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DTS, THX, M-0-U-S-E

DTS AND THX have long been The Au-
dio Gangs Who Couldn’t Shoot Straight,
but both recently made the news with be-
havior s0 startliogly dumb that my will to
loathe is starting to thaw into something
approaching — dare I say it? — sympa-
thy. I've seen both of these companies
fight logic and reason tooth and nail with-
out advancing the art of sound reproduc-
tion, and F've been heartened by the
growing sentiment among A/V manufac-
turers and consumers alike that DTS and
THX are simply well-funded and (at least
in the case of THX} well-oiled marketing
efforts. That hasn’t stopped either compa-
ny from trying to elbow its way to the
trough, but their latest exploits don't
merely cail for a sad shake of the head —
they call for the fat lady to gargle some
salt water and give it one last yodelay-
hee-heo.

DTS is in the news becanse the compa-
ny is threatening to derail the product
launch of DVD-Audic. Remember when
Tonya Harding fell on her ass in the
Olympics and then begged the judges for
another chance because her skate laces
had come untied? DTS must have jumped
up and shouted, “You go girl!” because
it’s playing the same excuse card with the
WG-4, the industry-wide group that de-
cided the DVD-Audio standard.

Last month I told you about the WG-
4’s approval of Meridian's MLP lossless
audio compression for the official DVD-
Audio format specification. MLP was
chosen because, by keeping all the origi-
nal data but packing it more efficiently on
the disc, it gives all the space-saving ben-
efits of lossy data-compression systems
like DTS and Dolby Digital — increased
playing time and resolution — without
any loss in fidelity. But even though the
WG-4 made it patently, abundantiy clear
that only a lossless compression system
like Meridian’s would be acceptable for
DVD-Audio, DTS is actually threatening
to sue the WG-4 because its lossy com-
pression systemn was rightly rejected in
favor of Meridian’s technically superior
approach.

Actuatly, DTS’s story keeps changing.
First it cried foul because its lossy com-
pression wasn't adopted fur DVD-Audio.
Then, when it was s-1-o-w-l-y pointed
out, a-g-a-i-n, that only a lossless system
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would be acceptable, DTS actually had
the nerve to claim that it, too, had a loss-
less compression system in the works, if
only the WG-4 would grant them a little
more time to get the bugs out. Never
mind that DTS had never mentioned that
it was working on a lossless compression
system until the WG-4 voted to approve
Meridian's MLP.

This is vintage DTS, begging the in-
dustry to wait for it to tie its skate laces
even though someone smarter — first

. Dolby, and now Meridian — has already

hit the triple lutz and left the ice to cheers.
Hell, - used to employ this excuse tactic
myself — when I was in high scheol.
“Um, I can’t tum in my paper because,
um. the ink ran cut of my pen, and, um,
there were no other pens in the house,
and, frankly, I was distracted by Happy
Days® season-¢nding cliffhanger when

reread the last three paragraphs and join
the rest of us.

While DTS alienates most of the audio
world, THX seems to be continuing its
slide from Lady Justice to the Happy
Hooker. Where once THX and its since-
departed founder Tomlinson Hoknan bold-
ly nailed a set of audio standards to the
church door, standards that they claimed
would insure true movie-theater sound in
the home, now THX is dumbing down its
requirements like a Florida school system
so that even the kids who can’t read get to
graduate.

The company says that its new THX
Select designation is being introduced for
speakers, amplifiers, and A/V receivers
meant for rooms measuring up to 2,000
square feet, as opposed to the previous
THX target of 3,000 square feet. The
minimum requirements for power output,
noise, distortion, and speaker directivity
have all been, ahem, relaxed for the new
THX Select designation. The old set of
standards, now to be called THX Ultra,
will continue to identify those home the-

I’ve seen both brs and THX

fight logic and reason tooth and nail without
advancing the art of sound reproduction.

Fonzie tried to water-ski jump over the
sharks, and it was too late to go buy an-
other pen, so can 1 please have another
week to finish my paper, Miss Crabtree?”,
Unfortunately, [ wasn't as savvy as DTS,
or { would’ve sued the school because 1
needed mere time 10 write my three-page
essay on which Bronté sister was du}!er to
read, Emily or Joanie.

Though DTS has always clalmed wide
and vigorous manufacturer support, the
WG-4's final vote on whether to adopt
Meridian’s MLP was an overwhelming
47 to 1, with DTS <asting the only nay.
Incredibly, DTS vice chairman Dan
Slusser is on record as claiming his com-
pany has the legal right to block the ship-
ment of DVD-Audic hardware and soft-
ware (see How to Win Friends and Influ-
ence Peopley until the WG-4 gives DTS
anather shot, If you're ane of the dozen
or so audiophiles left who hasn’t long
since come to the realization that DTS
may be the single most brain-dead com-
pany this industry has ever seen, please
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ater products whose performance is good
enough to eam a front-panel THX badge
— except. of course, for those products
that will now be able to display the all-
but-identical-looking THX Select badge.

