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CONSIDERING THE YEARS WE'VE PUT INTO IT
IT°S NOT SURPRISING
HOW MANY YOU'LL GET OUT OF IT.




It can resurrect Jurassic Park. Rescue Apollo 13. Even raise Titanic. Not to mention
what it can do for the Eagles, Jeff Beck and Boyz I Men.

All with 620 watts RMS* Seven channels. And over a hundred years of Yamaha audio
experience.

Introducing the DSP-Al. A home theater processor/amplifier crafted with custom
microchips designed and manufactured exclusively by Yamaha. And equipped with the pro- :
prietary Digital Sound Field Processing we’ve been refining for more than a dozen years. -.,‘.2‘,'-‘““'1 -
Technology shaped by countless live concerts and studio sessions using Yamaha products.
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Right back to our first unplugged performance in 1887.

A century may seem like a lot to put into one home theater component.
But after experiencing the DSP-A1, enduring anything less will seem like an eternity.

1. 42 DSP modes recreate the ambiance of new venues like New York’s The Bottom Line
Jazz club using the most advanced measurement techniques yet, while also

transporting you to favorite locations like the Village Gate and The Roxy Theatre. . Wy

2. New Cinema DSP modes, includirg a special Sci-Fi mode, are optimized for specific types . 1 %?
ol

of films as well as DTS, Dolby Digital® and Pro Logic processing to recreate the

Spacious sensation of a first-run theater.

—Ege a0 oz
Ve 8 ©

3. DTS Digital Surround lets you experience exact replicas of the soundtrack masters that (o] &
have helped spectacles ranging from Jurassic Park to Titanic thrill audiences on over 12,000

screens worldwide.

4. Yamaha digital technology applies our years of experience in proprietary Digital Sound
Field Processing techniques to deliver the greatest possible sonic depth and detail.

5. 3 coaxial digital, 5 optical digital and 1 Dolby Digital RF input give you nearly twice
the options of other systems. And the DSP-AI’s extensive control capabilities let you optimize
sound for speaker size, subwoofer performance, room acoustics and other listening
conditions.

6. Yamaha Application Specific Integrated Circuits (ASICs), custom -engineered to

one- half-micron precision, ensure extremely faithful decoding of encoded soundtracks.

7. 5.1 channels for today and tomorrow. With DTS and Dolby Digital complemented by
inputs for yet-to-be-defined standards, the DSP-A1 may not be able to predict the future—
but it’s fully equipped to take you there.

8. Macro-Command Remote Control lets you program up to seven multi-step procedures to
execute at the touch of a button. It also operates additional Yamaha components, and can
learn to control components made by others.

9. Available in unique Amber Gold with polished wood-style side panels or traditional
Black Satin metal finish.

@YAMAHA

W HERE HOME THEATER 1L1TIVES

www.yamaha.com
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“iron Dan.” “Der Spieler.” “The Velvet
Anchor.” SportsCenter fans witnessed a
milestone last spring whe1 Dan Patrick
took his seat behind the aachor desk for
his 2000th consecutive b*oadcast. Day

in and day out this bulwark of sports

journalism has consistently raised the
bar at SportsCentet. and redefined the
way a generation thinks about sports.
Co-anchor Kenny Mayne sams it up best:
“He’s that big industrial sé¢ale in the
locker room upon which &il others-must
be weighed.” And amidst the hul[abalo
of the evening’s celebratons, 'whatlil{!
the Man-of-the-Hal*Hour have to say? .,

“'m honored, but it’s all just a lot of fuss. - - '

I'm just out there doing ~hat they pay
me to do.” Sure Dan, sure. E
Lights. Carera. History.

THIS IS SPORTSCENTER.
Mornings, primetime,
late night.
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Now Let Us Introduce To You...

~Alphas

o L

Critics have Cilied ‘ PSB Alpha
“the makings of anjaudic '.,Iegend."

Now the Alpha has become a

remarkable family of spea{(é‘rs

The ALpHAA/V, ALpHA MiNt, and ALPHA MITE are compact, high-performance monitors that fit satisfyingly
into a wide variety of music and Home Theater systems, from the simplest to much more elaborate.
Their amazing performance—including tonal balance, frequency and dynamic range, and imaging that
are remarkably close to the best available at any price—stems from the unique combination of
engineering, research, and musicianship that Paul Barton's long experience brings to the design
of all PSB speakers.

The ALpHa Mipi CENTER-CHANNEL and the ALPHA SUBSONIC 1 POWERED
SuBwoOFER are the final elements for enjoying extraordinary Home Theater sound
with extraordinary ease at incredibly low cost.

We think this handsome, high-achieving, but eminently accessible family of speakers
will soon be as much of a legend as its famed progenitor. You need to hear them to
SPEAKERS appreciate how far beyond expectations they perform.

888-772-0000
http://www.psbspezkers.com



ot too long after he left Canada’s

National Research Council

to become vice president of

engineering at Harman International

(parent of Harman Kardon, JBL,

Infinity, and other brands too
numerous to mention), Dr. Floyd Toole
began talking about building a state-of-
the-art facility for designing and evaluating
loudspeakers. That was about seven years
ago. This year, his dream finally came true.

Located in Harman’s expansive
Northridge, California, campus, the lab
includes two sizable new anechoic
chambers, supplementing a smaller one
already in place, and a suite specially
configured for conducting blind listening
comparisons of loudspeakers (or anything
else, for that matter). The latter is of
particular interest, as it incorporates an
automated shuffler that can swap the
positions of two pairs of speakers in
a matter of seconds, ensuring that listening
results are uncontaminated by the effects
of speaker placement. This might not seem
like a big deal, but Floyd has the data
to show that it really is. In some cases,
changing the placement alters the sound
more than changing the speakers. So if you
want accurate comparisons, the speaker and
listener locations must remain constant.
The shuffler takes care of that.

Sonically transparent but visually opaque
curtains deal with the issue of listener bias.
Floyd has plenty of data on the significance
of that, too, some of which ties in with
the speaker-placement question. For
example, the extent to which listener ratings
vary with changes in speaker position drops
when listeners can see the speakers;
the ratings start following the speaker more
and the position less. (See “The Science
of Listening,” December 1997.)

Tests are administered and scored by
computer, and there is also a computerized
listener-training program, designed
to hone subjects’ skills in identifying
alterations of tonal balance. There’s even
a special listening station, with its own
miniature swapper, for comparing
computer speakers. All in all, it’s a very

B ZX4l FORE-WORD

|
impressive setup—especially that speaker |
shuffler, which is just plain fun to watch |
work. More important, however, is |
the commitment it represents to sound
quality as a design goal by one of the |
biggest speaker companies in the business.

Harman, by the way, is both a licensee
and a sub-licensor of NXT’s flat-panel |
speaker technology. This spring, I visited |
NXT’s Cambridge, England, R&D
laboratory in an effort to get a better
handle on how those panels work. I
Anybody can make rigid panels generate
sound, as witness the various “turn your
walls into speakers” gizmos that have been
sold over the years, but getting them '
to generate good sound is another matter.
NXT has achieved that, and its panels
possess a number of other remarkable
characteristics as well.

What makes NXT an interesting
company, apart from all the different |
things it can turn into decent loudspeakers,
is what it sells, which is quite literally
knowledge. It packages and sells an |
understanding of how to make panels
composed of all sorts of materials into
loudspeakers having the characteristics
specified by their designers. Consequently, |
the staff is very different from what you'd
find at a more typical audio company—
lots of mathematicians, materials scientists,
a specialist in finite-element analysis, etc. |

So, do I understand now how NXT
panels work? Better than I did before but
not well enough to feel comfortable trying
to explain it in any detail to someone else.
Which led me to ask NXT’s research |
director, Henry Azima, to do it for me (see
“Up Against the Wall,” page 34). It is
impossible to know yet all the ways in
which NXT speakers will be used or }
the extent to which they will find their way |
into home audio and A/V applications.
But I have no doubt that they have
a significant future.
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THE RECORDABLE, DIGITAL SONY MINIDISC. IT LETS YOU RECORD YOUR FAVORITE SONGS FROM
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i ~ LETTERS

Vinyl Victorious

While British hi-fi magazines cheerfully
cover both digital and analog hardware and
software, Audio and your kindred magazine
Stereo Review have conspicuously avoided
mentioning the very existence of LPs as an
alternative audio format. When you do cov-
er LPs, it’s in sarcasm, denigration or, as in
the case of Corey Greenberg’s column
(“Front Row,” April) a boorish remark
about Dunhill Compact Classic’s Elvis: 24
Karat Hits! LP reissue.

Why do you guys have such palpable hos-
tility towards an alternative audio format?
Such blatent bias is quickly relegating your
magazine to tediousness and irrelevancy as
new domestic audio magazines rush in to
fill the void. According to HiFi News, EMI
has 16 automatic LP presses running 24
hours a day, and the quality of LP hardware
and software has never been better. Your
readership will never know about the cur-
rent LP-only projects by EMI, Telefunken,
Alto, King Records, Testament, Classic
Records, Simply Vinyl, WEA, and Three
Blind Mice; or domestic releases of current
hits, such as Bob Dylan’s Time Out of Mind.
Why not? Because Audio editors and staff
are crouched under the Maxwell Smart-es-
que “Cone of Silence,” hoping it will all go
away. It’s a wishful, self-fullfilling prophesy
that provides a distinct disservice to your
clueless readership. Michael Klewin

Lawrenceville, N.].

