On an Old Ide

SME 20/12 TURNTABLE SYSTEM

Jim Hannon

welve-inch tonearms have abways
held a fascinagon for many analog
enthusiasts, including the late
Alasmir Roberson-Aikman (AR-A), who
teportedly designed one for his petsonal
use nearly ffty vears ago. Prodded by
other audic philes to make it a commercial
product, AR-A

Maodel 3012 Precision Pick-Up arm s

introduced the SME

is smaller nine-inch sibling, the Model
3009, in 1959, w immediate critical and
Indeed, SME is

reported 1o have sold cose o half-a-

commercial success,

million units of the 3000 Seres arms, and
they are siill considered “classics™ among

audio ce EMOSCEnt.
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SME

decreased lateral-tracing-angle distortion,

M2, wath 1ts

The longer

i5 highly sought after on the used marker,
but is incompatible with modern, high
mass, |'“m'-'-t'irl'ﬁp]:l;lrh.'n:.' moving  coils,
Athough AR-A designed another twelve-
inch tonearm more recently, the SME
312, it did not mncorporate enough of
what he had learned in the evolution of
his flagship tonearms, the SME V and 1V,
to satisfy him. Hence, we now have the
new SME 3125 ronearm, which is only
available on a completely new rrntable
designed to accommodate it. As this new
combo, the SME 20/12, was |'t';-fl-;':l:||.1|'.

AR-A% final design, one might easily

conclude that it would be his “smarement™
turntable system, but that pride of place
is reserved for the more cost ly SME 30,2
and 1ts companion SME V' (or SMI
IV tonearm, according ro Sumiko, the
LLS imporeer. Yet, the new SME 20/12
renble system is mighty special, and, 1
dare say, some may even prefer it to its
more costly bigrer brother.

But before we po o far ino a
discussion of this new  mechanieal-

engineering  masterpicce, why  would
aryone in his right mind spend ten-dmes
maore for the SME 20/12 when he eould
buy a very pood turnmble system like the

fine Pro-Ject RM-10 that 1 reviewed a



Absolute

few months ago (Issue 1727 A wrnmble
is not something that you can dove or
wiear o impress the neighbors and, for
many, critical Bstening is frequently a
solitary  experience. Well, its becavse
the SME 20/12 has an uncanny ability
to bring the performers into the room,
and it reproduces music with a sense of
cffortessness that, once heard, may make
it difficult to accepr anything less.
Formnately, I was able to compare the
SME 20/12, cutficted with the somewhart
under-appreciated  Sumiko  Celebraton
cartridge, with a Pro-Ject RM-10 that
I rricked owt with a VP1 5DS speed
controller and a Gingko air-suspension
platform. Make no mistke, the Pro-Ject
RM-10 is a really fine performer and
shares many compelling sonic attnbutes
with the SME 20/12, When it is coupled
with the 5D, its rock-solid pitch stabiliny
rivals that of the SME. The Pro-Ject RM-
10 rig displayed very good focus, detail,
and transparency; as well as well-controlled
and articulate bass on Joni Mirchell's Wi
Things Rarw Fast [Geffen]. However, when
I switched ro the SME 20/12, subtle
detals came through more cleardy and

we: Beli-drive, manual tumtable with
tonearm
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images were sharper and more three-
dimensional, Bass had more weight and
control, making bass lines more ardeulate
and dynamic peaks more thrilling, Joni's
voice was reproduced without the slighrese
hint of grain or excess sibilance—and was
even more seductive on the wonderful
reissue of Bl [Reprise/Rhino Vinyl].
Whereas the RM-10% low noise floor
was commendable, the SME 20/12%
was eerily silent. Music emerged from
an even blacker background, perhaps the
quictest I've ever heard, rivaling that of
the SME 30/2. Admirtedly, I haven't had
the pleasure of experiencing either the
Walker or the Rockporr, bue the silence
from this “mble, including its lack of
groove noise, is remarkable.

The 20/12 has the
uncanny ability to
bring the performers
into the room

Ornly in direct companson to the SME
20/12 did I notice that the RM-10 lost
some of s composure on the complex
passages and dynamic peaks of the
Paganini Violin Concertos Nos, 1 and 2
[EMI/Alto] and the Shostakovich Fifth
Symphony  [Mercury/Speakers Corner].
The SME 20/12 was unfazed by cither of
these LPs, bur what was more shocking
was that, now, the orchestra seemed to hit
the artacks as one, as if’ a better conductor
had raken the baron and demanded more
precise playing from the muosicians, Lasidy,
the illusion of the performers in the room
was more palpable and holographie, with
2 hetter sense of the hall,

Most importantly, the SME 20/12
had a unique sense of effortlessness. Let
me try to describe what T mean by this.
Suppose vou have two athletes who run
the 3000 meters in the same time, but one
does it by sheer force of will, whereas
the other glides around the track and
doesn’t even seem to be out of breath ar
the conclusion of the race. Well, the first
runner is mote like the RM-10 and most
other turntables, whereas the sccond is
like the SME 20/12, Tt glides without
seeming effort and music floats as if on

SME 20/12 Turntable System

a cushion of air, The listening experience
is not only more relaxing but also more
engaging,

