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Those who appreciate good sound will prefer the tighter "S.”

New 3010S series:

Tighter bottom-end, livelier sound, more drive...same price

Power Amplifier £800

CD player £1200 Integrated Amplifier £1000

¢ Brand-new “CD solution” — custom-  * Larger power supply o Larger power supply

made transport mechanism, servo
units and control mechanisms

Twin Burr-Brown PCM 1704 mono
DACs and a discrete output stage

Low jitter clock and a large toroidal
transformer with separate windings
for the transport mechanism and

audio stages.

110 watts RMS (as compared to
100W for the previous model)

6 line inputs, bi-wiring and bi-
amping compatible

Option to fit a MC or MM phono
cartridge

Remote control

110 watts RMS (as compared to
100W for the previous model)

Capable of driving sophisticated
speaker systems, in bi-amping
mode or monoblock mode

Clean and extended low frequency
response

Exposure Electronics Ltd: The Works, 59 North Street, Portstade, East Sussex BN41 1DH, England Tel: +44 1273 423877 / Fax: +44 1273 430619 / Email: info@exposurehifi.com



EDITOR As a famous Liverpudlian laureate once sang,"“it's another year over,
B e and a new one just begun”, and how | wonder what 2008 will have
telffax +44 (0) 1275 371 386 )
e-mail: editorial@hi-fiworld.co.uk F\ in store...

' Looking back at the ‘stand out’ products of 2007, on the turntable
AA(?S'STANT EDITOR ! front we've had everything from the beguiling Linn LP12SE to the

lam Smith % 5

e-mail editorial@hi-fiworld.co.uk ; ‘ h punchy Revolver Replay. With CD players there’s been a wealth

of hybrid designs like Astin Trew's powerful new
AT3500.We've seen a raft of Class D power amplifiers such as
Trichord's sophisticated D300 monoblocks, and heard a number of
striking new loudspeakers from the planar Podium One to the brick
outhouse RRR FS100.

DESIGN EDITOR

Faiza Chunara

tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3129

fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844

e-mail: adproduction@hi-fiworld.co.uk

PRODUCTION EDITOR

What strikes me about this little lot is the sheer diversity of

David Noble

tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3134 design on display. Ve have classic products updated for the modern
| fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 world, modern products using classic technology, totally new

e-mail: classifieds@hi-fiworid.co.uk . . .

‘ designs and unashamedly old fashioned ones done especially well.
ADVERTISING The brave new world of hi-fi - if | can call it that - is eclectic if it is
tel: +44 (0) 20 7372 6018 -

| fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 anything! o
e-mail advertising@hi-fiworld.co.uk With this in mind, | think it’s fair to say that the days of

‘ 2eealis homogenous hi-fi are well and truly numbered, and this issue only
tel +44 (0) 20 8841 8892 goes to underline the point. For example, who'd have thought
fax: +44(0) 20 8841 9144 ten years ago that we'd be singing the praises of a Slovakian CD
Gmaly  peElSLT ANl player using a valve power supply and audio output stage (Edgar’s
PUBLISHER CD-1, pl0) or reviewing such a stunning example of modern
Noel Keywood , consumer electronics as Apple’s new iPod Touch (p44)! Likewise,
e-mail: publisher@hi-fiworid.co.uk

| wouldn't have expected a hitherto unknown Thai valve amplifier

FREE READERS CLASSIFIEDS manufacturer like Silk to have beguiled us so (p25), nor would | have thought a pair

::L :ﬁ Eg; gg ;ggg ?;32 of loudspeakers as small as Usher’s S-520 could make such a big sound (p15).
e-mail classifieds@hi-fiworld.co.uk Then we have the gorgeous Aura Note Music Center (p56) which brings
‘ SUBSCRIPTIONS superlative British styling to a skillfully engineered South Korean all-in-one system,
tel: + 44 (0) 1447 879097 while the latest Benchmark DAC-| USB adds computer connectivity to one of the
fax: +44(0) 1442 872279 best digital to analogue convertors on the market (p51). Audio Technica’s classic
emal W =g eighties AT-OC9 cartridge is back and better than ever (p89), and two of the best
‘ WRITERS variants of Rega’s archetypal RB250 tonearm, the Origin Live OLI and Michell

Steven Green, Channa Vithana, Paul Rigby
David Allcock, Tony Bolton, Peter Comeau,
Patrick Cleasby, Neville Roberts

TecnoArm face up to one another (p92).
If the amazing mix of products in this issue of Hi-Fi World is anything to go by,
this coming year looks to be a vintage one. Enjoy!
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To ensure the upmost accuracy in our product reviews,
HiFiworld has extremely comprehensive in-house test
facilities, and our test equipment - from big names like
Rohde & Schwarz and Hewlett Packard - is amongst the
most advanced in the world.

Loudspeakers are measured using a calibrated Bruel
& Kjaer microphone feeding a Clio-based computer

simply the best
extremely capable
worth auditioning
unremarkable
seriously flawed
keenly priced

analyser, using pulsed and gated sinewaves, in a large
room to eliminate the room's influence. Pickup arm
vibration is measured with a Bruel & Kjaer accelerometer.

No other UK hi-fi magazine has in-house testing, and
none has access to such advanced tests across all types
of equipment. That's why you can depend on Hi-fi World
reviews.
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Acoustic Energy's Neo 1 loudspeakers take
on four rivals in aur group test.

| v

XuaicTTeohnioa's AT-OCQ is still going strong,
now in 'MLII' guise.

Kudos Cardea C10 standmounters - fine
British loudspeakers.
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LOUDSPEAKER GROUPTEST 15
Adam Smith takes a listen to five pairs of budget bookshelf designs,

KUDOS CARDEA CI10 40

These high end standmounters from Kudos get the treatment from Adam Smith.

ATC SCMI9 46

David Price listens to ATC’s latest big standmounter.

EDGAR CD-1 10

David Price is charmed by this quirky Slovakian CD spinner.

APPLE IPOD TOUCH 44

Resident podmeister Patrick Cleasby gets his hands on Apple's new iPod Touch.

BENCHMARK DAC-1 USB 51

The new USB-equipped version of this professional DAC is reviewed by David
Price.

SILK GLOWMASTER KT-88 25

Noel Keywood puts this stunning new Thai valve power amplifier through its
paces.

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO 840A V2 vs NAIM NAIT 5/ 37

David Price puts the latest incarnations of these evergreen integrated amplifiers
head to head.

MARANTZ CR-601 vsYAMAHA CRX-MI170 30

Adam Smith downsizes with these two mighty mini systems.

AURA NOTE SYSTEM 56

David Allcock checks out this stylish all-in-one amplifier/CD player/tuner.

KEF PICOFORTE 61

David Price gives his iPod a treat with KEF's new docking system.
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Steve Green tunes in to this superb stereo DAB radio from Vita.

SIZING UP 22

Noel Keywood explains how to get the best from your small loudspeakers.
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Channa Vithana re-visits audiophile Patrick Bateman, and finds his system has
changed quite considerably...

THE REEL THING 64

Neville Roberts remembers open reel tape recording with Sony’s classic TC-377.

DIY SECTION
DIY FEATURE PART I5 78

Peter Comeau takes a look at the theory and practice behind the design of open-
baffle loudspeakers.
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We've claimed that Gold Signature reaches unprecedented standards of design,
innovation, performance, technical excellence, build quality and value in its class.
But you don’t have to take our word for it. {

Of the GS10, Hi Fi Choice said * ...this one most definitely sings...its appeal is
obvious...it is a vice-free, expressive and refined speaker with more than enough
subtlety and transparency to suit almost any taste, and the resolving ability
required to extract the most from high-quality amplifiers and source components.’

And for Hi Fi World the GSé60s ‘are a class act...an addictive listen...clear, fast and
detailed like little else’. it awards top marks ‘for the totality of its engineering,
superb finish and great price.’

If you're looking for affordable high-end performance and engineering wrapped in

beautiful wood veneers and piano lacquer finishes, just listen to the chorus of
acclaim.

monitoraudio.co.uk

ﬁ 'MONITOR AUDIO'
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news

MISSION SEVENTIES

Mission’s new 79 series is described as “a symbiosis of form and function
building on over thirty years at the forefront of acoustic design”, no less.
Said to sport a “significant step forward in enclosure design”, the multilayer
cabinet construction utilises three different densities of resonance-
absorbing particle composite, tuned to damp different frequencies of
cabinet resonance. Its latest cone material,‘Parawave’, is the result of

many years research into the properties of Aramid fibres, using man-made
polymers with exceptional tensile strength. Both 79 series floorstanding
models, the 794 and 796, feature an asymmetrical single sideways firing
bass driver per speaker. This is discreetly housed within the curve of the
side wall, close to the floor.The bass drivers can be positioned towards

the outside or towards the middle of the room, depending on preference
and proximity to the side wall. In smaller spaces, or with side walls closer
to the speakers, these auxiliary bass drivers are best turned to the centre
to couple directly and improve dynamic attack. Internally, the low profile
chassis legs reduce ‘through-cone’ reflection. The tweeter heatsink wicks
heat away from the ferro-fluld cooled voice coil to maintain a constant
temperature and reduce thermal compression, and the crossover is directly
coupled to the terminals for the shortest, most direct signal path. For more
information, click on www.mission.co.uk.

UNIVERSAL

Onkyo are on something of a roll with their AV receivers right
now, but the new £600 one-box LS-V501 2.1-channel Universal
DVD Receiver/Speaker system shows they haven't taken their

hi-fi eye (or ear?) off the ball. Only available in black, it's designed
to offer a convenient yet comprehensive home entertainment
solution. The HDMI-equipped LS-V501 uses the same AV
technologies employed in Onkyo's award winning 2007 range of
home cinema receivers, married to an integrated DVD player that
will read any DVD, CD, SACD and DVD-Audio disc, with WMA/
JPEG/DivX disc compatibility. As well as 2x50W output power, the
LV-S501 offers video upscaling to 720p/1080i, playback of DivX
format encoded movies as well as full iPod playback compatibility
via Onkyo's range of optional dedicated iPod docks.A “top quality”
192kHz/24-bit audio DAC is fitted. The 2.1-channel system is also
designed to replay 5.1-channel audio soundtracks via just two
supplied satellite speakers and a |00W subwoofer, using Onkyo's
Theater Dimensional DSP circuit. For more information, call
+44(0)1494 681515 or click on www.onkyo.co.uk.

NEW LOOKS

Linn has two new two-channel hi-fi products just out — the

Majik-1 integrated amplifier and Majik 140 loudspeakers.

For those who value specialist performance but prefer

a neater, even more accessible system, Linn's new Majik-

I is “an integrated amplifier without peer”, Linn says. A

combined preamplifier and power amplifier housed in one

compact unit, it marries audio circuitry developed from

Linn's flagship Klimax Kontrol amplifier with Chakra power

amplification that delivers “increased power, reliability

and efficiency”. It also deploys the company's proprietary

hum and buzz-free Switch Mode ‘Silent Power’ Supply
technology. The Majik 140 floorstanding speaker is a four way affair using Linn's ‘2K Driver

‘ Array’ technology — as seen in the company's top designs — “for an evenly dispersed, pitch

( accurate sound over a wider listening area”.There are also a number of upgrade options, from

simple biwiring through to a fully Aktiv configuration using eight channels of amplification.

Available in a choice of high-grade, real-wood veneer finishes, Linn say that "the timeless design

of Majik 140 will enhance any living space”. For more information, click on www.linn.co.uk,
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NEWS

CLEAR AS DAY

Transparent Distribution Ltd. has announced that it is now the exclusive UK distributor
for both Waterfall and T+A. In the case of the former, it is now bringing in the long
awaited replacements for Waterfall's Victoria and Iguascu glass floorstanding loudspeakers.
Now known as the Victoria Evo and Iguascu Evo, the same striking design remains but
with “entirely new and very much more dynamic” Atohm drive units throughout, says
Transparent. At the bottom of each speaker, there's now a discreet passive subwoofer
within the newly designed aluminium base.The latest T+A range focuses on the mid-
priced market with some high technology, quality
audiophile products. With a 500W digital hybrid
amp, high end CD player and a music player
capable of streaming data in audiophile quality, the
‘E Series’ has been designed as a “no-compromise
solution to the playback of multiple sources” says
Transparent. For more information, click on www.
transparentdl.co,uk,

TIN CANS

The same design team that did Denon’s high end CD players have now
come up with the AH-C551 in-ear phones. Beautifully built from machined
aluminium, Denon says the sound and the construction are well above
average. Many ear-canal designs use lightweight plastic capsules, in contrast
the AH-C551 uses rigid machined aluminium housings that do not resonate.
These and the advanced | Imm diaphragm drive units, help the 551s to
deliver exceptional clarity, a rich smooth sound with extended top and
full-bodied, extended bass, Denon claims. Ear adapters are supplied in
three sizes and there's identical high-quality signal cable for right and left
channels, with durable and flexible Pure-OFC (Oxygen Free Copper) wire
terminated by a gold-plated 3.5mm stereo minijack plug for best contact
and long life. Silver and Black finishes are available, and the phones come in
a rigid case with an extension cable. For more information, click on www.,
denon.co.uk or call +44(0)1234 741 200.

PERFECT SOLUTION

Audio Perfection has a new range of tube amplifiers and
loudspeakers, to be sold throughout the UK and Europe in 2008.
The £1,799 Glowmaster KT88 power amplifier, claimed to be
“one of the finest KT88 tube based power amplifiers available

at any price” no less, uses a true balanced circuit topology from
input right through to the output stage. It boasts 65W per side.
Whilst the vast majority of conventional amplifiers have an
output impedance of more than 2 ohms and a damping factor of
less than 5, says the company, the Glowmaster KT88 boasts an
output impedance of 0.7ohm and damping factor of 10.5 —“even
conventional amplifiers with | 50W output will sound soft, flabby
and slow when compared to the Glowmaster KT88". It features
*“audio grade components throughout”, and has both switchable
RCA phono (unbalanced) and XLR (balanced) inputs. For more
information, call 0845 166 8364 or email info@abs-ely.co.uk.

