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UNISON RESEARCH

For a [ifetime of musical enjoyment

Single-ended integrated amplifier.
33 watts pure Class-A
Beautifully styled, impeccably built.

Enchanting, natural sound.

SR1

Integrated amplifier.

The grace of triode tubes.
The power and control

of solid state.

80 watts dynamic Class-A

For more information on the range of Unison Research Products please contact:

FRoroughdred Avdie Predoucie

23 Richings Way, Iver, Bucks, SL0O 9DA, England
Tel: 01753 652 669 Tel: 07000 853 443 Fax: 01753 654 531
www.ukd.co.uk email: nick@ukd.co.uk

*models illustrated: 86, £1600. SR, £1250
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ext to the death of a close

relative, moving house is the

most stressful experience
known to mankind.Two weeks ago I'd
have said this was poppycock, but not
so now. | recently experienced my
first move into what estate agents
call a 'project’, one which will no
doubt have me very busy at
weekends for the next five years, and
that’s just the kitchen! For the
dedicated audiophile at least, moving
home is more stressful than even the
demise of your nearest and dearest,
the last squawk of your parrot or
perhaps the end of humankind as a
whole. Forget the travails of leaky
roofs, dry rot and dodgy plumbing - |
now have the horrors of suspended
wooden floorboards to deal with.
Convincing my other half that this is
more important than the other
aforementioned domestic catastro-
phes is tough. My recommendation
that | should place some tasteful
paving slabs in the bay window
proved as popular as suggesting a
four year stretch in Holloway.

Then, of course there's the
problem of where exactly to put
everything. Weeks of trying new
listening positions and equipment
placement will doubtless prevent me
from picking up a paint brush while |
deal with far more important
matters.And then there's fitting it all
in - the loft's already full with hi-fi
boxes. (No matter how many times
you view a place before buying, it
always looks bigger before the damn
thing is yours to live in.) Once in,
your previously spacious accommo
dation fast becomes a rabbit hutch
and your quest for musical enjoyment

ends up blocking out the daylight.
Two things have now dawned on
me. One, hi-fis and family homes
rarely harmonise, and two, much of it
is bloomin' ugly. I've finally realised
that great snakes of cable, industrial
stands laden with smoking 40kg valve
amps, esoteric turntables and all
manner of gadgets hardly contribute
to a happy, orderly home.Apologies
then to those readers who've written
to us in despair asking for solutions
to their domestic hi-fi problems.
Sorry for ignoring you! In our
defence though, it was purely down
to ignorance. Now | too may have to
face a few hours a day in a sturdy
locked shed to save my marriage...

Okay, I'm exaggerating to make my
point (not much though - the roof
and windows are horribly real!) but

it's one that surely rings true on a
daily basis all around the world.
It's also why the likes of Bose

and Bang & Olufsen have

stayed firmly in business.
Fortunately | have the

advantage that hi-fi is my living,
which helps when choosing
interior decoration, but (in the
words of Paul Daniels,)
not a lot. So moving
house has taught
me one
important
lesson - to
pay far
more
attention
to certain
readers’
letters in
future!
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@ Hi-Fi World has its own advanced test

laboratory and acoustically treated
listening room.

@ Hi-Fi World has a dedicated in-house

team of experienced listcners. We
review thoroughly by extensive

auditioning, rather than by quick-fire

group listening tests.

@ Hi-Fi World's engineering team designs
a wide range of products in-house. No

other hi-fi magazine is so expert and
dedicated.
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reviews

amplifiers

Sony TA-FB940R 20 Group Test 11

THIS MONTH SEES A

GATHERING OF SIX
BUDGET CD PLAYERS.,

WILL THIS POPULAR

This new mid price integrated from
Sony is designed to handle SACD
information. Simon Pope discovers if
it's a fine match for their SCD-XB930
SACD/CD player.

Denon PMA-255UK 42

SECTION OF HI-FI
CONTINUE TO THRIVE
UNDER THE THREAT OF
NEW TECHNOLOGY?

THE HI-FI WORLD TEAM

This new budget integrated replaces
the popular PMA-250. Richard White
listens in. Will it perform as well as its

REVEAL ALL.

predecessor?!

cd/dvd
Meridian 506.24 34

Dali Royal Scepter 23

David Price encounters the latest
24bit incarnation of this perennially
popular CD spinner.

NAD T550 18

The stylish Royal Scepter is the new
NAD join the ranks of DVD with

Richard White is king of the Castle bigger brother of the Menuet, a Hi-Fi
their new T550 ‘audiophile’ player. . . .
. yet again as he encounters the latest World favourite. Will we be equally
Noel Keywood assesses its . . . .
o floorstander in the Classic Range. impressed? Simon Pope reveals all,
significance.
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KEF Reference
One - Two

The Kent based
company have

39

re-vamped and
relaunched their
classic high-end
range. Simon Pope
gets to listen to
the ‘baby’ of the
range in this

exclusive review.
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NO HINT OF HISS

On a Hi-Space™ recordable MiniDisc. you can cut,
paste. divide. erase and record a million times
One thing alone will never change. The digital

quality of the recording. Just pure sound, no hiss

TOMORROW'S MEMORY TODRY

Web Site: www.hi-space.com - E-mail: info@hi-space.com
UK Office - Tel: 020 8961 93906 - Fax: 020 8963 0737
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WORLD NEWS

TURMOIL HITS MUSIC BIZ

To the obvious consternation of many cor-
ners of the music industry, the Napster saga
continues. The online music file swapping site
set up by Shawn Fanning has been an endur-
ing thorn in the side of the recording indus-
try, and its fate could well affect prices of
music CDs in the US and Europe, as well as
the cost of downloadable songs from Internet
music porzals.

In a San Francisco appeals court last
month, Napster was given a last minute
reprieve after having been ruled illegal and
told to shut down. Napster's stay of execu-
tion was granted until early September, when
it will appeal against the injunction granted
against it by US District Court Judge Marilyn
Hall Patel back in July. Judge Patel had ruled

that the site be closed
from July 28, saying it

encouraged copyright
infringement.

Several major labels
plus musicians including
Metallica claim the site,
which lets people down-

4 Flle EON Wiew 6o (2 | T — S 510
= N T L T L i i e i S SRR LR AT

Weicome to Napster B
Join the fargest, most dverse online Commundy of E
music lovers in history by downloading and i
instaling Napster it's fun, simple and free

Support Napster!

Ag you probably know the fiture of person-to-person file shanng is in
quesbon There are several ways :n which you can Sgeak Qut to
express your support for Napster that might have an impact on our
survval

Recent News

Messages to the Napster Community
souce

e OO
* 7126/0 - From Hank Barry and Shawn Fanning
= 7/27/00 - From Hank Barry

Get Back to Baslcs

load music for free, o

encourages piracy. Rap

s "Back To Basics® free summer tour sponsored by
Napster 1S coming 10 your town sooner than you think! Geg the full st
of gates

artist Dr. Dre called it,
"an heroic and historic
decision".

Other musicians, though, like Radiohead's
bassist Colin Greenwood, believe it's an
inevitability and accept the likes of Napster as
the future. Further support comes from

Public Enemy's Chuck D, who reportedly said
“Trying to stop the process of file sharing is
like trying to control the rain.”

www.napster,com
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CLASSIK ROCKS?

Linn's latest Classik combines the electronics
from its last-generation entry level separates
(the well reviewed Mimik CD player and
Majik-1 amplifier/tuner) in one sleek box for
just £995.You get stacks of features from a
packed remote control (imagine the worst
excesses of Japanese midi systems and double
it), including Bass and Treble controls,
independent Listen and Record switching, and
even a timer activated switched AC mains
supply. This, Linn point out, means the Classik
can wake you up with music and freshly

brewing coffee
- assuming you
plugged in a
coffee maker

the night

before, that is! Coming in five colours (silver,
black, Artik White, Pacifik Blue and Atlantik
Green), it's an interesting package. Look out
for a full review in Hi-Fi World soon, plus an
in- depth Linn special later this year. For more
details contact Linn on 0141 307 7777 or
point your web browsers at Linn

Linn Products Ltd.
Waterfoot, Eaglesham
Glasgow G76 OEP
Tel: 0500 888 909

wwwilinn.couk
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HACKER FIGHTS BACK...

The Motion Picture Association of America
last month filed a lawsuit against a US journal-
ist who distributed computer code that can
be used to crack DVD's copyright manage-
ment system. The MPAA argued that it illegally
circumvented DVD's vital copyright protec-
tion system. David Touretzky, an artificial

intelligence researcher at Carnegie Mellon
University countered that computer programs
are expressions of thought and free speech,
and therefore demand full First Amendment
protection, like any other language. He is
reported as saying that as a scientist, "My
theories are expressed as computer

World Radio Histo

IHIvH WORLD OCTOBER 2000

programs.” The judge, Lewis A. Kaplan, said
the argument was "persuasive”, but that it
may not be relevant to the legal question at
hand.This law court drama will doubtless
continue, graphically iflustrating the problems
the ‘entertainment industry’ is now having
with copyright policing in the digital age.
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The news that Philips has launched a new
DVD-Video player aimed at audiophiles may
come as a surprise to many. Over the past
few years the brand has pretty much
deserted the high end to concentrate on
entry level hi-fi and all-in-one audio
systems. The new DVD-960 marks an
interesting change of direction then, featur-
ing 'the highest performing video and audio

— =

WAY

digital-to- analogue conversion processing
systems' (i.e. decent DACs!) and luxury
build with white anodised aluminium
metalwork.

There's also a constantly powered-up
Standby Mode, plus optical and coaxial
digital outputs for MPEG, Dolby Digital and
DTS outboard decoders. It's an interesting
product but still something of a halfway

| frade winds
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CHIC PHILIPS DVD PLAYER LEAD THE

house, because while it should play 24/96
audio discs (thanks to its DVD-Video
compatibility), it lacks the full 24/192 DVD
Audio package but, being Philips, will play
CD-R/RW discs.

Philips Consumer Electronics
Customer Information line
Philips UK Tel: 020 8689 2166

The name Lecson may be familiar to many
readers. Back in the seventies they produced
a stylish range hi-fi to many a discerning
audiophile. The name is to soon reappear in
branches of Debenhams throughout the UK
in the form of a budget DVD player, exclusive
to the store. Sound familiar? Well, the new
name behind Lecson is none other than Stan
Curtis, late of Wharfedale and Quad, one of
those responsible for bringing Wharfedale's
budget DVD to Tescos' shelves.

He states that during his time in

Wharfedale he “was able to deliver a new

standard in high quality affordable electron-
ics”. Knowing the potential of supplying
exclusively to mass market chain stores, he's
hoping sales of the Lecson DVD-900 will
emulate the success of Wharfedale's DVD-
750, this time in a department store rather
than a supermarket. The DVD-900 features
on-board Dolby 5.1 and DTS decoding and
can be periodically loaded with a CD-R disc
which will re-write internal software for

future format features and progress.

