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BUYER’S ADVICE

HEADSETS
How to find one that’s music to 
your ears. By Dave James

DICTIONARY 
Drivers > The 
term used to 
describe the 
‘speaker’ element of 
the headset. Larger 
drivers can produce 
more powerful bass 
tones than smaller 
ones, and can also 
deliver more clarity 
during aurally 
intense gaming 
situations.
Frequency 
response> This is 
the range of sounds 
that a headset can 
reproduce. It is 
generally thought 
the human ear is 
only capable of 
distinguishing 
frequencies 
between 20Hz and 
20KHz. Whether or 
not there’s any 
benefit from wider 
ranges is a 
contentious issue in 
headset design. 
Frequencies below 
20Hz can be felt, 
rather than heard, 
for example. 
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dedicated soundcard for your PC 
you’re going to want to make use of it, 
and only a 3.5mm jack connection 
will do that. That’s because a  
USB headset has its own mini 
soundcard based in either the 
headset itself or a dongle 
attached to it. This will entirely 
bypass whatever hardware is feeding 
your speakers right now.

Given how few machines I see 
these days with dedicated 
soundcards, it seems as if USB is 
winning the headset game, but no 
matter how good it can be – and it can 
be very good – a dedicated card is still 
the ultimate in PC audio.

What about wireless?
The dongles on modern 
wireless headsets don’t 
tend to come with a 
3.5mm jack, so you’re 
mostly restricted to 
USB audio here. The 
added convenience of a 
wireless headset is its best 
selling point. There are no 
long untidy wires trailing across 
your desk, threatening to strangle 
you or rip your ears off if you move 
away from that safe point in front of 
your screen. 

The only potential issue is one of 
battery life, but as the two wireless 
headsets reviewed this month give 
ten and eight hours gaming time 

between charges, that’s clearly not 
such a problem as it used to be. 

What’s the difference between 
open and closed headsets?
Many headset manufacturers will 
offer both open and closed headsets, 
and it can be very much a personal 
choice as to which you prefer. The 
main difference is that closed 
headsets create a sort of bubble 

around your ears, keeping the 
generated sound in and 

external noise out. Open 
headsets offer very little 
in the way of noise 
cancelling, so a closed 
set is going to be your 
best bet for loud 

environments.
The different designs 

can also affect your actual 
aural experience. Open sets will 

provide acoustics more along the 
lines of what you get from your 
speakers, and can be more 
comfortable to wear for long periods 
of time. Closed cans on the other 
hand are much better at generating 
heavy bass if you like your explosions 
to be truly head-throbbing. 

A
s much as a rocking set 
of speakers attached to 
your PC can be an 
aurally pleasing 
experience, there are 

times when it’s not practical to be 
rumbling the mortar from between 
the bricks of your home.

 It’s not just about being 
considerate, and not keeping your 
housemates and neighbours awake at 
3am listening to the Starbound 
soundtrack. Sometimes the extra 
fidelity of a gaming headset can be a 
boon to the game itself.

What’s the benefit?
In games like Battlefield 4 or DayZ, 
the accuracy of a decent set of cans 
can be a virtual lifesaver. Knowing 
where that single shot or ominous 
groan came from can give you an 
edge that a set of speakers will 
struggle to match. Having a quality 
microphone can make multiplayer 
epics easier too, even if a shout of 
“friendly!” may not necessarily stop 
the bullet some other survivor has 
designated for your skull.

