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“This Sonus Faber/REL system eastly fits into the latter category— the
20 percent that’s veally great— with an awesome combination of great looks

and fantastic sound.” e
-D. Wilkinson

Home Theater



This
Sonus
Faber

speaker

system will

really let you
-,; bear the
| sound of
: Music.
E- by Darryl Wilkinson




he movie The Red

Violin opens with a
slow pan through a mid-1600s
violinmaker’s workshop. The
scene is noteworthy for its
detailed imagery and the
subtle interplay of
music and Foley
sound that helps
evoke the look
and feel of the

times. It also

sticks in my mind for the action that takes place
between the master, Nicolo Bussotti, and one of
his apprentices. As he inspects the apprentice’s
work, Bussotti at first seems to compliment the
younger man, saying of the near-finished violin,
“Exquisitely worked. You've created a
jewel, my boy. Perfect for a cour-
tesan or priest to pluck after
supper or
polish Sundays
after mass.”
But there's
more. “In

other

Cordarg Studios




A. The Wall is an
average-sized, wall-
mountable speaker
that's avallable in
black or whita.

BE. Among its many
features; the Grand
Piano comes with
spike adjusters that
allow you to taller
the speaker's rake
to suit your room.

C. The Salo's 1-inch
silk-dome tweeter is
mounted on top of
the speaker cabinet.
D. REL's powerful
@401E subwoofer is
a nice complement

to the Sonus Fabers.

HIGH-PERFORMANCE THEATER

Sonus Faber Grand Piano Speaker System

wards,” he tells him, “this violin
will never bear my name.” To
emphasize the point, Bussotl
smashes the delicate instrument
against a workbench. “Put your
anger into vour work, my boy.
Stay with me and learn.”

I'd like to see a little more anger
in the work of the people in the
consumer electronics industry.
I'm not suggesting that they start
smashing things (well, mayhe a
few things), but a little more emo-
tion of any kind would be welcome.
There are too many salespeaple
hawlking too many lifeless pieces
of gear in stores better suited for
cattle-herding than human inter-
action. These guys wouldn't know
an authentic emotion if it smacked
them upside the amygdala. |
know it’s a mass-produced, fast
paced warld in which cheap thrills
abound, Every now and then,
though, it's nice to find a well-
wrought product in the hands of a
thinking salesperson who under-
atands that music
(and even movies,
if Hollywood could
get out of the way)
can have a deep, pro-
found, and uplifting
effect on the human
pavche, Just good
enough shouldn't
be good enough.

Sonus Faber i3 a
company that gets
this concept. They

et the fact that music is more
than just something that can be
packaged and found on the shelf
of your local Stop "N Go. They
also understand the old axiom
that, if something is worth doing,
it’s worth doing right, From the
first look at each speaker in the
Sonus Faber system ['ve lived
with for the last few months, care
and crafismanship are evident.,
The main speakers, the Grand
Fianos, are finished with four
coats of beautiful black lacquer
that's so nicely polished [ was
almost afraid to touch it (I did
anyway.) Two small, brass fittings
near the top and two more near
the bottom of each side panel
cover the spols where the side
panelz were hand-tightened to the
cabinetl in a process that involves
both the ears and the hands., The
speaker’s angled front baffle, top,
and back are covered in soft, dull
(both in the sense of color and
nonrezonance), black leather that's
been hand-stretched and glued to
the cabinet. OK, so the leather is
a synthetic, better-than-leather
leather, but it's so much like the
real thing that the Nalian export
board that repulates such things
qualifies it as leather, Although
I'm no leather expert, it certainly

fooled me. In addition to saving a
cow’s hide, this high-grade syn-
thetic stuff is stronger, more flexi-
ble, and—in case your speaker is
exposed to the sun streaming in
through a nearby window—more
fade-resistant. A long. black grille
cloth covers the front of the
speaker; however, thanks to the

leather on the front haffle, the

Grand Piano looks great with or
without the grille—a good thing,
since it sounds a smidgen better
with the grille off,

The Grand Piano is a front
ported design that utilizes two
7-inch fiberglass cone woofers and
a l-inch silk-dome tweeter, [f stands
425 inches tall and
measures aboul
12.5 by 11 inches at
the base, which
includes [our large
thumbscrews that
admst the spkes
below, While you
might think that the
spike adjusters are
only there Lo level
the speaker on an
uneven floor, they




are more-critically useful for
acjusting the speaker's tilt back,
or rake. With these speakers, an
amazingly tiny amount of front-
to-back height adjustment can
make a significant difference in
the imaging of voices and individ-
ual instruments, (Consider how
small movements in the focus ring

E. The Sonus Faber
spaakers use gold-
plated binding posts.

of a pair of binoculars affect the
clarity of what you see.)

