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SHIFTED  
BOUNDARIES

Canton, long regarded as having no chance in competition with interna-
tionally recognized high-end manufacturers, shows that it has arrived at 

the top of the world with the Reference Alpha 1.

Text: Michael Lang

T
he rooms occupied by the fa-
mily-owned company Canton, 
based in the Taunus region of 
Germany, proved to be a real 
crowd-puller during the last 

„High End“ in Munich. From the early 
hours of the morning until the halls clo-
sed, the event was extremely busy. The 
reason for this was not an exotic automobi-
le equipped with a Canton sound system, 
nor was it loudspeakers in the lower price 
range, the class in which Canton has had 
a firm grip on the German hi-fi scene for 
decades.

On the contrary, a loudspeaker tower 
with a proud pair price of 60,000 euros 
caused astonishment among the audience. 
Each of the two towers weighs a whop-
ping 145 kilograms. At just under 170 
centimeters, the size is certainly not what 
you would generally call “compact”. Ho-
wever, size and weight only provide very 
limited information about the expected so-
nic merits of a loudspeaker. At best, they 

also only give a rudimentary indication 
of whether the effort put in could put the 
price into perspective.

Special Cabinet Design
So let's see what chief developer Frank 
Göbl and his team have come up with to 
realize their vision of a world-class loud-
speaker without losing sight of the old 
Canton principle of a particularly good 
price-performance ratio compared to the 
competition.

Let's start with the obvious, the cabi-
net. Anyone looking for corners and edges 
here will be disappointed. Instead, you 
will find rounded side walls, floor as well 
as ceiling surfaces, all consisting of multi-
layered MDF that has been molded into 
the desired shape with high pressure and 
temperatures. This is a highly complex 
process, but it increases stability and the-
refore freedom from resonance. This sha-
pe also ensures undisturbed sound wave 
radiation, particularly in the medium and 

high frequencies, by eliminating the so-
called edge diffractions that are unavoida-
ble with angular enclosures. In addition, 
the glued and screwed side panels not 
only lend the Alpha 1 and its smaller sis-
ter Alpha 2 a certain elegance and almost 
floating lightness, but also reinforce the 
cabinet, which is up to 70 millimetres thick 
at the sides.

The front panel and rear wall were mil-
led from up to 90 millimetre thick multi-
layer multiplex laminate in order to cope 
with the enormous forces caused by the 
four 22 centimetre bass drivers inside the 
Alpha. The floating midrange/tweeter 
module is fixed to a unit made of CDF, 
short for Compact Density Fiberboard. 
This material is so hard that it can only be 
machined in the desired way by CNC mil-
ling. It has a higher internal damping than 
aluminum, although it is lighter than the 
popular light metal used by many manu-
facturers.

In laminated wooden crates, the Canton Alpha 1 
arrived on pallets in the STEREO listening room.

After removing the wooden crates, the Alpha 1 
presented itself in a sturdy cardboard box.

The most exciting moment: carefully sliding the 
speaker from the pallet with three people.
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Specialties Inside the Cabinet
Further stabilizing measures have also 
been taken at neuralgic points on the in-
side. In this aspect, the developers have 
thought a little further than usual by in-
serting the braces asymmetrically and not 
in parallel at any point. As resonances can 
also affect the components of the two-part 
crossover, it has been moved to separate, 
damped chambers at the rear.

It is also rarely considered that sound 
components inside a loudspeaker can dis-
tort the sound, as the sound naturally also 
radiates to the rear of the driver. Canton 
has taken intensive countermeasures here 
with elaborate damping measures and a 
separate chamber for the midrange/twee-
ter module.

If a loudspeaker is to produce truly 
deep frequencies, and at a decent sound 
level on top, this usually comes at the ex-
pense of efficiency. This means that the 
loudspeaker needs more power from the 
amplifier. Frank Göbl and his team have 
optimized the cabinet volume for the bass 
range until they have succeeded in repro-

ducing even the lowest frequencies with a 
high efficiency of just under 90 decibels.

