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Named Desire

What else is high-end but the
breathtaking experience, the para-
dox-come-true of enhancing the
quality of top-caliber electronics
to a point where you forget all ab-
out the technology? We boarded
MBL's mega-system on a trip to
hi-fi-paradise, where the final
destination is a streetcar named
desire.

by Matthias Bide

lot of things sound good,
A&Umc even sound outs-
tanding. And then there

are those rare moments that are
profoundly touching, the ones
that prove, just like an honored
promise, that you are not cha-
sing after an illusion but that the
fulfillment, the satisfaction, the
end of the search for that exhila-
rating sound really do exist. For
me, too, those moments are rare
that shine over from beyond the
magical boundary between the
sheer pleasure of hearing and the
realm of the absolute, that draw
the attention of every
single nerve cell and
push aside all other di-
stractions. These mao-
ments are gifts. And
those bearing them are
not easily provoked.
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what could be nicer than sha ring
these with others? Of course you
don't Mgdtofook very long fora
d.emonsti:ﬂmr when this system
or parts of it are, for example, re-
glstcmdfsrthe World of HiFi.
This touring exhibition, which
we lla now been holding for
'_'and has at some point

su.rel'_ra 50 passed by your neck
of the ‘iﬁnﬂs, enables me to re-
peatedly rience and observe

thﬂk:mﬂbf”zevelmmns referred
to at ﬂle}shrt. Just recently, for
mrnp]é’;\ﬁmsc of a young en-
thusmstﬂuho had already sat ri-
veted to his seat at Saturday's de-
munamimn at the Grand Hotel
Halmnaﬁin Lucerne and could-
n'thelp ﬂ'.l:u.rnmg on Sunday to
the flagship 101E Radialstrahler
omnidirectional speaker, freshly
revamped by the Berlin manu-




He had picked outa spot in the
middle of the second row, which
admittedly boasts ideal listening
conditions, and, with his eyes
closed, immersed himself in the
actual performance, completely
detached as it was from the so-
und-generating elements of the
360° sound converter.

[ sneaked a glimpse of him, re-
gistered his inner focus and
wondered what would be likely
to really give him a "kick". Diver-
ting from my planned program,
I tried out the Mitt Hjerte Alltid
Vanker compilation, a superb
achievement in terms of music
| and recording quality that was
released to mark the 30th anni-
versary of Oslo's Kirkelig Kul-
turverksted record label.

At the start of the recording,
which boasts an almost hypnetic
effect on first-class systems, a fe-
male solo voice is singing in a
room whose dimensions we can
imagine only thanks to the aut-
hentic sound. Our friend ob-
viously enjoyed this contrast re-
sulting from the presence of the
singer and the echo subsiding
deep within that room.

What he didn't know about
was the presence there of a large,

reree

mixed choir that suddenly bursts
full-on into an elegiac melody
and was captured so accurately
that it flows over like a warm
summer breeze. At this moment,
the young man's expression be-
came contorted. In a mixture of
delight and overwhelming emo-
tion, he pulled his eyes shut, as if
trying to hold back the tears. I
thought: got ya! But the combi-
nation of extremely moving mu-
sic and heavenly sound quality
really was beautiful enough to
make you weep.

This little story underli-
nes once more the para-
dox that hi-fi ultimately
consists in increasing the
technical aspects to a
point where they make
you forget about the
technology and shorten
the distance between
the original perfor-
mance and its repro-
duction in every res-
pect.

Mot only in terms
of sheer quality, with
a minimum of the
information  lost,
but also regards ti-
me. An excellent sy-

stem is a time machine that ge-
nerates immediacy and an aut-
hentic feel, even when the per-
formers are no longer in the land
of the living. In 1955, ten years
before his death, Nat King Cole
made a studio recording of "Stay
As Sweet As You Are” asa homa-
ge to his then 5-year-old daugh-
ter Watalie. And to this today, he
still worships  her

childlike charm bet-

The most heart-
felt listening
B sensations are
gifts that you
cannot ask for.
With MBL's top
line, however,
you can almost
take them for

||I granted.

i

ween the 101Es as if performing
live. The half a century that has
passed between the recording
and reproduction is erased, as if
it had been blown away. The ma-
gic defies the years,

MBL really stepped up a gear in
order to pull off this minor mi-
racle. In addition to the Radial-
strahler speakers, whose styling
alone grabs your
attention, it is abo-
veall the huge 9011
power amps with
their bucket-sized
transformers and
capacitors as well
as the armada of 24
power transistors
which will not shy
from any challen-
ge.
They  demand
our respect, as does
the 6010 D pre-
amp. The blue di-
gital display on its
thick front panel,
configured via the thick button
on the right whose movement
resembles the consistency of a
spoon in a honey pot or, alterna-
tively, via remote control, is de-
ceptive; it boasts a real potentio-
meter instead of the often custo-
mary resistor banks.

