
PASSION FOR SOUND August 2020

SOUNDS 
ABOUND

P
R

IN
T

E
D

 I
N

 T
H

E
 U

K
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

U
S

$
15

.0
0

  MASSIVE ATTACK
MO BETTER TUNES

Six of the best standmount 
speakers go head-to-head

RECORD STORE 

DAY RETURNS
Bowie, The Who, Biggie –  

your guide to all the hot 
new vinyl releases

Chord Electronics 2go – 
Hugo 2 streaming add-on

BUYING 

GUIDE 

100+ essential

components 

p111

Spike Lee recommends 
sounds that bring the noize

Musical Fidelity M8xi 
integrated – lux and loud

PORTABLE PERFECTION

HYBRID 

HERO 
Copland’s CSA 100 

do-it-all amplifier

CAMBRIDGE 
AUDIO AXR
Full-featured 
receiver revealed

+

Products on test: Vertere SG-1, 
SVS Prime Pinnacle, Merlin Black 
Widow, Focal Chora 806

AKG K371-BT: Wireless 
studio headphone at 
high-street price

Pro
SV
W

eless 
e at 

Issue No. 465

SSSSSSSSSSSiiiiiiiiiiiixx oofffffffff ttthhhhhhe
GROUP TEST

A
U

G
U

S
T

 2
0

2
0

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

£
4

.9
9

Astell&Kern 
A&norma SR25
“The only DAP you’ll ever need”



HAND-CRAFTED HIGH PERFORMANCE AUDIO COMPONENTS 

Distributed by Signature Audio Systems, call: 07738 – 007776 

or by e-mail to: info@signaturesystems.co.uk Web: www.audience-av.com

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

Every great 
perfomance deserves 

an audience.
Audience cable products are the end result of years of research into what matters most in an 

audio system. True fidelity to the signal without artificial embellishments or unwarranted voicing. 

Audience cables have been designed to authentically preserve the audio signal. “Neutral” or 

“natural” are the terms we hear most often when customers describe their performance.

 Our OHNO, SX and FrontRow cable lines represent the highest level of 

performance in audio cable products today.

DEALER ENQUIRIES WELCOME
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BADGES EXPLAINED
 OUR AWARDS

Music Legends 
Kraftwerk

Although we are still living in very 

strange times, congratulations are 

in order. Over the past few months 

of lockdown, by hook, crook, 

lashings of goodwill and sheer 

bloody determination, suppliers 

and producers of the equipment 

we feature have come through for 

us, often going the extra mile to track down kit that 

might, under normal circumstances, be readily to hand. 

Huge thanks for their endeavours.

Not to forget you, our readers who have continued to 

purchase the mag in encouraging numbers despite the 

absence of retail outlets at travel points and a nowhere-

near fully functioning high street. Salutations to you too.

What’s been remarkable is the ingenuity shown under 

severe duress. Take Record Store Day. Created to 

support independent record retailers, this year’s April 

event had to be cancelled, just at the point when the 

shops it was created for needed it the most. Did they 

just give up on it? On the contrary – the organisers 

rallied the troops and bounced back with three special 

days, spread across August, September and October. 

You can read all about it on p82.

That’s the kind of positive action we’re seeing 

everywhere in our industry right now and this issue is 

proud to feature great new products from Chord 

Electronics, Astell&Kern, Copland, AKG, Vertere and 

Focal among many other companies who refused to let 

COVID-19 grind them down. Hats off to one and all!

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

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

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

Steve Sutherland Editor

Follow us:

twitter.com@HiFiChoiceMag 
facebook.com/hifichoice.co.uk
hifichoicemagazine
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Karma-AV introduces System Audio’s legend 
silverback and saxo range of loudspeakers to the UK

Dane, set 
and match

SYSTEM AUDIO HAS been 
hand-building speakers in its native 
Denmark since 1984 and is now 
bringing its range to the UK, via 
distributor Karma-AV. 

Available in a choice limited to white 
or black satin fi nishes, the System 
Audio range comprises fl oorstanding 
speakers, subwoofers, standmounts, 
on-wall variants and surround sound 
home cinema satellites.

Part of the package is the legend 
silverback line of active designs for 
fl oor, stand and wall installation. These 
feature driver-dedicated amplifi cation/
processing and wireless connectivity 

via the WiSA-enabled Stereo Hub, a 
24-bit/192kHz-capable control centre 
for wired and wireless sources.

The silverback models, priced from 
£2,400 to £7,000 per pair, include 
the top of the range SA legend 60 
silverback active fl oorstander with a 
17-25,000Hz (+/- 1.5dB) frequency 
range and a 560W, four-way active 
built-in amp, standing at 1,180mm.

There’s also the SA legend 10 
silverback active LCR speaker for shelf 
or stand with a 30-25,000Hz (+/- 
1.5dB) frequency range and a built-in 
three-way active 225W amp, standing 
at 190mm, and the compact SA legend 
5 silverback with a 40-25,000Hz 
(+/- 1.5dB) frequency range and a 
two-way active 150W built-in amplifi er 
standing at 320mm.

The high-resolution Stereo Wireless 
Hub for the active range includes 3 
optical, 1 coaxial, 1 HDMI (ARC), an 
analogue mini-jack, 1 analogue RCA 

plus USB-B and USB inputs. The 
wireless input is 24-bit/192kHz 
capable and boasts Google Chromecast, 
Apple Airplay, Bluetooth, DLNA UpNP 
and Spotify Connect compatibility. It 
comes with a two-way dialogue remote 
control with a built-in WiSA transmitter 
in a black fi nish. 

The passive range comprises six 
models priced between £1,450 and 
£5,000 per pair including the SA 
legend fl oorstander, which works with 
a recommended minimum 70W 
amplifi er, has a frequency range of 
30-25,000Hz (+/- 1.5dB), 8ohm 
impedance and stands at 1,180mm. 
There’s also the SA legend sub 12 
active subwoofer with a frequency 
range of 22-140Hz and a variable 
built-in 380W amplifi er. 

Also available for the fi rst time in the 
UK is System Audio’s saxo passive and 
active speaker range comprising 11 
models priced from £380 to £1,450 
per pair. These include the SA saxo 60 
passive fl oorstander, which works with 
a recommended minimum 50W amp, 
boasts a 40-25,000Hz (+/- 3dB) 
frequency range, 4-8ohm impedance 
and stands at 960mm, and the SA saxo 
16 passive on-wall LCR speaker which 
works with a recommended minimum 
50W amp, boasts a frequency range of 
55-25,000Hz (+/- 3 dB), 4-8ohm 
impedance and stands at 510mm.

The range offers two active 
subwoofers: the SA saxo sub 10 with a 
35-120Hz (+/- 3dB) frequency range 
and built-in 250W amplifi er, and the 
SA SubElectro 200 with a frequency 
range of 40-160Hz (+/- 3dB) and 
380W built-in amplifi er – available in a 
choice of high gloss black, white satin 
or walnut fi nishes.

System Audio’s passive models are 
covered by a seven-year warranty, 
while its active components are 
covered for two years.

PRICE: £380-£7,000  AVAILABLE: NOW  WEB: KARMA-AV.CO.UK

The Passive range 
boasts six models 
priced between 
£1,450 and £5,000

The SA saxo 6, SA 
saxo 7 active and 

legend 60 (above) 
and SA saxo 10 (right)

The SA saxo 10 sub, 
SA saxo 50 tower 
and SA saxo 6 
wallmount (far right)
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CAMBRIDGE AUDIO HAS unveiled details of the latest 
addition to its AX series of hi-fi  separates. The AXR100D 
DAB+/FM stereo receiver, boasts a claimed power output 
of 100W (into 8ohm), the ability to drive two stereo 
speaker zones and a wide range of connectivity including 
three analogue RCA inputs, MM phono stage, 3.5mm 
auxiliary in and 6.35mm headphone out.

It also has three digital inputs in the shape of two optical 
and one coaxial, while the DAB+/FM tuner offers 40 
presets for each. Bluetooth 5 is on board for wireless 
streaming from a smartphone, tablet or PC and it can 
be fi ne tuned thanks to bass and treble controls. 

The AXR100D is the latest addition to Cambridge 
Audio’s affordable AX range which also comprises two 
CD players – the AXC35 at £300 and the AXC25, which 
is £70 cheaper at £230 – a couple of integrated amplifi ers 
– the AXA25 (£230) and the step-up AXA35 (£300) – and 
a pair of FM/AM stereo receivers – the AXR85 FM/AM 
(£350) and AXR100 (£450). 

Audiolab has announced the 

launch of the 6000A Play stereo 

integrated amplifier, which the 

company says takes the circuitry 

from the 6000A stereo amplifier 

(HFC 446) and marries it with the 

streaming architecture of the 6000N 

Play network player (HFC 453). 

The 6000A Play’s Class AB power 

amp delivers 50W per channel into 

8ohm loads. The output stage uses 

a CFB (Complementary Feedback) 

topology and a 200VA toroidal 

transformer, followed by 4x 

15000uF reservoir capacity 

(60,000uF in total). 

The 6000A Play’s wi-fi networking 

is powered by DTS Play-Fi, enabling 

high-quality, multi-room wireless 

audio, capable of streaming hi-res 

music up to 24-bit/192kHz. The 

free Play-Fi app (available for iOS, 

Android and Kindle Fire devices, 

Windows PCs and Apple and 

Android smartwatches) connects 

to music services including Spotify, 

Tidal, Amazon Music, Deezer, 

Qobuz, HDtracks, TuneIn, 

iHeartRadio and SiriusXM. It can 

also serve up a streaming library 

stored on any DLNA-compatible 

NAS drive or media server on the 

same home network.

Play-Fi supports MP3, MP4A, AAC, 

FLAC, WAV and AIFF and can be 

streamed at up to 16-bit/48kHz in 

standard mode to multiple rooms. 

By engaging Play-Fi’s Critical 

Listening Mode, hi-res audio up 

to 24-bit/192kHz can be streamed 

to the 6000A Play over wi-fi or 

Ethernet cable, without 

transcoding or down-sampling. 

The 6000A Play also caters for 

compact disc and vinyl via four 

stereo RCA inputs – three line-level 

and one MM phono input. There 

are four digital inputs – a pair of 

optical and two coaxials – as well 

as an Ethernet port for wired 

network connection. 

The 6000A Play can operate as a 

power amplifier connected to a 

separate preamp or processor, or 

as a streaming DAC/preamp to 

feed an external power amp. There 

is also a built-in headphone stage 

with dedicated current-feedback 

circuitry. It comes in a choice of 

silver or black finishes.

Cambridge AXR100D
New DAB+/FM stereo receiver from British manufacturer

PRICE: £800  AVAILABLE: LATE JULY 
CONTACT: 01480 452561  WEB: AUDIOLAB.CO.UK

Audiolab 6000A Play amp

PRICE: £500  AVAILABLE: NOW  
CONTACT: 0207 9402200  WEB: CAMBRIDGEAUDIO.COM



The 700 Series Signature.

Crafted. Honed. Perfected.

The 700 Series Signature combines state-of-the-art 

engineering with the highest possible standards of 

design, finish and quality. Every speaker is crafted with  

care, honed by experience and perfected with passion. 

Listen, and you’ll see.

bowerswilkins.com
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BROOKLYN-BASED GRADO LABS is 
launching its limited edition open-back 
Hemp Headphone, the fi rst in the world to 
be built using hemp. In an announcement 
riddled with wry reefer references, the 
company promises a: “Brilliant, warm, 
and precise sound all rolled into one.”

Also known as ‘The Hemphone’, each 
open-air ear-cup is hand-built using a 
combination of the cannabis sativa plant 
and a more traditional wood in the form of 
maple, while the dynamic transducer boasts 
a claimed frequency response of 13Hz to 
28kHz and nominal impedance of 38ohm. 

Having taken lessons learned from working 
with other exotic woods in the past, Grado 
explains that it was able to fi ne-tune the 
drivers to work in tandem with the maple 
surround, noting: “The highly compressed 
hemp creates a damping effect between 
their fi bres producing a fuller sound, 
comprised of a noticeable low end and a 
top end that extends smoothly to its limits.” 

The Hemphone has a leather headband, 
metal gimbals and comes bundled with a 
6.5mm ‘Golden’ adapter and extension 
cable. Listening exclusively to stoner rock is, 
we’re told, optional... 

The 2m-tall, 454kg Magico M9 claims to be 

a “no-holds-barred assault in the limits of 

dynamic loudspeaker design,” and boasts 

that it’s the world’s first four-way, six-driver 

floorstanding speaker system enclosure to 

combine inner and outer skins of carbon fibre 

with an aluminium honeycomb core.

It also reckons it’s the first system ever to 

employ a 28mm beryllium-diamond dome 

tweeter. This is combined with a 152mm 

midrange, two 280mm mid/bass and a pair of 

380mm bass drivers utilising Magico’s Analog 

Crossover (MXO), which features Linkwitz-Riley 

filters to deliver 24dB per octave slopes at the 

crossover frequency of 120Hz.

A pair of Magico M9s will require two stereo 

or four monoaural amplifiers in order to 

function and you will most likely need to 

be a multi-millionaire to a� ord them.

Grado unveils 
‘Hemphone’
US headphone specialist experiments with new materials

PRICE: £850,000  AVAILABLE: Q4, 2020  
CONTACT: 0208 9713909  
WEB: ABSOLUTESOUNDS.COM

Magico M9 
floorstander

PRICE: £3,480  AVAILABLE: NOW  
WEB: GRADO.CO.UK



www.dynaudio.com

Leave Dynaudio engineers alone with a 

speaker and they’ll make it better. They 

can’t just help themselves. And they love 

nothing more than improving a legend.

With new tweeters, new woofers, new 

crossovers – and new thrills – Contour i 

takes all you’ve loved about the family 

since 1986, adds 2020 knowhow, and 

brings your music back to life.

Born in 1986

Raised in 2020
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SVS
PRIME PINNACLE FROM £1,800IN-DEPTH 
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 DETAILS

PRODUCT

SVS Prime Pinnacle

ORIGIN

USA

TYPE

3-way floorstanding 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

26kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
203 x 1,029 x 
340mm

FEATURES
● 25mm alloy 
dome tweeter
● 135mm composite 
fibre glass mid driver 
● 3x 165mm 
polypropylene 
bass drivers
● Quoted sensitivity: 
89dB/1W/1m (8ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR

Karma-AV Ltd. 

TELEPHONE

01423 358846

WEBSITE

svsound.com
karma-av.co.uk

SVS
PRIME PINNACLE FROM £1,800

hy should a passion for 
high-end sonics be an 
elitist hobby limited to just 
a small percentage of 

those fortunate enough to be able 
splash huge amounts of cash? This 
was the question SVS hoped to 
address when it fi rst rumbled onto 
the hi-fi  scene in the US back in 1998. 
Typical of most new start-ups, the 
company evolved from the collective 
passion of a group of audio-loving 
friends working out of their garage. 
But where many started off building 
a standmount or fl oorstander, it was 
the deep bass of subwoofers that 
provided that initial spark. Jump 
forward 22 years and the company 

has grown to be one of the best 
respected sub producers in the world 
and one of the fastest-growing 
loudspeaker manufacturers period. 

SVS’ design philosophy from day 
one has been to redefi ne performance 
for the price with everything that it 
produces, and it prides itself on the 
close community it has been able to 
build with its users in the US utilising 
customer feedback to help develop 
new lines. And so it was that when 
its enthusiastic fanbase started 
clamouring for some fl oorstanders 
and standmounts to accompany its 
subwoofers SVS duly obliged. 

The company’s current roster of 
speakers encompasses the top-spec 
Ultra Series (starting at £2,200) – 
with the Ultra Tower (HFC 374) the 
fl agship fl oorstander – and the Prime 
range from which the Pinnacle you 
see before you hails. A three-way 
fl oorstander with a bespoke midrange 
unit a trio of bass drivers that you’re 

Prime 
minister 
Does this sub-£2k tower mark the pinnacle 
for aff ordable floorstanders? HFC discovers 
how SVS’ latest loudspeaker fares

unlikely to fi nd elsewhere at the price 
and a neat 25mm aluminium dome 
tweeter, the Pinnacle is the very 
defi nition of a cabinet that offers 
maximum bang for your buck.

It’s a challenge that SVS has clearly 
taken to heart, with the fl oorstander 
benefi tting from a more extensive 
voicing process than any other 
speaker in the company’s history – 
something necessitated by the 
inclusion of the new midrange driver 
and partnering trio of bass drivers. 
As Director of Product Management 
Smith Freeman explains: “During 
development we explored numerous 
acoustic alignments, which included 
various system tunings and driver 
designs for both the bass and the 
midrange.” These saw comprehensive 
experimenting with the mid unit 
positioned both below and above the 
tweeter. Eventually the latter option 
was hit upon as the way to go. “Key 
parts of this design were balancing 
out the tweeter height relative to 
typical listener position, as well as 
controlling diffraction from both 
the tweeter and midrange. The 
best performance objectively and 
subjectively won, and that’s the 
design you have here.” Freeman adds.

The new 135mm mid driver sits at 
the top of the cabinet and marks a 
change from the norm for the rest of 
the Pinnacle range, which typically 
utilise 115mm or 90mm units made 
from polypropylene. Instead the glass 
fi bre cone that’s also employed by the 
superior Ultra Tower is trickled down.

Placed directly below the mid driver, 
the 25mm aluminium dome tweeter 
boasts an FEA-optimised diffuser 
claimed to deliver both a wide 
dispersion and accurate on and 
off-axis delivery. Beneath this, three 
165mm drivers handle the lower 
frequencies. Individually tuned, they 
work out of individual 50mm fl ared 
rear-facing bass ports. They’re crafted 
from polypropylene, a material 

chosen by SVS for its stiff but light 
properties. The choice of this size is 
no accident and ensures that the 
width of the cabinet can be kept to a 
minimum, ticking a major box for the 
Prime Series ethos of being fi t for any 
environment. The cabinet itself is 
constructed from MDF and is 25mm 
thick at the front with the inside split 
into four separate enclosures with 
rigid bracing to keep unwanted 
resonances to a minimum. 

Eschewing the current trend for 
sleek curves, the Pinnacle instead opts 
for straight, sharp lines with fi nishes 
limited to black ash (£1,800) or gloss 
black (£2,000). Elastomer feet come 
fi tted as standard, although these can 
be swapped for the threaded spikes 
that are also supplied. The grilles 
that cover the vast majority of the 
front face are clip-ons rather than 
magnetic, fi tting in with the rather 
utilitarian looks that remind you that 
this is a speaker that has been built 
down to a price.

Sound quality
Opting to put the Prime Pinnacle 
through its paces with Arcam’s SA30 
integrated amplifi er that proved so 
impressive back in issue 462, the 
full-range rear-ported design of the 
Prime Pinnacle is naturally best suited 
to placement away from the sidewalls 
to avoid excessive boundary gain. You 

There’s so much 
more to this 
floorstander than 
just bass brutality

The cabinet is 
available in black 
ash or gloss 
black finishes

W
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don’t have to venture too far into the 
room before the sound becomes 
direct and unmuddied – a result, no 
doubt, of the tripple-port design. In 
the HFC listening room, placing the 
cabinet slightly toed-in at an angle 
of around 30° gives the best results. 
Happily, if you prefer not to toe-in 
the speaker for practical or aesthetic 
reasons, the resulting image integrity 
isn’t impacted too much. 

The fi rst thing to note is that despite 
the presence of those three low-
frequency drivers and SVS’ obvious 
expertise when it comes to 
subwoofers, there’s so much more to 
this fl oorstander than just pure bass 
brutality. It won’t come as that big a 
surprise to learn that its handling 
of lower frequencies is a defi nite 
highlight, but this is not at the 
expense of the mids or highs. Sure, 
the Prime Pinnacle’s natural proclivity 
towards the low end is a key part of a 
soundstage that’s as big and bold as 
they come, but the performance is 
neither overblown nor unrefi ned. 

Taking Michael Jackson’s Bad as 
a starting point, these traits are 
perfectly illustrated by a performance 
that is every bit as infectious as it is 
propulsive and large in scale. The 
instantly recognisable ascendent 
bassline that underpins each verse is 
delivered in an even and fl uid nature 
that remains uncoloured throughout. 

Above this the decidedly eighties 
electronic percussion – accompanied 
by Jackson’s distinct breathy vocals 
and hands claps – have a crisp edge 
and realistic tonality. It’s not the 
slickest reproduction of the song 
we’ve ever heard, but it’s certainly 
convincing enough to be worthy of 
having a dance off in a parking lot 
with some mean-looking muthas...

Striving to create the scale of a live 
stadium performance within the 
confi nes of a studio, AC/DC’s 
Thunderstruck couldn’t be further 
from the slick sounds of Michael 
Jackson if it tried. Though 
undoubtedly one of the Aussie 
rocker’s better-mixed offerings, the 

mish mash of raw noise provides a 
stern test for any speaker’s powers of 
separation and control, and the Prime 
Pinnacle doesn’t disappoint. Key to 
the track’s success is the repetitive 
unrelenting pounding that drummer 
Chris Slade’s tom-tom takes, sounding 
delightfully taut, immediate and 
forward in the mix. Meanwhile the 
synthetic bass notes of London 
Grammar’s more considered Hey 
Now once again underline the 
fl oorstander’s deft handling of low 
frequencies, dropping super deep 
while maintaining a tight grip. SVS’ 
ability when it comes to getting down 
and dirty were never really in any 
doubt, but it’s reassuring to hear 
enthusiastic confi rmation with seismic 
bass such as this.

Time to tone things down a bit with 
the semi-acoustic No Excuses courtesy 
of Alice In Chains. A 16-bit/44kHz 
Tidal download taken from the Jar 
Of Flies EP fi nds the Prime Pinnacle 
excelling for what is essentially an 
affordable fl oorstander. The twin-
tracked vocals of Layne Staley and 
Jerry Cantrell are beautifully 
delineated with crystal-clear clarity 
while the percussion – blending rapid 
snare, high-pitched tom toms and 
hi-hats into a tight syncopated rhythm 
– comfortably fi nds its space. Once 
again underpinning everything is that 
deftly delivered bassline. Thanks to 
the sheer amount of body that’s given 
to lower frequencies, it sounds lively 
and agile as opposed to being in any 
way boomy or sluggish.

True grit
Showing a surprising level of 
sweetness – as opposed to the 
attacking sound you’d reasonably 
expect from a subwoofer 
manufacturer – The Marshall Tucker 
Band’s Can’t You See underlines the 
Prime Pinnacle’s fl exibility when 
it comes to projecting a warm, 
full-bodied performance. The languid 
guitar of Toy Caldwell and swirling 
fl ute of Jerry Eubanks are spread far 
and wide across the room as Doug 
Gray’s plaintive vocals are afforded 
the grit they deserve. Meanwhile, the 
smoothness and texture of the piano, 
acoustic guitar and gently distorted 
Les Paul suggest that this fl oorstander 
is as comfortable with laidback 
seventies Southern rock as it is with 
bass-heavy material.

Of course it would be unrealistic to 
expect a fl oorstander with such a 
comparatively affordable price tag 
to be without its fl aws, and in this 

IN-DEPTH 
SVS
PRIME PINNACLE FROM £1,800

IN SIGHT

1

2

3

4

50mm-wide 
flared bass ports

135mm composite 
fibre glass 
mid driver

25mm alloy 
dome tweeter

3x 165mm 
polypropylene 
bass drivers

4

1

It can turn its hand 
to a more measured, 
sweeter performance 
when called upon

After extensive 
experimenting, 
SVS decided 
to place the 
tweeter between 
the mid and 
bass drivers

2

3

1

1
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

If you can stretch 

to £2,000, KEF’s 

R5 (HFC 460)

challenges the 

Prime Pinnacle 

head-on. With two 

bass units allied to a 

Uni-Q mid/treble, 

this floorstander 

is a must-hear. 

Alternatively, if the 

Prime Pinnacle’s 

cost is still a bit high, 

it’s hard to beat the 

latest Chora 826 

floorstander (HFC 

457) from Focal 

when it comes to 

‘sound per pound’. 

At £1,300 this three-

way, four-driver 

speaker may lack 

a little of the Prime 

Pinnacle’s boldness, 

but is very room 

friendly and, 

arguably, rather 

softer on the eye! 

Q&A

HFC: How difficult was the switch 
from producing subwoofers to 
standmounts and floorstanders? 
GY: There are distinct differences 
in the approach to designing 
subwoofers and we were very aware 
of that and wanted to avoid the 
obvious pitfalls. The SVS design 
principles of reference performance, 
industry-leading technology and 
mass price appeal still applied, but 
we started from scratch with proven 
speaker designers who shared our 
passion for amazing sound. At the 
end of the day, we put just as much 
of our blood, sweat and tears into 
designing our loudspeakers as we do 
our subwoofers and are gratified to 
see audio fans embrace them.

Can you explain the design process 
behind the Pinnacle?
To get the performance we wanted, 
the team went back and fourth on 
multiple prototypes before hitting the 
right note with a three-way driver 
array featuring the midrange driver at 
the top of the cabinet, SoundMatch 
crossover and optimising the 
enclosure with three ports in the rear. 

On top of that, we went through 
a painstaking voicing process to 
ensure the speaker could render the 
breathtaking clarity, refinement and 
pinpoint accuracy that audiophiles 
crave while delivering massive 
dynamic impact and deep bass 
extension for the home theatre 
crowd. The process was oriented 
around creating a speaker that could 
deliver on both fronts.

Do you think there are any real 
differences between a US and 
UK-based audience?
Some might argue there is a 
difference, but at the end of the day 
all people are looking for an honest 
reproduction of what the artists 
intended you to hear. We don’t want 
to make products for just one country 
any more than we want a speaker to 
only produce one genre of music. 
Keeping that as primary goal means 
that a great speaker is a great speaker 
regardless of the playback system, 
music or national borders. 

Gary Yacoubian 
President, SVS

respect at least, the Prime Pinnacle 
shows one or two chinks in its 
otherwise impressive armoury. The 
stunning guitar solo in Pink Floyd’s 
Comfortably Numb perhaps best 
highlighting its inability to match the 
low end’s forcefulness higher up the 
frequency band. Dave Gilmour’s 
guitar work can’t help but sound a 
little shy, not so much cleaving 
through the wall of sound as gliding 
somewhat listlessly around the edges 
of it. Meanwhile the top layer of 
incisiveness is lacking and there’s 
a unavoidable sense that the 
treble defi nition could be sharper. 
A problem if you’re spending 
considerably more money, perhaps, 
but not entirely unexpected at this 
generous pricepoint, and the way that 
the authoritative and weighty bass 
create impressive soundstage depth 
and width very quickly help paper 
over these shortcomings.

Conclusion
It probably won’t come as too much 
of a surprise to learn that coming 
from a company that has traditionally 
specialised in subwoofers, the Prime 
Pinnacle is at its very best when 
driving forceful, propulsive percussion 

and bass-heavy material. But it’s by 
no means a one-trick pony, able to 
deftly turn its hand to a sweeter, more 
subtle and measured performance 
when called upon to do so. There’s no 
doubt about it, it’s certainly been built 
down to a price and doesn’t boast the 
sort of chic ‘look-at-me’ allure of more 
expensive rivals, but that’s not the 
point. Svelte enough to fi t into the 
smaller rooms, this is a perfect example 
of why you don’t have to pay top 
dollar for a competitive performance. 
A worthwhile audition for those short 
on space or on a tight budget ●

“Music has been my passion literally since before I could 

talk, or at least so that has been reported to me by my 

parents! Because of that, the love of great sound has been 

a part of my life as far back as I can remember, so it is 

obvious to anyone who knows me why I was drawn to the 

audio industry,” notes SVS head honcho Gary Yacoubian 

who started the Ohio-based company with some audio 

engineer buddies in the late nineties. 

Since then the stated aim has always been to reflect 

a fusion of the best available technology, expert 

engineering, exhaustive real-world testing and the 

SVS team’s unrelenting passion for audio excellence. 

A common design principle that’s run through the entire 

subwoofer range from day one has centred on sealed and 

ported variants, ‘Sledge’ Class D amplifier modules and a 

single driver (the smallest still a sizable 305mm). More 

recent innovations have included a Bluetooth app-based 

parametric EQ system and a wireless transmission 

platform for simpler integration into two-channel or 

surround sound systems. The goal remains to “be a 

disruptive force that challenges the entire audio industry 

to step up its game” and looks to have been carried over 

into the company’s active Prime Wireless loudspeakers 

as well as the Prime and Ultra passive models.

A DISRUPTIVE FORCE

LIKE: Warm, 
full-bodied sound; 
propulsive bass; price

DISLIKE: Treble 
definition could be 
sharper; plain design

WE SAY: Bass and 
percussion are the 
highlights here, but 
the Pinnacle’s sweeter 
side also impresses

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

SVS
PRIME PINNACLE FROM £1,800
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Hi-Fi Choice employs the most methodical test and measurement 

regime in the business. Here’s how we do it...

THE FIRST CONSIDERATION is to get all 
speakers in a good state of readiness. Some 
manufacturers supply well-used examples, 
others are factory fresh and need to be run-in. 
That’s why plenty of time is spent using them at 
moderate levels for background music before an 
IsoTek Test and Burn-In CD is employed.

This done, each speaker is listened to 
back-to-back, in ascending order of price and 
cross-referenced with the group. This involves a 
two-stage process to get the positioning right 
– either on 16 or 24in stands or in the case of 
the JBL the ones supplied. The designs require 
varied positioning, with some sat close to the 
boundary wall while others need room to breathe.

Then it’s a case of going through each model 
with the chosen music selection, designed to 
elicit specifi c responses. The simple, natural 
Lynyrd Skynyrd recording is good at assessing 
rhythms while The Human League’s pristine 
electronics highlight each speaker’s handling of 
midband clarity. Meanwhile the Cocteau Twins 
track shows up any tendency for stridency and 
that massive reggae bassline from The Congos 
proves a stiff low-frequency test for some here, 
but not necessarily all...

Overall, the object is to assess how each 
speaker does in outright terms, before putting it 
into context at its price point. The results show 
that all contenders have merit in their own way. 

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

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS GROUP TEST

 TEST MUSIC 

LYNYRD SKYNYRD 

Second Helping 
Sweet Home Alabama (CD)

THE HUMAN LEAGUE

Dare 
Open Your Heart (CD)

COCTEAU TWINS

Lonely Is An Eyesore 
Crushed (CD)

THE CONGOS

Congo Ashanti 
Days Chasing Days (CD)

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER:
Exposure 3010S2-D £1,700 HFC 397 

We need an even-handed solid-state amplifier that’s 
powerful enough not to be caught out by the less sensitive 
speakers in the group – such as the Spendor A1. This packs 
a healthy 110W per side and is old-school Class AB – and 
thus very much a known quantity. It sounds clean and 
open with lots of get up and go.

DAC:
Chord Electronics Hugo TT2 £4,000 

Perhaps a little pricey, but we want to be sure that 
we’re getting the highest possible quality source to 
the loudspeakers. This is surely the best mid-priced 
DAC on sale, with an extremely detailed and 
musical sound yet it has a very even tonality that’s 
not likely to favour one speaker over another. 

REFERENCE SYSTEM

CD TRANSPORT:
Cyrus CD XT Signature £1,900 HFC 386

Compact disc isn’t particularly fashionable any more, but 
it’s still right up there in terms of sound quality. This is one 
of the best sensibly priced silver disc transports on sale at 
the moment, and it boasts an extremely detailed and 
revealing sound when fed into a decent DAC. 



karma-av.co.uk 
info@karma-av.co.uk

01423 358846karma
a u d i o - v i s u a l

Authorized United Kingdom Distributor

How to build the ultimate  
 15 Series system 

Start with the compact combination of I15 MM with CD15 Prisma, 
shown above, providing superior all-analog integrated amplification 
and inboard MM phono preamplification, with digital disc, stored 
and streamed media playback.

Need digital inputs? Replace CD15 Prisma with DD15 CD transport and 
SC15 Prisma network player preamplifier with multiple digital inputs.

Need more sophisticated phono preamplification for use with a 
low-output moving coil cartridge? Substitute the MM15 board with 
R15 MM MC phono preamplifier.

Just need a network player and system control centre with or without 
amplification for passive or powered speakers? Select either I15 Prisma 
or SC15 Prisma.

 Whatever your system needs,  
 the 15 Series provides.

 For more information go to primare.net
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THERE WAS A time when small 
loudspeakers were the things you 
bought when you couldn’t afford 
large ones. Before the seventies, no 
serious audiophile would even go 
near such a thing. But as hi-fi  became 
a more mainstream pursuit, it had to 
adapt to live with people’s changing 
lifestyles, and so began the shift to 
more diminutive dimensions.

The iconic BBC LS3/5a did much of 
the groundwork; this was a seriously 
small speaker designed for nearfi eld 

monitoring, but had a revelatory 
purity of tone. It never sold in large 
numbers, but conferred audiophile 
respectability on little cabinets. At 
last, discerning listeners with 
domestic space issues felt confi dent 
that it was possible to get decent 
results from small designs. 

Come the eighties and the arrival of 
the so-called ‘standmount’ speaker 
breed saw many fl oorstanding 
three-ways of the seventies banished. 
All the speakers gathered here – with 

the exception of the JBL – were 
basically inspired by this period, 
one way or another.

This group comprises a diverse 
selection of standmount designs, 
ranging from the tiny Spendor A1 
(this company had close connections 
to the BBC LS3/5a, by the way) to the 
vast JBL 4312G (which is a recreation 
of its cult seventies monitor). In 
between we have four fi ne offerings 
of differing sizes, all boasting quite 
distinctive engineering approaches.

Stand by me
David Price compares and contrasts six wildly diverse bookshelf 
loudspeaker designs for your consideration

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS £1,000–£2,500
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ON TEST

Acoustic Energy 
AE500 £1,000 p23
From the creator of the 
legendary AE1 mini 
monitor comes this small 
and affordable offering 
touting clever carbon 
fibre dome tweeter and 
mid/bass drivers, plus a 
rigid little cabinet. 

ATC
SCM19 £2,150 p25
The professional monitor 
heritage is easy to spot in 
this largish design with 
bank-vault build quality. 
ATC’s superb bespoke 
drive units, infinite baffle 
loading and an excellent 
finish seal the deal. 

JBL
4312G £2,500 p27
Channelling classic 
designs of yesteryear, 
this huge three-way has 
a 300mm bass driver 
like a pro speaker, huge 
cabinets plus tweeter 
and midrange level 
controls. It’s undeniably 
epic value for money.

Neat Acoustics
Ministra £1,800 p29
One of the most radical 
models in an interesting 
group, this compact little 
speaker has an exotic 
ribbon tweeter allied to 
isobaric mid/bass drivers. 
It sounds distinctively 
different to all its peers.

Spendor
A1 £1,150 p31
A modern reimagining of 
the classic BBC LS3/5a, 
you might say. The A1 
offers a tiny infinite baffle 
box that punches way 
above its size, thanks to 
high-quality drive units 
and superb build.

SVS
Ultra Bookshelf £1,000 
p33
Along with the JBL, the 
other US contender is an 
attractive but unusually 
profiled cabinet with an 
excellent gloss finish, 
good-quality drive units 
and solid build – despite 
its relatively low price.



Bring al l
      your music

   
to

 life
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500

Your Heart is like being pushed along 
on a roller coaster ride. The AE500 
sprays out large amounts of detail, 
yet keeps it coherent and under 
control – and the result is a highly 
propulsive listen. It’s particularly 
good on leading edges of notes, with 
the attack of the drum machine’s 
hi-hat cymbal sounding quite special. 
At the same time the bass synthesiser 
is packed with energy, rather than 
just plodding along.

Texturally, you get a distinctive 
sound that’s rather special. The 
Congos’ Days Chasing Days is warmer 
and smoother than most here; there’s 
a subtle sweetness to vocal tones and 
percussion that’s likely down to the 
carbon fi bre. At the same time, it’s 
not in any way excessive; it just 
makes things sound more even, less 
strident and easier to listen to. 
Cocteau Twins’ Crushed really 
highlights this; those loud, processed 
vocals aren’t hard work at all. Indeed, 
the track is rendered with a delicacy 
completely at odds with its price. 

The Acoustic Energy’s excellent 
tweeter doesn’t quite match that of 
the Neat, but is way more refi ned 
than the JBL and nicer than the ATC. 
Cymbals on Lynyrd Skynyrd’s Sweet 
Home Alabama are svelte and 
sophisticated – despite the fairly 
agricultural recording quality of the 
original track. At the other end, bass 
is taut and tight – pert, even – but 
rather lacks the weight of most of the 
others in the group. It don’t feel like I 
am missing out on much, given the 
fi ne midband and treble ● 

3

1

4

Acoustic Energy
AE500 £1,000 

hink of brands famous for 
small loudspeakers, and 
Acoustic Energy is bound 
to ping up on the radar. Its 

iconic AE1 from the late eighties 
pretty much made the case for the 
existence of the breed. The AE500 
has little in common with this icon in 
technical terms, aside from its clear 
philosophical approach.

Despite being the joint least expensive 
product here – along with the SVS 
Ultra Bookshelf – this is one of the 

most technologically interesting due 
to its use of carbon fi bre in both the 
mid/bass driver cone and the dome 
tweeter. This means big weight 
savings – the former is only half as 
heavy as its predecessor. The AE500 
mates a small 125mm mid/bass to a 
25mm tweeter, via a simple crossover 
with good-quality components. 

The refl ex-loaded cabinet is 
conventionally shaped, but uses the 
company’s Resonance Suppression 
Composite material – in effect, 
constrained layer damping. Its panels 
are 18mm thick and there’s a choice 
of piano gloss white or black, and 
American walnut wood veneer, plus 
a magnetic grille is supplied. Its 
rear-fi ring slotted refl ex port lets it 
work up close to rear walls. It’s of 
average sensitivity in this group – not 
as power hungry as the ATC or Spendor. 

