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Our annual Top Picks of the Year list appears in this issue, 
representing our reviewing experience in the 2015 calendar year. 
Along with selecting the best or most intriguing products from 
among those that received our TP designation, we also select a Top 
Pick of the Year—the single product that most impressed us or best 
represented the evolution of our hobby. 

For several years running, that product has been a state-of-the-art 
flat-panel TV, but we’re breaking the pattern this time and awarding 
top honors to a surround sound preamp/processor, the Marantz 
AV8802. Why, with all these new Ultra HD technologies emerging 

around us, have we gone with an audio product? And one that, some would argue, is too 
pricey and esoteric in this age of soundbars to be relevant to more than a comparative 
handful of enthusiast consumers? 

First, let’s dismiss last year’s crop of TVs as candidates for that top slot. Exciting as 4K 
resolution, wide color gamut, and high dynamic range are for the future of video, they 
remain, for the year 2015 and at least into early 2016, in the future. 4K content with wide 
color and HDR is just barely appearing on streaming platforms, and at this writing in late 
2015, Ultra HD Blu-ray remains vaporware. More critically, there appears to be a format 
war of sorts brewing around HDR between the HDR10 camp, currently represented  
by Samsung, LG, and Sony (among others), and the Dolby Vision camp supported by  
Vizio. The Samsung, LG, and Sony sets apparently won’t recognize or map down the 
(theoretically) more demanding Dolby Vision content, while the technologically advanced 
Vizio sets, which might have been designed to recognize and support both formats, will 
play only Dolby Vision HDR. Too bad—a single TV from any manufacturer that does both 
out of the box and protects today’s early adopters would have 
made a powerful statement.

On the other hand, the 11.1-channel Marantz processor 
represents the cutting edge of home theater audio and is 
about as forward-thinking as Marantz could build it. 
Despite the evolving video standards that have affected the 
future-readiness of all A/V receivers and surround processors, the company committed to 
a free hardware upgrade for early purchasers of the AV8802 to ensure they would get the 
missing HDCP 2.2 copyright management that would be critical for future UHD sources. 
New models sold today as the AV8802A include HDCP 2.2, an upgrade to HDMI 2.0a 
(required for passing HDR10 content), and the ability to pass through up to Rec. 2020 
wide color—a gamut that’s on the UHD map but hasn’t even been realized yet in a 
consumer display. Not only is the AV8802 ready for how things shake out with 4K video, 
but it can decode all three of the new object-based surround formats: Dolby Atmos, 
DTS:X, and Auro-3D. And, along with a host of other important features, this model 
boasts a variety of audio circuit updates from its predecessor to provide stellar, class-
leading sound quality for both movies and music. 

Back in the ’70s, as a senior in high school, I saved up money from my part-time job 
wiring circuit boards for a local power-supply manufacturer and bought a Pioneer SPEC-1 
stereo preamp. With its 17 click-stop knobs and toggle switches and its big rack-mount 
handles, it was absolutely the coolest, most awesome-looking component I’d ever seen, and I 
lusted after it for a long time before I could afford it. Audio was king in those days—indeed, 
it was the only thing we had to funnel our passions. This Marantz, in its completeness, in its 
execution, reminds me of those days; of the power of hi-fi to thrill us before we had pictures 
to help move us. Congratulations to Marantz, and long live the king. 

AND THE WINNER IS…
Our Top Pick of 2015 is a feast for…the ears. 
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BY ROB SABIN,  
EDITOR

“Most exciting soundbar demo I heard”   
 — Brent Butterworth, Sound&Vision Magazine

www.goldenear.com 

The 3D Array sounds amazing and the 
experts certainly agree. Al Griffi n of Sound & 
Vision wrote that the 3D Array System,”...de-
livered at least 90% of my main rig’s [Triton 
Two Towers] performance.” Chris Martens 
of The Absolute Sound raved,“...a soundbar 
system so good that audiophiles might buy 
it for music playback alone...if asked to 
recommend a soundbar to please 
fi nicky, hypercritical audiophiles, this would 
be my hands down choice.” And Home 
Theater’s Darryl Wilkinson summed it up per-
fectly when he raved that, “the width and 
openess of the soundstage was absolutely 
incredible” calling it “an instant classic” that 
is “a must-listen-to, top-of-the shopping list, 
soundbar-to-beat...when it comes to sound-
bars awesome just got redefi ned.” 

