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Everyone wants something different from a loudspeaker. Some people

value midrange neutrality above all, while others will sacri<ce some of that

accuracy to get extended lows or a speaker that will play immensely loud

with only a few watts of power. Some want stereo imaging that is

su>ciently delicate, stable, and accurate that the speakers open a

transparent window on the recording's original performing space. Some

will sacri<ce all of the above to get a speaker whose "jump factor" can jerk

zombies out of their stupor. And there are those who are prepared to lose

just a little bit of everything in order to have a speaker that may not excel in

any of these areas, but communicates what they want from their music in

the most effective overall manner.

LATEST VIDEO

REVIEWS  RECOMMENDED  COLUMNS  SHOWS  NEWS  FORUMS  GALLERIES  SUBSCRIBE

https://www.stereophile.com/
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvrrwa4F-xDlNRVjCzEVd3b2Vvp7m3EqS7TPhpATjC1Sde7wRkleZejiPyXhI8BngyX2e32mfrFiesX3jo4RQ_qGb5wYE3No9zdm_xXmpUiqKO6BLYcdIEVHTiWZ3lsOfROdAyuxe23XVAvyvATxsnneFMdFvntPcNPKfYcocqOAknxe-kh-442Hv45OMxi-MZ4YWmjnn8PR1SFYPDYzFtxZySJvuyqbw1NNDgO6teVMniU0AjBqDzT9Yn2EcCzrY1wtgvuIfaFuN6cxFARsgeYhZ-Bmg&sig=Cg0ArKJSzKqyWoWmqP80&adurl=http://www.soundandvision.com/images/sonyhiresguide/index.html
https://www.stereophile.com/category/stand-loudspeaker-reviews
https://www.stereophile.com/writer/83
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsub8ZnLduAjKIJ3UWaXoWjz--okRh5fc4g1wicSGsDiH4eGtvIhpnXmOJOZChMtlJSno2gfIxuz-p48xSUqq8gjj3fLqJ-6qVazhsXoyljeMd1YEng43J-rJ-jch_Fk1d_2cgpV-BCFK3P9mgTla9maHNhkuIFjWqff-ADfoMOT69GdLFhWmP4YDNrVSRDNebX7mgDGpwXQEmOhUl8h_BPMy-0-ROAk1yLbH-0juCWg5auPHcEuXor0rcwBSW3x89-nS9xfUYn5wyabOuDeUvfqi05bPXJFnQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzEWcJomtN-bh&adurl=http://www.soundandvision.com/images/sonyhiresguide/index.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvO_gGwGXcSQDE7MqJgZOA6ZAieEAYIX2dWBe2G_Ks-vQ9uyA7OwEcdqX_K3VEQjFTG_eL7Jn908_n8w6Lk-c4cnB-g2O11zigpn-DZ14QH-EkNqGaCz348wMs6TxLUIAdns1JZC8dcAvSS7fc54zspKhl74IPS6RMcsqJ5QaROjzkoN5ks5M-IifsKyT-DGDPp2RzdxrnVGj3tPLJahYBoGgx7Ba5zsEo0mL317AQSh-Bayzdw7moh00PBPDZHv1MLNXKZPzS5NzyImoG1Dyw2Z3p8Zc0gKw&sig=Cg0ArKJSzFSacE_lIOgE&adurl=http://www.nordost.com/
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjss9c-262Mj2HT4Nch19epScp4bXYBRoOQ3kikPrJ36PsRmW7Jm4_hRqaZViByin3tILgEeMTjylEAv_8lu8AxgFnT6y0GRkzgSPtLVUFmd7N4zVWyCpWeAXBB5myZxIPIJ0v6frS0jJLJUQ3mvduxADmUkKyrKgIFXzRTdy7GcKqV-R1xQaHBCXJVB5o6IjUd-rvLSKrBAZ5QQUnD-rGI03sKes2N-zXUdV5xlmWfgXeoZaCPshWA5WzBl7uxmptTvux2jGLYD5dpNdK8agGLCUv36MC0t1Kw&sig=Cg0ArKJSzJZVNIQd8tmV&adurl=http://www.soundandvision.com/images/svs1/index.html
https://www.stereophile.com/
https://www.stereophile.com/equipmentreviews
https://www.stereophile.com/recommended
https://www.stereophile.com/columns
https://www.stereophile.com/show-reports
https://www.stereophile.com/category/news
https://www.stereophile.com/forum
https://www.stereophile.com/galleries
https://www.circsource.com/store/Subscribe.html?magazineId=126&sourceCode=I9ABNN


