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Crystal Cable Minissimo
Forte Loudspeaker
Technology Embraces Art

Andrew Quint

abi and Edwin van der Kley Rynveld, a high-end

audio power couple if there ever was one, personify

the idea that this hobby of ours is “about” the point

of intersection between art and technology. As many
in the industry are aware, Gabi—she started Crystal Cable with
Edwin in 2004—is an accomplished concert pianist who studied
at the famed Liszt Ferenc Academy in Budapest. What's less well
known is that her husband, who has a B.S. degree in electrical
engineering and is the CEO of IAH, the company that owns
Crystal Cable and Siltech, also has musical bona fides. After a
week of listening to the company’s new Minissimo Forte loud-
speakers, I emailed Gabi with a few preliminary questions and,
when I didn’t hear back for a few days, wrote again to ensure that
the message had been delivered. She replied to apologize for the
delay and explained that she was in Greece, recording Edwin's
piano concerto with the Athens State Orchestra at the Megaron
Concert Hall. Yes, T answered, my questions could wait.

The review pair of the Minissimo Forte, serial numbers 003
and 004, was delivered from the Netherlands with a slender own-
er’s manual that had nothing to say about setup, a bit of a con-
cern to me as these loudspeakers are not symmetric in their de-
sign—there ald be a “correct” right or left channel. Of course,
one should try both possible configurations, which I eventually
did. But I felt the question deserved to be addressed in the user
instructions, which mostly emphasized that the Minissimo Forte
was 2 “heavy object’” that should be extracted from its packaging
by two people. That advice was dutifully followed, and the speak-
ers situated where other smaller stand-mounts had done well in
my 225-square foot room, the inital right/left disposition chosen
based on images found online as I awaited official comment from
Holland. T started listening to music, and it wasn’t long before any
audio-neurotic worries regarding loudspeaker laterality faded in
significance. What I was hearing was simply amazing,

Near the bottom of my review playlist is a selection 1 don’t get
to with every product, Ravel’s 1zjgane for violin and piano as per-
formed by Tessa Lark and Amy Yang on their 2019 release Fanta-
s Lark was born and raised in a small city in Kentucky, and her
earliest influences were Bluegrass and American roots music be-
fore she developed her classical chops at the New England Con-
servatory and Juilliard. The rhapsodic Ravel work is ideally suited
to Lark’s “fiddler’s soul”—the first 4:18 of the 10-minute piece,
for violin alone, is wildly virtuosic and intensely involving, As
recorded by Judith Sherman at the Academy of Arts and Letters
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in New York City and played
back through the Minissimo
Fortes, the image of the solo
instrument exists between the
two  speakers—there’s  just
no better word for it—as a

palpably dimensional object,
pethaps the most believable
representation of a musical
sound I've ever heard through
a stereo system. When the pi-
ano finally enters, the sense of

a much larger sound-produc-
ing device that occupies its
own more substantial part of
a shared performance space
is completely believable. The
luxuriant resonance of the
Steinway’s bottom  octaves
and the brittle attack of the
highest notes seemed as real
as all the nuanced particu-
lars of lark’s execution of

this phenomenally difficul:



Specs & Pricing

Type: Two-way, ported, stand-mount loudspeaker
Driver complement: Scan-Speak 1" beryllium tweeter,
Scan-Speak 5.5" paper-cone mid/woofer -
Frequency response: 48Hz-38kHz (+/-3dB)
Impedance: 16 ohms

Sensitivity: 95dB/2.83v

Dimensions (max): 12.25" x 42" x 12.2"

Weight: 83.7 lbs.

Price: $24,000 (add $1400 for Scala “top-hat”)
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piece—variations in her bow pressure, two-handed pizzicato ef-
fects, harmonics, double-stops, etc. T definitely wasn’t thinking
about speaker placement,

The Minissimo Forte has an older stand-mount sibling still
in production, the Arabesque Minissimo ($14,000 with stands)
that I reviewed back in 2015 (Issue 256). In appearance, not that
much has changed—the Forte has the same adorable apostro-
phe-on-its-side form factor that seems to make passersby want
to caress it. The enclosure is still machined from a single block
of aluminum/resin matrix and there’s a small port on the bottom
surface that’s easy to miss. As before, there’s no damping mate-
rial inside the cabinet. Instead, Crystal Cable has developed its
“Multiple Absorption and Dispersion” (MAD) technology—by
varying its internal structure; additional dispersion occurs within
the cabinet without an increase in enetgy absorption. This ap-
proach, Gabi Rijnveld observes, “keeps the sound lively without
any resonance.”

