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On the battlefield of speaker
design, I am the triage nurse. I
walk into speaker demo rooms at
trade shows, my badge sometimes
inadvertently turned inward, listen
for a moment, and quietly mutter
to myself, “This one’s a keeper,” or,
“He’s dead, Jim.” Or occasionally
just, “Hmmm,” because good
speakers may sound iffy under bad
conditions, and I respect the poten-
tial buried within an ambiguous
first take. But, if my instincts tell
me to pursue a review, I whip out a
business card and start making
arrangements on the spot.

The Pioneer EX Series speakers
started out as a keeper with a little
hmmm. I felt comfortable with them
immediately.They had a presence,
something unabashedly warm and
dark-toned. They also had an
absence—no, a restraint—that
curbed the fight-or-flight anxiety I
get from the brash, hard, cartoon-
edged sound certain marketing
people consider to be lucrative.
The question was not whether I
would pursue the EX Series but
whether my perception would
deepen when I did.

Audio Design Associates (ADA)
entered the review process in a

different way—on the fast
track. I’ve had long-term
relationships with two of
ADA’s high-performing
multichannel amps in the
past. So, when the eight-
channel PTM-8150 became
available, along with the
Cinema Rhapsody Mach
III controller, I jumped at
the chance to review them.
A preliminary listen with
my Paradigm Reference
Studio/20s revealed a
transparency that got
me genuinely excited. I
knew that pairing the EX
speakers with the ADAs
would stack the deck in

Pioneer’s favor. In this kind of
game, though, everybody wins—
including you, if you’ve got
$27,898, a big room, a disdain for
stereotyping, and a taste for adven-
ture. Perhaps even romance.

In the PTM Tradition
Anyone who’s unfamiliar with ADA
may find that the PTM-8150 defeats
expectation much like the Pioneer
speakers. It musters 150 watts into
8 ohms and 250 watts into 4 ohms.
Yet, at just over 5 inches tall, it’s
smaller than many receivers. In lieu
of an elephantine chassis with mas-
sive heat sinks, this amp dissipates

C
or

de
ro

 S
tu

di
os

 

Multinational speakers meet American amps.

Pioneer S-2EX Speaker System,
ADA Cinema Rhapsody Mach III 

Controller,and ADA PTM-8150 Amplifier
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heat with an exhaust fan.That allows
58 pounds of high-current guts to fit
into the little rack-mount chassis.
The controller is also fan cooled.

If these ADA components are
destined for a gear closet in a
custom-installed system, the fan
noise won’t be a problem. But, if
you’re using them in an open rack,
as I did, you’ll need to keep the rack
away from the seating area.As long
as anything at all came out of the
speakers, I was able to tune out the
fan noise at a distance of 12 feet.

If you’re the tweaky type who
likes seeing power indicators in
operation, the PTM-8150’s eight
leaping LEDs will keep you enter-
tained. The controller display
encircles its knobs in pale blue-
white legends and, to the left of
them, maps channels in operation.
If you prefer the components
within sight but out of mind, you
can turn off the flashing lights via a
front-panel switch on the amp.

While the PTM-8150 more than
justifies its existence as an eight-
channel power amp for bleeding-
edge home theater, it can also serve
four zones with high-quality stereo
in a multizone installation. When
used that way, it can operate in a
Quick Turn-On mode to allow
paging through the speakers.You
can also give it an address and
daisy-chain it with up to eight
other ADA amps for large com-
mercial applications.

Just as not all muscle amps come
in giant boxes, not all preamp/
processors come with a conven-
tional receiver’s clutter of controls.
The Cinema Rhapsody Mach III
controller does it all with five knobs
on the right side of its slim front
panel—unless, of course, you go for
a touchscreen. Pressing the volume
knob powers up the unit. Another
push mutes it, and two presses shut

it down. Another knob cycles
through surround modes when
spun but enters the control menu
when pressed. Menu navigation uses
only the front-panel display.There
is no onscreen display; although, for
installers, ADA does provide the
option of PC input.

