the albsc IuT? sound’s

hig

REPRODUCING THE R

Great GAT
conrad johnson'’s
u.ug_;\,h 0 precmp

Everything to XS
Naim's latest
NAIT cmp

WATT's New?
Wilson Audio’s
asha loudspeaker
exclusive first testl

ASTER
GLASS

S O Clear winner

ISSN LYk5-5950

L

672

T4



EQUIPMENT REVIEW

The Crystal Cable
Arabesque Loudspeaker

by Ray Giregory, Pholography by Stmen Marsh

lass speakars are not new, aNa Many previous

designs have olaced emphasis on assthetics

over sound gugliy. As you can see inside a

transparent cabinet, the use of inlernal acoustic

damping largely defeats the object. It's nol
mpossible 1o buid good sounding sposkers wilhout intemal
wadding — but it makes the job much harder. Gonsequenty,
glass speakers got pigeonhaled as 'lifsstyle’ oreducts,

That started 1o change with the amhal of Watarfal
loudspeakers from France. With striking, clear cabinets and
reat intermal construction thess sounded way oetter than
anybody expactad, proving that glass mighl wall have its uses
in loudspeaker construction, But f Waterall put the mialoris
back an lhe map, Crystal Cable's dramatic debut Arabescue
loucspeaker is titing directly for a place at the audicphile top-
bla, With a price-tag of 045K, this needs 1o do a lot more than
simply look pretty; glass needs 1o become an essential part of
the design and conzstruction, not just an assthelic gimmick,

Having said that, just standing in frent ot this speaker it
is hard nol o be imprassac by its materal content and clesn,
flawless execution. It's weight wil impress too; despite its
insubstantial appearsnce, he Arabesue weighs 103kg.

Almaost mors so than any olher product, this iz ong where
the input from your eyves is in danger ot overriding the evidonce
of your ears. After all, it can't be saricus — can it? Well, like |
zaid, the price alone adds up fo 40,000 reasons why it bellor
nad be. Then there are the slectrical spocs; 3508 asnsifivity and
a -53dB point of 27H: rom what is, in volume terms, a oratly
small cabinet.

Built fram carefuly cul and mitred shests of *9mm plats
dlass, the intricate shape of the enclosure i Tar rom an accident.
Cach panel enjoys a differsnt width so that na two slements
suppert the same resonant benaviour, Sul Lhe really clevear
part of the structural design derves from the use of advanced
Comsanl FEA software o model both the mechanizal behaviolr
of the cabinet and the gas dynamics of the enclosed volume,
Emploved by the likes of NASA for product development, it
allows a designer to work wilh incradlibly complex shapes in
real Time, alowing the shape tself to become a crilical factor
ir the resonant behavicur of the gystem — and resuking in the
Arabesque's complicatad but precisely caloulated, laparad
toctprint. Shaped rather ke & Comma, the curved tail section
is left cpon Lo vent the infernal valume. Refarred to as a friction
port due o ts tapsred form and nerow mooth, the precise
dimensions of the neck alow equally precise control of the

ar mass, This, combined with Comscls
ceep insights into the cabinet’s mechanical
behavicur alows the speaker to wirlually
dispense  with internal  damping  without
compromiging  performances,  arguably
actually realizing the polential of glass a2 a
structural maleria for the first ime,

Ir theory of course. you could tase
things further, with cifferent thickness pancls
and mitrad  construction, the joinfs would
introduce sleps into the intermal or sxlarnal
faces, a5 wel as ruining the appearance.
Likewise, paralls lop and battom canels (tha
only parallel sutaces inthe cabinet) are pretty
much mandatory, As it is, evan using 18mm
alass troughout, each pair of cabinets Take
nearly a month to complats,

Bul il lakes more than a great cabiret to
make a grear spasker. The Somsacl software
alows prociee tuning ot the speaker's vent, its
mauth baing partially closed by a slotted 218
grade, stainless steel plate. This is damood
to prevent it resonating, whie the only other
interral damping s an uncbtrusive, domed
cushion in the kase of the cabinet 1o help
control the verdical standing wave,

