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INTERPOINT HOME

LINEMA

THE AUDIO COMPANY YOU'VE COME TO TRUST.

At last, a home theater sound system that can satisfy even the most demanding audiophile! Counterpoint,
using our award-winning technology, have put together a system of matchless quality and value. Components
are meticulously crafted and carefully matched in our Cdlifornia facilitv to leave the guesswork out.

HC-808 Dolby

ProLogic®
SurroundSound

Processor
Boasting high quality parts
such as Roderstein 1%
metal film resistors, Wima
polypropylene capacitors
and Alps motor-
driven potentiome-
ters, the HC-808
offers better, more
lifelike sound than
others. It also fea-
tures sterco sub-
woofer  ouputs,
adding impact to
footsteps, gunshots
and other low
frequency sound
ceffects, as well as a
bypassable monitor
loop for insertion of
an equalizer.

HC-818 Audio

Controller
A dual-purpose audio con-
trol center, it offers fixed-
level outputs for connec-
tion to the HC-808. You
can sclect between 7 audio

There

sources by remote,

are two tape loops with
full dubbing. The tape outs
are controlled independent-
ly from the main system
outputs permitting “back-
ground” recording while
listening to another source.
Equally important is the
audiophile-grade line stage
for your sepa-
rate audio-only
high-fidelity
sound system!

HC-828
Video
Switcher

Slaved off the
HC-828, this
optional video
switcher offers 5
video inputs (S-
video or com-
posite) and can

Y be connected to

three monitors and a VCR
with independend source
selection for each monitor.
All outputs are also S-video
and composite.

Solid 1
Power Amplifier

This amplifier, lauded as
the “Best Buy” in Taiwan,
and “One of the 10 Best
Buys in Audio” by Bound
for Sound, is the perfect
amplifier for the home the-
ater, or for a dual purpose
audio/video system. Based
upon FET and bipolar cas-
code technology, this
amplifier offers an impres-
sive 60 amps of peak cur-
rent, with 100 WPC at 8
Ohms, and 170 at 4. And
potentially speaker damag-
ing DC offset is eliminated.

Our 7-piece Home Cinema speaker system distinguishes itself by utilizing custom-made glass fiber cone
technology for superior dynamics and clarity. Additionally, it produces bass in stereo, instead of the
mono bass home theater speaker systems usually sold. The standard finish is black suede Nextel.

The BLUOU
Center dialogue
Speaker

How often do you find
yourself thinking, “What
did she just say?” when
watching a film? It is the
all-important center dia-
logue channel which makes
the difference here. By
using drivers of a quality
found in the finest audio-
phile systems, ultimate
clarity is achieved.

The ORPHTUN
Right/Left Satellite

These stereo speakers are
good enough to stand alone
in a quality home stereo.

COUNTERPOINT.

What they do in a

home theater is simply [P <7

astonishing. Their
ability to localize
characters and action J©
will astound you. :

The NTSTIC
" Dipolar Dipolar

M

Speaker
The rear surround
speakers are what gives
your theater system its
front to back localiza-
tion and depth.
Counterpoint speakers
are designed to enhance
the presentation with an
extremely sophisticated

dipole that gives the rear
signal increased ambience

and depth.

tr\%sr

wooIl¢cr

These stereo
dsubwoofers
not only pro-
1 vide solid bass
to 30 Hz, but
also are
lattractive
speaker stands
or endtables.
Finished in
piano-black
lacquer, these
subwoofers
have a built-in
crossover. The
versatile Embassies can
enhance performance in
any system.

THE AuDIO TECHNOLOGY COMPANY.

2281 Las Palmas Drive. Carlsbad, CA. 92009 Toll Free U.S. & Canada (800) 275-2743 Fax (619) 431-5986
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WHAT DO YOU CALL A
MACHINE THAT LETS YOU
PLAY MUSIC, GAMES,
KARAOKE, INTERACTIVE
SOFTWARE AND OVER
7,500 MOVIES WITH THE

HIGHEST-QUALITY

PICTURE AVAILABLE?

A TECHNICAL KNOCKOUT.

Looking for the best in sight and
sound? Technically, there’s only one
way to go. LaserDise. It combines the
sharpest, most realistic picture avail
able (00% sharper than videotape)
with erisp, digital sound. Add
CD-ROM interactivity, and vou've got

INTRODUCING PIONEER [

*Offer good only in the U,S., while supplies last. See dealer for details. ©1993 Pioneer Electronics {USA) Inc.. Long Beach, CA. All

the best thing going. LaserActive!

It not only lets von plav ever
7,500 LaserDise movies and concert
with the sharpest images vou've ever
seen on vour TV, but also lets vou play
every music CD ever made.

Just insert one of three ingenious
control packs into the main unit’s
special port, and vou’re plaving Sega
games. DuoSoft” games, revolutionar:
interactive LaserDiscs or even
LaserKaraoke. This unique design not
only lets you take advantage of the

best current technology, but alse gives
vou the ability to upgrade the unit
when new technology is developed.
And when vou buy a LaserActive
plaver and anv one of the game
control packs now, vou’ll get $400

THE SEGA CONTROL
PACK LETS YOU PLAY
INTERACTIVE LASERDISCS,
| AS WELL As SEGA CD~
GAMES AND GENESIS™
ROM CARTRIDGES.

