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1¢ 20th editon of Milan's Top

Audio  Show  (www.top

audio.it), held September

13-16, 2007 began with two

strikes against it. The first, a

nationwide pasta boycott, was-
n't a problem; but (Lr second, a city-
wide public-transportation strike on the
first show day,
SUre was.

A pasta boy-
cott? In ltaly?
Pasta prices are
expected to rise
about 20% this
year because of
a shortage of
durum wheat
caused by a
switch by many
farmers to
more profitable
sunflowers, to
provide oil for
biofuels. Your
Fiat’s gain is
your stomach’s loss.

The public-transportation  strike
produced opening-day attendance that
was shockingly light, and gave Top’s
venue, Milan’s normally bustling
Quark Hotel, the vibe of a ghost town.
Those of us unaware of the shurdown
speculated that Rome’s first-ever Top
Audio Show, held in the spring, had
dramatically siphoned off attendance,
and that perhaps one Italian show a
year was cnough. Learning of the
strike late on Day 1 led to hopes that
Day 2 would bring the crowds.

That's just what happened for the
next three days: in the lobby, on the
three main show floors, in the corri-
dors, and in the “Aquarium” conven-
tion area, it was human gridlock. More
than 20,000 people attended.?

I was there to promote the Italian-
language edition of my turntable-setup
DVD, which meant morning and
afternoon seminars each day for a total
of eight seminars, with simultaneous

1 For context, this is approximately twice the attendance
at Home Entertunment 2007 and 4-5 nmes my esnmate
of the amendance of the 2007 Rocky Mountain Audio

Fest John Atkinson
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Where's everyone going? The Top Audio show entrance,
day one, during the transit strike.

ANALOG

Michael Fremer

Mikey Reports From Milan and Reviews MC phono Cartridges

Italian translation provided by an
employee of the importer, Sound and

Music, While the size and intensity of

the Italian .m.ling scene can’t match
Germany's, with the exception of Day
1, most of the seats were full and the
enthusiasm was high.

A few new .m.l]uu products m: de
their beyond-
].\l'n[nl"\‘pt.'
debuts at Top
Audio,
including the
dual-plattered
K o m a
turntable
from 47 Labs
(the two plat-
ters, one atop
the other, spin
mn opposite
directions),

the EMT

JPA 66 Varia-

Mecintosh's new turntable.

Curve Tube Stereo Control Center,
and EMT's now-completed “banana”
FOAmsarnm

I also ﬁll;tlll\' got a chance to see the
new Mclntosh turntable, which has
the familiar MclIntosh chassis and blue-
tinted faceplate, with turntable parts,
including a pivoted tonearm, furnished
by Clearaudio to Mclntosh’s specifica-
tions. While the design looks somewhat
bizarre at first glance, in the context of a
racktul of MclIntosh gear it makes sense
and looks right at home. The display
was \i]Lnt.

Jll“' Illl!hlllg L ULLruUL ar l\’l' Wald

SAP's new three-box DolceVita tube

moving-coil/moving-magnet phono
preamplifier with balanced, noise-can-
celing AC supply. The chassis appears to
be sturdier than that of the Anniversary,
which I reviewed here in September,
and the adjustability has been simpli-
fied. There was a scattering of other
new phono preamps, and the new;, top-
of-the-line Tuscany phono cartridge
from Bluenote Audio, but little else
new in the analog domain.

For me, the most interesting product
at the show was one I encountered last
year: the Audiosonica Dragonfly loud-
speaker (E9600/pair), an unusual,
attractive-looking, relatively small two-
box design that's essentally a minimon-
itor atop a double-woofered bass bin.
The mini part features a top-of-the-line
ScanSpeak Revelator tweeter-and-
midrange unit. The speaker’s sound was

jarringly clear, clean, and “right” last

year, but because it's not exported to the
US, I quickly forgot about it, along with
the brand name. When
walked into the room this
year and saw the Dragonflys
again, my sonic memory of
them returned. The design-
er's first question was, “Do
you have that CD-R from
vinyl you had last year?” I
said “No, I have a new one.”
I sat down. They put it in a
Bluenote CD player. 1 Lis-
tened in amazement to the
disc’s entire 80 minutes.
True, they'd treated the
room with greater care than
do most exhibitors ar hi-fi
shows, but even so, the Dragonfly’s
tonal balance was among the most sub-

jectively linear and accurate I've heard,

and its overall speed, clarity, and open-
ness resolved an astonishing amount of
previously buried low-level detail
while producing among the most
believable reproductions of the human
voice I've heard from any speaker. The
bottom end, while tight, fast, and
coherent, was good down to only
about 38 honest hertz. Someone
should consider importifig these,
though once the sagging dollar and the
i”]p('l]'t COsts are .l(.‘l:{‘l“)rl_'l.’ f(‘r. fh(‘
price might be prohibitive.
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Mcintosh

