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ESB 9000 Series 9.6K3 Component Speaker Set
Where sublime passion and resplendent design collide.

Introduction

When expounding customers’ goals everyone desires something different, until you enter the realm of high-end audio that is. Upon this point the desire streamlines into one single, almost sacrosanct prerequisite: realism. True high-end audio is about listening to your music, not your speakers. Your speakers should sound so lifelike they disappear completely, leaving you with just your music. Everything else is encompassed under that umbrella. If you’re listening to heavy metal or hardcore techno, by rights it should be caving your ears in. If you’re listening to an opera or jazz, it should be tonally refined and detailed. And if you’re listening to a podcast, well it should feel like you’re able to reach forward and grasp the speaker’s face. That is the realm of true high-end audio; so lifelike it can be confronting. That is the realm of Novemila; ESB’s new 9000 series component speakers.

Electroacoustic Brilliance
The company ESB represents over half a century of electroacoustic brilliance. Conceived in 1972, to this day this audacious Italian company is widely regarded as a world leader in loudspeaker design. During its tenure ESB engineers have mastered the art of high-end speaker design, in the course acquiring a wealth of experience and knowledge. Some of the most important milestones in the history of high-fidelity audio have been marked by ESB. Whether it's ideologies, insights, applications of electroacoustic principles or just plain passion for high-fidelity audio; achieving these milestones have become the very foundations of the company's acclaimed history. Put simply, there is little in the world of speaker engineering that this company does not already canvas within its highly enviable and extensive curriculum vitae.

Stable Zenith

The 9000 series components are the zenith of the ESB stable, representing some of the most advanced car audio speakers ever produced. They’re also amongst the most aesthetic pleasing too. Incredible technology and immaculate design amalgamate, culminating with that peculiar geometry incorporated into the top flanges of the tweeters and the baskets of the midrange drivers. That shape however is not employed for simple comeliness, rather it’s the expression of upmost innovation and represents an avowed masterclass in airflow manipulation. 

Though the 9000 series stable is not gargantuan it’s intelligently thought through, with logical sized offerings. 9.6K3 is the colloquial title given to the three-way active component set, big brother to its 9.6K2 two-way sibling. These kits are compiled using individual component pairings and the 9.6K3 includes two dedicated 9.6W 6.5” / 165 mm midbass drivers, two 9.6M 3” / 75 mm midrange drivers and two 9.1T-28 1.1” / 28 mm tweeters. The kit can be customised to contain 9.4M 4” / 100 mm midranges or 9.1T-25 1” / 25 mm tweeters instead if so required.  ESB also offers a combined UMA plate which features both the tweeter and midrange meticulously crafted into one bedrock solid phase plate. As an aside, the UMA plate is another highly successful innovation from this master of the arts. Rumour also has it that a subwoofer might be in the works too, which has many including myself frothing at the mouth in anticipation.

When speakers arrive here for testing the standard procedure is to run them in, audition them, write about them and then send them back. This was a different story though, for I was so thoroughly impressed by the Novemila I purchased them outright. Upon arrival I unpacked them with a level of enthusiasm which could only be described as disturbing. See whilst you appreciate the 9000 series components even before you’ve seen them, thanks to their incredible engineering acumen; nothing quite prepares you for them in the flesh. They truly are a sight to behold and testament to just how astute this Italian manufacturer is.
Eyeballing the components closely I must highlight just how exquisite the manufacturing quality of these speakers truly is. Every part of their construction is flawless, indeed one of the first times I feel no trace of doubt employing that cliché. When you consider the material quality, associated machining and tooling costs, not to mention the research and development that’s been injected into these components; the retail asking price of just over five kilobucks is not unfair at all.
The Tweeters In Depth
Without further ado let’s dig in, starting with the 9.1T-28 tweeter. It features ESB’s trademark 1.1” / 28 mm Japanese silk dome which is treated with a special resin mixture for strength, rigidity and resistance against the elements. Its catenary profile is a single piece that incorporates the suspension, thus greatly reducing the moving mass and giving the unit an efficiency of 94.5 dB. This allows it to reach exceptionally high frequencies without break-up. Below it resides a felt damper ring to eliminate any parasitic vibration and a centrally mounted waveguide forms part of a flow control system ESB designed called FCA. This structure is located immediately behind the dome and shaped in such a way to control rearward firing zephyrs, thus creating a periodic damping resistance whilst eliminating persistent oscillations and turbulence. Located strategically above the dome is a specifically designed acoustic lens. This regulates and optimises the domes dispersion across its entire azimuth. If you want to further enhance its dispersion characteristics ESB offers a separately sold face phase ring. The overall topside design contributes to a more precise, more faithful and more accurate response insofar as the higher registers are concerned. The 49mm diameter, 16 mm deep threaded body is machined from a single piece of ultra-low carbon steel. Its inert nature allows for a stronger magnetic flux to exist within, conducive to higher motor efficiency and lower distortion. The large mass ensures excellent cooling too, giving the driver a power handling of 110 Watts continuously and beyond double that haphazardly. The motor employs a super light 3.8 Ohm aluminium voice coil which uses a high-strength aluminium alloy to reduce its thickness and therefore its weight. The winding is also aluminium with the skin coated in pure copper for superior electron flow. In doing this the perfect combination of resistance and wire weight is obtained.  Surrounding the outside perimeter of the coil is a pure copper ring that helps reduce the inductance of the voice coil, maintaining minimal resistance during high frequency reproduction. This equates to superior response, enabling the speaker to reproduce high-frequency sounds more accurately. Reducing inductance also contributes to the better handling of rapid transitions of audio signals. This can improve the speaker's ability to produce more accurate transient pulses. The magnet is N52H neodymium; the best for both the magnetic force in relation to the mass, and for elevated temperatures as N52H competently handles over 120° as against the 80° of classic neodymium magnets. This magnet is immensely powerful and is used to stabilize and regulate the magnetic flux, concentrating it specifically around the voice coil. A pole yoke made of ultra-low carbon steel also helps achieve a higher Tesla measurement. Together these increase efficiency and manageable power whilst decreasing distortion. Rather than terminals the tweeters have fly leads that’re epoxied into the sides, this creates a far stronger bond to the coil with zero chance of vibrating loose over time. 
Exemplary Woofers

