
I f you've been shopping for 
speaker systems, or reading 
the hi-fi directories and maga

zines in preparation for doing so, 
you should by now be fairly con
fused. Welcome to the club! Since 
even professional speaker design
ers can't agree as to what makes 
speakers sound good, it is not sur
prising that speaker shoppers faced 
with hundreds of brands and mod
els find it difficult to make their buy
ing decisions. 

The advice that follows was culled 
from some 25 years of readers' 
questions and answers. You won't 
find it a totally definitive guide to 
choosing a speaker-it would take 
a book and a half to do that job-but 
you should find it helpful in avoiding 
the worst pitfalls that beset the 
shopper. Let's start where the ac
tion is. 

Showroom strategies 
Be aware that some brands. be

cause of a higher markup or bonus 
money ("spiffs") paid to the sales
man. are more profitable for the 
dealer than other speakers of equal 
or superior performance. Also, be 
cautious about the private label 
"house brands" sold by some large 
dealers. House brands prevent you 
from making price comparisons be
cause the brand name is not avail
able from competing dealers. That's 
not to say that spitted speakers or 
house brands are necessarily bad 
buys, just that caution is in order 
when a particular brand is being 
pushed particularly hard and 
doesn't seem to be ava ilable · 
elsewhere. 

Beware of rigged demonstra
tions. At one time they were an un
happy fact of hi-fi life. They seem to 
have diminished considerably over 
the years. but if you have any reason 
to suspect hanky-panky, make sure 
that all amplifier tone and loudness 
controls are switched out and 
check. if you can, how the midrange 

26 and treble balance controls Cif any) 

on the speakers are set. Also. don't 
let a salesman demonstrate speak
ers with his own specially taped ma
terial; ask to hear a good CD or 
audiophile disc. 

It has been suggested that you 
bring alqng a familiar disc to serve 
as a "standard of comparison" 
when auditioning speakers. That 
can be helpful, but only if you al
ready know how the reference ma
teria I should sound on a good 
system. If you've become used to 
the sound of your disc on second
rate equipment, you might not like 
the way it sounds on a system with a 
flatter. wider-range response. 

Because speaker efficiency var
ies from brand to brand and model 
to model, make sure that the deal
er's speaker switching panel is set 
to equalize the levels of the systems 
being compared. Otherwise. psy
choacoustic effects will make the 
loudest speakers sound best. In 
fact. a barely perceptible level boost 
can make the loudest pair of sys
tems seem subjectively more 
" open" and "live," regardless of 
whether your perception can be ob
jectively justified. 

Listening tests 
Don't assume that you are a good 

judge of sound quality just because 
you came factory-equipped with 
two working ears. A sonically 
trained ear is needed to appreciate 
nuances of audio reproduction for 
the same reason that a musically 
trained ear is needed to analyze 
subtleties of interpretation or per
formance. When a listener is insen
sitive to sonic <or musical) nuances. 
speaker sound is perceived as a 
more or less homogenized auditory 
event. Typical speaker shortcom
ings such as overemphasis of the 
upper bass frequencies , a peaky 
midrange. or a loss of the very high 

· frequencies might go by un
noticed- or worse yet, be pre
ferred. 

Here are some suggestions 

about to what to listen for. starting 
at the lowest frequencies: 
• Bass- This end of the audio 
spectrum is very much affected by 
the room's dimensions and config
uration, as well as speaker place
ment. A further complication is that 
most people confuse a typical 70-
Hz " bump" in a speaker's response 
with true low-bass performance. 
Real bass has a "thud" and impact 
that will be appreciated· once it is 
heard. 

