WUIN £2000 MIRAGE HOME CINEMA SPEAKERS

I_‘ A_ I ; I RECORD
of the Month |
Ehrling’s historic
Sibelius cycle
Prokofiev’s
The Gambler
Supergrass
Blues classics
DECEMBER 1999 ,J' e 1o Chess

RECORD nE

Plus
Krell's CAST system
* " MiniDisc recorders
compared

CD bumers on test
Show reports from
London, Berlin, Milan
Marantz CD players
B&W and Westlake
speakers

Turntable of the century?

Purcell plays (5

The dCS upsampler

Surrounded

Roksan’s amplitier

Acoustic Energy speaker system
CEDIA news c?r}:d Elews /




Less costly than the
existing models, this
new turntable and arm
still set the highest
possible standards

by KEN KESSLER

vervone loves surpnises. And,

hew, who wouldn't be tickled

|,‘!|.r|.k 1 lh.l; I!]Hru_u;hl 1'|f a few
treat from SME? While the
antithesis of fertile, SME never
fails to issue a new wonder every
time Alastair Robertson-Aikman
feels the neced to stretch his
ahilities. We are, after all, malking
about a company with a design
team, a philosophy and machining
capabilities second o mone in the
world of precision engineering for
audio purposcs; maybe there's a
watchmaker or two in Switzerland
who could *worry® SME. The
finish, inventiveness and sheer
intelligence of every SME product
ever made give this company n
track record withour fault, Yes,

even that blip in the lineage, the
lighraweight SME Series [II arm,
oozes cleverness, excellence and
desirability.

‘S0 what's left?” vou might be
wondering a5 the analogue
playback market continues to
shrink down roward relative
insignificance®. Do we really need
anything more ‘nght” than an SME
200 or 30 turntable? Isn't the Series
¥ tonearm as good as it gets?

As the millennium ends, as the
curtain closes on the century which
gave us the LP, SME has decided
1o issue a new turntable which
comes in belotw the SME 20, at
£2643.75, a new entry-level player
which departs from the "20 and '30
in 0 many ways thar it may
confound those whe find devistions
in a ‘true path’ to be something

urhaoly
But if AR-A wants to make a
plinthless turntable with no

suspension per tf, one which does
away with so much of the 20030
approach, then it's something you
have 1o assume 8 worth pursuing,
For Alastair 15 a man who does not
make decisions lightly, nor issue
new models with rapidity. Maybe
he and Peter Walker come from the
same ‘anti-prolific® school. At first
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glance, the SME 10 calls 1o mind
the plinthless tarntables which
precede it, working back from the
Wilson-Benesch Circle through
countless (usunlly British designs)
designs forgotien in the mists of
time. Ariston, Transeriptors and
others have released decks which
would fit snugly under a dome,
and all have appealed for
compactness and aesthetic
apiness. An LP is a 12in diameter
disc, so why not create a wurntable
which is no larger, save for the
arm mount, which exploits the
perfectly round shape? Thus,
the SME 10 will find instant
favour with those who fancy a bit of



space-saving and who find a
rectangular plinth something of a
stylistic faalt. Even the carlicst
round decks stll look *‘modern”; the
SME 10 looks posiuvely futuristic,
i a sinister, Stealth Gghter way
And vet, by virtue of its build
integrity, it is utterly devoad of any
of the frivolity which usually
accompanies the deliberarely

ultramodern. This is no exercise
in gimmickry, even though i
bristles with novelty, The first thing
I noticed was its simplest, least
desirable

cxpensive, yel mosi
leature: o cartridge guard in the
form of a bent wire defence
surmounding a pick-up which would
otherwise be unprotecied from
accidents. However minor a feature
this may seem, it is in its own way
the most telling of the thought
processes which created the '10
Mothing, and I mean nothing, was
left out; neither was anything
superfluous left in or on the SME
10. As one who lives in an old
housge, in which dust s endemic, 1
asked abour a dust cover — the
curse of plinth-less decks. AR-A
immediately replied that dustcovers
affect the performance, confirming
what others have alwavs argued.
But the fastdious AR-A is not the
type to allow dust to settle on his
wiarcs, so he whipped out a
perfectly-shaped soft cover, its
precedents being those supplied
with every "20 and 30