Crossover and Drivers
Let's take a look at the crossover, because 
here too Göbl is treading a new path for 
Canton. For the first time, an electrical 
slope of 24 decibels is used to operate the 
drivers in their optimum working range. 
Previously, he preferred to achieve the 
desired damping with 12 decibels acous-
tical damping through the driver proper-
ties and a further 12 decibels via electrical 
measures. The crossover, which is fitted 
with high-quality components and In-
Akustik cabling, is distributed across two 
circuit boards, which are equipped with 
particularly wide conductor tracks in or-
der to be as loss-free and uncompromising 
as possible in this area too.

The high-quality WBT nextgen bi-wi-
ring terminal is also located at the rear, of 
course visible. There are also adjustment 
options for the bass, mid-range and treble 
range of this 3-way loudspeaker, which is 
equipped with a total of six drivers. On the 
underside, it has a bass reflex port that ra-
diates onto the integrated base.

For the woofers, an aluminum memb-
rane is turned into a ceramic diaphragm 
consisting of around 40 percent ceramic 
in an oxidation bath according to the best 
methods of alchemists. Very hard tung-
sten particles are then added to this. The 
Alpha also uses a special arrangement of 
bass drivers. The total of four woofers – 
three in the lower section of the cabinet, 
one above the midrange/tweeter module 
– excite the room much more evenly than 
one or two larger bass speakers could. 
This reduces the tendency to drone to al-
most zero, even at high levels, as we can 
confirm from our listening tests.

If we move a little higher in the frequen-
cy range, we discover an extremely unusu-
al midrange driver. It is truly a masterpie-
ce of engineering, as carbon particles are 
applied to the original ceramic membrane 
in a complex manufacturing process using 
ultra-high vacuum and high voltage. This 
process not only requires special and ex-
pensive equipment, but also an enormous 
amount of time (around 24 hours) and ma-
ximum precision in production to avoid 
expensive production waste as much as 
possible. However, Canton obviously has 
this issue so well under control that the 
price for the complete Alpha speaker is 
only marginally higher than the price for 
a diamond midrange driver alone from ot-
her manufacturers.

The fact that the diamond midrange 
driver with its triple-folded surround, 
which reproduces the frequency range 
between 160 and 3,100 hertz, not only 
performs with extremely low distortion 
and without breakup, but also follows 
any signals without being disturbed, 
even at high levels, was an exceptional 
experience. Other design details contri-
buted to this, including the special shape 
of the cone. It prevents partial vibrations, 
i.e. uncontrolled vibrations of individual 
sections of the membrane, from occurring 
in the first place. This prevents distortion, 
improves the impulse response and linea-
rizes the frequency response.

The dome tweeter responsible for the 
highest frequencies also boasts a very 
interesting and unusual manufacturing 
process. As with the midrange driver, 
carbon particles are applied to a membra-
ne that serves as a carrier layer. This com-
plex process is called DLC, which stands 
for Diamond Like Carbon. It is also used 
in medical technology and the automo-

TEST DEVICES

Turntable: Transrotor Rondino
Phono preamplifier: Audionet PAM
CD player / streamer / DAC: T+A MP 3100, 
Eversolo DMP-A10
Integrated amplifier: Electric Audio TAE 
150, Audionet WATT
Preamplifier: Accustic Arts Preamp V
Power amplifier: Accustic Arts Amp VI
Speakers: B&W 801 D4, Gauder DARC 100/II
Cables: In-Akustik, Silent Wire

The curved wooden side panels appear to float 
and give lightness to the speaker.

The tweeter is hidden behind the grille, which 
suppresses resonances.

The complex cabinet design with braces, cross-
overs, and sound adjustment is impressive.



tive industry, where particularly high 
demands are placed on hardness, low 
friction and maximum wear resistance. 
In conjunction with an extremely light-
weight voice coil design, which enables 
a particularly large linear stroke, distor-
tions are minimized here and extremely 
good dynamic behavior is ensured.

