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t was real nice to hear from David Robinson the other day.

Dave is the editor of Positive Feedback, the widely distributed—
and much-admired—publication of the Oregon Triode Society.
The main purpose of his call was to generously offer The Audio-
phile Voice a free quarter page ad in their magazine. Dave added
that he was making the same offer to other high-end magazines
as well. There was no political agenda; he was doing it simply in
a spirit of fellowship and camaraderie.

Naturally, we couldn’t be happier. After all, free ad space is free
ad space. But aside from that somewhat selfish reaction, Dave’s
offer helped remind us of something important: With the high-
end showing signs of vulnerability [see Mark’s article, “The Sick
High-End,” in this issue] it’s important for us to stick together in
pursuit our shared goals: “Truth, Justice and the Sonics.”

The Audiophile Voice would like to follow Positive Feedback’s exam-
ple and make the same offer to other high-end publications. Yes,
we’re copycats, but this is one good idea that begs to be bor-
rowed.

All audiophiles depend on a vigorous high-end industry push-
ing the limits of high fidelity to create the kinds of audio compo-
nents that serve the music—be they tubes or solid state, triodes
or pentodes, planars or cones, turntables or digital processors.
We may disagree with each other sometimes, we may have differ-
ing opinions on what constitutes musical artistry, but our basic
agenda is the same. What helps one publication or one audio so-
ciety or one small high-end company helps the whole, because it
promotes our common purpose: beautifully reproduced sound.

©1994 The Audiophile Society

Vol.1I, No. 1

This work is protected under the laws of the United States and other countries. No reproduction, distribution or other
use of its contents, in whole or in part, is permitted without the expressed prior written authorization of the Audiophile
Society. Inquiries respecting permission to quote or reErint al;\{ portion of this magazine or its contents maybe directed
tu: The Audiophile Society, 214 Linden Avenue, GleeRigge NI 07028,

All Rights Reserved.
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Sound Off

Sound Off
Reviewer Conduct

The following new rules have been issued
to all writers on The Audiophile Voice
staff. We are printing them here fo let
manufacturers know what our policies
are, and because we think our readers
might also be interested.

SOLICITING EQUIPMENT

Equipment should be solicited by
the senior editors. You may, how-
ever, solicit equipment on your own if
so directed by the editors—in which
case, you must keep us completely in-
formed, either by phone, fax or mo-
dem (Mark’s CompuServe address is
72733,1467). This means tell us every-
thing and tell us immediately. We will
then confirm the loan with the manu-
facturer.

There are several reasons for this, the
most important being that we don't
want the manufacturers bothered with
reviewers stumbling over each other in
an attempt to review the same piece of
equipment. This has, unfortunately, al-
ready happened several times. One for-
mer reviewer told a cable manufacturer
that he needed interconnects for a ca-
ble survey. The problem was we knew
nothing about this “survey,” and an-
other writer had already been given
the wires for review. The manufac-
turer called us up and quite rightly
asked, “What gives?” We've also been
called by manufacturers who ask,
“When's the review coming out?” We
do not want to be put in a position of
answering “What review?”

Another concern is reviewers who
grab up more equipment than they can
handle. We understand that sometimes
circumstances arise that interfere with
your reviewing schedule. If you realize
that you don’t have time to review a

certain piece of equipment in a timely
fashion, don’t hang onto it—get it reas-
signed to another reviewer. The manu-
facturer deserves a review!

Strong-arm tactics will not be toler-
ated. Reviewers have the power of life
and death over the products they re-
view—and sometimes over the compa-
nies themselves. Your review can cost
people their jobs! It is not fair to take
advantage of that situation. Threats
can come in many forms, from the
overt to the covert to the artfully
sneaky: “You really should send me
your new preamp, because, y’know,
I’'m reviewing your competitor’s
preamp and I'm going to have to men-
tion that I like it better than your old
preamp, since I, y’know, haven’t heard
the new one. .. blah, blah, blah.”

Understand the distinction here: Ask-
ing for equipment is fine; implying
that there may be unpleasant conse-
quences if the equipment is not forth-
coming is a threat. Any form of threat,
no matter how veiled or how mild is
unacceptable to this magazine. If the
editors hear about it, you are off the
staff.

EQUIPMENT FOR EVALUATION

Equipment must be reviewed in a
timely manner; four months should
normally be enough time to evaluate
any piece of equipment; six months is
more than enough. When you need to
keep a piece of equipment longer than
that, you should OK it with the manu-
facturer, distributor or rep from whom
you obtained the equipment. The
manufacturer may be fairly laissez faire
about letting you keep the equipment
longer; if the product is hot, they’ll
probably want it back quickly—in
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which case, you must send it back im-
mediately. Period, end of discussion.
When the review is finished (that is,
when the editor has seen your copy
and approved it), ask either a maga-
zine editor or your manufacturer con-
tact about shipping the piece back. If
you end up hanging on to the equip-
ment (to use it in an upcoming com-
parison review, for instance) or buying
it, inform one of the senior editors at
the magazine. Which brings up . ..

BUYING AT ACCOMMODATION

Purchasing equipment directly from
the manufacturer is a tricky business.
The manufacturer is caught in the mid-
dle between their dealers, who don’t
want to lose sales, and reviewers, who
can promote sales by writing about the
products they use. The abuse of this re-
lationship comes when a reviewer fre-
quently buys equipment at a discount,
uses it briefly, then turns around and
sells it for as much or more than he
paid for it. Reviewers for The Audio-
phile Voice must agree to clear all ac-
commodation purchases with one of
the Senior Editors, and must further
agree to keep possession of the equip-
ment for at least one year before sell-
ing it. After one year you may resell
the component at fair market value. If
financial circumstances force you to
sell the equipment in less than one
year, or if you stand to make a profit
on the sale of any equipment pur-
chased through the magazine, the
manufacturer should be allowed to ex-
ercise his right to buy back the piece at
the original price.

CONTACT WITH
MANUFACTURERS

The threats we spoke of earlier can
work both ways: A manufacturer can
threaten to pull his advertising if the
reviewer doesn’t soften a negative re-
view. Ironically, then, they have the
power of life and death over us. How-
ever, crude tactics by a manufacturer
must never have an effect on a review.
Look at it this way: We should treat
contacts with manufacturers the way
we would like our congressmen to treat
Washington lob byists. Don’t ignore
them—they often have something im-
portant to say—but don’t let them con-
trol us. Only do the expedient thing if
it happens to be the right thing.

Many manufacturers will schmooze
writers in order to influence the re-
view—be on guard. Of course, many
manufacturers really are nice people—
people you’d like to get friendly with.
After all, they create the toys we love
so much, the toys we build our recrea-
tional—perhaps even spiritual—lives
around. The good thing about being
friendly with a manufacturer is that in-
formation is a two-way street: You can
pick up valuable wisdom that you can
use in your review; you can get tips for
setting up the equipment; you can hear
industry scuttlebutt and inside dope.
However, you must learn to separate
business and friendship. When you
write your review, it’s down to busi-
ness. If you can’t handle the dichot-
omy of the relationship, you can’t be a
journalist.

The Editors
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Vinyl Ventures

Shaded Dogs and Other Delights

Arnis Balgalvis

hen talk turns to vinyl reissues the

name of Classic Records is sure to
come up. This new company recently
formed by Mike Hobson and Ying Tan
has rocked the vinyl establishment with
an unprecedented sense of excitement.
Why all the excitement? The answer is
simple: RCA Shaded Dogs! Make that
Hot Shaded Dogs. How hot? Well, when
you start with the original master tapes,
get none other than Bernie Grundman to
do the mastering, have Jack Pfeifer—the
original producer—there to guide you,
supply the original cover art work, and
sell all this for all of $30, you've got a siz-
zling Shaded Dog!

But as good as Classic Record’s inten-
tions are there is still a real world out
there, replete with predictable obstacles
as well as many more worrisome un-
knowns. Let’s face it—these guys are
very ambitious. Their present proposed
production schedule is mind boggling.
And by the time you read this, Classic
Records should have a total of nine re-
leases in the stores. Not bad for a project
that was unveiled as recently as the win-
ter CES in Las Vegas and did not get roll-
ing until mid February 1994. It sure
looks like their promise to reissue 30
RCA Living Stereo LPs is quickly becom-
ing a reality.

But that’s not all! In addition to the 30
RCA Living Stereo albums already ac-
knowledged, Classic Records has re-
cently obtained the rights to reissue an
additional 25 titles from what is com-
monly known as the Decca RCA series.

Mention RCA Living Stereo and most
people will think of Reiner, Munch, CSO

10

and BSO. But serious collectors know
that interspersed among the RCA Living
Stereo LPs were a number of releases
with very strong European ties. These re-
cordings, distinguished by having been
recorded by some of the most renowned
Decca engineers at various sites in Eng-
land and France, captured performances
by European orchestras under the direc-
tion of conductors well regarded there
but not so popular Stateside.

The Decca RCA releases were, sadly, not
very well received by the buying public
in the mid 1950s. Because of low sales,
very few of the recordings can be found
today, which sets up a very interesting
situation: Besides the exceptional record-
ing quality, it just so happens that many
of these performances were exemplary,
and have now become legendary. The ar-
tistic quality, the engineering excellence,
and the fact that very few were sold has
combined to produce a very desirable
collector’s commodity, commanding
very high prices in today’s market. That
some of these recordings will also be re-
mastered by Classic Records is an audio-
phile dream come true.

As you know by now, the LP reissue
field is an increasingly busy place, with
a commensurate increase in the flow of
competitive juices. Not wanting to lose
any edge Classic Records may now have
in working out future deals, Mike Hob-
son was reluctant to volunteer any spe-
cific reissue information. He did
however tell me to stay tuned: By the
end of 1994, Classic Records will have
scheduled a total of 100 titles. And, yes,
Mike did intimate that other labels just
might figure prominently in their plans.
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Obviously, these guys are serious. But so
are Dave Wilson, Mobile Fidelity, Acous-
tic Sounds and a number of other people
doing their best to rejuvenate the reissue
field. For a definitive summary of who is
doing what in the vinyl venture world,
read Frank Doris’s special report, “The
State of Analogue 1994—The LP Lives!”
in issue 94 of The Absolute Sound.

But no matter how numerous the
sources, no matter how dedicated the ef-
fort, a big question still looms as large as
ever: Just how good is the end product?
Well, I can tell you right now that as far
as the initial Classic Records releases are
concerned, we can breathe very easy—
their first salvo is resoundingly success-
ful. So much so that I consider them to
be some of the most remarkable LPs that
I've ever heard.

I reached these conclusions at a very ex-
citing listening session at Hobson'’s Ulti-
mate Sound, Mike Hobson’s audio salon
in the Tribeca section of NYC. Mike
came up with his test pressings of LSC
1806, LSC 1817, and LSC 1934 (the first
three Classic Records releases) and a
copy of the MFSL Muddy Waters LP,
while I brought along Dave Wilson’s
Feast.

Because Mike only handles a very select
number of product lines, any system at
Hobson’s Ultimate Sound will consist of
Rowland electronics, Avalon speakers,
Basis turntables, Cardas cables, and a
few other assorted goodies. For this ses-
sion the stylus gracing the grooves be-
longed to a Clavis cartridge, held in
place by an SME V tonearm on a Basis
“Gold Standard Debut” turntable. The
Rowland Consummate phono and line
stages fed a Model 8 power amp, also
Rowland, which in turn exercised a pair
of Avalon Radians. All cabling was by
Cardas.

Visiting Mike is nothing new for me. |

find his salon a wonderful oasis. Every
visit there has left me refreshed. The at-
mosphere is always friendly, the music

he chooses is wonderful, and the audio
gossip we exchange is a lot of laughs.
My main reason for going to Hobson’s
this time was Mike’s record collection.
He assured me that he could come up
with every one of the renowned original
Shaded Dog copies—right down to the
most desirable pressings—from his col-
lection of tens of thousands LPs. I cer-
tainly did not have any semblance of
such a treasure myself, and the appraisal
could only be meaningful if the test
pressings of the reissues were compared
to the originals. It didn’t hurt that Mike
volunteered to do all the tedious work
necessary to carry out the evaluation—
like cleaning all LPs on a VPI record
cleaner and optimizing the VTA for each
record played.

As far as I'm concerned the results were
extremely gratifying. As in thrilling and
exciting. As good as the originals were,
the reissues were better—and better in
just about every sonic aspect with which
audiophiles are generally concerned.
Transparency, presence, space, air, reso-
lution, tonality, dynamics, detail and
other coveted characteristics were in su-
perior evidence on the reissues. In short,
more of the wonderful intricacies of
these legendary performances were re-
vealed. What | heard was very obviously
a significant contribution to the develop-
ment of the long playing record. Very
few people will ever hear the actual mas-
ter tapes, but with the Classic Records re-
issues, all audiophiles will get much
closer to what was captured decades ago.

My gushing is not reserved for Classic
Records only: This same listening ses-
sion also revealed the excellent job Dave
Wilson has done with the Belshazaar’s
Feast reissue. As I explained in the last is-
sue, Dave has the rights to 125 titles
from the EMI master tape vaults, the
Feast being the first of the EMI AGAT se-
ries from Wilson. My basic impression
was the same—the Wilson version easily
outplayed the EMI original that Mike
Hobson had in his collection. Ditto for
the MFSL GAIN version of Folk Singer. 1
11
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had hoped to report on more MFSL LPs,
but at press time I had not received any
other titles. I'll try to have more to report
for the next issue.

Recently I again stopped by Hobson’s
Ultimate Sound and Mike treated me to
a sampling of some of the test pressings
of the Decca RCAs. I first heard Night On
Bald Mountain from LSC-2225 with The
New Symphony Orchestra of London,
Alexander Gibson conducting, followed
by the Nuftcracker Suite with The Royal
Opera House Orchestra, conducted by
Ernest Ansermet. The collectors out
there will know that the Nufcracker origi-
nally appeared in a beautiful hardcover
jacket with well-executed liner notes in a
near book form. As it stands now, Clas-
sic Records will supply the two LPs ina
fan-fold cover, with the book of notes
bound inside.

e Trade In’s

» Consultations
¢ Installations

* Shipping Worldwide

Audiozszz77717
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With both of us having time limitations,
no comparisons with the originals were
done. What I heard was even more re-
markable than before. Here even more
dynamic range was revealed while main-
taining all the marvelously musical at-
tributes for which RCA is known. As
wonderful and exciting as the Classic
RCAs are, these Decca RCAs are truly
special.

That evening Mike also had on hand a
couple of test pressings from the next set
of RCA releases. | heard the famous LSC
1900 Symphony Fantastique recorded in
1955 by the BSO under Munch. Re-
corded in stereo but originally released
only in mono, Classic Records will fi-
nally have the stereo version available.
That original two-track tape was so revo-
lutionary that no stereo cutter heads
were available to handle the stereo infor-
mation of the tape. Later RCA had in-
tended to release it as a stereo LP but
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never got around to it. It is noteworthy
that Classic Records was able to dig up
the original “slick” of the cover intended
for the stereo release, and will of course
use it for their cover.

As if the Fantastique was not enough,
Mike “forced” me to listen to the Pictures
at an Exhibition test pressing. That’s the
LSC 2201 with Reiner and the CSO. The
truth is this was one evening I did not
want to end—by now I was glued in my
listening position, completely content to
go on and on. What I heard leads me to
believe that Classic Records and Bernie
Grundman are learning more about the
RCA master tapes as they go along,
since this latest test pressing contains an
even greater wealth of information: The
dynamics, detail, timbre, and overall in-
tensity of the music were more impres-

sive than ever. | heard an assertiveness
that added to the listening experience
and boosted the enjoyment of the presen-
tation. I was ever so much closer to the
music.

I’'m overjoyed that these current vinyl
ventures are so successful. My hat’s off
to all involved. I find it difficult to be-
lieve that future generations will look at
present day recordings with the same
sense of awe that these recordings of
yore inspire. We should consider our-
selves very fortunate that these exqui-
sitely executed treasures are available to
us now, allowing us to travel back in
time and enjoy the music these great art-
ists intended us to hear. And you know
what the best part is? There’s so much
more to come.

CORNERSTONES

Ernest Ansermet on “Blue Back”
Open Reel Tapes

Wally Chinitz

In 1947, at the invitation of Arturo Tos-
canini, Ernest Ansermet began a four-
week engagement with the NBC
Symphony. Ansermet greatly admired
Toscanini and, at times, claimed an ad-
herence to Toscanini’s self-professed in-
terpretive literalism. For example,
Ansermet once told an interviewer, “All
the conductor can do is present the com-
poser’s ideas as accurately as possible.”

It was clear, however, that Ansermet
was ambivalent on this issue. As a case
in point, in the final pages of Debussy’s
Iberia he reinforced the trombone glis-
sandi (a sliding, continuous movement
from one note to the next) with horns,
justifying his emendatjon with the re-

mark, “I cannot believe that accuracy is
more important than good sense.”

The issue of textual fidelity is probably a
20th century phenomenon; music listen-
ers of past centuries expected perform-
ers to infuse the music with something
of their own sensibilities and emotions.
However, this practice, contrary to popu-
lar belief, generally did not result in gro-
tesque distortions of the composer’s
intentions. For example, piano playing
in the 19th century tradition, as Harold
C. Schoenberg pointed out, implied
“beauty of sound, complete intellectual
control of line and form, an unlabored,
natural sounding virtuosity, and an ele-
gant and restrained interpretive ap-
proach more usually thought of as
classical.”
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Both Hyperion Knight (The Absolute
Sound, Issue 67, September /October
1990) and Donal Henahan in The New
York Times bemoan the loss of “subjec-
tive” interpretation in music perform-
ance. Henahan probably comes close to
the mark when he attributes today’s in-
terpretive sterility to audience prefer-
ences. [ would go a step further to note
that this preference for sterility and ho-
mogeneity under the guise of “fidelity to
the composer’s intentions” paralleled
the general decline in public taste. This
would require, at the very least, a doc-
toral thesis to “prove” and, in any event,
would be difficult to quantify. I believe,
however, that few dispassionate ob-
servers would hesitate to agree that the
decline is eminently apparent.

