INFINITY RS-1B SPEAKER SYSTEM

Five-way dynamic system  with EMIT
rweeters, EMIM midranges, and servo-con-
troalled cone wooters. Electronic crossover
[requencees: 125, 704, 3000 and 8000 Hz
Dimensions, LF section: G0° H by 127 W
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by 15" D. Dimensions, HF scction: 607 H
by 22" W by 13" D. PRICE: $5295.
MANUFACTURER: Infinity Sysiems, 79D
Deering Ave., Canoga Park, CA 91304,
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7'l say one thing right off about the Infinity
fs- 18 It sure Fooks as if vou're geiling your
money’s worth

The systcm comes in five secrions: two
woofer  columns,  two  upporrange
cobumns, and an active crossover And servo
conteol module. Each bass column conmins
six B-inch polvpropylene cone woofers,
Fach upper-range column containd seven of
Infinity’s  proprieary  EMIM  ribbon
midrange drivers and four EMIT ribbon
rweeters, (one of them aiming out the rear,
af all things!), System crossovers #re at 125
(nomminal), 790, 3000, and 8000 HZ, and the
number of operating drivers diminishes as
the frequency gocs up, o minimife vertical
trehle beaming due 1o phase ingerference
(e g, above 8 kHz only one smaller EMIT 15
cledvem. )

The KS- 18 must be biamplified using its
cwn specific crossoverservo module. Thas
has front panel adjustments ol ®oolcr
crossover frequency, woofer level, bass
conwour (rising, flat, or rolling off with
chimmishing frequency), LF range (Cutodls at
22, 30, or 3G Hz), and amplificr inpat im-
pedance. The crossover has amplifying <ir-
cuitry only in the LF section; the stgnal fed
to the upper-freguency amplifiers s passive
funamplified), so there's virually no possi-
bility of adding nonlinear distorion com-
pofents to the signal! Because of this, the
turnawver frequency of the high- pass secton
viries according to the input 'Lm[:-:ﬂ'-iﬂ nce of
the HE amplifier. {With a given capelcitor in
series, the crossover point will rise 28 ampli
fer inpue impedance diminishes. %Wnen the
front panel impedance swich 15 $€0 10
match that of the higher-frequency ampli-
fier? crossovers will occur 2t frequencies
specified in the instruction mandal)

There are also driver level adjusiMEnts o0
the upper range speakier iwers, for “Low
Tweeter”™ (2 to 5 kHz) and “High Tweeler”™

E——as

1 Thers is the possibility that the capacior used
25 4 high pass flter could contiminate the sound,
and his hiss, 0 fact, been reporied by SOME Users
who substituted a betler capaciton

& This specification is not slways supplied with

an amplifier, but can be obiained by a phone call
oyt e B e
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{8 kHz up). It would seem you should be
abrle o et just about any kKind of sound
from ihe BS- 1Bs you wish, and that proves
o e almost the case.

The servo function reguires an unusuai
wooler hookup, The woolsr columns do
not connect dicectly o their LF driving am-
plifier, but instead w0 5-way binding posts
0 the crossover module. The moduie, in
turn, connects to the LF driving amip. This
arrangement allows the device o compare
LF amplificr ourput signals with signals ap-
peearing aoross e speaker erminals, and o
cancel out any detected differences (which
would represent back-EMFE from spurious
wioofer cone motions).

The only powental problem with this
servo driving system is the possibility of
damaging an amplifier which inverts the
polaricy of the signal going through it An
inverting amp will turn the crossover’s
Back-EME cancellaticn inverse feedback
inta positive feedback, driving the amplificr
inte full-power oscillanon, Infinicy’s
manual spells our the risk of this in no un-
cermmn ermas, but i doesn't huret o under-
score it here, Most modern amplificns are
non-inverting, but, mather than assume
VOruTs b5, 10s best o ind out for sure before
using it with the RS- 1, Most spec sheets will
provide this nformation, as will the ampli-
tier listings in Audio magazine's Equipment
Directory, (O, again, vou could call the
amp manufactusee ) IF all clse fails, you can
safely test the amplilier for polarity, as
described inthe accompany ing Hox, _)

