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BADGES EXPLAINED
 OUR AWARDS

Ben Harper & The Innocent Criminals 
Call It What It Is

As champions of all things vinyl 
– the format that despite 
mainstream belief never actually 
disappeared – Hi-Fi Choice has 
been supporting Record Store 
Day since its introduction in just a 
handful of UK independents. For 
those unfamiliar, the event was 
first started in the US in 2008 

by a bunch of independent record stores looking for 
a way to reconnect customers with the joys of vinyl. 
The ethos is very much about bringing shop staff, 
customers and artists together to celebrate the unique 
role the record store plays in the community. In recent 
years we have seen the event morph into a much 
bigger deal with more independent establishments 
participating than ever, and this year’s celebrations 
held on 16 April look set to be the biggest yet with 
some 250 labels releasing limited editions and picture 
discs from artists including David Bowie, Bob Dylan, 
Johnny Cash and Metallica to name but a few. For a 
more comprehensive list of all the releases and music 
events go to: www.recordstoreday.co.uk  
As well as all the collectable releases, you can bet that 

there will be plenty of turntables launched to coincide 
with the day, and you can read all about the newest 
models in our Bristol Show Report (p10). Plus, we have 
two turntable reviews in this issue with Pro-Ject’s 
contemporary-styled RPM 9 Carbon deck (p16), and the 
red-hot Edwards Audio TT2SE (p56), both of which are 
great choices for spinning any Record Store Day buys.  

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

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

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

Lee Dunkley Editor

Follow us:

twitter.com@HiFiChoiceMag  facebook.com/hifichoice.co.uk
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Absolute 
beginners

PRICE: £499–£1,250  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 01353 721089  WEB: DYNAUDIO.COM

WE'RE SEEING A growing number 
of brands introducing new or revised 
entry-level speaker lines, proving that 
there's growing interest in the sector 
attracting new audiences looking to 
take the fi rst steps along the hi-fi  
path. It's a healthy state of affairs, and 
the plentiful choice of models on offer 
ensures there's lots of competition, 
meaning better-quality products and 
lower prices for everyone.

Dynaudio is the latest loudspeaker 
maker to join this increasingly 

popular sector with the introduction 
of its Emit entry-level series. The new 
range offi cially launched at the Bristol 
Hi-Fi Show back in February – see our 
Show Report starting on page 10 
– with the four-strong range 
promising high-level performance at 
affordable prices, according to the 
Danish manufacturer. Despite its 
entry-level positioning, the series 
aims to deliver incredible dynamics, 
high levels of transparency and detail 
and powerful bass combined with 

exceptional imaging and sound-
staging capabilities, it continues. 
Available in black or white satin 
fi nishes, the Emit series is aimed at 
hi-fi  and home theatre fans alike, with 
a M15 C centre speaker (£425) – not 
shown – sporting a 28mm soft dome 
tweeter fl anked by two 110mm mid/
bass drivers, if that's your thing.

Of course readers of HFC will be 
mostly interested in the three models 
suited to two-channel setups, and all 
Emit series models are bass refl ex 

Dynaudio introduces a new low-cost loudspeaker series that 
incorporates trickle-down technology from its flagship models
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COMMENT

THE GREAT 
CASSETTE REVIVAL  
What do Justin Bieber's latest album, 
Marina and the Diamonds' Froot and 
Kanye West's Yeezus long players all have 
in common apart from the fact that the 
average HFC reader has no intention of 
owning any of them? Astonishingly, they 
were all released on cassette. 

Given that Sony made the decision to 
cease production of its iconic Walkman (in 
its original tape-playing form at least) in 
2010 and the words "cassette player" were 
ditched from the concise version of the 
Oxford English Dictionary the following 
year, you'd be forgiven for thinking that 
we'd heard the last from the compact 
cassette format.

But in a trend that looks set to be 
following in vinyl's footsteps, cassette 
sales appear to be on the up. Like records, 
the tape never really went away and has 
continued to be the format of choice for a 
number of musicians that all too often sail 
under the radar. So significant is the rise, 
that the Recording Industry Association 
of America is investigating ways to track 
sales again. 

HFC spoke to Luke Drozd co-owner of 
Bloxham Tapes (bloxhamtapes.bandcamp.
com) – which has released two albums on 
cassette in recent months and has more 
planned for later in the year – about the 
merits of the format. 

"There are many benefits of producing 
these releases on audio cassette, as 
opposed to say running a label specialising 
in limited vinyl editions. The tapes offer lush 
and distinctive analogue sound, an ease of 
duplication, alongside relative affordability 
compared with many other tangible audio 
media. This tangibility of the object itself is 
key. Having something physical to hold and 
cherish in this digitally driven world seems 
increasingly important".

Could it really be the case that tape will 
follow in vinyl's footsteps and be adopted by 
the cool kids as the format of choice and 
stocked once again in Tesco? Perhaps it's 
time to get yourself up into the loft and dust 
down that Nakamichi ZX-7...

designs with rear-facing ports and 
single-wire speaker terminals. 

The range kicks off with the M10 
(£499) standmount whose compact 
dimensions suggest that it's ideal for 
small or medium-sized rooms and is 
fi tted with a 28mm soft dome tweeter 
allied to a 140mm MSP (Magnesium 
Silicate Polymer) mid/bass driver. It 
claims 86dB sensitivity and 6ohm 
nominal impedance. The M20 (£599) 
is ideal for medium-sized rooms, and 
is fi tted with the same 28mm soft 

dome tweeter found on the M10, but 
married to a 170mm mid/bass driver. 
Sensitivity is quoted at 86dB with a 
4ohm impedance. 

Last, but by no means least, the M30 
fl oorstander (£1,250) employs the 
same size drivers as found on the 
M20 standmount, but employs two 
mid/bass drivers. The two-way design  
claims 86dB sensitivity and 4ohm 
impedance and has a relatively 
compact footprint for a fl oorstander. 
All Emit models are available now.

The Emit range 
claims high-level 
performance at 
aff ordable prices
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MEET THE LATEST update to Roksan’s famed Radius 
turntable, the Radius 7. Boasting the same decoupled 
dual-layer plinth design as the company’s Xerxes record 
deck, but in a new precision-machined ‘glass-effect’ 
fi nish, the Radius 7 features a high-accuracy, 
temperature-compensated crystal speed control 
system, claimed to maintain pitch-perfect speed 
stability at both 33 and 45rpm.

The Radius 7 comes supplied as standard 
with the Roksan Nima tonearm, which is a 
low-friction, uni-pivot design that allows 
any pick-up cartridge to navigate the groove 
accurately to a fi ne tolerance. Assembled by 
hand, the aluminium alloy arm tube boasts 
the same internal wiring as Roksan’s previous 
fl agship tonearm, the Artemiz. The Nima has a 
recommended cartridge weight of 5-12g and the 
Radius 7 also has the same precision-machined 
acrylic platter as the Radius 5.2 (HFC 338).

As one of our favourite digital-to-
analogue-converters since its 
launch in 2011, Audiolab’s M-DAC 
has received plenty of plaudits for 
its outstanding performance, 
features, upgradeability and build, 
and naturally went on to scoop a 
Hi-Fi Choice product of the year 
award back in 2012 (HFC 366). 

Described as a premium digital 
preamp with a Class A output stage 
and a high-quality headphone 
amplifier, the most immediate 
diff erence with the new M-DAC+ 
is the larger chassis measuring 
247 x 114 x 292 (WxHxD), and the 
control layout with the OLED 

display window now centrally 
positioned and flanked by two 
rotary dials replacing the buttons 
found on the M-DAC – one to 
adjust volume and the other to 
select menu options.

The diff erences aren’t merely 
cosmetic, states Audiolab, and 
internal enhancements enable the 
M-DAC+ to handle audio data up to 
32-bit/384kHz as well as support 
for DSD files, off ering compatibility 
with DSD64, DSD128 and DSD256 
via the asynchronous USB-B input. 
Like its sibling, the M-DAC+ is built 
around an ESS Sabre32 9018, 32-bit 
DAC chipset with selectable filters 

to allow users to fine tune 
performance to best suit system 
configuration, digital file quality 
and musical taste, it says. 

Digital input options have been 
expanded with an AES/EBU socket 
and an additional USB-A input – 
ideal for connecting Apple devices 
– alongside a USB-B connection. 
Digital optical and coaxial inputs 
and outputs along with analogue 
outputs are retained from the 
M-DAC. The new + model sits 
alongside the £600 original, comes 
with an updated remote control 
and is available in a choice of black 
or silver finishes.

Roksan Radius 7
The newest version of the Radius turntable dresses to impress
PRICE: £1,900  AVAILABLE: NOW  CONTACT: 01235 511166  WEB: HENLEYDESIGNS.CO.UK

PRICE: £800  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 01480 447700  WEB: AUDIOLAB.CO.UK

Audiolab M-DAC+ IN BRIEF

BRYSTON CUBED 
POWER AMPS

● PMC introduced the Bryston 
Cubed power amplifier series to 
visitors of this year’s Bristol Show, 
debuting the 300W 4B3 – which is 
also bridgeable to create a 900W 
mono amplifier – and the 600W 
mono 7B3. Described by PMC as a 
statement design platform ideal 
for music enthusiasts, the stylish 
amplifiers are also being aimed 
at home cinema installation and 
professional audio applications.

The series is claimed to feature 
robust RF and audio frequency noise 
filtering circuitry positioned before 
the power supplies to prevent 
unwanted interference from aff ecting 
the audio signal. The amps cost 
£5,299 and £5,449 respectively 
and are available to buy now.
BRYSTON.CO.UK



Intuitive Operation, Huge Connectivity,  
Internal 1TB Upgradeable Hard Disc Drive 
The Encore 225 is a complete audio solution allowing you to keep all your music 
in one place. It accepts almost any conceivable analog or digital audio source. 

Experience it for yourself at your local Musical Fidelity dealer.

M6 ENCORE 225
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Bristol bonanza 
HFC heads West and visits the Sound & Vision Bristol Show 
to find the hottest hi-fi hitting the shops this year

1

MENTION BRISTOL TO any 
serious hi-fi  fan and what springs to 
mind is the annual Sound & Vision 
show held in late February where the 
hi-fi  press, hundreds of brands and 
thousands of eager listeners descend 
on the city for a weekend of audio 
delight. Building on its previous years’ 
success and glancing at the queues 
of eager visitors each morning that 
snaked outside the host venue, the 
Bristol Marriott Hotel City Centre, 
underlines how the show continues to 
go from strength to strength. 

This year’s show was in fact its most 
successful since 2003, making it the 
second best in its 29-year history in 
terms of sales and attendance, and 
judging from the demos and kit on 
display, it’s easy to understand why it 
ranked as the best in over a decade.

With 190 brands jostling to get their 
hardware seen and heard, visitors got 
to experience a huge range of audio 

products to cater for all tastes, from 
wire-free Bluetooth earbuds from 
Onkyo to high-end turntables for 
analogue purists from Clearaudio, 
and plenty more in between. 

Bringing the latest technology to 
longstanding formats, Sony presented 
its PS-HX500 turntable package, 
which outputs DSD audio alongside 
an analogue signal. Other show 
highlights included a return to form 
from Mission with its new entry-level 
LX-2 bookshelf speaker and the Planar 
moniker coming back to Rega’s 
new Planar 3 deck. Acoustic Energy 
showed a tantalising active prototype 
standmount speaker that looks set to 
mark its 30th anniversary next year 
and new brand Audeze enthralled 
cans fans with its SINE headphone, 
which claims to be the fi rst on-ear to 
use planar magnetic tech. But what 
the show really drove home was how 
much exciting hi-fi  there is for 2016.

Elipson shows 
its Alpha and 
Omega turntables 
built and designed 
in France and fitted 
with built-in phono 
stage, carbon fibre 
tonearm and 
Bluetooth 
connectivity.
elipson.com

1

Sat between a 
pair of Z-4 towers 
is Quad’s soon to 
launch Artera One 
all-in-one player, 
which includes 
AirPlay and 
Bluetooth wireless 
streaming 
alongside a 
CD loader. 
quad-hifi.co.uk

2

3

4

5

2
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This £2,500 one-box player is the 
new MOON Neo ACE, which packs a 50W 
rated amp, a range of streaming options 
and support for PCM (up to 384kHz) and 
DSD, alongside a MM phono stage. 
renaissanceaudio.co.uk

3

Expanding its portfolio, Pro-Ject 
shows its first dedicated vinyl record 
cleaner with the VC-S (£300), which uses 
a specially developed cleaning solution 
and high-powered vacuum technology. 
henleydesigns.co.uk

4

Vinyl fans were treated to cartridges 
new and old by Audio-Technica, from 
the £99 AT120Eb (top) through to the 
no-compromise £619 AT33Sa (bottom) 
with Shibata stylus and Boron cantilever. 
audio-technica.com

5

Claimed to be the world’s first on-ear 
planar magnetic headphone, Audeze’s 
new £399 SINE cans boast 80 x 70mm 
uniforce transducers within a closed-back 
design. Also note the optional Lightning 
jack for smartphones. audeze.com

6

Audiolab showed a raft of new kit, 
including its updated M-DAC+. Pictured 
are the 8300N Network Player with DSD 
support and 384kHz upsampling, sat 
atop the 8300XP stereo power amp 
rated at 140W into 8ohm. audiolab.co.uk 

7

The smallest full-range speaker in 
Cabasse’s Artis high-end series, the 
Murano (£3,499) has a coaxial midrange 
tweeter based on innovations initially 
developed for the company’s La Sphère 
reference speaker. cabasse.com

8

One of the most eye-catching and 
ear-teasing turntables of the show was 
Clearaudio’s Innovation Basic (£3,400) 
with Clarify arm (£995) and DS-W1 optical 
pick-up, which really made the music 
come alive. soundfowndations.co.uk

9

It wasn’t just components drawing 
the crowds, as new cables were also on 
show from The Chord Company including 
the Shawline in striking red, priced at 
£200 with RCA plugs and DIN/BNC/XLR/
USB variants also available. chord.co.uk

10

Monitor Audio premiered its Platinum 
II Series with the flagship PL500 II 
floorstander (£15,000), a three-way seven 
driver system using four 8in and twin 
4in midrange drivers and a new micro 
pleated diaphragm. monitoraudio.com

11

KEF’s large demo room played host to 
systems aimed at ascending price points. 
The £800 limited edition titanium grey 
LS50s were fed from Rega kit, while the 
white R700s were driven by MOON’s Neo 
ACE one-box player. kef.com

12

6

8
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11



Pi
ct

ur
e 

cr
ed

its
: E

d 
Se

lle
y 

& 
An

dr
ew

 S
im

ps
on

12 APRIL 2016

SHOWREPORT

The new Planar 3 turntable was the 
star of Rega’s busy demo room at the 
show. Said to carry just its belt and 
dustcover over from the outgoing iconic 
RP3, it costs £550 without a cartridge or 
£625 when fitted with an Elys 2 pick-up. 
rega.co.uk

13

Danish hi-fi brand Scansonic’s 
M-series speakers come from the creator 
of sister brand Raidho in both passive 
and active guises, starting with the 
passive M-5 standmount at £400 (£600 
active) through to the floorstanding M-6 
and active M-9 models. scansonic.dk

14

Russell K’s vibrant Red 100 
standmounts sounded as good as 
they look. Priced at £1,250, these 
speakers feature no internal damping 
to intentionally allow their 16/19mm 
MDF cabinets to move in time with 
the main drive units. russellk.co.uk

15

Mike Creek was on hand to demo 
Creek Audio’s new Evolution 100CD DAC/
preamp (£1,350) making its UK debut at 
the show feeding the matching Class G 
Evolution 100A integrated amp (£1,500) 
with optional phono stage and RUBY DAC 
board. creekaudio.com

16

A new turntable with a digital twist. As 
illustrated by the large computer screen 
in the shot, Sony’s belt-driven PS-HX500 
deck off ers PCM/DSD outputs alongside 
an analogue signal from its internal 
phono stage that can also be bypassed. 
sony.co.uk

17

Impressive sounds marked a return to 
form for Mission via its new entry-level LX 
loudspeaker series, starting with the LX-2 
standmount at £200, which gets a 25mm 
microfibre dome tweeter and 130mm 
fibre composite mid/bass driver. 
mission.co.uk

18

Dynaudio’s £995 compact Xeo 2 
active speakers do away with the range’s 
Hub transmitter, letting you connect 
directly to the ‘master’ speaker via optical, 
analogue or Bluetooth inputs, which is 
relayed on to its ‘slave’ speaker. 
dynaudio.com

19

Onkyo launched its new headphone 
range, which includes Bluetooth buds 
(not shown) and two over-ear models. 
The A800 open-back headphone is £319, 
while the H900M is a closed-back design 
at £229. gibsoninnovations.com

20

Visitors got to see 
and hear a huge 
range of products to 
cater for all tastes

13

14

15 16

17 18

19 20



Music brings us so much joy. An audio system shouldn’t reduce music’s unique 

nearest authorised Rotel retailer.

R O T E L . C O M

Everything you need.
Nothing you don’t.
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CHOICE TWEETSTS

FOLLOW US: @HIFICHOICEMAG

Webwatch Andrew Simpson checks out the best hi-fi 
websites, social media and online content

Charity buds
Here’s to Cambridge Audio for launching its 
fi rst earphones, the SE1, via a pay-what-you 
want model, raising over £26k for the Youth 
Music charity to invest in projects for young 
people in poverty and with disability issues. 
cambridgeaudio.com/products/se1

Creative cans
Grado’s recent Artist Series let artists submit 
their drawings and sketches for a chance to 
have their work included within a limited 
run of Grado’s headphones. The winning 
picture (above) was drawn from 1,600 
entries and bagged a pair of SR225e cans. 
t.co/bnNZcfmcDy

Cutting edge
When you’re in the business of 

building some of the fi nest speakers on the 
market, your kit needs more than just a web 
page. That’s why Focal has launched this 
snappy video on the fi ner points of its Sopra 
N°2 speakers with infi nite horn loading and 
beryllium drivers youtu.be/hHt0fv_OqcM

Facebook freebie
Last month Meridian took to Facebook 

to give away an Explorer² DAC, by asking its 
followers to share which track they’d love to 
listen to via its DAC. Entries spanned from 
Paul Simon to Massive Attack, with the 
winning post opting for Complicated Human 
by Amy Duncan. on.fb.me/24HvgFd

Vinyl hard men
Record Store Day’s gone from strength 

to strength and the offi cial ambassadors for 
2016 are Metallica. This video reveals how 
the band’s dedication to the vinyl cause 
gained drummer Lars Ulrich a black eye. 
youtu.be/oAgmled4DFs

KEF AUDIO UK 
(@KEFAUDIO)
KEF speakers will be used 

at an exclusive event at @CCA_
Glasgow for the launch of @mogwaiband’s 
new album, Atomic: A Soundtrack by Mogwai!

THE VINYL FACTORY 
(@THEVINYLFACTORY)
Technics CTO Tetsuya Itani addresses fears 

about the SL-1200G price tag t.co/gqpkRQXYBj

TIDAL (@TIDALHIFI)
“Blue Monday” by @neworder holds the 
record for the biggest selling 12” record of 

all time.

BRISTOL SHOW (@SVBRISTOLSHOW)
Thank you to everyone who came to our 
Show this weekend. Hope you all enjoyed it? 

Don’t forget to share your best bits :) 
#SVBristolShow

SUGDEN AUDIO (@SUGDENAUDIO)
#VintageVisit MusicMaster 2003-2007
An addition to the legendary Bijou series 

facebook.com/sugdenaudio 
 
CLASSICALBUMSUNDAYS 
(@CLASSICALBUMSUN)
The Tom Waits Map: A Mapping of Every 

Place Waits Has Sung About! openculture.
com/2014/01/the-tom-waits-map.html

THE MUSIC ROOM (@TMRAUDIO)
For more stunning photos of high-end audio, 
follow us on Instagram! www.instagram.

com/tmr_audio  #audiophile #hifi #gear

MOORGATE ACOUSTICS (@KIPPER248)
Our second demo room is also ready and 
sounding good. We just needed a rug and 

curtains to “soften” the sound pbs.twimg.com/
media/CblmbHUUsAEAFqM.jpg

DECENT AUDIO (@DECENTAUDIO)
20 years on – the ultimate Puccini. 
#AudioAnalogue t.co/N91SRCzUcL 

HI FI RACKS LTD (@HIFIRACKSLTD)
New Duo Video Here: 
goo.gl/XsN8ar 
 
KJ WEST ONE (@KJWESTONELONDON)
Great set up for a demo today, inc. 
Brinkmann Bardo, Metronome Le Player, 

@Focal_UK Diablo Utopia and @NaimAudio amps

MARTINS HI FI (@MARTINSHIFI)
New shop blog, @QuadHiFi ARTERA 
plus Teds memories 

#avtweeps #homeautomation #highendaudio 
martinshifi.co.uk/2016/02/QUAD-ARTERA-
SHOP-REVIEW

DAN GEORGE COMMS (@D4NGEORGE)
Spinal Tap is the only movie on the IMDB 
that’s rated out of 11 instead of 10: imdb.

com/title/tt0088258

LINN (@LINNPRODUCTS)
Linn Kazoo now available for iPhone and 
Android. http://lin.mn/1nKuSF9  

Flippin’ tape 
In the age of hi-res streaming and 

virtual audio, we often need a reminder of 
the lengths yesteryear’s tech went to for our 
convenience, and this video looks at one of 
the most complex auto-reverse mechanisms 
ever via Akai’s ‘Invert-O-Matic’ principle 
youtu.be/2CE_zmpHcWQ
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Carbon dating
The minimalist appearance of Pro-Ject’s 
RPM 9 Carbon deck belies its high-tech 
design. Neville Roberts takes it for a spin

PRO-JECT RPM 9 CARBON 
BELT-DRIVE TURNTABLE £1,500IN-DEPTH 
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Pro-Ject RPM 9 
Carbon 
ORIGIN
Austria/Czech 
Republic
TYPE
Belt-drive turntable 
WEIGHT
16.7kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
440 x 180 x 325mm
FEATURES
● 33 & 45rpm
● 9CC Evolution 
carbon-fibre 
tonearm
● Optional Ortofon 
Quintet Black 
cartridge (£400)
DISTRIBUTOR
Henley Designs
TELEPHONE
01235 511166
WEBSITE
henleydesigns.
co.uk

ot wishing to rest on its 
laurels, Austrian-based 
audio specialist, Pro-Ject, 
has introduced another 

model to its comprehensive line of 
turntables that spans an impressive 
range of models to suit just about 
every budget. The RPM 9 Carbon sits 
towards the upper end of the range 
and makes use of modern materials 
combined with new manufacturing 
processes to produce a deck with an 
extra-heavy, mass-loaded sub-chassis 
that is decoupled from its support 
surface using magnetic feet. 
The teardrop-shaped plinth is 
manufactured from an advanced 
sandwich construction of MDF, carbon 
fi bre and steel pellets that has all been 
subjected to a thermo treatment.

The polished 7.2kg aluminium 
platter has a vinyl top and is fi tted 
with an inverted ceramic main 
bearing that has been designed 
to deliver stable speeds with very 
low rumble. The platter assembly 
achieves this by making use of TPE 
(ThermoPlastic Elastomer) damping 
and is topped with a hard vinyl mat 
while a heavy (0.8kg) record clamp is 
also supplied.

Spinning the platter is a precision 
DC-driven, AC generator used to 
electronically control the speed at 33 
or 45rpm. The motor is a freestanding 
outboard design and there’s a heavy 
steel base support for it to sit on. The 
drive is coupled to the platter via a 
circular cross section rubber belt.

The deck is partnered with 
Pro-Ject’s 9CC Evolution tonearm, 
which employs a conical carbon-fi bre 
arm tube fi tted with very fl exible 
high-quality copper internal wiring. 
The conical design is said to minimise 
standing wave refl ections within the 
arm and the arm tube is held in place 
with a single screw to allow rotation 
for easy adjustment of stylus azimuth, 
despite having a fi xed headshell. The 
headshell itself is a continuous part of 
the moulding of the armtube and also 
has a fi nger lift moulded on the outer 
side. The solid arm base permits 
accurate height adjustment of the 
tonearm and so the VTA (Vertical 
Tracking Angle) of the cartridge. A 
minor niggle is the obtrusive earth 
connection behind the cartridge that 
might touch a warped record if the 
arm is fi tted with a small cartridge. 

N

The RPM 9 Carbon is 
adept at extracting 
all of the subtle 
nuances from music
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

A Connect-IT 5P-CC phono cable 
with RCA plugs is fi tted and an XLR 
option is also available to special 
order at no additional cost. This is an 
electrically shielded cable made with 
pure Oxygen Free Copper conductors 
with an additional layer of carbon 
fi bre, making it very fl exible with low 
capacitance and good screening.

Henley Designs can fi t an Ortofon 
Quintet Black medium-compliance 
moving-coil cartridge for an extra 
£400, but for this test I install a Lyra 
Clavis DC moving-coil cartridge, 
costing £1,500.

Four counterweights are supplied to 
enable the arm to work with a wide 
variety of cartridges. I have no trouble 
in setting up the 1.75g stylus force 
recommended for the Lyra Clavis DC 
cartridge. The nylon thread of the 
bias weight is passed over the support 
and looped onto the middle groove 
of the arm pillar for the 17mN (or 
1.75g) tracking force. I then check the 
VTA and azimuth as per the deck’s 
instructions. We’re then good to go.

I always like to check out the basic 
parameters of a turntable and arm 
before commencing any listening tests 
using a Vinyl Essentials test record. 

With the Lyra I fi nd that the 
tracking ability of the cartridge is a 
very satisfactory 80 microns. The 
tonearm/cartridge resonant 
frequency is checked using an 
audible tone that is modulated with 
sub-sonic tones ranging from 6Hz 
to 16Hz in 2Hz steps. When the 
arm goes into resonance, the 
audible tone warbles and this test 
shows that the resonance is 12Hz, 
which is ideal. 

Sound quality
I waste no time in slipping onto the 
platter an amazing recording of 
Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons 
performed by Interpreti Veneziani 
and recorded direct to vinyl. This 
recording is about as high as it gets 
from a technical point of view from 
vinyl and this, combined with a 
fi rst-rate performance makes it the 
perfect test record. The fi rst thing 
that strikes me is the incredible 
realism of the recording. The RPM 
9 Carbon is adept at extracting all 
of the subtle nuances from the 
music. I can even hear the players 
moving their fi ngers on the 
fi ngerboards of the violins as they 

PRO-JECT RPM 9 CARBON  
BELT-DRIVE TURNTABLE £1,500

It would seem 
appropriate to sit 
the Pro-Ject RPM 9 
Carbon next to a Rega 
RP8, which is a similar 
price. Both turntables 
are fitted with a 
DC-powered, AC 
motor with electronic 
speed control. The 
Pro-Ject is fitted with a 
9CC Evolution carbon 
fibre tonearm and the 
Rega sports an RB808 
black metal arm. 
The Pro-Ject’s plinth 
is a special sandwich 
construction of MDF, 
carbon fibre and steel 
pellets, while the Rega 
uses a combination 
of magnesium and 
phenolic resin in a 
dual-braced 
construction. The 
Rega makes use of a 
three-piece laminated 
glass platter, while the 
Pro-Ject is fitted with a 
weighty TPE-damped 
aluminium platter.

Although the Rega is 
stylish, the minimalist 
carbon fibre look 
of the Pro-Ject is 
just a touch more 
modern in design.

play. Instruments are well positioned 
in a soundstage that is both wide and 
extends a long way back, and enables 
me to focus on a particular 
instrument of the orchestra, almost 
as if each instrument is being 
reproduced individually. The playing 
is harmonious and deeply enjoyable 
and a massive credit to the Pro-Ject’s 
refi ned abilities of reproduction.

Put to the test
For a greater workout, I turn to a 
half-speed Mobile Fidelity Sound Lab 
master recording of Carl Orff’s 
Carmina Burana performed by the 
London Symphony Orchestra and 
Chorus conducted by André Previn. 
The huge dynamic range is very 
evident from the powerful opening of 
O Fortuna, which then breaks into 
quieter choral singing accompanied 
by the plucked strings and the bass 
drum, all of which builds throughout 
the piece to a climactic conclusion. 
The chorus is conveyed as a well-
defi ned group of singers and not 
simply a blur of sound, which can so 
often be the case with choral pieces. 

Moving back to The Four Seasons but 
completely changing the genre, I 
listen to Raymond Fol’s Big Band jazz 
version. The aggressive drum solos in 
the third movement from Concerto 
No.2 Summer are both tuneful and 
musical and the plucking of the 
double bass leads beautifully to the 
crisp trumpet blasts. It’s crystal clear 
and not overly harsh, and the jazzy 
interpretation swings along 
throughout. The performance really 
impresses with the complexity of the 

music, and it digs deep into the 
groove and mines every ounce of 
detail from this LP.

Next up I try Branford Marsalis 
playing Stravinsky’s Serenata from 
Pulcinella on his saxophone. The 
gentle rapid bowing of the strings 
playing behind the saxophone during 
the introduction is very clear and the 
pace of this beautiful piece is well 
maintained throughout. Once again, I 
am impressed with the vast amounts 
of detail, as well as emotion, that the 
RPM 9 Carbon manages to extract 
from this recording.

For a complete change of style, I 
play Arctic Monkeys Do I Wanna 
Know?. The heavy thumping bass, 
which kicks in at the start and then 

I am impressed by 
the vast detail the 
RPM 9 Carbon 
manages to extract

IN-DEPTH 

The freestanding outboard 
motor and speed control 
give the RPM 9 Carbon a 
touch of class
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LIKE: Contemporary 
styling; sophisticated 
sound with all material
DISLIKE: Obtrusive 
earth connection 
behind cartridge 
WE SAY: Modern-
looking high-quality 
design that produces 
a very refined sound

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Q&A

NR: The RPM 9 uses MDF, carbon 
fibre and steel in the construction 
of the plinth. What do the steel 
pellets contribute to the design? 
LA: MDF is acoustically dead, which 
is why you find it used so often in 
turntable design. With the RPM 9 
Carbon, the carbon-fibre layer adds 
rigidity to the structure. The chassis 
is packed with steel pellets to 
add mass and further combat 
unwanted resonance.

Can you explain how TPE damping 
is used in the platter assembly?
A layer of ThermoPlastic Elastomer 
(TPE) is located on the underside 
of the platter, adding mass and 
greatly reducing resonance. This 
implementation was inspired by the 
success of the Xtension 9 turntable.

What are the benefits of the fitted 
9CC Evolution tonearm over the 
lower-cost 9CC tonearm? 
The 9CC Evolution benefits from a 
more rigid carbon fibre tube, superior 
bearings, a TPE-damped 
counterweight and more rigid gimble 
assembly with high-mass block. It 
comes from the same basic 
philosophy of the 9CC, but offers a 
far more high-end solution.

If someone wanted to use the 
turntable with a moving-magnet 
cartridge, what would you suggest 
in place of the recommended 
Ortofon Quintet Black? 
The Quintet Black is our 
recommended cartridge because 
together they produce a phenomenal 
sound. However, there are many 
great cartridges out there that would 
also work well. The Ortofon 2M Black, 
for example, is an excellent moving-
magnet solution.

Laurence Armstrong
MD, Henley Designs Ltd

keeps pace throughout the record 
is tight and well controlled. It’s a 
complex sound, yet the vocals are 
clear and intelligible.

Finally, I turn to the Sheffi eld Labs 
direct-to-vinyl recording of Lincoln 
Mayorga & Distinguished Colleagues 
Vol. 3. You Are The Sunshine Of My 
Life is fast, clean and incredibly 
energetic. After the prolonged silence 
that follows the words “Alright, stand 
by!”, which somehow made it onto 
the lead-in groove, the players 
explode into action with all the 
adrenaline that comes from a live 
performance. The bass is meaty, tight 
and beautifully controlled. The 
saxophone is throaty and tuneful. 
Then the triangle kicks in and is 
crystal clear and perfectly positioned 
at the back of the group of musicians, 
adding a sparkle to the performance 
during the electric piano solo. This is 
a highly commendable rendition from 
an impressive turntable.

Conclusion
The Pro-Ject RPM 9 Carbon is 
undoubtedly a highly sophisticated 
turntable and its minimalist style 
combines well with the modern 

materials that are used in its 
construction. The carbon-fi bre 
structure of the 9CC Evolution 
tonearm matches well with the plinth 
but important as looks are, if you’re 
shelling out this sort of cash for a 
turntable and tonearm you want it to 
perform exceptionally well and here 
the decks doesn’t disappoint either.

The Pro-Ject RPM 9 Carbon turns in 
a highly polished performance with 
every bit of vinyl placed onto its 
sumptuous platter, and is one deck I’ll 
be very sad to say goodbye to ●

1

3

2

Founded in 1990, Austrian-based Pro-Ject has become 
one of the leading turntable manufacturers and is 
challenging some of the more established names from 
the turntable’s heyday in the seventies. The fact that a 
relative newcomer has focussed on turntables as a major 
part of its range supports the view that the upsurge in 
interest in vinyl is not just a flash in the pan. 

Pro-Ject offers a comprehensive range of turntables to 
suit all budgets and requirements. It even produces a 
handy guide for people wishing to play 78s and there are 
conversion kits for select models to cater for the faster 

playing speed as well as replacement styli for some 
Ortofon MM cartridges. 

The RPM 9 Carbon is a development of the RPM 9.2 
Evolution, which had the same 9CC Evolution carbon-
fibre tonearm, but a medium-density fibre plinth and 
Perspex platter. Although the 9.2’s outboard motor was 
fed from a low-voltage power supply, this was a 16V AC 
feed and a two-step pulley drive was employed to change 
speeds. Pro-Ject now incorporates an electronic speed 
control as standard in its new models, along with more 
high-tech manufacturing materials.

ONE FOR ALL

Freestanding 
outboard motor 
and speed control
Aluminium 
platter with a 
vinyl top

9CC Evolution 
tonearm

Fixed headshell

1

2

3

4

IN SIGHT

PRO-JECT RPM 9 CARBON  
BELT-DRIVE TURNTABLE £1,500
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t’s not hard to see why 
mini- and micro-systems 
have long been so 
popular: they provide a 

simple, stylish and compact way to 
deliver all your home entertainment 
needs, but by nature compromising 
on audio quality. Now Denon has 
drawn together all the expertise it has 
developed over more than a century 
to create the Design Series: taking 
‘lifestyle audio’ to the next level, it’s 

Combining all the performance of 
its full-size audio components with 
a sleek, compact form perfect for 

modern living, the Design Series 

digital audio technology, Denon has 
managed to take the familiar build-
ing-blocks of the home audio system, 

not only make them smaller and more 
room-friendly, but also simpler to use 
and very stylish.
At the same time, the Design Series 
is built to make the most of the very 
latest advances in home audio tech-
nology, including computer-stored 

fering sound quality way beyond that 
available on CD. As Terry O’Connell, 
President of Sales and Marketing 
Europe, Asia and Oceania for Denon 
parent company D+M Group, explains 
it, “The PMA-50/DCD-50 combina-
tion take the classical approach of 
separate amp and CD player, but with 
digital connectivity for hi-res audio 

of the Denon Design Series: the 
DCD-50 CD player and PMA-50 

bining soft-touch matte aluminium 
with bright silver-tone accents and 
a mixture of gloss and matter black 

tall, each component is designed to 

another trick up their sleeve: thanks 
to a clever OLED display able to 
re-orientate itself, the two can quickly 
be changed to stand vertically, taking 
up even less shelf-space.
That choice of orientation is made 
possible by the inclusion of inter-
changeable feet: unscrew them, and 
swap them over with blanking plates 

Since it was found-
ed back in 1910, 
in the early days of 
records and gram-
ophones, Denon 
has been all about 
the development of 
higher-performance 
recording and play-
back technology. 

Under its ‘Nippon-
ophone’ brand it 
was not only the 
fi rst record com-
pany in Japan, but 
also the fi rst audio 
manufacturer in its 
home country!

As well as de-
veloping one of 
the very fi rst CD 
players, it was also 
instrumental in 
the design of the 
digital recording 
technology used in 
studios.

Mighty Small
Superb hi-fi , but compact: the Denon 
Design Series is designed to fi t in with 
modern lifestyles without compromising on 
sound quality

I



in one side-panel, and side becomes 
base, and base side, and the CD play-

side-by-side, together taking up less 
shelf-space than one of the compo-
nents used in ‘horizontal’ mode.
And, of course, much less than half 

Compact, classy and clever, then: 
but under the skin, both the player 

in fact, the kind of sound you once 
needed a stack of large components 
to achieve.
The DCD-50 CD player uses a 
simple yet high-quality slot-loading 

compact discs, but also MP3 and 

example, discs created on the home 
computer from downloaded music. 
The delicate digital audio signals 
retrieved from the disc are sent to the 
digital audio output via a carefully 
shielded signal path to preserve their 
integrity, and thus passed on to the 
digital input on the partnering 

audio cable supplied with the player.
Both the DCD-50 and PMA-50 can 
be operated using the ultra-compact 
system remote handset supplied 
and, while the player functions as a 
digital transport in the Design Series 
system, using the high-quality digital 

case you want to use it with another 
amp or system it also has analogue 
outputs fed from its own internal 

conversion.

digital audio solution, offering not 

as part of its suite of two optical and 
one coaxial digital inputs, but also 

for direct connection to a computer 
for high-resolution audio. There’s 
also aptX Bluetooth for wireless 
music from smartphones and tablets, 
complete with NFC one-touch pair-
ing where supported by the portable 
device.
The digital inputs can handle hi-res 

twice the resolution of Super Audio 

puter power supply or other running 
processes, and the digital-to-analogue 
conversion system uses Denon’s 

digital signal, producing a smoother, 
cleaner sound, and DAC Master 
Clock Design to ensure accurate 
conversion.
Connection to a computer is simple: 

cable, and driver software download-
ed to a Windows PC from the Denon 
support site (no drivers are required 

OSX computers). Then the computer 

vice, and music can be played to the 

cial audio player software packages; 
you can also use the PMA-50 for 
streaming services running on your 
computer, such as Apple Music, 

Qobuz, Roon, Spotify or Tidal.
There’s also a single set of analogue 
inputs on the rear of the PMA-50, 
allowing the connection of legacy 
components such as tape decks or 
radio tuners, while the optical digital 
inputs are ideal for taking the sound 
from TVs or digital set-top boxes.

meaning the PMA-50 has more 
than enough power to drive a huge 
range of loudspeakers, there’s a 
preout socket to allow a subwoofer 
to be connected, and there’s even a 
dedicated headphone section with its 
own gain control, allowing it to be 
tailored for even the most demanding 
’phones.

of tone settings, accessed using the 
‘setup’ button on the remote control: 
as default, bass, treble and balance 

PMA-50 can also be set to ‘source 
direct’, bypassing the tone controls 
for the most direct signal path. The 
same menu system also lets you 

account of the impedance of your 
chosen ’phones.
Of course, being a Denon product, 

tion: instead, it uses a custom-built 
output stage circuit has a discrete 
construction for a higher signal-to-
noise-ratio and lower distortion. 
As with rest of the Design Series, it’s 
all about making the most of your 

that ‘Performance is everything’.

1. Quick-change 
feet allow the 
Design series to 
be converted for 
‘vertical’ use

2. Intelligent OLED 
displays rotate 
to suit whichever 
orientation you 
choose

3. One-remote 
control makes 
operating the 
Design System 
both simple and 
intuitive 

PMA-50DCD-50

ADVERTORIAL



Hi-Fi Choice employs the most rigorous test and measurement 
regime in the business. Here’s how we do it...
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 TEST MUSIC 
PETER GABRIEL
So (2012 remaster)
This Is The Picture, 24/48 FLAC

LISTENING SESSIONS FOR this test are 
carried out in two distinct stages. First up, all six 
amps are plugged into an IsoTek Evo 3 Sigmas 
mains conditioner and connected in turn via a 
Chord Company Clearway RCA interconnect to 
an Alpha Design Labs GT40a USB DAC (HFC 
399) connected to a Melco N1A NAS drive 
(HFC 397) via a USB cable. This allows for level 
matching to be tweaked via the volume control 
of the amplifi er and fi ne tuned via the GT40a 
to achieve a perfect level match. Q Acoustics 
3020 standmount speakers (HFC 402) are used 
with QED XT40 speaker cable (HFC 394) and 
placed on Soundstyle Z60 stands. Each amplifi er 
is auditioned with the test music (right). 

Once the initial listening session is completed, 
the amps are listened to in a more leisurely 
fashion at a variety of different levels and with 
other pieces of music. Their functionality is also 
tested at this point with an Avid Ingenium Twin 
(HFC 379) turntable with Audio Note Arm III 
tonearm and Nagaoka MP150 cartridge (HFC 
375) providing the source for any internal 
phono stages. A Naim ND5 XS network streamer 
(HFC 352) and XP5 XS power supply provides a 
source for those amps equipped with digital 
inputs. The absolute ranking of the amps is 
largely decided on the basis of their level-
matched listening sessions, but functionality is 
also taken into account.

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

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER GROUP TEST

 REFERENCE SYSTEM 
SOURCES
Melco N1A NAS 
Avid Ingenium Twin turntable
DAC
Alpha Design Labs GT40a
LOUDSPEAKER
Q Acoustics 3020
CABLES
The Chord Company Clearway 
interconnect, QED XT40 speaker cable

JOHANNES PRAMSOHLER 
& ENSEMBLE DIDEROT 
Montanari Violin Concertos  
Allegro, 24/96 FLAC

MARK KNOPFLER 
Privateering 
Privateering, 24/96 FLAC

DAVID BOWIE  
Blackstar 
Girl Loves Me, 24/96 FLAC

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

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

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

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

At the end of the session, 
there’s a final debrief when 
panellists discuss their findings. 
It’s an exhaustive process, but 
carried out in this way is free 
from prejudices based on brand, 
price or appearance, while the 
diff erent sensitivities of the 
listeners help to round out the 
analysis in order to make it more 
widely applicable.
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Classé — every detail matters.

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

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

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

incompatible with reliable and convenient operation.”
Stephen Dawson, Audio Esoterica, Australia

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

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



IN 2016, WIRELESS loudspeakers 
are the big new thing. After all, we’ve 
all got Bluetooth and wi-fi -equipped 
smartphones, so why not cut 
out the middle man and render 
traditional separates obsolete? 
Well, one reason is that these ‘smart 
solutions’ simply don’t sound as good 
as traditional separates components. 
If you want the best sound per 
pound, you will still need to go the 
conventional route with an integrated 
amplifi er at the heart of your system.