The PTM in PTM-8150 is a
memorial to Peter T. McKean, the
man who cofounded Audio Design

Associates with Albert G. Langella.
McKean was the liaison to the
custom-install industry, the man
with his ear to the ground. He was
also a party animal. My Audio Video
Interiors story years back about his
home in the Hamptons contained
the phrase “seven different lambada
machines,” a sequence of words that
may be unique in western literature.
Langella remains active as ADA’s

> Satellite Sensitivity:
87 dB from 500 Hz to 2 kHz

> Center Sensitivity:
90 dB from 500 Hz to 2 kHz

This graph shows the quasi-anechoic (employing

close-miking of all woofers) frequency response of

the S2-EX satellites ( purple trace), S-W1EX sub-

woofer ( blue trace), and S7-EX center channel

(green trace). All passive loudspeakers were mea-

sured without grilles at a distance of 1 meter with a

2.83-volt input and scaled for display purposes.

The S2-EX’s listening-window response (a five-

point average of axial and +/–15-degree horizontal

and vertical responses) measures +1.24/–1.98 deci-

bels from 200 hertz to 10 kilohertz. The –3-dB point

is at 46 Hz, and the –6-dB point is at 40 Hz. Imped-

ance reaches a minimum of 4.44 ohms at 117 Hz

and a phase angle of –68.20 degrees at 70 Hz.

The S7-EX’s listening-window response mea-

sures +1.04/–3.69 dB from 200 Hz to 10 kHz. An

average of axial and +/–15-degree horizontal

responses measures +1.15/–3.97 dB from 200 Hz

to 10 kHz. The –3-dB point is at 56 Hz, and the

–6-dB point is at 46 Hz. Impedance reaches a mini-

mum of 4.49 ohms at 136 Hz and a phase angle

of –62.60 degrees at 74 Hz.

The S-W1EX’s close-miked response, normalized

to the level at 80 Hz, indicates that the lower –3-dB

point is at 32 Hz and the –6-dB point is at 30 Hz in

Music mode. The upper –3-dB point is at 128 Hz with

the Crossover control set to maximum.—MJP
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PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEMAT A GLANCE

HT Labs Measures: Pioneer S2-EX Speaker System

SPEAKER: S-2EX S-7EX 
Type: Three-way, monitor Three-way, center

Tweeter (size in inches, type): 1.38, beryllium dome 1.38, beryllium dome

Midrange (size in inches, type): 5.5, magnesium cone 5.5, magnesium cone (2)

Woofer (size in inches, type): 7.06, aramid-fiber-composite cone 7.06, aramid-fiber-composite cone

Nominal Impedance (ohms): 6 6

Recommended Amp Power (watts): 50–200 50–200

Available Finishes: Dark Teak wood veneer (Satin finish) Dark Teak wood veneer (Satin finish)

Dimensions (H x W x D, inches): 22.25 x 11.44 x 16.75 11.44 x 32.31 x 16.75

Weight (pounds): 61.75 86

Price: $6,000/pair $3,800

> SUBWOOFER: S-W1EX
Connections: Speaker- and line-level

Enclosure Type: Passive radiator

Drivers (size in inches, type): 12, long-fiber pulp paper, active woofer; 

12, long-fiber pulp paper, passive radiator

Power Rating (watts): 250

Crossover Bypass: Yes

Available Finishes: Dark Teak wood veneer with Satin finish

Dimensions (H x W x D, inches): 18.88 x 16.94 x 16.94

Weight (pounds): 75.88

Price: $1,700

These listings are based
on the manufacturer’s
stated specs; the HT
Labs box below indi-
cates the gear’s perfor-
mance on our test

NUVISION NVX32HDU LCD HD MONITRfrom the test bench
PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEM, ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLER,

AND ADA PTM-8150 AMPLIFIER



lead designer, president, and CEO.
ADA products are designed and
made in White Plains, New York.

An International Fusion
Pioneer’s EX Series speakers are a
unique international fusion—
they’re designed by an Englishman,
in America, for a Japanese corpo-

ration, and are manu-
factured in China.

Although they’re
best known for video
displays and surround
electronics, Pioneer
has had a toe in the
speaker business for
65 years. The EX

speaker series is the product of
collaboration with the team at
Technical Audio Devices (TAD),
including design genius Andrew
Jones, who spent 11 years at
KEF and has the English accent to
prove it.TAD is headquartered in
Long Beach, California, alongside
Pioneer Electronics, and designs
both professional and home gear.

