WIN £2500 of stylish KEF Home Theatre 2 loudspeakers
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DVD-A or what?
We test DVD and CD player

options: Kenwood, Linn,
Naim, Onkyo, Primare, T+A

Viva Las Vegas!
We report from the world’s most
dazzling feast of new high-end audio

April record review

] I Classical: lan Bostridge records
i Henze’s Arabian Songs

% @& M Jazz: Freddie Hubbard, Courtney
; Pine, Hammond organ masters

@ Rock: new rock releases and
other audiophile delights

Tested in this issue:

e

(£
e N P e
Meridian Carfrae London Super Gold ~ ussaso [l 04
baby digital speaker the Little Big Horn ‘Deccasound’ liveson =, “mh st
o i i 16,95
Q14727256141




Audio Research LS16

This all-valve pre-amp offers balanced operation, and sheer bliss

9 Inside that classic Audio Research casework, purist valve design meets microprocessor control

PRICE
SUPPLIER
CONTACT

£2999
Absolute Sounds

020 Bg71 3909

Our friends in wieapois dien
maks life any easier when they released the
Reference 1 pre-amplifier. Everything in its wake
has to be compared to if, and lithe "ve heard
the exceptions being the REF 2, the
Nagra PL-P and precious few others — isin the
same ball-park. But, wait! What valve through
yander mesn cage glows?

nslead of gresenting me with yet-anather-
five-figure-unit over which to drool, Absolute
Sounds supplied the model one-above-entry
level, Better still, its all-valve, it boasts REF 1/

since

REF 2/ niceties and it costs an
While the LS8, baby in the range
of audin’s best-kept sacrats, It's Spartan by
today's sofa:spud standards. Doubling the
maoney for the LS16 gets vou remole contral for
level, mute, onfoff and source select, and koth

abte Frgog.

it 1490, is one

halanced input and output. And let me state
right nere that the balanced operation so

slaughters the singie-ended inputs and autputs
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that it's worth the extra for that alone spring-loaded and requiring short twists in

AL the LS’ tells you, the "1 erther the up ar down directions, To-gate, ve

umt: Budio Research makes

ne stage

& PH3 if you wish heard of no-one assuming that it was a

conventional rotary control with & 300 arc; and

to acd & same-brand phonoc section. As its

only, | tried it with the best line-level source lorcing and twisting it off, On the right — the
component | had to hand: Krell's so-good-it’s fastia Is absolutely symmetrical — is & sgurce
scary KPSagse. Better still, | was able to A/B selector working in a simitar fashion, and

sch the

palanced versus singie-ended (o

choosing between three single-ended and two
balanced line inputs; one Is conveniently

labelled "Phono”, anfic

above conclusion about the two because the
Krell provides both sorts of connection.
Maregwer, as | fed the LS16 into the delicious
LAMM ML2 monobiocks and the Mcintosh

pating your purchase of
the parinering phono section

A5 has been ARL practice for years, there's a
MCa7g stereq power amp, | was again offered row of loggle switches in 3 recess across the
both single-ende lower section, all now warking in bi-directional,
the LAMM and the Mac featu

5 of spring-loaded fashion.
power on/off, operate/mute, tape moniter/input
and processorfinput: the latter allows the LS16

e four togeles select

Kesearch; | reckan that
I was ARL

wilh eyes closed, you

could tel Unlike the LS1s,

t by touch. St or which it is a direct

the company's ic natural metal finish with replacement, L5186 direct input path is now
bliack handles as accents bt also available in a -'-"I.l’_ll'- ended unity fl'il' processol pass

ali-black form), the L5156 looks purely

profassional. On the left is 3y

through, as per the LSas anc REF 2, And fhe

P This tiny kand-held device: covers all the

lume control

which looks [fke a rotary but isn't
dearer L525 and the REF models, it

MICTORroCessor over 104 SIeps, the ac

a5 pe functions bar processor seiect

les a At the back, inputs and outputs all use

ion being rugged, tap

grade connectors, New for ARC is



the long-awaited fitting of detachzble AC leads,
welcomed by Those Who Tweak Through Cable
Setection: it gave me 2 chance to use
AudioPrism's sensational new AC cord. And
vau're faced with a multitude of main outputs;
two balanced, one single-ended and cne tape
lodB gain)

Operation is utterly straightforward, and
those who have used modem ARC pre-amps will
sit patiently through the flashing-green-LED
phase: the 4t second warm-up/mute stage
whiie the 1515 settles Into its groove, The mute
also activates automatically if anything
unpleasant occurs, but | never rr:gg-:n:-l it

Warm-upis actually a lot longer than 45 seconds
if you want to hear the unit at its best: | didn't
switch it-off for the entise period | had it even
though the unit kad been burned in through
extensive use, || think the review sample saw
action at the Hi-Fi Show.)

