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DETAILS

The latest from B&W’s range to grace the
listening room is the 703 S2. David Price
reckons it’s set to make many friends

L

ast autumn, B&W unveiled
its new 700 S2 series. In
the great scheme of things,
it was quite an important
moment. Suddenly customers had the
chance to buy into a mid-priced range
that spans £2,500 and uses ‘trickledown’ tech from the prestigious 800
Diamond series to offer real punching
power in a hotly contested sector of
the loudspeaker market.
The range starts with the small £799
707 S2 standmounter and ends with
the large £3,299 702 S2 floorstander.
The 703 S2 you see here is the
penultimate big box in the lineup –
the one to buy if you want maximum
punching power, but cannot afford
the 702 S2. I think B&W has thought
very long and hard about who buys

In hi-fi terms it sounds
less processed, with
a greater sense of
realism and clarity
its speakers and why, and offered a
logical upgrade ladder within the 700
S2 range. The higher in the range you
go, the better it gets.
B&W has raised its game with this
range, and the key to it is the new
Continuum cone. Traditionally the
company has used Kevlar mid/bass
units, and while this worked very well
in some ways, it was still far from
ideal in others. The new Continuum
midrange cone outperforms B&W’s
Kevlar design comprehensively –
being much more linear in the way it
breaks up, and less prone to breaking
up under load in the first place.
Another improvement is the
company’s new 25mm Carbon
tweeter, which makes its debut in the
new 700 series. This measures and
sounds far better than the outgoing
aluminium tweeter. Its front section is
a 30-micron aluminium dome that
has been stiffened by a PVD (Physical
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Vapour Deposition) coating of carbon.
The second section is a 300-micron
Carbon Ring that has been 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 design in the
800 Series.
While the range-topping 702 S2 gets
an exotic ‘tweeter on top’, the 703’s is
mounted conventionally inside the
speaker cabinet. It crosses over to the
150mm Continuum FST midrange
driver, which is decoupled from the
main box. The latter has an FEAoptimised aluminium chassis said to
be stiffer than the zinc of the outgoing
CM Series, with a tuned mass damper
on the front face. The midband driver
crosses over to two 165mm Aerofoil
Profile bass units, which are bolted
to the front baffle. These drivers use
paper rather than carbon fibre skins,
with the sandwich filling material
being EPS, rather than the syntactic
foam used in the 800 Series Diamond.
Weighing 25kg, the cabinet is a solid
bit of kit, and is pretty dull sounding
when rapped with a knuckle. It’s
nicely finished, with a choice of gloss
black, satin white and rosenut. While
it’s possible to use the 703 S2 on its
own, for best results you should use
the supplied base – which makes the
speaker more stable. Round the back
is the so-called ‘Flowport’ bass port,
but despite this you can push it quite
close to a boundary wall; 30cm seems
a good compromise. There’s a neat,
two-stage foam bung if you need to
push it closer back.
B&W claims the 703’s frequency
response to be 46Hz to 28kHz
(-3dB), which is impressive but
not exceptional. A sensitivity figure
of 89dB/1W/1m is good too, but
nothing to write home about for a
speaker of this size. The manufacturer
recommends you use it with an
amplifier of between 30 to 200W, and
claims a nominal impedance of 8ohm.

PRODUCT
Bowers & Wilkins
703 S2
ORIGIN
UK/China
TYPE
3-way floorstanding
loudspeaker
WEIGHT
25kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
320 x 1,025 x 321mm
FEATURES
l 1x 25mm Carbon
dome tweeter
l 1x 150mm
Continuum
midrange driver
l 2x 165mm Aerofoil
bass drivers
l Quoted sensitivity:
89dB/1W/1m (8ohm)
DISTRIBUTOR
B&W Group Ltd.
TELEPHONE
0800 2321513
WEBSITE
bowers-wilkins.
co.uk

The new
Continuum
midrange cone
outperforms
B&W’s previous
Kevlar design

REVIEWS

I deploy an Arcam FMJ P49 power
amplifier (HFC 409), which proves an
excellent match, and a dCS Debussy
DAC/preamp.

Sound quality

If you’re already familiar with its CM9
predecessor, it’s kind of eerie listening
to the new 703 S2. It is sort of ‘the
same but different’, with that distinctive
B&W family sound clear to hear. This
is to say that music sounds crisp and
lively with a pleasantly rhythmic gait.
There is no sense of this loudspeaker
being a shrinking violet, rather it
knuckles down and does the job –
pushing out a powerful, gutsy yet
propulsive sound. The result is an
enjoyably musical performance which
makes you want to keep on listening,
whatever type of music you’re
playing. It offers substantially more
detail and insight. There is greater
focus to the sound, instruments
appear more tangible, as if they are
organic things rather than synthetic.
In hi-fi terms the 703 S2 is less
processed sounding, with a greater
sense of realism and clarity.
It’s revealing to play recordings
that are not perhaps the best. Dexy’s
Midnight Runners’ Geno is a classic
pop song, recorded at the very end of
the seventies, seemingly in someone’s
garage. This new B&W seems
surprisingly unconcerned with the
lo-fi, grungy production and instead
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IN SIGHT