Editor’s Reply: Who’s the hostile one here?
We have not avoided mentioning LPs; some
of our writers speak of them frequently
(and positively), and so far this year we have
reviewed four phono products. That may
not seem like a lot, but it is actually well out
of proportion to the LP’s current share of
market, which is tiny and, despite the talk in
some circles of a resurgence, essentially
stagnant. LP sales dropped like a stone
through the late ’80s and early ’90s, then
bounced very slightly at the bottom in the
last few years, primarily in the categories of
dance and techno music. In 1993, 1.2 mil-
lion LPs were sold versus 495.4 million

CDs; last year, 2.7 million LPs were sold
versus 753.1 million CDs. That works out
to percentages of 0.24% and 0.36%, respec-
tively.

I say none of this out of any hostility to
the LP, which has been a wonderful music
medium. But the introduction of CD ended
the LP’s long reign as the highest-fidelity
home music carrier and eventually its mar-
ket dominance as well. Those are simply the
facts, and we cannot ignore them in pro-
ducing the magazine.—M.R.

Mix ’n’ Match

While Corey Greenberg’s “Auricle”
(May) on the Adcom Ball remote-con-
trolled home theater system seemed quite
positive, I was a little annoyed at his dispar-
agement of older Adcom amps as sounding
coarse and edgy, specifically the GFA-555II.
When I first installed one in my system I
also heard some edginess in the sound as
well as a rather bright high end (coarse-
ness?). At the time, [ was using Adcom’s
GFP-55511 preamp. Several years later I
bought a Hafler preamp, installed it, and
voila, the edginess was gone.

In the two years since, I have repeatedly
swapped these preamps and always find
that the Hafler/Adcom combination gives
me smoother and more fatigue-free listen-
ing than the Adcom/Adcom pairing. The
only shortcoming I can nail down as proba-
bly a fault of the amp is a lack of air in the
upper treble on some source material. I am
so satisfied with the Hafler/Adcom combo
that I've postponed my usual five-year re-
placement plan for these components. As is
probably true with most components,
proper matching is at least as important to
ultimate sound quality as how much you
spend, something I'm sure Greenberg does
not need to be reminded of.

While I could shell out some big bucks
for one of the current crop of super amps
like the Lamm M2.1 mono amps, and keep
it for 20 years to justify the expenditure, I
would rather spend less and get new stuff
more often for the same reason that I would
rather drive a new Honda than a 10-year-
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old Mercedes-Benz. The fact that Honda
has been as wildly popular with car buffs as
Adcom has been with audiophiles suggests
that most people must give at least some
weight to the concept of value and that by
doing so makes you no less of a car buff or
an audiophile. Ray M Schmidt

via e-mail

Video Panic

Look at the name of your magazine: Au-
dio. That is what we subscribers want, not
video. So it is with alarm that I see DVD re-
views taking up space that could be used for
CD reviews. And, on the horizon, [ also see
a magazine subscription that I will not re-
new if this trend continues. Stick to audio.
Remember High Fidelity? It tried to be all

things to all people, and it died.
Name withheld
via e-mail

No Divx

May I congratulate you on your contin-
ued opposition to Divx, as you expressed in
your editorial (“Fast Fore-Word,” June).
The concept will surely go down as one of
the most ill-conceived ideas of the
video/digital era.

Also, congratulations on the new DVD
review section that appeared in the June is-
sue. It is a welcome addition to your already
excellent magazine. John Burmej

via e-mail

Hidden Agenda

I have several comments regarding J.
Robert Stuart’s “Digital Audio for the Fu-
ture, Part 2,” in your April issue. Certainly
the article is very informative and I agree
with many of Stuart’s points regarding au-
dio formats.

However, Audio, as its publisher, has a re-
sponsibility to enlighten its readers on the
inherent differences between a white-paper
approach (which purely educates) versus an
intrinsic bias to adopt one format over an-
other. Stuart (as you accurately mention in
a sidebar) is the technical director for
Meridian Audio, which (big surprise) is de-
veloping lossless compression schemes.
Please don’t misinterpret what [ say about
Meridian. We need the highest level of au-
dio quality we can get!

But your readers should understand that
Stuart is using Audio as a sounding board to
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, < And, astonishingly rezl. Klipsch first began its romance with big theater

sound in 1946 witl the unveiling of the patent=d Klipschont” and the irtrocuction of horn technology
This technology contirues today as the hallmark of Klipsct speaker design, delivering the most intimaze
sound reproduction possible. Fall in Iove with professional theater soun d that embraces your senses.
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champion lossless compression as the de-
finitive audio format for the future. If you
think this was made clear by his very last
summary paragraph, I can assure you, it
was not.

Stuart states: “While it is not appropriate
here to go too deeply into the arguments for
and against bitstream coding, there are
some powerful negatives.” I guess what he
really means is: “Well, it’s okay to go into
the negatives, I just don’t want to talk about
the positives,” because the entire balance of
the article focuses on the positives of loss-
less compression.

Again, please do not misconstrue my
comments. I think the ARA has some great
ideas. I want to see the best-quality audio
technologies in use around the world. But
also think debatable issues should not be
wrapped in articles called “Digital Audio
for the Future.” This article is the ARA’s
version of digital audio for the future.
We’ve got enough confusion regarding au-
dio formats without hidden agendas in

Mike Newman
Sunnyvale, Cal.

your articles.

Author’s Reply: The article was not prepared
as a sounding board for lossless compres-
sion. Its origins were in an AES paper that
attempted to establish what performance
characteristics are required to guarantee
transparency in a digital audio channel and
to look for the best way to code such a
channel. In this process we have operated
from the immovable principle that we are
seeking the safest and best way to provide
high-quality sound.

Pulse-code modulation is the only ac-
cepted form of digital audio coding that is
well-enough understood to move to the
next generation. Techniques like pre-em-
phasis and lossless compression that build
upon that are, to me, little more than com-
mon sense and good engineering.

Yes, Meridian Audio has decided to offer
a lossless compression algorithm for con-
sideration, but the article is not about that.
In the concluding sections, I did not want
to go into the many points that I find nega-
tive about bitstream coding (which can also
be losslessly compressed, by the way). I did
not think that it was appropriate in this ar-
ticle. As to the negatives of lossless com-
pression, it is hard to find any.—J. Robert-
Stuart, Meridian Audio

All Things Being Equalized

Three cheers to John Sunier for sticking
up for tone controls in his March “Auricle”
review of the Musical Fidelity X-TONE. A
salesman of high-end equipment recently
told me he never uses tone controls. When I
informed him that [ used an equalizer, I
thought he was going to have a heart attack.

I well remember my era of enlighten-
ment. Unable to tame the brightness in
some early Mercury Living Presence LPs, I
bought my first equalizer, a JVC SEA-10. It
didn’t take long to realize that the culprit
was at 5 kHz. A 6-dB reduction at that point
was the solution.

As Sunier argues, equalization lets me
match the reproduction to the way I want
to listen. Art Geranios

Chicago, Ill.

Less Auricles, More Articles

As a long-time reader of most A/V maga-
zines (including Audio), I have become
concerned with the increasing pervasive-
ness of golden-earism and other backward
thinking in the audio world. Audio seemed
to be improving with the appointment of
Michael Riggs as editor. By publishing arti-
cles by Floyd Toole and Tom Nousaine on
controlled, scientific listening, Riggs has
brought some much needed rationality to
Audio.

But the frequency and absurdity of “Au-
ricle” reviews have continued with such
nonsense as high-end CD transports, tube
amps, cables, and other components that
have no real sound of their own. I needn’t
explore this further, as others much more
qualified than I have shown this to be a
waste of time. [ will say this, however: I hear
these wonderful differences the golden-ears
talk about—at least until the levels are
matched and I am forced to reliably identify
the huge difference, then the difference be-
comes much smaller and impossible to
identify. I am not deaf or absent a love of
music (as most golden-ears will suggest); I
merely recognize that as human beings we
perceive the world around us through
rather limited senses and that perception
can be easily distorted, confused, and mis-
interpreted.

I would have written this letter sooner
and elaborated on human fallibility and au-
dio myths if only Charles Butler had not
beaten me to the punch with his fine letter
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in the December 1997 issue. I wanted to
thank him for stating the case for real, ob-
jective improvements in audio so well, but
then I received the March 1998 issue. There
I found a rebuttal in the form of a joke from
Leland A. Beaman, a shallow, thin, ad-
hominem attack on Butler that neither re-
futed or disproved a single word Butler had
to say. I shall point out two things for those
to whom it may not be obvious:

1. The statement “Charles Butler is not
an audiophile,” is an opinion and not a fact,
as Beaman states!

2. The term “audiophile” means quite lit-
erally one who loves audio. Audio can mean
any number of things: a sound, the study of
sound, music and its performance, and the
reproduction of music. How can Beaman
know that Charles Butler is not an audio-
phile when the word has almost as many
meanings as the people who use it! Unless
Beaman knows Butler personally, how can
he possibly make such an erroneous state-
ment?