The variety of formats we’re using 
to play music shows no signs of 
resolving itself just at the moment. 
We have streamers vying for the top 
spot, while the CD player battles on 

– fi ghting a valiant rear-guard action 
– and vinyl continues to lure in new 
and returning fans of the black stuff 
in increasing numbers and has 
become so popular that its lead 
many amplifi ers to reintroduce a 
moving-magnet input phono stage. 

Home hub 
Although some digital sources are 
showing ambitions towards input 
control as they adopt many of the 
features of a preamplifi er, for a great 
many of us, a hi-fi  system will be built 
around an integrated amplifi er that 
receives your sources and sends the 
amplifi ed signal on to your speakers. 
Here we see a range of different 

answers to producing an affordable 
integrated amplifi er. All of the models 
on test have suffi cient power to work 
with speakers at a roughly similar 
price point and all boast a general 
level of build and fi nish that is 
remarkably high for what is an 
entry-level price point. 

Meanwhile sonic differences 
remain, as this group shows. All six 
are judged on their ability with a 
standard line-level signal as well 
as the MM phono stage input where 
appropriate, with extra features being 
taken into account. Is simplicity the 
way forward or can you build a 
fi ve-star performer and keep the extra 
features on? Turn over to fi nd out.    

Stereo starters
A good amplifier is the first step on the long road to hi-fi nirvana. 
Ed Selley listens to six entry-level models to help you on your way 

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS  £200-£350
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ON TEST

Mitchell & Johnson 
SAP 201V £300 p29
The SAP 201V is one of 
two amps in the group 
that carries digital as well 
analogue inputs in the 
form of optical and 
coaxial connections. The 
amplifier additionally 
offers four line-level 
inputs, a record out and 
MM phono stage. 

Cambridge Audio 
Topaz SR10 £250 p27
The only receiver in the 
test, the SR10 features an 
AM/FM radio, four line 
inputs, a MM phono 
stage as well as record 
and subwoofer outputs. 
With a claimed 2x 85W 
on tap it’s also the most 
powerful integrated in 
the group.

NAD 
C 316BEE £250 p31
This is the minimalist 
model of the group as it’s 
the only one here to do 
without both a phono 
stage and any form of 
digital input. Instead, NAD 
offers you five line-level 
inputs plus a tape loop 
and claims 2x 40W 
power output .

Onkyo 
A-9010 (UK) £200 p33
Comfortably the most 
affordable amp in the test, 
like the NAD the Onkyo is 
also a relatively simple 
design but you do get a 
moving-magnet phono 
stage as well as four line 
inputs and a record out. 
It claims a power output 
of 2x 44W.

Rotel
RA-10 £350 p35
The most expensive amp 
in the test, the Rotel offers 
five inputs, a tape loop, a 
moving-magnet phono 
stage and the only pre-
output of the group. It’s 
power output is rated 
at 2x 40W from the 
slimline and neatly 
designed casework.

Yamaha 
A-S301 £300 p37
The bulkiest integrated 
in the group, the Yamaha 
offers coaxial and optical 
digital inputs as well as 
five line-level inputs and a 
moving-magnet phono 
stage. It’s one of the more 
attractive-looking models 
on test and claims 2x 
60W power output. 
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 silicate mineral of 
aluminium and fl uorine, 
Topaz is the monicker that 
Cambridge Audio has 

given to it’s affordable range of 
components that sit just below its CX 
range. The SR10 is one of two stereo 
receivers in the lineup and as well as 
being an amplifi er, it’s also an FM/AM 
tuner. Radio or not, the Topaz is the 
most powerful amp in the group with 
85W claimed into an 8ohm load. It is 
also the only model that has a cooling 
fan, but at no stage during testing 
does it make its appearance known 
and start running.

The SR10 has three RCA line-level 
inputs plus a front-panel 3.5mm port 
for hooking up an MP3 player. For 
vinyl fans, there’s a moving-magnet 
phono stage and a turntable output, 
although there is no stereo pre 
output. As the Topaz needs to show 
station and tuning information, it 
features a display that also shows the 
selected input. 

The display is clear and easy to 
read, while fi ttings like the two sets 
of speaker terminals feel solid and 
hold up well to the relatively stiff 
speaker cable. The remote control 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Cambridge Audio 
Topaz SR10 
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier 
with AM/FM tuner
WEIGHT
8.1kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
430 x 110 x 340mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 85W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 3x RCAs; 
1x 3.5mm mini-jack
● MM phono stage
● FM/AM tuner
DISTRIBUTOR
Richer Sounds
TELEPHONE
0207 9402200
WEBSITE
cambridgeaudio.
com

Cambridge Audio
Topaz SR10 £250
As the only receiver in the group, this versatile model 
acquits itself well against more specialised rivals 

is hardly a design masterpiece, but it 
is logically laid out and works well. 
The SR10 does have one operational 
niggle that may prove extremely 
annoying, however. The rotary 
encoder volume control doesn’t 
remember the last volume level 
selected when the amp was switched 
off and will always start at the same 
level – and it’s not a particularly quiet 
starting point either. 

Sound quality
As the amplifi er with the most power 
here, hitting the test level provides 
no challenge for the SR10 and once 
there, it does a great deal right. This 
is one of the warmer models on test 
– the treble output across all tracks is 
noticeably lower than others here, but 
it doesn’t tip over into sounding soft 
or bloomy. The Peter Gabriel track 
is instead punchy but refi ned, with 
pleasant weight and warmth to the 
vocals. The Montanari Cello Concerto 
is reproduced with a suitable idea 
of space and an appreciable sense of 
the placement of the musicians to one 
another. However, it can’t match some 
of the amps for resolving all the fi ne 
details of the strings and harpsichord. 

This slight lack of sparkle and 
resolving power is also present with 
Mark Knopfl er’s Privateering. This 
is more of a big-picture device that 
reproduces the guitar and vocals with 
effortlessness and a sense of space 
that is very welcome, but it does miss 
out some of the incidentals. There 
are advantages to this tonal balance, 
though. Most notable of these is the 
grunt that the Topaz extracts means 
that it can reproduce the potent 
electronica of Girl Loves Me without 
any sign of strain in the bass 
performance from the relatively 
compact Q Acoustics 3020s. 

Cambridge Audio has produced an 
extremely even-handed amplifi er 
that’s very easy to listen to for long 
periods of time. But in a test decided 
by fi ne margins, it can come across 
as a little safe and lacking in bite. 
This could be improved with careful 
speaker selection, but there are amps 
here that get the balance better ●

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

A

LIKE: Smooth and 
refined sound; build; 
practical features 
DISLIKE: Lacks fine 
detail; volume doesn’t 
recall previous level
WE SAY: A pleasant 
amp to listen to and the 
only one here with a 
tuner, but there are 
more complete rivals

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

ARE YOU RECEIVING?
The internal tuner of the Topaz is 
supplied with some basic aerials to 
get you up and running and the 
performance via FM is acceptably 
quiet while the number of stations 
found is good. Manual tuning is 
pretty eff ective and storing stations 
as presets is also perfectly logical.

The real surprise in the SR10’s 
inventory, though, is the phono 
stage. This puts in a very strong 
performance with the partnering 
Avid/Audio Note/Nagaoka combo 
proving to be usefully quiet and 
possessed of more than reasonable 
levels of gain at the same time. The 
basic tonality of the SR10 doesn’t 
change when you switch to analogue, 
but the sense of energy that this arm 
and cartridge partnership provides 
is reproduced by the phono stage 
meaning that the Topaz sounds fast 
and lively at the same time.



2 Xperience SB DC

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, 
with advanced anti-resonance technology and pre-
installed Ortofon 2M Silver cartridge, completes the 
package to a true audiophile standard.
Available Now for £1,050.00 (UK SRP)

Th e Ultimate Xperience

Distributed by Henley Designs Ltd.
T: +44 (0)1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk  |  W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Mitchell & Johnson 
SAP 201V  
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier 
with built-in DAC
WEIGHT
6.3kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
430 x 80 x 283mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 40W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 4x RCAs; 
1x 3.5mm mini-jack; 
1x optical; 1x coaxial 
digital 
● MM phono stage 

DISTRIBUTOR
Mitchell & Johnson   
TELEPHONE
0845 6435064
WEBSITE
mitchellandjohnson.
com

Mitchell & Johnson
SAP 201V £300
How does the new name in aff ordable hi-fi 
components perform against more established rivals? 

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

A

LIKE: Useful selection 
of features; wonderful 
midrange warmth and 
involvement
DISLIKE: Sound at 
frequency extremes is 
lacking; phono stage 
WE SAY: Capable of 
great results when in 
its comfort zone, but 
not a true all-rounder

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

ONES AND ZEROS
Connecting the SAP 201V up via its 
coaxial connection reveals the inputs 
are functional to 24-bit/192kHz. The 
overall digital input presentation isn’t 
hugely diff erent from the analogue 
inputs – there is still a big, lush 
midrange and slightly soft frequency 
extremes and it is admirably 
consistent across both digital and 
analogue connections, although the 
treble performance is a little stronger 
via the digital.  

The news isn’t quite so positive 
when switching to the built-in phono 
stage, however. The unit that’s fitted 
seems to be low on gain and lacks a 
little low-end shove, meaning it rather 
exacerbates the sonic performance 
traits of the amplifier as a whole. For 
a spot of convenience listening it 
is fine, but the phono stage here is 
rather outgunned by some of the 
others in the group.

s the relative youngster 
of the group, Mitchell & 
Johnson doesn’t have quite 
the same pedigree in the 

fi eld of affordable amps as some of 
the others here, but the SAP 201V 
offers a few incentives for you to pick 
it over the competition. For starters, 
the specifi cation is usefully 
comprehensive at the asking price. 
Connections include a 3.5mm 
mini-jack on the front panel, while 
around the back four RCA line inputs 
partner a pair of digital ins. This duo 
– one optical and one coaxial – make 
use of a Wolfson WM8761 chip and 
both inputs support sample rates up 
to 24-bit/192kHz. Combined with the 
moving-magnet phono stage, this 
makes the Mitchell & Johnson a 
pretty fl exible amplifi er that’s able to 
handle a useful selection of source 
equipment. Unlike some of its rivals, 
however, there is only a single set of 
speaker terminals fi tted. 

While it doesn’t have a tuner like 
the Cambridge Audio, the fairly 
comprehensive feature set makes 
good use of the front panel display 
to show you what the SAP 201V is 
up to at any particular time as well as 
displaying bass, treble and balance 
– accessed by pressing the volume 
control to turn it into a jog dial. 

The build is solid without being 
truly spectacular. The volume control 
can feel a little insubstantial, but the 
casework is well assembled and the 
speaker terminals are robust and 
should work well with a variety of 
speaker cables. The remote control 
has a decent amount of functionality 
available and is easy to operate. 

Sound quality
While the 40W output is among the 
lowest in the test, the SAP 201V hits 
the test level without incident and 
doesn’t sound in any way stressed 
while it does so. What it does do is 
sound subtly different to any of the 
other amplifi ers here and quite how 
appealing it is as a whole is going to 
depend on whether you like the 
results. From the outset of the Peter 
Gabriel track, the sound is softer than 
the other amplifi ers especially at the 
frequency extremes. Listen a little 
longer and there is no shortage of 
bass or treble energy, but it is 
overshadowed by a huge midrange. 

This makes the Mitchell & Johnson 
something of a star turn with vocals 
and its performance with the 
Montanari piece in particular is one 
of the very best in the group. It has 
no trouble conveying the sense of 
the individual performers and their 

relationship to one another along 
with truly wonderful richness and 
texture to the strings themselves. 
The Mark Knopfl er track is similarly 
impressive with a presence to his 
vocals that is once again one of the 
most impressive in the group.

When pushed outside of this 
comfort zone, though, the Mitchell & 
Johnson is less happy. Its take on 
David Bowie lacks the depth and 
urgency that it really needs to sound 
truly convincing. While his vocals are 
once again very well reproduced, the 
low undulating electronic synth line 
doesn’t quite have the bite it needs 
to really convince. Depending on 
your musical preferences, this might 
not matter and it must be said that 
when you play to its strengths the 
SAP 201V is a rather lovely thing. 
Despite the useful selection of inputs 
and features that are on offer, this 
isn’t quite a true all-rounder in the 
way the better amps here are ●
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n a roundup where phono 
stages, digital inputs and 
tuners abound, the NAD 
can come across as a little 

puritanical. The C 316BEE is the entry 
level amp in the company lineup and 
unlike the D 3020 (HFC 386) is 
fi nished in grey like any self-
respecting NAD amp should be.

Connections include fi ve line inputs 
(one shared with a front-panel 
3.5mm mini-jack) and a tape loop. 
A headphone socket and defeatable 
tone controls are pretty much the 
limit of NAD’s generosity. As one of 
the older models in the test, this amp 
came into the world when vinyl was 
still considered a fringe interest which 
goes some way to explaining the 
absence of a phono stage. 

Power output claims of 40W per 
channel are competitive if not class 
leading, but the fi gures are given at 
commendably low distortion levels 
and signs like the large heatsink that 
is visible through the underside of the 
chassis suggest the manufacturer has 
gone to considerable lengths to 
ensure a decent performance. This 
is then encased in the smallest case 
of any of the models on the test. It 
would probably be a stretch to call it 
pretty, but there is a certain elegance 
to its simplicity. 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
NAD C 316BEE
ORIGIN
Canada/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier
WEIGHT
5.5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
435 x 80 x 286mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 40W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 5x RCAs; 
1x tape loop input 
● Bypassable tone 
controls 
DISTRIBUTOR
Sevenoaks Sound 
& Vision
TELEPHONE
01732 459555
WEBSITE
nadelectronics.com

NAD
C 316BEE £250
Don’t be fooled by the lack of headline features, 
this dark horse still has plenty to off er sonically

The overall construction levels are 
respectable enough, but there are 
some annoyances. The captive mains 
lead feels a little cheap and while the 
NAD has a remote control, it is small 
– making it easy to lose – and seems 
to have rather a short range and 
limited effective angle. There’s just a 
single set of speaker terminals, which 
are actually pretty sturdy.

Sound quality
Hitting the test level provides no 
trouble for the C 316BEE and it 
manages to sound completely free 
of strain in doing so. This is a simple 
device, but there is something to be 
said for this approach and the way 
it sounds. From the outset of Peter 
Gabriel’s This Is The Picture, the 
C 316BEE feels agile and rhythmic. 
The clever bit is that this lightness 
of touch hasn’t been obtained at the 
expense of bass impact. The NAD has 
a relatively deep and well-defi ned low 
end that while perhaps not the best in 
the group, certainly isn’t left wanting 
when it comes to enjoyment. 

As a result of this energy, it feels 
consistently entertaining to listen 
to. It might not be able to resolve 
complex information in the way 
that some models here can – the 
Montanari piece in particular feels 

more like a single mass of instruments 
than a collection of individual ones, 
but with Mark Knopfl er’s Privateering 
it once again displays a lightness of 
touch combined with a fundamentally 
accurate and believable tone that 
consistently engages the listener, 
making it genuinely enjoyable to 
listen to for long periods. 

With the fi nal David Bowie track, 
the slight lack of bass weight catches 
up a little with the NAD, but not so 
severely that it hinders the enjoyment 
of the music. Bowie’s vocals are well 
presented and the electronic riff has 
the fi zzle of drive and excitement 
that is needed to gain the maximum 
benefi t from the piece. There is no 
question that in the context of the 
group, this amp is a little light on 
features but its musicality goes a good 
way towards redressing the balance. 
If you have no need for a phono 
stage, there is much to be said for 
its high performance levels ● 

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

I

LIKE: Punchy, lively 
and engaging sound; 
solid build  
DISLIKE: Sparse 
features; slightly 
limited bass extension 
WE SAY: It doesn’t do a 
huge amount in feature 
terms, but sonically 
the NAD delivers

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

CANNED HEAT
The C 316BEE doesn’t have a phono 
stage to test and there seems little 
point in judging it with an external 
one. This being said, NAD makes 
some good-quality external options 
and many aff ordable decks have 
preamps built in, so it wouldn’t be too 
onerous to get it up and running as 
part of a vinyl setup.

Surprisingly though, the amplifier 
does have a bit of a star feature 
tucked away in the form of the 
headphone socket. NAD doesn’t 
supply much in the way of details as 
to whether this is a discrete unit or 
a simple tap off  the main amp, but 
connected to a pair of Beyerdynamic 
T 70 (HFC 361) headphones, the C 
316BEE sounds the best in the group. 
Noise levels are low, there is plenty 
of gain and the other high points 
described below when listening 
without headphones are also present.
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arking the entry point for 
full-size amplifi ers in the 
Onkyo range, the A-9010 
(UK) is comfortably the 

most affordable model in this month’s 
roundup and the more eagle-eyed 
among you may recognise it, as it was 
originally reviewed back in HFC 398. 

Connections mirror what you’ll fi nd 
elsewhere in the group with four RCA 
line inputs – along with a front-panel 
mini-jack input labelled ‘MP3’ – as 
well as a line output. For vinylistas 
there’s a moving-magnet phono stage. 

The amplifi cation uses Onkyo’s 
WRAT (Wide Ranging Amplifi cation 
Technology) intended to maintain a 
dynamic performance when speaker 
loads increase. Onkyo says that the 
A-9010 (UK) has been tuned with 
European preferences in mind and is 
intended to have a warmer and fuller 
sound as a result. Power is given at an 
exacting 44W into 8ohm. 

The A-9010 (UK) features Onkyo’s 
current design aesthetic, which is 
a little on the monolithic side but 
logically laid out and easy enough to 
use. The large volume control feels 
pleasant in the hand and the rotary 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Onkyo A-9010 (UK)
ORIGIN
Japan/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier
WEIGHT
6.5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
435 x 130 x 333mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 44W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 4x RCAs; 
1x 3.5mm mini-jack
● MM phono stage 
DISTRIBUTOR
Onkyo UK
TELEPHONE
08712 001996
WEBSITE
uk.onkyo.com

Onkyo
A-9010 (UK) £200
The price is rock bottom while the performance 
is sky high – what more could you ask for?

input selector is a nice addition. The 
build is perfectly in keeping with the 
group standard although the captive 
mains lead feels a little on the cheap 
side and the single set of speaker 
terminals are set a little too close 
together. The remote control is well 
laid out and easy to navigate.

Sound quality
The test level is hit with ease and 
perhaps the most interesting single 
aspect of its performance is that 
despite reportedly being tuned 
for warmth, this is not really a 
characteristic that you’d immediately 
apply to the A-9010 (UK). This is 
instead a dynamic and consistently 
exciting amplifi er. From the opening 
of the Peter Gabriel track, it sets out 
to be the amp that delivers the most 
detail, impact and sheer snap to the 
performance. The bassline is beautifully 
defi ned and impressively punchy. 

Where the tuning might have an 
effect is that while it sounds 
consistently dynamic and exciting, it 
never tips over into sounding overly 
bright. The strings in the Montanari 
piece are well handled with plenty of 

treble energy and very believable 
tonality and there’s no signs of 
harshness and aggression. Mark 
Knopfl er’s guitar is also delivered with 
a sense of sparkle and immediacy that 
is somewhat unusual at this relatively 
terrestrial price point. Everything 
sounds believably real and placed 
within a spacious soundstage. 

And things only ever improve from 
here. The sheer grunt and urgency of 
the Onkyo means that it delivers the 
best performance of the bunch with 
Bowie’s Girl Loves Me. The impact 
along with that excellent detail 
retrieval means that the levels of 
involvement it can generate are 
genuinely engrossing, making it an 
extremely easy amplifi er to live with. 
While it misses out on the digital 
inputs of some rivals and the phono 
stage is merely competent rather than 
brilliant (see boxout), the A-9010 
(UK) is a very fi ne amplifi er indeed 
and a steal at the price ● 

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

M

LIKE: Excellent sonic 
performance; build; 
bargain price   
DISLIKE: Slightly 
average-sounding 
phono stage
WE SAY: A truly 
excellent integrated 
amplifier that delivers 
great sound at a 
bargain price 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

GROOVE RIDER
As the strongest-performing amp in 
the group at the lowest price, the 
Onkyo doesn’t have to work as hard 
to justify its relatively Spartan 
specification. The headphone socket 
produces a good – if not great – 
performance with the Beyerdynamic 
T 70 headphones (HFC 361) although 
it doesn’t feel as accomplished as 
the NAD. The phono stage does a 
reasonable job of sounding OK 
without tipping over into greatness. 
Noise levels are commendably low, 
but gain is a little limited and it lacks 
some of the dynamics that the 
A-9010 (UK) is capable of when 
used via its speaker outputs. As 
a means of getting started with 
a turntable, it is more than up to 
the job, but you might want to take 
advantage of the money saved and 
look to add a higher-quality outboard 
phono stage further down the line.
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Rotel RA-10   
ORIGIN
Japan/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier
WEIGHT
5.9kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
430 × 72 × 342mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 40W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 4x RCAs; 
1x tape loop input
● MM phono stage
● Pre output
● Bypassable tone 
controls  
DISTRIBUTOR
Bowers & Wilkins   
TELEPHONE
01903 221710
WEBSITE
rotel.com/en-gb

Rotel
RA-10 £350
Nice touches abound, but does the Rotel really do 
enough to justify the higher asking price?

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

I

LIKE: Excellent build; 
good phono stage; fast 
and punchy sound
DISLIKE: A little bass 
light; no remote; 
slightly expensive  
WE SAY: A good amp – 
especially for vinyl – 
but it struggles to 
completely justify 
its price premium

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

ADDICTIVE ANALOGUE
Used as a line-level device, the RA-10 
doesn’t make a completely 
convincing case for asking a higher 
price over rivals here and in the case 
of the headphone output, there isn’t 
much of a benefit here either. It opts 
for a 3.5mm socket rather than a 
6.35mm jack. The performance is 
acceptable, but a little lightweight.

The news for vinyl users is rather 
better, however. The phono stage is 
comfortably the best in the group. It 
is impressively silent, has plenty of 
gain and has a pleasant liveliness that 
isn’t necessarily present when the 
RCA inputs are used. If you are a 
turntable user, the Rotel goes some 
way towards justifying the price 
premium as there is no need to 
budget for an external model. The 
problem for it is that some of its high 
performing rivals off er enough of a 
saving to buy a good external model 
with the diff erence.

n many group tests, a £50 
price difference is neither 
here nor there. But in a 
roundup at this lowly price 

point, costing 20 percent more than 
the next most expensive model takes 
some justifi cation, meaning that the 
RA-10 has its work cut out from the 
start. As Rotel’s most affordable 
integrated amplifi er, the focus is 
clearly on build and components 
rather than offering much in the way 
of extras. 

This means you get four RCA line 
inputs, a tape loop – with record 
selector on the front panel, the only 
model to offer this – and a moving-
magnet phono stage. This is also the 
only amplifi er with a stereo pre 
output, which might be handy for 
system expansion going forward. 
Power is quoted at 40W and thanks to 
the top panel being almost entirely 
vented, you can see that the internal 
layout is logical and utilises good 
quality components. 

The attention lavished on the 
internals is mirrored on the outside as 
well. By a narrow margin, this is the 
best built amp of the group and the 
casework, controls and terminals are 
all fi nished to a very high standard. 
The RA-10 has two pairs of 
independently switched speaker 

outputs, which both make use of good 
quality (and well spaced) speaker 
terminals. This is the only amplifi er 
that doesn’t come with a remote 
control as it uses a physical input 
selector switch, which would limit the 
amount of functionality a remote 
would offer anyway.

Sound quality
The Rotel hits the test level without 
any issues or signs of strain, although 
noting the position of the jet black 
volume control is not entirely 
straightforward. In performance 
terms it is a generally likeable 
amplifi er. The presentation is slightly 
tonally dark in comparison with some 
rivals here and this can mean that it 
can sound a little less immediately 
exciting, but the effect on Peter 
Gabriel’s This Is The Picture is largely 
positive – allowing you to focus on 
the vocals and guitar work. The 
soundstage is a little less spacious 
than is the case with some other amps 
here, but it gives a good sense of the 
placement of performers. 

With the Montanari and Knopfl er 
tracks, the presentation is controlled 
and refi ned, but it lacks the sparkle 
and sense of life that some of the 
other amps can bring to their 
reproduction. There is a also an effect 

on the fi ne detail retrieval that means 
that some little touches in both pieces 
can be lost in the overall mix. There 
is a sense of speed and timing that is 
extremely welcome, however, and 
the RA-10 generally doesn’t struggle 
to get the head nodding along to the 
beat. It’s this innate timing that leaves 
the Rotel at ease with the fi nal David 
Bowie track, although the punchy 
bassline does reveal that while it 
is capable of producing a fast and 
detailed low end, it doesn’t have the 
same weight that some of the other 
models can manage. There is a sense 
that the RA-10 buys some of its speed 
and agility by sacrifi cing a little bass 
weight. This could probably be 
nullifi ed with careful speaker 
selection, but it leaves the amp 
feeling a little insubstantial in 
comparison with rivals and doesn’t 
do enough to justify the price 
premium that’s asked for here ●  
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Yamaha A-S301
ORIGIN
Japan/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier
WEIGHT
9kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
435 x 151 x 387mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 60W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 3x RCAs; 2x 
tape loops; 1x optical; 
1x coaxial digital
● MM phono stage 
● Bypassable tone 
controls 
DISTRIBUTOR
Yamaha UK
TELEPHONE
01908 366700
WEBSITE
uk.yamaha.com/en

Yamaha
A-S301 £300
A good feature set combined with great sound 
makes the Yamaha a rather tempting proposition 

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

S

LIKE: Powerful and 
lively sound; excellent 
feature set; build
DISLIKE: Lacks some 
fine detail
WE SAY: A very 
capable integrated 
that offers impressive 
functionality in a 
handsome package

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

HOME HUB
The A-S301 off ers extensive 
functionality and the good news is 
that the performance of these various 
features is impressive too. The digital 
inputs have a clean and smooth 
sound and there are no issues 
sending sample rates up to 
24-bit/192kHz. The headphone 
output has plenty of gain and keeps 
the same potent and lively sound that 
is present via the speaker outputs. 

The phono stage can’t quite match 
that of the Rotel and Cambridge 
Audio units, but it off ers reasonable 
gain and low noise levels. Much like 
the Onkyo A-9010 (UK), the built-in 
phono stage here is good enough to 
get you up and running with your 
vinyl collection, but you should look 
to upgrade to an external model at a 
later date. As a one-stop solution, 
however, the Yamaha makes a strong 
case for itself.

een by some as more of an 
‘AV’ brand than a hi-fi  one, 
Yamaha never stopped 
making two-channel audio 

products and in more recent years has 
expanded its hi-fi  lineup considerably. 

The A-S301 surpasses the well-
equipped Mitchell & Johnson to be 
the best-specifi ed amplifi er of the 
group and is fi tted with three RCA 
inputs, two tape loops, a moving-
magnet phono stage and optical and 
coaxial digital inputs. A headphone 
socket is also fi tted and like the 
Cambridge Audio and Rotel models, 
there are two pairs of independently 
switchable speaker connections. 

The digital inputs are 24/192kHz 
capable and decoding is carried out 
by a Texas Instruments PCM5101. A 
USB-A input provides a 5V charge to 
a connected device. To round off this 
impressive specifi cation, this ranks as 
the second most powerful model here 
with a claimed 60W power output. 

Possibly as a result of this extensive 
specifi cation, this is also the bulkiest 
chassis of the six. The good news is 

that the fi t and fi nish is of a very high 
standard. While aesthetics are a 
subjective thing, there’s no doubting 
the A-S301’s ability to appear more 
expensive than it actually is. Nice 
touches like the rotary input selector 
and the handsome tone controls help 
the illusion. Things are slightly 
undone around the back with small 
speaker terminals and a captive mains 
lead, but these are minor quibbles 
and overall the effect is good. A well 
laid out remote control is provided. 

Sound quality
Even with scrupulous level matching, 
the A-S301 can’t help but sound big 
and energetic and the Peter Gabriel 
track has a presence that means it 
stands out from the rest of the pack. 
Tonality is consistently believable 
during the Montanari Concerto and 
the presentation has a top end that is 
well lit and airy, but avoids tipping 
over into brightness or aggression.

Where the Yamaha is perhaps left 
a little wanting is in the detail and 
separation department. This is more 

of a big picture presentation rather 
than one that extracts every last 
nuance. It is consistently fun, though, 
and Privateering sounds excellent 
– the relative simplicity of the piece 
and the lively time signature plays 
to its strengths. This is an unfailingly 
entertaining amplifi er that can also 
manage to sound relaxed and refi ned 
when it needs to.

David Bowie’s Girl Loves Me is 
handled with aplomb. There is no 
shortage of bass and the same speed 
and agility that is present across the 
other tracks keeps me engrossed in 
the music. With the refi ned top end 
also working to good effect, the 
A-S301 is a consistently lively and 
entertaining partner. It isn’t quite able 
to take the top honours here sonically, 
but many will enjoy the big and 
exciting way that it makes music. Add 
in the excellent build and feature set, 
and you have one of the strongest 
amplifi ers at this price point ●    
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GROUPTEST

The results are all in and checked and it’s down to Ed Selley to reveal 
the final standings in this month’s entry-level integrated amplifiers test

Group test verdict

THIS IS A strong collection of 
entry-level integrateds and their 
ranking here is decided by the 
narrowest of margins. This means 
that despite its appealing sound, great 
phono stage and excellent build, the 
Rotel is the fi rst to fall as the RA-10 
simply struggles to justify its higher 
price tag when compared with 
more affordable rivals here. The 
Mitchell & Johnson SAP 201V is 
more competitively priced and has 
an excellent specifi cation, but the 
sonic balance is not going to appeal 
to everybody, and the built-in phono 
stage is the weakest of the group. 

The Cambridge Audio Topaz SR10 
brings a solid FM/AM radio and a 
good phono stage to the party and 
there is much to like about the 
powerful and refi ned sound as well 
as the solid build. Compared with the 
best amps here, it can sound a little 
lacking in fi ne detail and attack. By 
comparison, the NAD C 316BEE lacks 
many of the niceties that the other 
amps here fi t as a matter of course, 
but the performance it delivers is 
good enough to put it in third place. 
There’s no phono stage, but the NAD 
makes a strong case for itself, 
particularly if you use headphones.

The Yamaha A-S301 is the 
amplifi er that makes the most 
convincing case for all of its 
additional functionality. If you need 
an amplifi er that delivers a strong 
and consistent performance across 
all inputs, this is the one that does 
the most convincing job and 
Yamaha has encased all of this 
superb functionality in a handsome 
casework. Its greater power output 
helps it to deliver a big and lively 
sound that is likely to win it plenty 
of friends, but the slight lack of fi ne 
detail and the higher price mean 
that it’s just beaten to the top spot.

The Onkyo delivers a 
consistently punchy, 
exciting and detailed 
performance that 
balances refinement 
with the ability to 
engage the listener. It 
combines good build 
and a decent selection 
of analogue input 
options with the lowest 
price of the group.

Cambridge Audio    Mitchell & Johnson  NAD  Onkyo  Rotel  Yamaha  
Topaz SR10  SAP 201V  C 316BEE A-9010 (UK) RA-10 A-S301

 Price £250 £300 £250 £200 £350 £300

 Sound 
 Value 
 Build 
 Features

 Overall

,

Key features 
 Quoted power 2x 85W 2x 40W 2x 40W 2x 44W 2x 40W 2x 60W 

 MM phono stage Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

 Analogue inputs 3x RCAs; 1x mini-jack 4x RCAs; 1x mini-jack 5x RCAs; 1x tape loop 4x RCAs; 1x mini-jack 4x RCAs; 1x tape loop 3x RCAs; 2x tape loops

 Digital inputs  No  1x optical; 1x coaxial No No No 1x optical; 1x coaxial 

 FM/AM tuner Yes No No No No No

Make/model

Capable of great 
results when in 
its comfort zone, but 
not a true all-rounder

It doesn’t do a huge 
amount in feature 
terms, but sonically 
the NAD delivers

A truly excellent 
integrated that 
delivers great sound 
at a bargain price 

A good amp for 
vinyl, but it struggles 
to completely justify 
its price here

A capable integrated 
with impressive 
functionality in a 
handsome package

A pleasant-sounding 
amp and it comes 
with a tuner, but it’s 
bettered by rivals

STANDMOUNT SPEAKERS:
Q Acoustics 3020 £190 HFC 402
This little standmount is used throughout the 
listening sessions and delivers a truly stunning 

performance 
balancing 
accuracy and 
entertainment with 
Onkyo’s A-9010 
(UK) integrated that 
is far in advance 
of the modest 
asking price.    

TURNTABLE:
Audio-Technica LP-5 £330 HFC 405
The LP-5 is a do-it-all deck that comes fitted with the 
AT95Ex cartridge and can either make use of its own 
internal phono stage or one fitted to an integrated. 
In either case, the Audio-Technica delivers a 
performance well in advance of most budget rivals.

BLUETOOTH DAC:
Mass Fidelity Relay £180 HFC 394
The Relay provides one of the finest Bluetooth solutions 
on the market at any price and will give any amplifier the 
ability to access music 
both stored and via online 
streaming services. There 
is nothing in the way of 
audible compression 
or elevated noise floor, 
making the Relay a 
worthwhile addition to 
any integrated here.

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS 
£200-£350

TRY WITH THESE

performance well in advance of most budget rivals.
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HI-RES AUDIO. THE FUTURE OF SOUND
Hear it today at Sevenoaks - the experts in hi-res audio

HI-RES AUDIO IN THE HOME

HI-RES AUDIO AROUND THE HOME

HI-RES AUDIO ON THE MOVE

ARCAM • irDAC-II • DAC / PREAMP
The irDAC-II is designed to be the heart of a digital system and 

can be connected to a host of different types of digital sources 
and connections including asynchronous USB and Bluetooth. 

Up to 24bit/384kHz is supported via USB plus DSD128 support.

£495
OR LESS

NEW

NEW £595
OR LESS

New compact wireless music 
system. Its advanced yet simple

to use connectivity includes
Spotify Connect, TIDAL, UPnP, 
Internet Radio, USB, analogue and 

digital inputs. Supports WAV, FLAC 
and AIFF fi les up to 24bit/192kHz.

NAIM • MU-SO Qb
WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEM

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 TIDAL, Spotify Connect and Bluetooth aptX connectivity.

£3050
OR LESS

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

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

way to backup your precious vinyl collection.

£419
OR LESS

NEW

BLUESOUND • PULSE MINI 
HI-RES WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM

The PULSE MINI delivers true hi-fi  to any nook and cranny of 
your home. Includes digital and analogue inputs and supports 

fi les up to 24bit/192kHz. Bluetooth aptX capability is built-in.

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

£699
OR LESS

NEW

BLUESOUND • POWERNODE 2 
HI-RES WIRELESS MUSIC STREAMER/AMPLIFIER

With its advanced WiFi antenna design and blazing ARM Cortex9 

Processors, the POWERNODE 2 ensures a solid connection 
even when streaming high-res audio files around your home.

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

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

opportunity to comfortably listen to 
high resolution audio, supporting 
24bit/192kHz and DSD fi les while 
fi tting comfortably in your pocket.

NEW £399
OR LESS

PIONEER • XDP-100R
PORTABLE HI-RES AUDIO PLAYER
The Hi-Res XDP-100 digital audio player 
from Pioneer is the right travel partner 

for demanding music fans. It plays 
Hi-Res WAV and FLAC fi les with Studio 
Master resolutions of up to 24bit/384kHz 
and DSD fi les of up to 11.2 MHz. 

NEW £499
OR LESS

BLUESOUND • PULSE FLEX 
HI-RES WIRELESS SPEAKER
This ultra-compact wireless speaker 

will change the way you think about 
personal audio, delivering up to 8 
hours of Hi-Res streaming with its 
optional battery pack.

NEW £269
OR LESS

5 YEAR
WARRANTYOPTIONAL BATTERY PACK REQUIRED

FOR PORTABLE USE.

OPTIONAL GRILLE 
AVAILABLE IN RED, BLUE 

OR ORANGE. £49.95

NEW £449
OR LESS
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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.

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

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.

£249
OR LESS

£329
OR LESS

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

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

£575
OR LESS

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.

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.

£SSAV
.COM

£SSAV
.COM

 

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

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

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

£2965
OR LESS

£2245
OR LESS

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

GRADO • SR325e
HEADPHONES

£SSAV
.COM

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 £499
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.

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

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

£299.95

OR LESS

NEW

PACKAGE PRICE
£1249 SAVE £341
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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.

£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.

£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. 

£279
OR LESS

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.

£189
OR LESS

Standard fi nishes 
Premium fi nishes 
£249

HiFi for a wireless generation

5 YEAR
WARRANTY NEW

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

Features improved wi-fi  
performance, more digital and 
analog connectivity options and 
Bluetooth aptX along with support 
for premium music services like 

Tidal and Spotify.  PRICES FROM £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.

£79
OR LESS

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.
Titanium Grey, Racing Red & Frosted Black

GLOSS
RED

GLOSS
BLACK
GLOSS
WHITE
SATIN
WHITE

MATT
BLACK

£449
OR LESS

PODSPEAKERS • MIINIPOD MK3 • SPEAKERS
Ideal for large areas or where volume is required to make an 

impact, the MiniPod can be placed on a desk or shelf using the 
supplied spikes or wall mounted with the optional bracket.

SAVE
£120

FOR THE LATEST PRICES AND OFFERS VISIT WWW.SSAV.COM OR CONTACT YOUR LOCAL STORE
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Oxford 01865 241773 
Reading• 0118 959 7768

Sevenoaks 01732 459555

Southampton• 023 8033 7770

Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543

Witham (Essex) 01376 501733

Yeovil• 01935 700078
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n hi-fi ’s glory days back in 
the late seventies, it felt like 
there were more preamp/
power amplifi er 

combinations around than there were 
people to buy them. But some time 
around the late eighties, when 
everything began to downsize we 
saw the appearance of the ‘super 
integrated’ amplifi er breed. Fewer 
people bought separate pre-power 
combos as a result, and now they’re 
scarce compared with back then. 

Arcam has always been a purveyor of 
fi ne integrated amps. Yet it does have a 
tradition of doing pre-power designs 
too, stretching right back to the C200 
modular preamp and SA200 power 
amplifi er at the beginning of the 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Arcam FMJ C49
ORIGIN
UK/USA
TYPE
Preamplifier
WEIGHT
8.7kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
433 x 171 x 410mm
FEATURES
● Inputs: 6x RCAs; 
1x balanced XLR
● MM phono stage
DISTRIBUTOR
Arcam
WEBSITE
arcam.co.uk

Two’s 
company 
Arcam’s C49/P49 pre-power amplifier 
combination is an unsung hero of the 
aff ordable high end, says David Price

eighties. Since then, they have been 
relatively few and far between – 
Arcam’s last pre-power combo was the 
FMJ C31 preamp and P1 monoblocks, 
a decade ago. Now, it has a capable 
and relatively affordable offering in 
the shape of the FMJ C49/FMJ P49. 
It’s a functional and purposeful 
dynamic duo that packs in plenty 
of power and features.

The C49 preamp is a cleanly styled 
box with a long row of buttons and a 
large central volume control, allied to 
a green alphanumeric display. Unlike 
many of its rivals it doesn’t come with 
a DAC inside – for this, there’s Arcam’s 
FMJ D33 (£2,000). It does have a 
good-quality moving-magnet phono 
stage, and seven line-level analogue 

inputs, including one via balanced 
XLR. It’s nice enough to use, but 
certainly not an exotic experience – 
and the slightly resonant steel 
casework doesn’t help because it’s a 
little livelier than is ideal. It also offers 
the choice of balanced XLR and RCA 
phono line outputs, and sounds better 
with the former when feeding the 
partnering P49 power amp.

Speaking of which, this £3,245 box 
is arguably the more interesting of 
the two. It’s the fi nest expression of 
the company’s foray into Class G 
operation, the idea being that this 
machine works in full Class A 
operation up to a certain power level 
after which it moves into Class AB. 
Running at lower power – and at 
normal listening levels – the amplifi er 
is devoid of switching distortion, but 
when more power is called for the P49 
is able to deliver it. This is done at high 
listening levels and only very briefl y on 
transients, so it doesn’t degrade the 
sound – the idea goes. The P49 is the 
culmination of six years of research 
into this system. It puts out a claimed 
200W RMS per channel into 8ohm, 
which is more than enough for most.

Being the company’s fl agship power 
amp, you would expect it to be full of 
features, but not quite so. It’s a fairly 
minimalist design with nothing more 
than an on/off switch and the ability 
to switch between two pairs of 

I

ARCAM FMJ C49/FMJ P49 
PREAMPLIFIER/POWER AMPLIFIER £2,745/£3,245 EXOTICA
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loudspeakers on its fascia. Also, there’s 
a sculpted air vent inset into this, 
rather like the air intake of a custom 
car or motorcycle. I repeatedly try to 
get the amplifi er hot, but can confi rm 
that you’re more likely to suffer from 
early onset deafness, than the P49 
saying good night Vienna due; to 
overheating. Indeed, both pre and 
power amplifi ers perform unerringly 
reliably throughout the test period.

Sound quality
The essence of a fi ne amplifi er is one 
that doesn’t get in the way of the 
music. While some might enjoy amps 
that embellish the original recording, 
or strip it of its edge and bite in the 
name of an easier listen, the only truly 
satisfactory answer is a transparent 
design that works in a consistent and 
predictable way across a range of 
music. The C49/P49 is just such a 
combination. I use it to drive a range 
of speakers, from Quad electrostatics 
to Yamaha’s NS-1000M and my usual 
reference ATC SCM40 (HFC 389). 
With all of these and others too, it 
remains a highly capable package. 

The standout aspect of its sound 
is its open and even nature. And 
unlike some Class A designs, it’s not 
piercingly transparent – some amps 
sound like there’s a massive spotlight 
glaring onto the recording, revealing 
every detail. There’s a subtle sense of 

this, but no more – it’s obviously less 
forensic than some rivals. Instead, it 
just gets on with the job of playing 
music in an honest and matter-of-fact 
way, with little embellishment. 
Whatever you choose, it remains 
accurate, detailed and engaging. When 
you push the volume down it stays this 
way, and when it goes in the opposite 
direction it doesn’t sound too forceful 
– just strong and steady with no strain.