Sound quality
Despite its modest price, the AE500 
never sounds out of its depth in this 
company thanks to a super clean, well 
defi ned and detailed sound that has a 
penchant for rhythms and dynamics. 
Listening to The Human League’s Open 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Acoustic Energy 
AE500

ORIGIN

UK/China

TYPE

2-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
185 x 310 x 260mm

FEATURES

● 1x 25mm tweeter
● 1x 125mm 
mid/bass driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
87dB/1W/1m (6ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Acoustic Energy Ltd.

TELEPHONE

01285 654432

WEBSITE

acoustic-energy.
co.uk

A bit a of a dab hand with smaller cabinets, 
there’s plenty to get excited about here

T

1 25mm tweeter

2 Slot-shaped bass reflex port

3 Single-wire binding posts

4 125mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT

LIKE: Delicate and 
refined yet fun sound

DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price

WE SAY: A great-value, 
sweet-sounding 
bookshelf speaker 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500

speaker’s standout characteristic is its 
handling of rhythms – it has a live, 
‘pro’ sound that makes you sit upright 
to take in all that’s going on in a 
recording. Consequently, Sweet Home 
Alabama comes across as an absolute 
treat, this big standmounter stringing 
together all the rhythmic clues, 
focusing in on the rhythm guitar, bass 
guitar and drums, before highlighting 
how well syncopated they all are with 
the lead vocals.

Still, it has ATC’s characteristic ‘dry’ 
tonality that not everyone will like. It 
is great with the Lynyrd Skynyrd 
track, but moving to Open Your Heart 
and the fruity, rich tone of those 
classic Roland Juno-60 synthesisers 
feels slightly watered down. I adore 
the verve and gusto of this speaker, 
but it has a tendency to make 
recordings sound subtly thinner and 
crispier than they really are. It’s quite 
music dependent, but those with 
loose or warm front ends may well 
think it a boon.

Bass is seriously impressive, not due 
to its quantity, but its quality; Days 
Chasing Days lets the superb mid/
bass driver and infi nite baffl e loading 
shine, showing some really tight, 
taut, sinewy bass guitar that is 
impactful and tuneful but never 
fl abby or overly full. Treble is tonally 
clean and timed great, although not 
quite as deliciously silky at the Neat, 
for example. Crushed reveals oodles 
of midband detail and avoids the 
tendency of some speakers to sound 
shrill, despite Liz Fraser’s icy vocals. 
All in all, a great performer ● 

2

1

3

ATC 
SCM19 £2,150

 classic two-way design, 
the SCM19 is rare in this 
group as it’s a closed box 
or infi nite baffl e type. This 

means the cabinet has no bass port, 
which reduces sensitivity and/or bass 
extension. Yet fans of this design 
argue that it confers time domain 
benefi ts, especially a tighter and 
tauter bass. 

ATC is famous for making its own 
drive units, and here has fi tted its 
25mm SH25-76 tweeter, which is a 

tough soft dome design with a dual 
suspension system to suppress 
resonance. A powerful neodymium 
magnet is specifi ed, and there’s a 
5.5mm rigid alloy waveguide. This 
crosses over to a long-throw 150mm 
mid/bass unit with a heavy magnet 
system and tacky (as in sticky) doped 
fabric cone. The crossover features 
metalised polypropylene capacitors, 
large air-cored inductors and ceramic 
wire-round resistors.

The 19 litre (hence the name) 
cabinet is braced and laminated for 
high rigidity and damping, and 
curved at the back. Real cherry or 
black ash fi nishes are offered. ATC 
claims a sensitivity fi gure of 85dB, 
making it the second least effi cient 
offering here after the Spendor; you’ll 
need a powerful solid-state amplifi er 
for it to give of its best. I fi nd it works 
best up close to my rear boundary 
wall, on 16in stands. 

Sound quality
The SCM19 is one of the best rock 
loudspeakers here, but has strength in 
depth so can make pretty much any 
type of programme material fun. The 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

ATC SCM19

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

2-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

17.8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
265 x 438 x 300mm

FEATURES

● 1x 25mm tweeter
● 1x 150mm 
mid/bass driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
85dB/1W/1m (8ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

ATC Loudspeaker 
Technology Ltd.

TELEPHONE

01285 760561

WEBSITE

atcloudspeakers.
co.uk

The second largest speaker in the group, 
reveals it’s more than just a heavy hitter

A

LIKE: Rock-solid, tight 
and punchy sound 

DISLIKE: Needs a 
powerful amplifier 
to give its very best

WE SAY: A highly 
engaging and fun 
bookshelf design

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

1 25 mm tweeter

2 Bi-wireable binding posts

3 150mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT



Integrated Amplifier

Excellent technical performance

Powerful 85W per-channel output

Wide-range of useful inputs

Built-in DAC and phono stage

Excellent build quality and convenient size

CD player and digital hub

Exceptional CD pick-up design

Full-function 24-bit/96kHz DAC built-in

Three (3) digital inputs

Designed to match any M series product

Excellent build quality and convenient size

Distributed by Henley Audio

T: +44 (0) 1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleyaudio.co.uk  |  W: www.henleyaudio.co.uk

Distributed by Henley Audio

T: +44 (0) 1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleyaudio.co.uk  |  W: www.henleyaudio.co.uk |       : HenleyAudioUK  |        : HenleyAudio    :

M3SI M3SCD

Finishes:

Great-looking, superb-sounding hi-fi doesn’t have to cost a fortune. Our M3s range offers 

an elegance of design, quality of build and standard of finish you’d associate with products 

costing twice as much. Performance is equally impressive at the price, with a natural, 

highly musical delivery that shames many more costly rivals. The M3CD slot-loading 

CD player and M3 integrated amplifier combine to offer an excellent example of our 

commitment to technically exceptional products that let you hear more from your music.
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£1,000-£2,500

won’t. The headline news is speed 
and power – it has oodles of both and 
makes you realise how small scale the 
others in the group are. Yet its rather 
dry and arid tonality – and obvious 
lack of subtlety and low-level detail 
– will have some hankering for more 
balanced speakers. 

Sweet Home Alabama is a riot. The 
rhythm guitar seems to be talking just 
to me, while vocals are strong and 
expressive. Bass drum hits have a 
serious thud and the bass guitar is 
tuneful. Cymbal work is bright 
enough to wake up my neighbours, 
and the whole track is carried with a 
gutsy, punchy attitude that reminds 
me just how sterile some modern 
speakers can be. Pretty much the 
same can be said with Days Chasing 
Days, although the bass handling is 
notably less accurate than the ATC 
– even if there is so much more of it.

Moving to Crushed, and I initially 
like the big, enveloping sound but 
quickly fi nd the upper midband a 
little strident, especially when Liz 
Fraser’s vocals reach a crescendo. 
There’s a lot of heavily processed 
keyboard work padding out the mix 
and this seems a little full on, even if 
the great crashing drum sound is fun. 

Open Your Heart is wonderfully 
dramatic, again with a boisterous 
energy and an expansive soundstage 
from left to right – although the JBL 
sounds a tad too two dimensional, 
with everything pushed right up into 
the lap of the listener. Overall then, 
this big banger is a memorable listen, 
but won’t be to everyone’s liking ● 

3

1

4

JBL 
4312G £2,500

tretching the standmount 
defi nition to its outer 
limits, the massive 4312G 
is a direct descendant 

of the seventies 4310 and 4311 
monitors, harking back to when big 
speakers like Linn’s Isobarik and 
Yamaha’s NS-1000M sat on low stands. 

A large internal cabinet volume and 
bass refl ex loading makes for high 
effi ciency – in this case 90dB. Its large 
300mm paper coned bass driver shifts 
large amounts of air with more ease 

than a smaller driver, and the three-way 
design sports a 125mm polymer 
coated, pulp coned midrange driver 
and 25mm magnesium/aluminium 
dome tweeter. This comes in a mirror 
image confi guration, so one speaker 
has the tweeter to the left of the mid 
driver and the other to the right.

Also old school are the treble and 
midrange level pads, that let you 
adjust the output of the drivers. The 
downside is the black wood grained 
walls seem thinner than the others 
here, and aren’t as well damped when 
you rap them with your knuckle. Nor 
is the fi nish as swish. Placement is 
easy on the supplied JS-120 stands, 
the rule of thumb being keep away 
from the boundary wall.

Sound quality
The 4312G performs like it looks – 
big, impressive and bold, but rough 
around the edges. I love the sound, 
it’s just that it’s very distinctive and 
more music dependent than any other 
design here. Whitesnake and Saxon 
fans will think it the biggest hi-fi  
bargain ever, whereas lovers 
of Randy Crawford or Celine Dion 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

JBL 4312G 

ORIGIN

USA/China

TYPE

3-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

23.8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
362 x 597 x 305mm

FEATURES

● 1x 25mm tweeter
● 1x 125mm 
mid driver
● 1x 300mm 
bass driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
90dB/1W/1m (6ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Harman UK 

TELEPHONE

01223 203200

WEBSITE

harman.com 

Supersize your sound with this decidedly 
old-school seventies throwback

S

1 25mm tweeter

2 125mm midrange driver 

3 Single-wire binding posts

4 300mm bass driver

IN SIGHT

LIKE: Spacious, 
dramatic sound; 
decent sensitivity 

DISLIKE: Lacks 
refinement; 
detail; build

WE SAY: The very 
definition of a 
‘Marmite’ speaker

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2



ifi-audio.com

The ZEN Series from iFi makes high-performance sound  

accessible to everyone

ZEN Blue is a uniquely specified Bluetooth 

receiver that enables wireless streaming 

from a smartphone, tablet or computer to 

any existing audio system. It supports all  

the current 24-bit Bluetooth codecs, from 

aptX HD and aptX Adaptive to LDAC and 

HWA – whatever your source device, the 

ZEN Blue delivers the best possible sound 

quality over Bluetooth.

ZEN DAC is a transportable hi-res USB DAC/

headphone amp that can be powered by 

mains or via the connected source device. 

Bit-perfect hi-res audio support includes 

PCM to 384kHz, native DSD and MQA, with 

fully balanced circuit design and adjustable 

gain to drive any headphones – nothing 

anywhere near the price comes close.

F I N D  Y O U R  Z E N

ZEN Blue ZEN DAC
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The rough and ready recording of 
Sweet Home Alabama is sweetened up 
and smoothed out with the upper 
bass pumped up ever so slightly 
without losing any of the song’s 
wonderful rhythmic gait. The 
butter-smooth tweeter plays a big 
part here, its ultra light-weight 
diaphragm capturing every nuance of 
the hi-hat cymbal, giving a spacious 
‘glister’ to the high treble that no 
other model here can match. Its 
superfast transients really open up 
the midband and even appear to help 
the bass driver do its job.

There’s nothing better than a 
banging slice of classic reggae to 
test a speaker’s mettle in the bass 
department and Days Chasing Days 
proves an ear opener. Whereas the 
ATC wrestles heroically with the bass 
guitar work, the smaller Neat can’t 
quite keep things as tight – but still 
serves up a mighty thump that totally 
belies the size of the cabinet. It is 
softer, a little less extended, but 
injects a warm shot of oomph into 
things – again its ‘fast but fulsome’ 
character coming to the fore.

This is more than just a boom-tiz 
box, though, as it has one of the 
nicest midbands here. Fed the more 
sophisticated eighties pop of Crushed, 
it scythes through the heavy effects 
and sets up a big soundstage with lots 
of detail inside. It hangs images a 
little further back than most, 
refl ecting its general suave and 
sophisticated demeanour. Overall, 
it has a multitude of talents, and is 
hard not to like for many reasons ●

3

1

4

Neat Acoustics 
Ministra £1,800

tanding out from the 
crowd thanks to its ribbon 
tweeter, the Ministra also 
has isobaric bass loading 

– not that you’d know either of these 
things from looking at it. 

Along with the AE and Spendor, this 
is one of the smallest speakers in the 
pack, and marries a 50mm true-ribbon 
tweeter to two 134mm treated paper 
cone mid/bass drivers – the second 
sat behind the fi rst in the rugged 

cabinet that sports a tiny refl ex port 
around the back. You might think this 
odd in an isobaric arrangement, but 
its designer sees it less of a port and 
more of a “controlled leak”. The 
enclosure is 18mm-thick MDF with 
real wood veneer or paint fi nishes; 
natural internal bracing comes from 
the mounting of the isobaric bass unit 
inside. The front baffl e is attached 
to the cabinet by a polyethylene 
membrane said to reduce colouration. 

It has a middling sensitivity and 
you’ll need over 50W per side from 
your amplifi er. The speaker works 
best on a 24in stand, placed at least 
30cm from a boundary wall. 

Sound quality
This group is full of nice surprises, 
and the Ministra is perhaps the best 
yet. It’s quite different sounding to all 
the other speakers here, yet largely in 
a highly positive way. If you were to 
boil it down to bare essentials, this 
standmount is both tonally sweet 
and silky, and fast and punchy. That’s 
actually quite a unique combination, 
because typically it’s usually one or 
the other, not both...

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Neat Acoustics 
Ministra

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

2-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
170 x 300 x 290mm

FEATURES

● 1x 50mm true-
ribbon tweeter
● 2x 134mm 
mid/bass drivers
● Quoted sensitivity: 
86dB/1W/1m (4ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Neat Acoustics

TELEPHONE

01833 631021

WEBSITE

neatacoustics.com

Don’t be fooled by the conservative looks, 
this o� ering has hidden depths

S

1 50mm true-ribbon tweeter

2 Bass reflex port

3 Single-wire binding posts

4 134mm mid/bass drivers

IN SIGHT

LIKE: Sophisticated, 
punchy, fast sound 

DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price 

WE SAY: Excellent 
all-round standmount

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2
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Harmonic Resolution Systems – chassis noise control

+44 (0)118 981 9891

audioconsultants.co.uk

F I N E TWO CHAN N E L AU DIO SYSTE MS

HRS system components will prove to be an essential 

collection to remove noise from your hi-fi. And less noise, 

of course, means more music.  

Paul Rigby – The Audiophile Man, Dec 16

HRS are the market leaders in  

achieving the lowest noise floor 

from any audio component. 

Developed from many years’  

experience in the aerospace  

industry, their audio isolation 

products are the reference 

standard for broadband noise 

reduction in high end audio.

All HRS components are 

broadband in operation,  

reducing noise across the 

entire audio frequency  

bandwidth. Their custom  

elastomer compound and 

unique structural materials  

remove resonances at the point 

of contact. The noise floor is 

reduced by up to –20dB.

The proprietary HRS polymer 

interface used with all Nimbus  

chassis noise reduction products 

totally absorbs all destructive 

resonances on contact. The 

result is increased resolution, 

speed and dynamics, whilst 

removing the harshness due 

to the distortions caused by 

these resonances.

Competitive isolation devices 

that rely on mechanical transfer 

of energy are less effective 

because of their narrow band 

approach, and therefore  

cannot be optimal for all audio  

components. Direct metal or 

hard material contact with the 

chassis results in a brighter, 

more forward sound.
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smooth yet vibrant with detail, and 
treble is delicate and considered – not 
in your face like the JBL.

Its defi ning characteristic is one of 
tonal evenness and sophistication – 
so you can put Crushed on at high 
volume and those shouty, processed 
vocals don’t scare you off. Instead I 
fi nd myself immersed in the song and 
not distracted by the production. 
You’d think it wouldn’t be a great 
rock speaker, but Sweet Home 
Alabama is more fun than expected, 
too. I become sucked into the delicate 
and beautifully syncopated rhythm 
guitar work, locking in with a 
measured but revealing account 
of the lead vocal line.

You might think reggae lives or dies 
by the strength of the bassline, but 
the Spendor begs to differ. There is 
little in the way of deep bass, yet 
what there is is carried in a tuneful 
way sounding fast and agile. Despite 
its tonal softness, the A1 handles 
rhythms very impressively – a trait it 
shares with the (in other ways quite 
different) Neat Ministra. Days 
Chasing Days bowls along, sounding 
engaging and enjoyable. Even Open 
Your Heart proves fun with the very 
communicative midband letting me 
know what’s really going on in the 
mix while carrying Phil Oakey’s 
vocals strangely well. The track 
shows the fi ne imaging this speaker 
is capable of; it isn’t especially wide, 
but image location is precise and the 
recorded acoustic comes across with 
better depth than most here. Less is 
so much more, it seems ● 

1

3

Spendor 
A1 £1,150

aking its name in the 
seventies with its (then) 
highly innovative BC1 and 
a BBC-licensed version of 

the LS3/5a compact monitor, Spendor 
has always been voiced to be subtle 
yet revealing, rather than machine-
gun the sound out at you. This 
might be the company’s entry level 
standmount, but its appeal hasn’t 
been diluted one little bit.

The A1 is tiny, modestly presented 
and has no gimmicks. At its heart is a 

150mm EP77 ‘engineering polymer’ 
mid/bass unit and a 22mm fabric 
dome tweeter. These are set in a 
compact sealed enclosure that comes 
in a choice of three real-wood veneer 
fi nishes – black ash, natural walnut 
and dark oak. The cabinets have 
relatively thin side walls – 
deliberately so – and are visco-elastic 
damped. Magnetically attached grilles 
are available, but cost extra.

The A1 proves very easy to position 
on a decent pair of 24in stands, and 
you can push it close to a rear 
boundary wall for bass reinforcement. 
The only caveat being its poor 84dB 
sensitivity, so you’re going to need a 
meatier amplifi er than most. 

Sound quality
This reveals itself to be another 
worthy contender in this fascinating 
and varied group. It has the most 
couth and polite presentation here by 
quite a way. It’s one of those speakers 
that gets better the more time you 
spend with it. Bass extension is poor, 
but you don’t care because what lows 
there are, are very well handled – 
being crisp and tuneful. Midband is 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Spendor A1 

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

2-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

5kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
165 x 308 x 186mm

FEATURES

● 1x 22mm tweeter
● 1x 150mm 
mid/bass driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
84dB/1W/1m (8ohm) 

DISTRIBUTOR 

Spendor Audio 
Systems

TELEPHONE

01323 843474

WEBSITE

spendoraudio.com

How will the quintessentially British house 
sound fare in such rarified company?

M

LIKE: Tight but 
smooth, highly 
detailed sound 

DISLIKE: Needs plenty 
of power to drive 

WE SAY: A truly 
excellent nearfield 
bookshelf monitor

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2

1 22mm tweeter

2 Single-wire binding posts

3 150mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT
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a negative way. The designer has 
voiced this baby box very carefully 
given the limited budget, with the 
aim of making an involving and 
sunny sound that will work in a 
wide range of lower end systems.

It clearly excels in trying to make 
the music magic without getting 
bogged down in a forensically 
accurate sound. Sweet Home Alabama 
shows off its warm tonality while 
a little extra heft to the upper bass 
makes the bass guitar easier to follow. 
Up top, cymbals sound crisp and 
incisive, adding a visceral feel to the 
proceedings. The tweeter is nowhere 
near as genteel as, say, the Neat – yet 
proves more couth than the JBL, and 
doesn’t have me reaching for the 
paracetamol. Midband is slightly 
more congested than the others here, 
but is still peppered with a decent 
degree of detail so that the lead 
guitar work sounds particularly deft.

Open Your Heart showcases another 
of its strengths – this smallish speaker 
conjures up a surprisingly wide 
soundstage, one that is better than 
the AE, ATC and Spendor in some 
respects. It’s impressively expansive, 
although images aren’t tightly 
focused and don’t fall back quite 
as far as the pricier speakers here. 
Crushed is lots of fun too, though it 
reveals a degree of compression 
at high listening levels; that’s 
understandable from any small box 
of course. Bass is a little soft and lacks 
extension, but it always stays tuneful 
throughout – making this a genuinely 
enjoyable little box to listen to ● 

3

1

4

SVS
Ultra Bookshelf £1,000

porting a gloss black 
cabinet that’s been crafted 
into an unusual and 
interesting wedge shape, 

the Ultra has a single 25mm 
aluminium dome tweeter and 
165mm composite glass fi bre mid/
bass driver bolted fl ush to its front 
baffl e. Meanwhile, its SoundMatch 
two-way crossover employs premium-
grade capacitors, air-core inductors 
and heavy-trace printed circuit boards.

The cabinet’s use of non-parallel 
panels is said to reduce standing 
waves. It’s an attractive look and 
comes in a choice of white or black 
piano gloss or real black oak veneer. 
Our black review sample seems 
extremely well fi nished at the price, 
although the cabinet is a little more 
resonant than most when you rap it 
with your knuckle. Still, it’s a neat 
design – even down to the classy 
looking grille.

The bass refl ex port around the back 
means you can’t ram the Ultra as 
close to the rear wall as you’d like, 
although it’s the second easiest to 
drive after the JBL. Its 87dB/1W/1m 
sensitivity ensures you shouldn’t have 
any issues matching to any amplifi er 
offering over 50W RMS per channel.

Sound quality
Although the joint cheapest here, 
the Ultra quickly shows its big heart, 
wide soundstage and ‘get-up-and-go’ 
attitude from the off. It’s less detailed 
than most and a bit more coloured, 
yet still gives away little in terms 
of fun. Cheap and cheerful is a useful 
epithet, but it’s certainly not meant in 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

SVS Ultra Bookshelf

ORIGIN

USA/China

TYPE

2-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

8.6kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
216 x 379 x 254mm

FEATURES

● 1x 25mm tweeter
● 1x 165mm 
mid/bass driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
87dB/1W/1m (8ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Karma-AV

TELEPHONE

01423 358846

WEBSITE

karma-av.co.uk

It might be one of the least expensive in the 
group, but it promises a lot for the money

S

LIKE: Punchy, 
expansive and 
fun sound 

DISLIKE: Lacks 
midband detail 
and grip

WE SAY: Decent value 
do-it-all design

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2

1 25mm tweeter

2 Bass reflex port

3 Bi-wireable binding posts

4 165mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT
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VALVE AMPLIFIER:
PrimaLuna EvoLution 200 £2,700 HFC 457

If you crave the magic of valves, one of the best 
places to start is this neat integrated. It uses four 
EL34 valves to produce a claimed 44W RMS per 
channel, making it ideal for the all but the least 
sensitive speakers here. It has a tuneful, airy and 
sweet sound that’s very special at the price.

After days of comparisons, David Price thrashes out the ranking order and 
finds a worthy winner 

Group test verdict 

STANDMOUNT ROUNDUPS ARE 

getting ever harder to write as there 
are few bad loudspeakers. This means 
it’s much more down to taste and/or 
ability to work in real-world 
conditions than anything else. So it 
proves here with each option tailored 
to fulfi l a particular role that varies 
from model to model. 

In sixth place the Ultra Bookshelf is 
a great buy and comes close to the 
top of the group for value. It gives 
a spacious, warm, engaging sound 
that’s ideal for inexpensive amplifi ers. 
Only a lack of midband detail and 
grip let it down in this company.

JBL’s 4312G is next, but heavy metal 
fans would put it top. It’s a headbanger 
of a speaker, with a huge, loud and 
highly enjoyable sound. High 
effi ciency makes it a natural partner 
for valve amps. Trouble is, it lacks 
refi nement and midband insight. 

Spendor’s A1 is the diametric 
opposite. It’s wonderfully couth with 
a grown-up and balanced sound. It 
exhibits a taut and sinewy sound 
that’s as fun with rock as it is with 
classical. A class act, it’s a no-brainer 
for those with small listening rooms.

The AE500 ranks third overall – 
quite an achievement considering 

there are others here at two-and-a-
half times its price. Its carbon fi bre 
drivers give it a delicacy of tone 
and a transient speed that’s rare at 
any price. It’s a great all-rounder, if 
you can live without that bottom 
octave of bass.

Second is the ATC SCM19, but 
most rock fans would declare it 
up there with the JBL without a 
moment’s thought. It has by far the 
tautest, tightest and most accurate 
bass here, and the rest of the 
frequency range is carried in an 
exactingly accurate way with 
oodles of punch and power.

The Ministra’s superb 

ribbon tweeter gives a 

treble quality that’s on 

another level, alongside 

a wonderfully precise 

and open midband. 

Then, twin isobaric 

mid/bass drivers supply 

a thump that belies its 

small size – making for 

loads of fun from this 

little loudspeaker.

Acoustic Energy ATC  JBL  Neat Acoustics Spendor SVS 
AE500 SCM19  4312G Ministra A1 Ultra Bookshelf

 Price £1,000 £2,150 £2,500 £1,800 £1,150 £1,000

 Sound 

 Value 

 Build 

 Ease of drive 

 Overall

,

Key features 

 Ribbon HF No No No Yes No No

 2-way Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

 3-way No No  Yes  No No  No

 Isobaric No No No Yes No No

 Sealed No  Yes No No Yes No

Make/model

Rock-solid build and 
pro-quality drivers 
add up to a glorious 
rock and/or live music 
focused loudspeaker

Retro fun from this 
iconic US brand, 
and huge value for 
money, but too big 
for small rooms

Super svelte cabinet 
that’s a pleasure to 
hear with any type 
of music, despite its 
smaller dimensions

One of the best ultra-
compact designs 
around, this is the 
automatic choice for 
those in small rooms

Big sound, big value. 
An impressive 
showing from this 
do-it-all, US-designed 
loudspeaker

Lovely tonality from 
its clever carbon 
fibre driver units 
make for a feisty 
and funky listen

STREAMING AMPLIFIER:
Cyrus ONE Cast £1,300 HFC 464

This do-it-all streaming amp is a great way into the 
charms of Spotify, Tidal and Qobuz. It’s also a fine 
integrated in its own right, with a claimed 100W per 
channel. It’s a Class D design so is compact and 
cool running, but gives a big and sumptuous sound. 
It’s also ideal for the less sensitive speakers here.

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500

TRY WITH THESE

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER:
Exposure 3010S2D £1,700 HFC 397 

Packing a claimed 110W RMS per channel of Class AB 
power, this is an old-school integrated amp of the 
muscular variety. It’s long been a mid-price reference 
of mine because it’s not frightened of difficult speaker 
loads and has a balanced yet enjoyably musical sound 
that’s never harsh. ers here. ice.
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ack in 1990 when the 
Stone Roses were laying 
down the foundations for 
what would come to be 

known as Britpop, another upstart – 
this time from the hi-fi  industry – was 
also producing its own magnum opus. 
However, this particular legend in the 
making was not from Manchester, 
but some 200 miles South in the less 
glamorous confi nes of North-West 
London – Wembley to be precise. Its 
fi rst ever venture into the world of 
super integrated amplifi ers, Musical 
Fidelity’s A1000 received a similarly 
rapturous welcome, and like the 
Stone Roses’ eponymous album, 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Musical Fidelity 
M8xi

ORIGIN

Austria

TYPE

Integrated amplifier

WEIGHT

46kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
485 x 180 x 500mm

FEATURES
● Quoted power 
output: 550W 
(8ohm)
● Inputs: 4x RCA; 
2x XLR; 2x optical; 
2x coaxial; USB port
● Outputs: 1x RCA; 
1x pre-out; 1x XLR; 
1x coaxial; 1x optical

DISTRIBUTOR

Henley Audio Ltd.

TELEPHONE

01235 511166

WEBSITE

henleyaudio.co.uk
musicalfidelity.com

Massive 

attack
HFC goes large as Musical Fidelity’s latest 
super-size integrated is hauled in for testing, 
but can it do more than just sounding huge?

continues to swap hands today for not 
insignifi cant amounts of cash. But 
while Ian Brown and chums would 
struggle to follow up their debut long 
players’ success, for the British hi-fi  
brand the A1000 was but the start of 
a lengthy string of hits that evolved 
to include the Nu Vista M3, Tri Vista 
300, kW500, M6/500i and NuVista 
800 to name but a few. And now 
comes the M8xi, which the company 
describes as the best of breed from a 
range that spans well over 30 years.

Of course, a lot has changed since 
then and while the Stone Roses are 
no more, Musical Fidelity itself is 
pretty much unrecognisable from 

those Anthony Michaelson-led days. 
Though the company’s founder still 
retains a signifi cant role in a design 
capacity, the head honcho is now 
Heinz Lichtenegger – the man behind 
Pro-Ject Audio Systems – after the 
Austrian company Audio Tuning 
Vertriebs GmbH purchased Musical 
Fidelity back in 2018. 

Despite the “Made in Wembley” 
detail around the back being adjusted 
to “Austria”, the good news is that not 
a lot else appears to have changed 
since the glory days of the A1000 and 
much of this is down to the part that 
Simon Quarry – the legendary 
engineer behind many of the 
company’s iconic monster amps – 
has played in the M8xi’s design. The 
very best audio engineers not only 
demonstrate great production skills, 
but also have a natural affi nity for the 
effect that component choices and 
circuit layout can have on the fi ner 
subtleties of performance. Having 
proved his worth in the past, Quarry 
is a vital component for ensuring 
Musical Fidelity’s house sound 
remains consistently recognisable.

Essentially a monstrous chassis 
housing a separate preamp with a 
pair of monoblock power amplifi ers, 
shy and retiring it ain’t. Weighing in 

B

MUSICAL FIDELITY
M8XI £5,650EXOTICA
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at a back-breaking 46kg, you’re going 
to need to clear the best part of half 
a metre square on your hi-fi  rack to 
house the M8xi. And thanks to the 
brutish heatsinks on either fl ank, 
you’ll not want to be picking it up and 
moving it too often. Unsurprisingly, 
all this heft adds up to a rather beefy 

quoted power output of 550W per 
channel into 8ohm loads – although 
the reality is it’s actually capable of 
more. A high 67V output is achieved 
by bridging the two output stages 
– the two ‘sides’ of each mono bridge 
consisting of three pairs of high-
current power transistors – in a 
familiar topology that Musical Fidelity 
has been fi ne tuning for over a decade.

Power aside, the M8xi packs a TI/
Burr-Brown PCM5242 DAC at its 
heart, which handles 24-bit/192kHz 
digital fi les via the amp’s pairs of 
coaxial and optical inputs and single 
asynchronous USB-B port around 
the back. DSD is not supported, 
something that those with hi-res DXD 
or DSD music collections might want 

to consider. Also absent is a headphone 
output and – more surprising – 
moving-magnet or coil phono inputs. 
Presumably this is because, between 
them, Pro-Ject and Musical Fidelity 
have a pretty comprehensive range of 
standalone components to fi ll these 
particular voids. 

Additional connectivity includes 
four line-level RCA inputs (including 
one HT bypass) alongside two 
balanced XLRs and both coaxial and 
optical outputs. The preamp outputs 
are single-ended and balanced and 
there’s also a fi xed line out. The 
substantial 4mm speaker binding 
posts are suitable for bi-wiring.

1

2

3

4

5

Bi-wireable 
binding posts

2x balanced 
XLR inputs

RCA line-level and 
pre outputs

2x coaxial and 
2x optical inputs

4x RCA 
line-level inputs

Around the front things are way less 
busy, with two large rotary dials 
dominating the custom-made fi neline 
extruded milspec aluminium fascia. 
The lefthand one is used to select 
your input, while the other is a 
precision volume control, claimed to 
offer perfect tracking right down to 
the sort of very low levels that are 
impossible to get with standard 
potentiometers – thanks to what 
Musical Fidelity describes as 
“laser-trimmed substrate resistors”. 
The small screen between them 
displays status and volume level in 
decibels. A small, but useful plastic 
remote also comes supplied. As 
you would expect, built-quality is 
impeccable with the chassis boasting 
the sort of robustness that you’d fi nd 
on your average battleship.

Sound quality
We hook the M8xi up to Bowers & 
Wilkins’ 800 D3 fl oorstanding 
loudspeaker and, obviously, the only 
place to kick off proceedings is by 
listening to Massive Attack. Taken 
from the stunning Blue Lines, 
Unfi nished Sympathy seems like a 
fi tting starting point – and certainly 
doesn’t disappoint. It probably won’t 
come as too much of a spoiler to 
reveal that the low frequencies here 
sound simply phenomenal, taking 
those rigid sandwich bass cones as 
low and far as they can without 
popping the end stops. The result is 
tremendous weight extension and a 
pneumatic grip over bass notes that 
powers the deepest rhythms up 
through your feet to the point where 
you think you’re going to lose your 
fi llings. But what’s perhaps more of a 

CONNECTIONS

The eff ortless alacrity 
is highly unexpected 
from an integrated 
amplifier of this size

MUSICAL FIDELITY
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surprise is the way that the instantly 
recognisable percussion and “hey, hey, 
hey, hey” samples from John 
McLaughlin and the Mahavishnu 
Orchestra allow the M8xi to show 
its dexterity in other areas such as 
resolution of colour, timbre, dynamics 
and ambience. Meanwhile the 
glorious Shara Nelson vocals and 
those stunning orchestral strings that 
were recorded at great expense at 
Abbey Road Studios – reputedly 

forcing the band to sell their car to 
pay for the recording – ably 
demonstrate all the lush richness 
we’ve come to expect from this 
epic masterpiece. As it reaches 
its bombastic conclusion, it’s the 
amplifi er’s speed that really catches 
us off guard. The way that all those 
transient details fl y from the speaker 
with such effortless alacrity, might not 
be rare from an integrated at this 
price, but it’s certainly unexpected 
from one that’s this size.

Moving onto strings of a different 
kind, although still a no less sizable 
recording, Wagner’s Symphonic 
Ring performed by the Duisburg 
Philharmonic, provides a beautiful 
illustration of the M8xi’s ability to 
deftly handle weight, scale and zip 
with unerring accuracy and apparent 

critics for eschewing some of the 
sonic fi reworks that characterised 
much of Krall’s previous output, 
the depth of detail and natural 
composure of the performers in 
a very relaxed acoustic makes for a 
captivating – if not quite invigorating 
– experience that’s impressively 
faithful to the tone of the piece.

Adding Melco’s N1ZS20/2 music 
server and a dCS Vivaldi One player/
DAC to the mix, it’s time to see how 
the USB input fares with digital fi les. 
Impressively free from any obvious 
signs of stress, strain or any 
suggestion of subliminal background 
hash, the sound from Carmen Lundy’s 
Self Portrait is both inviting and 
enveloping. The brush-like percussion 
that accompanies her luxuriant vocals 
might not be quite as impressive as it 
is via the other inputs, which sound 
that little bit smoother and more 
liquid in tone and delivery, but remain 
enjoyable enough to sit through for a 
couple of hours of listening. 

Conclusion
For those power-hungry obsessives of 
the opinion that no matter how much 
power is on tap it’ll never be enough, 
or those that are simply looking for an 
integrated suitably fl exible that they 
can invest in impossibly fi nickity and 
insensitive loudspeakers in the future, 
the M8xi obviously ticks all the right 
boxes. However, to consider it a brute 
that’s solely capable of boom and 
bombast is to miss the point. In the 
same way football commentator’s so 
often note: “He’s got a surprisingly 
good touch for a big man” if any 
forward over six feet tall shows a 
semblance of ball control, this is an 
accomplished performer that’s just as 
comfortable precisely replicating the 
smaller lighter details as it is the big 
stuff. Fast, fl exible and impressively 
faithful to the recording, it’s a superb 
amplifi er and deserves to be right 
near the top of any wishlist ●

IN SIGHT

1

2

3

4

Dual-mono design 
means one 
transformer and 
power supply per 
stereo channel

Several PCBs are 
stacked together 
here, including the 
preamp and USB 
DAC circuits

Bridged power 
amp with six pairs 
of output devices 
per mono channel

Bracing strut 
connects the two 
lateral heatsinks, 
reinforcing 
the chassis 

LIKE: Supreme power; 
fine detail; faithfulness 
to original source

DISLIKE: It’s huge and 
pretty heavy; USB not 
as good as other inputs 

WE SAY: Given the 
size, it’s no surprise the 
M8xi can go loud, but 
it’s dexterity certainly is

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL
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HOW IT 
COMPARES

In the jungle that is 

very high power 

integrated amps, 

MF’s M8xi is just 

about the biggest 

beast on the 

reserve. Less 

powerful, and 

costlier at £7,500 in 

standard guise, the 

Krell K-300i is still 

a very serious 

contender with a 

big, clean sound 

that’s as much 

about clarity and 

finesse as it is all-

out power and 

drive. And if you 

are looking for 

something more 

exotic still, why 

not hunt down the 

Aesthetix Mimas? 

This tube/transistor 

integrated has 

plentiful options 

and a truly fabulous 

sound that puts it 

high up on the 

shortlist of sub-

£10k all-singing/all-

dancing amplifiers.

ease. With harps and fl utes vying 
for attention as 30 fi rst and second 
violins provide a rousing background, 
it wouldn’t be too much of a surprise 
if everything got a little lost in the 
resulting mush of noise. And yet, this 
fabulously detailed rendering makes 
it perfectly easy to pick out the 
individual, tonally vivid instruments 
with ease. Underpinning all this is the 
additional potential clutter of timpani 
and percussion battling it out to see 
who can make the most noise. 
Somehow, through all this cacophony, 
the Musical Fidelity barely breaks into 
a sweat, resolving the lyrical delicacy 
of the second act’s Forest Murmurs 
with the same deft touch that it does 
the deep, fast-fl owing water in Das 
Rheingold. Thinking back, we might 
have heard such an impressive 
soundscape from D’Agostino’s 
Relentless monoblocks (a snip at just 
£250,000 a pair), but from a mere 
integrated amplifi er such exertion is 
practically unheard of.