Follow us on:        
   facebook.com/goldenear 

&      twitter.com/goldeneartech

 

   oldenEar’s 
3D Array  Soundbar 

is  Absolutely 
Unbelievable”

“ 

High-Velocity Folded 
Ribbon Tweeter (HVFR™)

High-Defi nition Cast-Basket
Bass/Midrange Driver

We call the SuperCinema 3D Array, quite 
simply, “an extra-ordinary high-end loud-
speaker system disguised as a soundbar.” 
It is designed to combine the form factor 
of a sleek, stylish soundbar, with the perfor-
mance of a true, high quality, component 
system. The complete ultra-high-perfor-
mance system would include a powered 
subwoofer and a receiver or separates; plus 
the 3D Array achieves superb three-dimen-
sional surround performance with or without 
rear surround speakers. Its 2.7" thin cabinet 
is constructed of aircraft-grade aluminum 
and contains six of GoldenEar’s signature 
cast spider leg basket bass/midrange driv-
ers and three High-Velocity Folded Ribbon 
Tweeters along with our breakthrough 3D 
Technology that cancels interaural crosstalk 
distortion for total sonic immersion.

“Awesome just got redefi ned”   
 — Darryl Wilkinson, Home Th eater Magazine

— Darryl Wilkinson, Home Th eater Magazine

3D Array  $999

®

FF3 $499
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    oldenEar has Engineered Our New Triton One  
to Perform Like a $20,000+ Super Speaker!

“Revelatory … cosmically orgasmic … astounding performance-vs-price … 
these speakers absolutely embalm the competition”  – Darryl Wilkinson, Sound & Vision

“ Triton One shames some speakers costing ten times 
as much … it is an absolute marvel” 

– Caleb Denison, Digital Trends

“ Best High-End Value at CES 2014 … Sandy has 
created a speaker that defies its price point”

– John Sciacca, Residential Systems

“ Best of CES 2014 … stunning realism … the sound 
was truly grand and majestic” – Roger Kanno, SoundStage

“ Best Sound for the Money at CES 2014”
– Jonathan Valin, Kirk Midskog and Neil Gader, Te Absolute Sound

Introducing Triton One, an evolutionary speaker that builds upon advanced 
technologies that have made Tritons mega-hits around the world. Stereophile 
called them, “A Giant Killer Speaker” and Robert Deutsch further added, “it’s 
not unreasonable to compare the sound of the $4998 Triton One with speakers 
costing tens of thousands of dollars more”. This new top-of-the-line flagship was 
engineered to deliver even better dynamics and bass than the extraordinary 
Triton Two, along with further refinement of all aspects of sonic performance. 
How well have we succeeded? In the words of HD Living’s Dennis Burger, the 
Triton One delivers, “… the sort of upper-echelon performance that normally 
only comes from speakers whose price tags rival a good luxury automobile”. 

Triton One “creates visceral, tangible waves of pure 
audio bliss” – Dennis Burger, HD Living

Great sound is what it is all about and the Triton Ones deliver, as The Absolute 
Sound’s Anthony Cordesman wrote “they provide sustained musical pleasure 
and exceptional realism … extraordinary sound quality and value … one of the 
best buys in speakers … highly recommended”. The Ones were specifically 
engineered to excel with all types of music as well as movies. Best of all, they 
offer previously unheard of value, as Brent Butterworth wrote in Sound & Vision, 
“I heard a few people saying the Triton One sounded like some $20,000-and-
up high-end towers, but I disagree: I think they sounded better than most of 
them”. Hi Fi+’s Chris Martens raved the Ones are, “jaw-droppingly good … 
one of the greatest high-end bargains of all time with a dazzling array of sonic 
characteristics”. And Darryl Wilkinson summed them up best, “A Masterpiece 
… GoldenEar has fully ushered in the Golden Age of the Loudspeaker”. Hear 
them for yourself and discover what all the excitement is about.