Tonally it’s very neutral – perhaps a 
fraction on the lighter, brighter side, 
but still close and its tuneful and 
powerful bass helps. Gregory Isaacs 
Night Nurse features a lot of low-
frequency energy and this combo sets 
out to prove it. Even the sealed-box 
ATC has my listening room doors 
rattling, shifting enough air to make 
me think a helicopter has landed next 
door. Even at high volume levels, the 
P49 shows complete indifference to 
the amount of power it is being asked 
to pump, giving the loudspeakers (and 
my ears) a serious workout in the 
process. Dynamically it proves to be 
excellent, able to serve up lots of 
watts at a millisecond’s notice.

Fine, so this Arcam pre-power is a 
little powerhouse – but what really 
impresses is the ease with which 
it generates the power, and the 
smoothness too. Further up into the 
midband, it remains clean, delivering 
some beautifully tactile and snappy 
snare drum work. Gregory Isaacs’ 
voice is also satisfyingly rich in 
tone, yet possesses a superlative 

1

2

3

4

5

6

Grounding post 
for turntable

Moving-magnet 
phono input

RCA phono 
Preamp line outs

Preamp XLR 
output

Speaker binding 
posts for two sets 
of loudspeakers
Preamp XLR 
input

smoothness, and his delivery is 
beautifully nuanced rhythmically. 
The pair duly delivers an addictive 
combination of subtlety, poise and 
power – one that’s hard to beat at 
this price point. 

All well and good, but how does it 
sound on less well recorded material? 
I fi nd it still has the ability to pick 
through mediocre recordings and 
bring out the best in the music. The 
Smiths’ Wonderful Woman isn’t exactly 
your archetypal hi-fi  demo track, yet 
this pre-power proves well able to slice 
right through the murky mix, straight 

to the heart of the proceedings. Again 
proving highly neutral, it sets up an 
expansive soundstage inside which 
all the elements are tightly defi ned. 
There is no sense of this being two 
dimensional either. Instead it seems 
to make the speakers disappear 
somewhere inside the vocal booth, 
as Morrissey’s dulcet tones project all 
around the room – both in front of and 
behind the plane of the speakers. At 
the same time, the Arcam duo expertly 
captures all the music’s special little 
infl ections – it doesn’t sound especially 
spectacular in a hi-fi  sense, yet proves 
wonderfully beguiling. 

CONNECTIONS

The Arcam duo 
expertly captures all 
the music’s special 
little inflections 
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Arcam FMJ P49
ORIGIN
UK/USA
TYPE
Power amplifier
WEIGHT
18kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
433 x 171 x 425mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 2x 200W 
RMS (8ohm)
● Class G operation
● Inputs: 1x RCA; 1x 
balanced XLR 
DISTRIBUTOR
Arcam
WEBSITE
arcam.co.uk

ARCAM FMJ C49/FMJ P49 
PREAMPLIFIER/POWER AMPLIFIER £2,745/£3,245 EXOTICA

7
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Preamp RCA line 
output
Preamp RCA line 
input
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Miles Davis’ In A Silent Way is 
something of a ‘sink or swim’ 
experience for a hi-fi  – it needs to 
have a light and deft touch to convey it 
convincingly. Happily the Arcam does 
not get in the way, instead providing 
an open window on the proceedings 
that lets every last aspect of the 
emotion captured on this recording to 
shine through. Indeed, it pulls the 
listener right into its soundscape. My 
only reservation is its subtle lack of 
tonal colour – it doesn’t provide much 
sense of there being a deep, rich hue 
to recordings that are on the warm 
side. You wouldn’t mistake it for an 
EL34-powered valve amplifi er then, 
but this can work in both a bad and a 
good way.

Taken in isolation, I’d say the P49 
power amplifi er is the stronger of the 
pair. While the C49 gives a clean, 
detailed and balanced sound, it doesn’t 
have the ‘wow factor’ of the power 
amplifi er. This latter product is 
excellent and easily able to hold its 
own with dramatically more expensive 
products. Don’t let its sensible styling 
fool you – here is a power amplifi er 
of rare ability at the price. It’s hard to 
think of anything near that’s so neutral 

yet so powerful, and it can comfortably 
be used in systems costing substantially 
more. I fi nd that the P49 works very 
well with high-quality passive 
preamplifi ers and valve designs, too.

Conclusion
Snobs might disapprove. After all, 
what’s a hi-fi  brand doing selling a 
pre-power amplifi er combination for 
around £6,000, when it’s normal 
position in life is making products 
costing well under half that? While 
the Arcam badge might not have the 
audiophile cachet of more high-end 
designs, it is very hard to argue with 
the performance that’s on offer. Here’s 
a preamplifi er that sounds quiet, 
smooth and detailed and has a wide 
range of facilities too, plus a power 
amplifi er of great quality and serious 
grunt, for the price of an entry-level 
high-end integrated from one of the 
North American boutique brands. It 
may lack the cool badge of high-end 
Americana or the glitzy fi nish of the 
best Japanese kit, but it’s highly 
functional and capable. Wonderfully 
unassuming yet surprisingly effective, 
here’s something to put the cat among 
the audiophile pigeons ● 

Q&A

DP: What distinguishes the C49, 
in engineering terms? 
AM: We really had to stretch our 
engineering legs to make the C49 
as transparent as possible, because 
it has to drive an excellent power 
amplifier! This was achieved by 
deploying multiple power supplies – 
indeed the transformer actually has a 
VA (watts) rating that could happily 
drive a high-output integrated 
amplifier – and we use a novel 
distortion-nulling technique on all 
inputs custom designed for the 49 
series. The design is balanced from 
input to output including the 
associated power amp, and a dual 
resistor ladder volume control is used 
(one per channel), with only one 
resistor in the signal path. It doesn’t 
include a DAC because we feel this 
is a noise source that is best placed 
outside of the box; the same thinking 
is the reason why a moving-coil 
phono stage isn’t fitted.

What would you say distinguishes 
the P49 power amplifier?
It’s effectively the fourth generation 
of Arcam Class G. The whole idea 
started with a “make the amplifier 
disappear” research project that 
began 10 years ago, and was led by 
John Dawson. For the vast majority 
of time the P49 will be running as a 
50W Class A amplifier, only stepping 
outside of this under extreme 
dynamic conditions to move into 
Class AB mode and deliver 
considerably more power. 
Remember the magic of audio 
reproduction is in the hundredths of 
watts, and this is where the lack of 
crossover distortion comes into play, 
and makes the P49 sound the way it 
does. If its 200W RMS per channel 
isn’t enough for you, then it can be 
bridged. The ultimate expression of 
the 49 series is rolled out in the form 
of a C49 and two P49s each in 
bridged mode. Working this way, the 
system is capable of peak outputs in 
excess of 1kW!

Andy Moore
Product Manager, Arcam

Naim’s NAC 202/NAP 
250DR (£2,050/ 
£3,395) is a similarly 
priced pre-power 
combo. The 202 is a 
fine, mid-price Naim 
control amp with the 
company’s customary 
attention to detail; the 
250 is the new version 
of this iconic amp with 
improved components. 
The sound is very 
different, bringing a 
tonally slightly darker, 
deeper and more 
velvety sound. But in 
many ways across the 
midband it is more 
opaque. It has outright 
power too, but you 
won’t notice at normal 
listening levels when 
you’re always aware of 
the 250’s trademark 
sinewy bass! The Arcam 
is rather cleaner, more 
transparent and larger 
in scale than the Naim, 
but you can’t deny just 
what fun the latter is.

LIKE: Open, clean, 
detailed sound; very 
powerful; highly 
musical
DISLIKE: Slightly 
resonant casework 
WE SAY: Superb-
sounding powerhouse 
– an audiophile bargain  

OUR VERDICT: FMJ P49
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

IN SIGHT
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LIKE: Clean styling; 
sensible facilities; 
detailed sound 
DISLIKE: No MC 
phono stage; slightly 
resonant casework 
WE SAY: Strong all-
round preamplifier, 
ideal for the P49

OUR VERDICT: FMJ C49
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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Listen to the new Emit Series.

Take a look at 
legacy. Lovable 
traditional, sounds 
incredible.  

The new Dynaudio Emit series is the latest model range from Dynaudio and was conceived as an entry level high 
end loudspeaker series incorporating extraordinary levels of performance and technical innovation in an attractive 

Visit www.dynaudio.com
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t’s fair to say that Naim’s 
product development over 
the last few years has 
taken the company in 

directions it would have been hard 
to imagine back at the start of the 
millennium. One of the most radical 
of the recent offerings is the Mu-so 
all-in-one network music system (HFC 
391). This broke new ground by 
integrating the speakers into the main 
chassis and introducing an aesthetic 
that has more in common with the 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Naim Mu-so Qb
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
Network streaming 
music system
WEIGHT
5.6kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
218 x 210 x 212mm
FEATURES
● UPnP; apt-X; 
AirPlay; wi-fi
● 24-bit/192kHz 
DAC
● Tidal and Spotify 
integrated support
● Quoted power 
output: 4x 50W; 1x 
100W 
● Multi-room 
functionality
DISTRIBUTOR
Naim Audio
TELEPHONE
01722 426600
WEBSITE
naimaudio.com

Qb-ism
The Mu-so Qb is Naim’s most aff ordable 
system yet. Ed Selley finds out if its small 
dimensions can produce a big sound

fl agship Statement pre/power than 
the classic black and green livery of 
the rest of its familiar range.

Mu-so appears to have been a 
considerable success, and it doesn’t 
come as too much of a surprise that 
the company has been working on a 
smaller version. The Mu-so Qb takes 
the same functionality as the original, 
but reduces the size of the chassis 
down to a cube, hence the name. 
Naim believes that the Qb will serve 
to attract new customers to the brand 

– something the original Mu-so has 
done very well – and also allow 
existing customers to get up and 
running with multi-room. 

New customers are certainly going 
to feel like they’re getting a fair 
amount of bang for their buck. The 
Mu-so Qb offers UPnP streaming over 
wired and wireless connections (the 
latter being limited to 48kHz), 
AirPlay, apt-X Bluetooth and optical 
and line-in connections. It also 
natively supports Tidal and Spotify 
and offers internet radio services 
including the BBC’s listen again and 
HLS streams. 

The new amplifi er and speaker 
arrangement differs radically from its 
big brother. There is no room for the 
slot port arrangement, which means 
that the Mu-so Qb uses a pair of 
passive bass radiators on either side 
of the unit to augment and tune the 
bass response. These are then joined 
by a single bass driver, two midrange 
drivers and two tweeters, each with 
its own Class D amplifi er. This is a 
considerable collection of drivers to 

mount in a relatively small space and 
as the smaller dimensions of the Qb 
preclude the use of MDF, Naim has 
developed a glass-fi lled polymer 
chassis that mounts the drivers. This 
looks a little like the severed head of 
Marvin the Android from Hitchhikers 
Guide To The Galaxy, but is immensely 
strong while taking up little room. 

With three sides of the cube being 
devoted to drivers and covered by a 
hinged grille, the rear is both the 
heatsink and the mount for the 
amplifi ers, power supply and 
decoding hardware as well as 
the relevant network and input 
connections. The top features the 
same rotary control as the Mu-so, 
which places a white-on-black 
touchscreen display inside a 
wonderfully weighted volume knob. 
The revised dimensions of the Mu-so 
Qb result in a more elegant-looking 
product than the original and design 
features like the acrylic plinth are 
carried over and work superbly. In 
low lighting, with its illuminated 
plinth and volume control, this is a 
fantastic-looking product and one 
of the best pieces of design on the 
market at or anywhere near this price. 

The fi t and fi nish is also extremely 
good. Everything feels solid and 

It retains the same 
ability to subvert 
the laws of physics 
as its predecessor

I

NAIM MU-SO QB 
ONE-BOX MUSIC SYSTEM £595



APRIL 2016 47

REVIEWS

carefully assembled and the materials 
involved are of an excellent quality 
and look and feel entirely 
contemporary. The setup process is 
simple and the effective Naim control 
app is extremely easy to use, well laid 
out and completely stable on both 
Android and iOS platforms. Even 
so, the volume dial on the unit is 
suffi ciently tactile that you fi nd 
yourself coming up with excuses to 
walk over and use it. Like the larger 
Mu-so, Naim offers customers the 
choice of a variety of different 
coloured grilles so that it will blend 
into its surroundings.  

The only slight detractor to the Qb’s 
spec is that no remote handset is 
supplied as standard (one is available 
as a option, costing £9.99). The app 
is excellent and manages to tie the 
extensive functionality together 
extremely well, but there are times 
when frantically unlocking your 
phone to access it you miss a more 
conventional handset. Happily, if you 
already have a Naim streamer, that 
remote will also operate the Qb. 

Sound quality
Once up and running on a network 
– a process that as noted is simplicity 
itself – the Naim does a great deal 
right. First and perhaps most 
importantly, it retains the same 
impressive ability to gently subvert 
the laws of physics as its predecessor. 

With some punchy tracks from 
Nothing But Thieves, it sounds 
bigger and more spacious than you’d 
reasonably expect. It also avoids 
sounding over processed. Given 
its size and the bass extension it 
produces, it’s fair to say processing is 
always present but it never draws 
attention to itself over the music. 

This effortlessness is also apparent 
further up the frequency response. 
The presentation is full and open 
with a more commendable stereo 
spread than might be anticipated 
from a single-point source. It isn’t 
perfect, of course – there is a very 
slight graininess to the upper 
midrange that is apparent across 
all sources, but this is never overly 
pronounced – but even at higher 
levels it sounds powerful and 
controlled. Best results come with 
the Loudness setting switched off, 
and unless you are listening at very 
low volumes, it can rob the Mu-so 
Qb of some of the delicacy and 
agility that it otherwise possesses. 

Given that the Mu-so Qb supports a 
good amount of connectivity options, 
performance is consistent across the 
multiple inputs. Admittedly, it can’t 
work miracles – listen to low-bitrate 
internet radio stations and it can 
sound a little thin and strained, but 
higher bitrates via Spotify streams 
are very listenable. Wire it up to 
an Ethernet connection and send 

high-resolution material to it – in this 
case the 24/96kHz version of David 
Bowie’s Blackstar, and it doesn’t 
really show the leap forwards in 
performance that the format deserves. 
For many customers, though, the 
world of hi-res is likely to be 
something they’ll visit occasionally, 
and it makes much more sense for 
the Mu-so Qb to deliver most of 
its performance with more typical 
CD-quality material. The HLS 
streams that the BBC offers are 
also impressively listenable. 

Where the Mu-so Qb truly excels, 
though, is as a partner to an existing 
Naim system. If it is on the same 
network as a streamer or Uniti 
system, it can be selected to become a 
slave to that zone and play whatever 
the main system is playing. Up to four 
rooms can be confi gured in this way. 
In practise this works brilliantly with 
no latency or lag issues and the real 
testament to the Mu-so Qb is that if 
you walk out of the room where the 
main system resides and continue 
listening on what is a far smaller 
and less expensive device, the same 
propulsive force and willingness to 
get to the musical message is just 
as present here as it is with more 
expensive equipment. 

Conclusion
And it is this ability to give customers 
a taste of the more expensive Naim 
products that really gives the Mu-so 
Qb an edge at this price point. This 
is an extremely assured and capable 
performer that makes music in an 
effortless and exceedingly enjoyable 
way. If you buy one, on an immediate 
level, you will have a system that 
offers exceptional fl exibility and 
performance. On a wider level, it 
offers a taster of the brand and for 
people that want to move further up 
the hierarchy, it will continue to work 
brilliantly as part of a wider system. 
Throw in those lovely looks and you 
have a real winner ●   

NAIM MU-SO QB 
ONE-BOX MUSIC SYSTEM £595

A ‘top-off’ view 
of the Qb’s bass 

driver, pair of 
midrange drivers 
and two tweeters 

– squint at it and 
you’ll see Marvin 

the Android...

LIKE: Refined but 
punchy performance; 
features; build; looks
DISLIKE: Slightly 
grainy midrange; no 
remote as standard 
WE SAY: A brilliantly 
executed shrinking 
of the Mu-so concept 
that is likely to please 
many new owners

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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nce upon a time, you could 
survey the shelves in your 
local high street hi-fi  shop 
and choose between any 

one of a dozen or more amplifi ers 
from the big Japanese brands, but the 
hi-fi  landscape has changed. Now 
ranges have been pared back, and 
more than a few of those once-
famous names have withdrawn from 
the mainstream separates market. 

Happily, for some companies stereo 
remains not just their bread and 
butter but also a vital part of 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Marantz HD-AMP1
ORIGIN
Japan/China
TYPE
Integrated amplifier 
& DSD-capable DAC
WEIGHT
5.8kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
304 x 107 x 352mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 35W (8ohm) 
● 32-bit/384kHz 
PCM & DSD256-
capable DAC 
● Digital inputs: 2x 
optical; 1x coaxial, 
1x asynchronous 
USB
● Analogue inputs: 
2x RCA
DISTRIBUTOR
Marantz Europe
WEBSITE
marantz.co.uk

Small 
wonder
Marantz has built on the success of its 
HD-DAC1 with an all-new integrated – 
and it’s a real star, says James Parker

maintaining their credibility on the 
world market. Denon/Marantz’s 
parent company is one such: both 
brands have maintained a healthy 
presence in the sub-£1,000 amp 
sector, keeping the hi-fi  faith while 
also diversifying what are ostensibly 
more fashionable market areas.

And if you ever doubted that 
products drawing on a brand’s 
heritage have a place in an audio 
market sometimes seemingly 
dominated by iThings, look no further 
than the HD-AMP1, a thoroughly 

modern integrated with styling 
echoing the company’s past. £799 
buys you an amplifi er fashionably 
compact in its dimensions, equipped 
with an asynchronous USB input able 
to handle the highest resolution music 
fi les currently available (and more), 
and designed with all of the company’s 
tried and tested know-how, plus some 
new tricks too.

Yet along with an up-to-the-minute 
specifi cation, you also get those 
echoes of the big old Marantz amps 
and receivers of old: the characteristic 
‘porthole’ display at the centre of the 
fascia, complete with the corporate 
‘star’ logo, a choice of high-quality 
silver-gold or black metalwork, and 
wood-effect end-cheeks.

If the styling looks familiar, then it’s 
because the HD-AMP1 draws and 
develops on the HD-DAC1, the even 
more compact – and rather remarkable 
– desktop DAC/headphone amplifi er 
(HFC 405). In many ways, it’s the big 
brother of that product: it still offers 
a high-quality headphone section, 
but also brings to the party analogue 
inputs as well as digital, even more 
wide-ranging fi le compatibility, and 
power amplifi cation, delivering 35W 

O

MARANTZ HD-AMP1 
INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER/DAC £799 REVIEWS



REVIEWS

APRIL 2016 49

1 3

45

2

into 8ohm and double that into a 
4ohm load.

However, the HD-AMP1 has even 
greater signifi cance, and not just 
because it represents the swansong of 
long-serving sound manager Ryuichi 
Sawada, who is retiring after getting 
on for 40 years at the heart of the 
company’s operations. It also marks 
the return of a classic Marantz range 

of the past: the Music Link line, 
launched at the end of the eighties as 
a series of high-end components in 
miniature. Characterised by their 
sand-gold fi nish and solid build, these 
products are still highly collectable.

That the HD-AMP1 and HD-DAC1 
are now part of a revitalised Music 
Link series must bode well for the 
future, with more products on the 
way: hints have already been dropped 
of a disc player, and I suspect guesses 
at there also being some kind of 
network music player wouldn’t be a 
million miles wide of the mark – after 
all, Marantz has proven competencies 
in both of these areas.

For now, though, the HD-AMP1 will 
do very nicely indeed, addressing as it 
does the popular audio-via-USB – or 
so-called ‘Macs and DACs’ – market. 
Marantz isn’t the only company with 
a dog in this fi ght, but it goes further 
than all but the most accomplished 
standalone DACs when it comes to 
the range of fi le formats it can accept. 
Not only does it handle PCM-based 
formats (from MP3 to FLAC and 
WAV) all the way up to 32-bit/384kHz, 
it’s also compatible with DSD audio 
from the usual DSD64/2.8MHz as 
used for SACD discs, all the way 
through to DSD256, at a sampling 
rate of 11.2MHz. 

Or, to put things more simply, if 
there’s a format you can download 
to your computer, the Marantz will 
handle it, and in addition to the 
asynchronous USB-B input there’s 
also an iOS-compatible USB-A port 
on the front, plus a coaxial and two 
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2x analogue inputs

Subwoofer output

Speaker binding 
posts

2x digital optical 
inputs

Digital coaxial 
input 

optical digital inputs. Oh, and two 
sets of analogue ins, too.

At the heart of the digital section 
here is the tried-and-tested ESS Sabre 
DAC, partnered with a proprietary 
Marantz Musical Digital Filter with 
two settings. As Marantz’s Ken 
Ishiwata explains, the intention of 
these is to deliver to the user “the 
Marantz sound” across all kinds of 
digital music, and variations of this 
fi ltering are found in all the company’s 
high-end players, all the way up the 
Marantz Music Mastering technology 
of the fl agship 11 Series.

The amplifi cation here is Class D, 
but for all the HD-AMP1’s capabilities 
on the digital input side, this is a 
switching-type analogue solution, 
sourced from Hypex and combined 
with the inhouse Hyper Dynamic 
Amplifi er Modules long a part of 
Marantz designs, and careful use of 
overall feedback. The feedback is 
taken after the fi lter stage rather than 
at the amp module’s output (thus 
ensuring the amplifi cation isn’t 
affected by the speaker load), to give 
wide bandwidth, a fl at frequency 
response, and excellent speaker-
driving ability.

Sound quality
All of which is borne out in the way 
this little amplifi er sounds – which, 
put simply, is not at all like a little 
amplifi er. On paper the output may be 
modest, especially to those familiar 
with the claims of mid-market amps 
of the past (which are most charitably 
described as “ambitious”), but the 
HD-AMP1 is anything but feeble, 
either in the way it can drive even 
demanding speakers or the excellent 
control it exerts over them.

“Good things, small packages” is the 
consistent thought when playing 
music through the Marantz, so well 
does it both crash out rock and 

MARANTZ HD-AMP1 
INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER/DAC £799 

CONNECTIONS

The HD-AMP1 
impresses with its 
big, lush and fine 
detailed delivery

Music Link 
makes a very 
welcome return – 
has it ever looked 
quite so good?
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electronica with serious conviction 
and display excellent detail and 
ambience with simpler, more 
atmospheric recordings.

I start things gently – even though I 
soon discover I don’t need to err on 
the side of caution – with the Hall & 
Oates compilation Rock & Soul Pt I in 
DSD64 from SACD, and it instantly 
impresses with its big, lush and yet 
fi ne-detailed delivery of the hits. The 
bassline of Maneater powers out of 
the speakers, the sax fi lls are deliciously 
distant, and those oh-so-period drum 
synths are just so distinctive.

With big, dense productions such as 
this, the ability of the Marantz to give 
a ‘listen-in’ experience is striking, but 
as with just about every mainstream 
product from this company the most 
impressive thing is the way it can 
make even the most familiar, “heard it 
a million times on the radio” track 
come up fresh and bursting with life, 
making the listener hear it anew and 
with a rapidly spreading silly grin.

It’s a trick Ishiwata loves to play 
when demonstrating at shows and 
product launches – perhaps he just 
enjoys seeing expressions change 
from “what the…” to admiration, 
and even better is the fact that the 
company’s equipment can do the 
same thing when you get it home, not 
just in a carefully tuned environment. 
In the manner of the best hi-fi , the 
HD-AMP1 is one of those ‘collection 
trawlers’, likely to have its owner 
going through music unplayed for 
years and enjoying it all over again.

What’s more, it can do it with a 
wide range of speakers, from budget 
to “blimey!”: I have great results with 
the cute-as-anything DALI Menuets 
– Recommended badge winner in last 
month’s GT –, which the Marantz 
proves capable of driving to within an 
inch of their lives, and an old pair of 
PMC DB1s, while I’ve also heard this 
relatively tiny amplifi er doing great 
things hooked up to a pair of the big 

Bowers & Wilkins 803 D3 
fl oorstanders. Yes, all £12.5k’s worth 
– but then that’s just the setup 
Sawada chose to demonstrate his 
fi nal product to the Japanese press 
(although the fact that Marantz 
distributes the speakers in Japan may 
have helped too).

Through the DALIs, the Marantz 
gives a wonderfully deep and detailed 
presentation of the atmospheric 
2002 Hyperion re-creation of The 
Coronation of King George II – again 
in DSD64 – complete with its brass, 
drums and soaring choral singing, 
while the intimacy of Coltrane’s My 
Favourite Things set, in 24-bit/192kHz, 
reveals again just how the subtlest 
nuances are used by this DAC/amp 
combination to enhance the listener’s 
involvement in the music.

Conclusion
For all that, the HD-AMP1 is more 
than adept at doing the down and 
dirty thing, too, whether with the 
slightly bonkers blues of Ironing 
Board Sam’s Super Spirit set or the 
thunder of Thin Lizzy in their pomp. 

You see? I warned you it leads to 
serious music-collection trawling 
– yes, that combination of powerful 
bass and wide-open midband and 
treble is just too much to resist ●   

Q&A

JP: Where does the HD-AMP1 sit 
in the Marantz range?
KI: We introduced the HD-DAC1 first – 
a USB DAC with exceptionally high-
quality headphone amplifier that’s 
capable of driving almost any 
headphone on the market. The 
HD-AMP1 is basically the same 
concept, but instead of driving a pair 
of headphones it can drive any 
loudspeaker. The HD line is for music 
lovers seeking simple but very high-
quality music reproduction who have 
a keen eye on product design.

How did you go about selecting the 
analogue amplification modules?
It’s not really a conventional analogue 
amplifier, it’s a switching power 
amplifier with a very unique concept, 
employing Marantz original HDAM 
and HDAM2 I/V converters together 
with post filters. The power rating is 
35W into 8ohm, but at 4ohm the unit 
will deliver 70W. It’s a very linear 
amplifier module and despite its size, 
the HD-AMP1 is able to drive very 
high-quality speakers with ease.

What are the characteristics of the 
selectable digital filtering option of 
the DAC?
Marantz Premium CD players always 
carried our unique LMF (Linear Music 
Filter) digital filtering tech, which was 
first introduced in the nineties with 
the ultra high-end CD-7 CD player. 
Since then we have been working in 
this area continuously and the tech 
is a part of the Marantz Musical 
Mastering concept introduced with 
the SA-11S3 Premium Super Audio 
CD player and reference-standard 
NA-11S1 Network Audio Player. Both 
filters are the same as used in these 
two models, but utilise a Sabre 32 
ES9010K2M D/A converter. Both 
filters have very short pre-ringing, but 
post ringing for filter two is long, and 
has a more analogue characteristic.

Ken Ishiwata
Marantz global brand ambassador

MARANTZ HD-AMP1 
INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER/DAC £799 

The NAD D 7050 (HFC 
389), Quad Vena (HFC 
390) and Pro-Ject MaiA 
DS (HFC 390) are all 
fighting in the same 
price-sector, and some 
offering facilities that 
are lacking on the 
HD-AMP1, like 
Bluetooth and the 
phono stage and Box 
Control iOS/Android 
remote app found on 
the Pro-Ject. However, 
the Marantz goes 
beyond the NAD by 
offering analogue 
inputs (also on the 
Pro-Ject and Quad), and 
bests the entire group 
with its wide-ranging 
format compatibility, 
even if content to probe 
its outer limits is still 
lacking. But its sound 
and speaker-driving 
ability is what really 
sets it apart.

LIKE: Superb sound 
for the money; real 
power despite the 
modest spec
DISLIKE: If only it had 
real wood – or at least 
veneered – side panels 
WE SAY: If the rest of 
the Music Link range is 
this good, we’re in for a 
treat. This is a cracker

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

REVIEWS

It might look 
small, but the 
performance 
is anything but





REVIEWS LEEMA ACOUSTICS XEN 2 
STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER £1,295

52 APRIL 2016



REVIEWS

APRIL 2016 53

nce upon a time, two 
former BBC engineers 
decided to form a hi-fi  
company. Prior to starting 

Leema, Lee Taylor was the recipient of 
BAFTA and Palme d’Or awards for his 
work in recording and sound mixing 
for television, music and fi lm, while 
Mallory Nichols was involved in the 
manufacturing of Magtrax monitors 
for recording studios and mastering 
companies from the early nineties. 

It was no surprise then, that the two 
men launched their new company 
with a loudspeaker. A decade and 
a half ago, the fi rst Leema Xen mini 
monitor cost £1,000, and quickly 
marked itself out as a class act. 
You could hear its designers’ BBC 
background, yet it was clearly not 
just another LS3/5a soundalike. In 
engineering terms it was bang up to 
date, using a hybrid steel and wood 
cabinet with metal front baffl e, plus 
high-quality modern drive units. That 
fi rst Xen proved to be smooth and 
detailed, yet surprisingly feisty and 

fun in a way that BBC mini monitors 
traditionally were not. 

Roll on 10 years and we have the 
Xen 2, very closely based on the 
older model and retaining its dinky 
demeanour. There have been plenty of 
improvements, however, and what we 
have is a modern-looking product into 
which a lot of thought has obviously 
gone. It retains its A5-sized baffl e and 
fi ve-litre cabinet capacity, from which 
the company claims a wide frequency 
response of 57Hz to 25kHz, surprising 
for such a small box. What is less of a 
revelation is the claimed sensitivity, 
which at 85dB/1W/1m is average for 
a speaker of this size. In fairness, no 
small speaker can get away with a 
low-powered amplifi er, so a reasonably 
muscular 60W RMS per channel 
minimum is needed to really start 
cooking on gas. 

The Xen 2’s cabinet is folded and 
welded 1.5mm-thick steel, lined with 
a bitumastic layer, with wool inside 
the cavity for further damping. The 
rear panel is also steel with bitumen 
damping, and the crossover board is 
attached directly to the terminals. 
This uses Bennic parts and air core 
inductors where possible, to avoid 
saturation and compression in the 
crossover, says the company. A 
12mm-thick steel bar runs across 
the centre to prevent fl ex, and the 
front panel is machined from rigid 
high-grade MDF. 

There’s a choice of wood veneer or 
conventional black paint fi nishes. All 
in all, it feels really rather sturdy, and 
is extremely well damped; it’s quite 
unusual to see something built like 
this, at this price.

The fancy cabinet would go to waste 
however, if the drive units weren’t up 
to the job. Whereas the fi rst Xen used 
a SEAS mid/bass unit, this new one 
gets a custom-designed 100mm affair 
specifi ed by Leema. It has been 
specially designed to, “give a little just 
at the right frequency”, the company 
says – so it counters the tendency for 
small bass/mid drivers to peak across 
the midrange. It is loaded by two 
260mm refl ex ports, which extend into 
the cabinet then fold down behind the 
bass driver; two have been chosen 
to keep the speed of the air moving 
through them slower than the speed 
of sound, which is said to reduce 
compression port effects. Based on a 
now-discontinued VIFA design, the 
new 25mm tweeter is a soft-dome 
unit with a neodymium magnet and 
Ferro-fl uid-loaded coil, which helps 
damp resonance and aid cooling.

Sound quality
In my experience, there are two types 
of small speakers – crisp, clean and 
detailed but lightweight and analytical 
sounding, and those that try to sound 
like bigger ones with more extended 
bass, but less detail and defi nition. The 
Xen 2 is a very fi ne mixture of the two, 
giving much of the detail and accuracy 
of BBC-type monitor speakers, with a 
fuller-bodied sound and less cerebral 
nature. In other words, it has been 
very cleverly voiced and will have 
widespread appeal to those who want 
a small speaker. It needs a decently 
powerful amplifi er driving it; for the 
review the 2x 110W Exposure 
3010S2-D (HFC 397) does the honours.

Listening kicks off with Wooden 
Ships, by Crosby, Stills, Nash and 
Young. This is a great late sixties 
rock song, that’s tonally rich and 
rhythmically subtle and laid back; it’s 
not something you’d normally expect 
a small speaker to handle particularly 
well. Nevertheless I am surprised by its 
beautiful treatment of this classic tune. 
It sets up an unexpectedly large and 
spacious recorded acoustic, with 
instruments accurately located within. 
There is little sense of listening to a 
small speaker, the Xen 2 is obviously 
able to project the music well beyond 
its own boundaries – left and right, 
and back to front. It performs that 
trick that great small speakers do, of 
dissolving into the room.

Another hallmark of a great little 
loudspeaker is the quality of bass. 
There’s no way to defy the laws of 
physics, so nothing is going to match 
a large fl oorstander, but if the cabinet 
is good enough it can shift lots of air 
with relative impunity, showing little 
sign of stress even at high volume. And 

LEEMA ACOUSTICS XEN 2 
STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER £1,295

The Xen 2 gets into 
the groove with the 
best, bouncing along 
in a carefree way

The Xen 2 is 
designed to work 
well when placed 
close to the wall

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Leema Xen 2
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
2-way standmount 
loudspeaker
WEIGHT
9kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
140 x 220 x 202mm
FEATURES
● 25mm soft dome 
tweeter
● 100mm mid/bass 
driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
85dB/1W/1
DISTRIBUTOR
Leema Acoustics
TELEPHONE
01938 559021
WEBSITE
leema-acoustics.
com

Xen at work
Leema Acoustics has reworked its classic 
speaker into the Xen 2. David Price finds 
out how it compares with the original 
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LIKE: Highly engaging 
nature; transparent 
midband
DISLIKE: Ultimately 
limited by size; hard 
to drive 
WE SAY: Superb 
sounding, great value 
small loudspeaker

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

HOW IT 
COMPARES

so it proves here; it sounds surprisingly 
extended, serving up a lovely fat bass 
guitar that makes this song so special. 
Feed the Leema a more tortuous piece 
of music – such as 808 State’s Ancodia 
– and you’re more aware of its 
limitations. This is a slice of classic 
early nineties techno, complete with 
heavy set bass synthesiser, and can bog 
down some small speakers. The Xen 
copes admirably, proving remarkably 
deft even at highish volumes, but 
still it is clear that it is working hard, 
compressing at very high levels. It’s 
only mortal, so I wouldn’t expect 
anything else from a compact two-way. 

With fi ne soundstaging and a good 
balanced tonality, this speaker gets 
off to a good start but does it excel 
in the area where smaller designs 
traditionally do well – timing? Boz 
Scaggs’ Lido Shuffl e answers the 
question in the affi rmative; the Xen 2 
gets into the groove with the best of 
them, bouncing along in a wonderfully 
supple and carefree way. This is when 
you really begin to appreciate just how 
much fun music can be – there’s little 
like a small speaker with excellent 
drive units and a stiff cabinet to get the 
foot tapping. Yet unlike some rivals 
it doesn’t sound fast due to a peaky 
treble or midrange forwardness; the 
Leema has a fi ne and smooth tonal 
balance that doesn’t accent any 
particular part of the frequency 
spectrum. Instead, it captures attack 
transients – such as the song’s 
wonderfully taut snare drum – with 
great speed, thanks to the quality of 
materials that have gone to make it.

Despite obviously being mixed for 
seventies radio, the Boz Scaggs track is 
very well recorded and lets the Leema 
showcase its rather lovely tweeter. It 
gives a very silky yet well defi ned 
sound that has lots of atmosphere, 

which is something that isn’t always 
expected from a mini monitor. This 
works especially well on jazz, as 
Donald Byrd’s Stepping Into Tomorrow 
proves. The delicate triangle work on 
the title track of this classic album is 
well carried, and supplies the icing on 
the cake for this densely recorded cut. 
Indeed, it sashays along beautifully, 
the Xen 2 making full use of its 
rhythmic alacrity and fi ne handling of 
dynamics to give a very involving yet 
delicately detailed sound.

Conclusion
It’s not an easy job being a small 
speaker, but the Xen 2 carries off its 
destiny in life with grace. It offers a 
wonderful combination of all the good 
things about properly engineered 
small speakers (pace, detail, accuracy) 
without really giving too much ground 
on the downsides (bass extension, 
dynamic compression). As a result, it’s 
a very accessible-sounding speaker 
that is far less of a ‘Marmite’ product 
than many of its rivals. If your listening 
room is spatially challenged, you could 
do a lot worse than auditioning this 
diminutive diamond ● 

Q&A

DP: How did the original speaker 
come into being? 
LT: It was never designed to be a 
commercial loudspeaker. Rather, it 
was principally for Mallory and I to 
use at home. We were both very early 
adopters of surround sound as we 
were working in the movie industry. 
With young children in the house, I 
wanted a very compact system that 
could still play very loud. They were 
designed as a replacement for the 
ageing LS3/5as I was using at the 
time, but don’t get me started on 
those! We were using them in the 
studios where we worked for testing 
and measuring and people saw them, 
heard them and began asking: “Can 
you build some for me?” Then the 
guys at Technicolor’s mastering 
facility asked if we could supply 
surround/satellite systems for five 
of their suites. Suddenly, we had a 
business! We never considered any 
commercial aspect in the design, 
hence the industrial look. Strangely 
they’re almost fashionable now.

What’s the story behind the Xen 2?
The project was jointly managed by 
myself and Mallory, with the aim 
being to clone the original Xen. Sadly 
the original SEAS drive units have 
long been discontinued, so we 
re-engineered them, taking the 
opportunity to smooth out the 
midband response a little. We 
tweaked the crossover to 
accommodate the new drivers and 
sourced sheep’s wool as the damping 
material, just like the original.

How was it voiced?
Xen 2 uses a second order Linkwitz 
Riley crossover, with individual driver 
impedance correction networks for 
better phase integrity. It’s connected 
up using six nines multi-strand 
copper wire. The speaker was 
designed specifically to comply with 
BBC Grade 2 (small) monitoring 
specs, so it has to be wideband-
accurate (within 3dB), but with 
limited or curtailed bass response – 
actually it’s not far off of Grade 1 
compliance. It was also designed to 
work happily against walls, which is 
why the ports are on the front. Think 
outside broadcast truck!

Lee Taylor
Designer, Leema Acoustics

LEEMA ACOUSTICS XEN 2 
STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER £1,295

IN SIGHT

1

2

3

4

Twin bass 
reflex ports

Bi-wireable binding 
terminals

100mm mid/bass 
driver

25mm soft 
dome tweeter 

My Audio Design’s 1920 
(£1,650) is surely the 
closest rival to the 
Leema Xen 2; it’s 
another mini monitor 
with almost identical 
dimensions to the BBC 
LS3/5a, that’s designed 
to better the very same. 
And like the Xen 2, it’s 
another mini monitor 
that’s considerably 
more fun than the 
ageing BBC design. It is 
a little warmer than the 
Xen 2, and even harder 
to drive, but the 1920 
has a gorgeously 
delicate and intricate 
sound that’s superb 
with simpler acoustic 
and classical music. The 
Xen 2 is a little more 
punchy and powerful, 
making it better with 
rock, pop and soul. 
Both are superb small 
speakers that are well 
worth auditioning.
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he original TT2 from 
Edwards Audio – an 
offshoot of Talk Electronics 
– was essentially a 

modifi ed OEM design made for low 
cost, ease of use and mass appeal for 
vinyl fans going back to black and 
newbies alike. Now though, it sports 
some meaningful tweaks, which give 
it extra character of its own. 

The SE version offers a number of 
revisions; for example the original 
had a basic painted MDF plinth, 
whereas the Special Edition gets a 
25mm full-gloss fi nished affair that’s 
a big improvement in looks and feel 
– and it should translate to a 
fractionally better sound, too. It 
comes in a choice of gloss black or 
white, with the red you see here as a 
special order (at no extra cost). The 
plinth houses the same 230V AC 
synchronous motor supplied by Allied 
Motion, which has powered so many 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Edwards Audio 
TT2SE
ORIGIN
UK
TYPE
Belt-drive turntable
WEIGHT
6.5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
465 x 390 x 120mm
FEATURES
● 33 & 45rpm
● Edwards Audio 
TA202 tonearm
DISTRIBUTOR
Talk Electronics
TELEPHONE
01344 844 204
WEBSITE
talkelectronics.com

Red alert 
This scarlet spinner provides a convincing 
package for first timers and those returning 
to vinyl alike, says David Price

disc spinners in the past. One key 
improvement is the aluminium 
subplatter with ground stainless steel 
shaft that runs down through the 
precision-made brass bearing housing 
to a 5mm ceramic bearing. It spins an 
inhouse machined 18mm acrylic 
platter, driven by Edwards Audio’s 
‘Little Belter’ blue belt, said to be an 
upgrade over the standard Rega belt. 
It sits on three rubber isolation feet.

The deck comes complete with a 
pre-fi tted TA202 tonearm, and there’s 
a choice of fi tting your own cartridge 
or buying a cartridge with the deck 
from your dealer. Kevin Edwards 
managing director says he prefers the 
Goldring 2100 or 1006 – adding that 
the latter is warmer and the former 
more detailed. The arm is now 
hardwired to RCA phono sockets 
fi tted on the back of the deck, which 
makes swapping cables easy should 
you be so inclined. There’s also a 

separate earth terminal, which is a 
major improvement on the stock Rega 
tonearm on which the TA202 is 
based. It also sports a specially made 
brass rear stub assembly. The deck 
comes with a range of options, 
including a new external speed 
control box which is claimed to give 
lower wow and fl utter, allied to better 
ease of use thanks to its switchable 
33/45rpm speeds – normally you 
have to move the belt. There’s also an 
ISO1 mains isolation fi lter. 

The emphasis is on quality, 
affordability and ease of use then 
– but the TT2SE doesn’t 
comprehensively tick all the boxes. 
Obviously, it’s a manual deck, which 
we hardened vinylistas will think is a 
pushover to use, but we shouldn’t 
assume newcomers will. Secondly, the 
lack of electronic speed control as 
standard may be a turn off for some 
prospective purchasers – most won’t 
know how to, or indeed wish to learn, 
how to change the speed. Third, 
the deck does require some careful 
positioning to give its best. Frankly, 
you can’t just plonk it on the fl oor and 
expect it to sound fantastic. Instead, 
you need to site it as far away from 
your loudspeakers as is practical, so 
as to isolate it from acoustic feedback 
– it, like any unsprung deck, isn’t very 
resistant to this. 

The fi rst duty of any turntable is to 
spin the disc at a steady speed, to do 

T

EDWARDS AUDIO TT2SE 
DIRECT-DRIVE TURNTABLE £700
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it quietly without producing any 
noise, and to avoid picking up any 
other unwanted vibrations from the 
outside world. This, of course, is 
easier said than done, but for any 
record player to be worthy of the 
name hi-fi  it needs to make at least a 
decent attempt at this. The Edwards 
Audio TT2SE doesn’t put a foot 
wrong here, and even if you come 
from a considerably more expensive 
turntable it won’t embarrass itself. 