MS750

MUSIC SERVER

t has a fan, it won't work without a monitor, and it contains a 750GB hard
drive—for some audiophiles, that’s a trifecta of reasons not to buy the MclIntosh
MS750 music server ($6000).

There are cheaper ways to incorporate a music server into your hi-fi—hello,
Slim Devices Squeezebox (wwwistereophile.com/digitalprocessors/906shim).
And there are whole-system approaches—the Sonos ZP80-ZP100 combo, for
example (wwwistereophile.com/mediaservers/1006sonos/). The MS750 is
aimed somewhere between the two. It doesn't require as much computer savvy as the
Squeezebox does, nor does it require you to buy an entire system. It’s perhaps the casiest

| way to add digital storage to an existing hi-fiora whole-house integrated system.

Also, the MS750 is a McIntosh. For Mclntosh owners—some would say believers—
that would be enough in itself. They buy into the corporate philosophy, which goes
deeper than the black-glass front panel and the blue lights. Mac gear retains its resale

| value, lasts for years, and is supported by the mothership in Binghamton, New York,

many decades after it was manufactured.
If you'd invested in an all-Mac system rather than a mortgage in the last five
years, you might have come our ahead in equity.

Built like a Mack truck

The MS750 is built on an Escient platform (the $4000 FireBall MX752, near as 1
can figure), but with a few crucial differences, primarily the software interface,
CD burner, front-panel display, and the 750GB hard drive, which McIntosh’s
product manager, Ron Cornelius, described as a “mission-critical Seagate.”

Huh?

“I’s an industry term that describes the rate of failure over years,” Cornelius said.
“Essentially, we had to use something that would stand up for decades of heavy use,
because that’s what Mclntosh is about.”

However, because Mclntosh and Escient are both part of D&M Holdings,
Escient’s help line also provides support to MS750 owners—which is a good thing,

The MS750 has a huge amount of connectivity, including RS-232C connectors,
video outputs (composite, S-video, and component), anaE) inputs and outputs
(single-ended), digital inputs and outputs (coaxial and TosLinlga , and Ethernet. The
MS750 connects to a modem or WiFi network with the Ethernet cable to automat-
ically download Gracenote metadata for its files. Transferring a CD to the server
takes about five minutes; you can choose MP3 at various rates, or lossless FLAC for
full resolution “CD quality.” I chose FLAC for my auditioning.

The M&750 is ready to be incorporated into any sophisticated system. It can be
controlled by just about any external touchscreen remote-control panel—consumers
such as I who don't have one handy will need a monitor to set up the system and use
some of the more complicated features, such as inputting metadata on discs that
aren’t in the Gracenote database. Of the 500 or so discs I loaded into the MS750, |
had to manually enter only four. (This can be done—laboriously—with the remote,
or much more easily with a computer.) 2

The MS750s front panel has an alphanumeric display that will tell you the song
title and musical category of the song playing, butsgr more information, such as
finding a specific track or creating a p?z ist, you'll need that monitor or touch-
screen controller.
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The MS750 has analog inputs that
allow you to record external analog
sources, such as, say, LPs. I'm sure this is
a selling point for some, but i’s one that
I doubt will be used by most Mac own-
ers. It's a bit of a pain in dl}eykcistc: and

u're going to have to really want to ri
E'xoat anflo mgsourtc in real time, then cle:
the recording into individual tracks and
enter the metadata yourself. And if you
want to use the CD ﬁn’ncr, you're going
to have to feed it royalty-paid CD blanks
(not cheap “data” discs).

