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The Italians have a reputation for unique design, and Unison’s Unico CD Primo
CD player is not going to do anything to dispel it: it’s a most unusual design—
dare I say ‘unique’? For me, the single aspect of the design that is most likely to
polarise buyers’ opinions will be the large wooden ellipse with the metallic
‘UR’ initials that is inset in the front panel. You’re either going to love it or hate
it. I may reveal my own thoughts on the matter further on in this review, but in
the meantime, my first thought on seeing it was: ‘What were they thinking?’
That aside, a feature of the CD Primo that will be loved by all is that it has a
USB input, so that if you have music files stored on your computer (32kHz,
44.1kHz or 48kHz sample rate only), you can use the Primo as an external
DAC.

THE EQUIPMENT

Despite its ability to be used as an external DAC, the CD Primo’s prime purpose
is to play CDs, and it’s set up very well to do that, with a neat slot-loading CD
tray at the left side of the front panel, towards the top. Located just off-centre to
the right is a very large—and | mean very large!—front panel display. Off to the
right of this display is a circular window that doubles as an infra-red receiver, to
pick up commands from the supplied IR remote, and a light sensor that alters the
brightness of the main front panel display according to how much ambient light
is in the room.

The transport controls rather oddly, but very artistically, sweep downwards from



http://www.avhub.com.au/
http://igs.avhub.com.au/IgnitionSuite/uploads/images/IgnitionSuite_Image(10318).jpg
http://igs.avhub.com.au/ignitionsuite/uploads/images/IgnitionSuite_Image(10318).jpg

the IR window, starting with the Eject button, and continuing through the
Play/Stop button, then the Track Search (Reverse) and Track Search (Forward)
buttons. As you can see, you only get the basics if you don’t use the remote!
Actually, you don’t get a whole lot more control over the player even if you do
use the remote, but it does add the ability to change the time display on the front
panel, access the two repeat modes and get direct access to tracks by using
numeric buttons to select particular tracks. One advantage of using the remote is
that you won’t have to touch the front panel of the CD Primo. This is an
advantage because | found the surface finish Unison Research uses on the black
version picked up fingerprints very easily... yet they weren’t as easy to remove.
The silver version is easier to keep clean!

The rear panel of the Unison Research is quite bare: just a single co-axial digital
output connector (gold-plated RCA), a USB connector (device), a pair of gold-
plated unbalanced analogue outputs (RCA) and a standard IEC 240V mains
power socket.

Harking back to the fact that you can also use the CD Primo as an external
DAC, it will also have another—fairly esoteric!—application in some systems
that already have an external DAC, but one without a USB input. If this sounds
like your system, you can actually add the CD Primo into this chain in such a
way that your computer connects via USB to the Primo CD, after which you can
link the Primo CD’s digital output to the digital input of your DAC! In other
words, the Primo manages the USB-to-digital conversion and your external
DAC takes care of the final digital-to-analogue conversion.

INTERNALS

Lifting the lid on the Unison Research Unico CD Primo revealed that Unison
Research has put the digital-to-analogue conversion circuitry on a completely
separate plug-in printed circuit board (populated with surface mount devices)
presumably so that if an improved DAC comes along, upgrading your Primo
will be simply a matter of unplugging one PCB and plugging in another (no
soldering required). However, | can also appreciate that it would make servicing
very easy. On this removable PCB is a Wolfson Micro WM8804 digital
interface, a Burr Brown SRC4192 sample rate converter and a Wolfson
WM8524 digital-to-analogue converter. The analogue output board sports a
single Electro-Harmonix 12AU7A triode and operates in Class A. The transport
is a Teac CD5010A (CD-ROM transport), which Teac claims is fitted with a
low-jitter mechanism it developed specifically for high-end audio applications.