Except for the grille and the
exposed tweeter pod, the Solo
center channel is entirely covered
in the same leather that covers the
Grand FPiano. The leather’s soft,
nonreflective finish gives the Solo

Sonus Faber Grand Piano Speaker System
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HT Lebs Measures: Sonus Faber Grand Plano Spaaker System

This graph shows the quasi-anachoic (employing cose-miking of all woalers] fre-
quency respange af the Grand Piana LA (purple race), REL C401E subwacher
|béue trace], Solo center channel (grean frace), and Wall surmund (red race). All
passive lowdspeakers wara measurad &t & distance of 1 metar with 8 2.85-volt
input and scaled for display puposes,

On-ams response of the Grand Plano measures +3,200-3.49 decibels from
200 hertz to 10 kiohertz. The -3dB poind i &2 55 Hz, and tha 548 point is & 47 Hz.
Impedanca raachas a minimum of 3.14 ohms at 7.8 ¥4z and a phase angle of
~35.99 degrees at B4 Hz. Sensitivity averages 30 dB Irom 500 Hz Io 2 kHz

Or-axs response of tha Soko measures +0020-2.08 dB from 200 Hz 1o 10 kHz.
Airy e o fxal and (+-15 degree) horzontal responses mesires +.41-3.08 o2
from 200 Hz bo 10 kHz, Tha 308 peirt is && 71 Ha, and the —6d8 point Is a1 62 Hz.
Impedance raaches a minimum of 3.17 ohms at 4.3 kHz and & phaze angle of
~35.24 degrees &1 2.9 kHz. Seesitivity aversges 87.5 o3 from 500 Mzt 2 kHz.

On-axs response of tha Wal measures «1 4-2.37 0B from 200 Hz o 10 kHz.
The —3dB point is &1 74 Hz, and the —6d8 point is at 63 Hz. Impedance reachas a
menimum of 4.04 ahms at 4.9 kHz and a phasa angle of —61.22 dagreas al 111 H
Sensilivity avarages 7.5 d8 frem 500 Hz to 2 kHz

Cloze-mixed responza of the G401E, normabzed b the average level Irom 40 o
80 Hz, indicates thal the lowar <3dB paint is al 34 Hz and the -6dB point s at 23 Hz
The upper 308 point & a1 77 Hz using the LFE inpul. Atler rudging through the
muddied documentation (which bears Bzle logical cornection 1o the labels on the
back panel), i was possible 1o achieva greatar low-bass exiension at the expanse of
upper-bass extension. Az he manual suggests, youTll naed fo axpariment 1o find
what setlings work best for your syshem, —A

a neutral look that should allow
you Lo place il above a big screen
or in a cabinet without it scream-
ing, “Hey vou, look here! I'm a
center channel!™ A V-inch woofer
sils snugly between two ports on
the angled front baffle. A 1-inch
sill-dome tweeter, mounted directly
abowve the woofer in its own cone-
shaped chamber, tops the cabinet.
Like the Solo,
the Wall surround
speaker is fullv
covered in black
leather (white is
also available). The
same l-inch silk-dome tweeter that
the Grand Piano uses joins a single
5.25%inch woofer in a ported cabi-
net. As its name sugrests, the Wall
is designed to be wall-mounted,
and the included mounting hard-
ware lets you pivot the speaker
approximately 15 degrees left or
right. Average in size for a sur-
round speaker, the Wall measures
B.75 inches wide, 6 inches deep,
and 13.5 inches tall. The front baifle
is angled, and, even on my listen-
ing room's white walls, the black
leather works well aesthetically,
Sumiko, Sonus Faber’s 1.5,
and Canadian distributor, sent
along an REL Q401E subwoofer Lo
complete the system. [t's a very
solid, nondescript, black hox that
ig 15.5 inches wide, 16.25 inches
tall, and 16 inches deep (about
20 inches deep with cables), The
CQA01E uses a 12-inch, front-firing
driver and an internal 400-watt amp
with a low-pass crossover that's
continually variable from 25 1o
100 hertz. It's not covered in the
fabulous Sonus Faber leather but
has a slightly rough black finish.
As [ implied earlier, one of the
many reasons that [ like The Red
Fiolin is because music is such

at integral part of the movie, [t's
no surprise, then, that one of the
biggest reasons why [ find the
Sonus Fabers to be so impressive
is because they do so darn well
with music. The red violin of the
title is the movie's main characler,
and the music heard throughout
serves as its voice, Lesser speak-
ers could easily
imjpair the violin's
delicate “words™—
and the multiple
stories that it
weaves together—
but this system absolutely soars
with the violin as it sings, cries,
and dances through the movie.
Some speakers have a tough time
with violins, giving them a harsh,
japged quality that's like taking a
serrated plastic knife to vour
eardrums, The Grand Pianos and
the Solo, on the other hand, are
smooth and fluid. None of the
cabinets’ harmonics are lost, and
individual sounds—such as the
bharon running a finger (with its
grotesquely long fingernail) down
the strings—are dead-on.