1 think THX could be onto something
here. What about a new sub-class of prod-
uvct certification called “THX Velveeta,”
to be sported only by those $200 rack
systems at Wal-Mart that offer best-of-
class performance? “THX Disposa™ could
be the prize ribbon womn by the finest un-
der-850 portable cassette players with
pictures of Disney Babies on the lid. Ever
have a guy in a white van drive up to you
while you're pumping gas and offer to
sell you “name brand™ speakers for a
song 'cause his buddy works at the load-
ing dock and yada yada? Slap the "THX
Sucka™ badge on those babies and wartch
‘em fly out the back door. And I bet you'd
feel better about those 320 plastic multi-
media speakers that came with your com-
puter if they wore the “THX Wassamatta
U.” logo. I know I would. a
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The DTS Debacle

Is it worth waiting—and waiting, and waiting—for?

Everyone knows that DTS is one of the most-
demanded features in receivers and preamp/processors.
And everyone knows that the arrival of DTS DVDs
was, as of October, four months late and counting. I'm
exaggerating, of course—not everybody knows this
stuff. My Mom doesn’t know it. Bill Clinton doesn’t
know it. But based on the calls and e-mails we've
received on the subject, I think everyone who reads
this magazine does.

The question everyone asks is, “Do I need DTS?”
I'm afraid my answer is, “I don’t know.” Because until
DTS DVDs actually ship, anyone not directly involved
with DTS DVD production who makes a projection as
to how good they’ll be is, frankly, a fool.

The upside of DTS on DVD is that it uses a 1.5
megabit/second datastream to store audio. You still
need digital compression to fit 5.1 full-range channels
of audio into that datastream. But Dolby Digital, with
its 448-kilobit/second datastream on DVD, demands
more than three times as much compression as DTS.

The downside is that this mathematical advantage
doesn’t necessarily give DTS a sonic advantage. Even
our own comparison of DTS and Dolby Digital laser-
discs (see “Face Off,” December '97) revealed at most
a slight advantage for DTS; I heard none at all. The
extra space DTS takes up on DVD will mean you don’t
get foreign-language soundtracks. Do you care? No.
But I've heard rumors that using up so much space for
audio might require additional video compression,
or that it might demand the use of two discs where
one would normally suffice. No one outside the DTS
company knows if those rumors are true or false.
The rest of us will know for sure only when we see
the actual product.

Given that DTS DVDs will cost more than regular
DVDs, and that Dolby Digital is now used in digital
TV and DSS, I doubt DTS will ever achieve the same
market share as Dolby Digital. But given that DTS
DVDs could offer superior sound quality, and that you
won'’t be able to get certain DTS-only movies in Dolby
Digital, I'm not sure it's safe to buy a product that won’t
accommodate DTS. Wish I could tell you different,
because I know you're tired of waiting. I sure am. §
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ver have a relative so relentlessly
annoying that you hated to see him
coming? That’s the way I feel about DTS.
I don’t have space to recount everything
that has pushed me to this state of
dyspeptitude, but I do want to talk
about the most immediate cause, which
is DTS’s stand with respect to DVD-Audio.

I'am about to leave for Japan to attend
a technical seminar on the DVD-Audio
specification, which is now essentially
complete. The good ncws is that the DVD
Forum’s Working Group 4 (WG-4) has
polished away some of the flaws in its original
proposal. Most important among the
improvements is adoption of a lossless
compression scheme, which is necessary
to achieve adequate playing time and flexibility
with five or six channels of high-data-rate
PCM. (It seems likely that many producers
will want to go with 96-kHz/24-bit coding on
all channels.) WG-4 has chosen Meridian
Lossless Packing (MLP) for this chore.

And that’s where the plot thickens. I have
in hand a copy of a letter dated September 10
from DTS CEO Dan Slusser to WG-4
chairman Bike Suzuki (of JVC). I can’t convey
the fuil flavor of the letter without quoting al
of it, but it contains phrases like “injunctive
relief” and “appropriate treble damages.”

The key sentence is near the end: “We have no
desire to participate in litigation; however, if
it becomes our only option, I would then
have no other real choice.” Translation: Buy
our kibble, or we’ll shoot your dog. My
favorite part: The letter signs off with “Best
personal regards.” Charmed, I'm sure.

DTS wants to be part of the mandatory
standard (like PCM and Dolby Digital are in
DVD-Video), not an optional coding format
(like it is in DVD-Video). In DVD-speak, the
“mandatory standard” defines those things that
all hardware for the format must support. For
example, all DVD-Video players must be able
to play PCM and Dolby Digital soundtracks,
but they are not required to handle DTS
soundtracks. Apparently DTS is desperate
to avoid the same fate on DVD-Audio.