Everything about the MBL
components is heavy, solid and
sturdy, i.e. as if made to last fore-
ver. Just lifting the all-aluminum
lid of the CD drive of the 1621,
mounted on a cushioned chassis
with its sound-isolating gasket
ring, is a tactile delight. It is a
shame that, as with almost all
components of the super-high-
end range, there is ultimately so
little on this system to fiddle
with, precious few knobs or di-
als. Among the numerous tech-
nical highlights of this range, it is
of course the three-way Radial-
strahler kicking in above 90

st hat rally

t has just heen fi

mid-range driver with a Kapton
voice coil carrier instead of the
previous one made of alumi-




num, in order to maintain its
velvety presence at high levels as
well,

The system uses thin strips of
aluminum for the bass range and
strips made of carbon fiber (a
world first) for high frequencies,
and boasts an unbelievably na-
tural reproduction quality that is
compact and at the same time
wonderfully relaxed and sophi-
sticated. It is among the best that
I have ever heard in this league,
and need not fear comparison
with either the glorified magne-
tostats of a large Genesis or twee-
ters with sphere caps made of
Beryllium or even diamond.

Compared to the smaller MBL
speakers with Radialstrahler dri-
vers for the mids and highs, the
101E once more profits substan-
tially from its conspicuous "me-
lon™, which ensures an unrival-
led homogenity of reproduction
right down into the bass range.
While in itself also outstanding,
the compact 121, for example,
does not come close to reaching
this seamless coverage.

That said, the latter also de-

Farewell to volume jumps. Level con-
trollers for the inputs prevent nasty
surprises when switching,

monstrates the Radi-
alstrahler's impressi-
ve level stability.
Anyone who hears
the breathtaking dy-
namic range display-
ed by the orchestral
pieces on the Tutti
sampler from Refe-
rence Recordings, for
example, can enjoy
an in itself precisely
defined, always composed and
practically compression-free so-
und, from the subtlest touches
on the flutes to the full onslaught
of all the instruments together;
here, the absence of stress and
urgency is perhaps the most im-
portant factor. Not even prohibi-
tive volume abuse can stop the
101E playing on without a care
in the world. The latest revam-
ping of the "E Class” of the 101
model (originally launched in
1979) also involved improving
the bass range, whose modified
30-inch chassis sits in an enlar-
ged bandpass housing with two
enhanced reflex openings, there-
by giving it more speed. This is
easy to perceive with, for exam-
ple, the drums that introduce the
fortissimo sections of Jacques
Ibert's Escale and reverberate
powerfully down
in your stomach.
The result is a
bass range opti-
mally adjusted to
the light-footed
agility of the Radi-
alstrahler; the ou-

tstanding feature of this bass
range used to be the still impres-
sive potency that also fills large
rooms with ease, rather than un-
wieldy grip. But watch out: we
make the common mistake of
judging the system too much by
the loudspeaker. When the sy-
stem sounds great,
there's a tendency to
say: "great speaker”.
If the impression
made is less positive,
we say: "lousy spea-
ker®_It is the speaker
that is always "to bla-
me". As well as being
unfair, this also flies
in the face of all lo-
gic. After all, in order
for the 101E to be
able to present its
unrivalled mix of
airy openness and smooth, deep
timbre, these qualities first have
to be provided by the other ele-
ments involved. And this is exac-
tly the case here.

I've seen and heard so many
MBL speakers over the years that
I now have a definite impression

High-end
systems are time
machines that
lend the fleeting
experience of
sound a timeless
dimension.

The 1611 D/A converter features plen-
ty of contacts and options for analog
inputs as well as a requlated outpul.

of their character. There is a na-
tural sounding sonority and a
glowing colorfulness running li-
ke a thread through the line here.
These characteri-
stics are already ex-
hibited by the 7008
full-range amp (re-
viewed in STEREO
4/03), while the
8011M mono po-
wer amps tested in
‘issue 6/01 likewise
display a similar
standard of style
and diction.