By way of rolling out the heavy artillery
to support my thesis, I am looking as I
write at one of the (lamentably) last
comic strips Berke Breathed produced
under the “Bloom County” banner.
Opus and Milo Bloom are in a video
store deciding upon the evening’s view-
ing fare. Opus presses for To Kill a Mock-
ingbird (” A story of compassion and
self-discovery . ..”) while Milo opts for
Nun-Munchers from Hell, Part 14 ("Mu-
tant Monks and mayhem from the 1988
best seller. . . . Heads go flying every-
where.”) In the last panel, the two are
heading home with Nun-Munchers
(“Comes with a barf bag,” notes Milo)
while Opus, looking at us, remarks,
“Who am I to resist the forward pro-
gress of American culture?”

This lengthy digression was intended to
lay the groundwork for my strong belief
that Ernest Ansermet falls firmly in the
“subjective” camp, and that the current
relative neglect of his work results from
the factors discussed above. Listeners
would do well to bypass the latest, most
recent, newest, hot-off-the-press record-
ings by most of today’s “wunderkinds”
(young and old), and seek out the record-
ings of the giants of the relatively recent
past. This means not only Reiner and
Munch on Shaded Dogs and Dorati and
14

Paray on Mercury Living Presence, but
other brilliant artists like Ansermet—
whether or not their work was issued on
record labels currently regarded as
“hot.” In Ansermet’s case, of course,
“Blue Backs” have long been regarded
as prime collector’s material. Here, we
look at three “Blue Back” open reels, two
of which are double-play tapes, contain-
ing the equivalent of two records.

LCK-80052, one of the double tapes, con-
tains Beethoven’s Sixth (Pastoral) and
Seventh Symphonies. The first move-
ment of the Sixth is my least favorite
here. Ansermet too often buries the main
line with subsidiary figures, and cli-
maxes tend to be too fierce. This is, after
all, Beethovian nature-painting carrying
the title “Awakening of happy feelings
on arriving in the country.” Beginning
with the second movement, however,
Ansermet’s reading is on a par with the
best available. The second movement is
warm and genial in feeling, with a per-
fect rendering of the pizzicati in the
lower strings to convey the picture of a
gently flowing brook. The third move-
ment is a real prize, alternating between
bucolic revelry and gentleness, with
great understanding and compassion.
Beethoven’s little joke with the sleepy
bassoonist in the Trio is made hilari-
ously effective by the simple device of
underplaying it. The bass is powerfully
projected in this movement and makes
an enormous impact.

Ansermet tries to work up the requisite
lather in the stormy fourth movement,
but is defeated by the engineers who en-
gage in some reprehensible gain riding
here. As a result, the music never really
gets loud; hence, it is never really fright-
ening. Some may regard the last move-
ment as a bit hectic, preferring a more
relaxed mood, but Ansermet makes a
persuasive case for his exhilarating
tempo, and the Suisse Romande plays
superbly.

The sound comes very close to audio-
phile perfection. A precise rendering of
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the soundstage is thrown, along with
lots of warm hall ambience. As sug-
gested above, the entire bass range is
beautifully and tightly projected, and the
string sound in general is smooth and to-
nally right. Despite the minor quibbles
above, this is a real winner and, by itself,
ought to be sufficient to justify Anser-
met’s claim to a wide range of musical
sympathies beyond the French Impres-
sionists, Spanish-flavored pieces and
Stravinsky.

To clinch the case, however, the version
of the Seventh on the overside is suffi-
ciently superb to change the mind of any
remaining skeptics. After an Introduc-
tion I felt to be marginally too fast, the re-
mainder of the first movement is
beautifully gauged. To emphasize the
dance rhythms, Ansermet has the Suisse
Romande violins play subtle (un-
marked) swells that sound absolutely
right. Another highlight occurs in the
coda, where Ansermet imparts an over-
lay of menace to the proceedings by
bringing up the bass and having
Beethoven’s melodic fragments punc-
ture the prevailing gloom like rays of
sunlight.

The second movement is another gem.
Ansermet immediately establishes a
firm, march-like rhythm. A brilliant
touch occurs when the principal melody
and a counter-melody work their way
through the strings. Ansermet under-
stood that there are times when the
counter-theme is the more important,
and he brings it to the foreground at pre-
cisely the right moments.

In the Scherzo—which is repeated by
Ansermet (an uncommon touch that
works well here)—the band plays with
tremendous virtuosity. The Trio pro-
vides the requisite contrast by virtue of
its expansiveness, and even the multi-
forte trumpets do not drown out the mel-
ody in the strings (an authentic miracle).
I know of no conductor among the cur-
rent crop who get this right. The last
movement generates considerable excite-

ment owing to the prominence of the ket-
tledrum and Ansermet’s urgently press-
ing the movement forward.

This recording’s sonic qualities mirror
those in the Pastoral. Bass is again solid,
tonalities are true and a palpable sense
of the hall is present. My only reserva-
tion concerns the kettledrum, which
sounds slightly tubby.

I may as well say straight away that LC]
80079, containing Falla’s The Three-Cor-
nered Hat and the Arbos orchestral ar-
rangements of Albeniz’s Iberia, is one of
my all-time favorite recordings. It is diffi-
cult to see how it could be bettered. An-
sermet’s absolute rhythmic rightness,
which shone particularly brightly in
Spanish music, works to perfection.
Take, for example, the Falla music,
which heaves and swells with a pulse
that eludes even the wonderful Ataulfo
Argenta (London CS 6050). Yet textures
are always transparent, and Ansermet’s
ability to paint pictures in sound graphi-
cally conveys both the action and the hu-
mor in the music.

Again, although Ansermet is slightly
faster in many sections than most (in-
cluding Argenta), one quickly becomes
convinced he is “right” because it
sounds right. I recall having this discus-
sion with Sam Burstein some years ago,
taking to task some reviewers who had
bad-mouthed a recording of a chestnut
because it failed to sound like every
other version of the work. I said some-
thing like this to Sam: “Listen to it and
see if it doesn’t thrill you because the
conductor has re-thought the piece, in-
fused it with fresh ideas, and made it
sound right—like a previously undiscov-
ered masterpiece, rather than simply
more detritus.” (After hearing it, he
agreed; otherwise I would not be telling
this tale.) So it is here!

Teresa Berganza does the vocals voluptu-
ously. Listeners should note how, in the
“Final Dance,” Ansermet whips up tre-
mendous excitement by dynamic grada-
15
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tions alone, rather than by speeding up
the tempo.

Except for a hint of rawness in the vio-
lins and a slightly truncated soundstage
(left-to-right), the sound again borders
on perfection. The same can be said of
Iberia on the overside, which features
sweeter violin tone and a more atmos-
pheric ambience. The celli are especially
luscious in tone and occupy a realistic
volume within the stage.

The performance sounds completely
authentic; from the magic of “Evoca-
tion” to the bustle of “The Harbor.” In
the latter, where timing becomes tricky
and is frequently bungled even on re-
cordings, Ansermet and his forces man-
age it with great precision. In the middle
sections the pinpoint dynamic control
Ansermet brings to “Sevilla” should be
noted, as well as the unflagging rhyth-

mic drive, and superb handling of the
tricky rhythms of “Triana.”

Last for this outing, but far from least, is
LCL 80084, featuring Stravinsky’s Les No-
ces and Symphony of Psalms. The Sym-
phony is one of my favorite works, both
for its ethereal beauty and for the bril-
liance of its construction. It is laced with
a marvelous contrapuntal texture and
gorgeous harmonies. Take, for example,
the modal harmonies of the first psalm,
the double fugue in the second, and the
driving staccato rhythms of the third
psalm, which is framed by the chorus in-
toning the word “Alleluia” in heavenly
harmonies.

Ansermet, the Suisse Romande Orches-
tra and the choruses perform it with a
passion, intensity and devotional fervor
that more than match the composer’s
own (Columbia MS 6548). In general, the
sonics are superior as well, with a wide,

39 YEARS IN THE MAKING.
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deep soundstage (choruses placed in
front of the orchestra) and superb bass
underpinning. My sole reservation con-
cerns a thickening of orchestral textures
in heavily scored passages, which tends
to obscure important contrapuntal lines.
In Stravinsky’s version, a textural lean-
ness ensures that all the lines can be
heard. In every other way, the Ansermet
is sonically superior.

Ansermet’s reading of Les Noces (“The
Wedding”) also competes with one con-
ducted by the composer (Columbia MS
6372). Stravinsky has described it “as a
collection of cliches and quotations of
typical wedding sayings (which) might
be compared to one of those scenes in
(Joyce’s) Ulysses in which the reader
seems to be overhearing scraps of con-
versation without the connecting thread
of discourse.” It is a cantata for four solo
voices, mixed chorus, four pianos and
percussion. The music is both touching
and funny, and will fail if rendered in
burlesque fashion. Neither Stravinsky
nor Ansermet, of course, are guilty of
this; both performances are superb. An-
sermet’s forces sound more controlled,
and since his soloists do not lapse into

an operatic style, the piece comes closer
to what I believe was intended—a peas-
ant wedding. Ansermet also inflects the
music more subtly, rather than hammer-
ing out the rhythms. In the end, I find
his version more moving, more touching
and funnier.

The sound from this tape is, as one
would expect, far superior to that on the
composer’s Columbia disk. The place-
ment of soloists (up front) is precise, the
percussion focused beautifully, and
there is plenty of atmosphere. The pi-
anos seem to have been located a goodly
distance from the microphones, so they
are not always as clear as one might like.

Perhaps Ansermet’s time is at hand.
Japanese-made “Super Analogue” press-
ings of a number of his recordings have
been released that will hopefully intro-
duce his work to a new generation of
music lovers. I would like to think so.
The pendulum has swung very far and it
is hard to imagine it has much further to
go before a cultural renascence occurs.
To mix metaphors: There is no place to
go but up.

The Joy of Tweaking

Steve Guttenberg

ou thought you'd seen them all:

Shun Mook, Goldmund Cones, Ce-
ramic Iso-Pods, Harmonix Cones and
Feet, and of course, Tiptoes. Steve McCor-
mack started the audiophile foot stam-
pede with the invention (discovery?) of
the Tiptoe. Common sense skepticism
was replaced by audiophile delight; the
pointy little devils really worked. Sure,
some balked at spending $7 (?!!) for an
aluminum cone, but they were soon
joined by much more costly competitors.
An opposite camp emerged and swore
by soft, mushy feet—Sorbothane and
Navcom primarily. To vastly oversim-

plify: The hard, pointy group listens for
greater detail, tighter bass and increased
air. The softie brigade promises a sweeter
and more mellow sound.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF FOOT

Q Dampers are made by a company
called A.R.T. and come to us from Italy;
they really don’t belong in either of the
above categories. Q Dampers are graph-
ite bricks (1 3/4" x 13/4" x5/8") with a
brass insert on the top. The brass tops in-
vite the use of Tip-Toe-type devices to be
used in conjunction with the Q Damp-
ers. Joe Cohen from Virtual Audio,
ART/s US. distributor (415-898-8067),
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sent me six sets of 4 ($110 for each set) to
try out. I decided to introduce them into
my system slowly, starting with three Q
Dampers under pre and power amps. |
was immediately impressed.

I've been LP bingeing lately (Princeton
Record Exchange in Princeton, NJ—my
favorite) and was lucky enough to dis-
cover a real treasure: Andre Previn and |.
J. Johnson Play Kurt Weill (Columbia CL
1741), which is just wonderful. The disc
resided on my Roksan Xerxes for a solid
week. My copy is mono, which I usually
find a little boring. With the Q Dampers
in place under my phono pre-amp (ARC
PH-1) the depth and space revealed in
this recording made mono sound much
more interesting to me. I spent a whole
afternoon listening to my mono record
collection, with and without the Q
Dampers in place. The Q Dampers con-
sistently improved bass definition—the
“woodiness” of acoustic bass particu-
larly benefited from the use of Q Damp-
ers.

Next up was the Roksan itself. For the
Roksan/Q Dampers Test I used a
Chesky recording that I had worked on,
Sara K’s Play on Words (JR105). Using the
track “I Could Sing Your Blues,” the Q
Dampers correctly decoded the spatial
location of Bill Mobley’s trumpet, 10’
back from the main mike. So what I'm
saying here is that the Q Dampers were
allowing me to hear into the recording,
revealing information that I know is
there—not creating, revealing. 1 wound
up using the Q Dampers with my turn-
table, pre- and power amps, D/A and
phono preamp.

While experimenting with the Q Damp-
ers, I received a few sets of Audio Points
($88 for 4 tall points; $50 for 3 short
points) from Michael Green’s Ultra Sys-
tems (215-297-0227). Just what we
need—more Tiptoes. They scream
“audio jewelry”—machined brass sculp-
tures that look like no other isolation de-
vices. Quite beautiful. I used them alone
and with the Q Dampers. There is defi-
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nitely a synergistic match between these
two. The Audio Points by themselves
are very good—improving image width
and depth over the other pointy devices
I had on hand. But when used in tandem
with the Q Dampers . . . magic! For ex-
ample, listening to the Doors’ “Riders on
the Storm” (L.A. Woman, DCC GZS
1034), the rain and thunder were so real
I was afraid of getting the equipment
drenched by the downpour! The thun-
der went all the way back. Scary.

To recap: A.R.T. Q Dampers, alone or
used with Ultra Systems” Audio Points,
significantly improved spatial detail,
bass texture, and low level detail. Highly
Recommended.

INTERFERENCE

Speaking of analog, be sure to keep your
CD player, D/A, and transport turned
off when you're seriously listening to re-
cords. The RFI fields they radiate will
contaminate the high-gain stage of your
phono pre-amp. Power line conditioners
will reduce AC contamination, but RFI
will still be a concern. Give it a try.

ELECTROSTATIC SPEAKERS

I love my Quad 63s. In fact, I can’t imag-
ine my audiophile life without them. As
tweaky as I can be, the Quads are stock
except for Tiffany binding posts and Car-
das power cords. But there were two
things that bothered me: that 1/4 amp
AC fuse and the on/off switch. Great,
you have an audiophile AC power
cord—but next in line is this horrible 1/4
amp fuse inside an iffy fuse holder, and
the on/off switch is completely unneces-
sary—if you want to “turn off” the
speakers, unplug them.

I took the plunge and, with help from
my friend Todd, hardwired the Cardas
power cord directly to the transformer. I
felt better. The Quads never sounded
better—much less grit, grunge, haze,
and a touch fuller in the bass; depth also
improved.
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So, my electrostatic friends, check it out.
Wave bye-bye to warranties, and be care-
ful! Very high voltages are lurking in-
side these speakers. So if you don't

know what you’re doing, stay out! For
those of you handy with a soldering
iron, hardwiring is always a good idea—
just not very practical. Electrostatic
speakers are the exception to that rule.

WORKING FOR THE CLAMPDOWN

It's an RFI jungle out there. I believe that
one of the main culprits in the variability
of the sound of one’s system is RFI (Ra-
dio Frequency Interference). It seems
that some RFI days, and nights, are
worse than others. Radio Shack has
again come to our rescue, offering a fer-
rite clamp (cat. #273-104) that reminds
me of . .. Legos! They’re rectangular and
can snap together. The possibilities are
endless. In the past I've had mixed re-
sults with ferrite clamps, but these ba-

High-End

Mark Block

Many audiophiles sense there’s
something wrong with the high-

end these days. Jack English wrote a well
thought out piece about it in a recent
Stereophile. David Nemzer talked about
high-end malaise in our last issue. The
subject comes up several times a year at
Audio Society meetings. We complain
about the exorbitant prices. We remark
on how few Generation Xers (known un-
til recently as the MTV Generation) seem
interested in joining the hobby. We be-
moan the growth of audio/video equip-
ment at the expense of audio-only
systems. We penitently lash ourselves
over our failure to spread the high-end
gospel to the heathens worshipping in
the Radio Shack temple. Let me now take
off my reviewer’s ears and put on the
prophet’s robes: Let me tell you why the

bies do the job. I tried them first on the
speaker inputs to the Quads. Center im-
age focus went up a couple of notches.
An $8 improvement that could equal the
kind of difference that a $500 cable could
make. Please don’t misunderstand my
intentions—I believe in cables; I use Car-
das Golden 5C throughout my system.
But whatever the state of your system,
these inexpensive tweaks should be in-
vestigated along the way.

One of the primary CDs | used during
these tests was the harmonia mundi
HMC905184 Récital de Harpe, a radiant re-
cording. As I added clamps, first to the
power cable on my amp and finally to
the power cords to the Quads, the harp
grew sweeter—more palpable. The ses-
sion ended when I swore I could see a
halo over the harpist’s head.

Keep on tweakin'!

high-end is sick, and what I think can be
done to revive it.

Let’s start with the easy stuff. One of the
biggest reasons for the depression in
high-end audio is “Far East” pricing.
Manufacturers can sell a large share of
their product overseas at prices so in-
flated that the middle class American
consumer is effectively eliminated. The
irony here is that what keeps American
high-end manufacturers in business
these days is exactly what keeps Ameri-
can buyers away. [ can’t completely
blame the manufacturers, however. Why
spend Ré&D time on ways to cut product
costs when you can easily export the
more profitable cost-no-object gear?

Many of the best audio reviewers com-

pound the problem by primarily review-

ing the expensive, sexy stuff—which

they audition for free, keep for extended
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periods, and buy (when forced) at dealer
cost. This expensive fantasy world spins
ever more out of control. Decent, honest
budget products are criticized for not
measuring up to the unaffordable best.
Small wonder the average audiophile
loses interest: The mouth-watering toys
are way beyond affordability, and the af-
fordable ones don’t seem so desirable af-
ter the reviews come in. | remember ten
years ago when the top of the line Krell
monoblocks were expensive but within
reach if I stretched my budget (I did).
The best electronics nowadays—even
less than the best—are so far out of reach
I think of them as mere curiosities (glori-
ous curiosities, but curiosities nonethe-
less).

At the core of the high-end philosophy is
a desire to push the frontiers, to come
ever closer to perfection, to play back the
undiluted musical truth—costs be
damned! That urge—to take design con-
cepts to the limits and beyond—is the
heart and soul of high-end audio. But
the cutting edge is a double-edged
sword: The preponderance of cost-no-ob-
ject products (and reviews of them) is
killing the industry. The way I see it, the
very thing that makes the high-end tick
is what could eventually destroy it.

Prices began skyrocketing during the go-
g0 '80s, a time when we DINKs (Double
Income, No Kids) speculated every-
thing—particularly real estate—up into
the depleted ozonosphere. We took out
fat mortgages, leased fancy cars and
bought wild stereos we couldn’t afford—
couldn’t afford, that is, without two in-
comes and unreasonable expectations
about the future. Now we're worried
about our jobs, our salaries are stagnant,
we have kids, and we're screwed. Hello
illegal nanny, good-by public office. And
good-by state-of-the art equipment.
Maybe we can afford one big purchase
every couple of years. Enough to keep
high-end alive but not well.