A curious manifestation occurred when | first
installed the L5148, | had been using the Krell
comba transport/DAC pre-amp KPS25sc staight
into thie LAMNMS, with the latter feeding the
Wilson WATT Puppy System 6; all wires were
balanced Transparent Witra, Note that abservers
were present. We inserted the LS16 into the
chain, cannecting it to the KPagsc's fixed
outputs and thus effectively removing the ore
amp section of the KS255¢. Instead of lowaring
the transparency or adding grain, or whatever
£lse audio's Gods of Minimalism have been
telling us happens whenever you insert another
breai in the chain or add a comporent... the
opposite happened. It opened up, it sweetened
amd it grew. Yes, it grew, which is the only way |
can describe what seemed like a fizure going
from foetal position to fully stretched oul and
standing proud, (Hell, there's a Viagra geg in
there just beggng to burst farth, but | guess it'll
only gef subbed put.)

We looked at 2ach other. \We grinned. And |
grinned the widest because | was playing host to
2 couple of pro-sactor guys only ecently
maugurated into the ways of the High-End
Coven, fwo men with enough deubits about
audiophilia to fill a 3066 hard drive, | mean; 2
couple af transistar heads forwhom

measurements actually matter. Instead of
making things less clear, less direct, less pure,
the L5164 behaved like a window. And | don't
mean one of Bill Gates's,

This in itself served as proof that the need for
are-amps has not been coviated by source

components with their own output controls land,

n the tase of the KPS245c, a DAC and an array
of analogue and digital inputs). Like many
athers, | lived through the masochistic era when
Jascve pre-amps were all the rage, anc we
suffered a tack of buffered tape stages and zerg
gain, yadayadayada. Consider me converted:
will mever bieat abaut ‘antidotes to pre-amps’
apain. The 1516 translormed what was already &
superh set-up.

But there's ne denying that it has a sound of
ts own. Despite quiet operation, despite
tempering the antiquity of valves with
microprecessar-controlled level/ source select,
the 1516 is as classically ‘tube’ as anything this
side of a Quad 1. But it's minus the baze, theva
va-voom lushness ar the ameliorating effects
associated with tubes, What makes the
differ=nce here is that the "16 gives vou warmth
withaut mushiness, It demanstrates, at the most
dynamic extremes — Kodo drummars, Eddy
Louiss synth excess — that the innare ‘soft-
tlipping” behaviour of valves, when working
hard, Is infinitely preferable to transistors.
Whatever the demands of the music, the L5:4
maintains control and never berates the source
or the listener through some farm of sadistic
misbehavigur. As such, the 1516 |oins the ranks
of components that allow you 1o sit ang listen
far four- o live-hous-long stretches if that's your
wont. And remember; | was using the Wilson
system still adjudged by many to have an
aggressive Lop end,

| said befare that the sound "grew” when the
516 slipped into the chain. In retrospect, |
shouldn't have been surprised, for the scale of
the soundstage is this pre-amp's forte. I'm
already used 1o a large, room-filling sound; in
spite of having a room of modest dimensions,
1'm no stranger to sonic vistas which give the
impression that the walls have vanished, The
LSuh not anly provided width: it delivered same

% Rear socketry array includes balanced and single-ended inputs and outputs

auditions

of the most cavernous stage depth ['ve
expedenced. reminiscent of the REF 1 and
categarically af a perffermance tevel not attained
aelow the price oaint | arbitrarily apply to what
deem are laony-tunes high-end pre-amps:
fgoo0

This artefact is most noticeable with purist
recordings — dig out @ Chasky or two — but it
had an uncanny effect on mond recordings,
More than one observer remarked that the early
19505 Louis Prima recordings demonstrated real
depth, discernible depth, impressively steren
ke depth. PMake of that what yeu will, but1
agree whole heartedly (and why should it be any
more far-fetched than peaple swearing blind
that they can hear quasi-suround effects fram a
sleren pair?)

It's been a while since | used an Audio
Resgarch pre-amp, That's my loss, my faul. I'd
fargotten just why this company defies fashian,
survivirg whatever flavour of the month comes
glong. The L5164, IF played side-by-side with my
dream anzchrophile ore-amps, the 5P and
SPyo, probably sounds litte [ike those vintage
classics, but | was reminded of someatking which
was rrue of every ARC product |'ve ever used:
The LS16 made [istening sasy. And | don't mean
Andy Williams ‘easy listening’, | mean that it
relieved the listener of the audiophilic paranaiz
in which so many wzllow, the masochistic nesd
to suffer for your passion.

It's like that yoghurt ad on TV, where a friend
says to anather who's relishing a pot of the stuff,
“Surely someone else, somewnere, must be
suffering If vau're experiencing so-much
pleasure? Mazel tov: 1"l stick with the Audio
Research. You can suffer on my behalf.
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impedance for the si ded sources is

ohm, and 75 k ahm for the batanced
 KEY FEATURES
Line level pre-amplifiar

Single-ended or balancs

i april rom 23