Now, I understand that Audio is in the
business of selling magazines and wants to
appeal to the largest possible audience, but
there is already enough high-end subjec-
tivist ranting in other publications. I would
hope that Audio can learn from its past and
not cave in to pressures that it include every
opinion, no matter how unfounded or
ridiculous. Just because a group proclaims
that 2 + 2 = 5 does not make it true, nor is it
worth debating once it has been proven
false. ’'m not suggesting that Audio not
publish letters such as Beaman’s; indeed,
printing his lame ad-hominem rebuttal
shows how flimsy the arguments of the
golden-ears are. Rather, I would like to see
more space devoted to real improvements
in audio and fewer “Auricles” on compo-
nents that drain the wallet and strain
credulity. The only audio components that
have been shown to make clearly audible
differences are speakers and room
acoustics. Those who believe that every ca-
ble has its own sound or that demagnetiz-
ing CDs will affect sound quality should
read magazines that help feed such irra-
tional beliefs. I would hope that Audio can
rise above such squabbles and continue to
dispense solid advice free of the confusion
spread by golden-ear misinformation.

Eric Buschvia
e-mail
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Now, with the new Recordable/Rewritable DR-700 CD
system from Marantz, you can record take after take of
flawless digital audio until you get exactly what you want.

Still not satisfied?

Just press erase
and start over. Make
no mistake. With the DR-700 you can say good-bye to all

those inferior and unpredictable formats — even your old

WhO S a YO u H ave TO CD-R deck. (The DR-700 records CD-R's, too!) And with the
L 've W't h YO ur M l Sta ke S ? superior sound quality audiophiles around the world have

come to expect from Marantz — plus analog, digital coax
and fiber optic I/Q — the DR-700 will undoubtedly become

the centerpiece of your home system.

CD-R media lets you make a
permanent recording. CD-RW
media, lets you record over and
over, to your heart’s content.

See your Marantz audio/video
specialist and find out why the best
mistakes are those you can erase.

Marantz America, Inc.

440 Medinah Road, Roselle, IL 60172
Phone: 630.307.3100

Fax: 630.307.2687
www.marantzamerica.com
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Audio Catalog

At Cambridge SoundWorks we make unique, critically-
acclaimed speakers and music systems designed by
Henry Kloss (founder of AR, KLH & Advent). We sell
them—and components from companies like Sony,
Harman Kardon, Carver and others—factory-direct,
with no expensive middiemen. Call today and find out
why Audio magazine said we may have “the
best value in the world.
* Call toll-free - 8AM-Midnight (ET), 365 days a
year-even holidays.
+ Save hundreds on components and systems
from Cambridge SoundWorks, Sony, Aiwa,
Harman Kardon, Panasonic, JVC and more.
¢ Audio experts will answer your questions before
and after you buy.
+ 30-Day Total Satisfaction Guarantee on all products.

“MovieWorks 5.1 Definitely
Delivers The Goods.”

Stereo Review
MovieWorks™51
by Henry Kloss.
A no-compromise
surround sound
speaker system
with awesome
powered sub and
MuttiPole™ suround &
speakers-ableto  *
switch from dipole
10 bipole operation. Stereo Review says, “genuinely
full-range, legitimately cinematic home theater
surround sound...open, detailed, up front sound with

S s $1.799%
1-800-FOR-HIF

>
SOUNDWORKS

Critically Acclaimed. Factory-Direct.

311 Needham Street, Suite 104, Newton MA 02164
Tel: 1-800-367-4434  Fax: 617-332-9229
Canaga: 1-800-525-4434 OQutside U.S. or Canada: 617-332-5936
World Wide Web Address: www.hifi.com

£19298 Cambnage SoundWorks, Iy
foveworks & MultiPoie are trademarks of Cambridge SoundWorks, Inc.
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JOSEPH GIOVANELLI

Analog Switcher for Digital Sources
Q Is it okay to use an old analog dbx pro-

gram selector as a digital input selector
to switch between digital sources with coaxial
outputs? Would it degrade the digital signal?
Obviously, 1 would use only one side of the
stereo pair of input jacks to carry the signal
from each digital source component.—S.
Campanile, Laguna Niguel, Cal.

I think that an analog distribution

box should work just fine to route
digital signals so long as there are only
switches and no electronic circuits in the
signal path. The reason I think it will work
is that I've used garden-variety audio inter-
connects (patch cords) in my studio to con-
nect two DAT recorders. My cable run was
about 10 feet, and I ran into no problems.
On reflection, the amount of capacitance
present in your audio equipment probably
won’t result in a loss of data.

Am I Sunk Without a Sub?

My DVD player has a built-in Dolby

Digital surround decoder and even a
master volume control. I have no surround
preamp, but I do have enough power amps
and speakers to give me main, center, and
surround channels. However, I lack a sub-
woofer. What would I lose by doing without
one? And what would I give up if I don’t want
to bother with a center channel’—Name
withheld.

If your main front speakers can deliv-

er good bass, you won’t lose all that
much. If that’s the case, try running with
those channels (and any others whose
speakers have good bass) set for “Large”
speakers and the others set for “Small.” If
you hear bass distortion, though, try setting
all channels for “Small” speakers and set-
ting your crossover frequency as low as it
can go, to avoid losing too much deep bass.
By filtering out the deep bass, the crossover
will make it easier for your speakers to re-
produce what’s left.

If your main speakers are close together
and at the same level as your TV screen, you
can probably do without a center speaker
altogether. But the farther you spread them,
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the more likely you’ll need a center speaker
to tie dialog to the screen. Just be sure your
decoder is set for the center setup you have.

European Power Considerations
Wher I move to England soon, I want
my 120-volt hi-fi components to work

properly. I know I will need a transformer to

step down the 220 volts used in England to
the American 120-volt standard. How big
should the transformer be? If I plug my pow-
er-line conditioner into it, will the rest of my
components receive the correct voltage? Will
the receiver still have enough power to drive
my speakers? Will my cassette deck and VCR
work properly on 50-Hz power? And will my
dual-voltage CD changer adapt autosatical-
ly to the higher voltage in England?—Kevin

Endsley, Clivis, N.M.

You will indeed need a step-down
transformer to convert the higher

U.K. voltage to the 120 volts required by

your equipment. (Radio Shack is often a

good source for these transformers.)

However, let’s first deal with the compo-
nents that don’t use motors—receivers, am-
plifiers, and the like. Each one draws a cer-
tain amount of power (measured in watts)
from the power line. That figure is usually
stamped on a plate or decal on the back of
each component or noted in the owner’s
manual. If only one step-down transformer
is used, it must be capable of handling the
sum of the power (in watts) required by
each device, as well as providing a safety
margin, which should be about 50%. For
example, if the total power requirement of

all your components adds up to 2,000

watts, you should get a step-down trans-

former rated at 3,000 watts.
Plug your line conditioner into the 120-
volt side of the step-down transformer and

If you have a problem or question about audio,
write to Mr. Joseph Giovanelli at AUDIO Maga-
zine, 1633 Broadway, New York, N.Y. 10019, or
via e-mail at joegio@cstone.net. All letters are
answered. In the event that your letter is chosen
by Mr. Giovanelli to appear in Audioclinic,
please indicate if your name or address should
be withheld. Please enclose a stamped, self-ad-
dressed envelope.



connect your components to the condi-
tioner as usual. Neither it nor your compo-
nents will care where their power comes
from, so long as the transformer is husky
enough to provide sufficient power. There-
fore, its output voltage will be relatively
constant regardless of how many devices
are operated simultaneously. Your receiver
will work fine and drive your speakers as it
always has.

You should be aware, too, that because
power in England is at 50 Hz rather than
the 60-Hz frequency used here, the reac-
tance of power transformers will be less at
50 Hz and your components may run
somewhat warmer; in fact, they may even
run hot. In most instances, the equipment
will operate very well at 50 Hz. But if the
transformer in a particular component is
running close to maximum, it may burn
out when operated at 50 Hz. Check the
component’s manufacturer to determine if
it’s okay to run it at 50 Hz.

Power-supply filtering will also be less ef-
fective at 50 Hz than at 60 Hz. If there is any
tendency for a component’s power supply
to produce hum, the hum will increase at 50

Hz. However, with modern voltage regula-
tors, this is seldom a problem.

Your CD player will not automatically
adjust to_the higher voltage in England.
Typically, you must set a dual-voltage com-
ponent to the desired input voltage with a
rear-panel switch or an internal selector. It
may be under a back plate, so check the
owner’s manual to discover where it is and
how to adjust it.

