BY Thomas ). Norton

Focal Electra 1028 Be Speaker System

PRICE: $21,480 AT A GLANCE: Highs to die for, uncolored midrange, tight bass « Cinematic
soundstage ¢ Flawless build quality

Going for the Beryllium

ocal first became a

household audio name in

the 1980s. Located in

Saint-Ftienne, France, the

company furnished
driver units for a number of
well-known speaker manufactur-
ers, among them Wilson Audio
Specialties. Wilson continues to
use an exclusive version of a Focal
inverted titanium-dome tweeter.
With that exception, Focal has
long since kept all of its driver
production in-house for its own
complete lineup of loudspeakers
for the consumer, professional,
automotive, and multimedia
markets.

In 2002, after an extended
R&D effort, Focal introduced a
major renovation of its premier
Utopia speaker range. A key
ingredient in that redesign was a
new tweeter with an inverted
dome of pure beryllium. One of
the stiffest and lightest materials
known, beryllium promised a
significant leap in performance,
but at a cost. The Utopia range
was priced deep into most
audiophiles’ sticker-shock range.

It wastt long before a
beryllium tweeter found its way
into Focal's somewhat more
affordable Electra models. Now,
with the second generation of
both Utopia and Electra 1000 Be
speakers, Focal has further refined
these models, including upgrades
to the beryllium tweeter itself.

All That Glitters Is Not
Beryllium

Theres alot more than beryllium
tweeters in the Flectra DNA, but
we may as well start with that
marquee attraction. Many of
today’s high-end speakers are
designed to extend their response
towell above 20 kilohertz,

including these Focals. While
humans cant hear much above
that (and few can hear even that
high), Focal argues that extension
into the ultrasonic region can
have a positive effect ona
speaker’ audible transient
response.

To achieve such extended
response, it helps to use a material
that’ extremely light and rigid
Pure beryllium (not alloved or
vapor-deposited) has a density 2.5
times lower than titaninm and
rigidity three times higher. For
optimizing crossover design, the

tweeter’s bottom-end extension is
also significant. To that end, Focal
loads the back of the tweeter into
a damped rear chamber, which
Focal calls TAL (Infinite Acoustic
Loading).

Beryllium is not just expensive
relative to other diaphragm
materials; it’s also toxic, particu-
larly in dust form. While this
demands considerable care in
manufacture, its not something
the consumer needs to be
concerned about as long as the
finished tweeter remains intact
and toddlers don't confuse it with
a lollypop. Focal provides detailed
information about the proper
disposal of a damaged dome.

The bass and midrange drivers
all employ Focal's W cones, which
consist of woven glass tissue
bonded to both sides of a thin
foam core. Focal claims that this
sandwich is far more rigid than
other widely used cone materials.

The Electras are manufactured

® Two 6.5-inch woofers
provide the bass in the 1028
Be freestanding speaker.

in France. Solidly built, they are
available in a range of standard
and optional finishes so silky
smooth in both feel and
appearance that at first touch they
dont seem quite real.

Getting It Together

Two 6.5-inch, W-cone drivers
provide the bass in the Flectra
1028 Be, assisted by ports that fire
out the rear and bottom. Focal
includes foam bungs to block the
rear port if the bass sounds
excessive, but I didn't need them.
Above 350 hertz, a 6.5-inch
midrange driver takes over. The
beryllinum tweeter, which operates
above 2.2 kHz, is mounted below
the midrange on a solid, curved
aluminum billet to minimize

® The center channel’s
tweeter and midrange
driver are flanked by a 6.5-
inch woofer on eadh side.
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FOCAL ELECTRA 1028 BE SPEAKER SYSTEM

vibration The cross oer sin the
1022 Be and the other full 1 ange
tnodes are all forth o der.

A single set of high-quality
five-way binding posts is located
or the rear. The cabinet may also
be 1sed with provdded spilees. I
tried thern, bt they arlymade s
srnall differenice in oy sebp
possbly becase Focals spiles
wers toowids to puch through
oy carpet to ariy useful depth

The CC 1008 Becenter is a
three-way design, its midrangs
atnd twester moted werticadly
betwreen tweo wooter s that appear
sirrdlar to those inthe 1028 Be.
The ridrangeis 3 inches in
diarneter andlilely the atest W
cone it the Focal stable, B comers
juast 4 srnidge roore than the two
octaves aboree 500 Hr, while the
beryllivem twester tabees over
aboree 2.2k Hz The certer’s inpaat
terrnitial shates the back parel
with 4 rectangular port.

