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Quite the
Chameleons
The Harbeth Monitor 40.1
By Jeff Dorgay

British monitor speakers have a very devoted set of
followers. When you mention Spendor, ProAc, Rogers
or Harbeth in a room full of audio enthusiasts, a hearty
round of applause will usually follow. Much like panel
speakers, you either dig the sound of British monitors
or they’re just not for you.
These monitor speakers often gave up the frequency
extremes in the quest for getting the magical midrange
right. This approach to speaker design has the side
benefit of making them slightly more user friendly, not
requiring as much fussing to achieve decent sound in a
room as some others that are similarly priced.
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The Monitor 40.1 is a different animal,
building on everything you love about traditional British monitors but with a huge
helping of resolution that is proportioned
perfectly so as not to spoil the package.
The original Harbeth Monitor 40 left the
market a few years ago when Harbeth’s
original supplier for the 12-inch LF driver
ceased production. It returned as the 40.1
in late 2007 when Harbeth sorted out the
process to bring the 12-inch driver manufacturing in house.
However, one of the major keys to the
modern Harbeth sound is their RADIAL™
drivers, used for the woofer in all of their
smaller speakers and the critical midrange
region in the Monitor 40.1.

One of the major
keys to the
modern Harbeth
sound is their
RADIAL™drivers,
used for the
woofer in all of
their smaller
speakers and the
critical midrange
region in the
Monitor 40.1.

On a recent factory visit, I was able to
compare the RADIAL™ cone – before it
was installed into a driver – with a standard polypropylene cone. The RADIAL™
cone is much stiffer, nearly impossible
to bend tortionally. As Harbeth principle
Alan Shaw put it, “The biggest problem
with a polypropylene cone is that it comes
in a roll, heated and then vacuum formed
around a mold tool. Eventually, it does
want to return to its own shape, a flat
sheet. The injection molding technique of
the RADIAL™ cone eliminates this issue,
resulting in a much stiffer cone.”
At the top of the Harbeth range, the
Monitor 40.1’s are considerably larger
than the rest of the line, 29.5"x 17"x
15.5" (750 x 432 x 400mm) and weigh
75 pounds (34kg.) each. The grilles look
like basic black fabric, but the material
is specially designed to be acoustically
transparent and are to be left on while
the music is playing. “We suggest that
the grilles be left on all of our speakers,”
Shaw said. The Monitor 40.1’s carry a
much bigger pricetag than the rest of the
Harbeth range as well; MSRP on the current model is $12,995 in standard cherry
finish. Other finishes are available at a
slightly higher cost. (continued)
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Setup

Introducing the x-head from AV123.

T

he newest addition to the AV123 product
line can drive your favorite headphones with
ease and has a second headphone output
jack, so you can share it with a friend. Take
advantage of our 30 day in-home trial period
and see for yourself.

The Monitor 40.1’s are intended to be listened to nearfield,
which at first might seem intimidating because these are fairly
large boxes. But after the first few
minutes of listening, I guarantee
you won’t even notice them in
the room.
I used the Monitor 40.1’s on
the long wall of my 16x24-foot listening room, with the front of the
tweeters six feet from the back
wall and seven feet apart, center
to center. My ears were just seven
feet from the tweeters, making
a smaller triangle than I’m used
to. By experimenting with seating
position, this proved to offer the
most realistic soundfield. While
the Monitor 40.1’s worked well on
the short wall of my listening room,
following Harbeth’s guidelines that
specify “getting the speakers as
far away from room boundaries as
possible” created dividends in the
expansive soundfield presented.
I must disagree with the master on one issue. I preferred ever
so slightly the sound of the 40.1’s
with the grilles removed to the
sound of them in place. It also
seems a shame to hide all that
craftsmanship behind those big
black frames. I agree with Mr.
Shaw on the issue of speaker
height, where he suggests getting
the tweeter “as close to ear level
as possible.” If you overshoot this
parameter by more than a couple
of inches, the Monitor 40.1’s start
to sound muffled and rolled off.

“ Plug in your favorite set of cans,
and you’ll be amazed at how much
headphone amp $199 can buy.”
Marc Phillips
TONEAudio Magazine

Purchase from us directly at:

www.av123.com

As I spend a large amount
of my time moving big speakers
around, always searching for the
optimum setup, I must commend
the Monitor 40.1’s for being the
easiest speakers I’ve had the
pleasure of setting up. (continued)
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They may also be the most amplifierfriendly speakers that I’ve used.
Though they have a somewhat low
sensitivity rating of 85db, I had no
problem getting great sound with anything from a 30-watt-per-channel tube
amplifier to the monstrous solid-state
amplifiers that I currently have in for
review. All had a different flavor to be
sure, but none gave unlistenable
results.
If you long for the British monitor
sound of old, pair up the Monitor 40.1’s
with some vintage tube electronics
containing a full complement of NOS
tubes, and you can relive that nostalgic
period. Those wanting a more modern
sound need merely switch to a modern amplifier, preferably a high-current
solid-state model, and you will be firmly
in the 21st Century.
Not a Pair of Audiophile Speakers

