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YOo-YO UNWINDS.

When he’s not busy being the world’s greatest cellist,
Yo-Yo Ma listens to beautiful music made by others. Here,
the warm, lush sound of Harman Karden componentry

and Infinity speakers makes Maestro Ma feel very much
at 1ome. It's another great place where the great branc

of Harman International provide the world’s finest
audio performances. '

Living room Home theater Car Computer Concert hall Arena

Stage




harman/kardon

A\ Infinity

H Harman International

Movie theater Nightclub Stadium Studio HEAR US EVERYWHERE

CIRCLE NO. 9 ON READER SERVICE CARD www.harmen.com




AS

PURE

AS YOUR FIRST KISS.

AS

CLEAN

AS YOUR GRANDMOTHERS’S KITCHEN.

AS

SMART

AS YOU WANT IT TO BE.

LOOKING FOR CLEANER, PURER SOUND? Listen to the Alpine 7842 CD/Receiver with it’s exclusive new BBE sound
processcr. W th a push of a button, there’s depth and detail you've never heard from your CDs before. You get a feeling of
greater powe- with even less noise. And you can crank up this radio with a lot less distortion, all because of the new MaxTuneSQ

tuner. The 7€42 is so versatile, it will integrate into any system you dream up. All from Alpine, so you can DRIVE EASY.

= — >\m Call 8oo-Alpine-1 or visit www.alpine1.com /////ALPINE
A < © 1998 Alpine Electronics of America, Inc. © 1998 Alpine Canada, Inc.
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Clockwise from top, the
Klipsch Synergy Premiere
300 tower speaker (see test
report on page 50), the
Energy e:XL-R surround
speaker (page 54), and the
PSB Alpha Subsonic 1
subwoofer (page 48).
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Home DVD
Recorders?
Would you like to replace your
VCR with a DVD player,
recorder? The major consumer
electronics manufacturers would
love to sell yvou one. Unfortu
nately. it’s been impractical
because of the lack of low-cost
MPEG-2 audio/video encoders

to say nothing of the lack of
standards, of course.

Don’t give up hope, though.
A Silicon Valley startup,
iICompression, has started selling
in sample quantities a single
chip MPEG-2 encoder for less
than $200. (Its main competi-
tors, IBM and C-Cube, sell
encoders for more than $1,000,
mainly for professional broad
casting gear.) If things happen as
quickly as iCompression hopes,
you could see DVD camcorders
by the end of next year.

Marked Discs

Just because most movie studios
are supporting DVD, don’t think
that Ih\‘_\ re not still worried
about pirates stealing their
content, especially with new
recording devices such as digital
VCRs and DVD-RAM and
DVD+RW computer drives

DOM

ENTON

JT Does DVD

When James Taylor performed at the Beacon
Theater in New York recently, the concert was
“conceived, recorded, and produced specifical-
ly for the DVD-Video format,” according to Sony

play

Music. Frank Filipetti — who won a Grammy
Award for enginee-ing Hourglass, Taylor's most
recent CD — is in charge of the DVD-Video re-
alization of the concert.

When asked on the night of the show how he
was going to mix “he 5.1-channel Dolby Digital
soundtrack, Filipet'i was honest: “I don’t know,”
he said, adding that he wasn’t even sure if the
mix would put the listener “tenth-row center or
up on the stage with James.” Well, as it turns
out, his final mix brings Taylor up front, closer
to the listener, witt the surround channels used
mainly to provide ambience.

The concert was also broadcast live on PBS
— well, most of it was. After PBS broke away,
Taylor came on to perform another four songs,
including the perennial favorite Sweet Baby
James. They'll be “bonus tracks” on the DVD
and VHS releases due in October. — B.F.

cither already here or on the
horizon. DVDs can’t be copied
casily because they're protected

by the Content Scrambling

System (CSS) on the digital side

and Macrovision on the analog
side. However, CSS doesn’t
provide any way to trace the
source of copyrighted materials,
which is what digital “water-
marking™ is designed for.
Hollywood studios and
both consumer-electronics and

computer manufacturers have
been working for more than

a year to choose a watermarking
technology that embeds an
invisible but nonremovable
source ID in the DVD image.
While the studios worry about
piracy, the manufacturers worry
that sales of new digital
recorders could be hindered
without Hollywood’s support.
Enthusiasts, of course, fret over
the possible introduction of

Promises, Promises

You've been hearing about DTS-compatible hardware for a while, and even seen some of it
reviewed in these pages, so you must be wondering, “Where are the movies?” Good ques-
tion. DTS has been announcing the imminent arrival of DVDs encoded with its brand of 5.1-
channel sound for over a year now, but nothing has hit store shelves yet. The explanations
vary, depending on who you ask and what day it is. They run the gamut from glitches in the
authoring software (don’t ask) to ball-dropping by the movie studios and distribution compa-
nies — apparently everyone but the parent company itself. DTS has built a good rzputation in
the high end, has fans for its laserdisc and multichannel music releases, and has gotten the
Japanese engineering community to embrace its standard, which is why mass-market DTS
receivers and DVD players started appearing earlier this year. But if the first DTS-encoded
DVDs haven’t appeared around the time you read this, competitor Dolby Labs just might suc-
— Michael Gaughn

ceed in slamming DTS’s window of opportunity shut for good.

TEREO HEVIEW SEPTEMBER 1998

Sounds Like

A Bulldozer
We've all heard speakers
that sound so bad that
they deserve to be run
over by a bulldozer. But
these CSI/Speco speakers
were pulverized because
of their looks. Okay,

it wasn't because they
looked bad, it was
because they looked

a little too much like Niles
Audio’s OS-1 and OS-5
speakers. As part of

a lawsuit settlement, the
entire remaining stock

— totaling about 2,600
speakers — had to be
destroyed




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

Is it the size
of the equipment?

Or is it the size of the sound?

1Y 17 Aal——

It has long been assumed that bigger equipment means better sound. Not anymore. Bose” Lifestyle”
systems allow you to enjoy better sound with less clutter, less equipment and less complication.

A single, 2%" high music center replaces an entire rack
of electronics and includes a built-in CD player and AM/FM

tuner. ® Tiny Jewel Cube” speakers are about the size of a

computer mouse. And hidden away out of view is the
Acoustimass” module for purer, more natural bass. Your favorite
music, movies and sports programs will come to life in a way you

simply cannot imagine. ® Hore Theater Tech-

Y nology summed it up by saying, “Everything is

*

included and carefully thought out.... The performance is awesome.”* ¢ Please
call for your complimentary guide to our Lifestyle® music and home theater

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

to the sound of the biggest equipment you can find.

_MOSE
Better sound through researche
1-800-444-BOSE Ext.630 www.bose.com

1997 Bose Corporation IN98307C * From a review of the Lifestyle® 12 home theater system
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visible artifacts to the picture.

I'hree new patents awarded
to Digimarc Corp. of Portland,
OR, a digital watermarking
developer, should make
everyone breathe a little easier.
One of the more interesting
technologies covered by the
patents allows the watermark
to automatically locate itself in
areas of the picture where it
will be least obvious to viewers
and to vary its density to main
tain invisibility.

Billions to Serve
Speaking of piracy, China is
gearing up for a format war over
the next generation of Video
CDs. You don’t remember Video
CDs? No surprise — they never
caught on here. But the format

is huge in China, with sales last
year of 15 million players.

Now, three incompatible formats
are vying to be the next-genera e l——
tion Video CD. Some manufac
turers are proposing to leap

to DVD instead. We don’t know
which format will win, but with

A/V Digest
Meridian has introduced a data
compression scheme called

a billion potential customers, Meridian Lossless Packing

it’s sure to be a fierce battle. (MLP). Expected applications

Groove Tubes

You've got your home theater outfitted with Dolby Digital,
DTS, DBS, DVD, Divx, a big-screen TV, and all the latest
tweaks, ‘So what's missing? According to Valve Amplifica-
tion Company (VAC), tubes. Long since abandoned in the
mass matket, tubes have become all the rage with the au-
diophile “elite” — and they lie at the heart of VAC’S new

Visionary home-theater system. Is

this just some marketing gimmick, or

yet another example of high-end

hubris? Neither, according to Kevin

Hayes, VAC’s owner and president,

and Visionary's designef: *Far from

being outmoded, the vacuum tube is

still the ¢heice of many recording studios and
musicians. And in thé 'Context of sound, it still provides the
highest realism.” Before you decide a-tube-based home
theater sounds just right for you, though, cohsider the base

price of admission: a cool $25,000. — M.G.
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Science Fashion

“A wearable musical instrument” is what Teresa Marrin, a grad
student at the M.I.T. Media Lab, calls her “conductor’s jacket,”
though she admits that, at least for now, it's more of a research
tool. In a recent concert by the Boston Pops, conductor Keith
Lockhart wore te jacket so that Marrin could gather data and
learn how he us2s motions to communicate his intentions to the
orchestra. Meanwhile, a computer translated his body’s move-
ments into a kinc of psychedelic light show, classical style.

The jacket has eight sensors that measure position and orien-
tation, plus three for temperature, respiration, and heart rate. Be-
cause a conductor’s muscular tension and sweating can be “im-
portant indicators of musical information,” the jacket also con-
tains four sensors to measure tension and one for sweat.

Student conductors “have vastly different movements,” ac-
cording to Marrir, and her jacket could be used to help them rec-
ognize the gestures of great conductors and compare them with
their own. “Teacting conductors how to conduct better is a noble
goal,” she said. But she is also worried that the classic perfor-
mance arts are in danger of becoming irrelevant, and she hopes
to use the jacket to understand “how to build the next instru-

ment,” one that is more in tune with modern times.

include high-sampling-rate
multichannel audio on DVD and
multiple channels on CD. Dolby
will handle the licensing of

the technology. . . . The first
Super Audio CD players using
the Sony/ Philips Direct Stream
Digital (DSD) coding scheme
are scheduled to hit stores

in Japan next spring and in the
U.S. by next fall.

Jazzed

And Razzed

Wynton Marsalis and Ornette
Coleman were named Musicians
of the Year (1997) at the first
annual Jazz Awards at New
York’s Lincoln Center. The
critics gave Whitney Balliett the
Robert Palmer Award for Excel-
lence in Jazz Writing (among the
runners-up was Stereo Review’s
Francis Davis). Stanley Crouch
was the evening’s Most Dubious
Pugilist. First, the veteran critic
made disparaging remarks about
nominees Dave Douglas and
Matt Shipp as he was presenting
the Jazz Journalists Association
(JJA) award for Best Improviser
(won by Sonny Rollins). Then,
at a post-ceremony party,

where he was reprimanded for
editorializing on the podium,

he threw a punch at JJA presi-
dent Howard Mandel, giving
new meaning to the phrase,

—B8.F

“Duke it out.” For the gory
details, visit the “Bird Lives”
Web site at www.birdlives.com.

Ken Richardson

Music Hath Power
Studies conducted by psycholo-
gists at the University of Cali-
fornia at Irvine showed that
students who listened to the
music of Mozart before taking
math exams scored approxi-
mately 10 percent higher than
others. That might explain why
Sony Classics’ Mozart Makes
You Smarter (SK 66245) has
been popular among high school
and college students.

Sony Music Entertainment’s
plant in Carrollton, GA, donated
enough copies of a classical
collection called Build Your
Baby's Brain Through Music so
that each baby born in Georgia’s
100 state hospitals over the next
year could receive a copy. When
the state’s governor described
the album enthusiastically on a
TV talk show, he created a
nationwide demand. Now
available through Sony Special
Products, it contains 11 selec-
tions by Mozart, Handel,
Schubert, Vivaldi, and Bach.

To order, call 800-338-7834.
Price: CD, $9.99; cassette, $5.98
(plus tax and handling).

— William Livingstone



Corners Beautifully,

Tapered to tuck
neatly into comers and
under caves, the OS-10

comes witha clever
pivoting bracket that
provides endless
mounting solutions.

Niles' speaker engineers are driven to design
the very best. The result is unparalleled
performance — sonically, visually, and
functonally. The Niles OS 10 Indoor/Outdoor
Loudspeaker will exceed all of your
expectations.

Sonically. The OS10 handily
outperforms many traditional bookshelf
speakers. Much of its superb sonic character
comes from its unique tweeter design.
Constructed from a composite matrix of
elastomers and natural fiber substrates, the
ElastoDynamic™ tweeter yields
frequency response with stunning detail and clarity.
Butto be a great speaker, you need great bass. Here
the OS10 shows its true horsepower thanks to its
injection-molded, polypropylene Woofer cone,
supple butyl-rubber surround, and powerful
magnet structure.

Visually. The OS10’s
aerodynamic shape speaks for
itself. But what may not be readily
apparentspeaks justas loudly. The

extended

#) NILES.

BLENCING HIGH

AND ARCHITECTURE™

‘Tough enough for
marine applications
and beach-frone Iving
Exceeds military
ANC-COMOSIOnN Specs
(MIL-STD-883D).

ElastoDynamic™
Hybrid Dome Tweeter
Impervious to moisture,

Niles' unique tweeter
designoffers extended

frequency response
with scunning detail
and clariry.

0S10’s tapered enclosure tucks neatly into
comers or under eaves, complementing any
decor—inside or out. Its clever pivoting
bracket (standard equipment on the OS10)
gives you endless mounting solutions.
Available in white or black, either finish is
paintable for a truly custom look.

Functionally. We don’t take the term
“weather-proof” lightly. The OS10 is
designed to withstand extreme climates—
from Minneapolis to Miami. Its rugged,
non-resonant cabinet is totally sealed
(insects or mosture can't creep in) and will not fade under the sun’s rays. The
grills and brackets are aluminum; the connectors are gold-plated; all the
hardware is brass or stainless steel—this speaker will not rust And Niles
guarantees it for two years—that’s twice as long as
most manufacrurers.

For the name and phone number of your
nearest authonzed Niles dealer call 1-800-BUY-HIFI
(1-800-289-4434).

Niles Audio Corporation, Inc.

PO. Box 160818 Miami, FL 33116

In Canada call Aralex Acoustics, Ltd. (604) 528-8965
Internet: www.nilesaudio.com

Fioeviry

© 1997 Nites Audio Corporation, Inc. Nikes and the Nikes kogo are regstered trademarks of Niles Audio Corporation, Inc., ElastoDynamic and Blending High Fidelity and Architecture are traderman.s of Niles Audio Corporation, inc., ADOOC19SR




“Iron Dan.” “Der Spieler.” “The welvet
Anchor.” SportsCenter fans witnessed a
milestone last spring when Dan Fatrick
took his seat behind the anchor d2sk for
his 2000th consecutive broadcast. Day

in and day out this bulwark of sports
journalism has consistently raised the
bar at SportsCenter, and redefined the

way a generation thinks abaut sports.
Co-anchor Kermy Mayne sums it uo best:

“He’s that big industrial sé¢ale ir the
locker room upon which all others must_ -
be weighed.” And amidst the hi :
of the evening’s celebrations, wh

the Man-of-the-Half-Hour have to say?

“I'm honored, but it's all.]ust a lot of fuss.

I'm just out there doing what they pay

me to co.” Sure Dan, sure. ¢
Lights. Camera. History.

THIS IS SPORTSCENTER.
Mornings, primetime,
late night.
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It’s the Speakers...

AS WE WERE PUTTING the finishing touches on this issue. our annual Speaker

TRACK ONE

BOB ANKOSKO

Special, I was reminded of a bizarre encounter I'd had. My wife and I were out
and about one Saturday afternoon when I spotted a small sign in a storefront win-
dow that read “Fred’s Audio™ (all right, so I don’t remember the real name . . . ). The
store turned out to be the “showroom™ of a tiny speaker company. Inside we were
greeted by “Fred,” who was owner, chief designer, and salesperson. I explained
that we were interested in the best-sounding speakers we could get for about $500.
He pointed to one of many nondescript boxes that lined the walls and popped a
disc in a big fancy CD player that topped off an impressive stack of electronics.

The sound that came out of those “speakers™ was so godawful that my wife and
I glanced at one another in utter disbelief while trying to maintain fake smiles.
Boy. did I feel sorry and embarrassed for that poor guy. He had put his heart
and soul into those squawkers but clearly didn’t have a clue. The moral of the sto-
ry: You can empty your bank account on a Killer stack of electronics and tweak it
‘til your spouse throws you out of the house, but if the speakers aren’t up to par,
you might as well invest your time and money elsewhere. Speakers are far and
away the single most important link in the audio chain. Put in more practical terms,
if you have $1.000 to spend on a stereo system, earmark $500 for the speakers.

Now that you've heard my tale, I'd like to walk you through this special issue.
Our tour begins on page 67, where speaker guru Dave Clark answers some of the
most commonly asked questions in “Everything You Always Wanted to Know
About Speakers (But Were Afraid to Ask).”

If'you're in the market for a pair and don’t want to spend more than $300, turn
to page 72. In “Small Speakers with Big Potential,” veteran SR reviewers Dan Ku-
min and Ken Pohlmann team up to put models from six well-known brands to the
test. If you're a bargain hunter, don’t miss this feature.

If' youre serious about home theater, be sure to check out Corey Greenberg's
take on three surround-sound systems in “$2001: A Speaker Odyssey™ (page 82).
And when it comes time to hit the stores in search of that perfect speaker, you'll
learn very quickly that judging sound quality is the most challenging and re-
warding — part of the job. “How to Audition Speakers™ (page 79) gives you some
pointers and even provides a checklist of what to listen for.

I'd be remiss if I didn’t mention this issue’s awesome lineup of equipment re-
views, all of which are sporting a bold new look — and feel. (See “Tech Talk™ on
page 34 for details on our new streamlined review format.) Besides those three
home-theater speaker systems Corey reviewed, the list includes a novel flat-panel
speaker system, the world’s first $400 Dolby Digital receiver. and — ta da! — the
first Divx/DVD player. Turn to page 43 for two opinions on the Divx player —
and the controversial marketing concept behind it.

Finally, Id like to call your attention to “Random Play,” our exciting new
opening department that begins on page 8. You can thank art director Drew
Thompson for its lively graphics as well as the new look he has brought to “Test

Bt ene

Bob Ankosko. Editor in Chief

Reports™ and the music sections.
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the choi of professionals

NA VISTA SOUND/
ALT DISNEY PICTURES

EER DVD MANUFACTURING

%Eﬁgaum

Dodey LABORATORIES
YC/ SAN FRANCISCO

MABRICE WHrrE’s KALIM :

These world-class stiilios chose '
M&K speakers - shouldn’t you?

A Who's Who of the professional audio world—numbering
well over 100 film, music, mastering and broadcast studios—
trusts its livelihood to M&K's Multichannel Pro Solutions
systems, reference monitors, and powered subvsoofers.

ASFILM

These cutting-edge pros are launching a 5.1 channel
~evolution in audio—and the common element is M&K.

Just ask EQ magazire, whose reviewer concluded:
3 "" "For a professional surround sound system, | think
_TREVOR RABIN the M&K MPS-150THX is the one to keat." ‘

-} ¢ :”" s = The very same technology and speaker elements used in 1
'Sowy PicTuRES these pro systems are found in every M&K loudspeaker
4 and powered subwoofer—ranging from state-of-the-art
PaciFic OceEAN PasT THX home theaters to remarkably affordable systems.

E re To hear every element of sound created by the world's leading
'~ K=ITH OLseN's GDODNIGHT LA artists and producers, shouldn't you use the same speakers?

Hear the professional experience—choose M&K Sound.

AND OVER 100 MIORE...

_UCASELLM
m A Miller & Kreisel Sound Corporation u
10391 JeffersonBlvd, Culver City, CA 90232 - 310/204-2854 - fax 310/202-8782 - fax back 800/414-7744 wwwmksound.com




HowTo Celebrate 10 Years

Of Maki

ng

Some Of

The Best Speakers Ever:

When we started in 1988, Cambridge SoundWorks became the country’s first
factory-direct audio company. In 10 years, we've become one of the most successful
consumer electronics companies and one of the country’s leading speaker companies.

We've succeeded because we make great products - designed by Audio Hall of
Fame member and Emmy-winner Henry Kloss. Audio magazine says we may have
“the best value in the world.” And during our 10th Anniversary Celebration, that value
is even better. When you buy selected surround sound systems, we'll give you
incredible discounts, an industry-best 10-Year Speaker Warranty,' and no payments
or interest until 1999!*

Here's how we're celebrating 10 years of incredible success.

Give An Industry-Best Warranty - Extended To 10-Years -
For All Customers.

All non-amplified Cambridge SoundWorks home speakers are now covered by our limited
10-Year Parts & Labor Warranty.' Whether you buy our New Ensemble® today or if you
bought our onginal Ensemble in 1989. It's our way of saying “thank you” to our hundreds of
thousands of customers.

Offer Special Prices On Surround Systems!

We have assembled some of the very best sumound sound systems ever, featuring our
Ensemble and MovieVorks* speaker systems. They also feature incredible 10th Anniversary
Sale prices - Savings of $100 to $400.

Offer Special Prices On Multimedia Speakers.

We are pleased to announce special prices on our multimedia
speakers. PCWorks, which “astonished” PC Magazine, has been
reduced $30 to $69.99! SoundWorks? which just received the Editors’
Choice Award from PC Magazine, has been reduced $70 to only
$149.99! MicroWorks?® which received the “MVP" Award from PC
Computing magazine, has been reduced $100 to only $249.99!

Offer “No Payments, No Interest Till 1999

If you buy selected surround sound systems, or any Cambridge
SoundWorks brand speakers, qualified customers make no payments
until 1999!"

Save $100 On Ensemble IV Home Theater System - No Payments Till 1099!"

The country's best-sounding affordable surround system. Ensemble IV Home Theater was recentiy rated “Best Buy” by a leading consumer publication.
Sony's Pro Logic receiver has 100/100/100/100 watts per channel. 10-Year Parts & Labor Warranty on speakers. 2-year warranty on the receiver. Reg. $599.98

Subwoofer

Shielded Main Speakers

Shielded Center &
Surround Speakers

Sony Pro Logic
Surround Receiver

y ‘)I”H‘L’IS(U'I{
eleh orr

34990

$15 Month*

Save $339 On New Ensemble Il Home Theater System - No Payments Till 1999!"

This remarkable system features our outstanding New Ensemble Il sub/sat speakers. Stereo Review said Ensemble Il “can only be compared with
much more expensive speakers.” The Surround® Il 5.1 speakers switch from dipole to bipole operation, for great surround sound with any recording.
The Marantz SR66 high-performance Pro Logic surround receiver sounds terrific. Speakers backed by 10-Year Limited Parts & Labor Warranty.
Receiver backed by 3-year warranty. Reg. $1,329.96

Two-Way Main Speakers

‘1” Tl((’)r\'(v'l
‘\ L'1&"f‘l'\il~i\ \Irl

$999%

$28 Month*

High-Performance Marantz Surround Sound Receiver

Dual-Woofer Subwoofer

MultiPole™
Surround Speakers

Wide-Dispersion
Center Speaker



Save $400 On MovieWorks 5.1 Home Theater System - No Payments Till 1999!"

MovieWorks 5.1 makes movies or music sound fantastic. Stereo Review calls it “clearly one of the best cne-box home-theazer spealr systems I've heard.” Sony’s Dolby
Digital AC-3 receiver uses the latest sumound technology. Ten-Year Parts & Labor Warranty on non-ampliied speakers.' 2-year warmaty on the receiver. Reg. $2,399.98

150 Watt, 12" Powered Subwoofer.
“An aural atomic bomb...notking short of
paenomenal.” -Boot

1111 1 ersart

\\k‘Y'!AH

$1,999%

$56 Month*
Two-Way Shielded

Main Speakers

The Surround 5.1

MultiPole Surround
Speakers For Dipole
Powerful Or Bipole Operation
Dolby Digital 5.1
Receiver By Sony

Wide-Range High-Output Center Speaker

Save on our multimedia systems. Save $100 on MicroWorks High-Output Speaker System.
Save $30 on PCWorks - The Best Multimedia Speaker Value.

MicroWorks is a powerful amplified subwoofer/satellite speaker system - with over PCWorks is a compact, amplified speaker system which has been carefully fine-
four times the acoustic output of most multimedia systems. Its wide frequency range, tuned to produce the natural, accurate, wide-range sound. Just plug it into a portable
natural tonal balance and high output make it ideal for presentations, or for a terrific CD player, multimedia computer, TV, clock radio, or boom box — anything with a
home stereo system or a two-channel home theater sound system. MicroWorks headphone jack - for rich, beautiful sound. PCWorks comes with a 30-Day Total
comes with a 30-Day Total Satisfaction Guarantee and a 1-Year Limited Parts & Satisfaction Guarantee and a 1-Year Limited Parts & Labor Warranty.

Labor Warranty. PCWorks
system with satellite speakers an,

and subwoofer with built-in
amplifiers comes

finished in black or
computer beige

\ le yratiort

10
Amf"llmfw ”) | g?:

$249%

Save $30

Reg. $349.99 {
Save $100

$15 Month*

“You'll be hard-pressed
to find a better set of speakers for twice the price.” Boot
“...one of the leading wonders of the computer world.” PC Gamer
“Cambridge SoundWorks manufactures loudspeakers that provide exceptional
MicroWorks sound quality at affordable prices.” Stereo Review

system with satellite
speakers and subwoofer
with built-in amplifiers comes
finished in black or
computer beige.

To Order, Or For A Free Catalog, Call...

1-800-FOR-HIF]

“The only speakers you'll ever need.”* PC Magazine (1-800-367-4434) Or visit www.hifi.com
“| haven't heard better speakers at this price.” PC World 2/97
. C AMBRID G EJ
...as accurate as systems costing twice as much.” PC Gamer
“_..nothing short of stunning.”> Computer Gaming World O | l ND“ )OR I‘ S
“In terms of price for performance, it's in a class by itself.” Macworld

“...chest-thumpin’ bass...crystal-clear highs...no distortion.” Boot Cnucally Acclamed Factory.mrect




= See Boh Rock.

"8 The new Sunfire True Subwoo er by Bob Carver has received
reviews that are redefining the subwoofer industry.

There has never been a subwoofer like it!

There will never be a subwoofer like it!*

It's a small eleven inch square

bass cube, and it shakes the

walls and rattles the

rafters. It has its

own built-in two

thousand, seven

hundred watt amp!

Trust Bob.
It Rocks!

"The True Subwoofer is
an achievement on par
with the space shuttle
and the twinkie."

~Al Griffin

Home Theater, Feb, 97

==
"Talk about floor shaking
bass...turned up to
maximum level, I don't
think there was anything
in the house that wasn't
shaking, including the
concrete foundation!”

"Don't, 1 repeat, don't
| even think about
| purchasing another
| subwoofer without
giving the Astonishing
True subwoofer a listen"

-Joseph M. Cierniak
The Sensible Sound, Issue # 60

http://www.

Th ‘l fi‘ sunfirelabs.com
"The lowest, flattest,
deepest bass I have 50% [V &M/

EVER heard or measured."

~Julian Hirsh S 1/'
Stereo Review, Dec. 94 u n z e

*Strictly speaking: for 20
years or until patent expires.

For odditiomal information on Sunfire, call or write to Sunfire Corporation, PO Box 1589, Snchomish, WA 98290 « (206) 335-4748 « Distributed in Conode by Korbon Trading.

®Bob Corver is no longer affiliated with Corver Corposation. @ Tech Notes: Flat 1o 18 hertz. Powered by 2700 watts.




NEW

PRODUCTS

Phlllps Is the analog cassette that Philips pioneered in
the 1960s finally history? The Philips CDR880 CD reccrder
(successor to the CDR870 tested in the January issue) bcasts
a Direct Line Recording mode for making bit-accurate “clones”
of standard CDs. The deck has a one-touch recording mode
and works with either write-once CD-R discs or rewritable CD-
RWs. Single optical and coaxial digital inputs and outputs are
provided as well as an analog input and output. Price: $649.
Philips Electronics, Dept. SR, 64 Perimeter Center E., Atlanta, GA 30346;

phone, 800-531-0039; Web, www.philips.com

Sunfire How low can you go? Sunfire's True Subwoofer
Signature is a 13-inch cube designed to reproduce deep bass
down to 16 Hz at a room-shaking 106 dB sound-pressure lev-
el. The sub has a 10-inch flat-diaphragm driver with a 2%s-inch
excursion and Bob Carver's patented “power-tracking d>wn-
converter” amplifier, rated to deliver 2,700 watts. Contro s in-
clude a 36-dB-per-octave low-pass crossover that’s variable
from 35 to 100 Hz. The Signature weighs 65 pounds and is fin-
ished in black lacquer. Price: $2,195. Sunfire, Dept. SR, P.C.. Box

A s e

1589, Snohomish, WA 98290; phone, 425-335-4748; Web, www.sunfire.com

RCA Home-theater enthusiasts will appreciate the Dolby
Digital capability of the DS5151RB Digital Satellite System
from RCA. When its opt cal ouzput is fed to a Dolby Digital de-
coder/amglifer, you'll be able to enjoy the 5.1-channel sur-
round sound that DirecTV is ncw broadcasting with letterboxed
pay-per-view movies. A dual-cutput LNB allows the dish to be
connected to a second DSS r=ceiver. The DS5451RB features
“advanced” on-screen oJrogram guides for navigating among
the hundreds of availatle chennels. It has two pairs of gold-
plated A/V outputs and S-video and VCR control outputs.

Price: $443. RCA, Thomson Consumer Electronics, Dept. SR, 10330 N.
Meridian St., Indianapolis, IN 46290; phone, 800-336-1900; Web, www.

rca-electronics.com

Sony The Mini-
Disc (MD) format that's popular in Japan is get-

ting a bocst here with -he int-oduction of products like Sony’s
ZS-M7 “parsonal audio system.” Measuring 20% x 10% x 5%
inches, th2 stylish minisystem can record from CD to MD at the
touch of a button, autcmatically synchronizing the start of CD
playback and MD reccrding. Highlights include 20-track pro-
gramming, an AM/FM tuner, and a vertical front-loading CD
tray. A built-in clock provides timer-recording capability. The
amplifier n the 14-pound system delivers 7 watts per channel
to the built-in speakers. Price: $650. Sony, Dept. SR, 1 Sony Dr.,
Park Ridge, NJ 07656; phonz, 800-222-7669; Web, www.sel.sony.com

SEPTEMBER 1998 STEREO REVIEW 21




NEWPRODUCTS

Pioneer si by bit, making your own compilation CDs
is getting easier. Pioneer's PD-R555RW CD recorder features
bit-accurate recording capability for copying regular CDs (and
even DTS-encoded CDs) to write-once CD-R discs and
rewritable CD-RWs. Its sampling-rate converter simplifies digi-
tal-to-digital recording from non-CD sources such as MiniDisc
and DAT by automatically synchronizing playback and record-
ing. Automatic recording-level control is available for dubs
from analog sources. Like all consumer CD recorders, the PD-
R555RW supports SCMS, the Serial Copy Management Sys-
tem. Price: $699. Pioneer, Dept. SR, 2265 E. 220th St., Long Beach, CA
90810; phone, 800-746-6337; Web, www.pioneerelectronics.com

. =

Monster Cable
Hook up with the Interlink i
403 S-video POD from :
Monster Cable. Combining

separate stereo audio and S-
video cables into one inte-
grated A/V cable, it gives

SR T S SO TN

you a fighting chance of
RadioShack
Let RadioShack’s Optimus
PRO-LS3 indoor/outdoor
speaker be the life of your

keeping your home-theater
wiring from becoming an
unsightly, tangled, and
confusing rat’s nest. All
connectors are gold-plated.
Prices: $50 to $140
depending on length.

next barbecue — even if it
rains. Each 11-inch-tall,
water-resistant enclosure
Monster Cable, Dept. SR, 455 contains a 5-inch polypro-
Valley Dr., Brisbane, CA 94080; pylene woofer and a '/2-inch
phone, 415-840-2000; Web, tweeter. Sensitivity is given

www.monstercable.com as 87 dB, nominal imped-

ance as 8 ohms, and power
handling as 75 watts.
Mounting brackets are
supplied. Price: $200 a pair.
RadioShack, Dept. SR, 1500 One
Tandy Center, Ft. Worth, TX 76102;
phone, 800-843-7422;

Web, www.radioshack.com

HEVIEW SEPTEMBER 1998

Wharfedale in the iztest British invasion, Wharfe-
dale is introdiLcing three new powered subwoofers to the U.S.
market. All models have front-firing drivers, line-level and
speaker-level nputs, controls for level, crossover, and phase,
and black cab nets with removab'e black cloth grilles. The SW-
10 ($400, top eft) has a 10-inch driver, a 75-watt amplifier, and
a rated bandwidth of 27 Hz to 100 Hz. The SW-12 ($650, bot-
tom left) and EW-15 ($900, right) have 12- and 15-inch drivers,
respectively, and feature 150-watt amplifiers and automatic
on/off switchirg. The SW-12's bandwidth is given as 21 Hz to
105 Hz, the SW-15's as 20 Hz to 93 Hz. All of the enclosures
are sealed, acoustic-suspension designs. Wharfedale, distributed
by M. Rothman & Co., Dept. SR, 50 Williams Dr., Ramsey, NJ 07446; phone,
800-227-7491

Thlel To step up its home-th=2ater presence, Thiel is offer-
ing the 28'"2-inzh-tall MCS1, a thr2e-way magnetically shielded
speaker desigred for the front left, center, or right channels.
Two 6'2-inch metal-diaphragm woofers are mounted above
and below a 3-inch midrange drver with a concentric dome
tweeter that shares the same voice coil. The dual-ported cabi-
net is heavily b-aced and has a 3-inch-thick front baffle and 1-
inch-thick walls. Frequency respcnse is given as 50 Hz to 20
kHz +2 dB, sersitivity as 90 dB SPL/W/m, and nominal imped-
ance as 4 ohmrs. A variety of wood finishes are available, in-
cluding red-staned morado (shown), walnut, oak, and cherry.
Price: $2,200 each. Thiel, Dept. SR, 1026 Nandino Bivd.. Lexington, KY
40511; phone, 606-254-9427; Web, www.taielaudio.com
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beautifully
engineered
great sounding svsewm...-

Home Theater, February 1998

The remarkable RT2000p, with built-in powered subwoofers,
delivers exceptional performance to satisfy both audiophiles and film fanatics.
Discover the extra thrill of the deep, precise bass that these remarkable speakers bring
to your music and movie listening. You'll be amazed by their uncanny ability to reveal
the subtlest detaiks and sonically “disappear” by virtue of their open

stage. Visit your local Polk dealer today to experience for yourself the sound that has
the critics applauding,

Matthew Polk mm

Co-founder, Chairman The Speaker Specialists ®
www.polkaudio.com

For a FREE copy of Guide to

1 T Dealer Locator Number
Choosing a Home Theater System 5601 Metro Dr. * Baltimare, MD 21215 » (800) 377-7655 —
“Polk Audio” and “The Speaker Specialists” are tracemarks of Britannia 1-800-992-2520

call 1-800-627- 7655, ext. 100. Investment Corporation usad under license by Polk Audio Incorporated. Ad code: 10014




SURGEON GENERAL'S WARNING: Smoking

By Pregnant Women May Result in Fetal
Injury, Premature Birth, And Low Birth Weight.

16 mg “tar,” 1.1 mg nicotine av. per cigarette by FTC method. 54
© Philip Morrig Inc. 1998




Cometowheretheflavoris.
Come to Marlhero Country.
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NEWPRODUCTS

D PARASOUND

Parasound with Parasound’s S/PS-140 speaker
switcher, the tunes can blow your mind, not your system. The
S/PS-140 lets a single power amplifier safely drive up to four
pairs of speakers. A switchable amplifier-protection circuit,
which must be activated whenever more than two speakers are
being used, inserts a 4-ohm, 60-watt noninductive resistor
bank in series with the input to prevent the amp’s output stage
from “seeing” a low-impedance load and burning out. All sin-
gle-path connections are made via heavy-duty gold-plated ter-
minals and spade-lug connectors. Twenty spade-lug connec-
tors are provided with the switcher. Price: $120. Parasound,
Dept. SR, 950 Battery St., San Francisco, CA 94111; phone, 415-397-7100;

Web, www.parasound.com

Rotel Vinyl lives — at least for some of us. Rotel's RP955
is a belt-drive turntable that plays analog discs at speeds of

33"5 and 45 rpm (that’s revolutions per minute if you grew up
with the CD). A servo control maintains overall speed while the
3-pound aluminum-alloy platter minimizes low-level speed
fluctuations. The cast-alloy tonearm incorporates premium ra-
dial bearings, and the turntable is supplied with a moving-
magnet phono cartridge and stylus. Price: $600. Rotel, Dept. SR,
P.O. Box 8, 54 Concord St., North Reading, MA 01864; phone, 800-370-3741;

Web, www.rotel.com

NOTE All prices and product information are supplied by the
manufacturers. Dealer prices may vary.
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Phase Tech

Bring up the r=ar with Phase
Technology’s Vodel PC
Surround speaker, which
features selectable bipolar
and dipolar modes to
provide two flavors of diffuse

Clark
Synthesis

Shake, rattle, and roll with
the TST 229F tactile trans-
ducer from Clark Synthesis,

surround effects. The 14%4-
inch-tall speaxer has a
6'/2-inch direct-radiating
rigid-polymer flat-piston
woofer, two 4-inch polypro-
pylene midrarge drivers, and which converts low-
two 1-inch sot-dome frequency audio signals into
tweeters. Pricz: $700. palpable vibratory motion.
Phase Technolocy, Dept. SR, 6400 Designed to be secured to a
couch, floor joist, or even a
deck, the TST 229F is said

to reproduce the full range of

Youngerman Cirele, Jacksonville,

FL 32244; phone 888-742-7385;

Web, www.phasetech.com

vibratory signatures from 15
to 800 Hz. It has a contin-
uous power-handling rating
of 100 watts, and its trans-
duction force is given as
158 foot-pounds per watt.
Price: $350.

