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Compact
Powerhouse
The JL Audio Fathom F110

By Jeff Dorgay

A dding a subwoofer to a home theater
system is usually an easy choice to make. If you
want to hear all of the rattles and explosions that
occur in your favorite action movie at realistic
levels, you need to move a lot of air. The only way
to do that is with one or more subwoofers. And
while integration with whatever satellite speakers
you have is desirable, in the end it’s usually about
shaking the foundation of your house.
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A high performance, high-fidelity music system is another game altogether.
Audiophiles with canine hearing can get
fussy in a hurry when it comes to blending a subwoofer with the main speakers,
and many will happily forgo that last bit of
bass extension for clarity and coherence.
As someone who has always been fonder of mini monitors and panel speakers,
the quest for the ultimate subwoofer has
been even more difficult. The subwoofer
that integrates splendidly with a pair of
floor-standing dynamic speakers usually
falls short when it has to keep up with
the speed of an electrostatic panel or the
five-inch woofer of a mini monitor.
JL Audio originally earned their reputation in the autosound world, winning
more “best sound” awards than anyone
else. The chances are high that if you’ve
heard an incredible custom HiFi system
in a car, there are one or more JL Audio
subwoofers lurking in the trunk. A quick
check of Crutchfield’s catalog shows raw
10-inch subwoofers from various manufacturers available for $69.95. The JL
Audio 10W7 raw driver is $639. These
guys are serious about bass.
You can see just how much research
went into the JL Products by watching
the video from this link:
http://home.jlaudio.com/multimedia_
pages.php?page_id=15#
JL’s Gotham subwoofer (which
features a pair of 13-inch woofers and
an amplifier capable of 3,800 watts of
short-term RMS power) has received high
praise and awards from many other HiFi
magazines, so I began my journey with
their smallest subwoofer, the F110. I felt
the single, 10-inch driver might be easier
to mate with my reference MartinLogan
CLX speakers and I was curious to see
how much of the performance of their
statement product would carry over to
the F110, which is very reasonably priced
at $2,100 in satin black finish and $2,200
in gloss black.

Because my CLX’s only extend to
about 45hz, a pair of subwoofers was a
must. Using one subwoofer with the CLX
does not work well when you are listening
to music with extremely low bass. You
always can hear exactly where the sub is
when they kick in. The review here will
involve a pair of F110’s.
The compact size of the F110 is also
a big plus. Taking up a small footprint of
about 15.5 inches tall x 13 inches wide,
and slightly more than 17 inches deep,
this is a subwoofer that you can easily move around your room to achieve
optimum placement. Weighing only 67
pounds, the F110’s should be a oneperson job. (The Gothams weigh almost
400 pounds – each) The rear panel has
stereo and mono inputs with RCA and
XLR connections as well as an output
marked “Slave,” which is intended for
multiple woofer installations. (continued)
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Don’t let all the adjustments
intimidate you.
In the past, all the other subwoofers I’ve
used required considerable experimentation
with placement and subsequent crossover/level
adjustments. While many like to use some kind
of a crossover in between the main amplifiers
to free the main speakers from operating full
range, I’ve always had the best results using a
full-range speaker (along with a powerful main
amplifier) and letting the subwoofer bring up the
very bottom.
I must congratulate JL Audio on writing a
very comprehensive instruction manual, one of
the best I’ve seen in the industry. They not only
explain in great detail what all the controls for
the F110 do, they offer plenty of good advice on
subwoofer placement with single and multiple
subwoofers. No matter whose sub you own, I’d
suggest downloading one of the PDF manuals
from the JL website. I guarantee you will learn
something.
Achieving final subwoofer setup usually
takes the better part of the day, but after reading
that manual, I decided to give JL’s Auto Room
Optimization (ARO) a try. Each F110 has a calibrated microphone included that plugs into the
front panel jack of the F110, marked “calibration
microphone.” Next, push the “Calibrate” button
and hold the microphone at ear level from your
listening position. For the next three minutes,
the Fathom kicks out a series of test tones and
frequency sweeps that measure and analyze
your room, doing its best to chop off any peaks
that exist in your room response.