Triton One Tower
$2499 ea.

www.goldenear.com
PO Box 141, Stevenson, MD 21153 (410) 998-9134

Like us on Facebook! Follow us on Twitter!
facebook.com/goldenear twitter.com/goldeneartech

Two 5.25ʺ High-Definition Cast- 
Basket Bass/Midrange Drivers 

w/ Multi-Vaned Phase Plugs

High-Velocity Folded Ribbon  
Tweeter (HVFR) w/ Zobel Network

Open-Cell Polyurethane  
Foam Damping Pads and 
Complex Internal Bracing

Three 5ʺ x 9ʺ Quadratic Sub-Bass 
Drivers in Semi-Line-Source Array

Hybrid Phase-Perfect  
Electronic/Passive Low 

Frequency Crossover

Linear-Phase Fully Balanced 
Crossover Network

Accelerometer-Optimized  
Non-Resonant Cabinet  

w/ Non-Parallel Walls

Four Inertially-Balanced Quadratic 
Planar Infrasonic Radiators:  

Two On Each Side of Cabinet

1600-Watt 56-Bit DSP-Controlled 
Class D Digital Amplifier

Optimized Dual-Chamber  
Upper-Bass/Midrange Enclosure 

with Angled Rear Walls
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   oldenEar’s 
ForceField Subs
   Near perfect...
a tour de force”
“    

“Th underous...Room-Shaking”   
 — Al Griffi  n, Sound&Vision Magazine

GoldenEar’s ForceField subwoofers are true 

over-the-top super subs that are especially 

remarkable for their compact size and unusually 

affordable prices. All three incorporate the 

same advanced technology and components 

including: DSP controlled high-power digital 

amplifi ers (1000, 1200 or 1500 watts), ultra-fast 

long-throw high-gauss magnet structure drivers 

(8", 10" or 12") and pressure-coupled downward-

fi ring quadratic planar infrasonic radiators. 

In addition, their uniquely shaped cabinets 

are not just attractive, but are also purposefully 

confi gured for dramatic performance benefi ts. 

With their high output capability, stunning 

impact, superbly musical bass articulation and 

breathtaking infrasonic low frequency capabili-

ties, the ForceFields have received the highest 

praise from critics, experts and knowledgeable 

listeners around the world. Geoff Morrison of 

Residential Systems raved, “their thunder fi lled 

the room.” AV Forums praised the, “monstrous 

output for such a small sub.” Mark Fleischman 

of Home Theater wrote, “I was dumfounded” 

over their, “low frequency barrages with fl oor-

shaking confi dence.” And to top it off, the British 

writer Stephen May raved, “this astonishing 

box can pressure-load a room like an angry 

Silverback” and Andrew Robinson warns, 

“Your walls, fl oorboards, and ceiling may just 

crap out on you.” And, as Dennis Burger of Tech 

Tell observed, they are also, “shockingly musical!”

“Extraordinary bass prowess...
  I’ve never heard a sub this small 
  go that deep”   

     — Steve Guttenberg, Th e Audiophiliac

— Andrew Robinson, HomeTh eaterReview.com

:

FF4  $699

FF5  $999
FF3  $499
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oldenEar’s Amazing New SuperSub™ XXL is 
“A Subwoofer to Die For” !