You can't actually see the tweeter be-
hind the “sound lens grille”. But its qua-
lities are unmistakable, as we found out 

during our listening sessions. The grille 
also not only protects against curious 
children's hands or pets, but also serves 
another function: it has resonance-dam-
ping properties. We could go on and on 
with even more technical details such 
as “voice coil overhang linear motor” 
or “field strength and production-opti-
mized narrow air gap”, some induction-
preventing measures and other technical 
refinements; but then we would have 
ended up in a physics lecture, which we 
would like to spare you at this point.

The four woofers each have a ceramic membrane 
and double magnet systems.
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Listening Beyond the „Sweet Spot“
Ultimately, all these measures serve to 
convey a homogeneous sound impression 
across the entire frequency range. And 
that not only at the so-called “sweet spot”, 
i.e. the perfect listening position in the 
middle between the speakers, but also to 
the left and right of it and even with slight 
differences in seat height. The fact that full 
sound quality at all levels was also part of 
the development goal must be mentioned 
because it is not a matter of course, even 
and especially with expensive loudspea-
kers, although most people want or need 
to enjoy their music mainly at a moderate 
volume.

Before we turn to the intensive listening 
tests, let's take a quick look at the welcome 
“secondary features”: sound-permeable, 
magnetically adhering covers to be placed 
in front of the drivers are included in the 
scope of delivery. Instead of simple metal 
bridges, high-quality cables for single-wi-
ring operation are supplied. Finally, the 
individual measurement report gives the 
proud owner the feeling that they have not 
only treated themselves to something ex-
pensive, but also something very special.

The fact that the Canton Alpha 1 is 
no ordinary loudspeaker became rather 
painfully clear to us on delivery and du-
ring the subsequent unboxing process. 
The speakers came into our office hid-
den in screwed wooden crates on two 
pallets, which barely had enough space 
in our elevator. After intensive use of a 
screwdriver, the second part of the un-
veiling began – the cardboard protecting 
the speakers was removed. Then the real 
adventure began, as the speakers had to 
be balanced off the pallet undamaged. 
With three people and extreme caution, 
the project was successful and the search 

for the optimal placement of the speakers 
could begin.

Position Search and Experiments
If you are interested in the best possible 
sound, you can safely say goodbye to the 
idea of “plug & play”. The requirements 
for getting the last few percent out of a 
high-quality high-end system are simi-
lar to those in Formula 1, where even the 
smallest detail has to be adapted to the dri-
ver as well as the respective track and its 
characteristics.

It thus also took a while with the 
Canton until we had the feeling that the 
sound image was now locked in, with the 
help of a folding rule and laser measure-
ment as well as alignment in the milli-
meter range. We then experimented with 
various integrated amplifiers and pre/
power amplifier combinations before ta-
king care of the cabling in the final step.

However, what awaited us after we 
had done our homework made even har-

„THE ALPHA 1 IMPRES-
SES IN EVERY FREQUEN-

CY RANGE, AT EVERY 
LEVEL.“

Michael Lang
STEREO Editor

Instead of metal bridges, Canton delivers high-
quality cables for single-wire operation.

Good listening ahead: The Alpha 1 is played in, 
positioned ready for testing, and connected.

The back with adjustment options for sound and 
room in increments of 1.5 decibels.
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Developer Frank Göbl in our interview about the 
Canton Alpha 1 during the „High End“ show.

WHAT WE‘VE HEARD

SOHN: 
TREMORS
A fascinating blend 
of R&B and electro-
nic influences with 
great sound.

JUDITH OWEN: 
TRAIN OUT OF 
HOLLYWOOD
Light and vibrant, 
but not flat – with a 
great voice.

The drivers have their own acoustically permeab-
le, magnetically adhesive covers.

The two-part crossover features high-quality com-
ponents and is isolated in the rear chamber.