Clark Synthesis, Dept. SR, 8122
Southpark Lane, Suite 110,

Littleton, CO 80120; phone, 800-

898-1945; Web, www.clarksyn.com

MciIntash The THx<ertified MC7205 five-channel
home-theater power amplifier & rated to deliver 100 watts to
each channel into 8 ohms, or 200 watts each into 4 ohms.
Highlights include a Power Guard anticlipping circuit and a
rear-panel gain control for each channel so that you can
achieve perfezt system balancz. Behind the classic Mcintosh
all-glass front panel are three power meters, each of which can
be assigned to monitor any channel. Large heat sinks account
for most of the MC7205’s 53-pound weight and eliminate the
need for potentially noisy fan cooling. Price: $4,500. Mcintosh,
Dept. SR, 661 W. Redondo Beach Blwd., Gardena, CA 90247; phone, 310-

327-9107; Web, www.mcintoshlabs.com
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That dog: Good Nicholson

Hoit
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RECOMMENDED NEW TITLES AND CLASSIC REISSUES BY RAD BENNETT

AS GOOD AS IT GETS
Anmng the elite minority of romantic
comedies that go straight for the heart
without insulting the intellect, last year's As
Good as It Gets is five stars all the way, and
so is this DVD presentation. In the scene
where Best Actress Helen Hunt takes a bus
to Manhattan to see Best Actor Jack Nich-
olson, the camera pulls back to reveal the

skyline at night. All those little lighted win
dows and not one iota of on-screen shim-
mer. Perhaps rock-steady video is becom-
ing more common now, but it still seems in-
credible on a disc that pushes the capacity
of DVD, with the movie's 139 minutes ac
commodated on one single-layer side. And
the audio here is clean and spacious, the
Dolby Digital 5.1-channel mix used for
maximum effect but seldom gratuitously.
As a welcome bonus, the stars and director
James L. Brooks provide an entertaining
commentary track that sheds light on the
movie and on filmmaking in general. Titles
like As Good as It Gets are so trumpeted
that they often disappoint. Not this one
Two-sided (Side A, 1.85:1 letterbox; Side B,
pan-and-scan); English, Dolby Digital 5.1; English
and French, Dolby Digital two-channel matrix
surround; English, French, and Spanish subtitles;
139 min. Columbia TriStar Home Video, $29.98.

A NIGHT TO REMEMBER

riterion was one of the first companies
CM give consumers “more than the
movie” on laserdisc, so its entry into the

DVD market has been eagerly awaited. No

28 STERE JIEW SEPTEMBER 1998

one should be disappointed by its handling
of A Night to Remember, the 1958 movie
that, compared with the romance-and-disas
ter formula of James Cameron’s Tiranic. is
more a documentary-style feature that stars
the ill-fated ship itself. This transfer is typi
cal of Criterion’s best work. The black-and-
white picture is immaculate: sharp as a tack
and with excellent contrast in both dark and
light scenes. Ancillary material includes a
1993 hour-long documentary on the mak
ing of the film, as well as several trailers.
There’s also an excellent screen-specific
commentary in which Don Lynch and Ken
Marschall, author and illustrator of Titanic
An lllustrated History, tell us how a scene
relates to actual history as we're looking at
It, an exciting concept that really pays oft
on this DVD. My only quibble is with Cri
terion’s failure to include any subtitles or
foreign-language soundtracks.

One-sided dual-layer; Dolby Digital one-channel
mono; letterbox (1.66:1); 123 min (feature).
Criterion, $39.98.

L.A. CONFIDENTIAL

his nifty, neo-noir mystery, one of the

most acclaimed movies of 1997, ar-
rives on a handsome DVD. The picture is
clear while preserving a bit of the period
halo given to certain scenes. Colors are
handled with ease; even Best Supporting
Actress Kim Basinger’s bright-red lipstick
looks unnaturally natural, her lips sharply
outlined with no blur or edging. What's
more, the audio strikes me as among the
best Dolby Digital 5.1 mixes in the young
DVD catalog. Music is focused at all times,
and the surround effects during the final
shootout help place you in the middle of the
action. Extras include an 18-minute docu-
mentary, a music-only track, a trailer, and
I'V spots. There's also a cool interactive
map showing different locations in the
movie: highlight one of these, and you'll
get live-action footage with a voice-over
description. Scene-selection menus are live
action, too, giving a miniature preview with
sound. At its low price, L.A. Confidential is
a bargain on DVD
One-sided dual-layer; English and French, Dolby
Digital 5.1; closed-captioned; English, French,
and Spanish subtitles; letterbox (2.35:1); 138 min
(feature). Warner Home Video, $24.98.

CABARET

an expected to make much of a show
ing against The Godfather at the 1972
Academy Awards, Cabarer walked away
with eight Oscars, including Best Director
Bob Fosse, Best Actress Liza Minnelli, and
Best Supporting Actor Joel Grey. It is still
respected as one of the best movies of a
Broadway show, and to celebrate its 25th
anniversary last year, Warner Bros. struck a
new print, resurrected a period documen-
tary (The Recreation of an Era), and filmed
a new one (Cabaret: A Legend in the Mak
ing), all of which are now on this DVD ver
sion. The detailed picture brings out tex
tures ranging from cobblestones to curtains,
seeming tangible enough to touch. The Os
car-winning sound is notable here for its
clarity, highlighting the drama with quality
rather than quantity in music and dialogue
sequences. And the new documentary offers
interviews with the stars, composer John
Kander, lyricist Fred Ebb, and production
personnel. Package notes indicate a “Side
B.” but Warner wisely decided to go with a
dual-layer disc so you can enjoy the movie
and the ancillary material without having to
turn the disc over, one of the nicer features
of DVD that is becoming more prevalent.
One-sided dual-layer; Dolby Digital two-channel
matrix surround; English, French, and Spanish
subtitles; letterbox (1.85:1); 124 min (feature).
Warner Home Video, $24.98.

Those lips: Confidential Basinger




THE RECORDABLE, DIGITAL SONY MINIDISC. IT LETS YOU RECORD YOUR FAVORITE SONGS FROM
YOUR FAVORITE CDS ONTO A 2.5 INCH DISC AND TAKE IT WITH YOU WHEREVER YOU GO. AND
BECAUSE IT'S DIGI/TAL, THERE'S NO TAPE HISS. AND BECAUSE IT'S A DISC, THERE'S NO NEED TO FAST
FORWARD OR REWIND. SONY MINIDISC IS THE DIGITAL WAY TO REPLACE YOUR CASSETTE TAPES

YOU KNOW YOU WANT IT... IZSAR IR R(>H
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wwa.sony.cam/MiniDisc
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The Advanced Technology
Inside Definitive’s BP2000

Low frequency
tLned eolumn

i Piano gloss black
or gloss cherry endcaps

1" thick rear
medite baffle

25 mm pure aluminum
dome, aperiodic

transmissionHine tweeter: ;

Low diffraction driver

baffle interface____:;_

Complex Linkwitz Riley
crnossover network

High definition pure
copper wire

MtlItHayered dampening
pads line entire cabinet

oy

1 _ 17 cm minerakfilled
% BN - Taln] R, rolymer high-definition
' il ’ 5 I S L] bess/midrange drivers

Rear mirrorimaged

Front mirrorimaged
D®Appdiito bipolar array in
nensresonant chamber.

Massiv2 subwoofer
magne: structure

Electronic crossover.

Accelerometer optimized
cabinet-braces

D'Appolito bipolar array in
non-esonant chamber

15" high-power
long-throw bHaminate
polymer subwoofer driver

Comolete builtin powered
subwoofer system

input (for optional use)

Gold-plated tri-wirable
speaker level inputs

1" thick high density
medite front baffle

Sanopure ™ fiber
int2rnal dampening

High cu-rent 300watt RMS
: subwoofer amplifier

Torroical transformer

1 1/4" thck high-density
medite cabinet sidewall

i

“..I'would choose these speakers for myself.”

—Julian Hirsch, Stereo Review




Definitive’s Bipolar

Super

peakers

Triumph in Triple

er-of-the-Year

&
rand Prix Victory!

“The first speaker [ have been able to audition in my own
familiar surroundings that has given me that special thrill
that usually costs ten or more times its price to obtain.”

“Absolutely Unsurpassed”
Prestige Hil

Our unprecedented Grand Prix triumph
confirms what the world’s top reviewers
all know: that our amazing BP2000,
BP2002 and BP2004 combine highly
advanced technology and superior build
quality to achieve truly unsurpassed sonic
performance plus unequalled value.
“Literally Staggering”

Home Theater, USA

Definitive's revolutionary BP2000, BP2002
and BP2004 combine our incredible
bipolar technology with dual built-in
high-powered subwoofers (BP2000: 15'
300 watts/$1499 ea., BP2002: 12"/125
watts/$999 ea., BP2004: 10"/125 watts
$749) for extraordinary sound quality
beyond anything you've ever heard.
“The Best Performance You Can Get”

Both music and movies are reproduced
with outstanding purity, transparency
and life-like realism. And the astounding
high resolution imaging, magnificent
soundstaging, awesome bass and
explosive dynamic impact will totally
envelop you in sonic ecstacy. Yes, these
speakers are simply amazing!

s aweard-winning BP2000, BP2002 and BP2004 Home Theater
s all combine our revolutionary bipolar technology wi

1e built-in powered subwoofers for unsurpassed perforrance

See our dealer list on page 32

—Julian Hirsch, Stereo Review, USA

“Most Spectacular Speakers Ever...
Amazing Music and Home Theater”
HiFi Review, Hong Kong
In addition to being an audiophile’s
dream, the BP2000, BP2002 and BP2004
are also the main speakers in Definitive’s
Ultimate Home Theater Systems. These
astonishing systems are absolutely the
finest sounding available. They recreate
a “you are there” virtual reality that
actually puts you into the sound-space
of the original cinematic action.
“Astounding...The Stuff of Dreams”
Home Cinema Choice, England
Experts agree that these complete Dolby
Digital AC-3* and DTS* ready home theater
systems will deliver the ultimate listening
experience in your home. They combine
BP2000s, BP2002s and BP2004s with our
perfectly timbre-matched center and rear
surround speakers. Awesome dual powered
subwoofers are already built into the sleek
towers. Experience these Grand Prix
award-winning superspeakers today!

Defunitive Technolo

11105 Valley Hts. Dr. » Balimore, MD 21117 «(410) 363-7148
Visit t htyy vww.definitivetech.con
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Y AuDIO Q&A

IAN G. MASTERS

Music in Pro Logic
I own a number of CDs that were
Q- supposedly encoded in Dolby Sur
round. I assume they are meant to be plaved
in Pro Logic mode rather than with one of
the ambience modes such as Hall or Studio
but when I do decode them with Pro Logi
the center channel is so strong that the
stereo spread seems to disappear. Am |
alone in my opinion that such recordings
sound much better with the center channel
switched off? Michael Portantiere
New York, NY

A I've encountered at least one music
w producer who admits that his “Dol
by-encoded™ CDs are actually recorded in
normal stereo fashion, and then played
through a Pro Logic decoder. If they decode
properly, they are labeled as surround discs:
if not, they're plain stereo. So it’s not sur
prising that the results can be a bit unpre
dictable, and every disc should be judged
on its own merits. It might sound fine using
Pro Logic, with or without the center chan
nel, or maybe better with an enhancement
mode; there are no rules.

The phenomenon you mention is known
as “center build-up™ among record produc
ers and it is what you get when a recording
is not properly mixed for Pro Logic play
back. The problem can be exaggerated by a
system that is improperly set up, so make
sure your front left, right, and center speak
ers are balanced.

In many surround systems, the three
front speakers are placed in a straight line
across the front of the room. But that is not
ideal, because the center speaker will be
closer to the primary listening position than
the others. Sounds reproduced by the center
and another speaker will appear to come
out of the center. Fixing this might be as
simple as moving the center-channel speak
er back a bit or the other two forward.

Mono CDs

Could you explain to me why certain
Ql /'l‘(l’/(/ II’I’I/HI/II('\ are issumng mono
CDs of albums that were stereo on LP, and

charging full price for them?  Ben Hume
Dover-Foxcroft, ME

A Without examples I can only specu
= late, but the only discs I've encoun
tered similar to what you describe are re
cordings from the 1960s that were never in

tended to be released in stereo in the first

place. Throughout the decade a vast quanti
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ty of music was recorded specifically for re
lease as 45-rpm singles, and these were al
most always mono. The earliest stereo 45 in
my fairly extensive record collection is dat
ed 1968

But the studios did have stereo recording
equipment, and many producers recorded
vocals on one track and instruments on the
other so that they could be balanced later
and, perhaps, edited. These would then be
mixed to mono for the 45 release. The most
famous of these recordings were the early
hits from the Beatles, but there were lots of
others, too

When this material was rereleased on
LPs and tapes, however, some record com-
panies could not stop themselves from mas-
tering them as if they were stereo. Lots of
these ended up as two-channel mixes on
CDs as well, especially on compilation
discs. Other labels, however, took a lesson
from producer George Martin, who remas-
tered the Beatles records mixed to mono as

they were originally

CD Rejection

Since I bought it some eight vears
Q-./‘w my CD plaver has been ex
tremely reliable in spite of fairly heavy use,
but from the beginning it has rejected cer-
tain CDs. The discs are from a variety of la

e only a small part of my

Dels and ol

wild cause this?
Fred Clare
Boulder, CO

A For all the rigor of the CD standards
m established by Philips and Sony,
there are some variances. If your machine
hugs one side of a particular tolerance and a
disc is at the other, they may not work to
gether. Sometimes that means a particular
disc will never play in your machine but
has no trouble in others. Sometimes it’s just
the pressing, and a replacement CD will be
fine. Sometimes a disc will play today, but
not tomorrow. It’s one of the frustrations of
digital audio, but given the enormous
amount of information encoded on a CD
and the mechanical irregularities of both
CDs and players, it’s amazing that such fa

tal read-errors don’t happen more often.

Technobabble

I bought a secondhand cassette deck
QI without 1i1s ope ranng instructions,
and it has some things marked on the panel

that I don’t understand. It's an “Ultrawide-



band Linear Phase Cassette Deck” with

bias fine trim meter ballistics,” and
What do these things
mean, and how do I use them Lev Litsin

New York, NY

A I'he “Ultrawideband™ stuff is just
= marketing hyperbole. Meter ballistics

refers to the speed with which the level me

headroom safety.

ters react to an audio signal. But I can’t
imagine why your deck is labeled that way
unless the ballistics are adjustable (and
that’s unlikely)

“Headroom safety”™ probably means that

levels are set fairly low compared to the

meter readings, so even if you go “into the
red,” there’s some headroom before things
start to distort

Bias trim,” on the other hand, i1s an im

portant feature if you use 1t 1‘[!11\\'11}

lapes and recorders must be closely
matched to achieve optimum performance
Even if you are careful to make sure that
the bias switch is set for the proper kind of

tape. the switch settings are only approxi

The all new B &K AVR202 Digital
Audio/Video Receiver features
today’s most advanced surround
sound systems including Dolby
Pro Logic®, Dolby Digital® (AC-3%)
and Digital Theater Systems
(DTS). If and when new systems
are developed, it can be
upgraded at the factory at a
nominal cost. So your choice of
buying the right home theater
receiver is quite simple. B &K.
Great today. Upgradable
tomorrow. It's that simple.

\ponents, Ltd

1-800-543-5252 o FAX: 716-¢

mate; the bias-trim control lets you fine
tune the match

If yours is a three-head machine, setting
the bias trim is fairly easy. Set up to record
something with lots of high-frequency in
formation interstation FM noise is good,
or anything with lots of snare drums and
cymbals. Then switch back and forth be
tween source and tape, varying the control
until the two signals sound as similar as
possible. With a two-head machine, you'll
have to record a bit, rewind, play it back
and compare it with the original, tweak the
control, record again, and so forth. The way
most decks are set up, turning the bias up
too high will dull the sound, and keeping it
too low will make it too bright

Dimpled Dome

When I removed the grilles from my
Ql speakers, I discovered that the dom¢
in one of the tweeters had been pushed in (1

suspect by my I-year-old daughter, or pos

sibly her 11-year-old brother, who has been

| /(d /’W’WOLQ/
- Ralph Waldo Emerson

known to bounce balls in the house). I'm

not sure I can hear any difference, but

there's no access to the rear of the tweeters
so how do I repair the problem?

Richard Katzenberg

Delevan, Wi

A If vou can’t hear a difference, I'd
m leave it alone. If you really want to
fix it, I've known people who’ve put a bit of
chewing gum on a stick and gently pulled
out a dent in a paper or plastic dome driver.
You have to make sure no gum remains on
the dome, however, and removing the gum
might aggravate the problem. Moreover,
this trick won’t work with a metal dome

An acquaintance of mine with the same
problem once simply put his lips gently on
the dome and sucked the dent out

If you have a question about audio, write
to Q&A, Stereo Review, 1633 Broadway,
New York, NY 10019; e-mail, StereoEdit
@aol.com. Sorry, only questions chosen
for publication can be answered.

WE SimPLY SOUND BETTER.
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DAVID RANADA

Tests, Reconsidered

YOU DON'T NEED me to tell you that
audio equipment is getting more compli-
cated. Just saunter into any audio show-
room and look at the number of buttons
on the remote control of a typical stereo
receiver, much less one with Dolby Digi-

tal surround-sound decoding. Some of

this complexity is needlessly handed

down from generation to generation of

equipment, like a genetic defect. (I'm
thinking here of the multiple ways to en-
ter track numbers greater than 9 on the
laserdisc and DVD players from a certain
manufacturer.) Much of it, though, grows
out of the need to control a numbingly
enormous number of features.

All this complexity makes choosing
equipment more difficult. Your ability to
use it at home can be affected greatly by a
subtle design point often overlooked in a
blow-your-socks-off showroom demo. A
prime example would be the lack of a
volume-setting indicator on an amplifier
or receiver, or one that is invisible in the
dark or with the TV off.

This electronic and ergonomic com-
plexity also makes an equipment review-
er’s life, to use a euphemism, interesting.
To report full test results on all significant
aspects of, say, an A/V receiver would re-
quire more than a full page of data. We
simply don’t have room for such numeri-
cal extravagance, much of it irrelevant to
a rational buying decision anyway.

Given the rapid changes in technology,
our equipment reviews and, especially,
our lab tests have to keep pace. That
means stripping out of the printed test da-
ta numbers that are less important or irrel-
evant. For example, we've replaced the
test for dynamic range in reviews of digi-
tal equipment with other, more audibly
relevant tests, like noise modulation. Pho-
no-stage input capacitance was discontin-
ued even earlier. We've also discontinued
running de-emphasis-on data with digital
components, except where performance is
grossly defective.

Our FM tuner lab data are also being
streamlined to those few numbers that are
most significant for urban and fringe-area
reception, and Dolby Pro Logic surround
data will only be printed in those cases
where the component doesn’t have Dolby
Digital decoding or where the Pro Logic
behavior is aberrant.
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On the whole, these changes give us a
little more room for a livelier graphic pre-
sentation and for a few new measure-
ments, most of which concern the perfor-
mance of digital equipment (a category
that now includes amplifiers and receiv-
ers). We've already added tests for excess
noise, which indicate how much noise
and distortion a digital audio device adds
to a signal at low levels. And with our
new noise-modulation test, we finally
have a way to characterize the previously
untested middle part of a digital compo-
nent’s dynamic range. That's the region
below our lowest distortion test level, 20
dBFS (decibels referred to digital full
scale), and above the region where the ex-
cess-noise and linearity results become
significant (around —80 dBFS).

While I'll explain the noise-modulation
test more fully in a later article, I can say

rethinking and revising how we handle
what are, paradoxically, both the simplest
pieces of equipment we test and the ones
that are most difficult to characterize ade-
quately with words or lab data you
guessed it, speakers.

To begin with, we are trying to put
more verbal emphasis on what a speaker
sounds like. This has always been a mine-
field for reviewers, where one’s “nasality”
is another’s “laid-back midrange.” or
one’s “tight” bass is another’s “lack of ex-
tension.” You need look only as far as this
month’s comparison of six $300 speakers
(page 72) to see how two very skilled lis-
teners can differ in their verbal descrip-
tions of the same speakers. But such dif-
ferences in description go with the territo-
ry, and it may take some time for readers
to calibrate their tastes with the tastes and
vocabulary of our reviewers, let alone
their own perception of a reviewer’s judg-
ment with what the speaker under test
was actually doing.

To help with the latter, we are introduc-
ing a set of speaker lab tests that we hope

Given the rapid changes in

audio technology, our equipment reviews
and lab tests have to keep pace.

here that it measures the amount of

change in distortion-plus-noise level a
digital system produces as the signal
ranges between —40 and —120 dBFS. Ide-
ally, there should be no change, or 0 dB
modulation, meaning that the distortion-
plus-noise level from a perfect digital
component should be invariant with
changes in the signal level. The test signal
and procedure are very sensitive to even
slight deviations from perfect perfor-
mance. And even slight deviations are
psychoacoustically relevant since bad
performance in this test (noise modula-
tion greater than about 3 dB) is likely to
be audible sometimes with music or mov-
ie soundtracks.

With the addition of the noise-modula-
tion test, it is unlikely that the deisgn of a
piece of digital audio equipment could
“mutate” in a way that its sound quality is
affected, for better or worse, and nor have

the change be detected by at least one of

our tests.
We are also, with considerable caution,

will eventually present enough data for
you to validate the written opinions. For
now, in addition to more-or-less standard-
ized impedance and sensitivity measure-
ments, we've added a test for bass over-
load frequency. This. too, will be de-
scribed in detail in a future article. Basi-
cally, it is the reviewer’s judgment call of
the frequency at which a speaker’s output
at a given drive level becomes dominated
by audible distortion (including buzzes,
rattles, and port noise) when playing spe-
cially shaped low-frequency tone bursts.
(This has to be a judgment call because
measuring speaker distortion in a listen-
ing room in a psychoacoustically relevant
way is virtually impossible.)

The Holy Grail of any speaker test is.
of course, a reliable frequency-response
graph, or, better, a series of graphs show-
ing how the response varies with frequen-
cy and direction. We're working on it, and
we plan to enhance all our speaker test re-
ports with meaningful response graphs in
the near future.
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DIGITAL HORIZONS

KEN C. POHLMANN

Hazardous to Your Health

THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY has in-
creasingly come under fire from federal
and state governments because its product
exacts a terrible price in return for its ad-
dictive pleasures. The tobacco industry is
highly profitable, in fact, because its
product is literally irresistible. A smoker’s
daily life begins with that first drag and is
measured by the cigarettes consumed
throughout the day. Society has deter-
mined that the pleasure from using this
product is outweighed by its harm, and
therefore its use should be discouraged.

Aside from occasional accusations of

price-fixing or bouts of lyric-bashing. the
music industry rarely receives govern-
mental scrutiny. Not even the most politi-
cally correct (or ambitiously upwardly
mobile) politician has grasped the magni-
tude of the effect that music has on our
society. Music is insidiously interwoven
in our lives, and our dependence on it is
deep-rooted.

Like the very air we breathe, music is
all around us. And just as addicted smok-
ers crave smoke in their lungs, it seems
that we crave music in our ears. We must
begin each morning with a musical fix
from our clock radios, and we must listen
to music as often as possible throughout
the day. In cars and trains, lobbies and of-
fices, restaurants and elevators, even at
the beach — we must have music every-
where. If you don’t believe me, just try to

go a few days without hearing music of

any kind, via any medium, and you’ll see
that you can’t avoid it and will wonder
how you could live without it.

The addictive qualities of music could

perhaps be overlooked if the effects of

music were benign. But they are not. First
and foremost, the health risk is obvious.
Imagine yourself in a vast open country-
side with only the soft sound of birds and
the breeze. That is the primeval environ-
ment our delicate ears were designed for.
They were not evolved to cope with to-
day’s technological assault of high-pow-
ered amplifiers and efficient loudspeakers
and headphones playing at literally deaf-
ening levels. Make no mistake, the music
we love to play so loud is plunging mil-
lions of people into a world of deafness
where, ironically, they will not only be
free of music but of any sound at all.

The other negative effects of music are
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numerous and frightening. Which of us,
on the road or in a park, hasn’t been an-
noyed by the boom of someone else’s
music? How many acts of violence and
mayhem have been committed because a
stereo was too loud? The rage second-
hand music engenders is a serious prob-
lem and has undoubtedly increased levels
of frustration and violence in our society.
Clearly, music excites the passions in an
unhealthy way. The gyrations of men and
women on dance floors is another symp-
tom of how music can invade and impair
our mental capacity. Music has the power
to stupefy. How enormous is the loss to
our nation’s productivity because workers
are daydreaming to soothing strains of
music instead of energetically tending to
their work?

While the indirect costs of music ad-
diction are difficult to assess, the direct

_

I Ne
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for bass music shown by today’s kids.
Surely the increase in juvenile delinquen-
cy is directly linked to the bass-heavy,
barbaric rhythms of popular songs. Simi-
larly, there is no question that much music
is designed to encourage in its listeners
feelings of rebellion and defiance. This is
counter to the best interests of society.

Clearly, music addiction is grievously
injurious. We must carefully weigh the
small pleasures of music against the mon-
umental consequences of its unregulated
use. Even the most ardent music support-
er must concede that restraints are need-
ed. Because of the scope of the problem,
the best solution is governmental control.
No one easily cedes control to the gov-
ernment, especially when it comes to the
arts, but when the health of society is
threatened, when individuals cannot con-
trol their actions, then individual choice
must be taken away and responsibility as-
sumed by government.

I advocate this multifaceted approach:
First, restrictions must be placed on mu-
sic advertising, especially when the ad-

-~y ‘&”,w" TN e
addictive qualities of

music could perhaps be overlooked if its
effects were benign. But they’re not.

costs are startlingly manifest. Each year,
billions are spent on the purchase of mu-
sic recordings, a sum equaled by the cost
of concert tickets, T-shirts, posters, and
other music paraphernalia. And the cost
of playback hardware easily surpasses all
of these costs. It would be impossible to
calculate the massive wealth that music
has shifted from the thin wallets of com-
mon people into the bulging coffers of
powerful music conglomerates and a few
music celebrities. Because of that music
monkey on our backs, citizens are tragi-
cally robbed of their hard-ecarned wages.
It is especially sad to see pregnant
women carelessly exposing their unborn
children to music. Indeed, many mothers
deliberately play music to these youngest
of captive audiences, holding speakers
near their wombs to unnaturally stimulate
the fetuses, in the belief that it is some-
how therapeutic. Actually, the only sounds
reaching these helpless fetuses are bass-
heavy booming noises. Surely that is di-
rectly responsible for the unhealthy taste

vertising is targeting children: for exam-
ple, cartoons using music must be out-
lawed. Second, educational programs
must be developed to inform children of
the effects of music: in conjunction, mu-
sic-free zones must be created around
schools and in other public places. Chil-
dren must be taught that it is okay to just
say no. Third, a great tax burden must be
placed on music products both to discour-
age their purchase and to create a fund to
compensate the victims of music, and
their attorneys. Fourth, a new generation
of safer music must be developed, music
that discourages foot-tapping, dancing,
humming, or another active participation.
Fifth, alternative forms of safe entertain-
ment, such as gum-chewing and gazing
out the window, must be promoted. Sixth,
whistle-blowers who identify the dangers
in music should be compensated with a
largesse that will send a clear message to
the music industry. Only in this way can
we free society of this dangerous addic-
tion that is music.
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Isit an A/V Preamp?
A DVD Player? Or a PC?

The Philips DVX8000 is all three in one!

Flip through the pages of Stereo Re-
view, and you’ll no doubt appreciate
Just how many products we review over
the course of a year. Yet it’s rare to come
across one that can be called unique.
The Philips DVX8000 Multimedia Home
Theater can.

Interestingly, the DVX8000 ($5.000)
Is not particularly new, having been

>hilips DVX8000

Collins’ film-like

introduced late last year. We
passed on an opportunity to review
it at that time because the test sample
simply wasn’t ready for prime time.
But Philips never stopped tweaking the
design, and now it has a compelling
product, though still not without flaws.

Like Tiger Direct’s PC Cinema (re-
viewed in “Peripherals™ last month),
the DVXS8000 is a computer built for
home-theater applications, but it looks
more like a piece of A/V gear and less
like a computer. In fact, it looks a lot
like a Marantz A/V receiver (not too
surprising since Marantz is owned by
Philips and contributed to the DVX-
8000°s design). It’s bulkier, however,
and behind the flip-down door along
the bottom of the front panel you won't
find A/V controls but a floppy-disk
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drive and game port. The rear panel
sports not only digital audio inputs and
a six-channel Dolby Digital analog out-
put but also 1/O ports and a modem

Jack. This isn’t just another preamp.

Although there are other so-called
“convergence” products that attempt to
combine the personal computer and the
TV. the DVX8000’s attention to A/V
performance sets it apart. But
the real question I had when
unpacking the big box was

even if it does do some au-
dio things well, some video
things well, and some com-
puter things well, how seam-
lessly does it integrate them?

Because the DVX8000 is
designed to do so much, it’s
difficult to describe concisely.

In its audio clothes, it’s a Dolby Digital
processor and preamp, an A/V switcher
and controller, and an AM/FM tuner.
Switch to video, and it’s a DVD player,
a line doubler, and a TV tuner. Plus, it’s
a classy home PC with a DVD-ROM
drive, too.

Like a beefy A/V receiver, the DVX
8000 has a front panel with a total of

BY BRIAN FENTON

about 35 buttons or knobs, including a
large rotary master volume control, two
smaller bass and treble knobs, input
and mode-select buttons, and tuner seek
and scan buttons. There’s also a blue
vacuum-fluorescent display, front-panel
A/V input jacks, and a headphone out-
put. Around back, there’s a full com-
plement of A/V inputs and outputs, in-
cluding inputs for a satellite receiver, a
laserdisc player, and two VCRs (one is
a record loop). Audio-only inputs in-
clude one for a CD player and a tape-
recording loop. Digital inputs, which
can be assigned to any logical source,
include one optical, one coaxial, and
one AC-3/RF for a Dolby Digital-ready
laserdisc player. Besides Dolby Digital
decoding, the DVX8000 offers Lucas-
film Cinema Re-EQ.

I'he computer section is built around
a 233-MHz Pentium MMX processor.

It’s got 32 megabytes of random-access

memory (RAM) and a 3-gigabyte hard
drive. The keyboard is wireless, with an
integrated pressure-sensitive pointing
device. The right and left pointer but-
tons are on opposite sides of the key-
board so that they can be clicked with
the right and left thumbs, which more
or less precludes one-handed operation

and clicking the primary (left) but-
ton with my left thumb took this righty
a little getting used to.

For input and output, the computer
has one parallel and two serial ports. It
also has two USB (universal serial
bus) ports, which I was unable to
test because I had no USB-
compatible peripherals to
try out there are pre-
cious few available on the
market. But assuming that the

USB ports work, they should

provide an easy way to add ac-
cessories to the machine. That’s
important because, unlike a “normal”
computer, the DVX8000 is not de-
signed to be opened to install an expan-
sion board or to add extra memory or a
bigger hard drive. It’s possible to get to
an expansion slot, I suppose, but you'd
have to hack through the preamplifier
section first. The unit’s construction
makes it evident that combining a PC,
an A/V preamp, and a DVD player so
that they all work in harmony and with-
out interference is difficult — at least if
it’s done correctly.
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PERIPHERALS

The video section is where the
hybrid nature of the DVX8000 is
most obvious. The machine can be
hooked up either to a standard mon-
itor (through its S-video or compos-
ite-video inputs), or to a VGA or
SVGA computer monitor (more
likely, either a data-grade projector
or a high-end projection TV with a
VGA-compatible input). For the
best picture the VGA output must
be used, because that’s the only one
that takes advantage of the built-in
line doubler, which converts the in-
terlaced NTSC video image to a
progressively scanned one.

Not having a VGA projector, |
viewed the output on a fairly typical
(17-inch) computer monitor; the
line-doubled picture looked great.
Some of the improvement I noticed
was undoubtedly because the small-
er screen size of my monitor (com-
pared with most TV sets) produced
an image with a greater apparent
resolution, just as a 13-inch TV will
look “sharper” than a 32-incher.
That said, the image produced was the
best and most nearly artifact-free that
I’'ve seen with both program material
and test patterns from the Video Essen-
tials DVD. I'm convinced that if the
DVX8000’s output was viewed on a
VGA-compatible projector, the im-
provement created by the line doubler
would be clearly evident in any home
theater.

How did the picture look on a regular
(NTSC) TV? The image from DVDs
was comparable to that from stand-
alone DVD players I've used; there
were no unpleasant surprises. In Mi-

- i,
8\“
=)

s

The rear panel of the DVX8000, with its

connectors and computer ports, makes

brid nature of the component obviot

chael Collins (Warner), the beauty of
Ireland and the grittiness of 1916 Dub-
lin were unmistakable. I could swear
that the dust of the crumbling General
Post Office — each speck was visible
was falling to the floor of my home
theater as each round of shells exploded
around me with frightening realism.
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DVUX8000 Setup

DVD CD-audio

r controlling the A/V functior

screen menus

The computer-generated graphics
didn’t fare quite as well viewed on the
TV. The control menus, designed to be
readable on a TV, were just fine — the
lettering and graphics were large and
appeared smooth. And for casual Web
browsing, the TV display was ade-
quate. But because of the inherently
limited resolution of an NTSC picture,
it’s just not practical to use a TV or vid-
€0 monitor as a primary computer dis-
play device. But that’s a problem with
NTSC, not the DVX8000.

After initial setup, you don’t even
have to look at the computer menus.

The front panel gives some
control over the unit’s opera-
tion. However, you don’t get
even a play or pause control
for the DVD player. Fortu-
nately, the remote control in-
cluded with the DVX8000 is
the Marantz RC-2000 learn-
ing remote, a powerful device
that can easily control an en-
tire home-theater system. An

hy infrared transceiver/repeater

supplied with the DVX8000

allows it to be installed behind
closed doors and still talk with the re-
mote. The setup software provided with
the DVX8000 makes programming the
remote a snap. And since you can back
up the remote’s programming on the
computer’s hard drive, you don’t even
have to worry about losing the data if
the remote’s batteries go dead — which

3¢

Programming the station presets for the AM/
FM tuner

simplified by on

is good, because the RC-2000 is a
bit of a battery hog.

Tuner performance was very
good on both the FM and AM
bands. I particularly liked the ease
with which I could program station
presets — including their call let-
ters — using the wireless keyboard.
Up to 30 can be stored, and they
can be shared in any order among
AM and FM stations. 1 was pleas-
antly surprised that the tuner was
not affected by radio-frequency
hash despite being located directly
on top of a PC chassis. Even AM
performance was better than aver-
age — though that required getting
the supplied loop antenna as far
from my video monitors as I could.

But the DVX8000’s usability did
fall short when it came to playing
CDs. There were two major flaws:
First, disc loading was unaccept-
ably slow — and the more tracks on
a disc, the longer the wait. Second,
the audio inexplicably muted when-
ever the track number changed.

The first CD I played was a test disc
with 99 tracks. 1 put it on the tray,
closed the drawer, and after a couple of
seconds figured that I had forgotten to
set the “autoplay” default (I hadn’t). So
I hit the play button on the remote. Still
nothing. Figuring that there was some-
thing wrong with the disc, I popped in a
music CD. /r didn’t play right away ei-
ther, so I figured that I had just run into
a computer glitch and was about to re-
boot the machine when the disc started
playing. The shortest start time 1 en-
countered was with a four-track disc
(Shostakovich’s Symphony No. 5, Linn
CKD 004), which took about /2 sec-
onds to get going. The maximum was
for a 99-track test disc, which took an
intolerable 2 minutes and 5 seconds to
begin playing. Equally perplexing was
that the audio output would mute every
time the player changed tracks — you’ll
never hear a song’s first note again! Ob-
viously, while the DVX8000 can play
your CDs, these quirks mean you won’t
want it to! But at least you can connect
an external CD player to the DVX8000
— Philips was thoughtful enough to in-
clude an input for one.

