


Hitting
thebigtime
Hot on the heels of its ribbon-equipped
S Series, Quad is poised to upset the
a pplecart aga i n, reckons David Vivian

uad pulled off sometling
of a masterstroke when it
launched its S Series of
spealers last year The

move successfully repositioned the
sonic top line for the brand's hitheno
refined but rather sleepy enclosure
speaker family and, in so doing,
began to bridge the previously
yawning gap to its iconic and
standard-setting electrostatics.

With the introduction ofthe Z Series
range one year on (Quad's 80fi), the
bridge is complete, the company
satisfied that there is a more linear
and cohesive progression in sound
quality between the higher end ofits
conventional lineup, as represented
by the S and z groups, and the smaller
of its panel designs, the ESL 2812.

Of course, Z trumps S and,
according to design supremo Peter
Comeau, slots into place as the closest
approach to the ESL sound you'll find
fiom a box with dlrramic drivers.
And, as history has a tendency to

T'hespeed and
clarity does vocals
and massed strings
noharmatall
repeat itself time and again, it's
clear what allows him to mal<e
such a bold claim: the unmistakable
presence, both visually and sonically
of a ribbon tweeter

Beforc the S Series, beforc the ESL,
before pretty much everything in the
back catalogue, Quad was in on the
ground floor of bbon t\,veeter design.
In fact, its first ever commercially
available speaker used a ribbon to
handle the mid and high ftequencies.
It was a fragile thing that couldn't
take much power at all, but
reproduced mono recordings with
such clarity and detail this was
1949, remember - that it floored the

hi'fi press of the day and undoubtedly
played its part in persuading Quad's
founding fathe! Peter walke! to press
on and develop the world's firct
full-range, push-pull electrostatic.

The return of the ribbon in 2015's
S Series has been notable on two
counts. First, this is tie Jason Boume
of ribbons - a sensitive, insightful soul
that can nevertheless shrug off the
punishment that a modem solid state
muscle-amp is capable ofdishing out.
And secondl)1 Quad's canny maiket
positioning with the S Series made
ov,ning a high-quality ribbon-
equipped speake4 traditionally an
aspiration with fairly hefty financial
consequences, a lot more affordable,
most pointedly in the case of the €500
S-1 standmount (LIFC 404).

Right Zed Fred
The Z Series ups the ante in all
departments. The range consists of
four rnodels: two standmounts (the
Z-1 and Z-2) and two floorstanders.
the flagship Z-4 and fie slightly
smaller €2,500 Z-3 reviewed here. In
basic format, Z mirrors S but the tech,
aesthetic and material upgrades are
more ambitious than incremental,
The Z series bespoke ribbon tweetei
for example, is nearly tlvice the size
as that used in the S Series. You
can add to that brand new Kevlar-
weave bass and midrange drivers,
re-engineered crossover network, a
more elaborate design of reflex port
and, clear for all to see, rather lovely
new enclosures with true, rounded
'boat-back' curves, sloping tops and
a choice ofhigh-gloss finishes.

It isn't merely a question of Quad
nailing its model hierarchy drough.
Ifs obvious the Z Series hasn'tbeen
built to play second fiddle to the ESL.
Rather it very much seems to be a
luxury statement in its orvn right and
one with its own sonic agenda. My
guess is the Z-3 might very well be a
lot of people's idea of the optimum

Th€ boet"shaped
cabinet b fittod
with gold-plated
bi-wire terminals
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transducer: a handsome, beautifully
built and finished floorstander laige
enough to accommodate four drivers
in a true three-way configuration yet
not so bulky as to overpower the
averagely sized UK lounge. lVhile few
would deny that Quad electrostatics
are among the purest-sounding
speakers money can buy they are
conspicuously wide, not especially
preny and, with the best will in the
world, don't do bass as convincingly
as a fine design that's arnply endowed
with d),namic drivers and coopeiative
port alignment.

Some detail, then. Because ofits
Iarger size, the Z-3's 90 x 12mm
ribbon, while sharing the same
composite sandwich construction as

the unit developed for the S Series,
has even greater power handling
capacity and bandwidth and is more
sensitive, enhancing d,,namics. Like
the larger Z-4, the Z-3 is a three-way
design, coupling a 150mm midrange
driver with two 175mm bass d vers.
Designed specifically for the Z Series,
the Z-3's bass and midrange drivers
use cones made liom woven Kevlar

a strong yet light aramid fibre
ideally suited to speaker diaphragms.

