Five driver, three-way reflex-loaded floorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: B&W Group Ltd, West Sussex
Supplied by: B&W Group Ltd
Telephone: 0800 232 1513
Web: www.bowers-wilkins.co.uk
Price: £3299

LOUDSPEAKER

B&W 702 S2
B&W’s comprehensive 800 D3 series has not only caused
a stir without, but also within – all hail the new 700 series
Review: David Price Lab: Keith Howard
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very loudspeaker brand has a
house sound, and for many years
B&W’s has been influenced by
its Kevlar bass and/or midrange
cones. It was the best way to get what
the designers wanted – a controlled ‘stiff’
driver action that didn’t offer an overly
romanticised view of the music.
But while Kevlar worked very well in
some ways and was copied ad nauseam,
like every other cone material it was
not perfect. That’s why the company’s
engineers worked on something different –
a deliberately lossy cone material with less
severe breakup modes, first seen on the
current 800 Diamond series.
This new Continuum midrange cone
outperforms B&W’s Kevlar
design in a great many
ways [see our 802 D3
review, HFN Dec ’15], so
it was only a matter of
time before it trickled
down to lesser models
in the company’s large
product portfolio. Bowers
& Wilkins also felt the need to share its
‘tweeter-on-top’ technology seen on the
800 series – where the high frequency unit
sits in its own pod and is decoupled from
the cabinet – and a more cost-effective
variant of its Diamond dome tweeter,
dubbed the ‘Carbon Dome’.
All these goodies were lined up for the
new eight-strong 700 series launched this
autumn. (Actually it’s the 700 S2 because,
back in the mists of time before the CM
series, B&W had a 700 series on it books.)
Anyway, now replacing the longstanding
CM series 2, the 700 S2 range includes a
full trio of floorstanders, a similar number
of standmounts plus two dedicated centre
channels and an active subwoofer for home
theatre use. With key design themes from
the 800 series offered at a significantly
lower price, they promise excellent value
for money [see boxout, p33].
B&W’s Carbon tweeter makes its world
debut in the 700 series, and is a significant
development in its own right. It offers clear
subjective and measured performance

gains over the CM series’ outgoing
aluminium double-dome.
The 25mm tweeter’s front section is
a 30micron alloy dome that’s stiffened
by a PVD (Physical Vapour Deposition)
coating of carbon. The second section is a
300micron Carbon Ring profiled to match
the form of the main dome. This is then
bonded to the inner face of the structure.
B&W says it’s the best tweeter it knows
how to make, aside from the Diamond
dome used in its 800 series.

‘driving’ the cabinet
In the 702 S2, this treble unit is mounted
in the aforementioned ‘tweeter-on-top’
housing. This is a specially shaped billet of
aluminium, machined
inside and out and
decoupled from the
cabinet by a gel insert.
Again, this offers clear
sonic benefits compared
to mounting the high
frequency driver rigidly
inside the cabinet – as
you might hear by comparing the 702 S2
with the fully integrated 703 S2.
The tweeter crosses over to a 150mm
Continuum FST midrange driver, which is
also decoupled from the main box – you
can actually push this driver into the
cabinet slightly, rather like a piston. This is
a simpler version of that seen on the 800
D3s, and it replaces the drawbar design
previously employed in the CM10 S2.
This midrange unit has an FEA-optimised
aluminium basket that’s said to be stiffer
than the zinc chassis of the outgoing CM
series, and includes a tuned mass damper
to further suppress resonance.
The midband driver mates to a full three
165mm Aerofoil Profile bass units that
are bolted to the front baffle. This latest
implementation of the technology has

‘B&W’s Carbon
tweeter makes
its world debut in
this 700 series’

RIGHT: Closest to the old CM10 S2 in
appearance, the 702 S2 has an improved
cabinet, a ‘tweeter-on-top’ with carbon dome
and no fewer than three ‘Aerofoil’ bass drivers
with variable-thickness cones and pulp skins
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NOW AND THEN
B&W says the new 700 S2 series, ‘offers a huge step forward over the outgoing
CM Series 2. That’s the reason why we gave it a new name.’ As a rule of thumb,
prices are up by about 20%. For example the new 707 S2 standmount costs £799
where the outgoing CM1 S2 was £707; the 706 S2 costs £1099 (CM5 S2 £949);
the 705 S2 is £1799 (CM6 S2 £1499). The 704 S2 floorstander is £1999 (CM8 S2
£1499); the 703 S2 is £2399 (CM9 S2 £1999) and the 702 S2 is £3299 (CM10
S2 £2999). The company says the 700 S2 series ‘represents a totally different
design ethos to the CM Series 2, due to the circumstances at their launch’, by
which it means that the CM Series was an upgrade on 600 series technology,
‘because it fitted neatly into our range at the time.’ The 700 Series however
has been dictated by the success of the latest 800 series Diamond range, ‘and
the enormous performance leap it represents.’ B&W says the 700 S2 series uses
technologies cascaded down from the latest 800 D3 series, including more
cost-effective versions of its tweeter-on-top cabinet mounting, the decoupled
Continuum midrange cone and Aerofoil low-frequency drivers.