ASERACTIVE.

s and images are the property of their respective owners.




LIMITED AVAILABILITY
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worth of software free’ So you’ll tive movies to educational dises your  can even step into the ring with us.
already have a head start when it whole family is sure to enjoy. Each For more information. or your nearest
comes to starting your own library. offers the superior picture and sound  dealer, call 1-800-PIONEER, ext. 310.

There’s a wide variety of titles you’ve come to expect from LaserDisc, m PIONCER'

already out, with more coming. From  combined with the powerful punch of )
The Art of Entertainment

mind-bending video games and interac-  interactivity. LaserActive, no one else

Tre Duo CONTROL PACK THE LASERKARAOKE
LETS YOU PLAY INTER~ CONTROL PACK LETS
ACTIVE LASERDISCS, YOU PLAY 1,500
CD-ROM? anD SupER SING-ALOMG SONGS
CD-ROM2 piscs AND ¥ WITH ON-SCREEN LYRICS, el $400
ALL DTHER TURBOGRAFX™ BACKUP INSTRUMENTALS WORTH OF SOFTWARE
GAME CARTRIDGES. AND A MUSIC VIDEO. FREE WITH A LASERACTIVE AND
v it 0 et s 5 e AR o B L. (@) aereveverrrancenrinsiniiniennees.s (5) GAME CONTROL PACK PURCHASE

ONEMACHINE INFINITEPOSSIBILITIES.
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hat’s on TV
lonight?

To say that Americans enjoy an

ongoing love atfalr with their tele-

vision sets is to> belabor the obvi-

7
1
®
" -'l SOUI‘“"“C“ ous. A TV show isn’t deemed a hit
I
| . -
ke_home 'hea'ers s'ng unless tens of millions of house

holds tune In to watch It on a regu-

| 3
s
BY MA“ HOROW'TZ lar basls. Your local video stores

are usually more crowded than

your town’'s poshest restaurant.
We've even come to regard watch-
Ing TV with the family as quality
time.

It all comes down to entertain-

ment. We worlk, study, or play all

day, and at night we want to sit

N
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A FIGHTER
JET SHOULD
NOT SOUND

LIKEA
CAN OPENER.

back and relax in the comfort of our homes and be
dazzled by creative genius. For decades, the miracle of
TV images appearing magically in our living rooms was
enough to keep us enthralled. Then, as that miracle
grew thin, soundtracks—movie soundtracks, especial-
ly—began to take up the slack and contribute to the
experience as much as the visuals. Now, for the first
time, a veritable host of audio/video (A/V) components
is available at truly affordable prices, allowing us to
enjoy every nuance and all the power of soundtracks in
our homes. Combine them with high-quality pictures
displayed by a high-quality TV set, and the effect can be
downright riveting. It’s so good, in fact, we call it
“*home theater."

The goal of a home-theater systemis to reproduce the
visionof the TV, video, or movie director—and todo so
as faithfully as possible. Soundtracks play a vital role in
realizing this vision. If you're watching Top Gun. a
fighter jet should sound like a savagely powerful ma-
chine as it flies through the sky at breathtaking
speeds—not like an electric can opener laboring over a
can of cat food in your kitchen. A movie score by Erich
Wolfgang Korngold. Alex North. or Ennio Morricone
should sound every bit as rich as a performance by live
musicians. And sounds, whether subtle or dominant,
should correspond to the images you see on your TV
screen—if a character situated at the left edge of the
screen opens a door, for example, the sound of the door
opening should appear to come from the left edge of the
screen. In all cases. the sounds you hear should sound
lifelike. and you should never be aware that they are
being reproduced by some combination of amplifiers.
processors, and speakers.

Home theater presents music enthusiasts with an
entirely new arena in which to dabble. That’s because
the most economical way to build a home theater is to
add components to an existing hi-fi stereo system. In
some cases, it's simply a matter of hooking your stereo,
your TV, and your VCR together and buying a proces-
sor, some extra amplification, and three or four speak-
ers; inother cases, you may want to upgrade some or all
of your existing components. Many people upgrade
their TV sets, for example. since a 27-inch screen size
(measured diagonally) is considered the minimum for a
bona-fide home theater. Whatever route you take, we
guarantee the home-theater experience won't disap-
point you.

Surround Sound

The foundation of any home theater deserving of the
name is something called **surround sound.”” While the
vast majority of music recordings are meant to be
played back in stereo (that is, with two speakers playing
two discrete channels of music information), many
videodiscs, videotapes, and televised movies produced
during the past 10 years have been encoded with so-
called *“‘Dolby Surround™ information. Dolby Sur-
round is a home variation on the Dolby Stereo technol-
ogy used in movie theaters, and like its theater counter-
part it utilizes an additional. mono audio channel that is
recorded on film and video soundtracks.