The MS750 will let you transfer digital

MEASUREMENTS

MCINTOSH M5750

files from your computer via your WiFi
interface, from eitﬁer PCs or Apple
computers (I almost said Macs, but tl:at
would get confusing). It also lets you
surf Web radio, which can allow you to
sample new music, albeit generally at

disappointing data rates.

What's the setup, Mac?

ScrtmI? up the MS750 was fairly simple,
even it it requires an Ethernet connection
and a monitor or touchscreen panel.
That requirement wasn't immediately
apparent until the MS750 helpfully

prompted me by displaying the message
“CONNECT MONITOR.” Once I'd done
that, the server guided me through several
screens of preliminary settings, shaking
hands with my WiFi network, asking
how I wanted to rip files, and whether or
not it should automatically rip CDs upon
insertion—basic housekeeping,

All in all, it was simpler than setting
up a Slim Devices Squeezebox, which
itself 1s tprr:t‘ty painless. I give McIntosh
an A+ for initalizing the system. After
that, it was just a matter of feeding the
MS750 music to digest. I didn't relish

www.Stereophile.com, January 2008
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feeding the MS750 one disc at a time,
but fortunately it has an S-Link connec-
tion, which allowed me to connect it to
my S-Link-controlled Sony CDP-
CX400 carousel CD player via the
Sony’s TosLink output. (Or you could
use any RS-232-controlled disc chang-
er via one of the MS750's RS-232
ports.) The Mac then ripped all the dig-
ital signals and metadata automatically,
though it took some 350 hours (two
weeks) to load all 400 discs—the Sony
plays CDs only in real time.

It might be worth asking your dealer
if he offers a CD-loading service.
Apparently it’s a growing market. Me,

measurements, continued

MCINTOSH MST50

I'm cheap, and I had the Sony, so. 1
loaded it myself and twiddled my
thumbs for two wecks. McIntosh’s
Cornelius had another suggestion:
teenagers. “For the same money you'd
pay for a babysitter, hire a kid to feed a
disc into the 750 every five minutes or
s0. Unless you have a huge collection, it
won't take that many sessions.”

Maybe, but 'm of the opinion that
music servers make the most sense for
those of us who do have huge collec-
tions. At FLAC resolution, the MS750
can store about 2700 CDs, which is an
unwieldy collection of physical discs—
but when those discs’ contents are stored
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on a hard drive and organized by utle,
genre, artist, and playlist, it's a different
story. That, to me, is the glory of a music
server. I want it stuffed to capacity,
because I'm tired of filing—or, more

commonly, not filing—my CDs.

FYl, Mac

There are two minor usage points 1 feel
compelled to make about the McIntosh—
neither of them a cavil, really; simply
observations. One concerns the cooling
fan, which is generally unobtrusive, unless
you sit nearly on top of the MS750. Peri-
odically, however, it revs up and really
goes to town, whether or not you're
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using the Mac at the time. Keeping the
hard drive cool is essential to its longevity,
so I guess it’s a good thing, but sensitive
listeners (and/or those with small
rooms) may wish to place the MS750
where fan noise won’t bother them.
Because its interface lets you use virtual-
ly any touchscreen controller (or a
WiFi-connected laptop), this shouldn’t
be a problem.

Also, classical listeners need to
acknowledge that they're going to have
to rewrite 90% of the mctagam tags
they harvest from Gracenote (AMG i1s
no better). This is a legacy issuc that
goes back to the ecarly days of the
Schwann catalog, in which artist could

measurements, continued
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mean several different things, from
composer to soloist to orchestra.

Mackin’ around
If you've ever used an iPod or other per-
sonal digital player (PDP), the MS750's
learning curve will be almost flat. You can
choose music by album title, genre, or
artist in just a few keystrokes. I enjoyed
exploring my library with the random-
play feature, but you can also structure
your listening a tad by speafying random
play within a genre—a feature my wife,
who doesn't like surprises, enj

Me, I delight in strange juxtaposi-
tions—as did many of my gucsts.(]]ohn
Atkinson asked, “What criteria did you

ATEAE 20« %

establish to get some of those segues?”
As people’s eyes lit up in recognition, it
almost became a game. Oh, what will
the MS750 play next?