Expect to see the Lecson DVD-900 on
the shelves of your nearest Debenhams from
September, priced at £199.95.

Lecson

Adpower House
Nicholas lane.

St. lves

Cambs PEI7 55PW
Tel: 01480 469253
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Philips have announced that they're to
planning to double production capacity of
CD-RW drives due to growing demand. By
the end of next year they intend to produce
an output capability of twenty million units
per year.As well as the success of CD
recorders in the UK and USA, Philips intend
to expand this success by increasing produc-
tion from plants in Belgium, Hungary and
China, as well as joining up with lonics EMS

In order to ensure the future compatibility of
all DVD products, the DVD Forum recently
announced a plan to prevent conflicts
between the many differing DVD formats. At
the moment DVD comes in a number of
different flavours, including DVD Audio and
DVD Video.

The new DVD Multi name incorporates all
DVD's disparate hardware formats into one
single specification, giving consumers a
reasonable chance of buying what they
wanted. There will also be a special DVD
Multi logo applied to hi-fi separates, consumer
electronics and personal computers, guaran-
teeing universal compatibility. The
specifications will be finalised this Autumn and
the first DVD Multi products should be ready

in the Philippines to open a new production
facility.

Taco Gerbranda, General Manager of
Philips’ Optical storage CD-RW Business
Line notes that, "CD-RW has struck a
responsive chord among manufacturers and
consumers alike." This would appear to be
true, as in the UK alone, three of the top ten
selling players are recorders (two from
Philips), so consumers are welcoming CD-

for sale early next year.

It looks likely that domestic DVD Multi
players will be able to read the DVD- Video
and/or DVD-Audio recorded on DVD-Video
discs, DVD-Audio discs, DVD- RAM discs,
DVD-RW discs and DVD-R discs, but DVD
Video-only pplayers cannot read DVD-Audio
discs, and DVD-Audio- only players cannot
read DVD-Video discs. DVD Multi Recorders
will be able to read in the same way as DVD
Muiti Players. DVD Multi Recorders will be
able to write on DVD-RAM, DVD-RW and
DVD-R discs.

Acting Chairman of the DVD Forum Koji
Hase is reported as saying, "This is good news
for consumers. The introduction of DVD
products bearing the DVD Multi logo means

RW technology with open arms and it
doesn't appear to be letting up. Many more
manufacturers are producing CD recorders
as opposed to player-only models, so expect
to see many more models cropping up over
the next year or so, with Philips mechanisms!

Philips Consumer Electronics
Customer Information line

Philips UKTel: 020 8689 2166

that consumers will be able to buy virtually
any DVD product without worrying about its
compatibility with another type of DVD disc
or DVD machine." He added that, "with the
global DVD market valued at around $10
billion at the end of 1999 and forecast to
double by the end of this year, and with new
formats and products in the manufacturing

pipeline, it was time to take action”.

=2

Computer Audio World

New Media
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in depth
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1 group test

Hi-Fi World gathers together six of the latest budget CD players to assess their

worth. Will the rapidly changing world of digital audio challenge their capabilities”?

th the stratospheric rise

in sales of DVD-V players

over the past year
manufacturers are becoming loathe to
launch yet another CD player that
may not sell. This is especially the case
in the ‘mid price’ £300-500 market.
People looking for players here are
often young, high-disposable-income
gadget freaks that want to buy the
latest technoiogy. Since DVD will play
CD, the market for dedicated CD
players is fast disappearing.

There will always be those who

want better audio quality than that

available from cheaper DVD players
and this is where manufacturers have
turned their attentions. Presuming that
the one area of likely continuing sales
in CD players lies in the budget
market, production at the cheaper end
continues. Players at this level are
affordable enough to act as a ‘bridging’
product until the market, currently in
a state of turmoil due to the promise
of recordable DVD formats, as well as
DVD-Audio and SACD, sorts itself
out, or until DVD players with
required audio abilities become
cheaper still.

Budget CD spinners are also
improving in sound quality. A model
that will cost you, say, £150 today isn't
sonically far off a £300 player of two
years ago, making them exceptional
value for money in the sound stakes.

Here we've gathered six of the
best current players between £100-
£200 and given them our usual tough
and thorough review procedure. We'll
tell you the best to buy for sound and
facilities and whether, if music’s your
priority, they're a better purchase, for
the time being at least, than a DVD
machine. W

' HI-FI WORLD  OCTOBER 2000
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DENON DCD-435 £130

Iways to the front where value for money is

concerned, Denon have again cooked up a

.solid sound-for-pound mixture. The DCD-435
has a slightly greater quoted S/N ratio than some at
103dB; the front panel proudly proclaiming an ‘8 times
over sampling’ filter, so we ought to be in for a smooth
ride. The spartan back panel has only analogue phono
and digital optical outputs - no ‘system connectors here
- but at least the mains lead is detachable, a
convenience often forgotten with budget gear.‘Any
colour so long as it’s black’ just about sums up the
front. The buttons are all familiar and common sense in
operation and all the accustomed functions are present.
The supplied remote control duplicates all of these
functions.

Beginning with the Telarc ‘authentic’ recording of
Porgy and Bess, it was apparent that the Denon had
been carefully trimmed to avoid extremes of muddiness
or over-sharpness. There were places where the solo
vocals could have been a bit more forward, but this was
balanced by the rich clarity of the chorus. Cincinnati’s
well-known Pops orchestra was similarly well-portrayed
along this middle path.

Having established that the Denon is careful to
avoid muddiness, it was interesting to compare its
playing of the Glazunov symphonies with the Onkyo.
Certainly the Denon gave more detail and distinctness,
if lacking just a fraction of the richness.

Benny Waters is not lacking in richness but it is the
incisive warmth of his playing which makes this Opus 3
record so satisfying. The Denon played everything in
trumps, with excellent stereo spread and depth, includ-
ing the glass-clinking audience. Tell-tale points were the
attack of certain phrases in Out of Nowhere; the
saxophone kept its point without shrillness, yet Waters’
ever-agile playing seemed ready to leap out of the
‘speakers into the room.

Denon’s DCD-435 steers a
sensible middle course, offering
both clarity and body but can
sometimes err on the bright side.
Unless your system veers
markedly one way or the other, it
is a safe and good-value choice.®

PAGE 12 OCTOBER 2000 HI-FI WORLD I
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* MARANTZ CD5000 £150

! n the world of budget CD players, Marantz have all
’i to play for. Their current reputation, founded on

' excellent mid-price players a few years back, is not
unassailable, so it benefits the company to make good,
inexpensive models. The CD5000 is provided with
analogue stereo, optical, co-ax digital and headphone
outputs, making it one of the best equipped of our
group. In view of the nice things we have to say about
the sound, perhaps it is not too harsh to say that the
machine looks and feels a bit cheap.The control buttons
and drawer trimmings are plastic in a big way, although
of course they work as efficiently as any other. In
common with most current-generation machines it will
also play CD-R/RW discs and there is a host of facilities
for recording output: fade, peak monitoring etc.

If the get-up is unexciting, the CD5000 more than
makes up with its sound; this is obviously where the
money goes. For its combination of different instrumen-
tal sounds, plus the necessity for the full details,
Beethoven’s E flat major Septet is useful. With the
Marantz firmly in the driving seat, this recording was a
genuine pleasure, with the unusual combination of
instruments ‘working’ well. Whilst the clarinet kept its
fluidity, there was plenty of body to the horn and lower
strings. Best of all the bassoon cut through everything
with its harmonically rich mid-register.

Away from classical subtleties, the CD5000 gave an
agreeably broad spectrum to Sorry Seems To be .. well
recorded by Madeline Bell. In this golden oldie, the
brassy shimmer of the percussion blended seamlessly
with the bass guitar; all frequencies - and cymbals can be
extreme - came off the disc nicely. Stereo placement and
soundstaging were above average - indeed excellent - for
the price.

For extremes of power, we get tired of citing
Stravinsky's Firebird, but there it is! The Marantz seemed
almost to throw the orchestra through the 'speakers,
with the huge sound of the bass
drum well to the fore. Altogether
exhilarating.

if you can live with the budget
build, the CD5000 compensates
with a very rewarding all-round
performance. ¥
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NAD C520 £170

% [AD's C520 is as neat as could be wished for and
")ﬁnished as usual in ‘NAD grey’. The spartan feel to
N 'ﬁthe machine is continued on the back, where there
are only three sockets: standard analogue stereo output and
digital (standard phono). This puts the NAD in a slightly differ-
ent category. Despite the lack of optical output, the C520 is
better fitted for out-board DACs than many of the group.

Buttons on the fascia provide for all the usual functions
including random play and repeat. The LCD display uses the
same ‘brick’ indication for total tracks and tracks to play.
Unusually at this price there is no headphone socket The
drawer incidentally - never the most robust feature of budget
machines - is unusually slow, giving a touch of smoothness to
operation.

We began listening with Chandos’ Matthias Weckmann
CD.As well as being an early music treat, it is a good indica-
tor of any inherent harshness of reproduction.All-in-all the
NAD gave little reason for complaint here. The authentic
string instruments retained their bite without giving way to
harshness and the stylized vocals were acceptably clear
without grating. Certainly stereo placement was of a high
order although, on this record at least, the soundstage did not
seem particularly deep.

Next to the impeccably recorded but rather unadventur-
ous sound of Loius van Dijk. ‘Cockzail piano’ surged from the
loudspeakers with a richness of texture that comes from this
player's impressive midrange. Percussion accompaniment may
have been a touch forward but it remained easy to live with
nonetheless.

For touching off the big guns, Tchaikovsky's 1812 overture
has few peers. On this budget CD, it was noticeable that the
NAD's broadly good-mannered approach was less tolerant of
sub-standard material recordings This was especially so with
the patently over-dubbed cannon-fire which seemed to come
‘from nowhere’.While this is scarcely the NAD's fault, this
CD has sounded better, though admittedly on far more
expensive gear.

NAD’s C520 has many virtues
aside from value for money. Like
most gear from this company, it aims
for the solid rather than the
esoteric. With its neat looks and
welcoming sound, it was very easy to
live with and can be well

ONKYO DX-7222 £150

nkyo's DX-7222 player is both neat and stylish;

the brushed alloy with its pale champagne colour

makes for quite a classy presentation at the price.
Like the Sony, no digital coaxial output is provided, though
analogue phono, optical digital and headphone outputs are
standard. The player may be woven into a complete con-
trolled Onkyo system via the RI connections on the back.
The remote provides full services and a few which the
manual buttons don't, such as repeat and shuffle. All the
fixed controls on the machine’s front panel are solid and
sensibly laid out. The golden display makes a pleasant
change, although the ‘not more than twenty’ track indica-
tor is a mild disappointment.

Inexpensive CD players tend to sound their most
characteristic with open-structured music, so | kicked off
with the Naxos record of Haydn's Prussian Quartets. Here
| was quite surprised to note the apparent sprite of the
Onkyo; the two violins had a sound much closer to ‘life’
than the craggy performance of cheap CDs a few years
back. The workings of the inner parts particularly benefit-
ted from this treatment and the 'cello retained a sonority
which made for soothing listening.