One design element that undoubtedly
contrbutes to this sense of effortessness
is the longer tonearm, which produces
significantly less tracking error and
distortion. However, a  twelve-inch
tonearm  can  also  produce more
resonance through its longer arm tube,
and its additional mass can be more
difficult to conwrol and puts more strain
on the cartridge cantilever. To minimize
these deleterious effects, AR-A used
an extremely ligheweighe, yer ripd,
magnesium arm tube, similar to that
used in the SME V and IV.Vi, bur with
a detachable magnesium headshell. The
3125 is not only 27 grams lighter than
the standard 312 (already among the best
twelve-inchers), bur is also stiffer and
less resonant. Tt is also comparible with
a wide range of cartridges, performing
beautifully with a Lyra Titan at CES. With
the 3125, which includes a fluid damping
trough, vou get the seductive midrange
openness and soundstage depth you hear
from the best linear-trackers, but without
a loss of bass weight and extension—a
drawback of many, bur not all, linear-
racking designs,

The SME 20/12 has that special
ability o deaw you deeply into the music
and the performance with any decently
recorded record, not just a favored few.
In terms of perception, the performance
becomes “figure” and the audiophile
checklist becomes “ground.” Listening
o Viadimir Ashkenazy’s Rachmaninoff
Preludes [London], 1 thought 1 was at a
live concert. I found myself transfixed by
the performance, listening to Ashkenazy’s
phrasing, the singing tone he was able to
elicit from the piano, his phenomenal
virtuosic  technique and  musicianship,
and even his pedaling [ listened for
these same atmbures when 1 heard him
perform several times in transcendent
solo recitals ar Carnegie Hall, With the
20/12, the piano and the performance
seemed to breathe as they did in the live
performances.

One specious crticism thar has been
leveled at the bigper SME tables is that
they dont “boogic” enough. That's
just plain hogwash! The leading edges
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of transicnrs are neither blunted nor
exagperated, and speed accuracy is spor
on. Irs true that the SME 'tables don't
sing along with the music, bur that's a very
good thing, Since the SME 20/12 and its
brethren control unwanted resonances so
extraocdinanly well, what you do hear on
all types of music is a much cleaner, more
transparent, and more detailed sound,
without spurious artifacts,. With the
20412, 1 often felt as if 1 were listening
te a direct feed from the recording
studio—aor that the drummer and thythm
section had been replaced with musicians
who kepr berter ume, Whether you listen
oy Portradt in Jozzy [Riverside/O)C] from
the Bill Evans Tro, or || Cale and Eric
Clapton  first-time  collaboration, Th
Read to Escondids |Reprise], | bet vour toes
will be tapping, Hey, vou just might get
up and start dancing o J] Cale’s grear
track, “When This War 1s Over” Mere
again, you'll undoubtedly focus on the
wonderful performances.

Although you might ger lucky, whar
I've learned the hard way over the years
is that you just ean't slap a great tonearm

on 4 grear "table and be puaranteed great
sound, Fortunately, the SME 20/12 is
a thoroughly designed "mble and arm
system, with straightforward setup and
minimal “care and feeding” to keep it
sounding it best. 1f you live ouside the
range of 2 comperent dealer, this is a very
important factor when considerng the
purchase af a high-performance analog
rr. While based on the design of the SME
212 the 20/12 "table 15 almost taice as
heavy, wirth a wider and thicker plinth and
a larger-diameter platter. To support this
ecxtra mass, it uses eight more elastomer
suspension bands rthan s smaller
counterpart, and employs a heavier-duty
bearing that is based on the same design,
Of course, it easily accommodares thar
low-distortion, twelve-inch arm, While
the 3125 has a connector between its
mapnesinm arm tube and headshell, in
conteast to the SME IV and V% one-piece
construction, it provides the most secure
connection of any detachable headshell
I've encountered. If you like to swap
stereo and mono cartridges, for example,
this approach makes it really convenient,

Justin case you want o expenment with

other arms, you can easily flip the arm

Analog

board over to accept a standard, nine-inch
arm, This might make sense for occasional
comparsons, but if you rally plan on
using a superh nine-inch arm, such as the
SME Y, SME IVVL Graham Phantom, or
Tn-Planar, instead of the supplied SME
3125, ou !I't'lj_l..:l'll WanL \r.'riuus]]. consider
digging a lintle deeper and getting the SME
30/2. Be assured thar the SME 20/12
table 15 just as meticulously engineered and
executed as the SME 3072, i’ just thar the
30/2 offers even more fanateal isolaton
and  additonal mass Alvernanvely, you
could save yourself a bundle and go with
the SME 2/2 which like s costlier
siblings, offer superh isolation, ultra-
| |?'.'i‘|1'ili;.'; notse, and benefits from the
rock-solid speed stability and fne-tuning
Hexibility of the new SME power supply,
frst introduced on the SME 30/2 early
last year. Bur if you're one of those who
falls hard for the unigue sonic qualites
of this larger footprint SME table with
its |c:|1j__ arm, and | count myself among
this number, the 20/12 will reward you
handsomely.

Let me conclude 1'.-_1' saying that
Alastair Roberrson-Aikman saved some
of his besr andio design work for last.
As one might expect from his previous
achieverments, this s one turntable
system that excels in whar a rurnrable
is supposed to do—control unwanted
aithorne  and mechanical resonances,
minimize beatng noise, maintain precise
speed aceuwracy and smbility, and let the
cartridge extract all the informaton it
can from the grooves, Its beilliane 3125
tonearm provides a significant reduction
in tracking crror without incurdng the
typical resonance and conrrol labilives
associated with longer arms. Admirtedly,
the law of diminishing returns is at play
hete, but like a Stradivanus or Guamenus
violin, there’s something very special
about what the SME 20/12 does (or
doesn’t do) thae arpuably justfies its
prce. Music is reproduced effortlessly
with superb transparency, soundstaging,
focus, realism, and dynamic range. Like
few other ComponeEnts in my CXPencnce,
it simply turns your hi-fi into a muosical
event, enabling vou to get lost in both the
musie and the performance, TAS




