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for it. This height adjustment appears to be
the result of adding a base made in Germany,
judging by the ‘Designed by Clearlight Audio,
Germany’ that’s engraved on it. The tonearm
is a standard ‘budget’ design, with anti-skat-
ing force applied by a magnet and counter-
balance by means of a weight on a thickly
threaded tube. There are no markings on the
counterweight. To calibrate tracking force,
you need to ‘count turns’ with each half-
turn of the counterweight along the threaded
tube representing an increase (or decrease)
of 1.0 gram of tracking force (which Thorens
describes in the correct terminology of ‘mN’
in its excellent and lavishly-illustrated tri-lin-
gual instruction manual).

Ortofon Rondo Bronze

The Thorens TD 160 HD normally comes sup-
plied without a cartridge, but for the purpose
of this review Speakerbits supplied an Ortofon
Rondo Bronze moving-coil cartridge, which
retails separately for $1,055 (RRP). Most au-
diophiles will be aware that the super-strong
Neodymium magnets have revolutionised the
speaker business, but many have not made
the leap and realised that of late, they have
also revolutionised the phono cartridge busi-
ness, because manufacturers such as Ortofon
have been able to use them to greatly increase
the output voltage and the signal-to-noise ra-
tio of their phono cartridges.

This new Neodymium-powered Rondo
Bronze is the replacement for the old MC30.
There are two other models in the Rondo
range, the Blue and the Red. The names aren’t
just for show... well they are really, because
the cartridge bodies are finished in extraor-
dinarily beautiful mottled lacquer coatings
whose highlights almost perfectly reflect
the name of the cartridge, before gradating
through darker shades of the same colour to
end in a deep, almost black, finish. It turns
out that not only is the use of Neodymium
new: the material used to form the cartridge
body is also a first. Some of the world’s best
cartridges have always been made of wood,
but since this involved carefully carving the
wood by hand, only limited numbers have
ever been available, and at commensurately
high cost. For the Rondo series, Ortofon uses
a new material that mixes wood particles with
plastic particles in a resin matrix that can be
injection-moulded, enabling it to deliver the
superior sound of wood along with the econ-
omies of mass production.

The cantilever is the tried and proven
tapered aluminium shank (the Rondo Blue
and Rondo Red use the more economical
aluminium tubing) which is tipped by a Fritz
Geiger-cut diamond with a 5/80um profile. At
the other end of the shank, the hand-wound

coil has a d.c. resistance of 6 ohms, for which
Ortofon recommends a load impedance of
10-200 ohms, noting that ‘higher load resist-
ances will always tend to more liveliness and
space in sound-image’. Output voltage is stated
at 500pV (1kHz, Scm/sec) which looks like
a large figure in print, but is of course exactly
0.5mV—and mV is the more usual form of
expressing this specification. Frequency re-
sponse is rated at 20Hz to 40kHz -3dB (20Hz
to 20kHz +0.5dB) and channel separation as
25dB (at 1kHz).

Performance

Installing the cartridge is very straightforward,
partly because the Rondo design uses captive
nuts, so you don’t have to fiddle around hold-
ing a screw in one hand, a nut in the other,
and wondering what you're going to use to
hold the screwdriver. With the Rondo Bronze,
you just hold the cartridge underneath the
headshell so the nut openings line up with the
slots and turn the screws up tight enough to
hold it in position, but are still loose enough
to alter the orientation in the headshell when
you commit to the final alignment dictated
by your protractor. The Thorens ships with
a single-point cartridge alignment protractor,
though I noted that the hole on mine was not
only not accurately punched, but also a lit-
tle too small to fit over the turntable spindle.
You should really be aligning the cartridge
with a properly engineered alignment tool.
My personal feeling is that any retailer who
is in the business of selling turntables and/or
cartridges should be either providing a proper
alignment as a free service, or have a suit-
able alignment protractor available for loan
to its customers. (And by ‘suitable’, I mean
one of the Clearaudio, Feickert Analogue or
Turntable Basics tools, not a cheap two-point
plastic protractor.)

