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To You

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

OUR VERDICT

Chord Shawline Analogue
Hi-Fi Choice July 2016

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

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

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

www.chord.co.uk
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BADGES EXPLAINED
 OUR AWARDS

Bob Dylan
Fallen Angels

After many years spent assessing 
audio equipment as a member on 
listening test panels, you’d 
probably think that I was blessed 
with what is sometimes referred to 
as having golden ears. It’s true, in 
my twenties I was able to easily 
distinguish differences in audio 
quality between CD players, but 

I have never believed that my hearing ability is any 
different to anyone else of a similar age, just that I had 
a bit of experience and learned what to listen for.  
Our Group Test of six hi-res portable players starting 

on page 24 is a case in point. There are plenty of music 
fans who still listen to lo-res MP3 music files on their 
portable devices and remain sceptical of the need 
to hear anything better, but if the current buoyant 
personal player market is anything to go by there’s a 
growing number of us embracing the joy of listening 
to music in high-resolution formats. Storage capacity 
is on the rise, format support has become more 
standardised and prices are leveling out as the 
competition hots up with newcomers muscling in 
and making the establishment prick up its ears.
Operational differences are still likely to be one of the 

main reasons for choosing one player over another, but 
they do sound remarkably different to one another too. 
Of course, you’ll always need a decent set of cans to 
hear the players perform at their best, so turn to page 
102 to see our top five choices for a personal listening 
experience like you’ve never heard before.

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

99

Rogue Audio Triton 
59
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It's in 
the DNA
As the sister brand of highly covetable Danish speaker 
producer Raidho, Scansonic is making waves of its own 
as it enters the wireless arena with its active M BTL-series

PRICE: £599-£1,799  AVAILABLE: NOW  CONTACT: 056 02054669  WEB: DECENTAUDIO.CO.UK

IF THE SCANSONIC name seems 
vaguely familiar it's because the 
brand has an illustrious history, being 
deeply rooted in Danish loudspeaker 
design and engineering. Scansonic 
goes back some 45 years to when 
it was introduced as the name on 
a then-new line of loudspeakers 
from famous Danish drive-unit 
manufacturer ScanSpeak. Now 
owned by Dantax, the same parent 
company as Raidho, the brand’s 
loudspeakers are designed by the 
creator of the renowned Raidho 
range, acoustic designer Michael 
Børresen. As a result, Scansonic has 

plenty in common with the respected 
Raidho family DNA and pedigree, but 
at a fraction of the cost.

The new active M BTL-series 
comprises a standmount and two 
fl oorstanders equipped with wired 
analogue, digital and wireless aptX 
Bluetooth connectivity. The M-5 BTL 
(£599) is a 2-way standmount, while 
the M-6 BTL (£1,199) – shown above 
– and M-9 BTL (£1,799) are 2.5-way 
and 3-way fl oorstanders respectively. 

One of each pair of speakers 
features a built-in amplifi er stage, but 
not the Class D design that one might 
expect in this price range. Instead, the 

three models in the series sport a 
powerful class AB amplifi er that 
claims to deliver 50W in the 2-way 
M-5 BTL standmount, 60W in the 
2.5-way M-6 BTL fl oorstander and 
80W in the 3-way M-9 BTL.

All three models are designed around 
the same ultra-light ribbon planar 
tweeter as used in the Raidho-inspired 
Scansonic MB-series with a membrane 
design formed by a kapton-aluminum 
sandwich just 20μm thick, which has 
an extremely low mass – around 50 
times less than any conventional 
textile, ceramic, beryllium or diamond 
dome tweeter design, says Scansonic. 
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COMMENT

LOOK WHO'S 
TALKING NOW   
At what point did we decide that it's far too 
much eff ort to have to get up off  the sofa 
and turn the volume up on the hi-fi or 
switch the channel on the TV? Is it really 
that hard to do, and was it ever really a 
major problem that needed solving? 

The earliest remote control is credited 
to Nikola Tesla and used radio waves to 
operate a toy boat. In the seventies 
remotes started to appear on TVs (initially 
attached via a cable) and before we knew 
it everyone was getting in on the act. If 
your electronic component couldn't be 
controlled remotely via a handset of some 
kind, it wasn't worth bothering with. Over 
time we've seen everything from wands to 
devices that can read gestures so that you 
can wave your hands like a semaphore 
signaller having a fit to get your CD player 
to skip to the next track. Just when you 
thought operating your device without 
actually getting close to it couldn't get any 
more daft, along comes Amazon. 

Not content with dominating the way that 
people buy stuff online, Amazon has 
decided it's time to produce a loudspeaker 
of its own. Boasting a 2.5in woofer and 2in 
tweeter, and capable of providing what's 
described as 360° immersive sound (no 
power output details are provided), Echo is 
the future of music. Not a future you or I 
would want to be a part of you understand, 
but the future nonetheless. Like any 
self-respecting new speaker it connects 
wirelessly to your chosen music source via 
Bluetooth or wi-fi so that it can stream 
without any need for unsightly cables. It also 
can be operated by smartphone using a 
specially designed app, but one of the 
'biggest' selling points is that it is voice 
operated. So, if you want to turn the volume 
up or skip to the next track and can't find 
your phone you 
simply have to say: 
"Alexa, turn it up". 
Yep, that's right, it's 
called Alexa and if 
you don't call it 
Alexa when you 
speak to it, it won't 
respond. While it's 
great news that 
Amazon is 
branching out into 
music and hi-fi (a 
streaming service 
is imminent), given 
the choice we'll get 
up and walk across 
the room to use 
the buttons in the 
old way thank you 
very much...Connectivity panel at rear of M6 BTL

This lower mass translates directly into 
higher resolution and less material 
coloration for improved high-frequency 
performance, it says. 

The tweeter is partnered with a paper 
polypropylene-coned 4.5in mid/bass 
driver (one in the M-5 BTL standmount 
and two in the M-6 BTL and M-9 BTL 
fl oorstanders) and the M-9 BTL 
fl oorstander adds an 8in sideways-
fi ring bass driver.

The cabinets are heavily braced and 
have a front-loaded port. All models 
are available in either piano white or 
black and are supplied with a learning 
remote control. 
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Danish audio brand Copland has 
been absent from these pages in 
terms of new product launches for 
some time, but now it’s back with 
its long-awaited DAC 215 USB DAC/
headphone preamp fed by a pair 
of ECC88 tubes. Described as a 
“Universal high-resolution DAC, 
preamplifier and headphone 
amplifier” it can be used as a 
headphone amp, preamp or as a 
pure DAC – the choice is yours. 

The Copland DAC 215 looks set 
to be bang on trend with its retro 
styling thanks to the rotary front 
panel controls for the volume 
level and input selection, and the 
faint glow of the valves from the 
headphone amp output section 
lurking behind the slatted grille 
will undoubtedly enhance any 
likely old-school feel for potential 
purchasers. But at the heart of the 
DAC 215 is a digital-to-analogue 
converter with multiple S/PDIF 
inputs, PCM, and DSD capabilities 
using the ES9018 Reference 
8-channel DAC used in 
double-diff erential mode. The 
Class A buff ering technology of 
the analogue filtering sections is 

said to be borrowed from the 
brand’s acclaimed line of CD 
players, which helps it to produce 
what Copland calls “unconstrained 
sound quality”.

In terms of connectivity, the 
DAC 215 incorporates an 
asynchronous USB input, 1 coaxial 
and 2x Toslink digital inputs, an 
analogue input, 2x analogue 
outputs (fixed and variable) and a 
6.35mm headphone jack output. 

The USB input supports hi-res 
PCM 32-bit/384kHz and DSD64 
and DSD128 formats, and input 
sample rates are indicted by two 
columns of red lights on the front 
panel showing the incoming rate. 

The regulated power supply for 
the USB input section has its own 
power transformer winding. 
Models are on sale now and 
available finished with black or 
silver front panels.

PRICE: £1,998  AVAILABLE: NOW  CONTACT: 0208 9713909  
WEB: ABSOLUTESOUNDS.CO.UK

Copland DAC 215IN BRIEF

HEGEL MOHICAN 
CD PLAYER

● Specialist audio brand Hegel, has 
garnered a reputation for doing 
things its own way, and so it’s no 
surprise to see the Norwegian name 
unveil plans to introduce a CD player 
just as many brands look set to trim 
down their silver disc-spinning 
models. Originally unveiled at the 
High End Show in Munich in May, the 
Mohican is a CD player without any 
digital inputs. There’s a true 75ohm 
BNC-output connector for transport-
only use. The CD-only player uses a 
dedicated audio drive mechanism, 
and not a CD-ROM, and employs 
Hegel’s own servo boards which it 
claims have minimal impact on the 
digital signal read off  a CD. The 
analogue stage is built around its 
HD30 DAC/digital preamp (HFC 408), 
but the icing on the cake – it proudly 
states – is that it will implement the 
Norwegian brand’s patented 
SoundEngine technology. Prices and 
full specs are yet to be confirmed.     
hegel.com

AS MORE PEOPLE opt for headphones as their choice 
of transducer for music, there is a growing number of 
products designed to ensure headgear is giving its best. 
TEAC has one such portable item, and its HA-P5 
headphone amplifi er claims to be ultralight, weighing in 
at just 182g. Circuit design is based on the Tokyo brand’s 
UD-501 (HFC 375) and HA-501 hi-fi  components, and 
hi-res digital audio signals are routed via a Burr-Brown 
PCM1795 D/A converter before being passed to a 
high-power 2x 160mW (at 32ohm) Class A/B amplifi er. 

It has two separate master clocks to handle 44.1kHz and 
48kHz digital signals, an arrangement that TEAC says 
delivers a much more accurate fi nal digital-to-analogue 
signal conversion. As well as USB type A and B inputs (for 
direct connection of iOS and Android-based source devices 
to cater for DSD 5.6MHz and PCM 24-bit/192kHz), the 
HA-P5 also carries optical and coaxial digital inputs, while 
a line-level analogue output is additionally fi tted.

TEAC HP-A5
TEAC adds DSD-compatibility to next-gen portable headphone amp

PRICE: £499  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: +49 8142 4208141  WEB: TEAC-AUDIO.EU



State of the art design for  
reference level reproduction

The Nu-Vista series is a passionate labour of love for all of us at Musical Fidelity.  
We hope that at least you get a chance to hear this combo because we  

consider it the ultimate expression of our art.

Experience it for yourself at your local Musical Fidelity dealer.

NU-VISTA 800 AMPLIFIER
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IF YOUR ASPIRATIONS extend beyond conventional 
solid-state hi-fi  components but at more real-world prices, then 
this tube series from the US-based audiophile specialist Audio 
Research may well grab your attention. The Foundation 
‘entry-level’ series is from the same engineering and design team 
responsible for its aspirational Reference series, and the three-
strong range (for now) includes the LS28 line stage preamplifi er 
with four balanced and four single-ended inputs, PH9 phono 
stage with fi ve different impedance settings for cartridge loading 
– which can be changed on the fl y with the included remote – 
and the DAC9 384kHz and DSD-compatible digital-to-analogue 
converter. All three models are built around the same chassis 
and 6H30 vacuum tubes, with four in the LS28 line stage 
preamplifi er, three in the PH9 phono stage and a pair in the 
DAC9. Available in both black and natural anodized aluminium 
fi nishes, each unit comes with its own custom metal remote 
control. A further amplifi er is set to follow shortly, with other 
products planned to complete the series. 

Foundation debut
Audio Research launches entry-level series with three valve-based components

PRICE: £6,998 EACH  AVAILABLE: NOW-AUGUST  
CONTACT: 0208 9713909  WEB: ABSOLUTESOUNDS.COM

Originally unveiled at the High 
End Show in Munich back in May, 
NAD announces two additions to 
its prestigious Masters Series line. 
First up, the M32 Direct Digital 
Amplifier (pictured below) claims 
2x 150W power output and is a true 
digital amp, and not just Class D. 
Computer controlled, it amplifies 
entirely in the digital domain and 
only converts audio signals to 
analogue at the speaker terminals 
to give the shortest signal path 
possible. It’s fitted with a moving-
magnet phono input as well as 
digital inputs in the form of coaxial, 
optical, AES/EBU, USB type A and 
type B and an asynchronous USB 

2.0 computer input. There’s also a 
dedicated headphone amp, twin 
sets of speaker outputs for 
bi-wiring and a subwoofer out with 
a configurable digital crossover.

It can be fitted with an optional 
BluOS operating system via the 
Modular Design Construction 
(MDC) slots to expand support for 
local NAS drives and internet music 
streaming services.

The M50.2 Digital Music Player 
is a high-resolution, multi-room 
wireless streamer and CD ripper 
with 2x 2TB of RAID storage built in. 
It’s touted as a top-of-the-line 
extension to the company’s 40th 
anniversary M50/M51/M52 Digital 

Music Suite and combines the 
functionality of both the M50 and 
M52 into one sleek package. Users 
can rip CDs in 24/192 to the internal 
storage or download hi-res music 
without the need for a computer, 
says NAD. It’s BluOS-enabled for 
streaming to compatible speakers 
and off ers digital-only outputs 
including coaxial, optical, USB, 
AES/EBU and HDMI connections, 
as well as two USB inputs. Wi-fi and 
Bluetooth are built in, and there’s an 
Ethernet port for those who prefer 
hardwired connections.

Both models are priced at £3,700, 
with the M32 available now and the 
M50.2 set to arrive in August.  

PRICE: £3,700  AVAILABLE: NOW/AUGUST  
CONTACT: 01732 459555  WEB: NADELECTRONICS.COM

Masters Series additionsIN BRIEF

AUDIO-TECHNICA 
ART CARTRIDGE

● If you’re in 
the market for 
a high-end cartridge, Audio-
Technica’s AT-ART1000 at £4,100 
could be for you. The hand-crafted 
design places the moving coil 
directly on top of the stylus tip, 
meaning that signal transmission 
from the stylus diamond to the 
moving coil are direct rather than 
transmitted along the length of the 
solid boron cantilever. Eight turns of 
20um-diameter PCOCC wire create 
coils of 0.9mm diameter. It achieves 
a claimed output of 0.2mV by placing 
the coil in the minuscule 0.6mm gap 
of a powerful magnetic circuit, while 
the structure that supports the 
magnetic circuit and suspension 
system is designed to minimise 
vibrations. To hear this unique 
cartridge at selected retailers visit: 
eu.audio-technica.com



Listen to the new Emit Series.

Emit.
Enter the World
of High-End
Performance.  

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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CHOICE TWEETSTS

FOLLOW US: @HIFICHOICEMAG

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

Expert thinking
Dynaudio’s #AskTheExpert series 

lets you pitch your questions via its Facebook 
page to the pros behind its products. Here, 
designer Andreas Eberhardt Sørensen tackles 
your queries about the mysteries of 
loudspeaker drivers. bit.ly/290Tura 

Mini marvel
Portable audio fans will be hotly 

anticipating Cyrus’ upcoming Soundkey 
DAC/amp, which packs 30 years’ hi-fi  
experience into a USB stick-sized device. 
Find out more about its upcoming 
Kickstarter campaign and register your 
interest at: soundkey.cyrusaudio.com

Vinyl voyeurs
Twitter users love showing off their 

turntables, and @TheSoundGallery’s 
#ShowUsYourTurntable comp had fans 
posting pics from vintage Pioneers to funky 
coloured Regas with the winner bagging a 
‘life changing’ record brush. See more at: 
twitter.com/TheSoundGallery

Stop the static
The dreaded threat of static is arguably the 
bane of every vinyl lover’s hi-fi  life and if 
your analogue joy is being blighted by 
pops and clicks, then take comfort in this 
blog post on Vinyl Me Please’s website, 
which explores the causes and possible 
cures: bit.ly/28WAqoC

Worthy Encore
Musical Fidelity’s all-in-one Encore 

music streaming system has caused quite a 
stir since its launch. In this video, our very 
own David Price talks to MF head honcho 
Antony Michaelson about this landmark 
product. youtu.be/phf0mBpt7XU

Transparent Cable 
(@TransparentInc)
Custom is our custom! Will 

reconfigures speaker cables to match 
changes in a customer’s system at no charge. 
#hifi bit.ly/28VXVTc

THIEL Audio (@THIELAudio)
What’s your tale? Tweet your story with the 
hashtag #THIELTale and you could have 

your story spread to thousands! 

OPPO Headphones (@OPPOheadphones)
This week’s #OPPOtalent is @niluferyanya 
with her great take on The Pixies’ ‘Hey’! 

ow.ly/GlZQ301cH1z 

B&O PLAY (@beoplay)
Enhance your @Beoplay experience with 
the free app for #iOS & #Android. Download 

now beoplay.com/app   

Soundstage (@Soundstage_hifi)
The @PMCSpeakers twenty.5 21s have 
just received a professional touch at the 

@ThisMetropolis - good choice guys! 

SUGDEN AUDIO (@SugdenAudio)
#FAQ Does my new Sugden amplifier/CD 
player need running in? 

fb.com/sugdenaudio

Moorgate Acoustics (@Kipper248)
@RegaResearch announces the new P1. 
Available in July £248. Available in gloss 

black and white

Linn Records (@LinnRecords)
A brilliant #strings album from 
@ScotEnsemble available for pre-order or 

#download #takemitsu #film #debussy 
t.co/dXWB0o62Mq

Harrow Audio (@harrowaudio)
What do we have here then 
@RegaResearch An old planar from 

Radfords in Bristol?! Keep watching!! It’s gunna 
be cool! pbs.twimg.com/media/
CljxxpDWIAASTJY.jpg

NAD Electronics (@NADElectronics)
@bjork’s captivating second solo LP ‘Post’ 
turns 21 today. 

youtu.be/26sP2WsA5cY #MusicMonday #iconic

Cymbiosis (@cymbiosishifi)
Some new and very interesting cables from 
The Chord Company cymbiosis.
com/2016/06/chord-progression

KJ West One (@kjwestonelondon)
Set up and ready of the Focal Sopra No3 UK 
Launch with the @NaimAudio Statement 

tonight! They are very impressive! bit.ly/28WHeDx

KEF America (@KEF_America)
Latest Podcast is out! Featuring 
@ProjectNerd ‘s Matt Carter! Superheroes, 

Movies! And more! ow.ly/V3Om300OIzD

The Vinyl Factory (@TheVinylFactory)
Speaker placement is the cheapest and 
easiest way to improve the sound of your 

records: t.co/53bCb3HXeA

USB audio made easy
If you’re about to leap into the world 

of digital audio check out Cambridge Audio’s 
Youtube channel to watch its USB Audio 
video series. From talking you through 
the basics to discussing the benefi ts of 
asynchronous USB and optimising windows: 
youtu.be/PZ9vEisSgw0



For more info visit yamaha.com/musiccast

AirPlayAppFM / 
DAB+ Bluetooth ECOmode High-Res

AudioWi-Fi

W i r e l e s s  M u s i c  S y s t e m

MusicCast Controller App

MCR-870

Natural Sound for your Music
Yamaha‘s new MusicCast system spans a huge variety of products, but at the root of all of 
them is superior sound and build quality. Offering second to none performance with the 
flexibility to listen anything, anywhere. Free all your audio and music all over your house 

with MusicCast

MCR-870D
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Back to blak
David Price channels the golden age of big black boxes, 
as he auditions the new Roksan blak integrated amplifier 

ROKSAN 
BLAK £2,750IN-DEPTH 
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Roksan blak 
ORIGIN
UK
TYPE
Integrated amplifier 
with DSD-capable 
DAC
WEIGHT
13kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
440 x 140 x 305mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power: 
150W RMS (8ohm)
● Inputs: 1x MM 
phono; 3x RCA line; 
1x balanced XLR; 
1x USB
● AptX Bluetooth
DISTRIBUTOR
Henley Designs Ltd.
TELEPHONE
01235 511166
WEBSITE
henleydesigns.
co.uk

here’s something very 
reassuring about a 
high-end integrated 
amplifi er. While stacks of 

black boxes might have been the done 
thing in the early eighties, in today’s 
world, the trend is to downsize, but 
music fans don’t want to hear any 
less of their beloved recordings. The 
so-called ‘super-integrated’ breed ticks 
all these boxes; it’s big but not too 
big, and promises a sound to rival 
some more expensive pre/power 
amplifi er combinations.   

Roksan, lest we forget, has always 
made fi ne-sounding amplifi cation; it 
has a distinctly muscular-but-musical 
character that covers more bases than 
some rival designs, many of which 
tend to be one or the other. The blak 
is a new highish-end integrated that 
pushes out a claimed 2x 150W RMS, 
and sports a wide range of inputs to 
make it fl exible enough for today’s 
brave new hi-fi  world. That means 
two additions to the amps that we 
were buying a decade ago – aptX 
Bluetooth and a moving-magnet 
phono stage. There’s also a USB input 
connecting to the obligatory DAC. 

The blak is a big thing – and heavy 
too – with a large front-mounted LED 

display that lights up bright amber. 
I’m not a fan of the usual blue backlit 
LCDs, so I love its wilful contrariness, 
but still you’ve got to wonder if it 
will go down well with prospective 
purchasers. The volume control also 
gets its own light show with a useful 
indication to show the level. The 
three fascia-mounted buttons let you 
scroll through the inputs – totalling 
three RCA line ins, a pair of analogue 
XLRs plus the aforementioned USB 
type-B, aptX Bluetooth and MM 
phono stage. As per previous Roksan 
products, the power switch is hidden 
underneath the fascia on the left, just 
to confuse you. 

The build quality is very good 
indeed, and while its chunky brushed 
aluminium fascia looks thick enough 
to stop a bullet, it doesn’t quite have 
the immaculate surfacing of some 
rival Japanese-made products. The 
pressed steel casework is reassuringly 
thick and resonance free, and the 
controls work with a solid – if not 
exceptionally silky – feel; think 
Mercedes G-Wagen rather than Lexus 
RX. The rear panel is equally rugged 

T

It proves itself 
adept at bringing 
together music’s 
rhythmic qualities
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

with good-quality speaker binding 
posts. Inside, there’s a chunky Noratel 
toroidal transformer and serious 
heatsinking for the output devices. A 
Burr-Brown DSD1794A DAC handles 
PCM up to 24-bit/192kHz and DSD64 
and DSD128, the latter only via the 
USB socket at the back, which has 
been properly implemented rather 
than stuck in as an afterthought. The 
same can be said of the headphone 
output, which gets the full might of 
the power amplifi er when it’s switched 
in via another button hidden 
underneath, this time in the middle. 

  
Sound quality
Anyone that’s ever heard a Roksan 
amplifi er before will instantly 
recognise the house sound of the 
blak. Powerful, punchy, feisty and 
tough – it’s not the sort of amp that 
shirks its responsibilities. When asked 
to drive tricky loudspeakers with 
powerful dance music like Age Of 
Love’s Age Of Love, it rises to the 
challenge gleefully, and supplies a 
thunderous yet supple and fl uid 
sound that gets the feet tapping. 
I fi nd myself transported back to 
the nineties with this classic trance 
tune, luxuriating in the blak’s rare 
combination of sheer brute force and 
pleasing subtlety. This densely mixed 
electronic track has a combination 
of sledgehammer bass and ethereal 
synthesiser work across the midband. 
The Roksan catches it beautifully, and 
tops things off with a sweet treble, 
letting the hi-hat cymbals glisten like 
stars in the night sky.

Tonally, the Roksan is sweeter than 
your average muscle amp – and 
indeed I’d say this is the brand’s 
special selling point, it’s ‘naughty but 
nice’. That self same monster bass 
is deployed to great effect with the 
opening Lento Allegro of Ralph 
Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No.2 

(Haitink). It paints a bold, 
expansive and powerful picture, 
with a fulsome bottom end and a 
clean, delicate treble, while the 
midband remains even and 
completely devoid of jagged edges. 
It’s incisive enough to grip the 
listener, yet never descends into any 
obvious hardness or grain. Indeed, 
I’d say the designer has come up 
with a great balance that sits 
comfortably across a wide variety of 
music types. The blak also delivers 
a quite ‘architectural’ soundstage; 
all well ordered with everything in 
its rightful place. It has a fi ne sense 
of depth perspective, possibly not 
quite the best at the price, but still 
highly convincing. This natural 
tonality allied to the confi dent 
soundstaging makes for a great sense 
of ‘being there’ in the concert hall. 

There’s a sense of seamlessness 
to the blak too; it avoids the trap 
of sounding like two different 
amplifi ers at two different volume 
levels. Blasting The Dukes’ So Much 
In Love at high levels shows this. A 
slice of classic jazz funk from 1982, 
this is immaculately produced and 
beautifully recorded with some of 
the best session players in the 
business. This type of music is less 
about physical scale, instead the 
emphasis switching to how well it 
fl ows. The blak again proves itself 
adept at bringing together the 
music’s rhythmic qualities – 
capturing the subtle interplay 
between bass guitar, drums and 
keyboards – as well as thumping 

ROKSAN 
BLAK £2,750

Around £250 more than 
the blak is the latest 
Naim SuperNait 2. 
Unlike its predecessor, 
it’s a stripped-down, 
line-only design. It’s a 
distinctively Naim-
sounding product, in 
the same way the blak 
could only be Roksan. 
Power up the Naim and 
it takes you right into 
the stalls in front of the 
stage, rather than a 
more panoramic view 
from the circle. It 
performs the trick of 
being a headbanger, 
without sounding in any 
way course or gritty. It’s 
very involved with the 
music’s rhythms and 
dynamics, which it 
tracks tenaciously, 
but it doesn’t quite 
have the widescreen 
presentation of the 
Roksan. Slightly bigger, 
lazier and sweeter, the 
Roksan is likely to work 
better in a wider range 
of systems and rooms.

out high levels. Notching the volume 
down a peg or three, it continues to 
sound fl uid and musical, with a subtly 
sweet tonality. Its fundamentally well 
balanced nature makes for an inviting 
and lustrous sound, that really works 
for the music.

Born to rock 
Another challenge is good old 
unreconstructed rock music, so I cue 
up REM’s Maps And Legends from 
Fables Of The Reconstruction. This is a 
great album, but it was recorded in a 
cheap London studio back in the early 
eighties and sounds rather dirge like. 
Still, the Roskan proves well able to 
scythe through and bring the music 
out brilliantly. The beautiful 
Rickenbacker guitar work and 
Byrds-like vocal harmonies are 
carried delicately, the music fl owing 
freely yet punching its way around 
my listening room with genuine 
authority. The Roksan’s midband is 
commendably neutral and carries 
singer Michael Stipe’s plaintive vocals 
very well, too. The amp tracks the 
song’s dynamics adeptly, never 
sounding breathless or falling to 
pieces on crescendos and gives a 
highly natural sound. Again, this type 
of music really benefi ts from the 
amplifi er’s vast, cathedral-like 
soundstage going from left to right, 
and the sheer confi dence with which 
it drives even tricky speaker loads.

The Bluetooth connectivity will be a 
boon for some, and an irrelevance to 
others. Personally I like it; sonically 
it’s not a patch on the line inputs, or 
indeed the DAC running standard 
digital, let alone hi-res. But the 
convenience shines through; it’s easy 
to hook up and stable – and you can 
zip through your favourite tunes 
on your phone or iPad while doing 
the ironing. Even when you sit 
down for a serious listen, it sounds 

IN-DEPTH 

I enjoy the crisp, 
clean sound across 
a wide range of 
hi-res file types

8 AUGUST 2016

Vaughan Williams Symphony No.2 keyboards as well as thumping down for a serious listen, it sounds 

The amber LED 
lightshow is a 
welcome change 
from blue, but 
might not be to 
everyone’s liking
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LIKE: Highly enjoyable 
sound; loads of power; 
impressive facilities
DISLIKE: Quirky 
ergonomics won’t 
suit all tastes   
WE SAY: Loveable, 
great-value monster 
integrated amp

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

Q&A

DP: Where does the blak amp fit 
into the Roksan range?  
TH: It has been designed to offer a 
huge amount of flexibility to our 
customers with the highest-quality 
sound performance. It fits in the top 
bracket, price-wise, of our integrated 
amplifiers. However, it is important 
to note that the M2 series is still very 
much in business alongside it. I see 
the Caspian series as a purist modular 
super ‘audiophile’ range, there is no 
internal phono stage, headphone, 
Bluetooth or DAC, for example. The 
blak is a one-box solution for those 
seeking optimum sonic performance 
with a wide range of facilities. The 
blak system was designed for the 
most diverse, demanding and 
discerning customers in terms of 
aesthetics, useful features, sound 
performance and build. 

Can you tell me about the blak’s 
internal circuit design?
Like all Roksan amplification, it’s 
a Class AB design. If designed 
competently, Class AB circuits offer 
an excellent combination of power, 
current, musical delicacy and detail. 
In the blak topology it’s used to create 
low distortion and very linear 
characteristics with superb drive and 
power. MOSFETs are used in the 
output stage. We have previously 
used both MOSFETs and BJTs, but for 
the performance characteristics we 
required we found that MOSFETs 
worked best.

What’s unusual about the blak?
There are many attributes. For 
example, by using the centre switch 
below the chassis, the circuit 
completely re-directs from the 
loudspeaker output section to the 
headphone output, turning the blak 
amplifier into a dedicated headphone 
amp. Also, the integral DAC is not a 
performance-diluted solution. It is a 
very serious, high-end and high-
quality design not found in other 
integrated solutions. Add to this, the 
fact that we have also integrated our 
brilliant aptX Bluetooth circuit input 
giving a most apt and completed 
amplifier solution to the most modern 
and discerning customer.

Tufan Hashemi
MD, Roksan Audio 

pleasingly warm and uninvasive. 
Hook up your laptop to its USB input, 
however, and there’s a step change for 
the better. I run the gamut of my 
ever-expanding hi-res fi le collection 
and enjoy the crisp, clean sound 
across a wide range of music and fi le 
types. I particularly love its very 
subtle and involving, yet strong and 
beautifully proportioned rendering of 
Wings’ Band On The Run at 24/96. It 
captures the album’s characteristically 
dry sound beautifully yet is never 
boring – and has the dynamic 
headroom to fully exploit the lack of 
compression on the hi-res version of 
this classic track.

The built-in DAC implementation is 
better than the ‘merely competent’ I 
had expected. It means the amplifi er 
is quite listenable if digital is your sole 
source and you don’t wish to buy an 
external DAC – aside from the fact 
that there’s only one digital input, of 
course. You can do better, but you’ll 
need to spend around £1,000 to 
really improve on what the blak 
comes fi tted with. It’s also worth 
pointing out that the Roksan has a 
superb headphone sound, for those of 
you with a decent pair of cans, and/or 
neighbours who rather selfi shly don’t 
share your taste for Scandinavian 
death metal at three o’clock in the 
morning. Indeed, that’s the great 

thing about this amplifi er, it has a 
good range of facilities that offer 
high-quality listening in several 
contexts, not just the conventional 
line input and speakers confi guration. 
Sonically, the only criticism is that ‘it 
is what it is’, which is to say a 
powerful solid-state amp.

Conclusion
Another redoubtable new product 
from Roksan, then. The blak will hit 
the spot for those wanting a good 
value for money, high-powered and 
musically satisfying integrated 
amplifi er – one that delivers the sort 
of punch that you’d normally need 
to turn to pre-power amplifi er 
combinations to fi nd. Factor in its 
wide and handy selection of inputs, 
and the well put together single-box 
design, and it’s an impressive 
package. Some may think it a bit 
quirky to use, but others will see it as 
a charm – certainly, it is never a dull 
listening companion ●     

41
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The blak wears much of its quality inside its case; this is an 
extremely well constructed amplifier made of very good 
components, and it’s also neatly and logically arranged 
under the hood. The thick front panel attaches to a sturdy 
steel chassis, and on to this is the main board which 
essentially has a dual mono layout; left and right sides of 
the power amp are laid out in a mirror-image fashion, with 
the chunky heatsinks to the far left and far right. The blak’s 
MOSFET power output devices are attached to these, and 
thanks to the beefy power transformer and high-quality 

smoothing capacitors, lets the amp push out 2x 150W into 
8ohm, and a not-inconsiderable 230W into 4ohm – 
enough for most speakers and rooms. The Roksan is 
biased a fair way into Class A and so runs hotter than 
many integrateds. All the wiring is very tidy, and the front 
panel switching is of good quality. The rear panel has the 
preamplifier and DAC board piggybacking onto it, in order 
to keep signal paths as short as possible, and this is 
attached to the front controls by a ribbon cable. On top of 
this, the Roksan’s well-finished pressed steel top case fits.

CRACKING THE CASE

Earthing post

MM phono input

Three sets of RCA 
line-level inputs
Analogue balanced 
XLR input

1

2

3

4

IN SIGHT

The chunky brushed 
aluminium fascia 
looks thick enough 
to stop a bullet

2 3

6

Bluetooth antenna

DSD128-capable 
USB type-B input

5
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Hi-Fi Choice employs the most rigorous test and measurement 
regime in the business. Here’s how we do it...
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 TEST MUSIC 
JOE SAMPLE
Spellbound
All God’s Children 16/44.1 FLAC

THE PROCESS OF reliably auditioning six 
digital audio players isn’t as straightforward as 
doing a single standalone review. Each player is 
connected with its supplied power lead, or if it is 
hub-powered it’s put into a suitable USB port, 
and powered continuously to make sure that 
its built-in rechargeable batteries are at full 
capacity before any listening takes place. This 
procedure ensures that all of the models have 
reasonable use before any listening begins, 
and they are all kept powered or topped up to 
maximum charge throughout the comparative 
listening procedure. The testing period takes 
place over several days, with all the players 
given time to warm up before each listening 

session commences. Each player is in turn 
connected to several pairs of headphones 
at differing price points and with varying 
impedance sensitivities to test their performance 
thoroughly. They are also connected via the 
3.5mm audio output to a reference hi-fi  setup to 
discover how well they perform as a source at 
the front of a dedicated system driving a pair of 
standmounted loudspeakers. Numerous tracks 
are listened to, but the sessions focus on four 
tracks specifi cally chosen to provide a wide 
variation of musical styles, recording quality and 
sample rates. Each track is played several times 
until a defi nitive overall picture of the player’s 
sound quality is obtained.

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

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS GROUP TEST

 REFERENCE SYSTEM 
HEADPHONES
AKG Y50 
Sennheiser Momentum 2.0
Hifiman HE400S 
LOUDSPEAKERS & AMPLIFICATION 
MunroSonic EGG150 active 
monitoring system
EQUIPMENT SUPPORTS
Townshend Audio 
Atacama 

BARB JUNGR  
Shelter From The Storm
Long Walk Home 24/96 FLAC

SONNY ROLLINS 
Saxophone Colossus 
St Thomas 24/96 FLAC

STUART MCCALLUM  
Distilled
Vital Space 24/44.1 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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THE TERM ‘POCKET rocket’ used 
to refer to the sort of souped-up car 
boasting bolt-on gifts from Halfords 
that’s lusted after by young men. 
Now, in a more literal sense, it’s a 
fi tting description for the latest batch 
of hi-res portable digital audio players 
– DAPs for short – currently available. 

As yet, DAPs are a far from 
standardised but nonetheless 
inevitable phenomenon – high-
functioning hybrids shaped by market 
forces and can-do tech that blend all 
the raw music-on-the-move desirability 
of the Walkman legacy with varying 
degrees of smartphone carry over, 
cutting-edge DAC design and 

Pocket rockets
Real music power in your hand is what these 
hi-res DAPs are all about, but which truly hits 
the sweet spot? David Vivian finds out

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS £449-£749

enhanced headphone-driving power. 
As such, the eternal attraction of 
pocketable portability has been bulk 
loaded to the point where a current 
£500 DAP will, for some headphone 
devotees, be the only piece of hi-fi  
they’ll ever need. 

Perfection in your palm
Even those of us that prefer to do our 
serious listening with a conventional 
amplifi er and a pair of loudspeakers 
can consider a Bluetooth/wi-fi -
equipped DAP – such as the Pioneer 
XDP-100R or FiiO X7 – as a super 
source capable of better-than-CD 
sound quality, streaming, wireless 

connectivity and, with memory card 
slots suitably fi lled, serious mass-data 
storage – something hi-res compatible 
smartphones cannot even hope to 
match. In other words, a good DAP is 
a full-blown music server that fi ts in 
the palm of your hand.    

Game changer? Yes, especially when 
you consider the multi-tasking and 
astonishingly good value. This keenly 
contested £450-£750 group of six 
DAPs proves the point, though the 
methodologies – the way sonic 
purism and features are prioritised 
and combined – vary wildly. Is there 
one model that delivers the best of all 
worlds? Read on to fi nd out. 
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ON TEST

Astell&Kern
AK300 £749 p27
AK’s entry-level 
300-series DAP brings 
the brand’s signature 
style, build and sound 
to a wider audience 
and sets formidable 
standards all round.

Audio-Opus 
Opus 1 £449 p29
A new name in the DAP 
market boasting dual-
DAC architecture at a 
very keen price. A clean 
interface and smooth 
operation add to the 
impressive specs.

FiiO
X7 £499 p31
This all singing and 
dancing Android-
powered flagship is 
a real departure for 
budget champion FiiO. 
It takes some learning, 
but certainly delivers.  

Pioneer 
XDP-100R £499 p33
This accomplished and 
massively featured first 
effort DAP from Pioneer 
is the only player in the 
group to offer MQA 
hi-res format support. 
How does it perform? 

Questyle
QP1R £699 p35
Bucking the popular 
touchscreen/Android 
trend, the QP1R 
combines high-end 
build with old-school 
design, but places most 
store in sound quality.

Sony
NW-ZX100HN £500 p37
The brand with the 
biggest legacy in 
portable audio contests 
this group with the 
smallest player, but 
don’t underestimate 
this mini marvel’s ability.





The original high-end DAP company now off ers 
a taste of its best game at a more aff ordable price  

LIKE: Style; build; 
superb sound quality  
DISLIKE: Not the 
slickest interface  
WE SAY: Pricey yes, 
but it oozes quality 
on all fronts 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

GROUPTEST
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ew would deny that the 
South Korean brand 
Astell&Kern is king of 
the hill when it comes to 

portable hi-res audio, responsible not 
just for setting and regularly raising 
the performance bar against which 
others are judged but also for giving 
the sector an aspirational, luxury 
sheen that has inspired many imitators. 

The AK300, which made its debut 
at this year’s Munich High End Show, 
is another strategically placed and 
priced addition to the lineup. It 
effectively replaces the ageing AK100 
(HFC 370) but is just under half the 
price of the next model up in the 
range, the £1,499 AK320. In their 
chiselled, cool alloy chunkiness and 
distinctly high-end feel, the two are 
hard to tell apart. But the spec, while 
incorporating many of the features 
seen on AK’s pricier models, has been 
trimmed back to just one AK4490 
DAC rather than the dual-confi guration 
on the AK320 and AK380.