Of components that use motors (cassette
decks, turntables, tape recorders, VCRs,
etc.), some older machines used induction
or hysteresis-synchronous types, in which
case their rotational speed was regulated di-
rectly by the power-line frequency. Conse-
quently, a motor intended to operate at 60
Hz would run slower at 50 Hz. To accom-
modate this, manufacturers offered adapter
pulleys for the motor shaft. The increased
diameter of the shaft would drive the belt or
idler at the proper speed even though the
motor was turning more slowly.

Nowadays most motors operate differ-
ently. Even where such motors are frequen-
cy-dependent, their operating frequency is
generated within the equipment rather

than directly from the power line, so unless
you own a vintage turntable or tape deck, I
don’t think you need be concerned by the
50-Hz line frequency.

If you are planning to use your VCR only
to play videotapes from the U.S.A for view-
ing on an American TV you take with you
to England, the VCR will work. Otherwise,
forget the VCR and the TV: You won'’t be
able to receive, record, or watch British TV,
or play rental tapes in England because the
British TV standard (PAL) is incompatible
with NTSC-standard American TVs and
VCRs. Multi-standard VCRs and TVs exist,
but they’re expensive; alternatively, you
could sell or store your American video
gear and rent or buy PAL-standard equip-
ment while you’re in England.

Good Old Radios
Q A friend told me his old console radio
was better than anything built today.
This made me wonder whether or not older
really is better. For instance, if I had one,
what sort of performance and how much en-
Joyment might I expect from a crystal set?
How good were (are) they?—Name withheld

INTRODUCING A

MAXELL, A BRAND KNOWN FOR

>

0 YOUR EARS...

FROM MAXELL THAT OFFERS A
SELECTION OF FULL SIZE STUDIO SERIES, EAR BUDS AND LIGHTWEIGHT HEADPHONES.

AND IS ALSO A

OF ACCESSORIES, BATTERIES AND MEDIA PRODUCTS.

For further information, contact Gordon Tetreault at 201-794-5912 or E-mail at: gordont@maxeli.com




el ls
Enterfain

B PARA Home Tcater Specilisi

When you're buying audio and video components,

| it's important to understand that it's not enough to
| buy 3 good TV and VCR. Components must also be
chosen for how they sound together. PARA is
professional association of independent specialty
audio/video stores who are committed to the high-
est standards in retailing.

PARA stores will take the time to ask about
what you already own and suggest home
theater components that will integrate into
your current system.

PARA home entertainment professionals are
educated to explain the newest technologies in
clear, friendly language, helping you get the
best value for your money.

Let us help you choose the system that's just
right for you.

CALL 1-800 4-PARA 94 to find the PARA
dealer nearestyou!

Professional
AudioVideo
Retailers

Association

The methods used to demodulate

AM radio signals have not changed
over the years. Most AM radios incorporate
a diode that rectifies the desired radio-fre-
quency signal, converting it into pulsating
DC. (In a crystal set, the galena crystal—a
natural, crystalline lead ore that has the
property of passing current in only one di-
rection—is the diode, and though they
worked, they were not as electrically effi-
cient as modern, germanium diodes are.)
The DC pulsations are at the frequency of
the radio station being detected, or demod-
ulated. The amplitude, or strength, of these
pulsations varies in accordance with the au-
dio frequencies being transmitted. A capac-
itor then removes the radio-frequency
component but leaves the audio-frequency
part of the signal.

Crystal sets did not deliver hi-fi sound.
The transducer used to hear the radio signal
was a pair of headphones, and to have
enough sensitivity to reproduce the tiny sig-
nal from the crystal set—crystal sets re-
quired no power source, except the signal
from a long-wire antenna—they had to be
high impedance. Their inductance, along
with the mass of the diaphragms, made
their high-frequency response rather limit-
ed, and the diaphragms were so stiff they
couldn’t move very far, so low-frequency
response was zilch. Though the lows and
highs were often transmitted, crystal-set
owners didn’t hear them.

During the crystal-set era in the 1920s,
there were few stations to be heard, which is
just as well, because crystal sets had very
poor selectivity (no wonder people wanted
to hear KDKA in Pittsburgh—it was one of
the few stations on the air). Often a crystal
set could not separate stations even 100
kHz apart, mostly because of its tuning cir-
cuits. The antenna length, its capacitance
to ground, and a variable inductance were
important parts of the tuning system, a
combination that did not yield good per-
formance. Additionally, the diode and head-
phones were connected across the induc-
tance; consequently, their loading resulted
in a further lowering of the system Q. That,
in turn, decreased selectivity.

So on one hand, the basic crystal set was
a very primitive but effective early radio re-
ceiver that required no external power and
worked well with strong, local signals; on
the other hand, it was seriously flawed. As a
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boy, I was fascinated with these radios, and
I eventually designed a really good one. I
used two tuned circuits instead of one, and
a ganged tuning capacitor. I adjusted the
two circuits to track each other during tun-
ing. Additionally, I used ferrite cores and
kept the coupling between the circuits
rather loose. This avoided the loading of
one circuit by the other. I also used a
method of loosely coupling the antenna to
the first coil. That helped to improve selec-
tivity, but it decreased the amount of signal
available to the diode. And instead of head-
phones, I substituted a resistor of greater
value than that of the headphones. With all
these modifications, the signal level was so
low that I had to use a microphone preamp
to boost the signal to a usable level.

Nevertheless, the selectivity was surpris-
ingly good. I was able to separate most sig-
nals in the New York area, and at night I
could pick up some distant stations, includ-
ing KDKA in Pittsburgh.

However, there was a price to pay. Diodes
are not linear when a small signal is applied
to them. With this set, the strong stations
sounded very good indeed. I could still hear
highs, even though some sideband cutting
took place at the low end of the broadcast
band. But weaker signals had an audible
amount of distortion.

Amp Makes Popping Noise

My tube amp makes a loud, startling

popping noise 10 to 20 seconds after
it’s been turned off. Is this normal aging? If
not, what’s causing it? Will the noise damage
my speakers?=—Robert W. Hurley, Montreal,
Que., Canada

The popping sound is not a result of

equipment aging. If the pop is only a
bit startling, I doubt that speaker damage
will occur.

If you hear the pop in both channels, it is
likely a power-supply problem; my best
guess is that you have a leaky interstage
coupling capacitor. (You may be able to de-
termine this by examining the grid voltage
on various stages to see how it compares to
the values specified in the service manual
for your amp.)

It is also significant how much time pass-
es before you hear the noise. The current
drawn by the system as tubes cool should
reduce operating voltage to a point where,
when the pop occurs, it won’t drive your



output tubes to a power level sufficient to
damage your speakers.

If the noise is from just one speaker, the
problem is confined to a capacitor or a
tube. [ would use a low-powered amplifier
as a signal tracer. [ would place a DC block-
ing capacitor at the input of this amp so
you can go in on plate and cathode circuits
or even some grid circuits without damag-
ing your test amplifier. Be sure that the ca-
pacitor is rated to handle the highest possi-
ble DC voltage found in your amp. Proceed
from the input stage and eventually you will
come to a stage where the noise is present.
Unfortunately, this may not always be
where the noise originates. Negative feed.
back may provide a path from a later stage
back to the one that you have just found
containing the “pops” at turn-off.

Intermittent Car Speakers

My car stereo’s rear speakers cut in and

out intermittently. How do I fix this?—
Name withheld

The cure depends upon the cause, so

first you need to find what that is. This
is never easy with intermittent problems, be-
cause the difficulty is likely to appear and
disappear even when you do something ir-
relevant. Your chances of finding it are better
if it’s in only one channel, as you’ll see below.

If your car stereo’s front/rear fader is a
knob, lever, or ring, try moving it quickly
back and forth over its entire range of trav-
el. If that temporarily causes or cures the
problem, take off all knobs and rings on
that shaft, squirt in some volume-control
cleaner (such as Radio Shack’s No. 64-
4320), replace the knobs, and turn the con-
trols vigorously back and forth again. If that
does not cure the problem, you may need to
remove the stereo and have it serviced.

But if the fader has no effect, you must
look elsewhere. The wiring is the next most
likely culprit, especially if only one channel
is involved. First check the wiring at the rear
speakers, as that’s easiest to get to. If the
wires are attached by slip-on terminals, dis-
connect and reconnect them (with the ster-
eo off), making sure they’re firmly seated.
Next (with the stereo back on), gently jiggle
each wire; if that causes intermittent sound,
re-solder the wire to its slip-on terminal or
directly to the speaker’s terminal.

If the problem isn’t there, but is confined
to one channel, turn the stereo off, try feed-
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ing the left rear speaker’s wires to the right
rear speaker and vice versa, and turn it on
again. If the same speaker is dead, the prob-
lem’s in that speaker; if the problem has
switched channels, then the path to that
speaker is at fault.

Now we get to the inaccessible stuff:
Check the other end of the speaker cables. If
wiggling them changes nothing, try detach-
ing them from your stereo system and mo-
mentarily connecting a flashlight battery
against the wire to each speaker. You should
hear a brief click from the speaker when

you do; if not, the problem is likely to be
somewhere in the wiring. If your amps are
built into your head unit, then the latter is
likely at fault and you should take the car to
a car stereo specialist for repair.