When there’s no video to ocoupy
your attention, these speakers are
even more powerful. A beautiful
mulichanne] DVD-Audio record-
ing, Bucky Pizzarelli's Swing Live
sets out to capiure the experience
of sitting through a live perfor-
mance in a Manhattan jazz club.
With a disc like this—where the
rear channels reproduce the club’s
ambient sounds rather than the
artificial placement of instruments
or vocals—it"s crucial o use speak-
ers that speak the same sonic
language. The Walls, fine small
speakers in their own right, are the
perfect complement to the Grand



Pianos, The spectacular re-<creation
of that performance—with the hand
clearly defined on stage, the music
seamlessly sweeping from front
to back, and the gentle mixing in
reverse of the clinking glasses and
whispering audience—was awe-
inspiring to say the least.

Jazz and classical aren’t the only
musical genres that this system
dies well. A friend of mine recently
dragged me to a tiny hole-in-the-
wiall bar to hear “the hottest band
vou've never heard of.” He was
right. I'd never heard of the Hadden
Sayers Band, and they are one of
the hotlest bands around. They
primarily play classic Texas rock
{electric lead and bass guitars, plus
drmms), and one of their discs,
Swingin' from the Fabulous Satellite,
was recorded live in a slightly
larger (but equally run-down, I'm
sure) venue than the one [ heard
them in. Hadden Savers has a dis-
tinctive low, back-of-the-throat
singing voice that's reminiscent of
Stevie Ray Vaughan, The Grand
Pianos nailed his voice, along with
most of the hall’s grit and grime—
just as I remembered hearing it live.

So the Sonus Fabers do a
bang-up job musically, but can they
measure up with more-lowbrow
Hollywood fare? As much as | dis-
like Pear! Harbor (cheap sentimen-
tality isn’t my thing—I prefer the
expensive variety), it's got some
great bombing and other surround
effects. When [ felt a gust of air
against my face as | watched one
particilar explosion, | thought that
the central heater had coinciden-
tally kicked on. When [ replayed
the scene a little later, however, |
felt the same gust of air. [ did a
little checking and discovered that

the air was coming from the ports
on the front of the Grand Pianos
sitting about 9 feet in front of me.
Mow, | know that speakers blowing
vour hair back is a cheap image
that doesn’t fit with the way I've
described these speakers so far,
but damn it was cool.

Aside from just moving air,
the Grand Piano has very musical
bass response, (Back to thai music
thing again?) This musicality is
owed to the specially designed
tweeter, which has an extended
lower range. The Grand Plano fea-
tures a whopping 4mm surround
that holds the Linch silk-dome
tweeter in place and optimizes the
hass drivers for quickness and
clarity. (Actually. in the Grand
Piano, the middle bass driver is
crossed over as a traditional mid-
bass, while the lower driver kicks
in at a much lower point for low-
bass reinforcement.) This design’s
smoothness (and the associated
t-decibel-per-octave crossover)
was obvious with Hadden Savers'
voice, which straddled the tweeter
and midbass driver but sounded
perfectly natural. That's one of the
reasons for the cone-shaped cham-
ber around the Solo's tweeter: to
help extend its range downward.

Az good as they are, even the
Grand Fianos benefit from a good
subwoofer. You can set the REL
Q401Es crossover as low as 25 Hz,
g0 it fleshes out the bass below
the Grand Plano's range. When I
dialed-in the Q401E with the
(zrand Fianos and the rest of the

system, it became a thoroughly
integral, totally natural part of the
system. Instead of mentioning
how well the sub augmented the
system with music, I'l tell you
how it performed with The Fast
and e Furions, The only reason
to watch this movie is to enjoy the
rurnbile of super-charged engines,
and the Q401E corralled all of that
horsepower and unleashed it in
my listening room. The windows
and the pictures on my walls may
never be the same again,

It's been said that 80 percent
of everything is crap. | won't go
that far with home theater gear.
There's a lot of decent stuff cut
there, There is, however, a pretty

$3,250/pair
Solo Centar-Channef Speaker 5850
Wall Surround Speaker $995/pair
REL Q401E Subwoofer £2,196
Sonus Faber / Sumikg

(510} 843-4500

www sonusfaber. com

wWwW._sumikoaudio.com
Dealer Lacator Code SNF

Grand Fiamo Tower Speaker

small percentage—much less
than 20 percent—that's really
great. This Sonus Faber/REL
system easily fits into the latter
category with an awesome com-
bination of great looks and fan-
tastic sound. The combo ain't
cheap, but it's well worth buying
a used car and spending the sav-
ings on this svstem. I take your
p=yche more places than a new
gas-guzzling SUV will, ¥
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