The Forte, as was its predecessor, is a two-way system employ-
ing Scan-Speak Illuminator drivers, a D3004/6640-00 1" berylli-
um-dome tweeter and a 15WU/8741T-00 5.5" paper-cone mid/
woofer. The crossover network, technology that’s trickled down
from Edwins no-holds-barred Siltech Symphony loudspeaker
{537 pounds per side, $480,000 per pair), is the most innovative
engineering feature of the new product. The Minissimo Forte is a
speaker that you plug into a wall outlet, but it is #efan active loud-
speaker, at least not as most audiophiles understand the term.
Rather, it’s a loudspeaker with a partially powered crossover, an
approach that requires further clarification.

Crystal Cable characterizes the Forte’s crossover as having a
“semi-active, balanced, second-order topology.”” AC comes into
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the speaker to power a buffer
amplifier—a Hypex NCore
Class D device with no gain
to speak of—that’s inserted
between the crossover and
the drivers. “As the buffer am-
plifier has a very low output
impedance compared to the
crossover filter,” explained
Rijnveld, “the crossover fre-
quencies are no longer affect-
ed by the variation in imped-
ance and other non-lineatities
that result from current gen-
erated by the speaker drivers.”
The design allows for the
elimination of the crossover’s
inductive coil, known for its
potential to compress dynam-
ics and compromise linearity.
Distortion is significantly re-
duced, and modulation effects
are eliminated. The external
power amplifier has an easy
task, as the input impedance
is 16 ohms, and the choice of
speaker cables is less critical,
The Minissimo Fortes will
indeed play “forte™ and then
some—the maximum SPL is
specified as 105dB.

An aluminum tube, lined
with mass-load vinyl to ren-
der it acoustically inert, con-

nects the enclosure to the
round CNC-machined base
and situates the drivers at the
proper height. The crossover
is situated within the stand
near the base, close to the on/
off power switch, A svelte
2.5-meter Crystal Cable pow-
er cord is provided for each
speaker, and, naturally, CC
monocrystal wire is used in-
ternally. (When the speaker is
first turned on, a slight hum
is audible. This disappears en-
tirely within a minute or so.)
There’s a single pair of WBT
binding posts. Standard col-
ors for the cabinet and base—
the connecting stand is always
black—are Champagne, Fire
Glow Red, and Matte Black;
others can be had for an up-

charge. There is one optior
offered with the Minissime
Forte—a black-anodized sol-
id-aluminum “spatial form™
called the Scala that sits atop
the enclosure, following the
contours of the cabinet ex-
actly. This “top-hat” (as US.
distributor  Aldo  Filippell:
calls it) manifests a unique
pattern  designed
with the help of advanced
modeling software that is said
to optimize the loudspeaker’s
radiation pattern. A pair of
Scalas costs $1400 beyond the
$24.,000 price for the speakers
themselves.

Optimal placement in my
room had the two loudspeak-
ers eight feet apart, canted

staircase

in slightly, nine feet from the
sweet spot. | stuck with digital
sources: silver discs were read
by a Sony X1100 ES universal
player, local files played back
via a Baetis Reference 3 serv-
er, and music was streamed
via Qobuz. The controller,
DAC was a Tidal Contros,
and the Tidal Ferios mono-
blocks drove the loudspeak-
ers. Analog cabling was 880
Series Siltech. Digital cables
included Wireworld (AES,
EBU) and Apogee Wyde Eye
SPDIE

There were several aspects
of the Arabesque Minissimo
that 1 reviewed eight vears
ago that impressed but none
more than the capacity of
such a diminutive loudspeak-
et to “play big” For me, the
bottom line with this audic
metric is large-scale orches-
tral repertoire, what the lare
Harry Pearson called “power
music.” One of HP’s favor-
ites was a 1994 Telarc releasc.
Rachmaninoff’s  Symphons.
Danees with David Zinman
conducting the Baltimore
Symphony Orchestra.  The
first minute of the first move-
ment tell you all you need
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to know about the representation of musical scale. After nine
measures of quietly tentative, sparely scored violins, violas, and
solo winds, there follows six bars of aggressively slashing strings
and barking French horns, punctuated twice by timpani and bass
drum. There’s a silence after each percussion detonation that
should illuminate the extent of the recording space, the Joseph
Meyerhoff Symphony Hall in Baltimore. Tt’s what I get from my
reference Magico M2s, and, to a surprising degree, it's what I ex-
perienced with the Minissimo Fortes.