The extra channel adds depth to enhance the overall
realism of the program, and it is typically used to handle
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special effects. In order to enjoy the benefits of Dolby
Surround, a home-theater system must have a Dolby
Surround processor. to decode the extra channel, and
at least four speakers (two front and two rear). Proces-
sors are available as stand-alone components, and
they re also built into receivers, amplifiers, integrated
amplifiers. TV sets, and even some speaker systems, a
union that helps earn these components the ““A/V"
designation.

Many A/V components offer a step-up version of
Dolby Surround processing called ‘' Dolby Pro Logic.™
Any component with a DPL decoder includes an output
for a center-channel speaker, bringing the minimum
number of speakers in the system up to five. A DPL
component also has built-in **steering-logic™" circuits,
which vastly improve the realism of the home-theater
expenence by carefully directing signals to appropriate
speakers—as in the sound of the door opening to the
front-left speaker, in the example cited above. In
addition, a DPL component excels at tying dialogue to
the center of the screen. where it belongs.

Note that the vast majority of surround-sound pro-
cessors provide some degree of straight music enhance-
ment tn addition to processing video soundtracks. The
basic idea is to imitate the way music sounds in various
venues. from theaters and music halls to jazz clubs and
stadiums. The imitations are based on reflectivity, or
the way sound behaves when it bounces off a venue’s
floor. ceiling. and walls. The more sophisticated (and
expensive) processors use digital signal processing
(DSP) to create this grand illusion. While some audio
purists turn their noses up at these digital manipula-
tions, we think a system that's been accurately adjusted
for surround sound is fantastic with some music. A
subtle touch is key, and the goal—as always—is a
natural and realistic sound. As with any electronics
purchase. a careful evaluation and solicitation of advice
from a professional are vital. Our guess, though., is that
you'll oe hooked for life if you experience a high-quality
demonstration of, say, Mozart in a digitally simulated
cathecral or Thelonious Monk in a recreated jazz club.

Know too that a growing number of TV shows have
Dolby Surround encoded on their soundtracks (North-
ern Exposure, Star Trek: The Next Generation, and The
Late Show with David Letterman are just three exam-
ples), as do many of the more sophisticated video-game
cartridges and other interactive programs. In short, a
well-designed home-theater system can add a thrilling
sense of realism to virtually any type of electronic home
entertainment.

Using Your Receiver

The first thing to decide is whether you want to use
your current stereo receiver in your home-theater
system (if you have one). While it won't have enough
channels to drive all of the speakers in the system, you
can use it todrive two of them, leaving only three others
(in a basic system) in need of amplification. If you're
happy with the receiver's performance, there’s really
no good reason (o ignore it—unless you want to use it in
another room or don't mind giving it to your parents,
siblings. kids. or a friend.

You can connect your receiver to a new surround-



sound processor through the former's ‘‘preamp-out/
main-in"" jacks or its ““tape-monitor loop."" Note that
the pre/main route is preferable, since it’ll give you
more control when setting volume levels among your
home theater's multiple speakers (a key element we’ll
discuss later) as well as leave your tape loop open for
any source components that might interest you in the
future. such as a new Digital Compact Cassette (DCC)
or MiniDisc (MD) deck.

You should also check your receiver's power capa-
bilities. Something in the range of 50 to 125 watts per
channel should be fine for driving the front speakers in
all but the largest of rooms. If your receiver only puts
out 20 or 30 watts per channel, however, you should
only use it to drive the rear speakers.

Note that it's important for the receiver's power
output to be matched to that of the rest of the home-
theater system; you don't want the speakers powered
by the receiver to be out of balance with the system's
other speakers. At higher listening levels, an overtaxed
amp can create distortion that could damage the speak-
ers. or at least draw attention to them, destroying the
realism of the experience. The general rule in home
theater is to deliver equal power to the front speakers
(including the center speaker, if one is used) and from
one-half to one-quarter of that figure for the rear
speakers. If your current receiver delivers 60 watts to
each of two speakers, for example. it's fine for front-
speaker duty, and you'll need to pair it with some kind
of amplification scheme that delivers 15 to 20 watts to
each of the rear speakers (plus another 60 watts to a
center speaker, if one is used).

If you use your receiver, it'll usually continue to
operate pretty much as it did before, driving two
speakers and enabling you to select and control whatev-
er sources you've got connected to it (such as a CD
player and cassette deck). But there's much more going
on in a home theater. and most of it will be beyond the
scope of an older receiver. Fortunately, you have
several options when it comes to adding surround-
sound processing and extra amplification.

Separates vs. Built-in

One method consists of adding a stand-alone sur-
round-sound processor as well as one or more separate
amplifiers. Hi-fi enthusiasts will recognize this as the
separates’" approach, which boasts increased flexibil-
ity and. arguably, refined sonics. The separates route
can get very expensive, however—and whether the
perceived performance benefits justify the dollars is
purely a matter of personal opinion.

Stand-alone processors can vary from the ultra-
simple to the ultra-complex. with most units typically
providing lots of special surround-sound processing
“*‘modes"’ for audio and video programs. It's not un-
common to find 10 or more different modes and all
kinds of parameters you can use to adjust each of the
modes. As mentioned, upscale models employ digital
signal processing, offering more control and (reputedly)
better sound. You'll also get all of the inputs and
outputs you need to connect the processor to various
amplification schemes.

