B REVIEW

HIFIMAN HE1000

JOSE VICTOR HENRIQUES RECKONS THAT THESE OPEN-BACK PLANAR MAGNETIC

HEADPHONES ARE CLOSE TO TODAY’S STATE-OF-THE-ART

Founded in 2007
/.~ by Dr. Fang Bian,
HIFIMAN is a
) Chinese company

2

that specialises in
high performance
planar headphones and

' portable audio products.

> The HE1000 is its flagship
headphones, and an attempt at
creating the state-of-the-planar-
magnetic-art. It’s priced at a
hefty £2,545, and therefore
faces tough competition from
other orthodynamics like Abyss,
Audeze, Oppo, and also Stax
electrostatics. However the aim here
is to assess the success of its assault
on the ‘best headphones in the world’
category.
Unlike conventional headphones that use
dynamic drivers, planar magnetic (aka orthodynamic
transduction technology), reproduces sound
by means of a very thin film diaphragm with a
conductive track driven by a powerful magnetic field,
much like Magnepan loudspeakers.

For this review I used my ‘ol’ blue eyes’ McIntosh
MHA100 with its unique impedance matching
output transformers, an iFi micro-iDSD source, and a
Chord Hugo (my favourite portable headamp/DAC).
The HEI1000 will even play music from an iPhone,
but the moderate sensitivity of 90dB/mW (which
seems more like 88dB/1mW) means it will not play
to satisfactory sound pressure levels, nor deliver a
sound quality that justifies the investment. Besides, it
makes no sense to use such expensive, full-sized and
fairly heavy (480g) headphones as a portable.

Main features of the HE1000 include the world’s
first nearly massless diaphragm of truly vestigial
‘nanometer’ thickness, which is presented as “the
cornerstone of its remarkable sound” (in Fang Bian’s
own words); the asymmetric double-sided (push-
pull) magnetic circuit; and the “Window Shade’, a
fancy name for a protection grille with a set of stiff
metal ribs mounted well apart: “to gain openness,
and keep the sound waves from a second reflection to
avoid unwanted resonance and distortion”.
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Out of the Box

The HE1000 comes in a brown leather box with the
HIFIMAN logo engraved on a metal faceplate and a
velvety interior. It has three sets of high quality plug-
in cables: one with a 4-pin XLR (for balanced output
amps); one with a 6.35mm jack; the other with a
3.5mm mini-jack. All the metal parts are stainless
brushed steel, the somewhat industrial design
ameliorated with a honey brown suede perforated
strap, matched by a touch of wood around the huge
ear cups — a planar family trend, but not as bulky or
boringly circular as most of the competition. Though
not unduly heavy, these are not the most comfortable
headphones, even by good planar standards (the
Oppo PM-1 comes to mind). Furthermore,

the adjustment slides are a little crude, and the
suspension system is not as effective and smooth as,
say, the Audioquest Nighthawk.

The HE1000's oval ear cups are an elegant tear-
drop shape. These are really ‘wide open’ open-back
planar headphones, and the protective Window
Shade grille doesn’t need to function as an air
impedance matching device. The horizontal bars are
so widely spaced they barely protect anything, and
you can clearly see the traces of the largest planar-
magnetic headphone diaphragm ever built (no
wonder the bass is so powerful, propulsive and fast).

This means you can listen to music playing loud
and clear including every single syllable of song
lyrics, anywhere in the room (or indeed all over the
house late at night, my wife complains), even when
you are not wearing them (except that she misses
out on the sensational bass that only reveals its full
potential if you put them on). Stop the outward flow
of sound into the room with your hands, and it’s like
choking the music to death. This also means that the
listener is not isolated from the outside world, so I
would not advise listening to the HEI000 in a noisy
hi-fi show or shop. I also strongly advise the volume
should be kept under control, although I admit it
feels good to listen loud: the open architecture, clear
and transparent sound and very low distortion might
well invite listening at possibly ear damaging levels.

Planar magnetic headphones are the current
audio trend. Although the Abyss AB-1266 costs
a whopping £4,000+, Audeze offers the same
technology at roughly half the price with models like
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