GREEN MACHINE

With early generations of DAB radios being
enormously power-hungry, it's good to know that
the latest are considerably less greedy. Indeed,
Roberts new £79.95 Gemini 21 promises 150
hours battery life no less, five times more than
conventional Digital Radios, and is the first of a
range of eco-friendly radios from Roberts that
address the issue of the environment. A “stylish
portable DAB digital radio, available in sleek sliver
with amber backlight or contemporary black with
blue backlight™, it features stereo speakers as well as
separate bass and treble controls. For stockists call
+44(0)1709 571722 or visit www.robertsradio.co.uk,
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NEWS

CAMBRIDGE PLAYERS

The 840 series has been pushed to new highs with the

announcement of the 840E preamplifier and 840W power > Rk -y °

amplifier. The former is a high end design using Cambridge 2 = @ o

Audio’s new proprietary Terrapin modules “for unprecedented o @ O e o DEEEENNSNENE o O

audio fidelity”, while a customisable front panel display means -
tone settings can be selected and stored by nameable input. e R

Volume, input and tone are also all controlled by highly sophis-
ticated relay-driven circuits. Eight inputs are offered, two with balanced XLR connections. A sophisticated resistor
ladder and relay based attenuator for volume (1dB steps) and balance controls allows remarkably accurate volume
control with channel balance, the company says. The matching 840W is a high-end power amplifier that uses an
evolution of Cambridge Audio’s Class XD technology for a highly detailed naturally musical performance.The
second generation Class XD is now complemented by a new output stage carefully adjusted to integrate with this
) novel technology, revised balanced
m o=t 4} m inputs for lower distortion and noise.
' The result is 200W into 8 Ohms
or 500W in bridged mono mode.
Both amplifiers feature a solid 7mm
aluminium front panel plus a rigid,
acoustically dampened chassis, and
? -~ - - are available in silver or black. For
more information, click on

e ee————._ www.cambridgeaudio.com,

WHESTWORLD

Whest Audio has developed what it describes as "the world’s most advanced

dtl\ |
phonostage under £3,000". Priced at just under £1,500, the direct replacement for

the famed PS.20 is a completely scaled down version of the soon to be released MC SPO"EDZ MOTORHEAD

REF V which sits at the top of the Reference Series of phonostages. Using discrete A certain brightly attired young electronics engineer
component technology and a true hybrid RIAA filter stage with multiple on-board bangs his 6-series Beemer off its end stops on the
voltage regulation, the PS.30R is claimed to surpass the PS.20s performance audibly autdbahn en route to Essen, Germany.“If you think
and technically. See www.whestaudio.co.uk or call +44 (0)20 8978 7047 that's dangerous,” he told Hi-Fi World, “you should try

spending an evening out with Marantz’s PR guy..”

BEE HERE NOW

NAD Electronics’ new C515BEE
CD piayer is described as “a
highly affordable player with the
features and performance of

far costlier components”. With
the C515BEE, the NAD Design
Team has successfully lowered its cost while retaining the features consumers most

want, and the proprietary technology to deliver accurate, natural sounding musical performance, the
company says. Carefully engineered circuit layouts, multiple regulated low-noise power supply circuits
and individual circuit boards ensure the delicate digital audio circuitry is weil isolated from motor

and display demands, while analogue and digital circuits have their own supplies. The 24 bit/192kHz
DACs are chosen for low noise and linearity, while the audio-specific analogue op-amps assure
“accurate musical sound”. The C515BEE also plays MP3 and WMA files, using the latest decompression
algorithms. Available in NAD's Grey or new Titanium finishes, this £165 player is on sale now. For more

Wbl hi-fiworld.co.uk FEBRUARY 2008 H1-F| WORLD 9



Eas

Slovakia isn't exactly synonymous with serious sounding hi-fi separates, so it's all the
more surprising that Edgar’s CD-1 is such an impressive CD player, says David Price...

s every hi-fi journalist will
tell you, there are some
new products which we
expect to sound great,
and some that we don’t.
t might sound presump-

tuous, arrogant even, but earwig on
the conversations that hi-fi hacks
have with one another in airport
departure lounges (en route to press
trips) or on tables at awards ceremo-
nies, and we all have a view about
whether the new Arcam, Onkyo or
Meridian is going to be any good,
weeks before we actually get to
hear it. All the more surprising
then, that a totally obscure (in
the UK at least) silver disc
spinner with no advance hype
or fancy PR-ing turns out to
be so good...
The Edgar CD-| is one
such machine. Frankly | can’t

tell you much about this

Slovakian company at all; | see from
their website (www.edgar.sk) that
they do some tube-based amplifiers
and a phono stage in addition to this
£1,350 CD player, but — err — that’s
it. Whatever, the valve buffered CD-
I not only measured very well [see
MEASURED PERFORMANCE] but
had sonics to match - very strange!

Suffice to say that if a similarly
performing machine from a British
or Japanese manufacturer had been
sent in for review, it would have been
billed as the greatest thing since the
digital watch by shiny suited public
relations types.

What we have here is quite a
substantial machine (weighing 9.6kg,
measuring 435x122x350mm) with
a lovely wood fascia that for some
reason reminded me, as a classic car
nut, of the dashboard of an early
nineteen seventies Triumph Stag.
Not for Edgar acres of mahogany

HI-FI WORLD FEBRUARY 2008 www.hi-fiworld. etisks

so highly polished that it looks like
plastic; this is real, matt varnished
teak — or so it looks and feels. Inset
into the ‘dashboard’ is a central
(wooden) on-off switch which, when
depressed, causes an ‘Edgar’ logo
above to glow blue.To the left is the
disc tray, to the right the display —a
blue backlit dot-matrix LCD affair
which isn't swish looking (despite
being described by Edgar as “stylish™)
but again scores kudos by being
not obviously borrowed from some
other player. Beneath this is a row of
fiddly transport buttons.
Ergonomically, it's a dog’s dinner
then, but frankly unlike so many
modern machines has real charm
of its own - using the Edgar is, for
some inexplicable reason, a pleasant
experience. Funnily enough, this is in
spite of the disc tray, which on our
review sample occasionally proved
unwilling to greet a waiting world




and do its solemn job of actually
opening. Oh well — we got there

in the end.The case is rough; the
crackle black finished steel wrap
isn’t exactly reminiscent of high end
Sony machines. Round the back

are three sockets — one for power
(IEC) and two phono line outs — and
that’s yer lot. No digital outputs,
bus connectors, etc. What this tells
me, in my role of the hi-fi magazine
equivalent of Lloyd Grossman

in ‘Through the Keyhole’ is that

- if nothing else - these guys mean
business...

SOUND QUALITY

It wasn’t the Edgar’s Triumph Stag
fascia panel that had me volunteering
to take it for a spin. Rather the fact
that, over the past few months, I've
had more £1,000 to £1,500 CD
players in my system than most
British hi-fi dealers put together.
Having done a group test of them,
which proclaimed the Astin Trew
AT3500 the winner, then gone on

to put the AT against rival Rega and
Shanling machines (actually slightly
more expensive than it) which it

by and large dealt a bloody nose, |
thought it right that the Edgar came
in for similar punishment.The trouble
is, the Edgar CD-1 held a different
point of view...

"this should not sound as good as it does...’

Kicking off with The Police’s
‘Synchronicity II’, | was suitably
impressed by the reference Astin
Trew’s rendition, especially with
24/96 upsampling switched in. The
soundstage was big and powerful
(something of a signature of this
machine) and the rhythm taut and
engaging, whilst there was that
familiar deftness of touch in the way
Stewart Copeland’s brilliant cymbal
work was despatched. Okay, fair
enough; it was about this time in the
review of the Rega and Shanling that

they would be selected and given the

proverbial nine yards...
The Edgar took the
fight back to
Astin Trew
however,
and came
out with a
subtly different
presentation
that was
absolutely no poor
relation. Indeed,
in some respects, I'd
tremblingly suggest that
it was better. In other ways,
it wasn't quite AT’s equal, but
the point is that there was real
‘pound for pound parity’, as they'd
say in boxing circles. The Edgar
couldn’t give the AT a thick ear, but

yrld Radio History TR TR

it had it on the ropes every now and
again.What you get is a slightly bigger,
wider and more expansive sound
from left to right (which is already

an area where the AT excels), with

a sweeter and more finessed treble,

a touch more midband detail and a
slightly lighter, more sinewy bass.

The opening bars of
‘Synchronicity II' sounded fractionally
less intense, as if the Edgar wasn’t
trying quite so hard, but as
the track kicked
in fully, |
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» Top-loading mechanism for best CD
SN TR Sy ML playback s,
\\ | * 50 Watts/channel stereo amplifier
* AM/FM Tuner with multiple presets
+ USB input for use with computer and '
external USB memory
* One Touch Recording to USB
(FM&CD with 128 k bps)
+ Aux input for portable music players
» Easy-to-read LED panel
-« Simple, intuitive user interface
" \* Onloff timer

Circuitry and design highlights
» State-of-the-art internal DAC

« Custom-made toroidal transformer
« High-current power supply

* MOSFET output stage

 CS3310 digital volume control

» CD stabilizer

» Glass cover

* Remote control

» Classic British design

by Kenneth Grange

Hate clutter and complication?

Aura Note is the answer for all music
lovers who value elegance, ease of use,
and stunning sound quality.

www.hifi500.com
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could hear a cleaner, better
delineated electric guitar sound, and
a more atmospheric treble. The track
didn't quite have the same urgency
of the Astin Trew, with less of a sense
of Copeland’s ‘big rock drumming’,
but seemed a little more controlled
without having the cerebral rigour of
the Rega Saturn | reviewed a couple
of months back.

Moving to some classic disco in
the shape of The Bee Gee’s ‘Night
Fever’ proved most illuminating. The
constant hi-hat running throughout
the song sounded sweet on the Astin
Trew, and the bass was powerful and
satisfyingly fulsome, pushing the song
along. Switching to the Edgar showed
a fractionally lighter bass, but also
that it was slightly more propulsive
and crisply defined. It also cast less of
a shadow over the midband, making
the classic Fender Rhodes keyboard

was perhaps most obvious on well
recorded piano music, such as in the
opening to Al Jarreau’s cover of Elton
John's “Your Song'. The reference
Astin Trew was superb, but the

Edgar revealed just a fraction more

and the lackadaisical disc drawer
just this once — and put it down to
‘character’. If you're in the market
for superlative sound per pound, you
may well have just found your dream
£1,350 machine.

Founded in May 2000 as an extension of its sister company Elnika,
which itself had been making OEM products for just eight years, Edgar
is a tube specialist. Its first product was the TP101 integrated ampli-
fier. The debut of the prototype of this product took place in April 1995
in Brno (Czech Republic). UK importer Metropolis Music, says the
company's major objective is, "the development and manufacture of
high performance audio components, hut with high value too™.

lustre, the instrument’s ringing

REVIEW

[VERDICT OO OOO® £

| A truly spine-tingling performer, this

‘ quirky Slovakian machine offers

' brilliant musicality allied to exceptional
|clarity.

EDGAR CD-1
Metropolis Music

£1,350

© +44(0)1435 867438
www.metropelis-music.co.uk

FOR
- musical cohesion
- superlative midband detail

harmonics glistening out of the
mix in a way that made its rival
sound congested. The other
side of this was that the bass
cadences sounded fractionally

Astin Trew AT3500 CD player

MF Audio Silver Passive Preamplifier
Quad 11-40 power amplifiers
Yamaha NS1000M loudspeakers

- treble finesse
- quirky character!

AGAINST
- cottage industry build

playing glisten from within the mix
whereas it had previously been a
tad indistinct. Vocals were superb

more lightweight on
the Edgar, the Astin
Trew giving a little

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

with both players, but there was a U AW W PGS Valve output CD players can sometimes  Distortion
touch less nasality to the Edgar and NIRRT be rather hair-shirt in nature, but this 0dB

this clarity ran all the way up to the physical. player proved to be quite the opposite. -6dB
treble, giving a cleaner hi hat sound. It was ﬁg!!ﬁv °'."im'°d' ”p?cial'y in -60dB
Both players gave great renditions of CONCLUSION terms of distortion and dynamic range, -80d8

which are areas where valve players
usually display small, if inconsequential,
blemishes. The Edgar handled peak
level signals far better than usual,
distortion measuring a low 0.002% at
0dB, against the 0.3% or so figure that
is not uncommon with many other valve
players. Output was high at nearly 3V
and this is likely related to the fact

that noise was lower than usual from
tre vulput valves, measuring -100dB
IEC A weighted.

Frequency response was ruler flat
from 5Hz up to 10kHz, with only the
slightest droop further up of -0.5d48 at
20kHz. This is visible in our convolved
impulse analysis showing frequency
response, and should bode well for
removing the top end sting from CD
without sacrificing too much treble
energy.

this track, but it was interesting that,
whilst the Astin Trew sounded more
immediately ‘musical’ and bouncy,
with every bar, the Edgar caught the
phrasing of the players better, giving a
superior sense of accenting on every
first bar of the four bar phrase.

Moving to classical in the shape
of Vaughn Williams’ ‘On Wenlock
Edge’ (James Gilchrist, Linn Records),
this superb but rather stark
recording was carried skillfully by the
AT3500, with a wide, fulsome sound
and superbly textured strings and
tenor voice. Switching to the Edgar
revealed a fractionally cleaner, more
atmospheric sound with marginally
superior depth and width. Strings
lacked some of the richness of the
AT, but they were never as ‘surgically’
clean as the Rega Saturn, preserving
just a touch of warmth from that
tube buffer stage. There was a greater
sense of being able to hear right
into the recording, in contrast to the
AT3500 which gave a marginally fuller,
and more airbrushed sound.

The Edgar's wonderful clarity

Regular readers will
know how fond I've
grown of the Astin
Trew AT3500 of late,
and that hasn't changed
listening to the Edgar.
However, now we have
a genuine alternative,
one that does some
things ever so slightly
better (and others not
quite as well). It scores
with class leading stage
width, midband clarity
and treble finesse, and
meets and matches

its arch rival on bass
speed and musicality.

A touch more bass

heft wouldn’t go amiss,
but no one ever had
everything. Overall
then, it’s a blinder — and
just shouldn’t sound
quite as good at the
price. For this reason, Frequency response (-1dB)

we'll overlook the hand 4L 5Hz-21.2kHz
built feel of the thing

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)

Dynamic range
Output (unbal/bal)

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

-". -’ -lw . ﬁ
FREQUENC YAt

The Edgar CD player measured x =
unusyally well for a valve output ;
player. It appears that the output
valves are high quality, well chosen
devices and sound quality should be
good as a result. NK
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ELECTROCOMPANIET
Professional - High End - Lifestyle

Electrocompaniet has been in the
High End audio market for 35 years.
The last few years have been characterised
by continuous innovations and a rapidly
expanding international market.

Our products are sold in more than 40
countries, with a range spanning audio,

visual, stereo and multichannel technologies.

We have today one of the most complete
High End product lines with more than
30 products in all price ranges.

Please visit one of our shops for a
demonstration and let us show you
why our products are so popular
throughout the world.
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Electrocompaniet / NSS Ltd.
Unit 38

Waterside Trading Estate
Trumpers Way

Hanwell, London W7 2QA
Tel: +44(0)20 8893 5835
Fax: +44(0)20 8893 5836

www.electrocompaniet.no/uk

www.electrocompaniet.com

Made in Norway
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Shelf Life

GROUP TEST

Adam Smith lines up five pairs of standmounting loudspeakers from Acoustic Energy, ALR

Jordan, Mordaunt Short, Quad and Usher...

n case you hadn't noticed, the

world around us is changing size.

In some cases, such as televi-

sions (with plasma panels now

up to over one hundred inches)

and cars (with today's Land
Rover Freelander about the same size
as yesterday's Range Rover), things are
getting bigger and bulkier. However, in
the home, and particularly in terms of
home entertainment, things are shrink-
ing rapidly.