The S Series models use similar
Kevlar-coned drivers, but a key >
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feature limited to fie z Series is the
unique double-roll cone surround
fixed to the cast aluminium basket.
The special surround has been
designed to control brealup modes
with claimed benefits in accuracy and
transparency while d1e light and rigid
chassis for the motor system is said to
eniance transient pedormance.

Another feature debuting on the Z
Se es is the so-called 'acoustic filter
bass reflex loading'. This incorpomtes
a dual-chamber filter system inside

the enclosure, with the reflex port
exiting via a specially shaped
expansion chamber in the plinth,
which in turn is filled with resistive
foam. The sought result is the usual
benefit in sensitiviry and extension
expected ftom a bass reflex system,
but with the cla ty and transient
aftack of a dosed-box (infinite
baffle) design, avoiding the
turbulence and 'chuffing' that's
all too often associated with
conventionally ported speal<ers.

The big problom for
much oI th6 Z-3's circ€-
f25k competition is
that it simply do€6n't
look as e)eemive or as
classy as lhe stocky and
superbly finbhed Quad.
A car€ in point is dle
Spendor A6R (HFC 381)

which appears to
be a bit plain and
undernourished by
comporllon. And it has

ilst two drivers. one
of which is a domg
weeter. Fortunately
tor spendor, looks
can be deceptiw and,
sonically. th€ AOR

6tacks up pretty
well against the z-3,
displaying comperable
ev€n-h€ndedness and
neutrality. if lagglng
somewhat $rh6n it
cdmes to power end
dynamic6. Monitor
Audlo's rather gorgeous

Gold GX2O0 (HFC 349)
is a much closd call for
hild and fnish and hat
a crisp. clear, tautly
conrolled perbmance
that cen &und very
sp€cial. gut it isnl quh€

as consistent a3 th€
Z-3 and vcry fin€ ss its
gold dome tweeter i6.

the Quadb rlbbon is
even bettor 6till.

The elegant, boat tailed enclosures
themselves are constructed fiom
multiple layers ofwood fibre
composites of varying density,
strengthened with multiple
circumfercntial braces. The aim is to
reduce panel resonance to below the
level ofaudibiliry Intemal long hair
fibre damping helps absorb unwanted
reflections and this, in conjunction
with the scattering effect of the
curved cabinet sides, is claimed to
minimise coloration. On the outside,
multiple layers of piano lacqutir are
applied over black, white or rosewood
veneers, each layer being hand-
polished to a high gloss before the
next layer is applied. The depth and
intensity of colour this gives to the
speakers really has to be seen 'in the
flesh'to be fully appreciated. You

really will want to wear the supplied
handling gloves to avoid leaving
greasy fingelprints evert'\,vhere.

The treble, midrange and bass units
are aligned via a phase-compensated
Acoustic Butterwofti crossover
networh said to be devised using
advanced computer-aided design in

TheZ-3maywellbe
one of the very best
speakers that Quad
hasevermade
league with hundreds ofhours of
listening tests. peter Comeau, dircctor
ofdesign at Quad's parent company
lAG, will have sat through many of
them and is clear about where the Z
Series sits in the grand scheme. "The
Z Se es is the pinnade ofQuad's
enclosure speakers and features the
largest ribbon ffeble unit fiat I've
ever used, giving the Z Se es a clarity
and definition drroughout the upper
midrange ald treble that is utterly
beguiling. This combines with the
acoustic filter bass reflex systern
and lowcoloration enclosure to
deliver the perfect embodiment of
the natural sonic realism that is the
hallmark ofQuad."

Sound quality
It's the large listening room for the
Z-3 and the tender minisEations of
my 2s0w-per-channel Musical
Fidelity IOV250S rcceiver tethered by
modest rulls of Tou,'nshend Audio
Isolda DCT cable. The speakers are
pulled about a metre into the room
and very mildly toed-in towards tlte
listening position about halfway
do\ n its 7.3m lengd.

There arc no hard and fast rules as

to what makes a spealer suddenly

O Ribbon

O cold-plated
bi.wirebinding
po6t6

O 2x175mm

drivers

O lsomm lcvlar
midrange driv€r
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'sing' Iike a lark ot indeed, 'zing' like a
comb and paper kazoo. One person's

meat an'a11... What constiftltes
Iong'term listenability howeve4 is

easier to ascertain and, for me, it all
boils do$'n to balance. I'm not talking
about fiequenry extremes or neuoal
tonality or any other hi-fi metric. The
most satisrying speaker for the long
haul is the one that successfully nails
that elusive sweet spot bet\,veen
rcfinement and excitement. The good
news is the Z 3 does this so well it
possesses an almost chameleonlike
ability to 'become' the music rather
rhan bend it to its will.