Nobody need be
afraid here about
getting involved in
an over-analytical sounding
quality or one with even just a
hint of lightness. On the con-
trary: despite brilliant trebles,
there is always warmth, almaost
an internal glow in the repro-
duction,

Weaknesses at the deep end are
a completely foreign concept for
the MBLs. Perhaps this is also the
reason why the amps, contrary
to their often moderate measu-
red output, seem considerably
more powerful, at times indeed
MONstrous.

I shall never forget the afterno-

The MBL units are available in “Arc-
tic Silver” or black. A new addition to
the family is the 101E"s little sistes,
the 111E (prices start at Euro
19600/pair), featuring omnidirectional
speakers for the mid-range and high
frequencies as well as side-mounted



on | spent at a friend's place, du-
ring which we fuelled up his
Martin Logan Clarity on the
7008, Now, while the slimly built
hybrid electrostat is certainly no
club sound system, we did create
tremendous velumes with the
combination, with the right for-
ce and without any nasty surpri-
ses. Where does the 7008 manage
to generate so much controlled
beef? A dream team, which I also
have to think of when [ encoun-
ter an MBL system. The same ap-

Technik&Sound in
Perfect Harmony

The people at MBL know that
specs are important but are not
everything. It's not what you
play but the way that you play it

e striking acoustic profile of
MBL machines is down to the
wark of both company chief Wolf-
gang Meletzky and, impaortantly,
head designer Jirgen Reis. For arg-
und 23 years, the two have compri-
sed a team following the same ideas
regards sound. This is wivy they pre-
fier, for example, similar circuitry con-
cepts and components.
Lang-term qualities are a priofity
here, not the initial enthusiasm that

The heavy hinged lid of the toploader
drive in the 1621 provides the CD tray
with optimum sound insulation. The
wide gashet made of rubber is a big
help here. A puck holds the disc firm-
ly in place.

plies to Lucerne as well, as what
thrived there in all its splendor
i5, a5 it were, already fixed in the
genes of the smaller amps as well
as the source devices.

In my review of the 7008, [ re-
ported that a lot of integrated
amplifiers tend to give the tones
a "smooth surface” - [ don't
know how else to express it -
with a very clean, high-fidelity
effect. Mothing wrong with that,
but the integrated Berliner deli-
vers more of a suede finish, the-
reby avoiding any impression of
the artificial shine that, precisely
at higher volumes, generates a
hint of that kind of brilliance
that after a while begins to an-
noying.

rapidly falls flat. That saud, the com-
ponents do, of course, also have to
be technically flawless. The develop-
ment process as such involves a con-
stant interplay of technical modifica-
tions and acoustic tests. And the
listening part is becoming increa-
singly impartant, as Jirgen Reis is
happy to admit: *A lot of things can
only be gauged by the ear. The cata-
logue figures for capacitors, for
example, arg nothing more than a
technical specification that says
practically nothing about the sound
of the device in question. An extre-
mely low-resonance CD drive means
that the acoustic enhancements can-
not be measured in the digital signal
gither”

The fact that a lot of suppliers have

Buchet-sized transformers with
maiching capacitor banks supply
the total of 24 power transistors of
the 9011 super-amp, which are
mounted on huge heatsinks.

WHAT IS MEL?

When Wolfgang Meletzky (pictured) founded
MBL in 1979, the German hi-hi industry was in
decling, Grundin, Saba and even Telefurken found
themselves being squeered out by Asian rivals.
Today, Asians comprise the most loval and enthu-
siastic clientale of the engineer. MBL has a work-
force of almost 50 employees, who design and
manufacture the entire product range on the
22.000-ft2 premisas in Eberswalde. MBL is repre-
sented in many other European countries and the
US, and in the latter even has its own distributor

And why am 1 telling you all
this? In order to widen the scope
a little and include MBL produc-
ts that are more affordable.
MBL's super-system will unfor-
tunately have to remain a distant
dream for most of us, one that
we can only get close to during
trade fairs or, indeed, the World
of HiFi.