That said, the AK300 can accept 
high-resolution audio fi les up to 

32-bit/384kHz and 5.6MHz DSD – 
both down converted to PCM for play 
back – and uses an extremely accurate 
VCXO Reference Clock to minimise 
jitter. A 20-band parametric EQ and 
wireless streaming via the AK Connect 
app also fi gure, and the unit can be 
used as a USB DAC. Internal storage is 
64GB, but there’s only one microSD 
slot for adding up to a further 128GB, 
whereas even the least expensive 
model here, the Opus 1, sports a pair 
capable of accepting 200GB each.

On a more positive note, there can’t 
be many DAPs that are nicer to use. Its 
snug palm fi t and precise click-step 
volume thumbwheel are a joy, the 
full-depth touchscreen bright, crisp 
and responsive. And if the OS isn’t the 
slickest here, it is at least logically 
structured and simple to navigate.

    
Sound quality
This is a massively accomplished 
player that wouldn’t know how to put 
a foot wrong if it was told. Whatever 
I play sounds just right: tonally, 
temporally – almost tangibly. Notably 
free from artifi ce and undue emphasis, 
it nails the neutral ground with such 
cool confi dence that you’re allowed to 
relax into the music and forget about 
the machine playing it. Wherein lies 
the path to many a long, unfatiguing 
listening session. I’m not usually one 
for headphone marathons, but its 
extraordinary uncoloured clarity and 
even handedness are so persuasive I 
fi nd myself drifting way beyond the 
time I’ve allotted for the test tracks. 

But perhaps the AK300’s talents are 
shown to best effect with Joe Sample’s 
supremely funky All God’s Children. 
His distinctively percussive Steinway 
tinkling has real bite and harmonic 
structure yet is allowed to mesh 
seamlessly with the rhythm section 
of Marcus Miller’s bass guitar, Lenny 
Castro’s percussion and Omar 
Hakim’s drums that, as a combined 
force drives the track along so 
powerfully. Add the multi-layered 
synth elements and it’s a piece 
that can easily seem fussy and 
overwrought. What the AK does so 
well is preserve the musical impetus ●  

F

Astell&Kern is a subsidiary of 
electronics giant iriver, founded 
in 1979 by seven ex-Samsung 
employees. Based in South Korea but 
with facilities in the US, China and 
Japan it employs 1,000 people and 
has a total manufacturing capacity of 
some 10 million units a year. As well 
as portable audio devices, it also 
makes tablet PCs, e-dictionaries, 
smartphones and healthcare devices.      

From early, reputation-forging days 
making the sexiest, priciest DAPs 
in a fledgling market, Astell&Kern 
is having to run much harder now, 
facing off  against the constantly 
swelling ranks of rivals at more 
aff ordable price points. Its most 
obvious move in this direction came 
with the atypically slender but 
fine-sounding AK Jr (HFC 401), giving 
the company a portable player price 
span from the Jr’s entry-level £399 to 
the eye-watering £2,999 required for 
its AK380 flagship.      

IRIVER RUN

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

Astell&Kern 
AK300 £749

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Astell&Kern AK300
ORIGIN
South Korea
TYPE
32-bit/384kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
205g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
75 x 112 x 15mm
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 10 hours
● 64GB internal
storage
● MicroSD slot 
(128GB max)
DISTRIBUTOR
Computers 
Unlimited
TELEPHONE
0208 2008282
WEBSITE
astellnkern.com

The cool alloy 
chunkiness is 
impressive



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

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

sound; all designed and assembled in Italy.

www.unisonresearch.co.uk



Looking not unlike its more prestigious A&K rival, 
the Opus 1 has a spec to scare the best 

LIKE: Fast, uncluttered 
interface; warm 
sophisticated sound  
DISLIKE: Plastic body  
WE SAY: A likeable, 
easy-to-use DAP with 
impressive spec and 
smooth sonics 
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f there’s one shining 
example of just how 
cut-throat the premium 
DAP sector has become, 

this is it. The Opus 1 dips comfortably 
below the £500 mid-market price 
point yet, from a distance looks like a 
svelte version of the more expensive 
AK300 and has a blistering dual-DAC 
spec that promises high-end sonics. 

Naturally, a few corners have had to 
be cut. Up close it’s clear the Opus 1 
can’t compete with the build quality of 
the AK. The gunmetal-grey casework 
(a metallic gold fi nish is optional) is 
made from ABS plastic which, though 
tough and perfectly serviceable, lacks 
the cool tactility of the AK’s smooth 
alloy surfaces and, indeed, the 
variously textured metallic fi nishes of 
the other DAPs here. Volume control is 
by small, side-mounted buttons rather 
than a nicely engineered thumbwheel 
like you get with the AK and Pioneer, 
but the Opus 1 does sit comfortably in 
the hand. The 4in touchscreen display 
isn’t at its best if viewed at an angle, 
but responds swiftly to commands and 

fi nding your way around is a breeze 
– certainly much more straightforward 
than the FiiO in its full Android mode. 

But it’s under the lid that it makes its 
most convincing bid for stardom. First, 
its drastically pared-down Android OS 
– bereft of apps, wi-fi  and Bluetooth – 
is powered by a brawny 32-bit ARM 
Cortex-A9 quadcore processor 
operating at 1.4GHz and with 1GB 
DDR3 memory, a CPU powerhouse 
that makes the remaining basic 
functions and menu navigation 
proceed with well-oiled alacrity and 
zero glitches. Secondly, the Opus 1 has 
not one but two top-line Cirrus Logic 
CS4398 DAC chips (one per channel) 
with single-ended and balanced 
outputs. The player supports PCM fi les 
up to 24-bit/192kHz, and can also 
play DSD (down-converted to PCM). 
The 32GB of on-board memory (8GB 
taken up by the OS) is expandable to a 
maximum of 432GB if you furnish the 
twin microSD slots concealed beneath 
a casework fl ap with two 200GB cards.

    
Sound quality
There are two DAPs in this group that 
sound signifi cantly different, both 
from their rivals and, in particular, 
each other. First is the Questyle, 
which makes even bog-standard CD 
rips soar like the best hi-res. Then 
there’s this, which makes hi-res sound 
less acutely detailed but alluringly 
warm and cuddly, which is a little odd 
but also rather appealing. 

Whether it’s the chilled funk of 
Joe Sample or the baleful sax of 
Sonny Rollins on St Thomas, the 
presentation of fi ne detail – both 
specifi c and ambient – is anything 
but explicit, but nonetheless informs 
a musical whole that’s thoroughly 
beguiling. These cuts don’t sound as 
open and airy as they do on most of 
the other players, but they do sound 
potently full blooded with nicely 
resolved tonal colours and timbral 
textures. The bass is a little fruitier 
than some, but integrates well and 
delivers controlled extension with 
convincing energy and rhythmic 
drive. Easy listening, some might 
say, but in a good way ●  

I

Finding your way around the Opus 1 
is almost ridiculously straightforward. 
All the external controls are easy to 
reach with small but precise-acting 
click buttons for volume up and 
down on the upper left side of the 
casework, the on/off  button on the 
top along with the 3.5mm headphone 
jack and 2.5mm optical balanced out, 
and the track advance, pause and 
back buttons on the upper right side. 
As with virtually every other DAP, the 
micro USB-B charging/data transfer 
socket is located on the bottom.      

Using the touchscreen is just lovely. 
Smooth scrolling, zero lag, snappy 
responses, clear graphics and logical 
pages and lists make the Opus 1 the 
slickest, least cluttered and easiest 
to navigate and operate DAP. And 
although it lacks a playlist function 
at this stage – slated for a future 
firmware update – it does come with 
three user-definable EQ settings 
which, again, are a breeze to use. 

OBJECT LESSON

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

Audio-Opus 
Opus 1 £449

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Audio-Opus Opus 1
ORIGIN
South Korea
TYPE
24-bit/192kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
185g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
72 x 112 x 18mm
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 8-10 hours
● 32GB internal
storage
● 2x MicroSDXC 
slots (400GB max)
DISTRIBUTOR
K&S Technology Ltd
TELEPHONE
01903 768910
WEBSITE
hifiheadphones.
co.uk

Navigation 
and operation 

are a breeze
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‘Best Floor Standing 
Speakers under £600’

This beautiful range of floorstanding speakers offer 

an unaltered, descriptive audio response with a 

low resonance cabinet reducing audio distortion. 

Transparent uncoloured audio with dynamics that are 

deep and powerful.

Breathing art, passion, beauty into 

your home.

LOSE YOURSELF IN OUR NEW VIDEO.
www.QAcoustics.co.uk/3050

BEAUTIFULLY
ENGINEERED
SOUND

What Hi-Fi Award Winner 2015



If you think FiiO is all about value and performance, 
think again – the X7 is a whole new thing 

LIKE: Flexible and 
well featured; fine easy-
going sound; build  
DISLIKE: Bulky; limited 
memory expansion; 
fussy interface  
WE SAY: An ambitious 
and capable premium 
player with a few 
design issues 
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here are two no-holds 
barred blockbusters in this 
group. The FiiO X7 is one 
of them. Unapologetically 

big, clever and complex, it’s quite 
a departure for the Chinese audio 
specialist whose reputation has been 
built on wrong-footing the Android-
based behemoths of DAP-dom with 
simpler designs offering conspicuously 
fi ne value and sound quality. 

With its X7 fl agship, however, FiiO 
has not only bitten the Android bullet 
but gone for broke in all departments. 
Its smart and weighty brushed metal 
casework has more physical buttons 
than any other DAP here, it’s the only 
one with a detachable amp module 
(good for 16-300ohm headphones as 
supplied, more powerful modules to 
order) and its interpretation of the 
Android 4.44 OS is full fat rather than 
skimmed for novice hand holding. The 
clever bit is that there’s a stripped-back 
‘Pure Music’ mode that deactivates all 
Android functionality, leaving only the 

FiiO music app, settings and basic 
connectivity running.

It’s all handled by a fast Rockchip 
RK3188 CPU running at 1.4GHz with 
1GB of RAM that makes for smooth 
scrolling and snappy navigation via 
a combination of onscreen soft keys 
and pull-down menus. The 32GB of 
internal memory can be supplemented 
by a high-capacity microSD card, but 
like the AK there’s provision for only 
one. Battery life is good, lasting 9-10 
hours even with a mainly hi-res diet.

FiiO has elected to go with the 
much-praised ESS Technology 
ES9018S DAC, which supports up to 
32-bit/384kHz audio fi les and the 
usual roll call of audio formats. The 
4in touchscreen is crisp and clear, but 
the X7 feels notably more cumbersome 
than the AK and Audio-Opus. Socket 
layout is a little topsy turvy, too, with 
the line/coaxial out on top and the 
3.5mm headphone jack on the bottom, 
along with the MicroUSB port for 
charging and data transfers.

    
Sound quality
In broad terms, the X7 doesn’t sound 
quite as open and incisive as the 
AK300, having a slightly warmer 
balance and almost creamy 
smoothness that actually aligns it 
more closely with the Opus 1. This 
isn’t to say that it lacks detail or 
soundstage air and dimensionality – 
it does better than most in these 
respects – but with high-energy 
performances it can come across 
as being a tad restrained and 
self-effacing. As a result, Sample 
and co’s grippy groove feels just 
a little slower and softer edged.

Line up female jazz vocalist Barb 
Jungr’s smoky, sultry version of 
Springsteen’s Long Road Home, 
however, and suddenly the FiiO is 
very much in its element sounding 
seductively rich, full bodied and 
atmospheric and appropriately 
chilled. Who knows, a different amp 
module or the K5 dock (see In The 
Dock) might endow the X7 with the 
extra drive and dynamism it deserves, 
but as it stands its tastes are maybe a 
little too reserved ● 

T

Although not supplied for this test, a 
dedicated desktop dock called the 
K5 can be used in conjunction with 
the X7 for more serious headphone 
listening at home. The X7 sits on 
top and connects via its microUSB 
socket. The K5’s duties don’t include 
decoding, but it does have a Texas 
Instruments TPA 6120 A2 headphone 
drive chip that bypasses the X7’s own 
AD8397 to deliver a much beefier 
7.7V of peak output through the 
full-sized headphone jack on the 
front panel, enough to drive even 
the least sensitive headphones. To 
the socket’s left is a large volume 
knob and, to the left of that, switches 
for input and gain.

At the back, balanced outputs are 
facilitated by 3.5mm jack sockets 
rather than bulkier XLRs and there 
are digital pass-through inputs and a 
socket for an external power supply. 
When the two units are plugged 
together, the K5 charges the X7.  

IN THE DOCK

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

FiiO 
X7 £499

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
FiiO X7
ORIGIN
China
TYPE
32-bit/384kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
220g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
92 x 130 x 13mm
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 9-10 hours
● 32GB internal
storage
● MicroSDXC slot 
(128GB max)
DISTRIBUTOR
K&S Technology Ltd
TELEPHONE
01903 768910
WEBSITE
hifiheadphones.
co.uk

The Pure 
Music mode 
is a great 
addition





Pioneer hasn’t held back with this feature-packed 
DAP, which is the first to give the world MQA 

LIKE: Fine sonics; 
excellent screen; user-
friendly OS; solid build  
DISLIKE: Meagre 
internal memory; 
external controls   
WE SAY: Highly 
capable and versatile 
DAP with MQA 
compatibility 
and friendly OS 
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nly a company with the 
pedigree and vast resources 
of Pioneer could make a 
fi rst-attempt DAP like this. 

It’s the other blockbuster in this group. 
For size and feature count, it bests 
even the FiiO X7 and has made a name 
for itself by being the fi rst portable 
hi-res player in the world to support 
MQA technology, the Meridian-
developed codec that stores hi-res fi les 
more effi ciently than other formats, 
freeing up memory for more music. 

Android-powered (5.11 Lollipop), 
it gives most premium smartphones 
a run for sheer number of features. 
These include pre-loaded streaming 
apps such as Spotify and Tidal, 
Onkyo’s download store and Pioneer’s 
own music player app, which has a 
drop-down menu that displays the fi le 
format, size and sampling rate of each 
song. With MQA, a system of coloured 
dots is used to indicate the type of 
authentication accompanying each 
track. In addition, it will play just 

about anything from humble MP3 to 
24-bit/384kHz FLAC, WAV and AIFF 
fi les plus all the major DSD formats. 
Storage runs to 32GB of on-board 
memory that can be bumped up to a 
maximum of 432GB thanks to the pair 
of 200GB-capacity microSD slots.

The 4.7in screen is the largest in the 
group and its 1,280 x 720 resolution 
stands out in this company, making the 
most of album artwork and the app’s 
snazzy graphics. Although it can’t 
match the exquisite build and aesthetic 
fl air of the Questyle and AK, it is solid, 
well put together, sharply styled and, 
despite the metal casework and 
removable bumpers top and bottom, 
lighter than you might think. 
Connectivity encompasses Bluetooth, 
wi-fi  and DLNA and there’s a line out 
to plumb the player into a hi-fi  system.

    
Sound quality
In many ways the Pioneer sounds 
quite similar to FiiO, which uses the 
same ESS Technology DAC – clean, 
clear and organised, if tonally a little 
lighter and rhythmically a smidge 
tighter. As such, music doesn’t seem 
quite so fl eshed out but has more of 
a spring in its step and exhibits a 
better sense of air and hear-through 
transparency, making it easier to 
delve deep into any recording mix 
and pick out individual strands. 

This slightly peppier presentation 
certainly helps cheer up the rather 
murky fi fties Sonny Rollins recording, 
urging it to move along with greater 
purpose and energy. A spacious, 
well-defi ned soundstage is another of 
the Pioneer’s strengths and gives the 
widescreen Stuart McCallum track a 
more ethereal quality, which is rather 
lovely. Joe Sample and his funk 
soldiers don’t fare quite so well, 
though. While it’s easy to follow 
what’s going on – and there’s a lot 
of subtle stuff going on in All God’s 
Children – the track doesn’t quite hit 
home as it really should, lacking the 
punch and low-end power to do 
full justice to Marcus Miller’s ever 
virtuosic bass playing. It all sounds 
very composed and precise, but 
simply not funky enough ●

O

Under the bonnet is ESS Technology’s 
flagship Sabre ES9018K2M DAC and 
Sabre 9601K amp. With ESS-patented 
32-bit architecture and Time Domain 
Jitter Eliminator, the DAC delivers a 
DNR of up to 127dB and THD+N of 
-120dB, which is just about as good 
as it gets for portable devices. The 
DAC and amp boards are separated 
from the CPU circuit to minimise the 
noise, while the analogue circuitry is 
consolidated around the headphone 
jack. Each device benefits from an 
independent local power supply and, 
unlike a smartphone, audio signals 
are isolated to keep them pure.

The XDP-100R’s design has a 
few other audio flourishes such 
as lock range adjust, digital filter, 
up-sampling to 384kHz and real-time 
DSD conversion to 5.6MHz. There’s 
also high-precision mode (2.8 or 
5.6MHz), which improves signal-to-
noise ratio, but has fairly dire 
consequences for battery life.  

SABRE-TOOTHED DAC

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

Pioneer 
XDP-100R £499

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Pioneer XDP-100R
ORIGIN
China
TYPE
24-bit/384kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
198g (without 
bumper)
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
76 x 129 x 13mm 
(without bumper)
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 10-15 hours
● 32GB internal
storage
● 2x MicroSDXC 
slots (400GB max)
DISTRIBUTOR
Pioneer UK
TELEPHONE
0208 8363524
WEBSITE
pioneer-audiovisual.
eu/uk

The top 
bumper 

doubles as 
a handle
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Icon Audio have a valve amplifier to suit all purposes. From 15 watts per channel to 80w integrated or 16w to 250w mono 
blocks. Immerse yourself in our warm easy listening detailed sound. David Shaw has been making innovative highly 
regarded amplifiers for 15 years which are all leaders in their class, some like the unique ST845 or HP8 have no equal, 
and others like the ST60 and ST40 are “outstanding” in performance and value for money. All our amplifiers are 
handmade, “point to point” with our own hand wound transformers in our own factory and finished in Leicester. Built to last 
and be easily serviced. 
Various upgrades are available including capacitors and valves. As a UK company we offer rapid economical service on 
all our products both old and new. Come for a listen at our Leicester showroom or order from one of our appointed 
dealers. For more information see our website, ring or email us, or ask for our latest brochure printed on real paper! 
Buy direct from us or through one of dealers or worldwide distributors 
UK only prices including 20% VAT and mainland delivery. Some models show upgraded valves. 

www.iconaudio.com     sales@iconaudio.com                                                                                          (+44) 0116 2440593  351 Aylestone Rd Leicester LE2 8TA UK 

Limited Offer! 
 

FREE UPGRADES 
WORTH 10% 

Take this opportunity to add 
premium valves, Jensen caps 

speaker cable etc. to add 
extra sonic value to our 

great range of amplification! 



If Cartier made DAPs they might look something 
like this, but is the sound equally high-end?

LIKE: Top-notch sound 
with all file formats; 
ease of use  
DISLIKE: Track info 
can clash with album 
artwork  
WE SAY: The best-
sounding hi-res audio 
player we’ve heard at 
the price 
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or anyone under the 
impression that all 
premium DAPs look like 
previous-generation 

smartphones or as close as you can get 
to an Astell&Kern without triggering 
legal proceedings, say hello to a 
rebel force. The QP1R from Chinese 
company Questyle Audio rolls to a 
different agenda that gives Android 
the swerve for a comparatively 
bare-bones interface with scroll-wheel 
and hub-click controller and just a 
touch of touchscreen functionality 
below the modestly sized display for 
some of the control commands. It’s a 
nicety made possible by the tough 
Gorilla glass that forms a protective 
sandwich for the elegant ‘pinched 
waist’ design of the QP1R’s bead-
blasted and CNC-machined casework, 
available in either space grey or, as 
here, a rather more extrovert gold 
anodised fi nish. 

The stand-out design fl ourish, 
however, has to be the volume control, 

an intricately knurled knob on the top 
right-hand edge of the casework 
protected from accidental nudging by 
two raised structures. On the right 
edge of the player is a simple power 
up/down button, while the bottom 
edge hosts 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.

But all that’s just a distraction. Top 
of the Questyle’s priority list is sound 
quality, pure and simple. To this end, 
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 DAC section 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 up to 24-bit/192kHz. 

    
Sound quality
Listening to the Questyle, it’s hard not 
to feel a bit sorry for the other DAPs 
in the group – even the superbly 
transparent and musical AK300. The 
QP1R is simply in a different league.

The player is capable of exposing 
nuances of technique and the recording 
acoustic unheard on most models 
here. The astonishing transparency 
and talent for capturing subtle ambient 
cues comes into its own with densely 
produced material such as Stuart 
McCallum’s Vital Space, a languid 
meander through a cinematic, 
multi-sampled, ambient soundscape 
that’s opened up with little effort and 
strikingly unforced perspectives. You 
don’t have to listen hard to hear 
what’s going on. Simpler tunes are 
handled just as sympathetically, Barb 
Jungr’s velvety vocal on Long Road 
Home being portrayed with just the 
right degree of fragility and warmth. 
While the QP1R is sensationally 
resolute, it doesn’t put the freeze 
on music’s emotional heart ● 

F

The standard QP1 and the QP1R 
model (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 sonics.

Anyone that has ever used an iPod 
Classic, or even those who haven’t, 
will find the QP1R blissfully easy to 
learn and operate in the good old 
scroll and click fashion. No, not 
particularly slick, but charmingly 
simple and eff ective 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 
output and user-definable EQ 
settings via a 10-band graphic 
equaliser to delight twiddlers.  

OLD-SCHOOL SCROLL

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

Questyle  
QP1R £699

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Questyle QP1R
ORIGIN
China
TYPE
24-bit/192kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
225g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
70 x 137 x 17mm
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 8-10 hours
● 32GB internal
storage
● 2x MicroSDXC 
slots (400GB max)
DISTRIBUTOR
SCV Distribution
TELEPHONE
03301 222500
WEBSITE
scvdistribution.
co.uk

Forget the 
looks, it’s the 

sound that 
impresses





No DAP group test would be complete without a 
Walkman, but can the famous name deliver? 

LIKE: Compact 
design; engaging 
sound; battery life 
DISLIKE: Small 
screen; bare bones 
interface  
WE SAY: A quirky 
package in many ways 
that won’t suit all, but 
it’s certainly handy 
and sounds good 
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ere’s the player that wears 
the most iconic badge here. 
Sony ignited the personal 
audio phenomenon in 

1979 with the Walkman and, to its 
credit, still has plenty of skin in the 
game 37 years on.  

The NW-ZX100HN sits in the middle 
of the hi-res Walkman range, nestling 
between the more affordable 
NW-A25HN and the NW-ZX2 fl agship. 
But cumbersome it isn’t, being the 
slimmest and, by a smaller margin, 
lightest player here. Actually, it’s a 
clever compromise, combining much 
of the feature set of the ZX2 with the 
svelte, pocket-friendly build of the 
A25. It even comes with a pair of 
decent in-ear headphones, which work 
well with the built-in noise cancelling.

There’s no touchscreen or Android 
interface, but the uncluttered display 
takes up most of the front panel and 
the button pad beneath it has a crisp 
action and is easy to operate. On the 
right side of the player are the volume 

buttons, a button that locks the screen 
and controls and a single microSD slot 
for adding to the 32GB of internal 
memory. As with the FiiO X7, the 
headphone socket is on the bottom 
panel, along with the full-sized 
charging/transfer USB socket. 

Sony’s stock OS is fast, logical and 
a delight to use, but doesn’t allow 
downloading of streaming services or 
direct access to hi-res download stores. 
Drag-and-drop USB transfer from a 
laptop, however, couldn’t be easier. 
Wireless connectivity is achieved by 
either Sony’s own LDAC codec to 
compatible Sony speakers or aptX 
Bluetooth to other wireless speakers. 
In line with the group norm, playback 
supports everything from MP3 to 
24-bit/192kHz and DSD fi les. Relieved 
of the burden of fuelling an Android 
interface, battery life is the best of the 
group at a claimed 45 hours when 
playing hi-res FLAC fi les nonstop.

    
Sound quality
As it does with most of its Walkman 
variants, Sony offers a couple of 
sound processing pep pills to spruce 
up MP3 or less than sparkling 
recordings – see box out. But even 
with the enhancements switched out, 
the NW-ZX100HN sounds true and 
natural with well-conveyed ambience 
and detail that’s contextual rather 
than just simply being lit up. 

Imaging is good, too. The Sony 
doesn’t smudge edges or fl atten 
perspectives, but instead presents the 
solid and the spacious as a coherent 
whole with believable ambient 
shadings and well-resolved 
instrumental timbres. In these areas it 
sounds a little more immediate and 
vibrant than the similarly balanced 
FiiO, but can’t quite match the 
transparency of the Pioneer. This is 
middle-order business as the AK and 
especially the Questyle are out ahead 
for ultimate sound quality.   

The bass is hardly thunderous, but 
it has energy, timing, good pitch and 
plenty of rhythmic drive. Joe Sample’s 
piano has real attack and Marcus 
Miller’s bass satisfying weight and 
body, making music utterly enjoyable ●  

H

Sony’s two unique software-based 
processing technologies, 
ClearAudio+ and DSEE HX, are 
interesting. DSEE HX acts only as an 
up-sampling lift for MP3 files, raising 
them to what Sony asserts is ‘HRA 
quality’. The sonic upshot is a slightly 
more spacious sound with a little 
more presence in the vocal and 
treble ranges. So, a potentially useful 
enhancement, yes, but by no stretch 
of the imagination hi-res. Clear 
Audio+, however, is a digital 
processing system that works on all 
parts of the frequency spectrum with 
a very obvious reinforcement of bass 
weight and can be enabled on the fly.

The player’s noise-cancelling tech 
off ers diff erent settings depending 
on where you are – off ice, airplane, 
public transport or auto. It works, but 
the eff ects are subtle. The supplied 
earphones aren’t bad and give a good 
degree of isolation, but don’t realise 
the player’s full sonic potential.

DUE PROCESS

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

Sony 
NW-ZX100HN £500

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Sony NW-ZX100HN
ORIGIN
China
TYPE
24-bit/192kHz & 
DSD-capable Digital 
Audio Player
WEIGHT
145g
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
54 x 120 x 15mm
FEATURES
● Quoted battery 
life: 45 hours
● 128GB internal
storage
● MicroSDXC slot 
(128GB max)
DISTRIBUTOR
Sony Europe
TELEPHONE
0845 6000124
WEBSITE
sony.co.uk

The lack of 
touchscreen 
doesn’t hold 

back the Sony
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 Price £749 £449 £499 £499 £699 £500

 Sound 
 Value 
 Build 
 Features

 Overall

,

,

Key features 
 Wi-fi/Bluetooth  Both None Both Both None Bluetooth

 Built-in storage 64GB 32GB 32GB 32GB 32GB 128GB

 SD card slot 1x micro (128GB max) 2x micro (400GB max)  1x micro (200GB max) 2x micro (400GB max) 2x micro (400GB max) 1x micro (128GB max)

 Battery life  10 hours 9 hours 9 hours 10 hours 9 hours 45 hours

 DSD-playback Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Encouraged by the standards of sonic excellence, style and versatility 
delivered by this group, David Vivian collects his thoughts and picks a winner

Group test verdict

EMERGING MARKET SECTORS 
are always fascinating to watch 
and what strikes me about this 
representative sample is that the 
portable hi-res digital audio player is 
in the rudest of health. These are all 
fi ne DAPs, capable of sound quality 
(teamed with talented headphones) 
most smartphone users wouldn’t 
believe. Likewise, all make a great fi st 
as a source in my revealing reference 
system, and even with prices 
stretching to £750 in this group, 
the value on offer is undeniable. 

Sony’s early exit in the fi nal 
reckoning has little to do with its 

excellent sound or the appealing 
simplicity of its interface. But it 
doesn’t look or feel quite as premium 
or as versatile as its rivals here. Given 
its hot rod dual-DAC spec, I’d have 
expected the Audio-Opus to fi nish 
higher, too. It’s a cool little player 
that’s a delight to use with a warm, 
natural sound, but the plastic body is 
a let down in this company and, like 
the Sony, it’s also light on features.

This isn’t something that can be said 
of either the FiiO or the Pioneer, both 
of which posit complexity that takes a 
while to get to grips with. They’re big 
format devices that trade blows at 

every turn. In the end, though, it’s 
the Pioneer that takes third place, 
mainly by dint of its slightly livelier, 
more transparent presentation, its 
greater maximum storage capacity 
and MQA compatibility. 

In many ways, the most balanced 
player here is the AK300. As the 
junior member of Astell&Kern’s 
premium model line, it already has 
a lot going for it in terms of design 
and build, and the compromises to 
meet a more affordable price point 
aren’t severe. Everything screams 
quality and that most defi nitely 
goes for its sound. 

If extracting maximum 
satisfaction from your 
hi-res music collection 
is what matters, the 
exquisitely designed 
and made Questyle 
QP1R simply chooses 
itself. For the money 
you can buy a slicker 
interface and more 
features, but sonically 
nothing else gets close.   

Astell&Kern  Audio-Opus FiiO Pioneer Questyle Sony
AK300 Opus 1 X7 XDP-100R QP1R NW-ZX100HN 

Make/model

This dual-DAC player 
clearly has neighbour 
AK in its crosshairs. 
Reality doesn’t quite 
match spec 

An ambitious and 
highly capable DAP 
that is unfortunately 
complex enough to 
put some users off

A well thought 
through player, the 
Pioneer covers all 
the bases with the 
bonus of MQA too

The standout DAP 
of the group for its 
style, sound quality 
and out-and-out 
desirability   

Sound lives up to 
Sony’s reputation, 
but finish and 
processing don’t 
enhance appeal

AK goodness sets 
the standard to beat. 
A formidable and 
stylish all-rounder 
that really delivers 

HI-RES PORTABLE PLAYERS
£449-£749

LUXURY HEADPHONE:
Fostex TH500RP  £529 
HFC 402
This pro-heritage headphone 
has an even tonal balance and an 
engaging musical style across 
a wide range of material. The 
open-back, over-ear design uses 
the company’s Regular Phase 
planar driver tech and its sonic 
abilities are simply stunning.  

TRY WITH THESE

MUSIC DOWNLOAD SERVICES:
Tidal £20 per month HFC 396
There are now numerous online music 
stores in the UK providing legitimate high-
resolution lossless downloads of recordings 
new and old. Each has its focus and you may 
need to hunt around 
for a particular 
album, but one of 
our favourite sites to 
explore is Tidal.

CLOSED-BACK 
HEADPHONE:
Focal Spirit One S £150 
HFC 391
Few headphones manage to 
combine style and performance as 
successfully as this closed-back 
design. The smooth sound combines 
with a well-integrated bass with a 
revealing level of detail, making it 
ideal for hi-res on the move. 
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www.SSAV.com
click &
collect
NOW AVAILABLE

BLUESOUND
HI-RES WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEM
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

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

Sevenoaks Smart Home
Great value home automation 

and home entertainment, 
including Ultra HD TV, hidden 

speakers, multi-room audio and 
home cinema. Plus we will come 

to your home for a FREE no 
obligation consultation.

www.ssav.com/smarthome

KD-55XD9305 • 55” 4K UHD ANDROID TV
The Sony Bravia XD93 is a 4K HDR TV with spectacular image quality and a beautiful design. 
It also comes with the Android TV platform, that includes all your favourite apps and online 
features. Experience incredible contrast, real-life colours and exceptional 4K detail with the 
new 4K High Dynamic Range technology. Whether you’re watching a movie or a regular 
broadcast, 4K HDR brings you close to reality, thanks to Sony’s unique technology.

65
FREE 5 YEAR
WARRANTY

Also Available

Ask in-store for the latest promotion

PANASONIC • DMP-UB900
4K UHD BLU-RAY PLAYER
Premium player that features playback of Ultra HD 
4K Blu-ray discs, HDR playback and 4K content 
from Netflix and other streaming providers.

SONOS • PLAYBAR
SOUNDBAR & WIRELESS SPEAKER
This plug-and-play unit incorporates 9 integrated 
amplified speakers. Simply connect it to your TV with 
the supplied optical cable to deliver an epic home 
cinema sound in your own living room. PLAYBAR can 
also expand your existing Sonos system.

£599
OR LESS

NEW

NAIM • MU-SO QB
WIRELESS MUSIC
SYSTEM
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 files up to 
24bit/192kHz. Optional orange, red or blue grille £49.95

NEW £595
OR LESS

NEW

HiFi for a wireless generation

£599
OR LESS



www.SSAV.com
click &
collect
NOW AVAILABLE

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.

B&W • P7
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

£329
OR LESS

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

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

components that put music fi rst.

£249
OR LESS

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.

£899
OR LESS

£999
OR LESS

NAD • VISO HP30
HEADPHONES

£169
OR LESS

£575
OR LESS

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 • SOLO MUSIC • CD/DAB STREAMING SYSTEM
Featuring a SACD/CD drive and 160W of amplification in a stylish, 

low-resonance enclosure, the Solo music provides high-quality 
room-filling sound.

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

GRADO • SR325e
HEADPHONES

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.

£199
OR LESS

£199
OR LESS

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

SAVE
£50

SAVE
£50

£595
OR LESS

£995
OR LESS

MARANTZ • CD6006 / PM6006 • CD / AMPLIFIER
Replaces the award-winning 6005 models. The amp gains an ad-
ditional digital input along with a fully shielded digital section while 

the matching CD player features an improved circuit layout.

 

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

£1299
OR LESS

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

NAIM • UNITI LITE 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.

£2055
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.

NEW £449
OR LESS

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

£949
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

£299
OR LESS

Road to Rio
Trade in Promotion
Save £200 when you trade 

in your old Arcam Solo 
system. In store Only.

NEW £1499
OR LESS

NEW £399
OR LESS

NEW £399
OR LESS
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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

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

CHORD • MOJO • DAC/HEADPHONE AMP
Mojo stands for Mobile Joy and Chord is justifi ably proud to 

say that Mojo is a true reference-quality mobile DAC and 
high-level headphone amplifi er.

£399
OR LESS

PMC • TWENTY5.23
Arguably the most elegant model 
in the range, the twenty5.23 takes 
the speed, transparency and 
sophistication of the twenty5.21 and 
adds greater bass extension and 
power. And yet its slim-line form 
doesn’t mean it can’t move you.

GLOSS
RED

GLOSS
BLACK
GLOSS
WHITE

MATT
BLACK

PODSPEAKERS • MIINIPOD BLUETOOTH • 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.

BLUESOUND • PULSE 2
HI-RES WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM

The PULSE 2 delivers your music through 80 Watts of power and 

3 audiophile-grade speakers capable fi lling large rooms with 
pure high-res sound.

NAD • VISO 1AP • WIRELESS SPEAKER SYSTEM
The Viso 1AP offers Wi-Fi network capability and supports Apple 

AirPlay, as well as high fi delity aptX Bluetooth. Includes a USB 
input and a 24/96 capable optical input.

£249
OR LESS

HALF
PRICE

£499
OR LESS

NEW

£599
OR LESS

NEW £2970
OR LESS

5 YEAR
WARRANTY

Bishop’s Stortford 01279 506576

Bristol• 0117 974 3727

Brighton 01273 733338

Bromley 020 8290 1988

Chalfont St Peter• 0845 5046364

Cambridge 01223 304770

Chelsea• 020 7352 9466

Cheltenham• 01242 241171

Epsom• 01372 720720 
Exeter• 01392 218895

Guildford 01483 536666

Holborn• 020 7837 7540

Kingston• 020 8547 0717

Leeds (Wetherby) 01937 586886

Loughton 020 8532 0770

Maidstone  01622 686366

Norwich• 01603 767605

Oxford 01865 241773 
Reading• 0118 959 7768

Sevenoaks 01732 459555

Southampton• 023 8033 7770

Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543

Witham (Essex) 01376 501733

Yeovil• 01935 700078

• 
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VISIT WWW.SSAV.COM FOR ADDRESS DETAILS, OPENING 
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Read Sevenoaks
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PORTABLE PLAYERS
FUTURE OF MUSIC
BRING BLOCKBUSTERS  
INTO YOUR HOME

SEE PAGE 10
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1964,

AND STILL 
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or a company that regards 
change for fashion’s sake 
with the kind of contempt 
the late art critic Brian 

Sewell used to reserve for Damien 
Hirst, ATC has launched a lot of new 
models recently for a couple of reasons. 
First, it was founder and boss Billy 
Woodman’s 70th birthday in March, 
which seems as good a reason as any to 
make a luxury, tech-adjusted reboot of 
an old design from the early nineties 
(the SCM10 standmount, a personal 
favourite of Billy’s), badge it ‘Signature 
Edition’ and produce 70 of them. Also 
an appropriate year to put a ‘Special 
Edition’ spring in the step of the 
SCM50, SCM100 and SCM150 at the 
big boy fl agship end of the domestic 
range. Customers living with weak, 
creaky fl oorboards need not apply.  

Arguably the most interesting of the 
newcomers, is ATC’s ‘active’ take on its 
largest passive standmount, the SCM19 
(HFC 390), because the SCM19A is a 
fl oorstander. On the face of it, this 
seems a strange thing to do with some 
obvious ramifi cations. Standmount 

fans who fancied the already talented 
SCM19 with on-board amplifi cation 
and active crossover networks will 
have to embrace the fl oorstanding 
ethos or be disappointed. But ATC’s 
model structure for the domestic 
market has no active standmounts 
whereas any of its fl oorstanders can be 
had in passive or active guise, bar the 
active-only SCM19A.

Perhaps it’s best to think of it as a 
slightly more affordable alternative to 
the active version of the company’s 
popular SCM40 (HFC 389). They share 
the same dimensions and outrigger 
plinth arrangement, the main 
differences being total amp power and 
the number of drivers – the SCM40 
being a three-way design, while the 
SCM19A lifts the two-way driver array 
from the passive standmount.

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
ATC SCM19A
ORIGIN
UK
TYPE
2-way active 
floorstanding 
loudspeaker   
WEIGHT
31kg
FEATURES
● 25mm soft dome 
tweeter
● 150mm SL 
mid/bass driver 
with integral 75mm 
soft dome
● 182W Class AB 
amplification
DISTRIBUTOR
Loudspeaker 
Technology Ltd   
TELEPHONE
01285 760683
WEBSITE
atcloudspeakers.
co.uk

Active duty
ATC’s SCM19 standmount now has a fully 
active big brother and it’s a very serious 
piece of kit says David Vivian 

Although ATC is completely locked 
into building passive speakers, Billy 
Woodman makes no bones about his 
preference, on sonic grounds, for active 
designs. First, with separate amps 
optimised for each driver’s frequency 
band, Woodman explains that 
intermodulation distortion is reduced 
by around 20dB because the dedicated 
amps operate over a narrower range. 
Secondly, the active fi lters give better 
fi lter roll-off characteristics at crossover 
which, combined with a variable 
all-pass fi lter at each crossover point to 
correct phase response, results in better 
group delay characteristics, improves 
polar response and so radiated power 
response, delivering a large soundstage 
with precise and stable imaging. 
Thirdly, a known amp damping factor 
together with the absence of long cable 
runs and passive crossovers leaves 
driver Q unaffected, giving tighter 
control of low frequencies. Finally, 
Woodman contends, passive crossovers 
are inevitably compromised by driver 
impedance variations that occur with 
load, resulting in frequency response 
errors as the fi lters are forced out of 
their fi xed impedance design 
parameters. With active speakers, fi lter 
response is maintained independent of 
input power.

