
I’m Not Just A
Reviewer, I’m A Member

This review is going to start differently than
many you’ve read. This one starts at the end.
The End: you know, where the reviewer says
that he’s never heard such good sound, and
he hates to see the loudspeakers leave, and
he can’t stand living without them, and that
he’s buying the review samples, and so on
and so forth, etcetera, etcetera. I’m already
there because, months ago, I bought the
Vandersteen loudspeaker system that
is the subject of this review. I’ve lived
with some great loudspeaker systems dur-
ing previous reviews I’ve performed. But these
speakers made sound I couldn’t believe, and I
couldn’t live without them. Now that you know
that, I’m going to work backward and tell you why.

I listened to Vandersteen loudspeakers
extensively at the home of former WSR Audio
Technical Editor Richard Hardesty over many
months before reaching the decision to pur-
chase my Vandersteen system. I did not, at
that time, intend to review them, but intended
only to use them as my reference system. With
Richard moving on from WSR, the task fell to
me to write this review, and I’m very happy to
be sharing with you the reasons I’ve made
these loudspeakers my reference system,
which is the “best it can be” for me.

Vandersteen Audio
Richard Vandersteen has been making loud-

speakers for over 20 years in a little town
called Hanford, located in central California,
just about halfway between the San Francisco
Bay Area (where I live) and Los Angeles.
Vandersteen has built a solid reputation with
audiophiles everywhere by hand-building some
of the finest and most advanced loudspeakers
in the world, and selling them for prices that
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design goal is that the cost of the drivers and
crossovers is a more substantial percentage of
the loudspeaker cost, which is a good thing,
as I’ll demonstrate.

The Reference System
The Vandersteen system I use includes a

pair of the 3A Signatures ($3,495 per pair with
stands) for the front, a VCC-5 center speaker
($1,995), and wall-mounted VSM-1 surround
speakers ($949 per pair). I also use four
Vandersteen 2Wq subwoofers to augment the
performance of the front left/right, and left and
right surround speakers. I use passive single-
pole high pass filters (first order 6 dB/octave)
constructed by Vandersteen in-line at the
amplifier input in order to filter bass information
below about 80 Hz out of the main loudspeak-
ers. Richard Hardesty has already reviewed the
Vandersteen 2Wq woofers (as previously refer-
enced) so my only comments on them here will
be in the context of their integration with the 3A
Signatures and VSM-1s.

3A Signature
The Vandersteen 3A Signature is a floor-

standing, quasi-four-way, four-driver design.
Each loudspeaker stands 48 inches tall (actu-
ally an inch or so taller than that on the includ-
ed Sound Anchor stands) and is 16 inches wide
and 10.25 inches deep. The 3A Signatures are
not of the narrow baffle look one sees so often
these days, but that’s a little deceptive, as you’ll
see later. The 3A Signature is encased in black
grille cloth, with wood-veneered end caps at
the top and bottom of the loudspeaker.
Vandersteen also sells a “utility” version of the
3A Signature that eliminates the wood-veneered
end caps and the grille cloth. The utility version
sells for 5 percent less and is intended to be
used in custom home theatre installations.
Even in its traditional form, the 3A Signature is
not the prettiest thing out there, and is in strik-
ing contrast to many high-end loudspeakers
that are nicer-looking than most expensive fur-
niture. The 3A Signature isn’t what I would call unat-
tractive (and thankfully my spouse agrees), but it’s
still a good thing its personality is so endearing!

While many manufacturers make specious
claims about how tight their tolerances are,
Vandersteen actually delivers. The crossover
components in the 3A Signature are the same
grade as those used in the Vandersteen Model
5, the flagship of the Vandersteen line starting
at $10,900 per pair. With the crossover net-
works hand matched, as is the case with every
pair of 3A Signatures sent out of the
Vandersteen factory, the specified frequency
response of the 3A Signature is an astounding
30 Hz-22 kHz, ±1.2 dB. Tolerances are within
±3 dB from 26 Hz-30 kHz. While other high-

end manufacturers boast of matching compo-
nents and loudspeakers to tolerances of 0.5
dB, each driver and crossover in the 3A
Signature is matched to a reference model
within 0.1 dB at six different frequencies.
Loudspeaker pairs are matched to one another
within the same tight 0.1 dB tolerance. It’s not
just hot air when Vandersteen’s literature claims
a “commitment to product quality and reliability
that is unsurpassed in the audio industry.”