Speaking of two points, there are certainly
two points vinyl enthusiasts should note con-
cerning the design of the Rondo. The first is
that it’s quite a heavy cartridge (10.5 grams)
so depending on what arm you use, its coun-
terweight may not be sufficiently heavy to
allow you to set tracking force without hav-
ing the counterweight too far from the pivot
point. However, it wasn’t an issue with the
Thorens arm fitted to the TD160HD. The
second point is that the Rondo’s cantilever
angle is a fraction steeper than average (25°),
so if your tonearm’s height is not adjustable,
you may not be able to achieve the correct
vertical tracking angle of 22°, though in my
opinion, the difference between 22° and 25°
would be completely inaudible. Again, be-
cause the Thorens arm’s height is adjustable,
this is not an issue with the TD160HD either.
Which raises the inevitable question that if
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neither of these issues arises for the purpose
of this review, why have I mentioned them?
I have done so to inform those readers who
might, as a result of this review, consider pur-
chasing an Ortofon Rondo to fit to their own
turntable/tonearm combination: forewarned
is forearmed!

It only took just one track into my first
LP before I was mentally calculating wheth-
er I could afford to buy a Rondo this month
or whether I'd have to wait until the next
month. Note that I wasn’t wondering ‘if’ I'd
buy one, but ‘when’... and no, I couldn’t have
just hung onto the review cartridge, because
according to editor Greg Borrowman, who’d
kindly dropped the review samples around to
my place, after I'd set the pair up and finished
all my the listening tests, he said that in order
to meet deadline he’d have to come back and
pick them up to move them on first to Newport
Test Labs for testing and from there to John,
the photographer, so if I wanted a Rondo any
time soon, I was going to have to buy my own.
And I really did want one right away.

I don’t know if it’s the new body, or the
neodymium magnet, or maybe (and more
likely) it’s the combination of the two, but
the sound that issues from Ortofon’s Rondo
Bronze is simply magnificent. It's so precise
that the music comes through finely detailed
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even during the most densely packed musi-
cal passages, yet when there are only a few
instruments playing, or just a single voice,
the detailing doesn’t render the sound overly
sharp, or crisp. Instead, you just get the same
high level of detail, but with a greater sense
of ‘space’ around the notes than during the
more congested passages. Another reason for
my enthusiasm for the Rondo Bronze is that
it’s one of the first moving-coil designs I have
heard that doesn’t seem to ‘sag’ across the
midrange. I know that many of my friends
like a dB or two of midrange sag, because it
gives a very enjoyable musical effect, but I pre-
fer my tonal balance to be completely linear,
even if this makes the mids more revealing.
The Rondo Bronze was certainly linear, deliv-
ering firm, solid bass, with the diamond never
releasing its tenacious grip on the groove...
even during the wildest drum solos. Indeed
the Rondo Bronze’s tracking ability was im-
peccable, easily navigating the cannon shots
of Telarc’s 1812 (the only time I ever play
this disc is when evaluating new cartridges,
so my original copy is still in pristine condi-
tion) and also delivering the incredible synth
bass on Emerson Lake and Palmer’s ‘Lucky
Man.’ It was only when thumbing through
my vinyl to find Lucky Man to check out the
Rondo Bronze’s bass that I remembered that
ELP had a huge hit with a track of exactly the
same name: Rondo, and was struck by the
coincidence. (As an aside, ELP fans probably
already know that there was a boxed set of
six CDs released last year—titled ‘The Begin-
ning’—on Castle Records, that contains many
of ELP’s best-known tracks—though few of
the best versions of them—which includes
two versions of Rondo, neither of which, un-
fortunately, is the live Isle of Wight version.
If you're not an ELP fan, I'd suggest starting
with the remastered version of the original
album, titled Emerson, Lake and Palmer, be-
cause if you don't like this, you won’t like
anything else they’'ve ever done, and if you
do, it’s the best single album they’ve ever done
with the possible exception of Tarkus. But
enough of this talk of music... and back to the
review proper...)

