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DIGITAL DREAM MACHINES :
New CD players from Ayre and |
take on the mighty Krell SACD Standard
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SUPER AUDIO KRELL

Krell's first foray into high-resolution multichannel music replay plumps for SACD

PRODUCT Krell SACD Sandand

TYPE Stere & multichanne! CL/SALD player
PRICE E4,244

KEY FEATURES Size: (WaHxD). 440 15202cm

© Weaghtt 11.4kg © 4 userstleclable SACD replay
filzgr settings {2 for COY @ Custom install featumes
© Balapced ard sngle ended analogue outputs
CONTACT = 020 65471 3909

e wnacknelionline com

high-resalution music disc media,

CVD-Audio and SACD, the latter remains
viell ahead in software, and has made inroads
with an expanding number of key hardware
manufacturers now actively supporting the
format. Significant new 'universal’ audiovideo
players like Denon's DVD-AN and Linn's
Unidisk 2.1 are helping drive SACD inexorably
towards critical mass, and the format is also
gathering support from key high-end audio
specialists, the |kes of Mustcal Fidelity and
Classe brandishing high-guality dedicated
players. Now the doyen of the high end, Krell
has joined the party with its awn player, the
SACD Standard - a relatively 'inexpensive (in
krell terms) dedicated model designed for all
types of single and dual-layer SACDs and CDs.

I n the ongoing battle betwean the two

36 HEFA CHMCE | manch 2004

ol T =

@

magazine

The SACD Standand is a true SACD player -
not a DVD player (OVD-Audic or otharwise)
which also plays SACDs, The difference is that
there is nio video element, which eliminazes at
a stroke the comprarises that plague many
combination players and which at this quality
level tend to hamstning their performance.
The SACD Standard makes a natural partner
for the similarly packaged Keell DVDVideo
player, the DVD Standard,

The impressively fortress ke non-magnetic
alloy structure is built from fabricated
U-shaped side channels and flat horizontal
panels screwed onto a rigid chassis, with solid
rounded caps with a polished finish at each
corner providing additional reinforcement and
& separate structural enclosure for the
mechanism. Appeardnce is a close match far

Krell's Showcase amp components which
migit be naturally used with multichannel
SACD, and also for two-channel purposes
from SACD and £D. The Showcase system in
its vanious guises has long shown that it is as
capable in sterea as in multichannel.

Inside, the player's Philips mechanism feeds
& dual differential DAC stage using three
Burr-Broven PCM 1738 hybrid 24-bit DA
converters, which have enough bandwidth to
cope with DSD data, with a part-multbit,
part-bitstream division of labours. The audio
gain stage uses Krell's current made tapology
for the main channels, though not for centre
and surround. The differential converter
cortfiguration makes it @ simple matter for it
1o drive the balanced mode sutput directly,
though a single-ended RCA phono output is
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also available a5 usual. Digital aptical and
electrical pulputs are fitted, but thoy're
disabled when playing SACDs in the usual
way. Other rear-panel fictings include an
infrared input and a 12 trigger for
integrating with a custem install system, and
an 5222 port for third-party contrallers.
Control is available from-a beautifully mads
slimline remole which is a little larger and
thicker, but ctherwise similar to & credit card
remiate, ar by using the matrix af very tiny
buttons on the front panel. For the mast part
1he centrol options are self explanatory
Exceptions include the SACD/ CD button,
which selects the pan of a disc te be played
{stereo or multichannel SACD, orstereo COY,
the selection remaining with each disc
insertec until changed. A switchzble filter
prowides two settings for CO and four for
SALD. With CD. Filter 1 is flat to 20kHz with
a-sharp bk wall filter, and Filter 2 offers a
miore gradual roll-off, but more in-bznd
attenuation (-3dB at 20kHz). With SACD,
Filter 1 has the widest bandwidth (180kHz)
and the slowest out of band roll-off, while
Filler 2 operates up to 75kHz with a more
rapid roll-off and 0.5dB extra gain acmoss the
audio band. Fitter 3 {SACD only) covers up to

Krell SACD Standard SACD player | Review|

“With SACD, although the sound remains
similar to CD, the player sustains a much
more complex sound picture.”

BOkHz with a mlatively steep rallalt and &
massive +5.548 oain across the band, and
Filter 4 Is specified wp 1o S0kHez, with a
stewer rolloff and +3.5dB overal| gain.