Cool runnings
In the case of each SCM19A that’s 
provided by ATC’s latest cooler-running, 
wide bandwidth, low noise MOSFET 
Class AB bi-amp pack delivering a total 
of 182W (32W to the tweeter, 150W to 
the mid/bass unit). ATC’s Grounded 
Source output stage modules are fed 
by a newly developed two-way active 
crossover section with second order 
modifi ed Butterworth circuitry with 
phase compensation for each crossover 
point. The design includes protection 
circuits for DC offset and thermal 
overload, while source input requires 
balanced XLR cables.

The 25mm SH25-76 soft dome 
tweeter employs a dual suspension 
system, designed to suppress rocking 
modes even when driven exceptionally 
hard. And having a short edge-wound 
voice coil in a long, narrow magnetic 
gap claims exceptionally low distortion 

throughout the tweeter’s operating 
band and removes the need for 
ferrofl uids, which can dry out over 
time. The unit’s powerful neodymium 
magnet has a black heat-treated top 
plate to dissipate heat away from the 
voice coil and maintain high power 
handling, while a precision-machined 
5.5mm rigid alloy waveguide seeks to 
aid dispersion with the intention of 
widening the listening sweet spot.

The 150mm ATC SL mid/bass driver 
has a weighted doped fabric cone 
incorporating a 75mm soft dome. The 
cone is driven by an ‘under-hung’ 
(short coil/long gap) motor using a 
very substantial 9kg ‘Super Linear’ 
magnet system. If ATC has a secret 
weapon, it probably is the way its drive 
units are engineered. The coils are 
wound edgewise from specially milled 
copper wire, providing a higher density 
of conductor than the norm. Along 
with new adhesive technology and 
ultra-fi ne coil-gap clearances, it allows 
extremely high power handling and 
excellent reliability.

Each enclosure weighs 31kg and 
it’s not all down to the onboard 
amplifi cation and heavy mid-bass 
driver. The braced, sealed and 
multi-layer laminated cabinets, with 
their gently curved sidewalls, are 
superbly fi nished in cherry or black 
ash real-wood veneer, and feel 
outstandingly sturdy and well made, 
too. Of somewhat dubious aesthetic 
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The leap in dynamic 
headroom power 
has a remarkably 
profound eff ect 

If ATC has a 
secret weapon, 
it’s probably 
the way its 
drive units 
are engineered
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LIKE: Studio-class 
insight and neutrality; 
fabulous dynamics and 
bass; build  
DISLIKE: Starkly 
functional appearance 
WE SAY: If you really 
want to hear what your 
music collection 
sounds like, look 
no further

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

QUESTION 
OF BALANCE

value, the magnetically attached 
anthracite grey metal grilles look more 
like cages but, according to ATC, 
should be left in place for the best 
sound. And so they are. 

Sound quality
Even if you’re familiar with the 
dynamic largess and gloriously 
un-hyped presentation of the 
standmount passive SCM19, this 
active tower moves the game on in 
unmistakable ways. In raw terms it 
goes louder with less distortion while 
exhibiting tighter control, wider and 
more fi nely graded dynamic contrasts, 
a deeper, harder-hitting bass and 
greater rhythmic impetus and drive. 
Yep, rather than peering through the 
window, we’re standing in the open 
doorway of the studio, here.

But it’s more than that, as you might 
well hope given the £3k difference 
in price. ‘Naturalness’ is a hard 
characteristic to nail. Characteristic is 
the wrong word, of course. What we’re 
seeking, in an ideal world, is the 
absence of character, and it’s some 
way further down this path that the 
SCM19A takes you. While many of the 
standmount’s virtues remain intact – 
very low colouration, precise imaging 
and proportionate scale, fi ne rhythmic 
integrity – the leap in dynamic 
headroom, start-stop accuracy and low-
frequency power has a remarkably 
profound effect on proceedings, adding 
scale, solidity and, for want of a better 

phrase, a sense of life force that the 
nevertheless unfl inchingly neutral and 
unfl appable standmount sometimes 
just fails to capture. This is performance 
hi-fi , be in no doubt.

With an ATC CA-2 preamp (HFC 397) 
up front, fed by my Cambridge CXC CD 
transport (HFC 401) and Chord Hugo 
DAC (HFC 386) combo via 2m runs of 
Nordost Heimdall XLR interconnect, 
the active ATC portrays the percussion 
sections on Paul Simon’s Allergies from 
the Hearts And Bones album with 
convincing attack and weight while the 
slower, gentler title track, which can so 
easily slip over into cloying smoothness 
and warmth on more mellifl uous types 
of fl oorstander, is handled with the 
kind of insight that gives the lie to 
superfi cially impressive spotlit detail, 
allowing the rich tonal colours and 
nuanced dynamics to shine through 
unforced and unsullied by any trace of 
artifi cial emphasis.

In short, the ACT SCM19A gets it 
right where it matters. It builds on the 
sonic talents of the SCM19 passive 
standmount, adding considerable 
power and enhanced precision through 
its fl oor-up build, onboard amps and 
active crossover networks. It may wear 
its monitor chops on its sleeve, but that 
doesn’t mean it’s frostily forensic. Yes, it 
plays music with plumb-line honesty 
but great generosity, too – full of 
texture, colour and life.

Conclusion
Clearly shot through with the solid 
engineering and acoustic expertise 
loved by fans of ATC around the world, 
the SCM19A is an important and 
effective addition to the company’s 
extensive domestic lineup. Used in 
anger with high octane rock it will 
make most similarly sized passive 
fl oorstanders sound somewhat fl at and 
loose. But it does the delicate stuff with 
great care and fi nesse as well. A better 
advert for properly implemented active 
design at a relatively sane price I’ve yet 
to hear ●          

Q&A

DV: Why did you opt for a tower? 
BL: Once we’d decided to make an 
active 19, the only option open was 
a floorstanding speaker because it 
wasn’t possible to fit the amplifier into 
the standmount cabinet without 
compromising its volume. The 
floorstanding format has practical 
and aesthetic benefits because we 
could retain a small footprint and 
effectively incorporate the 
convenience of a floorstand. 
 
Are you planning any other active-
only models or will you be offering 
a passive SCM19 tower?
We have a very successful passive 19 
and we want to keep the lineup easy 
to comprehend, so for the time being 
at least we are not planning to offer 
the passive 19 as a tower or any 
further active-only models. We just 
like the sound of the current 
SCM7/11/19/40 passive lineup.

What makes actively powered 
speakers sound better than their 
passive equivalents?      
I would cite superior crossover 
operation as the key factor in 
generating the clear performance 
advantage of active over passive 
designs. With the active approach 
you can improve accuracy by 
eliminating certain compromises. 
Passive crossover design is fraught 
with variables. For example, if you 
modify a passive crossover to make 
an improvement in the frequency 
domain it will result in a change to 
the phase and impedance. Active 
filters give you more control over 
performance. For instance, an active 
crossover is not loaded by the driver’s 
impedance (which varies with input 
power level), so you achieve a 
consistent ‘sound’ at all drive levels. 
Separate active circuits can be 
implemented for individual control of 
magnitude and phase allowing both 
to be optimised, and by removing 
passive components and minimising 
speaker cabling between amp and 
drive units, you gain improvements in 
efficiency and also control over the 
bass driver by maximising the 
damping factor.

Ben Lilly 
Technical sales manager, ATC

ATC 
SCM19A £4,990

Sonically, this ATC 
floorstander can face 
down most £5-6k 
passive designs that 
require at least £2-3k of 
amplification to fulfil 
their potential. That 
said, some of the 
contenders peddle 
their own well-
engineered tech and 
look more impressive 
than the functional 
ATC. Definitely worth 
auditioning is the 
£4,900 Triangle 
Signature Delta, while 
ATC’s on-going rivalry 
with fellow Brit studio 
favourite PMC is joined 
with the £5,750 
twenty.26 which for 
bass quality, resolution 
and refinement is right 
on the money. Tannoy’s 
£5,250 Definition 
DC10T (HFC 323) is also 
a must-listen, perhaps 
getting a little closer 
to the ACT’s authority 
and dynamic reach.

EXOTICA
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n case you haven’t noticed, 
Technics is back with a 
vengeance and while most 
of the focus has been 

on the resurrection of its SL-1200 
turntable, it has also been busy 
fl eshing out other parts of its lineup. 
All-in-one systems are a key category 
for many manufacturers, so it is 
logical for Technics to turn its 
attention to this area with what it calls 
a ‘premium all-in-one hi-fi  system’. 

There are two system options – 
the SU-C550 (reviewed here) comes 
without speakers, and it becomes the 
SC-C500 when sold as a package with 
a dedicated pair bundled. In both 
cases, the electronics are almost 
identical and comprise a single 
chassis with CD, hi-res USB, network 
audio, internet radio, AirPlay, 
Bluetooth and Spotify Connect, 
alongside an optical digital input 
and auxiliary USB connection.

As befi ts the Technics name, the 
system makes use of some distinctive 
and fairly advanced technology, and 
can handle the obligatory selection 
of formats via network and USB 
including 24-bit/192kHz FLAC, WAV, 
ALAC and AIFF and 5.6MHz DSD. All 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Technics SU-C550
ORIGIN
Japan/Malaysia
TYPE
CD & networked 
music system
WEIGHT
3.9kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
360 x 91 x 249mm
FEATURES
● Quoted power: 
2x 40W (into 4ohm) 
● CD/USB and 
Network Audio 
streaming 
● Speaker 
optimisation 
software 
DISTRIBUTOR
Panasonic UK
TELEPHONE
0333 2228777
WEBSITE
technics.com/uk

Technical 
wizardry
Having made a comeback with the SL-1200 
turntable, Technics also turns its attention to 
the all-in-one system. Ed Selley listens in

digital information is processed via 
a system that Technics calls JENO 
(Jitter Elimination and Noise 
Optimisation). In effect, this is two 
separate jitter reduction systems – a 
clock generator in the noise shaping 
system and a high-precision sample 
rate convertor. These tackle jitter 
in different parts of the frequency 
response and cumulatively claim 
to produce a more accurate and 
undistorted analogue waveform. 

This isn’t the only area where 
Technics has been hard at work, and 
the system has a battery-driven clock 
generator and twin regulated power 
supplies to keep unwanted noise out 
of the decoding process, and digital 
inputs are isolated from the rest of 
the circuit. The amplifi er section is 
Class D and power output is quoted 
at 2x 40W into 4ohm. LAPC (Load 
Adaptive Phase Calibration) is also 
fi tted, which is a process that cleverly 
looks at the frequency amplitude of 
the connected speakers and adjusts 
the DSP to suit their characteristics. 

The SU-C550 sits somewhere 
between half-width and full-width 
units in size at 260mm wide. Design 
features like the acrylic lid for the CD 

mechanism and the curved and 
chamfered edges of the casework all 
look and feel excellent. The display is 
clear and easy to read and everything 
feels like it has been assembled to a 
high standard. Other features like 
solid speaker terminals and the touch 
panel controls integrated with the 
display also add to a sense of quality. 
The remote isn’t quite so impressive, 
but works well and is logically laid out. 

Sadly some of this good work is 
undone by the control app and 
interface, which are far from intuitive 
and at times unresponsive especially 
after startup. Joining a wireless 
network must be done via WPS or an 
iOS device. The control app on both 
iOS and Android is fast and well laid 
out, but uses a play queue system 
with the option to play now/next/all, 
which is far less appealing than just 
selecting and playing the track. 

Once set up and the quirks of the 
app overcome, the system seems 
to be on happier ground. For the 
purposes of review the sample is 
supplied with a pair of Bowers & 
Wilkins 686 S2 standmount 
loudspeakers, but much of my 
listening is carried out with a pair of 
Rega RX1 standmounts that are 
extremely easy to drive and much 
more familiar to me.

Sound quality
Starting with CD and without LAPC 
running, the Technics puts in a good 
showing. Aha Shake Heartbreak by 
the Kings Of Leon is punchy and fi lled 
with the nervous energy of the band’s 
early work. Where the SU-C550 really 
imprints some character on the 
soundstage is the upper frequencies. 
It would be entirely wrong to describe 
the performance as smoothed off, but 
there is a refi nement that gives it an 
almost liquid smoothness. 

I

TECHNICS   
SU-C550 £1,199
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This does mean that there are 
moments where it doesn’t sound 
entirely right – like there is a slight 
roll off present to cymbals and high 
strings, but equally there are moments 
when it is entirely free of any sense 
of digital. The deep electronic sounds 
of Laurent Garnier’s Unreasonable 
Behaviour sound powerful, but silky 
smooth at the same time. Even the 
jagged debut from Kasabian is 
rendered with refi nement. 

Switching to network audio sees no 
behavioural changes to performance. 
The 44.1kHz download of the 
eponymous album from Nothing 
But Thieves is rendered with a 
spaciousness and effortlessness that 
helps to mask the slightly congested 
and compressed recording and its 
rendition of Conor Mason’s soaring 
vocals is spellbinding. It is extremely 
easy to listen to for very long periods 
and you come away feeling 
invigorated rather than fatigued.

Of course, if you give it something 
well recorded like a 24/96 download 
of Craig Armstrong’s It’s Nearly 
Tomorrow, the results are excellent. 
Its rendition of Crash is open and 
unforced and has completely 
believable tonality. Engaging LAPC 
brings a small but noticeable 
improvement as the midrange 
seems to integrate better with that 
distinctive top end and the bass 
response – which is perfectly 
respectable in its own right – 
sounds a little deeper and tighter. 

What LAPC doesn’t do is make the 
system sound more exciting. Even 
with the RX1 connected – a speaker 

with a fi rm handle on fun – it comes 
across as slightly straightlaced and 
unwilling to really groove. Terra 
Firma by Young Knives is punchy, 
but never has the sheer bite and 
attack that it needs to really excel. 
Replacing the RX1 with the 686 S2 
and running LAPC again, doesn’t 
really alter this. The Technics seems 
to want to give breathtaking 
moments with voices and 
instruments, but is far less concerned 
about getting the head nodding. 

Nevertheless the SU-C550 is 
extremely consistent across the wide 
and useful selection of inputs and is 
impressively forgiving of compressed 
formats too, with both Spotify and 
higher bit-rate internet radio stations 
managing to sound rich and very 
listenable. The lack of an analogue 
input is a minor annoyance, but it 
doesn’t prevent it having the ability 
to operate as the hub of a reasonably 
extensive home system.

Conclusion
The result of this rather mixed bag is 
that the SU-C550 can’t realistically 
be regarded as a perfect fi t for 

1

2

3

Optical, Ethernet 
& USB-B digital ins

Wireless antenna

Loudspeaker 
binding posts

everybody, particularly as it appears 
that its performance retains some 
traits regardless of which 
loudspeakers you decide to partner 
it with. If you aren’t looking for 
edge-of-your seat excitement, the 
Technics is, at times, an excellent 
partner. The control app needs 
further development, but this 
is a system that has a wonderfully 
refi ned and open sound that is 
partnered with excellent build and 
a very useful selection of facilities ●     

TECHNICS
SU-C550 £1,199

CONNECTIONS

The SU-C550 is very 
consistent across 
the wide and useful 
selection of inputs

The acrylic lid for 
the CD player 
adds a touch 
of design chic

LIKE: Exceptionally 
refined sound; solid 
build; good features
DISLIKE: Awkward 
interface; sound can 
lack excitement
WE SAY: A well-built 
and clever system, but 
not always the most 
entertaining one

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Audio-Technica 
ATH-SR5BT 
ORIGIN
Japan/China  
TYPE
On-ear closed-back 
wireless headphone
WEIGHT
185g
FEATURES
● 45mm drive units
● Bluetooth 
streaming with aptX, 
AAC, SBC support
● Quoted battery 
life: up to 38 hours
DISTRIBUTOR
Audio-Technica UK    
TELEPHONE
0113 2771441
WEBSITE
eu.audio-technica.
com

Blue print
Andrew Simpson ditches the wires so that 
he can enjoy music on the move with this 
impressive set of Bluetooth cans

f you want to be able to 
enjoy a true audiophile 
experience while out and 
about, you can’t beat a 

pair of on-ear cans. Audio-Technica’s 
ATH-SR5BT is aimed squarely at the 
upper entry-level market, and – as 
hinted at by its BT moniker – it’s 
equipped with wireless Bluetooth 
streaming with SBC, aptX and AAC 
support. However, if wireless 
streaming isn’t high on your priority 
list, you can always opt for the 
non-Bluetooth version for £100.  

Both models boast 45mm internal 
drivers and claim an extended 
frequency range of 5Hz to 40kHz, 
justifying the ‘Hi-Res Audio’ logo 
that’s emblazoned on the box. 
Sensitivity is claimed at 102dB and 
35ohm impedance and presents 
a relatively easy load, which will 
prove to be a helping hand for 
under-powered portable audio 
devices such as smartphones. 

The ATH-SR5BT claims up to 38 
hours of battery life in Bluetooth 
mode and takes four hours for a full 
recharge via a supplied USB cable. 
When the internal lithium battery 
does give up, however, you can reach 
for the supplied 1.2m cable with 
3.5mm jack plugs at both ends to 
listen in passive mode.

Fresh from its packaging, the 
headphone feels like a premium 
product, partly helped by its bundled 
accessories, which include a branded 
carry pouch. The matt fi nish of the 
outer cups is nicely understated, 
especially when compared with the 
blingy headphones that typically 
occupy this market sector. The 
memory foam faux leather ear pads 
and headband feel soft and comfy, 
with plenty of smooth adjustment and 
it’s all fairly lightweight at 185g.

Connection via Bluetooth is straight 
forward, simply slide the on/off 
button at the base of the right ear cup 
and wait for it to be recognised by 
your source (an iPhone 5s in my 
case). Alongside input jacks, the left 
cup hosts a multi-function slider 
switch, which is easy to fi nd without 
having to remove the headphones 

thus interrupting the fl ow of music. 
A quick fl ick of the slider in either 
direction adjusts the volume level, 
while a longer push allows you to 
skip or jump to previous tracks, 
and a straight push serves for 
both pause and play.

Sound quality
What’s apparent from the outset is 
just how smooth and well balanced 
the Audio-Technica sound is, which 
makes it very forgiving for poorer-
quality material. Putting it to the 
test for the best part of eight hours 
straight in wireless mode during BBC 
6 Music Recommends Day, never do I 
fi nd the sound in any way fatiguing or 
overblown. Instead the ATH-SR5BT 
manages to make every type of music 
that’s thrown at it sound fresh and 
exciting. The keyboards and vocal on 
Michael Kiwanuka’s live performance 

of Father’s Child has plenty of scale 
and weight, emphasised by his voice, 
which echoes deep into the mix. 

The headphones have a good grip 
on the music being beamed from my 
iPhone, and Dusted’s track Property 
Lines streamed at a lowly 160kbps 
via Spotify sounds raucous enough 
to have a sense of danger, without 
becoming too raw edged or thin 
sounding with the guitars, letting me 
wind the wick up without fear. 

Sound leakage is well controlled 
thanks to the closed-back design, 
which doesn’t overly impact sound 
quality, and the music is open and 
expansive. Streaming a 320kbps rip 
of Ben Howard’s Time Is Dancing 
gets the cans pushing the percussion 
wide, well beyond the physical 
parameters of the ear cups. My 
suspicions that the AT’s true 
audiophile capabilities are being 
held back by the quality of the source 
are quickly proved right. With the 
ATH-SR5BT on the receiving end of 
my Cambridge Audio Minx Xi (HFC 
411) via a hard-wired connection, 
I’m immediately struck by the added 
density to the instruments during 
the slow-building intro of the track 
(this time ripped as an ALAC fi le at 
16-bit/44.1kHz), which sounds much 
richer and more engaging than before 
as instruments and vocals gain extra 
layers of detail and insight, 
demonstrating its impressive ability. 

Conclusion
Whether you’re considering a 
headphone upgrade for music on the 
move, or just looking for a quality 
pair of desktop cans that won’t break 
the bank, the Audio-Technica deserves 
to be near the top of any shortlist. On 
the convenience side it ticks many 
boxes, being lightweight, comfy and 
easy to use in wireless mode. Its 
biggest selling point, however, is 
in the sound quality stakes, with 
a balance and capability that’s well 
beyond its price point ●  

AUDIO-TECHNICA  
ATH-SR5BT £149

I

LIKE: Sophisticated 
sound; ease of use
DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price 
WE SAY: Great value 
and superb sound. 
Bluetooth streaming 
is a real added bonus 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL



A U D I O S Y S T E M S

RPM 3 Carbon

Th e award-winning RPM 3 Carbon turntable takes the 
same basic styling of our iconic RPM 1 Genie design, 
but adds advanced audiophile technologies to deliver a 
premium performance from a striking device.
Th e minimalist aesthetic, available in three high-gloss 
fi nishes, is accented by the thick vinyl-topped platter, 
which spins on a high-quality inverted bearing for 
super-smooth rotation.

Th e decoupled motor is powered by a built-in generator, 
for a consistent performance, and sits within a guide in 
the plinth for optimal belt tension. 
Th e innovative 10” S-Shape tonearm is made of 
aluminium and carbon fi bre, for unrivalled rigidity 
while retaining a low mass. Th e arm benefi ts from a new 
magnetic anti-skate system and is supplied as standard 
with an Ortofon 2M Silver cartridge.
Available Now for £599.00 (UK SRP)

Carbon Style
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Geneva AeroSphère 
Small 
ORIGIN
Switzerland
TYPE
Wireless 
loudspeaker
WEIGHT
2kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
232 x 232 x 190mm
FEATURES
● 25mm tweeter
● 102mm mid/bass 
driver
● Wi-fi; AirPlay; 
DLNA; aptX 
Bluetooth
DISTRIBUTOR
Sound Design 
Distribution  
TELEPHONE
0843 5236344
WEBSITE
genevalab.com

Pet sounds
Geneva’s wireless speaker systems is so 
cute it makes you want to stroke it, but 
can it boogie? David Vivian finds out

hen I reviewed the Geneva 
AeroSphère Large in issue 
407, I probably should 
have explained something 

inferred by the name. There is an 
AeroSphère Small, and here it is. 
Whereas I was seized by the urge to 
hug the sizeable orb on a shiny pole 
that is the Large, the half-sized Small 
is ridiculously cute and makes me 
want to pat it. Geneva has somehow 
managed to turn the multi-source, 
multi-room, wireless speaker 
initiative commonly represented by 
mundane plastic boxes into a major 
charm offensive. Soft-to-the-touch 
globes with a mild retro-décor vibe 
that do music – what’s not to like? 

It’s all very well getting hooked by 
the look, what we need is a sprinkling 
of sonic magic to make the experience 
complete. The AeroSphère Large 
managed it, delivering a ballsy and 
musically deft performance that, with 
a little DSP wizardry, spread out across 
the listening area to give a very fair 
approximation of two-speaker stereo. 

Although densely engineered, it’s 
too small to accommodate the array 
of drivers and amps that allow the 
Large to do soundstage-enhanced 
stereo at party-volume levels. The 
upward-fi ring subwoofer is gone and 
the rest gets scaled-down to a single 
102mm mid/bass driver and 25mm 
tweeter, though each is housed in its 
own acoustic chamber and actively 
driven by a dedicated DSP-controlled 
amp. In other words, mono. But 

‘enhanced’ mono. The DSP tricks that 
give the Large its size-defying stereo 
soundstage are used to give the Small 
a more spacious version of mono.

Alternatively, you can buy two and 
get the best stereo experience of all. 
To accomplish this, you’ll also need 
the £449 AeroSphère Base, an 
app-controlled wireless network 
hub-come-CD transport that, as well 
as CD, adds FM, DAB, DAB+, another 
line input and the ability to control up 
to four AeroSphère speakers at the 
same time, including a brace of 
Smalls in stereo. The multi-source 
wi-fi  capability supports AirPlay, 
DLNA and aptX Bluetooth.

The Small comes with Geneva’s very 
stylish, full-sized aluminium remote, 
but it can be more comprehensively 
controlled (at much greater distance) 
from the simple to navigate and use 
AeroSphère app. As with the Large, 
the LED-illuminated ‘Geneva’ logo on 
the front of the base uses a colour-
based system to indicate source and 
status: green for AirPlay/DLNA, blue 
for Bluetooth, pink for line-in, and 
with the Base connected, red for CD, 
light blue for FM or DAB and again 
pink for line-in.

Sound quality
For this test, a single AeroSphère 
Small is confi gured to my wi-fi  router, 
fed wirelessly over AirPlay and aptX 
Bluetooth by an iPad with a Questyle 
QP1R DAP (page 35) wired into the 
3.5mm mini-jack socket at the back. 

Before we get started, let’s get some 
important questions out of the way. 
Will you be using the AeroSphère 
Small as your main music system? 
No. Well, I hope not, anyway. Truly, 
there are better ways to spend £350 
on an amp and speakers if all you 
want is to build a basic hi-fi  system in 
one room. How about high-quality 
background music that sounds 
spacious and cohesive, can go pretty 
loud when required and will have 
guests scratching their heads over the 
whereabouts of its source? Not that 
adorable little ball thing over there in 
the corner! There’s one in the kitchen 
too? That’s more like it. 

Multi-room AeroSphère-style not 
only has all the connectivity bases 
covered, it brings an aesthetic 
impetus and sonic skillset to the 
process that overshadows all the 
clever fl exibility and convenience. 
And I wouldn’t worry about the mono 
thing. Actually, mono given a little 
ambient enhancement has a purity 
and intelligibility that naturally 
guides your attention towards the 
music itself and, in that department, 
the Small acquits itself admirably. It’s 
voiced a tad warmer than the Large 
and, of course, doesn’t have its power 
or low-frequency clout. But if you’re 
listening to John Humphrys on 
Radio 4 in the morning, it sounds 
remarkably similar, and a little Rio De 
Janeiro Blues from Joe Sample and 
Randy Crawford in the evening goes 
down pretty well, too, with the 
Small capturing the languid groove 
with consummate ease.  

Conclusion
I’ve little doubt two AeroSphère 
Smalls confi gured in stereo sound 
is better than one, but with the 
inclusion of the AeroSphère Base 
you’d be looking at an additional 
£798. On balance, and given its 
‘ambient’ multi-room remit, one per 
room is all you need. Mono or no, it’s 
a singularly musical little sphere ● 

GENEVA 
AEROSPHÈRE SMALL £349

W

LIKE: Small, cute, 
well-connected and 
musically adept
DISLIKE: Mono may 
put off some  
WE SAY: A blob off the 
old block and another 
impressive multi-room 
solution from Geneva

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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n his younger days, Roy 
Gandy had the vision of 
designing a turntable that 
was better made and more 

reliable than the ones he had been 
selling as a part-time audio 
equipment retailer. This vision 
became a reality in 1973 when 
he formed a partnership with a 
colleague, Tony Relph, and registered 
the company name ‘Rega’, formed 
from the fi rst two letters of their 
respective surnames. This partnership 
did not survive for long and Tony 
eventually left. However, the 
company continued to evolve with 
Roy at the helm and this led to the 
launch of the Rega Planar 2 turntable 
with its glass platter in 1976 as a 
development of the original Rega 
Planar with an aluminium platter that 
was produced the previous year. The 
Planar 2 rapidly established itself in 
the market as one of the fi nest budget 
turntables around. Fast forward 
40 years and the company has just 
launched a brand new Rega Planar 2. 

The new version of the classic 
turntable has been developed over 
the past two years alongside the 
recently released Planar 3 (HFC 411). 
It features a raft of new parts, 
including the RB220 tonearm, a 24V 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Rega Planar 2
ORIGIN
UK 
TYPE
Belt-drive turntable 
WEIGHT
5.5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
447 x 117 x 360mm
FEATURES
● 33 &45rpm
● Optiwhite glass 
platter
● RB220 tonearm 
● 24V synchronous 
motor
DISTRIBUTOR
Rega Research Ltd 
TELEPHONE
01702 333071 
WEBSITE
rega.co.uk

Wax works
Neville Roberts checks out the re-launch 
of Rega’s Planar 2 – one of the most famous 
British turntables ever

low-noise motor housed in the acrylic 
laminated plinth and a newly designed 
central bearing for the platter.

Starting off with the tonearm, the 
RB220 is fi tted with a new ultra-low 
friction, zero-play ball bearing system 
contained within a stiff and 
lightweight bearing housing, which is 
designed by Rega (patent pending). 
The company has also developed an 
innovative automatic bias adjustment 
that eliminates the need to set the 
bias. The housing also includes an 
integrated arm clip along with the 
latest custom-designed aluminium 
arm tube. These features make the 
RB220 almost completely plug and 
play, apart from simple arm balancing. 
The arm is fi tted with a Rega Carbon 
moving-magnet cartridge as standard. 
This requires a stylus force set between 
2-3g, has a user-replaceable stylus 
assembly and generates 2.5mV at 
1kHz. Should you wish to upgrade it, 
this is an easy job but, as with all Rega 
tonearms, there is no VTA adjustment.

The hub bearing fi tted to the Planar 
2 has a new 11mm self-securing brass 
bearing (also patent pending) to offer 
a low-stress but tighter tolerance unit 
over the previous design in order to 
reduce frictional losses and thus 
improve the transfer of rotational 

energy to the platter. The 10mm-thick 
platter is (you guessed it) also new 
and is manufactured to a high 
accuracy from fl oat glass called 
Optiwhite. It’s driven by a new 24V 
low-noise, low-vibration motor 
assembly fed from a special PCB 
control unit. The motor is fi tted with 
a cover tray underneath and has an 
integrated cooling system. Power 
for the motor comes from a 24V 
wall-wart mains adapter. I must 
confess it takes me a while to locate 
the ‘ergonomically positioned power 
switch’ as it is referred to on the Rega 
website as it is actually positioned on 
the underside of the plinth near the 
front on the left-hand side. 

Speed is changeable between 33 
and 45rpm by moving the belt 
between two pulleys fi xed to the 
motor. Although simple to do, I do 
fi nd it a bit of a pain as the platter has 
to be removed every time you want to 
change speed. The Planar 2’s motor 
cannot be used with the Rega TT-PSU 
power supply upgrade that provides 
electronic speed change for its big 
brother, the Planar 3. However, this 
is a minor gripe. The plinth is a stiff, 
acrylic laminated design and is 
available in either gloss black or gloss 
white. The re-designed rubber feet 
are adjustable and intended to 
increase stability and reduce vibration 
transfer. A clear acrylic lid is also 
included, as are some tiny adhesive 

The bass line is deep, 
powerful, well 
extended and 
very well controlled

I

REGA 
PLANAR 2 £375 
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clear rubber corners that can be stuck 
to the appropriate area of the lid if 
desired. These are included to help 
prevent marking the acrylic skin 
plinth over time.

Straight out of the box, setting up 
the Planar 2 is a piece of cake and 
takes about a minute all in. Apart 
from plugging in the power supply 
to a mains socket and the phono leads 
to the amplifi er, all that is required is 
to fi t the platter, level the turntable 
using a spirit level and set the 
tracking force to 2.5g.

Sound quality
I decide to begin with some electronic 
vinyl in the form of Desireless by 
Laurent Garnier. This is a great 
recording for testing out bass 
response, and I am surprised by just 
how well the Rega Carbon, which is 
a budget moving-magnet cartridge, 
performs in this respect. The 
pounding bass line is deep, powerful, 
well extended and very well 
controlled. There is no sense of it 
interfering with the top end of the 
hi-hat hits and synthesised percussion 
sounds, which are extremely clear 
and precise. The growling vocals are 
well positioned towards the front of 
the soundstage and although there is 
quite a lot going on during this track, 
the Planar 2, RB220 tonearm and 
Carbon cartridge comfortably takes 
it all in its stride.

So far, so good. Next up I turn to 
an excellent LP of Handel’s Organ 
Concerto No.5 in F Major played by 
E Power Biggs with Adrian Boult 
conducting the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra. The orchestra is full, open 
and energetic and the instrument 
focus is very good indeed. The stately 

opening movement shows how well 
the orchestra is balanced with the 
organ. The sprightly second 
movement has the melody played on 
the organ, which is beautifully clear 
and elegant. The violins in the fi nal 
movement are perhaps a touch over 
bright during the crescendos, causing 
them to feel a little fl ustered at times, 
but this effect is very subtle and may 
be down to personal taste. However, 
this does not detract from an 
excellent rendition of this recording.

Given my comment on the loud 
violin passages in the last recording, 
I really need to explore the top end 
performance more closely, so I swap 
the Handel LP for vocals with a 
half-speed mastered record of Simon 
and Garfunkel’s So Long, Frank Lloyd 
Wright. As was typical of CBS records 
of the period, this is a very bright 
recording with a lot of potential for 
objectionable sibilance with vocals. I 
lower the stylus onto the last track on 
side one and grit my teeth... To my 
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10mm-thick 
Optiwhite platter

Pulley for 
changing speed

RB220 tonearm

Rega Carbon 
moving-magnet 
cartridge

amazement the vocal is smoother 
than I anticipate – yes it is bright, but 
certainly not overly sibilant, and is a 
real credit to the RB220 tonearm and 
Carbon cartridge combination.

Trevor Pinnock playing JS Bach’s 
Partita No.4 on solo harpsichord 
demonstrates how the deck performs 
with the delicate detailed 
reproduction required by the 
instrument. The Planar 2 does not 
disappoint – I am treated to a very 
sophisticated performance that has an 
excellent sense of realism. I fi nd that 
the recording has great depth, which 
combined with super imaging, 
contributes to the overall sense of 
reality with this recording. 

The felt mat appears to be a perfect 
partner for the glass platter. I fi nd that 
there is no tendency for top ends to 
ring at one end of the spectrum; nor 
are they overly damped at the other.

Conclusion
The Planar 2 is certainly a classy 
performer, given its affordable price 
tag. It is without doubt going to 
spawn a whole new generation of 
followers and keep Rega’s profi le 
high in what is fast becoming a 
growing turntable market ●    

REGA 
PLANAR 2 £375 

CONNECTIONS

LIKE: Excellent sound 
quality; modern styling; 
Optiwhite platter 
DISLIKE: Manual 
speed change; no 
VTA adjustment 
WE SAY: The famous 
Planar 2 is brought 
right up to date and 
offers amazing sound 
quality at a great price 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
4

Apart from 
simple arm 
balancing, 
the Planar 2 
is pretty much 
plug and play
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here’s no such thing as a 
perfect hi-fi  loudspeaker. 
Some are better than 
others, but you invariably 

end up listening to someone else’s idea 
of what constitutes hi-fi  greatness, or 
what’s an acceptable compromise 
between price and performance.   

That’s one reason why speakers 
sound so different. The gap in 
performance between them – even 
models costing the same price and of 
the same physical dimensions – can be 
quite disconcerting, and is far wider 
than that between similarly priced 
integrated amplifi ers, for example. 
Designers employ all kinds of tricks to 

hook buyers, like special crossover and 
cabinet tuning to make the bass sound 
bigger and the treble just that bit more 
biting. Add in some fancy fi nishes and 
you’ve got so-called ‘showroom appeal’.

Spendor has always gone another 
way, making ‘sensible shoes’ speakers 
that haven’t been subjected to the 
ravages of focus groups and shiny 
suited marketing men. The sound 
is naturally balanced and smooth, 
to make the speaker sound more 
‘impressive’ on initial audition. Factor 
in the very reserved, neat and discreet 
appearance, and you’ve got the 
measure of the marque.

The A5R is the newly revised small 
fl oorstander, purposed for small-to-
medium-sized rooms where the larger 
A6 is too intrusive. It’s certainly easy on 
the eye, but like a black German car in 
a Waitrose car park, it doesn’t exactly 
stand out from the crowd – but this 
misses the point. Look closer and it’s 
a little more unusual than you might 
think – because there is not a single 
hole in the cabinet to be found. 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Spendor A5R
ORIGIN
UK
TYPE
2.5-way 
floorstanding 
loudspeaker
WEIGHT
15kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
165 x 830 x 250mm
FEATURES
● 22mm wide-
surround dome 
tweeter
● 150mm EP77 
mid/bass unit
● 150mm Kevlar 
bass unit
● Quoted sensitivity: 
87dB/1W/1m (6ohm)
DISTRIBUTOR
Spendor Audio 
Systems Ltd
TELEPHONE
01323 843474
WEBSITE
spendoraudio.com

Less is so 
much more
David Price experiences the dignified 
delights of Spendor’s new A5R 
compact floorstanding loudspeaker 

When I unbox a loudspeaker and 
can’t fi nd the bass port, I usually look 
underneath, but a quick inspection 
reveals the A5R to be an infi nite baffl e 
design. Infi nite baffl e speakers have 
obviously superior and ‘correct’ bass. 
There’s no time-smearing that you get 
with refl ex port designs and bass notes 
stop and start in a more natural way. 
The downside is that the speaker is 
harder to drive and less loud for a 
given amount of power. 

Spendor’s Philip Swift says that it has 
managed to fi nesse the A5R to be more 
sensitive than it otherwise might be, 
and also to be easier to drive, thanks 
to crossover design and component 
choice. Claimed sensitivity is 87dB 
for 1W at 1m (nominal impedance is 
6ohm; minimum 3.8), and this isn’t 
as poor as you’d expect for a small 
sealed-box fl oorstander. Still, you’ll 
need at least 50W RMS per channel to 
really get it going, ideally twice that.

The cabinet comes in light oak, dark 
walnut, cherry, black ash veneer and 
satin white lacquer (£200 extra). It 
is rigidly braced and boasts Spendor’s 
proprietary dynamic damping. 

The 2.5-way design sports three drive 
units. The bass has a cast magnesium 
alloy chassis, high effi ciency motor 
system, and optimised electro-dynamic 
damping. The 150mm midrange driver 
has a cone made from the company’s 
latest ‘engineering polymer’ (EP77), 
which crosses over to the ultra-rigid 
two-part bonded Kevlar composite 
coned 150mm bass driver at 900Hz. At 
the other end of its range, at 4.6Hz, 
the tweeter is a 22mm wide-surround 
dome design with a polyamide textile 
diaphragm. Said to be phase and 
time-aligned with the other drivers, it 
gives the A5R a claimed frequency 
response of 34Hz to 25kHz, with 150W 
power handling.  

