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Trouble making decisions? No problem. Unlike
recordable CDR where the recording is permanent,
the Sony MiniDisc is re-recordable up to a million
times. The recordable MiniDisc Walkman® Personal
Stereo digitally dubs your music so it sounds just
like the way you first reard it. Not only that,
you get virtually unshockable skip technology and
the ability to rearrange and delete songs with
the touch of a button. Plus, the MiniDisc Walkman
is so small it fits in your shirt pocket. There's
absolutely no better way to record your music.
Re-Recordable. Portabe. Digital.  MiniDisc.
CHECK OUT YOUR

FAVORITE ARTISTS ON

MD. HUNDREDS OF

PRE-RECORDOED TITLES

www.sonymusic.com/minidisc

SONY PORTREBLE MuUSsSI1C - LET YOUR MIND FPLAY"

www.sany.com/md
©1999 Sony Electionics Inc. Al rights reserved. Reproduction in whole of in part without written parnession is prohibited. Sony, Sony Portable Music Let Your Mind Play, and Walkman are trademarks of Sony.




“Definitive’s $549 ProTower
with Built-In Powered Subs
is an Affordable Dream!”

Defindtive’s remarkable new
$549 ea. ProTower 400 features:
* Abselute State-of-the-Art
Performance for Music and
Home Theater Perfection
* Built-in 125-Watt Powered
Dual Subwoofers for Tight,
Explosive, Earth-Shaking Bass
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Pure Aluminum Tweeters
for Natural Lifelike Clarity
* Optional Timbre-Matched |

Center and Rears

* High Definition, DTS and
Dolby Digital AC-3** Ready

* In Designer Black or White

“Killer speakers! At the price
they’re simply a steal.”

~Charles O'Meara, Absolute Sound

. Defimitive Technology*
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ISl FORE-WORD

n preparing this month’s point/
counterpoint feature—between Steve
Guttenberg and Mark Block, on
objective versus subjective audio
evaluation—I was struck by an idea
that I've seen expressed many times in
such debates. Steve talks about the stress of
controlled, double-blind listening tests
interfering with participants’ acuity.
That is, the situation reduces their ability
to hear real differences that would be more
readily apparent in an open, uncontrolled
comparison.

Although this notion of stress-induced
deafness scems widely accepted, 1 don’t
understand why. Does stress actually
impair listening discrimination? I don’t
know. Maybe, maybe not. Do the
conditions of a controlled listening
comparison induce stress? For some
people, perhaps, but I can say definitely not
for all. 1 don’t find them particularly
stressful, for example, nor does anyone else
I know who has had experience in such
comparisons. In fact, I think they’re less
stressful than open comparisons.

To me, one of the most pleasant things
about a blind comparison is that I don’t
know what’s what. This is very liberating.

[ can forget about the equipment and
concentrate on the sound, which is what all
such evaluations are supposed to be about,
no matter how they are conducted. It
eliminates the subliminal stress that I think
is always created in open comparisons by
expectations of what particular
components should sound like. It is hard

to be an audiophile and not have such
expectations, and it is impossible to
suppress them by force of will. Blind
testing deals with this fundamental
problem in a fundamental way: by
eliminating any basis for expectation.

I think that if more people had the
opportunity to participate in blind
listening tests, there would be less prejudice
against them. The question remains,
however, of why any such prejudice
exists to begin with. It seems to me
much more natural to assume that
blind comparisons would be the most
valid and useful.

The answer may be the same as for why
long-term listening without direct
comparisons is sometimes touted as more
effective than direct A/B comparison,
which I think is that the results are too
often unwelcome. Just sitting around
listening, it is easier both to forget and
to imagine than it is in a tight comparison,
with two items presented in immediate
succession. Sometimes fantasy is more
interesting than reality. And, of course,

a blind A/B eliminates fantasy as an option
altogether.

But is the reality uncovered by blind
comparison so terribly boring? It’s often
claimed that blind comparisons mask
differences and thus yield a consistent
impression that everything sounds the
same. Yet this is very far from the truth as
well. A properly conducted blind
comparison is a powerful tool for detecting
and characterizing real differences between |
components or processes. (See “The
Science of Listening” in the December
1997 issue.) This is why blind listening }
tests are used extensively in hearing and
psychoacoustic research, perceptual-coder
development, and loudspeaker design (at
least by some of the most sophisticated
companies). The results are reliable,
repeatable, and quite sensitive; they may
also be surprising or humbling. The one
real problem is that a good blind
comparison is relatively difficult to set up.

After many years of experience arguing
the question of blind versus open listening,
[ have no hope that it will ever be resolved |
to everyone’s satisfaction. I do firmly
believe, however, that blind comparison,
when feasible, is both more accurate and
revealing and thus to be preferred by all
who care primarily about fidelity and
progress.
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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 Il Men.

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

Count me among those subscribers who
are disappointed with your pandering to
high-end foolishness. I don’t care to read
about products like the $4,100 Bel Canto
Design SET 40 tube amplifier, reviewed by
Bascom King in your November 1998 issue.
When one looks past the name and the fan-
cy package, it’s an expensive, low-powered,
amplifier-cum-distortion generator. If [
wanted harmonic distortion, I could buy a
decent amp and an Aphex Aural Exciter for
a lot less money—and have the option of
turning the distortion off.

On page 50, King calls the spectral char-
acteristics of the Bel Canto amp’s distortion
“good.” A good reviewer would frankly
note that the amp’s distortion level is high
enough to be audible, and he would tell the
consumer that he’s buying a signal proces-
sor. Instead, King’s approach is to skirt dis-
cussion of these realities and simply praise
the sound of the amplifier.

I’ve subscribed to Audio for about 20
years. You used not to pay as much atten-
tion to high-end nonsense. You still run
some rather worthwhile articles—many of
the interviews fall into that category—but
aren’t you just the slightest bit embar-
rassed to put technically sound features in
the same issue as, for example, a typical
“Auricle” by Anthony Cordesman?

Tom Ace
Lone Pine, Cal.

Disk Error

I was aghast when | picked up the De-
cember 1998 Audio, turned to the table of
contents, and saw that the SyQuest SyJet
portable hard drive was being reviewed in
“PlayBack.”

[ urge reviewer John Gatski to dial
SyQuest’s phone number and “stay on the
line”! For months it has been a runaround,
because the company is in the throes of re-
organization or bankruptcy.

Why did Audio allow this review to run?
Don’t tell me that it was too late, etc.; per-
haps it is more about sloppiness or just not
caring.

I have called several reputable magazines
that still carry ads from companies that are
“getting rid of their SyQuest” stock. Shame!
A backup disk system is critical to the total
environment of serious computing!

Name withheld
via e-mail

Editor’s Reply: Sorry, our lead time is about
three months. At the time we prepared that
issue, SyQuest did not seem to be in quite
the state it is today, and we did not have
trouble getting information from them. It is
not an inconsequential matter to us, by the
way, since we use SyQuest disks extensively
for transmitting and storing files.—M.R.

Expert Criticism

Could somebody tell me who anointed
Corey Greenberg the “god of project studio
recording” And why is he so far behind on
this subject if he’s an expert? While Corey
admits that HD [hard-disk] recording isn’t
new, he summarily says (“Front Row,” De-
cember 1998) that every product, before his
epiphany with Gina, “blew.” He’s heard
every one? Every one? Come on.

Apparently, Corey’s one of these clowns
who feels that his experience in audio
makes him a genius everywhere else. Sorry,
clown-boy, you're spewing crap. Let me fill
Greenberg in on what’s been happening in
the computer project studio for the last few
years.

Digidesign has been manufacturing
pro/project digital cards for years that cost
about $600 and offer near-top-quality digi-
tal sound. Following its lead, everybody and
their brother is in this field now, but
Digidesign also developed the premier
hardware/software solution for multitrack
recording. Though prices were steep for a
complete system, competition has brought
them down drastically, as have cheaper
CPUs and A/D/A chips.

About four years ago, OSC raised the
ante by developing the first software-only
digital audio workstation—no more dedi-
cated hardware needed for multitrack
recording with a computer. OSC had devel-
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oped a lot of the software for Digidesign
and struck a blow for hardware indepen-
dence. The hitch was that only a Power Mac
had the horsepower to run it.

This all brings up some very interesting
points. Greenberg undoubtedly loves ex-
pensive audio equipment but uses cheap
computers and software. And, as much as
he’s an audio industry insider, he’s way out
of the loop when it comes to computer
recording technology.

There are several audio cards and inter-
faces that have as many or more features in
Gina’s price range and whose sound quality
is equal or better. My 20-bit Korg 1212 I/O
is one of them.

Finally, Corey, like most computer
novices, you opt for a Windows machine.
What a joke. I'd have some respect for you if
you'd have at least opted for NT. And if you
really were so clued in, you’d have done
what a majority of graphics/music/video
pros do: gotten a Mac. A G3 Mac is like hav-
ing two Pentium machines.

Since you need some help staying cur-
rent, let me clue you in on the computer
you’ll want next: a G4 Mac with an Altivec
processor. A recent demonstration showed
Motorola’s next line of CPUs to be 10 to 15
times faster than the fastest current Macs,
which would make one of these Motorolas
20 to 30 times more powerful than any Pen-
tium processor. That jump in performance
is not due to processor speed but a new way
to compute data in parallel so that it will be
10 to 15 times faster than any comparable,
non-Altivec processor.

The Altivec processor is due out this
summer and only on the Mac. Windows,
Intel, Sun, SGI, DEC—they’re all toast if
this works out. You don’t have to thank me
for the news. Jeffrey Henning

Upper Darby, Pa.

Dumb and Dumber?

In “Mondo Audio” in the November
1998 issue, Ken Kessler used the word
“bitching.” Wouldn’t “complaining” have
been a better choice? Kessler, like so many
others in our society, apparently suffers
from the Beavis and Butt-head mentality:
He assumes that foul language and a lack of
civility are all right. Perhaps it is true that
our society is being “dumbed down.”

Tommy Norton
via e-mail
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LIFESTYLE®
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SYSTEMS

An audio system should deliver
sound to enhance the experience,
not complexity to impede it. For
example, the requirements for
optimum audio performance with
movie soundtracks differ from those

of music CDs. Lifestyle® systems

make these adjustments automat-
ically, bringing to movies, music

and sports the kind of sound
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JOSEPH GIOVANELLI

Tweeter Burnout

Q I’ve read, on occasion, about a rweeter

burning out. Does that mean the driver

catches on fire, blows up, or just stops work-
ing?—Name withheld

When a tweeter burns out, it usually

stops producing sound; if it continues
to produce sound, the sound is distorted.
There might be smoke in some instances,
but there won’t be an explosion or anything
so dramatic. Burnout occurs when more
amplifier power is fed to the tweeter than it
can handle. The voice coil heats up to a
point where some of its wires begin to melt.
In effect, this breaks the wire. No further
current can flow through the coil, hence no
sound emerges from the tweeter.

If the wire doesn’t fail, the heat may warp
the voice coil’s former (the cardboard or
plastic tube on which the coil is wound).
The former is designed to fit precisely into

The neEay Cly

* 2x 100 w/ch. into 8

full function remote
100% symetrical
circuitry

preamp output

high current capability
modular construction
digital volume readout
balanced input

solid aluminum machined
remote control

the space between two magnetic pole pieces.
But if the former is warped, the coil rubs
against one of the pole pieces. You might
hear a raspy buzz from the tweeter because
it can no longer move freely back and forth.

In either case, the tweeter is ruined and
must be replaced. Very few rweeters can be
repaired; it’s too delicate a task.

Audible Distortion
from CD Players
When I play one particular CD on
each of niy two players, 1 hear more
distortion from one of them than I do from
the other. Is this possible, or am I hallucinat-
ing?—Mark Mina, Costa Mesa, Cal.
The differences that I hear among
Compact Disc players are subtle. In
fact, I have never heard a CD player that
produced obvious distortion from a highly
modulated recording.

sse CAP-§(

LZ L4l

I'think that the CD player of yours gener-
ating more distortion may simply be pro-
ducing higher output voltage, which may be
enough to overdrive the input stage of your
preamp or receiver; if the offending player
is also the louder one, that’s probably the
case. Input overload can occur if your pre-
amp has an active input stage ahead of the
volume control, where it’s exposed to the
full voltage from this player. If the player
has an output level control, you can solve
the problem by turning it down.