The EX line includes the floor-
standing S-1EX, the stand-mounted
S-2EX, the S-7EX center, and the
S-W1EX subwoofer. I reviewed
four of the stand-mounted speak-
ers with the center and the sub.This
configuration costs $17,500.

Mocking expectation, the S-2EX
monitor stands nearly 2 feet tall
and weighs almost 62 pounds. It

took a strong man—that is to say,
not me—to get four of them up
on stands. The S-7EX center
approaches 3 feet in width.

Like most speakers, these are
made of medium-density fiber-
board, and, as with most high-end
speakers, their interiors are exten-
sively cross-braced. More unusual
is the obsessive layering of the
exteriors. The side panels are
made with 10 layers of 0.125-inch
MDF, curved and bonded for a
total thickness of 1.25 inches.
Even more layers form the front
and back panels, their thickness
totaling 2 inches.

In both models, a beryllium
dome tweeter is mounted coaxially
in the center of a 5.5-inch magne-
sium midrange and partnered with
a 7-inch composite-fiber woofer.
(There are two woofers in the
center speaker.) This was my first
experience with beryllium and
magnesium drivers, which offer a
rare (and expensive) combination
of lightness and stiffness.

Although beryllium is typically
used as an alloy, Pioneer’s tweeter
employs a pure form, made with a
technique that the company has
been using for 30 years.Vaporized
metal is sprayed repeatedly onto a
copper sheet mounted on a heat
sink within a vacuum chamber.
Then the copper is etched away
until only the beryllium remains.

The magnesium midrange, which
in some ways behaves similarly to
beryllium, is mounted in the same
axis. The two drivers share a
common magnet, but there is also
a waveguide between them.

Almost as amazing is the con-
struction of the woofer, a 10-layer
sandwich of a textile woven of
aramid fibers, an unwoven carbon-
fiber layer, a polypropylene sheet,
and resins. Instead of punching out
the center of the diaphragm and
adding a dust cap, Pioneer makes
each woofer in one piece and
bonds it directly to the voice-coil
former. A multiroll rubber sur-
round beefs up the usual half-roll,
bringing uniformity to the driver’s
push/pull movements.

Full Disclosure
Even without grilles, the EX speak-
ers gave up a sliver of the immedi-
acy that the ADA components had

98 89 95 96 89
General information

S-2EX Monitor Speaker, $6,000/pair; S-7EX Center-Channel Speaker, $3,800; S-W1EX Subwoofer, $1,700
Pioneer Electronics, (800) PIONEER, www.pioneerelectronics.com > Dealer Locator Code PIO

Pioneer sits among the ranks of
first-rate speaker manufacturers
with the EX speakers. Stereotyp-
ing and pricing may keep them
off “best-of” lists, but these
speakers earn their stripes with
smoothness, spatial definition,
and an ease of listening that is
comforting and addictive.

> Enclosures are elabo-
rately constructed, thick,
and inert

> Beryllium tweeter,
magnesium midrange

> Materials and con-
struction justify high-
end cost

> Requires discrete
power amp(s) for the
best results

> Concentric driver
array provides pinpoint
focus

> The drivers’ aerody-
namic frame construction
reduces phase anomalies

> Unabashedly dark-
toned; rigorously clean

> Strong separation of
soundtrack elements

> Smooth; causes no
listening fatigue

> Dark-teak satin finish
is genuine wood veneer

> Even the smallest
member of the EX fam-
ily is bulky

PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEM OVERALL RATING
Build Quality Value Features Performance Ergonomics 9494

[
H I G H L I G H T S
Pioneer S-2EX Speaker
System:

� Yes, Pioneer makes loudspeakers

� Has seemingly bombproof 

enclosures

� Guaranteed to be nonfatiguing

NUVISION NVX32HDU LCD HD MONITRfrom the test bench
PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEM, ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLER,

AND ADA PTM-8150 AMPLIFIER
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The Mach III con-
troller comes with an
unusually shaped rec-
tangular remote with 
a very simple layout.