been developed for the 700 series and uses
paper rather than carbon fibre skins, with
the sandwich filling material being EPS,
rather than the syntactic foam used in the
800 D3s. The company claims a dramatic
uplift in bass performance compared to the
outgoing CM series 2.
The overall effect is to have the bass
units ‘drive’ the cabinet, while both the
midrange and tweeter are decoupled from
cabinet resonances in different ways. It’s an
interesting engineering approach, and one
wonders if we’ll see this in similar form on
rival loudspeakers at this price point soon?

the knuckle-rap test
With all that technology trickled down
from the 800 D3s, how come the 702 S2 is
almost half the price of the similarly sized
804 D3? Good question... Well, there are
plenty of subtle differences – the drive
units are not as robustly constructed,
for example, and the cabinet is a madeto-a-price rectangular box, rather than a
cost-no-object reverse-wrap affair with an
augmented Matrix bracing system. So while
the 800 D3s cabinets are hugely timeconsuming to make and exotically shaped,
the 702 S2’s box is far more conventional.
Nevertheless, weighing little short of
30kg, it’s still a sturdy affair and shows a
welcome lack of vibration when rapped
with the knuckle. It’s very well finished at
the price too, coming in a choice of Gloss
Black, Satin White and Rosenut finishes.
While it is possible to deploy the 702 S2
on its own footprint, B&W also supplies a
large base for each speaker to which spikes
can be fixed. This accessory confers a good
deal more stability.
Despite B&W’s Flowport bass port being
rear-mounted, the 702 S2 can be used
30cm or so from the rear wall and still
turn in a balanced sound. You might find

the two-stage foam bung useful to damp
and short the port should you position
the speakers closer to the back wall, but
when placed more than a metre out from
the boundary the 702 S2 actually began
to sound rather bass-light – so some
experimentation is necessary.

FUN-TASTIC FLAGSHIP
B&W claims a 90dB sensitivity for the 702
S2 [borne out by KH’s lab report, p37] so
there was the potential for very high SPLs
when partnered with a pair of Devialet
Expert 800 amplifiers in editor PM’s
listening room. This is a large, full-range,
three-way loudspeaker and it sounds like
one... But, not unlike previous B&Ws, the
702 S2 does need a little exercise to really
give of its best, ‘warming up’ after 15
minutes use before it turns in a smoother
and more organic sound.
The difference is less pronounced on
the new 700 series however, which already
takes a significant step back away from the
CM series’ rather dry and analytical nature.
Indeed, this new 700 S2 flagship showed
an impressively neutral and open character,
sounding far less ‘samey’ than previous
Kevlar-powered B&Ws at this price point.
The end result is a big, powerful, articulate
sound that’s impressively open and
detailed – though still recognisably voiced
at the company’s Worthing HQ.
It’s always fun to throw a poor
recording at a new pair of speakers, so
Beatmasters’ ‘Who’s In The House?’ [from
Anywayyawana; Rhythm King Records LEFT
CD10] was duly deployed. As served up by
a Melco N1Z music library [HFN Jun ’16], it’s
fair to say that this slice of late-’80s house
music wasn’t the sweetest thing I’ve heard
this year, but it’s a hard-hitting piece of
dance music and was never supposed to
have hi-fi showroom appeal.
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LOUDSPEAKER
Andy Kerr

ABOVE: Inspired by the 800 D3 series, the 702 features derivative Aerofoil bass drivers [left], a
Continuum-coned FST midrange unit [centre], and carbon- in place of diamond-dome tweeter [right]