For a complete change of scene it’s 
over to a 24-bit/48kHz version of 
Diana Krall for her own seductive 
take of Eagles’ I Can’t Tell You Why. 
And listening to the way the M8xi 
artfully handles the change of gear is 
like watching a heavyweight boxer 
unzipping a fatsuit to reveal Margot 
Fonteyn hidden underneath. Gone is 
the heavy verbosity of what’s come 
before to be replaced by feather-lite 
delicacy on the brushwork and 
clockwork precision from the 
accompanying piano. Though 
Wallfl ower was rightly knocked by 

4

There’s tremendous 
weight extension 
and a pneumatic 
grip over bass notes
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TRADE IN

trade up
with our technology trade up promotion

Upgrade to the latest products with our technology trade up promotion and save up to £500!

Simply take the product you want to trade in to your nearest Sevenoaks store
and purchase a qualifying product from Bluesound, Focal, NAD, PSB and more.

To see all our technology trade up offers visit www.ssav.com

TRADE IN
& SAVE

MUSIC SYSTEM

AMPLIFIER

SPEAKERS

WIRELESS SPEAKER

NAD
D 3045

AMPLIFIER/DAC

FOCAL
ARIA  906

SPEAKERS

BLUESOUND
PULSE MINI 2i

HI-RES WIRELESS
SPEAKER

BUT WOULD PREFER THIS?

£1999
Save £200

Price includes trade in discount  

£499
Save £100

Price includes trade in discount  

£699
Save £200

Price includes trade in discount  

£449
Save £50

Price includes trade in discount  

NAD
M10

BLU0S STREAMING
SYSTEM

HAVE THIS?

Trade in

any System

& Save up to

£200

Trade in

any Amplifi er

& Save up to

£399

Trade in

any Wireless 

Speaker

& Save up to

£80

Trade in

any Speakers

& Save up to

£500

MUSIC STREAMER

£699
Save £100

Price includes trade in discount  

BLUESOUND
POWERNODE 2i

HI-RES WIRELESS
MUSIC STREAMER/AMP

Trade in

any Streamer

& Save up to

£150



PMC � TWENTY5.23i

Discreet and elegant fl oorstanding 
speaker, perfect for fi lling medium-
sized rooms with transparent, 
authentic dynamics and effortlessly 
extended bass. It will make the best 
of both affordable and high-end 
electronics and amplifi cation.

BOWERS & WILKINS

702 SIGNATURE

Combines state-of-the-art 
engineering with the highest 
possible standards of design, 
finish and quality, crafted with 
care, honed by experience 
and perfected with passion.

KEF � R3

A true three-way speaker, the 165mm 
bass driver pushes bass performance to 
new extremes. The 125mm midrange 
driver and 25mm aluminium dome 
tweeter creates a Uni-Q array that 
defies the expectations from the most 
compact main speaker in the range.

PSB � ALPHA P3

Bookshelf speaker featuring a 
custom 4.5” woofer and a black 
anodized aluminium dome 
tweeter. An acoustic Butterworth 
low-pass filter is designed to 
get a perfect blend between the 
drivers and keep distortion at its 
lowest even at high volumes.

MONITOR AUDIO

GOLD 200

The Gold 200 is the most 
compact floorstander in the 
series combining the driver 
technology of the Platinum II 
flagship speakers and beautiful 
cabinetry to stunning effect.

BOWERS & WILKINS � 606

New 600 series 2-way 
standmount/bookshelf speaker 
combining Decoupled Double 
Dome tweeter technology 
with a 6.5-inch Continuum 
cone mid/bass driver.
Matt black or white finish.

£549

Price excludes speaker stands

Price excludes speaker stands

£1299

NEW £199

£2899

WHARFEDALE

LINTON HERITAGE

The new Wharfedale LINTON 
balances fine craftsmanship, 
natural sound quality and 
affordability inside a beautifully 
proportioned loudspeaker.

BOWERS & WILKINS � 805 D3

Features B&W’s Diamond dome 
tweeter, isolated in its own solid-body 
tweeter assembly for precise imaging 
and clarity. Voices and instruments 
are delivered with purity and precision, 
thanks to the smooth, accurate 
Continuum™ cone mid/bass driver.

NEW £4750

PRICES FROM £399

Formation is the perfect combination of outstanding Bowers & Wilkins 
sound quality, ease of use and flexibility. It’s the first wireless audio 

system that lives up to the exacting standards of Bowers & Wilkins. 
Exclusive Formation® Wireless Technology combines perfect speaker 

synchronization, a proprietary mesh network, and industry-leading 
24/96 high-resolution sound. That means an immersive, seamless, 

wired hi-fidelity soundstage, wirelessly.

NEW

Please Note:  Some brands/products are not available at all stores. Special/

added value offers are not in conjunction with any other offer (NICWAOO).

ADVERT VALID UNTIL 19/08/2020. E&OE

Price excludes speaker stands

NEW £3850

Bluesound Generation 2i builds on the 
strengths and success of the Gen 2 platform 
and boasts several technological updates.

NODE 2i £499
Hi-Res Wireless Music Streamer

POWERNODE 2i (HDMI) £799
Hi-Res Music Streamer / Amplifi er

VAULT 2i £1099
Hi-Res Music Server / CD Ripper

FOCAL

ARIA 906

This 2-way loudspeaker features 
Focal’s exclusive Flax cone, char-
acterised by its low coloration and 
natural sound, coupled with Focal’s  
inverted dome TNF tweeter. Aria is 
available in Black high gloss and real 
wood walnut veneer fi nishes.

£899NEW £999

NEW £4499

Trade in

& Save

£50

Trade in

& Save

£200

Trade in & Save £50

Trade in & Save £100

Trade in & Save £150

The Sonos smart home sound system 
delivers all the music on earth, in 
every room, with warm, full-bodied 
sound that’s crystal clear at any 
volume. Sonos can fi ll your home 
with music by combining Hi-Fi sound 
and rock-solid wireless in a smart 
system that is easy to set-up, control 
and expand.

PRICES FROM £179

NEW

FOR THE LATEST PRICES AND OFFERS VISIT WWW.SSAV.COM OR CONTACT YOUR LOCAL STORE

Brighton 01273 733338
Bristol• 0117 974 3727
Bromley 020 8290 1988
Cambridge 01223 304770
Chalfont St Peter• 01753 255110
Chelsea 020 7352 9466
Cheltenham• 01242 241171
Epsom• 01372 720720

Guildford 01483 536666
Holborn• 020 7837 7540
Kingston• 020 8547 0717
Loughton 020 8532 0770
Maidstone 01622 686366
NEW Manchester 0161 834 0267
Nottingham 0115 988 1703
Oxford 01865 241773

Reading• 01189 477093
Sevenoaks 01732 459555
Solihull 0121 709 0606
Swiss Cottage 020 7722 9560
Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543
Wetherby 01937 586886
Witham (Essex) 01376 501733
Yeovil• 01935 700078

�THESE STORES ARE FRANCHISED AND OPERATE UNDER A LICENCE AGREEMENT TO SEVENOAKS SOUND & VISION. 

VISIT WWW.SSAV.COM FOR STORE ADDRESSES, OPENING HOURS AND BRANDS STOCKED.

Read the
latest issue of
SEVENOAKS 
SELECT
digital interactive 
magazine today!
www.ssav.com/select

LOCKDOWN ESSENTIALS PERFECT PLAYLIST

TALK TALK Spirit of Eden The original 

post rock masterpiece. An album that has

long demanded your attention to shine and

you now have the time to devote to it

HAYDEN THORPE Diviner Former Wild

Beasts frontman Thorpe sits down at his piano

and pours his heart out in ten beautiful songs

that touch on a wide range of emotions

POPPY ACKROYD Resolve A sublime 

work of modern classical music that mixes

instruments and effects with an exceptional

lightness of touch and at times, haunting beauty 

MARINA Love+Fear A study of love and

loss from the spectacularly voiced Marina

Diamindis. At times wistful, then euphoric,

somehow it all hangs together beautifully. 

NILS FRAHM Spaces Not so much an

album as an experience. Frahm’s live set

moves through styles and tempos in an 

effortless and joyous way. A modern classic 

MY BABY Loves Voodoo! The greatest band

that nobody’s heard of – a rousing collection of

brilliantly performed songs that showcase an

absurdly talented group of musicians

FINK Sunday Night Blues Club This isn’t 

a live album really but one recorded in a way

that takes you into the venue and immerses

you in some beautiful, reflective work

REGINA SPEKTOR Live in London

A sublimely gifted musician, Spektor takes a

delighted audience on a tour of her back

catalogue in a truly immersive live experience

LEWIS TAYLOR Lewis Taylor Combining

huge emotional punch with genuine

musicianship and delicacy, this is a mood

lifting work full of fabulous melodies 

GOV’T MULE Dark Side of the Mule A Floyd

album would have been a cliché so what better

than a tight live act blasting their way through

the Floyd catalogue to a raucous Boston crowd?  

ere are 10 prime cuts of music for lockdown life.

Some will calm you down, some will perk you up and three are

live to remind you what it is to be around other people. Enjoy!
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ROTEL � CD11 / A11 � CD PLAYER / AMPLIFIER

50-watt amplifi er supporting aptX and AAC for CD quality 
wireless audio streaming and MM phono input. The CD11 brings 
musical details to life with ability beyond its modest price-point.  

NAIM � UNITI ATOM � ALL-IN-ONE STREAMING SYSTEM

Uniti Atom is a beautiful, compact multi-source music player 
that that is perfect as a high-end main system or for use in the 

kitchen or study, where space is at a premium.

£2249

NAD � C 538 / C 316BEE V2 � CD / AMPLIFIER

This combination has everything necessary for musical 
enjoyment. Includes six inputs (including a MM phono input), 
one set of speakers, a headphone jack, and remote control.

SONY � WH-1000XM3

WIRELESS HEADPHONES

£SSAV
.COM

SONY � WF-1000XM3

WIRELESS HEADPHONES

NAD � C 588 � TURNTABLE

Two speed belt driven turntable featuring a Carbon Fibre 
tonearm. Supplied with an Ortofon 2M Red cartridge pre-installed.

£699

PRO-JECT � X1 � TURNTABLE

Features an incredibly light, 8.6” tonearm design, coupled with an 
Pro-Ject Pick it S2 MM cartridge for outstanding performance.

NAD � M10 � BLUOS STREAMING SYSTEM

The new NAD Masters M10 combines hi-res music streaming with 
state-of-the-art amplification to make it an all-in-one solution that 

will transport you to your favourite musical destination.

£2199

TECHNICS � SL-1500C � TURNTABLE

Direct drive turntable with integrated MM phono amp for easy 
connectivity. Highly acclaimed Ortofon 2M Red cartridge fi tted.

£899

NEW

£699

NEW

NAIM � SUPERNAIT 3 � AMPLIFIER

With signifi cant performance upgrades, the SUPERNAIT 3
is a perfect partner for any music source including vinyl.

AUDIOLAB � 6000N PLAY � STREAMER

Audiolab’s 6000N Play is the ideal way to add high-
performance wireless streaming to any home audio system.

NAIM � ND5 XS 2 � STREAMER

Uses Naim’s innovative streaming platform with an expanded 
feature set including Roon compatibility and multiroom streaming.

NAD � C 658 � STREAMER/DAC/PRE AMPLIFIER

Features Dirac Live room correction, MQA decoding and a
Qualcomm aptX HD Bluetooth transmitter for wireless headphones.

£449

£1499

£2399£3499NEW

B&W � PX7

WIRELESS HEADPHONES

£349

NEW

NAD � M33 � BLUOS STREAMING AMPLIFIER

This 200W streaming amplifi er features Purifi ’s Ultra-Quiet 
Amplifi cation Technology, BluOS multi-room streaming, a 
32-bit DAC, full MQA decoding and Dirac room correction.

£449

£329

£SSAV
.COM

£299

£249

MARANTZ � PM7000N � STREAMING AMPLIFIER

Discover the PM7000N, the fi rst Marantz Current Feedback 
integrated Hi-Fi amplifi er with HEOS Built-in technology.

£SSAV
.COM

ARCAM � SA30 � AMPLIFIER/DAC

Arcam’s SA30 is packed with features, including AirPlay 2 
compatibility and state-of-the-art room correction technology.

£1999NEW

£3999NEW

B&W � PI4

WIRELESS HEADPHONES

£269

NEW

SAVE £799
DAC-V1 & NAP 100
DAC/PRE AMPLIFIER
& POWER AMPLIFIER

£1499

SAVE £1200

NAC N272
PRE AMPLIFIER/MUSIC STREAMER

£2499

SPECIAL OFFERS

The DAC-V1 from Naim is an asynchronous 
USB digital to analogue converter with multiple 
digital S/PDIF inputs, precision volume control 

and a high-quality headphone amplifi er. It is 
ideally combined with the matching NAP 100 

power amplifi er.

The NAC-N 272 combines Naim’s digital audio technology with classic analogue preamplifi er engineering. It samples the best of 
both worlds to create an immensely musical hi-fi  system.

Trade in

& Save

£50
C 538

£50
C 316BEE V2

Trade in

& Save

£100

Trade in

& Save

£200
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hen Chord Electronics’ 
Poly streamer (HFC 431) 
arrived a couple of years 
ago, it hooked up to the 

company’s entry-level Mojo portable 
DAC/headphone amp (HFC 461) to 
create arguably the best mobile music 
maker that money could buy. It really 
was that good, and all the more 
impressive because it was just about 
portable. You could squeeze it into a 
large pocket or small manbag, and 
get music on the move that sounded 
like nothing else around. 

Since then, it’s been inevitable that 
Mojo’s bigger brother – the Hugo 2 
(HFC 428) – would get the same 
treatment. So here it is, the matching 
2go streamer. A custom fi t for the 
popular £1,800 DAC, it is also said to 
work with other digital converters if 
you add Chord’s 2yu interface (£450), 
which provides coaxial, optical and 
USB digital connectivity. Here though, 

Cat that got 
the stream
2go or not to 2go, that is the question... 
David Price auditions Chord’s new add-on 
streamer for its popular Hugo 2 DAC

we’re reviewing it with its natural 
Hugo 2 partner, and the pair doesn’t 
half make a lovely couple. 

The 2go plugs into the Hugo 2 by 
means of two protruding mini USB 
plugs on the former and a pair of 
connector pins that can be screwed 
into the latter. The two are then bolted 
together using an Allen key and 
locking hex screws. This done, it offers 
full wireless streaming and twin 
microSD card slots capable of taking 
memory cards up to 2TB each in size. 
It also sports a wired (Gigabit) 
Ethernet socket for connection to the 
internet, in addition to its 2.4GHz wi-fi  
and A2DP Bluetooth functionality. It 
can play digital audio fi les at up to 
32-bit/768kHz PCM and DSD256 
resolution, claims Chord.

2go offers Tidal, Qobuz and internet 
radio playback, with Spotify to follow 
soon via a fi rmware update. It’s also 
Roon Ready and offers gapless audio 

and DoP/Bit Perfect support, as well as 
being fully DLNA-compliant (server/
renderer) and AirPlay-ready. It plays 
the usual collection of desirable music 
fi les – AAC, WAV, FLAC, AIFF, Ogg 
Vorbis, Apple Lossless, WMA and MP3.

The 2go gives a choice of powered or 
portable operation, the latter via its 
internal rechargeable battery, which 
offers roughly 12 hours of playback. 
What’s not to like about such a 
versatile, high-end music source?

The simple answer is that the Hugo 
2/2go combo isn’t quite as easy to 
confi gure and use as you’d hope. 

Initial setup involves much fi ddling 
around, and there’s no native Chord 
streaming app available. It’s not the 
end of the world, but it means you’ll 
have to download a third-party app to 
play music, like Bubble UPnP. You do 
get Chord’s Go-Figure app, which acts 
as a powerful window on its many 
functions, but it’s still only really half 
of what’s needed here. To access the 
microSD card bays, you fi rst have to 
create MPD playlists via applications 
like MPDeluxe (iOS), Glider (iOS) or 
M.A.L.P (Android). You can then reach 
these playlists from Go-Figure.

Tidal or Qobuz listening means 
another app – and you can’t listen 
offl ine so you have to stream it. This 

W

CHORD ELECTRONICS

2GO £995

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Chord Electronics 
2go

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

Wireless network 
streamer

WEIGHT

155g

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
100 x 21 x 50mm

FEATURES
● 32-bit/768kHz and 
DSD256-capable 
streaming DAC
● Roon ready; Tidal, 
Qobuz streaming
● Quoted battery 
life: 12 hours
● Wi-fi; Bluetooth; 
AirPlay; Ethernet

DISTRIBUTOR

Chord Electronics

TELEPHONE

01622 721444

WEBSITE

chordelectronics.
co.uk

Driving headphones 
or as a line-level 
source in DAC mode 
2go sounds superb

REVIEWS



HOW IT 
COMPARES

1 2 3

AUGUST 2020 43

REVIEWS

can be done via apps like the 
aforementioned Bubble UPnP or 
Volumio, but Roon is the easiest way 
by far. If you’re a subscriber to Roon, 
you can use Chord’s Go-Figure app 
and utilise the Hugo 2/2go as an 
endpoint – whereupon life gets much 
easier. Another handy hack is that this 
combo works with Audirvana. It has a 
robust wi-fi  implementation and can 
be confi gured to create its own mobile 
hotspot, which lets you stream when 
there are no shared wi-fi  connections. 

Getting going requires a good deal 
of thought, but when you’ve followed 
the procedure the unit works very 
well. There are a few caveats, though, 
beginning with the lack of a display. 
Although it’s possible to learn the 
Hugo 2/2go’s light show, it would be 
so much easier just to have a small 
display showing whether there’s a 
wi-fi  signal lock and at what 
resolution music is being played. 

I have to admit that I’m also a little 
nervous about the connection 
between the two units and am 
constantly aware of paying extra 

special care not to accidentally snap 
one from the other. 

Meanwhile, its size and weight 
makes it a good deal less portable than 
the Mojo/Poly – which itself is less 
wieldy than a typical modern portable 
DAC/headphone amplifi er like iFi’s 
hip-dac (HFC 461). Of course, the 
Mojo/Poly sounds way better and is 
far more fl exible, but in the portable 
world size and weight matter. 

Sound quality
All the concerns about ease of use and 
portability fade away when you start 
playing music. It’s also a step change 
above its Mojo/Poly sibling in terms 
of sonics, making it surely the best 
portable streaming DAC money can 
buy. Whether driving headphones or 
working as a line-level source in DAC 
mode, this dynamic duo sounds superb.

For an in-depth explanation of the 
sound, I refer you to the original 
review of the Hugo 2, but to 
summarise it’s wonderfully clean, 
crisp and detailed, with an excellent, 
ever-so-slightly on the warm side of 
neutral tone. It makes music sound 

vibrant and alive. Talk Talk’s Life’s 
What You Make It is powerful, large in 
scale and bristling with detail that 
will most likely shock even the 
producer. It plays all this out within 
an expansive soundstage that belies 
the small size of the Hugo 2/2go. 

I fi nd very little sonic degradation 
between getting music to the Hugo 
via a wired connection from a 
smartphone for example, or by 
streaming via a network into the 2go 
when played back in Bubble UPnP. 
The difference is negligible, although 
the balance is tipped in favour of the 
wired connection. 

Conclusion
There’s no denying it, the 2go is fussy 
to setup and use – and also more 
fragile than I had hoped. Then there’s 
the price. At nearly £3,000 for the 
pair you’re getting into really serious 
sonic territory. But in terms of sound 
the 2go is really beyond reproach – 
it makes having a Hugo 2 an even 
more special thing than it already is. 
Overall then, an enthusiastic thumbs 
up – but with some reservations ● 

IN SIGHT

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

CHORD ELECTRONICS

2GO £995

Chord’s Mojo/Poly 

bundle (£900) is the 

closest direct rival 

to this (£2,800) 

Hugo 2/2go combo. 

Prospective Poly 

purchasers wanting 

‘the best’ portable 

streaming sound 

should look to the 

pricier package. 

The sound is far 

superior, with a 

more resolved 

soundstage, better 

detail and a more 

musically enjoyable 

presentation. 

However, the 

Mojo/Poly is more 

practical if you want 

a truly portable 

sound system you 

can take anywhere. 

1

2

3

Status indicator light

Micro USB port 
(for charging)

2x microSD card 
slots (up to 4TB)

LIKE: Superlative 
sound; overall build 
quality and finish

DISLIKE: Fiddly to set 
up and use 

WE SAY: An inspired 
product that’s not 
quite perfect
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oudspeaker manufacturers 
with a product lineup that 
runs from three to six 
fi gures are few and far 

between. Focal is one such example, 
however, and after a few years where 
the bulk of its new arrivals have been 
at the more premium end of the scale, 
the focus has shifted back to being 
affordable. The Chora series is the 
second tier of the company’s range 
and comprises two fl oorstanders and 
the 806 standmount you see here.

It follows the basic pattern of Focal 
standmount speakers. It’s a relatively 
large, two-way design that’s front 
ported and single wired. While the 
formula hasn’t signifi cantly changed, 
the ingredients have. The 25mm 
aluminium and magnesium tweeter 
has been seen before, but it now uses 

Kind of blue
Focal turns its attention to the a� ordable end 
of the market, so Ed Selley takes a look at 
the smallest member of its new range

a surround made from a material 
called poron which has trickled down 
from the company’s more expensive 
models. This is intended to reduce 
distortion across the high sensitivity 
point of our hearing while 
simultaneously improving dispersion. 

The 165mm mid/bass driver is all 
new. Like previous models from Focal, 
it makes use of composites in its 
construction. This time, the primary 
ingredient is unwoven carbon fi bre, 
arranged in parallel – something the 
French company says further 
improves consistency – and then 
sandwiched between two layers of 
thermoplastic polymer. The resulting 
concoction has been dubbed 
Slatefi ber because it looks like slate 
once the driver has been fi nished. The 
resulting driver is extremely light and 

stiff – qualities Focal has long placed 
great emphasis on. 

You might anticipate a combination 
of a 430mm-tall cabinet, 165mm bass 
driver and hefty front port to result in 
an extended low-frequency response, 
but the Chora only claims a fi gure of 
58Hz at +/- 3dB, which drops to 
49Hz at +/- 6dB. This seems to be 
because the priority here is ease of 
drive rather than outright clout. Focal 
claims a sensitivity of 89dB/1W/1m 
and an impedance that doesn’t dip 
below 4.6ohm. The result is a speaker 
claimed to be happy on the end of 
anything with 25W or above output. 

Aesthetically, the 806 is recognisably 
a Focal, but it isn’t the company’s best 
work. The range is available in three 
fi nishes and the gloss black of the 
review sample is the weakest of the 
three. The other options that match a 
wood effect with different coloured 
baffl es do a better job of working with 
the proportions of the cabinet and 
those vivid blue drivers than the black 
does. It’s all well assembled, though, 
and all the points of contact are much 
better than what might reasonably be 
expected at the price. Small speaker 
grilles that cover the main drivers are 
provided and there is also a dedicated 
stand available for an extra £200. 

L

FOCAL 

CHORA 806 £600

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Focal Chora 806

ORIGIN

France

TYPE

2-way standmount 
loudspeaker

WEIGHT

7.35kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
210 x 431 x 270mm

FEATURES
● 25mm aluminium 
magnesium tweeter 
● 165mm Slatefiber 
mid/bass driver
● Quoted sensitivity: 
89dB/1W/1m (8ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR

Naim Audio

TELEPHONE

01722 426600

WEBSITE

focal.com/en
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Sound quality
Historically, I’ve found the performance 
of Focal speakers to be highly 
dependent on placement, but the 
806 is the exception to the norm. It 
responds to a little care being taken, 
but delivers the fundamentals of its 
performance without the sort of 
exacting precision that the older 
models so often required. 

This is useful but far more 
importantly, the overall performance 
is a signifi cant step forward over any 
previous affordable Focal offering. 
Initially connected to a combination 
of the signifi cantly more expensive 
Rega Aethos (HFC 457) and T+A 
DAC 8 (HFC 463), the 806 behaves 
in a manner way above expectations 
for a £600 speaker. 

It boasts a beautifully judged 
balance between detail and 
refi nement. Listening to Fischer-Z’s 
Berlin from the Red Skies Over 
Paradise album, it does a fi ne job 
with this periodically thin and edgy 
recording. John Watts’ highly 
distinctive vocals lose none of their 
edge, but there is a civility present 
that encourages you to listen as loud 
as you like rather than what you feel 
the speaker can handle. 

This is allied to tonality that is 
consistently good. Everyone Else by 
London Grammar is a less frenetic 
and urgent recording and the Focal 

luxuriates in it. Hannah Reid’s stirring 
vocals are given pride of place, but 
they’re stitched into the wider 
performance in a way that feels 
effortlessly natural. 

The expected limitations of the bass 
response don’t manifest themselves as 
seriously in reality either. Given the 
size of the cabinet, the 806 isn’t the 
hardest-hitting speaker going but the 
bass is nonetheless well integrated 
with the upper registers, maintaining 
the same levels of detail and 
refi nement that the speaker possesses 
in general. It indisputably does its 
best work with material that doesn’t 

depend on the reproduction of 
seismic low notes, but even here it 
never feels lightweight. 

Some more traditional Focal virtues 
are also present. The 806 manages to 
image exceptionally well. This grows 
and shrinks with the material being 
played, but there’s a constant 
perception of front-to-back depth that 
helps create a feeling of immersion 
that some speakers can struggle with; 
giving a performance that has plenty 
of width, but ultimately feels 
somewhat two-dimensional. The 
efforts towards ensuring reasonable 
sensitivity have also been successful 
as this reveals itself to be an 
extremely easy speaker to drive.

If you partner the 806 with a more 
price-equivalent pairing of a Rega 
Brio (HFC 446) and Chord Electronics 
Qutest (HFC 436), the qualities it 
exhibits with the more expensive 

devices remains fundamentally 
unchanged. The 50W that the Brio 
has to its name are more than 
suffi cient to hit any listening level 
you’re likely to need in a domestic 
environment. Moreover, the Focal 
delivers on that same invigorating 
combination of detail and civility that 
ensures you can choose anything in 
your music library and fi nd it a highly 
rewarding experience. 

The demented electro blues of 
RL Burnside’s A Bothered Mind is 
something it revels in. It opens out 
this dense and congested recording 
without losing its emotional clout, 
keeping the crunching guitar intact. 

Conclusion
The Chora 806 is one of the strongest 
loudspeakers I can remember testing 
at this price. It may not be the 
prettiest available and it’s possible to 
fi nd rivals with better bass extension, 
but it lands all the punches in the 
right places. This is a speaker that 
combines ease of drive and fuss-free 
positioning to deliver a performance 
boasting tonality, detail, refi nement 
and realism to outstanding effect ● 

LIKE: Beautifully 
balanced sound; well 
made and easy to 
place and drive 

DISLIKE: Some limits 
to the bass extension; 
not especially pretty

WE SAY: A supremely 
talented speaker that 
delivers an exceptional 
level of performance

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

FOCAL 

CHORA 806 £600

It opens out dense 
and congested music 
without losing the 
emotional clout

The Focal is £50 

more than B&W’s 

606 (HFC 454), 

which has better 

bass extension 

and offers a similar 

level of refinement. 

The Chora 806’s 

presentation is 

more spacious and 

detailed with better 

three dimensionality. 

The impressive 

sensitivity also 

means it works with 

a wider selection of 

amplifiers. Both 

designs are very 

fine speakers, but 

the Chora has a 

performance edge 

and greater scope 

to work with better 

equipment as your 

system improves.

Placement isn’t 
as important as 
with previous 
Focal speakers
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ome have suggested that if 
the hi-res Digital Audio 
Player (DAP) hasn’t had its 
day quite yet, it won’t be 

long coming. The thinking goes that 
smartphones will eventually force 
DAP makers to accept the inevitability 
of convergence and face the challenge 
to come up with something new.

Even those of us who prefer to 
do our serious listening with a 
conventional amp ‘n’ two speakers can 
consider a Bluetooth/wi-fi  equipped 
DAP, such as this A&K A&norma SR25, 
as a super source, capable of better 

Slanted and 

enchanted
A&K’s DAP pre-eminence is based on style, 
build and performance, and David Vivian 
reckons its A&norma SR25 ticks all the boxes

than CD sound quality, streaming, 
wireless connectivity and, with 
memory card slots suitably fi lled, 
serious mass data storage. In short, a 
full-blown music server that fi ts in the 
palm of your hand.

Astell&Kern’s latest entry-level 
temptation is a luxury good in every 
sense and merely the Korean brand’s 
most affordable expression of its 
high-end ethos. As with the previous 
gen SR15 (HFC 443), the intriguing 
partially swirled pack of cards form 
factor might initially seem a little 
contrived, but the mildly left-tilted 

screen actually works brilliantly in 
practice, compensating for the slight 
angle the device is typically held at.

Another classy touch is the watch 
winder-style machined volume wheel 
on the side that not only looks very 
cool, but has a satisfyingly precise, 
light and vibration-free action. 

The old SR15 was a comprehensively 
featured, up-spec DAC but the SR25 
moves the story on. Carried over 
are the two Cirrus Logic 43198 
MasterClass DACs in a dual mono 
confi guration, though a new, low-noise 
PCB is said to have improved the fi nal 
sound quality. Unlike the SR15, the 
SR25 supports native DSD256 and 
32-bit/384kHz audio and therefore 
doesn’t downsample 32-bit fi les for 
24-bit playback and convert DSD128 
fi les to PCM 24-bit/176kHz. Arguably, 
this level of fi le support is more than 
most people will ever need, but raises 
the sonic ceiling for a higher-res future.

Of more immediate benefi t is the 
Performance Mode, which optimises 
memory depending on the data size of 
the song being played and prevents 
sonic losses in data transmission 
during playback of higher quality fi les 
– something only likely to be an issue 
if you have a large hi-res library. 

S

ASTELL&KERN 

A&NORMA SR25 £650

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Astell&Kern 
A&norma SR25

ORIGIN

South Korea

TYPE

Hi-res digital 
audio player

WEIGHT

178g

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
64 x 108 x 16mm

FEATURES
● Supports WAV: 
FLAC; WMA; MP3; 
OGG; APE; AAC; 
ALAC; AIFF; DFF; 
DSF; MQA
● Storage: 64GB 
plus microSD 
(up to 1TB)

DISTRIBUTOR

Exertis Unlimited 
Ltd.

TELEPHONE

01279 822800

WEBSITE

astellnkern.com

REVIEWS
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Another fi rst for the SR25 is the 
inclusion of Sony’s 24-bit compatible 
LDAC Bluetooth codec alongside 
aptX HD and A2DP, though plumbing 
the player into a home wi-fi  network 
is equally straightforward.

Interface improvements include a 
more responsive and smoother 
scrolling 9.1cm touchscreen that 
benefi ts from a faster quad-core CPU 
and version 9.0 of the Android 
operating system. Navigation is as 
simple and intuitive as it gets with 
clear menus and more functions per 
screen, meaning fewer touches to get 
where you want.

Also on the top panel are the 3.5mm 
and balanced 2.5mm headphone jacks 
while, at the opposite end, there’s a 
microSD slot for expanding the 64GB 
internal memory and a USB-C port, 
a little larger than the more typical 
micro USB socket. Claimed battery 
life is a fairly spectacular 21 hours of 
continuous music playback.

Sound quality
Before I insert the microSD card 
containing a handful of hi-res test 
tracks, the previous reviewer has 
kindly forgotten to remove their 
selection, which includes a 24/192kHz 
FLAC of Elvis Costello and The 
Attractions’ glorious Lipstick Vogue. 
Starting with a pair of Meze 99 

Classic headphones (HFC 410), it 
becomes obvious what a killer 
combo well-mastered 24/192 and a 
dual-DAC DAP of this calibre can be. 

It’s a track that on CD, while fast 
and energetic, can sound overly 
sharp, aggressive and in your face. 
Here, the breathless pace of Pete 
Thomas’ drumming, Bruce Thomas’ 
lithe and fl uid bass and Costello’s 
high velocity vocal combine still 
greater impetus with honed and 
polished leading edges, a more fi nely 
graded tonal palette, a greater sense 
of texture, depth and acoustic 

ambience. The anticipated brittleness 
appears to have receded. The music 
is more potent and harder hitting 
yet also richer, smoother and much 
easier to listen to.

Transparency is superb. The SR25’s 
ability to expose nuances of technique 
and capture what might otherwise be 
vanishingly subtle ambient cues is 
something of a marvel and, with 
microSD cards duly switched, almost 
magically teases out unsuspected 
sonic subtleties from the usually 
slightly dark and dense sounding 
24-bit/44.1kHz recording of Stuart 
McCallum’s Vital Space from the 
album Distilled. This slow saunter 
through a distinctly cinematic, 
multi-sampled, ambient soundscape 
is airier and more fl uent, acquiring an 
immersive quality that makes it easier 
to hear exactly what’s going on and, 
in turn, minimises listener fatigue. 

Even with plain old Red Book 
16-bit/44.1kHz, the sophisticated, 
keyboard-led funk of Joe Sample’s All 
God’s Children from his Spellbound 
album, the SR25 manages to mine 
fi ner things, the combined talents of 
Sample’s Steinway, Marcus Miller’s 
bass guitar, Lenny Castro’s percussion 
and Omar Hakim’s drums driving the 
track along powerfully but with 
sublime style and grace. The sonic 
results are equally satisfying when 
using the A&K to stream wirelessly 
via a wi-fi  network (I try KEF’s LSX 
HFC 456, Cyrus’ ONE Cast HFC 464 
and Geneva’s Aerospheré Large HFC 
407) and not least, via Bluetooth, 
to a Chord Hugo 2 (HFC 428) DAC 
in my main system.

Conclusion
If you’re really into DAPs, the A&norma 
range stretches deep into exquisite 
high-end territory and you’ll need 
deep pockets to go there. The good 
news is when the best in the business 
makes its entry-level product, it tries 
just as hard. The price isn’t cheap, 
but you’ll struggle to fi nd better ● 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

ASTELL&KERN 

A&NORMA SR25 £650

Performance Mode 
prevents sonic loss 
during playback of 
higher quality files

Arguably the 

closest rival for the 

A&norma SR25 is 

FiiO’s £600 M11 Pro. 

Although not as 

stylish or quite as 

beautifully built, 

it nevertheless 

matches its spec 

blow for blow 

with twin DACs, 

LDAC Bluetooth 

and native 

32-bit/384kHz 

resolution. It’s also 

smooth and 

responsive in 

operation. It sounds 

good, too, if lacking 

just a little in the 

way of soundstage 

depth and the A&K’s 

ultimate finesse.

The angle of the 
screen perfectly 
suits the way 
you hold the 
DAP in your hand

The ‘Moon Silver’ 
skin and dark 
grey, carbon-
style back panel 
exude sleek style

LIKE: Rich, 
transparent, rewarding 
sound; design and 
build; features

DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price 

WE SAY: Quite simply, 
probably the only DAP 
you’ll ever need
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The Vertere manages to take the 
frenetic live performance of Bloc 
Party’s Silent Alarm and capture the 
space of the venue very effectively.

It also exhibits some qualities less 
readily associated with unipivots. The 
bass response is a wonderful blend of 
texture, detail and depth that is as 
happy with the band’s frenetic live 
drumming as it is with the huge 
orchestral swells of Fink Meets The 
Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra. 
Equipped with a Goldring Ethos (HFC 
449), the Vertere reveals all the 
qualities that this talented cartridge 
brings to vinyl replay, while overcoming 
some of the slight reticence I found in 
the Goldring’s performance when 
used with an SME M2 arm. 

What is most admirable is that none 
of this additional energy has any 
perceivable effect on what is a very 
accurate and even-handed tonearm. 
The spectacular pressing of Annie 
Lennox’s Diva is released from the 
record in a fabulously real and 
unforced way. It can’t quite match 
the heft of some more conventional 
bearing designs at the same price, 
but none of them can hold a candle 
to its articulation, particularly as 
music gets more complex. 

Conclusion
Living with the SG-1 is entirely 
painless. It tracks everything I try on 
it and hits the same groove of the 
record it is lifted from – something 
that isn’t always a given with unipivots. 
Thanks to the clever counterweight, 
setting azimuth is straightforward 
and, while changing cartridges 
will never be as easy as it is on a 
design with a detachable headshell, 
it is still a relatively straightforward 
undertaking. The result is a tonearm 
that should work with a wide 
selection of turntables and cartridges 
and do so brilliantly. The tonearm 
market may have thinned out a little, 
but if the new arrivals are this good 
we really don’t have to worry ●

LIKE: Exceptional 
combination of space 
and impact; ease of use

DISLIKE: Trades a tiny 
amount of bass

WE SAY: Combines 
the spaciousness of 
a unipivot with the 
impact and user 
friendliness of a 
conventional design

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

VERTERE 
SG-1 MKII £1,950

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Vertere SG-1 MkII 

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

Captured unipivot 
tonearm

WEIGHT

397g

FEATURES
● Rolled carbon 
fibre armtube 

● Captured unipivot 
bearing 

● Underslung 
counterweight

DISTRIBUTOR

Vertere Ltd.

TELEPHONE

0203 1764888

WEBSITE

vertereacoustics.
com

Arms race
Vertere’s more a� ordable tonearm might 
look rather simple but, as Ed Selley 
discovers, it is very clever indeed

ecent months have been 
tough for those looking for 
a new tonearm, with both 
SME and Jelco calling time 

on their ranges. Happily, some 
interesting options remain in the 
market including this more affordable 
offering from Vertere. Of course, this 
is a relative term, but with its 
Reference arm costing more than 
£30,000, £1,950 seems reasonable.

The SG-1 is a unipivot-style tonearm 
in so much as there are no captive 
bearings, but it’s different to a classic 
unipivot. There are three silicon 
nitride balls placed equidistantly 
around a stainless steel pivot so the 
armtube moves and tracks in a more 
reassuring way. The tube is made 
from roll-wrapped carbon fi bre and 
fi nished with an aluminium headshell 
that is mated to it via an alloy end 
plug. The headshell has plenty of 
room for even the heftiest of cartridges 
and alignment is straightforward. 