The real question is How good did the
MS750 somlg?As I said, I ripped all the
music [ stored on it as ﬁllf-rcsolution
FLAC files—results with lossy formats
will necessarily suffer in comparison. In
FLAC, I found it virtually impossible to
detect any difference between the orig-
inal CDs played on the MS750 and
their storctr FLAC versions. Well, I say
virtually to salve my wounded pride. 1
wouldn’t wager large amounts of cash
on my consistent ability to discern the

originals from the ripped copies.
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Just a few days ago, I received a CD-
R from Stephen Mejias, on which he'd
compiled 17 of the classic salsa songs
that have obsessed him lately
(http://blog.stercophile.com/stephen
mejias/101807mix/). Su obsession est mi
obsession, Esteban—1 just can’t stop listen-
ing to those tracks. Of course, inputting
the music from a CD-R meant [ had to
enter the metadata myself, but it was so
worth it.

The fat brass blats that open Willie
Colén and Héctor Lavoe’s “La Murga”
are followed by an atomic rhythm sec-
tion. What power, what predsion—what
fluidity! The call and response between
Lavoe and the band had this decidedly
gringo-hipped clod up and dancing across
the room. &cfclf. in my mind, anyway. The
MS750 handled the ritmos with greater
delicacy than I did.

The MS750 sounded warm, rhyth-
mic, controlled, and exciting. And
clear, don’t forget its clarity—Celia
Cruz's regal “Todos Somos Iguales,”
with Willie Colén, allowed me to hear
the curl and burr of every magnificent r
she sang.

With McCoy Tyner’s new, referen-
ce-quality Quarter (CD, McCoy Tyner
Music 4533), the MS750 delivered the
power and depth of Christian
McBride’s double bass, while burnish-
ing Joe Lovano's tenor saxophone to a
brassy sheen. The Mclntosh was fast,
clean, and powerful.

There was a downside to that. Load
nearly 400 CDs in the MS750 and
you'll regularly be reminded that not
cvery classic recording is recorded to
be a classic. However, this has been the
curse of the audiophiliac music lover
since ime immemorial. You have a
choice: You can always delete the
recordings that jar you out of your
comfort zone and reserve the CD for
playback only when you must hear that
piece, or you can suck up the bitter
with the sweet.

As attractive as I find the idea of hav-
ing all of my music digitally archived
and at my fingertips, I find still need a
discrete disc player. For one thing, 1
have hi-rez SACD and DVD-Audio
discs that I haven't been able to diginze
yet—the MS750 is CD only. That alone
dictates that my Ayre C-5xe universal
player still has a place in my system.

Something in the Ayre

But even without the hi-rez formats

that can't be stored on the MS750, I'd |

keep the Ayre for serious listening, This

MCINTOSH MS750

mighr not surprise longtime Mclntosh
fans—one of them went so far as to pre-
dict, on wwwaudiokarma.org, that
“audiophiles™ would find the MS750
too “good sounding” to be a reference.
He thought audiophiles prefer relent-
less resolution over good sound.

I think he’s partly right. No, I don’t
think we audiophiles would rather
hear the warts and spots on recordings,
but those last little smidgens of air, deli-
cacy—and, yes, even power—are audible
through the Ayre not just with DVDs
and SACDs, imt with “Red Book™
CDs as well.

Christian McBride’s bass dug deeper
through the Ayre—not deeper into the
bass, but deeper into the groove.
Lovano's tenor sax bit harder, and the
sound of the room was more evident in

pation absolutely sounded as if it was
in the house.

The Ayre did capture with more astrin-
gency the overtone bite of Yomo Toro's
aiatro on “Que Bien Te Ves,” though not
by a lot. But in cnitical listening, that little
bit extra can mean the world.

Horses for courses, of course. For
the same money, you can buy a single-
play, multiformat player, or a music
server capable of storing an immense
amount of music at your beck and call.

Jump back, Mac!

After he measured the MS750, John
Atkinson asked me to add some notes
on using the music server, via its digital
outputs, as a source fora D/A convert-
er. He suggested a known quanaty: the
$2495 Bel Canto ¢.One DAC3, which

LOAD NEARLY 400 CDS IN THE MS750 AND YOU'LL
REGULARLY BE REMINDED THAT NOT EVERY CLASSIC
RECORDING IS RECORDED TO BE A CLASSIC.
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Tyner's piano sound-not a lot, but
enough that when I paid attention, I
could hear it.