When shopping for a separate amplifier (or more than

Yamaha's RX-V870
A receiver
(3899) uses psp
for ambience
enhancement.

L

The quasi-
dipole Surround
Speaker System
(3399 a pair),
trom Cambridge
SoundWorks.

A IVC's HR-J600U ($480) is a VHS VCR with Hi-Fi record-and-play circuitry;
Hi-Fi sound is so goad, some people ase it for audio-only recording.

A Pioneer’s CLD-D702 combi-player ($1,200) boasts double-side play of videodises,
a full roster of digital special effects, and an dluminated remote control.
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HAVING LEVEL
CONTROLS
ON THE
REMOTE IS
CRITICAL.

one), your only concern tied to home theater is getting
the right amount of power. In all other areas. your
purchase of a home-theater amp imposes no special
requirements. As mentioned above, most experts agree
that equal power delivered to the front three speakers is
a must, with a half or even a quarter of that amount
going to the rear speakers. (The rules change for
upscale “'THX'" systems, as you'll see in **The THX
Option,"' page 14.)

A dedicated home-theater amp can come in many
configurations in regards to channels. You can use a
stereo (two-channel) or three-channel model to drive a
center speaker and two rear speakers. (One channel ofa
stereo amp can drive both surround speakers, since the
surround signal is mono.) Or you can use a five-channel
model to drive these speakers plus one or two **passive
subwoofers,” which reproduce very low frequencies; if
you use only one subwoofer, you can bridge the remain-
ing amp channels to give it even more power (helpful
since low frequencies are notoriously power hungry).
You can use a five-channel amp to drive center and rear
speakers plus a pair of **front-effects"” or side surround
speakers, for which some pricey processors provide
outputs. Some companies even sell six-channel amplifi-
ers, which can handle any number of home-theater
scenarios. Suffice it to say, whatever you decide to do.
there will be plenty of amps from which to choose.

A more common—and more economical—way to
add to your current receiver is to buy a surround
processor with built-in amps. This way, you get all the
extra power you need and all the processing in one
chassis, with savings in dollars, shelf space, and hook-
up time. You might sacrifice a couple of the exotic
features found in upscale stand-alone processors, and
the power output might not be as robust, so it's best to
explore your options on a unit-by-unit basis. In any
case, manufacturers offer amp/processor combos at all
prices and levels of sophistication—some even have
DSP and five channels of amplification.

The A/V Receiver Option

Reassigning your current receiver and buying a new
A/V model can offer the most home-theater bang for
your buck. Most A/V receivers include all of the pro-
cessing and amplification you'll need to run your entire
home-theater system. Some models have nearly as
many features and processing modes as their stand-
alone counterparts—including one or more mono line-
level outputs for hooking up one or more powered
subwoofers. Manufacturers are also offering relatively
expensive A/V receivers that have the same topnotch
surround-sound processing circuits as their most ex-
pensive separates.

The downside to the A/V receiver approach becomes
apparent when you consider that this one piece of
equipment is packed with everything your old receiver
had plus a few more channels of amplification and a
sophisticated surround-sound processor. An A/V re-
ceiver's front panel can get very crowded; some end up
looking like the cockpit of a Lear Jet. Ease of use is in
question here. If the front panel is so busy that you'd
constantly be hitting the wrong button or spending too
much time squinting to read the buttons’ legends, you
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probably won't be able to enjoy the receiver.
Manufacturers are attacking this potential problem
from three fronts: They’re putting secondary controls
behind a fold-down door, they're packaging the receiv-
ers with a comprehensive, usually user-friendly remote
control, and most units feature on-screen displays.
Take some time to interact with any ‘‘front end”
component you're considering. You have to feel com-
fortabie with it or it isn’t the component for you.

Front-End Features

Whether you've selected an A/V receiver or one of
the amplifier/processor combinations discussed above,
there are certain key things to look for—some obvious.
some not so obvious. As we pointed out earlier, Dolby
Pro Logic processing is pretty much a must, and the
experts generally recommend an even distribution of
power for the three front channels.

In terms of user interaction, the ability to balance the
level of all the speakers is probably the most crucial
aspect of a refined home theater. Both the unit and its
remote control should have level controls. In many
cases, these controls limit you to adjusting the level of
the center and rear speakers, but this is fine; you can
adjust the level of the front left and right speakers using
the conventional left/right balance control, and
powered subwoofers come with their own level control.
Passive, nonpowered subwoofers are usually sold with
satellite speakers to which their output capabilities
have been closely matched. (Driven by the left and right
speaker outputs, a sub’s level rises and falls with that of
the satellites.) If you plan to use a passive subwoofer
that is not designed for use with your satellites, you'll
probatly need a processor that has a subwoofer-level
control. Otherwise, it's hit or miss in terms of level
matching. Having level controls on the remote is criti-
cal, since the level-balancing procedure must be per-
formed from the chair or couch from which you'll be
enjoying your home theater in order to be effective.

Speaking of remote control, make sure it’s logically
laid out and fairly easy to use with one hand. Although
there aren't a lot of them out there, an illuminated
remote—one whose buttons and legends can be set to
light up when you’re enjoying a program in a darkened
room—makes things a lot easier.

