B4 equipment review

Orpheus

Aurora 3 Signature
Loudspeakers

Signature versions of loudspeakers are the
audio equivalent of the ‘Director’s Cut’ in
the movie industry. So, just as a director
sometimes gets to release a different ver-
sion of a movie from the original cinemat-
ic release—perhaps to include some scenes
that were cut out and remove a few scenes
that were left in—so too in a ‘Signature’
version of a loudspeaker, the loudspeaker
designer is given a free hand to include
parts and processes that he wasn’t allowed
to include in the original production ver-
sion. The difference with speakers is that
rarely—if ever—does a speaker designer
take something out!

As with most things these days, 1
blame the bean-counters. In movies,
scenes are deleted or inserted specifically
to attract moviegoers—or at the very least
to make sure they don’t stay away—the
intention of which is to ‘maximise the
gross’ rather than to make a great movie.

When it comes to loudspeakers,
bean-counters are almost always taking
something out, whether it’s a certain
grade of internal speaker wire, improved-
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quality drivers or even high-quality
crossover components. In most cases, I
guess you can't really blame the bean-
counters, because they have to ensure
the speaker meets a certain price-point
in the marketplace, either to match or
equal the price of a popular competitive
loudspeaker or simply to get the selling
price under some perceived psychological
‘price barrier’, because if a speaker isn't
commercially successful, there isn’t

ever going to be a ‘Signature’ version!

In the case of the original Aurora 3, it
appears the bean-counters at Orpheus
wanted a swing tag that started with a ‘1’
rather than with a ‘2’ to beat consumer
resistance about paying more than
$2,000 for a pair of speakers.

So what does the Orpheus Aurora 3
Signature have that the original Orpheus
Aurora 3 didn’t? Only those who have
never purchased high-end capacitors,
resistors and inductors will be surprised
to learn that the only substantive
difference concerns these parts, all
of which are used in the Signature’s

crossover network. Sure there’s some
hand-picking concerning driver selection,
and some additional attention to some

of the smaller, almost inconsequential
details, but in the main what you get

for your extra $500 is a handful of very
pricey imported parts, along with some
locally made hand-wound inductors.

The Equipment

Orpheus has had a long association with
Danish company Peerless and it seems the
amalgamation of Peerless with Scan-Speak
and Vifa (to form a new company, now
known as Tymphany) hasn’t changed that,
because the Aurora 3 Signature sports the
same woven Kevlar-coned bass/midrange
drivers and 25mm silk dome tweeters as
the original Aurora 3 that was reviewed

in Australian HI-FI Magazine two years ago
(Volume 35 No 4).

The bass/midrange drivers are rated by
Orpheus as having a diameter of 153mm,
but the Theile/Small dimension is closer
to 133mm, giving an effective cone
area (ECA) of 139cmz. However, because
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there are two drivers, the total area is
twice this, at 278cm?, which is roughly
equivalent to if Orpheus had used a single
bass driver with a nominal diameter of
210mm. The driver chassis are moulded
from ABS plastic, so there’s no fringing
of the magnetic field, and the roll
surrounds are made from durable rubber,
which won’t rot away in Australia’s harsh
climatic conditions. Foam, the other
material that’s in popular use as a roll
surround material, has a tendency to rot
away relatively quickly in this country.

The Danish 25mm diameter silk
dome tweeter has a very large magnet
assembly and is distinguished from
most ordinary tweeters by having a large
integral chamber (encapsulated plastic)
that improves its performance at the
bottom of its frequency range. Orpheus
has improved the transition between
the midrange cone driver and the dome
tweeter by rebating the tweeter’s frame
into the baffle and overlapping it with
the edge of the midrange driver’s frame.
This is a clever (and economical!) method
of squeezing the acoustical centres of the
midrange and tweeter close together to
make sure there’s no image shifting at the
crossover frequency.

The Aurora 3 Signature employs two
techniques to extract the maximum
possible bass from the enclosure—
techniques that were relatively new when
the original Aurora 3 was released, but are
now standard throughout the loudspeaker
industry. The first is the two-and-a-half-
way alignment, where both cone drivers
work at very low frequencies but only
one at higher frequencies (obviously, the
higher of the two drivers!). This system
has become popular because it works
so well no matter what type of drivers
are used, but in the case of the Aurora
3 Signature it works particularly well,
because the diameter of the drivers is
small enough to mean that the single
upper driver works particularly well as a
midrange driver, and large enough that
the two drivers, when working in tandem
at low frequencies, are able to deliver
impressive amounts of bass. If Orpheus
had used smaller diameter drivers, it
might have improved the midrange, but
the bass would have suffered. If it had
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used larger diameter drivers, it would
have improved the bass at the expense
of the midrange. You can see that when
you start to look more deeply into what
appear to be simple design issues, it’s
more complex than first appears...

