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DTl Launches Trademark for Sound Synthesis Technologies 
By Eric Grunwald 

Stanford's Office of Technology Licensing' 
(OTL) has launched a unique trademark licensing 
program with the name Sondius™ to, augment the 
licensing of several Stanford patents. 

Initially the trademark will be licensed for use 
with'a variety of sound synthesis technologies de­
veloped at the Center for Computer Research in 
Music and Acoustics (CCRMA) but will eventually 
include technologies from other departments. 

The program, designed and administered by 
Senior Associate Joe Koepnick, is modeled after the 
strategies used by Dolby Laboratories to license its 
noise reduction and Surround-Sound™ technolo­
gies. Dolby brings in approximately $15 million 
annually from its trademilrk licensing. 

OTL has been looking for some time for an 
opportunity for a trademark program based on the 
Dolby model. The idea of a trademark for sound 
synthesis first.surfaced in 1989, as Koepnick, then 
OTL director Niels Reimers, and Julius Smith, in­
ventor of "waveguide synthesis," one of the more 
promising technologies in the program, returned 

Stanford is now offering licenses to the Sondius™ trade­
mark (name designed by Lexicon Naming in Berkeley; logo 
designed by Signum Visual Concepts in San Francisco), to 
be used on products incorporating state-of-the-art sound 
synthesis technologies invented at Stanford's CCRMA. 

from Japan after negotiating the first waveguide 
patent license with Yamaha Corporation. 
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Bell Tolls for FM Patent, but Yamaha Sees VNew BeginningI' 
By Eric Grunwald 

The proverbial bell, sounding a lot like a 
Yamaha synthesizer, tolled April 19 for the patent 
on "PM synthesis," OTL's second all-time royalty 
generator, as the patent's 17-year life expired. 

The technique for synthesizing electronic mu­
sic, invented by Music Professor John Chowning, 
brought in over $20 million through an exclusive 
license to Yamaha Corporation of Japan, which 
used the technology in its DX-7 synthesizer, enor­
mously popular in the 1980s. 

These royalties have in turn supported further 
research in computer IXlUsic at Stanford's Center for 
Computer Research in Music and Acoustics 
(CCRMA), founded by Chowning in the late 1970s. 

Specifically, the invention allowed for the cre­
ation, or synthesis, of sounds on a computer by 
modulating a sinusoidal wave of one frequency 
with another of differing frequency, similar to the 
basic science underlying PM radio transmission. 

Chowning, a Stanford Ph.D. ('66), came upon 
the technique while a lecturer in the Music Depart­
ment in 1971. Interested in the then still nascent 
idea of creating music with computers, he was 
experimenting with vaIious sound-producing al­
gorithms on one of the computer science 
department's mainframes. 

There Chowning made what he calls an "ear 
discovery," hearing rich musical tones amidst the 
electronic-sounding tones the computer usually 
produced. Believing the discovery to have com­
mercial potential and having worked with OTL on 
a previous invention (Stanford's first ever patent 
application), Chowning brought the idea to OTL. 

Niels Reimers, then director of OTL, sat down 
and thought about which companies might be in­
terested in such a technology. "'Organs play differ­
ent sounds,' I thought. 'This should be attractive to 
organ makers,'" he recalls. 
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with three to six engineers, watched the prototype develop, and helped 
confront the bugs. These were incredibly rich experiences for me. We became 
very close and developed many friendships." 

Finally in 1981, in compliance with a provision in the license agreement, 
Yamaha introduced its first PM synthesizer, with a price tag in the tens of 
thousands of 
dollars. 

It was not 
until 1983 that 
Yamaha hit it 
big with the 
DX-7, changing 
the face of 
popular music 
worldwide. 

"The rela­
tionship with 
Yamaha has 
meant a lot for 
CCRMA," says 
Chowning. 

"It's helped 
us to maintain 
computer mu­
sic at a level 
we certainly 
couldn't have otherwise. I don't care that things get patented necessarily, but 
if they're commercially useful, it helps everyone. The PM patent has spawned 
the opportunity for other patents, which will do the same." 

In fact, it already has. The potential successor to PM synthesis, called 
"waveguide synthesis" or "physical modeling synthesis," was invented in the 
mid-eighties by another CCRMA researcher, Julius Smith. 'Yamaha has li­
censed it also (exclusively, but for North American companies) and recently 
introduced its first synthesizer incorporating the patent, the VLl. 

"Julius's interest in waveguide, as mine in PM, was purely musical," says 
Chowning, adding, "I never realized PM would be so successful." Reimers 
concurs, saying, "We knew it was going to be important, but not nearly as 
successful as it turned out to be." 

As for Yamaha, Ishimura says, "We were very lucky that we could 
establish this close licensing relationship. Yamaha really enjoys and appreci­
ates this opportunity ... This is not an end; it is a new beginning.". 
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trademark, and copyrighted works. The second 
most common license will include only the trade­
mark and copyrighted works, and these licensees 
must buy their chips from patent licensees. 

The copyrighted works are in the form of soft­
ware that generates sounds. OTL's goal is to meet 
with waveguide as much as possible of a General 
MIDI (Musical Instrument Digital Interface) speci­
fication, which provides 128 standard synthesized 
sounds or "voices" for electronic instruments. 

"We're perfecting the traditional instruments 
first," Koepnick says, also pointing out that be­
cause there aren't yet enough waveguide sounds to 
complete the MIDI specification, the package will 
include some sampled sounds - digitally recorded 
sounds played back upon command. 

"Then we'll move on to other issues such as 
expressivity and the interface between user and 
device. That's the ultimate technical challenge." 

The existing copyrighted works have been de­
veloped by independent consultants retained by 
OTL, most of whom studied at CCRMA and have 
extensive experience in computer music. 

Koepnick expects the sounds to continue to 
evolve through development both by OTL's con­
sultants and by licensees, who will be free to create 
their own sounds and, upon approval by Stanford, 
sell them in products bearing the mark. 

As required with all trademarks, OTL is devel­
oping a quality control program to test all products 
bearing the Sondius™ trademark before they can 
be sold commercially. This is to ensure high quality 
for the consumer, since it is possible to make bad 
sounds with the technologies. 

Koepnick believes "our biggest challenge in 
this is creating value for the name." He hopes that 
as the Sondius™ name becomes well-known and 
associated with quality audio synthesis products, 
its value will grow. "Patents don't always do that," 
he says. 

"Except Stanford patents, of course.". 
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