Cross-checking this with a larger ensemble showed the
downside a little. Where the filigree work of the Haydn
gained in naturalness, the big Romantic orchestra of
Glazunov leant towards the muddy. | am well aware that
this Russian State Symphony Orchestra recording is not
the clearest available but it seemed that the player was
adding to the general murkiness of the sound. Instead of
sounding part of the whole, the solo woodwind parts
tended to stand out as oases of clarity in the dark brown
ensemble.

The Glazunov is an extreme case, however. Playing
Diana Krall's Love Songs, the Onkyo's smooth approach
did much good work in ironing out the at-times grating
edge to the vocals. Stereo placement was maintained
whatever the tone values, with a real depth to the sound
picture as a whole.

With its good looks and solid
build, the DX-7222 gives a lot of
value for money. It is possible that
its smooth sound is calculated to
sound ‘more expensive than it is’.
For most smaller scale music this

reccomended. works well. Maaslrad Parformance.
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group test i

SONY CDP-XES30 £130  YAMAHA CDX-496 £180

<« ony's CDP-XES530 is a neat-looking box with he new CDX-496 is priced at £180 (the middle

all controls available on the front panel. This model of three new players), pricing it in the upper

is handy compared with some, where some echelons of ‘budget’ and into the nether regions of
of the more refined functions are only available mid price.The looks are the same as previous models,Yamaha
through the remote - if you can find it! Analogue sticking to the ‘if it ain't broken don't fix it’ policy. Like most
phono, optical digital and headphone outputs are new models the CDX-496 is CD-R/RW compatible and it
provided but no digital phono. As is common features a single-bit digital to analogue converter. Round the
nowadays, the player may be linked to other Sony back we have the usual phono outputs but the only digital
components to make a complete controlled system output is via an optical socket, which at this price is a bit
via ‘S-link’ sockets on the back. poor.

Many of the player’s gadgets are of use principally On the plus side, the servo control system alters the
when recording CDs to another medium, hence the  pickup tracking in reaction to damaged or warped discs,
provision of fade in/out and pre-play peak measure-  which is a nice touch. Facilities are good, including manual and
ment. A Music Scan facility allows you to dip into automatic random sequential tape programming for recording
ten seconds’ worth of each track until you press tracks and CD synchronised recording when used with a
Play to fix your choice.This seems to me to be Yamaha recorder. A headphone socket with output level is
laborious system which the rotary track skipper also located on the no-fuss front panel. A slimline full remote
would accomplish in less than half the time. The control finishes off the package in a discreet fashion.
display assumes a CD of not more than twenty Everything, including the drawer mechanism, is so fast on
tracks; this assumption is more often than not this machine that you expect the sound to match, and it does.
correct but is not ideal. Classical music in the shape of Tchaikovsky's Fifth symphony

Sound quality of Sony products is generally good  played by the Oslo Philharmonic on Chandos sounded rich
and the XE530 is no exception. Given the essentially and full,if a bit muddy. The Yamaha picked up all the best

intimate sound of the Rio Trio jazz ensemble, the points from a performance which is rich in musicality but a
player gave a full-bodied sound to the acoustic guitar bit lacking in the engineering stakes. The CDX-496 reacted
while retaining the right ‘bite’ on the saxophones. like many good players do to this recording, picking out
Only on vocals did a slightly papery sound occur. instrumental phrasing well. Woodwind, whilst not the most

With larger forces, the Sony warmed to its task transparent |'ve heard, was still involving and both bass and
nicely. Opus 3's beautifully recorded disc of the treble were well controlled.
Omnibus Wind Ensemble gives a peculiar end-of-the- Supergrass’ eponymous third album was next in the
pier feel to most of their numbers but their Carmen  drawer and here the lack of clout of the Yamaha was heard.
Overture suits this well. The Sony gave a broad Whilst, again, the balance and performance was near perfect,
sweep of colour here with an openness to the sound it needed that final ounce of sheer grunt to carry off the
most welcome at the price. Woodwind sounded driving grooves in this music.Vocals were clean and warm and
plaintive but fully formed - about right for this the overall performance pleasing but the many layers of
recording. productioin here failed to separate.

The CDP-XES530 does a very workman-like job at This is a no-frills sound that can be bettered at the price

the price and will compensate but is nonetheless fairly involving and

admirably for some of the easy to match with virtually any
inherent defects of budget similarly-priced equipment. It all
‘speakers and amps. If you results in an unfussy, warm and user
prefer your Martinis dry, give it friendly CD player that deserves a

a listen. listen.
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Clearly
we've

The original Q Scries won so many
awards that it was tempting to leave well alone.

Sowe changed 1t.

We improved the Uni-Q" driver array
with an acounstically purer  polypropylene
midrange cone. and a high frequency unit
with 2 more powerful magnet for greater
accuraey at high volume. We fine-umed the
crossovers tor even smoother response. and

mounted  them  directly to the  bi-wire

\GDEI S SHOWN ARE THE Q SERIES POINT TviQ COMPRISING MAIN PICTUNE 140DEL 0655 GROUP PICTURE OBZs. 81 2. 038.+. 0552 Qb5 4 UJSE Kk aNU UNIO ARE REQISTCRED TRASEMARKS NI 15 PROTECTED UNDGR 58 RATENT 2234929 U S PAT NQ 5.543,657
WORLDWIDE PATENTS PENDING FOR DETAILS ON KEF O SERIES 2 PLEASE CONTACT: KEF AUDIO (UK} LIMITED. DEPY HF W70, FREEPOST MA1332. ECCLESTUN ROAU. TOYIL. MAIDSTONL. KENT 1E18 68R FRREPHONE 0000 7315520 WWW.Kef.com

“MODELS 035.2, 055+ AND 065 2 ONLY

moved on

terminals for optimum signal transmission.

The gorgeous new front batfles are
contoured to climinate edge diffractions, and
finished to match the cabinets® in Natural
Cherry, Dark Apple or Black Ash.

And the end resubt? All the acoustic
transparency of the original, with an cven
sweeter, more open sotnd.

Theie's no such thing as perfection - but

now. you can get pretty close.

KEF

i
\
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group test

Il of the players in this group
will play CDs to a more than
satisfactory standard After all,

there's only so much you can do with
Red Book Standard sound quality. The
differences come in the facilites
available, build and subtle differences in
sound quality.

Pound for pound the best sounding
machine here was Maranz’s CD5000. It
would be very hard to better the
exciting yet sophisticated sound of this
player at its £150 price tag. The build is
slightly flimsy but features are good and
it will play CDR/RWV discs. Next comes

sz

NAD's C520.This player is in the solid
tradition we've come to expect from
NAD: good rhythmic sound, solid build
and everything you need to make
listening a pleasure. It gets our vote for
the best all rounder and value for
money, although it's by no means the
cheapest here.

Sony’s CDP-XE530 came very close
to the top two. It offers excellent value
for money and it's well put together,
but sounded a trifle harsh compared to
the players from Marantz and NAD.
One surprise outsider was from
Onkyo.This player had good build and

facilities and a pleasant sound. The only
gripe came in the form of its dated
appearance.

Of the remaining two players we'd
have to plump for the Denon DCD-
435 above the Yamaha CDX 496.The
Denon has a good, if slightly bright,

“sound, the build could be better but it's

good value for money. Unfortunately,
although it's not bad, the Yamaha player
suffers from being slightly over priced.
There are equally as good sounding
players around for, say, £50 cheaper. If it

" were priced at £130, it would appear

higher up on our list. BEE

Rapid technological advances in consumer electronics have left CD looking more

obsolete than ever. Is it really the end for Philips ageing format, and if so, what's next?

irst it happened to Shellac,

then open reel tape, vinyl and

Compact Cassette. Now it
seems MiniDisc and - gulp - CD are
soon to suffer the same fate. In this
new millennium, technological
development is moving apace,
especially in consumer electronics.

Although popular, MP3 still isn't
exactly a household name, as any
OAP in Woolworths' will confirm.
However, we're now being told it's
heading for the knacker's yard with
the introduction of Microsoft's
Windows Media Audio format. Factor
in the looming presence of SD card
(see our Malaysian Audio Show
report on p.66), not to mention MP2
and MP4, and it's all getting a bit too
much! Confused, frightened, sick to
the back teeth! You should be. And
there's more to come.

Let's consider the immediate
future of mainstream digital audio.
After nigh-on twenty years the CD
player is beginning to look fatigued.
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Compact Disc's only saving grace is
now its vast catalogue of software
and the low cost of pressing discs.

But there's also another trump
card this 'pure, perfect’ sounding
music carrier holds for the time being
- CD recording. The burgeoning
popularity of hi-fi CD recorders, in
America especially, but also in
Europe, suggests there's life in the old
dog yet.

However, new advances in
technology mean we can now have
something more than just an audio
player. Enter DVD, sales of which have
exceeded all expectations since last
October, when Wharfedale's £175
DVD-750 appeared between the
fresh fruit and veg at Tesco.
Apparently, well over 100,000 units of
this cleverly marketed machine have
been shifted - a figure that's believed
to represent over 50% of all UK
DVD player sales.

Although many of these digital
delights get plugged straight into a TV,
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they also play CDs well enough to
keep general punters happy. They
don't achieve the sonic heights
attained by the cheaper players in our
group test. For this you have to climb
to the £300 plus price range, to
something like Pioneer's DV-525,
which with 24/96 digital output
produces excellent audiophile-quality
sound. Although 24/96 discs are not
common, coming mainly from U.S.
specialist labels, at least DVD players
can spin them, something beyond CD
players.

A litde further away lies the
prospect of recordable DVD, a
development threatening to give
recordable CD a short life. But even
boxes of cogs and wheels, with the
odd laser or two, will become extinct
if Panasonic and Toshiba can be
believed; computer memory will take
over. Sony think so too.

Next month we'll venture into
this debate a little further with a
dedicated multi-page feature.




A lot of changes-and
still rather a lot of money.

Speakers as universally revered as our Reference Series
are a tough act to follow. After all. what can you do to
unprove on excellence?

Rather a lot. as it happens. Take the high order crossovers.
for example. They've been completely redesigned. using
advanced polypropylence capacitors for even greater lucidity.
And every crossover is further fine-tuned to match the
parameters  of  cach individual  drive unic. We o even
found ways of making the drivers themselves

with greater precision to iron out the slightest

W \ 4
R
sonic imbalance.
Having perfected the acoustics. we turned

to acsthetics.  Tence  the  choice  of  five
stunning contemporary finishes - exquisitely
book-matched veneers. now including Cherry
and the highly figured pale Albina Burr. with
corners carcfully radiused to climinate residual @

edge dittractions. In all. Tieerally hundreds of
painstaking nmprovements were made.