High-frequency performance is superb,
with very little surface noise audible, even
with quite worn LPs, yet with the ‘air’ sur-
rounding higher-pitched instruments still
clearly audible. You will be able to ‘tweak’ the
delivery of highs quite subtly if your phono
preamp has adjustable load resistance, but
if you choose to do this, I would not recom-
mend dropping it below 50 ohms or raising
it above 100 ohms—at least not based on
my listening sessions. Also, if you do tweak
the highs, remember to cross-check against

dynamics, because they will also be affected,
and given a choice of optimising for high-fre-
quencies or dynamics, I'd lean towards the
dynamics, because the ability of the Rondo
Bronze in this area is phenomenally good and
you really can’t get too much of a good thing
when it comes to dynamics... particularly
off vinyl.

I couldn’t help but wonder how the Ron-
do Bronze would perform in a better arm
than the TP250, so I re-installed it in my own
SME Series V. As expected, its performance
improved quite perceptibly, although after
playing half-a-dozen LPs, some with slightly
mis-centred holes, I suspected the major ad-
vance was that the SME gave freer rein to the
Ortofon’s tracing ability. (Just for the record—
so to speak—the TD160HD is also available
with an SME tonearm fitted in place of the
TP250 or—if you already have a perfectly
good arm—without any arm at all.)

The Thorens TD160HD proved to be an
excellent platform with which to evaluate
the Rondo Bronze, because its pitch stabil-
ity was not only spot-on, revolving at exactly
33.33—at least according to my aluminium
strobe disc—but also staying rock-solid right
on this speed. Certainly I never once heard
any audible wow or flutter creeping in, even
when I specifically auditioned the turntable
with super-slow piano music and with sus-
tained violin notes. Neither could I hear any
rumble creeping through into the background
from either the motor or the bearing. In other
words, the Thorens did exactly what a turn-
table is supposed to do: no more and no less
than spinning the LPs at the correct speed.

Conclusion
I was hugely impressed by the performance of
Ortofon’s Rondo Bronze cartridge and equally
by that of this latest—and best yet!— incarna-
tion of Thorens’ famous TD160.

Chris Croft

LAB REPORT

Readers inferested in a full tfechnical
appraisal of the performance of
the Thorens TD160HD Turntable

and Ortofon Rondo Bronze Phono
Cartridge should continue on and
read the

LABORATORY  REPORT
published on the following pages. All
readers should note that the results
mentioned in the report, tabulated
in performance charts and/or
displayed using graphs and/or
photographs should be construed
as applying only fo the specific
sample fested.
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Test Results

The frequency response of Ortofon’s Rondo
Bronze was extraordinarily flat and extended,
as you can see from Graph 1. It extends from
20Hz to 20kHz +1.5dB. (Ignore the small sec-
tion between 20Hz and 24Hz, which is an ar-
tefact of the lag in the time it took the analyser
to properly acquire the test signals.) The trace
starts a little higher than reference, at +1.0dB,
then slowly drops to reference at 200Hz, then
falls to —1.0dB at 1kHz, where it holds steady
for a while before rising to reference again
at 8kHz then gradually rises to be +2.0dB at
20kHz. It is by normalising (by adding —1dB to
+2dB then dividing by two) this response that
the 20Hz to 20kHz +1.5dB overall response
is derived. Channel separation (not graphed)
was measured as 24dB at 1kHz.

The Ortofon’s harmonic distortion was
also very low, as you can see in Graph 2 which
shows the cartridge’s output when tracing
a 1kHz signal with a recorded velocity of 8cm/
second. The second harmonic component is

Thorens TD 160HD Belt Drive Turntable

Signal-to-noise—or rumble, if you prefer—
was also very low, as you can see from Graph 3,
which shows the rumble spectra. This graph ac-
tually shows three different measurements. At
the top, represented by the black trace, is the
spectrum obtained when the stylus is actually
tracing an unmodulated groove on a standard
test pressing. The second, somewhat lower,
blue trace shows the turntable’s inherent ‘rum-
ble’ this time measured using a special tool that
isolates the stylus from the record surface while
still mechanically coupling it to the revolving
platter. The lowest trace shows the background
environmental rumble present at the stylus
when it’s in contact with a non-revolving plat-
ter. As you've probably guessed, the ‘spikes’ at
50Hz, 100Hz and 150Hz are mains hum com-