Enclosure And Cabinet
Construction

As mentioned above, the design goals of a
time- and phase-accurate loudspeaker require
that a lot of money be spent on high-quality
drivers and crossovers. That’s good because it
means, in this case, that you get superior qual-
ity components where it counts. In fact,
Vandersteen claims that, whereas many wood-
veneered cabinet speakers have 65 percent or
more of their manufacturing cost tied up in the
cabinets, Vandersteen loudspeakers have only
16 percent of their manufacturing cost in the
boxes. That leaves a lot of money for the drivers
and crossovers. The down side is that the cabi-
net is not quite the kind of thing you’ll show off
to your friends the way you might show off a
Thiel or Aerial Acoustics cabinet. The upside is
that the cabinet is thick MDF, which makes it
as functionally sound as anything else out
there. But since the pretty wood veneers are
left out of the cost equation, the driver and
crossover components are of the quality that
one would find in a much more expensive
loudspeaker (like the Vandersteen Model 5).

The most striking feature of the 3A Signature

is the “baffle-less” design that has been a
Vandersteen staple since the 70’s. In spite of
the fact that the 3A Signature is 16 inches
wide, there really isn’t a baffle on the top half
of the loudspeaker. Instead, four dowels, engi-
neered to be acoustically transparent, support
the top end cap and surround a minimum
baffle head MDF module (See Photo On This
Page) that holds the midrange and tweeter.
This module is just a hair larger than the driv-
ers themselves, which eliminates baffle reflec-
tions and edge diffraction, in turn eliminating
the colorations typically associated with con-
ventional loudspeaker enclosures. This “baffle-
less” enclosure is a big reason that
Vandersteen loudspeakers sound so open and
can disappear in the listening room in a way
that loudspeaker designs with large cabinet
panels and boxy front baffles simply cannot.

The bottom enclosure, constructed of 1- to
1.5-inch MDF, houses the 10-inch “active
acoustic coupler” and the 8-inch woofer. It
might not be pretty, but it’s functional and typi-
cal of what one finds under the hardwood
veneers in many higher-priced speakers. This
enclosure has been engineered so that any
cabinet resonances are cancelled without col-
oring the speaker’s sound.

Show Me The Money:
Drivers And Crossovers

The drivers and crossovers of the 3A
Signature are a unique combination of materi-
als and technical innovations. The cast bas-
kets used in the drivers are designed by
Vandersteen, and built near Hanford in a facto-
ry that uses tools purchased by Vandersteen.
Other than the Alnico magnet used in the
midrange driver, the other drivers used in this
loudspeaker use ceramic magnet structures.
Like the basket assemblies, the drivers them-
selves are constructed using Vandersteen
designs and tools, but are constructed over-
seas, primarily by Vifa and Scanspeak. Each
driver used in the 3A Signature features propri-
etary elements. In addition to using Model 5-
grade crossover components, the 3A
Signature also uses the same patented
midrange and tweeter that is used in the com-
pany flagship, which is why Vandersteen’s liter-
ature states that the 3A Signatures sound
“more like Model 5s than Model 3As.”
Nevertheless, a critical distinction is that, while
the same midrange and tweeter drivers are
used in both speaker designs, the drivers that
measure most linear are “cherry-picked” for
use in the Model 5.

The aforementioned tweeter is a dual-cham-
bered design made of ceramic-coated metal
alloy that is heavily “damped” to eliminate ring-
ing, and operates from 5 kHz-30 kHz. Some
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manufacturers don’t bother with damping reso-
nances or ringing that occurs beyond the audi-
ble range, but Vandersteen believes that even
supersonic artifacts can have a detrimental
effect in the frequencies we can hear.
Vandersteen has engineered this tweeter so
that its resonance is out of the audible range
(around 27 kHz), but goes further by modifying
the tweeter to mechanically damp that resonance.

Vandersteen believes that good midrange
drivers are pretty hard to come by, especially
when your loudspeaker is a first-order design
in which the midrange must reproduce a broad
range of frequencies. A conventional midrange
driver uses a flat magnet structure that is often
nearly as big as the driver itself. Early reflec-
tions from the driver hit those large magnets
and bounce right back into the listening room,
smearing the signal in time and robbing the
speakers of resolution. The patented
Vandersteen midrange is made of mineral-
filled polypropylene and uses a cylindrical,
low-mass magnet structure to keep acoustic
energy from reflecting off the magnet and back
through the driver into the room. The magnet
itself is made of alnico and manufactured in
England. Behind the midrange driver is a trans-
mission line that redirects reflected sound away
from the driver, effectively killing reflections
inside the enclosure instead of sending them
out to the listening room. The midrange’s range
of operation is 600 Hz-5 kHz, and this driver’s
design and implementation, along with the
“baffle-less” design, unquestionably play a
large role in creating the open, uncolored, and
transparent sound in the midrange that I hear
from these loudspeakers.