So many small improvements can make a
big difference to sound quality - and these do. You'll find
the Reference Series~Two vastly more accomplished than
its illustrious predecessors. Sweceter. Purer. Even more
lavishly detailed.

Like all the best things in life. they still don’t come cheap
- but to anvone who really appreciates sound. they're better

value than cever.

OPEFERENCE SERIES m

M N MOOELS and Four £ INI O ARE RE 0 TRADEMARKS UNI 0 IS PRO E0 UNDER GB PATENT
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review 1

NAD's ‘audiophile’ T550 DVD player threatens to put its CD playing brethren to bed.

Noel Keywood listens in.

'ord has it that DVD is

taking over, but the audio

quality of most players is
pretty mediocre. With a reputation
for sensibly priced, serious audio
NAD are well positioned to step into
the DVD market with the promise of
serious hi-fi quality from a sensibly
priced player. Enter their new T550,
price £499.00, reviewed here - a
machine that plays DVD video discs,
Video CDs and audio CDs.

The DVD market is a bit of a
tangle, so before going any further
here’s what the T550 can and cannot
do. It will play audio CDs like a CD
player, hooking into the hi-fi in an
identical manner. |t should also play
24-biY96kHz digital ‘sound track
audio’, where "“audio quality exceed-
ing that of CDs is possible” the
handbook states. Unfortunately, our
tests showed it did not output audio
information above 20kHz, a problem
that exists with some DVD players,
so there’s no point trying to play
24/96 discs (e.g. Chesky) because
sound quality will not exceed that of
CD, contrary to what the handbook
says.

Don’t confuse this ‘sound track
audio’ with forthcoming DVD-Audio
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though, which has an even higher
192kHz sampling rate spec. Players
meeting this specification are only
just appearing in Japan, at a cost of
thousands, and we are probably some
time away from seeing commercial
DVD Audio discs in UK shops.
Current DVD players, including the
T550, will not play these discs.

There’s so much players like this
will do though. NAD’s new player has
an on-board Dolby Digital AC-3
surround-sound decoder, so in
addition to its stereo outputs, it has
5.1 channel sound (i.e. two front, two
rear, centre and subwoofer audio
outputs). It does not have on-board
dts or MPEG decoders however, but
is able to deliver a digital output to
external decoders.

Against a similarly priced Sony
DVP-S725D the T550 lacks quite a
few facilities, notably an audio setup
menu and a loudspeaker surround-
sound set up menu. If you don’t want
a full cinema surround-sound setup
the missing facilities are not crucial,
and even if you do things like individ-
ual loudspeaker level settings can be
adjusted in an external surround-
sound amplifier. All the same, the
T550 lacks the multitude of bells and
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whistles crammed into the Sony,
including the very convenient jog
wheel on fascia and remote control.
The handbook claims settings are
held when power is switched off but
the player reverted to surround
sound from two channel every time it
was switched off.

The T550 is aimed at the less
committed surround-sound user, but
that's not to say the less fastidious.
NAD have a lot to say about audio
quality from this machine, a topic that
would be a side issue with the Sony.

Here’s what NAD have to say:
“The NAD T550 employs separate
power supply regulators for the
digital, servo and analogue circuitry.
The regulators for the analogue
section are designed to provide very
low noise and low impedance
supplies. Apart from a "clean" supply,
this measure also helps keeping RF
contamination by the many, very high
frequency sections inside a DVD
player at bay.”

Many DVD players use relatively
mediocre multi-channel D/A convert-
ers for their audio sections.The
NAD T550 uses a Burr-Brown
PCM1600, a superior chip with true
24 bit resolution. Knowing the
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importance of D/A converters partic-
ularly in the context of 24bit/96kHz
audio, but also for good old-fashioned
16biv/44. 1kHz CD audio, the NAD
engineers choose a separate D/A for
the Left and Right channels. The Burr-
Brown used here, the PCM1716,is a
DJ/A converter that can be found in
NAD components with true high-
end, High-Fidelity aspirations.

D/A converters aren't the only
critical components when it comes
to performance; the analogue
sections of the T550 make use of
OPA2134 op-amps for Left, Center
and Right. These provide a clean,
open and detailed sound in the NAD
C540 CD player as well. In important
places, close tolerance metal film
resistors and selected capacitors have
been used”.

Perhaps it is a bit technical, but
this does show NAD have put some
effort and resources into the audio
side of the T550. The question is, did
their efforts pay off?

In a nutshell - yes. Connected into
a TAG Maclaren 60i amplifier driving
World Audio Design KLS-9s,
representative of a conventional hi-fi

)
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system, it was interesting to pit the
NAD against the Sony. Sony's player
offers good quality audio, albeit a
little incoherent against the NAD.
Bass lines exist in broad outline from
the Sony, as a good but subtly bland
representation. Across the upper
midrange though it has a glare that
makes it sound detailed and insightful,
these properties being a little at odds
with each other. In contrast NAD's
T550 delivers bass lines with power,
fluidity and grip. The deep, walking
bass on Angelique Kidjo's Fifa came
through with no hint of weakness,
nor any loss of expression.

Further up the audio band the
T550 lacked the glare of the Sony, but
offered lucidity and a convincing
sense of balance. Whilst not holding a
spotlight to the curious audio effects
on Santana's Supernatural like the
Sony, the T550 revealed them with
superb insight. It has fine retrieval of
detail and a fairly sweet nature,
shown by the jangling strings of Steve
Earle’s guitar on You Belong to Me.

| hooked up to a Philips television
using a SCART lead (Europe model
only) and had no probtem running

DIGITAL AUDIO
coMpPoOsITE ouT

VIDEO OUT | PCMIDTSIMPEG|ACY |

films like The Matrix. Euro players
also have S-Video and Composite
video out. The display doesn't identify
Dolby Digital recordings, which is a
pity. The player will handle discs from
all regions. It's a bit slow to read a
disc and start, but this shouldn't be a
bother in practice.

Does NAD's T550 deliver it’s
promise of better audio quality? It
certainly does, from normal CDs.
Capable of sounding detailed,
cohesive and well balanced, CD
sound quality reached a high
standard. It's no bland CD player, and
audio buffs will appreciate the bass
grunt of this machine - something of
a hall mark with NAD. Pity it will not
play 24-bit/96kHz audio too, but
these discs are rare. Dolby surround-
sound is output and DVD video of
course - quite a formidable list.

Although NAD's T550 lacks the
bells and whistles of Japanese players
it still has the formidable array of
functions to be found with DVD. This
player is a good choice for audio
enthusiasts who intend to hook up a
DVD to their hi-fi system in order to
play CDs. ll A

9
Q

—
| £ !
| B S Sy =S
| _FRONT| REAR | sus |

AUDIO OUT| 5.1 CH OUTPUT |WODOFER|

[HI-FI WORLD OCTOBER 2000

PAGE 19



review i

W

uAhAHVlV[[I

|
lv-vl- --H
{ 8 |

With the launch of Sony's mid priced SCD-XB340 SACD/CD player in their QS range comes
two matching amps. Simon Pope integrates well with the TA-FBO40R UK Special Edition.

igh resolution audio formats

such as SACD and DVD-A

contain high frequency musi-
cal information out to 100kHz.
Compare this to CD’s brick-wall limit
of 21kHz and you can see that these
new formats test power amplifiers
and tweeters to the full. As most
amplifiers reach 50kHz or so, they
won't fully reproduce all information
from either SACD or DVD-A. Sony
have solved this problem with the
launch of the TA-FB940R and TA-
FB740R stereo integrated amps.

These amplifier's wider frequency
response increases their ‘rise time’
(sound attack), They also have more
stable phase characteristics, due to
use of the Linear Phase Circuit found
in their high-end amplifiers, Sony tell
us. It is capable of meeting the
demands of SACD.

Because most amplifiers are delib-
erately designed to go no higher than
50kHz or so, there's some truth in
these claims. Amplifiers with |00kHz
bandwidth are available though, from
Harman Kardon for example - and it
isn't difficult to design them. But we
can expect a wave of new amplifiers
from Japan claiming to be uniquely
suitable for DVD-A and SACD all the
same. It represents a good marketing
opportunity.

The TA-FB940R model available in
the UK has been ‘tuned’ according to
the requirements of the Brooklands
Sound Project (named after Sony's
UK audio HQ in Surrey), hence the
‘UK Special Edition’ badge found on
the fascia. The UK model has different
grade power supply capacitors, the
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power supply voltage has been
changed and the open loop gain has
been adjusted by further component
change. As a result the UK edition
has a higher output of 95W/channel
as opposed to the 80W of the ver-
sion found overseas.

Sony have given this amplifier a
good range of facilities. Tone controls
give a small amount of lift and cut at
frequency extremes, acting subtly to
alter tonal balance.There’s a loudness
button and even a disc stage for LP!

We set up the FB940R with the
SCD-XB 940 SACD/CD player and
initially tried it out with run-of the-
mill 44.1kHz (sample rate) CD mate-
rial in the shape of the Foo Fighter's
‘There Is Nothing Left To Lose’
album.The amplifier gave a rumbustu-
ous reading of this powerful and tight
recording. Drums were fast and
detailed and the bass, whilst not quite
as refined as you'd find in something
twice the price, was none the less
deep and well-focussed, albeit with a
bit of colour. This slight colour in the
bass actually adds a litdle bit of
warmth to the overall sound, which
although not strictly ‘purist’ in hi-fi
sound, is quite pleasant!

The FB940R has commendable
sound staging which gleans the best
from well-mixed recordings such as
this, creating depth and space in the
listening environment Dave Grohl’s
vocals, for example, were perfectly
placed. It's by no means a subtle and
analytical sound of the sort expected
from high-end equipment, but it can
deliver the goods with power and
speed.
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Turning our attention to SACD,
Hue And Cry’s latest opus was
inserted into the XB940 and here the
amp showed its audiophile mettle
with a more sophisticated sound than
heard with CD. OK, so SACD is
bound to sound superior anyway, but
it was given extra breadth and space
by the FB940R as confirmed by an
A/B demo with TAG McLaren's excel-
lent 60i £500 integrated. Admittedly
the differences are subtle - for exam-
ple there was slightly more airiness,
and sometimes sharpness, at the top
end with the FB940R. The ‘cleaner’
sound of SACD held some sibilance
which had been present with CD. But
although the sound was still bright
and forward its refinement and con-
trol balanced things out nicely.

Like the SACD players available,
there’s no point in buying the FB940R
solely for SACD.You'd become a little
fed up with the limited number of
recordings available. If you like a
bright fast but powerful sound, albeit
one without high-end sublety, the
FB940R has plenty else to offer,
including the ability to play LP and, of
course, normal CD, This wealth of
facilities makes it a well featured
product, one that can cope with any
situation, at a keen price B&

SONY TA-FBI04R UK EDITION ~ £280
Sony UK Ltd.

The Heights

Brooklands

Weybridge

Surrey KT13 OXW

Tel: 01932 816000




For high performance sound you don’t need
as much space as you think.