ponents that have crept into the measurement
apparatus and should be ignored, while the
peak in the black trace at around 10Hz is the
tonearm/cartridge resonance and so should
also be ignored. What we can see is that the
Thorens’ own rotational noise is barely 5dB
above the background environmental noise up
to about 80Hz, after which the traces are vir-
tually indistinguishable. The effective ‘rumble’
figure is 64dB at 40Hz. This is an excellent result
and, as you can see from the graph, is at least
15-20dB below the test record’s own inherent
surface noise at this frequency. Overall, you can
see the Thoren'’s operating noise is generally at
least 10dB lower than LP surface noise. Above
200Hz, it’s 90dB down. -A/\-

Steve Holding

Test Results

Ortofon Rondo Bronze Cartridge

Test Result

Units/Comment

Output Voltage 0.65mV @ TkHz re 5em/sec

at -34dB (1.9%), the third is sitting down at

-53dB (0.2%) and the fourth is at -60dB (0.1%). Frequency Response: 20Hz-20KHz +/-1.5dB

Overall THD+N comes in at just 2.5%, which Channel Separation: 24 dB @ 1kHz

is excellent. It’s certainly educational to look THD+N: 2.5% @ 1kHz re 5cm/sec
at the noise floor of the graph, which is actu- Channel Balance: 0.508 @ 1kHz

ally the surface noise of the test disc, because

it measures at greater than 70dB down from HbE2 —S4dB/1.9% @ Tz re Som/seo
2kHz to 8kHz, and greater than 80dB down HDLS ~53dB/0.22% @ 1kHz re Sem/sec
above 8kHz! In the Thorens TP250 arm the Or- HDL4 -60dB/0.10% @ 1kHz re 5cm/sec

tofon Rondo’s lateral resonance came in cen- Thorens TD 160 HD Turntable
tred at 8Hz, and its vertical resonance centred Test

Result Units/Comment
at 10Hz, both well-damped, indicating that its - - -
. . . Signal-To-Noise Ratio at 40Hz 64dB re 316Hz at 3.54cm/sec
compliance is a good match with the arm.
Oy

Platter rotation was fractionally fast, to the Slpsed) Heourty @ S8 o 28 ft
tune of 2.6% at 33.33rpm, increasing to 3.0% Speed Accuracy @ 45 rom 3.0% fast
at 45rpm. While I would have preferred to see Wow & Flutter @ 33.33 rpm (1) 0.045% RMS unweighted
both figures down around the 1.0% mark, the Wow & Flutier @ 33.33 rom (2) 0.050% CCIR weighted
slight difference will increase the pitch only b

'8 . Wit . Pt y by Wow & Flutter @ 33.33 rpm (3) 0.04% DIN weighted
about one-third of a semitone, so even those ‘ :
cursed with perfect pitch would have dif- il DiEEr /. 14mm
ficulty picking the difference and the rest of Power Consumption 6.3 watts On
us no chance at all—and that’s assuming that Mains Voltage During Test 239-254 volts Min-Max
LPs are cut at the correct speed, which most Thorens TP250 Tonearm
aren’t in any case. More importantly, wow and Test Result Units/Comment
flutter was spectacularly low, coming in at just ‘
Lateral Tonearm Resonance 8Hz with Ortofon Rondo Bronze

0.045% RMS unweighted or 0.04% measured
according to the German DIN standard.

Vertical Tonearm Resonance 10Hz with Ortofon Rondo Bronze
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Graph 1. Frequency Response Ortofon Rondo Bronze re 5cmisec. Graph 2. Harmonic distortion of Ortofon Rondo Bronze at 8cm per second.
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While Ortofon has been around for ages, it remains a wital company, producing
excellent products at more than reasonable prices. Their Jubilee and Kontrapunkt
moadels have recewed raves from reviewers and from people whove owned many
cartridges. One of the latter was the person whose recommendation was the basis for
my reguesting the Rondo Bronze for review. My interest in Ortofon greww out of an
industry friend's glowing recommendation of the Kontrapunkt B. | was surprised.
Although I'd never actually heard an Orofon cartridge, the company seemed to me ta
be stuck in its ways.