If you have external amps, there’s one
more thing to check: Try swapping one ernd
of the cables connecting your head unit to
your amp, right for left and left for right. If
the problem does not swap channels, then
i’s probably in your amp. If the problem
swaps channels, it’s either in your head unit
or you have a defective cable. A

Rediscover Your Music!

Model 1

Model 2
—
“The
high-fidelity
standard.”

Model 3
“Superior detail e
and resolution.” * ‘ '

“Affordable
excellence.”

Model 5

Model 2W
- = “The amplified

3 subwoofer that rocks
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“Ultimate
center channel
realism.” *
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" The ideal
wall-mount
surround
speaker.”

“The ULTIMA-TE embodiment of the
VANDERSTEEN boxless design.”

* cut-away view

For more than 20 years, VANDERSTEEN AUDIO has built innovative phase-correct
loudspeakers true to both science and music. To experience the extraordinary
value and incredible realism of boxless dynamic speakers in a stereo, multi-
channel or home theater system, audition the legendary VANDERSTEEN speakers at
your nearest carefully selected dealer.

16 West Fourth St, Hanford, CA 93230
(209) 582-0324

Please call or write for complete information www.vandersteen.com

and the name of your nearest dealer,




WHAT'S NEW

ATLANTIC

The System 270,
a six-piece home theater
system, comprises the 273 C,
a tiltable center-channel
speaker with boundary
compensation; the 271 LR
left- and right-front speakers

with dual 5Va-inch woofers

flanking a silk-dome tweeter;

two 274 SR dipole surround
speakers; and the 272 PBM,
a sealed subwoofer with

a built-in 225-watt amp
powering a 12-inch driver.

ADVENT SUB/SAT
SPEAKER SYSTEM

Intended for PC owners who

want hi-fi sound and Dolby
Pro Logic capability for DVD
movie playback, the Powered
Partners AV390PL system
consists of three pieces: two
satellites, each with a 1-inch
tweeter and 3-inch
Neodymium midrange driver
powered by a 15-watt built-in
amp, and a slot-loaded

subwoofer with a 6%2-inch
woofer driven by an internal
40-watt amp. Frequency range
is specified as 40 Hz to 20 kHz
with amp distortion of less
than 1%. Built-in Dolby
Virtual Surround Sound is said
to deliver a five-channel
surround field with just two
speakers. Price: $199. (Advent,
407/333-8900)

TECHNOLOGY SPEAKERS

Prices: $2,396/system;
271 LR, $599 per pair;
273 C, $449 each;
274 SR, $549 per pair;
272 PBM, $799 each.
{Atlantic Technology,
781/762-6300)

NHT

SPEAKER

Intended for stereo or
home theater duties,
the SuperTwo combines
a 1-inch soft-dome tweeter
and 6'2-inch woofer—
the same drivers used in
NHT’s SuperOne—with
a downward-firing, long-
throw 6v2-inch subwoofer
to produce a claimed
frequency response of
35 Hz to 25 kHz, +3 dB.
Finished in high-gloss black,
the ported, three-way
speaker stands 39 inches
tall and is 7va inches
wide. Rated sensitivity is
87 dB (1 watt, 1 meter);
the crossover frequencies
are at 120 Hz and 2.2 kHz.
Price: $750 per pair.
(NHT, 800/648-9993)
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Ounfire
SUBWOOTFER

Bob Carver's True

Subwoofer Signature uses the

same 2,700-watt tracking
downconverter amplifier

as its sibling. However,

the Signature's frequency
response is said to be flat to
16 Hz, and acoustic output
has been increased by 6 dB.
The Signature is specified to
reproduce a frequency range
of 16 to 100 Hz at maximum
levels as great as 116 dB
SPL, all from an enclosure
just 13 x 13 x 13 inches.
Price: $2,195. (Sunfire,
425/335-4748)




As you begin your search for the
ideal home theater audio system,
ask yourself what’s important:

Is it the size
i of the equipment?

Or is it the size of the sound?

CUTTY L

It has long been assumed that bigger equipment means better sound. Not anymore. Bose” Lifestyle®
systems allow you to enjoy better sound with less clutter, less equipment and less complication.
A single, 2%"" high music center replaces an entire rack
i of electronics and includes a built-in CD player and AM/FM
A / tuner. * Tiny Jewel Cube” speakers are about the size of a

computer mouse. And hidden away out of view is the

Acoustimass” module for purer, more natural bass. Your favorite
music, movies and sports programs will come to life in a way you

simply cannot imagine. ®* Horre Theater Tech-

nology summed it up by saying, “Everything is
included and carefully thought out.... The performance is awesome.”* @ Please
call for your complimentary guide to our Lifestyle® music and home theater

systemns, and for Bose dealers near you. Then compare the size of Bose sound

to the sound of the biggest equipment you can find.

w ./ /57 SN
Better sound through researche
1-800-444-BOSE Ext.632 www.bose.com

@ 1997 Bose Corporation JN98307G *From a review of the Lifestyle® 12 home theater system
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AM Antenna

A passive AM antenna
with an adjustable tuning
dial, the AM Advantage is
said to minimize static and
afford clear reception of
more AM stations. Designed
to enhance local and distant
reception of AM frequencies
from 530 to 1700 kHz,
the Advantage can be
placed next to an AM radio

balanced via XIR and Va-inch
ring/tip/sleeve phone jacks.
A remote turn-on circuit is
provided for custom
installations. Price: $3,995.
(Lexicon, 781,/280-0300)

Five-Channel
Amplifier
Using modular
construction, the NT-512
houses five separate 120-watt
(into 8 ohms) amplifiers on

or hard-wired to a hi-fi
receiver or tuner. Using

the tuning control, you then
fine-tune the antenna to

the frequency of the desired
AM station. The Advantage
is a two-tone black and gray
loop with a lavender tuning
dial. Price: $49.95. (Terk,
800/942-8375)

AudioControl Car Equalizer/Crossover

individual cards, each with

its own power transformer.
Claimed to be cleaner
than Class-A designs, the
NT-512 uses proprietary
quad-complementary
high-current output
stages. The inputs are
unbalanced RCA and

HARMAN KARDON

In addition to optical and
coaxial digital inputs, the AVR75's
Dolby Digital decoder also
accepts the RF output signal
from AC-3 compatible laserdisc
players. The receiver's high-
current, ultrawide-bandwidth
5.1-channel amp is rated at
65 watts per channel (into
8 ohms) to all channels.

Intended for novice car audio buffs—even those who use stock
radio/head units—the Three.] combines sweepable
parametric low-bass equalization (12 dB boost
and cut) with separate EQ controls at 125 Hz,
800 Hz, and 8 kHz, a 24-dB/octave electronic
crossover, a four-channel line stage with 20 dB
of gain, and controls for subwoofer level, front-
rear fade, and master volume. Also included are

balanced differential inputs for lowest noise, plus
unbalanced and speaker-level inputs. Half-DIN

dimensions enable in-dash or under-dash mounting.

Price: $299. (AudioControl, 425/775-8461)

RECEIVER

The AVR75's features include
on-screen graphics, Dolby Pro
Logic, five AV inputs (three with
S-video jacks), three audio-only
inputs, an AM/FM tuner with

30 presets, front-panel A/V
jacks, DSP surround modes,

and a learning remote. Price:
$1,499. (Harman Kardon,
516/496-3400)

etc.), and the discs needn’t
be in adjacent slots to be

Disc-change time is said
never to exceed 11 seconds

with the SL-MCb, despite its
110-disc capacity. An optical
scanner notes empty slots
when the changer is turned
on, thus shortening change
time. You can organize (and
play) stored CDs by musical
groups (rock, country, jozz,
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assigned fo a group.

You can also choose custom
programs of 32 tracks from
among the discs.

The changer uses a Mash
1-bit D/A converter.

Price: $229.95. (Technics,
800/222-4213)



Meridian Digital Surround Controlter

The all New 561 features

Decode 8 channels including

side speakers for all modes

12 different user definable presets
3 subwoofer outputs with variable
crossovers for music or film with
overload protection

DSP tone controls

2 - room system capability
Expansion module for conversion of
analogue and digital sources to second zone

Meridian Proprietory Music Processing
Trifield, Ambisonic, Super Stereo, Music Logic
Meridian Lossless (MLP), Mono, Stereo, Music

Meridian Award winning Movie
and TV Processing

Dolby-AC3, DTS, MPEG Surround, Dolby
ProLogic, THX Cinema, Academy

Easy but flexible setup

Easy setup from the front panel or via a PC.
Setup via On Screen Display in

Composite and S-Video.

