Meridian/KEF

high-end A/V sound system

On the Tace of 1t this looks like a
fabulous. no-holds-barred home

cinema audio system. The issue of

how fabulous, or whether any
holds have indeed been barred.
will be addressed in due course,
but to describe it as a home
cinema  svstem scarcely does it
justice. This is also a system which
makes sense in music onky terms,
Perliaps this is just as well. With
all due respects to the giants of
the film business major films are
too often let down by poor, gim-
micky or otherwise bollom-line
engineering and productien val-
ues. and plot lines are 1co shallow
by hall. Of course there are also
many fine films that reaily do
make sense of the remarkable
capabilives of modern high-end
home cinema

hardware, but if

such a system also does justice 10
music then it makes the investment
much more worthwhile,

This, as we shall sce, is where
this  particular system  scores.
making it wvery special indeed.
Most home cinenta systems simpiy
don’t do well outside their prime
context, a trend that reached its
apothcosis with the development
of Home THX, which deliberately
subverts many of the qualities of
traditional high fidelity to force
the home cinema message across.
Specifically it was designed 1o
maintain vocal intelligibility in the
presence ol special effects and
music. This is no eriticism of THX.
which in many ways sets standards
that the hi-fi industry  should
have taken on board years belore
Lucasiiim forced the issue: it is

Meridian 565 sound processing algorlthms

for. v1deo & audio

Acad emy for earl
quahzatlon

black and white frlm soundtracks Mono, with appropnate

Ambisomcs decodes the stereo—compatrble Utd surround sdund encodlng
- used on some CBs, notably from Nimbus, and occasronal radro broadcasts

Direct as above but without subwoofers

Dolby Digital AC-3 digital 51 channe! surround using the preferred
encoding syster for US Area DVD, and which Is used on many NTSC
{LaserDiscs avaiable via personal import in the UK. AC-3 is likely also to be
used o some European DVD releases, although MPEG-2 Audio will be the
statutory standard. LaserDisc source matevial requrres the 519 BF demodulator

Dolby Digital AC-3 THX {THX 5+1) THX enhanced version of the above,
Requires THX-certified loudspeakers for full compiiance

Doiby Pro-Logic analogue four loudspeaker surround sound mode

{plus subwoofer)

DSP-Hall, Chapel, Chamber, Pop Football

‘twg-channe) sterée SOUrces”

d Stadium effects for enhancing

DTS Dolpy Digitel compemor avaaiable o

- digital dat srream 50 does: n
algonthms are avallable w»th C
and Crnematltles -

-Stereo bypass {direct) mode; but: 1nc|ud|ng

non-encoded sources

Y:
Super Stereo a variation of Ambisonics which simulates the eﬁect from

THX (THX 4-0) enhanced Dolby Pro-L.ogic with re- equahzatron timbrai
matching and decorrelation of the surround channgls. Requires THX-certified

loudspeakers for full effectiveness

Trifield comparadle to Music (above), this is another two charnel, three
foudspeaker replay algorithm, Particularly suited to smaler-scale material,

2.9. solo, chamber, vocal

TV Logie an alternative to Dolby Pro-Legic for non- surround encoded

sources, has user adjustable steering

WMost of these settings are custormizabie with various options including bass,
treble, phase, fistening position, centre channel level/delay and spaciousness.
Lip sync can be adjusted by up 1o one video frame {30mS). Up to 18
user-nameabie presets can be programmed
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simply a prominent example of the
way the two related technologies
have developed along dilTerem
lines. This Meridian/KEF system
represents a convergence of these
two streams, and the remarkable
thing is that there is alimost no
performance-related price 1o pay.
There are compromises, of course.
but most users will find them more
than acceptable, and none impacts
noticeably on the integrity of the
system when playing music. Jusl
the opposite: this system  has
musically valuable properties that
traditional two-loudspeaker stereo
systems don’t even hint at.

To borrow & Saturday after-
noon phrase, this system is a
match of two halves. On the one
hand there is a loudspeaker
package culled from the top of the
KEF loudspeaker range. whose
main component s a large and
highly capable stereo loudspeaker
which was conceived specifically
with music reproduction in mind -
the Reference Four. The centre
loudspeaker js the Maodet 200C
and at the back of the room are a
pair of Reference Twos, which are
cui-down counterpants to the
Reference Four. Completing the
svstem is an AV active (e sell-
powered) subwoofer, a THX-
certified design, although that has
little practical consequence here
other than acting as a guarantee
that it meets cerlain standards
with respect o low [requency
cxtension and altainable sound
pressure level, abilitics you would
have inferred anyway from the
price tag.