“What struck me most was not the sub’s powerful and deep low frequency  
output, which I expected, but rather it’s unusually high degree of  

tautness, transient speed and control”  – Chris Martens, The Absolute Sound

– Sound&Vision Magazine

“ Sonic bliss … remarkably powerful … they kick ass, 
totally … down to the infrasonic” – Mark Henninger, AVS   

 GoldenEar’s new award-winning SuperSub XXL is an elegantly styled, 
finely finished and surprisingly compact subwoofer. It can effortlessly generate 
mega-sub-bass pressure waves of extremely high amplitude, while delivering 
extraordinarily detailed, accurate and precise low-frequency performance 
that is both highly impactful and extremely musical. Simply put, it is equally 
adept at recreating dramatic cinematic sound effects, as well as the subtle 
musical excellence of Ron Carter, Sting or Yo Yo Ma. To achieve this, we 
have engineered a unique, paten t-pending 360 degree dual-plane inertially-
balanced active driver and sub-bass radiator topology, and combined it with 
a very advanced 56 bit DSP controlled 1600 watt Class D digital electronics 
package originally developed for our award winning Triton One.

“ Blew me away … the perfect balance of power and  
control, impact and unobtrusiveness, fury and finesse”  
 – Dennis Burger, HD Living

 Housed within the gorgeous piano gloss black enclosure are two 
horizontally-opposed 12ʺ ultra-long-throw active drivers and two vertically-
opposed 12-3/4ʺ x 14-1/2ʺ planar infrasonic radiators. This dual-plane, patent-
pending dynamic inertial-balancing preserves and focuses all the energy 
produced by the transducers, in order to more effectively move the air in the 
room, rather than wasting energy moving the box. It also enables you to hear 
all the fine subtle details in your recordings. The benefit is a new achievement 
in state-of-the-art subwoofer performance that, not only “rocks the house”, 
as Big Picture Big Sound’s Chris Boylan raved, but is also, “strong, pure and 
controlled” as Sound&Vision’s Mark Fleischman wrote.

“ The SuperSub XXL has looks to kill and is built to 
rock the house when duty calls”  – Sound&Vision 

 Best of all is GoldenEar’s signature combination of high-end performance, 
superb build quality, gorgeous styling and extraordinary value. Mark Henninger 
raved, “The SuperSub XXL ups the ante down low”. Secrets of Home Theater’s 
Robert Kozel clearly stated, “… this is a bargain for a sub of this performance”. 
Visit your nearest GoldenEar dealer and experience this super sub today.

SuperSub XXL
$1999 ea.

www.goldenear.com
PO Box 141, Stevenson, MD 21153 (410) 998-9134

Like us on Facebook! Follow us on Twitter!
facebook.com/goldenear twitter.com/goldeneartech
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$999.99/ea

“ … utterly fantastic … hands down the 

•	Combines	the	Elegance	of	a	Soundbar	with	the		
Fidelity	of	a	High-Performance	Speaker	System

•	Incorporates	Special	3D	Image	Optimization		
Technology	for	Wide,	Deep	3D	Playback	Realism

•	What	do	the	Experts	say?

–	 “	A	new	gold	standard	in	soundbar	systems”		
	 (Wired	Magazine)

–	 “	Massive	soundstage	…	made	me	wonder		
	 if	I	should	even	bother	with	tower	speakers”		
	 (Sound	&	Vision)

–	 “	Simply	spectacular	…	absolutely	unbelievable		
	 …	awesome	just	got	redefined”		
	 (Home	Theater)

The	Award	Winning	SuperCinema

Soundbar	from	GoldenEar	Technology®
	3D	Array
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“ … utterly fantastic … hands down the 
BEST SOUNDBAR.”

 – Andrew Robinson, HomeTheaterReview.com
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E-mail them to HTLetters@sorc.com. Please note: Questions about the features and functions of a 
particular product are best directed to the manufacturer. Questions about what product you should buy are 
best directed to a dealer who knows all the details of your system, your preferences, and your personal habits. 
All submissions are considered the exclusive property of Sound & Vision magazine and TEN: The Enthusiast 
Network. We reserve the right to edit letters for brevity. Due to the volume of mail that we receive, we regret 
that we cannot respond to every letter.