Because the '10 follows years
after the "200"30, it benefits from a

new power supply and housing
which | wouldn’t he surprised to
supplied with the wolder
turntables in future production.
Most notable is the sloped front
panel, making it much easier

to use than the
panel of the earlier unit

It contains a row of three
buttons which operate

sSCC

vertical

stopistart and choose 33%rpm or
15rpm. Five LEDs indicate main
power on (the on'off rocker is at
the back), ‘on’ mode when the start
burton is pressed, the chosen speed
and speed lock o indicate thar the
deck is up to 33 or 45, as measured
120 times per revolution by a
crystal reference

Because the power supply is an
f-hit micro-processor-controlled
device with regencrative braking,
the table possesses an cerie sort of

behaviour, as il unseen hands are
whipping the deck up to speed
when called inte play, then
applving ultra-smooth braking
when the stop button is pressed
It's most impressive, almost a party
trick: the kind of behaviour rarely
seen in andio since the days of top-
end, costly and highly-sophisticared
open-reel tape decks with superior
tape handling

Its connection to the deck iself is
via a small connector of the 5-
video/PS mouse tvpe, the socket
positioned at the rear of the SME

Because the
power supply is
an 8-hit micro-
processor-
controlled
device with
regenerative
braking, the
table possesses
an eerie sort of
behaviour, as if
unseen hands
are whipping
the deck up to
speed when
called into play,
then applying
ultra-smoath
braking when
the stop button
is pressed

10%s solid aluminium base. This is
a circular plate resting on three
screw-in feet filled with a polvmer

reminiscent of Sorbothane, The
broad feet are finely threaded, so
adjustment for levelling is quick,
easy and verv precise, Fimed to the
base plate are the motor howsing

50 silent that it's positively creepy —
and three pillars also Alled with the
squishy material found in the feer
The polymer insents in the feet
and pillars are, effecrively,
the forms of
isolation, Posittoned

sole

on top of the
pillars is the 'T'-
shaped sub-chassis,
with arm-mount cut-
out and the bearing

assembly into which is
positioned the machined sub-
platter and waper-top bearing,
(MNote that a minor adjustment
for the bearing tightness can be
performed by the user, via an
adjuster at the base of the bearing
housing, but 1 would always opt
for factory or dealer tweaking.) The
belr is fitted over the pulley and
placed around the sub-platter. The
massive main plarter is covered in
the same finely grooved, mustard-
coloured material found on the
SME 20 and 30, which mates
beautifully with your LIPs for ideal
comtact, Slightly changed from the
complex clamping arrangement
found in the 20030 15 a new single-
piece screw-down clamp a
marvel of machining and a
special washer placed over the
spindle to raise the LP at the
centre. SME recommends that the
user taps the LPs at rthree
cquidistant points o make sure the
disc mates securely with the platver

Whatever the verbiage in this
report suggests, the ser-up is so
simple and straightforward thar
anyone with even a modicum of
expericnce can have the SME 10-
plus-arm up and running in under
an hour. SME has a tradition of
producing the sort of owner
manuals which are heyond
criticism; the SME 10's is no
exception and vou'd have 1o be a
certifiable moron to mess up this
installation. 1 fitted a much-loved
Lyra Lyvdian inio Musical Fidelity




X-LP and EAR 834P phono
Lexicon MC-1 and
Musical Fidelity Nu-Vista pre-
amps, Nu-Vista 300 and Acurus
IX200 power amps, and Sonus
Faber Guarneri, Wilson
WATT/Puppy 6 and Martin-
Logan Scenaria loudspeakers.

What 1 heard merely confirmed
the results of the “preparatory
sessions’ when 1 Arst expericnced
the SME 10 in AR-A’s own
legendary Audio Rescarch
Frell/Quad system; how little did
1 realise afver leaving Steyvming that
I was ready 1o write the review,
unaware that the SME 10's
absalute consistency was so utterly
trustworthy. Mothing [ heard laver
in my own systems contradicted
the findings, despite differeni
ancillaries. 1 staved with the same
recordings | wicd at Alastair’s: the
Mohile Fidelity 180g pressing of
Sonny Terry & Brownie
McoGhee's Sorrry & Broosne and a
vintage Peggy Lee LP, augmented
v the new soundtrack to Yellow
Submarine, some monoe Mickey
Katz on *purple label” Capitol and
the new Vivante pressing of the
Palice’s Ourlandos d Amour.

