifi cent BBC Radio 3 live concerts.  
As for the copper cables, some would 
say it’s hard to improve on those...

HIGH-END HI-FI ’70S STYLE
WHICH KIT MADE THE GRADE BACK THEN?

ABOVE: The Quad 33 preamplifi er, launched in 1963 alongside the company’s 
matching 33 power amp – an eyebrow raiser at the time, reckons reader Cliff
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8
Lanes On Your 
Entertainment 
Superhighway

Since its origins in the early 
1980’s, Ethernet, and the Local 
Area Network (LAN) systems 
it enables, has become the  
copper plumbing of the digital  
age. Originally deployed only 
over coaxial cable, the Ethernet  
protocols (IEEE 802.3) now 
also apply to fibre-optic and 
“Category” (Cat 5, 5e, 6, 6e, 7)  
cables. These 8-conductor (4  
twisted pairs) Cat cables are the 
8 lanes which stream or transport 
your digital entertainment to 
equipment a foot away or several 
rooms aways.

AudioQuest refers to its  
pre-terminated  leading-edge  
Cat 7 cables as the RJ/E Series …  
RJ for the RJ45 connector 
standard to the application,  
and E  for  Ethernet .  For  
AudioQuest, the highest Cat 7  
standard (with all 4 pairs  
using correctly differentiated  
twist rates and individually 
shielded) is only the solid 
foundation to which AQ then 
adds better materials and 
unique-to-AQ additional  
technologies.

The particulars of the RJ45  
connectors have also received  
extreme attention. The plugs  
used on the Vodka and Diamond  
models (and available for use 
with bulk Cat 700 models), 
feature a unique patented 
t r a n s i t i o n - c o m p e n s a t i n g  
system which reduces reflections  
caused by the impedance 
mismatch where 4 twisted pairs 
meet a straight line of 8 plug 
contacts. 

What does this all mean? Simple 
... better sound!
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Another thumbs-up for EQ 
WHY USING A GRAPHIC EQUALISER SHOULD COME DOWN TO TRUSTING YOUR OWN EARS

I can’t tell you how happy I was to 

read Barry Willis’s piece ‘The Case 

For Active EQ’ [see HFN Aug ’15] and 

the follow-up letter from David Arnold 

in the November issue describing 

how he uses a graphic equaliser in 

his Meridian system to good effect. 

I love listening to music, I love 

audio and I love reading about hi-fi . 

My ideal system would be one that I 

would never feel the need to improve. 

Alas, on a limited budget, this is 

currently not the case. 

At home I have two Technics 

SL1200 Mk2 turntables, a Cambridge 

Audio A5 amplifi er and Cambridge 

Audio D100 CD player. I usually listen 

to my music via my PC through an 

HRT microstreamer into my Grado 

SR80i headphones or through my 

Celestion Ditton 15 XR speakers 

or a pair of Mordaunt-Short 902is. 

I also have a B&O Beomaster 4000 

amplifi er, which I like to use when I 

want a warmer, richer bass.

At work I have another Cambridge 

Audio A5 amplifi er along with four 

Mordaunt-Short 902i speakers. So, 

as you can see, whichever way you 

look at it I have something of a ‘poor 

man’s’ system compared to the ones 

you review and talk about in Hi-Fi 
News. But this doesn’t mean I don’t 

know and understand what ‘better’ is. 

I live in Cyprus and, before leaving 

England in 2004, visited a number of 

hi-fi  shops to buy a system for my 

home. My budget was not of a high-

end scale but I knew what was what. 

I had worked in the music industry 

for many years and had a number of 

recordings, a mixture of high and low 

quality but all important to me. 

I was dismayed that many of the 

staff in the stores I visited told me 

that an amplifi er with treble and bass 

controls was inferior to one without 

as the controls only ‘added distortion’ 

and as such were unnecessary. 

Many of my recordings had been 

made on cassette by artists in their 

bedrooms then sent to me. Many a 

time these needed some added bass 

or treble to make them sound better. 

Also, many vinyl recordings and 

downloads need a little help when 

heard through my systems.

I have always had a very wide 

taste in music and an open mind 

to new and old kinds, but one 

thing I have had at the heart of my 

system from day one is my cherished 

Marantz EQ351. I have had this unit 

for years and, to be honest, was 

almost ashamed to admit that I used it 

because it seemed that the hi-fi  world 

frowned upon the use of graphic 

equalisers. Yet it has always helped 

me tune the sound of my system so 

that it sounds a little closer in balance 

and tone to the dream set-up that I 

wish I could afford. 

Thank you Barry Willis for making 

me feel my system is now a lot less 

inferior because I use EQ.

Stylianos Savva, via email

Barry Willis replies: Congratulations, Mr 
Savva, for having the confi dence to trust 
your own judgment. The insistence by 
certain staff in the stores you visited that 
they knew best is arguably a reason why 
hi-fi  hasn’t reached a larger audience. 
Never let this sort of thing put you off your 
enthusiasm for music. 

As HFN’s own Budget Esoterica 
reviews illustrate every month [see p74], 
equipment of less than top-tier stature and 
top-tier price can still sound excellent and 
provide enormous musical satisfaction.

ABOVE: The Marantz EQ351 from 1989 offers 12dB boost or cut on ten frequency bands
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analogue reproduction.

Complete control of your vinyl collection – play, record, enjoy. 

The NPC combines a state-of-the-art pure analogue phono pre-amplifi er with a high-end 
analogue PCM/DSD converter. Play anything from your turntable or analogue source 

via the NPC into your pre-amp. Or record your vinyl collection through the NPC 
onto your computer and play it back via a DAC. 

The result?  Your new digital vinyl collection brought to you in the original analogue sound.
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audioquest.com

Not only are wires still very much the 
lowest-distortion highest-performance  
way to send both analog and digital 
audio information, but when it comes 
to sending power, “wireless” is just 
a nifty science project, not part of a 
home entertainment rig.

The challenge of not adding distortion 
as AC power goes from the wall to the 
electronics, and the challenge of not 
adding distortion as audio power is sent 
to a loudspeaker, are almost the same. 
The amount of energy transferred  
through these cables, and the size of 
the associated magnetic fields, puts 
them in a different class from all other 
audio and video cables.

Speaker cables need to maintain  
perfect integrity across the audio band 
and then some, while AC cables only 
have to try to be perfect in a narrower  
band. AC cable design is therefore  
a subset of speaker cable design  
because AC cables are subject to almost  
all the same distortion mechanisms, 
and benefit from almost all the same 
damage minimizing techniques.

For the most sophisticated power-
transfer cables, for the best sound and 
video, please visit audioquest.com for 
more details.

WIRELESS 
FRONTIER?

Phase and vinyl’s appeal
ARE PRESSING IRREGULARITIES THE REAL REASON WHY SOME PREFER THE SOUND OF VINYL?
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I enjoyed Steve Harris’s ‘Into the 

groove’ Opinion piece in the October 

issue. Instead of advancing the 

subjectivist orthodoxy that vinyl 

is more musical than any digital 

format, he looked at several plausible 

physical phenomena that may have 

led to this impression taking root. 

The theory which most accords 

with my own impressions is the 

presence of subsonic noise that the 

listener perceives as atmosphere. 

However, Steve may have missed a 

trick in not examining the role that 

phase could play in all of this.

When CDs fi rst appeared, I 

couldn’t wait to be liberated from 

the ever-present background noise 

from vinyl surfaces. I rushed out and 

bought a Sony CDP-101 player, and 

for comparison purposes my fi rst 

bunch of CDs included one that I 

already had on vinyl: a superb Decca 

recording of Rossini overtures by 

Chailly/Nat PO. My initial reaction, 

on a variety of CDs and using a 

respectable Yamaha/Decca/Thorens/

SME/KEF/Stax rig, was joy that 

the surface noise had gone but a 

vague disappointment that as far 

as the music was concerned it was 

business as usual: no life-changing 

improvement. Using the Rossini 

recording in the two formats, I set up 

a level-matched A/B comparison. I 

was dismayed to fi nd that the reports 

had been quite right: although the 

overall sound was the same, the CD 

merely sounded clinical while the 

vinyl had, well, more presence.

Careful listening on headphones 

revealed what was really going on. 

The vinyl delivered exactly the same 

mastertape sound as the CD, but with 

a distinctly separate background 

rumble/roar superimposed upon it. 

Moreover – and this is where phase 

comes in – this background noise 

was in ‘surround sound’ rather than 

being in front of the listener, and so 

came across as atmosphere.

The cause was obvious. The noise 

was the pressing irregularities in the 

vinyl surface, bass-emphasised by 

the RIAA equalisation. The surround-

sound effect was because the 

irregularities weren’t only side-to-

side but equally as likely to comprise 

up-and-down components, producing 

out-of-phase noise the ear and brain 

would not be able to localise, and so 

to the listener would seem to come 

from all around.

I have long thought that an 

enterprising manufacturer should

produce a ‘get vinyl sound from your 

CDs’ box that would add low-pass-

fi ltered random noise to the signal, 

plus a spot of echo chamber to 

simulate another of the effects that 

Steve mentioned: stylus talk. I would 

draw the line at adding swishes, pops 

and crackles though.

Patrick Wallace, via email

Steve Harris replies: Patrick makes a 
very perceptive and relevant point about 
the nature of the analogue medium’s 
noise content, and the way that this in a 
sense remains separate from the musical 
signal. A much cruder example of the 
same phenomenon occurs with 78rpm 
discs. Listening to a typically worn 78 on a 
decent player, you might be faced with an 
aural blizzard of surface noise, and yet the 
music can still come over forcefully.

As apparently Patrick was using a 
Decca cartridge, it has to be pointed 
out that the Decca design differs from 
other stereo cartridges because of the 
big difference between its horizontal 
compliance and vertical compliance, and 
he’d probably be hearing a sound with 
more ‘presence’ than most anyway.

But I’d certainly agree that the 
essentially uncorrelated noise of an LP, 
even if it’s at very low levels, can help the 
illusion of greater presence or naturalness 
that we experience with vinyl. As for 
a device to simulate vinyl sound, the 
iZotope vinyl plug-in [see www.izotope.
com] has been around since 2001...

ABOVE: The Sony CDP-101, which cost 
£550 when launched in the UK in 1983



YOUR VIEWS

unreasonable to assume the alternative 
loading of the mechanism’s servos, and 
routing through the DVD, rather than CD, 
front-end decoder may also impact on the 
fi nal sound quality of Oppo’s player.

Moreover, there’s the pit defi nition of the 
data itself to consider, a factor that entirely 
explains your preference for higher quality 
DVD-R media. Digital audio’s ones and 
zeros are represented as a series of pit and 
refl ective land structures that spiral out from 
the centre of the disc. These structures are 
pressed into the polycarbonate substrate of 
CDs and DVDs but are formed by melting 
the dye layer of a user-recordable DVD-R.

Viewed under a microscope these 
pressed pit/land areas can look very different 
from the exact same data that’s burned onto 
a recordable disc. Indeed, while working for 
our sister title Hi-Fi Choice over 20 years ago, 
I published a technical feature illustrating 
the differences in pit/land edge defi nition 
and the resultant changes in recovered jitter 
between CD and CD-R copies. It proved that 
copies could sound better than the originals!

Finally, if the 4.5GB capacity of single-
layer DVD-R discs limits your track selection 
then you might consider switching to 
higher capacity 25GB Blu-ray discs instead, 
provided you’ve a BD-burner for your Mac.
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I’ve been making copies of my CDs 

onto DVD-R discs with software called 

Cirlinca HD Solo Ultra. It’s a program 

designed to be used on Windows PCs 

but I’m using it on my Mac via the virtual 

machine, VMware Fusion. Essentially, 

the Cirlinca software allows you to copy 

your music onto blank DVD-R media 

at anything up to 192kHz/24-bit. The 

difference isn’t subtle.