Sound quality 
If you’ve ever heard a Spendor speaker, 
the A5R won’t come as a complete 
surprise. On fi rst listen, it sounds a 
little meek, rather unimposing and not 
the sort of thing that indelibly stamps 
itself on anything. But the longer you 
stay with it, the more it builds in your 
affections, and you begin to love its 
lack of fl aws. 

True, it’s a little light in the bass for 
some, and it doesn’t have massive 
physical presence like the Focal Aria 
926 (HFC 383) for example. Nor does 
it boast breathtaking dynamics, or go 
ridiculously loud. Yet within its 
operating envelope – placed in a 
small-to-medium-sized room – it works 
way better than most, across a wide 
range of areas. The infi nite baffl e 
cabinet makes it sing surprisingly close 
to a boundary wall – in my room, just 
15cm from the back wall, slightly toed 
in and with the grilles off.

Feed it Randy Crawford’s You Might 
Need Somebody, and it soon fi nds its 
feet. Yes, stereo soundstaging isn’t quite 

SPENDOR 
A5R £1,995

While it’s detailed 
and revealing, it 
doesn’t become 
overly forensic 

The A5R costs 
£2,195 finished 
in satin white

T



LIKE: Even-handed; 
refined; open and 
musical sound; fine 
build quality
DISLIKE: Reasonably 
powerful amplifier 
needed  
WE SAY: Excellent 
small floorstander in 
a class of its own

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

HOW IT 
COMPARES

as wide and tall as you get from a large 
fl oorstander, but you can’t criticise its 
precision. All the instruments are 
placed accurately and lead vocals are 
carried with confi dence, hanging 
ethereally above the rest of the mix. 
The vocal line is what you’re drawn to, 
because of the Spendor’s innate clarity 
and smoothness in the midband. 

It’s not just good from a tonal point of 
view. While this is the speaker’s most 
obvious attribute, the other distinct 
characteristic is the bass – which is 
tight, taut and propulsive. The A5R 
isn’t the strongest low down and 
certainly has no peaks down in that 
region. Instead, the bottom end is quite 
extended, very well timed and largely 
devoid of weight. Remember that this 
is billed as a room-friendly small 
fl oorstander, and it’s obvious that 
Spendor has got the formula just right. 

Matt Monroe’s On Days Like These 
works best when played on highly 
transparent equipment. The A5R does 
well here, again locking in on the vocal 
line and Monroe’s rich voice. Yet it 
gives plenty of space for the backing 
orchestra and conveys the instruments 
in the mix with impressive accuracy. 
The rudimentary recording can sound 
thin and harsh on some speakers, yet 
the Spendor shows that while it’s very 
detailed and revealing, it doesn’t 
become overly forensic and prefers not 
to accent the negative.

An assured performance then when 
asked to play gentle, more acoustic-

based programme material, but what 
about high-energy dance music? It 
declines to do a ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ and 
change its tune radically with The 
Prodigy’s Your Love. It doesn’t quite 
serve up the visceral thrill of larger 
and more muscular loudspeakers, but 
certainly gets into the swing of things. 
The lead keyboard riff is beautifully 
clear and is backed up by a solid and 
surprisingly extended bass that is 
capable of switching on and off as fast 
as a fl ashing LED. There’s little sign of 
any cabinet effect, and all three drive 
units work well together to give a 
tonally smooth yet crisp rendition. 
Only when served up with very large 
amounts of power from my reference 
Arcam P49 power amplifi er (HFC 409) 
do things begin to compress slightly, 
and this is at volumes that in a 
semi-detached house or fl at will have 
the police outside your front door.

Daniel Barenboim conducting the 
Chicago Symphony Orchestra’s 
performance of Elgar’s Nimrod shows 
the A5R in its very best light. By nature, 
a clear and uncoloured loudspeaker 
with a limited tendency to ‘editorialise’ 
any aspect of the sound, the music 
fl oods into the room. String tone is 
excellent, with a superb sense of 
instrumental timbre. At the same time, 
the speaker carries the music’s rhythm 
with an almost ‘liquid’, sense of fl ow. 
The atmosphere is palpable, with a fi ne 
sense of space to the concert hall 
courtesy of the detailed and well-
behaved tweeter. 

Conclusion
The A5R does what you’d expect from 
a Spendor, providing the sort of refi ned 
musicality you get from a high-end 
loudspeaker at a more affordable price. 
The trade off is its lack of visceral 
punch and physicality – but then you’re 
not going to get much better from any 
speaker of this size, regardless of price. 
If you’re after something just a little 
more classy than its competitors, this is 
well worth a listen ●

Q&A

DP: Why design a small 
floorstander in the first place?
PS: We believe the A5R offers class-
leading sound and better bass 
extension than any comparable 
standmounting speaker. 
Standmounts and floorstanders 
behave very differently, and almost 
every floorstander (big or small and 
regardless of cost) has a strong low-
frequency signature; that slightly 
heavy, slow, leaden, lumpy, one-note, 
bass which spoils your listening 
enjoyment. Some people turn to a 
standmount to minimise the problem. 
But standmounts often have a bigger 
footprint than equivalent 
floorstanders, and the laws of physics 
dictate that if you want good low-
frequency punch and drive, you need 
a decent enclosure volume, so they 
are not always the best solution.

Why choose an infinite baffle 
cabinet for a smallish speaker?
We design and manufacture our own 
drivers and crossovers, which allows 
us to balance critical electrical and 
mechanical parameters so that the 
A5R always presents an easy load. 
With our unique 2.5-way system 
the active (not passive) LF driver 
complements the LF output of the 
bass-mid driver to achieve the 
‘impossible’ – good efficiency, it can 
play surprisingly loud, you don’t need 
an expensive amp, and it is 
remarkably tolerant of room 
placement. With these problems 
solved our infinite baffle loading also 
guarantees extremely low group 
delay distortion so you get deeper 
and more articulate bass than any 
comparable conventional ported or 
line-loaded speaker can offer.
 
What materials are used for each 
respective drive unit?
The mid/bass cone is EP77, a light, 
rigid resonance-free polymer, it 
delivers an open and uncoloured 
sound. The low-frequency driver 
has an extremely rigid light Kevlar 
composite cone, so the A5R always 
delivers a naturally fast engaging 
bass. Our tweeter has a precision 
woven polyamide fabric dome with 
high-damping visco-elastic coating 
for wide even treble response.    

Philip Swift
MD, Spendor Audio

SPENDOR 
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22mm dome 
design tweeter

150mm Kevlar 
composite bass 
driver

Speaker 
binding posts
150mm EP77 
mid/bass unit

A superb counterpoint 
to the A5R, the Focal 
Aria 926 (HFC 383) is 
bigger, shinier and has 
far more appeal, and 
costs about the same. 
With a taller, larger 
capacity cabinet and 
two bass drivers in 
addition to mid and 
treble units, it goes a 
good deal louder than 
the Spendor from the 
same amount of power, 
and offers slightly more 
extended bass too. 
It sounds more 
expansive, with a wider 
and more physical 
nature to the way it 
plays music. The 
tweeter lacks the A5R’s 
delicacy, and you can 
hear the 926’s big, 
ported cabinet joining 
in with the bass; it’s 
slightly boomy and 
you need to pull it out 
further from your rear 
wall for best results.
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A diverse range of award winning 
Turntables direct from us 
the manufacturer

 01246 268887

Part Exchange deals given against your current turntable. Call for an instant quote. Superb Demonstration facilities

Unit 1 | Westwick Park | | |
|    

SUPPORTING
BRITISH 
MANUFACTURING

ENTRY LEVEL TO HIGH END TURNTABLES  .  DIRECT DRIVE  .  BELT DRIVE  .  IDLER DRIVE
A RANGE OF UPGRADE OPTIONS FOR LINN, REGA, ROKSAN AND MORE.
PLUS TONEARMS  .  PHONO STAGES  .  CARTRIDGES  .  FULL SYSTEMS  .  SYSTEM INSTALLS
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 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Rogue Audio Triton  
ORIGIN
USA  
TYPE
MM/MC phono 
stage
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
432 x 89 x 229mm
WEIGHT
8.2kg
FEATURES
● MM & MC inputs
● Multiple loading 
options and gain 
settings via dip 
switches
● Fully regulated 
with multi-stage 
smoothing 
power supply
DISTRIBUTOR
Divine Audio  
TELEPHONE
01536 762211
WEBSITE
divineaudio.co.uk

Rogue 
trader
A flexible phono stage that belies its 
minimal appearance, Neville Roberts 
takes Rogue Audio’s Triton for a spin

o suggest that the front of 
the Triton is minimally 
populated is taking the art 
of understatement to a 

new level. All of the controls and 
connections are situated on the rear, 
and comprise an IEC socket for the 
power, a fuse, an on/off rocker switch 
with built-in power indicator, the 
input and output RCA gold-plated 
phono sockets and an earth binding 
post for the turntable lead with an 
earth lift switch in case of hum loop.  

It’s certainly versatile, as it has the 
ability to set both the resistive and 
capacitive cartridge loading and the 
gain to allow it to work with a wide 
range of moving-coil and moving-
magnet cartridges. All these functions 
are set by banks of DIP switches that 
are located on one of the two circuit 
boards and accessed via a removable 
panel on the top. The access panel is 
held in place with two spring-loaded 
knurled nuts that can be easily turned 
by hand. This allows lots of tweaking 
by the user (which certainly appeals 
to me) to get the best from your 
cartridge. Cartridge resistive loading 
can be set from 20 to 100k ohm in 
eight steps, capacitive loading from 
zero to 1,000pF in fi ve steps and 
there are four gain settings ranging 
from 40dB to 65dB. There are three 
stages of amplifi cation and the output 
from the initial stages feed into the 

RIAA equalisation circuitry, which is 
accurate to +/- 0.1dB from 20Hz-
20kHz. Precision components are 
used throughout as is silver-plated 
and Tefl on-coated hook-up wire. A 
high-quality Kemp Elektroniks Lo 
1.5m UK IEC power lead is supplied. 
This is very fl exible and contains fi ve 
cables of 0.75mm² OFC conductors. 
Each conductor is made from 51 Litz 
wires that, according to Kemp, give 
good suppression of EMI and RFI. The 
connectors have been fi lled with black 
sand and resin to reduce resonances. 
It is really good to see a high-quality 
mains lead bundled with the unit by 
the UK importers, instead of a cheap 
kettle lead, which is so often the case.

Sound quality
I connect up my Kiseki Blue NOS 
moving-coil cartridge and fi nd that 
the best settings are 100ohm and 
150pF loading with the gain set at the 
maximum of 65dB. First to spin on 
the deck is a super Decca LP of 
Prokofi ev’s Piano Concerto No.3 
played by Vladimir Ashkenazy and 
the London Symphony Orchestra. 
Overall, it is a very pleasing 
performance that is both open and 
full. On the downside, I do detect 
a slight brittleness to the strings 
during the louder passages and the 
soundstage is a tad two dimensional. 
However, the piano is very convincing 

and sounds like a grand piano 
without the tinniness of an upright.

Smaller instrument ensembles 
playing baroque music are 
reproduced well and are intimate and 
involving when they need to be. One 
of my standard test records is a 
superb Philips recording of Vivaldi’s 
Opus 7 performed by I Musici and the 
solo oboe playing by Heinz Holliger in 
the fi rst movement of Concerto No.1 is 
lively and exciting, while the slow 
second movement is stately and 
enchanting. The balance between the 
oboe and the orchestral continuo is 
absolutely spot on.

Moving on to assess the vocal 
performance, I fi nd the Triton delivers 
intimate and involving performances. 
With the emotional and powerful 
voice of Thelma Houston, I have a 
sense that she is singing to me, rather 
than making a recording into a 
microphone. As with the strings of the 
Prokofi ev recording, I sense a slight 
edginess to her voice during the 
louder vocals. However, on the whole 
and listening to a variety of singers, I 
can safely say that the Triton enjoys 
the human voice and any potential 
issues like excessive sibilance are well 
controlled throughout.

Moving to some rock music to check 
out the Triton’s bass performance 
reveals that it is very much at home 
with this genre of music. Bass is very 
full, extended and clear. By which I 
mean that you can hear each note of 
a bass line, rather than it all blurring 
together into a rhythmic thump. 
Having said that, I feel that the bass is 
a little too full at times and is jostling 
for centre stage, but this could be a 
matter of personal taste.

Conclusion
Overall, I rather like this well-built 
phono stage and although it 
sometimes lacks the refi nement of 
some of the competition, it is sure to 
have a following from those who like 
a more full-on presentation ●  

ROGUE AUDIO   
TRITON £995

T

LIKE: Easy to set up 
for a wide range of 
different cartridges
DISLIKE: Slight lack of 
refinement with some 
types of music 
WE SAY: A well-built 
unit with a full-on 
presentation 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL



Musical Fidelity Encore is now available 
at the Audio Note Lounge



FEATURES IN BRIEF

Easy and intuitive to use
Huge connectivity

Upgradeable 1TB internal storage for over 2500 CDs 
(bit perfect ripping from CD drive)

Analog preamp providing fixed and variable output
Compatible with many network speakers, such as Sonos

Large, high resolution, full colour display
Control with either IR handset or Apps

(both Apple and Android)
Dual core 64bit Intel CPU 

(as future proof as Musical Fidelity can make it)
32 Bit 384k DAC

FEATURES IN BRIEF

Easy and intuitive to use
Huge connectivity

Upgradeable 1TB internal storage for over 2500 CDs 
(bit perfect ripping from CD drive)

Power amplifiers are the same as those in the M6si
Compatible with many network speakers, such as Sonos

Large, high resolution, full colour display
Control with either IR handset or Apps 

(both Apple and Android)
Dual core 64bit Intel CPU 

(as future proof as Musical Fidelity can make it)
32 Bit 384k DAC

The M6 Encore 225 is a complete audio solution 
allowing you to keep all your music in one place. 

Just add speakers.

The M6 Encore Connect is a complete 
audio source for all types of music. 

Just connect to your existing Hi-Fi System.

Musical Fidelity’s complete streaming Encore music systems 
deliver all forms of music in a seemless experience 

and with stunning sound quality.

TEL. 01273 041714 
email. listen@audionotelounge.com    web site. www.audionotelounge.com

Encore 225 Encore Connect

Nu-Vista 
series

M8 
series

M6s 
series

M5s 
series

M3s 
series

MX 
series

MUSICAL FIDELITY PRODUCT RANGE

MF Encore is on Demonstration and available from Brighton Hi-Fi Specialist:
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The Man Who Fell 
To Earth It’s 40 years since David Bowie starred 

in this sci-fi classic. Simon Berkovitch 
looks at the great unreleased soundtrack

lip over the 1976 Pan edition of 
Walter Tevis’ 1963 novel The Man 
Who Fell To Earth (pictured below), 
re-released to tie in with the fi lm 

of the same name by Nicolas Roeg that 
featured the Thin White Duke in his fi rst 
major movie, and you’ll fi nd the following 
tantalising statements: music by David Bowie; 
album available on RCA. After scratching your 
head and attempting to recall the cover of the 
release, and before you head to Discogs to fi ll 
that hole in your record collection, the 
disappointing news is that it 
doesn’t exist – not as 
a legitimate release, and 
certainly not as was 
originally intended.

“The Man Who Fell To Earth is 
a powerful love story; a cosmic 
mystery; a spectacular fantasy; 
a shocking, mind-stretching 
experience in sight, in space, in 
sex,” runs the deep-throated 
voiceover to the movie’s trailer. 
The casting of David Bowie – 
billed as “phenomenon of our 
time” and riding his fi rst peak of

F
US popularity – in his debut major motion 
picture was big news. Roeg had seen the 
elegantly wasted musician profi led in 1975 
BBC documentary Cracked Actor and 
considered him perfect for the role of Thomas 
Jerome Newton – a humanoid extra-
terrestrial on a mission to bring life-giving 
water to his dying home planet – despite his 
lack of fi lm experience. Shooting began in 
1975, and it was widely assumed that Bowie 
would also write the score for the fi lm – the 
star admitted as much on US TV show Soul 

ain in November that year. “I’m 
ing the soundtrack for The Man 
ho Fell To Earth with a friend 
f mine, Paul Buckmaster,” he 
evealed. Best known for his 
orchestral collaborations with 
lton John, Buckmaster acted as 
rranger for Bowie on 1969’s 
reakthrough Space Oddity. 

According to excellent fan-site 
BowieGoldenYears, the original 
plan was that RCA would 
contribute to the movie and 
Bowie would provide a 
soundtrack to promote the fi lm.

US rock magazine Creem already had the 
scoop in the bag when it conducted an 
interview with him on set. “That’ll be the next 
album – the soundtrack,” Bowie explained, 
which would have made The Man Who Fell To 
Earth the follow up to the plastic soul of Young 
Americans – the album which broke him in 
the States – and the precursor to the more 
experimental Station To Station. “I’m working 
on it now… doing some writing,” he added. 
“But we won’t record until all the shooting’s 
fi nished. I expect that the fi lm should be 
released around March [1976], and we want 
the album out ahead of that, so I should say 
maybe January or February.”

Talking about his working methods, he 
added, presciently: “I just use music to achieve 
something I have in mind, an idea or a feeling 
I want to get across. But I’m not one of those 
people who treat it as something sacred. 
You’ve got to play around with it or it becomes 
a dreadful bore.” Music as idea… Music as 
feeling… both of these concepts are explored 
to devastating effect on Bowie’s 1977 Low LP, 
partially in collaboration with ambient music 
pioneer Brian Eno on its instrumental, 
synthesised second side. After Bowie’s 
soundtrack to Roeg’s fi lm had come to 

nothing, he sent the director a complimentary 
copy of his latest LP – complete with a cover 
created from an iconic still from his fi lm of the 
fl ame-haired rock star in profi le – with a 
simple note attached. “We all had pressures… 
deadlines,” recalled Roeg in 1993. “Eventually 
we brought in John Phillips to do the score. 
And then six months later David sent me a 
copy of Low with a note that said: ‘This is what 
I wanted to do for the soundtrack’. It would 
have been a wonderful score.”

But what exactly does this wonderful score 
sound like? Nicholas Pegg’s comprehensive 
book The Complete David Bowie offers this 
tantalising glimpse into what ought to have 
been: “The emerging soundtrack incorporated 
funk-styled instrumentals and slower, more 
ambient pieces, including a number called 
Wheels and an early version of what would 
become the Low track Subterraneans.” 

“It would have been 
a wonderful score,” 
according to the film’s 
director Nicolas Roeg
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Bootlegs claiming to contain outtakes from 
the soundtrack are fi led next to those 
containing recordings of The Beatles’ lost 
psychedelic masterpiece Carnival Of Light: 
unconvincing fakes. But outtake Some Are 
was a contender for a while at least. Mixed 
in 1991 and eventually released as a bonus 
track on a reissue of Low, this piece was 
alleged to have pre-dated Bowie’s 1977 set, 
actually written as part of the mythical lost 
soundtrack in 1975. Unfortunately for Bowie 
sleuths, the trail goes cold: its co-composer 
recalls the piece as “a quiet little piece Brian 
Eno and I wrote in the seventies”, 
retrospectively time-fi xing it to Europe 
and not Los Angeles, where the aborted 
soundtrack sessions took place. 

Recordings eventually began in late 1975 
after the classic Station To Station album was 
in the can – a punishing work schedule for 
Bowie, considering he was simultaneously 
starring in a major motion picture, providing 
music for its soundtrack and cutting his next 
proper LP release. A mix of familiar and old 
faces were to form the musicians for the 
project: Space Oddity collaborator Paul 
Buckmaster was summoned to Cherokee 
Studios, contributing cello, among other 
instruments, along with Bowie’s rhythm 
section Carlos Alomar, Dennis Davis and 
George Murray. Again, according to Nicholas 
Pegg’s Bowie bible: “With Bowie’s guitar 
and Buckmaster’s cello accompanied by 
synthesisers and some of the earliest drum 
machines, the compositions were strongly 
infl uenced by Kraftwerk’s latest album 
Radio-Activity, released the previous month.”

Familiar faces
Buckmaster remembers proceedings less 
proto-Low than this account, however. 
According to David Buckley’s 2007 Mojo 
interview with him: “There were a couple 
of medium-tempo rock instrumental pieces, 
with simple motifs and riffy kind of grooves.” 
He confi rms the presence of Bowie’s rhythm 
section, plus J Peter Robinson on Fender 
Rhodes, and himself on cello and overdubs 
using ARP Odyssey and Solina synthesisers. 
“There were some more slow and spacey 
cues with synth, Rhodes and cello,” 
Buckmaster added, “and a couple of weirder 
atonal cues using synths and percussion. 
There was also a piece I wrote and 
performed using some beautifully made 
African thumb pianos I had purchased 
earlier that year, plus cello, all done by 
multiple overdubbing.” He also confi rms the 

presence of a Bowie vocal cut: “A song David 
wrote, played and sang, called Wheels… had 
a gentle sort of melancholy mood to it. The 
title referred to the alien train from his 
character Newton’s home world.”

The exact reason for the Holy Grail of the 
Bowie canon remaining in the vaults is still 
unclear. Bowie’s own recollection of the 
event was that he was so outraged that, 
when after fi nishing “fi ve or six pieces”, he 
was told that he would be required to submit 
these compositions along with other people’s 
tracks, he withheld all of his contributions, 
choosing to pursue this instrumental vein to 
stunning effect with Brian Eno on Low. Can 
we really trust Bowie’s version of events, 
though? His drug-induced memory-wipe of 

most of that period is well-documented. 
Station To Station was recorded during 
the same time – a release about which 
“Bowie confesses that he was so addled he 
can hardly remember making the album”, 
according to writer Nicholas Pegg. 

So, Buckmaster’s own view is more realistic, 
albeit a little negative perhaps. He believes the 
music wasn’t used for three reasons. From the 
aforementioned interview with Buckley: 
“Firstly, it was just not up to the standard of 
composing and performance needed for a 
good movie. Secondly, I don’t think it fi tted 
well to the picture. And lastly, it wasn’t really 
what Nic Roeg was looking for.” He adds: “I 
considered the music to be demo-ish and not 
fi nal, although we were supposed to be 
making it fi nal. All we produced was 
something substandard, and Nic Roeg turned 
it down on those grounds…”

According to Bowie, “fi ve or six” pieces in all 
were recorded, ultimately rejected by Roeg or 
abandoned by their composer. John Phillips, 
former leader of sixties hitmakers The Mamas 
& The Papas, was subsequently approached to 
pull the soundtrack together in London. He is 
one of the few people outside of the musicians 
involved to have heard the Bowie 
compositions, describing the material as 
“hauntingly beautiful, with chimes, Japanese 
bells, and what sounded like electronic wind 
and waves”, but his take on the project is a 
world away from impressionistic, Krautrock-

HOOKED ON THE SILVER SCREEN
Unlike The Man Who Fell To Earth, this additional 
septette of Bowie-related films and TV series – 
moving from the fringes of the arthouse to the 
centre of the mainstream – all have partial or 
complete Thin White Duke soundtracks.

Christiane F (1981)
This cult movie about the drug 
scene in late-seventies West 
Berlin shocked audiences on 
release. Featuring a concert 
appearance from the singer in 
the film, the soundtrack is all 

Bowie, and features the single edits of TVC 15 and 
Stay as well as a rarity in the full-length German-
English version of “Heroes” (“Helden”).

Baal (1982)
Recorded at Berlin’s Hansa 
Studios, the scene of the 
“Heroes” album sessions, 
this five-track EP formed 
the soundtrack to a BBC 
dramatisation of Bertolt 

Brecht’s play Baal, with Bowie taking the lead role. 
It was his final release on RCA records, before he 
moved labels to EMI and mainstream mega-success 
with the Let’s Dance album.

Ziggy Stardust – The Motion 
Picture (1983)
The final electrifying show 
performed with the Spiders 
from Mars was recorded at 
London’s Hammersmith Odeon 
in July 1973 – captured on film 

by DA Pennebaker (the man behind Bob Dylan’s 
infamous Dont Look Back) – and received a belated 
soundtrack release in the early eighties.

Absolute Beginners (1986)
Julien Temple’s ill-fated film 
version of Colin MacInnes’s cult 
1959 book featured an all-star 
cast, including other pop stars 
turned film stars – Sade, Ray 
Davies and, of course, Patsy 

Kensit. As well as a cameo role, Bowie also 
contributed three songs to the soundtrack, the 
title track being one of his greatest songs in an 
otherwise shaky eighties.

Labyrinth (1986)
Directed by Muppets creator 
Jim Henson and with a script 
penned by Monty Python’s 
Terry Jones, this coming-of-age 
film introduced Bowie to a 
whole new audience, one that 

would forever know him as Jareth, the Goblin King. 
Bowie’s soundtrack saw him reunited with R&B 
vocalist Luther Vandross on the gospel-infused 
Underground, which also includes searing guitar 
work by blues veteran Albert Collins.

When The Wind Blows (1986)
Bowie’s soundtrack work of 
1986 easily outshone the 
albums he released either side 
of that year (namely Tonight 
and Never Let Me Down). The 
title track to the animated 

version of Raymond Biggs’ bleak tale of a nuclear 
attack is a suitably dark and atmospheric affair with 
a heavy guitar riff and full-on orchestra.

The Buddha Of Suburbia 
(1993)
The great lost Bowie album. 
Although labelled a soundtrack 
album, it was so much more 
than that. Developed from 
mostly instrumental fragments 

recorded specifically for the BBC adaptation of 
Hanif Kureishi’s Whitbread prize-winning novel, 
Bowie re-embraced the experimental methods of 
his Berlin days and created a series of songs and 
instrumentals that are ripe for rediscovery.

LOST SOUNDTRACKS

The Man Who 
Fell To Earth 
should have 

come out 
after Young 
Americans

The film’s atmospheric 
instrumentals are by 
Japanese musician 
Stomu Yamash’ta
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infl uenced funk-rock, which these tantalising 
glimpses suggest the project could well have 
sounded like – a reasonable bet, considering 
the direction Bowie was to take in the late 
seventies and early eighties.

Also missing in action
Philips presented the director with a mixture 
of his own bluegrass compositions, classical 
music, wistful ballads from the likes of 
Jim Reeves and The Kingston Trio, and 
contemporary pop and rock by Steely 
Dan and Joni Mitchell, among other 
predominantly American musical styles. All 
were a good fi t for the arid landscape of New 
Mexico, where much of The Man Who Fell 
To Earth was being shot. Used in the fi lm, 
Philips’ assemblage of everything from Louis 
Armstrong to his own country-rock twang is 
less a score, more a compilation of musical 
snippets, heard in fragments, tumbling from 
multiple radios, record players and futuristic 
hi-fi  equipment. But facing a nightmare 
of negotiation with multiple labels and 
expensive clearances, the Philips version 
of the soundtrack to The Man Who Fell To 
Earth was also destined to remain, like the 
mythical Bowie score, in the vaults.

Despite having assembled a band featuring 
esteemed pedal steel player BJ Cole and 
ex-Rolling Stone Mick Taylor to assist with 
developing ideas for the soundtrack, 

perversely, Philips’ most outré selections are 
where the marriage of image and sound 
truly works. The fi lm’s eerie, atmospheric 
instrumentals are courtesy of Japanese avant 
garde musician Stomu Yamash’ta – for 
example, an edit of his atmospheric Memory 
Of Hiroshima is used to brilliant effect at the 
start of the fi lm, as Newton navigates his way 
into the remote town of his arrival on Earth. 
Five additional Yamash’ta selections are used 
in all: Poker Dice; 33 1/3; One Way; Mandala 
and the beautifully melancholy Wind Words. 

All are commercially available on offi cial 
Yamash’ta releases.

That elements of the Stomu Yamash’ta 
selections conjure up the ghost of seventies-
vintage Pink Floyd is perhaps no coincidence. 
“In the fi rst rough cut, I temp-scored the 
movie entirely with Pink Floyd music,” reveals 
the fi lm’s editor Graeme Clifford in an 
interview for a documentary on the 2007 
edition of the DVD release of the fi lm. “The 
album [Dark Side] had only recently come 
out at that point [two years previously] and 
it was relatively new. It worked brilliantly. It 
complemented the picture enormously and 

gave it this enormous time spread… it felt 
like an eternity because of the style of the 

Pink Floyd music. Not surprisingly at 
that time, it was horrendously 

expensive to buy.”
The spacey vibe continues 
for sequences in which 
Newton’s thoughts drift 
back to his family on his 
dying home planet: for 
these scenes, special 

electronic and oceanic 
effects, including treated 

whale noises, were 

LOST SOUNDTRACKS

Five or six pieces were 
recorded and rejected 
by Roeg or abandoned 
by their composer

constructed by Desmond Briscoe, pioneer of 
the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, and Woods 
Hole Oceanographic Institution to suitably 
otherworldly effect. We fall back to earth, 
however, for the fi nal frames, credits rolling 
over the slumped fi gure of the terminally 
inebriated Newton, now a permanent resident 
of terra fi rma, his mission to save his 
homeworld long abandoned, as Artie Shaw’s 
Stardust – Roeg’s nod to Ziggy, perhaps? 
– plays us out as the theatre lights go up…

Do it yourself soundtrack
Some 40 years after the release of Roeg’s 
masterpiece, enterprising souls have 
attempted to piece together Philips’ 
soundtrack in various forms, taking the end 
credits as their source of musical information 
and disseminating their fi ndings via YouTube 
playlists (since pulled) and less-than-legal 
fi lesharing sites. With a Spotify account, you 
can even have an attempt at constructing an 
(incomplete) playlist yourself. 

But what about Bowie’s mythical score? It’s 
obvious that he had great affection for the 
fi lm, choosing iconic images from it to adorn 
the sleeves of two of his greatest seventies 
albums – Station To Station and Low – so 
perhaps in the inevitable emptying of the 
Bowie vaults in the years after his death, we 
can but hope that an archivist will eventually 
wipe the dust off the mastertapes marked The 
Man Who Fell To Earth and fi nally ready them 
for eager public consumption.

Perhaps it’s perversely appropriate that both 
versions of the soundtrack remain unreleased. 
In an attempt to send messages from Earth 
to his wife and family on his dying planet, 
Bowie’s character records an album, the 
contents of which will be sent into the cosmos 
as radio waves. As Chris O’Leary elegantly 
puts it in his book Rebel Rebel: All The Songs Of 
David Bowie From ’64 To ‘76: “It’s fi tting that 
Thomas Jerome Newton records an album 
in the fi lm (released by ‘The Visitor’) whose 
music we never hear. The Man Who Fell To 
Earth is Bowie’s anti-Elvis movie, a fi lm whose 
rock star lead doesn’t sing a note.” ● 

Promotional posters for 
the movie from Japan, 

the UK and Germany

Stomu Yamash’ta’s music in the 
movie is widely available to buy

Neu!, Harmonia, Edgar Froese 
and Kraftwerk all influenced 
Bowie’s unheard music









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

it’s music...’
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License to thrill 
Re your Comment on the take up 
of MQA in July’s HFC: my hi-fi  
is made by a well-known UK 
manufacturer, who I’ve had quite 
a few conversations with. I asked 
if they were going to adopt MQA 
and they told me they had no 
current plan to as the licensing 
fee is exorbitant. They said until 
they were driven to do so by 
demand they couldn’t justify the 
cost. Let’s hope it’s not going to 
be a format killed off by greed!

Alan Bridgens, by email

JDW: It’s a good point you make Alan 
and further goes to illustrate just how 
diffi cult it is getting a new format off 

the ground. Licensing is nothing new, 
and something that every new format 
will have had to contend with at some 
stage. As usual it’s a balancing act that 
can make or break the technology. We 
can’t comment on what Meridian is 
charging, but it’s another factor that’s 
key to MQA’s success. Having been 
impressed by what we’ve heard, our 
only hope is that the popularity of 
MQA grows – driving the cost of 
licensing down – so that more 
manufacturers, and consequently 
members of the public, get on board.

DAC’s all folks 
My system consists of Proceed 
transport and DAC, XTC pre/
power 1, Wireworld, Nordorst 
RCAs, PS Audio mains leads, 
IsoTek Titan and substation and 
MartinLogan SL3s with Argento 
bi-wire speaker cables. The 
transport has stopped sending 
the signal to the DAC. Should I 
get it repaired or replace it? I 
would be grateful for any advice.  
Nigel Hitchcock-Spencer, by email

JK: Not wishing to point out the 
obvious Nigel, but have you checked 
the cable between transport and DAC? 
If that’s OK then yes it would be worth 
getting someone to look at the 
transport, if you can fi nd anyone 
familiar with this now defunct 

American brand. If you don’t succeed, I 
would recommend the Cyrus CD t, it’s 
one of the few affordable transports on 
the market at £750 and will give your 
DAC a new lease of life, who knows it 
might even sound better.

NR: I’m guessing from what you say 
that the DAC is fi ne with other sources 
and also that the CD transport is 
playing discs OK, but nothing is getting 
to the DAC? This would indicate that 
the laser mechanism in the transport is 
functioning normally, which is often a 
more common item to fail. I believe 
that the Proceed transport only has a 
coax digital output, so you can’t try it 
via an optical connection. Given that 
this is an unusual sort of fault for a CD 
player, I suspect that trying to get the 
transport repaired will be very costly 
and my view is that your money would 
be better spent on a new transport, 
such as the Cambridge CXC.
  
ES: As I wrote at the time (HFC 407), I 
don’t know of a collection of separates 
I could assemble for the same price as 
the Naim UnitiLite that does as much 
as it does as well as it does. It’s an 
absolutely brilliant bit of kit. 
 
CW: I’m a fan of repairing older, loved 
equipment. Often a skilled engineer 
will fi nd a lazy laser, defunct diode or 
compromised capacitor and your 
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cherished machine could soon be on 
song again, for only a small outlay. At 
the very least, maybe they can deduce 
a minor problem, get the Proceed 
transport working, and then you can 
audition modern contenders to make 
an informed, comparative choice. At 
this point you might want to think 
whether spinning discs is key, or 
whether you could losslessly rip disks 
to your NAS and spend more on a 
superior DAC. Check out Chord’s Mojo 
(HFC 405) or Hugo (HFC 386) 
Audiolab’s latest M-DAC+ (HFC 410) 
or Hegel’s HD30 (HFC 401). 

For the record 
I love your magazine and buy it 
as often as I can. What I would 
like to ask you guys is some 
advice regarding purchasing a 
turntable and cartridge.

I’m new to vinyl although I 
have been into hi-fi  for many 
years. If you could point me in 
the right direction that would be 
great as I live in a small town 
and auditioning products is 
diffi cult. I was thinking of an 
EAT C Sharp turntable. 

My system consists of the 
following: Unison Research S6 
integrated amp, Sonus faber 
Auditor M speakers with 
dedicated stands and Nordost 
Frey speaker cables. Any ideas 
which way to go would be great.

David Slama, Australia

NR: Hello David, as you are 
considering the superb EAT C Sharp 
turntable, I’m guessing you have a 
budget of around £2,500. Another fi ne 
deck to consider is the Pro-Ject RPM10 
Carbon, which can be supplied with an 

Ortofon Cadenza Black MC cartridge at 
an advantageous price. If that’s over 
stretching the budget, do consider the 
excellent Pro-Ject RPM9 Carbon (HFC 
409). This can be supplied with an 
Ortofon Cadenza Red MC cartridge – 
the Ortofons seem to work well with 
the Pro-Ject turntables.

JK: In contrast to Neville, can I 
recommend a turntable which in my 
honest opinion destroys pretty well all 
of the competition at this price, namely 
the Rega RP8. At £1,598 with arm, this 
is an astonishingly revealing, well 
balanced and incredibly entertaining 
turntable especially if you partner it 
with Rega’s Apheta 2 moving coil. The 
two can be bought as a package for 
£2,298. Add the Rega Aria phono stage 
and you have a vinyl front end that will 
leave you wondering why they ever 
bothered with digital audio.

True romance
Having read the ‘Pipe Dreams’ 
Opinion by Chris Ward, I just 
wished to send a quick email to 
tell you about my overall 
favourite piece of hi-fi  – the 
Heybrook HB1 speaker.

I originally had a pair during 
the late eighties/early nineties, 
hooked up to Rotel RA820BX amp 
and Dual 505 turntable. Over 
time I upgraded the source and 
amp, but the HB1 never got out of 
its depth, it just kept improving. 
Unfortunately I had to sell my 
hi-fi  during my fi nal year at 
university, but I managed to fi nd 
a decent pair of HB1s on ebay 
three years ago, so I snapped 
them up. They now form part of 
my retro Naim amplifi cation and 
Meridian CD combo, and they still 
sound fantastic.

I know it’s not the smoothest 
operator and it’s certainly bright, 
but somehow it conveys music in 
a totally addictive way. No matter 
what I play, it just ‘gets’ the 
music and bounds along with 

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

I’m new to vinyl and 
am looking for 
advice on buying a 
turntable package

Jason reckons 
Rega’s RP8 is 

vastly superior to 
all competition
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enthusiasm and clarity. Please 
see the attached photo showing 
my much-loved system in situ.

Jason, by email

CW: Good call Jason. I’m also a fan of 
the Heybrook HB1, especially on its 
dedicated open stands. It’s very 
communicative and transparent. I also 
own a couple of early Rotel amps. 
Plenty of musical drive with a 
surprisingly good phono stage. I 
wonder if ‘retro’ is an injustice to the 
talent you’ve assembled. I’d say you 
have more of a classic system.

DV: I envy you, Jason. Finding a classic 
component hook to hang your music 
on seems like the best of all worlds and 
takes me back to my Naim/Linn Kan 
days. I just wish I had an extra room in 
which to put together my ideal classic 
retro system. Maybe one day.

Not feeling the love 
I read Alan Bridgens “Vinyl 
Snobbery” letter in your June 
issue with great interest and 
wholeheartedly agree with his 
assertion that your magazine 
favours vinyl records over digital 
media. I believe that this bias 
has been steadily getting worse 
and that some of your 
contributors are favouring their 
personal preference for vinyl to 
the detriment of many readers’ 
interests. For anyone without 
a record collection and not 
considering acquiring one, 
reviews of record decks, arms, 
cartridges, phono stages and 
associated accessories are at 
best of academic interest only, 
and at worst irrelevant. I for one 
seldom read them any more, but 
accept that they are important 
to some readers.

Your last fi ve issues have 
included reviews of fi ve 
turntables, fi ve cartridges, nine 
phono stages and eight vinyl 
accessories. The same fi ve issues 
contained reviews of one 

standalone CD player (and that 
was part of a music system), one 
portable digital audio player, fi ve 
DACs, three streamers and six 
digital accessories. Perhaps it’s 
time you conducted an online 
survey of your readers’ main 
interests to see if they agree.