There’s a related observation. The Minissimo Fortes do an ex-
ceptionally good job at communicating the dynamic life of mu-
a better job, actually, than my big
floorstanders at the same volume. This was the case not only

sic at lower playback levels

with symphonic spectaculars but also with high-octane big band
arrangements from Gordon Goodwin, Bob Mintzer, and Brian
Bromberg, If you live your audiophile life in an environment
where you've been told from time to time by a spouse (or condo
association) to “urn it down,” these speakers should perhaps ad-
vance on your list of contending products.

In terms of bass output, expectations are sensibly modest
and the reported £3dB low-end response specification of 48Hz
seemed credible. So, it was a surprise when I took a measurement
at the listening position (with the Dayton Audio OmniMic V2
system) and found that the speaker, in my room, was flat down to

1

around 25Hz. Sure enough,
with the rock, pop, and elec-
tric jazz recordings that need
midbass slam to register their
musical points, the Minissimo
Tortes were definitely up to
the task. Orchestral weight
was excellent. The results
with sinewave sweeps not-
withstanding, 1 did try adding
in my Magico subwoofer and
found that adding support in
the bottom octave and cap-
turing infrasonic information
were occasionally beneficial.
But a sub is not a necessity
with these speakers, though
audiophile friends may won-
der where yours is hidden.

At the other end of the
frequency  spectrum, the
Minissimo Fortes negotiated
a favorite high-treble torture
test, the beginning of Wag-

ible Minissimo Forte Loudspeaker

ner’s Act I Prelude to Loben-
grin, as conducted by Herbert
von Karajan for EMI in 1974,
The divisi violins, playing mul-
tiple interlocking parts at the
top of their range never con-
geal into a high-pitched mess.
Texture and timbral detail are
preserved to a remarkable de-
gree.

The speakers are fast, as
a good piano recording can
demonstrate. Peter Takacs’
performance of Beethoven’s
Appassionata sonata on  the
Cambria label is recorded at
a respectful distance, and al-
though there’s a slight blerring
heard with rapid passagework,
this isn’t at all the same thing
as smearing. The first is a con-
sequence of where a listener
is sitting in the venue (in life
or in a recorded perspective),
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ABYSS

ACOUSTECH ELECTRONICS
ACOQUSTIC REVIVE
ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE
ACOQUSTIC SYSTEM
ACOUSTIC ZEN
ACOUSTICAL SYSTEMS
ACROLINK

