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BY PAUL C.

Not only can computers talk,
but they can listen, play a
fugue, or blurt out a hot sax riff
at the click of a mouse button.

Sound on the computer has
truly entered the mainstream,
and the acceptance of this
capability has led to a rapid
development of sound technol-
ogy. Now, a PC-sound addict
can record an aria in 44-kHz,
16-bit, CD-quality audio (more
about this later) and paste it
into a memo to his boss.

Sound is one of those com-
puter features you only
abstractly miss until you have
actually experienced it. Take it
from a former nonbeliever:
When you plug sound—real
sound—into your PC, you will
never go back.

Sound can transform the output of your comput-
er. A computer without sound relies entirely on
vision, which is reasonable because vision is a
human’s most important sense. But close behind
sight is hearing. Having both sight and sound
adds a completeness to the computer experience.

Hearing Is Believing

But what good is a talking computer? What do we
really need sound for? Answering that question
could be arbitrarily complex, but let’s look at the

YOUR COMPUTER'S
SMART.
BUT CAN IT TALK?
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beast in simple terms. In
terms of your PC, sound
comes in two “flavors”: digital
sound and music.

Digital sound is real-world
sound that has been sam-
pled (captured live or off
tape) by the computer and
represented as binary data.
The sounds of glass break-
ing and the swing of a golf
club are examples of digital
sound.

Music is played back dif-
ferently. Sound devices often
employ integrated FM synthe-
sizers to create a wide array
of musical sounds, from the
whining of an oboe to the
beeps and boops associated
with early electronic synthe-
sizers. PC music comes in
two species as well, manufacturer-specific music
and MIDI (Musical Instrument Device Interface).
While any manufacturer could create its own propri-
etary music interface, the industry standard is MIDI,
a data format that allows a wide range of devices
(from computers to the electronic drum sets in your
favorite MTV video) to share musical data.

Now that we know a little more about PC sound,
the question remains: What good is sound? The
answers are many. Sounds can make computer
entertainment and education programs come
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BY DON RADLER

A recent peek into the world of
PCs made me give new thought
to what our Commodores really
do for us. | was called upon by
a couple of friends and relatives
to help them with their new PCs.
| wasn't much help—I don't
know any computer like | do my
64, but | try.

As | was trying, | noticed
something striking. Since most
computer users point and click
to make their machines do
things, they don't seem to learn
what's behind that user-friendly
graphical interface or what's
inside the black box itself. And
they don't care. Their computer
becomes just like a television or
washing machine. It's just an-
other home appliance.

For manufacturers to sell
home computers by the millions,
that's exactly what they have to
be: tools that are easy to use.
They don't have to be under-
stood, they don't have to be
used at anywhere near their
potential, and they certainly
don't have to enhance their
owners’ intellectual grasp. From

the manufacturers’ point of view,
they simply have to be pur-
chased.

Mimicking the way cars are
sold, PC manufacturers stress
their machines' speed and
power. Then they throw in an
“automatic transmission” to
make them easy to drive—the
user-friendly interface. In the
words of one computer industry
analyst reacting to the latest -
home PC offerings, “Customers
are paying for the no-brain
nature of the machine.”

The graphical user interface
(or GUI, pronounced “goo-ey”)
is the feature that lets people
use computers without taxing
their brains. A GUI replaces the
command line interface with
which Commodore users give
their machines instructions in
words and numbers that both
the computer and the operator
understand. (It's not a big leap
from the simple disk-operating
commands of the command line
interface to actual programming,
which is computing's most
demanding—and most reward-
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