The 1002 Be bookshelf spealer.
which Tsed for surromd dufies.
is 4 two-way design, dsoported
ity the rear. The roovitg bits are 4

& The aybwnofers Sub-
sonickode prvidesa
hig h-pa sz filker ko reduce
deep bazs,

woofer srnilar to the midrangs in
the 1028 Be anda bervllinn
twester. Focal offers an optional
starid for thisrnodel ($295 per
pait—eel). For moy setup, Tased o
padr of alder, less dehize, Tt
stronyg and serviceabls 24-inch
staruds.

Two other moernbers of the
Electra Be ITfarnily were not
teviewed here, The 5B 1000 Be
surronad ($5 495 per pair) canbe
usedin g mwnber of different
corfigarations, including bipolar
A taller tower spealeer, the 1032
Be ($12 495 per pair), adds athird
65 -inch woofer. Fagt that price
spread fromn the 1028 Be will
rearly pay for the Focal sl The
1058 Bernakes more sensein g
b oofer free, two-charmnel
rnasie systern, Focal also offers o
sirnilar, sornewhat lessespensive
lire of Electra spealeers with
ahrnitnrnfmagresium tweeter
diorties.

The Electra 347 1000 Be
subw oofer offers theuanl
featimes and sorne not-so-uaul
ores, roost of thern irnplernerite d

by DEP Theres a 13-irch, Wecore
woofer, ports d o the bottorn and
driver by o @00 -weatt (FIVS)
BASH arnplifier Fromits Low
Pass stereninpits, an active digital
crogsoer irmplernerts a 24-deci-
bel-per -octawe, lowe-pass filter,
selectablein 5-Hezsteps frorm 50
Hzto 150 Hz A single LEE inpat
drives the sub withno low -pass
filter. A Subsonic Ddode provddesa
high-pass filter, adiustable from O
() to 45 Hzin 10-Hz steps, at
42 AR per octave, Yo canase this
to reducs desp bass torninirnize
roorn isnes o, dare T samp the
Ternote pos sbility of subwroofer
orerlogd The sulfs phase confrol
is adjustable frorn O to 180 degress

it 30-degres steps, and 4 Boost
mmode offers an increase inbass
leel fromn O to-+a dB at 30, 40, or
50 Hz. The subwoofer also has
couxial digital input and oatpat
cormect ons that can link more
thar one §W 1000 Be togther

Fou can save three different
sehips 1sing variations onthe
b cortrols in mernory, Allof
the cortrols are accessible via a
credit-card-simed rernote; the
settings ate visiblein 4 stmall
witidow on the subweoofer’s front.
Drorit lose the ternote; there ate o
cortrols on the subwoofer apart
frormn an Cff switch, O one
occason during vy tests, the
subwroofer refiised torespond to
the rernote, [ powered it off, then
or again, and that cleared the
problern.

Setup

Isetp the Electra sin riyuaul
26-by-15 5 b8 foot horme
theater studio I placed the 1022
Be spealers aboat 9 feet apart to
the left and right of roy projection
screert and toed thern in toward
the rain listening position (1
Tefract the projection screen for
serios rooisic listening). I
positioned the certer spealeer ona
low starud Below the screen, the
arrorids on 24-inch starnds
behind the listening location, and
the subwoofer in the frort right
corner o the room (Focal
recormrnetids corer subweoofer
Flacernert).

Ieda Parasomd Halo ASL
poweer atnp and an Integra
DT C-2.% axrommd processor to
drivve the spealners. Sources
irwluded o wariety of Bluray
Plavers and a Camnbridgs Andio
Amnm 2400 CI plaver. Audio
cables included dedgns from
Dforister Cable, Cardas and
Firnber Fable.

For rovies the htegra
perforrned all cross oner duties
and directs dall of the mainchan-
tel bass to the abwoofer’s LEE
irpntt. T harred off the subs
fubsoridc fitter. Tdid all of oy
rrnasic-orly listening i tw o-char-
el moo de withno subwoder

Al of the drivers are covered
with grilles or, in the case of the
twesters, acostically transparent
screenis. The thin berylliven
dornes are extrernely T agile—
phsically that is not sonically
Focal recornenends fhat you lesws
the tweeter grilles in place at ol
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HIGH END

HT Labs

Measures

FOCAL FLECT R 1028 BE 5 PEAKER
STSTEM

LR Sersithity:
51 dE fiom 500 Hz to 2 kHz

1o 10 kilohe iz The -3-dB point is=t
45 Hz, and the -4-dB point &5 at41
Hz. I pedarnce resches a minimum
of 2.72 ohms at 403 Hz and & phase
angle of +48 30 degrees & 812 He
The CC1003 Be's lstening-
window response messuies+1.98/-
2.71 dE from 200 Hz to 10 kHz. An
average of 2xel and + /1 5-degies
b Eontal esponses
measuies +2. 06,/~2. 75 dB

