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Spendor A5R
MARTIN COLLOMS TRIES OUT A COMPACT SEALED-BOX FLOORSTANDER FROM SPENDOR 

■  REVIEW

First shown in prototype form at the Bristol 
Sound and Vision Show earlier this year, 
production of this new £2,000/pair Spendor 

A5R has now settled down so this is an appropriate 
time to assess a rather promising design. Many look-
a-like speakers populate the compact floorstanding 
sector, so what elements distinguish this model from 
the alternatives (which include several other Spendor 
designs)? 
 The A5R replaces an earlier A5 model that used 
different drive units and reflex-loaded the lowest 
frequencies. Like the A5, this A5R is a 2.5-way 
compact floorstander, but it differs in one important 
respect. To some degree this model also replaces a 
more expensive stand-mount alternative, and its 
main claim to fame is a well controlled boom-free 
bass, the better to match variations in placement 
and the very real differences that exist amongst the 
acoustics of different rooms through the bass region.
 At this point I should declare an interest, since 
I’ve recently been encouraging designers to improve 
bass ‘group delay’. Doing so can bring several, albeit 
subtle, benefits in bass resolution and timing. A 
speaker designed using a sealed enclosure will have a 
bass output that tapers off more slowly towards the 
lowest frequencies and also meets lower group delay 
criterion more easily. 
 This new Spendor model achieves low bass group 
delay by sharing a single sealed internal volume 
between the bass/mid driver and the bass-only driver: 
in effect the two drivers are acoustically closely 
coupled. At lower frequencies they behave as a single 
decent size (9in/220mm) bass driver. That good size 
is just as well since the upper driver is optimised 
for a clean midrange, and neither driver has much 
excursion. Modest sine wave power handling of just 
a few watts below 50Hz was found on test. I also 
explored the dynamic reserve and up to 50W power 
handling is possible on a peak program basis, which 
is fair enough, and to its advantage there is no port 
to overload and chuff and thus add non-musical 
noises and distortion.
 I had an LS3/5a on hand, and was surprised to 
see that although it’s much deeper and three times 
the height, the A5R was even narrower than a 3/5a. 
Five finishes are available, including veneers in 
light oak, dark walnut, black ash and, cherry, plus a 

satin white lacquer. The retail price is £1995 for the 
veneers, and £2195 for the white lacquer. (Spendor 
plans to add deep gloss finishes at a later stage.) 
The nominal 6ohms impedance has a minimum 
of not less than 4ohms. The speaker weighs 15kg 
and stands on adjustable spiked feet bolted into 
in solid machined footplates. It has a compact 
footprint and is 82.5cm high, 25cm deep and just 
16.5cm wide. Dispensing with the complexity and 
potential electrical losses incurred with bi-wiring, 
this eminently sensible speaker is single-wired with 
sturdy, easily tightened WBT binding posts, for 
spades, plain wire or 4mm plugs.

Controlling Group Delay
While not as important as loudness 
capability, bass power output, frequency 
response smoothness and overall clarity, the 
optimisation of group delay has subtle but 
important benefits which may improve longer 
term listener involvement and satisfaction. 
Would we prefer a loudspeaker which 
impresses right away, or one which subtly 
grows on one and shows new insights on 
every track you play? The loudspeaker which 
impresses most in a brief shop demo, or one 
which provides new insights with increased 
use and familiarity? (Incidentally, group delay 
in general was covered technically and in some 
depth in HIFICRITIC Vol7 No4.) 

