HERE'S SOME PLAIN ENGLISH 
ON SETTING UP A AUDIO SYSTEM

By Marc Silver
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You’ve just bought a new sound system. Or maybe you’ve moved the one you already own. Either way, it’s sitting there in boxes, and you want to hear it play. Now. Before you start tearing everything open, slow down for a few minutes. A little planning up front will save you frustration later, and it can make a bigger difference to the sound than most people realize.

The first thing to think about is where everything is going to live. That depends on the room, of course, but there are a few basic rules that apply almost everywhere. Your receiver or amplifier and the rest of your components should be close together, in a place that’s easy to reach and reasonably protected. Give some thought to height. Having to drop to your hands and knees every time you want to change a source gets old fast. Also think ahead. At some point you may need to get to the back of the equipment, so don’t bury it in a tight cabinet unless you’re sure you’ll never need access again.
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accommodate access if needed.

 In an ideal world, front speakers should sit about two to three feet out from the front and side walls, with the tweeters at ear level when you’re seated. That spacing gives the sound room to develop before it reflects off nearby surfaces. It helps with imaging, depth, and a believable soundstage. Not everyone has a room that allows this, and that’s fine. Think of it as a target, not a rulebook.

There are, however, a few things you really should avoid. Never put bookshelf speakers directly on the floor. If they’re designed to be stand-mounted, get a pair of stands. If they’re going on a shelf, place them toward the front edge so the sound isn’t trapped. Avoid jamming speakers into corners, and don’t hide them behind furniture. Speaker placement can matter more than the electronics you choose, and poor placement can undo the advantages of very good equipment.
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Surround sound systems add another layer of complexity, especially when it comes to the rear speakers. If you mount rear speakers on the back wall firing straight forward, you may find the sound passes right over your head. The result is rear-channel information that seems to come from anywhere except behind you. If you’re seated close to the back wall, angling the rear speakers down can help. Another option is placing them low behind you, firing upward toward the ceiling. The reflected sound can create a surprisingly convincing rear effect without drawing attention to the speakers themselves.
 As you unpack each component, resist the urge to throw anything away. Inside those boxes you’ll usually find a warranty card and instructions. Fill out the warranty cards before they disappear into a drawer somewhere. In many states your sales receipt is your real proof of purchase, so make copies and keep one with the manuals. Those manuals are worth reading. Even basic systems often have features people never use simply because they didn’t know they were there.
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If you run into a problem and the manual doesn’t help, pick up the phone. Call your dealer or the manufacturer. Most audio companies have solid customer support, and they want you to be happy with the product. When you call, be clear about what’s happening and what you’ve already tried. They’re there to help. Getting angry doesn’t speed things up or improve the outcome.

If you have the space, keep the cartons and packing materials. They take up room, but they’re worth it. If you ever move, sell the equipment, or need to ship it for service, the original packaging is the safest way to protect your gear. Equipment also holds its resale value better when it comes with the original box and literature.

Setting up a sound system doesn’t have to be complicated, but it does reward a little patience. Take your time. Think about placement before you connect cables. Small decisions made at the beginning can make a lasting difference in how much you enjoy the system once it’s up and running.
Callout: Before You Open a Box
Walk the room first.
Decide where the speakers will go.
Decide where you’ll sit.
Everything else follows from those two choices.

Callout: Component Placement Reality Check

If you can’t reach it easily, you won’t use it properly.

If you can’t see the back, setup and troubleshooting become guesswork.
Callout: The Listening Triangle
Equal distance from left speaker
Equal distance from right speaker
You are part of the system, not an afterthought


Callout: Why Distance from Walls Matters
Too close and bass gets thick
Reflections blur imaging
Space lets the speaker breathe
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Callout: Common Mistakes That Kill Sound
Speakers on the floor
Speakers shoved into corners
Speakers blocked by furniture
“We’ll move them later” (later rarely comes)

Callout: Rear Speakers Should Support, Not Shout
You should feel them more than hear them
If you notice them constantly, something’s wrong
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Callout: Paperwork That Matters
Warranty card
Sales receipt
Owner’s manual
Original packing list

Callout: Why Boxes Are Worth Keeping
Safer shipping
Higher resale value
Less stress if repairs are needed