Otherwise, try inserting a simple in-line
attenuator (available from DB Systems,
603/899-5121, or electronics supply out
lets) between the offending CD plaver’s
output jacks and your preamp’s input jacks.
It should pad down the player’s output
enough to eliminate the distortion.

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 ¢-mail at joegio@cstone.nct. 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.

7
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CDP5

CD player CDP.3

Perfect match for the CAP-80: o dual 20 bit PCM 1702 DAC’s
HDCD filter

single-ended and balanced outputs
758 SP/DIF digital out

solid aluminum machined remote control

5070 Frangois-Cusson, Lachine, Quebec, Canada HST IB3
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System Noise
Q Sometimes we hear a high-pitched

noise, sort of like squealing, coming
from the tweeters in our system. It occurs
mostly during the day, usually in one channel
but sometimes in both channels. Also, what
does RF noise sound like in an audio
system?—George and Diane (’Sullivan,
Mount Olive, N.J.

Radio-frequency (RF) interference

sounds like the source itself. If an AM
station’s signal is entering your system,
you'll hear the actual program being broad-
cast, because at the point of entry, the sig-
nal is usually rectified, i.e., converted into
an audible broadcast signal. (If the inter-
ference is from a paging service, you'll hear
the data being sent or perhaps even the
voice page that’s transmitted.) Although it’s
possible for RF noise to have other, more
correlated sounds (such as the squealing
you mentioned), I think it’s unlikely that
your problem is RF interference.

Sustained noise is most often a sign that
something in your audio system is oscillat-
ing. Oscillation is typically caused by the
failure of a decoupling capacitor. Because of
the intermittent nature of the noise, it will
be difficult to trace. To isolate it to a specif-
ic component, note which unit is operating
when the noise occurs. If the noise seems to
be coming from your CD player, for exam-
ple, disconnect it and use other program
sources to see if you still hear the noise
when those sources are playing. It’s also
possible for the noise to originate in a pre-
amp or power amp. If, after checking vari-
ous sources, you find that the noise is still
present, disconnect the preamp from the
power amp. This will rule out the preamp
as the source of the noise.

What'’s puzzling to me is that the noise
occurs mainly in the daytime. Assuming
that it’s not caused by some oddball RF
source, such as a diathermy machine (used
by chiropractors) or a supermarket check-
out system or something similar, you have
to determine what’s different in your home
during the day. The most likely difference is
that the power-line voltage is higher be-
cause fewer people are at home. Higher op-
erating voltages may slightly change the op-
erating characteristics of your equipment.
A unit on the verge of producing noise may
be triggered into that state by a higher AC
line voltage.
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HIGH-PERFORMANCE AUDIO & VIDEO SOUND SYSTEMS

Win A 6-Piece Home
Theater Speaker System.

At Cambridge SoundWorks we make unique, highly-acclaimed audio and video sound systems designed by
Henry Kloss (founder of Acoustic Research, KLH & Advent). We sell them—along with components from
companies like Sony, Marantz and others—factory-direct, eliminating expensive middlemen. For a FREE catalog,
call us at 1-800-HIF1, or visit our website at HIFLCOM and register to win our G-piece Ensemble IV Home
Theater speaker svstem, our most affordable subwoofer/satellite system. And find out why =

Audio magazine said we may have “the best value in the world.”

+ Call wli-free - 8AM-Midnight (ET), 365 days a vear.

+ Save hundreds on components and systems from Cambridge SoundWorks, Sony,
Marantz. Panasonic, JVC and more.

+ Our AudioNideo Consultants will answer your questions before and after you buy.

+ 30-Day Total Satisfaction Guarantee on all products.

* The best warranties in the industry.

For A FREE Catalog Call 1-800-FOR-HIFI
-

OUNDWORKS

311 Noedham Street Sulle 104, Newton MA 02464 Tel 1-800-367-4434 Fax §17-527-3134
Canada 1-800-525-4434 Outsioe US of Canada 617-332-5336
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Lef Us Enterfain You!

As a professional assaciation
of audio/video specialty Stores,  {jite ' A
PARA sets the standards for i, i IR
high quality retail shopping.
Member dealers know quallty,
service, and most of all, they
know music and home theater.

PARA Home Theater Specialist

PARA stores will take the time to ask about what you already own
and suggest home theater camponents 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 nearest you!  Professional AudioVideo Retailers Association




The Opal uses a grounded
grid stage isolated by two
cathode followers, a tube
topology Wyetech Labs says
produces an extremely fast
circuit. Its power supply, in a
separate chassis, is specified to
limit drift to within 2 millivolts/
second. No negative feedback

is used in the preamp or power
supply. A wide-bandwidth
design, the Opal is said to be
just 3 dB down at 750 kHz.
Shallco switches, among them
a 24-step volume control, are
used throughout. Price: $7,500,
including power supply.
(Wyetech Labs, 613/526-5390)

Behind the Nevada's colorful,
detachable faceplate is what
Blaupunkt says is the world’s first
true digital AM/FM tuner. It
digitizes incoming radio signals
and performs demodulation,
filtering, and multiplex processing
in the digital domain, resulting in
much improved reception,

selectivity, and separation,
according to Blaupunkt. The

CD transport has a double-sprung
suspension to absorb jolts.

The internal four-channel amp is
rated at-40 watts per channel, and
there are four-channel pre-outs.
Price: $349.95. (Blaupunki,
800/950-2528)

VON SCHWEIKERT
LOUDSPEAKER

The VM-2 is said to exemplify
the characteristics of new speaker
designs from Von Schweikert
Research: compact size, veneered
cabinets, extremely deep bass
response, and wide dispersion.

A two-way mini-monitor,

the VM-2 is claimed to exhibit
excellent coherence as well.
Price: $1,490 per pair.

(Von Schweikert Research,
315/779-8748)

DYNAUDIO
SPEAKER

The Evidence comprises three
separate enclosures: two hass
modules, each with dual 8-inch
woofers, and one midrange/trehle
module with dual tweeters and
two 6-inch midrange drivers.

The modules are connected with an
aluminum locking mechanism similar

to the hayonet lock of a camera (ens.

To avoid mechanical resonances,
the midranges and tweeters are
integrated into a solid aluminum
batfle about 2% inches thick.
Frequency range is rated at 20 Hz to
27 kHz, with maximum output
estimated at 126 to 129 dB SPL.
Price: $85,000 per pair.
(Dynaudio, 630/238-4200)

ith its lean but

handsome design,
the MT100 eschews elaborate
displays in favor of simple,

basic controls: Preset, manual,
and search buttons surround
a sculpted tuning knob, and

a blue fluorescent display
shows the station frequency
and preset number. Myryad
says the unusally sensitive
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signal-strength meter combines
the outputs of the IF amplifier
and a second signal detector.
$/N is specified at 80 dB in
mono and 74 dB in stereo,
with THD at 0.1% and 0.2%,
respectively. Frequency
response is rated at 20 Hz to
15 kHz, +0.5 dB. Price: $895.
[Myryad Systems, c/o Artech
Electronics, 800/631-6448)



Bell Oggetti

equipment rack

ltalian-designed, the Model
AT-605 is made of heavv-gauge
metal with a high-impact black
finish. Each of its five tempered
safety-glass shelves is adjustable
extra shelves are available)
The AT-605 stands 5 feet high and
is 20 inches wide and 2 feet deep;
shelves are 18% inches wide x
13% inches deep. Price: $600.
(Bell Oggerti, 732/972-1333

K E F

Separate optical laser
pickups read audio CDs and
video DVDs In the DVP-C600D
five-disc carousel changer.

A built-in 5.1-channel Dolby
Digitai (AC-3) decoder enables
direct analog connection of

a receiver or ampliflers to

six rear-panel RCA jacks.
Additionally, the Dolby Digital

or PCM bt stream is available
via coaxial and optical (ToslInk)
digital outputs. Other features

inciude component, composite,

and S-video outputs; 96-kHz/
24-bit audio D/A converters;
an lfluminated remote control;
and Smoothscan picture
search. Price: $799.99. (Sony,
201/930-1000)

iuter Grand Procenar

Sunfire Tuner/Preamp/Processor

S PEA

K ER

The Reference Series Model
109, the Maidstone, is KEF’s
flagship speaker. lts three
separate cabinets minimize
driver interaction. The four-way
109 features a 15-inch ported
woofer for frequencies below
100 Hz, a 10-inch driver in a
sealed enclosure for frequencies
from 100 to 400 Hz, and
a 6-inch Uni-Q midrange with
a 1-inch fabric-dome tweeter
at its apex. Frequency response
is rated at 35 Hz to 20 kHz,
+3 dB, with a -6 dB point
specified at 30 Hz. Price:
$17,500 per pair. (KEF,
¢/o Adcom, 732/683-2356)

unfire’s Theater Grand
switches A/V sources, seledts
AM or FM stations from its 40-preset
funer, and decodes Dolby Digital,
DTS, and Dolby Surround
soundtracks via a learning remote
and its large LCD fouchscrzen.
There are five A/V inputs, S- and
composite-video inputs, two
component-video inputs, coaxial
and optical digital inputs, and four
conventional analog audie inputs.
its RS-232 port links the Theater
Grand fo sophisticated room-control
systems (such as AMX or Crestron)
or to o computer. Price: 52,995.
(Sunfire, 425/335-4748}
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SounhTube

S P K E R
The H.012 is said to disperse
sound omnidirectionaliy so that
it can be enjoyed from any
location in a typicai room. This
magnetically shielded three-way
system has a 12-inch woofer,
a 5va-inch midrange, and three
1-inch soft-dome tweeters.
Rated frequency response of the
ported, 8-ohm speaker is 32 Hz
to 20 kHz, +3 dB, with sensitivity
specified at 92 dB SPL/1 watt/
1 meter. The H.012 is 45 inches
tall x 17 inches wide and is
available in a charcoal gray or
white granite finish. Price:
$1,698 per pair. (SoundTube,
800/647-8823)



_ Optimus Surg('. Pr()re(:ror

Designed to protect A/V
equipment, phone lines, and
satellite gear from power-line
surges and spikes, the Optimus
Home Theater Power Center
(Catalog No. 61-2236) has six
AC outlets—four controlled by
a master power switch and two
unswitched. Maximum energy
dissipation is specified at

Aimed at those who are
content with two-channel
reproduction, the C740 is said
to be easy to operate and to
deliver exceptionally musical
sound. The Impedance
Sensing Circuit enables it to
optimize its power supply for
any connected speaker. NAD
says this allows the receiver to

ARA

Besides its component-

video inputs, the SR-18 has eight
audio and five video inputs, S-video
and component-video switching, an
RF input for AC-3 from laserdisc
four digital inputs, and two digital
outputs. The SR-18 can decode
Dolby Digital, DTS, and 96-kHz/

TZ A/

1,850 joules. The Power Center
has surge-protected coaxial
connectors and telephone jacks,
plus filters for electromagnetic
and radio-frequency
interterence. A circuit breaker
trips it power draw exceeds
1,800 watts. Price: $99.99.
(Optinus, ¢/o Radio Shack,
800/843-7422)

An upgraded version of
the Stratus Silver, the
Stratus Silveri has acquired
a pedestal base that PSB
says slightly increases
the cabinet’s internal volume
for the two woofers, thus
contributing to improved
efficiency and bass
response. Using a 1-inch
aluminum dome tweeter and
two 6%-inch woofers (one of
which also operates through
the midrange), the 2%-way
system’s on-axis frequency
response is rated at 35 Hz to
21 kHz, +3 dB. Prices: $1,799
per pair in black ash or dark
cherry wood veneer, $1,999
per pair in high-gloss black.

