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Benchmark’s headquarters is less than three 
hours by car from Potsdam, NY, so I made a day 
trip to check out the new loudspeakers. Benchmark 
occupies the entire second floor of a commercial 
building on East Hampton Place in Syracuse, NY, and 
I was impressed by the bright, spacious facility. Vice 
President and Director of Engineering John Siau was 

a gracious host and gave me a tour before we got 
down to the business of auditioning Benchmark’s 
new speaker. 

Benchmark designs and manufactures all its 
products at the Syracuse headquarters, and a high 
level of technical sophistication was evident from 
the start of my tour. We began in the R&D room, 
where an SMS1 loudspeaker was set up for testing 
(see Photo 1). Benchmark measures frequency 
response in both the near-field and at a distance 
of 6’ to produce an anechoic combined response.

Next, we next moved to the assembly room (see 
Photo 2), where one of the technicians was building 
a DAC2 D/A converter (highlighted recently on the 
audioXpress website). The DAC2 converters are built 
around six-layer circuit boards designed in house, 
but manufactured overseas (not in China, however). 
Benchmark contracts with two facilities based in 
New York state for the actual stuffing of parts on 

By

Gary Galo
(United States)

Benchmark SMS1 
Loudspeaker

Benchmark Media Systems has been known for its excellent digital conversion products, 
microphone preamps, and the remarkable AHB2 stereo power amplifier. Last year, the company 
expanded its product line to include a loudspeaker, which it has designated the SMS1. The new 
loudspeaker has been in short supply, selling faster than Benchmark can make them, so getting 
a loaner pair for review was not easy. The solution was to visit Benchmark.

Setting the 
Benchmark 
Reference

SMS1 Loudspeaker
Benchmark Media Systems, Inc.
203 East Hampton Place, Suite 2
Syracuse, NY  13206 
800-262-4675
sales@benchmarkmedia.com
www.benchmarkmedia.com
List Price: $2,450/pair with black side panels; or $2,650/pair with 
Honduran Mahogany or African Padauk side panels
Optional Stands: $240/pair

Photo 1: An SMS1 loudspeaker is set up for testing in Benchmark’s R&D 
room. Benchmark measures frequency response in both the near-field 
and at a distance of 6’ to produce an anechoic combined response. Its 
calibration microphone was set up at the 6’ distance, and an additional 
boom stand can be seen for the near-field measurement. (The large JBL 
box served only to support the SMS1. It was not connected.) 
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the PC board which, in itself, is a sophisticated 
operation and can be fraught with pitfalls if the 
equipment manufacturer doesn’t exercise careful 
control over the process. 

In recent years, the trend in audio manufacturing 
is the use of surface-mount, “chip”-type passive 
components, and Benchmark is no exception. 
With through-hole parts, it’s easy to identify the 
types and the OEM manufacturers of the resistors, 
capacitors, and other passive components found in 
electronic equipment. With surface-mount parts, 
it becomes nearly impossible. Metal- and carbon-
film resistors look essentially the same, and forget 
about trying to identify the manufacturer.

Benchmark’s solution to ensuring the exact 
parts it specifies are actually used in the finished 
products is to purchase all the parts themselves. 
Many equipment manufacturers leave this to the 
plant that stuffs the PC boards. When the finished 

boards arrive for final product assembly, they 
can only hope that the parts they specified were 
the ones actually used. However, all parts used in 
Benchmark’s PC boards are directly shipped to them 
and inspected. Benchmark then ships the parts to 
the PC board assembly plant. This level of quality 
control ensures excellent unit-to-unit consistency.

Most products are assembled and tested as 
orders are placed, and orders made by 3:00 PM 
are generally shipped the next day. 

SMS1 Details
The array of small studio monitor loudspeakers 

available today shows a decided preference for 
vented designs, which many designers and users 
favor because of their high sensitivity. Powered 
loudspeakers are also popular, eliminating the 
need for a separate power amp. Some powered 
loudspeakers include a digital input and built-in D/A 
converter, and some incorporate active crossovers 
with multiple power amps. I admit a preference 
for acoustic suspension designs over vented types 
because they roll off at 12 dB/octave below cutoff 
rather than 24, and because vented systems are 
unloaded below cutoff. 