The downside is that you obviously 

need a DVD-A player. I’m using an 

Oppo BDP-105D and I think the sound 

is so much better when it’s playing a 

DVD-R copy rather than the original 

CD. You can faff about making your own 

compilations if you want to, but I found 

the different playback levels a bit of 

a pain. I now just copy the CD onto a 

blank disc and put the original away. 

The Cirlinca software advises you to 

suspend any computer activity while it’s 

burning the copy and in my experience 

it helps to buy decent quality blank 

media. I’ll also add that while there’s 

no problem burning at 192kHz/24-bit it 

does take up a lot more space than the 

original CD, so you won’t always get all 

your tracks onto a single DVD disc.

I have the Beatles CD 1, which is 

a compilation of their No 1 hits, but 

listening to it was always a bit of a 

challenge. I recorded it at 192kHz/24-bit 

and there seemed to be a sort of silky 

quality and richness to the sound that 

simply wasn’t there on the CD. 

Now, I don’t know whether the copies 

I make are the same as commercially 

available DVD-As but I’m very happy 

with the results. I did try downloading 

some hi-res stuff, but in my opinion my 

physical media sounds better. By the 

way, I have no connection whatsoever 

with either Cirlinca or VMware.

Steve Blake, via email

Paul Miller replies: If you don’t mind my 
paraphrasing, Steve, the ‘burning’ question 
is ‘why does a DVD-R copy sound better 
than the original CD when played back on 
the same universal disc player?’ In practice 
there are several component answers to the 
puzzle, so let’s start at the beginning of your 
digital chain.

If you play a CD in Oppo’s fl agship 
BDP-105D universal player it will decode 
and then upsample the 44.1kHz/16-bit digital 
audio via its internal ES9018 Sabre32 DAC 
whose core DSP rate will be 27MHz. Your 
alternative playback route uses Cirlinca’s 
software to asymmetrically upsample the 
ripped CD data (44.1kHz to 192kHz) and 
generate a ‘universal disc’ by mirroring the 
DVD-Audio area onto the DVD-Video area 
of a DVD-R disc. This algorithm will be very 
different from that employed in the ESS DAC. 
Moreover, playing back the 192kHz audio in 
the BDP-105D switches the ES9018 DAC into 
its 40MHz processing mode which, software 
routing aside, also increases the power 
consumption and temperature of the chip.

These differences alone would be 
expected to elicit a subjective change 
– just as 96kHz/24-bit music downloads 
can ‘sound’ different from the exact same 
content rendered and sold as 192kHz/24-bit 
fi les. As you have control over Cirlinca’s 
upsample rates, Steve, I would suggest you 
select 44.1kHz to 176.4kHz instead. This is a 
symmetrical upsample which, theoretically at 
least, may offer an even greater improvement 
in sound quality than your 192kHz fi les. Try it 
and let us know the result!

There are also physical effects to 
consider. The optical block in Oppo’s 
transport will have been optimised for the 
DVD/BD media likely to account for 99% of its 
playback duties. This is not a single 780nm 
laser transport like Philips’ long-discontinued 
CD-Pro mechanisms that were designed 
exclusively for audio applications. It’s not 

Burn after reading...
WHY DO COPIES OF CDs BURNED ONTO DVDs SOUND BETTER THAN ORIGINALS?

ABOVE: Oppo’s BDP-105D universal disc player/USB DAC supports a diverse range of media

ABOVE: For more on Cirlinca’s high-defi nition 
audio software options see www.cirlinca.com 



YOUR VIEWS

DECEMBER 2015 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 125

From solid conductors, superior metals 
(conductors and plugs) and low-interaction  

 

 
minimizing ingredients are used to ensure 

 
cables bring you beautiful music, clear  
dialogue and thunderous sound-effects.

RCA plugs for the back

3.5mm plugs for portables 
and more

DIN plugs for the back

iPod plugs for underneath

3.5mm socket for extension 
cables

We’ve Got   
Your Back ...
Your Front and Your Sides!

Ideal vintage vinyl system?
A FRESH CHALLENGE FOR OUR EXPERTS IN VINTAGE AUDIO AS READER REQUESTS TURNTABLE SET-UP

It was very interesting to read Tim 

Jarman’s response to the letter from 

Colin Soames in the November pages 

of Sound Off in which Mr Soames 

requested suggestions for a system 

made up of vintage components with 

a budget of £1000. 

I also enjoy the ‘Vintage Review’ 

pages hugely and am now wondering 

which secondhand components 

your contributors would suggest if 

challenged to come up with a vintage 

system on a £1000 budget that had a 

turntable as its source?

Phil Robbins, via email

Adam Smith replies: I’m glad Tim 
Jarman and I are giving you some food 
for thought on the Vintage review pages. 
There have been some truly superb 
examples of high quality design made 
over the last 40 to 50 years, even if some 
of these were criminally overlooked 
due to prevailing attitudes of the day. 
Fortunately these items are now receiving 
the respect they deserve and can form the 
heart of a superb sounding hi-fi  system for 
surprisingly little outlay. 

Starting with the turntable, I would 
head straight to Japan and the welcoming 
arms of the Sony PS-6750. A well-proven 
direct-drive design based around Sony’s 
superb BSL motor, this offers a sturdy 
base, anti-static lid, innovative oil-fi lled 
mat and a carbon fi bre tonearm, all for 
around £300. Make sure the barium ferrite 
coating on the inside of the platter for 
speed regulation is undamaged and it 
should give many years of reliable and 
consistent service. 

Vintage cartridges can be a minefi eld, 
so I would add an Ortofon 2M Red 
moving-magnet to get you started. 
However, the Sony’s arm is more than 

capable of dealing with a high quality 
moving-coil design – worth bearing in 
mind for future upgrades.

Loudspeaker-wise I’d head back to 
the UK and jump forward to the 1980s. 
Around £400 of the budget should buy you 
a good example of one of my favourite 
loudspeakers of the decade: the SD 
Acoustics SD1. This is a fl oorstanding 
design around 4ft tall and blessed with 
a 10in bass driver, a high quality Audax 
midrange unit and a lovely ribbon tweeter.

The usual caveats regarding foam 
rot apply to both bass and midrange 
units and the ribbon tweeter isn’t the 
most robust item if it has been driven to 
headbanging levels on a regular basis. 
However, most foams have been repaired 
by now, so if you fi nd a good pair they are 
an absolute delight.

To connect these items, a high quality 
amplifi er with a good phono stage is 
necessary, so I would personally track 
down a Quantum Electronics 102 preamp 
and 207DA power amplifi er. Now, this is 
British 1980s ‘cottage industry’ hi-fi  at its 
fi nest and so simple silk-screened boxes 
and knobs straight out of the RS catalogue 
are the order of the day. 

The 102 preamp has only three inputs, 
the two line level options both being 
through DIN sockets. However, that 
preamp is a gem and has a plug-in phono 
module that can be fi tted with the correct 
resistors and capacitors to precisely load 
any cartridge you might think of. 

The power amplifi er, meanwhile, 
has more than enough grip despite a 
conservative 75W-per-channel rating. I 
can verify this fi rst-hand having owned a 
102/207DA for many years, during which 
time it never failed to impress. Used 
as the heart of the system outlined, the 
results should be more than impressive.

ABOVE: The Sony PS-6750 from the mid ’70s with anti-static lid and carbon fi bre tonearm
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Most keen listeners of a certain 
age will be familiar with 
the NAD 3020, the 20W 
integrated amplifi er that 

appeared in 1979 and was hugely admired 
for its sound quality at the price, despite its 
basic appearance [see Vintage Review in 
HFN Nov ’12]. 

The company’s activities before the 
3020 era are less well known, even though 
NAD was founded as far back as 1972. Not 
all its early models were aimed at those on 
a budget. For example, the Model 200 of 
1976 was rated at 80W and offered 
Dolby B processing for an external tape 
recorder and was also able to decode 
Dolby FM radio programmes (not that 
these were ever broadcast in the UK).

FAMILY TREE
Early NAD 3020s were badged ‘Series 
20’ but the numbering is arguably part 
of the late 1970s range of 3000 models. 
These included the 3080, 3060, and 3030 
tested here, the last two fi gures being an 
approximate indication of power output. 

The 3080 and 3060 were big units and 
offered many facilities (although neither 
was as ambitious as the Model 200) but 
the 3030 was clearly aimed at the more 
basic end of the market. As with the 
3020, costs were kept low by outsourcing 

ABOVE: There was more to the NAD range in the 1970s than just the 3020 amplifi er! The black 
version of the 3030 is shown here second from the top, beneath its (diffi cult to fi nd) matching tuner

Built to a cost yet with no shortage of facilities, the predecessor to the famous NAD 
3020 amplifi er deserves its own place in audio history. How does it perform today?
Review: Tim Jarman Lab: Paul Miller

NAD 3030 integrated amplifi er

A feature which is common to both the 
3030 and 3020, but presented in different 
ways, is the infrasonic fi lter. This aims to 
block very low frequency signals (below 
20Hz in the case of the 3030) which are 
normally considered to be inaudible so 
that amplifi er power isn’t wasted trying 
to reproduce them. Warped records are 
one common source of such artefacts, a 
problem not helped by the basic RIAA curve 
having no defi ned lower roll-off (something 
which the IEC amended later, although not 
all manufacturers implemented it). 

The NAD 3030 has a front-mounted 
button to engage the infrasonic fi lter, 
whereas with the 3020 it is enabled by 
moving a pair of links at the back. For LP 
use the fi lter is a sensible addition, but it 
is not necessary for CD or similar line-level 
sources – not that its effect is obvious with 
the kind of loudspeakers that one would 
use with an amplifi er in this class.

For a low cost model the NAD 3030 
is well specifi ed. It offers the previously 
mentioned MM phono stage and two other 
line-level inputs (tuner and aux), plus two 

production to Taiwan, a cheaper option 
than the UK or Japan.

Technically, the NAD 3030 can 
be thought of as a less sophisticated 
predecessor to the 3020. Superfi cial 
similarities abound, such as the unusual 
split-rail topology of the phono stage 
and the use of complementary 2N3055/
MJ2955 transistors in the fi nal sections of 
the power amplifi er. However, in detail the 
two models have little in common.

POWER SHARING 
Take, for example, the power supply, which 
in the 3030 offers unregulated voltages 
to the power amplifi er and regulated, 
smoothed feeds to the lower level stages, 
all from the same transformer winding. 
In the 3020, these two services originate 
from independent windings, reducing the 
effects of a hard working power stage on 
the rest of the amplifi er. 

The 3030 also lacks NAD’s famous ‘soft 
clipping’ function, although many 3020 
users observed that the amplifi er worked 
better with this disabled. 

ABOVE: The NAD 3030’s circuit is different to 
that of the later 3020, but the TO3-style output 
transistors (centre of picture) are the same
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which is about where the amplifi er seems 
to run out of puff in general use. 

While on the subject of sales-driven 
bells ’n’ whistles, the volume, bass and 
treble controls are fi tted with click stops to 
give the impression that they are precision 
stepped attenuators. They are not. Silly as 
they seem, all these things cost money and 
the NAD 3030 is clearly a carefully cost 
engineered product. Features which don’t 

obviously add value at 
the point of sale have 
been stripped away, 
not least any kind of 
protective circuit for the 
output stage. Fuses are 
fi tted in-line with the 
speaker terminals, but 
these only really protect 

the speakers from a serious amplifi er fault; 
they won’t stop an accidental short-circuit 
ruining much of the power amplifi er circuit. 