News flash: Contrary to what manufac-
turers imagine, audiophiles are not rich.
20

The kind of person who becomes an ob-
sessive/compulsive music or equipment
lover is not the kind of driven, aggres-
sive individual who is likely to make lots
of money. Members of The Audiophile
Society, for example, come from a cross-
section of American society, not exclu-
sivley its upper crust.

THE PATIENT 1S OUT OF IT

The other problem with high-end audio
is that it just doesn’t fit the lifestyles of
999 out of a thousand people. Whenever
an audio neophyte friend asks me for
shopping advice, I first ask them how
they listen to music. If the primary pur-
pose of their stereo system is playing
background music, I tell them I can’t
help; the hi-fi components I would rec-
ommend are those that demand one’s
undivided attention. Here’s how I ask
the question: Are there times when you
want to sit in a comfortable chair in front
of the speakers and just listen to the mu-
sic without a lot of visual distractions?
The answer I always get is: “"Mmmm,
not really.” These people do not want a
high-end system at any price; they want
cheap background music for working,
reading, driving, and partying. At best,
they want something they can hook
their TV up to. Why recommend equip-
ment that does not fit their needs?

Related to this problem is the fact that
high-end systems need careful room
matching and painstaking set-up. Not
many people can find a place for a good
system. When my wife and I were house
hunting about five years ago, the main
thing on my agenda was, needless to
say, a large den suitable for listening to
big speakers (placed away from the
walls, of course). This one criterion elimi-
nated four out of five houses. In some
houses the family rooms were too small;
in other houses the architectural realities
(hallways, windows, fireplaces, col-
umns, L-shapes, etc.) clearly prevented
proper speaker placement. It’s a truism
that the room is the most important
audio component, and most houses sim-
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ply don’t have a den suited to true high-
end sound.

I'm not saying that a good, budget-
priced high-end rig wouldn’t be better
than a Tandy rack special even in less-
than-ideal surroundings. Of course it
would, but the fact is, most people don’t
want a high-end system at any price; the
large size, the lack of convenience and
the set-up hassles more than outweigh
the one advantage of a high-end sound
system—beautiful sound.

My non-audiophile friends who shop for
stereos always say they want great
sound, but they usually have no concept
of it. What they really want is affirma-
tion; they want to believe they’ve made
the right choice even when it was made
out of complete ignorance. It’s like wine:
People know they’re supposed to serve
good wine to guests, but when I'm of-
fered a "White” Zinfandel and the host
says “This is supposed to be pretty
good,” what can I say? Unless I feel close
enough to the host that my honesty
would not be mistaken for rudeness, I re-
spond, “Thanks, I'll try it,” while think-
ing, “"How can you drink this sweet,
bubbly travesty of a noble grape?” Like-
wise, when a friend says, “I have this 15
year old Sansui receiver—it’s a real good
one, a classic—and I want to get some
new speakers,” I act polite and do what I
can.

OFF THE DEEP END

We’'ve talked about the heart of high-
end, but it has a head too, and maybe it
needs to be examined. The high-end

lives by a philosophy I call “Sonic Subjec-
tivism,” which might be defined as
“Sound precedes signal.” In other

words, listening takes priority over test-
ing; measurements are an adjunct to lis-
tening, not the other way around.

I personally believe in this philosophy,
but some of its disciples have caused the
high-end to be seen as a laughingstock
in the press and in the consciousness of
22

the public (if they have a consciousness
of high-end at all). Stories about high-
end audio in the mainstream media
never fail to mention how weird and ob-
sessive we are—right before the reader
gets hit with the insane prices we pay.
To the average hi-fi consumer, the “gold-
en ears” guys seem to be tweaky flakes
who neurotically buy magic bricks and
magic dots and magic nonsense of all
kinds. Ours is seen as a hobby akin to ho-
meopathic medicine, divining rods, as-
trology and alien abductions. Why?
Because the connections to science, to
technology and to everyday experience
have seemingly been severed.

Of course, there are numerous examples
of weird, tweaky things that turn out to
demonstrably improve sound—spikes,
Tip Toes and sand filled platforms
spring (if I can use that word in this con-
text) readily to mind. Yet in our haste to
embrace Sonic Subjectivism we have
steadfastly refused to recognize the exist-
ence of a placebo effect; thus, our subjec-
tive findings often lose touch with
reality and enter the land of pathological
science. There’s no easy answer to this
dilemma. I could make a list of the
things I consider placebos (Belt foils,
Shun Mook pucks on the floor, green
pens for CDs) but part of the fun of this
hobby is trying that stuff out to see if it
works—and arguing about it with your
friends.

Again the irony: What makes the hobby
interesting to most of us is one of the
things that keeps it from enjoying mass
appeal. Does high-end’s head need
shrinking? Sometimes I think we need
sort of a slap upside the noggin to make
us tone down some of our wilder subjec-
tivism, but eliminating the tweaky stuff
would be less a slap than a lobotomy—
the personality and character would be
gone. The question, then, is this: If the
high-end changes enough to encourage
a broader appeal, would it still be the
high-end? Perhaps one of the famous Vi-
etnam era absurdities applies: Do we
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have to destroy the village in order to
save it?

WHAT'S A MOTHER TO DO?

The raison d’etre of high-end is uncom-
promised sound—but almost everything
else is compromised. Audiophiles usu-
ally own systems with expensive compo-
nents that are too big, too fussy, too
complex, and just too plain wacky to be
used in 99 out of 100 American living
rooms. And that’s .. .. OK. (Chris
Johnson of Sonic Frontiers calls this the
“Harley-Davidson” design approach: If
it doesn’t work, make it bigger!) But if
the high-end is to survive and prosper
we must accept the need to expand its
definition to include some products that
cross over into the mainstream.

I make that last statement with some re-
luctance but much consideration. Manu-
facturers must come up with products
that broaden their customer base and in-
troduce younger people, family people
(maybe even female people) to the joys
of high quality music reproduction. Son-
ics must still be a priority, but not neces-
sarily the be-all and end-all. Look at
Monster Cable: Noel Lee’s marketing
brilliance took a tweak product and
made it mass market. It can be done. The
idea is not to water down the purity of
high-end, but to give a taste of high-end
sound to the masses, to imbed high-end
brand names in the consumer’s con-
sciousness, and to convince the public
that high-end sound is something desir-
able rather than laughable.

I was thinking today of the way Ameri-
can tastes in automobiles were trans-
formed between 1975 and 1985. Oil
shortages forced Americans into Japa-
nese cars, and we learned that family
cars could combine nimble handling
with solid, reliable construction. Big, un-
gainly, unreliable American cars lost fa-
vor; Detroit eventually changed its ways
because the public’s expectations had
risen significantly. Acura, Lexus and In-
finiti even forced us to change our expec-

tations of what we expect from a dealer.
The same thing can happen in audio
(even without something like an energy
crisis)—only this time we can turn the ta-
bles on the Japanese, who are in the posi-
tion of making lousy products that
people want because they don’t realize
there’s something better out there.

So, without further ado, here’s my pre-
scription for curing what ails us:

1. Cut costs, cut costs, cut costs. Judging
by the Winter CES, some manufacturers
recognize the problem and are doing
something about it. Case in point: Ed
Meitner redesigned his IDAT digital
processor using LSI chips instead of dis-
crete circuits. Reportedly, the price will
be cut from $14,000 to $2000 with sup-
posedly no sacrifice in sound quality. If
this is true, Ed Meitner is god!

2. Don’t turn away from the video and
computer revolution. Video surround
systems are great—they force people to
get their speakers out of the corners or
out from behind couches and place them
symmetrically on either side of the TV.
This is the greatest single improvement
most people can make in their sound sys-
tems. With a video surround system
properly installed, the average Joe can
sit in front of his TV and hear a sem-
blance of stereo for the first time in his
life.

The drawback to a surround system is
cost. If people aren’t willing to spend
enough money to buy two channels of
high-end sound, they certainly won’t
want to pay for six! Which is why it’s im-
perative for high-end companies to
jump into this arena ASAP with reason-
ably priced systems that sound better
than the mass-market competition.

It seems our attention spans grow
shorter every year, and the younger you
are, the more impatient you're likely to
be with communications media that
don’t give good visuals. Remember, in
the thirties and forties families used to
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cluster around the radio for an evening
of entertainment. That doesn’t happen
anymore; radio, for the most part, is
background sound for driving. Audio-
only recorded media will, sooner rather
than later, be the same. Recorded enter-
tainment for the home will mean pic-
tures and sound together. That’s
progress, and that’s good . . . or, at least,
that’s life, so let’s do something about it.

Even hotter than video systems in the
consumer electronics marketplace are
computers, not to mention video
games—computers and video com-
bined! Have you ever noticed that in po-
lite, mixed (male/female) cocktail party
conversation it’s now acceptable to talk
about computers? It used to be that mov-
ies and TV shows were the safest sub-
jects, with car-buying stories allowed if
the guy/girl ratio leaned toward the ma-
cho. Now many women are either using,
buying, or thinking about buying com-
puters. It's a subject that's replaced hi-fi
BS even among some audiophiles. As
people become more and more com-
puter literate, high-end companies
should start thinking about computer
control for audio/video systems. In the
future, speaker crossovers, DSP room
correction, input/output switching, and
CD jukebox selection (from your per-
sonal music library database) will all be
functions of software on a PC.

3. Don'’t give up on multi-room sys-
tems. When many people think of spend-
ing a lot of money on a hi-fi, they think
of spending it on an integrated multi-
room system. I got a flier in the mail re-
cently from Vaux Electronics
announcing the Aris MediaMation Sys-
tem, which is a remote controlled
audio/video routing switcher for the
home. The hand-held or wall mounted
control panels can operate up to six ste-
reo systems using RF signals, and can
also control appliances, lights, air condi-
tioning, security systems, etc. I know
this kind of thing is an anathema to the
high-end, but I see it as a logical adjunct
to a high-end audio/video system. It

24

also a logical thing for the kind of com-
puter control mentioned above.

OK, in-wall speakers and multi-channel
amplifiers are usually awful, but the
dealer who installs some hidden speak-
ers in the bedroom and kitchen can at
the same time talk the customer into
some big, floor standing jobs for the liv-
ing room or den. A THX amplifier (or
something similar) could be used either
for 6 channels of movie sound or multi-
room audio. And while the dealer’s at it,
he can give some set-up advice—maybe
even helping with a little room re-ar-
rangement.

4, Offer products that are smaller, more
convenient and better looking. There
will always be a die-hard market for big
bruiser tube and class A power amps,
but the industry has to make products at
all price levels that are attractive and con-
venient. Make some electronics that are
stackable and controlled by a single, full-
function remote. No excuses for cheap,
ugly faceplates, even on good-sounding
budget stuff. “Integration” should be a
key word. Forget about a snake den of
expensive cables adding cost and com-
plexity. Keep it simple for the average

guy.-

The reason I said “at all price levels” is
that entry-level consumers need the con-
venience and attractive appearance to
help them commit to paying a little ex-
tra—but likewise, doctors, lawyers and
others with money to throw around
don’t want to deal with big, ugly mon-
sters in their otherwise attractive dens.
Without an alternative to high-end sys-
tems that are large and complex, many
will be turned off; they’ll just spend their
money elsewhere. Once turned on to
high-end, however, they’ll come back for
more—and some may eventually make
room in their lives for Krells and Row-
lands and Apogee Grands.

5. A pox on snobby dealers. When I go
to my Infiniti dealer for simple mainte-
nance on my under 20 grand G20, I al-
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ways feel like they’ve mistaken me for
an important customer with a fleet of
Q45s. When I used to take my old car in
for fixing, I got the feeling that I'd been
mistaken for a big jerk with deep pock-
ets. Like bad car salesmen, too many
high-end dealers divide up consumers
into two groups: jerks who won't ever
buy anything and jerks with deep pock-
ets. My message to dealers: Contrary to
what you might think, high-end audio
customers do not come into your store
looking for abuse. I have at least a dozen
friends who have gone into audio salons
fully intending to buy something, but in-
stead got turned off; they usually ended
up buying crap from the nearest discoun-
ter. There are good dealers out there. I've
met them. [ only wish there were more.
(Read Vanessa Vyvyanne du Pré’s excel-
lent article about rude dealers in issue 95
of The Absolute Sound.)

6. Reviewers: Get real. Stop the endless
chasing after (and drooling over) the
sexy, outrageous stuff. Yes, cost-no-ob-
ject equipment is important, but the
price increases have been ridiculous—
and ill-timed, coming as they did pre-
cisely at a downturn in the American
economy. If we want to get readers inter-
ested in the hobby again, let’s start prais-
ing the moderately priced components
that deliver great sound. And let’s take
manufacturers to task for ergonomically
poor and aesthetically ugly designs.
Force them to make equipment that is
both functionally elegant and nice to
look at.

Further, reviewers must be more rigor-
ous in their evaluations. Level matching
and repeated comparisons are essential
if we are to avoid the placebo effect. Sim-
ply plugging in a new piece of equip-
ment and then writing up a review a few
days or weeks later is a meaningless ex-
cercise.

And please, can we stop using live mu-
sic as the primary reference in equip-
ment evaluations? I'm sorry if I'm
stepping on toes here, but when a re-

viewer starts a paragraph with, “Com-
pared to the absolute sound of live,
unamplified music. . .” I know that
what follows is likely to be irrelevant—
and possibly misleading. Stereophonic re-
cordings played back through two speakers
do not sound like live music, so why
should we expect our systems to miracu-
lously alter that inescapable fact? Stereo
equipment must strive to be a transpar-
ent window between the listener and the
recording rather than some hypothetical
live event.

A component that makes your favorite
recordings sound more like what you
hear in your seats at your local concert
hall may not do the same for mine—and
it certainly won'’t be a neutral, clear win-
dow onto the recording. Experience with
the sound of real instruments is, cer-
tainly, a sine qua non for reviewers, and
the “live” reference is applicable when
reviewing recordings, but it doesn’t al-
ways work when reviewing playback
equipment. The methodology is not pre-
cise, not accurate, and not helpful. It
leads to results that are wholly subjec-
tive, impossible to repeat, and experi-
mentally non-falsifiable. In other words,
it leads to flaky reviews—and bad
sounding systems put together based on
those flaky reviews. That’s a big reason
people get turned off by the high-end:
uninvolving sound produced by expen-
sive, supposedly great components.

Instead, reviewers should spend more
time describing design goals, more time
evaluating ergonomics, more time ana-
lyzing system matching, more time com-
paring the sound of one component to
another, more time characterizing what
a component does to the sound of famil-
iar recordings, and less time doing that
flowery “live music” navel contempla-
tion.

7. Change the marketing strategy. Pro-
mote the high-end as high-tech. Why is a
Mercedes automobile a status symbol
while a high-end stereo system is not?
I've always thought it's because a Mer-
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cedes can be parked in the driveway and
driven around town where neighbors
can see it; a stereo is hidden away from
all but close friends. There’s got to be
more to it than that, however. Besides be-
ing expensive and (presumably—I've
never owned one) well crafted, the Mer-
cedes is perceived as the epitome of auto-
motive engineering. It confers good
judgment on its owner. High-end com-
ponents must be perceived as more than
just expensive, tweaky curiosities. A
high-end audio system must bestow
upon its owner the mythical seal of good
taste and intelligent decision making.
The way to do that is to make the compo-
nents look beautiful while promoting

them as better engineered.

The mention of Mercedes reminds me
that the imported luxury lines have been
hit pretty hard in the last few economi-
cally sluggish years—which is why both
Merc and BMW are about to release
budget-priced models. High-end compa-
nies would be wise to follow that strat-
egy. Right now there are too many
“Ferraris” in the high-end marketplace,
and not enought G20s, Acura Integras,
Mazda Miatas and Mitsubishi/Eagle
AWDs. With more and better products
at “the low end of the high-end,” manu-
facturers and dealers could then position
them in the marketplace the same way
Apple is now trying to position their
Macintosh computers against PC clones:
easy to use; does more; costs less. The
“costs less” part will be very difficult,
probably unachievable; the other stuff is
just a matter of better design.

The Academy for the Advancement of
High-End Audio must help in the mar-
keting effort by doing more real PR
work. How about holding seminars with
architects? What about giving profes-
sional decorators a high-end education?
Let’s get some high-end products fea-
tured in ads, movies and TV shows
(Jerry Seinfeld definitely needs a good
stereo in his apartment). Here’s an idea I
submit with great reluctance: Take some
review products away from reviewers
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and give them to architects or decorators
instead. If those people could experience
the joys of good sound on a daily basis
they would certainly spread the word to
their clients. I can also imagine a high-
end company making a deal with an up-
scale developer; multi-room systems
could be built into new homes and apart-
ment buildings.

Stereophile is doing more right now to ad-
vance the cause of high-end than the rest
of the industry put together. Their hi-fi
shows for the public are great, as are the
magazine’s efforts to attract more read-
ers. We should salute and support Stereo-
phile’s undertakings.

A broader market is essential because the
traditional market is shrinking—losing
out to video and computers. Unit sales
have to go up to help prices go down,
otherwise the hard-core high-end could
fall further into the “collectibles” trap.
Like tulip bulbs several centuries ago or
classic Ferraris in the last decade, collect-
ibles rise (and eventually fall) on the psy-
chological whim and whimsy of the
market. High-end audio components
must offer (or at least be perceived as of-
fering) real sonic—and maybe even ergo-
nomic—benefits. Sixty year old Western
Electric tube amps are readily sold at
high prices in Japan; if that’s the future
of high-end, then we might as well pull
the life-support plug right now.

SICKNESS OR ALTERNATE
LIFESTYLE?

Why do people rent VHS tapes when la-
ser discs look so much better? Why do
they use DOS and Windows when Mac
and O/S2 are out there? Why do they ac-
cept bad sound when good high-end
products are readily available? That last
question is the real toughie, and I hope
I've shed some light on it.

The other, deeper question is whether
the high-end needs rescuing or is fine
the way it is. Maybe it's OK to remain a
humble little hobby, catered to by small
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to medium size companies who under-
stand their limited, niche market. Our
own cute club, The Audiophile Society,
is made up of a nice bunch of guys.
We're wonderful they way we are—why
worry about new members? It’s not like
we're the North American Man/Boy
Love Association or anything—why
should we assume our hobby is sick?