The second technique Orpheus uses to
improve bass is differential bass loading.
Instead of having both drivers operate
from a single internal chamber, sharing
a single bass reflex port, the Aurora 3
Signature has two internal chambers—
one with a volume of 15 litres, the other
with a volume of 29 litres—each of which
is separately vented. This enables the
two chambers to be slightly differently
‘tuned’ to extend the bass further down
than would be possible with just a single
chamber/reflex port. Again, this has
now become relatively commonplace
because it works so well, but it’s still far
from being overly popular. Why so? The
problem with this type of alignment is
that the number of variables means you
can’t get a computer to predict accurately
beforehand what the result might be. A
computer will certainly get you close,
but that’s about it. This means that
differential bass loading designs require
more than the usual amount of trial-
and-error and ‘hands-on’ development
work before they're ready for production,
which means a much longer lead-time
and a greater reliance on skilled ears. This
approach best suits those companies that
have speaker designers on staff, as is the
case with Orpheus, and is never used by
loudspeaker manufacturers that employ
freelance designers. The dual-chamber
approach is also more expensive, not so
much because of the added complexity of
the cabinet due to the requirement for an
additional baffle, but because wires then
have to be threaded through this baffle
and the hole sealed afterwards. Not an
ideal mass production scenario!

I am always concerned when I see a
bass reflex port on a front baffle, because
some midrange sounds will inevitably
leak through the port to have an effect
on the sound, so I was pleased that the
Aurora 3 Signature’s ports are both on
the rear panel, so the midrange that does
leak through (particularly the higher of
the two ports) will either be absorbed or
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scattered behind the speaker. Even if
it does manage to make its way around
the front, because of a reflective rear
surface, its level will at least have been
severely attenuated.

Any twin-chamber, 2.5-way speaker
requires a fairly sophisticated crossover
network, but the one inside the Aurora
Signature 3 is more complex than usual
because Serhan uses it to compensate
for diffraction loss as well as handle
frequency division. The PCB-mounted
crossover sports three large air-cored
inductors that are cross-mounted so there
is no electromagnetic interaction between
them. As mentioned in the introduction
to this review the ‘Signature’ model
uses German-made metal oxide resistors
and metal-foil SER capacitors, all of
which are individually measured before
being hand-soldered into place on the
PCB. This process of measurement is
particularly important, because the
values of capacitors, in particular, can
vary quite dramatically even when you're
paying top dollar to the supplier. Despite
this, few speaker manufacturers measure
capacitors because doing so is relatively
time-consuming due to the nature of the
component itself. There are still two non-
polarised electrolytics in the Signature’s
crossover (the cost of replacing these
with non-electrolytic types was out of
the question!) but they’re bypassed by
small-value capacitors. The lead-out wires
that connect the crossover network to the
drivers are also soldered at both ends, to
ensure there’s no contact resistance to
increase over the years, as can happen
when manufacturers use spade-lug
connections—as most do.

The cabinet is built entirely from
19mm medium-density fibreboard (MDF)
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and all internal surfaces are covered
in non-allergenic foam sheets rather
than fibreglass, which is particularly
important since fibreglass has been
classified in the US as being a potential
carcinogen. Fibreglass is still fine to use
in infinite baffle loudspeakers, where
the strands can’t escape from the cabinet
(and equally OK to use in ceilings, as
insulation!) but it shouldn’t be used in
bass reflex enclosures because fibreglass
particles could escape into the room
through the port: and will in fact do
so every time the bass driver moves
backwards, into the cabinet!

Each cabinet stands 931mm high on
a small integrated plinth and is 220mm
wide and 330mm deep. My review sample
was finished in a stunning Australian
Jarrah veneer, but the speakers are also
available in Black Oak and Cherry.

Listening Sessions
The listening sessions with the Aurora 3
Signature were rather unusual due to the
fact that Orpheus had kindly supplied a
standard Aurora 3 for A-B comparison pur-
poses. This proved to be necessary, because
although it’s evident there are differences
in the sound in a direct A-B comparison,
those differences are sufficiently subtle
that I think you’d have to be extraordinar-
ily familiar with the sound of both models
before you could pick one from the other
away from such a comparison.