PasCcal

Try Sony’s award-winning Pascal speakers for size. 50 years
of audio expertise condensed into a sleek case measuring
just 86x169x130mm. Small. Perfectly formed. Yet beneath
that cool aluminium surface beats a heart of pure fire. The
world’s strongest magnet, Neodymium, delivers enough
drum and bass (and violin and flute) to make all of your
crystal ornaments rattle. They’re the perfect little speakers
if you want to get the most out of your music and movies.
You may have limited space, but why have limited sound?

Customerinformation centre 08705 111 999

Sony and Pascal are trademarks of the Sony Corporation, Japan
www.gocreate.sony.co.uk




Uolks Plattenspeiler

Available
\ugust

DEh“t . From around £110

Pro-ject, Amazing record players at amazing prices.

Henley Designs Ltd. The Oid Coach House, The Street, Crowmarsh Gifford, wallingford, Oxon, OX10 8EH
Tel: 01491 834700, Fax: 01491 834722, WWW.henleydesigns.co.uk, E-mail: henley.designs @virgin.net
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Dali have a reputation for solidly built and fine sounding 'speakers. Simon

Pope dons his editorial crown and gets a grip on their Royal Scepters

e've encountered Dali’s

products a couple of times

in the past, most recently
in a round up of mid priced stand-
mounts earlier in the year.Their Royal
Menuets achieved distinction in the
midst of some stiff competition, show-
ing a remarkable amount of mid and
upper range detail with a soiid and
tuneful bass.

The Royal Scepters represent the
next step up from the Menuets, priced
at £650. Although still only the size of
your average budget bookshelf, the
dimensions are larger than the
Menuets to accommodate the larger
(120mm) bass/mid drive unit.

First indication that the Scepters
are no run of the mill boxes is shown
in the exquisite finish.The 22mm MDF
enclosure is veneered in a luxurious
cherry veneer, apparently polished and
buffed by hand prior to the final lac-
quer being applied. Add to this the fact
that they weigh a lot for their size and
you could easily mistake them for a
solid hardwood construction. Our
review pair were light veneer, a darker
‘Rouge’ finish being also available.

The 130mm paper coated
bass/mid driver (of light construction
to ensure a fast response) is held in an
aluminum chassis and uses the same
‘Low Loss’ system as used in the
Menuet. This is the result of a combi-
nation of special suspension and the
‘focussed magnet field'. A tuned bass
reflex port is housed in the rear of
the cabinet, as well as two sets of
binding posts for bi-wiring. A ferroflu-
id-cooled, coated silk dome tweeter
completas the appointments.

The hard-wired crossover is sol-
dered by hand and eschews the use of
printed circuit boards. Each compo-
nent is bonded to the board in a bid

to reduce resonance.
These components are
selected for their neutral-
ity and the chokes are
wound by Dali in-house.
Further care has been
taken to present a linear
impedance to the amplifi-
er, including small phase
angles to minimise amp
distortion. This, claim
Dali, makes the Scepters
ideally suited to Class A
or valve designs.

Taking note of this
advice | hooked up the
Scepters to our World
Audio Design KiT88 valve integrated
(also used was Audio Analogue’s
Puccini SE), with NAD'’s $500
Silverline CD player as a source, and
set the musical ball rolling with Talk
Talk’s ‘Spirit Of Eden’ album. After a
few hours burning in | was greeted
with a very neutral yet warm sound,
which is what you should expect con-
sidering the upper-midrange price.
There's some good engineering going
on here.Vocals are especially clean,
with little sibilance and a pleasing
amount of roundness which is rare
with 'speakers of such detail, especially
at this price.The experimental mix of
electronic and acoustic instruments
and voices used in this album (includ-
ing a just about pre-wally Nigel
Kennedy on violin joined by
Chelmsford Cathedral Choir!) showed
the finesse and control that the
Scepters bring to reproduction. At no
time did the sound become muddled
and every phrase and tune was easily
discernable.

Although the Scepters are a bass
reflex design there's no whiff of bass
boom to be heard. The lower registers

1 review

are taut and controlled and about as

deep as you can get (or wish) from a
box this size. Trying to trip them up
with Underworld’s bass-heavy
‘Beaucoup Fish’ album, | was
impressed to find the Scepters taking
tow frequencies well in their stride.
Low piano notes had a natural tone to
them and electronic bass thumps
remained clean and fast.

Like the Menuets, it’s hard to find
fault with the Scepters. Maybe the
extra £250 is pushing it a bit, but then
I've heard more expensive ‘speakers
sound vastly inferior. Treble is smooth
and detailed, bass firm and tuneful and
the imaging and sound stage give a
beautiful out of the box sound.What
else do you want from a standmount?

Highly recommended. B

™
n
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Special Offer 1

Rogers E-40a Improved Pure class ‘A’ valve amplifiers. Special IMPROVED version by Audio Note UK. You get the stunning sound quality of
the original E-20a but with double the power output! Improvements include factory pre-set bias adjustment, gold plated input / output
connectors and world renowned Audio Note sound quality........

These very high quality, stylish integrated amps feature four line inputs plus a high quality phono stage. The E-40a Improved is suited to low,
medium and high sensitivity loudspeakers, and of course it's the ideal amplifier for driving the LS3/5a and AB-1 combination.

Superb value: 40 watts per channel of top quality pure class ‘A" amplification at a bargain price ( the last list price was £ 1,898.00! ).

VERY RARE AND COLLECTABLE !

Brand new and supplied in sealed boxes, with 12 months warranty: each: £ 998.00

Special Offer 2

Harbeth LS3/5a special Rosewood Limited Edition Version ( Alan Shaw signature ).
Brand new and supplied in manufacturers sealed boxes with 12 months warranty per pair: £ 648.00

Please note: These are the very rare and collectable final production run version of the LS3/5a loudspeaker, featuring gold tweeter mesh and
lucky '8’ suffix serial numbers, originally built for the demanding Far Eastern markets. Limited stocks, so don't miss out on this extra special
offer. Available exclusively from Stirling Broadcast. Add a pair of AB-1 bass extenders in Rosewood for only £ 298.00

SPGCial Offer 3 Amazing value package deal:

Rogers E-40a Improved with Harbeth LS3/5Sa Limited Edition Rosewood and AB-1 bass extenders in Black Ash ( the list price for this
combination was € 3,257.00 ! ) Package price: £ 1,898.00

StlrIlng Broadcast charter Alley, Basingstoke, Hants. RG26 5PX
Phone: 01256 851001 Fax: 01256 851144

Free Tickeks'

nyone ringing, faxing or emailing Us .
E%&g Septen?ber 15th and quoting hiw 1 § 1 S\

By ] |
(offer imited to 1 ticket per housenold) 11@ ¢ 1 \

——— - A

HI-EFT SHOW

5 e —— e em

in the North West

Information hotline 01829 733268

or email us on mobile.com@btinternet.com
EXHIBITOR INFORMATION Tel: 0151 645 1075

Hear What
You're Missing

tel: 01252 702705

e info@audicreference.co.uk

18/19 NOVEMBER 2000

web site: www.btinternet.com/~chestergate/
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Aoridian is
combining pioneering
technology with stunning
aesthetics. David Price
traces the rise of this great
British company through

the years to the present day.

eridian launched in 1977, the

result of a partnership

between one-time Lecson
technical director Bob Swart and
industrial designer Allen Boothroyd.
Having Jointly penned one of Britain's
most striking looking hi-fi products,
Lecson's ACI/API| pre-power, Bob
decided that he wanted to start an
audio company, "We both felt we had
skills to produce fine sounding electron-
ics with uniquely housable designs".The
Lecson duly went on permanent display
in the New York Museum of Modern
Art, and brought Bob and Allen their
first British Design Council Award in
1974.

The Meridian M1 loudspeaker was
the company's first product, a radical
active design featuring power amps
installed inside the cabinets, driven by
electronic crossovers. Bob's academic
background in human psycho-acoustics
and electronics convinced him that
active speakers were the way ahead,
thanks to the far greater control they
gave designers over the problems

inherent in
loudspeaker
design. Sadly the
Mis' high price made
them prohibitively
expensive for many audiophiles,
and thus was born the smaller,
simpler M2.This loudspeaker remains a
favourite of Bob's to this day thanks to
its ability to make, "a convincing sound
from such a small package".

Back in the seventies, brashly styled
separates dripping with brushed
aluminium were all the rage, so the
subsequent arrival of Meridian's first
electronics range must have raised an
eyebrow or two.The svelte looking
101/105 pre-power amplifiers comprised
five diminutive 140x50x300mm boxes
painted a dark olive green/brown colour.
Compared to Japanese high end, their
stark minimalism was almost as striking
as their hefty £600 price tags. The
101/105 proved a highly capable
amplifier, winning over the hearts of the
British hi-fi press and proving a big hit
with dealers too.Although tonally dry, it

feature

sounded
extremely detailed and refined by the
standards of the day, with a fantastically
capable | 10w RMS power amplifier
section capable of driving even the
largest, power- hungry monitor
loudspeakers.

The 100 series was soon augmented
by Meridian's new 103 power
amplifiers pushing out 50WV per 4
channel for £490.Then the
104 tuner appeared, with
house styling to match the
101 preamplifier. A £225
FM-only design offering six
screwdriver set presets with a small
analogue tuning meter, it was another
beautifully understated affair with fine P9
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sound quality. The range was subtly
refined and improved over the years, and
became ever more popular. Recognising
this, its designers received their second
gong from the Design Council in 1982.

Around this time Bob found himself
involved in the early stages of develop-
ment of Compact Disc, through his
technical connections with Philips in
Holland. For this reason, Meridian was
the very first British hi-fi company to
launch its own CD player, barely a year
after the format had started back in
1983. Called the MCD, it's one of Bob's
all-time favourite Meridian products, "it
really demonstrated that digital audio
had a very serious future”. Although
obviously based on Philips' first genera-
tion CD 100 - sharing the same CDMI
Pro laser transport, diecast metal chassis
and fourteen bit, Philips 1540 four times
oversampling chipset - it featured a
thorough reworking of its audio
electronics to great effect.

The MCD proved a tremendous
sales success and a big hit with the
world's hi-fi press, winning awards for
the best sounding CD player in seven
major countries including Japan and the
United States.The MCD Pro followed in
1985, adding a number of features and
taking the sound quality to an even
higher level. £675 bought you the
original MCD with beefier power supply
arrangements, a low jitter master clock,
absolute phase switching, error indica-
tion and a revised disc clamping system
damped by a rubber mat.

Meridian subsequently made a bold
move into the integrated amp arena
with the grey Nextel finished MCA-1.An
ingenious modular design that clipped
together with automatic electrical

PAGE 26

connections, you could buy as many or
as few bits as you needed to suit your
requirements. The modules included a
power amp, preamp/phono stage, line
input extender, headphone amp and
moving coil preamp. In basic single input
guise the MCA-| retailed for a mere
£240. Sound was excellent for the price,
with balanced preamp, discrete transis-
tor phono amp and a power amp
running complementary transistor
output stages in dual mono configura-
tion.With hindsight Bob is equivocal
about the MCA-1, describing it as, "quite
an advanced concept and rather harder
to make than we had thought".