Dave Houghton, by email

LD: Thanks for your email and the 
review stats. It’s always good to know 
that someone is taking notice and our 
coverage of vinyl products refl ects the 
format’s current boom in the market 
place. The format is of massive interest 
to new and existing audio fans as 
demonstrated by the sheer number of 
turntable models released by both 
traditional hi-fi  brands expanding their 
ranges and decks from newcomers to 
the industry. I personally started out 
down the hi-fi  path with a record deck 
and it is my aim to encourage new 
audio fans to appreciate and enjoy this 
reemerging format. Sadly, there aren’t 
too many new CD payers around 
currently (there’s one on page 46), but 
as soon as one becomes available we 
will happily include it in the magazine. 
As I have previously said, we do not 
favour any one format over another, 
but hope to refl ect market trends and 
the most interesting new products 
being launched. We did, of course, run 
a matching hi-fi  separates GT in issue 
401 which included six digital sources, 
and have published a number of 
standalone CD player reviews 
subsequently. It’s a similar market 
scenario with dedicated streaming 
products, but there are several new 

models planned for release later this 
year so please rest assured that we will 
cover any new digital sources as soon 
as they become available to us.

Lastly, I really liked your suggestion 
of a survey targeting readers’ interests 
and so conducted a social media poll to 
collect opinions, check out page 69 for 
the results. Thanks for taking the time 
to get in touch.

NR: I can very much understand why 
you feel that we have been focusing on 
vinyl in recent months. I think I’d feel 
a bit like you, except that I have the 
privileged position to see how much 
interest there now is out there for the 
format. Certainly, the interest from 
our readers in vinyl has increased 

LETTERS

Perhaps it’s time you 
had an online survey 
to see if readers still 
care about vinyl

Jason’s much-loved system, featuring 
those gorgeous Heybrook HB1s



Super Size Sound

For more information and best advice on all Townshend products, please 
WWW.TOWNSHENDAUDIO.COM 

Email mail@townshendaudio.com or phone on +44 (0) 20 8979 2155

For me the best placement was dead 
center top, in line with my tweeters, and at 

the main speakers.
 
With cables, connections and positioning 

sat down for a listen..
 
..Wow.. The sound had changed, and not a 
tiny change either, quite a discernible 
change. The sound stage has grown, the 
whole sound has matured not just at the 
high frequency range but across the whole 
range! Vocals sound fuller and more 
correct, breaths on wind instruments were 
real, violin and strings in general sounds as 
real as I’ve heard on my system to date and 
atmosphere on live recordings were more 
perceptible. Without exception one of the 
best purchases I have made within Hi-Fi. If 
I could compare Hi-Fi to food it would be 
like adding a little bit of salt to the food, 

and adds a further dimension to the 

That's what the Maximum Supertweeters 
have done for my set up. Just as a well set 
up subwoofer adds to the fullness and 
roundness of the sound, the Supertweeter 
does the same also, just tailor the level to 
your preference and system matching and 
away you go.

Removing them after a few days has made 

dimensional. Was that really what I was 
calling decent quality Hi-Fi a couple of 
weeks ago?! What I had thought was a 
pretty good sound was now without the 
Supertweeters only mediocre in terms of 

and day one. So obviously they were 
welcomed with open arms and re-instated 
into the system once I had established 

play the smile returned to my face and I 
earnestly started to rummage through my 

music collection to get another playlist 
together. 
At which point I should also tell you that I 

night time listening levels, but it does need 
a few decibels to be "magical". 

My 15W per channel Leak valve amps had 
no problems with the load on top of my 
speakers and when using full range "horn" 
speakers, these Supertweeters are simply a 
must have item and being quite minimal 
in operation they don't seem to destroy the 
single driver sound of a good Lowther or 
Fostex, rather adding to it to give a fuller 
sound so long as you are careful with the 
volume level. Discretion is the key, and 
blending without over exuberance or 
understatement is a must and worth 
taking the time to tune in and get right 
because when you do, the sound is simply 
stunning... 

...In conclusion, my humble opinion can 
only be used as a guide because we all 

sound. The Townsend Maximum 
Supertweeters are well executed, well 
made, capable, very discrete super 
tweeters. In my opinion in terms of user 
friendliness and sound they are the best 
passive super tweeters I have heard on the 
market today and the fact I have 
purchased a pair with my own hard 
earned money is testament to how good 
they are and the impact they have had on 
the sound of my system. I am not going to 
get into the "snake oil" debate because 
they work within my hearing range and 
with all of the formats I use. Lossless on the 
MacBook, DAB, Cd and analogue, vinyl 

more emotional sound. 

I'm sure my hearing 
doesn't extend much above 16kHz or so 
and yet the super tweeters work and work 
well for me. 
I think transients, atmosphere, detail, 

timbre between instruments, sounds and 
especially vocals within the hearing range 
due to less distortion, less smearing and 

 
 ..A worthwhile investment and I will not 
be returning them or selling them on.

Many Thanks and keep the music musical.. 
Patrick Thomas. 

End user’s experience with Maximum Supertweeters in his system.



surprisingly over the past few years, 
and I can say with a degree of certainty 
that it is not the minority format that it 
was a few years back. There has been a 
rapid increase in the number of new 
record decks, cartridges and the like 
being released onto the market, which 
we have been able to review. This has 
very much been driven by the suppliers 
and certainly not by us. Furthermore, 
manufacturers are not going to waste 
money on developing new items for 
vinyl enthusiasts unless there is a 
market for them. So what we are 
now seeing is that vinyl is once again 
a format that runs alongside digital 
and I can assure you that we will 
continue to review new items of 
digital audio as soon as they become 
available. As a self-confessed 
‘vinylista’, I too have digital sources 
and very good they are too!

CW: Five DAC reviews and fi ve 
turntable reviews over the last fi ve 
issues sounds extremely well balanced. 
A reader survey would certainly make 
for interesting reading, but wouldn’t 
an online survey favour the digerati 
over vinylistas? 

Back for more  
Following a previous inquiry, I 
now have a front end of a Cyrus 

CD Xt Signature transport with 
Chord Hugo DAC into Arcam 
amplifi cation feeding ATC SCM40 
speakers. For late-night listening 
I was listening through AKG 
K550 headphones via the Arcam 
amplifi er, but recently have been 
listening directly via the Hugo. 
What a revelation! The sound is 
so much more open and detailed 
than I ever expected. 

My question is: what level of 
headphone should I consider 
purchasing to gain the maximum 
quality from the Hugo?

Ian Walker, by email

CW: Your ears and your bank balance 
should provide the best determinants 
for how much you should be spending 
on headphones to partner the Hugo. 
The AKGs you have are fi ne, but the 
Hugo has plenty to reveal, so you could 
end up spending a lot of money. Given 
you don’t plan on the headphones 
being portable, this opens up more 
choice. I’d fi nd a headphone dealer 
with a Hugo (or take yours) and weigh 
up the extra insight-versus-cost debate 
yourself. I’d personally be drawn to 
options from Oppo and Audeze, but 
headphone preferences are arguably 
more personal than speakers.

JDW: Get yourself over to page 102 
Ian, you should fi nd this month’s The 
Knowledge feature very helpful. Not 
only is there an explanation of different 
headphone tech, but we also pick our 
fi ve favourite models.

LETTERS

COMPETITION WINNER
Back in HFC 411 we gave you the chance to win an amazing Yamaha MusicCast setup consisting of 
the MCR-N870 system (with CD player, amplifier and speakers), a WX-030 compact wi-fi-enabled 
streaming speaker and the Restio ISX-80 wall-mounted speaker. The lucky winner was Robert 
Lewin from Ely. Congratulations to you Robert, your prizes should be with you very soon.

What headphones 
should I consider to 
get the best from my 
Chord Hugo DAC?

Oppo’s PM-2 would 
provide Ian with a 

vast improvement





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!

Compression 
session 
I just fi nished reading 

issue 409 and decided 
to get in touch. One thing I 

particularly like about your 
reviews is that they refer to 
commonly available recordings 
and describe how the component 
in question handles them. I think 
it would be benefi cial, however, 
for reviewers to state which 
mastering of a track they are 
listening to.

On page 43, The Smiths’ 
Wonderful Woman is described 
as having a “murky mix”. It 
would have been interesting to 
know which mastering of the 
song the reviewer was listening 
to, as the original WEA CD 
reissue of This Charming Man 
(on which the song appeared 
digitally for the fi rst time) 
sounds utterly different to the 
fl awed Rhino remaster featured 
on The Sound Of The Smiths. In 
this case, the dynamic range of 
the song has been slashed in half 
from 13dB to 7dB on the Rhino, 
with the EQ goosed to boot.

Of course, dynamic range isn’t 
everything. One must also take 
into account EQ, source tapes, 
format, resolution, etc. However, 
it’s an easy and mathematical 
way of demonstrating how the 
same song will sound vastly 
different depending on which 
mastering a listener owns.

When one is reading a review 
of a product that is designed to 
be highly resolving, transparent 
and capable of playing back 
24-bit recordings, it would be 
interesting to know if the songs 

used to judge the component’s 
merits have been chosen for 
their mastering quality.

Lastly, why anyone would buy 
– let alone play – a dynamically 
squashed hi-res ‘remaster’ on 
any of the fi ne equipment 
reviewed in your magazine is 
beyond me! 

Robert Cowlin, London

LD: Hi Robert, thanks for the 
suggestions. Listening material used 
in reviews is selected for its ability to 
highlight particular characteristics of a 
product’s performance. Reviews often 
include a mix of tracks at different 
resolutions to highlight performance 
with differing material qualities and 
although we don’t mention specifi c 
masterings we are happy to answer 
any questions on these pages.  

DP: Regarding your specifi c query, the 
Wonderful Woman version I listened to 
in the review was via the original WEA 
CD, which is – as you rightly say – the 
better example. Without getting too 
geeky (oh, alright then…), I fi rst heard 

this on the B-side of the 12in single of 
This Charming Man, which I bought on 
the day of release, 31 October, 1983. 
Even in its purest form – on the fi rst 
Rough Trade pressing on 45rpm vinyl 
– it sounded murky, the WEA CD is a 
good bit worse, and the Rhino CD is 
dire. Your wider point is spot on; we’re 
in the bizarre situation now where 
reissue after reissue is coming out on 
CD, with extra tracks, nicer packaging, 
etc. than the original, but with ruined 
audio. So-called ‘mastering engineers’ 
have discovered the ‘normalise’ 
function on their editing software 
which ramps up the maximum level on 
the recording to 0dB (making it sound 
louder) and then compressing it 
(making it sound louder still, and 
denuding it of the dynamics). I don’t 
know of any new reissue that I would 
choose over the original.

LETTERS

Can you mention 
which versions of 
tracks you use in 
your reviews?

The Smiths’ Wonderful Woman 
appeared on This Charming Man

LETTER 
OF THE 
MONTH



‘The Audiobarn is an impressive place in which 
to demo hi-fi equipment, and I was impressed 

with the comfortable, intimate feel of the 
venue in amongst a very relaxed rural setting.’

Matthew T

‘I really can’t remember a more pleasurable audition 
– it was great to be given as long as we wanted, 

to just listen to music without any pressure.’

Kristian W

01279 454 860
www.theaudiobarn.co.uk
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Get back Jojo!
It’s not just vinyl that’s off ering a retro alternative for the streaming generation – other 
old-school hi-fi thrills are turning heads too. Rob Lane looks back to look forward   

Gramovox’s 
Floating Record 
is just one of 
many retro 
products 
growing in 
popularity

e live in confusing, contradictory times. On the 
one hand we’re part of a globalised economy, 
with easy access to the best technology the 
world can offer, available at the touch of a 

button, in an outward-looking internet-driven world of 
opportunity where it’s as easy to speak to someone in 
Birmingham, Alabama as it is to speak to someone in 
Birmingham, England. On the other hand – following 
June’s Brexit decision – we’re about to embark on a 
journey back to the past in a John Pertwee-guided TARDIS 
to a pre-1975 era when Britain (and the rest of the world) 
was more inward-looking and technology was analogue, a 
lot less available and a lot more expensive.

Today, of course – with or without Brexit – we’re 
effectively living in the future, enjoying all the futuristic, 
technological trappings we read about in comics like 2000 
AD or watched in movies like Back To The Future, when we 
were kids – audio and visual wizardry we’d never have 
believed possible in the sixties, seventies and eighties. 
However, perhaps overloaded by digital technology, or fed 
up with the intangible nature of much of it, people have 
started to look back with a defi nite movement towards 
old-school tech, a more tangible, visceral and ‘ownable’ 
technology that today’s youth must view as something from 
a steam punk-powered parallel universe. 

Vinyl and (for the 
90-ish percent of 
those buying discs 
that wish to play 
them) turntables are 
back in vogue, of 
course. But there are 

other signs of a backwards-glancing attitude to technology, 
with digital watches, mobile phones that just make calls, 
eighties and nineties computer games and a bunch of 
equally analogue-style technologies making a comeback. 

The shabby-chic and upcycling trends have undoubtedly 
played their part, but – ironically – the internet is arguably 
the biggest encourager of retro tech purchases, with ebay 
leading the charge. Baby boomers and their children may 
have led the way, nostalgic for the tech of their youth and/
or young adulthood, but today’s young adults and teens 
appear equally entranced by the analogue nature of – in 
particular – eighties tech. And to them the internet and its 
retro shopping outlets are as natural as the second-hand 
pages at the back of hi-fi  mags and local papers were to us.

For hi-fi , of course, the vinyl resurgence is key, but other 
less prosaic audio technologies have also become desirable 
(and collectable) again. One example, and part of the vinyl 
push, is the upright turntable. You may have read my article 

in HFC 408, with a 
breakdown of the classic 
eighties uprights such as 
Sony’s beautiful, portable, 
PS-F9 and the me-toos 
from the likes of Technics 
(SL-V5) and Sharp 
(RP-114). It’s nigh-on 
impossible to source one of 
these, they are so sought 
after, which explains why 
the Floating Record from 
Gramovox is doing such 
good business, with other 
modern takes on the 
upright on the way. 

The valve amp is also seen as retro chic, and while its 
steam punk appeal might have something to do with this, 
it’s popularity among hi-fi  upcyclers is as much to do with 
its pure analogue status as anything else. 

Those were the days my friend
And it’s as much about the design of old-school, mostly 
common-all-garden, hi-fi  as the sound: the very metal look 
of eighties amps; the visible bells and whistles and fl ashing 
light indicators on CD and tape decks; stylus counterweights; 
fl oorstanding, wood-fi nish loudspeakers that are as much a 
part of the furniture as a seventies drinks cabinet. All these 
things and more provide a tonic to the almost-invisible, 
less-is-more nature of streaming solutions.

Websites such as retrotechaudio.co.uk and hifi -intouch.
co.uk are just two of dozens of sites offering vintage and 
reconditioned hi-fi  for the discerning audiophile and 
analogue nostalgist. Just as infl uential are second-hand and 
charity outlets with dusty piles of eighties and nineties 
amps, stacks of seventies speakers and classic turntables. 
The fact that these stores are thriving suggests that more 
and more people are looking back for their audio solutions; 
indeed, I’ve seen it fi rst hand with various friends and 
relatives shopping around for retro thrills. 

These online and high-street outlets are certainly piquing 
peoples’ interest in retro hi-fi , driven on by the vinyl revival 
and a desire to own more tangible recordings – perhaps 
even the massive resurgence in live tours: another reminder 
that it’s as much fun to see what produces the music as well 
as hear it. Whether this is a complete change in the public’s 
attitude towards their audio leisure time is a moot point. 
The retro movement, as niche as it may be, provides a huge 
opportunity for the hi-fi  industry to capitalise while the iron 
is still hot, encouraging more people to invest in new kit ●

These things 
provide a tonic to 
the almost-invisible 
nature of streaming

W

ROB LANE 
Old-school boy
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Modern life is rubbish
An older – and possibly wiser – David Price laments the passing of a gentler 
time when charity shops didn’t speculate on the vinyl LP market 

£20 for 
Kajagoogoo’s 
White Feathers? 
Has the world 
gone mad?

aving just reached the big fi ve-o, I suddenly fi nd 
myself deep in thought. Whereas in my earlier 
life, I was – largely – hedonistic and fancy-free, 
now my thoughts turn to the ‘good old days’ in 

an alarmingly nostalgic way. Now it seems, I am forced to 
contemplate my own past, to wallow in what went before 
like some kind of historical comfort blanket that’s 
reassuringly fl uffy and warm. If you’ve reached my age, 
surely you know what I mean?

I haven’t quite got to the point when I say, “in my day…” 
when I’m talking to younger people yet, but that gruesome 
moment is now surely soon upon me. Suddenly, there 
seems to be a mighty chasm between now and then. Just 10 
years ago I celebrated my birthday in a drunken haze in 
Monte Carlo watching the Monaco Grand Prix. A decade 
later, there I was in my local pub, having a nice steak pie 
and a pint, thinking: “Oh, I’d better not have a second 
Kronenbourg, it might play merry hell with my digestion…”

As I walk the streets, I seem to fi nd confi rmation that 
somehow we live in less good times than before, in the most 
unusual ways. My heyday was the late seventies, eighties 
and early nineties, which in my own memory have now 
vanished into a blur of unalloyed fun. Everything from the 
cars (which were cooler and had more character) to the 
music (which came from brilliant musicians, and/or great 

creative forces, 
desperate to prove a 
point) was better 
then, was it not? But 
surely the greatest 
proof that – to use 
that famous phrase 

of Guy Debord and the Situationist movement – “modern 
life is rubbish” is what has happened to charity shops.  

I remember a time when they were few and far between. 
In my native Oxford there would be one or two at best. 
These days – thanks to tax breaks afforded by local councils 
– there are more of them than even mobile phone stores. As 
an 18 year old, I’d zoom into town on my trusty Honda 
CB250, park it up some side street and head straight for 
Oxfam. Here was a wonderful cornucopia of all things rare 
and treasurable. I bought my fi rst suit – a zootish kind of 
thing – in bottle-green Harris Tweed there for £8, and it 
instantly made me look like a real ‘hep cat’. David Bowie 
had one a bit like it, so I thought it was the bee’s knees…

The other attraction of my local Oxfam shop was, of 
course, the vinyl LPs. At fi rst, I couldn’t quite understand it. 
Think about it – you could go to the local Our Price or HMV 
and pay £8 for a brand new copy of Crosby, Stills and Nash’s 
Deja Vu – or you could rummage around in the record bins 

on a few occasions and get a good, used copy for £1, 
or even 50p! How did that work, I mused to myself? 
Why weren’t there more people like me, crouched 
down in the corner, rifl ing through those old bins of vinyl in 
search of the hidden treasure that lay within? Much of my 
early record collection came from Oxfam, and cost pennies. 
This in turn let me save up for brand new releases like the 
Human League’s Dare, which I otherwise would never have 
been able to afford.

All change
Now though, it’s a depressing experience going to a 
charity shop. The used, often barely worn old clothes are 
still there, but it’s all very mediocre off-the-rack stuff and 
worse still, the price of vinyl has gone crazy. When it gets 
to the point that Kajagoogoo’s White Feathers – an LP that 
every jazz-funk loving ‘casual’ in the land owned in 1983 
– is presented as a ‘rare, hard-to-fi nd soul gem’ and on sale 
for £20 (despite the scratches), it looks like charity shops 
have taken a leaf out of the Goldman Sachs playbook. 
Prices have become bonkers. Led Zep’s House Of The Holy 
for £34.99? Def Leppard’s Hysteria for £39.99? Even Dire 
Straits’ Alchemy – of which there are enough copies to tile 
the Albert Hall 10 times over – is on sale at my local ‘thrift 
shop’ for just a penny under £20.

Like every self-respecting fellow, I love and indeed donate 
to charities, but it would be nice to be reassured that this 
sudden infl ux of cash into their coffers is all going to needy 
causes. After all, they’re complicit in fuelling the current 
hyperinfl ation on the second-hand vinyl scene, which like 
house prices has a socially negative effect. In the olden days 
– “when I were a lad” – you had a virtually free universal 
resource, which let people on low incomes enjoy music in 
the best way. Now, vinyl LP is becoming a fashion accessory 
for 21st century yuppies – ‘the haves and have yachts’ ● 

Charity shops have 
taken a leaf out 
of the Goldman 
Sachs playbook

H

DAVID PRICE 
“Back in my day...”
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Room for improvement
A lot of consideration is given to which components go into our hi-fi systems, but 
Chris Ward believes that taking a look at the room it’s placed in is equally important

Loudspeaker 
placement and 
the stuff that you 
fill your room 
with can have a 
huge impact on 
system sound

e regularly get asked on the Letters pages 
about the proportion of budget to spend on 
the various elements of a hi-fi  system. I fi nd 
that people approach a new set up as three 

major purchases – source, amplifi cation and speakers, with 
an increasing number acknowledging the importance of 
power cords, interconnects and speaker cables. 

Historically there have been three main schools of thought 
around system building – ‘source-led’, ‘balanced’ or 
‘speaker-led’. The ‘source led’ argument is based on the 
premise that if you don’t start with vital information, 
retrieved from your music medium of choice, how can it 
appear later in the signal chain. The ‘balanced’ investment 
argument suggests that there are few areas of life where 
focusing too much budget in one specifi c area produces a 
great result. And the ‘speaker led’ argument is similar to the 
source-led thinking. If you can’t do a top job of transducing 
all silent electrical energy into audible acoustic energy, there 
is little point generating it in the fi rst place.

But I’d like to consider a different strategy. My starting 
point is the one component nobody mentions… the room, 
or more precisely, the relationship between the room and 
the speakers. Your room (and everything in it) is the hi-fi  
component that affects how sound energy is conveyed and 
perceived. It’s simple enough to visualise a conventional 

loudspeaker as 
drivers (commonly) 
in a box, but deeper 
insights come when 
one imagines those 
same drivers inside 
another larger box 

– that is your listening room. Think of this as a total 
enclosure eco system. Huge speaker drivers in a tiny room 
can easily build up uncomfortable sound pressures and over 
drive the room. Similarly, tiny drivers might feel lacklustre 
and unable to generate suffi cient energy to represent music. 

All musical frequencies are important, but I believe getting 
bass energy correct within a room sets one up for success. 
Increasingly I see bass energy as the foundation stone on 
which to build anything musical. If bass is uneven, lumpy or 
ill fi tting, then the vital mid tones that the human brain is so 
sensitive to are easily compromised.

Rather than thinking about budget as the starting point, 
think instead about the physical nature of a speaker that 
inherently wants to drive the room correctly. In practice this 
may come from some Goldilocks experiments, with some 
designs being far too powerful and others being too 
restrained, while a few are just right. Speaker placement is 
inextricably linked to fi nding this balance as the bass energy 

from most 
conventional speakers 
is hugely affected by 
proximity to walls, 
especially with 
rear-ported designs. 
And while it’s tempting 
to generate more bass 
energy by placing 
small speakers near 
walls or corners, this 
may only energise 
certain overpowering 
room node frequencies 
or eigentones. It’s 
tempting to imagine 
that bringing speakers 
into completely free space is superior, but this rarely works 
in practice. The practicalities of room layout means that 
sofas, chairs, fi replaces, tables and TVs all need to fi nd their 
space alongside speakers. More curiously, have you ever 
heard speakers in completely free space? Put your speakers 
outside on a patio on a summer’s day and they’ll probably 
sound thin and uninteresting. 

Know your space
Given that front or rear-ported standmounts, fl oorstanders, 
transmission lines, sealed boxes, electrostatic panels and 
many other speaker designs all generate their bass energy 
in very different ways, it really pays to get an experienced 
pair of ears involved. An expert can look at your listening 
space, understand the speaker location constraints and 
know the nature of the designs that will best fi t the bill. 

Get appropriate designs in your room and deeper sound 
energy can start to feel balanced. Small adjustments can 
signifi cantly alter the bass wavelengths that are perceived as 
boosted or reduced. Given the wavelengths involved, even 
10cm of movement in speakers or listening position can 
markedly change the way that bass energy wants to fi t in 
your space. Returning to the idea that your listening room is 
an integrated acoustic enclosure around your speakers, 
opening doors or windows will ‘port’ that space. Similarly, 
professional bass traps are expensive and unsightly, but the 
chances are you already have a sofa or comfy chairs that 
could be perfect bass baffl es to tweak how that space reacts 
to lower wavelength energy.

Some purists say that the fi rst amplifi ed watt is the most 
important. Maybe this approach here hypothesises that the 
fi rst 200Hz are the most important. Have a play and let us 
know your thoughts. Next time we’ll continue the story... ●    

10cm of movement 
can change the way 
bass energy wants 
to fit in your space

W

CHRIS WARD 
Space man





Pi
ct

ur
e 

cr
ed

it:
 S

hu
tte

rs
to

ck
/A

nt
on

io
 G

ui
lle

m
 

OPINION

AUGUST 2016 85

Hi-fi versus lo-fi
With the enormous range of audio formats that are now available, Neville Roberts 
wonders what quality it is that we actually want from our recorded music    

If only people 
cared as much 
about the 
resolution they 
listen at as they 
do how their 
headphones look

hen I venture out down the road to post a 
letter or buy a newspaper, most of the people I 
pass – children on their way to school, cyclists 
on their way to work and joggers on their way 

to becoming more healthy – are listening to music. It 
seems that more than ever we do not want to be parted 
from our music no matter what we are doing.

I guess this all started in June 1940 during World War II 
when the BBC General Forces Programme broadcast Music 
While You Work twice daily in the UK. The belief was that 
the productivity of workers could be raised by playing a 
non-stop medley of popular music during the working day. 
The programme turned out to be so popular that it 
transitioned to the newly formed BBC Light Programme 
after the war, and it continued to be broadcast right up until 
September 1967 when light music moved to Radio 2. Of 
course, with regard to audio quality, most people had a 
choice of one – the relatively low quality offered by AM 
radio with all of its interference issues and receivers that 
had a limited frequency response of up to 5kHz. Although 
higher-quality FM radio began transmission in the UK in 
May 1955, it wasn’t until the early sixties that it really 
became a higher-quality alternative to AM. FM slowly 
grew in popularity throughout the rest of the decade and 
especially when commercial broadcasting fi nally started 

back in 1973.
When it came to 

playing music of 
your own choice, 
purchasing a record 
was generally the 
only choice for 

most people, with pre-recorded reel-to-reel tapes being for 
the enthusiast. When the stereo 8-track cartridge was 
introduced in 1963, it could be considered as one of the fi rst 
portable personal music players. It was often fi tted to cars to 
enable people to choose, for the fi rst time, the music that 
they wanted to listen to while on the move. With a tape 
speed of 3.75ips, it was not as good quality as an open reel 
machine running at 7.5ips, but was certainly good enough 
for background music while driving alone.

It wasn’t until the seventies that high-quality pre-recorded 
Dolby tapes offered a choice of media for the masses. This 
resulted in the fi rst truly portable personal music player 
with the Sony Walkman being released in Japan in 1979. 
This heralded a change in music listening habits, allowing 
people to carry their music of choice with them and listen to 
it through lightweight headphones. This, of course, was 
followed by the release of the compact disc in the eighties, 
starting the digital revolution.

With the coming of digital 
audio, there has been an 
explosion of formats and 
a broadening of audio 
qualities. The choices have 
never been greater for the 
consumer. Alongside the 
analogue formats that 
refuse to die, we now have 
DAB radio, internet radio 
and streaming services in 
various digital qualities, as 
well as digital downloads 
– ranging from lossy MP3 
formats at a low bit-rate 
through to hi-res lossless 
formats for the audiophile. 
Now that memory is cheap and small, and data networks 
are high speed, audio compression is no longer essential for 
storage of music. So why don’t people just buy music in the 
highest quality available?

True, hi-res digital formats do carry a price premium, but 
I don’t believe that it is just down to cost. I believe that 
the real issue is that even the low bit-rate MP3 fi les and 
DAB radio are superior in quality to the lo-fi  music of 
yesteryear and are perfect for background listening. 
Nowadays, we would not tolerate tape hiss, AM interference 
or listening to music on a voice-quality bandwidth audio 
device. At the other end of the spectrum, we are now able 
to enjoy true ‘professional quality’ hi-fi  reproduction, thanks 
to high-quality vinyl and high-resolution digital audio, 
coupled with improvements in reproduction technologies.

A question of quality
But there is still a place for different quality being available 
as it is appropriate for different situations. Just like the 
people listening to Music While You Work, the low quality 
afforded by AM radio was acceptable to the listeners at the 
time as non-intrusive background music. Now, people who 
are walking, cycling or driving to work are not usually 
listening analytically, but are simply enjoying playing 
music. For example, when I have people round for a meal 
and a chat, I want any music playing to be fi rmly in the 
background so I can concentrate on the discussions. I 
therefore don’t have my hi-fi  running full tilt.

Your choice of music resolution is now more to do with 
convenience rather than quality, with the possible exception 
of the music heard while waiting in line to speak to a 
customer services representative on the telephone, which is 
another type of torture altogether... ● 

Diff erent music 
resolutions are 
appropriate for 
diff erent situations

W

NEVILLE ROBERTS 
Resolutionary
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Mind your language 
Tradition dictates that if you’re going to be a global chart success you need to sing in 
English. But, says Nigel Williamson, it hasn’t always been this way and change is due

Just some of the 
mainstream 
records of 
yesteryear not 
sung in English

hy is pop music so uni-lingual? And why 
does that language have to be English? I’m 
prompted to ask by a new initiative led by 
the singer-songwriter Emmy the Great. 

Born in Hong Kong to a British father and a Chinese 
mother but now based in New York, over the course of 
the last few years she has recorded three acclaimed 
albums of rather fi ne, indie-tinged folk-pop songs, all 
written and sung in English.  

But last month she questioned the English language’s 
domination of pop music by releasing two videos of 
Constantly, the fi rst single from her new album Second 
Love. In one she sings in English – and in the other she 
sings in Mandarin. It’s the fi rst time she’s translated one 
of her songs into the language she learnt from her mother 
as a child and she declared that the videos were an 
“announcement to the world, that I am two people, two 
cultures, and I am both of these all the time, and that is 
OK.” Having played the English and Mandarin versions 
back-to-back, I have to say I prefer the Chinese version.

Several other artists have also rallied to Emmy the 
Great’s multi-lingual cause by moving in a similar 
direction. Gwenno Saunders, who began her career in the 
Pipettes, has released a solo album of songs written and 
sung in Welsh and Cornish. The Ecuador-born Maria 
Usbeck, formerly of the Selebrities, has recorded an album 

in a variety of 
Spanish languages 
including Catalan 
and Rapa Nui, 
which refl ect her 
linguistic roots 
rather than her 

adopted culture. Like Emmy the Great, both made their 
names singing in English but are now questioning the 
Britannic language’s imperial right to rule the air waves. 

The reasons for the domination of English as pop’s 
principal idiom are obvious. Whatever their native 
language, most artists want to crack the US market, the 
most lucrative in the world. The Swedish star Robyn, for 
example, asks pointedly why should she sing in her native 
tongue when only eight million people speak it. She wants 
to reach as large an audience as possible – although on 
that basis she should record in Mandarin or Spanish.  

You might also reasonably point out that the canonical 
names who invented modern popular music all sang in 
English, so its unsurprising that it has become pop’s lingua 
franca. Yet half a century ago, it was not unusual for even 
the biggest stars to record their songs in more than one 
language. The Beatles recorded versions of She Loves You 

(Sie Lieb Dich) and I Want To Hold Your Hand (Komm Gib 
Mir Deine Hand) in German, the Rolling Stones released a 
version of As Tears Go By in Italian (Con le Mie Lacrime), 
Johnny Cash recorded Ring Of Fire in Spanish (Fuego 
D’Amor) and David Bowie did an Italian language version 
of Space Oddity (Ragazzo Solo, Ragazza Sola). 

Meanwhile, over in Detroit, where Berry Gordy was 
promoting Motown as ‘the sound of young America’ he still 
took the trouble to order Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, the 
Temptations and the Supremes to record versions of their 
hits in Spanish, Italian, German and French. In their quest 
for Euro-domination, Abba recorded not only in English 
but also in Swedish, German, Italian, Spanish and French.

Can you imagine any of today’s stars recording multiple 
versions of their songs in different languages? Despite our 
much-vaunted multi-cultural pluralism, over the last 50 
years the hegemony exerted by the English language over 
pop has grown rather than diminished.

Breaking the mould 
So all credit to Emmy the Great for daring to challenge 
pop’s English uni-lingualism. “Rather than spread the 
dominance of a single language, music could be a vessel 
with which we explore and protect many dialects, new 
and old”, she argues with admirable idealism. 

Nobody is suggesting that Adele should sing in Mandarin 
or Taylor Swift in Hindi. English is their native tongue and 
so it is entirely natural that they should work within it. But 
why should Chinese, Hispanic or Indian singers feel that to 
achieve global success they have to sing in English? 

According to Emmy the Great, singing in Mandarin 
uncovered “sentiments and fl avours” in her music that 
would not have existed in English. “As a listener, you do 
not need to understand the words to feel these shifts. 
Music, after all, is itself a language,” she insists. She has a 
point. Or perhaps I should say ella tiene un punto… ●     

Why should Chinese, 
Hispanic or Indian 
singers have to 
sing in English?

W

NIGEL 
WILLIAMSON
Telling it like it is
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Power to the 
people David Price remembers Hitachi’s 

first ever aff ordable MOSFET 
integrated amplifier, the HA-5700 

A
lthough transistors were 
invented 15 years before 
the arrival of this amplifi er, 
the industry was still on a 

learning curve by the time it arrived in 
1979. The very early solid-state designs 
were unreliable, despite this being one 
of the great promises of the genre – 
that it was a far more dependable 
and trustworthy technology than the 
thermionic valve. Even just fi ve or so 
years earlier, transistor amplifi ers were 
far less reliable than today, produced 
much less power and were nowhere 
near as inexpensive to make.  

Anyone growing up in the seventies 
was well aware that watts per channel 

was a highly valued commodity. 
Anyone with a 25W amp was regarded 
with real respect in hi-fi  circles, and 
the 40W A&R Cambridge A60 (selling 
for £150) was the stuff of audiophile 
dreams for most mere mortals.

If anyone was going to bring power 
to the people, it'd be a Japanese 
company. The seventies saw cut-throat 
competition between the likes of Akai, 
Aiwa, JVC, Sony, Pioneer, Toshiba and 
Yamaha. Many experimented with 
different types of circuit, or indeed 
device. But the real action started 
when Hitachi perfected the mass 
production of the MOSFET (Metal 
Oxide Silicon Field Effect Transistor). 

This really was a major advance, and 
has had a massive effect on the hi-fi  
market, and continues to today.

These days, in the UK at least, the 
brand means almost nothing to 
audiophiles. However, it was once a 
real innovating company, with some 
brilliant engineers. They knew that 
conventional transistors worked by 
permitting a small fl ow of current to 
control a larger one, but MOSFETs 
switched by voltage control – which 
required far less energy, and in turn 
produced less heat. The result was 
that the same amount of silicon could 
yield far higher power outputs than 
conventional bipolar trannies; simple 

The story of the MOSFET

Bell Labs invents the MOSFET. 
Meanwhile in Lancashire a 
certain Steven Patrick 
Morrissey is born

1959 
General Microelectronics 
introduces the first commercial 
MOS integrated circuit as The 
Stones debut their first LP

1964
Hitachi launches the HMA-7500 
power amplifier – first ‘power 
MOSFET’ audio product, while 
Virgin signs The Sex Pistols

1977
Hitachi launches its HA-5700 
‘power MOSFET’ integrated 
amplifier, meanwhile Kate Bush 
begins her first ever live tour

1979
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circuits could make lots of watts. Other 
benefi ts included lower noise and less 
distortion – what was not to like?

“The Integrated Amplifi er which 
adopted Power MOSFET”, is how 
Hitachi touted the HA-5700 in Japan. 
It was essentially a stripped-down, 
cost-cut HCA-9500/HMA-9500 – and 
that was no bad thing. Selling for 
¥70,000 in its native market under 
Hitachi’s Lo-D brand name, in the UK 
it was sold as a Hitachi and cost 
around £195. That was a lot of money 
for an integrated amplifi er back then, 
and put it fi rmly in the upper mid-fi  
segment. Pushing out a claimed 2x 
50W RMS per channel into 8ohm, 
it boasted a quite superb measured 
performance for its day. 

The shiny brushed aluminium front 
fascia panel is full of features; bass and 
treble knobs give ±8dB at 100Hz and 
10kHz respectively; there’s also a 
defeat switch, a mono button, 
loudness and subsonic fi lter (15Hz, 
6dB/octave). Full twin-deck tape 
monitoring is offered, plus MM/MC 
phono, tuner and aux inputs. The 
largish 435 x 110 x 383mm (WxHxD) 

case is pressed steel and heavily 
vented, because the HA-5700 runs 
surprisingly hot – being heavily Class 
A-biased. Quoted power consumption 
is a solid 140W. Total weight is 10.8kg, 
in no small thanks to a dual power 
transformer power supply, each 
with 1,000mF of capacitance. 

It’s quite illuminating to look inside, 
with a wealth of Hitachi components 
to be found. The preamp section has 
two main ICs, one for the tone control 
circuitry and another for the phono 
equalisation. The direct coupled power 
amplifi er sports 2SK133 and 2SJ48 
power MOSFETs complete with a large 
heatsink bar that runs from one side 
of the chassis to the other. Robust 
protection circuitry is also fi tted.

It’s fascinating to listen to this 
well-preserved example of the breed. 
It drives a number of speakers to high 
levels and has an authority that totally 
belies its age and price. That’s not to 
say it is a brilliant-sounding amplifi er, 
because it isn’t. Rather, what it does, 
it does superbly and that is to supply 
refi ned, high-quality sound with 
serious levels of grunt. And more than 
this, it is remarkably consistent across 

MOSFET MAGIC
The MOSFET heralded in a new era of 
powerful and stable amplifiers. Its arch 
exponent was Hitachi, which as well as 
a hi-fi company was also a leading semi-
conductor manufacturer and indeed had 
(and has) umpteen other divisions, from 
trains to heavy industry. Whereas most 
other amplifiers are essentially boxes full 
of bought-in electronic components, 
Hitachi’s MOSFET amplifiers were all 
its own work. Interestingly, being a 
semi-conductor maker was Hitachi’s 
priority, which is why it published full 
technical information on its products, and 
even made application notes showing 
other manufacturers how to build 
amplifiers using its own MOSFETs. Its 
intention was effectively to make the 
technology ‘open source’, and it 
succeeded. Many British amplifiers – from 
the Myst TMA3 to the original Inca Tech 
Claymore – were variations on the theme, 
with some light tweaking and detail 
changes. The original Hitachi amplifiers 
have proved the most reliable, though, not 
least due to the quality of the components 
and the various protection systems built in.                                                      

all inputs, into many different loads 
and also at anything from low volumes 
to almost full-rated output. That’s a 
great feat for an amplifi er of this era, 
and a rare one too.

