
VERDICT
SOUND >> 87%

FEATURES >> 90%

BUILD >> 87%

VALUE >> 92%

An amp that’s both detailed 
and lively, with excellent 
midrange and treble detail; 
very mild bass anomalies 
seem to disturb only some 
listeners. Those who don’t 
notice these tendencies 
simply love the sound!

89%OVERALL SCORE

If Cambridge is trying to make a statement 
on just how much amplifier it is possible to 
supply at a retail price of £750, we get the 

message. This has one of the biggest mains 
transformers we’ve seen in anything under a 
couple of grand. Then there are the big 
heatsinks, well-filled circuit boards fitted into 
every crevice of the case and even a separate, 
tiddly transformer for standby functions. 
Cambridge’s ‘Incognito’ multiroom interface, 
fitted as standard, completes the package. 

But probably the most exciting feature is the 
new amplification class that Cambridge’s 
leading designer, Doug Self, has cooked up for 
the amp: Class XD. An obvious idea but a hard 
nut to crack practically, this gives Class A 
performance from near-Class AB standing 
current levels, combining very high linearity 
with sensible efficiency, all the time remaining 
free from crossover distortion. There’s still a bit 
of heat coming off this amp and we would 
strongly recommend heeding ventilation 
recommendations, but it’s no inferno.

As a microprocessor-controlled amp, the 
840A offers input gain trim and other nice 
features including automatic volume ramp-up 
when switching on. That, however, shows up 
the one feature we don’t like, which is the use 
of noisy relays to alter volume. On the whole, 
though, it’s entirely thumbs-up on the features 
front: for instance, we love the output 
protection that winds down the gain to prevent 
overload. The eight inputs (one via balanced or 
unbalanced socketry) can be renamed from the 
default ‘Input 1’ etc. It’s a well-assembled unit 
and (noise apart) nice to use.

SOUND QUALITY
The 840A’s combination of lively enthusiasm 
and fine detail retrieval meant the panel found 
much to praise. Comments like “the piano 
hangs in the air nicely” and “good warmth on 
female vocals” attest to its essential realism 
and musicality, while the timing was thought 
good and resolution was praised frequently. 

It’s evident that something about certain 
types of music stimulates artefacts on this amp 
that affect some listeners more than others. 
How can the midrange be both clear and 
muffled, or the bass both heavy and fast? 

The muffled midrange allegation was made 
in the Damien Rice track, exactly where 
another listener thought bass a bit slow and 
heavy. This track (The Blower’s Daughter) was 
chosen for the tests not least because it 
features some very heavy bass in conjunction 
with complex midrange and treble, and it 
seems that something the 840A does with it 
comes across to some ears as affecting the 
bass, to others as a midrange problem. 

Similarly, the clear midrange and fast bass 
were both found in the baroque track, which 
doesn’t have any pronounced bass to speak of 
and thus shows off the midrange to perfection, 
unencumbered by any LF artefacts.

We’ve dwelled on that a little, partly because 
those tonality issues were the only criticisms 
our panel came up with. In fact, two of our 
panellists overall enjoyed this amp immensely, 
the third being less convinced as he was the 
one most bothered by the bass. Listen out for 
that, for sure, but don’t overlook this amp: it’s a 
fine performer with a lot to offer. HFC
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CAMBRIDGE AUDIO 840A
Cambridge has created new class of amp for the top of its Azur range 

LAB REPORT

HOW IT COMPARES

SPECIFICATIONS
Measurement Rated Actual

Power output (8 ohms) 120W 136W

Distortion (1kHz/8 ohms) 0.0015% 0.002%

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) – ±0.2dB

Output power from this amplifier is considerable, all 
the more so when one tests its performance into a 
4-ohm load – the same 33V output is available, 
equivalent to 272W. Beyond this, the electronic 
protection simply turns down the gain, but 
momentary signals can exceed this by a little, 
giving a modest dynamic headroom. 

It is clear that Class XD works as claimed, for 
while midband distortion is not exceptionally high 
by the standards of this group (very high standards, 
for sure) the performance in the treble is remarkable, 
barely worsening compared with lower frequencies. 

At any frequency, distortion pretty much vanishes 
into noise below about 5W output. Noise is excellent 
and the treble bandwidth very wide indeed, bass 
being -1dB at 6Hz. The high power consumption at 
idle shows that Class XD doesn’t quite match Class 
AB for efficiency, and standby power is also a little 
high – so switch it off at night!
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1] Dynamic power >> +20%

2] Frequency response >> +10%

3] Dynamic range >> +40%

4] Distortion >> +25%

5] Output impedance >> -10%
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Stereo amplifi ers £700-£1,200   [ Ultimate Group Test ]
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We promised at the outset 
of this group test that we 
would see how these 

amps compare sonically with those 
of yesteryear. But, with all due 
respect to the prophets of doom, 
for whom things have never been 
on a steady downward decline 
since 1960, we humbly submit that 
the upwards trend of quality – 
which we have mentioned before – 
shows no sign of levelling off. Or if 
it does, it’s a function of the 
dreaded law of diminishing returns: 
there’s simply not much room left 
for improvement.