OPERATION AND LISTENING SESSIONS

If you have never owned a valve product previously, you might find it slightly
annoying that you can’t use the Unico CD Primo for at least 30-seconds after
switching it on, because it locks you out while the valve is warming up. At least
Unison Research makes sure there’s a friendly ‘Valve Warm Up’ message in the
front panel display, as well as a timer count-down so you know how long you



have to wait before you can load a disc—or, if one is already loaded, before you
can start to play it. However, being a valve unit, you will also have to wait a
little longer before the CD Primo will sound its best, which is after the valve has
reached its optimum operating temperature. Unison Research says this is 10
minutes, but | found that 20 minutes was closer to the mark—though it was
winter when | was auditioning, and my room was relatively cold. Presumably
things would speed up in summer. Of course it isn’t only valve equipment that
needs to reach operating temperature to perform at its best—this also applies to
solid-state equipment. In the case of the Primo, the valve actually speeds up the
process for the solid-state components, because it ‘warms’ the inside of the
case... which in turn warms up the solid-state devices more quickly.
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The slot-loading CD tray seems to have inherited Teac’s transport logic board as
well because if the tray is obstructed on its way out the CD Primo just stops
working completely and you have to turn it off and then back on again to ‘clear’
the logic IC. This wouldn’t normally be a problem, except that the 30-second
‘warm-up’ routine isn’t linked to a thermal sensor, so the timer countdown is
invoked every time you turn the player on. If you mis-load a CD so the tray
can’t close properly the drawer re-opens automatically, but then becomes
‘locked’ in the open position and when this did happen, the only way I could get
it to close was to push the drawer lightly: a trick the manual specifically
recommends against playing. It seems you need to make sure the drawer is not
obstructed in any way. Another foible of Teac’s drawer logic is that if you press
‘Eject’ immediately after the door has closed without there being a disc in the
tray, the CD Primo will freeze with the word ‘Eject’ showing in the display.
Again, the only cure I could find was to turn the machine off, and then back on
again... and then wait yet another 30 seconds for it to ‘warm-up’.

The good news is that although the CD Primo’s tray has the usual edge supports
for both 8cm and 120cm CDs (I don’t know why they still persist in building
8cm rims, because | haven’t seen a single 8cm CD for more than a decade...
indeed I didn’t even know they were still making them!) it also has excellent
angled ‘disc guides’ that make it almost impossible—I’d say ‘impossible’
except that | want to cover myself—to misload a CD. Basically, if you drop a
CD anywhere over the tray, the angled guides will ‘snick’ it into the correct
position in a jiffy.

Once loaded, the CD Primo reads the disc’s table of contents (TOC) relatively
slowly (around 15 seconds), after which it displays the word ‘STOP’ along with
the total number of tracks on the disc and the total playing time, on the front
panel display. The display itself is quite unusuallyshaped, as you can see from
the photograph accompanying this review, and it’s also a rather unusual murky-
green colour. I think I’d rather a nice blue display, but I suppose green is very
‘environmental’. Once you have started playing a disc, you can then change the
display to show elapsed time for the current track, elapsed playing time on the
disc or the remaining playing time on the disc, but you will need the remote
control to do this: it can’t be done from the front panel. However, even though I
wasn’t keen on the green colour of the display, I couldn’t fault the size of the
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writing in the display: the letters and numerals are 1cm high! The only pity is
that all the lettering is in capitals—a combination of upper and lower-case
lettering would be much easier to read.

As mentioned previously, the remote also gives access to the CD Primo’s only
two repeat modes, which are ‘Repeat Track’ and ‘Repeat Disc’. There is no A—
B repeat function. No track programming features are available either—either
from the front panel or the remote. Direct track access is the only convenience
feature, and for this you’ll need to use the numeric keys on the remote control.