The CD-player flaws are unfortunate,
especially from a company that co-in-
vented the CD, marring what is other-
wise a well-thought-out attempt to bring
high-fidelity audio, video, and comput-
ing together. The DVX8000 could be
the heart of an excellent home theater
— just don’t expect it to play CDs. 0O
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Zenith/Inteq DVX2100
Divx/DVD Player

COREY GREENBERG

am already on the record as some-
thing less than a fan of Digital Vid-
eo Express’s pay-per-view Divx
DVD format — all right, I hate the
concept of Divx down to the very mar-
row of my bones. But I also like to
think of myself as an open-minded guy,
and I wanted to give the Zenith/Inteq
DVX2100 Divx player a fair shake out
of the box. Maybe if I'd shaken it even
harder, it wouldn’t have taken a full
hour to get the thing to play a movie.
The problem seemed to be either with
the player’s built-in modem or at the
other end with Digital Video Express’s
database — customer service never fig-
ured it out. To enable the Zenith/Inteq
or any other Divx-compatible player to
play Divx DVDs, you have to run the
supplied telephone extension cable from
the player’s modem jack to a working
phone line, call Digital Video Express
customer service toll-free, and open an
account by giving your name, ad-

dress, and credit-card information. (I
used my second line, the one
I normally use for faxing and going on-
line. I can just imagine how long it
would have taken to solve the problem
if 1 had only one line.) Then you move
the on-screen cursor to the “register”
button, hit the remote control’s Enter

FAST FACTS

KEY FEATURES

* Plays standard DVDs and Divx pav-
per-view discs

* One optiza, one coaxial digital output

DIMENSIONS 157 inches wide,

37/ inches h gh, 117/s irches deep

WEIGHT &84 pounds

PRICE $499

MANUFACTURER Zenith, Dept. SF,

1000 Milwauxee Ave., Glenview,

IL 60025; phone, 847-331-7000; Web,

www.zenith.com

key, and — in theory — you’ll be regis-
tered and ready to Divx the night away.

But when I tried to register the sam-
ple player, its modem would dial Digi-
tal Video Express, wait a few seconds,
and then hang up, giving me an on-
screen error message recommending
that 1 call customer service — which
I'd already done! The customer-service
representative was very nice and very
patient, but after three failed registra
tion attempts, she put in a conference
call to a technical-assistance rep at an-
other location, and the three of us went
through the routine of unplugging the
player, waiting 10 seconds, plugging it
back in, and going through the process
a few more times. Finally it worked,
and I was able to hang up the phone
and watch my first Divx disc. Thank
God you only have to register once!

Digital Video Express likes to com-
pare the Divx format to the small-dish
DSS digital satellite TV system. Well,]
spent maybe five minutes registering
my DSS on the phone with DirecTV
and USSB before the picture blinked
on my TV screen and everything was
working perfectly.

Maybe I should cut Divx a little
slack, though, since the system has
been up and running for only a few
weeks on a test-market basis. Currently
available at Circuit City in Richmond
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ANOTHER LOOK

firstlook

As | unpacked the Zenith/Inteq DVX2100
Divx/DVD player, | had two questions: does
it take anything away from the DVD format,
and does its ability to play Divx discs add
anything to it?

As a DVD player, the DVX2100 wasn't
too bad. Overall, the Zenith/Inteq's DVD
picture quality was a notch or two below
that of my Sony DVP-S300. On the other
hand, it was several notches above that of
MPEG-2 satellite broadcasts. Dolby Digital
sound quality was identical to that of other
players that use an outboard decoder. Over
six hours of viewing, | did not hear any
snaps, crackles, or pops through my audio
system.

The on-screen menus are attractive and
straightforward, and the operating features
worked well. There were some typos in
the on-screen menus and minor glitches
in operation, so if you are sensitive to
occasional disruptions, you should wait for
second-generation models (this is good
advice for any new consumer-electronic
product). The DVX2100 handled audio
CDs with no complaint, but it could not
play CD-R discs. It was somewhat sluggish
in initializing discs and slow to respond
to user commands, but not fatally so.

| did my comparisons with Divx and DVD
copies of The Rock. They were different
versions (the DVD was widescreen), so they
had undergone different mastering — an
all-important criterion for determining
picture quality. The Divx picture was quite
clear — | could see each strand of Sean
Connery’s unkempt hair — but in some
scenes it showed more MPEG-2 artifacts
than the DVD version. For example, in one
brief shot, fog was not reproduced as a
consistent gradient but instead as layers.
These artifacts were also present on the
DVD disc, but they did not register as

and Circuit City and The Good Guys!
in San Francisco, the whole shebang is
slated to go national in “late summer,”
with RCA and ProScan players added
to the line. (There were some indica-
tions at press time, however, that the
national rollout might not happen until
sometime in the fall.) On the other
hand, with all the hype, all the promis-
es, all of the money invested in this
thing, including the millions of dollars
paid to a handful of Hollywood studios
just to get them to sign on, and with the
anti-Divx zealots watching their every
move, you'd think Digital Video Ex-
press would have worked out all the
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significantly on either the Sony or the
Zenith player.

It is impossible to say whether Divx
coding has inherently greater limitations
than DVD; both use MPEG-2 video data
compression, so the only difference is in
the encryption, which is not data-intensive.
Still, this particular DVD of The Rock looked
better than this particular Divx of The Rock.
Other Divx titles looked much better than
the Divx Rock, with reproduction that
should please most viewers. Divx Dolby
Digital sound quality was identical to that of
DVD Dolby Digital. (Dolby Digital encoding
is straight-ahead, so there isn't as much
room for variation as in MPEG-2 video
encoding.) If first-generation Divx is this
good, | think that subsequent generations
will be competitive with DVD.

Although critics complain that the first
Divx discs lack cinematic perks such as
widescreen presentation, director’s cuts,
and theater trailers, a Divx player can play
regular DVDs that already have those mate-
rials. Moreover, there is nothing in the Divx
standard that precludes future titles from
embracing these perks. What many Divx
critics forget is that the storage capacity of
a DVD, while large, is finite. All those
cinema perks take up disc space, leaving
less for the film itself. Omitting them gives
Divx titles more bits for MPEG-2 picture
coding. Thus, all else being equal, in theory
a Divx disc could have higher picture
quality than the DVD version.

In concept, the Zenith/Inteq DVX2100
convinced me that Divx takes nothing away
from the DVD format. A Divx player does
everything a DVD player does, and more.
The DVX2100 lacks some of the niceties of
full-featured DVD players, such as a
component-video output, video zoom, or
slow reverse, and its picture quality is

bugs before this thing even got near the
market.

Zenith sent along four Divx titles for
me to evaluate the system with, and a
more mindless smorgasbord of crapola
I can’t imagine — George of the Jun-
gle, For Richer, For Poorer, Mimic, and
The Rock. At least they blow stuff up
real good in the last two, so I went and
bought the DVD versions of these
flicks at Tower Records to compare the
Divx-mastered discs played on the Ze-
nith and regular DVDs played on a To-
shiba SD-3107 DVD player ($799, now
discontinued). Both players’ S-video
and coaxial digital audio outputs were

somewhat lower, so it's definitely not the
best DVD player ever made. But is it
competitive with DVD-only players in its
price range? Certainly. At this price point, |
could live with it.

Of course, | was most interested in the
player's Divx feature. When you pay $4.49
for a new Divx disc, you have two days
before it expires. You can watch it once or
many times, skip around or play it straight
through. After the viewing period is up,
when a disc is loaded, the menu asks if
you'd like to watch it again; if so, you have
to agree to pay about $3.25 for another
two-day viewing window. Alternatively, you
can convert the disc to DivxSilver status for
unlimited playback on the same account,
for a one-time fee of $20 or so, or upgrade
to a DivxGold disc (priced like a compa-
rable DVD) that offers unlimited viewing on
anybody'’s Divx player. All billing is auto-
matically performed via modem, purchases
are handled seamlessly, and playback
begins immediately.

Most interestingly, Divx adds the option
of inexpensive viewing. | am not chagrined
that it would cost me an extra $3.25 to view
a Divx movie again. Frankly, after seeing
Flubber once, I'm pretty sure | wouldn't
want to see it again. It doesn’t cost
anything to open or maintain a Divx
account, and you can play DVD discs on a
Divx player without an account. | like the
Divx concept. | think it is a harbinger of
how movies and music will be delivered in
the future. Bottom line: Considering the
$4.49 initial purchase price of Divx movies,
Divx seems to be a useful feature. These
first-generation Divx hardware and
software samples were beaten by second-
generation DVD hardware and software,
but the contest could be much closer in the
near future.

connected to my reference home-the-
ater system, comprising Theta and
Krell electronics and NHT speakers
(four Model 3.3s plus an Audio-1 cen-
ter). A Pioneer Elite Pro-1009 60-inch
widescreen (16:9) rear-projection TV
completed the picture.

So how did the Divx discs look and
sound? The 5.1-channel Dolby Digital
soundtracks for Mimic and The Rock
sounded similar on both the Divx and
regular DVD discs, although I did hear
occasional clicks out of one or more
speakers during Divx playback, includ-
ing a loud click in the left surround
speaker during the opening Simpson/



Bruckheimer Films logo in The Rock.
But I experienced an even stranger and
more perplexing glitch while watching
the same movie. A couple of times
when I paused the Divx disc and then
hit play again. the sound went out of
sync and actually lagged a fraction of a

IN THE LAB

DVD VIDEO PERFORMANCE

BORUD MO ... ixcivirerivsonsoiis iosrsvmb ot TS
Differential gain ...................... 4 IRE
Differential phase .......................... 2

Horizontal luminance frequency
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Frequency response
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16-bit (EN16) +1.65/+4.15 dB
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Linearity error (at 499 Hz)

at -90 dBFS.............. saanassssravin it O
Defect tracking

(Pierre Verany disC) .............. ..1,500 ym
TECH NOTES

The player would not load one of our
test DVDs, but it did play some discs
that have been reported to trip up
other players. Video performance
overall with standard DVDs was merely
okay — that is, differential gain was a
bit higher than we're used to finding,
but it had no visible consequences.
The machine would not play CD-Rs
or past Track 40 on a CD-RW version of
the Stereo Review test CD, so noise-
modulation tests could not be done
Otherwise, audio performance overall
was also okay. Linearity error was
rather high, and | would expect it to
have produced rather high noise-
modulation results (3 to 4 dB at least)
and possibly audible side effects
(though not necessarily with music).
Consistent with the measured linearity
error, the EN16 excess-noise spectrum
showed numerous very low-level
distortion products during “with signal”
tones; such distortion is probably not
audible with music. — David Ranada

* an IRE is a standardized unit of
contrast
** decibels referred to digital full-scale
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Extraordinary...Bravo Paradigm!

- Andrew Marshall, Audio Ideas Guide

...combines solid bass with uncoloured
midrange,fine soundstaging, and a
detailed, open top end...definitely give
the Studio/100 a listen.

- Tom Norton, Stereophile Vol. 20, No. §

...state-of-the-art performance.

- Joseph Cierniak, Sensible Sound

...an acoustically crisp, credibly realistic,
and untiringly musical performance.

- Andrew Keen, F1 Magazine

Phenomenal...Highly Recommended!
- Don Keele, Audio Magazine

“Skin Tingling...Truly Topnotch.”

- Jul:an Hirsch, Stereo Review

“Outstanding...| Surrender...”

- Greg Petan, Audio Adventure
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THINKING ABOUT HOME THEATER?
MUSIZ? IF YOU'RE PLANNING TO EUY

SZPARATE SPEAKER SYSTEMS, HERE'S
A WORD OF ADVICE: DON'T!

V/HETHER YOU WANT TO ROCK OUT,
WALTZ THE NIGHT AWAY OR SW/ING
LIKE CRAZY, DADDY-O, THE SAME
PARADIGM SPEAKERS WILL DO IT AL_ -
AND THEY'LL SHAKE YOUR HOME
THEATER, TOD! PARADIGM SPEAKERS
ARE SONICALLY ACCURATE, WHICH
VEANS NO MATTER WHAT YOU WANT
TO HEAR, THEY'LL SOUND BETTER
THAN ANYTHING ELSE OUT THERE.

GET IN TOUCH WITH YOUR LQGCAL
AUTHFORIZED PARADIGM DEALER
TODAY AND ASK TO HEAR THE
PARADIGM SYSTEMONE. FOR $816, IT'S
NOTHING SHGRT OF AMAZING.

second behind the picture! The first
time it happened I thought it must be
my imagination, but then it happened
again a few minutes later. To get things
back in sync, I had to remove the disc
and reinsert it. This is something I've
never experienced in more than a year
of watching regular DVDs on four dif-
ferent players. I should also note that
the Zenith Divx player consistently dis-
played the audio format as “AC-3 2-
channel™ even though it was obviously
serving up a 5.1-channel Dolby Digital
signal

Divx movie discs are all presented
only in the chopped-off “pan-and-scan™
picture format instead of the preferable
widescreen format found on DVDs.
(That’s part of the Divx master plan, by
the way — give you stripped-down ver-
sions of VHS-tape movies, without all
the supplemental material DVD view-
ers have come to expect. No thanks.) |
configured the Toshiba player for a 4:3
aspect ratio and chose the pan-and-scan
presentation on the regular DVDs for
comparison. | saw several obvious dif-
ferences between the two versions.

The color rendition on the Divx disc
was consistently more washed-out
faces were pale, especially compared
with the richer and more natural skin
tones on the regular DVDs played on
either the Toshiba or the Zenith ma-
chine. There was also considerably
more pixelization on the Divx discs
than on the DVDs. I rarely if ever see
any digital tiling effects on DVDs any-
more, but I noticed quite a few on both
Divx discs.

Whether these video problems oc-
curred because Divx’s encryption sys-
tem was stealing from the discs’ bit
pool, I can’t say. But it is possible that
the differences in color and video quali-
ty are the result of different mastering
for the Divx and DVD discs of the
same movies.

Undoubtedly, the concept of a low-
cost “rental” DVD that you don’t have
to drive to the store to return is attrac-
tive — surely there are more than a few
DVD titles we'd all prefer to watch
once or twice for five bucks than own
forever for twenty. Well, with DVD
rental sources like NetFlix (www.net-
flix.com) and your local Blockbuster
giving us all the advantages of DVDs at
the same price, I'm convinced now
more than ever that Divx will be the
biggest and most costly flop in the his-
tory of consumer electronics. Your
$500 is better spent on a DVD player,
without Divx.
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PSB Alpha Home Theater
Speaker System

KEN C. POHLMANN

t didn’t make any sense. Why would
a manufacturer go out of its way to
piss off the person reviewing its
products? But that’s apparently what
the people at PSB were doing to me. First
they shipped the speakers to the wrong
address. I had the pleasure of personally
lugging eight boxes to my lab on a balmy,
100° Miami summer afternoon. Then I
discovered that PSB had helpfully includ-
ed two extra speakers (completely extra-
neous) as well as a complete set of steel
speaker stands I didn’t need either. As |
stripped the freshly laundered shirt off my
back and wrung out the sweat, I muttered
darkly to myself, “This better be one hell-
uva speaker system.”
Many people would say that PSB does,
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indeed, make a helluva speaker. The com-
pany has long enjoyed a reputation for
excellent speakers, especially among “in-
siders.” On the premise that anyone can
make great-sounding expensive speakers
but only the best companies can make
great-sounding inexpensive ones, I decid-
ed to test a PSB home-theater system sell-
ing for just over a grand. From PSB’s
budget Alpha line, I selected the Alpha
A/V for the front left/right channels, the

MANUFACTURER PSB Speakers,
Dept. SR, 633 Granite Ct., Pickering,
Ontario L1W 3K1; phone, 800-263-
4641; Web, www.psbspeakers.com

Alpha Mini for the surrounds, the Alpha
Midi for the center channel, and the Al-
pha SubSonic | powered subwoofer.

The original Alpha was PSB’s first
speaker, and it’s a bona fide classic. The
new Alpha A/V has essentially identical
specifications but is a smidgen larger, has
a new 6'%2-inch poly-coated fiber-cone
woofer, and is magnetically shielded. The
Alpha Mini is a smaller version of the
A/V. which translates to somewhat less
bass; the Mini’s low-frequency response
is down 10 dB at 55 Hz, while the A/V’s

10-dB cutoff is rated as 50 Hz. The Al-
pha Midi center speaker is a Mini turned
on its side. It has the same dimensions
and uses the same drivers and crossover.

Like the Alpha A/V, the Alpha Mini
and Midi are magnetically shielded, and
all three speakers have vinyl-covered par-
ticleboard enclosures and nonremovable
fabric grilles. All are available in black,
but the A/V and the Mini are also avail-
able in a dark cherry finish. I've always
been partial to black, but the Mini sup-
plied for this review had the cherry finish,
and I gotta tell you, the cherry woodgrain
vinyl looks really terrible. Stick with the
black: you can thank me later. The A/V
has binding-post terminals, while the oth-
er satellites use spring-loaded clips.

The Alpha SubSonic 1's rated —10-dB
low-frequency cutoff is 25 Hz. Its rear-
panel connections are fairly typical, con-
sisting of two line-level inputs, two
speaker-level inputs, and two speaker-lev-
el outputs. Before being passed to the
outputs, the signal runs through a 6-dB-
per-octave high-pass filter fixed at 100
Hz. One control knob adjusts the sub’s
level, and another adjusts its low-pass
crossover between 50 and 150 Hz. A but-
ton selects normal or inverted-phase oper-
ation. There is no power switch; the am-
plifier senses the presence (or absence) of
an audio signal and turns itself on and off.

After auditioning more than a few
home-theater speaker systems, I have a
pretty good idea of the optimal placement
in my room. I lined up the front speakers
against the wall, with the center speaker
underneath my TV. The surrounds were
placed high on the walls to either side of
the listening futon and slightly behind it. I
tried the subwoofer along the front wall
and then moved it to the left side wall,
near the front. Heavy lifting completed, I
started my audition with a stack of DVDs
to check out the system’s movie prowess.

First T test-drove the subwoofer with
the explosion-ridden Desperado. The .1
channel in a 5.1 system is mainly used for
low-frequency effects (as opposed to bass

music), and while explosions are hardly



TECH NOTES

Quasi-anechoic “listening window" averaged frequency-response measurements of the PSB Al-
pha front, center, and surround speakers produced an admirably smooth response, with a devi-
ation of only +2.5 dB from 1 kHz up to 20 kHz. But despite its physical similarity to the Alpha
AN mains, the Alpha Midi center speaker had different deviations, enough to preclude a truly
close match, and so did the Alpha Mini surrounds. And all three models had a dip in the cross-
over region (2 to 3.5 kHz), but this is typical of small, two-way speakers. All three also had a
broad “peak” (more of a plateau) in the octave centered around 1 kHz, a characteristic that can
sometimes lead to harshness at high volumes. Referred to its output at 80 Hz, the response of
the Alpha Subsonic subwoofer rolled off to -3 dB at 55 and 130 Hz. In our main listening room,
| obtained the best “splice” between the subwoofer and the main speakers with the system’s

crossover frequency set to 100 Hz. — David Ranada

ALPHA ALPHA ALPHA ALPHA
ANV MIDI MINI SUBSONIC 1

(main) (center) (surround) (subwooter)

SENSITIVITY (SPL at 1 meter, 88 dB 90 dB 90 dB n/a

2.83 volts input, 1 kHz)

IMPEDANCE (minimum/nominal) 4.9/7 ohms 5.7/8 ohms 5.7/8 ohms n/a

BASS OVERLOAD FREQUENCY 49/139 Hz 117/147 Hz 117/156 Hz 28/69 Hz

(at 90/100 dB SPL)

high-fidelity events, a good subwoofer
must pound out the thuds without distort-
ing or calling attention to its location. The
Alpha SubSonic 1’s room-shaking ability
was less than that of some other subs I've
auditioned, but its output was clean at
normal listening levels. 1 appreciated the
adjustable low-pass filter, which let me
dial in just the right blend with the satel-
lites (a frequency of around 70 Hz in my
room). Overall, if you're looking for raw
sonic fury, this sub is a bit tame, but it’s
very capable at less all-out levels.

Next, I screened the moody, sexy, and
violent Bound. Its soundtrack creates a re-
alistic sense of interior, with ambience
around the dialogue and portentous sounds

like dripping water. I was impressed: the
Alphas sounded extremely crisp and real-
istic, supporting every nuance of this
playfully tense drama. Off-screen images
seemed to be accurately placed, and the
dialogue was crystal clear. I was also
pleased with how accurately the Alphas
reproduced the film score.

On the downside, although the satel-
lites were tonally matched, the surround
field did not merge as convincingly with
the front as it should have. The speakers
tended to betray their locations, making
each source too distinct. In addition, un-
less 1 was in the sweet spot, off-axis re-
sponse was uneven.

Turning te music, | listened to both

FAST FACTS

ALPHA ALPHA ALPHA ALPHA
AN MIDI MINI SUBSONIC 1

(main) (center) (surround) (subwoofer)
TWEETER /z-inch dome '/2-inch dome /2-inch dome -
WOOFER 6'/2-inch cone 5%-inch cone 5%a-inch cone 10-inch cone
ENCLOSURE ported ported ported ported
SIZE 12% x 7%a x 9%a 62 x 10% x 9% 10% x6%2x9% 1% x14%x 14"
(HxWxD, inches)

WEIGHT 11 pounds 9 pounds 9 pcunds 26 pounds
FINISH black roughcast, black roughcast black roughcast, black roughcast
dark cherry, dark cherry

ebony ash
PRICE $249 a pair $119 $199 a pair $439

($1,006 total)

HIGH POINT

e T

LOW POINT
Slightly harsh midrange on
female vocals

5.1-channel surround and two-channel
stereo tracks on the terrific Delos DVD
Music Breakthrough disc (DV 7002). Mu-
sic alone is more demanding than movie
sound, and most small speakers simply
don’t cut it with music. But I was gener-
ally impressed with the little PSB Alphas.
They weren’t perfect: indeed, their sound
was small compared with that of larger
speakers — that was particularly obvious
with good recordings of big opera pro-
ductions, like Wagner's Walkiire (Solti’s
recording on London is my favorite).
Moreover, the all-important midrange of
the Alpha A/Vs was slightly harsh on
strongly sung female vocals (including
most of Brunnhilde’s role in Walkiire). In
addition, the five satellites struggled at the
low end, growing boomy at progressively
lower frequencies, and their cabinets ex-
hibited a pronounced “ring.” Now, don’t
misunderstand me: every budget-priced
home-theater speaker system using small
satellites is prone to such problems.

On the up side, I appreciated that all
the satellites use the same tweeter, which
insures well-matched timbres above 3 or
4 kHz. Moreover, the high end was quite
smooth. At one point I used the pair of
Minis as my front mains. The Mini has an
attractive sound quality, but it lacks the
Alpha A/V’s low-end punch. All of these
speakers play loud for their size and main-
tain an accurate tonality up till the bitter
end. Finally, the conservative nature of the
SubSonic is a plus when playing music. It
handled the low-frequency content in Ma-
donna’s Ray of Light album really well.
Some subwoofers get very thumpy with
this CD. but it stayed musical.

In hindsight, I doubt that PSB was in-
tentionally trying to piss me off. I can for-
give the mistake in my address. The com-
pany is busy making speakers that are
several notches above the norm, and its
people clearly have more important
things to think about. I even forgive them
for including all that extra gear. When
you build excellent equipment that deliv-
ers a very solid bang for the buck, you're
naturally proud of your work and want to
show it off. In fact, I liked these speakers
so much that I won’t even bill PSB for
my ruined shirt. I'll let the magazine take
care of 1t.
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Klipsch Synergy Premiere
Home Theater Speakers

DANIEL KUMIN

lipsch, one of the oldest names

in hi-fi, is one of the last speak-

er companies to jump whole-

heartedly into the home-theat-

er waters. Some companies, looking down
on surround sound as little more than a
fad unrelated to real audio, have thrown
systems together that fail to address the
specific needs of multichannel reproduc-
tion. But the Synergy Premiere series
suggests that Klipsch has taken the time
to think the home-theater puzzle through.
The system I auditioned consisted of a
pair of KSP-300 towers, a KSF-C5 center
speaker, and a pair of KSF-S5 surround
speakers. All three models use as a high-
frequency transducer an uncommonly
small (1-inch) compression driver wed-
ded to a radial horn, which Klipsch calls a
“Tractrix™ horn. It is designed to offer
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broad coverage with controlled directivity
that is, while the sound radiates even-
ly, creating a large “sweet spot,” less
sound is reflected from the walls, ceiling,
and floor. This is meant to improve clarity
and intelligibility and make overall re-
sponse more predictable by lessening the
influence of the room’s acoustics.

The KSP-300 tower mates a passive
“satellite” section employing the Tractrix
hom and a 6'%-inch woofer with a pow-
ered subwoofer section featuring a 150
watt amp and a 12-inch driver. Each

MANUFACTURER Klipsch, Dept. SR,
8900 Keystone Crossing, Suite 1220,
Indianapolis, IN 46240; phone,
800-554-7724; Web, www.klipsch.com

speaker has two pairs of inputs, marked
Low In and Hi In (for biamping you re-
move jumper bars running between them).
There are also four RCA jacks labeled
LFE In and Out (for low-frequency ef-
fects, the Dolby Digital .1 channel) and
Line In and Out, two large knobs marked
Level and LFE Level, and a switch for se
lecting the on, off, or signal-sensing auto-
on AC power modes. I used the standard
hookup for most of my listening.

The KSF-S5 surround speaker is a
quasi-bipole design with two Tractrix
horns flanking a central 6'4-inch woofer
and operating in phase. The KSF-S5 is
designed for wall mounting with the
woofer facing the listening position. Each
speaker has solid, multiway binding posts.

Setup was uneventful. I experimented
with positioning the KSP-300s but ulti
mately placed them close to the same spot
where I put my everyday speakers, which
are similar in size, shape, and bandwidth.
The center speaker went atop my Toshiba
TV, and I placed the surround speakers on
high shelves slightly to the rear of my lis
tening position.

With two-channel music, the KSP-300s
performed well in most every regard, de-
livering sound that was smooth and, for
the most part, naturally balanced and
highly detailed. Some voices, though
like Lyle Lovett’s on I Love Everybody
had a slightly forward, faintly “shouty”
quality. I have to emphasize, however,
that this was never more than subtle.

Imaging was tightly focused. The re
production of the “float in the air” sound-
stage on Phil Woods's Here's to My Lady
(Chesky L.LD3) was occasionally uncanny.
But the soundstage, while broad and de-
tailed, wasn’t as deep as that reproduced
by some conventional-driver speakers
I've heard. Also, top-octave “air” or depth
was slightly less prominent than that of
my everyday cones’n’domes speakers.

The KSP-300s delivered nearly unfet-
tered deep bass, only falling off a bit be
low about 35 Hz. In fact, their deep-bass
extension equaled that of my usual setup,
which has a separate, big-ticket 12-inch
powered sub complementing a pair of
floor-standing speakers.

Bartok’s raucous The Miraculous Man
darin (Delos DE 3083) showed off the ef-
fortless, wide-band dynamics to excellent
effect, with lots of big bass-drum and
Wagnerian low-brass impacts. The KSP-
300s’ transient dynamics handled big,
noisy full-orchestra attacks with equal
aplomb. These speakers punch and
bite when the music demands. This
bright recording did bring out the KSP
300s” slightly forward upper midrange,
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which sometimes made combined string
and brass choirs sound “hard.”

lhe towers and center speaker did an
excellent job reproducing surround-sound
recordings. Front-stage presentation was
transparent and focused, with a revealing
midrange. This was especially effective
with subtle material like the Foley effects
and ambience in the Unforgiven Dolby
Digital DVD. But it could also be too
much of a good thing. With Crimson Tide

a borderline-harsh DTS-encoded laser-
disc — playback at cinema levels became
mildly fatiguing. The front speaker trio,
with their smooth, open vocal region, re
produced dialogue with outstanding clari-
ty. A slight emphasis in the “presence” re-
gion, however, sometimes made voices
sound a bit too prominent.

The front trio’s dynamic potential with
multichannel recordings was huge: they

were able to play very loud well down in-
to the true deep-bass region. Broad-band
zowies like the Harrier landing and the
helicopter-missile impact from True Lies
were still clear and well defined even at
the highest volume level I could stand.
Bottom-octave output was awesome.

A good timbral match between the cen
ter and left/right speakers is key to creat-
ing cohesive surround imaging and ef-
fects. I tested the Klipsch system by com-
paring the KSF-C5 center speaker with
the KSP-300 pair on monaural material
and by A/B-ing the KSF-C5 with a KSP-
300 (also in mono). In both cases 1 per-
formed careful level-matching, turning
off the KSP-300s" sub amps to eliminate
any influence from rogue low bass. The
match was good — decidedly better than
most midprice front trios but T was
surprised by the difference between the

KSP-30C KSF-C5 KSF-S5
(main) (center) (surround)
TWEETER horn-loaded horn-loaded two horn-loaded
1-inch dome 1-inch dome 1-inch domes
WOOFER € nch cone two 6'2-inch 6'/2-inch cone
2 cones
ENCLOSURE sealed vented sealed
SIZE (HxWxD, inches) 42 x 8 X 1& x 23 X 7%8 8x18 X
WEIGHT 78 pound 23 pounds 12 pounds
FINISH mahogany, oak, sa black matte black or white
black 1 veneer vinyl matte vinyl
PRICE ($2,800 total) $2,000 a pair $350 $450 a pair

The advantages of Klipsch's horns showed up in the “listening window” frequency response of
the KSP-300, which had response deviations of only +2 dB between 1 and 15 kHz. And over a
region spanning more than two crucial octaves (2 kHz to 9.7 kHz), response was a still flatter
+1.2 dB. The KSF-C5's response had devations in similar locations, but they were larger (span-
ning +3 dB above 1 kHz) and included a wide peak around 7 kHz. Also, the center speaker's
midrange response is compromised once you listen from more than 15 degrees off-axis hori-
zontally, because of interference between its two woofers. Take the bass overload frequencies
for the KSP-300 with a grain of salt. They re valid for a standard hookup (during which the 6'%-
inch woofer is the one that distorts), but nat for a biamplified hookup in which the sub and main
sections are driven separately (with the later protected by high-pass filters). With that arrange-

ment, the KSP-300 proved immune to ove-load up to 100 dB SPL. — David Ranada
KSP-300 KSF-C5 KSF-S5
main) (center) (surround)
SENSITIVITY (SPL at 1 meter, 90 dB 90 dB 87 dB
2.83 volts, 1 kHz)
IMPEDANCE (minimum/nominal) 1.6/8 ohms 3.5/6 ohms 4.2/8 ohms
BASS OVERLOAD FREQUENCY 22/39 Hz 82/131 Hz 78/104 Hz
(at 90/100 dB SPL) see text)
PRESERVATION ACT 2
§2 ST t EVIEW SEPTEMBER 1998
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LOW POINTS
Timbre mismatch in center speaker
makes voices too prominent.
Front-to-back pans not always smooth.

center and left/right speakers, particularly
on male voices. The KSF-C5 sounded
hollower than the KSP-300s, heard either
singly or paired and the deeper the
voice, the more audible the change. I no-
ticed the same characteristic, to a lesser
degree, on female voices.

The KSF-S5 surrounds produced the
broad, smooth coverage Klipsch claimed
they would. I A/B-ed them with my high-
performance THX dipole surrounds, play-
ing the surround-channel material with
the front and center speakers disconnect-
ed. The KSF-S5s produced an ambience
effect midway between that of dipole and
bipole surrounds. Both the “spread™ and
depth of space were good. but not up to
that of my everyday dipoles.

In the Water Music excerpt from the
Delos Surround Spectacular CD, the am-
bience was slightly “bigger™ and richer
than with my dipoles, but less precise.
Don’t get me wrong: the Klipsch sur-
rounds were clearly better than monopole
speakers at ambience reproduction.

The KSF-S5s had some trouble when
the action moved between speakers on
surround soundtracks. While lateral pans
were smooth and just about seamless,
front-to-rear pans “jumped” to the sur-
rounds more obviously than they do with
my standard setup. This was most easily
heard on broadband pans such as the tor-
pedo “swim-bys™ in Crimson Tide.

Neutral and exceptionally dynamic, the
Synergy Premiere is an intriguing loud-
speaker system. The KSP-300’s high sen-
sitivity and on-board powered sub allows
it to perform well with as little as one-
third the power you'd need for a full-
range passive system of equivalent band-
width. And the horn transducers™ consis-
tent directivity delivers above-average
sound to a broader than usual listening
window while keeping the influence of
room acoustics to a minimum.

The Klipsch Premiere Synergy speaker
system is a serious effort to address the
unique demands of home-theater sound
and 1s well worth an audition. When you
consider the dizzying pace of change in
audio today, it’s nice to know that good
things do still come to those who wait.

PARA Home Theaier $pecialisis
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and suggest home theater components that will integrate into your
current system
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the best value for your money

Let us help you chcose the system that's just right for you
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Energy e:

XL Series Home

Theater Speaker System

DAVID RANADA

he Energy system tested here is

drawn from the company’s new

line of speakers, the somewhat

bizarrely designated e:XL s
ries. The line consists of two floor-stand-
ing models; two bookshelf models, from
which we selected the larger, the e:XL-
16: a dedicated surround speaker, the
e:XL-R: and a center speaker, the e:XL-
C. For deep bass, we added Energy’s ES-
10 powered subwoofer, which is not part
of the e:XL series.

The most obvious thing about these
e:XL speakers is their industrial design.
These are modern-looking speakers, with
molded-plastic cabinets “acoustically
sculpted” to minimize cabinet-edge dif-
fraction and maximize dispersion. Promi-
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nent in the speakers’ appearance are their
aluminum-dome tweeters, which have
“tuned ultrasonic acoustic filters™ (the
gunsight-like construction in front of the
domes) and cloth suspensions. The woof-
er cones of the five main speakers are all
injection-molded polypropylene and have
nitril-rubber surrounds. All of the drivers
are magnetically shielded. Molded into
the back of the e:XL-16 and e:XL-R are

MANUFACTURER Energy Loudspeakers
Dept. SR, 3641 McNicoll Ave.,
Scarborough, Ontario M1X 1G5;

ohone, 416-321-1800;

Web, www.energy-speakers.com

keyholes for wall-mounting (the e:XL-16
also has a threaded insert for use of Om-
niMount 53 Series pivoting brackets). All
of the connections are multiway binding
posts, and all the enclosures are ported.
The “port”™ of the e:XL-R is a mass-
loaded passive radiator that gives the
speaker the appearance of a wide-range
dipole, although only its dual tweeters op-
erate in (out-of-phase) dipole mode.

The ES-10’s built-in power amplifier is
rated to deliver 100 watts into its “heavy
duty™ driver. Input can either be line-level
mono (from a typical receiver subwoofer
output) or speaker-level stereo. In either
case the signal flows through an internal
crossover that has both a volume knob
and a low-pass frequency control ad-

Justable between 50 and 100 Hz. If you

have an external crossover or other appro-
priate bass-management facilities in your
system amplifier or receiver, you can use
the ES-10’s line-level “Xover™ input,
which bypasses the internal crossover.
The ES-10 has no speaker-level outputs,
no line-level high-pass-filtered outputs,
and no phase or polarity controls.

While the speakers’ styling may be un-
conventional, setting them up was ab-
solutely ordinary, with the usual compli-
cations of speaker placement and sub-
woofer adjustment. The manual for the
three main speakers was not much help,
however. It neglects to specifically state
or show that, as dipoles, the e:XL-R sur-
round speakers should be positioned so
that their drivers are not aimed toward
the listener. And neither that manual nor
the one for the ES-10 subwoofer recom-
mends a high-pass crossover frequency
for achieving the best blend between the
subwoofer and the other speakers in the
system (should your system’s electronics
permit such an adjustment). My listening
tests and measurements both urge the use
of 100 Hz as the high-pass crossover fre-
quency, a value frequently found as the
default in many midprice A/V receivers
and amplifiers. This will dovetail with the
low-pass setting you get when you turn
the frequency control on the ES-10 to its
highest setting.

I also disagree with the subwoofer
manual’s contention that placement of the
ES-10 “into the room™ — as opposed to
the corner location we consistently rec-
ommend as a starting point “will de-
liver progressively more accurate bass
performance.” Mid-room placement of
the ES-10 prevented me from finding
subwoofer-control settings that produced
even a moderately smooth transition be-
tween it and the satellite speakers (a con-
tinuously variable phase control would



have helped). I do. however, agree with
Energy that extensive experimentation
with the subwoofer’s position and settings
is the key to best bass blending. It is es-
sential if you don’t have access to test sig-
nals and instruments. In our large sound
room, the ES-10 ended up along a wall a
couple of feet out from the front-left cor-
ner. ignoring the manual’s puzzling warn-
ing to leave 4 inches of clearance around
the subwoofer. Such spacing is really nec-
essary only for the front and back of the
enclosure.

