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By Chris ThomasNaim for Bentley 

T
here are few things that would 
drag me out of bed at 5am. 
But, late last year, the 7.35 to 
Crewe from London Euston 
beckoned and soon I was being 

transported north to visit Bentley Motors, an 
unlikely venue perhaps for someone who 
usually spends his time listening to and writing 
about high-end audio, but this was something 
very different and certainly special.

Back in 2008 Naim Audio began 
collaboration with Bentley engineers to 
design and produce an in-car system that 
could be offered to Bentley customers as an 
upgrade option. With zero experience in this 

area and a reputation for rather singular thinking, I was wondering what on 
earth Naim could have come up with that would satisfy the discriminating 
Bentley owner. The answer was of course to have a listen for myself, hence 
my early morning trip on the Virgin Pendolino clutching an invite to have a look 
at not only the Naim system but also the entire Bentley production line. As a 
bit of a car enthusiast myself, this really was exciting and much too good an 
opportunity to miss.

Some years ago image-concious prestige car manufacturers decided 
that having a recognised high-end audio manufacturer design entertainment 
systems for their cars was a good thing from both a marketing and (hopefully) 
sonic point of view. Thus we saw Mark Levinson in Lexus, Linn in Aston Martin 
(now discontinued), Burmeister in the delicious Bugatti Veyron and as an 
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option in some Porsche models, plus many others. Now Bentley, obviously 
looking for a traditional British manufacturer to suit their brand image, found 
their way to Naim’s front door in Salisbury. There is a certain irony here in 
that Bentley is owned by VAG, the German VW Group and since 2011 Naim 
became a part of Focal, the French company. Still it’s the values that matter 
and as I was about to find out, Bentley is still very British and very traditional 
in the way it builds their cars and from what I can see, very little has changed 
at Naim either. 

The huge Crewe factory complex employs 4,500 people and throughout 
the Second World War was used to produce the glorious Merlin Aero engine 
while Bentley car production was at Cricklewood in London. The timing of my 
visit dictated that I would only be allowed to watch the Mulsanne being built, 
as there was something special and rather secret going over at the GT line. 
Both models have the option of Naim entertainment systems although the 
fitting of the components is rather differently accommodated in all Bentley 
models including the Arnage, Azure, GT and Brooklands. 

I have to say the Bentley production line is really something else with an 
atmosphere of quiet efficiency. From the hand assembled body and the micro 
detail that the specialised workers finish and prepare the metalwork with, 
through the paint shop, I followed the cars to the installation of the entire power 
train before work commenced on the interior. The upholstery and the wood 
departments were absolutely fascinating and real centres for traditional skills. I 
was also able to watch the components for the Naim system being pre-fitted 
to the doors along with a host of other electrics and the way that the entire 
entertainment system was integrated into the very limited space available within 
the car’s shell. The speakers in the Mulsanne arrive from Naim pre-fitted in 

shaped cabinets that slot precisely into the 
spaces allotted for them within the car. Those 
in the doors of the GT are not fitted in cabinets 
but bolted straight onto strengthened areas of 
the metalwork. When I saw this I realised that 
there was going to need to be very careful 
consideration of the system’s crossover 
points indeed, to avoid the speaker driving 
the door. This is where so many supposedly 
in car high end systems are so disappointing 
and the work that Naim must have put into 
modelling the mechanical resonances within 
the car was absolutely critical. Considering 
the level of detailed analysis that must have 
been done it wasn’t hard to see where the 
18-month development period had gone. 
The speakers Naim supply are their BMR 
(Balanced Mode Radiators). Each Bentley 
model has its own configurations because, as 
you can imagine, the requirements and space 
allowance are quite different. Throughout the 
cars you will find 25mm tweeters and 80mm 
midrange drivers while below 450Hz bass 
frequencies are initially dealt with by 130mm 
bass units that eventually gives way to the 
200mm subwoofers.



Designing an amplifier to drive these 
multi-driver systems was something else that 
was completely new to Naim and the brief 
was staggering. With anything from eleven 
to fifteen speakers to keep control of and a 
power output requirement of well over 1000 
watts this meant that Naim would have to 
operate well outside of its usual comfort–
zone. It would also be building the World’s 
most powerful in-car amplifier. It could only be 
achieved by utilising a double-sided, 6 layer 
circuit board, painstakingly assembled and 
computer optimised throughout. Not your 
usual Naim NAP amplifier by any means then 
and Bentley requirements were that it should 
be fan-less too. This unique multi-channel 
(depending on its installation) amplifier is 
designed by Naim but built outside Salisbury 
by a high-tech company abroad.