The two main technology routes to reduced group 
delay are size (essentially the bigger the better), and 
sealed-box bass loading. The best results of all will 
be found when both these factors are working in 
concert, although this is also the most costly route. 
Note that Devialet (see HIFICRITIC Vol9 No1, ref 
Devialet SAM processing) and Linn are offering 
electronic feed-forward corrections for such group 
delay errors (Linn through part- linearisation of the 
speaker room interface).
The widespread alternative is the ported or bass 
reflex-loaded design, which accepts that there will 
be a proportion of associated non-musical sounds. 
These are not wholly unmusical, since there is at 
least some relationship between the port output and 
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the low frequency content of the programme, and 
millions of speaker systems have been built this way. 
But after experiencing and appreciating just how tidy 
a minimised group delay model truly sounds, it is 
hard to walk away from the benefits.
 In earlier times high quality bass tended to be 
expensive, so the industry looked for a way to get 
more bass for less cost. Put a hole in the box and you 
get a Helmholtz resonator (that ‘blowing over the 
neck of a bottle’ effect). This may then be tuned to 
lower frequencies, for example by using a tube, so 
that a bit more bass is provided from the tube/box 
resonance as the natural bass of the speaker system is 
rolling off at lower frequencies. 
 When this is optimised, the speaker goes louder, 
is more powerful and has a bit more bass. So what’s 
to lose? At times, some quality may be lost alongside 
the quantity gain, and the low bass in particular 
may now be slightly delayed, slowing musical timing 
and rhythm. In addition the sound from the port 
tends to home in on its one-note resonance, so 
that it doesn’t follow the bass tune properly and 
just rumbles along, its own sound following a little 
behind the song’s time signature.
 That this is not a total disaster is thanks to one 
aspect of our hearing. If the harmonics in bass 
sounds are correctly reproduced at the higher 
frequencies, these tend to help fill in and cover up 
errors present at lower frequencies. However, this 
does make the analytical part of the brain work 
harder which increases fatigue, while that largely 
unconscious bass correction is also only partly 
successful.

Sound quality
We briefly tried the A5R with the Naim Statement 
amplification but the step down from this and 
its partnering Magico S5 proved too great, so we 
sensibly used more representative amplification from 
a Creek Evolution 100A and a Naim NAP300. In my 
opinion (not necessarily shared by the Editor!), it 
is important for a balanced review that the product 
under assessment should at times be operated in a 
sensible system context. 
 The ability to play music well is rated more highly 
than low coloration per se, and we did hear some 
mild ‘boxiness’ from the lower midrange (heard on 
Joni Mitchell’s Blue, for example), alongside a little 
‘nasality’ in the mid treble and a hint of high treble 
‘zing’. Quite good frontal image depth was audible, 
with stable layering and consistent focus, but deeper 
perceived depth was limited, as if the back of the 
soundstage was slightly masked. Overall coloration 
was quite low and because it is a rigid, sealed-box 
design, the enclosure coloration did not intrude 

significantly. The sound is crisp and fast, with very 
good rhythm and timing, and a tuneful bass that was 
consistently involving and upbeat. Transparency was 
rated above average particularly in the treble and that 
difficult-to-achieve naturally breathing midrange that 
was heard on the D7 is also present here.
 Dynamics were a little muted and a natural 
moderate volume level seemed to exist where it 
performed at its best. It sounded more comfortable 
on classical and jazz material, and was particularly 
good on the saxophone, which is a difficult 
instrument for many loudspeakers. Image focus was 
quite sharp and nicely layered in depth, while the 
placement of specific sounds remained stable in the 
soundstage.

RECOMMENDED
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 Inner virtues became apparent on extended 
listening, and it was considered upbeat, pretty 
well balanced tonally, and above all, entertaining. 
Fitting the grilles did make the sound a little duller, 
and not quite as dynamic or as well focused, but 
these losses were rather less than usual, thanks to 
intelligent grille design. 

Conclusions   
This well designed loudspeaker is slim, compact and 
therefore very easy to locate. It’s tolerant of variations 
in room acoustics and placement in the room, and 
also proved more effective than usual when near to 
room boundaries. It sounds consistently fast and 
upbeat, with a clear, tuneful bass that makes for good 
listener involvement, although this compact design 
has maximum loudness limits that perhaps make 
it less suited to heavy metal and bass-laden rock 
material. Stereo imaging and clarity are well above 
average for the size and price, and it also represents 
an easier amplifier load than most, especially 
considering its (accurately specified) above average 
sensitivity.

