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tereophile writers have reviewed

three versions of Sonus Fa-

ber’s stand-mounted, two-way

loudspeaker, the Guarneri:
Martin Colloms on the original Guarneri
Homage, in 1994;! Michael Fremer on
the Memento edition, in 2007;2 and Art
Dudley on the Evolution, in 2012.% The
Guarneri has always been an expensive
speaker—$9400/pair with matching stands
in 1995, $15,000 with stands in 2007,
$20,000/pair plus $2000 for the stands in
2012—but its prices have been related to
its build quality and appearance, both of
which have always been superb. Now we
have the Guarneri Tradition, for $15,900/
pair, including stands.

Sonus Faber launched their series of
Homage Tradition loudspeakers at an
event in February 2017, at the World of
Mclntosh Townhouse in Manhattan’s
NoHo neighborhood. After a presen-
tation of the technology embodied in
the new speakers, we listened to the
line’s three models, the floorstanding
Amati and Serafino and the stand-
mounted Guarneri, each in a dedi-
cated room with a system based on

SPECIFICATIONS

Every iteration of the
Guarneri since the
Homage has featured an
elegantly lute-shaped
cross section.

Audio Research components. All three
were sonically promising, but it was the
smallest and least expensive that I felt
would work best in my room. I asked
for a pair for review.

Design
Every iteration of the Guarneri since
the Homage has featured an elegantly
lute-shaped cross section. The form is
intended to pay homage to the famed
18th-century Italian violin makers—in-
cluding, of course, the Guarneri family,
of whom Giuseppe “del Gesu”

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/
sonus-faber-guarneri-homage-loudspeaker.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/
sonus-faber-guarneri-memento-loudspeaker.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/
sonus-faber-guarneri-evolution-loudspeaker.

of dealers: 20.

Two-way, reflex-
loaded, stand-mounted
loudspeaker. Drive-units:

1.1" (28mm) damped-apex
silk-dome tweeter, 5.9”

(150mm) sandwich-cone
mid/bass driver. Crossover
frequency: 2.5kHz. Fre-
quency range: 40Hz-35kHz.
Sensitivity: 87dB/2.83V/m.
Nominal impedance: 4 ohms.
Recommended amplifica-

tion: 30-250Wpc. Long-term
maximum input voltage (IEC
268-5): 20V RMS.

14.85" (377mm)
H by 9.4" W (239mm) W by
14.75" (375mm) D. Weight:
35.2 Ibs (16kg). Dedicated
stand: 29.85" (758mm) H
by 12.25" (300mm) W by
15.35" (390mm) D. Weight:
35.2 |bs (16kg).

Wenge (wenge

wood veneer with maple
inlays, brushed aluminum

in titanium finish, brown
leather); Red (stained walnut
veneer with black inlays,
brushed black aluminum,
black leather).

52 (both).
$15,900/pair, includ-
ing dedicated carbon-fiber
stands. Approximate number

Sonus Faber,
Via A. Meucci, 10 36057
Arcugnano (VI), ltaly.
Web: www.sonusfaber.com/
en-us/.
US distributor:
Sumiko, 2431 Fifth Street,
Berkeley, CA 94710.
Tel: (510) 843-4500.
Fax: (510) 843-7120.
Web: www.sumikoaudio.net.




SONUS FABER GUARNERI TRADITION

Guarneri (1698-1744) was the final
member practicing the craft. The
curved sidewalls, laminated from
several thin sheets of tonewood, are
veneered with wenge (a tropical
hardwood often used in guitar mak-
ing), with maple horizontal inlays—
or walnut stained red with black
inlays—and attached to an MDF
frame. The top and bottom panels
are of brushed, titanium-colored
aluminum; the bottom is finished
with black felt where it couples to the stands, and the top

has wooden inlays to match the sidewalls, with a central

glass circle silk-screened with an Sflogo. With a front baffle
finished in leather stained brown, or black, and Sonus Faber’s
traditional grille of stretched vertical threads, the Guarneri
Tradition is a stunningly beautiful piece of furniture.