Letters We welcome 
questions and 

comments

More on the Disappeared Data
In regards to the article by Ken C. Pohl-
manm about Blu-ray soundtracks (“The 
Mystery of the Disappeared Data,” Signals, 
December 2015), you will be surprised to 
know that I rented the Blu-ray of Terminator 

Genisys from Redbox yesterday. When I 
went into the settings, lo and behold, there 
was the Dolby Atmos soundtrack. Since I do 
not have Dolby Atmos, it played back as 
Dolby TrueHD 7.1. Just wanted to let you 
know that some Blu-rays do come with  
the correct soundtrack. I also rented San 

Andreas, which also had the Dolby TrueHD 
7.1 soundtrack. The sound of both movies 
was awesome in my home theater, which is 
set up with 7.1-channel surround sound.

Richard Lacasse

Chicopee, MA

So That’s Who Screwed My 
Picture!
Greetings! I can offer a bit more insight to 
your response to Robert Williams’ question 
in Letters concerning the disabling of the 
HDMI output on DirecTV set-top boxes 
(“Who Screwed My Picture?,” December 
2015). 

I’m a volunteer “TechKnow Guide” at 
DirecTV’s support forum, and this question 
has come up frequently since content 
providers (e.g., HBO, Showtime, and many 
other networks) began requiring DirecTV 
(and presumably other service providers)  
to enforce HDCP copy protection on their 
set-top boxes and DVR HDMI outputs.  
The most common cause of “lost video” 
problems is that the HDTV is too old to 
properly support HDCP copy protection,  
so using the component video connection  
is the simplest workaround. In cases like 
Robert’s, where he’s certain the HDTV 
supports HDCP, the problem can be caused 
by other devices in the video chain, such as 
an HDMI splitter/switch, A/V receiver, or 
soundbar that doesn’t properly support 
HDCP. Bypassing those devices and 
connecting the set-top box directly to the 
HDTV is an easy test. Also, it’s important to 
get the latest firmware for your HDTV, A/V 
receiver, etc., because manufacturers are 
constantly tweaking their HDMI/HDCP 
support. And sometimes simply using a 
different HDMI cable will do the trick.   

It’s unfortunate that we now live in a 
world of digital video copy protection. It’s 
not just a DirecTV issue. These problems 
are exacerbated by the fact that HDMI  
and HDCP are not very “robust standards,” 
so it’s all too common for devices across 
multiple manufacturers to simply not play 
well together.  

Hopefully these tips will help Robert and 
other folks experiencing HDMI/HDCP 
issues with their video equipment.

Jim Litz

a.k.a. litzdog911

forums.directv.com

SERIOUSLY

INTO
AUDIO
SINCE 1974

For free shipping and expert advice, go to

crutchfield.com/SVS

1-800-319-8843

Home theater, multi-room audio, HDTV, audio components,  
headphones, entertainment furniture, and more
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LETTERS

Appreciate this insight from the front lines, 

Jim, though I’m disturbed by the scenario 

described, which suggests that DirecTV and 

possibly other major service providers may 

be enforcing the latest version of HDCP, 

perhaps somewhat arbitrarily, and 

preventing large blocks of customers from 

tapping the best-quality HDMI signals 

coming from their boxes. I say arbitrarily 

because we received several other letters 

from DirecTV customers who assured me 

that they are happily using their DirecTV 

set-top boxes, including some older models 

and the Genie DVR, with HDMI connec-

tions to their older non-HDCP 2.2 displays 

and receivers. Perhaps this is happening only 

with newer releases of the Genie, which is 

required for DTV’s 4K content service along 

with an HDCP 2.2 display. On the other 

hand, HDCP 2.2 was released to answer the 

breaking by hackers of the preceding version 

of HDCP, so I wouldn’t be surprised to hear 

that some premium cable channels are 

insisting on its use now. 