The company has made a couple of
arguments to support its position.

The primary one is that unless its lossy
compression system is used, there will not be
room on a single-sided, single-layer DVD-
Audio disc for both a five- or six-channel
version of the program and a dedicated two-
channel version, forcing producers to rely on
DVD-Audio’s automated mixdown feature
for two-channel output. Of course, DTS has
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a distinguished history of questionable and
even manifestly erroneous statements
regarding matters in which it is hard

to believe the company doesn’t have access

to correct information (what studios plan to
use its system on DVD-Video, for example).
But this claim is particularly amazing, since
the main point of adopting a lossless
compression system like MLP is to make
possible exactly what DTS is saying it rules
out. These DTS guys are supposed to be data-
compression experts. If I can figure out in five
minutes on the back of an envelope that what
they’re saying is wrong, why can't they?

The second argument is just brazenly
preposterous: that DTS would afford DVD-
Audio full backward compatibility with
the existing DVD-Video format. DTS is an
optional audio coding system for DVD-Video.
No current DVD-Video player (or any
contemplated, as far as I know) can deliver
analog audio output from a DTS soundtrack,
many cannot even recognize a DTS data
stream and deliver it to their digital outputs,
and many surround processors and receivers
lack DTS decoding capability.

The irony is that there really is a way
to ensure complete backward compatibility
of DVD-Audio discs with DVD-Video
players, which is to include a Dolby Digital
version of the contents along with the PCM
tracks. (Like DTS, Dolby Digital is an optional
coding format for DVD-Audio.) With MLP
lossless compression for the PCM, it usually
would be possible to include threc complete
versions of the program on a single DVD-
Audio layer: multichannel PCM, two-channel
PCM, and multichannel Dolby Digital. And
as I noted in the October issue, Dolby Digital
is capable of audio quality extremely close or
identical to that of CD-standard PCM.

As a consumer format, DTS has always
suffered from providing too little
compression for applications that need audio
data reduction (such as DVD-Video) while
doing more than is necessary for most
applications that are less strapped for
bandwidth {such as DVD-Audio). It’s clear
from DTS’s strong-arm tactics on DVD-
Audio that audiophiles and manufacturers
should stop putting up with the company’s
guff. Earth to DTS: Get out of the way!

%L

AUDIO/DECEMBER 1998
4

AUDIO, December 1998, Volume 82, Number 12.
AUDIO (ISSN 0004-752X, Dewey Decimal Number
621.381 or 778.5) is published monthly by Hachette
Filipacchi Magazines, Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary
of Hachette Filipacchi USA, Inc., at 1633 Broadway,
New York, N.Y. 10019. Printed in U.S.A. at Dyers-
burg, Tenn. Distributed by Curtis Circulation, Inc.
Periodicals postage paid at New York, N.Y. 10019 and
additional mailing offices. One-year subscription
rates (12 issues) for U.S. and possessions, $24.00;
Canada, $33.68 (Canadian Business Number
126018209 RT, IPN Sales Agreement Number
929344); and foreign, $32.00.

AUDIO® is a registered trademark of Hachette Filipac-
chi Magazines, Inc. ©1998, Hachette Filipacchi Maga-
zines, Inc. All rights reserved. The Editor assumes no
responsibility for manuscripts, photos, or artwork. The
Publisher, at his sole discretion, reserves the right to re-
ject any ad copy he deems inappropriate.
Subscription Service: Postmaster, please send
change of address to AUDIO, P.O. Box 52548, Boul-
der, Colo. 80321-2548. Allow eight weeks for change
of address. Include both old and new address and a
recent address label. If you have a subscription prob-
lem, please write to the above address or call 303/604-
1464; fax, 303/604-7455.

Back Issues: Available for $6.95 each ($8.25 Canada;
$13.25 other foreign) in U.S. funds. Please add $1.00
for the Annual Equipment Directory {October issue).
Send a check or money order to I1SI/AUDIO Magazine,
30 Montgomery St., Jersey City, N.J. 07302, or call
201/451-9420.

Occasionally we share our information with other rep-
utable companies whose products and services might
interest you. If you prefer not to participate in this op-
portunity, please tell the operator at the following
number: 303/604-1464.

PLACE LABEL HERE

MOVING? Please give us
8 weeks advance notice. Attach
tabel with your old address, and

|
|
|
|
|
l
ll
I
|
|
|
I write in new address below.
|
I
|
|
|
|
|
|
1
|
|
|
|
I

NAME

ADDRESS.

CITY.

STATE

L

1(303)604-1464
FAX 1(303)604-7455

AUDIO
P.0. Box 52548, Boulder CO 80322