The counterweight is underslung to 
lower the centre of gravity (and helps 
it to adjust azimuth too) and Vertere 
has fi tted a small adjustable collar 
that sits in front of it to mark its 
position when correctly set, combined 
with a lock screw in the bearing 
housing. Other details include a 
small sliding weight on the armtube 

to fi ne-tune tracking force and 
resonance, while the antiskate weight 
line has a rubber O ring to grip the 
mount correctly. Both help the SG-1 
to feel immensely reassuring and it is 
beautifully assembled and fi nished. 

The mount is the single-hole ‘old 
Rega’ type with a 223mm length pivot 
to spindle. Fitting the SG-1 to a 
Michell GyroDec takes about 30 
minutes and is helped by clear and 
helpful instructions and the supplied 
tools. The arm terminates in a fi ve-pin 
mini DIN connection and Vertere 
additionally sells a £600 Redline arm 
cable to complete connection to a 
phono stage. Some very high-quality 
tags make fi tting a cartridge 
straightforward too. 

Sound quality 
As well as helping to describe the 
design, the phrase ‘like a unipivot 
but not’ has considerable validity in 
framing the sound of the SG-1. Some 
facets of its behaviour are very much 
in keeping with the traditional 
qualities, but there is rather more 
going on. Listening to Poppy 
Ackroyd’s Resolve, the expected width 
of the GyroDec’s presentation is 
augmented by a level of airiness and 
sheer three dimensionality that eludes 
many rivals even at this elevated price. 

R



BR INGING MUS IC  TO L I FE
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the picture and the K371-BT lives up 
to AKG’s claims, introducing a real 
sense of unease as the subterranean 
rumble echoes off into the distance. 
I’ve heard few headphones in this 
price range that can recreate the 
depths of the track so effectively.

Damien Rice’s Eskimo also embraces 
extremes. The K371-BT shows a 
delicate touch, picking out every 
hesitant breath in Rice’s opening 
vocal, and there’s a real brightness to 
the lightly strummed acoustic guitar. 
Once again, it excels with strings, 
giving full expression to the mournful 
tone of the cello as Rice reaches the 
somewhat baffl ing chorus.

But it’s the fi nal refrain that provides 
the real challenge. Bringing an opera 
singer at full blast into a gentle 
acoustic ballad can defeat less-
discerning headphones, but the 
K371-BT maintains its composure 
admirably. It doesn’t show any sign of 
faltering as it follows Doreen Curran’s 
soaring soprano, yet still manages to 
keep the strings and acoustic guitar in 
sight, ready for the moment when the 
song comes back down to earth for 
Rice’s fi nal, weary lament.

Switching to Bluetooth reveals that 
higher frequencies lose a little of their 
brightness, and Curran’s roof-rattling 
tones start to sound a little harsher. 
The midrange and lower frequencies 
still work admirably, however, 
maintaining the rich, woody texture 
of the cello and strings, so Bluetooth 
streaming is certainly an option when 
you’re out and about.

Conclusion
It’s a shame that AKG couldn’t 
manage to stretch to including aptX 
for Bluetooth streaming as well, but I 
can’t fault the performance of the 
K371-BT when used in its primary, 
wired mode. And the hype is justifi ed 
as the far-reaching frequency 
response produces a level of sound 
that is genuinely impressive at this 
price. Certainly worth a listen ● 

LIKE: Impressive range 
and clarity; competitive 
price tag

DISLIKE: No aptX; a 
little heavy

WE SAY: Works best 
in wired mode, but 
remains excellent 
value for money

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

AKG

K371-BT £155

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

AKG K371-BT

ORIGIN

US/China

TYPE

Closed-back, over-
ear headphone 

WEIGHT

300g

FEATURES
● 50mm drivers
● Claimed 
frequency 
response: 
5Hz-40KHz
● 2x straight cables 
(1.2m/3m); 1x coiled 
cable (3m); 6.35mm 
adapter jack
● SBC, AAC 
Bluetooth streaming  

DISTRIBUTOR

Sound Technology

TELEPHONE

01462 480000

WEBSITE

soundtech.co.uk

Studio line
The AKG K371-BT claims to act as a “studio 
headphone with Bluetooth”. Cli�  Joseph 
puts it through its paces 

t’s a brave manufacturer 
that uses the words ‘studio’ 
and ‘Bluetooth’ in the 
same sentence, as the 

wireless tech remains a compromise 
between performance and convenience. 
That’s especially the case when the 
headphone in question costs a modest 
£155. But, to be fair, AKG chooses its 
words carefully, and describes the 
new K371-BT as a “studio headphone 
with Bluetooth”. This suggests it’s 
primarily designed to be used in 
wired mode, while also offering the 
convenience of Bluetooth streaming 
when you’re on the move. 

AKG takes the wired side of things 
seriously. The left earpiece is 
equipped with a mini-XLR connector, 
with a pair of straight (1.2m and 3m)
and a 3m coiled cable along with a 
6.35mm adapter and pouch. The 
Bluetooth features are a little more 
basic, supporting SBC and Apple’s 
AAC codec while aptX remains 
absent. Battery life is good, with 40 
hours’ Bluetooth use quoted. 
Switching to wireless mode activates 
touch-sensitive controls on the left 

earpiece making it easy to control 
playback or adjust volume.

The matte-black design isn’t 
particularly exciting, but the 
headphone is sturdily built and has a 
comfortable over-ear design, with 
large padded earpieces housing the 
50mm drivers.

Sound Quality
With Bluetooth provided as a bonus, 
rather than the main feature, I start 
with a wired connection to my 
Astell&Kern AK70 MKII. And, as the 
sales pitch for the K371-BT claims its 
5Hz-40kHz frequency response is, 
“unheard of at this price”, I turn to 
Max Richter’s Shadow Journal.

The ambient electronics of the 
opening section create a great sense 
of space as the looped samples seem 
to swirl and echo through the air 
around me, but it’s the piercing clarity 
of the viola that stands out. There’s a 
sharp, emotional edge to the strings 
that cuts right through the gentle 
wash of background sounds yet 
avoids sounding harsh or strained. 
The deep, electronic bass completes 

I
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t’s been an unusually 
prolifi c period for Copland. 
Normally, new products 
arrive from the small 

Danish concern at about the same 
frequency as close passes with 
comets. In a little over a year, 
however, we’ve been treated to the 
sublime CTA 408 valve amp (HFC 
450) and now, it’s been joined by the 
CSA 100 you see before you. This 
represents a considerable number of 
fi rsts for the company and delivers a 
very compelling specifi cation indeed. 

Most notably, unlike the Copland 
amplifi ers that we have featured in 
the magazine before – all valve 
designs – the CSA 100 is a hybrid 

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Copland CSA 100

ORIGIN

Denmark 

TYPE

Integrated amplifier

WEIGHT

14kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
435 x 135 x 370mm

FEATURES
● Claimed power 
output: 2x 100W 
(8ohm) 
● Inputs: 3x stereo 
RCAs; 1x XLR; MM 
phono stage
● Digital board: 1x 
optical; 1x coaxial; 
1x USB-B 

DISTRIBUTOR

Absolute Sounds

TELEPHONE

0208 9713909 

WEBSITE

copland.dk

Danish 
dynamite
Copland joins the ranks of the ‘do-it-all’ 
amplifier category with a hybrid model 
that has Ed Selley absolutely smitten

offering that cunningly combines a 
preamp that utilises a valve circuit 
with a solid-state power amp stage. 
The actual level of valve involvement 
in the preamp isn’t that high with just 
a solitary Electro-harmonix 6922 
dual-triode in the circuit. Copland has 
always viewed valves as a means to 
an end of achieving the performance 
the company wants rather than 
something that it feels obligated to 
include, and that continues to be very 
much the case here. 

The power amp is a MOSFET design 
comprised of bipolar transistors. This 
is the fi rst time that the company has 
combined these with valves in the 
same chassis as previous Copland 

hybrids have gone down the JFET 
route. The CSA 100 produces 100W 
into an 8ohm load and this fi gure 
rises to 180W into four. While none of 
the Copland valve designs I’ve tested 
have felt underpowered, this should 
ensure there is very little the CSA 100 
won’t be able to drive. 

This power is made available to a 
wide selection of inputs. There are 
three RCA line-level and a single XLR 
balanced input, which are partnered 
with a moving-magnet phono stage 
(that is descended from the lovely 
example featured in the CTA 408, 
although it is op-amp rather than 
JFET based) and a single tape out and 
variable pre out. The CSA 100 adds a 
selection of digital inputs too. Making 
use of an ESS9018 DAC that is also 
used in the Copland DAC 215 (HFC 
418), this adds an optical, coaxial 
and USB input to the roster. AptX 
HD Bluetooth is also available as an 
option. At a stroke, it means that the 
CSA 100 is much less dependent on 
source equipment to form a complete 
system than a number of rivals at the 
price (see how it compares boxout, 
opposite). The connectivity is fi nished 
off by a headphone amp fi tted with a 
6.35mm jack socket on the front. 

All this functionality is tied together 
in a usefully cohesive way. The CSA 
100 uses the same input selector 

I

COPLAND
CSA 100 £3,500REVIEWS
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system that is present on previous 
Copland amplifi ers and this can be 
selected via the front panel rotary 
control or the supplied remote 
handset. The addition of the digital 
inputs has necessitated a smaller 
separate selector, positioned to the 
left of the main source dial, but it’s far 
from onerous to use – particularly as I 
imagine most people are only likely to 
hook up a single digital input anyway. 

Your general disposition towards 
having to interact with the front panel 

will be helped by the amp itself 
coming across as beautifully fi nished. 
The CSA 100 does without the 
horizontal strakes of Copland’s larger 
products and the result is a very clean 
and attractive amplifi er that benefi ts 
from precise and wonderfully tactile 
controls. There’s no sense pretending 
that it is cheap, but I cannot see many 
people unpacking it and feeling short 
changed with how it looks or feels. 
This is further enhanced by the 
inclusion of a small but equally 
well-made rubber-edged remote 
control that will also operate 
Copland’s CD player and connections 
and other parts of the chassis all 
feeling as solid as the points of 
contact. I think it looks its best in the 
silver fi nish, but a black version is also 
available should this be a better 
match for your setup.

Sound quality
Given that Copland’s all-valve amps 
don’t exactly sound stereotypically 
‘valvey’, it should not be a huge 
surprise to fi nd that the CSA 100, 
with a solitary tube to its name, 
gives few immediate pointers to its 
presence. Connected to Focal’s Kanta 
No1 speaker (HFC 454) and taking 
a USB feed from a Roon Nucleus+ 
(HFC 439), which negates any need 
to use USB drivers, it turns in a 
presentation that manages to tread a 
very fi ne balance between controlled 
refi nement and performative energy. 

Listening to a 24/88.2 download of 
The Police’s Outlandos d’Amour shows 
this off to great effect. Even in tarted 
up form for the hi-res release, it’s 
still a fairly thin and edgy piece of 
mastering – but here it feels fuller, 
weightier and altogether richer 
than it can do on other equipment. 
Crucially, the methods by which this 
happens don’t interfere with the 

energy of the music itself. So Lonely 
still pounds along with the required 
urgency and there’s no hint of it 
sounding sluggish or soft. The 
Copland is not the most ballistic 
sounding device you can pick up for 
the money, but it never goes so far as 
to sound in anyway slow. 

Give it a more polished recording 
like Sarah Jarosz’s World On The 
Ground and the integrated really 
starts to shine. The implementation 
of the ESS DAC into the wider 
presentation is really very effective 
because of all the benefi ts it can offer; 
superb detail retrieval and excellent 
tonal accuracy to name but two 
qualities realised without the slightly 
sterile edge that can sometimes be 
part of the package. The wonderful I’ll 

Be Gone is delivered with Jarosz’s 
emotive vocals locked to the centre 
and the supporting instruments 
sounding crisp and realistic in a 
believable arrangement around her. 

The Copland also has excellent bass 
response. It thunders through the title 
track of Orbital’s Monsters Exist with 
real energy and venom. It manages to 
extract everything I would expect to 
hear from the Focal and a little more 
besides without losing the detail and 
control it exhibits over the upper 
registers. No less importantly, 
the integration with the higher 
frequencies is very good indeed as 
effects slide down into the bass in a 
wholly convincing manner.

Something that also manifests itself 
is the impressive three dimensionality 

It takes any recording 
and finds space and 
depth not present 
on other devices

COPLAND
CSA 100 £3,500

1

2

3

4

5

6

MM phono stage 
inputs and 
grounding post

3x unbalanced RCA 
analogue inputs

Balanced 
XLR inputs

2x optical 
digital inputs

Coaxial digital input

Pre/tape outputs

CONNECTIONS

32

56 4

1
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that it creates. Without ever sounding 
diffuse or vague, it manages to take 
any recording I throw at it and fi nd 
space and depth that is not always 
present when listened to on other 
devices. This part of the CSA 100’s 
performance seems to be a function 
of the preamp rather than the digital 

stage. Connecting a Chord Electronics 
Qutest (HFC 436) in lieu of the digital 
inputs still results in a performance 
that extends comfortably beyond the 
confi nes of the speaker cabinet. 

The presence of the Qutest also 
serves to confi rm that the digital 
board is up to the task of keeping 
DACs in this sort of price bracket 
honest. There are pros and cons to 
the performance of both the Qutest 

tremendous assurance. This is a 
phono stage that is more than up to 
the job of being used on a daily basis 
and not having you wish for an 
external design at any stage. 

In direct contrast, the built-in 
headphone output is merely a good 
performer rather than a truly great 
one. It has plenty of gain and 
manages to deliver the same balance 
of refi nement and energy, but some of 
the spaciousness seems to have fallen 
by the wayside. It’s more than capable 
for occasional use, though. It might 
be seen as a fi nishing touch to an 
amplifi er that barely puts a foot 
wrong otherwise. 

Conclusion
The CSA 100 is a rare beast in hi-fi  
terms in that it manages to be almost 
absurdly competent, but never feels 
dull or soulless in doing so. There’s 
nothing within the extensive 
specifi cation that feels anything other 
than exactingly thought out, but 
beyond that it rarely fails to delight 
across its many inputs and a very 
broad spectrum of music. Throw in 
the superb build and rather lovely 
appearance, and you have an 
absolutely outstanding amplifi er 
that’s likely to delight anyone who 
spends any time with it ● 

COPLAND
CSA 100 £3,500REVIEWS

LIKE: Sublime 
performance; very well 
made and attractive

DISLIKE: Headphone 
stage isn’t quite as 
good as other inputs

WE SAY: A supreme 
amp that combines an 
excellent spec with a 
delightful performance

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

and the Copland, but it would be 
fairly tricky to suggest one is 
decisively better than the other. The 
presentation of the CSA 100’s digital 
board is more attuned to the overall 
tonal balance of the amp section as 
befi ts something where two elements 
have been designed to work together. 

The phono stage is a genuine 
delight too. Equipping a Rega Planar 
10 (HFC 456) with a Nagaoka 
MP-200 moving magnet cartridge 
(HFC 434) and connecting it to the 
Copland results in a truly invigorating 
partnership. First up, the basics are 
all covered off nicely. There is no 
unwanted noise at any remotely 
acceptable domestic listening level 
and it is completely free of hum and 
interference. It then builds on these 
fundamentals with a presentation 
that takes all the virtues of the digital 
side, but – possibly as a result of the 
generally propulsive nature of the 
Planar 10 – with a bit more bite and 
drive to it. It handles the remastered 
version of Peter Gabriel’s Up with 

HOW IT 
COMPARES

The Copland is the 

same price as the 

Naim Supernait 3 

(HFC 456). Both are 

superbly built and 

have excellent MM 

phono stages. The 

Naim is the more 

dynamic of the two; 

it hits harder and 

delivers uptempo 

music with more 

drive and panache. 

The Copland is 

more spacious 

and detailed in its 

presentation. Both 

are superb, but the 

fact the CSA 100 

needs less in the 

way of supporting 

source equipment 

is very appealing.

It’s a very clean and 
attractive amp that 
benefits from precise 
and tactile controls

The high-voltage 
line stage uses a 
single 6922 valve
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Featuring our signature C-CAM technology with a new 

8” driver, Bronze 100 guarantees detailed and powerful 

listening experiences with superior build quality.

Awarded Hi-Fi News Outstanding Product August 2020

Introducing the award-winning

Bronze 100 

Available now from only RRP £325*

Learn more at monitoraudio.com/bronze
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It also demonstrates a usefully 
forgiving nature with less than perfect 
recordings. The dynamic but 
unquestionably hot pressing of Last 
Night All My Dreams Came True by 
Wild Beasts is something that the 
Songbird does a fi ne job with. The 
monumental live version of He 
The Colossos is presented with the 
bombast and fury intact, but avoiding 
the feeling of overload that can 
sometimes accompany it. This isn’t 
the most ballistic cartridge going; 
compared with the similarly priced 
Goldring Ethos (HFC 449), the 
Sumiko doesn’t have the same 
intensity but this never goes so far 
as it sounding languid or sluggish. 

If you give it something with a 
wonderfully recorded vocal turn, like 
Lisa Gerrard’s live rendition of Persian 
Love Song on Dead Can Dance’s 
Toward The Within, the Sumiko rises 
to the occasion. This is not a micro 
detail-style cartridge, something that 
is possibly a function of its relatively 
conventional stylus, but it presents a 
rich and incredibly vivid portrayal of 
the live performance that draws you 
in and compels you to keep listening 
to it. Most importantly, this is 
something that can be achieved into a 
normal 40dB moving-magnet input. 

Conclusion
Provided that you are not seriously 
short of gain to begin with, the 
Songbird should be able to do what it 
offers without having to employ the 
services of a moving-coil phono stage. 
I would council against skimping on 
the phono stage, however, as it is 
revealing enough to show up 
limitations in the chain and the less 
noise the better. What this is, though, 
is a cartridge that goes toe to toe with 
the best low-output designs at the 
price while making use of a simpler 
phono stage. Sumiko might not 
have rushed to introduce its new 
cartridges, but the results have 
certainly been well worth the wait ●

LIKE: Refined, tonally 
real ; cohesive sound; 
works into MM input 

DISLIKE: Perhaps not 
the last word in detail 
and attack 

WE SAY: A beguiling 
and talented cartridge 
that delivers moving-
coil qualities into a 
moving-magnet input

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

SUMIKO

SONGBIRD £900

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Sumiko Songbird

ORIGIN

USA/Japan

TYPE

Moving-coil/
high-output 
cartridge 

WEIGHT

8.5g

FEATURES
● Elliptical stylus 
● Aluminium 
alloy cantilever 
● Aluminium top 
plate with exposed 
generator 

DISTRIBUTOR

Henley Audio Ltd. 

TELEPHONE

01235 511166

WEBSITE

henleyaudio.co.uk

Dawn chorus
Sumiko’s latest moving coil combines 
elements of the familiar with some new 
thinking. Ed Selley is impressed

ew Sumiko cartridges 
don’t happen terribly often 
so the company deciding 
to release both a new 

range of MM and MC designs at the 
same time is very literally a once in a 
decade event. The Songbird is the 
more affordable of two new designs 
and sits between the long-running 
Blue Point Evo III (HFC 461) and 
Blackbird, which continue as before.

The Songbird shares a common 
design with the more expensive 
Starling in the form of an open, 
‘skeletal’-type cartridge with a thick 
upper section of CNC machined 
aluminium that serves as the 
mounting for both the generator and 
stylus below, and the fi xing point for 
the tonearm above via threaded 
inserts. The generator coils and 
wiring are copper and the cantilever 
is made from aluminium. 

Sumiko has deliberately chosen a 
longer cantilever as it helps with 
tracking towards the inside of a 
record. Due to the relatively shallow 
angle it works at, its overall height is 
much the same as the competition. 
This terminates in a nude elliptical 
stylus, which might be seen to be a 
little less sophisticated than some 
options available for similar money, 
but seems to work well enough.

The Songbird is available in both 
conventional low-output form with an 
output of 0.5mV or as a high-output 
model (as tested here) with a 2.5mV 
output that can be used directly into a 
conventional moving-magnet input. 

The skeletal design means the 
Songbird is naturally going to be 
more stressful to fi t than rivals that 
have a full body. Sumiko has been 
clever enough to add a plastic guard 
to cover the whole assembly, though, 
so fi tting it isn’t as bad as it could be. 
The overall levels of build and fi nish 
are entirely competitive with others 
at the price and nothing about the 
weight or dimensions should prove 
a challenge for most tonearms.

 
Sound quality 
The Songbird gets its name from its 
claimed ability to excel with vocals 
and emphasise the mids of music 
like rock where it can be recessed. 
Connected to a Rega Planar 10 (HFC 
456) and Cyrus Phono Signature 
(HFC 408), no aspect of Calexico’s 
Algiers feels overblown or unnaturally 
emphasised. Sinner In The Sea has a 
wonderful level of space and order to 
it and the Songbird does a fi ne job of 
delivering it in a manner that engages 
without diluting the perceived realism 
of the recording as a whole.

N
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CAMPFIRE AUDIO/SHANLING 
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  suspect that for a few people 
who have turned the page to 
be confronted by a portable 
audio system, the idea of 

featuring equipment designed for use 
on the move after a sustained period 
of being invited to sit around going 
nowhere might seem a little perverse. 
Surely, this would have been the point 
where a veritable monolith, a no-holds-
barred tribute to the high-end might 
make more sense? My response is to 
invite you to hear me out on this one.

For many of us, the reality of our 
enforced period of sitting around at 
home hasn’t completely matched 
expectations, particularly if your setup is 
in your living room and you share your 

space with others. Sure, you have had 
more time to listen to your system, but 
if the other occupants want to watch 
Pointless there’s not a lot you can do 
about it. The idea of equipment that 
you can use in a variety of locations 
suddenly looks more appealing even 
if we aren’t leaving the house. 

Spend a little time with the Campfi re 
Audio Andromeda 2020 and that appeal 
only increases. The basic design is 
superfi cially similar to the more 
affordable Io we looked at in HFC 462, 
but internally the two models are very 
different. The Andromeda makes use of 
fi ve balanced armatures per enclosure; a 
pair each for the bass and treble and a 
single one for the midrange. These are 

I 

A kind of magic
Two wizards of portable audio combine to create a setup that 
Ed Selley feels has just as much worth for those stuck at home

BEAUTIFUL SYSTEM
CAMPFIRE AUDIO/SHANLING 

The M6 is a fully balanced dual-DAC portable audio 

player that offers a selection of balanced and 

unbalanced headphone connections and can also 

be used as a USB DAC. The internal memory of 32GB 

can be augmented with a micro SD card of up to 2TB.  

SHANLING M6 £500

COMPONENTS

The latest version of the Andromeda takes the 

five-driver layout of the proceeding models and 

refines the concept, adding a solid body acoustic 

chamber system that better controls resonances. 

Each housing is made from sections of machined 

aluminium with a stainless steel spout for the 

supplied domes to affix to.

CAMPFIRE AUDIO 
ANDROMEDA 2020 £1,100
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placed in the company’s trademark 
TAEC (Tuned Acoustic Expansion 
Chamber) system that is key to its 
design philosophy. 

The Andromeda strain
The Andromeda is exceptionally easy 
to drive, but this should not be 
confused with the idea that it doesn’t 
benefi t from a decent source – and 
the Shanling M6 fulfi ls the role 
admirably. The fl agship of its portable 
player lineup, it has the sort of spec 
that has me scratching around for 
a less clichéd way of saying I don’t 
know how it’s done it for the money. 
The player uses a pair of AKM 
AK4495SEQ DACs, each with its own 
crystal oscillator. These are controlled 
via custom code embedded on a FPGA. 
The output stage is bespoke and is 
able to couple the twin DAC output 
even when used via a single-ended 
connection. It’s the only device I’ve ever 
seen with 2.5, 3.5 and 4.4mm outputs.

Amazingly, the software is as good 
as the hardware. Thanks to a clean 
Android installation, using the M6 is 
something you fi nd innately familiar 
rather than a step into the unknown. 

It can handle micro SD cards up to 
2TB, but will also read a music library 
over network or you can install the 
streaming service app of your choice. 

When the two are combined, while 
I have no doubt that there are more 
visually spectacular ways of spending 
£1,600, there are few that will be 
better built. Both companies 
understand that unnecessary 

fl ourishes might look good, but 
anything that impedes your ability 
to use the product will grate after a 
very short time. This is why the M6 
is not only exceptionally solid and 
immaculately fi nished, but sensibly 
palm sized and with a selection of 
hard button controls for major 
functions. It’s also why the Andromeda 
is the same shape and size as the 
Io; because it is comfortable and 
something you can happily wear for 

hours at a time. Function very 
defi nitely dictates form in this case.

More than simply working as an 
alternative, though, this system offers 
scope to deliver a performance that 
has you sticking with it long after you 
can technically return to using your 
main system. The Campfi re Audio 
is a perfect embodiment of the 
advantages that an in-ear monitor 
enjoys over a full-size speaker. Forget 
fi nding a £1,100 cabinet that gets 
close to it, for frequency response and 
cohesion, you could have a budget 
ten times the size and not get near. 

New order
What this translates to is music that 
can seem congested, even chaotic, 
with conventional systems – like 
John Hopkins’ Open Eye Signal 
– suddenly takes on an order that 
snaps everything into focus. Campfi re 
Audio makes no bold claims as to the 
frequency response of the Andromeda, 
but fi tted snugly into your ear canal 
it delivers across the threshold of 
your hearing with a perfect, ruler-fl at 
response. The effect is astonishingly 
vivid and within a short space of time, 

A perfect embodiment 
of the advantages of 
an in-ear monitor over 
a full-size speaker

BEAUTIFUL SYSTEM
CAMPFIRE AUDIO/SHANLING 

Above left: The 
build quality of 
the Shanling is 
truly outstanding 
for the price 

Above right: 
Newly updated 
for 2020, the 
Andromeda is a 
superb performer
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Available in:

In 1991, Pro-Ject Audio Systems started a revolution in 

the Hi-Fi world with the introduction of the Pro-Ject 1 

turntable. A new high-end, low budget turntable at 

a time when CD was king. Against all odds, we were 

creating interest in analogue audio at a time when 

others were turning their backs.

Flash-forward to the present day, with the introduction 

of our all-new X1 which re-imagines the classic 

turntable design and elevates the sound performance 

to new heights. You will find no plastic here, only high-

end, durable materials that boast an audiophile sonic 

performance at a fantastic price. 

The X1 is available in three finishes to suit any home 

décor; a premium walnut wood veneer or luxurious 

black or white eight-layer gloss paint.

X1
TURNTABLE

Electronically regulated 

precision drive motor with 

sub-platter system.

High quality resonance- free 

acrylic platter

Includes pre- installed 

Ortofon 2M Silver

33/45/78 RPM

speed compatible

I El t i ll l t d

High quality resonance free

ncludes pre installedl d i t ll d

333/45/78 RPM33/45/78 RPM

GREAT SOUND, EFFORTLESSLY
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atlascables.com
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Atlas cables are designed with clear, consistent 

objectives in mind, making it possible for us to have 

ideas and technologies created for our ‘high-end’ 

products quickly trickle down through the range – 

the new Element Mezzo XLR and Equator XLR cables 

are the latest examples in our evolution.

In recent years there’s been something of a 

resurgence in the popularity of XLR connections, 

with brands such as Auralic, Chord Electronics and 

Hegel featuring XLR on their latest products.

It’s created an opportunity for interesting original 

thinking, with some devices having sufficient output 

to drive ‘awkward load’ planar headphones or even 

loudspeakers – and yes, we have XLR cables and 

adapters to suit those applications and more.

Atlas cables are hand-made, by one person, in 

Scotland – so to complement our standard XLR 

configurations, creating custom variants for your 

needs is usually pretty straightforward. Selecting 

which of our cables to buy could be the only tricky bit.

Contact your dealer or Atlas direct for more info & advice.



it’s as if there’s no perceivable 
transmission system for the music 
arriving in your head exactly as the 
artist intended. 

Quality control
As the source for the Andromeda, the 
M6’s role in achieving this is less 
overt, but the more time you spend 
with the Shanling the more it 
impresses. There is a balance to 
the way it combines enough tonal 
sweetness to take the edge off 
a poorer recording without 
compromising the perceived accuracy 
of great ones. No less useful is that 
the power of the Shanling’s output 
stage combined with the sensitivity 
of the Campfi re Audio results in an 
effortlessness that usually requires an 
amplifi er the size of fridge or speaker 
the size of a bungalow – or indeed the 
combination of both – to achieve. 

This astonishing process of 
decongestion means that music you 
think you know can take on entirely 
new qualities. Excess, the opening 
track of Tricky’s Blowback is a giant, 
brooding monster played on just 
about anything, but here it’s akin to 

riding a giant tidal wave of sound 
which never overwhelms you. Instead 
you remain on the crest, propelled 
by the sheer power of the delivery. 
Change tack completely and switch 
to the joyously simple Big Cars 
by Heather Myles; an entirely 
straightforward Country & Western 
ode to oversized Detroit steel, and the 

fury and bombast melts away. What 
remains is the complete lack of 
constraint to the delivery. For sheer, 
unencumbered musicality, very little 
even gets close. 

And, of course, once it’s possible to 
routinely venture out to other places, 
don’t forget that this duo has all the 
qualities needed to be every bit as 
exceptional on the move too. Thanks 
to the level of seal the Campfi re is able 
to provide and the Shanling’s power 
in reserve, there are few locations 

that this system cannot deliver the 
same astonishingly vivid performance 
that it can at home. It’s small enough 
to keep about your person and the 
decision to equip the M6 with a 
USB-C connection means it’s highly 
likely it will charge and connect via 
cables you have to hand anyway. 

Extra terrestrial
What makes this system very special 
is that it can do things that are usually 
the preserve of the high end at a price 
that borders on terrestrial. In terms 
of the space, scale and defi nition it 
offers, returning to conventional 
loudspeakers can feel like a bit of a 
let down. This is not simply an aid to 
commuting or even a source of solace 
when you’re denied access to your 
main system – although it excels at 
both. What it also offers is a glimpse 
of a level of performance that 
transcends pretty much anything 
at a remotely similar price and does 
so while asking very little of itself. 
This is the rare moment where 
convenience dovetails perfectly 
with performance and the results 
are quite simply magnifi cent  
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There might be more 
spectacular ways to 
spend £1,600, but 
few will be better built

BEAUTIFUL SYSTEM
CAMPFIRE AUDIO/SHANLING 

CONTACT
DETAILS

WEBSITES

campfireaudio.com
en.shanling.com
ksdistribution.co.uk
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Weird 
science
David Price tells the story of one 
of Sony’s most oddball products, 
the SA-S1 electrostatic hybrid 
active loudspeaker

ony’s SA-S1 is surely one 
of the Japanese giant’s 
best kept secrets. The only 
thing that precludes it 

from greatness is perhaps its size – or 
lack thereof. Had the company done 
an upscaled version, then perhaps 
nineties hi-fi  magazines might have 
caught on to its really clever design 
and lauded it. Instead, bizarrely, it 
was made in a small form factor and 
tacked onto a good if unexceptional 
midi system – 25 years ago.

Released in the UK in 1995, Sony’s 
La Scala 1 system cost around £1,500 
at the time. It comprised the CDP-S1 
CD player, optional MD-S1 MiniDisc 
recorder, TC-S1 cassette deck, ST-S1 
tuner and TAE-S1 preamp. 
Completing the package was the 
SA-S1 active speaker, which was the 
undoubted star of the show. Word is 
that three quarters of the total system 
cost went into it.

Upon fi rst inspection, the look of the 
SA-S1 throws you a curved ball. Any 
audiophile worth their interconnects 
will instantly recognise what is sitting 
on an otherwise fairly anonymous 

A brief history of Sony and its electrostatic speakers

Tokyo Tsushin Kogyo is formed 
while Syd Barrett, Malcolm 
McLaren, Al Green, Robert 
Fripp and Dolly Parton are born

1946
TTK changes its name to Sony 
Corporation as both Marvin 
Gaye and Phil Spector start out 
on their recording careers

1958
Sony launches its electrostatic 
SS-7000 as Columbia’s director 
of talent has a heart attack after 
discovering Bruce Springsteeen

1973
The SA-S1 is introduced while 
Michael Jackson releases 
History, which goes on to be the 
best-selling multiple-album ever

1995

S
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looking boxy speaker cabinet – 
namely the electrostatic tweeter. This 
is a big deal for any hi-fi  speaker 
of any type and price – let alone 
something sold as part of a stack 
system. The 25 x 100mm treble unit 
is a proper electrostatic design, 
pushing out up to 8W RMS of power. 
The design of an electrostatic is such 
that the diaphragm that radiates the 
sound is far lighter than that used in a 
conventional dome tweeter, meaning 
lower distortion, faster transients and 
far superior dispersion.

But the SA-S1 didn’t stop there, 
because it had a 170mm bass unit 
that employed a variant of the highly 
respected but little-used Motional 
Feedback system (MFB). The amp 
section powering this pumped out a 
claimed 50W RMS, and was linked to 
a sophisticated system that monitored 
the cone behaviour and compensated 
for it in real time, electronically. 

Sony’s feedback arrangement works 
by using a second voice coil wound 
onto the bass driver in order to 
deliver bass correction to make up for 
the mechanical loss of the cone. This 
is then controlled by an analogue 
equalisation network that in the 
SA-S1 is done in a plug-in module 
inside the loudspeaker cabinet. 

An STK-type hybrid chip is used for 
the power amplifi er, working in Class 
AB2, with the bias current preset in 
the factory. This speaker uses a stereo 
version of the power chip to dedicate 
one channel for the woofer and the 
other for the tweeter. 

 
Room to breathe
To get the best from the SA-S1, you’ll 
need a good preamplifi er and decent 
speaker stands. I fi nd this active 
speaker works best a good 
way into the room. Moved 
60cm or more away from 
the wall, it seems to 
breathe better and even 
the electrostatic treble unit 
is more effective.

Properly placed, you get 
a sound that’s smooth yet 
punchy, sophisticated but 
gutsy and delicate but 
expansive. There are two 
standout aspects – namely 
its beautifully etched and 
open treble and a bass 
response that’s far more 
seismic than you’d expect. 
Overall, the Sony SA-S1 
has a relentless energy 
that pushes music out at 
you without sounding 
harsh, as a reminder how 

EX-STATIC

The SA-S1 isn’t as easily available as, say, a 
pair of Mission 780s from that period – but 
there are more around than you might 
imagine, if you keep looking. All the usual 
caveats apply here; when buying old 
loudspeakers you need to make sure the 
drive units are working as nature intended, 
and don’t have perished rubber roll 
surrounds and so on. Then there’s the 
electronics inside that need to be up to 
scratch too; the relays tend to tarnish, 
causing distortion and/or dropouts. As 
such, you need to get a demo of any 
prospective pair you might be buying. 
Priced between £200 and £300, they’re an 
audiophile bargain if you get a good pair.

lifeless and limp conventional 
standmounts can sound. The effect 
is a barrel-chested performance 
that keeps the music thumping, 
and yet it’s no barbarian. 

Take some classic techno-pop from 
Japanese electro pioneers YMO. Ballet 
shows this speaker’s trademark 
combination of sophistication 
perfectly with the SA-S1 punching out 
the chunky sequenced bassline with 
great power and dynamics. The force 
of the bass totally belies the size of 
the cabinet and mid/bass driver as it 
shifts seriously large quantities of air 
from its relatively small enclosure in a 
most insouciant and carefree way. 

And it isn’t just a big blob of bass; 
that synth line is tight and taut, and 
modulates up and down in a tuneful 
way. At the same time, it doesn’t 

swamp out the rest of the recording, 
so I hear the lead vocal very clearly 
along with the haunting backing. 
Then there’s the electronic hi-hat, 
which is beautifully delicate and fast 
– with no sense of harshness, smear 
or splash. The overall effect is an odd 
one, in the sense that you normally 
encounter big and punchy sounding 
speakers, or smooth and svelte ones, 
but rarely both.

Female vocals from Kate Bush on 
Cloudbusting are open and expressive, 
and I am particularly aware of the 
dynamic presentation. It sounds 
animated, forceful and expressive, yet 

that heavy electronic percussion 
doesn’t take over the track. Instead 
there’s a fi ne sense of rhythm and 
plenty of space around her mesmeric 
vocals. Again, it really singles out the 
bass and snare drum for special 
treatment; relishing the challenge of 
conveying impactful drum strikes, yet 
there’s no sense of this speaker being 
a crude bruiser that’s only good 
enough to pump out monotonous 
thrash metal. It may have a large fi st, 
but it’s kept under cover by the 
slinkiest of velvet gloves. 

Having it large
Spatially the SA-S1 is an impressive 
performer. It’s way better than your 
average box loudspeaker, although it 
doesn’t quite do the full Quad ESL-57 
‘disappear in front of your very ears’ 
trick. This is partly due to a little boxy 
colouration coming from the main 
enclosure, which is decent enough 
but still built down to a price. Feed it 
some expansive-sounding sixties rock 
music like The Byrds’ Eight Miles 
High, and when you touch down 
you’ll fi nd the world is larger 
sounding than most conventional 
speakers its size. There’s real subtlety 
here; instruments are precisely 
located and there’s even a passable 
attempt at a three-dimensional 
soundstage with the recorded 
acoustic hanging back a bit – rather 
than being thrust into your face, as 
per so many rivals of that era.