The 8-inch woofer cone is also made of min-
eral-filled polypropylene, while the 10-inch
“active acoustic coupler” driver [connected to
the crossover board in parallel with the main
woofer—Editor] that fires out the rear of the
bottom enclosure is made of an aluminum alloy
cone. Both of these drivers use cast-metal bas-
kets. The active acoustic coupler is a dual-spi-
der design with long linear excursion and oper-
ates from 26 Hz-35 Hz, while the woofer oper-
ates in the range from 35 Hz-600 Hz. The rea-
son I referred to the 3A Signature as a “quasi-
four-way” design is that the 8-inch woofer and
the active acoustic coupler interact in a fashion
not completely unlike an active driver and a

passive radiator. But in this case, when signals
below 35 Hz are reproduced, both drivers
become active, operating together for
increased output at those low frequencies. The
summed output of these two drive elements
gives the 3A Signature a depth and quality of
low bass that is unexcelled, in my experience,
with passive designs in its price range.

The 3A Signature also features two contour
controls, one for the midrange and one for the
tweeter, that can compensate for room- or
placement-induced frequency response aber-
rations. These controls are implemented such
that they cannot alter the response of the
respective driver beyond ±3 dB. I have not
used this feature during the months I’ve had
these loudspeakers, nor were they engaged at
any time during the writing of this review.

The Model 5-grade crossover network used
in the 3A Signature features screw-down
speaker terminals that are soldered directly to
the crossover network. The parts quality here is
very impressive, with double-sided glass circuit
boards and encapsulated capacitors. WIMA
capacitors are used in addition to Infinicaps in
the critical midrange and tweeter circuits,
which are even more costly. The inductors use
hand-wound air-core coils, and the resistors
are of the highest grade. Thermal protection
circuits in the crossover network monitor the
midrange and tweeter, and will trigger a red
LED on the front of the 3A Signature if overload
occurs. You will not find more expensive or high-
er-grade parts in a crossover network, regard-
less of the price of the loudspeaker in question.

The 3A Signature is configured for biwiring,
which Vandersteen regards as a significant
advantage. Vandersteen’s experiments found

that a constantly expanding and contracting
magnetic field is created around the speaker
wires that carry high-current bass frequencies,
and that this field modulated the low-current
midrange/tweeter (high frequency) signals in
the same wire, resulting in distortion. He also
found that tweaking a crossover to show a dif-
ferent load to separate (but identical) cables
carrying the bass and midrange/tweeter sig-
nals, physically separated by an inch or more,
negated this measured modulation distortion
and made a respective loudspeaker sound
better, even without biamplification. Thus, the
crossovers in the 3A Signature present differ-
ent load characteristics to the respective bass
and midrange/tweeter input terminals, which
changes the load that the amplifier “sees” at
the other end of the speaker wires. This effec-
tively separates the bass frequencies from the
midrange/tweeter frequencies when separate
wires are used, which, according to Vandersteen,
improves the midrange/ tweeter performance by
keeping the aforementioned modulation distor-
tion and back-EMF from the larger bass driv-
ers, used in the bass section of the loudspeaker,
out of the wire carrying those higher frequencies.

Prior to writing this article, Richard Hardesty
and I visited Vandersteen’s Hanford factory and
witnessed 3A Signatures and other
Vandersteen loudspeakers being assembled.
We watched the hand-matching of the 3A
Signature’s crossover networks and saw
Vandersteen’s technicians performing the
measurements cited above in real time. This
factory visit took place after I had purchased
the loudspeakers, and watching the skilled
artisans at Vandersteen handcraft these loud-
speakers instilled even more pride of owner-

Vandersteen VCC-5 Center Speaker



ship in me.

VCC-5 Center Channel
Speaker And VSM-1
Surround Speakers

The placement requirement of center chan-
nel and surround loudspeakers often precludes
placing them where the output of the drivers
can be time-aligned. To time-align the drivers
in the VCC-5 center speaker and VSM-1 sur-
round speakers, Vandersteen employs a coaxi-
al-mounted woofer/tweeter combination. The
metal alloy tweeter used in this coaxial configu-
ration is from the same family used throughout
the Vandersteen line (with various levels of com-
plexity and modification), and the only difference
between the coaxial drivers used in the VCC-5
and VSM-1 is that the coaxial drivers are shield-
ed in the VCC-5. This woofer/ tweeter is wired in
positive phase and the first order crossover
(from the woofer to the tweeter) is at 3500 Hz.

The VCC-5 is a fairly large center speaker
(24-inches wide x 9.75-inches high x 18-inches
deep, 68 pounds), which uses a unique three-
way design, adding two 6.5-inch woofers to the
coaxially-mounted woofer/tweeter. The woofers
are mounted inside the VCC-5 and “true triaxi-
al” output is the result, as the output of the
woofers is channeled into the room by two slots
on either side of the coaxial woofer/tweeter.
(Vandersteen has applied for a patent on this
unique design). Vandersteen had to come up
with this approach to avoid the “lobing” prob-
lems that horizontally placed woofers cause in
center speakers. Lobing is a constantly shifting
tonal balance of the loudspeaker that occurs
when the listener moves his/her head or is
closer to one woofer or the other. Since center
channel loudspeakers are designed to

enhance the listening experience for off-axis
listeners in a home theatre, Vandersteen con-
sidered this a critical design goal.

