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Can the art of speaker |
engineering survive Far Eastern |

manufacturing and the
demands of interior designers? |

Vance Dickason, one of the |
world’s best-known speaker
experts, weighs in. !

By BRENT BUTTERWORTH ‘
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IN MANY WAYS, LOUDSPEAKER
design has hardly changed in decades, yet
the speaker industry is undergoing
changes as cataclysmic as the switch from
tube-type TVs to plasma or saccharin to
NutraSweet. Design-conscious  con-
sumers now insist that their speakers
hang on a wall—or mount completely
inside a wall. Esteemed high-end brands
arc shuttering their Western Hemisphere
factories and shifting production to
China, Malaysia and other Asian locales.
Even the most optimistic audio enthusi-
ast has to wonder if the speakers of
tomorrow will sound as good as the
beloved behemoths of the past.

Vance Dickason may know beteer
than anyone what the future holds for
loudspeakers. Dickason 1s an independent
consultant who has designed speakers for
morte companies than he can easily recall.
His clients included  Atlantic
Technology, Conextion Systems, MDB
Quart, Miller & Kreisel, Niles Audio,
Parasound, Snell and countless others.
But he is best known as the author of The
Loudspeaker Design  Cookbook, which is
widely regarded as the speaker engineer’

have

bible and is now in its sixth edition, avail-
able in six languages. He also serves as a
product reviewer for Car Audio and
Electronics magazine and as editor of Voice
Coil, 2 magazine for speaker engineers
and manufacturers.

Although T enjoy the luxury of pick-
ing Dickason’s brain regularly, I thought
it time to share his prognostications with
Robb Report Home Entertainment readers.

BRENT BUTTERWORTH: Aie we witnessing
the death of the traditional box speaker?
VANCE DICKASON: There certainly has
been a strong shift in that direction.
People have changed their relationship
with the loudspeaker. Years ago, a sterco
hi-fi system was the third-largest pur-
chase for a family, after a house and a
car. Now it’s nowhere near that.

Audio is more a means to an ¢nd
now, the sound for your movie instead
of just something you use to listen to
music. Not only do we see a lot more
in—walls, we're also seeing more focus
on the woods and finishes of box speak-
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Dickason’s design for
Conextion Systems' upcom- |
ing Elements Ten
indoor/outdoor speaker
(right) features two side-
mounted passive radiators
to reinforce the sound of
the weatherproof aluminum
woofer (above).

ers, so they can be part of the art and
design of a room.

When I was first asked to work on
the Niles Directed Soundfield ceiling
speakers, I thought it was ridiculous to
have the sound of the front speakers in
a home theater coming from the ceil-
ing. But I became a real believer in it,
and the in-ceiling speakers T recently
designed for Conextion Systems take
that concept even further. We'll always
have freestanding speakers, but the
trend toward in-wall and in-ceiling
products is the wave of the future.

BB: Can you design an in-wall speaker thats
as good as a freestanding speaker?

VD: The way the sound enters the room
is different with an in-wall speaker.
Mounting the speaker in a wall increases
the bass but also eliminates the sound
reflections that occur at the corners of a
freestanding speaker cabinet. Once you
compensate for that bass boost n the
speaker’s crossover [the circuitry that
sends bass to a woofer and treble to a
tweeter|, the only real variance 1s that the
freestanding speaker produces a some-
what different set of sound reflections. 1
think it’s foolish to say one is necessarily
better than the other. Given the same
drivers, [ can make you an in-wall and a
freestanding speaker that will both be
very satisfying products.

BB: Today § spealeers use pretty muich the same
design coneepts as in the 1960s. Have they

veally improved a lot since then?
VD: There have always been some good-
sounding speakers, but there are a lot
more of them now. Back in the 19605
and 70s, there was more variance in the
sound, to the point where you had an
East Coast sound, a West Coast sound, a
British sound, a German sound. But with
the broader dissemination of knowledge
on the subject, and todays computer-
aided engineering, its casier to make
consistently good-sounding speakers.
There still are a few bad-sounding
speakers; you always have some loose
cannons out there. I remember onc |
reviewed for Speaker Builder magazine,
where I wrote, “This speaker sounds so
bad it makes you want to get down on
the floor and bite the carpet”” I still
review some car audio systems that leave
me wondering where the engincer got
the idea to design the speakers that way.
I've seen millions of dollars squandered to
build speaker companies around ideas
that are completely unworkable.

BB: How would you define a good-sounding
loudspeaker?

VD: The goal of all speakers is the same:
to replicate the original acoustic event. It
should sound as realistic and engaging as
possible. There’s a great deal of subjectiv-
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