The electronics comes from the
Meridian stable and comprises the
565 processor, the 508 20-bit CD
player in hew of a CD transport,
and three power amplifiers: (wo
of the stereo 557 and omne 555
monoblock, each of which is well
matched to its corresponding KEF
partner. There is also a small
accessory black box, the 519 RF
demodulator, which acts as an
interface between a LaserDisc
plaver and the rest of the system
when AC-3 (Dolby Digitaly
encoded  LaserDises are the

source. 1L operales transparently,

519 RF demodulator

Alvin Gold
w

MSR system remote control

sensing the presence ol an AC-3
RF signal and reformatling it as a
digital data stream the 565 proces-
sor can understand, otherwise
leaving the signal unmolested.
Undoubtedly the key item in
the system is the 565 processor-
cum-preamplifier, which is now in
71 guise, indicating that it has
eight cutput channels including a
narrow-bandwidth dedicated bass
or LFE (Low Frequeney Ellects)
channel. This is the latest version
of Meridian's now long-running
DSP-based digital processor/ pre-
amplilier. The 565 is a complex
produci, both conceptually and
10 install and fine tune. Partly for
s reason, this system is best set
up by the supplying dealer.
Thankfully it is less intimidating
1o operate than 1o instail, due to
what s, on the whole, a well

designed 1able-lop system remote
control called the MSR, the final
component in the system.

565 71 processor/preamplifier

Meridian 565 7-1
processor/preamplifier

The 565 is a deceptively simple
lockimg processor with rudimentary
preamiplifier  capabilities.  Altern-
ative digital (optical and clectrical)
and two-channel anajogue inputs,
selected on a pre-programmed pri-
ority basis. are provided, pls a
high-gquality stepped  attenuator
volume control with 1d B reselution
over a 99dB range.

From its inception the 565
was built around a Motorola DSP
processor programmed  with




»
Audio

Meridian’s own software and
codes acquired [rom Dolby, THX
and so on. Meridian’s coding has
atways been remarkably complete
i the functions supported within
the various sound medes, includ-
ing alternative languages, dynamic
range control (compression) and
alernative loudspeaker and sub-
wooler layouts where available.
Many are options not universally
supported by Meridian’s competi-
tors, most of whom rely on hard-
coded, third-party decoder chips.

The original 565 supported a
range of audio modes such as
Trificld and Ambisonics, plus
Dolby Pre-Logic and THX, and
was capable of feeding either out-
board power amplifiers from its
analogue outputs or active digital
londspeakers via digital outputs.
The second version included AC-3
Dolby Digital decoding, added
optional support for a
side loudspeakers in addition to
the rear effects channels. and
provided further subwoofer lay-
oui options {stereo L/R, mono
front/rear and a single LFLE chan-
nel). THX compliance was also
extended 10 AC-3, all of which
extra functionality forced a
change to a new, more powerful,
Maetorela DSP.

The current incarnation, sup-
plied for test, also includes a DTS
decoder, with or without THX

_Specifications.
- Meridian 565 71 ~A

pair of

support, and further configuration
options, making it remarkably
complete. 1ts key sound processing
algorithms are summarized in the
wable. To support these additional
features a further increase in
computing power was required, the
current Z3 DSP processing card
new boasting two Motorola 56303
processors pius additional memory.
Front panel and remote control
leatures create the impression of &
preamplifier with a massive array
of inputs but the more prosaic
reality is that they all address
the same input {in i1s various
analogue and digital guises) with
programmable defaulis lor choice
ol processing algorithm, start-up
volume settings and other set-up
parameters. The processor is capa-
ble of recognizing AC-3 and DTS
signals automatically, which will
override any programmed set-
tings. although by default the 565
will remsember variations - DTS
cinema or DTS music, for example
and choose between them
according 1o the input setected.
Programmable  bass manuge-
ment and channel compression
options are an important part of
the 565 7-1, to aveid the kind of
nasty surprises that can occur with
some video material, or simply o
avoid loudspeaker damage. The
compression  {unction  employs
active momitoering ol each channel’s

igital processor/preamplifier

Inputs digital electrical and optical; analogue fine-level

B Outputs digital electrical and optical; outputs 1-8 variable (eft, centre, right,