^



delivered with my reference speak-
ers.The lower midrange was notice-
ably enriched, although it wasn’t
nasal, chesty, or honking.The over-
all effect was not a veiling, a dumb-
ing down, or an across-the-board
softening of detail.What I began to
hear from the EX speakers, along
with warmth, was smoothness,
ease, authority, reliable spatial focus,
and the steady disclosure of previ-
ously unknown information.

Deodato 2—an underrated album
playing on an unsung system—was
a revelation. Deodato, the Brazilian
pop/jazz genius, hit it big in 1973
with Prelude, his first album, thanks
to a rendition of “Also Sprach
Zarathustra” that played off of the
popularity of the use of Strauss’s
famous theme in 2001: A Space
Odyssey. His all-but-forgotten
follow-up had the same dense
tapestry of percolating instrumen-
tal textures built around the
leader’s electric piano and recorded
with the same flat restraint. But,
without the brass section singing an
attention-getting theme, the second
album flopped, bankrupting CTI
Records in the process.The whole
seemed less than the sum of its
parts when I heard the CD just
recently for the first time.

But then the EX speakers got to
work, scrupulously creating an
instrumental separation I hadn’t
heard before. Suddenly, I could visu-
alize the band members standing
between the front speakers, tightly
spaced, but each one having his own
well-defined spot in the mix.The
effect was even utterly unchanged
when I got up and stood directly
in front of the left speaker—the
imaging from Pioneer’s coaxial
driver array was that rock solid
and pinpoint precise.

I wanted to try violas. The
violin’s slightly lower-voiced

cousin is routinely shortchanged by
speaker designers, often sounding
more like a muffled violin than the
distinctive instrument it is. Bach’s
Brandenburg Concerto No. 6 is
thick with massed violas, and, in
the London Philharmonic record-
ing with Sir Adrian Boult, the

Pioneer/ADA system let them sing
in their own distinctive voices, the
system’s inherent warmth giving
full rein to the instruments’ sweet
tone. The soloist in Bartók’s Viola
Concerto was equally well served
in the Naxos recording with
Hong-Mei Xiao and the Budapest

> Analog frequency response in Quad Bypass
mode:
–0.62 dB at 10 Hz; –0.20 dB at 20 Hz
–0.00 dB at 20 kHz; –54.14 dB at 50 kHz

> Analog frequency response with signal 
processing:
–0.61 dB at 10 Hz; –0.20 dB at 20 Hz
–0.00 dB at 20 kHz; –54.14 dB at 50 kHz

The above chart shows the frequency response of

the left (aqua), center (green), LFE (blue), and left

surround (red) channels at the preamp outputs of

the Dolby Digital decoder. The left channel measures

–0.00 decibels at 20 hertz and –0.02 dB at 20 kilo-

hertz. The center channel measures –0.00 dB at

20 Hz and +0.01 dB at 20 kHz, and the left surround

channel measures –0.00 dB at 20 Hz and +0.05 dB

at 20 kHz. The LFE channel, normalized to the

level at 40 Hz, is –0.03 dB at 20 Hz, reaches the

upper –3-dB point at 67 Hz and reaches the upper

–6-dB point at 82 Hz.

Response from the multichannel input to the

main output measures –0.04 dB at 10 Hz, –0.00 dB

at 20 Hz, –0.04 dB at 20 kHz, and –0.27 dB at 50 kHz.

The analog THD+N is less than 0.021 percent at 

1 kHz with a 100-millivolt input and the volume con-

trol set to +2.5. Crosstalk with a 100-mV input

was –71.55 dB left to right and –89.50 dB right to

left. The signal-to-noise ratio with a 100-mV input

from 10 Hz to 24 kHz with “A” weighting was

–120.03 dBrA.—MJP
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HT Labs Measures: ADA Cinema Rhapsody Mach III Controller

ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLERAT A GLANCE

> FEATURES
Processing Modes: Dolby: Digital 5.1, EX, Pro Logic II, IIx

DTS: DTS, ES Matrix, ES Discrete, Neo:6

Other: stereo downmix, mono downmix, direct, 

discrete, discrete + THX, discrete + EX/ES, 

THX + EX/ES, THX Ultra2, THX Music

Proprietary: Quad bypass, stereo enhance, 

mono enhance

“Fun Modes”: Stereo 5, Mono 5, Stadium, 

Theater, Hall, Club, Church

THX Certification: Yes 

Audio D/A Converter: 24-bit/192-kilohertz

Dimensions 

(H x W x D, inches): 3.5 x 19 x 6.5

Weight (pounds): 23

Price: $5,699

> CONNECTIONS
Inputs:
Video: Component video (8), 

S-video (8), composite 

video (8) 

Audio: Coaxial digital (5), 

optical digital (3), 

7.1-channel analog (1), 

stereo analog (8) 

Outputs:
Video: Component video (2), 

S-video (2), composite 

video (4)

Audio: Coaxial digital (1), 

stereo analog (1), 

preamp (7.1)

Speaker Terminals:

Banana-plug receptacles

Additional: Ethernet (1), 12-volt 

trigger (4), ADA bus (4)
These listings are based on the manufacturer’s stated specs;
the HT Labs box below indicates the gear’s performance on
our test bench.

NUVISION NVX32HDU LCD HD MONITRfrom the test bench
PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEM, ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLER,

AND ADA PTM-8150 AMPLIFIER



The Sound of Conflict
X-Men: The Last Stand made the
PTM-8150’s LEDs dance like a
cowboy was shooting at their legs.
Clipping was not a problem—I
never heard the PTM-8150 flinch.
Even when the gale-force scene that
killed Patrick Stewart’s character
rammed the power meters into the
red, I heard no alteration in tonal
balance or dynamics. The vocals
remained intelligible above the
noise, as you’d expect with two
Shakespearean actors (the other
being Ian McKellen) shouting
through a coaxial driver array.A brief
experiment with a Lord of the Rings
action sequence, running full range,
revealed fearsome bass response.
The sub performed well, but, with
speakers and amps like these, the
sub is almost an afterthought.

NUVISION NVX32HDU LCD HD MONITRfrom the test bench
PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEM, ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLER,

AND ADA PTM-8150 AMPLIFIER

[
H I G H L I G H T S
ADA Cinema Rhapsody Mach
III Controller and PTM-8150
Amplifier:

� One of the sweetest amps in

the history of custom installa-

tion

� Controller exhibits both PC

savvy and flashy showmanship

� Designed and built in the

United States of America

95 95 95 99 88
General information

Cinema Rhapsody Mach III Controller, $5,699; PTM-8150 Amplifier, $4,699 > Audio Design Associates, 
(800) HD-AUDIO, www.ada-usa.com > Dealer Locator Code ADA

ADA is one of the most credible
names in home theater, com-
bining truly high-end perfor-
mance with an unerring instinct
for the special needs of custom
installation. The PTM-8150 and
the Cinema Rhapsody Mach III
are reference-quality compo-
nents. Highly recommended.

> ADA uses exhaust
fans in both the amp
and the controller to
dissipate heat 

> Lordy, that seemingly
skinny amp weighs a full
58 pounds

> Compared with rep-
utable big rigs, pricing
is reasonable

> You could easily 
pay a lot more for ele-
phantine competitors
that lack this system’s
finesse

> Set up by PC or front
panel, but not by OSD

> It never hurts to have
THX certification

> No HDMI

> Midrange notably
clean and transparent

> Soundstage both
big and detailed—a
rare combo

> Reliable neutrality

> Has unflinchingly
flashy LEDs (they can
be turned off )

> Amp uses banana
jacks for the speaker 
terminals

> Lack of OSD is a seri-
ous omission

ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLER AND PTM-8150 AMPLIFIER OVERALL RATING
Build Quality Value Features Performance Ergonomics 9696

> All channels driven continuously into 8-ohm
loads:
0.1% distortion at 119.2 watts
1% distortion at 138.8 watts

> Frequency response:
–0.41 dB at 10 Hz; –0.11 dB at 20 Hz
+0.01 dB at 20 kHz; +0.04 dB at 50 kHz

This graph shows that the PTM-8150’s left amplifier

channel, with two channels driving 8-ohm loads,

reaches 0.1 percent distortion at 172.6 watts and

1 percent distortion at 187.7 watts. Into 4 ohms,

the amplifier reaches 0.1 percent distortion at

235.5 watts and 1 percent distortion at 268.5 watts.