For once the drivars, that normally
get all the attontion in & loudspeaker, aro
in dangsr of being overshadowed by the
striking, clear cabinet, but again it would ba
wrong (o cverlock them. The high-Trequency
driver employed is & specialy modifisd
varsion (employing an amorphous magnet
and silver/gold alloy wiring) of the highly
rezpocled RAAL ribbon twester from Sarbia,
with an aluminium diaghragm that's claimed
to ba lighler than the air it drives up o an
upper limit of around 100kHz, To match its
polar disparsion, the Arabesgue uses throo
of the latest Scan Speak [lluminator oass!



mic drivers, specially modified and arranged
n & verlical line, These employ a double skin
paper cong with offset lobular reinforcements
- the retro vorsion of composite, if you like.
These are driven by & powerful motor wnose
necdymium meagnets and contoured housing
ensure a small reflecting area in the face of tho
driver's rear wava, current hot topic amongst
cone speaker designers. The bensfit s
extendec to the minimal but carefuly profiled
legs of the driver baskal, whose elagant
curves also serve to minimize reflections as

wall as offering a pleasing assthetic touch to the drivers' exposed backsides.
The drivers are mated through a second-order passive crossover, although
unusually, the twestsr is kept in phase with the bass/mid drivers tor & phase
coherent output.

Thae ribben extends down to a low crossover point of 2kHz, again echoing
an increasingly common current trend amaongst high-end speaker designs.
The crossover itself is housed in a separate, milled out olock of aircraft grade
aluminium spaced from the bottom of the cabinel proper. Components are
suppliad by Tritec (ar-cored inductors) and Mundaort ifol in oil capacitors, but
employing Sittech/Crystal’s proprietary sivar/gold alloy as a conductorn) and
herd wired with Crystal’s top ot the line Dreamling speaker cable, which also
extends up to the drivers.
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The Arabesques come with
a concise but extremely
useful manual that
tncludes excellent advice
when it comes to

speaker postiioning.
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SET UP AND SYSTEM

The: Arabesque’s miror imaged ord asyrmmetrical cobinets mear that
they oo e oositioned with tha toils' poinfing in7a the scundstcge

or aut. Which vou opt for depencs o the size of yvour room and the
width etween the speakers, with the argumeant for pointing she tails

in slrenglhening the cleser the sosakers get fo the corners. Despite

my lorge lstening room, | fricd the cabincts confgured aoth ways. but
cuickly opfaed for the adoed sense ol widlh ond spoce allorded oy the
cutwand pointing attirude. Intticlly, tails in gave o greater sense of deplh
to the soundstoge but this scon emerged os a properiional change, with
irmages started o clump tegethar on a namower fronfage. robking the
rmiwsic af i's bounce and freecom.

Ot coursa, this only gpplies to the compaative luxury of o wider oom
and in o mors consricled envircnmenl The benelits of cledner mone
linear bass might easily outweigh or cven roverss ths perception, It
alko fages no cocount ol The 3oss Cul swilch, which again was cleady
incipropriate in o large: lisfening envirorment, RAAL suooly sefs of
magreficaly fixed foam wedgss thet con be used fo toiler the tweeter
response i listening in the necr-field, and theirinclusion reflecrs the langtng
that Cryslol nave gene 1o, le create a spedker whicn wil work in o range
of different rocmes, cgein helped by the sophisticated Comse: modeling
softeecrs, Reluctart to oot naearly a guarker of mehic lonne of plale ghoss
Jp the stairs to my older ond somewhat smaller reom, 'min ne pesition fo
commeart cn the efectivenass of these theps. Whal | can say is that tha
spedkers certdinly work as adveited in larger spoces.

Once you've positionsd the speakers you'll nesd to level them,
awserticl ©you want noturdl acoustic proporfiors from the longish lines
acncrating the sound, Each cabinet s sunported on ssven adjusloble
disz feet, 2och one moolded rom engiresning polvmer and designed
to helo spread the considerable lcod of the spocker ovenly ocross the
supporting surfoce. The smoll degres of fexibility inhersnt in the material
is cilso designed to ensure close couplirg with less than even surfoces.
Tryirner Lo adjus] sever Teel s far from eosy - so don't bother Wind three
dorwen to support and then lewel the cabinet, then wind the others cown
to snare the lood.

