SYSTEM CHRONICLES |

Seeking Synergy With a Trio From Rotel:

RCD 951 CD Player; RB 981 Amplifier; RC 972 Stereo Control Amplifier

Perbaps I'm piving away a ivade secrer beve, but not every
reviewer relishes the opportunity o evaluate three products
Sfrom the stabile of one manufacturer — particularly if they
are, as im thes cave, comtipuons links i the aundio chain,
For many reviewers and andiophiles alike, the matching
and occasional mismatching of components &5 a large part
of the awdiv experience, and it brimgs a continuing sense of
discovery that can be addicring. These folks will alw
reseind you that therve is mo gravantee that familial com-
ponents will perform berter together than when matched
with competitors’ afferings. All thar is true. Yer there is
anather tide fo the gueit,

P'm interested in system synergy: the proposiiion that

RB 981 Amplifier and the
RC 972 Stereo Control Center

he BB 981 amplifier 15 2 close cousin to the RB

980 launched five years ago for $600, At 130 wares

per channel, the 981 has more power, demonstra-
bly more rugged construction, and has been designed o
be a lower noise unit. Mot bad for a buck less five years
larer! Lusting for more power? [f you can find another
£400, Rotel will supply you with the BB 981 brawny,
big brother, the 200wpc, THX-licensed RB 991 at
$999. With borh unbalanced and balanced inpurs.

The look of the 981 — like its cousins in this sur-
vey — is classic Rotel, which is to say a litele like clas-
sic NAD. The austere black front panel has a single
lighted power switch and indicarors for protection
and bridged mode, The back of the amp is similarly
free of clurter, with unbalanced RCA inputs and 5-
way terminals for a single pair of speakers. The power
cord 15 captive, Like all Rotel audio components, the
cabinets are steel,

The 981 can be easily configured for bridged
{mono) operation by simply popping the hood and
playing musical jumpers on the plainly marked PCB,
one that is noteworthy for utilizing symmetrical cir-
cuit traces for the precise channel-to-channel timing
of the music. The traditional Rorel oversized toroidal
power supply takes up much of the interior space.
And it is still buile in-house. Also in evidence are top
quality parcs like metal film resiscors and Gleer capac-
itors from a Dennis Morecroft Slic Foil design.

Rorel's RC 972 Stereo Control Amplifier - “pre-

compoments can be developed, bowed, and promoted as a 1ys-
tew. And that swch ryntemy may poisers certain stvengths,
contenience of set wp and wie and a “family sound” not being
the leasr. Over the mext fow iumes, 1 shall repore on some
companies iwho provide rysiems.

A seellar but sensible reputation makes Rovel a watoral
company twith which to begn the puviwit. Rotel has always
been more concerned with what yow bear rather than whar
you see. They avoid trendy contrivances like brightly lit EQ
ditplarys and the baleidascope of buttans, rogples, sliders, and
LEDy that grab attention in the thowvoom bt add lietle to
the awdio experience. | war wot familiar with the compeany’s
prroducts, though I knew ity reputation, | was corions. NG

amp” for the moniker-impaired — has been designed
expressly to complement either the 981 amp or its
half-pint sibling, the 971. Internal component qual-
ity is similar to thac of the amplifier. It is a low pro-
file design, slim, black, and purposeful - its qualicy
belying its modest price. The front panel houses a
power/standby switch on the far lefe followed by a
headphone jack and defeatible tone controls. The
large central volume knob illuminates when the user
switches from standby to power ,while the two small-
er right-hand selectors handle tape monitor and
input functions. An oprional phono board connecred
internally to the AUX 1 inpur module can be
installed by user or dealer.

The back panel allors plency of room for che
line-level sources: CD, tuner, two auxiliaries, video,
and the tape monitor loop. Two sets of outputs are
provided for bi-amplificarion or alternatively sending
the signal to a powered subwoofer. The included RR-
C91 remote control handles source, standby, mute,
and volume parameters.

