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rimare has at last 
updated its distinctive CD 
player and matching amp 
for 2011 and on the amp 

especially, it has gone to town. From 
the outside the CD32 and I32 don’t 
look wildly different from previous 
Primare offerings, so what’s new?

Most obviously, the I32 amplifier is 
a whole new design, using as it does 
a Class D topology. As Primare is at 

P  DETAILS
Product:
Primare CD32/I32
origin:
Sweden
tyPe:
CD player/integrated 
amplifier
Weight:
9kg/11kg
dimensions:
(WxHxD) 
430x110x385mm 
(each unit)
Features:
• (CD 32)Unbalanced 
and balanced audio out
• Optical, electrical 
and AES/EBU  
digital out
• USB socket for 
media player
• (I32): 2 balanced 
inputs
• 3 unbalanced 
inputs
• Record out
• Preamp out
• Nominal power 120 
watts
distributor:
Karma AV
telePhone:
01423 358946
Website:
primare.net

Prime
candidates
With its new approach to Class D amplification 
and a new CD player, Primare’s new duo is a force 
to be reckoned with says tech guru Richard Black

P
pains to point out, this isn’t digital 
amplification, but it is a switching 
approach, modulating the power 
applied to the output at a fast rate 
rather than tracking it in traditional 
analogue manner. 

The CD player is less revolutionary, 
but still has some new features, 
including a USB-A socket for 
connecting a memory stick, music 
player or hard disc.

Quick-switch act
Class D amplifiers aren’t new (the 
idea goes back decades) and they 
aren’t exactly rare in 2011, either. 
That said, there aren’t all that  
many individual designs. Many 
manufacturers are using bought-in 
modules to do most of the hard 
work, such as Bang and Olufsen’s 
successful Icepower modules. 

Primare, however, has gone it alone 
and developed a proprietary circuit 
called UFPD, short for Ultra Fast 
Power Device. ‘Fast’ is very much to 
the point in Class D circuits, because 
when you are switching a signal on 
and off rapidly, any departure from 
truly instantaneous on/off transitions 
upsets the whole performance.

Primare’s claim is that the 
unusually fast switching achieved  
in UFPD allows more consistent 
feedback to be applied to the circuit. 
In the great majority of modern 
amplifiers, linear and switching, 
feedback is used to turn a basically 
accurate circuit into a highly accurate 

one, but it can be a double-edged 
sword. Primare has arranged things 
so that the feedback applied to the 
circuit is the same at all frequencies, 
which is generally a safe route to 
consistent performance.

As a result, we’re told the 
specification of this amplifier over the 
whole audio range is at least as good 
as previous Class D designs and in 
the treble a lot better. In addition, 
performance is more assured into 
real loudspeaker loads. One of the 
unavoidable drawbacks to switching 
amplifer design is the need to filter 
off the high-frequency ‘carrier’ signal 
so that it doesn’t fry tweeters. 
Trouble is, the filter tends to be a bit 
intrusive on the audio signal path. It 
increases the output impedance, 
which in turn gives response variations 
into real-world loudspeakers: sometimes  
it distorts the audio signal, too. 

The I32 still has an output filter, but 
it’s been designed as part of the 
overall amplifier circuit rather than a 
bolt-on extra and so it has a less 

intrusive effect. Output impedance is 
lower than from most switching 
amps, especially in the treble, and 
response is therefore much closer to 
flat – and, of course, the damping 
effect on a loudspeaker is better.

Other benefits of Class D still apply, 
including better efficiency than a 
conventional linear amplifier, in turn 
reducing the requirement for large 
heatsinks (there are still heatsinks 
but they’re small for the I32’s 120- 
watt rating) and allowing Primare to 
build the amp into an unvented case. 
With dust being one of the biggest 
enemies of electronic reliability –  
a blanket of dust is the best way of 
getting components to overheat – 
that can only be a good thing.

The I32 uses a 
switch-mode power 
supply, rather than 
a linear transformer/
rectifer arrangement. 
There are concerns 
though, about the 
amount of noise they 
can inject. 
   This arises because, 
in response to a 
sinusoidal input 
voltage, they draw 
a current waveform 
that is anything 
but sinusoidal– in 
general, it’s very 
distorted. 
   Power Factor 
Correction (PFC) is 
a way of reducing 
this distortion. 
The Primare PFC 
certainly doesn’t 
achieve this perfectly, 
but it does  
better than a  
regular transformer-
based supply. 

talking 
Point

Discs and transistors
The CD32 much more closely 
resembles CD players we’ve come  
to love over the years, with a 
conventional drive mechanism, 
high-quality sample-rate converter, 
digital filter and DAC chips of recent 
vintage, as well as a linear power 
supply based on an R-core transformer. 