Altnough | ed the speakers with vardous amplifier and caoic
cambinotions, the vast majority of my listening invo vad the Cornoisseur
phcne cnd line stoges, feeding the latest Berning Quadroturs 7
meroblos amps fhrowch a rangs of suitoble cobles ncluding Crestel
Dreamiling, Sources were the ARC Reterence CDE cnd Wadia 781 CD
ployers, alorg with the Grand Prix Audio Monaco/Tiplenar lurmilable,
carmying thea Lyra Titan, the Y21 THNT/ MW ond the Kozro Stabol XL44POINT,
Al played their part as | exalored the limits of the speakers' musical
performance. | didn't try alternafive spikes or feet under the Archesgue,
largely becouse of the procticalimplicctions of frving to hoist them off of
he graund, althaeugh in Stuations where o redily uneven flocor challengss
thair stability or level tis would be cn option,

Cne indl poinl: the Arabesgues come wilh a concise but exiramely
usztu monual that includes cxcel ent adyvice whon it comes to socoker
paositicning. It may nat offer on 'nch perfect soluten but It cefinttely offers
o great starting point, For once, don't forget to RTRM!
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Revewing  oroducts s al about
performarce —  and  balancing  that
performance agains. cosl, As | stzted at the
cLfsst, given the price of the Arabesgue ard
their high profile comoalilion, Lhey're clearly
qoirg to nave to bring more than just a prelly
face to the parly, Trying Lo share space with
astaklished haawy hitters like Wilson Audic
and Avalon, o even Acwoomars ke Magico
and Y3, takes some fromt. Wil the Crestals,
with darmure,  damesticaly  fiandy
appesranca anc moadest driver complement
compete when il comes 1o sounc quality?

This s uwn wal Grysta, sharng the
fluid, expressive, undorstaled cualilies that
maks the Compary's cebles so unusaal
ard impressive. The Arabesdgue is that rare
product that lzts the mus'c do its talking for
it, 2 capabilty that's nlimatch connacted 1o
the lack of contrbution from its cabinst,

Wher wee raler 1o "heanrg [he box” of a
lzudspeaker. the statement is literal; you are
actuzlhy hearing additicnal or altersd oulpul
ag & result of the box. Some of that acoustic
output will Be as a result of the cabinet
panels vibraling at their rescnant frequencies,
directly into the room, snergisod by the drver
baskes and the pack wave that the cabinst
iz desigred to ebsorb. More worreing i
energy that is abscrbed by the cabinst
and tnen released back into the drvers,
becorming an addition to the signal itself. But
the energy that fravsls from the back wavs,
through the catiingt and back into the driva
units is especially destructive, because of
the additional time delay involved and the
fact that it's klending airecthy with the driver's
acoustic output, surring detal and tonal Ty,
ataring the distribution of 2nergy within bota
the time and eguency domaing, In other
words — screwing up the harmenic charactser
of nstruments bul mors imporantly, the

their

The result is integration
that puts the Arabesques
in the very top flight...
The result is a sound
that is both impressively
involving and singular.

iU VY The Crystal Cable Arabesque Loudspeaker

musical timing. Why is this more mporlact than tonal aberration 7 Secause the
car is remarkably adaptabls when it comes to harnon o character - after all,
we recognize a viclin whother it's playng ir a concert Fall, our front rocm or
the belhroom, despie its very different sound, But we can'l correat is errors or
inadequacies in tming, which iz wiy Lhey are so critical.