More economies can be found in the 
cabinet materials. The fascia is aluminium 
but it isn’t as thick as that found on rival 
products, while the knobs have hollow 
plastic cores covered by the thinnest of 
metal trims. The top cover is made from 
wood onto which a vinyl wrap has been 
applied. The unit certainly looks the part 
from across the room, but close to, it is 
clearly a budget product.

WELL EQUIPPED 
Amplifi er ergonomics gelled at around 
the time the NAD 3030 was built, so a 
newcomer to vintage gear will be able to 
setup the amp and use it easily. 

The loudspeaker connections are spring 
clips so adapters will be needed if you 
want to use modern cables and don’t want 
to cut off their plugs. The mains lead is 
captive, but is thick enough to keep most 
cable freaks happy! 

The only potential operational diffi culty 
is that it is easy to press one of the tape 
loop buttons when using the source 
selector or the volume control, resulting in 
silence unless you are recording something 
at the time. The layout of the panel tends 
to mask this error, normally leading to a 
blast of sound once the button is released 
after turning up the volume control has 
already been tried. 

Compared to a modern amplifi er of this 
type, the 3030 is well equipped, there  

tape loops – one with duplicated RCA and 
DIN connectors. Also present is loudness 
compensation, a –20dB muting function, a 
mono switch and a scratch fi lter, as are two 
switched speaker outputs, a headphone 
socket and two power meters. 

BELLS ’N’ WHISTLES 
Calibrated with a logarithmic scale, the 
power meters are of little practical use, 
but were demanded 
by this sector of the 
market at the time. 
They only indicate the 
signal voltage, which is 
converted into a power 
reading by assuming a 
resistive 8ohm load. 

Since loudspeakers in 
the real world rarely conform to this ideal, 
the accuracy of the meters is dubious, 
however 0dB is placed at the 30W mark, 

ABOVE: Cosmetically it could be any small 
amplifi er of the late 1970s, but the NAD 3030 
is well equipped and ergonomically sound. The 
power meters are of little practical use

LEFT: The simple instruction sheet that came 
with the NAD 3030. Some prior knowledge was 
assumed, but operation is straightforward

‘A newcomer to 
vintage gear will 
be able to set up 
the NAD easily’
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being a generous number of inputs and 
no need to buy an external phono stage 
or headphone amp. The ‘aux’ input can 
of course accept a CD player, leaving the 
others free for their intended purposes if 
you want to build a big vintage set-up. 

The tone and loudness controls 
shouldn’t be necessary in a well matched 
system, but the former are diffi cult 
to neutralise accurately as there is no 
explicitly defi ned centre ‘click’. Like 
most such arrangements, the loudness 
compensation only tracks properly if the 
‘muting’ function is switched off – not that 
a HFN reader would be using it anyway!

 TIM LISTENS 
The sound of the NAD 3030 is bright, 
which gives the impression of detail and 
insight. As one would expect from a DC-
coupled design, the bass is tight and clean, 
if perhaps not as extended as it could be, 
even with the infrasonic fi lter out of circuit. 

The amplifi er is slightly over-sensitive 
for use with a standard 
CD player so you don’t 
need to turn the volume 
knob very far to get a 
lot of sound. This might 
imply that the amp has 
ample power in reserve, 
but push the NAD and 
you’ll hear that the bass 
becomes lumpy and the treble hardens 
as the power supply runs out of steam 
and the output transistors begin to clip. 
Sensitive loudspeakers are therefore a 

good idea, preferably ones which tend 
to a warmer type of sound. The Monitor 
Audio PL100 loudspeakers, which are my 
reference, were not an ideal match in this 

respect, even when 
pushed into the corners 
of the listening room 
with their ports open. 

The bright 
presentation can come 
across as shouty and 
fatiguing with the 
amp hooked up to 

small loudspeakers so it’s best to go for 
something reasonably big and laid-back. 
Luckily there is an endless choice of such 
speakers to be found on the vintage scene. 

Listening to the Tori Amos album Little 
Earthquakes [East West 7567-82567-2], 
using my Cyrus CD 8 SE2 CD player, 
revealed some of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the NAD 3030. 

Take the track ‘Space Dog’, which opens 
with a series of gentle cymbal strikes. 
These came over as a pure and transparent, 
if perhaps a little exaggerated in their 
sharpness. The bass line and piano chords 
which follow, while punchy, lacked their 
usual plump and embracing nature and 
Tori’s vocals sounded rough and metallic 
compared to the best-in-class performance 
available with this type of amplifi er. 

TIME TO ROCK 
In its favour, the NAD did a good job when 
it came to keeping the structure of the 
production together, no particular element 
becoming dominant at the expense of 
the others. Imaging was solid, too, if a 
bit constricted and compressed at the 
extremes of the soundstage. 

Also worthy of praise was the low level 
of noise, which was inaudible from the 
listening position even with the volume 
control at maximum and one of the line 
level inputs used. There was no mechanical 
buzz from the mains transformer either, 
despite the amplifi er being 35 years old. 

Rock music was perhaps a better match 
for the 3030. Playing my way through 
The Way It Is by Bruce Hornsby And The 

‘The staccato 
piano chords 

jumped out of the 
loudspeakers’

LEFT: The ‘New Acoustic Dimension’ tag was 
dropped for the company’s subsequent models, 
but this did not matter. Consumers recognised 
the NAD brand as sales of the 3020 boomed

RIGHT: Early NAD products were not known for 
their tidy interior layouts as this internal view 
shows. The components were of good quality, 
though, and mostly from branded sources



When you hear the

a want will become a need

The pinnacle of the twenty® series, the 

twenty.26, features the same traits as its 

but with an added ability to convey huge 

dynamic impact and the sheer scale of a 

musical performance. This exceptionally 

transparent design excels with a vast array 

well-tempered balance, and delivers the 

greatest level of overall clarity of any of the 

twenty® series, or indeed of any speaker in 

this class. 

T +44 (0) 870 4441044
www.pmc-speakers.com

Book a demonstration 
See our dealer listing online, or contact us

“...all three drivers combine 

”
                    June ‘14      

 
                        June ‘14

 
      Oct ‘14

 
      Oct ‘14

Critical acclaim

UnrivalledPlatinum 
twenty year warranty

ATL



DECEMBER 2015 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 131

but the standard of assembly isn’t 
up to usual Japanese or European 
standards of the day. Therefore one 
must be on the lookout for faults 
when buying secondhand.

Like the early 3020 models, 
many issues come as the result of 
poor quality PCBs and soldering. 
Sometimes it is necessary to re-make 
all the connections in a particular 
area to achieve reliable operation. 

The absence of an output 
protection system means the power 
stages are easy to damage, as does 
an oversight in the PCB layout of 
some versions where the power 
to part of the circuit is connected 
via the screws that hold one of the 
output transistors in place. A poor 
contact here can cause all kinds of 
problems in the right channel.

The lack of an obvious way to 
adjust the amplifi er’s output bias 
and offset does not mean that this 
does not have to be done. In fact 
the adjustment is performed by 
soldering extra resistors into the 
circuit at specifi c points. A service 
manual is therefore essential. 

The cabinet materials are not the 
best and so these units tend to look 
a bit dog-eared after a few years of 
use. Finding a truly ‘mint’ one may 
therefore be a challenge! 

Sound Quality:  69%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Range [RCA 74321 4421 2] I found 
that songs such as ‘Mandolin Rain’ 
and ‘The Way It Is’ to be pleasingly 
rendered with plenty of energy. 
The piano line was perhaps a 
little forward, but the vocals and 
percussion were well placed in 
the overall scale. With a more 
sympathetically chosen pair of 
speakers this amp could form the 
basis of a very acceptable system. 

The 3030 also demonstrated 
plenty of attack; the staccato piano 
chords in ‘The Way It Is’ jumped 
out of the speakers, each having a 
precise and defi nite starting point. 

QUALITY COMPONENTS
The NAD 3030’s overall character is 
very similar to that of a whole slew 
of competitively priced amplifi ers 
that poured out of Taiwanese and 
Korean factories during this period. 
The likes of the Tensai TA-2030 and 
Realistic SA-1001 give essentially the 
same results, although neither had a 
successor which made anything like 
the impact of the NAD 3020.

The NAD 3030 is built with some 
quality components (Motorola and 
Philips transistors, Matsushita and 
Nichicon capacitors, for example) 

A generously equipped unit 
which performs in line with 
expectations, the NAD 3030 
amplifi er is less ‘complete’ 
than the follow-up and trend-
setting 3020 but is of interest 
nevertheless. Like some of its 
period competitors it’s a little 
bright and harsh compared to 
what might be achieved, but 
those few examples which survive 
deserve to be recognised as 
important parts of audio history.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

ABOVE: The rear view is again conventional, except for the connections for two
tape recorders (one duplicated in DIN) which is generous for an amplifi er of this type

ABOVE: NAD sales literature is rich in 
technical detail and typical of the era

NAD 3030 (Vintage)

LAB
REPORT

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Originally rated at 2x30W/8ohm, this rare but well-preserved 
sample of NAD’s 3030 – the amplifi er that presaged the brand’s 
meteoric rise – managed a full 2x33W/8ohm and 2x48W/4ohm 
with 41W, 81W and 99W available under dynamic conditions 
into 8, 4 and 2ohm loads. So the 3030 is almost exactly as 
powerful as the vintage Cambridge P50 [HFN Aug ’15] but 
slightly more resilient of very low impedance loads [See Graph 
1, below]. With the bass/treble controls notionally at ‘0’ the 
3030’s response shows a broad +0.2dB shelf (2kHz-30kHz, 
peaking at 10kHz) which is suffi cient to explain the bright 
sound reported by Tim in his review. The ‘Hi Filter’ removes this 
entirely, the 3030 then rolling off smoothly to –1dB/6.6kHz, 
–2dB/10kHz and –3dB/13kHz. The ‘Infrasonic Filter’ will be 
less subjectively obvious at –2.9dB/20Hz to –30dB/6Hz but is 
perfect for dealing with arm/cartridge/warped vinyl subsonics 
for enthusiasts with generous, ported loudspeakers.

Distortion is very well managed, ranging from 0.0045% 
at 1W up to 0.012% at the rated 30W through the midrange 
and increasing to just 0.06% at 20kHz. This is admirable for a 
product of this generation. Noise, too, is low and contributes 
to an ~80dB A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW) – about 6dB shy of the 
‘average’ today but, again, good for an amp built in ’78-79. 
Stereo separation is a little weak, however, at 55dB (midband) 
while the channel balance is especially so at 1.2dB (re. 0dBW), 
though this may possibly refl ect the age of our sample.

Readers may view a full QC Suite test report for the NAD 
3030 integrated amplifi er by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk 
and clicking on the red ‘Download’ button. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus extended frequency from 
5Hz-40kHz at 10W/8ohm

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion (up 
to 1%) into 8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm 
(blue) and 1ohm (green) speaker loads

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 33W / 48W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 46W / 81W / 99W / 74W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.168–0.211ohm

Frequency resp. (20Hz–100kHz, 0dBW) +0.22dB to –2.15dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/30W) 33mV / 180mV (Aux input)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/30W) 79.6dB / 94.4dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 10W/8ohm) 0.008–0.04%

Power consumption (Idle/rated output) 26W / 115W 

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 390x140x305mm / 9kg
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diameter x100mm 
long) below, all 
vertically aligned. 
The port has no 
acoustic damping.

