Loudspeaker Focus

MBL 126

Small Footprint, Big Statement
Neil Gader

spect that MBL has garnered over the years. Its famed

Radialstrahler omnidirectional loudspeakers (not to

mention its superb electronics) inspire curiosity and
awe. This is particularly true if you’re in the presence of its sto-
ried 101 E MKII or the jaw-dropping four-tower 101 X-treme. At
trade shows I’ve watched enthusiasts enter MBL exhibits with a
hushed solemnity and walk away glowing, as if they’d undergone
a spiritual experience.

But this review is about another MBL, the smallest Radi-
alstrahler in the MBL line—the 126. At under 14 inches tall, cet-
tainly no one will confuse this three-way compact with one of
the aforementioned flagships. On the other hand, no one should
mistake its whimsical, droid-like appearance for anything other
than an audiophile loudspeaker of the most serious sonic inten-

F ew audiophile companies command the level of re-

tions and pedigtee.

MBL 126 is a four-driver, three-way, bass-reflex design. It’s
composed of MBLs bespoke radial tweeter and radial midrange
drivers mounted atop an eleven-liter enclosure, which houses a
pair of five-inch mid/woofers. In the sense that the uppermost
midrange and tweeter drivers are mounted in a baffleless verti-
cal array outside the woofer enclosure the configuration might
be considered a hybrid. Sensitivity is low at 81.5dB and nominal
impedance is 4 ohms. This is another way of saying not to be
shy about bringing on the power. Fortunately, I had MBL’s own
180Wpc C51 integrated amplifier on hand to assist.

The MBL 126 might be “entry-level” for this German compa-
ny, but there is nothing low rent about it. In build-quality there
were no compromises that I could see. The heavy, inert cabinet
cloaked in a superb lacquer finish was smooth as glass, and out-
fitted with top-notch speaker terminals. And that goes for the
bespoke floor stands, which, I should add, are pivotal to perfor-
mance of the 126. They are not an afterthought. They are con-
structed and finished with the same quality and attention to detail
as the speakers. When they are bolted directly to the bottom plate
of the 126, the result is essentially a single, rigid, floor-standing
structure. I can’t imagine the 126 sitting atop another aftermarket
stand. True, the stand is considered optional, but it really isn’t an
option. It’s a virtual necessity.

The radial tweeter, known as HT37, is the same basic transduc-
er that MBL deploys in all its other models. It consists of 24 pro-
prietary, 130-micron-thick, unidirectional-carbon-fiber blades
(comparisons to flower petals have been made in the past), with
no spider encircling the voice coil. Larger but similar in construc-
tion is the MT50 midrange, which sports 12 woven-carbon-fiber
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blades, thicker at 200 microns
and slightly less stiff. The cur-
rent MT50’ magnet is slightly
wider than before and exactly

centered to the voice coil, so
that no spider is required, and,
as with the tweeter, distortion
is reduced.

Bass duties are handled
by a pair of five-inch TMT
mid/bass

employ 26mm voice coils and

transducers  that

long-excursion aluminum di-
aphragms with phase plugs
to improve dispersion and
reduce compression. MBL
notes that “the outer edges of

the aluminum diaphragm are
flanged for stabilization and
as result are deformation-free,
so that the membrane works
as a torsionally stiff piston
transducer.”” The former of
the voice coil is bonded di-
rectly to the aluminum dia-
phragm for better heat dissi-
pation and potentially lower
compression at demanding
outputs. The arrangement of
these mid/bass drivers is a
push-push configuration sim-
ilar to all MBL loudspeakers.
This permits the bass forces
to oppose and compensate
for each other. As a result,
the cabinet is far less excited
by resonances and remains
quicter. The 126 cabinet has
a bass-reflex tuning of 50Hz.
By way of comparison, the
larger 120 has twice the cab-
inet volume and a lower tun-
ing of 40Hz. (Check out the
accompanying sidebar to read
more about the development
of the 126.)

The MBL 126 crossover is
a Linkwitz-Riley fourth-order
type. Crossover frequencies
are set at 650Hz and 3.5kHz.
In addition to dividing the fre-
quency spectrum, the cross-
over also incorporates a sub-
sonic filter which allows the
woofers to play louder with-
out overload. To overcome
the typical bass limitations of
small enclosures, MBL. “dou-
bled efficiency in the bass
range with a passive matching
filter to increase bass level.
This is realized by the imped-
ance reserve of the woofers
working in push-push in elec-
trical seties connection.”

