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Focal Maestro Utopia W loudspeaker

onsidering that the crates they're shipped in are each as large as a Man-

hattan studio nmm&cy’ﬁnumpmn listening room,

Focal's Musl:m :Etu 111 q:cakm weren't as overpowering
as I'd anticipated. The elegant dark-gloss front baffles, the gloss-gray
side panels, ;md the fact rhat the speaker’s three subenclosures are
vertically arrayed so that the top, midrange section is angled down,
significantly reduced their apparent size.
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Sélectionné

But 'm getting ahead of myself. Fol-
lowing a series of minimonitor reviews
in 2009, T had dedided to live for a while
with foorstanders aimed ar the state of
the art. Mot that 'm unappreciative of
what s;;uﬂ madu:w for a
relatively m price, my experience
with the Revel Ultma Salon2
aﬂﬂﬂﬂf”pﬂiﬁ see wwwistereophile.com/

oorloudspeakers/608revel) had whetted
mﬁmappcm: for what could be achieved

; mﬁfﬂgﬂﬂ wasn't qmr:
ceme counting pennies for
The first model I auditioned was m
Acoustics’ zorw.(saz. , which
I enthusiasti Erﬂm-:m-
ulr O WWW,

ber 2009

com/floorlou m..-’uml_:mumm
_20c_v2_loudspeaker), The Aerials were
replaced by the subject of this review, the
Maestro Utopias ($49,995/pair), from
French man Focal-and

God willin’ and the creek don't rise, will be
replaced in turn by a pair of horn-loaded
Acapella Violoncello ITs ﬁnm Germany
($80,500/pai).

MEASUREMENTS

FOCAL MAESTRO UTOPIA 111

Focal Maestro Uinph m
Although a speaker, at a hair under
5 t:llm:ddeESElhs. the Maestro
is actually the maodel from the top
of Focalt Utopia I11 line. Pride of place
ﬁ‘m the awe-inspiring four-way, five-
r, five-enclosure, 80"-wll, 573-b

Grande Utopia I1T EM {smnmfpwj
which powers its 16" wooler with a
field-coil-energized el t. The
smaller, three-way, four-enclosure Stella
Utopia 11T EM also uses an clectromag-
netic woofer; by contrast, the Maestro
Llh:npml'mmuunwnumul.
magnet-cne woofers, h car.:h
is differently loaded, to result in a “three-
and-a-half-way” desi

Like all the mode u:th:U ia 111
line, the Maestros hi ucm:s are
handled by a 11" ETnm% inverted-
dome tweeter, its diaphragm formed
from mnﬁnl'lhunkmmto&'m an
almost ideal combination of low mass—its
density is 40% that of titanium—and very
high stiffness, allmng a tweeter made
from it to operate in pure pistonic mode

The “accordion pleats® aim the subenclasures
at the listener,

HIIII-III 1l J
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to a frequency well above the audioband.
Hmver;ltlsdlﬂiculcmmrk,mddu
duse is ! how Focal forms this
NG DWecter
ntutﬂmmumuunlyhaIF
story. The Utopia 111 tweeter features
Foml'sluﬁmttﬂmci.oadmﬁwlﬁﬂ
technology, whereby the rear of i
DELI:( open and loaded by a tuned
an*Thusallmwdudmm—umt‘sm
u:m:&aquclm to be reduced to 580Hz,

Both the Maestro’s 65" midrange
unit and its two 11" woofers have cones
made from a material Focal calls W. This
is a sandwich of aireraft-grade foam and
El:lzlibcmhc latter impregnated with a

g The result, Focal claims,
is a cone llgh::lnlg very stiff,
but with a hi of se
bt o i
excellent pistonic behavior within their

Iﬂmﬂwhtﬂhnhhmdmhlmh&a
plmpml'.m-umrl:fr. muania] does inclade
A section on how and vemurn the speaker if the
Tweeter i iy way,

FOCAL MAESTROD UTOPIA 11N

passbands, and because Focal makes its

own drive-units, it can tailor the physical

E:?)cmcsufcach'w'mrleﬁnmm
u

se as a midrange unit, woofer, or

a laser
to cut each cone to the
The woofers have hefty E
surrounds and l:.rgu-thmmr, inverted,
black ﬂustc:aps; the midrange unit

a combination of the twn.

40mm-diameter coil. The lower woofer
also uses a “double-ferrite” magnet. The
mu:sI::ﬁn drive-unit has a circular arcay

ts rather than a single
Ia:gcm:.Fcnl:aﬂsdmum}rdeum
Flower, from its resemblance o the
petals of a flower, and claims it reduces
umﬂmnmuesmﬂ}em:pcm:dnvcﬂnd

mlmm.\mﬂux

BOTH THE MAESTRO’S 6.5" MIDRANGE UNIT AND

ITS TWO 11" WOOFERS HAVE CONES MADE FROM A
MATERIAL FOCAL CALLS W. THISISA SANDWICH OF
AIRCRAFT-GRADE FOAM AND GLASS FIBER.

doesn't have a dustcap, but its magnet

le-piece is capped with an inverted
gl.:dimnldmg r:scmbhug the profile of
the tweeter. the two woofers
look identical, but the lower one uses
a 50mm voice-coil, the upper one a

T

il

|fll| S RATI .