Turning our attention to the larger 6.5” / 165 mm 9.6W midbass and 3” / 75 mm 9.3M midrange; these drivers share a lot in common insofar as materialistic and engineering technologies go. The extremely rigid yet lightweight composite carbon diaphragms are moulded under vacuum in an autoclave, a machine rarely employed in speaker design nowadays because of its high production costs. This composite layered carbon provides far superior damping to that of a single layer and whilst space won’t permit me to unpack the intricacies of Young’s Modulus here; put simply damping pertains to how a cone’s rigidity is influenced at any one point when said point is depressed. By carefully blending the carbon layers together homogenously the diaphragm is mechanically very robust and less prone to physical deformation, conducive to remaining faithful throughout its entire 50 Hz – 5 kHz frequency range for the 9.6W midbass and 100 Hz – 20 kHz for the 9.3M midrange. Put succinctly; the cones produce unrivalled performance in terms of naturalness of reproduction and high transient dynamics. The cone profile is designed explicitly to project the sound well forward of the face and should you require additional protection ESB offer optional grilles to match each driver. They grilles are sold separately, which is especially handy from a fiscal point if you don’t require them. These grilles are machined from high-grade aluminium alloy and have diffusion lenses laser etched into their profile to aid with forward projection and dispersion.

Encircling the cones and forming the top portion of the suspension is a nitrile butadiene rubber surround. Its profile is most specific, having an excess of material right where the twin weak points present, a phenomenon common to all parabolic profiles. This shape allows for very smooth movement at very low excursion, becoming increasingly controlled as the excursion increases. Forming the lower portion of the suspension is a balanced Conex spider which ensures linear excursion in both directions thereby reducing distortion. These two suspension elements work effortlessly together and are intrinsic to making the 9.3M sound extraordinarily musical whilst allowing the 9.6W midbass to handle serious midbass kinetics with astounding accuracy. Turning the speakers over reveals a motor the likes of which you may not have seen. The frames are cast from high grade aluminium, thence powder-coated grey and CNC machined for a very professional look and feel. Shape wise I could just echo ESB, quoting that the basket design offers low resistance to the passage of air thanks to its shape, as verified by FEM analysis. That, however; would be doing the engineers who designed it a gross injustice. Bear with me for a moment whilst I pop on my engineering hat, then permit me this indulgence as I delve a little deeper; for this design element is perhaps the single most significant regarding what makes the 9000 series components so special. The frames feature a large open chamber design which eliminates counter-pressures under the cone. This not only controls the flow of air moved by the cone by creating an aperiodic damping resistance, it also intakes cooling air aplenty with each reciprocation. More impressive however is the peculiar shape of the basket, for that sawtooth backend is there for a very specific reason. Copious volumes of air are shoved from the rear side of a cone when under duress, the larger the driver the more volumetric the air. For decades companies have spent endless resources attempting to make their frames as aerodynamically transparent as possible, in the hope the frame won’t affect the airflow leading to excessive turbulence. What ESB engineers have instead done is utilise a similar sawtooth design to that found on the back of modern jet engines like the LEAP-1B series. Because after all, jet engines are some of the most serious air moving devices found on earth. As air vortices rush past these teeth, they slice it into sections. This keeps it travelling directly back and away from the cone and out of the motor proper, without inclement cavitation or oscillation occurring. The aforesaid open chamber design, paired with the sawtooth control vanes; work in unison to control this release of energy that accumulates with each reciprocal movement of the speaker cone. The result is a most precise and faithful response to the audio source, with exceptional accuracy and overall sound quality ensuing. Neatly crafted into each side are colour coded recessed gold terminal blocks and bolted to the back of the frame is the motor, sporting one of the most attractive bums since Beyoncé.