For example, if you compare the size
of the new Apple iPod Touch reviewed
on p44 to my old Technics personal CD
player, you could fit three of the former
inside the latter but the iPod carries
much, much more music. DVD players
that were once similar in size to most
CD players are now absurdly thin, and
various manufacturers are cramming
more than one high quality source and a
hefty amplifier into a standard-size case.

Nowhere is this more noticeable
than in terms of the loudspeakers that
turn all these items into music. In-walls,
on-walls and thin constructions that
sit neatly alongside your television are
commonplace these days and. much as
Noel and | have been rather smitten
by the mighty RRR FS100s | reviewed
back in our November issue, it scems
we are in a minority. One person |
recommended them to responded
with words to the effect of, "you'd
need an aircraft hanger for those!", and
he doesn't seem to be alone in that
opinion...

With this being the case, the
market for small, affordable yet high
performance loudspeakers is more
buoyant than ever. If people are
prepared to take the time to set them
up properly and choose suitable stands
and partnering equipment these babies
of the loudspeaker world are more than
able to hold their own against some
of their bigger brethren. (See Noel's
feature on p22 if you'd like some advice
in this area).

With this in mind, we felt a look
at a few choice models was overdue,
so we brought in five contenders from
Acoustic Energy, ALR Jordan, Mordaunt
Short and Quad to line up against our
old favourites, the Usher S-520s.

MO

.c0.uk

SYSTEM

Pioneer PLC-590/Michell TecnoArm
Ortofon 2M Black cartridge
Trichord Diablo phono stage
Anatek AS0R amplifier

Eastern Electric MiniMax CD Player

THE CONTENDERS
Mordaunt Short Avant 902i £150
Acoustic Energy Neo 1 £199

Quad L2 £250
ALR Jordan Entry Si £265
Usher $-520 £320
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VERDICT OO®O £
Another storming budget performer

from Mordaunt Short, the Avant 902is
serve up detail and dynamics aplenty.

MORDAUNT SHORT AVANT
£150

902i

Mordaunt Short

© +44(0)207 940 2200
www.mordauntshort.com

' FOR

- impressive bass agility
' - atmospheric nature
- clarity and detail

 AGAINST

| - vocals rather dry at times

16

MORDAUNT SHORT AVANT 902i

e babies of the Mordaunt
hort Avant i range, the
902is are a compact yet
quite deep design, mea-
suring 290x|65x265mm
(HxWxD).As per all the
loudspeakers in this test the Avants
are a two way box, and they employ
Mordaunt Short's proprietary 5.25in
(130mm) aluminium CPC-coned bass
driver allied to a lin (25mm) alumin-
ium dome tweeter, linked by a simple
first order crossover that makes use
of dual value parallel (DVP) capaci-
tors for the tweeter. In this setup,
two capacitors in parallel are used
to make up the value required, thus
reducing distortion.

Our supplied review pair
was finished in the very smart
new Calvados finish, whilst
Honey Maple and Black are
alternative options. Ported to
the rear, the Avant 902is also
offer biwiring through two
pairs of sturdy bullet type
terminals, directly descended
from the flagship Performance 6
floorstanders.

SOUND QUALITY

Having heard several other

models from the new Avant

i range, | had a fair idea of

what to expect and was not

1 disappointed.As per their
larger brethren, they have real
strengths in terms of clarity
and detail, and absolutely love
it when asked to dig in to the
heart of a rhythm. Still, they

' manage to avoid the harshness

| of some crisp-sounding budget

HI-FI WORLD FEBRUARY 2008

designs.

Their top end was sweet,
enveloping and clean, with detail in
abundance.The tweeter gave real
insight to performances, and as a
result the soundstage stretched nicely
behind the loudspeakers, locating
performers with pleasing precision.

The only area | found in which
the insightful treble did not work
quite so well was with vocalists,
where the stark clarity added
something of a huskiness to singers
such as Norah Jones. It made
her sound a little dry and rather
too 'breathy'. Instruments were
impeccable however, the Avants

£150

coaxing impressive levels of precision
from strings and drum strikes,
without adding artifice to their
nature.

Down the bottom end, the 902is
belied their stature by being punchy
and dynamic, reaching down impres-
sively deep. Bass lines were confident
and fast, with excellent tunefulness
when the pace of the material picked
up. Whilst not quite as detailed as
some in terms of capturing the finer
nuances of string details on acoustic
basses and bass guitars, the Avants
are dynamic performers and remain
thoroughly enjoyable at all times and
with any material.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Mordaunt Short Avant 902is offer
a smooth performance across the
freguency range. Largely flat, the only
exception to this is in the upper treble
which rises up above 10kHz to finish
around 6dB up at 20kHz. This is quite
a common MS trait and usually adds
top end sparkle without the associated
harshness that can arise with a poorly
designed tweeter.

Down at the bottom end, bass rolis
off below 90Hz but is reinforced by the
port, tuned to around 60Hz, a fine figure
for a compact cabinet. As a result the
Avant 902is should offer lots of clarity
but with a good punchy low end.

Electrically the Avant 902is are
generally well damped but do have
an inductive rise at 2kHz. Average
measured impedance is 6.9 Ohms,
dipping to a minimum of around 4
Ohms, so they do present a 4 Ohm load
to an amplifier. Sensitivity is good for a
compact cabinet at 85dB. AS

R el World Radio Histor

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE




ACOUSTIC ENERGY AEGIS NEO |

coustic Energy have a
knack of turning out fine
loudspeakers and only
making updates as and
when they feel necessary.
The Evo series is one
such update and takes the award-
winning Aegis Evo as its starting
point. As might be expected from
the name, Acoustic Energy make
use of neodymium magnets on both
the tweeter and bass driver. As neo-
dymium develops a much stronger
and more linear magnetic field than

midband. This time, vocalists were
clean and clear, but displayed real
transparency without undue dryness.
Suddenly Norah Jones sounded
emotional, standing out markedly
from her backing instruments, with
her voice more natural and her vocal
inflections flowing better.

The Neo s also excelled
in soundstage terms, offering
impressive levels of projection out
into the room. Instruments were
expertly defined and laid out with
commendable precision, such that

£199

everything together into a very
impressive whole.

At the low end, the Acoustic
Energys offered excellent levels of
heft for their cabinet size, adding
impressive weight to performances.
Although their very bottom end
was a little softer than the Avants
(although by no means loose or
boomy) they really came into their
own in terms of detail. Now, acoustic
basses had proper body and depth to
them, and each note could be heard
to emanate from an instrument,

the barium or strontium ferrites
more commonly used, less material
is needed and the motor unit
can be made more compact and
efficient.

it was easy to follow a particular
item, but simultaneously melding

In the Neo s, these
motor units are used on a lin
(25mm) ring radiator tweeter
and a 5.25in (130mm) bass/mid
driver with a pressed alloy
cone and, unusually these days,
a foam surround. Measuring
357x182x237mm (HxWxD),
the Neo |s available in Black
Ash, Light Oak and Walnut
and features a single pair of
connection terminals.

SOUND QUALITY

The Neo Is offer an intriguingly
similar sound balance to the
Mordaunt Shorts, unusual given
the big differences in drive unit
material that each uses! As a
result, the Aegis Neo Is have

The Acoustic Energy Neo 1s offer
the sort of flat response that many
loudspeaker designers dream about!
You can lay a ruler along their trace
from 100Hz to 20kHz and they hardly
deviate from this line. The only smail
glitch is around the 3.5kHz crossover
frequency but this is very small. As a
result the Neo 1s should offer an even
performance across the frequency
range.

At the bottom end, the AEs roll
off at around 90Hz and have a rear-
mounted port that reinforces bass
down to its tuning frequency of around
55Hz, which should bodo woll for a
solid low end.

Electrically, the Neo 1s are less
well damped than somo at the bass
end, but have an otherwise even
electrical measurement, with an
average inpedance ot 7.3 Ohms,
dipping to a minimum of around 5
Ohms. As a result, they are nut a
difficult load to drive, especially when

a similai- dynamic enthusiasm
and clarity, but they add a little
extra sweetness and open
neutrality across the upper

rather than just being a rounded slab
of bass.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

combined with a measured sensitivity
of 86dB. AS

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

VERDICT OO0 0O

A beautifully balanced loudspeaker,

the Acoustic Energy Aegis Neo 1s are

a most impressive design, offering

clarity, detail and emotion.
ACOUSTIC ENERGY AEGIS
NEO 1 £199
Acoustic Energy

k() +44(0)1285 654432

www.acoustic-energy.co.uk

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE
FOR

- soundstaging

| - natural presentation
- bass detail

- overall clarity

AGAINST
| - slight low end looseness

17
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[VERDICT @ O®

| Well built minis with an impressively
‘large’ performance for their size, but
can sound uncouth.
QUAD 9L2 £250
International Audio Group

(@ +44(0)845 4580011
www.quadhi-fi.co.uk

FOR

- impressive soundstage
- good bass weight
| - build guality and finish

AGAINST
- midrange definition
| - vocal colouration

18 Hi-Fl WORLD FEBRUARY 2008

Most noticeable when switching

QUAD 9L2 £250

purred on by the success
of the 10L2 and the |1L2,
which were close to win-
ning our fast standmounting
loudspeaker group test
one year ago, Quad have
continued their budget loudspeaker
range downwards with the arrival
of the diminutive £250 9L2. Second
only to the ALR Jordans in terms of
compactness, the 9L2s are nonethe-
less well constructed with a pleasing
sturdiness about them. Quad state
that they are ideal for replacing the
loudspeakers supplied with mini
systems, where they'll effect a real

improvement.
The 9L2s feature a 4in (100mm)
bass driver and a lin (25mm)
soft dome tweeter that uses
a neodymium magnet system
and aluminium voice coil wire
for good power handling and
thermal behaviour. These are
mated via a crossover that uses
audiophile grade components
and offers twin pairs of
terminals for biwiring. The
gloss Black finish on our review
sample was stunning, but Quad
also offer Rosewood, Cherry,
Maple, Birds Eye Maple and
Silver, all in piano gloss.

SOUND QUALITY

to the 9L2s was how well

they transcend their physical
size, offering an impressively

‘out of the box' performance
with vocals in particular.
Unfortunately, although well
projected with good definition,
voices sounded rather veiled and

coloured, which seemed to rob the
emotion from performances. This was
not helped by a rather soft treble.
Although smooth, the 9L2s lacked
insight and thus tended to gloss over
the finer nuances of performances.
Antonio Forcione's guitar strings, for
example, lacked precision on their
leading edges and the differentiation
between each guitar being played
became harder to discern.

Sarah MclLachlan's vocals on her
'Surfacing' album reached well out
into the room from the Quads, but
she sounded strident and rather
hoarse, with backing instruments
lacking definition in the soundstage
around her. It was almost as if the

Quads were projecting a big mass of
sound out, but with 2 muddling of the
information contained within.

At the bottom end, the 9L2s
were impressive, managing to keep
up the illusion of being larger than
they are, but adding a pleasing level
of rhythm and detail. Confident and
punchy, the Quads never felt as if
they were struggling to keep up or
maintain composure in this area.

The bass line from Nanci
Griffith's 'Flyer' sped along with
verve and gusto, the 9L2s picking up
the individual notes very well, but
Nanci's vocals, somewhat edgy at the
best of times, were verging on the
uncomfortable

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Quad 9L2s have a rather uneven
nature to their frequency response,
most noticeable of which is a large dip
of nearly 6dB just above 1kHz - likely
to be audible. Other than this, their level
lifts above 2kHz, which is where the
ear is most sensitive, and so they will
have a quite forward balance.

Bass output from the diminutive
enclosures drops at around 100Hz and
the tiny ports are tuned to around 70Hz
so they will not be all that weighty.
However, their low end is well damped
so they shouid be quite punchy in the
upper bass.

Electrically, the 9L2s are even in
their response and offer an average
measured impedance of 6.3 Ohms,
dipping to a minimum of just below
4 Ohms, so they are a 4 Ohm load.
Sensitivity was 84dB, which is
respectable for such small boxes and
so they should be fine with 40-50 Watts
minimum. AS

www-hi-fiworld. 7Y

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE




he smallest units in the test,
the ALR Jordan Entry Si are
also the entry point for ALR
Jordan's base range, which
continues with a larger
standmounter and two
floorstanders. As per all their models,
the Entry Si is voiced by German loud-
speaker design guru Karl-Heinz Fink
and handbuilt at the ALR Jordan fac-
tory near Dusseldorf. They also make
use of metal-coned drivers designed
by Ted Jordan; in the case of the Entry
Si this is a 4in (I |Omm) bass/mid driv-
er loaded by a rear-firing port allied to
a lin (25mm) soft dome tweeter.

The Entry Si measure
215x130x190mm (HxWxD), so
they are truly diminutive, but
their build quality is impeccable.
Only single-wiring is offered, and
the Entry Si come in a Black,
Beech or Silver colour options
with, unusually, a choice of black
or blue grilles.ALR jordan and
their UK importer, Uberphon,
also offer matching stands, the
ES72s, at a cost of £200, and
experience of these last year
with the Classic Is suggests they
are definitely worth considering
to go with your Entry Si
loudspeakers.

SOUND QUALITY

Another pair of loudspeakers
that really do belie their

size, the Entry Sis are a truly
accomplished design from

ALR Jordan.As with all their
loudspeakers | have heard to
date, the Entry Sis have a touch

of class and sophistication that

ALR JORDAN ENTRY Si £265

you would normally have to spend
considerably more to experience from
most other manufacturers. Across
the midband, the Entry Sis project
well into the listening environment
and allow material to lay itself out
with impeccable accuracy. Although a
little constrained in terms of absolute
left to right image width, they carry
vocalists very well and allow the

true nature of instruments to shine
through.

At the top end, the ALRs are crisp
and clean, although slightly lacking the
insight of the Mordaunt Short and
Acoustic Energy units. They have a

couth sense of clarity that really makes
them a joy to live with but can be a
tad restrained when asked to really let
rip - not necessarily a bad thing some
might say...

Bass-wise, the good old laws of
physics do come into play to reveal
that the Entry Sis are indeed a little
lacking in outright extension terms,
biit they could not be faulted in terms
of upper bass precision and detail and
I would certainly not describe them
as lightweight. Reggae fiends would be
well advised to look for bigger boxes,
but everyone else should be pretty
well satisfied.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The ALR Jordan Entry Si loudspeakers
measure well, as we have come to
expect from the company in the past.
The frequency response output is even
with just a hint of boost in the vocal
region and a touch of dip in the 2-5kHz
region where the ear is most sensitive
- very sensible tuning.

Bass output from the small
enclosures is well balanced, with
the main driver rolling off at just over
100Hz, to be supported by a smalt
diameter port operating over a wide
frequency range down to its tuning
frequency of 60Hz or so. The Entry Si
will not be a headbanger but should be
solid énough at the bottom end.