RS232 link for flexible setup, system
integration and software updates

Two trigger outputs

Audio Inputs and Outputs

7 analogue adjustable inputs

1 Digital optical input (Toslink)

5 Digital co-axial inputs IEC 1937, IEC 958
modular design for future 96kHz/24bit inputs
6 analogue output channels

8 digital output channels

(Meridian Digital Theatre)

2 analogue output channels (Tape and Zone 2)
1 digital output (Tape and Zone 2)

Video Inputs and Outputs

4 composite inputs

4 S-Video inputs

S-Video to composite conversion, On-screen
display for user and setup on both Main and
Tape outputs for composite and S-video

Suggested list price $4995US

Meridian's amazing new BOOTHROVD STUART
561 surround controller. /MERlDlAN
At this price, Meridian America in

- 3800 Camp Creek Parkway
what did we leave out? Buiding 2400, uite 122
Atlanta GA 30331
Tel {404) 344-7111
Fax (404) 346-7111

Absolutely nothing! eridion n Conads

Aralex Acoustics Ltd

106-42 Fawcett Rd, Coquitlam,
BC V3K 6X9

Tel (604) 528 8965

Fax (604) 527 3886

http://iwww.meridian-audio.com
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CIRCUIT GENETICS

iving creatures see, hear, smell,

feel, and move; so do some

electronic gadgets. Living crea-

tures also construct themselves

from nutrients and genetic in-

structions. Electronic gadgets
don’t...yet. Perhaps they never will.
But scientists are seriously looking at
the possibilities.

Many of them are, in fact, using
nature’s own genetic instruction
sheet, DNA, and for the same rea-
sons organisms do. The number and
arrangement of nucleotide bases in a
DNA molecule can carry a lot of in-
formation. Its interactions are
predictable. And complementary
strands can zip themselves together,
so that circuit elements attached to
each strand will automatically be
assembled properly.

About 10 years ago, Ned Seeman
(a crystallographer now at New York
University) and Bruce Robinson (of
the University of Washington in
Seattle) proposed a way of using
DNA to create self-assembling mem-
ory blocks. By their calculations, a 1-
cubic-centimeter memory block
would be able to store all the infor-
mation in every book ever written.

At the University of California,
Berkeley, Paul Alivisatos and Peter
Schultz are attempting to use DNA
assembly for microscopic electronic
circuits about 10 times smaller than
can be created today with photolith-
ography, and do it in a chemist’s
beaker.

Researchers Erez Braun and Uri
Sivan, at the Technion-Israel Insti-
tute of Technology in Haifa, have
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used DNA as a template to grow sil-
ver wires between electrodes too
close together for normal wiring
techniques. The Technion team uses
short DNA strands as anchors that
selectively hook longer DNA strands;
the longer strands act as templates
on which silver ions can be deposited
and then reduced to metal. Each
DNA template will connect itself
only to matching anchors so, by se-
lectively changing the anchor DNA,
it should be possible to build up self-
assembling nanocircuits.

Another wiring approach, not us-
ing DNA, is under development by a
team at Yale under Mark Reed, a pro-
fessor of electrical engineering. Their
aim is to develop computer chips
whose “wires” are self-assembling
strings of molecules. According to
Reed, that could lead to devices so
tiny that billions of transistors could
fit on a single chip, compared to the
tens of millions that fit on today’s
chips.

At Northwestern University, in
Evanston, Ill., Chad Mirkin and
Robert Letsinger are looking into
ways that DNA could be used to cre-
ate materials having useful electrical
or optical properties, such as DNA
lattices that would filter out light of
undesired wavelengths for use in op-
tical computers.

Meanwhile, at the Unversity of
California, San Diego (UCSD), and
at a company called Nanotronics,
Sadik Esner and colleagues have pro-
posed another design that uses DNA
to guide the assembly of opto-elec-
tric chip components and temporar-
ily glue otherwise-incompatible cir-
cuit elements together until they can
be bump-soldered permanently. The
UCSD team hopes that different
types of DNA would make the chips’
components migrate to their proper
places and stick there, using electri-
cal fields and electrically charged
DNA for extra guidance.

Other researchers are copying an-
other trick of living organisms: evolu-
tion. And they’re applying it both to
computer software and to the hard-
ware on which that software runs.

Hllustrations: Beata Szpura
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I spent a couple of hours on a recent Sunday helping educate
a teacher. My friend Denise needed speakers, so we went to a
store, listened to several, and bought none. Mission partially
accomplished.

Denise was just upgrading from a rack system to compo-
nents. She’d acquired a good receiver and CD player, and
speakers would complete the job. Her rack system’s speakers
were too big for the space available in her new home. And they
had problems, such as making Bob Dylan’s harmonica cut
through your ears like a dental drill. She wanted to buy new
speakers right away because I was only available that day to
help. I wanted her to get the right speak-
ers, whether she got them right away or
not. She quoted a tentative budget—$300
for the pair—and off we went.

There were no audio specialist stores in
her immediate vicinity and time was short,
50 we went to a nearby chain. The sales-
people were helpful and courteous, but
not too knowledgeable: I heard them dis-
cussing the differences between Dolby
Surround and Dolby Pro Logic releases of
a movie on tape, and they didn’t quite
know how to use their sound room’s
speaker selector. But the store had a decent
selection of brands (Bose, DCM, JBL ! _
Infinity, and Polk) in Denise’s price range. We listened first to
speakers at $300 a pair, while I pointed out their obvious defects.
(The salesman must have loved me!—though he did like having
me raise Denise’s sights, and budget, as 1 went.) Then, pointing
out that these bookshelf speakers would necessitate additional
spending for stands or wall mounts, I got her to try a few floor-
standing models at about $350 and finally $400 per pair. She
could hear the differences quite plainly, in bass extension and in
bass and treble clarity.

Everything in the room seemed boomy, however, whether
because the room’s acoustics were askew or because the store
had put a bit of bass boost into its demo setup (I asked about
that and was told no).

Soon, she was happily agreeing that a $400 pair was both
affordable and better-sounding than anything else we’d heard.
But neither of us was enchanted by them, possibly because of
the boominess, even though they sounded less boomy than
the rest.

After we left the store, we went for coffee to discuss what she
had learned, and what she should do next. I suggested she
spend what was laughingly called her spare time hanging
around hi-fi dealers, especially the hi-fi specialist stores, and |
gave her the name of one I'd heard of not terribly far from her.
I suggested skipping any speaker whose name she’d also seen
= °n TV sets and concentrating on speakers
made in English-speaking countries (the
U.S,, UK, and Canada—even including
Quebec, where English is a least well
understood) by companies that special-
ized in speakers. (I knew this would rule
out at least a few good speakers, but not
many).

I also told her to listen critically, start-
ing with stuff way above her price range,
to calibrate her ears, then listen to the
same recordings on speakers that would
fit her budget—not that [ didn’t expect
that budget to escalate a bit. I also coun-
seled her not to listen to a lot of speakers
at once—two or three per session, maybe, not counting the
expensive models used for ear-calibration.

[ also said [ could proxy-shop for her: that if she found a
speaker that seemed right, I'd go to a store near where I live, a
thousand miles away, listen to her choices, and alert her to any
virtues or bugs she might have missed. Still, when it’s time for
her to make her final pick, I'll probably go visit her.

“In other words,” she summarized, “I should shop for speak-
ers the way I’d shop for a dress to wear at a very important
occasion six months off: take my time, visit lots of places, and
compare carefully before buying.” I agreed. After all, my late
wife used to tell me I should shop for clothes more like the way
I shopped for speakers.

Software is more malleable than hard-

ware. (In fact, a main cause of computer
crashes is inadvertent changes in software
code.) So the evolutionary approach began
there, with “genetic algorithms.” In this
technique, a programmer creates several
programs loosely designed to accomplish a
task, then “mates” the most effective ones
by mixing their bit strings, repeating the
process for several generations. Genetic al-
gorithms have already proved their worth
in designing networks and turbines and in
mathematical research.

The next step, making hardware evolve,
has already begun, and the results are some-

what wilder. For several years, there have
been chips—Field Programmable Gate Ar-
rays (FPGAs)—whose circuitry could be re-
configured at will. Set an FPGA to do a task
and, if its logic isn’t properly designed for
the job, you can tell it to rewire itself some
other way. You can even program a com-
puter to handle the job, “breeding” FPGA
layouts that seem promising and throwing
in some evolutionary randomness to see
what happens.

Adrian Thompson, of the University of
Sussex in England, has been using this tech-
nique to develop a circuit that distinguishes
between two tones, a tiny step towards
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speech recognition, but to do it without a
clock to measure the number of signal
peaks against.

Within two weeks—and 500 circuit gen-
erations—Thompson’s chips could readily
tell the tones apart. But how they did it had
become a mystery. The FPGAs were using
only 32 of their active logic elements, a tiny
fraction of the elements a human-designed
circuit would have required. Elements that
were not tied to the main circuit still took
part in the task, perhaps through some
form of electromagnetic coupling.

However, circuits that worked on one
chip often would not work on another, and



changes in temperature or other environ-
mental factors often affected the operation
of the chips. Thompson is trying to get
around these problems, again by evolution-
ary means. By exposing the chips to envi
ronmental changes as their circuits are
evolving, he hopes to come up with circuits
that can do a simple job under any circum-
stances. Once that’s accomplished, the next
job will be to make the jobs more complex.
All these ideas are many years away from
home audio. But they do offer a glimpse of
a potential future, with audio systems that
redesign and rebuild themselves to incor-
porate the features we want and drop the
ones we don’t, or whose sound will opti-
mize itself to match our rooms, sonic pref-
erences, and tastes in music. A

NEW READER FOR OLD RECORDS

How do you play an old recording
whose grooves are made of fragile wax or
lhave been damaged by mechanical styli?
Researchers at Switzerland’s Federal
IInstitute of Technology in Lausanne
{ (EPFL) have found a way to do it by trac-
ing the groove with a special optical fiber,
according to a story in a September 1997
issue of New Scientist.