Ultimately, of course, and provided that you a) have very deep pockets and

b) are prepared to reach to the very bottom of those pockets, you can have

everything. But each of us who lives in the real world of car payments,

mortgages, and college-age children must decide what is most important

to us. You can't, therefore, say that real-world speakers with more extended

lows are inherently better than those that excel at soundstaging, or that

both are inferior to those with zero midrange coloration. All that can be said

is that one of those choices will <t your needs better than it <ts others'

needs. That's why so many companies offer so many different speaker

models at so many prices.
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Which brings me to Harbeth's P3ESR. At just 12" tall, this is not a speaker

that will succeed at playing pipe-organ recordings. And with a single

woofer just 5" in diameter, it's not going to play super-loud or <ll large

rooms with sound. But because the earlier versions of this sealed-box, two-

way minimonitor excelled at reproducing the all-important midrange, and

were champs at re-creating a believable soundstage, I have patiently

awaited review samples ever since I auditioned an early prototype at the

2009 Consumer Electronics Show.

The original HL-P3 was designed by Harbeth's Alan Shaw to replace the

venerable BBC LS3/5A location monitor, of which Harbeth had been a

licensee. (For the full history of this classic design, click here.) I reviewed

the HL-P3 in December 1993; John Marks enthused over the ES-2 version

in the October 2005 installment of his column, "The Fifth Element," and I

followed with a full review in April 2007. (You can <nd all this coverage,

which includes the full backgrounds of both the design and Harbeth Audio

Ltd., starting here.)

The fundamental design of the P3ESR remains unchanged from its

predecessor: a 0.75" (19mm) ferroauid-cooled aluminum-dome tweeter,

protected by a mesh screen (in this version, black instead of gold), is

coupled to a 5" plastic-cone woofer, mounted on the front babe from

behind. The babe is veneered, and the cutout for the woofer has radiused

edges. The woofer (made in the UK according to its label) is constructed

on a diecast chassis, and at the end of its pole-piece has a half-roll rubber

surround and a moving dustcap rather than the currently fashionable

stationary phase plug. The crossover is complex, with <ve inductors, ten

capacitors, and three resistors.

The new speaker has a single pair of gold-plated terminal posts on its rear

panel, compared with the earlier version's two pairs, for biwiring. The most

important change is the use of Harbeth's proprietary and patented Radial2

material for the woofer cone. Used by Harbeth in its more expensive

designs, Radial2 is said to be a thermally stable, low-mass, low–energy-

storage composite polymer that offers more clarity and better low-level
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resolution than polypropylene.

The 1993 version of the 'P3 sold for $1199/pair; in 2007, 14 years of

inaation later, the price of the 'P3ES-2 was $1850–$2150/pair. Now, in

2010, the P3ESR costs $2195–$2395/pair, depending on the <nish chosen.

This might be thought expensive for a minimonitor, but I don't think it

unreasonable for such a beautifully <nished, high-performance speaker

manufactured in a high-wage country. As Michael Fremer's mother used to

say, "You pay, you get."

Listening 

I set up the P3ESRs on 24"-tall Celestion stands, the latters' center pillars

<lled with dry sand and bird shot. The speakers were toed-in to the listening

position and placed well away from room boundaries, and I did quite a lot

of experimenting with position to get the transition from the upper bass

through the midrange balanced as smoothly as possible. Harbeth

recommends that the P3ESR be used with its grille in place. This consists

of black cloth stretched over a thin metal frame that <ts into a rectangular

slot around the edge of the front babe. With the grille in place, there is thus

no additional acoustic obstruction anywhere near the drive-units. However,

I felt the balance was a little too smooth with the grilles, and did most of

my listening without them.

The three speakers that preceded the little Harbeths in my listening room

were all large, expensive, full-range aoorstanders: the Revel Ultima Salon2

($22,000/pair, reviewed in June 2008), the Aerial Acoustics 20T V2

($32,000/pair, reviewed in November 2009), and the Focal Maestro Utopia

($49,995/pair, reviewed in July 2010). When I began my auditioning of the

P3ESRs, I expected to be made well aware of what I was giving up in

quantity of sound.

Well, yes. Low bass was missing in action, as was most of the midbass.

Listening to the low-frequency warble tones on Editor's Choice (CD,

Stereophile STPH016-2), there was useful bass output down to the 63Hz

band, but not much of anything below that. And the speakers were

obviously compressing the sound when I asked them to go louder than
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about 100dB. But having said that, what surprised me about the little

Harbeths was how little I missed what the big speakers had been giving

me.

Of course, the adage that your choice of loudspeaker dictates your choice

of music still applies. What you tend to choose from your collection to play

through a speci<c speaker will be those recordings that bring out that

speaker's best and hide its shortcomings.

NEXT: Page 2 »
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