It did not rake an exrravagant amount of listen-
ing time or countless recordings to gain the measure
af the Rotel system. It was satisfying stone cold,
right out of the boxes. The sound was warm, lush,
and slighely Yin-like in shading. Not dry or beiccle ac
all. It was a licele more subdued in the treble for chat,
even at umes suggesting chat some KT-885 or 6550s
might be burning deep within the amp’s chassis, The
emphasis was solidly midrange, a liccle forward in
presentation, with narural though unremarkable
extension ar the frequency extremes. The system as a
whole seemed comfortably in balance and certainly
without any tendency to spotlight octaves for effect
From the opening guitar on Joni Mitchell's “Urge for
Going™ [Hits, Reprise 46326-2 HDCD], the amps
made it clear that they were there o play nearly
uncolored music. The guitar was dynamic yer full
bodied in presentacion, while Mirtchell's voice had che
characteristic air, cffortless melodic expressiveness,
and bell-like clarity that is so much her signarure,
Dynamics were impressive on barn-burners like
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Mussorgsky's Pictares at an Exhibition [RR-79
HDCD] and in mose cases will probably rest the lim-
its of most speakers before it gives our. One of my
speaker references, the 83dB sensitive ATC SCM-
205L, no dynamie slouch, was nearly dancing on the
Targer R stands to keep up wich the vivid and unre-
strained bass drum slams and tam-tam crashes ae the
concussive climax of chis recording.

A little weakness crept into cransient informa-
tion. Dynamics of the micro variecy seemed a bit pas-
reurized, removing a little of the spice from the per-
formance. The flat-picking of an acoustic guirar like
those on Rosanne Cash's 10 Song Demp [Capitol CDP-
7243-8-32390] lacked the unrestrained liveliness of
the genuine article. Even her pristine vocal on the
track “If 1 Were A Man” lost some immediacy and
seemed slightly processed, which on this minimalise
recording surprised me.

The position of artists across the soundsrage was
slightly forward, an accribure char was not unpleasant
but had che effect of manifesting a shallower and nar-
rower soundstage, This was clearly heard on the “Lux
Aeterna”  from Rutrer’s Reguiem [Reference
Recordings Sampler Vol. 2, RR-905 HDCD], where
the expansive Dallas Women's Chorus seemed o
move forward from the stage and reduce the ambient
space they were performing in. It ereated a sense chat
the venue and the performers had decoupled slightly
from one another. And while I didn't expect thar the
resolving nature of the Rotel amp and preamp would
displace my Plinius 8150 reference or would have the

Rotel

otel began as a family-owned business in the 1950s and remains a

father-and-son business today. Onginally named Roland, the firm dis-

tributed US-manufactured televisions in the Far East. They eventually
began manufacturing their own. When industry Goliaths fike Sony and Toshiba
ramped up their TV production, Roland reorganized to manufacture audio prod-
ugts. They soon became an OEM source for such American companies as Fisher
and Harman Kardon. In 1969 they opened a new manufacturing faclity in
Taiwian, When they couldn't trademark the Roland name in the United States,
they combined it with that of their US distributor Martel, and in 1971 incomo-
rated as Rotel of America.

Rotef's RX-402 recetver and subsequent RX-404, 504 , and 604 iterations
consistently became a Consumer Reports Best Buy. This culminated in the true
100wpe 60-paund behemoth, the RX-1603 that is still prized today for its sound
and quality. But it was the RA-B20 integrated amplifier, a collaborative effort by
Rotel UK and talented Britsh circuit designer Tony Mills that cemented Rotel’s
pasition as a purveyor of high-quality yet afferdable audic praducts,

The Amencan market was reluctant (o embrace these stylish but low-pow-
ered components. But the American audiophile press stood up and took notice
of the RCD 855 and 865 CD players, which repartedly sold well here.

Today Rotel has dosed its Taman factory after 30 years, and consolidated s
main faciory — induding production of their esteemed toroid transformers — in
Bacan, China, roughly 50 miles north of Hong Kong in a development area set up
by the Pecple’s Republic to encourage growth and manufacturing, Other than the
turrtable, no assembly is done in Japan and only custom products in the UK.
Engineering, however, is stll the province of the and Rotel UK offices.

Even now the market for integrated amplifiers from Roted thrives in Europe
{though interestingly until this year that market had been resistant to remote
control units). Rotel reports that the American market thrives on their power
mﬁﬁmhwwﬂuﬁn&mummmmam
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sheer effortless drive and resolution of che Celeste P-
3003 preamp/John Curl designed Parasound 350wpc
HCA-3500, | knew it was time to substitute ocher
components and thereby attempt to isclate the
Rotel's particular artributes and deficiencies.