With all channels driving 4-ohm loads, 0.1 percent

distortion was reached at 165.7 watts and 1 per-

cent distortion at 202.0 watts. An input level of

103.1 millivolts was required to produce an output

of 2.83 volts into an 8-ohm load, indicating an

overall gain of +28.79 decibels.

THD+N from the amplifier was less than 0.005 per-

cent at 1 kHz when driving 2.83 volts into an 8-ohm

load. Crosstalk at 1 kHz driving 2.83 volts into an 

8-ohm load was –84.63 dB left to right and –84.60 dB

right to left. The signal-to-noise ratio with 2.83 volts

driving an 8-ohm load from 10 Hz to 24 kHz with “A”

weighting was –108.38 dBrA.—MJP
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ADA PTM-8150 AMPLIFIERAT A GLANCE

HT Labs Measures: ADA PTM-8150 Amplifier

> FEATURE
Number of Channels: 8

Power Rating 

(watts per channel): 140–150 into 8

ohms, 250 into

4 ohms

Frequency Response: +/– 0.1 dB from

20 Hz to 20 kHz 

Dimensions 

(H x W x D, inches): 5.25 x 19 x 17.25

Weight (pounds): 58

Price: $4,699

> CONNECTIONS
Inputs: RCA (8)

Outputs: Banana jacks (8)

Additional: 12-volt trigger, RS-232 in/out

These listings are based on the manufacturer’s stated specs; the HT
Labs box below indicates the gear’s performance on our test bench.

Philharmonic, emerging in the spa-
cious recording with the bright

cutting edge of a violin but the
dark trajectory of a viola.



In keeping with the seriousness
of its historical subject, the 9/11
re-enactment in United 93 calmed
the frantic LEDs and changed the
emphasis from brute force to
low-level resolution. Starting
with the eerie prayers of the
attackers, the dialogue did little
more than gently bump the center
indicator for most of the sound-
track. The movie did its story-
telling with ensemble acting,
weaving a complex fabric of over-
lapping dialogue—both aboard
the ill-fated plane and in the con-
trol towers, where many real-life
participants played themselves.
The S-7EX center mastered the
quiet complexities of the vocal
stream, keeping key elements
sorted, so I never had to reverse-
scan to catch dialogue.

Kingdom of Heaven decked its
Crusades-era story (OK, this is

not an irony-proof juxtaposi-
tion) in full soundtrack regalia,
including an orchestra, chorus,
drums, and the inevitable syn-
thesizer. There were quiet
moments to complement the
noisy ones, such as the whisper
of a forest, the murmur of a
bazaar, and gulls on a beach fol-
lowing a shipwreck. But the
story culminated in the noisy
siege of Jerusalem, a series of
battles notable for the sparing
use of the surround channels.
Most of the aural action was
instead loaded into the front
left, center, and right, riveting
attention where it belongs, on
the screen, and emphasizing the
system’s side-to-side panning
prowess.When details did occa-
sionally emerge in the surround
channels, their heightened
impact was gratifying.

Happily Wed
The Audio Design Associates
components made the Pioneer
EX speakers perform feats I
hadn’t previously noticed in two
trade-show demos of the latter.
And the Pioneers, supported
with superior amplification,
delivered loads of complex infor-
mation without inducing listener
fatigue—a pair of tricks seldom
accomplished simultaneously. If
your credit rating allows for it,
this system will meet the highest
standards of the most finicky
home theater buff, both cinemat-
ically and musically. If you don’t
believe me, just listen.

* Audio editor Mark Fleischmann is
also the author of the annually updated
book Practical Home Theater
(www.quietriverpress.com), now
available in a new edition for 2007.

NUVISION NVX32HDU LCD HD MONITRfrom the test bench
PIONEER S-2EX SPEAKER SYSTEM, ADA CINEMA RHAPSODY MACH III CONTROLLER,

AND ADA PTM-8150 AMPLIFIER
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