PSB SPEAKER

(PSB, 888/772-0000)

NAD RECEIVER

ECEIVER

24-bit PCM from DVD; Home

THX 5.1 processing is built in as
well. Power output is rated at

140 watts into 8 ohms from each of
the five internal amps. An RC-2000
Mk. Il learning remote is included.
Price: $2,699.99. (Marantz,
630/307-3100)

“,

REDGUM INTEGRATED AMP

With its unusual wooden front
panel (from Australian red gum
trees) and high-speed, high-gain
MOS-FET circuit, the Classic 120
is said to produce the fastest
possible rise time and highest
peak current at its output

terniinals. No current limiting is
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deliver shortterm power of
140 watts into 2-ohm loads at
realistic listening levels; rated
power is 35 watts per channel.
An AM/FM tuner with

30 presets, defeatable tone
controls, and a remote control
are among the C740's ather
features. Price: $499. (NAD,
800/263-4641)

used, yet this integrated amp is
said to be stable into capacitive
and inductive loads. Rated ar
120 watts per channel at 6.009%
THD and 0.005% IM, the Classic
120 has a slew rate of 65 volts/
microsecond. Price: $1,120,
(Redgum, 847/940-1949)
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Nautilus "800 Series

The Legend Lives.
Again.

. “The Nautilus 801’ never sound less
thar fantastic in my system.”

L
- ... "It had clarity and tonal truth that I've
“'\1 \ heard very few speakers match. .. ”
*g\ i\
\'\.
‘x' k. .. "The same sort of effortless imaging that
E £ a small monitor has. ..”

... "The Nautilus 801 is incredibly dynamic
images and soundstages like crazy, and has
that special magic that marks it as one of
the great loudspeakers. ..."

... “This was probably the closest I'll ever
come to having Dylan in my living room. ...”

Wes Phillips
Stereophil= Vol. 22, No 1

=

| B&W Loudspeakers of America
i 54 Concord Street
N. Reading, MA 01864

Tel. 978.664.2870

Fax 978.664.4109
htp://www.bwspeakers.com

LISTEN AND YOU’LL SEE




Meridian Digital Surround Controller

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 5-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

P [ / - BOOTHROYD STUART
Meridian's amazing new

561 surround controller. /VIERIDIAN

- -

At thls prlce, Meridian America Inc

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

-

Absolutely nothing! eritan s Cona
Aralex Acoustics Ltd
106-42 Fawcett Rd, Coquitlam,
BC V3K 6X9
Tel (604) 528 8965
Fax (604) 527 3886

http:liwww.meridian-audio.com
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OLBY AND ThX

ANNOUNCE SURROUND EX

he scheduled May 21st opening of

Star Wars: Episode 1, The Phanton

Menace will bring us something old
and something new. As a “prequel,” its ac-
tion precedes that of the first Star Wars.
And its soundtrack will mark the debut of
Dolby Digital Surround EX.

According to Dolby Labs, Surround EX
“Enables rear localization, true 360° pans,
convincing flyovers, [and] new effects.” It is
intended to create a more convincing and
symmetrical sound field—especially in a
movie theater, where many seats are less
than ideal for hearing surround. The
process, developed by Dolby Labs and Lu-
casfilm THX, augments Dolby Digital’s
spatial cues by adding “rear-center” infor-
mation to the discrete 5.1-channel data
strean1. But Dolby doesn’t call Surround EX
a 6.1 format, because the rear-center infor-
mation is not encoded as a discrete channel;
it’s matrixed into Dolby Digital’s two dis-
crete surround tracks. Despite its use of
matrixing, Dolby Digital Surround EX (o
“SEX,”
many) is no step backwards. And because

as it will probably be called by

the rear center is matrixed rather than dis-
crete, EX soundtracks will be playable in all
of the 17,500 Dolby Digital theaters world-
wide. That’s a critical factor, even though
Dolby Labs expects to have more than 2,500
SA10 Surround EX adaptors in North
America’s theaters by May 21st and an
equal number overseas by the time The
Phantom Menace opens there.

Dolby Digital Surround EX obtains its
sixth full-range channel by techniques fa.
miliar from Dolby Pro Logic. The rear-cen-

ter information is encoded in the two dis-
crete surround channels for later retrieval,
just as front-center information is encoded
in the two-channel Dolby Surround signals
processed by Pro Logic decoders. (Dolby
Labs and THX aren’t revealing details before

st B

IVAN BERGER

don’t hold your breath waiting for the
DVD. And though two other movies with
Surround EX (Memoirs of a Geisha and The
Haunting of Hill House) are now in produc-
tion, the only EX encoding facility so far is
Lucasilm’s Skywalker Sound, which can
produce a maximum of just 15 soundtracks
per year. What's more, the music industry
seems almost totally ignorant of Surround
EX; few producers or mastering engineers 1
spoke with had even heard of it. So the po-
tential advantages of soundtracks or music
recordings with a more coherent 360°
sound field will take some time
to reach us.

Although it carries the Dolby
name, Surround EX will initially
be licensed to consumer equip-
ment manufacturers by Lucas-
film’s THX division, probably as
part of its THX Ultra program.

S 6
their joint application for their patent is
granted.)

Dolby Digital Surround EX is sure to mi-
grate to home theater systems, but there is
no EX-encoded home software or EX de-
coding hardware now and likely to be none
for quite a while. In fact, Lucasfilm isn’t ex-
pected to publish final licensing require-
ments for EX until later this year.

If the Star Wars “prequel” is as successful
in theatrical release as everyone expects,
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For movie theaters,
Dolby Digital Surround EX
is just over the next dune.
For home theaters,

it’s farther off.

EPISODE 1

(Despite several requests, THX declined to
comment.) The fees for Home THX licens-
ing, over and above those charged for Dolby
Digital and Pro Logic, may discourage some
manufacturers. And it will take a bit of time
for manufacturers who do embrace EX to
digest the new standards and bring out
products that meet them.

Fortunately, Dolby Digital and Surround
EX hardware and software are expected
to be as compatible in the home as they
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®lf you can't lick ‘em, join ‘em: Ac-
cording to a late-January report in
Asahi Shimbun, one of Japan’s largest
newspapers, Sony Music Entertainment
in Japan plans to enable Internet users
to download music for a fee and
record it onto MiniDiscs (and, presum-
ably, other recording media). No date
was set for the program'’s start.

This comes hard on the heels of a
mid-December conference in which

representatives of the world’s leading |

record companies (including Sony Mu-

| sic Entertainment) and recording in-

dustry trade associations announced
support for Internet music distriby-
tion—but only after means are in place
to protect copyrighted music. To further

this effort, the conference announced |
| the Secure Digital Music Initiative |

(SDMI), a joint undertaking of the re-
cording industry and high-tech com-
panies to develop a voluntary standard

| for digital “music security” by this fall.

Meanwhile, a stereo shelf system
with a MiniDisc recorder and links for

| connection to PCs, the MD-X8, was in-

troduced by Sharp last year. More

recently, Sony unveiled a MiniDisc |

recorder, the MDS/PC1, that works
with PCs for sound editing.

Damper 1

duced the CAL-8,

equipped with Tek-
na Sonic’s TX-5 sys-
tem to damp vibra-
tions before they
can be transmitted

should clarify the
output by reducing
secondary and par-
asitic sound trans-
mission from the
wall's surface.

®N.E.AR. (New ;
England Audio Re-
source) has intro- |

an in-wall speaker |

to the wall. This |

_i'r'h.

e

should be in theaters. Movies and music
recordings with EX encoding should sound
like 5.1-channel discs when played through
existing Dolby Digital processors, as should
Dolby Digital recordings played through
Surround EX-enhanced processors.

You can get an idea of how Dolby Digital
Surround EX will sound, using hardware
and software you may already have. You'll
need a Dolby Digital processor with line-

level surround outputs, a Pro Logic amplifi-

er or receiver, and a rear-center speaker
(preferably one that matches your surround
speakers). Connect the Pro Logic compo

nent’s three front speaker outputs to your
three surround speakers, in the proper or-
der. Then feed a Dolby Digital disc’s sur

round-channel signals to the Pro lLogic
component, set it for “Dolby 3” or “3 Ster-
eo,” and balance the sound carefully. The
differences between Surround EX and
straight Dolby Digital should be far subtler
than the difterences between Dolby Pro Log-
ic and Dolby Digital. But even in this rough
approximation, that difference should often
be real, even with soundtracks that aren’t
EX-encoded. Len Schneider

Wicked
Thought

udiophiles who use (or remember)

turntables and toncarms with vis-

cous damping recognize “vicious
damping” as an all-too-common typo. So
does Prof. 1. Lirpa, but he also has found it a
source of inspiration. Therefore, Lirpa Labs’
contribution to audio technology this year is
a turntable with a feature of that name.

When relative humidity gets so low that
static electricity attracts dust to the record,
the vicious damping system pours water
over your head. The wicking action of your
hair disperses the water into the air, allevi-
ating the static electricity.

However, men old enough to afford Lir-
pa Labs gear and other high-end products
frequently suffer hair loss, reducing their
wicking ability. Recognizing this, Prof. Lir-
pa is providing a wool cap, one-size-fits-all,

with each turntable. 1.B.

he benefits of high-end cables are
controversial. Ask ten audiophiles
which ones work best, and you’ll
get ten different answers,
including the skeptical
view that they all—ex-
- cept for the very rare
stinkers—sound alike.
Consult comparative
reviews of cables, and
you’ll be just as con-
fused—reviewers’ rank-
ings often contradict
each other. That might
mean the skeptics are
right, that the benefits
are all in the minds of
the beholders. However.
it might also mean that a
cable’s effects on a sys-
tem’s sound depend on
the components it’s used
with.
If that’s the case, some
new cables from Music

Cables Connecting with Reality?

Intertace Technologies (MIT) may be
worth looking into. Some of its latest
products have Input Specific Networks to
match cables to specific
types of audio compo-
For
nects, MIT offers Im
pedance Specific Com

nents. intercon-

ponent Interfaces with
low impedance (10 to
47 kilohms) “for a few
super-fast solid-state
amps,” medium imped-
ance (47 to 100 kil-
ohms) for most solid-
state and some hybrid
components, and high
impedance (100 to 200
kilohms) for most tube
components and most
components that have
balanced inputs. Sepa-
rate speaker cables are
oftered for solid-state

and tube amps. LB.
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Hlustrations: Jack Gallagher

This Really Hertz

In my lifetime, the unit used for fre-
quency has changed from cps (cycles
per second) fo hertz (Hz), after Hein-
rich Hertz, a 19th-century German
physicist. A buddy at an ocean tech-

 nology firm in California overheard I
:

two young engineers tracking a device
"under test with an oscillator. One
called out, “Three hertz, two hertz, '
one hert.” Doug Purl

(RS = SN0 DR SRR Eos R B

Blue Lasersﬂet
the Green Light

he basic factor limiting the amount

of data on an optical disc is the

wavelength of the lasers used in
recording and playback. Shorten the wave-
length, and you can focus the beam on a
finer spot, thereby
increasing the data
packing density.
The main reason
DVD’s data densi-
ty is so high is that
DVD players have
red lasers whose
light wavelength is
650 or 635 nano-
meters, about 20%
shorter than the
light waves of the near-infrared lasers in CD
players but far longer than those a blue laser
can deliver.

Though several large companies—in-
cluding Hewlett-Packard, IBM, Sony, and
Toshiba— have demonstrated blue or blue-
violet lasers, their lab prototypes could not

. m
I

2

operate at room temperature and lacked
the stability and long life needed for com-
mercial applications. But early this year, an
obscure Japanese firm, Nichia Chemical In-
dustries, announced a 400-nanometer
room-temperature blue laser with a rated
life span of 10,000 hours. It was developed
by the company’s chief researcher, Shunji
Nakamura, who years ago made the crucial
decision to explore the possibilities of galli-
um nitrides rather than the materials his
competitors were trying.

Commercial products using the Nichia
Jaser may be out before the year’s end. But
super-capacity DVDs and such will take a
lot longer to arrive, because they’ll require
industry-wide acceptance of a new disc
standard.