Your front end will probably be serving as the control
center for your entire audio/video system, so you need
to check that it offers all of the basic features and
controls to satisfy all of your audio and video needs.
See if there are enough inputs and outputs to handle all
the components you have now and any that you might
purchase in the foreseeable future. Again, this isn't a
problem with most units, since they generally offer a
forest of input/output jacks on the rear panel. The most
budget-friendly units might come up a little short,
though. Are there facilities for tape dubbing (both audio
and video) and all of the radio controls—scan and
memory presets, for example—you need?

Also check the unit’s display panel. An A/V control
center will be handling plenty of chores, and a compre-
hensive, legible display makes it very easy to keep track
of what you're doing. A logical representation of speak-
erlevels is truly useful; some units use LEDs to indicate



the level of individual channels. while others, as men-
tioned, have on-screen displays. These ‘‘on-screen
displays™ really simplify things. since they're much
larger—and. therefore, much easier to read—than even
the largest front-panel displays.

Performance differences between units are very diffi-
cult todiscern during an in-store demonstration. Power
differences are perhaps the easiest to gauge, but only
when the gap between competing models is significant.
In short. you probably won't be able to hear the
difference between a receiver delivering 60 watts per
channel and another delivering 75 watts per channel;
the accepted rule is that you have to double amplifier
power before you reach an appreciable difference in
volume capability. It should also prove difficult to hear
differences between a 100-watt-per-channel receiver
and a 100-watt-per-channel separate amplifier; the sep-
arate amp may be able to reproduce some extremely
subtle nuances that the receiver can't, but the key
words there are ‘‘may’” and ‘‘extremely subtle.”’ Un-
less you consider yourself a diehard audiophile, we
recommend that you don’t worry about investigating
such subtleties.

Differences in the surround-sound circuits will prob-
ably prove even more elusive—even when comparinga
$500 A7V receiver to a $1,500 separate processor. One
test the experts perform is to play a familiar videodisc
that's encoded with Dolby Surround. turn off the video
portion of the program, and simply listen to the audio
portion. If there are many instances of sounds jumping
erratically from speaker to speaker (remember, they
use a disc they're familiar with, so they know what to
expect). the unit earns a frown. In addition, the experts
listen to the basic quality of the soundtrack; as always,
the yardstick 1s that sounds must be reproduced in a
natural fashion.

You should also turn all of the speakers off except for
the rear speakers and listen to how they sound playing
by themselves. Do they distort when you turn the
volume up to a reasonably loud level? Another good
test is to disconnect only the center-channel speaker
and set the unit to its WIDE center-channel mode (if it
offers one). Then play a passage of simple mono
dialogue from a videodisc. Very little dialogue should
leak through to the side and rear channels; anything
more than a little is unacceptable, and the little there is
(there's almost always some) shouldn’t fluctuate in
level.

Other basic **tests " apply here as well. For example,

<

Definitive
Technology's BP2
($250 each) is a
bipolar speaker
that's ideal for
surround sound;
drivers fire from
the speaker’s front
and back, increasing
the sense of
spaciousness.

Denon’s AVR-3000
AV receiver
($1,400) delivers
110 watts x 3

and 35 watts x 2.

DENON recme amv-cmmmem = nwome mawen AVR-3000

TOSHIBA

DOL3% PRO LOGIC

CINEMA SERES

86,5t

Toshiba’s M-T69 VHS VCR ($600) has Hi-Fi circuitry

in addition to VCR Plus + programming

A Celestion’s AV-1 (8179 each) is a center-channel speaker.
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VIDEODISCS
ARE THE
PUREST
HOME-THEATER
SOURCE.

you can listen for “*crosstalk’" problems. whose pres-
ence indicates an inferior design: Have the salesperson
connect a CD player to the unit and play a CD with the
player’s output set to its maximum position. Then turn
the unit's volume control to a fairly high, but still
comfortable, listening level. Without adjusting the vol-
ume or hitting the CD player’s STOP button. use one of
the unit’s front-panel controls to select another input
(VIDEO 1, for example) that isn't currently operating.
You should hear absolute silence. If you hear some
sound "*bleeding’" over from the CD player. the unit in
question has a crosstalk problem. Finally. check the
component’s basic fit and finish—shoddy externals are
a good indication of a generally careless design.

Video

There are a number of necessities on the video side of
the equation, too. As mentioned, experts agree that you
need a minimum screen size of 27 inches to really get
the impact associated with a topnotch home theater. As
with power amplifiers. though, more is generally bet-
ter—which explains why more and more people are
deciding to go with big-screen projection TVs. Beyond
the size question, projection TVs also deliver an experi-
ence more like a theater. for two reasons: First, they
use actual screens instead of picture tubes to display
pictures. Second. the screens produce far less light than
picture tubes do.

Gomparing
Processors

Manufacturers of expensive sur-
round-sound processors (and of expen-
sive components with built-in proces-
sors) don't agree on much, but they do
agree on one thing: The computer chips
that do the surround decoding in a
home theater are not created equal.
Budget chips are asked to perform the
same tasks as pricey chips, and other
chips are designed with extra capabili-
ties. One question you might ask your-
self, then, is Can I hear the difference
between one processor and another?

