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7~ CD PLAYER/DAC

_

CD player/DAC

Made by: The Rotel Co. Ltd, Tokyo, Japan
Supplied by: Cadence Distribution, London, UK

Telephone: 07885 427629

Web: https://rotel.com; www.cadencedistribution.co.uk

Price: £5499
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Rotel Michi Q5

Styled to match its amplifier siblings, the latest member of Rotel’s flagship Michi family
combines a custom-made top-loading CD transport with USB input and DAC stage
Review: Mark Craven Lab: Paul Miller

otel has crowned its new Michi Q5
a ‘Transport DAC’, which strikes us
as a somewhat vague description
of what is, first and foremost, a
CD player. Yes, it has digital inputs to make
wider use of its onboard DAC, plus digital
outputs, but just one glance at the Q5’s
distinctive top-loading drive mechanism -
plus the fact it resides under the ‘CD player’
tab on Rotel’s website - tells you this is a
unit primarily aimed at silver disc lovers.
Priced £5499, and therefore right in line
with other Michi models including the P5
S2 preamp [HFN May '24] and X3 S2 [HFN
Jan ’'24] and X5 S2 integrated amplifiers,
the Q5 is, we’re told, the 47th CD player to
come out of Rotel, a run that started with
the RCD-850 in 1985. And while it’s the
only CD player in the Michi family, Rotel’s
wider catalogue currently includes four
other disc players, including the Diamond
Series DT-6000 [HFN Aug '22]. The
Japanese marque also says it is committed
to the format in the future, noting CD’s
‘ongoing robust global demand’.

CLASSY CHASSIS
As the newest member of the Michi family,
the Q5 gets the full-width chassis design
and high-quality fit and finish of its siblings.
It’s also fairly weighty at 23.5kg, much of
that coming from a pair of custom toroidal
PSU transformers and substantial black
alloy ‘Michi’ casework with side-mounted
heatsinks carried over from the Michi amps.
A flush, glass front panel carries a full-
colour TFT display that hosts album artwork
and track info. For CD playback it means
a network link is required to dig up the
imagery from an online database, so the
Q5 has a wired Ethernet connection (but
no Wi-Fi). This isn’t allied to any onboard
streaming module, though, just as the
integrated amps and DAC/preamp of the
Michi series are non-networked designs.

RIGHT: Dual screened transformers [bottom
left and right] feed separate PSUs for the XMOS
USB input [top left], ARM processor-based DSP
[centre], CD transport [bottom] and ESS DAC-
based analogue output stage [top right]

The reason for this, says Rotel, is that
‘streaming technology evolves rapidly, so
it’s highly likely that the Q5 will outlast any
specific streaming module’.

The manufacturer also teases that
a dedicated Michi streamer is on the
horizon. Until then, though, third-party
digital sources can connect to the Q5 via
its USB-B, coaxial and optical inputs, the
first of those handling music files up to
384kHz/32-bit PCM and quad DSD. Digital
signals feed into a DAC stage based on the
one developed for the P5 S2 preamplifier
albeit with a ‘sound tuning’ of its own
[see PM’s Lab Report, p49]. This is still a
balanced analogue stage, however, feeding
XLR as well as single-ended RCA outputs.

Digital outputs are included too, but
the Q5’s ability to operate as an outboard
DAC means there’s some blurring of the
boundaries between it and the other Michi
components it’s destined to be partnered
with. For this model, Rotel uses a single
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DAC chip, whereas the P5 S2 preamp
runs a pair of ES9028PROs in a dual-mono
configuration - the manufacturer says
owners of both preamp and player should
experiment to find a preference. Those
using its X3 and X5 amplifiers are advised
to connect digital sources to the Q5.