Without a doubt, this is one of the 
weirdest Retro features I’ve written 
for this august journal; the Sony 
SA-S1 is a long way off the beaten 
track in a number of ways. Yet it’s 
technically a fascinating thing, and 
pretty much sounds like it looks. 
Probably one of the most adventurous 
active speakers of the nineties, how 
odd that it ended up being sold as an 
addendum to a mid-price midi system 
that was neat looking and decently 
made, but nothing fancy ●

A technically highly 
fascinating thing, the 
SA-S1 pretty much 
sounds like it looks

Sony’s SS-R10 
flagship 
electrostatic 
launched in 
1996 and 
remains its 
rarest speaker
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 In the red
I’ve seen occasional mention in 
your reviews of Red Book CD 
and am left somewhat confused. 
While I have heard of SACD, I 
was unaware that there was any 
other kind of CD aside from the 
bulk standard ones that I pick 
up at my local record shop. Am I 
missing something or are there 
different types of disc available? 

Cameron Davies, Cleethorpes

DP: Hi Cameron, Red Book compact 
disc is quite simply ‘proper CD’, the 
exact and precise format its inventors 
(Sony and Philips) specifi ed it as, back 
on its launch. So when people talk 
about Red Book CD, that’s what they 
mean – what the general public would 

simply call CD. The 
Red Book specifi ed 
CDs’ physical and 
optical parameters, 
it’s digital coding 
system (PCM), it’s 
bit depth (16-bit), 
sampling frequency 
(44.1kHz) and its 
error correction 
system (so-called 
cross-interleaved 
Reed-Solomon 
coding or CIRC), 
plus the subcode 
provision for its 
table of contents. 
All CDs use this, but 
interestingly later 
discs elongated the playing time a 
little – and CD-ROMs and CD-Rs use 
this extra data capacity to give a tiny 
bit more storage. This is why some 
Audio CD-Rs won’t play on some 
early CD players.

JK: As DP says, Red Book refers to the 
format that launched the digital audio 
revolution in 1982. So yes these are 
the ones you can fi nd in a record shop, 
if you have such a thing any more!

CW: There were forays into 24-bit CDs 
as well as HDCD (High Defi nition CD), 
but these are a tiny minority of a past 
market. As the others have already 
explained, the CDs you’ll fi nd in your 
local record shop or charity shops will 
be Red Book.

NR: SACD is a form of a DVD data disc 
that can hold a lot more information 
and therefore offer better quality than 
CD. It is available in three formats – 

What’s your favourite type of 
music to listen to?

• Blues

• Classical

• Electronica

• Jazz

• Pop

• Rock
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ED SELLEY

EXPERTISE: REVIEWER

Active in the industry since 
1999, Ed’s first record was 
Boss Drum by The Shamen. 
He splits his time between 
reviewing and protecting 
hi-fi kit from his son Will.

NEVILLE ROBERTS
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for classical baroque and jazz. 
His wife was forced to marry 
his transmission line speakers 
in the eighties and he collects 
BBC test card music.

JASON KENNEDY

EXPERTISE: REVIEWER 

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

DAVID PRICE

EXPERTISE: REVIEWER 

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

CHRIS WARD 

EXPERTISE: REVIEWER 

Like his first kiss, Chris will 
never forget the sound of his 
first amp – an Aura Evolution 
VA-100. War Of The Worlds 
and Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours 
were his first records.
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single layer, dual layer and hybrid. 
Single layer can hold 110 minutes of 
up to six channels of music, while dual 
layer has two DSD layers totalling 
8.5GB and so can store nearly twice as 
much music. Single and dual layer 
SACDs cannot be played in a 
conventional CD player, so hybrid 
SACD was produced. This has two 
layers, one is a standard SACD that 
can hold 110 minutes of music and the 
other is a CD layer that can hold 
Red-Book standard music. Finally, Pure 
Audio Blu-ray makes use of the Blu-ray 
format and its huge storage capacity 
enables a disc to hold audio in 
24-bit/192kHz resolution.

 In a spin
I wonder if you can help me. I 
have quite a basic vinyl-based 
system consisting of Creek 
Evolution 50A amplifi er, Rega 
RX1 standmounts and a Pro-Ject 
Primary Phono USB turntable. 

Red Book CD 
refers to the 
regular discs 
you’ll find in 
your local 
music store
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I’m pretty happy with the sound 
I have, but am thinking about 
investing in a better turntable. 
Can you make some suggestions 
of suitable options? Also what 
other things do you think I 
could do to my system (or add) 
to improve it?

Paul Hammock, Gravesend

DP: Your current turntable is pretty 
basic, Paul, so dramatic improvements 
could come by upgrading it to a 
mid-price design. The great thing 
about vinyl is that the gap between a 
deck costing a few hundred pounds 
and – say – £1,000, is immense. It 
brings a vast, ocean-going 
improvement. My recommendation 
would be a Rega Planar 6 (HFC 453, 
£1,050), with an Audio-Technica 

AT-VM95E (HFC 444, £43) moving-
magnet cartridge. This will let you 
upgrade the cartridge just by changing 
the stylus to a high-end 95ML 
Microline stylus at a later date.

The rest of your system is easily good 
enough to benefi t from a strong vinyl 
front end, so I wouldn’t change 
anything else until you can afford 
another step change upgrade to your 
speakers; Neat’s Ministra (see p29) 
would be my choice here.
 
JK: You have the makings of a highly 
entertaining system. I agree that a 
turntable upgrade is the way to go and 
would urge you to select the Rega 
Planar 3 (HFC 411, £625) if the budget 
can cope. This will give you a 
signifi cant upgrade on your current 
turntable and will benefi t from 
improvements made elsewhere in the 
system. The next logical move would 
be to upgrade the speakers to Rega’s 
RX3 fl oorstander, this will give you 

better bass extension, but retain the 
fabulous musicality that you are 
currently enjoying with your RX1.

ES: I’m with Jason here, cliché though 
it might be truly great vinyl replay 
starts with the Rega Planar 3. One of 
these would be a fi ne place to start 
and, depending on your budget, can 
be had with more ornate PSUs and 
support a selection of cartridges.

CW: I think your greatest gains in 
performance will be yielded from a 
turntable upgrade. Try to audition a 
Rega Planar 2 or 3 and ensure the 
dealer knows your amplifi cation to 
ensure the ideal cartridge match.

NR: I’m assuming that you don’t have 
a phono module for your Creek 
Evolution 50A amplifi er (HFC 370), so 
you’ll need a turntable with a built-in 
phono stage. A good upgrade to 
consider and staying with Pro-Ject 
would be the Debut Carbon 
RecordMaster Hi-Res, which is a 
belt-drive turntable with a good-
quality phono stage. It also offers 
digital outputs for recording, should 
you wish to do so. It is fi tted with the 
great Ortofon 2M Red cartridge, which 
can be upgraded by simply changing 
the stylus to a 2M Blue (HFC 375).

 

 Chord change
I have had a Chord 
2Qute for a number 

of years and I love it. 
Lockdown gave me some 

much-needed time to try to 
experiment with my setup and 
explore some new ideas. I’ve 
always thought the original 
wall-wart power supply 
provided with the 2Qute was a 
strange choice. I knew changing 
to an alternative power supply 
voids any guarantees, but it was 
starting to bug me.

So, checking out an alternative 
took me to MCRU and a linear 
power supply made by Longdog 
Audio for £235 – a bargain. The 

LETTERS

Rocket, 

Man …

Even if Elton John isn’t 

your thing, the new 

AudioQuest Rocket 11, like 

all AudioQuest products is 

designed to let your music 

take centre stage, our 

attention to detail means 

that your favourite music is 

simply given the chance to 

shine.

I’m thinking about 
investing in a better 
turntable, what 
should I consider?

Our experts agree that 
Rega’s Planar 3 is ideal 
for Paul’s setup
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supply not only looks better, but 
the audio improvements are 
substantial. Soundstage and 
bass are now really tight. 

I just can’t believe Chord opted 
on an inferior, cheaper option. 
Sorry Chord, but your products 
deserve better!

Ash Trafford, Winchester

DP: I have also used MCRU power 
supplies with Chord products, Ash, and 
enjoyed a big sonic improvement. 
Trouble is, as you say, it voids the 
warranty – and quite rightly as Chord 
cannot be held liable for defective 
third-party power supplies, should 
people attach such things. Obviously 
the company can’t test every single 
aftermarket type, and there are poor 
ones out there. For this reason, it has 
to issue this ‘cover all’ edict that you 
can’t use any other PSU than its own. 
Ultimately then, it falls back to the 
owner, after the warranty period has 
expired, to make an informed decision 
– if possible by subjective listening, and 
company reputation as far as reliability 
is concerned. Rather like not using the 
prescribed brand of tyres or oil for your 
three year-old car, you pays your 
money and takes your choice. 

ES: Chord’s position on this one is 
pretty straightforward. If it can’t 
measure any appreciable positive 
difference it doesn’t go with it. If you 
can hear a difference (and given that 
the 2Qute is out of warranty anyway), 
there’s no real harm in trying the 
aftermarket options. 

CW: Sounds like this experiment has 
proved hugely benefi cial for you. Many 
people swear by after-market add-on 
power supplies, and historically many 
manufacturers like Naim and Cyrus 
used to imply they were also 
mandatory upgrades to get the most 
from their equipment. In Chord’s 
defence, while some manufacturers 

fi nd they need to scrimp and save on 
every component to hit a target price 
point, I’ve not known Chord to cut 
corners. However, I also don’t believe 
Longdog would make a product if it 
didn’t feel there was a compelling 

argument to improve sound quality. As 
ever, if you hear signifi cant sonic 
improvements, it’s a bargain.

NR: It’s common practice to pack 
wall-wart power supplies with audio 
equipment these days – it’s not just 
Chord. Supplying a high-quality power 
supply will add a signifi cant cost to the 
product and therefore most suppliers 
stick with a wall-wart to remain 
competitive. I’ve built a number 
of linear power supplies over the 
years and, as you say, the sonic 
improvements are not insignifi cant.

 Stream genie
My setup includes KEF LS50 
loudspeakers on Spendor 
stands, but I’m interested in 
making the move to a wireless 
streamer with built-in 
amplifi cation. I’ve got about 
£2,500 to spend and can stretch 
the budget if it’s worth it. What 
would your experts suggest?

Alex Todd, by email

JK: This is a popular product choice 
today with some very interesting 
options available Alex. The strongest 
ones are the Naim Uniti Atom, Hegel 
H120 (HFC 460) and Lyngdorf 
TDAI-1120. Each is more than capable 
of driving your KEF speakers, but they 
all have slightly different characters. I 
recommend you take your speakers to 

LETTERS

I have a budget of 
£2,500 and want a 
wireless streamer 
for my KEF LS50s

Ash added an MCRU 
power supply to the 
2Qute with great results
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dealers that have these amps and have 
a listen. The fi rst two have similar 
features, while the Lyngdorf has the 
advantage of a room correction system 
that seems to work remarkably well 
– something that could give it the 
advantage depending on the room 
you have it in.

ES: That would be another NAD M10 
(HFC 451, £2,500) sale then! Seriously, 
there’s nothing I’ve yet tested at that 
price point that betters it. You’d need to 
be looking at the Naim Uniti Star (HFC 
433, £3,500) for something decisively 
better, and that will set you back quite 
a bit more money. 

CW: Personally I’d focus on the ideal 
amplifi cation for the LS50 and think 
about the streamer as a separate 
challenge. I predict streaming will 
change and change again in a short 
period of time, so invest in the heart 
of your system to ensure any future 
source sounds it’s best in your room. 
You don’t describe the size of your 
room so it’s hard to recommend a 
specifi c amplifi er, but I’m a fan of 
working the KEF with some high-
current muscle to get it on song.

 Bass-ic instinct
I own an old pair of Technics 
SL-1200s from my DJ days along 
with a pretty cheap Denon 
amplifi er and even cheaper 
Sony speakers from an ancient 
all-in-one type system from the 
nineties. I’ve decided that it’s 
fi nally time to splash the cash 
and get myself a better amp and 
speakers before they fi nally give 
up the ghost. However, having 
read a lot of your reviews, I’m 
not really sure where to go next. 
I am huge hip-hop fan and so 
what I listen to is pretty bass 
heavy and very few of your 

reviews seem to mention test 
tracks that fi t in with what I like 
to listen to, does this matter? 

My music collection is all old 
vinyl and I love the decks and 
see no reason to ditch them, so I 
guess I need to think about a 
suitable amp and speakers. The 
room where I do my listening 
is 3m x 6m with a solid fl oor and 
one side is predominantly made 
up of double glazed windows. I 
have no interested in streaming 

and CDs are the devil’s work as 
far as I’m concerned. I reckon I 
can stretch my budget to about 
£3,000 at a push.

Jay Diamond, via email

DP: If you like big, hard, bass-driven 
hip-hop Jay, look no further than JBL’s 
£2,500 4312G loudspeaker (see p27). 
This massive, high-effi ciency design has 
big 305mm bass drivers, in a mirror-
imaged three-way confi guration plus 
level controls. Nothing is better for this 
sort of music at the price. 

To this you should add a punchy 
Audiolab 6000A integrated amplifi er 
(HFC 446, £600), which offers 50W per 
channel (which will sound much louder 
via the super-sensitive JBL speakers), 
plus a moving magnet cartridge input 
for your Technics decks. It also sports a 
decent DAC and Bluetooth, should you 
ever get the urge to go over to the dark 
side and invest in digital. I guarantee 
that you’ll love the sound, although you 
might have to consider replastering 
your walls and/or spending a short 
time away at Her Majesty’s pleasure 

LETTERS

I like lots of bass and 
need suggestions 
for a new amplifier 
and loudspeakers

Ed reckons NAD’s 
M10 fits the bill 
perfectly for Alex
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JK: Sounds to me like you need some 
speakers that can move a lot of air, and 
with that budget it should be possible 
to do this with fi nesse as well. Given 
that you are presumably using a mixer 
with your turntables, you could go for 
an active speaker such as the DALI 
Callisto 6C. This has 250W per channel 
and a pair of decent-sized bass drivers 
to give you the welly you like, while 
the top end enjoys the refi nement of 
having a ribbon tweeter.

ES: I’d be tempted to combine a pair 
of JBL L82 Classics with something like 
the Musical Fidelity M2si (HFC 446), 
which is going for a song at the 
moment. The result might not be the 
highest of hi-fi  but I guarantee it will 
be enormous fun to listen to.

CW: Forget the old amp and speakers 
and start again. You should also 
assume that if you were a busy DJ your 

cartridges will be past their best. 
Indeed, the Technics may benefi t 
from a service or once over by a 
knowledgeable engineer. 
I have a sneaking suspicion that the 

speakers will need to impress you, 
especially if you’re a bass-loving 
hip-hop fan. You don’t mention where 
you live, but I’d call Steve at HiFi 
Hangar near Guildford – he used to 
be a DJ, so knows his Technics and 
loves some serious bass. 

 Keep it down
My current system is a Leema 
Acoustics Antila CD player 
Tucana amplifi er and Tucana II 
Anniversary. Cables are Nordost 
Red Dawn interconnects and for 
power, speakers are Marten 
Duke 2 with Nordost Purple 
Flare cables and an IsoTek 
mains block. My listening room 
is 9 feet wide and 10 feet long 

and my taste in music can range 
from anything from country 
to heavy metal and Northern 
soul. I’m wandering if you can 
provide any advice on tweaks I 
could make to the sound? 

I’m not really into the idea of 
overpowering bass, but like to 
hear it. I can’t play my music at 
particularly high volume due to 
my neighbours. Any advice 
would be much appreciated. 

Gary Mclachlan, 
Newcastle Upon Tyne

JK: If you’d like to hear more bass 
Gary, I would recommend a cable 
upgrade to Townshend Isolda, this 
speaker cable is better at delivering 
controlled low frequencies than most 
and will let you feel the bass. It would 
also be worth isolating the speakers 
from the fl oor so that the bass doesn’t 
travel through the building so easily. 
Again Townshend would be my fi rst 
choice as it makes Seismic Podiums 
(HFC 426) that stop energy fl owing 
from the speakers into the fl oor. 

ES: Give the iFi PowerStation (see 
previous issue) a go – it’s been 
benefi cial on everything I’ve tried it on 
so far and it has the added bonus of 
biblical surge protection too.

CW: The system looks great on paper, 
but there could be enhancements to be 
had from small movements in speaker 
positioning. I’m assuming you’ve got 
your standmounts on stands, rather 
than a shelf? I’d experiment with small 
movements of the stands to and away 
from nearby walls, and also away from 
perfect symmetry. I’d also tweak the 
connection between stands and the 
fl oor, especially if you have wooden 
fl oorboards. Try adding or removing 
spikes or placing coins or ceramic tiles 
under them to reduce energy being 
transmitted. Equally, if this is fruitful, 
see if you can audition some 
Townshend isolation products. 

LETTERS

I can’t play my music 
loud because of my 
neighbours, but 
need more bass

iFi’s PowerStation 
could be just what 

Gary’s setup needs
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performance”
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tonearm is phenomenal and makes me realize 
what a bargain it truly is at its asking price”
— 6 MOONS

“Design of the decade”
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Black to basics
Steve Sutherland hopes that the current support shown by the music industry for 
the Black Lives Matter movement will go beyond being simply a gesture

Stormzy has 
pledged £10 
million of his own 
money over the 
next 10 years to 
help fight racial 
equality 
in the UK

who has previously represented numerous hip-hop artists. 

In a recent open letter to the industry, he wrote: “Every 

year Black music generates hundreds of millions, if not 

billions, of dollars. Black Music has been responsible for 

and the driving force of increasing the value of these 

companies in the fi nancial markets… yet none of the 

companies have a meaningful number of employees of 

colour, let alone in the executive suite.”

Time for change
He then went on to list 12 things the companies should do 

right now to make a change. These include creating new 

autonomous companies headed and staffed by minorities, 

equal pay for employees of all races, funding black college 

programs for students who want to enter the industry, and 

the “zeroing out” of past un-recouped royalties so 

struggling artists can continue their careers.

Consciences duly pricked, stuff began to happen. BMG 

CEO Hartwig Masuch said the label would begin a review 

of historic record contracts, vowing to address, “inequities 

or anomalies”. Then, on 10 June, the Grammys 

organisation announced that it would rebrand the Best 

Urban Contemporary Album as Best Progressive R&B 

Album. A group of music executives also signed an open 

letter imploring the industry at large to drop the word 

“Urban” altogether. This follows on from something Tyler 

The Creator said last year: “It sucks that whenever we – 

and I mean guys that look like me – do anything that’s 

genre-bending, they always put it in a ‘Rap’ or ‘Urban’ 

category. I don’t like that ‘urban’ word. To me, it’s just a 

politically correct way to say the N-word. Why can’t we 

just be in pop?”

Signs O’ Better Times? Certainly hope so ●

B

STEVE 

SUTHERLAND

Positive action

ack in 1993, one of the world’s most famous 

musicians announced he would no longer go 

by his own name, but rather by a “Love 

Symbol”, which was a mash-up of the gender 

signs for man and woman. Then he did something even 

more controversial. He walked onstage with the word 

“SLAVE” crudely scrawled across his cheek.

The superstar we’re talking about is Prince and his beef 

was that the way his record company treated him was 

paramount to slavery. They owned his name, his back 

catalogue and dictated his release schedule.

Cut to 2 June 2020 and Blackout Tuesday, a music 

industry-endorsed initiative to go silent for a day following 

the brutal killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis. 

Promoted as “an urgent step of action to provoke 

accountability and change,” its manifesto read: “The music 

industry is a multi-billion dollar industry. An industry that 

has profi ted predominantly from Black art. Our mission is 

to hold the industry at large, including major corporations 

and their partners who benefi t from the efforts, struggles 

and successes of black people accountable.”

In essence, what happened was that tons of radio and TV 

stations cancelled or altered their programming for a day. 

BBC Radio 1Xtra, for example, hosted a series of 

discussions and debates in support of the black 

community, with song choices that, “refl ected black pride 

and identity.” Kiss, 

Magic and Absolute 

Radio observed 

a social media 

blackout, “to show 

that racism of any 

kind cannot be 

tolerated.” MTV went silent for eight minutes – the length 

of time a white police offi cer knelt on Mr Floyd’s neck. 

Apple Music’s Zane Lowe tweeted that he was skipping 

Tuesday’s edition of his radio show, saying he stood united 

with his “black and brown friends and colleagues…” 

Spotify blacked out the artwork for several of its most 

prominent playlists.

Spot the difference? Prince did something, the rest 

resorted to literally doing “nothing”. I’m not saying the 

Blackout Tuesday gesture wasn’t sincere or heartfelt, but 

that’s all it was – a gesture. 

So what’s to be done? Where’s the positive action to 

bring about real change as opposed to just helping people 

salve their consciences? 

Over to a gentleman called Ronald E Sweeney, the 

California-based co-founder of legal fi rm Sweeney, 

Johnson & Sweeney, a veteran of the US music business 

BMG has begun a 
review of historic 
record contracts to 
address “inequities”
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Hiding in plain sight
Neville Roberts highlights the need to be on the lookout for Trojan horses that have 
nothing to do with hi-fi and how they can adversely a� ect its performance 

The offending 
vase that was 
causing Neville’s 
speaker to 
misbehave

ast year things began to take a turn for the 

worse in my listening room – which is also our 

sitting room – when I became increasingly 

troubled that the bass response was not as 

tight and well controlled as it had been in the past.

I decided to look into it, starting with my transmission 

line loudspeakers. Had the long-haired wool that had 

been placed in strategic positions within the transmission 

line become compacted over the years? After some 

investigation, including changing their position in the 

room, I decided that the foam fi tted to the exit port had 

become hard and set about replacing it. It didn’t make any 

difference, and even removing it to increase the dampening 

didn’t improve things signifi cantly.

A few months later I was watching a programme on TV, 

and what should have been a small bass note emitting 

from the TV speaker resulted in a loud ‘whoomph’ sound. 

My gaze suddenly alighted on a large glass vase that had 

been given to my wife by our daughter as a Mother’s Day 

present. Staring at it, it morphed into a Helmholtz 

Resonator and I realised what had been causing the 

problem with my hi-fi . 

The Helmholtz resonator was invented in the 1850s to 

identify the various frequencies present in music and is 

named after its creator, Hermann von Helmholtz. It’s a 

vessel with a small open hole at the top. The volume of air 

inside vibrates 

because of the 

elasticity of the air 

and at a frequency 

determined by the 

volume of air inside. 

When the contained 

air is excited by music or air simply blown across the open 

hole it resonates at a particular frequency. A simple test 

proved that the vase was, in fact, acting as a Helmholtz 

resonator with a tuned frequency of 62Hz – a natural 

enemy of any listening room. Needless to say, the vase has 

been banished to another room, the mystery duly solved.

It’s not just unhelpful room dimensions, poor speaker 

positioning or a rattling window frame that can cause 

problems. A friend found that some hollow pottery bird 

paperweights in his room started singing along to his 

music. Filling them with sand solved the problem.

Another person had a lovely piece of wall art hanging 

in their sitting room, which also contained their system. 

Whenever a particular note was struck, it resonated in 

sympathy by emitting a peculiar buzz that could be heard 

but was extremely diffi cult to determine exactly where it 

was coming from. In the end, the only way to locate the 

source of the noise was to systematically remove 

everything from the room until it disappeared. 

Amazingly, the wall itself can cause problems too. When 

a speaker is placed near a refl ective surface, unwanted 

refl ections can cause a blurring of acoustic images and 

frequency response anomalies. This is called comb fi ltering 

and occurs when the direct sound and refl ected sounds 

arrive at the ears out of phase and cancel each other out. 

This can be avoided by moving speakers away from such 

surfaces or using acoustic panels to absorb refl ections.

A similar issue is what is called fl utter echo – when 

sound is refl ected back and forth between two parallel 

refl ective surfaces. In a large room the fl utter echo is heard 

as a ringing reverberation that remains after the direct 

sound has stopped. It affects music by blurring transients 

and causing midrange and treble to sound harsh.

Now the good news...
Not all is lost, however; some room refl ections can 

actually be desirable. If the refl ected sound arrives less 

than 30ms after the direct sound, our brain blends 

the sounds together as a single sound and uses the 

information to determine the size of the room – a 

phenomenon known as the Haas effect. If the refl ected 

sound arrives more than 30ms or so from the direct sound, 

the brain treats them as two separate sounds. The 

objective is therefore not to have an acoustically dead 

room, but one that is both neutral and without items of 

furniture that can resonate. 

The moral of the story? Check out your listening room 

for any Trojan horses that will destroy an otherwise good 

listening environment. Let the hunt begin... ●

Flutter echo is a 
reverberation that 
remains after the 
direct sound stops

L 

NEVILLE ROBERTS 

Search and destroy
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Prog bites, man!
Maintaining that ridicule is nothing to be scared of, Nigel Williamson makes a case for 
reconsidering prog-rock in the light of today’s mass-produced pop music

Today’s pop 
music could 
learn something 
from the joyous 
experimentation 
of prog-rock

ack in the early seventies, when dinosaurs 

roamed the earth, my record collection was 

heavily populated with albums by Genesis, 

Yes, King Crimson, Emerson Lake & Palmer 

and the Moody Blues. Prog-rock in all its glory was a 

many-splendoured thing – multi-part suites, symphonic 

bombast, complex shifts of tone and tempo, unconventional 

time signatures, virtuoso keyboard solos, abstract lyrics 

and abstruse concept albums with fantastical cover art. 

Essentially a British phenomenon, the musicians behind 

it believed that popular music was progressing towards 

what Jon Anderson of Yes rather grandiosely called: “a 

higher art form”. Then punk came along and prog was 

trashed. Punk was concise, catchy, working-class and 

favoured the visceral over virtuosity. Prog was long-

winded, complex and middle-class and its adherents were 

declared to be the enemy. “Oh, I see we have a group of 

intellectuals in the audience,” John Lydon sneered from 

the stage at an early Sex Pistols gig, (although it later 

turned out he was a huge fan of Van der Graaf Generator). 

Punk’s dismissal of the dinosaurs grew into a critical 

orthodoxy that came to hold prog in contempt as a 

bloated, pompous monster. Even during the ‘guilty 

pleasures’ fad a few years ago when it became hip to admit 

to a secret liking for the dumbest pop songs, nobody was 

prepared to confess 

to an admiration for 

prog-rock.

In reality, of 

course, plenty of 

bands making 

intelligent, 

grown-up rock music over the years have continued to 

draw on its legacy, Radiohead prominent among them. In 

the implosion that followed the punk backlash, even the 

prog pioneers seemed to retreat from what they had 

created. Yes keyboard player Rick Wakeman famously 

ordered a curry midway through a concert to signal his 

contempt for the genre. Peter Gabriel and Phil Collins of 

Genesis both went solo in pursuit of a more traditional 

vision of what it meant to be a popstar.

However, over the last three months of enforced leisure, 

I’ve been revisiting my record collection of almost half a 

century ago and here’s the news: albums such as Yes’ Fragile 

and Close To The Edge, the entire early King Crimson 

catalogue, ELP’s take on Mussorgsky’s Pictures At An 

Exhibition, Genesis’ Selling England By The Pound and the 

Moody Blues’ On The Threshold Of A Dream, hold up well.

I’d contest that, in exchanging rock and roll’s primal 

simplicity for ornate and cerebral compositions that owed 

as much to classical and jazz infl uences as to the 12-bar 

blues and Chuck Berry’s backbeat, such albums 

represented mass art at its most ambitious and 

aspirational, pushing the boundaries of popular music in 

terms of structure, melody, rhythm and subject matter 

while still remaining recognisably ‘rock’.

High art
Heresy it may be, but to me prog was a brave and noble 

beast, characterised by a restless experimentation which 

resulted in some intriguing and stunningly beautiful music 

that combined artistic ambition with a boundless optimism 

that pop was evolving into a higher art form that deserved 

to be taken seriously. 

So how and why did the notion of progress in pop music 

come to be so derided? Sure, there were undeniable 

excesses of pomposity and a surfeit of pretension in places, 

which didn’t help. But perhaps the problem was that the 

very term ‘progressive’ implied constant transformation, 

which proved impossible to sustain. As one critic put it: 

“Once some side-long songs had been recorded, and some 

snippets of classical music appropriated, it was not obvious 

how further progress might be made.” 

In the light of that, a back-to-basics approach was the 

only place pop music could go as Johnny Rotten and the 

punk hordes trashed anything that dared to utilise more 

than three chords and which couldn’t be contained within 

the three-minute length of a jukebox single. 

I’d argue that in a time of drearily homogenous factory 

pop, we need more musicians prepared to experiment 

with big concepts and complex structures – and if we no 

longer believe in the concept of progress in music, it’s time 

we began to cherish the work of those who once did ● 

It had a boundless 
optimism that pop 
was evolving into 
a higher art form

B

NIGEL 

WILLIAMSON

Taken seriously
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Determined not to let the dreaded virus put an end to our independent 
vinyl retailers, Record Store Day is innovating and spreading the love. 
Steve Sutherland scans the revised release schedule for personal gems

aunched in 2008 as a way of 
encouraging collectors to 
frequent their local independent 
record shops, Record Store Day 

prides itself on offering rare, limited-edition 
releases which will not only tickle the fancy 
of uber-fans but, like works of art in other 
fi elds, also accrue value as investments.

These are available only from participating 
stores who host their own events and, 
although it’s an international celebration, 
some are restricted to exclusive territories.

This year’s RSD was initially set for 
Saturday, 18 April, then postponed to 20 
June due to the Coronavirus pandemic. 
When it became obvious that the rearranged 
date wouldn’t work out, the organisation 
decided to spread it over three separate days 
to accommodate social distancing measures 
and aid stores who have suffered losses of 
revenue during lockdown.

So RSD 2020 will now take place on 29 
August, 26 September and 24 October, each 
date boasting exclusive releases.

Obviously most of the live performances 
and in-stores are unlikely to take place this 
year and some shops may choose to release 
items from the list online.

To check which are participating near you 
and how they intend to operate, check 
recordstoreday.co.uk/stores.

In all, there are 200 independent record 
shops involved across the UK and in the 
region of 500 goodies on offer. What follows 
is, in alphabetical order, my top 40 – a 
subjective pick of the cream of the crop.

Record 
Store 
Day 2020

L

THE AMORPHOUS 
ANDROGYNOUS
A Monster Psychedelic Bubble 
(Exploding In Your Mind)
In 2008, The Future Sound Of 
London, under pseudonym The 
Amorphous Androgynous, launched 
a stunning series of compilation CDs 
featuring Donovan, Tim Buckley, Nick 
Nicely, Lord Sitar and Betty Davis. 
RSD sees the brain-boggling series 
released on special numbered 180g 
black vinyl limited to 1,000 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £29.99

ART BRUT
Modern Art
Alcopop! Records is issuing a new 
16-minute, as live Berlinische version 
of Art Brut’s criminally undervalued 
Modern Art single. Each one of the 
300 7ins will come in a diff erent, 
hand painted sleeve. Some by fans, 
one by lead singer Eddie Argos and 
others from a host of other musicians. 
Check the Alcopop! Records website 
on RSD morning and crosscheck your 
release number to see who did yours. 
Release date: 29 August
Price: £7.99

THE BIG MOON
Live To Vinyl
This unique off ering from the 
London-based all femme four 
piece comprises three tracks – 
Your Light, Waves and a cover of 
Fatboy Slim’s Praise You – recorded 
live in front of an audience at 
Metropolis Studios on 5 March and 
is released as played, cut live to 
lacquer with no overdubbing or 
other digital enhancement. Limited 
to 500 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £16.99

BLACK SABBATH
Evil Woman/Wicked World/
Paranoid/The Wizard
Now that they’re nearing the end of 
their 60-year reign as masters of the 
dark art of heavy metal, Ozzy and co. 
are releasing this limited-edition 
picture disc package of classic 
singles featuring four iconic images 
of the Sabbath band members 
emblazoned across two 7in picture 
discs, one image per side and 
packaged in rare picture sleeves.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £21.99
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BMX BANDITS

C86
“If I could be in any other band, it 
would be BMX Bandits,” Kurt Cobain 
once said. Here’s why. Unavailable on 
vinyl since its original release in 1990, 
the Scottish indie mavericks’ debut 
LP features Norman Blake and Francis 
MacDonald from Teenage Fanclub 
and comes on yellow vinyl.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £24.99

DAVID BOWIE

I’m Only Dancing (The Soul Tour 
74)/ChangesNowBowie
Record Store Day 2020 off ers a 
couple of crackers from the Thin 
White feller. Firstly, there’s I’m Only 
Dancing (The Soul Tour ’74), a double 
taken from recently discovered 
sources in The David Bowie Archive, 
recorded mostly during a 
performance at the Michigan Palace, 
Detroit on 20 October, 1974, with 
encores from the Municipal 
Auditorium, Nashville on 30 
November, 1974.

Tracks include Rebel Rebel, 
Sorrow, Changes, Young Americans, 
Diamond Dogs, It’s Only Rock ’N’ Roll 
(But I Like It), Foot Stompin’ and I 
Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister 
Kate. It’s released on black vinyl with 
special inner sleeves and limited to 
5,000 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £34.99
Then there’s ChangesNowBowie, a 
nine-track session recorded for radio 
and broadcast by the BBC on 8 
January 1997, his 50th birthday. 
Mostly acoustic, it was produced by 
Bowie, with Reeves Gabrels and 
Mark Plati, recorded and mixed at 
Looking Glass Studios in New York, 
and features The Man Who Sold The 
World, Andy Warhol and Quicksand 
among other classics. Limited to 
5000 copies on black vinyl.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £21.99

THE BOYS NEXT DOOR

Door, Door
Before his Bad Seeds, Nick Cave was 
in a band called The Birthday Party. 
And before that he was in a rough 
and rowdy bunch called The Boys 
Next Door. This is the 40th 
Anniversary reissue of their first 
album, it comes on red vinyl and is 
limited to 500 copies.
Release date: 26 September
Price: £22.99

THE CHARLATANS

The Charlatans V. The 
Chemical Brothers
Originally pressed as a four-track 
promo 12in in 1995, and again as a 
five-track CD for the US in 2000, this 
is the first time all five Charlatans’ 
Chemical Brothers remixes have 
been available together on vinyl. 
Comes on translucent yellow vinyl.
Release date: 29 August 
Price: £24.99

THE CURE

Seventeen Seconds/Bloodflowers
Robert Smith and his goth cohorts 
unveil Seventeen Seconds (in 
celebration of its 40th anniversary) 
and Bloodflowers (its 20th). They are 
released for the first time on picture 
disc LP and both are limited to 7,500 
copies. Bloodflowers is a double, 
Seventeen Seconds a single.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £27.99/£34.99.

DENZEL CURRY

Bulls On Parade/I Against I
This double A-side 7in features covers 
of classics originally by Rage Against 
The Machine (Bulls...) and Bad Brains 
(I Against I), recorded in 2019 – Bulls… 
for Australian radio show Triple J and I 
Against I for a Spotify Singles session. 
This is the first time either appears on 
a physical pressing.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £24.99

GORILLAZ

D-Sides/G-Sides
A couple of RSD goodies from 
Damon Albarn’s cartoon alter-egos. 
D-Sides is a triple LP compilation of 
B-sides, remixes and bonus tracks 
for 2005’s Demon Days. Originally 
released in 2007, this is the first 
time D-Sides has been available 
on record. The audio has been 
remastered, pressed on 180g black 
vinyl and limited to 2,000 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £34.99
G-Sides, a collection of 10 B-sides 
and remixes from the band’s debut 
album was originally released on 
CD in Japan in 2001 and in 2002 in 
Europe and the US. This is the first 
time the album will be available on 
vinyl. The audio has been remastered 
and it’s pressed on 180g black vinyl, 
limited to 2,000 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £16.99

BILLIE EILISH

Live At Third Man Records
A hot one from just about the coolest 
star in the world right now, this 
includes a live acoustic set, recorded 
at Jack White’s Third Man Records in 
Nashville. Limited to 17,000 copies, 
it’s pressed on opaque blue 12in vinyl 
with black paper sleeves and 
includes an exclusive poster.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £21.99

FLEETWOOD MAC

The Alternate Rumours
Previous RSD releases have 
included alternative versions of 
Tusk, Mirage, Tango In The Night 
and Fleetwood Mac. Now here’s the 
biggie. Mirroring the track listing of 
the original 1977 album, The Alternate 
Rumours, comes on black vinyl and 
is limited to 2,000 copies.
Release date: 26 September
Price: £22.99

DAVE DAVIES

Rock Bottom, Live At The 
Bottom Line  
A live recording from The Kinks 
guitarist from 1997, this includes Tired 
Of Waiting, All Day And All Of The 
Night and You Really Got Me among 
others. A double LP limited to 1,000 
copies, it comes on red and silver 
vinyl with photos from the show.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £29.99
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DANIEL JOHNSTON

The End Is Never Really Over
This exclusive boxset from the late, 
lamented genius is limited to 500 
copies and includes the Artistic Vice 
and 1990 albums plus pieces of 
Johnston’s strange artwork in the 
form of a Captain America FOLK 
T-Shirt, book, Jeremiah The Frog pin 
and an assortment of stickers. 
Release date: 29 August 
Price: £114.99

THE NOTORIOUS B.I.G.