“rear loft, rear righ

¥

wioter lefl, subwoofer right, subwocier 1 and 2)

: Processing ophons see. seoarate table on page 120

_UK retall pnce L7O5

Meridian 508-20 CD. pIayer

“"Genversion dual differential 20-bit delta sigma

‘Digital outputs S/PDiF coaxial; Toslink: optlcal :

‘Dimensions (W x Hx

)88 X:321-X 332mm

" Weight 6:4kg"

UK retail price £1, 685 (500 transpon Q‘l 245)

- Meridian 519 RF demodulator:

This unit is required oni

rsystems wﬂh AC 3 i_aserDlsc capabmues

UK retail price. £450

‘Meridian MSR system remote control

UK retail price supplied with 500 fransport, otherwise £70

Manufacturer Meridian Audio Limited,-Stonehill, Stukeley Meadows,
Huntingdon PE18 ESED j‘epephqng_O] 480 434334 Fax 01480 432948
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output and relates what it {inds
1o the 56575 pre-programmed
knowledge of the loudspeakers’
limitations. Video processing is
limited to a well implemented
composile circuils there 8 no
5-Video option. An  on-screen
display is available and everything
can be adjusted with just a handful
of front panel controls. These are

easy o use il you have the kind of

brain that can absorb computer
logic but may otherwise appear
indecipherable,  especially  when
trving 1o access some of the more
obscure  functions nested  deep
within the menu structure, Keep
the instruction books {there are
two, for installation and for opera-
tion) handy - this is advice born
of experience.

No 365 owner is disenfranchised
by the progressive improvements in
specification. A day-one 365 can be
upgraded to the full current specifi-
cation for around £600. MPEG-2
Audio processing {for European
DVD) s the next plamed addition,
which is to be made available as a
maintenance upgrade.

557 stereo power ampiifier

Meridian 557 and 555
power amplifiers

Meridian has Jong had a name for
power ampiifiers, dating back to
the 105 and 103, but for many
years the reputation was eclipsed
by the marque’s concentration
on active loudspeakers. This was
finally redressed by the introduc-
tion of the 606, featuring a
comparatively small but very
‘fast’ power supply, which has
now been superseded by the ‘'meat
and two veg’ 557 and 555. These
have comparatively massive
power supplies which use propri-
etary error correcting circuits and
input/output comparators 10 keep
the audio output on the straight
and narrow.

The $57isa 200 watt duat meno
power amplifier with a 1-6kVA
toroidal transformer and four
pairs of bipolar outpul transistors
and reservoir capacitors per chan-
nel, which allow for faster recov-
cry times on the vollage rails. Peak
outpul current capability is
30 amps. The 557 can also be
bridged, in which mode it yields
680 watts into 8 ohms and 1,000
walls into 4 ohms. Balanced
inputs are available (although the

555 monablock power amplifier

565, which has only a stripped-
down preamplifier stage, has no
malching balanced outpuny
together with paralleled outputs
1o simplify bi-wiring. The bridging
switch is all too easily operated by
accident but Meridian is fitting a
new design in current production
which is said to lessen the possibil-
ity. Two 537s were supplied. to
power the front and rear loud-
speaker pairs respectively.

Essentially the 555 is more of
the same or. rather, less. Usimg
much the same circuit topology in
a smaller cabinet, this is o
monoblock with an S00V.A
torvoidal transformer and three
pairs of output devices per chan-
nel. It is capable of 163 watts into
8 ohms or 260 watts inte 4 ohms,
and 25 amp peak output current.

One feature many will miss is o
remote power option Lo switch the
amplifiers on and ofT with (he rest
ol the system. However, they run
cool when nol in use, which sup-
ports Menidian's contention that
guiescent current  consumplion
is negligible.

Meridian 508-20 CD player

Meridian's histery of CD player
manufacture began not long alter

Philips' and Sony's, with the
MCD, the re-badged version of

the original Philips CD104. Later
came the 208, which signalled the
move from 16-bit 1o single-bit
conversion and employed the cele-
brated CDM4 mechanism on a
slide-out tray. From this basc the
design evolved into the 500 series,
still using single-bit, with a revised
transport mechanism and a car-
bon fibre clamp on top of the dise.
As in the 200, the whole transport
mechanism moves when the dise
bution is pressed (rather than just
tle usual shuttle tray) which is felt

508-20 Compact Disc player