AESTHETIX

AIRTIGHT

ALLNIC/ZL TECHNOLOGIES
ALPHA CORE GOERTZ
ALPHA DESIGN LABS
ANALOGMAGIK

ANALOGUE PRODUCTION
ANALYSIS PLUS

AUDIENCE

AUDIO DESK SYSTEME
AUDIO MAGIC

AUDIO REPLAS
AUDIOQUEST
AUDIOSHIELD

BACKERT LABS

BDR SOUND ENHANCEMENT
BELLA SOUND

BLACK CAT CABLE

BLUE HORIZON

BOB'S DEVICES

BUTCHER BLOCK ACOUSTICS

BYBEE

CABLE TOWER
CARDAS AUDIO
CHANG LIGHTSPEED
CHORD COMPANY
CHORD ELECTRONICS
CLEARAUDIO
CONTACT ENHANCER
CRYSTAL CABLE

DAN CLARK AUDIO

DH LABS SILVER SONIC
DS AUDIO

DYNAMIQUE AUDIO
DYNAVECTOR

ELEVEN X1 AUDIO
ELROD POWER SYSTEMS
ENGLISH ELECTRIC
ENTREQ

ESP ESSENTIAL SOUND
EXTREME PHONO
FEICKERT

FERRUM

FINITE ELEMENTE
FOCAL

FOSGATE

FURUTECH

GINGKO AUDIO

GOLD NOTE

GOLDEN SOUND

GRADO LABS

GRAHAM ENGINEERING
GUTWIRE

HANA CARTRIDGES
HARBETH

HARMONIC TECHNOLOGY
HART AUDIO

HELIUS DESIGNS
HERBIE'S AUDIO LAB
HRS HARMONIC RESOLUTION
IFI AUDIO

IKEDA

ISOACOUSTICS INC
ISOCLEAN POWER
SOTEK

JORMA DESIGN

JPS LABS

KOETSU

KR AUDIO

L' ART DU SON

LAB12

LAMM INDUSTRIES
LEHMANN AUDIO
LESSLOSS AUDIO
LITTLE FWEND

LYRA

MAGNAN AUDIO CABLES

MARIGO LAB

MEZE HEADPHONES
MOBILE FIDELITY MOFI
MUSICAL SURROUNDINGS
NEOTECH

NITTY GRITTY
NORDOST

NUPRIME AUDIO
ONZOW

ORTOFON

OYAIDE
PHASEMATION
PRANAWIRE

PRIMARE

PURE VINYL

PURIST AUDIO DESIGN
QUADRASPIRE
QUANTUM PHYSICS
REGA

REL ACOUSTICS
ROGUE AUDIO

RSX TECHNOLOGIES
SENNHEISER

SHAKTI INNOVATIONS
SHELTER

SHUNYATA RESEARCH
SILTECH CABLES
SNAKE RIVER AUDIO
SOLIDSTEEL

SOUND ANCHORS
SOUNDSMITH

STEALTH AUDIO
STEINMUSIC
STILLPOINTS

STRAIGHT WIRE

SUMIKO

SUTHERLAND ENGINEERING
SYMPOSIUM ACQUSTICS
SYNERGISTIC RESEARCH
T+A ELEKTROAKUSTIK
TARA LABS

TARGET

THORENS

TONTRAGER
TRI-PLANAR

VAN DEN HUL
VIBRAPOD COMPANY
VICOUSTIC

VOODOO CABLE
WARWICK ACOUSTICS
WATTGATE

WBT

WIREWORLD CABLE
WOLF AUDIO SYSTEMS
WYWIRES

XLO




hile the second is a casualty

f sub-optimal audio repro-
lucton. With the Fortes, you
1ear the piano as you'd hear it
12 rows back in a good recital
hall. The loudspeaker’s abil-
ity to correctly scale musical
sounds and transmit subtle
spatial cues was evident on
the Tessa Lark recording de-
scribed eatlier.

When it comes to that
most critical parameter for
many audiophiles, accurate
reproduction of the human
voice, the Crystal Cable loud-
speakers did not disappoint.
Among the most interesting
cross-genre collaboration I've
encountered in recent memo-
ty was last year’s The Folly of
Desire, which brings togeth-
er the A-list oratorio/lieder
singer Ian Bostridge and the

musically omnivorous jazz su-
perstar Brad Mehldau. They
perform a 12-part song cycle
by the pianist that sets texts by
Shakespeare, Goethe, Brecht,
Auden, and others that in-
vestigate “the limits of sexu-
al freedom in a post-#MeTo
political age” The evolving
baritonal quality of Bo-
stridge’s once-piercing  tenor
instrument is apparent, and
his alertness to lyrical content
and musical gesture is obvi-
ous via the Minissimos.

The owner of a pair of
these speakers will need to
make two consequential de-
cisions (well, three, if vou
include the color of the cab-
inet). First, I did try switching
the positions of the right and
left speakers so that the “fat”

part of the apostrophe was

on the inside and the thin cutl was closer to the side wall. At
least in my room, this resulted in a reduction in the seamlessness
of the soundstage and slightly less midbass punchiness. You'll
just have to try it both ways. I can see how the disposition just
deseribed might work better in a very small room or nearfield
deployment. The second is whether to spring for Scalas to place
atop the speakers. Well, it turns out that this meticulously ma-
chined accessory—it’s very cool-looking, by the way—makes a
big difference in terms of image focus and dynamic pointing,
Honestly, this shouldn’ be offered as an option; the Scala should
be standard. Crystal Cable can increase the price of the loud-
speaker if it must but shouldn’t allow critical listeners to purchase
a compromised version of its product.

The Crystal Cable Minissimo Forte is not just one of the best
small loudspeakers I've heard; it’s also one of the best loudspeak-
ers, period. I've come to understand that certain kinds of “real-
ism” in audio reproduction—how loud an ampliﬁcr will play, how

low a speaker will go

are overrated; they pale in comparison to
tonal accuracy, a natural spatality, and dynamic life. Especially
if your audio system lives in a small to moderate-sized space, if
playback levels are a concern, and if smart industrial design is
something you value, the “Minissimi,” as Gabi Rijaveld is fond
of calling them, deserve the strongest possible recommendation.

Hear them if you can. [88
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