GLOW AND BEHOLD
Back to the main event, and for this new
player Rotel has engineered a top-loading
disc mechanism [see PM’s boxout, p47]
that it believes gives the act of playing a
CD (SACD isn’t on the menu here) some
vinyl-esque ‘tactile enjoyment’. That’s as
maybe, but | was far more enamoured of
the white LED ring around the perimeter of
the CD mechanism interior that lights up
when you lift the Q5’s CD cover. This can
be turned off by disabling ‘Top LED Mode’
in the menus, but who’d want to do that?
Other menu options, accessed and
navigated via buttons on the Q5’s remote




control [see p49] include sourcefinput
renaming; network troubleshooting;
firmware status; switching between two
‘PC-USB Decoding’ modes (one extending
PCM handling from 24-bit to 32-bit at the
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This is worth noting because the Q5’s
CD cover isn’t ‘locked’ when a disc is
spinning, and if you open it during playback
(or with playback merely ‘paused’) there’s
a chance it might lift off the motor spindle.

Also note that the tolerances of Rotel’s
top-loading mechanism and lid mean
aftermarket disc stabilisers
cannot be used.

The fun light show that
accompanies the loading of
a CD into the mechanism
wouldn’t count for much
if the Q5 fell at the first
performance hurdle. So
would it, like all good silver
disc players, serve as a reminder of how
fine the format can sound?

expense of DSD and MQA compatibility);
and adjusting the brightness and timeout
of the main front display.
As said, the overall
look and feel of the Q5 is
luxurious, but in use there
are a few ‘niggles’. Firstly,
what appear to be a row
of touch-sensitive controls

"You can defeat
the transport’s

light show, but
on the player’s front panel Who,d do thatfpl
are actually indicators. The

buttons are physical, and are mounted

on the underside of the chassis, so make
sure there’s sufficient space for fingers if
placing the player on a rack. Additionally,
while these controls include a Stop button,
there’s no obvious Stop button on the
remote itself. Instead, you need to hold
down the play/pause key for four seconds.

CUSTOM CD DRIVE

Supply of dedicated CD drives - particularly the preferred solutions from Philips
and Sony - all but dried up in the late 1990s with the market dominance of
comprehensive CD-ROM/DVD mechanisms. Those brands that maintained new
ranges of CD players, Rotel included, were forced to rely on a hotch-potch of Far
Eastern suppliers for the lasers, servo controllers, mechanisms, etc, or pressed
an ATAPI CD /DVD-ROM into service, to keep new models on the shelves. Rotel
has traditionally adopted the piecemeal approach, finding the best suppliers

for each drive component. The CD drive, RF amp and decoding/error-correction
chips used in its 14 and 15 series players are all Toshiba-sourced and although
these parts were obsoleted over six years ago, Rotel had the foresight to acquire
a ‘very large stash that will last at least ten years’, says
Daren Orth, the brand’s CTO.

The Michi Q5’s top-loading transport uses these
same key Toshiba ICs but the laser, motors and
(necessarily) the code written for the servo/decoder
board are all specific to this model. Moreover, the
linear-tracking laser is fitted to a CNC-machined
alloy plate suspended from a U-shaped steel frame,
the complete assembly weighing in at 1.7kg (and
another 1.1kg for the circular top cover). The tray
is also alloy - there are no plastic moving parts in
the Michi Q5 aside from the magnetic puck that
clamps the CD to the motor spindle. PM
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The QS5 slotted comfortably into the HFN
reference system [see p39], bringing with
it a transparent, focused and detailed
playback that suited all musical genres.
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ABOVE: The Michi Q5’s full-colour TFT display
shows album art, track info and the player’s
settings menus. Transport controls and source
select buttons sit below the fascia [bottom right]

Particularly impressive was the player’s
handling of vocals and their soundstage
presentation, which ensured everything |
played through it felt like a ‘performance’.

There are no filters to experiment
with here, as Rotel runs the ESS DAC in
bypass mode with a home-grown digital
upsampling algorithm [again, see PM’s Lab
Report, p49]. With that decision taken care
of, you just sit and listen, which proved
ideal for Julia Fordham’s ‘Swept’, from the
album of the same name [Circa 262 249].
Given this finely recorded ballad, the Q5
built a superb picture of the singer, forward
of the shimmering instrumentation spread
wide and deep behind her.