While we're on the subject of polarity, |
should note that Infinity's compre hensive
and detailed instrnection manual for the RS-
1B perperuates what 1 feel o be o myth, al-
et it a popular one these days, This con-
cerns the importnee of overall system
podarity {(“absolute phase™) from cartridge
o speakers, As T have pointed oot beforg, [
will not argue the fact that podarity reversal
in a sysiem often changes the sound, and
that one polarity will often sound better

than the other. Bue, a5 fir 25 T know, no one
has ever bothered o fnd out whether that

beter-sounding  polarity duplicates the
polarity of the orginal sounds, or whether

o



Here is the most stralghtforward way of
ascertaining whether a power amplifier
will be stable (i.e., won't oscillate) in ac-
tual use, with adequate protection
against damage if it does oscillaie. Low
current fuses are the cheapest form of
protection.

If the amplifier is already equipped
with speaker fuscs in its outputs, replace
these with (0.25-amp fast-blow fuses. (If
it hasn't its own fuses, buy a couple of
standard in-line fuse holders, put one in
series with the Hot output from each
amp channel, and install the 0.25-amp
fuses.)

Connect all your signal and speaker

TESTING FOR OSCILLATION

cables, and wirn everything on. The sys-
temn should work. If you get no signal
from the amplifier under test, or if there
is a POP when you turn things on,
check the fuses. If they're blown, your
bass amp inverts polarity.

If it does, the solution in the case of
the RS-1B is simple: just flip a switch at
the rear of the crossover module (you
must leosen two screws to do this), and
you can use your inverting amp with the
RS- 1B. Finally, don't forget to replace the
0.25 amp fuses with the originals.(1f it
had no fuses, you can discard the fuse
holders.)

it merely enhances other aspects of the
sound. (Many loudspeakers, for example,
exhibit asymmerrical cone excursion in
response to symmetrical input.) Until then,
and in the absence of any standard polarity
at the recording end of the chain, | feel it
pointless wo try o achieve absolute phase in
the playback system through the use of
noninverting components.? It makes far
more sense o listen o both polarity condi-
tions, and use the one that sounds better
with most recordings. If you find yourself
bothered by those recordings which don’t
conform, you can wire a phase-reverse
switch into the speaker leads and diddle
that to your heart’s content.*

3 Mot o mention the foolishness of upgrading or
downgrading 2 component because it 15 nonin-
verting or inverting. Phase inversion is a charac-
teristic that accompanies all gain stages; even
numbers of gain stages in a ¢o will cause
it 1o nondnvert, while odd numbers will cawse it
i irvert, Therefore, 2 suppasedly bad, inverting,
component could be “imp " by adding ye1
another gatn stage! In fact, designers normally use
the minimurm number of gain stages 10 get the job
done, but that number will vary with the type of
component and particular opology emp .
Inversion ar lack of it becomes even less impor-
tant when you consider that not only com

pents, but recordings as well, vary in this
characteristic: you will never be “right™ with all
sources and all equipment LA
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Despite the unconventional bass amp
hookup, installation of the RS- 18 is, at least
initially, simple and straightforeard, Of
course, two sets of speaker cables will be re-
quired, and if you need to buy another pair,
you might consider using a cable outstand-
ing on bass for connecting the woolers, and
one whose forte is midrange and treble for
the upper-range wwers (1 refer you w
AHC's wire survey in Vol. 8, No. 2). But
hookup of these speakers is only the first
step, For reasons 1'1l get to later, the system
may nced many hours—even weeks—of
careful adjustment and tweaking before it
delivers everything it's capable of.

My first listen to the Infinitys used an
Electron Kinetics Eagle 7A on the high end,
a BEL 2002 on the low. 1 was under-
whelmed. The low end was excellent, but
the upper part of the audio range had
problems. First, and most immediately
noticeable, was the system's lack of ade-
quate mid-to-lower-middie-range outpur,
which could not be corrected via any of the

4§ Except with the RS- 1Bs, where this procedure
would put the midrange-tweeter wwers out of
phiase with the woofers. Blessed are those who
own Klyne SK-5 preamps, the only product |
know of thar allows you 1o convenbently switch
the entire system phase at the preamp. LA
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available driver level controls. The overall
sound was rich and luscious, but— pardon
the expression—the system lacked balls,
and, although there seemed no shortage of
high-end range, the sound seemed just a bi
slow. There was another problem which 1
can't exactly explain, My guess is that the
system has some exceedingly small, sharp
response peaks at the high end, and be-
cause of them the B5-1Bs seem 10 exagger-
ate any traces of roughness (grundge) in the
signal source

S0, [ swapped amplifiers. The low end
improved a litle with the Eagle, and the up-
per ranges sounded a little less rough with
the BEL, bunt the sound was cven more unc-
tuously dead. And, although reduced, that
tendency o exacerbate crud in the signal re-
mained.