The next year Meridian surprised
everyone by launching a completely
revised range of electronics, the 200
Series.Visually quite different to the 100
Series 'mini- components’, this new
range was both physically larger and
functionally far more versatile than the
range it replaced. At the time, some fans
of the earlier separates lamented the
unspectacular styling, but some fifteen
years later the 200 Series, complete with
its pinstripes and shift key operation,
looks no less radical! It was Meridian's
most comprehensive product line up
yet, and included CD players, radio
tuners, pre- amplifiers, power amplifiers,
digital converters and multiroom
components.

Meridian's 207 CD player was one
of the best selling products in the new
range.A characteristically radical design,
it offered a number of features
completely unavailable from the
company's British or Japanese rivals. First
was its two-box design which physically
separated the transport and DAC,
allowing you to stand them side-by-side

OCTOBER 2000 HI-H WORLD
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or on top of one another. Another was
its integral preamp which provided
electronic volume control and source
switching for two other line level inputs.
This enabled CD fans to drive the player
straight into a power amp or pair of
active loudspeakers, the latter proving an
enduring fascination for designer Bob
Stuart.

The 207 proved a superb performer,
offering a musical and articulate sound
despite its humble electronic origins. In
fact it wasn't too dissimilar to the
original MCD, sharing as it did the Philips
transport and fourteen bit chipset Its
superb build reflected its high £850
selling price, boasting a beautifully
engineered transport housing complete
with metal sleeve and glass front plate,
pinstriped of course!

Unfortunately its control system -
which included a programming feature
for the first time - was an utter chore.
This fact was obviously missed by
Britain's Design Council, who gave Bob
and Allen their third bauble in 1988.This,
Meridian point out, is the only time a
design team has won the award on
three separate occasions.The CDR
followed next Although CD recorders
are pretty run-of-the-mill these days, in
the late eighties it was a staggeringly
advanced piece of kit Costing £5000, the
CD-R wrote onto £30 blank discs with
remarkable fidelity to the original.

In 1989 the company stamped its
name on the super-fi scene with
dramatic effect, with the introduction of
the world's first digitally-driven
loudspeaker, the £7,650 Meridian
D6000. At the time it was arguably the
most radical speaker ever.A fully active
design with built-in electronic digital




converters, preamp, digital signal

processing crossovers and amplifiers,
everything upstream of the power amps
(and drive units) worked in the digital
domain. Using an 'intelligent’ remote
commander, the D6000 even offered
complete control of other suitably
equipped Meridian separates, from
source, track and channel switching to
volume levels.

Each speaker comprised two units, a
bass enclosure containing four 210mm
woofers running in parallel, plus
electronics which ran an umbilical up to
the upper trapezoidal cabinet containing
a 170mm mid/bass driver and SEAS
metal dome tweeter. Fascinatingly, no
attempt was made to engineer the
driver/enclosure combination to give a
flat response. Instead, all the equalisation
was done actively in the digital domain.
The result was an amazingly open
sounding loudspeaker with Herculean
amounts of control, if a touch dry and
hard sounding. Twelve years on, the idea
of 16bit digital speakers might sound
questionable, but the D6000 is neverthe-
less an engineering tourde-force which
looks destined for a place in history. Bob
counts it as one of his all-time favourites,
arguing that, "for the first time a speaker
system was able to place instruments in
space and reproduce dynamics”.

Meridian was no less busy innovating
and launching new products in the
nineties, After a management buyout in
1992 supported by Bob Stuart, The
Meridian Group was formed, comprising
Meridian Audio Limited, Digital
Gramophone & Wireless |td, and
Meridian America Inc. The new company
immediately set to work on the new
500 Series, which was finally launched in

July 1993. Despite more sober, conserva-
tive styling, the new twelve-strong
product range had vastly improved
features and ergonomics which
effectively brought the brand into the
Home Entertainment market.With
products like Meridian Digital Theatre,
based on the 565 Surround Sound
Processor and a range of DSP
loudspeakers, the brand is spreading its
wings further afield.

Despite branching out to over thirty
products, the company has also
remained true to its hi-fi roots. The
£1,200 Meridian 506-24 CD player
carries on the original MCD's tradition
of sweet, smooth, clean sound from
sitver disc, while the 551 integrated
offers much of the magic of the MCA-|
but with even greater flexibility and
superior sound.As Meridian's entry-level
pre-power the £1445 501/555 pre-
power is a high quality multi-purpose
amplifier ready for all manner of applica-
tions.

These days Meridian is a mature British
high end specialist with about 80% of its
products sold overseas, much of this
going to North America, Currently
employing over 100 people in the UK
and || in the USA, it is based in
Huntingdon, the UK's ‘hi-fi Silicon Valley'
in Cambridge, in a 25,000 square foot
factory.

The story doesn't stop here though,
because the company wrote itself into
hi-fi's history books once again when
Meridian Lossless Packing (MLP) was
incorporated in the DVD-Audio 1.0
specification. lhis is soon to become a
subset of DVD Universal (also incorpo-

feature

detailed sound
allied to great

flexibility

rating DVD-Video, DVD- ROM, DVD-
RAM and DVD-R) which all next
generation DVD players will use, and
puts Meridian on the world's hi-fi map
once and for all.

A clever way of storing more digital
audio data in a limited space, MLP
enables standard DVD discs to offer
over one hour of six channel audio at up
to 24bit, 96kHz resolution. Crudely put,
it permits better sound for a given 'bit
budget', something digital audio devotees
should be very thankful for! Bob cites
MLP as another of his favourite Meridian
products, thanks to its superior efficiency
to rival coding systems. He says that
without its dramatic technical superior-
ity, he would have failed in his "David and
Goliath” struggle to convince the
Japanese electronics giants in the DVD
Forum to adopt it.

The future promises more "high
resolution audio rendering systems" (as
Bob calls them) and the presence of
Meridian Lossless Packing in the
forthcoming DVD Audio-Recordable
specification. Watch out also for a
growing presence in Home
Theatre, digital video and |
multimedia, and even a
commitment to support
the new compressed audio
formats like MP3. After
nearly a quarter of a
century in the audio
business, Meridian remains
a consistently innovative
and charismatic player. Few
others have combined
aesthetic beauty,
ergonomic excellence and
excellent sound so

successfully. @ PP
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WIDE PRODUCT RANGE
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recommended source components *** **
ARCAM Alpha 7SE

% ,“”" “The 7SE still has that trademark Arcam fuliness, but
. - there's real spark and verve here, 1oo. Detail retrieval
=y 1 215 and imaging abilities are top-notch for the prico. while
R IR 10 . its command of rhythm and dynamics really brings the
music to life.” WHAT HI-F1? ¢ AWARDS 1999
[}
s
- . 5 £299 95
24-Bit DAC & Upgradeable to Alpha 8, 8SE or 9 Specification # Coaxial Digital Output 2 -

why choose sevenoaks
for compact disc”?

As the main source component in most dedicated hi-fi systems, the

quality of the CD Player is vital, as any musical information lost at this bl
stage cannot be retreived later. Sevenoaks Sound & Vision have chosen m Kandy KC1
models from all the leading manufacturers which. in our opinion, provide Bit Stream DAC # Coaxial & Optical Connections

the very best performance, reliability and value for money. All CD players WHAT HI'F1?
© very best p e.relabilty and valve for money. Al CD plavers | gl < s S Y T

are sold with a minimum two year warranty, with extended warranties

2 PUNOS SYEOUDADS

available, for peace of mind. ERRcRAR*cRERE -
<. selected ed players
C—/—)- Arcam FMJ CD23 £1099.95
g EIIara:tinDGE(f)OVKLSigniture; 7 — ‘ -‘ £;t_99.9—§ -
Maraltz C_D17_5i S_ignature L ] £10_99.9_5 CD6000 Kl Signature
l\-llusi‘cal Fidelity X-_Rayi £799.95 CD Text # Coaxial & Optical Outputs @ Black or Gold Finish

Musical Fidelity A3 79095 | Ye e W Wk EERe
Rotel RCD951 £374.95

- — N - 24 ORI

Roksan Caspian £894.95 f j |

‘When purchased together with the X-A2 Amplifie

also avalable at selected outlets
New Cyrus CD7, Naim CD5, Linn Genki ; A3
and Meridian SGF & 5Q8 24-Eit. Bit Stream 24x8 DAC 4 Coaxial & Optical Connections

! i > ' ' ' ' .
Mail Order not available on Arcam and Marantz Products WHAT HI-F1?
Please Note: Advertisement valid until at least 2 1st September 2000. E&OE R 2000

essential accessories

We carry a wide range of interconnect cables, speaker stands, equipment supports and other
performance enhancing accessories at all outlets.




OUTLETS NATIONWIDE ———————

Jotaradio

Lt AL RADID JUNLY @

Arcan DAB Tuner

7~
4

‘For most users the Arcam 10 DRT will give better

ARCAM Alpha 10 DRT Digital Tuner R KR kK

Rpe— Digital Radio - formerly known as DAB (Digitai Audio Broadcasting) - is one of the most sound than even a very good FM Tuner can
A\ Y™ exciting developments ever in radio. The crystal clear sound, uiterly silent background manage, and without the need for a big aerial on

"Buv
and interference free reception delivers a new level of performance from broadcast sources. the roof. WHAT HI- F1? ¢ JUNE 1999

Bext Buy £401-£500

The advantages of Digital Radio

Digital Radio sounds better and is totally consistant. Most broadcasts will be in stereo at noar CD quality, Digital
Radio gets rid of the annoyong flutter or multi-path distortion common in built up areas and is also virtually £ 95
immune from interference and fading. 4

re-discovering MUSICAL FIDELTY X-Plora Tuner
tuners and turntables

Tuners and Turntables are often sadly overlooked. However, there is a o ez o

wealth of entertainment available through Radio broadcasts and with _ \ e
® a  Buy cr-i00

the advent of Digital Audio Broadcasting, background noise and other

distortions are a thing of the past. The Turntable, once the main source ‘ e 4 @ W @ o ‘
componemt in the very best hi-fi systems, still provides excellent sonic

- 1.8.0.0.6 .1 e
performance and with many recordings only ever issued on this medium ) MAY 1999

how about re-discovering those irreplaceable records in your collection?

sevenoaks sclected
turntables and tuners 4

absolute sounds

Arcam AILha 7 R — £220.95 drb <«

Denon TU260/II £129.95 e

Michell Gyro SE (RB300) - £919.95 J A Michell Gyro SE o)

p— ~r - — — — **** WHAT HI-F1?
Musical Fidelity X-Plora £599.95 JUNE 1999
Musical Fidelity A3 £599.95

