WWW_HIFICRITIC.COM

HIFICRITIC

@ @)

AUDIO REVIEW JOURNAL JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2007 £8

CABLE CONTROVERSIES PART 1

Martin Colloms begins the first of a multi-part investigation
into the Physics and Sonics of hi-fl cables

KRELL 202 PRE-AMPLIFIER
Krell's brand new two-box pre-amplifier in the Evolution series
gets the in depth CRITIC subjective and technical freatment

ARCAM SOLO ROUND ROBIN REVIEW
Four reviewers assess the Solo -
will there be any common ground#

QUAD 2805
Martin Colloms gets to grips with the new 2805
and compares it with an original from 1985

HIGH QUALITY DOWNLOADING
Malcolm Steward looks at the options
for downloading CD gquality music

TOP FIVES — SPEAKERS
Paul Messenger selects his favourite speakers
across five different price bands

GROUP TEST/ CD PLAYERS
Alvin Gold conducts in depth reviews of three
mainstream CD players from leading UK brands

MUSIC & MORE




Krell EVO-202 pre-amplifier

MARTIN COLLOMS SCRUTINISES KRELES LATEST EVOLUTION PRE-AMPLIFIER
IN A FULL TECHNICAL AND SUBJECTIVE REVIEW
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vear aga | assessed Krell's Hagship Frofution One tor example, the G602 is nearer in cost w 4 FPB 700, bur
and fue audio compaonents for F0-FF News aceually replaces the 9t
cmprising a visually arresting array of no fewer DPrropping the number of boxes from four to two

than cighr unirs, finished diamond milled beight alloy, helps reduce the pre-amps price down o £13,000 ar
and providing 400W per channel of stereo pre- and powes thereabours, in the conrad johnson ACT Tiw league, bun
amplificarion, Commenting that this pair represenred the diamond milled finish remains (alongside a black
Porsche 244 Turbo pricing, results were nevertheless anodised option). Whereas the Eoofietion One is double
spectacularly good, achieving the wp scores needed mono in construction, the EV(-202 is a sterea chassis
jusrihy Kf\'—'” & h'|3IJ|-I|H"1'I their I"II.I;_'|-;.' W NEA .|||d .|.|'\.|I |.||.L- [1.|rT|1;'1n| by a At |1||'|I-;::, x[_|.|_Lir|;|_- o \.umth. .”1;
substantial design effort invalved. In rhis instance, a umbilical power link is shore so these two units must
varicoy of nri;:in.ll oo |1rlil'|lll."‘~ |I.1l.| llu‘l‘: :.'r1|[1|<'-'.'-.-x| L] e I-Cl.|'.1t close I:na,_-;l.'lln.':l |',|||:L"\.‘- another h|h}..' 15 made 1||'i
deliver the required sonie results, while also neeting all Locating the power unit on a separate platform might
the new II_'IL'_I.t|.IliI1||'\- I |:.IFF'I'||1I'IIL [ THILTS |'-nu.||.nr|nn (which boost the sound 1[1|_||||_1.' |1u[ Ins i“‘“i"-ll‘h not worth the
may leak our rhe mains cable into the street connection), trouble, as a shielding plate keeps induced hum our of the
and the Lise of :'L'L".'t[..llhlL miaterials | ||'|:|.'||||.1||'|:_; the absence pro-amp _||.m1.'L-_
ot lead in solder, components and board tinning) While the pre-amp s line level only, self-powered

The Krell COMmponent ey iewed here s drawn from ourheard vinyl L.ilrrui:_;r sfages are also available Three
the next tier down, The two-box 262 lin pre-amplifees tvpes of hine connectons are accommodared: Krell's
carries the £V logo, and is built w parmer the 400%/ proprictary CAST s a balunced currene drive inrerface
ch 402 one-box steren power amp. Both components with grear immuniey to cable varations: the balanced
carry UK prices of £13,000, The new construction KLE type is the tradinonal voleage variety: and there's the
and the impaosition of the larest regulations make thes traditional RCA-phono single-ended unbalaniced option
designs more costly than their equivalent predecessors: (Mo slur is implied by the rerm unbalanced.)
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VIEW