I recalled thar Infinity wusually demos
their loudspeakers at CES with Audio
Research tube electronics, and wondered
whether that varicty of amp might not be a
mandatory adjunct to the RS-1Bs. We've
heen awalting delivery of some (promised)
Audio Research amps for so long now thar
we no longer hold our breath, but we had
just recently received a pair of Conrad
Johnson's massive mono Premicr Fives. 5o
[ schlepped those home (90 lbs each,
boxed) from the office storeroom and fired
them up on the system’s high end, with the
Eagle 7TA on the woofers. Well, sir _ . .

I won't say the Premier Fives transformed
the R5-1Bs into a WAMM or into Infinity’s
own [RS system, but for the first time [ be-
gan o understand why people have been
willing to spend $5295 on this system.
These are among the few speakers |'ve
heard in ages that can stand my hair on end!

First of all, the RS- 1Bs scem to have no
practical upper limit of power-handling
capability! They will play at very high levels
(like 110 dB on peaks!!) without a trace of
strain or hardness, assuming of course thar
vou throw enough power at them (the Pre-
mier Fives can throw 200 watts per chan-
nel). Talk about “digial-ready™

The RS-1Bs image about as well as any
large loudspeakers [ have heard. This puts
them in the class of the WAMM and the IRS,
bath of which [ consider o represent the
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state of the art for soundstage presentition
and reproduction of depth. The RS- 1Bs are
the first speakers ['ve had in my listening
room which actually put some of the
soundstage  {(on  appropriately-miked
recordings) bevond the lateral limits of the
speakers —something | did not believe pos-
sible except in a room with highly reflective
wialls (mine are not). They are bettered in
imaging specificity by a few tiny satellite
speakers and, [ suspect, by some curved-
panel electrostatics, but only by a small
margin. .

These are big-sounding speakers, with a
gutsy forcefulness that | do not recall en-
countering in any audiophile system. When
a trombone speaks from these, you sit up
and pay atention! If you wished o
reproduce the voice of God, these speakers
could do . Bowed cellos, synthesizer
grunts, and piano bass strings have just the
right amount of anack and delineation, and
with balance controls properky adjusted, all
other musical timbres are reproduced with
superb accuracy, No instrument is slighted,
and—despite the complexity of the cross-
over network—the drivers mesh almost
seamlessly. (The only discontinuity 1 could
hear, and then only on piana, was the tran-
sitton from the EMIMs to the cone woofers,
at which point the piano strings seemed o
lose a little of their "twang ') Massed violins
are gorgeously smooth, yet with all the
fine-grained gutty edge of the real instru-
ments. Brushed cymbals are open and
natural-sounding, and brass and steel are
easily distinguished.

The system's low end is particularly im-
pressive. 1 have never before had a full-
range system in my listening room that
wold put out a full-level 30-Hz signal, but,
with their LF response set for Flat, these do
it. Inthe +3 dB (at 30 Hz) position, the 25-
35-Hz range was, believe it or not, exces-
sive! Bass quality, w0, is excellent, although
mot quite as controlled as 1 have heard on
{rare) occasions from big transmission-line
systems such as the behemoth that Irving
Fried used to demonstrate at audio shows.
But don't misunderstand me: the R5-1B's
bottom is excellent, having immense im-
pact and awesome range The cannons
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from Telarc's 1812 CD produced what felt
like shock waves!

In fact, impactive sounds are one of the
RS- 1B strongest points. The attacks of
hard transients—snare drums, rim shots,
and xvlophone strikes—are razor-sharp,
vet the speaker is entirely free from the ex-
aggerated hardness and stridency found in
most other speakers with comparable im-
pact capability.