Another technique for increasing the
data capacity of optical discs was an-
nounced over a year ago by American engi-
neers Stephen Chou and Peter Krauss. By
embossing rather than etching data tracks,
their technology calls for increasing data
density to 65 gigabits for each square cen-
timeter of a disc. But even Nichia’s blue
Jaser will not generate a fine enough spot to
read the resulting 10-nanometer data
pits—an atomic-force microscope will be

needed, says a report in New Scientist. [.B.

usicians—especially folk-
singers—seem more sanguine
than the record industry about

home taping. I once heard folksinger Hedy

West tell a fan seeking a recording, “It’s long
out of print. See if you can find a friend
who has it, then tape his.”

Mike Agranoff, another folksinger, ad-
dresses the question of home taping in his
CD liner notes: “Unauthorized duplication
of this recording is illegal and unethical.
BUT: it’s awfully convenient, and some of
you are going to do it anyway. So, here’s
how to make it OK: If you just want to
dupe a song to learn it or show it to a
friend, be my guest. If you are going to
dupe the whole thing, send me a check for
$3, which is a fair license fee, | think. Better
still, just buy a copy of your own: $16.50
for the CD, $11.50 for the cassette post-

paid.” LB.
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| ®Prices of blank CDs for home audio
recording are now getting a little closer §

 to those of blanks for computer use. In |
January, Philips reduced the suggested
retail prices of its consumer audio
CD-R {write-once) discs from $5 to
$3.99 and its prices for CD-RW {re- |
writable) discs from $29.99 to $14.99; |
street prices may be even lower.

As the market expands (largely be- §
cause of Philips’s vigorous promotion :
of its CD recorders), disc makers are |
becoming more competitive about
technology as well as price. Late last |
year, TDK released its CD-Twin CD-R
and CD-RW discs, which are said to
have higher reflectivity; shortly there-
after, Philips introduced its HR-100 |
discs, which have improved resistance §
to the potentially deleterious effects of
heat and direct sunlight.

®The FCC has proposed opening up

i the FM band to new low-power stations

| whose cover- U g (e
age ranges
from 2 to 18 &
miles in diame-
ter. Last year,

| the FCC re-

t ceived 13,000
inquiries from

| people and groups interested in start-
ing such stations and several petitions
for rule changes to permit them.
Among the petitioners are independent
musicians who seek greater radio ex-

| posure, the city of Atlanta (for broad-
casting traffic reports and City Council §

| meetings), a Florida church that wants |
to bring its services to groups of elderly
parishioners who cannot attend, Indian |
reservations that now lack local pro- |
gramming, high schools and colleges, |
and a blind man who plans program-

I ming for the vision-impaired. The Na-
tional Association of Broadcasters,
however, claims the rule would lead to
interference with existing stations.

e e



SYSTEN

“hyper-clean, smooth-as-silk...
strong recommendation”

« Corey Graenbderg. Audo, on the Mini Momiter

LOOKING FOR GREAT HIGH-END
SPEAKERS AT A PRICE THAT WON'T BREAK
THE BANK? LISTEN TO THE CRYSTAL-

'SOUND OF PARADIGM!
L 10/ DANCE ‘TiL
- t"lw OR JUST
SPEAKERS

THEY'LL
R, TOO!

SYSTEMFIVE
M

PARADIGM SPEAKERS ARE
SONICALLY ACCURATE, WHICH
MEANS NO MATTER WHAT YOU

WANT TO HEAR, THEY'LL SOUND

BETTER THAN ANYTHING

ELSE OJT THERE.

CHECK OUT YOUR LOCAL
AUTHORIZED PARADIGM DEALER
TODAY AND ASK TO HEAR THE
PARADIGM SYSTEMFIVE.

AT $1566, IT'LL BLOW YOU Away!

THE WLTIMATYE IN HIGH-PERFORMANCE SOUND'

®Dolby Laboratories received an
Emmy award from the National Acad-

| emy of Televison Arts and Sciences last
fall. The award, the company’s second
Emmy, was for its Dolby Digital (AC-3)
audio coding system. ls first Emmy, in
1989, was for analog noise-reduction
systems,

In 1998, 300 films were released
with Dolby Digital sound, bringing the
total released so far to more than
1,750. At last count, 17,500 theaters
were equipped for Dolby Digital play-

l bGCk.

Louder
Than Loud

ound contractors for rock concerts

face a dilemma. If their systems can’t

play the music good and loud, they
may not get the contract. And if their sys-
tems can and do, they may get sued by audi-
ence members whose hearing is impaired.
(In one case, someone sued who'd crossed
the fence from the audience area and plant
ed himself next to a speaker.) It doesn’t help
that some concert systems can still sound
clean at an ear-punishing 120 dB SPL; we're
accustomed to using distortion as a cue that
the sound is loud. So contractors are lcarn.
ing ways to deliver the din without the
damage.

The gut impact and excitement of loud
sound comes mainly from the bass, whereas
hearing damage comes mainly from ftre
quencies between 2 and 5 kHz, according to
an article by sound consultants Jeanne
Stiernberg and Fred Ampel in Systems Con-
tractor News. Just turning up the bass can
muddy the sound and increase distortion,
but subtle enhancements can increase im-
pact without these side effects. One such
enhancement is to extend the bass to lower
frequencies, making subharmonics audible.
(This does, however, require special woof-
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ers and a great increase in amp power.) An-
other technique is to spread the bass out
over time, so some of il arrives before the
midrange and treble and even more of it
continues afterward. Peak limiting and very
fast peak clipping are also claimed to pre-
vent hearing damage without lessening
sonic excitement.

“The key element here,” say Stiernberg
and Ampel, “is frequency selective dvnam-
ics management. It is not necessary to
squash everything all the time, simply to
control the peak/average ratio so that peaks
still exist hut are not into the danger
range.” LB.

Synthesized
Soul

oday you can store music on a com-

puter as a digital audio recording

(such as a wave or MP3 file), com-
plete with the original performer’s nuances
of expression. Or you can store it asa MIDI
file, which takes up far less space (it’s basi-
cally just a detailed instruction list for a
synthesizer to follow) but omits most of
that expression.

Someday soon your computer may play
MIDI files expressively, in the style of your
favorite musician. At the Artificial Intelli-
gence Research Institute in Barcelona
(www.iiia.csic.es), work is progressing on
SaxEx, a program for interpreting MIDI
files in the styles of jazz saxophonists. The
styles are based on computer analysis of
players’ dynamics, rubato, vibrato, and ar-
ticulation. SaxEx divides the theme of a
MIDl file into phrases, reviews its style files
for similar passages, applies the most rele-
vant slyles to the notes of each phrase, and
then creates a sound file based on its “inter
pretation.” At last report, SaxEx could han-
dle only slow-tempo songs and interpret
them only for saxophone.

You can already buy Band-in-a-Box, a
program for PC or Macintosh, which syn-
thesizes solos in the stvles of specific rock,
jazz, and classical musicians, though it im-
provises their melody lines rather than fol
lowing a MIDI file’s tune. Band-in-a-Box
can also generate accompaniment tracks
from chord sequences. LB.
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M n case you think that the current
| global recession is mere para-
noia—shielded as you are by the
 cuddly warmth of a deliriously
healthy economy in the United
"l States—perhaps I should illus-
trate its side effects by using that
wonderful device called synecdoche.
Let’s reflect, then, using only the as-
sumed mortality rate of speaker
companies in the United Kingdom.
How dire is their current situation?
During the recent Consumer Elec-
tronics Show in Las Vegas, one per-
ceptive, if cynical, CEO of a major
Anglo-American company reacted
to the Mirage Hotel’s tests of its PA
system by saying that each beep (of
which there were many) signified the
death of yet another British speaker
manufacturer.

What’s happened is the worst
thing that can face companies which
aren’t in trouble: whispers that they
are. It’s like the old rhetorical ques-
tion that you cannot answer with-
out incriminating yourself: “So
when did you stop beating your
wife?” (Another one: “You’re not as
stupid as you look, are you?”) Here,
post-CES, is a status report on the al-
leged victims.

Depending on your outlook, the
scales—no, make that the rose-col-
ored glasses—fell from all eyes either
when Rogers pulled out of speaker
manufacturing or when Mordaunt-
Short’s demise was announced. The
loss of Rogers was expected, as the
company had not been faring well for
some years. Audiophiles mourned,
however, be-
cause it was one
of the few com-
panies that still
waved the BBC
flag, a banner
that once stood
for commit-
ment to sound
quality, which
is, ironically, no longer a part of the
BBC’s mandate. { This is not the place,
I know, to discuss the state-run sys-
tem’s woes. But suffice it to say that
what once was the most brilliantly in-

WHAT’S THE WORST THING
COMPANIES THAT
AREN'T TROUBLED

CAN FACE? WHISPERS
THAT THEY ARE.

MonNDO [IEle}

KEN KESSLER

TROUBLING TRENDS
SHAKE
BRITISH AUDIO

novative broadcasting company in
the world, a source of technical cre-
ativity as well as a font of wisdom, has
been flushed
down the toilet
by a bunch of
yuppie bean-
counters. For
an analogous
situation, try
imagining the
same evil scum
who invented
Divx or DVD’s regional coding taking
control of PBS. End of rant.)

Rogers, owned by the Hong Kong-
based group Wo Kee Hong, was one
of a number of British brands

bought by Asian concerns—manu-
facturers, distributors, and the like—
when acquiring a U.K. speaker com-
pany was considered a prestige
move. A host of brands were gobbled
up—including KEF when it was in
receivership, saved from financial
disaster by Gold Peak. But it soon
emerged that the new Asian owners’
ideas differed from those that made
the British brands, uh, British.

In Rogers’ case, the new owner
wanted to build a volume business,
which culminated in the injection-
molded Model DB 101. Although
probably a great speaker for the
Asian market, it didn’t achieve its
goal: weaning Rogers’ traditional
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customers away from the BBC ethos. Wo
Kee Hong retains ownership of the Rogers
name, and it has been reported that it now
appears on non-audio wares in the Asian
market. But it seems unlikely that we will
sce any Rogers speakers in the near future.

Then, another bombshell: London’s Fi-
nancial Times of November 18, 1998, re
ported that “TGP’s results for the half-vear
to September 30 were hit by an exceptional
loss of £1.5 million on the closure of its
Mordaunt-Short hi-fi subsidiarv. The mak-
er of loudspeakers sustained a pre-tax loss
of £143,000 against a profit of £1.14 mil-
lion, on turnover of £23.9 million.” Now
this was unexpected. Soon the whispers
started, and names like Spendor, TDL, Epos
(part of Mordaunt-Short), Harbeth, and
others joined the lists of the soon-to-be-de-
parted. So I started calling around, rumors
never being enough to justify a rush to
print. Call me naive if you must, but the in-
formation that follows is what | was told.
Brave faces? Toughing it out? Victims of
gossip? You decide.

TDL told me that it had simply down-
sized and that mere staff shrinkage had
been reported as closure. As of this writing
(January 1999), the company is still with us.

Spendor? Derek Hughes just laughed
when I phoned him, telling me that the
company was perfectly healthy, thank you
very much. I needed to hear this, as | had
just sent a pair of aged Spendor BCls for a
factory overhaul.

Harbeth? Again, the rumormongers were
playing with people’s livelihoods. No.
Harbeth hadn’t folded up shop; it had done
the most sensible thing a loudspeaker
manufacturer can do in the U.K.: It had
pretty much pulled out of consumer hi-fi in
its home market, concentrating instead on
the far more sane and mature professional
and home studio markets. This is perfectly
in keeping with the attitudes of the manag-
ing director, a man who thinks of audio-
philes the way Ronald McDonald regards
vegetarians.

But what of Mordaunt-Short and its de-
cidedly audiophilic Epos sub-brand? Well,
on December 30th, the company stopped
tongues wagging with an upbeat press re
lease headed: “Mordaunt-Short To Contin-
ue.” It revealed that Audio Partnership plc,
the parent company of a number of British
hi-fi manufacturers, acquired the Mordaunt-
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Short name, securing the brand’s future.
James Johnson-Flint, Audio Partnership’s
chief executive, warmed a heart or two by
saying, “We recognise the importance of
maintaining the tradition of the brand. Au-
dio Partnership is keen to quickly pick up
where things left oft, and we are therefore
talking to key members of the Mordaunt

Short team to ensure continuity.”