Electrically, the ALR Jordans
have an even uutput with an average
measured impedance of 10.1 Ohms,
dipping to a minimum of around 7
Ohms, so they are easy to drive and will
work fine on an 8 Bhm output tap. This
helps somewhat in terms of their low
sensitivity of 82dB, which means they

WRw.hifiworld.co.uk

will require at least 50 Watts to really
sing. AS

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE
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VERDICT 0O 0O

A well thought out, polished and
enjoyable design that makes the very
best of diminutive dimensions.

ALR JORDAN ENTRY Si £265
Uberphon

© +44(0)1730 261924
www.uberphon.co.uk

FOR

- composure

- crisp top end

- excellent vocal projection

|

AGAINST
| - rather bass shy
- can be a little restrained
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GROUP TEST

USHER S-520 £320

here at this magazine,

range-topping D2, featuring two

I5in drivers and a big horn) and the

omething of an old friend

the Usher 5-520s are the
starting point of the Usher
range, one that meanders
through the weird (the

sounds like something bigger and

much more expensive | don't know,

but | am delighted that they have.
The $-520s simply take what
ever you care to throw at them
and immerse you in it completely.
Soundstages stretch wide and

a compact budget loudspeaker that

wonderful (the rather spiffing new
Dancer Beryllium range), covering
around twenty nine different models!
The $-520s are compact
standmounters measuring
300x180x265mm (HxWxD) and
tipping the scales at a healthy 7kg.
At their heart is a 5in (130mm)
transparent XP-coned bass driver
and a lin (25mm) soft dome tweeter,

deep, but also project out into the
listening environment like a much
larger design.Vocals and instruments
sound unfettered and natural, with
the Ushers capturing the core
essence of whatever they're asked to
play.

Across the top end, the soft
dome tweeter is crisp and sweet,
adding detail and atmosphere but

connected via a crossover that
operates at 2kHz and allows
for biwiring. An excellent range
of finishes is available, including
Mahogany Cherry and Golden
Cherry woods, plus some
striking gloss colours that add
to the price, namely White,
'Enzo’ Red, 'Gallardo’ Yellow,

'VERDICT 00O 0O®

Captivating and thoroughly capable

loudspeakers that still punch well
‘ above their weight.

USHER S 520

Hi Audio Distribution
© +44(0)8450 525259
www.hiaudio.co.uk

FOR
- dynamic nature

- superb scale & composure

- tight and solid bass
- value for money

AGRINST
- still nothing...
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Silver and the rather lovely
Black of our review samples.

SOUND QUALITY

It is often with some
trepidation that we revisit an
old favourite, just in case it
turns out that our memories
have been playing tricks and
we end up thinking, "how ever
did we like that?" But from
the opening bars of Sarah
McLachlan's 'Building a Mystery'
I knew | was going to enjoy
time with these old friends,
and so it proved to be. Quite
how Usher have come up with

Hi-Fi WORLD FEBRUARY 2008

without obvious artifice.Violins had
palpability and emotion without
screech and cymbals rang across the
performance beautifully.

Even down below, the Ushers
excelled, never seeking to stretch
more extension than is comfortable
from their compact cabinets. All
the same, they kick out a punchy,
tight and solid low end without the
slightest hint of boxiness. Indeed,
they capture the essence of different
bass instruments with an almost
contemptuous ease. All in all, they
manage a fine overall result, sounding
far bigger than you'd expect from
a box of the size, but smooth and
engaging too

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Nothing major has changed on the
Usher 8-520s since we last enjoyed
them and they still turn in a very good
measured performance. Generally flat
across their output bandwidth, which
bodes well for an even-handed presen-
tation, there is a little lift at around
15kHz which will add a touch of sparkle
to proceedings.

Bass from the smali driver rolls
down below around 80Hz and is heiped
out by the port, which has a narrow
area of operation centred around 50Hz.
Port output is clean, which is best
when a front-firing design is utilised,
and | would expect the S-520s to be
nicely tight and punchy at the low end.

Electrically, the $-520s offer an
average measured impedance of 9.1
Ohms, reaching a minimum of around 6
Ohms in the 200-300Hz region. They are
not a difficult load to drive and with a
respectable sensitivity figure of 84dB,
should work well on a wide variety of
amplifiers. AS
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o, with another interest-
ing group test completed,
it would appear that we
audiophiles are in no way
being short changed by
the miniaturisation of our
equipment that | alluded to in the
introduction. If these little loudspeak-
ers are anything to go by then one
could almost ponder the point of
going for anything larger, as all turn
in an impressively larger-than-life
performance. It appears that the days
of small, insignificant loudspeakers
making similarly small and insignifi-
cant noises are well and truly past - a
good thing, say ! But in true, non-PC
tradition, we at Hi-Fi World have no
truck with that old 'it's not the win-
ning; it's the taking part’ silliness, and
the important thing is to find out
which pair are going to take the che-
quered flag...
Sadly, the first contender to
limp back to the pit lane with an
overheated gearbox are the Quad
9L2s. Certainly they are very well
made and beautifully finished, and
I had high hopes for them after
thoroughly enjoying their larger
brothers, the 11L2s, last year.
Unfortunately, whilst the 9L2s do
indeed do a very good impression
of much larger boxes, they struggle
to pull the details from music and
seem to add a noticeable colouration
to vocals that makes singers sound
rather strange at times. Their uneven
frequency response seems to suggest
that the 9L2s are not tuned quite as
well as they could be and, whilst |
would suggest that the little Quads
have all the basic ingredients of a
successful design (sturdy build, quality
driver components etc.), a little more
work is needed to really fulfil their
potential.
Moving up the leader board
we find the ALR Jordans and the
Mordaunt Short Avant 902is.
Personally | find that it really is
impossible to do anything other than
admire ALR Jordan loudspeakers as
they are all superbly designed by
a gentleman who really knows his
onions, Kar{-Heinz Fink, and | have
found their designs nothing less than
composed and enjoyable to listen
to in the past.The Entry Si is no
exception and turns in a very well
controlled performance that will
add a touch of cultured polish to
any system.Where they are rather
limited in this company is purely as a
result of their size. This curtails bass
extension, even in comparison to the
other, hardly large, contenders and
does mean the ALRs can be a little
shy when it comes to really letting
their hair down.
Such shyness is not something

CONCLUSION

the Mordaunt Short Avant
902is suffer, from however.
These loudspeakers are
confident, assured and with
highly commendable punch
for their size.They thrive

on detail and will bring
absolutely everything out

of your recordings that you
need to hear.They strike an
excellent balance between not
sugar-coating any recording
deficiencies but at the same
time not reducing bad
recordings to a complete and
utter mess.Where they fall
slightly behind, both here and
in comparison to their larger
brethren, is that they do seem
to add something of a sheen
to the very top end, making
vocalists just that little too
husky and breathy at times.
They could also do with a
touch more bass detail, but
still represent astounding value for
money at £150.

Very similar in character to the
Avants are the Acoustic Energy Aegis
Neo Is.This is something | have
noticed before with the pre-'i' Avant
902s and the Aegis Evo |Is and it still

holds true here, to my ears NOEL SAYS -

L UL (jsher's S-520s are still a great choice, | feel. What hit me immedi-
LR EERUTO S Sl otely on hearing them again for this review is their superb bass; |
to be equa!ly enjoyable have never heard such good quality, nor such depth from a cabinet
LSS LR U Sl <o small. The bass line opening Angelique Kidjo's ‘The Sound of
SR ARl W the Drums’ strode forth with a liveliness and strength out of all
AR S U LI () oportion to the S-520s diminutive size: it was difficult to match
removed the Ava"t's.Shee" differences in scale between the two. This is the S-520s most con-
USRS UE S <nicuous strength, a low frequency performance out of all propor-
into the music which, tion to size and price.

along .With an impressively Vocals and instruments seemingly lack any form of intrinsic
SRR DU colour. | found vocals utterly convincing in this respect. Also

O CCRENE DAL B obvious was superb resolution of the different timbral properties
impressive and would be of instruments; the speaker doesn't get in the way with its own
worthy winners. sound.

Sadly for AE, the Usher Getting critical - and personal - there are a few details to
§-520s weren't having any watch out for. | like a smooth, integrated sound and if | had to live
SRS CL LTRSS \vith the S-520s | would break out the soldering iron and pull the
LEECSRCR S PLRUE S CIN tweeter down a bit, for it is just a little ‘obvious’. | detected the
RS T L SIS <jight grittiness of crossover distortion in our (otherwise excel-
CUEELLL SRR S D jont) Anatek ASOR, something treble lift emphasises. Swopping in
sound far more expensive a Naim SuperNait cured this, but the S-520s remained well lit at
UERLLLRUELRU T T high frequencies and demand a smooth amplifier.

a right to! From the taut This effect and, | suspect, the distance of the tweeter from
and solid bass, through the woofer, made Nigel Kennedy's violin sound a little reedy and
the composed, detailed divorced from accompanying instruments. To put this into perspec-

SUSCUEAUEC SE U tive though, most modern loudspeakers fail to handle violin prop-
topping out in a sweet and erly.

crisp treble, | really can
think of no area to which
| can point a finger and
complain. They have an
even-handed neutrality to
them which means they do
not favour any type of music
over another - they love it
all.

Ultimately, the
competition is hot on the

heels of the Ushers and there are
some very accomplished compact
loudspeakers on the market, as this
test shows. However, for the time
being, the S-520s still maintain their
top spot on the podium.

| noticed too that Jackie Leven's rich vocals seemed a little
leaner and drier than | know them, due | suspect to a plateau dip
in frequency response from 300Hz-600Hz. Again, this was a small
point, and | am being critical.

In identifying small weaknesses | am attempting to give you
the full, unexpurgated pictire of what to expect from Usher's
superb S-520. Loudspeakers costing many times as much are com-
monly mare blemished than this excellent mini. It will do justice
to fine partnering equipment and, for the price, gives you some
leeway to partner it well. Enjoy. NK
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Sizing Up

Small loudspeakers can sound surprisingly
large - providing you set them up to get
the best from their diminutive dimensions.

Noel Keywood explains how...

aby loudspeakers may
represent the budget end
of high fidelity, but they
do a surprisingly good job
all the same. Small cabi-
nets, properly contoured
can give wonderful soundstaging. They
are also rigid, resonate little and lack
the colouration of tall floorstanders,
whilst small bass/midrange units give
clean vocals. All the same, the breed
has drawbacks. Here's how to make
the most of those strengths whilst
minimising the weaknesses.

POWER AND SENSITIVITY

Contrary to what you might expect
small loudspeakers need a lot of
power to go loud.You'll see in our
group test that a baby loudspeaker
like the ALR Jordan has a sensitivity
of just 82dB from | Watt measured
at Im - and this is low.

The solution is to use a powerful
amplifier, or so it might seem.
Unfortunately, this is where you
start to bump into some immutable
laws of physics that frustrate every
attempt to overcome them.Wind
the volume up playing Slade's 'Merry
Christmas Everybody' and that baby
loudspeaker will start to sound
strained. This is because the bass unit
must move air. You'll see the cone
manfully covering big distances in its
valiant attempt to so do, but this isn't
a good way to do it.

What you end up with is a lot of
distortion, which is where the strain
in the sound comes from. Powerful
amplifiers might come small and
cheap nowadays, but what seems like
a simple, affordable solution carries
penalties.You cannot therefore just
pump a lot more power into a small
loudspeaker without suffering strain
and possibly a blown loudspeaker
in the longer term. All that power is
going into a coil of wire - the voice
coil - that heats up like an electric
fire. Driven too hard it just burns
out...There's no easy way around
this. In a nutshell, small loudspeakers

don't like going
loud. They are for
small rooms and
in this context
manage well
enough.

SIZE MATTERS

Testing
loudspeakers
shows us there
is a considerable
performance
difference
between
miniature
loudspeakers and
medium sized
stand mounters,
by which | mean
models standing
around 30cms
(12in) high, with
a volume of 25
litres or so.They
may loom a little
larger in the
room, but the
payback is you
get dispropor-
tionately more
bass, as well as
higher sensitivity
and better
power handling.
So if you can,

B&W supply a two-part bung to tune bass

shoehorn larger  output of their small 686 loudspeaker; insert

cabinets into
your listening

bung for wall mounting. Leave it out for stand
mounting. If you want to biwire, remove the

room. Do not be  jinks, as shown at right. Remove the small
seduced by small - pastic plugs too when 4mm plugs are used...

size.

If you put
large standmounters on wall shelves,
the bass is likely to be overpowering,
but there is a trick that can
overcome this little local difficulty.
Most loudspeakers are ported; put a
foam bung in the port. This reduces
bass level and increases damping. It
may just allow a larger cabinet to
work satisfactorily on a wall shelf.
Look at B&W's 686 loudspeaker

www.hi-fiworld.chulk

pictured here, supplied with a two
part foam bung for trimming bass.

Another approach worth
considering | feel, is to use a bass
tone control (argh - blasphemy!) to
trim back bass. The success of this
depends upon the control's trim
characteristics. Modern hi-fi amplifiers
are a lot better here than those of
the not too distant past. Look at



the bass cut introduced by setting
the NAD C315BEE bass control

to -1.This provides shelf cut below
200Hz without upsetting frequencies
higher up - just what's needed. This
allows bass to be trimmed back
appropriately if a bigger loudspeaker
is used close to, or against a wall. This
way you get better power handling,
less bass distortion and the benefit of
higher sensitivity. You will still suffer
rear walt interference effects though
(see below).

Alternatively, use stand mounting.
Put the loudspeakers on temporary
stands, initially placed against the wall.
Listen to them, then progressively
move the stands with speakers out
into the room, choosing the position
that strikes the best balance between
bass level and soundstage quality.

WALL MOUNTING

Really small loudspeakers are usually
intended for shelf mounting, as a rear
wall aids bass output. It isn't an ideal
position; reflections off the rear wall
interfere with the forward sound,
causing successive cancellations
around 300Hz, if distance to the rear
wall is around 12 inches for example.

There is no easy way to combat
this. Stereo staging is degraded
and the sound is not as smooth as
possible. But it is the best position
for strong bass. In a |2ft long room,
for example, the lowest mode is
45Hz and you will drive it most
effectively by wall mounting, ending
up with a nice deep thud.

If you find wall mounting
subjectively acceptable, then ensure
the shelf is strong and rigid. B&Q
sell suitable cast iron kitchen shelf
brackets.

If the loudspeaker has a rear
port a few inches will needed behind
it to avoid chuffing sounds. Many
small loudspeakers have front ports
so they can be placed hard against
a wall, the drawback here being that
a front port often makes internal
cabinet colouration audible.

It isn't uncommon for manufac-
turers to reduce bass output a little
in loudspeakers designed for wall
mounting, to reduce possible room
boom. In cases like this wall mounting
is usually the only option.The
handbook invariably makes this clear.

You can use the bass control to
trim output to taste, bearing in mind
that turning bass up will cause strain
and may not work too well.

