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Floorstanding three and a half way loudspeaker
Made by: ELAC Electroacustic GmbH, Germany 

Supplied by: Hi Fi Network Ltd, UK
Telephone: 01285 643088

Web: www.elac.com/en; www.hifi network.com
Price: £5599

If there’s one speaker company that 
wants to show you high-tech innovation, 
visibly combined with quality German 
engineering, it’s Elac. That’s just what 

you get with the impressive new FS 409.  
This tall floorstander takes its place as the 

top model in Elac’s Line 400 series. Along 
with the new CC 400 centre channel, it 
completes a range that kicked off in 2012 
with the introduction of the smaller FS 407 
floorstander and BS 403 bookshelf speaker.

All the Line 400 models use Elac’s 
JET 5 tweeter, the latest refinement in a 
progression that started when the first JET 
unit appeared in 1993. Essentially, JET is 
Elac’s development of a concept originated 
several decades ago by Dr Oskar Heil. Born 
in Germany in 1908, Heil moved to America 
after World War II and patented his AMT 
(Air Motion Transformer) 
principle in 1972.

In the Heil AMT, as with 
other ribbon-type drivers, 
the moving element 
is a very light plastic 
membrane that carries 
a fine metal track to 
conduct the audio signal. 
It is suspended between powerful magnets 
so that when current flows, the membrane 
moves. But there the resemblance ends.

A TWEETER BELLOWS
What’s special about the AMT is that the 
membrane is not flat, but folded into 
concertina-like pleats, so that it responds to 
the signal, opening and shutting like bellows. 
By increasing its velocity this action moves a 
greater volume of air than a flat ribbon with 
the same frontal area, hence the name Air 
Motion Transformer.

Other companies employ the same basic 
principle. Adam Audio of Berlin calls its Heil-
based tweeters ART (Accelerating Ribbon 
Technology), while in the USA, MartinLogan 
has its Folded Motion devices. In Switzerland, 
Precide produced various AMT-equipped 
models before its Syrinx [HFN Jan ’05], 
aiming for better integration with a bass 
unit facing upwards at 45°. Precide has also 
offered the big Oskar Heil Kithara speaker.

RIGHT: Here the JET 5 tweeter is combined with 
Elac’s latest ‘crystal’ AS-XR mid and bass units. 
Grilles attach magnetically with no visible fixings. 
The speaker comes in other finishes: White, and 
two wood veneers 

Latest of the Elac models to use the distinctive JET tweeter, 
this eye-catching design has plenty of high-tech pizzazz
Review: Steve Harris Lab: Keith Howard

Meanwhile, Elac has continued to 
enhance its own tweeter design, the  
JET 5 having been already described by 
some observers as sweeter-sounding than 
its predecessors. But although the JET AMT 
has long since become Elac’s signature 
technology, the Line 400 range embodies 
several other innovations.

ELAc’S cOnE DESIGn
In the FS 409, the next unit down from the 
JET 5 is a new 150mm midrange driver, 
specially developed for this model. This 
is matched to a pair of the 180mm bass 
units that had already been introduced in 
the ‘two-and-a-half-way’ FS 407 speaker 
and, like those units, it features Elac’s latest 
AS-XR cone design. This is a development 
of the existing Elac AS cone, which is really 

an inverted dome 
consisting of a 0.2mm-
thick aluminium foil layer 
bonded to a cellulose 
layer to create a rigid 
sandwich. In the AS-XR 
drivers, the inverted 
aluminium dome is 
stamped with a faceted 

‘crystal’ pattern to give greater stiffness, and 
is bonded to a paper pulp cone behind.

At its outer edge, the ‘sandwich’ is 
suspended by a wide asymmetrical rubber 
surround, while at the centre both the 
neck of the paper cone and the rear of the 
aluminium part are bonded directly to the 
voice coil former. 

Elac states that this construction extends 
the unit’s bandwidth by almost an octave 
compared with the previous AS cone type, 
hence the suffix ‘XR’ for ‘extended response’. 
It’s said that the TT180 woofer can handle 
excursions of up to ±15mm. 

So, in the ‘three-and-a-half-way’ FS 
409, the midrange drive unit crosses over 
from the tweeter at 2.7kHz and handles 

Elac FS 409

‘The cymbals 
seemed almost to 
“sing” around the 

listening room’
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FROM SOnAR TO AUDIO

frequencies down to 360Hz. Below this 
the two bass units share the work, with 
the upper one rolling off at the ‘half’ 
crossover point of 140Hz. 

