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Hi-Fi Choice employs the most methodical test and measurement 

regime in the business. Here’s how we do it...

THE FIRST CONSIDERATION is to get all 
speakers in a good state of readiness. Some 
manufacturers supply well-used examples, 
others are factory fresh and need to be run-in. 
That’s why plenty of time is spent using them at 
moderate levels for background music before an 
IsoTek Test and Burn-In CD is employed.

This done, each speaker is listened to 
back-to-back, in ascending order of price and 
cross-referenced with the group. This involves a 
two-stage process to get the positioning right 
– either on 16 or 24in stands or in the case of 
the JBL the ones supplied. The designs require 
varied positioning, with some sat close to the 
boundary wall while others need room to breathe.

Then it’s a case of going through each model 
with the chosen music selection, designed to 
elicit specifi c responses. The simple, natural 
Lynyrd Skynyrd recording is good at assessing 
rhythms while The Human League’s pristine 
electronics highlight each speaker’s handling of 
midband clarity. Meanwhile the Cocteau Twins 
track shows up any tendency for stridency and 
that massive reggae bassline from The Congos 
proves a stiff low-frequency test for some here, 
but not necessarily all...

Overall, the object is to assess how each 
speaker does in outright terms, before putting it 
into context at its price point. The results show 
that all contenders have merit in their own way. 

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

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS GROUP TEST

 TEST MUSIC 

LYNYRD SKYNYRD 

Second Helping 

Sweet Home Alabama (CD)

THE HUMAN LEAGUE

Dare 

Open Your Heart (CD)

COCTEAU TWINS

Lonely Is An Eyesore 

Crushed (CD)

THE CONGOS

Congo Ashanti 

Days Chasing Days (CD)

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER:
Exposure 3010S2-D £1,700 HFC 397 

We need an even-handed solid-state amplifier that’s 

powerful enough not to be caught out by the less sensitive 

speakers in the group – such as the Spendor A1. This packs 

a healthy 110W per side and is old-school Class AB – and 

thus very much a known quantity. It sounds clean and 

open with lots of get up and go.

DAC:
Chord Electronics Hugo TT2 £4,000 

Perhaps a little pricey, but we want to be sure that 

we’re getting the highest possible quality source to 

the loudspeakers. This is surely the best mid-priced 

DAC on sale, with an extremely detailed and 

musical sound yet it has a very even tonality that’s 

not likely to favour one speaker over another. 

REFERENCE SYSTEM

CD TRANSPORT:
Cyrus CD XT Signature £1,900 HFC 386

Compact disc isn’t particularly fashionable any more, but 

it’s still right up there in terms of sound quality. This is one 

of the best sensibly priced silver disc transports on sale at 

the moment, and it boasts an extremely detailed and 

revealing sound when fed into a decent DAC. 
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Stand by me
David Price compares and contrasts six wildly diverse bookshelf 
loudspeaker designs for your consideration

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS £1,000–£2,500
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ON TEST

Acoustic Energy 

AE500 £1,000 p23

From the creator of the 
legendary AE1 mini 
monitor comes this small 
and affordable offering 
touting clever carbon 
fibre dome tweeter and 
mid/bass drivers, plus a 
rigid little cabinet. 

ATC

SCM19 £2,150 p25

The professional monitor 
heritage is easy to spot in 
this largish design with 
bank-vault build quality. 
ATC’s superb bespoke 
drive units, infinite baffle 
loading and an excellent 
finish seal the deal. 

JBL

4312G £2,500 p27

Channelling classic 
designs of yesteryear, 
this huge three-way has 
a 300mm bass driver 
like a pro speaker, huge 
cabinets plus tweeter 
and midrange level 
controls. It’s undeniably 
epic value for money.

Neat Acoustics

Ministra £1,800 p29

One of the most radical 
models in an interesting 
group, this compact little 
speaker has an exotic 
ribbon tweeter allied to 
isobaric mid/bass drivers. 
It sounds distinctively 
different to all its peers.

Spendor

A1 £1,150 p31

A modern reimagining of 
the classic BBC LS3/5a, 
you might say. The A1 
offers a tiny infinite baffle 
box that punches way 
above its size, thanks to 
high-quality drive units 
and superb build.

