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PRETENDERS 
BEHIND THE DEBUT LP

  UK £4.50 US $12.99 Aus $10.99

THE HOME OF REAL HI-FI

Vinyl’s cutting edge
Direct Metal Mastering

at Abbey Road, p22

INVESTIGATION

AudioQuest NightHawk
Hot headphones take flight  



HEADPHONES

64 | www.hifi news.co.uk | SEPTEMBER 2015PTEMBER 2015

Dynamic, semi-open back circumaural headphone
Made by: Audioquest, California

Supplied by: Audioquest UK
Telephone: 01249 848 873

Web: www.audioquest.com
Price: £499 

Like another seasoned audiophile cable company making headphones, AudioQuest 
has joined the fray with the radical NightHawk, and it bristles with innovation
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Keith Howard

AudioQuest NightHawk

A s sad as it sounds, I treat 
headphones the way Japanese 
enthusiasts do cartridges, using 
different models for different 

purposes. While I do not go so far as to 
change cans according to record label or 
musical genre, I do divide them into travel 
models and those for use in the home – 
some manage both. By virtue of its bulk, 
but despite its lightness and sensitivity, 
AudioQuest’s new £499 NightHawk falls 
fi rmly into the ‘home’ category.

It’s a pity for this frequent fl yer, because 
the NightHawk is blissfully comfortable and 
easy to drive, such that I would love 
to use it ‘on the road’. Alas, unlike 
equally sizeable models from, say, 
Oppo, B&W or Master & Dynamic, 
which fold fl at to make them fl ight-
bag-friendly, the NightHawk’s cups 
do not swivel out of the way. Light 
it may be at 354g, but its bulk is 
quite uncompressible.

THAT CARRY CASE!
Compounding it, the 
headphone comes in a carry 
case the size of some pieces 
of hand luggage I’ve seen. 
I don’t imagine you’ll see 
many fellow travellers donning 
the NightHawk: the carrier is 
simply too bulky. The luxurious 
container’s footprint is almost the size 
of a Mac Air computer, and it’s just 
over 10cm deep [see picture, 
p65]. Ironically – with airline 
restrictions made worse 
this year – you could, if the 
padding were removable, 
even consider using it as a 
fl ight case on its own. 

But that means 
nothing to those of you 

who want headphones solely for purist 
listening via your high-end systems. These 
deserve to be added to any shortlist for 
serious, at-home usage. They are clearly 
‘voiced’ by audiophiles rather than partially 
deaf idiots addicted to fashion cans, and 
they hold their own against models selling 
for thrice the price. 

Even though this is the fi rst effort from 
a veteran cable brand that has made 
its mark with portable USB products 
including the DragonFly [HFN Mar ’14], the 
NightHawk boldly boasts so much novel 
thinking and innovation that one must 
marvel at the product. It stands out amidst 
conventional-looking/conventionally-
structured headphones, although its drivers 
are moving-coil rather 
than the more radical fl at 
diaphragm types which 

are increasing in 
popularity among 
makers of costly 
headphones.

In order to 
distinguish its 
debut model from other new 
arrivals from traditional hi-fi -
companies known for speakers, 
electronics or accessories (think 
KEF, Monster, Musical Fidelity, 
B&W) AudioQuest threw out 

the rule book. It needed fresh 
thinking, and found it in 

designer Skylar Gray. 
The NightHawk is 

a departure from 
the basic design 

language of the 
oldest form 
of playback 
transducer in 
audio’s history.

Says Gray, 
‘When we 
decided to 
build the 

NightHawk, 
we knew it had 

to be something 
special. It had to 

‘The roiling, 
turbid bass had 
fabulous mass 

and depth’

RIGHT: Side view shows 
asymmetric cup shape, 
the mesh formed by 3D 
printing and the handsome 
‘liquid wood’ shell made from 
sustainable plant fi bres

have a real reason to exist because no-one 
needs another set of ordinary ’phones. We 
worked from the ground up, re-examining 
everything that ’phones should be, while 
never losing sight of our ultimate goal: 
to celebrate the truly unique, singularly 
moving experience of listening to music 
through high-quality headphones.’

3D-PRINTED GRILLES
If you think this overstates the case, 
because these are clearly ‘normal’ 
headphones, you need to look to the 
minutiae. While all on- or over-ear 
headphones must comprise two earpieces 
and a headband (even ‘one-piece’ models 
like the Darth Vader-ish Jecklin Float) it’s 

the details that make the 
NightHawk so fascinating. 
The most talked-about 
aspects are the use of 3D 
printing and the unusual 
material for the earpiece.

AudioQuest claims 
that its NightHawk is ‘the 
fi rst completely original 

production headphone to use a 3D-printed 
part’. This refers to the ‘biomimetic grille 
inspired by the underlying structure of 
butterfl y wings’… abject gobbledygook, 
but they look fi ne and seem strong. The 
company says that the grid employs ‘a 
complex diamond-cubic latticework to 
diffuse sound and defeat resonances’, but 
I wouldn’t know how to compare it to a 
more conventional wire grille.