POSITIONING

Loudspeakers are usually placed 8ft
or so apart, at ear height and toed
in to point straight at the listener.
Common wisdom has it that this is
ideal. However, our measurements

show that sometimes loudspeakers
are designed to face straight down
the room, giving too much treble

if pointed directly at the listener.
Stereo imaging is a little less sharp
when pointed straight ahead, but the
listening position is less critical. It's
always worth experimenting here; in
particular coaxial loudspeakers like
Tannoy Dual Concentrics and KEF
Uni-Qs usually sound a little better
listened to off axis.

If you use stands, fill hollow
ones with sand or shot. This makes
the stand stable and acoustically
inert. It is common to spike a stand
into a wooden floor, often through
carpet.With bare wood floors you
soon end up with what looks like
a concerted woodworm attack,
these days guaranteed to knock so
many grand off anything other than
a cowshed that you may consider
using Blu-tak as a less damaging
alternative. You can also buy small
spike 'cups' with indentations on
their upper surface to accept and
anchor the spike, or you can use a
coin under each.The general idea
is to ensure the loudspeaker is
firmly anchored, as this gives better
defined transient attack and cleaner
dynamics. Of course, the loudspeaker
must sit firmly atop the stand too, so
the whole assembly doesn’t move.
Top spikes are often used for this
purpose. Be careful though, as top
spikes, as well as floor spikes, can
inflict nasty wounds. They are best
not used where children are around.

CABLES

Always use dedicated loudspeaker
cables.We make up measurement
cabling using heavy duty Maplin
Onxygen Free Copper (OFC) Shark
Wire, silver soldered into quality
connectors and it sounds quite hazy
against even a budget loudspeaker
cable from Chord Company or
similar. Good cabling really does help,
especially when the cables are long.
Biwiring helps in long runs too;
often the bass conductor comprises
many fine strands, whilst treble is
carried in a few thicker strands. Most
loudspeakers nowadays are designed
for biwiring, having removable links.
The impedance characteristics of
bass and treble crossover sections
within the loudspeaker serve to
ensure each cable conducts current
only over its frequency of operation,
which offers benefit to the sound.
Another handy feature of
biwireable loudspeakers is that, if
they sound too bright, they can be
tamed by placing a resistor in series
with the treble section, starting out
with | Ohm and increased in | Ohm
increments. Buy a pack of five or ten

$249 v hi-fiworld.co.uk

FEATURE

| Ohm resistors for this, IW Carbon
Film type.

AMPLIFIER MATCHING

Small loudspeakers are little different
to large ones when it comes to
amplifier matching. Nowadays some
effort is made by most loudspeaker
designers to ensure the electrical
load presented to an amplifier is
reasonably ‘friendly’ so matching
isn’t a problem. Transistor amplifiers
produce more distortion into 4

TONE
DEFEAT

TREBLE
.

Turning bass down to -1 on the NAD315BEE
introduces shelf bass cut. This neatly com-
pensates for wall mounting a large-ish loud-
speaker, a scheme with many benefits. Stand
mounting is always the best choice though.

Ohm than 8 Ohm loudspeakers, but
the increase isn't usually great, from
something like 0.018% to 0.022% for
example - not enough to say that 4
Ohm loudspeakers are a problem.

A majority of modern
loudspeakers use 4 Ohm bass units
in order to maximise sensitivity.
Whilst amplifiers may have an easier
time with 8 Ohm loudspeakers,
much of their inherent capacity to
deliver power, such as a big mains
transformer and beefy heatsinks, goes
wasted. So on balance it's probably
best to choose 4 or 6 Ohm rated
loudspeakers, especially when they
are small, as it improves sensitivity,
and modern amplifiers are designed
to cope.

Smalt loudspeakers are all about
getting good sound, usually at a low
price, in a small room. It can be
done - and very well. Choose your
components carefully and spend a
little time and cash on extras like
stands and cables and you can get a
fantastic result, without breaking the
bank.
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REVIEW

_ -
Thal
Silk

from Thailand surprises Noel Keywood,
with both its novelty and its sound...

ow that valves have

become all but a main-

stream occupation for

small audio companies

around the world

- especially outside
the UK - there are endless variants
of design, most of which seem to
arrive in our office sooner rather
than later! This amplifier, the Silk
Glowmaster KT-88, is up amongst the
good and the great in my view. It's a
fascinating design with more going
for it than most - and a king'’s ransom
isn't required before ownership is
yours.

Briefly this is a 60 watt stereo
power amplifier from Bangkok,
Thailand, priced at £1,699.Thailand
isn't a place associated with valve
amplifiers, nor hi-fi if it comes to that,
at least in the Western mind. But
the whole Far East region is awash
with consumer electronics and the
Glowmaster shows an understanding
of underlying basics that reflects this,
giving me hope that it could just
offer a little more than the usual
thermionic fare we see so much
of nowadays. Happily, it was hope
fulfilled!

The Glowmaster is big. It stands
230mm high at the front panel,
320mm wide and a substantial
470mm deep.The weight is 28.5kgs,
or 63ibs, which is a two man lift
for most of us. Most of it is taken
up by a huge transformer set,
comprising two output transformers
and one mains transformer, flanked
by 5H smoothing chokes.The valve
complement is three Russian 6N |P
double triodes per channei, followed
by KT88 Kinkless Tetrodes in push-
pull for each channel.

This is a reasonably conventional
line up, common nowadays because

the KT88 is a superb
‘modern’ audio output

valve - rugged, with a

great sound and not overly
expensive at around £22
apiece.You typically get 40
watts from a pair, but here is
where the Glowmaster differs
from the herd: it squeezes 65W
from KT88s by using what is
known as ‘fixed bias’".

IN THE BALANCE

What | found really interesting is that
the Glowmaster is a true ali-balanced
amplifier, from input to output.
There are very few of these around
at present, solid-state or valve,

but valves lend themselves to the
topology and it is an interesting one
- one with a future | believe.

In a nutshell, balanced amplifiers
cancel certain forms of distortion
and noise. The same property exists
in balanced connecting cables and it's
an idea that works, generally resulting
in a more concise sound, free from
a slight sense of fuzz and vagueness
that, in direct comparison, colours
unbalanced connections.

The same benefits are there to
be had in amplifiers, but at present
amplifiers are unbalanced - except
this one. It has a set of balanced
inputs, via XLR sockets as usual,
and the loudspeaker outputs (i.e.
transformer secondary winding)
are balanced around ground too,
measurement showed. As balanced
preamplifiers are as rare as hens
teeth, Silk also fit a pair of standard
unbalanced phono inputs.

Silk make a variety of balanced
preamplifiers but none were available
in the UK at the time of this review,
so | used an unbalanced, tweaked
World Audio Design KLP1.The Silk

{OLY

preamplifiers
are pricey, at £1,600 -
£2,100 | was told, but this is less
expensive than the fabulous Melody
Pure Black 101D, price £3,295.1
reviewed in our March 2007 issue.

There's no special difficulty
in producing an all-balanced valve
preamp so less expensive designs
may become available in future.
However, there is currently no great
demand either, because few power
amplifiers or sources are balanced.
Some high end Marantz CD players
have balanced outputs, and the Aqvox
2Ci phono stage is all-balanced. If you
are interested in the idea of running
LP balanced, go to http://www.agvox.
de/phono.html for a discussion on
the subject.

t converted my SME312 some
time ago and look forward to running
an all-balanced system from input to
output, because the more | hear of
balanced designs - including this one
- the more | believe in the principle.
But whatever preamp is used, it
needs to have gain because input
sensitivity of the Glowmaster KT-88
is low.

There are no front panel
controls. The power switch is at rear,
which is inconvenient. Switch on is
unremarkable - no thumps or thrums
- and the display, which shows the
bias current for each valve, lights
up blue. Our amplifier came direct
from Thailand and each valve was
matched to its base with removeable
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sticky labels. After plugging them in,
the amplifier was left to run for 30
minutes and then bias adjusted, using
a small screwdriver. Silk recommend
50mA per valve. Fixed bias amplifiers,
where the bias must be adjusted (!),
are usually adjusted initially and every
few months using a multimeter, which
is inconvenient. With this amplifier
you can at least see quickly and easily
whether bias adjustment is necessary.
If it is, then a slow twiddle with a
small screwdriver is all that is needed
to restore balance in the output
stage.

Externally, the Glowmaster KT-88
is a fairly undistinguished design, by
Shanling standards anyway. Internally,
it is very well built though, part
hard wired, part circuit board, all
components being of high quality. It
did its job quietly and unobtrusively
| found. However, the job it does is
pretty impressive.

SOUND QUALITY

Initially | wondered where everything
had gone with this amplifier. Half of
the musicians playing in Santana’s
"Yaleo' had walked off for a tea break,
or so it seemed. Worse, not only
had the performance suddenly lost
musicians, there was little apparent
treble; the sound was dark, seemingly
silent at high frequencies. Having
measured the amplifier, | knew it
wasn't errant, so | sat back to take
in more. And what a fascinating
experience it was...

Suddenly, it struck me that |
knew exactly what was going on,
but | had just never heard the effect
in an amplifier before - especially a
valve amplifier where everything is
much more apparent than a solid-
state design. 'Yaleo' as a performance
had been cleaned up dramatically,
becoming starkly clear, superbly
concise, the muddle that passed as
complexity expunged. | must admit to
feeling a little sense of chagrin here;
I should have known better, but then
whilst | use a valve amplifier at home
by choice, | know only how conven-
tional ones sound and the sort of
differences to expect between them.
This broke out of the mould; it is a
world apart - and mightily impressive.

There was no lack
of treble. Strummed
guitar at the start of
Santana's 'Put Your
Lights On' demonstrated
this. The guitar’s strings
had real bite to them,
with a gloriously strong
harmonic spread. The
amplifier simply lacked
the fussy background
detail that invariably
garnishes this track.

Does it lack insight,
I asked myself? No, the
opposite. | could hear
further into Jackie Leven
singing 'Boy Trapped In
A Man' than | am used

to, his delivery to the microphone,
the slight echo from the studio and
some artificial reverberation. The
Glowmaster KT-88 teased it all out,

REVIEW

erasing muddle and mess to reveal a

stark but full-bodied sound that was

gloriously large.

Images on the sound stage were
sharply defined from far left to
full right, making the start of Steve
Earle’s "Waiting On You' a gripping
experience as a firmly anchored,
powerful kick drum stabbed out in
front of me. This was helped by the
power and sense of control of the
Glowmaster's bass. Here is a valve
amplifier without soft bass. It has

the dynamic contrast
valves are known for,
but it exploits it with
grip, downward into
the bass and low bass
regions. Our in-house
Spendor S8es were
persuaded to do things
they had rarely done
before on the end of
valves.

It wasn't just
Rock that fared well.
Spinning Tchaikovsky's
Symphony No 6 on
CD revealed the
Royal Philharmonic
Orchestra in a wide
sweep between
the loudspeakers,
with horns, strings,
woodwind and
timpani sounding full
bodied and rich in
timbre, but clearly
positioned in front of
me. The Glowmaster
KT-88 capitalises on
the natural ability of
valves to convey the
timbral properties of
instruments, whilst at
the same time uniquely
cleaning the muddle
from between them, as

CONCLUSION

Considering its broad spread of
ability, and its uniquely dramatic
sound, the Glowmaster KT-88 is
quite a package - especially at the
price. Whatever way you look at

it, as it stands or as the basis of an
all-balanced future system, this is a
fine amplifier: It has all the punch and
power of solid-state, with the superb
naturalness of valves. A compelling
combination if ever there was one. |

it were, to light them smoothly and
clearly in space of their own. It was a
delight with complex Classical works,
as much as it was with Rock.

\VERDICT 0 090 O®

Dramatic clarity and superb dynamics
| make this a class-leading star.

SILK GLOWMASTER
KT-88
Acoustic Perfection

£1,699

© +44(0)845 1668364
www.sacthailand.com

FOR
- unrivalled clarity
- expressive bass
- wonderful imaging

AGAINST
| - large size
| - needs regular adjustment

| - rear power switch

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Glowmaster K1-88 has one

output winding, suitable for 4-16 Ohm
loudspeakers, the manufacturers Silk
say. A single, untapped secondary
winding is more tightly coupled than a
4 Ohm tap of an 8 Olim winding, where
half the copper goes unused; World
Design transformers use this principle,
being optimised for 6 Ohms. Matching
to the widely varying impedance of real
loudspeakers is better. The Glowmaster
KT-88 delivered 66W into 8 Ohms

and 64W into 4 Ohms before clipping
(overload), into our balanced loads/test
equipment.

The amplifier isn't a low distortion
design, as triangulation (3rd harmonic)
creeps in progressively as fevel
increases, the 1% limit being 20 W
(8 or 4 Ohms). This isn't due to the
transformer cores, as results were
identical at 40Hz to those at 1kHz and
10kHz. Distortion was predominantly
third harmonie, with no crossuver or
higher order components at afl. The
distortion pattern was stable with
level and frequoney, a good siyn. Sitk’s
quoted distortion figures were not met,
except at 1W (0.03%), but this isn't
especially consequential, due to the
stable pattern, absence of high order
components and fow bass distortion.
Results were identical batanced and
unbalanced.

WWW.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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Silk claim their balanced
transformers are wideband and they
proved extraordinary, running cleanly
from 4Hz ali the way up to an amazing
110kHz (-1dB). Sensitivity was low at
2V and damping factor a normal 3.6.

The Glowmaster KT-88 turns in
varying results. It measures well
enough though, taking into account
dynamic behaviour. NK

65 watts
4Hz-110kHz
82d8

Power

Frequency response
Separation

Noise -88dB
Distortion 0.12%
Sensitivity 2V
Damping factor 3.6

DISTORTION

THD 23456789
i 0131001 %

Input RMS

3.0155

Frequewsy

a6 d? 48 49
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Proudly distributed by
SOUND VENTURE

T. 01483 - 284 555
www.soundventure.co.uk
email: sales@soundventure.co.uk

Find out why we recommend
Silent Wire

Pure silence and sheer musicality are
good reasons to use these fine cables
and interconnects. Balanced or RCA,
speaker cables or power chords, Silent
Wire has a solution for your demand.




CLEARAUDIO SMART MATRIX
CLEANING MACHINE £460

For some people record surface
noise is a positive - it has a nostalgic
feel that takes folk back the halcyon
days of stacking well worn seven

inch singles on their Dansette. But
for others it's one of the biggest
drawbacks of analogue reproduction,
being nothing but interference

with the music. This problem is not
insurmountable however, as there are

CHORD COMPANY

SIGNATURE £550/M

Although we at Hi-Fi World don't
subscribe to the notion that cables
are a universal panacea, when you've
got the rest of your system right (and
that's where you should concentrate
your thoughts), getting the right
wires can make a big difference to a
system’s performance. Think of them
as not making things sound better,
but stopping things sounding worse
- superior cables let more of the
signal pass without interference and
coloration. Chord Company claim
their premium priced Signature is
special for the way it shields the
delicate audio signal from the outside
world, and how it preserves all of
the micro detailing and low level
ambience.