At low to moderate listening levels,
which I suspect are what most people use
most of the time, the sound of the system
with soundtracks and, more important,
music, was very clear, with excellent dia
logue intelligibility and well-defined im-
ages portrayed with a good sense of depth
when called for by the program material.
Overall tonal quality was fairly neutral,
with a notable lack of nasality to vocals.
Bass through the ES-10 was solid and
clean down to extremely low frequencies
(below 30 Hz).

The fusion of the front with the sur-
round speakers in terms of ambience was
also very good. The system was able to
create a convincing three-dimensional
acoustic space when playing Delos’s
stunning DVD Music Breakthrough (DV
7002). a Dolby Digital sampler/demo re
cording that convincingly demonstrates
that dipole surrounds can be as valuable
for the proper reproduction of music as
they are for soundtracks. And when it
came time for the air battle in Air Force
One, the air-to-air missiles, F-15s. and
MiG-29s also thundered by convincingly
(though in “real life™ air-to-air missiles
and jets on afterburner are supersonic and
should have created enormous sonic
booms). Then again, the artificiality of
the movie's sound effects here was ex-
ceeded by the relatively cartoonish ani-
mation of the airplanes.

At higher, more lifelike levels (for clas-
sical music). which are probably slightly
louder than most people play their sys-
tems, the speaker characteristics that pro-
duced clarity at lower volumes gave them
a slightly raucous or strident quality. With
music, strings in many full-orchestra re-
cordings moved too far “forward,” and
the accompanying brass sections became
overly prominent. Some well-recorded
voices (like the operatic soprano Rence
Fleming on London) took on a slightly
metallic edge. and many not so well re-
corded voices in pop CDs sounded too
aggressively “in your face.” Even normal-
ly genteel harpsichords sounded fiercer
than they would if you stuck your head

testicport

FAST FACTS

e:XL-16 e:XL-C e:XL-R ES-10
(main) (center) (surround) (subwoofer)

TWEETER Ya-inch dome Ya-inch dom2 two ¥a-inch domes n/a
WOOFER 6'/2-inch cone two 4-inch cores §%-inch cone 10-inch cone
ENCLOSURE ported ported passive-radiator sealed
SIZE 122 x 67/8 x 10¥% 52 x167/8 x SV 10 x 6 x 6% 152 x 152 x 15
(HxWxD) inches inches inches inches
WEIGHT 11 pounds 14 pounds 8 pounds 4% pounds
FINISH rosewood, black matte black bleck ash or white matte black
(vinyl) ash, white birch
PRICE $300 a pair $200 $350 a pair $400

(total: $1,250)

TECH NOTES

A “listening window" frequency-response measurement of the e:XL-16 showed it to have a
rather rough response, with a plateau around 1 kiz and again at 3 kHz. Still, the deviations
above 1 kHz fell into a window of only +2.5 dB. The 2:XL-16 is somewhat unusual in not having
an actual response dip at its crossover frequency (2 kHz). The prominence of the 1- and 3-kHz
regions imparted a decidedly “forward" quality to its sourd in comparison with many other
speakers that do have such a dip. The e:XL-C measured even flatter (+2 dB) over the same
range and proved not to match the 2:XL-16 all that well (it was actually less forward-sounding
at high volume levels). “Listening window" measurements of the e:XL-R surround show good di-
pole cancellation down to its 2.2-kHz crossover frequency, at which point the speaker's radia-

tion pattern becomes conventional. — DR.
e:XL-16 e:XL-C e:XL-R ES-10
(main) (center: (surround) (subwoofer)
SENSITIVITY (SPL at 1 meter, 87 dB 87 dB 91 dB n/a
2.83 volts, 1 kHz)
IMPEDANCE (minimum/nominal) 3.9/6 ohms <.1/6 ohms 3.9/6 ohms n/a
BASS OVERLOAD FREQUENCY 73/78 Hz 73/131 Hz 73/131 Hz 78/41 Hz

(at 90/100 dE SPL)

right next to their soundboards (as I have
done on occasion).

This is probably nor a distortion prob-
lem. Even though all the main speakers
produced audible distortion with swept
test tones. it was no worse than we've
found in other speakers recently, most of
which haven’t had this high-level aggres-
siveness. It probably originates in the
e:XL-16"s response variations between
500 Hz and 5 kHz. While there was no

HIGH POINTS

d r "Mm"

Exzellent subwoofer.

LOW POINT

Can sounc raucous at high volumes.

crossover-region dip, which would have
led to nasality with vocals. there were
other response anomalies whose shapes
and frequencies can interact badly with
the responses of typical professional re-
cording microphones.

Thankfully. these high-volume prob-
lems were far less apparent with sound-
tracks, both because the music in them
usually isn’t recorded with the same fre-
quency balance as in music-only record-
ings. and because the intermittent sounds
of dialogue and effects are inherently less
revealing than the more stable sounds of
music. So while for soundtracks the e:XL
system can provide excellent, exciting
performance — the modernistic styling
will make the speakers seem right at
home in any high-tech home theater — if
you intend to play a lot of music, I'd ad-
vise some careful auditioning with several
recordings you really like.
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LONSTOERING THE YERRS WEVE PUT INTO T
IS NOT SURPRISING
HOW MANY YOU'LL GET OUT OF IT.




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

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

Introducing the DSP-A1. A home theater processor/amplifier crafted with custom
microchips designed and manufactured ex:lusively by Yamaha. And equipped with the pro-
prietary Digital Sound Field Processing we’ve been refining for more than a dazen years.
Technology shaped by countless live concerts and studio sessions using Yamaha products.
Right back to our first unplugged performance in 1887.

A century may seem like a lot to pur into one home theater component.

But after experiencing the DSP-A1, endur ng anything less will seem like an eternity.

1. 42 DSP modes recreate the ambiance cf new venues like New York’s The Bottom Lire
jazz club using the most advanced measure nent techniques yet, while also

transporting you to favorite locations like tre Village Gate and The Roxy Theatre

2. New Cinema DSP modes, including a special Sci-Fi mode, are optimized for specific rypes
of films as well as DTS, Dolby Digital® anc' Pro Logic processing to recreate the

spacious sensation of a first-run theater

>

3. DTS Digital Surround lets you experience exact replicas of the soundtrack masters -hat
have helped spectacles ranging from Jurassic Park ro Titanic thrili audiences on over 12.000

screens worldw ide

4. Yamaha digital technology applies our years of experience in proprietary Digital Scund

Field Processing techniques to deliver the greatest possible sonic depth and detail.

5. 3 coaxial digital, 5 optical digital and i Dolby Digital RF input give you nearly tw'ce
the options of other systems. And the DSP-A1'’s extensive control capabilities let vou opt'mize
sound for speaker size, subwoofer performance, room acoustics aad other listeniag

conditions

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

one - half-micron precision, ensure extreméy faithful decoding of encoded sound'racks.

5.1 channels for today and tomorrow. With DTS and Dolby Dgital « omplemented by
inputs for yet-to-be-defined standards, the DSP-A1 may not be ab'e to predict the future
but it’s fully equipped to take you there
8. Macro-Command Remote Control lets <ou program up to sever multi-step procedures io

execute at the touch of a button. It also operates additional YamakFa components, and cat

learn to control components made by others.

9. Available in unique Amber Gold with polished wood-style side panels or treditional

Black Satin metal finish.

@©YAMAHA

HOMI TFHEATER

www.yamaha.com
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Kenwood VR-209
Dolby Digital Receiver

DANIEL KUMIN

s Kenwood’s new VR-209 Dolby

Digital A/V receiver an amazingly

high-watt powerhouse? Not really.

Does it have flashy displays and
controls? Nope. Does it proffer conve-
niences like front-panel A/V connec-
tions or an on-board RF demodulator
for AC-3 laserdiscs? Nosir. Does it use
military-spec circuit components and
sport an elegant finish? No way. In fact,
the unabashedly cost-saving approach
of its design is undisguised by the ba-
sic-black, light-duty sheet-metal chas-
sis. But is the $399 Kenwood VR-209
Dolby Digital A/V receiver a flat-out,
whazzat-again, gone-insane steal? Uh-
huh. Ayup. You betcha.

Why is this seemingly ordinary A/V
receiver such a bargain? Because for no
more than the price of last year’s mid-
dling Dolby Pro Logic model, Ken-
wood will now sell you a Dolby Digi-
tal-equipped receiver that can deliver
the real goods: the clean, quiet, and
spectacularly spacious yet detailed
sound of digital 5.1-channel playback
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FAST FACTS

RATED POWER

® Surround: 100 W x 5 into 8 ohms at 1
kHz with no more than 0.7% THD

* Stereo: 100 W/ch, both channels
driven into 8 ohms, from 40 Hz to 20
kHz with no more than 0.7% THD

KEY FEATURES

* Dolby Digital and digital-domain Pro
Logic decoding; Dolby 3 Stereo

* Preprogrammed multicomponent
remote control

* One coaxial, one optical digital input

* Three A/V inputs with one record loop

* CD and phono inputs; two tape loops

DIMENSIONS 17'% inches wide,

5% inches high, 16 inches deep

WEIGHT 19% pounds

PRICE $399

MANUFACTURER Kenwood USA,

Dept. SR, P.O. Box 22745, Long Beach,

CA 90801; phone, 800-536-9663;

Web, www.kenwoodusa.com

at its best. It has ample power, and,
more important, it works well in all the

right places — something that’s not
true of every stripped-down Dolby Dig-
ital receiver I've encountered.

Okay, what don’t you get for your
four hundred hard-earned bucks? First,
you don’t get S-video, so you'd proba-
bly want to connect your DVD player
or S-VHS deck directly to the TV —
scratch the convenience of centralized
A/V switching. Second, you don’t get
enough digital inputs: the VR-209 fur-
nishes only two, one optical and one
coaxial, hard-wired to the Video-2 and
Video-3 inputs. So using more than a
duet of modern components means re-
peated plugging and unplugging, or
else using an outboard digital signal se-
lector (a product category whose time
has definitely come). Finally, you don’t
get a lot of styling, though some may
find the VR-209’s understated appear-
ance quite handsome.

Only three analog A/V inputs are
provided, one of them with A/V out-
puts for recording. The audio-only jacks
— CD, phono, and two tape loops —
are somewhat more complete. There
are four line-level preamp outputs, but
in a rather unusual combination: left
and right surround, center, and sub-
woofer — no front left/right channels.
Fairly light-duty binding posts are pro-
vided for the three front speaker out-
puts and spring-loaded terminals for the

PHOTO BY DAVE SLAGLE



“When Velodyne announces a new subwoofer, the earth trembles—literally.”

Stereophile Guide to Home Theater, Fall 1997.

“The Velodyne subwoofer is one of those rare components | can
recommend to almost anyone . . . | rank the quality, if not the

de, of this small California company’s achievement up
with Dolby noise reduction and the compact disc.”
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In subwoofers, only a single
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company has been recognized
as producing the best

subwoofers in the world.

Consistently. Year after year.

That company is Velodyne.
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our new Classic Theater series
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subwoofers, we've brought

our legendary performance to

an even more accessible price

point. Hear them. Feel them.

At a dealer near you.

1070 Commercial Street, #101
San Jose, CA 95112

Phone (408) 436-7270

www.velodyne.com

Velodyne.




HIGH POINTS

LOW POINTS
Only two digital inputs.
No on-screen display; limited
front-panel readout.
Some bass-management limitations.

surrounds; a second spring-loaded pair
is provided for extension speakers. The
only other rear-panel feature is a pair of
minijacks for interconnecting compo-
nents via Kenwood’s unified-remote
“smart” protocols.

The VR-209 is even simpler up front,
with three knobs and fifteen pushbut-
tons, only four of which — Input
Mode. Listen Mode, Sound. and Setup
— are likely to see much daily use.
Smaller buttons select tuner modes,
speakers, and so on. The biggest knob
controls master volume. One of the
smaller ones is an input selector, and
the other is marked Multi Control and
adjusts parameters for the mode select-
ed by the four main buttons. In tuner
mode. Multi Control functions like an
old-fashioned rotary tuning knob — but
one smart enough to auto-seek the next
station up or down in response to a
brisk twist. The main display is a sim-
ple blue window with dot-matrix al-
phanumerics and a few indicators.

The VR-209 is a good deal smaller
and significantly lighter than most A/V
receivers today, both big pluses in my
book. Some credit goes to Kenwood's
KAM-1 power modules, which are said
to “increase amplifier efficiency to 50
percent, converting up to five times
more power to sound than conventional
amplifiers.” (Wrong! Loudspeakers con-
vert power to sound, not amplifiers —
but we get the idea.) A peek inside re-
vealed that the KAM-1s are two colos-
sal integrated circuits, one slightly larg-
er than the other — damn near the size
of the average pocket-pager. Otherwise,
the interior was astonishingly bare:
there was room for another half a re-
ceiver in there, easy.

During setup, the VR-209 sprang no
real surprises, only a quirk or two relat-
ed to — you guessed it — bass man-
agement. If you switch the subwoofer
setting to “no.” for example, so that you
have full-range left/right outputs. the
only choices for the center channel are
“no™ and “yes”™ — no full-range center-
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channel sound for you! The next para-
meter, for the surround channels, is a
“yes”/*no” thing no matter what; full-
range surround channels are just not on
the Kenwood’s menu. This makes set-
ting up the VR-209 as idiot-proof as pos-
sible, though at some sacrifice in con-
figurability.

The VR-209's channel-balancing pro-
cedure worked well enough and kept
their relative levels within about 1.5 dB
over the volume control’s full useful
range. But its on-board pink-noise gen-
erator circulated through the five chan-
nels way too fast for effective measure-
ment — an annoyance, if only a small
one. The resulting channel balances
agreed with the settings dictated by cal-
ibration noise signals from test discs,
something else I've not always found to
be so among budget A/V receivers.

The only other significant setup
choice is Input Mode, which lets you
trim each analog input’s level by 3 or 6
dB so that the loudness will be similar
as you switch from source to source
(wide-dynamic-range digital recordings
typically sound much “softer” than,
say, commercial FM radio). It’s a nice
touch in a price-chopping design. The

40 radio presets can freely mix AM and
FM stations. And, unexpectedly, the
FM reception was a bit above average.
The FM sonics were not jaw-dropping
but perfectly suitable for moderately
serious listening even to classical mu-
sic. As usual, AM reception was lousy.

The VR-209's surround presentation
left very little to wish for. I listened hap-
pily to Delos’s latest audio-only, 5.1-
channel Dolby Digital disc, DVD Music
Breakthrough (DV 7002). This full-
length compendium of mostly orches-
tral classical chestnuts simply knocked
me out. Sure, I'm responding to the ex-
cellence of the recording, but it speaks
volumes that a $400 receiver let its in-
herent qualities shine through. Rhap-
sody in Blue, although performed in a
far ““drier,” more intimate space than
most of the other pieces on the DVD,
was among the most fascinating. You
won't appreciate just how much a skill-
ful 5.1-channel production can benefit
even a nonhyped, naturalistic recording
until you hear this one for yourself. It
has timbral definition, articulation, and
dynamic nuance for days. (Note to Del-
os: More! More! More!)

Of course, the VR-209 did the trick

IN THE LAB

DOLBY DIGITAL (AC-3) PERFORMANCE
All data obtained from Dolby Labs’ AC-3
test DVD using dithered test signals, which
set limits on measured distortion and
noise. All channel-level controls and LFE
attenuation set to 0. All speakers set to
“large” if possible (see text). Reference
input level is 20 dBFS*; reference output
level is 283 mV. All are worst-case figures.

Output at clipping (1 kHz, 8/4 ohms)

one channel driven (front) .......... 104/164 W
one channel driven (surround)....105/156 W
five channels driven (8 ohms) .. ....63 W

Distortion at 1 watt (THD+N, 1 kHz)

SN0 QNN i i rinss i smivtobidasbsl 0.03%
Noise (A-wtd)

o () RESSRTER, S BT S S R R -75.6 dB
Excess noise (with signal)

TR BN .. it e Boey T +2.75 dB
Frequency response (worst case)
surround ........ 20 Hz to 20 kHz +0, -1.1 dB

Channel imbalance (individual channels
set at 0-dB gain)........ 0.9 dB spread or less

Subwoofer output frequency response
18 dB/octave rolloff above 96 Hz

High-pass filter frequency response
11 dB/octave rolloff below 91 Hz

Max. unclipped subwoofer output
9.6 volts

Subwoofer distortion (master volume a:
-3, subwoofer trim at -3 dB)** ............ 23%

STEREO PERFORMANCE,

DIGITAL INPUTS

Reference volume setting for noise is the
same as for Dolby Digital; subwoofer off.

Linearity error (at -90 dBFS")........ +0.3dB

INOIS® (AWEH) " il i vemidsssstnisd -73.1dB
Excess noise (with/without signal)
TO-BIAENTE) icnsisvisedoveiiieg +2.8/+3.1 dB
Tone-control range

100 Hz.... ....£9.3 dB
10 kHz .. ..+8.3,-9.3dB
Frequency response (in Source Direct
mode) ................ 20 Hz to 20 kHz +0, -1 dB

TUNER SECTION
All figures are for FM only.

Sensitivity (50-dB quieting)

{101, e W SRR B SR S L S g 19.9 dBf
BUBPDIO L.cicis o cumdismannstisnsasssebsaiiomad 41.0 dBf
Capture ratio (at 65 dBf).................. 1.1dB
A DRIDOIONY ., -ciovisicinismmininaniusding 63.2 dB
Selectivity

alternate-channel
adjacent-channel...............ccovuvreeneend 8.2 dB

* decibels réferred to digital full-scarlei
** at 30 Hz, all six channels driven to
0 dBFS
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Complete.

Dependable information.
In-depth forums on the
subjects that interest you.
The best source for news,

research and professional

discussion groups.

Comprehensive.

[t's the service that’s got
everything you're online for...
e-mail, the Internet and
exclusive areas. It’s like
owning your own reference
library, and it’s all organized

for fast and easy access.

J

For Those Serious About Internet Online
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And A One Month FREE Trial}
Call 1-800-848-8199.
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© 1998 CompuServe Interactive Services, Inc

CompuServe

testiceport

on movies, too. The Dolby Digital
soundtrack of Contact was particularly
effective: the time/space-travel se-
quence, which can easily dissolve into
harshness, maintained listenable detail
and was pretty exciting even the 15th
time around. (But was I the only one to
find this a pretty dumb movie?)

With Dolby Pro Logic (DPL) materi-
al the Kenwood was exceptionally qui-
et, as good or better than several of last
year’s $800-and-up A/V receivers, and
it provided excellent separation, smooth
sound pans, and clean, intelligible dia-
logue — all the hallmarks of digital-do-
main Pro Logic decoding done right. It
passed all of my DPL torture tests, in-
cluding auditioning the surround chan-
nel “naked” on such stumpers as the
Copland Fanfare for the Common Man
from the Delos Surround Spectacular
Dolby Surround music CD. The only
flaw I could find was a very mild touch
of surround-channel “pumping”™ on ul-
tracritical material, like the a cappella
Palestrina choral selection
on the same disc. Pumping
was never audible in full-
system listening, but it may
have occasionally compro-
mised DPL ambience to a
very small degree.

So is there any mustard
the Kenwood VR-209 re-
ceiver did not cut? Well, it
did not deliver quite enough
power for a full theatrical
experience in my system when I ran all
five speakers full-range. Despite its
“100 watts x 5™ rating, it ran about 3 or
4 dB short of “reference level™ (the
clean volume level I expect from a real-
ly good commercial cinema), clipping
mildly but discernibly on exposed tran-
sients such as the mini-nuke detonation
in True Lies. Adding a powered sub-

woofer made a huge difference, of

course, but I'd still probably prefer a bit
more headroom from the amp for a
space as big as mine (21 x 16 feet). The
lack of front left/right preamp outputs
makes wattage upgrades a bit difficult,
which was probably the idea (Kenwood
also makes more expensive A/V receiv-
ers and no doubt would like to sell a
few of those, too).

For serious two-channel listening,
the VR-209 had plenty of power to feed
my average-sensitivity B&W Model
803 Series 2s. But when I pushed it 1o
real, front-row levels on clean, wide-
range music like “Penguins™ from Lyle
Lovett’s I Love Everybody (one of the
best trap-drum recordings around),
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clipping was fairly sudden and moder-
ately hard.

The supplied, preprogrammed re-
mote control is effective, with a rela-
tively straightforward layout. You can
cycle separately through the audio and
A/V inputs using the Video and Audio
keys. but there’s no direct access to in-
dividual inputs. You can invoke multi-
component sets of control codes to cov-
er the basic commands of as many as
seven source components, plus a TV
set, from most of the top-selling brands.

The VR-209 is unusual in that when
you program the remote, the receiver’s
display labels will automatically corre-
spond to the component type. At the
same time, it deletes nonprogrammed
inputs from the remote control’s Audio
and Video input rotations — you have
to program in a manual-component
“placeholder™ code set for old-fash-
ioned, nonremote gear or for arcane
components for which no codes exist
on board. The input labeling is actually

Kenwood’s vr-209
receiver left very little

to wish for in 5.1-channel
Dolby Digital playback.

pretty clever, but it’s a bit disconcerting
if you haven’t, umm, bothered to read
the manual (not that I actually know
anybody like that). You could find that
some of your inputs have vanished.

In general, I found the VR-209 ac-
ceptably easy to figure out and use. It’s
not the most elegant receiver in every
ergonomic respect, but it’s by no means
the worst, either. There are no on-
screen displays, and I didn’t really miss
them all that much. And I actually ap-
plaud the absence of the gruesome
“extra” ambience modes for music
sometimes encountered on entry-level
A/V receivers — this daringly different
Kenwood model offers only Dolby
Digital, Pro Logic, and Dolby 3 Stereo.
But one thing buyers surely won't be
missing is the few hundred extra dollars
they might otherwise have spent to get
a good Dolby Digital receiver. With its
extraordinarily high-value VR-209,
Kenwood has rendered a genuine ser-
vice to fiscally challenged home-theater
aspirants everywhere. Now, guys, how
about a $249 DVD player?
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high-end

for the
real world

If you're not inclined to spend several thousand
dollars on a set of high-end speakers, don't

worry. You don’t have to.

Paradigm® Reference... eminently satisfying
state-of-the-art speakers that heighten the sheer

enjoyment of music and home theater.
Visit your nearest Authorized Paradigm’
Reference Dealer today and experience these

speakers for yourself.

Compare them to the most expensive speakers

you can find. You'll be amazed.

www.paradigm.ca
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THE ULTIMATE IN HIGH-END SOUND FOR MUSIC AND HOME THEATER™
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bxplained by Darid L. Clark

YOU MIGHT BE a music maven and a home-theater highbrow. But admit it — there
are some things about speakers that you just don’t understand. There’s no reason to be
embarrassed. Ironically, while the spzaker is the most important link i1 the audio re-
production chain, it’s also the most misunderstood.

Just as children in the schoolyard often learn dubious “facts™ of life that are passed
on by more “experienced” friends, some hi-fi enthusiasts are misled by those who
think they know better. So I'll try to set the record straight with answers to some of

the most “sensitive™ questions.

» BUT WERE AFRAID TO ASK
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Everything You Always Wanted fo Know About Speakers

Do | have to buy special home-theater
speakers, or will my stereo speakers
work well as the front left and right
(main) speakers?

If you have an excellent pair of stereo
speakers, keep them. They’ll certainly
sound better than cheap home-theater
speakers. But it’s important to understand
that the design requirements for ideal
home-theater speakers are different from
those of traditional stereo speakers. In
general, stereo speakers are designed to
radiate sound over wider horizontal and
vertical angles than the front speakers in a
home-theater setup, and their optimum
frequency response is along each speak-
er’s axis. For two-channel stereo, those
properties result in the best mix of direct
sound from each speaker and reflected
sound from the room. Many home-theater
front-speaker designs, on the other hand,
deliberately limit the vertical dispersion
of sound to a comparatively narrow angle,
which reduces the amount of sound re-
flected from the floor and ceiling. And the
additional rear surround speakers in a
home-theater setup are often designed to
have a broad dispersion so that they can
reproduce ambience with greater diffu-
sion than you could get from two “regu-
lar” speakers.

Why is a center-channel speaker rec-
ommended for home theater? Stereo
does just fine without it.

It does? Try listening to a recording of a
center-stage soloist from the center, left,
and right sides of your listening room.
The soloist’s image will shift as you
change position. This directional distor-

tion is unacceptable for home theater, be-
cause the picture would be telling you
one thing and your ears another. The solu-
tion is to have a separate center speaker
with center-stage sounds directed to it.

What frequency range do rear sur-
round speakers have to handle?

Well, for Dolby Surround recordings, the
standard bandwidth is 70 Hz to 8 kHz,
though information down to and below 50
Hz exists on some soundtracks. In 5.1-
channel Dolby Digital recordings, the
surround signals can be full-range. How-
ever, most surround processors allow any
low bass intended for the surround chan-
nels to be redirected to a special subwoof-
er output, where it is combined with the
contents of the low-frequency-effects
(LFE, a.k.a. *.1") channel. So you can use
small surround speakers that aren’t de-
signed to reproduce deep bass as long as
you have a subwoofer in the system.

How are the speakers | need for 5.1-
channel Dolby Digital surround differ-
ent from those needed for Pro Logic?
The same speakers will do for both as
long as the surrounds have adequate high-
frequency response (most do). Remember
to redirect deep bass for the surround
channels to the subwoofer when you are
setting the system up.

Do the center and surround speakers
need to be driven with the same pow-
er as the front left and right speakers?
In 5.1-channel playback, the same maxi-
mum acoustic output may be required
from the surround speakers as from the

This Infinity home-theater package is fairly typical, comprising two front left/right
speakers, a “TV-top” center speaker, two wall-mountable surrounds, and a subwoofer.
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front trio, just not as often. So to cover all
bases, it would be best for the amplifier
power to be the same — assuming that
the front and surround speakers have the
same sensitivity and are the same distance
from the listener. (Lower-sensitivity sur-
rounds will actually require more power
to keep up with the front speakers.) The
center speaker is the dominant one for
home theater, so for a balanced sound it
should be of high quality and be driven
by as much power as the others.

What is a dipole speaker? For that
matter, how many “poles” are there?
A dipole speaker is one whose radiation
coming off the front is equal to the radia-
tion coming from its back but reversed in
phase. On the sides of the speakers, there
is a “null™ where the front and back
soundwaves cancel each other. Dipole
surround speakers for home theater are
usually mounted on a wall so that the null
is aimed toward the listening area. The di-
rect radiation is aimed at the front and
back walls of the room and reaches listen-
ers only after reflection from room boun-
daries, making it difficult to perceive
where the sound is coming from. (Sur-
round sound is, after all, supposed to sur-
round you!) Dipoles for home theater
usually have drivers on opposite sides,
one (or more) aimed forward and the oth-
er(s) aimed back. The front of the speak-
er, which faces the listening position, usu-
ally has no driver.

In contrast, large panel dipoles (elec-
trostatics, for example) are usually associ-
ated with exotic high-end stereo systems,
where they are placed so that listeners are
on the main radiation axis. The front out-
put is heard as direct sound, and the out-
of-phase rear output is reflected from the
wall behind the speakers. Bipole speakers
are similar to dipoles, but the front and
back radiation is in phase. The sound-
waves combine at the sides, instead of
canceling, which increases bass output.

A conventional speaker box with all of
the drivers on one side could be called a
“monopole.” I guess you can design in as
many “poles™ as you want, but more will
not necessarily produce better or even dif-
ferent results. Some listeners favor direct-
radiating monopoles over dipoles as sur-
round speakers, and some surround
speakers are switchable between dipole
and bipole modes to suit different pro-
gram material, environments, or tastes.

My listening position is at the rear of
the room with my back to the wall.
How can | place speakers for a home



theater or for multichannel (surround-
encoded) music?

That is not the best setup, but it can work
quite well if you locate the surround
speakers high on the side walls facing
each other across the listening area. Di-
pole surround speakers can be located

further forward and lower on the walls if

they are angled so that the null of each
speaker is aimed at the listening area.

Should | switch back to stereo mode
when | play CDs in my home theater?

I know a lot of people say that you should
switch back to two-channel stereo be-
cause it is “proper.” I say you should try it
both ways. You might find that the music
sounds more natural in Pro Logic mode
or in an ambience-enchancement mode
for music that also uses the center and

surround speakers. Years ago, Stereo Re-
view contributing technical editor Tom
Nousaine and I ran a blind test at an Au-
dio Engineering Society convention. By a
wide margin, the engineers preferred Pro
Logic over two-channel stereo for play-
back of stereo program material.

What is the difference between biwir-
ing and biamping?
To biwire a speaker, you simply run two
cables from one amplifier channel to its
associated speaker, which — if it’s bi-
wirable — will have rwo sets of input ter-
minals. The two sets are joined by metal
straps when the speaker is not biwired. As
you might expect, since the electrical cir-
cuits in both cases are equialent, biwiring
provides little benefit.

Biamping is quite another thing, re-

The metal strap normally connecting
these two sets of speaker terminals has
been removed for biwiring or biamping.

quiring separate amplifiers for the speak-
er's woofer and the tweeter. In the first
variation, which I'll call “parallel amp-
ing.” each amplifier is fed an identical
input. I consider this nearly as useless as
biwiring — each amp just has to work a
little less.

1he DASICS

How does a speaker work?

A speaker is a two-step energy converter, or transducer. First it
converts the amplifier's electrical energy to mechanical motion,
and then that motion is transferred to a radiating device that, in
turn, moves enough air to produce sound. Only a few kinds of
“motors” are used for the electrical-to-mechanical conversion:
magnetic, electrostatic, and piezoelectric. Air movers can be
cones, domes, ribbons, or panels (flexible or rigid).

In a conventional speaker driver, an amplified audio signal is
fed to an electromagnet called the voice coil. The varying mag-
netic field that results from changes in the signal's voltage
causes the voice coil to move toward or away from a big mag-
net in the driver's frame. A cone (or dome) attached to the voice
coil is thereby moved in proportion to the audio signal, produc-
ing sound. This basic “dynamic” speaker was invented 70 years
ago, and it’s taken that long to refine the concept to today’s
high performance levels.

Another type of speaker is called electrostatic rather than dy-
namic. It uses high voltages to produce electrostatic attraction
and repulsion over the entire surface of a large but very thin and
flexible flexible diaphragm, instead of using a moving voice coil
to vibrate a cone or dome. A similar-looking speaker that also
uses a large, flat diaphragm is called planar-magnetic. Instead
of electrostatic forces, the planar speaker relies on many small
magnets interacting with the diaphragm, which is embedded
with current-carrying wires. The large diaphragms of the elec-
trostatic and planar-magnetic speakers are better suited for use
as boxless flat dipoles than in conventional boxes.

Newer, more “exotic” speakers include rigid panels from NCT
Audio (see page 64), NXT, and others that use a piezoe'ectric
“motor,” and “HyperSonic” speakers, which mix ultrasonic
waves. Both types are unproven in the hi-fi marketplace.

Which are better, 4-ohm or 8-ohm speakers?

A speaker’s impedance rating has nothing directly to do with its
sound quality. Speakers shouid be loosely matched to the ca-
pabilities of the amplifier driving them. Check the specs on the
amp and on the speaker. Most amps will be able to drive a sin-
gle set of 4-ohm speakers to & higher power than a single set of
8-ohm speakers — that’s fine if the 4-ohm speakers can handle
the added power — but some inexpensive receivers will shut
down if they sense a load of much less than 8 ohms. Imped-
ance can be important, however, if you want to connect a sec-
ond set of speakers to an amplifier. You might overstress it with
two pairs of 4-ohm speakers even though an additional pair of
8-ohm speakers would be okay.

I've got my eye on an amplifier rated at 200 watts per chan-
nel, but my speakers are only rated at 100 watts. Will the
bigger amp give me any improvement in sound, or will | just
blow the speakers?
Your system will likely sound a trifle louder and cleaner because
you may eliminate clipping on the momentary peaks in music or
sound effects. Of course, power is what ultimately blows
speakers when too much is applied for too long, so be careful.
The reason matching amplifier power to speaker power han-
dling is not straightforward has to do with the duration that the
power is applied. Music makes high-power demands for very
brief periods. For example, a dynamic piece of classical music
may require more than 100 watts for transient sounds but have
an average power requirement of less than 1 watt. Speakers are
well suited to reproduce such wide variations in level. Amplifi-
ers, on the other hand, are rated to deliver their maximum pow-
er continuously and usually have very little “headroom” to han-
dle brief peak demands above that. The bottom line is that even
a smallish amp can burn out the speakers connected to it in a
minute or less when playing full-power test tones (something
only speaker reviewers ever listen to). Your best strategy is to
turn down the volume any time you hear distortion. That will let
you use all of your available power on peaks, if necessary, while
maintaining a low average output power level.

SEPTEMBER 1998 STEREO REVIEW 69



Everything You Always Warled fo Know Abou} Speakers

In the second variation of biamping.
line-level outputs from an active crossov-
er are fed to the amplifiers; one gets the
low frequencies, the other the highs. Then
the bass amp directly drives the woofer
while the other amp drives the tweeter (or
the high-frequency components). This ap-
proach does make sense because it substi-
tutes an active crossover for the speaker’s
passive crossover components. This tech-
nique never caught on commercially until
home theater, where it takes the form of a
high-pass filter in the surround decoder
and a low-pass filter in the powered sub.

Why are some speakers so big? I've
seen some small cubes that would
solve a lot of placement problems.
First off, a big woofer needs less amplifi-
er power and is able to produce bass that
is lower, louder, and far less distorted
than a small woofer. Therefore, bigger is
better if you want truly accurate sound or
just like lots of bass and have room for
big boxes in your listening room. The big
problem with the little “cubes™ is getting
them to blend smoothly with their associ-
ated subwoofers.

Why does the room have so much ef-
fect on the sound of a speaker system?
Because you get to hear every sound
more than once: first directly from the
speaker, then reflected and reverberated
from the room boundaries. This isn’t a
bad thing. Stereo music in a moderately
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Top left, the Bose Acoustimass 5 Series IlI
three-piece sub/sat system; bottom left
JBL's HLS Series speakers feature
horn-loaded tweeters; above, Magnepar’s
planar-magnetic MG1.6/QR speakers.

“live” room with a pleasantly reverberant
character sounds much better than in a
“dead” room (usually with carpeting and
heavy drapes) that has little or no rever-
beration. But movie soundtracks tend to
sound better in rooms with less reverber-
ant acoustics because the program materi-
al itself supplies the ambience to the sur-
round speakers. A good movie theater’s
acoustics are far more “dead” than a good
concert hall’s. When it comes to low-end
performance, the room itself contains and
strengthens bass output. Without a room’s
walls, ceiling, and floor, we'd need much
more powerful woofers. Don’t believe
me? Put a speaker outdoors and see how
much its apparent bass output is reduced.

A friend of mine warns against using
equalizers, even bass and treble con-
trols. But my system has a booming
sound quality that I'd like to get rid of.

Go forth and equalize. The overuse of

equalization is what has given it a bad
name in some high-end audio circles. In
a perfect world, playback equalization
would not be needed except to suit indi-
vidual taste. In the real world, every room
affects bass response in an irregular way.
You can always improve the sound at a
single listening position with careful use
of an equalizer, but you'll never make it
perfect throughout the room.
Equalization is not a cure for a bad
room or a bad speaker system. After the
right speakers are optimally placed in the

room, a moderate amount of equalization
can often be applied to advantage in the
bass and lower midrange (less often in the
treble). Even if test instruments are used,
the final tweak should be done by ear to
achieve a natural sound.

I've seen some tall, flat speakers.
What are they, and how do they work?
They were probably electrostatic or pla-
nar-magnetic speakers, because tall and
flat is the form those designs naturally
take. They are prized for precision imag-
ing and spacious stereo reproduction,
which are consequences of the radiation
pattern of tall, flat speakers. The jury is
still out regarding their suitability as front
speakers in a home theater. Although thin,
they are not often space savers because
their overall area is large and they must
be placed a fair distance from the wall be-
hind them for the best sound.

What are the advantages of a horn on
a speaker?

Horn drivers were very popular in the ear-
ly days of hi-fi, when amplifiers were
costly, because they enable a vibrating
cone or dome to radiate more sound with
fewer watts of amplifier power. Now that
high-power amps are pretty cheap, speak-
er efficiency is not so important. Howev-
er, a horn can also control a speaker’s di-
rectivity, and that’s the main reason for
their continued use. A carefully contoured
shallow horn on a dome midrange or
tweeter can extend response, increase
power handling, and improve the consis-
tency of the radiation pattern.