Project Debut | (OMS5) colours availabie £109.95

Roksan Kandy KT1 £374.95

Sony STSES00 specuai affer £99.95

Please Note: Some products are not available at all outlets

also avalable at selected outlets PRO-JECT Debut Il T 20

A 7

Arcam FMJ DT26, Cyrus FM7.5, Marantz ST17, ***** WHAT HI-F1?
TAG McLaren Audio T32R and Thorens TD280IV AUGUST 2000

two year warranty for peace of mind

As the UK'’s largest independent specialist hi-fi retailer, all home cinema and hi-fi separates
come with a minimum two year warranty and ten day exchange.
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WIDE PRODUCT RANGE

a selection /rom our

unbeatable range

MUSICAL FDFUTY A3 DUAL MONO INTEGRATED AWPUFER

musical
eX[pression

1. 8.0.6.8 ¢
A3 Amplfier

“Playing Bob James’ Joy Ride disc, with its laid back jazz feel, the

A3, fed from the Marantz CD-7 and driving Monitor Audio Studio

20SEs, reveals that it's an amplifier truly capable of performing

[ . £ -3 - (-]
. e e CCCC way beyond its price.” WHAT HI-F1? ¢ NOVEMBER 1999
(-3
8 L 0
- -7 A w4

85 WPC @ 4 Line Inputs ¢ MM/MC Phono Stage ¢ 2 Tape Returns

84905

daunted by amplifiers”
sevenoaks can help
you choose

With complicated and often meaningless technical specifications,
choosing the right amplifier can be really daunting. Sevenoaks Sound
& Vision will help you choose from our unbeatable range. With
inexpensive integrated models to esoteric pre/power combinations, all
of which have been selected for their performance and flexibility. you
can guarantee finding an amplifier ideally suited to your requirements.

selected amplifiers

Arcam FMJ A22 B £999.95
Cyrus 5 £499.95
Cyrus 7 £699.95
Marantz PM6010 Ki Signature £399.95
Musical Fidelity X-A2 £499.95
Rotel RAEE’H/II B £189.95
Roksan Iﬁ':mdy KA1 £474.95
Roksan Caspian £799.95

‘Wi

also avalable at selected outlets
New Naim Nait 5, Marantz PM17Ki Signature,
Linn Kolektor/LK85 and Musical Fidelity A3 Pre/Power.

Please Note: Advertisement valid until at least 21st September 2000, E&OE
Mail Order not available on Arcam, B&W. Marantz and Monitor Audio Products

.

ROKSAN

EXXTY] Kandy KA1

110 WPC @ 6 Line Inputs @ MM Phono Input

<'\

1. 8.8.8.8 ¢ bt
ERRsARCcRANRE 2

(D O
O o 6 o0 o O
5!\7&301 0 Ki Signature »f"i\mT}

50 WPC @ Includes System Remote @ Black or Gold Finish

***** WHAT HI-FI?

SEPTEMBER 2000

/

Armn
7 A iy

60 WPC @ 6 Line Inputs @ 1 Tape Return @ Remote Control

rus Products are

Please Note: C|

A AKX Ak

only available at selected outlets

WHAT HI-FI?
NOVEMBER 1999

demonstration rooms in all stores

Everything we stock is available to audition in our dedicated hi-fi and home cinema
demonstration rooms.
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MONITOR AUDIO

Studio 20SE

“They’re what we use every day in our top

reference system - that's how good they are.”
THE ULTIMATE WHAT Hi-F1? GUIDE TO AUDIO 1998

€ Gold Anodised Reference Tweeter
€ Ceramic Coated Metal Alloy Mid/Bass Unit
® Internally Wired with QED Silver Profile Cable AlsoJAvailable:
' e Al : Silver 4/ £349.95 Silver 5 £449.95
@ Cherry, Black or Rosemah Finishes Available Silver 81 £699.95 Silver 9/ £999.95

Reference Loudspeakers

£ 1 299.95 £S1%V0Eo

which loudspeakers’ TS 10N
sevenoaks can help "
you decide New 78 Series

Ion

I express

As the final component in any hi-fi or home cinema system, the 780 & 782

loudspeakers determine the way sound is presented. However, nol & Keraform Bass/Mid Units m
only is it imperative that the loudspeakers work correctly with the € 25mm Silk Dome Tweeter

amplifier and source components. but also do not react adversely with ¢ 30mm MDF Cabinets .2
your room. With such a variety of bookshelf, stand mounted and free- ® 782 & 783 Feature Additional m
standing loudspeakers available, it make sense to choose Sevenoaks Nomex Bass Units :
Sound & Vision, where we can help you find the perfect solution - all @ Beech, Rosewood and Black

you need to do is listen! Ash Finishes Avaitable E

Please Note:
78 Series only available
at selected outlets

selected loudspeakers

B&W DM60152

£199.958

KEF Cresta 2 £149.95

KEF Q352 £349.95 New CDM NT o

Mission 771E B - £199.95 ¢ Replaces Highly Acclaimed CDM Series /
Mission 773E £399.95 € Nautilus™ Alloy Dome High Frequency { ’.
Mission 782 £699.95 € Kevlar” Brand Fibre Bass/Midrange
N ) € Flowport™ Technology
Monitor Audio Studio 50 fr £1999.95 )
— - —— @ Cherry, Red Chery or Black Ash Finish

Ruark Prelude Reference = . £774.95 ¢ Stand Mounting, Floor-standing,

Please Note: Some products are not available at all outlets Centre and Rear Models Available
also avallable at selected outlets s

Other models from the above ranges plus the Acoustic Energy ng

Aegis Series, Castle Classic Range and Jamo Concert Series.

a heritage for hi-fi at sevenoaks

For most of the specialist British brands featured, Sevenoaks are the UK’s number one retailer,
and are Arcam'’s largest dealer in the world.
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ABERDEEN

491 Union Street
E-Mail: sevenoakshifi@btconnect.com
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
9.30-7.00 Thursday

01224 587070

LEEDS

112 Vicar Lane

E-Mail: sevenoakshifi@btinternet.com
10.00-6.00 Monday-Friday

9.30-5.30 Saturday 12.00-4.00 Sunday
0113 245 2775

GLASGOW

88 Great Western Road
10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday
12.00-4.00 Sunday

0141 332 9655

HULL

1 Savile Row, Savile Street
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

01482587171

29-31 St Peters Street

10.00-6.00 Monday-Friday
9.30-5.30 Saturday

01234 272779

E-Mall: sevenoaks.bedford@lineone.net

17 Burleigh Street
E-Mail: sevoakscam@aol.com
10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday

01223 304770

1 The Grove Centre. Witham

9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
Late Night Thursday by Appointment

01376 501733

BIRMINGHAM

12 Queensway Arches, Livery Street
Car Parking Opposite

9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
0121 233 2977

E-Mail: 7oakshifiwitham@btconnect.com

MANCHESTER

69 High Street, City Centre
sevenoaks.manchester@btinternet.com
10.00-6.00 Monday-Friday

9.30-5.30 Saturday

0161 831 7969

NEWCASTLE

19 Newgate Street
E-Mail: 7oaks@btconnect.com
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

0191 221 2320

12-14 Dogs Head Street
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
01473 286977

10 Loseby Lane
E-Mail: 7oaks.leicester@virgin.net
10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday

0116 253 6567

29/29a St Giles Street

Air Conditioned

C-Mail: sevenoaks.hifi@virgin.net
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
01603 767605

CHELTENHAM

14 Pittville Street
9.30-5.30 Monday-Friday
9.00-5.30 Saturday
01242 241171

BRISTOL

92b White Ladies Road, Clifton
Air Conditioned

9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
0117 974 3727

EXETER

28 Cowick Street

E-Mail: sevenoaks@exeter90.fsnet.co.uk
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

01392 218895

CARDIFF

104-106 Albany Road
E-Mail: 7oakswales@compuserve.com
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

029 2047 2899

PLYMOUTH

107 Cornwall Street
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

Late Night Thursday by Appointment
01752 226011

PRESTON

40-41 Lune Street
Air Conditioned
9.00-5.30 Monday-Saturday

01772825777

SHEFFIELD

635 Queens Road, Heeley

Air Conditioned

E-Mail: SevenoaksSheffield@bun.com
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
10.00-4.00 Sunday

0114 255 5861

Midlands & East

597-599 Mansfield Road

E-Mail: sevenoaksnott@yahoo.co.uk
Air Conditioned

10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday

0115911 2121

41 St Clements Street

E-Mail: sevenoaks.oxford@lineone.net
10.00-6.00 Monday-Friday

2.30-5.30 Saturaay

01865 241773

36-38 Park Road
sevenoaks@peterborough0.freeserve.co.uk
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

01733897697

Midlands & West

SWANSEA

24 Mansel Street

Air Conditioned

10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday

Late Night Wednesday by Appointment

01792465777

WORCESTER

2 Reindeer Courl

E-Mail sales@sevenoak.demaen.co,uk
9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

01905 612929

demonstration rooms in all stores

Everything we stock is available to audition in our dedicated hi-fi and home cinema
demonstration rooms.
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outlets
nationwide

At Sevenoaks Sound & Vision you’ll find the widest range of quality products anywhere in the UK.
Everything from the latest DVD players and Plasma Televisions to amazing special offers all with our
outstanding service. From Aberdeen to Plymouth, we’re great value nationwide.

London & South East
SEVENOAKS EPSOM SOUTHAMPTON

109-113 London Road 12 Upper High Street 33 London Road

Air Conditioned ) E-Mail: sevenoaks.epsom@virgin.net Air Conditioned

8.30-5.30 Monday-Friday 9.30-5.30 Monday' Friday E-Mail: 7oaks_soton@breathemail net
9.00-5.30 Saturday 9.00-6.00 Saturday 11.00-4,00 Sunday 9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday
01732 459555 01372 745883 02380337770

57 Western Road. Hove Gu’LDFORD SOUTHGATE
E-Mail: 7oakshifibrighto@btconnect.com 73b North Street 29'\,:31 CSZISSE%I?:“ et
10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday Air Conditioned e reggconnect.ne

E-Mail: 7oakshifi_gford@btconnect.com 10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday
01273 733338 9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday 020 8886 2777

BROMLEY 01483 536666
HOLBORN oy
E-Mail: 7oakshifibromley@btconnect.com  144-148 Grays Inn Road COTTA GE

9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday 10.30-6.30 Monday-Friday 1 Northways P =

020 8290 1988 10.30-4.30 Saturday At Condiioned Y FoRd

CHEL SEA 020 78?7 7540 sevenoaks@swisscottage homechoice.co.uk
10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday

403 Kings Road. Worlds End KINGSTON 12.00-4.00 Sunday

Air Conditioned 43 Fife Road 020 77229777

E-Mail: 7oakshifichelsea@®btconnect.com Air Conditioned

10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday E-Mail: 7oaks kingston@breathemail.net

020 7352 9466 A solionge Sall TUNBRIDGE
WELLS
CRAWLEY MAIDSTONE  Z25mroe

Air Conditioned & Week St .

