Focal 165AS component speakers.

Imitation isn’t always the best form of flattery.

For years Focal’s ‘Access’ range of speakers have been universally accepted for being arguably the best entry level loudspeakers available. They’re affordable, flexible, easy to fit and reliable in the face of even the most austere conditions. Sadly though; they’re also one of the most copied speakers in the world, and as an authorized Focal dealer I can vouch for this being a massive problem for Focal and its dealers alike; the fake Access speakers are simply everywhere. So perched precariously on the horns of a dilemma, the veteran French designed decided to kill two birds with one stone. On one hand it needed to improve upon what was essentially an aging speaker design, while on the other it needed to tackle the issue of counterfeits head-on. The result is an auspicious new range that improves upon all existing technologies, not to mention possessing a comely new appearance that’ll be far more difficult to imitate.

The new Access range is extensive; starting out with a plethora of co-axial speakers of varying geometries before moving onto a handful of neat subwoofers. Then of course there are the component sets, of which there are both two and three way variants available, in both 5.25” and 6.5”. The ones I’m taking a look at today are the impressive new 165AS two-way 6.5” component set.

Unpacking the 165mm midrange you could be forgiven for stifling a yawn as you see it’s just another fibre coned driver. However such ignorance is where some people let themselves down; for taking a closer look you’ll see it’s actually far, far more advanced. Exercising its material mastery yet again, Focal began at the drawing board when developing something different for the new range. Called DFS; the technology utilises two, extremely robust glass fiber materials that’re interwoven at 90° before being insulated with polyurethane. This gives the cone tremendous strength and superior dampening against physical deformation, in addition to being able to withstand the harshest environments and conditions. The design also has a very low moving mass which begets lightning fast and accurate transient response. Around the top edge of the cone is a flexible butyl rubber surround allowing for long excursions whilst underneath is a flat rolled spider which is slightly progressive – together these two elements hold the internal workings concentric and within the densest part of the magnetic flux giving it an Xmax of 2.5mm. The centre of the cone is home to a locked phase plug which aids dispersion and pushes the sound forward of the piston. Moving south reveals a basket constructed from ABS plastic blended with twenty percent fiberglass, painted in the traditional Focal light grey. The ‘Y’ shaped webs have been carefully designed to remain as transparent as possible and because of the material employed the unit is very light, tipping the scales at only 850g. Bolted to the back end is an 85mm x 15mm strontium magnet that encompasses a 4 ohm 25mm copper voice coil wound onto a twin layer Kapton former. Cooling duties are handled by a well engineered exhaust system which comprises of a series of large perimeter vent groupings and due to their size these not only allow titanic amounts of air to flow in and over the voice coil, they also eradicate the requirement for a pole vent meaning the speakers can be mounted adjacent to a surface without having to make provision for airflow behind the driver. This coupled with the 63mm mounting depth will see the driver making its way into a multitude of cars that would’ve previously been off limits. This motor and cooling combination gives the motor a power handling of 60 watts continuous or 120 watts maximum, with a sensitivity of 91.3dB.
A full decade and literally dozens of stunning tweeter designs later; Focal is now starting to lose the reputation for harsh tweeters it once had, and these new TN43 tweeters certainly doing nothing to hinder this plight. They feature the familiar trademark reverse dome shaped aluminium diaphragm with a bridge containing a plastic horn living over the centre to aid with dispersion as it loads against the diaphragm. The dome is extraordinary strong thanks to its intrinsic design and hence can maintain its profile most effectively when under duress. The motor consists of a neodymium magnet assembly which surrounds a twin layer 20mm four ohm copper voice coil, wound upon a former constructed from Kapton. The motor is housed within a carefully shaped labyrinth chamber measuring 18mm in depth and cooling is taken care of via ferro fluid; this environment bestowing a power handling ability of 15 watts continuous and 100 watts maximum, with an efficiency of 94dB.

The crossovers boast a similar striking visual design to those previous and’re now equipped with one fundamental improvement that must be highlighted; protection against electrical parasitic interference. This is something I wish more companies would address; as many of today’s crossovers are not protected against EMF at all and therefore cannot be placed near anything electrical in the car lest you suffer interference and electrical artifacts entering into the sound stream. The outer case is a blend of black and trans-black plastic and within is a single sided 1mm PCB which holds various Sounder capacitors and air-core coils that make up the second order 12dB slope, and the multiple resistors that consummate the +3dB / 0dB / -3dB boost and attenuation circuit.  The crossover point and slope logarithm have also been carefully selected, providing excellent phase characteristics and gap masking.

In the box, Focal see fit to include much of the equipment required to get them in and running, with you only having to construct some custom baffles to adapt them to your car. Various mounting screws, clearly labeled instructions and of course four customised grilles are included, meaning you’ll be up and listening in no time. The shallow mounting depth of both the midrange and the tweeter helps make the job a lot easier too.

When it came to wearing them in with pink noise I positioned the real time analyser in front of them to take some readings and as is often the case with Focal’s speakers; the 165AS were most linear, remaining within 1dB for all but a couple of the third octave steps once some adjustments had been made such as lowering the tweeter level on the crossover. Moving to the actual music; I always rise from bed with a real spring in my step when I face a day of auditioning Focal speakers; not because the company hasn’t made a bad one yet but more that their refreshing sound just seems to get cheaper and better as they progress. The 165AS are superb in their detail, far more detailed than most others within the same price range and I suspect the weight of the cone may have a lot to do with this, for they have a similar sized motor to drivers past however the moving mass is a lot less which equates to a far higher level of accuracy. Music such as metal with its lighting fast double bass drumming and high repetition ride cymbals, through to classical and jazz with its speedy but subtle tone changes, the 165AS handle it all in its stride, without too much fatigue or breakdown until they’re really being hammered to within an inch of their physical excursion limit. Even when running near their limit it must be said; they’re still quite a clean sounding speaker which can offer a healthy dose of midbass kick that extends down into the subsonic territory and a sharp midrange crack that is so well defined you’ll think it’s the real instrument. The crossovers are also most adept at marrying up both drivers outputs, meaning you’ll really struggle to locate the speakers when blind listening. Realism in another avenue I might just take a moment to touch on. When testing speaker realism I tend to use songs performed in Spanish. Call me strange; but I find the idiosyncrasies of the language with its intricate clicks, rolls and flicks can really highlight a speaker that is a little dull and lifeless. The 165AS handle this with a certain level of competence that I’ve not heard before in a speaker of this price tag – their lifelike sound is usually emanates from speakers found in the four-figure plus territory.

The 165AS are more than capable of handling any sphere of what you’re after, be it hard hitting bass, superbly accurate highs or just straight realism. I wouldn’t be so audacious to suggest they’re the single best component set I’ve ever heard, but with their $299 asking price I challenge you to tell me they’re not at least on the podium in the top three for this price range?
Focal 165AS component speakers.

Type: 6.5” & 1” component set.
Continuous Power Handling: 15 / 60 watts continuous, 100 / 120 watts maximum (tw / wf).

Frequency Response: 60Hz – 20000Hz.
Impedance: 4 ohm.
Cost: $299.
Contact: Focal Australia.
Web: 
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