What sort of headset do I want?
The first thing you need to consider 
is how your PC currently generates 
audio. There are two main types of 
headset, those with 3.5mm jacks and 
those with USB connections. If 
you’ve spent the money on a decent 
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GROUP TEST

High quality gaming headsets 
reviewed. By Dave James

HEADSETS
HOW WE TESTED 
Gaming situations > 
The raison d’etre for a gaming 
headset is to deliver great 
audio in-game. Each headset 
was tested while playing 
in Battlefield 4’s rich and 
demanding soundscape.
Comfort > It doesn’t matter 
how good a headset sounds 
in-game if it’s crushing your 
ears uncomfortably against 
your head. Comfort over a 
sustained period of time is 

important for gaming which 
is why each headset was 
judged accordingly. 
Music and video > You 
don’t just use your PC for 
playing games. Most of us 
listen to music as we work, 
and even when playing 
‘silent’ games such as 
Football Manager. For that 
reason all the headsets were 
also judged for their ability 
to deliver clear audio tones 
outside of gaming.

GET THE PC YOUR GAMES DESERVE

QH-1339
£240 QPad

SPEC Connection 3.5mm or USB  Drivers 53mm Frequency response 5Hz-30kHz Operating principle Closed-cup Microphone Condenser  Weight 380g

I
f you want the very best in 
gaming headsets QPad’s 
awesome QH-1339 is 
impossible to ignore. 

It’s the combined expertise 
of QPad and the pro-audio people at 
Beyerdynamic that form the basis of 
its superiority. QPad certainly know 
what they’re doing: the last time I 
looked at gaming headsets for PC 
Gamer the impressive QH-90 won 
the top award. Bringing in 
Beyerdynamic has enabled them to 
craft a set that wouldn’t sound out of 
place on either a studio engineer, a 
pilot or a pro-gamer’s ears.

In aesthetic terms that fat boom 
mic and a more circular shape to the 

ear cups are the only differences 
between this headset and the QH-90. 
But in audio terms the QH-1339 is 
way ahead of those much less 
expensive cans. In fact it’s well ahead 
of most of the headsets in this test. 
Only the Siberia Elite can come 
close, although the Sennheiser 
G4ME One gives a pretty good 
account of itself too. And for music 
it’s incredible, even playing the most 
familiar songs in your music 
collection you’re likely to discover 
sounds and layers you hadn’t been 
able to pick out before.

The frequency response in the 

 It’s an incredibly 
comfortable device, 
clinging to your head 
without squishing it 

The clearest audio 
experience I’ve ever had 
from a headset, and a 
package that will extend 
beyond gaming too.

93

drivers is unsurpassed, offering 
unrivalled low-level frequency 
response at just 5Hz, giving much 
greater clarity to the low-end sounds. 
They’re nowhere near as bass-heavy 
as in some of the cheaper headsets, 
but that’s most definitely a good 
thing. I’d much rather have clarity 
than overblown explosions. The 
closed-cup principle helps promote 
bass sounds in the QH-1339 in any  
case, and cancels out a hefty chunk of 
background noise too. It’s also an 
incredibly comfortable device, 
clinging to your head securely 
without ever feeling like it’s trying to 
squish it.

The actual sound aside, that 
chunky condenser mic also impresses 
and helps justify the extra expense of 
the QH-1339. It’s easier 
to adjust than on the 
QH-90 and you can 
pose it to sit just 
above your lips 
without problem. The 
hefty padding helps cancel out 
a lot of background noise, making 
your words incredibly clear in-game. 
And for anything else that needs a 
microphone, this will deliver. The 
general advice is to go for separate 
mic and headphones if you’re serious 
about recording, but this jack of all 
trades is close to being a master too.

The QH-1339 is incredibly 
expensive, so if you’re going to be 
using it exclusively for gaming it’s 
tough to justify the price: there are 
great headsets available for a fraction 
of the price, they’re just noticeably 
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not as good. The combination of 
audio fidelity and recording 
capabilities, however, make this 
possibly the most versatile and 
satisfying headset I’ve ever used. 
There are cheaper options, but if you 
want the best this is it. 
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Siberia Elite
£170 SteelSeries

SPEC Connection 3.5mm or USB  Drivers 50mm Frequency response 16Hz-28kHz Operating principle Closed-cup 
Microphone Unidirectional  Weight 360g

SPEC Connection 3.5mm  Drivers 35mm Frequency response 15Hz-28kHz Operating principle Open-cup Microphone Noise-cancelling  Weight 312g

I
t was a toss-up between this and 
the Sennheiser G4ME One for 
second place. This has superior 

sound quality and the other a much 
better microphone. As most of us are 
going to be doing more listening 
than chatting I’ve decided to give 
second place to this latest SteelSeries 
headset instead of the Sennheisers.