But this is Stereophile, not Beiter Homes & Gardens; it
behooves me to examine the technology used in this
speaker. The tweeter and woofer are mounted vertically
in-line within a vaguely violin-shaped accent of what looks
like hard rubber, this outlined with aluminum. As in the
tweeter used in the Guarneri Evolution, the Tradition’s 1.1"
(28mm) dome is of silk. But unlike the earlier speaker, a
tiny damping pad is held against the center of the dome by
a vertical bracket. This technology, which Sonus Faber calls
Arrow Point or Damped Apex Dome (DAD), was first seen
in their Lilium and II Cremonese models, and is intended
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to optimize top-octave dispersion
compared with ring-radiator tweet-
ers and conventional domes. The
tweeter is mounted in an acoustic-
labyrinth chamber of wood.

The 5.9" (150mm) woofer features
a sandwich cone and a neodymium
magnet system, and is acousti-
cally loaded with what SF calls its
Stealth Ultraflex System. A vertically
oriented, rectangular vent, radiused
and lined with rubber at its top and
bottom, is positioned between the flared vertical vanes on
the aluminum rear panel. This port is 5" deep and its internal
opening is damped with black foam, to control the speed of
the air flowing through the duct and reduce its turbulence.

The two drive-units are crossed over at 2.5kHz with
Sonus Faber’s Paracross topology. At the World of McIntosh
event, Paolo Tezzon, SF’s manager of R&D, described this
topology as producing “transparency, speed, and absolute
musicality.” In the diagram he showed, Paracross differs
from a conventional CLC, third-order crossover in moving
the second series capacitor to the other side of the drive-
unit, so that that cap shares the ground connection with the
shunt inductor. I don’t see why there should be any electri-
cal difference, but the proof of the concept, of course, will
be in the listening. Electrical connection is via two pairs of
binding posts mounted below the reflex port.

The Guarneri Tradition stands visually match the speakers

used DRA Labs' MLSSA system
and a calibrated DPA 4006 mi-
crophone to measure the Sonus
Faber Guarneri Tradition's fre-
quency response in the farfield, and an
Earthworks QTC-40 for the nearfield
responses. The Guarneri's sensitiv-
ity is specified as 87dB/2.83V/m;
my estimate was close to this, at
86.1dB(B)/2.83V/m. How the Sonus
Faber's impedance magnitude varies
with frequency is shown by the solid
trace in fig.l. Although it drops below 4
ohms between 160 and 340Hz, with a

Stereophile SF Guarneri Tradition Impedance
(ohms) & Phase (deg) vs Frequency (Hz)
o
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Fig.1 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, electrical
impedance (solid) and phase (dashed) (5 ohms/
vertical div.).

106

minimum value of 3.6 ohms at 125Hz,
and there is a combination of 4.5 ohms
and -38° electrical phase angle at
140Hz, the Guarneri Tradition is still a
relatively easy load for the partnering
amplifier to drive.

There is a slight discontinuity just
above 300Hz in the fig.1 traces; when
| examined the enclosure's vibrational
behavior with a plastic-tape accel-
erometer, | did find a fairly strong
mode at 323Hz on the sidewalls a few
inches behind the front baffle (fig.2).
It was also present, at a lower level, on

the top panel, but the affected areas
were fairly small, and in my listening |
noticed nothing amiss in the speaker's
midrange that could correlate with this
measured behavior.

The impedance traces suggest that
the port on the speaker’s rear panel is
tuned to 50Hz, and the woofer's out-
put, measured in the nearfield (fig.3,
blue trace), does have its minimum-
motion notch at that frequency. (This
is the frequency at which the woofer
cone is held stationary by the back
pressure from the port resonance.)

Fig.2 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, cumulative
spectral-decay plot calculated from output of
accelerometer fastened to center of sidewall (MLS
driving voltage to speaker, 7.55V; measurement
bandwidth, 2kHz).

Amplitude indB

L] 100 1606 10005

Frequency in Hz

Fig.3 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, acoustic
crossover on tweeter axis at 50", corrected for
microphone response, with nearfield responses of
woofer (blue) and port (red), respectively plotted
in the ratios of the square roots of their radiating
areas below 350Hz and 720Hz.
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and combine a carbon-fiber central pillar, filled with some
kind of damping material, with aluminum top and bottom
plates. Three guide pins on the top plate fit into dimples
in the speaker’s aluminum base for a secure stance. The
massive bottom plate is fitted with four of Sonus Faber’s
Silent Spikes, which comprise a coaxial sandwich of metal,
clastomer, and metal that has been patented by SF as Zero
Vibration Transmission (Z.V.T.) and was first seen in their
flagship Aida speaker.

