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Velodyne signals its returnwith a new and serious sealed-boxsubwoofer,
says Michael Darroch…
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Velodyne is a name that is synonymouswith bass. Since 1983– long
before it was commonplace to have a low-frequencychannel – the
company has been pioneering technical innovationin sub bass
reproduction, culminating in the flagship 18-inchDigital-DrivePlus servo-
controlled subwoofer. For usmeremortals who still want an engaging low-
frequency experience but can't quite stretch the budget to a DD18+,
Velodyne's latest release could be justwhat you're lookingfor.

The all-newDeep Blue subwoofer series aims to deliver astonishing low-
frequency performance for bothmusic andhome theatre at a consumer-
friendly price point. Fair enough,but can it deliver deep bass without you
needing to have deep pockets?Also, what are we givingup tomeet the
morerestrained price point?I spent some quality timewith the 15-inch
version to findout.

When we refer to the Deep Blue as all-new,it refers to the fact that it's the
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first non-updateproduct line to be developed by a revived Velodyne
followingthe brand's recent purchase by German-basedAudioReference.
Despite being a subwooferdesign and development leader,as the world
entered the new century, self-drivingcars were beginningto become
possible. Fascinated by this, Velodyne founderDavid Hall began working
in the fieldof LIDAR technology (LIght Detection and Ranging,essentially
radar using lasers).

This divisionwithinVelodyne – nowoperatingas Velodyne Acoustics and
Velodyne LIDAR – led to a slowing in subwoofer innovation,with the last
new product linebeing 2014's Wi-Q subwoofer.Some may have thought
that the writingwas on the wall for this humbleCalifornian subwoofer
maker,but on the other side of the world,AudioReference was poised to
seize an unmissable opportunity…

Mansour Mamaghani maynot be a name that comes immediately to mind.
Still, despite relative anonymity to the end-consumer,if you live in
Germany andhave purchased a productmade by Velodyne, Krell,M&K or
D'Agostino (and manymore), then it's likely that behind the scenes, Audio
Reference's ownerhas been responsiblefor its distribution.With decades
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of passion, experience anda sharp ear forserious sound, it was easy for
Mansour to recognise the huge value inVelodyne's rich historyand
technology, as well as potential in its future.After careful negotiation, the
purchase was finalised in late 2019and brought together the existing
properties of Velodyne Acoustics with the strengthsof AudioReference's
German HQ.

When discussing the purchase, Mansour's clear intentionis tobring
Velodyne back to the forefrontof the subwoofermarket. “I can guarantee
we will keep theDNA and soul of VelodyneAcoustics and develop it
further,”he says. “We knowthere is a lot to catch upon, andmy teamand
I are in the process of bringinga lot of new products to themarket.”
Optimistically,he sees what he described as almost exclusively positive
feedback since takingover Velodyne, as something,“that continues to
spur us on tomakeour customers happy, and to workeven harder to bring
the brand back to where we all want it to be again.”
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UP CLOSE

This 15-inchsubwoofer is the largest of the Deep Blue series, the first of
three product ranges planned for release this year. The DB, as its model
numberdesignates, is also available in12,10,and 8-inch sizes to suit any
roomor application. Designed and engineered inGermany and – as is
commonplace nowdue to cost – made inChina, the DB15takes on the
aesthetic cues typical of Velodyne's existingrange, bearinga design
familiarto SVS fans. It has a quality finish,with a black woodgrainveneer
wrapped around the chic smooth roundedcorners of a surprisingly
compact box,whichmeasures a mere 425x445x488mmand weighs
23kg.This deceptive size – relatively speaking in15inchterms – is good
news for those with limitedspace but still seeking the acoustic depth that
only a large diameter driver can provide.

The frontof the cabinet is refreshingly free of any displays or switches, a
sole Velodyne badge and roundcloth cover being the only adornments.
Removing the speaker cover requires a firmpullon the small loopon the
bottomedge of the cover. The effort required is a reassuring indicator that
it's not going to makeunwantednoise under load if you leave it inplace.
Behind this, we get a glimpse of the large 15-inchdriver burieddeep intoa
claimed 52mmfront baffle. Designed for excursion, the polypropylene
reinforced cone has a large surround,dwarfed only by the dust cover
protecting what Velodyne says is a four-layer75mmvoice coil. Sitting on
fourrubber feet, Velodyne describes its structure as rigidlybraced to help
prevent resonances. This, alongside the sealed enclosure means you
won't get port chuff and/orextraneousnoises.
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Turningthe cabinet around,and we finda simplebackplate design
featuring inputs for stereo line-in,LFE inputand even high-level inputs,
giving options to suit almost any application with only XLR missingout
here. Three easily placed dials control volume,phase and low-passfilter
frequency, and there's a toggle switch for power/auto-on.A12vtrigger is
the only surprisingomissionhere, but this didnot create any issues forme
while using the subwoofer,and as soon as signal voltage begins to pass
into the inputs, the unit turns onquickly and stays on as long as needed.

