Focal ISUB ACTIVE 2.1 – Three Channel Active 8” Subwoofer Enclosure.

The evocation of genius.
Pondering how our industry has evolved over the years we’re quickly reminded the most dramatic sphere pertains to that of the subwoofer. At first we didn’t concern ourselves overly with these heavy drivers. Thence, courtesy of those more adventurous amongst the vintage audio industry; we began experimenting with them in our cars rather than houses and studios. This was around half a century ago with many subsonic concepts still in their infancy, so we could be forgiven for assuming bigger would be better. But around the time when our subwoofers were starting to rival our wheels in diameter whilst the cars were getting internally smaller; smarter companies like French born Focal started paying attention to the writing on the wall. Sure the company would continue to develop powerful behemoth subwoofers, but it also started to develop smaller units with more advanced materials; units that could be hidden stealthily away under seats and behind panels where the depths were tight but still able to accommodate a shallower design subwoofer. Automotive advancement wasn’t restricted to just the vehicle dimensions either. Factory sound systems were another facet rapidly on the rise, to such a point where nowadays many are utilising amplifiers and split systems to sound better; with some very big names putting their stamp on this development. However whether due to budgetary or space restraints the subbass always seems to lose out, with many factory systems’ subbass sounding terrible to say the least. This led to the craftier manufacturers developing subwoofer systems that could simply interface with the factory stereos and Focal are one of the leaders of this peloton, especially regarding active subwoofer systems. Active simply means the amplifier running the subwoofer is built into the enclosure itself. Starting out initially with the ‘BUS’ series units over a decade ago, Focal soon evolved these to the ‘IBUS’ range a few years back. Audiences truly appreciated these innovative news designs, as Focal had successfully developed a line of true under-seat subwoofers which sounded natural and clean; a feat that hitherto was yet to be achieved by a true under-seat subwoofer. Because under-seat subwoofers by their nature are intrinsically shallow. It takes more than a two-bob designer to achieve a solid design boasting Xmax and Xmech enough for control and extension respectively. The other primary challenge was interfacing. They need to marry up with OEM systems without ado. But we’re still only addressing the subsonic realm. With you sitting at the front and with your ears facing forwards what could be done to improve that area concurrently without costing the earth? If only we could have another couple of channels emanating from that little amplified enclosure we’ve just installed under our front seat. Well, many have asked, and Focal have answered! Introducing the ISUB ACTIVE 2.1; absolute enclosure genius!

The ISUB range represents a significant advancement from the previous BUS and IBUS ranges and’re available in two variants. First there is the ISUB ACTIVE, which is an 8” or 20 cm subwoofer and a single channel amplifier to drive it. Representing innovation personified though is its ISUB ACTIVE 2.1 sibling, which features the same subwoofer however with a larger three channel amplifier incorporated. The larger of the channels is to power the subwoofer naturally, with the two satellite channels designed to power your front speakers. These provide not only a stronger and louder response but also a vastly improved quality of sound thanks to superior damping factor, slew rate, total harmonic distortion and separation over that of OEM amplifiers. Encapsulating the plug’n’play concept, the ISUB units come with ISO connection leads allowing you to connect to many cars boasting Euro plugs. Which despite the deceptive name isn’t limited to vehicles of European descent. Many American, Japanese and subcontinental vehicles are also employing Euro plugs nowadays too. If your car has something departed from Euro plugs consult your local audio dealer, as Focal also makes a whole swag of adaptor looms for most makes and models of car. You simply plumb your car’s existing audio loom into a specialized ‘Y’ connection, this then allows the ISUB unit to accept the OEM signal as input before providing a far superior one onto the speaker as output.