Why? Because audio is in grave danger
of becoming a mere adjunct to video,

and the fact is our brains more readily
accept bad sound if it is accompanied by
images. If audiophile standards for
sound quality aren’t appreciated by
more people soon, high-end companies
will face an ever-shrinking market, and
many will whither away in the vast
video desert. Spectacular pictures with
lousy sound could be our future. Do we
care?

The Science Of Be—auty:
Audio Culture In The Nineties

Herbert E. Reichert

Rewind: J.C. and I worked construc-
tion by day and made art by night.
Leaving work, we would retire to our stu-
dios and paint. The next day at lunch we
would share with each other how it
went. [ was always a little jealous be-
cause in addition to painting, J.C. would
go and play his very vintage Telecaster in
avant-guard downtown clubs like the
Knitting Factory. I was pestered by the
feeling that just collecting records and
playing them on my “hi-fi” did not
honor the musical expression or demon-
strate my gratitude for the glorious feel-
ings that music provides. I longed to do
more than listen to records and paint.

One night while eating dinner at a
friend’s house, I was distracted by the
beauty of the singing coming from the
living room. When I inquired about it, I
was told, “It's the radio.” Later on, I dis-
covered it was a Marantz Model 10 play-
ing through Quads. For days all I could
think of was the beauty of that singing. I
became determined to recreate that
beauty in my home. I bought books on
electronics and acoustics and began to
try to understand why this singing had
affected me so strongly. The systems I
heard at audio salons clearly did not

have this effect. So I began to build my
own. Soon | was spending all of my free
time drawing schematics and soldering.

J.C. would watch me reading and draw-
ing amp schematics at lunch time and
tell me I was going crazy. “All anybody
needs is a great tape in the boom box.
Forget all that audiophile stuff and
spend your money on great tapes.” Fast
forward. Today, instead of doing con-
struction, J.C. pays his bills designing
high-end speakers and single-ended 845
amps.

After listening to Monk and John Zorn
at my place, ].C. decided to build a tri-
ode amp and a pair of speakers to play
his Sony Walkman through. Within
weeks, he and I were spending the
whole day at work talking “tube talk.”
Weekly, UPS would be bringing boxes
of RCA 45s and 50s directly to the job
site. We would be shaking, opening the
boxes and holding the tubes up to the
light, reveling in the beauty of these
globe shaped masterpieces of the 1930s.
The rest of the crew would roll their
eyes. They would admit, when pressed,
that these tubes were beautiful as “indus-
trial art,” but they wondered, "How can
these dusty old globes outperform mod-
ern gear?” When we informed them that
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not only could these objects play music,
but that they were capable of producing
sensations of grace, beauty and excite-
ment on a level beyond today’s hi-fi,
they began to actively ridicule us. To
them we had become "high-fever boys”
lost in retro-land.

One particular fellow worker, a carpen-
ter and a fine artist, was especially active
in his ridicule of us. Over and over,
every day, he kept saying, "It can’t be
worth it!” It turns out he is an avid mu-
sic lover with a wide-ranging record col-
lection. Further conversations revealed
that he was a BIG George Jones fan, so |
invited him over after work to hear
some country favorites.

When we got to my studio I asked,
”Shall we start with GEORGE?” He gave
me a big smile. As I set the tonearm
down and turned the volume up |

heard, "He said he’d love her till he

died . ..” coming from the speakers.
When I turned around he had his hands
over his face and was shaking his head,
muttering, “It's worth it. It’s worth it. It's
really worthiit.”

This man quit his job and invested his
life savings in a store selling pure triode
amps and horn speakers. I know—this
sounds like the story of a man joining a
cult, not a document of musical cathar-
sis. But the point is this: A simple, inex-
pensive, five watt record playing system
moved people to change the course of
their lives! I could tell you many more
stories like this, and I could tell you that
this was simply the result of using di-
rectly heated triodes and horns, but that
would be an oversimplification, taking
us away from the possibility of discover-
ing what is really going on here. I have
been forced to ask myself: What aspects
of this reproduced sound elicited the dra-
matic attitudinal and behavioral changes
I observed. You must understand that
this type of reaction, this letting out of
breath, this surrender to the music, this
feeling of finally understanding what re-
produced music can do, is not simply an
28

equipment change, but a profound
change of mindset.

Over the last decade, I have listened to
most of the big commercial high-end sys-
tems (IRS-V, WAMM, Diva, etc.).  have
also been exposed to several Japanese
style triode/horn systems—setups that
usually feature small triode amps driv-
ing Onken or Altec horns. The character
of these two types of systems could not
be more different, and the differences
are not in spatial information, detail or
tonal balance, but rather in the funda-
mental character of the musical presenta-
tion.

When I asked my Japanese friend what
he thought of the WAMMS he had just
heard he said, “Giant robots were no
fun.” Another Japanese friend said, "Too
serious.” | believe the Japanese prefer a
system that “embraces” the listener like
a friend or lover. Kando San, designer of
the Ongaku, refers to his “deep emo-
tion” upon first hearing music played
through silver foil capacitors. This is not
the way Americans talk about their hi-fi
experiences. When the Japanese discuss
the relative merits of audio components
they sound like they are talking about or-
chestra conductors. When Americans
talk audio, it sounds like an optician’s
convention. Americans rarely mention
their feelings when telling their friends
about an audio component they have
heard. What I am suggesting is this: The
difference between these two audio cul-
tures is not simply “taste” in hardware
selection but a fundamental difference in
the sensibility that informs this taste.

An audio system, like a painting or a
novel, represents a series of decisions by
the “author” to effect the final “work.”
Each of these decisions has moral, ethi-
cal, and technical implications with re-
gard to the final product, and the quality
of the novel, painting or audio system—
indeed, all of mankind’s works—is the
sum of these decisions. I dare say we can
evaluate the character of an entire cul-
ture on the apparent quality of its deci-
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sion making. What we regard as a per-
son’s taste is really his character. A man
and his family and the way they “sup-
port” themselves in society are actually a
little mini-culture. What importance the
making or reproduction of music in the
home assumes is a reflection of the na-
ture or quality of this mini-culture—in
other words, the result of ethical family
decision making,

In Japan, ethics is taught as a subject in
the elementary schools, and a person’s
hobbies and interests are considered
more important than what he or she
does to earn a living. People are re-
spected as much for their aspirations as
their achievements. Fast food chains
compete for the most aesthetically beau-
tiful “lunch box.” Ferraris, Harley-David-
sons and Western Electric audio systems
are collected as masterpieces of indus-
trial art. The Japanese have a firm grasp
on the aesthetic of form following func-
tion. In the U.S., I am afraid these lofty
concepts are only rarely discussed.

I am not trying to suggest that one cul-
ture is superior to another [I think you
are—Mark], but rather that a distinctly
materialist drift in recent American
thinking has pointed product design and
consumer taste in a direction where du-
rability, originality and beauty are more
liabilities than assets. I would also like to
suggest that this has begun to change.
By the end of the eighties, high-end
audio had become such a vacant form of
conspicuous consumption that its lack of
aesthetic, philosophical or scientific un-
derpinnings led the dedicated few into
building their own.

As a creator, the home builder becomes
immediately involved in the aforesaid
ethical decision making. How it looks,
how durable it is and how much pleas-
ure the audio creation gives are all in the
hands of the creator. The most successful
home builders find themselves in ongo-
ing engineering and aesthetic dialogues
with others of their kind. These dia-
logues create an audio subculture that

eventually will affect the consumer main-
stream.

In Europe and Asia this home builder
audio sub-culture is massive and highly
developed. In America, during the eight-
ies, our own DIY culture almost died. A
small handful of U.S. music lovers, re-
pulsed by the sterile high-end sound of
the eighties, began experimenting and
looking back historically to discover
where audio went wrong. At first this
search was an engineering fact finding
mission, but it rapidly began to look like
all the big pieces of an astonishing audio
technology were in place by 1955. What
seems to have happened was just as
audio was about to become a legitimate
branch of engineering/science, the men-
tality of the consumer and the manufac-
turer shifted dramatically towards the
small and disposable. The effect of this
shift has been to replace engineering
creativity and an ethics of beauty with
marketing and “the bottom line.” The
first transistor pocket radios set the tone
for consumer electronics for the next
three decades. The sealed-box loud-
speaker and the possibility of light, cool,
one-hundred watt amps set the tone for
the home hi-fi industry.

The coterie of serious home designers
(not the parts changers) had discovered,
by the mid-eighties, that there was more
to music reproduction in the home than
flat in-room response and lifelike sound-
staging. They asked the important ques-
tions: Is the music thrilling? Does the
system convey moods or feelings? Am |
filled with awe at the artistry of the com-
poser or conductor? Does listening in-
duce peacefulness and reverie? Can
music inspire great joy when played
through the system? What range of emo-
tions is the system capable of conveying?
In other words, the communication abili-
ties of the music reproducer are the first
consideration. In America, we assume
that if it were to sound just like live, all
the emotional content would be con-
veyed automatically.
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I submit that this is a poor premise to
base an entire industry on. There is no
law that demonstrates or suggests that a
perfect reproduction of the original
soundfield would convey any of the
original artistic quality of the perform-
ance. Additionally, there is no parallel in
other media. A photograph is no substi-
tute for a painting. Motion picture film
or video will not capture a theatrical pro-
duction or a sports event. Bronze cast-
ings of marble sculpture lose most of the
original beauty. What makes us think
then that vibrating transducers will com-
municate artistic quality just because
they are almost linear?

What is important here is to remember
that the record playing system is a me-
dia of its own, like film, paint, or clay.
With any artistic media, communication
is achieved through the creative use of
dynamic contrasts (drama) and pro-
found architecture (form and structure).
In this county, the creators have chosen
to build audio that emphasizes the men-
tal picture of the performance. Image,
depth, transparency, and grain are of
high importance to American audio-
philes. Alternatively, the Euro/Asian
has chosen qualities that emphasize the
emotional content. These music lovers
design for maximum dynamic contrasts,
presence, vividness, and effortlessness.

This visceral approach to audio design,
as opposed to the cerebral, allows for a
direct experience of quality. Aspects of
life such as God and beauty and love are
experienced directly. No thoughts or
measurements are necessary to prove
these experiences. Anyone looking at a
Ferrari or a Rembrandt will experience
its beauty.

I am suggesting that Americans now be-
gin to ask more from a home audio sys-
tem. Rather than design systems that
fool the ear (is it live or . . . ?), let us de-
sign systems that move the heart. Let us
experience the beauty and profoundness
of great compositions directly. A truly
wonderful hi-fi will force you to become
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involved in a great performance even if
it is poorly recorded. With these criteria,
even very modest audio systems are ca-
pable of great beauty and excitement. If
we design for imaging, detail and small
size, that’s what we will get. If we de-
sign for dynamics, presence and beauty,
we can have that too. However, our emo-
tional response to musical program will
be very different on these two types of
systems. With this foundation it be-
comes possible to understand why
audiophiles might choose horns and low
powered triode amps.

At equal acoustic outputs, as compared
to conventional dynamic or electrostatic
speakers, horns offer a dramatic increase
in dynamic capability, image size and
presence. Harmonic distortion is also re-
duced to levels typically one quarter of
direct radiators. In contrast, most direct
radiators severely compress dynamic
contrasts and reduce image size, creating
a “symphony on a table top.” These are
severe distortions. What is more impor-
tant, these are distortions that limit the
fun and excitement of music. When re-
produced music lacks weight and body,
when sudden transients fail to startle,
when the lead singer is only two feet tall,
what's left? Detail? Transparency? Tonal
balance?

People often say that most horns “sound
like horns,” and therefore are disquali-
fied from audiophile consideration. To
me a 90% reduction in image size is a
gross distortion, but owners of “mini-
monitors” talk endlessly about imaging.
Without weight and body, transients fail
to startle and lose most of their emo-
tional power. A system capable of repro-
ducing an enormous soundstage, one
that showcases dynamic contrasts, and
presents music with realistic presence,
weight, and body will never fail to excite
and arouse. These are the traits that the
triode/horn systems communicate ef-
fortlessly. These are traits that stimulate
our body and our unconscious mind.
These are the qualities I believe must be-
come an American engineering priority




The Audiophile Voice

if American audio and home theater are
to become the vital and important “mini-
cultures” of our domestic environment.
Few families can afford a regular diet of
theater and concert tickets. When they
can, most working parents are too tired
to engage in dressing up, driving, park-
ing, standing in line, etc. Consequently,
the importance of these stay-at-home ar-
tistic “events” increases.

My experiences lately have shown that
the best triode/horn systems can easily
exceed the quality of movie theater
sound of our childhood memories. We
all recall going to see James Bond, 2001,
or the spaghetti westerns on a big
screen. These are big wonderful memo-
ries. I think we all yearn for feelings like
that. Live opera is the same, but who
gets to go? What I am suggesting is this:
The technology already exists to stimu-
late our hearts, our minds and our bod-
ies nearly as profoundly as the theater
and the orchestra hall. What we must
do, however, is open our closed, ethno-
centric audiophile minds and explore all
the technologies available, taking from
the old and new as it suits our purpose.

I have mentioned how the dynamic capa-
bilities, low distortion and giant sound-
stage of horns might contribute to the
new “world-style” audio/visual sys-
tems, but I have said nothing about
where triodes of the directly heated vari-
ety fit into this new type of audio. That’s
because by nature their low power out-
put is at odds with our goals. We are
seeking effortlessness and dynamic im-
pact, and for these purposes one can
never have too much power! But there is
a catch. The existing high power tech-
nologies—MOS-FETS, bi-polars,
tetrodes and pentodes—all have one
thing in common: Without global feed-
back their distortion, bandwidth and
rise time characteristics are severely lim-
ited. There are several tricks to reduce or
eliminate global negative feedback but

none of these topologies approach the
simplicity of the directly heated triode
circuits.

Triodes, in addition to being consistent
and linear by nature, can have open-
loop bandwidths in excess of 100 kHz.
This is important because bandwidth is
inversely proportional to rise time. The
most obvious characteristics of direct]
heated triode amplification are lack of
dynamic compression, freedom from
confusion, reduction in congestion, and
a feeling of purity that enhances the
beauty of individual musical lines. All of
these traits appear to be related to the tri-
ode’s ability to be fast and clear with no
negative feedback. But they are still very
low power. We get a little lucky here be-
cause horns are very efficient. It is not
surprising that even three decades after
the invention of high power tetrodes
and beam tubes, and two decades after
the invention of solid state power output
devices, many American movie theaters
are still using triodes to power their
sound systems. The reliability, clarity
and impact of these triode/horn systems
gave theaters like Radio City Music Hall
and the Ziegfield no reason to upgrade.

My intent here has not been to revive an-
cient technology, or to discredit the in-
genuousness of contemporary American
audio designers, but to revive our sense
of consumer and engineering ethics. I be-
lieve we have accepted too much adver-
tising hyperbole and engineering
dogma, and it is beginning to cost us our
musical souls. It's time we stop and reas-
sess our domestic entertainment priori-
ties. If we conclude that musical
reproduction in the home is not improv-
ing and is in fact becoming sterile and
unprovocative, then it is time to ask our
audio critics and engineers to subscribe
to a higher ethical/aesthetic ideal than
the present one, which emphasizes pho-
tographic verisimilitude at the expense
of emotional verity.
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The Domestic Concert Hall

Ralph Glasgal

Ralph Glasgal is a member of The Audiophile
Society who enjoys experimenting with psy-
cho acoustic phenomena in his spare time.
Ralph holds a masters degree in Electrical
Engineering and once designed hi-fi compo-
nents for Fisher Radio. He holds the patent
on the first stereo dimension control, in-
cluded in the Fisher 400CX, and was respon-
sible for Fisher’s short-lived reverberation
generating device based on springs. Ralph
now runs his own computer networking
business, and has no commercial ties to any
audio manufacturer, laboratory or consult-

ing group.

The Glasgal Domestic Concert Hall “re-
viewed” below by Ralph himself cannot be
purchased in a store, but the basic tenets of
its design can be used in whole or in part to
improve the listening room of any devoted
audiophile. Ralph and his family were gra-
cious enough to host a meeting of the Audio-
phile Society in March of this year, and all
attendees were mightily impressed by the ex-
perience. For a taste of that adventure, read
Ross Wagner’s short story following Ralph’s
article.

INTRODUCTION

oordinated listening room/compo-

nent system designs can make im-
provements in “you are there” listening
quality that far surpass anything present
video surround techniques can produce
and that are as dramatic as any develop-
ment in home sound reproduction since
the advent of stereo. The Domestic Con-
cert Hall integrated listening room sys-
tem tested below is now fully perfected
and like any other high end component,
is ready to be reviewed in the best audio-
phile tradition. Since the nearest official
Audiophile Voice reviewer is not yet ready
to move into my house for two or three
months, and since I cannot transport the
Domestic Concert Hall for testing to his
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home (it holds up one side of my house),
I am forced to cast modesty (but hope-
fully, not objectivity) aside, and, courtesy
of the Audiophile Society, do this pio-
neering review of the first full-scale ver-
sion of the Glasgal Domestic Concert
Hall (Model #GDCH -1) myself.

THE GLASGAL DOMESTIC
CONCERT HALL

The designer /manufacturer reports that
the sample of the Glasgal Domestic Con-
cert Hall supplied for review was re-
searched and custom built at
considerable expense to demonstrate
once and for all that a truly realistic con-
cert hall, opera-house or recital-hall
sound field can be generated in a dedi-
cated home listening room using readily
available components and standard
mono or two-channel stereo CD or LP
sound sources. The manufacturer does
require, however, that the hall be de-
voted solely to this purpose and that its
interior decoration be kept completely
subservient to the laws of acoustics.

Thanks to the manufacturer’s generous
hospitality I have been able to live with
this latest version of the Domestic Con-
cert Hall for well over a year. I am now
convinced that the most important high-
end component in a classical music re-
production system is really the listening
room/system design combination, and
that the ultimate audio tweak is how
close the room, the electronics and the
loudspeakers come to meeting the theo-
retical design parameters first described
in Ralph Glasgal’s article “The Domestic
Concert Hall,” Stereophile, July 1988, and
summarized briefly below.