There’s minimal percussion on this
track, just faint hi-hats and bells, and
these had a gossamer feel, in contrast to
the robust synths and piano. The delivery
of Christy Moore’s ‘Reel In The Flickering
Light’ [Ordinary Man; Demon Records,
Fiend CD82] was similar, the singer spotlit
against a fluid backing, encouraging you to
focus on the humour-tinged lyrics.

TIGHT N’ TASTY
The Q5 seemed very content with material
such as this, where smoothness and
richness are key concerns, but neither did it
falter with the lean, rocking sounds of AC|
DC'’s Ballbreaker [Epic/Albert Productions
5173842]. Produced by
Rick Rubin with an eye on
returning the Aussie band
to the rawer sound of
their earlier albums, this
set strips back the excess
to focus on Malcolm
and Angus Young’s
guitar playing. The Q5
rendered the tight riffs
of ‘Whiskey On The
Rocks’ with crispness,
bite and detail. During
the chanted chorus of &
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ABOVE: Balanced XLR and unbalanced RCA outputs are joined by optical and coaxial
outs (CD transport), optical and coaxial (192kHz|24-bit) and USB-B (384kHz/32-bit,
DSD256) inputs, Ethernet (artwork, firmware), USB (firmware), and control/RS232 ins

‘Hail Caesar!’ the individual strands
of the backing vocals were easy to
hear, not just lost in a mass.

This ability to unearth the finer
points of a mix remained when
pairing the Q5 with an Aurender
W20SE music server [HFN Mar *23]
over USB. Rotel’s D/A stage revealed
the warm but sparkling production
of Billy Joel’s Piano Man set [Mobile
Fidelity Sound Lab; 88kHz/24-bit]
and lifted Peter Gabriel’s vocals
on ‘Secret World’ [Us; Real World
Records, 96kHz/24-bit download]
clear from the murky, synth-heavy
backing. But it remains to be seen
how many owners of Michi’s P5 S2
preamp would bypass that unit’s
dual DAC stage, and volume control,
for the Q5’s own analogue output.

WING OF FIRE

And, really, this new Michi model
performs admirably enough as a CD
player to justify its existence, sans
digital inputs. Set to work with the
CD layer of Stevie Ray Vaughan’s The
Sky Is Crying on SACD
[Mobile Fidelity Sound
Lab UDSACD 2078], a
cover of Jimi Hendrix’s
‘Little Wing’ was
brilliantly staged, the
Q5 delivering a good
sensation of the space
between the players
and conveying the
artist’s shifts in guitar
tone and style.

Next up, Vaughan’s
take on Lonnie Mack’s
classic ‘Wham!” was
notable for the punch
and drive of bass and
drums, even if the
deliberately ‘fuzzy’

DISPLAY = MENU

RANDOM =~ SOURCE

LEFT: RR-RH9 remote
has track skip, play/
pause and ‘random’
buttons, plus source
select, display dimming
and menu access. Mute
and volume are for
connected Michi amps

nature of the production on this
track did the Q5 no favours.

There were occasions where
| wanted a bit more upper-band
detail from this Michi player, such
as during Rickie Lee Jones’ ‘Night
Train’ from her eponymous debut
[Warner Bros. Records, 256 6238],
where some wooden percussion hits
seemed a tad perfunctory. Yet the
same album’s ‘Chuck E.’s In Love’,
which came with twang and snap
to the guitar, rich vocals and a big,
weighty drum sound, proved to be
excellent compensation.