SHOW 
VIDEO

dened and experienced testers' ears grin 
with delight. We indeed soon realized 
that the Alpha 1 is by no means a “me 
too” product, but an exceptionally care-
fully tuned speaker of the absolute top 
class. With every sound we heard, it gave 
us more pleasure, while involuntarily 
pulling the corners of our mouths further 
and further upwards.

Right at the start, we treated us to 
Elgar's powerful “Pomp And Circums-
tance”. After the unbelievably precise 
intro, performed with great vehemence, 
enormous pressure and military mar-
ching music, England's most important 
composer of classical music delivered 
a masterpiece with his feeling for won-
derful melodies and the appropriate 
instrumentation. The Telarc recording 
under David Zinman offers spectacular 
dynamics, perhaps a little too polished, 
but with impressive effects. The Alpha 1 
leaves nothing to be desired here, repro-
ducing the spectacle bone-dry. It is ab-
solutely honest and does not conceal the 
fact that the recording as a whole lacks a 
little charm and smoothness.

Verdi's “Requiem” often accompanies 
us during listening sessions. The power 
and fullness of the chorus in “Dies Irae” 
was presented by the Canton in a deeply 
impressive way, disappearing acoustical-
ly in a rarely experienced completeness. 
This way of experiencing music is one of 
the outstanding strengths of this loud-
speaker. After all, we don't just listen to 
music with our ears, we also experience 
it physically through our largest sensory 
organ – our skin.

We quickly realized that this was one 
of the best speakers we had ever heard 
in our listening room. We heard the re-
pertoire of male voices from Neil Young's 

“Ohio” to Simon & Garfunkel's “Concert 
in Central Park” as well as direct cuts by 
Charly Antolini with wild, driver-threa-
tening drum abuse, electronic music from 
Sohn to Hedegaard, jazz from the Esbjörn 
Svensson Trio and the tar-soaked voice of 
Duke Ellington on “Moon Maiden”. And 
finally, rock music from AC/DC to the 
legendary live album “Made In Japan” 
by Deep Purple. And we were thrilled at 
how confidently and calmly the timbres, 
resolution, pressure and joy of playing 
were combined with a tonal balance and 
a coherent, voluminous mid-range repro-
duction. The fact that the Reference Al-
pha 1 also managed to make itself almost 
acoustically invisible is proof of the ca-
reful cabinet development and crossover 
tuning in conjunction with exceptionally 
high-quality drivers.

The path from the Taunus to the HiFi 
Olympus was long and rocky, but at the 
latest with the Reference Alpha 1, Canton 
has secured its place there. 



The frequency response is very balanced and 
extends deeper than shown in the diagram.

The step response is better than it appears here 
due to the time window of our measurement.

TEST RESULT: PROFOUND. CRITICAL. TRANSPARENT.

CANTON REFERENCE ALPHA 1
Product type / price class floorstanding speakers (passive) / over 40,000 euros

Internet address www.canton.de

Price in euros 60,000

Dimensions (W x H x D) in cm 46 x 165 x 73

Weight in kg 145

German distributor Canton

Phone +49 6083 28787

Principle dynamic, 3-way, bass reflex

Terminal Bi-Wire

Recommended positioning place freely, from 50 cm distance to all walls, angle slightly

SOUND 60% very good 1.4

Sound quality natural frequency response extending to the deepest bass cellar, 
excellent spatial imaging, extremely level-stable

MEASUREMENT RESULTS 15% good 2.1

Frequency response good

Sound pressure level (in decibels) good (88)

Impulse response good, representation in graphic limited by short time window

Minimum impedance very good (3.5 ohms/30 Hz)

Distortion at 63 / 3k / 10k Hz (in percent) good (0.71 / 0.08 / 0.22)

Combination capabilities very good

FEATURES & HANDLING 25% good 2.3

Placement good

Quality of the manual very good

First setup satisfactory

Sound correction possible yes

Finishes Gray / Midnight Blue

Scope of delivery cover, rubber feet

Haptics & workmanship very good

Upgradeable no

Warranty (in years) 5

FINAL GRADE good 1.7
Background knowledge and details of our evaluation process on page 76