All the same, the 702 S2 made a strong
fist of it, delivering a fast and punchy sound
showing a surprising amount of midband
detail. That new Continuum cone cut
through this murky mix far better than
expected, offering a genuinely open and
accurate rendition. I wasn’t expecting to
be able to get quite so far into the mix, yet
the 702 S2 dutifully delivered. The new
700 series hasn’t brought about a dramatic
transformation in B&W’s house sound, so
you won’t get a soft or overly romanticised
version of the music played.
The Carbon dome tweeter proved
interesting. It’s ever so slightly bright
compared to some soft domes and ribbons,
but it never grates. It gives a ‘well lit’
quality to the treble that made the looped
hi-hats on the Beatmasters track really
power the song along.
You would never call it
harsh, but neither does
this new tweeter present
itself as the world’s
sweetest and most
subtle. Tonally, it’s
a good match for the rest
of the speaker – it sounds
very well integrated with the midband and
you never get the impression that you’re
listening to several speakers in one.
There’s a refreshing uniformity to the
702 S2’s sound, the spaces between the
notes proving clean and clear, with no
smear or smudge. This reinforced the
impression of the 702 S2 as a tight, taut
and accurate transducer, and not one
prone to coloration or artifice.
David Sylvian’s ‘Buoy’ [from Everything
And Nothing; Virgin VJCP-68248.49]
underlined this – the track has some
powerful saxophone work and the speaker
was able to carry it smoothly, yet convey
the instrument’s natural reedy timbre.
The tambourine work showed the Carbon
dome to be fast and was very explicitly
etched, but again the speaker’s high
frequencies had a slightly diminished sense
of the silkiness and delicacy that some
rivals are capable of conveying.

Bass, however, is impressive. The 702
S2’s three low frequency drivers together
seem capable of shifting large amounts
of air – although this never sounds like
a bottom-heavy loudspeaker. Indeed,
compared to many, it is if anything a
little bass-light. Part of the reason for this
is that the company doesn’t appear to
have engineered in any obvious peaks for
artificial showroom appeal, so the speaker
sounds even and extended without ever
being overpowering.

propulsive bassline
4hero’s ‘Morning Child’ [from Play With The
Changes; Raw Canvas Records RCRCD02]
made this quite clear. It’s a warmishsounding track with some very strong bassguitar work and a wide range of acoustic
instruments playing
further up the range. The
702 S2 served up
a powerful bottom end,
and even when the
volume was advanced
to pretty high levels the
loudspeaker hung on
in there, refusing to fall
apart. The taut yet propulsive bassline gave
a great sense of progress to the song.
However, this loudspeaker is not the
most tuneful down below – some other
speakers that have less bass still manage
to deliver it in a more melodic way. This
characteristic was more evident on slightly
jazzy, soul music such as this. The more
louche the recording gets the more you
notice it. It was also apparent on The Jam’s
‘Smithers Jones’ [from Compact Snap;
Polydor 821 712-2]. The big B&W sounded
lots of fun and impressed with a punchy
and solid feel, with a surprising amount
of detail across the midband from what is
another pretty average sounding recording.
I enjoyed the bright, crashing cymbal
work, the clean and intricate rendition
of Paul Weller’s vocals and the tight bass
drum sound – yet the bass-guitar seemed
to be working more in a percussive way
than a tuneful one.

‘The 702 S2 made
a strong fist of it,
delivering a fast,
punchy sound’

B&W’s Director of Product
Communication is bullish about
the company’s prospects after its
dramatic change of ownership
in 2016 to Silicon Valley startup Eva Automation. ‘Bowers &
Wilkins is a rarity within the audio
category,’ he explains. ‘We have
grown continually over the past 50
years. During that time, we have
successfully added new product
categories which have further
enhanced our reputation. We have
achieved that growth thanks to
huge investment in R&D, pioneering
many interesting technologies in the
audio space.
‘That has led to our becoming the
dominant force in the market for
premium loudspeakers, a trend we
aim to continue with the new 700
series. So, our past is about growth
propelled by advanced technology.
This is the business model our new
owners sought to invest in. Going
forward, our future will be driven
by access to even greater resources,
allowing us to both continue our
growth and to further expand.’
Kerr says the company’s
manufacturing approach hasn’t
really changed from the first days
of founder John Bowers. ‘We are
a technology-led business with
in-house R&D and manufacturing.
We have a reputation to protect,
and a philosophy we passionately
believe in. Technologies change and
our products will evolve, but this is
an opportunity for us to do an even
better job – not a radically different
one. Our centres for R&D, audio
performance and high-end speaker
manufacture will remain in the UK.’
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Lab
report
B&W 702 S2
Left: The bi-wire/bi-amp terminals,
and associated links, are a feature of all
800/700 series loudspeakers although
the Flowport reflex port faces rearwards
rather than frontwards in the 702