A powerlul microprocessor oversees all operations,
The 152-step elecoronic volume control reads out in dB
or plain numbers. Inpur sensitivities and channel balance
are programmable, as is the custom naming of indvadual
inpurs. Display brightness is adjustable, and the volume
conteal has variable are sensing. Inpurs comprise three
single ended, rwo balanced and two CAST. There is also
a tape monitor input and loap, plus absolute phase and
mute controls. Chrpurs include ‘thearre direct’, vanable
XLR balanced. CAST and single-ended RCA-phono, plus
wape. Any input formar is auromarically converred inwo
any of the ourpur formars,

Tech Talk

[t all begins ar the power supply, which features
correction for mains distortion prior o a generous 170VA
power faroid rransformer and a 40,000uF reservoir
capacity for the amplifving sections — larger than some
smaller power amplifiers. The influence of power supplies
is hecoming berrer undersrood, and the EVO 202 uses
special discrete-component regulators with much highes
performance than the usual integrared circuie types, The
wide-handwidih supply control amplificrs drive the five
pairs of 40MHz/8 amp output transistars thar feed rthe
analogue circuirs.

The amplibving circuits therefore aperare with fase
clean power lines. In stand-by, the full operating currents
are maintaned bur the voluage 15 reduced o suve power. A
fust recovery to a good operating condition is assured,

All the amplifving circuits operate in class A mode,
and are built using discrere components (no integrated
circuits). Low noise and very wide bandwidrhs are
achieved thanks to symmerrical, current-mode operation.
Single-cnded and balanced inputs pass through a
complementary bi-polar buffer, which nulls common-
made signals and feeds current signals in balanced maode
down the chain. No loop feedback is emploved, and an
intrinsic lineariry of 0.007% is claimed withour the need
for global feedback. Top quality bifurcared gold-contace
relays provide signal switching, The volume conerol has
a 16-hir array of Precisiom resisiors, selected vin solid-
state switches, and designed to maintain a consistent
performance acrass a wide range of volume serrings, For
CAST inpurs and ourpurs, che signals remain m pure
balanced current-mode throughaour.

Sound Quality
Run in for 50 hours or so, and initially rried with a
canrad johnson 350 SA power amp, the first impression
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led with same forward |
moderarely zingy high frequencies. The overall sound has
a remarkably vibrant energy, and the explosive bass has a
lean muscularity. Translent edges were sharpened. giving

ol signihcant brightness was cou

a hyper-real, exciring, anention-grablbing character, Very
high reselution was alse obvious, and considerable derail
Was Apparent ar all frequencies, wirh strong cenral focus,
fine amhbicnce and reverberation recovery. and depth raced
better- than-good. The sound is moderately uphear, wirh
quite good rhythm and good tming, showing decent
eeansient syochronicity over the whole frequency range.
Initially, however, the total effect was also a linde restless:
certainly stimulanng afrer a glass of red, but perhaps not
quite so satisfying for longer, more introspective listening,

Mure than for mast components, the 202 seemed
quite critical of set up, and a series of adjustments w the
system and ity connections led o significant variations
in sound quality. Similar sensitviry was also found with
the conrad johnson ACT-2, indicating that really good
products may also be highly srrung,

Ar this qualiry level, small variations can have quite
an cffect. My equipment layour is designed ro minimise
cables lengths, and places rhe equipment stands central w
and behind the lowdspeakers. Although there is inevitably
some acoustic and vibrational interacrion berween
spekers and elecrronics, really subtle varagons ae
nevertheless audible,

Through the almest accentuated clariey of the EVO-
202, there was also a pereeptible thickeming in the lower
midrange (below middle C) vocal lines, While not severe,
its importance ar this quality level was illustrared when
by chance a magazine was {ill-advisedly) lele on top of
the preamplibier. 1 heard an immediate improvement in
midrange clarity, marginally improved ming and greater
soundseage depeh. Such an observation should nor be
taken poo seriously, since nearly all audio cquipment
shows similar acoustic coupling clfects w a greater or lesser
extent: in this case it was all the more abvious becanse
of the EVO 207 remarkable clarine. Experience with
componens like Naim’s €555 and CD83 CD players,
where exceptional anention has been paid o vibrarion
isolation, has made it possible to recognise the subile
effeces that acoustc leedback and vibration coupling
can have on sound quality. Sinee the 20675 top plare is
naticeably resonant when wpped. there may well be some
Fascary iUT Ill'lll.‘m'r'l'"ik'“l i“.'l-‘.'-