Test Results
Specified at 87dB/W sensitivity, this pair exceeded 
that specification by 0.5dB (which is almost unheard 
of these days!). The figure of 87.5dB is about average 
overall, but is good considering the very compact 
size, particularly so in view of the sealed-box loading 
(which generally carries an efficiency penalty). The 
impedance does not fall below 4ohms and averages 
8ohms, indicating a somewhat kinder than average 
amplifier loading. An amplifier power range of 20 
- 50W is indicated here. Maximum sound levels 
are not outstanding, but are again good for the size: 
50W peak program power feeding a pair can raise a 
satisfactory 102dBA in a typical room. 
 On-axis the frequency response met fine ±3dB 
limits from 45Hz - 22kHz, albeit with a mildly 
elevated treble. A 2dB plateau above 4kHz actually 
matches a similar mildly raised lower mid region, 
from 150-400Hz, which helps keep the system 
response in balance subjectively. The A5R is low 
enough that the main axis is directly on the tweeter 
for normal seating and listener heights, and best 
timbre is obtained when the speakers are set straight 
ahead or turned in only slightly, maybe by five 
degrees. This agrees with the listening test findings, 
as the equivalent 15degree off-axis frequency 
response (black trace) is the best of the set, essentially 
±2dB 70Hz - 18kHz. Below this axis a minor dip 
of 6dB at 3kHz is visible, and it is clear that very 
good phase integration has been achieved around the 
4kHz crossover point.

 The off-axis curves begin to show the effect of 
the finite radiating patterns of the mid and treble 
units. Output dips between 600Hz and 3kHz and 
shows the dominant power centred on 4.5kHz, 
which might lend a touch of nasality and extra 
crispness. The 30 degree lateral off-axis result is good, 
suggesting wide soundstage coverage and relatively 
neutral sounding sidewall reflections. A mild 2dB 
lift in power is seen in the 150 - 300Hz region, 
which could add some mild ‘boxy’ coloration, while 
below these frequencies the bass is a little dry but 
well extended and free from boom – a ‘fast’ bass 
if you like. This result tallies with its potential use 
nearer than usual to the wall in front, which should 
still result in a uniform bass. This sealed-box design 
will also be less affected by a room’s bass modes, 
improving its flexibility with regard to possible 
locations.
 The room averaged response met ±4dB limits, 
20Hz - 12kHz, which is impressive, but again there 
is evidence of that mild lower mid plateau (150 
- 400Hz). However, from an overall perspective this 
may be seen as a well designed and well integrated 
set of drivers and matching enclosure. Typical pair 
matching was a very good ±1dB, albeit ±1.5dB in the 
1-3kHz range.
 Although not entirely absent, enclosure panel 
resonances were generally well controlled, though 
some readout from the side walls near the mid driver 
was seen in the 600Hz - 1.5kHz range. The panels 
are hard and well braced, judged by a (painful!) 
knuckle rap. The speaker grilles do reduce dynamics 
and clarity a little, but are actually fairly neutral by 
average standards, thanks to thoughtful shaping of 
the apertures; this behaviour was confirmed in the 
associated frequency response.
 On the waterfall graph, early decay is rated very 
good, and output is almost linear phase across the 
measured bandwidth. Rapid clearing for the first 
0.5mS is seen, indicating quick and well defined 
transients. However, the field rapidly becomes 
cluttered with a complex array of moderate 
interactions and resonances as time elapses, possibly 
correlated with the observed finite limit to image 
depth and transparency.
 Continuous power handling is one area where the 
compactness took its toll. While it sounded fairly 
robust when driven hard on programme, steady state 
sine wave distortion results were not very good at 
lower frequencies, showing power handling capacity 
that’s rather limited. The sealed-box design keeps 
things tidier than they might have been, but the 
lowest useful bass at 33Hz had a sine wave maximum 
power limit of 5W. (I have reviewed comparable 
speakers where a whole 6dB more power produced 