The Siberia Elite is definitely the 
most striking of headsets I’ve tested 
recently. It’s even got adjustable LED 
lighting around each earpiece. And 
just look at that generous foam 
padding, doesn’t it make you want to 
curl up in those ear cups and go to 
sleep? It’s a touch lighter than the 
QPad and fits comfortably on the 
head, although with that padding it 
does tend to leave your ears feeling 
pretty toasty after a long gaming 
session. But it’s that and not the audio 
quality that is liable to curtail your 
gaming: the Elite sounds almost as 
good as the awesome QH-1339.

G4ME One
£190 Sennheiser

presses into the part of the ear I’ve 
only just discovered is called the 
tragus. They are still relatively 
comfortable to wear for short 
periods, but my personal preference 
is for the fuller, rounder designs.

The audio quality is very good, 
delivering a frequency response to be 
envied by most other manufacturers, 
and particularly impressive given that 
Sennheiser are supposedly only using 
35mm drivers. The mid-range is a tad 
muddied compared with the crystal 
clear QH-1339 and the almost-as-
good Siberia Elite, but I was still 
surprised at the fidelity. That chunky 
microphone is much better than the 
Elite’s, nearing broadcast-quality.

What I’m not taken with is the 
look. For this much cash I want 
something either as serious-looking 
as the QPad design or as downright 
beautiful as the SteelSeries. The 
G4ME One looks like any other £50 
headset, shrouded in white plastic. 
For £190 I want more. 

It doesn’t quite have the same level 
of frequency response, but compared 
to most ordinary headsets and their 
reliance on 20Hz-20kHz response it 
gives a great level of aural fidelity. 
Drop the Dolby (accessible via the 
USB soundcard) and music will 
sound crisp and clear, while with it on 
the surround sound is impressive and 
will help pinpoint the enemy in any 
game with a good enough 
soundscape. There’s a full EQ to play 
with too – with presets if you don’t 
know what you’re doing.

These are all neat design touches 
and so is the retractable microphone.
The downside is that the mic isn’t 
very good. Compared with the 
excellent mics on both the QPad and 
Sennheiser, the SteelSeries is just a 
little tinny.

Aurally the Siberia Elite is 
excellent, and so striking to look at 
you’ll be disappointed you can’t see 
yourself wearing it. 

S
ennheiser are old school audio 
people, responsible for some of 
the finest audiophile headgear 

of the last decade. But recent upstarts 
like QPad, SteelSeries and even 
Corsair have started making inroads 
into their market. The G4ME series 
is intended to redress the balance, 
offering sexy-looking headsets with 
Sennheiser’s trademark audio quality.

G4ME Zero was a closed-cup 
design and this is the open-cup 
version. That doesn’t do great things 
for their noise-cancelling ability in 
loud environments, but in the home 
that isn’t a problem. It also reduces 
the aural fatigue that can come with 
some closed-cup designs and the 
pressure the sound makes on your 
ears over time.

Unfortunately the suedette 
coverings of the oval ear-cups can’t 
help when they don’t quite cover the 
whole of the ear. Ostensibly they are 
circumaural (designed to fit around 
the ear) but the front of the oval 

A quality headset, which 
only needed a little more 
time with the design team 
to make the most of the 
Sennheiser tech.

86

They’re beautiful and 
have fantastic aural 
clarity. My only reservation 
is with that substandard 
microphone.