Sonically, Hitachi MOSFET amplifi ers 
were criticised for being a little 
analytical sounding. But fed with a 
good source, properly warmed up (the 
HA-5700 really needs to be on for two 
hours to get its mojo working) and 
with the tone defeat on, it proves 
an enjoyable listen. It has a very 
interesting sound; it’s very ‘hi-fi ’ 
inasmuch as the treble is quite sweet 
but slightly opaque; the midband is a 
little stark and unromantic but it is 
never, ever, harsh (thanks to its low 
distortion) and the bass is dry and taut 
and decently tuneful – although you’d 
never call it gushing with emotion.

I have the power!
The end result is a tidy-sounding 
amplifi er that isn’t as transparent 
as the best Class A designs, but is 
smooth and unerringly powerful. The 
sheer weight of bass is a little lighter 
than you’d expect from an amplifi er 
that’s built like a brick outhouse, but 
it has great reserves of power and 
never compresses things as the 
volume control goes northward. 
Actually, this is its great trick – some 
amps start sounding better than the 
Hitachi then begin to lose the plot as 
the going gets tougher and the music 
gets louder or more complex, while 
this remains utterly unfl ustered and 
unfl appable all the time. It's this 
consistency and even-handedness 
that begins to make you warm to it, 
even if it’s not the most romantic-
sounding design in many ways. In this 
respect, there’s shades of the Audiolab 
8000A (which came out four years 
later) and also the Myst TMA3 

The service 
manual that 
came with the 
HA-5700 amp

(ditto), which trainspotters will know 
also ran Hitachi MOSFET power 
output devices.

The Hitachi is a strange brew 
sonically, then. It doesn’t have a 
wonderfully sweet, sumptuous sound, 
instead being tonally smooth but bass 
light and slightly clinical. Yet in action, 
it has great grip and confi dence, 
delivering an architecturally correct 
sound that stays stable however loud 
you push it. It’s not the most gushingly 
musical in the midband, yet it keeps 
everything in the soundstage in its 
correct location and is totally unfazed 
by musical crescendos. Dynamically it 
is strong, and rhythmically it’s actually 
surprisingly good for a Japanese 
amplifi er, too. It works best when it’s 
called on to play music that would 
have lesser amps fl oundering around 
trying to deliver high levels of power 
– such as with techno, rock and 
complex orchestral classical music. 
Soul and jazz fans are probably best 
advised to look elsewhere.

A question of quality
Hitachi’s MOSFET amplifi ers aren’t for 
everyone – valve fans for example may 
run screaming in the other direction 
– yet they still have an undoubted 
ability. It you want the hi-fi  equivalent 
of a JCB, this most certainly is it. 
Perfectly suited to the second-hand 
buyer, they’re still cheap and relatively 
plentiful – and the HA-5700 is the 
most affordable. Pay between £50 
and £150 and you’ll have a great 
workhorse, and you’ll cast a wry smile 
when your hi-fi  friends make snide 
comments behind your back. Quality 
always shines through ●

It has great grip and 
delivers a sound that 
stays stable however 
loud you push it



90 AUGUST 2016

Hear the 
difference
Looking for sanely priced systems with a little flair? 
Ed Selley thinks you need to speak to Audible Fidelity 

any of the dealers we visit 
are focussed primarily 
towards the high end. The 
reasoning for this approach 

is logical given that the more affordable 
end of the market is well served by 
many of the national chains and that 
the more specifi c services that they 
offer are better geared towards the 
more rarefi ed end of the market. Valid 
though these arguments might be, it is 
always pleasing to fi nd a dealer that 
feels a little differently and focuses on 
the more affordable end of the market. 

Audible Fidelity is a fi ne example of 
a dealer that maintains a keen interest 
in more sensibly priced systems. It is 

M
now in its sixth year of trading and 
offers systems from £400 upwards. 
The portfolio is built around 
well-known brands and the ethos 
is very much focussed towards 
combinations that offer useful 
functionality, sensible overall 
dimensions and – most importantly 
– excellent sound quality. The 
four-strong team of Mark Williams, 
Stephen Williams, Simon Vincent and 
Brady Deeprose have considered a 
few different options for the three 
systems, but have settled on some 
combinations that have proved 
popular with customers. So enough 
chatter, it’s time to cue the music.  

AUDIBLE FIDELITY 

Units 7-8 Badby Park, Heartlands 
Business Park, Daventry, 
Northamptonshire, NN11 8YT. 
01327 301006
audiblefidelity.co.uk

dali-speakers.com             marantz.co.uk
project-audio.com               roksan.co.uk
monitoraudio.co.uk             nordost.com
uk.yamaha.com/en      audioquest.com
atacama-audio.co.uk

NEW ORDER  
Substance  
CD 

BLACK MOUNTAIN 
IV   
Vinyl   

System test music

DEALER VISIT 
AUDIBLE FIDELITY 

LAURENT GARNIER   
Unreasonable 
Behaviour   
CD 
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THIS SYSTEM HAS been specifi ed 
with a view to the electronics coming 
in under £2,000, but also shows off 
two of Audible Fidelity’s favourite 
brands and their system building 
ethos at the same time. What you 
see here is a Japanese house brand 
which is enjoying a run of fi ne form 
partnering a pair of speakers from a 
company that’s also producing some 
sensational products right now.  

While many Japanese companies 
abandoned two-channel during the 
early noughties, Marantz produced a 
wide variety of affordable equipment 
and remains very active in this sector. 
What you see here is its CD6005 CD 
player partnered with the PM8005 
amplifi er. The pairing is notionally 
from two different ranges, but thanks 
to commonality of styling, they 
partner up effectively. 

The CD6005 is a CD player that 
offers a fairly pared-back specifi cation 
to get the basics right. This means 
you do without digital inputs and 
other niceties, but get Marantz’s 
bespoke transport mechanism, 
HDAM circuitry and decoding built 
around a Crystal CS4398 DAC. The 
PM8005 is similarly single minded in 
its approach, but offers a robust 70W 
per channel and an excellent moving 
magnet phono stage for future 
turntable additions should you fancy. 

Five star
Partnering this understated duo is 
DALI’s Opticon 5 loudspeaker. The 
smallest fl oorstander in the range, it 
could only be a DALI product. The 

fi tting of both a dome and a ribbon 
tweeter in what the company calls its 
‘Hybrid Tweeter Module’ is a very 
distinctive calling card and one that 
should give the speaker an effortless 
top end. This is partnered by the 
equally distinctive deep red wood 
fi bre driver, which is another 
company speciality.   

As a system, this trio is compact, 
understated and unlikely to dominate 
any room you choose to place it in. 
Despite the price disparity between the 
components, it all manages to feel well 
screwed together and very cohesive. It 
certainly looks smart, but what does it 
sound like?

Selecting New Order’s chaotic The 
Beach from Substance, a few minutes 
in is suffi cient to give an idea of 
exactly what this system can do. And 
succinctly, what it does is groove. That 
restless Blue Monday-derived bassline 
is handled with speed and a real sense 
of grip. The Opticon 5 isn’t a huge 
speaker, but it has enough low-end 
heft to afford the track a genuine sense 
of weight and drive. 

Changing tack completely and 
switching to Air’s Premieres Symptômes 
reveals that the distinctive hybrid 
tweeter is uncannily effective too. The 
top end is clean, open and detailed, 

System 1 – Precision Optics
but most of all immensely refi ned. You 
can run this system seriously hard and 
its almost liquid smooth composure 
remains completely unaffected. There 
is no sign of hardening up or any other 
nastiness even with this charming but 
slightly fl awed recording.

The Marantz duo has much to do 
with this effortless civility. There 
is a unfailing sense of control and 
authority to the way it makes music 
and this feeds into the natural 
tendencies of the DALIs to take the 
signal and have a little fun with it so 
that it reproduces everything that is on 
the disc without stressing the fl aws or 
issues at the same time. When you 
consider the fi rmly terrestrial pricing, 
this is deeply impressive. 

A fine start
A fi nal and very welcome quality is 
a real ability with vocals. The simple 
but high-quality recording of 
Goodnight by William Fitzsimmons is 
enough to show that there is texture 
and tangibility to vocals that is not 
commonly encountered 
with setups at this price. 
What sets this system 
apart is that while 
Fitzsimmons’ vocals have 
impressive presence to 
them, they are never 
detached from the 
performance as a whole. 
This is an entirely 
convincing start from 
Audible Fidelity and sets 
a high standard for the 
other systems to match. 

The DALI reproduces 
everything that is 
on the disc without 
stressing the flaws 
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MARANTZ CD6005 CD PLAYER 
£299
MARANTZ PM8005 INTEGRATED 
AMPLIFIER £649
DALI OPTICON 5 FLOORSTANDING 
LOUDSPEAKERS £999
AUDIOQUEST GO-4 3M 
TERMINATED SPEAKER CABLE 
£555  
NORDOST BLUE HEAVEN 1M 
POWER CABLES £154
CD SYSTEM USES AUDIOQUEST 
WATER RCA 0.5M 
INTERCONNECTS £385 
ATACAMA ERIS ECO IN METALLIC 
SILVER & MEDIUM BAMBOO £350

TOTAL £3,391
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East meets West 
and the result is 
very groovy
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THIS SYSTEM sees Audible Fidelity 
move to vinyl for the source. 
Analogue is a small but signifi cant 
chunk of the company’s business 
and this setup, like the fi rst 
represents a combination that has 
proved popular with customers. 
Although it switches from digital to 
analogue, Mark and the team feel 
that this setup offers many of the 
same advantages as the fi rst.    

In terms of the source, it certainly 
offers some serious value for money. 
The Pro-Ject 2Xperience Acryl is a 
hefty piece of equipment for a 
whisker under £1,000. A descendent 
of the original 2Xperience, it is – as 
the name suggests – an acrylic plinth 
and platter design that makes use 
of the company’s new DC motor 
system. Also present is the latest 
version of the 9cc Evolution carbon 
fi bre tonearm complete with 
Ortofon 2M Silver cartridge. Pop a 
record on and it is hard to believe 
that it costs less than £1,000. 

Special K
The partnering Roksan K3 integrated 
amp is a fairly impressive-looking 
device too. This burly piece of kit 
has a thoroughly invigorating 140W 
into 8ohm and as well as fi ve line 
inputs also sports a very capable 
moving-magnet phono stage. The 
Roksan has been a very strong seller 
for Audible Fidelity and is one of its 
go-to products at this price point. 

Mark had considered showing the 
fl exibility of the Roksan using a 2.1 
speaker arrangement, but working on 
the tried and tested principle that 
there is no substitute for cubic 
capacity, instead plumped for the 
Monitor Audio Silver 10. This is the 
largest member of the Silver range 
and stands a little over a metre tall 
and mounts a pair of 8in C-CAM 
drivers with a supporting 4in 
midrange driver to help bridge the 
gap between the bass drivers and the 
25mm tweeter. The Silver could never 

be called small, but it is extremely 
well fi nished in its gloss black lacquer. 
Indeed, as a complete system, this is 
something that dresses a room rather 
than hides away in it. 

It’s fair to say it is impressive at fi lling 
a room too. With Josefi n Öhrn’s Horse 
Dance, the sheer heft that this trio 
possesses is immediately apparent. 
The opening track of side B, Take Me 
Beyond, doesn’t have a huge amount 
of percussive bass but the weight of 
the bass guitar notes is something 
that can be felt as well as heard and 
lends the album a presence that small 
speakers struggle to deliver. 

System 2 – Are you Xperienced? 
Where things improve further is that 

the upper registers are, if anything, 
even more impressive. Öhrn’s vocals 
are crisp and beautifully rendered, 
but have an overriding sweetness that 
makes this system one that you’ll sit 
down for a quick listen to and then 
lose an afternoon to. It would be glib 
to describe it as analogue warmth 
because there isn’t a trace of bloat or 
bloom to the presentation, it simply 
has a naturalness that eludes all but 
the most top-notch digital systems. 

For those about to rock...
If you move away from the shoegaze 
and give the system some actual rock, 
the results are no less satisfying. Black 
Mountain’s IV, a huge crunching slice 
of psychedelic rock, is simply awesome. 
The opening track, Mother Of The Sun, 
combines huge guitar riffs with 
ephemeral vocals and the ability of 
the Pro-Ject to keep everything under 
control is a fu e e de a s 
is a hell of a g   
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PRO-JECT 2XPERIE L
TURNTABLE £950
ROKSAN K3 INTEG  
AMPLIFIER £1,250
MONITOR AUDIO S 0 
FLOORSTANDING OU S  
£1,650
AUDIOQUEST GO-  
TERMINATED SPEA C  
£555  
NORDOST BLUE H  
POWER CABLES £154
CD SYSTEM USES A Q T
WATER RCA 0.5M 
INTERCONNECTS £385 
ATACAMA ERIS ECO C
SILVER & MEDIUM OO 350

TOTAL £5,294
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2
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1

A big sound from 
an even bigger 
bargain of a system

2

This system is a 
commensurate jump 
in scale, impact and 
sheer musicality
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There is something innately satisfying 
to see dealers getting great results 
out of equipment that is rather more 
attainable for the mere mortal. What 
Audible Fidelity does is take equipment 
that is well assembled, usefully specified 
and sensibly sized and apply some 

careful thought to how it will partner up. 
There’s no magic, just logical thinking 
and experience. What might be said 
to be magical, however, is the results 
that are gained. These three systems all 
offer extensive functionality, sensible 
footprints and straightforward controls. 

Above all of these things, though, they 
sound fantastic. They have the ability 
to balance accuracy, presence and 
sheer musical joy in a way that will see 
them used day in day out by their happy 
owners. Clearly, value is no impediment 
to sonic brilliance.

SUMMING 
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THIS SYSTEM PUSHES towards 
the upper levels of Audible Fidelity’s 
pricing structure, but is still built 
around components that it has had 
great success with. This combo has 
DALI speakers, but uses another of 
the Audible Fidelity brands for the 
electronics, resulting in a very 
classy-looking pairing indeed. 

Yamaha equipment is immediately 
recognisable on account of its 
unashamedly retro appearance. 
Internally, however, everything 
is bang up to date. The fl agship 
A-S3000 is a fully balanced 
leviathan of an amp with 120W into 
8ohm and 200 into four. Seven 
inputs including two XLR and an 
excellent phono stage are also fi tted. 

Special one
The CD-S2100 is more interesting 
still. This is a CD/SACD player that 
has the ability to receive digital 

gnals via its inputs up to and 
uding DSD, making it a very 

fl ible hi-res partner. Both units 
exquisitely fi nished and have a 

alth of features that help them 
f special like the prominent VU 
m ers on the amplifi er and the 
a ost organic movement of the 
t nsport on the CD player. In an 
a olute sense, neither of these is 
c cal to its performance but they 
h p you feel that what you’ve 
i ested in is worth the outlay.

The speakers keep their end of the 
bargain too. Like the Opticon 5 from 
the fi rst system, the Epicon 6 could 
only be a DALI product with its hybrid 
tweeter module, but where the 
Opticon is handsome, the Epicon is 
absolutely gorgeous. The smaller of 
two fl oorstanders in the Epicon range, 
it is an almost perfectly proportioned 
two-and-a-half way fl oorstander with 
a pair of 6.5in drivers joining the two 
tweeters. The quality of construction 
and the fi nish of the wood veneering 
is the perfect counterpoint to the 
equally lovely Yamahas and even 
allowing for the more substantial 
price tag, this system has more than 
a whiff of the high end about it. 

Equipment like this should not be 
judged just on its appearance alone, 
however attractive it is. So it’s just as 
well that this is a really fi ne example 
of the benefi ts of achieving decent 
synergy between your equipment. 
Reaching for my copy of Fink’s 
Distance And Time shows the strengths 
of this paring to good effect. The 
measured vocals in Get Your Share are 
relayed with attention-grabbing 
intensity, overlaying the distinctive 
looped guitar effect in such a way 
that both are perfectly intelligible 
from one another but still presented 
as one utterly compelling whole. 

It also manages to be very 
entertaining too. Kings Of Leon’s 
Pistol Of Fire is fast, savage and 

System 3 – An Epic finale 
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thrilling. The Epicon is a little smaller 
than the preceding Monitor Audio 
when the angled top of the cabinet 
is taken out of the equation, but 
with the wider spacing that Mark 
has found benefi cial to the overall 
performance, it fi lls the room with 
a sound that has all the scale and 
impact you could wish for without 
losing any of the speed and fun that 
this album needs to work. It also has 
outstanding headroom and will go 
seriously loud without sounding 
remotely strained as it does so. 

Out with a bang
To close out a very satisfying 
session, Laurent Garnier’s 
Unreasonable Behaviour shows that 
while it might have elegant lines 
and stunning build, this is a setup 
unafraid to roll up its sleeves and 
deliver some pounding 
beats when required. The 
bassline of The Man With 
The Red Face is presented 
with electrifying speed and 
clarity. The power and 
control of the Yamaha duo 
is emphatically underlined 
here in the lightning 
response of the DALI. In 
turn, the Epicon 6 has an 
inescapable joy to the way 
it goes about making music 
that makes this system a 
pleasure to listen to. This is 
a system that sounds just as 
beautiful as it looks and is a 
fi tting way to fi nish the day.

YAMAHA CD-S2100 CD/SACD PLAYER 
£1,899
YAMAHA A-S3000 INTEGRATED 
AMPLIFIER £4,199
DALI EPICON 6 FLOORSTANDING 
LOUDSPEAKER £7,799
AUDIOQUEST GO-4 3M TERMINATED 
SPEAKER CABLE £555  
NORDOST BLUE HEAVEN 1M POWER 
CABLES £154
CD SYSTEM USES AUDIOQUEST 
WATER RCA 0.5M INTERCONNECTS 
£385 
ATACAMA ERIS ECO IN METALLIC 
SILVER & MEDIUM BAMBOO £350

TOTAL £15,341  
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A real high-end 
experience at 
an (almost) 
terrestrial price
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A
fter operating a 
discount and import 
vinyl mail-order 
company, a small 

record shop in bohemian 
Notting Hill Gate and a larger 
enterprise on bustling Oxford 
Street, as well as a recording 
studio, hippie entrepreneur 
Richard Branson co-founded the 
Virgin Records label in 1972. 
Setting out its stall with the 
defi antly uncommercial Mike 
Oldfi eld LP Tubular Bells, Virgin 
undeniably hit the ground 
running. And with a shrewd 
businessman at the helm, 
expansion was inevitable and 
Caroline was launched as a 
subsidiary soon after. 

Confusingly, it enjoyed a twin 
existence as Virgin’s export wing 

as well as a record label. This 
dual structure is perhaps best 
refl ected in Caroline’s distinctive 
logo – a variation on its parent 
company’s Gemini design by 
artist Roger Dean, of high-period 
Yes record sleeve fame.

Branson may now have his 
sights set on the cosmos with 
Virgin Galactic, but back then, 
he was setting the controls for 
the heart of inner space. Less a 
record shop and more a hippie 
crash-pad, with its bean bags, 
headphones and mouth-watering 
selection of freaky sounds, the 
Oxford Street store was the 
place for heads to head to for 
global underground sounds. 
Caroline’s initial focus was to 
refl ect this niche psychedelic 
sound: the emphasis was on 

multi-genre music of signifi cant 
artistic interest but not 
necessarily commercial appeal, 
to be sold at public service 
prices. During the four years 
of its initial existence, the 
roster encompassed modern 
composition, avant-garde jazz, 
world music, Canterbury scene 
psych-prog and roots reggae. 

Setting the tone, Caroline’s 
fi rst release was a challenging 
recording from minimalist 
composer Tony Conrad and 
German experimentalists Faust: 
Outside The Dream Syndicate 
(1973). The collector’s price 
for this recording can now 
command a three-fi gure sum. 
Not so back then, however.

As a new single vinyl LP would 
set you back approximately 

£3.50 in the early-seventies, 
both waves of Caroline releases 
were competitively priced, going 
up against the likes of Island’s 
budget Help series. The fi rst 
C1500 run records were £1.49; 
the later CA 2000 records were 
£1.99; and towards the end of 
Caroline’s initial lifespan, two 
double LPs were released – Can’s 
Unlimited Edition and Henry 
Cow’s Concert – at a whopping 
£3.25 each. Strictly vinyl-only, 
no cassettes or 8-track cartridges 
emerged on the subsidiary. 

The Caroline name was revived 
in the mid-eighties and 
continues to this day, with the 
imprint now based in New York, 
but it’s the adventurous run 
of releases between 1973 and 
1976 that concerns us here.  

LABELLED WITH LOVE

Simon Berkovitch revisits the days when Sir Richard Branson and Virgin were 
exploring inner rather than outer space on this adventurous budget imprint 

Caroline
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Camembert Electrique was licenced 
from far-out Parisian label BYG Actuel

Australian poet, performance 
artist and glissando 

guitarist extraordinaire Daevid 
Allen had already racked up an 
impressive CV by the time his 
debut solo album and classic 
outing with Gong emerged 
on Caroline. By the time he 
co-founded Soft Machine with 
drummer Robert Wyatt and 
organist Mike Ratledge in 1966, 
he had already lived the beatnik 
life. He’d been resident of the 
legendary Beat Hotel, in Paris 
befriending writer William S 
Burroughs, hanging out with 
lynchpin of minimalism Terry 
Riley and immersing himself in 
the jazz scene, returning to the UK 
to form his own free music trio.

By late 1967, visa issues saw 
him out of Soft Machine and 
setting up camp again in the 
French capital, forming Gong. 
The Parisian BYG Actuel label 
issued Gong’s debut album, 
Magick Brother, in 1970 – the fi rst 
release to feature his trademark 
gliding electric guitar sound. The 

same label also put out Allen’s 
fi rst solo album, Banana Moon, 
and the second Gong set, 
Camembert Electrique. The latter 
two long players were licenced by 
Virgin for release in the UK. The 
fi rst UK pressing of Banana Moon 
on Caroline comes in an alternate 
sleeve with a hand-drawn Allen 
picture of a peeled banana-moon 
strumming a guitar.

In a repeat of the successful 
marketing strategy for Faust’s 
third album The Faust Tapes, 
Camembert Electrique was initially 
sold for the price of a single on 
the main Virgin label, creating a 
buzz about the original stoner 
rocker. It was subsequently issued 
twice on Caroline and became 
most listeners’ fi rst exposure 
to Allen’s enduring and highly 
whimsical brand of cosmic rock.   

Daevid Allen & Gong
Psychedelic whimsy and glorious flights of cosmic rock from the original stoner rocker

Just like his former outfi t, 
Tangerine Dream, a move to 

Virgin and its Caroline imprint 
saw the gradual smoothing out 
of Schultze’s sound as creaky 
synthesisers gave way to slicker 
and more sophisticated models. 

He originally started out as a 
drummer, playing with legendary, 
unrecorded trio Psy Free, Edgar 
Froese’s Tangerine Dream on 
debut album Electronic Meditation, 
as well as Ash Ra Tempel and The 
Cosmic Jokers. His solo career 
as an experimental electronic 
musician began in 1971 with 
Irrlicht, the fi rst of many albums. 

Blackdance (1974) is the fi rst of 
two Schulze solo LPs on Caroline. 
His third solo LP, the follow up to 
the weightless, epic double album 
Cyborg, was released on the Brain 
label in Germany and licenced 
to Branson’s imprint in the UK. 
The record blends 12-string 
acoustic guitar and keyboards to 
propulsive effect on the fi rst side, 
with an eerie side-long, 22-minute 

mantra for bass vocals and synth, 
Voices Of Syn, on the reverse. 

The following year’s Timewind 
captures the composer at the peak 
of his powers, laying the template 
for subsequent excursions into 
pulsing electronica, adapting 
emerging technology into his 
elongated compositions. Timewind 

has one long track per side, and 
is his fi rst LP to use a sequencer. 
Dedicated to the 19th-century 
composer Richard Wagner, 
Bayreuth Return was recorded 
in one take, incredibly, while the 
fl ip Wahnfried 1883 is a lush, 
multi-tracked marvel. 

Deeply atmospheric and 
seriously trance inducing, both 
of these releases will have been 
glued to many a long-hair’s 
turntable for good reason. 

Klaus Schulze
The most accomplished graduate of the Berlin school of trance-inducing electronica  

Schulze’s third album, Blackdance, is a mesmeric 
blend of acoustic and electronic instrumentation

Allen befriended 
William Burroughs 
and Terry Riley

Blackdance is the 
first of two solo 
LPs on Caroline
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One of the most unusual 
and sought-after releases 

on the Caroline imprint came 
from poet and multimedia 
artist June Campbell Cramer 
– described by The Independent 
as “a great British eccentric 
and cosmic prankster” – under 
the fabulously mysterious title 
Lady June’s Linguistic Leprosy, 
helped out by some of her 
famous bohemian friends.

Joining the dots between 
avant-garde composition, 
performance poetry and 
psychedelic rock, the 1974 
LP was produced by David 
Vorhaus of White Noise – also 
counting the BBC Radiophonic 
Workshop’s Delia Derbyshire as 
a member – and features Brian 
Eno, drummer Pip Pyle (Gong; 
Hatfi eld and the North) and 
Kevin Ayers, who also 
composed much of the music. 
Recorded in the front room of 
Cramer’s Maida Vale fl at for 
£400, it’s the relaxed and 
home-recorded nature of these 

pieces that lends this record – 
a combination of quirky songs 
and experimental soundscapes,  
– some of its considerable cult 
appeal. A second gloriously 

individual record, Hit And 
Myth, compiled by Ayers, 
appeared in 1996, shortly 
before her unexpected death 
at the end of the millennium. 

Lady June
A one-of-a-kind outing from a great British eccentric and her famous friends

R eggae and Virgin Records 
went hand in hand in the 

seventies. By 1975, Branson 
began signing roots acts and 
in the years that followed, 
signifi cant artistic statements 
from big names such as U-Roy 
and Peter Tosh hit the racks, 
offering many a taste of 
Jamaican culture beyond the 
genre’s crossover superstar Bob 
Marley. I-Roy’s masterpiece 
Crisus Time emerged on 
Caroline in 1976, as did the 
seminal reggae compilation 
LP The Front Line. 

This budget sampler is 
essential: 10 diverse cuts 
from some of the scene’s most 
respected acts, including 
the likes of The Gladiators, 
The Mighty Diamonds and 
Keith Hudson.

Showing its commitment to 
reggae as an artistic statement, 
The Front Line was the 
precursor to Virgin Records’ 
next important subsidiary. 

Established in 1978 and only 
lasting two years, Front Line 
issued over 40 crucial albums 
from some of the cream of 
Kingston, with some – Prince 

Far I, Big Youth and Tapper 
Zukie – being signed by 
Branson personally on a trip to 
Jamaica with another Virgin 
artist – John Lydon.

Keith Hudson, I-Roy, U-Roy and more 
Essential compilation of Jamaican sounds that spawned a new label 

 SHOPPING LIST
These releases paint a broad picture 
of the eclectic and adventurous 
roster of this short-lived seventies 
imprint. Credit card at the ready…

Philip Glass
Music in Twelve 
Parts – Parts 1 & 2
A cornerstone of 
minimalism, this 
is one of the most 
seminal works 
by the influential 
US composer.

Fred Frith
Guitar Solos
Radical solo debut, 
recorded while he 
was still a member 
of Henry Cow. 
Astonishingly it 
was recorded 
without overdubs.

Tony Conrad 
with Faust
Outside The Dream 
Syndicate
Heavyweight 
pairing of Conrad 
with members 
of the Krautrock 
ensemble.

Dudu Pukwana 
& Spear
In The Townships
Afro-jazz from the 
alto player who 
also appeared with 
Brotherhood Of 
Breath and rock 
outfit Assagai.

Stephan Micus
Archaic Concerts
The Middle Eastern 
lute, Japanese 
flute and zither 
are among 
the eclectic 
instruments 
deployed here.

Lol Coxhill
Fleas In Custard
Oddball free 
improvisation 
doesn’t really do 
this quirky 1975 
outing from Kevin 
Ayres’ former 
sideman justice.

I-Roy
Crisus Time
One of the classic 
DJ albums of the 
seventies. Paved 
the way for the 
ground-breaking 
releases on Virgin’s 
Front Line imprint.

Gilgamesh
Gilgamesh
This LP from 
assorted 
Canterbury 
scenesters has 
all the ingredients 
of a prog rock 
period piece.

LABELLED WITH LOVE
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· Blocks ground borne vibration from en eri g h akers.
 
· Blocks speaker generated vibration fro e er g or.

· Neighbour friendly due to elimination o truc u e bor e s u d. 

· Huge reduction in bass boom.

· Clearer and much more tuneful sound.
 
· Far deeper and wider sound stage.
 
· Suitable for wood, tile or carpeted floors. pikes!

· Works on solid or suspended concrete  w d rs.

· Eliminates resonance between speake cab e ass a d or.

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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http://goo.gl/Hy4boC

Watch the demonstration video showing 

with and without Seismic Podium.
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THAT’S JUST WRONG.
And so is settling for mediocre sound. Visit a Clarity Alliance retailer  
and they’ll show you how to feast on audio… the right way.

S U P P O R T E D  B Y

WHAT WE  OFFER . . .

e all want more from our home 
entertainment. Standard TV sound is poor. 
Standard bundled headphones are 

That’s really rubbish.

You deserve better – and members of T
. We’re 

W

EAST
Basically Sound

basicallysound.co.uk
01362 820 800

Martins Hi-Fi

01603 627 010

LONDON
Bartletts Hi Fi

020 7607 2148

Billy Vee  
Sound Systems
Lewisham 
www.billyvee.co.uk
020 8318 5755

Grahams Hi-Fi

www.grahams.co.uk
020 7226 5500

Oranges & Lemons
Clapham 

020 7924 2040

Unilet Sound & Vision
New Malden 
www.unilet.net
020 8942 9567

NORTH EAST
Sound Organisation

www.soundorg.co.uk
01904 627 108

Fanthorpes Hull 
www.fanthorpes.co.uk
01482 223096

NORTH WEST
Acoustica
Chester 
www.acoustica.co.uk
01244 344 227

SOUTH EAST
Home Media
Maidstone 

01622 676 703

020 8943 3530

PJ Hi-Fi
Guildford 

01483 504 801

Soundcraft Hi-Fi
Ashford 

01233 624 441

SCOTLAND
Glasgow Audio 

www.glasgowaudio.com
0141 332 4707

Holburn Hi-Fi
Aberdeen 

01224 585 713

SOUTH CENTRAL
Overture

www.overture.co.uk
01295 272 158

Oxford Audio Consultants 
Oxford 
www.oxfordaudio.co.uk
01865 790 879

Phase 3

www.phase3.co.uk
01903 245577



100 Ryan Adams 
Heartbreaker: 
Deluxe Edition

101 Paul Simon 
Stranger To Stranger

101 Ravel 
Complete 
Orchestral Works

IF BOB DYLAN once upon a time took pride in 
never repeating himself, it would perhaps be 
unreasonable to expect him still to be pushing 
the boundaries at 75 years old. Fallen Angels is 
unashamedly a sequel to 2015’s Shadows In The 
Night, on which Dylan pretended that he had never 
existed by covering songs from a pre-rock’n’roll era, 
a time before he changed the nature of popular 
songwriting forever with the likes of Mr Tambourine 
Man and Like A Rolling Stone.

The aging-rocker-does-the-Great-American-
Songbook format has become something of a 
convention in recent years. Rod Stewart has 
produced several volumes in the genre which have 
sold millions, but left critics unmoved. But Dylan is 
diff erent and if he were to sing the self-assembly 
instructions to a piece of flat-pack furniture, every 
croak in his voice would still be endlessly analysed. 

Like its predecessor, part two of Dylan’s 
exploration of the Great American Songbook 
concentrates on compositions originally sung 
by Frank Sinatra – of the 12 songs only Hoagy 
Carmichael’s Skylark was never recorded by Ol’ Blue 
Eyes. But Dylan’s approach to standards written by 
the likes of Johnny Mercer, Sammy Khan and Harold 
Arlen is characteristically singular, partly due to the 
limitations of his own voice and partly because you 
wouldn’t expect him to stick faithfully to the ‘classic’ 
arrangements that made these songs famous 60 or 
70 years ago. After all, he’s spent his career often 
mangling his own songs to render them almost 
unrecognisable from the originals. 

Dylan’s treatment is not so much sentimental and 
nostalgic as ripe and autumnal, languid and down 
tempo, all world-weary resignation but with no hint 
of regret in his desiccated but warm croon as he 

serenades another possibly mythic time and place 
– an emotional love letter to the music of his parents 
and his own pre-rock and roll youth, perhaps.

Recorded live in the studio with his five-piece 
ensemble, there’s a surprisingly nuanced sensitivity 
to his groaning vocals and an easy-going charm to 
the arrangements. That Old Black Magic becomes 
a rockabilly shuff le. Polka Dots And Moonbeams 
(Sinatra’s first hit with the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra) 
is all gently brushed drums and steel guitars. Best of 
all, perhaps, is his version of All Or Nothing At All on 
which he lends a haunted quality to the absolutist 
implications of Jack Lawrence’s 1939 lyric, 
emphasising the dark qualities of obsession in a way 
even Billie Holiday never realised. The results are 
disconnected from the headlong pace and 
histrionic preoccupations of the modern world. 
Which is what makes the record so wonderful. NW  

Bob Dylan 
Fallen Angels 

CD Columbia
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AUDIOFILE VINYL

 EMILY BARKER HAS 
discovered that the 
sound connoisseurs of 
the hi-fi fraternity, that’s 
us, seem to appreciate 
her work. She has 
recorded several 
albums for Linn and 

more recently Applewood Road on a Gearbox 
vinyl release. Now, presumably prompted by the 
popularity of wax these days, a new label has 
released the 2011 album she made for Linn in 
2013 with backing band Red Clay Halo. This band 
plays all acoustic instruments including violin, 
accordion, cello, banjo and guitar and made an 

impression on a large audience when their song 
Nostalgia was used for the Wallander TV series.

Their music is influenced by Americana, but has 
a lot of the folk idioms of Emily and the band’s 
native Australia. Nostalgia appears to be about a 
yearning for the blue skies and heart break of 
being so far off  that distant island. Barker herself 
decamped to these shores several years back 
and while she speaks with an accent, her slightly 
hard-edged singing voice is geographically 
neutral, there’s none of the usual inclination 
to sound American. What makes the songs 
captivating is the timbre of the instruments and 
the emotional honesty of the singer, Barker’s style 
is unadorned and straight from the heart. JK   

Emily Barker & Red Clay Halo  
Despite the Snow

Ryan Adams   
Heartbreaker: 
Deluxe Edition

Dinosaur Jr.
Give A Glimpse Of 
What Yer Not

Two CD/Four LP box set  Pax Am CD Jagjaguwar

CD Play It Again Sam

CD Reprise

180g vinyl   Everybody Sang

ON ITS RELEASE in 2000, the solo debut by Ryan 
Adams was judged by many connoisseurs to be 
the finest singer-songwriter album of the decade. 
Now it's reissued with 20 previously unreleased 
demos and out-takes and a contemporary concert 
recording. If you missed it first time and you are in 
any way an admirer of troubadour songcraft at its 
finest, it’s the 14 exquisite songs on the original 
album that you really need. Produced with 
pin-dropping clarity and crepuscular atmospherics 
by Ethan Johns, the stripped down, hushed 
ambience is spell binding on a set of the most 
epically bereft break-up songs you'll ever hear. NW      

FOR THEIR 11TH studio album, grunge and 
post-hardcore heroes Dinosaur Jr. return with their 
strongest and most consistent record since they 
reformed in 2007. As ever, J Mascis' unmistakable 
stoner drawl is central to these 11 songs, which 
gives them a familiar and almost comforting feel. 
Opener Goin' Down is pure power chord heaven, 
while Good To Know ramps up the eff ects and I 
Walk For Miles indulges in some heavy riff ology. 
Bassist Lou Barlow, sings his emo heart out on Love 
Is... and Left/Right. You know what you're going to 
get with Dinosaur Jr. and Give A Glimpse Of What 
Yer Not delivers it in spades. PH

EVER SINCE SHE exploded onto the scene with 
Moloko 20 years ago, Róisín Murphy has carved out 
her very own idiosyncratic and wildly creative 
niche in the dance music world, allying elements of 
disco, electronics, soul and lashings of melodrama 
with her own charming eccentricities. And she 
continues to do more of the same on Take Her Up 
To Monto, with feeling. Sometimes epic, 
sometimes sultry, sometimes playful... Murphy 
skips through eighties disco (listen out for pulses 
and handclaps galore) and melancholic electronic 
psychedelia and detached synth soul. This record 
won't be for everyone, but you have to marvel at 
her coruscating creativity. PH 

“WE MADE A live record and every 
creature on the planet seemed to show 
up,” Neil Young announced on his 
Facebook page as a trailer for the 
release of Earth. If the statement 
seemed characteristically elliptical, the 
explanation is just as bizarre. With a 
concept set list loosely built around 
the various environmental songs he’s 
written over the years– After The 
Goldrush, which prophesised 
ecological catastrophe, Vampire Blues 
about the rapacious oil industry, Mother 
Earth and his hymn to bucolic living 
Country Home – this is a potent concert 
recording with Young sounding 

rejuvenated by his new band Promise 
Of The Real, which features Willie 
Nelson’s sons Lukas and Micah. 