Sound quality
Tonally it is smooth – few turntables 
are not these days – but it still does 
well considering its relatively modest 
price. Bass is taut and lithe with no 
excess padding or overhang, so 
there’s never any sense that the music 
is being slowed down by a bottom 
end that is too heavy for the rest of 
the music. Moving up to the midband, 
and again it needs to be applauded 
for its air and space – there’s a good 
deal of information coming through, 
and it’s set in a decently wide stereo 
soundstage with has accurately 
placed images. 

Kraftwerk’s Computerwelt is most 
enjoyable with a fi ne sense of width 
and depth. Moving up to the treble, 
and the synthesised hi-hat sounds are 
crisp and well resolved with a good 
deal of atmosphere.

All of which makes for an enjoyable 
and relatively fuss-free sound, 
without any particular rough edges. 
Indeed this turntable is quite matter 
of fact in its manner and just gets on 
with the job without editorialising too 

much. I spin up some classic eighties 
pop in the shape of The Smiths’ The 
Headmaster Ritual and am greeted 
with a vigorous and propulsive 
sound, throwing out the kick drum, 
bass guitar and snare work very 
energetically. The deck manages to 
pick its way through the murky mix 
and communicate the beautiful 
multi-layered guitar parts courtesy of 
Johnny Marr, and carry Morrissey’s 
voice with an intricacy and subtlety 

that’s unexpected at the price. All 
good fun, but one is always aware 
that the deck has a slightly ‘lean’ tone 
– there’s little of the rich, opulent 
warmth that some would expect 
from vinyl. The fact that it’s not 
particularly coloured will be seen 
by many as a good thing, but some 
may want to run it with a warmer-
sounding cartridge like Goldring’s 
G1042, for example, for a more 
sumptuous sound.

Although pretty consistent across a 
wide range of programme material, 
the TT2SE is happiest with classical 
music. Cue up a beautiful piece of 
piano music such as Debussy’s 
Submerged Cathedral Prelude, and 
the basic speed stability is such 
that you can absorb yourself in the 
performance. Piano is notoriously 
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Little Belter 
blue belt

Phono outputs and 
earthing post

Brass rear 
stub assembly

TA202 tonearm

18mm acrylic 
platter

diffi cult for turntables to reproduce, 
yet it is able to convey an 
unexpectedly solid and stable 
rendition of the piece and gets the 
job done well. The music sounds 
beautifully spacious too, which is one 
of the lovely aspects of listening to 
classical music on vinyl.

It also does a fi ne job with jazz, but 
as with rock music its tonal leanness 
is more noticeable. This turntable 
is great at getting into the musical 
groove – it really relishes the slippery 
rhythms of Dave Brubeck’s classic 
Take Five. I love the way that it clearly 
signposts the delicate dynamic 
accenting on the ride cymbals, for 
example, and ties this to the bass 
drum work beautifully. It sets up a 
large and surprisingly deep recorded 
acoustic, going way beyond the 
confi ne of the speakers, too. Yet I’m 
still left thinking that just a little bit 
more sweetness wouldn’t go amiss 
with the fi tted G2100 cartridge. The 
matter-of-fact sound doesn’t colour 
things quite as vividly as some jazz 
fans might like, but in respect of 
dynamics, rhythms and detailing it 
proves to be just the job. 

Conclusion 
Edwards Audio began life modifying 
other people’s record decks, but is 
now largely self-suffi cient and 
manufacturing in Britain. This 
turntable is a clear evolution from, 
and development of, the company’s 
earlier fare and there’s the sense that 
the brand is really fi nding its feet 
now. The TT2SE is a highly capable 
yet affordable turntable that 
represents excellent value for money. 
It brings a useful extra option for 
relatively cash-strapped analogue 
addicts, offering a subtly smoother 
and more stable sound than 
equivalently priced rivals. It’s also a 
very nice thing to look at and use in 
its own right and should provide 
many years of fuss-free operation. 
Better bet on red ●

EDWARDS AUDIO TT2SE 
DIRECT-DRIVE TURNTABLE £700

INSIGHT

I love the way that it 
clearly signposts the 
delicate accenting 
on the ride cymbals

That gorgeous 
gloss-red plinth 
has solid audio 
properties as 
well as looking 
the business

LIKE: Confident, 
stable, musical sound; 
fine build and finish
DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price 
WE SAY: Great 
upgrade to a fine 
budget vinyl spinner

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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ew current audio trends 
seem to be gathering pace 
with quite the urgency of 
personal high-resolution 

audio players. Considering how many 
consumer temptations the proliferating 
sector has snagged, it isn’t hard to 
understand why. Perhaps it was 
inevitable that the early aspirational 
appeal of Astell&Kern’s carbon 
fi bre-clad, tech-dense luxury items 
would open the way for the skilfully 
compromised but high-achieving, 
cost-very-much-an-object Far East 
offerings that have grown the market 
and realised the idea that the sonic 
advantages of hi-res on the move are 
for every music lover and not just the 
diehard audiophile or well heeled. 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Questyle QP1R
ORIGIN
China
TYPE
24-bit/96kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
225g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
70 x 137 x 17mm
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 8-10 hours
● 32GB internal 
memory plus 2x 
Micro SD slots 
(432GB max)
● DSD file support 
up to 5.6MHz
● 3.5mm 
headphone 
and 3.5mm line
optical output
DISTRIBUTOR
SCV Distribution 
TELEPHONE
03301 222500
WEBSITE
scvdistribution.
co.uk

Gold standard
Combining high-end build with old-school 
design, this hi-res player does things a little 
diff erently as David Vivian discovers

More than that, the market is 
evolving and diversifying in interesting 
ways. Seeming to confound the quip 
that nostalgia ain’t what it used to be, 
fans of the now defunct Apple iPod 
Classic can fi nd solace in a design 
movement favouring the seminal 
ergonomic sensibilities of a young 
Jonathan Ive, complete with jogwheel 
‘scroll’ and hub-click ‘select’ controls. 

Until recently, this was an obvious 
path for makers of less heavily 
featured, more affordable models to 
follow, leaving smartphone-aping 
touchscreens, operating systems and 
catch-all connectivity to higher-end 
fare. A pretty safe (if unimaginative) 
bet, too, given the ubiquity and mass 
acceptance of button-lite tech.

With all this going on, unique selling 
propositions very quickly tend to get 
trodden underfoot. And yet, with the 
QP1R, the Chinese company Questyle 
Audio seems to have come up with 
something new – a player that 
occupies the so-far under-subscribed 
‘aspirational’ middle ground. That it 
looks retro in an iPod Classic built by a 
high-end wind-up wristwatch maker 
kind of way hints at its purist approach 
and that’s exactly the idea. 

Up to now, Questyle has forged a 
rather enviable reputation making 
DSD-capable DACs, preamps, power 
amps and a 5GHz wireless hi-fi  system. 
The standard QP1 and the QP1R 
model reviewed here (R for Reference 
– featuring upgraded and hand-picked 
components) forego the touchscreen 
and feature-rich functions of similarly 
priced players to create an experience 
that focuses on quality pure and 
simple, embracing both the physical 
look and feel of the unit and, crucially, 
cutting-edge sonic goodness.

About the size of a smartphone, but 
with a facia layout that will seem like 
an old friend to iPod Classic owners, 
the QP1R goes its own way in a bid to 

be classier than either. It starts with the 
cool chunkiness of its bead-blasted 
CNC-machined casework, available in 
either space grey or, as here, a rather 
more conspicuous gold anodised 
fi nish. Tough Gorilla glass forms a 
protective sandwich front and back 
and allows a touch-sensitive surface 
below the display screen (with subtle 
vibrating feedback) for some of the 
control functions – Home, Back, Next/
Previous tracks – that complement the 
exposed iPod-esque scrolling ‘steering 
wheel’, as Questyle calls it. The actual 
display is a modest 43 x 39mm, but 
colourful and crisp – although the 
tininess of the text will test all but 
those with the sharpest peepers.

One function not assigned to the 
steering wheel is volume control. 
Instead, it’s the player’s most 
distinctive design feature, an 
intricately knurled knob on the top 
right-hand edge of the casework 
protected from accidental nudging 
by two raised structures that mimic 
the crown of a high-end wristwatch. 
So yes, if you need to wind up the 
volume, that’s how you do it – in very 
fi nely calibrated steps supported by 
a display screen grid so you know 

The sound is warmer 
and richer yet also 
more pristine 
and atmospheric

F
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exactly where you are. The raised 
casework on the top edge also 
provides a degree of protection for the 
headphone jack and combined line 
out/optical jack. On the right edge of 
the player is a simple power up/down 
button while the bottom edge 
accommodates all the slots – two for 
MicroSD cards to supplement the 
player’s 32GB of built-in memory, 
giving a potential maximum of 432GB 
with the latest 200GB cards, and a 
mobile universal Micro USB socket for 
uploading music fi les and charging the 
3300mAh lithium-polymer battery.

Into the QP1R’s compact casework, 
Questyle has managed to shoehorn 
an awful lot of the tech from its larger 
fl agship units. The DAC section, for 
instance, has the 3x clock design found 
in the company’s best game CAS192 
DAC. It’s used in conjunction with 
Cirrus Logic’s top-line CS4398 DAC 
chipset to handle native decoding of 
DSD64 and DSD128 fi les as well as 
PCM fi les up to 24-bit/192kHz. File 
format support covers WAV, FLAC, 
ALAC, APE, AIFF, ADPCM, LPCM, 
WMA, WMA Lossless, OGG, AAC, DFF, 
DSF and, if you really must, MP3. All 
I can see missing from that list is 
Meridian’s compressed hi-res MQA 
format which, for the time being at 
least, isn’t compatible with the Cirrus 
Logic chips. Still, with a potential 
432GB of storage available, it’s not 
such a pressing problem.

The amp section uses a pure Class A 
circuit with discrete components and 
Questyle’s proprietary CMA (current 
mode amplifi er) topology lifted from 
the CMA800R-series headphone 
amplifi er. The chief claimed benefi t 

over the more usual voltage amplifi er 
is a vanishingly low level of transient 
intermodulation distortion, the kind of 
distortion that subjectively manifests 
itself as edginess.

Some players, especially the more 
extravagantly featured touchscreen 
models, befuddle people who can 
access the deepest recesses of their 
smartphones’ OS with their eyes 
closed. In contrast, anyone that has 
ever used an iPod Classic, or even 
those who haven’t, will fi nd the QP1R 
blissfully easy to learn and operate in 
the good old scroll ‘n’ click fashion. No, 
not particularly slick, but charmingly 
simple and effective nonetheless.

It’s not all stripped-back hot rod, 
though. Very usefully, there are 
selectable master gain settings for 
accurate headphone drive matching, 
variable as well as max output gain for 
the line out and user defi nable EQ 
settings via a 10-band graphic equaliser. 

Sound quality
As useful as the attendance of 
Astell&Kern’s £399 Junior (HFC 401) 
would be to keep the QP1R’s sonic 
performance honest, my second-gen 
£159 FiiO X3 (HFC 382) will have to 
do, which makes life a little more 
interesting as, despite the difference 
in price, it shares the same Cirrus 
Logic DAC chipset. I use Oppo’s PM-2 
headphones (HFC 402), costing about 
the same price as the Questyle player. 
Just about every hi-res format save 
MQA is stored on my PC laptop and 
an example of each painlessly transfers 
to the QP1R without a hitch.

I won’t draw this out. The QP1R 
sounds little short of stupendous. The 
FiiO X3 is a very fi ne player that 
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3.5mm headphone 
and line ouptuts
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benefi ts from its Cirrus Logic chipset 
but in truth, only gives a good hint 
at what the DAC can do. As ever, 
implementation determines the fi nal 
sonic outcome and here the Questyle’s 
triple clocking, Class A circuitry and 
proprietary amp topology combine to 
tremendous effect.

Take the track Strom from Australian 
modern jazz trio Trichotomy. This 
immaculately engineered 24/48kHz 
recording sounds like a very decent 
improvement over CD played on the 
FiiO: bold, warm, lavishly detailed and 
dynamic – especially through the Oppo 
PM-2. On the QP1R, the sound is 
warmer and richer yet also more 
pristine, resolute and atmospheric. 
Drummer John Parker’s delicate stick 
work acquires new levels of subtle 
intricacy while Sean Foran’s piano has 
harmonic complexity and a sense of its 
own acoustic space, which the FiiO 
suggests but can’t quite nail. The 
experience sells ‘hi-res’ so powerfully, 
it soon has you wondering if you can 
ever go back to ‘mere’ CD quality.  

It’s much the same result across all 
formats and music genres, but perhaps 
clearest of all with DSD128 – the 
Questyle possesses what seems the 
essential knack of removing the 
sterility that sometimes seems part and 
parcel of the hyper-clean clarity and 
detail hi-res is famed for and replacing 
it with an inviting warmth so that 
whatever you play sounds detailed 
and dynamic but also superbly natural, 
organic and easy to listen to. 

Conclusion
In a market populated increasingly by 
touchscreen, do-it-all smartphone 
clones, the QP1R is a refreshing and 
desirable departure that’s wilfully a 
little old school in appearance and 
operation, but offers a sublime twist. 
It’s a gorgeous thing even just to hold 
and sounds as good, if not better, than 
any hi-res portable I’ve heard to date. 
At last, a genuinely different and 
gifted alternative to Astell&Kern ●  
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LIKE: Superbly natural 
and engaging sound; 
terrific build and finish; 
simple to use
DISLIKE: Not exactly 
slick or feature packed 
WE SAY: If you put 
sonics and quality 
before touchscreens 
and features, the QP1R 
is a very desirable player

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

HOW IT 
COMPARES

Astell&Kern’s £399 
Junior (HFC 401)
and £795 AK100 II 
neatly bracket the 
Questyle. Both 
touchscreen, the 
Junior is lighter and 
slimmer than the 
QP1R, yet manages 
to pack in 64GB 
of memory. The 
AK100 II is a much 
more substantial 
player that uses the 
same Cirrus Logic 
CS4398 DAC 
chipset as the QP1R 
which, along with 
the latest FiiO 
models (bar the 
£500 X7 flagship), 
have the potential 
to sound enticingly 
warm and natural. 
There are more 
amply featured and 
higher-tech models 
temptingly priced 
at £500, including 
the X7 and 
Pioneer’s MQA-
hosting XDP-100R 
(HFC 407). But for 
sheer sound quality, 
the QP1R has the 
drop on all of them.

5
4

Micro SD card slot   6
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eridian’s original Explorer 
DAC (HFC 377), was a 
little out of the ordinary 
(not least because it was a 

new market sector for a traditionally 
high-end brand), but didn’t quite set 
the world alight. Perhaps its successor 
might have more luck.

The Explorer2 could be the product 
that Meridian always intended the 
original to be – because it now 
supports the new MQA format. 
Master Quality Authenticated is 
essentially a way of packing hi-res 
fi les into a ‘container’ the size of a 
standard CD fi le. Effectively, it lets 
you have hi-res ‘for free’, as far as 
storage is concerned. It’s more than 
just another data compaction 
algorithm though, because it’s 
focused on preserving the correct 
time-domain information of the music 
– which recent neuroscientifi c 
research has shown to be paramount 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Meridian Explorer2

ORIGIN
UK
TYPE
USB DAC/
headphone amp
WEIGHT
50g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
102 x 18 x 32mm
FEATURES
● 24-bit/384kHz 
DAC chip Meridian 
apodising filter; 
4x upsampling
● PCM up to 24/192, 
MQA playback
● Connections: 
3.5mm headphone 
jack; 3.5mm line 
output; mini-USB B 
input
DISTRIBUTOR
Meridian Audio Ltd.
TELEPHONE
01480 445678
WEBSITE
meridian-audio.com

Look sharp!
Meridian has just brought improved sonics 
and MQA functionality to the Explorer DAC’s 
sleek alloy chassis, says David Price

for serious sound quality. The MQA 
recording format uses intelligent 
encoding, which is then specially 
decoded by a DAC with MQA support, 
such as the Explorer2. It will, it’s 
important to point out, also play back 
standard, non-MQA digital fi les in 
PCM format, although not DSD.  

As a product, the Explorer2 is lovely 
to look at and use. Being a portable, 
it’s intended for use with a computer 
via its USB input. It sports an internal 
headphone amplifi er, so it effectively 
transforms a laptop into a hi-res 
digital playback system. It has the 
same svelte-feeling aluminium case 
of its predecessor, so is just about 
practical for mobile music use too. 
There’s a mini USB input at one end, 
and a 3.5mm headphone socket and a 
3.5mm line output on the other. It’s a 
shame it doesn’t have S/PDIF digital 
inputs because it limits the way that it 
can be used. 

Inside that sleek, space-age 
casework there are two USB master 
clocks, one of which works for 44.1, 
88.2 and 176.4kHz sampling 
frequencies, and the other for 48, 96 
and 192kHz. Because there are two 
clocks, running at multiples of either 
44.1 or 48kHz, there’s no need for 
jitter-inducing, power-hungry sample 
rate conversion. All digital data is 
upsampled, however, to the highest 
multiple of the input signal. The 
Meridian’s USB audio class 2.0 
protocol allows full native playback 
of high-resolution 192kHz sample 
rates, whereas some rivals have to 
downconvert this to 96kHz. This is all 
done on the complex six-layer PCB. 
Meridian won’t say what DAC chip is 
used, but points out that the digital 
fi ltering is implemented within the 
proprietary software.

Getting going is simply a case of 
plugging it into your computer at one 
end, and plugging headphones or hi-fi  
into the other. As ever, Windows users 
have to install a driver. Then select it 
as the audio output device on their 
computer, to start playing music. 
Three LEDs light up to show sample 
rate; the fi rst means 44.1 or 48kHz, 
the second 88.2 and 96kHz and three 
lights mean 176.4 or 192kHz. Oddly, 
there’s no pilot light to show that 
MQA is being decoded.

To my ears the ideal headphone 
partner for the Meridian Explorer2 is 

M
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the JAYS v-JAYS, a £40 portable that 
sounds better than a good many 
full-size designs. So with my 
well-used pair duly entrusted to the 
task, I started the burn-in process of 
my review sample from Meridian. 

Sound quality
I begin listening with relatively low 
quality music, via Radioplayer and 
iTunes podcasts, and fi nd this dinky 
little headphone amp to have an even 
and balanced sound. The JAYS are 
very transparent and don’t shout or 
scream when being powered by the 
Explorer2, even on low bitrate audio 
at fairly high volume levels.

With CD-quality, I am fi nally able to 
get the mettle of the Meridian. From a 
MacBook Pro, my dBpoweramp CD 
rip of The Smiths’ Death Of A Disco 
Dancer – great song that it is – doesn’t 
sound anything special. Indeed, it is 
rather hard and steely, with a general 
coldness that reminds me just how 
mediocre Smiths recordings can be, 
even by the standards of the day. I 
then click on to another track from a 
couple of years earlier, Frankie Goes 
To Hollywood’s San Jose, and am 
gobsmacked by the difference in 
sound. Suddenly things warm up, 
grow in scale and begin to bounce 
along with real rhythmic aplomb. 
Normally, via relatively inexpensive 
DAC/headphone stages, the 
difference between good and bad 
recordings is less pronounced, but 
here it is as plain as day.

Fascinated, I decide to up the ante 
and move to the 24/96 hi-res version, 
and it is like switching from AM to 
FM stereo. There is another step 
change in the sonics, with a wider 
and more three-dimensional 
soundstage, a punchier and more 
fl uid bass and some beautiful fi ligree 
detailing to the hi-hat cymbal work. I 

am struck by the warmth and 
intimacy of the lead vocal track too, 
as well as the general sense of 
atmosphere to the recording. All 
of which shows that when given 
high-quality source material, the 
Explorer2 is capable of fl ying. 

Moving back to CD-quality FLAC 
for a moment, I select The Specials’ 
Gangsters. This isn’t exactly 
audiophile-grade as recordings go, 
but the Meridian really gets into the 
groove all the same. Despite being 
tonally slightly thin, this track is 
well able to induce some serious 
foot-tapping. Indeed, used as a DAC/
headphone amp, it offers a pleasing 
combination of transparency and 
detail, allied to real rhythmic alacrity. 

Used via its line output, the 
Meridian gives more of the same. 
Cafe Regio’s from Isaac Hayes’ Shaft: 
Original Soundtrack is a stunningly 
well recorded song, with oodles of 
scale and warmth, and some of the 
best Memphis soul session men alive 
at the time. My 24/192 version is 
unalloyed joy via the Explorer2, 
which proves utterly at ease with 
such a superlative recording, 
glistening with detailing, blushing 
with warmth, and displaying an 
almost mineral clarity. The music 
fl ows superbly, and the Meridian 
proves well able to signpost all of 
those subtle dynamic infl ections. A 
veritable treat for the ears, I almost 
have to pinch myself in order to 
remember that I am listening to a 
portable DAC.

From this we can deduce that it 
does not need MQA to sound superb 
– bog-standard FLAC will do the job 
just fi ne. But what of this dinky DAC’s 
special party trick? I am highly 
impressed with the sound of the 
adagio from Beethoven’s Piano 
Concerto No.5, Op73. There is a 
wonderful sense of texture and body 
to the strings, and the space in the 
concert hall makes things highly 
atmospheric. The music pushes along 
in a compellingly rhythmic way, 
sounding dynamic and expressive. 
This little digital converter proves 
best with dyed-in-the-wool audiophile 
source material, where its lavish 
detailing and natural transparency 
allows it to step aside and let the 
music fl ow.

If there’s any criticism to be made, 
it is that some will not warm to its 
unerring, unrelenting desire to give 
you the recording, warts and all. It’s 
not the DAC equivalent of a loudness 
button that simply puffs up the bass 
and titivates the treble, creating a 
hugely sumptuous sound for your 
background listening pleasure. 
Instead, it’s quite matter-of-fact and 
doesn’t skirt around the issue of poor 
recordings. Interestingly though, the 
huge difference in sound between 
poorly and well-recorded music 
shows just how great its real ability is.

Conclusion
At the price, I have not heard a better 
portable DAC/headphone amplifi er 
than the Meridian Explorer2. You’ll 
need to spend £400 on the Chord 
Mojo (HFC 405) for any meaningful 
improvement, and even then the 
£1,400 Hugo (HFC 386) is really the 
next big step up. The Meridian is 
beautifully packaged, superbly made 
and works extremely well. Its small 
size makes it great when you’re out 
and about, too. For me, MQA is a nice 
feature to have, although for most 
people it won’t be the star attraction, 
just yet. Highly recommended ● 
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USB DAC/HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER £200

It is beautifully 
packaged, superbly 
made and works 
extremely well

LIKE: Superb sound 
at the price; design; 
build; MQA
DISLIKE: MQA not 
widely available; 
no DSD 
WE SAY: The best 
budget portable 
DAC/headphone 
amplifier on sale

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY
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OVERALL
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A decade or so after the passing of its founder, JA Michell Engineering Ltd. is still 
spinning. David Price visits this venerable family-run business

hen its founder John Michell 
passed away 12 years ago, many 
in the hi-fi  industry feared that 
Michell Engineering wouldn’t 

be able to survive the loss of this uniquely 
talented man. However, the family business 
rallied round, resisted invitations to sell up, 
and put John’s son-in-law Steve Rowland into 
the hot seat. Since then, the vinyl revival has 
given the company a new lease of life, new 
markets, and – fi nally – a new product. I 
spoke to Steve, and his son-in-law Jonathan 
Nye, in the offi ce of Michell’s venerable 
Borehamwood factory. 

DP: How long has Michell Engineering 
been making turntables now?
SR: 44 years. Things kicked off in 1972 a 
proper. John always used to say we are the 
longest-established turntable maker in the 
United Kingdom, so yeah, I think we are the 
oldest. Of course, John was making things 
before this, right back to the mid-sixties, but 
Michell Engineering as is, is effectively 45 
years old next birthday. 

What, if anything, will you be 
remembered for years from now?
SR: Oh well, if it all fi nished tomorrow then 
the GyroDec would be what we’d be known 
for, certainly. We still list our serial numbers in 
a book and for the fi rst couple of years from 
its launch in 1981, there was a huge number 
of decks that left this place. It was just before 
the advent of CD, and right at the peak of the 

vinyl boom. Then you start to see it slow 
down a bit. Funnily enough we’re undergoing 
something of a resurgence now. We make 
between 550 and 600 decks every year. By 
Rega standards that’s peanuts – I’ve been 
there when they’ve had 800 decks go out 
on a pallet to one customer, so they’re 
doing more in one shipment than we do 
in a year! But that’s not what we’re about 
– we’ve been steady.

How does it feel to be a turntable 
manufacturer in the 21st century?
SR: Well, we speak to so many people who 
say that they have got rid of all of their LPs – 
and it’s the worst thing they’ve ever done. 
They really regret that. There is something 
very sociable about playing vinyl. Especially 
if you have a big collection that you haven’t 
played for a while. It takes you back too, 
“do you remember that?”. There is defi nitely 
something about it other than the sound, 
which is of course superb.  

The high watermark for vinyl was the 
mid-seventies. We had all these great 
rock artists, everything from Pink 
Floyd to The Who and The Stones. 
Recording and production quality got 
really good and many bands started 
making great-sounding albums. I 
guess many folk of a certain age got 
into music at that time…
SR: Well yes, that’s something that we are 
very well aware of – our customer base is still 

predominately middle aged, not least because 
of the price points of Michell turntables. I 
suppose we don’t have a product for the kids 
like Pro-Ject or Rega do. We can’t compete 
with that, it’s never ever going to happen. 
But like I said earlier, we do fi nd that young 
people are growing up and leaving home 
and taking their existing deck with them, 
whatever it is. And then we are picking up 
sales of the GyroDec as a follow on from that. 
We get a lot of people at shows that just stand 
and stare. I say: “Can I help you?” and they 
reply: “I’ve always wanted one of these…”

Why do you think that is?
SR: We are lucky that most people tend to 
have their turntables in their lounge. They 
don’t have the luxury of a special listening 
room where it doesn’t matter what it looks 
like – so it becomes a piece of furniture. Of 
course, the Gyro is a pretty deck, and is easy 
to sell on that basis alone. Indeed, lots of 
shops put them in the window and just leave 
them turning, and it attracts passers by! It has 
almost become a kind of visual ‘trademark’.

To me, the styling of the deck is 
a bit like a seventies supercar – it’s 
so crisp and functional that it just 
hasn’t dated. Think of the original 
Lamborghini Countach or Ferrari 
Daytona, it’s just as beautiful a shape 
now as it was 35 years ago… 
SR: Well I always think that it’s a bit like a 
Porsche 911, because if you took a deck that 
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we’ve made today and you put it next to 
one that we’ve got upstairs which is that 
fi rst one, and step back, they look the same. 
But they are completely different beasts. 
There is nothing on the deck other than 
the acrylic that hasn’t changed. Go back 
35 years and it was such an incredible 
design that it still stands shoulder to shoulder 
with what’s out there now. There is a huge 
amount of engineering and substance to what 
you are buying.

It must be expensive to produce – 
compared with some rivals isn’t it 
quite complex?
SR: Lots of people say to us that we are 
selling it too cheaply. When it came out in 
1981, it cost a good deal more than the 
Linn LP12. Now it’s completely the opposite 
way round. The standard GyroDec is £1,770 
and the SE version is £1,356. We’re able to 
keep the price low because all the material 
prices have levelled out – there was a time 
not so long ago when that wasn’t the case. 
We’re lucky that John left us with a great 
deck. Apart from a few cosmetic tweaks that 
people seem to like, we haven’t had a new 
product, but we’re making up for this by 
opening up new markets.

I suppose it’s a bit like Morgan, in 
that respect…
SR: Ha, well if Sir John Harvey-Jones had 
come here, he would have got a shock! 
He went to Morgan and they completely 
ignored everything that he suggested – 
and that’s a very good analogy in that we 
are very similar in the way that we do things. 
If we increased our sales by a substantial 
amount then we’d probably have to change 
the way we work completely, and that’s not 
for me. 

How many GyroDecs have you made, 
up to now?
SR: Just short of 8,200 – and 4,550 Spyder 
Editions. Not huge amounts by any stretch 
of the imagination! I think we’ve done 
around 500 full Orbes and 1,300 TecnoDecs. 
Strangely, the latter has never really taken 
off – despite it being a great little turntable 
in its own right. It’s basically a Gyro minus the 
fancy stuff – it shares the bearing, Gyro motor 
in a solid machined billet for the housing and 
has the Gyro platter without the weights – but 
is too closely priced (£733) for people not to 

want to save up for the real deal. We do have 
people who buy a TecnoDec, TecnoArm and 
HR power supply, but I just tell people to 
forget it, and buy the GyroDec! 

Was it diffi cult, taking over from John, 
a decade or so ago?
SR: It was a challenge! I had only been 
working at Michell Engineering for 10 
months, and everyone who was here had 
been here forever. John’s brother-in-law 
worked here and the boys had all been here 
for 30 years. When we said that we need to 
do this or that, then everyone had this blank 
look on their face and said “John always did 
that, he didn’t let anyone else do that job!” 
There were lots of things. If you look at the 
bearing case on the Gyro where the spindle 
comes through, there is a tiny lip internally 
around the top edge that is quite diffi cult to 
machine. I asked one day why that lip was 

there because it doesn’t stop the oil coming 
out – if you overfi ll it, it will overfl ow anyway. 
We still don’t know now, but put it on 
because that is how he designed it! He 
was a total perfectionist.

When I fi rst met him, I got the sense 
that he wanted to produce a perfectly 
fi nished Meccano kit, so you could 
take any bit off in any way and it 
would be just right…
SR: Yes indeed, and the problem (if you can 
call it that) was that he tried to put that into 
everything he did – even when he was really 
ill, the amount of effort he took in getting the 
patio on our house right was crazy. He was a 
fussy bugger, to say the least! And although 
he was an incredibly clever guy, he did have 
a lot of time for people and was very 
approachable. He used to come home from 
shows with no voice where he had been 
talking too much.
JN: Probably one of the reasons he didn’t 
want to go mass produced, is that you 
couldn’t keep control – and he was a control 
freak, no doubt about that…
SR: The thing with John was that he’d think 
of an idea, then get up at the crack of 
sparrow, drive in here and make it. That was 
the thing, everything was done ‘on the back of 
a fag packet’ and then he’d actually make it 
and make sure it did what he wanted it to – 
there’s a bag somewhere with all sorts of bits 
and pieces made by him. He didn’t like the 
day-to-day, all the bits of paper that come 
with running a company – which is why I was 
originally asked to join Michell Engineering. 
We’ve got seven people working for us now, 
and it’s a real family affair. 
JN: Interestingly, I had previously worked as 
project manager for a company that did home 
automation and home cinema. Most of the 
team were salesmen who went out to get 
business, but here it is all incoming – the 
phone is ringing all the time!

Would you say he was one of the great 
eccentric English inventors?
SR: Well, he did have a shed in the back of 
his garden, but he was no mad scientist. He 
didn’t see much of his kids, they were in bed 
when he got home back in the sixties, and he 
was gone when they got up. It was his life, his 
baby. He worked every hour God sent. He 
would always go home, have his dinner and 
come back. Just couldn’t help himself.      

“Everything was done 
‘on the back of a fag 
packet’ and then 
he’d actually make it “

w

John Michell’s parting shot 
was the TecnoArm tonearm

Matching it was the TecnoDec, which was 
effectively a stripped-down GyroDec SE

Punky, one of Michell’s longest serving workers Decks regularly come home for servicing Just another normal Tuesday afternoon...         
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INSIDER FEATURE
MICHELL ENGINEERING

WHERE DOES THE OBJECT of beauty that 
is Michell’s GyroDec get made? The company’s 
Borehamwood factory is no oil painting, far 
from it – indeed it’s very much a working 
manufacturing premises that has evolved with 
no glitz or glamour. There’s no fancy reception 
area, no designer coffee machine, or gourmet 
staff canteen. Instead, it’s an old building full 
of vintage lathes and modern machines, plus 
the other assorted devices that make Michell 
turntables. It has hardly changed since I fi rst 
visited in 1995. Newcomers are instantly 
disappointed, because it is most certainly not 
like stepping on to a sci-fi  fi lm set. It’s a whole 
lot less auspicious than the Linn, SME or Avid 
factories for example, but think of it this way 
– with lower overheads, more of the price tag 
goes into the products themselves.  

Works manager Steve Rowland joined 10 
months before John Michell passed away in 
October 2003. He soon found himself in the 
hot seat, picking up the pieces after the sad 
event. It wasn’t easy, because everything was 
in John’s head – and there was an 
awful lot of it, from the design 
of the world’s fi rst record 
clamp (he was refused a 
patent because the Patent 
Offi ce didn’t think it 
worth their attention), to 
every last measurement 
of every component of 
every deck. He and the 
other Michell staff had to 
piece everything together 
from what they were left with.

Borehamwood is situated right 
next to Elstree, the centre of Britain’s 
fi lm and TV production industry. Early on 
in the company’s history, John did some 
collaborations with Stanley Kubrick, doing 
specifi c pieces for the sets of 2001: A Space 
Odyssey, A Clockwork Orange, and latterly Star 
Wars. After manufacturing the Transcriptors’ 
Hydraulic Reference under licence in the 
seventies, he began designing his own decks. 

The Focus One, from the late seventies, was 
an early sign of promise – and came fi tted 
with a superb unipivot tonearm whose 
underslung counterweight was the inspiration 
for Michell’s modern TecnoWeight Rega mod.

The company launched its tour-de-force, the 
GyroDec, in 1981 to an unsuspecting world. 
In its day, the original was sonically highly 
competitive, and looked stunning. The Syncro 
followed in the mid-eighties, an affordable, 
cost-cut version of the Gyro. By the early 
nineties John Michell was working on the 
Orbe – which fi nally surfaced in 1994. It was a 
cost-no-object Gyro, and sounded a good deal 
more stable and mastertape-like. Finally, the 
Spyder Edition of the Gyro arrived around the 
turn of the new millennium. Dispensing with 

the costly plinth, it actually sounded a 
good deal better, and represented 

superb value for money.
John did only two tonearms 
– the aforementioned Focus 
arm – and also the 
TecnoArm. When it 
appeared, it was the best 
‘reworking’ of the Rega 
RB200/202 on sale – with 

holes drilled in the underside 
of the tube to add rigidity, extra 

damping, improved wiring and an 
elegant counterweight arrangement. 

It sounded great for the money, and was 
an ideal entry-level partner for the TecnoDec 
or GyroDec. Since John’s death, Michell 
has made some minor refi nements to the 
GyroDec, but released no new products until 
now. The company has a new cartridge on 
the way, called Cusis – which is Greek term 
meaning to hear naturally. Costing around 
£1,100, it has a carbon-loaded acrylic body, 

which appears semi-translucent if you hold it 
up to the light. “You can see those little fl ecks 
of carbon,” says Steve, “which is ideal for 
resonance dispersal.” Its generator is made by 
Benz, so should sound excellent.

Service with a smile
One largely unsung side of Michell 
Engineering is customer support. Basically, 
any owner – regardless of whether they 
bought the deck new or not – can bring their 
turntable in for a service, or even a full 
restoration to ‘new’ standard. It makes a 
strong case for running a Michell, especially 
as the prices are extremely modest compared 
with other manufacturers. The company can 
polish out scratches, service bearings, update 
decks to the latest spec and rebox it with 

new packaging materials for very reasonable 
rates – all done by the same people that 
make them new. The decks are generally 
highly reliable, but occasionally have 
electronic failures which can be easily fi xed.

Don’t be fooled by the striking-looking 
products coming out of the Michell 
Engineering factory gates – the company is 
actually run in an incredibly down to earth 
way. The world of higher-end turntables 
is hardly devoid of hype, yet I fi nd Steve 
Rowland, his wife (and company director) 
Julie and son-in-law (and factory manager) 
Jonathan Nye, surprisingly candid about the 
challenges they’ve faced. The company is very 
much a ‘what you see is what you get’ affair, 
with no marketing speak or hyperbole. That’s 
a tradition carried over from John Michell, 
who could talk the hind legs off a donkey 
when describing his turntables, but who I 
never heard utter a single word of hype ●never heard utter a single word of hype ●
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The company is very 
much a ‘what you see 
is what you get’ aff air, 
with no fancy hyperbole

Michell’s greatest, genre-defining design – 
the GyroDec. Originally launched in 1981

The Focus One was a fine mid-price seventies 
design, based loosely on the Hydraulic Ref

The Spyder Edition of the GyroDec 
dispensed with the beautiful Perspex

The Syncro was Michell’s eighties attempt at 
an affordable turntable and is now very rare

2001: A 
Space 
Odyssey

John started 
making turntables 
back in the sixties
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Radio ga ga 
Thanks to David Price for 
his recent article on the 

importance of radio (HFC 
407). Radio was equally 

important to my musical 
upbringing as I’m sure it was 
to many other people.

I have early childhood 
memories of gathering around 
the radio on a Sunday evening 
with my dad and two elder sisters 
to listen to and record the Top 40 
chart show on BBC Radio 1. We 
would take it in turns to operate 
the pause button in an attempt 
to edit out jingles and radio 
presenters. My sisters and I 
would argue over whether we 
had already recorded a song 
the previous week as having 

duplicates was a waste of tape! 
The recordings were made on 
my dad’s ‘ghetto blaster’, which 
was made by Sharp and had VU 
meters (cool!).

In my early teens I had my own 
hi-fi  separates system comprising 
a Goodmans tape deck, amplifi er, 
tuner and speakers (all from 
Argos). With this system I 
discovered the magic of pirate 
radio and could satisfy my thirst 
for all things electronic. I 
fashioned an extra long aerial 
from bits of wire that my dad had 
lying around and was able to tune 

into the weak signals of pirate 
radio stations from Birmingham.

I found pirate radio to be such a 
thrill. Here I could listen to and 
record music that just wasn’t 
available anywhere else, unless 
you went to the right record shop 
or nightclub. Unfortunately, I 
was too young to do either. The 
pirate DJs were all very young, 
enthusiastic, authentic with real 
black country accents – something 
you didn’t get on any other radio 
station. Break time at school 
would be spent swapping mix 
tapes and boasting about tracks 
you had that no one else had.

Things turned full circle in my 
thirties when my DJing hobby 

NEVILLE ROBERTS
EXPERTISE: ENGINEER
Neville has an eclectic taste 
for classical baroque. His 
wife was forced to marry his 
transmission line speakers in 
the eighties and he collects 
BBC test card music.

JASON KENNEDY
EXPERTISE: REVIEWER 
Editor of HFC from 1998 to 
2001, Jason’s first turntable 
was Rega’s Planar 3 and Elvis’ 
40 Greatest Hits was his first 
vinyl, so don’t go stepping on 
his blue suede shoes.

DAVID PRICE
EXPERTISE: REVIEWER 
DP two-finger typed his first 
hi-fi review 25 years ago. 
Since then he’s edited Hi-Fi 
World and HFC. He describes 
himself as an “unreconstructed 
analogue addict”.

CHRIS WARD 
EXPERTISE: REVIEWER 
Like his first kiss, Chris will 
never forget the sound of his 
first amp – an Aura Evolution 
VA-100. War Of The Worlds 
and Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours 
were his first records.

lead me to secure a show on a 
London pirate station. Here I was 
fulfi lling my childhood dreams!

Now I am nearing 40 with a 
six-year-old son who has a healthy 
appetite for music (his favourites 
are Daft Punk and Ed Sheeran). 
He loves creating playlists on 
Spotify and even owns a couple of 
vinyl records (which I don’t allow 
him to use without assistance!). 

I think the thrill of scanning the 
FM waveband for new stations 
has now been replaced by fi nding 
obscure stations on TuneIn or 
new artists on Spotify. Despite the 
change in technology I hope to 
pass on the gift of music even if 
his tastes are not my own. Music 

LETTER 
OF THE 
MONTH

How many more 
readers grew up 
loving radio? 
We’d love to 
hear more about 
your memories

The thrill of scanning 
the FM dial has been 
replaced with finding 
new music on Spotify
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for me was (and still is) a source 
of inspiration, motivation, 
relaxation and contemplation. 

Robert Wilson

DP: Hi Robert – a great story, and 
thanks for sharing. I think Spotify and 
its ilk are great, and if I had access to 
it when I was 13 years old, I think it 
would have been a struggle to get me 
away from my computer and off to 
school. If you’re a music fan but young 
and with a relatively ‘clean sheet’ – 
not yet having found the music you 
instinctively love – then today’s world 
where almost every single piece of 
music ever recorded is up there in the 
cloud or on the net, is amazing. Back 
when I was 13, music came via AM 
and FM radio, and the ritual of 
committing it to cassette tape was very 
special, as was tuning around the dial, 
upgrading your aerial and dreaming of 
a high end hi-fi  tuner. With music now 
just the swipe of a smartphone away, it 
all seems so easy. In a way it takes just 
a little of the magic out of it, but for 
me there’s still nothing like discovering 
a great track or band that I love.

Room for 
improvement
I have enjoyed a long-term 
subscription to your magazine 
for some time now and 
particularly enjoy reading the 
reviews and advice. I now fi nd 
myself needing advice. Some 
help on phono amps please. I 
have a Rega P3-24 turntable 
(with separate Rega power 
supply, upgraded cork/rubber 
mat and Dynavector DV-10X5 
high-output moving-coil 
cartridge). This connects to a 
Musical Fidelity V-LPS phono 
stage with standard Rega Captive 
leads then from phono stage 
to Chord CPM 2800 digital 
integrated amp with Tellurium 
Q Black interconnects. The CD 
player (Musical Fidelity M6CD) 
connects to a Chord amp with 
Chord Anthem reference XLR 
cable. Since getting the Chord 

amp and XLR interconnect the 
CD player now sounds much 
better than the Rega turntable, 
when vinyl was previously the 
best. Speakers are PMC GB1i 
fl oorstanders. Everything plugs 
into a Lindy mains block. The 
phono stage sounds better set to 
MC than MM. Is upgrading the 
phono stage the way forward? I 
will also consider a cartridge 
change if worthwhile – low 
output MC? My musical tastes 
are rock, pop, jazz and some 
classical. I’d appreciate any 
advice you can give on improving 
my vinyl system, my budget is 
£1,200 but fl exible if worthwhile.

Paul Harrison, Tyne and Wear

JK: A CD player outperforming a Rega 
P3-24, something is clearly amiss! I 
suspect that the phono stage is the 
weak link in the analogue front end, 

the Dynavector DV-10X5 is a decent 
moving coil and XLR cables are not 
deal breakers in most situations. I 
recommend the Rega Aria (£798), 
which takes MMs and MCs and has a 
range of settings for the latter. It times 
better than almost everything under a 
grand and will make your CDs sound 
restrained once more. 