Cenbe  Sensithity: i fiom 200 Hz to 10 kHz. The

90.5 B from 500 Hzto 2 iz | pesredon | ~3-08 point isat 57 Hz, and
REF | the —4-dE point & &t 51 Hz.

Surnound Sersitivity: Impedane eachesa

78 dE friomn 500 Hz to 2 kHz ont minimurn of 340 ohre &t

his gaph shows the

qLeEsi-anehok &2 mploying

close-miking of all wiooters)

frequency response of the
1028 Be LR (purple trace), (1008 Be
erter channel geen tace), T00E Be
suround fed tece), and SW 1000 Bz
subwiooter (hlue trace). Al pessie
oudspeakens wee messued with
arilles 2t adistance of 1 meter with 2
2830l input and scaled for displey
pUrposEs,

The 1028 Be's liste ning-window
response i3 fhve- point s moe of 2dal
and +/-15-degree hormontzl and
weitical responses) messlies
+1.75/-1.84 decibels from 200 herz

152 Hzand & phase angle of
-42871 degrees & 96 Hz.

The 1002 Be's lstening -window
IESpOnEe messues +2 06 /~2 55 di
foorn 200 Hz 10 10 kHz. The -3-di
point 5 2t 55 Hz, and the -5-d&
point &5 3t 49 Hz. Impedance

e hies & minimum of 4.66 ohms at
200 Hz and & phese angle of -58 92
degrees at 93 He,

Thee 51 1000 B2's closz-miked
respoEe, normalzed o the kewel ot
20 Hz, indicates that the ke
-3-dB point 52t 31 Hzand the
-&-dB point &2t 29 Hz. The upper
-3-dB point 53 167 Hz using the
LFE input and the 50-Hz Boost ==t o
+i1 dB.—MIP

FOCAL ELECTRA 1032 & BE SPEAKER 5YSTEM

Frequrasy 108

tirnes bt has ma de thern easy to
rerno (they attach raget-
cally). K therds sigrificant
hionasehold traffic in and ot of
wour huorne theater Toorn andfor
am aggressive duster or curios
childin the hose, Irecormmend
that you leave the tuester screens
ory at all imes except for your
ot serions listering sesdons,
Uae exira care when vou rernoes
and replace thern, Trernoved all of

the grilles and screens for ooy

auditicritig, The speakers somd
rore open withoat thern, bt oot

drarnatically so

Muslc: Morning BEecomes
Electra

And afternoon and evening, as
well With the Electras at the
poirty end of wour systern, you

just roight find wourself spending
a Lot rnore tirne listening to rmasic

SPECS

ECTRA SW 1000 BESYEWDD FER
=il WWFIHSSIII N NCHES,
{WATTS):

e LFE and sheren i
digila| ooaial infout CROSSOVER BYPASS: |
ANAILABLE FINISHES : Bosalt, Cham
DIMBSIONS (WX H XD, IEHISI:

WEKGHT { POWNDS): 52 4 PRICE

atd roovies thar o \ meanmements indicate
hawe before. - @ relatively amocth
Ewenlocated well systern Tesp onse at the
avay from adjcining ’4.1 pritne listening
waalls, the unasd sted | posttion {abot 10 fest
pair of 1022 Be speakers | @ ) fromm the plane of the
served up a anprisingy spealeers). There were
taut and powerfil low sOrne rndnar bass
end. The basstirneda | imegularities tax these
little: s oftin sorne roasic @ . . are cornrnot in the
Passages bt that's true L TOOr Tesp atwses of
of atry spealeer systern in ) rearly all spealeers
rnost T oorns. Ivlore FOCAL Tegardless of price.
oftery the Focals bass Therewas 1 slight
was strong and deep saddle dip in the 1022
froen the mid-30-Hz Bésresponse (2103 4B
regicnup. Thernd dbass relativeto L2kHz)
in particular, was tight centered atoimnd 2.5
and detailed A fewe challenging kHz a rebam to the 12-kHzlewl
Fassages mostly organ- and by & kHz and o typical listening-
symth-based. needed the power position rolloff abowe 10 kHz The
and weeight of a subseoofer for a bass without the aib was srong to
full serving of weight and drarna. 40 Hzbut dropped off rapidly
Ctherwise, I wus perfectlvhappy belmr that point (the sub
to listen tormasc onthe 1028 e extended the resp onse to belowe

speadeers by thernselwes, Inever
sensed that arwpthing was roissng,

Therds litfle to say aboat the
Focald midrange. Chite sroply it
was a5 ure olored and real
sonaruditg 4 5 arry [ve heard in roy
listerinig roorn. The 1022 Be
speadeers also irnaged like o
charnp (that's typical of oy room
atd setap) and prov ded ol the
depth I eold wish for.