Recognising current EU rcgu].mnm concerming
harmonics drawn from the mains power connection, the
powet cables are not grounded and operare alongside
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input filters in the equipment plus the special power

\ljlﬁplll |“i'".l[ l|||l||i1'|
Checking the 202 for hum-free aperation and
negligible chassis currents. 1 had wsed @ convenieny
off-the-shell mains eable; and ser the conrad johngon
SA350 s fo It_'|||||||||1 lifted mode. 1 then installed
the 2025 IT'IJ.I1I.Ir.11.II.JI.'|.'T-‘-lJ|‘Ii'l'|1ui montlded rl|lj_g Pevwer
L'.Ir{i |.l1|.'::"‘ .|I“|.|P|.'| SR 11'f1l,|{|1\‘_' ‘H}l{'rl ‘!“‘1 |"| ‘.tlllﬁ;‘"
sometimes barely perceptible, sametimes for the better,
LTI R |||| 1!'#_‘ WOrss, SCHTICTITICS JUST l'I”-I'L i |||.
this case the F‘\'.'rLL'i“ihlL' trehle “bleac hil‘l:.:' and same of
that projecred hyper reality, described by one listener as
".11]1:I|"'.!r.l.|.1|r Ty Hl\lulll'\ulrhﬂl W II]I 'Ilhl'l{l_l}:l.lpl\i._ i[|'|.|_:;|_'-‘_
wirs now signihcantly moderated. A further test with
the l‘,m:d value [INM -\.il‘|‘|_'_||' strand powet cable showed
sorme burther improvement. The difference heard was
ilgnlﬁ-;..lm in the contexr of ouwr I‘1I:_'||‘| periormance svstem
representng perhaps 5% of overall sound qualiry. No
matrer how good the supply regulation, the inrinsic
rejection of line noise by symmernical and balanced
CIFCHIIT .nnhy,nr.lrmnu. and the new bt Bileering all
exemplified in chis sophisucated design, choice of mains
cord mav still materially affece the resules.
The Krell 202 received an overall sound qualiny scare

b 7. l.1-n'||-.|rﬂ1 tor the conrd johnson ACT 2 {4 more

specialised component limired o single-ended RCA

phono inputs and ourpurs anly), the Krell had vigheer
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mare locwsed bass, more obvious specine detail, and
WS L||.'.ir|:| ||E‘_|1=|.I In fexrure, miofe |'|.'|||'._||:'. |_!||:|||_|+:||

the treble, While the ACT 2 has some mildly excessive
'\|"'.ITHL , the Keell was mor open e 'll-'j"- o much
sa for some, but maybe just right for ochers. The conmd
johnson perspecrives were more distant and spacious
whereas the 202 gers you closer 1o the action. Whereas
the conrad johnson excels in natural micro-dyvnamics
and an upbeat, expressive tempo, it will need some e
maintenance every year or two, while the Krell will likely
march on, more or less, forever

"\'I-Ill..j'l A% I Ilinl. rI'H' I|.|||'||,|_|||,'||| l‘.‘_lr |r|ln"l|l|:'f:'r.:.\,|'
interconnect cables, particularly with Krell's FPB700cx
Iy |'|n'||.'rr|.'|.| choice amongst many for the el e \|g|g|\-.
ended phono connection was for the quieter, mon
intraspective Cardas Colden Cross,

I now powered up Krell's partnering EVO-402 stereo
|-||."||||.|.'| |'||'|'||"=.ir|l,'| I,||i||' ||'|||. (i} |||'|.{_“-|:]:|:_||(|" ||:||_' l\‘\llu”ffl.li‘h_l_
via the latest CAS T connecrion using [ransparent cables
tar both CANT and speaker connections: all mains cables
were now standard Krell items.

