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H
igh fidelity music repro-
duction is where science 
meets art. As many a giant 
Japanese corporation 
has shown, it is perfectly 
possible to make a hi-fi 

component that measures very well 
– almost perfectly, even – and yet it still 
doesn’t ‘play music’. 
 Loudspeakers are surely where 
this is most pronounced. There’s the 
need to understand the mechanical 
and electrical engineering processes 
involved in the cabinetry, driver 
and crossover systems, and also 
the necessity to be able to ‘voice’ 
the whole package so it’s able to 
communicate on an intuitive emotional 
level. No surprise then, that if ever 
there was aspect of hi-fi design where 
‘the black arts’ come in, this it. 
 Interestingly, almost without 
exception, all production loudspeakers 
are firstly designed by clever people 
with the appropriate engineering 
qualifications, and then voiced often by 
the very same people, sometimes with 
input from the company’s marketing 
men. 
 In the case of the Podium Ones, 
the design process has taken a slightly 
different trajectory. Whilst Shelley Katz, 
the man behind both the speakers 
and the company, has had consid-
erable previous design experience 
with electric pianos, he is – first and 
foremost – an accomplished profes-
sional classical musician who has 
worked at the highest levels. 
 He began his studies at the 
Conservatoire de Musique in 
Montreal, and went on to the world 
renown Julliard School in New 
York. As a soloist, chamber musician 
and accompanist, he played under 
Bernstein, Solti, Oszawa and was the 
pianist for New York Contemporary 
Ensemble under Skrowaczewski. 
He then spent eight years based in 
Germany, recording with some of the 
great international singers including 

Music    Maestro
One of the most interesting 
loudspeakers to debut at last 
September’s Heathrow Hi-Fi 
Show was the Podium One, 
designed by an international 
concert pianist of considerable 
repute. David Price gets a 
virtuoso performance...
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Nicolai Gedda, Dame Gwyneth 
Jones and Jochen Kowalski. A PhD 
at Cambridge in psychoacoustics 
followed, which lead him to develop 
the loudspeakers you see here.
 It has to be said that this is 
not the career path that most 
loudspeaker designers take, which 
probably explains why the £4,995 
Podium Ones are not like most 
loudspeakers. They are panel 
speakers, like electrostatics, ribbons 
and NXT SurfaceSound designs, but 
are different to all three. A flat horn, 
floating tapered line array dipole, 
using a novel application of compliant 
surround loudspeaker technology, 
they share some things in common 
with NXT panels (they actually use 
the very same ‘exciters’, or ‘drivers’ 
as Katz calls them), but to assert that 
they’re the same is like saying a 1979 
Ferrari 308 GTB and a 2007 Honda 
Civic are one and the same because 
they both run on fifteen inch alloy 
wheels.
 Katz explains that NXT speakers 
are constrained panels; their outer 
edges are held rigid by the frames 
of the speaker – in a sense akin to 
the way that an infinite baffle has 
its moving coil drivers constrained 
by the air on the box, which can’t 
get in or out. The Podiums work 
on precisely the opposite principle; 
the panels are able to ‘float’ in air 
like woofers in bass reflex speaker 
boxes. Essentially then, the Podium 
panels are free floating, rather than 
being reigned in and controlled as 
per NXT. With the Podium Ones, the 
speakers energise the room, just as a 
concert grand ‘drives’ a hall. 
 Being panels gives them some 
tremendous advantages, as there is 
effectively no cabinet to interfere 
with the proceedings. No matter 
what loudspeaker manufacturers say 
about how inert their boxes are, 
they are always there - the devil in 
the room whose name they dare 
not speak. Instead, the Podiums have 
frames, and unlike the Quad 989s 
which I have used as a long standing 
reference, these are not wobbly 
structures. Rather, the 72x24x0.66” 
affairs are made of the finest English 
birch, rigid and beautifully finished as 
per the very best marine applications.
 Running down the centre rears 
of the Podiums is a tapered spine 
containing the five ‘drivers’, which 