As for the headband, I was reminded of 
the near-mythical Transcriptors Vestigial 
Tonearm, because, like that design, there 
is little that’s rigid about the NightHawk’s 
suspension. Even the cups themselves 
connect to the framework with rubber 
bands and move with one’s head. The 
resultant experience is a miraculous 
marriage of a snug fi t with no sense 
of pressure – thanks, too, to the upper 
headband itself, which is a curved metal 
rod encased in fabric.

Every element of the NightHawk yields 
to movement, so there’s no sense of one’s 
head being clamped in a vice. The wire 
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frame rides above the adjustable leather-y 
headband that rests on the listener’s skull, 
while the circumaural cushions are soft, 
covered with ‘protein leather’ which allows 
one’s ears to breathe.

Inside each cup is a 50mm ‘pistonic’ 
driver with a biocellulose diaphragm, 

chosen for its rigidity and high-frequency 
control. This is fi tted to a patented split-gap 
motor, designed to reduce intermodulation 
distortion. As for the earcups themselves, 
they’re made from a material known 
as ‘Liquid Wood’, which I 
seem to recall is 

SKY’S THE LIMIT
Director of ‘Ear-Speaker Products’ at AudioQuest, Skylar Gray 
is AQ’s headphone guru. He’s been with the company since 
late 2012, previously working with Westone Laboratories, 
Equinox Systems and Stillwater Designs, where he cut his teeth 
on speakers, earplugs, microphones and other technologies that 
inform the NightHawk. Among his design philosophies are addressing the 
complex nature between science and art – he believes strongly in sustainability 
and responsible engineering, and that ‘intelligent design should minimise waste, 
culling all unnecessary parts and leaving behind only those that are vital to the 
product’s success’. As there is no ‘fat’ on the NightHawk, he’s achieved his goal, 
even insisting on packaging – the rather fi ne case pictured here – that is destined 
to be used rather than discarded. 

LEFT: Headband is minimalist and therefore 
very light, with a sub-strap resting on the head 
for supporting the 346g weight; note the 
rubber-suspended earpiece

also the brandname of a wood fi ller. In this 
case, it refers to actual wood combined 
with reclaimed plant fi bre, which is heated, 
liquefi ed and processed so that it can 
be injection moulded. Despite its fi nish 
seeming like a high-gloss plastic, it owes 
more to the natural fi bre cellulose used 
in the barrels of expensive fountain pens. 
Unlike plastics, however, the material 
exhibits acoustic properties that lend 
themselves to ear-cup requirements, while 
those who voted Green will appreciate 
the recycled nature of the material.

 CABLE EFFECTS
Because the NightHawk comes with two 
8ft cables – a thin one with a 3.5mm jack 

for portables and a much heavier cable 
fi tted with a 6.35mm plug – assessing 
these didn’t mean simply trying 
portables and hi-fi : the two cables 
sound different. The heavier cable 
seems more open, but its bulkiness 
is less portable-friendly (though, as 
stated above, these headphones are 

more suitable to domestic use rather 
than instances where tablets, players 

and phones are the source components).
For players, these were connected to 

the Astell & Kern Jr and the Pono, while 
headphone amplifi ers included the Oppo 
HA-1 [HFN Sep ’14] and Quad PA-One [HFN 
Feb ’15]. Both were fed the digital output 
of a Pro-Ject CD Box S CD transport, as well 
as an iMac via USB. Material included CDs 
and high-res downloads. 

Comments and observations are a 
distillation of the entire experience, but 
I repeat that the cables do differ such that 

one sounded better with the Oppo 
and the other was nicer 

with the Quad. 
Ditto for Pono vs. 
Astell & Kern.

Rival ’phones 
included the 
Audeze LCD-X [HFN 

Sep ’14] and Oppo 
PM-1 [HFN Jul ’14] 

because they’re both semi-
open-backed. The sound of 

completely sealed, in-ear or other 
topologies differ too much from open,  
circumaural types and I wanted to compare 
like with like. 

Wallowing in a Lofgren-fest, I listened to 
much of the 10CD Nils Lofgren – Face The 
Music [Fantasy FAN34731-00] because I 
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AudioQuest’s NightHawk is 
a serious contender in the 
headphone wars that blends 
a sane-ish price, wonderful 
construction, truly lush comfort 
and – above all – delightful sound 
with no fatigue-inducing quirks. 
Openness, bass extension, detail 
and a sense of space are all part 
of the package, and it even 
looks ‘cool’. The NightHawk isn’t 
merely a superb ‘fi rst effort’, it is a 
superlative headphone, period.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  86%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

AudioQuest claims a sensitivity of 100dB SPL for 1mW for 
the NightHawk, equivalent to 116dB SPL for 1V across the 
specifi ed impedance of 25ohm. While this is distinctly higher 
than the 110.8dB we recorded at 1kHz it has to be borne in 
mind that there is a dip in the NightHawk’s uncorrected output 
at this frequency so on a wideband signal its sensitivity will 
be signifi cantly higher. Unusually for a moving-coil design the 
NightHawk’s impedance versus frequency trace is virtually fl at 
– like that of a planar magnetic design – with a slight upward 
tilt towards 20kHz, probably due to voice coil inductance. 
Minimum and maximum values of 26.1 and 27.0ohm (20Hz–
20kHz), respectively, mean that the NightHawk is effectively 
immune to frequency response changes resulting from any 
fi nite headphone amp source resistance which it is likely to 
encounter in normal use.