Having experienced CAST connectivns over nearly a
decade af L1I.'1i|l.l|"l1lLIH. | find the differences between this
current mode’ approach and the more wsual volage drive

fascinaring, Certainly CAST is supported by very good

technical arguments: very wide bandwidth; immunin

from cable lenprh and resistance; excellent noise reiection:
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and the SUPPrEssion of subtle contact defects which may
induce noise and distortion, [t is thus likely o be more
reliable over |1:-|:|F pre iods

Flowever, each interconnecnion method has s own
implicanions for cable and circuit pracice and these
inevitably aflece sound quality. The laresr CAST was rue
ter formt, sounding slightly derached yer with impressive
rransparcncy and liguidity, neutral in timbre, and wirh
L':I\,LL'Ill,ll_Ill_.ﬂ dvnamic rnge. CAST delivers a most L'iL‘F:.'IIII
sonnd with narural exrended bass and really low overall
L':II\"‘r-J!I‘IH- I‘L'r]'ll_rl\ I'_hL‘ \,.l[l.\.l_lil.“l‘i i|| '\l'“l"“l I'II:'.'IFI.i 'll-l
the other HpaEs are reatllyv o do with arretacts of the
cables used, though 1 sall have o solt spot for the exira
drve and rhythm which 1 find with single-ended phono
interconnection. The #0215 scheduled for review in Hiki
News. For the record, it complemented the 2002 well,
which 1 have not alw Vs found wirh earhier Krell pre-

.'h1r|'|.'\.4'| I.'I.IITIl*II'I."IﬂH‘-.

Lab Report
This rwo-hox design places the preamplilier on top of
I3 poawer :.|_|+1|_1|1._ limked b a share AT litie I.II‘-"II"IlIL.Il.
lemporarily swinging the pre-amp away during
from the supply transformers

[he 2457 connection could not be measured
directly, but on past experience it rates at leasr as wel|
as the balanced interface; and there was no significan
performance difference berween the balanced and single

ended connections apart from the xR teedd grearce

ol HTY U0 G | TN
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PREAMPLIFIER TEST RESULTS
Make ) KRELL [t
Model: EVO 202 Ser, o, 1676050040 1006
Distartion, THD g nosse 20Hz 1kHz 20kHz |
At IHF 0.5V out, 0.5V line in »>94 dB =985 dBb =04 dB |
At IHF 2,00 out, 200 line in n'a - 96dR na
Channel wparl;l:hn )
IHF. 0.5V Alx =110 dB =110 dB 104 dB
Frequency response (sec texd)
iHF. 0.5V Al 0B 0da 0db
Imermodulation Distortion »
19, 5kHZ 20 5kHz 141 n_s-&- GLUTELT IkHz difference tone
Aux ' 100 dR
Signal to noise ratio -
IHF. Q.5 ALE 98.6 dBA, B‘E..Zdﬂ-_tlﬂ_lihl
Input averload SE Line 7V 24dB IHF
Channel Balance over volume range
Hch b reference at 0dB 0.02 di
at = H0dB 0.02 di
at -40dB 003 di
at ~-&0dB 0.04 dB
Maximum cutput level (1% clip)
100k Ohm load AV SE, -V Bal
600 Ohm load BV SE -V Bl
Output impedance -
SE 23 Ohms
Balanced 44 Ohms
Input Data -
Au input balanced 125 Y, 76.8 kohms
Aux input sngle ended 125 mV. 38.4 ohms, 0,38 nF
DC offser i Left 0.5 mV, Right 0.4 mV
Size {nwo boxes, W x Hx D) 438 % 95 x 470 mm |
Price £13.500
oedl 200 By ThiHY dineeon
: e e e e .
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“It has no
significant noise

or distortion, no
bandwidth or level-
related changes

in timbre or
coloration, and has
an accurite high-
resolution volume
control.”

. headreom and ourpar detiving from balanced working,

With conventional super-symmerrical high gain
circuirey, an intrinsic harmonic spectrum devord of even-
ur{il.'r l.ur[l]'!l:]l'"."nf’i m'ghl’ ]}{' l_"xpﬂ(.'rﬁ!. I'.N:'I'hill.'hi '\‘rill'l H
very low level of odd order residuals. This is nor the case
with the 2002, whose intrinsic bandwidih and lmeariry i
extravrdmary: this essentially zero loop feedback design
has a low order harmonic distortion spectrum, rather
reminiseent of a tricde valve amp, Fig 1 shows sccond
and thirdd harmonics follawing the preferred decreasing
trend, with higher harmonics underecrable ar berrer than
120dB down. High frequency intermodulation shows
similarly good lincarity: in Fig 2 the IHF full level rones
ar 19 and 20Kz result in a firse rue - 100dB difference
tone at 1kHe.