We don’t always comment on packaging, but the way
these speakers and their stands were shipped deserves rec-
ognition. If someone is going to spend the price of a Toyota
Corolla on an audio component, the manufacturer should
ensure that every part of the experience is first-class, includ-
ing the unpacking.

Sound Quality

After some experimentation, I positioned the Guarneri
Traditions close to where the TAD Micro Evolution Ones
had been when I listened to them for the review published
clsewhere in this issue: with their woofers 74" from the wall
behind them, and, due to my room’s slight asymmetry, the
left speaker’s woofer 27" from the LPs lining the nearest
wall, the right speaker’s 42" from the books lining that wall.
These positions slightly shelved down the low frequencies
but gave the best transition between the mid- and upper-
bass regions. The kick drum at the beginning of a live 2010
recording of Phish playing Little Feat’s “Time Loves a Hero”
(16-bit/44.1kHz FLAC, no longer available) was both well

SONUS FABER GUARNERI TRADITION

The port’s output (red trace) peaks
sharply between 35 and 70Hz, rolling
off above that region. Though a couple
of midrange peaks can be seen in its
response, these are well down in level.
Higher in frequency in fig.3, the
woofer rolls off rapidly above 2kHz,
and is crossed over to the tweeter
at 2.5kHz with what appear to be
third-order filter slopes. In its output,
however, is a small but well-defined
peak at 2kHz. The tweeter's response
(green trace) is relatively flat within
its passband. The trace above 300Hz
in fig.4 shows how these individual
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outputs sum in the farfield, averaged
across a 30° horizontal window cen-
tered on the tweeter axis. The response
is relatively even, but the peak at 2kHz
can be seen; and at the other end of the
spectrum, the low frequencies roll off
quickly below 45Hz.

Fig.5 shows the Guarneri Tradition's
horizontal radiation pattern normal-
ized to the tweeter-axis response,
which therefore appears as a straight
horizontal line. The speaker's output
in the 2kHz region falls off, which will
work against the audibility of that
peak in the on-axis output, while the
tweeter actually has slightly greater

output to its sides in the mid-treble
than it does on axis. The tweeter does
become quite directional above 12kHz,
however. In the vertical plane (fig.6),
suckouts develop in the crossover
region more than 5° above and 10°
below the tweeter axis. Don't listen to
this speaker while standing, and use its
dedicated stands to place the tweeter
axes close to the level of your ears
when seated—although, as | found with
my listening chair, the stands raised the
speakers slightly too high.

The red trace in fig.7 shows the So-
nus Faber's spatially averaged response
in my room, compared with that of the

Fig.4 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, anechoic re-
sponse on tweeter axis at 50", averaged across 30°
horizontal window and corrected for microphone
response, with complex sum of nearfield woofer
and port responses plotted below 300Hz.

Fig.5 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, lateral
response family at 50", normalized to response

on tweeter axis, from back to front: differences in
response 90-5° off axis, reference response, differ-
ences in response 5-90° off axis.

Fig.6 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, vertical
response family at 50", normalized to response
on tweeter axis, from back to front: differences in
response 45-5° above axis, reference response,
differences in response 5-45° below axis.



defined and had sufficient, er...
kick.

The speakers were toed in
to my listening chair. On their
conical feet, the stands are almost
29" tall, which places the tweet-
ers 39" from the floor—I had to
sit more upright than usual to
raise my ears to the tweeter axes.
With the dual-mono pink-noise
track on my Editor’s Choice (CD,
Stereophile STPHO016-2), the
sound developed a slightly hollow
coloration if I sat high enough to
see the tops of the cabinets. Sitting
with my ears on the tweeter axes,
I could hear a slight emphasis in
the low treble, though the balance
was otherwise relatively even.
The central image of the noise
was appropriately narrow, without
any widening at some frequencies.
Listeners can be assured, there-
fore, that stereo images should be
accurately presented between and
behind the Guarneri Traditions.

The Guarneris’ enclosures
seemed inert when I rapped their
panels with my knuckles; but
listening to the sidewalls with a

If you want sonic elegance
matched with an equally
elegant appearance, the
Sonus Faber Guarneri
Tradition is a contender.

