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hot topic in the hi-fi industry today is whether or not the Compact
Disc medium has much of a future. Hard it may be to believe the
fact, but the CD format has actually been around now for nearly 30
ears, which is an unquestionably good run by any standards, given
technology’s rapid rate of progress. Indeed, I started using CD players (albeit
rather reluctantly) some years prior to the arrival of my first Mac, and indeed
well before mobile telephones became commonplace.

The last 30 years have seen all manner of changes, in both the music
software itself and the means of delivering the music. In the UK at least, sales
of downloaded digital music files via the internet (to computers, tablets and
smartphones) actually overtook that of other means of music distribution during
the first three months of 2012.

While I don’t think such a trend necessarily applies to, or has much relevance
to a hi-fi listening minority, anecdotal evidence does suggest that CD player
sales are currently weak. And it’s certainly also true that downloaded files no
longer have to be a poor MP3-encoded relation of the full uncompressed 16-
bit/44.1kHz resolution that is the CD medium.

So is the CD format on the way out? Frankly, I doubt it. I for one like a solid
and physical piece of software, rather than something rather nebulous called
a file, sitting in a computer or cloud, especially as said computer is constantly
updating itself, and will probably need upgrading in a couple of years.

Computer audio in its various forms clearly represents a threat to hi-fi’s
traditional component approach, partly because of its potential to deliver ‘hi-
res’ digital music files that represent a significant improvement over CD’s 16-
bit/44.1kHz, but probably more significantly for its extra convenience in rapidly
accessing one’s music. And as far as the public at large is concerned, 'm quite
certain that convenience of music access (and relatively low cost) is of vastly
greater importance than the possibility of superior quality.

I can’t help recalling the era of the Compact Cassette, which offered ‘go
anywhere’ convenience over the vinyl LP, especially for Walkman and in-car
applications. Consumers loved it, but the music business regarded it with deep
suspicion, coining and publicising the slogan: ‘Home Taping is Killing Music’.

Music survived, thanks much more to the creativity of the musicians
themselves than the greed of an increasingly profit-driven and accountant-led
music biz. I might well have used a cassette deck to record friends’ albums
back in my impecunious 1970s student days, but it hasn't stopped me from
subsequently accumulating an enormous quantity of paid-for music on vinyl
and CD. The music biz has done very well out of me.

However, I must admit I've been struggling to find new material that I've
wanted to buy and play in recent years. The music biz blames file-sharing for
a40% drop in world sales by value between 1999 and 2011, but I'm inclined
to believe that a lack of creativity, the widespread use of dynamic compression,
alongside a general ineptitude when it comes to spotting and fostering new
talent, is equally significant.

Paul Messenger
Editor
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Tube Rolling

THIS MINIMALIST JAPANESE PRE-AMPLIFIER FROM CONCERT FIDELITY
HAS EASY ACCESS FOR TRYING OUT DIFFERENT VALVES
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’ I Yhe most obvious distinguishing feature of
this very refined and carefully designed
Japanese thermionic pre-amplifier is that the

amplifying double triode pair is located on the back

plate (partly shielded by a couple of strong safety bars).

Designer Masataka Tsuda believes in ‘tube rolling’ [the

practice of swapping valves of the same type but from

different manufacturers — E4], and has made it really
easy as no covers need be removed (though do always
set the unit to ‘standby’ when making changes).

Our review sample was supplied by Paul Stratton,
an audio enthusiast and the founder of distributor
Z-Axis Audio which includes Concert Fidelity in its
modest product portfolio. Incidentally, Stratton also
has a significant background in bespoke furniture.
He explained the basis for supplying three different
sets of triodes (plus a spare £281/6CA4 rectifier
tube) for the review: “A pair of Toshiba made and
Pinnacle branded 13D5A (12AU7 ECC82) were
factory burnt in but not otherwise specially selected.
In addition I'd suggest gold pin JJ Electronic
ECC802s equivalents, and finally NOS Mazda
(France) 6189 (ECC82).”