The interior of 
the box is covered 
with bituminous 
panels on the sides, 
top and bottom, inside 
which is a lining of 50mm plastic 
foam. A very simple crossover is 
used, and is mounted behind the 
front panel between the port and 
the bass driver. Both drivers are set 
into the baffl e using sealing rings, 
and the bass unit is fi tted with a 
hardboard clamp ring, also painted 
satin black. The baffl e is normally 
covered by a black contoured-foam 
grille which is self-supporting. 

On the review samples the 
covers were held by small magnets 
and steel discs, but these proved 
insuffi ciently strong, and all 
production now uses the more 
common velcro fastenings. 

PACKED FLAT
Ready-assembled stands were 
provided for the review speakers, 
but these are normally supplied, 
packed fl at, with the units. This very 
convenient arrangement is possible 
because each stand is made from 
three fl at boards, again fi nished in 
satin black. One board rests fl at on 
the fl oor, while the other two are 
put together to form a 90o ‘V’ and 
fi xed to the base by screws passed 
through it from below. 

The top of the ‘V’, which points 
toward the listener, is longer than 
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archive of 
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reviews from 
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the bottom, and the rear ends of 
the ‘V’ are lower than the front 
point. The speaker rests on the top, 
on three tiny pads, and is thereby 
tilted slightly upwards to bring the 
tweeter axis more in line with the 
ears of the average seated listener.

The stand height is about 
200mm overall. Quite an ingenious 
arrangement, which makes 
the stands cheaper and more 
convenient to handle, but it must 
be said that the result was not too 
fi rm in use, and problems could 
arise where there are active kids 
or frenetic dogs. Fortunately the 
loudspeakers are very lightweight!

The connecting panel is beneath 
the speakers, and it is easier to 
connect them before putting them 
on their stands. This idea permits 
very unobtrusive wiring, of course.

Connection is by 4mm sockets 
or a male 2-pin DIN receptacle. 
There are also two fuseholders on 
the panel, one working, the other 
carrying a spare fuse.

Mission is a 25-man 
company that’s a 
relative newcomer 
to the loudspeaker 

market, but which is expanding 
rapidly with its policy of adequate 
investment and extensive 
advertising. The 770 heads a new 
series, which will offer a complete 
system with consecutive numbering, 
namely, 771 preamplifi er, 772 
power amplifi er, 773 moving-coil 
cartridge, and so on. The object Is 
to offer high quality rather than to 
manufacture to a restricted price.

The 770 is small and light, and 
is not much bigger than some 
bookshelf models. Its rectangular 
cabinet is of 13mm high-density 
chipboard, the samples sent for 
review being fi nished in satin black 
on all surfaces except the baffl e, 
which is slightly recessed and 
covered with a silver-grey laminate. 
The bass unit is a little high off 
centre, with the tweeter close 
above it, and the port (58mm in 

Mission 770 loudspeaker
Trevor Attewell assesses the merits of a squat standmount speaker from
a fresh face in the late-’70s UK loudspeaker market – Mission Electronics

RIGHT: The 
Mission 770 came 
with fl at-packed 
dedicated stands 
and sported 
see-through 
cones made from 
polypropylene. 
Price at the time 
of review was 
£357 inc VAT
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The bass unit was originally 
bought in from Chartwell, but 
Mission has acquired the sole license 
to manufacture these units itself 
now that Chartwell has ceased 
trading. Like many companies, 
Mission buys its cabinets outside.

AN EXCEPTION 
Most of us are so price-battered 
these days that we just nod vaguely 
when informed that Joe Bloggs 
has spent six 
months’ salary on 
a mediocre piece 
of equipment, and 
our fi rst reaction 
to anything small 
that costs less 
than its weight in 
platinum is that it 
must clearly be a load of cobblers. 
An occasional exception temporarily 
restores our sense of perspective, 
and the Mission 770 appears to 
qualify as one (perhaps the LS3/5a 
was the really outstanding example).

This was my reaction shortly 
after the start of the usual general 
listening tests on the 770. They 
sounded remarkably clean, without 
any particular coloration or 
hangover, and produced bass of a 

‘They sounded 
remarkably clean, 

with bass that 
belied their size’

quality that 
belied their 
size. One 
was not particularly conscious of the 
fact that they were below ear level, 
and positioning within the room was 
completely non-critical.

When compared in detail with 
the sound of Quad’s ELS, some small 
differences did appear, though none 
was at all obtrusive. Starting with 
the orchestral strings, violins were 

fractionally less 
open and sweet, 
the cello slightly 
emphasised in 
its lower register 
and the double-
bass sounded 
very similar on 
both sources. 

The lower brass instruments had a 
trifl e more body, but the trumpet 
was practically identical, with both 
airiness and edge. Woodwinds were 
also very comparable, the clarinet 
a little tubbier near the bottom 
and the oboe perhaps a little less 
transparent. Guitars had a touch 
more body, and the harpsichord was 
a trifl e less open in the 4ft register. 
Speaking voices were just a bit 
more full – the chest tone seemed 

somewhat increased – but singing 
voices were well matched, with a 
slight coolness, tending to edginess, 
at the top of soprano and tenor 
scales. Piano was also a mite cooler.

Among the organ stops, some 
4ft tones were very slightly 
exaggerated, the lower manual and 
upper pedal 8ft fl utes were a little 
down in level, while the cornet and 
sharp mixtures tended to edginess, 
as also were high-pitch, loud reeds.

In the pedal department, the 
upper 18ft notes had a touch of 
cloudiness, the upper bass being 
marginally exaggerated, while the 
770 could not follow the ELS down 
to the very lowest notes at the same 
level. My own conclusion after this 
part of the test was that the overall 
quality of reproduction from the 
Mission was very good indeed, and 
that its general similarity to the 
ELS was more signifi cant than the 
occasional differences.

SURFACE RADIATION
During these tests it was noticed 
that there was a certain ambience 
tending to concentrate near the 
speakers. This may be associated 
with a fair amount of radiation from 
the surfaces, and I believe that 
a further improvement could be 
gained by using thicker wall material 
or some internal bracing.

The stereo imaging was 
outstandingly good, and extended 
over a surprising area, even close 
to and behind the units. The power 
handling was also excellent for such 
a modest size of enclosure, and 
it coped with pop music at levels 
estimated at about 100dB without 
making nasty noises except for a 
slight ‘knock’ on bass-drum impulses, 
which resulted in the bass cone 

BELOW: The 
impedance and 
response curves 
for the Mission 
770 as generated 
by James Moir and 
Associates

ABOVE: Colourful 
and well crafted 
marketing 
material for the 
speaker helped 
establish Mission 
as an upmarket 
brand in the minds 
of consumers
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and multiple awards over the last couple of years, 

becoming best-sellers around the world.

So when it came to improving them, we thought 

the best thing to do was to give you a little less.

In our ‘Ultra’ wideband RCA plugs, reduced mass 

means less distortion and minimal signal loss.

Sometimes of course, less can mean more. 

Our new ‘Transpose’ modular connection system 

simplifies the plug assembly process, fewer steps 

allowing us to ensure not only higher performance 

and reliability but also maximum flexibility. 

The same thought, research and attention to detail 

is applied to every Atlas product.
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Also in HFN this 
month in 1979
HI-FI IN MANCHESTER
A report from Hardman Radio’s 
third annual show.

BRICK LOUDSPEAKERS FOR 
RELAXED LISTENING 
John Withey offers an idea to 
suit the searcher for bottom- 
budget hi-fi .

THE BATTLE FOR FM RADIO
Adrian Hope concludes his 
survey of the work of Edwin 
Howard Armstrong. 

A PRESSING NEED 
Some refl ections from Geoff 
Jeanes on disc surface problems.

CHOOSING THE BEST CASSETTE
R H Wallace describes a simple 
subjective method to fi nd the 
cassette suited to your machine.

HIGH-QUALITY LOUDSPEAKERS
Trevor Attewell hears the 
Acoustic Research AR9 and SMC 
AL50 Studio. 

BERNARD HAITINK AT FIFTY
Andrew Keener interviews 
the Dutch conductor and 
Peter Gammond considers his 
recordings

LARRY ADLER, MORTON GOULD 
AND WALTER KLIEN
Interviews: John Atkinson, Ivor 
Humphreys and Andrew Keener.

GRAMOPHILE 
The record and music scene.

traversing an alarming path in and 
out of the cabinet.

The open-air on-axis sinewave 
response curve at 1m, by James 
Moir and Associates, shows a very 
respectable fl atness, except at the 
top end; even so it is within ±3½dB 
from 45Hz to 15kHz. The harmonic 
distortion curves have been raised 
by 20dB, and the maximum total 
distortion is a little over 1% just 
above 10kHz. The second harmonic 
peak at 25Hz is to be expected, and 
should not be excited under normal 
operating conditions.

EASY TO DRIVE
As the impedance modulus curve 
suggests, there are no drive 
problems with this loudspeaker. 
The shape of the curve is typical 
of the arrangement used, and the 
modulus does not fall below 6½ohm 
at any frequency. To obtain 93dB 
SPL of pink noise in the listening 
room at 1m required about 7½V at 
the loudspeaker terminals – quite 
a good sensitivity. Any normal, 
good quality 
amplifi er should 
serve for most 
usual domestic 
purposes.

An attempt was 
made to equalise 
the 770 with the 
ELS, using a Klark-
Teknik DN27 third-octave equaliser. 
The setting that resulted seemed 
to show that the ear prefers the 
plateau between 100 and 1500Hz 
in the response curve to be pulled 
down a little rather than to have the 
5kHz to 10kHz region lifted. 

Such experiments can yield useful 
information about the differences 
between loudspeakers in a given 
environment, and perhaps about 

hearing mechanisms, but they have 
serious limitations and must be 
interpreted with suitable caution.

LADS AND LADIES 
The Mission 770 is a speaker I can 
recommend happily to those who 
want open, untiring sound of good 
accuracy, and aren’t bothered 

that it doesn’t 
cost a fortune 
or look like a 
status symbol. 
Its modest size 
and weight will 
commend it to 
the ladies, the 
lad can shatter 

the neighbours with the top (and 
bottom) of the pops, and it won’t 
disgrace you even on organ music. 
Your Great Dane may bring it down 
on top of himself, and serve him 
right – if he’s a slow learner, then it’s 
time to make a heavier stand.

Among the unbelievably large 
number of loudspeakers now 
on offer, the 770 is an obvious 
candidate for the short-list.

ABOVE: Pages 
from the March 
1979 issue of Hi-Fi 
News in which 
Trevor Attewell 
applauds the 
770 – with some 
reservations. The 
cover features 
Dutch conductor 
Bernard Haitink 
who celebrated 
his 50th birthday 
that year

LEFT: From left 
to right: Mission 
700, 717, 727 and 
770 Mk II. The 
770 was the fi rst 
and only product 
designed by 
Mission’s founder, 
Farad Azima, and 
while not the fi rst 
speaker to use 
polypropylene 
cones, it was the 
fi rst to capture the 
public’s attention

‘The Mission is a 
speaker that won’t 
disgrace you even 

on organ music’



Mail Order Direct  • 60 Day Home Trial • Cable Upgrade Scheme • Free Delivery (orders over £100 within UK Mainland)

Call:     01539 797300
or visit  www.russandrews.com

X-Blocks™

“The enhanced performance 
is tangible, with impeccable
timing and smooth integration
allied to an expansive
soundstage and rigorous 
stereo focus.  
By allowing your electronics to give
their best, this mains block is worth
every penny.”