If there were any grumbles, they related
fo only one thing: Audio Partnership is
however much the company stresses its au
tonomy—Ilinked (o Richer Sounds, a chain
of hi-fi discounters that seems to be the
resting place for all manner of troubled
U.K. brands. Richer Sounds is also rumored
to own something like 35% of Britain’s hi-fi
separates market. Think of it as an Angli-
cized Circuit City or Best Buy.

THE LOSS OF ROGERS
WAS EXPECTED,

AS THE COMPANY
HAD NOT FARED WELL
FOR YEARS.

Cynics can’t deny thal names like Cam-
bridge Audio, Gale, and others have been
saved from entering that Great Hi-Fi Store
in the Sky. On the downside (again, alleged
autonomy notwithstanding), anything that
is owned by Audio Partnership has the
whiff of being a Richer Sounds house
brand. And, indecd, the relcase about Mor-
daunt-Short goes on to say, “In the U.K.,
distribution will be handled by the U.K.’s
biggest hi-fi retailer, Richer Sounds, al
though it is possible that approaches may
be made to other major retailers for the sale
of certain new ranges.”

As Richer Sounds has no foreign pres
ence, there is no surprise in learning that
“Overseas, there are no plans for change.”
Mordaunt-Short’s worldwide distributor
base will be retained to ensure continuity of
supply and to reassure customers. To reaf-
firm this, the press release emphasizes that
the Mordaunt-Short brand has been ac-
quired by Audio Partnership plc and ot by
Richer Sounds or the “Richer Group.”

[ should, therefore, note that Audio Part-
nership is a privately owned company. It is
not a subsidiary of Richer Sounds, it has its



own dedicated management team, and it
employs 17 people. The key link between
Audio Partnership and Richer Sounds is Jul-
ian Richer, the founder of Richer Sounds,
who is a shareholder in Audio Partnership.

Cynics point out that Cambridge Audio
and the various other Audio Partnership
brands are sold exclusively through Richer
Sounds in Britain. In its defense, Audio
Partnership could, if it wished, point out
that Mordaunt-Short is, uh, slightly more
famous (read: marketable) than Gale, Cam-
bridge, et al. and, therefore, more suitable
for serious distribution outside of the Rich-
er chain. We are also reminded that Richer
Sounds is only one of Audio Partnership’s
customers in the U.K. and that it exports to
more than 25 countries.

Plans for the Mordaunt-Short brand
have vet to be disclosed, but the company
did launch a completely new product line
in 1998, and one would expect it to be ex-
ploited. Johnson-Flint states, “In our acqui-
sition of such a respected name, it is our
aim to maintain the tradition of the brand
whilst attempting to repeat and surpass the
success that we have had with Cambridge
Audio.”

What I can’t tell you is the fate of Epos
because, as | wrote this, negotiations were
ongoing. Johnson-Flint was adamant about
keeping his lips sealed but would confirm
that the brand would be sold to another
manufacturer and that the new owner
would be British. Given Epos’s definite im-
age and its own cachet, this is good news.
How good? We shall see.

Yes, the British speaker industry is suffer-
ing, but the condition is not yet terminal;
only one of the half-dozen or so alleged in-
valids has actually succumbed. Alas, whis-
pers at the recent Consumer Electronics
Show suggest that one or two other major
speaker brands seem unlikely to reach the
next millennium. But to whisper their
names would be rumormongering. A

Further to February’s “Mondo Audio”
discussion of disturbing changes occur-
ring in China, The Asian Wall Street Jour-
nal (December 7, 1998) reported that
“two men were executed on Sunday for
smuggling $6.7 million in computers and
electronic equipment into the country.”
I’ve since heard that another pair of un-
fortunates met the same fate.
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o my ears, the biggest sonic
difference these days between
really good, expensive loud-
speakers and budget-priced
boxes has to do with their
tweeters. Today’s best budget
boxes, like NHT’s SuperOne and
JBL’s HLS-610, can deliver an aston-
ishingly neutral, musical midrange.
But when it comes to high-frequency
reproduction, they still can’t quite
match the silkiness and detail of the
best price-no-object speakers.
Whether a 1-inch aluminum
dome, a fabric dome, or even
the bottom-feeding %-inch
polycarbonate driver you see on
pretty much every cheap speaker
these days, it’s mainly a loud-
speaker’s tweeter—and its tend-
ency either to sing like the
angels or hiss like a broken tea-
kettle—that sets the tone for
everything down the sonic laun-
dry list. All things being equal, of
course. (I’ve seen way too many
high-dollar speakers using exotic,
boutique tweeters that still sounded
like crap, just as I've seen a few
exceptionally talented speaker
designers—like JBL’s joe Rogers
and Energy’s John Tchilingurian—
coax genuinely musical treble from
tweeters that probably cost less than
a small bag of Gummi Maggots.)
Ahh, but it’s when you move up
to a good metal dome that you're
really living in Fat City. The alu-
minum-dome tweeters on my NHT
3.3s have completely spoiled me for
the sound of lesser tweeters. | can
deal with cheap tweeters for a few
days if I'm reviewing a new speaker,
but I literally heave a sigh of relief
when I go back to the 3.3s.
Though the earliest metal domes
tended toward a hard, piercing
sound, today’s metal domes ofter

PARADIGM
¢/o AudioStream
M.P.O. Box 2410
ara Falls, N.Y. 14302

www.paradigm.ca

 rron NN

COREY GREENBERG

PARADIGM’S
ATOM-1C BLAST

the smoothest, fastest, most accu-
rately detailed high-frequency
reproduction of any tweeter tech-
nology I've heard—and I've heard
them all. Electrostatic? Nice and
pleasant-sounding but hardly the
last word in accuracy or detail.
Planar-magnetic? Outside of a few
designs by Eminent Technology’s
Bruce Thigpen, | can honestly say
that I've never heard a planar-mag-
netic speaker that was worth a damn
or that I'd want to use in a system
for auditioning other hi-fi gear.

The thing with budget speakers is,
a really talented designer can take a
cheap woofer and that widely used
Y%-inch polydome tweeter and whip
up something surprisingly good. Or
even shockingly good, as in the case
of JBL’s $300/pair HLS-610. But
even at its best, a cheap tweeter just
doesn’t come close to the kind of

open, airy, holographic presentation

of a good metal dome. And to me,
that kind of treble quality is a must
if you really want to be transported
by a set of loudspeakers.

The good news over the last few
years has been the metal dome trick-
le-down. I think it was Paradigm
that first broke the $500/pair barrier
with its $369/pair Mini Monitor
(which I reviewed in the June 1997
issue). There’d been a few speakers
before the Minis with shrieky, brit-
tle-sounding metal-esque tweets, but
the Paradigms were the first sub-
$500 speakers | know of that sported
a truly excellent metal-dome tweeter.
I thought their treble purity and
detail just completely wiped any-
thing near their price; slap a pair of
good metal domes on well-designed
$369 loudspeakers, and suddenly
you’re playing with the big boys.
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Now Paradigm is aiming
to bring the sound quality
of metal domes to an even
lower price range. How low?
Try $179/pair! That’s the
price of the new Atom, the
latest version of Paradigm’s
venerable two-way 5%-
incher that’s enjoyed a solid
reputation as one of the
best cheap’n’cheerfuls on
the market. The new speak-
er retains the original’s port-
ed 5%-inch polypropyl-
ene woofer but replaces the
old version’s soft-dome
tweeter with the company’s
new CMC (ceramic/metal
composite) ¥%-inch dome.
In fact, with the exception
of the $169/pair Micro at
the bottom of the line,
Paradigm has used this new
CMC dome tweeter in its
entire revised Performance
series, which includes the
Atom, Titan, and
Phantom (which
sounds more like a
bunch of guys in col-
orful tights who can
run do things like fly
real fast or shrink
down real little).

So I’'m thinking,
what the hell is going
on here?! A lousy hundred and seventy-
nine clams for a pair of speakers with high-
quality metal-dome tweeters? Brother, 1
never thought I'd see the day. Seems like it
was just a few years ago when all I heard
from the high-end speaker boys was how
much they were paying driver huts for
metal-dome tweeters. “These handmade
inverted dome Focals cost me a hundred
bucks apiece, and that’s in lots of a
thousand!” some neck-hair would pant as
he stood just a little too close at CES. Well,
here we are in 1999, and that same 200
bucks buys you a complete pair of
Paradigm Atoms, metal domes included,
and you've got enough left over for a nice
dinner. (I'm talking nice, not Scarface).

Aside from the upgraded tweeter, the
new Atom remains largely the same speak-
er as the original. This is definitely a mini-

THE ATOM IS ONE
BUDGET-PRICED SPEAKER
THAT GIVES YOU THOSE

GOOSE-BUMP HIGHS
YOU CAN'T LIVE WITHOUT.

speaker, at 10 inches high,
6% inches wide, and 8%
inches deep (the woofer port
is on the rear of the cabi-
net). The aforementioned
CMC tweeter crosses over at
3 kHz to another Paradigm-
made driver, a 5%-inch
polypropylene woofer with
a die-cast basket—an un-
heard-of luxury in speakers
this cheap. A die-cast frame
means fewer vibrational
problems as the woofer
pounds out the low notes;
it also acts as a heat sink
for the magnet assembly,
endowing the driver with
greater power handling than
if it had a cheaper, stamped-
metal basket (like pretty
much every other speaker in
this price range).

Hewing to a trend in the
best speaker designs, the
Atom’s drivers are so well
integrated with each
other and the cabinet
itself that they re-
quire the simplest of
crossover circuits to
hold hands: one film
capacitor, one iron-
core inductor, and
one ceramic power
resistor. Less cross-
over means a cleaner signal path between
your amp and the individual drivers. The
nice, easy impedance will get the best
sound out of anything from a separates rig
to a current-starved A/V receiver.

The Atom does not look or feel like an
inexpensive speaker. Fit and finish are on a
par with speakers 10 times the price, and it
comes in good-looking light cherry, dark
cherry, black ash, and white finishes. At just
6% pounds, though, you’ll want to pay spe-
cial attention to how you mount the Atom
to whatever surface it sits on. A speaker this
light (and this good, which makes you
want to turn the volume up) will vibrate
and tend to move on a smooth, flat surface
unless you anchor it somehow with that
sticky Blu-Tack gummy stuff or the wax
blobs Californians use to keep plates and
dishes securely on shelves when the Big
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One hits. I Blu-Tack’d the Atoms to a pair
of heavy 24-inch Merrill speaker stands,
big sand-filled steel galloots that cost as
much as the speakers themselves! But I
really don’t think you need to go all out
here. [ also tried the Atoms on a pair of
inexpensive though rigid and non-wobbly
(i.e., non-1KEA or Crate&Barrel and the
like) wooden stands, and they sounded
fine. But you do want to site these speakers
on a good set of stands if they’re not going
on a bookshelf or in an entertainment cen-
ter, because these Atoms are true audio-
phile mini-monitors that reward every
ounce of care in setup and associated elec-
tronics with better sound.

So how does Paradigm deliver all this for
just $1792 By choosing the right corners to
cut and making sure none of them affects
the sound. The Atom’s back panel has qual-
ity gold-plated binding posts, but the panel
itself is a thick composite plastic (the rest of
the cabinet is thick MDF, or “beaver-
board”). And the grille, while still the usual
wood-frame-and-acoustically-transparent-
fabric-job, doesn’t come off—a good thing,
probably, for homes with Baby Mozart-
watching, tweeter-poking swee'peas afoot.
Or even for the rest of us who somehow
just can’t walk by a new speaker without
one hand removing the grille and the other
hand extending its index finger—as if guid-
ed by some prehistoric DNA twitch we
can’t begin to understand—to push on the
tweeter dome like it’s a red dot on mama’s
beak and we’re hungry baby birds.