If you're truly interested in the an-
swer (which probably differs for every
individual), and you can find a salesper-
sonwho's willing 10 set up a fair demon-
stration, you should definitely give it a
shot. Be forewarned, though, that this
will be a lengthy process, and it may
prove inconclusive.

A fair evaluation requires an equal
testing ground. So the only thing that
should change in the “‘reference sys-
tem’’ is the processor. The best way to
perform such a comparison is to have
the salesperson plug two processors
into a ‘‘switchbox,"’ feed them a video-
disc that has a Dolby Surround sound-
track, and direct the switchbox's multi-
channel output to a topnotch speaker
package. The use of high-quality com-
ponents will increase the odds of your
discerning differences.

Ifyou already know the identity of the
other components in your home-theater
system, you may want to use them as
the reference system. In such a case,
vou'll really be attempting to answer a
different question: Can | hear the differ-
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ence between processors in my system?
The answer 10 this question might prove
more meaningful.

Once you've decided on a reference
system, start by comparing an expen-
sive high-end processor with a budget
model. This should really put the odds
in your camp. Make sure both proces-
sors are set to the Dolby Pro Logic
mode, that the speaker levels are bal-
anced through each processor, and that
the main volume on both processors is
closely matched. As mentioned, every-
thing else—amplification, speakers,
and the source—should be identical.

Find a scene that has a lot of subtle
nuances on the soundtrack, especially
ones involving the rear speakers. In
Field of Dreams, for example, there’s a
scene where Kevin Costner is talking to
James Earl Jones and Amy Madigan;
in the foreground, the ghosts of the
old ballplayers are working out on
Costner's ballfield. Listen to the first
processor for a few moments and then
switch quickly 1o the second one. You
should hear the stars’ conversation
plainly enough, but you should also be
able to hear—"'in front’’ of that conver-
sation—the chatter of the players, the
whizz of the ball hurtling through the
air, and the thump of the ball as it hits
the players’ mitts.

Focus in on specific aspects of the
soundtrack and switch back and forth
between the processors. Which one is
doing a better job of reproducing these
disparate sounds naturally? Which one
is tving these sounds more accurately 1o
the on-screen visuals? Isolate the dia-
logue from the sound effects—is it ap-
pearing to come from the right charac-
ters at the right time? Are the shouts of
the plavers intruding on the stars’ con-
versation, or are they suitably muted

and positioned? In short, which system
makes vou think you're standing on a
Sarm in lowa?

If you hear drastic differences be-
tween the processors, doublecheck to
see that all the system parameters are
identical and that the levels are accu-
rately balanced. Any differences you
hear really should be subtle.

If vou're able to hear differences
between the pricey and budget proces-
sors (and can hear them reliably, with-
out doubt), your next move should be to
compare Iwo processors in your price
range. Repeat the procedure outlined
above with different scenes, discs, and
processing modes and jot down your
findings on a piece of paper. One pro-
cessor might do a better job with mov-
ies, say, while the other might excel
with music. Then tally up your findings
and consider how you'll be using the
processor. Ifyou'll be spending most of
yYour time enjoyving movies encoded
with Dolby Surround, for example, go
with the processor that sounded the
best in the Dolby Pro Logic mode.

Please note that the power of sugges-
tion can be very strong. You may be
more loyal to one brand name than
another. You may feel that the more
expensive model should do a better job.
Or you may be more impressed with the
processor that offers the most process-
ing modes or user-adjustable parame-
ters. For this reason, tell the sales-
person to keep the identity of the pro-
cessors—and his own opinions—secret
until the end of your experiment. If you
do, and if all other things are equal, the
comparison should be a fair one and
your conclusions will be valid. And
don’t worry if your conclusions are in-
conclusive—most people don't even
try. —M.H.



Potential downsides: Some screens don’t look very
good unless you're sitting directly in front of them, and
still others don’t produce enough light and are easily
washed out by the room's ambient light. Projection TVs
are usually pretty expensive, too, starting in the $2,000
range. Tube TVs are available in 35- and even 40-inch
sizes. though, so you have options if you want to go big.
Fortunately, the differences between tube TVs and
projection TVs will be immediately apparent even
during an in-store demonstration. Compare the two
types using a program you're familiar with. Remember
that you're probably going to be staring at one of them
every day for a long time, so take your time and go with
the one that looks best to you.

Whichever type you choose. the TV set should also
be a stereo model; you can route the stereo audio output
of other video sources directly to your A/V receiver or
amp/processor combo, but the TV itself has to be a
stereo model if you want to enjoy broadcast and cable
programs in true surround sound.

Likewise, your VCR should be a so-called **Hi-Fi"
model. Hi-Fi VCRs reproduce stereo audio of a quality
that falls somewhere between a very good audio cas-
sette deck and a CD player, and they'll help the
videotapes you rent and/or buy to sound their very best.
Hi-Fi VCRs sound so good that some people even use
them to make audio-only tapes. ‘*Super VHS " is really
a videophile subformat. since virtually no video stores
rent Super VHS movies.