-

L]
Froquancy in Mz

0000

As you can see from the photographs,
the Maestro Utopia’s enclosure is com-
plex, comp three subenclosures
joined by angin’:? inserts, This gives the
g;?ﬂﬂ w]'u:n ﬂmﬂ E'D.n‘l d'l.l! Eld.f a
semblance toan accoedion; While
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the central tweeter cabinet fires straight
ahead, the accordion pleats aim the top,
mi enclosure down toward the
listener. The baffle of the subenclosure
housing the two woofers is tilted back a
little to complement the mi en-
closure’s downward dlt. The massively
constructed woofer enclosure is buile up
of sheets of MDF toE" thick; viewed
from above, the
subenclosures curve and

toward thcmargt:l?eﬂm d aker. o

plinth raises this
extends behind

measurements, confinuved

FOCAL MAESTRO UTOPIA 11N

mn?dtunglcdpmnfbuﬁlgpnmmd

on the underside of the plinth muake it rel-
atively easy to move the big Focal around;
inserts elsewhere in the plinth allow four
heavy-duty spikes to be fitted once the
optimal positions have been found in the
TOMYL

The lower woofer hands over to the
upper at 90Hz, which in turn hands
over to the midrange unit ar 220Hz.
The midrange/tweeter crossover is at
2.2kHz, but no details are provided for

the erossover topology, other than that it
uses what Focal terms Optimum Phase
Crossover Plus (OPC+). This includes

the three sets of jumpers mentioned
above, one each for the subbass, mid-
ﬂngc.andmcct:n]iaducm&'ﬂsthme
choices of position, labeled “1,” “2,” and
‘S“Ml]luwd:r:spmker'sblhrﬂ to be
d for spl:ﬂﬁc FOOMm ACOUSKCS,

middle “2" jumper positions are

for nominal flat s “1” reduces
the low bass by ldﬁmdth:utblcby

L.5dB; “3" increases the bass by 1dB and
the treble by 1.5dB.

Maestro: the music, please
Setup was relatively

such a bulky, heavy ﬂmnl-amthc
casters and the fct thar the i
designed crates include their own loadin

ramps. Ian McArthur of Focal's
mﬁ.hcfpcdmc maneuver the Maestro

topia ITs into my TOMT.
aCDufmmrcmd& mm
ﬂl;Mlcﬁrﬂ'u:rmmwdﬁm
m:hnrsnaunmcﬁ-mmmnmilﬂzm-
mmﬂﬂwmm] lnl::fvﬁ“ms what

t was representative speaker.
He then fine-tuned the jumpers. Having
set up many in this room, T was

surpnsed by tolerant of setup the
Maestro Utopia was. With some hi

mﬂmrhmdmmg?oh}r d
n supe soun
involve very small changes in position

By contrast, even when we

first placed the speakers where we

T
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FOCAL MAESTRO UTOPIA 11

merely thought they might work best, the  Electra 1007 Be bookshelf speaker, which
Macstros sounded excellent. The fine-  Ireviewed in June 2006 (see wwwistereo-
ing was just that: fine mning, phile.com/standloudspeakers/606focal),

tuning
A arcular, black grille is supplied for 1 expected a lengthy break-in period, but
each driver; the one for the ﬂm is  the Maestro's balance changed very lirtle

magnetically attached. MacAxthur felt  after the first day's use, 1 had found the

WHEREAS SOME SPEAKERS ARE TAILORED TO HAVE
A TONAL IMBALANCE THAT RESULTS IN A POLITE
SOUND, THE MAESTRO UTOPIA I1I'S DECORUM WAS
DUE TO THE ABSENCE OF THINGS

THAT SPEAKERS USUALLY DO WRONG.

the speakers sounded best with grilles 1007 Be to sound brilliant; by contrast,
removed. Having declared himself satis- thEMaemleﬁawas.ifnn}r&ﬁn a
fied with the placement of the speakers  litle on the mellow side, even polite.
and the jumper settings, he then fitted  Not that it sounded uninvolving, but in-
the carpet-pi 'gfkcs.p:dmdn his  stead of thrusting the music forward at
mul&mﬂmnba to the airport, leav-  me, it was more as if it were inviting me
ing me to live with the Maestro Utopia  to hear into the music.

