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CHOOSING & USING POROUS ABSORBERS
The choice of materials for acoustic treatment is
paramount. We find out what different types of
absorber can and can't achieve.

TREVOR COX

o achieve a great-sounding studio, absorbing foam and mineral wool

I is often used to reduce the coloration that the room would otherwise
create. Both in control and live rooms, these porous absorbents can be

used to reduce excessive reverberance and attenuate reflections that would

otherwise change the timbre of the sound at mid and high frequencies. But

how well do they perform? How should they be applied? And do household

materials such as duvets offer an effective alternative, or is this an urban myth?

Sound On Sound gathered up nine samples and headed to the Acoustics

Laboratories at the University of Salford to find out.

Curtains For You?

Porous absorbents can be made from many different materials. Products
designed for the purpose are often constructed from fabric-wrapped glass
fibre or acoustic foams, but there are also soft furnishings that ‘accidentally’
create absorption such as curtains and carpets. Figure 1 shows how the
absorption varies with frequency for all the products tested at Salford. The
absorption is quantified in terms of the absorption coefficient following

an International Standard (for more details see the ‘Caveat Emptor’ box).
An absorption coefficient of 0 indicates that no sound is absorbed, while

a coefficient of 1 means all sound energy is removed.

The left-hand side of the graph measures absorption at a frequency of
100Hz — in musical terms, the note G2 towards the bottom of the cello’s
range — and it's clear that none of the products produce much absorption
in this region. In general, porous absorbers are not good for treating
bass effects such as the ringing of room-mode resonances. When a room
acoustic needs controlling at low frequency, this is best done with resonant
absorption using a device such as a membrane absorber (see our February
2015 guide to control-room design: v oundonsound.com/sos/feb15/
arti ntrol-rooms.htm). Although you can buy foam “bass absorbers”,
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