As tested, the GDCH-1 consists of elec-
tronic equipment, a custom designed
sound absorbing panel, carefully chosen
loudspeakers and as large a room as pos-
sible—in this case, 35 feet high 30 feet
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deep and 28 feet wide, with side and
front walls sloping backwards so as to
steer any stray sound reflections on a de-
tour to the ceiling and back, a trip of
some 60 milliseconds minimum. (Mr.
Glasgal assures me that much smaller,
unsloped rooms work just as well with a
little extra sound absorbing material.)
The bottom 12 feet of all 4 vertical walls,
including the door, are completely cov-
ered with Armstrong 3-inch sound ab-
sorbing panels. The floor’s carpet and
pad are over 2 inches thick, and there is
virtually no furniture in the room except
a Talwar equipment cabinet and a listen-
ing chair. All windows are installed
above the 12 foot level.

One could say this is an LTDB (live top,
dead bottom) studio. The designer’s idea
is that one gets the most desirable fea-
tures of an anechoic chamber at the lis-
tening position without the expense or
the dark oppressiveness of a full
anechoic environment; indeed, no stand-
ing waves or high frequency anomalies
were audible to this reviewer’s ears at
the listening seat when running glide
tone tests. The volume of the room at
29,400 cubic feet is certainly bigger than
it has to be to support the deepest bass
notes, and organ presence and weight
are indeed impressive. The basic idea of
the room is to attenuate or eliminate any
sound reflected from the listening-room
walls to the listening position. In the
GDCH-1 all sound reflections or rever-
beration originate in the recording, or
are audiophile component generated
and controlled. The GDCH-1 also works
best with loudspeakers that are well fo-
cused and that avoid spraying sound in
directions that might stimulate audible
room reflections.

The real novelties of the GDCH-1 are:
The central free standing sound absorb-
ing wall, constructed by RPG to the
GDCH-1 manufacturer’s specifications;
and the use of 8 critically placed loud-
speakers, chosen for their radiation pat-
tern. The RPG sound absorbing barrier
extends from about one foot directly in

front of the listener’s head almost to the
line between the two main front speak-
ers. The barrier dimensions are not criti-
cal except for the width at the end which
should be just a little less than the dis-
tance between the ears. The Glasgal bar-
rier is 8 feet high by 10 feet deep, and is
notched at the listener’s position to pro-
vide foot and lap room.

This 8 inch thick wall is absolutely essen-
tial in keeping the main front right chan-
nel speaker signal from reaching the left
ear and vice versa. By preventing this
front speaker (intra-aural) crosstalk, one
gets a 180 degree stage width along with
the depth and clarity of binaural sound-~
without having to wear earphones or
buy special recordings. The wall also
eliminates the comb filter effects that dis-
tort the sound of mono recordings and
centrally located sources. The drawback
is that only one person can listen to the
GDCH-1 system at a time.

Compared to the Lexicon, Carver or
Polk method of eliminating this two
speaker intra-aural crosstalk, this GDCH-
1 median wall is fully effective in prac-
tice as well as theory. Being completely
passive, it introduces no distortion, and
qualifies as a very effective high-end
tweak that anyone can try (use a big pil-
low or thin mattress against your nose),
and this tweak is guaranteed not to dam-
age CDs. For those who wish to use the
GDCH-1 in a video system, two thinner
panels almost forming a V from the lis-
tening position will allow a video screen
to be visible by looking forward between
the panels. Virtual reality helmets and
flat screen TVs are also effective in get-
ting video to the listening position.

The equipment used to audition the
GDCH-1 included one pair of Duntech
Sovereign 2000 loudspeakers, one pair of
Carver AL s, two pairs of Acoustat
1+1 electrostatic loudspeakers, Versa Dy-
namics 1.0 turntable with Benz Micro
MC-2000 cartridge, PS Audio Lamda CD
transport, Wadia 2000 D/ A converter, 2
Carver TFM-75 amplifiers, 6 Hafler XL
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600 amplifiers, LINN LKI Preamplifier
(for LPs only), a JVC XP-A1000 front and
rear hall ambience simulator, and a Lexi-
con CP3 side hall ambience simulator.

The Duntech main front speakers are
placed just a bit further apart than the
wall is thick—about 2 feet. From the lis-
tening position, which is some 12 feet
from the plane of the speakers, the
speakers subtend an angle of only 5 de-
grees. In an ordinary listening room
there would be no stereo effect at all, but
in the GDCH-1 the stage width and
depth are extraordinary, stable, and ex-
actly what the recording engineer in-
tended them to be. [That’s a pretty big
assumption.—ed.] Usually the effect is
awesome, with a stage width of 90 de-
grees or more for opera or orchestral mu-
sic, and depth easily discernible—this
from just two speakers almost directly in
front of the listener, separated only by
an eight-inch wide wall.

This image improvement comes from
the fact that the angle of the speakers to
the listeners in the GDCH-1 configura-
tion not only allows frontal sound to im-
pinge on the ear pinna from the front,
but also closely approximates the usual
angular position of the main recording
microphones vis-a-vis the stage. In many
cases, microphones are coincident, or
even if spaced and multiple, represent a
small separation distance compared to
the full width of an orchestra stage, and
thus this normal microphone geometry
is better matched by very closely spaced
loudspeakers.

To operate the GDCH-1, one sits in the
single listening chair and centers oneself
so that each speaker is just past the field
of vision of the opposite eye. Sitting too
close to the end of the wall reduces the
high frequency response and is claustro-
phobic. As one leans back too far from
the end of the wall, the sound field be-
comes monophonic. The Duntech speak-
ers are ideal for this application since
they radiate mostly straight ahead, with
padding on their front panels to prevent
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diffraction to the sides, the rear, the floor
or the ceiling. In the GDCH-1 design, us-
ing a highly directional, narrowly
beamed loudspeaker for the main chan-
nels, can save a lot of sound absorbing
material, particularly on the floor and
ceiling in smaller rooms.

With just two speakers operating, the
GDCH-1 produces a great “they are
here” stage image, but the surrounding
sound field is not real. I am not “there”—
I can sense that the stage is not in a con-
cert hall. Placing the performers in a
realistic venue—whether concert hall,
church, club or studio—when playing
one or two-channel source material re-
quires generating hall ambience sounds
in a listening room and having them
come from the proper directions without
modification by that listening room. The
GDCH-1 presently uses a pair of Carver
AL llIs as proscenium early reflection
loudspeakers, and two pairs of Acoustat
1+1 side/rear reverberation loudspeak-
ers.

The front and rear speakers are control-
led by a JVC XP-A1000 digital signal
processor and the side signals are gener-
ated by a Lexicon CP3. The designer of
the GDCH-1 suggests using proscenium
side and rear speakers that are as wide
or long as possible so that the ambient
sound source is well dispersed but not
correlated (left and right ambient sound
kept as acoustically unmixed as possi-
ble). In other words, the speakers should
radiate from as large a surface as possi-
ble, over as narrow an angle as possible
(centered on the listener) so as to reach
the listener before being mixed together
by residual room reflections.

Remember, listening room reflections,
even if tending to increase ambient sig-
nal dispersion, are a “no-no” in this de-
sign. All ambient signals must be
generated by computer and should not
be corrupted by listening room acous-
tics. The Carver AL IIl and the older
Acoustat 1+1s, being very narrow, and
about 8 feet tall, do this job quite well, al-
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though it would be even better if they
did not also radiate rearward. All six of
these ambience speakers are supported
leaning at a 45 degree angle, providing
both vertical and horizontal sound
source dispersion of some 40 degrees at
the listening position.

My high-end colleagues groan at the
idea of using a JVC XP-A1000—or any
processor—to generate the necessary am-
bience signals, but the Japanese appear
to have made a major break-through in
this area. The hall parameters of the JVC
(and, to a lesser extent, theLexicon) and
the controls and adjustments are of suffi-
cient quality to convince this reviewer
and his golden ear/brain-system friends
that in the GDCH-1 environment they
are in an acoustic space that is palpably
real. I doubt that even JVC or Lexicon re-
alize what their digital signal processors
are capable of sounding like in such an
ideal environment.

Purists will note that the front channels
remain unprocessed after the Wadia, but
do go through a non-purist volume con-
trol stage in the JVC. Of course, anyone
can bypass the JVC entirely and use an
external main channel volume control,
but then you lose the convenience of the
JVC remote control that changes the
level of all 8 channels together. I did in-
stall a pair of Electronic Visionary Sys-
tems Ultimate Attenuators in the main
channel to see if any improvement
would be audible, but the difficulties in
getting volume levels to be precisely the
same for comparison purposes
swamped any main channel quality dif-
ferences that might exist.

The JVC does use the direct digital sig-
nal from the CD transport to create the
ambience signals, so there is no extra
analog-to-digital conversion required.
The JVC and Lexicon ambience signal
D/ A converters probably leave some-
thing to be desired, but as explained be-
low such imperfections become
inaudible when part of a realistic sound
field. I would imagine that some day a

high-end ambience generator will come
along with both digital inputs and out-
puts. Then 3 external high-end decoders
could be used (just kidding). Remember,
however, that the ambience signals com-
pete for audibility with the main chan-
nels; I found, therefore, that any JVC or
Lexicon grunge was pretty hard to hear.
Furthermore, during this review I con-
firmed a basic tenet of GDCH-1 theory:
Once the reality threshold is reached,
such minor imperfections become essen-
tially imperceptible, apparently because
they are not logically part of that reality.

This is analogous to audience noise at a
live concert. You may hear coughs and
the rattling of programs, but the music
and hall sound fields remain intact and
sound just as real. The trick is to gener-
ate a sound field good enough to fool
the brain into thinking that the space it
senses could be real. Once this is accom-
plished, minor irregularities such as
ticks, pops, frequency irregularities and
harmonic distortion are not nearly as ob-
trusive as they normally are, and are
much easier to ignore. Indeed, I believe
that the sensitivity of some genetically
gifted individuals (somewhat analogous
to those who have absolute pitch) to
changes in absolute polarity, cables and
amplifiers is largely due to the height-
ened sensitivity of a brain trying to rec-
oncile an illogical sound field with its
stored parameters of the real thing. [Yet
frequent concert-goers can be very sensitive
to the unpleasant sounds of good orchestras
in bad halls and poorly conducted orchestras
in good halls—even though the sounds are
without a doubt "real.”—Mark.]

I soon discovered there is no such thing
as casual listening to the GDCH-1. As
one does not read, converse, or knit dur-
ing a live concert, one soon finds it is not
much different in this Domestic Concert
Hall, especially since I consistently gravi-
tated (unconsciously) to full concert hall
volume. To play a recording, one first
consults the booklet or jacket to see what
acoustic space it was recorded in. Was it
a studio, a church, a concert hall, an op-
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era house, a recital hall, a theater, etc.?
This is necessary because most record-
ings include recorded hall ambience that
will, unfortunately, come from the front
main speakers. To achieve a realistic
sound field, it is necessary to match the
JVC/Lexicon-generated hall sounds to
the recorded hall sounds as closely as
possible.

You can do this quickly with a little prac-
tice by listening to the main front chan-
nels without ambience and estimating
the reverberation time of the hall, which
in most concert halls or opera houses is
from one and one-half to three seconds,
then estimating other hall characteristics,
such as size. You then select the stored
hall parameters in the JVC and Lexicon
that best match your assumptions, or
custom program your guesses directly,
bringing up the ambience channel vol-
umes one at a time to the levels that
sound most realistic.

The JVC does include rather effective
logic, which compensates for the fact

that recorded hall reverberation is being
re-reverberated. But for this computer
process to work properly you must tell
the JVC what the approximate reverbera-
tion time of the recording is. Because
everything is remotely controllable from
the listening position, this tuning proc-
ess is convenient and becomes instinc-
tive after a while; it usually takes less
than a minute. Compulsive tweakers
could, of course, make ambience parame-
ter adjustment their life’s work, since
there are some twenty-odd volume, de-
lay, hall type, decay and frequency re-
sponse parameters that can be
independently varied in small steps for
each of six outputs.

The saving grace which prevents tweak
insanity is that once the generated ambi-
ence sounds real and reasonably
matches the recording, it can still be
changed—but real is real. I found that
minor shifts in JVC proscenium ambi-
ence, Lexicon side ambience or JVC rear
reverberation parameters changed only
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the hall shape, size, liveness, and my per-
ceived position in the hall. Someday
audiophile recordings will either be
made without significant recorded hall
sound, or the hall parameters will be
printed on the label—or even stored digi-
tally on the CD itself for automatic elec-
tronic control of ambience synthesizers.

As part of my year-long review process,
I listened to hundreds of recordings,
both LP and CD. To paraphrase Will Ro-
gers, | haven’t met a classical recording
(jazz is too easy) I couldn’t work won-
ders with. The most exciting discovery
was that monophonic LP or CD record-
ings, even from the twenties, can be
made to sound exceptionally realistic in
the GDCH-1 room. The reason for this
seems to be that many early mono re-
cordings have very little recorded rever-
beration, making it easier to create a
realistic sound field to place them into.
Also, the absence of a stereo effect in the
presence of well generated hall ambi-
ence tells the ear/brain system that the
source is distant. Thus, for large mono
ensemble sound sources the listener ap-
pears to be in the balcony of a large
hall—but balcony or not, real is real.

Needle scratches or frequency response
aberrations become minor distractions,
and Caruso, Toscanini or Lauritz Mel-
chior never sounded so thrilling or three
dimensional before—and the Caruso re-
cordings are over seventy years old! An-
other factor is the RPG wall. When
monophonic sound sources are listened
to through spaced loudspeakers, a comb
filter in the upper midrange occurs,
caused by alternating signal cancellation
and reinforcement as direct and slightly
delayed (.7 milliseconds, approximately)
versions of the same sound reach each
ear. The wall eliminates this effect and
the results are a revelation. Kathleen Fer-
rier, in particular, has to be heard under
these conditions to be believed.

THE GLASGAL DOMESTIC
DRAWBACKS
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THE CABLE THAT'S “WIRED"”
AT CARNEGIE HALL'S
RECORDING STUDIO

The world-famous venue, Carnegie Hall has
recently upgraded its studio monitoring and
recording facilities with Rectangular Solid-Core
cables.

Ifupgrading the performance of your system
is important to you. then take it from the pros
... RSC cables are the most revealing, trans-
parent and musical cablesavailable. Rectangular
Solid-Core. the cables of choice for more
audiophiles, reviewersand audio professionals
around the world.

Call 503 488 6465 for the location of your
nearest RSC dealer.

TARA] ABS

Space & Time Audio Products
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Reprinted from

BOUND FOR SOUND

TARA LABS
RSC DIGITAL
“CLEARLY OUT-PERFORMS
ALL GLASS IN THE
KNOWN UNIVERSE.”

DIGITAL INTERCONNECTS —
RCA. In the world of RCA coaxial digi-
connects, / have found oneto consistently
reveal more of the music than any other.
1t’s the Tara Labs RSC ($295). This cable
sounds considerably better than any other
RCA thatlhaveruninto. . . .It’s,asyou
may have guessed, made of rectangular
solid core conductors. Theresult is a digi-
cablethat does not restrict dynamics and
it’saclearer window toinner detailingand
timbre. It clearly out-performsall glass in
the known universe. This is the first digi-
connect tosurpassthe performance of the
Cogan-HallEM overall. I think that I can
speak for Bob Sirenoon this one, and tell
youthat he,aCogan-Hall EM devotee, is
fully enamored with the results obtained
when using the RSC in his system. (The
RSC has been bouncing between our
hormes like a ping-pong ball; now he wants
it back.) I have to wonder how incredible
this cable might sound if it were available
terminated BNC.* Anyway, [ consider it
Jjust about perfect as it is, and a must
audition.

*Note from Tara Labs: Now also available with
BNC adaptorsand AES/EBU configuration.

Audition RSC Digital in your own system.
Most Tara Labs dealers have a home trial
program available. For the location of
your nearest authorized RSC dealer, call
503 488 6465 or fax 503 488 6463.

TARALABS

Space & Time Audio Products
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As an impartial component reviewer, |
must point out the disadvantages of the
GDCH-1 listening room design. First the
room is not of much use for anything
but listening, unless you frequently host
live chamber music concerts, and so this
is not a good product for small apart-
ments. Unless you use two barriers in a
V shape, the central barrier makes it im-
possible to watch TV or laser disks with
both eyes. (I find a new one-eyed TV set
built into a sunglass frame useful here.)
Only one listener at a time can really
hear the music properly and, finally, pur-
ists would object that the GDCH-1 incor-
porates JVC and Lexicon components
that are not high-end or 100% analog.

But to put such things in perspective,
changing interconnects or using vacuum
tube amplifiers instead of the 8x600 watt
mono solid state amplifiers used here is
equivalent to changing the texture of the
paint on a concert hall’s walls, or mov-
ing your seat one row back. Some such
differences may be audible, but nonethe-
less the soundfield always stays real.
Note that the GDCH-1 can produce
many realistic sound fields but cannot
produce a particular hall with accuracy.
Thus, if a recording was made in Sym-
phony Hall it may be reproduced by the
GDCH-1 sounding like Carnegie Hall, or
most likely like no hall that has ever ac-
tually been built.

As to cost, I think the news is not as bad
as it seems. The designer’s research was
costly, as experimental efforts often are,
but my tests indicate that the size and
sound treatment of the room are not

overly critical. Any room that can be un-
stintingly dedicated to listening, will, if
creatively treated with enough fiberglass
sound absorbent material and equipped
with a central barrier, produce the effect.
Although I haven't tried it yet, satellite
speaker systems such as the Infinity
Modulus, Bose or other small direct-radi-
ating point-source speaker systems
should theoretically work quite well in a
GDCH-1 environment at the main front
channel positions, even if the sound ab-
sorption treatment is not exhaustive. The
front ambient and rear/side reverbera-
tion speakers should be directional front
radiators, but could consist of several
small, lower-cost speakers run in series
or parallel and placed so as to get some
dispersion without risking room reflec-
tions. The median wall, while available,
at a price, from RPG, can be made (as
was a very early model) from a used,
free-standing office partition with Sonex
glued to both sides.

When the sound field becomes real, the
brain stops trying to rationalize the irra-
tional and becomes less sensitive to dif-
ferences in interconnects, CD treatments,
and other costly audiophile adjustments.
Such tweaks shrink in importance—
even to inaudibility—and the money
saved can be used to better implement
GDCH techniques.

Thus, until a new multi-channel play-
back standard changes the rules, this re-
viewer would recommend the Glasgal
Domestic Concert Hall to anyone ready
to do some serious home listening,.