He’s taken the tapes into the studio 
and layered them with farmyard noises, 
from the buzzing of a swarm of bees to 
the croaking of an army of frogs via 
honking ducks, an avian dawn chorus 
and braying horses. Weird, as only the 
increasingly cranky Neil knows how. NW 

Neil Young
Earth

Do you agree with our reviewers? 
Decide for yourself and listen to 
some of this month’s tunes at 
www.hifichoice.co.uk

A concept set list 
loosely built around the 
various environmental 
songs Young's written

Róisín Murphy 
Take Her Up To Monto
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HIGH RESOLUTION DOWNLOADS

PAUL SIMON IS back with an astonishing 
record that mixes complex, jaunty rhythms 
and arrangements with his trademark world 
musical view. You'll want to get up and shake 
and move when you hear tracks like opener The 
Werewolf and the samba-like In A Parade. There 
are African field recordings fashioned into 
rhythms and textures, while Simon's lyrics tell 
rueful, fascinating stories. This HD release – with 
five extra tracks – is an absolute must-buy. PH

ONCE A FOLK-POP duo, Tegan and Sara 
changed into a hands-in-the-air synth pop act, 
and their eighth album continues in this vein. 
Produced by Greg Kurstin (who's worked with 
Adele, Ellie Goulding and Sia) it's glossy, 
punchy and very radio-playlist friendly. The 
trouble is that it's so anodyne and homogenous 
it sounds like any number of records in the 
charts at the moment. Which is a shame 
because they are talented songwriters. PH 

Ravel
Complete Orchestral 
Works

Paul Simon 
Stranger To 
Stranger

Tegan And Sara   
Love You To Death

4 CDs Deutsche Grammophon

3 CDs Warner Classics

FLAC 24-bit/96kHz  hdtracks.co.uk FLAC 24-bit/96kHz hdtracks.co.uk

IT’S A SIGN of the times that a new recording of 
the complete orchestral music of Ravel slips onto 
the market almost unnoticed. Most of the 
recordings are from live performances, but 
audience noise is low and there is no applause. 
Performances are clean and beautifully structured, 
echoing Stravinsky’s description of Ravel as a 
"Swiss Watchmaker". Bringuier secures crisp results 
from a quality orchestra, with brisk no-nonsense 
playing. Yuja Wang in the piano concertos is one 
of the highlights, and the sound is lucid and 
well balanced, with excellent detail and a wide 
dynamic range. JH 

RECORDED IN 1966/7 this had a mixed reception 
– the general feeling being the tempi were fatally 
slow, and Sir John Barbirolli's interpretations flabby 
and indulgent. After deletion on LP, they more or 
less vanished, until being reissued on a cheap CD 
label (Royal Classics) in 1994. Slow they certainly 
are, but there’s a wonderful richness to the playing, 
and there’s no doubting the deep sincerity JB 
brings to every bar. The recordings sound warm 
yet detailed, with excellent clarity and separation 
despite some massive sonorities. Re-hearing this 
set leaves you amazed these performances were 
ever ‘forgotten’. Yet they were... JH      

Brahms
The Four Symphonies
Wiener Philharmoniker
Sir John Barbirolli

Forgotten no longer, Sir John 
Barbirolli's interpretations 
might be slow, but they're 
certainly very special

Cyrus Chestnut
Grandma's Blues
A truly outstanding 
jazz piano track, the 
performance here is 
just excellent and the 
sound engineers have 
managed to capture 
the full percussiveness 
of the piano. 

DEMO DISCS
Steve Reichert, PR 
manager at Armour 
Home, reveals the music 
he uses to develop and 
demo products

Livingston 
Taylor
Isn't She Lovely?
This arrangement of 
Stevie's classic opens 
with Livingston Taylor 
whistling right in front 
of you. You’ll simply 
believe you can reach 
out and touch him.   

London 
Grammar
Wicked Game
All of the tracks on this 
BBC Radio 2 eighties 
compilation are 
beautifully recorded, 
however some of 
them are completely 
devoid of emotion.

The King's 
Singers
The Boxer
To enjoy an 
extraordinary 
soundstage, listen to 
this lovely a cappella 
song. The sheer joy 
of it always makes 
everyone smile.

MUSICREVIEWS

HI-RES HIGHLIGHTS
Our pick of the best hi-res downloads 
released over the past month...

Fans of the one 
and only Prince 
Rogers Nelson 
(aka Prince) 
should get over to 
onkyomusic.com 
which has the pick 
of his best albums. 
hdtracks.co.uk 
has The Travelling 

Wilbury's remasterd Collection, The Kink's 
Everybody's In Show-Biz (Legacy Edition) and 
Henry Manicini's brilliant Peter Gunn. Finally, 
highresaudio.com has Paul's Pure McCartney, 
Diana Ross' Touch Me In The Morning and 
Gregory Porter's glorious Take Me To The Alley.

James Taylor 
Quartet 
Bumpin’ on 
Frith Street

180g vinyl Gearbox/Ronnie Scott’s

THE JAMES TAYLOR Quartet was a headline 
act in the acid jazz era, a Hammond organ-lead 
outfit with a penchant for sixties funk that gained 
a reputation for being a great live act. This 2015 
set from Ronnie Scott’s confirms that they can 
still kick it, the eight instrumental pieces 
positively steam with intense grooves and the 
energy cannot be faulted. The sound is raw and 
real, with no attempt at polish, it’s a genuine live 
sound that the analogue mastering maestro at 
Gearbox has done a great job of getting down 
on wax. If you dig the Hammond C3 sound it’s an 
absolutely essential spin. JK   
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Five of the best cans to consider for personal music listening

HEADPHONES £220-£1,300

G

Essential headphones
iven the choice, no self-
respecting hi-fi  afi cionado 
would choose to listen to 
their music through a set 

of headphones over a decent pair of 
loudspeakers. But unfortunately, not all of 
us have the space for pair of fl oorstanders 
or share a household with fellow music 
lovers. Which means that we’re left having 
to go down the headphone route. 

In an ideal world, we’d all use 
electrostatic headphones for what is widely 
regarded the ultimate in headphone sound 
quality. But these require external 
amplifi cation and an understanding bank 
manager. Happily, there are other options 
that are more wallet friendly yet still offer 
the sort of sound performance that 
discerning audio fans demand.

Head of the class
Ever since the introduction of the stereo 
headphone back in the late fi fties, there 
have been numerous updates and 
refi nements to electrodynamic headphones 
as manufacturers and engineers take 
the technology forward, but the basic 
principles still remain the same. The 
general rule of thumb is that bigger 
enclosures deliver superior sound. An 
open-back design is generally considered 
to provide the biggest and most believable 
soundstage, while a closed-back model 
provides the best way to isolate yourself 
from external infl uences but can often be 
at the expense of sonic performance and a 
decidedly cramped soundstage.

Here’s our pick of fi ve top headphones, 
and overleaf you’ll fi nd useful accessories 
to ensure they deliver their very best.

AKG
N90Q 
PRICE: £1,300  TELEPHONE: 01707 278113 
WEB: uk.akg.com  REVIEWED: HFC 405  

As endorsements go, the seal of approval from 
the man that produced Michael Jackson’s Off 
The Wall, Thriller and Bad albums takes some 
beating, but the N90Q is the result of a five-
year collaboration between the one and only 
Quincy Jones and AKG’s US parent company 
Harman. Our review in HFC 405 suggests that 
it was worth the effort as these luxurious 
closed-back headphones with their leather-
clad headband and deep memory foam-filled 
ear cups are about as comfortable as they 
come. The world’s first headphone to offer 
unique auto-calibration technology, the N90Q 
uses two microphones in each cup to measure 
your ear canal to generate a filter best suited to 
the sonic characteristics of your lug holes.

Sound quality 
The results are a huge success, as the N90Q 
carries off the challenging task of balancing 
high-quality sound with effective noise-
cancelling technology with ease. The 
soundstage is big and spacious with a level of 
detail that doesn’t leave you with that shut-in 
feeling that’s so common to closed-back 
cans. Though not the tightest and a touch 
sluggish at times, the bass that is on show 
comes across in great big whacking slabs.

WE SAY: Exceptional noise-cancelling 
technology that delivers a seriously 
impressive soundstage 

THEKNOWLEDGE

Hifiman
HE400S 
PRICE: £220  TELEPHONE: 0844 5040350 
WEB: hifiman.com  REVIEWED: HFC 410  

New kid on the block Hifiman has only been in 
the headphone game since 2007 and yet it is 
able to pump out high-quality products like a 
seasoned pro. Taking its tech cues from planar 
magnetic models from higher up in its range, 
the HE400S redefines what’s possible from 
so-called budget planar cans. At 350g, it’s not 
exactly the lightest planar magnetic design on 
the market, but importantly it’s sensitive enough 
to be driven by a smartphone without the added 
muscle of a headphone amplifier. An open-back 
design, its jumbo ear cups permit a decent 
surface area for the planar membranes within 
and, lined with removable velour-covered 
memory foam, it sits very snuggly on the head.

Sound quality 
The HE400S is an open-back design with a 
bright and airy sound. It is perhaps a fraction 
undernourished in the bass department, but 
don’t let that put you off. This is the headphone 
equivalent of listening to Quad electrostatic 
loudspeakers – if you can imagine such a thing. 
There’s ultra-low colouration, beautifully 
rendered high frequencies, superb 
transparency, whip-crack timing and a 
powerful sense of cohesion that just lets the 
music roll in a lucid, free-flowing manner. Agile, 
tuneful and articulate though it is, bass could 
do with a touch more propulsive oomph, but 
when it appeared in our Group Test in HFC 410, 
it managed to truly pull pieces of music 
together like no other.

WE SAY: Revealing, enjoyable and terrific 
value for money, but a little more bass 
would certainly go a long way
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Meze
99 Classics 
PRICE: £260  TELEPHONE: +40 749 048138 
WEB: mezeheadphones.com  REVIEWED: HFC 410  

Hailing from Baia Mare, Romania, Meze is a 
tiny specialist company that has neither the 
resources or the deep pockets of its larger 
rivals. While this could be regarded as a 
disadvantage, it has made the company 
do things in its own special way, with quite 
stunning results. Wood is the material of 
choice for the enclosures here. Despite being 
harder to source and work with, Meze opts for 
walnut and maple in the belief that they give a 
brighter and more balanced sound than other 
materials. The hand finished and polished ear 
cups are lined with memory foam and soft PU 
leather ear pads that afford the 99 Classics a 
real sense of craftsmanship. 

Sound quality 
The self-adjusting headband isn’t the best 
we’ve seen, but it’s not uncomfortable. What 
impresses here is the uncannily spacious 
sound which is brimming with energy and 
vivacity alongside a cranked up sense of 
performance that’s simply riveting. Efficient 
and easy to drive, the 99 Classics come 
across more like a pair of speakers that have 
been undamped for greater immediacy, 
impact and musical communication. If you 
want your music with every element given 
unfettered dynamic expression and every 
musical nuance a presence you can almost 
touch, look no further. 

WE SAY: Quite simply much more 
enjoyable than headphones usually 
sound, the Classics live up to the name

Oppo
PM-2 
PRICE: £699  TELEPHONE: 0845 0609395 
WEB: oppodigital.co.uk  REVIEWED: HFC 402  

Oppo has built an impressive reputation for 
itself releasing three stunning planar magnetic 
sets of headphones in just a few short years. 
We were impressed by its most affordable 
PM-3 set of cans in HFC 410, but what of the 
mid-range PM-2? An open-back design with 
swivel-able ear cups, it’s exceptionally well 
constructed and looks almost identical to the 
PM-1. It lacks the genuine soft leather comfort 
of the flagship – although the ear pads can 
easily be swapped for the PM-1’s superior 
lambskin or velour version should you 
wish – but the cost cutting isn’t otherwise 
immediately obvious. At 385g, it’s one of the 
heavier headphones, although you wouldn’t 
know it when the PM-2 is sat upon your head. 

Sound quality 
Like all open-back headphone designs, there’s 
not a tremendous amount of passive isolation 
from external noise on offer here. The PM-2 is 
easy to drive and has an ultra-clean sounding 
presentation, enabling the listener to pick out 
individual instruments in the mix. There’s a 
delicacy and intimacy about its performance 
that places everything evenly across the 
soundstage with no hint of colouration across 
any part of the frequency range. The PM-2 is 
also able to reproduce more subtle details from 
a performance, which helps to give a more 
insightful and atmospheric portrayal of what 
you’re listening to. Bass levels aren’t the 
deepest, but they’re tight and natural.

WE SAY: Easy to drive with a sound that is 
ultra clean, this mid-range model from 
Oppo affords superb luxury listening

Sennheiser
HD 800 S 
PRICE: £1,200  TELEPHONE: 033 2408185 
WEB: en-uk.sennheiser.com  REVIEWED: HFC 411  

A little over seven years ago Sennheiser shook 
up the headphone world with the introduction 
of the HD 800 (HFC 324), which raised the bar 
for precision. Now the classic design has been 
given an update in the shape of the HD 800 S. 
With the same 56mm drivers and just a minor 
cosmetic change (the metal parts that were 
black are now silver), it’s difficult to spot the 
difference between the two. But the inclusion 
of a revised absorptive material has lead to an 
improved frequency response that has a little 
more output below 150Hz and a little less 
around 6kHz. The choice of two connecting 
leads is also new, with an unbalanced cable 
terminated in a 6.35mm jack and a balanced 
one with a four-pin male XLR plug bundled. 
Comfort is high, despite the rather thin ear 
pads and sealing to the head is good 
regardless of the modest clamping force.  

Sound quality 
The original HD 800’s selling point was the 
level of precision that it offered and the S 
continues the trend, if anything improving on 
it. More impressive still, it has a tonal balance 
that’s about as close to neutral as we’ve ever 
heard from a headphone. The changes are 
subtle; it isn’t artfully euphonic, just honest, 
capable and above all, highly enjoyable.

WE SAY: Subtle fine tuning of an already 
impressive classic headphone has 
resulted in a truly stunning product

HELP &
ADVICE

In a perfect world, we wouldn’t need headphones for home listening at all. 
We’d all have sufficient space, tolerant neighbours and fellow household 
members that all share  our musical tastes and passion for listening rather 
than watching. Ask any music fan and you’ll find that this hi-fi utopia is a 
pipe dream in the majority of households, and many find themselves 
turning increasingly to a pair of headphones for a chunk of quality listening 

time. Choosing the right headphone is a deeply personal business for 
obvious reasons. No room acoustics to mess things up, no one else’s tastes 
to cater for – it’s as intimate as it gets. Serious headphones simply have to 
be the perfect fit: physically, aesthetically and sonically. Use our guide 
overleaf to decide what headphone design is right for you and find yourself 
an accommodating dealer that will allow you to have a good, long listen.  
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Having decided on your perfect pair of cans, here 
is a selection of useful accessories that will enable 

you to get even more from your headphones

Headphone accessories

CHORD ELECTRONICS 
HUGO £1,400
TELEPHONE: 01622 721444
WEBSITE: chordelectronics.co.uk
TESTED: HFC 386
A headphone amp and DAC, the Hugo 
has an ease, fluidity and naturalness 
that’s quite simply unique.

MERIDIAN EXPLORER2 £200
TELEPHONE: 01480 445678
WEBSITE: meridian-audio.com
TESTED: HFC 409
This stunning USB DAC/headphone 
amp is the pick of the pack at the 
price. Lavish detailing and natural 
transparency are among its talents.

ATLAS CABLES ZENO 1:2 £245
TELEPHONE: 01563 572666
WEBSITE: atlascables.com
TESTED: HFC 410
A serious upgrade for the discerning 
listener, this replacement headphone 
cable tightens bass while broadening the 
soundstage, thus giving extra energy.

CREEK OBH-21 MK2 £325
TELEPHONE: 01442 260146
WEBSITE: creekaudio.com
TESTED: HFC 403
This headphone amp consistently 
delivers a sound that is informative 
and entertaining in equal measure. 
A superb all-rounder at a great price. 

CHORD ELECTRONICS MOJO £399
TELEPHONE: 01622 721444
WEBSITE: chordelectronics.co.uk
TESTED: HFC 405
A quite exceptional headphone amp and 
DAC that brings the performance of 
Chord’s Hugo to a new lower price point. 
The best way you can spend £400. 

OPPO HA-2 £259
TELEPHONE: 0845 0609395
WEBSITE: oppodigital.co.uk
TESTED: HFC 397
Capable of palpable realism, 
the HA-2 paints an incredible 
soundstage that’s detailed, 
atmospheric and highly insightful. 
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Buying 
headphones
As one of the fastest growing sectors in hi-fi, there 
are more quality cans to choose from than ever 
before, but which design is right for you?

H
eadphones have been around in 
one form or another for over a 
century and have been a regular 
part of hi-fi  for at least 40 years 

without showing any signs of growing into 
the massive category that they’ve now 
become. With events like CanJam held in 
major cities around the world and dedicated 
headphone zones at hi-fi  specialist 
showcases like The Hi-Fi Show Live 2016 
– held October 29 and 30 – becoming 
increasingly popular, how has the once 
humble headphone morphed into one of the 
most popular sectors of the hi-fi  market? 

Once considered a fall back if you couldn’t 
afford a fi ne pair of loudspeakers or – even if 
you could – a way to enjoy music at decent 
volume levels without annoying the 
neighbours or room-sharing relatives, 
headphones have become both an essential 

lifestyle accessory and, for a certain kind 
of audio fan, a delicious shortcut to hi-fi  
nirvana: true high-end sonics at more or less 
earthbound prices. A selfi sh pursuit to be 
sure, but one with great rewards. Where 
once upon a time the choice of headphones 
was limited to just a few specialist brands, it 
now seems that everyone is getting in on the 
action and the choice of cans you stick on 
your bonce says as much about you as the 
clothes you wear or the car you drive.

The number of devices using headphones 
has exploded in recent years and they have 
become a vital accessory. Where you might 
once have thought about upgrading the ones 
that came supplied with a Walkman, for 
example, you now have the possibility of 
using them with tablets, smartphones, 
laptops and gaming devices to say nothing 
of your hi-fi  or portable audio player. Hi-res 
portables are really taking off now and 

deserve a carefully matched set of cans to 
unleash the full potential of the better-than-
CD formats found on these quality audio 
playback devices – six such players can be 
found in this month’s Group Test on page 24. 

Today’s headphones have imbued that 
seminal design with seductive tech, sexy 
materials and, of course, the lure of 
celebrity-endorsed fashion status. At no 
other time in history have so many heads – 
especially young ones – felt the gentle 
embrace of pillowy ear pads and the gift of 
pulsating bass while going about their daily 
business. Some folk, a growing number it 
seems, wouldn’t listen to music any other 
way. But where do you begin when it comes 
to selecting what’s best for you? 

Probably the fi rst consideration is to 
decide precisely what you want to use your 
headphones for. Though the distinctions 
between home and portable models are 
starting to diminish, you probably don’t 
want to be taking an unwieldy pair of 
transducers on the bus to work and similarly 
a set of in-ear earphones probably won’t cut 
it for when you want to listen at home. With 
this in mind, let’s take a look at the main 
choices available to the headphone buyer.

Choosing the driver for you
If you’re unsure what sort of drivers your 
headphones use, chances are they’re more 
than likely dynamic. Dynamic, or moving-
coil, drivers are the headphone equivalent 
of the full-size driver you have in your 
loudspeakers. The signal is sent through a 
coil of ultra-thin wire to create a magnetic 
fi eld that causes the voice coil to rapidly 
move. This in turn moves the diaphragm, 
which compresses and decompresses air so 
that the soundwaves produce music. Direct 
drivers are generally very good at creating 
large amounts of bass, but the down side is 
that as the diaphragm is pushed and pulled 
by the voice coil its shape changes, resulting 
in non-linear distortion.

Planar magnetic headphones use the 
interaction of two magnetic fi elds to cause 
motion. But instead of moving the voice coil, 

which in turn pulls the diaphragm, here the 
charged part is spread across the driver 
which is a thin, fl at fi lm. This means that 
instead of focusing the force on a small part, 
it’s spread across the entire diaphragm. This 
requires a larger ear cup and more magnets 
than a dynamic driver, which is why planar 
magnetic models are often heavier. Planar 
designs usually result in very low distortion 
sound and excellent transient response. 

Widely regarded as the ultimate driver 
technology, electrostatic headphones are 
capable of fl awless detail and very fast 
attack. While dynamic and planar drivers 
use metal conductors to move the diaphragm, 
here it moves itself directly. A very thin sheet 
of electrically charged mylar that’s just a few 
microns thick sits between two conductive 
plates – one positive and the other 
negatively charged. The sheet is then pushed 
and pulled between the plates to cause the 
vibration that creates soundwaves. The 
downside of electrostatic headphones is that 
they require a high-voltage power supply, 
meaning that you won’t be able to use them 
out and about on the move. They’re also 
considerably more expensive than rivals. 

THEKNOWLEDGE

The number of people 
that are using over-ear 
headphones on the 
move is on the increase

Stax’s SR-007 
is a superb 

example of an 
electrostatic 

headphone
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On- or over-ear headphones
As the name suggests, on-ear headphones sit 
on the ears, rather than covering them 
completely and come in a variety of designs. 
Correctly known as supra-aural headphones, 
they are invariably better suited to music on 
the move as they tend to be smaller and 
lighter and can often be folded up for easy 
storage when they’re not in use. When it 
comes to comfort, they are more likely to 
press against the ear to some degree, but 
on the fl ip side are less likely to heat it up 
than over-ear (circumaural) models. 

Circumaural or over-ear headphones come 
with ear cups that are large enough to 
enclose the entire ear. Because of their larger 
size they have traditionally been considered 
better suited to home listening, but the 
number of people using over-ears on the 
move is on the increase. The larger ear cups 
coupled with the natural isolation means 
that bass is often more convincing and the 
hubbub of the outside world is kept at bay 
for complete immersion in your music. The 
downside all too often relates to comfort – 
which is more of an issue than you might 

imagine. Larger ear cups and headbands can 
warm up both the head and the ears during 
longer periods of use and if you wear glasses 
or earrings, some designs prove to be too 
uncomfortable. The way they fi t your head 
will be very different to the way they fi t 
someone else. As with any piece of hi-fi  that 
you’re considering, an audition is always 
essential, and how it feels on your head 
should be just as important as how it sounds.

Open- vs. closed-back designs
Headphones described as closed-back have 
ear cups with no vents or openings in the 
enclosure – keeping most of the sound 
within the cups. They tend to be less 
sonically satisfying and often have a sound 
that is more confi ned to within your head. 

Open-back designs are precisely the 
opposite, so the back of the driver enclosure 
has vents that allow some sound to spill out. 
Each design has its benefi ts, but generally 
speaking open-back headphones have more 
air and a sense of spaciousness to the 
soundstage that extends outside of the ear 
cups placed upon the head. However, this 
design is unlikely to win you many friends 
on your commute, as the sound tends to spill 
out and you may also need to increase the 
volume to overcome any background noise. 

Ditch the cables
Wireless headphones have a variety of 
different uses, but perhaps the most 
common are for around the home or if 

you’re one of those people that wants to do 
something crazy like exercise when listening 
to music. In the past, signals were broadcast 
from the source device via RF or infrared, 
but those days of interference-prone signals 
are long gone and Bluetooth has taken up 
the mantle. The important consideration 
here concerns quality. The compression 
process that Bluetooth requires to send the 
signal means that music will be transmitted 
at a low resolution. Therefore, more 
discerning listeners should consider looking 
for Bluetooth models that support aptX, 
which attempts to get transmissions close to 
CD-quality. The only other potential issue 
with Bluetooth headphones is that they 
require power to run, which means that you 
need to ensure your cans are always charged 
or you’re carrying a spare power source, as 
when the juice runs out, so does the music.

Noise-cancelling technology
Instead of isolating your ears from the noise 
of the outside world like many closed-back 
over-ear headphones manage to do passively, 
noise-cancelling headphones generate 
‘anti-noise’ to cancel background sounds out. 

The technology was developed to cover up 
the background noise when travelling on 
aircraft and all models require power to run 
the noise-cancelling circuitry, although some 
models are fl exible enough to still allow 
you to listen in passive mode even if the 
battery runs out. Though the isolation they 
provide is great, sometimes the ‘anti-noise’ 
adds its own sonic signature to your music, 
making them less than neutral for hi-fi  fans. 

All in your head
As with buying any loudspeaker for your 
listening room, it’s important to try out any 
potential headphone and give it a proper 
listen before you buy. Comfort is important, 
and very often a particular design that works 
well for one person may not fi t the shape of 
the head of another. There are plenty of 
dealers with dedicated environments to 
allow you to audition the wide range of 
models and accessories that are available, 
but High End Headphones featured in our 
Dealer Visit back in HFC 396 is a specialist 
that allows you to experience an extensive 
range of serious headphone models in 
fabulous surroundings ●

Dynamic, drivers are the 
headphone equivalent 
of the full-size driver you 
have in your speakers



Uk’s only dedicated demo facility for high-end 
headphones. In association with HiFi Lounge for 
all your headphone needs. Why not visit Highend 
Headphones situated next to HiFi Lounge in a stunning 
converted stable. Concentrating on headphones, 
headphone amps and dacs. Sit back, relax and try a 
selection of the best headphones in the world with no 
pressure sales you can take as long as you need to 
fi nd the headphones that suit you.

Highend Headphones, 1 The Stable Yard, Millow Hall Farm, Millow, Biggleswade, Bedfordshire. SG18 8RH 
www.highendheadphones.co.uk  Info@highendheadphones.co.uk  01767 448121

Uk’s only dedicated demo facility for high-end headphones
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BLUETOOTH SPEAKERS COME 
in all shapes and sizes, and this one 
simply oozes Scandinavian charm. 
Beneath the tailor-made fabric 
exterior lies a sophisticated portable 
speaker designed and built by 
Danish manufacturer Vifa. If the 
brand name sounds familiar that’s 
because it’s been around since 1933 
and is perhaps better-known in hi-fi  
circles for its well-regarded drive 
units, which have been found in 
plenty of big-name hi-fi  loudspeaker 
designs over the years. In more 
recent times the company has 
embarked on its own line of 
speakers, and the Oslo is the fourth 
model to be added to its Nordic 
range of portable wireless models. 

It’s an elegant one-peice design 
with the logo neatly embedded into 
the top of the solid aluminium 
handle, while embroidered up and 
down volume keys on the custom-
made fabric cover produced by 
Danish textile designers Kvadrat 
give it a style that makes it stand out 
from the crowd. It comes in fi ve 
colour options – sand yellow 
(shown), ocean blue, ice blue, 
anthracite grey and pebble grey.  

True blue
As well as aptX Bluetooth 4.0 
connectivity there’s an aux 3.5mm 
mini-jack socket for wired analogue 
input sources and NFC (Near Field 
Communication) for seamless 
connection to compatible devices. 
The neat styling resembles a small 
satchel at 181 x 268 x 90mm 
(WxHxD) and weighs in at just 
2.4kg, but despite it’s go-anywhere 
marketing claims the fabric cover 
isn’t water-resistant. There’s a 
built-in Lithium-ion battery, which 
can only be charged by the supplied 
adapter – no USB charging here – 
and an indicator light on the back 
glows red, amber or green 
depending on how much juice 
remains. It takes around three to 
four hours to charge to full capacity 
and Vifa claims the Oslo delivers 
around 12 hours at typical volume 
levels, which is accurate in my tests 
but mediocre in terms of practical 
battery life for this kind of product.

 DETAILS
PRICE
£399
CONTACT
+45 97 881188
WEBSITE
vifa.dk

OUR VERDICT

Despite the compact dimensions, 
the Oslo claims a full complement 
of speaker drivers with 2x 50mm 
full-range units supported by 2x 
65mm woofer drivers with passive 
radiators. A freely downloadable Vifa 
app provides volume control and EQ 
adjustment for late-night listening 
with connected iOS and Android 
devices, but connectivity proves to be 
intermittent with my iPhone 5s. 

Connecting a Pure Evoke-1 DAB 
radio to the aux input instantly shows 
off the Oslo’s impressive frequency 
range, bringing superior clarity and 
a fuller sound that’s a good step up 
from the Pure portable radio. 
Presenters’ voices on Radio 6 Music 
sound clearer and more natural and 
without any lower mid-bass bloom, 
and the extra clarity is very easy on 
the ear. 

The good news continues with the 
Bluetooth input and a 16/44 Tidal 
stream of David Bowie’s Modern Love 
is remarkably engaging with plenty 
of detail to distinguish different 
instruments in the mix and Niles 
Rodgers’ tremendous guitar playing 

coming through clean and clear. 
Bass quality has detail and digs 
much deeper than I’d expect for such 
a compact speaker, and even at 
lower volumes it manages to sound 
well balanced across the entire 
frequency range, which is quite a 
feat. The same high levels of clarity 
with voices through the aux input 
are also in evidence via Bluetooth, 
and Martin Fry’s vocal on Viva Love 
has a silkiness to it that’s a little on 
the warm side while the track’s 
instrumentation has a good amount 
of sparkle to draw you in without 
ever sounding harsh or bright.

Balance of power
The surprising thing about the Oslo 
is that it sounds just as good at low 
volumes as its does when pushed to 
go loud and manages to maintain a 
high level of balance with all kinds 
of music. Its neat design may not 
be to everyone’s taste and the price 
is a bit steep compared with much 
of the competition, but if the 
Scandi-styling appeals you’ll be very 
happy with its sonic ability. LD    

Vifa
Oslo Bluetooth speaker
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SOME OF THE fi rst products that 
Kimber Kable designed were 8-wire 
and 16-wire speaker cables, 
including the 4PR and 8TC. Now, its 
clever engineers have applied these 
designs to the new premium Axios 
headphone cable. The version 
reviewed here is specifi cally 
designed for Sennheiser’s HD580, 
HD600 and HD650 headphones.

The cable is made from OFHC 
copper wire braid. Each wire is 
made from 16 individually insulated 
24-gauge strands. Kimber has 
developed a new hand braiding 
process to achieve a seamless 
transition to two, eight-braid tails, 
as is required by headphones that 
have a separate connection on each 
headphone speaker. This is trickier 
than it sounds. The result is a 
headphone cable in one continuous 
length with no solder joint to impair 
the signal. It also means that the 
weave is maintained from the 
headphone plug through to the 
connections on each ear cup. If 
you have a balanced headphone 
amplifi er with two outputs, there is 
also an option to have the Axios 
confi gured as a ‘2Y’ cable (at an 
additional cost).

Would you believe it?
The cables can be fi tted with a 
3.5mm mini jack, 6.35mm jack or a 
three-pin or four-pin XLR connector. 
All of the connectors feature 
hand-polished wood accents which 
are matched cosmetically to the 
headphones. The connectors for the 
Sennheiser HD580, HD600 and 
HD650 headphones are additionally 
coated with a high-quality nickel 
plating and fi nished in Gaboon 
Ebony wood. Whatever wood is 
chosen for the headphone end, the 
same wood and connector plating is 
used for the amplifi er connector.

The Axios is surprisingly fl exible 
and light for a headphone cable 
upgrade and it is certainly one 
of the nicest cables I have tried. 
Connecting it to my Sennheiser 
HD600 and listening to a variety of 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£598 for 1.2m cable 
with Sennheiser 
connectors 
TELEPHONE
01539 797300
WEBSITE
russandrews.com

OUR VERDICT

music, it is immediately apparent that 
it offers serious audible improvements 
compared with the standard cable. 
The fi rst thing that strikes me is that 
the sound is more open and detailed. 
With a full orchestra, for example, in 
Prokofi ev’s Romeo And Juliet played 
by the London Symphony Orchestra, 
the quieter sections are just as 
detailed and clear as the louder 
passages, with excellent imaging, 
transparency and spatial positioning. 
The dynamics also improve and there 
is a clear perception of increased 
headroom to accommodate the 
louder passages effortlessly.

Similarly, the clarity and detail of 
individual instruments goes up a 
notch to offer a higher level of 
refi nement to the performance. A 
recording of Bach Partitas played on a 
harpsichord by Trevor Pinnock reveals 
a pure and effortless sound, without 
any hint of muddiness in the 
harmonics of each individual note 
during the louder passages.

André Previn’s recording of Carl 
Orff’s Carmina Burana performed by 

the London Symphony Orchestra 
really beefs up the volume and 
allows me to see how the cable 
performs with vocals. Even when the 
full orchestra and chorus are really 
letting rip in the fi rst movement, the 
vocals remain clear and full bodied, 
meanwhile the delicate tinkling of 
the triangle is still clearly audible in 
the background.

Spot the diff erence
Moonlight On Spring River with Zhao 
Cong playing an instrument that 
resembles a Chinese lute features a 
very low bass line which is clearly 
discernible as individual notes, 
rather than the plodding ‘thump’ 
that I have experienced on other 
occasions. As with the Romeo And 
Juliet piece, the imaging is spot on 
with each instrument occupying its 
own place in the soundstage.

To summarise, this is a classy 
replacement cable for your cans and, 
although pricy, it delivers noticeable 
sonic improvements and is 
extremely comfortable to wear. NR   

Kimber Kable
Axios headphone cable 
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THERE’S NOTHING BETTER 
than being able to put on a pair of 
headphones to drown out the noise 
of the outside world with music. 
And what better way to completely 
isolate yourself than with noise-
cancelling cans? The BNX-60 can be 
used as a conventional headphone 
with its supplied 1.5m cable that’s 
terminated in a 3.5mm stereo plug. 
A 6.5mm adapter and a dual plug 
fl ight adapter are also included. It 
also works in a purely passive mode 
when connected this way, which is 
useful if the internal rechargeable 
Lithium Polymer battery runs out 
of juice. However, the battery is 
required to use the Active Noise 
Cancellation (ANC) facility or to 
connect via Bluetooth. Charging is 
done using the supplied USB cable 
and usually takes under three hours. 
Once fully charged, it claims to 
provide 30 hours (ANC only), 15 
hours (wireless only) or 12 hours 
(wireless and ANC) continuous use.

X marks the spot
The Bluetooth connection makes 
use of aptX technology to provide a 
high-quality connection on a par 
with CD. An integrated microphone 
allows you to make hands-free calls 
with your smartphone, while on-ear 
music controls allow you to adjust 
the volume, play/pause and skip 
forward/back through your music.

The BNX-60 also has a built-in 
volume control, which works in 
both passive and active modes. The 
headphone impedance is 32ohm in 
passive mode and 100ohm in ANC. 
The drivers are 40mm units fi tted 
with neodymium magnets.

I fi rst use the BNX-60 in passive 
mode with the supplied cable. It 
is light and comfortable to wear, 
making it ideal for prolonged use. 
Playing Torelli’s Concerto For Four 
Violins performed by Musica 
Antiqua Koln, the top end is quite 
rolled off, which makes for a very 
smooth, if rather unexciting, sound. 
However, I note that the instructions 
recommend switching on the ANC 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£90 
TELEPHONE
01642 754000
WEBSITE
lindy.co.uk

OUR VERDICT

for optimum audio performance, so 
I do so and the sound quality is 
completely transformed. It’s forceful 
and convincing, without being at all 
harsh or tiring. The bass is full and 
the extension is not bad, considering 
the price. The extreme top end is a bit 
light, but there is a lot of depth to the 
performance. Vocals lack sibilance and 
avoid the tendency to sound shouty, 

which in my experience can be an 
issue with low-cost headphones. A 
recording of Sophie Zelmani singing 
How It Feels is smooth and relaxed. 
The percussion makes a good backing 
to the voice and the bass line is well 
extended and very musical. The 
rhythm of the music is well paced and 
propels me through the piece.

I now switch over to connection via 
Bluetooth and play the same piece of 

music on my Samsung smartphone. 
Pairing is very straightforward and 
the two devices are quickly 
connected wirelessly. 

No wire, no problem
It is still possible to use the 
headphone with the ANC on or off, 
but obviously battery power is 
required. Again, I fi nd that turning 
off the ANC collapses the sound 
and kills the top end so I leave it 
switched on for all the remaining 
tests. Linking the BNX-60 via 
Bluetooth gives a very similar 
performance to a wired connection 
and I run them both wired and 
wireless with my smartphone and 
am unable to detect any difference 
in performance between the two.

This headphone represents really 
excellent value for money, delivering 
a forceful and enjoyable listening 
experience. It is also very 
comfortable to wear for long periods 
of time. It can connect to source 
equipment in a variety of different 
ways and provides several useful 
operational facilities. NR      

Lindy
BNX-60 Bluetooth noise-cancelling 
headphone 

The Lindy is light and 
comfortable to wear, 
making it ideal for 
prolonged use
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OPALESCENT GREEN IS not a 
colour that one would usually 
associate with a mains cable, but it 
does look rather good on the new 
EVO3 Initium. This is IsoTek’s 
entry-level power cable, designed to 
offer a high-quality performance at 
an extremely keen price. 

The 1cm diameter cable consists of 
three 2mm2 conductors arranged in 
a parallel construction with a slight 
rotational twist to reduce the effects 
of RFI and EMI. The conductors are 
made from 99.9999% oxygen-free 
copper (OFC) and insulated with a 
polyethylene (PE) dielectric. In 
order to reduce microphony and 
improve the internal strength, a 
cotton fi ller is used and a paper 
wrap secures the construction of all 
this prior to the application of the 
PVC opalescent green outer jacket. 
Together with the cotton fi ller, the 
paper wrap forms a buffer with the 

AN ENTRY-LEVEL SPEAKER cable, 
the gZero2 SC employs Keith Louis 
Eichmann’s gZero architecture, which 
is an evolution of his previous Ground 
nulling Circuitry (GnC). The wires in 
the cable are made from highly 
annealed, mil-spec Oxygen Free High 
Conductivity (OFHC) copper and 
pure silver wire. 

The hand-wound conductors have 
been run-in for several days on a 
cable burner. KL claims that at least 
450 hours of burn-in is required, so it 
is good that this is done at the factory 
to save you the effort. KL also 
recommends what he calls a ‘settling 
time’ of at least 24 hours (preferably 
60) each time the cables are fi rst 
connected to the equipment. They are 
designed to be connected in a specifi c 
direction and this is indicated by a 
small label with arrows. The end to 
which the arrows point should be 
hooked up to the loudspeaker. The 

 DETAILS
PRICE
£65 for 1.5m cable
TELEPHONE
0118 9814238
WEBSITE
isoteksystems.com

OUR VERDICT

 DETAILS
PRICE
£300 for 2m cables  
TELEPHONE
01536 762211 
WEBSITE
divineaudio.co.uk 
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PVC to maintain the overall dielectric 
properties of the cable. The cable is 
terminated in IsoTek’s audiophile-
grade moulded connectors featuring 
solid OFC conductors with robust 
nickel plating. The 13A mains plug 
is fi tted with a 10A SEM fuse.

Flex appeal
The EVO3 Initium has a nice, robust 
feel to it and is very fl exible. The extra 
half metre over a standard 1m cable is 
useful, easily accommodating the 
longest runs in my hi-fi  rack.

When connected to my valve 
preamp power supply, it certainly 
improves the clarity of the sound and 
there’s a noticeable step up in the 
quality of instrument focus. In 
addition, the background seems 
quieter and the bass is more extended 
and fuller sounding. The silences in 
the solo vocal of Todd Rundgren’s 
Wailing Wall and the super-deep bass 

cables are fi nished in a black braid 
and come fi tted with banana plugs.

Open all hours
The cables are slim and reasonably 
fl exible, so there should be no 
problems routing them discretely 
around the edge of a carpet. I connect 
the gZero2 SCs and leave them 
running to allow for the settling 
period. My fi rst impressions are of a 
very open sound with great imaging. 

line demonstrates this particularly 
well. The EVO3 Initium is a great 
value for money cable that provides 
excellent build quality. NR    

Orchestral works are powerful and 
life-like with clarity to the individual 
instruments, while retaining a 
cohesive performance across the 
orchestra. In addition, the bass is 
extended and full. The solo vocal 
and deep bass line of Wailing Wall by 
Todd Rundgren exemplifi es this.