If wou wanl I hear just how successfully Crystal have contralled the
mechanical benaviour of the Arebescuc's cabinet then iust listen to tre taughl.
uncluttered clarity of the speasers bottom end. Play This One's For Blantor and
| sten o the snape and taxturs thass soeakers deliver an Ray Brown's plucked
bBass notes, the sense of catch anc releass. Bul lislen lco, to the spacing, the
precise placemsnt of the notos and the way they play off of Elington's planc
lines, uncerpinring he melodiss, echoing them and stooping forward to fill the
gaps that the Duke leaves in the musical fabric. With only two ingtruments,
thara's nowhere 10 Ride and consequartly, many, meny systems reduce this
10 a meandering shapsless mass, wilh rounded bass and no rea musical
rolationship between the twe players. The Cresials provide clean, articulats
bass lines, with an attack and vitaly thal gels paractly with the porcussive
piana lines, tha intricate bass meladies fand their dermanding Tngeing) clesr to
hear, bringing the musiz an almest addictive grocve as you marel at Brown's
dexterity and the emolional range tThe musicians are crawing lrom such sparse
material. The anhy othar speakar at anylhing ke this price that 've heard come
close on ths album g Ihe Mardinl ogan 00 — and that's ne coincidencel

But speakers are al about balarce, and a ot of that bass qualiy alkso
comes from the traols, where the clear, extandsd top-end s deswoid of ringing
or glare. Elington hammers those rght hand keys and in many cases they can
sound brittle and glassy as reols unils struggle to handle the transient anergy,
bul triey're crisp and clean or the arabesque, smphatic witholn being strickent,
pointsd without bang edgy. The RASL ribbon clearly ves up 1o A8 stelar
ropdtation, matching the unsxaggerated excellence of 1e better diamond and
Beryllium tweetars that mark the stale of the hign-fracuency art.

So, with ooth fragquensy extrames secursly and impressively in place,
what about tying themn together, Lest we forget, thiz is a hyorid speaker, wilh
all the potenlial issuss that enfails whan it comss to integrating Lhe drivers.
Fotunately, Crystal bave taken those issucs seriousty and the resalt is
integration thal puts the Aranesques in the very top flight, Add to that the
super ‘ast and well behaved, laminaled and reinforced paper cones of the
bass drivers and the shallow second-order, in-phase crosscver dasign and
yolve got good Impulse response to go with the even dispersion. After that,
tha use of idenlical cables to al the drivers, extending to the alloy emplayed
within tne crossover caps, becomes a fairly tick layer of icing on tap. The
result is a sound Lhal is bolh impressivaty imeahing and singular

Cre [extremely) experisnced listensr fall thal he Crystals remindec nim
of the Apogoos - and he is definitely in a position to know. | can soe what he
was getting at. I've aready cited the lack of boxy alfacls, but with their broad,
wide-cpen soundstage, suncrn dafinition of haight and super slabo image
qualiy, the Arabesques certanly present in tho same way as the Apogees.
OF courss, that's partly down o the ribbon diver anc the vse of lire arrays,
bl it also suggests just how efficiantly the rear slol pot evacuates enargy

from the shaped, glass cacinel. Siend benind the speaker and put yvour hand

e 24 s o



T T TR AT R T T T
Niteyr PPN Rl Y

B agzinst the port cpenings and you'll suddenly dnd it less than surprising that

Lhis speaker drves the room in a manner akin To many dipoles. Which may or
may rot be a good thing, depending on your point of view. ..

One performance rgil thal is definidely cipole-esgue is the nafure of the
images themselves. VWhile the Aranesque trows a wonderdully transparanl
acoughic space, with plenty of that spece svident hetween and around
inzividual images, thass images themsekes ars oositvely vournineus, wilh
a real serso of hres-dimensionality. The fact that the speaker cossn't plumb
the depths when it comes to low-freguency extensior roos the acousic
space of the firmesl bourdaries and the images themsealves of a little solidity
or body, out that's only when compared! to [much) larger spea<er systoms,
kaore imporantly, these mages are refreshingly life sized, which may come as
a shock and certainly a contrast to those more accusiomsad to the pinpoinl
orecision and point-saurce iMmaging of the udra-defintion scheol ot spea<er
desigr. Which is correct is a rmuch bigger and more arcans issus than 've
aspacs for here; ' meraly pointing oul he eflocl 8o hat listeners can ook out
far it and reach their camn conclusions.