The only areas in which [ have heard the
RS- 1Bs bettered are transparency, realism,
and high-end openncss and delicacy, all of
which are better presented by some full-
range electrostatics, nowably the Martin Lo-
gan Monoliths. For example, the RS-1b's
eendition of dewmil, while awesome,
sounded a little heavy-handed, as if sharp-
ness were substituting for delicacy. And
while its high end was very smooth, the
sound lacked: the suavity and musical
sweetness of the electrostatics, In the area
of realism—the ability to give the Impres-
sion that real, live Instruments are
playing—the R5-1Bs did very well, bul
were not equal to the best [ have heard. In
comparison, the RS- 1B tended to fill in the
spaces between bursts of musical sound.

Yet, 1 continue w be immensely im-
pressed by the sound of the RS-1Bs, and
that is what I felt ultimately to be their most
outstanding characteristic: they have an
“impressive” sound. They are awesomely
exciting to listen to, and do an incredible
job with bombastic, massive works like
Mahler's Second symphony and the 1812
Owverture, and with high-powered record-
ings like Sheffield's Track and Drum
records. But | found them rather less satis-
fying when reproducing smaller-scaled,
more intimate material, such as chamber
music and solo guitar. With that kind of
music they still image superbly, making a
well-miked guitar sound like a mono
recording with stereo ambience (which is
exactly right). But that “impressive” quality
remains, the music losing some of lts gen-
tleness.

There are a few other problems with the
RS- 18s, not the least of which is their setup.
These speakers offer so much potential for
superb sound qualicy that all the tweak fac-
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tors, of lirtle imporance in mediocre sys-
IEms, Assume paramount importance, To set
up the speakers according tw the diagram in
the manual, set all controls for Flat and et
it go ar that, is to throw away half the poten-
tial {and half the considerable cost) of the
System.

The R5-18 is one of the most revealing
systems you can own, which is one obvious
reason why it "prefers” tubed amplifiers
{with their slightly soft top) to solid state’s
slightly “crisp” wop. But this is 2 mixed
blessing, as it imposes almost impossible
demands on the cleanness of the program
material. [n fact, [ am not alwwgether cer@in
the RS-18 isn't still exaggerating grundge in
the sound. [ have heard shightly better trans-
parency with slightly superior detail from
some electrostatics, notably the Martin Lo-
gans, and none of them showed any such
tendenicy w exaggerate signal garbage.

One thing is perfectly clear, though, and
that is that you are not likely to get the best
results from the RS-1Bs unless you use
wbed power amps, and the best wbed
amps at that. It is probably safe to say that
no tubed amp made is oo good for this sys-
tem, which means that when you buy the
RS- 1Bs, you can probably plan on paying at
least an additional four grand or so (the Pre-
mier Fives are $6000) for suitable upper-
range power amps, (The Infinity woofers
recjuire only that the amplifier have high
power and high current capability, and the
amplifiers that best meet these reguire-
ments are solid state.)

As with any system having such a wide
variety of frequency-response adjustments,
the ability to obtain almost perfect response
Is coungered by the even greater likelihood
of royally screwing up. While there is only
one optimum set of adjustments for a given
listener, listening room, and complement of
associated equipment, there s an almost in-
finite range of possible mal-adjustments —
and the only way of welling when things are
“right" is by ear. This means that, if you are
going to get anything better than frustraton
or endless indecision from the R5-18s,
you'd better have a very sophisticated set of
ears or one helluvva competent dealer 1o in-
stall them for you.
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For what it's worth, here's how | went
about adjusting the controls. First, [ set the
crossover controls to their (theoretically)
flattest positions. Then | turned the woofers
off and the tweeters all the way down. Us-
ing a variety of recordings whose deriva-
tions 1 trust (including some of my own
apcs), | adjusted woofer level for what
sounded like the most natural LF balance,
(Some of these recordings, for instance, are
known to have somewhat heavy bass, so
the “correct” setting with the 1-Bs gave
somewhat heavy bass ) Then [ set the Lower
Tweeter controls to their “flat” midpoint,
and listened carefully 1o the sounds of vio-
lins, woodwinds, and female voices. All
were 4 little too hard, so these controls
were backed off until they sounded right.
Mow all that was missing were the upper
overtones. For these, | started adjusting the
High Tweeter controls from their lowest po-
sition (rather than from "Flat™) until vocal
sibilants, violin guttiness, and woodwind
reediness were in proper balance. What's
"proper ' to me may not be 50 to someone
else (and varies a lot on phono sources, de-
pending on what cartridge you use, though
this isn't a problem with CD or tape), but
the most important thing to bear in mind is
that you can @ilor the upper end of this sys-
wem 10 sound just about any way you want,
{Incidentally, it is essential to do the HF
balancing adjustments at your normal
listening volume, because the car's HF
response varics according to program level.)