Bass loading is by a large fl ared refl ex 
port in the bottom of the cabinet, which 
stands on short pillars to provide slot-like 
fi nal venting between cabinet and base. 
This is an elegant arrangement which will 
give more freedom for speaker positioning 
compared with a rear-fi ring refl ex port, 
as it will be more tolerant of placement 
close to the back wall. Finally, the base is 
supported by feet attached to strong steel 
outrigger bars that give added stability, 
and spikes are provided.

Our speakers came in Black, but the 
standard alternatives for all the Line 400 
models are White, Metallic Tobacco and 
Walnut Veneer, and almost any paint 
fi nish is available to special order. Finish 
is superb, and once out of the box, the 
speakers simply stood there glistening, as 
if waiting to show what they could do.

 A GLOSSY PRESEncE
Once seated, I quickly found that the 
Elac gave a presentation that was slightly 
different from the norm, partly due to the 
high position of the tweeter and midrange 
units. While we’re used to looking straight 
at the tweeters, in this case the midrange 
was at ear or eye level, so of course the 
tweeter was looking down on me slightly. 

I obtained the best results with the 
speakers positioned around two feet from 
the back wall and toed-in slightly, though 
not so much as to point directly at the 
listening seat. 

That extra feeling of height was helpful 
on many favourite discs. For example 
when I returned after some lapse of time 

to Entre Cada Palabra by Marta Gomez 
[Chesky JD301], there was a nice 
sense of atmosphere particularly on 
the singer’s most lyrical offerings, like 
‘De Amarillo Se Vista La Tarde’, with 

Elac’s history dates back to 1926, when Electroacustic GmbH was founded in 
the maritime city of Kiel, to develop sonar systems. At the end of World War 
II, the factory switched to consumer goods, and the fi rst Elac record player 
appeared in 1948. The following year, Elac was allowed to re-enter the fi eld of 
nautical products, and these continued alongside the audio division until 1978. 
The nautical business was later acquired by Honeywell, while new investors 
took over the hi-fi  side. In 1984, Elac started building speakers, and soon 
introduced its innovative 4PI omnidirectional ribbon tweeter, developed jointly 
by Elac and the Dutch van den Hul/Bakker group. Elac originated its fi rst JET 
tweeter in 1993 – the basic JET design that had been developed by ARES from 
the concept of the inventor Dr Heil. Elac outsources its budget speaker line to 
the Far East, all its other models are entirely built in Germany.

a pleasant feeling of instruments spread 
across a stage. 

In the same album’s wide-open-spaces-
opening track, ‘Maria Mulata’ I felt that 
the bass was fi rm and well controlled, if 
actually not especially communicative. 
Yet even if the speakers didn’t quite, on 
this track, seem to open up the full depth 
of the recorded acoustic as I might have 
hoped, they really did give a big and 
attractive sound picture. 

On many other recordings, too, I found 
that the Elac speakers brought a slightly 
different perspective. On the eternal Jazz 
At The Pawnshop [Proprius PRSACD 7879] 
there was a kind of glossy presence to the 
clarinet and equally to the vibes, seeming 
to bring these instruments more forward, 
thus making them more prominent in front 
of the rest of the band, and at fi rst even 
seeming to mask other sounds. 

And yet the fi ne background detail 
was there when you listened for it. In 
‘Confessin’, for example, only my severely 
limited knowledge of Swedish stopped me 
from understanding what the inattentive 
audience was talking about, and I was 
struck afresh by the sound of a single clap 
at the end of a solo, where one person 
starts to applaud but desists when he fi nds 
himself alone. Meanwhile, drum sounds 
were ear-catching and dynamic, while the 
cymbals sometimes seemed almost to sing 
around the room.

Then I turned to another truly 
atmospheric audiophile gem, Muddy 
Waters’ Folk Singer [Discovery Sounds HDR 
CD1001], and here the airy qualities of 
the JET-tweetered speakers were heard to 
the full. In fact with these speakers it was 
almost too airy. This time the huge, echoey 
soundstage seemed to extend right into 
the back corners of the room, with sounds 
appearing well beyond the confi nes of the 
speakers to right and left.

But the Elac speakers could be equally 
impressive on a clean and simple studio 
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S200 valve amplifi er [HFN Jul ’14]. 
Although I’ve already described 
these speakers as airy, with the VTL 
they could be luxurious too. On 
Patricia Barber’s The Cole Porter 
Mix [Blue Note 50999 5 01468 
2 6], there was a fullness to the 
piano which was very convincing, 
although it could become very 
slightly ‘clangy.’ But now I felt that 
that the bass was a little too fat, 
and it benefi ted from moving the 
speakers a bit further from the room 
boundaries. Barber’s voice was well 
presented, its characteristic harder 
edge well portrayed. 