The Monitor 40.1’s defy convention
in the sense that they don’t follow current trends in speaker design. The LF
and midrange drivers are mounted behind the front panel, and the cabinets
will not pass the “knuckle test,” giving
slightly when you pound on them.
The proof is in the listening. Much
like a great reel-to-reel master tape,
the Monitor 40.1’s have almost endless
resolution and depth. They will give
fantastic results with your favorite solo
vocalist. After spending a lot of time
with them and going back to recordings I’ve heard hundreds of time, I was
amazed at how much nuance was lurking in the presentation.
On the lead guitar solo in Lynyrd
Skynyrd’s “Saturday Night Special”
from their Nuthin’ Fancy LP, not only
could I hear each of the three guitarists succinctly, I could hear the two
backup vocalists off in the corners of
the soundstage. (continued)

Much like a great
reel-to-reel master
tape, the Monitor
40.1’s have almost
endless resolution
and depth.
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series 1

1 7 0 i Tra n s p o r t
The 170iTransport is the
first component specifically
designed to transform your
iPod into a high-resolution
audio/video media server.
The 170iTransport combines
the convenience of personal
audio with the performance
and connectivity of your
home audio/video system,
delivering bit-perfect digital
audio signal via a coaxial
S/PDIF output, DVD quality
video via component outputs,
and built on a sleek stackable
cast aluminum chassis.
When the iPod docks with
170iTransport, the iPod
transforms into an audiophilegrade media server that
rivals some of the top
performing digital source
components available.

I found the same thing when listening to Little Villiage, an early 90s’
collaboration with John Hiatt, Nick
Lowe and Ry Cooder. Much like
the members of Todd Rundgren’s
Utopia, these three have similar
voices and, on an unresolving
speaker, tend to sound like multiple
overdubs of the same voice. All
three voices stood out, and it was
easy to tell who was singing lead
in each song. The bongos in Lloyd
Cole’s “Man Enough” sound just
behind the rest of the players. This
is the kind of subtlety that will keep
you on the couch for hours.
But even with all this finesse,
the Monitor 40.1’s won’t wimp out if
you need to rock. When partnered
with the massive McIntosh 1.2KW
monoblocks with 1,200 watts per
channel, I was able to easily hit 105
db peaks with the big blue meters
only bouncing about two-thirds of
the way up the scale. Knowing
that Alan Shaw personally inspects
blown drivers for damage under
a microscope, and fearing for my
hearing (or having to explain what
happened), I didn’t play Van Helen
II any louder than this. But they
were up to the task.
The Monitor 40.1’s don’t have
“pinpoint imaging,” but neither
does a live performance. They also
don’t have “overdamped bass,”
and if you spend five minutes listening to a stand-up bass playing
in a room, you’ll see that the overdamped audiophile bass might
sound great in “Morph the Cat,”
but that’s not how the instrument
sounds.
The high end of the Monitor
40.1’s is silky smooth and natural.
Cymbals and percussion sound
incredibly natural with just the
right amount of timbre and decay.
(continued)

D I G I T A L
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When listening to some of my favorite analog
recordings, the realism was uncanny. MoFi’s
version of Frank Sinatra’s Nice and Easy
sounded like Sinatra was center stage and
standing about four feet in front of me. In the
recent release of Beck’s Sea Change, Beck
sounded superhuman, as if he was everywhere in the room.
Of course, the midrange was fabulous.
But just as important, the top-to-bottom coherence of these speakers was fabulous as
well. For those of you just tuning in to TONEAudio, it’s worth noting that my reference
speakers are MartinLogan CLX’s and coherence is my big hot button. I appreciate a pair
of speakers with a big sound, and the Monitor
40.1’s offer up a huge one. When you close
your eyes or dim the lights, these big boxes
do an excellent job at vanishing in the room,
much like Harbeth’s smaller monitors do.
Definitely a Music Lover’s Speaker
Earlier this year at the Consumer Electronics Show, MoFi engineer Rob LoVerde and I
spent some time together after he had just finished remastering Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going
On. After about 10 minutes with the Monitor
40.1’s, he said that not only were the midrange
and overall tonal balance of the speakers perfect, but it reminded him of exactly what he
heard in the studio with the master tape. I
can’t imagine higher praise than that.

These speakers have
probably resulted in
more late-night listening
sessions than anything
I’ve had here for review
in a long, long time.