Somewhat coincidentally, we are starting 

to get word from the field about Ultra 

HDTVs purchased from the 2014 model year 

that will not play 4K Ultra HD programming 

from the new Roku 4 Ultra HD media 

streamer (see review, page 18) because these 

sets were sold without the current HDCP 

version 2.2. In the absence of HDCP 2.2, the 

Roku offers no Ultra HD setup option, and 

4K channels or content do not appear. For 

these situations, however, there is a new $350 

HDMI extender kit just made available from 

Key Digital, the KD-HDFIX22, that happens 

to be compliant with HDCP 2.2 and can,  

we are told, be configured to present the 

equivalent of an HDCP 2.2 display to a new 

HDCP 2.2 source. Contributing technical 

editor Kris Deering is working on a review for 

an upcoming issue. Perhaps this kit might also 

work for DirecTV customers who have been 

cut off from HDMI.—RS 

Matching Atmos Speakers 
I’m building a new multipurpose room and 
will install an Atmos 5.1.4 system (with in- 
ceiling speakers for the “.4” height channels), 
primarily based on your very good past 
articles. How important do you really feel it 
is to have matched speakers from the same 
manufacturer? I’ve never had a “matched 
system” before and don’t think I’ve missed 
anything, but I could be wrong. I have four 
old MartinLogan Stylos, which I’d like to 
reuse, but not at the expense of getting a 
better soundstage if matching them is 
problematic.

Greg Hawkins

Via e-mail

The short answer, Greg, is “very important” 

and “not so much, maybe.” To wit: Matching 

the timbre of speakers in the basic five- (or 

seven-) channel configuration is actually 

somewhat critical to a truly seamless 

soundstage, particularly across the front 

where effects often pan left to right and a 

less-than-voice-matched center channel can 

really call attention to itself. In your case, 

though, I’d strongly recommend keeping those 

ML electrostatics in the four corners for your 

front left/right mains and rear left/right 

surrounds. Their dipolar radiating pattern 

and inherent transparency no doubt already 

deliver a great sonic bubble. But I’d look into 

MartinLogan’s hybrid electrostatic center 

channel, the pricey Stage X, or one of their 

Motion Series center channels (which, like  

the Stage X, uses their zippy Folded Motion 

tweeter that’s said to mate well with 

electrostats). As for the Atmos height 

channels: We’re not completely sure yet how 

critical matched voicing is for these; we’re only 

starting to experiment with using Atmos-

enabled caps with existing main speakers 

from another brand. But, here again, your 

best options are probably from ML’s Stealth or 

ElectroMotion lines of architectural speakers, 

which share the same electro-stat-friendly 

tweeter.—RS

Complete Theater Interiors

Star Panels &  
LED Lighting

Theater Seating

Visit us at CinemaShop.com or Call Toll Free 1-866-243-1001

Everything for your Home 

Theater but the electronics. 

Call to speak with a product 

expert, or to receive our free 

color catalog and informative 

CinemaShopper newsletter.

Our advanced star ceilings offer 

the most realistic night sky and 

are exceptionally dependable. 

Wall Sconces
Over 200 custom ceramic and 

glass wall sconces to suit any 

setting. Many designs and 

finishes to choose from. An 

amazing array of  textures, 

colors, and patterns. Visit our 

website  to see them all!

Our authentic 

bolt-down movie 

seats offer superb 

comfort, yet fit in the 

most compact areas.

Theater Decor

®®
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Audio Synthesis

around the longest, Trinnov 

collaborated with Dolby on an 

implementation of its decoder that 

supports up to 32 channels of 

decoding to achieve what Trinnov 

calls the “highest possible spatial 

resolution for object rendering.” 

Assuming a well-executed Atmos 

soundtrack and a high-caliber 

speaker system that has been 

properly set up, the expected 

outcome is a three-dimensional 

sonic experience that’s as good 

as it gets.