The bass response of both Aurora 3
models was impressive, with the level
of the bass staying constant all the way
down to at least the bottom-most ‘E’ on
the piano keyboard, and was only a little
lower in level at the very lowest note
(A). Both speakers delivered bass with a
rich, powerful sound and there was no
sense of any ‘honk’ to the tone even at
extremely high sound pressure levels—
the tonal quality remained constant
across the range of volume levels. Where
the Signature versions pushed slightly
ahead of the standard version in the
sound quality stakes was in their control
over the bass, with the ‘feel’ of the
music seeming a little tighter and more
precise. This is demonstrated perfectly
on Eric Bibb’s fabulous song Too Much
Stuff, from his album ‘Natural Light’
(www.ericbibb.com) where Dave Bonze's
bass guitar comes through so funky your
foot will be tapping even before you
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start grinning at the song’s lyric. (It’s not
surprising Bonze’s bass gets such a good
run—he also produced the CD!) Hubert
Sumlin’s guitar work is a tour de force. The
piano sound on the following track, Home
Lovin’ Man, is splendid, and pianist Janne
Petersson’s fills fit the theme perfectly—
perfectly judged vamping. However, if
you want to hear the Aurora 3s (either of
them!) really deliver on deep bass, head
for the almost infrasonic rumbles on
Black Rebel Motorcycle Club’s signature
track, Simple Words, or buy one of those
‘Big Bass’ CDs they use in car audio
competitions. Higher up in frequency,

the phasing effects on this same track,
particularly at high frequencies, prove the
accuracy of Orpheus’ driver matching,
because they’re reproduced with ear-
warping precision.

It was easier to pick differences in
sound quality at higher frequencies.
Across the midrange I thought the
Signature versions sounded a little cleaner
and more spacious, as if they were giving
musicians a little more room to breath
in between notes. I puzzled about the
mechanism behind what I was hearing
and wondered if what I was hearing was
that notes were actually being presented
faster and finishing earlier, because the
higher-quality capacitor components in
the Signature were storing and releasing
energy more efficiently. Apart from this
improvement, I thought the Signatures
retained and perhaps improved on the
fractionally forward midrange that is a
significant contributor to the superior
sound of the standard Aurora 3. I loved
the sound of the Signatures on the intro
to Bruce Cockburn’s Open, from ‘You've
Never Seen Everything’, with the gentle
guitar, the brushed drums and the
bass seguing so wonderfully well. The
rich tapestry of the sound that results
is welcoming, and musically friendly,
just as the sadness of Celestial Horses is
delivered with heart-rending pathos. The
harmonies of the duet are enchanting.
Indeed the Signature delivers harmonies
spectacularly well, particularly with
large-scale choral works such as the Choir
of Ormond College’s ‘“The 12 Days of
Christmas’ (Move MD 3269).

At high frequencies, I thought the
Signature version offered an increased
sense of ambience and air, so that the
very highest harmonics sounded almost

transparent, tinkling lightly across the
top of the music. This was not achieved
by any overt brightness, indeed I found
the sound more ‘warm’ than bright—a
very welcome trait that ensures the
speakers will never become fatiguing,
even after long sessions, which was
certainly my experience. The delicate
high frequency sounds on Chieko
Kinbara’s a espera trace through all the
tracks on her debut CD. A classically
trained cellist, and formerly a member
of the Tokyo Philharmonic, Kinbara is
now a ‘clubber’ with a unique—though
stilted—house sound that’s a mix

of classical, world music, latin, and
flamenco... but embellished with
altogether too much electronica.

Conclusion

The Orpheus Aurora 3 Signatures are excel-
lent loudspeakers, with a gorgeously rich,
beautifully detailed and highly musical
sound... but exactly the same is true of
sound of the standard Aurora 3. I thought
that overall, the Signature version was
certainly the best-sounding of the two
models, but I came to this conclusion

only after scores of hours of intensive A-B
comparisons spaced over as many months.
So if you can stretch the extra dosh for the
Signature versions, I know you won't re-
gret it, but if you can't... well, in this case
you can be assured that second-best is still
a whole lot better than whatever’s coming
in third... -'\f\— greg borrowman

Readers interested in a

full technical appraisal

of the performance of

the Orpheus Aurora 3
Signature Loudspeakers
should continue on and
read the LABORATORY
REPORT published on the
following pages. All readers
should note that the results
mentioned in the report,
tabulated in performance
charts and/or displayed
using graphs and/or
photographs should be
construed as applying

only to the specific

sample tested.
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