It Was All A Dream, 1994-1999
A biggie indeed. This nine-LP boxset 
comprises four albums from the rap 
giant – 1994’s Ready To Die, 1995’s 
double Conspiracy by Junior 
M.A.F.I.A. of which Biggie was a 
member, 1997’s Life After Death and 
Born Again from 1999. Limited to 
2,000 copies on clear vinyl.
Release date: 26 September
Price: £199.99

THE PALE FOUNTAINS

Longshot For Your Love
Long deleted and much-sought-
after this compilation collects 
rarities, radio sessions and 
unreleased tracks by the Liverpool 
band. Now remastered and reissued 
on black vinyl in a gatefold sleeve 
with new artwork, it includes seven 
cuts available for the very first time.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £23.99

PINK FLOYD

Arnold Layne Live 2007
A 2007 live recording of their debut 
single, performed during the last 
show featuring Dave Gilmour, Nick 
Mason and Richard Wright with a 
little help from Oasis/Ride’s Andy 
Bell. It comes as a single-sided 7in 
with an etching on the B-side and is 
limited to 7,400 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £15.99

THE POGUES

BBC Sessions 1984-1985
This great o� ering gathers 
together four radio sessions 
undertaken by Shane MacGowan’s 
unruly mob – two from The John 
Peel Show, one from Janice Long, 
and one from The Auld Triangle 
Broadcast. This vinyl pressing is 
limited to 5,000 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £22.99

PRIMAL SCREAM

Loaded
Released to celebrate its 30th 
anniversary and as a tribute to 
producer Andy Weatherall. 
Reissued on 12in vinyl, it includes 
the Weatherall mix plus I’m Losing 
More Than I’ll Ever Have and a live 
version of Jerry Lee Lewis’ 1962 
stormer Ramblin’ Rose.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £19.99

RAMONES

It’s Alive II
One of the most lauded live albums 
released, 1979’s It’s Alive was 
recorded at the Rainbow Theatre in 
1977. Now here’s It’s Alive II, recorded 
at Victoria Hall, Stoke-On-Trent two 
days before. It comes on double 
180g black numbered vinyl with an 
etched side, limited to 750 copies.
Release date: 26 September
Price: £34.99

THE REPLACEMENTS

The Complete Inconcerated 
Live
This triple LP sees Minneapolis’ 
finest trashing their way through a 
complete live show from 1989. 
Pressed on 140g black vinyl and 
limited to 8,500 copies worldwide, 
it was originally partially released as 
a six-song promo CD in 1989.
Release date: 26 September
Price: £41.99

AUSTIN POWERS
International Man Of Mystery/ 
The Spy Who Shagged Me/ 
Goldmember – Music from the 
motion pictures
The grooviest o� erings from 
Record Store Day 2020 have gotta 
be the original soundtracks from 
Mike Myers’ trio of truly excellent 
spoof spy movies, issued for the 
very first time on vinyl.

First up there’s 1997’s International 
Man Of Mystery, which includes 
Myers’ own band Ming Tea’s 
fabulous homage to all things 
British, BBC, and The Lightning 
Seeds’ gorgeous trip-hop 
reworking of The Turtles’ You 
Showed Me. It comes as a double 
on red and purple vinyl.
Release date: 24 October
Price: £35.99.
Second helpings come in the shape 
of 1999’s sequel The Spy Who 
Shagged Me, pressed on 
transparent tan vinyl and featuring 
Madonna’s Beautiful Stranger and 
The Who’s My Generation.
Release date: 24 October
Price: £24.99 
And last, but most certainly not 
least, there’s 2002’s Goldmember 
featuring Beyoncé Knowles, Ming 
Tea’s Daddy Wasn’t There and Dr 
Evil’s nutty take on It’s A Hard Knock 
Life. Comes, of course, on gold 
vinyl and is limited to 500 copies.
Release date: 24 October
Price: £23.99

KEITH RICHARDS

Hate It When You Leave/
Key To The Highway
This red vinyl 7in features the 
rare Stone’s track Key To The 
Highway, which only ever saw 
release on the Japanese version 
of his 1992 solo album, along 
with Hate It When You Leave. 
Limited to 4,000 copies.
Release date: 24 October
Price: £14.99

SLOWDIVE

Slowdive EP
Reissued to celebrate its 30th 
anniversary, the swoonsome 
debut EP features shoe-gazing 
greats Avalyn I and Avalyn II plus 
the track that named the band. 
Comes in blue and green 
marbled 12in vinyl that plays at 
45rpm, limited to 4,000 copies.
Release date: 29 August
Price: £21.99
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SPACEMEN 3

Threebie 3
Playing at Amsterdam’s Melkweg in 
1988, these tracks were excluded 
from their live Performance LP and 
released a year later on 1,000 vinyl 
versions available only via mail 
order. Out of print for 30 years, this 
space-rocking re-issue has been 
remastered onto yellow 180g vinyl.
Release date: 24 October
Price: £21.99

THE SPECIALS

Dubs
This 10in half-speed master has 
three dub mixes taken from the 
Two-Tone Records 40th Anniversary 
celebrations – unreleased until now. 
Tracks include Gangsters 
(Clangsters Dub), Too Much Too 
Young (Piano Instrumental) and Why? 
(Dub). Limited to 2,000 copies.
Release Date: 24 October
Price: £15.99

SUEDE

See You In The Next Life
A year after Suede broke up in 
2003, The Suede Information 
Service (SIS) compiled and issued 
this collection of demos, acoustic 
versions and other curios on CD. 
Only 2,000 were released. Sixteen 
years later, here’s your chance to 
get a copy on red 180g vinyl.
Release date:

Price: £22.99

TELEVISION PERSONALITIES

Some Kind Of Happiness? 
Singles 1994-1999
This criminally under appreciated 
national treasure released tons on 
various labels over the years. Here 
are all of the ones from EPs and 
singles in the mid-to-late nineties. 
Limited to 1,000 copies, it comes 
as a double LP on black vinyl.
Release date: 26 September
Price: £24.99

TLC

Waterfalls
The Atlanta trio’s stunning US 
number one hit single from 1995 
deftly blended classic soul styles 
with modern R&B and cutting-
edge hip-hop. It’s now available on 
a 12in picture disc that features 
rare edits and mixes from Dallas 
Austin and Organized Noise.
Release Date: 26 September
Price: £29.99

TYLER THE CREATOR

Cherry Bomb
Originally released back in 2015 as 
the fourth solo off ering from the 
genius co-founder of Odd Future, 
the brilliant Cherry Bomb is now 
available on vinyl for the very first 
time – and on translucent red vinyl 
at that! There are five cover variants 
available, limited to 7,250 copies.
Release Date: 29 August
Price: £38.99

VARIOUS ARTISTS

Dance Craze
The first vinyl repress of 1981’s 
Dance Craze soundtrack, which 
captured the Two-Tone roster at its 
most vibrant. A must for all rude 
boys and gals, highlights include 
The Specials, Madness, The Selecter 
and The Beat. It comes on black 
vinyl and is limited to 1,500 copies.
Release Date: 26 September
Price: £25.99

ROGER WATERS

The Wall – Live In Berlin
Recorded 30 years ago between 
the Brandenburg Gate and 
Potsdamer Platz, months after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall, 500,000 fans 
witnessed guest turns from Van 
Morrison, The Band, Cyndi Lauper 
etc. The double 180g LP is on clear 
vinyl and limited to 2,500 copies.
Release Date: 26 September
Price: £29.99

THE YARDBIRDS

Roger The Engineer – 
Expanded Edition
The 1966 studio album featuring 
the classic lineup of Jeff  Beck, Keith 
Relf, Jim McCarty, Chris Dreja and 
Paul Samwell-Smith. Released as a 
double on white 180g vinyl, the first 
LP is the original album, the second 
a collection of rare studio recordings.
Release Date: 29 August
Price: £26.99

THE WHO

A Quick Live One
The legendary appearance at the 
1967 Monterey Pop Festival is now 
available for the first time on red, 
white and blue vinyl, features A 
Quick One While He’s Away, Happy 
Jack, Substitute, Summertime Blues, 
My Generation and Pictures Of Lily. 
Limited to 6,500 copies.
Release Date: 24 October
Price: £23.99
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90 Dorothee Oberlinger 

Dmitry Sinkovsky

Discovery Of Passion

92 Art Blakey & The 

Jazz Messengers

Just Coolin’

94 Richard Strauss

Also Sprach 

Zarathustra, 

Don Juan, 

Till Eulenspiegel

WHY, YOU MAY ask, is a record made 45 years 

ago the album of the month? Better late than never 

is perhaps the best answer. Homegrown was due 

to be released in 1975 as the follow-up to Young’s 

On The Beach before he scrapped it and put out 

Tonight’s The Night instead. The release was never 

rescheduled and over the years has become one 

of the most celebrated ‘lost’ albums of all time. 

Now we finally can hear it, Homegrown lives up to 

its legendary status as a mislaid classic, up there 

with Young’s very best. Nothing he has recorded 

in at least the last 25 years comes even close. 

At the time of its recording, he was feeling 

uncomfortable with the rock star life of fame and 

fortune and famously noted that having a number 

one hit with Heart Of Gold had put him “in the 

middle of the road... travelling there soon became 

a bore so I headed for the ditch”.

While there he made some of his deepest and 

most intriguing music. On The Beach was full of 

existential disillusion while the raw and harrowing 

Tonight’s The Night was a cry of anguish prompted 

by the death of two friends. Homegrown – which 

Young describes as “the sad side of a love aff air 

and the damage done” – is the missing chapter. 

Essentially a break-up album about the collapse 

of his relationship with actress Carrie Snodgress, 

Young subsequently rerecorded a handful of the 

tracks on other albums, but the majority haven’t 

been heard until now. To make it, he returned to 

Nashville and Harvest producer Elliot Mazer – and 

despite its downbeat mood Homegrown has the 

mellow warmth of that record combined with the 

edgier darkness of the ‘ditch’ era.

Opener Separate Ways is a country-tinged 

weepie with Young in candidly autobiographical 

mode “looking for better days”. Try is about 

Snodgress’ mother who committed suicide with 

deathless harmonies from Emmylou Harris. On the 

mournful piano ballad Mexico, Young asks: “Why is 

it so hard to hang on to love?” while the churning 

Vacancy and the disarming loveliness of the 

acoustic Star Of Bethlehem off er further wounded 

observations on the pain of a broken relationship.

Elsewhere the semi-spoken Florida is a narrative 

of sonic weirdness about a glider crashing into 

a skyscraper, the world-weary Kansas with its 

wheezing harmonica motif recalls the enervation 

of On The Beach, while the breezy title track and 

the strung-out We Don’t Smoke It Anymore are 

contrasting sides of the same stoned coinage.

Homegrown captures Young at a moment when 

he was at the peak of his powers. After waiting so 

long, hold this album close and treasure it. NWP
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Neil Young
Homegrown

CD Reprise
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AUDIOFILE VINYL

THE LIVING LEGEND 

that is Abdullah Ibrahim 

is yet more proof – as if it 

were really needed – that 

jazz musicians have the 

greatest longevity of all 

the musical genres. The 

South African pianist’s 

career started way back in 1955. Last year he cut 

this album at RAK studios and Gearbox Records 

has mastered it on a vintage, tube-powered 

Scully lathe for maximum natural vibe. It’s cut 

clean and quiet, there is some limiting in the 

recording, but the instruments have excellent 

tone and it’s beautifully relaxed. Made with his 

band Ekaya, it combines both ensemble and solo 

pieces across a beautiful 10 tracks that sum up 

what Ibrahim calls: “A natural rhythm of the 

universe… It’s not jazz. For us, it’s a process of 

transcending barriers”. 

Strictly speaking it’s his distinctive style of 

Township jazz, but communication is the key 

point. Dollar Brand, as he was originally called, 

has a distinctive ‘cracked’ piano sound that gives 

his playing a fragility and an empathy that is rare 

and it’s a pity there aren’t more solo tracks than 

the three presented here. He plays a part in all the 

numbers, but rarely a big one. Yet this doesn’t 

stop numbers like Jabula sounding like classic 

Ibrahim with real verve and energy. JK

Abdullah Ibrahim aka Dollar Brand 
The Balance

The Beths
Jump Rope Gazers

Beethoven
Complete Violin 
Sonatas, Wolfgang 
Schneiderhan 
Carl Seemann

CD Carpark Records 3x CD, 1 Blu-ray Deutsche Grammophon 

CD Deutsche Harmonia Mundi

CD BMG

180g vinyl   Gearbox

KIWI INDIE ROCKERS The Beths return with that 

traditionally ‘di� icult’ sophomore album, but fans of 

the fantastic four-piece needn’t worry – these 10 

new songs pack the same kind of poppy, punky 

punch as the band’s debut. I’m Not Getting Excited 

and Dying To Believe get the album off  to a fine 

start, all cascading harmonies and pedal-to-the-

metal power chords, but Elizabeth Stokes and co. 

demonstrate a lighter touch on Do You Want Me 

Now and You Are A Beam Of Light. In all, The Beths’ 

second album is a real treat, one that evokes 

classic nineties indie like Juliana Hatfield, as well 

as feeling fresh and expertly constructed. PH 

THESE 1959 STEREO recordings are excellent for 

the period, off ering a natural coherent balance 

between the two instruments. Playing is spirited yet 

refined, and Schneiderhan’s intonation is nigh-on 

flawless. Sonically, these new CDs improve on DG’s 

previous ‘Trio’ release, and on Blu-ray (24-bit/192kHz 

remastered) things sound even better. That said, 

it’s not a massive upgrade over CD; just a tad more 

detail and slightly greater transparency. While it’s 

great to have this set in hi-res, a later recording 

would exploit the benefits of Blu-ray more tangibly. 

My choice? Perlman/Ashkenazy, maybe Mutter/

Orkis or even Dumay/Pires... JH

CATCHY TITLE, HOT picture. The Discovery of 

Passion is a much better hook than ‘16th and 17th 

century North Italian music for recorder and Violin’! 

Back then, with most music intended 

predominantly for the church, things were fairly 

cerebral with lots of chaste masses. This CD sees 

composers including Rossi, Castello, Bassano, 

Merula and Monteverdi attempting to break free. 

Passions dark and smouldering sit alongside lighter 

more airy responses, but always you sense human 

emotions being explored and expressed. Violinist 

Dmitry Sinkovsky even sings on some tracks (great 

voice), and Dorothee Oberlinger plays beautifully, 

as always. Good sound; rich warm and detailed. JH 

THE INDEFATIGABLE CHRISSIE 

Hynde has kept Pretenders going for 

more than 40 years through turbulent 

times and the tragic drug-related 

deaths of two of the original quartet. 

Her first album with the band since 

2016’s Alone is a rambunctious rage 

against the dying of the light, from the 

fizzing tribute to punk pioneers The 

Damned which is the album’s title track, 

via the distorted throb of Junkie Walk, to 

the glorious Byrds-like jangle of The 

Buzz with its tale of how love can turn to 

addiction, Guitarist James Walbourne – 

little more than half Hynde’s age – steps 

up for the first time as her co-writer 

and keeps the sound fresh while the 

production by Stephen Street (The 

Smiths/Blur) is crisp and invigorating. 

The result is an unvarnished, old-school 

guitar record of the kind one seldom 

hears in these days of over-glossed 

pro-tooled perfection – and it’s all 

the more welcome for that. NW

Pretenders
Hate For Sale

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

The kind of unvarnished, 
old-school guitar 
record that’s seldom 
heard these days

Dorothee Oberlinger 
Dmitry Sinkovsky
Discovery Of Passion
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The Concerto pits violin 
against orchestra and, 
for all its lyricism, the 
music is tough and feisty 

MUSICREVIEWS

AUGUST 2020 91

Gizmo Varillas 
Out Of The Darkness

CD Musica Records

CD Decca

THE LONDON-BASED SPANIARD is back with a 

sunny, lightweight aff air with sounds gathered from 

all corners of the globe such as the Italian mandolin 

opening on Love Over Everything or the Latin and 

African percussion that peppers many tracks. With 

titles like Rise, Silver Lining and Keep Shining On 

demonstrating Varillas positivity, at times the music 

and message are too simplistic, veering toward 

Eurovision fare, and it’s not hard to imagine this 

booming out of beachside cafés around the 

Mediterranean. It’s all good natured and sincere 

stuff  and in this age of uncertainty and shadowy 

peril, it’s a welcome jolt of undiluted sunshine. PSH 

A POWERFUL DRAMATIC interpretation of 

Elgar’s beautiful Violin Concerto. Yet, while full of 

warmth and intimacy, the main impression is one 

of heroic determination. Despite passages of 

winsome delicacy, Elgar’s Violin Concerto is 

musically quite combative. Benedetti plays the solo 

part with impressive accuracy and great technical 

assurance, and she is sensitively partnered by 

the LPO under Jurowski. Fillers include Sospiri, 

Chanson de Matin and Salut d’amour with pianist 

Petr Limonov. Decca’s recording sounds clean, 

full blooded and detailed, with a forward-balance 

soloist in the concerto. A superlative achievement! JH 

Elgar 
Violin Concerto
Nicola Benedetti
London Philharmonic orchestra
Vladimir Jurowski 

Handel 
Messiah Refreshed!
Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra
Jonathan Griffith

2x CD Signum Classics 

BACK IN THE late fifties, conductor Sir Thomas 

Beecham conspired with Sir Eugene Goosens to 

produce a grander more colourfully orchestrated 

edition of Messiah. The result was controversial, 

arguably misconceived, but huge fun. Only a 

pedant could fail to enjoy it. This new recording 

under Jonathan Gri� ith is the first since 1959. 

It’s worthy, but ultimately a tad dull. Beecham’s 

dramatic flair and sheer theatricality are absent, 

and the singing (from soloists and chorus) leaves 

much to be desired. While the sound is good, and 

superior to Beecham’s RCA Living Stereo set, a far 

better performance than this is needed. JHG 

Vinyl UMC/Virgin EMI

GIVEN THE ABBEY Road remastering treatment, 

the complete soundtrack is available for the first 

time on one album 24 years after its first release 

(unfortunately Elvis Costello’s three songs, all 

rejected or neglected at the time, get the elbow 

again). Clive Langer and Alan Winstanley’s 

production is crisp and saved from the ubiquitous 

synth-splattered eighties sound by arrangements 

from legendary jazz arranger and Miles Davies’ 

mate, Gil Evans – the brass intro to The Style 

Council’s Ever Had It Blue is sublime and Sade’s 

slinky Killer Blow will, er, blow you away. PSH

 Various Artists
Absolute Beginners 
The Original Motion 
Picture Soundtrack
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   COOL COLLECTION

John Coltrane 
Live At Birdland 
Impulse!, (1964)
Alabama is a tribute to the 
children murdered on 15 
September, 1963 when 
members of the Ku Klux 
Klan dynamited the 16th 
Street Baptist Church in 

Birmingham, Alabama. In 1997 Lee made 4 Little 
Girls, a moving documentary about the awful event, 
and he used the track during a montage sequence in 
1992’s Malcolm X where the movie’s star, Denzel 
Washington is, “watching TV, and we see all these 
horrific images of the Civil Rights movement...” 
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Public Enemy 
Fear Of A Black Planet 
Def Jam (1990)
PE’s third album featured 
Fight The Power, a 
brilliantly brutal track 
specifically written by the 
group at Lee’s request for 
1989 movie Do The Right 

Thing. “Fight The Power is one of those great songs 
that’s going to stand the test of time, and people 
are going to have their own di� erent interpretations 
of it,” said Lee. “I know that Do The Right Thing 
would not have been as successful as it was had we 
not had Fight The Power in it.” 
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Marvin Gaye 
What’s Going On 
Tamla (1971)
“One of the top five albums 
of all time,” according 
to Lee, Gaye’s socially 
conscious soul masterpiece 
features Inner City Blues 
(Make Me Wanna Holler), 

Lee’s favourite, of which the director notes: “That 
thing is still very much true today… Marvin definitely 
had the crystal ball on this one.” The track features 
in Lee’s latest and arguably greatest movie, Da 5 
Bloods, alongside other numbers from the album 
including the iconic title track, What’s Happening 
Brother and Wholy Holy.
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His movies have featured some of the 
most vivid, inspirational and incendiary 
soundtracks in cinema history so who 
better than Spike Lee – director of Do The 
Right Thing, Jungle Fever, Malcolm X and 
Da 5 Bloods – to recommend three cuts 
we should acquaint ourselves with...



S
h

ir
le

y 
C

o
lli

n
s 

p
ic

tu
re

 c
re

d
it:

 E
n

d
a 

B
o

w
e

92 AUGUST 2020

1Ella Fitzgerald and 
Louis Armstrong

Ella And Louis Again

DOWNLOAD CHARTS

HDtracks.com’s top-10 most 
popular jazz albums

Oscar Jerome 
Breathe Deep

Vinyl Caroline International

THIS DEBUT FROM the young Londoner is 

a breezy set of jazz-infused soul that at times 

summons up Brand New Heavies via Soul II Soul 

and then at his most pneumatic, Massive Attack. 

On Coy Moon is an intoxicating love song inspired 

by the poetry of Keats that showcases Jerome’s 

inner-city Nat King Cole tone. For pure sunshine 

you’ll want Fkn Happy Days – a loopy sax-led 

instrumental ideal for fans of percussion or the 

Radio 6-friendly Sun For Someone. There are three 

tracks, all under a minute, that serve well as palette 

cleaners between the fully formed stuff . PSH 

Art Blakey & The 
Jazz Messengers
Just Coolin’

CD Blue Note

BLUE NOTE’S ARCHIVES keep coming up 

trumps, this time with an unreleased recording from 

1959 of a band that is pretty hot considering the 

title. Recorded by Rudy van Gelder it has a refined 

sound for its age with typical double mono 

presentation and a thin tone on Bobby Timmons’ 

piano, but great-sounding brass. With Hank Mobley 

on tenor and Lee Morgan on trumpet this means 

some great grooves backed up by Blakey’s snappy 

playing, which makes for drive that doesn’t get in 

the way of the leads. Just Coolin’ is a worthy addition 

to Blakey’s already impressive oeuvre. JK 

Grigory Sokolov 
Beethoven, 
Brahms, Mozart

My Morning Jacket
The Waterfall II

2x CD and DVD Deutsche Grammophon CD ATO Records 

AS EVER, THE masterly Sokolov plays with a 

commanding authority that is unmistakable. His 

playing is strong and assertive, but unselfconscious. 

Beethoven’s Sonata Op 2 No.3 is delivered with 

patrician nobility, while the Op 119 Bagatelles feels 

appropriately quirky and capricious. Sokolov is 

superficially reserved, yet plays with a quiet intense 

passion that really gets to the heart of these works. 

DG’s live recordings are powerful and weighty, 

successfully capturing Sokolov’s ringing muscular 

tone and impressive dynamics. The Beethoven 

sounds slightly better than the Brahms/encores, 

which seem a tad more distant. JH

BELOVED LOUISVILLE ROCK band My Morning 

Jacket – who lasso in elements of country and 

psychedelia into their sound – make an unexpected 

return to the fray with a companion piece to the 

acclaimed 2015 The Waterfall. Lead man Jim James 

is at pains to explain this is very much not a B-sides 

compilation, but it does feel there’s a real lack 

of narrative thread running through it and an 

inconsistency in production and feel. All that being 

said, The Waterfall II is full of sparkle, gentle, woozy 

psychedelia and, in Climbing The Ladder and Run 

It, there are nods to their country heritage, while 

Wasted is a fantastic alt-rock stomper. PH

CD Domino

THIS MIX OF new compositions and traditional 

material hangs together movingly and is a 

testament to the enduring power of the legendary 

singer, now in her eighties. Collectively, they are 

a masterclass in communicating emotions: her 

simultaneously heartwarming and heartbreaking 

voice adds a chill to the warm summer air on The 

Christmas Song and layers poignancy onto 

Whitsun Dance. Like Dylan’s revelatory, rough and 

rowdy new album, this can be easily filed alongside 

Shirley Collins’ greatest work – it’s that moving. SB

Shirley 
Collins
Heart’s Ease

3Thelonious 
Monk Quartet

Thelonious In 
Action (Live)

5Thelonious Monk 
Genius Of 

Modern Music 
(Vol. 2)

6Thelonious Monk 
Genius Of 

Modern Music 
(Vol. 1)

2Ella Fitzgerald 
and Louis 

Armstrong
Ella And Louis

4Sonny Rollins 
Moving Out

7Duke Ellington 
And His 

Orchestra 
Afro-Bossa

8 Eric Dolphy 
Out To Lunch

9CannonBall 
Adderley 

Somethin’ Else
10Kenny 

Dorham
Afro-Cuban

S
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Telephone +44 (0)203 9115 549  |  www.wholenotedistribution.co.uk

“...delivers a level of transparency 

that is in another league to the price.”
 

“I for one would be happy to carry on 

using the DiDiTs but that would make 

life very difficult when other DACs 

and amps need to be reviewed, I’d 

just have to stick to speakers!”
 

Jason Kennedy, Hi>Fi+ 
October 2019

The best brands you’ve probably never heard

“Used in the manner that 432 EVO 

intends, it’s also the best USB source 

I’ve tested to now...”
 

Ed Selley, Hi-Fi Choice 
June 2020 Issue

“This is, simply put, a sexy little 

minx of an amp.”
 

Ken Kessler, Hi-Fi News 
May 2020 Issue

432 EVO REFERENCE MUSIC SERVER
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2x CD, 1 Blu-ray Deutsche Grammophon 

THIS FAMOUS RECORDING was made 

in 1977, following a run of performances 

at the Edinburgh Festival. It’s a vivid 

exciting account, and those who caught 

it live describe the experience as 

unforgettable. Teresa Berganza plays 

Carmen as a strong-willed woman – 

passionate, fearless and independent – 

rather than a cheap, slutty vamp. 

Domingo impresses as the doomed 

besotted Jose; Milnes swaggers 

as Escamilio and Cotrubas is a 

sympathetic Micaela. But the real stars 

are Abbado and the LSO who bring 

burning intensity to every note. For 

Blu-ray Pure Audio, DG has newly 

remastered the analogue tapes at 

24-bit/192kHz (two-channel stereo and 

5.1 surround), plus a Dolby Atmos remix 

at 24-bit/96kHz. The sound is even 

more vivid and detailed than before. I 

played the original LPs from 1978, and 

the increased clarity of this new BR-A is 

immediately apparent. JH

Georges Bizet 
Carmen

Berganza, Domingo, Cotrubas, 
Milnes, London Symphony Orchestra
Claudio Abbado

DG has remastered 
the analogue tapes at 
24-bit/192kHz for 
Blu-ray Pure Audio

Kamaal Williams 
Wu Hen

CD Black Focus

STARTING WITH TASTER Street Dreams and it’s 

thoroughly Disney harp followed by the sultriest of 

saxophones before a whirlpool of strings changes 

the tone, the scene is clearly set for Wu Hen – an 

album of trippy, exotic but all-enticing, superlative 

jazz. Contemporary drum riff s and edgy toasting 

with jazz flavourings. 1989 is a winner with its 

Erykah Badu-like sophisticate cool soul as a croaky 

saxophone taunts the swelling strings. Meanwhile, 

Pigalle is all swing with a contorting sax leading the 

simple jazz combo. This is beautiful work, an aural 

spectrum of diff erent, perfectly blended, hues. PSH 

Richard Strauss 
Also Sprach Zarathustra, 
Don Juan, Till 
Eulenspiegel
NDR Elbphilharmonie 
Orchestra

CD Alpha

IMPRESSIVE ACCOUNTS OF three popular 

Strauss symphonic poems from Krzysztof 

Urbañski and the NDR Elbphilharmonie Orchestra. 

Don Juan is vigorous and thrusting, showcasing 

the full rich tone and virtuosity of the orchestra. 

Till Eulenspiegel is subtly characterised and 

rhythmically adroit; a reading full of character and 

incident. Urbañski’s strings cascade and swoon, 

creating some lush eff ects and his orchestra 

delivers weight and depth. The big moments 

impress and the midnight bell near the end is 

both clangourous and full bodied. JH 

Joseph Haydn
String quartets 
Op 76 1-3
Chiaroscuro Quartet

NZCA Lines 
Pure Luxury

SACD BIS CD Memphis Industries

HAYDN WAS AT the top of his game when, aged 

64, he penned his Op 76 quartets. All six are diverse 

and full of imaginative individual touches. This new 

SACD features the first three, and the playing (on 

period instruments) is superbly accurate and 

brilliantly virtuosic. The quartet eschews vibrato, 

and tonally sounds a bit lean, but that’s par for the 

course today. The 2nd and 3rd quartets are two of 

Haydn’s finest, and technically the players are up 

to every challenge – a little more darkness and 

passion in Op 76/2 would’ve been welcome. The 

BIS recordings sound clean and detailed, placing 

the quartet in a clear but slightly dry acoustic. JH 

MULTI-INSTRUMENTALIST MICHAEL LOVETT 

is back with his third album, and it’s a real belter. 

Throughout the nine tracks of Pure Luxury, Lovett’s 

obvious love of eighties pop and disco are rinsed 

to the absolute maximum. There’s squelchy funk 

bass on Real Good Time (with added Barry 

White-style, backing vocals), soulful falsetto lead 

vocals, synth washes and eff ects galore and, on 

the closing Tonight Is All That Really Matters, an 

infectious electro-disco propulsion that just makes 

you want to get up and dance. In fact, Pure Luxury 

is like going to the legendary Studio 54 without 

having to leave your listening room. PH

2x CD Polydor

GOULDING HAS HAD a ‘good war’ during this 

awful pandemic, starring in the One World: 

Together At Home livestream and having a number 

one single with a cover of the Foo Fighters’ Times 

Like These. Her fourth album is a generous double 

platter in two distinct parts. The first exposes her 

vulnerable side on a set of gentle, reflective songs 

in classic singer-songwriter mode. The second 

presents her sassier persona in strutting synth-pop 

mode. Which you prefer is a matter of taste, but her 

eclecticism is impressive either way. NW

Ellie 
Goulding 
Brightest Blue 
G
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PS Audio releases Windom 

firmware for DirectStream

Pioneering world class audio products

er 

Pioneering world class audio products

er 

If you own a DirectStream DAC.

Go to www.psaudio.com/support/downloads/ and download either the DS or DSJ version 

of Windom and be prepared for awesome. Instructions for installing Windom on your DAC 

are there as well, It’s that simple. 

PS Audio’s DirectStream DAC is the only DAC in the world that keeps on giving back to its 

owners for free. If you haven’t yet experienced how great a DS is, it’s easy enough to try one 

in your home.

Windom is the newest upgrade for DirectStream and elevates 

the DAC’s performance way beyond anything yet heard. 
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Nigel Williamson salutes the genius of Kraftwerk, the premier 
game-changers in the history of electronic music

MENSCH-MASCHINE

MUSIC LEGENDS
KRAFTWERK 

he Beatles of electronic dance 
music”. It’s a colossal claim, 
for sure, yet it is impossible to 
imagine what popular music 

might sound like today without Kraftwerk.
On albums such as Autobahn, Trans-Europe 

Express, The Man-Machine and Computer 
World, the group paved the way for 
synth-pop, hip-hop and the electronic dance 
beats of house and techno. Over the years 
their music has been sampled by artists as 
diverse as Afrika Bambaataa, Dr Dre, The 
Chemical Brothers, Justin Timberlake and 
The KLF. Madonna borrowed liberally from 
them and even Coldplay lifted elements of 
the group’s hit Computer Love.

David Bowie was not so much a fan as a 
disciple. V-2 Schneider on his 1977 album 
Heroes was a tribute to the enigmatic 

Kraftwerk founder, although the reference to 
Nazi rocket bombs in the title was regrettable.

Kraftwerk’s recordings not only 
revolutionised how pop music sounded 
through the use of synthesisers, vocoders 
and electronic beats, they changed the very 
techniques by which it was made.

We are the robots
“Kraftwerk is not a band,” Florian Schneider, 
one of the group’s founders, once pointed 
out. “It’s a concept. We call it die Mensch-
Maschine – the human machine.”

The phrase came to defi ne the band’s 
vision of a new futuristic style of electronic 
music, which united man and machine in a 
kind of automated humanoid collaboration. 
“We play the machines, but the machines 
also play us,” co-founder Ralf Hütter added. 

“We try to treat them as colleagues so they 
exchange energies with us.”

It seems fi tting that Kraftwerk’s British TV 
debut came not on Top Of The Pops, but on 
Tomorrow’s World, which presented them as 
sonic scientists rather than pop musicians. 
“Sounds are created in their sound 
laboratory in Düsseldorf, programmed, then 
recreated onstage with the minimum of 
fuss,” Raymond Baxter, the show’s presenter, 
enthusiastically explained to viewers. 

To go with their machine-made music, the 
group cultivated a robotic aesthetic of cold 
anonymity. In concert they stood stock still 
behind their machines like automatons, 
ignoring the audience. At times they left the 
stage to be replaced by showroom dummies 
that ‘performed’ in their place as a kind of 
wryly conceptual commentary on the 

T
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mutating relationship between man and 
machine. “We are the robots,” they sang on a 
track on their 1978 album The Man-Machine 
that became an unoffi cial theme tune.

Hidden behind their equipment and 
dressed like bank clerks with slicked back 
hair and severe suits and ties, Kraftwerk 
refused to act or behave like conventional 
rock stars. They were “workers” and the 
studio they created in Düsseldorf and named 
Kling Klang was their “offi ce”. The band’s 
name translates as “power station” and 
Hütter described himself and Schneider as 
“klangchemiker” – sound chemists. 

Showroom dummies
Despite their ubiquitous infl uence on the 
last 45 years of popular music, initially not 
everyone was impressed by Kraftwerk and 
their machines. “They sound so detached…
the kind of guys who could blow up the 
planet just to hear the noise it made,” NME 
griped when Kraftwerk toured Britain in 
1975. “Spineless, emotionless,” Melody 
Maker bitterly complained in another 
withering review. “For God’s sake keep 
the robots out of music.” 

Yet the robots would not be stopped as fi rst 
Bowie fell under the electronic spell of their 
machine-made music and the rest of the 
world followed. By 2005, 30 years after 
NME’s attack on them, the same paper was 
proclaiming: “‘The Beatles and Kraftwerk’ 
may not have the ring of ‘The Beatles and 
the Stones’, but nonetheless, these are the 
two most important bands in music history”.

Kraftwerk’s origins lay in the alternative 
prog-rock scene that emerged in West 
Germany in the late sixties. It was a time of 
ferment as student protest movements were 
breaking out all over Europe, from Paris to 
Prague – and rock music was in the 
vanguard of the social and cultural upheaval.

For German youth – whom Hütter called 
“the zero generation” – there was the 
additional desire to escape the taint of 
national guilt over the war. The horror of 
the Berlin wall only intensifi ed the desire of 

a post-war generation to seek a new and 
better way of living. 

It produced a radical and experimental 
art-rock scene as bands such as Can, Amon 
Dull II, Tangerine Dream and Faust took 
their inspiration from a diverse array of 
sources that covered avant-garde 
improvisation, jazz, classical and rock and 
included Stockhausen, Albert Ayler, Frank 
Zappa’s Mothers Of Invention, La Monte 
Young, The Velvet Underground, Ornette 
Coleman, Terry Riley and Pink Floyd.

Michael Rother, who played guitar in an 
early iteration of Kraftwerk, saw the new 
wave of German bands as sharing a common 
artistic purpose, “to move away from 
traditional structures... a reaction to the 

Second World War and the pulse of 
conservative Germany.” The movement 
became known as ‘Krautrock’ – although 
understandably, the bands under its banner 
were less than enamoured with the term. 
“When English people started talking about 
Krautrock, we thought they were taking the 
piss,” Faust’s Zappi Diermeier complained. It 
provoked Edgar Froese of Tangerine Dream 
to coin the more politically correct term 
“kosmische musik”.

Yet Kraftwerk’s vision of electronic music 
was singularly unique and would very 
quickly transcend the kosmische movement 
which birthed it.

Hütter and Schneider – whose death in 
May 2020 prompted a tsunami of tributes – 
formed Kraftwerk in 1968 after meeting as 
music students at the Robert Schumann 
Hochschule in Düsseldorf. After working 
together in various avant improvisational 
ensembles they joined a group called 
Organisation before eventually forming 
Kraftwerk in 1970.

The first two albums 
were sonic experiments 
using simple tricks such 
as tape delay and echo

MUSIC LEGENDS
KRAFTWERK 
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Wolfgang, Karl,Florian and 
Ralf aka electronica’s John, 
Paul, George and Ringo

Kraftwerk

Flutes and bells, glockenspiels and 
harmonicas, violins and guitars, but 
not a synth or vocoder to be heard. 
Welcome to the esoteric back routes 
and byways travelled by Kraftwerk 
before heading down the autobahn.

1970 1972 1973 1974

Kraftwerk 2 

Avant prog-rock and psych noise – 
you’d hardly guess this is Kraftwerk at 
all. The highlight is the 18-minute 
Klingklang, a fine example of 
Germanic, LSD-fried kosmische 
that gives its name to their studio.

Ralf Und Florian 

The first hints at what is to come as 
electronic and synthesised effects begin 
to mingle with the guitars and flutes, 
although the rhythmic pulse and 
industrial sensibility of Kraftwerk’s 
later electronic work is yet to evolve.

Autobahn

Led by the 23-minute title track, 
the breakthrough album on 
which the group’s hypnotic 
rhythms, propulsive riffs and 
vocoded vocals maps out a bold 
new landscape in music making. 

1970
ALBUM BY ALBUM
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The fi rst two Kraftwerk albums were 
free-form sonic experiments, which found 
them using primitive tricks such as tape 
delay and echo to manipulate traditional 
instruments – organ, electric piano, 
glockenspiel, guitar, bass, xylophone, 
harmonica, fl ute and violin. By the second 
album the rhythm was being provided by a 
primitive pre-programmed beat box driven 
by Hütter’s Hammond organ. 

Musique non stop
Those only familiar with Kraftwerk’s 
post-Autobahn synth-pop bounce might 
imagine from those early albums that they 
are listening to an entirely different band. It 
seems that Kraftwerk have over the years 
shared that view. The fi rst two albums have 
never been issued on CD and remain 
unavailable on the usual digital streaming 
platforms. “We don’t consider them as 
important works or compositions. It’s 
archaeology… another period,” Schneider 
insisted. If you want to listen, your only 

options are to hunt down a second-hand 
seventies vinyl copy or rely on a poor-quality 
bootleg. If that fails the only recourse is 
ropey Youtube uploads.