Overall, the gZero2 SCs sound 
great and although the price has 
increased since my test can still be 
considered a worthy upgrade. NR    

IsoTek 
EVO3 Initium power cable 

KLE Innovations 
gZero2 SC speaker cable



 

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 599

Avid Ingenium c/w tonearm, excellent used 699

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

Cambridge Audio 640P, excellent used 79

Chord Chordette Dual, excellent boxed used 449
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, Jelco 750 12” arm, new plinth and lid used 1199

Graham Phantom Supreme, SME cut dem 2749

Graham Slee Fanfare Gramamp 3 used 179

Linn Basik Plus, vgc+ used 149

Linn LP12, Basik Plus, excellent condition, boxed used 699

Linn LP12, Kahn, Hercules, Trampolin used Call

Linn LP12, Armagedon 2, Aro, Prefi x, superb used 2999

Linn LP12, Cirkus, Ekos, Lingo, excellent used 2999

Linn Akiva, excellent boxed used 999
Logic DM101 /Alphason HR100s/MC15 super REDUCED used 699

Lyra Skala, excellent boxed used 2249

Lyra Argo, excellent boxed used 499

Michell Tecnoarm A, excellent boxed used 449

Michell Orbe, SME cut no arm boxed used 1999

Michell Gyro se, ex demo,  excellent boxed, dem 999

NAD C553/OEM Rega arm, Goldring 1012 cart used 199

Nottingham Analogue DAIS, near mint, ex demo dem 3999

Project RPM 10 turntable with arm and platform dem 849
Project Debut Carbon, near mint REDUCED dem 249
Project Essential 2, near mint REDUCED dem 159

Rega RP3/Elys 2, white  boxed, just a few months old used 399

Roksan TMS 2 with Reference PSU, boxed as new used 2899

SME 3009 improved, vgc+ used 199

SME IV, excellent, boxed used 1199

SME V, excellent 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, boxed used 699

Townshend Elite Rock c/w Excalibur/Merlin/Cover  used 949

Transfi guration Temper W, great condition. used 699

Transfi guration Pheonix, excellent checked used 599
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

Amplifi ers
Arcam Alpha 8P, vgc+ boxed REDUCED used 179

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 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

Audio Research LS2 Preamplifi er, vgc used 899

BAT VK50se Preamplifi er, remote, factory serviced 2016 used 2499

Boulder 1010/1060 Pre/Power, near mint boxed used 10999

Cambridge Audio 840a Integrated used 399

Cambridge Audio 851 Power Amplifi er used 799

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
Consonance Cyber 211 (Pavane), Monos, REDUCED dem 2749
Consonance Ref 8.8 Integrated, boxed, REDUCED dem 799

Cyrus XPD Preamplifi er, excellent used 699
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

Icon Audio Stereo 40 MK2, excellent boxed used 749

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

Linn Akurate 4200, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 2499

Luxman C383/M363 Pre/Power combo, fab! used 899

Marantz PM17, excellent, remote used 399

Marantz SM17, excellent used 299
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 A5 Integrated, near mint boxed,  used 899
Musical Fidelity M6i, near mint boxed, REDUCED used 1099

Musical Fidelity Pre 8 and  2 x MA65 chrome fronted used 799

Musical Fidelity M8 500S Power amplifi er, boxed superb used 2599

NAD C320, excellent used 149

NAIM NAP160, excellent original bolt down case used 449

NAIM NAC112/NAP150, excellent. remote used 499

NAIM NAP250 Olive, Avondale Service 2015 used 1199
NAIM NAC202, excellent boxed REDUCED used 1099

NAIM NAP150x, excellent boxed used 449

NAIM NAIT 5Si, excellent boxed used 749

NAIM NAC152XS/NAP155XS, excellent boxed dem 1399

NAIM NAC82, excellent remote, POTS 8 board used 899

NAIM NAC92r, boxed remote excellent used 199

NAIM NAP250 (Olive), excellent boxed used 1199

NAIM NAP250/2, excellent boxed 2006 used 1499

NAIM NAP300/PS, excellent boxed used 3499
Onix OA32 Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 249

Pathos InPol Remix Hi Dac, ex dealer demo dem 2499
Pathos Logos Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 1499

Pioneer A50s, boxed near mint used 249

Quad 33/303, vgc, serviced used 299

Quad Vena, superb condition nearly new, boxed used 499

Rotel Michi Pre/Power, good condition used 1199

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
Apogee Duetta Signature (Reality rebuilt) Superb used 3249

Art Audio Expression Precision Monitor/Subs used 1999
Aspara Acoustics HL6 in Oak, REDUCED new 1749

Audio Physic Tempo IV, vgc boxed used 949

AVI ADM9, original versions used 499

B&W DM601S3, black excellent condition used 199

B&W 685S2, black ash, near mint boxed used 399

B&W 803S, Rosewood,  boxed used 2499

EB Acoustics EB1, excellent, in black ash used 199

Epos ES14, due in used Call

Ferguson Hill FH007&8 ‘desktop’ audio set boxed used 349

Focal Chorus 714, excellent boxed used 349

Focal Aria 948, excellent in gloss black used 1899

Focal Electra 1008, mint boxed dem 2249

Focal Electra 1028, mint boxed dem 2749

Gallo A’Diva micors plus 150 Sub used 399

Gallo Nucleus Reference 2, rare, superb & boxed used 1999

Kef Q100 sealed box new 299

Kef X300a, due in used Call
Leema Xandia Mk1 in black, REDUCED new 1999

Le ConToure Mobile 160, excellent boxed, REDUCED used 1399

Linn Kan 5, excellent boxed in cherry used 299

Linn Kaber Active with 3 x LK100 used 999
Magneplanar MG1.7 mint boxed REDUCED dem 1499

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

Martin Logan Vista, vgc boxed,  used 1399

Monitor Audio BX2, brand new new 179

Monitor Audio PL100, brand new, sealed new 1499

Monitor Audio GSXW Subwoofer mint boxed new 749

Monitor Audio BX6, nr mint used 249

Monitor Audio BX1, sealed box new 119

Monitor Audio Silver RX8, excellent in oak used 549

Monitor Audio Silver 2, rose fi nish, near mint dem Call
Monopulse Model S, mint boxed REDUCED new 679

Nola Micro Grand Reference inc stands, £15k new dem 5495
NAIM SBL, vgc+, REDUCED used 649

Proac D20r, excellent boxed, ex dealer demo dem 1899

Proac D30r in Oak, just a few weeks old used 3499

Quad 25L Classic ex dealer demo boxed used 999

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 Olympica 1 & stands near mint used 2899

Sonus Faber Venere, piano black dem Call

Sonus Faber Amati Futura, excellent due in, used Call

Spendor BC1, fair, due in used Call

Spendor A5, excellent boxed, aftermarket plinths used 549

Spendor S8e, in oak boxed used 899

Spendor LS3/5a, excellent boxed used 799
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 Audio Be10DMD, ex demo dem 8999

Usher S520, excellent boxed  dem 249

Vandersteen Quattro, accessories, transformers etc used 2999
Veritas H3 (Lowthers) in gloss black, 100db, REDUCED dem 2499

Digital
Arcam CD37, excellent boxed, remote used 549

Arcam Alpha 9, excellent remote used 299

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

Chord Hugo TT DAC/Headphone amp, as new used 2199

Chord ‘One’ CD player excellent! used 1799

Chord GEM DAC excellent! used 229

Consonance CD2.2, new sealed new Call

Creek Destiny CD player, boxed used 699

Cyrus dAD3, exellent boxed used 199

Cyrus DAC XP, excellent boxed used 599

Cyrus Stream Xa, excellent with N remote used 699

Denon DNP720AE, near mint boxed used 199
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
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 A5 CD, excellent boxed used 699

Musical Fidelity V link Dac, excellent used 99

Myryad MC100, excellent  used 99

NAD C524, excellent used 99

NAIM DACv1, late 2014 near mint boxed warranty used 999

NAIM CDX2, excellent boxed used 1199

NAIM CD5, excellent remote used 449

NAIM CD5X, recent new laser, upgradeable used 649

NAIM CDS/CDPS, excellent example used 1199

NAIM NDS,  current top model ex demo used 4757

NAIM NDX, near mint ex demo used 2299

NAIM HDX, upgradeable, as new dem 2599

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 Apollo R, excellent boxed used 399

Rega DAC, excellent boxed used 349

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
Sugden Masterclass CD original version REDUCED used 899

Unison Research Unico CD, excellent valve output used 599

Unison Research Unico CDE, digital in, superb dem 1649

Wadia 6, excellent boxed, remote used 999

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
Arcam Solo Mini, remote boxed used 299

Luxman 300 series CD/Tuner/Pre/Power, ACE! used 999

Naim SuperUniti, nr mint boxed dem 2999

NAIM Uniti 2, excellent, ex demo, two from  dem 2299

NAIM Unitilite, excellent condition ex demo dem 1499

Orelle EVO CD and Amp was £2700, REDUCED used 749

Accessories/Cables
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 Supercap Olive, boxed choice from used 799

NAIM HiCap, various Olive/Chrome, starting at used 249

Nordost Heimdall, ex demo interconnects dem Call

Nordost Flatline Gold speaker cable used 199

Nordost Thor, distribution centre, boxed used 799

Stax 4070 closed system, excellent RARE! used 2499

Stax Omega 007 system, excellent boxed used 2499

Radio/Recorders
Arcam Alpha 10DAB tuner, excellent used 149
Avi Lab Series DAB tuner, scarce fi nd used 349
Cambridge Audio 650T, excellent used 199
Fostex Model 80, excellent just serviced used 199
Mitsubishi DA-F10, excellent used 249
Musical Fidelity A5DAB, sealed box used 499
NAIM NAT101 & SNAPS, excellent £500 NAIM service used 899
Pioneer RT707, just serviced, fantastic condition used 499
Quad FM4, vgc, serviced used 149
Revox PR99, crated, REDUCED used 749
Revox H1, just serviced, great condition, REDUCED used 449

Revox B77mk2, just serviced, great condition used Call
Sony MDS JB940, excellent minidisc recorder used 199
Tandberg TCD440a, superb! REDUCED used 449

Tandberg 3001 Tuner, excellent condition used 499
TEAC X1000M, serviced, superb used 599
Technics RS1500 in fl ightcase near mint used 2499
Yamaha T-D500 FM?DAB Tuner, excellent used 199
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What’s the Welsh capital ever done for music? The city where the record shop 
was born has retained its reputation as a vinyl hotspot, writes Jamie Carter

H

CARDIFF

ow many cities can claim to have 
the world’s fi rst record shop? 
Originally opened in 1894 in 
Cardiff’s Queen’s Arcade, Spillers 

Records has been the focus of pilgrimages by 
music fans for years. Although it was wax 
phonograph cylinders back then, it has seen 
a lot of change in the Welsh capital. Perhaps 
it’s because Cardiff has been listening to music 
from around the world for so long, the city’s 
many singers and bands have always been too 
varied to create any kind of coherent scene 
devoted to any particular musical style. That’s 
not to say that Cardiff, and the surrounding 
valleys that pour into it, haven’t produced 
their fair share of big names. From Tom 
Jones, Mary Hopkin, Shirley Bassey and folk 

legend Meic Stevens in the sixties and 
seventies, the Welsh capital then became the 
home of the Manic Street Preachers in the late 
eighties (though from nearby Blackwood, not 
Cardiff). The ‘Cool Cymru’ label was given 
to the chart-topping Welsh indie bands that 
followed in the nineties, such as Catatonia, the 
Stereophonics and the Super Furry Animals, 
which centred on Cardiff. There were 
countless others, from Carmarthen’s Gorky’s 
Zygotic Mynci, who sang in Welsh to the 
post-grunge of 60 Ft. Dolls from nearby 
Newport, and distinctly rock-orientated acts 
like The Automatic, Funeral For A Friend and 
Lostprophets. There’s been easy listening pop 
from Duffy and, of course, Cardiffi an Charlotte 
Church. Along the way, the city has acted as a 

clearing house for bands from all over Wales, 
but it doesn’t get much more Cardiffi an than 
tongue-in-cheek rap act Goldie Lookin Chain.   

Cardiff has folk roots, too. It’s always been 
home to buskers and pub bands, where 
boozers still host folk jams, and where its 
many record shops remain at the centre of the 
city’s consciousness. From the polished Spillers 
and huge Kellys to the city centre’s newest 
addition, Retro Vibe Music, and the chaotic 
D’Vinyl in the fashionable suburb of Roath, 
vinyl is fl ourishing here. If Welsh acts have 
had more of a global infl uence than perhaps 
anywhere in the rest of Britain, it’s down to 
Cardiff’s excellent records shops, and that’s a 
tradition that doesn’t look like ending anytime 
soon. Croeso y Cymru!   

CARDIFF
DESTINATION:
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CONTACT
DETAILS

Kellys Records, 
The Balcony, 
Central Market, 
Cardiff CF10 2AU
029 20 377355
kellysrecords.com

S  pillers might be the world’s oldest record 
shop, but nearby Kellys is much more of 

a Mecca for serious collectors. “We’ve got 
about 25,000 records here, but it’s just a 
fraction of what we have – our warehouse 
has 100,000 records,” says Allan Parkins, the 
enthusiastic owner of Cardiff’s best vintage 
record shop. The store itself is strung out 
along the upper balcony of Cardiff’s 
evocative Victorian-era Central Market, with 
crates of highly collectible records displayed 
outside. Local heroes the Manic Street 
Preachers have posed for publicity photos in 
front of its iconic 100ft row of crates, and 
visitors continue that tradition every day.  

The shop itself – founded in 1969 – is 
crammed with well-organised boxes of vinyl, 
with all manner of picture discs and test 
pressings displayed on the walls and ceilings. 
“Nicky Wire comes here a lot, all the Manics 
do,” says Parkins. Julian Cope and Gruff 
Rhys from the Super Furry Animals have 
also been known to drop by. “We sold the 
Manics’ home-made fi rst single for a few 
quid back in the eighties, and I recently 
found a couple of copies of it in our archives, 
which both sold to Japanese collectors for 
thousands of pounds,” he adds. Near to 
Manics and Stereophonics records on the 
walls is a huge Iron Maiden selection 
alongside dozens of 45s.       

Kellys Records 

I t might be the grandfather of record shops, 
but you wouldn’t know it from Spillers’ 

immaculate location in the heart of Cardiff’s 
oldest shopping areas. It’s currently opposite 
The Plan cafe in Morgan Arcade, one of the 
fi nest examples of ornate painted wooden 
Victorian arcades in Cardiff. It moved across 
the way a few years ago after re-locating 
from The Hayes nearby in 2010, but while 
much smaller than most visitors expect, 
Spillers manages to squeeze a lot in. 

Rock, jazz, hip hop, indie – it’s all here – 
plus local acts get a special boost. There’s a 
small Welsh section in the window while you 
can fi nd the odd collectible from the Manics 
and the Stereophonics on the walls. Spillers 
Records is often used as a venue for launches 
and signings, too; Cardiff’s long-running 
skiffl e band Railroad Bill recently launched 
a new album here with an in-store gig. 

As well as being the best place in Cardiff to 
place orders for new vinyl releases, Spillers’ 
listening posts have a legendary place among 
music fans with a good mix of the new and 
obscure. Records and CDs are all fabulously 
ordered and arranged, too, right down to the 
consistent font used on every rack and row. 
Can’t fi nd a record you want? Don’t worry; 
the t-shirts, bags and mugs bearing the 
Spillers Records logo are almost as popular.  

Spillers Records

CONTACT
DETAILS

Spillers Records
27 Morgan Arcade, 
Cardiff CF10 1AF
029 20 224905
spillersrecords.co.uk

There are 25,000 records to 
browse at in Kellys, along with a 

life-size statue of Elvis Presley

The oldest record shop 
in the world always 

has the newest releases
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The opposite to Kellys’ spacious and 
warehouse-like browsing is D’Vinyl 

Records, which is claustrophobic and 
cramped. But there’s a good reason for that; 
it’s jammed with second-hand vinyl, DVDs 
and CDs. A short walk from the city centre in 
Roath, Cardiff’s increasingly trendy student 
area, D’Vinyl Records is just off Death 
Junction, so-called because this is where the 
gallows used to stand. Vinyl is alive and well 
inside, with a number of rare 45s, 12in and 
LPs from the likes of Morrissey, Queen, Elvis 
and Madonna adorning the walls. While the 
front is a heaving collection of vinyl, the 
back of the shop is dedicated to CDs and 
DVDs with a smattering of rock books, too. 

Everything is competitively priced to sell, 
though how you’re supposed to browse 
effi ciently is beyond me; boxes are stuffed 
below shelves and crates of records and CDs 
are shoved in all available spaces. Luckily, 
the owner has an encyclopaedic knowledge 
of what he has; if you’re after something 
specifi c, just ask. 

D’Vinyl Records is hard work, but it’s 
reassuring to still have places like this where 
you might fi nd something unexpected. It’s 
a place where many a record and CD 
collection has been born and re-born. Even 
better, when you’re done here, you can 
browse the dozen or so charity shops on 
Albany Road, just around the corner.    

D’Vinyl Records

A relatively new addition, Retro Vibe 
Music is the third in a triumvirate of 

excellent record shops in Cardiff city centre. 
Between Spillers and Kellys in size, this 
two-fl oored record shop has plenty of 
variety. On the walls are highly collectible 
records – I spotted a fi rst pressing of Primal 
Scream’s Screamadelica going for £50 – 
above huge collections of everything from 
Johnny Cash and Bob Dylan to Deep Purple 
and Captain Beefheart. That said, rock and 
metal dominates, which helps give Retro 
Vibe an audience of its own in the city. It’s 
yards from the grand gates and walls of that 
other heavy metal hangout, Cardiff Castle.    

At the back of the store is a separate, 
extensive area devoted to 45s, again with 
the walls used to display the wares 
immaculately (and all marked up). There’s 
even a cassette section, with over 1,000 
tapes arranged from A-Z, with a top shelf 
reserved for rare Now That’s What I Call 
Music collections. Besides the music, Retro 
Vibe includes racks of mugs, fl ags, t-shirts 
and comics. 

If you visit on a Saturday, be sure to check 
out the pop-up market stalls located outside 
the Central Market’s main entrance on Saint 
Mary’s Street outside; the vintage clothes 
and nick-nak stalls often sell vinyl and old 
record players, too. 

Retro Vibe Music

CONTACT
DETAILS

Retro Vibe Music
8-10 High Street, 
Cardiff CF10 1AW
029 20 231803
retro-vibemusic.com

CONTACT
DETAILS

D’Vinyl Records 
4 MacKintosh Pl, 
City Centre, Cardiff 
CF24 4RQ 029 20 494998
facebook.com/DVinylRecords

CARDIFF

T-shirts, comics and mugs 
are just as popular as music 
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Troutmark Books
Although mostly a place to 
browse rare books, there’s 
a small but impressive 
collection of used vinyl 
upstairs. Nearby are sealed 
copies of vintage Sight & 
Sound magazines. 
troutmarkbooks.com

Head Records
Opposite the Apple Store 
in the city’s grand new St 
Davids 2 mall, Head Records 
is where to go if Spillers 
doesn’t have that limited 
edition opaque white vinyl 
new release you were after.  
wearehead.com

HMV Cardiff
The high street chain store 
selling a selection of the latest 
releases and DVD box sets has 
just closed its doors after 30 
years in Cardiff’s Queen Street, 
but it plans to re-open this 
summer just a few doors down. 
hmv.com

Jacob’s Antique Centre
Hidden behind the railway 
line right in the city centre, 
Jacob’s is packed with 
vintage collectibles. 
Records, tapes and CDs can 
be hard to find consistently, 
but they are here.  
jacobsmarket.co.uk

Oxfam Books & Music
Another centrally located 
second-hand bookshop, 
this over-sized specialist 
charity shop near Cardiff 
Central station also does an 
impressive sideline in used 
CDs and vintage vinyl. 
oxfam.org.uk

The Record Shop
A ramshackle, almost shed-
like building housing CDs, 
vinyl and tapes, this erratically 
open treasure-trove is just 
round the corner from D’Vinyl. 
If it’s open, 50p records are 
displayed outside. 
029 20453093

An impressive collection of 
good-value vinyl, that can 
be hard to search through          



This summer, why not spend time on a hobby you’ll really 
enjoy? To help you out with this you can try any of 
our magazines below for just £1 with no obligation 
to continue! You could even treat someone else…

SUMMER SPECIAL

OTHER SUBSCRIPTION PACKAGES AVAILABLE ONLINE!

TRY ANY TITLE FOR £1*

HI-FI NEWS HI-FI CHOICE HOME CINEMA CHOICE

SPECIAL OFFER: 
■ 3 issues for £1
■ Then £10.99 every 3 months

SPECIAL OFFER: 
■ 3 issues for £1
■ Then £10.99 every 3 months

SPECIAL OFFER: 
■ 3 issues for £1
■ Then £10.99 every 3 months

yy

DON’T MISS 

OUT! 

OFFER ENDS 

31ST AUGUST 

2016

TERMS & CONDITIONS: Off er ends 31st August 2016. *UK off er only. Subscriptions will begin with the next available issue when order is placed. You can cancel your subscription before 
the third issue and pay no more money than the £1 already debited. Otherwise your subscription will automatically continue at the low rate selected above. Lines open Mon - Fri - 8.00am 
- 8.00pm GMT & Sat - 9.30am - 3.30pm GMT. **Calls are charged at the same rate as standard UK landlines and are included as part of any inclusive or free minutes allowances. There 
are no additional charges with this number. Overseas calls will cost more. For full terms & conditions visit www.mytimemedia.co.uk/terms. 
From time to time, your chosen magazine & MyTimeMedia Ltd may contact you regarding your subscription, or with details of its products and services. Your details will be processed in full 
accordance with all relevant UK and EU data protection legislation. 
If you DO NOT wish to be contacted by MyTimeMedia Ltd & your magazine please tick here: ❏ Email ❏ Post ❏ Phone. If you DO NOT wish to be contacted by carefully chosen 3rd parties, 
please tick here: ❏ Post ❏ Phone. If you DO wish to be contacted by carefully chosen 3rd parties, please tick here: ❏ Email

Or call 0344 243 9023** 
and quote reference SU02

Order online today 
www.mymagazineoff ers.co.uk/SU02



Leema Acoustics 
Elements integrated amp
The half-width integrated with a performance that belies its diddy dimensions

ver the years, the BBC has done 
arguably more that any other 
broadcaster to push the 
boundaries of audio performance. 

Perhaps the best known fruit of its labour 
comes in the small but perfectly formed 
cabinet of the LS3/5A studio monitor 
loudspeaker. Originally produced for outside 
broadcast vans, it went on to become 
commercially available and is rightly 
recognised as something of a classic. Perhaps 
not so well known, but equally important in 
the grand scheme of things were BBC sound 
engineers Lee Taylor and Mallory Nicholls. 
When they decided to go out on their own 
and form a company with a monicker that 
was a coming together of their fi rst names, 
few would have dared predict just how far 
the pair would go. Jump forward to the 
current day, and Leema Acoustics is widely 
recognised as a no-nonsense brand that has 

developed a reputation for doing things its 
own way. But not in a fl amboyant way, 
instead following a belief that its approach 
is the one that yields the best results, and so 
far it’s not gone too far wrong.

Elemental my dear reader
The Elements Series (consisting of CD, DAC, 
preamplifi er, power amplifi er and ultra 
phono stage) make up Leema’s entry-level 
components, and behind their relatively 
sensible price point are some distinctly 
impressive specs. Today our focus is on the 
gorgeous half-width Elements integrated 
amplifi er. As well as a set of XLR inputs, it is 
fi tted with three RCAs, three optical and a 
single coaxial input alongside a USB port. 
For such a small box, that’s an awful lot of 
connectivity. Claiming to deliver 56W into 
8ohm, 110W into 4ohm and 160W into 
2ohm, the Elements Integrated Amplifi er is 

designed to get the very best from 
whatever loudspeaker you decide to 
partner it with. The on-board DAC is 
capable of handling 24-bit/192kHz fi les, 
there’s a built-in headphone amplifi er and 
there’s also full LIPS implementation so 
that it can be integrated with other Leema 
products for complete system control. 

Although we’ve not had the pleasure 
of getting acquainted with the Elements 
Integrated Amplifi er on the HFC test bench, 
we did feature it as part of our Beautiful 
System back in HFC 397 and were suitably 
impressed by what we heard. “The control 
it exerts over the speakers is absolute. The 
sound engineering background of the 
founders is apparent in the accuracy, but 
this never steps into ruthless dissection of 
poorer recordings”. To stand a chance of 
winning the half-width hero for yourself, 
answer the simple question on our website.

O
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HOW TO ENTER:

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 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 Leema Acoustics competition, simply register using the 
online form and provide your answer to the question shown above. 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. 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. The closing date is 10 August 2016.

COMPETITION

TO BE IN WITH A 
CHANCE OF WINNING, 
ANSWER THIS SIMPLE 

QUESTION: 
Where did Leema’s sound engineer 

founders begin their careers?  
A) BBC 
B) ITV 2

C) Sky News

LEEMA ACOUSTICS ELEMENTS 
INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER 
Boasting an impressive nine inputs to accommodate 
all your stereo music sources, this stunning half-
width integrated amplifier sounds every bit as good 
as it looks, making it worth every penny of its £1,695 
asking price. It’s the ideal solution for those that are 
short on space but don’t want to compromise when 
it comes to flexibility and sound quality.

SPECIFICATIONS
OUTPUT POWER: 2x 56W RMS 8ohm
OUTPUT POWER: 2x 110W RMS 4ohm
OUTPUT POWER: 2x 160W RMS 2ohm 
FREQUENCY RESPONSE: 5Hz-80kHz (+0/-3 dB)
INPUTS: 1x balanced XLR; 3x unbalanced RCA; 
3.5mm jack MP3 in; 1x coaxial/S/PDIF; 3x optical/
S/PDIF; 1x USB
OUTPUTS: 1x pre-out; 1x 3.5mm headphone jack
DIMENSIONS: 220 x 340 x 88mm (WxHxD)
WEIGHT: 11kg



RESOLUTION AUDIO 
Cantata. Superb digital hub 
with outstanding CD player, 
DAC, preamp and streamer. 
Mark 2 version with latest 
firmware. Hardly used, with 
remote, manual, leads, boxed, 
mint. £6,000 new, accept 
£3,000: 07833 894242 or 
email: redeye@talktalk.net 
(Isle of Wight).
NAIM DAC-V1 24-bit/384kHz 
DSD64/128 with updated 
firmware (installed). Excellent 
condition. Boxed. £925: 
07814 866496 or email: 
alanedg0355@gmail.com 
(Chester).

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.

ELECTROCOMPANIET 
ECP 1 phono stage MC/MM & 
PSU Fidelity Audio total £425. 
B&W 705 speakers £400: 
07789 396921 or email: 
johnkalli01@gmail.com 
(South London).
MUSICAL FIDELITY 
A3.2 RDS tuner £290 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. 
ARIAND/YARLAND 
integrated valve amp in mint 

condition, wood fascia and 
valve cage £720 when new 
now £350 ono. Purchaser 
to collect, can demo: 
07968528254.
NEAT Motive Two 
floorstanders in beautiful 
condition. Four years old. 
Oak finish. £500 ono. Buyer 
collects: 01572822251 or 
email: stevefloweris@
gmail.com (Rutland).
MUSICAL FIDELITY A3cr 
preamp (silver) £300, A300cr 
power amp £400. Sonus 
faber (black) Grand Piano 
speakers £300. All good 
condition, boxes, manuals, 
remote. Buyer collects: 
07532349953 or email: 
bgc968@yahoo.co.uk 
(Hants).
ISOPHON Corvara 
floorstanders, made in 
Germany by Gauder Akustic, 
great sound, mint condition 
in blue livery no marks or 
damage. When new in 2012 
cost £2,600, selling for 
£800. Buyer collects: 01483 
472650 (Surrey).
SME 3009 S2 improved 
arm details, shell standard 

and heavy counterweights, 
Ortofon VMS 20E cartridge 
with spare stylus. Boxed 
£180: 01494 451089 (High 
Wycombe).
MARANTZ PM1451 amp, 
black unmarked, two years 
old £895. Funk Firm turntable 
with FX3 arm, 2M Black with 
upgrade power supply. 18 
months old £1,895. Proac 
Studio 2 standmounts 
with Scanspeak tweeters, 
re-veneered, new grille fronts 
£450: 02380730359 or 
email: ritamorrissey@
btinternet.com 
(Hampshire). 
METRUM ACOUSTICS  
Octave DAC MK1 £449, 
Cyrus Stream X2 £449 and 
Tellurium Q Black Waveform 
digital cable £249. All in 
excellent as-new condition. 
Delivery included. All available 
separately or together for 
£1,000: 07813 367409 
or email: lyndon.taylor@
tiscali.co.uk.
REL S/5 subwoofer, 15 
months old, black £750: 
01772314151 or email 
jamesmckendrick@
btinternet.com (Preston).
LIVING VOICE Auditorium 
Avatar II speakers in beech. 
Great condition; boxed with 
manual. House move prompts 
sale £1,400: 07766 729365 
or email: billvanderkris@
yahoo.co.uk (Herts).
REVOLVER MUSIC 
1 standmount speakers. 
Magnetically shielded, piano 

black, excellent condition, 
original packaging. Very 
musical, with great timing and 
dynamics from such a small 
speaker. Can demonstrate. 
£350 ono: 07505 504663 
or email: bcossee@outlook.
com (Derbyshire).
CASTLE Severn 2 
floorstanders in yew finish. 
Condition excellent, low use, 
all original packaging etc. 
£300 ono. Russ Andrews 
Kimber 4TC Jumper cables 
as new £50: 07905 224156 
or email: hughaelane@
hotmail.com (West Berks).
PMC 23 speakers in oak, 
mint condition, all documents 
and boxes £1,500. Chord 
Anthem reference 1m XLR 
original wooden box £400: 
02380 470107 or email: 
lesliestubbs@tiscali.co.uk 
(Southampton) .
HALIDE BRIDGE USB to 
S/PDIF convertor (BNC), as 
new, original box £170. Tisbury 
Audio Passive Pre original two 
input/output version, one 
input/output configured as AV 
bypass. As new, original box, 
£65. AUDUSA-Eupen GNLM 
05/2.5 (CSA2.5) mains cable 
(1m), Wattgate 320 IEC £30: 
txt 07880 505162 or email: 
lhaystoun3@hotmail.com 
(West Midlands).
MERIDIAN 568.2mm 
surround processor/preamp 
in excellent condition. 
Recently serviced by 
Meridian. One owner. Comes 
with upgraded MSR+ remote, 
Meridian certification of 
568.1 upgrade, original 
box, cables and manuals. 
£750: 07557 540623 or 
email: patmarcus172@
googlemail.com (Solihull).
FOCAL Electra 1027BE 
speakers (burgundy). 
Excellent condition with 
original boxes (£4,000) 
£1,400 ono. Chord Anthem 
XLR interconnects £100. 
Chord Epic Twin speaker 
cables (2x 5M) £100. £1,500 
for everything. Will deliver 
within a 50 mile radius: 
07913 236601 or email: 
farrow_jim@hotmail.co.uk 
(Essex). 
RUSS ANDREWS Jumbo 
oak cones, four sets of three, 
painted black with locking 

 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

DYNAUDIO 6/2 bookshelf speakers. Excellent sound. With 
stands. Mahogany with black fronts. Slight mark on one corner 
of one speaker, but otherwise VGC. £200 ono: 0781 1111718 or 
email: mark.ruth1@ntlworld.com (Notts.). 

AUDIOQUEST 
Nighthawk headphones 
bought end April 2016 
(£499) approx. Five hours 
use, absolutely as new 
£350: 01708-344334 
or email: j_mcpherson@
btinternet.com (Essex). 

FOR SALE

www.hifichoice.co.uk
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bolts. RRP £132, £50 ono inc 
postage: 01902 884694 
or email: jukey39@yahoo.
co.uk (West Midlands). 
NEAT Motive 1 floorstander 
loudspeakers in cherry wood. 
Excellent condition £475 ono: 
078167 58688 (London). 
GARRARD 401 with Rega 
RB300 and Goldring 1042. 
Ready to use. £1,200. DIY 
power supply for Class A 
amps ie JLH 1969/1996, 
£300: 0207 4998729.
KRELL S-350a CD 
Player/DAC, with Esoteric 
Transport: £1,195. RRP 
£2,750: 07748485668 or 
email: pbjernkl@yahoo.
co.uk (London). 
AUDIOLAB M-DAC. Black. 
Boxed. £249: 02392 453382 
or email: alanmacleod1@
virginmedia.com (Hants). 
KEF VR300 speakers, two 
years old. Walnut finish. 
Excellent condition. £999 
new £495. Pick up or can 
deliver: 07843496818 or 
email: ian.patten@hotmail.
com (Essex/London) . 
WILSON BENESCH 
Square Two floorstanders. 
New series 2 with flush mount 
drivers – brand new, never 
used and still in unopened 
boxes. Beautiful burr walnut, 
and lovely detailed sound. List 
£3,000, asking £2,300. Won’t 
post – pick up or possible 
delivery: 07740 961647.
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). 
AUDIOLAB 8000P 
Chinese version, very decent 
power amplifier, good 
condition £170 ono (black 
version): 01484 427426 
(West Yorkshire). 
TRICHORD Diablo MM/MC 
phono stage VGC, £325. Rega 
Ear MK1 headphone amplifier, 
VGC, £65. Atlas Elektra All Cu 
RCA I/c, 1m pair £95, Atlas 
Ascent Ultra digital I/c, 1m £75 
(costs £170). Chord Cadenza 

RCA I/c, 1m pair, VGC, £80. All 
boxed in original packaging: 
01494 521359 or email: 
richard.schofield@kcl.
ac.uk (Bucks). 
TOWNSHEND Elite 
Rock 2, Merlin PSU, black 
ash plinth. £650 ono. 
KEF Reference model 1.2. 
Rosewood £400 ono. Both 
in good condition. Can demo 
speakers. Collection only: 
07743 364076 or email: 
lesburn100@yahoo.co.uk 
(Teeside). 
MONITOR AUDIO Gold 
Reference 20 in cherry. 
Beautiful sounding speakers 
owned from new and lovingly 
cared for. Come with original 
packaging, tool kit and 
manual. (RRP £1,500) £400 
ono. Cash on collection only: 
07500 767281 (Bucks). 
PIONEER A-91 D Reference/
Elite/Urushi integrated amp, 
analogue, digital and phono 
inputs £650. Rogers Studio 
1 speakers in teak £500. 
Tannoy Chevening 10in HPD 
speakers in teak, plus custom 
Something Solid stands £550: 
07857 353606  or email: 
Deakin04@btinternet.com 
(Surrey). 
RUSS ANDREWS 
Zapperators two pairs £65 
each plus P&P (£148 per pair). 
Cardas Quadlink speaker 
cable 5m pair terminated both 
ends with spade connectors, 
including matching jumper 
leads for bi-wiring £175 plus 
P&P (£475): 01202 515474 
or email: johnlangley17@
talktalk.net (Bournemouth).

XTZ 99.36 MkII 
floorstanding 
loudspeakers, piano 
black, excellent condition, 
boxed, uses Seas XL bass/
mid driver. Manuals and 
all accessories £399 ono: 
01572 822251 or email: 
stevefloweris@gmail.
com (Rutland). 

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
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Missed an issue?

399  July 2015 400  Aug 2015 401  Sept 2015 402  Oct 2015398  June 2015

404  Dec 2015 405  Jan 2016 406  Yearbook 2015 407  Feb 2016403  Nov 2015

Have you missed a copy of your favourite hi-fi magazine? 
You can now order Hi-Fi Choice back issues online.

408  March 2016 409  April 2016 410  May 2016 411  June 2016 412  July 2016

Order online: 
www.mags-uk.com
*Please note that we cannot guarantee the availability of all issues displayed above.



DIGITAL SUBSCRIPTION

Download each new issue to your device

A 75% discount on your Digital subscription

Access your subscription on multiple devices 

Access to the Online Archive dating back 
to September 2011

Makes an ideal gift

Digital subscriptions 
available online

SUBSCRIBE SECURELY ONLINE TODAY:
www.subscription.co.uk/hifid/dg01

SUBSCRIBE TODAY

Don’t miss out: order 
a subscription for 
yourself or a friend 
today and pay as little 
as £2.54 per issue

HURRY
OFFER 

CLOSES 
11TH AUGUST 

2016
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Criterion Audio is a premium hi-fi dealer in Cambridge. From 
vinyl and valves to the latest in streaming and headphones, we 
can help you find the perfect audio system to suit your budget 
and needs. Call us on 01223 233720 to arrange a demo.

www.criterionaudio.com   info@criterionaudio.comSouth Wales Hi-Fi, Unit 4, Riverbank Court, Newport Road, Trethomas, Caerphilly, 
CF83 8BY - 02920 850 489 - paul@southwaleshifi.co.uk - www.southwaleshifi.co.uk

South Wales Hi-fi

Audiophile Base 

Clearaudio 

Exposure 

Futureglass 

Harbeth 

Hi-Fi Racks 

Luxman 

Magnepan 

Neat Acoustics 

Quad 

Quadraspire

Tannoy Prestige 

The Chord Company



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...

Peartree Rd
Colchester
CO13 9EF
01206 765 444
info@istereos.co.uk

located inside
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Exposure   
Lehmann  Linn  Marantz  
Michell  Monitor Audio  Naim 
Neat  Nordost  Okki Nokki  
Ortofon  Project  Roksan  VDH

Simon Dunn
on

01689 869853
simon.dunn@

hifichoice.co.uk
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EXPOSURE • HEED • KUDOS
LEHMANN • LINN • MARANTZ • MICHELL 

MONITOR AUDIO • NAIM • NEAT • NORDOST
OKKI NOKKI • ORTOFON • PROJECT • REL • ROKSAN

Ample parking Tue-Sat 10-5.30pm
www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge
01922 457926
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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 

s to relax and 
from the busy 

ntry setting yet 
n routes. You will 
warm welcome.

FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK AND T

4 The Granary
Buildings, 
Millow Hall Far ,
Millow, Nr Dun , 
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
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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
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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



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 
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PASSION FOR SOUND

SEPTEMBER ISSUE ON SALE 11 AUGUST

Next

Latest all-in-one music system aims 
to redefine style and performance in a 
compact form, but how does it sound?

month

REVIEWS Entotem Class A Plato system, 
Sony PS-HX500 turntable, Roksan TR-5 S2 
standmount speaker, plus streaming services GT    

REGULARS Beautiful System, Audiofile news, 
Music Legends and all your hi-fi questions and 
concerns answered by our team of experts

PLUS:

ARCAM SOLOARCAM SOLO



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

music is our passion

Soundsmith Otello High Output Cartridge

£459

Low Output Cartridge

£1419

Low Output Cartridge

£3599

£6995

Low Output Cartridge

“Ledermann has created a true analog    
     masterpiece”  -  Jeff Dorgay, TONE

range delivers.



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.