SOUND QUALITY
First task in tha listenirg sessions was to
ascertain whether of not SACD sounded
consistently better than CD, Unless the player
passed this mther fundamental tesl, the
SACD Standard would have o be regerded as
at best an honourable failure, with SACD
simply filling the role of CD sound through
extra |oudspeakers - & travesty of what the
format is about. The way this was assessed
wils 10 compzre the nominally identical CD
and stereo SACT recordings on a number of
hybnid discs. Thers ars dangers in this
approach as the two recordings may not be of
equal provenance, but given a large enough
selection of discs, a pattem should emenge.
And it did. The Krell was mare than capable
of demorstrating the inherent supenonty of
SALD, which is not zlways so clearly apparent
through lesser playars, A sey difference that
remained consistently identifiable in nearly
Byery Cdse was what might be described as a
widening of the musical focus. From CO, lead

instruments and voices tend to hog the
etention, while low-level backgound singes
2nd supporting instruments tend to lase
distinctiveness, audibility and focus, Time
after time wilh SACD, although the sourd
remained tonally and dynamically similar ta
CO, the player sustamed @ much more
complex sound picture, without losing the
thread of background events The effect is [ike
looking at a scene though a small hole which
restricts peripheral vision, and then taking in
the whole scene at once — a much more
completz and satisfying experience.

But there is another genenc difference,
related to the fact that SACD is both more
subtle and less obvious CD tends to
reproduce leading transient edges particularly
clzanly, more so perhaps than is always
justified. SACT recordings through the Krell
generally sounded more organic and fluid
which with lazy lislening could be mistaken to
mean a lack of impact, just as gooc anzlogue
sound can be written off for similar reasons

The remaining task was to plece the player
in the firmament of its peers, both as a C0
ard SACD player. We baefly auditiened the
SACD Standard playing COs against Krell's
flagship CD player, the KPS25, at a public @
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| Review| Krell SACD Standard SACD player

Do DAgosting, chief excutive officer ond chief
engineer of Krell Industres [nc tolks about the
SACD Stovdord

HFC: What are the key paints in the desian of
the SACD Standard?
DDA: The output stage |5 extraordinanly good
It's been done with discrete parts with an
extremely wade bandwadth using current mode
gain stages on the main front channels in a fully
haknced configuration. There are no op-amps in
this part of the circuit &t all. The centre and
| suiround channels are slighthy simpler and use
| woltage gamy, and althowgh we do use op-amps,
they are not in the output sechon, Most ol the
circuitry is housed on a huge PC board taking up
much of the space inside the box, and is fully
surface mounted. |t has & very high companent
caunt, theugh its siee makes it rether deceiving

Please explain the double chassis construction,
The mechanism s housed at the bottom of the
player in a metal box 'with screening across the
top which gives it a great deal of stability. The
miain circuit boand is mounted above

A lot of emphasis appears to have gone into
the power supplies.

It has. The analogue section has its own
transformer and pover supplies, and the tansport
has its own digital dedicated switch mode supply,
which is very effectively screened and pesitioned
a long way from any cincuitry that it could
Interfere with

Why did you decide to base your first
high-resolution player on the SACD format
rather than DVD-Audic?

| like: both formats, but the decision | took was
based on the fact that thame is much more
saftware around an SACD. 1L s the fomal that we
bediovi fras the best cheance of sunviving in the
long term. I'm not as confident that DVD-Audia
il survive as long

Does this mean that Krell has no ongoing
interest in DVD-Audio?

Mot at all. We've been working on DVD-A playbark
for some time and ve will be releasing a player,
but it will be a universsl DVD-A/SACD player
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B show, and have used the KPS25 extensively
on other occasions, and know that it's ina
different class. But we're talking here about
chalk and cheese — a £4.5K SACD player and
a E25K CD player/ preamp which is one of the
most consistently capable CD playing engines
ever devised. At its particular price point, the
SALCD Standard is 2 vibrant and ergaging CD
player, which has softer bass and less of what
can onky be called ‘stam' or ‘power’ than the
sanior model, out which is otherwise difficult
te fault. This is not just a routine CO player
when SACDs are put aside: It offers excellent
three-dimensional imagery, 2 high level of
detail and a very sweet top end which is
completely free of grain and hardness, But the
balance feans perceptibly towards precision
and clarity of line rather than sanority when
compared Lo, say, the Mark Levinson 3905

As an SACD player the Krell is one of the
best we'ye Reard, its sense of detail even
better than with CD. Given source material of
apprapnate quality it is nothing short of
exquisite, and with favourable recordings (the
Benjamin Zander Mohler €, the Boulez Song
Of The Earth and Chailly's Turmmgalilo are
three discs that figured prominently in the
tests) the ability of the Krell to cast light into

Switch mode
pawer supply
for transport

Differantial
mode left and
right main
channel
analegue aadia
stage

Main cantral
processor

the deepest recesses ol the very complex
scores was uttery thrilling. But the Krell
would also show in uneqguivocal terms when a
recording had gone wrong — witness the
recent SACD of Cerglev's Shostokowich 7 on
Fhilips, where the DSD mastering was made
from a grainy-sounding 48kHz 24-bit PLM
master, High resolution, no less. HFC

Alvin Gold

| VERDICT

SOUND »>» 94%
(T T

FEATURES >> 7%

quality srardand for SACD plagers &1 it price poict. The fact
that it's also a superh [0 player zads to the ataction, but it's
the SACD perfomeance il wall wen tins player mast pladibe.

HEHCHOICE >> 0%
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