Andy Kerr
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1

Marketing and communications
director, Bowers & Wilkins
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What compromises have had to
be made, compared with the
range-topping 702 S2?
The tweeter-on-top configuration
used in the 702 S2 reduces cabinet
baffling and improves the mechanical
efficiency of the HF enclosure, thanks
to its stiff, solid-body aluminium
housing that better rejects resonance
and provides the HF assembly with its
own massive heatsink. In the 703 S2,
we don’t enjoy the benefit of tweeteron-top, but there’s still much we can
do. For example, we still decouple the
HF assembly from the loudspeaker
cabinet to help reject unwanted
resonances from the enclosure.
We also use an aluminium housing
for the rear portion of the bafflemounted tweeter’s tube-loading
mechanism to better dissipate
unwanted heat.
How does the 703 S2 stand out
within the range?
The 703 S2 and 704 S2 are very
similar loudspeakers. Sure, the 704
S2 uses a 130mm midrange cone
while the 703 S2 is a 150mm design,
but essentially they’re similar
loudspeakers, save that they’re
scaled to suit different requirements.
You’ll notice the benefit of the larger
cabinet, midrange cone and LF cones
in larger spaces, but in terms of
resolution and tonality there’s little to
separate the two. It effectively
replaces the old CM9 S2, but that’s
not strictly a fair comparison. The
CM range was primarily 600 Series
technology in a nicer cabinet. The
703 is closer to the 800 Series in
terms of technology, hence the new
series name. 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1x 150mm
Continuum
midrange driver

3

Bass reflex port

4

Bi-wireable
binding posts

5

DP: What type of customer are you
aiming the 703 S2 at?
AK: The dedicated audio enthusiast.
We put effort into making this
speaker look elegant and we finish it
to a high standard, but its primary
focus is on exceptional, technologydriven performance.

25mm Carbon
Dome tweeter

2x 165mm Aerofoil
bass drivers

2
5

3

4

HOW IT
COMPARES
KEF’s R700 (HFC 360)
at £1,999 is a major
cloud on the B&W’s
horizon. The latter
images well and
has decent depth
perspective but is not
exceptional in this
respect, whereas the
KEF with its Uni-Q driver
is. The soundstage is
vast from left to right,
with excellent image
location. While it
perhaps doesn’t hang
back quite as well, it still
manages to sound
positively cathedral
like. The R700 also has
a slightly more warm
and friendly sound,
although it lacks some
of the low-level detail
of the B&W and lacks
its ‘all of a piece’ feel
when dealing with high
volumes or demanding
dance music.

dives right into the groove of the
song, pushing out the wide recorded
acoustic. Within this it is clear to hear
the raucous brass sound that contrasts
so perfectly with the fulsome bass
guitar playing. Meanwhile, singer
Kevin Rowland’s slightly anaemic
voice is conveyed with great
immediacy, this loudspeaker really
capturing the spirit of the occasion.
Against its more expensive 702
S2 bigger brother, there is a slight

There is greater
focus to the sound,
instruments appear
more tangible
lessening of detail and diminution
of clarity, and a subtle sense that the
stereo image is being constrained.
Moving to some classic nineties
ambient techno, and Age of Love’s
Age Of Love is a blast. It is a big and
confident loudspeaker at the price,
its bass response is well extended yet
not overpowering. There is no sense
of it struggling with the prodigious
amount of low-frequency energy on
this track, nor does it err towards
compression at high volume levels.
Instead it serves up an immersive
and engaging sound, with a good
deal of insight into the texture of the

classic analogue synthesisers used.
Rhythmically it’s a deft performer,
although it is still not quite the
tightest and tautest in the business.
For me what impresses is the
combination of physicality, dynamics
and the ability to follow the groove
with real zeal. It’s not a gushingly
emotional performer, and doesn’t give
a heightened sense of musical drama,
yet it really lets you into the recording
and unlocks it for you to enjoy.
Feed the 702 S3 with a great
modern jazz track such as Cannonball
Adderly’s Autumn Leaves, and it
conjures up a big recorded acoustic,
and invites the listener into this
classic Blue Note recording – made
with a pair of crossed microphones,
old-school style. Tonally it is
commendably smooth, and so
makes a fine fist of reproducing
the recording’s beautiful acoustic
instruments. Miles Davis’ superlative
trumpet playing never screeches, yet
it always has a realistic rasp. Cymbals
are pleasingly subtle and well
resolved with a lovely natural sheen,
yet refuse to sound overly bright.
Bass is taut and tight; ever so slightly
dry sounding one might say, but still
highly enjoyable.

Conclusion

A very accomplished all-rounder
designed to be a great loudspeaker
for a wide spectrum of prospective
purchasers, the new 703 S2 is an
impressive performer at the price. It
sets out to be a Jack of all trades and
master of some, and unquestionably
succeeds. It seems to enjoy playing
any type of music, goes loud very
cleanly, is not too demanding to drive
and never shows a bad side. The only
downside is the existence of its bigger
and more expensive brother – the 702
S2 – which is better still, if you have
an extra £900 in your back pocket.
Well worth an audition, this seems
destined to make many friends l

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

EASE OF DRIVE

LIKE: Power and
punch; detail; even
tonal balance
DISLIKE: Lacks focus
of its more expensive
702 S2 sibling
WE SAY: Excellent
all-rounder with
wide appeal

OVERALL
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