The VCC-5’s 6.5-inch woofers use die-cast
basket and mineral-filled polypropylene cones.
These drivers operate up to 150 Hz. First-order
slopes are used. The specified frequency
response of the VCC-5 is 50 Hz-30 kHz (±3
dB). The VCC-5 has a proximity compensation
switch that can be engaged when it’s placed
near a wall. The deep bass response of the
VCC-5 can be exaggerated when placed close
to a wall. The proximity compensation switch
simply attenuates the woofers’ output by 3 dB.
After experimenting, I preferred the sound of
the VCC-5 with the proximity compensation
defeated, even though the loudspeaker was
very close to the wall, but your situation may
be different, and I advise you to experiment as
well. The VCC-5 uses the same barrier strip
input terminals that the 3A Signature uses, but
it cannot be bi-wired. I used the VCC-5 as a
full-range loudspeaker and was more than
pleased with the results. A stand made specifi-
cally for the VCC-5 can be purchased from
Sound Anchor for $289. I use this stand and I
recommend it.

The VSM-1 surround is designed to be wall-
mounted, which is where its bass response will
be the most linear and predictable. Its enclo-
sure is made of MDF and it too uses the same
screw terminal input block used in the 3A
Signature (although bi-wiring is not accommo-
dated in this case). The VSM-1 has a treble
contour control as well, which I’ve never felt
compelled to use. A protection circuit will drop
the current to a driver element if the monitored
temperatures become excessive. A little red
warning light will come on at that point to let

you know it’s time to “cease and desist” the
activity that precipitated this condition.

Vandersteen regards the VSM-1 as a multi-
purpose loudspeaker that can be used as a
main speaker in applications where space
requirements demand an on-wall unit. I can
substantiate Vandersteen’s claim that the VSM-
1 performs impressively as a main speaker,
especially when mated with two 2Wq sub-
woofers as in my system and Richard
Hardesty’s (the VSM-1’s specified frequency
response is 60 Hz-21 kHz (±3 dB). During a
listening session at Richard’s house, we wired
the system so that the left and right channels
were fed to the wall-mounted VSM-1s with the
2Wq subwoofers in-line with each loudspeaker.
We listened from just in front of where the cen-
ter speaker is placed, which means that the
included angle between us and the loudspeak-
ers was around 55 to 60 degrees. This configu-
ration imaged pretty well and sounded good
enough overall to make both of us laugh and
shake our heads in disbelief!

Setup
The Vandersteen 3A Signatures (and the rest

of the loudspeakers in this system) come with
user manuals that are very well-written and
provide all the info needed to set these loud-
speakers up properly. The Sound Anchor
braces that come with the 3A Signatures are
easy to put together, and the user manual also
explains how to adjust the stands with the
proper amount of tip-back needed for your
setup, based on the distance from the listening
position to the loudspeakers and the height of
the listening area. Vandersteen’s drivers are
physically time-aligned within a narrow vertical
window (about 6 inches), so setting up the
stands to tip the loudspeakers back properly is
critical to good performance. In my setup, the
loudspeakers are 9 feet from the listening posi-
tion, and my ears just over 34-inches high, so
no tip-back is needed in my room.

My listening position is 9 feet from the 3A
Signatures with a space of just over 7 feet
(from center to center) between the loudspeak-
ers themselves, which forms an included angle
with the listener of 50 to 55 degrees and keeps
my setup very close to the ITU (International
Telecommunications Union) recommended
spec of a 60-degree included angle. Both
loudspeakers are placed just about 3 feet out
from the front wall. The left speaker is only 20
inches from the sidewall, so I toed both speak-
ers in ever so slightly to minimize any loss of
image focus that might result from early reflec-
tions off of this untreated wall. A Vandersteen
2Wq woofer, connected in-line with each loud-
speaker, flanks each 3A Signature up against
the wall at the front of the room.

VCC-5 Interior Design



The VCC-5 center speaker sits atop its stand
in between the 3A Signatures, but further back
by about 1 foot. The coaxially-mounted
woofer/tweeter used in the VCC-5 is linear
everywhere except on-axis with the driver,
which means you don’t want it aimed directly at
your ears. The Sound Anchor stand for the
VCC-5 allows for the speaker to sit flat on the
stand or be angled upward. After experiment-
ing, I left it in the flat position, which aimed the
coaxial driver at about my midsection. At this
position, dialogue is most effectively anchored
to the screen with my Runco front projection
system, and the center channel of multichannel
music is best integrated with the 3A Signatures.