NR: I’d defi nitely consider a low-
output MC cartridge as a good 
upgrade. A high-output cartridge has 
to have more turns on the moving 
coils, which will inevitably increase 
the moving mass. If you like the 
sound of the Dynavector, you could 
consider the DV-20X2 low output as 
an upgrade and leave a little left in 
the kitty for considering a phono 
stage upgrade later, such as the 
fantastic Lounge Audio LCR MkIII 
(HFC 403).

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

USB Filter
JITTERBUG

My CD player sounds 
better than my Rega 
turntable, which 
used to be superior

Jason thinks 
Paul’s setup 
would benefit 
from having 
Rega’s Aria 
phono stage
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The new 3020 loudspeaker benefits from the new 3000 Series’ advanced 

‘Concentric Ring Dome’ tweeter’, boasting both low distortion and exceptionally 

wide dispersion. For optimum sonic performance, this tweeter is mounted 
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“a tremendous loudspeaker that delivers more musical 

satisfaction than you would ever reasonably expect”

AVForums, August 2015
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Back to the future
I just wanted to express how 
much I enjoyed and agreed with 
Chris Ward’s Back to the Future 
article (HFC 407). 1983 was the 
year I bought my fi rst ever truly 
hi-fi  component (a Sony Discman) 
after more than a decade of 
listening to vinyl and cassette on 
less than mediocre equipment.

My friends were all over the 
map as far as the amplifi cation 
(mostly receivers) and speakers 
(from pawn shop junk to classic 
Klipsch) they possessed, but the 
Discman made all their systems 
sound dramatically better.

Probably no upgrade since then 
has provided as much bang-for-
buck, and I doubt that any will, 
though my current Shahinian 

speakers utterly blow away the 
Boston Acoustics that I thought 
were excellent at that time.

Mark Pulliam, Oklahoma, USA

CW: Hi Mark, glad you enjoyed it. I 
totally agree with your response too, 
and it’s spurred me to write a 
follow-up piece (watch this space). My 
own experience is similar to yours, 
and I suspect others might recognise 
the pattern. For me, it started with 
‘overheard’ music having real 
meaning, touching me at highs 
and lows while growing up. Music 
playback was broadly equivalent for 
a long time, save for visiting the odd 
uncle with ‘separates’ that sounded 

better. I went to college and my 

best friend Dug played his ‘hi-fi ’ with 
proper bass and sparkling highs 
and there was an instant dawning 
realisation that this was a passion that 
I could own too. With limited money 
the early years were the ‘yearning 
years’, but early pay cheques were 
soon invested in some long-yearned-
for items, and I can still recall the 
feeling of unboxing, connecting up 
and playing my fi rst proper end-to-
end system put together by 
Huddersfi eld HiFi. I have owned 
many, many truly lovely items since, 
but it’s possible that that early lift 
in performance from a notional 50 
percent to 80 percent quality felt more 
special than any recent attempts to try 
to get from a loftier 90 percent to 95 
percent quality. If other readers would 
like to describe their best ‘bang for 
buck’ hi-fi  investments, do write in.

Cable time
After suffering from upgraditus 
for a number of years, a 
temporary cure was achieved 
by getting married and having 
children. Since the subsequent 
divorce it has reared its head 
and symptoms have started to 
appear again – reading hi-fi  
mags, fi nding fault in the sound 
of the kit and having tenuous 
reasons to change it. After some 
changes to my setup over the 
last couple of years, I am almost 
at the stage of being happy and 
whatever I do will be small 
margins of improvement. My CD 
player is an Audiolab 8200CD, 
amplifi cation is Roksan’s 
Caspian M2 integrated and 
power map (bi-amping) and PMC 
22 speakers. 

The only area I can see some 
changes before I’m happy for the 
moment are the speaker cables 
and interconnects. They are 

all good in isolation, but 
would it be better going 

to a cable loom from 
one manufacturer 
or would this just 
be a placebo 
effect? If doing so, 
what should I go 

for? I currently have 
Nordost Blue Heaven 

Revision II, Chord Cadenza 
linking the amps and Ultimate 
XLR balanced interconnects Pure 
Silver 8 Core between the CD 
and amp. I also have some spare 
Chord Company Carnival Silver 
Screen bi-wire speaker cable I 
could use. Any thoughts would 
be much appreciated.
Andy Davenport, Sawbridgeworth

LETTERS

No upgrade since 
has ever come close 
to matching my first 
hi-fi component

The Chord 
Company’s 
Signature 
cables should 
suit Andy



‘I’ve made my decision, 
I’ve chosen my religion, 

it’s music...’



JK: Welcome back Andy, it’s good to 
have you back in the fold! Opting for 
a single brand cable loom is indeed 
a very good idea. That way everything 
should be pulling in the same direction 
and you should get the result that the 
cable maker intended. In the case of 
The Chord Company, this is maximum 
coherence, musical realism and pace. 
Looking at your current set up, I 
suspect that this is what you are after. 
If you can stretch to some of The Chord 
Company’s Signature cables in place of 
the Nordost, I suspect that this will be 
enough to keep the upgrade itch at bay 
for some time, if not continue to apply 
the ointment! 

CW: Where many people buy source, 
amplifi cation and speakers as a single 
‘turnkey’ solution from the same 
company (for example Rega or 
Quad), I agree with Jason that there 
can be merits in keeping to a single 
wiring loom manufacturer or 
following the advice of that total 
system integrator. However in most 
other systems I think there are merits 
in using each connection as an 
opportunity to subtly optimise the 
sound qualities you seek. 

You have quality connections in 
place, but speaking pragmatically, 
it’s possible that the acoustics of your 
room may have subtly changed with 
any recent loss/changing of room, 
furniture, rugs or curtains. I’d suggest 
speaking to a friendly dealer that 
would be prepared to lend you some 
extra cabling so that you can try out 
a few new combinations with the 
setup that you have. In my 
experience, the inductance and 
capacitance of speaker cables in 
particular can subjectively give very 
different presentations of different 
frequencies, transparency and even 
timing, which may be even more 
pronounced if bi-amping. 

I need quiet
Greetings from Down Under! 
Having read your informative 
magazine for some time now, has 
helped me decide on a number 
of the important components 
that make up my system. This 
comprises the following 
components: Monitor Audio 
GS60 speakers, Musical Fidelity 
A5.5 CD player, Plinius 9200 
integrated amp and Thorens 
TD 309 turntable with Benz 
Microglider low-output cartridge.

I’m generally happy with the 
overall sound, once curtains are 
drawn and doors shut, but there 
may be something I’m missing. 
My setup is in quite a large 
open-plan area with 2.7m-high 
ceilings, in a room that measures 
5m across by about 11m long. 
It has bamboo fl ooring with 
fl oor-to-ceiling windows/doors 
with curtains on one side and 
rugs in place in front, with soft 
furnishings about. It’s not 
perfectly rectangular and has a 
hall off to a side at the front. The 
system is set up at the end of the 
longest side. I listen to a wide 
variety of music: electronica, 
blues, rock, indie, folk, and 
investing in some new vinyl at 
present urges me to explore 
further along the analogue path.

I thought I’d explore the 
possibility of a separate phono 
stage. I ideally would like some 
suggestions to improve on the 
already good inboard MC phono 

LETTERS

My current phono 
stage has a noisy 
hum, what would 
you suggest I do?

COMPETITION WINNERS
Back in HFC 407 we ran a competition to win some serious ear candy for making music on the move a 
real pleasure for three lucky people, courtesy of AKG. The first prize of a pair of noise-cancelling N90Q 
headphones (above left) goes to Gordon Morris, while Simon Davies and Jon Mills win runner’s up 
prizes of N60NC cans (above right). Congratulations to you all, your prizes should be with you soon.





Letter of the Month winners receive 
a Russ Andrews PowerMax Plus 
mains lead worth £56. Write to us 
at: letters@hifichoice.co.uk

WIN A RUSS ANDREWS POWERMAX PLUS MAINS LEAD 
WORTH £56!

stage. I initially thought that a 
valve phono would be the best 
way forward and have ogled 
various candidates, primarily 
one with MM/MC selection with 
some load adjust-ability. I’ve had 
my eyes on a Manly Chinook for 
some time and think my budget 
would extend to around AUD 
$2,500-$3,000 (£1,300-£1,569) 
max. Would there be something 
better than the Chinook that 
would do the job? I thought that 
maybe a step-up transformer 
might be the way forward, or 

maybe a transistor-based phono 
stage for quietness.

My current integrated’s phono 
stage is somewhat noisy with a 
transformer hum that is not 
audible at the listening position, 
but apparent when no music is 
playing and the volume is turned 
up. The system is well earthed 
and using the ground lift switch 
on the amp does nothing. I 
would love to have any 
suggestions or opinions on how 
best to improve on the current 
system, as well as a better 
alternative from the current 
amp’s phono stage. Thanks!

Gabe Kelemen, by email

JK: Sounds like a great room Gabe, 
we Brits are united in our jealousy! 
The hum that you mention could well 
be caused by the onboard phono 
stage having insuffi cient gain for 
your moving-coil Microglider. A 
separate phono stage will certainly 
be the quietest option as step-ups 
are notoriously prone to hum and 
generally only the preserve of valve 
amplifi cation. Given your budget, I 
would recommend the Trilogy 907. 
This is a British solid-state phono 
stage with a wide range of impedance 
settings and three gain settings, I have 
used it with a variety of MCs and 
never suffered from any hum issues. 
It is also beautifully made, which 
comes as an added bonus. 

NR: The hum you are experiencing 
with your integrated phono stage 
is probably just the sensitive phono 
stage having to share its power 
supply with the other circuits in your 
amplifi er. The power supply may not 
really be up to the job of providing 
the necessary smoothing for the 
phono stage. I agree that an external 
phono stage is the best way to go. 

I haven’t heard the Chinook, but 
for a lovely valve phono stage, you 
might look at the Icon Audio PS1 
MkII MM + MC, which is within 
your budget. It has built-in MC 
step-up transformers and also sports 
a mono/stereo switch, which is a 
really useful facility if you have some 
mono records in your collection. The 
PS1 is an all-triode design using 
ECC83 (12AX7) valves.

LETTERS

The Trilogy 907 has a 
choice of impedance 
settings and is also 
beautifully made

Jason suggests 
Trilogy’s 907 
phono stage 
for Gabe
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Hi-fi at the movies
Forget Tom Cruise, Leonardo DiCaprio and Angelina Jolie, the biggest stars on the silver 
screen are the high-end hi-fi setups that often cameo. David Vivian explains all

Christian Bale as 
Patrick Bateman 
in American 
Psycho points 
out the merits of 
having a decent 
front end

hy does Tony ‘Iron Man’ Stark drive an Audi 
R8 when he could easily afford a Bugatti 
Veyron or, presumably, just fl y everywhere? If 
you really need to know the answer, you’ve 

missed the point. You noticed. That is the point. The 
product placement team’s work is done.

The idea of not-so-subtly slipping a recognisable brand 
into a movie as part of the prop landscape is almost as old 
as cinema itself. Serial offenders include Kellogs, Apple, 
Nike, Ray-Ban and Tom Cruise’s face, McDonalds… oh, 
the list is almost endless. Directors will claim it all adds 
to the authenticity but everyone knows it’s a form of 
advertising, sometimes so blatant it’s deeply annoying.

But there is another kind of product placement that’s 
deliciously oblique to most but will have an infi nitesimally 
small section of the audience actually straining to get a 
better view of what the objects are and who made them. 
This fractional demographic is us. And the product 
placement we just can’t help noticing? High-fi delity kit. 
I’m not talking anonymous, soft focus backdrop boxes but 
pukka, sometimes esoteric, honest-to-God, big boy hi-fi  
systems, frequently containing high-end turntables.

People on the internet have gone to the trouble of 
counting up the fi lms in which hi-fi  of one sort or another 
makes an appearance. Trawling the recent past, the best 

estimate seems to 
be around 50, 
including such 
otherwise 
forgettable classics 
as Ghost World, 
Infernal III and Hot 

To Trot. Add to that the dozen or so TV shows with kit as a 
supporting artist and you’d think having a real separates 
system was as natural as going to the fridge for some milk.

Consumer statistics suggest otherwise, of course. Say 
“hi-fi ” to some people and they’ll raise their hand in the air 
ready for a mutual slap and wonder why you didn’t fi nish 
the word. Not all fi lm makers are audiophiles itching to 
get their favoured gear on the silver screen. Rather, it 
seems to be visual shorthand to signify that the hardware’s 
owner is wealthy, a drug dealer, obsessive, a psychotic 
murderer, or possibly all four. 

The Oscar for persistence of onscreen presence has to go 
to US high-end brand McIntosh. The company’s beefy gear 
has appeared in Sherlock, House, the TV show Elementary, 
As Good As It Gets with Jack Nicholson, the 2004 remake 
of Stepford Wives, The Departed and probably many more, 
and it will doubtless have had to beat off stiff competition 
from the likes of Krell, Meridian, Revel, Revox and 

Nakamichi. Along with 
Alex’s magnifi cent  
Transcriptors Reference 
turntable in A Clockwork 
Orange, the Nakamichi 
Dragon cassette deck 
always did ooze a certain 
star quality.

Best one-liner from 
a typecast hard nut 
showing his sensitive side 
in a forceful manner? 
Jason Statham in The 
Mechanic. When the 
curious kid ‘understudy’ in his care walks up to the 
be-stubbled one’s Pro-Ject RPM 9 turntable and starts 
playing with the Rega tonearm, the Stath grabs him and 
snaps: “Don’t EVER touch that!”. Good man.

Hooray for Hollywood
Easily the most memorable movie scene involving a hi-fi  
system – and this is as much because the system literally 
‘plays’ its part in the unfolding action and seems almost as 
culpable as the protagonist at its gruesome conclusion – is 
also the most shocking in the excellent fi lm adaptation of 
Bret Easton Ellis’ novel, American Psycho. If you’ve seen the 
fi lm, you’ll know the one. Wealthy investment banker and 
nut-job Patrick Bateman (Christian Bale) invites an already 
inebriated work rival, Paul Allen (Jared Leto), back to his 
swanky Manhattan apartment and plays him Genesis, Phil 
Collins and Huey Lewis and the News on a Harman 
Kardon 700-series front end (complete with graphic 
equaliser) driving a hulking pair of KEF Reference 
fl oorstanders. On the one hand, the scene perfectly 
illustrates why it’s important to play your favourite tunes 
on a good hi-fi . Bateman is on his feet and dancing while 
simultaneously critiquing the music with the kind of 
insight only someone in possession of a revealing playback 
system would be able to know. For a few brief moments, 
it’s uplifting to see man, machine and music in perfect 
synch. Then, in the middle of Hip To Be Square, he kills 
Allen with an axe. Shame. 

I can’t help feeling the makers of my favourite US sitcom, 
Frasier, missed a trick with Frasier’s fastidious brother, 
Niles. As a foil to Frasier’s never-seen audio equipment, 
Niles’ bond with ‘the best’ could easily have included a 
high-end turntable that constantly required his attention 
and fettling. Then again, the writers might have been hi-fi  
lovers like us, reluctant to let their passion be just another 
of Niles’ neuroses. What with Pat Bateman an’ all. Hi-fi ve ●

Easily the most 
memorable scene 
involving a hi-fi is in 
American Pyscho

W

DAVID VIVIAN
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composed of a number of individual instruments
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Higher and higher
Meridian’s new MQA hi-res music format is a thing of brilliance and wonder, but that’s 
only half the battle says David Price, and it has a long way to go to really succeed   

The choice of 
MQA music 
on sites like 
onkyomusic.com 
needs to have 
broad appeal to 
really succeed

 couple of years ago, I found himself in the 
opulent surroundings of the Meridian factory 
in Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire. I’ve visited 
manufacturers all over the world over the 

years, but this was impressive by any standards – closer to 
what you’d expect visiting a specialist sports car company, 
for example. As well as viewing the impressive production 
facilities and interviewing Bob Stuart and Allan Boothroyd, 
I was taken into Bob’s ‘lair’ and played some music. As 
you’d expect, it sounded excellent. “We’ll have a major 
announcement in a few months”, he intimated with 
ill-concealed enthusiasm. What it turns out he was dying 
to tell me was that Meridian was about to launch Master 
Quality Authenticated, or MQA. Bob was only able to give 
vague hints, but by the time the announcement was made 
I’d got the sense that this was a special encode-decode 
system that did something benefi cial to the music, within a 
standard wrapper – a sort of 21st century HDCD, if you like. 

So it proved. Essentially, MQA renders higher-quality 
sound for a given fi le size. Given that Meridian was in its 
palatial headquarters partly due to its brilliant work with 
Meridian Lossless Packing (MLP) in the mid nineties, here 
we saw it again getting a quart from a pint pot. The pint 
pot by the way, being any type of fi le format (FLAC, ALAC, 
etc.). Bob said that a great many of the bits generated by, 

say, 24/192 fi les are 
a kind of digital 
‘excess baggage’ 
needlessly carried 
by the fi le format. 
Sifting this so that 
more meaningful 

data can be stored means it’s possible to get better sound. 
MQA was offi cially launched in December 2014, 

however the technology is the culmination of decades of 
audio research, and was invented by Bob alongside Peter 
Craven of Algol Applications. The company has now 
broken away from Meridian – the point being that 
Meridian is a hi-fi  manufacturer and MQA seeks to licence 
its technology to the music industry, and one company 
can’t do both. Spencer Chrislu, Director of Content 
Services at MQA, explained to me: “MQA is now available 
across the industry, from studios to producers and 
distributors, to playback providers. A large part of MQA’s 
growth is also about the adoption of the technology by 
hardware and music providers. However, education within 
the industry is a big part of the MQA project and business, 
so people’s willingness to listen to the technology, in 
order to learn about it, is vital. For this reason, MQA 
and Meridian have become two separate and distinct 

companies, so rival manufacturers can licence MQA 
without needing to have any connection with Meridian”.

Bob Stuart told me there are some similarities between 
MLP and MQA. “Both are technologies that were initially 
developed by Meridian and subsequently sold. For different 
reasons both are important to Meridian, but MQA is more 
signifi cant not only to Meridian, but to the world. For the 
fi rst time there is a genuine opportunity for music lovers 
to listen to the music of their favourite artists as it was 
intended – all the way back to the original master recording.”

Wider adoption
I have a friend who, back in the day, bought a new Linn 
Sondek LP12/Ittok as his fi rst ever turntable – when he 
owned just a few records. He was widely ridiculed – and 
this is the danger that MQA faces now. The format needs 
to be taken up on a wider basis by recording studios and 
hardware manufacturers alike, for it to have real appeal. 
That’s the fate that awaits any innovation, and we’ve seen 
all kinds of well-intentioned systems fall by the wayside 
over the years, rendered irrelevant by public indifference. 
As anyone that creates and sells things knows, it’s one 
thing to do a great product, but another to get it to people 
in the big wide world. That’s the challenge MQA faces. 

Were this being done by a bunch of geeks working out of 
someone’s garden shed, I would be less sure that MQA had 
the chance to succeed. Fortunately, Meridian has great 
‘form’ and also close links to the recording industry – and 
it’s a hugely respected hardware manufacturer. Whether 
other hardware sellers will licence it depends on a number 
of things, but one of the main ones is the music that is 
available in MQA form. Once again, if it’s standard hi-fi  
demo fare, then the public will reply with a deafening 
silence. To me, MQA is a great idea, sounds superb and has 
brilliant people behind it – but that’s just the easy bit ● 

MQA needs to be 
taken up on a wider 
basis for it to have 
real public appeal

A 

DAVID PRICE 
MQA QED
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Computer says yes 
In a quest to organise his digital music library, Andrew Simpson takes a blind leap into 
the world of data storage and NAS drives with unexpected consequences for his system

Andrew’s new 
NAS drive makes 
his music sound 
better than ever

aking changes to your system for reasons not 
entirely aimed at improving its sound quality 
can sometimes bring about unexpected results. 
A few years back a good friend of mine who’s 

also passionate about hi-fi  was almost at breaking point 
(both mentally and fi nancially) after spending the best 
part of a decade seeking the right speaker for his system, 
only to stumble across audio nirvana when installing his 
separates rig in an adjacent room while having his 
listening room’s carpet replaced. Despite the two rooms 
being of similar proportions and furnishings, the difference 
in bass quality and imaging between the two was immense. 
His system, including his speakers – which up to that point 
were destined for the classifi eds – has remained in its new 
location ever since, with his dining room table just as 
happy to be taking up residence in the room next door.

Recollecting his situation highlights why this passion of 
ours for fi nding the perfect-sounding system can bring 
about seemingly endless frustration and unanticipated 
reward in equal measure. I recently experienced a similar 
scenario with my own setup when looking to future-proof 
my digitally stored music fi les, bringing them together into 
a single music archive. I’ll confess that this task had been 
looming for some time, but as someone who’d much rather 
spend their time listening to their hi-fi  than getting to grips 

with the world of 
data storage options, 
I’d been frankly 
ignoring it. But with 
my laptop’s hard 
drive creaking under 
the weight of all the 

hi-res fi les I’ve amassed in recent years, I knew it was time 
to act before my PC ship went down, taking most of my 
audio with it. Plus I also had music stored on various 
standalone drives all around the house that needed 
amalgamating and organising into a single virtual location.

To consolidate my digital music archive a NAS drive 
seemed the obvious answer, providing access to my entire 
music library on my home network from my various devices 
with the added bonus of access outside my home when 
needed via its accompanying software.

After looking at the various options and brands I fi nally 
settled on a Synology DS215J two-bay DiskStation, which 
comes in at the price of a mid-market interconnect cable. 
Having had a play around with Synology’s app beforehand, 
I was also relieved to know that I’d be in for a relatively easy 
ride getting it up and running, without having to trawl 
through too much IT jargon or spend hours lost in a set-up 
wizard. Of course the initial price is just for the carcass and 

CPU, and you then have 
to fork out for the data 
drives to go in it, 
choosing from traditional 
hard drives or more 
sophisticated solid state 
types in a variety of sizes. 
I ended up going for the 
former, as they’re 
generally cheaper, 
fi guring I can always 
update them at a later 
stage when their shelf life 
or capacity is reached, as 
NAS drives give you the 
option to swap out and 
upgrade as you go along 
thanks to their modular build.

Digital heaven
An hour or so after the main unit and drives were 
delivered I was up and running, with the Synology 
plugged into my router and soaking up my music fi les en 
masse like a giant virtual sponge. Sitting down to test all 
was fi ne and dandy, I fi red up Cambridge Audio’s Stream 
Magic app on my iPhone, headed to my network and to 
my relief all my digital music was present and correct, 
listed under the NAS drive. Much more surprising though 
was the sound that fl owed forth – which takes me back to 
my opening statement – as while the NAS drive was more 
of an investment of convenience, it also seems to have 
improved the sound quality of my digital fi les. With the 
NAS feeding a Cambridge Audio Stream Magic 6 V2 
network player the improvement in sound quality was 
apparent right from the outset, to the extent that I initially 
presumed I’d accidentally hit one of the Cambridge’s fi lter 
settings. Whereas before with my Lenovo laptop’s USB 
output serving up the audio to the CA, the music had a 
tendency to sound a touch brash at the extremes, now 
there were extra degrees of smoothness and a greater 
sense of air around vocals and instruments. John Grant’s 
Pale Green Ghosts was one such example, with the NAS 
making the recording sound as though it had almost been 
remastered. And that’s what’s so tantalising about this 
hobby, as while every penny we spend on our systems is 
handed over in the hope or knowledge that a notable 
improvement will be gained, every once in a while a 
change borne more out of necessity will leave your system 
singing like it never has before, resulting in an even bigger 
smile on your face ●  

The improvement 
in sound quality 
was apparent right 
from the outset

M

ANDREW 
SIMPSON
Change for good
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Spot the difference
Improvements brought about by audio upgrades are always going to be a contentious 
issue likely to cause some debate. Neville Roberts tackles the controversy head on    

It’s difficult to 
remain unbiased 
when listening 
to an upgrade

hen somebody spends their hard-earned cash 
on a new interconnect cable or mains lead, 
they naturally want to feel their investment is 
worthwhile. The process usually starts by 

allowing the upgrade to run in for an appropriate length of 
time and then spending a prolonged period listening and 
playing some familiar music. Hopefully, they start to feel 
reassured that they can hear some real benefi ts, but then 
ask the question “Am I fooling myself?”, so the next stage 
is to invite a friend or two around to listen. If all goes well, 
there is a general nodding of heads combined with 
utterances of appropriate superlatives. The initial euphoria 
brought on by this behaviour is short lived, however, as 
doubts begin to creep in – “What if my friends are just 
being nice?” So the fi nal stage of reassurance is to fi nd 
someone who is considered to be independent with no 
hidden agenda behind any expressed view or someone 
who has a reputation for telling it like it is. Possible 
candidates are a remote work associate who has an 
interest in audio, the next door neighbour or in my case 
my long-suffering wife. If they give their seal of approval, 
all is well and satisfaction with the purchase is complete.

Of course, all this demands complete objectivity from all 
participants. Bias can take all sorts of forms both for and 
against a particular upgrade. It may be that someone is 

biased towards 
products from a 
manufacturer 
because they have 
had a good 
experience of their 
products in the past. 

Someone else may be prejudiced against an upgrade as it 
goes against what they believe to be the truth or, more 
subtly, what they want to believe to be the truth. Online 
discussion forums are full of people who fall into this 
category and passionately agree with each other that, for 
example, cable upgrades won’t make any difference to the 
sound because they all measure the same and are, in any 
case, just pieces of wire. It doesn’t matter how many times 
they swap out a cheap lead for a more expensive one, they 
won’t be convinced that there is a difference to the sound. 

This may be true and would certainly be the case if you 
upgrade the mains lead on an audio system purchased from 
a supermarket. The diffi culty arises, however, when 
someone seeks an opinion from a group of people who 
won’t ever be convinced that a cable can make a difference. 
As Dale Carnegie, in his 1936 book How To Win Friends And 
Infl uence People famously said, “A man convinced against 
his will is of the same opinion still.” I was told of a situation 

recently when someone was invited to listen to a system to 
evaluate the effect of an upgrade. They acknowledged that 
there was indeed an improvement and went on to describe 
the sonic changes that he could hear. When afterwards he 
was told that a mains cable was the only item that had been 
changed, he made all kinds of excuses, dismissed the mains 
cable as a contributory factor, and then left the premises.

Measure for measure
The problem is that you can’t just use measurements as 
the sole determining factor in deciding if an upgrade really 
works. The truth is that it would be arrogant to assume 
that we know everything there is to know about, for 
example, the physics of a cable. We live in a world where 
new, unexplained issues constantly arise. One of the latest 
mysteries puzzling scientists is the phenomenon of LED 
droop where the effi ciency of white Light Emitting Diodes 
plummets when the current is increased. Answers on a 
postcard to assure your place in history! 

Returning to the subject of audio, many people are 
sceptical about claims of sonic benefi ts, which they 
consider to be unsubstantiated since they can’t be backed 
up with cold-hard scientifi c proof. The reality is that we 
may simply be unable to explain or measure the effect at 
this point in time.

So, what do we do in the meantime? The answer is 
surprisingly easy; use your ears. When it comes to buying 
an item of audio, see if the supplier will let you borrow it or 
sell it on a sale-or-return basis. Then sit down and listen to 
it with a variety of music. Swap the item on trial in and out 
while listening to the same piece of music. It’s surprising 
how you become increasingly aware of the subtle changes.

It would be incredibly satisfying to be able to explain why 
something sounds better on an audio system, but if I can’t I 
am content to simply enjoy the results ●   

We live in a world 
where new and 
unexplained issues 
constantly arise

W

NEVILLE ROBERTS 
Lets his ears decide
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Old gods not quite dead
With one too many of his childhood musical heroes exiting this mortal coil, 
Nigel Williamson isn’t alone feeling nostalgic about releases from the past

Revolver is one 
of many albums 
celebrating its 
50th anniversary 
this year

ver the last few weeks I’ve found myself 
thinking rather too often than is healthy about 
mortality. It wasn’t just David Bowie and the 
realisation that he was only a few years older 

than me when he died. He was followed by Glenn Frey 
of the Eagles and Paul Kantner of Jefferson Airplane, 
meaning that in the space of a fortnight we had lost a 
trinity of artists that framed my youth and whose music 
will be forever associated with the heady, freewheeling 
spirit of baby boomer optimism and a restless desire to 
expand our horizons. 

We were blessed to have been young when such artists 
were changing the world and it was our good fortune to 
have been able to see them on stage in their prime. It was 
all part of a privileged generational existence that also 
enabled us to enjoy free university tuition, affordable 
housing when we left college and a thriving economy that 
seemed to guarantee future prosperity into retirement.

But don’t worry. This isn’t going to be a misty-eyed 
lament of the ‘fi ngs ain’t what they used to be’ variety; 
without getting horribly smug about it, more a suggestion 
that we count our blessings. For fortunately we still have 
all that wonderful music from the sixties and seventies to 
remind us. 

Every time I hear the Eagles’ Take It Easy or Jefferson 
Airplane’s White Rabbit or Bowie’s Life On Mars it lifts my 

heart and transports 
me back to the lost 
days of golden 
youth. What’s more, 
it seems that such 
nostalgia has a 
powerful pull on 

generations who weren’t born. Around the time of Bowie’s 
death, the US recording industry released its offi cial sales 
fi gures for 2015 – and they showed that for the fi rst time, 
new releases were outsold by catalogue albums.

True the gap was relatively small – oldies outsold current 
releases by 4.3 million copies. But it’s worth pointing out 
that just 10 years ago, current music outstripped catalogue 
sales by more than 150 million albums. There are a couple 
of caveats to be struck. First, the stats don’t include 
streaming and it’s possible that when it comes to new 
music, fans are choosing to listen to albums via platforms 
such as Spotify and Apple Music rather than buying them. 

Secondly, according to the International Federation Of 
The Phonographic Industry, the biggest-selling global artist 
in 2015 was Adele, whose new album 25 was only 
released in November but by the end of the year had sold 
eight million copies in America alone.

But that was three 
times as many records as 
Ed Sheeran, who came 
second on the list, and 
whichever way one slices 
the stats, it’s an 
undeniable fact that old 
music is outselling new 
music for the fi rst time 
in pop history. 

Adele not 
withstanding, it’s a trend 
that appears set to 
continue. As we 
celebrate the 50th 
anniversary in 2016 of 
the making of albums 
like Revolver, Pet Sounds 
and Blonde On Blonde, these classic records remain 
consistent sellers across all formats, even though it is hard 
to imagine that any serious music fan under 21 doesn’t 
already own them. Astonishingly, Dark Side Of The Moon 
sold 50,000 copies on vinyl alone in 2015.

Hope I die before I get old...
Back in 2001 Stephen Davis wrote a biography of The 
Rolling Stones titled Old Gods Almost Dead. Now, 15 years 
later, Mick ‘n’ Keef not only live on, but have just kicked 
off yet another world tour that promises to be one of the 
biggest grossing of 2016. Fellow septuagenarians Bob 
Dylan and Neil Young also continue to rank among the 
biggest crowd pullers, attracting not only those of us who 
grew up with them but also a youthful audience.

I write music obituaries for a national daily broadsheet 
newspaper, a morbid occupation that I know is going to 
keep me increasingly busy as the old gods die, one by one. 
Before our very eyes we have seen them grow old and frail 
and – in sharp contrast to the ‘live fast die young’ myth of 
rock’n’roll heroism –  they are likely to succumb to cancer 
(Bowie), rheumatoid arthritis and pneumonia (Frey) and 
multiple organ failure (Kantner). 

Yet better to survive to become crusty ‘heritage acts’, 
rather than joining the likes of Jimi Hendrix, Jim 
Morrison, Janis Joplin, Kurt Cobain and Amy Winehouse 
in the infamous ‘27 Club’, frozen forever in alluring poses 
of youthful eternity by dying wastefully at that tender age. 
So let’s celebrate and enjoy our aging rock stars while 
they’re still here, wrinkles and all. And that new 
generations continue to discover their music and fi nd its 
enduring power the biggest cause for celebration of all ● 

Let’s celebrate and 
enjoy our aging 
rock stars while 
they’re still here

O

NIGEL 
WILLIAMSON
He’s a survivor
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Boogie nights
David Price remembers the ultimate disco dream machine, 
Sharp’s RT-3151 ‘computer controlled’ cassette deck

T he seventies was a 
fascinating period – both 
unerringly dreadful and 
really rather exotic at the 

same time. The music was great – 
whether it was prog rock or punk – 
and it soundtracked a massive audio 
electronics boom, the likes of which 
had never been seen before. 

The decade was a celebration of 
space travel, science fi ction and 
futurism – a sense that humankind 
was boldly going places we had never 
been before. Star Wars, Space 1999 
and Doctor Who set the tone for an 

edgy brave new world. On our roads, 
bright cars zoomed by, playing mix 
tapes recorded on that era’s favourite 
format – Compact Cassette.

Indeed, the decade just would not 
have been the same without this most 
treasurable type of tape. True, the 
format had been invented back in 
1963 as a dictation medium, but it 
somehow grew wings and fl ew the 
nest. It proved a wonderfully easy way 
to group collections of songs together. 
Of course, reel-to-reel allowed this too, 
but was bigger, bulkier and harder to 
fi t into the dashboard of your Jensen 

Interceptor. Cassette was one of the 
earliest instances of us pesky 
consumers not doing what we were 
told. We made it ‘our’ format – a truly 
classless modern music carrier that 
changed the way we listened to music.

The Japanese, needless to say, were 
at the vanguard of all this. A little 
known OEM called Nakamichi started 
making cassette decks for a number of 
different brands in the early seventies, 
and they were really rather good. The 
bigger Japanese companies resolutely 
refused to let this state of affairs 
continue, and duly piled vast sums of 

Sharp's tale of the tape

Tokuji Hayakawa founds Sharp 
as Gustav Mahler debuts his 
Symphony No.9 in Vienna

1912
The tape format is invented as 
is Pulp's Jarvis Cocker who is 
born in Sheffield

1963
The RT-3151 is launched and Wings' 
Mull of Kintyre/Girls' School is the 
best-selling single of the year

1977
Tape is the best-selling pre-recorded music 
format of the year, while Kylie Minogue's 
Kylie is the biggest-selling album on it

1988
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money into building their own decks, 
with varying degrees of success. By 
1975 – the highest point in vinyl sales 
in the UK – hip hi-fi  buyers with £120 
burning a hole in the pocket of their 
fl ares could purchase a perfectly 
decent ‘tape deck’.

By the late seventies, it was clear that 
cassette wasn’t just another recording 
format. Instead, people had very 
specifi c ways of using it, and loved the 
freedom that it afforded. Many began 
buying pre-recorded cassettes (which 
by 1988 went on to be Britain’s best 
selling music format) to be rid of the 
‘snap, crackle and pop’ of vinyl. Many 
of us developed a sixth sense about 
how long to fast-forward between 
various songs on our favourite 
cassettes, when skipping a track or 
two. Oh, and for those who didn’t, 
Sharp gave the world APSS. 

Automatic Program Search System 
was the fi rst ever track search facility 
used on cassette decks. Basically, you’d 
engage APSS and the deck would 
whizz along in fast forward or rewind 
mode – playback head still touching 
the tape – until it found a gap in the 

signal of a second or more, whereupon 
it would stop and switch into play 
mode. It’s hard to appreciate it now, 
but this seemed even more impressive 
than a fondue set back then. Any child 
whose father owned an APSS-
equipped Sharp cassette deck had 
instant bragging rights at school. The 
idea that something could fi nd tracks 
on the tape by itself was a big deal – 
and Sharp missed no opportunity to 
bask in the refl ected glory.

So, how do you top that? Well, by 
the late seventies, the world was 
going computer crazy. In truth, the 
closest most people got was a digital 
watch or calculator, although 
well-healed geeks could buy ‘micros’ 
from obscure Californian startups 
such as Apple. So Sharp’s next step 
was the RT-3151. Launched in 
October 1977 in its native Japan, 
APSS had now become APLD – 
Automatic Program Locate Device. 
Instead of just single track location, 
you could tell the deck the track 
number you wanted to listen to, and 
it did the rest.

Ambitiously billed as ‘The First 
Computer that Plays Music’, the 

BUYING ADVICE
There’s are good sides and bad sides to 
buying a Sharp RT-3151. In its favour, it is 
not yet flavour of the month. As a result, 
you can expect to pay anything from £10 
upwards for a working unit. I’ve yet to see 
any sell for over £150, and these have been 
mint and boxed. So, in other words, it’s 
affordable kitsch! The downside is of 
course that it’s a (nearly) 40 year-old deck, 
and so is unlikely to be in perfect working 
order. The added complication is that the 
APLD function will have unintentionally 
re-lapped the record/replay head if it has 
been used as intended. So, any buyer 
should make sure they get to see a close-up 
picture of heads and be reassured they’re 
not worn. The usual caveats apply with 
ageing cassette decks, expect to have to 
get even a good example serviced by a 
specialist before it will give anywhere near 
its best. On the other hand, if it’s just 
something to serve up those Carpenters 
classics at one of your retro dinner parties, 
it should do you proud. 

RT-3151 (the RT-3388 in America 
and Canada) was a fairly standard 
two-head, single capstan deck tied to a 
‘microprocessor brain’ that gave it the 
APLD track selection facility. This was 
allied to an LCD digital clock, which at 
the time seemed impossibly futuristic. 
This sat proudly in the middle of the 
fascia and formed part of the deck’s 
electronic control system. 

Computer says no
Sadly, not even the RT-3151’s 4-bit 
computer ‘brain’ could save it – and 
the deck bombed. The trouble was 
that – like many other glorious 
failures from the decade that fashion 
forgot, Sharp’s design team listened 
too much to the marketing men. The 
cassette deck wasn’t bad in itself, it 
was just ill-conceived. It was very 
expensive at the time (£250, nearly 
Linn LP12 money) yet didn’t have the 
features that the type of person likely 
to lavish such a sum on a cassette 
deck wanted. It was a poor man’s 
view of the high life, at a steep price.

The market for high-end decks at 
the time was fi erce. Effectively a 
rear-guard action against open reel, 
cassette had been seen as its poor 
relation and was suddenly serious 
about proving itself. To wit, a 
generation of £300 Akais, Aiwas, 
JVCs, Nakamichis, Pioneers and Sonys 
appeared, over fl owing with features. 
Some were so good sonically they 
almost approached reel-to-reel. And 
for the same money you could buy the 
RT-3151, which had no audiophile 
features and a sound that didn’t come 
close. Effectively, it was fancy beer in a 
champagne bottle.

Amazingly, the RT-3151 had 
old-fashioned mechanical piano 
key-style tape transport controls, when 
you would expect it to have full 
electronic logic control. To add insult 
to injury, the transport was basic and 
the single record/replay head was 
made from soft permalloy – not ideal 
for a deck that would have tape 
whizzing over it at high speed in APLD 

Sadly, the 
RT-3151 didn't 
manage to live 
up to the hype

mode. It wasn’t such a problem if you 
used APLD once in a blue moon, but 
regular use almost made the head a 
service replacement item. In effect, this 
miraculous ‘Computer Controlled 
Cassette Deck’ was a cheap, basic 
machine with a fancy clock and tape 
search feature – rather than the true 
high-end design buyers had hoped for. 

Measure for measure
By the standards of similarly priced 
rivals of its day, it sounds mediocre. Its 
measured performance isn’t bad, but 
nothing to write home about. It 
managed a half-decent (quoted) 
frequency response of 30Hz to 16kHz 
(-3dB) with FeCr tape (13kHz with 
Ferric, 15kHz with Cro2), which 
wasn’t as good as Nakamichi, but not 
too scurrilous. Wow and fl utter was a 
respectable 0.06% WRMS, which was 
a step up from an entry-level deck but 
again no match for its rivals. Signal-to-
noise ratio was 55dB (Dolby off), 
again middling. These stats confi rmed 
this whizz-bang electronic dream 
wasn’t quite as cost-no-object as its 
appearance suggested. The deck 
sounds a bit soft around the edges, but 
has decent dynamics and is reasonably 
speed-stable – but really works best as 
a curio. There’s a cassette revival in the 
offi ng, and collectors are beginning to 
scoop up the more interesting offerings 
from this period – and the RT-3151 is 
certainly this. It’s well fi nished, striking 
to look at in its retro way (lavish 
brushed aluminium fascia and fake 
teak side cheeks), and will provide a 
great talking point at the dinner table, 
as it inevitably chews up your copy of 
Saturday Night Fever. Very much a 
period piece then, a reminder of a 
gentler yet more eccentric past when 
Compact Cassette was in its pomp ●  

You could tell the 
tape deck the track 
number you wanted 
and it did the rest
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Time for 
Music
Having been a key player in Northern Ireland’s 
audio scene for many years, Kronos is now on 
the mainland and Ed Selley went to have a listen

pening a second store is 
hardly an unheard of 
practise in audio circles. If 
your business is successful 

in one location, it makes sense to 
increase the number of premises you 
have and make it work in another. 
Few dealers have been quite so 
ambitious as Kronos Audio Visual, 
however. Based out of Dungannon in 
County Tyrone Northern Ireland, it 
has chosen Uckfi eld in East Sussex, 
500 miles away, as the site of its 
second store.  

There is a logic to this hefty 
distance, however. Owner David 
Campbell wanted to take advantage 

O
of a lack of clear rivals in the area, but 
still be placed centrally enough to be 
accessible for customers willing to 
travel. The second decision is to make 
Kronos a dealer worth seeking out. As 
well as more commonly encountered 
brands, David and UK store manager 
Richard Allen have created a portfolio 
of products that is rarely encountered 
singly in the UK and certainly not 
together. These products are not 
simply obscure ultra high-end ones 
either – the idea has been to offer a 
wide spread of models at all price 
points and I take a seat in front of 
system one to discover how this 
works out in practise. 

KRONOS AV

Kronos Brighton
2-7 Horsted Square, Uckfield, 
TN22 1QG East Sussex
0843 523 6169
kronosav.com

ybahifi.com taga-audio.com
belcantodesign.com  je-audio.com
cabasse.com/en
vertereacoustics.com
fmacoustics.com
advance-acoustic.com/en

FINK 
Distance and Time  
CD 

VAST 
Visual Audio 
Sensory Theatre  
CD   

System test music

DEALER VISIT 
KRONOS AV 

ST GERMAIN  
Tourist  
Vinyl
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THIS IMPRESSIVELY BIJOU 
system combines French electronics 
with Polish loudspeakers for a 
handsome CD-based setup that is a 
little different from the norm.

