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C hris Muth moved to New York in 
1983 and went to the Institute 
for Audio Research where 
halfway through the course Al 

Grundy saw that he belonged on the 
other side of the desk, pulled him out and 
hired him to teach classes and repair gear.

In 1984 he started at the Hit Factory, 
becoming the chief engineer in 1986, 
and left in 1990 to start at Sterling 
Sound. He left for Masterdisk in 1994 
and started Muth Audio Design, his 
mastering equipment company, a year 
later. Sterling brought him back as 
technical director in 1998 to help design 
the Chelsea facility and at that time 
Sterling bought the rights to Chris’ MAD 
console and monitor controller designs 
so as to take them off the market and be 
exclusive to Sterling. The Muth ‘magic 
black box’ M/S processor was part of this 
motivation and gave them an incredible 
edge. Chris remained there until 2003 but 
still maintains a relationship with them 
to consult and tune up the cutting lathes 

and other equipment.
Bob Muller founded Dangerous Music the studio in 1992 and Chris came on as 

his partner there in 1996. Dangerous the gear company was born out of the shop 
at the studio where they began making custom one-offs for engineers around New 
York who were mixing without consoles in DAWs and were unhappy with the 
results. The 2-Bus was released in 2001 as their 
first commercial product.

Chris is the chief design engineer at Dangerous 
Music and is also a musician, which is why Bob 
Muller thinks his gear sounds great and specs 
out well too. He listens to everything during the 
process of designing a piece of equipment and since 
his background is focused in the field of mastering 
equipment he has a higher standard of excellence 
and this adds a unique perspective. Muller says that 
one of the unique things about Chris’ 
gear is that it has evolved in the real 
world, alongside the best engineers 
in the business. As opposed to being 
designed in a laboratory it has been 
refined with people like Greg Calbi, 
George Marino and others lending 
their ears and experience, providing 
input and feedback on the sonic 
characteristics and the functionality 
of the equipment.

Muller says that Chris is responsible 
for a system of equipment that is 
based on a mastering aesthetic, 
built with no sonic compromise, but 
is affordable and intuitive to use. 
‘Complicated on the inside, but simple 
on the outside,’ as Chris likes to say.

What is special about 
Dangerous Music products?
Dangerous Music products are born 
out of real-world necessity. Everyone 
at the company who is involved 
in the conception, design and, in a 

lot of cases, assembly of the gear is a musician, producer, recording engineer or 
studio owner. This gives us a very useful perspective on the creative and technical 
aspects of the recording process — we’ve been on both sides of the glass and use 
that experience to make our products effective and fun to use for engineers as well 
as artists. We are very end-user driven and have a good grasp of what details are 
important in terms of sound quality and ergonomics and apply those ideas to our 
designs. We seem to hit the mark more often than not, judging by the number of 
other companies who release similar products after ours hit the market.

How has your experience in mastering been applied to the Dangerous 
Music product range?
This is an interesting question that has many levels. There always has been an 
essential difference between recording and mastering equipment. In order to be 
professional both types need to be built to high standards, but mastering equipment 
ultimately has a harder job to do, and some very discerning ears to please. Many 
pieces of gear sound OK when an individual track goes through them, but don’t 
handle complex programme material well. For example, a bass guitar may sound 
great through a recording compressor or EQ, but when an entire mix goes through it, 
the transient edges get smeared or the sound lacks gravitas. I try my best to design 
equipment that has a delicate sound but at the same time has balls. I suppose the 
best way to put it is the gear needs to sound transparent without being clinical, and 
musical without being coloured. My years working at Sterling Sound with those 
remarkable fellows have made me really appreciate what works in a good design.

Where are the audio fidelity bottlenecks in any audio design?
There are many. An often overlooked but important one has to do with materials, 
and how and where they tie into the circuit. Good wire, sockets, relays, resistors, 
capacitors, op-amps … everything has a sonic characteristic. Many times, I’ll hear 
someone say, ‘It’s not in the audio path!’ and they are talking about the power 
supply capacitors, or how the ground returns to and from level controls are laid out. 
It’s ALL in the audio path. Component choices and orientation, trace widths, ground 
plane split locations, power entry points… it’s essentially ALL in the audio path, 
and every choice made has an effect on the overall sound presentation.

Have modern components or modern thinking made the greatest 
contribution to the new highs of audio performance or are we just 
kidding ourselves?
We’re just kidding ourselves! Seriously, there are many newer components that are 
really fantastic. Analogue component quality has never been better, so the potential 

quality for new analogue 
equipment has never been 
higher. It is also becoming 
less expensive to make 
high quality equipment. 
On the other hand, there 
is also a tidal wave of 
crap out there, built with 
the cheapest components 
available and designed to 

meet a price point, not to sound excellent. 
With all the available choices in the 
marketplace, it takes more time to refine 
a product and make it unique enough to 
stand out, yet practical enough so people 
want to buy it.