Ils. After my experience with the Focal It took me a while to appreciate thar,

.40 A0, &I i 0.0 e

wissii Stereonhile.com. hilv 2010
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whereas some speakers are tailored to
have a tonal imbalance that results in a
polite sound, the Maestro Utopia IIT’s
decorum was due to the absence of
things that speakers usually do wrong,
The big Focal didn’t lack energy in any
specific frequency region; instead, it
lacked cone breakup modes in woof-
ers and midranges, resonances in cabi-
nets, and distortions of all kinds. The
speaker sounded smooth, yet without
smearing or covering up recorded detail.
The subtle touch of extra reverberation
I had added with a Lexicon unit to the
sound of Jerome Harris’s direct-injected
bass guitar in “Hand by Hand,” from his
Quintet’s Rendezvous (CD, Stereophile
STPHO13-2), was as clear as I had hoped
it would be, and a little more obvious
than I might have wished.

I had wondered about the Maestro
Utopias’ imaging, given the fact that the
tweeter is set within a wide baffle, though
this does have a slightly convex curve. I
shouldn’t have been concerned. The du-
al-mono pink-noise track from Editor’s
Choice (CD, Stereophile STPHO016-2)
was reproduced as it should be: as a very
narrow spot of sound midway between
the speakers, without any splashing to
the sides at any frequencies. The instru-
ments on Rendezvous were stably placed
in space precisely where I had mixed
them to be, with excellent image depth
where appropriate.

Ian MacArthur had left the Maestros’
tweeter jumpers in their neutral, “2” posi-
tions. Long-term, I preferred the balance
with them set to “3,” which took away
most of the mellow top-octave qual-
ity. But, my goodness, this is one smooth
tweeter, rivaled perhaps only by the Rev-
el’s beryllium dome. (I haven’t heard the
B&W diamond tweeter under familiar
circumstances.) The Focal tweeter loved
the sounds of cymbals, maximally differ-
entiating among the various instruments
used by drummer Billy Drummond on
Rendezvous. For example, too often with
less-aristocratic tweeters, the ride cymbal
Drummond softly brushes throughout
the first time through the verse on “The
Mooche” sounds more like white noise.
The Focal's inverted beryllium dome pre-
served the cymbal’s changing texture, yet
without pushing that character forward at
me.

At the other end of the spectrum,
a consistent factor in my auditioning
was how well articulated bass guitars
sounded. Jerome Harris’s solo in “Hand
by Hand,” from Rendezvous, was repro-
duced by the Focals with no undue

FOCAL MAESTRO UTOPIA 11

The Maestro's internal construction features
separate subenclosures for the woofers.

emphasis or lack of same of any of the
notes played—other than that intended
by the performer, of course. In-room
low-frequency extension, judged using
the warble tones on Editor’s Choice, was
good to 25Hz, though the 20Hz band

a6
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was inaudible. The lowest notes on my
new reference for pipe-organ sound,
Melanie Barney with the Buzz Brass
Ensemble performing Holst's Plan-
ets (CD, Fidelio FACD028), which
I was given at SSI, didn’t quite have
the magnificence that they had with
the Aerial 20T V2s, but nevertheless
provided a satisfying foundation to the
music. The Focal’s woofers seemed
tuned for clarity and articulation
rather than for delivering the ultimate
amount of low-frequency energy into
the room. I ended up with the bass
jumpers in their “3” positions, to add a
touch more midbass energy.

A CD that has been in heavy ro-
tation since I returned from the 2010
Salon Son et Image at the end of
March is an EP from the Montreal
show’s featured artist, the band Give

(see www.giveband.ca and http://blog.
stercophile.com/ssiZOlO/oh_caro]ine%.
Recorded at Studio Reference in St.
Caliste, Quebec, the four songs on this
CD, titled SSi, epitomize what can be
produced with a modern rock record-
ing without having to resort to mas-
sive amounts of make-it-loud
compression or in your-face
equalization. The bass player
uses a five-string instrument on
the final song, “Mouths,” and
while every note was reproduced with
impressive clarity and good weight,
this recording did reveal that there was
a slight touch of extra warmth in the
Maestro’s upper bass. This made the
bass guitar sound just a bit larger than
life. Not that—speaking as a bass guitar-
ist—there’s anything wrong with that.
This character did seem somewhat
amplifier-dependent. It was more
noticeable with the Simaudio Moon

www.Stereophile.com, July 2010
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Evolution W-7 that I've long used as
a reference power amplifier than ir

was with the Classé CTM-600 mono-
blocks that arrived halfway through my
ame with the Focals (review to appear
in the fall). More important, with the
otherwise excellent Simaudio amp, the

speakers didn't offer the unrestricted

ynamics I'd expected. The highly sen-

sitive Maestro Utopia T wouldn't, at
least in theory, need a high-powered
amplifier to play loud. Yet the 150W
Simaudio was clearly being asked
more than it could deliver.