‘Being a little different’ could be a 
strapline for YBA if the company was 
minded to use one. The brainchild of 
Yves-Bernard André, it produces a 
variety of components of which the 
Design series is the most affordable. 
The core of the system is the Design 
Receiver. This is a 50W (claimed)
integrated amp and FM/AM receiver 
that supports an additional four line 
inputs, iPod connectivity and preout. 
Partnering it is the Design CD player, 
which is also a DAC with an optical 
and USB connection. 

Power ranger
The real decoding horsepower 
comes from the WD202 DAC. This is 
built around the same Burr-Brown 
PCM 1796 as the CD player, but 
offers a greater range of inputs and 
a recent update allowing DSD 
playback. In many cases users select 
between one or the other source 
components, but there are 
advantages to using either. 

Partnering the YBA trio is the 
Harmony Platinum F-60 fl oorstander 
from Taga. Founded 25 years ago, 
the company makes a vast range of 
speakers of which the Platinum is 
second in the pecking order. The F-60 
is a three-way design and is relatively 
unusual at this price point as it 
makes use of a dedicated midrange 
driver – in this case a 133mm unit 
partnered with a 165mm bass driver 
and a 25mm soft dome tweeter. 
These are placed in an impressively 
solid and inert cabinet that sports a 
lovely high-gloss fi nish and a plinth 
offering excellent stability and a 
good mounting point for some hefty 

spikes. Selected as a complete system, 
buyers also benefi t from Kronos 
including cabling in the price.

It certainly looks smart, but a few 
bars of Fink’s Little Blue Mailbox from 
the Distance & Time album shows 
that there is more than some neat 
industrial design to this system. My 
listening position is unapologetically 
near-fi eld and the speakers themselves 
are fairly close together. Despite these 
hindrances, the sound I’m greeted with 
is spacious, cohesive and above all, 
fun. There is a drive and snap to the 
way that this combination makes 
music that is immediately entertaining. 

Neither does music need to be 
especially fast in itself to show this off 
to good effect. Helplessness Blues by 
Fleet Foxes is never going to be played 
in a nightclub, but the spontaneity of 
the YBA and Taga gives it a realism 

and presence that isn’t always 
encountered at this price. There is a 
togetherness to this presentation that 
consistently engages the listener. More 
than a collection of equipment, it is a 
single sound and one that manages to 
get you nodding along – enjoying 
rather than analysing.   

If you do want the system to pick 
up the pace, the results are no less 
impressive. Here by VAST is 
reproduced with the grit and impact 
the album demands delivered in 
spades. That same speed and 
togetherness works to brilliant effect 
at keeping you emotionally invested in 
what you are listening to rather than 
simply rendering it in an accurate but 

System 1 – Eye of the Taga 

fundamentally uninvolving way. 
This engagement is something that 
David feels is a calling card of YBA 
electronics and it certainly runs 
through every aspect of how these 
electronics make music. 

Flying start
These are not really household brands 
in the UK, but they eloquently 
demonstrate that a little step outside 
of the ‘mainstream’ brands that are 
prevalent can throw up some very 
interesting results. This is a compact 
but usefully fl exible system. It is 
beautifully built and it can deliver an 
impressive performance even when 
given very little space and it looks 
very stylish while it does so. Kronos 
has hit the ground running.   

An impressive 
performance 
even when given 
very little space 

DEALER VISIT 
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YBA DESIGN DAC WITH DSD 
£800
YBA DESIGN CD PLAYER £900
YBA DESIGN RECEIVER £950
TAGA HARMONY PLATINUM F-60 
SPEAKERS £799 
MAINS CABLES BY TITAN AUDIO 
2X TYCO AT £75 EACH 
TITAN AUDIO HELIOS £150
INTERCONNECTS BY ADVANCE 
ACOUSTICS RCA DIGITAL £80 
YBA GLASS RCA £250
YBA GLASS SPEAKER CABLE 
2X 2.7M £250

TOTAL £4,329

2

1

3

4

1

Gallic chic 
meets Polish 
flair with 
great results 

2

3

4
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LIKE THE FIRST system, the next 
setup comprises two brands that are 
less commonly encountered in UK 
dealerships and rarely seen together. 
And also like the fi rst system, it offers 
some interesting options for people 
with limited space for an audio 
setup. This is also the fi rst 2.1 system 
I can remember featuring in Dealer 
Visit for quite some time.  

Fronting the setup is a trio of 
electronics from US brand Bel Canto. 
The e.One range is the smaller and 
more affordable of the company’s 
offerings and like a number of other 
brands, divides the roles and 
responsibilities of audio replay in a 
slightly unusual way. The CD3Ti 
transport topping the system 
communicates with the 2.7 preamp 
via digital connection and the latter 
is best seen as a DAC with a preamp 
and a single analogue input. This 
being said, the volume control of the 
2.7 moves with the fl uidity and fi ne 
adjustment of the very best analogue 
rivals so that it is far more than just a 
convenience feature. 

Monsters Inc
Power comes courtesy of a Ref500 
stereo power amp. This unassuming 
looking little device is in fact a bit of 
a monster. Disposing of 250W into 
8ohm and a positively monstrous 
500W into four (claimed), this 
should ensure that regardless of 
what you choose to attach to them, 
the Bel Canto trio has you covered. 
The three units are built like Swiss 
watches and their compact 
casework should make them easy to 
accommodate. 

Partnering the Bel Cantos is a pair 
of Cabasse iO2 satellites and Santorin 

subwoofer. While Cabasse makes a 
considerable number of conventional 
box speakers, it is best known for its 
work with coaxial drive units and 
spherical enclosures. The iO2 is one of 
the smaller models that the company 
makes and as its low end is relatively 
limited, the sub is a worthwhile 
partner. Like the Bel Cantos, the 
Cabasse trio is extremely compact and 
if you didn’t want to use the fl oorstand 
seen here, you could also wall mount 
the iO2s to save yourself more space. 
Like system one, Kronos will also 

include a substantial quantity of 
cabling with the system, making 
installation even simpler.

Don’t make the mistake of assuming 
that this system is a compact, ‘lifestyle’ 
setup, though. It might be small and 
clever, but it’s also capable of truly 
sparkling performance. One of the 
most striking aspects of the Cabasse 
iO2 is that it is at once almost 
omnidirectional in that trying to place 
it by sound alone is extremely diffi cult, 
but at the same time it offers a focus 
and imaging that is rarely found 
outside of headphones. Indeed, at 
times listening to this system is more 

System 2 – Bel of the balls 
like wearing a giant pair of open-back 
cans than a pair of speakers. This means 
that the intimacy and texture of Fink’s 
vocals is captured with an effortlessness 
that loses you in the music. There is 
detail, three dimensionality and 
presence to die for, but this is secondary 
to the wider musical message of the 
piece. Part of this effectiveness stems 
from how good the integration is 
between the iO2 and the Santorin 
subwoofer. Richard has set the Santorin 
at a relatively low level and operating 
with minimal exertion it fi lls out the 
lower aspects of the music without ever 
drawing attention to itself. 

Sudden impact
If you do tickle the volume control and 
ask for a bit of impact with something 
more potent like Underworld’s Air 
Towel, the vast power reserves of the 
Bel Canto and the impressive scale of 
the Cabasse combines to leave you in 
no doubt that this system is well suited 
for anything you can think of to throw 
at it. The bass is deep, tight and able 
to deliver an impact that is felt as 
much as heard. At no time does that 
rock solid integration between sub and 
speakers show any signs of strain, and 
the Bel Cantos feed them a signal that 
balances excitement and energy with 
refi nement and the useful ability to 
fl atter less than perfect recordings. 
This is a truly exceptional system and 
one that goes toe to toe with anything 
available at the same price.   

DEALER VISIT
KRONOS AV 

BEL CANTO CD3TI CD TRANSPORT 
£1,349 
BEL CANTO 2.7 DAC/PREAMP 
£2,299 
BEL CANTO REF500 POWER AMP 
£2,499 
CABASSE IO2 SPEAKERS C/W 
STANDS AND ACTIVE 
SUBWOOFER £2,990
ATACAMA STAND £300
MAINS CABLES BY TITAN AUDIO 
2X ELEKTRA AT £350 EACH 
TITAN AUDIO EROS £550
INTERCONNECT BY TITAN AUDIO 
DIGITAL £350
XLR BALANCED INTERCONNECT 
CABLE £1,000
TITAN AUDIO 2M PAIR SPEAKER 
CABLES £1,500

TOTAL £13,537

1

2

3

4

1

Half speaker, half 
art installation, 
all brilliant

2

3

4

They may be small 
but the Bel Cantos 
pack a punch

The bass is deep, 
tight and delivers 
an impact that is felt 
as much as heard



A day at Kronos leaves me in no doubt 
that the reasons behind it arriving on the 
mainland are far from opportunistic. We 
now have the chance to listen to a range 
of products rarely seen at all in the UK, 
and never altogether. What Kronos is 
offering is the chance to explore a variety 

of products with fascinating technology, 
solid build, excellent value for money and 
– most importantly – excellent sound. 

There are also some interesting lessons 
in how Kronos has developed its store. By 
assembling display-as-working systems, 
customers have a better idea of potential 

partnerships and the performance of the 
two systems on the shop floor is more 
than good enough to leave me convinced 
that this is a very sensible use of space. 
Combined with those unique brands, 
you have a dealer that is likely to make 
quite an impact. 

SUMMING 
UP
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THE FINAL SYSTEM of the day is 
an unapologetic assault on the high 
end, but one that holds true to the 
Kronos ethos of offering brands that 
you won’t necessarily fi nd elsewhere. 

In the case of the Vertere MG-1 
turntable, it represents the fi rst time 
I’ve seen one of these highly 
regarded devices in the fl esh. The 
‘entry-level’ model in the Vertere 
range, the MG-1 still makes use of 
many of the same technologies that 
go into the costlier models. This 
particular example is fi tted with 
the matching SG1 tonearm and 
Audio-Technica OC9 moving-coil 
cartridge. At Vertere’s request, it’s 
partnered with a phono stage from 
Swiss company FM Acoustics, which 
is not normally stocked by Kronos. 

Digital sees the return of YBA, this 
time with its fl agship Signature CD 
player. This sumptuously fi nished 
(and staggeringly heavy) device 
uses a top-loading mechanism 
partnered with twin Cirrus Logic 
CS4398 DACs. The result is a 
fabulous piece of Gallic minimalism. 
This is matched by the amplifi cation 
from Hong Kong brand JE Audio. 
These valve hybrid designs aim 
to deliver the delicacy of valves 
underpinned with some solid state 
clout – in this case a claimed 200W 
per side. 

Red hot
All of this power probably won’t be 
required because among the many 
notable features of the Advance 
Acoustic X-L1000 is a healthy 
98dB/W sensitivity. The fl agship 
of the Advance Acoustics range, 
the X-L1000 is a three-way design 
that mounts a ribbon tweeter, 8in 
midrange and a hefty 12in bass 
driver in a multi-chambered cabinet. 
The X-L1000’s lines are such that I 
think the red suits them very well 
and makes them beautiful in their 
own right rather than something 
pretending to be furniture. 

Of course, this system should be 
judged on sound rather than its 
impressive aesthetics, but here the 
news is good too. Starting with 
vinyl, it only takes a few bars of St 

Germain’s Rose Rouge to establish 
that it has an uncanny combination 
of impact and agility. While it is 
clear that the JE Audio pairing 
has tremendous power, it is also 
impressively fl eet of foot and keeps 
the speakers moving with the deftness 
this album needs. 

It becomes abundantly clear at the 
same time that the Vertere is a very 
special turntable indeed. It seems 
slightly glib to describe a turntable 
you can see through as sounding 
transparent, but this is exactly what it 
is. It puts very little of itself into the 
music, instead operating as an utterly 
objective means of getting to the 
material on the record. And when 
that material is a riot like Art Angels 
by Grimes, you can rest assured that 
the system is a riot too. 

Impressively, the YBA Signature can 
hold its own against the Vertere. The 
presentation of this big machine has 
some of the same basic characteristics 
of the Design player from system 
one, but etched on a grand scale. 
The fi nal replay of Little Blue Mailbox 
is a superb balance of drive and 
refi nement. The Signature manages 
to avoid any sense of there being 
excessive processing at work and 
gives you everything on the disc with 
little of itself getting in the way. One 

System 3 – The diff erence is clear 

DEALER VISIT 
KRONOS AV 

They may not 
be household 

names but they 
create a house-

filling sound

area where it does make its 
presence felt is the bass 
response – it brings detail, 
weight and impact that only 
seriously well-sorted digital 
can achieve.

Special delivery
Above all, the Advance 
X-L1000 demonstrates that 
this is a very accomplished 
speaker. As you might 
expect from a device over 
a metre tall and weighing 
over 80kg, there is no 
shortage of scale and 
presence, but it is delivered 
without overpowering the 
room or sounding overly 
large or dominating. It 
produces a wonderful bass 
response that has impact 
and weight and combined 
with a fabulous top end, 
is an endlessly satisfying 
musical partner. This is 
a not inconsequentially 
expensive system, but it 
delivers in a way that only 
the very best can.    

2

ADVANCE ACOUSTIC X-L1000 
LOUDSPEAKERS £18,000  
VERTERE MG-1 RP TURNTABLE WITH SG1 
TONEARM AND AUDIO-TECHNICA 
AT-OC9 CARTRIDGE £6,900 
YBA SIGNATURE CD PLAYER £12,000 
FM 122 MK11 PHONO STAGE £10,000 
JE AUDIO SIGNATURE BALANCED VALVE 
PREAMP £7,500 
JE AUDIO S400 BALANCED HYBRID 
CLASS A POWER AMP £13,000 
MUSIC TOOLS XL ISO STATIC RACK 
£840 PER LEVEL 
VERTERE PULSE R XLR £2,750
VERTERE PULSE B XLR £795
VERTERE PULSE B RCA £795
VERTERE PULSE X REFERENCE SPEAKER 
CABLE 2X 2M £2,750 
2X VERTERE PULSE HB 2M MAINS 
CABLES £2,000
2X PULSE B MAINS CABLES £750

TOTAL £85,260  
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J
oining the likes of 
cult UK labels Neon, 
Deram and Bronze 
Records in mining the 

late sixties’ progressive music 
goldmine was Pegasus, soon 
shortening its name to Peg. Its 
tenure was short – only active 
between 1969-1972 and 
releasing just 14 LPs – but its 
roster was an ambitious sweep of 
underground sounds, which 
included hard rock (Nazareth), 
keyboard-heavy prog (Atomic 
Rooster), fusion (Ricotti & 
Albuquerque), traditional music 
legends (Shirley Collins, Dave 
Swarbrick and Martin Carthy), 
folk-rock (Steeleye Span) and 
acid-folk (Fuchsia). 

Pegasus set out its stall with 
a 7in sampler fl exi featuring 

excerpts from the fi rst four LPs 
and an instantly identifi able 
logo. Just like Vertigo, Harvest 
and Mushroom, its label design 
– the winged horse from Greek 
myth in full fl ight – was no less 
iconic than its hippie rivals, but 
like the label itself, short lived. 
The excellent Rare Record 
Collector website’s theory is that 
the change of artwork – and 
truncation of the label name – 
was due to the threat of legal 
action by Reader’s Digest 
magazine, which owned the 
rights to the Pegasus logo.

Befi tting an underground 
imprint peeping through the 
joss-stick haze at the crossover 
of countercultural decades, hard 
facts are scarce with regards to 
Pegagus’ history, despite its 

eventual assimilation into the 
new Mooncrest label, an 
offshoot of Charisma, in 1973, 
which also reissued some 
Pegasus/Peg releases. Indeed, 
excellent sampler Clogs (see the 
Shopping List box out overleaf) 
rounds up a selection of tracks 
that appeared on a mixture of 
Pegasus and B&C Records. 

One source has it that the label 
was created as an imprint of 
B&C, run by Trojan’s owner Lee 
Gopthal. But one contributor to 
the excellent Rare Record 
Collector website asserts that 
this wasn’t the case, claiming it 
was actually a production 
company associated with Tony 
Meehan, founder member of 
The Shadows, later Decca A&R 
man. (However, examining 

Atomic Rooster’s discography, 
the group’s eponymous fi rst 
album and follow up Death 
Walks Behind You – both 1970 
– were released on B&C, giving 
the former theory legs as the 
classic In Hearing Of... emerged 
the following year on Pegasus.)

Confused? You should be. But 
whatever the truth behind the 
label’s shadowy, sixties origins, 
the excellence of much of its 
roster – with some artists’ LPs 
increasingly harder to track 
down in original, lavishly 
presented pressings, 
commanding big bucks – 
isn’t in question. Pegasus is 
deserving of 21st-century 
reassessment, and we’re 
bringing this mythical 
high fl yer in for a safe landing.   

LABELLED WITH LOVE

Shrouded in mystery, Simon Berkovitch shines a light on one of the UK’s more 
obscure seventies imprints, revealing a trove of folk, prog and hard rock treasure

PEGASUS
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Atomic Rooster’s only album for 
the label marks the end of the road 

for their progressive rock years

P ropelled into the spotlight 
with one of the biggest hit 

45s of 1967, The Crazy World 
of Arthur Brown’s Fire, pianist 
Vincent Crane took to fame 
badly. Experiencing a breakdown 
on the group’s fi rst American 
tour, he and drummer Carl 
Palmer formed Atomic Rooster 
in 1969. The group, named after 
the Chinese calendar year in 
which they formed, quickly 
established themselves as a 
virtuoso live proposition. Like 
Ray Manzarek of The Doors, 
Crane played organ and bass 
pedals simultaneously, the one 
constant in a shifting lineup.

The group signed to B&C, 
added John Du Cann (guitar/
vocals) from cult acid-rockers 
Andromdeda, released their 
eponymous debut… and lost Carl 
Palmer to prog supergroup ELP. 
With Paul Hammond now on the 
drum stool, Death Walks Behind 
You followed the same year and 
scored an unlikely hit single with 
the cowbell-driven Tomorrow 

Night in 1971, giving these 
long-hairs a memorably groovy 
Top Of The Pops appearance.

Follow-up single The Devil’s 
Answer, written by Du Cann, 
charted even higher setting the 
groundwork for the group’s 
outing on Pegasus – In Hearing 
Of Atomic Rooster, a heavy, exotic 
blend of keyboard-heavy prog 

and heavy rock in a lavish 
gatefold sleeve. Dark titles such 
as Decision/Indecision and A 
Spoonful of Bromide Helps The 
Pulse Rate Go Down refl ect the 
tension during the recording.

In Hearing Of… marks both the 
end of the group’s progressive 
rock period and their association 
with B&C/Pegasus. 

Atomic Rooster split in 1975, 
reforming in the early eighties 
and imploding again soon after.  

Atomic Rooster
Vincent Crane’s group had enough lineup changes to give The Fall a run for its money 

The contributors to 1971’s 
boundary-blurring Shirley 

Collins & The Albion Country 
Band LP No Roses not only reads 
like a Who’s Who of the sixties 
traditional music revival, but also 
includes folk-rock innovators, 
avant-garde jazz improvisers and 
early music scholars.

Nearly 30 diverse musicians 
make up The Albion Country 
Band, helping to create the 
defi ning statement of electric folk 
– from ex- and current members 
of Fairport Convention, including 
Richard Thompson, Simon Nicol 
and Ashley Hutchings, to 
saxophonist Lol Coxhill and Mike 
and Lal of vocal group The 
Watersons. Indeed, No Roses is 
comparable to the informal 
sessions that birthed the latter 
duo’s self-penned collection of 
songs that make up the classic 
Bright Phoebus (1972) – which 
also features assorted Fairports.

In a determinedly bold move 
for a folk album, Claudy Banks 

opens No Roses with swaggering 
bassoon and alto sax, topped by 
Shirley’s incredibly emotive 
voice. The Murder Of Maria 
Marten blends folk-rock with 
eerie hurdy-gurdy passages and 
sound effects – a dazzling 
collision of traditional and 
contemporary recording 

techniques. Hal-An-Tow swells 
with exuberant voices. 

No Roses is the most dazzling 
entry to Pegasus’ catalogue; the 
recording on which its reputation 
deservedly rests; the bright 
Phoebus to which winged 
Pegasus is drawn. Indeed, this set 
of brilliant songs shows no sign 
of dimming some 45 years later.

Now in her 80th year, Shirley 
Collins’ new album is set for 
release in 2016 on Topic. 

Shirley Collins & The Albion Country Band
Traditional songs burst into life with the help of a cast of thousands and an incredible voice

With a lineup as stellar 
as this, this album was 

destined for greatness

The band was named 
after the Chinese 
year they formed in

Includes folk-rock 
innovators and 
music scholars
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Formed in 1969, Steeleye 
Span’s fi rst lineup was a 

veritable supergroup, boasting 
Tim Hart and Maddy Prior as 
well as Terry (Sweeney’s Men) 
and Gay Woods. The latter 
duo left the group after debut 
album Hark! The Village Wait 
to be replaced with revered 
folk singer and guitarist 
Martin Carthy for follow-up 
LP Please To See The King.

The ensemble’s third album, 
Ten Man Mop, Or Mr Reservoir 
Butler Rides Again is a mixture 
of pure folk music and electric 
reinvention – and the last 
Steeleye Span album to 
feature founder Hutchings, 
now Mr Shirley Collins and 
helping to orchestrate her 
stone-cold classic No Roses LP.

In its Pegasus issue, Ten Man 
Mop in textured gatefold 
sleeve and expansive booklet 
was paid for by the band and 
lost money on every copy sold.

The folk world is a small 
one, it transpires. Maddy Prior 

guests on Martin Carthy’s solo 
set for Shearwater (1972), 
and the guitarist is also on 
blistering form in duet with 
legendary fi ddle player Dave 

Swarbrick – by now a Fairport 
who had played with Hutchings 
– on Selections, a compilation 
of tracks from the pair’s Byker 
Hill and But Two Came By LPs. 

Steeleye Span & Martin Carthy
This folk-rock institution’s early works sizzle with invention

No label of the seventies 
was complete without its 

tough-nut, axe-punishing, 
long-haired rockers, and 
Pegasus is no exception. 

Just like the better heavy 
groups of the age – Zeppelin, 
Purple, Uriah Heep et al 
– Scottish rockers Nazareth 
use plenty of light and shade 
on 1971’s eponymous debut 
album. Nazareth is a surprising 
LP that’s at odds with the 
band’s later, rawer records, 
such as piledriving Hair Of The 
Dog – even Dan McCafferty’s 
sandpaper larynx sounds like a 
different instrument here.

Opener Witchdoctor Woman 
sets the scene with crunchy 
fuzz-guitar riffs aplenty, but 
there’s also room for country 
pedal steel, roadhouse piano, 
blues and lush orchestration.  

The album standout is a 
ballsy, propulsive cover of 
Bonnie Dobson’s classic 
Morning Dew – which is also 

covered by the Grateful Dead, 
Jeff Beck and Robert Plant.

Nazareth’s second album for 
Pegasus, Exercises (1972) 
continues its mix of hard rock, 

folk-rock and sweeping strings. 
It’s also an early production 
outing for Roy Thomas Baker, 
cutting his teeth before 
mega-success with Queen. 

Nazareth
Underrated hard rockers, lurking in the shadows of the Sabbath no longer 

 SHOPPING LIST
Here’s the best of the rest: eclectic 
samplers, acid-folk mega-rarities and 
progressive Welsh psychedelia. It’s 
time to smash open the piggy bank

Various Artists
Clogs
Pegasus’ wings 
are clipped to Peg 
for this excellent 
sampler, but the 
music contained 
within its grooves 
soars sky high. 

Fuchsia
Fuchsia
The progressive 
folk outfit’s sole 
LP commands 
hundreds of 
pounds. File next 
to Comus, Jade 
and Trees. 

Various Artists
Club Folk: Vol. 1 & 2
Exploring similar 
territory to 
Clogs, these two 
compilations make 
for an enjoyably 
unique listening 
experience.

Andy Roberts
Nina And The 
Dream Tree (1971)
This country-hued 
folk-rock set 
features organist 
Zoot Money and 
ex-Fairport singer
Ian Matthews.

Big Sleep
Bluebell Wood
One of the label’s 
more elusive 
cuts, the group is 
actually The Eyes 
Of Blue under a 
pseudonym – one 
for Man collectors.

Spirogyra
Old Boot Wine
Second LP from 
the cult acid-folk 
act, their sole 
outing for Pegasus. 
Also released on 
collectible German 
label Brain. 

Ricotti & 
Albuquerque
First Wind
This jazzy, soul-
tinged outing 
provides a perfect 
illustration of 
the label’s broad 
musical church.

Three Man Army
A Third Of A 
Lifetime
Hard rock combo 
formed by 
brothers Adrian 
and Paul Gurtvitz 
of late-Sixties 
guitar trio The Gun.

LABELLED WITH LOVE
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THERE’S A CERTAIN kind of American roots-rock 
act that sells millions of records all over the world, 
but to whom British audiences for some 
inexplicable reason remain stubbornly indiff erent. 
The Wallflowers, the Dave Matthews Band and 
Hootie & The Blow Fish are three that come to 
mind who have been platinum sellers just about 
everywhere except the UK. Ben Harper is another. 

In a career lasting more than 20 years, he’s 
released a dozen fine albums which have topped 
charts all over the world from Europe to Australia 
and made him a major star in America, where he 
has garnered three Grammy awards. Yet in Britain 
he has no more than a dedicated cult-following. 
Quite why is a mystery, not least because Harper’s 
music has an obvious aff inity with bands like the 
Black Keys and Alabama Shakes, who are currently 
among the biggest-selling US rock bands in the UK. 

After a number of solo releases, Call It What It Is 
reunites him with his original band The Innocent 
Criminals for the first time since 2007’s Lifeline. It 
would be pleasing to think it’s the album that will 
finally give him mainstream recognition here. In 
truth, it’s probably now too late for Harper to shed 
his ‘best-kept secret’ status. But those in the know 
will continue to cherish him as one of the most 
compelling performers in the business.  

If you’re new to Harper, Call It What It Is represents 
a near-perfect primer in what he does best, fusing 
blues, rock, folk, country, r&b, gospel and reggae 
with poetic and politically conscious lyrics into a 
gloriously organic roots stew that’s as dynamic as it 
is exquisite. 

The dark, bluesy groove of the title track is driven 
by Harper’s slashing guitar with a lyric about the 
spate of recent killings of black youth by white 

police off icers (“call it what it is – murder”). How 
Dark Is Gone is a percussive, semi-acoustic ballad in 
Richie Havens territory. The uplifting Shine has a 
sun-kissed reggae vibe. Deeper and Deeper is the 
kind of slice of dappled Americana you might 
expect from Wilco or Bon Iver. All That Has Grown 
dispenses with the band as a soulful, reflective 
vocal is set against the solitary, haunting sound of  
Harper’s distinctive lap-slide Weisenborn guitar. At 
the other end of the spectrum, Pink Balloon finds 
The Innocent Criminals cranking out a hypnotic 
Black Keys-style riff . Bones could easily have found 
a place on the last Alabama Shakes album while the 
bombastic thump of When Sex Was Dirty sounds 
like a Kings of Leon hit single. Dance Like Fire 
twangs rustically before the echoing, Beatlesque 
melody of Goodbye To You provides a suitably 
heavenly close. NW    

Ben Harper & The Innocent Criminals 
Call It What It Is

CD Stax/Caroline
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MUSICREVIEWS

AUDIOFILE VINYL

 HAVING SPENT FAR 
too long listening to 
Rattlesnakes the first 
time around, I was 
concerned that time 
may not have been 
kind but it still sounds 
good 32 years after its 

release. Cole’s precise pop ballads were recorded 
with an eighties drum sound, but thankfully avoid 
In The Air Tonight-style excess. Instead you get 
jangly guitars, orchestration and a punchy 
rhythm section harnessed to the benefit of a 
remarkably hip young singer and his songs. 
Rattlesnakes is full of trendy literary references for 

the young mind to absorb, he mentions Simone 
de Beauvoir, Norman Mailer and, of course, “Eva 
Marie Saint in On The Waterfront”. Cole must 
have spent half of his time at university in the arts 
cinema, but his philosophy degree clearly came 
in handy for the songwriting.   

It sounds slightly hard, but has good tone. It’s 
not too obviously compressed either and the 
pressing is quiet so you can hear the nature of 
the production and elements that go into each 
song. It has aged better than expected, which 
makes it all the more surprising that so much of 
Cole’s subsequent work has gone unnoticed – 
there's been 12 solo or collaborative albums since 
the Commotions split. Clearly he peaked early. JK   

Lloyd Cole and the Commotions  
Rattlesnakes

Afro Celt Sound 
System   
The Source

The Last Shadow 
Puppets
Everything You’ve 
Come To Expect

CD  ECC CD Domino

CD Island

CD  Provogue

180g vinyl   Music on Vinyl

SOME 20 YEARS ago Simon Emmerson’s Afro 
Celts released a thrilling debut that remains a major 
landmark in global dance fusion. Yet by their fifth 
release in 2005, it was starting to sound passé and 
they took a break. Their return is a joy in which the 
felicitous fusion of African rhythms, haunting Irish 
melodies and contemporary dance beats has been 
reinvigorated by an influx of new blood and fresh 
ideas. The textures of the African instruments 
integrate seamlessly with electronic programming 
into a thrilling soundbed that seethes with vitality. 
Old fans will find much that is familiar, but the 
sound is bigger, better and bolder than ever. NW   

THE ARCTIC MONKEYS’ modern-day troubadour 
Alex Turner returns with cohorts Miles Kane, James 
Ford and, crucially Owen Pallet, for his side project’s 
sophomore eff ort… a full eight years after the 
group’s debut. Turner still croons with abandon, but 
thanks to Pallet’s soaring orchestral arrangements 
EYCTE provides a bigger almost cinematic sound, 
which is perfect for a high-grade system at home. 
These songs really fill the room. In fact the first half 
of the album channels David Bowie in its theatrical 
seduction, while the second half is more familiar 
– rock n’ roll-tinged stompers and hypnotic, 
serpentine ear-worms. PH

POLLY JEAN HARVEY has reached that point 
in her long and illustrious career where she can 
indulge in concept albums and pull them off  with 
aplomb. Where Let England Shake focused on vivid 
portraits of war, this is a searing indictment of the 
plight of refugees. Highly political it all may be, but 
her stories are always framed in an accessible 
melodic framework. Deep drum rolls, handclaps 
and galloping clicks provide the rhythmic 
framework, while much of the guitar work recalls 
her earlier career. It's innovative yet familiar, 
heartfelt and emotional. It's almost a given that one 
or two from this collection of songs will feature in 
many end-of-year lists. PH 

THE PROLIFIC 38 year-old American 
guitarist has become the biggest-selling 
blues artist since Stevie Ray Vaughan, 
yet he divides critical opinion. Some 
have accused him of a lack of 
authenticity and don’t like the fact that 
his role models tend to be second-
generation white blues-rockers rather 
than the original Delta bluesmen. But 
he plays with an undeniably incendiary 
power and energy and Blues Of 
Desperation appears destined to repeat 
the success of 2014’s Diff erent Shades 
Of Blue, which stormed into the top 10 
on both sides of the Atlantic.   

Sparklingly produced, Bonamassa’s 
latest set is rooted in his devotion to 
sixties/seventies British blues-rock and 
channels Led Zep (This Train), Free 
(Mountain Climbing), early Fleetwood 
Mac (No Good Place), Jeff  Beck (Distant 
Lonesome Train) and even Dire Straits 
(Drive) into something fresh and 
invigorating. It’s a barnstorming triumph 
that you’d have to be a musical snob of 
a particularly narrow-minded kind not 
to thoroughly enjoy. NW

Joe Bonamassa 
Blues Of Desperation 

Do you agree with our reviewers? 
Decide for yourself and listen to 
some of this month’s tunes at 
www.hifichoice.co.uk

Channels Led Zep, 
Free, early Fleetwood 
Mac, Jeff  Beck and 
even Dire Straits

PJ Harvey 
The Hope Six 
Demolition Project
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HIGH RESOLUTION DOWNLOADS

BLU-RAY DVD 

Detour finds Elvis in energetic 
form in front of his home town 
crowd, playing a mix of 
favourites from the near and 
distant past. The largely solo 
performance with only guitar 
or piano emphasises the limits 

of his voice, so it’s a testament to the strength 
of his songwriting and charisma that it’s such 
a compelling show. The sound is appealingly 
natural, no more dynamic than average but 
fairly real and if you turn it up on a big system 
the eff ect is convincing. He’s also joined by 
Larkin Poe who bring breadth and colour to 
the sound and do no harm to the songs. JK   

LEGENDARY SOUL AND gospel singer Mavis 
Staples' renaissance continues with her 13th 
solo album. Despite being in her mid-seventies 
this album shows she can still belt out a tune 
(Tomorrow), but it’s on slower numbers like 
History, Now and Jesus Lay Down Beside Me 
(written by Nick Cave) when the competent 
production values (perhaps too competent 
at times) give way to a sweeter and more 
emotionally involving listening experience. PH

WHENEVER MEMBERS OF The National and 
Beirut get together there's bound to be interest, 
and this is an intriguing aff air. Recorded in a 
church in Cincinnati, it benefits from this HD 
release, the huge sound providing plenty of 
pulsing bass, driving drums and proggy 
flourishes to an ambient collection of songs. 
Ethereal vocals provide a soundtrack to a storm 
forming on the horizon. That storm comes into 
sharp focus on final track, Samarra. PH 

Elvis Costello 
Detour Live at Liverpool 
Philharmonic Hall

Khatia 
Buniatishivli 
Kaleidoscope

Mavis Staples 
Livin’ On A 
High Note

LNZNDRF   
LNZNDRF

CD Sony

CD NoMadMusic

Blu-ray Eagle Vision

FLAC 24-bit/44.1kHz  hdtracks.co.uk FLAC 24-bit/96kHz hdtracks.co.uk

MUSSORGSKY’S PICTURES AT An Exhibition 
is the main work here – given a highly volatile 
interpretation. The moods swing between 
withdrawn introspection and wild moments of 
abandon. No question, it’s a performance of 
extremes. It’s well worth hearing, and La Valse is 
quite sensational. The three movements from 
Stravinsky’s Petrouchka glitter and sparkle with the 
utmost brilliance – some hair-raising virtuosity here. 
The recording copes well with Buniatishvili’s keen 
attack and wide range of dynamics and tone 
colours, but such playing is quite a test for amps 
and speakers. Don’t say you weren’t warned. JH 

DISCS OF OPERA overtures used to be quite 
common in the LP era, but only rarely would they 
include curtain-raisers by composers like Bellini, 
Donizetti, or Meyerbeer. This CD features eight 
overtures, and just the Rossini pieces – Tandredi 
and Barber of Seville – are likely to be familiar to 
non-specialists. The pieces are tuneful, and 
bustling with colour and energy. The small 
orchestra is recorded in a fairly dry acoustic. The 
playing is frothy and energetic, emphasising 
excitement over drama and pathos. The recording 
is open and clean, if a shade bass-light and sounds 
best when played at a healthy volume. JH     

Orchestre National 
d’Ile-de-France
Bel canto amore mio – Opera Overtures
Enrique Mazzola

The music here may not be 
familiar to all, but it bustles 
with colour and energy

The Beatles 
Sgt Pepper 
My all-time favourite 
band. In A Day In The 
Life the way that 
the three songs are 
blended into one by 
George Martin is pure 
genius – you can pick 
out each instrument.

DEMO DISCS
Bradley Walters, 
managing director at Hi-Fi 
Racks Ltd, reveals the 
music he uses to develop 
the company’s products

Prokofiev 
Romeo & Juliet
This can give the 
system a proper work 
out. Both acts deliver 
completely diff erent 
movements so that 
they really show up 
any short fallings in 
a setup.

Rudimental 
We The 
Generation
Its chewing gum for 
the brain, but it’s a 
great album to drift 
away with and if you 
lose yourself in the 
music you know the 
kit’s working well.

Andrew Lloyd 
Webber 
Sunset 
Boulevard
The vocals on this 
album can really show 
the clarity of the high 
frequencies quickly 
and it's definitely one 
to stir the emotion.

HI-RES HIGHLIGHTS
Our pick of the best hi-res downloads 
released over the past month...

Not content with 
off ering the latest 
from Jack Garratt 
(Phase), LNZNDRF 
(LNZNDRF) and 
Animal Collective 
(Painting With), 
onkyomusic.com 
now has a wide 
selection of MQA 

downloads worth hunting down. hdtracks.co.uk 
has Ry Cooder's A Meeting By The River, Jethro 
Tull's Aqualung and Jazz At The Pawnshop by 
various artists. Finally, highresaudio.com has a 
selection of excellent remastered Sonic Youth 
cuts and Avishai Cohen's Into The Silence.

MUSICREVIEWS
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Finding a good coaxial cable for connecting your digital source to 
an external DAC is this month’s challenge for Neville Roberts 

DIGITAL COAXIAL INTERCONNECTS £55-£100

U

PRICE: £90 for 1m  TELEPHONE: 01539 797300  WEBSITE: russandrews.com

THIS 75OHM RG6 cable features 
a solid 18AWG copper central 
conductor, which is insulated with 
a low-loss fl uorocarbon (FEP) foam 
dielectric. This is then screened by an 
aluminium and Mylar foil shield and 
covered by a tin-plated copper braid. 
The cable is fi nally fi nished off with a 
yellow FEP sheath and directionality 
is indicated by an arrow printed on 
the black heatshrink label. The cable 
is available in a variety of lengths 
from 0.5m to 5m. 

Ultraplate phono connectors are 
fi tted as standard and gold-plated 
BNC connectors are also available as 
an option. The phono plugs have 
been soldered using a nitrogen-
assisted technique, which is intended 
to mitigate some of the problems 
associated with using lead-free 
solders by purging oxygen from the 
immediate area during soldering. This 
is said to reduce the formation of 
oxidation to improve the quality of 
the soldered connection. Given the 

Kimber Kable 
DV-30 Digital Interconnect

solid central conductor, along with 
the dual shields, the cable is quite 
stiff. However, it can be bent if 
necessary providing care is taken 
not to force a sharp bend close to 
the phono plug.

Open all hours
I start off with some orchestral music 
– a CD of Antonio Rosetti’s Symphony 
in D major played by the London 
Mozart Players under the baton of 
Matthias Bamert. The sound I am 
treated to is elegant and refi ned. All 

A smooth and well-controlled performance 
overall, but the cable itself is very rigid

VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Kimber Kable DV-30 
Digital Interconnect
ORIGIN
USA
FEATURES
Solid copper central 
conductor; dual 
shielding; FEP 
foam dielectric 
DISTRIBUTOR
Russ Andrews

Ones and zeros
 sing a spare analogue 

interconnect lead simply 
doesn’t cut the sonic 
mustard when it comes to 

hooking up the digital output of a 
music streamer to an external DAC, 
for example. Although analogue and 
digital interconnects look similar, they 
are designed for two very different 
purposes. Analogue cables are, of 
course, designed to carry audio 
signals and to protect these delicate 
signals from the effects of unwanted 

external interference, such as RFI. 
Digital cables also need to keep out 
RFI, but have to transmit binary data 
at very high frequencies and so have 
more characteristics in common with 
video cables. The frequency response 
of the cable has to be well in excess of 
1MHz to preserve the digital waveform. 
All of this is explained in detail in our 
Guide To Digital Cables (HFC 399). 

For a variety of technical reasons, a 
good digital interconnect can help 
maintain the quality of the signal 

from your digital source. This allows 
your DAC to perform at its best and 
results in improvements to the audio 
signal. The use of a low-grade cable 
can manifest itself in all sorts of ways, 
including poor spatial positioning of 
instruments and other subtle effects 
that can make the sound less real. 

I use a PrimaLuna ProLogue Eight 
Mk.2 as a source and use each cable 
in turn to connect it to a Cambridge 
Audio Stream Magic 6 v2 (HFC 393), 
which acts as an external DAC.

the instruments are well under 
control with a good and open 
presentation. Strings in particular 
are smooth and clear. Rock music is 
likewise well controlled and I never 
feel that the bass overpowers the rest 
of the performance. Vocals are 
relaxed and easy to listen to ●
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PRICE: £100 for 1m  TELEPHONE: 01980 625700  WEBSITE: chord.co.uk

THE CLEARWAY DIGITAL cable 
has been designed around The Chord 
Company’s fl agship Sarum Super 
ARAY Digital interconnect, although 
the Clearway costs considerably less. 
It uses the company’s ARAY conductor 
design to reduce both interference 
and internal refl ections to maintain a 
constant characteristic impedance. 
The solid oxygen-free copper 
conductor is insulated with a 
gas-foamed polyethylene insulation 
and screened by a high-density 
braided copper shield. The outer blue 
jacket seals and protects the signal 
conductor from interference.

Terminator too
Standard terminations are Chord’s 
direct silver-plated VEE 3 RCA plugs, 
but silver-plated BNCs or a 3.5mm 
mono jack at one end can also be 
supplied. Custom cable lengths are 
also available with all terminations. 
Directionality is indicated by an arrow 
printed on the black heatshrink label.

The Chord Company
Clearway Digital

Even though it has a solid central 
conductor, the Clearway is 
nevertheless a very fl exible cable. The 
thing that fi rst strikes me when using 
it is the believability of the musical 
performances. With an orchestral 
piece such as the Rosetti symphony, 
the orchestra has a real presence in 
the room. Tonal balance is perfect 
and instruments are well defi ned. The 
David Gilmore track really packs a 
punch and the lively performance 
is well conveyed. The bass is well 
extended and beautifully controlled, 
the vocals are clear and easy to 

Provides a very believable sound that seems 
to suit a wide range of musical styles

VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
The Chord Company 
Clearway Digital
ORIGIN
UK
FEATURES
Oxygen-free solid 
copper central 
conductor with 
polyethylene 
insulation; silver-
plated VEE 3 phono 
plugs
DISTRIBUTOR
The Chord Company

understand, and the Clearway 
certainly takes jazz music in its stride. 
A recording of Eva Taylor singing 
Everybody Loves My Baby is bright 
without being at all strident and the 
atmosphere is all there, from the 
relaxed singing style of Eva and the 
jovial banjo playing, to the clear 
trumpet notes ●  

DIGITAL COAXIAL INTERCONNECTS  
£55-£100

PRICE: £55 for 1m  TELEPHONE: 07711 939519  WEBSITE: supracables.co.uk

THE PALE BLUE Trico has a very 
low capacitance rating of only 58pF 
per metre with the central conductor 
being made from seven 0.36mm 
silver-plated oxygen-free copper 
(OFC) wires to enhance the high-
frequency properties of the cable 
and to ensure its fl exibility. It has 
the correct 75ohm characteristic 
impedance and a low attenuation of 
0.6dB per 100m at 1.0MHz and 7.1dB 
per 100m at 100MHz. The cable uses 
a polyethylene (PE) foam dielectric 
and all this adds up to a propagation 
velocity of 78 percent of the speed of 
light, according to Supra. Trico is 
double shielded, with an inner braid 
of silver-plated OFC and an outer 
braid of bare OFC. The two shields 
together are designed to provide 
effi cient noise protection from 
external sources. The cable is fi nished 
in a pale blue PVC sheath, which is 
printed with arrows to show the 
directionality of the signal.  