Some speakers cost more than
$10,000 a pair. What can they possibly
have that speakers costing one-tenth
that much don’t have?

Most listeners, myself included, are im-
pressed with the sound of most expensive
speakers, so they must have something.
In part, it is the quality of their compo-
nents and materials. A woofer made with
a Kapton voice-coil former and edge-
wound rectangular aluminum wire is a
more expensive proposition than a pretty
good one made with treated paper and
round copper wire. Second, the cabinet
finish of a $10,000 speaker is likely to be
of a fine furniture grade. (It had better
be!) Third, alas, is that the economies of
manufacturing, distribution, and retailing
on a huge scale are just not there for pre-
mium-quality speakers. Ironically, one
reason they cost so much is because not
enough people buy them. It must be frus-
trating for the manufacturers.



I've heard that using too small an am-
plifier cound damage my speakers. Is
this true?

This is an old wives’ tale that recirculates
every now and then, and it just keeps get-
ting repeated until people believe it. It’s
true that there is a theoretical mechanism
for producing some energy in the tweet-
er's range by clipping a small amplifier
with lower-frequency signals. So the usu-
al dubious advice is to use a more power-
ful amplifier to prevent clipping, thus sav-
ing the tweeter from burning out. That’s
nonsense! If you burned it out with the
small amp, you would have fried it that
much faster with the larger amp.

| had a pair of 20-year-old speakers

turned into goo. What kind of sur-
rounds should | be looking for in new
speakers today?

There’s really no need to dwell on what
kind of material is used for the mechani-
cal suspension, or surround, around the
outer edge of a woofer cone. Manufactur-
ers have told me that additives in any
foam used currently for woofer surrounds
give much better protection against “sur-
round rot” from ozone or ultraviolet light.
I've seen small ads in this and other audio
magazines for foam fix-it Kits and ser-
vices. It might be worth investigating
these before purchasing new speakers.

A friend of mine places small objects
on top of his speakers, or between

sound. Could you explain how this is
supposed to help the sound?

Easily. Humans have a huge capacity for
self-delusion, and ignorance feeds delu-
sion. Science opposes such ignorance,
and it can easily be applied to test this hy-
pothesis. Try to identify when the objects
are in place and when they are taken
away under blind test conditions. That’s
right, use a blindfold and have someone
else make the switches without telling
you what he’s done. If you can’t reliably
hear a difference over numerous trials,
there is no reason to use the objects.

(Hint: You won't hear a difference!)

David L. Clark makes his living engi-
neering audio for cars, homes, and

whose foam woofer “surrounds” had
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How is a subwoofer different from a woofer?
By three extra letters? Really, there’s not much more to it these
days. Many years ago, subwoofers were added to stereo
speakers (which already had woofers) to cover the deepest
bass with more power and less distortion. Today, a “subwoofer”
is usually an integral part of a speaker system as a whole,
whether it reaches the deepest bass frequencies or just covers
part of what falls below the midrange. A
(sub)woofer in a separate cabinet offers the
advantage of letting you position it for the
best bass while placing the satellites for the
best imaging and ambience.

Why are most subwoofers ported?

A port (or vent) is part of an acoustic res-
onator that helps the speaker reproduce
bass. A sealed speaker has no such reso-
nator, and a bandpass enclosure may have
more than one. Debate on the relative mer-
its of the three types gets pretty technical,
but it has to do largely with performance
below the resonant frequency and with tran-
sient response.

In my opinion, it is difficult to pass up the
performance advantage of a port in a sub-
woofer designed to reproduce the very low-
est audible frequencies (16 to 32 Hz). For
satellites or speakers designed for flat re-
sponse only above 50 Hz or so, the purist in
me prefers sealed enclosures and their lower
distortion below the cutoff frequency. How-
ever, ported and bandpass enclosures win
in the “most bang for the buck™ category.

them and their stands,

L

The back panel of Paradigm’s PW-
2200 powered sub has level, cutoff-
frequency, and phase controls.

for better computers. He likes to write about it, too

How should | set subwoofer level?

It's a subjective thing, not a technical issue, so use your ears
and experiment. To save time, | start by using my spectrum an-
alyzer (or you can use a sound-level meter). But final tuning
should always be done by ear. For source material, | recom-
mend a classical orchestral CD, not a movie soundtrack with
lots of special sonic effects like explosions. Listen for a seam-
less blend from the upper bass down to the bass handled by
the subwoofer. You should never be aware of the sub as a sep-
arate source of sound. A double-bass instrument should be free
of booming or droning, and a deep voice should never elicit a
groan from the sub. Most subwoofers have a few controls to
help you achieve a natural blend with the main speakers: a vol-
ume knob, a crossover control, and, some-
times, phase and polarity controls. Then
there’s location in the room. Experiment!

Where should | put my subwoofer for
best performance?

Take Tom Nousaine's advice and start by
putting it in a corner. While | (and others)
don’t agree that this works best for every in-
stallation, Nousaine has run the experi-
ments and analyzed the data. (I respect that
more than the “theorizing” | often hear.)
Placing a sub in a corner of a rectangular
room is guaranteed to excite all of the room’s
natural “modes,” or resonant frequencies,
thus producing maximum output. Also, ex-
citing fewer room modes is likely to produce
a less even response. However, very few
rooms are sealed rectangles of the proper
proportion, and the beauty of a separate
subwoofer is that you can put it anywhere.
If a corner is inconvenient, put it where it is
convenient, then listen for the quality of the
blend and the level of distortion at maxi-
mum output. There is no harm in using a
noncorner location, but try a corner first.
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OTO BY RALPH MASULI

ke tubbles Innocent folk se
simple pair of speakers can quickly
overwhelmed by the sheer number of

That’s where we come in. We aske
ing manufacturers to send us their
& speakers, give or take a few dollars, fi

versatility

3 o proliferate

> buy a nice,
‘themselves

zen lead-
00-a-pair

’state-of the-art recordmg studios )
nn runs at the University of Miami, prog
his cell phone for the local pizza joint, and put t
speakers through their paces with a variety of €I
(see “Acid-Test CDs” on page 78). We also
Tom Nousaine to provide a set of basic me
ments for each speaker (see page 77).

Our reference electronics consisted of a
TransNova 9505 professional powzr amplifier, w
can deliver up to 250 watts a channel unclipped (i
8 ohms), and a Denon DN-C680 professional '
player. Our aim was to take the CD player and
fier as far out of the equation as possible.

A pair of Paradigm Reference Active/20) spea<s




served as our reality check. Like the speakers under
review, the $1.600-a-pair Paradigm model is a com-
pact, two-way design, but it has a built-in power amp
and electronic crossover. The Active/20, which has
been energetically praised by just about everyone
who’s heard it, gave us a convenient basehne for
compariscn

The speakers under review were matobd 10 a se:

reference level within 0.25 dB. To insure a fair com- — servations with each other until we had each audi-

parison, each pair was set up in the same positions.
Except when we were evaluating dynamies, all listen-
ing was done at set, repeatable levels.

We judged this sextet against our notion of what an
“ideal” small, affordable two-way speaker should be
able to do. tJudging them by the standard of the best
loudspeakers regardless of size or cost woﬁk!be ab
surd.) We listened to each pair for an ex

od, recording our impressions as we went along. and
rated them from worst to best on a five-point scale
in four areas of sound quality: timbral uniformity.
imaging, bass extension, and dynamics (see “How to
Audition Speakers™ on page 79). Our rating system
dida’t give us as much room to roam as, say. a 10- or
100-point scale, but that was the idea — to force us
10 make the tough calls. We did nor discuss our ob-

tioned all of the speakers, so our individual opinions =%
printed here were reached entirely independently. '

Now. turn the page for our take on six models, all
worth considering if you're in the market for a pair of
small, affordable speakers.

by Daniel Kumin
an_ Ken C. Pohlmann




Acoustic Research
Model 216PS

Kumin’s Take

Timbral uniformity & ® ® «

A
\'nmjmt;< N &

Dynamics § & « «
PRV

Bass extension § ® ®

Tonal balance from the AR 216PS pair
was very nice: smooth over the full
spectrum, open, pleasantly airy, and
with excellent freedom from male-vo-

cal boom or bloat. Only a mild touch of

“honk™ in the upper midrange — audi-
ble, though really quite subtle, on both
the Amanda McBroom and James Tay-
lor test tracks
male and female voices

Instrumental/vocal placement and
stability were balanced, natural, and
spacious. The Smetana String Quartet
No. 1 sounded great. Soundstage depth
was slightly shallower than with the
best speakers in this test, and a tick nar-
rower, too, which cost the ARs a bit.
(But some listeners will prefer their
somewhat “tighter” pattern.)

The ARs went as low as the best in
this group, and they sounded solid,
warm but tight, and satisfyingly big
while playing the unusually powerful
fretless-bass work on the Diane Schuur
disc, which can too easily sound over-
wrought. The speakers were punchy,
clean, and crisp at all levels. The power
amp clipped before (or maybe precisely
at) the point of audible “splatting”™ with
the backbeat snare/bass-drum unisons
on the tracks by the Thom Rotella Band
and by Flim & the BBs.

Pohimann’s Take

Timbral uniformity & o « «
imaging § € « o
Dynamics § ® « o «

Bass extension ¥ ® & «

The AR 216PS speakers provided a
bright, clean sound that was appealing
with all types of music. The timbre was
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marred the timbres of

accurate, with a slight upper-midrange
peak (at least in this listening room)
that gave a bit of harshness to female
vocals and upper-range percussion.
Still, this speaker sounded very neutral
and delivered satisfying, realistic repro-
duction.

The imaging was accurate and stable,
but as a result of the necessary tradeoff
between imaging accuracy and size, the
AR'’s images were somewhat small. For
example, in the Smetana string quartet,
the group was precisely placed on
stage, but their instruments seemed 100
small. Image accuracy or size — you
choose.

Bass response was excellent. The
kick drum on the Jennifer Warnes disc
was strong, with a punch that was both
accurate and clean, free of boom. But
the sound of the bass guitar was a bit
on the small side. While this could be
attributed to an imaging problem, it
seemed fairer to chalk it up to simple
bass rolloff.

These speakers handled high volume
levels with aplomb, even highly percus-
sive tracks, filling my big studio with
suitably driving rock-and-roll. Although
the woofers audibly bottomed out at
very loud levels, these speakers will
come in handy if you want to break
your lease — even better, they will do
it with relatively low distortion. The
AR 216PS impressed me very much by
its neutral sonic character even at loud
levels.

B&W DM302
Kumin’s Take

T bral uniformity I\' -1 4
A

I found the B&W DM302 an awfuily
hard speaker to rate on timbre since its
overall character was quite natural-
sounding and accurate. However, |
heard a broad and fairly significant
peak — more of a plateau, really — in
the “presence” region of the midrange.
This caused male voices like James
Taylor’s to sound somewhat cupped
and female vocals to sound slightly
forward. The cello choir in the Villa-
Lobos Bachiana Brasilieira No. 1 also
sounded a little aggressive — but the
same factors increased the perceptible
detail noticeably.

Imaging was top-shelf: the Villa-Lo-
bos and Smetana recordings had a lush,

deep, and spacious string sound. with-
out artificial exaggeration. The studio-
recorded pop cuts by Phil Woods, Tay-
lor, and others maintained tight focus
and sharp localization while still dis-
playing good stage depth. The B&Ws
put up a slightly narrower stage width
than some of the other speakers in this
test, but I didn’t think the differences
were enough to score it down.

Deep bass was not this speaker’s
greatest strength, though it performed
quite solidly. Bass extension was per-
haps a half-octave less than that of the
best in the group. I also felt that the
DM302 sounded a tad “woofy™ when
pushed hard in the 50- to 80-Hz region.
Dynamics rated very high, however,
since the speakers absorbed the full
output of the power amp (250 watts per
channel) without exhibiting any clear
limitations or changing character in any
other significant way.

Pohlmann’s Take

A
Imbral uniformity & 4] 5 K K

The B&W DM302 presented excellent
tonal balance, with a transparency that
was quite exciting. Its playback of dif-
ficult pop and orchestral tracks was
extremely clean, with only slight col-
oration. The sound quality was very
crisp, but never harsh or artificial, al-
ways very realistic. In particular, I was
impressed by the smooth upper mid-
range and remarkably accurate high
end. It had the best tweeter in the
group, as was clear from the honest re-
production of the ambience processing
on the narrator’s voice in the selections
from Philip Glass’s opera Akhnaten.



The imaging was very good, with an
excellent left/right soundstage. The im-
ages extended appropriately beyond the
physical position of the speakers while
never leaving a hole in the middle. The
soundstage depth was slightly reduced
on some of the orchestral recordings
with hall ambience, but the synthesized
stage depth was correct (and excellent)
on the multitrack pop albums, like Paul
Simon’s Graceland.

Bass response (below about 100 Hz)
was quite good, with percussion that
was tight and punchy on the tracks
from Graceland and Jennifer Warnes’s
Famous Blue Raincoat. The lowest half-
octave was slightly deficient with Ma-
donna’s Ray of Light, but still excellent
for speakers in this price category. You
could be quite happy with these speak-
ers even without adding a subwoofer.

This B&W speaker could play very
loud without sounding compressed. In
some cases | heard a slight timbral
change on the loudest peaks — not am-
plifier clipping but the kind of tightness
that occurs when a driver’s excursion is
maxed. Still, it was less than I've heard
from many other speakers in this re-
spect. The B&W DM302 impressed
me. | can honestly say that it let me hear
things on these CDs that I had never
heard before. Because of its transparen-
cy. this little B&W is my favorite in
this group of six.

MANUFACTURER’S
SPECIFICATIONS Tweeter
ACOUSTIC RESEARCH 216PS 1-inch

Acoustic Research, Dept. SR,

527 Stone Rd., Benicia, CA
94510; phone, 707-748-5940;
WVeb, www.acoustic-research.com

horn-loaded

B&W DM302

B&W, Dept. SR, 54 Concord St.,
North Reading, MA 01864;
phone, 978-664-2870;

Web, www.bwspeakers.com

1-inch
soft-dome

JBL HLS610

JBL, Dept. SR, 250 Crossways
Park Dr., Woodbury, NY 11797;
phone, 800-336-4525

-inch dome

NHT SUPERZERO XU
NHT, Dept. SR, 535 Getty
Court, Benicia, CA 94510;
phone, 800-648-9993;
Web, www.nhthifi.com

1-inch
soft-dome

ROCK SOLID MONITOR
Rock Solid Sounds,

Dept. SR, 54 Concord St
North Reading, MA 01864
phone, 800-370-3742

1-inch cone

SOUND DYNAMICS RTS-3
Sound Dynamics, Dept. SR,
3641 McNicoll Ave.,
Scarborough, Ontario M1X 1G5;
phone, 416-321-1800;

Web, www.sound-dynamics.com

/2-inch
dome

JBL HLS610
Kumin’s Take

The JBL HLS610 elucidated rather
neatly one of the enduring paradoxes of
listening comparisons: different is not
always better or worse. The overall
timbral effect of the HLS610 included a
couple of subtle but distinct differences
from the other five speakers, yet it was
in no way inferior to any of them.

All of our vocal test tracks, both
male and female, sounded warm yet
very open, fully defined, and lucid on
the JBLs. String bodies, including those
in the rather revealing passages on the
Philip Glass and Villa-Lobos record-
ings, sounded balanced and articulate,
with proper “bite™ but no harshness.
Top-octave balance was just about per-
fect to my ear: Kenny Washington’s
“talkative”™ drumming on the Phil
Woods tracks was crisp, present, and
“up front,” without a hint of spit, sizzle,
or lisp. There was a pronounced change
when 1 listened to the JBLs about 30
degrees or more off-axis, where I en-
countered a slight midrange honk.

Imaging was a bit tougher to call.
The JBLs were as good as the best in

Woofer Enclosure Size (HxWxD)

6'/2-inch ported 14'/2x8"/2x9
cone inches
5-inch 4th-order 125/ x7'/ax87/s :
cone ported inches

6'/2-inch ported 16'/ax 8'/ax 9'/z
cone inches

4'/2-inch sealed 9x5'%2x47/s
cone inches
5-inch 4th-order 9'ax3"2x6
cone ported inches

6'/2-inch ported ‘14'/2x E3/a x 8'/2
cone inches

every aspect of imaging except a slight-
ly restricted soundstage depth with the
Villa-Lobos and Smetana recordings.
The variation was subtle, but in the end
I deducted a point for it.

Similarly, bass extension was just
short of the best I've heard. The low
end sounded great, with round but de-
fined tone and no loss of transient
perhaps the best overall
combination of fullness and punch over
the entire bass range. But the HLS610
fell about a quarter-octave short of the
best in ultimate deep-bass power. Dy-
namic performance was pretty much
unfettered: the power amp ran out of
gas before the speakers misbehaved in
any overt way. The HLS610 appeared
to thrive on the loud life — a trait of
JBL speakers since time immemorial.

“speed™

Weight Finish Price
13 pounds black $299 a pair
woodgrain
viny
€ pounds black ash $250 a pair
vinyl
14 pounds brushed $299 a pair
satin-black
5°/s pounds black $275 a pair
or white
5 pounds black, $300 a pair
white,
or gray
10'/2 pourds black ash $280 a pair
or rosewood
vinyl
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The JBL HLS610 speaker presented a
very even spectral balance. The timbre
was fairly smooth across the frequency
range. The upper midrange was also
very smooth (a rarity in this price class)
and slightly pulled back. This made it
easy to listen to — especially on the
Amanda McBroom tracks — but it also
darkened the sound on things like or-
chestral brass. The trombones in the
Philip Glass opera had a slightly muted
quality. Mellow speakers can be quite
seductive, and some listeners will pre-
fer this dark quality, but 1 judged it a
very slight negative.

The imaging was excellent, with an
accurate soundstage. The Phil Woods
soundstage was nicely spread in the
left/right panorama, and I also appreci-
ated the generous front-to-back depth.
The speakers presented a good center
image, but the image seemed a little
diffuse in the upper bass. I attributed
this to a spectral anomaly rather than to
an imaging problem per se.

Bass response was very good. The
kick drum on the Jennifer Warnes CD
was very tight and punchy but never
boomy. Still, the speaker was slightly
deficient in the bottom half-octave —
perhaps an unfair criticism to make
against a $300 bookshelf speaker.

This speaker is true to JBL's roots in
designing and building professional
monitors. It played loud and clean, with
only slight compression on loud per-
cussion passages, and its power han-
dling was superb. If you haven’t lis-
tened to any small JBL speakers lately,
mark the HLS610 down as something
worth hearing.

NHT SuperZero Xu
Kumin’s Take

Timbral uniformity d o o
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Imaging ®§ & « § &

Dynamics

Bass extension & ©

The NHT SuperZero Xu sounded most-
ly smooth through the vocal range and
was free of significant colorations ex-
cept a modest, but consistently audible,
“narrowness” or nasality. Midbass and
male vocals were free of boom or
chestiness, however, and the fine top-
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octave extension and transparency were
marred only by a mild lisp and a tinge
of dryness on things like the ride-cym-
bal brush work in the Phil Woods cuts.

Imaging was great: the NHTs hit just
about the perfect balance of depth, spa-
ciousness, and soundstage precision.
Achieving a lifelike compromise be-
tween these warring elements is no
mean feat for any speaker. The Villa-
Lobos piece, with its highly ambient
space and dramatic, deep soundstage,
was rendered beautifully.

The little NHT had no really deep
bass to speak of — no surprise! — but
it compensated by delivering tight mid-
bass, especially with the James Taylor
CD, which is warm to a fault. Deep-
bass rolloff was noticeable on most pop
and rock cuts. There was some useful
output in the lower octaves, but a sig-
nificant rolloff below 60 Hz or so was
particularly evident with the Messiaen
organ Mass and Madonna’s hip-hop
tracks. Dynamic linearity was only fair,
as the NHT did not maintain its full
quality at high volume levels.

Pohimann’s Take
limbral uniformity & & «

Imaging § & ® ¢

Dynamics ¥

Bass extension X

The NHT SuperZero sounded thin,
which greatly detracted from male vo-
cals and almost everything else in the
lower midrange. For example, James
Taylor’s usually full voice was reduced
to a hollow, slightly nasal shell. On the
other hand, male vocals didn’t sound as
“chesty™ as they do with speakers that
overly emphasize the midrange. On a
more positive note, the upper midrange
was smooth and flattering to female vo-
cals, with only a slight harshness on
loud passages.

As for imaging, the SuperZeros de-
livered an accurate soundstage, with in-
struments nicely defined and solidly
placed. However, the panorama was
somewhat narrow and lacking in depth.

In the Smetana string quartet I missed
the full front/back dimension that is
successfully captured in this recording,
and the hall ambience was a touch too
dry. This tradeoff between soundstage
accuracy and size is a classic dilemma.

The speaker had no usable low end.
Deep bass was missing, and although
the midbass was warm, it was notice-
ably rolled off. You'll definitely want to
add a subwoofer. On the bright side, at
least the upper bass wasn’t boomy. The
sound was also compressed at loud lev-
els, and the overall volume was dimin-
ished. The speaker can probably play
loud enough for a small room, but it
lacks the horsepower to fill bigger lis-
tening rooms with clean sound. Over-
all, although the original NHT Su-
perZero has a great reputation, I would
not recommend this plastic-enclosure
version unless small size is your para-
mount criterion.

Rock Solid Monitor
Kumin’s Take

Timbral uniformity & ® «
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Among the smallest speakers in the
group, the Rock Solid Monitor still
held its head up. Timbral balance was
natural as a whole, but a couple of pro-
nounced resonances, one in the upper
midrange and one an octave or more
higher, slightly but audibly colored a
good deal of the music I listened to.
This coloration was most evident on
Amanda McBroom’s “The Rose.” where
her powerful contralto sounded a shade
“hooty™ (a touch of “megaphone™ ef-
fect), and there was discernible rasp on
sustained massed-string tones in the
tracks from Glass’s Akhnaten. Howev-
er, the speaker was admirably free from
midbass bloat, a test that many mini-
speakers fail miserably by pumping up
the upper-bass frequencies (around 80
Hz) in a vain effort to disguise their
lack of response lower down.

While their imaging was broad and
(ouch!) solid, the Rock Solid Monitors’
soundstage seemed to hover, cloudlike,
around the two speakers instead of
spreading smoothly across the full
space between and beyond them. Depth
was no better (or worse) than average,
and spatial localization was good.

Deep-bass performance was a bit un-
expected: the Rock Solid Monitor cur-



tailed its acoustic output sharply in the
bottom two octaves, yet it did not fall
off the map altogether below 80 Hz, as
a lot of minis do. I heard useful (though
significantly attenuated) output far be-
low that, just enough to let my ears fol-
low the music. Moreover, the speakers
puffed an astonishing volume of air
from their tiny front ports without pro-
ducing obvious chuffing sounds or oth-
er distracting noises.

In terms of dynamics, the Rock Solid
Monitor was no champ — no surprise
given its size — but it fared better than
I would have guessed. In comparative
terms, this little Brit fell only about 6
dB short (at a guess) of the best-sound-
ing speakers in the group during our
high-volume rock-and-rhythm-section
workouts. Beyond that point it simply
refused to play any louder (particularly
in the bass), but the output stayed fairly
articulate and free of harshness until a
decibel or two on up the scale. when it
rapidly hardened and brightened.

Pohimann’s Take

Timbral uniformity & « «

Imaging € ® «
Dynamics ¥ K

Bass extension ¥ «

The Rock Solid Monitor presented a
fairly neutral tonal balance, with no

LAB MEASUREMENTS Acoustic Research

BY TOM NOUSAINE AR 216PS

disastrous spectral flaws. However, it
was certainly not perfect. Most obvi-
ously, it was slightly thin, presenting an
overly enunciated sound with unwanted
brightness as well as a hollow, “tubey”
effect on Lari White's vocals. Similarly,
the high end was slightly harsh at loud-
er listening levels, especially on per-
cussion. The lower midrange lacked
power and punch, but its tonal quality
was okay.

Left-to-right soundstaging was good,
with images that were well defined and
stable. In that respect, the Rock Solid
Monitor is a good speaker. However,
with some orchestral music the stage
depth collapsed, making the sound
seem flat compared with that of speak-
ers that provide better front-to-back
perspective. Still, this fault was rela-
tively minor.

Low bass was lacking. The small
woofers simply could not reproduce ad-
equate bass below about 100 Hz. The
ports huffed and puffed mightily (I
could feel the breeze a meter away!),
but to no avail. What bass there was,
was not terrible — relatively tight, not
boomy — just thin. I would recom-
mend using a subwoofer to augment
the low end.

This small speaker played much
louder than its size might suggest.
Moreover, loud levels were reproduced
cleanly. At the upper limit, compression
was apparent on percussive transients,
but this was not a huge problem. For its
size, the Rock Solid Monitor is accept-
able, but if I was going to be stranded
on a desert island, I would pick another
speaker.

B&W
DM302

JBL
HLS610

NHT
SuperZero XU = -

Sound Dynamics RTS-3
Kumin’s Take

Timbral uniformity § ® «

Imaging ¥ & & «

Dynamics ¥ ® & &

Bass extension § ¥ ® ®

This compact Canadian-made speaker
sounded terrific just about up and down
the line. Tonality was nicely balanced.
smooth. and natural at almost every
turn except for a very faint but consis-
tent peak at the top of the vocal range,
which made some voices, such as Lari
White's. sound a shade aggressive or
hard. Air and top-octave detail were
great, and the lower midrange/upper
bass sounded tight, although I heard a
slight “wolf™ at around 80 Hz that sub-
tly dogged music that passed through
this range. It pained me to do it, be-
cause it s really a well-balanced speak-
er, but I had to downgrade the Sound
Dynamics RTS-3 for these two small
warts.

Imaging was super, with topnotch

but unexaggerated stage depth, a tight,
stable, but not overfocused soundstage,
and believable spatial detail. Only a
slightly narrower overall stage width
compared with those of the best com-
petitors lowered the RTS-3's score in
this category.

The Sound Dynamics speaker’s bass
extension was outstanding: weighty,
tight, and well defined with anything
we listened to. Madonna’s hip-hop
deep-boom vamps rocked all the way
down without audible stumbles. The
absence of distortion or strain at high

~ Rock Solid
Monitor

Sound Dynamics
RTS-3

FREQUENCY RESPONSE
on-axis

70 Hz to 20 kHz
+3.4 dB

30 degrees off-axis 70 Hz t012.3 kHz

86 Hz to 20 kHz | 78 Hz to 20 kHz
+2.9dB B +2.9 dB

86 Hz to 13.5 kHz 78 Hz to 14.4 kHz

109 Hz to 20 <Hz
+3.9 dB ~

109 Hz to 14kHz

94 Hz to 20 kHz 64 Hz to 20 kHz
+3.7 dB

D4 Hzto 16 kHz 64 Hz to 15.7 kHz

+3.0 dB +2.2 dB +2.9 dB +3.4 dB +2.9dB +3.1 dB
60 degrees off-axis 70 Hz to 9.1 kHz 86 Hz to 8.2 kHz 78 Hzto 12.9 kHz 109 Hz to 7.3 kHz b4 Hz to 12 kHz 64 Hz to 6.5 kHz
+3.1dB +2.7 dB +4.0 dB +2.4 dB - +2.5dB +2.7 dB
BASS LIMIT (-6 dB) 54 Hz 74 Hz 62 Hz 94 Hz - 74 Hz 57 Hz
MINIMUM IMPEDANCE 4 Q at 7.6 kHz 3.3Qat214 Hz 5.3 Q at 215 Hz 8 Q at 233 Hz :2.8 Q at 318 Hz 4.3 Q at 166 Hz
SENSITIVITY (SPL/W/m) 88 dB 88.2 dB 88.2 dB 84 dB o 90 dB 87.6 dB
Acoustic Research B&W JBL NHT Rock Solid Sound Dynamics
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volumes was equally outstanding. Am-
plifier clipping proved to be the more
significant limiting factor in our test
environment.

Pohimann’s Take
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The Sound Dynamics speakers sounded
fairly neutral throughout the spectrum.
Both male and female vocals were
nicely reproduced, with a great
sense of realism. The upper
midrange was slightly bright,
adding just a little presence,
but it was so smooth that this
was a negative only on some
female vocals. Even then, the
brittle quality was reasonably
acceptable. The low midrange
had tremendous punch on the
Jennifer Warnes track, provid-
ing big. solid sound from this clas-
sic pop recording.

Imaging was terrific. These
speakers successfully balanced
image accuracy with size, provid-
ing a soundstage that was realisti-
cally big yet stable and accurate.
Image depth was also excellent.
The synthesized soundstage with
pop material such as Madonna’s
Ray of Light seemed accurate,
probably appearing in my stu-
dio much as it appeared in
hers. Orchestral forces,
such as in the Philip
Glass opera, were slightly reduced in
size, but the staging accuracy compen-
sated. Close your eyes with these
speakers, and you’ll “see” the perform-
ers where they were when the record-
ing was made. That’s what imaging is
all about.

The RTS-3 had a great low end. ex-
tending below 100 Hz. Although the
bass was a touch boomy on some par-
ticularly stressful tracks (as in Madon-
na’s bass-heavy album), it was fairly
accurate otherwise. Moreover, the pair
of speakers put out copious amounts of
clean bass — for small speakers, they
really kick. Remarkable!

Loud volumes did not pose a prob-
lem. The RTS-3 handled high input
power levels and generated correspond-
ingly high sound-pressure levels with-
out undue stress. In particular, I was
impressed by its ability to reproduce all
the percussion transients without smear-
ing. Overall, I was extremely pleased
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with the performance of the Sound
Dynamics RTS-3.

Final Takes

As you can see, we generally agreed
with each other — proof that subjective
reviews aren’t always rooted entirely in
fantasy. After we compared notes, we
were frankly surprised that our subjec-
tive impressions correlated so well. Our
sound-quality ratings are close, and
more than once we even chose the same
adjectives to describe what we heard.
On one hand, that shouldn’t be
too surprising. After all, we were
listening to the same music over
the same speakers in the same
room with the same signal chain.
Moreover, both of us have sim-
ilarly checkered pasts in the

course, great minds think alike.
On the other hand, the four
ratings we gave each speaker
were never actually identical, which
suggests that subjectivity is exactly
that — subjective. One listener’s
“mellow high end™ may be anoth-
er’s “lack of presence.” That is,
even if the auditory response is the
same, the listener’s reaction to it,

it, may differ.
Another cause of rating dis-
crepancies is the difficulty in
establishing uniform listen-
ing criteria. The four cate-
gories we used are corner-
stones of speaker evaluation,
but they overlap to a degree. It was
sometimes difficult to determine in

ears-for-hire business. Finally, of

and subsequent characterization of

which category an impression was best
deposited. When an image seems
vague, one listener might decide that
the speaker’s imaging is indeed at fault.
Another might say that the imaging
flaw is a symptom but the cause is a
spectral error, and thus downgrade the
speaker’s timbral-uniformity rating in-
stead. In other words, although the ear
doesn’t fail us, sometimes words do.

So what can you learn from our
showdown? Given reasonably con-
trolled conditions, subjective evaluation
is a useful element in judging speakers.
That isn’t a particularly revelatory con-
clusion, but it’s worth noting that “con-
trolled conditions™ must include cor-
rectly level-matched A/B comparisons.
If you listen to one pair of speakers at
Store A, then race across town to listen
at Store B, all bets are off. Try to es-
tablish a familiar baseline and refer all
of your comparisons to it. Then your
chances of finding the best speakers
will be good.

In the final analysis, all six of these
small speakers passed our listening test.
While some impressed us more than
others (Kumin preferred the JBL, while
Pohlmann tilted toward the B&W),
they all demonstrate that speakers can
provide excellent performance even at
$300 or less. Perhaps that’s because au-
dio engineers have worked especially
hard to make small, low-cost speakers
sound good for home-theater applica-
tions. Or maybe it’s simply the result of
good-old-fashioned technological prog-
ress. One thing is certain: if you listen
carefully to these six speakers and pick
the one you like the most, you'll have
made a good choice.

JOHN EARGLE
Engineer’s Choice Il

from Messiaen's Pentecost Mass)
FLIM & THE BBs
Further Adventures

(DMP CD-462) Track 7

PHILIP GLASS Akhnaten
(CBS M2K 42457) Tracks 1 and 2

SMETANA

MADONNA Ray of Light

(Warner 46847) Tracks 2 and 3

(Sheffield Labs 10066-2-G)
Tracks 1,2, 6,and 7

: DIANE SCHUUR AND THE
Acid-Test CD COUNT BASIE ORCHESTRA

(GRP GRD-9550)

Tracks 2 and 4

(Delos DE 3512) Track 11 (excerpt  SHOSTAKOVITCH
Symphony No. 8
(London 411 616) Track 3

PAUL SIMON Graceland

(Warner 25447) Tracks 2 and 5

String Quartet No. 1
(Calliope CAL9690) Track 2

RICHARD STRAUSS
Four Last Songs
AMANDA McBROOM Amanda (Philips 411 052) Track 1

JAMES TAYLOR Hourglass

(Columbia 67912) Tracks | and 3

THOM ROTELLA BAND
Without Words
(dmp CD-476) Tracks | and 3

VILLA-LOBOS

Bachiana Brasilieira No. 1
(EMI 47433) Track 3
(*Introduction/Embolada™)

JENNIFER WARNES
Famous Blue Raincoat
(Cypress 661 111) Track 2

LARI WHITE Wishes

(RCA 66395) Tracks 3 and 6

PHIL WOODS
Here's to My Lady
(Chesky JD3)

Tracks 1,2,7,and 9




audition

SPEAKERS

by Daniel Kumin

URELY

THERE ARE FEW MORE SUBJECTIVE TASKS than evaluat-

ing speakers solely by listening. One audiophile’s meat is another

one’s poison, after all. But among experienced listeners — those

who have spent hundreds of hours comparing speakers under controlled

conditions and who agree on a set of criteria — there should be some

common ground regarding methods and conclusions.

T'hat’s not to say we have to agree. If
your notion of audio excellence runs to
maximum bass-slam for dance parties. so
be it. The advice, “Buy what you like,”
has the virtues of being direct, easily fol-
lowed, and by no means wrong. But if
you're prepared to accept “accuracy” as
the loudspeaker ideal, you should find the
following helpful in finding speakers that
exemplify it

Accuracy in this case can be defined as
reproducing the nuances of tonality, dy
namics, and ambience in the original re-
cording with as little change as possible,
over as broad a useful frequency range as

possible, within the relevant constraints
of cost and size. Of course, this definition
is circular, because how can you know
what the recording “sounds like™ until
you play it back on some speakers’

You can’t — not any more than we can
know just how closely the Mona Lisa re-
sembles an actual sixteenth-century no-
blewoman. However, we know that Leo-
nardo da Vinci was a skilled painter and
accept his rendition as both an accurate
representation and something more: a
work of art. Similarly, if we choose an
artful recording, we can assume that its
playback has the potential to be a fair fac-

simile of the original performance. And
even though recording equipment (like
microphones) varies in inherent sound
quality m almost precisely the same ways
as speakers do, the essential qualitative
differences among excellent recordings
should be far smaller than those between
an excellent and a mediocre speaker.

On the Job

There is no substitute for experience, so
embrace every opportunity to listen to
and compare speakers. And remember,
the listening conditions are critical. Al-
ways use an excellent amplifier or receiv-
er and a high-quality source component
to minimize the variables in what you’ll
hear. But you can rest assured that the im-
mediately audible differences even be-
tween similar speakers are likely to be
worlds greater than those between proper-
ly operating amplifiers and disc players.

If you listen with an A/B setup that al-
lows you to switch directly between two
pairs (or suites) of speakers, proceed with
caution. If you're using an A/B “switch-
er,” make sure that the comparison is
carefully balanced so that both candidates
play at the same volume, within 0.5 dB.
(This can be determined only with an ac-
curate sound-level meter.) It is a psycho-
acoustic fact that if one speaker is more
sensitive than the other, and thus plays
even slightly louder, it will be perceived
as “better.”

Here's another tip: placement affects
sound quality more than you might guess.
Whenever possible, reverse the locations
of speaker pairs you're comparing, even
when they're side by side, and you’ll hear
just how much location matters. But don’t
rely exclusively on A/B comparisons. Al-
so include some one-at-a-time listening
sessions to get to know the sound of each
speaker pair or grouping.

Obviously, the program material you
use is very important. Choose demo discs
not for their musical excellence, but for
their recording accuracy and ability to
highlight particular aspects of sound qual-
ity. There are many approaches to select-
ing evaluation discs. I usually rotate a few
familiar tracks so that I can zero in on key
sonic characteristics (see “Following the
Tracks™ on the next page). Not the least
of this method’s advantages is that you
quickly become so thoroughly sick of
these snippets that you cease to hear them
as music and can focus on how accurately
the music is reproduced.