The Digital Signal Processor (DSP) 
can provide eight types of equalisation 
that can also incorporate sound level 
compensation for any speed and noise level 
and the system can be configured through 
individual programmes for specific material 
like Classical, Spoken Word etc. Most 
though will probably chose to use Naim’s 
Audiophile Mode which will give the “purest” 
equalisation available for the best music 
playback whether that be from radio, iPod, 

CD, SD card, USB memory stick or via the built-in Hard Drive. But Bentley 
knows its customers and these days they are not all Tweed suited gentry 
with a pair of Purdeys in the boot. Premier League footballers and young, 
successful owners from the music industry who want to re-finish their cars in 
chrome or camouflage and listen to thumping bass and crushingly repetitive 
songs about people shooting each other with automatic weapons will not 
be disappointed at the clean levels of bass that those two sub-woofers 
can pump out. All this is very easily accessed through the Bentley’s central 
information touch-screen that handles all user interfaces like Navigation, 
Maps, Phone and displays all the car’s comfort settings. But most of the 
major functions can also be accessed via the steering wheel. The Bentley 
visit had been really interesting but the best bit was still to come. After lunch 
I was presented with a fully-spec’d Continental GT V8 that I slightly drooled 
over before aiming it south towards London to get some real-world, on the 
road experience of just what Naim had come up with.  

I have heard quite a few supposedly up-market in-car systems, often 
retro-fitted and without fail they have been not only unimpressive, but 
downright irritating. When the car is standing still they can sound reasonable 
but, as soon as you hit the road and the tyre and wind noise intervene, you 
find yourself continuously making adjustments to both the eq and the volume 
before eventually getting fed up with the whole thing and either switching off 
altogether or just listening to some talk radio. Subtlety, fine musical detail and 
anything that isn’t writ large just vanish into a morass of noise and booming 
confusion. Integrated sound? Forget it.

I had only driven a very few miles when I began to appreciate that the 
cabin of the Bentley is a very, very nice place to be. It is sumptuously appointed 
and a totally relaxing environment. Everything about it just oozes quality, 
from the smell of the beautiful heated or air conditioned seats to the feel and 
touch of every knob and switch; it is altogether quite the magnificent tourer. 
The performance too is awesome through the silky 8-speed auto box if you 
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explore the throttle pedal, as is its stopping power through the optional carbon 
brakes. The exhaust note is a thing of beauty. The Naim system reflects this 
feeling of relaxed and controlled power in its performance. With 1100 watts 
to hand I was expecting the power, but the degree of finesse and delicacy 
which came as a surprise is extremely impressive and means that you can 
enjoy music at just about any level you chose. The bass is deep and tautly 
focussed, projecting out of the sub-woofers and into the car without booming 
or rattling the whole structure. There are no bits of trim buzzing away irritating 
you, instead there is a steady flow of almost creamy music and quite how 
Naim have achieved such a seamlessly integrated experience with so many 
speaker drivers in such a relatively confined place is mightily impressive.

The delight of the car and the musical performance are brilliantly 
interwoven and what you get is the whole package. The astonishing fit and 
finish of the cabin is complimented superbly by the entertainment system 
and this provides a complete experience where it’s impossible to imagine 
one without the other as the excellence of both blends to become one. 
Assessing an in-car audio system is very, very different from the domestic 
variety I normally comment on. Does it sound like a Naim system? I would 
say yes. It certainly has that feeling of musical drive and rhythmic movement 
- all Naim core values. But what continuously surprised me was just how 
much influence the Naim system had on the driving experience. This is, 
after all, Naim for Bentley. Pre-selecting the music by matching it to your 
journey becomes fun and I found myself really looking forward to the actual 
listening time en route. You can even make up a compilation on a memory 
stick or other portable device. There were some memorable trips during 
that week. The New Bossa Nova by Luciana Souza on the way up the M11 
to Cambridge was inspiringly delicate rhythmically and tonally rich. Wafting 

through the Suffolk countryside in the early 
morning with the mist rising from the fields 
to meet the winter sun while listening to 
Vaughan Williams Fantasia On A Theme 
By Thomas Tallis and placing the GT V8 on 
the road with small, economic inputs to the 
wheel and throttle, I found once again that 
the Naim system mirrored the car’s poise 
and elegance perfectly. It is easy to overdrive 
this Bentley just as it is easy to push the 
volume of the system too far as it is so clean 
and stays so focussed. But I preferred a 
reasonable volume level and found that 
I could hear deep into the music and its 
textural, shifting variations. It was precisely 
the right music for the occasion. Now it had 
become part of the car and everything that 
the car was doing was somehow mirrored 
in the beauty of the music.

I don’t know quite how Naim have 
achieved the amazing focus with which 
the music is presented to the driver and 
passengers, but I would imagine that 
should I ask them they would say it was 
good engineering. Certainly, in getting the 
presentation out of the bodywork and into 
the interior space they have succeeded in 
something I have never heard from any other 
in-car system. With a few subtle tweaks you 
can move the central focus of the sound to 
achieve the kind of surround effect that is 
impossible at home. At no time though does 
it sound over processed, disjointed or false. It 
just becomes more immersive and interesting 
and if it manages such a performance on 
music, it is captivating with the spoken word 
and I spent quite a while listening to afternoon 
plays on Radio 4 that hooked me so much 
that I often had to sit in the car at the end of 
my journey to hear them to the end.

For that week I got to enjoy music and 
driving in a completely different way. In-car 
entertainment for me has always been a 
pretty dire thing that promised much, but 
delivered little. Interesting that it took an 
audio company with amazing adaptability 
and a carmaker with real foresight to change 
that at a stroke. 

What a car and what a system! +