Supra 
Trico

Each end of the Trico is fi tted with 
a Supra PPX 24K gold-plated RCA 
plug that has a shielded housing 
and Tefl on insulation. The cable is 
supplied in lengths ranging from 
1m to 15m as standard, with other 
lengths available upon request.

The diff erence is clear
Orchestral music is delightfully 
open and clear with the Trico. 
Instruments are well-defi ned within 
the soundstage, which itself is wide 
and deep. This digital cable is equally 

Offers a clear and well-balanced sound with 
a good and extended bass performance

VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Supra Trico  
ORIGIN
Sweden
FEATURES
Dual screened 
silver-plated 
conductor; PE foam 
dielectric ; 24K gold-
plated RCA plugs
DISTRIBUTOR
Wavelength 
Distribution at home with rock music, and the 

vocals in David Gilmore’s title track 
from his album Rattle That Lock are 
clear and powerful. The bass is very 
well extended and punchy, but 
doesn’t swamp the music. Jazz also 
sounds just right – it is bright and 
clear without being in your face ●      
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Digital cables are required to have a 75ohm characteristic impedance to 
match the output and input impedances of the equipment. A cable with the 
wrong impedance will result in unwanted reflections of the digital signal, 
which can cause errors that the DAC will have to correct. Furthermore, 
such leads do not maintain 75ohm as they often use connectors that 
compress the cable, thus altering its characteristic impedance. 

Analogue cables are not suitable for use as digital interconnects as their 
bandwidth is not wide enough. If a cable with a poor high-frequency 
characteristic is used as a digital interconnect it can result in timing errors 
in the digital signal, manifesting in the dreaded jitter that the DAC has to 
deal with. Another requirement is that cables are well shielded from RFI and 
do not transmit interference from the high frequencies they are carrying.

A GOOD DIGITAL cable makes 
all the difference, as this test clearly 
demonstrates. Interestingly, I did 
accidentally connect one of the test 
cables back-to-front against its 
directional makings without realising 
and then wondered why it sounded 
so much worse when compared with 
the three other interconnects here. Its 
sound was fl at and lifeless and it was 
only then that I realised my mistake. I 
reconnected the cable the correct way 
around and the sound quality was 
immediately transformed.

Kimber Kables’ DV-30 is a very 
likeable cable and gives a very refi ned 
performance. Jazz is laid back and 
effortless, as is the vocal performance.  
The bass line in rock music is well 
controlled and doesn’t dominate the 
music. However, the physical stiffness 

of the cable may be a problem for 
those with limited space at the back 
of their audio equipment.

If you like an open and clear sound 
from a keenly priced digital cable, 
the Supra Trico will appeal. It 
consistently delivers a balanced 
sound across a wide range of 
music and has a really good bass 
performance that’s well extended 
without being over powering. 

There’s also a lot to like about 
MCRU’s No.12. If you like a super-
tight bass combined with energetic 
and lively performances, this is the 
choice for you. Some may feel the 
bass is a bit too reigned in, but this is 
really about overall balance with the 
rest of your system. In any case, it is 
still a very close-run race to the 
fi nishing line. 

WINNER

The Chord Company’s Clearway Digital takes the 
top spot thanks to the sheer reality of its musical 
performances. Totally at home across a wide 
range of musical genres, it combines bass thump 
and top-end clarity with just the right amount of 
restraint and lets the music to flow unimpeded. It’s 
nicely constructed and flexible enough to connect 
up easily behind your hi-fi stack.

Mini test verdict

DIGITAL COAXIAL INTERCONNECTS  
£55-£100

PRICE: £65  TELEPHONE: 07908 056978  WEBSITE: mcru.co.uk

THE CENTRAL CONDUCTOR of 
the No.12 is manufactured from 
silver-plated oxygen-free copper with 
a quoted attenuation of 0.6dB per 
100m at 1.0MHz and 7.1dB per 100m 
at 100MHz (the same as the Supra 
cable). The dielectric used is PE foam 
and this is double shielded. The inner 
braid is made from silver-plated OFC 
and the outer is plain old oxygen-free 
copper. This gives a 75ohm cable with 
a quoted capacitance of 58pF/m and 
a propagation velocity of 78 percent 
of the speed of light. 

The twin-shield design provides 
good noise protection from external 
sources. The cable is fi nished off with 
a black braid sheath, and black 
heatshrink is fi tted over the two RCA 
plugs to provide resilience.   

At the two ends are RCA plugs with 
a rhodium-plated centre pin and a 
gold-plated screen connection. As 
there are no markings to indicate 
directionality, the cable is connected 

MCRU   
No.12 Digital Cable

into the system and then run in for 
a few hours before conducting any 
listening tests.

Lively up yourself
The Rosetti symphony is lively and 
exciting with superb depth that is 
very evident in the quieter passages 
where fewer instruments are playing. 
Here the individuality of each player 
is apparent and their position within 
the soundstage is well defi ned. In the 
David Gilmore track, the bass is very 
controlled and does not distract your 

A really tight bass response coupled with 
an energetic performance

VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
MCRU No.12 Digital 
Cable 
ORIGIN
UK
FEATURES
Dual screened 
silver-plated OFC 
conductor; PE foam 
dielectric; rhodium-
plated and gold-
plated RCA plugs
DISTRIBUTOR
MCRU

attention from what is going on in 
the rest of the music. Vocals are 
well proportioned with respect to 
the backing music and the emotion 
conveyed is evident. Jazz music 
swings effortlessly into action and 
fl ows well from bright and energetic 
to laid back and relaxed ●        
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IN CASE YOU haven’t noticed, 
wireless speakers are the big thing 
at the moment, popular with smart 
phone and tablet users who enjoy 
streaming music from their portable 
devices directly to a speaker. 
Californian brand Riva Audio is 
the new kid on the Bluetooth block 
with the Turbo X, which goes some 
way to set itself apart from the 
competition by offering features that 
give it greater versatility than most 
of the crowd. 

The compact mobile speaker 
system measures 230 x 105 x 89mm 
(WxHxD) and weighs 1.6kg and can 
easily be moved from room to room 
thanks to its built-in rechargeable 
battery, claimed to give around 26 
hours music play under optimal 
conditions – there’s a handy battery 
icon to indicate remaining charge. 
Other nice touches are that it can 
act as a speakerphone and the USB 
socket at the back will charge a 
tablet or smartphone. A 3.5mm 
mini-jack input and cable is 
provided for hooking up non-
Bluetooth devices, and Riva says 
the input level can be switched 
to accept a low output from a 
turntable. Additionally, a natty 
proximity sensor makes the Turbo X 
spring into life when you wave your 
hand over it. 

The build is solid and it comes in a 
glossy all-black fi nish or white with 
a silver speaker grille. It’s splash-
resistant too thanks to the hidden 
rubber gasket on the underside of 
the unit that cover the connection 
ports and peels away for access.

Easy does it
Pairing a Bluetooth device is simple 
and the Turbo X automatically goes 
into pairing/discovery mode at 
switch on. A voice prompt confi rms 
your device is connected. Apt-X 
streaming is supported and there’s a 
free control app available for both 
iOS and Android devices.

A claimed 45W amplifi er powers 
the active speaker drivers and there 
are four passive radiators, located 
on the front and on the back. 
Proprietary Trillium technology 
is used to achieve a remarkably 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£300 
TELEPHONE
05602 054669 
WEBSITE
decentaudio.co.uk 

OUR VERDICT

sophisticated sound from the compact 
cabinet, and it goes impressively loud 
– in fact the volume level goes all the 
way up to 11 when activating Turbo, 
but the revving engine noise that 
confi rms the mode is selected is a 
gimmick too far. 

I’d avoid using Turbo mode at all 
costs as it ramps up the power output 
and seriously reduces the battery life 
to just six hours – its sound also 
looses any sense of naturalness that 
the unit possesses. Still, it’s there 
should you want to use it for a bit of 
fun. As is Surround mode, which also 
attempts to beef up the sound by 
widening the soundstage to 
compensate for the Riva’s speakers 
being placed too closely together. It 
has some subtle effect, but once again 
is a bit too gimmicky for my tastes 
and so is also best avoided.

The Riva Turbo X works best placed 
in the corner of a room or on a shelf 
where it can utilise side refl ections to 
project sound forwards and in doing 
so gain extra bass weight from nearby 
solid surfaces. Once in position and 
all EQ options deactivated, it’s easy 
to enjoy its clean and neutral sound. 
Bass is respectable for a box of 
such sleek dimensions and what’s 
surprising is that there’s plenty of 
drive and energy to convey the bass 

line in Hot Chip’s Huarache Lights 
with aplomb. Vocals are clean with 
great presence and highlight the 
Riva’s natural midband clarity, 
which sounds very special indeed. 

Streaming The Crimson Wing 
by The Cinematic Orchestra from 
Tidal also shows the midband off to 
good effect with string instruments 
expertly conveyed and piano notes 
sounding like they’re coming from 
a speaker unit far larger than the 
Riva’s compact dimensions. 

Bomb the bass
Things are less convincing with 
more upbeat pop and although the 
bass output is remarkable for its size, 
it sounds limited and lacking in 
punch and attack – which is hardly 
surprising given the size of the 
drivers – while upper details sound 
grainy and a tad forced on Scratch 
Massive’s Take Me There.

In the grand scheme of things, 
this is a remarkable little desktop 
speaker among its contemporaries. It 
may not pull out the stops with all 
material, but it has a great sense of 
clarity and a small enough footprint 
to be worthy of a spot beside a 
laptop or smart device, and certainly 
warrants closer inspection even at 
the slightly high price. LD  

Riva Audio   
Turbo X Bluetooth desktop speaker 



HIGH-PERFORMANCE SOUND & VISION

IN EVERY ISSUE: 
Kit reviews, movies 
and TV, 
accessories, 
systems, 
insight, 
opinion, 
competitions 
& more

Helping you 

make the 

most of your 

home cinema 

OUT NOW!

■  W W W. H O M E C I N E M A C H O I C E . C O M  ■  FA C E B O O K . C O M / H O M E C I N E M A C H O I C E  ■  @ H C C M A G



EXTRAS

APRIL 2016 109

I MUST CONFESS to being rather 
surprised by the diminutive 
dimensions of Tagent’s Ampster BT 
integrated amplifi er. How can a box 
that measures only 190 x 52 x 
139mm (WxHxD) and weighing 
1.85kg manage to deliver a claimed 
50W per channel into a 4ohm load? 

Aside from its impressive power 
output specs, the rear panel is fi tted 
with speaker binding posts that will 
accept 4mm banana plugs. There 
are two line-level inputs – one is via 
a pair of standard RCA phono 
sockets while the other is a 3.5mm 
stereo jack socket, and there’s 
another RCA phono socket for 
connecting an external subwoofer. 
Digital inputs are available as 
optical Toslink for connecting an 
external DAC or CD player as well 
as Bluetooth 4.0 connectivity – the 
BT bit of the model name. 

The front of the Ampster has the 
volume control on the right, which 
also incorporates a push-button for 
input selection. Although it is a 
rotary volume control where 
adjustment is made by rotating, 
there is no minimum or maximum 
position and no visual indication of 
the actual volume level, which may 
be a bit disconcerting for some 
users. By pressing and holding the 
volume control, you can switch the 
amplifi er in and out of standby 
mode and a row of fi ve LEDs 
indicates the selected input and 
standby mode. 

Slim fast
The remote control is a slim unit 
powered by a CR2032 lithium 
battery and provides typical features 
of input selection, volume control, 
mute and on/off functionality. When 
Bluetooth input is selected, the 
remote also gives basic playback 
control from the paired device 
including play, pause and track 
selection, and if the Tangent is left 
inactive for a period of time, it will 
go into standby and then 
automatically wake up once the 
source starts playing again.

After hooking up my speakers, I 
pair the amplifi er with a smartphone 
via Bluetooth and it connects 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£150
TELEPHONE
07971 634239 
WEBSITE
tangent-audio.com 

OUR VERDICT

instantly, with no need to enter a 
passcode. Signal range is excellent and 
there are no issues with drop out, and 
even when I move my device into a 
different room it remains connected.

Starting off with some baroque 
concertos by Charles Avison, I am 
greeted with a sound that is rich and 
full. The instrument positioning is 

very good left to right. To be fair, 
there is not a huge amount of depth 
on show, but what is there is behind 
the plane of the speakers and this, 
combined with the left-to-right 
imaging, gives a very satisfactory 
stereo soundstage from a source 
connected via Bluetooth. Thanks to 
the Ampster BT’s Class D amplifi er, 
there is plenty of volume, even when 
hooked up to my relatively ineffi cient 
transmission line loudspeakers. Bass 
performance reveals impressive depth 
and the top end is particularly 
noteworthy as it is extended yet 

smooth and performs better than I 
expect from a Class D amplifi er. 

I switch to a line input on the 
Ampster and feed it the output from 
my phono stage playing an LP to test 
out the performance with a superb 
direct-to-disc audiophile recording 
of the Syd Lawrence Orchestra 
playing Glen Miller’s American 
Patrol. The Tangent certainly swings 
along with great exuberance and 
pace. The brass section is clear and 
not at all strained or squeaky, which 
is a pleasing discovery and gives 
much better performance than I 
have experienced in the past with 
some low-cost amplifi ers.

Easy listening
Vocal performance is also very 
respectable and a recording of How 
It Feels sung by Sophie Zelmani is 
effortless and easy to listen to. The 
bass response is very much in 
evidence with this recording and the 
Ampster shows its full might.

There are plenty of mini amps 
designed to fi t with music fans 
looking for compact solutions. The 
Ampster BT is one of the best I’ve 
heard at the price and beats some 
models costing a good bit more. NR 

Tangent 
Ampster BT mini stereo amplifier 

Bass has impressive 
depth while the 
top end is extended 
and yet smooth
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A VITAL CLUE to the best way 
to maximise the performance of 
bookshelf speakers comes from 
their other name – standmount – 
not only does a dedicated stand 
provide the required support, it also 
positions the speakers at the perfect 
height for listening. 

Manufactured in the UK, the 
MOSECO XL600 is available in two 
heights (615mm or 515mm) for 
positioning at ear height when 
seated. It is supplied as a pair and 
fi tted with a 5mm-thick carbon steel 
top plate that is 200mm wide by 
275mm deep to enable it to support 
larger models. Rather than sit the 
speakers directly on the steel plate, 
there are domed gel isolation pads 
included to dampen the cabinet and 
protect its base. The top plates are 
supported by three carbon steel 
tubes that are painted in a satin 
black fi nish – two 50mm diameter 

AT THE HEART of the GQ-24 cable 
from Russ Andrews is a four-wire 
gyroquadratic braid encased in a 
fl exible sleeving that has been 
designed for superior RFI 
cancellation. Besides the nickel-plated 
3.5mm jack at the player end of the 
cable, there’s a choice of matching 
mini jack or nickel-plated phono 
connectors at the equipment end. The 
GQ-24 is available in lengths of 0.5m, 
1m and 1.5m.

Turn it down
Obviously, using the music player’s 
headphone output socket will mean 
that the volume control on the player 
will also have an affect on the signal 
level that is fed to the other system. 
It’s important not to be tempted to 
simply set it at maximum level, as it 
may overdrive the player’s internal 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£300 
TELEPHONE
01455 283251 
WEBSITE
atacama-audio.
co.uk 

OUR VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRICE
£55 for 0.5m
TELEPHONE
01539 797300
WEBSITE
russandrews.com

OUR VERDICT
  

ones at the back and a 75mm 
diameter one at the front. At the 
bottom, the tubes are located in 
individually recessed holes in the 
wooden bases to improve rigidity and 
stability. All three are designed to 
accept the optional Atabite SMD 
7.5HD fi ller (£30), which appears to 
be comprised of small metal granules, 
to add mass and reduce ringing. 

Four to the floor
The base of the stand is made from 
hand-fi nished 40mm-thick bamboo to 
provide resonance dampening. Two 
sets of four adjustable 8mm bright 
zinc-plated steel spikes with locking 
nuts are supplied to make levelling 
easier and to provide an additional 
layer of isolation. Matching spike 
shoes can be purchased separately 
for use when the stands are to be 
placed on a delicate fl oor covering. 
The review sample also comes 

amplifi er 
resulting in 
distortion. 
Instead, fi nd a 
mid-setting that 
will suit your 
hi-fi  setup and 
leave it at that 
position – I fi nd 
the half-way 
point gives the 
best output result.

Sonically, the GQ-24 cable performs 
remarkably well connected to my 
Samsung Galaxy S3 smartphone and 
in turn to my hi-fi  system. Playing a 
selection of 232kbps MP3 fi les of 
baroque music by Guiseppe Valentini, 
the strings are conveyed with a 
smoothness and refi nement that’s 
surprising considering the format, 
and the performance of the concerto 

supplied with the optional Atabite 
fi ller. In use, the stands perform well 
without the fi ller, but with it poured 
into the tubes I fi nd that the bass is 
even tighter and punchier. 

The general appearance of these 
sturdy stands is very smart indeed, 
and the addition of the fi ller proves 
to be a worthwhile investment. NR    

is very believable. Similarly, with 
Gordon Giltrap’s band playing El 
Greco, the complexity of the acoustic 
guitar is nicely conveyed. Using the 
cable with a PrimaLuna ProLogue 
Eight Mk2 CD player via a suitable 
adapter, the GQ-24 proffers an 
engaging musicality and clearly 
demonstrates a talent for carrying 
the best possible quality signal from 
whatever it’s connected to. NR    

Russ Andrews 
GQ-24 3.5mm 
jack-to-phono interconnect

Atacama Audio 
MOSECO XL600 speaker stands
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WHILE IT IS perhaps best known 
as a manufacturer of full-size 
headphones, Grado has also been 
producing earphones for some time 
now. The longstanding GR8 and 
GR10 models have gained an ‘e’ 
suffi x in keeping with the rest of the 
range. In practise, for the GR8, the 
changes aren’t so much a series of 
improvements as a wholesale lifting 
of the most important part of the 
original GR10.  

Unlike most rivals, Grado doesn’t 
use a conventional balanced 
armature driver for its earphones. 
These are detailed and extremely 
fast-sounding devices, but can 
struggle to reproduce the level and 
depth of bass that a conventional 
dynamic driver can achieve. Grado 
instead uses a moving armature, 
which takes the basic operating 
principles of a balanced one and 
instead scales it up so that the 
design is capable of generating a 
deeper bass response. 

The GR8e uses the armature 
originally found in the GR10e, while 
the GR10e gains an all-new design. 
The wider frequency response of the 
moving armature gives it a claimed 
frequency response of 20Hz-20kHz 
from a single driver while offering a 
claimed sensitivity of 118dB/W. 

Size matters
The use of a single driver per side 
has the immediate advantage that 
the earphone is comparatively tiny 
compared with many similarly 
priced models. The housings 
themselves are well fi nished in an 
attractive blue metallic paint and 
the GR8e is differentiated from the 
older model by a bronze accent 
rather than a silver one. 

Grado supplies four different-sized 
rubber domes, which offer a pretty 
good choice of fi tments but that is 
effectively your lot. There’s no carry 
case (although Grado can sell you 
one for an additional fee) and no 
inline mic or remote control on the 
cord. The latter isn’t especially 
uncommon at the price, but the lack 
of case is rather mean. 

Thankfully, the performance goes 
a long way towards forgiving any 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£300
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WEBSITE
grado.co.uk
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stinginess on the part of Grado. 
Having been left to run in for 36 
hours, the GR8e sounds good and at 
times deeply impressive. While the 
supposed calling card of the moving 
armature is meant to be improved 
frequency response, the fi rst thing 
that leaps out at you is actually the 
midrange. Like all single-driver 
earphones, the Grado is seamlessly 
integrated in a way that only a device 
without a crossover can achieve. 
David Bowie’s Lazarus is at times 
startlingly immediate.

At the same time, there is a presence 
and weight to the delivery that sets 
it apart from many rivals. Bowie’s 
vocals are wonderfully vivid and they 
have the force and scale to be entirely 
believable. Even before you listen to 
actual bass, the Grado seems to have 
more scale and impact than you 
might expect coupled with the speed 
and immediacy that armature designs 
are renowned for. The bass response 
itself is also genuinely good. Like all 
in-ear designs, the GR8e is dependent 
on getting a good seal in the ear canal 
and if you can achieve this the low 
end is suffi cient to be felt as much as 
heard. Compared with some dynamic 
rivals, the absolute weight is not as 

great, but few can match the Grado 
for that fabulous midrange. 

The only area of concern is the top 
end. Used with Pioneer’s impressive 
XDP-100R (HFC 407), it is an 
excellent partner – and sensitive 
enough to complement the Pioneer’s 
slight lack of headroom. With the 
more revealing and powerful Chord 
Mojo (HFC 405), it can come across 
as slightly brittle at high volumes 
when listening to less perfectly 
recorded albums like Nothing But 
Thieves’ self-titled debut. The effect 
is only really present when it’s 
pushed hard, and if you listen to 
material with a lot of treble energy 
it’s something you should consider. 

Getting it right
For the most part, the GR8e does an 
awful lot right. The innovative driver 
design gives it the ability to deliver 
most of the punch of dynamic rivals 
while offering the speed and agility 
of single-armature designs. The 
supplied accessories are slim to the 
point of non existence, but the build 
is great and easy to live with while 
delivering a fantastic performance, 
meaning it represents one of the best 
options under £500. ES  

Grado 
GR8e earphones 



GROUND-BREAKING
TOWNSHEND
SEISMIC PODIUM

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

· Neighbour friendly due to elimination of structure borne sound. 

· Huge reduction in bass boom.

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

· Works on solid or suspended concrete and wood floors.

· Eliminates resonance between speaker-cabinet mass and floor.

For more info, see www.townshendaudio.com
mail@townshendaudio.com or call +44 (0)20 8979 2155.

The effect on the sound quality is outstanding.  Everything sounds much cleaner and clearer, but for me the best 
improvement is the purity of tone of the strings when listening to classical music. Previously I couldn’t enjoy listening 
to orchestral music because the violins sounded so ‘dirty’, and I have spent years trying to eliminate the problem by 
experimenting with different DACs, interconnects and speaker cables without any meaningful results. I only wish that 
I had bought them earlier! “  RM

The Seismic Podium is designed to brake the acoustic connection 
between the floor and the speaker.

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

Break this link and the result is simply magical, the sound is transformed for every speaker, everywhere, every time.
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Watch the demonstration video showing 
the effect of vibration on speakers with and 
without Seismic Podiums.

https://goo.gl/IL0a8v
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REGA TONEARMS HAVE long 
held a cult status for their elegant 
design and strong musical ability, 
but Origin Live felt there was more 
performance to be had. This simple 
structural modifi cation replaces the 
rear-end stub and counterweight on 
the tonearms of Rega models from 
the RB250 onwards. The structural 
upgrade is available as a kit or you 
can post your arm to Origin Live. I 
opt for the DIY kit.

Removing the existing stub end 
requires a gentle twist with some 
pliers or molegrips before I can 
unscrew it by hand. Next, I screw in 
a small threaded insert, until it sits 
c1.5mm inside the Rega armtube. 
Then I attach the new rear stub by 
gently tightening a bolt through the 
stub end with the allen key provided 
until it pulls tight on the threaded 
insert. Origin Live underlines in the 
instructions not to over tighten this 
connection, but it’s easy to adjust 
and fi ne tune by hand. 

On the pull
Mechanically, the stub end now 
appears to be pulling more against 
the centre of the narrow internal 
insert than directly on the long 
threaded internal wall of the 
armtube. This will almost certainly 
change the way arm vibrations will 
be isolated, transmitted, refl ected or 
absorbed. The new counterweight 
can then be attached with the same 
allen key, leaving the grub screw 
in a horizontal position, parallel to 
the turntable plinth. I then reset 
tracking weight by gently adjusting 
the position of the counterweight. 
From start to fi nish, this is a simple 
fi ve-minute job. 

Upgrades are often very subtle, 
subjective and a matter of personal 
preference, but not in this case. 
Rega arms start great, but the effect 
of this modifi cation is night and day.

Spinning the recently re-mastered 
Games Without Frontiers by Peter 
Gabriel, the performance of a 
RB300 arm on a Rega Planar 3 
turntable is elevated to a completely 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£87 
TELEPHONE
02380 578877
WEBSITE
originlive.com

OUR VERDICT

new level. Higher frequencies are 
extended and silkier with less grain, 
bass is deeper and far cleaner and the 
midband transformed from occasional 
opaqueness with a new transparency 
that allows more musical layers to be 
revealed. Gabriel’s vocals take a step 
forward and become more rounded 
and three-dimensional with loads 
more top-to-bottom richness, 
intonation and expression unlocked. 

A needle tracking a record groove 
is probably akin to you or I trying to 
read a novel in a motorcycle sidecar 
at speed on a cobbled road, but the 
modifi cation seems to take away the 
shake, rattle and roll so the music just 
fl ows beautifully, as it was recorded 
with nothing added nor taken away. 
In particular, the subtle air around 
performers and the quiet decay from 
notes feels so much more credible. 

While the effects on frequency 
breadth and depth are pronounced, 
there is something around timing that 
seems to improve dramatically. I 
suspect that the vibrations and 
resonances that will naturally build 
up in a tracking arm are being 
dissipated far more effectively, and 
less unwanted energy is refl ecting 
back to the needle in a way that can 
slur the smallest dynamics. This 
means that deeper bass gains more 
leading-edge detail and the handling 

of voices feels more natural with far 
greater emotional communication.

I apply the same structural mod to 
a Rega RB300 arm on a reference 
Townshend Rock Elite turntable 
using a loftier Audio-Technica 
moving coil cartridge. This turntable 
is famed for it’s revolutionary 
front-end damping system, but I 
still gain strong improvements in 
image depth, timbre and easier 
communication around vocals. Put 
simply, if you have an entry-level 
turntable with a Rega tonearm, this 
upgrade is a no-brainer. If you own a 
more sophisticated deck with a Rega 
arm, it’s likely to improve already 
high standards, giving you a new 
reference point for quality.

Mods and rockers
This modifi cation brings new insight 
and effortless new coherence and 
communication to any music I play, 
from sublime symphonies to the 
grungiest garage. You don’t need to 
listen for ‘hi-fi ’ benefi ts as you should 
just be mesmerised by hearing more 
‘music’. Rega decks and arms are 
rightly celebrated for their musicality 
but this simple modifi cation has 
the ability to turn an already great 
performance into a giant-killing one. 
In terms of bang for buck, it’s possibly 
the best £87 you can spend. CW  

Origin Live
Structural modification and 
counterweight for Rega arms
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Black Rhodium Opus stereo 
interconnect* when you 
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“Timing is superb and 
the overall sound is very 
real, tonally balanced 
and full of excitement.”
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directional and this is indicated by the arrows printed on the 
heatshrink that holds them together. The interconnects have 
been manufactured so that the individual positive and negative 
leads run in the opposite direction from when they were extruded, 
relative to each other. This approach ensures consistent and 
superior stereo imaging and low background noise. The 
connectors are high-quality gold-plated ‘hourglass’ RCA plugs 
designed for ease of insertion and extraction from your kit. When 

we tested the Opus (HFC 403), we were impressed by the good 
extended bass, which is both smooth and tight, while timing is 
superb and the overall sound is very real, tonally balanced and 
full of excitement.

WORTH £50!



116 APRIL 2016

Simon Berkovitch heads off  to the famous Laines of the East Sussex town 
and discovers that – as Graham Greene suggests – Brighton does indeed rock 

E

BRIGHTON

ast Sussex resident Phil Macy, 
owner of bespoke lathe-cutting 
service 3.45RPM (HFC 397) is 
almost overqualifi ed to guide Hi-Fi 

Choice around Brighton’s multitudinous vinyl 
outlets. By his own admission, he “left school 
with the sole ambition of working in a second-
hand record shop”, a goal achieved with a 
decade’s worth of front-line service in one of 
London’s best-known used stores in the 
nineties, during which time he co-founded the 
Victory Garden record label, putting out Hot 
Chip’s fi rst release. By 2002, he had relocated 
to the South coast and started Put It On 
promotions, organising 300+ events in 
Brighton over a 12-year period, eventually 
going into business as 3.45RPM in 2014.  

As a prog-obsessed teen growing up in the 
eighties, Phil bought vinyl exclusively, and 
it wasn’t until the late nineties until he 
grudgingly acquired a CD player: an 

admirably hardcore stance. “I can’t recall ever 
having walked into a shop and paying full 
price for a brand new CD,” is this vinyl junkie’s 
proud claim. “If a release is available on vinyl, 
I’ll buy it on vinyl,” he tells me, “and if it’s 
not… well, there’s plenty of other records to 
be spending my money on”.

Phil’s main focus is on 7in singles, whatever 
the era, scene or country of release, and a vast, 
enviable collection of 45s in the operations 
room of his lathe-cutting business is testament 
to over 30 years’ worth of dedicated crate-
digging. “I have a particular passion for 
Jamaican pressings and brand new 
independent releases of any genre,” he says.

With regards to the format’s revival, Phil 
makes the sound point that it’s a misnomer to 
say that vinyl died. “It just got hidden and 
moved underground,” he observes. “If you 
know where to look, there will always be 
copious amounts of it hanging around. The 

only thing that died was the major labels’ 
willingness to produce and market it. In the 
three decades I’ve been buying vinyl, I’ve 
never struggled to source records I want and 
spend as much money as I have. It’s always 
been there – and always will be, hopefully.

“The revival is lovely – and long may it 
continue – but it often appears that it starts 
and stops with Record Store Day and the new 
David Bowie and Pink Floyd releases. It’s a 
bubble-infl ating profi t-chase, which is 100 
percent guaranteed to burst at some point. 
Many people new to the scene seem unaware 
of the joys of rummaging fl ea markets, 
car-boot sales and second-hand shops.” 

With Phil’s guide to the city in one hand 
and a map of Brighton in the other, even the 
greenest newbie couldn’t fail to come away 
with an embarrassment of riches, beginning 
with octogenarian George Ginn and his 
treasure trove right by the railway station...

BRIGHTON
DESTINATION:
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DETAILS

The Record Album
8 Terminus Road, Brighton, 
East Sussex, BN1 3PD
01273 323853
therecordalbum.com

A  legend among record shops, The 
Record  Album originally opened in the 

forties. George Ginn, who was in the RAF at 
the time, took it over in 1958 and since then 
has kept a continuous stock of top-condition 
records – there’s no bargain-bin fi ller here, 
and the grading is meticulous. Though 
known as a specialist in soundtrack LPs, 
there’s a wide selection of styles, genres and 
eras, with an emphasis on original pressings.

Phil’s initial conversation opener with 
George that we’re writing an article is met 
with a short and curt response, but once he 
realises he’s not here to just take a photo and 
leave, he becomes amenably expansive, and 
shows us his prized scrapbook of newspaper 
and magazine cuttings: Radiohead, Damon 
Albarn and Massive Attack have all name-
checked the shop in the recent past. 

“The racks are brimming full, and despite 
not being the largest shop in Brighton, it’d 
certainly take a reasonable day’s work to go 
through everything he has on sale,” Phil 
says. This doesn’t include the tantalising 
classical room lurking at the back of the shop 
– it’s defi nitely one for next time.

“I end up buying the fi rst record I picked 
up – an immaculate Transatlantic copy of 
John Renbourn’s The Lady And The Unicorn, 
says Phil, “as well as a similarly stunning 
copy of Culture’s International Herb.” 

The Record Album

A rguably one of the greatest record shop 
success stories of the 21st century, Nat 

and Derry asked for a bank loan to set up 
Resident in Brighton’s vibrant North Laine in 
2001 and were told by their bank manager 
– and most of their friends – that they were 
mad. Fast-forward 14 years and they’ve made 
the shop fl oor space 50 percent bigger and 
just received their hat trick of Independent 
Record Retailer Of The Year awards.  

Resident is always bustling, and the policy 
of hiring only friendly and knowledgeable 
staff has paid off over time, and with it 
renown for a cheerful helpfulness however 
awkward the customer. “Clean, spacious and 
wide-ranging, it’s everything that HMV so 
sorely wishes it could be, but isn’t,” says Phil.

While certainly benefi tting from the closure 
of long-running Rounders a few years back, 
Resident had already made its name in town 
by then and there’s no reason to believe it 
wouldn’t have gone from strength to strength 
anyway. Its annual sale has become a hotly 
anticipated affair, due to some serious 
discounts and fast offl oading of overpriced 
RSD overstock at bargain bin rates.

Phil boosts his record bag with an excellent 
looking Soul Jazz double compilation of 
Rastafarian songs, and tickets to the Lewes 
Psychedelic Festival. 

Resident

CONTACT
DETAILS

Resident
28 Kensington Gardens, 
North Laine, Brighton, BN1 4AL
01273 606312
resident-music.com

Mint condition: soundtracks are 
the store’s speciality, but there’s 

also a wide range of other genres

Jah be praised: an independent 
record shop that’s manned by 
friendly, knowledgeable staff
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E very record shop in my perfect world, 
would be modelled on Punker Bunker, 

and there’d be lots of them,” says Phil. A 
hidden basement beneath a Mod clothing 
shop, plastered fl oor-to-ceiling with posters 
and stickers, Punker Bunker is specialist (in 
that it is punk) and independent (in that it is 
Buz’s to do with as he pleases). “He’s friendly 
and talkative as long as you’re not a 
timewaster,” says Phil, “and has a few volumes 
of stories about the Brighton punk scene”.  

Records are crammed into what limited 
space he has, though Buz also deals in 
T-shirts, skate gear, board games and gig 
tickets – he’s also a local promoter.

This shop is tailor-made for 7in single nut 
Phil. “The attention-grabbing brevity of 
punk, and the fact that tracks are often 
no longer than 90 seconds long, make the 
7in single its perfect format,” he enthuses, 
“and there are packed racks bulging 
with a veritable history of noisy anarchic 
underground sounds here. With an 
unlimited budget I could easily pick 100 
titles out solely going by their glorious DIY 
covers and artwork.” Financial restraint 
leads him to raid the well-stocked pound bin 
for a haul of stuff by US pop punks Gaunt, 
Paul Roland and some super obscure 
German hardcore in a fantastic handmade 
wallpaper sleeve.    

Punker Bunker

Lurking at the end of Trafalgar Street, 
towards the north end of The Laine, 

Rarekind is a spacious, deep-racked house of 
mainly second-hand treasure. “It bigs itself 
up as a dance specialist shop, stocking the 
freshest selection of hip-hop, funk, soul, jazz, 
downtempo and dubstep,” Phil explains, “but 
as the wall display, which includes the likes of 
Led Zeppelin and Ride rarities, testifi es, it’s 
got a wide ranging array of genres.” 

As we enter, The Doors’ Morrison Hotel is 
playing on the stereo with a discussion of the 
merits of the album’s various tracks going 
on behind the counter. “I could certainly 
recommend a visit for any wax collector 
whatever their own musical bent,” Phil says.

Well-lit, well-ordered, with a reasonable 
turnover of stock both new and second-hand, 
we could’ve easily spent the whole afternoon 
in there. However, due to spending far too long 
in Brighton’s other fi ne vinyl establishments, 
we only get there a few minutes before closing 
time, so Phil heads straight for the racks of 
7ins, unfortunately having to bypass the half 
a dozen bargain crates they have on the fl oor 
by the counter, and just manages to procure 
himself a copy of Johnny Clarke’s Creation 
Rebel on the reissued Jamaican label, before 
heading next door to the superb Great Eastern 
pub – another compelling reason for digging 
the crates at Rarekind.