SVS

Ultra Bookshelf £1,000 

p33

Along with the JBL, the 
other US contender is an 
attractive but unusually 
profiled cabinet with an 
excellent gloss finish, 
good-quality drive units 
and solid build – despite 
its relatively low price.
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500
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Acoustic Energy
AE500 £1,000 

Sound quality

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Acoustic Energy 

AE500

ORIGIN

UK/China

TYPE

2-way standmount 

loudspeaker

WEIGHT

8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)

185 x 310 x 260mm

FEATURES

 1x 25mm tweeter

1x 125mm 

mid/bass driver

Quoted sensitivity: 

87dB/1W/1m (6ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Acoustic Energy Ltd.

TELEPHONE

01285 654432

WEBSITE

acoustic-energy.

co.uk

A bit a of a dab hand with smaller cabinets, 
there’s plenty to get excited about here

T

1 25mm tweeter

2 Slot-shaped bass reflex port

3 Single-wire binding posts

4 125mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT

LIKE: Delicate and 
refined yet fun sound

DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price

WE SAY: A great-value, 
sweet-sounding 
bookshelf speaker 

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500
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ATC 
SCM19 £2,150

Sound quality

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

ATC SCM19

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

2-way standmount 

loudspeaker

WEIGHT

17.8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)

265 x 438 x 300mm

FEATURES

 1x 25mm tweeter

 1x 150mm 

mid/bass driver

Quoted sensitivity: 

85dB/1W/1m (8ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

ATC Loudspeaker 

Technology Ltd.

TELEPHONE

01285 760561

WEBSITE

atcloudspeakers.

co.uk

The second largest speaker in the group, 
reveals it’s more than just a heavy hitter

A

LIKE: Rock-solid, tight 
and punchy sound 

DISLIKE: Needs a 
powerful amplifier 
to give its very best

WE SAY: A highly 
engaging and fun 
bookshelf design

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

1 25 mm tweeter

2 Bi-wireable binding posts

3 150mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500
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JBL 
4312G £2,500

Sound quality

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

JBL 4312G 

ORIGIN

USA/China

TYPE

3-way standmount 

loudspeaker

WEIGHT

23.8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)

362 x 597 x 305mm

FEATURES

 1x 25mm tweeter

 1x 125mm 

mid driver

1x 300mm 

bass driver

Quoted sensitivity: 

90dB/1W/1m (6ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Harman UK 

TELEPHONE

01223 203200

WEBSITE

harman.com 

Supersize your sound with this decidedly 
old-school seventies throwback

S

1 25mm tweeter

2 125mm midrange driver 

3 Single-wire binding posts

4 300mm bass driver

IN SIGHT

LIKE: Spacious, 
dramatic sound; 
decent sensitivity 

DISLIKE: Lacks 
refinement; 
detail; build

WE SAY: The very 
definition of a 
‘Marmite’ speaker

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2



GROUPTEST

AUGUST 2020 29

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500
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Neat Acoustics 
Ministra £1,800

Sound quality

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Neat Acoustics 

Ministra

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

2-way standmount 

loudspeaker

WEIGHT

8kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)

170 x 300 x 290mm

FEATURES

 1x 50mm true-

ribbon tweeter

2x 134mm 

mid/bass drivers

Quoted sensitivity: 

86dB/1W/1m (4ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Neat Acoustics

TELEPHONE

01833 631021

WEBSITE

neatacoustics.com

Don’t be fooled by the conservative looks, 
this off ering has hidden depths

S

1 50mm true-ribbon tweeter

2 Bass reflex port

3 Single-wire binding posts

4 134mm mid/bass drivers

IN SIGHT

LIKE: Sophisticated, 
punchy, fast sound 

DISLIKE: Nothing at 
the price 

WE SAY: Excellent 
all-round standmount

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500
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Spendor 
A1 £1,150

Sound quality

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

Spendor A1 

ORIGIN

UK

TYPE

2-way standmount 

loudspeaker

WEIGHT

5kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)

165 x 308 x 186mm

FEATURES

 1x 22mm tweeter

 1x 150mm 

mid/bass driver

Quoted sensitivity: 

84dB/1W/1m (8ohm) 

DISTRIBUTOR 

Spendor Audio 

Systems

TELEPHONE

01323 843474

WEBSITE

spendoraudio.com

How will the quintessentially British house 
sound fare in such rarified company?