In my room, with my assoctated equip-
ment, no further response tweaking was
necessary, but it's possible w adjust the
responsc through the middle-LF crossover
region and through the low end via con-
trols on the electronic crossover. Again,
these adjustments should be made using a
wide variety of perfectionist recordings.
Lnce the response seems to be optimized,
leive the adjustments alone unless you ex-
perience a consistent problem apparent on
many recordings. Using speaker balance
controls as tone controls is the surest way
of losing sight of which end is up, and of
spending the rest of your life rying to
weak the system to a point of perfection
beyond that of any one recording.
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Room placement and speaker orienttion
are two other things which ke a lot of
time o get right. As usual, the manufac-
turer's recommendation here is only a start-
ing point, Everything from soundstaging to
tonal accuracy is affected by the speakers’
placement and orientation in a particular
room, and only through experimentation
over wieeks or months will it be possible to
get the most out of the system.

Several readers have reported problems
with frequent fuse blowing in RS-1Bs. In
fact, I managed to blow High Tweeter fuses
several times mysclf during listening tests,
often for no apparent reason. The manufac-
turer's guess is that this is caused by ampli-
fier overload (clipping), but [ hardly con-
sider the Conrad Johnson amps o be hard-
clipping amplifiers. That problem remains
unresolved. Meanwhile, | urge vou o check
the RS- 1B's fuses from time o time, just o
be sure,

All im all then, the RS- 1Bs must be ranked
among the very best speaker systems that
money can buy without going completely
overboard. They are not The Ultimate
Speaker for everybody, but in view of what
they do superbly, | think it fair and accurate
to describe the RS- 18s as the quintessential
audiophile speaker system. These speakers
do nothing valued by the critical audiophile
anything short of superbly! People who get
to hear live music frequently, and who
value what we have come to call "musical-
fty" —sweetness, warmth, and delicacy —
may be better off choosing something clse,
like the Martuin Logan Monoliths or the new
Xstatic electrostatics, but in so doing they
will give up some of the impact and drama
thar are just a5 characteristic of live music.

JGH
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THE INFINITY IRS-IIl AND RS-1B:
STILL FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS

Anthony H. Cordesman

No speaker ever totally disguises the com-
promises it must make with the laws of
physics. Infinity's two largest monitor
speakers, however, come as close to hiding
theirs as any full-range speakers available,
The Infinity IRS has long ranked as one of
the top two or three speakers in the world,
The RS- 1B has slowly emerged as one of
the top two or three speakers for the or-
dinary home,

I now use the RS5-1B as my home
reference speaker, and a nearby IRS-111 at
Excalibur Audio as a listening ‘‘control”
when I'm unsure about how a given piece
of equipment would sound on a true line-
source speaker or with full response in the
lowest octave! With the proper drive elec-
tronics and adjustments, both speaker
systems are more than reference equip-
ment: they provide as musically convinc-
ing and enjoyable a sound source as any
equipment around.

At the same time, both speaker systems
have their weaknesses, and these radeoffs
provide insights into what can and cannot
be accomplished with today’s speaker
designs.

1 This doesn’t apply o amplificr evaluarion, since the RS-

I has its own servo-amplifiers for the lowend. —LA
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THE INFINITY RS-18B

The RS-1B

The tradeoffs arc most obvious in the

RS- 1B. First, prolonged listening makes it
clearer and clearer that the treble and
midrange panel outperform the woofer
column. Infinity has steadily improved the
match between midrange and woofer, but
the woofer is distinctly less dynamic, less
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extended, and more distorted than the rest
of the system. The woofer also seems
distinctly “slower’ than the midrange, par-
ticularly when dealing with brief bass tran-
stents rather than sustained organ notes.

There are several practical ways to mini-
mize this problem. One is o realize that the
treble and midrange panel is an extremely
difficult load. I do not fully trust my
measuring equipment, but it is clear that
the treble and midrange panels dip to 2
ohms, and can suck up incredible amounts
of current. This has led me to revise my
comments that they work best with tube
amps. They do work superbly with the
Conrad Johnson Premier Four or Fives, and
very well with the Audio Rescarch D250-11
(the Premier Fives clearly outperform the
D250-11 for the application).