Construction-wise, Chord use a
balanced concept with two individual
solid-core conductors, silver plated.
These are surrounded by no less
than three layers of shielding; first a
braid claimed to be a “unique” flat
braid, second layer a ribbon type

various products on the market

which claim to remove most - if
not all - of those annoying snaps,
crackles and pops. Clearaudio

Smart Matrix is one such...

The latest and most
affordable device in the
company's range of four
(priced up to £3,159 for
the Double Matrix), this
machine works on the
familiar principle of a
record clamped to a slowly
rotating turntable, having
a cleaning fluid sucked out
of its grooves through
an arm that has felt pads
and a suction slot in it.
The fluid is then deposited

in an onboard reservoir to be
emptied later. There's nothing new
in this technology, but Clearaudio
have brought their usual exemplary
build standards to a new sector

of the market place. The Smart
Matrix is a compact unit measuring
400x380x240mm and weighing 13
kg, finished in a pleasant pale grey
with an acrylic lid to protect the
platter and cleaning arm when not
in use.At the front are two switches

braid, and finally a conventional braid.
What marks the Signature out from
the norm is these braids are not
connected to the superb low mass
phono plugs, but electrically 'float’
- just the solid core conductors
connect to the ‘plugs. There is a little
ground wire option, which can be
fitted to the end of the Signature,
and acts as a ‘drain’. In a really high
end system we have found this does
indeed increase the scale of sound,
reducing noise even further, but at
a very marginal level. To counter
this, we've also found that using the
ground wire very marginally damps
the upper mid, although the effect is
subtle and clearly system-dependent
It’s hard not to fall in love with
the Chord's smooth and focused
sound, which manages to be both on
a great scale and highly atmospheric,
while still maintaining a precise,
beautifully detailed sound stage.
Treble details are never forced, unlike
some cables that seem to emphasise
the upper treble in crude way whilst
claiming detail enhancements. Not

Yinhi-fiworld.co.uk

SOUNDBITES

- the top one controls the direction
of rotation of the platter, and the
second switches on the vacuum
motor. At the back are the mains IEC
socket and a long tube for emptying
the used fluid container.

It's easy to use - just apply
the cleaning fluid with the brush
provided, then vacuum off the
residue, hopefully resulting in a
clean, and crackle-free groove. Really
dirty records may take a couple of
applications to remove ingrained dirt.
Very effective in use, most of the
records came out of the process
with a totally silent surface, and those
that were damaged still played with
far less noise than before. It's not a
miracle worker - it won't restore
a damaged playing surface, but will
bring most vinyl back to a playable
condition, easily and effectively. Even
new records benefit, gaining a wider,
deeper and more detailed soundstage
thanks to it hovering out the sound-
degrading Mould Release Agent
depositing in the grooves during
manufacture. The Smart Matrix is
well made, easy to use and does an
excellent job. TB [Contact:
www.audioreference.co.uk]

dbites

so the Signature. Yes, it's expensive
at £550 per metre so shouldn’t be
even considered even in respectable
mid-fi systems, but for those wanting
a smooth, neutral and self-effacing
bit of wire for a high end set-up,
there are few better. Only the fact
that, currently, there is no balanced
version detracts. HB [Contact:
www.chord.co.uk]
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£ YAMAHA -

1ose unfortunates who have
ot embraced our hobby
generally think audiophiles
are a funny lot. From those
of us who are fans of those
old LP things ("can you still
buy them?”) to the cable connois-
seurs ("but it's just a bit of wire").

| think they think we are a strange
bunch by and large, and reserve a
certain level of scepticism about our
enthusiasm for some strange, unex-
plained reason.

Of course one of the biggest
bugbears has to be the appearance of
the equipment. Whilst manufacturers
are taking more and more care over

the styling of their products, most
non hi-fi types still think our precious
amps, CD players, turntables and
loudspeakers are, mostly, big and

ugly. Now, we all cope with this in
our main systems but | think even
the most hardened audiophile would

ORLD FEBRUARY 2008

concur that something bulky and
indecorous really is out of place for
that second system for the bedroom,
study or dining room.

Fortunately, quite a few manufac-
turers are seeing it this way too,
so we no longer have to suffer
something visually and aurally
offensive from our local high street
fridge/ washing machine/ audio
emporium in order to enjoy the radio
or a CD whilst busying ourselves
with some other task.

The Pure Legato Il | reviewed
back in our September issue is a
fine example of such a compact
but fine performing system and, no
sooner had the ink dried on the
review, than Yamaha announced an
updated version of the CRX-M170
system that | mentioned in passing.
Consequently | duly sent for one and,
when a Marantz CR-601 subsequently
landed on the doormat as well, the

www.hi-fiworilsalik

Adam Smith takes a
break from audiophile
esoterica to live with
two DAB/FM/CD mini
systems from Marantz
and Yamaha...

ne for All?

scene was set for a test!
Considering the Yamaha first,
your £199 buys you a very neat
and well specified unit. Measuring
110x210x359mm (HxWxD), the
M170 is indeed diminutive, but fairly
sturdy at 4.4kg. Inside, Yamaha have
fitted an AM/FM and DAB tuner with
10 DAB and 30 AM/FM presets, plus
a CD player and an amplifier rated at
25 watts per channel into 6 Ohms. At
the rear, you will find suitable aerial
socketry for the tuners, plus phono
sockets for tape in and out,Aux | in
and out, and Aux 2 in.There is also
a line level output, controlled by the
volume control, for a subwoofer.
Loudspeaker terminals are decent
quality binding posts that also accept
4mm plugs which is very good to
see, especially when the £700 DSP-
AX86ISE surround sound amplifier
we reviewed in October doesn't even
boast these!



The Yamaha retails on its own
for £199, but Yamaha also offer a pair
of matching loudspeakers, the NX-
E300s, which retail for £119 per pair
and come in a very smart piano black
finish. Making use of a 4in (1 10mm)
plastic-coned woofer and a lin
(25mm) soft dome tweeter, the NX-
E300s come complete with a length
of get-you-started basic wire byt are
also fitted with decent gold plated
binding posts, so you can satisfy your
inner audiophile with a cable upgrade
if you really cannot resist!

Visually slightly larger, at
146x210x336mm (HxWxD), and
heavier at 6kg, the Marantz does
boast a touch of extra solidity to it,
as one might expect from its higher
price. Facilities are very similar to the
Yamaha, but with 59 DAB presets and
40 on AM/FM. Power output is slightly
higher at 30 Watts into 4 Chms and
the CR-601 offers a similar range of
connections, although given fancier
labels, namely Tape in/out, MD infout
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and DVD in. Generally, the CR-601
has the edge in terms of build quality,
the only disappointments being the
spring clip loudspeaker terminals and
the rather flimsy CD loading tray...

SOUND QUALITY

Going for the alphabetical method
and firing up the Marantz first,
through the Yamaha loudspeakers, it
got stuck into CD reproduction with
gusto. Carlos Santana's guitar on his
‘Supernatural’ album soared out of
the little Yammies and the CR-601
really put the performance nicely
out into the room. Bass extension
was limited, as might be expected
from the diminutive stature of the
loudspeakers, but the rhythm of
the track pumped along very nicely.
Cornershop's original version of
‘Brimful of Asha' was crisp and solid,
with backing cymbal strikes vivid, if a
little splashy.

The good projection of the
Marantz's soundstage really came
to the fore with material like Sarah
McLachlan's track 'Angel’, however.
Here, her vocals were rendered with
excellent emotion and came right out
of the loudspeakers in a way that is
quite surprising for a compact all-in
one system. Individual bass notes
from the start of the track were solid
but, when moving to a pacier track

like 'Building a Mystery' the Marantz
seemed to become a little shy once
again, with the bass line recessing into
the mix somewhat.

Switching to the Yamaha showed
no such problems, however. | had
previously attributed the rather light
bass to the loudspeakers, but the
CRX-MI70 showed that this was not
the case, as it endowed them with
punch that made them sound quite
a bit larger than they had previously.
The Yamaha also smoothed out the
rather brash top end of the Marantz
and sounded much happier with
rockier pieces of music, as well as
densely recorded tracks such as
Symposium's ‘Blue’. This track starts
off quietly with a gently strummed
electric guitar, before building up to
something of a crescendo with each
chorus. Through the Marantz this
became just a little uncomfortable but
the Yamaha remained composed and
unflustered.

Where the Marantz did score
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however, was in terms of midrange
projection. Through the Yamaha, both
Sarah Mclachlan's vocals and Carlos
Santana's guitar retreated back into
the mix a little. Both were still easily
distinguishable and well defined, but
the Marantz gave them both that
extra level of atmosphere that put
you right at the heart of the action.

Switching back to the Marantz
and tuning on to DAB stations, the
CR-60) performed well. Weaker
stations still had the bubbling mud
effect so common with DAB, but
Virgin Radio came in loud and clear
with good atmosphere and detail.
Once again, the top end was rather
splashy and the rather rough and
ready nature of UK DAB served
only to exacerbate this problem, but
generally the Marantz turned in a
pleasing performance.

So, what of the Yamaha! Quite
simply, the little CRX-M 170 turned in
one of the best DAB performances |
have heard from any unit at any price,
comfortably showing the Videologic
DRX-601) tuner that we usually use
in the office a clean pair of heels!
Virgin Radio came through loud
and clear, even through the supplied
DAB wire aerial and both music and
spoken word were clear and concise.
My listening coincided with Leona
Graham's afternoon show, and she

it hi-fiworld.co.uk
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was solid and well defined within the
soundstage and even had the makings
of atmosphere around her - very
impressive stuff!

On FM the gap was much closer,
both units being rather hissy in our
Central London office but offering
a similar performance to CD.In

other words, the Marantz was nicely
detailed and expressive, but rather
splashy, with the Yamaha being more
reserved but smoother, and with a
tighter low end.

Briefly substituting the Yamaha
loudspeakers for my favourite Usher
S$-520s brought an extra level of detail
and sophistication to each unit, whilst
maintaining their essential characters.
In comparison to these superb units
the Yamaha NX-E300s did rather
lack body and atmosphere but
they are infinitely better than most
loudspeakers supplied with these sort
of compact systems (see the Pure
Legato Il review!). If you cannot find
the extra £30 for a pair of Mordaunt
Short Avant 902is, or find them just
too big for your bookshelf, then the
NX-E300s are a worthy choice in
their own right for £119.

CONCLUSION
Allin all, both the Marantz CR-601
and Yamaha CRX-MI170 are very
fine compact all-in-one systems with
impressive performance for their
prices. The Marantz definitely scores
in imagery and, generally, build quality
terms but is let down a little by its
rather splashy top end. This can, of
course, be managed by judicious
loudspeaker matching, and the
Marantz remains a very fine unit.
The Yamaha however is an
absolute beiter. Although lacking the
midrange projection of the Marantz,
it is cleaner at the top end, punchier
down the bottom and, let's face it,
£150 cheaper. The optional matching
loudspeakers are fine designs in their
own right and | personally cannot
think of a better all-in-one system for
the price.

Yamaha's optional NX-E300
loudspeakers are well worth
considering.

VERDICT OO 0O

Sturdy, well built system with useful
features and an impressively smooth,

expansive sound.

|

MARANTZ CR-601

Marantz UK

(© +44(0)1753 680868

www.marantz.com

| FOR
| - soundstage

- fine tuner

| - build quality

AGAINST
- rather splashy top end

£350

VERDICT OO0 00 O®

Outstanding little system with
splendid performance across all

sources. Optional loudspeakers are

rather good, too!

YAMAHA CRX-M170
YAMAHA NX-E300

£199
£119

Yamaha Electronics UK Ltd.

@ +44(0)1923 233166
www.yamaha-uk.com

FOR

- excellent DAB

- crisp top end

- punchy bass

- fine optional speakers

AGAINST
- nothing at the price
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A new star is born

EISA . |Best
Product
2007-2008

2-CHANNEL AMPLIFIER

Cambridge Audio Azur 840A

O @00 e

Each year the European Imaging & Sound Association (EISA)
assembles a panel of expert judges from some of the continent’s leading

hi-fi press to investigate the world’s finest technology.

After rigorous evaluation they return to vote on one product in each
category that they believe offers not only exceptional levels of
performance but also provides incredible value. This year they chose the
Cambridge Audio Azur 840A Class XD integrated amplifier.

“...a genuinely novel approach... a highly sophisticated,
efficient and attractive-sounding amplifier” asa itation

& Cambridge Audio i

To find your nearest approved Cambridge Audio specialist,
read extensive reviews and more, visit: www.cambridge-audio.com

& INNOVATIONS

)
0
)




Twice As Ni

REVIEW

Vita's new R2 DAB/FM table radio takes the marque into stereo sound.

Steve Green listens in...

new company started

by the people behind
loudspeaker manufactur-
ers Ruark Acoustics,Vita
has become an overnight
ensation in the world of
DAB portables thanks to their unfail-
ingly high standards of design and
build in a world where either would
be an achievement.To date, it has
been the RI - a small, single-speaker
table radio — that's been getting the
headlines, but now the company has a
new stereo version, the R2, on sale...

The Vita R2 is available in rich
walnut or ivory finishes and, at £220,
its main competitor is the highly
impressive Roberts MP23 DAB sound
system, which | reviewed in the
September issue. The R2 is certainly
a match in terms of styling, as its
minimalist design is aesthetically
excellent. One thing to bear in mind,
however, is that the radio is 34cm
wide, so requires a fair amount of
space to be set-aside for it.

Encouragingly,Vita is hoping to
offer a DAB+ upgrade for owners of
both the R2 and its smaller sibling
the R1, and aithough this would
require the units to be returned to
Vita so that they can replace the
DAB module with one that supports
DAB+, this would at least give
owners the peace of mind that their
radios won’t become obsolete a few
years down the line.

In terms of features, the R2
concentrates mainly on providing
connectivity to other devices, as it
sports a 3.5mm auxiliary input on
the front of the unit to allow it to
be used as a playback device for an
MP3 player; there are pairs of phono
inputs and outputs on the back of
the unit: and there is a headphone
socket on the front as well.

Other features include three EQ
settings and ‘3D Sound’, which I'll
return to later. The R2 also provides
an alarm clock and a sleep timer, and
has five presets each for DAB and
FM. Operation of the radio was easy
using the buttons on the radio itseif
or via the credit card-sized remote
control. Unsurprisingly, given its size,
the radio is mains-powered only.
DAB reception quality was slightly

below average, as the bubbiing mud
sound that accompanies poor DAB
reception was evident
occasionally.
On FM, the
Vita is rare

in that it

uses an
analogue

chip

for FM
reception,

as the vast
majority of
DAB radios
use software-
defined

radio to
implement FM.
Unfortunately
though, the Vita was
as insensitive on FM as

other DAB radios are, and most
stations had background hiss.