One rather unusual feature is the 
use of discrete transistors for the 
current-to-voltage convertor which 
follows the DAC. This isn’t unique, 
but most CD players use an op-amp 
at this point. Many of them achieve 
very good results too, but Primare 
isn’t alone in believing that discrete 
transistors still have advantages if 
done right. The relevant circuits are 
implemented with surface-mounted 
components on small circuit boards, 
screened with solid copper plates.

Features on the CD32 include 
balanced analogue outputs and also 
a balanced digital output (AES/EBU), 
alongside the usual phono and S/
PDIF versions. The USB input we 

“Our first impression 
is of exceptionally 
assured sound, with 
gorgeous solidity.”

ReCOMMeNDeD
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hidden techconnections

LIKE: Gorgeous sound 
full of detail, with precise 
timing and effortless 
musicality

DISLIKE: Only five line 
inputs and no phono 

WE SAY: Very appealing 
hi-fi, the prospect  
of future upgrades is  
truly mouth-watering

our verdict – i32
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVeRALL

 

LIKE: Smart, slick and 
with balanced output plus 
selectable upsampling

DISLIKE: Cheesy remote 
control and no WAV or FLAC 

WE SAY: Looks every bit 
the high end part. User 
interface less than ideal, 
but hardly detracts  
in reality.

our verdict – cd32
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVeRALL

1 Swotch-mode power 
supply board 4 Input switching relays2 Output transistors on 

small heatsinks 5 Twin-precision  
volume controls

7 Standby power supply 10 Analogue output 
modules8 R-core mains 

transformer 11 Twin DACs

3 Output filtering 
components 6 Expansion port

9 Regulated supplies for 
analogue and digital 12 Control logic board

mentioned is a nice touch, though we 
were disappointed to find that it only 
recognises MP3 and WMA files. WAV 
and/or FLAC compatibility would be 
nice. With memory prices for SD 
cards and USB sticks now down to 
barely £1 per GB (60p per hour for 
CD-quality WAV format), surely 
MP3’s days in any audiophile 
environment must be numbered?

The I32 doesn’t offer a vast array of 
features in standard form, though we 
certainly approve of the two pairs of 
balanced inputs. A total of just five 
line inputs isn’t enormously generous 
by current standards and there’s no 
option to add a phono stage. The 
clever part, though, is that Primare 
has announced (though not yet made 
available) a ‘media upgrade’ for the 
amp, which adds a host of latest-
generation features: digital inputs of 
all flavours, Ethernet (and wireless) 
network connectivity and hence 
media and internet radio compatibility.

We do have one quibble, though, and 
it concerns the operation of the CD 
player. The amp responds exactly as 
one would expect to front panel and 
remote controls and it’s no trouble at 
all. The CD player has several 
functions only available from the 
remote and we’re not sold on it. For 
one thing, it’s just not the sort of 
device we’d want to have alongside 
four grand’s-worth of classy hi-fi. It 
looks and feels every bit like the 
remote for a £200 telly from Tesco. 

Also less then ideal is the fact that, 
although the CD32 can upsample to 
48kHz (unusual!), 96kHz, or not at 
all, it’s only mentioned in passing in 
the instructions. Anyway, both that 
and the remote itself are addressable 
concerns and we very much hope that 
Primare will consider our comments.

Making sweet music
Our first impression is of 
exceptionally assured sound, with 

AS AN ALTeRNATIVe 
to the new Primare 
models, we couldn’t 
avoid thinking of 
the Leema Stream 
III CD player and 
Pulse III amplifier. 
At approximately 
£1,500 each, they’re 
some two-thirds the 
price of the Primares, 
but it seems fair to 
ask what, if anything, 
the extra grand-odd 
buys you. 
   Leema’s models are 
similarly up-to-date 
technologically, 
though the amp is a 
conventional linear 
one, rather less 
powerful than the I32 
at about 70 watts.  
   In both our review 
of the pair (HFC 339), 
and the Pulse’s 
subsequent Blind-
listening Group 
Test appearance 
(HFC 342), we found 
performance to be 
very good indeed, 
with excellent 
resolution and very 
good long-term 
listenability. 
   What the extra 
money really buys 
you, though, is that 
sheer assurance 
that comes with 
really special hi-fi. 
For £3k it seems you 
get excellent hi-fi: 
for £4.4k, you get 
a substantial step 
closer to the music.

results at a glance -i32
Excellent

Poor

Average

Above
average

Below
average

Frequency 
resPonse:  
We measured a 
+/- 0.23dB change 
in response and 
a frequency 
response roll- 
off from 5kHz- 
20kHz

maximum 
usable outPut:  
159W into 8 ohms 
THD+N 0.5%  
(L) and 0.5%  
(R). 301W into  
4 ohms THD+N 
0.4% (L) and 
0.4% (R) 

signal-to-
noise ratio :
99dB both 
channels.
Good internal 
layout contributes 
to the low 
distortion  
we measured 

thd at 10W:
0.06%. Real  
world power 
levels, but 
we expected 
lower THD+N 
from a modern 
integrated

outPut 
imPedance:
0.03 ohms.
The I32 has low 
output impedance 
and should be 
able to drive most 
loudspeakers