And here things got rery interesting. Replacing
the RC 972 preamp with the Placetre Remote
Volume Control enlivened proceedings markedly.
The virrues of the RB 981 began standing out in
greater relief, The noise floor was distincely lowered.
Gone was the lack of image specificity — thar ten-

dency to blur the line between one instrument and
another. Gone was the softness of transient arcack and
the gentling of micro-dynamics. Indeed, I had che
sense that a window had been thrown open and a
fresh blasc of high-frequency air was wafting around
the music. The remastered Jackson Browne classic
Fiar Everyman [Asylum SD-5067-2] suddenly showed
layers of guitar detail and piano ambience thar was
arcenuated wich the Rotel preamp in the system. The
gradations of drum dypamics and extension at the
close of "Colors of the Sun” was far more potent, as
was the clarity of Don Henley's reedy harmony
Driving the Rotel amp with the preamp section of

the Plinius 8150 Integrared added some air and
crispness to the lower treble that had kepr an areifi-
cial ceiling over orcheseral music. Now the Dallas
Woman's Chorus and soloist sounded as if they had
stepped into the first light of spring. The prodigious
strengehs of the Rotel RB 981 amp were a joy to
experience, even as it placed the game but over-
matched RC 972 distinctly in irs shadow,

RCI2 951 CD Player
Wirthin the first ten minuces of listening to the
RCD 951, my initial enchusiasm began rurning o
suspicion. Five hundred bucks for this much perfor-
mance? Can you say “ringer?” As in a non-produc-
tion one-off — a highly runed, razor-honed variane
produced in a corporation’s “skunk works® and
designed covercly and exclusively to chrash the
competition in head-to-head resring, as the auto-
motive industry famously did it in the Sixties, Buc
seriously, this 951 was dead stock and screer legal.
It is che star that makes chis Rotel system shine,
The RCD 951 is also Rorel’s least expensive
HDCD player. Tt uses an 18-bic Burr Brown PCM-
69 D/A converter coupled with the HDCD-capable
PMD-100 digital filter/decoder. The pricier Rotel
players, the RCD 971 ($700) and the RCD 991
($1,300) have adjustable dither and utilize che more
exatic PCM-63P D/A, a 20-bit collinear device.
The back panel is spare, wich the requisite pair
of analog outputs and an RCA 75chm-coax digital
out. The 951 is fully remote concrolled via the RR-
D91, which offers direce access buctons and is pro-



grammable for up to 20 tracks on a disc. Other fea-
tures include a scan bueton that plays che first ten
seconds of a track before moving on and the more
conventional, random, repeat, and time display but-
rons. Missing are mulri-speed search and che abilicy
to access indexed cracks,

It became clear thar the addition of the RCD
951 to my reference system contributed che least
change to the character of the music than either the
RE 981 or RC 972. It is only in comparison with
music ieself thar its sonic signarure can be placed in
perspective. Its character, like the RB 981, is
potently and richly mideange, with a solid but not
overemphasized top or bortom. Still, it would lean
closer to the whiter end of the color spectrum,
decidedly more Yang to the BB 981 Yin. I'm not
sure that it will leave morrar-shell craters in your
living room with its lower octave bass extension. Ir's
a trifle lean ac the botrom. Sl its mid-bass is
smoking with energy and toe-tappingly accurare in
mucrodynamics.

It's in the uppermost octaves thar the 951 lacks
the shimmering iridescent extension that we con-
stantly rediscover in a concert hall. I've heard some
expensive designs like the ones from Burmester,
Theta, and Spectral glimpse this phenomenon, but
never boctle it correcely. Recorded piano reveals the
cooler sonic nature of this Rotel player. 1 think ic’s
more a question of the upper harmonic resolution
that defines this CD player's signature. There are
two piano-with-acoustic-guitar introductions, one
on Lyle Lovett's "Norch Dakota” [Jeshus Judges
Ruth, MCA-10475] the other on Jackson Browne's
“I Thoughe 1 Was A Child" [Fer Everyman; Asylum
SD5067-2]. The piano sounds a bit hard, lacking
the underlying softness that defines any acoustic
instrument made predominantly of wood. In some
ways, [ thoughe the unir was incredibly dynamic
and ulcra-fast on cransient information, bur I've
concluded thar chere is a greater perceprion of those
fearures because of small subcractions of the finest
resolving elements. These thoughts were in part
corrobarated when, near the end of this piece, [ was
able to insert the Anthem CD-1 20-bir HDCD
player into the system. To a noticeable extent, the
piane and guitars became more definably acoustic
and warm. Ambience and soundstage achieved a
greater sense of dimensionality, harmonics greater
complexity. These differences were distinguishable
predominately with HDCD material and hardly at
all with conventional CDs.