The panels do not, however, work well
with low-powered tube amps, and even
the Conrcad Johnson Premier Fourcanbe a
bit marginal at high rock levels. The RS- 1Bs
are definitely not the proper load for the
New York Audio Lab or Counterpoint OTL
amps. Any use of lower-powered or load-
sensitive tube amplifiers will alter the tim-
bre of the RS- 1Bs, restrict dynamics, and
usually create a lower midrange /upper bass
suck-out that makes the limitations of the

woofer column far more apparent, tending
to make the entire speaker system sound a
bit lean and hard,

Most transistor amplifiers have the same
effect. For some reason, amplifiers as good
as the Krells and Mark Levinsons do not
perform well with the RS- 1Bs. However,
the Electrocompaniet Ampliwire 100, PS
Audio 200C, and even the Adcom 555 pro-
vide a balanced timbre and smooth transi-
tion from panel to woofer. The Elec-
trocompaniet and PS Audio outperform the
Premier Four, Premier Fives, and D250-11
in the upper bass region, and possibly in
the top octave as well, although the tube
gear gives superior handling of midrange
transients and dynamics, and provides
more low-level harmonic information,
{The PS Audio furnishes more detail and
focus than the Electrocompaniet. )

You also should carefully consider mai-
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ching your panel and woofer amplifiers
with the RS- 1B. Manufacturers are curious-
ly unwilling to send two stereo or four top-
of -the-line mono tube amplifiers,* but tests
with a pair of Adcoms and PS Audio 200Cs
showed that the panel-woofer blend was
smoother and more convincing in timbre
with matching amplifiers than with any
combination of top quality tube amplifiers
on the panels and transistors on the bot-
tom. Granted this is a tradeoff. since the
tube amp may well provide a sweeter and
more transparent sound; the Adcom 555
definitely lacks the focus and detail of
amplifiers costing four to ten times as
much.

Even with the right amps, you'll find that
the Infinity R5-1B needs an “infinite”
amount of fiddling. Fortunately, the
crossover controls have been improved
since our last review. The latest models add
a third control for the upper midrange,
which can help reduce the glare or lean-
ness that result from using the wrong
amplificr. The crossover also has been
changed to allow more swing in the lower
tweeter control, helping to rectify an area
in which the speaker can sound a bir lean.
These changes greatly increase the pro-
bability that only minor tweaking will be
needed.

You'll need to spend a great deal of time
spacing and angling the panels to get the
ideal mix of depth, width, and imaging
detail. | have never heard the panels image
properly in any real-waorld listening rooms
without a slight toe-in; this has been true
of every other dipole design ['ve tried,
with the possible exception of the Acoustat
1+ 1s.

At the end of it all you'll still ""hear the
mechanism creak.”” The RS- 1Bs have good,
deep bass, but hardly very good deep bass.
The larger VMPS cone speakers (which are
much cheaper) provide far superior bass
power, control, and transients. 50 do the

2 Mo all manefacierers: Audio Research recenily showned
up in Samea Fe with owo D250-Tis. and an 5P-11. A mere
517.000 worth of tube clectmonics. We were impressed,
and using matching amplifiers 10op and botom did make
a positive improvemont {we hadn't had the opporiunity o
iy it before) —LA
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Entec subwoofers. No matter what you do,
the RS-1Bs bass will either be a bit slow
and upconvincing, or will have to be set
slightly lower than the panel to allow the
lower midrange /'upper bass output of the
midrange EMIMs to dominate the sound.