TeCH LABs

results at a glance - cd32
Excellent

Poor

Average

Above
average

Below
average

thd+n: 
(0dBFS): 0.002% 
(0.02% -20dBFS; 
2.06% -60dBFS) 
Distortion levels 
were what we 
expect from a  
well executed  
CD player

Frequency 
resPonse:  
20Hz-20kHz +/- 
0.204dB.  
Relatively flat,  
but we did 
measure a gradual 
roll-off from 
2kHz – 20kHz

crosstalk:  
Crosstalk: (L to 
R): -94dB; (R to L) 
-94dB.
Low noise  
leakage  
between the  
two channels

dynamic 
range:
96dB – 
Matches the 
CD standards 
theoretical 
dynamic range 
limit.  Very  
good results

audio Jitter:
161.3ps –.
Extremely low 
jitter levels  
were measured  
in this  
CD player

TeCH LABs
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HFC: What is the main advantage 
of UFPD over conventional linear 
amplification?
GF: It’s very efficient, always running 
cool and using a fraction of the mains 
power required by an equivalent linear 
amplifier. 

Why go to the trouble of designing 
UFPD, when off-the-shelf switching 
power amps modules are available?
We wanted to develop a wideband 
technology with all the advantages 
of Class D, but which could operate 
successfully with low-distortion across 
the entire audio band and beyond.
Normal class-D amps have 
characteristics which are affected 
by the load, so when playing music, 
normal class-D actually changes all the 
time. In UFPD we have strived to make 
the amp independent of the load.

Are there any differences in terms 
of system-matching that people 
should beware of with switching 
amplifiers compared with linear amps?
It is important not to class the I32 as 
just another switching amplifier. UFPD 
in the I32 is capable of producing 
a wide, low-noise, low-distortion, 
accurate response with any loudspeaker. 
The i32 uses an isolated Power Factor 
Control (PFC) technology in the power 
supply, which controls the current 
from the mains voltage, so that it forms 
a pure sine wave having the same 
frequency and phase as the mains 
voltage. This provides lower EMI and 
a clean environment for the amplifier 
to work in.

Why was the decision taken not to 
support SACD in the CD32?
We just wanted to make a pure CD 
player. The CD32 will play MP3 files 
recorded onto CD or on a USB stick or 
powered hard drive.

When will the media upgrade will be 
available and what will it cost?
This has still to be confirmed and 
we intend it to be very special. The 
very ecologically minded idea is that 
you don’t replace the amp, you just 
upgrade its capabilities. 

We spoke With primare 
managing Director  
Lars peDersen

talking
Point

Q&A...
1 2 3

1 Balanced and unbalanced 
outputs permanently 
active

3 USB socket for media 
players, USB sticks etc

5 Two sets of fully  
balanced inputs 7 Preamp output

2 All three flavours of 
digital output 4 Remote control 

provision section 

6 Three-line inputs 8 Speaker terminals accept 
4mm plugs, spades or 
bare wire
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heaps of detail, beautifully neutral 
tonal balance and really gorgeous, 
tactile solidity. Close your eyes and 
you’re convinced that with just a 
couple of steps towards the speakers 
you’ll be in danger of impaling 
yourself on the end of a cello spike or 
copping a drumstick on the nose. 

Images are simply superb, 
immaculately spread out in all 
directions and utterly stable, fully 
vindicating the 80-year-old 
confidence trick that is stereo.

It’s a finding we repeated over and 
over as we trawled through the 
widest selection of recordings, old 
and new, from jazz to rock to 
classical to unclassifiable. Cue up 
some operatic monster and the 
panoply of 200 players and singers is 
there before you: play the simplest 
voice and guitar ballad and the 
intimacy is immediate. 

The specifics
We did make an effort to check the 
usual hi-fi specifics, though we’d 
struggle to identify any we could 
criticise. Bass ticks all the boxes, with 
extension, weight, solidity, tuning 
and kick all first-class. Midrange is 
natural and lifelike with no coloration 
we could detect. Treble is open, clear 
and pure with entirely believable 
decay into ambience and not a hint 
of exaggeration or spit when things 
get busy. There’s lots of power on tap 
and at no point did we feel the amp 
was struggling even at levels barely 
below overload. Timing? Like an 
atomic clock. The CD player’s 
upsampling options make very little 
difference: we slightly preferred 
96kHz, but not by much.

Perhaps, just perhaps, we slightly 
preferred the unbalanced connection 
to balanced, but that could simply 

have been our cables. Sonically, we 
have nothing but praise for these 
newcomers and that would still be 
true if they were considerably more 
expensive. Now, if Primare could just 
sex up that remote control...
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