Behind the unassumingbackplate lies what Velodyne says is an all-new
Class AB amplifier,providinga claimed 450W RMS and up to 1kWpeak
power ondemand tohelp the driver across its 13Hz-200Hzfrequency
response (23Hz-120Hz,±3dB). For those of us notpossessing a degree in
electrical engineering,the class designationrefers to the way the
electronics handle power amplification.Class D is generally the most
efficient in terms of power consumption that we have available today, and
Class A is the least butoffers the best sound.Class AB is widely thought
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the best compromise for hi-fiand AVaudio applications, owing to its
balance of high-qualityoutput and efficiency.

The Deep Blue's use of Class AB mode strikesmeas an interestingchoice
because the markethas largely turnedto Class D for subwoofers,where
peak power andminimalheat build-upare the primarygoals – and sound
quality is often considered secondary in low-frequencyapplications. For
Velodyne, this choice was a matterof purpose;Mansour says: “We want
the consumer to benefit inboth situationswhen listening to music and
watchingmovies in their home theatres. Tomakeevery experience with
Velodyne Acoustics a very special one, for this series we have listened to a
lot of differentprototypes of amplifiers,Class AB, Class D orClass H and
ouropinionis that Class AB is the best for a series that suits both two-
channel andmultichannel situations.”

© StereoNET International 2021 - www.stereo.net.au



With that insight, it was impossible not to be a little excited when unboxing
the DB15.Setting up the sub was a straightforwardexercise. Simplicity
rules here, so if you want onboard roomEQ and dynamic real-timevolume
adjustment, then you'll be spendingmore than this kindof money. I dialled
in the low-pass frequency tomaximum,set the gain, and off I went. The
only exception tomyusual routinewas to reverse the way I set the sub
level. Usually, I wouldset the gainat fifty percent and let the room
correction do the rest, withinreason. Then I wouldmakeslight
adjustments using a handheldmeter toget the levels right.The DB15
seemed morecertain of itself with a firmer inputsignal, and the best result
was obtained when setting the outputonmyAVprocessor closer to
neutral, with a lower gain on the sub's volumedial.

Thismay notbe the same experience for everyone, so I'd suggest
spending a bit of time exploringwhat works best in your roomand with
your individualcomponents. For reference, I was usingmy tried and true
Marantz AV7005 inmydedicated roomfor this experience – yes, I know,
it's timeforan upgrade!The area beingpressurised by theDB15was
approximatelyseventy cubic metres. Once set up, it was straight intoa
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selection of myfavouritebass-heavy movie scenes before shifting to
somemagicalmusicalmomentsto see what the Velodyne was made of.

THE LISTENING

The Deep Blue 15didnot disappoint. Its large driver capably stretched
itself to the lowest reaches of the frequency domain,so I have nodoubts
about its claimed response. Getting runs on the boardbelow 20Hz is a
challenge for any subwoofer at this price point,but even though the
outputpredictably shrinksbelow this range, there's still enough raw
movementto provide a tactile bass response which is particularly
welcome whenmovie-watching.

Althoughnot the first release inDolby Digital, formost of us,
1993's Jurassic Park gave us a reasontowant the clearest and loudest
digital sound.Nearly thirty years later, it's still capable of delivering
showcase aural thrills,with the T-Rexattack giving the DB15opportunity
to providemenace and control to the distant footfallsas the dinosaur
lumbersto the strickenSUVs. The lowest nodules of the Tyrannosaur's
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gutturalgrowlas it reaches over the damaged fence were given new life,
as the Deep Blue broughtthe deepest detail of the giantbeast's throaty
warning into the room.The large diameter of the subwoofer lent itself to a
seat-of-the-pantsfeel as the monster smashed throughthe vehicle's
glass roof,buildingup to an effortless cacophony of thunderousmotionas
the T-Rexstomped its way in chase of the flare-wieldingDr.Malcolm.

Moments like this remindyou that there really is no substitute for a large
diameter, high-excursionwoofer, and the DB15 has enough of both to be
the centre of the action. This was also apparent in2016's The Finest
Hours, as the coast guardcrew attack the baron theirway to rescue the
crew of the Pendleton. It was perhaps inevitable that a subwoofernamed
after the powerand depth of the ocean would so gracefully demonstrate
those qualities in the deep and powerfulboomsas the giantwaves
hammeredinto the sandbar.This lent a sense of increased urgency to
what is already a pivotal moment in this film,culminating in the rolling
barrel-wave that rumbled throughmy listening roomand felt like itwas
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crashing throughmy chair. Any doubts I had entertained about the
capability of a sealed sub to deliver the thrills inmy listeningpositionwere
put to rest; itwas clear that youdefinitely need to ask the unreasonableof
this unitbefore it begins to become overwhelmed.

It wasn't just the rumbles and boomsthat the DB15 is good at either.
Despite the amountof driverbeingmoved, the Deep Blue showed itself to
also be quite nimble,helped inno small part by its sealed design.
2014's Star Trekhighlightedsome of the sharper qualities of the unit.As
the newly crewed Enterprise bursts intowarp, then finds itself exitinginto
a debris field, the roomis veritably lit-upwith explosionsand phaser-
shots, with pieces of the Federation fleet tumblingand collidingthrough
space. The DB was able to render the lowest parts of these different
sounds confidently and accurately, mergingthe bottomfrequencies
flawlessly into the other channels of my roomand givinga deep sense of
immersionto the scene.