The dimensions of the rear of my room and
of the VSM-1 surrounds (12 1/8-inches wide,
23 5/8-inches high, 5-inches deep) made it
tricky to install the surrounds. I couldn’t find
any wall space at the back of the room that
would accommodate the VSM-1’s height while
still placing each of them symmetrically relative
to the other loudspeakers. (Wall-mounting at
the sides of the listening position isn’t an option
in my room.) As it turned out, the area above
the wooden blinds that outline the windows at
the back of my room allowed me to horizontally
mount the VSM-1s 7 to 8 feet above the floor,
with the coaxial woofer/tweeter facing in
between the loudspeakers. While this puts the
VSM-1s a little higher than I would prefer, it
symmetrically places each loudspeaker about
8 feet from the listening position and at an
angle very close to 110 degrees off the center
speaker, roughly conforming to the ITU spec
for surround loudspeaker placement. This isn’t
perfect, since there is a wall on the right side
of the room and open space on the left side,
and the rear wall is adjacent to the low part of
a sloped ceiling. Richard Hardesty’s surround
setup has his VSM-1 surrounds mounted on
either side of, and just behind, the listening
position (at approximately 110 degrees off the
center channel), and just high enough that the
coaxial woofer/tweeter gets over the back of
his chair. Having listened extensively to his
setup and mine, I would prefer a setup like his
for optimal performance. Nevertheless, my own
configuration works in fine, if not spectacular, fash-
ion, which is great since that’s my only option!

The Vandersteen 2Wq woofers I use in-line
with the VSM-1 surrounds are placed in the
corners at the rear of my room, just below each
VSM-1. This configuration effectively creates a
“full-range” loudspeaker with bass response
below 20 Hz at each surround loudspeaker
position. The advantage of this surround
speaker configuration (over a floor-standing,
full-range design used for the surrounds) is
that it’s easier to optimally place the midrange
and tweeter high enough so that its path to the

listener’s ear is unimpeded, while having the
low-frequency performance of each loudspeak-
er position-optimized by powered subwoofers
placed in the corners of the rear of the room.

Performance
Now that I’ve shown you why I think this

loudspeaker system is as advanced as nearly
anything out there at any price, I’m going to
talk about how it sounds. I’ve been using this
loudspeaker system for several months, which
means I’ve used all of the equipment I’ve
reviewed recently as associated equipment at
one time or another with these loudspeakers.
The mainstays in my system of associated
equipment are the Theta Dreadnaught amplifi-
er, and a newcomer—the BAT (Balanced Audio
Technology) VK-50SE vacuum tube preamp.
The BAT is a true reference-quality preamp,
with astonishing dynamics, image focus, and
microscopic resolution of detail. Critical source
components include a Linn Sondek LP12
turntable, a Sony DVP-9000ES DVD/SACD play-
er, and a Classé CD/DVD-1 for CD playback.

3A Signature
The Vandersteen 3A Signature is the heart of

this system, obviously. In the time I spent lis-
tening to this loudspeaker before purchasing it,
the one thing that I couldn’t get over, and didn’t
hear from any other loudspeaker, was a star-
tling openness and transparency in the
midrange. The “baffle-less” design and “open-
frame” midrange driver give this loudspeaker a
freedom from box sound that’s reminiscent of
electrostats. The 3A Signatures literally disap-
pear in the room, leaving only a black back-
ground from which the musical soundstage
emanates. Sound is created in between the
loudspeakers and even (when the electronics
connected to speakers are up to the task) far
out beyond the sides of the loudspeakers.
Sonic images are sharply defined in space and
holographic in dimension. The sound from
these loudspeakers seemingly never comes
from the loudspeakers themselves, and music
never seems to be a reproduction so much as
a living, breathing, and organic musical event.

In addition to incredible focus and depth at
the front of the soundstage, the ability of the 3A
Signature to create images far out into my lis-
tening room is unprecedented in my experi-
ence. On the SACD of Mark Levinson’s Live
Recordings At Red Rose Music, Track 7 (“Little
Dog’s Day”) is a recitation of a Rupert Brooke
poem, recorded at Levinson’s house with
Levinson accompanying his wife Kim Cattrall
(narrating) with an acoustic double bass. Not
only is Cattrall’s voice “in the room” natural,
and Levinson’s bass focused sharply in space,
the crickets outside the house are also clearly

defined—at almost a full 90 degrees to the left
of the listening position, impossibly high in the
room! The first time I played this track, it was at
night and I hit pause on the player to be sure
the crickets were on the recording and not out-
side my own house! Another time, before
watching a movie, I forgot to turn on the amplifi-
er channels that power the center and surround
loudspeakers. The opening of the film, Men Of
Honor has some birds chirping in the trees and
other ambient effects that sounded wonderful
and enveloping. It wasn’t until people’s mouths
were moving in silence that I realized that only
the left and right loudspeakers were active! The
3A Signature is that effective spatially, seemingly
with no limit to the vertical aspects of imaging
and soundstage. These attributes of the 3A
Signature make music and movies both a much
more exciting and involving experience.