The early Kraftwerk failed to make much 
impact and British prog fans preferred the 
kosmische big beat of Can and the acid-
fuelled space-rock of Amon Düül – although 
one of the few who was impressed was 
David Bowie. “I found their earlier stuff 
more invigorating than the later stuff, 
actually,” he observed in 1978 in the middle 
of recording his Berlin trilogy. “I liked the 
stuff that appeared to be free-form.”

The fi rst real hint of the electronic 
revolution that was to come appeared on 
Kraftwerk’s third album, 1973’s Ralf Und 

Florian, on which they began to experiment 
with overlaying synthesisers, drum machines 
and vocoders on top of the guitars, fl utes 
and violins. “We found that the traditional 
instruments were too limited for our 
imaginations,” Schneider said.

Ohm sweet ohm
However, it was on 1974’s Autobahn that 
they fi nally reached their destination. With 
the use of a Minimoog and EMS Synthi AKS, 
they fashioned the title track as a 22-minute 
pulsating synth symphony with a driving 
rhythm, which utilised a new musical 
vocabulary unlike anything that had 
preceded it in Anglo-American rock. 

With the repeatedly intoned lyric “Wir 
fahren, fahren, fahren auf der Autobahn” 
(we drive, drive, drive on the motorway) 
its tight, repetitive structure and machine-
like rhythm left the improvisational excesses 
of their kosmische peers far behind and 
an edited version of the track became a 
hit single in Britain and America – and 
revolutionised music and the way it was 
made in the process.

Schneider and Hütter called their 
mechanised sound ‘industrielle volksmusik’ 
and by the time of 1975’s Radio-Activity the 
arrival of Wolfgang Flür and Karl Bartos 
meant the classic Kraftwerk lineup was in 
place as electronic music’s answer to John, 
Paul, George and Ringo.

Over the next half dozen years they 
recorded a series of ground-breaking 
albums, which ensured that popular music 
would never sound the same. The title track 
of 1977’s Trans-Europe Express name-
checked uber fans Bowie and Iggy Pop and 
there was talk of a collaboration, which 
sadly never transpired.

Yet for all Kraftwerk’s rejection of standard 
Anglo-American rock and pop tropes, there 
was something weirdly danceable about the 
machine rhythm, a motorik sound that 
infi ltrated new wave, post-punk and eighties 
synth pop, an infl uence that was heard 
everywhere from Joy Division and Wire to 
Duran Duran, Gary Numan, The Human 

We didn’t realise it at 
the time, but after 
Computer World their 
work was almost done

MUSIC LEGENDS
KRAFTWERK 

Radio-Activity 

Another quantum leap on 
the band’s first entirely 
electronic album. The dozen 
tracks form a loose concept 
around the dual themes of 
radio communication and 
nuclear power. 

1975 1977 1978 1981

Trans-Europe Express 

Kraftwerk’s finest hour as the 
sequenced rhythms combine 
with catchy melodies to 
create an infectious sound 
that is highly danceable, with 
a splendidly dry humour on 
Showroom Dummies. 

The Man-Machine 

“We are the robots, we’re 
functioning automatic and 
we are dancing mechanic,” 
Kraftwerk sing on perhaps 
the ultimate realisation of 
their vision of uniting man 
and machine.

Computer World 

Released just as their 
electronic sound is taking 
over the mainstream, 
Kraftwerk’s last truly great 
album is an enduring classic, 
full of smart, shortish songs 
over flowing with wit.

Electric Café 

For the first time Kraftwerk’s 
ninth studio album finds them 
repeating themselves. Others 
had taken the sound on and it 
would be another 17 years 
before they made another 
studio album.

1986

By 1978 the band had taken to 
posing as showroom dummy 
effigies of themselves
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League and Ultravox, while in Detroit, 
Afrika Bambaataa’s reworking of Kraftwerk’s 
Numbers into the proto hip-hop hit Planet 
Rock helped to inspire the DJ and dance 
explosion that would later come to be 
known as electro.

By 1978’s The Man-Machine, the band had 
taken to hiding behind their machines and 
posing as showroom dummy effi gies of 
themselves. “We love our machines,” 
Schneider said. “We have an erotic 
relationship with them.”

On 1981’s Computer World they juxtaposed 
dystopian lyrics and chirping electronica and 
scored a double A-sided number one hit 
single with Computer Girl and The Model. 

The Kraftwerk sound had fi nally grown to 
the point where it took over the mainstream. 

Remarkably, for an album made at the 
cutting-edge of 40-year old computerised 
technology, it hasn’t dated at all. Its legacy 
lies in the fact that music is now made by 
computer as a matter of course and no 
one believes that the use of synthesisers 
denotes a lack of emotion. Kraftwerk deftly 
connected “the coldness of circuitry and the 
warmth of the soul, “reminding us that 
machines are, after all, the product of the 
dreams of humans”, the music critic Garry 
Mulholland smartly observed.

We didn’t know it at the time, but after 
Computer World their work was almost 
done. Flur left the band and the 1987 
album Electric Cafe was something of a 
disappointment. Work had begun on the 
record in 1982 and the lengthy gestation 
tells its own story: the band knew they were 
expected to be ground-breaking sonic 
innovators, but discovered that you 
cannot repeatedly reinvent the wheel.

By the early nineties Bartos had left, too, 
quitting during the making of The Mix, a set 

of remixes of compositions drawn from 
Kraftwerk’s previous albums from Autobahn 
to Electric Cafe. Having revolutionised the 
sound of music, Hütter and Schneider were 
now recycling themselves. 

The remix project aside, 17 years passed 
between 1986’s Electric Cafe and Kraftwerk’s 
next – and we must assume fi nal – album 
of new studio material. Even then, 2003’s 
Tour De France Soundtracks reworked an 
old idea, as the group had released a single 
titled Tour De France in 1983. 

Boing boom tschak
Hütter – an obsessive cyclist who often got 
the tour bus to drop him an hour away from 
the venue so he could cycle the remaining 
distance – had attempted at the time to 
persuade the band to make an entire concept 
album based around bike racing, but 
his colleagues had rejected the idea. On 
the centenary of the Tour De France, he 
revived the idea and the album included 
a re-recording of the 20 year-old single 
plus newly composed material.

MUSIC LEGENDS
KRAFTWERK 

Although Hütter and Schneider continued 
to tinker away with their machines in 
their Kling Klang base, no more studio 
recordings were released and fans had 
to be content with live albums. Minimum-
Maximum was recorded on a 2004 tour 
on which they performed on four laptop 
computers running sequencing, sampling, 
and synthesiser software, with synchronised 
video displays behind them.

3D – The Catalogue, released in 2017 and 
recorded at various concerts between 2012 
and 2016, was an eight-disc boxset featuring 
live versions of every Kraftwerk album from 
Autobahn to Tour De France Soundtracks. By 
then Hütter was the only original member, 
Schneider having left in 2008.

That all of their most innovative work was 
concentrated in an intensive period between 
1974’s Autobahn and 1981’s Computer 
World, mattered not. God made the world in 
seven days according to the Book of Genesis. 
Seven years was more than enough for 
Kraftwerk to change the way the world 
sounded for pop eternity ● P
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Florian Schneider left the band 
in 2008, leaving Ralf Hütter (far 
left) as the only original member

The first two albums 
have never been issued 
on CD and are unavailable 
on streaming platforms

The Mix 

Eleven tracks from their back catalogue 
not so much remixed as re-recorded 
and, in some cases, re-arranged. Think 
of it as a ‘greatest hits’ album with a 
twist and it’s enjoyable and clever 
enough, if hardly essential.

1991 2003 2005 2017

Tour De France Soundtracks

A concept album to mark the 
centenary of the Tour de France cycle 
race. The title track is a rerecording of 
a composition first released as a single 
in 1983 while much of the new material 
has more of a techno feel to it. 

Minimum-Maximum 

After 35 years, Kraftwerk’s first official 
live album – a double CD recorded in 10 
different countries on their 2004 world 
tour and including all the hits from 
Autobahn and Tour De France to 
Computer World and The Robots.

3-D The Catalogue

An eight-disc live set recorded 
between 2012-2016, with every 
album from Autobahn to Tour De 
France Soundtracks performed in 
its entirety, with only Hütter from 
the classic lineup still on board.
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SOME CABLE MAKERS seem 
wedded to the oft-cited “if it ain’t 
broke…” principle. Russ Andrews-
distributed Kimber Cable comes 
to mind. Its seminal 4PR speaker 
cable has been around, essentially 
unchanged, for donkey’s years and 
seems none the worse for that. 
Others prefer something closer to a 
state of creative restlessness and, 
among those, Merlin Cables freely 
admits its modus operandi in terms 
of a fast-track evolution where 
developments are made on a rolling 
basis, often unannounced.

With this in mind, what we have 
here is the Mk 6 (or ‘latest’ as Merlin 
refers to it) edition of its popular 
Black Widow mains cable. In the 
company’s hierarchy, it sits one rung 
above the entry-level Tarantula 
range and, according to the 
company, occupies the “sweet 
spot” in Merlin’s lineup, delivering 
what it claims to be, “fantastic 
performance for the money”. The 
standard cable costs £150 and the 
NAS (Noise Absorbing System) 
fi ltered version £200.

Shock of the new
Although Merlin says its products, in 
most cases, build on existing designs 
and technologies, new Black Widow 
doesn’t seem to share an awful lot 
with its predecessor. It looks 
completely different for a start, but 
it is described as: “all new”. 

Audio cable specialists love their 
abbreviations and the blurb for 
Black Widow is swimming in them. 
Just as important as NAS is Merlin’s 
ECG (Energy Control Ground), 
claimed to help reduce the build up 
of electrostatic energy, not just in 
the cable, but also over time in 
the system it’s connected to. The 
reasoning is if you can manage this 
energy, you reduce the overall 
impact it has on performance.

To optimise current handling, 
Black Widow uses 2.5mm2 twisted 
high-purity copper for its main 
conductors coated with “an 
extremely high-grade” polyethylene 

 DETAILS

PRICE

£150-200

WEBSITE

merlincables.co.uk

OUR VERDICT

(PE) with a claimed superior 
dielectric constant than the PVC used 
in most mains cables. Moreover, the 
cable’s special earth conductor uses 
a uni-lay construction with a double 
thickness conductive carbon screen 
tube (CCST) and drain wire shielding 
while a cross-linked PE jacket 
incorporates a proprietary compound 
designed to help resist the build up of 
harmful electrostatic energy. It uses 
natural cotton fi llers and a special 
wrap around the conductors to 
further dampen microphonic noise.

Even by the standards of girthsome, 
exotic, four-fi gure rival mains cables, 
Black Widow is somewhat stiff and 
infl exible, but can be bent and bullied 
into shape without grief. At one end is 
a BS-approved 3-pin UK mains plug, 
at the other a translucent blue-tinted, 
high-quality 3-pin 10A IEC plug.

This is an ideal cable to challenge 
those who think mains accessories 
don’t make a difference to performance 
as it quite clearly does and the effect 
isn’t subtle. Compared with a mains 
lead bundled with, say, a Hegel H120 
amplifi er (HFC 460), there’s a defi nite 
change of gear sonically easily 
comparable with any other similarly 

priced component upgrade and I 
reckon even the £200 needed 
to purchase the NAS fi ltered 
version (recommended for source 
components and DACs by Merlin) 
is money well spent. 

Good vibrations
Requirements for a specialist mains 
cable are straightforward, but by 
no means easy to execute: resist 
interference and vibration, aid 
current fl ow and lower the noise 
fl oor. Nail these and better sound 
quality is inevitable. And the Black 
Widow seems to bestow systemic 
rather than biased gains, increasing 
the overall sense of naturalness 
and believability by tackling the 
performance of specifi c hi-fi  metrics 
in a balanced and sympathetic way. 
Everything gels more convincingly. 
Listening to Sting’s live All This Time 
shows how lowering the noise fl oor 
improves the retrieval of low-level 
detail and elevates the realism of the 
recording, which seems more live 
and present than it does with the 
regular bundled mains cables and 
makes it a more absorbing and 
enjoyable listen for the long run. DV

Merlin Cables

Black Widow mains cable
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WITH ALL THE tiny electrical 
signals coming from a phono 
cartridge, it’s extremely important 
to use a top-quality interconnect 
between the tonearm and phono 
stage. The Heimdall 2 Tonearm 
Cable+ is designed to meet the 
needs of the discerning audiophile 
and incorporates a number of 
features that help to transfer the 
signal with negligible deterioration 
and interference.

Named after a Norse god, the 
cable is part of the same range as 
the Heimdall 2 headphone cable 
(HFC 440) and shares a number of 
features. It is designed to be very 
low noise with a rapid transmission 
speed and a high bandwidth, 
achieved using a twisted pair design 
– employing Nordost’s proprietary 
Micro Mono-Filament technology 
and individual shielding of the 
internal wires. 

Norse code
The cable also has a separately 
shielded, 24AWG silver-plated, 
stranded OFC bond wire, wrapped 
in Micro Mono-Filament, to offer 
additional immunity from external 
interference. The four signal wires 
are twisted in pairs and made from 
28AWG silver-plated 99.99999 OFC 
solid core conductors. Uniquely, the 
Heimdall 2 is supplied with two 
detachable 24AWG silver-plated, 
stranded OFC earth wires that can 
be plugged into a special splitter/
connector at the amplifi er end so 
you can use the cable’s shield as 
an additional earth connection to 
eliminate potential hum loops. The 
standard 1.25m cable is fi tted with a 
straight MoonGlo DIN plug and RCA 
or XLR connectors. Additional 
length cables and a 90° DIN 
connector option are also available 
for an additional cost.

I connect the Heimdall 2 between 
my Jelco SA-750 tonearm, with a 
Miyajima Kansui MC cartridge, and 
my valve phono stage. My fi rst 
impressions are favourable – the 
quality of the cable and connectors 

 DETAILS

PRICE

£740 for a 1.25m 
cable, plus £100 for 
an additional 0.5m 
length and £45 for a 
90° DIN connector

TELEPHONE

0131 5553922

WEBSITE

renaissanceaudio.
co.uk
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is superb. I start my listening tests 
with Mozart’s Symphony No.41, 
Jupiter, played by the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra. The excellent 
dynamic range is not at all hampered 
by the Heimdall 2, with the strings 
in the quieter sections of the fi rst 
movement being delightfully delicate 
and contrasting strikingly with the 
livelier sections. I am really drawn 
into the musicality of the performance, 
which is both energetic and refi ned. 

Next up is some jazz from The Yuko 
Mabuchi Trio. On Green Dolphin 
Street kicks off with a lovely piano 
introduction before the double bass 
and drums join in and the piece 
follows through to the swinging main 
melody. The bass fi ngering is clear 
and the piano sparkles with energy.

Lyn Stanley And Her Jazz 
Mavericks’ rendition of Route 66 is 
classy and her relaxed style of singing 
comes through beautifully. The 
instrument focus and clarity are 
both excellent and the soundstage is 
expansive. Meanwhile, Late Race, by 
Steve Race places the saxophone on 
the left playing the melody in Round 
Midnight, the harpsichord in the 

centre and the guitar on the right. 
This showcases the precise imaging 
of the music in my listening room. 

With Azymuth’s Equipe 68 the bass 
is powerful and punchy and the 
drums and hi-hats are crisp, tight 
and engaging. The great energy 
is splendidly conveyed and the 
instrument focus of the hi-hats 
is particularly well defi ned.

String theory
I fi nish off with Haydn’s Baryton 
Trios performed by the Esterhazy 
Baryton Trio. A baryton is a stringed 
instrument fi tted with six or seven 
strings that can be bowed and also 
has a number of thin, metal strings 
running behind the fi ngerboard that 
resonate when the upper ones are 
bowed. The result is a unique and 
very pleasing sound that can be 
quite a challenge for an audio 
system to reproduce well, but 
the magical sound is handled 
perfectly here.

Overall, I can’t fault the 
performance of the Heimdall 2, 
it’s a safe investment for any 
high-end audio system. NR

Nordost 

Heimdall 2 Tonearm Cable+
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AIMED AT USERS looking for 
a good-value amplifi er, the MX3 
comprises a USB DAC, Bluetooth 
receiver, integrated 38W Class D 
stereo amplifi er and headphone 
stage. It is fi tted with USB, optical, 
and coaxial digital inputs in addition 
to the Bluetooth capability, has 
a 3.5mm jack headphone out, 
loudspeaker banana connectors and 
a dedicated RCA for a subwoofer. A 
USB cable is supplied, together with 
a Bluetooth aerial, remote control 
handset and 24V power supply. The 
only minor niggle is that a UK 
‘fi gure-of-eight’ mains cable is not 
bundled in the box.

Chip o�  the old block
It supports up to 32-bit/96kHz 
through its USB input and 
24-bit/192kHz via its optical or 
coaxial inputs, thanks to Texas 
Instruments PCM5120A DAC chip 
with integrated high-performance 
audio PLL designed to reduce the 
system’s EMI. Also under the hood is 
STMicroelectronics’ TDA7498E – a 
dual BTL Class D audio amplifi er 
known for its high effi ciency – that 
employs differential inputs to 
minimise common-mode noise. 
Headphone amplifi cation is 
undertaken by a Texas Instruments 
LMH6643 chip, which has an output 
stage capable of driving heavy loads 
and so should suit a wide range of 
different headphones.

I connect the MX3 to my PRO9-TL 
transmission line speaker and pair 
it with my Samsung Galaxy S7 
smartphone. I start with Vivaldi’s 
Concerto For Bassoon, Strings & 
Continuo in C performed by La 
Serenissima, and my fi rst 
impressions are very good. The 
opening allegro is bright and 
energetic and all of the notes of the 
bassoon come across very clearly. 
Imaging is fairly good and the top 
end – although a little on the 
smooth side – is very acceptable at 
this price. I much prefer an amplifi er 
to err on the side of smoothness 
as opposed to sounding harsh and 
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£110
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edgy, which sadly is often the case 
with low-cost models. As expected, 
there is plenty of volume available to 
drive my speaker at a sensible level. 
Volume adjustment can be made 
using the buttons on the remote or, 
more conventionally, the rotary 
encoder dial on the front fascia. 

Switching to headphones using the 
remote control, I opt for Sennheiser’s 
HD 800 S (HFC 439) connected to the 
3.5mm socket on the front panel of 
the amp and play the same piece of 
music again. The MX3 is certainly 
able to drive the HD 800 S at 
comfortable-to-loud listening 
volumes, although this can lead to 
slight distortion at very high levels. 
Sound quality is good, but some may 
consider it a little over bright.

Changing to the USB input (no 
drivers are required for Windows 
10) and using the supplied cable to 
connect the MX3 to my PC, I play a 
24/96kHz FLAC fi le of Beethoven’s 
Piano Concerto No.5 by the Scottish 
Chamber Orchestra. The piano 
clearly stands out from the orchestral 
backing and the overall presentation 
is detailed. I do, however, sense that 

the orchestra lacks some of the 
fullness that I have come to expect 
from this recording.

My next choice is some relaxed 
jazz and an MP3 fi le of Cécile 
McLorin Salvant singing Mad About 
The Boy from her album Dreams And 
Daggers. This piece with Salvant 
singing in front of a small audience 
is very involving on my headphones, 
and the piano, double bass and 
drums are beautifully clear. 

Perfectly placed
I return to listening once again on 
the speaker and the soundstage is 
nicely laid out in front of me, with 
the vocalist and all the individual 
instruments taking up their own 
clearly defi ned position. In 
particular, the piano is quite 
believable, especially in the 
Bach-like solo section of the track.

To summarise, the sound quality 
of the MX3 is very good indeed 
regardless of whether listening to 
the speaker or from the headphone 
output. At this price point, this 
Bluetooth amplifi er represents quite 
excellent value for money. NR

Topping Audio 
MX3 Bluetooth amplifier 
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CD PLAYERS

ALSO CONSIDER

Audiolab
6000CDT
PRICE: £380  REVIEWED: HFC 447 

The 6000CDT is exceptional at revealing what’s 

on your discs to deliver a great big soundstage 

with plenty of detail inside. It can dig down deep 

into the mix to eke out the different musical 

strands while dynamically and rhythmically it’s 

hard to beat at the price. In short, it’s a super, 

highly affordable audiophile CD transport. 

Musical Fidelity
M3scd
PRICE: £1,150  REVIEWED: HFC 450

Able to string together elements of the mix 

dextrously for a natural and believable sound, 

the M3scd’s combination of detail and rhythmic 

alacrity are highly impressive while its excellent 

timing and tonal balance leave you wanting 

more. With its lovely, lyrical sonics oozing detail 

and subtlety, this is an extremely capable player.

Exposure
XM CD
PRICE: £1,200  REVIEWED: HFC 455 

A highly likeable half-width compact disc player 

that presents music in an enjoyable yet 

technically accurate manner, the XM CD might 

lack the operational slickness and versatility 

of some rivals, but it more than makes up for it 

with its energetic, lively sound, dynamic light 

and shade and charming character.

Cambridge Audio
AXC35
PRICE: £300  REVIEWED: HFC 454 

Something of a budget marvel, you’ll have to 

work extra hard to get the AXC35 to put a foot 

wrong. Bass is firm, detailed and blessed 

with excellent timing; the tonal palette is 

pleasingly broad and clean; and though the 

soundstage doesn’t extend much beyond the 

speakers, there’s great depth perspective.

Métronome 
Technologie
Le Player 2S 
PRICE: £5,100  REVIEWED: HFC 449 

As good as the sweet treble and rich bass are, 

what really impresses here is how when fed 

weaker CDs and impoverished MP3s the 

delivery remains unflappable and composed 

as layers of detail are locked into sharp focus.

Rega
Apollo
PRICE: £630  REVIEWED: HFC 450

Displaying a rich, mellifluous, dreamy and 

wonderfully lyrical talent for vocals, the 

Apollo is an exuberantly musical performer. 

It’s excellent at conveying microdynamics, 

is tonally warm and handles rhythms 

impeccably, making for a hugely charismatic 

performer considering its relatively low price.

Audiolab
8300CDQ

£1,100  HFC 448

Taking the winning recipe of the 
8200CDQ and adding an upgraded DAC 
with DSD playback, the accurate and 
uncoloured sound of the Audiolab is 
unmistakable. Vast amounts of detail are 
extracted from the mix, soundstaging is 
incredible and music flows naturally.

Leema Acoustics
Stream IV 

£2,300  HFC 456

The latest update to this long-established 
player feels a considerable step forward. 
CD playback is highly refined, assured 
and transparent, bass is rock solid with 
visceral depth that positively grips your 
solar plexus and streaming shares all 
these qualities for the best of both worlds.

Marantz
ND8006

£1,100  HFC 450

A CD player with DAC and streaming 
capabilities, the ND8006 effortlessly 
conveys the true spatial contrast 
between all the different strands of the 
mix while sounding precise with loads of 
midband detail. Tonally smooth, it has a 
silky top end and chunky bass.

Roksan
K3 CD Di

£1,300  HFC 403

Offering the relatively rare combination 
of smooth tonality with a lively and 
animated way of presenting the music, 
the K3 CD Di displays a sweet and 
even tonal balance with a panoramic 
soundstage. In short, it’s closer to good 
analogue sound than digital.
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AMPLIFIERS

PRE/POWER AMPLIFIERS

Audiolab
6000A 
PRICE: £600  REVIEWED: HFC 444 

A cracking budget integrated amplifier with 

just the right mix of features and high-quality 

performance. The 6000A boasts a snappy and 

engaging sound with sufficient power and fine 

build quality. It’s a great buy for the more 

discerning music enthusiast that demands 

plenty of flexibility at the heart of their system.

Quad
Vena II 
PRICE: From £650  REVIEWED: HFC 448

With a comprehensive spec that moves Quad’s 

most compact integrated on and enough weight 

to bring any type of music so thrillingly to life, 

the Vena II does a fine job of giving bass natural 

weight, snap and dynamic ability while 

delivering a big room-filling sound that 

belies those tiny dimensions.

Hegel
H120
PRICE: £2,200  REVIEWED: HFC 460 

The versatile talent that was the Rőst may have 

left the building, but its star quality lives on in 

the H120. Upgraded and buffed for the digital 

delights of a new decade, its mixture of terrific 

sound quality, supreme build and across-the-

board competence ensure that it ticks all the 

boxes and so comes highly recommended.

Copland
CTA408 
PRICE: £6,400  REVIEWED: HFC 450

Though this valve-based integrated isn’t 

a lush or cuddly performer and there are 

times it sounds more solid state than many 

transistor-equipped rivals, its ability to 

delight across a variety of music combined 

with its useful features and real-world power 

output make it an exceptional performer.

Naim
Nait XS 3
PRICE: £2,200  REVIEWED: HFC 454/459 

A clear improvement over its already 

impressive predecessor, the Nait XS 3 is an 

emotionally articulate and highly engaging 

performer that’s hard not to love. It turns in a 

well-defined, detailed and carefully ordered 

sound that ticks all the right ‘hi-fi’ boxes, but 

more than that, it really sings when required.

Yamaha
A-S3200 
PRICE: £5,000  REVIEWED: HFC 464

This highly accomplished performer 

succeeds through its breadth of ability rather 

than exceeding in one specific area. A highly 

capable performer, its snappy sound and 

gutsy demeanour combine with speed, 

grip versatility and power to create a 

great-looking beast of an integrated.  

Cambridge Audio
Edge W
£2,500  HFC 447
The Edge W power amplifier quotes 
2x 100W RMS output and has oodles of 
power to drive pretty much any speaker. 
It has a neutral sound with a hint of 
sweetness and an upbeat nature 
underwritten by plenty of insight that’s 
seriously good for the money.

Emotiva
BasX PT-100/BasX A-300
£400/£530  HFC 429
A most enticing evocation of ‘affordable 
high-end’, the sound from this Emotiva 
pairing delivers a soundstage that 
extends well beyond the walls with a 
combination of satisfyingly nailed-on 
pace, rhythm, timing and dimensionality 
that seriously impresses. A great buy.

Exposure
XM7/XM9
£1,240/£1,390  HFC 429
Fast, open and three dimensional, the 
XM9 pairing is capable of driving more 
awkward speaker loads to high levels 
without any complaint. Partnered with 
the XM7 preamp/DAC, Exposure’s house 
sound means a fulsome bass, midband 
detail and a smooth, yet spacious treble.

Mola-Mola
Makua/Kaluga
£7,500/£10,000  HFC 427
Class D amplification has come of age 
with the Kaluga offering great swathes 
of power that are summoned up with 
amazing speed without any sense of 
strain. Suddenly demanding multi-
layered recordings appear effortlessly 
forensic without ever sounding clinical.

NEW 

ENTRY
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CABLES – INTERCONNECTS

Atlas Cables

Equator Integra 
PRICE: £115 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 438 

Employing the same OCC copper conductors 

used in Atlas’ higher end interconnects, the 

Equator Integra transmits consistently 

sophisticated music and represents excellent 

value for money. Subtle nuances become 

elevated, while elegance, refinement and 

fine details adroitly come to the fore.

Kimber Kable 

Select USB-Cu 
PRICE: From £563  REVIEWED: HFC 456

Terminated with hand-made purpleheart and 

gaboon ebony connector housings, this 

distinctive USB cable achieves a soundstage 

that is both wide and deep. The edginess of 

violins is deeply impressive while instruments 

are perfectly located across the room revealing a 

stunning mix of definition and clarity.

Ecosse Cables

Master Reference SE
PRICE: £425 for 0.8m  REVIEWED: HFC 455

Designed to convey an even greater degree of 

transparency, detail and three dimensionality 

than its rival interconnects, the Master 

Reference SE certainly doesn’t disappoint. 

Punchy basslines, well-defined positioning, 

supreme soundstage width and clear focus 

are very much the order of the day here. 

Black Rhodium

Minuet 
PRICE: £160 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 453

Replacing the Prelude, this RCA interconnect 

is screened and employs silver-plated copper 

wire to improve clarity and high-frequency 

performance. The result is remarkably 

sophisticated for the money with detail, 

positioning of instruments, imaging and 

separation absolutely nailed on.

Gekko Cables

Red Dusk 
PRICE: £250 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 456

A directional unshielded RCA interconnect, 

the Red Dusk is made of two twisted solid-

core OFHC copper conductors clad in silver. 

Once run-in, the soundstage takes on a more 

three-dimensional presentation, subtle 

details come to the fore and the orchestra 

fills the entire width of the room. 

Tellurium Q

Blue 
PRICE: £186 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 439

The baby brother of TQ’s Black USB cable, the 

Blue is of the AB configuration for hookup to a 

DAC and aims to minimise distortion. This it 

does with consummate ease while adding 

energetic, pounding bass and superb 

instrument placement within a broad, 

realistic soundstage for good measure.
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CABLES – MAINS POWER

Furutech
Roxy 
PRICE: £233 for 1.5m  REVIEWED: HFC 447 

Connecting the Roxy to a source 

component immediately removes a layer 

of glare and ‘glint’ from the sound; tonally 

it’s darkly translucent instead of shiny white 

gloss, allowing the listener to hear more 

into the music and appreciate the space 

between the notes.

Black Rhodium 
Stream
PRICE: £450 for 1.7m  REVIEWED: HFC 430

Black Rhodium has discovered that optimum 

sound quality is obtained from cables of 1.7m, 

hence this offering featuring silver-plated 

copper conductors. And who are we to argue, 

considering the impressive clarity and focus 

of instruments combined with a noise floor 

displaying an impressive lack of interference.

IsoTek
Evo3 Initium
PRICE: £65 for 1.5m  REVIEWED: HFC 413

IsoTek’s entry-level power cable has a 

distinctive opalescent green finish that is 

flexible and stylish. Once employed, there’s 

a noticeable step up in the quality of musical 

instrument focus while clarity improves as 

the background becomes quieter and bass 

more extended. 

Atlas Cables
Eos dd 
PRICE: £145 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 452

Referring to ‘dual drain’ technology, the 

Eos dd is designed to act as a filter against 

incoming contamination. The result is an 

inky blackness between musical phrases 

and a supremely low noise floor, while 

detail and imaging improve as interference 

is banished.

Russ Andrews
30th Anniversary YellO 
PRICE: £65 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 423

First introduced in the nineties, the YellO 

benefits from years of research into the 

effects of mains quality. Employing pure 

copper conductors, this relaunched cable 

results in a wider, deeper soundstage and the 

improvement it brings to instrument focus 

has to be heard to be believed.

Chord Company
Shawline
PRICE: £200 for 1m  REVIEWED: HFC 438

Available at a variety of lengths, the Shawline 

mains cable is made from three lots of 14 AWG 

multi-strand conductors. Test highlights 

include superior front-to-back imaging, 

with all the tonal complexities of the 

instruments really coming to life, delivering 

genuine energy to orchestral performances.
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NETWORK AUDIO PLAYERS

MUSIC SERVERS

Audiolab
6000N Play 
PRICE: £450  REVIEWED: HFC 453 

Employing the DTS Play-Fi platform (which is not 

without its foibles), the Audiolab beautifully 

balances refinement and engagement with an 

impressive bass response and tonality. Given an 

operating system update, this has the potential 

to be class leading. Even so, it still remains the 

best-sounding streamer available under £500.

Naim
ND5 XS 2
PRICE: £2,300  REVIEWED: HFC 454 

Delivering Naim’s distinctive flare and typically 

impressive sound – superb low-end drive 

with texture and presence combined with a 

delicious sweetness – this Roon-compatible 

network music player is supremely engineered, 

over flowing with useful features and capable 

of a sparkling performance.

Auralic
Aries G2 
PRICE: £3,900  REVIEWED: HFC 431 

A front-end transport that requires the user to 

bring their own DAC to the streaming party, the 

performance of the Aries G2 is therefore 

dependent on partnering equipment. Despite 

that, connections are entirely stable and 

Lightning Link is a superb addition, making this a 

wonderfully flexible and easy to use superstar.

Auralic
Altair G1
PRICE: £1,900  REVIEWED: HFC 455

Designed as more of a standalone front end 

than some of Auralic’s network products, this 

streamer with added preamp has pretty much 

everything you need and little that you don’t. 

Thanks to its effortless cohesion and ability to 

allow music to flow, the result is one of the 

best, if not the best streaming options around.

Cambridge Audio
Edge NQ
PRICE: £3,500  REVIEWED: HFC 447 

Something of a departure from CA’s usual 

fare, this network music player also combines 

the additional versatility of a DAC and preamp 

to serve up a sumptuously wide recorded 

acoustic, with a hugely expansive sound that 

partners massive punch with great precision 

for a clean, direct and enjoyable sound.

Yamaha
WXAD-10
PRICE: £150  REVIEWED: HFC 442 

One of the smallest options around, this 

MusicCast network audio player might not 

look like much, but don’t be fooled – it has it 

where it counts. Tonal balance is neutral; bass 

is well integrated with good detail; and the 

space and three dimensionality add to the 

realism, making it great value for money.

Bluesound
Vault 2i

£1,100  HFC 452

If you see yourself buying into the BluOS 
ecosystem favoured by the Canadian 
brand and its cohorts, this 2TB, server, 
ripper and player compatible with up to 
24-bit/192kHz PCM and MQA files, is a 
great way of starting off in one room 
and expanding as your system grows.

Innuos
Zenith Mk3

From £3,000  HFC 451

With one of the best interfaces going 
and a potently flexible spec, the 4TB, CD 
ripping Zenith can be used as a Roon 
Core and delivers an outstanding 
performance that inspires confidence 
even for those starting out. It should 
be right near the top of any shortlist.

Melco
N100 EX

£2,000  HFC 462

Following a software update back in 
December 2019, the N100 became 
the EX so it’s now powered by the 
excellent Intelligent Music Library 
system – the best in the business. The 
sharp lines of the chassis combined with 
the crisp, clean sound help seal the deal.

Naim
Uniti Core

£1,900  HFC 438

Equipped with a CD ripper and 1TB SSD, 
the Uniti Core takes on an understated 
role as it handles 32-bit/384kHz PCM 
and DSD128 music files impeccably. 
Presentation is pleasingly neutral and it 
simply lets whatever network audio 
player is attached get on with the music.



DRAGONFLY COBALT 
DAC + PREAMP + HEADPHONE AMP

The award-winning DragonFly Cobalt has the robust 2.1-volt output to drive almost any headphone, uses a bit-

perfect digital volume control for outstanding signal-to-noise ratio, enables seamless compatibility with Apple 

and Android devices, and is an exceptionally competent and aff ordable MQA Renderer.

Cobalt’s precedent-setting performance is made possible by:

•   New ESS ES9038Q2M DAC chip with a minimum-phase slow roll-off  fi lter for more natural sound.

•   New Microchip PIC32MX274 microprocessor reduces current draw and increases processing speed by 33%.

•   Improved power-supply fi ltering, specifi cally designed to reduce WiFi, Bluetooth, and cellular noise.

•   Includes a form-fi tting Carbon-level DragonTail USB-A to USB-C adaptor. 

From MP3 to MQA and Hi-Res, DragonFly Cobalt preserves the body, warmth, and natural color in all your music. Experience 

more beauty at home and everywhere you listen.
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DACS

Alpha Design Labs
Stratos
PRICE: £1,315  REVIEWED: HFC 455 

Remarkably flexible at the price, the Stratos 

offers an impressively wide-reaching range of 

features without compromising sound quality. 

The soundstage is wide and open with a refined 

presentation, delicate details are reproduced 

with breath-taking accuracy and instrument 

separation and location are absolutely spot on. 

Musical Fidelity
M6s DAC 
PRICE: £1,400  REVIEWED: HFC 449

Like your DACs big, bold and full of features? 

Look no further than the M6s, which is sonically 

blessed with a wider, more holographic 

soundstage, pinpoint imaging that you can 

reach out and touch and a gift for projecting 

sonics with the finest low-level detail, cementing  

realism that only the best models can match.

Chord Electronics
Qutest
PRICE: £1,200  REVIEWED: HFC 436

Regardless of file, format, sampling rate or input, 

this great-sounding DAC allows you to hear 

things presented in a detailed, intricate and 

incisive way that absolutely nails the basic 

emotion of the music. Even disregarding the 

supreme styling and build, the sound quality 

alone warrants enthusiastic recommendation.

Audiolab
M-DAC+
PRICE: £800  REVIEWED: HFC 449 

While some DACs can dive deeper into a 

recording, what’s so likeable about the 

M-DAC+ is its poise, control and command of 

the bigger musical picture. With its stunning 

grasp of flow and tempo, there’s a welcome 

warmth to its presentation and its solid three 

dimensional imaging is second to none.

Copland
DAC215
PRICE: £2,000  REVIEWED: HFC 418 

Equally at home operating as a headphone 

amplifier or preamp as it is a DAC, the 

tube-driven DAC215 highlights an almost 

tremulous quality in vocals in a relaxed way 

that allows the music to flow easily and 

freely for a rich and evocative performance 

with a seemingly bottomless bass.

Mytek
Brooklyn Bridge 
PRICE: £2,500  REVIEWED: HFC 461 

Adding a new network card – with two USB 

ports, two coaxial and an optical input – so 

that the Brooklyn DAC effectively becomes a 

network-capable music player, the Brooklyn 

Bridge boasts exceptional bass with a clean 

and highly detailed sound, impressive 

features for easy operation and superb clarity.
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FLOORSTANDING LOUDSPEAKERS

LOUDSPEAKER CABLES

Chord Company
Epic XL
£600 1.5m, terminated  HFC 450
Combining elements of Chord’s 
Signature Reference/XL with its Epic 
speaker cable, the XL bristles with 
energy and brings fantastic detail to the 
fore. Subtle elements are captivatingly 
clear, soundstage depth is enormous 
and clarity is supremely enhanced.