89
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GET THE PC YOUR GAMES DESERVE

T
hat’s ‘SB’ as in Sound Blaster, 
a monicker that should be as 
familiar to a PC gamer as 

Steam. Creative are another 
company with a great heritage in PC 
audio. They practically invented the 
soundcard, and although that has 
fallen on hard times – my beautiful 
Sound Blaster Titanium HD still 
won’t work with Windows 8.1 – they 
are making great headsets with 
Sound Blaster tech built in.

The EVO ZX is the latest in 
Creative’s headset range and provides 
Sound Blaster silicon in wireless 
audio form through the SB-Axx1 
audio processor. It also uses 
Bluetooth, rather than the wireless 
connection favoured by the Corsair 
above. Unfortunately, despite having 
smaller drivers to power, it can only 
manage eight hours between charges 
as opposed to the Vengeance’s ten. 

A
s I constantly shift between 
testbench and writing desk, 
trailing a long cable can be a 

pain. Thus I’m big fan of the wireless 
Vengeance 2000, and I was excited to 
get my hands on the updated version. 
That excitement quickly waned.

Much hasn’t changed: there’s still 
the same brushed aluminium chassis 
– a shade darker this time around – 
the same wireless dongle/receiver 
combo offering ten hours of battery 
life, and the same sound quality. 
What differences have been 
introduced are not that welcome.

For a start the ear cups are slightly 
tighter, more rounded but also more 
compact. The 2000 set was tight 
enough on the skull: this revised 
edition feels even more so. But the 
real problem is not the hardware, but 
the software. Initially all is well. The 
dongle is recognised immediately and 

SPEC Connection USB, Bluetooth or 3.5mm  Drivers 40mm Frequency response 20Hz-20kHz Operating principle Closed-cup 
 Microphone Integrated  Weight 270g

SPEC Connection Wireless USB  Drivers 50mm Frequency response 20Hz-20kHz Operating principle Closed-cup 
Microphone Unidirectional condenser  Weight 370g

That’s still none too shabby, and you 
can also connect them to your PC 
through a USB cable to keep gaming 
while you charge.

Despite those smaller drivers the 
EVO ZX also manages impressive 
audio quality. The sound is clear and 
the bass tight, it’s not in the same 
league as the QPad or SteelSeries, but 
impressive for a wireless headset. But 
it can’t make up for the weak 
microphone. The dual integrated 
mics sit high up on the right ear cup 
and, even though the CrystalVoice 
software cuts out a lot of ambient 
noise, speech does have a tendency to 
sound a little muffled and digital.

There are buttons on the ear cups 
to control external devices like your 
Bluetooth’d smartphone, but it’s 
tough to justify that £160 price tag 
when the Vengeance 2000 set is still 
available and for a better price. 

so is the headset, but – as with the 
original 2000s – the aural experience 
is transformed with the full Corsair 
software drivers installed. On my 
office Windows 8.1 machine that was 
fine, on my home PC the beta drivers 
necessary for Win 8.1 crashed my 
computer every single time. 

I had similar problems with the 
standard drivers on a couple of other 
Windows 8 laptops and ended up 
having to run without the improved 
sound. That’s a real shame as it does 
make a huge difference and is the 
only way to get 7.1 surround. Despite 
the relatively lowly frequency 
response range, you can get 
impressive clarity with the software 
working as it should.

This is a software problem, and can 
be remedied. Until then I’m going to 
be sticking with the excellent 
Vengeance 2000 set. 

Great hardware, but the 
software doesn’t deliver 
on the promise or quality 
Corsair have built into the 
Vengeance range. 

73

It’s Creative Sound Blaster 
quality, but the EVO ZX is 
trying too hard to be a 
techie set of Beats 
headphones. 