The fiber is a thousand times lighter
| than a conventional diamond stylus but
{has a larger diameter in order to ride

high in the groove, above areas where the
[ groove walls may have been damaged.

A laser beam is fed down the fiber and
reflected back from the fiber’s end, which
tis angled to act as a mirror. As the fiber
| traces the groove, its motions alter the
laser’s reflections, which are then read at
the fiber’s other end and decoded to yield
an audio signal and a tracking signal. The
latter controls the scrvomotor that slowly |
drives the fiber across the recorded sur- |
face. This feedback drive system helps the |
fiber move smoothly even where the
groove is damaged and minimizes record
wear. At the last reported stage of devel- =
opment, the system could apparently |
read only vertical modulations, as found |
on cylinder recordings and “hill-and-
dale” discs; most disc records, however,

used lateral modulations.

The system is already being employed
by the Swiss National Archive, Radio |
Suisse Romande, and Television Suise
Romande, chiefly for historical trans-
criptions made on wax.
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FATHERLAND
FAVORITES

eeking the reinforcement of

national stereotypes isn’t the
main reason one should at-
tend hi-fi shows off the beaten
path. Invariably, no matter
how obscure the event, they’re
loaded with surprises. There’s a ten-
dency for most globe-trotting/pro-
fessional hi-fi spectators to regard
the triumvirate of the Consumer
Electronics Show (held every Janu-
ary in Las Vegas), the Tokyo Audio
Fair, and the autumn show at Lon-
don’s Heathrow Airport as all that
one need frequent to stay well in-
formed. And that’s probably true.
But, boy, when you bypass the
shows in other territories, you lose
track of the oddities. Hell, there are
tube treasures to be found in Athens,

wild speaker designs in Malaysia, and
trick cables in Budapest, so snobbery
can cause the less-adventurous to
miss something exciting.

Given that the German market is,
by quite a margin, the most valuable
in Europe, you’d have thought that
the Frankfurt show held in May
would figure high on every manufac-
turer’s list. And, yes, the show did
host a fair number of enthusiastic
foreigners with initiative: Straight
Wire’s peripatetic Stephen Hill was
there, as were Jeff Rowland and per-
sonnel from AudioQuest, conrad-
johnson, and other notable Ameri-
can brands. The place was crawling
with British and Italian manufactur-
ers’ representatives as well. But the
press? Aside from the expected Ger-
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man contingent, the show might
have gone unnoticed abroad.

Which would be tragic, because
High End *98 was one of the best hi-
fi shows in Europe, if not the world.
Without even hinting at stereotypes
about Teutonic militarism, I must
say it was impossible not to marvel at
the planning and organization; the
whole event ran like a well-oiled
Porsche. (Okay, so the near-anal at-
tention paid to the legitimacy of
one’s badge to ensure that the en-
trance fee had been paid was enough
over the top to call to mind images of
Colonel Klink, but maybe that’s the
way all shows should be.) Moreover,
the show guide is the sort of souvenir
that could put your hand luggage
into the “excess baggage” category,
the exhibitors (unlike their auslander
counterparts) had spec sheets and
catalogs covering their debut wares
instead of excuses and verbal de-
scriptions, and most of the rooms
actually possessed good sonic char-
acter. But it was the homegrown
hardware that made this a feast for
the shutterbug.

Two things made this possible.
The first is that Germany is large
enough to support a manufacturing
base that seems healthy even though
most of its products never leave the
fatherland. Or, if they do, it’s on a
limited basis. I saw dozens of brands
that have little or no presence in oth-
er markets even though they deserve
wide distribution.

Second, Germany is the last bas-
tion of the vinyl record. Contrary to
the beliefs of certain vocal American
and British manufacturers and au-
diophiles, who think that they’re the
only analog fiends on earth, the Ger-
man high-end community shows so
much enthusiasm for LPs that you’d
be forgiven for thinking that you had
been transported back in time to
1982. And I’'m not just talking about
the stalls in the halls where you could
actually buy things like accessories
and discs. It took only moments to
calculate that there were more
records on sale than CDs . . . and that
the attendees were buying loads.

Hlustration: Marina Sagona
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You name it, it was being offered. Every
new audiophile LP, every commercial press-
ing, used discs, boxed sets—it was black
vinyl paradise. And then there were turnta-
bles everywhere you looked; I counted at
least a dozen new models and shelves full of
familiar LP spinners. More to the point, nu-
merous rooms were using records for their
demonstrations, including companies that
made or imported neither turntables nor
arms nor cartridges.

This was one of the key indicators of the
German market’s unique character. In
marked contrast to France, for example,
Europe’s leading market for home theater,
or certain Asian territories where karaoke is
taken seriously, Germany is hard-core au-
diophilia of the old stripe. And just as Ger-
many looks set to be the final stronghold
for vinyl, it could also be the last redoubt of
two-channel sound. With that in mind, is it
any surprise that the Frankfurt show was
overrun with tubes and horns?

For those of you who must have stereo-
types in order to impose some sense of or-
der on your lives, rest assured that one thing
remains unchanged: German audiophiles
still love chrome-plated everything. More
specifically, there were plenty of cool toys to
appeal to the lover of exotica, for the sort of
audiophile who shuns the major brands be-
cause he values novelty and rarity over
peace of mind. Some will reach American
shores; others might never leave Stuttgart
or Hamburg or Munich.

It was nice to witness, for example, a fa-
miliar company, Thorens, one of the most
important turntable manufacturers of all
time, debut a new plattenspieler that breaks
away, however slightly, from the norm. The
all-new Ambiance—DM6500, including an
SME 309 arm—features a tuned acrylic
platter and a heavily damped solid timber
chassis lined with a top-secret resin-based
mix. This black goo hardens while retain-
ing some elasticity, and it’s said to dampen
the base. A carefully designed and tuned
mat rests on top of the platter; remove
it, and there’s a cork sub-mat (reminiscent
of Great Britain’s Ringmat) in the pattern
of ... a Star of David! Read into that what-
ever you like.

Transrotor—one of Germany’s longest-
surviving high-end turntable manufacturers,
once known for a record player that fea-
tured a throttle straight out of a Messer-

schmitt—continues to wallow in chrome. It
was showing its latest flagship, the Aquila
Gold turntable, priced at a heady
DM21,000—which 1 think is around
$12,000. But that does pay for three (count
’em!) motors and real gold plating. Clear-
audio, too, showed further refinements of
its equally chromed turntables, but the god-
send for many might be the prototype of a
new, simple model at the low end of the
price scale. (And Clearaudio, unlike some
of its countrymen, has a U.S. presence.) Au-
diolabor, on the other hand, eschews the
shiny bits altogether, and its gorgeous, long-
serving Konstant turntable appeared in up-
dated form and sporting a matte titanium-
colored finish. Acoustic Signature’s Solid

THERE WERE PLENTY
OF COOL AUDIO TOYS

TO APPEALTO
THE LOVER OF EXOTICA.

One is a massive, bombproof, thread-drive
deck weighing 34 kilograms (75 pounds); it
sports a 2-inch thick aluminum platter and
sells for around DM5,000 (around $2,747).

Germans have some unusual ideas about
speakers, not least a love for the aforemen-
tioned horns, and it was a treat to hear the
familiar Avantgarde Acoustic horns—nor-
mally driven by single-ended triodes at
shows around the world—sounding posi-
tively luscious with Audiolabor’s new range
of ultracompact and beautifully made sol-
id-state amps. In one installation, I saw a
stack of four monoblock Model 500s with
separate power supplies—eight chassis in
total—with each amp good for 240 watts
into 4 ohms.

Bunzow, a brand completely new to me,
showed three models in its Jewelvision line.
The treble driver in this line is housed in a
faceted, solid chunk of plexiglass shaped just
like what Marilyn Monroe called a girl’s best
friend. My German is limited to clichés from
war movies, so I couldn’t engage in a con-
versation about the nonresonant properties
of plexiglass, but these guys were taking the
use of the material to the extreme. Size-
wise? These “diamonds” are around 6 inch-
es in diameter and 5 inches deep and are fit-
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ted to little pedestals you can position either
on top of an enclosure or on a shelf, or you
can even wall-mount them. Of course, these
modules are only satellites to which you add
woofers, but they do make a sparkling alter-
native to the little plastic lumps favored by
mass-market manufacturers who are on a
hide-the-speaker kick. And if women do, as
male chauvinist pigs suggest, worship pre-
cious stones, then it should be a lot easier
getting a pair of Bunzows past the wife than
any conventional box.

