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Focal-JMlab

Alto Be

Replacement for the Mezzo Utopia uses Focal’s new beryllium tweeter

Focal-JMIah Alto Be

PRICE £11,000/pair

SUPPLIER Focal-JMlab UK
CONTACT 0845 660 2680
WEBSITE

www.focal-fr.com

One of the loudspeaker highlights of the last
few years was the Focal-JMlab Mezzo
Utopia, a large three-way loudspeaker that
cost around £8000, and was derived from the
flagship Grande Utopia. The Grande Utopia itself
has now been replaced by the Beryllium or Be
model, a root-and-branch redesign of which the
beryllium dome tweeter is only a part, and in
which none of the original components have been
carried across. All models based on the original
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Grande Utopia have been or are in the process of
being replaced by new designs which are only
loosely related to the Utopia range, but which are
closely modelled on the new Grande Utopia Be
flagship, scaled to fit particular price points.

The nominal replacement for the Mezzo Utopia
is the Alto Be, the subject of this review. It has
broadly the same configuration as the Mezzo, that
is to say, it is a three-way floorstanding model, but
it is wider, taller and deeper than its predecessor.
It's also more expensive, but this is easily
accounted for by the Alto's improved build-quality
and better drivers. The Mezzo was well made by
any normal standards, but the Alto is beefier and
better specified throughout. There has been no
stinting on the cabinetwork, which is simply

temperature-sensitive ‘focus ring' outside the
main magnet structure.

Bass and midrange units on the Alto Be are
similar fo their counterparts on the Grande Utopia
Be. The 165mm midrange driver uses a novel
‘Power Flower' magnet structure, which consists
of six small-diameter ferrite magnets arranged
hexagonally around a central core, with pole
pieces arranged in the shape of the petals of a
flower. The advantages claimed are a high
magnetic flux density, geometric accuracy and
minimum flux leakage. Both this unit and the
280mm bass driver use versions of Focal's W-
cone structure. Here, two fine layers of woven
glass sandwich a foam core, which is structurally
rigid, extremely light and well damped, with

The unusually smooth treble means it is
remarkably difficult to coax the Alto Be
into sounding oppressive even when loud

stunning in terms of build and finish quality. The
Alto Be weighs in at 75kg, which is nearly 20%
more than its predecessor.

There are several key technology highlights, of
which the inverted beryllium dome tweeter was
covered in some detail in the Grande Utopia Be
review [HFN, July '03]. The main points are that
beryllium is stiffer, lighter and offers superior
damping to other materials. Its impulse and its
frequency response are superior (up to nearly
40kHz), but it is the much superior damping that
is probably the dominant factor; that and the new
tweeter's ability to mimic the qualities of a
wideband (or super) tweeter without needing a
separate drive unit. This brings benefits to phase
distortion and coherence.

The inverted dome has allowed Focal to use a
smaller diameter (19mm) voice coil, fixed inside
the edge of the dome, which reduces moving
mass further, but the trade-off is a smaller, hotter-
running magnet structure. Focal-JMlab says that
the ability to withstand heat without demag-
netising is a key factor with compact, high flux
magnet systems. This is addressed by using
samarium cobalt magnets which can withstand
much higher operating temperatures than the
alternative neodymium-iron, which is however
used 1o help focus the magnetic flux in a less

properties that have been fine-tuned by adjusting
the thickness of the core. The three drivers are
knitted together at 250Hz and 2.5kHz with fourth
order (24dB/octave) networks, by a well-specified
high-power crossover housed in the bottom part of
the enclosure, which is fitted with a single pair of
WBT input terminals. The enclosure is almost as
radical as the rest of the design, and is discussed
in detail in the Technology box. Suffice to say
here that the dimensions are 1208 x 370 x
530mm (hwd) and finishes available include the
Classic (gold bird's-eye ash), Signature (burgundy
bird's-eye ash) and Avant-garde (natural bird's-eye
ash), all with slate-grey metallic lacquer.

From the outset, the nuts and bolts of the
sound slotted together better than they had with
the Grande Utopia Be. No surprise there. Using a
speaker like the Grande Utopia in my 10 x 4m
listening room was always going to be a fire-
fighting exercise, and the fact that it worked
satisfactorily at all was little short of miraculous.
The smaller size and more limited (but still
impressive) LF bandwidth of the Alto means that
the room's main eigentones are not being driven
as hard, and the bass is consequently more even
and tuneful. There was still a dominant room peak
around 50Hz, but below this the speaker output
ramps down a little, which was only recognised as
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