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SYSTEM PRICE: £23,293

or most, spending a sum close

to the national average salary is

unfathomable, unless perhaps as

a house deposit or a brand-new

car, but there's no doubt it can
afford you the kind of hi-fi system that
will last a lifetime.

Like the previous system, this one
comprises a turntable, phono stage,
streamer, amplifier and speakers, but
we've upped the budget to approaching
£25Kk. For starters, that means we can
include the superlative VPI Prime
Signature as our analogue source. We
wondered how, having handed VPI our
Temptations Award in 2015, its engineers
would have been able to improve on this
class-leading deck, but they returned in
2018 with an clearly superior version.

The Signature’s plinth is now made up
of two layers of gloss MDF sandwiching a
chunky aluminium plate, and is notably
thicker overall. This arrangement
improves damping and rigidity, giving
the arm and platter a better foundation
to work from.

"SPENDING A SUM CLOSE TO THE NATIONAL AVERAGE

SALARY MIGHT BE UNFATHOMABLE, BUT IT CAN AFFORD
YOU THE KIND OF HI-FI SYSTEM THAT WILL LAST A LIFETIME"

The deck’s four feet are upgraded to
improve isolation and the motor housing
is taller to compensate for the extra
height of the new plinth and feet. This
larger motor housing (made mostly of
steel) has more mass, which means lower
resonance and greater damping of
vibrations. The result is less energy being
fed back into the deck’s structure and
therefore better sound.

The thick 9kg aluminium platter,
24-pole AC motor and main bearing all
remain from the original, and that's no
bad thing. Changing speed from 33% to
45rpm, though, is done by manually
moving the drive belt from one step of the
motor pulley to the next, so be prepared
for more than the press of a button.

Those not familiar with higher-end
turntables may also find the arm
somewhat fiddly to set up - it's a unipivot
design, where the bearing is a single
sharp point onto which the arm bearing
housing sits - and it doesn't come with a
cartridge, but you can find a wonderful
working partnership with the £1200 Lyra
Delos moving-coil.

The result is a bold, dynamic and
insightful presentation with excellent
rhythmic ability - the kind that will take
any tired clichés of vinyl being a flabby
medium and tear them up in your face.

Every note has a purpose and goes into
helping the music make sense; the ebb
and flow of whatever you're playing is
conveyed with a determined and assured
quality that's hard not to admire.

All this needs a comparably talented
phono stage to amplify and translate, of
course, and the fact that the Vertere
Acoustics Phono-1 MKII also finds its way
into our next, even more expensive,
high-end system (see p44) should
suggest just how talented a unit it is.

Get right its many possible adjustments
for gain, capacitance and resistance and
you'll be able to optimise the Vertere's
performance for most cartridges on the
market, and provide a superbly detailed
and dynamic presentation to be
amplified by the PMC Cor.

But before we get to amplification, let's
look at our streaming source: the
exquisite Naim NDX 2. It sits in the
middle of the company’s three-strong
hi-fi streamer line-up, and is about as well
equipped as they come. There are no
obvious holes in file compatibility and it

can play resolutions up to 32-bit/384kHz
PCM and DSD128.

There's aptX HD Bluetooth alongside
Apple AirPlay, Spotify Connect and
Chromecast. Tidal is also embedded and
it is Roon-ready. In short, this is a product
that is more than happy to play any
music file you have, in any way you want.

Connectivity is as good as you'd
expect, too. There are options of wired or
wireless network connection, coaxial,
optical and USB inputs, and both RCA
and DIN analogue outs. There’s a coaxial
digital output, too, but you'll have to go
some way to beat the circuit already in
the NDX 2 - based around a Burr-Brown
PCM 1792 and mated to in-house filtering
and supporting circuitry.

Confident and organised
Sonically, there's a confidence about the
Naim's presentation and a sense of
organisation that's rare in streamers, even
at this elevated level. The NDX 2 is capable
of punch and power combined with an
infectious sense of fun. While it ticks all
the boxes when it comes to hi-fi specifics
such as transparency, detail resolution
and stereo focus, it never forgets to wrap
it all in a blanket of entertainment.

That bold, punchy yet subtle sound
- as with that of the Prime Signature and

Phono-1 - is mirrored beautifully by the
aforementioned Cor amplifier. This
integrated is a simple beast at heart. The
designers aimed for transparency and
musicality above all else, and such
qualities tend to be stifled when
combined with a complex and/or
extensive features list.

It's a purely analogue amplifier with
short, clean signal paths. It uses Class A/B
circuitry and produces 95W per channel,
which rises to 140W into a 4 ohm load.
There are five line-level inputs, including
a single balanced XLR. It's a basic features
list, but covers all of the essentials.

At the front, you'll find a large volume
control, a series of tactile press buttons
for input selection, mono and a bypass
mode that gives the cleanest signal path
(leaving the bass, treble and balance
slider controls out of the circuit).

Spotlight on the source

The Cor is essentially transparent to the
source, so if you like what that does then
you should enjoy the results this amp will
give you. That puts added importance on
the quality of what you plug into it,
which is why products with the quality of
the VPI and Naim here are imperative.

We should think the Cor will be
mightily impressed if you decide to pair it
with the Audiovector R1 Arreté speakers.
The top of the company’s upgradable line
of standmounters, the Arreté
specification represents the pinnacle of
Audiovector's technology.

It features an open-backed version of
the company's in-house, hand-built Air
Motion Transformer tweeter, with a vent
positioned just above the reflex port for
the 16.5cm carbon-fibre mid/bass unit. A
carefully calibrated crossover network
links the two drivers. That crossover is
even cryogenically frozen down to
-2380C in a process intended to relieve
internal stresses in the copper
conductors and reduce resistance.

It's all part of the kind of attention to
detail that makes these some of the most
musical-sounding speakers you can buy
for around five grand. They are the kind
that allow you to analyse the production
of arecording, but they'd rather you step
back and enjoy the musical experience.

And that's about the long and short of
this system all-round: your increased
budget should buy you a lot of
information and insight, but we are still
talking about components that deliver
the feeling of the music rather than
simply allow you to write an aural thesis.

In our view, this is about the most fun
you could have at home for £25k.
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