My friend's recommendation was not trivial. Though my friend 1= not the unbalanced
type, he is as discerning as the most nutty audiophile. In fact, he has a keen nose for
the good stuff. His endorsement of the Kontrapunkt encouraged me to contact Ortofan
to see what they had to offer. Anker Haldan of Ortofon suggested | try something from
the new FHondo line, so | bit. Though the Rondo cartridges are new, they do not have
the short and slim shapes that Orofon introduced with the Kontrapunkts and the
Jubliee. There are three Rondos: the Bronze (3849), the Blue ($6599), and the Fed
(3499}, each name describing the color of the cartridge body. The Rondos are a little
mare expensive than entry-level products, but they are easier to afford than an exatic
cartridge like the Allaerts, or even Orofon's top-of-the-line offerings.

Although all of the Hondo cartridges are constructed of a ground wood and resin
composite and weigh about the same, each differs slightly from the others. Channel
balance at Tk improves by 0.5dB as you go up the line to arrive at the Bronze's 1.0dB.
The Bronze and the Blue share a channel separation of 25dB at 1k, improving on the
Hed's 22dB, and treble response increases in S000-Hz increments from the Red's 30k
to the Bronze's 40K response. All good numbers. The Bronze separates itself most
clearly from the Hed and Blue by moving from a nude aluminum cantilever to the
Bronze's tapered FGE0 aluminum cantilever (FG stands for Fritz Geiger)

All of the Hondos track at fairly heavy forces compared to other cartridges I've used,
and a bit more than the industry average. VWhereas my previous cartridges tracked
well and sounded best between 1.5 and 1.8 grams, Orofon suggests that the best
performance of the Rondos is achieved between 2.0 and 2.5 grams, with an optimal
tracking force of 2.3 grams. My listening supported this contention. | experimented
with the lighter and heavier ends of the recommended tracking force. VWith a force of
2.0 grams, the bass was more amorphous and bloomy and a bit lighter in weight. At
2.5 grams, the bass was a bit overblown. The recommended force sounded best.
Mayvbe these guys have been in business for sixty years because they know
something.
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| compared the Raondao Bronze ta my Koetsu Rosewoaod, recently re-tipped by %an den
Hul for a mere $287. For that price, | received a cartridge with a much finer tip than the
Koetsu's ariginal ane. The finer stylus provided a much mare detailed sound than | had
been getting. The bass is now amazingly tight. The whole range is mare detailed and
precise. This cartndge doesn't sound zo much like my old Koetsu, though it does
retain a relatively rich sound, and while it still sounds very engaging, it doesn't have as
much of the romance and sweetness of the original. With the excellent Audiopath 4
tonearm wire, | get an excellent sense of bloom and reasonably tight bass when it's
on the recaording.

When the Faondo Bronze arrived, | was really struck by the quality of the packaging.
Ortofon seems to attend to all the details, large and small. Yes, | know that one
doesn't listen to the packaging, but | was very impressed with how well thought oot it
was, and | presume that the same attention has been given to the design and
execution of the cartridge. The FRondo Braonze is clearly not a product out of
someone's garage. The pod not only allows the cartridge a protected storage place,
but it looks good enough to place on a shelfto show off to your audiophile friends. The
instructions were very complete, and you even get a handy little tracking force gauge.

Wiriting about cartridges is difficult because they are the last leg of a three-legged
race. How far you get in the race to sonic satisfaction is determined by all three legs,
but there is no way to tell how far the first two legs (the turntable and tonearm) have
gotten you. You also cannot assess how well the cartridge will perform with ather
turntableftonearm combinations. | also believe that cartridge comparisons on the
same turntable and tonearm are inconclusive, because you dont know how well a
particular cartridge is interacting with the rest of your LP playback systemn. The
combination will either be serendipitous or not. Inserting a different cartridge merely
tellz you how well that pairing (actually tripling) woarks. It doesnt tell you anything
conclusive about the charactenstics of the individual components of the playback
system.