Opening the decorated Focal packaging you’re greeted with a very robust and industrial looking unit. The unit has rounded edges but still resembles a large amplifier more than a subwoofer enclosure. The case is made from aluminium and is a 328 mm x 230 mm rectangular shape with a height of 63 mm, which is a lot shallower than previous versions despite having superior internal components. Atop of the enclosure is a protective grille and embossed Focal logo, with two longitudinal lines to decorate the shape a little. Along the sides internally are the heat sinks, with their larger foundation tabs being shown to the outside world for superior thermal efficiency. This aids in dissipating the heat generated by the class D amplifier which outputs up to 55 Watts continuously on the front channels and 130 Watts on the subwoofer channel, and although it can easily output excess of double this when asked to work harder; we like to keep things ‘on the realistic’ here. Now before you scoff at the power; remember Focal has employed a new driver with very efficient suspension, meaning it doesn’t require a billion Watts to make its motor structure more and more far. Think of it this way; open-cut mining trucks have 7000 hp, whereas a Hayabusa has 250 hp; which is quicker and nimbler? Lined along the front end of the case are all the inputs and outputs including power, earth, remote and both RCA and high-level input plug, the former being employed when using an aftermarket head unit. Ancillary sound controls presented include a 50 Hz – 150 Hz low pass filter for the subwoofer and 20 Hz – 50 Hz high-pass crossover for the front speakers. There’s also a subbass volume level remote, a switch to control where the trigger is autosensing or hardwired and finally there’s a 0° / 180° phase control switch, handy for adjusting the subwoofer timing to sound like it’s emanating with the rest of your front stage. 
Physically speaking the unit is most robust, easily able to fend off the most fervent kicking passenger. It also employs that solid case to transmit as much kinetic energy as possible. To that end you absolutely should bolt the unit down, lest you lose a large proportion of said kinetic energy though bouncing and vibration. The driver itself is carefully designed specifically for this application. It’s a far cry from the original, incorporating all the technological and material improvements developed hitherto. It has a differently positioned motor design which affords it a decent Xmax and Xmech, conducive to it reaching a far lower F3 roll-off point. Cooling for the driver has been well considered, a serious prerequisite with active enclosures because you must content with the amplifiers heat signature as well what’s created by the driver motor. Hence the excess of heat sinks lined along the internal walls of the enclosure.

When mounting the enclosure you’ll discover that whilst it’s slightly more voluptuous than others on the market, that lower mounting height of 63 mm will allow it to live happily under or behind many a seat. When testing this one I installed it under the front seat of a 2015 Hyundai Santa Fe, which has room to burn in that location. I also welded up a frame to allow the unit to bolt literally to factory installed bolts; we strongly recommend you do take this approach as opposed to simply drilling holes through your floor pan. That said please remember not to attach it to seat or seatbelt bolts because that’s dangerous, not to mention very illegal.
Plugging the unit in is straightforward enough, although I have a Korean car. I was therefore spared the chance to tear my hair out dealing with the infamous European over-complication of everything. Rest assured though; we deal with many European cars here and they’re not beyond the realm of normal stereo installation. Given the looms Focal has available to use you should have it installed and happily thumping away within hours.

I was curious to see how the ISUB ACTIVE 2.1 stacked up against previous units, one of which we’ve got in our delivery van. Not only because of the long throw subwoofer but also because the amplifier within boasts a completely new power supply design, making it more powerful and far more stable. Wearing in in is something which you absolutely must do to loosen the spider and surround, beyond which you can begin your audition. I started out with staples like Dire Straits, Michael Jackson and Rush before moving to more eclectic genres everything from death metal through to hardcore techno. Whether hammering out Neal Peart’s precise drumming or reproducing the ultra-deep subsonic infusions of Skrillex; the subwoofer happily plays everything cleanly and without the blurred bass many of these units suffer from. Subbass wise she’s no slouch, to the point that it’ll keep up with many full-size subwoofers I’ve heard in recent years. The story is the same up front. When ploughing through faster genres of music with more demanding upper frequencies the unit kept the entire front end loud, concise and accurate to the point of making me smile; such is the output of this little wonder.
That said, let’s also have a healthy dose of reality. If you keep pushing the unit you will eventually find its limits, at which point things start heading south. You’ll do well to remember that this unit is not an apartment block sized amplifier. Units of this ilk are never going to set sound pressure records. Rather, their purpose is to fill out the bottom end and provide a solid aural reproduction throughout the entire 45 Hz – 20 kHz frequency range; something this unit is most adept at handling.

Though I was impressed with the original BUS and IBUS units years back, I’m amazed at what Focal has managed to achieve with the ISUB ACTIVE 2.1. It’s quite simply the most accurate under seat active subwoofer and front drive system I’ve heard. Not only that but also its kinetic output is louder than previous designs despite the driver being physically smaller, a true testament to the technical and materialistic advances made over the years. So next time you’re in the market for an all-in-one solution for your factory system, be sure you check out one of these units!