And that berdlinem tweeter?
s 1p there with the bestin the
busiress. The top end cornbined
crystal clarity with an easy
ratur alvess that most spealeers
shoot for andrmiss. The Focald
highs were so pristine that they
cleatly rewealed the Integra
Frocessor’s slight loss of
high-frequency transparency
when it switches T om Direct
(with no subsoofer crossowers
engaged by its proces sing) to
Feren (which dials in the
high- arnd lomepass filters). The
Electras’ top end wasit
particularty forgiving of averly
Eright source rmateri al, bk the
spealeers didet exagger ate its
flawrs, either.

Ivly irnn-ro crn-resp orse

25 Hz). The CC 1008 Be hada
more prononres d ernphasis
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FOCAL ELECTRA 1028 BE SPEAKER SYSTEM

between 80 and 160 Hz, likely
encouraged by its near-floor
location and consistent with the
listening observations (see HT
Labs Measures).

Movies: Electra-fying
Some speakers shine on music but
less so on films. More often,
speakers ace movie playback but
leave something to be desired
when it comes to music. The
Focal Electras were...um...
electrifying on both music and
movies. Interestingly, though,
they exhibited a slightly different
complexion on soundtracks than
their crisp, highly detailed, and
just slightly lean quality on music.
On movies, they were more
full-bodied and richly balanced,
with an immense, deep, and
enveloping soundstage. But when
high-frequency detail was present,
there was no mistaking it,
whether it brought with it the
delicacy of the best Dolby
TrueHD and DTS-HD Master
Audio soundtracks on Blu-ray
Disc or the edginess typical of
many lossy audio tracks on DVD.
Initially, the CC 1008 Be center
sounded a little too warm and
rich, particularly on male
dialogue. This isn't the first time

I've experienced this issue; the
center speaker’s unavoidable,
near-floor location below the
screen in my setup makes it
difficult to avoid. To compensate,
I raised the crossover frequency to
the center channel and reduced
the center-channel tone control.
This minimized the problem but
didn't eliminate it completely. Not
all AVRs or surround processors
offer these options. Equalization is
also possible with my Integra
surround processor (and most
new surround processors and

A/V receivers), but I avoid using
EQ in speaker reviews.

Many people consider Deep
Impact (Blu-ray Disc, Dolby
TrueHD) to be the best of the
big-rock-from-space-destroys-
earth, film-at-11 movies. There’s
plenty to like in this film's
soundtrack, and the Electras
didn't let me down on any of it.
The bass was room shaking if a bit
less gutsy and foundation-threat-
ening than the Revel B15 that’s a
frequent resident in my system.
The soundstage was rich and
full-bodied, the surrounds never
sounded out of balance with the
rest of the system, and the superb
dynamics never turned edgy or
fizzy at any volume suitable for

human consumption.

While we're still in outer space,
the pilot episode of the recent
Battlestar Galactica (Blu-ray Disc,
DTS-HD Master Audio)
television series sounded better
here than it ever has either in its
broadcast or DVD incarnations.
The pounding bass of the battles,
not to mention the superb,
percussion-heavy music score,
were all of near-feature-film
quality, which the Electras made
abundantly clear.

The same was true for the
music on The Phantom of the
Opera (Blu-ray Disc, but oddly
only ordinary Dolby Digital)
and the immense dynamic
punch of the opening scenes of
Bolt. Even the post-apocalyptic
downer, The Road, was made
tolerable by the way the Focals
handled the quietly delicate
details that fill its superbly subtle
soundtrack.

Conclusions

The sound of the Focal Electra
1028 Be speaker system is one I
won't easily forget. No speaker
system I've had in my current
listening room (that's for 10
years) has produced a more
consistently enjoyable

performance on both music and
movies, and few have equaled it. I
would never recommend that
anyone buy speakers sound
unheard, particularly a system
that sells for five figures. But if
you’re shopping in this price
range, you need to hear this one. §

Audio Plus Services ¢
(800) 663-9352
audioplusservices.com
Dealer Locator Code AUD
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