i
|

GUEST COMMENTARY _

Tiie Digital Disaster

The views expressed in the following
Commeniary are nol necessarily those
of the majgazine or its staff,

--The Editors

Right now. an international con-
spiacy of bozos is ripping up all the
analog tazks and replacing them with
digital, Inlernational cunspiracy? Yes!
Leok at the Compact Disc padd of the
official upcoming digital fulure: The
system was developed jaintly by lhe
relatively small Scoy corporation ol
Japan and the ralher large Duteh con-
qiom, Philips. Il is being promoled by
means of an organization called lhe
Compac! Disc Group, headed by Emil
Petrone, an executive with Philips al-
filiate Ploytiram. With millions of dollars
in their war chest supplied by Sony,
Philipe, and other hardware manulac-
turers and =ollware suppliers like CBS,
WEA, and EMI, the Compact Disc
Group nas been able to mount a huge
media blitz,

Most of you have probably never
heard a compact disc, butl it's likely
you're favorably disposed loward them.
Everylhing you've heard aboul them
has heer positive. From MTV's Vs
to the typical eyewiliess news |ocal
airhead reporter, who confuses ig-
narance with impartiality, (o the syn-
dicated colurmnists, you've heard and
read that compact discs are the
future-—thzt they sound much better
than ‘“'old fashioned" analog vinyl
records, and that soon everyone will
have a CD player.

On the cther hand, DJs and Vs say
whalever {heir advertising and promo-
tion deparirnants lell them lo say, the
‘acal news reporters lend lo be so
stupid toda that they simply rephrase
the press raleases the Compact Disc
t3roup gave them, and most of the hi-fi
rress, sad 'o say, has gone along with
lhe hype.

Leonard Feldman is one of the most
prolific and visible hi-fi reviewers and
rolumnists. e loves compact discs. He
thinks all the players sound alike and
Ihat they're all greal. He's also being
paid by ihe Sony corporalion lo travel
around the country and spread the
gospel lo relailers who need to be con-
vinced that compact discs will succead,
Most of these retailers lost a lot on the
guadraphonic debacle of the early
saventies and they're understandably
antsy aboul getting shaflted again. Len
lelis the relaiers that compact discs will
be, even a hundred years from now,
whal LP recards are loday—the slan-
dard. It's a g, of course.

Compact Discs are notf the fulure.

They don't sound better than records,
and soon very few people will still have
CL Players. You've probably never read
anylhing like thai in print before! The
people who think those things don'l
have millions of dollars to promate their
pasitions.

Compact discs are a maller of
choice, Bul once a pelormance has
been recordad digitally, the damage is
dona, Thera's nothing the listener can
do, regardiess of the choice of playback
medium. Those who think digilal recor-
ding is a fundamenially flawed
medium-—a disaster—can't fight the
likes of 3M, Sany, and Milsubishi. who
sland to make millions of dollars con-
verling old-lashiened analog studios, in-
lo “stale-ci-the-art” digital anes. The
slakes are high, the tactics tough. One
very famous L.A. studio “went digital”
a few years ago. The owner of the
studio, a highly visible member of the
recording communily, aggressively
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“digititis.”

Pro-digital paople throw numbers
around, appropriately enough, ciling
Grand Canyons of dynamic range, [re-
quency responses from DC out to the
unknown, lotal background siler.ce, nc
wow or flutler—in short, audio perfec-
tion. Indeed, all the machines iave
about the same specs—and they al!
sound different,

The other argument thal's been
made (up until recenlly) is that you can™
judge a digital recording by ils analog
disc version; you have to listen 1o a
digital source. Mow, the compacl disc,
a pure digilal source, is here, and as the
overwhelming majority of serious
audiophiles have discovered, compac!
discs make digital recordings actualiy
sound warse than their analog counter-
parls. Most serious audiophiles think
records sound beller than compacl
discs and that the finest analog recor
dings sound betler than the lines!
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publicized the digital conversion, using
uncharacteristically bombaslic
superlatives in many trade publication
articles and on panels al industry con-
ventions. To many observers, the man
was gelling vary “commercial.” Recenl-
ly, it was announced that he had
entered into a very lucralive digital
businass agreement with the company
he was busy lalking up to his peers a
shorl lime hefore. As Ed Meese found
oul receniiy, it may nol be criminal
behavior, but it sure ain't ethical!

But exactly whal is lhis digital
disaster? What's so bad aboul digital
recording? To gel a1 dea, just listen to
The Talking Heads Live—an analog
recording. Then listen w the new
digilally recorded Stop Making Sense.
Ona is inviting and invalving. The other
is confusing, fatiguing, and cold. There

is a quality to all this digitally recorded

music that's difficull to pin down with
words. It's subile, yel profound.
Something's very wrong, but il's
unidentifiable. Some critics refer to it as

digital ones. It makes sense. o0
Analog's had 100 years or so of refine
ment. Digital is brand new by com
parison. In time, it might surpass the
finest analog has to offer, Then, it= ad
vanlages as a storage mediurm will oz
worthwhile. But for now, the conversior
of the analog musical signal to digita
code for storage and the conversion
it back to analog for playback is sirngsi
not being accomplished properly
For now, an inferior sounding reca;
ding syslem and its consume: pi2/bac
compact disc counterparl are riding -
wave of public awarenass and aceeg;
tance set in motion by a sell-sarvin:
propagandistic media and busines
blitz engineered by the hardware an:
software manufacturars. We'll all ¢
musically poorer for Ihis pericd o
unbearably poor ssunding digha recw:
dings. Guess who'll be the ncher?
idichee! Frenn
Writer / comasian Freme supenvise:
the sound for “Tron,” o ninated for &
Oscar in ihe “Bes! Suund” catego:
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