The absence of discemible
manipulation has much to do with
the honesty of the ribbon, of course.
Dizzlngly high in resolution and
vanishingly low in distortion, it bdngs
a sense ofrealism to transients and
textures even the best dome tweeters,
metal or fabric, would be hard
pressed to challenge. Also, being
Iarger than the S Se es'ribbon, the
z's is more efficient and reaches
lowe4 integrating strperbly with the
Kevlar-coned midrange driver that
sits below it.

The Z-3 is shong at the other end
of the frequency scale, too, pumping
out dle fat s]'nth bass line of Stevie

Wonder's I Wrh with dre bounry
enthusiasm it waEants, but without
the thickness and bloat some less

well controlled and mannered
floorstanders can bring to the party
Furtiemore, the speed and clarity of
this speaker allied to a beautifully
judged midrange (lots of presence but
not too forward), does vocals and
massed strings no harm at all. Joni
Mitchell's achingly sad, Both Sides

No!r, usually a bit slrrrp]a actually
gains in emotional power through
sounding cleaner and more piecise,
with less melancholy 'musk'.

In broad terms, musde and poise go
hand in hand. There's an overarching
sense of control, but tlte pulse of a
thrill is never far fiom the surface. For
recordings with a built-in change of
pace and d;'namic reach, such as

Corrine Bailey Rae's fab Hey, I Won't
BreakYout Heart ftomhet The Heart
SpeokJ In t4lhilpers album, the Z-3 is a

natural, able to track dle change of
pace as deftly as the kick in tempo
and d).namics. As I've already hinted,
it's dre z-3's remarkable compass and
even-handedness that inform its
ability to score with all types of music,
however loudly or softly it's played.
Did I mention it images beautifully as

well? Funny thing is, when a pair of
speakers gets the stereo right, you
hardly notice.

Conclusion
The Quad Z 3 ticks so many boxes I'm
inclined to think it may be one of the
very best speakers Quad has ever
made. The way the speaker look and
the qualiry of its build and finish are
powerful hooks in themselves. Photos
really don't tell the whole picture, this
is one f2,500 floorstander dlat could
take the Pepsi Challenge with
high-end exotica at twice the p ce.

That goes for its performance, too.
Yes, ifs that good and, at the price, an
absolute steal. Finally a Quad speaker
has stepped out from the shadow of
the EsL. It's called the Z-3 .

OUR VERDICT

The'sandwich'
ribbon tweeter
brlngsa sonse
of realisln that
rival models
wlllstruggle
to rnatch
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Q&A
Peter Comeou
Director of ocoustic design, IAG

Dvt The z-33 build quatb and
standardof finish seems almosa
tidictloudy god tot ahe p,|ice,

Howhas lrris been achieved?
Pcr Here at Quad, we'vealways been
determined to deliver high-end
performanceand build quality at
affordable prices, and the Z series
is noexception. Wecan do this
because we areserving an
international market, so production
quantities are higherthan one would
normally associate with high-end
products. Also, our purpose'built
factory manufactures 99 percent of
the parts inhouse, which enables us
to keep costs under controlas wellas
using craftsmen to handfinishour
speakers. The Z Series'gorgeous
g loss finish is achieved through the
application of multiple layers of
lacquer, each layerpolished by hand
before the next is applied.

co.tld you gointo a tiftle more
depth aboutthe benefias of a
double-rctl swround bE|lneen ahe
lGvlar w eav e cone an d basket?
The common problem with a single,
large rollsurround is that itdeforms
spectacularly under high excursion,
affecting the distortion
characteristics. Also there isa
reflection effect from theabrupt
rising edge ofthe surround, which
shows up in the midrange. The
double roll surround. when
calculated and designed correctly,
avoids both these issues. The
challenge is that it is very difficult
to design for good linearityl

the reflexport loading goes
beyond the usuat aerc w ol i ling.
Howdidthisco,',eo[pt!a?
You could c6llthis porta'double
chamber resistive tuned reflex
system'. We all know that standard
ports chuffand havea high Q factor,
both ofwhich are clearly audible. The

Quad Z Series port vents into a

second chamber, which isfilled with
an open cellfoam to form a small
resistance to reduce the Q factor
and eliminate chuffing.
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