From only £169 - BUY YOURS NOW!

60 Day 
Money Back 
Guarantee

X6 Block, What Hi-Fi Sound & Vision, Sept 2015



DB HIFI
01379 873451 | WWW.DBHIFI.CO.UK

Not the usual suspects
FIND OUT WHY WE ARE DELIBERATELY BETTER…

and more…

tel: 01333 425999w:audioemotion.co.uk e:info@audioemotion.co.uk t:01333 425 999

audioemotionmusic is our passion

£6995

‘The sound was open,clean, transparent, no haze obscuring any of the atmosphere. The Luxmans established a massive 
soundstage, extending around the speakers, with plenty of information beyond the edges.... snap and attack, without the 

Hi-Fi News - Luxman C-700U/M-700U - Highly Commended Award



New solo album 
Naked Music (MOSCD4014) 

with paintings by Chris Gollon 
to be unveiled/released early next year 

with tour dates to follow

“This is a superb blend of covers & originals. Like a female Van 
Morrison, she swings from the Stones to Dave Edmunds and from 
country to jazz, the most booze-sodden balladry since the Pogues. 
McEvoy sounds like the sort of woman who might greet you with a 

bottle of red one night and a rolling pin the next”. 
— Truck & Driver  Album of the Month

“Eleanor is the most real-sounding woman you’ll ever hear on disc. 
The album is a great mix of originals and well-chosen covers 

that she makes entirely her own.”    — Classic American

eleanormcevoy.com

Limited Special Edition of Love Must Be Tough re-issues 

on October 16th with two extra tracks. 

The original LP now available from Diverse Vinyl. 

Eleanor’s homage to Americana, further tales of love and 
lust gained, lost and fought over, including songs written 

by Eleanor with Johnny Rivers, Rodney Crowell, Brad 
Parker and Dave Rotheray, and featuring tracks originally 

recorded by Terry Allen, The Texas Tornados, Priscilla 
Bowman, The Rolling Stones, Sly Stone and Rodney 

Crowell (as well as a nod to Brit kitchen sink with songs 
by Nick Lowe and The Fratellis).



  

MOST MAJOR CREDIT/DEBIT CARDS ACCEPTED

LOUDSPEAKERS
ACOUSTIC AUDIO FUNDAMENTAL K2 (£25K NEW) ............................ MINT/BOXED ...........DUE
INNER SOUND ISIS ELECTROSTATIC HYBRIDS .............................................EXCLT ...........DUE
ART ALNICO 8 6 MONTHS OLD (£10.000) .............................................. MINT/BOXED ........ £5650
ART AUDIO PRECISION MONITOR ( PIANO BLACK 6K+) ..............................DEM+1 ........ £1795
MARTIN LOGAN VANTAGE 1 OWNER.................................................... MINT/BOXED ........ £2750
AURUM CANTUS GRAND SUPREME £10.000 + ..................................DEM/CRATED ........ £5750
KLIPSCH CORNER HORNS (BIRDS EYE MAPLE) .................................. FANTASTIC! ........ £3995
HALES TRANSCENDENCE 5 (SUPERB) ..............................................EXCLT/BOXED ........ £1895
PODIUM 1s FEW WEEKS USE ONLY (£6000? NEW)1 ...............................1 OWNER ........ £2295
MARTEN MILES  CHERRY (8k+  ONE OWNER) .................................................SALE! ........ £2995
AUDIO ARTISTRY DVORAK 2 PANELS 2 SUBS & X- OVER  ...........................EXCLT ........ £1850
BOLZANO VILLETTRI BV3003 & BV SUB. FANTASTIC! ....................................SALE! ........ £2995
AUDIOSTATIC ES-100 ELECTROSTICS (SUPERB) ..........................................EXCLT .........£1175
ALR JORDAN CLASSIC 2 (BIRCH VENEER £800+) ...............................NEW/BOXED ...........£475
MISSION CYRUS CLS70 ICONIC STANDMOUNTS  ............................. MINT/BOXED ...........£475
MIRAGE M6 SI HUGE BI-POLARS (£6.5K?) ...........................................................VGC ........ £1995
TANNOY CPA-12 PROFESSIONAL SERIES .......................................................EXCLT ...........£895
AURUM CANTUS MUSIC GODDESS (£2500)  ...................................................... DEM ........ £1695
AURUM CANTUS LEISURE 3 SE   (LAST PAIR £1350) ..........................NEW/BOXED ...........£895
AURUM CANTUS BLACK ORCHID  (LAST PAIR £1300) ........................NEW/BOXED ...........£795
AURUM CANTUS BLACK ORCHID  ( £1300) ................................................... EX.DEM ...........£495

SOLID STATE
KRELL 600 POWER AMP ......................................................................................EXCLT ...........DUE
GAMUT D-200I FEW HOURS USE ONLY ...........................................AS NEW/BOXED ........ £4950
CHAPTER AUDIO 2 PLUS POWER AMP ................................................ MINT/BOXED ........ £2750
PS AUDIO GCA 100 X 5 POWER AMP 1 OWNER .................................. MINT/BOXED ........ £1795
ADVANTAGE i200 REMOTE INTEGRATED (SUPERB AMP) ............................EXCLT ...........£895
DPA 3 BOX PRE AMP ............................................................................................EXCLT ...........£995
BEL CANTO PRE-1 REMOTE PRE AMP .............................................................EXCLT ...........£995
PASS LABS ALEPH PRE AMP  .............................................................................EXCLT .........£1195
AUDIO INNOVATIONS 1000 SILVER PRE-AMP .....................................................EXC ...........£599
H-CAT P-12B PRE AMP (£2500?) ............................................................................ DEM ........ £1295
ELECTROCOMPANIET EC-1 INTEGRATED .............................................EXCELLENT ...........£795
JOHN SHEARNE 2.5 INTEGRATED AMP......................................................1 OWNER ...........£375
JOHN SHEARNE 3.5 POWER AMP ...............................................................1 OWNER ...........£375
OPERA CONSONANCE A-100 R AMP 1 OWNER .................................. MINT/BOXED ...........£495

PRIMARE I-21 INTEGRATED 1 OWNER ................................................. MINT/BOXED ...........£595
DENSEN   B300XS POWER AMP 1 OWNER .......................................... MINT/BOXED ...........£849
MUSICAL FIDELITY A3CR POWER AMP 1 OWNER ............................. MINT/BOXED ...........£495
MARANTZ MA-700 200 WATT MONOBLOCS ..........................................DEM/BOXED ...........£595
MERIDIAN 501 PRE AMP .......................................................................... MINT/BOXED ...........£395
DPA ENLIGHTENMENT PRE AMP .........................................................................N.O.S ...........£475

VALVE 
NEW AUDIO FRONTIERS 300B SUPREME POWER AMP
(13K NEW) ONE OWNER FANTASTIC AMP ........................................... MINT/BOXED ........ £4995
ANTIQUE SOUNDLABS AQ-9 845 MONOBLOCS ................................................. DEM ........ £2850
LECTOR ZOE REMOTE PRE AMP .......................................................... MINT/BOXED ...........£995
JOLIDA JD801A KT88 INT.ONE  OWNER FROM NEW .......................... MINT/BOXED ...........£695
WOODSIDE AUDIO M-50 EL-34 MONOS (REVALVED).....................................EXCLT ........ £1750
MELODY  M88Q KT88 MONOBLOCS ..................................................... MINT/BOXED ........ £2250
SPARK 300B X 4 INTEGRATED  RE-VALVED.....................................................EXCLT ...........£950
ART AUDIO INTEGRA EL-34 VALVE  INTEGRATED  .........................................EXCLT .........£1195
ANTIQUE SOUNDLABS AQ-1009 845 MONOBLOCS  ......................................... DEM ........ £2995
PAPWORTH M-100 MONOBLOCS ONE OWNER  ................................. MINT/BOXED ........ £2750
MATTISSE REFERENCE 2 BOX PRE AMP (64 STEP ATT.) ..................ONE OWNER ........ £3450
ROGUE AUDIO 66 MAGNUM REMOTE CONTROL PRE ............................... EX.DEM ...........£795
ANTIQUE SOUNDLABS LH-01 PRE-AMP H/PHONE AMP............................. EX.DEM ...........£375
MULLARD 5-20 MONO’S EL-34 ............................................................................EXCLT ...........£595

VINYL
GARRARD 401 WITH ACCOUSTAND SKELETAL PLINTH ...............................EXCLT ...........£995
LINN LP12 VALHALLA/CIRKUS/BLACK PLINTH SERVICED ...........................BOXED ...........£595
ROKSAN XERXES & PSU I OWNER LOVELY CONDITION .............................EXCLT ...........£595
ORIGIN LIVE SILVER TONEARM .........................................................................EXCLT ...........£395
LUXMAN PD-444 TURNTABLE/STAX UA-7 ARM 1 OWNER.............................EXCLT ...........DUE
ACOUSTIC SOLID 1 TURNTABLE LATEST BEARING AND
MOTOR 3 ARMBOARDS MANY EXTRA’S ETC ..................................................EXCLT ........ £3495
WILSON BENESCH  CIRCLE T/TABLE (1 OWNER 25 HOURS USE) . MINT/BOXED ...........£795
NOTTS ANALOGUE MENTOR & HEAVY KIT......................................................EXCLT ........ £1650
DENON DP-1200 SPECIAL EDITION (INC.ARM/CART.)..................................... RARE ...........£495
VOYD VALDI & HUGE POWER SUPPLY .................................................................DUE ..........RING
TRIO KD-500  HEAVY CORIAN TURNTABLE .....................................................EXCLT ...........£495
PINK TRIANGLE LPT/RB-300/CARTRIDGE/PSU REF.BEARING .....................EXCLT ...........£595

ODDESSY RP1-XG ARM 1 OWNER  UTTERLY COMPLETE 
WITH ACCESSORIES AND ALL PAPERWORK COLLECTORS DREAM! ...........MINT ..........RING
STAX UA-7 TONEARM  1 OWNER CONDITION AS ABOVE ................................MINT ...........£495
NOTTS ANALOGUE MENTOR TONEARM DEM USE ..........................................MINT ...........£495
GRAHAM SLEE ERA GOLD MM PHONO STAGE & PSU-1 ..............................EXCLT ...........£295
TOM EVANS MICRO GROOVE & PSU ................................................................EXCLT ...........£375
MICHELL ISO PHONO STAGE  & HERA PSU.....................................................EXCLT ...........£349
VAN DEN HUL MCD 501 SIL.HYBRID TONEARM CABLE ................................EXCLT ...........£250
AUDIO INNOVATIONS 1000 MC STEP UP .............................................. MINT/BOXED ...........£495

DIGITAL
SHANLING CDT-100 .................................................................................. MINT/BOXED ...........DUE
SHANLING 50 DAC .................................................................................... MINT/BOXED ...........DUE
MUSICAL FIDELITY KW DM25 DAC (SUPERB) ..................................... MINT/BOXED ...........£795
PERPETUAL TECH P1-A/P-3A (MODWRIGHT SIG.) ..............................NEW/BOXED ...........£995
LYNGDORF CD-1 ...................................................................................................EXCLT ...........£695
TECHNICS SLP-1200 LITTLE USED...........................................................BEAUTIFUL ...........£495
SONY CDPX-3000ES 1 OWNER .............................................................. MINT/BOXED ...........£375
TECHNICS SLPS-7 1 OWNER ...............................................................EXCLT/BOXED ...........£299
KENWOOD DP-9010 TRANSPORT 1 OWNER ...................................................EXCLT ...........£495
MICROMEGA STAGE-2 ............................................................................................MINT ...........£249
ALCHEMIST KRACKEN 2 BOX CD 1 OWNER ......................................................MINT ...........£795
INCA TECH KATANA ..................................................................................................VGC ...........£395