The Review System
Audio Research  Reference 5SE, 
Townshend Allegri control 
units; Creek Evolution 100 
integrated amplifier; Vitus 
SIA-025, Naim NAP300 
and Krell Duo300  power 
amplifiers; Naim UnitiServe 
network server and S/PDIF 
source; Naim NDS/555PS 
streamer/DAC; Wilson Audio 
Sasha Series2, Magico S5, 
Quad ESL63, BBC LS3/5a 
loudspeakers; Naim Fraim 
racks; Transparent MM2 
and Naim NACA5 speaker 
cables, Transparent MM2 and 
Van Den Hul Carbon TFU 
interconnect cables.
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Make Spendor Audio Systems____________________________
Country  made in UK____________________________
Model  A5R; moving-coil  
 floorstander, 
 sealed-box loading ____________________________
Price per pair (finishes)
 From £1995 veneers; 
 (2,195, in lacquer)____________________________
Size (HxWxD) cms 82.5x16.5x25____________________________
Weight  15kg (33lb)____________________________
Drive units 
2.5-way:  150mm bass/mid;
 160mm bass; 26mm tweeter 
 (22mm voice-coil)____________________________
Sensitivity (ref 2.83V)  
 87.5dB @1m____________________________
Amplifier loading
 Good: 4ohm min., 6ohm rated ____________________________
Frequency response, axial  
 45Hz - 22kHz ±3dB 
 (very good tolerance) ____________________________
Frequency response off- axis  
 Very good (see graphs)____________________________
Bass extension 48Hz,  -6dB; 
 (38Hz in-room)____________________________
Max loudness 102dBA 
 (stereo pair in-room)____________________________
Power rating (min/max) 20/50W____________________________
Placement   Floorstanding on 
 spikes, flexible placement

Tech Story
Spendor has assembled a nice kit of tools for 
speaker design and production, combining 
precision die-cast magnesium alloy chassis with 
proprietary cone technologies in subtle blends 
of polymers (including proprietary EP77 with 
optimised damping for superior midrange 
sound quality). Both the bass and the bass/mid 
drivers have 150mm chassis, while the bass-
only unit employs a Kevlar composite cone 
for maximum rigidity. The established 27mm 
tweeter is a hybrid of 22mm doped fabric 
dome with a larger outer surround, the latter 
constituting a radiator section which in part acts 
in a rolling motion. (All domes have an outer 
roll suspension that makes some contribution, 
and which is clearly more than usual here.) The 
extended output of the midrange driver allows 
for a higher than usual crossover point at 4kHz, 
helping the crossover to integrate the two with 
better phase control. The enclosure is highly 
rigid and well braced while the finish is simply 
excellent with its beautifully figured veneers.  

no problems.) Just 2W at 30Hz still gave 10% 
second and 30% third harmonic distortion, though 
it did not sound as rough as these figures suggest. 
Even at 50Hz, where decent music power is typically 
found, second harmonic distortion was 3% and third 
a quite high 5.5%, and this was at just 1W. However, 
by 75Hz things had somewhat improved, registering 
1.3% second and 2.15% third harmonic distortions. 
Reducing the power to 0.1W gave 0.4% second 
and 0.5% third at 75Hz, while the lower midrange 
(typically around 250Hz) delivered better than a just 
audible 1% of second and 0.2% of third harmonic 
distortions. No upper harmonics marred the result. 
 From the low treble (above 1kHz) things looked 
fine: at 1W input, second harmonic distortion was 
-60dB (0.1%) and third was -49dB (0.3%). For 
a lower 0.1W input second harmonic distortion 
was now an improved -70dB, but third harmonic 
distortion remained at -49dB, which is considered 
to be at the threshold of audibility. Results at 2kHz 
were not special either: at 1W second harmonic 
distortion was -63dB (about 0.08%) while third 
was a bit high, and audible, at 0.7%. These figures 
only improved a little at the lower 0.1W power 
level. Once into the tweeter range results were good, 
typically 0.1% for distortion, and just 0.05% for 
both second and third harmonic distortions in the 
aurally critical 5kHz region.
 So power handling and distortion are generally 
unexceptional and on these grounds the A5R will 
be better suited to classical and folk at lower powers 
rather than pounding stadium rock material. It 
does take additional power quite gracefully with a 
progressive loss in clarity and lower bass extension, so 
how far it is to be pushed will be up to the customer 
to decide. 

Spendor A5R: Frequency Responses (87.5dB/W sensitivity)

Spendor A5R: Frequency Response Impedance and Phanse

Spendor A5R: Waterfall Display if Amplitude/Frequency 
with Time
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