E-Mail: sevenoakscrawley@aol.com i Ceed S reet' E-Mail: 7oakshifitw@btconnect.com

9.30-6.00 Monday-Saturd ir Londitioned 9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

: ay-oaturgay E-Mail: 7oakshifimstone@btconnect.com 04892 531543

01293510777 9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday

CROYDON O1e22.6009°% WATFORD

369-373 London Road 478 St Albans Road

E-Mail: 7oakshificroydon@btconnect.com REA D,NG E-Mail: 7oakshifiwatford@btconnect.com

9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday 3-4 Kings Walk Shopping Centre 10.00-6.00 Monday-Saturday

11.00-4.00 Sunday 9.30-5.30 Monday-Saturday 11.00-4.00 Sunday

020 8665 1203 0118 959 7768 01923 213533
Opening in 2000

London & South Fast Midlands & East

LIVERPOOL EAST LONDON EDINBURGH

the ultimate buying guides

Qur friendly and experienced staff will be happy to assist you through every step of your
purchase and will, when appropriate, deliver and install your equipment.
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knew it would happen. After the

temporary respite provided by

Bitstream, the bit wars are raging
again. Anyone into hi-fi at the end of
the eighties was constantly assaulted
by '18bit, 8 times oversampling' (or
whatever) legends plastered all over
the fascias of Technics, Denon, Sony,
et al. Now the 'bit race’ is back on
track, so prepare yourselves for a
Spinal Tap-style 'my amp's | louder
'cos it goes to | 1' world!

In truth, using 24bit DACs to play
|6bit CD is rather like buying a
Ferrari with a Fiesta engine. Compact
Disc simply doesn't have any more
information than can be described in
tébits, so longer digital word lengths
simply should not be necessary. When
they introduced the 506.20, Meridian
argued that its extra internal resolu-
tion allowed more accurate handling
of the least significant bits of the
16bit word, plus better accuracy from
any subsequent digital signal process-
ing. Maybe so, but it still smacks of
tinkering around at the margins.As
I'm sure Bob Stuart would agree, the
big gains will be when 24bit digital
audio discs hit the market a proper.

Why bother with all this 24bit
business then? Cynics would argue
it's more about marketing. Certain
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knowledgeable industry figures have
argued that the original |6bit specifi-
cation isn't what limits CD's sound,
but that the damage is done by
inadequate transports, high jitter
levels, poor internal digital noise
suppression and dodgy power
supplies. Of course, these all cost lots
of money to sort and aren't easy to
explain to marketing departments.
On the other hand, buying in DACs
with more numbers after their names
is cheaper and easier to sell to the
punters...

Well, I'm not going to level this
accusation at Meridian. The black
textured enamel and glass finished
506.24 looks and feels classy, and is
surprisingly heavy considering its
compact dimensions (6.4kg.
88x321x332mm) and modest £1195
retail price. Compared even to
Marantz's CD-7 (costing three times
as much) it seems better screwed
together. One of the most pleasing
aspects is Meridian's trademark glass
and carbon fibre-damped disk tray,
which gives the high precision data-
grade (i.e. CD- ROM) Focault-focus
linear three-beam laser pickup an
easier time of reading the disc. Add
custom servo software from Meridian

and it's a very capable transport
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has 4 more bits than its 506.20 precursor. But

what does this mean in practice”? David Price tries a bit of the other...

indeed. Inside you'll find a smattering
of audiophile components, a generous
toroidal transformer and conscien-
tious attention paid to smoothing the
mains. The 24-bit dual differential
Delta Sigma converter, apparently
developed in conjunction with Burr
Brown, feeds a discrete class A
output stage.

Qutside it's the usual Meridian
look with a row of slimline transport
controls running across the bottom
half of the fascia, plus a purposeful
eight character dot-matrix LED
display showing track, time and index.
Round the back you get fixed line
level phono outs, plus optical and
coaxial digital outputs. Last is the
communications link, which lets you
run any combination of Meridian kit
from the single, rather swanky
looking Meridian System Remote.
More than just a standard plipper
with a few extra buttons, it actually
lets you extend the system into two
or three rooms. In an increasingly
multi-room world, this facility could
be more useful than it firsc appears.

The bit question will run and run,
but the real answer lies in the
listening. After a few days intensive
burn in, the Meridian went into my
reference systems (KLP-P1, K588,

Meridian's new 506.24
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NS1000Ms) via LFD's Spirolink 3 and
we were away. | kicked off with 4
Hero's 'Cosmic Tree', a beautifully
recorded slice of acoustic
drum'n'bass including violins, viola,
cello, Fender electric piano,
Oberheim bass synth plus a fantasti-
cally recorded acoustic drum kit. To
its credit, the Meridian conveyed the
distinctive textures of all these instru-
ments with tremendous accuracy.
Rather than sounding airbrushed and
artificial, the opening violins had
wonderful lustre. The Fender Rhodes
was rich and resonant, and the drums
kicked in with machine gun speed and
attack. The singer's voice was
powerful and grainy, just like the gig |
went to last year.

A real festival of the senses then,
but this is no Japanese-style 'hi-fi
sounding’ silver disc spinner. indeed
the 506.24 had a nicely unforced
musicality about it - not quite as
beguiling as a good moving coil
cartridge but not far off. It was able
to excavate vast tracts of detail and
string it all together very coherently,
making for both a relaxing and
engaging listen.

Moving on to Mercury Rev's

OUTPUT

'‘Goddess on a Highway', the

Meridian's performance proved all
this sweetness didn't come from
coloration. On this rather sterile rock
recording the 506.24 didn't add a
thing - gone was the sumptuousness
of the 4 Hero track and in its place a
clean and dry recorded acoustic. This
track also showcased the player's
tremendous ability to resolve low
level detail - there's a lot of weird,
multi-tracked production effects
going on over the main vocals, guitar,
bass and drums and they shone
through far more than with the Naim
CDX | recently reviewed. Nothing
added, nothing taken away.

Moving on to a bit of old school
rock'n'roll in the shape of Rush's 'Fly
By Night', | was better able to identify
the essence of what is by any
standards a highly neutral and self-
effacing player. Compared to the
aforementioned Naim, plus the new
Linn Genki I'm currently trying out,
the Meridian sounded slightly slow.
Being so even-handed, it isn't set up
for playing one particular type of
music - rather, it's a great all rounder.
By contrast, the Linn and Naim both
seemed to live or die by their ability
to resolve attack transients and

L COMMS ——j

(Meridian Comms Only)
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review

dynamics, leaving things like low level
detailing and accurate soundstaging
for the birds. They both made a
better job of this track, pushing it
along at double quick speed, whereas
the Meridian was just a tad more
sedate and polished in its perfor-
mance.

Indeed, 'polished’ is the Meridian
506.24 in a nutshell, and | mean this
in the best possible way. Like Arcam's
FM] CD23 (one of its closest rivals)
it's an extremely capable all rounder
with an infectiously sweet and
musical sound. Feed it anything from
Debussy preludes to David Sylvian
and you'll get a spacious, open
acoustic with great stage depth,
excellent low level detail resolving
capability, a pleasantly sweet tone,
grippy rhythms and strong dynamics -
and it all hangs together superbly.

Another fine slice of British
'budget esoterica’ then, and superb
value at under £1200. It's also a
welcome challenger to the previously
peerless Arcam FM|, with a marginally
slower but weightier sound. Match it
to open, transparent ancillaries and
you'll have a peach of a system. If CD
sounds this good fed by |6bits, the
sky's the limit for Meridian's first
24bit DVD Audio player.

WORLDVERDICT
KESKSK
Highly musical yet
very detailed sound-
ing, this player
almost has it all.
Even- handed to a
fault, it sounds great
over a wide variety
of music.
Measured
Performance see
page 111
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X-A RANGE.
MACHINED, MIL-SPEC ALUMINIUM
FRONT PANEL.

MILLED METAL KNOBS.

RUGGED, NON-RESONANT
METAL CASEWORK.

JUST IMAGINE HOW GOOD
THE ELECTRONICS MUST BE.

INTEGRATED AMPS, PREAMPS, POWER AMPS, TUNER, AND CD PLAYER. FOR DETAILS OF YOUR NEAREST STOCKIST RING 0181 900 2866.
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Meridian's earliest
products showed the
company's distinctive
approach to hi-fi design.
David Price revisits the
70s with the 101/105

pre-power combination.

ompare Meridian’s very first

100 series pre-power amplifi-

er to the current 501/555.
Both are subtle but elegant examples
of industrial design, with an economi-
cal feature count allied to flexible
connection options. Both have a char-
acteristically smooth, self-effacing and
even-handed sound, and both are built
to last. You could also go on about the
classy, albeit oddball finish, the modu-
lar construction, the top quality
matching tuners that partner both
combos, the fine phono inputs and
the muscular power amp sections.
Despite the twenty years that sepa-
rate them, neither combos could be
anything else but Meridian.

It’s a testament to the design and
engineering partnership of Messrs
Boothroyd and Stuart that the
101/105 seems so damn modern even
today. Aside from its DIN sockets,
limited inputs and lack of remote
control, it could almost be an early
twenty first century design. Indeed,
give the beautifully hewn slabs of
aluminium alloy that encase the
power amplifiers a splash of silver
paint, and you'd think they were the
latest brainchild ot some esoteric high
end lifestyle audio brand! In truth
though, we're talking matt dark brown
- well it was the seventies!

£700 bought you these five little
boxes, each measuring 140 x 50 x
300mm. The idea was that you or
your dealer connected them up by
their DIN umbilicals, configured the

101 preamp for whatever cartridge
you were using in your LP12/lttok at
the time (well it was the only
turntable back then, especially if you
believed what you read in hi-fi
magazines) by changing a natty little
disc module inside, and switched the
whole lot on via the single rotary
volume control. A couple of dinky
little LEDs would light up from the
separate monobloc power supplies to
signify motive power, and then it was
time to spin that new Steely Dan or
Doobie Brothers LP and revel in the
sound issuing forth from your
impossibly large and inefficient
monitor loudspeakers... KEF 104abs,
perchance’

The 105s drove power hungry
seventies speakers with relish.
Punching out well over 100 watts per
side, they were substantially more
grunty than even Naim's NAP250.
True, they didn't have quite the same
fearsome low frequency grip, or
brightly lit midband for that matter,
but they could certainly do any job
asked of them without drawing
attention to themselves. In a hi-fi
world offering the choice of a full-on
Naim pre-power or any one of a
number of ludicrously over-sexed
Japanese super amps (Rotel RA1312,
anyone?), the Meridians were an
extremely welcome new option.

Like its NAC32 rival, Meridian’s
101 wasn't exactly overburdened with
facilities. It was one of the first
preamps to follow the minimalist

olde worlde

school of audio design, whereupon

filters, variable frequency tone
controls and balance controls were
dispensed with in the name of
straighter signal paths. Nowadays it
seems bloody obvious, but in a world
where most amps' front panels
looked like something from a power
station control room it was pretty
radical stuff. Three toggle switches to
swit