A FInE SEnSE OF DEPTH
Listening to the classic 1959 Heifetz 
recording of the Mendelssohn Violin 
Concerto with the Boston SO and 
Munch, [JVC XRCD JMXR-0010] 
there was indeed a sense of height 
in the soundstage and also again 
that admirably airy quality. If I was 
expecting some upper mid hardness 
or an over-bright balance, what I got 
was just a very lively and spacious 
sound. There was really no sense of 
hardness or glare, albeit a certain 
wispiness to the treble. 

Bass was clean and fi rm, 
convincing, and never lumpy or 
overdone, while the midrange was 
again very clean, if not particularly 
characterful. Above all, the speakers 
brought a fi ne sense of depth and 
scale to the image, which was very 
appealing indeed. 

LEFT: Rear view highlights Elac’s 
excellent build quality and fi nish for the 
FS 400. There is just one chunky pair of 
speaker terminals, with no provision for 
bi-wiring or bi-amping

Elac claims 89dB sensitivity for the FS 409, which chimes with 
our simple FFT average of 89.3dB. But the pink noise fi gure 
of 88.2dB and the 87.5dB ‘music-shaped’ fi gure using the 
simulated programme fi lter from IEC 60268-1 indicate that 
88dB is more realistic. Low impedance is used to help achieve 
this. Elac specifi es a nominal 4ohm with a 3.4ohm minimum 
at 105Hz; we measured a 3.4ohm minimum albeit at a 
slightly higher 110Hz, so the 4ohm nominal fi gure is justifi ed. 
Although impedance phase angles seem fairly well controlled, 
nonetheless the EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation resistance) 
dips to a minimum of 1.6ohm at 83Hz, making the FS 409 a 
marginally more challenging amp ifi er load than is typical of 
modern fl oorstanders of this size.

Frequency response errors were quite well contained at 
±4.2dB and ±3.1dB respectively for the review pair (200Hz-
20kHz) but as the on-axis frequency responses show [Graph 1, 
below] the trend is far from fl at. In fact the FS 409 displays a 
marked presence band dip followed by a rising upper treble, 
so will probably deliver its fl attest tonal balance if toed slightly 
out from pointing at the listening seat. Pair matching over the 
same frequency range was a disappointing ±1.8dB but the 
largest errors occur in a narrow frequency band between 3kHz 
and 5kHz – elsewhere the error is held to ±1.0dB imits. Bass 
extension of 57Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz) is par for the course for 
a fl oorstander of this size and its sensitivity will be improved 
in-room by careful exploitation of boundary gain from the walls. 
The CSD waterfall [Graph 2] evinces fast initial energy decay but 
midrange cone breakup resonances are visible in the treble. KH

ELAc FS 409

ABOVE: Cumulative decay waterfall reveals good 
cabinet damping but some mid-driver breakup modes

ABOVE: Forward response trend shows a marked dip 
through the presence band with a peaked treble

Elac’s unusual drive units are 
meant to be seen, although grilles 
are supplied in case you do want 
to cover them up. Yet there’s 
nothing showy or overbearing 
about the sound, as there is 
plenty of detail to be heard but 
it’s never ‘etched’ or too much in 
your face. This carefully balanced 
design majors on spaciousness, 
with wide-open imaging and a 
smooth, refi ned treble, and is very 
well worth seeking out.

Sound Quality:  82%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 89.3dB/88.2dB/87.5dB

Impedance modulus min/max  (20Hz–20kHz) 3.4ohm @ 110Hz
13.3ohm @ 56Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –49o @ 70Hz
32o @ 20Hz

Pair matching (200Hz–20kHz) ±1.8dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 150Hz/10kHz) 57Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.6% / 0.2% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 1180x290x380mm 

recording, With ‘Perfect Fit (Original 
Version)’ from Gwyneth Herbert’s 
Clangers And Mash [NaimEdge 
naimCD137], the vocal was upfront 
and truly striking, although it 
possibly had a little more presence 
and a little less subtlety than I’d 
expected. The handclaps were 
infectiously rhythmic, while the big 
bass drum had plenty of oomph. 

Up to now I’d been listening to 
the Elac speakers with my usual 
Classé amplifi er, but fortunately 
I also had the chance to hear 
them with the truly excellent VTL 
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