All very impressive, but not as 

remarkable as 3D Loudspeaker 

Remapping, a patented system that 

reconfigures speaker outputs to 

compensate for less-than-ideal 

speaker placements. The system 

uses a “3D microphone” with four 

elements to locate each of the 

speakers in a surround sound array 

and acoustically corrects the 

position of each speaker by sending 

signals to other speakers in the 

When JBL fired up the latest iteration 

of its state-of-the-art Synthesis 

system at 2015 CEDIA Expo, more 

than a few jaws dropped (ours 

included). The system mated a 

mind-blowing array of 32 speakers 

with a 17-foot-wide screen and a 

battery of amplifiers that delivered 

10-plus kilowatts of power to the 

(eight) subwoofers alone. Talk 

about visceral.

At the heart of the setup was the 

SDP-75 A/V preamp/processor, the 

embodiment of a new partnership 

between JBL and France’s Trinnov 

Audio, an innovator in home theater 

audio processing. Under the 

partnership, Trinnov contributed 

“powerful processing capabilities 

and exclusive technologies” for 

decoding the three surround sound 

formats that are rapidly reshaping 

the home theater landscape: Dolby 

Atmos, DTS:X, and Auro-3D.

In case you’re not familiar with 

Trinnov, the company was formed in 

2000 to conduct research in 3D 

sound and, within two years, was 

named one of the most innovative 

young companies by the French 

Ministry for Research. Trinnov went 

on to introduce a number of 

high-end products for the 

professional and consumer markets, 

including state-of-the-art loud-

speaker/room-optimization 

technology used in post-production 

facilities, broadcast control rooms, 

music studios, and high-end home 

theaters around the world. 

The same “powerful processing 

capability” that earned Trinnov a 

coveted spot in the rarefied world 

of JBL Synthesis is also a key com- 

ponent of its newest consumer 

product, the Altitude32—one of the 

most sophisticated A/V preamps on 

the planet and a hot topic in 

high-end audio circles. 

What makes the Altitude32 so 

special? A lot. For starters, it’s built 

on a scalable PC-based platform 

that’s easy to upgrade via software, 

making it ready for whatever the 

future holds. It eschews third-party 

chipsets in favor of homegrown 

technology and is “networkable” via 

onboard Gigabit Ethernet and Wi-Fi. 

It also supports 4K video (up to 60 

fps), 192-kHz/24-bit audio (with a 

floating point resolution of 64 bits), 

and is capable of delivering up to 32 

discrete channels, accommodating 

any format or speaker layout. 

For Dolby Atmos, the object-

based surround format that’s been 

room, creating a virtual (or phantom) 

image for each speaker. The result is 

a speaker array that can be 

optimized for any room and any 

format—including Atmos, DTS:X, 

and Auro-3D—which can be a 

life-saver in spaces where ideal 

speaker placement isn’t practical. As 

Trinnov puts it: “The remapping 

process automatically distributes the 

signals to recover the original 3D 

sound stage, as intended by the 

artist.” Visit trinnov.com for a more 

detailed technical explanation.

Trinnov offers the Altitude32  in 

four versions: the eight-channel 

AL32-88 base model ($17,500), 

16-channel AL32-816 ($21,000), 

24-channel AL32-1624 ($25,500), 

and 32-channel AL32-1632 

($29,000)—all priced without the 

$2,500 3D Audio package that 

brings Atmos, DTS:X, and Auro-3D 

into the fold.

More information is available at 

trinnov.com.

Perfect focus
NEW GEAR, TOP NEWS, HOW TO, AND MORE...
Edited by Claire Crowley

Trinnov Altitude32 A/V Preamplifier/Processor
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By Mark Fleischmann

This Just In...

versus $163 million for the 

likes of YouTube and Spotify. 

Vinyl is also growing faster, 

clocking a 52 percent 

year-over-year increase, 

versus 27 percent for 

streaming...

