
test report 

ACTIVE LOUDSPEAKERS, OR 

speakers with built-in amplifica-

tion, have long been box-office 

poison in the U.S. market. That’s 

because we Americans like our big 

receivers, choosing them based on 

power ratings, and then hooking 

them up to conventional, passive 

speakers using garden-hose 

speaker wire. When you add up the 

market segments that simply won’t 

consider active speakers, including 

owners of receivers lacking preamp 

outputs and those who simply 

cannot get their heads around the 

whole powered-speaker concept, 

the issue becomes a non-starter.

That’s a shame, because active 

loudspeakers have such clear 

advantages that, given the option, 

no sensible, engineering-minded 

designer would choose the passive 

route. At the top of the list is the fact 

that active speakers obviate the 

need for the high-power passive 

crossover networks that route bass 

to woofers, midrange frequencies 

to midrange drivers, and highs to 

tweeters—probably the single 

most distortion-adding, dynamics-

robbing, wa�s-sucking element 

in the entire hi-fi chain. Also, a 

powered speaker can provide 

amplification tailored to each 

individual driver, not just in terms of 

power output, but shaped to extend 

or correct its response, and—

vitally—to best integrate with its 

fellows above and/or below. (Vitally, 

because the crossover region 

between passive drivers is almost 

always the most problematic, not 

only when it comes to frequency 

response smoothness and correct-

ness, but in the time domain as well, 

which impacts transient and spatial 

characteristics.) The electronic 

crossovers incorporated into 

active speakers usually correct or 

side-step all of these challenges. 

Basically, an active design can do 

more with less: less power, less 

floor-space and cubic volume, and, 

in the aggregate, less cost. And 

it can do all that while providing 

meaningful compensations for 

room placement, acoustics, and 

user preference. 

Resistance to active speakers is 

changing, though, and it is no small 

irony that the Trojan horse leading 

the active-speaker onslaught is 

the humble “smart” speaker. Yes, 

the Apple HomePod, Amazon 

Echo, and Google Home are 

active loudspeakers one and all, 

leveraging all the powered-speaker 

advantages (plus in almost every 

case advanced DSP) to extract 

high-fidelity—or, at least, high-er 

fidelity—from their pint-sized hosts. 

Driven by wireless and networked 

convenience, consumers are 

beginning to get the idea, and 

a new breed of performance-

oriented, stereo-capable, wireless 

and wired active speaker is gaining 

a beachhead in the living rooms of 

millennial America. 

Will this new glimmer of 
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Top-tier tonal accuracy 
and dynamic ability

Amazingly compact for 
performance level

On-board EQ offers 
flexible placement 
options

Relatively tight sweet 
spot

No on-board streaming, 
digital inputs, or DSP

Price: $2,000/pair

elac.com

At a Glance

consumer acceptance trickle 

up to higher-end customers? 

Elac seems to think so. The 

German firm, which a few short 

years ago reintroduced itself to 

the U.S. with a handful of highly 

affordable and universally 

praised (including in these 

pages) passive loudspeakers, 

has unveiled a new line, dubbed 

Navis, that looks to leverage 

active-speaker advantages for 

the audiophile crowd.

FEATURES AND SETUP

While most new higher-

performing powered-speaker 

options incorporate streaming 

services, Elac’s Navis line, 

which includes a floor-standing 

model along with the bookshelf-

size ARB-51 before us here, is a 

pure analog, “B-chain” solution. 

Each speaker includes onboard 

amps and line-level inputs, but 

no digital inputs, DSP, or user 

controls, not even volume. 

All of those functions must 

be handled by a connected 

conventional preamplifier or 

new-era network streamer/

music server. But the ARB-51 

incorporates a handful of 

interesting design choices 

supply that tracks the audio 

signal and efficiently meters 

out current to a “normal” linear 

output section. The 40-wa� 

tweeter amp, meanwhile, is 

conventional class-AB. (All 

these power specifications are 

unqualified in Elac’s literature, 

so whether they are RMS, peak, 

or “wishful-wa�s” I cannot say. 

Given Elac’s Teutonic origins, 

some one or another of the DIN/

IEC 45000 family of standards, 

which correlates pre�y well to 

more familiar tear-sheet specs 

in the U.S. market, seems 

likely. Anyway, however you 

slice them, 600 wa�s is a lot 

of oomph for a pair of literally 

breadbox-size loudspeakers.)

The back of each ARB-51 

presents a socket for an IEC 

power cord, a power on/off 

switch, unbalanced RCA and 

balanced XLR inputs, and no 

fewer than seven slide switches. 