SONUS FABER GUARNERI TRADITION

Paolo Tezzon points to the
violin-shaped accent on the
floorstanding Amati Tradition.

stethoscope as I played pink noise, I
could hear some emphasis between
300 and 400Hz. This behavior seemed
to have no audible effects with music,
however, male voices acquiring no
additional thickness. The Sonus

Fabers differentiated Leonard Cohen’s

measurements, continued

similarly priced TAD ME1 speakers
reviewed elsewhere in this issue (blue
trace).! The two speakers’ responses
look superficially similar, but you can
see that the three-way TAD produces
a bit more midbass energy, the Sonus
Faber a little more upper-bass and
lower-midrange energy. The Guarneri
Homage also has a more elevated top-
octave response, and while that 2kHz
peak in its on-axis output is still visible,
it's mild in level. Incidentally, above
500Hz, where the room acoustics will
have much less effect than below that
frequency, the two speakers didn't

match as closely as | have found with
some other models, there being up to
2dB difference in their outputs at some
treble frequencies.

In the time domain, the Sonus
Faber's step response on the tweeter
axis (fig.8) indicates that both
drive-units are connected in positive
acoustic polarity. This graph suggests
that the best integration of the drive-
unit outputs occurs just below the
tweeter axis. The slight ripples in the
decay of the woofer's step give rise to
a significant ridge of delayed energy
at 2kHz in the Guarneri's cumulative

spectral-decay plot (fig.9). This may
be due to a cone-surround termina-
tion problem at this frequency, and

it appears to be of high Q, which will
work against its audibility. The plot is
otherwise very clean.

There's a lot to admire in the Sonus
Faber Guarneri Tradition's measured
performance, but | was bothered by
that small peak at 2kHz.—John Atkinson

1Using SMUGSoftware's FuzzMeasure 3.0 program
and a 96kHz sample rate, | average 20 '/s-octave-
smoothed spectra, individually taken for the left and
right speakers, in a rectangular grid 36" wide by 18"
high and centered on the positions of my ears.
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Fig.7 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, spatially av-
eraged, '/s-octave response in JA's listening room
(red); and of TAD ME1 (blue).

Fig.8 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, step
response on tweeter axis at 50" (5ms time window,
30kHz bandwidth).

Fig.9 Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition, cumulative
spectral-decay plot on tweeter axis at 50" (0.15ms
risetime).



low-pitched voice in “First We Take Manhattan,” from his
Im Your Man (16/44.1 stream, Columbia/Tidal), from the
synth-heavy backing, Pecuharly, the 320kbps, lossily-com-
pressed AAC version of this song I found in my hbrary no
idea how it got there—sounded a bit less congested in the
treble than the uncompressed Tidal stream.

The Y5-octave warble tones on Editor’s Choice extended
cleanly and evenly through the 40Hz band, with the 32Hz
tone boosted by the lowest-frequency mode in my room.
The 25 and 20Hz tones weren’t audible at my normal lis-
tening levels, but, commendably, no wind noise came from
the ports when I listened from behind the speakers. The
half-step—spaced tonebursts on Editor’s Choice played evenly
and with good control, and the low D-flat on my detuned
Fender bass at the end of the 24-bit master file for “Deck
the Halls,” from Cantus’s Comfort and Joy: Volume Two (CD,
Cantus CTS-1205), had good weight without booming.
Similarly, the double-bass line in Peter Gabriel’s sympathetic
take on David Bowie’s “Heroes,” from Gabriel’s Scratch My
Back (16/44.1 ALAC file from CD, Real World), was re-
produced with enough low-frequency power to support the
music, while the image of the singer was palpable.

Playing this superbly recorded album, an outlier in these
days of the Loudness Wars, reminded me that, 30 years ago,
rock recordings were made before dynamic range and light and
shade had become dirty phrases among mastering engineers.
Prefab Sprout’s Steve McQueen (1985), retitled Two Wheels
Good in the US (ALAC file ripped from CD, Columbia
4663362), was produced by Thomas Dolby; it amply il-
lustrates the case against modern recording practices, and
showed where the Sonus Fabers excelled.

In the Sprout’s cover of Jim Reeves’s hit “He’ll Have to
Go,” the reverb on the girl singers in the haunting fade-in
raised goose bumps—and when Paddy McAloon enters in
the verse, the image of his voice hung between the speakers,
naturally sized and stably positioned. In the album’s final
track—the “trucking mix” of the opener, “Faron”—every de-
tail of the sound of the frantic banjo that enters in the chorus
was crystal clear despite being mixed fairly low in level, but
without that detail being unnaturally spotlit. Similarly, the
properties of the various echo and reverb effects weren’t
obscured by higher-level elements of the mix. In “When
Love Breaks Down,” the woody character of the electric
bass remained clearly portrayed throughout, as Dolby’s mix
changed from sparse and reverberant to full-bodied with a
rhythmic groove.