Dr. Ahkbar, I Presume

by Ross Wagner

ain dripped from overhanging
branches. Our wipers intermittently
swept the windshield, revealing a nar-
row, serpentine road ahead. Heavy
38

woods crowded the twin-turbo sports car
as we snaked through the dark, damp
night. Absorbed with anticipation, nei-
ther of us spoke.
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The clatter of low-profile tires over aging
boards signaled the wooden bridge de-
tailed on the map Sebastian had
sketched for us. As the road angled up-
ward toward the summit, our halogens
stabbed two white beams through the
thickening fog. We pressed on toward
our destination, now dimly visible—an
enormous glowing prism of glass and
stone.

Once at the parking area, we continued
on foot, finally reaching a massive set of
wooden doors. With some effort, we
raised the oversized brass knocker. It fell
with a heavy and ominous thud. At
once, I felt a strange sense of déjia vu.
Memory flashed me back to the early
days of stereo, and the classic Bob and
Ray demonstration record, wherein they
pay a call on “the brilliant, albeit crazed
electronic genius,” Dr. Ahkbar. The wet
foggy night, the wooden bridge, the cas-
tle remote and forbidding; the experi-
ence, thus far, was eerily similar. Even
the huge wooden doors followed the
script. Was the portal before us “carved
of Honduran mahogany” as well?

The left door creaked open. A diminu-
tive woman greeted us discreetly, con-
firmed we were expected and quietly
withdrew. We stood, waiting, in a cav-
ernous entrance hall, richly carpeted
with orientals. Huge color-field paint-
ings glowed upon the walls.

Our host soon appeared. Sebastian is a
man in his sixties, lean and fit, balding,
his eyes windows to the intelligence
within. His manner is sure and confi-
dent. Last week, at his first visit to the
New York Audiophile Society, he had
described a ten year effort to createa
home stereo system reproducing the am-
bience and sound of the great concert
halls of the world. He invited interested
members to audition. Being ardent fol-
lowers of the high-end audiophile
fringe, in which $100,000 state-of-the-art
installations are not uncommon but
rarely accessible to mere mortals, we ac-
cepted immediately.
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And now our host was leading us down
a long wide corridor. On our left, a large
room, furnished with overstuffed chairs
and racks of electronic equipment, was
illumined by a satellite image flickering
silently on a theatre-sized TV screen.

Further, we passed a dimly lit space sil-
houetting what seemed to be a mass of
modern mechanistic sculptures. Looking
closer, I realized we were in an enor-
mous gymnasium; the “sculptures”
were dozens of exercise machines.

At the end of a gallery a door opened
onto a balcony, which we saw was one
of three tiers overlooking a huge open
space, four stories high, and big enough
to hangar a jumbo jet. So this was the
sound room!

Below us, banks of audio and electronic
gear stood in a sea of sumptuous mauve
carpet. To reach it, we were required to
negotiate a narrow circular staircase. My
companion, the self-styled audio critic,
Dr. Angelo Rancatti (Ph.D. in romance
languages), who presents a tall and gen-
erous figure, hesitated a moment. There
was some question as to whether he
could fit his considerable girth through
the confines of the staircase. After due
consideration, we committed to the de-
scent and arrived safely at floor level.

The layout was impressive. Centered ten
feet from the shorter wall were two
seven-foot monoliths: speakers made by
Duntech of Australia. Strung outward in
an arc to each side were two additional
pairs of speakers, eight-foot Acoustat
electrostatics, propped so as to form a
30° angle to the floor. Racks of amplifi-
ers, pre-amplifiers, electronic processors,
turntables and CD players stood by obe-
diently, red diode lights signalling readi-
ness.

At the exact center of the twenty-five
foot semicircle of speakers was fixed a
single chair, the only one in the room. Be-
fore it, and extending twelve feet to-
wards the front speakers, was a wall.
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Nine inches thick and perhaps seven feet
high, it had an irregular surface and was
heavily padded. This, explained Se-
bastian, was an “abfusor” designed to di-
rect the sound of the left speakers to the
left ear, the right speakers to the right
ear.

I mounted a step into the tall, narrow,
straight-backed chair, precisely spotted
in the only position where the desired
audio effect could be heard. My body
was held securely, barely eight inches be-
hind the thin rear face of the abfusor. Se-
bastian adjusted my head two inches
forward, to be “properly focused,” he
pointed out. I now had a clear view of
the flocked surface of the wall; all else
was obscured. I elected to close my eyes.
The music began.

Resphigi, Brazilian Impressions. Violins
stretched out to the left, cellos and bass
viols to the right. | was in a 270° ring of
sound. The rich aural ambience of the
church in which the recording was made
suffused the music. What an effect!
Surely, I thought, Sebastian was an elec-
tronic genius. Next came Handel,
Caruso arias and Toscanini. Regardless
of the age of the recording, whether it
was in stereo or mono, the effect was
there. It was a sense of presence and
space | had not experienced except in a
concert hall. I clucked my approval to Se-
bastian who nodded appreciatively.

Throughout the audition, my compan-
ion and I took turns squeezing into the
chair at the prescribed sweet spot. Dr.
Rancatti, a laconic man not given to
quick judgments, who in his late teens
studied conducting under Maestro
Pierre Monteux at Tanglewood, had said
nothing. However, his left hand jerked
repeatedly to his ear lobe, which he
tugged at and fingered. I knew this ges-
ture all to well, having seen it often as he
sat before my modest speakers. It was
not a good omen.

Then it happened. In the absolute silence
following a particularly stirring aria

from Beethoven's opera, Fidelio, Dr. Ran-
catti muttered his first words, almost in-
audibly, “The sonic image is flawed.
There is no depth.”

The utterance, however muted, echoed
through the room and rang in the hush
that followed. “Oh, no!” I gasped, wish-
ing I could somehow be beamed to an-
other planet. But there was no escape for
me. Dr. Rancatti’s words were final and
irrevocable. Dr. Rancatti’s golden ears
had spoken.

Sebastian could not conceal the damage
to his ego. His eyes narrowed to slits.
His arms stiffened perceptibly. His
hands trembled. It was clear Sebastian
was a man unaccustomed to criticism.

Then, as an act of will, Sebastian began
to recover. Sputtering as he regained his
composure, he explained that the system
was not as yet fully tuned. There were
adjustments to be made, refinements
needed, many hours of tweaking still
ahead. A weak, almost embarrassed,
smile crossed his grim, taut visage.

Thereafter the atmosphere became one
of restrained cordiality. We listened less
critically to several other selections, in-
cluding Sebastian’s favorite, Mus-
sorgsky’s macabre Night on Bald
Mountain. Indeed, it might have been Dr.
Ahkbar’s favorite as well, I thought, con-
cealing a wry grin.

The diminutive woman who had first
greeted us brought an exquisite and gen-
erous platter of authentic biscotti along
with a selection of exotic teas. We ate
hungrily, leaving only crumbs scattered
over the white lace doily that lined the
silver serving plate. Dr. Rancatti, I noted
thankfully, offered no criticism whatso-
ever of the biscotti.

Midnight approached, and at this magic
hour we said our good-byes and slipped
into the now seemingly ample seats of
the twin turbo for the ride home. De-
scending from the summit, leaving the
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modern-day Dr. Ahkbar’s laboratory be- | clouds and mist into the clean, clear air
hind, we broke through the shroud of of a late spring night.

“The best ‘front-row center’
speakers, ever!” —Fred Hulen
Audio Mart, Kansas City, KS

AMRITA AUDIO = P.O. 34251 = KANSAS CITY, MO = 64120 = 800-4-AMRITA
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Obscura

Four Strong Winds

David Nemzer

kay, I formally swear off any fur-

ther seasonal references in this and
all future articles. I know we've estab-
lished a new working routine and print-
ing schedule, and have promised our
readership a more timely product, but
I'm playing it safe: All “time” references
in the future will refer to nothing sooner
than the next millennium. I can take only
so much ribbing about “time warp” re-
viewing,.

I seem to be have gotten through my
audio “emotional blockage” in the last
two or three months. As is the case with
most audio depressions, group pressure
brought me out on a breath of strong air
for my system—my tone arm specifi-
cally. My front end has been constant for
the past few years, with upgrades to the
ET 2 tonearm comprising the major
changes. First there were the upgraded
bearings, upgraded arm tubes, rewired
arm tubes, and finally direct-wired arm
tubes using Joe DePhillips specially de-
signed Discovery tonearm wire. I con-
sider myself in good company, because
Air Tangent uses his wire exclusively,
Immedia uses it in their RPM line, and
Graham offers it as one of the optional
wirings. Call Discovery (908-359-2485) to
get the facts. My air source is a Wisa
pump coupled to an Airtech surge tank,
and my table is a VPI MKIIL. Recently
some of my better-off friends started us-
ing the Motronix regulator. Great prod-
uct but at a steep price—about $500.
And this is where the audiophile buddy
system comes to the rescue.

Our group has been in existence since
the mid eighties when we met in the mo-
ment of madness that was the opening

of Tower Records in NYC. Since then
we’ve had a few retirements and a few
dropouts, but the groups’ collective de-
sire to be friends in the goal of better
audio has remained constant. We're a to-
tal cross section of ages, backgrounds,
musical tastes, incomes and ears. We
meet regularly at each others” homes,
where we exhibit classic audiophile be-
haviors: We listen to the same three or
four records a thousand times a year as
we constantly criticize the systems.
Those of us who own CD players use
them only to warm up our tube systems.
We go to the same record flea markets
every week, and complain when we buy
three records for $9: “What a crook!” We
go to the same restaurant for breakfast
every time, and are so well known that
we probably never even have to order—
every waiter knows the litany of our culi-
nary preferences. And finally, we all live
to serve our Lord and Master, the last liv-
ing god of vinyl, Sid Marks—or “uncle
Sid” as we affectionately call him. [Or
Sid Vicious, as he is known at Audio Society
meetings, especially when the subject of digi-
tal sound comes up. Normally mild
mannnered, Sid also turns ugly when I
bring in badly worn-out LPs to sell to insa-
tiable vinyl addicts—Mark]

Every one of us has had our hands and
hearts in the modification and mainte-
nance of The Exalted One’s system. We
all find flaws (that’s the audiophile’s
right) but it’s the least flawed system we
have ever heard, and I have always be-
lieved that many of Sid’s reviewer
friends are afraid to have a session with
the Master because they would then
have to justify their beliefs in what they
claim to hear in their own “great” sys-
tems. [Flash: Bob Reina of TAS has recently
made the journey to the Master’s home, and

43



The Music

is now a confirmed apostle—ed.] 1 won't
identify his components, because it's
Sid’s right to tell you what he uses.
When changes are contemplated, the
“ear board” meets, and after much dis-
cussion an attempt to change is tried;
some fail, most succeed because we
never do anything rash in the service of
the Master’s system. There is a pecking
order of importance of the different ears,
and in the goal of group unity it’s re-
spected—most of the time.

My point is that if you're a serious audio-
phile, you have to be a member of a group!
It can be small or large, all “philes or not,
close or spread apart. It might require
trips to get together, whatever, but it's
mandatory, because no one’s ears are as
good as several frequent guests'—espe-
cially when something is wrong with the
system (even the Exalted One’s system).
It’s not the end of the world when
you're confronted with glaring errors in

hook-up or phasing; it has happened to
every last one of us, and it’s always your
friends who catch it. So make audio
friends!

Where was I? Oh yea, the Motronix. One
day group member Richard “Lungs”
Foster comes down from Toronto for an
audiophile escape and brings with him a
home-made regulation device that turns
out to be terrific. (That it looks like the
Pompidou Center is another matter.) It’s
a precision regulator for scientific appli-
cations: filter and gauges galore, pneu-
lok fittings, it has it all. The girlfriend
will never notice it; she thinks the whole
system is a visual horror anyway.

Next, member Louis “Mod-master” Car-
dona, originator of the best Maggie I11
crossover mod we’ve ever heard (I use
it, and so does another highly regarded
reviewer) locates the McGowan brothers
of Tri-State Supply Company, 161 Ja-

MARIGO AUDIO LAB
D ;. . E m .Edsl ™
The New Afpsriziosn Digital Interconnect

A sonic and technological breakthrough
$379 - 1 meter

RMX Generation 2 Power Cable

$199 - 6 feet

See the absolute sound® #92, page 92
TAS Best - Recommended Systems
Marigo Audio Lab

(708) 674-1265
4926 W. Howard St. Skokie, IL 60077
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maica Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11207 (call
718-647-1221 and ask for Shawn). After
Louis and I had made a few visits and
dispelled the McGowans’ disbelief
(“you're using this for a record

player!?”) they agreed to supply all parts
necessary to create a Motronix-type regu-
lator for one hundred and fifty dollars!! For
an additional $15 you can get an input
pressure gauge as well. All parts are ab-
solutely top quality. Tell them what pres-
sure your pump puts out (i.e., the Wisa

is 16-22 pounds). You have an option as
to the regulator’s range of 0-30 or 0—60
psi. Based on our experiences with this
unit, I promise you great results for your
ears and a bundle left in your pocket!

Just remember: You're building it, al-
though basic instructions will be pro-
vided. You can mount it on the wall or
your turntable stand, or you can build a
Lucite “L” stand. This is a low cost but
top quality upgrade that will give you a
very high degree of sonic satisfaction—
as long as you own a Wisa or high rated psi
pump! Don’t expect this unit to work on
a stock ET pump, as the psi is just too
low to allow the regulator to function as
it should. You must have more air going
in than out—the more in, the more effec-
tive the regulation. And I'm warning
you that this can lead to the next level of
air arm madness: the dreaded “Compres-
soritis Tonearmis”—or One Strong
Wind!

GILLIGAN’S ISLAND

Mark has asked us to come up with
some “desert island disks” of a romantic
nature for our readers to consider. Well,
in the great tradition of Obscura, I'm go-
ing to take “desert island” literally and
stray a bit. Every desert island story I've
ever read was about some poor soul
stranded in the middle of nowhere with
only themselves for company. No, thank
you—the last thing I'd want to be re-
minded of is that I'd be romancing my-
self, probably to death. No, what I'd
want is some company, and that means
people. To soothe me during moments

of stir craziness I'd want to listen to the
Choir of St. John’s College, directed by
George Guest, with organ by John Scott,
on Psalms of Consolation and Hope (Argo
ZRG 892, vinyl, of course).

I was introduced to this recording by an
audio group member, once removed,
who used this record to escape from a
day of teaching teenagers. Actually, |
think he used it every day, and for good
reason! This is a wonderful collection of
psalms put to music that goes back to
the beginnings of modern religion. You
hear clearly delineated choirs of men
and young boys singing about their love
for God and His meaning to all that
abounds in His universe. Beautiful sing-
ing! You hear some delicately played but
extremely deep bass organ notes that
will, if your woofers permit, quietly
thrill your spirit. The organ never over-
powers the singers; it compliments them
perfectly. It was recorded at St. John's
College, and since the boys were singing
at home they were relaxed and really on
target with this recording session. By the
time you finish with this one you will
either be consoled or asleep, but you will
surely have been satisfied by one great
choral recording that brings together
beautiful strong winds.

Okay, now that you're consoled and at
spiritual rest, you may need to be up-
lifted, and for company on that journey
nothing is more uplifting than Aretha
Franklin’s Amazing Grace (Atlantic SD 2-
906, vinyl, of course). Someone had this
on the Stereophile list and it’s a great
choice! You have Aretha at her best,
James Cleveland and the Southern Cali-
fornia Community Choir rocking in the
isles and talking to god—and to you,
brother! They’re exhorting you: Get up
you fool! You can swim to the mainland!
You can make it, Bunky!! And if you
can’t, you can listen to this great live re-
cording and hear different things every
time you play it. It's an audio treat as
well, because it captures a ton of sounds
in the New Temple Missionary Baptist
Church, where it was recorded 22 years
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ago. Terrific company on the island—
and you still don’t have to worry about
romancing yourself listening to these
strong Baptist winds.

Okay, you got it under control, you can
handle the isolation, your hands haven’t
left your sides and you're ready for a
trial run at a little romance. Not too
much now! Let’s appeal to your mind as
well as your heart. Let’s have you listen
to one of the greatest recorded live con-
certs at, you guessed it, Carnegie Hall!
You're off the Island—Bunky, you're
there June 9, 1962, for Tony Bennett at
Carnegie Hall with Ralph Sharon and his
Orchestra (Columbia C25 823, vinyl—
what else? Actually, this one is available
on CD, too: Sony Music Special Products
A 823, AAD). Unfortunately, it sounds
like a “special products” on CD, but not
on vinyl. Natch. Carnegie Hall again
proves it’s the best damn place to record
anything: any style, any size, any type. |
could be stranded in that house forever!

Some older friends and I have continu-
ally sought more and better copies of
this album ‘cause we play it to death. It's
Bennett at his best. You know, for years |
wouldn't tell people I listen to this be-
cause all I would get is looks at the ceil-
ing or comments like, “that old fart.”
And now, thirty-two years after this was
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recorded, Bennett is as big as he ever
was and he’s doing MTV Unplugged for
people probably fifty years his junior!!
What is this, the second coming of the
ballad god? You bet it is, and this one is
worth hunting for if you want to hear
some sensitive live communication be-
tween a singer and his fans. It’s total
dedication of the audience to the art of
the performer. This guy is one of the best
small room bar singers that you'll ever
hear, and the fact that he can make you
believe that only a few other people are
there with you that night in ‘62 is testa-
ment to what he could do then—and he
is just as good at it today.

This guy is huge in the scheme of popu-
lar music, and if you want mature music
at its best, don’t miss him now and try to
find him then. His is as gorgeous a
breeze as the human voice can be. Ben-
nett takes you on a ride through twenty-
eight songs, mostly ballads, with a grace
and energy that epitomizes total com-
mand of the art. On cuts like “All the
Things You Are,” “Climb Every Moun-
tain,” “It Amazes Me,” “Solitude,” even
“Blue Velvet,” that pop horror of the 50s,
he takes the songs and weaves a spell so
involving and intimate that you're just
whisked right off that pile of sand on a
wind of musical wonder.
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Bach: Goldberg Variations; Chro-
matic Fantasy and Fugue in D Mi-
nor. Samuel Bartos, pianist.
Connoisseur Society CD 4176

Domenico Scarlatti: Six Sonatas;
Beethoven: Piano Sonata No. 3 in
C, Op. 2, No. 3; Brahms: Variations
on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 35. Mor-
decai Shehori, pianist. Connois-
seur Society CD 4177

Beethoven: Sonata No. 9 in A for
Violin and Piano, Op. 47
(Kreutzer); George Rochberg: So-
nata for Violin and Piano (1988).
Maria Bachmann, violin, Jon Kli-
bonoff, piano. Connoisseur Soci-
ety CD 4178

Debussl: Prelude to the Afternoon of
a Faun; Petite Suite; Sacred and Pro-
fane Dances; Ravel: Mother Goose;
Frontispiece; Arnold Bax: The Poi-
soned Fountain; Alfredo Casella:
Pupazetti. Bradshaw and Buono,
pianists. Connoisseur Society CD
4171

here was a time when it was

deemed impossible to capture the
full frequency and dynamic range of
the piano on vinyl disk. This was true
even during the Golden Age of stereo-
phonic recording, say 1955-1963. The
problems lay in the percussive nature
of the instrument—that is, the ex-
tremely rapid rise time followed by a
dwell time leading to either a trun-
cated (damped) or extremely long, sus-
tained trailing edge. It was believed
that neither the cutters nor the car-
tridges of the day could handle such
transients. The results, which can be

heard in any piano recording of the pe-
riod, were severely compressed dy-
namics and a virtual absence of deep
bass.

