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Hi-Fi Choice employs the most methodical test and measurement
regime in the business. Here's how we do it...

Unigue group tests

Our Group Tests are supported by rigorous and
exhaustive listening tests carried out by experts

WIRELESS LOUDSPEAKERS GROUP TEST

CARRYING OUT THIS roundup proves to be
quite complex in one respect, because we are
assessing products that purport to do pretty
much the same thing — play music wirelessly in
a relatively compact space — yet they all have
their own specific ways of doing this. So each
is examined on a ‘case-by-case’ basis rather
than following our usual strict methodology.
Each speaker system is plugged into the mains,
connected up with any umbilical tethers that are
needed, then the relevant apps are downloaded
and the speakers fired up. The quick-start guide

|

happen during setup — although the Cabasse
needs a restart to get going. Some designs — the
KEF and Q Acoustics — need the Google Home
app installing. This done, the manufacturer’s
app is started and setup completed.

When all network and setup issues are sorted,
a Western Digital NAS drive with hi-res music
is used as a benchmark and all streaming is
done via Qobuz and Tidal, either via the
manufacturer's app or Roon. Where possible,
the speakers are placed on Atacama SE24
speaker stands and carefully positioned in

COTESTMUSIC

RUSH
Vital Signs
Moving Pictures

the listening room as per a conventional pair
of standmounts. Where possible, line-level
and digital inputs are also auditioned.

for each setup is followed; all are pretty
self-explanatory. We find that the systems
generally do what the guide suggests will

DONNY HATHAWAY

REFERENCE SYSTEM

CD TRANSPORT: DAC: NAS DRIVE:
Cyrus CD Xt Signature £1,900 HFC 386 Chord Western Digital WD 4TB
Thisstalwart high-end transport isused to assess Electronics Myclwd EX2Ultra £270
the digital inputs fitted to a number of the speaker Qutest £1,250 All of the speakers can play
packages. This is one of the finest silver-disc transports HFCA436 music from network-
currently on sale and demonstrates that some of these What better way of testing attached storage devices
systems sound their best via a direct, wired digital link. the analogue lineinputs than (NAS drives) such as this.
with this class-leading ‘affordable This well-made and popular
audiophile’ DAC? This British brand has model gives a big bang for
dominated the digital-to-analogue converter market at your buck. it's easy to use and
alllevels from budget to high end and the crisply styled its 4 terabytes of storage
Qutest shows why. It has a very clean, musically should be more than enough
engaging sound that's never not fun tolistento. for most music libraries,
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WIRELESS LOUDSPEAKERS

Q Acoustics

Q Active200£1,500

Employing BMRs instead of conventional moving coils,
the Q is the most technologically advanced here

* DETAILS

Q Acoustics
Q Active 200

UK/China

2.5-way reflax
loaded design

75kg

(WxHxD)
170 x 284 x 290mm

e 58mm BMR
tweeter; 5SBmm
mid/bass BMR:
114mm bass driver

» 1x pair RCA phono;

Ethernet; optical
digital; HDMI; sub;
Bluetooth

# Claimed power
handling:
2x 100W RMS

Armour Home

alanced Mode Radiators
are not a gimmick; they're
the result of decades of
research and a spin-off
from military research stretching back
many decades. The technology was
popularised by NXT, which has licensed
BMRs for many applications. The
benefits include a wide bandwidth
and propagation of sound across the
180" plain; the drivers are way less
directional than normal speakers.
Each Q Acrive 200 loudspeaker has
two BMRs, each with its own DSP
and amplifier channel. The upper one
runs from 20kHz down to 5kHz; the
lower only works up to 5kHz. A rear
baffle-mounted driver takes care of
low frequencies. Q Acoustics offers
optional, stylish and expensive
stands; conventional ones work well
too. Class D amplifiers deliver a
claimed 100W RMS per channel.
Switchable bass compensation is
fitted to the rear of each speaker.
Aside from the B&W, this is the only
system to feature a break-out box —
although this one comes bundled -

which brings great connectivity. It's
the only one here to have proper
analogue RCA phono inputs too,
which can be switched between
line-level and the built-in phono stage.
Ethernet, optical and HDMI are also
here, plus a sub out. Each speaker
needs its own power supply, as does
the box, but there’s no physical tether.
Setup is first done via the Google
Home app. The Q Active app then
adds various features, but not
streaming - for that you'll need Bubble
UPnP or similar. The touch controls
are handy, but like the KEF's are a
little slow to act. There’s a supplied
remote, plus voice control via Google
Chromecast and Amazon Alexa.

Sound quality

This system comes very close to being
the best sounding here, despite being
much cheaper than some. It gives a
very ‘hi-fi-like’ listening experience,
with a tonally neutral, well-balanced,
smooth sound that audiophiles will
appreciate, yet isn't boring in the least
to hear. It also has excellent stereo

sousrass GROUPTEST)

imaging and decent bass weight,
making it ideal for all types of music.

Beethoven's Pastoral Symphony
sounds lovely — open, expansive,
atmospheric and three dimensional,
with a nice tone to strings and brass
and lots of inner detail. At the same
time, the music flows well and
doesn't fall to pieces on dynamic
crescendos. The speakers have the
classic, slightly laid-back sound of
speakers with BMR drivers — akin
to electrostatics, in my opinion
— because they lack the rough edges
of conventional drivers. But once
you're used to this, you can enjoy
the system’s ‘strength in depth'’; it
just does so much right.