[ auditioned the Atom in my usual refer-
ence system, both flying solo and augment-
ed by Paradigm’s PDR-8 powered sub-
woofer ($279) and CC-170 center-channel
speaker ($199), which is basically an elon-
gated Atom tipped over on its side but with
two 5%-inch woofers and the CMC tweet-
er. The CC-170 is also magnetically shield-
ed for use atop a direct-view TV (the Atom
can be ordered in a shielded version). The
speakers were driven by a Krell KAV-500
five-channel 100-watt amplifier, connected
with Kimber 8TC speaker cable. Theta
Digital’s Casablanca digital A/V preamp
handled signal switching and surround
processing; I linked it to a Theta Data 111
LD/CD transport and a Toshiba SD-3107
DVD player with Canare 75-ohm digital
cables. All electronics were plugged into
API Power Pack AC line filters.




When I auditioned NHT’s $229/pair
SuperZero mini-speakers more than a half
decade ago, I felt they drew a line in the
sand that marked where true high-end
sound quality began. To be sure, some
interesting and musical speakers have since
been introduced that have fed my hope for
a future where you don’t have to spend
thousands of dollars for great sound, but
no speaker has unseated the venerable
SuperZero as the best-sounding speaker for
the money.

Until this new Paradigm Atom, that is.
Because at a price that’s 50 bucks cheaper
than the NHT’s, you can buy a speaker pair
that is significantly better across the board
than the NHT SuperZeros. I can’t believe
how great these Atoms sound for $179! It’s
ridiculous! Sound this good can’t come
this cheap. I almost feel like it shouldn’t. 1
know [’ve been crying to the world’s speak-
er design community to cut the crap and
deliver the goods at an affordable price, but
the Atom is so good for so little money that
it gives rise in my breast to a disturbing
thought: Now that true high-end sound
is available for $179/pair, what the hell
am | going to carp about now? The price of
sable at Barney Greengrass? Yellow-dog
Dixiecrats? The decline of Gary Oldman? |
don’t mind telling you that ’'m more than
just a little bit scared.

In terms of treble transparency and
detail, the new Atom pole-vaults over any-
thing you’re going to hear under $300/pair.
The new ceramic/metal composite tweeter
takes the usual tizzy, ringy cheap tweeter
presentation and replaces it with the kind
of open, extended, clean high end shared
by the world’s most highly regarded speak-
ers. The Atom is a new benchmark in
sound for this price range. [ never thought
I’d hear anything like it, and I'm still daz-
zled by the weeks I spent living with it.

Of course, no speaker in the world with
a 5%-inch woofer is going to rock a large,
open loft space like mine. But held to a rea-
sonable level in my loft, a level that would
be quite loud in a more normal-sized
room, the Atoms are fully capable of pack-
ing a big, clean punch. Tonally, this speaker
sounds brighter than the typical cheap-
’n’cheerfuls whose treble is purposefully
rolled off to keep things from getting too
ratty. What you get with the Atom is treble
balance that’s very close to an expensive

speaker’s, like the $4,500/pair NHT 3.3’s or
Paradigm $1,600/pair Active/20’s. The
Atom’s drivers don’t need the usual seesaw
response tailoring to mimic a pleasing bal-
ance because they’re good enough to be
driven flat. The tonal balance is far more
neutral than I ever expected to hear from a
speaker in this price range.

The Atom’s midrange has very little col-
oration and, as you’d expect from a speaker
with a very good (and very small-diameter)
woofer, extremely detailed. Voices are par-
ticularly lifelike when heard through these
speakers. The low end, while not rafter-rat-
tling, is fullish enough to be acceptable.
Unlike the bass-free SuperZero, which

WITH HIGH-END SOUND
AVAILABLE FOR $179,

WHAT THE HELL
WILL | CARP ABOUT NOW?

must be used with a subwoofer for it not to
sound like a pipsqueak, the Atom has a
smoothly rolled off low end that extends
down far enough to satisfy without a sub. I
did find, however, that adding Paradigm’s
PDR-8 powered subwoofer (8-inch driv-
er/90-watt amp) greatly improved things,
making for truly full-range sound from a
trio of boxes that together could fit in a
decent-sized laundry bag. The sub is essen-
tial for home theater and serious music
playback, but if you do hook up a pair of
Atoms alone, you’ll be surprised at how full
they sound on their own.

The Atoms sounded so good that I had to
haul out all of my $200/pair speaker faves to
compare them with. “All of my $200/pair
speaker faves” means exactly two: NHT’s
$229/pair SuperZero and PSB’s $199/pair
Alpha Mini. Everything else I've heard at
this price sucks so bad in one or more areas
that I can’t honestly recommend it, but
these two designs have impressed me as
being the best for the buck.

First up was the Alpha Mini. When [
wrote about this speaker in last year’s June
issue, [ said it was an especially good value
for the money and a great improvement
over PSB’s original Alpha. Though nothing
about the Mini’s sound really jumps up on
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my chest and licks my nose, it’s a well-bal-
anced speaker that does nothing seriously
wrong and most things quite well. But in
direct, level-matched comparisons with the
Paradigm Atom, it was no contest. The
Atom had more tightly focused imaging,
clearer midrange, and tighter, better-
defined bass. And its high end, to put it
charitably, was in a whole different class
altogether. The PSB is a good choice for
your audio-picky kid’s college dorm; the
Paradigm is a good choice for you, now that
you’ve got a kid in college. It’s the one bud-
get-priced model that can give you those
goose-bump highs you can’t live without.

It was a much closer race with the
SuperZero, but again, I have to give the nod
to the Atom. The 5-year-old NHT design
still goes toe-to-toe in the midrange with
most speakers selling for twice the price,
but its soft-dome tweeter is no match for
the Atom’s metal dome. To hear the differ-
ence in overall musical presentation be-
tween these two excellent speakers, listen
to them play David Bowie’s The Man Who
Sold the World (Rykodisc RCD-10132).
Besides being one of the all-time great *70s
rock records, this CD has lots of crisp,
close-miked cymbal tracks mixed right up
front in the soundstage, in classic *70s style.
With the SuperZeros, the cymbals were hot
and aggressive; a slight tizz and hotness
caught my attention every time I wicked
the volume up (which is every 10 seconds
or so with this disc). [ don’t hear that same
treble tizz on my $4,500/pair NHT 3.3s,
because they’ve got much higher-quality
metal-dome tweeters. On the 3.3s, the
Bowie disc’s cymbals sound real—lots of
high-frequency sheen and a smooth, natur-
al decay. Amazingly, that’s how they sound-
ed on the $179/pair Atoms, too. The cym-
bals rang out with unfettered air and detail,
but there was no trace of tizz or ringing.

For a tweeter this great to be available to
the masses at such a bargain-basement
price—and on a speaker that does every-
thing else extremely well—well, it just
leaves me speechless. That’s how excited
I am about the Atom. I love Paradigm’s
more expensive models, like the $1,600/
pair Active/20, but there’s more than a few
excellent $1,600 speakers out there. At
$179/pair, there’s only one.

I give these little Canadian miracles my
highest recommendation. A
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Why d> audiephiles amake such
irrational choices, a ways seeminz to prefer
the old to the nem, the unproven to -he
proven? An audiopa le friend just told me he
was selling his new Zerrari F355 jecause he
thought it had no seul. He still likes his an-
tique Ferrari, and meedless to sayv. he prefers
LPs. But things dor’- have souls Our primi-
tive natures look fcr magic where there is
none; audiophiles look at tubes and see
something preternanural.

Steve Guttenberg: Yean, they glow! [ Chuck'es)
It’s reallv simple: "he Pi-ﬁ game should be
about enjoying mus ¢, and ’m for whatever
it takes to accompl ¢h thaz. But s¢ much de-
pends on our personal tastes and desires. |
guess this is where the road diverges, beca ase
some of us, those cf us who loox for certain
kinds of satistactio1 may want $o invest our
hi-fi components wizh soul. Japar ese audio-
philes have a worc for this, tsmkatkonashi;
roughly translated, i- means “haadling.” But

-t’s more than that: There’s a merging ze-

“ween Man and his Machine. The bond rg
Jrocess seems to enhance the listening exae-
sience. The audiophile’s identification with
1is system s so complete :kat if it’s mot
working properly—blown am2, broken sav-
us, etc.—he may not sleep well; at the vary
east he will -emain anxious wrtil the systzm:
s whole again.

Don’t get New Agey on me. You start -y
saying that #’s all about music but then zo
an to say thet finding the soul in your high-
2nd machinery gives you saisfaction. Let’s
<ut the phory, mystical crap. I¥ you’re real y
a music lover, then go to camcerts. That's
aumber 1. Number 2: Play m asic all the timre
2n whatever system you have-on hand. In t¢
2ar, for instance, I can’t tell agood record.rg
Zrom a bad cne, and [ don’t care—I just =m-

_oy it. But I also have an interzst in hearirg

what the artist and the reccrding enginzer
dut on the master tape. Somezimes when you
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out there
or out to lunch?

get a system that really lets the recording
come through, it’s a revelation. You get a
kind of enjoyment from it that you don’t get
om an average system: You get goose
ps, just like you get at a live perform-
That’s the value of a high-end system,
why I don’t waste my time with LPs.

ile for a second, and then you
L always starts out in the analog
s the conversion to and from
- the trouble beginrs. Sure,

run the gamut, so pickifig-equipment that
gets the best out of the vast majority of them
makes sense.

As luck would have it, just last night a
friend of my wife’s came to me because she
was -pnfused about something. She had re-
cently played an LP and thought it sounded
so much better than her CD player. “How
coulc that be?” she asked. I asked her to de-
scribe how the LP was superior.”It’s warmer,
less tinny,” she replied. She came to that con-
clusion on her own; she isn’t an audiophile,
and she certainly wasn’t trying to invest soul
into her hi-fi. Let’s face it, 44.1-kHz/16-bit
dig:tal sampling loses information, and those
losses bother some of us more than others.

move than a decade at New York City audio retailer Sound By
and a producer for Chesky Records, Guttenberg recorded this
Block, wha recorded the exchange on DAT, is a film editor




M.B.: So a rock scraping through a rotating
plastic platter is better? Would it matter if |
told you that music doesn’t start out ana-
log, that it literally exists in the ear of the
beholder and that our hearing mecha-
nisms are, in effect, digital? The nerve cells
either fire or they don’t—like on/off
switches. The brain puts it together and
calls it music. And as to the way audio-
philes choose equipment, they seem to
want a magical combination of compo-
nents that makes everything sound pleas-
ant all the time: It’s the hi-fi as an
enchanted equalizer, an aimless
search for the Holy Grail.

You make that seem like it’s
a bad thing. The way I see it, the
distance between the sound of real
instruments and digital or analog
recordings remains wide; at best, I'd
say we’re only 50% there. So by that
arbitrary standard, we’re listening to
50% distortion. In fact, we’re always
listening to some form of distortion;
we pick the type that’s least bother-
some to our ears. Linn’s Ivor Tiefen-
brun once told me about his surefire
cure for distortion: Turn off the hi-fi
system.
M.B.: I can see we’re not getting any-
where, so let me propose my grand
theory of everything. It explains why
you think LPs sound better, why ca-
bles sound different, why tweaks
work, etc. It passes the Occam’s-razor
test for elegance, and it’s based on
years of solid research.

I'm referring to the placebo effect.
What scientists have been finding is
that the placebo effect is much more
powerful than previously believed
and that placebos cause real, biologi-
cal changes. They cure things. Stud-
ies of baldness show Rogaine has
07% effectiveness in hair regrowth,
but placebos come in at about 50%.
Placebos work great; real medicines
work a little better. Applying that to
audio, when you put an LP on your
turntable—which you’ve lovingly
and painstakingly set up—you be-
lieve it’s going to sound great, so it
really does. If placebos can alter our
immune systems, it’s not a stretch to
assume they can affect our hearing.
But when LPs don’t sound wonder-

ful to me, I'm not imagining that, either. I
don’t believe in LP magic; you do. The bet-
ter sound happening in your head is real,
but it has nothing to do with the sound
waves coming out of your speakers and hit-
ting your eardrums. It has everything to do
with your expectations.

