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Luxury flats

What ever happened to the flat-panel speaker?

WORLD: A few years ago, many in
the industry believed thart flar-panel
speakers were sounding the death
knell for the traditional piston-
design loudspeaker. Now that the
dust has settled, the traditional loud-
speaker seems to be safe, but where
did the flat-panel londspeaker come
from? And where did it go?
Flat-panel speaker technology
was born from unlikely beginnings.
Russell Baker is electronic develop-

ment engineer at Carlshbro: “As far
as | know the technology was origi-
nally evolved by the military 1o com-
bat cockpit noise, but not eventually
adopred.” The company behind the
more recent development of this
technology is NXT
(www.nxrsound.com). They own the
21 original patents and have over
100 single inventions on file. They
are more than happy for anyone to
utilise their technology, bur they do
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Amina’s flat-panel speaker technology in action at the Ravage Bar in Bruges, Belgium
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insist thar you purchase a licence.

Several distinet areas of rechnal-
ogy exist under the NXT umbrella,
AFR (Audio Full-Range) combines
MNXT excirers with “piston’ technol-
agy in order to improve low fre-
quency  performance;  DMA
{Distribured Mode Activator] which
utilises a smaller yet more efficient
actuartor for applications where size,
weight and power dreain are crucial
issucs; and then there are the two
DML (Distributed Mande
Loudspeaker)  rechnologies -
Surfacesound which relies an the
excirarion of opague panels, and
SoundViu which is able to excire a
panel that is capable of displaying
an electronic image,

The longest established applica-
rion for MNXT is multimedia, Jean-
Paul Eckhour, markering director
for TDK Recording Media Europe
says, “TDK was the first company
to use NXT rechnology to develop
superior multimedia speakers, some-
thing which has really helped TDK
differentiate its multimedia speaker
offering over the past few years,”

Singe 1997, companies such as
TDK have been utilising NXT to
make stylish speakers with small foor-
print and good sound for use with
PCs, As improvements in quality and
design have been achieved, there have
been more inroads into the home cin-
ema market and with the revolutions
in both DVD and sorround souwnd,
the so-called “spouse factor” has
played a huge part in NXT products
appearing in the home.

There are more than a few appli-
cations of NXT in the field of
portable sound, On the face of i,
the TDK OutLoud is a CIY case
holding 12 or 24 discs, but it also
incorporares an active NXT Speaker
system, which can amplify any
stereo signal, The Mission M-Cube
is 2 revolutionary DML-based home
cinema system and Tecsonic is a
small lightweight speaker system
that fits into a briefcase, The latter
was specifically designed as a good
quality, portable presentation ool
frar execurives and lecturers, Thanks
to NXT, there are now even infla
able speaker systems on the markes!

As LCD and plasma screens get
widler and flatter, the built-in speak-
er system on a TV has become an
encumbrance, In order to enhance
the ergomomics of its 32, 37 and 42-
inch PF99%6 LCD TVs, Fhilips has
incorporared invisible NXT sur-
facesound  speakers. Tina  »

»Withington, media relations man-
ager at Philips says, “NXT speakers
with surface-sound technology have
a flat membrane to create a better
propagarion of sound in the room.
The unique design of these speak-
ers also diffuses the sound field,
improving the directionality and
quality of the sound.” NEC has
adapred similar technology for its
17-inch and 23-inch multifunction
maoniters (MFM),

The advantages for the installa-
tion marker are immediately obwvi-
ous. Tannoy urilises NXT
technology in one of its ceiling loud-
speaker models, the iP3 Mirage. Tim
Lounrt of Tannoy rells PSNE, “The
tundamental way in which sound
waves from a distributed mode
panel are propagated into the envi-
ronment provides certain benefits,”
Tim sees the main advantages as
“extremely wide dispersion enabling
a single iP5 o cover large arcas; the
sound from a panel reacts construc-
tively with the room boundaries
which helps when dealing with dif-
ticult acoustic environments and
good resistance to feedback™,

In the early days, it wasn’t easy
to cONVince corporate CUstOMErs
that a picce of foam board was
going ro be the answer to their audio
dreams. CIE-Audio have been
involved in the marketing of this
‘revolutionary” technology since day
one. Marketing manager, Chris
Edwards comments: “breaking
through the brick wall of ‘not want-
ing to be the first to install it" and
not wanting to be the first to have it
in my building” were a real struggle.”
Edwards also admits thar ir isn’t easy
to advertise a product that is
designed to be invisible; “What
could you show someone in the
adverrising?™ Seven years on how-
ever, CIE Group in parmership with
Amina Technologies and Armstrong

Pro Sound

l-ceilings now have products speci-
fied into the Houses of Parliament,
the Natural History museum and a
considerable number of high-street
and blue-chip conrracts.

If generating good quality audio
reproduction in a large space pres-
ents problems, what about small
spaces? David Pearson is CEO at
NXT: “The tradinonal Evropean car
audio system use to have two speak-
ers, the average European car now
has 6 — mine has ten! Noise floor is
high, the environment difficulr, and
getting the sound right for driver can
often make it poor for passengers.
NXT uniformity can help.” British
high-performance car manufacrur-
ers, TVR has now begun to incor-
porate NXT technology into its
designs.

lronically, alongside all its new-
found applications, the flat-panel
speaker has also returned to its roots
in aviation. Lufthansa is now using
NXT technology in the manufacture
of private aircraft. Good gquality
sound for in-flight music may be
desirable but good guality sound for
emergency announcements could
save lives.

So the flat-panel speaker hasn't
exactly overrun the world of pro-
audio, although NXT Pro Panels
from Amina were used on tour
with Bjork earlier this year for sur-
round sound. Tim Lount feels that
MXT “will never replace conven-
tional loudspeaker technology par-
ticularly where there 15 a demand
for high SPL with a true to life
dynamic range”, but NXT has cer-
tainly found some comfortable
niches. Armstrong, for example,
predicts thar the installation of [-
ceilings is set to double in 2005,
and with this being a relatively
voung technology, who knows
whart the future holds? L1
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