That said, the pace and aming of
Stephen’s salsa mix was magnificently
presented by both the Mclntosh and
the Ayre. If you thought I was going to
say that the Ayre aced the Mac in
delivering that salsa beat-itude, 1 have
to surprise you. It sure surprised me.
Startled me 1s more like it—through the
MS750, that complex cowbell synco-

ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT

he'd reviewed in the November 2007
Stereophile.

I added the ¢.One DAC3 to the sys-
tem, connecting its single-ended outputs
to the Krell Evolution 202’s S2 input via
a 1m run of Shunyata Research Altair
interconnects identical to those I was
using with the MS750. I connected the
MS750%s digital output to the Bel
Canto's BNC connector with a short
run of Stereovox VX2 digital intercon-
nect. Then I powered everything up and
let it settle tor 12 hours or so, havin
read in the Bel Canto's owner’s manua
that it would sound best after 48-72
hours of warmup.

Naturally, I was in too much of a
hurry to wait that long, so bright and
carly the next morning I began com-
paring the two in level-matched audi-
tions. At first, I was impressed by how
strikingly similar they sounded. Bur as
time went on—and as, | presume, the
DAC3’s arcuits settled down—this
changed. Increasingly, I heard the Bel
Canto as more articulate, clean, and
quict. I could hear more of the acoustic,
especially in recordings such as the
Tallis Scholars” performance of Tomp-
kins' Third Service (Gimell 54294).
Switching back to the MclIntosh made
individual voices sound less distinct
from each other, and lost muchjof the
precision of attack that distinguishes the
Scholars from lesser choirs.




I went back and listened to the first
recordings I'd compared: Acoustic Gui-
tars’ Gajos in Disguise (STUCD 19001)
and Chanticleer’s A Portrait (Teldec
104743). Sure enough, now it was the
differences that were striking. If I audi-

switched to the e.One DACS3, several
layers of fuzz fell away. If I auditioned
the Bel Canto first and then switched
to the Mac, I wanted to switch back
immediately. It wasn’t so much the
clarity, frequency extension, or depth;
it was that the DAC3 compelled me to
care about the music, and the MS750
didn’t, particularly.

Thinking that it was possible I'd
reached my limit of attentive listening
and was starting to get cranky, I took a
rest. After lunch, I cued up Bennie
Wallace’s “Sainte Fragile,” from Twi-
light Time (Blue Note CDP 7 46293
2). The Bel Canto caught Wallace’s
tenor squonk brilliantly. More impor-
tant, it captured the gutbucket preci-
sion of the rhythm section’s boogie
slop shuffle. When I switched to the
Mag, that atomic precision became a
lurching stumble.

MCINTOSH MS750

I couldn’t escape the conclusion: by
itself, the Mac was a letdown.

Mac factor _
I so wanted to become a McIntosh

' convert. I did find a lot to love about -
tioned the straight MS750 first, then |

the MS750 and the McIntosh experi-

casier-to-read alphanumeric display than
the Escient’s, and that “mission critical”
hard drive—not to mention McIntosh’s
legendary support and resale value.
However, my experiences with the
Bel Canto ¢.One DAC3 make me
question the “mission critical” aspect of

| SO WANTED TO BECOMEA MCINTOSH CONVERT.
| DID FIND A LOT TO LOVE ABOUT THE MS750 AND

THE McINTOSH EXPERIENCE.

ence. The MS750 was far and away the
easiest music server to use that I've
incorporated into my system. Its dead-
simpr]l:: user interface should appeal to
the computerphobic audiophile, while
being sophisticated enough that the
computer-savvy can make the MS750
do just about anything they want.

It's true that you pay a premium for
that McIntosh faceplate, but you get
more with it, too. A three-year warranty,
for one thing (the Escient model it’s
based on comes with only one year).
You also get that faceplate, with a larger,

the MclIntosh’s D/A conversion—
which is, presumably, the part of the
MS750 tﬁat Mclntosh enthusiasts
expect to be built “Mac tough.”

There are still logical reasons why a
consumer might buy a Mclntosh
MS750, especially if cost is no con-
straint. In that case, go ahead and get
the Mac and the digital processor of
your choice. But a little bit of computer
savvy, a $300 Slim Devices Squeeze-
box, and that same processor will get
you to the same sonic place for signi-
ficantly less. |
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