I was reminded by the passage in
Tony Bramwell's autobiography, M
cal Mystery Towrs: My Ll_fr with the Beat
(E.nhsun Books, 2005), about his expe-
rience as a record promoter workin
ucr:icnnifcr Warnes' ribute ro Le

en, Famous Blie Raineeat, that it had
been too long since [ had listened to that
superbly crafted album (CD, Private
Music PVT2092). With the W-7 driv-
ing the Focals, I turned up the wick on
the opener, “First We Take Manhattan.”
Hmm. Yes, Warnes' singing sounded as
coherent, as focused, and as artful as 1
knew it should; Roscoe Beck's bass
tar was beautifully articulate and ”Igu
reproduced; and the stereo stage was
wide, deep, and stable~but the sound
didn't want to give as much as T was
expecting. It was just too dammnably re-
strained. Similarly with classical music,
where orchestral elimaxes just didn't cli-
max as much [ wished or had expected
them to. I want=no, [ peed the glorions
encore of the theme of Thor's swing-
ing hammer at the closing of Sibelius's
S}rndp..!ﬁny 5, in the performance by

.H.shkcmzy and the Philhar-

monia Orchestra (CD, Decaa 410-
016-2), to raise me to my feet in joy;
but that just wasn't happening with the
Moon amplifier driving the Focals the
way it haidune with the same amp
dnving the Revel SalonZs.

The last thing you'd expect would
be English reserve from a French
loudspeaker, but that was what I was
getting with the Simaudio. Chang-
ng from AudioQuest’s Kiliman-
jaro speaker cables, which I've used
for many years, to AudioQuest’s
new Wild didn't resolve the issue
{though it did add ro the Maestro's
already-excellent presentation of
midrange detail). It wasn’t until
the 600W Classé amplifiers took
up residence in the system that 1
telt the Maestro Utopias were
really giving me the dynamics

v Stereaphile.com, July 2010

FOCAL MAESTRO UTOPIA 111

they had promised all along.

Which allowed me to concentrate on
and appreciate what the Focals excelled
at: the midrange, With rock recordin
that are qrpluﬁcy hot in the midban

Joni's Mirchell's otherwise excellent

Shadows and Light (HDCD, Asylum
704-2), for example—1 set the Maestro's
midrange jumpers to 1" to take away

Imr reading of Joni Mitchell's “A Case
of You," lg‘ﬂm Come Dream With Me
(CD, Warlock 4219), the small inflec-

tions of pitch in her voice unobscured
by loudspeaker anomalies or overlaid

with colotations. The same was tue -

for Give's Caroline St. Louis: her small
vocal decorations and notes, her
tasteful use of vibrato to point a phrase,

IT WASN'T UNTIL THE 600W CLASSE AMPLIFIERS
TOOK UP RESIDENCE IN THE SYSTEM THAT | FELT
THE MAESTRO UTOPIAS WERE REALLY
GIVING ME THE DYNAMICS THEY HAD
PROMISED ALL ALONG.

some of the bite. But voices on well-
recorded albums soared and sang, A
secret pleasure of mine is the American
Songhook stylings of Jane Monheit.
The Maestros reproduced without flaw

were superbly well differentiared.

Male voices were treated with the
same . | finished my formal
anditioning of thc Maestro Utopia ITIs
with May's of the Month,"

Cash's American FT: Ain't No Grave
(CD, Lost Hi American Record-
ings B0013954-02). The life lived and the
dmugtdmmmtmdcntmwg;\mdﬁs
great American singer sings on
ﬂdﬂtplmhdaﬁcmnmumnﬁhmd by the
Magsimo Umpu,lllmuﬂftl:nsmmtdﬂnd

Utopla

There are loudspeakers that thrust their
virtues forward at you. By contrast, the
Focal Maestro Utopia I11 invites the lis-
tener into what it has to offer. Its bal-
ance is a little warm in the upper bass
in absolute terms, and a rouch mellow
in the top octave, but the Maestro Uto-
pia is otherwise an intensely musical-
sounding loudspeaker, with smooth,
uncolored mids, tight, controlled lows,
stable, well-defined soundstaging,
and superl'- d}.'mnﬁc\-nnﬁe capability.
However, it demands to be used wi
amplifiers unfazed by its wicked load
impedance in the upper bass, The Clas-
s¢ monoblocks proved a superb match,
and I imagine tﬁc Musical Fideliry Ti-
tan that resides in Michael Fremer's
man cave would also work a treat with
these speakers.

With that cavear, and with an ac-
knowledgment io the fact that this i;‘:
very expensive loudspeaker, 1 give
beautifully finished and engineered Fo-

cal Maestro Utopia IIT my lugl‘u:st

recomumendation.

a7
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