Why is the audio industry so 
obsessed with the concept of 
‘classic’ equipment?
For me, some but not most classic 
equipment is just fantastic. Certain of the 
older designs just have a character that 
is impossible to emulate accurately, and 
they bring wonderful colour choices to 
the engineer’s palette. As to the greater 
obsession with vintage gear my guess 
is that it is a phenomenon that has 
several elements to it. Great engineers 
tend to have money and work on higher 
budget projects that afford them the 
ability to collect vintage equipment. This 
builds a cycle of magazine articles that 
tout the great engineer and his Fairchild 
compressors, etc. It’s a self-fulfilling 
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prophecy that way. Younger engineers feel that in 
order to get ‘that sound’ you need the same mic closet 
and outboard racks as ‘that guy’.  Good audio gear is 
necessary, but the skill to use it properly is essential. 
The other side of the coin is that great engineers can 
make good sounding recordings in less than stellar 
conditions with minimal or no classic gear. Sometimes 
you hear about those stories, but they don’t make it 
as often into print.

What issues has the DAW-centric nature of 
production environments thrown up in terms 
of interfacing?
Initially when everyone was tossing out their mixing 
desk and 2-inch tape machine in favour of this 
amazing new computer-based system, which was 
marketed as a ‘Recording Studio In a Box’, they did 
not realise that what they were getting was really an 
incredibly powerful hard-disk recorder, digital editor 
and software mixer in a box. Some things were, and 
are missing. The problems presented themselves 
when you went to reach for the volume control, 
the talkback switch or mono button as well as other 
console centre-section functions that were previously 
taken for granted because they were always there, 
in every console, no matter how large or small. This 
also ushered in the bad-old-days when people were 
plugging two D-A outputs of their 888 into their 
control room monitors and using a digital master 
fader pulled down 30dB as a volume control, and 
then wondered why the sound of the CD bore little 
resemblance to the CR mix.

Interfacing between digital equipment has become 
much easier in the last ten years than it was in the 80s 
and 90s. It used to be difficult to go between pieces of 
gear in the digital domain without a lot of thinking, 
engineering, and expensive equipment. These days, it 
is pretty easy to point and click and have something 
work the way you thought it would. Hardware and 
software have become more sophisticated. This is a 
good thing. One of the unfortunate sidebars to this 
is that many people are getting more lazy and not 
keeping notes on which tracks belong to what songs 
and other details of a recording that would make 
it easier for others to deal with the material. Many 
times, someone will ask me to mix or master music 
and send over a zipped file set via URL and 4Gb of 
trash shows up on my computer in one giant folder. 
Well, their system kept it straight but when the files 
travelled the world into a computer that didn’t know 
better, the result is days of work I refuse to do. I call 
them and tell them to set the files up in an organised 
manner or forget it.

Is it right that the DAW is so often at the centre 
of proceedings from a technical standpoint?
Sure! It used to be the tape machine and console. 
Now the DAW is the tape machine and console, 
minus some key elements that are taken care of in 
hardware, like monitor control, source switching, 

cue and talkback functions, and analogue summing 
if you prefer that route. Dangerous gear is designed 
specifically to complete the DAW and turn it into a 
fully functional hybrid studio by tying it all together.

What is your explanation for the disparities 
between in and out of the box summing?
In my view, the major differences are caused by two 
things. The first is the inescapable fact that any time 
you mix or sum audio there needs to be gain loss in 
order to keep the final output at useable levels. To my 
ears, losing the gain in the analogue domain sounds 
better than a digital fader, so employing multiple D-A 
convertors and an analogue summing amp with the 
proper gain structure and headroom characteristics 
reduces the amount of digital level control going on 
in a DAW mixing system. The second is frame of 
mind. An engineer who works in both paradigms will 
think about how to achieve an ITB mix differently 
than an OoTB mix. I know a few engineers who have 
explained their mindset to me and they say that in 
the box, you are poking at single channels trying  
to get each sound to work, and out of the box you  
are essentially working with stereo groups to get them 
to blend. Out of the box is a bigger picture way to 
work. If you have 13 background vocal tracks and 
they all need some top-end added and compression, 
with a stem-mixing rig you can balance the  
vocals how you like, assign the tracks to a pair of 
outputs, patch in the EQ and compressor, turn a few 
knobs and have fantastic sounding BG vocals. You 
can keep on going creating music without spending a 
wild amount of time dialling up each track. In my case 
I reach for outboard analogue EQs and compressors 
as opposed to plug-ins for this because I just like the 
sound better.

What concessions to green efficiency can 
audio designers make? 
There is always more that can be done. We look at 
our suppliers and the processes used to make our 
parts. We make sure that they use state-of-the-art 
materials in modern and efficient ways and adhere to 
high standards regarding chemical use. We use steel 
chassis as opposed to plastic. We are always looking 
for new ways to streamline and lessen our impact. We 
don’t do fancy printing on our packaging. My feeling 
is the customer is buying what is inside, and all we 
want to do is get it to them safely and in one piece. 
The packaging is headed for recycling hopefully, or 
the landfill unfortunately. After the design engineering 
for a product is done, it doesn’t necessarily cost 
more to make it with less environmental impact. 
It actually saves money in the long run. The other 
thing manufacturers and users can do is to make  
and buy high quality equipment that is designed 
to last a long time. Nothing is more wasteful than  
throw away, cheap equipment. We build our stuff to 
last for decades… pass it down to you friends and 
children, I say! n

How about an audio dynamics processor 
that sets you free from the rigid 
parameters set by traditional compressors 
and expanders?

Think about it for a moment.

Until nUntil now you had to live with the very 
limited dynamic compression or expansion 
capabilities of either hardware or software 
devices available. With D4’s technology it 
is now possible to alter the dynamics of 
audio material in almost any way and form 
you wish.
                 ...Ah                 ...Ah, freedom!
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