Comparisons

The speakers that had preceded the Sonus Fabers in my
room were GoldenEar Technology’s floorstanding Triton
References ($8498/pair), which I reviewed in the December
2017 issue.* With their powered subwoofers, it should come
as no sutprise that the T Refs offered greater low-frequency
extension than the Guarneris and a somewhat less-forward-
sounding upper midrange. The stand-mounted Sonus
Fabers, however, had a more delicate-sounding high treble
and shghtly greater precision of stereo imaging.

When I listened to the TAD Micro Evolution One
($14,290/pair with stands), I felt that its bass was on the light
side. Compared directly with the TADs, the Sonus Fabers
had a warmer balance in the lower midrange with “I Say,”
from Happy Rhodes’s HR? (16/44.1 ALAC, Aural Gratifica-
tion), and with Robert Silverman’s set of 23 piano sonatas by
Beethoven (MQA FLAC files unfolded to 24/88.2, Silver

SONUS FABER GUARNERI TRADITION

ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT

: » Linn Sondek LP12 turntable with Lingo
power supply, Linn Ekos tonearm, Linn Arkiv B cartridge.
Ayre Acoustics C-5xeMP universal player;
MBL Noble Line N31 CD player-DAC; NAD Masters Series
M50.2 digital music player; PS Audio PerfectWave Direct-
Stream D/A converter with Bridge Il (v.0.2.15) & RedCloud
firmware; Mac mini running Roon 1.3, Vinyl Studio; Ayre
Acoustlcs QA-9 USB A/D converter.
NHT Balanced Passive Volume Control;
Channel D Seta L phono preamplifier.
d / NAD M32.
Lamm M1.2 Reference, Pass Laborato-
ries XA6O 8 (both monoblocks).
's GoldenEar Technology Triton Reference,
TAD Micro Evolution One.

Digital: AudioQuest Coffee (USB) & Vodka
(Ethernet), DH Labs (AES/EBU), Esperanto (S/PDIF).
Interconnect (balanced): AudioQuest Wild Blue, Canare.
Speaker: AudioQuest K2. AC: AudioQuest Dragon,
manufacturers’ own.

s Target TT-5 equipment racks; Ayre Acoustics
Myrtle Blocks ASC Tube Traps, RPG Abffusor panels; Shu-
nyata Research Dark Field cable elevators; Audio Power
Industries 116 Mk.Il & PE-1 AC line conditioners (hard drive,
computers). AudioQuest Niagara 5000 Low-Z Power/
Noise-Dissipation System. AC power comes from two
dedicated 20A circuits, each just 6’ from breaker box.
—John Atkinson

Lining/Audio High). The TADs, however, had slightly less
“jangle” audible in the die-aways of chords, though this
wasn’t apparent except in side-by-side comparisons.

The Guarneri Traditions offered soundstaging of similar
superbness of stability and detail to that of the ME1s with
my recent recordings of works by Latvian composer Eriks
E§envalds, performed by Ethan Sperry and the Portland
State Chamber Choir on their The Doors of Heaven (24/88.2
WAV files, Naxos 8.579008/HDtracks). If I had to swear
to it, the ME1’s upper-midrange balance was less forward,
something that was noticeable in choral climaxes. Overall,
however, I'd say that while sounding different from one
another, the TAD and Sonus Faber were as equally matched
in sound quality as they were in price.

Summing Up

Like its predecessors, Sonus Faber’s Tradition edition of
the Guarneri is expensive, and some of that price must be
set against its styling and the standard of its construction.
It’s fair to note that the Bowers & Wilkins 805 D3, which

I reviewed in March 20177 costs $7000/pair with matching
stands and offers the Guarneri Tradition some competition
in sound quality—though it’s also fair to note that the Italian
speaker is more neutrally balanced than the British, and
offers greater low-frequency extension in-room. However,
if you want sonic elegance matched with an equally elegant
appearance, the Sonus Faber Guarneri Tradition is a con-
tender. I very much enjoyed my time with it. m

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/goldenear-technology-triton-reference-
loudspcakcr.

5 See www.stereophile.com/content/bowers-wilkins-805-d3-loudspeaker.