DHC ourput offsets are less than 0.6mV (single-cnded)
and the ourpur is DO restared for small input signal
offsets, Channel separation was excellenr, berrer than
PIdE an lower frequencies and sill 104 dB by 20kHz,
Channel balance was held ro an excellent 0.03dB, while
volume/clinnel tracking held wirhin an additional
W04d B right down to -60dB awenuaton. The 152-
step volume contral showed no missing codes and
gave rypically 0.5 dB resolution over the top 30dB. At
velume serrings below -S0d1, the step siee increases to
an acceptable 1B, and then resolution rapidly decreases
aver the final few digits of the numernic raadour, leading
to -24dB before full extinction at "0 (eechnically -113dB,
and aceually residual neisc). This is undoubtedly a well
designed conrral

Absolute phase correct, the phase-invert mode
operated with no mewsurable change in performance,
Maximum ourpur was 8V single-ended and 16V
XLR, enough for any concervable load, and the source
impedance was a very low 22 ohms, ensuring goaod
load and cable independence. The single-ended line
input impedance was a sausfctonly high 38.4kohm
shunted by 380pl° capacitance (the later a bit
higher than the usual 100pF, presumably to Improve
the electromagnetic compatibility performance).
Frequency response was an exeraordinarily wide 0.8Hz

350kHz for -0.5dB, and 0.1 He = 1.1MHz for -3dR3,
No conceivable audible coloration or phase error
could be ascribed o such a generons bandwiddh. A
generous +24dB THF or 7V input overload improves
on previous Krell designs, above which there is some
increasing solt diswortion, bur no clipping rll 10v
(20V balanced). Hardly worth measuring, the recorded
figures for toml harmonic distortion were around
=46 dB including noise, or 3 minscule 0,007 5%,
Single-ended noise levels were low: -89 2dB for the

peychoacoustic COIR 1kHe weighung, -98.6dB A-
wi:ighrcd. and -87,7d8 1|1'|wng|1rm| (showing a very
minar hum residual ),

These are excellent resules for a universal line pre-
amplilier capable of aceurarely rouring and controlling
inputs and outputs in three signal connection formars.
There is nothing in these resules which is likely o limit
the potential sound quality, which must therefore defer o

the subjective analysis,

Conclusion
Krell's new £V 202 has borrowed much from the
top of the line Evalurron One. Not anly does it provide
very good sound quality — & substantial improvement
over models like the A7 28 my past experience — it
has an essentially perfect technical performance. One
which remaoves any doubies abour which inpur w use,
what levels are comparible, and whar loading questions
may arise for either the input or vugput, It has no
significant noise of distortion, no bandwiddh or level-
related changes in nmbre or colorarion, and has an
aceurate high-resolution volume control. Absolure phase
correction and inpur gain marching is provided, and the
whole is achieved while complying with the porentially
troublesome lead free directive

Subjectively ie docsn't quite hit the absalure reterence
level for rhythm and tonal neutralivy, bur in a given
system this may not be the defining issue: macching
considerations can easily dilure and modify such
subtleries of subjective sound guality. Converscly, clarity,
reselution, and an exceptionally crisp, neural and
extended bass are hallmark characreristics, ragether with
trouhle free system o hing.

Expericnce indicaes char ir comformably achieves
“reference’ status, and while it partcular charcrer
will be a maerer of personal choice, this versatile high
precision design can supply the hearr of 2 very gaod
sound system indeed.

THE SYSTEM

Pre-ames: conrad johnson ACT-2, conrad johnson
€75, Audio Rescarch Reference 3, Krell Evolution
e,

Power amrs: Krell EVO- 402, FPRE7ficx, conrad
johnson 35084,

Sepakens: Avalon Eidolon Digmond, Quad 2805,
Sonus Faber Amuti Homage Anniversaria

Canves: Transparent XL reference, Cardas Golden
reference, Krell and Transparent for CAST, Kimber
K5-3035.
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