The £12,900 CF-08LSX2 is a neat looking pre-
amp, fabricated from anodised aluminium plates
bolted together with stainless socket head screws.
The fine grain pearlescent finish is rather susceptible

to fingerprint marks, so white cotton gloves are

provided for handling! It has two gain options,

6dB and 12dB (2x and 4x), individually selected

for each channel on the rear panel. It normally
inverts absolute phase, but this may be corrected if
required by inverting the phase of the speaker cable
connection. The mains power and standby switches
are both located on the rear panel, so a top shelf
location is advisable. Standby is operated after the
mains is switched on to power it up, and is fine long
term to keep the supplies well tuned, and also for
swapping valves (but wait a couple of minutes for
the glass to cool down!). The fitted feet are for transit
and handling only, and the use of suitable audiophile
supports is recommended by the designer. A ‘ground
lif switch should help sort out any hum issues.

The remote handset controls only volume, not
input selection. It’s a hefty, part aluminium affair with
just two buttons for up and down, and these have to
be pressed successively to move up or down a rather
coarse scale, predominantly made up from 2dB steps.

The front panel’s numeric display indicates the
volume setting. The volume knob has the same steps
but a more continuous action, and in operation
sometimes ‘clicks” electrically. Simple lever switches
provide muting and choose between the four inputs.
Selection is at the input sockets to minimise signal
path length, and this short signal path design has no
tape loop, mono or balance facility.

Technology
Some features will help illuminate the interior build
and circuitry of this deeply purist design. Like the
original classic Sony ES series pre-amp, the signal
path is symmetrical for each channel and also very
short (about 4in), paying scrupulous attention to the
central grounding. Interestingly, a maximum input
level of 2V is suggested, as the input goes directly
to custom designed ‘solid state’ resistors and an
FET-selected volume control, with the resistor array
mostly coded for 2dB steps; this arrangement also
defines the input overload margin.

The signal then goes direct to an inverting
triode amplifier configured in the familiar cascode
configuration, using one pair of triodes per channel
and providing a wide 100kHz bandwidth without
the need for an additional cathode follower. The
output is AC-coupled by selected 0.44uF capacitors,
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and a load impedance of 100kohm or more is
recommended for best signal dynamics and low
frequency extension.

Special monolithic DC-to-DC converters in
the low level power supply provide very high levels
of input/output isolation; the regulated lines are
therefore extremely quiet in respect of mains noise.
The valve-rectified high voltage supply to the triodes
has substantial C-core choke smoothing, and the
main transformers are also massive C-core affairs.
Parts selection has clearly involved a critical process,
and it’s clear where the money has been spent. The
primary objective has been to minimise loss of signal
information while using technology and components
known for their highly natural sound. Finally it is
clearly designed for easy ‘triode rolling’.

Sound Quality

From the off, this pre-amp established fine
credentials, delivering neutral transparency with a
firm commitment to the musical message. On some
familiar material I initially felt there was a slight
lack of bass weight and power, but after correcting
for absolute phase the bass quality was restored,
reminding me of a similar earlier experience with an
inverting Conrad Johnson triode pre-amp.

I allowed the ZSX2 to settle in for a few days
prior to formal listening, remembering to try support
options, various feet and domes, as instructed.
Feeding the relatively ‘kind’ 200kohm input
impedance of the D’Agostino Momentum Stereo,
this Concert Fidelity pre-amp seemed right at home,
and was distinguished by its apparent near absence
from the chain, more like very good audio cable
than a piece of powered control and amplification
electronics. Essentially neutral, it was also plain that
transparency and clarity, were fundamental attributes
and the stereo image depth was most rewarding.

Interestingly, timing was a strong point, alongside
a feeling of intimacy and involvement, of being
calmly drawn into a musical event, rather than
having it thrown at the listener. Dynamics were
natural and unexaggerated, almost to the point of
mild restraint, conveying a sense of calmness, with
a measured pace and stability. Focus was very good,
with the image presented on a natural scale.

On the factory transit feet there some loss of
excitement and clarity, but with Harmonix 7U210
or Alto Extremo FBII the sound was more open,
with better expression and improved lower midrange
detail separation. Hitherto I had been using the
Mazda valves, but then tried the factory supplied
triodes. Results were still very good, but I did notice
mild losses in several areas. It was not as tactile, had
‘greyer’ contrasts, sounded a little ‘slower’ in the
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MARTIN COLLOMS

bass and had less of that subtle clarity, particularly
in the treble; perhaps an 8% loss in quality. The JJ
tubes then took things more than half way back to
the Mazdas. That sense of clean illumination was
back, though now with slightly bright treble: it’s not
quite as neutrally balanced, which is one of this pre-
amplifier’s inherent strengths.