The latter was a more serious problem when 
playing LP records, but if the user’s primary sources 
are digital it’s not as much of a concern. Although 
there are strong arguments to be made for tight 
integration of a power amplifier and a loudspeaker, I 
prefer the flexibility of being able to use an amplifier 
of my own choice, one not compromised by the 
necessity of having to make it fit in the loudspeaker 
enclosure. I also don’t like the idea of having your 
entire loudspeaker out of commission if a power 
amp fails.

Benchmark has gone decidedly against the 
industry grain with the SMS1 (see Photo 3 and 
Photo 4). First, it’s a passive loudspeaker, requiring 
an external power amp. Second, it has an acoustic 
suspension design, requiring more amplifier power 
than a vented loudspeaker. Benchmark’s own AHB2 
power amp is an ideal match for its new loudspeaker, 
and will deliver 160 W into SMS1’s 6 Ω load. The 
AHB2 has plenty of power to drive this speaker to 
high levels with very low distortion. Although the 
AHB2 is extremely compact and efficient, it wouldn’t 
be possible to achieve this level of performance if 
even one channel of this amp had to fit inside the 
SMS1 enclosure. Benchmark does not recommend 
low-power tube amplifiers with the SMS1. If a tube 
amp is used, it recommends 30 W RMS or more.

Regarding vented loudspeakers, Benchmark 
notes the following on its website: “We know that 
small ported loudspeakers have become fashionable. 

Photo 3: The SMS1, 
shown in a front 
view, is an acoustic 
suspension design using 
a proprietary 170-mm 
long excursion woofer 
and a 25-mm soft-dome 
tweeter. (Photo courtesy 
of Benchmark Media 
Systems, Inc.)

Photo 2: Benchmark 
Media Systems’ assembly 
room houses several 
workbenches and an 
array of sophisticated 
test equipment, including 
two Audio Precision SYS-
2722 audio analyzers. 
Most products are 
assembled and tested to 
order.

audioXpress. Reprinted by permission. Entire contents copyright ©2015 Segment, LLC. All rights reserved. For subscription information, go to www.audioxpress.com, call 800-269-6301, or e-mail audioxpress@pcspublink.com.



S
P

EA
K

ER
 F

O
C

U
S

audioxpress.com | September 2015 | 41 

We don’t do fashion. Ported speakers create the 
illusion of bass extension by emphasizing certain 
frequencies (hence the name “tuned port”). In 
smaller speaker enclosures, ports often produce a 
nonlinear bass response—sometimes described as 
“one note bass.” Ports can make a small speaker 
seem large, but accuracy can suffer in the name 
of big bass.”

Some loudspeaker designers will probably 
take issue with this. Since the work of A. Neville 
Thiele and Richard H. Small some 45 years ago, 
the boom-box or “one-note bass” character of 
vented loudspeakers has largely been a thing of the 
past. I prefer to use the term “vented” to describe 
modern loudspeakers designed in the post Thiele/
Small era, in contrast to “ported” or “bass-reflex” 
terminology used to describe older, less accurate 
designs. Vented designs typically have a Q of 1.0, 
and although an acoustic suspension loudspeaker 
can be designed with a Q of anywhere from 0.7 to 
1.5, the most accurate ones are usually on the low 
end of that range (for a thorough discussion, see 
Vance Dickason’s Loudspeaker Design Cookbook). 

A vented design can deliver bass response that is 
superficially more impressive than that of a lower-Q 

acoustic suspension loudspeaker. I normally find the 
bass performance of acoustic suspension systems to 
be more natural than vented designs, particularly on 
classical music, which is my main area of interest.

High-Performance Components
The drivers in Benchmark’s two-way system 

include a proprietary 6.7” (170 mm) woofer and a 

Photo 4: The rear view 
of the SMS1 loudspeaker 
shows that each unit has 
a four-pole Neutrik NL4 
SpeakOn connector and a 
pair of high-quality, gold-
plated binding posts. 
Passive bi-amping is 
possible via the SpeakOn 
connector. (Photo 
courtesy of Benchmark 
Media Systems, Inc.)
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1” (25 mm) soft-dome tweeter. The woofer is a long-
excursion design with a co-polymer cone, specifically 
designed for use in Benchmark’s acoustic suspension 
enclosure. The crossover boards for the SMS1 
loudspeakers are hand assembled from premium 
quality components (see Photo 5). Benchmark uses 
ClarityCap ESA-series polypropylene film capacitors 
and, to avoid paralleling capacitors to achieve 
desired values, Benchmark has exact values custom 
made for them.