Rarekind

CONTACT
DETAILS

Rarekind Records
104 Trafalgar St, North Laine, 
Brighton, BN1 4ER
01273 818170
rarekindrecords.co.uk

CONTACT
DETAILS

Punker Bunker
34 Sydney Street, 
Brighton, BN1 4EP
01273 608382
facebook.com/
punkerbunker666

BRIGHTON

Wall of sound: 
rack to ceiling 
full of rarities 
right across 
the board

 MORE CRATES TO DIG
With so much choice within easy walking distance 
of the railway station, Brighton’s reputation as 
the South coast’s premier destination for vinyl 
junkies is well earned and justly deserved

Ed’s Vinyl
“Run by DJ Liz Edwards, Ed’s 
is a warehouse based in the 
North Laines which generally 
opens by appointment only. 
It boasts second-hand gems 
and classics of most dance 
music genres.”
edsvinyl.co.uk

Dead Wax Social
“A record-dedicated bar 
where even the pizzas come 
in 7in and 12in sizes, there 
are pop-up vinyl stalls and 
racks full of wax for you to 
browse with your craft ale.”
facebook.com/
deadwaxsocial

Cult Hero
“Cult Hero stocks books, 
posters, CDs and new vinyl. 
They’ve recently removed 
their 7in rack, but the 
window display of cool LPs 
shows where their true heart 
and market is based.”
cult-hero.co.uk

Across The Tracks
“A classic second-hand 
store. Not a huge space 
but full of every genre. The 
crates of 7ins are an hour’s 
work, but there’s something 
there for you if you have the 
time to rummage.”
acrossthetracksrecords.com

Snooper’s Paradise
“Not a record shop, but 
a flea market arcade on 
Kensington Gardens. Stall 23 
has a random, but constantly 
renewed stock of LPs and 7in 
mainly priced at a standard 
£3 and £1 respectively.”
01273 60235558

Vinylman record fairs
“Started by Geoff Finch in 
the eighties, Vinylman is one 
of the UK’s longest-running 
fairs. Held in the Brighton 
Centre, it typically has 
between 60 and 80 stalls, 
and is always well attended.”
brightoncentre.co.uk

Wax Factor/The Singles Bar
“A long-standing second-
hand shop on Trafalgar Street 
that’s well-sectioned and has 
a variety of classic fifties to 
naughties titles. Round the 
back is the Singles Bar which 
does 7ins, and lots of them.”
thewaxfactor.com

Mod cons: go 
down the stairs 
to discover a 
treasure trove 
of punk sounds 



 

Analogue
Aesthetix Rhea MM/MC multi input phonostage dem Call

Amazon Referenz Turntable, excellent boxed used 1999

Ariston RDII c/wSME3009 tonearm used 399

Audiolici phono stage and line preamp REDUCED dem 899

Avid Acutus Ref power supply dem 2499

Avid Volvere SP turntable, sealed box REDUCED new 2599

Bakoon EQA11r phonostage, boxed with stand used 1499

Benz Micro Glider, boxed plenty of life left used 499

Clearaudio Unify Tonearm excellent boxed REDUCED used 599

Clearaudio Basic Symmetry Phono Stage REDUCED used 399

Consonance Cyber 40 Phono stage, excellent boxed used 599

Fidelity Research FR64S boxed, excellent used 1499

Garrard 401 in stunning oak plinth, SME cut used 799

Garrard 401, Jelco 750 12” arm, new plinth and lid used 1199

Graham Phantom Supreme, SME cut dem 2749

Graham Phantom Supreme 12”, SME cut dem 3249

Graham Slee Fanfare Gramamp 3 used 179

Linn Sondek, Heed PSU, vgc boxed used 749

Linn Basik Plus, vgc+ used 149

Linn LP12, Ittok LVII used 899

Linn LP12, Kahn, Hercules, Trampolin used Call

Linn LP12, Armagedon 2, Aro, Prefi x used 2999

Linn Akiva, excellent boxed used 999

Linn LP12, Keel, Ekos SE used 3999

Logic DM101 /Alphason HR100s/MC15 super REDUCED used 699

Lyra Skala, excellent boxed used 2249

Michell Gyro Export/QC, vgc boxed used 999

Michell Hydraulic Ref c/w Fluid arm, superb used 999

Michell Syncro c/w Tecnoarm A, G1022GX used 599

Musical Fidelity XLP-S phono stage, due in used 149

NAD C553/OEM Rega arm, Goldring 1012 cart used 199

Oracle Delphi, mk1 c/w Zeta tonearm REDUCED used 899

Ortofon Cadenza Blue, plenty of life used 499

Project Phonobox SE phonostage, excellent value dem 99

Project RPM 10 turntable with arm and platform dem 849

Project Debut/Debut 2, selection of used 99

Project Debut Carbon, near mint REDUCED dem 249

Project Xpression mk2, arm and cart used 199

Project RPM 4 Turntable/Arm with cover, great! used 249

Project Perspective, Speedbox SE, Shure V15Mx used 599

Project Phonobox S, excellent used 99

Rega Planar 2, vgc+ boxed used 179

Roksan TMS 2 with Reference PSU, boxed as new used 2899

SME 3009 improved, vgc+ used 199

SME V, in rare silver, excellent, boxed used 1499

SME V12, nr mint boxed used 2249

Thorens TD170 Auto excellent boxed REDUCED dem 229

Thorens TD150, fair condition, no arm, REDUCED used 79

Thorens TD160 original, boxed used 199

Thorens TD209 turntable package REDUCED dem 649

Thorens TD2030 Blue turntable  new 999

Townshend Elite Rock c/w Excalibur/Merlin/Cover  used 949

Transfi guration Temper W, great condition. used 699

Transfi guration Proteus, near mint dem Call

VDH Colibri M/C cartridge, as new boxed, REDUCED dem 2899

VDH Condor M/C cartridge as new boxed, REDUCED new 1899

VPI Scout, JMW arm excellent used 999

Wilson Benesch Act 1 Tonearm, nr mint superb used 799

Zeta Tonearm, excellent used 599

Amplifi ers
Arcam Alpha 8P, vgc+ boxed REDUCED used 179
Arcam A19, excellent boxed used 399
Art Audio Jota 520b, excellent used 3999
Audia Flight Pre and Flight 50 Class A power  dem 3999
Audio Analogue Donizetti Power amplifi er, superb used 1249
Audio Project ap60 integrated  dem Call
Audio Research VS115, excellent boxed used 2499
Audio Research Ref 610 Monos, vgc boxed REDUCED used 12999
Audio Research DSi 200, just ARC serviced with remote used 2499
Audio Research D240 Power, excellent boxed used 749
Audio Research SP9 Preamplifi er, VGC+, MM phono used 749
Audio Research Ref 3 Preamplifi er, AS serviced, boxed used 3749
BAT VK550se Premplifi er, remote, factory serviced 2016 used 2499
BAT VK55 Power Amplifi er, excellent boxed used 1599
Beard P101, excellent boxed, just serviced, REDUCED used 699
Bryston B100sst excellent boxed, REDUCED used 1999
Boulder 1010/1060 Pre/Power, near mint boxed used 10999
Cambridge Audio 840a Integrated used 399
Cambridge Audio Minx XI, excellent used 249
Chord Electronics, Cyan Click Integrated amplifi er used 1699
Chord Electronics, Mezzo 140 Power amplifi er used 1999
Chord Electronics, Prima Preamplifi er used 1299
Classe CAP2100 Integrated with phono, ex boxed used 1999
Consonance Cyber 211 (Pavane), Monos, REDUCED dem 2749
Consonance Ref 8.8 Integrated, boxed, REDUCED dem 799
Creek OBH21, excellent used 119
Cyrus 8XP excellent boxed,  used 449
Cyrus 6DAC Integrated, boxed, REDUCED used 649
DartZeel NHB108B, excellent £20+k new used 7999
Esoteric C03/A03, pre/power ex demo boxed used 8999
Graaf GM50B Mk2 Integrated, ex dealer demo dem 2999
Jolida Envoy 211 Monoblocks, £7k new, superb, vgc used 1999
Lavardin C62/AP150 pre/power and interconnects used 5499
LFD LS1 linestage, reasonable shape used 299
Linn Klimax Chakra 500 Twin, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 3499
Linn Klimax Kontrol, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 2999
Luxman C383/M363 Pre/Power combo, fab! used 899
Luxman CL-32 & MQ3600 Pre/Power combo, due in used Call
Luxman L550 monster retro integrated, rose cheeks etc used 999
Marantz SM7, great retro power, REDUCED used 849
McIntosh C22/MC275 Commemorative, REDUCED used 6499
Meridian 501 preamplifi er, excellent used 299
Meridian 551 Integrated, excellent used 399
Micromega IA100, great integrated, boxed REDUCED dem 449
Moon W7RS, excellent used 4499
Musical Fidelity M6i, near mint boxed, REDUCED used 1099
Musical Fidelity X80, excellent little integrated used 199
Musical Fidelity A308CR Preamplifi er, excellent boxed used 799
Musical Fidelity Pre 8 and  2 x MA65 chrome fronted used 799
NAD C320, excellent used 149
NAIM NAC122X/NAP150X combo used 899
NAIM NAP250 Olive, Avondale Service 2015 used 1199
NAIM NAC202, excellent boxed REDUCED used 1099
NAIM NAP150x, excellent boxed used 449
NAIM NAP180, excellent boxed, serviced 2010 used 599
NAIM NAC22/NAP120 classic and rare pre/power  used 499
NAIM NAIT 5Si, excellent boxed used 749
NAIM NAC252, excellent boxed, 2004 used 2699
NAIM NAC152XS/NAP155XS, excellent boxed dem 1399
NAIM NAP135 pair, excellent boxed, 1997 used 1499
NAIM NAP135 pair, excellent boxed, 1999 used 1999
NAIM Supercap (Olive), boxed, choice from used 799
Onix OA32 Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 249
Onix OA25 Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 349
Pathos Logos Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 1499
Pioneer A50s, boxed near mint used 249
Quad 66 Preamplifi er, excellent used 499
Quad 33/303, vgc, serviced used 299
Rega Brio R, near mint boxed used 399
Rotel Michi Pre/Power, good condition used 1199
Sugden A21L, earlier black fascia model used 599
Sugden A21a line Integrated  dem 999
Sugden Masterclass Pre/Monos in Graphite REDUCED used 5749
Sugden Masterclass  Integrated in Titanium dem 2749
Talk Electronics Hurricane/Tornado Pre/Power used Call
Tandberg TPA3003 Power amplifi er, excellent! used 499
Tannoy TA1400, excellent boxed REDUCED used 499
TEAC Distinction A1000 Integrated, mint, REDUCED dem 549
Trio LO7C  preamplifi er good condition used 249
Vincent SAV200 6 Channel monster, REDUCED used 699
XTC Pre 1 & Pow 2, Pre/Power combo, excellent used 799

Loudspeakers
Acoustic Energy AE1 Classic, boxed new 499
Apogee Duetta Signature (Reality rebuilt) Superb used 3249
Art Audio Stiletto in Maple, boxed, REDUCED dem 549
Art Audio Expression Precision Monitor/Subs used 1999
Aspara Acoustics HL6 in Oak, REDUCED new 1749
B&W 803D, cherry near mint boxed used 2999
B&W DM601S3, black excellent condition used 199
B&W 804D2, near mint boxed used 3749
B&W 686, excellent boxed used 119
B&W 685S2, black ash, near mint boxed used 399
Edwards Audio Apprentice, excellent boxed, REDUCED used 279
Ferguson Hill FH007&8 ‘desktop’ audio set boxed used 349
Focal Chorus 714, excellent boxed used 349
Focal Electra 1008, mint boxed dem 2249
Focal Electra 1028, mint boxed dem 2749
Gallo Nucleus Reference 2, rare, superb & boxed used 1999
Heco Statement in gloss black, £3k new dem 1499
Kef Reference Three-Two, vgc+, REDUCED used 949
Kef Q100 sealed box new 299
Kef X300a, due in used Call
Kudos X2, excellent boxed used 699
Kudos C10, boxed vgc, REDUCED used 949
Kudos C20, excellent in Walnut used 1199
Leema Xandia Mk1 in black new 2499
Le ConToure Mobile 160, excellent boxed, REDUCED used 1399
Linn Kan 5, excellent boxed in cherry used 299
Magneplanar MG1.7 mint boxed REDUCED dem 1499
Martin Logan SL3, excellent condition  used 999
Martin Logan Quest, superb sound, REDUCED used 1199
Martin Logan Prodigy, excellent used 3499
Martin Logan Ethos, near mint boxed used 3499
Martin Logan Vantage, superb active bass, REDUCED used 1999
Monitor Audio BX2, brand new new 179
Monitor Audio GSXW Subwoofer mint boxed new 749
Monitor Audio BX5, nr mint boxed dem 349
Monitor Audio GX150C, piano black sealed box new Call
Monitor Audio Platinum PL100 mint crated, REDUCED new 1199
Monitor Audio Silver 2, rose fi nish, near mint dem Call
Monitor Audio Platinum PLW15 mint crated new Call
Monopulse Model S, mint boxed REDUCED new 679
NAIM SBL, vgc+, REDUCED used 649
Nola Micro Grand Reference inc stands, £15k new dem 5495
NAIM SBL, vgc+, REDUCED used 649
NAIM SL2 with SNAXO, excellent boxed used 1999
PMC Twenty 23, excellent boxed in Oak used 1699
Proac D28, excellent boxed dem 1999
Proac Studio 115, excellent boxed dem 749
Quad 25L Classic ex dealer demo boxed used 999
Rega RS5, due in used Call
Revolver RW45, excellent boxed used 699
Revolver Music 1, excellent boxed used 299
Revolver Cygnis Gold in Black, £14k new dem 4995
Ruark Etude, excellent in black used 179
Sonus Faber Elipsa, superb boxed, REDUCED used 5699
Sonus Faber Electa Amator 2, superb  used 1749
Sonus Faber Venere, piano black dem Call
Spendor BC1, fair, due in used Call
Tannoy Turnberry SE, near mint boxed used 2249
Tannoy Prestige Autograph Mini, ex boxed used 999
Thiel CS7.2 in Birds eye fi nish boxed superb used 2499
Totem Mani 2, boxed near mint REDUCED used 1599
Totem Mite in black, ex dealer demo REDUCED dem 399
Totem Sttaf, near mint boxed new 999
Usher Mini Dancer 1, excellent boxed REDUCED dem 1599
Usher N6361, excellent boxed  dem Call
Usher S520, excellent boxed  dem 249
Vandersteen Quattro, accessories, transformers etc used 2999
Veritas H3 (Lowthers) in gloss black, 100db, REDUCED dem 2499
Wilson Benesch Actor fl oorstanders, REDUCED used 1599
XTC 99.26 mk2, vgc+ in gloss black used 299

Digital
Accuphase DP55V, excellent condition boxed used 999
AMR CD777, superb condition dem 2249
Arcam IR DAC, Russ Andrews PSU excellent boxed used 399
Arcam DV137, excellent used 149
Atoll 100SE DAC , excellent boxed new 299
Audio Analogue Crescendo, end of line new 499
Audio Analogue Paganini, excellent boxed used 349
Ayre Evolution DVD, mint boxed REDUCED dem 1749
Cayin CD50T, excellent boxed used 499
Cambridge Audio 840c, excellent used 299
Chapter Audio Sonnet CD & Nevo REDUCED dem 1699
Chord Hugo TT DAC/Headphone amp, as new used 2199
Chord ‘One’ CD player excellent! used 1799
Chord DAC 64, excellent boxed dem 699
Chord DAC 64 mk2, excellent boxed used 899
Consonance CD2.2, new sealed new Call
Creek Destiny CD player, boxed used 699
Cyrus dAD3, exellent boxed used 199
Cyrus CD8se, excellent boxed used 399
Cyrus DAC XP, excellent boxed used 599
Denon DNP720AE, near mint boxed used 199
EAR Acute 3, mint boxed dem 3749
Esoteric D07x, near mint boxed  dem 2499
Esoteric X03Se, near mint boxed, REDUCED used 1999
Leema Elements CD player sealed box, REDUCED new 699
Linn Karik 3, excellent boxed remote, REDUCED used 449
Luxman D373 CD player, remote excellent used 249
Marantz NA7004, remote, excellent boxed used 299
Marantz CD17, remote, excellent boxed used 299
Marantz CD5400, excellent remote used 99
Marantz CD6005, remote, boxed excellent used 249
Marantz CD60, TDA1541A chip, boxed excellent used 99
Micromega CD30, excellent boxed, REDUCED used 449
Micromega Leader, remote used 99
Moon Eclipse CD/DAC/PSU, near mint, REDUCED used 2249
Musical Fidelity A1008CD CD Pro, excellent boxed used 999
Musical Fidelity M1 DAC, excellent boxed REDUCED used 199
Musical Fidelity A308CR CD, excellent boxed used 649
Musical Fidelity V link Dac, excellent used 99
Myryad MC100, excellent  used 99
NAD C524, excellent used 99
NAIM DAC, excellent boxed dem 1599
NAIM DACV1, excellent boxed used 899
NAIM CD5, recent new laser, upgradeable used 499
NAIM CD5X, recent new laser, upgradeable used 649
NAIM NDX, upgradeable, due in used Call
NAIM HDX, upgradeable, as new dem Call
NAIM CDS3, excellent boxed used 1899
NAIM XPS2, excellent boxed used 1499
Olive 4HD, excellent boxed used 799
Orelle CD100Evo, near mint REDUCED used 349
Peachtree DACit, excellent dem 199
Prima Luna Prologue 8, ex demo boxed, REDUCED dem 1199
Rega Planet, excellent used 199
Rega Apollo R, excellent REDUCED used 399
Resolution Audio Opus 21, excellent crated used 1199
Roksan Kandy K2 CD, ex demo boxed dem 499
Roksan K3 CD player, sealed box new Call
Rotel RCD-02 CD player, remote excellent used 149
Sansui WLD201 Streamer, mint boxed REDUCED used 119
Sony MDS-JB920 Minidisc, vgc used 119
Sugden Masterclass CD original version REDUCED used 899
Unison Research Unico CD, excellent valve output used 599
Yamaha CDR-HD1300, excellent boxed used 199

Tel: 01642 267012 or 0845 6019390 Email: choice@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Call: 0845 6019390    Email: choice@2ndhandhifi .co.uk
The UK’s biggest and best used audio SALE NOW ON!

Special system deals
Consonance Ping CD/AMP dem 599
Luxman 300 series CD/Tuner/Pre/Power, ACE! used 999
NAIM Uniti 2, excellent ex demo used 2299
Orelle EVO CD and Amp was £2700, REDUCED used 749
TEAC AH380/PD380 & Monitor Audio BX2 used 499
Yamaha CXA5000/MXA5000 as new boxed dem Call

Accessories/Cables
Isotek Titan boxed with cable used 799
Elemental Audio speaker stands dem 499
Musical Fidelity M1 HPAB dem 399
NAIM Naxo 2-4 used 199
NAIM HiLine, boxed used 449
NAIM XPS2, excellent boxed used 1499
NAIM XPS, excellent boxed used 1199
NAIM HiCap, various Olive/Chrome, starting at used 249
Nordost Flatline Gold speaker cable used 199
Nordost QX4, Mains purifi er, boxed used 999
Nordost Thor, distribution centre, boxed used 799
ProAudio Bono Reference Platform dem 399
Stax Omega 007 System, excellent boxed used 2499
Teddy Pardo XPS mk3 type PSU with Burndy used Call

Radio/Recorders
Arcam Alpha 10DAB tuner, excellent used 148
Avi Lab Series DAB tuner, scarce fi nd used 349
Mitsubishi DA-F10, excellent used 249
Musical Fidelity A5DAB, sealed box used 499
NAIM NAT101 & SNAPS, excellent £500 NAIM service used 899
NAIM NAT05 excellent (no remote) used 349
Nakamichi LX5, excellent 3 head unit used 349
Nakamichi BX125e, good condition used 99
Nakamichi ST7e, rare tuner used 199
Quad FM4, vgc, serviced used 149
Revox PR99, crated, REDUCED used 749
Revox H1, just serviced, great condition, REDUCED used 449
Revox A77, just serviced, great condition used Call
Revox B77mk2, just serviced, great condition used Call
Rotel RD865, vgc, decent little cassette deck used 49
Tandberg TCD440a, superb! REDUCED used 449
TEAC CDRW 890, brand new sealed, due in used Call
TEAC X1000M, serviced, superb used 599
Technics RS1500 in fl ightcase near mint used 2499



Analogue Works 
Zero+ turntable
The record player that sounds every bit as good as it looks could be yours!

f you weren’t aware of the vinyl 
revolution that’s been going on 
over the last 18 months or so, you 
probably shouldn’t be reading 

these pages. But HFC is anything but 
exclusive, so for those that haven’t been 
paying attention or weren’t aware, we’ll go 
over the details just one more time. Vinyl is 
back and it’s more popular than its been for 
a very long time. The result is that everyone 
from youngsters wanting to experience 
music on something other than their phones 
to those that put their record collections in 
the loft 20 years ago are realising the real 
power of the black stuff. Vinyl’s popularity 
has grown beyond all expectations to the 
point where music stores are once again 
selling records (imagine that!) and you can 
now pick up a turntable to spin discs on for 
under £100 while doing your weekly shop in 
the supermarket. 

While it’s great to see such a proliferation 
of affordable analogue kit, as always the 
real trick is separating the good stuff from 
the rubbish. After all, if you invest in a 
cheapo turntable with terrible sound, you 
won’t really get to properly enjoy the true 
vinyl experience. The smart option, of 
course, is to try and win a top-notch model 
in a competition – if only there were 
somewhere you could do so...

The Zero is the smallest of three new 
models from Analogue Works, which evolves 
the design principles of the company’s 
excellent Turntable One (HFC 388). It’s 
available in its basic form for £1,000 or you 
can splash out an additional £500 to enjoy 
upgrades to the tonearm and cartridge – 
and that’s precisely what we have here in 
the masterful shape of the Zero+.

Boasting a Jelco SA-750DB tonearm and 
Audio-Technica AT440MLB cartridge, this is 

a stunning turntable that feels like its been 
designed from the ground up rather than 
assembled from parts that were to hand. 
That gorgeous Finnish birch ply plinth 
further adds to its appeal, both looking the 
business and offering stunning resonance 
control in the process.

When we put the Zero+ through its paces 
back in issue 407, it demonstrated a 
number of likeable traits from the start. 
The fi rst is that mechanical noise is pretty 
much nonexistent. There is a clear sense of 
drive and attack with more upbeat music 
that gives it an enthusiastic quality without 
it sounding forced or relentless. And it is 
very hard to wrong foot, no matter what 
music you play on it. In short, we were 
rather partial to it and gave it fi ve stars. 

And now you too can experience its 
majesty for yourself. Simply answer the 
question and hope it’s your lucky day.

I

COMPETITION

WIN:
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HOW TO ENTER:

TERMS & CONDITIONS
1. No purchase is necessary to enter a Competition. 2. Entrants 
must be over 18 years old and resident in the United Kingdom. 
3. Employees of AVTech Media or My Time Media and companies 
supplying competition prizes are not eligible to enter. 4. All prizes 
are non-transferrable and no cash or credit alternatives will be 
offered. 5. The editor’s decision is final. 
6. The closing date is 20 April 2016.

Arrangements for the fulfilment of prizes may be made by a third-party sponsor. 
AVTech Media & My Time Media reserve the right in its sole discretion to substitute any 
and all prizes with prizes of comparable value. By you entering a Competition, if you 
are a winner, you grant permission to use your name and likeness for advertising and 
future promotional purposes. For full privacy policy and terms and conditions, visit 
www.hifichoice.co.uk/terms

Visit our website at www.hifichoice.co.uk/competitions 
and follow the instructions to enter 
To submit your entry to the Analogue Works competition, simply 
register using the online form and provide your answer to the 
question shown left. Please ensure you complete all required fields, 
including your email address, telephone number (including area 
code) and postal address. We regret we cannot take postal entrants. 

TO BE IN WITH A 
CHANCE OF WINNING, 
ANSWER THIS SIMPLE 

QUESTION: 
What is the Jelco tonearm that’s 
bundled with the Zero+ called?  

A) PT-550XD 
B) SA-750DB

C) AT-440MLB

COMPETITION

It is very hard to 
wrong foot, no 
matter what 
music you play on it



GARRARD 401 with Rega 
RB300 and Goldring 1042. 
Ready to use. £1,200, no 
offers: 0207 499 8729.
RUARK Accolade 
floorstanding 3-way speakers, 
in lovely condition and walnut 
finish, complete with original 
boxes. They are very heavy. 
£1,250 ono: 02380 738935 
or email: golf3385@
hotmail.co.uk . 
CREEK Evolution 5350 amp 
£425 boxed, Creek Evolution 
2 CDP £175. Both silver, both 
remotes, power leads. Superb 
combination, selling due to 

Reader 
Classified

These pages are a must-read if you’re 
thinking about buying used kit, or if you 
have hi-fi you want to sell. It’s free – simply 
submit your ad of up to 50 words (we will 
edit them if not), remembering to include 
your email, phone number and county. 

The simplest way to send your ad is via 
email to: letters@hifichoice.co.uk or mail: 
Reader Classified, Hi-Fi Choice, 
AVTech Media Ltd, Enterprise House, 
Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, Kent, 
TN8 6HF. 

Welcome to Hi-Fi Choice Reader Classified, 
a free private ads service for buying and
selling second-hand hi-fi components.

upgradeitis: 07903578225 
or email: dibster1@
yahoo.co.uk (Salford, 
Manchester). 
YAMAHA NS10-M Studio 
loudpspeakers, VGC £350, 
JBL L88 large monitors VGC 
£200, Thorend TD125-MK2, 
SME 3009 MK Improved, 
Grado Prestige Black, 
great example £495, 
Pro-Ject Phono Box SE MM/
MC, mint £50. Buyer to 
collect: 01371 850665 or 
email: garyrobinson20@
btinternet.com. 
A.N.T. AUDIO Kora 3T 

Special Edition moving-coil 
phono preamplifier with 
upgraded Timestep power 
supply. Excellent condition 
and original packaging. 
Selling due to recent upgrade. 
Buyer to collect £295: 01257 
450706 (Chorley, Lancs). 
LAVARDIN IS integrated 
amplifier, purchased ex-demo 
from Audio Works Oct 2015. 
Mint condition. £900. Chord 
2Qute DAC with Chord VEE3 
BNC/RCA cable £700. All 
boxed: 01978769177 or 
email: cawarra@tiscali.
co.uk (Wrexham). 
MUSICAL FIDELITY 
A308cr Dual Mono 
preamplifier: £590. British 
built, boxed and without 
blemish. Covered and kept 
clean since unboxing. Very 
carefully and lightly used. 
Looks good. Sounds good: 
07500 804700 or email: 
imeldayates@hotmail.com 
(Cheshire).
QUAD 22L floorstanding 
speakers, piano rosewood 
gloss finish. Immaculate 
condition as new. £250 ono: 
07782 242190 or email: 

SUEBILLS53@yahoo.co.uk 
(Dudley, West Midlands). 
CAMBRIDGE AUDIO  
T55 tuner, silver, upgraded 
by Cambridge. Very good 
condition with box, manual, 
and circuit diagram. £35 plus 
carriage: 01275 872777 
(North Somerset).
ATC SCM12 high-
performance passive 
monitors. Classic two-way 
sealed units. Capable 
of outstanding levels of 
reproduction. Recommended 
power 50 to 300W. RRP 
£1,100 will sell for £800: 
01243 528010 
(West Sussex). 
MUSICAL FIDELITY 
M6i amplifier, silver, mint 
condition, smoke/pet-
free environment with all 
packaging. Less than 100 
hours use. RRP £2,500, would 
like £1,200: 01902 884694 
or email: jukey39@yahoo.
co.uk (West Midlands).
CHORD COMPANY 
Anthem Digital Tuned ARAY 
digital audio interconnect 
(RCA-to-BNC) for sale. Cable 
is only three months old 
in mint condition with the 
original box, never used 
due to change of system 
components. Cost including 
postage within the UK £175: 
01847 890571 or email: 
James_mcleod789@
btinternet.com (Caithness). 
PRO-JECT 6 Perspex, 
Ortofon Blue cartridge. 
Arcam Solo: 2x 75W, CD, DAB. 

£550 each: 07866 334534 
(Hants). 
MICHELL Orbe SE (DC 
version)/Rega RB1000/Lyra 
Skala: £1,650. Krell S-350a CD 
player with Esoteric transport: 
£1,500: 07748 485668 or 
email: pbjernkl@yahoo.
co.uk (London). 
SYSTEMDEK 920 Audio-
Technica AT1130 tonearm. 
Excellent sounding: £250: 
0772 9620621 (Evesham). 
ROTEL RB-1080 power 
amp x2 £800 ono. RC-1090 
preamp £500 ono. RCD CD 
player £300 ono. All boxed, 
as new and with manuals: 
07766 415325 (Coventry). 
TOM EVANS MicroGroove 
Plus phono stage. Mint 
condition as new £415. 
Can demo, call for details: 
07870 912 963 or email: 
stuartdarshan67@
googlemail.com (Beds). 
DYNAVECTOR 
P75 MK3 dedicated phono 
stage. Costs £650 new, 
fully boxed offered at £400. 
Pictures on request: 
01934 521621 or email: 
Stemar2@me.com. 
CYRUS 8vs amplifier and 
CD6 CD player. Both in quartz 
silver. Brand new, never 
been used, in original boxes. 
Selling due to change in 
circumstances. £600 ono: 
07939084643 (Essex).
TANNOY Precision 6.2 
floorstanding speakers. 
Only six months old, satin 
walnut finish. £800. Perfect 
condition. Can demo. Sorry 
no offers. All packaging and 
boxes. Collection only: email: 
poppyfleur@btinternet.
com. 
CYRUS CD 8X black £300, 
Arcam T61 AM FM tuner black 
£50, Arcam P90 power amp 
black £200. All remotes, 
manuals & boxed. Very good 
condition. Buyer collects: 
07815 628724 or email: 
lynn.allsop01@talktalk.net 
(Staffs) 
ASTELL&KERN AK100 
boxed, mint condition with 
leather case and 32GB SD 
card making a total of 64GB 
storage. I can load it with hi-res 
files (Joni Mitchell, Rolling 
stones etc. Email me for full 

 BUYING TIPS  BUYING SECOND-HAND can be a great way to pick up a bargain. A formerly expensive second-hand component might well prove a better long-term bet than a 
brand-new product if the price is right. DO SOME RESEARCH on which brands have a good service back up, so if something does go wrong, you can get it fixed. Unless you 
purchase from a dealer, you’re unlikely to get any warranty, so it’s up to you to ensure the fitness of any gear that you buy. USUALLY speakers should be less prone to breakdown than 
amps, and amps should be more reliable than CD players. But any abused component could be trouble – have a proper demo and judge the seller as well as the goods!

This service is open to private advertisers only. Just one ad per household. 
Images are for illustration only and do not represent what is for sale

RESOLUTION AUDIO Cantata. Superb top-end digital hub 
with outstanding CD player, DAC, preamp, streamer. Mark 2 
version with latest firmware. Hardly used, with remote, manual, 
leads, boxed, mint. £6,000 new, accept £3,000. Can post 
ParcelForce: 07833 894242 or email: redeye@talktalk.net 
(Isle of Wight).

AUDIO PHYSIC Tempo 
III loudspeakers in light oak, 
no visible marks, boxes 
available and factory cards. 
£800. Buyer to collect: 
07930 397120 or email: 
david.blumenstein@
gmail.com.

FOR SALE

www.hifichoice.co.uk
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list). Free P&P. £250. Audiolab 
M-DAC, black, mint and hardly 
used £340 free P&P: email: 
moss.collie@gmail.com  
(Norfolk) 
BLACK RAVIOLI Pads £10 
each (normally £22). Effective 
isolation pads for equipment: 
07979 242820 or email: 
mikekay20@googlemail.
com.
LEHMANN Silver Cube 
phono amplifier with power 
supply, 10 years old excellent 
condition. With manual 
but no original packaging 
£750: 07800606892 or 
email: schandler@dopag.
co.uk (Bromsgrove, 
Worcestershire).
RUSS ANDREWS HP1 
preamp/headphone amp 
£100. PA1 power amp 50WPC 
£125. Both VGC, will demo, 
buyer collects. Sell as pair 
£200: 01483 891925 or 
07582937114 (Guildford)
FINITE ELEMENTE cera 
pucs two sets of four, very 
good for underneath speakers 
or electronics .l want £450 for 
them: 0208 524 2181.
SPENDOR BC1s matched 
pair 15005/6 with original 
Spendor trolleys, badges, 
manual & boxes. Teak with 
Harlech grilles. Excellent 
condition £350: 
0118 9812716 (Tadley).
AUDION Select 1.0 
passive preamp. Unique one 
line-level in/out specially 
made, Vishay Dale 43-way 
stepped attenuator, silver 
wiring, sound open natural 
transparent, aluminium and 

stainless construction: £400: 
01243 528010 
(West Sussex).
WANTED Wharfedale 
Denton 80th anniversary 
loudspeakers. Must be 
in good condition and 
preferably available for 
collection within less than 100 
mile drive of South-East Essex: 
01268 774416 (Essex).
B&W 802 Diamond 
speakers, black ash, perfect 
as new condition with original 
boxes and spike kit £5,495. 
Can deliver: 01795 530326 
or email: nickpuxted@
btinternet.com (Kent). 
MONITOR AUDIO Gold 
200 speakers in gloss black, 
no visible marks: £1,700 

(originally £2,200). Less than 
6 months old, too heavy 
to post – buyer to collect: 
07473142584 or email: 
akmashtree@hotmail.com
COMPLETE system: Arcam 
Alpha 5 FM tuner, Arcam Delta 
290 amplifier, Arcam CD17 CD 
player, Rogers LS2 speakers, 
Target speaker stands, all 
cables. Buyer collects: £600: 
01522 823676 or email: 
beldaulton@gmail.com 
(Lincoln).
PMC Fact 8 speakers, tiger 
ebony, superb condition, 
lightly used only, can demo. 
Boxed with all docs, prefer 
collection (£6,495): £2,750: 
01323 767647 or email: 
jomitch7@hotmail.com 
(East Sussex).
YAMAHA AS-500 amplifier: 
£125. Silver Rotel RCD-12 
player: £295. Unused Roksan 
K2-BT amplifier: £450. Roksan 
K2-CD CD player: £450. 
Unused Mordant Short 
Aviano speakers: £175: 
0207 3869177 (London).
CREEK OBH-15 phono amp 
and power supply. Comes 
with manual, VGC: £140 ono: 
07874 714419 or email: 
yorkshiretb@yahoo.co.uk 
(West Yorkshire).
ROGERS LS35A speakers, 
no: 43983, in black, 
bi-wireable, in superb 
conditional, original box and 
handbook: £850: 01283 
732020 (Derbyshire).
DENON DM 39 DAB CD 
receiver, black: £110 ono. 
Both boxed: 01943 467859 
(West Yorkshire). 

FOCAL Electra 1027 
speakers (burgundy). 
Excellent condition with 
original boxes (£4,000) 
£1,500 ono. Buyer to 
collect: 07913 236601 
or email: farrow_jim@
hotmail.co.uk (Essex). 

HOW TO SUBMIT YOUR FREE AD
To submit your advert to us, 
please email letters@
hifichoice.co.uk or 
alternatively, use the postal 
form below. Please limit ads to 
a maximum of 50 words, 
ensuring all details, model 
names, etc, are correctly 
stated. Kindly also include 
your email, telephone number 
and home county. We regret 
that we cannot take adverts 
over the telephone. One ad 
per household please.

Name  
Address  
 
 
Email address  
Daytime telephone number  
Date  

 
  
 
 
 
 

YOUR DETAILS

YOUR ADVERTISEMENT

SEND YOUR ADVERT TO
Hi-Fi Choice, AVTech Media Ltd, Enterprise House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, Kent, TN8 6HF

Reader Classified ads
award-winning high 
performance analogue, 
digital & video cables

Equator 
Asymmetrical Integra

Need some advice on 
choosing the best cables? 

Call us free on 

0800 731 1140

Atlas understands the 
meaning of uncompromising 
performance. Is the Atlas 
Equator asymmetrical the 
best interconnect on the 
market? It sure is at it’s 
price! A consistent winner, 
the Equator Integra is 
obviously the entry level 
audio interconnect for 
discerning music lovers. 
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e: J.Carrick@atlascables.com
 

www.atlascables.com



Missed an issue?

395  March 2015 396  April 2015 397  May 2015 398  June 2015394  Feb 2015

400  Aug 2015 401  Sept 2015 402  Oct 2015 403  Nov 2015399  July 2015

Have you missed a copy of your favourite hi-fi magazine? 
You can now order Hi-Fi Choice back issues online.

404  Dec 2015 405  Jan 2016 406  Yearbook 2015 407  Feb 2016 408  March 2016

Order online: 
www.myhobbystore.co.uk/hfc
*Please note that we cannot guarantee the availability of all issues displayed above.



DIGITAL SUBSCRIPTION

Download each new issue to your device

A 75% discount on your Digital subscription

Access your subscription on multiple devices 

Access to the Online Archive dating back 
to September 2011

Makes an ideal gift

Digital subscriptions 
available online

SUBSCRIBE SECURELY ONLINE TODAY:
www.subscription.co.uk/hifid/dg01

SUBSCRIBE TODAY

Don’t miss out: order 
a subscription for 
yourself or a friend 
today and pay as little 
as £2.54 per issue

HURRY
OFFER 

CLOSES 
21ST APRIL 

2016



AD_PAGE93_TEMPLATE.indd   1 31/8/12   10:15:57Audio  
Cinema  

Multi-Room
Network

Installation

Bryston
Chord Co.

Dynavector
Heed

HiFi Racks
Isoblue

Lehmann
Linn

Naim
Neat

Okki Nokki
PMC
Rega
REL

Sennheiser
Wilson Benesch

Wireworld

Calveley Court, Reymerston, Norfolk. NR9 4QD

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

neat little packages

Respecting The Past, Embracing The Future
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prestigious     
& exclusive 

a sennheiser club orpheus member

Trinity Park
Ipswich 30 & 31st 

August 2013

signals
hi-fi for grown-ups

i p s w i c h  ( 0 1 4 7 3 )  6 5 5 1 7 1
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audeze

audioplan

chord

dynavector 

grado 

isoblue

hutter

kudos

lehmann

linn 

lyra

naim 

neat 

nottingham

primare

pmc

rega

sennheiser

 stax

trilogy

sumiko

it’s our 20th

birthday, so

there should be

cake

hi-fi
signals

show

free entryregister online to enter

free draw (good prizes)
phone or see our 

website for 
more details

Calveley Court, Reymerston, Norfolk. NR9 4QD

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk
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Respecting The Past, Embracing The Future
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Transform a good system 
into a great one!
Low amplitude ground borne vibration (microtremors) are ever present and 
pass through all buildings and solid supports and into your Hi-Fi system, 
including speakers.

Eliminate them with Townshend Seismic Isolation and hear the difference.

For more information or best advice on Seismic Isolation 
visit www.townshendaudio.com 
email or phone us on +44 (0) 20 8979 2155.

FoForr momorere i infnforormam tiono  or beestst a advdvicicee onon S Seeismiic I Isolation
visit www.townshendadaududioo.com 
email or phone us on +44 (0) 20 8979 2155.

Microtremors Sorted.

Greater clarity and separation

Clearer more defined bass No more floor radiated boom

Wider deeper stereo stage

Neighbour friendly

Townshend offers a complete program for isolating ALL Hi-Fi components.
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We offer some of the finest music 
reproduction systems available on  
the market today, from entry level to  

elite brands. Our range of products  
has been carefully chosen to  
ensure exceptional performance,  
reliability and value for money.

See the excellent review  
of studioAV in the  
October edition of  
Hi-Fi Choice Magazine.

44 High Street, Eton,  

Berkshire, SL4 6BL 

Tel: 01753 863300

www.studioav.co.uk
Stockists of: Avalon, Aurender, dCS, Densen, Dynavector, Estelon, Focal, Golden Ear, 
Mark Levinson, Naim Audio, Vitus Audio, VTL, Wilson Benesch and many more...

To advertise in the dealer 
directory, please contact 

Simon Dunn 01689 869853 
simon.dunn@hifichoice.co.uk

Peartree Rd
Colchester
CO13 9EF
01206 765 444
info@istereos.co.uk

located inside
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To advertise 
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Simon Dunn

on
01689 869853
simon.dunn@

hifichoice.co.uk
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Ample parking Tue-Sat 10-5.30pm
www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge
01922 457926
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A NEW NAME IN QUALITY 
HIFI FOR THE HOME

Here to listen to your needs, selling only 
brands we are passionate about. 

At HiFi Lounge we have created 
a listening environment for our 
discerning customers to relax and 
take their time away from the busy 
high street. 

Set in a beautiful country setting yet 
only minutes from main routes. You will 

always be guaranteed a warm welcome.

FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK AND TWITTER FOR ALL THE LATEST HIFI LOUNGE NEWS

4 The Granary
Buildings, 
Millow Hall Farm,
Millow, Nr Dunton, 
Bedfordshire, 
SG18 8RH  

01767 448121
www.hifilounge.co.uk

rm,
ton, 

01767 448121

Uk's only dedicated demo
facility for high-end

headphones

www.hifilounge.co.uk

www.highendheadphones.co.uk

Visit us in the beautiful
bedfordshire countryside
for all your Hi-Fi needs

Exposure   
Lehmann  Linn  Marantz  
Michell  Monitor Audio  Naim 
Neat  Nordost  Okki Nokki  
Ortofon  Project  Roksan  VDH

To advertise 
please contact
Simon Dunn

on
01689 869853
simon.dunn@

hifichoice.co.uk

EXPOSURE • HEED • KUDOS
LEHMANN • LINN • MARANTZ • MICHELL 

MONITOR AUDIO • NAIM • NEAT • NORDOST
OKKI NOKKI • ORTOFON • PROJECT • REL • ROKSAN

Ample parking Tue-Sat 10-5.30pm
www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge
01922 457926
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m
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GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic 
advice from start to finish.

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic advice 
from start to finish.

HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

PLEASE PHONE 
FOR PRICES

P3 ESR
HL COMPACT 7ES3 
Super HL5+

MONITOR 30.1
MONITOR 40.1

IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. ALL GOODS ARE BRAND  
NEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS.  

GOODS ARE NOT SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES.
PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.

*CALL FOR DETAILS                              ESTABLISHED 1986.
MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ

TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

SPEND £2000 OR MORE ON ANY TURNTABLE, 
TONEARM OR TURNTABLE AND ARM, AND GET 

A £500 CARTRIDGE FREE!
PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES 

OR PRODUCT DETAILS

please contact
im

ees
on
869853
ichoice.co.uk

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic 
advice from start to finish.

GIK Acoustics manufactures 
acoustic panels,
bass traps and diffusors 
and sells direct worldwide.
We provide superior 
customer service 
and acoustic advice 
from start to finish.

HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

PLEASE PHONE 
FOR PRICES

P3 ESR
HL COMPACT 7ES3 
Super HL5+

MONITOR 30.1
MONITOR 40.1

NORSTONE 
HIFI/AV FURNITURE AND

SPEAKER STANDS
MUNARI 

AV FURNITURE
PEERLESS 
AV CABLES

AMPLIFIERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
ICON AUDIO
MARANTZ
QUAD
SUGDEN
TOM EVANS

CABLES
BLACK RHODIUM 
KUBALA-SOSNA
PEERLESS
PRO-JECT
QED
SUPRA
TRANSPARENT
WIREWORLD

CARTRIDGES
AIR TIGHT
AUDIO TECHNICA
BENZ MICRO
CARTRIDGE MAN 
DECCA LONDON
DENON
GOLDRING
KOETSU
ORTOFON
TECHDAS
VAN DEN HUL
ZYX

CD PLAYERS
CREEK
EAR/YOSHINO
MARANTZ
QUAD

HEADPHONES
AUDIO TECHNICA
BEYER
ERGO
GOLDRING
GRADO
SENNHEISER

HEADPHONE AMPS
CREEK
FIDELITY AUDIO
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN
PRO-JECT
SUGDEN

HIFI FURNITURE
ALPHASON
ATACAMA
CUSTOM DESIGN
MUNARI
NORSTONE
QUADRASPHIRE
SOUNDSTYLE
TRACK AUDIO

PHONOSTAGES
EAR YOSHINO
GRAHAM SLEE
LEHMANN
ICON AUDIO
MUSICAL
SURROUNDINGS
PURE SOUND
PRO-JECT 
QUAD
ROTHWELL
TRICHORD
TOM EVANS
WHEST AUDIO

TONEARMS
AMG 
CARTRIDGE MAN
GRAHAM
HELIUS
MICHELL
MOERCH
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
REED
REGA
ROKSAN
SME*

TUNERS
CREEK
QUAD

TURNTABLES
AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
EAR
INSPIRE
MUSIC HALL
MICHELL
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN
SRM TECH
THORENS

SPEAKERS
EPOS
HARBETH
OPERA
Q. ACOUSTICS
QUAD

SPECIAL 
OFFER!!

VAN DEN HUL
MC10S        £875
DDTII           £750

AUDIO TECHNICA CARTRIDGES UP 
TO 25% OFF!!

 HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS
EAR/YOSHINO, QUAD

MICHELL ENGINEERING
CREEK/EPOS, LEHMANN

SUGDEN, PROJECT
WHEST AUDIO, TRICHORD, 

AUDIO TECHNICA
PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES 

OR PRODUCT DETAILS

All About The Music
Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

Linn      Naim      Rega      PMC      Neat      Oppo

All About The Music
Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk

www.basicallysound.co.uk

Linn    Naim    Rega    PMC    Neat    Oppo



If you don’t want 
to miss an issue

Title                    First name

Surname

Address

Postcode

Telephone number

Please reserve/deliver my copy of Hi-Fi Choice 
on a regular basis, starting with issue:

Published by AVTech Media Ltd. All rights reserved, 2015. ISSN 0955-1115. The Publisher’s written consent must be obtained before any part of this publication may be 
reproduced in any form whatsoever, including photocopiers, and information retrieval systems. All reasonable care is taken in the preparation of the magazine contents, 
but the publishers cannot be held legally responsible for errors in the contents of this magazine or for any loss however arising from such errors, including loss resulting 
from negligence of our staff. Reliance placed upon the contents of this magazine is at reader’s own risk.

Hi-Fi Choice, ISSN 0955-1115, is published monthly with an additional issue in July by AVTech Media Ltd, a division of MYTIMEMEDIA Ltd, Enterprise House, Enterprise 
Way, Edenbridge, Kent, TN8 6HF, UK. The US annual subscription price is 67GBP (equivalent to approximately 95USD).  Airfreight and mailing in the USA by agent 
named Air Business Ltd, c/o Worldnet Shipping Inc., 156-15, 146th Avenue, 2nd Floor, Jamaica, NY 11434, USA. Periodicals postage paid at Jamaica NY 11431. US 
Postmaster: Send address changes to Hi-Fi Choice, Worldnet Shipping Inc., 156-15, 146th Avenue, 2nd Floor, Jamaica, NY 11434, USA. Subscription records are 
maintained at dsb.net Ltd, 3 Queensbridge The Lakes Northampton NN4 7BF. Air Business Ltd is acting as our mailing agent..

If you can’t always find a copy of this 
magazine, help is at hand! Complete this form 
and hand in at your local store, 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!
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PASSION FOR SOUND

Next
DALI 
ZENSOR 5 AX
Superb £800 active 
wireless floorstander 
is put through its paces

REVIEWS Headphone Group Test, Audiolab 
M-DAC+ DAC/headphone amp, VPI Nomad 2 
turntable, Tannoy Mercury 7.2 standmounts

REGULARS Beautiful System, Music Legends, 
Music Reviews, Star Interview with Colleen 
Murphy and all your hi-fi woes answered

PLUS:

month

MAY ISSUE ON SALE 21 APRIL



Step 25 plus+
from £1790

Cardeas plus+
from £22500

Avanti
from £4280

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

music is our passion



From the fertile minds of the artisans at Sonus 
faber, masters of sound reproduction, design and 
materials, comes Venere, a family of loudspeakers 
that exploits all of the brand’s strengths. Every 
model has been developed with the same 

The made-in-Italy Venere Signature, the range’s 

as gorgeous as it sounds. While both will provoke 

disbelief. All you will say is “Bravo!”

“IT UNVEILED NEW SENSATIONS
IN TRACKS I’VE PLAYED A 1000 TIMES”

- KEN KESSLER / HIFI NEWS

International Distributors & Consultants of Special ised Hi-End Audio & Video Systems

58 Durham Road, London, SW20 0TW   T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09

W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

For Your Nearest Dealer Please Visit The Absolute Sounds Website

absolute sounds ltd.