One unusual design that should do well
in the bass-mad U.S.A. is Wavier’s Polar di-
pole subwoofer. It looks like they took the
frames from two Quad ESL63s, cut slots
down the center so they could fit to form an
“X” (when viewed from the top), and fitted
a pair of cone woofers that fire in opposite
directions.

Another participant, Ear Max, imported
in the United States by Hart Huschens,
showed a redesigned version of its delight-
ful all-tube, OTL headphone amplifier. No
longer so ugly that it looks like an appliance
sold in Bedrock, the latest version features
Lemo connectors, bigger supply capacitors,
a shielded cord, and a German price of just
under DM1,000 (approximately $549). This
little gem is already stateside, so call Hart at
Audio Advancements—973/633-1151—if
you’re looking for a headphone amp that
can double as a conversation piece.

If further proof were needed, meanwhile,
that the Germans still worship chrome,
then nothing could convince you more
than the massive boomerang-shaped front
panel on the Musica Nova prototype ampli-
fier. The Valhalla is a dual-mono solid-
stater employing MOSFETs, and 1 was told
that the design allows it to be configured for
whatever power rating is required; the show
sample delivered 270 watts per channel.

I could, of course, go on and on talking
about other designs that—for the most
part—would require you either to import
them yourselves or to move to Germany,
but I won’t. Rather, I'd prefer to acknowl-
edge the reason why lots of reporters avoid
visiting the lesser-known shows: mouth-
watering photos and effusive text can serve
only to frustrate readers with limited or no
access to such goods.

So now you know how foreign audio-
philes feel when they read American hi-fi
magazines. A
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COMPRESSION IS
YOUR FRIEND

o fully appreciate why FMR

Audio’s $200 Really Nice

Compressor is such a monu-

mental breakthrough for the

home studio market, it helps

to flip through the pages of
TapeOp (www.teleport.com/~fboa;
503/239-5389), a cool little ’zine that’s
kind of like the Sound Practices of the
project-studio scene. Indie studio
owner Larry Crane (whose recent
credits include engineering work on
Elliott Smith’s Either/Or) fills the
pages of his self-published ’zine with
a cheerful mix of articles on do-it-
yourself recording and interviews
with indie-rock Portakids, 20- and
30-somethings who grew up during
the Tascam Portastudio four-track
cassette revolution of the early 1980s.
Once you get past the same, rote “dig-
ital sucks, analog rules” broken record

that Studio Practices suffers from,
TapeOp’s chock-fulla-advice inter-
views radiate the kind of infectious
creative vibe that makes you want to
grab your Strat, blow the dust off the
old Tascam, and give Guided By Voic-
es a run for its money.

Nowadays, Portakids know every-
thing there is to know about record-
ing their own songs, working their
Mackie mixers, getting a good guitar
sound with a Shure SM57 mike
shoved up against the amp and a Ra-
dio Shack PZM mike out in the
room. They know which Audio-

FMR AUDIO
5400 Brodie Lane, #1270-205,
Austin, Tex. 78745;
800/343-9976;
eds10@flash.net.
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Technica mikes are the coolest,
which old Tascam and Ampex reel-
to-reels are worth hunting down,
and they know that the best sound to
be had from a half-inch eight-track
is always with the Dolby/dbx noise
reduction turned off and the needles
pinning red the whole time.

But even armed with all this ar-
cane recording knowledge, the Por-
takids still sound like a bunch of
rank amateurs when you listen to
their indie-label CDs: You can’t hear
the singers all that well, the drums
sound like oatmeal cans, the guitar’s
either way too dominant or barely
audible, and there’s never any decent
low end. And for some strange rea-
son you can’t quite put your finger
on, indie CDs almost always sound
too quiet on your hi-fi rig, no matter
how much you crank the volume.
For a generation raised on Pet
Sounds and Back in Black, the Por-
takids can’t seem to record a big-
sounding CD to save their lives.

Nine times out of 10, this happens
because these kids don’t know dick-
all about compression. A home-stu-
dio geek friend of mine recently
spent thousands of dollars on exotic
mikes, preamps, and soundproofing
trying to get a good sound on his
recordings, but it wasn’t until he fi-
nally turned on and learned how to
use his compressor that his stuff
sounded anything like what you’d
hear from a major-label CD. Fact:
You can make better-sounding
recordings using el-cheapo Radio
Shack highball mikes and a Portastu-
dio than all the guys with 20-bit
ADATs and boutique tube mikes, if
you’ve got a good compressor and
know how to use it.

At the other end of the spectrum
lives another, more Audio-relevant
fact: Most audiophiles are totally,
completely backwards-assed about
what makes certain recordings
sound good. Hey, I don’t expect the
average audiophile to know which
mike Bill Porter used on Roy Orbi-
son’s vocals or what board Humble
Pie cut “30 Days in the Hole” with—
I'll let the poor bastards on alt.pen-

Hlustration: Courtney Granner
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The Really Nice
Compressor, or
RNC, from FMR
Audio.

cil.neck worry about accumulating the sum
total of recording-history trivia. But con-
sidering that most audiophiles are both
passionate music lovers and scarily reten-
tive when it comes to a quote in the third
paragraph of a loudspeaker review they
read five @$#% years ago, you'd think
they'd expend some of that obsessive audio
energy boning up a bit on recording tech-
nology before pooh-poohing the whole
business as being somehow in cahoots with
the Worldwide Conspiracy Of Evil Whose
Only Goal Is To Deprive You Of Good
Sound.

And just like the project-studio geeks,
audiophiles don’t know much about com-
pression beyond the oft-repeated dogma
that it makes things sound bad. I guess it
depends on what you think sounds “good.”
If you think Cheskys, Dorians, and other
purist-miked recordings sound good, and
rock records like the Beatles’ Revolver and
AC/DC’s Back in Black sound bad, bully for
you. Me, [ think that with very few excep-
tions—e.g., Kavi Alexander’s engineering
work on Water Lily Acoustics—most purist
CDs recorded without any compression
sound wimpy and small, and not very life-
like at all. It’s like they’re made for weak,
timid people who scare easily.

So what is a compressor, and why is it so
misunderstood by Portakids and audio nuts
alike? A compressor is an audio processor
that squeezes an audio signal’s dynamic
range so that the loud peaks are tamed and
the quietest sounds are boosted up, until
everything pretty much rocks at about the
same level. Compressors were used at least
as far back as the 1930s, to ensure that AM
stations could broadcast music without ei-

ther overmodulating
or losing quiet pas-
sages in noise and to
enable records to be
cut without over-
shooting the groove
and ruining the mas-
ter disc. But studio
engineers were quick
to grok that compres-
sion actually made
things sound bigger
and louder while si-
multaneously making
it easier to fit the sig-
nal onto dynamic-
range-challenged analog formats like LP
records and broadcast radio and TV, and
easier for typical home playback systems to
reproduce at realistic levels without distort-
ing the peaks.

On paper, compression sounds like the
worst, absolute last thing anyone would
ever want applied to his music recordings.
Give up dynamic range? After 50 years of
fighting tooth and nail for ever-wider dy-
namic range audio formats? When real life

MOST PURIST CDs
RECORDED WITHOUT
COMPRESSION SOUND

WIMPY, AND NOT VERY
LIFELIKE AT ALL.

has a huge dynamic range? I know it sounds
backward, and I'll admit that it took me
years of actually playing around with com-
pressors to understand this, but compress-
ing a recording’s dynamic range actually
makes it sound louder, and no compression
makes things sound quieter. Except for
when you turn your system up to compen-
sate, and an uncompressed kick drum
blows your woofers with a cool-sounding
crack that’s nice and loud for that half a
second before the smoke curls out of the
dead driver, I'll grant you that.

In fact, one of the main reasons people
dig the sound of old tube gear and analog
tape machines is because, unlike solid-state
electronics and digital recorders, tubes and
analog tape naturally and euphonically
compress musical peaks when you hit them
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hard with a lot of signal. The Rolling
Stones’ classic Let It Bleed is a great example
of both tube and analog-tape compression:
"Most every track features overdriven tube
guitar amps compressing the guitar signals,
which are then recorded onto analog tape at
such a purposefully high level that the tape
adds still more compression along with its
own unique distortion. It makes for great-
sounding guitar tracks that automatically
sit nice and snug in the mix because of all
the naturally-occurring compression.

I’'m convinced that the main reason the
Portakids diss digital recording and ADATs
is because they don’t get the same kind of
compression from digital recording that
they got from their analog-tape Portastu-
dios. Using one of the retro tube mike pre-
amps like the Bellari and ART jobs helps
somewhat, but if you want to get a big,
meaty sound, you really have to get a good
compressor.

The problem is, none of the budget com-
pressors you find at Guitar Center (which,
by the way, sucks), such as the various $200-
t0-$500 boxes from dbx and Alesis, are real-
ly good. They’ve got controls out the yin-
yang that let you dial in any kind of
compression you’d ever need, but the bot-
tom line is they sound grainy and raspy and
wind up mucking up a good track instead
of beefing it up. You lose a lot of high treble
with these budget boxes, and vocals sound
muddy and dead. Up till now, the only real-
ly good-sounding compressor under a
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