Although much of the listening is
streamed or via the NAS, the sound is

It has a ‘hi-fi-like’
sound that’s tonally
neutral, smooth
and well balanced

even better if you use the direct
digital input. The techno of Rave
Fantasy by Manix reveals that this
speaker is capable of great things in
terms of accuracy, speed and grip;
the Q Active 200 really pushes out
lots of sound all around in a spookily
non-directional way. Rush's Vital
Signs via Qobuz is excellent too, with
smooth but insightful treble, loads of
midband detail and a crisp, tuneful
bass. Only the much pricier B&W
betters it in this respect.

There is a big difference between
the Bluetooth input and UPnP; lesser
speakers in this group tend to mask
the fact that the former is, in sonic
terms, very much the poor relation.
Not here, though, as Donny
Hathaway’s Little Ghetto Boy is much
more open and expansive via the
latter input than it is via the former.
Overall, this is superb at the price
and a truly nice surprise @

| Choice .

OUR VERDICT
SOUNDQUALITY LIKE: Great sonics;

% ¥ W & K design; connectivity
ik S1 e RO DISLIKE: Mothing at
1.8 .8 6 & ¢

the price
BUILD QUALITY

WE SAY: Surprisingly
* %k kS

super-sounding sonics

o .

OVERALL

% % %k %k k
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WIRELESS LOUDSPEAKERS

Grouptest verdict

After countless hours of comparisons, Nick Tate thrashes out

the final ranking order and finds a worthy wireless winner

SOMETIMES IT’S HARD to come
up with a clear pecking order in a
Group Test, at others it's easy. In this
case it's the latter as these speakers
differ in their ability and value.

In sixth place is Klipsch's The Fives
McLaren Edition; it's a nice enough
product but the go-faster racing
stripes don't add enough to justify the
price. The plain non-MclLaren version
is way better value. The system itself
is feisty and fun to listen to, but its lack
of UPnP functionality holds it back.

In fifth place is Naim's Mu-so 2nd
Generation. It's probably best to think
of it as ‘the world's greatest soundbar’.

It is brilliant at doing what it’s
designed for, which is to give a
super-slick access point for music
in a small room, our only grump is
that it's getting a bit expensive.

KEF's LS50 Wireless II comes fourth.
Again, it is pricier than its predecessor
and while better, struggles to offer
good value considering the quality of
some of the competition. On its own
it's a lovely package that is slick and
powerful, but others do more for less.

Third is the Pearl Akoya by Cabasse.
It's expensive, but sounds and looks
it. If you're seeking something that's
not your average run of the mill box,

ev.a80.24,000 GROUPTEST

think about a pair of these. They
are very well made and cleverly
engineered, and many will love
the quirky French design, too.

In second place is BRW’s
Formation Duo. This is the best
sounding system here by some way,
and the most versatile in terms of
multi-room and connectivity if you
buy the optional hub. It's the only
package here that you can truly sit
back and enjoy without feeling it's
‘not bad for a wireless system’. It is
real hi-fi, that happens to be built
a different way. But it's very
expensive, unlike the winner...

-“e_l

A brave and radical
design, Q Acoustics Q
Active 200 implements
BMR technology to give
agreat-sounding yet
relatively affordable
system, It's hard to fault
inany way - everything
from its connectivity to
ease of setup and use
issuper, and it sounds
second only tothe BEW.

Make/model Bowers & Wilkins

Formation Duo
Price | £4000
Sound Yk ok ok
Value Yok Kok
Build | %k kkk
Features | *****
Overall | % %k %k
The best-sounding
speaker system here
by afair way, it's also
the mustaxpamhra
Website howerswillt ins com

Key features

BMR | No
_____ Wi M L)
MMphono @ No
UPnP | Yes
Claw Lo
MQA | No

TRY WITH THESE

CD PLAYER:
Cambridge Audio CXCE400 HFC 401

Most of the systems here have digital inputs, so a great
way of playing ‘legacy’ media is a CD transport. The
neat-looking CXC is the cheapest high-quality
silver-disc spinner we know, and cracking value too.

Cabasse KEF Kilipsch

Pearl Akoya LS50 Wirgless Il The Fives MclLaren Ed.
| £2950 | £2500 01350

Thhhkhk | dokokok B8 8
kkkk | kkkk kokkk

kkkkk | kkkkk kA kKk
Ckkkk kkkAkk  kkkk
R2.2.2.0 AN 2.0 5. B.8.8.6

French styling meets High-tech system, Feisty and fun, with

clever engineering great connectivity added racing stripes.

tocreateagreat i and functionality; Sonically off the pace
I squndingpackage .decamac_:-undwo | nﬁlis_mﬂnugh
cabasse.com ! kef.com klipsch.com

No ;.Nu No
N st R | DL

No ; No | Yes

Yes Yes No
L | ABD 1

Mo i Yes 1 No

TURNTABLE:
RegaPlanar 2 €475 HFC 413

This s the latestin a long line of brilliant budget Rega

turntables and comes with a decent Rega Carbon MM
cartridge pre-installed. It's even good enough to work
with the B&W Formation Duo, via the optional huband

Q Acoustics

MLI -s0 2nd Generation Q Active 200

£1450

Tk ke ok d

¥k k)

ok ko
B 2228
E222s

. Theking of one-box

systemsoozes class,

but is no sonic match
forregular designs

.naimaudio.mm

| £1,500

ek deok ok

B2 222,

X dk ok
* Ak ok ok

%k ok &

Inspired, high-tech

design, stellar sound

for the maney and

; great functionality

: gacoustics.couk

No fes
Mo e
Mo Yes
_ Yes Yes
JEa 8.5
No No
MUSIC SOFTWARE:
Roon From $9.99 HFC 448

Roon's asmart interface designed to make
streamed music far easier to organise and
access, It gives a truly immersive and
luxurious user experience - it's expensive,
but hard not to live with once you've tried it.

rOOoN
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