Internally the motor is just that little more terrifying than most, thanks not only to its supreme strength but also the innovative cooling system. All the 9000 series woofers, small through to large; feature generously sized high-grade neodymium magnets. Neodymium is uncommon for woofers because of cost considerations, but their size is a fraction of their equivalent ferrite brethren. They also enjoy a vastly stronger magnetic force than their heavier counterparts. One real-world example is when you attempt to sit two 9.3M midranges adjacently; they’ll pull towards each other from almost a foot away.

Design wise the voice coil diameter and positioning are two areas the woofers do differ slightly. The larger 9.6W has an enormous 3” copper coated aluminium voice coil ensuring power handling among the highest in its class, thus guaranteeing unequalled dynamics in the lower registers. Yes, that is a larger voice coil than many subwoofers have! The former is made of aluminium with incessant ventilation holes and black anodization to better dissipate heat, affording the 9.6W a power handling of 180 Watts continuously and 360 Watts peak. The positioning of its voice coil ensures that it remains fully immersed within the densest portion of the magnetic flux for much of its excursion. It’s also underhung, meaning the length of the voice coil winding is shorter than the height of the magnetic gap. This design provides lower distortion during excursions and more precise control over the voice coil throughout its entire Xmax. Not surprisingly the large chrome plated pole cup assists with this task. It’s designed coincide with the magnet helping to provide a homogeneous saturation of the magnetic gap.

Midrange Delight

The 9.3M midrange on the other hand has 1” Nomex former wrapped with an aluminium voice coil. Below it resides a magnetic pole yoke plate which is designed with the same magnetic flux analysis software as the 9.6W. This component is positioned under the voice coil and provides a similar homogeneous saturation of the magnetic gap for the benefit of a controlled coil stroke and vastly reduced distortion. Employed in conjunction with the careful voice coil positioning, these elements allow the midrange to present an aural reproduction with absolute clarity and control; especially important when reproducing delicate and subtle notes the likes of vocals and higher order instruments. Located just above the motor is a reinforcement collar sandwiched carefully between the pole cap and cone underside. This distributes the pressure from the cone over a large area for reduced deformation and distortion. In the centre of the pole at the bottom is an exhaust vent for expelling warmed zephyrs. Located deep within this vent is a turbulence control plug with directing vanes, similar conceptually to the teeth found upon the baskets. The cooling system affords the 9.3M a continuous power ability of 100 Watts with a peak of 220 Watts. Attached to the top of the coil are a pair of fly leads that are pre-soldered and heatshrunk from the factory. This is superior to plain terminals as it eliminated any chance of coming loose over time.

Gorgeous though the 9000 series components are, the question remains as to how they sound. Before I answer let me offer a disclaimer, as I’ve read a few reviews about these speakers now. Though you’ll nary find a bad comment amongst these reviews, you will find them riddled with test results, graphs, diagrams and jargon beyond comprehension. I could bore you with similar, for I also tested the components electromechanically the moment they arrived. I just find that when you commence with the techno babble many simply tune out. Mindful of this, I’ll instead keep my comments in plain language.

Mounting Up
Though installing these components may not be as straightforward as some, the task is made inherently easier thanks to the 9.6W’s modest 69mm mounting depth. I installed them into our ESB demo car here, reluctantly removing the old 8000 series 8.6K3 components that’d served us impeccably hitherto. Power comes courtesy of Mosconi Pro series processed amplifier, keeping everything Italian as pizza. I advocate plenty of running in time for all speakers, as their suspensions need to loosen up a little before you get your ears amongst them. With thirty hours run-in under the belt, it was time to see if the 9000 series could cut the mustard. Do they what! My initial reaction was a mental thesaurus. Astounding, astonishing, amazing, call it what you will; they are all that and a bag of chips! Saying they’re quite simple brilliant in every sense of the word almost does them justice; it really is one of those scenarios where you absolutely need to experience them in person. The 9.1T-28 tweeters are crystal clear, offering precise highs with no decay and hint of internal reverberation. On the other end of the spectrum the 9.6W midbasses play with effortless authority, kicking with incredible force when requested. Ranging from the high subsonic regions through to the lower midrange where they hand over to the 9.3M; the larger drivers just dominate with deceptive ease. The 9.3M is likewise scary in its enunciation. Not just in accuracy but in depth, this driver is quite something to behold. The vocal reality is akin to being present in studio with the singer. There is one profound phenomenon though that really stands out, one I’ve only witnessed from a handful of other speakers. That is just how effortlessly they produce music. It’s difficult to explain, but most speakers sound like they’re working hard to accurately articulate the music. The 9000 series components on the other hand just float, producing music like they’re not present at all.

Conclusion

When confronted with the 9.6K3 component set many will raise the spectre of their merit. Are they really that good? Do they really embody realism? Can a component set really produce gold without costing a heap of it? The answer is but a single listen away, and although some will retort saying it’s not possible for any speaker to reach outright transcendence; the Novemila are as close to perfection as you may ever hear.
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