NO-FUSS FOCUS

Most of the time the Michi Q5

just drew me into the music with

its confident, no-fuss sound, an
example being its handling of
Debussy’s 12 Etudes, played by
Mitsuko Uchida and recorded in
1989 by Grammy-winning producer
Wilhelm Hellweg for the Philips
Classics label [422 412-2]. ‘No.1
(Pour Les Cing Doigts)’ kicks off a
series of pieces of virtuoso playing -
the equivalent of a prog rock guitar
solo, circa 1915 - and is a flurry of
notes, weights and resonances. The
Q5 delivered it with all its flourishes
and dynamic contrasts intact, and
when Uchida’s key presses became
faint, it was easy to imagine the lone
piano in the recording space. ®

A welcome addition to Rotel’s
top-tier Michi strand, the Q5

will quicken the pulse of CD
collectors with its fine style and
build quality, plus a performance
that extracts plenty from the
legacy digital format. There

are some usability quirks to
report, and the omission of SACD
playback might annoy, but digital
inputs and outputs bring system-
building flexibility. We love the
disc transport light show, too...

Sound Quality: 88%
T T T U T[] R

LAB
REPORT

ROTEL MICHI Q5

Although the Michi Q5 employs a single ESS ES9028PRO DAC
its technical performance largely mirrors, or exceeds, that
measured for the Michi P5 S2 preamp [HFN May *24] with its
dual-DAC implementation. Both products employ the same
‘fast” minimum phase digital filter that offers a 76dB stopband
rejection (94dB with CD) albeit with a far flatter response in the
Q5 that reaches out to +0.02/20kHz, -0.13/45kHz and -0.25dB/
90kHz with CD/48kHz, 96kHz and 192kHz media, respectively.
Tellingly, both the Q5 and P5 S2’s output impedance rises below
100Hz, to 6250hm and 380ohm (re. 20Hz), respectively, while
digital jitter is also a little ‘untidy’ for an ESS DAC in both units,
though not worryingly high at just 75psec [black spectrum,
Graph 2]. The result for CD at 135psec is largely accounted for
by the 16-bit J-Test pattern [red spectrum, with markers].

The Q5 offers a healthy 4.8V (balanced) output, less than
the P5 S2’s maximum 6.1V, but bests the latter’s 107dB A-wtd
SIN ratio with a full 115.5dB. Low-level resolution is not quite in
the same class, but is good to +0.1dB over the top 100dB of its
dynamic range. The Q5’s distortion is necessarily lower with
24-bit data over USB than 16-bit via CD at mid levels [0.0015%
vs. 0.0047% re. 1kHz|-30dBFs, see Graph 1] while its peak level
distortion of 0.0003%|1kHz is comparable to that of the P5 S2.
At higher frequencies, however, the Q5 again bests the P5 S2’s
0.0095% with a lower 0.002% (all re. 20kHz/OdBFs), just as its
stereo separation is ~10dB wider through mid and treble (99dB
vs. 88dB re. 20kHz, respectively). Clearly, there are differences
beyond simple component selection in the engineering — and
‘tuning’ - of these two products’ analogue output stages which
contributes to their distinct sonic characters. PM
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ABOVE: Distortion vs. digital signal level over a 120dB
range (1kHz CD, red; 1kHz USB, black; 20kHz, blue)
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ABOVE: High resolution jitter spectra (44.1kHz | 16-bit
CD, red, with markers; 48kHz | 24-bit USB, black)

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Maximum output level | Impedance 4.78Vrms [ 418-6250hm (XLR)

A-wtd S/N ratio (CD/USB-B, re. 0dBFs) 115.5dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/-30dBFs) 0.0003%/0.0015% (0.0047%)

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/-30dBFs) | 0.0014%/0.0020% (0.0031%)

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz[45kHz/90kHz) -0.0to +0.02/-0.13/-0.25dB

Digital jitter (CD | USB-B 48kHz/96kHz) 135psec | 75psec | 180psec

Resolution (1kHz @ ~100dBFs/-110dBFs) | +0.1dB | +1.5dB

Power consumption 11-15W (1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) | Weight 485x150x452mm | 23.5kg
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