In the late 1960s, a new record label ap-
peared, Connoisseur Society, dedi-
cated to the proposition that realistic
reproduction of the piano on vinyl
disks was possible. The visceral thrill
of hearing a true forte deep bass crash
from a Connoisseur-recorded piano
was one of the major highlights of the
post Golden Age era.

The man who was instrumental in
bringing all of this about was E. Alan
Silver, who had founded the company
and produced the recording sessions.
Silver later inaugurated In Sync Labo-
ratories, one of the first companies to
duplicate audio cassette tapes in real
time. Today, In Sync tapes are among
the very few worth listening to.

In the digital age, once again the pi-
ano’s sharp transients have led to large
scale problems. Sampling rates are sim-
ply insufficient to capture the leading-
edge transients or the sustained
trailing edges—the problem of loss of
low-level detail, again! Any recent CD
recording of the piano by even an
audiophile label will suffice to make
the point.

Along comes Alan Silver to prove once
again that today’s medium can be
coaxed into delivering something
closer to the real thing than everyone
else realized. Although no digital pi-
ano recording can compete with the
finest analogue recordings of the in-
strument, including Silver’s own, any
of the disks under discussion can be
used to demonstrate that some of the
same excitement can be generated by
the binary digits.
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In the 1960s and 70s, Connoisseur Soci-
ety developed what amounted to a rep-
ertory company of artists of the first
caliber, including Ruth Laredo, Mor-
ton Estrin, Antonio Barbosa, Wanda
Wilkomirska and, for the first time in
sonics worthy of his artistry, Ivan
Moravec. Today, Alan Silver seems to
be repeating history by introducing a
new group of artists of the first rank,
providing them with the best sound
that can be squeezed out of today’s
technology.

American pianist Samuel Bartos has
been specializing in the music of Bach,
and here tackles one of that com-
poser’s supreme masterworks, the
Goldberg Variations. In this work, Bar-
tos competes with, among others,
Wanda Landowska on the harpsichord
(I have her performance on vinyl disk
RCA LM 1080) and Glenn Gould’s
1955 recording (on the original Colum-
bia release ML 5060, which is available
on CD CBS MK-37779). (Gould’s 1981
digital recording is willful in the ex-
treme, often grotesquely distorting the
music. It should be avoided.) Lan-
dowska’s spontaneity and instinctive
propulsiveness result in a performance
I find irresistible. Gould’s recording,
made when he was only twenty-two,
took the classical music world by
storm. It is suffused with a nobility
and strength that are astonishing.
Gould'’s technical command was, of
course, complete; hence, the richness
of Bach’s invention, in what might be
called the “Art of Canon,” is made
manifest. Surprisingly, perhaps, I find
that this performance makes an enor-
mous emotional impact as well. The re-
turn of the aria, for example, is
stunning,.

Although Bartos is an accomplished pi-
anist, he simply cannot compete here.
There is an air of cautiousness that per-
vades the proceedings. He opts, most
of the time, for slow tempi and seems
undecided as to whether he should
aim for a detached style or not. He
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starts that way, loses it in Variation 2,
regains it in 3, loses it again in 4, and
so on. Trills, as in Variation 7, are non-
uniform; the fugal theme in Variation
10 is hammered out unpleasantly; the
line in 13 is choppy, etc. By the time
Variation 23 is reached, the pianist
sounds tired and clinkers begin to ap-
pear. There is nothing really awful
here; it is simply that Bartos does not
rise to the exalted level of Landowska
and Gould. The Chromatic Fantasy is
well played, even movingly played,
but technical limitations surface again
in the Fugue.

Piano tone is very good; deep bass is
palpable and reasonably well focused.
The highest notes are digitally dead,
but somehow less so than usual. The
lack of a feel for the acoustic space
may result as much from the very
close-up nature of the recording as
from the usual digital problems. The
sound quality seems to change at Vari-
ation 23, becoming even more close-
up. This leads to a more diffuse
sounding treble and pedaling noise,
which sounds as repeated thumps. At
the return of the aria, the sonics revert
to their original state. In short, this is
the least successful of the four disks
under review and cannot be recom-
mended with enthusiasm.

The Shehori disk is an entirely differ-
ent matter altogether. Mordecai She-
hori is an Israeli-born pianist who has
studied with, among others, Beveridge
Webster, Claude Frank and Mindru
Katz. His performance of the Scarlatti
sonatas is refined, demonstrating even-
ness of touch and a good sense of line.
The digital recession effect I have spo-
ken of at length in past issues hurts
some these pieces since the thematic
treble line becomes submerged behind
the accompanying bass.

Where Shehori exhibits his true tem-
perament is in the Beethoven and
Brahms works. His virtuosic, declama-
tory playing style is perfectly suited to
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these works. Here, he favors strong dy-
namic contrasts, superb linear thrust
and affecting lyricism when called for.
The Beethoven goes particularly well,
resulting in the finest performance of
this work I can remember hearing. |
particularly enjoyed Shehori’s han-
dling of the rising/falling left hand ac-
companiment in the second
movement, with its hint of a swell at
the top, and his understanding of the
diabolical nature of the scherzo.

The Brahms contains numerous techni-
cal hurdles, which Shehori handles
with aplomb. I liked the way he clearly
differentiates the variations without re-
sorting to pedantry, as well as his way
of slowing down slightly leading up to
a note of emphasis. Again, the pianist
employs a wide dynamic range, gener-
ating considerable excitement.

The piano sound in the Scarlatti pieces
is somewhat dead, but improves con-
siderably in the Beethoven and
Brahms. In fact, the piano tone in these
latter works is quite good, with excel-
lent bass registration and even some
ping at the high end. The highest notes
in the Brahms sound clattery, but there
is only so much one can do with an in-
ferior medium. This disk then wins
high marks for both its artistry and
technology, and is highly recom-
mended.

The Bachmann/Klibonoff disk can like-
wise be recommended for its passion-
ate rendering of the Kreutzer Sonata.
Maria Bachmann, clearly a violinist of
the first rank, plays with superb into-
nation and control. The first move-
ment Presto is projected with
tremendous urgency and vigor by
these performers. Some may feel this
to be a little too vigorous, but it is just
the sort of intensity upon which the
Kreutzer thrives. Bachmann’s control
is apparent in the little ebbs and swells
in the second movement Andante with
Variations. And Klibonoff’s contribu-
tion here (and throughout for that mat-

ter) is remarkable. The variations in
which the piano has the lead are
played with superb rhythmic elan; the
lyrical variations are positively rhap-
sodic. The third movement Presto is
breathless and vital, both artists exhib-
iting complete mastery individually
along with excellent ensemble rapport.

American composer George Rochberg
is a genuine enigma. He began his life
as a composer writing atonal music,
often twelve tone, of great power and
vitality. His First Symphony, for exam-
ple (on Louisville Orchestra recording
LOU-634) is a remarkable piece about
which Rochberg himself has written, 1
still like its raw power and dark pas-
sion, its rhythmic force and its biting
edge, its tender moments and reflec-
tive qualities.” This writer agrees com-
pletely. Then, in the 1960s, the
composer averred that serialism is “fin-
ished, hollow, meaningless,” and led
the charge to the Nirvana of “Neo-Ro-
manticism.” His works since that time,
at least those with which I am familiar,
are dry, sterile and pompous. The
much heralded Violin Concerto, pre-
miered by Isaac Stern in 1975, is a
good example (on Columbia M 35149)
and the Sonata on CD4178 is another.
The melodic invention in the first
movement is so poor that the principal
theme can only be characterized as
ugly. Obviously something of impor-
tance is supposed to be going on here,
but the melodic obstructions and lack
of dramatic sense render it impossible
for one to be involved.

Similarly, there is much dissonant
thrashing around in the second move-
ment, which in the end sounds so syn-
thetic it again left this listener cold.
Synthetic is likewise a good word to
describe the extreme dynamic con-
trasts occurring in the third move-
ment, which seem to arise out of
conscious effort rather than inner com-
pulsion. By the time the fourth move-
ment had rolled around, I had lost
interest.
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Piano sound on this disk is excellent;
the violin is more problematic. The ul-
tra high frequency overtones, which
impart that warm, woody timbre to
real violins, simply have not, can not
and never will be captured digitally so
long as we are stuck with these Morita-
endowed bits and sampling rates.
Given Bachmann'’s other technical at-
tributes, enumerated above, it seems
probable she produces a wonderful
tone as well, but one cannot tell that lis-
tening to this. Imaging is good, with
the violin slightly right of center and
the piano clearly behind. In sum, an
outstanding version of the Kreutzer So-
nata, in sonics certainly as good or bet-
ter than one can expect on CD,

coupled with an eminently forgettable
work by a composer who has lost his
way. I feel it’s worth the price of ad-
mission, but music lovers must decide
for themselves.

I have saved the best for last, for I have
no hesitation in labeling the Brad-
shaw/Buono duo piano disk, which
was released in 1988, one of the finest
recordings of that decade. There was a
time when duo piano teams thrived
(Whittemore/Lowe, Hambro/Zayde,
Keene/Chasins, etc.). Since that day,
quasi virtuoso orchestras and media
hyped soloists have ruled the roost in
the United States, and duo piano
teams have waned. Many of these
works appear on the two-disk vinyl set
by the Kontarsky brothers issued on
DG in the 1970s (DG 2707 072), and
later reissued on a DG budget label
(415006-1). At all points of conver-
gence, the Bradshaw/Buono disk is to
be preferred. Even sonically, since the
DG recording was never any great
shakes anyway, the newer disk wins
out.

I have pages filled with laudatory

notes out of which I offer a few mor-
sels.
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¢ The Debussy Prelude is laden with
the mystery and implied eroticism of
the music. Ravel’s two piano arrange-
ment is so successful, one never misses
the orchestral color of the original.

o The Petite Suite is performed with all
the imagination and poetry one could
hope for. The music is neither over-
whelmed nor patronized. The gentle
rocking motion of the boat on the
water (En Bateau), the subtle pomp of
the Cortege, the grace of the Minuet
and the lilting charm of the Ballet are
all marvelously evoked.

» The oriental flavor of much of the
Danses Sacre et Profane struck me more
forcefully here than in the original ver-
sion for harp and orchestra. In this
case, Debussy himself was the tran-
scriber.

¢ Mother Goose is totally magical, all
fantasy and fairy tale. The pianists pro-
duce lucid textures and refrain from
engaging in “impressionistic” smear-
ing.

» The Bax music evokes more of the
water and less of the poison than the
Celtic legend it purports to be based
upon. It is engaging nonetheless, as are
the five short pieces by Casella.

The pianos focus nicely center-left and
center-right. Piano tone is generally ex-
cellent, with some discernible ambi-
ence present as well. Again, pedal
noise can be heard, along with some
clatter when the treble is played forte.
All of this pales, however, beside the
artistic accomplishment. It is, after all,
the artistry that makes Schnabel’s
Beethoven, Koussevitsky’s Sibelius
and Kapell’s Rachmaninoff thrilling
(certainly not the sonics). Does this
Bradshaw and Buono disk belong in
that exalted company? Yes.

Wally Chinitz
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Charlie Haden & Quartet West:
Haunted Heart. Haden, bass;
Ernie Watts, tenor; Alan Broad-
bent, piano; Larance Marable,
drums; Alain Cluzeau, engineer;
Verve CD 314 513 078-2.

Pharoah Sanders: Welcome To
Love. Sanders, tenor and soprano
sax; William Henderson, piano;
Stafford James, bass; Eccleston W.
Wainwright, drums; Max Bolle-
man, engineer; Timeless CD SJP
358.

“We shall not cease from explora-
tion And the end of all our ex-
ploring Will be to arrive where
we started And know the place
for the first time.” —Little Gid-
ding

One of the most reliably enjoyable
and stimulating formats in jazz is
to have formidable avant-garde musi-
cians explore the standards of the past.
They unfailingly do so with original in-
sight, breathing new life and feeling
into the music. All that experimenta-
tion with structure, time, harmony,
melody, and improvisation gives the
progressive artist tools to use that pre-
vious generations of players didn’t
have. They almost invariably play the
music with respect and a touch of sen-
timentality. It's what they grew up on.

Charlie Haden and Pharoah Sanders
have done magnificent jobs on these
CDs. Both artistically and sonically
(for multi-miked jobs) these are near
faultless.
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Haden has conceived a whole art deco,
film noire fantasy for us. Opening with
the original recording of the Warner
Brothers logo fanfare from “The Mal-
tese Falcon,” we dissolve to “Hello My
Lovely,” a Haden composed medium
tempo piece inspired by the Los Ange-
les of Raymond Chandler. Watts and
Broadbent give us sincere emotion in
their solos, but we are just being set
up. “Haunted Heart” is a killer ballad
in Haden'’s hands and evokes the feel-
ing to be sustained throughout the al-
bum. As the last notes die out we hear
a fade up on Jo Stafford’s 1947 version
of the same tune—just to make sure
we are sufficiently nostalgic and have
our eras in order.

Two other female singers influence the
mood. Jeri Southern’s “Every Time We
Say Goodbye” (1954) and Billie Holli-
day singing “Deep Song” (1947—pref-
aced by Haden’s group) are used to
excellent effect interspersed with the
remaining ballads on the program:
“The Long Goodbye,” “Moonlight
Serenade,” “Lady In The Lake,” and
“The Bad And The Beautiful.” Oh,
those ballads! It is ballads that are
most difficult to play (or sing) because
they are most revealing of content and
feeling. Fast tempos can cover up tech-
nical faults, lack of ideas, and lack of
interest, which the slow tempos of bal-
lads painfully reveal. But everyone is
together here, everyone is interested.

Some up-tempo numbers keep things
from dragging, but the overall feeling
is bittersweet heartache. You'll recall
through the haze of time the melody of
“The Bad And The Beautiful,” and as it
comes back to you, you'll delight in
the way these jazz artists interpret it.
Two compositions by pianist Alan
Broadbent, “The Long Goodbye” and
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“Lady In The Lake,” similarly have a
yearning feeling that I find very attrac-
tive. I kept thinking while listening to
this CD of all the lost movies, lost
loves, and my earliest memories from
the mid-forties. Thank you Charlie, for
the black and white movie.

Where the Haden CD is bittersweet in
feeling, the Pharoah Sanders date is
pretty and sentimental. Sanders was a
contemporary of John Coltrane and
they share some stylistic traits. He re-
corded with Coltrane on some of the
latter’s albums during his “cosmic” pe-
riod: Meditations (Impulse 9110), Live
At The Village Vanguard Again (Impulse
9124), and Om (Impulse/MCA 39118).
They played with the anguish of the
revolutionary ‘60s. It produced a move-
ment of jazz musicians who explored
their instrument more fully than pre-
vious generations. Sometimes this was
heard as honking and squawking, but
it also produced tonal exploration and
spirituality. Sanders has always had
these elements as the driving force in
his playing and composing, and they
are applied here in appropriate meas-
ure to reinterpret these beautiful bal-
lads.

”You Don’t Know What Love Is” is
startling in that Sanders’ opening
notes, in tone and style, sound like Col-
trane playing. After a straight run
through the melody, William Hender-
son takes a beautiful solo in a faster
tempo, the bass solos, and the tempo
slows again for Sanders to reprise the
melody. “I Want To Talk About You”
provides an opportunity for Sanders to
explore the upper range of his horn
and the melody together in a moderate
tempo. The tune is sufficiently un-
known for the material to sound fresh,
yet familiar. The same is true for The
Frank Loesser standard “Say It (Over
And Over Again)” in which Sander’s
playing is very affecting. The level of
playing on all the tunes is high and, as

in the Haden piece above, the musi-
cians stay interested.

You can’t underestimate the impor-
tance of that last statement in jazz per-
formances. Any attempt to fall back on
clichés (the natural result of disinter-
est) is picked up immediately by the
listener. Don’t forget, the value of jazz
rests in improvisation, the “sound of
surprise.” “Lament” features a long
bowed bass introduction, which is in-
teresting, and “The Bird Song” is a
solo by Sanders that most clearly re-
flects his spiritual motivations. Record-
ing balances are very good, with no
one instrument dominating the stage
except when soloing. The bass is merci-
fully tight and lean—none of the woof
that many engineers go for is present,
with the result that the vital midrange
octaves are presented without any
muddy quality.

Both these recordings carry my per-
sonal recommendation to you. Non-
jazz fans can’t go wrong either.

Richard Wolter

Arturo Sandoval: Dream Come
True Sandoval, trumpet; Michel
Legrand, piano, arranger & con-
ductor; Ernie Watts, tenor; Bill
Watrous, trombone; with orches-
tra; GRP GRD 9701.

ilm composer (Umbrellas of Cher-

borg) and jazz arranger Michel Le-
grand sets the basic tone of this date.
His arrangements are lush, sweet, and
provide a constantly varied back-
ground for trumpeter Arturo Sandoval
to solo against. This is orchestrated
jazz on the smooth side, not commer-
cial, not experimental, and thankfully
free of commercial funk rhythms.
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Cuban born trumpeter Arturo San-
doval is a mellow, technically master-
ful soloist who is an effective cross
between Miles Davis and Dizzy
Gillespie. He traces his jazz roots to
Diz and the cross fertilization between
Cuban music and American jazz pio-
neered by Gillespie and Charlie Parker
in the early “50s. On this recording
however, there is little Latin influence,
and the effect is more akin to Miles’
collaborations with Gil Evans. Most of
the tunes are jazz standards, played
with a sense of perspective rather than
innovation.