To discuss the tonality of the 3A Signature,
let’s start at the top, which will afford me an
opportunity to discuss some of the traits of a
time- and phase-accurate design. The 3A
Signatures (and other Vandersteen designs)
strike some people as being “laid-back” or
“forgiving” in the high frequencies in short
demonstrations. I know that this isn’t true,
because I’ve seen these loudspeakers meas-
ured in real-time, and I know that their high-fre-
quency response is ruler-flat to above 20 kHz
(and surprisingly flat out to 30 kHz). People
who are used to conventional non time-aligned
loudspeakers are also used to hearing the
sound of the tweeter and, therefore, the upper
frequencies hit them first. This highlights that
frequency range and can give a false impres-
sion of upper octave energy, or “airiness.”
People who are used to that sound might ini-
tially feel that a time-aligned loudspeaker lacks
upper frequency extension. Upon extended lis-
tening however, it will become apparent that
this exceptionally accurate loudspeaker lacks
nothing with respect to real resolution and tre-
ble detail, and that it is, in fact, a highly-reveal-
ing loudspeaker. The upper harmonic struc-
tures of piano and cymbals are created with
lifelike air and detail, with an uncanny integra-
tion between fundamentals and harmonics that
I’ve not heard equaled in conventional designs.
Even the highest upper frequencies are there,
but they’re correct and accurate with no trace
of grain whatsoever; they’re just not hyped,
etched, or emphasized inaccurately.

Tonally, the midrange is natural, and involv-
ing, rendering vocals and instruments with
incredible purity. I’ve listened to many out-
standing loudspeakers that I regard as being
natural and highly resolved in the midrange.
But the Vandersteen 3A Signature is the one
that reminds me the most of real music, and its
resolution is second to none (with the possible



exception of the Vandersteen Model 5). Using
these loudspeakers as a reference has allowed
me to discern even the most subtle differences
between high-end components, which is the
highest praise of a loudspeaker’s midrange
neutrality and resolution that I can offer.

The low-end response of this loudspeaker is
powerful and extended, and flat-out unbeliev-
able for a $3,500 non-powered loudspeaker. But
the 3A Signature’s bass response is just a bit
on the “fat” or boomy side. There’s just a little
extra bloom in the low end, especially in the
frequency range in which the acoustic coupler
and the woofer are active. And you can hear
just a little bit of the box coloring the sound in
the low frequencies. But this can be ameliorat-
ed completely by pairing the 3A Signatures
with Vandersteen 2Wq subwoofers. Richard
Hardesty’s overwhelmingly positive review of
this subwoofer is absolutely justified. The mid-
bass and low-bass frequencies all sharpen and
snap into focus with the 2Wqs in the system,
which also makes the midrange seem just a bit
more “right.” I’ve never heard a woofer that
blends so seamlessly with full-range loud-
speakers. The extra bloom in the 3A Signature
is gone and is replaced by taut, texturally
defined bass, with incredible snap and tran-
sient response. You never hear that a woofer is
there; instead, you just hear tight, deep bass
extending below 20 Hz. When I listen to music
I can hear the texture of each skin in a drum
kit, and the tempo is impeccably timed, making
it so natural to tap your foot or hum along with
the beat. The price of a pair of 3A Signatures
and a pair of 2Wqs is around $6,000. That’s not
chump change, but name another loudspeaker
that offers such accurate response from 18 Hz-
30 kHz for anything less than twice that amount.
Start with the 3A Signatures and add woofer(s)
as budget allows, and you’ve got a hell of a
path to true reference-quality performance.

Richard Vandersteen believes that music
and movie sound effects make a more realistic
impression when the time domain components
of the signal aren’t scrambled by the loud-
speaker. Rhythm, pace, tempo, beat, and tran-
sient response are all used to describe the
time component of a loudspeaker’s presenta-
tion. Whatever you want to call it, these
aspects of the 3A Signature’s sonic identity
sound so right that there’s no going back once
you’ve heard music and movies presented this
way. You don’t hear this timing being right so
much as you feel it. You’re just that much more
involved and in touch with the drum kit or bass
line that’s driving a song, and that much more
aware of even the most minute changes in the
“speed” and rhythm of a song. With movies,
the realism of sound effects is increased, mak-
ing the “suspension of disbelief” so critical to

movie magic even more successful. In particu-
lar, the sound effects that might actually be
real-life recordings of what’s on-screen (like
glasses breaking or being clanged together in
a toast, or car doors opening or closing, or
even gun shots) sound much more convincing.