Movie buffs keen on the idea of creating a legacy
should seriously consider the videodisc format. Video-
disc pictures look better than broadcast or cablecast
pictures or those produced by VCRs, and their sound-
tracks usually sound every bit as good as CDs. Like
CDs, videodiscs also offer programming options, al-
most instantaneous scanning, and no rewinding or fast-
forwarding. Special effects like frame-by-frame analy-
sis and variable forward and reverse slow motion are
often on tap. Many videodiscs are also offered in
special ‘‘widescreen' versions. which preserve the
**aspect ratio.”” or shape, of the picture as it was seen in
the theater (a wide rectangle, rather than the squarish
shape familiar from TV). And because the discs are
read by a laser, there’s very little opportunity for
degradation, which means they should last a very long
time. Thus, they are the best source possible—in terms
of pure performance—for your home theater.

While few video stores rent videodiscs and most
discs cost between about $30 and $45, there's no law
that you have to collect hundreds of them. Imagine a
nice family library of pristine videodiscs—Aladdin,
Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, E.T., The Wizard
of Oz, Home Alone, and Beauty and the Beast. How
about an action pack consisting of The Terminator,
Terminator 2: Judgment Day, Lethal Weapon, Under
Siege. Die Hard. and Cliffhanger? Or a sci-fi set: Star
Trek I1: The Wrath of Khan, Alien, Blade Runner, 2001 :
A Space Odyssey. Brazil. and Star Wars? If having your
favorite movies on hand to watch and enjoy any time
you want sounds like a great idea. collecting videodiscs

is the only way to go.
The most convenient option offered by some video-

disc players—and one well worth paying for—is the
ability to play both sides of a disc without your having

Palk’s CS350L8
center speaker
(5450) should kick
out a lot of sound
with even modestly
powered amps.

Kipsch’s SW10
pawered subwoofer
($749) has a 10-inch
driver, a 12-inch
passive radiator,
and a 100-watt
pawer amplifier.

.

A Carver’s DPL-20 surround-sound processor ($380) offers Dolby Pro Logic,
HALL, and synthesized-stereo modes; delay can be set to 20 or 30 milliseconds.

WV Panasonic’s LX-600 combi-player ($800) offers double-side play and
shuttle rings on both the front panel and the remate control.
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MOST OLDER
SPEAKERS
DON’T HAVE
MAGNETIC
SHIELDING.

to get up and turn the disc over. (You'll still have to get
up. of course. if you're enjoying a multidisc set.) The
one potential downside is that this feature adds a
number of moving parts to the equation and, as always.
more parts equals a greater chance for a breakdown.

Speakers

As mentioned, the minimum speaker array in a home
theater consists of two front speakers and two rear.
*'surround”” speakers. If your processing component
decodes Dolby Pro Logic signals. you should add a
center-channel speaker to the mix. In addition. many
systems employ one or two subwoofers. since the other
speakers in the system are usually incapable of produc-
ing very low frequencies. Note that you may not need a
subwoofer if you've decided to use the large speakers
from your stereo system here: if this is the case, use
them as the front left and right speakers.

One good reason to get three new speakers for the
front channels concerns magnets. Every speaker in

creation uses magnets to reproduce sound. and those
magnets typically interfere with the pictures displayed
by TVs. Manufacturers have begun to build in *“shield-
ing.”” which prevents the magnets from wreaking hav-
oc. but most older speakers don’t have it. If you're
wondering whether you can use your old speakers as
your home theater's main models. simply place them
next to your TV when it's turned on: if the picture
distorts. you have a problem. You can limit this inter-
ference by moving the speakers further from the TV—
but if you move them too far, you may spread the sound
out too much and destroy the illusion of reality the
system attempls to create

No matter what you decide to do with your current
speakers. don't underestimate the importance of the
role your center-channel speaker will play. Consider
that it will be handling the majority of a film's sound-
track. High-quality center channels are available from
just about every name-brand speaker manufacturer. If
you find yourself using a receiver or amp that delivers
less power 1o the center channel than to the front lett

The THX Option

Ask a videophile or salesperson
about *'the ultimate'’ home theater and
you might be regaled with tales of sys-
tems bearing the '"'THX'' designation.
THX—jokingly referred 1o as '‘Tomlin-
son Holman's Experiment,” after its
developer, but actually iaken from the
cult science-fiction movie THX 1138—
is not a specific product. Rather, it's an
extensive set of audio performance
standards. Originally established for
soundtrack reproduction in THX-ap-
proved movie theaters starting in 1983,
the standards were created by a divi-
sion of Lucasfilm Lid., the movie and
production company founded by
George **Star Wars'’ Lucas (who also
directed THX 1138).

Holman and cohorts based their
work on the criteria used to monitor a
movie's soundtrack at the all-important
dubbing stage. Their goals included
improving the intelligibility of dialogue,
doing a better job of tving sounds to
corresponding visuals, delivering high-
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quality sound to every seat in a theater,
smoothing out frequency response, and
increasing both the frequency and dy-
namic ranges.

