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THE FRONT END

Reridian 518

ever wish for. Orisitjusta 'casieip{a

lat of stuff that does very'l'itt"le 2

gz's usually a good sign when a new
product arrives for test and, after a
fewdays’use,youwonderhowyouever
managed tolivewithoutit. And thisis
exactly howI feel about

HI-FI CHOICE

Meridian’s 318 digital audio proces-
sor. It's simple to connect and fairly
straigheforward to use, ver the range
of user optionsiswideand Lcould eas-
ily spend two or three pages goinginto
evervthingthatr'sonoffer. However, since
spacedoesn’tallow this,I'llconcentrate
onitsresolutionenhancementabilities.
Justkeepinmind thatitcanbeusedboth
professionally for CD mastering or as
a digital control preamp.

The 518 connects between a digi-
talsource(suchasa CD player)and DAC.
Evensetto Bypass, itgivesan immedi-
ate improvement, de-jittering the sig-
nal foracleanertreble, withmore detail
and greater dynamics. By irself, thisis
impressive, butit’salsojustthestart...

With the 518 set in enhancement
mode, you're able to match the word
lengthof CD transporttoDAC, increase
the volume level of under-recorded
CDs in the digital domain, and intro-
ducenoiseshaping: atechnique which
moves audible distortion to a part of
thespectrumwhere theearcan’tdetect
it. There are five noise-shapers to
choose from, plus additive dither and
‘flat’ options for comparison.

CDs vary widely in terms of loud-
ness,and thosetransferredatalowlevel
willlack resolutionand focus,even when
the amp volume is turned up to com-
pensate. The S18allowsthelevel tobe
increased by upto +12dBinthedigital
domain, and a *Clip’ warning illumi-
natesto tell you when peaksarereach-
ing the danger point. On most music,
mostofthetime,itwon’tmatterif ‘Clip’
flashes up during peaks — you’ll not
hearanydistortion. Indeed, it’s surprising
howmuchyoucanexceed‘maximum’
without audible clipping, although

much of it depends on the music.

Many classical CDsmay need any-
thing from +2dB to +6dB, sometimes
more, to reach peak level. Under-

recorded CDs sound tonally pale and
lack dyvnamicsand separation, butlife-
ing levelinthe digital domain with the
318 helps restore missing colour and
vibrancy, and improves focus and
attack. The difference can bestriking.

Thedifferentnoise-shaping options
can provecomparatively subtle, butout
of the five on offer I found myself pre-
ferring Shapes Band C. Witheachsuc-
cessive Shape, the sound getsmoreand
more incisive, perhaps to the point of
aggressionwithshapeDandE. Noise-
shaping subjectively increases low-
levelresolutionandimprovesdetailand
separation. It also seems to make the
backgroundsilencesmoreinky black,
allowing quiet sounds to project with
greater articulation and vibrancy.

I found the 518 rather music/disc
dependent, butitreally suitslow-level
materialwith plenty ofharmonics. Noise
shapinggaveaquietoboesolo, backed
by plucked strings, a reedier, more
plangent tone quality.

Meridian’s Bob Stuart prefers the
518 in Emphasis mode, because it
reduces digiral noise and gives a 1-bit
increase in resolution. Some CDs are
mastered with Emphasis (a treble lift
thatrisesto+10dBabove 10kHz), but
they’renotthatcommon. The 518adds
digitalemphasis, whichtheDACthen
removes with analogue filtering, thus
reducing noise like Dolby B.

While accepting the theoretical
advantagethatEmphasisbrings,Ipre-
ferred the 518 in Gain mode when it
appeared slightly sharper and more
transparent. The mode preferences,
however, will normally depend on
personal taste and the DAC used.

All in all, T found myself deeply
impressed by the §18.Itmaysoundlike
hype, butIalmost can’t imagine how
I'veplayed CDssince 1983 withoutit!
Meridian Audio = (01480) 434334 -

Meridian's 518 — let
it into your life and
realize what true hi-fi
happiness really is.
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