How much of the Model 5 can you get by
spending $6,000 for 3A Signatures and a pair
of woofers? A lot. You get much of the resolu-
tion and breathtaking transparency, but you
don’t get the last iota of upper midrange/treble
detail, and you get a different bottom end. I
haven’t heard enough of the Model 5 to defini-
tively quantify the differences in the low-end
between it and my 3A Signature/2Wq combina-
tion. But in the listening I have done, there’s an
even more seamless integration in the Model 5
with everything being in the same box (as
opposed to having separate subwoofers).
There seems to be just an extra shade of depth
and texture to the Model 5’s bottom end that I
don’t hear from my 3A Signature/ 2Wq combo.
Any hint of congestion or strain at loud levels is
gone with the Model 5, which imparts an
improved all-around sense of dynamics and
transient attack. And the Model 5 is even freer
of box sound. In fact, some of what I hear in
the low-end of the Model 5 could be as much
the superior cabinet construction as the propri-
etary push-pull woofer.

VCC-5 Center Channel
Speaker

The VCC-5 center speaker does absolutely
everything that an outstanding center loud-
speaker should—it blends seamlessly with the
front (and surround) loudspeakers tonally and
dynamically for movies and multichannel
music, it anchors dialogue to the screen for off-
axis listeners, and it never calls undue attention
to itself. In some center speaker designs, the
crossover networks are different than those
used in the other loudspeakers in the system,
and sometimes drivers are wired out of phase
with one another. These loudspeakers never
blend with a system the way that the Vandersteen
VCC-5 blends with the rest of my Vandersteen
system in which all the drive elements in the sys-
tem are in phase and time-aligned.

The VCC-5 is very nearly a full-range loud-
speaker and it performs best in my room when
configured as a full-range “large” loudspeaker
at the digital controller with which it’s being
used. This is a high-resolution, high-quality
loudspeaker, regardless of it being a center
channel loudspeaker. In other words, its per-
formance is high compared not only with other
center channel loudspeakers, but with loud-
speakers, period. The VCC-5 has the same
tonal neutrality and smoothness that distin-
guishes the 3A Signature. The VCC-5 allows

me to assess the quality of both dialogue inte-
gration in movie soundtracks and the integra-
tion of the center channel in multichannel
music with equal precision. This is critical and
has been especially helpful to me when
assessing the capabilities of the new multi-
channel formats, SACD and DVD-Audio.

VSM-1 Surrounds
The wall-mounted VSM-1 surrounds are

absolutely outstanding. They tonally match the
accurate and refined 3A Signature and VCC-5
loudspeakers. Their resolution is exceptional
and, when paired with an outstanding amplifier
like the Theta Dreadnaught, their imaging capa-
bilities are astounding. I’ve experimented with
many “extended surround” configurations in
the past and was impressed, but experience
with outstanding loudspeakers like these has
changed my mind. Precise phantom images
sound more natural, more “real,” and more
involving in my room to my ears. These loud-
speakers create phantom images in the center
back of the room that are so precise that the
need for a surround back channel or loudspeak-
er is eliminated for all but the largest rooms.

One aspect of this loudspeaker’s spatial per-
formance that shocked me was its ability to
reproduce ambient surround envelopment. This
loudspeaker does diffuse sound effects far bet-
ter than dipole speakers or any electronic
manipulation of the signal could ever hope to.
The VSM-1 sounds far more natural, involving
and integrated with the rest of the system.
Dipoles have always bothered me because,
when sound pans to or from the surrounds, I’m
immediately aware of that sound being repro-
duced by a different type of loudspeaker. I find
that very distracting. It is such a pleasant sur-
prise that a loudspeaker, so focused and
dimensional with directional effects and side-
wall imaging as the VSM-1, is also outstanding
with ambient effects.

When VSM-1s are paired with one or two
Vandersteen 2Wq subwoofers, and run full-
range, their performance becomes even more
impressive as deep bass below 20 Hz is effort-
lessly reproduced. This makes movie sound-
tracks that much more exciting and bombastic,
and can expand the sense of space in multi-
channel music dramatically. These loudspeak-
ers are reasonably priced at $949 per pair,
making it financially feasible to pair them with
one or two of the 2Wq woofers, which retail for
only $1,295 each.

All Together Now
I know, this is a home theatre magazine, so

why don’t I get to it? Well, keep in mind that, if
a loudspeaker is accurate reproducing music,
it will be accurate with movie sound. Music



Vandersteen Signature
Series Specifications

3A Signature
Impedance: 6 Ohms, Nominal 4 Ohms, Minimum.
Sensitivity: 87 dB with 2.83 volts of pink noise input

at 1 meter on axis.
Recommended Amplification: 100 to 200 watts per

channel into 8 ohms. The amplifier must be sta-
ble into a 4 ohm load.

