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Divine 
intervention
Divine Audio off ers very reasonably priced 
systems, but  Ed Selley discovers that 
needn’t mean they are ordinary

estled on the outskirts of 
the Midlands town of 
Desborough, Divine Audio 
is a dealer that has its own 

specifi c way of doing things. Founded 
by owner Tim Chorlton in 2004 in 
response to the rather fragmented 
portfolio of dealers he visited, the 
store has evolved a very distinctive 
collection of brands of its own. 
Originally, it operated out of a 
conventional retail premises, but 
moved to the present location as Tim 
realised that dealerships are more 
destination stores than walk in ones.   

Divine Audio is different to many of 
the dealers that feature in this piece 
in that the company has a very strong 

N
portfolio at a price point lower than is 
often the case. This mixes well-known 
brands with some more unusual 
offerings. What is signifi cant about 
this is that although the individual 
components are less expensive, this 
hasn’t stopped Tim and his team from 
being extremely ambitious. The 
company maintains a strong online 
presence and has moved into 
distribution by recently becoming the 
UK agent for American valve amp 
brand Rogue Audio. As if this wasn’t 
bold enough, Divine Audio is even 
moving into manufacturing as we 
shall see in one of the three systems I 
asked Tim to demonstrate as an 
overview of the company’s ethos.

THE EXPERTS

Divine Audio  
Unit 7-8 Pipewell Rd
Desborough
Northamptonshire
NN14 2SW
01536 762211, divineaudio.co.uk

pioneer.eu/uk 
monitoraudio.co.uk 
kef.com 
ekcoaudio.com 
croftacoustics.co.uk 
pmc-speakers.com
divineaudio.co.uk/analogue-works.html

RAY LAMONTAGNE   
Till the Sky Turns 
Black  
Lossless FLAC

DEPECHE MODE 
Violator
CD

THE WHITE LIES 
Big TV   
Vinyl

System test music
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OUR FIRST SYSTEM combines 
two mainstays of affordable hi-fi  
into a streaming offering at a very 
keen price. The combination of 
Japanese electronics and slimline 
British speakers looks smart and 
functionality is impressive, too.    

Pioneer’s two-channel presence 
has grown considerably in recent 
years. The N-50 network audio 
player is the larger of the two 
models in the range and offers 
192kHz-capable streaming across 
the major formats as well as some 
useful convenience features like 
AirPlay and app control via 
smartphone or tablet. 

The matching A-50 amplifi er is 
essentially the same substantial 
Class D amplifi er from the fl agship 
A-70 that did well in the November 
issue amplifi er Group Test, but 

without the digital inputs of the 
larger amp. Both units are 
beautifully assembled – you can pay 
a great deal more for equipment 
that doesn’t feel as solid as these 
two do. 

Partnering the Pioneers is Monitor 
Audio’s BX5. The smallest 
fl oorstander in the Monitor Audio 
range, the BX5 makes use of two of 
the company’s proprietary 5.25in 
C-CAM mid bass drivers matched 
with a 25mm tweeter. These are 
accommodated in a slim 85cm-tall 
cabinet that gives the BX5 a very 
compact footprint. When you 
compare their dimensions to most 
similarly priced standmounts and 
when you take into account the 
stands you would need for them, 
the BX5 is one of the most space 
effi cient speakers out there. Like the 
Pioneers, the build is top notch. 

Surprise surprise!
There is more to this system than 
neat aesthetics and chunky chassis, 
though. A few bars of Ray 
LaMontagne’s You Can Bring Me 
Flowers reveals that although this a 
fairly compact system, the scale of 
the performance is convincing and 
unambiguously real. The low-end 
extension from the BX5 is genuinely 
surprising, it seems almost surreal 

that such a small speaker can produce 
bass that has visceral weight to it that 
is felt in the chest as well as heard. 
The presentation is spacious and 
manages to convincingly fi ll the space 
between the speakers and expand 
beyond them, too. 

The performance with hi-res audio 
is equally accomplished and it is 
interesting to see how effectively this 
very reasonably priced system 
demolishes the notion that you need 
to spend a fortune to realise the 
benefi ts of the medium. The tonal 
accuracy that it lends to Get the 
Blessing’s OCDC is seriously 
impressive – close your eyes and the 
suspension of disbelief that the sound 
is the result of musicians rather than 
electronics is far easier than you 
might expect. The rasping saxophone 
in particular has a presence that is 
something you simply don’t associate 
with such sanely priced electronics. 
Sure it is easy to make allowances, 
the demo room at Divine is hardly the 
most cavernous of spaces and fairly 
well damped – which makes the task 
slightly easier – but I doubt this 
system would suddenly lose these 
basic abilities if you parked it in a 
normal lounge. 

More importantly, this a system that 
has a sense of fun and timing to it 
that means that when you want it to 
monster its way through Scratch 
Massive’s Communion it will with a 
boisterousness and energy that really 
makes the album come alive. The 
relationship between the speakers 
and electronics comes into focus with 
this more aggressive recording, too. 
The slight smoothness and warmth 
from the Pioneer duo ensures that the 
Monitor Audios play to their strengths 
without tipping over into harshness or 
aggression. The result is a system that 
is genuinely stronger than the already 
capable components that go into it 
and an effortless demonstration of 
just how good a collection of 
electronics you can assemble for an 
entirely sensible price. It sets an 
extremely high benchmark.   