Three switches command inde-

pendent frequency contouring 

for the drivers (+1/-4 dB for the 

woofer, ±1 dB for midrange and 

tweeter), while a fourth selects 

“flat” (full range) or a 60- or 

80-Hz high-pass roll-off when a 

subwoofer is used. Switch five 

selects input-source (RCA, XLR, 

or wireless). The remaining two 

switches identify the speakers 

as le� or right in a wireless setup 

and toggle between low and 

high input gain, respectively.

My review samples were 

perfectly finished in gloss white 

enamel (black, and “Gloss 

Ebony Emara” options are also 

available) and their construc-

tion appeared flawless. I’m a 

sucker for white speakers (my 

very first “real” ones were Braun 

710s, which dates me badly), 

and I thought they looked great. 

The ARB-51’s fixed bo�om 

plinth, which presumably holds 

some or all of the electronics, is 

finished in a dark ma�e gray for 

a striking visual contrast, and 

rubberized on its underside for 

no-slip, anti-vibration place-

ment. No grilles are supplied 

(the inset tweeter incorporates 

a metal screen). 

Se�ing up the active Elacs 

was as easy as setup gets. I 

plunked them onto my weighted 

28-inch-tall stands, which 

conveniently set the midrange/

tweeter axis precisely at my 

seated ear height, and ran the 

supplied removable power 

cords to a single AC outlet. 

Elac’s manual, which I found 

on the company’s website, 

suggests full toe-in for Navis 

setups. This makes sense since 

the speaker’s coaxial mid/high 

arrangement effectively horn-

loads the tweeter, which means 

you’ll want to be as on-axis as 

within that simple framework. 

(Geek-averse readers may opt 

to skip the next paragraph or 

two. Or three.)

The reason why Navis is 

“just” a powered speaker with 

no digital inputs or DSP is 

because the line was largely 

conceived to complement the 

company’s Discovery Series 

music servers. These include 

wireless transmi�ers to pair with 

the speakers via Elac’s AirX2 

protocol. Resolution with AirX2 

is strictly 16-bit/44.1kHz, so 

hi-res audio believers will want 

to go wired, as I of course did for 

my review.

Despite its compact, true-

bookshelf size, the ARB-51 is a 

full three-way design, with sepa-

rate aluminum-cone woofer and 

midrange drivers, and a so�-

dome tweeter. The la�er two are 

concentrically mounted in the 

upper position of the speaker's 

rear-ported, vented enclosure.

The ARB-51’s built-in power 

amplifiers are also three in 

number. Both the amp driving 

the 160-wa� woofer and 

the 100-wa� midrange amp 

employ “BASH” topology, 

a variant of class-H design 

that deploys a “smart” power 
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tration from a Telarc SACD, 

stereo layer) helped to seal my 

confidence in the all-around 

excellence of the ARB-51s. 

Stage depth and hall-acoustic 

sense and air were all visceral 

and I heard nothing in the 

tone-color department to turn 

my a�ention from the music. 

And while Elac specs the Navis 

bookshelf model’s bo�om end 

as extending “only” to 44 Hz 

(again an unqualified spec, 

but likely -6 dB), there was 

plenty of low-end grunt for 

the big orchestral bass-drum 

strikes. (Oddly, the specs for 

the floorstanding Navis ARF-51, 

which is entirely identical other 

than tripling the woofer count 

and being three times as tall, 

extends the low frequencies 

only to 43 Hz. Really?) Equally 

impressive, the ARB-51s 

were happy to reproduce this 

demanding fare at very near 

real concert levels, though I 

questioned if the last couple of 

dBs worth of dynamics failed 

to deliver full impact in my fairly 

large, 350-square-foot studio.

Otherwise, in every regard 

the ARB-51 consistently 

impressed me with the solidity, 

both tonally and spatially, of its 

reproduction. These are not 

speakers that sound “high-end,” 

lacking the frankly exaggerated 

air or depth of some audiophile-

favored models. But whatever 

I played sounded musical, 

dynamic, and honest, and the 

volume level, detail, and exten-

sion of the comparatively tiny 

Navis was a consistent source 

of wonder.

As a quick aside, I confirmed 

to my own satisfaction that 

Elac’s recommendation of 

placement with full speaker 

toe-in is well-founded. When 

I shi�ed the ARB-51s for zero 

toe-in, top-end air and life 

diminished appreciably, and 

so did depth perception. Of 

course, the same applied to 

the vertical dimension, so 

using stands of appropriate 

height to put the speaker’s mid/

tweeter on the listening plane is 

important. 

A brief experiment with my 

long-term subwoofer, an SVS 

PC-12-Plus, convinced me 

that a fair balance was quickly 

achievable with the ARB-51’s 

roll-off set at 60 Hz and the sub’s 

low-pass dialed in at the same 

frequency. In that configura-

tion the Elac system could play 

substantially louder, easily at 

full-orchestra concert level, 

without restriction. But even on 

their own, the li�le Navis pair’s 

bo�om octaves are sufficiently 

extended and powerful to 

satisfy nearly all listeners. Also, 

it seems to me that introducing 

a subwoofer would spoil the 

fun of a system consisting of 

just two modest-size bookshelf 

speakers that can deliver all 

the bass from any rock, jazz, or 

acoustic ensemble at realistic 

levels and without compromise.