Although most of the transport buttons operate in the usual manner (Next Track,
Previous Track, Scan Forward, Scan Reverse, and so on) the combined
Play/Stop button had me flummoxed. It seemed to act more like a Play/Pause
button, because I just couldn’t seem to make the player just ‘Stop’. It either
simply paused itself, or jumped back to the start of whatever track was
playing—I couldn’t get it to go back to the start of the disc for a true ‘Stop’. It
was only when I finally read the manual (yes, I know... when all else fails, read
the &*"%$ manual!) that | discovered the button has a rather snazzy logic built
in. If you press it briefly, as | was, it acts like a Play/Pause control. However, if
you hold the button down for one second, the player goes back to the start of the
track. If you then press and hold the button down for one full second, it is only
then that the CD Primo will reset itself right back at the start of Track 1. |
personally think that since this isn’t a “typical’ operation mode, it would have
been nice if Unison Research had made a special point of mentioning this
operation at the start of the ‘Track Selection’ section of the manual, rather than
leaving it until the end!

That said, maybe this is ‘normal’ operation for Italianmade CD players, because
yet another weird function of the CD Primo is the ‘Push’ button on the remote.
And by this, I don’t mean a ‘push-button’, I mean a button that is labelled
‘Push’! No doubt it’s some type of translation issue, but I was reminded of the
starship Heart of Gold in Douglas Adams’ novel Hitchhiker’s Guide to the
Galaxy, which has on its control panel a button marked ‘Don’t Push This
Button!” (Actually, when this review was being proof-read it turned out my own
memory was misfiring, because in the book, the button was not so labelled.
Adams’ exact words were: ‘He reached out and pressed an invitingly large red
button on a nearby panel. The panel lit up with the words “Please do not press
this button again”.”)
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Anyway, what the ‘Push’ button on the Unison Research’s remote does when
it’s pushed is bring up the ‘Advanced’ menu on the display, which then shows
the following:

2: UnicoCDPrimo

Not very intuitive, is it? If you then press the 2’ button on the remote, the
display will reward you by switching to show:

1: Reset DAC
2: USB input
3: Display OFF
4: Reset ALL

From this display, if you press (2) you’ll select the USB input or (3) and you’ll
switch the display off. The manual warns against selecting either (1) or (4)
because (to quote verbatim): “this features only is needed for troubleshooting
and improper use is not advisable.” To exit either of these two menus, you need
to press the button marked ‘Push’. (Of course!)

And so to how | found the sound of the Unico CD Primo. Over the years | have
gradually formed the impression that a few companies that manufacture valve
equipment do so primarily so they can put the word ‘valve’ or ‘tube’ in the
model name merely so they can appeal to a particular sector of the market.
Products designed in such a fashion may pay ‘lip-service’ to the concept, but
they rarely actually sound like true ‘valve’ components. I can tell you quite
emphatically that simply listening to just one CD played back on the Unico CD
Primo will be proof positive that Unison Research is not one of these ‘me-too’
companies. To the contrary, the Unico Primo is one of the ‘valve-vee-est’ CD
players it’s ever been my pleasure to hear... and it truly was a pleasure.

One thing is for certain, and that is that anyone who has ever complained about
the CD format sounding ‘brittle’ and ‘hard’ should immediately rush out to
audition the Unico CD Primo, because its sound could never, ever, be
characterised by such descriptions. Play a CD and you’ll hear an all-enveloping
warmth to the sound, so that your loudspeakers will present you with what is, in
essence, a sonic banquet. One of the first discs I span up was the latest Kasey
Chambers album ‘Little Bird’ (I couldn’t say I am a fan, but she’s growing on
me and | do find her music interesting) and found that the CD Primo sound is so
rich that it even ‘warmed-up’ Casey’s rather thin-sounding voice (which is made
even thinner by being recorded fairly dry on this CD) and what it did to the
harmonies—overdubbed and otherwise—was just breathtaking. There are some
great acoustic guitar sounds on this album (Beautiful Mess is a perfect example)
and the Unico embellishes this as well. (This is a great CD by the way: even if
you’re not usually a Kasey fan I think you’ll find much to like on it.)