Moving frommovie to musicalmaterial, the transient response of the
subwoofer is an evenmore importantcharacteristic, alongwith the
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compliantcharacter of the bass performance.Here we divert from
excursionand power being the dominatingrequirements, to a situation
where control and agility become the definingfactors. With my crossovers
set to 80Hz at the processor, the DB15integrated seamlessly intomy
mainchannels, giving the impression of an almost limitless full-range
speaker, rather than a separated subwoofer andmain.

Listeningto the SACD of Dire Straits Money For Nothing,and the DB15
was able to amply supply dynamic support to the bass drum,with the
short and firmpops appearing and disappearing right on their marks. It
never lacked inpresence, even whenadmixedwith John
Illsley's purposefulbass rhythm,itself given an almost live feel. This
dynamicqualityis supportedby finedetail inBilly Joel's Live from
Shea Blu-raypresentation,where River of Dreamsis anchored by a deep
and strongbass drumbackbone that the Deep Blue delivers withgusto.
What I particularly likedabout this piece is theway that the DB15also
subtly presents the kick drumwith enoughdetail in the low-frequency
reproduction that you can sense the textureof the hammerbeating into
the batter head, despite it beingburied in the deep synthetic bassline.
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With all these positive qualities,does thismean that the Deep Blue is
faultless?No, but nor is itmeant to be. This isn't the Digital-DrivePlus or a
PB16-Ultra, and thankfully it isn't priced likeone either.We are coming in
at less thanhalf of the cost of the cheapest of those units,which does
mean compromise. In some cases, the compromisesare tobe expected,
such as the basic adjustmentoptionson the back panel or the lack of a
12vtrigger.Others are only visible when you lookclosely, such as the
exposedwoodwhere the driver openingwas machined throughthe baffle
being a basic black pigmentwhich stands against the otherwise smooth
woodgrainveneer finishof the rest of the sub. This is an aesthetic
oversight that will be thankfully all but unnoticeable buried ina dark
dedicated roomorwith the cover on.

Perhaps the only exampleof compromisethat actually impacts the
performance of the Deep Blue is in the amplifier.Its Class AB circuitry isn't
infinite inpower,and doesn't have bottomless reserves of grunt; this is
morepronounced ina sealed design as youdon't have the port
augmentingthe outputacross the frequency range.Watching 2017'sThe
Greatest Showman is a goodexampleof this, as the openingmusical
notes feature some very heavy and longsynthetic bass at around30Hz.
These had a tendency to lose impact at deliberately highvolumes,
particularly when the bass drumcut over the top strongly at around50Hz,
leaving the DB a littleunsureof itself.
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This is incontrast to the parts of this sequence that the Deep Blue
reproduces well, such as giving balanced weight and expressionto the
stompingfeet in the packed stands, or delicate moments later in the film
likeaddingthe extravelvet to Zac Efron's voice duringRewrite the Stars.
This was at a volume I wouldn't normallylisten at, which, combinedwith
the asking price of the Deep Blue 15makes it hard to pinpointthis as a
real criticism. Still, it wouldbe an importantconsideration if you are
seeking outrightsoundpressure levels as your primaryconcern.

The DB15 is still no lightweight in this area. Indeed, I was able to see peaks
inmymainlistening position well in excess of what my ownported 12-inch
sub could extract in the same circumstances, almost 3dB higherwhen
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listeningtoHans Zimmer's Live inPrague electro suite.The Deep Blue
ultimatelyperforms favourably against its direct competition onprice and
performance, both ina music andmovie scenario, and the amplifier
choice and outputgenerally seems well balanced against the mechanical
limitationsof the overall subwoofer design.

THE VERDICT

There's no escaping the fact that a largeportionof you reading this are
going to be unassailably pro-sealedor pro-ported.While each one has its
benefits and drawbacks, the VelodyneDB15very muchbehaves likea
traditionalsealed design. Despite this, the combinationof a compact
cabinet and a large robustdrivermeans that itmanages to hit a sweet
spot by carrying manyof the benefits of a sealed design, but challenging
the perception that a sealed unitcan't fill a larger listeningspace. At this
price point, the Deep Blue is an attractive propositionthat willfind itself at
home,not just inhome theaters, but as a real option formany of you with
perhaps bookshelf speakers or floorstanders formusic, wanting to find
those extra few Hertz down low,but notwanting to colour the source with
a boom-box.
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Although I didn't have the opportunity to listen to the smaller sizes in the
range, the qualitiesdisplayed by the DB15 lend themselves to exciting
possibilities in limitedspace applications, particularly as the smaller8-
and 10-inchBlues will fit just about anywhere you can poke a standard
school ruler.This experience leaves mewith a certain feeling as I seal up
its carton, ready to send it back, somethingVelodyne followershaven't
been able to feel for some time…excitement. The Deep Blue 15not only
delivers low-frequency thrills,but also sends the message that Velodyne
is back – and it's only justgettingstarted.

For more informationvisit Velodyne
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