There are no iron core inductors in the SMS1. 
Air-core inductors are custom wound for Benchmark 
by Renco Electronics and are physically oriented to 
avoid magnetic interactions with each other and the 
driver voice coils. Power resistors are non-inductive, 

wire-wound types with low temperature coefficients. 
The crossover frequency is set at 3 kHz. 

Like the AHB2 power amp, Benchmark includes 
four-pole Neutrik NL4 SpeakOn connectors, along 
with high-quality, gold-plated binding posts. The 
rear panel also includes a toggle switch for selecting 
Normal and Bi-Amp operation. SpeakOn connectors 
are recommended for the best performance. 
Benchmark notes that speaker cables fitted with 
Neutrik NL2 connectors can be used to connect one 
AHB2 power amp to a pair of SMS1 loudspeakers 
operating in the Normal mode. The Bi-Amped mode, 
using a pair of AHB2 power amps, requires a pair 
of four-conductor cables fitted with NL4 connectors 
(using the AHB2’s “1 & 2 Out” NL4 connector). The 
SMS1 can also be bi-wired, using a four-conductor 
cable with an NL2 connector at the amplifier and 
an NL4 at the loudspeaker, with the switch in the 
Bi-Amp position. 

Benchmark notes that Bi-Amp operation can 
reduce InterModulation (IM) distortion in the 
power amp. This is true only if an active crossover 
is used ahead of the woofer and tweeter power 
amps. Passive bi-amping involves operating both 
amplifiers full-range, using the passive crossover 
built into the loudspeaker. This is how the SMS1 
operates and under no circumstances should an 
active crossover be used with this loudspeaker. 
Doing so will seriously degrade its performance. 

Figure 1, supplied by Benchmark, shows the 
SMS1’s frequency response measurements. The 
yellow curve shows the woofer’s near-field response, 
while the blue curve shows its far-field response, 
measured at 6’. This measurement method combines 
the near- and far-field measurements to calculate 
the anechoic combined response shown by the 
green curve.

The SMS1’s basic price includes black side panels. 
For $200 more per pair, they can be ordered with 
Honduran Mahagony or African Padauk panels. The 
side panels are not purely cosmetic—they further 
stiffen and dampen the side walls of the enclosure. 

Benchmark uses a stainless steel mesh for the 
grills, a type normally used for microphone screens. 
The screen is more acoustically transparent and more 
durable than conventional grill cloth. Small monitor 
loudspeakers should normally be placed on loudspeaker 
stands, which can be purchased from Benchmark (see 
Photo 6). Benchmark recommends that you have 36” 
from the floor to the base of the loudspeaker.

The Listening Room
When Benchmark moved to its current facility 

seven years ago, it built a dedicated, properly 
dimensioned listening room with acoustical 

Figure 1: These are the SMS1’s frequency response measurements. The yellow curve 
shows the woofer’s near-field response, while the blue curve shows the loudspeaker’s 
far-field response, measured at a distance of 6’. This measurement method combines 
the near- and far-field measurements to calculate the anechoic combined response 
shown by the green curve. (Image courtesy of Benchmark Media Systems, Inc.)

Photo 5: Each crossover board for the SMS1 loudspeaker is hand assembled, using 
premium-quality parts. ClarityCap custom manufactures capacitors to the exact values 
Benchmark needs. Custom-wound Renco air-core inductors are oriented to avoid 
magnetic interactions. Close tolerances are maintained in the crossover components to 
ensure unit-to-unit consistency. 
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treatment (see Photo 7). The concrete floor in 
this commercial building is certainly an asset. The 
listening room showcases the SMS1 loudspeaker, fed 
by a DAC2 HGC DAC/Preamp and the AHB2 power 
amplifier, with an OPPO Digital BDP-80 digital player 
and a computer server providing high-resolution 
digital sources. Benchmark has three other pairs 
of loudspeakers set up in the listening room for 
comparison to the SMS1. The room is arranged 
in such a way that left and right speakers are the 
same distance apart for each pair. All the listeners 
need to do is rotate their heads when moving from 
one pair to another. 

The other speakers in the room included the 
Adam Audio A7X, the Focal Solo 6Be, and the Klein 
+ Hummel O300D. The Adam A7X is a vented design
with a 7” (175 mm) woofer and a 2” (56 mm)
eXtended Accelerating Ribbon Technology (X-ART)
tweeter. The X-ART tweeter is a new adaptation of
the Air-Motion Transformer tweeter designed by
Oskar Heil. The A7X is a powered, bi-amped system,
with a 100-W PWM (i.e., Class D) amp on the woofer
and a 50 W Class AB amp on the tweeter.