The Arabesgue ellows e music 1o breathe — even maora 5¢ when used
n conjunction with the matching Creamling cables. The rhythmic fluidity and
axprossive musical iming of the Crystal apeakar, products of its low frequency
agility and lack of averhang, allow music to =et its own pace, the musiciars
deciding the tampo rather than the way 112 cakinet handles low-frequency
anergy. Changes in pace, rhythmic hesitations as a player halds a note or
sUstains ona are key contributors o the homan qualily inoa performance, 15
expressive and emaotional impact. Just listering to a familiar track like 'Hard
Headsd Woman™ it's remnarkabie how vivid gnd viteranl Lhe presantalion s on
the Crystal speakers. From the openng, heswvly reverbed voca to the way
the attack on the strummed guitar aceonts and shaoes 1ne songs progress
and lina, Tne voeal is stable and full of the subtle inflactions that betray jLst
how hard the singer is working his instrument. The wide dynamic range of
lhe recording plays to the track's sucdder contrasts, giving 1 real impact and
drama, whils the detal and immediaey alow natural decay to ovrmbels and
a host of thy incidental sounds to emergs. Irdesd, the air and space that
these spsakers reveal in reccrdngs is another highlight, adding to ths sense
of musical freaedom and naturaness on hoth acoustic recorgings and even the
maost heavily of Protooled mixes.

That lively, respongve midranga and the way [ joing so scamlessly with
the frequency extremes sets the Arabesoue apart. It's pristine in its delivary
and Il of purpose, making itz musical oonls with a direciness hat's both
impressive and effective. But that deft toucn and lack of soth bespeaks an
absonce of padding n the netagr regions which whilst 'm glad to ba nd of,
cthers might not agree. Afier all, we are used to having that extra weight there,
adding ballsl and the imprassion af low roquency power, 10 comparison, the
Argbesque might be tound lightweight, in the same way that some listenars
ciescribe the Svalons, But just like thosa lacelled soockers, lesling e low
frequencies clearly demanstrates that the notes are there wher they should be
—and 1ot when they shouldn't, The Blanton is a casa in point, with na loss of
weight or body as the meladic lines dip down. Orchestral bass is fulzsome, with
Eoth we ght ard texturs, but there's no ascaping the fact that if you are uzed 1o
hearing the Gladiator soundt-ack via a coupe of 12" drivers wih a singalong
cakinet then the Arabescus will come up short, 1wl pley o = sno il do
it cleanly T the amp iz up to the o = but if you want 1o olow oot the windows
chen there are other speakers that will do g better]?) ok at far lower prices,
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It's sazy to get this speaker wrong. U's
Icoks remarkabls and it sounds remarkatle,
but it's realy all about music — whatewver that
music 2. 5o the sardonic bumour of lan
Dury s served as well as the bombast of
Beathowsn's 3rd Symphony, the fagile angst
of Janis lan 28 wall az the =naring defiance
af The Clash. All have passad through the
Arabesgue without fear or tavour, stress or
strain. But what is mosl rermarkatla is that a
company with no speaker ouilding expererce
can creats a des gn as accomgplizhed as this
frorn such a challenging material.

Parhaps 1he angwor o their success
izs in embracing that materal ard truly
incorporatng it into the design as a whole,
For make no mista<e, the concesption and
execution of this speaker are just as holistic
as lhe sound it produces. With so many
marufacturers making progressivey more
and more exaggerated claims for their
oroaucts, it's refreshing o masl a speakar
that ots the music do the talking. ==

TECHNICAL
SPECIFICATIONS

Ty Taweo weoty nvloricd loudspeaker
Drver Complemenlix 140mm BAsL
rbbon weeter

3w 180mm Scan Speck lorminaror
laminared paper coned bass/mid
Brondwiclth: 27Hz - 100kHz =3dB
Sensitiving: 95dB

Impedances: 4 Chm naminal, 2.8 Chm
e

Crossover Point: 2kHz

Feok Culpus 11548

Weight: 103kg/2271ks ea.

Dirmmensions MWxH2D): 420mm (193] x

1305 (55.7") = 570mm (224")
Price: £45.000 por pair
rianutacturer Crysial Cable BY
LRL: www crvstelooble.com

Tl +31 26 353 7045

LK Districution: Absolute Sounds Lid
lzl; +44 [(0)208 971 3909 -
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