It played all music genres well, but fine classical
recordings revealed just how natural it could be,
showing convincing timbre on orchestral instruments
like violin, viola and ‘cello, with no acidity and
with vibrant expressive playing. Now I could clearly
hear what this very focused designer was aiming to
achieve. The overall sound quality score of 150 is
right up with the very best available.

Lab Report
I need not have worried about the conservatively
specified input overload limit, since I measured
an ample 4.68V — a nearly 20dB margin over
the nominal 0.5V THF level. Just a few high gain
phono stages with a ‘loud’ cartridge might exceed
this, but a dealer will be able to advise here. I can
understand that Masataka does not wish to prejudice
the sound in any way but he could easily have said:
“recommended nominal input up to 2V; overload
headroom 4.5V”.

This pre-amp was extremely accurate, with 30Hz
— 30kHz frequency response measuring +0/-0.1dB,
excellent channel balance of +0, -0.13dB, 20Hz to
20kHz, and massive output headroom of up to 18V
(rms). The 6dB and 12dB gain settings are correct
and channel balance is accurately maintained over
the whole volume range. Below the maximum scale
reading of "31’, the volume steps are almost 2dB;
below ‘8 and the steps have increased to about
3.5dB down to a near inaudible -60dB gain. Step 1 is
-76dB, and the indicated zero’ is the same as mute.

The input impedance is a kind 68kohm and
my precision LCR bridge read a 1kohm output
impedance at 1kHz (I suspect buffered by a resistor
to avoid premature overload, together with a

Reference System
Components

Krell Evo 402F and
D’Agostino Momentum power
amps; Audio Research REF5
SE, Townshend Allegri control
units; Linn LP12/Radikal/Keel,
Naim Aro, Koetsu Urushi
Vermilion, Naim Superline/
Supercap analogue source;
MSB Platinum Signature/
Diamond supply, Naim
UnitiServe digital source;
Wilson Audio Sophia 3, Quad
ESL63, 150hm BBC LS3/5a
speakers; Finite Elemente
Pagode Reference racks;
Transparent XLmm2 and Yter
cables. Alto Extrema Far Boy
11, Harmonix and Synergistic
MIG feet.
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PREAMPLFIER TEST RESULTS

modest 0.44uF output capacitor). For the 100kohm
nominal output load the bass response fell by only
0.8dB by 10Hz, but a small loss of bass weight

may be experienced with lower (say 20 — 50kohm)
power amp loading.

Audible background noise seemed silent, though
measurement showed just a trace of 50Hz and 100Hz
line hum at a low -95dB (ref. CD input level this
is actually better than -105dB). THD (inc. noise)
was stable at better than 0.08%, 100Hz — 30kHz;
spectrum analysis showed harmonious intrinsic
linearity, with good high frequency intermodulation
down at 0.1%, and nicely decrementing distortion
harmonics for 1kHz (eg -59dB for second, -82dB
third, -100dB fourth, and nothing else of note). No
wonder we thought it had a pleasing sound. Signal-
to-noise ratios were fine with 85.7dB unweighted,
85.2dB CCIR (1kHz) and finally 93.3dB A-weighted.
This is very evidently a precision design of laboratory
quality. (All measurements were taken with the Mazda
triodes fitted.)

Conclusions

Precise in build, design and technical performance,
this preamplifier aspires to perfection through
accuracy, seeking neither to add nor subtract from

the music signal, and it succeeds in getting very close
to this ideal. It also offers good input and output
matching, albeit with rather sparse control facilities, a
limited number of inputs, and only remote control of
volume. The convenient triode substitution facilitates
fine tuning to suit the owner and the system.