Sonically, you enter a whole
new world when you light up
the MBL 126—or any Ra-
dialstrahler, for that matter.
So, if your listening experi-
ences have been limited to
direct-radiating speakers, be



Specs & Pricing

System: Three-way omnidirectional loudspeaker, ported
enclosure

Drivers: One radial tweeter, one radial midrange, two 5"
aluminum woofers

Impendance: 4 ohms

Sensitivity: 82dB

Acoustic center: 42.1"

Dimensions: 9.9" x 13.7" (47.7" with speaker stand) x
13.7"

Weight: 30 Ibs.; 52.9 lbs. w/stand

Price: $12,900 ($1350, stands)

MBL NORTH AMERICA, INC.
217 North Seacrest Blvd. #276

Boynton Beach, FL 33425
(561) 735-9300
mbl-northamerica.com

prepared for a surprise with
the 126. Unlike more con-
ventional designs, where fre-
quency response and output
tend to optimize on-axis but
then roll-off precipitously as
the listener moves farther and
farther off-axis, omnidirec-
tional radiators like the 126
release their energy evenly in
360 degrees—for all intents
and purposes sounding the
same if you stand behind
them or in front of them.
This creates a wider and more
relaxed listening position and
sweetspot. Naturally, serious
listening still hinges on sitting
in a “normal” position equi-
distant from each channel, or
time-arrival issues will skew
the output and balance. By
virtue of their consistent on-/
off-axis output, omnis will
also engage room acoustics
and reflections in a mytiad of
ways that require careful set-
up and attention to sidewall
and back wall distances. Bring
a tape measure. With Radi-
alstrahlers the smallest shifts
can yield major sonic rewards.

Anchored by its rich, warm
midrange, tonal balance is
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natural, highly present, and
toe-tappingly lively. From the
most delicate transients to the
most explosive percussion,
every note simply sings with
full-throated expression and
jaw-dropping
So open and expressive is its
opulent and tactile midband
that I had to constantly re-
mind myself that I was listen-
ing to a “mere” stand-mount,

tran sparency.

just a couple inches over a
foot tall.

Given the close proximity
of the stacked transducers,
I anticipated that interdriver
coherence would be excellent.
And it was. The 126 spoke in
one concise and authoritative
voice, rather than creating the
off-putting impression of a
tweeter chirping on top and
a woofer barking below. Tim-
bral details were explicit. For
example, there was no guess-
ing between a clarinet and
an oboe, a violin or a viola, a
steel-stringed acoustic guitar
and a nylon-stringed classi-
cal. It’s a speaker of stunning
contrasts, conveying a wide
palette of musical color, tem-
perature, and texture. From

the chesty Tom Wiaits to the breathy Norah Jones to the Louisi-
ana drawl of Mary Gauthier, the 126 was wildly alive on vocals,
reproducing the actual physicality of the artist and the effort and
breath control that goes into singing into a microphone or pro-
jecting out into an audience. I dare anyone to try Louis Arm-
strong singing “St James Infirmary Blues” through these loud-
speakers without coming away from the experience emotionally
touched by the profound artistry of the musicians.

Low-level details (in this I’'m including sustain and decay
characteristics) were simply astonishing in their resolution. As 1
listened to Debussy’s Clair du lune, 1 reveled in the shimmer of
upper-octave arpeggios and the luminous harmonics captured
in the lengthy sustain and decay from the piano soundboard. In
terms of speed and transparency, the 126 was knocking on the
door of planars and electrostats. Imaging and orchestral layering
and dimensionality are, for want of a better word, neatly holo-
graphic; you can almost measure the space between the players
and their music stands. A wide soundstage extending outside and
far behind the 126 boundaries was common. And in terms of
imaging, as cliché as this sounds, 126 flat out disappears from the
room, kind of like, well, poof.

Bass was controlled, melodic, and dynamic into the 50-cy-
cle range. Frankly speaking, the dynamism and control of the
small five-inch woofers defied all my expectations. As it happens,
MBLs Chief Engineer Jirgen Reis plays bass. A coincidence? I
don’t think so.