So the placebo engages something
positive in us. It raises our aesthetic and
puts us in touch with the widest range of
human emotions, as expressed by musi-
cians and composers. Hey, our systems

I've just had too many
experiences hearing very

significant differences hetween
components to accept your

side’s they-all-sountd-the-same

mind-set.

—Steve Guttenberg

AUDIO/APRIL 1999
32

should be a conduit to that. Music isn’t
data. It’s supposed to have soul.
M.B.: I'm going to hurl. Just keep believing
in Peter Pan, and you won’t grow up. If I
could bring us back to reality for a minute, |
meant to say that a doctor’s attitude toward
treatment can be very important in its ef-
fectiveness, which is exactly why studies
must be done double-blind. When the doc-
tor knows which is the real medicine and
which is the placebo, the placebo doesn’t do
so well. So, with all we know about the
placebo effect, why is it that audio-
philes object to double-blind tests?
I’'m not searching for a cure,
just musical satisfaction. Why does
your side have such a hard time
accepting the fact that the stress of
doing the test—repeating the A/B
comparisons over and over—is
problematic? I'm perfectly willing to
concede that it’s difficult to reliably
distinguish between similar devices
under blind test conditions. 1 guess
my underlying fear is simply that,
yeah, they’re all the same. That
would take all the fun out of it.

I wish somebody would test the
test: Use two identical amplifiers, in-
troduce a certain amount of distor-
tion or frequency response errors
into one of them, and then conduct a
battery of blind tests. We would then
discover the precise threshold of dis-
tortion for each listener. [ would next
use open comparisons to eliminate
stress factors, because they sure as
hell do affect our judgment, if no
our hearing. Id like to investigate tt
possibility that differences that f
below the threshold may still
valuable.

M.B.: Does the stress of a dor
blind test invalidate a wine-te

Do subtle distinctions sudde
below the threshold of cog
Certainly not; serious wine

are always double-blind.

8.G.0 There was the story
editor of a high-end aud’
who submitted to a blind
his own, highly regarde
inexpensive, mass-1
and—hot damn—he
tently tell the diffi
them. He was so sha
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that he sold his mega-amp and bought the
cheap one. Your side won! Unfortunately, he
found himself becoming less interested in
listening to music; his system couldn’t hold
his attention like it used to.

M.B.: Doesn’t the placebo effect explain
that? Day after day, that guy goes home and
instead of his beautiful, pricey
British amp he sees a mass-market
Japanese product—no allure, no sta-
tus, no soul. Why is it surprising that
he soon finds the Japanese amp
somehow unmusical? The expensive
amp goes back in the system, and he
goes, “Ah, I'm tapping my foot

1

again!” It’s all expectations.

. Gotcha! During my 16-year

stint selling high-end audio, I can’t
tell you how many times 1 audi-
tioned electronics, cables, or CD
players that didn’t match my posi-
tive—or negative—expectations. If
the placebo effect is so powerful, why
was I so frequently disappointed?
M.B.: Sometimes there really isa dif-
ference. [ don’t have a problem with
that. And placebos don’t always
work; their average effectiveness is
35%. In the case of suggestible au-
diophiles, it’s probably higher—
enough to create a very powerful be-
lief system based on intermittent
positive reinforcement.
$.6.: You really want it both ways.
Here’s my fantasy blind test for am-
plifiers: Put amps A and B in boxes
so that they’re impossible to tell
apart visually, and then let the sub-
ject live with them. You would elim-
inate time pressure as a factor, and
they could do open comparisons for
themselves. Listen, Ive just had too
many experiences hearing very sig-
nificant differences between compo-
nents to accept your side’s they-all-
sound-the-same mind-set.
M.B.: I just told you that there are
differences; the problem is your
side’s thickheaded inability to un-
derstand that you can’t always trust
your ears, that your evaluations are
compromised by placebo effects. Here’s my
fantasy: Do a trick test, putting the same
amp in two different boxes. Audiophiles
will spend the next five years coming up
with excuses for the embarrassing resulls.

Man, you’re vicious! Let’s put aside
the whole question of blind tests. It’s not a
question of right or wrong, of which meas-
ures better or is more accurate. If somebody
enjoys listening to LPs or tube equipment,
why should he feel persecuted? It’s as if

we’re breaking a law of nature. [U’s not an

The sad truth
is that many audiophiles

are just flat-out ignorant:
ignorant of scientific fact

and contemptuous
of emp‘ll'icism.
Mark Block

audiophile’s job to be a scientist. You're
mixing pleasure with science.

M.B.: Most audiophiles think they’re capa-
ble of mixing musical pleasure with an
in-depth understanding of the equipment.
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And you don’t have to be a scientist to want
the equipment to get out of the way of the
recording, to give you a you-are-there or
they-are-here experience. The pleasure as-
pect is everybody’s own business, and it will
take care of itself. When I put on a Diana
Krall recording, [ want to hear a pretty good
simulation of Diana Krall at a piano
in my living room. Sometimes it
gives me goose bumps; sometimes it
literally takes my breath away. What |
don’t want to hear is groove noise,
rumble, flutter, warp-wow, hiss,
clicks, pops, static, or any other form
of distortion. It destroys the illusion.
The artist and engineer created this
wonderful potential, and I don’t
want it screwed up on my end—par-
ticularly by components that cost a
small fortune.

Sez you. | have the opposite
point of view. When [ listen to any of
the Chesky recordings that were re-
leased on both LP and CD, I usually
prefer the LP. And since these are
identical recordings—from the same
recording chain, up to the analog-
to-digital converter or analog re-
corder—they provide a neutral
comparison of the distortions of each
format. I'll tell you this: When I hear
Sara K.’s voice on the LP Play on
Words [Chesky JD105], it’s a hell of a
lot closer to her actual voice than I've
ever heard from the CD. [Guttenberg
worked as an assistant producer on
all five Sara K. sessions.]

M.B.: More like the mike feed of Sara
K. at that session?

More like the actual voice of

Sara K.
M,B.: Irrelevant. The mike feed is the
reference. And the fact is, you don’t
know what the mike feed really
sounded like. I call this the Audio Un-
certainty Principle because it points
to a limit of what is ultimately know-
able. The recording engineer only
knows what the mike feed sounds like
over the monitors used at the session.
Different monitors, different sound.
IU’s a very illogical leap to go from this point
of ambiguity to a preference for LP based
on your recollection of Sara K.’s live voice.

[ don’t believe there’s anything partic-
ularly magical about analog; it just seems to



capture more essential information than
any 44.1-kHz/16-bit recordings I've heard.
Maybe 96-kHz/24-bit DVD-Audio discs
will “liberate” some of us die-hard analog-
o-philes from our LPs. Then again, now
that some digiphiles have heard 96/24 re-
cordings, they’re starting to question the
“perfection” of CD sound quality. Some
even credit 96/24 with a more “analog-like”
sound. Imagine that!

M.B.: The Classic and Chesky audio releas-
es on DVD-Video are an interesting diver-
sion, but Sony’s DSD [Direct Stream Digi-
tal] system is the one audiophiles should be
rooting for. Anyway, free markets and free
minds will ultimately have their
say. Armor All is still a product for
your car, not your hi-fi. Nobody
made a killing on cable break-in
boxes or CD demagnetizers. LPs
are novelty items. The market has
spoken.

§.6.0 1 guess that’s why there’s a
proliferation of tube electronics
manufacturers decades after en-
gineers proved the superiority of
solid-state gear.

To step back a little from our
own obsessive/neurotic audiophile
listening experience, it seems that
most civilians have stopped listen-
ing altogether. Not so long ago,
people listened to recorded music
at home—really sat down and /is-
tened to music. Nowadays, music is
filler: background sound at home, in the
car, or at the computer. The “fidelity” con-
cept of recording, to make the instruments
sound realistic, seems to have evaporated
around the time CD was introduced. Hmm.
Coincidence or cause?

M.B.: And sound reinforcement engineers
seem to think their goal is to make the live
event sound recorded! People go to a
Broadway musical and expect it to sound
like a recording. The drums are too loud,
and the voices are too equalized. Very few
people appreciate the sound of unamplified
instruments,

§.6.0 I suppose that explains the popularity
of CDs. Sorry, I couldn’t resist.

M.B.: You know, you’re taking my position
now, making a value judgment and criti-
cizing people for liking a certain kind of
sound. Most people prefer boomy, tizzy,
compressed recordings. I say that they have

point/ ¢

bad taste, almost as bad as audiophiles who
use single-ended triodes with horn loud-
speakers. (Sorry, I couldn’t resist.} Record-
ing engineers ought to make voices sound
like voices, not squawk boxes, and audio-
philes ought to be interested in hearing
those recordings without adding their own
sweetening. Let’s say you order tiramisu
and then pour honey all over it. You may
say it tastes better that way, but clinically
speaking, there’s something wrong with
your taste buds.

8.6.2 Over the years, the trend has inex-
orably moved toward more unnatural and
less musical-sounding recordings. When

stereo recording began in studios and musi-
cians were separated from each other, that
was the beginning of the end. Overdubbing,

overediting, processing, and—later—
MIDl-ing of music has removed, well, the
soul or human feel of the music. And, yes,
slicing and dicing the sound into zeroes and
ones didn’t help.

M.B.: Audio without pictures has been rele-
gated to the background. You may not like
it, but that’s progress. Sometimes friends
and clients come to me for hi-fi advice. I
start by asking them, “Is there ever a time
when you put on some music, sit between
the speakers, and do nothing but listen?”
One of my brothers is the only person who
has ever answered affirmatively; everyone
else says, “No, not really.” At that point I tell
them they’ve come to the wrong guy for
help, because the stuff I'd recommend de-

mands that they pay attention.
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5.6.0 We’re on the same page here. The
whole idea is to get more pleasure out of the
music.

M.B.: Yes, the equipment is merely a means
to an end. But besides being music lovers,
audiophiles purport to be experts; we claim
to have a deeper understanding of the
equipment. Although we should be more
knowledgeable about it than casual con-
sumers, the sad truth is that many of us are
just flat-out ignorant: ignorant of scientific
fact and contemptuous of empiricism. 1
think the term high-end audio should be
changed to alternative audio, because, like
advocates of alternative medicine, audio-
philes seem to feel that science doesn’t
apply to them. Knowledge is impor-
tant; it leads to progress, makes us civ-
ilized, and keeps us free. Products
based on junk science, fantasy, and
self-delusion may give pleasure, but I
think we have an obligation to dig
deeper. And a big part of that process
must involve objective, scientific
methodology. Hey, if tweaky-fringe
audiophiles ran a race-car team,
they’d probably put magic dots on the
steering wheel and not bother to time
the car on a track—too stressful! If
they ran medical programs, we’d be
back to hot tea and bloodletting.

§.6.. Very funny. Science isn’t infalli-
ble. Remember those poor audio-
philes who bought those horrid early
solid-state amps in the late ’50s and
early '60s? After all, back then their meas-
ured distortion was a tiny fraction of tube
amps’. Listen to those early god-awful tran-
sistor amps now, and they’ll fry your ears
off! Yeah, those old solid-state amps meas-
ured much, much better, but they sounded
much, much worse. I wouldn’t be surprised
if a bunch of the early adopters later be-
came the most stalwart tube fanatics.

In the final analysis, all systems, from $39
boomboxes to the most exalted high-end
gear, present different proportions, bal-
ances, and elements within our recordings.
Just like so many views of Mt. Fuji—all of
them are different. I worry about those au-
diophiles obsessively searching for technical
perfection, because they’re never going to
find it. Worse yet, they’re missing out on the
pleasures their highly imperfect systems af-
ford them right now. They should stop and
smell the vinyl—or ponder their pits. A
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It is no wonder that Home Theater magazine concluded : “ If you're in the market for a full-featured controller for your system,
look no further than the amazing valve you get with the Theater Grand.” — Jeff Cherun, Home Theater, February, 1992
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Your goal when buying speakers should
bz simple: - ‘;ﬂ

“Tind the best speaker at the best price.”
At under $2.000*, the Signature I11 & . .
from LEGACY is just that. With these ‘ -
pzrtormancce advantages, it’s hard to '
_ b ;

©
: _ inagine why anvone would consider :
- another speaker near this price range.
: !
* Exclusive Ribbon Tweeter :
) * Tri-woofer Alignment ¥
* Rear Ambient Tweeter
‘a“i‘—--.‘.