The Focal Solo 6Be is another vented design 
with a 6.5” (165 mm) composite sandwich-cone 

woofer and a 1” (25 mm) inverted dome tweeter 
(Focal makes its own drivers). The Solo 6Be is also a 
powered, bi-amped system, with a 150-W amp using 
BASH technology driving the woofer, and a 100-W 
Class AB amp driving the tweeter. BASH amplifiers 
claim to combine the efficiency of Class D with the 
performance of a conventional Class AB amplifier. 

The Klein + Hummel O300D has a sealed, 
acoustic-suspension design with a tri-amplified, 

Photo 6: A pair of optional 
stands is available for the 
SMS1. Some type of stand 
is highly-recommended 
for any small monitor 
loudspeaker. (Photo 
courtesy of Benchmark 
Media Systems, Inc.)
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powered, three-way system with an 8” (210 mm) 
polypropylene cone woofer, a 3” (76 mm) fabric 
dome midrange, and a 1” (25 mm) titanium/fabric 
dome tweeter. The woofer is powered by a 150-W 
amplifier, and the midrange and the tweeter by 

65-W each. The manufacturer’s product brochure
notes that the amplifiers are high-efficiency designs,
each tailored to the specific driver that they power.
The Klein + Hummel loudspeaker is the only one
of the four in which the drivers are not vertically
aligned—the woofers are mounted inside of the
midrange-tweeter array.

Switching between loudspeakers can be fraught 
with problems, but Benchmark has a sensible 
solution. In the Benchmark listening room, each of 
the three powered loudspeakers is fed from its own 
DAC2 HGC DAC/preamp. Switching is done on the 
S/PDIF digital lines feeding the various DAC2 HGCs. 

During my afternoon in the listening room, I 
played excerpts from several classical CDs and 
high-resolution PCM discs that I brought from 
my own collection. Siau then played a variety of 
high-resolution popular music recordings, all from 
files on the digital server. Several of the selections 
Siau chose featured solo vocals that the recording 
engineers placed in the center of the stereo image. 

I easily preferred the Benchmark SMS1 to the 
other three loudspeaker systems, for both the 
classical and the popular recordings. It provided 
the largest and most spacious soundstage, the most 
precise imaging, with solo vocals accurately placed 
in the center of the stereo image. 

The SMS1 also had the most neutral tonal balance, 
with excellent inner detail and resolution. The Adam 
A7X came in second, acquitting itself extremely well. 
But, imaging and depth perspective were not as 
precise as on the Benchmark SMS1. The Focal Solo 
6Be had a curious upper midrange depression in its 
tonal balance, which I found most noticeable on the 
classical orchestral recordings and the solo vocals 
on the more popular selections. The Klein + Hummel 
O300D produced the least precise stereo image, with 
the location of solo vocals rather vague. 

All four systems produced impressive bass 
for their sizes, but I preferred the smoother, 
more natural character of Benchmark’s acoustic 
suspension design to the Adam and Focal vented 
designs. The Benchmark also had the best detail 
in the bass region. 

Results can certainly vary when loudspeakers 
are heard under differing conditions, and different 
associated equipment. I admit to being biased 
toward my own reference system and listening 
room, and I never feel that I’ve really heard another 
piece of equipment unless I hear it with my own 
system. But, under these conditions, and fed by the 
AHB2 power amp, Benchmark’s SMS1 loudspeaker 
delivered a very impressive performance. If you’re in 
the market for a small, accurate monitoring system, 
the SMS1 deserves serious consideration. ax

Photo 7: Benchmark’s dedicated listening room was designed with proper dimensions 
and acoustical treatment. The four loudspeakers  are arranged so that the distance 
between each left-right pair is equal. From left to right are the Adam A7X, the 
Benchmark SMS1, the Focal Solo 6Be, and the Klein + Hummel O300D. A third 
Benchmark SMS1 can be seen in the center, but it was not used for these two-channel 
stereo comparisons. 
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Sources
Adam A7X Powered loudspeaker
Adam Audio | www.adam-audio.com

Solo 6Be loudspeaker
Focal | www.focal.com

Klein + Hummel O300B loudspeaker
Georg Neumann GmbH | www.neumann-kh-line.com
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