Sam’'s Space

iovanni Nasta could have been
police chief by now.

Born and raised in a small vil-
lage just outside Naples, he made his
way north to the city of Treviso, not far
from Venice. He became a policeman in
asmall neighboring town. Gianni is such
a warm, generous, funny man that it's
hard to imagine his having arrested any-
one. With his huge black mustache and
his wide smile, he bears a striking resem-
blance to the young Groucho Marx,
except that Gianni’s mustache is real.

As a handsome young police officer,
Gianni won the heart of Donatella, the
police chief’s daughter. It may have
been his future father-in-law who urged
Gianni to follow a different career
Gianni found himself running a disco
and then, beginning in 1989, manufac-
turing loudspeakers. Gianni had found
his calling.

There are hundreds of loudspeaker
manufacturers, and these days, thanks to
computet-aided design, most speakers
are quite good. But I notice a certain
samencss. Few brands and models stand
out from the crowd.

Those made by Opera Loudspeakers
stand out. Their sound is very much in
the Italian loudspeaker tradition: Tonal-
ity is the thing. Opera speakers do well
on vocals. And if you get voices right,
you get instruments righ, too.

“It is the beauty of the sound, the
magic of the moment,” one Italian man-
ufacturer said to me.

“What kind of wood would you
like?” asks Gianni, more down-to-earth.
“I can get it for you if I don’t already
have it. No exotic or endangered woods,
please — only renewable resources.”

Last year, along with other members
of the hi-fi press, mainly from England,
I attended the grand opening of the new
Opera factory, in an industrial park not
far from Treviso. The well-appointed
factory is spacious and up to date. On
the second floor, there’s a café with a
commetcial-grade espresso machine
and a full bar. A wine collection, too.

“I have all wines delivered here,”
Gilanni said with a wink. “That way,
Donatella doesn’t know.”

“All Italian wines?” I asked.

“Of course. No French wines. Have
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you seen much French wine in Italy?”

Come to think of it, no.

Unison Rescarch, Opera’s sister com-
pany, has vacated its old facility outside
Vicenza and moved into the new Opera
facility. T shall miss being greeted by the
porkers who free-ranged next door,
although I'm sure the Unison folks
don’t regret the move at all.

Maybe the late Julian
Hirsch was right.
Maybe all competent
amplifiers do sound
more or less alike.

I was working on this month’s col-
umn when I received a call from anoth-
er hi-fi manufacturer. This manufacturer
is not Italian and—even more rele-
vant — doesn’t make speakers.

Speakers are the most important part
of the audio chain by far, he told me, as
if struck by a sudden revelation. That
business about using expensive source
compenents with cheap speakers is rub-
bish. They've got it backward.

Who's “they”? Ivor Tiefenbrun? John
Atkinson? A whole pack of British jour-
nalists?

I laugh my evil laugh.

I wasn’t taking notes or running the
tape, so I can’t quote verbatim. But this
manufacturer recently attended a demo
featuring some very expensive and
highly regarded speakers. Those in the
room didn’t know, but the source was
an Apple iPod and the amplifiers were,
in audiophile terms, nothing special.

So source components and amplifiers
don’t matter?

The manufacturer wasn't saying that.
But he was saying, very emphatically,
that amplifiers matter much less than
speakers do. And this manufacturer
makes amps, not speakers.

Maybe the late Julian Hirsch was
right. Maybe all competent amplifiers
do sound more or less alike, and it’s a
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matter of specs and measurements.
Why spring for a pair of 30W Jadis JA-
30 class-A tubed monoblocks when a
30Wpc Pioneer receiver might do the
job just as well?

Just kidding. But it scems to me that
there often are BIG differences among
the various loudspeakers at a given
price, and relatively small differences
among various amplifiers. We hi-fi
scribblers tend to...well, amplify these
differences. If there were no differences,
what would there be to write about?

“If you, the reader, can’t hear the dif-
ferences we identfy, or you don’t con-
sider them meaningful, then so much
the better. We have hearing acuity that
you don’t. Which is why we’re hi-fi
gurus and you're not.” I often think that
reviewers are faking it. Don’t forget: the
more expensive the gear, the more
important the reviewer.

I'd better stop before I dig myself in
deeper.

I do suggest, though, that you think
carefully about the allocation of your
hard-earned cash. (Tt is hard-carned, isn’t
it?) Maybe you should spend most of
your dough on speakers. Maybe you
should spend all your dough on a new
pair of speakers and keep the rest of
what you have. Why be in a rush to redo
your whole system? It’s not like renovat-
ing your kitchen, where you more or
less have to do the job all at once.

Buying new speakers and keeping
the rest of your present gear gives you a
benchmark. Borrow other components
from a friend or a dealer. See if you hear
meaningful differences. If and when
you do, buy—remembering Gertrude
Stein: “A difference that's no difference
is no difference.”

New speakers give the biggest
bang for the buck in your system.
They can make the most difference in
your system for the least amount of
money. Attend to the rest of your sys-
tem later —assuming that your pres-
ent gear can drive your new speakers.
If your old gear can’t drive the new
speakers, wonder about the speakers.

Which brings me back to Opera
Loudspeakers. They’re not cheap.
There are no budget models with cab-
inets banged out by machine, finished

29