Most significantly, MBL has created an artful partnership be-
tween the bass drivers and the port. They work together imper-
ceptibly, with little to no impression of port overhang or artificial
emphasis. Lacking these colorations, bass timbre remains pris-
tine, achieving a lower noise floor that makes bass performance
from the 126 doubly surprising. And, dynamically, I found there
was little need to coddle the 126. Light up a favorite Nirvana
hit, reload Tchaikovsky’s 7872 Overture, cannons and all, and the
MBL 126 will rarely run low on ammunition. And when they
do, there is no protest—just a quick, clean bass roll-off. Further,
these modest five-inchers matched up doggedly with the mid-
range and tweeter, mirroring their speed, pace, and precision.

Direct radiator or omnidirectional? Is one more “right” than
another? The answer, as in most audio discussions, is a personal
one and kind of depends, at least partially, on the type of music
you gravitate to. The MBL 126 thrives on acoustic space, dimen-
sion, and the complexities of classical music. Does it accurately
reproduce the venue, or is its dimensional soundstage partly an
artifact of 360 degree dispersion? Every speaker-type intersects
with the room to varying degrees, stamping the room with its
own signature, and vice versa. If the directness of a studio mon-
itor is more your thing, MBLs may not be the first choice. If a
balance of spatiality and imaging more closely captures your con-
cert-going imagination, then 126 might just be the ticket.

Taking off my reviewer hat for just a moment, 126 is also a par-
ty speaker without peer. During a small gathering at my home, an
impromptu dance party broke out, at least in part courtesy of the
126 (yes, alcoholic beverages were consumed). The best that I can
explain for this happenstance is that the omni-radiation pattern
produces such a wide soundfield and in-room power response



that subconsciously people are
relieved of having to vie for a
seat in the sweetspot. Cue the
right music and anyone with
a heartbeat just wants to start
moving, Friends were sitting
well off-axis, or cross-legged
on the floor, or dancing to
the side. Perhaps most trip-
py of all were the guests that
stepped between the 126s,
bending at the waist and drop-
ping their heads level with the
pair to get the “headphone”
effect of the omnis in their
ears. That, 1 didn’t see coming,

At just shy of thirteen
grand, plus those gorgeous
stands, the 126 represents
a considerable outlay, even
amongst the high-flyers of
the high end. Admittedly, I've
sometimes struggled to justify
the price versus the perfor-
mance of more than a few
components. However, that
is not the case with the MBLL
126. They exceeded my sonic
and musical expectations by a
wide margin.

Let me conclude with an
observation—it has to do
with the way audiophiles and
reviewers alike tend to down-
play the achievements in the
compact loudspeaker — seg-
ment, reserving our highest
praise for the latest statement
or flagship product, creations
suited only to the large audio
canvas. Though MBLs 126 is
designed for the patlor rather
than the palace, it’s as good as
anything this esteemed com-
pany has ever made. In spite
of its humble size, it is truly
a statement loudspeaker of
the first order. If you consid-
er yourself a thoughtful au-
diophile and are preparing to
take the plunge into this price
range, don’t even consider
making a move until you've
auditioned the MBL 126. It is
must listening, Hats off to Jur-
gen Reis and the MBL team.
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Juirgen Reis, Chief Engineer, MBL,

onthe 126

What were the key challenges to

producing low bass in such a small
enclosure, especially in terms of maintaining
integration and speed?
We've developed some engineering tricks to
produce good bass in a small speaker like the
126 in the form of a second-order, electrical
high-pass filter. The bass driver itself is tuned
with a vented opening to have a dry sound, and
the opening is tuned to prevent too large an ex-
cursion with low-bass notes. But as the woofers
have to be tuned to sound dry, the low end will
not sound “full” enough without the passive,
second-order, high-pass filter, which is built into
the crossover network. It “pushes” the lower
bass and also helps suppress subsonic signals,
in order to prevent too large a woofer excur-
sion. How | choose the port frequency and how
| choose the filter frequency, togetherwith how
much | want to"boost,” depends on the driver’s
size and maximum excursion (and also on the
cabinet size). This additional high-pass filter
also allows me to tune the group delay of the
woofers, which helps to make the bass “fuller,”
because | can modulate the woofer’s behavior
time-wise. | can also adjust the tilt of the bass to
match the sound character of the midrange and
tweeter.

Was the push/push dual-bass driver configura-
tion the only one you considered using?