While | can anly generalize, | think it's safe to say that the Hondo Bronze will please
music lovers, perhaps even tortured audiophiles. Why? It 1s a relative bargain, and it
sounds nearly as rich as my three-times-as-costly Koetsu. Usually, when you get rich
tonal colar in a lower-priced cartridge (think under-3500 Grados), you get it at the cost
of a lack of inner detail. Low-cost cartridges that give detail (think Blue Point Special)
tend to have a lean =zaund that | do not find musical. The Rondo Bronze is sufficiently
detailed that you'll not think you've been shortchanged.

The Bronze delivered many of those moments that audiophiles live for—the tiny
details that conjure up a sense of the real event. On Arur Rubenstein's rendering of
Edvard Grieg's Fiano Concerto Mo, T in A Minor, | could perceive that the soundboard
was the closely-situated source of the resonance of the hammered strings. Willie
Melzon's Stardust was a real pleasure through the Fondo Bronze. Although the
Koetsu gave a more immediate, yet relaxed sound, the Rondo gave a very good sense
of the intimacy of the acoustic guitar and Willie's wan vocals,

3
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The Rosewood's way with fine detail was simply more engaging, in indefinable ways.
It was most obvious on smaller-scale music, less so on larger-scale music. A case in
point was Linda Ronstadt's What's Mew, which was a bit more ripe, but less real, with
the Bronze. “YWith the WKoetsu, FRonstadt's wibrato was rmore obwious, and more
emotionally relevant to the recording, perhaps because the cartridge was maore
refined. The Hondo's treble was wvery satisfying, particularly the cymbals on Ry
Cooder's Chicken Skin Music and On the Border. And while | didn't hear whole new
vistas of top-end detail, | did hear everything about cymbals that | should have. In
short, the top end sounded pretty darned good.

The dynamics of the Rondo Bronze are part of what make this carrdge special.
Although | prefer my Koetsu for what | fear are audiaphile reasans, the Ortofon proved
mare dynamic. In the opening of "Falamita” an By Cooder's soundtrack for the film Cw
the Dorder, there's a high-pitched whoop. Through the Bronze, the whoop popped, and
the person whooping sounded exuberant. With the Koetsu, the whoop sounded
constipated. The same thing happened when the Morman Tabernacle Choir entered
after the solo voice in the chorale of Eugene Ormandy's Beethoven's Minth with the
Fhiladelphia Orchestra. With the Koetsu, it was just another sound entering the mix,
but with the Rondo Bronze, the voices jumped in, as they should.

The Hondo's dynamic expression helped it provide a good sense of the pace and
bounce of “an Halen's "Jamie's Crying," especially in the bass region. This is a fun
track, and | loved how the Bronze played it in my system. The elastic quality of the
bass line was a pleasure to hear, with no sense of dynamic constraint. The same was
true of Ry Cooder's "Crazy ‘Bout an Automobile,” where the bass line perfectly
complemented the amusing story of life without a car. The Rondo's bass was neither
a weakness nor something | was jumping up and down about. It was there, it did its
Job, and the music was served. Maybe that's how it should be.

The Fondo Bronze images quite well, with better three-dimensionality than the
Hosewood. It had particularly good frant-to-back layering. My systemn, which is in our
living room, is set up to balance convenience and music, so there may be moare to
sgueeze out of the Bronze, but someone else will have to do it

Although | can and would happily live with either carrndge, my preference is for the
koetsu. Though it is less dynamic, its fine inner detailing makes music that much
mare intimate, immediate, and riveting. The improbably full-sounding Rondo allows
detall to shine through and provides more dynamic engagement. Loud, raucous music
Iz better served than it is by the Koetsu. If you value tonal richness and dynamics, do
not have a taste for hyped-up detaill, but do have a taste for musicality, the Hondo
Bronze is a terrfic cartridge. Although Ortofon has been a part of the audia firmament
far years and years, they still make excellent products. |, for one, am interested in
sampling other cartridges in the line. The Rondo Bronze is built for musical
satisfaction. Larry Cox

gg www.ortofon.com 4
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