The RS- 1B's bass columns simply do not
seem capable of proving both deep bass
and good bass articulation or transients in
any installation I've heard. This evidently
requires bigger enclosures, new drivers, or
something more dramatic than crossover
changes. | am tempted to suggest that In-
finity should put its EMIT or EMIM drivers
on a2 VMPS tower, or get Entec 1o design
their next subwoofer, but as this would just
get everyone angry, I'll not even hint at
such a thing, much less mention it in print,

Keep in mind that virtually all the com-
petition has worse problems in trying to
provide fully integrated deep bass. | don't
know of anyone who provides a better set
of compromises in blending deep bass and
midrange in a full-range system near the
price of the RS- 1Bs than Infinity, The un-
fortunate truth is that almost all designs
which attempt 10 go much below 40 Hz are
partial failures, and breaking the 30 Hz bar-
rier always seems to result in bass boom,
lack of clear frequency discrimination in
the low bass, poor transition from bass (o
midrange, room interaction problems, eic,

I have only heard a handful of systems in
my life that really balanced good, deep bass
with the rest of the frequency spectrum to
sound musically natural. All were extreme-
ly expensive, and most had extensive
custom engineering. All required very large
listening rooms, and all still have ac least
minor room resonance or standing wave
problems.

This has broad implications for any
speaker buyer. If you live in a normal home
or apartment, you may well find that no
systemn with deep bass will ever fully meet
your needs. As a result, you may wish to set
the RS- 1B crossover so that it does not play
the low bass, or consider buying the
RS5-2Bs instead of the RS- 1Bs, [ feel the In-
finity RS-2Bs are one of the high end's
maost ignored “best buys.”" They have many
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of the virtues of the RS- 1Bs, produce a bet-
ter overall bass signal, and provide better
overall timbre and dynamic integration in
most listening rooms. They also are far less
amplifier-sensitive than the 1Bs.

There are three further design problems
in the RS- 1Bs that | feel need correction.
The first problem is twofold: the panels are
top-heavy, and the feet do not work on
padded carpets. Put Tiptoes under both
panels and woofer columns; those on the
panels need to be of different heights, to tip
the panels upwards. You also may want to
put several bricks on the rear, to weigh the
panels down.

The second problem is more serious, and
involves the woofer. The woofer column
needs to be placed close to and just behind
the panels for the best sound. The dust
caps on the woofers, however, vibrate, act-
ing as a midrange driver. You can try rubber
cementing a softer, 2-inch dust cap over
them, but this—and other, more drastic
mods —simply should not be necessary. It
doesn’t take a golden ear to hear what is
happening; Infinity should long ago have
fixed this problem at the factory.

The third problem is quality control, In-
finity still never seems to produce an entire
R5-1B with all the jacks and sockets pro-
perly tightened. I've seen a number of
R5-1Bs with loose banana sockets, and
neither of the two versions I've owned
have had properly assembled crossovers.
The first did not complete the wiring to
one highpass socket, and the second had
an intermittent shunt across the left chan-
nel. I would also dearly love to see the
crossover wired with Tiffany jacks: this
would sharply reduce the risk of connec-
tion problems, which can transform
acoustic feedback into a near-meltdown of
your amp.

I also recommend that you replace the
standard Monster Cable wiring with the
Straight Wire harness for this speaker, and
bypass the highpass section of the cross-
over. The Straight Wire is notably more
transparent in the upper midrange than the
Monster Cable, and the crossover wiring is
too complex, and affects the purity of the
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highpass signal.

Consult your dealer for details, but you
can bypass the highpass section of the
crossover simply by inserting a top quality
capacitor of the right value across the your
amplifier's input jack. The best capacitors
I've yet heard are the Conrad Johnson capa-
citors, but you can try Wonders, Relcaps,
eic. The capacitor in the Infinity crossover
isn't all that bad, but it can be improved
upon. You also need another interconnect,
etc., if you use the highpass section, and
straight-in wiring scems to help. The EMITs
and EMIMs are superb drivers, and benefit
from every possible improvement.

The Infinity IRS-III

This analysis of the RS- 1B helps set the
stage for a critique of the IRS-III. The IRS
has a far larger and more satisfactory bass
drive system than the RS- 1B, although the
larger ENTEC subwoofer, the WAMM bass
systemn, and possibly the VMPS supertower
at least rival it, The servo-amplifiers in the
IRS columns are rated ar 15040 warts, and
the six 12-inch woofers in each bass col-
umn seem to be mated to an enclosure size
that allows them to perform their best. |
have never heard anything better with
stcady organ tones, and the IRS bass col-
umns are capable of incredible power at
even the lowest frequencies.

The IRS-1II's major limitation is the in-
ability to handle the initial bass attack or
single massive transient, The bass columns
simply do not seem quite fast enough.
They're very good, but not excellent.