 CABLE/TUNERS
AVID SCT STANDARD BLUE 1 METRE RCA ........................................... NOS/BOXED ...........£295
VAN DEN HUL MCD 501 SIL.HYBRID TONEARM CABLE ................................EXCLT ...........£295
XLO ULTRA 0.5METRE RCA ....................................................................................MINT ...........£149
CHORD CO.SIG. 1 METRE PAIR BNC TO BNC .............................................UNUSED  ..........£299
KIMBER SELECT 1020 0.5 METRE RCA ................................................. MINT/BOXED ...........DUE
KIMBER SELECT 1011 1 METRE RCA .................................................... MINT/BOXED ...........DUE
CHORD CO.EPIC TWIN 3M BIWIRE ....................................................................EXCLT ...........£299
MIT MH-750  8 METRE PAIR .................................................................................EXCLT ........ £1250
BLACK RHOD. POLAR. NINJA DCT ++2.9M, PAIR ............................................EXCLT ...........£650
XLO 5.2 SIGNATURE-1 4FT PAIR ........................................................................... DEM ...........£495
SONORAM PLATEAU 4 METRE PAIR .................................................................EXCLT ...........£475
XLO REF.2.5 METRE PAIR ....................................................................................EXCLT ...........£375
MUSICAL FIDELITY A5 FM/DAB TUNER I OWNER ...........................................EXCLT ...........£575

  YOUR SURPLUS EQUIPMENT URGENTLY REQUIRED NOW  
FRIENDLY PROFESSIONAL SERVICE 

PLEASE PHONE GEORGE ON 07860-511111

www.heathcoteaudio.co.uk/heathcoteaudio@aol.com

Presenting high class,
award winning UK built,
Belt drive, Direct drive &
Idler drive turntables and
turntable upgrades

SUPPORTING BRITISH
MANUFACTURING

HI-FI WORLDHI-FI WORLD

 01246 268887
Part Exchange Deals given against your current turntable. Call for an instant quote...Superb Demonstration facilities

Unit 1 / Westwick Park / / / 

With Direct Sales from us the manufacturer, there is NO retail mark up 
saving you between 40% and 50% compared to other similar products.

Photo above:
Our multi award winning Monarch turntable
Visit our website to see our ever expanding range of turntables and turntable upgrades

NOW FEATURED IN
HI FI WORLD’S
WORLD STANDARDS
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1. ACCESSORIES 

HIGH-END equipment shelves. 
Solid Tech Radius model. Used item. 
Accommodates seven separates, 
oak veneer shelves and anodised 
aluminium pillars. Pictures and 
description on request. Price £200. 
Email: pbfoods@hotmail.com. 
Tel: 07718 760170

GRADO Professional Series 1000 
(PS1000) headphones in very good 
condition, in original box. Recently 
serviced (work order enclosed). 
Demo available (Cambridge). Buyer 
collects. £699. Email: gordon_n_
davies@yahoo.com

2. AMPLIFIERS

MBL C51 amplifi er and C31 CD 
player/DAC in matching black and 
chrome. Absolutely as new and 
complete with all packaging. Still 
under manufacturer’s warranty. 
New price is over £15,000. £7,500. 
Couriered at cost or can deliver 
within 100 miles of Plymouth. 
Email: grahamroyle@hotmail.com. 
Tel: 07753 882201 

CHORD CDM3300 amplifi er.
Excellent condition. Prefer 
collection. £1500. 
Tel: 07770 680839

MUSICAL Fidelity KW750 
power amp. Excellent condition. 
Highly reviewed. Boxed. Manual. 
Remote. Used in a smoke-free 
environment. Serviced by JS Audio. 
Umbilical cables included. Collection 
preferred. £3000 (£4000 new). 
Tel: 07941 432804. 
Email: jerry. gosnell@gmail.com

DEVIALET 200. Stunning amp/
DAC in excellent condition. Five-year 
transferable warranty from June 
2014. Unmarked remote control. 
Original box with SD card, warranty/
instruction booklets, gloves, unused 
powercord and polishing cloth. 
Devialet bag. Selling due to upgrade. 
£3750. Tel: 07932 872728

MUSICAL Fidelity KW500. 
Excellent condition. Highly 
reviewed. Boxed. Manual. Remote. 
Owned from new. Smoke-free 
environment. Serviced by JS Audio. 
Set of spare valves and complete 
with all umbilical cables. Collection 
preferred. £2600 (£4000 new). 
Tel: 07941 432804. 
Email: jerry. gosnell@gmail.com

CYRUS One integrated, boxed, 
(£50). Cyrus 7 integrated, boxed 
(£150). Email:  tj.rice@blueyonder.
co.uk. Tel: 07770 740265

QUAD II Anniversary amplifi ers 
in Gold (1 pair). Matching Quad-
branded KT66 valves fi tted, original 
power leads and two pairs of 
unbranded KT66 valves as spares, 
one single spare Quad-branded KT66 
also included. Original dust covers, 
boxes and outer shipping box. Valve 
guards in black mesh, never fi tted 
and pristine. Buyer to collect from 
South Cambridgeshire, UK. £1800 
ovno. Email: womble0007@gmail.
com. Tel: +44 (0) 7545 624395 

TUBE Technology Unisys 
integrated valve amplifi er, VGC, 
£400. Tel: 07855 744831 

3. CABLES

CABLE Talk Reference 2, 1m 
pair, £30. DNM Reson single solid 
core, 1m pair, £20. Email: jonathan. 
kempster@gmail.com

4. CD/DVD PLAYERS

CYRUS 7 CD, boxed, (£80). 
Cyrus CD T SE X, boxed, (£250). 
Email:  tj. rice@blueyonder.co.uk. 
Tel: 07770 740265

WADIA 302 CD player. Excellent 
condition. Prefer collection. £500. 
Tel: 07770 680839

TUBE Technology Fulcrum 
CD transport and matching D/A 
convertor, both VGC, £400. 
Tel: 07855 744831

MUSICAL Fidelity A3.2 CD 
player, £250. Musical Fidelity 
Tri-Vista 21 DAC, £550. Owned from 
new, excellent condition, original 
packaging. Buyer collects. 
Tel: 01376 332186 

5. DACS

CYRUS DAC X, boxed, (£200). 
Email:  tj. rice@blueyonder.co.uk. 
Tel: 07770 740265 

AUDIOLAB MDAC, black, 
boxed, £275. Buyer collects, cash 
only. Tel: 020 8641 0507/
07715 300759 

AUDIOLAB MDAC, black, 
mint, boxed, £350. Email: zen57@
rocketmail.com

7. SPEAKERS

SPENDOR BC1s, matched pair, 
15005/6 with original trolleys, 
badges and boxes. Teak with Harlech 
grilles. £350. Tel: 0118 981 2716 

KHARMA Ceramique CE1.2 
high-end fl oorstanding speakers. 
No-compromise design, piano black, 
superb condition, Three drivers, 
sensitivity 90dB/w/m. Can demo. 
Downsizing. £4500 (originally 
£18,000). Tel: 07415 652983. Email: 
michael@hispersonaladdress.co.uk 

VIVID B1 speakers. Piano black, 
one year old in as new condition. 
Wooden packing crates and all 
other bits. Fabulous sound. Genuine 
reason for sale. £7500. 
Tel: 07932 872728

JBL LX33, rosewood fi nish, in mint 
condition, in original boxes, £100. 
Tel: 01922 644775 

MARTIN Logan summit ESL 
loudspeakers. Excellent condition. 
Prefer collection. £3500. 
Tel: 07770 680839

DYNAUDIO Audience 42, 
maple wood, boxed (£100). 
Email:  tj. rice@blueyonder.co.uk. 
Tel: 07770 740265

MARTIN Logan Montis ELS with 
200w active woofer in dark cherry 
fi nish. Perfect condition, boxed up, 
very little use. Priced to sell, £5995 
(including delivery) ovno. 
Email: neilpage37@yahoo.com. 
Tel: 00974 66312709

8. TUNERS

TECHNICS vintage audio 
ST3500 AM/FM stereo tuner, 630T 
stereo cassette deck. Both mid 
1970s. Matching units in classic 

brushed stainless steel fi nish. Both 
immaculate and in full working 
order. Very collectable, hence £120/
pair. Tel: 07712 544590. Email: 
a.c.hunt.electrician@hotmail.co.uk 

9. TURNTABLES

SIMAUDIO Moon LP3 MM/
MC phono stage complete with 
Trichord NC2 power supply. 
Excellent condition and working 
order. Genuine reason for sale. Buyer 
collects. £325. Tel: 07796 878504. 
Email: robin.mean@sky.com 

MICHELL Tecnoarm (£175), 
boxed, Rega armboard for Michell 
Gyro SE (£40), Rega RB300 (£50). 
Tel: 07770 740265

PRO-JECT Xpression UKX, 
latest version with carbon fi bre 
tonearm, Ortofon 2M Silver 
cartridge, Bordeaux plinth, white 
acrylic platter. Few hours use, boxed 
and in mint condition, £250. 
Tel: 01243 607989

11. SYSTEMS

QUAD 99 CDP-2 CD, 99 FM tuner, 
99 preamp and 99 stereo power 
amp. All in rare dark grey/black 
fi nish. All in immaculate, unmarked, 
as new condition. Quadlinks and 
manuals. Genuine reason for sale. 
£1200 ono. Prefer collection but 
can arrange delivery. Tel: 01460 
220672. Email: paul.spearing1@
btinternet.com 

12. MISCELLANEOUS 

CYRUS X Stream, boxed. (£350). 
Tel: 07770 740265

13. WANTED

LINN Kolektor handset. 
Tel: 020 7483 0000

Fill in your advertisement copy here... 
Please write the product category number that best suits your equipment in the 
fi rst square. The product categories are: 1 – Accessories; 2 – Amps; 3 – Cables; 
4 – CD/DVD players; 5 – DACS; 6 – Software (CDs, records etc.); 7 – Speakers; 8 – 
Tuners; 9 – Turntables; 11 – Complete Systems; 12 – Miscellaneous; 13 – Wanted

We will insert the telephone number you want to appear in your advertisement(s) 
as many times as is needed. You only need to fi ll it in once and it only counts as 
one word – even if you run multiple adverts. 

PLACING AN ADVERTISEMENT IN THE HI-FI NEWS CLASSIFIEDS SECTION

Tel (to appear in advert):

Please post this completed coupon to Hi-Fi News magazine, MyTimeMedia Ltd, Enterprise 
House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, TN8 6HF, or email your advert to letters@hifi news.com
Hi-Fi News accepts no responsibility for description or condition of items advertised.