M

LIKE: Tight but 
smooth, highly 
detailed sound 

DISLIKE: Needs plenty 
of power to drive 

WE SAY: A truly 
excellent nearfield 
bookshelf monitor

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2

1 22mm tweeter

2 Single-wire binding posts

3 150mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT
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STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500
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SVS
Ultra Bookshelf £1,000

Sound quality

 DETAILS

PRODUCT

SVS Ultra Bookshelf

ORIGIN

USA/China

TYPE

2-way standmount 

loudspeaker

WEIGHT

8.6kg

DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)

216 x 379 x 254mm

FEATURES

 1x 25mm tweeter

 1x 165mm 

mid/bass driver

 Quoted sensitivity: 

87dB/1W/1m (8ohm)

DISTRIBUTOR 

Karma-AV

TELEPHONE

01423 358846

WEBSITE

karma-av.co.uk

It might be one of the least expensive in the 
group, but it promises a lot for the money

S

LIKE: Punchy, 
expansive and 
fun sound 

DISLIKE: Lacks 
midband detail 
and grip

WE SAY: Decent value 
do-it-all design

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

OVERALL

2

1 25mm tweeter

2 Bass reflex port

3 Bi-wireable binding posts

4 165mm mid/bass driver

IN SIGHT



WINNER

GROUPTEST
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VALVE AMPLIFIER:
PrimaLuna EvoLution 200 £2,700 HFC 457

If you crave the magic of valves, one of the best 

places to start is this neat integrated. It uses four 

EL34 valves to produce a claimed 44W RMS per 

channel, making it ideal for the all but the least 

sensitive speakers here. It has a tuneful, airy and 

sweet sound that’s very special at the price.

After days of comparisons, David Price thrashes out the ranking order and 
finds a worthy winner 

Group test verdict 

The Ministra’s superb 

ribbon tweeter gives a 

treble quality that’s on 

another level, alongside 

a wonderfully precise 

and open midband. 

Then, twin isobaric 

mid/bass drivers supply 

a thump that belies its 

small size – making for 

loads of fun from this 

little loudspeaker.

Acoustic Energy ATC  JBL  Neat Acoustics Spendor SVS 
AE500 SCM19  4312G Ministra A1 Ultra Bookshelf

 Price £1,000 £2,150 £2,500 £1,800 £1,150 £1,000

 Sound 

 Value 

 Build 

 Ease of drive 

 Overall

,

Key features 

 Ribbon HF No No No Yes No No

 2-way Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

 3-way No No  Yes  No No  No

 Isobaric No No No Yes No No

 Sealed No  Yes No No Yes No

Make/model

Rock-solid build and 

pro-quality drivers 

add up to a glorious 

rock and/or live music 

focused loudspeaker

Retro fun from this 

iconic US brand, 

and huge value for 

money, but too big 

for small rooms

Super svelte cabinet 

that’s a pleasure to 

hear with any type 

of music, despite its 

smaller dimensions

One of the best ultra-

compact designs 

around, this is the 

automatic choice for 

those in small rooms

Big sound, big value. 

An impressive 

showing from this 

do-it-all, US-designed 

loudspeaker

Lovely tonality from 

its clever carbon 

fibre driver units 

make for a feisty 

and funky listen

STREAMING AMPLIFIER:
Cyrus ONE Cast £1,300 HFC 464

This do-it-all streaming amp is a great way into the 

charms of Spotify, Tidal and Qobuz. It’s also a fine 

integrated in its own right, with a claimed 100W per 

channel. It’s a Class D design so is compact and 

cool running, but gives a big and sumptuous sound. 

It’s also ideal for the less sensitive speakers here.

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKERS 
£1,000-£2,500

TRY WITH THESE

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER:
Exposure 3010S2D £1,700 HFC 397 

Packing a claimed 110W RMS per channel of Class AB 

power, this is an old-school integrated amp of the 

muscular variety. It’s long been a mid-price reference 

of mine because it’s not frightened of difficult speaker 

loads and has a balanced yet enjoyably musical sound 

that’s never harsh. ers here. ice.