This push/push configuration has two main ad-
vantages.One, force cancellation from one driv-
er opposing the driving force of the other, which
helps to reduce vibrations absorbed by the cab-
inet and also to reduce movement of the cabi-
net. Two, the radiation behavior. If | had only one
driver with twice the membrane size in the same
cabinet, | could achieve the same maximum SPL,
same lower-frequency point. Everything would
be the same except for the radiation pattern. Us-
ing two drivers push-push gives a more homoge-
neous radiation that better matches the omnidi-
rectional radiation of the midrange and tweeter.

The midrange and tweeter drivers are used
throughout the MBL line, including the largest
floorstanding models. What changes if any,
were required to adapt them for use in the 126?

If we use the exact same actual tweeter on the
126 and the 120, it will sound different and
measure differently, as the cabinet is different.
The complete construction, for example, of the
X-treme, has by far the lowest vibration, so if |
mounted the same tweeter on the X, we'd have
the highest transparency. But frequency re-
sponse changes from model to model, so the
crossover has to be different. Every system has
a unique crossover network, even with a target
hinge point of 3.5kHz to the tweeter. Every sys-
tem has to use different parts, and their response
has to be adapted to the frequency response of
the other drivers, the cabinet, and our target.

Besides the differences in cabinet volume,

are there any specific differences in cabinet
construction or bracing between the MBL 120
and the MBL 126?

The MBL 120 was targeted to have higher trans-
parency than the 126, so heavy aluminum rods
are connected between the push-push bass driv-
ers, helping with opposite-force cancellation. If
the MBL 126 had similar (more rigid) bass con-
struction, | would lose a bit of the character of
the 126. So, you have to look at each product dif-
ferently. The 120 has 6.5" bass drivers compared
to the 126's 5" bass drivers, a lower open-baffle
frequency for the larger drivers, and lower tun-
ing of the complete system. What's most import-
ant is to have a balanced sound. There were no
shortcuts taken on the 120 and the 126. Each
cabinet has different wall thicknesses, materials,
bracing, etc.—everything must be taken into ac-
count when tuning the crossover slope.

Have MBL's radial midrange and tweeter
transducers evolved or been modified over the
years?

There haven't been too many changes to the
basic radial drivers in about 10 years, but there
have been many evolutionary changes since
1979, when the Radialstrahler driver was first
invented. The shapes are better optimized. Since
they are handmade and the source materials
and parts are constantly changing, we have to
take care that with every shipment of material or
with material-manufacturer changes the sound
remains the same and the measurements are
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the same. We don’t intentionally change
the drivers, but we do have to allow for
the variations that the source materials
invariably have. In the end, we want the
same tweeter/mid sound over all the
years.

In the tweeter, for example, we start-
ed with an aluminum voice-coil former,
but we have developed a Kapton voice-
coil former, which has no eddy current.
This has higher natural transparency.In
the midrange, we changed the original
four-rod mechanical construction to a
single-center-rod concept originally de-
veloped for the tweeter, so the mid driver
stays in the center of the voice coil's air
gap. The steel rods that you still see
around the midrange driver simply hold
the tweeter magnet above it; they don't
center the midrange driver.

Which is the greater challenge—design-
ing a large floorstanding loudspeaker or
a compact stand-mounted loudspeaker?
The more complex the system gets, the
more challenging the design becomes.
The MBL 126 or MBL 120 is easier to de-
velop because the drivers are physical-
ly much closer to one another, and the
crossover is simpler, with fewer cross-
over points. Larger systems present larg-
er distances between drivers and more
crossover points. It's more difficult in a
floorstander to design bass that follows
the texture of the midrange and tweeter,
because the woofers are farther away and
are much heavier (and slower) than the
other drivers. So, it is a biggerchallenge
todevelop a crossover in which the bass
follows the transparency of the midrange
and tweeter. For example, on the 101 D,

the first generation where we added the
passive bandpass subwoofer, it was a very
long road to get that bandpass subwoofer
to sound homogeneous with the rest of
the frequency range. A lot of work.

The challenge for compact stand-
mounted speakers is to find the best bal-
ance between low frequencies and max-
imum bass SPL. So, with the 126, it took
much development, listening, and feed-
back from many hi-fi shows/dealers/dis-
tributors to determine how deep we could
go, and where to compromise.

With the 126 and the 120 | think we
have found a natural balance of SPL and
low-frequency cutoff point, providing
pleasing and often amazing bass from a
relatively small speaker. t3s
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