Their work on THX theaters was
deemed successful, and Lucasfilm Ltd.
eventually adapted its standards for use
in home-theater systems that utilize
Dolby Pro Logic surround sound.
Home THX components, the first of
which appeared in 1990, are sold by
manufacturers that have had their
products approved by THX and have
paid a licensing fee. These products
bear the THX logo. To date, almost 30
companies have signed on uas licensees,
with relatively budgert-friendly pack-
ages from Technics, Kenwood, and Al-
tec Lansing rubbing shoulders with
high-end packages from Lexicon,
B&W, Velodyne, Fosgate-Audionics,
and others. Even speaker wire and in-
terconnects have gotten in on the act.
When you see the THX logo. you're
getting a seal of approval from Lucas-
film L.

What, specifically, does that entail?

Lexicon’s CP-3 surround pr_ocessor (52.7995)

The fine print on the standards is 100
lengthy to cover here, but we can give
you some broad strokes. THX has the
same goals for home systems as it does
for theaters. To achieve them, proces-
sors must incorporate ‘‘re-equaliza-
tion’' circuitry, which compensaies for
the acoustics of the room in which your
home theater will play. Speakers must
meet criteria for dispersion, frequency
range, and sensitivity, 1o name a few.
Amplifiers must deliver a minimum of
100 warts to each channel, and six
channels must be on tap.

THX prices are steep, though they
are coming down. The price for a com-
plete ampliprocessori/speaker package
(minus a source, like a videodisc player,
and a monitor, like a projection TV) has
Jjust dropped below the 34,500 mark,
thanks to electronics from Kenwood
and speakers from Boston Acoustics.
On the high side, JBL's Synthesis One
system, which includes a sophisticated
video projector, costs about the same
as a half-dozen fully loaded Ford Es-
corts. And there are plenty of stops in
between.

As with any electronics purchase, we
advise you to look before you leap.
Have a salesperson explain all the ins
and outs of the THX standard. Then
conduct a careful comparison of a THX
system and a similarly priced system
that doesn’t wear the THX logo—if
you're contemplating a minimum pur-
chase over $4,000, you deserve all the
explanations and demonstrations you
desire. —M.H.
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has five channels
of aneplification.
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and right channels, look for a speaker with an efficiency
rating (measured as sensitivity, in dB SPL) in the low
90s: this should help make up the power deficit.

There’s been some lively debate on this topic. but it's
still safe to say that your rear speakers don't need to be
as big or as expensive as your other speakers. The
reason is that surround-sound signals typically fall in
the middle of the audible spectrum and are usually fairly
low in level. As filmmakers find more creative ways to
use the surround channel, however, the demands on
speakers that handle surround signals are increasing.
(Dolby Stereo Digital, a movie-theater surround format
that willultimately make the jump to home theater, uses
two discrete, full-range surround channels.) As with all
speaker purchases, utilitarian considerations come into
play. In many living rooms, it’s just not possible to
position big rear speakers where they need to be. Often,
in-wall or plain bookshelf speakers mounted on the wall
handle the surround chores. And that’s fine.

If you need or want a subwoofer, know that they are
available in two basic flavors—passive and powered.
Passive subs need to be powered by one or more
amplifier channels, while powered subs have a built-in
amplifier. You may need two subwoofers if your home
theater will reside in a very large room or if you want to
live on the edge and create enough rumble to demolish
your home.

The output of a subwoofer is supposed to be nondi-
rectional; if it is, you won't be able to pinpoint its
location simply by listening to it. This is important,
since subwoofer cabinets tend to be large and unsight-
ly—you can hide a nondirectional model behind a
couch or drapes, under a coffeetable. or what have you.
To determine whether a sub is nondirectional, you'll
need to do some experimenting. Some experts turn off
the satellites and listen to the subwoofer alone—with
their eyes closed—to see whether they can tell if the

sound seems to come from “‘everywhere.’’ Even if you
can pinpoint the location of the subwoofer when the
satellites are turned off, understand that higher bass
frequencies from the satellites can trick you into think-
ing that deep bass notes are also coming from them. So
be sure to listen to the subwoofer and the satellites
together. Obviously, if the subwoofer is physically
centered between the front left and right speakers, it
will sound more-or-less correct, regardless of its direc-
tionality. Therefore, it’s important to move the sub well
to the side or behind your listening position before
evaluating it.

Note that better powered subwoofers let you vary the
frequency at which they begin to operate. This *‘cutoff
point™ is what dictates the sub's directionality—and
how well it integrates with the other speakers. With
some experimentation, and maybe a little help from an
experienced salesman, you should be able to choose a
cutoff frequency that allows the sub to mesh well with
the system and remain *‘invisible."’

No matter what your situation, there's probably a
time-saving multiple-speaker package that’s right for
you. There are six-piece sets with front. rear. and
center speakers plus a subwoofer, five-piece packages
without the subwoofer. three-piece center-and-rear
packages. four-piece center/rear/sub packages, and so
on. These prepackaged systems are certainly worth
checking out—oparticularly if you're on a budget.

Auditioning speakers for a home theater is similar to
the task of picking audio-only speakers. though you
should do the auditioning with movies, a variety of
music videos, and audio-only CDs or tapes. Many
experts recommend that the three front speakers (left,
center, and right) should come from the same manufac-
turer. The rationale is that they'll share similar sonic
characteristics <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>