System 1 – Pioneering spirit

A system that is 
stronger than its 
already capable 
components 

The Pioneer duo 
look and feel 
extremely solid

The BX5 may be 
small, but it sounds 
impressively large
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MONITOR AUDIO BRONZE BX5 
LOUDSPEAKERS £499
PIONEER N-50 NETWORK 
AUDIO PLAYER £399
PIONEER A-50 INTEGRATED AMP £499
SUPRA PLY 3.4 3M PAIR 
SPEAKER CABLE £90
SUPRA EFF-ISL 1M PAIR 
INTERCONNECTS £90
SUPRA LO RAD 1.5 POWER 
CORD 1.5M £47.20 EACH
TOTAL SYSTEM PRICE: £1,671.40
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The Ekco duo 
are IAG’s best 
kept secret
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THIS SYSTEM IS an elegant 
demonstration of Tim’s ability to 
sniff out the unusual even at the 
price points Divine Audio specialises 
in. What you see here is a duo of 
electronics from a manufacturer 
whose existence had been 
completely unknown to me at the 
start of the day (and yet comes from 
an unexpectedly familiar source) 
anchored by a pair of speakers from 
a rather better-known brand.   

The electronics are the EV55SE 
and EV55DP integrated valve amp 
and valve output CD player from 
Ekco. This is not exactly a household 
name, but the origin of the brand is 
more familiar than you’d expect. 
Ekco is part of the International 
Audio Group of Quad and 
Wharfedale fame and although the 
range only comprises these two 
models, the IAG characteristics of 
bomb proof build and ultra 
competitive price are in attendance. 

The amplifi er is fi tted with a 
quartet of KT88 valves and allows 
for switching between triode and 
ultra linear modes depending on the 
sensitivity of the speakers. The 
matching CD player is also fi tted 
with a trio of digital inputs and a 
pair of analogue outputs making it 
suitable for use in fairly 
sophisticated setups.  

Howdy partner
Partnering the Ekcos is the KEF 
R500. The smallest of three 
fl oorstanders in what is a very 
sizeable range, the R500 is 
nonetheless still a fairly hefty 
speaker and stands over a metre 
tall. The driver compliment is 
similar to the smaller Monitor Audio 
in the fi rst system, comprising a pair 
of 5.25in aluminium bass drivers 
and a 25mm aluminium bass driver. 
The R500 mounts the tweeter in 
classic KEF fashion, in the centre of 
a dedicated 5in midrange driver. 

The R Series represents some of 
the most handsome speakers it has 
made in a while and the rosewood 
fi nish of the system pair is an 
admirably close match to the wood 
sides on the Ekcos. While the second 
system is a little bulkier than the 
fi rst, it is still hardly likely to present 
a challenge for a normal-sized 
lounge to accommodate. And, of 
course, it glows in low light, which 
shouldn’t delight me after all these 
years, but somehow still does. 
It might glow, but this system is 

more than a stereotypical valve show. 
Starting off with the wonderful Stag’s 
Bellow by Martha Tilston – a 
recording that demands good control 
over bass and the ability to open up 
the dense and heavily layered 
instrumentals. The Ekcos are 
completely unfazed by these 
requirements and give the speakers 
an impressively detailed and even 
handed performance. The most 
immediately arresting attribute this 
system demonstrates is how even 
handed it is across the full frequency 
range. As you might expect, the 
midrange is wonderful with an 
effortless three dimensionality and 
tonal richness to it, but what is more 
surprising is how effortlessly this 
feeds into a detailed and smooth top 
end that gives Tilston’s vocals realism 
and presence without tipping over 
into harshness or aggression. 

The biggest surprise is with the bass, 
though. Depeche Mode’s Violator 
positively pounds along with a control 
and sense of attack that is often 
beyond affordable valve amps. This 
suggests that the output transformers 
in the EV55SE are a cut above what 
you might expect to fi nd in an amp at 
the price. The sheer head-nodding joy 
that this ensemble brings to Personal 
Jesus is a real pleasure and for the 
duration of the piece I have no 
coherent notes at all, which suggests 
that more than anything this is a 
system that gets to the heart as much 
as it does the head. It is as happy with 
a driving bass line as it is on safer 
ground for a valve amp. 

Once again though, this is a system 
with genuine real-world ability. The 
digital inputs on the CD player lend it 
a useful fl exibility and the full remote 
control of the Ekco units make them 
no harder to live with than 
comparably priced solid-state 
equipment. They combine with the 
KEFs to produce a system that brings 
all the benefi ts of valve systems with 
pretty much none of the drawbacks. 
I suspect that we’ll be hearing more 
from Ekco in the future.  