S0, while we have this rare op-
portunity, allow us to enjoy a
little more of it. How about
"September In The Rain", a

been bought out over the last few
years and that the structure of
parts is altered without waming is
a real challenge for the enginee-
ring graduate. He is adamant that
devices designed by him should
have & soul and “open the
listener's heart”. "The emotional
function is rated far higher than it
used to be', states Reis, who appre-
ciates both nice vocals and Hard
Rock and Metal, with almost acade-
mic precision. But the emotional fac-
tor |kewise requires input on the
technical side. The secret is to tumn
his sound-related preferences into
reality using suitable means. These
images of the technical highlights of
the grand MBL system show what
this looks like.

Three transformers (left) feed the
various components of the 1611 D/A
converter (bottom), There are sophisti-
cated voltage regulators everywhere
(bedow right).

splendid big band number from
Telarc's first SACD sampler? To
be honest, [ often play the track
as an opener for my demonstra-
tions. After a brief, quiet intro,
the big band strikes up in a refi-
ned but powerful manner. It ma-
kes for a pleasant surprise effect
when the sound suddenly con-
fronts the listeners like a wall, de-
monstrating with immediacy

A single-stage Class-A amplifier modu-
Ie from the input section of the large
60100 preamp.

A material mix comprising copper,
brass, aluminum and steel provides
eHective protection against resonance
in the sprung sub-chassis of the 1621
CD drive.
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A small jumper is used to fine-adjust
the 101E to the listener's environment
and sound preferences.
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and without violent eruptions
what the system has in store in
terms of inner potential and
lungpower, A wonderful piece,
performed with coolness and
slight reservation, thereby achie-
ving an all the more intense ef-
fect.

Our ultimate MBL set masters

the art of casual but precise ti-
ming as well as the "life-size"
portrayal of the orchestra in
grandiose fashion. At the same

time, it exudes the mood of com-
plete composure and careful
concentration that luxury sy-
stems simply have to have a com-
mand of,

A major factor here is the stoic
1621CD drive, which has to pro-
vide all the data for the tiny
twists and turns in the music and
also the supposedly minor de-
tails from which the sophistica-
ted 1611 DfA converter builds
up that sumptuous soundscape

Jiirgen Reis is head designer at MBL
For some 23 years now, he has been
defining - and refining - the technical
and acoustic properties of MBL
units.

Thin copper rods sta-
hilize the slim strips
of aluminum that
comprisa the "malon™
for the bass ranges of
the Radialstrahler. A&
moving coil ensures
that they vibrate in
rhythm with the
music.

The 12-inch wide chassis, given a
lighter diaphragm for the E ver-
sion, is located on the inside

of the bass speaker.
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wreeter and

midrange driver of
the Radialstrahler
wiork with carbon

strips.

and reconstructs the astonishing
flexibility and discipline that

now separate the members
of the major league of top-
end hi-fi.

Everything has to gel
for the distance to the
original {mentioned
at the top) to be kept
low. If the recordings
play ball, you experience
the "window effect”. It is
not as if the performers

Mini Power
Plants

The smaller amps from MBL
are also high on passion

ere i5 one very distinct feature

shared by the smaller amplifiers
from MBL; they sound more potent
and fearless than their bare specifi-
cations would have you believe.
With the entry-level B006A power
amp (abave, raview in STERED 1/01)
for example, we measured & nomi-
nal power rating of just 67 Watts at
8 Ohms, but the way the thing gets
to work so cheerfully is almost
beyond belief. Together with the
4004A preamp, it is unrivalled in
this class in terms of domi-
nance and punching
power. The elegant 7008
integrated  amplifier

e i

Featuring digital electronics from
DCS and top-quality HMS cables, the
MEBL amps and a pair of 101 played at
their peak at the World of HiFi in
Lucerne.

were in the room. It is more like
listening through a huge win-
dow into the room in which the
recording took place, giving us a
tantalizing, startlingly authentic
blueprint of the event that has an
iridescent subtlety - not infre-
quently a "glimpse” of hi-fi
heaven and so captivating
that I always think about how
I could afford this system.
The streetcar named desire
really does terminate here.

The entry to the world of MBL
Radialstrahler speakers; the 121
compact package.

(center) manages to generate some
102 Watts per channel at 8 Ohms. It
likewise boasts a whole-hearted,
sumptuous musicality. Once you've
heard it, you won't want to let go of
it. “Power combined with agility and
resolution” wrote STERED in the test
profile for the 230 Watt / 8-Ohm
8011M monoamps  [bottom). They've
learmed a serious thing or two from
the 9008.