Chord Company
Odyssey X
£150 1m, terminated  HFC 451
Made from the same materials as the 
Rumour X (HFC 447), the Odyssey X 
is designed to bring more control to 
dynamics and definition, and boy does it 
deliver. Front-to-back imaging is superb, 
instruments are well focused and clearly 
positioned while piano is full and rich.

QED
XT25
£85 3m  HFC 434
Claimed to achieve a lowering of 
impedance compared with a traditional 
large cross-sectional area twin-core cable, 
the XT25 offers up great refinement and 
engaging musicality. Vocals are clear and 
full bodied, silence between phrases is 
eerily quiet and the noise floor is very low.

True Colours Industries
Storm
£22 1m  HFC 453
This flexible ribbon cable is 2mm thick, 
making it ideal for hiding away under the 
carpet for tidy bi-wire hook-ups, while its 
tight and well-controlled performance 
reveals impressive openness with a 
spacious sound that’s full and entirely 
uncluttered, even during crescendos.

Acoustic 
Energy 
AE509
PRICE: £2,300  
REVIEWED: HFC 456 

Employing a carbon 

tweeter to shun shrill 

brightness, the AE509 

allows you to listen into 

instruments on your 

favourite recordings, 

sounding dazzlingly fast 

and frenetic without the 

slightest hint of grain or sibilance. Meanwhile its 

curious conjunction of tonal grace and transient 

pace; handling of lower frequencies; and taut 

bass from the matching carbon mid/bass drivers 

make this floorstander a worthy flagship.

Ophidian
P3 

Evolution 
PRICE: £5,000
REVIEWED: HFC 451 

The Ophidian projects an 

expansive soundstage 

with deep and powerful 

bass. This is one of those 

rare speakers that has 

genuine smoothness and 

warmth. Its balance and 

oodles of power paint a picture that’s so natural 

and coherent that you almost feel you’re 

breathing the same air as the artist you’re 

listening to. A stunningly talented floorstander, 

it makes its £5k price seem a snip. Even if your 

budget is twice the size, it demands to be heard. 

DALI
Oberon 5 
PRICE: £700  
REVIEWED: HFC 447

A simple two-way 

design, the Oberon 5 

is the smaller of two 

floorstanders positioned  

two tiers up from DALI’s 

entry-level Spektor 

range and the sense of 

enthusiasm, exuberance 

and fun it displays right 

from the off is infectious. 

Requiring little in the way of toe-in towards the 

listener, its clear and resolute midband results in 

a fabulously subtle and nuanced performance 

while its gift for separation, layering and 

microdynamics is deeply impressive.

Bowers & 
Wilkins
603
PRICE: £1,250 
REVIEWED: HFC 448

Regardless of what you 

play, here’s a speaker 

with the power, 

bandwidth and bass 

heft to do full-scale 

justice to Muse, Mozart 

and Motörhead. Its low-

distortion transparency 

and 3D imaging conjure up the ambience and 

atmosphere of the most intimate gig with a 

tonal palette that’s believable rather than 

manipulative. And all underpinned by a bass 

performance that delivers presence and vitality.

Monitor 
Audio
Gold 

300 
PRICE: £4,000  
REVIEWED: HFC 453 

The benefits the 

Gold 300 brings to 

openness, clarity, 

fine detail and 

harmonic structure 

is very special. Although with vividly 

produced material it can verge on the ‘hyper 

real’, this is a consummate crowd pleaser that 

more than any rival at the price sells an idea of 

high-end luxury and sonic excellence that’s 

hard to distinguish from the real thing.

Spendor
D7.2
PRICE: £4,500 
REVIEWED: HFC 456

A crisp, open and 

even-sounding 

loudspeaker that’s 

impressively engaging 

and surprisingly 

dynamic – especially 

for a floorstander at 

this price. There’s 

more space around 

vocals and a lighter 

more spry sound to cymbals, making for a 

lifelike sound despite its ability to remain 

smooth and sophisticated. The D7.2 is a 

modestly sized, highly capable, do-it-all 

loudspeaker that’s well worth an audition.
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS

LOUDSPEAKER SUPPORTS

Amphion
Helium510
PRICE: £720  REVIEWED: HFC 454 

Amphion’s stated aim of avoiding a clear 

sweetspot is achieved with ridiculous ease while 

its delivery is spacious with wholly convincing 

tonality and rich and smooth vocals. Piano shows 

excellent decay and though bass extension isn’t 

the deepest, it is detailed, fast and superbly 

integrated with the other frequencies. 

Kudos Audio
Titan 505
PRICE: From £7,000  REVIEWED: HFC 451 

Worthy of its Titan monicker, the 505 extracts a 

truly room-filling sound from its relatively small 

dimensions, making it an absolute delight with 

whatever material you care to feed it. Fans of 

big, brawny loudspeaker designs that find small 

cabinets a sonic compromise will be forced 

to re-evaluate their opinion after hearing it.

ELAC
Vela BS 403
PRICE: £1,750  REVIEWED: HFC 447 

The Vela BS 403 splits the atom, generating 

serious power from a tiny package. And rarely 

does so much dynamism come with such 

refinement. It’s like a BBC LS3/5a on steroids 

with an extra high and low octave thrown in. If 

you’ve ever felt the need for subwoofers and 

supertweeters, the ELAC covers those bases. 

Bowers & Wilkins
606
PRICE: £550  REVIEWED: HFC 454 

Feeling far more sensitive than its claimed 

88dB at 8ohm, the 606 presents no challenge 

for even the most anaemic amplifiers offering 

a startling balance between top-end sparkle 

and supreme refinement. With impressive 

bass weight; superb timing and drive; and 

top-end precision, it’s mighty impressive.

Falcon Acoustics
RAM Studio 20 
PRICE: From £2,000  REVIEWED: HFC 446 

The RAM Studio 20 clearly favours amps with 

plenty of grip, especially in the bass. It might 

not offer forensic levels of detail with which to 

dissect a recording, but as a wide-bandwidth, 

high-performance standmount that sounds 

easy, natural and is dripping with musical 

finesse, it takes some beating.

Q Acoustics
Concept 300
PRICE: £3,000  REVIEWED: HFC 448 

With unexpectedly large amounts of midband 

detail, a bouncy bottom end and enjoyable 

musicality, the Concept 300 conjures up 

a charming sound that puts the accent on 

civility and smoothness, but never at the 

expense of musical enjoyment – making it 

excellent value for money at the price.

Atacama Audio
Apollo Cyclone 6
£100  HFC 455

Available in a choice of three sizes so 
you can get the height of your cabinets 
correctly positioned to suit your 
listening position, this stand removes 
unwanted vibrations from the 
performance sharpening imaging and 
instrument focus for a full, refined sound.

Hi-Fi Racks
X50
From £180.48  HFC 453

Solidly built, these elegant yet classy 
speaker stands are available in a choice 
of flexible customisation options, 
removing all colouration from the 
performance and giving the impression 
the cabinet is floating in mid-air. Great 
value for money and a simple upgrade.

IsoAcoustics
GAIA II
£300  HFC 427

Attaching the GAIA II feet to the 
underside of your speaker provides a 
high degree of isolation that gives it the 
opportunity to breath and display a level 
of clarity and openness that’s easy to 
hear. Music just sounds right with them 
in place and the price is right too.

Townshend Audio
Seismic Isolation Podium
From £1,400  HFC 426

Placing your loudspeaker on to a 
Seismic Isolation Podium is a revelation. 
The way it completely removes its 
interaction with its surroundings is 
mind blowing, bringing clarity to the 
entire frequency range, enabling it to 
communicate far more effectively.
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WIRELESS LOUDSPEAKERS

ONE-BOX SYSTEMS

Bluesound

Pulse Flex 2i
PRICE: £300  REVIEWED: HFC 453 

With no shortage of lower frequencies, the Pulse 

Flex 2i’s bass extension is controlled, pleasantly 

quick and has an impressive level of clout to it. 

Used as a pair, the soundstage is large and 

effortless underpinned by the aforementioned 

bass while the connections and range of features 

provide impressive flexibility.

KEF

LSX
PRICE: £1,000  REVIEWED: HFC 446 

It might not be able to match the muscle and 

dynamic reach of the LS50 Wireless, but the LSX 

is cut from the same sonic cloth. Size, style, 

build, flexibility and sound quality all impress, 

but it’s the active ingredient which enables a 

performance level that similarly priced passive 

systems will find hard to match that wins the day.

Devialet

Phantom Reactor 900
PRICE: £2,580  REVIEWED: HFC 456 

Unlike any other wireless designs on the market, 

the distinctive Phantom boasts 900W of peak 

power via its hybrid Class A/D amp and bass that 

dives down to a barely believable 18Hz. The 

result is power and extension that defies physics, 

but more impressive still is how it performs at low 

volumes – making it ideal for late-night listening.

Bowers & Wilkins

Formation Duo 
PRICE: £3,500  REVIEWED: HFC 453 

The Formation Duo performs the magic trick 

of revealing new detail in familiar music while 

delivering a level of insight that’s more akin to 

a studio monitor. There’s stunning potency 

and immediacy; supreme bass speed and 

impact; rich and three-dimensional vocals; 

and everything feels unerringly accurate. 

KEF

LS50 Wireless
PRICE: £2,000  REVIEWED: HFC 433 

Fine clarity and focus, a spacious soundstage 

with stunning image solidity and unfettered 

musicality make for immersive and hugely 

enjoyable listening. Best of all, though, is 

the sense that every fibre and sinew of this 

system is pulling in the same direction. 

Wonderful regardless of music or source.

Naim

Mu-so 2nd 

Generation
PRICE: £1,300  REVIEWED: HFC 452 

A world away from the traditional components 

Naim is known for, the Mu-so 2nd Generation 

delivers unfailingly entertaining sonics with 

hi-fi values and an exceptional musicality. 

The best one-box speaker system full stop.

NAD
M10

£2,200  HFC 451
With its super flexibility, powerful 
amplifier design, big front panel 
touchscreen and impressive BluOS 
platform, this is a supremely stylish 
offering. Sonically it’s a very powerful 
and refined system while its definition 
and precision is in ample supply.

Naim
Uniti Star

£3,500  HFC 433
Fast, powerful and grippy with oodles of 
emotion and a pleasingly expressive 
tonality, the Uniti Star might not have the 
forensic detail resolution of some 
similarly priced rivals, but it isn’t far off. 
Otherwise it’s practically impossible to 
find fault at the price.

Novafidelity
X14

£690  HFC 446
Deserving of praise for the functionality 
it manages to squeeze into such a 
compact and elegant chassis, the X14’s 
well thought out and practical approach 
will attract those looking to take their 
first steps into network audio and it 
makes a greater second-room setup.

Quad
Artera Solus

£1,500  HFC 434
Even by Quad’s high standards the 
Artera Solus is unfeasibly talented. 
Excelling with immediacy, presence, 
weight, body, scale and authority, it offers 
not only looks and feels more expensive 
than it is, but it sounds it too. It deserves 
to be paired with a fine set of speakers. 
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MoFi 
UltraDeck+M
PRICE: £2,500  REVIEWED: HFC 459

Equipped with a MasterTracker MM cartridge, 

the UltraDeck+M is MoFi’s flagship package 

and fit and finish are superb. Investing in the 

367g Super Heavy Weight clamp (£200) is a 

must, resulting in rock-solid bass, clear and 

focused top end and the sort of timing and 

precision associated with direct-drive decks.

TURNTABLES

CARTRIDGES

AnalogueWorks 
TT Zero
PRICE: £1,500  REVIEWED: HFC 453 

Pristine without being bright, the TT Zero has 

fine tonal discrimination and starts and stops 

precisely where it should. It is able to unpick all 

the audio strands with ease, sounding, open 

and airy with plenty of sparkle and bite, a low 

noise floor, lucid rhythmic gait and impressively 

clean, controlled and tuneful bass.

Technics
SL-1500C
PRICE: £900  REVIEWED: HFC 453 

The built-in phono stage is terrific, while the 

take-no-prisoners sonic personality sounds 

joyously lively, enthusiastic and ‘on it’. Thanks 

to its legendary torque and stability, it locks 

down timing and rhythm with start-stop 

precision and its firm, deep and expressive 

bass adds unrivalled impetus and authority.

Rega
Planar 6
PRICE: £1,400  REVIEWED: HFC 427 

Partnered with Rega’s Ania moving-coil 

cartridge, the Planar 6 delivers a level of 

performance that is pretty much untouchable 

for £1,500. The sense of togetherness is classic 

Rega, the overall presentation is aided in no 

small part by the tonal realism while the power 

and alacrity complete a perfect sonic picture.

Pro-Ject
X1
PRICE: £700  REVIEWED: HFC 452 

A highly impressive turntable package for 

the price, the X1 makes music in a happy, 

engaging and big-hearted way with no obvious 

weak points to spoil your enjoyment. With its 

sizeable, open and engulfing sound, it serves as 

a perfect example of just how good vinyl can 

sound given half a chance.

Rega
Planar 10
PRICE: £4,500  REVIEWED: HFC 456 

A masterpiece that is without doubt one of 

Rega’s finest achievements, the Planar 10 

manages to deliver a performance that is 

outstanding even at this lofty price point. Utterly 

unflappable, it offers incredible detail retrieval 

combined with a naturally low noise floor to dish 

up captivating vinyl execution.

Audio-Technica 
AT-OC9XEN 
£300  HFC 452

This Group Test-winning moving-coil 
cart utilises an elliptical nude stylus 
mated to an assembly using two coils 
rather than one – which is something of 
an A-T trademark – and balances excellent 
performance with a useful boost to user 
friendliness, thanks to its threaded body.

Hana
ML
£1,000  HFC 447

With a threaded insert to make fitting 
easy, the ML is a low-output moving-coil 
design sat right at the top of Hana’s 
range. Boasting a performance full of 
energy, presence and a believable sense 
of delay, it’s the depth and fine detail of 
bass that really impresses here.

Ortofon
MC Anna Diamond
£7,250  HFC 463

It’s not exactly cheap, but Ortofon’s 
flagship moving-coil cart effortlessly 
shatters all expectations. From its 
stunning design and impeccable 
engineering to the way that it drags even 
the dullest recordings into sharp relief, 
this is a very special pick-up indeed.

Sumiko
Blue Point Special EVO III
£600  HFC 461

The latest incarnation of the long-
standing Blue Point Special moving-coil 
range, the EVO III is available in high or 
low output (we tested the former). It 
provides a stunningly realistic sound 
that’s smooth and effortless yet highly 
detailed with controlled bass.
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IN-EAR HEADPHONES

Audeze
iSINE 10

£400  HFC 423

A must-have for Apple users, the world’s 
first planar magnetic in-ear is decent 
with a regular 3.5mm cable but comes 
into its own when used with iOS devices 
connected via Lightning, sounding 
faster and more cohesive than the best 
dynamic or multiple armature designs. 

Oriveti
OH500

£500  HFC 451

Combining an airiness with low-end 
extension that most rivals can only 
dream of, the OH500’s stylish resin 
enclosures house four Knowles balanced 
armatures (two for bass and two for the 
midrange) with an 8mm dynamic bass 
driver for an enjoyably vivid performance.

Sennheiser
IE 80 S BT

£440  HFC 456

An impressive combination of excellent 
performance, comprehensive Bluetooth 
aptX HD implementation and 
Sennheiser’s attention to comfort 
and build make this an exceptionally 
talented design that is likely to win 
over many converts to wireless audio.

Shure
KSE1200

£1,770  HFC 449

Electrostatic technology might be 
undeniably costly and not exactly 
portable, but the KSE1200 compromises 
on none of the qualities that Shure holds 
dear to deliver a level of realism, space 
and involvement that’s beyond all but the 
most supremely talented loudspeakers.

PHONO STAGES

Chord Electronics
Huei
PRICE: £900  REVIEWED: HFC 459 

The Huei’s appeal extends from its rock-

solid build and playful, sphere-based 

control system to its impressive knack 

of extracting the best from a turntable/

cartridge combo without being too 

painfully honest about the ropier 

aspects of less-than-pristine recordings.

Primare
R15
PRICE: £900  REVIEWED: HFC 463 

With both moving-magnet and moving-coil 

carts, the R15 is extraordinarily impressive. 

Not only is it one of the largest phono stages 

around, but this affordable option combines 

vanishingly low noise with great transparency 

and a slightly cool but lean tonal balance. 

Just keep bad recordings away from it.

Lindemann
Limetree Phono
PRICE: £600  REVIEWED: HFC 441 

Offering outstanding levels of performance with 

moving-magnet cartridges alongside a more 

than respectable showing with moving-coil 

options, this engaging performer offers up 

wonderful tonal richness, propulsive energy and 

a sense of urgency that engages with upbeat 

material. And all at a very reasonable price.

Cyrus
Phono Signature 
PRICE: £1,200  REVIEWED: HFC 408 

A welcome addition to the ranks of high-end 

phono stages, the Phono Signature is 

something of a bargain. It delivers on 

the promise of vinyl as a high-resolution 

format and the fact it does so while offering 

class-leading functionality and flexibility 

makes it very special indeed. 

Musical Fidelity
M6 Vinyl
PRICE: £1,400  REVIEWED: HFC 451 

An impressively quiet phono stage, the M6 

Vinyl treads an interesting line between 

accuracy and imparting a little character all 

of its own. Tonally accurate it has a heady 

combination of richness and weight that 

draws you into a performance, while bass 

response is startlingly good.

Rega
Aura
PRICE: £4,000  REVIEWED: HFC 446 

This MC-only preamp combines superb 

engineering and build quality to create an 

unashamedly high-end phono stage, but 

what sets it apart from the pack is its 

balance of accuracy and realism with the 

ability to deliver musical joy, making it one 

of the finest phono stages available.
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HEADPHONES

Sennheiser

HD 820
PRICE: £2,000  REVIEWED: HFC 442 

Delivering a highly refined performance 

regardless of source or music type, the HD 820 

is one of the best closed-back designs in the 

business. Top of a long list of positives is its 

staggering bass, which delivers such tight, 

punchy and extended low frequencies that it 

absolutely demands to be given an audition.

Dan Clark Audio

Aeon 2 Closed
PRICE: £900  REVIEWED: HFC 462

Available as both open (warmer, fuller tone) and 

closed options (leaner midrange), the Aeon 2 

is a timely update of the Aeon Flow that was 

so popular back in HFC 435. Its improved 

plannar drivers feature increased damping and 

conjure up pinpoint detailing, thundering lower 

frequencies and a deft touch with subtle effects. 

Focal

Stellia
PRICE: £2,800  REVIEWED: HFC 452 

A welcome addition to the hall of high-end 

headphone fame, the closed-back Stellia 

rivals the best open-back competition, bringing 

new meaning to the word forensic. Imparting 

a benign character on everything it plays, this 

vice-free design has rhythmic engagement, 

endless vitality and depth charge-like bass. 

Sennheiser

Momentum 3 
PRICE: £350  REVIEWED: HFC 455 

With a Bluetooth performance that makes it 

hard to believe this is really a wireless offering, 

the Momentum might just be the most 

consistently entertaining performer Sennheiser 

has ever produced. Excellent design, fabulous 

features, subsonic bass and impeccable 

noise cancelling complete the package.

Audio-Technica

ATH-M50xBT
PRICE: £180  REVIEWED: HFC 450

Taking its M50x and turning it into a very 

capable wireless design (thanks to Bluetooth 

v5.0) without altering its sonic character, Audio-

Technica has come up trumps here. Balance 

and refinement join crunching bass, impressive 

three dimensionality and decent noise-

cancelling to seal the deal.

Bowers & Wilkins

PX7
PRICE: £350  REVIEWED: HFC 459 

Although it’s no match for a high-end wired 

design, the noise-cancelling abilities of this 

wireless closed-back model are ideal for music 

on the move – offering an elevated listening 

experience amidst the hustle and bustle of 

the city. An essential audition if you’re serious 

about enjoying your music out and about.

PORTABLE DACS

AudioQuest
DragonFly Cobalt
£270  HFC 463

With a relatively low 24-bit/96kHz 
sample rate, expectations for the Cobalt 
aren′t high until realising it means 
there′s no need for USB driver software. 
Native MQA decoding is also supported 
and the open and richly detailed sound 
make this the best DragonFly offering yet. 

Chord Electronics
Hugo 2
£1,800  HFC 428

An essential audition, the Hugo 2 is not 
just a portable DAC/headphone amp, 
but the best hi-fi digital converter 
available at or near the price. Music 
ebbs and flows along in an organic and 
unforced way and it images with 
stunning pinpoint precision.

Chord Electronics
Mojo
£400  HFC 423

It might be small and have no gain 
setting adjustment, but the Mojo takes 
some beating. Its scrupulous accuracy 
presents what is contained in a recording 
with no embellishment so that fine detail 
is extracted with ease, treble energy 
impresses and stridency remains absent.

iFi Audio
xDSD
£400  HFC 439

Justifying its inclusion on sound alone, 
the xDSD delivers a wide variety of 
musical styles with admirable clarity and 
precision. It’s engaging, lively sonics and 
versatile connectivity make it equally 
adept for mobile or desktop use and the 
only minor downside is its battery life.



QUAD Vena II as new, all 

original packaging £375: 

07398 642586 or email: 

johnakeanelangley@

gmail.com (Heathrow 

area). 

BEYERDYNAMIC A2 

Headphone Amplifier 

excellent condition and 

full working order £495: 

07923 047638 or email: 

Dave.drew@talktalk.net 

SONY Professional 

WM-D6C cassette player/

recorder with black 

leather cover & mic £550 

ono. SME Record Clamp 

suits SME Models 10, 15A, 

20 and 30 turntables 

£116: 01483 472650 

(Woking, Surrey). 

REGA moving-magnet 

phono stage, boxed 

as new £125. Rega 

headphone amp, boxed 

as new £125. Eight pairs 

new gold-plated 4mm 

banana plugs £2 pair. 

Shark speaker cable, 

quadruple, brand new on 

reel: 07531 288156 

(Nottingham). 

MUSICAL FIDELITY 

Reader 
Classified

These pages are a must-read if you’re 
thinking about buying used kit, or if you 
have hi-fi you want to sell. It’s free – simply 
submit your ad with no more than 50 
words (we reserve the right to edit it if not), 
remembering to include your email, phone 

number and county. Simply email your ad 
to: letters@hifichoice.co.uk. This service 
is open to private advertisers only. Just 
one ad per household and please note 
that images are for illustration only and 
do not represent what is for sale.

Welcome to Hi-Fi Choice Reader Classified, 
a free private ads service for buying and
selling second-hand hi-fi components.

M6 DAC £895 mint 

condition, Firestone 

5V power supply £45, 

also matching Firestone 

analoge-to-digital DAC 

£45, Meridian rare black 

101b pre, 104 tuner, 105 

(2x mono amps each 

with power supply) so 

stacked three high in pairs 

£625: 07968 769595 

(Southport). 

AUDEZE Deckard 

headphone amplifier/USB 

DAC, mint condition and 

boxed, includes all cables 

and accessories plus 

Atlas Integra Superior 

0.75m interconnect cable 

boxed for sale £475 ono: 

01732 490492 

(East Malling, Kent). 

NORD ACOUSTICS 

NC500 mono amps, 

silver, all the upgrades 

including brand new 

power supplies, WBT 

copper binding posts, 

OCC internal speaker 

cabling. £700 the pair: 

07494 456770.

NAIM ND5 XS streamer/

DAC with internet radio, 

pristine condition, owned 

from new. Complete 

with original box, cables, 

remote control, manual 

and purchase receipt. 

Purchased 2013 £1,050: 

07951 537138 or email: 

stevehind455@aol.

com (Doncaster, South 

Yorkshire). 

LINN LP12/Ittok LVII, 

fitted with Ortofon 

Quintet Red cartridge; 

recent Hercules power 

supply and motor; 

new Cirkus bearing, 

subchassis and arm 

board; and Afromosia 

plinth and lid. Spare 

new belt, serviced by 

House of Linn £1,650: 

01691 610589 or email: 

sankast@hotmail.com 

(Shropshire). 

ATC SCM40 for sale, new 

type, two-and-a-half years 

old, perfect condition, 

three-and-a-half years 

warrantee left £2,000 

ono: 01981 242067 or 

email: treesurglee@aol.

com (Monmouthshire). 

MICHELL GyroDec 

Bronze turntable, DC 

motor, HR PSU, Origin 

Live RB250 tonearm, 

Dynavector DV-20XL 

cartridge, £1,000. Naim 

Stageline S MC phono 

stage, £100. Buyer 

collects: 07900 320318 

(SE London/Kent).  

RECORDS for sale, eg: 

opera (14); James Last (6); 

million sellers (8). Little 

used system – CD; tape; 

streamer. Make an o� er: 

01661 823606 or email: 

grant.darras@gmail.com 

(Newcastle/Tyne area).

WORLD DESIGNS 

KEL84 integrated valve 

amplifier with upgrades, 

just serviced. Excellent 

condition/slight damage 

to casing £525. Arcaydis 

EB1S oak bookshelf 

speakers £250. Pro-Ject 

The Classic turntable, 

Rosenut with Ortofon 

Silver cartridge. Unused/

boxed £425: 01159 

754070 (Nottingham).

MANA ACOUSTICS  
eight-tier equipment 

rack complete with 

SoundStage £600. Buyer 

collects: 07900 320318 

(SE London/ Kent).

QUAD 67 CD player, 

excellent condition: £300. 

Marantz CD-17 CD player 

VGC: £250. Marantz 

SA7001 SACD player VGC: 

£250. Marantz CD-17 with 

noisy CD tray hence £100: 

01895 625636 or email: 

bryanwebb3@aol.com 

(Uxbridge, West London).  

GATO AUDIO DIA-400S 

NPM integrated amplifier/

DAC, 400W/8ohm, 

£5,500 (bought last year), 

sale for a good reason: 

01661 823606 or email: 

grant.darras@gmail.com 

(Ponteland).  

B&W RMT60 surround 

speaker package, five 

MT1 mid/upper speakers 

complete with all mounts 

and PV1 sub. With original 

boxes and manuals. 

Two MT1 stands also 

available. Good condition 

with some cables £950, 

collection only: 07801 

4543595 or email: 

Jkmarsh72@live.co.uk 

(Kent). 

PROAC Response 1 

standmount speakers, 

ash, black, excellent 

condition, boxed 

 BUYING TIPS  BUYING SECOND-HAND can be a great way to pick up a bargain. A formerly expensive second-hand component might well prove a better long-term bet than a 
brand-new product if the price is right. DO SOME RESEARCH on which brands have a good service back up, so if something does go wrong, you can get it fixed. Unless you 
purchase from a dealer, you’re unlikely to get any warranty, so it’s up to you to ensure the fitness of any gear that you buy. USUALLY speakers should be less prone to breakdown than 
amps, and amps should be more reliable than CD players. But any abused component could be trouble – have a proper demo and judge the seller as well as the goods!

LINN Sondek LP12 turntable with black ash plinth. 

Recently serviced by Linn dealer. New suspension, 

Valhalla drive unit, lid hinges and belt. Packed in 

original box, collection preferred: £900 or best o� er. 

Linn Ekos tonearm, black, with original wooden box 

with Allen keys, etc. £970 or best o� er: 0780 4500141 

or email: straw.graham@gmail.com (Guildford). 

REGA DAC-R £300 ono, Cambridge Audio CXC 

CD Transport £180 ono, both mint condition + 

Chord Clearway RCA-to-RCA digital cable £35 ono. 

All bought new in 2018: 07985 781177 or email: 

colinchantler1@gmail.com (Holyhead).

FOR SALE

www.hifichoice.com
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£670. Atacama stands, 

unmarked, black £40. 

Audio Innovations 

L2 preamp, recently 

serviced, excellent 

condition £380. BK 

Electronics Gemini 

subwoofer, excellent 

condition £80. Van 

den Hul CS-122 hybrid 

speaker cable, banana 

plugs £55: 01772 780976 

(Lancashire). 

CELESTION 100 

loudspeakers, walnut 

veneer, immaculate 

condition with all 

packaging and 

documents. One owner 

since new, can demo 

but collection only £250: 

email: timmitesttube@

hotmail.com (Ipswich).

AUDIOQUEST Rocket 

44 speaker cable, 2.0m 

stereo pair with factory 

terminated silver banana 

plugs. Approximately four 

years old, but in excellent 

condition, boxed as 

original £125: 01953 

607658 (Norfolk).

PMC twenty5.26 walnut 

loudspeakers, three 

months old, pristine 

condition, full packaging, 

and manuals: £4,000: 

07494 456770. 

NAIM Mu-so all-in-

one system, little used 

£400. Bluesound Node 

2i streamer £230. Both 

in excellent condition, 

buyer to collect: 01280 

469852 or email: 

davidsangster693@sky.

com (Buckinghamshire).

REGA RP8 plus 

Dynavector cartridge in 

immaculate condition, 

owned from new and very 

little use (hence reason 

for sale), all original 

packaging and manual. 

Detailed pictures on 

request, £1,000: email: 

stemar2@me.com.  

MARANTZ ST7001 

DAB/FM/AM tuner, boxed, 

£100. Yamaha KX-580SE 

cassette deck, boxed, little 

use £100. Buyer collects: 

07900 320318 (SE 

London/Kent). 

PROAC Tablette 2000 

speakers in cherry veneer, 

excellent condition £250: 

07398 642586 or email: 

johnakeanelangley@

gmail.com (Berkshire). 

BBC Music magazine 

Issues 1.1 (Dec 1992) to 

9.12 (Aug 2001), very good 

condition. Magazines only 

(no CDs). O� ers invited. 

Buyer collects/arranges 

courier: 07920 101740 or 

email: siloperi@gmail.com 

(Romford). 

AUDIOLAB 8000P power 

amplifier £300, Audiolab 

8000C preamplifier, 

both in good working 

condition. For collection 

only. Cash or bank transfer: 

07570 454727 or email: 

paulfield1@hotmail.co.uk 

(Birmingham). 

PRO-JECT 2 Xperience 

'2-Pack' (acrylic) turntable 

includes 2M Blue, 9CC 

arm. As new condition and 

boxed £475. Collection 

only: 07889 807065 

(Essex). 

LOGITECH Squeezebox 

Touch, excellent condition 

with remote and original 

packaging £170. Beresford 

TC-7220 amp switching 

box, excellent condition 

£70: 07885 157722 or 

email: t.rea@ntlworld.

com (Co Antrim). 

SILTECH Classic 

Anniversary 770i 

interconnects 1m pair 

XLR £1,500, RCA £1,500. 

Classic Anniversary 550i 

interconnects 1m pairs 

XLR £800, RCA £800. 

Classic Anniversary 330L 

speaker cable 3m pair, 

single set of banana plugs 

to amp, double set of 

plugs to speaker (bi-wire) 

£1,100. Hi-Diamond 7 

3m speaker cable pair 

– bananas with jumper 

cables £900. Hi-Diamond 

7 interconnect cable pair 

RCA £500: 0780 191729 

or email: peter.holliday@

soprasteria.com

SONY PS-HX500 

turntable, unused and 

boxed £149. Schiit Saga 

preamp boxed with 

remote, power cable 

and handbook, excellent 

condition £189. Linn 

Kairn boxed with remote, 

power cable and manual, 

excellent condition: 

02392 453382. 

KEF 105/3 loudspeakers, 

just had woofers re-

foamed, light use, small 

scratch on one speaker 

otherwise good condition. 

Walnut veneer £600: 

01363 775880 or email: 

rogeredwards76@

hotmail.co.uk. 

PURE DAB FM/AM tuner, 

excellent condition and 

fully working only £45: 

07957 384795 (London). 

SPENDOR Classic 100 

loudspeakers, walnut, 

half price, demo by 

arrangement: 01661 

823606 or email: grant.

darras@gmail.com 

(Northumberland). 

 

MARANTZ PM6006 UK Edition amplifier in black, 

as new boxed £200: 07583 078744 

(Nottingham/Derby area). 

LINN Krystal moving-coil cartridge, four years old, 

approximately 900 hours of use. Removed from 

tonearm and checked by House of Linn, £350: 07549 

257426 or email: petersharples20@gmail.com 

(Lancashire). 

Reader Classified ads



Digital subscriptions 
available online now…

 Download each new issue to your device
A 74% discount on your Digital subscription 

Access your subscription on multiple devices 

https://hcc.secureorder.co.uk/hcc/BAR/#digital
https://hfc.secureorder.co.uk/hfc/BAR/#digital

https://hfn.secureorder.co.uk/hifi/BAR/#digital

FROM A SINGLE COMPONENT 
TO A COMPLETE COLLECTION

Contact us now for a fast quote

07595 021922  ian@hifiaddiction.co.uk

Online quote form – www.hifiaddiction.co.uk

IT’S AS EASY AS 1, 2, 3...
1. Phone or email for a quick quote

2. Payment via cash or bank transfer
3. Safe collection arranged*

NATIONWIDE COLLECTION
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IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

AUDIO TECHNICA CARTRIDGES UP 

TO 25% OFF!!

IAN HARRISON
HIFI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

TEL: 01283 702875

SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

MONITOR 40.2    £POA  
SUPER HL5PLUS £POA
MONITOR 30.1 £POA
HLC7ES-3 £POA
P3ESR  £POA
40TH ANNIVERSARY £POA          
ACCESSORIES  £POA

ORBE     £POA
ORBE SE   £POA
GYRO £POA
GYRO SE £POA
TECNODEC £POA
TECNOARM £POA
ACCESSORIES  £POA

HARBETH MICHELL

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES 
OR PRODUCT DETAILS

TO ADVERTISE 

HERE, CALL 

01689 

869919

MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, 

DE65 6GQ TEL: 01283 702875 9AM-9PM INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

ACAPELLA                                          
ACOUSTIC 
SIGNATURE                               
ACOUSTIC SOLID                                
AIR TIGHT               
ALPHASON                
AMAZON AUDIO            
AMG                     
ATACAMA
AUDEZE                           
BENZ MICRO                                       
BEYER                                         
BLACK RHODIUM                                   
BLUESOUND                                        
CABASSE                                              
CARTRIDGE MAN           
CREEK                   
CUSTOM DESIGN           
DECCA LONDON            
EAR YOSHINO             
EMT                     
EPOS                    
ERGO                    
FIDELITY
GOLDRING                                      
GRADO                                         
GRAHAM                 
GRAHAM SLEE             
HANA                   
HARBETH                 
HELIUS              
HIFI RACKS          
ICON AUDIO              
IKEDA                   
INSPIRE                 
IXOS                                      
KUBALA-SOSNA          
LEHMANN                
LUXMAN                  
MICHELL             
MOERCH         
MOTH

MUNARI
MUSIC HALL
MUSIC TOOLS
MY SONIC LAB
NAGAOKA
NORSTONE
OPERA AUDIO
ORIGIN LIVE
ORTOFON
PARASOUND
PEERLESS
PROJECT
PSB
PURE SOUND
Q ACOUSTICS
QED
QUADRASPHIRE
REED
ROKSAN
ROTHWELL
SENNHEISER
SOUNDSMITH
SOUNDSTYLE
SRM TECH
SUGDEN
SUMIKO
SUPRA
T+A
TAYLOR ACOUSTICS
TECHDAS
THORENS
TOM EVANS
TRACK AUDIO
TRICHORD
ULTRASONE
VALVET
VAN DEN HUL
WHEST AUDIO
WIREWORLD
ZENSATI
ZYX

SPECIAL OFFERS!!
VAN DEN HUL MC10 SPECIAL           £775

ORTOFON CADENZA BLUE               £950

ORTOFON 2M BLACK                   £445

ORTOFON 2M BLUE                    £160

ORTOFON QUINTET BLUE               £299

ORTOFON QUINTET RED               £210

MICHEL ORBE                        £POA

MICHEL ORBE SE                     £POA 

WHEST AUDIO TWO.2 £POA

WHEST AUDIO THREE SIGNATURE £POA

WHEST PS40RDT £POA

EAR/YOSHINO £POA

BLACK RHODIUM £POA

PROJECT £POA

GOLDRING £POA

BEYER £POA

LEHMANN AUDIO £POA

SENNHEISER £POA

PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. 
ALL GOODS ARE BRANDNEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. 

NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS. GOODS ARE NOT 
SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES. 

PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.
*CALL FOR DETAILS               ESTABLISHED 1986. 
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PASSION FOR SOUND

SEPTEMBER ISSUE ON SALE 13 AUGUST

NAD M33 STREAMER
The Masters Series DAC/integrated o� ers 
wireless network connectivity amid claims 
that it’s “all the system you could ever want.” 
We go along for the joyride...

MonthNext

REVIEWS Bowers & Wilkins 705 Signature, Arcam 
Solo Uno, Magnepan Magneplanar LRS, Sonos Arc 
and a six-way budget turntable Group Test

ALSO:

FEATURES Music Legends and Reviews, a Kog 
Audio Beautiful System and all your hi-fi questions 
answered by our team of experts



The third generation of the legendary Naim 

Audio NAIT integrated amplifiers is here, 

building on the success of its predecessors 

with extensive upgrades, all in service of 

the music. 

As well as a significant step up in 

performance, the NAIT XS 3 and 

SUPERNAIT 3 both now o�er built-in phono 

stages – making them perfect partners 

for turntables, as well as for streamers, 

CD players, or just about any other music 

source you want to enjoy with the signature 

Naim sound.

Each component within the amplifiers has 

been scrutinised to identify and implement 

areas of improvement, from optimising 

transistors to doubling the speed of the 

voltage gain stage.  

The result? The best-sounding integrated 

Meet our new NAITs – 
with added love for vinyl

amps Naim has ever produced, delivering 

greater pace and intimacy, whether they are 

driving a pair of speakers or headphones.  

Handmade here in England, SUPERNAIT 3 and 

NAIT XS 3 are ready to power your favourite 

music – whatever format it is on -  

at specialist Naim retailers worldwide.

naimaudio.com

SUPERNAIT 3 NAIT XS 3
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