Frequency Response: 26 Hz-30 kHz ±3 dB, 30 Hz-
22 kHz ±1.5 dB by FFT(Fast Fourier Transform)
step function.

Dispersion: 26 Hz-17 kHz ±3 dB 30 degrees off
axis.

Crossover Frequencies: 600 Hz and 5 kHz. First-
order, 6 dB Per Octave.

Input: Dual inputs allow bi-wiring with a single
stereo amplifier or passive vertical bi-amplification
with two identical stereo amplifiers.

Input Connections: 2 pair of heavy duty screw
terminals.

Cabinet Finish: Hand-matched and finished natural
oiled wood veneers.
Dimensions (HWD In Inches): 48x16x10-1/4.
Weight: 102 pounds gross, 90 pounds net.
Warranty: One year, extendable to five years by reg-

istering the free optional warranty within 30 days
of purchase

Upgradability: The Model 3 series loudspeakers are
designed for complete upgradability. As future
technological advancements improve the model's
capabilities, cost-effective updates will be avail-
able to upgrade existing loudspeakers to the lat-
est components, performance and specifications.

Price: $3,495 per pair

VCC-5
Frequency Response: 50 Hz-30 kHz ±2 dB.
Sensitivity: 85 dB at 1 meter with a 2.83 volt input.
Recommended Amplification: 60 to 200 watts per

channel into 8 ohms.
Impedance: 6 Ohms, Nominal, 4 Ohms, Minimum.
Crossover Frequencies: 150 Hz, 3500 Hz, 6 dB per

octave.
Phase: All the drivers are connected in positive

absolute phase.
Dimensions (HWD In Inches): 24x9-3/4x18"
Weight: 76 pounds gross, 68 pounds net.
Price: $1,995 each

VSM-1 
Crossover Frequency: 3500 Hz. 6 dB per octave. 
Phase: The woofer and tweeter are both in positive phase. 

Impedance: 8 Ohms, Nominal. 5 Ohms, Minimum.
Efficiency: 86 dB at 1 meter with a 2.83 volt input. 
Frequency Response: 60 Hz-21 kHz ±3 dB 
Recommended Amplification: 30 to 100 watts per

channel into 8 ohms.
Control: Treble contour control.
Input Connections: Heavy-duty terminal block.
Mounting: On-wall at any height or lateral position.

Wall brackets and hardware are included with the
loudspeakers.

Cabinet Finish: All standard Vandersteen finishes
and grille colors plus new white with perforated
metal grille. The white end caps and metal grille
can be painted to match the loudspeakers' sur-
rounding. See your dealer for custom finishes to
match your existing furniture or room decor.

Dimensions (HWD In Inches): 23-5/8x12 1/8x5.
Weight: 68 pounds gross per pair, 31 pounds net
each.
Price: $949 per pair
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Canada/Mexico, and $75.00US International.
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subscription paid Web site,
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related articles.

tells you far more about how a component
sounds than movie sound effects, which are
seldom what they appear to be.

Word on the street is that Vandersteen loud-
speakers are great for two-channel but don’t
get it done with multichannel film sound. Let
me tell you that the word on the street is
WRONG! This Vandersteen loudspeaker sys-
tem forms a seamless integrated whole, to a
degree that’s unparalleled in my experience
with loudspeakers. Imaging is precise and
focused, 360 degrees around the listening
position and along the sidewalls. Sound is not
at all confined (or even seemingly related) to
the loudspeaker’s physical boundaries. Movies
and music are reproduced with definition, clari-
ty, impact and, above all, a remarkably natural
sound with an amazing sense of realism. It
might not produce explosions louder than
they’d be in real life, as some home theatre
systems do, but it plays as loud as I can stand
to listen with outstanding dynamic contrast.

Details at even the most microscopic level are
reproduced clearly and this high-resolution
system reveals any flaws inherent in source
components and software used with it. As a
reviewer, I feel I’m getting it all and getting it
right, and that my ability to make the right call
on a component or a piece of software has
increased dramatically since bringing in this
Vandersteen system..

The Bottom Line
This Vandersteen loudspeaker system per-

forms better than any loudspeaker system I’ve
heard, with the exception of Richard
Vandersteen’s own multichannel system based
on Model 5 main loudspeakers. So many
“high-end” loudspeakers are so expensive that
they seemingly can be purchased only by
people with a money tree in their backyard.
I’m very pleased to be writing about a product
line that makes true reference-quality sound
accessible to a larger number of people. Even

if the Vandersteens had cost more, I’d want
them and I’d have spent my money on them.
The fact that they’re affordable is gravy. This
system gets the highest recommendation I can
give: I bought these loudspeakers with my
own money. ■■