The uncorrected frequency responses from the artifi cial 
ear [Graph 1, below] highlight an obvious shelving up of 
output below 1kHz amounting to around 9dB at 180Hz and, 
at higher frequency, a lack of the marked peak at 2-3kHz 
which is required to assure a neutral perceived tonal balance. 
Capsule matching error of ±7.6dB is typical for headphones 
and principally refl ects different interactions with the left and 
right KEMAR artifi cial pinnae which, like most real pairs of ears, 
are not identically shaped. Low frequency output is almost fl at 
and extends to well below 20Hz. In the diffuse-fi eld-corrected 
frequency response [green trace, Graph 2] we see the result of 
the sub-1kHz shelf and shortfall in presence band output on the 
perceived tonal balance. Between 120Hz and 3kHz there is an 
18dB difference in the corrected output level, meaning that 
the NightHawk will inevitably sound distinctly reticent at upper-
midrange and treble frequencies. KH

AUDIOQUEST NIGHTHAWK

ABOVE: Third-octave freq. resp. (red = uncorrected; 
cyan = FF corrected; green = DF corrected)

ABOVE: Measured sensitivity is reduced due to the 
dip at 1kHz while the excess bass output infers a 
distinctly warm tonal balance (see green trace, below)

LAB
REPORT

Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 110.8dB

Impedance modulus min/max
(20Hz-20kHz)

26.1ohm @ 25Hz
27.0ohm @ 20kHz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±7.6dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) <10Hz

Distortion 100Hz/1kHz (for 90dB SPL) <0.1% / <0.1%

Weight (inc cable) 354g

‘know’ his vocals so well, and adore 
his guitar work. On ‘Two By Two’ 
the sound positively sparkled, but 
there was a distinct softening at 
the extremes. Were these voiced to 
match the high comfort factor, to 
encourage long listening sessions? 

At no point did hints of sibilance 
intrude, and even the twangiest 
playing of ‘Cry Tough’ managed the 
weirdest party trick of all: ferocious 
attack, without aggression. 

A DISEMBODIED VOICE…
All this plucking and slide and 
fi nger-pickin’ gave me a taste for 
some straight country, but I also 
had a Beatle itch to scratch. Let 
Us In Americana: The Music Of 
Paul McCartney [Reviver Records 
download] contains 16 of his 
compositions performed as if they 
were penned by George Strait, and 
the effect is mesmerising. 

Not that one should be surprised: 
the Dillards covered ‘I’ve Just Seen A 
Face’ as a bluegrass tune and Alison 
Krauss did the same with ‘I Will’, 
both recognised as two of the fi nest 
Macca covers ever.

Why I cite this is because of a 
simple moment that made me jump 
from my seat. Lost in reverie, I was 
kicking back with the Astell & Kern Jr, 
when – 12 seconds into ‘Come And 
Get It’ – a disembodied voice spoke 
so out of the head that I thought 
someone had come into the room 
while my eyes were closed. 

I hit repeat and there it was 
again, far enough outside of the 
bounds of my skull and of the 
headphones that I was reminded 
of listening to the original Stax 
Lambdas and their way with making 
one question one’s perceptions.

A yee-hah version of ‘I’m Looking 
Through You’ by Jim Lauderdale – 
and I admit this is one of my all-time 
favourite Beatles songs – fed so 
many overlapping and intersecting 
stringed instruments that the 
NightHawks’ ability to separate 
them proved invaluable; I played 
it a few times so I could focus on 
individual guitarists. Though in one’s 
skull, it was an exercise that showed 
how the NightHawk could almost 
match my reference (the Audeze) 
for clarity and retrieval of detail.

With ‘Bad Things’, the raunchy 
theme from True Blood (via 
download), things got a bit muddy 
in comparison to the Audeze and 
the Oppo cans, but the roiling, 
turbid bass had fabulous mass and 
depth. These headphones have no 
problem whatsoever conveying the 
majesty of a full-range recording 
heard through a pedigree amp. 

Swapping between valves 
and solid-state turned up other 
preferences, but the AudioQuests 
favoured neither beyond the 
parameters of personal taste – the 
Oppo and the Quad were not 
mutually exclusive. 

ABOVE: Connecting via 3.5mm mono 
mini-jacks, the NightHawk is supplied 
with two types of ample length cables