THE PLACE TO 
BUY & SELL AUDIO 

EQUIPMENT & ACCESSORIES

NOW FREE

To help ensure accuracy, your classifi ed advertisements 
must be submitted by email or post...
Please email your entries to: letters@hifi news.com





Dealer Directory

ORBE
ORB SE
GYRODEC
BRONZE GYRODEC
BLACK GYRO SE
TECNODEC
TECNO ARM A

HR POWER SUPPLY
ORBE PLATTER KIT ORBE 
CLAMP KIT 
SECURE COVER
UNI COVER
TECHNOWEIGHT
GYRO BEARING

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES

MICHELL ENGINEERING
IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
TEL: 01283 702875

www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge   01922 457926

Exposure · Heed · Kudos  
Lehmann · Linn · Marantz · Michell 

Monitor Audio · Naim · Neat   
Okki Nokki · Ortofon · Project  

 Roksan

love your music
Wilson Benesch  

Michell Engineering
Grado · Naim

The Chord Company
Kudos · Quadrasphire

Audiovector · PMC  
Audiolab · Quad  

Project

18 Market Street, Tavistock
Devon PL19 0DE

01822 618 940
info@tavistockaudio.co.uk  www.tavistocaudio.co.uk

Modwright Instruments, 
Tune Audio, J.C.Verdier, 

Signal Projects, Audionote UK 
and much more…

Malvern, Worcestershire

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

Saffron Walden  www.radlettaudio.co.uk
01799 599080  radlettaudio@hotmail.co.uk

· Rega
· Harbeth
· Croft
· Spendor
· Michell 
· Devialet

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES  
OR PRODUCT DETAILS

IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
TEL: 01283 702875

NORSTONE 
HIFI/AV FURNITURE AND SPEAKER STANDS

MUNARI 
AV FURNITURE
PEERLESS 

AV CABLES 
HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES
FREE ROYAL MAIL SPECIAL DELIVERY

IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
TEL: 01283 702875

AIR TIGHT, AUDIO TECHNICA, BENZ MICRO,  
CARTRIDGE MAN, DECCA LONDON, DENON, GOLDRING, 

KOETSU,ORTOFON, TECHDAS, VAN DEN HUL, ZYX.

 TRADE IN AN ORTOFON  
MOVING COIL AND SAVE UP TO 30%  

OFF ANY OF THESE CARTRIDGES!

www.hifilounge.co.uk

01767 448121

Uk's only dedicated
demo facility for

high-end
headphones

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

www.highendheadphones.co.uk

All About The Music
Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk 

www.basicallysound.co.uk



To advertise in this section 
please call  Sonia Smart on 07710 394391

atlascables.com

the performance connection

Asimi Ultra 
Interconnect

IAN HARRISON HIFI

PHONOSTAGES          ANATEK, CLEARAUDIO, EAR YOSHINO, GRAHAM SLEE, ICON AUDIO, LEHMANN, PRO-JECT, 
PURE SOUND, QUAD, TOM EVANS, TRICHORD, WHEST AUDIO              CARTRIDGES          AIR TIGHT, AUDIO TECHNICA, 
BENZ MICRO, CARTRIDGE MAN, DECCA LONDON, DENON, GOLDRING, GRADO, KOETSU, ROKSAN, ORTOFON, TECHDAS, 
ZYX          TURNTABLES          AMAZON AUDIO, AUDIO TECHNICA, DENON, EAR, HELIUS, INSPIRE, MICHELL, MUSIC 
HALL, PRO-JECT, SRM TECH, THORENS           TONEARMS          AMG, CARTRIDGE MAN, GRAHAM, MICHELL, MOERCH, 
MOTH, ORTOFON, PRO-JECT, REED, REGA, ROKSAN, SME

SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!
TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ
TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

 SPEND £2000 OR MORE ON ANY TURNTABLE, TONEARM OR TURNTABLE AND ARM,  
AND GET A £500 CARTRIDGE FREE!

TO ADVERTISE
HERE

PLEASE CALL
Sonia Smart

07710 394391
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 Highest Quality Crossover Parts
 Crossover Design and Assembly
 DIY Speaker Kits
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madisound.com
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 Audax
 Aurasound
 Eton
 Fostex
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 SB Acoustics
 Scan-Speak
 Seas
 Raal
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H I - F I  E X C H A N G E

Huge range of high end brands

Expert system matching advise

Used high end hi-fi  bought and sold

Part exchange welcome

All items checked and guaranteed

Major credit cards accepted

www.choice-hifi .com
Email: info@choice-hifi .com  Telephone: 020 8392 1959 / 07768 720456

STOCKISTS OF: ACCUSTIC ARTS / AIR TANGENT / AUDIO NOTE / AUDIO PHYSIC / AUDIA / AUROSAL
BEL CANTO / BURMESTER / CAT / CLEAR AUDIO / DENON / GAMUT / GRAHAM SLEE / GRAHAM TONEARMS
HALCRO / JM LAB / LAMM / LEXICON / LINN / METRONOME / MONITOR AUDIO / NAD / NUFORCE
ORIGIN LIVE / ORTOFON / PANASONIC / PARASOUND / PIONEER / PLINIUS / PRIMARE / PROJECT / QED
REVEL / ROKSAN / SME / TIVOLI / TOM EVANS / TOWNSEND / USHER / VELODYNE / YBA AND MANY OTHERS

*10% commision on fi nal sale value

CD Players and DACs
Accuphase DP500    £2,490
Aesthetix Romulus CD  £2,750
Arcam rDAC + Squeeze  £250
Audio Aero Capitol Reference MKII   £2,200
Audio Aero Capitole Signature    £3,300
Audio Aero La Fontaine  £17,500
Audio Note DAC Zero    £275
Audio Research CD7.5  £3,500
Audiolab 8200CD  £600
Ayon Skylla II    £2,490
Bel Canto Dac3    £2,199
Bel Canto USB Link 24/96    £349
Bluenote Stibbert valve improved   £1,800
BMC Audio BDCD1.1 Belt Drive CD Player    £3,795
BMC Audio PureDAC    £1,550
Copland CDA822    £550
Cyrus CD8 SE    £300
dCS Paganini Transport/ DAC/ Clock    £9,990
Esoteric K01 CD/SACD    £7,500
Krell Evolution 525    £5,990
Marantz UD 9004    £2,690
Mark Levinson No 31.5 Reference CD Transport  £3,590
Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD   £12,255
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD  £5,990
Mark Levinson No 31 & 30.5 Transp/Dac  £7,450
McIntosh MCD1100    £7,490
McIntosh MCD550 CD/SACD player   £5,000
Meridian Audio 508  £600
Micro Seiki CDM2  £1,290
MICROMEGA Microdac    £295
Moon 750D CD/DAC 24/192    £6,990
Moon 300D  £850
Moon Electronic Supernova CD  £1,990
Musical Fidelity M6 CD  £899
Naim Audio CDX2    £1,090
Opera Consonance Droplet CDP 5.0    £1,295
Perreaux DP32    £1,475
Plinius CD-101    £1,600
Plinius CD Player101    £2,400
Plinius CD101    £1,890
Primare BD32  £3,500
Primare Cd31    £600
Proceed CDP CD/HDCD player    £995
Proceed PDP 2 D to A Converter   £350
Theta Data Basic  £390
Theta Compli    £1,595
Vitus SCD 025    £9,990
Wadia 381i    £3,490

Loudspeakers
Alon Phalanx    £4,990
ART Stiletto Monitor    £500
ATC SCM300 ASL Monitors    £17,500
ATC SCM300AT based custom model    £8,550
Audio Acoustics FUNDAMENTAL K2  £5,995
Audio Physic Tempo 3i    £675
Aurousal A1 MK  £445

Avalon Arcus  £3,450
Avalon Indra    £9,990
Avalon Time    £42,500
B&W htm 2D  £2,600
B&W Matrix 800    £5,990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation    £1,800
Diapason Adamantes 3  £2,490
Diapason Adamantes 3 25th Anniversary  £2,490
Diapason Astera    £3,990
Dynaudio Confi dence C2    £4,250
Dynaudio Contour S1.4    £1,400
Eclipse TD512, A502 + Stands    £2,000
Elac FS 207.2    £450
Focal JM Lab Grande Utopia III EM   £121,999
Focal JM Lab Scala Utopia 3    £18,999
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM  £47,990
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia 3    £16,990
Gamut S5    £9,490
Genesis Technologies 5.3  £7,500
Guru QM60    £2,750
Hansen Audio Emperor    £32,500
Heco celan 500  £550
Infi nity Kappa 9    £1,750
JBL 250 Ti    £2,890
KEF Moun    £85,000
Krell resolution 3    £2,700
Loewe Reference stand speaker   £1,400
Martin Logan Logos Centre    £590
Martin Logan Summit    £4,990
Meridian Audio DSP 7200    £16,500
Meridian Audio DSP 5200    £7,500
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW  £8,490
Ruark Rapsody    £200
Sonus Faber Amati Homage    £7,990
Sonus Faber Minuetto & Ironwood stands  £890
Sonus Faber Amati Anniversario GR  £11,990
Sonus Faber Cremona    £2,000
Spendor A3    £600
Spendor s100    £1,500
Titan 3Way    £1,295
Totem Hawk    £1,400
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns   £6,990
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7    £6,490
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7    £7,490
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7    £6,750
Wilson Audio WP8  £10,995
Wilson Audio Maxx 3    £49,500

Power Amplifi ers
Aesthetix Atlas Mono Blocks  £9,990
Astin Trew At 5000    £400
ATC S1A2-150  £2,200
Audio Note Kegon  £35,000
Audio Research DS450 (New-sealed box)    £4,995
AVI 2000 MM  £600
B.A.T. VK-255 SE    £3,700
Bel Canto Ref 1000 M (Mk2) Mono blocks NEW    £4,300
Bel Canto Ref 1000 monos  £1,990

BMC Audio CS2 Integrated/ Power Amplifi er    £5,495
BMC Audio M2 Monoblocks    £10,990
Boulder 2060    £14,990
Chord Electronics Symphonic MC phono stage   £1,875
Conrad Johnson Prem 8A monoblocks  £4,950
Crimson Electronics 640 E3 Monoblocks    £3,399
Edge NL Reference Monoblocks   £34,990
Electrocompaniet NEMO AW-600  £4,900
Gryphon Antileon  £5,990
Halcro DM 88 Monoblocks  £24,950
Karan Acoustics S180 Stereo power  £1,890
Karan Acoustics KA M2000    £22,990
Krell 400e Evolution Monoblocks   £9,990
Krell FPB 400CX    £4,490
Lamm Lamm M1.1  £6,990
Linn klimax Solos  £8,995
Luxman M800A stereo power    £8,990
Mark Levinson No 532H Reference 
High current Dual Mono Power Amp   £7,500
Mark Levinson No 532H stereo power amp    £4,995
Mark Levinson No. 532  £9,990
McIntosh MC203    £3,950
McIntosh MC275 (2 Available)  £4,250
Musical Fidelity 308 K Mono-blocks  £650
Naim Audio Nap 180    £600
Naim Audio Nait 3    £320
Pathos InPower  £4,990
Plinius SA 250mkIV  £3,495
Sony TAN R1 monoblocks    £8,990
Soulution Audio 711 upgraded from 710  £29,990
Tenor HP 300    £15,500
Tom Evans Linear A  £4,750
Tube Technology Genesis Monoblocks    £1,390
VTL MB 450-III Signature Monoblocks  £14,500
Welborne Labs DRD45    £1,490
YBA Passion 1000 monoblocks    £6,890

Pre Amplifi ers
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A  £2,250
Audio Research LS2  £950
Audio Research LS25 (mkI)    £1,800
AVI 2000MP  £400
B.A.T. VK-53 SE    £8,240
BMC Audio DAC1PreHR    £3,990
Boulder 1010 Pre  £6,950
Bryston BP-26 and MPS-2    £2,200
C.A.T SL1 Ultimate  £7,295
Cary SLP 98L    £2,295
Classe Audio CP - 800  £4,000
Concordant Exquisite + Exclusive   £1,150
Crimson Electronics 710 Pre Amp   £3,995
Gryphon Sonata Allegro  £5,490
Jadis JPL    £1,700
Klyne Audio Arts 7LX3.5 & phono   £2,790
Krell Evolution 202    £4,990
Linn Klimax Kontrol  £4,250
Luxman C800f    £8,990
Mark Levinson 380s    £1,999