Again, remember that | am referring to the
absolute and char ar this stage of the review I was
listening through equipment vastly more expensive
than this superb player would normally be paired
with. It's a tribure o the Rotel that 1 had to chal-
lenge it to chat extent to determine its limitarions.
But the RCD 951 relishes a challenge and clearly
demands the best peripherals to bring out irs best.
It shines, depending on the company it keeps.

Coincidentally for some but synergistically for
me, the RCD 951 and RB 981 coupling produced a
near-perfect marriage. Their midrange honesty in

both male and female vocal ranges was spot-on, The

breathy, close-miked vocal of Angie Hare [Marvin
the Aftwms; Mammoth 92390-2] was rich wich
nuance, The harmonics seemed balanced across the
octaves. No sense of this octave or that jumping out
of position and destroying the continuiry of the per-
formance. Still, I found char the middle to upper
bass performance on demonstracion-quality discs
like Ralph WVaughan Williams' Sigfonia entertica
[MNaxos 8.550737] seemed to possess just a lictle

MANUFACTURER INFORMATION

Rotel of America
54 Concord Street

Morth Reading, Massachusetts 01864-2699
Tel: (978) 664-3820; fax: (378) 664-3109

v rotelhifcom

E-mail: 105150.1127 @ compusene com

Fromt End, Analog: Sata Cosmas Series 1, SME V tonearm; Audio Technica MLT70;
Lyra Lydian carmdges; Front End, Digital; Pioneer 414 (WD Player; Anthem CD-1
Preamp: Placette Audio Dual Mono Line Stage; Sim Audio Celeste P-5003

Arnplifier: MAD T770 AVE; Sim Audio Celeste W-4070se; Parasound HCA-3500
Integrated Ampiifier: Plinius 8150; Sm Audio Celeste PW-5000; Anthem Integrated 2
Loudspeakers: ATC-SCM205L; Sound Dynamics RT5-5; Meadowdark Sheanwater; BKS
Hybnd 1I; Infinity HPS-1; Dynaudio Audience 40; Sunfire True Subwoafer Mk 11
Cables & Imerconnects: Wirewarld Equinca lll; Mordost Flatline Blue Heaven; Kimber
BiFocal XL; Kimber Heno interconnects; Accessones: Mana Acoustics Sound Frame;
Polycrystal S1ands and Footers; Bright Star Audio Big Rock platforms

SPECIFICATIONS

RCD 951 CD Player

Frequency Response 20-20k Hz (+0.5d8)
Amplitude Linearity +0.8d8

Phase Linearnty H0.5°
Signal/MNoise 10048

Crynamic Range 9548

Channel Separation 100d8 at 1kHz
THD + naise ( 1kHz) QU005

184 distartion 0.0055%

Max Audio line Oufput 2VRMS

Digital Output Level 0.5Vop (coax)
Digital Cutput impedance 75 Ohrms

Powesr consumption 72 watls

Price; a5

RC 972 Preamplifier

THO(20-20kHz) 0U004%

I Chstortion 00045 at1v out
Line Level inputs 150mi/ 24K ohms
Output Sens./impedance 1%/ 100ohms
Frequency Response A-100k Hz (£3d8) line level
Bass +6dB {100Hz)
Treble +5d8 (10kHz)
Line Level input 95dB

Power Consumption 10 watts

Price: 1359

RB 981 Power amplifier
Power (20- 20k Hz)

130 watts per channel into 8 chms

Bridged 360 watts mono info 8 chms

Frequency Response A4-100kHz (+0.5,-3d8)

THD (20-20k Hz) 0034, maximum at continuous rate power
IM distorbon 0.03%, maximum

Damping factor 500 (B ahms)