Legrand uses the strings sparingly and
varies the size and mix of the ensemble
sufficiently from track to track to keep
things interesting. The recording has
the vivid, Technicolor sound typical of
GRP sessions. This is good casual lis-
tening.

Richard Wolter

Lyle Mays, Fictionary. Lyle Mays,
1ano; Marc Johnson, bass; Jack
eJohnette, percussion. Producer:

Pat Metheny. Geffen 24521.

his review covers an album that 1

have often played for guests at my
home, recommended to a host of oth-
ers and actually given as a gift to a pre-
cious few. So far no returns! In my
opinion, this is Lyle Mays at his best. It
is one of those pleasant musical sur-
prises that just makes you forget about
the relative high price of CDs today
and simply enjoy the music contained
on it.

This recording oozes style and grace,
and each musical selection is quickly
accessible to the listener. Nothing on it
is overly complicated, remotely avant
garde-ish, hip-hop-ish, jack city-ick
(sorry, I mean “ish”) or electronic. It is
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simply a solid, exquisite piece of con-
temporary jazz.

In the past, I have often been im-
pressed by various works of Mays, but
never on a consistent or sustained ba-
sis. Not that I didn’t like his previous
works, it just seemed that his meander-
ing between traditional straight-ahead
jazz and contemporary fusion did not
allow me to ever really get into his
groove.

Not so with this album. On Fictionary
Mays moves beyond his usual fusion
ways and offers another view of his pi-
ano. This album has substance. Most
of the compositions here are Mays’
own, with the exception of one track.
His long-time associate Pat Metheny
served as the producer, and although
this combination of talents is familiar,
the result is a different kind of style
and grace for Mays.

Each cut has its own distinctive person-
ality—from the dreamy, warm and lus-
cious opening piece, appropriately
named “Bill Evans,” to the more spir-
ited and forthright title track. Of
course, I have my own favorites. In
particular, I am moved mightily by
“"Where Are You From Today.” Follow-
ing close behind is “Sienna.” There is a
kind of seductive quality to this selec-
tion that simply draws you in for some
delicious listening.

The interplay among the three players
is eminently smooth and seamless.
Switching back and forth, they never
loose a beat. Because of the perform-
ers’ exquisite timing and finesse, the
music simply flows throughout the al-
bum. This allows the listener to get
into a mostly calm and relaxed mood
and thoroughly enjoy the beautiful
sounds. The presentation is very lyri-
cal, and although a variety of styles are
intertwined throughout the sixty-six
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minutes of music, phrasings are al-
ways warm, even tender.

If you didn’t know for sure that it was
De]Johnette, you might accidentally
mistake some of this album’s percus-
sion work for that of Dave Weckl (one
of Chick Corea’s earlier and oftenimes
explosive percussionists). On Fiction-
ary, DeJohnette accompanies Mays
much in the manner of his outstanding
percussion work on another superb pi-
ano album, Gonzalo Rubacalba’s The
Blessing.

Recently, a local Twin Cities’ musician-
friend pointed out that DeJohnette is
an accomplished piano player. Given
that, it is understandable how he can
weave in and out of the various selec-
tions with such ease. Never does his
playing intrude on the primary fea-
tured artist. Instead, it always seems to
be the perfect complement to the fea-
tured instrument. Overall, his ap-
proach to drum and cymbal work is
masterful.

Sound quality is very high. The mixing is
seamless and the balance has a nice sense
of fullness. In addition, the power and deli-
cacy of both the piano and bass is captured
very convincingly. Percussion work, espe-
cially the cymbals, is handled very well.
Detail (for all instruments) is rendered su-
perbly, with nothing exaggerated or hot.
All in all, the sound is smooth, ever-so-
slightly warm and wonderful to listen to.

Basically, this album is one of those in-
stances where the sum of the parts is
greater than the whole. Therefore, my
recommendation is simply this: Go out
and buy it. Warm up your system, get
comfortable, cue it up (OOPS, I still
have those chronic analog “he-be gee-
bees”) and enjoy! You won’t be disap-
pointed. You can thank me later!

Bill Wells

Chico and Von Freeman, Freeman
& Freeman. Chico & Von Free-
man, tenor saxophones; Kenny
Barron, Muhal Richard Abrams
(one track only), piano; Cecil
McBee, bass; Jack DeJohnette,
drums. Producer: Bob Cummins.
No recording engineer credits. In-
dia Navigation IN 1070.

he music on this compact disc was

recorded in concert at the Public
Theater in New York City on two eve-
nings in April of 1981. The Freemans
are members of a Chicago musical fam-
ily who are steeped in the tenor saxo-
phone tradition associated with this
major jazz city. Father Von has re-
mained in the Midwest his entire life,
which helps to explain why Chico,
who left home some twenty years ago,
has recorded more and is better
known. Von's style is the more paro-
chial of the two, his gruff, choked
sound evoking other more illustrious
Chicagoan saxophonists such as
Johnny Griffin and Gene Ammons. |
prefer the smoother, Coltrane-influ-
enced sound of Chico, together with
the modal pieces he tends to favor on
his own recordings.

Possibly in deference to the elder Free-
man, however, this CD features him ex-
clusively on four of the seven tracks,
all of them well-worn standards (e.g.,
“Lover Man,” ”I Can’t Get Started”).
Chico is featured only once, on his
own composition “Undercurrents”
(previously recorded on Chico’s The
Outside Within), and the two join forces
on a pair of lengthy blues jams. While
the rhythm section is an excellent one,
this recording is only recommended
for devoted fans of either artist.

Martin Milgrim

55



The Music

Dave Grusin, Homage to Duke.
Clark Terry, trumpet, fluegel-
horn; Pete Christlieb, Tom Scott,
tenor saxophone; George Bo-
hanon, trombone; Grusin, piano
and arranger; Brian Bromberg,
John Patitucci, bass; Harvey Ma-
son, drums. Producer: Dave Gru-
sin. GRP GRD-9715.

musical homage is a tricky propo-

sition. Ideally, it should consist of
fresh interpretations that serve to
evoke the spirit of the artist who is be-
ing honored, without resort to slavish
re-creation. Otherwise, what’s the
point? Though there are exceptions
(Joe Henderson's tribute last year to
Miles Davis, So Near, So Far, comes im-
mediately to mind), life is too short for
indulgent homages. Rather, it is far
more rewarding to immerse oneself in
the original focus of the tribute itself.

Sadly, little on this recording serves to
change my mind on the subject. To be
sure, Grusin tries—his arrangement of
“Caravan” is very adept—but the
greatness of Duke is so comprehensive
in scope that the task of creating an en-
tire album that could stand alongside
any of the master’s many great record-
ings is overwhelming. Too often on
this CD there is a surprising amount of
stiffness on pieces noted for their abil-
ity to generate swinging improvisa-
tion; e.g., “Cottontail” (originally, a
showcase for Ben Webster’s propulsive
tenor). The presence of a true Duke
alumnus, Clark Terry, does not help to
raise the musical stakes. In fact, his in-
sistence on resurrecting his “mum-
bles” act (nonsensical, non verbal
singing) not once, but twice (!) on this
recording, serves to further deflate the
proceedings.

There is one somewhat interesting in-
terpretation of an Ellington classic—
Billy Strayhorn’s “Take the “A’” Train.”
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Despite the contrasting use of
Ellington-like piano flourishes, it is per-
formed at a tempo so slow as to be
more suitable for taking the Goodyear
blimp. Yet somehow it succeeds as a
valid, alternative interpretation. But
this is the exception. Better, to explore
the original RCA Victor and Columbia
recordings, of which many are avail-
able in the compact disc format.

Martin Milgrim

Tom Harrell, Upswing. Harrell,
trumpet; Joe Lovano, tenor saxo-
phone; Phil Woods, alto saxo-
wone; Danilo Perez, piano; Peter
ashington, bass; Bill Goodwin,
drums. Producers: Steve Kaiser &
Bill Goodwin. Recording engi-
neer: Bob Katz. Chesky JD103.

mong insiders, Tom Harrell is

one of the most respected trum-
peter-composers in the current jazz
arena. That he is not as well known by
those who profess themselves to be
jazz fans is due to a variety of reasons,
not least of which may include a gener-
ous amount of Crow Jim bias by club
owners and concert promoters to-
wards a white jazz artist saddled with
additional questions about the sound-
ness of his mental state. For those of
you who may be eager to hear a major
talent on trumpet playing accessible,
straight-ahead jazz, look no further
than this wonderful compact disc.

Harrell composed seven of the eight ti-
tles on this set, the exception being Or-
nette Coleman’s whimsically named
“Blues Connotation.” The title piece is
aptly named, the three front line play-
ers immediately expressing consider-
able swing and empathy. Lovano
comes across throughout this session
as the consummate voice he is on tenor
sax, his soloing on several of the pieces
reflecting an emotional range from the
sensitively poignant to the rapturous,
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including outbursts characteristic of
one of his (no doubt) mentors, John
Coltrane. While Phil Woods has never
been a personal favorite, his energy
level reinforces the power and propul-
sion emanating from Harrell’s writing
and arrangements. The rhythm section
provides ample support throughout
for the task at hand. Recommended.

Martin Milgrim

Bobby Hutcherson: Live at Mon-
treux. Woody Shaw, trumpet;
Bobby Hutcherson, vibes; Hotep
Cecil Bernard, piano; Ray Drum-
mond, bass; Larry Hancock,
drums. Producer: George Butler
(original release), Michael Cus-
cuna (reissue). Recording engi-
neer: Chris Penycote. Blue Note
CDP 7243 82781929

Kenny Barron: Other Places.
Ralph Moore, soprano & tenor
saxophones; Bob%y Hutcherson,
vibes; Kenny Barron, piano;
Rufus Reid, bass; Victor Lewis,
drums; Mino Cinelu, percussion.
Producer: Joanne Klein. Record-
ing engineer: Jim Anderson.
Verve 314 519 699-2

he above sessions feature the pre-

mier vibraphonist Bobby Hutcher-
son, one as a leader at a prominent
jazz festival in 1973, the other as a fea-
tured sideman at a studio date two dec-
ades later. Hutcherson came up in the
early “60s, fast becoming a highly vis-
ible and respected member of the
justly renowned roster of musicians
who recorded for the Blue Note label
in its heyday. His style, while emanat-
ing from the Milt Jackson bop inspired
school of vibraphone artistry, is quite
distinctive. It is marked by fleet execu-
tion, harmonic adventurousness and
intense lyricism.

The Montreux date catches Hutcher-
son during a period in which he was
very under-recorded. His association
with George Butler, mostly for the Co-
lumbia label, was to result in a series
of dismal recordings during the mid
1970s that were calculated to appeal to
a wider, commercially oriented audi-
ence. Fortunately, this recording, done
in a live setting in Europe, finds this vi-
braphone master playing at a peak
creative level in a performance totally
devoid of the overt pandering to com-
mercial considerations that were to
mar his later recording efforts. The ap-
pearance of the underrated Woody
Shaw on trumpet results in a reward-
ing collaboration that reveals consider-
able chemistry between the two men.
Only three of the four extended compo-
sitions had previously appeared on LP,
and only in Europe and Japan. This
CD therefore marks the first American
release of this highly accessible and
stirring music. Recommended without
reservation.

The Kenny Barron date, done nearly
twenty years later in a studio setting,
finds Hutcherson as emotional and
technically adroit as ever. Hutcherson
appears on all but one track (a sensi-
tive ballad duet for Barron and bassist
Reid), serving as the catalyst for much
of the swinging intensity that charac-
terizes this session. To be sure, Barron,
a master post-bop pianist highly in de-
mand in the current fertile New York
jazz scene and the last regular pianist
for the late Stan Getz (who referred to
Barron as the “other half of my heart-
beat”), more than carries his own. In-
deed, six of the nine compositions
played here are Barron originals, all of
them serving as willing vehicles for
wonderful improvisation. The early
Coltrane-inspired soprano and tenor
saxophonist, Ralph Moore, is also
stimulated to play with a vigor and
creativity not always apparent on his
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own dates as leader. Also recom-
mended.

Martin Milgrim

Charles Mingus, Jazz Portraits.
Booker Ervin, tenor saxophone;
John Handy, alto saxophone;
Richard Wyands, piano; Charles
Mingus, bass; Dannie Richmond,
drums. Producer: Nat Hentoff
(original release), Michael Cus-
cuna (reissue). Recording engi-
neer: Rudy Van Gelder. Blue
Note CDP 7243 8 2732525

In his engaging autobiography, To Be
or Not to Bop, Dizzy Gillespie relates
that in the midst of one of his periodic
“campaigns” for the presidency, he
stated that he would appoint Charles
Mingus as his Minister of Peace. That’s
because Mingus would sooner take a
"piece” out of anybody acting badly
than anyone else Diz could think of.
This legendary volatility was also re-
flected in his music. He pioneered the
concept of extended composition in
jazz, whereby beauty and poignancy
would startlingly emerge from the jux-
taposing of contrasting thematic mate-
rial.

On this session recorded at the Nona-
gon Art Gallery in New York City’s
Greenwich Village in early 1959, the
radicalism that Mingus was beginning
to be known for is not much in evi-
dence. Although the group played an
extensive amount of music that eve-
ning, all that was salvaged were the
two ballads and two blues pieces con-
tained on this compact disc. Neverthe-
less, there is much to dig and admire
here. Nonessential Mingus is still
leagues ahead of much of what passes
today as state-of-the-art jazz.

For those neophytes who may now be
getting into this founding father of the
jazz avant garde, considerable enjoy-
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ment can be obtained here. For exam-
ple, on the achingly beautiful “Alice’s
Wonderland,” we hear the first rendi-
tion of a composition that was to ap-
pear on various subsequent recordings
under other titles (e.g., “Diane”). In ad-
dition, we hear the youthful fire of two
Mingus “regulars” of the late '50s,
John Handy and Booker Ervin. The
critical consensus concerning the high
quality of Ervin’s tenor playing with
Mingus—Ilisten to that southwest
Texas roar on “No Private Income
Blues”—should also be extended to
Handy’s alto saxophone within the
Mingusian fold. Mingus’ music is, and
has always been, about emotion, vital-
ity and a healthy respect for tradition.
No doubt these qualities may be more
amply displayed in his more seminal
recordings, such as Pithecanthropus
Erectus or Blues and Roots, to name just
two of the significant recordings in the
Mingus canon. However, this record-
ing can stand proudly in any jazz col-
lection.

Martin Milgrim

Eric Reed, It's All Right to Swin%.
Wes Anderson, alto saxophone; E.
Dankworth, trumpet; Reed, pi-
ano; Rodney Whitaker, bass; Gre-
gory Hutchinson, drums.

roducer: Delfeayo Marsalis. Re-
cording engineer: Patrick Smith.
MoJazz 374637006-2

As unfair as it may sound, the title
of this CD gave me a bad vibe as
soon as I saw it. Knowing that Reed
has been a steadily employed pianist
for Wynton Marsalis’ various groups, I
immediately sensed that the sentiment
expressed was that of the renowned
trumpeter himself. Based on his past
statements concerning the state of jazz,
the implication is that much of the
modern jazz of the past twenty-five
years has not swung and is not deserv-
ing of critical respect. What Wynton




Jazz

and his acolytes are saying is not that
it’s all right to swing—after all, who
can argue with that?—but that only
jazz steeped in “the tradition” can
truly swing, and therefore other jazz
forms are invalid. In effect, these so
called “young lions” condescend to, if
not outright reject, the avant garde gen-
eration that arose in the mid '60s, erro-
neously implying that because those
radical players had apparently rejected
bebop, they did not swing.

Judging by the tepid sounds issuing
forth from this recording debut by
Reed, save us from those who would
presume to define what swing is or is
not. Of the ten pieces performed in this
session—all but three composed by the

WHAT 1s TON

leader—only “Boo Boo Strikes Again”
comes across as a genuine finger snap-
ping cooker with its engaging, convo-
luted line. Otherwise this is a
desultory set that is further marred by
a muddy recording of Whitaker’s
acoustic bass.

Reed states in the liner notes that Ah-
mad Jamal is his “favorite pianist. Pe-
riod. Then there’s everybody else.”
Jamal’s influence is unmistakable in
Reed’s playing, but aping this particu-
lar master of swing does not guarantee
capture of that elusive quality by the
student.

Martin Milgrim
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The Music

Hilton Ruiz, Heroes. Charlie
Sepulveda, trumpet; David
Sanchez, tenor saxophone; Steve
Turre, trombone; Tito Puente, vi-
braphone & timbales; Ruiz, pi-
ano; Andy Gonzalez, bass;
Ignacio Berroa, drums; Steve Ber-
rios, timbales; Carlos Vales,
Giovanni Hidalgo, congas; Joe
Gonzalez, bongos. Producer: John
Snyder. Recording engineer: Jack
Renner. Telarc CD-83338

ilton Ruiz is a gifted pianist who

has been able to thrive musically
in the cross cultural milieu of his na-
tive New York City. As a teenager,
Ruiz’s talent was formidable enough
to allow him to play with such jazz no-
tables as Freddie Hubbard, Joe Hender-
son, and, for a lengthy period
thereafter, with Rahsaan Roland Kirk,
at which time I had occasion to wit-
ness his exceptional pianistic skills. He
has always been able to bring his eth-
nic roots to the jazz idiom to make mu-
sic that is not only rhythmically
attractive but improvisationally inter-
esting as well.

As a leader, Ruiz has usually chosen to
populate his recording groups with a
generous amount of percussion instru-
ments endemic to Latin music. Addi-
tionally, the horn players on his dates,
particularly the saxophonists, are men
who have made their mark as leaders
and improvisers of exceptional skills.
They include Sam Rivers and George
Coleman who were on several record-
ings that Ruiz made for the RCA No-
vus label between 1986 and 1991.

On this date for the Telarc label, Ruiz
is again able to come up with a con-
vincing musical stew by combining the
ingredients of Latin rhythms with
some great compositions of the acous-
tic jazz tradition. Heroes refers to jazz
influences who are present on this date
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either as composers or as subjects to
whom tribute is paid. Thus, four of the
nine pieces performed are originals by
Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles
Davis and Herbie Hancock, while
Ruiz’s compositions evoke the spirit of
Sonny Rollins and Max Roach, among
others.

Ruiz continues his practice of choosing
above-average saxophonists by em-
ploying the young but very capable
David Sanchez. Additionally, Tito
Puente, the much respected Latin band
leader of long standing, does Ruiz an
honor by joinin