amounts of detail thrown in as if for
good measure.
The same attributes that make it
so good at playing this sort of music
appear to bear fruit for classical too.
Bernard Haitink’s beautiful take on
Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No 2
[Warner Classics 7493942] showed
this loudspeaker’s innate clarity
and lack of coloration, as well as its
general demeanour. The London
Philharmonic Orchestra came
across with great scale and physical
presence, with the 702 S2 being
able to deliver musical crescendos at
high volumes without complaint.

Look at the responses we’ve measured from B&W’s latest 800
series models [HFN Dec ’15, Mar ’16, Oct ’16 and Sept ’17] and
you’ll see that not only are they quite uneven, but they also
differ quite markedly from model to model. It’s no surprise, then,
to find that the flagship of the new 700 Series has a distinctly
uneven response too [Graph 1 below; at 1m on the tweeter axis].
Output between 1kHz and 10kHz is sufficiently uneven to lead
to response errors of ±4.4dB and ±4.8dB respectively – rather
high for a speaker of this pedigree. Unusually for B&W, the pair
matching error is also quite high at ±2.1dB, although this is due
to large tweeter disparities in the top audible octave; below
10kHz it drops to a commendable ±0.8dB.
Another established characteristic of loftier B&Ws is that they
typically present a challenging load to the amplifier, and that is
the case with the 702 S2 too. Its specified nominal impedance
of 8ohm is incompatible with the quoted minimum of 3.1ohm,
and we measured an even lower dip to 2.8ohm at 118ohm.
Combined with very high phase angles at low frequencies, this
results in the EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation resistance) falling
to a low of 1.2ohm at 88Hz, and this is compounded by further
dips to 1.6ohm at 850Hz and 2.0ohm at 10.3kHz, making the
702 S2 tough on amplifiers. The upside of this low impedance
is that the 702 S2 recorded a pink noise sensitivity of 89.6dB,
within a whisker of B&W’s 90dB specification. Diffractioncorrected nearfield measurements showed the bass extension to
be 51Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz). A series of treble resonances is visible
in the CSD waterfall [Graph 2] which are probably caused by
breakup in the cone of the Continuum midrange driver. KH

spatial impressions
As the score becomes more
complicated, the speaker retained
its calm and controlled manner, with
no sense of it falling into disorder.
At the same time, its excellent
soundstaging really came into its
own, the big B&W recreating the
recorded acoustic on a large scale.
Image location inside this proved
excellent, and the 702 S2 was able
to hang instruments at the back of
the hall impressively far away, giving
a fine sense of space.
A superb recording such as
this also showcases just how well
integrated this speaker is – there’s
a seamless transition from the low
bass to the high treble, with no part
of the frequency spectrum obviously
standing out, aside from that everso-slightly well-lit upper treble.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

So it’s a dry, well defined sound
alright, and it pulls the listener
towards focusing on the music’s
rhythmic rather than tonal qualities.
This isn’t so much a criticism as an
observation – all loudspeakers, and
speaker brands, have their own ways
of doing things. Running the gamut
of my new wave and classic rock
collection, this speaker impressed
greatly – but always the accent
was on the percussive, with large

ABOVE: This 702 S2 model has an even more notably
irregular forward response than B&W’s 800 series
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It’s hard not to be impressed by
the new B&W 702 S2. Like an 804
D3 that has shrunk in the wash,
it offers a tantalising taste of the
800-series sound but without
spending serious amounts of
money. If you want a powerful,
tight, detailed and spacious
floorstander then there’s a great
case to be made for this. It’s not
the sweetest and most romantic
speaker on sale, but that doesn’t
make it any less capable.

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music)

89.8dB/89.6dB/89.5dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz)

2.8ohm @ 118Hz
25.7ohm @ 58Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz)

–70o @ 70Hz
48o @ 1.4kHz

Pair matching/Response Error (300Hz–20kHz)

±2.1dB/ ±4.4dB/±4.8dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz)

51Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

Sound Quality: 85%

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m)

0.4% / 0.1% / <0.1%

Dimensions (HWD)

994x200x337mm
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ABOVE: Cabinet is well damped but (midrange) driver
resonances are visible through the treble at 4-10kHz
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