It is a lot easier to find well-de
fi n ed low-bass performance on 
discs today, because CD record
ings do not suffer from the inherent 
bass limitations of LP's. Have your 
dealer play some CD's with good 
low bass. and use them to compare 
speakers. Some systems will audi
bly "break up" when called upon to 
reproduce low bass at high vol 
umes; others, instead of breaking 
up, will deliver only the higher har
monics of the bass tone, omitting 
the fundamental frequencies that 
give low bass its " thud" quality. I 
prefer the second response. be
cause such behavior sometimes 
means that a little bass boost (from 
an equalizer or tone controls) will 
work wonders. 
• Midrange-Performanc e in the 
middle frequencies depends on 
how efficient a speaker is. and how 
loudly it plays. If the mid frequencies 
(roughly defined as 400 to 3000 Hz) 
are disproportionately emphasized. 
vocalists and instruments take on a 
forward , projected quality. which 
some listeners like. Unfortunately, 
this is usually accompanied by a 
nasal coloration on female voices . 
brass instruments, and woodwinds. 
The sound also takes on a hol
lowness, such as you would hear if 
you talked into your cupped hands. 
• Treble- High-frequency perfor
mance is also best judged with a 
good CD or audiophile disc. When 
the higher frequencies are present 
in full measure. they provide spar-

Continued on page 87 



AUDIO UPDATE 

continued from page 26 

kle, shimmer. definition , and "air" 
for music ·froin instruments that ·in
clude tambourines, cymbals, cas
tanets, and wire brushes. 

And finally, don't be upset be
cause you find it diff(cult to de.cide 
which of several sets of good
sounding speakers sounds best. 
Experts also som·etimes find it im
possible to make definitive judg
ments, even when listen ing com
parisons are conducted with .scru
pulous care. 

Design th~ and sound 
quality 

Don 't get hung up on design the
ory or special driver configurations 
as a guide to sonic performance. 
Speaker designers, like other hard
ware designers, usually have a 
choice of available paths to reach 
their goals. The chosen approach 
might be .based on new materials, 
new technology, personal prejudice, 
or ·whatever. · Technical conside'r.a
tions include cost effectiveness;.ab
sence of resonance, extended low
bass performance. high efficiency, 
large power-handling capabili ty, or 
recently, the ability to be placed next 
to a TV monitor withou~ affecJing its 
picture. 

Granting that you might not share 
a specific designer's concerns. and 
because widely different design ap
proaches can produce equ,ivalent 
audible res.ults. put aside cpnsidera
tion~ of design theory .while you .are 
auditioning-speakers. On ly after 
you've decided that you like the 
sound coming out of a system does 
it make sense to investigate what's 
inside it. 

.Go for. n.eutral sound. Most de
signers would agree that a speaker 
system should provide an ac;:oustic 
analog of the electrical audio signal 
supplied to it by the amplifier. A 
speaker system should have no to
nal character or sound quality of its 
own. Qtherv.'ise, it will overlay its 
built-in fon,al quaiities on whatever 
program material it is re'produCing. 
Sometimes the special colorations 
of a speaker may seem to enhance 
its performance. but on mos_t re
cordings a speaker with coloration 

will degrade the fidelity. 
Co!oration is not mysterious. It 

almost never comes about because 
of esoteric crossover phase prob
lems, distortions in the perfor
mance-of individual drivers. or other 
hard-to-pinpoint reasons. Gross au
dible differences between different 
brands.of speaker sy~tem? are due 
almost entirely to di.ff~rences in 
their.octave-to-octave freguency re
sponse. Effects such as shrillness. 
honkiness. boominess, or, more 
positively, openness, clarity, inner 
detail, aiid transient performance, 
are almost always the re9ult of a 
system's measurable frequency 
balance. 

Ne?(t month we'll look at the 
ine(jning. if any. of some standard 
specifications. n 

I got the woofer and tweeter you asked for. 
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t unit: is+. 
BBSISupo:r Tri-Bi Auto/ ,. 
Var. Gain Adjllttmenl SU9.~.,$8S 
J~SuperTri·Bi - St09.9S:.s79 
Scient.ilic Atlanta - $109--S'79 
P-IODea' S109_J79 
l'lloaoanic TZPCl<l.5.- S99.9Sd.$79 
Slarpte ~···- $95 _ _.$69 
Oigi!-il _V-idco ~t.abili=. $S9.9S.- S29 
Wireless Video Sender .. $S9.9S..:.S49.9S 

30 Day Money Q'ack.Guarantee 
FREE 20 page Cataloi 

Visa, MIC, .COD or ~nd money of4er _to: 
U.S. Cable TV Inc. Dept.KR E893 
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