are coupled to the vast metal 
honeycomb panels. The drivers are 
linked in such a way that the panels 
will move a centimetre or two 
forwards or backwards (if you push 
them, or the drivers excite them). 
The drivers are wired with fine grade 
silver wire, running down to a single 
pair of binding posts at the bottom. 
The stands are Sheffield stainless 
steel shafts, which insert into a recess 
at the base, and provide a stable 
resting place for each 15.6kg speaker. 
Despite being of Canadian extraction, 
Shelley Katz is emphatically proud to 
say that, ‘drivers’ aside, the Podiums 
are entirely made in England – even 
down to the fine quality front grille 
cloth (available in black or white)!

SOUND QUALITY
These loudspeakers are unlike 
anything I’ve ever heard – which is 
to pass absolutely no judgement, 
merely a statement of fact. Logically, 
this could only be the case, because 
they are a unique design - like Quad’s 
ESL-57 or Apogee’s Scintilla, they do 
things in a very different way to the 
moving coil driver and box brigade. 
 So they are highly distinctive, 
but I warn you now - if you like big 
behemoths which assault you with a 
fat, sumptuous sound, then you’ll be 
left wanting. Podium Ones are even 
less fulsome than Quad 989 electro-
statics for example, meaning that the 
99% of hi-fi folk who’ve never heard 
loudspeakers without boxes will find 
them odd at first. 
 The situation is made stranger 
by their sensitivity to placement 
- in short, they’re bloody fussy 
to position. Shelley Katz told me 
they’d work almost anywhere, but 
I have to disagree. In my room at 
least, they were unusually - almost 
unprecedentedly - room sensitive. Yes, 
they’ll make a noise anywhere, but to 
extract from them the performance 
they’re capable of, don’t think you can 
just plonk them either side of your 
chimney breast and forget them...
 I actually got my review pair 
singing when they were at either 
end of my listening room, some 
ten metres apart, toed in at nearly 
45 degrees and pulled out by 
about 30cm from the rear walls. 
Furthermore, I found they really 
don’t like cool rooms; they need 
at least 20 degrees centigrade to 

really sing. They also don’t like cheap 
ancillaries and, like my Geraniums, 
definitely prefer residing on the 
warmer side of the street – valves 
and vinyl, enough said...
 Next on the list of caveats is 
the fact that they are unusually 
music dependent, really shining 
with classical, electronic or acoustic 
material, but being less convincing 
with rock and reggae. Once again, 
this is often the case with high 
end loudspeakers, and the same 
observation can be made of Quad 
989 electrostatics, for example. 
Likewise, not even JBL would pretend 
that their K2 S9800 is as clean across 
the midband on classical as a Quad. 
At this price, you pays your (not 
inconsiderable sum of money) and 
takes your choice...
 In my system, in my room and 
when finally positioned properly, the 
Podium Ones imaged better than 
any loudspeaker I’ve yet heard, and 
that includes B&W £10,000 801D 
and Meridian’s £16,175 DSP7000s 
which have resided with me for many 
months over the past few years. 
The ability of these speakers to fill a 
room with sound, and place images in 
space, is peerless in my view. Rather 
like placing a grand piano 
in your front room, they 
simply take over and 
turn your whole space into 
part of the performance. 
Much has been written 
about the ability of 
Quad electrostatics, for 
example, to disappear into 
space, but you’ve got to 
hear these to know what 
it really means – they’re in 
a gang of one in the way 
they melt into the room. 
ELO’s ‘Living Thing’ on LP 
assumed massive physical 
proportions, effortlessly 
pouring out all around my 
very ears.
 This brings me onto 
their next striking charac-
teristic – transient speed.  
Again, my reference Quad 
989s were left sounding 
ponderous and ever-so-
slightly ‘wrong footed’ 
when asked to reproduce 
Kraftwerk’s ‘Techno 
Pop’ from their 1986 
opus ‘Electric Café’. The Podiums 
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