79

Vengeance 2100
£120 Corsair

SB EVO ZX
£160 Creative
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THIS MONTH’S HEADSETS 
PLACED SIDE-BY-SIDE

All seven headsets, compared by frequency 
response and driver size.
Frequency response

  Low-end – Hz (lower is better)
  High-end – kHz (higher is better)
 Drivers – Millimetres (higher is better)

QPAD QH-1339

STEELSERIES SIBERIA ELITE

SENNHEISER G4ME ONE

CM STORM PULSE-R

5Hz

16Hz

15Hz

20Hz

20Hz

20Hz

20Hz

30kHz

53mm

50mm

28kHz

28kHz

35mm

20kHz

50mm

20kHz

40mm

20kHz

50mm

20kHz

42mm

CREATIVE SOUND BLASTER EVO ZX

TESORO KUVEN

CORSAIR VENGEANCE 2100

BENCHMARKS

SPEC Connection 3.5mm or USB  Drivers 50mm Frequency response 20Hz-20kHz  
Operating principle Closed-cup Microphone Noise cancelling  Weight 340g

SPEC Connection 3.5mm  Drivers 42mm Frequency response 20Hz-20kHz  
Operating principle Closed-cup Microphone Omnidirectional  Weight 360g

63

C
ooler Master’s gaming 
peripheral brand, CM Storm, 
has got into aluminium 

recently. From the Reaper mouse to 
the Mech keyboard it’s all shiny 
chunks of metal and rivets. In this 
case it lends a certain air of robustness 
to the build, which sadly the rest of 
the design can’t match.

The faux-leather earpads clamp to 
your head as if the frame wants to 
crush it. And the cans themselves 
don’t quite cover your ears, which 
puts even more pressure on your ears. 
Even after one – admittedly lengthy – 
round in Battlefield 4 I was ready to 
rip them from my head.

The aural fidelity won’t have you 
coming back for more, either. CM 
Storm have gone for the old bass-
heavy fallback and beefed up the low-
ends to the detriment of audio clarity. 
The sounds of war seem OK, but a bit 
one-dimensional and muddled 
compared to the finer experience you 

get from the 
Tesoro set. 
That 
disappointing 
sound only 
gets worse 
when you play 
music, however, 
losing the 
lighter 
touches 
in favour of those more booming 
bass notes.

The microphone is a little 
disappointing too, providing an 
incredibly limited range of 
movement thanks to its detachable 
plug. You can plug a USB cable in to 
light it and the ear cups up should you 
want a little ambient light while 
you’re gaming, but that little 
aesthetic touch doesn’t do 
anything to help what 
remains a disappointing 
gaming headset. 

75

I
don’t really know what to make of 
the aesthetics of this headset. It’s 
sharp, angular and emblazoned 

with the spinning face from the 
original Tron, and doesn’t look like 
something that would be particularly 
comfortable to wrap around your 
head for a long gaming session. 

And yet those faux-leather 
cushioned cups fit comfortably 
around my ears and grip my skull 
without crushing it. There’s also a 
generous amount of padding to the 
headband and altogether it’s 
surprisingly comfortable.

The sound quality isn’t bad either. 
Generally the problem with these 
lower-order gaming headsets is that 
they try to over-emphasise the bass – 
you know, because gamers like 
explosions. This is especially true 
when they’re trying to show off their 
50mm drivers and the sort of power 
they can produce. Unfortunately it 
feels like Tesoro have gone too far in 

the other 
direction 
with the 
Kuven: it 
lacks punch 
in the mid-
range and 
low-end 
sounds. The 
clarity is 
impressive, but 
in-game it feels a 
little lightweight.

You do get some virtual 7.1 
surround with the added USB 
dongle, which is pretty good for a £50 
headset. It’s not going to dazzle you 
with pinpoint aural accuracy but it’s 
definitely worth a mention. The 
mic’s not bad either, offering a decent 
range of movement and functional 
noise cancelling. All in all 
it’s a pretty good package 
from a relatively unknown 
peripheral manufacturer. 

Kuven
£53 Tesoro

Pulse-R
£56 CM Storm
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