System 2 – Ekco location KEF’s R500 
is a powerful, 
but civilised 
performer
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KEF R500 LOUDSPEAKER £1,500
EKCO EV55SE INTEGRATED 
AMPLIFIER £1,699
EKCO EV55DP DIGITAL 
MUSIC PLAYER £1,499
QUAD QL-900 SPEAKER CABLE 
£349 PER PAIR
QUAD QA-900 
INTERCONNECT £199
KEMP HI POWER CORD 
1.5M £105 EACH
TOTAL SYSTEM PRICE: £5,456
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Divine Audio might be ambitious, but 
based on my day it has every right to be 
confident about its portfolio and plans 
for the future. These three systems 
are an elegant riposte to the idea that 
interesting things are only happening 
in the upper reaches of hi-fi pricing. 

The balancing of familiar brands with 
ones that are more unusual is perfectly 
handled and the move into distribution 
looks like a shrewd one, and I hope we 
will see more of Rogue Audio as a result. 

It is the Analogue Works project that 
really sets Divine Audio apart from the 

norm, though. Building a turntable from 
locally sourced parts at a sensible price 
would be achievement enough. That 
it sounds as beautifully sorted as it 
does really is the icing on the cake 
and I hope that it meets the success 
that it so richly deserves. 

SUMMING 
UP
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THE FINAL SYSTEM breaks new 
ground for Dealer Systems. The 
source is a turntable that has been 
designed and built entirely inhouse. 
It is partnered by two brands I’ve 
heard and loved before, but never 
used in partnership together. How 
does this work out?  

The Analogue Works Turntable 
One is a deft two-fi ngered salute 
to the idea that the UK is losing its 
touch at manufacturing. This neat 
design is evolved from the ideas 
of the late Tom Fletcher, the man 
behind many of the Nottingham 
Analogue range. Tim has taken 
these ideas to produce a turntable 
from components that aren’t just 
British, but come from the local 
area. The deck is completed by 
Origin Live Alliance Tonearm and 
London Decca Maroon cartridge.

Partnering the turntable is a pre/
power combination from Croft. The 
25R Pre valve preamp and matching 
7R hybrid preamp are classic Croft 
with their twin volume controls and 
clever use of valves and mosfets. 
The pairing is unashamedly 
minimalist, but importantly for a 
turntable-fronted system the preamp 
includes a good-quality phono stage. 

The speakers come courtesy of 
PMC, the twenty.23 is the smallest 
fl oorstander in the range and takes 
the PMC trademarks we know and 
love and puts them in a cabinet that 
adds a little touch of domestic 
acceptability to the overall design. 
The system as a whole is still 
impressively compact, but there is 
a sense that these units trade off a 
little domestic convenience for sheer 
sonic ability. 

A kind of magic
After a minute of The White Lies Big 
TV it becomes clear that this is a 
very capable partnership. The 
soaring vocals and driving basslines 
are handled effortlessly and the 
result is cohesive in a way that is 
rarely achieved by throwing money 
at the problem. The relationship 
between the Crofts and the PMCs is 
one of almost perfect synergy. The 
Crofts are beautifully composed and 

almost completely unfl appable and 
they keep the PMCs under a tight 
leash, ensuring that they sound 
detailed and lively rather than bright 
with vocals that leap out of the 
soundstage. At the same time, the 
low-end punch of the PMCs gives this 
system a weight and authority that is 
unusual from speakers so small. 

The star of the show is the Analogue 
Works, though. The performance is 
pitch perfect with a propulsive energy 
that gives everything it plays an 
emotional engagement. The Decca 
Maroon doesn’t disappoint either. 
Given the support it needs from the 
Origin Live, it rewards with a sound 
that is unfailingly and wonderfully 
compelling. In all senses of the word 
it is unshowy, but delivers a musical 
message that most of the competition 
can’t get close to. With Four Tet’s Love 
Cry this is a turntable combination 
that is completely at home with the 
dense layers of the track, which are 
unpicked and presented as a mighty 
wall of undulating sound. If you buy 
this system, you might as well sell 
your CDs now.

The most exciting thing about this 
system is that even though it is 
unique – an overused term but for 
once accurate here – it is still priced 
at a level that makes it accessible to 
more people than almost any third 
system that has graced our Dealer 
Systems feature in recent history – I 
have had entry-level dealer systems 
that cost more than this. That 
something this special is available at 
such a price is something we should 
all be very excited about.     

System 3 – Give me the works

The Analogue Works 
turntable fronts 
a system of 
tremendous ability

The PMCs provide a 
potent performance 
from a small cabinet
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PMC TWENTY.23 LOUDSPEAKERS £2,300
ANALOGUE WORKS TURNTABLE 1 £799
ORIGIN LIVE ALLIANCE TONEARM 
WITH ANALOGUE WORKS CABLE 
UPGRADE £395
LONDON DECCA MAROON 
CARTRIDGE £497 
CROFT 25R PRE AMPLIFIER £1,400
CROFT 7R POWER AMPLIFIER £1,400  
SUPRA QUADRAX 3M PAIR 
SPEAKER CABLE £200
SUPRA EFF-ISL 1M PAIR 
INTERCONNECTS £200 
SUPRA LO RAD 2.5 POWER 
CORD 1.5M £53.90 EACH 
TOTAL SYSTEM PRICE: £7,298.80
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