The IRS-1lIs do, however, succeed in
blending the bass and midrange/treble bet-
ter than the RS-1Bs. Further, Infinity has
steadily improved the IRS-11Is’ combina-
tion of EMITs, EMIMs, and crossover. |
strongly suspect that better wire would
make still further improvements, and
bypassing the highpass section of the IRS
crossover can definitely make such im-
provements. Nevertheless, I have never
heard any speaker more “‘right”’ and
musically natural in timbre, transparency,
detail, transients, and dynamics, with as
wide a range of music.
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Other speakers do all of these things
well, but the IRS always does them as well
or slightly better. No clectrostatic provides
the same combination of dynamics, detail,
soundstage, and total integration. No rib-
bon as yet is so right in timbre. Cone
systems, no matter how they measure,
never have the same speed and detail. The
[RS has a balance of virtues that is simply
the state of the art, and which endures after
the excitement of even its best competitors
has been replaced with a fuller understand-
ing of their limitations.

I have to caveal these commenis,
however, with the fact | have never listen-
ed 10 the Wilson Audio Monitors (WAMMs)
on a side-by-side basis with the IRS-I11s,
and have to rely on a few listening room
sessions and show demonstrations of the
Wilson. Nevertheless, | have always come
away with the impression that the Wilsons
never integrate the midrange and highs
quite as well as the IRS, just as the Infinity
IRS never equals the WAMMS' integration
of midrange and bass. This leads me to
prefer the IRS over any competing speaker
system ['ve heard, since | regard treble and
midrange integration as the more impor-
tant parameter, and have never heard any
system to rival the IR5-11ls or the Wilson
Audio Monitor that was not a blend of
separate manufacturers or a one-of-a-kind
design. (And then, damn few!)

Some aspects of the IRS do present prob-
lems, however. First, | prefer the sound-
stage from modified point source in the
RS- 1B to that from the quasi-line source in
the IRS. | suspect that this is because |
prefer small groups and chamber orchestra
o opera and full orchestral music, and I im-
mediately concede that the line source in
the IRS provides 2 more natural sound field
for large-scale music.

MNevertheless, 1 can never fully believe
that I'm in a concert hall with the IRS-111;
its sound field seems to come at the ex-
pense of a slight loss of focus and defini-
tion. In contrast, I feel small musical
groups, soloists, eic., can sound quite real
with the RS-1Bs, and indeed, with other
top-ranking quasi-point source speakers.

Stereophile



Second, I've only heard four IRS setups,
but the listening arca has always seemed
relatively restricted for such a large speaker
system. The aural focus always seems best
in a two-person listening area. This is prob-
ably true of most op-quality speakers, but
the focus of the IRS is more delicate than
most, and can approach the point where
you do not want to move your head once
vou've found the right position. This is not
a problem with the Wilsons, RS-1Bs,
Apogees, Quads, Thiels, Vandersteens, etc.

Finally, the IRS is a difficult load, at least
to the extent that it requires very careful
choice of amplifier and speaker wire to get
the best performance. Again, this is true of
all top-ranking speakers, but it means that
the IRS has some important limitations as a
reference. 1 would argue that the IRS is
similar to the RS- 18 in that it cannot be used
as a suitable reference system for evaluating
amplifiers or speaker cables—although
both the IRS-111 and RS- 1B can be extreme-
ly useful for this purpose if they are used in
combination with another full-range
speaker as 2 control.

Otherwise, the IRS-1I1 is too unigue and

too complex a load for amplifier and cable
evaluation, even if one could ignore the
fact that it has its own built-in bass
amplifiers. This will only be 2 limitation for
reviewers and dealers, but it 15 not insignifi-
cant. | would never buy any amplifier or
speaker cable solely on the basis of audi-
tioning with either the RS- 1B or IRS unless
I was purchasing it for use with those
specific speakers.

To Be Continued

It takes no great vision to assume that In-
finity recognizes these problems and will
continue to make at least evolutionary im-
provements. Virtually every time [ see the
IRS or RS- 1B, I find another set of refine-
ments has been made to the design. 1 should
also stress that this critigue in no way
means that the IRS and RS- 1B are not the
state of the art. The problem is that the
state of the art simply is not perfect: The
sport in hunting for the best high-end com-
ponents is no more in danger of being
spoiled by the appearance of the perfect
speaker than it is by the appearance of the
perfect phono front end. S