A Listener’s Checklist
And when all is said and done, for what,
precisely, are you listening? You could
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Following the Tracks

ere’'s a brief sample of the CDs | use most often to audition

speakers. You may notice that most recordings are at least five

years old, but when you find something that works reliably,

there’s little reason to change. Use this as a springboard to develop your

own list of quick-audition program material.

AMANDA McBROOM Amanda
(Sheffield Lab 10066). | listen for
vocal openness and top-octave
air on “Amanda” and “The Rose,”
bass/midbass smoothness on
“Reynosa.” A superbly natural
live recording with very neutral
vocal tones, natural imaging, and
warm bass.

THE HOLMES BROTHERS
Jubilation (Realworld 92127).

| usually listen for male-vocal
articulation and weight, top-
octave openness, and imaging
stability on “I Want Jesus to Walk
with Me.” But this whole CD
features close-up, natural
reproduction of the Holmes
Brothers' singular vocal timbres
— excellent for evaluating
midrange sound quality. Another
track, “I've Had My Chance,”

soundstage with relatively
shallow but discernible depth —
good for imaging comparisons.

JOHN EARGLE Engineer’s
Choice (Delos DE 3512). Just
about every track on this handy
sampler is perfect for some sort
of auditioning. There's a huge
variety of hall acoustics and
soundstage recreations. My
regulars: 1) For imaging/depth
and low-treble/string tone, the
excerpt from Shostakovitch's
Eighth Symphony (Track 8); its
complex, deep, yet precise and
spacious stereo image, with
wide-ranging, fast-moving
timbres, provides a stern test of
a speaker’s ability to recreate the
depth and breadth of a recording.
2) A snippet from Messiaen’s
Pentecost Mass for organ (Track

you're sick to death of Bach’s
Prelude and Fugue in D Minor.
You can't beat a really good pipe-
organ recording for serious bass
extension.

THOM ROTELLA Without Words
(dmp 476). This ultraclean studio
recording of a rock/fusion combo
features wide dynamics, lots of
punchy electric bass, and some
reasonably natural top-octave air.
| usually check Track 1 (“Since |
Met You”) at progressive loud-
nesses for dynamics preserva-
tion — though with some
speakers you will need /lots of
power to avoid amplifier clipping
on the beats where the kick-
drum, bass, and snare drum
coincide. Listen for signs of
dynamic limiting and such
obvious mechanical limits as
woofer or midrange bottoming.

PHIL WOODS Here’s to My Lady
(Chesky JD3). | listen for imaging
coherence and stability, treble

air, and upright-bass smoothness

quartet recording. It presents a
very natural small-room image
and an outstanding trap-drum
sound. Drummer Kenny Wash-
ington favors darker-toned
cymbals, so | listen more for
depth and character than
“shimmer” in the top octave.
Just about any track will do, but
“Johnny Hodges” (Track 2)

is the one | use most; the
“choked-high-hat” work on the
opening is an excellent test.

BEETHOVEN Early Quartets
Alban Berg Quartet (EM/
47127/8). listen for low-
treble/strings smoothness and
imaging precision and depth
throughout these two discs. The
recording is quite warm and
“woody,” so if the string tone
sounds persistently edgy or
harsh, | can be pretty sure some-
thing’s up. Similarly, the cello
reliably uncovers midbass bloat,
as it’s already so warm that
there’s little margin for error. Any
track will do — but don’t get lost

features a graphic left-right

ask this question of a dozen “experts™ and
get a dozen answers, so take any of them
with a dose of salt, mine included.

1. TIMBRAL UNIFORMITY. By far the
most important factor to me, this means
even emphasis and true timbre (*“tone col-
or”) over the broad range from bass to
treble. In practice, timbral uniformity is
impossible to judge as a whole, so I tend
to break it into four subcategories.

* Vocal-range smoothness. Here I'm
listening exclusively to voices, both sing-
ing and speaking. for freedom from mid-
range colorations probably the most
common speaker weaknesses. Most “er-
rors” manifest themselves as tone-color
constants that I can pick out in a variety
of different voices. This can be a “honky™
or nasal quality, a “cupped” tone (as if the
words are sung or spoken through cupped
hands). or a persistent raspiness or hol-
lowness. I consider these the most serious
of audible flaws because once I detect one
I will hear it almost constantly, coloring
the vocals of artists as disparate as, say,
Janis Joplin and Gordon Lightfoot.
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11) makes a nice change if

* Bass/mid-bass anomalies. These are
usually simpler to evaluate. The common
telltales are boominess or thinness (a ten-
dency to accentuate or short-change cer-
tain pitches), or chestiness or hollowness
(overbearing or anemic-sounding low
male vocals).

* Low-treble smoothness. Massed or-
chestral strings are my usual test here. |
listen for string tone that’s unnaturally
edgy or dry (“dead™-sounding) or overly
syrupy. This is one of the toughest calls
unless you have some experience listen-
and even the
best strings can sound a touch harsh or
steely depending on hall acoustics and
playing style. However, keep an ear out
for a consistently strident or metallic tone,
as well as an unnaturally mellow or rich
one. Try several recordings as these quali-
ties can be artifacts of the recording itself.

* Tip-top treble. In a great deal of mu-
sic little actually goes on above 13 kHz or

ing to live string sections

so, and we hear much of what does occur
up there more as “sparkle™ or “air” than
as musical notes. Listening to jazz or rock

throughout this superb jazz-

in the music! — DK

cymbals is one reasonably easy way to
find treble hooks. High-hat rides the
“tick-tick-ta-tick-tick™ that glues together
so much jazz and rock — from naturally
recorded discs make excellent test fodder.
They contain clean, repetitive transients.
Focus on the character of each individual
“tick.” noting signs of dullness (too little
top-octave sound), “spittiness”  (too
much), and “smearing™ (a sort of vague,
lisping, “un-metallic™ quality that real-life
cymbals don’t have).

2. IMAGING. Here I'm talking about
spaciousness, soundstaging, depth, and
the hundred other terms used to describe
how well or poorly speakers conjure up
the ambience of a real acoustic space. All
in all, imaging may be the most variable
speaker quality, and it’s certainly the most
difficult to evaluate. That’s because even
the best reproduced sound is not, in fact,
very much like the real thing.

That said, T listen first for stability of
the image. Does the apparent location of
a lead vocalist or instrumental soloist
“wander™ from side to side, or front to



back. as the music moves up and down in
frequency? Is the soundstage arrayed
across the full space between the two
speakers, spread out beyond them on ei-
ther side, or bunched up in the middle? Is
there a natural sense of front-to-back
depth to instruments and voices, without
exaggerated (or repressed) reverberation?

All of these questions are tough, and
there are no “absolute™ answers. Every
speaker distorts “reality” in one way or

another., so these variations are a matter of

taste as much as anything else. And dif-
ferent types of speakers have inherently
different imaging characteristics. For in-
stance, dipolar speakers, like most elec-
trostatic or planar-magnetic designs, usu-
ally create an enhanced sense of depth
and space, but at some sacrifice in the
“precision” of imaging and the tight lo-
calization of the instrumental soundstage.
Controlled-directivity designs, such as
those using horns, and certain multiple-
driver arrays tend to have just the oppo-
site character, and the great majority of
conventional two- and three-way speakers
usually fall somewhere in between.

3. DYNAMICS. Virtually all speakers
compress dynamics to some small degree.
That is. beyond a certain volume, the
speaker will not keep producing clean

acoustic output equally over the full fre-
quency range.

One form of dynamic limiting is obvi-
ous: audible distortions in which a driver,
usually a woofer or midrange, produces
buzzes, snaps, or pops on loud transients.
Another, far subtler form is nonlinear re-
sponse, in which the speaker fails to
“keep” up with the input signal through
some range, usually the deep bass. The
result may be a progressive “brightening”
at very loud volumes (the midrange/treble
section can usually deliver a higher level
of clean output than the bass section), or a
loss of weight and impact on strong,
wide-band transients.

But limiting factors are notoriously
hard to judge in casual listening sessions.
Can you be sure you're hearing a woofer
“bottoming™ and not the amp clipping?
Speaker distortion and not buzzes or rat-
tles from furniture, floorboards, or win-
dows? Is a telltale brightening caused by
speaker limitations and not by your ears’
natural “distortion™ at very high volume?
Unless you're listening in a very familiar
environment, you cannot be sure where to
lay the fault.

4. BASS EXTENSION. It’s a rare speak-
er that can really reproduce the full audio
range, unrestricted, down to 20 or 25 Hz.

Now Try It with Five (or Six!) Speakers

Paradoxically, it’s also a rare speaker that
cannot produce relatively strong output
from 80 Hz and up. So when we talk
about bass extension, we mean the bot-
tom twc octaves in the ten-octave musical
range — and the lower one, the 20- to 40-
Hz octave, sees very little action from tra-
ditional musical instruments. (Big percus-
sion, synthesizers, and soundtrack booms
and rumbles are another story.)

Recordings with energy in the sub-40-
Hz octave are relatively rare — big bass
drums in classical music (like Copland’s
Fanfare for the Common Man) and ultra-
low synth-bass lines in pop are your best
bets. Unfortunately, it’s very hard to judge
the deep-bass response of a speaker until
you get it home, because placement and
room acoustics affect bass more than any
ather area of speaker performance.

Given all the above, I tend to evaluate
speakers with one or two very familiar re-
cordings that have solidly dynamic per-
cussion. I listen for a sense of ease,
“weight” (unfetterred deep bass), and re-
alistic snap. But I qualify my judgements
a great deal until I've had a chance to re-
peat the trial in my own studio. Only then
am | confident enough to call a speaker’s
low end “good,” “bad.” “mediocre,” or
“absolutely fabulous.” ]

uditioning speakers for

surround-sound play-

back changes nothing
... and everything. Our four
listening categories for good
sound — timbral uniformity,
imaging, dynamics, and bass
extension — remain unchanged,
though you might give a bit more
weight to bass extension and
dynamics for movies than for
music. And if you're buying
speakers for a home theater,
you'll probably be shopping for a
stereo pair plus specialized
speakers for center, surround,
and low-bass duties.

The center speaker is the
most important, since with
movies the center channel
delivers all of the dialogue as
well as plenty of music and
effects. Your most important
objective is to find a center
speaker whose timbre is as close

as possible to that of your front
left/right pair. A good match is
needed for a seamless sound-
stage, smooth pans, and
convincing lateral placement. An
obvious solution is to buy a
center speaker from the same
maker as that of the front
left/right pair — either literally
the same model or a “matched”
center-channel model designed
to work with them.

Here’s a fascinating and
useful test, which requires the
assistance of an accommodating
dealer. Listen to a speech-
intensive mono program (TV
sound with the stereo off works
great) through only a front three-
speaker array. Use the AV
receiver or processor’s leve!-
matching setup routine to
balance the center speaker’s
output with that of the
“phantom” center channel

produced by the front left/right
speakers when you select the
“no” center-speaker option.
Either disconnect the surround
speakers or select the Dolby 3
surround mode (front speakers
only), then sit dead center and
listen while using the remote
control to switch between the
“yes” and “no” center-speaker
settings. What you want is the
closest possible match between
the center speaker and the
speakers flanking it.

Auditioning subwoofers in a
store environment is almost a
waste of time — room acoustics
and placement influence bass
performance too dramatically.
You're going to have to rely for
guidance on the unholy trinity of
dealer recommendations, manu-
facturers’ specs, and reviews in
magazines like this one. The best
advice is to buy a sub only from

a dealer who'll let you try it at
home and take it back for full
credit if you don't like the results.
The same goes for surround
speakers: auditions in a show-
room are like trying to catch a
feather on a breezy day — fun,
but not very rewarding. A good
speaker will be a good surround
speaker, and a bad one won't be,
though treble “air” and deep-
bass extension are usually not
as critical for surround deploy-
ment. It's safe to say that most
experienced listeners favor
diffuse-radiating dipole surround
speakers over direct-radiating
surrounds for movies and some
music. As with subwoofers,
probably the best advice is to
follow qualified recommenda-
tions and buy surrounds from a
dealer who'll let you return
them for full credit if you're not
happy. — D.K.

SEPTEMBER 1998 STEREO REVIEW 81



Boston Acoustics

he last time I did a home-theater speaker comparison for
Stereo Review (“Baby Grands,” September 1997), 1
looked at $1,000 entry-level systems with five mini-
speakers and a matching subwoofer. A cool grand is pretty
much the minimum you should expect to pay for serious sur-
round sound, but even the best of such systems must cut cor-
ners to deliver impressive sound for so little money. You can
get decent bass from the compact “subwoofers” that come
with these systems, but not “Whoa, Daddy™ bass. You can get
clean sound at reasonable volume levels, but what about un-
reasonable levels?
The truth is, if you're trying to fill a large room with realis-
tic theater sound levels, doubling your speaker budget to
$2,000 changes the playing field considerably. Nowhere else
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Po'k Audio

in home theater will an extra thcusand bucks pack nearly the
same tangible wallop. Instead of settling for a pint-size bass
module to fill in the bottom end, you can get a true subwoofer
with a 10- or 12-inch driver and a much more powerful built-
in amplifier. This upgrade alone will transform a system’s
sound, giving today’s bass-happy digital movie soundtracks a
stirringly powerful and dramatic presence.

But the main speakers are where that extra kilobuck really

PHOTOS BY DAVE SLAGLE




pays off. Spreading an additional $1,000 around in the way of
higher-grade drivers and crossover components, and more sol-
id cabinetry, should add up to sound with fewer typical loud-
speaker colorations and distortions than even the best of the
entry-level packages, and at much louder volumes.

Boston Acoustics, Paradigm, and Polk Audio have all es-
tablished themselves as major players in the speaker market,
so we asked each company to send me its best-sounding

552

BY COREY BREENBERGL

=

Paradigm

$2,000 speaker system. I spert several weeks listening to the
three systems with familiar music and movies on laserdisc,
CD, and DVD in the 50 x 20 > 18-foot loft that I use for a lis-
tening room/home theater. My room is about average acousti-
cally — not too lively, not too dead. My couch sits out into
the room, so I can place the surround speakers as far away as
the fronts. I played all laserdisc and DVD movies at Dolby
reference level, and to insure a fair comparison the volume
levels of all three systerns were matched at all times to within
0.1 dB using a sound-level meter.

Each speaker system was connected in turn to my reference
electronics: an Aragon 8008-ST stereo amplifier for the left/
right front channels and a three-channel Aragon 8008X3 for
the center and surround channels, with 200 watts for each
channel, a Theta Casablanca Dolby Digital preamp/processor,
a Theta Data III CD/laserdise transport, and a Toshiba SD-
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3107 DVD player. All three center speak-
ers took their turns atop a Pioneer Elite
Pro-1009W 60-inch widescreen (16:9)
rear-projection TV.

I set up the Paradigm LCR-350s on
steel stands in the same positions where |
auditioned the floor-standing Boston and
Polk front L/R speakers. Identical posi-
tioning was maintained for all three sets
of surround speakers as well. I placed the
surrounds on a slightly taller set of stands
off the ends of my couch, with the speak-
ers aimed directly at each other. (The
Boston and Polk dipole surrounds direct-
ed their energy away from the couch
when set up in this position, while the
Paradigms fired straight at each other
over my head.)

That the three systems sounded noth-
ing like each other was only to be expect-
ed — but that each one neatly serves a
different segment of the home-theater
market was a pleasant surprise. One sys-
tem would be excellent in a really large,
heavily furnished living room. Another
was a sonic dead-ringer for a Home THX
rig. but at a much lower price. And, final-
ly. one system attained the audiophile’s
Holy Grail of effortless musicality with

Boston Acoustics

Manufacturer’'s Specifications

both music and movies. Three
very different sounds, to be sure

and one might be just right
for you.

Boston
Acoustics

The VR950 tower speaker is two
down from the top of Boston

flagship home-theater speakers.
Meant to stand directly on the
floor, the 39-inch-tall VR950 re-
sembles, at first glance, the for-
ward/backward-firing bipolar speakers
from Mirage and Definitive Technology.
But while the slim-profile VR950 has the
same kind of black wraparound “sock”
grille and gloss-black wood top cap as the

bipolars, it is strictly a no-nonsense for-
ward radiator. The only thing you'll find
on its rear is a pair of nickel-plated bind-
ing posts.

The VR950’s aluminum-dome tweeter
has a very small magnet assembly made
of neodymium. Using neodymium lets
the designer shave the tweeter’s size so
that it can hug the dual woofers closely in
order to approach a point-source radiation
pattern. Neodymium magnets are stronger
than the more common ceramic magnets,
but at the cost of reduced power-handling

too much heat from a screaming voice
coil and neodymium quickly loses its
magnerection, which accounts for the
generous aluminum heat sink mounted to
the back of the tweeter assembly. Four
small carpet-piercing spikes lift each
VRO50 tower about a half inch off the
floor for the best sound.

The VRI12 center speaker is where the
Boston system really throws its weight
around. While most center speakers tag

Acoustics” Lynnfield VR line of

along after the “mains™ like small sib-
lings, the massive VRI12 pulls a Baby
Huey, dominating the system both visual-
ly and sonically. The VR12 is one of the
few three-way centers on the market, and
the only one I've seen in its price range.
It’s nice to see a good, meaty center-chan-
nel speaker these days when so many of
them feature midget woofers that distort
badly if you wick up an action flick. The
VRI2 won’t exactly sit comfortably atop
a 27-inch TV, but if you have a 32-inch
set or larger you'll be fine.

The little VRS surround speaker is a
wedge-shaped number from the.dipole
camp — that is, it has drivers on both
sides firing out of phase. The VRS pair is
meant to be mounted on the side walls of
a home theater across from the ends of
the listening couch, preferably a few feet
above a seated listener’s head for the
most theater-like effect.

Rounding out the system is the VR500
powered subwoofer. Like all Boston
Acoustics VR series home-theater speak-
ers, the VR500 is magnetically shielded.
The back panel has controls for the sub-
woofer’s volume and low-pass crossover
frequency. a polarity toggle switch to help
achieve a seamless blend between the
sub and the satellite speakers, and both
speaker-level inputs and line-level RCA
inputs and outputs. A nice auto-power cir-
cuit turns the VR500 on when an audio
signal is present at the inputs, or off after
a few minutes of system silence.

When the time came for some serious
listening, the first thing I fed to each of
these systems was a CD so that I could
hear how the front speakers and subwoof-
er handled music. Right away with the
Boston Acoustics rig, I noticed two very
distinct sonic traits: a slightly recessed
midrange along with a bit of peakiness in
the lower treble. This had the effect of

VR950 VR12 VRS VR500
main center surround subwoofer

Frequency response (+3 dB) 45 Hz to 20 kHz 58 Hz to 20 kHz 95 Hz to 20 kHz 27 t0 100 Hz
Sensitivity (SPL/W/m) 90 dB 91 dB 85dB n/a
Nominal impedance 8 ohms 8 ohms 8 ohms n/a

Power handling 150 watts 250 watts 100 watts built-in 100-watt amp
Tweeter 2-inch dome 2-inch dome two 2'2-inch domes —
Midrange — 4'/2-inch cone — —
Woofer two 5'a-inch cones two 6'2-inch cones 4'/2-inch cone 10-inch cone
Enclosure ported sealed sealed ported

Size (HxWxD, inches) 384 x6%x 12 8% x 25 x 8% 10% x 4'2x 6 15% x 152 x 18%
Weight 37 pounds 30 pounds 6 pounds 40 pounds
Finish black cloth, black gloss cap black ash vinyl black or white black ash vinyl
Price (total = $2,050) $700 a pair $400 $350 a pair $600

Boston Acoustics, 300 Jubilee Dr., Peabody, MA 01960-601 hone, 978-538-5000; Web, www.bostonacoustics.com
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Manufacturer’s Specifications front/surround subwoofer
Frequency response (+3 dB) 45 Hz to 20 kHz 251to 150 Hz
Sensitivity (SPL/W/m) 90 dB n/a
Nominal impedance 8 ohms n/a

Power handling 175 watts built-in 110-watt amp
Tweeter ; 1-inch dome -

Woofer two 6'/2-inch cones 12-inch cone
Enclosure ported ported

Size (HxWxD, inches) 21 x8x11% 16% x 142x 19
Weight 25 pounds 41 pounds

Finish black ash light/dark cherry or black ash
Price (total = $1,914) $299 each $419

emphasizing vocal and brass sibilants,
while at the same time giving the music a
more distant perspective. Guided by Voic-
es’ Alien Lanes (Matador) lost some of its
brash midrange gutsiness, which naturally
made me crank up the volume to compen-
sate — but at the cost of even more Rob-
ert Pollard-approved Tascam Portastudio
tape hiss thanks to the VR950’s tipped-up
treble.

I also heard a much less focused stereo
image than I'm used to in my listening
room, so I played a test CD track of the
speaker-imaging acid test — mono pink
noise. On a system with good imaging
and well-matched left and right speakers,
mono pink noise should sound like a dis-
tinct and narrow stripe of noise hanging
exactly midway between the speakers,
with no image bloat or skew to one side
or the other. Heard over the VR950s, the
image was diffuse and hard to pin down.

Once 1 turned to movie soundtracks,
the Boston Acoustics system came alive.
The VR12 center speaker, in particular, is
a real monster — man, can it slam out the
dialogue and sound effects! I've heard
much more expensive center speakers that
couldn’t play nearly as loud or as clean as
the VR12. The Dolby Surround sound-
track of the Apocalypse Now laserdisc
(Paramount) boomed cleanly through my
living room at full Dolby reference level
even during the infamous “arc light”
scene, which gave the VR12 a workout
with full-scale infrasonic bass fundamen-
tals whose harmonics overload most cen-
ter speakers” woofers even with an 80-Hz
crossover. The VR12 took the abuse in
stride without a hint of distortion.

Too many manufacturers skimp on
center-channel speakers, forgetting (or
never learning in the first place) that it’s
the center channel that carries the most
water on any given movie soundtrack.

Paradigm, distributed by AudioStream, MPO Box 2410, Niagara Falls, NY 14302;
phone, 905-632-0180; Web, www.parad gm.ca

Not Boston Acoustics, which has injected
the VR12 with enough wolverine-grade
prednisone so that it can fill the largest
room without audible distortion. It also
has much higher sensitivity than the
VR950 — 1 actually had to reduce the
center-channel level on the preamp by
five clicks (!) to compensate for the dif-
ference — and the system should hit real
theater sound levels even driven by a
modest A/V receiver. I did hear more
midrange presence from the VRI2 than
from the VRY50s, but I found that to be a
step in the right direction as far as dia-
logue intelligibility goes. (A closer timbre
match between the center and the fronts is
usually preferred, but in this case it would
have made dialogue sound distant and
harder to hear clearly.)

The $2,050 Boston system played
movie soundtracks very loud, without ob-
vious distortion, and with good, clean di-
alogue reproduction. It managed to sound
very close in character to the best THX-
certified systems I've heard, though at a
much lower price. It also shared the limi-
tations of THX speaker systems when it
came to music reproduction.

Paradigm

The Paradigm LCR-350 is a three-driver,
two-way ported bookshelf speaker. A pair
of 6'%-inch woofers flank a 1-inch titani-
um dome tweeter. As its name suggests,
the magnetically shielded LCR-350 is
claimed to work equally well for the left,
center, or right front channels, as well for
the surrounds. The wood-framed grille
gives it a low-diffraction contoured front,
which explains why the LCR-350 was
one of the few speakers in my experience
to sound better with its grille left in place
rather than removed. Gold-plated five-

Shown with ADP-350
dipole surrounds (top)

way binding posts are on the speaker’s
back panel, along with a single flared-
mouth port for the woofers.

The LCR-350 was designed to sound
the same whether positioned vertically or,
when used for the center channel, hori-
zontally. With the same speaker in all five
main locations, as Dolby Laboratories
recommends for an optimal 5.1-channel
setup, timbre-matching in this system is
naturally ideal. The potential to create a
fully three-dimensional sound field with
S.1-channel movie soundtracks is much
greater than with a system whose front
speakers sound different from its sur-
rounds. (If you prefer dipole surrounds,
Paradigm’s $700-a-pair ADP-350s have
the same woofer and tweeter as the LCR-
350 on either side for a more diffuse sur-
round presentation with a similar timbre.)

The Paradigm PDR-12 subwoofer has
a 12-inch driver powered by a 110-watt
amplifier that includes auto-on/off switch-
ing and a soft-clipping circuit to mini-
mize audible distortion when the wife
takes the Kids to her sister’s for the week-
end and you go on a 72 binge. The PDR-
12 differs from the company’s older PS
series subs by featuring a ported cabinet
instead of bandpass loading. Not being a
fan of bandpass subs, I was glad to see
Paradigm turn to port-loading. Unlike a
ported or sealed-system sub with a fully
exposec driver cone, a bandpass sub hides
its driver completely inside the cabinet,
like the head of a startled turtle, and pipes
its wool through a small port on the side
or bottom of the cabinet. Bandpass subs
are more efficient than ported and sealed
systems, but at the expense of bass tight-
ness and sonic definition.

The subwoofer’s back panel has stereo
speaker-level inputs, a mono line-level
RCA input, and controls for volume and
for crossover frequency, which is continu-
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ously adjustable from 50 to 150 Hz.
There’s no polarity switch, though, so
you might have to move the sub around
a bit more than usual to achieve the
smoothest blend with the LCR-350s.

Originally, I'd set up the front pair of
speakers without even thinking about
“right side up” because they have a sym-
metrical woofer-tweeter-woofer driver ar-
ray, which should have produced identical
results no matter which end was on top.
Nope. Mono pink noise revealed a phasey
“wrinkle™ in the center image that I
couldn’t explain — until I noticed that the
little plastic Phase Guard cap over the 1-
inch tweeter dome had three support
arms, and the pattern was different when
the speaker was flipped upside down.
Turning one of the LCR-350s over cured
things completely, and the center image
on pink noise became as tightly focused
and distinct as I usually hear from my ref-
erence speakers. It may sound silly and
trivial, but it’s one of those small, appar-
ently insignificant details that makes all
the difference if you’re hoping to recreate
a musical event instead of just piping in
some background muzik.

Once properly set up, the Paradigm
system sang like a bird, giving equally as-
tonishing results with music and movies.
[ can’t really say that its strength was
more with one than the other. Whether I
listened to stereo music, like Radiohead’s
OK Computer (Capitol) or multichannel
DVDs like Boogie Nights (New Line), the
Paradigm rig sounded so true and right

Musical touchstones: from the eclectic sound mix of OK Computer to Noel Redding's
bass in Axis: Bold as Love to the treble purity of Cooder and Bhatt’s acoustic guitars.

that, this $1,914 Paradigm system was
very nearly without fault. The treble
range, in particular, was really outstand-
ing — smooth, open, and detailed, with-
out a hint of etch or rasp. Ry Cooder and
V. M. Bhatt’s passionate acoustic slide-
guitar duel on A Meeting by the River
(Water Lily Acoustics) rang out with out-
standing treble purity.

The Paradigm rig can also belt it out
like a champ when hitched up to good,
high-current amps like my big Aragons.
Once during the listening sessons, I acci-
dentally played A&M’s multichannel
DVD music sampler with the volume
turned all the way up, and Sheryl Crow’s
remixed for 5.1 channels “If It Makes You
Happy™ pinned my back to my couch
with an intensely loud but very clean and
open sound field. The song sounded so
huge and great that I left the volume all
the way up and chased it with David
Bowie's The Man Who Sold the World

Center-speaker challenge: Martin Sheen’s voiceover on Apocalypse Now (laserdisc).
Multichannel challenge: the raucous soundtrack to Boogie Nights (DVD).

that I had to work hard to find fault with
it. Okay, so the upper midrange was ever
so slightly subdued, and the lack of a po-
larity switch on the subwoofer meant I
had to move it over a few feet to achieve a
seamless electric-bass sound at the over-
lap with the LCR-350s. But other than
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(Rykodisc). The five LCR-350s and one
PDR-12 shook the room with an utter au-
thority and control I just don’t expect to
hear from speakers this affordably priced,
while never losing the high-end clarity
and refinement I've come to expect from
speakers bearing the Paradigm badge. In
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other words, I was blown away .by the
LCR-350/PDR-12 system. Of the three
systems reviewed here, it had the highest
overall audio quality.

Polk Rudio

Polk Audio’s RT400 floor-standing tower
speakers are said to benefit from the same
technology used in the company’s flag-
ship $9.000 SRT home-theater speaker
system. The magnetically shielded RT400
mates a ported 7'2-inch woofer with a 1-
inch polymer-dome tweeter. The back
panel has nickel-plated five-way binding
posts as well as a flared-mouth bass port.

Unlike the main speakers in the Boston
Acoustics and Paradigm systems, the
RT400 sounded considerably better with
its rather thick plastic-frame grille re-
moved. Other speakers in the Polk line
that use the same grille also have round,
contoured pads surrounding their drivers
to minimize reflections and diffraction
from the grille. The RT400, however,
doesn’t have this pad, and the grille is a
source of diffraction and noticeably de-
graded imaging and midrange smooth-
ness when left in place.

The CS225 center speaker uses the
same tweeter as the RT400 tower along
with a pair of flanking 4'4-inch woofers.
Instead of a ported cabinet, however, the
CS225 is a sealed box. And while the
RT400 (and even the RT f/x surround
speaker) sports good binding posts, the
CS225 has cheaper, spring-loaded “push-
in” connectors. On the positive side, the
(CS225°s uniquely angled cabinet lets you
turn the speaker over so that the drivers
are angled upward if you need to mount it
below the TV screen.

The RT f/x surround speakers offer the
choice of a bipolar or dipolar radiation
pattern with the flick of a small toggle
switch, located on the back panel and
normally hidden against the wall. In di-
pole mode, the RT f/x’s fore- and aft-fir-
ing tweeters operate out of phase for a



diffuse surround effect; switching to bi-
pole mode wires the tweeters in phase for
less diffuse, more localizable surround-
channel imaging. The RT f/x’s single
front-mounted 5'-inch ported woofer is
unaffected by the mode switch.

Polk’s PSW 150 subwoofer features the
same 10-inch driver used in the SRT
speakers. The back panel has the usual
controls for volume and crossover fre-
quency (adjustable from 50 to 125 Hz),
speaker-level inputs and outputs, line-lev-
el stereo inputs, and both an auto-on cir-
cuit and a polarity switch. Unlike most
ported subs, the PSWI150 has neither a
front- or rear-mounted port its Power
Port is on the bottom of the speaker,
which is mounted on a wooden platform
that elevates the port above a rug or car-
pet. Polk claims that placing the port on
the bottom couples it to the floor bound-
ary, thereby improving deep-bass re-
sponse. At least you'll know this is one
speaker port the kids won’t be stuffing
French fries and toy soldiers into.

After reading my impressions of the
Paradigm system above, you might think
that’s all she wrote — buy the Paradigms,
end of story. But the truth is, not all
rooms are alike. The acoustics of a listen-
ing/viewing room — whether it has thick
carpeting and lots of overstuffed furni-
ture, or wooden floors and bare, echoey
walls — play a large role in shaping the
sound of any speakers heard in it. The
Paradigm system sounded just about per-
fect in my own moderately damped room,
but I've heard Paradigm speakers sound
quite dark and distant in rooms that were
on the acoustically dead side.

In such rooms, the brighter Polk sys-
tem will have a more natural treble bal-
ance. What sounded like an overabun-
dance of treble energy in my room would
be just the ticket to overcome the exces-
sively damped acoustics of many other

Polk Audio

Manufacturer's Specifications

rooms, thus improving the sense
of treble air with music and the
intelligibility of soundtrack dia-
logue. Aside from the brightness,
the RT400 tower speakers had a
smooth, open midrange and im-
pressive imaging. The treble bal-
ance sounded the same with the
grilles on or off, but the overall
sound was noticeably better with
the grilles removed.

The CS225 center speaker had
a lighter-balanced sound than the
RT400s, which made dialogue
slightly hissy, with less body to
the voices. Martin Sheen’s voice-
over throughout Apocalypse Now lost a
bit of his trademark chesty warmth,
sounding more like Charlie than Poppa
Sheen. As for the RT f/x surrounds, I
played quite a bit with their dipole/bipole
switches to see if I could hear any differ-
ence in the surround sound field. With
pink-noise test signals, I could hear a
clear difference between the diffuse ambi-
ence in the dipole mode and the smaller,
more localizable sound field produced by
the bipole setting. But I noticed less of a
difference with actual movie soundtracks,
whether Dolby Surround or 5.1-char nel
Dolby Digital. The dipole mode soun fed
slightly “bigger” and more enveloping,
but in the bipole mode the speakers still
sounded more like dipole surrounds than
like conventional forward-firing speakzrs.
If T were living with the Polk system, I'd
leave the RT f/x surrounds set on dipolz.

The PSW150 subwoofer had impres-
sive weight and control. There was a bit
more audible distortion at high levels than
with the Boston or Paradigm subs, but the
Polk blended extremely well with the
front speakers and sounded appropria ely
tight when called on to reproduce musical
bass lines like Noel Redding’s Fender
Jazz all over MCA’s gloriously remas-

RT400 CS225
main center

tered CD reissue of Jimi Hendrix's Avis
Bold as Love. All in all, the Polk system
gave a good account of itself, especially
considering that at $1,777 it costs almost
S400 less than the Boston Acoustics and
more than $100 less than the Paradigm.

Journey's £€nd

I knew going into this review that I'd hear
three very different takes on the best way
10 spend about $2,000 on home-theater
speakers, and my listening notes bore that
out. If you're primarily interested in
high-velume movie excitement but never
though: you'd be able to afford a THX
system. the Boston Acoustics VR system
delivers a good simulation of that sound
at a fraction of the price. Large, well-fur-
nished living rooms will welcome the
crisp top end of the Polk RT system. and
its comparatively low price is a bonus.
For the rest of us, $2.000 is best spent
on a quintet of Paradigm’s outstanding
LCR-350 satellites and a PDR-12 sub-
woofer. Soulfully revealing on music, im-
peccably dynamic on movies. the P:
digm package is, quite literally, too grand
for two grand.

RT /> PSW150
surround subwoofer

!

Frequency response (+3 dB) 40 Hz to 25 kHz 70 Hz to 25 kHz 40 Hz to 25 kHz 20 to 150 Hz
Sensitivity (SPL/W/m) 89 dB . 89 dB 89 dE n/a
Nominal impedance 8 ohms ' 8ohms 8 ohms n/a

Power handling 150 watts 100 watts 100 wa ts built-in 200-watt amp

Tweeter 1-inch soft dome 1-inch soft dome two 14nch sot domes —
Woofer 7'2-inch cone two 4'/2-inch cones 5%-inch eone 10-inch cone
Enclosure ported sealed ported ported
Size (HxWxD, inches) 36'%2x9x10% 6x18x6 1Cx8%» 6% 18 x 12%a x 20
Weight 35 pounds 7 pounds 17 pourds 48 pounds
Finish gray black black or white black
Price (total = $1,777) $460 a pair $220 $449 a pair $649

Polk Audio, 5601 Metr

r., Baltimore, MD 21215; phone, 800-377-7655; Web, wwwgpolkaudio.com
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POPMUSIC

BEST OF THE MONTH

Liz Phair/whitechocolatespaceegg

iz Phair utters the F-word just once
on her third album, and in a non-
sexual context at that — so anyone
who got into her music for the
cheap thrills alone will have to look else-
where. But those are the only people likely
to be disappointed by the wildly inventive
whitechocolatespaceegg (Matador, 51 min),
which more than justifies the false alarms,
rerecordings, and missed deadlines that re-
portedly led up to its release. Any failures
of nerve that Phair may have gone through

don’t show up here. With its wide sonic and
stylistic jumps, the album is, above all, the
work of a confident songwriter turned loose.

Phair makes a clean break from her tag
as the Queen of Low-Fi Pop. The produc-
tion here — by a rotating team that includes
Scott Litt, long-time collaborator Brad Wood,
and Phair herself — is positively slick, with
a mile-high drum sound on the rock tracks
and shimmering guitar tones on the ballads.
But the sound only serves to accent her
melodic quirks. After a misstep with 1994’s

HOAVIVAN

Whip-smart, this set restores the anything-
goes approach to arrangement heard on
Phair’s 1993 debut album, Exile in Guyville.
The acoustic songs are as deeply layered as
the big pop numbers, and the heavy rockers
always include an unsettling chord change
or two. And you can expect indelible hooks
everywhere, even in an apparent throwaway
like the rockabilly “Baby Got Going.”