Mark Levinson No 326s Reference 
Dual Mono Pre    £8,170
Mark Levinson No 380  £1,790
McIntosh C2200    £3,750
McIntosh C2500    £4,500
Musical Fidelity Kw Phono    £1,450
Sony TAE 900    £2,990
Tom Evans The Vibe pre & Pulse power supply   £2,750
Unison Research C5P    £995
VTL TL 6.5 Signature Line Pre  £9,990

Turntables/Arms/Cartridges & Phonostages
Aesthetix IO Eclipse  £15,590
Audio Research PH8 black    £3,890
BMC Audio MCCI Phono MC    £2,590
Boulder MM/MC Phono stage & psu   £1,795
Cello Cartridge  £4,000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2  £2,890
Clear Audio Insider Gold    £500
DaVinciAudio Labs Reference Gandezza 
Cartridge  £2,790
Dr. Feickert Analogue NG High-Precision 
Cartridge Alignment Tool  £149
EMT 950 Broadcast Turnta Fabulous 
BBC Wide body    £6,500
Esoteric E 03 Phono stage (mm/mc)   £2,990
Gale GT2101 Turntable    £7,990
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1    £1,495
Klyne Audio Arts 6PE mm/mc    £1,950
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu    £1,990
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok, Majik PSU, Rosewood    £3,500
Linn LP12    £1,500
Manticore Mantra    £300
Nottingham Analogue Wave Mechanic    £250
Origin Live Conqueror mk IIIa    £1,590
Origin Live Digital Stylus Force Gauge    £65
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta  £1,495
SME 312s    £2,050
SME Model 10A turntable    £4,490
SME Model 30/2A    £8,790
SME Series V Gold plated arm    £2,395
SME Model 20/12A    £11,567
SME Model 20/3A    £8,990
SME Model 30/12A    £23,950
SME Series V (gold print)  £2,490
SME Series V-12    £3,668
Sonic frontiers SFP-1 Phono    £750
Sumiko Pearwod Celebration II  £1,190
Thorens TD 126 mkIV    £590
Tom Evans The Groove Plus mkII   £4,990
Transfi guration Spirit MK3    £560
Tri-Planar MK UII    £2,890
VPI TNT 4 Flywheel RB1000  £4,500
VPI Classic 2/JMW 10.5i & SDS psu   £2,490
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV    £1,795

GUARANTEED HIGH QUALITY NEW & PRE-OWNED HI-FI:

100s more bargains online now list your items FREE at www.choice-hifi .com today!*

CD Players and DACs Avalon Arcus  £3,450 BMC Audio CS2 Integrated/ Power Amplifi er   £5,495 Mark Levinson No 326s Reference

Cyrus CD8 SE    £300
Esoteric E 03 Phono stage (mm/mc)   £2,990
Audio Aero Capitol Reference MKII   £2,200
Transfiguration Spirit MK3    £560
Origin Live Conqueror mk IIIa    £1,590
Icon Audio Stereo 40se    £450
Esoteric K01 CD/SACD    £7,500
Accuphase E550 Intergrated    £2,890
Cary CAD 211 M AE/ SLP-05/ PH-302 +    £14,900
Dynaudio Contour S1.4    £1,400

LATEST 40LATEST 40
Dynaudio Confidence C2    £4,250
Aesthetix Romulus CD  £2,750
Proceed PDP 2 D to A Converter   £350
Primare Cd31    £600
Vitus SCD 025    £9,990
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD  £5,990
Moon 750D CD/DAC 24/192    £6,990
Plinius SB 301mkII Pwr & Tautoro Pre    £7,995
Electrocompaniet NEMO AW-600  £4,900
Mark Levinson No. 532  £9,990

Tom Evans The Groove Plus mkII   £4,990
Analog Domain Audio GmbH Isis M75D    £13,998
Vitus SIA 025 & SCD 025    £21,990
Magnum Dynalab MD108T    £3,990
Arcam AVR350    £400
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia 3    £16,990
Nordost CAST (for Krell-2m)  £690
Krell FPB 400CX    £4,490
Marantz PM KI Pearl 30th Anniversary    £1,350
Unison Research C5P    £995

Diapason Adamantes 3 25th Anniversary  £2,490
Diapason Adamantes 3  £2,490
Chord Electronics Symphonic MC phono stage    £1,875
Linn LP12    £1,500
AVI 2000 MM  £600
AVI 2000MP  £400
Audio Research CD7.5  £3,500
dCS Paganini Transport/ DAC/ Clock   £9,990
Totem Hawk   £1,400
ART Stiletto Monitor £500



LAST WORD

KEN KESSLER TELLS IT LIKE IT IS...

OFF THE 
LEASH!

ER TEEEELLS IT LIKE IT IS....

‘I feel sorry for 
those still looking 

for their dream 
pair of LS3/5As’
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Tempted as I am to eat my words, I 
will not let the following suddenly 
lull me into the belief that the 
world fi nally appreciates serious 

hi-fi  equipment. The implications of what I 
am about to report are not entirely positive, 
unless you happen to be a vintage hi-fi  
dealer. Or a lottery winner.

In a world where a Kardashian can spend 
£4000 on a pair of strappy sandals and be 
deemed a trendsetter, adored by legions 
of wannabees, I still have to apologise to 
people (that is, non-audiophiles) when I try 
to explain the world in which we wallow so 
deliriously to the sound 
of music. ‘Five-thousand 
pound cartridges, 
£50,000 amplifi ers – are 
you nuts?’ they cry. It 
remains hard to convince 
those wedded to iPhone 
earbuds and the like that 
something better (let 
alone more expensive) might exist. It’s like 
trying to explain Solaia to a Red Bull drinker.

SWAN-LIKE DEVOTION 
eBay is not a site I visit often, because I am 
not in the market for anything. Old age 
has that effect, and when I hear the word 
‘downsizing’, it no longer refers only to 
compact automobiles. But I do continue 
to receive emails from those who associate 
me with BBC LS3/5As, and who know I 
possess a swan-like devotion to the 40-
year-old design. I even receive emails from 

Ken Kessler sees a pair 
of classic speakers sell 
on eBay and wonders 
whether to laugh or cry

$1.4m.’ Or 50 times what the watch is 
really worth to anyone other than a near-
psychotic collector.

I should have been rejoicing: here, 
at last, was evidence of hi-fi  equipment 
garnering the sort of respect that can 
only be measured by a hand-in-pocket-to-
retrieve-one’s-credit-card manoeuvre. 

While I feel sorry for those still looking 
for their dream pair of LS3/5As, because 
infl ation would surely apply to any samples 
to be sold from this day forward, it showed 
that vintage hi-fi  was no longer mere garage 
sale fodder.

THE RIGHT BOXES 
If you trawl eBay for the info, the page is 
probably online in perpetuity. The vendor 
described it originally as (sic): ‘Rogers 
LS3/5a speakers in good condition, I 
would rate them as 8/10. There are some 
scratches and marks coming from regular 
use. Most of scratches and marks are at the 
back and bottom of boxes, but the sides are 
also marked with couples of imperfections.’

It turns out that the vendor acquired 
them in the 1980s. All drivers were original, 
as were the crossover parts, so this ticked 
the right boxes for Japanese and Korean 
collectors who expect, say, a 1929 Bentley 
to have the original petrol in the tank. 

The factory labels showed it to be an 
early pair, calibrated by the late, sorely-
missed Richard Ross. The lucky bidder would 
also acquire – like ‘an extract from the 
archives’ as supplied by Patek Philippe to 
vintage watch clients – the ‘Inspection and 
Testing Record’ from 1976. Other goodies 
in the purchase included an original Rogers 
advertising fl yer and the aforementioned 
double box with padding.

Scrolling through the missives on the 
web page, one fi nds the winning bid, in 
the form of a question to the vendor: ‘Hi 
there! Would you accept my offer $7500, 
no question asked???’ Yes, you read 
that correctly: the buyer paid the dollar 
equivalent of £4860. For a pair of LS3/5As.

Before signing off this column to editor 
PM, I checked the current status of LS3/5As 
on eBay. There’s a pair of Rogers with the 
‘Buy Now!’ price of $6899. I don’t know 
whether to laugh or cry. 

individuals asking me where to fi nd a good 
pair, as if I’m tapped into the global vendor’s 
network – which I most certainly am not. But 
that brings us back to eBay, the internet’s 
universal fl ea-market.

It was my colleague, John Marks, late of 
Stereophile, who sent me a link to a pair of 
LS3/5As for sale on that site in late-summer. 
While I do not follow LS3/5A values in the 
manner of a jeweller keeping an eye on gold 
prices, I do have semi-annual reality checks, 
at the two audiojumbles held by John 
Howes. His February-and-October events 
have become the real-world measures of 

LS3/5A street prices, 
and they’re usually a 
few grand lower at his 
fair than the silly prices 
paid by collectors in 
the Far East. But this 
one takes the biscuit.

John’s alert was to a 
pair of Rogers 15ohm 

LS3/5As with box and papers, in superb 
condition. My own reaction would be, hmm, 
an easy £1500. Boy, was I off the mark. They 
were already up to US $6500, or £4200. 
I will not repeat the expletive that I issued 
forth, out loud, to my computer. 

Now I will be the fi rst person to attest to 
the sheer brilliance of the wee BBC monitor. 
Lord knows, I’ve written about it enough 
times. But this was insane. Then, I slapped 
myself. ‘KK: wake up. Recall that you just 
wrote without censure about the ex-Eric 
Clapton Rolex chronograph that sold for 

Jan Issue 
on sale

EXCLUSIVE TESTS:
î Audio Alchemy DDP-1/PS-5 DAC/preamp
î Gauder Akustik Berlina RC3 standmounts
î Pro-Ject RPM Carbon 10 turntable
î Audio Research GSi75 integrated tube amp
î Quad S-5 fl oorstanding loudspeaker11th

PLUS:
î Vintage Review: Rogers’ Ravensbrook amplifi er
î Show Blog: We visit Tokyo’s Audio Show
î Classical Companion: Alfred Brendel – pianist
î From The Vault: We crack open HFN’s archive 
î Vinyl Icons: Thin Lizzy’s Jailbreak

DEC



are not created equal.

 

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

Midland HiFi Studio    01902 380083          High End Cable     01775 761880          Phase 3 Audio           01903 245577

DB HiFi  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)



International  Distr ibutors & Consultants of Special ised Hi-End Audio & Video Systems

58 Durham Road, London, SW20 0TW   T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09

W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

absolute sounds ltd.

For more than a quarter-century, Sonus faber has 
represented the pinnacle of loudspeaker aesthetics. 
From its earliest models, incorporating real wood, 
furniture-grade finishing, seductive curves and even 
grilles that reveal style and inventiveness, this repository 
of Italian artisan skills and artistry has achieved what was 
once deemed impossible: creating speakers that sound 
as beautiful as they look.
 
Along with a series of models paying homage to the 
great luthiers of Cremona, the company has since 
been inspired by the Teatro Olimpica in Vicenza. It is 
appropriate that this new family of speakers considered 
the standards of a famed venue as the ne plus ultra of 
the reproduction of music with vivacity and power…
exactly what defines music from opera to orchestral to 
rock music to soul to jazz. To achieve this, Sonus faber 
has exploited all that it has learned since its inception.
 
Like all Sonus faber loudspeakers, Olympica 
represents what is possible, while respecting 
what has mattered.