(-

we

¢ Dynamic Braking System
* Ten Year Warranty
* Choice of 8 different

wood finishes
Cd us today at 1‘800 '283"4644 i
o rzceive our catalog. We'll se happy to discuss your system 1
and room lavout % :
. . -
g

Arc with our
100% Satisfaction Guarantee

f vou’re not satistied we’ll pick them up at your door. **

N o ——— N~

Q‘:A‘ z 3023 E. Sangamon Ave., Springield, IL 52702 |

217-544-3178 » Fax: 217-5344-1483

www.legacy-audio.com

U O ! O

Our 1999 Snows: April 24-25th ¢ Boonton, NJ ¢ 421 Main St.
May 1st-2nd * Livonia, MI (Detroit) » 17123 N. Laurel Park Dr. (Holiday Inn)
October 16th-17th ¢ Orlando, FL ¢ Buena Vista Palace
November 5th-7th » Mason, OH (Cincinnati) * Ameri-Suites ¢ 5070 Natorp Blvd

*A pair of Signawre IlIs in a standard finish is $3,850, an additional $300 for a premium finish
**Just call within 10 days of receiving our products. We’ll have them picked up at your door, refund your original purchase price, and even pdy the return shipping cost.
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by Ivan Berger

n recent years, as home theater has dramatically upped the  thick. (I heard the Digital Cinemaster system at the recent Con-
speaker count, loudspeaker companies have started watch-  sumer Electronics Show; it sounded terrific.)
ing their products’ waistlines. The slimmer the speakers, the Even thinner is Fostex’s SH501F ($499 per pair), also introduced
easier they are to fit into our rooms. Handing off the bass to  last year. This bass reflex system fits a 5-inch woofer and 1-inch dome
a separate subwoofer does help reduce the size requirement  tweeter into a die-cast aluminum enclosure only 1% inches thick.
of main-channel speakers, but not enough. And in-wall
speakers, though they take up no floor space at all, make
sound systems very difficult to rearrange. So manufacturers
are now bringing out speakers that can hang on a wall.
These designs have either flat-panel transducers that require no en-
closures or more conventional, dynamic transducers modified to fit
in shallow enclosures.
Last year, Jamo introduced its high-end Digital Cinemaster
home theater system ($32,000), whose main, center, and surround
- speakers all
F have broad,

shallow en-

closures that
can be hung
on walls. The

At least two companies, Acoustic Research (AR)
Dynamic speaker drivers | and Infinity, introduced speakers with shallow
cabinets at this year’s CES. Infinity’s FPS-1000,
less than 1% inches deep, has a 5-inch woofer, a

can be housed in

enclosures shallow A 4 . o .
5-inch passive radiator, and a pivoting 1-inch

enough to hang on tweeter; its price of $599 per pair includes 40 feet

i

|

' the wall, like the main- of flat speaker wire. The woofer appears similar to
channel speaker from the inverted-cone drivers Infinity makes for cars

i Jamo'’s Digital Cinemaster | (“Spectrum,” August 1997).

! system (left) and AR’s Inverted-cone drivers are also used in AR’s four

Phantom speakers. The Phantom 8.3 ($1,200 per

Phantom models (above).
( ) pair) has an 8-inch long-throw woofer, a 2-inch

—_——— _— metal-dome midrange, and a diamond-coated 1-
left and right front speakers each house two 51s-inch woofers, two  inch dome tweeter. It’s more than twice as thick (3% inches) as the
3%-inch midranges, a 1-inch dome tweeter, three power amps (290  Infinity FPS-1000, but its bass response goes down nearly an octave
watts, total) and a digital crossover in an enclosure just 6 inches farther: the AR is rated as being 3 dB down at 45 Hz, the Infinity at
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Front and rear
views of Sound

Advance
Systems
speakers,
designed for
flush-mounting |
in walls.

75 Hz. The other AR
Phantom models
which are all two-
~ay systems, are
the 6.3 ($600 per
Jair), the 6.2 ($40C
er pair), and the kn
252C center channel Ll
$449). Though the ha
AR Phantoms are designed to allow wall-
mounting, a matching stand is available.

The big news in speakers over the past
few years has been transducers that are not
just shallow versions of conventional de-
signs but flat panels. There’s been plenty of
talk about flat-panel technology from NXT,
NCT (Noise Cancellation Technologies),
and Sound Advance Systems (“You Say You
Want a Revolution,” Neveniber 1997). Oth-
er technologies for panel speakers are being

developed by American Technology Corp.,
Panphonics, MZX, and 1l Maestro.
Although NXT kicked off the current
wave of interest in flat-panel speakers, it
can’t claim to be first with the idea. Jose
Bertagni had flat drivers on the market two
or three decades ago, and his basic designs
are still being used by Sound Advance Sys-

SPEAKERS THAT HANG ON YOUR WALL CAN USE CONVENTIONAL

ilar to a floodlight rather than the spotlight-
like coverage of conventional drivers.

At this year’s CES, a number of manufac-
turers announced NXT-based products.
Mission and Wharfedale introduced music
speakers; Benwin, Fujitsu, and Gallant
showed computer speakers; and Kodel had
models for indoor, outdoor, and portable

Speaker with
ultra-thin

dynamic drivers,
such as Infinity’s
FPS-1000 (left)

and Fostex’s
SH501TF (right], |
can have
enclosures that

are less than
12 inches thick.

-

= use. A projection TV
screen with built-in left-,
right-, and center-chan-
nel speakers was demon-
strated by NEC but is not
yet available here. More
NXT speakers are likely
on the way. The technol-
ogy has been licensed to
a long list of other com-
panies, including Acer
Computers, Denon, Har-
man Kardon, Infinity, In-
ternational Jensen, Jamo,
JBL, Martin-Logan, Peer-
less, Philips, Polk, Quad,
and Samsung. (It’s no
surprise that Mission,
Wharfedale, and Quad
are involved. Until re-
cently, alt three were part
of the Verity Group,

tems. The earlier
Bertagni speakers
were in shallow
enclosures that
could hang on
walls, but Sound
Advance special-

izes In in-wall

speakers whose flat di-
aphragms mount flush

with a wall’s surface
and become just about
invisible when painted
or papered to match
the wall. Like NXT,
Sound Advance claims
that its technology
gives speakers very
broad dispersion, sim-
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which developed NXT
technology. Verity sold Quad and Wharfe-
dale in late 1997 to help finance further de-
velopment and changed its corporate name
to NXT late last year.) In addition, NXT has
cross-licensing agreements with NCT and
Sound Advance Systems and itself is a
prospective licensee for Panphonics’ Elec
tro-Mechanical Film (EMFi), an ultra-thin




speaker technology under development in
Finland.

Invented by Panphonics founder Kari
Kirjavainen, of Finland’s VTT Technical
Research Center, EMFi speakers can be
built of flexible plastic sheets less than a
centimeter thick. Reportedly, these sheets
can be transparent enough to use in front of
a computer screen. They comprise layers of
biaxially oriented polypropylene and can
convert electrical energy to vibration (or
vice versa).

American Technology Corp. is develop-
ing a flat Stratified Field Technology (SFT)
speaker, which the company says emerged
from research on its ultrasonic-beam Hy-
perSonic Sound (HSS) speaker. According
to Jim Croft, the new flat speaker radiates
no magnetic fields, can be made as thin as 5
millimeters, and produces a phase-coherent

wave front, for more accurate imaging than
the noncoherent output produced by NXT
speakers. Sensitivity, says Croft, should

common with elec-
trostatics: They will
have front and back
plates, will be largely
a capacitive load, and
can be flat or curved.
But the
opener is American

real eye-
Technology’s claim
that the SFT speaker
will be a Jossless load
that produces no heat
and therefore will
never burn out. “If
they’re overdriven,”
Croft says, “you reach
the point where
the diaphragm slaps
against the front and
back frames.” So far,
the only licensee an-
is NEC’s
Authentic division,

nounced

be fairly high
about 97 dB for
small models, 107

NXT'’s flat-panel

technology is now
available in such 4B for larger
ones). Another

varied products .
claim for the new

as Mission’s . .
design is that

X-Space speakers
for music listening
(left) and the
more compact
Benwin speakers
for use with PCs
{(above).

it will displace
more air for a
given diaphragm
area than electro
static or planar-
magnetic drivers.
Croft says these
speakers will have
several features in

which sells packaged
audio systems (and
which offers, in Ja
pan, systems with
NXT speakers).

Like the SFTs, the
MZX Wraith panel
speakers are capaci-
tive, can be formed
into almost any
shape, and have front
and back plates. The
company claims re-
sponse from below 40
Hz to above 30 kHz for
most models. They

DRIVERS IN SHALLOW CABINETS OR RADICAL FLAT-PANEL DRIVERS.

SPEAKERS THAT WORK BIT-BY-=BII

* you revel in megawatt amps, prefer separate

:omponents for every function, and hate the very

word “digital,” read no further. A new British com-

oany, 1. . . Limited, is working on a true digital
speaker that will run on batteries. It should eliminate
the need for amps and D/A converters and should gen-
erale considerably less distortion than speakers now
om the market.

Lke the images on a TV or computer screen, sound
from the company’s Digital Loudspeaker (DLS) is made
up of discrete elements that become a coherent whole
oaly when you step back a bit and let your senses inte-
g-a‘e them. The DLS transducer is an array of 256 sep-
a-ate click sources whose sound coalesces when inte-
grated by the ear.

The idea of making a digital speaker from an array
of smaller elements goes back at least 10 years. Earlier
researchers focused on using separate transducers for
each bit of binary code, with large transducers repre-
sanfing the most significant bit and small transducers
for the least significant. That's impractical, says design-
er Tony Hooley, because of acoustical interference be-
tween the transducers’ outputs as they start and stop.
Hooley’s design uses unary code, not binary, and 256
identically sized transducers. By itself, that would yield
255 possible signal values, equivalent to an 8-bit sig-
ral. But by using 8-times oversampling and interpola-
ton, his speaker can match or surpass the resolution of
a " 6-bit CD, generating sound from fewer bits at any
instant yet doing it fast enough to supply all 16 bits in
the same time frame as the original.

Because it responds directly to digital impulses, the
DLS eliminates the need for a D/A converter. According
o 1. .. Limited, it is also efficient enough (10% to per-
haps 50%, versus about 1% for conventional speakers)
‘0 obviate the need for power amps. The DLS does,
Qowever, require some active circuitry, not only to do
+he code conversions {16- or 20-bit binary to 8-bit bi-
acry, then to 256-bit unary) but also to digitally ma-
aipulate individual transducers’ phase and delay to
zompensate for any effects introduced by the geometry
of the transducer array.

Like NXT, 1. . . Limited plans to license its technology
to others rather than produce speakers itself, 1.B.
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THERE’S NO TELLING WHERE ALL THESE SPEAKER DEVELOPMENTS WILL LEAD.

are also said to be weather-resistant and to

function even if perforated. According to a
source close to the company, the speakers
work on a similar principle to electrostatics
but operate at low voltages, require no pow-
er supply, and have conductive rather than

|

Flat-panel
speakers can be
disguised as
artwork, as in
NCT’s gallery of
models (left) and
the NXT-based
speakers sold in
Japan as part of
an NEC rack
system (right).

resistive diaphragms.
The Wraiths, which can be ¥ inch
thick or less, can stand on_ the
floor or be hung on a wall. Several
models have been announced, at
prices from $1,800 to $3,600 per
pair for main speakers, $1,500 per
pair for surround speakers, and $700 for a
center-channel model.

A Swiss firm, 1l Maestro, has adapted the
bending-wave technology first
used in Ohm Acoustics’ Walsh
models to flat-panel spea