SOUND QUALITY

The Vita’s sound quality was quite
simply in a different league to that
provided by the vast majority of DAB
radios, as the quality of the speakers
allowed it to deliver a soundstage
that’s far closer to the hi-fi ideal than
you experience when listening to
a typical DAB radio, most of which
frankly don't come anywhere close...

When playing back high bit rate
MP3 files via the auxiliary input on
the front, the Vita produced a highly
defined sound, with strong bass and
a detailed top end. It was the 3D
sound feature that was responsible
for transforming the audio from
merely being very good to superb,
as it added plenty of breadth to the
soundstage whilst simultaneously
separating the instruments, and
vocals shone out in particular. |
didn’t experience much depth in the
soundstage though, and the Roberts
MP23, which also has a similar
feature, provided a more spacious
sound in general. But this
shouldn't detract from
the fact that listening to
the Vita was a thoroughly
ehgaging and entertaining
experience.

On DAB, the sound

wWwi.hi-fiworld.co.uk

quality was of
course highly dependent on
the quality of the radio stations being
listened to but, when delivered with
audio that had been cleanly encoded,
the Vita was mightily impressive. The
R2 was also good with the more
mediocre-sounding stations, as it
managed to squeeze far more detail
and life out of the signal than typical
DAB radios are able to. On FM,
the sonics were very good on the
stations that had a strong signal, but
unfortunately there was background
hiss on most stations due to the
insensitivity of the FM receiver, so the
overall performance was poor — this
has unfortunately become the norm
on DAB radios.

Overall, the Vita R2 provides
super sound quality and looks
stunning. However, the Roberts
MP23 only costs £10 more, it
provides equally good sound quality,
if not slightly better, and it has both
a CD player and an SD card slot
that supports MP3 playback. So the

VERDICT OO0 0® |

Excellent sonics allied to beautiful
design and build quality make the Vita
ﬂexceptional DAB portable.

VITA R2
Vita Audio

Roberts provides better value-for- £220
money, but on the other hand Vita
wants to offer R2 owners an upgrade

path to DAB+. It's a tough call!

© +44 (0)1702 601 410
www.vitaaudio,com

| FOR

- superh sound quality
: - design

- connectivity

AGAINST
- FM reception quality
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FEATURE

One Thing Audio-modded
Quad ESL-57s replaced
Naim NBL speakers...

34

hen | first visited
Patrick Bateman (see
Hi-Fi World February
2005), he had an
extraordinary Linn/
Naim system featur-
ing the Naim’s range-topping NAC
552 preamplifier and NAP 500 power
amplifier which together cost over
£23.000! Feeding these beasts were a
Linn LP12 turntable with Naim ARO
tonearm and Koetsu Red cartridge.
Finally, attached at the end of these
components was a pair of Linn Sara
standmount loudspeakers...

Superb sounding as this was,
Patrick wasn’t quite contented, and
duly acquired a beautifully finished
pair of Naim NBL floorstanding
loudspeakers (about £6,000+ new)
and a stunningly designed Brinkmann
La Grange turntable and tonearm
in place of his trusty Linn Saras and
LP12, plus a Groove/ Plus phonostage
by Tom Evans. | really liked Patrick’s
NBLs, as they meshed very nicely
with the Naim amplifiers and
bestowed wonderful bass clout into
the music. Even better though was
the addition of Koetsu's Jade Platinum
MC cartridge with its diamond
cantilever.

As you can imagine from
his impressive roster of system
components, Patrick is a fairly ‘well
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heeled’ music
enthusiast, but
did manage to get
some impressive
deals and part
exchange offers
for his kit along
the way. By the
end of this frantic

he thought he
had everything
pretty much
sorted — the combination of a new
£7,000 Koetsu Jade Platinum MC and
the beautifully crafted Brinkmann La
Grange, which | think is one of the
finest aesthetically pleasing turntable
designs yet (costing about the
same as the Koetsu), proving a joy.
However, fate was to intervene.

One day a friend, armed with
a curious set of devices with glass
bottles sticking out of them, popped
round to see Patrick. Curious
indeed - as Patrick was a dyed-in-
the-wool Linn/Naim fanatic! Being
an adventurous sort, he asked his
friend to insert these quaint looking
apparatuses in place of his Naim
amplifiers, and things would never be
the same again...

The aforementioned valve

components transpired to be the
Radford SC22 preamplifier and
STA25 power

amplifier. The STA25 Brinkmann La Grange replaced a Linn LP12/
Naim ARO turntable...

is one of those
hi-fi components
mentioned in
mythical terms, and
Patrick could soon
hear why. He was
instantly smitten
with the Radfords,
and while he could
readily appreciate
the Naims for their

d ewok

bout of upgrading,

owing Praise

Channa Vithana tells the story of
a longstanding solid-state devotee
who defected to the cause of the
thermionic valve...

great strengths, found himself craving
what the Radford pair did - especially
with opera and classical music.
Although quaintly low powered, the
Radfords were harmonically richer
and more full-bodied, able to reveal
the bass and midrange not only with
tunefulness and articulation but a
great sense of fluidity. In short, he
felt the result was closer to the live
concerts he attends.

However, Patrick noted that the
Radford duo, while wonderful with
tone, wasn't quite keeping with the
pace on some music. He isolated the
preamplifier as the guilty party and
set out to find a new partner for the
STA25 power amplifier.After buying
the Radford duo from his friend for
£1,500 second-hand, Patrick was
fortunate to come into contact with
Mike Solomon of London Sound
who is a Radford fanatic. Mike duly
serviced the Radford and checked
the valves which were dated to
around the early seventies, but still in
good working order.

So, when | visited Patrick
earlier this year, he showed me the
somewhat unlikely marriage of a
Radford STA25 with Naim NBLs! |
raised my eyebrows a little at this
odd couple, but it actually sounded
extremely clear and free-flowing with
a tremendously organic demeanour.




Of course it couldn’t quite reach
the massive grip and power levels
of the Naims, but | could clearly
understand Patrick’s newfound
enchantment with the Radford valve
sound. The Radford was able to drive
the NBLs rather well actually, turning
in a tremendously musical sound
without the tell-tale ‘bass drift’ that
I have encountered with some valve
amplifiers - where, no matter how
wonderfully tuneful they are, the bass
ends up flagging behind. Not so with
the STA25.

Further peculiarities abounded
as he auditioned the solid-state
Tom Evans Vibe and valve Border
Patrol preamplifiers and was leaning
towards the Tom Evans when he
remembered that there was a
lower-cost US made Canary Audio
preamplifier (about £600) which was
also left for him to assess. On it went
and this valve-powered Canary had
the ideal qualities of both the Tom

Evans and Border Patrol designs but
none of the perceived drawbacks,
such as starkness with the Vibe and
forwardness with the Border Patrols.
This duly set Patrick on a
Canary odyssey, where he ended up

Canary CA-903L/CA-903P ampilification replaced
high end Naim electronics...

buying the top four-box monoblock
set of CA-903L preamplifiers and
matching CA-903P power supplies
from Definitive Audio. He managed
to acquire them second-hand for
around £3,000 as they were former
review stock. | wasn’t at all surprised
when Patrick subsequently traded
in his Groove Plus phonostage for
an all-valve £2,000 Art Audio Vinyl
One which was tuned with selected
parts by Definitive Audio for an extra
£1,500. Even less of a surprise was
when Patrick bought the One Thing
Audio Quad ESL 57 electrostatics
for around £2,000 (plus dedicated
stands) which have found favour with
editor DP and publisher NK in this
very journal over the past few years.
With the NBLs gone, and the
Jade Platinum temporarily missing,
due to a rebuild and re-tipping,
Patrick had lost a costly Linn/Naim
solid-state system but gained a
relatively modest all-valve one instead

with a low-cost, red Denon DL-110
MC (£100 approx.) as a stand-in for
the Koetsu. With a One Thing Audio
‘Widget' attached at the Radford
end, which Patrick says improves the
sound, Townshend Isolda cables, Naim
Hi-Line interconnect
with WBT sockets
from pre to power
amplifier and Vertex
AQ Jaya and Roraima
Plus mains treatment
and power leads, the
system was truly
singing, even with the
lowly Denon cartridge.

THE LISTENING

When | finally got
around to listening in
anger to Patrick’s new
tubular belles, | opted
to make life difficult
by dispensing with
Patrick’s usual cultured
diet of classical and
opera (the traditional
staples for valves and
ESL 57s) and opting
instead for something
a little different. Thus
we played ‘Driftwood’
by The Moody Blues
which sounded
ethereal and epic, akin
i to Bowie's ‘Heroes!

A Bob Dylan’s ‘Knocking
On Heaven'’s Door’

B/ was atmospheric and
all deep while Soft Cell’s

\

\
A
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FEATURE

early eighties
electro-pop

of ‘Say Hello,
Wave Goodbye’
had superb
harmonic
qualities in the
bass - you could
appreciate
everything from
the acoustic
decay of notes
to the brilliant
sense of
dimensionality.
The synthesiser
parts weren’t
edgy at all, having clear presence
within the mix.'Memorabilia’
displayed excellent timing and
wonderfully conveyed purity.

The same was true for
‘Showroom Dummies’ by Kraftwerk
and ‘Older’ by George Michael. In
both cases, there was no hint of a

Denon DL-110 MC is
currently on headshell duties
as Patrick's Koetsu is rebuilt.

sharp, sterile quality, and the music
had an out-of-the-box presentation
that had to be heard to be believed.
Instrumental and vocal resolution
was very high indeed; instruments
and single keyboard paits were
clearly delineated, yet cohesive within
the main structure of the music.
Donna Summer’s ‘| Feel Love’ was
truly hypnotic via this all-valve system,
and we simply had to play the long

1 2-inch version several times. Finally
we played the 1967 ‘Handel Messiah’
conducted by Colin Davis and sung
by Helen Watts. Here, with the
tuned-up ESL 57s, the normally glassy
and almost unlistenable recording
was revealed with consummate ease,
which made Patrick especially happy,
as he’s a huge fan of Helen Watts.

CONCLUSION

Patrick has managed to improve
the sound of his system in his
listening room by spending less
money, not more, with very healthy
trade-ins for his previous, more
costly components! This is not the
usual route of a hi-fi enthusiast, and
‘changing sides’ from solid-state to
valves is even more significant. This
is an important journey to recount
here as it isn't necessarily the cost
or genre of the hi-fi that makes an
upgrade, but sometimes it is simply
a matter of slowing down, taking
time to reflect on your personal
musical passions first and then trying
something, however different, that
actually works, for you.
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Both freshly updated, Cambridge Audio’s 840A v2 integrated

Class XD Integrated Amplifier

amplifier takes on Naim's Nait 5i, and David Price is your referee...

ell. I'm sorry but |
couldn't resist it. By
sheer chance - or
happenstance at least
— Cambridge Audio
announced the first
major revision to its flagship 840A
at more or less the same time as
Naim announced they were further
tweaking their long-lived Nait 5i.
The resultis a v2 (version 2) and an
i respectively, although the spotters
will doubtless be pointing out that
the Nait 5 has already reached its i
derivative, so just to confuse us all,
Naim has made the i italicised!

Well, I'll spare my innermost
thoughts on the nomenclature; suffice
to say the ideas that the respective
companies’ marketing departments
managed to think up don’t compare
favourably with the amount of
engineering work gone into the
products themselves. Naim Audio in
particular should go and stand in the
corner for making every sub-editor’s
life a misery! Anyway, with just £25
difference in price between the two, |
couldn’t wait to get them plugged in
and powered up - and listen to both
in anger...

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO 840A V2

The new version 2 of the company’s
flagship hasn’t taken a long time

coming. This is because, shall | say,
there are products that Cambridge
Audio are “very proud of” and
products that Cambridge Audio are,
errm, slightly less “very proud of”.
The original 840A, whilst being an
impressive product in some respects,
didn’t quite have the sonic prowess
of the matching 840C CD player
for example, which is an absolute
barnstormer.With this in mind, it was
decided that the 840A was due for
an update sooner rather than later.
The original Azur 840A was an
interesting design which introduced
an entirely new class of amplifier
design, namely Class XD. It was a
powerful bit of kit at the price, and
had a big, confident sound that some
felt lacked the human touch. That's
what Cambridge Audio engineers
have been trying to put back with
the new version, employing some
“subtle but significant updates”, while
the second generation Class XD is
now complemented by a new output
stage carefully adjusted to integrate
with this novel technology, revised
balanced inputs for lower distortion
and noise, and a new more accurate
volume control with even lower
crosstalk for greater stereo imaging.
This amplifier is most notable
for one of its toroidal transformers,
which is massive (and commen-

M Wa-fiworld.co.uk

surately heavy), helping the 840

to develop a quoted {20W into

8 Ohms (200W into 4) [see
MEASURED PERFORMANCE].The
big transformer powers the power
amplifier section and the smaller one
the preamp, and the sections are
separable. Another standout feature
that’s retained is the resistor ladder
volume control, with gold plated
contacts, that’s as noisy as a shivering
dog in operation; some find this
intrusive. Two pairs of high current
output transistors per channel are
fitted, in a revised configuration. Twin
rectifiers and separate transformer
taps for dual mono operation of the
left and right power amplifiers are
also used.

The amplifier has no less than
eight inputs, one of which has
balanced XLR connections as well as
the stock RCA phonos. As ever, these
are all nameable and displayed on the
B840A’s big, backlit front panel. The
casing lacks the lavishness of higher
end products, and is a little resonant
for my tastes. The highly versatile
Cambridge features bypassable tone
controls, tape record out, a preamp
output, and two sets of speaker
outputs, all of which are gold-plated.
Any input can be set to fixed gain
(allowing the 840A to be used for
the front channels of a surround-
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sound system for instance) and all
inputs have individual trimmable gain.

NAIM NAIT 5/

If Cambridge Audio’s 840A had a
mixed reception in its early days, so
too did the original Naim Nait 5 back
in 2000 — albeit for different reasons.
In the case of the Nait, it was
pilloried by Naim diehards for being
far too much like the sort of product
a normal person might want to buy.
Its main crime, as far as | can discern,
was the introduction of an altogether
more sophisticated sound that would
actually work without the customer
having to rebuild their entire system
around it. The addition of a remote
control was also a sign to some that
the company was taking sonics less
seriously, although the practice was
quite different to the theory in this
case...

We at Hi-Fi World loved it, and
observed with interest how the
Naim sound was changing. Gone was
the brightly lit and ultra-vivid sound
that made partnering the early Naits
so perilous, and in its place was a
far smoother and almost velveteen
nature. The 2003 Nait 5i built on this,
with surface mount circuitry and a
bigger 240VA transformer, along with
simplified connectivity options. The
new £725 2007 Nait 5i (that's italic)
retains the power supply, ALPS Blue
volume pot, control processor with
its separate transformer winding that
sleeps when not in use, plus the same
sized (432x301x70mm) aluminium
chassis with zinc diecast front panel.
It also has all those clever detail
touches of the oldster, like the loose
fitting mains inlet and input sockets
that move — which are designed
to sonically decouple the cabling
(which transmits lots of airborne
and/or ground borne vibration) from
the amplifier’s circuitry. Naim claim
50W RMS per side [see MEASURED
PERFORMANCE].