Make Concert Fidelity Date 8/1/2013
Model CF-08LSX2 Ser. No.
Distortion, THD inc noise L/R 20Hz 1kHz 20kHz
At IHF 0.5V out, 0.5V line in -56.1dB -63.2dB -59.7dB
Channel separation L/R,R/L

IHF. 0.5V SE 91.4dB 106 dB 82.5dB
Frequency response

IHF. 0.5V (100k load) --0.25dB 0.0dB -0.01 dB
Intermodulation Distortion

19.5kHz/20.5kHz 1:1 0.5V output  1kHz difference tone

SE -60.5dB dB
Signal to noise ratio dB 84.2 CCIR Weighted 85.7 20Hz-22kHz 93.3 A Weighted
Channel Balance over volume range

R ch is reference at 0dB 0.13dB 0.11dB 0.10dB

at-20dB 0.11dB

at-40dB 0.10dB

at -60dB 0.12 dB
Maximum output level (1% clip)
100k Ohm load 18V SE
Outputimpedance Ohm 1k Ohm SE (0.44uF in series)
Input Data Socket Sensitivity Loading
Line input single ended Phono/RCA 250 mV 68 kohm
DC offset Left nil mV Right nil mV
Size (cm) Width 45 Height 10 Depth 31
Weight 8.5kg
Price £12,000 (plus some NOS triodes)
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The sound is highly natural, transparent and
neutral, the channels match well with very low noise
and precise responses, and it delivers a musically
most harmonious and involving sound that clearly
belongs in the top class. Firm recommendation is
assured for a design that so clearly expresses the art of

high quality audio.
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PAUL MESSENGER

ince my days of editing the original A5-size Hi-Fi Choice, I've always

rather enjoyed the extended schedule of a quarterly publication. I can

cope with monthlies, but dislike the time constraints of weeklies, and the

prospect of working on a daily fills me with dread. I like to be able to take
my time, and to have time for second or even third thoughts.

That said, I still haven’t quite adjusted to the HIFICRITIC schedule. One
problem I've encountered concerns my own reviews. I start work at the beginning
of the quarter, gathering in the components I'm planning to try, writing a couple
of introductory paragraphs and carrying out some initial listening.

Then the pressure of putting together the rest of the magazine seems to take
over. Articles arrive and need subbing; others need chasing; components need to
be organised for other reviewers; and so on. My own writing is consigned to a
Pending file, in the often vain hope that I'll get around to paying it some attention
before the contents list has to be finalised.

In the end I did manage to finish the C.E.C and Linn reviews. I also wrote the
first example of a planned series of music features called Favourite Things, the idea
being to persuade at least our reviewers to share their favourite music with the
HIFICRITIC community. Meanwhile, several items remain in the Pending file, so
this column will act as something of a preview for the next edition.

I was intending to report on the Roksan Caspian M2. It’s a relatively upmarket
integrated amplifier that has been around for at least two years, so tends to
be overlooked in the media. However, a friend suggested it was sufficiently
exceptional that I ought to give it a try, and a brief listen has left me very
impressed. I don’t think it handles the extreme bass and treble quite as well as my
regular Naim amplification, but it does show an exceptional ability to reproduce
midrange voices with considerable poise and precision. Indeed, on some familiar
discs I found myself making out lyrics and phrasing that had hitherto been
obscure, so I'll have to make certain it receives full and proper treatment in the
next HIFICRITIC.

D've also started work on my latest wallspeakers. The baffles have been cut for
the latest 260mm Tannoy Kensington drivers, and these have been inserted into
the hatch-like holes in my end wall. Crossover networks have been appropriately
located and the speakers connected to the system.

The initial impression was certainly positive. It has been some years since I've
actually got around to using a big Tannoy Dual Concentric flush-mounted into
the wall, and I was immediately made aware of the bonus of eliminating the
enclosure. However, adopting such an ad hoc approach is always unpredictable
— after all, the Kensington is intended to be loaded by a specific volume of air in
a port-loaded enclosure, and that combination unquestionably works very well
indeed. Right now I'm not entirely convinced that the wall-mount arrangement
works quite as well as I had anticipated. It’s good, without question, but my first
impressions are that it falls short of true greatness.

DP've also got around to baffle-mounting the pair of vintage Goodmans Axiom
80 drivers I've acquired, but I haven’t worked out the wiring arrangements or
tried them yet. ’'m also a little apprehensive about damaging these ancient full
range drivers, as a friend recently informed me that a pair sold on eBay for around
£2,500 the other day!

Then there’s my plan to write about the sound quality differences between
several generations of Naim power amplifiers, temporarily held up by the need to
find the old Cannon XLR-LNE type mains lead that original casework NAP250s
used. Hopefully I'll have found them in time for the next issue.
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