ABSOLUTELY LINN

One of these days you’ll be cruising quietly down Parnell Rise when you may hear some amazingly full-bodied and true audio. When you’ve not quite got over your surprise that it came from outside your vehicle, you’ve also registered the fact that it came from this stylish and understated showroom on the Rise. With a typical sophistication that turns out to be the key to its appeal to Auckland audiophiles, Absolute Sound entices the customer in... not through your eyes, like most storefronts, but through your ears.

Absolute Sound provides a comprehensive entertainment solution not limited to but based on the Linn range, including Loewe TV and Barco video projection. In fact, Absolute Sound is Linn in New Zealand, and staffed by Linn missionaries who don’t have much preaching to do. Not even to concert pianists.

“He was able to identify the distinct character and personality of individual concert pianos” says Nick George of Absolute Sound of a recent customer. “He heard subtleties in the recordings that we could not... the average listener wouldn’t be half as demanding.” Director John Ellingham later showed me some of the technology that makes this sort of fidelity possible, like the heart of the legendary Linn Sondek LP12 turntable with its perfectly balanced central turntable bearing, designed to concentrate a pressure of several thousand tonnes on a pinpoint. That was nearly 30 years ago. Today, Linn’s single stage build system, where every assembly is signed by the assembling engineer with justifiable pride in his or her work, creates audio components that work together, seamlessly, providing both precise control and awesome power through digital control of solid state analogue systems.
That pride and commitment extend to Absolute Sound. No off-the-shelf buying here. If you’re serious about Linn, don’t think about spending anything less than 2 hours here, and every second would be an investment. In fact, Absolute Sound’s commitment extends to installation. Once that’s done considerable firmware / software user customisation is possible with the comforting knowledge that resetting to installation defaults is just a button away.

Absolute Sound’s future is bound together with that of Linn, but has seen the expansion of its business into other markets and product configurations as well. Multiroom systems like Linn’s Knekt, for instance, provide stunning sound through appropriately named Diskreet speaker designed for recessed or outdoor mounting that sing Linn’s siren songs to Parnell passers-by. John, an avid yachtsman, is currently designing multiroom systems for yachts in conjunction with Linn that will be another feather in the cap of Kiwi entrepreneurship.

The final step of my tour of Absolute Sound was its home theatre demo room, where bi-wired Linn LK140 power amps driving 5140 speaker stacks, a Linn 5120 unit and a thunderous Linn 5150 subwoofer gave a live performance of Mahler and the launch of Apollo 13 
equally dramatic presence. This single demo room, I was told, will shortly be expanded to two, all rooms digitally linked via standard network cable and Linn Knekt. The future of Absolute Sound will be an absolutely electrifying, immersive multimedia experience.

Overall, my visit to Absolute Sound was not just an impressive display of cutting edge technology, but also an education in the ways of a company and a design philosophy that works. From a customer perspective it’s refreshing to see that commitment in the people that sell the technology combined with the assurance of comparably high levels of service and support.

SYSTEM REVIEW

Connect up any component system, power up, turn the volume up, and it’s in that first space before you start your source that you usually hear the sounds of silence: electrical interference. It’s with justifiable pride that Linn call their power supply Brilliant. Its brilliance is in an absolutely silent, clean power supply, not just to its source equipment like the Ikemi Cd player that was the base of our test system but for preamps and power amps as well. Not once did I hear a snap, crackle or pop. And that extended right through the entire system Absolute Sound had assembled for me.

Good sources need preamps of matching excellence, and Linn’s Kolektor rises to the occasion with 10 clear solid state paths for input. This is where Linn’s microprocessor controlled switching made all the difference to a logical and flexible command process to source and input selection.

From preamps to eternity go some power amps, dissipating their best efforts with the waffle of weak crossovers or by just not having enough grunt. Not so Linn’s LK 85 series. With the active stereo crossovers Absolute Sound installed for us, two LK 85s were driving the treble / midrange and the bass speakers of a pair of floor-standing multirange Linn Ninka speakers with a clarity and presence that was very sweet. The LK 85 / Ninka combination, I’m told, offers other options as well; the flexibility of driving the speakers either as single or multiple amplifiers, with single-wired passive, bi-amp passive, bi-amp active and tri-amp active crossover configurations.

So what does it actually sound like? Very, very good. Acoustic recordings are a very good benchmark of dynamics at low thresholds, and our system achieved spectacular clarity in a live recording of Tallis’ Salvator Mundi without getting shrill. It also communicated the nuances of chamber playing well enough in the Allegretto from the Shostakovich Chamber Symphony in C minor to give the viola a presence I’ve not heard too often in chamber recordings. Switching recordings, I found it a tribute to the system that I was even able to hear the echo of an overmastered source recording on a jazz CD that shall remain unnamed. Thanks to the system I could feel the discomfort of Tommy Smith’s bassist in Hubba Hubba, struggling with riffs too funky for an acoustic bass. Switching to soul, the LK 85 active crossovers handled the bass kicks of Hue and Cry’s single Next Move effortlessly, maintaining a very equitable slope across a wide variety of gain levels.

In summary I’d say that this is a serious system, and it is built from the speaker pins up with a care and intelligence that shows. It’s a great way for serious audiophile to have great fun.

Components:

KOLEKTOR preamp with 10 clear solid state input paths: $2300

NINKA speakers with 4-way active / passive crossovers: $4200 a pair

AKTIV stereo bass crossover unit, auto-configurable: $500

AKTIV stereo treble crossover unit, auto-configurable: $500

IKEMI CD player with 2-D signal processing and Delta/Sigma D/A conversion: $7800

LK85 power amp units, 85w x 4 Ohms, full single / multiple amp 4-way active / passive crossover configurable: $4400 a pair

Cabling: $300

NET: $17,777.82

TOTAL including GST: $20000

PRO:

· Excellent engineering- transparently integrated technology at its best

· Flexibility; many different crossover options

· Great sound: performs equally well on all types of recordings

CON:

· Price? But not to those who can afford it...
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(Web summary:)

Absolute Sound pushes the edge of the audio, multiroom system and home theatre envelope with Linn; Guy Halpe is impressed.
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