CONCLUSION

Elac’s initial foray into the active-

loudspeaker arena brings with 

it a lot of advantages: size, 

simplicity, value, and, most 

important, all-around sonic 

excellence. In particular, the 

ARB-51’s driver-EQ flexibility 

means you can place the 

speakers either close to a wall 

—within a foot or so— or well 

out in the room and hear similar 

results. I would encourage 

anyone seeking some or all of 

these virtues to give the ARB-51 

serious consideration.

possible. I used a pair of 15-foot 

“audiophile-grade” RCA cables 

to connect the speakers to my 

networked preamp/processor, 

and boom, job done.

LISTENING

A�er my normal week-plus 

of casual use to satisfy any 

break-in questions, I se�led in 

for serious auditioning. Despite 

my best efforts not to form a 

premature opinion, I’d already 

determined by that time that 

the ARB-51s were no mean 

reproducers, but accurate, 

neutrally balanced speakers. 

Comparisons with my everyday 

monitors, long-discontinued 

Energy Veritas 2.8s, reinforced 

that conclusion.

Tonal balance with a wide 

range of voices—almost always 

my first order of business— 

matched very closely. For just 

one example, Gordon Light-

foot’s unmistakable baritone on 

the classic track “Sundown” (a 

Tidal hi-res stream) was warm 

yet reedy, without any trace 

of chestiness or honk. But the 

match wasn’t perfect: the Elacs 

revealed a slight but distinct 

warmth, and obviously greater 

bass output. Enter the rear-panel 

EQ switches. I found that se�ing 

the HF slider to +1, MF to -1, and 

LF to -4 (with my current setup 

position about three feet from 

baffle to wall) resulted in a much 

closer match, indeed a spookily 

near-indistinguishable one.

This told me two things. 

First, the EQ switches worked 

just about as I’d expected. 

Second, like many, if not most, 

modern speakers, the ARB-51 

is balanced at its nominal-zero 

se�ings for a slightly more 

“romantic” midrange balance 

than direct-sound “flat” (as my 

Energys are), which indeed 

sounds more a�ractive and 

convincing to most listeners 

on natural-acoustic music. I 

ultimately se�led on pulling the 

speakers out another couple 

of feet into the room, returning 

the MF and LF se�ings to zero, 

but leaving the HF at +1 since 

my room is fairly dead with a 

decent amount of absorption 

and lots of front-half diffraction 

in the form of bookshelves and 

CD cases. 

Elsewhere on Tidal I 

stumbled upon the marvelous 

Echoes of Ellington Jazz 

Orchestra’s “Blues in Orbit,” 

with what is surely the most 

color-drenched wah-trombone 

solo ever waxed. This very 

nicely recorded big band track 

sounded warm and spatially 

deep yet razor-detailed. 

The standup bass was rock 

solid—I felt I could hear both 

its close-mic’d intimacy and 

the stage-floor vibrational 

underpinnings—while the 

drummer’s steady ride-cymbal 

and beat-two hi-hat ticks were 

beautifully airborne and free of 

the white-noise blur that afflicts 

so many reproduced cymbal 

sounds. And that trombone 

solo! Gorgeously liquid, rigidly 

imaged, and goose-bumpingly 

endowed with endless timbral 

shadings and details. (I don’t 

know who the ‘bone player 

was, but he or she’s got plunger 

chops for days.)

A long-familiar reference 

like the “Gnomus” section of 

Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an 

Exhibition (the Ravel orches-

The Verdict

Elac’s powered-speaker is highly 
compact, yet capable enough to 
satisfy serious listeners.

DRIVERS: 5.25 in aluminum-

cone woofer, 4 in aluminum-

cone midrange, 1 in so�-dome 

tweeter (concentric w/ 

midrange) 

AMPLIFIERS: 160-wa� BASH (woofer), 

100-wa� BASH (midrange), 40-wa� class-AB 

(tweeter)

INPUTS: stereo line-level unbalanced (RCA), 

balanced (XLR); proprietary AirX2 wireless

CONTROLS: HF, MF, LF switches; RCA/XLR 

source select; HP Filter 60/80 Hz/Flat, Low/

High Gain, and Right/Le� (wireless) switches; 

Pair (wireless pushbu�on); power on/off; 

voltage-select 

DIMENSIONS: (WxHxD): 7.4 x 13.6 x 9.5 in 

WEIGHT: (pounds): 17.9

Specs

ELAC NAVIS ARB-51 POWERED LOUDSPEAKER
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