But how would the Unico CD Primo fare with more complex fare? Brilliantly, is
the answer. Julian Yu’s ‘Pictures at an Exhibition, Reflected and Refracted’
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with the Australian Pro Arte Chamber Orchestra has a wonderful palette of
orchestral colours combined with Move’s usual superb recording techniques and
I don’t think I’ve ever heard it sound better than I did when I played it on
Unison Research’s CD Primo. It wasn’t just the tone of the individual orchestral
instruments—in particular the lovely viola sound that is used to represent
Mussorgsky wandering through the exhibition of his dead friend’s paintings—
but the surprising music effects (and musical jokes!) the Yu uses throughout.
Again, if you think you have heard Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition, grab
a copy of this disc (Move MD3312) and discover a completely new work that is
endlessly fascinating and inventive—and if you’re not ‘into” classical music,
even more reason to buy, because it will open a window for you.

Dialling up something a little rockier, Little Red’s new ‘Midnight Remember’
CD showed the Unico Primo won’t ‘lose it” if you throw it some over-produced,
super-busy tracks with hard-hitting bass lines. However, musically the CD
shows that Little Red hasn’t really gone in any new direction, with nearly every
track causing me to think ‘haven’t I heard this before somewhere?’ But I
shouldn’t give LR too hard a time— that it seems to be a National sport these
days—and I did like the track Lazy Boy, so 1 out of 13 ain’t bad.

A disc I thought would sound absolutely wonderful when played on the Unico
CD Primo was yet another new Move disc titled ‘Mendelssohn Cello’ which has
Zoe Knighton (cello) and Amir Farid (piano) playing Mendelssohn’s Sonata for
Cello and Piano No 1 in B Flat Major (Op 45) and No 2 in D Major (Op 58) as
well as Songs without Words for Cello and Piano (Op 109). Again | was not
disappointed: indeed the opposite... completely entranced. So much so that once
this disc started, | remained transfixed in my seat, as still, silent and admiring as
if I’d been at the original premieres.
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CONCLUSION

As you have no doubt gathered, this is a quirky CD player with a real personality (and look) that’s all its own but hey, it’s
Italian, so think Alfa Romeo, Vespa, Ferrari, Ducati and... umm Peroni... and rejoice in the fact that this is a CD player
that will make your CDs sound better than they ever have before.

Short History

Unison Research isn’t a well-known brand in Australia, so a brief history is probably in order. The company is Italian,
and all its products are still made in Italy. The company was founded in 1987 by a small group of audiophiles, led by
Giovanni Maria Sacchetti, which dedicated itself to building esoteric valve ampli ers. The product that put Unison
Research on the radar of audiophiles around the world was the company’s second attempt at an integrated ampli er, the
Simply Two. This 12-watt per channel ampli er, which used a single-ended Class-A output stage, became a cult ampli er
in Japan and in total sold around 10,000 units worldwide before it was superseded. Its success not only put Unison
Research on the map, but also marked the beginning of a long series of projects based aaround single-ended Class-A
output stages. The company restructured in 1998, becoming part of an out t known as Advanced Research In Audio Ltd
(A.R.ILA.) though Sacchetti remained with the new company, as director of R&D, A.R.I.A. decided that Unison Research
products should include some solid-state designs, and to help achieve this, partnered with one of Italy’s most prestigious
universities, the University of Padua, on a project aimed at developing some hybrid (valve/solidstate) designs. The



project, which was headed by Professor Leopoldo Rossetto, resulted in several new models for Unison Research, the rst
of which was the SR1, which was followed by the Unico series of hybrid valve/MOSFET designs. G.B.

UNISON RESEARCH Unico CD Primo

BRAND: Unison Research
MODEL.: Unico CD Primo
CATEGORY: CD Player
RRP: $2,899

WARRANTY: Two Years
MY M: Radiance AudioVisual

Positive

USB Input
Digital Ouput
Large display

Negative

Drawer Logic
‘Push’ button
Black panel finish
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