The new Nait 5i introduces a
host of detail changes, the most
noticeable of which is the front panel
3.5mm minijack input which automat-
ically switches, giving instant access
for iPods (and other music players).
Underneath the hood, Naim are
more circumspect about the detailed
engineering changes that the italic i
benefits from, preferring to hide their
light under a bushel. One obvious
change is the new ceramic heatsink
material that's claimed to give better
efficiency and far lower capacitive
coupling of the transistors to chassis
— claimed to give a cleaner sound,
especially at higher levels. There are
also minor circuit changes to lower
distortion and improve RF rejection,
the company says, plus revised ribbon

cabling to maximise isolation from
the circuit boards. Naim have also
reduced the overall feedback and
improved the RF filtering on the
passive preamp stage.

In the flesh, the Naim Nait 5i
feels the classier of the two packages
— but it's down to the elegant
simplicity of the aesthetics rather
than superior build. Although it's not
particularly hard to use, the 840A
v2 is cluttered up with controls that
most people (reading this magazine
at least) will never use. Still — a house
point for the balanced XLR inputs
round the back; the DINs on the
back of the Naim have less appeal to
non-Naim acolytes.

SOUND QUALITY

So, two great British amplifiers face
off! The result was an interesting one,
and not — | might add — what would
have happened when the original
versions of both designs met one
another.Whereas I'd have predicted

a knockout win to the Naim Nait

5i over the Cambridge Audio 840A
vl some eighteen months ago, the

non-italic incarnation, but | have to
say they are not of the 'night-and-day’
variety as per the Cambridge. With
the new Naim we have a touch more
clarity, a soupcon more subtlety,a
fraction more insight and a jot more
grip. Imaging seems a little tauter and
more accurately located within the
recorded acoustic, tonality seems
marginally better revealed with more
insight into the conditions of the
recording and mastering of the music
being played. Now | can understand
why they italicised the i, because the
improvements wrought are ones of
subtle emphasis! Still, cumulatively
they are significant.

Personally, | wouldn't advise
current Nait 5i owners to run out
and 'upgrade’ to the new model
(unless you suddenly find yourself
having a pressing desire to plug
your iPod in via the front panel
— something only Patrick Cleasby is
ever likely to experience), but nor
would | say the changes are on the
level of gimmickry — they are not.

The new Nait 5i sounds like the
same amplifier, but just a little bit

new version of the 840 has been
improved so much that this time it
was decided on points — with both

bruisers still standing at the final bell...

Kicking off with the Cambridge
Audio, | played Steely Dan’s 'Black
Cow' and sat back intently, with the
memory of the old 840 stili fresh
in my mind.All that tweaking has
worked wonders, because here was
an amplifier with all the good points
of the original there to enjoy, but
with its various weaknesses either
eliminated or ameliorated so as
not to distract. The result was what
I'd hoped from the 840 all along
— a truly expansive integrated with
seemingly endless reserves of power
and a confident, muscular sound. !
was particularly impressed with its
speed; it seems faster than before,
whilst the silences between the notes
appear quieter. Conversely, it's more
dynamic and more animated, better
able to impart the sense of a song
going somewhere.

Switching to the Nait 5i, and
again | thought | could perceive
improvements over the previous
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happier in its own skin. That's just as
well because it had to give of its best
to match the new 840 v2, which on
"Black Cow’ ran it very close.The
wonderfully expansive soundstage
of the Cambridge showed the Naim
to be a little more closed in, a touch
more bunched around the central
point between the speakers.Within
its smaller soundstage however,

the Naim was more precise; the
Cambridge sounding more diffuse
across a larger space.

More obvious that this were
the respective tonal signatures. The
Cambridge was lighter and brighter
than the Naim, more like Naits of
yore, throwing a spotlight onto the
upper midband and treble, lifting
the smooth Steely Dan track out
into the room.The Naim was richer,
with an obviously fuller and more
pronounced bass line, although it’s
wrong to call it 'warmer’, as it wasn't
a classic valve amp style bass bloom
but simply a fuller and more physical
bassline it served up.

Moving to The Buggles' 'Kid
Dynamo’, the Cambridge sounded




super fast, picking out all the
instruments in the mix with forensic
vigour. Switching to the Naim gave
a slightly smaller soundstage,a
marginally fuller bass and also a
better sense of dynamic accenting.
The Cambridge had no shortage
of power, but seemed a little more
reluctant to use it. What little the
Naim had, however, was casually
and repeatedly enlisted to give the
song a greater sense of musical
impact. It sounded like Trevor Horn
was working harder with his bass
playing, and Geoff Downes was being
more impactful with his keyboard
parts. However, despite being more
animated, the Naim didn’t achieve
this by being brighter or more
powerful, but simply by appearing in
better control. Still, it wasn’t quite
as simple as that, as the Cambridge
pulled back with a more expansive
sound and a sense of ease with
which the various instruments in the
mix could play along separately. As
the song got busy, the Cambridge
maintained an architectural sense
of scale, whereas the Nait seemed
happy to let such details fall by the
wayside in its attempt to capture the
emotional impact of the song.
Moving to some modern jazz
in the shape of Herbie Hancock’s ‘I
Have a Dream’ and the respective
differences were revealed in their
most stark terms. The Cambridge
proved more brightly lit, with more
finely etched piano timbre, more air
and space around the instruments
and an airier and more atmospheric
overall sound. The Naim sounded
a little veiled and rolled off in the
upper treble by comparison, losing
a little of the ambience of the
recording and also the fine texturing
of the instruments. However, it also
gave the impression of a ringside
seat, pulling the listener right
into the recording, highlighting

VERDICT OO0 0©®

the double bass playing and the
dynamic accenting of the musicians
and exposing its rival as rather
standoffish. Surprisingly though, in
this instance | actually preferred the
Cambridge, such was its ability to
communicate superior instrumental
timbre whilst remaining musical; the
Naim by comparison was even more

engaging yet missing
something by failing to
convey the recording’s
ambience as well.

CONCLUSION

Pressed to make a
decision, I'd call this

a points win to the
Naim Nait 5i - but the
Cambridge Audio 840A
v2 runs it very close.
So close in fact that,
another listener with
another system and
different proclivities
of the musical and
hi-fi varieties would
easily plump for the
Cambridge. From

here the dealers
come in; your Naim
dealer would offer
you a great trade-in
price when you came
to upgrade, whereas
your Cambridge Audio
dealer would sell you
a new power amplifier
to piug into the back
of your 840A. Both
will make any listener
happy, but ultimately
the choice comes
down to whether you
want a purposeful
‘plug and play’ system
(the Naim) or one
with myriad inputs
and switching options
(the Cambridge).

Highly spacious, detailed and powerful
sounding integrated with myriad
facilities.

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO 840A V2

VERDICT O 999 ®

Unerringly musical and dynamic
performer with impressively rich tone.
Superb ergonomics and style, too,

£750

Cambridge Audio

(@ + 44 (0)845 900 1230
www.cambridgeaudio.com

- expansive soundstaging
- clean power

- finesse

- detail

| AGAINST
| - cluttered fascia ‘
- fiddly, noisy volume control

NAIM NAIT 5/

L E YT T
(©) +44 (0)1722 332266
www.naim-audio.com

FOR PR
[ musicality
- dynamic accenting
| - strong, animated bass
| - aesthetics & ergonomics

AGRINST
| - stereo width
l- uqatmospheric treble

Cambridge, for
such a dramatic
improvement
over the
original in such
a short space
of time.

REVIEW

Thumbs aloft for both manufacturers
then, and a special pat on the back for

REFERENCE SYSTEM:
Michell GyroDec/TecnoArm/vdH The Frog turntable
Note Products PhoNote phono stage

Quad 39 CDP-2 CD player
Sugden A21SE integrated amplifier
Yamaha NS1000M loudspeakers

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

NAIM NAIT 5/

Like all good Naims, this one has an
excellent power supply that suffers
little voltage droop under load, so
power output into 4 Ohms is nearly
double that into 8 Ohms, measuring
100 watts and 55 watts respectively.
Also, like other Naims this one has a
low damping factor of 14, which gives
bass a slight bloom, although this is
loudspeaker dependent.

Unlike many Naims the 5i isn't
strongly bandwidth limited, the upper
-1dB limit being a relatively high 40kHz,
about an octave higher than is usual
from this manufacturer. This may well
give it a slightly fresher sound, less
dark, and easy and more open.

Distortion levels were low right
across the audio band, the critical
10kHz, 1 watt figure measuring just
0.007%, a very good result. There will
be none of the slight edginess that
crossover distortion brings.

Sensitivity was very high at
180mV, and again this is a Naim
trademark. It means the amplifior will
match anything, which is especially
useful for external phono stages with

low gain, for example.

The 5i turns in a very tidy measured
performance all round. It should match
smallish tightly damped loudspeakers
especially well. NK
Power 55 watts
CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation
Noise
Distortion
Sensitivity
Damping factor

4Hz-40kHz
84dB
-98dB
0.006%
180mV

DISTORTION - NAIM

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

CAMBRIDGE AZUR 840A V2

The 840A V2 produced 112 watts into
8 Ohms, output being limited by a
novel peak (42V pk) detector that turns
volume down (reduces gain) automat-
ically, so serious overload cannot occur.
It is calibrated for 8 Ohms and there
was some clipping into 4 Ohms, but
little. The amplifier delivers 182 watts
into 4 Ohms, so it has plenty of power.
With a damping factor of 75 the 840A
V2 is likely to sound dry and tight in
bass delivery, making it well suited to
lightly damped loudspeakers.

Distortion was very low in the
midband and at high frequencies,
measuring just 0.008% at 1 watt and
10kHz into 4 Ohms. This is better than
most rivals, if not Cyrus or Musical
Fidelity amplifiers.

Stretching from 3Hz up to 100kHz
the amplifier has a wide frequency
response and will not have the
warmth of band limited designs.

The tone controls work at
spectrum extremes only, below
200Hz and above 5kHz, with +/-8dB
variation, useful for trimming response
without upsetting basic tonal balance.
Sensitivity is normal enough via the

W hi-fiworld.co.uk

unbalanced phono inputs, but low via
XLR, measuring 700mV

The Azur 840 V2 measures well in
all respects. It should sound clean and
punchy. NK
Power 112 watts
CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation
Noise

3Hz-100kHz
95dB
-104dB
Distortion 0.003%
Sensitivity 350mV
Damping factor 75

DISTORTION - CAMBRIDGE
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impressed by the floorstanding Kudos
Cardea C2 loudspeakers last year, Rdam
Smith spent some quality time with the
smaller but more expensive C10s...

Family Value

t's interesting to spend time Possibly my favourites of the year, it when another model arrived for
listening to different models the Isophon Cassianos, impressed audition. That moment has finally
of loudspeaker by the same immensely and | was consequently come, with the arrival into the office
manufacturer. Obviously, as the  delighted when the smaller Galileos of the Cardea C10s.
fine tuning and voicing of the proved to have the same nature These are slightly unusual in their
final product is usually carried as their bigger and much more relationship to the floorstanding
out by the same person or team, expensive, brothers.The same held C2s, as they are smaller yet more
there's a good chance that a ‘family true for the Mowgan Audio Mabons expensive. The reason for this is
sound' will evolve across the board. and Mellts, as well as the Usher that the standmounting C! and
Whether this is a good or bad thing $520s and Be718s. floorstanding C2 make up Kudos's
is a conclusion that lies in the ear of Another high point of the aural starter range, selling at £1,450
the beholder... calendar for me was back in the and £1,950 respectively, whilst the

ostensibly similar in appearance CI0

u! WaS ImpreSSed by the Way J[he and C20 make up the higher range

models. A new flagship C30 is also on
H H ! its way, but we'll have to wait a little
C10s threw images wide and deep..." o vl e o vaica o
Derek at Kudos.

Having worked my way July issue when | was thoroughly All the loudspeakers in the
through a good few pairs of review impressed by the Kudos Cardea range differ in their drive units. Both
loudspeakers over the past year, this C2 floorstanders and | have been standmounters use the same bass/
has become all the more apparent. hoping that the wait would be worth  mid driver, but this is different to the
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item used in the floorstanders, owing
to the difference in cabinet volume.
However, the biggest difference is in
the tweeters - the C) and C2 use
the excellent SEAS Excel, but the
C10 and C20 upgrade this to the
'‘Crescendo’ model in the Excel series
- a very advanced unit and one of the
dearest on the market today.

In the C10, the two drivers
are connected via a simple, low
order crossover that uses purpose-
made Clarity capacitors and Chord
Company cabling. Biwiring is not
only available, but also apparently
encouraged, as no jumper links to
connect the two pairs of terminals
for single wiring are supplied. The
speakers are compact, measuring
350x200x270mm (HxWxD) and as
per the C2s, boast a fit and finish
that is superlative. Stylish grilles
are provided, and these fix to the
cabinets using magnets that attach to
the bass/mid driver's screws, so there
are no obvious fixing holes visible
if you choose not to use them. The
cabinets are made from high grade
18mm MDF and finished in a choice
of Rosenut, Cherry, Walnut and
Sycamore real wood veneers. Kudos
also supplied a pair of their £175 S50
loudspeaker stands and these were
used during auditioning.

SOUND QUALITY

All I can say is - what a tweeter!
Expensive it may be but the expense
is more than justified as the C10s
top end is sublime, and even more
of an improvement on the already
fine C2s in this area.Top end details
were impeccably rendered, with
hi-hat cymbals having astounding
levels of both clarity and perspective.
With a drummer that used a large
drumkit it was most impressive to
hear the way in which the C10s laid
the kit out in front of me, making it
easy to follow the stick action as it
moved. In addition, the responsive
tweeter added eye-opening levels
of attack to the leading edges of
notes - not only could | hear the
movements of Antonio Forcione's
hand up and down the fretboard of
his guitar, | could almost detect the
air movement as he did this.

Most tellingly however, the
C10s never became artificially hard
or harsh. Every now and then,
manufacturers engineer in a hefty
rise in output to the top end of a
loudspeaker in order to increase
detail. Whilst this generally works, if
the tweeter is less than well behaved
then it doesn't take much to make
things spitty and unpleasant. This was
not the case with the C10s however;
their rise in output is mild and they
never become anything less than

sweet and composed at the top end
- a definite sign of a very fine tweeter.
Across the mid, both vocalists
and instruments were allowed plenty
of space to breathe and establish
themselves within the soundstage.
As | have mentioned in the past, |
generally prefer big loudspeakers as a
result of the capacious imagery they
generate, but | was very impressed
by the way the C10s threw images
wide and deep - they do a very good
impression of something much larger.
Nanci Griffith's vocals on the title
track from her 'Flyer' album were
beautifully reproduced, as was Sarah
McLachlan's performance of 'Building
a Mystery' from her 'Surfacing' CD.
The C10s really did push both ladies
well be<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>