When pressed, AR-A might
admit that the '20 and "30 offer
more welght or solidity, or
whatever virmues we lump in with
sonic mass, scale and lower-octave
But to focus on this
would be to imply that the "10 is a
Lightweighe. It isn't. In face, 1 find
its bass 1o be among the most
harmonious, listener=friendly,
smooth, tight and coherent that
I've ever heard. In all other
respects, it's pure SME, the sound
exhibiting grip, precision, fine
derail, consistency — we're talking
about a tool, a turntable
;_'qui_vu!.-;'n'. of the Wilson WATT
Puppy approach 1o monitor-grade
speakers. The SME ‘experience” is
all about low celoration, the
minimising of residueal noise, the
banishment of any intrusion which
might upset one's equilibrium. If

seclions,

SUprcmacy.

TURNTABLES

SELLING FOR o cost-effective £689.33,
the new arm is the latest in o series of
variants which make the SME V's
primary virtues available to the many
at a reduced cost. Unlike models sold
on an OEM basis to other
manufacturers, which vary in eslour or
merely de witheut the damping or
some other feature, the SME 10 is a re-
design which aspires to greater
simplicity and ‘universality’.

Mast noticeabls is the separote heodshell,
allewing for cartridge azimuth alignment; the
SME Y pre-supposes absolutely perfect sel-up
from the outset. The counterweight assembly is
simpler, if shightly cruder, the SME 107s weight
lacking the Vernier-style wheel which allows you
to move it back and forth in small, controlled
increments. On the SME 10, you slide it back
and forth by band, your cwn delicate {or not]
fouch determining how coa 1o make the
chonges. It does, howevar, lack with the some

secure method and ‘old hands’ used 1o the kid-
glove techniques required when insiolling
cortridges will barely miss the SME V's mare
rafined appraach.

But the most imporiant change ko the SME 10
o simpliﬁed arm base, th.lring locoting pins ond
only o screws to offect the proper mountfing; it
sfill retaing grip when the set screws ore
1o keep the arm in the posifion you've st i phcr o
final tightening. The cut-out on the SME 10 arm
board accommadiates both the new arm base ond
the tradifional SME four-screw fype. In ofl other
respechs — anti-shete, hﬁﬂhf ediustment, efc, the
SME 10 arm mirrors the SME V.

Sa is the SME 10 clever? Camplele?
Ergonomically parfect and above criticism®

You'd batter believe it. In foct, the only product
| know of which camas close 1o the SME 10 arm
|and the SME Series V, of course] for such
thorcugh “righiness’ are the Leica M-Senes
comeras, And, boy, how I'd lave to =t AR-A
locse on their few remaining foults...

you are ever Jucky enough to meet
AR-A, yvou'll know what I mean:
this is 2 man who must be o closer

The massive it
main platter is
covered in the

confuse the
digitalians just because 1t 15 80
damned guiet. Like, uh, near-1o

il I"'\.IF SCrves 1o

Buddhist, beciuse he takes the  same finely CD-quiet. In ths respect, it comes
concept of being *unruffled” to grooved, close to depriving CI of its only
extremes bevond that of a mere mustard- true virtue (heyond remote-control
English gentleman. And the coloured convenicnce): between-track
turntable reflects this: it is police, material found  silences.
well-bred, refined, on the SME 20 Whatever it takes, 1 will one day
Bur, ahh!, you're thinking it and 30, which make an SME 10 the deck in my
therefore must lack soul. This is  mates reference system. And why not a
not the case, unless you teavel  beawtifully 20 or a '3, you might wonder,
under the misguided assumption  with your LPs should price not be an issuc?
that turntables have rhythm, ad  for ideal Simple: the SME 10 is the only
mawsenmi, What the SME 10 reveals  contact turntable I"ve ever seen which

o me is that the soul, the rhythm
and the funk are in the music, not
the hardware. And the SME 10 let
syou hear and
|1r-||!:|i.1|..: elge, Indeed, it i\ 14
eerily quiet and uncoloured that,
while one of the best ambassadors
vet for the greatness of analogue
replay via vinyl,

the music

makes me think it was produced by
g watchmaker. Slap a Breguet
badge on this baby, and you
wouldn't raise an evelid

But then vou'd have to
add an extra nought 1o
the price. +
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