I’ve lived with the Monitor 40.1’s for about
half a year, and I just keep coming back to
them. Everyone who has visited my listening
room has fallen under their spell, and they are
the best party guests one could ask for. These
speakers have probably resulted in more latenight listening sessions than anything I’ve had
here for review in a long, long time.
The Harbeth Monitor 40.1’s are fairly expensive, compared with the rest of the Harbeth line and in general. Let’s face it: you can
buy a nice used BMW 330i these days for 13
grand. However, you can spend five times this
much on a pair of speakers and not get near
this level of musicality.
I can’t suggest highly enough seeking out
a pair of these fine speakers.
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AVisit to Harbeth
During my last visit to the UK, I made it
a point to stop by the factory and pay Alan
Shaw a visit. Distilling Harbeth down to
two words, they would be “efficiency” and
“precision.” The Harbeth factory is not very
large, but there is not one square millimeter
of wasted space anywhere. One of the reasons that owner Alan Shaw can keep Harbeth speakers reasonably priced is that he
doesn’t have an 80,000-square-foot facility
on which to make mortgage payments.

“We concentrate on
our strengths and
core technologies;
if we have to make
a part in house,
we will.”

“We concentrate on our strengths and
core technologies; if we have to make a
part in house, we will.” Shaw explained
as we went upstairs to see five-inch LF
RADIAL™ drivers being built for the next
batch of P3ESR monitors. Thirty-six pair
went through final assembly during the
course of my day at Harbeth. But while
Harbeth builds all of its LF and midrange
drivers in-house, they still source tweeters
from SEAS. (continued)
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“The machinery necessary to build tweeters here would require space that we don’t
have, and learning to make great tweeters is a
very specialized business,” Shaw said.
Every single driver is measured and compared with reference drivers in stock for each
speaker. Anything measuring outside of +/0.3db is rejected. Once all the drivers have
been tested and marked, the appropriate
ones are mated together before assembling
into the cabinets so that they follow the design specification. Tweeters measuring +0.2
db are matched with woofers measuring
+0.2db and so on. From there, every speaker
is logged in a main book with serial number
and measurements, so if it ever needs repair
or replacement, the proper driver can be sent
to a customer.
It is important to the Harbeth story to
mention that they are an ISO 9001 certified
company. That essentially means they have
to keep tabs on every aspect of product
design, build and repair.
They even have to keep track of response and feedback from their customers and dealers. This is another facet
to the organizational side of Harbeth; it
assures its customers of not only a very
high-quality product but an extremely
consistent product.
All completed speakers are then measured again, so by the time they are ready
to box and ship, any possible chance
of error has been eliminated. As you’ve
probably guessed by now, measurement
is very important to Alan Shaw. During
the design phase of a speaker, he starts a
series of notebooks that outline the overall concept and objectives for a speaker,
and he spends quite a bit of time modeling drivers and crossover concepts before
prototyping begins.
During my visit, the new P3ESR was
just being finalized, I saw the two giant

notebooks full of measurements and
technical data and the fifty prototype
woofers that had been made for this
speaker before settling on the final version.
While a good amount of time is spent listening to the prototypes in Shaw’s offsite
facility, quite a bit of time is spent at the
BBC Research Facility in Kingswood, Surrey, in their large anechoic chamber, the
place where the legendary LS3/5a and
other monitors were developed.
As we finished looking at the data,
Shaw explained that it usually takes two to
three years to go from initial drawings to
finished products before he is completely
happy with a design. As we are about to
close the door for the day, he hands me
one of the notebooks that went along with
the design process of the Monitor 40.1 in
this review. Pouring over a week’s worth
of data, it’s easy to see all the care that
goes into every Harbeth speaker. l
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The Harbeth Monitor 40.1
MSRP: $12,995 in cherry,
optional finishes available
Manufacturer
Harbeth Loudspeakers
3 Enterprise Park
Lindfield
Haywards Heath, Sussex
RH16 2LH
+44 1444 484371
www.harbeth.co.uk
US Distribution

Fidelis AV
www.fidelisav.com
Peripherals
Analog Sources Spiral Groove SG2w/TriPlanar VII and Lyra Skala Rega
P9w/RB1000 and Lyra Dorian
Digital Sources Naim CD555,
Wadia 781SE, Sooloos Music Server
Preamplifiers Burmester 011,
Conrad-Johnson ACT2/Series 2,
Nagra PLL
Phono Preamplifiers Nagra VPS
with VFS, Naim Superline w/HiCap2
Power Amplifiers BAT VK-55SE,
Burmester 911mk. 3, Conrad-Johnson
Premier 350, McIntosh MC252, Nagra
PSA, PrimaLuna Dialog 7
Power Running Springs Dmitri and
Jaco, Running Springs Mongoose
and HZ power cords, Shunyata Hydra
2, Shunyata Anaconda and Python
CX power cords
Interconnects Cardas Golden
Reference, Furutech Reference III,
Shunyata Aurora
Speaker Cable Shunyata Orion,
Shunyata Stratos SP
Accessories Burmester V1 and
V3 racks, Clearaudio Simple Matrix
record cleaner, Furutech DeMag,
Mobile Fidelity Record Cleaning
products, Shunyata DarkField cable
elevators VPI 16.5 record cleaner
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