JL’s Brett Hanes explained, “The ARO is
basically a 1/6 octave, cut-only, automatic equalizer. We examine the room curve at your listening seat and then equalize it (as close as possible) to an ideally flat curve. Using cut-only EQs
makes sure that you don’t try to add energy in a
room-mode null (dip). When you get a frequency
response dip due to room modes, no amount of
energy you add via an EQ will bring the dip back
up, and you might wind up overdriving the sub in
that attempt. All you can do is bring the peaks
down to a more desirable level.”
Master or Slave?
Your choice of main speakers will greatly
determine how your JL Subwoofers will be used,
bringing us to the issue of using additional subwoofers in “slave” or “master” mode. Because
my main speakers do not go down terribly low
and I have plenty of power on tap, I chose to let
the CLX’s run full range (allowing them to fall off
naturally at about 45hz) and run the F110’s as
stereo subwoofers using my preamplifiers second set of high level outputs, via a pair of Audioquest SUB3 RCA cables.
It should be easy to run at least a pair of
subwoofers from your preamplifiers line outputs,
but if you follow the direction in the manual, and
add a third or fourth subwoofer, that’s where the
slave settings will help: You can take the room
calibration and apply it to the additional subwoofers and cable from the first two. This may
need some further investigation. (continued)
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But do they ROCK?
The answer to that question is YES!
While I’m still fidgeting with fine-tuning the
F110’s to perfection, merely working with
the auto setting provides amazing results.
These subwoofers seem to be made for
panel speakers, with the speed and weight
necessary to complement my CLX’s perfectly. While the F110’s do not go down
quite as far as the MartinLogan Descent i’s
(which feature three 10-inch woofers each
and cost $1,500 more with the CLX module
installed), the quality of the bass is superb,
with lots of texture, attack and definition.
Acoustic and electric bass are equally
well-represented using a perfect amount
of dynamic contrast to fully realize whatever instrument is being played.

Often times, powerful subwoofers are overdamped, so they can go low and provide
a lot of grunt. But the resulting bass has a
one-note feel. Not so with the F110’s. I just
kept reaching for more of my favorite records that I know have a lot of low bass energy to probe the limits of what they could
do. Thanks to a 2.75-inch maximum cone
excursion, I couldn’t run the F110’s out of
juice no matter how loud I played my system, even when I was watching movies in
2.1 mode listening to things explode. This
is truly a subwoofer that does it all.
A good friend of mine who is a longtime industry veteran and claims that he
“can always hear a subwoofer in a system”
paid the F110’s the supreme compliment.
(continued)
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He said, “These CLX’s don’t need a subwoofer,
they have plenty of bass.” When I told him the
F110’s were on, and then proceeded to shut
them off, he was as amazed as I was at the level
of integration. A 25hz lower limit is still more
than adequate bass response in my book.
I also had excellent luck mating a single
F110 to the Focal Utopia Diablo’s as well as my
Magnepan 1.6s and the Harbeth Monitor 40.1s.
I was surprised that the F110’s can go up to
about 100hz cleanly, so I can’t imagine anyone
not being able to integrate one or two of these
into any system with ease. At this price, you can
easily start with one F110 and work a second
one into your system as budget allows.
A Success on All Levels
Carl Kennedy, JL’s VP of sales told me
that before starting the project to create home
subwoofers, “They spent a year to buy or borrow every one of their competitors’ products to
evaluate their strengths and weaknesses.” Two
more years and a few million dollars of prototyping and development yielded the Gotham and
then the Fathom products available today.
I’d say they have succeeded brilliantly. The
FL110’s exceeded my expectations by a considerable margin and are not only the most musical subwoofers I’ve had the privilege of using,
but by far the easiest to set up. Bring on the
Gotham! l

MANUFACTURER
JL Audio Inc.
10369 North Commerce
Parkway
Miramar, FL 33025
954-443-1100
www.jlaudio.com
You can also stay current with
JL Audio on Twitter and Facebook:
http://twitter.com/Jlaudio
http://www.facebook.com/pages/JLAudio/59662270522
Peripherals
Digital Sources Naim CD555, Wadia
781i, Sooloos Music Server
Analog Sources Spiral Groove
SG-2 w/Triplanar Arm and Lyra Skala
cartridge, TK Acoustics Raven 2 w/SME
iV.Vi arm and Dynavector XV-1s
Preamplifiers Burmester 011, ConradJohnson ACT2/Series 2
Power Amplifiers Burmester 911 mk.
3, Conrad-Johnson Premier 350
Speakers Martin Logan CLX, Focal
Utopia Diablos, Harbeth Monitor 40.1,
Magnepan 1.6
Interconnects Shunyata Aurora
Speaker Cable Shunata Stratos SP

The JL Audio Fathom F110
MSRP: $2,100 ea (satin black)
$2,200 ea (gloss black)

Power Conditioning Running Springs
Jaco and Dmitri, Shunyata Hydra 2,
Shunyata Anaconda power cords and
RSA Mongoose power cords
Vibration Control Burmester V2 and
V4 racks, Finite Elemente Cerapucs,
Ceraballs
Room Treatment GIK 242, GIK Tri
traps, Sonex Classic
Accessories Shunyata Dark Field
Cable Elevators, Furutech DeMag,
Clearaudio Simple Matrix record cleaner,
VPI 16.5 record cleaner, MoFi record
cleaning fluids
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