Also gone, for the most part, are the sex-
ually frank lyrics that once raised eyebrows
while causing the subtler aspects of Phair’s
writing to be overlooked. The topic of sex
barely comes up here and is treated met-
aphorically when it does — although she
turns in her most straightforward love song
in “Fantasize.” Still, Phair’s recent mar-
riage and motherhood haven’t caused her to
go soft. The album has more than its share
of scathing putdowns (“Johnny Feelgood,”
“Big Tall Man”) and wry commentaries
(“Shitloads of Money”), and she doesn’t let
herself off the hook: the charming, country-
ish single “Polyester Bride” catches its new-
ly famous singer at her hometown bar, fish-
ing for free drinks. The looks at family life
range from bitterly funny (“What Makes
You Happy”) to just bitter; whitechocolate-
spaceegg is no typical domestic-bliss al-
bum. And Phair’s voice remains one of the
most attractive in pop, especially for those
attracted to intelligence. Brett Milano

BILLY BRAGG & WILCO Mermaid Avenue
(Elektra, 50 min)
* %k k

hat an inspired teaming: leftist folk-

ie Billy Bragg, roots-rockers Wilco,
and Woody Guthrie, who provided lyrics
via his daughter Nora. That is to say, Nora
had in her possession the words for hun-
dreds of unrecorded songs whose music
went to the grave with the folk-music patri-
arch. Thirty years later, some of those words
have been dressed up with music tailored to
them by Bragg and/or Jeff Tweedy of Wilco
(and, occasionally, his bandmates). The re-
sult, Mermaid Avenue, is a warm, organic,
and uplifting set that brings an overdue rel-
evance to the folk idiom in the Nineties.

Bragg and Wilco fit together like Bob

Dylan and the Band, with the prairie-fields

STAR SYSTEM

Stellar * % % % %
* %k k
Good & * *
Fair * %
Poor *

Excellent
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concert versions of material like “Dancing

with the Moonlit Knight” and “Firth of

Fifth,” recorded at London’s Rainbow The-
atre in October 1973. Plus there are rarities
from studio singles: “Twilight Alehouse,”
“Happy the Man.” and an alternate **Watch-
er of the Skies.” Add o stars.

One more thing: Index points are provid-
ed for the seven parts of “Supper’s Ready”
(let’s hear it for indexing, a perfectly sensi-
ble CD feature that has been neglected to
near death), but the subtitles aren’t listed
anywhere. Dumb! Subtract half a star.

Thus, the final rating of just 3'% stars,
which is still better than good — and good
enough for the faithful to buy this set im-
mediately. That’s right: forget the booklet,
forget the fourth CD. The remaining music
1s that good. Ken Richardson

SCRAWL Nature Film

(Elektra, 45 min)

* % k9

Bccuusc Scrawl started back in 1985 as
a rough all-female outfit (the band has

since acquired a male drummer), it’s often

cited as a precursor to the Lilith trend/hype.

select reissues

MARSHALL CRENSHAW

The 9-Volt Years

(Razor & Tie) “Battery-powered home
demos and curios (1979-198?),” including
“Someday Someway™ and *“You're My
Favorite Waste of Time.”

LOU REED Berlin
(RCA) The 1973 album, remastered and
repackaged with lyrics and new liner notes.

MIKE NICHOLS AND ELAINE MAY
Improvisations to Music;

An Evening With; Examine Doctors
(Mercury) Classic comedy from

1958, 1960, and 1962. Budget pricing.

DJANGO REINHARDT

Django with His American Friends
(DRG, three CDs) The guitarist accom-
panies the likes of Benny Carter and
Coleman Hawkins in the 1930s and 1940s.

WORLD LIBRARY OF

FOLK AND PRIMITIVE MUSIC
Volume I: England

Volume II: Ireland

Volume llI: Scotland

(Rounder) The label’s Alan Lomax Collec-
tion delves into the folklorist’s Historic
Series with three separate CDs of material
recorded from 1939 to 1951.
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Scrawl: bedding down for good?

But Scrawl’s attractions were always more
modest: guitar-driven pop with coffeehouse
harmony, confessional lyrics, and a lack of
attitude. And unlike many indie bands, it
wasn’t spoiled by a major-label deal: 1996’s
Steve Albini-helmed Travel On, Rider was
its creative breakthrough, where tighter play-
ing and songwriting finesse made for a disc
both quietly moving and noisily cathartic.
For the follow-up, Nature Film, Scrawl
has taken the curious step of redoing six
songs from its indie records and adding six
new tunes and one cover (“Public Image,”
more wounded and rcx‘s snotty than John
Lydon’s version). The oldies are worth an-
other go-round (especially “Charles,” the
cult-classic gender reversal of Kiss’s “Beth”),
and the new versions are punchier, but most
fans will already have the songs. Surpris-
ingly, the new material (especially 100 Car
Pile-up™) harks back to the band’s punk
roots. But two folkish numbers, “11:59 (It’s
January)” (originally on an obscure single)
and the new “Guess I'll Wait,” prove that
gorgeous melancholy is still Scrawl’s spe-
cialty. The latter, about unfulfilled hopes,
ends an album that sounds uncomfortably
like a parting gesture. Brett Milano

HEATHER MYLES
Highways and Honky Tonks
(Rounder, 35 min)
* % kK
Finully. a woman doing country! Real
country! In fact, Highways and Honky
Tonks is so authentically twangy that for the
first couple of cuts, you have to ask, “Is
Heather Myles putting us on?”" You marvel
at a woman doing a cover of Charley Pride’s
“Kiss an Angel Good Morning™ without the
retro trendiness. And you wonder where she
found a guy who does such a good Merle
Haggard impersonation in *No One Is Gon-
na Love You Better” — until you see that
she managed to corral the master himself.
After that, you just sit back and enjoy a
program that ranges from Buddy Holly to
stripped-down South of the Border.
Listening to “Playin’ Every Honky Tonk
in Town™ is what it must have been like to
sit in the Palomino Club 15 years ago, the

VHINITI/NITHONYIOW TVIHOIN

smell of stale beer and sweet romance in
the air. The band here seems not to have
looked up from its instruments since 1965.
Of course, if Myles had been around then,
she wouldn’t have sounded this hard-bitten,
because “girl singers™ couldn’t get on stage
unless they played the gingham-clad, sub-
missive sweetheart. Think Wanda Jackson
and then get gritty. Above all, in this age of
Shania Twain, just get it.

JAZZ

BILL LASWELL Panthalassa:

The Music of Miles Davis 1969-1974
(Columbia, 60 min)

* ok ko

HENRY KAISER & WADADA LEO SMITH
Yo Miles!

(Shanachie, two CDs, 160 min)

* Kk kK

WORLD SAXOPHONE QUARTET
Selim Sivad: A Tribute to Miles Davis
(Justin Time, 53 min)

* * *

MARK LEDFORD Miles 2 Go
(Vervel/Forecast, 61 min)

* * *

Alanna Nash

he spirit of Miles Davis continues to

beam down, the latest development be-
ing a renewed interest in the period when
his scorched-earth approach to fusion singed
more than one critical sensibility. But lis-
tening to Bill Laswell’s Panthalassa, billed
as a “reconstruction and mix translation,”
I'm struck by how listener-friendly the mu-
sic is with no sacrifice of improvisational
acumen. Adding some previously unheard
material and doing a remix that usually
involves bringing up the bass and drums,
Laswell has devised a suite from music
meant for In A Silent Way, On the Corner,
and Ger Up with Ir. 1t’s homage-type tam-
pering, and if you're familiar with the mate-
rial, you can appreciate his arrangements.

Yo Miles!, featuring a group led by gui-
tarist Henry Kaiser and trumpeter Wadada
Leo Smith, captures the rawness and the
unruly sprawl of the original stuff. With 214
hours stretched over two CDs, the Kaiser
Smith band is able to replicate the epic
trance element so essential to Miles’s fu-
sion. Smith is a revelation here, adopting an
appropriately aggressive stance. And Kaiser
and fellow guitarist Nels Cline are scathing
in protracted cuts like “Themes from Jack
Johnson™ and “Calypso Frelimo.”

Another kind of interpretive sprawl is on
the World Saxophone Quartet’s Selim Si-
vad. The material leans toward covers of
1960s acoustic Miles with the quartet doing
its mellifluously edgy thing, this time over
a thick bedding of African percussion and
abetted by drummer/pianist Jack DeJohn-
ette. The slower cuts are the most impres-
sive: John Purcell’s arrangements of “*Selim™
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(,(impl_\‘ put... Legacy builds the best speakers in the world, and we’ve applied this knowledge to
Home Theatre. Advances like our Field Optimized Convergent Source technology, push/pull ribbon tweeters
and exclusive Hexacone KEVLAR® cone diaphragms give us a huge performance advantage
over the competition.
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entertainment.”
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Widescreen Review © Issue #27
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Eludition Site Openings
San Diego, California * 4444 Convoy Street. Suite 230
October 3rd & 4th
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RINGO STARR Vertical Man
(Mercury, 52 min) % % %

His friends turn out in droves, from
Paul McCartney and George Harrison
to Ozzy Osbourne. Still, Vertical Man
is stamped with Ringo’s winning per-
sonality: he’s the sole drummer on
nearly every track, he had a hand in
writing all but two songs, and the al-
bum is built around his appealingly
avuncular vocals. And he takes some
chances: the title track has the surreal,
lumbering gait of “I Am the Walrus,”
and “Mindfield” references Mersey-
beat, psychedelia, Indian music, and
hip-hop. Hats off to Ringo for an al-
bum with oodles of charm. J ol o

SARA HICKMAN

Two Kinds of Laughter

(Shanachie, 50 min) % % %

Hickman is produced by King Crim-
son’s Adrian Belew, who surrounds
her guitar work with a variety of in-
struments, all of which he plays him-
self. While the Latin forays (“E Cosi
Desio Me Mena™ and “Comets over
Costa Rica”) veer from languid to in-
vigorating, Hickman hits her stride in
the jazzy title track, the sophisticated
ballad “Eight,” and the rocking blues
“Look at It This Way.” AN.

SHIRLEY HORN | Remember Miles
(Verve, 53 min) % % % %

Horn’s tribute to a friend pleases me
immensely. Her vocals show none of
the frailties of the past, and her piano
is authoritative. Contributing much
are Toots Thielemans’s harmonica in
“Summertime,” Miles Davis alumni
Ron Carter and Al Foster on several
tracks, and trumpeter Roy Hargrove.
My favorite track is a beautiful bal-
lad, “This Hotel,” that Miles never re-
corded; accompanied only by her pi-
ano, Horn renders any further record-
ing of the song unnecessary. CA.

EDDIE GOMEZ Dedication
(Evidence, 52 min) % % %

The bassist is joined by drummer
Jimmy Cobb and pianist Stefan Karls-
son, whose lyrical reading of “When
You Wish Upon a Star” is a highlight.
This is an equal-opportunity trio that
sums up the wealth of its leader’s ex-
perience and underlines the consistent
quality of his work. Jeremy Steig’s
flutter-style flute is heard to great ad-
vantage in Miles Davis’s “Nardis”
and Gomez'’s title track. CA.
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and “Blue in Green” capture the Milesian
nonsentimental plaintiveness.

Moving from the avant-garde to the world
of pop, Mark Ledford’s Miles 2 Go is better
than it looks on paper. Ledford sings in an
anonymously soulful manner, and whi'e his
four originals are negligible, his Miles cov-
ers — on which he sings and plays trumpet
and guitar — are surprisingly fresh. Hear-
ing “Blue in Green” tricked up with hip-
hop beats may not float your boat, but the
set has an ebullience that would be curmud-
geonly to deny. Richard C. Walls

LENA HORNE Being Myself
(Blue Note, 39 min)
L. 8
Rcvie\\ing a Lena Horne album in these
pages in 1969, I described her as hav-
ing a “Dorian Gray agelessness.” That still
stands 30 years later. I've had reservations
about some of Horne's more recent perfor-
mances; the voice, I thought, was going. It's
certainly back on Being Myself, which finds
her in fine form. There are guests, but the
basic accompaniment by her regulars —
keyboardist Mike Renzi, guitarist Rodney
Jones, bassist Benjamin Brown, and drum-
mer Akira Tana — is all this veteran singer
really needs. Still, it’s a nice touch to have
strings. Also, Milt Jackson’s vibes and Bob-
by Forrester’s organ lend a soft cushion
to Horne's laid-back rendition of “Imagi-
nation,” and Houston Person’s robust tenor
saxophone is effective in “Some of My Best
Friends Are the Blues.” Another 30 years?
Maybe not, but more CDs? Let’s hope so,
and let’s hope the next round is not as short
in playing time. Chris Albertson

THE CHICO HAMILTON QUINTET
The Complete Pacific Jazz Recordings
(Mosaic, six CDs, 6 hours, 27 min;
mail-order only; phone, 203-327-7111)
* %k k
Onc of the best pieces of music in Boo-
gie Nights isn’t a hit from the 1970s.
The stately track that Burt Reynolds puts on
the turntable toward the beginning is “The
Sage” from 1955, performed by the Chico
Hamilton Quintet. Although extremely pop-
ular with 1950s record buyers, Hamilton’s
group was dismissed by most East Coast
critics as an example of West Coast cham-
ber jazz at its most pastel. The instrumenta-
tion included Jim Hall's guitar, Fred Ka:z's
cello, Carson Smith’s bass, and Buddy Col-
lette’s saxophones, clarinets, and flute. But
the key ingredient was Hamilton’s drums,
which he used for color and only rarely for
propulsion. The group’s signature was its
interweaving of voices and its striking bal-
ance of composition and improvisation.
With customary thoroughness, Mosaic
traces the quintet’s evolution over a four-
year period beginning in 1955. The instru-
mentation stays the same (with occasional

additions), but the personnel changes, with
Paul Horn, John Pisano, Hal Gaylor, and
Nat Gershman gradually replacing the orig-
inal members. By the end, the presence of
Eric Dolphy hints at larger changes in jazz
to which Hamilton would soon acquiesce.
Mosaic has given the original Hamilton
group the best sort of retrospective. one that
bids us to challenge accepted wisdom. Strict-
ly on its own merits, this is lovely. frequent-

ly gripping music. Francis Davis

COLLE(¢

THE JAZZ SINGERS
(Smithsonian, five CDs, 6 hours)
* ok k kY
he triumph of The Ja
way it addresses the thorny truth that

Singers 1s the

jazz singing is not one coherent, easily de-

finable art form, like pottery, but a music
that exists primarily as a tangent and subset
of other forms: blues, instrumental jazz,
and mainstream pop vocals. Appropriately.
this five-CD boxed set doesn’t lay out the
history of jazz singing in a straight-ahead,
chronological fashion but rather divides it
up according to loosely imposed categories:
blues roots, novelty songs, party records,
and jazz compositions. Especially reward-
ing are two meaty sections that explore the
relationship of jazz singing to the Great
American Songbook. in which the work of
the major Broadway composers is “swung”
and then “torched.” All of the music’s major
figures and movements are included here
and discussed in the 128-page booklet

with a few exceptions. Ray Charles turned
down the Smithsonian’s request to license
one of his performances. Not explained.
however, are the absences of Peggy Lee and
Tony Bennett. Will Friedwald

Lena Horne: still ageless
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BEST OF THE MONTH
Pollini’s Beethoven, Plus!

eutsche Grammophon has cho-
sen to introduce its new “CD-
pluscore™ series of enhanced
CDs, which reveal their extras
when played in IBM-format CD-ROM
drives, with a disc of three Beethoven piano
sonatas that Maurizio Pollini recorded live
at Vienna's Musikverein early last year (DG
435 472, 66 min). Happily, the “plus”™ in
this case involves a good deal more than

just the scores, which can be viewed on
screen (a yellow cursor helps you follow
along as the music plays) and printed out in
a choice of page sizes.

Like other “CD-pluscore™ discs, devel-
oped in collaboration with Schott Musik
International, this one includes an analysis
of the music, a biography of the composer,
a picture gallery, and biographical inform-

STAR SYSTEM

Stellar * % % & %
Excellent * % % %
Good & & &
Fair * %
Poor *
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ation on the performer, all pre-

sented on screen. In this case
the musical analysis, by the
Beethoven authority Barry
Cooper, is far more detailed
than the printed notes supplied
with most CDs, including a
glossary of the musical termi-

113SVO
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nology used. The very com-

prehensive biography, based
on Cooper’s material, is divid-

z

ed into several sections, in-
cluding an extensive timeline.
The picture gallery shows sig-
nificant individuals in Beetho-
ven’s life, along with brief bio-
graphical sketches. Finally,
there is background on Pollini.
I give all of it high marks for
clarity, accuracy, and tasteful
presentation. The texts are of-
fered in a choice of languages,
and Schott provides a fax/e-
mail hotline for help. Five ad-
ditional CD-pluscore discs are
to be issued this year.

Of course, the disc also
works in a regular CD player,
and it is strongly appealing on
aural grounds alone. Pollini’s
aristocratic bearing has never
left his playing short on wit or
genuine feeling. There is an
uncommon sense of real involvement in his
response to the elegant vigor of the Sonata
No. 11, and indeed to the individual charac-
ter of each sonata. The Sonata No. 12 is es-
pecially appealing for his resistance to the
temptation to overindulge either the play-
fulness of the scherzo or the solemnity of
the famous Funeral March, whose uncon-
trived dignity comes off splendidly. The new
“Waldstein™ Sonata, No. 21, easily super-
sedes Pollini’s earlier recording in respect
to both warmth and all-round flexibility.

The entire recital is such a thoroughgo-
ing joy that listeners may find the recorded
applause at the end of each sonata preity
easy to live with. The audience is not heard
from at all during the performances, and
the piano sound is first-rate all the way.
Richard Freed

ARMIRKHANIAN Walking Tune
(Starkland 206, 48 min)
L B & 4
harles Armirkhanian is a highly imag-
inative sound poet, text-sound creator,
and contrapuntal collagist of the first order.
Laurie Anderson, in her notes for the CD,
gets it right when she calls Walking Tune a

piece of “audio cinematography”™ — it’s re-
corded, edited, and structured like a movie.

All the music here was created for a spe-
cific occasion or purpose. Chu lu lu, a 49-
second world-music collage, was an audio
“commercial” for the American Center in
Paris. Bajanoom was commissioned for the
1990 New Music America Festival in Mon-
treal. Vers les anges was created for a pub-
lic radio program. Gold and Spirit was com-
missioned for the Arts Festival accompany-
ing the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics (it con-
tains such rousing cultural cheerleading as
“Go Van Gogh,” “Ray Man Ray,” and “Mar-
cel Duh Champ™).

By far the best piece is the title track,
subtitled “A Room-Music for Percy Grain-
ger.” The main subject is a beautifully re-
corded sound of tramping through the great
outdoors, which works as a kind of rondo
theme framing a series of delightful sonic
episodes that involve both natural sounds as
well as more traditional — and quite haunt-
ing — musical and vocal sounds produced
by violinist and vocalist Elizabeth Baker.

Eric Salzman

BACH Heart’s Solace
Taverner Consort and Players, Andrew Parrott
cond. (Sony 60155, 66 min)
L B & 4

his CD contains two motets written for

the funerals of Leipzig dignitaries, “Je-
su, meine Freude™ and “Komm, Jesu, Komm.”
plus the Mourning Ode, which was part of
the memorial service for the Electress of
Saxony. Andrew Parrott, the director of the
Taverner Consort, an English early-music
ensemble, has reconceived performance of
these works in the same way Joshua Rifkin
revolutionized the B Minor Mass some 25
years ago. Rifkin argued that most of Bach’s
“choral”™ music was meant to be sung by
one singer per part, and although his theory
is still fiercely debated, Parrott adopts it.

The intertwining, contrapuntal vocal lines
emerge here with startling clarity and
equality, shorn of the clotted opacity of tex-
ture that often bedevils Bach’s choral mu-
sic. Although the soloists use little vibrato,
they do not lack in expressivity. The instru-
mental sonorities are piquant, piercing, and



resolutely unblended. Whether this is the
“correct” appproach to Bach’s vocal music
seems irrelevant given the beauty of the
performance K. Robert Schwai
A COPLAND PROFILE
Dallas Symphony, Andrew Litton cond
(Delos 3221, 70 mir
* %k
hree aspects of Copland are represent
ed in this “Profile” the populist of

ballet and film, the jazz experimenter of the
mid-1920s, and the embryonic modernist
just breaking out of his shell. The last is
represented by the Symphony for Organ
and Orchestra, composed in 1924, which
packs a wonderful punch once you get
through the relatively brief opening pre
lude. The central scherzo has the real Cop
land drive, punctuated by telling exclama
tions from organ and orchestral percussion
T'he increasing dissonance that takes hold
in the finale must have driven the Carnegie
Hall audience at the work’s premiere out of
its collective mind. Andrew Litton pilots
his players through a resplendent reading
highlighted by the sumptuous sonorities
and coloration of the Lay Family organ at
Dallas’s Meyerson Center under the fingers
of Wayne Marshall

Music for the Theatre (1925) is one of
my favorite early Copland pieces, with both
sass and atmosphere; the high point is the
next to last of its five movements, “Bur
lesque.” We have a good performance here
though it falls short of the in-your-face
nerviness of Leonard Bernstein’s 1957 re
cording (now on Sony), maybe in part be
cause that one was miked more closely

I'he 1949 suite from The Red Pony, in
the composer’s listener-friendly “cowboy
style, is a pleasant 25 minutes of artful nos
talgia. The middle movements Dream
March,” *Circus Music,” and “Walk to the
Bunkhouse™ are the most memorable of
the six. It all adds up to a very attractive
program with some gorgeous sound

David Hall

JANACEK Glagolitic Mass; Sinfonietta
Soloists: Arvid Gast, organ; Berlin Radio Choir
Deutsches-Symphonie Orchester, Berlin, Eliahu

Inbal cond. (Denon 18049, 64 mir

* ok k%

Cn\mpu\c«l in the wake of all but the last
of Janacek’s great operas, the Glago
litic Mass

language of the Slavonic text

the name refers to the antique
has be
come almost familiar in the West given the
dozen or more recordings since the early
1950s. This latest one, made in Berlin’s
Philharmonie hall under Eliahu Inbal’s di
rection, emphasizes the score’s lyrical ele
ment rather than its raw passion and ur
gency, particularly in the opening section
and in the Agnus Dei. It is a valid interpre

tation, if not necessarily superior to those

by Czech artists, and the performance is a
0od one

Inbal has a radiant soprano in Julia Va
rady, a fine tenor, Valentin Prolat, whose
only shortcoming is a tendency toward the
lachrymose, and other good soloists. The
reading 1s by no means lacking in drama
the orchestral interlude evoking the cruci
fixion is hair-curling, and Arvid Gast takes
the ferocious organ solo near the end at a
terrific clip, driving the music home in no

S

I'he sound throughout

uncertain terms
splendid, graced by effective depth imag
ing. The choir seems placed farther back
than usual, but at no cost in presence and
with a distinct gain in the audibility of com
plex orchestral details

of twelve trumpets preceding and follow

1e popular Sinfonietta, with its blaze

ing the three sharply characterized central
movements, also fares well. The reading
compares very decently with the many oth
er versions on disc, and again a sense of
space and depth is a major plus. Overall,
the sonics come pretty close to a draw with
the most sumptuous-sounding versions of

these works that I've heard David Hal

MENDELSSOHN Violin Concerto
in E Minor
SIBELIUS Violin Concerto
Sarah Char Berlin Philharmonic, Mari
Jansons cond. (EMI 564
' 2 .
he enthusiasm of the audience at the
end of Sarah Chang’s live concert re
cording of the Sibelius concerto, while in
trusive in home listening, was certainly well
earned. This CD is a gem. Both perfor
mances not only show how far along young
Chang has come but are by any measure ex
ceptional. EMI's exemplary balancing of
soloist and orchestra in both works puts
these elements equally in the picture, as
they are in all too few concerto recordings
nowaday

And make no mistake

re real partnerships, charged with

these perfor
mances ¢
the give and take between soloist and con
ductor that is even rarer than judicious bal
ancing in a recording. In both the Sibelius
and the Mendelssohn there 1s an impression
of real dialogue, which keeps these familiar
works sounding fresh and vital without a

hint of eccentricity. The solo playing is not

We Got Gershwin

George Gershwin’s centennial year is
being celebrated or CD with a variety
of tributes to the genius of this 20th-
century Americen pop, jazz, and clas-
sical musical phenomenon.

Sony has rereleased the
complete 1951 Columbia
Masterworks stucio re-

cording of his Porgy and

Bess. On Deutsche Gram-

mophon’s We Got Phythm,

André Pravin plays piano

and David Fimck double-

bass in jazz renditions of

some o- the composer’s most popula-
songs. And this month BMG Classics
will release an all-Gershwin prog-am
with M chael Tilson Thomas leading
tke San Francisco Symphony

and Broadway stars Avdra
McDonald and Brian Stckes

Mitchell — the same forces

to be featured September

30 in a Great Performances

telecast on PBS of the jaka
Gershwin concert opening
Carnegie Hall's 108th season.

— Robert Ripgs

-
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only assured in the technical sense but un-
failingly tasteful in even the most impas-
sioned passages, which are embraced very
wholeheartedly indeed. Richard Freed
ROSSINI Il Turco in Italia
Bartoli, Pertusi. Corbelli, Vargas, others: Chorus
and Orchestra of La Scala, Riccardo Chailly
cond. (London 458 924, two CDs, 142 min)
* %k k
ossini wrote I/ Turco in Italia for Mi-
lan in 1814, less than a year after the
Venice premiere of his better known L' ltal-
iana in Algeri, with which it is frequently

Mahler

N ew recordings of two Mahler
symphonies — one by a youngish
conductor, Esa-Pekka Salonen, and one
by a veteran, Pierre Boulez, who has
come to the composer’s music late in his
career — raise the question of how
Mahlerian performance styles have
changed since the recordings by conduc-
tors who either knew him or grew up
steeped in the same tradition. I'd venture
that today’s younger conductors, such as
Salonen, tend to soft-pedal the element
of anxiety in Mahler’s music and to

Esa-Pekka Salonen

make more of its contrapuntal
complexity and brilliant orchestration.
As for Boulez, some may complain that
his Mahler is unidiomatic, but it is
certainly thought-provoking.

Despite menacing sounds here and
there in its long opening movement, the
Third Symphony has always struck me
as the most irrepressibly cheerful in the
Mabhler canon. Of the recorded perfor-
mances I have heard, my first choice
remains Bernstein’s 1961 reading (still
available on Sony), but Salonen’s new
one with Los Angeles forces comes
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AVOISSYIO ANOS

and unavoidably compared. In Riccardo
Chailly’s second recording of this amusing
comedy, he responds keenly to the opera’s
vitality. This time he is aided by an even
more homogeneous ensemble than the cast
at his disposal in his previous recording for
CBS. At Bartoli’s
sparkling, mischiveous Fiorilla. Full of ca-

the center is Cecilia

price and coyness, she turns from an allur-
ing siren to a fiery termagant in a few sec-
onds during a duet with her elderly, put-up-
on husband. Geronio. At times the heavier
vibrato invading her tones seems a sign of
impending vocal trouble, but her singing

Update

closer than any other and has state-of-
the-art sound. There’s tremendous range
in terms of both frequency and
dynamics, as well as a fine sense of
space, notably in the solo-posthorn
episodes of the third movement.
Boulez’s DG recording of the Ninth
with the Chicago Symphony comes
across as Mahler without the tragedy.
Instead of a sense of ineffable farewell in
the final pages, we get something more
like acceptance. Boulez is very delib-
erate in the opening movement, exer-
cising great care in matters of orchestral
coloration and clarity of line, yet there is
ample menace to the intensely dramatic
climaxes. The sarcasm in the Ldndler
movement is tempered by an almost
Gallic concentration on coloristic detail,
but in the ferocious Rondo-Burleske
the rhythms are precise almost to a fault,
the attacks razor-sharp. The great
adagio finale goes almost five minutes
faster than the norm, but the climaxes
are telling, and the Chicago strings
are at their magnificent best. The very
last bars, played at a barely audible
pianissimo, can only be described as
unearthly. The recording, done in
Medinah Temple, is spacious and full-
bodied. If you want a Mahler Ninth with
compassion but few tears, Boulez may
be the interpreter of choice. David Hall

MAHLER

Symphony No. 3

Anna Larson, contralto; Women of the Los
Angeles Master Chorale; Paulist Boy
Choristers of California; Los Angeles
Philharmonic, Esa-Pekka Salonen cond.
(Sony 60250, two CDs, 95 min)

* ok kK

Symphony No. 9

Chicago Symphony, Pierre Boulez cond.
(Deutsche Grammophon 457 581, 80 min)
* ok kK

remains virtuosic and is always tellingly
inflected.

The playful diva enjoys the company of
outstanding Rossinians. Michele Pertusi is
a rich-toned Selim who delivers his lines
with exemplary clarity. As Geronio, Ales-
sandro Corbelli is given an aria (“Se ho da
dirla;” Act 11) not heard in previous ver-
sions: he excels in this, but in general he
exhibits more technique and style than
voice. Ramon Vargas displays his excellent,
graceful light tenor in a relatively small but
very demanding role, while Roberto de Can-
dia’s light baritone does well with the med-
dlesome Poeta. George Jellinek
SCHUMANN Complete Symphonies
Orchestre Revolutionnaire et Romantique,

John Eliot Gardiner cond. (DG Archiv 457 591
three CDs

* ok ok k

165 min)

hese are accomplished performances

indeed, which will not surprise anyone
who has heard John Eliot Gardiner and his
band’s startling, revelatory recording of Ber-
lioz's Symphonie fantastique. But Schu-
mann was no Berlioz, and when modern
orchestras play his later symphonies, they
almost always come off sounding like clot-
ted cream. Late in his short life, with little
skill as a conductor, Schumann became mu
sic director of the second-rate orchestra in
Diisseldorf, and in orchestration he seems
to have adopted the motto, “double to avoid
trouble.” If one instrument screwed up. an-
other would always be carrying the same
line. But by thickening the stew, he made it
almost inedible.

Even Gardiner can’t change that unfortu-

nate reality. I adore the “Rhenish™ Sympho-
ny (No. 3), but it’s wearying that every in-
strument seems to be playing all the time
— few of them ever have solos. And the
hatchet job Schumann did on his Fourth
Symphony is only more evident from the
two versions here, not less. A tlcll|) scored
and structurally unpredecented work in its
original version (1841), in its revised ver-
sion (1851) the Fourth became padded and
murky. Neither the “Rhenish™ nor the re-
vised Fourth have ever sounded clearer than
in these readings, but the problems certain-
ly do not disappear.

The younger, less self-conscious Schu-
mann, however, is well served by Gardiner.
Just listen to the radiant, daring, and. yes,
transparent original version of the Fourth,
sounding here like a clarion call of German
Romanticism. The set also includes a rarity,
the unfinished “Zwickau™ Symphony of
Schumann’s youth, as well as the Overture,
Scherzo, and Finale (1841) and a riotously
virtuosic performance of the Konzertstiick
for Four Horns and Orchestra. Indeed, the
orchestra plays at its usual hair-raising lev-
el throughout. This is hardly the last word
on Schumann’s symphonies, but it may be
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the last word on their period-instrument
performance. K. Robert Schwarz

STRAVINSKY Scherzo fantastique;

Apollo; Firebird Suite (1945)

Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, Riccardo

Chailly cond. (London 458 142, 71 min)

L e & & &

R iccardo Chailly’s stunning recording
of Stravinsky's very early Scherzo

fantastique appeared only four years ago

with his handsome recording of Rimsky-
Korsakov's Scheherazade, and it now intro-
duces an all-Stravinsky program that is a
winner clean through. The composer’s 1945
suite from The Firebird is scored for a
somewhat smaller orchestra than the stan-
dard 1919 suite, but it contains enough ad-
ditional music to serve for two or three
staged productions of the ballet itself. While
I've tended to prefer either the sumptuous
and concise 1919 suite or the complete score,
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Chailly’s affectionate way with the 1945
suite, combined with London’s most lumi-
nous and wide-open sonic frame, could
change my mind.

Framed between these two colorful items
is the sharply contrasting Apollon musagéte
(which Stravinsky eventually retitled sim-
ply Apollo), definitely not a splashy piece
but charged with a different sort of warmth
in its more intimate scoring for strings alone.
Played by the Royal Concertgebouw strings,
it fairly glows, and Chailly’s unerring inter-
pretive instincts provide the most exquisite
balance of strength and tenderness while ap-
pearing to allow everything to come togeth-
er through its own magical grace, without
the slightest nudge. Richard Freed
VIVALDI Violin Sonatas, Op. 1, Nos. 7-12
L’arte dell’arco; Christopher Hogwood,
keyboards (Deutsche Harmonia Mundi 77350,
54 min)

* %k %k k9

hristopher Hogwood is once again in

very enlivening company in this ab-
solutely stunning presentation of the last six
works from Vivaldi's Op. 1, a set of twelve
sonatas for two violins and continuo. One
of the factors that makes it so is the bright
sound of the ensemble. Period-instrument
performances over the last several decades
have generally used the old tuning of A =
410-425 Hz instead of the modern standard
of A = 440 Hz. L'arte dell’arco’s players,
however, tune to 442 Hz, which is identified
in the annotation as “Venetian pitch” and is
claimed to be what Vivaldi himself expect-
ed when he composed these works. It cer-
tainly does enhance the vitality of the mu-
sic, and the playing itself is highly charged,
not only in the faster music but in respect to
the depth and expressiveness of the slower
movements as well.

The superbly recorded sound is bright,
lively, and exceptionally rich. The continuo
comprises a cello, a theorbo, and either
harpsichord or chamber organ in five of the
sonatas, a cello alone in No. 11. The full
complement, with harpsichord, makes the
concluding sonata, a single movement of
variations on the popular song La Folia, a
truly climactic finale to the set. In every
musical and sonic respect this disc is certifi-
ably irresistible. Richard Freed

COLLECTIONS

RENEE FLEMING

The Beautiful Voice

English Chamber Orchestra, Jeffrey Tate cond.

(London 458 858, 69 min)

* ok kK

Hcrc\ a richly rewarding vocal album,
a feast of melody, but with no appar-

ent connections among the selections ex-

cept that they all show off Renée Fleming’s



HANDEL Royal Fireworks Music;
Concerti a due cori Nos. 1-3
Tafelmusik, Jeanne Lamon cond. (Sony
63073, 66 min) % % % %

Lamon and her crack period-instru-
ment ensemble illumine the Royal
Fireworks Music with Handelian vig-
or — the players’ enthusiasm is evi-
dent in every phrase. The three mar-
velous Concerti a due cori, for double
wind ensembles plus strings, though
they show the same exuberance, lack
some warmth, but overall the disc is a
delight, with stunning sonics. R.F.

Zaide

MOZART Zaide

Dawson, Blochwitz, Bir, others;
Academy of Ancient Music,

Paul Goodwin cond. (Harmonia Mundi
907205, 75 min) % % % %
Dramatically, this love story set in a
harem has little to recommend it. Left
unfinished, Zaide is known mainly for
“Ruhe sanft,” one of the most beauti-
ful melodies Mozart ever composed.
In this fine recording it receives a
ravishing performance from soprano
Lynne Dawson. The Academy of An-
cient Music sounds more like a mod-
ern orchestra — less ancient, if you
will — under its new musical director,
Paul Goodwin, than under its founder,
Christopher Hogwood. i

SCHUMANN Dichterliebe;
Liederkreis, Op. 24

Matthias Goerne, baritone; Vladimir
Ashkenazy, piano (London 458 265,

50 min)

* %k %

Goerne is blessed with a warm, ring-
ing voice, ample in range, and with a
technique that affords him a sensitive
control of dynamics. In this recital of
Schumann’s settings of Heine poems,
he enters wholeheartedly into the bit-
terness, anger, and thwarted hopes ex-
pressed in the lyrics. Ashkenazy's ex-
citing pianism sometimes dominates,
even to the point of blurring the sing-
er’s interpretive nuances. Excellent
sound, good annotation. G.J.
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I mage Entertainment has released

the first operas on DVD, among them
Mozart’s Don Giovanni (4356) and
Rossini’s William Tell (4357). These two
are reissues of La Scala productions

that have already appeared on VHS and

laserdisc, and it’s clear that
the DVD medium has at
least one tremendous advan-
tage over laserdisc: long un-
interrupted playing time.
Don Giovanni gains im-
mensely in dramatic conti- |
nuity when the entire opera, :" 1
and not just each individual ' Do
act, can be experienced in
one go. You can’t get that
on CD. It's also easier to
cue up a favorite aria —
aided by rudimentary on-screen menus
— without disc sides to select.