Input Sens/Impedance 1.0M/33 k/ohms

Input overoad level 5y

S/M ratio (IHF A) 120dB

Power Consumgtian 400 watts

Price: 1599
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thickness or bloom that subtly stalled the momen-
tum and snap in the performance. Especially during
the Lento of this symphony, where organ and
orchestra join in a cacophony of orchestral hell-rais-
ing that will make you scurry for your winter coat.
Nit-picks aside, these Botel performers are a
great tandem. So much so that the RC 972 preamp,
though highly capable and musical, just gets dust-
ed by its siblings. And if you ever needed concrete
evidence of a “technology dividend,” you can find it
in the RCD 951 CD player and the RB 981 ampli-
fier. They're 97-98 percent there, and you're going
to pay dearly for the other 2 or 3 percent. But that's
the nature of passion. Making rational choices does-
n't always drive this hobby, not when you're crying
to bridge the gap berween recordings and reality.
As this piece began, 1 jokingly referred co che
RCD-951 as a ringer. Thar it isn't makes the product
all the more significant — anybody can get one. That
we have already entered a digital harvese of musical
and affordable companents is the unassailable rruch,
And as they further commingle with computer archi-
tecture, the prices of these digital components will
surely continue to fall, even as they bolt on more fea-
tures. Already you can scan the Interner, magazines
and newspapers and find DVD players for under
$300 char play CDs quite well. Hey, Rowel, how
about a DVD player with an HDCD chip for under
$6007 I'd bet there would be takers.
Score this review a win, place, and show for Rorel.
NEIL GADER

Pawl Seydor Comments on the RCD 951 CD Player

[ts personality is Apollonian rather than Dionysian,
its strengths and virtues those of grace, precision,
classical restraine, and at all vimes a sense of decorum.
Its sound is in some sense reflective of its appearance;
sleek, elegant, understated. Incrinsically smooth,
neucral, and musical, the RCD 951 never produced a
harsh sound thar I could actribure to the player icself.
1t does not hold a magnifying glass up to the music,
preferring to observe from a discreer distance — row
M, say, or the front balcony. It lacks thar last degree
or three of air and spaciousness T hear from the refer-
ence serup, does not ler me listen quite as deeply into
the presentation (inner detail and all thar), and docs
not have the dynamic auchority or projection of some
of the more expensive players. Thae said, [ must poine
out thar my rwo-tiered reference system (Thorens
player, Musical Design DAC) costs over eight fimes
Rotel’s palery $450 suggested retail and thar 1 have
heard the RCD 951 trounce players costing three
rimes its price. In any case, the superiority of the ref-
erence is at best about 10 percent on some sources,
typically three or four on most.

If I had wricten this commentary three weeks
ago, | would have declared the Rotel the hands-down
choice in under $500 CD players, so good it can eas-
ily hold ics own, as NG indicates, in systems of far
greater cost and complexity, But then I boughr a
Pioneer DV-414 DVD player (retail $499, street
price $299-350). This product deserves a full review,
but it is too exciting not to preview here, as it is




already gaining a reputation as a giane killer. lrs per-
sonality rruly & Dionysian. I firse fired it up in the
presence of an audiophile neophyte bur plainly some-
one wha has everything it takes to succumb to the ill-
ness — and we were astonished. The sound was big,
bold, vigorous, with a huge soundstage and a real
bear-hug of an embrace. Not much more detailed, 1
would guess, than the RCD 951, bur unquestionably
more immediate and dynamic, Put on something like
Roy Gaines' eribuce to T-Bone Walker [Groove Note
GRV2002-2] and the RCD 951 remains unper-
turbed, quietly sipping its whire wine, while the
DV-414 pours iself a boilermaker and starts taking
up the rugs.

So which is it, the lady or the tger? I can't make
that decision for you, but I can say char these two
players are certainly a seudy in conerases. If promi-
nent features persuade, the Rotel has an HDCD chip,
and there are thousands of HDCD discs out there; the
Fioncer can play the new 96k/24-hit discs, of which
there are few, and DVDs, of which they are also thou-
sands. Another friend, who believes thar all audio-
philes are seriously delusional, said, “Why don't you
just tell your readers chat these pieces are so cheap
they could buy berb and still save themselves a pile of
money over Wadia, Levinson, Audio Research, and
all char stuff.” It's a thoughe. .. a