[ Ultimate Group Test ]   Stereo amplifiers £700-£1,200

CONCLUSIONS
None of these amps would pass 

muster if put to the test in a true 
top-notch system. But none would 
be in any kind of disgrace, either. 
They all offer balance, power, 
refinement and inner detail, in 
sufficient quantity to qualify for 
the uniformly high marks we have 
deliberately awarded them. Still, as 
ever, they differ sufficiently to 
make some careful auditioning 
worth the bother.

Scoring lowest overall, the 
Audiolab two-box combo does 
come perhaps at something of a 
disadvantage, though we’d argue 

comparing it with like-priced 
integrated amps is not unfair. 
Clearly it scores highest for its 
upgrade potential, and we’d love to 
hear the power amp partnered by a 
slightly more open and detailed 
preamp. It is just pipped sonically 
by the Denon, a monster larger in 
every dimension than the two 
Audiolab boxes together. Overall, 
we felt the Denon is a decent amp, 
but it does need to do a little more 
to justify its size and weight.

Onkyo’s A-9755 offers a lot of 
power for the money and we liked 
it a lot. It shares with the cheaper 

and less powerful A-933 a 
basically musical approach, but for 
the extra £200, we’d tend to be 
more impressed by extra detail and 
insight rather than the extra power. 
Call us hard-hearted, but we find it 
a little underwhelming.

The Arcam, Cambridge and Creek 
models are hard to choose between. 
True, the Creek is by some margin 
the dearest, but its extra refinement 
is a justifiable expenditure in our 
book. Arcam’s fully featured A90 is 
just a touch less detailed, but in 
terms of value for money the 
Cambridge wins by a nose. HFC

Do these six thoroughly modern amps live up to the stereo masters of old?

 MAKE Arcam Audiolab Cambridge Audio Creek Denon Onkyo
 MODEL DiVA A90 8000Q/8000P Azur 840A Destiny PMA-2000AE A-9755 

 PRICE £895 £1,000 £750 £1,200 £1,200 £700

 SOUND 

 FEATURES 

 BUILD 

 VALUE 

 OVERALL 

 KEY FEATURES 

 LINE INPUTS 7 6 7 6 6 6

 TAPE OUTPUTS 2 2 1 1 2 2

 PHONO INPUT Optional No No Optional Yes (MM/MC) Yes (MM)

 SIZE (WxHxD) 43.5x10x32cm 44.5x7.5x34cm (each) 43x11.5x38.5cm 43x7x31cm 43.5x18x48cm 43.5x14.5x43cm

 WEIGHT 11kg 6 + 8.7kg 15kg 10kg 24kg 17.6kg

 REMOTE CONTROL Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 BALANCED INPUT No No Yes No No No

 LAB CONCLUSIONS E = EXCELLENT • G = GOOD • A = AVERAGE • P = POOR 

 CLIP POINT (8 OHM) 28.5V G 33V G 33V G 27.5V G 32V G 40V E

 FREQUENCY RESPONSE ±0.2dB G ±0.3dB G ±0.2dB G ±0.25dB G ±0.15dB E ±1dB A

 DYNAMIC RANGE 99dB A 104dB E 107dB E 104dB E 102dB G 101dB G

 OUTPUT IMPEDANCE 0.08 ohm G 0.07 ohm G 0.06 ohm G 0.02 ohm E 0.02 ohm E 0.14 ohm A

POWER CONSUMPTION 20W/2.4W 30W/– 64W/10W 37W/0.7W 58W/3W 62W/1W

Imposing amp that can 
seem a little dry, though 
there’s plenty of detail on 
offer and fine bass, too.

A highly assured performer 
that doesn’t ever try to 
superimpose its own 
personality on the music.

Detailed and lively, with 
excellent midrange and 
treble detail; some very 
mild bass anomalies.

Offers the advantages of 
pre/power separates at an 
integrated’s price, but the 
preamp seems less detailed 
and neutral than the power.

Well-featured amp with 
very little character of its 
own. Highly informative, 
rather than analytical.

Not incredibly detailed, 
but its involving, musical 
nature makes it a very 
pleasing listen.

CONCLUSION

STEREO AMPLIFIERS AT A GLANCE

TRY THEM WITH THESE
CD PLAYERS
CAMBRIDGE AZUR 840C £750
A high-tech wonder, with the most 
detailed, yet relaxed sound at the price.

REGA SATURN CD £1,298
This new top-loader is one of the most 
precise and musical players around.

SPEAKERS
KEF iQ9 £999
This strong all-rounder is good with all 
kinds of music and delivers great bass.

ATC SCM19 £1,999
A highly revealing standmount that 
makes a great work-out for amps!

HINTS AND TIPS
>> Amplifiers generate heat and need 
to be able to get rid of it. Allow a little 
breathing space round the amp. 
>> Use decent cables. Phono plugs can 
also lose their grip in sockets and 
speaker wires have a habit of working 
loose in screw-down terminals.

>> Switching to standby, rather than 
properly off, usually avoids losing 
settings and can help speed warm-up.
>> Amps are seldom electrically 
microphonic, but the casework can 
resonate audibly. A few damping 
devices can work wonders.

REPRINTED FROM    november 2006

HFC286.testout   86 19/9/06   11:19:22


	Hi-Fi Choice Nov 06 840A licensed reprint p3.pdf
	Hi-Fi Choice Nov 06 840A licensed reprint p4.pdf