When it comes to the DVD’s other
potential advantages for recorded opera,
they remain potential. Unlike movie
DVDs, which usually let you select
among multiple subtitle languages, both
these DVDs have the same English
subtitles as their previous video releases,
and you can’t suppress the subtitles on
DVD anymore than you could on video-
tape or laserdisc. Image has also totally
neglected the DVD format’s capability to
replace traditional liner notes with vivid
on-screen presentations. Movies on

beautiful soprano voice. (But do we really
need to have the point driven home by that
cloying CD title?) A few of the numbers
come from Fleming's opera roles — includ-
ing the Gavotte from Massenet’'s Manon
and a fabulous rendition of the Jewel Song
from Faust but most of the disc is a
grab-bag of wildly diverse styles. She takes
such chestnuts as Canteloube’s Bailero (from
the Chants d’Auvergne) and Charpentier’s
“Depuis le jour™ (from Louise) and infuses
them with glorious color and warmth.

If the collection has a fault, it’s a prepon-
derance of moping, melancholic songs. how-
ever splendidly performed. After a radiant
performance of “Chi il bel sogno di Doret-
ta.” from Puccini’s La Rondine, the middle
of the set becomes a bit of a slog — Mariet-
ta’s lugubrious song from Korngold's Die
tote Stadt, the stately, monotonous “In truti-
na’ from Orff’s Carmina Burana. the chilly
magnificence of Richard Strauss’s Morgen!,
and Rachmaninoff’s languorous Vocalise —
until we finally arrive at a clutch of tunes
from operettas, including an eerie melismat-
ic number in a flamenco mood by a contem-
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MOZART'S

h Gjovanni

DVD often include production notes,
actor biographies, and other background
materials. With Don Giovanni you get
nothing, not even the composer’s dates
or the location and date of the opera’s
premiere, much less the kind of liner
notes or libretto that any
self-respecting CD opera set
provides. The William Tell
DVD at least provides some
of this information in
printed notes. Most impor-
tant, the soundtracks in both
cases are straight PCM
! stereo, not multichannel

. || Dolby Digital, which has
; the potential to convey a
vivid you-are-there
theatrical ambience in
recordings of new productions.

As opera-on-video experiences, these
two productions have always been some-
what substandard. Particularly irritating
is video director Carlo Battistoni’s
distracting penchant for switching to
conductor Riccardo Muti whenever he
runs out of things to show in Don
Giovanni. And who wants to watch on a
TV screen a production of Rossini’s epic
William Tell in which the backdrops are
themselves flat projections, often shaky
ones to boot? When it comes to opera on
DVD, we ain’t seen nothin’ yet.

David Ranada

porary Spanish composer named José¢ Ma-
ria Cano. Choose any track here, and you
will turn up a tasteful, thoughtful perfor-
mance, but the CD is best listened to one

morsel at a time. Jamie James

QUARTETTO GELATO Aria fresca
(Marquis/Allegro Imports 81602, 64 min)
* ok k
he name Quartetto Gelato means lce
Cream Quartet in Italian, and Aria fres-
ca means “fresh air,”” which is what this CD
offers: new versions of old tenor arias, like
“La donna ¢ mobile”™ and “Salut demeure
chaste et pure.”

rranged for accordion, oboe,

and strings, large suites from Rosenkavalier

and Turandot culminating in tenor arias, a
rather rambling gran concerto (with varia-
tions) on themes from Vespri Siciliani, as
well as some nonoperatic dances scored
and played in café-orchestra style. My fa-
vorite is the Tango Solitario in the style of
Astor Piazzolla by accordionist (and violist)
Claudio Vena, the one (mostly) original
piece on the CD. Tenor Peter de Sotto, who
also plays the violin and mandolin, is the
quite credible Pavarotti stand-in. The other
musicians, all doubling on various instru-
ments, are deft. In a couple of places, the
Toronto Symphony under Joaquin Valde-
penas provides a rather ponderous backup
that would seem to contradict the CD’s
lighthearted concept.

This all-Canadian production, reviving
the old-fashioned idea of popular operatic
arrangements, is first-class. The liner notes
are hilarious, but the actual musical content
is serious; this is entertainment music with
quite a bit of heft. In fact, Quartetto Gelato
makes me think of an early-music group -

without the early music. Eric Salzman
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Order Purchasers in this section.

RECORDS

LV/CD/RECORD COLLECTOR'S SUPPLIES. Jewel boxes, jackets,
sleeves, efc. CABCO-663, BOX 8212, COLUMBUS, OH 43201.
(614) 267-8468. JProto 1@aol.com

NEEDLES/CARTRIDGES & Belfs--Expert Consultations, All Major
Brands, One of Largest Stocks in Country including Old/
Obsolete Models. NEEDLE EXPRESS. 1-800-982-2620.
WWW. com

AUTHORIZED

Happy
Medium

www.HappyMedium.com

*ADS *NAD
*AMC *NAKAMICHI
« ATLANTIC TECHNOLOGY *NILES AUDIO
* BANG & OLUFSEN + PANAMAX
+ CARVER +POLK AUDIO
+ CELESTION +PSB SPEAKERS
*GRADO *SANUS SYSTEMS
+ HARMAN KARDON +* SUNFIRE
«JVC * SONY
« KEF + SONY HiFi
+ LEXICON *TARGET
+ MONSTER CABLE *THORENS
430 State Street + Madison. W1 53703 « FAX 1(508) 255-4423

1-800-906 HI-F1 (4434)

Soﬂlﬁld Seller

Authorized Dealer For
+*ADCOM * JAMO

« NITTY GRITTY

U * OMNIMOUNT
* HARMAN KARDON + PANAMAX
* INFINITY * POLK AUDIO + VELODYNE

2808 Cabhill Road, P.O. Box 224
Marinette, Wl 54143 « (715) 735-9002

1-800-826-0520

FRIENDLY ADVICE! FREE SHIPPING! MIRAGE, KINERGETICS, NAD,
PARASOUND, KEF, AUDIOQUEST, KIMBER, STRAIGHTWIRE,
MORE!l READ BROTHERS, 593-B KING, CHARLESTON, SOUTH
CAROLINA 29403. (843)723-7276. RBS@charleston.net

"One of America's Finest
Audio/Video Stores"

AUTHORIZED DEALER
We stock 106 brands of Audio,
Video and Car Stereo, only a few
stores in America can make this statement
and virtually all of us are located in college
towns adjacent to hi-tech Universities.-xt

Straight Talk...

for 39 Years

14 Showrooms
106 Quality Manufacturers

KIEF'S AUDIO/VIDEO
2429 lowa St., Lawrence, KS 66046
Monday through Saturday 10am-6pm
http://www _kiefsav.com/

AUDIO/VIDEO
TRS5-842-1811

OUR 23RD YEAR! CALL 1(800) 826-0520. *
ADCOM # NAD % SONY ES % ONKYO * CARV-
ER % KEF % HARMAN KARDON * LEXICON %
NAKAMICHI % AMC * PSB SPEAKERS * VE-
LODYNE % JAMO % GRADO LABS * AUDIO-
CONTROL * a/d/s/ % NILES AUDIO % THORENS
* SANUS SYSTEMS * TICE AUDIO * INFINITY %
PANAMAX % ROCKFORD-FOSGATE * TARGET
SOUNDSTREAM # CELESTION % MONSTER CA-
BLE % SOUND SELLER BOX 224, 2808 CAHILL,
MARINETTE, W1 54143-0224

LEc1RO

800-359-8200

AUTHORIZED DEALER
FOR EVERY COMPONENT SOLD!

1585 ROUTE 46 EAST, LITTLE FALLS, NJ 07424
TEL: 973 256-1122 « FAX: 973 256-5388

www.avielectronics.com

SAVE 40% ON HIGH-END home speakers, sub-
woofers, amplifiers. FREE CATALOG! RTRD,3023
E. Sangamon Ave., Springfield, IL 62702.
1-800-283-4644.

FOR SALE

PLEASE NOTE:
A * AFTER A PRODUCT INDICATES
THE ADVERTISER IS AN AUTHO-
RIZED DEALER FOR THAT PRODUCT.

SINGERS!Vsears

Unllmlted Low Cost, Instantly Available
Backg Music ‘rom
ecord s! Does Everything Karaoke
and_gives you the
Vocal Biminator

»\

:// Itsound.com 3
s Demo/In‘o Request Une {770)482 2485 Ext 50
Whon You Want Something Better Than Karaoke!

Components

Systems that

that define anticipate

the present the future

» ; e i

800.947.4434

so. cal. 310.517.1700
fax 310.517.1732

www.reference-av.com

20th
year!

Competitive Prices « Courteous Service  Expert Advice

Authorized cealer for the finest audio & video brands

ADA Celestion Magnum Dynalab Sharp
ATI Citation Meridian Scnance
Atlantic Teca Creek Mirage Sony
Audible lllusions DCM M.LT Spectron
Audio Contol Denon Mitsubishi Straightwire
Audio Power Fanfare NAD Target
Audioquest Grado Nestorovic Thorens
Bag End Hafler Niles Tice
Balanced Asdio Hales Nitty Gritty Toshiba
Bryston Harman Kardon  Nordost Flatline Towr shend
Bybee Infinity Pioneer Elite Vor Schweikert
Cal Audio Labs  Jamo ProAc VPI
Cardas JBL Synthesis PS8 Wiraworld
Carver KEF Rega XL0
Cary Kimber Kable Roomtune and more

15214 Dalton Ave., Dept. SP, Gardena, CA 90248
e-mail: rav2000@aol.com

* Mob«e D)

* Night Club

* Pro Audio

* Effects Lighting

« Complete Satisfaction

Call For Your S

FREE Catetoghe® it/
1- 888 577-4AMC

(A252)

1/ /www.auvdioclimax.com
AUDIO CLIMAX
Professional Lighting & Sound

DJ Gear ® Effects Lighting ® Pro Audio ® Nightclubs

AUDIO CLIMAX

o
Cdil U¥For Your Free Catalog!

Quality Audio Furniture at 20% off Retai Price! Featuring
Archetyoe System from Salamandar Cesigns Ltd
MEI, 1-800-879-5267. www.audiofurniture.com




WHOLESALE

11:800-226-2800

W(’ Have What You re Looking For! We Ship FedEx

Call For Brands & Models Not Listed |
‘ 24 Hr. Fax (516) 564-9593 ¢ P.0.'s Welcome!

361 Charles St. » West Hempstead NY 11552

|
1
www.wholesaleconnection.com|
Il Receivers | | MiniDisc/DAT Jll Center Channels [l _Car Stereo |
JVC Puoneer Panasonlc Sharp Infinity Pioneer
RX1024 Call  PDF100 Call DVDA310 Call  MDS702 cal CC1,3 Call KEHP424,616 . .Ca
RX884, 664 Call PDF957 Call DVDA110 Cal  MDR2 Call SMVIDEO Call Sall
Technics PDR04 Call DVDL10 Call  MmpR3 cal B.LC. s Ca
SAAX720 Call  Kenwood Pioneer MDSJES10 Call DV32CLR Call  FHP700 Call
SAAXE Call  CD2260,80 ... .Call DVS0 Call - \DBUNDLE cal DV52CLR Call  DEH36, P56 . . .Cal
Pioneer CDM224M Call DV606D Call  rot Call DV62CLR Call  DEXP1R, 98 Cal
VSXD607, 907 . .Call  Technics DVL909 Call e 16 pa CDXP1230 Ca
VSXD557, 457 . .Call g1 MCB, 3 call Toshiba CDD8, 100 2" Whistler SDXFM1239 "
Kenwood ... SPLD988, 888 . .Call SD3108 f"” 1585WH Call CDXFM633 !
‘V/;lf ”13“ ‘:1’1( Harmon/Kardon SUTI08 ...l BIC. .. 1595SE cal  Kenwood
\“ ) :‘ ; al  £18300 Call f DV52, DV6? leH Bel KRCS305. 505 . .Call
P“:rmo:'l/Kaldoﬂ Al onkyo i sﬂm PT12 Call 840, 846i Call KDCS2009, 3009 Ca
‘ AVR40, 55 cay DXC540,730 .. .Call 3 ,\gs(,;v c V636 Call  9458Ti, 855 all KDCS5009 all
AVR75. 85 Cal V€ we 3 ADATT( Call - Cobra KDCC461 Cal
Onkyo & XLM\.,'H.‘ Call TORA6: Call Infinity ESD6100, 200 all  JvC
TXDS939 Call (R:)[ o el Tow7is Call OUTRIGGER ... .Call ESD6500 Call  KSFX230, 430 . Cal
S747 545 Call CDPCX240 Call < OVIR1,2 Call  Uniden KSRT520 Ca
LK ¥ Rezr;:gnll(ardon cal QPS1 Call lg[;;’?nu: Call h%vu!'nwu Call
Canon Technics RS SERIES ¢#M).Call LRD6500, 6200 Call KDSX830, 930 . .Ca
F'!Sum 7000 . Call XU Call RSTRS575 Call SM SERIES o call CHX99, 99RF all
FSMD9000 cal ZR Call pho US1G Call  Sony
| MxD402, 602 Cal (HéHH/« Call  panasonic - DES55, 51 Sall 3l
| Aiwa JV 210 . Call DE406CKT call ll
NSXA707 909 _ Call GRAXM700 ... Call Call 'I(g{:,"‘f‘”xd call IVC l
‘ NSXMT79( Call  GRAXMS00 Call  KXTCC942,902 Call yopni Al XLP84CcR Call : Call
NSXMT920. 960 Call GRDVM5 Call  KXTCC912 Call "‘"','7‘ . XLPB4XR Call MDXC7900 Cal
XRH33MD Call GRDVL9000 ... Call KXTCM939 cal BU.2 Call " panasonic Panasonic
XRHE6ML Call -~ Panasonic Sony BIC. . SLSX500,300 . Call CODP93( Cal
7VR5¢ Call PVL858 w'm Call SPPSS961.965 .Call Vv1000,12000 . .Call g sws15 Call Call
‘ Panasomc PVDV7 Call SPPA67, 957 . Call Kenwood Call
‘ SCAK25, 75 Call SPPM932 Call | F i DPC792, 692 Call CQDPX60 Ca

-
v

FRIENDLY PEOPLE, EXPERT ADVICE, and THE LOWEST PRICES!
HOME THEATER SPECIALISTS

A ' @ Fax orders

American Buyer's Club International 732-294-7480

’-8”” 354 '324 yi WEBSIT

130 Highway 33 * Englishtown, N) 07726 WWW.ABCSTEREO.COM

THX - AC-3 Consuhants

For info & customer
service call
732-780-6600

IT NI
1 Uu

[ _RECEIVERS ]
TOSHIBA Jvc
YAMAHA SD3107 CALL  XL-MC 334BK .. 200 DIX
RX-V992 .. AC-3 749 NEER DENON ‘
RX-V2092 CALL DVL909 DVDAD/CD DCM460 339
HARMAN/KARDON KEF NAKAMICHI
AVR8S CALL Q75 CALL  DVP-5500 CALL  ALL MODELS CALL
AVR40 CALL MODEL THREE CALL DVP-5300 CALL YAMAHA
DENON PSB PANASONIC CDC665 239
AVR2700 CALL STRATUS GOLD CALL DVD-A310 AC-3
AVR3200 AC-3 STRATUS MINI NEW DENON
AVR5600 THX  wwwWHARFEDALE.com DOVD-3000 DTS HITACHI .. AUTHORIZED
PIONEER DIAMOND 7.2 CALL TOSHIBA DEALER
VSX-D906 699 ATLANTIC SONY CALL
VSX-D606 CALL TECHNOLOGY MITSUBISHI CALL
450 SYSTEM THX
B &K 370 SYSTEM AC-3 BHBOSKE
AVF3090 CALL BOSE Jvc
NAD AM 10 . NEW LOW PRICE
216THX AMP  AM 711 LOWEST PRICE LOWEST PRICES! O PIONEER
PARASOUND KRIX VELODYNE FSR-12
www.krixspeakers. .
PSP-1500 DIGITAL i T M&K MX-125 SONY
HCA 2205 AMP EQUINOX....Award Winner | 1psCH KSW-200 YAMAHA
ADCOM APEX TOWER  CLEMENTS RICHTER
GFP 750 PRE AMP KLIPSCH CLEMENTS RICHTER2
GFA7500 AMP  KLF20 CALL giC 1200R Velodyne

MILLION DOLLAR INVENTORY
5 YEAR WARRANTIES AVAILABLE ON ALL PRODUCTS

All products are new USA merchandise covered by the manufacturers warranty or
ABC's exclusive limited warranty

sm?us

Photo, Video
& Electronics

For Orders Only: 1 '800' 516-4228

NY Resuienls & lniormatlon 1-212 967-5900

wm DISC

SPEOALW AUDVO

MINI THEATER HI FI COMPONENTS |

HOME THEATER
MINI SYSTEMS

MIDI SYSTEMS

50
CD PLAYERS ‘

AV RECEIVERS

ANALOG RECORDERS

|

DIGITAL RECORDERS

MINI HI-FI COMP. SYSTEMS

MIDI SHELF

L PIONEER ]
RECEIVERS

|
|
|
COMPACT DISC ‘
CO-FILE SYSTEMS

CASSETE DECKS
MINI SYSTEMS

LD PLAYERS
T —
\ \

SUBWOOFERS

PEFORMANCE SERIES

LOUD SPEAKERS

AUDIO CABLES SPEAKER WIRE IN STOCK

DENON
TOSHIBA

JVvC )
Panasonic EREBATE S
|

SONY

- |
Pioneer

SAMSUNG ‘

PEAVEY
GEMINI

SHURE MIKES

HARMON -KARDON
HOME THEATER
SIGNATURE SERIES

AUDIO VIDEO COMPONENTS

AT REEY WS
HOME THEATER AUDIO

b ]
RECEIVERS

CD CHANGERS

TAPE DECKS

TURNTABLES & MIXERS

RECEIVERS

COMPACT DISC PLAYERS

CASSETTE DECKS

MINI SYSTEMS

CALL FOR LOW PRICES

MINI-DISC COMPACT

194 .95
124.95
149 95
166.95
99.95

M 194,95
3995

169.95

79.95
174.95
184.95
104.95

74.95
74.95
69.65

124 95
_.‘lllI *(';_

|) PIONEER'JVC

Clarion KENWOOD

SONY //LPINE

PANASONIC DENON
@ BLAUPUNKT

Retail & Ma urd“' 29 WEST 35th ST

NEW YORK, N.Y. 100

Hours Mun ThursQB Frl 9-2 Sun 104

FAX 24 HOURS
Ave)  1-800-699-2836
1-212-967-5912

Wf E. bORT WORLDWI E”




TIPS FOR MAIL ORDER
PURCHASERS

It is impossible for us to verify all of
the claims of advertisers, including
product availability and existence of
warranties. Therefore, the following
information is provided for your
protection.

1. Confirm price and merchandise
information with the seller, including
brand, model, color or finish, acces-
sories and rebates included in the price.
2. Understand the seller's return and
refund-policy, including the allowable
return period, who pays the postage for
returned merchandise, and whether
there is any "restocking” charge.

3. Understand the product's warran-
ty. Is there a manufacturer's warranty,
and if so, is it from a U.S. or foreign
manufacturer? Note that many manu-
facturers assert that, even if the
product comes with a U.S. manufac-
turers warranty card, if you purchase
from an unauthorized dealer, you are
not covered by the manufacturer's
warranty. If in doubt, contact the
manufacturer directly. In addition to,
or instead of, the manufacturer's war-
ranty, the seller may offer its own war-
ranty. In either case, what is covered by
warranty, how long is the warranty peri-
od, where will the product be serviced,
what do you have to do, and will the
product be repaired or replaced? You
may want to receive a copy of the writ-
ten warranty before placing your order.
4. Keep a copy of all transactions,
including cancelled checks, receipts
and correspondence. If you pay by cred-
it card, you may have a greater recourse
in the event the advertiser does not per-
form. (Check the complaint procedures
of your credit card companies). For
phone orders, make a note of the order
including merchandise ordered, price,
order date, expected delivery date and
salesperson's name.

5. If the merchandise is not shipped
within the promised time or if no time
was promised, 30 days of receipt of the
order, you generally have the right to
cancel the order and get a refund.

6. Merchandise substitution without
your express prior consent is not
allowed.

7. If you have a problem with your
order or the merchandise, write a let-
ter to the seller with all the pertinent
information and keep a copy.

8. If you are unable to obtain satis-
faction from the seller, contact the
consumer protection agency in the sell-
er's state or your local Post Office.

If, after following the below guide-
lines, you experience a problem with a
mail order advertiser that you are
unable to resolve, please let us know.
WRITE to Susan Ross, Special
Marketing, 45th floor, Hachette
Filipacchi Magazines, 1633 Broadway,
NY, NY 10019. Be sure to include
copies of all correspondence.

W erican
eater
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PRE-FALL CLEARANCE -
i 3 # ) : ()10 DE.U
AR 208HO 3510/ S189pr.  DCM LW.7 $3200 51295 pr. N&H EVERY MODEL ON SALE CALL
ARAGON 8008bb 51898 HARMAN KARDON (AL ONKYO TXDS939 S2700  S1829
ADCOM AMPS AS LOW AS 5299 JVC 400W RECEIVER  S430° SA9 PARASOUND P/SP1500 $¥500  $789
ATLANTIC 2511 LR S400~  S169pr.  KEF 2000 SI00 Se89 PIONEER TV  DVD  REC & ELITE CALL
BOSE AMIO S1300° 5649 KLIPSCH KSP400 (11 ROTEL RCD975 SH50 5489
BLK AV5000 S1300° 5649 MARANTZ SR96II S1600 SEBY. SHARPVISION FRONT PROJ TV CALL
BLW 8025P S4000° S1789%pr. MILLENIUM DTS SIS0 SM9 SHERWOOD R925 S1080  $549
CELESTION A3 SSALE  MIRAGE M12951S SI800 SA89pr.  SONY STRIDE 80ES SH00 5689
DAHLQUIST 2X10” SUB $349ea. MK WX350 S1800 (AL VELODYNE FSR 1800 CALL

DENON DCM360 3K~ S139 NAD 515 CD SM9 YAMAHA LOWEST PRICES CALL

MANY OTHER ITEMS AVAILABLE. some ceaRaNce iTems, DEMO OF TRADES. FULL MANUFACTURERS OR ATS WARRANTY.
GUARANTEED LOWEST PRICE ON SYSTEMS

Call Today 1-800-889-5845 And SAVE!!!
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.
-7. H
Fro " A e : (800) 45N](71§)§851017
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are looking for purchasing

information and advice

Advertise your products and
LASERTOWN VIDEODISCS

services in a low-cost
environment that sells

DVD'S-LASERDISCS
800-893-0390 215-721-8688

LASERTOWN VIDEO DISCS

e . 50 SCHOOL HOUSE RD www.lasertown.com
Hachette Filipacchi KULPSVILLE, PA 19443 FREE CATALOG
Magazines, Inc.

To place a classified ad, CABLE TV

simply call ,[O// /lc”('? and reserve CALL 1(800)-72-BOXES(26937) FOR UNBEATA-
your space today BLE PRICES ON ALL YOUR CABLE EQUIPMENT.
MONEY-BACK GUARANTEE. DEALERS WELCOME
1-800-445-6066 VISA/MASTERCARD/DISCOVER/C.0.D. QUALITY

Millions of your prime prospects
can be found in the industry
leading titles of

(9am - 5pm EST) ENTERTAINMENT. WE WONT BE UNDERSOLD!

o FAX 2127675624 | CABLEIL EQUPMENT8 ACCESSORES Qualty pockch -

ranty. Quantity discount. Dealers welcome. 1-888-828-7712.

For subscriptions inquiries call DESCRAMBLERS—CLEARS ALL CHANNELS ON
303-604-1464 CABLE TV. WHOLESALE PRICES, HIGHEST QUAL-

ITY, 30: DAY MONEY BACK GUARANTEE, 1 YEAR
WARRANTY. CABLE KING: 1-800-886-7711.




CABLE TV

LOUDSPEAKERS

CABLE TV CONVERTERS &

DESCRAMBLERS
Y ELIE%?KéNICS
J EEtrom

\isitus @
tkaelectronics.com

FOR A FREE CATALOG OR TO ORDER CALL

800-729-1776

CABLE TVZE &= ==
DESCEAMBLERS

L gem
800-835-2330

CABLE CONVERTERS, DECODERS, AND ACCESSORIES

Always the HGHEST QUALITY PRODUCTS, LOWEST PRICESAND
BEST SERV CE M.E. Electronics: 1-800-347-9917

www.meelectronic.com

FREE TV CABLE CATALOG. Revolutionary new products! Con-
verters, Full vewing boxes, Gold or Silver that do all boxes.
Open 7 days a week. 1-800-676-6342.

CABLE DESCRAMBLER KIT. Only $14.95! See all premium & pay-
per-view chennels. Why pay hundreds more? For more infor-
mation: 1-808-752-1389.

CABLE TV DESCRAMBLERS & TEST CHIPS. FREE 30 DAY TRIAL, FREE
1-YEAR WARRANTY, QUALITY EQUIPMENT. VISA/MC/DISC/
AMEX/COD. >C ELECTRONICS: 1-800-675-7125.

CABLET.V. CONVERTERS SAVE $1000 ALL MODELS AVAILABLE IN
STOCK. LOWEST PRICES 1 YEAR WARRANTY QUALITY PRODUCTS
FRIENDUEST SERVICE OPEN 6DAYS. TL ELECTRONICS TOLL FREE
1-888-823-60<7.

CABLE DESCRAMBLER/VIDEO OUTLET. 30 DAY
TRIAL—1 YEAR WARRANTY. ALL NEW EQUIP-
MENT. MOST CREDIT CARDS & C.0.D. CALL
NOW: 1-800-586-9920.

SATELLITE TV

SATELLITE DESCIRAMBLER. PROGRAMMING PACKAGE AUTHO-
RIZES ANY SAT=LLITE TO RECEIVE ALL CHANNELS AVAILABLE

NCLUDING 2REMIUMS AND PAY-PER-VIEWS. $99.95
800-333-6150. www satelite2000.net

FREE DSS TEST CARD information package. Works with new
system. Write SIGNAL SOLUTIONS, 2711 Buford Rd., Suite 180,
Richmond, VA 23235.

LOUDSPEAKERS

* 30 Day Money Back
* 1 Year Warranty
* Dealer Inquiries

Read about the famous NEW-FOAM Repair
proc2ss in Stereo Review June 1996

Standard and Deluxe NEW-FOAM Kits

wow ¥ ;“mﬁ

AL EPN
‘“}\E (.0 ‘wEx sup?O¥

"

Satisfactien Guaranteed * Se Habla Espaiol
Speaker Repair & Replacement Parts
Worldwide Service Since 1979

1-800-NEW-FOAM = 1-800-487-2349
WORLDWIDE SPEAKER REPAIR, PARTS, AND
ACCESSORIES. Call us with your speaker
problems. VISA/MC/AMEX/DISC.
www.NEWFOAM.com

MA-2 REFERENCE

.‘lfm'al/llaéil(ly _‘/}; orenance

'/("'l/('//(/(I{V/ (’;/»\'/l'/’l('/'
¢ f(///:\'/(l('//h/l
«

For your free catalog on this and other
exciting products, please contact

ME-NIS-CUS
MENISCUS AUDIO GROUP

4669 S. Division » Wyoming, M| 49548
1-800-536-3691

E-mail: meniscus@iserv.net

BAm CATALOG

The Parts Express catalog is a must
for the serious speaker enthusiast! We
are a nationally known electronics dis-
tributor that takes pride in our huge
selection of products and our first rate
customer service. We stock a dizzy-

1-800-338-0531
-

ing array of audio related components
including raw loudspeaker drivers for
home and car, home theatre products,
connectors, wire, test equipment, plus
numerous accessories. So what are

you waiting for ... call for your FREE Code: SRM

268 page catalog today!
Pars Expross” 1-800-338-0531
y Dr., Springbo 506

Phone 0 & FAX: 51

E-mail

ROTTEN SPEAKER FOAM? Toll Free 1-800-767-4041 SIMPLY
SPEAKERS , 11203 49th St. N., Clearwater, FL 33762.
www.simply-speakers.com. D.LY. NEW FOAM KITS FOR ANY
SPEAKER. FACTORY SERVICE—ALL BRANDS. SATISFACTION
GUARANTEED!! VISA/MC/DISC/AMEX.

WANTED TO BUY

LP's & CD's. BOUGHT & SOLD: Classical, Rock, Jazz, Audiophile,
Etc. PRINCETON RECORD EXCHANGE, 20 Tulane St., Princeton,
NJ 08542. (609) 921-0881. hitp://www.prex.com

WANTED NAKAMICHI 2X7 CASSETTE DECK, MINT CONDITION
TOP DOLLAR PAID. CALL 612-738-9480

Classified Advertisers...

Millions of your prime prospects
can be found in the industry lead-
ing titles of Hachette Filipacchi

Magazines, Inc.

ONLY

To place a classified ad, simply call
toll-free & reserve your space today!
1-800-445-6066
(9am - 5pm EST)

FAX: 212-767-5624

|

| StereoReview !

| SUBSCRIBER SERVICE |

PLACE
LABEL
HERE

MOVING? Please give us
8 weeks advance notice. Attach
label with your old address, and
write in new address below.

RENEWING? Check
box below and attach label with
corrections marked, if any.

SUBSCRIBING? Check
box and fill in coupon. For gift
subscriptions attach a separate
sheet.

Send STEREO REVIEW
for 1 year at $19.94

(] New Subscription
] Payment enclosed

] Renewal
Bill me

Canadian and foreign orders
add $8 per year.*

1(303)604-1464
FAX 1(303)604-7455

STEREO REVIEW
P.0. Box 55627, Boulder CO 80322

*Payment in U.S. funds must

a

r
|
:
[
|
1o
i
|
|
|
|
I
|
|



contacts

HOW TO REACH ADVERTISERS IN THIS ISSUE

PAGE ADVERTISER WEB SITE/E-MAIL PHONE
é_ R AI;)rineﬂr - EC < ww;v.alpiﬁercom 800-ALPINE-1
7i7 R Ar;\ericz;l bnlin; 5 } ;ww;oi.coﬁ ” g 80(;603-81 81
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The Environment.

lelevisions and VCORs that

carry the FENERGY STAR" label
come with a unique feature: energy
They have the

efficrency same

conventional

performance as

models, but save money and the

environment by using less energy

Look for the ENERGY STAR label

ell. 1o find

on other products as @

out more, call 1-888-STAR-YES

(1-888-782-7937)




THE HIGH END

COREY GREENBERG

The Truth Is Oot There

READER, BE WARNED! There walk
among us aliens from another world, sin-
gle-mindedly bent on replacing every one
of us man, woman, and child. They
look like us, dress like us, even pray
alongside us at our places of worship.

I am, of course, talking about Canadian
loudspeaker designers.

America and England may have spent
the latter half of the 20th century vying
for bragging rights to the world’s best-
sounding speakers, but the last five years
have been all about Canada. The ripples
of Dr. Floyd Toole's groundbreaking
work on lab-controlled listening tests at
Ottawa’s National Research Council in
the 1980s can be found today in the rapid
dominance of such NRC-inspired Canadi-
an speaker lines as Energy, Paradigm, and
PSB. These days, it seems, many of the
world’s best-sounding speakers are being
designed by guys whose breath smells
suspicously of Molson and who pro-
nounce the word “out™ as “oot.”

Make no mistake the aliens have
definitely landed. I just returned from a
tour of Harman International’s new state-
of-the-art speaker laboratory in North-
ridge. California, and everywhere I turned
at this proudly American audio manufac-
turer, I ran into a Canadian smiling and
pointing a calibrated microphone at a
shuddering woofer. In much the same
way as the Allies divvied up all the best
German physicists after the war, Harman
has imported some of Canada’s best loud-
speaker minds to jump-start its JBL and
high-end Infinity divisions. Toole himself
was the first alien abductee, back in 1991,
and he’s since brought aboard many of
his ex-NRC assistants such as Sean Olive
and Allan Devantier, Infinity’s current Di-
rector of Engineering.

It’s not unusual for aliens to erect a pri-
vate sanctuary on their conquered soil
where they can feel free to participate in
native rituals. So it makes perfect sense
that in launching the new Harman Con-
sumer Group Acoustical Engineering
Lab. Dr. Toole has built an NRC-inspired
“home away from home™ where the Har-
manized Canucks can continue to practice
their special blend of subjective- and ob-
jective-based speaker design.

To understand why Harman’s new lis-
tening lab is so important, it helps to look
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at the two traditional and opposing camps
of speaker design — the “objective™ and
the “*subjective.” Think of them as the lab-
coats and the hippies. The objective de-
signer usually a stark-faced, degreed
engineer with a low tolerance for long
hair or fun
into an airless, soundproofed tomb and
measures the bejesus out of it till it reads
“flat,” actual listening be damned. The
objective school has turned out many
speakers whose measured performance is
exemplary but whose sound is terrifyingly
lousy.

At the other end of the spectrum lies
the subjective designer, usually a fun-lov-
ing, long-haired guy with a low tolerance
for degrees or engineers. His product de-
velopment consists of simply listening to
music on a prototype speaker, diddling
with this driver or that crossover circuit a

locks his prototype speaker

repeatedly prefer. The approach has paid
off for the NRC-aligned Canadian speak-
er companies, and Harman hopes to re-
peat that success in the U.S.

Twenty engineers work in the 10.000-
square-foot Listening Lab, which will be
used for all of Harman's consumer speaker
brands. Four computer-controlled, acous-
tically variable listening rooms, ranging in
size from 2,000 to 4,500 square feet, are
where trained listeners are herded and
then handed laptop PCs to record their
opinions on prototype speakers. There's
more state-of-the-art measurement gear
crammed into this facility than at any ten
other American speaker manufacturers
combined. but the coolest thing in the
whole building by far is the high-speed
robotic speaker-positioning system in
each of the listening rooms.

You should see this thing in action!
The aliens put a bunch of different pairs
of speakers on movable pallets behind an
acoustically transparent black screen, and
then the PC-controlled music (CD-quality
PCM audio stored on a hard drive) stops

To call Harman’s Listening

Lab the best speaker-evaluation setup I've
ever heard is selling it short.

bit, then listening and diddling some
more until, a few months later, the speak-
er sounds “good.” measured accuracy be
damned. This school has turned out some
very musical-sounding speakers whose
measured performance is so terrifyingly
lousy that high-end critics are forced to
laugh it off as being somehow not worth
worrying about.

To be fair, most of the speaker manu-
facturers I've visited over the years mix in
a token page of the enemy’s playbook.
But at the end of the day, the labcoats
don’t really listen, the hippies don’t really
measure, and neither side can understand
why their speakers don’t seem to get any
better as the years go by.

That’s the genius of the NRC and now
Harman’s Listening Lab: by using not
just measurements but also rigorously
controlled listening tests with both audio-
philes and civilian listeners, engineers can
better correlate measured performance
with subjective sound quality and push
their designs in directions that listeners

for less than 2 seconds as the system

silently swipes the pair you've been lis-
tening to out of the way and swings the
new pair into place just as the same bit of
music starts up again. To call this the best
speaker-evaluation setup I've ever heard
is selling it short this rig results in
such outrageously better and more repeat-
able comparisons that the only way Har-
man won't get better-sounding speakers
out of it will be to restrict the listening
panels to shell-shocked goats and Jenny
Jones.

In fact, the Listening Lab has already
borne fruit. In a day spent listening to JBL
and Infinity flagship models, the most im-
pressive demo I heard was of JBL's new
HLS610 two-way minispeakers. Despite
their size, the pair I heard sounded bigger
and better than most of the megabuck
high-end speakers I heard this past Janu-
ary at the Consumer Electronics Show.
The cost? Just $300 a pair. And that’s
what forging a new leadership in loud-
speaker research and design is all aboot.
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B How can nearly-flat speakers create three-dimens onal sound? Traditional speakers
create unwanted audio reflections that can mask your application’s 3D audio effects But Mensoon’s planar spea<ers é N S Q q l},"
o

precisely direct sound energy so you 1ear every sound exactly where your multimedia application puts it - even behind
you. With its powerful, matched subwoofer, you're drenched in sound from every direction. Monsoon is available as part
of select new multimedia computers, or for purchase through www.monsoonpower.zom or toll free at 1-877-722-8346. Power Attitude. Audio.

3D sound card may be required. ©1998, Monsaon.
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I you want truly incredible
speakers at an unbelievable |

J

price, runand get this system.”

—Jeff Cherun, Home Theater Magazine /

>

Definitive’s remarkable $799 ProCinema
rub/sat system features:

« Absolute State-of-the-Art Performance
for Music and Home Theater Perfection

« 125-Watt Powered 10" Subwoofer

-« Cast-Basket Drivers and Aluminum Tweeters
« Optional Timbre-Matched Center and Rears
* Dolby AC-3* Ready
« In Bleek or White

Home Theater Magazine raves:

“Truly awesome...close to
perfection...clearly sets a new
standard for sub/sat systems”

See our dealer list on facing page.

nitie Technology

The Leader in High-Performance Loudspeakers

11105 Valley Hts. Dr. « Baltimore, MD 21117 «(410) 363-7148
Visit us at http://www.definitivetech.com