Home Automation 
Snafus
are making consumers 

question the reliability of 

DIY products, says an Argus 

Insights survey of 45,000 

customer reviews. 

“Mainstream consumers 

were burned last holiday 

season by installation and 

reliability issues,” says 

Argus CEO John Feland, 

and the afterburn will 

linger...

Mitsubishi Settled
a class-action lawsuit by 

LaserVue rear-projection TV 

owners after sections of 

screens darkened following 

8,000 to 10,000 hours of 

use. For repair, payment, or 

reimbursement of at least 

$500, check mitsubishi-

laservuesettlement.com...

DTS Bought iBiquity,
the developer and licensor 

of HD Radio. The digital 

terrestrial radio standard 

already uses DTS Neural 

Surround for music 

programming...

A PlayStation Hack 
allows hundreds of games 

for the portable PlayStation 

Vita to work on the Play-

Station TV console. That 

includes such gaming 

staples as Mortal Kombat 

and Call of Duty: Black Ops 

Declassified...

Global HDR TV 
Shipments
will pass the 32 million mark 

by 2019, says an IHS 

forecast, though HDR won’t 

hit its stride until 2017, when 

12.5 million units are pro-

jected to ship. “Numer- 

ous consumer trials by 

broadcasters, content 

producers, and research 

labs have demonstrated that 

HDR has huge impact on 

viewers,” says principal 

analyst Paul Gray...

Samsung Gear VR,
the company’s virtual-reality 

headset, has added Netflix, 

Hulu, and Twitch to its 

streaming attractions. A new 

Gear VR headset, at $99, is 

lighter than the existing 

model, half the price, and 

works with Samsung’s entire 

2015 smartphone line...

Dish Network Axed 
Virtual Joey,
its app for secure TV 

watching and DVR-like 

recording on smart TVs and 

game consoles, except 

for existing customers. It  

was unclear at press time 

whether a new version 

would become available...

Amazon Dropped the 
Bomb
on ChromeCast and Apple 

TV, banishing both from 

its virtual shelves because 

they don’t play nice with 

Amazon’s Prime Video. But 

Roku, Xbox, and PlayStation 

will continue to be sold—

along with Fire TV and Fire 

TV stick, of course...

Will Amazon Stream
live TV? Quite possibly—it  

is discussing that prospect 

with CBS and NBCUni-

versal. Live from Amazon, 

it’s Saturday Night!...

Traditional Pay-TV
attracts 7,644 “average 

minutes of viewing,” versus 

579 for Netflix, 166 for 

YouTube, 78 for mobile 

video, 0.7 for Roku, and 0.3 

for Apple TV, according to 

streaming platform vendor 

Wurl. By tracking both usage 

and reach, the index is less 

bearish than other measures 

of pay-TV’s supposedly 

imminent demise...

Consumers Like 
Pay-TV Providers
a little more this year, says 

J.D. Power’s 2015 satisfac-

tion survey. The rating of 723 

(on a 1,000-point scale) is 

up from 711 in 2014 and 699 

in 2013—but does it come in 

time to thwart cord-

cutting?...

Cord-Cutting Will 
Capture Half
of viewers under 32 by 2025, 

according to a Forrester 

Research study of 55,000 

adults. Whether pay-TV 

providers will recapture at 

least some of them with 

strategies like Comcast’s 

forthcoming Stream service 

remains to be seen...

Pay-TV Bundles Must 
Be “Pruned,” 
Merrill Lynch analyst Jessica 

Reif Cohen told the Next 

TV Summit. Double-digit 

price hikes will give way 

to dropped channels or 

even—it’s a miracle!— 

price rollbacks...

Millennials Use 
Smartphones
as their main mobile video 

devices, says Adobe, with 92 

percent preferring the 

smallest of small screens. 

Phones have also captured 

84 percent of Generation X 

and 69 percent of Baby 

Boomers...

Netflix Raised the 
Price
of its Standard streaming 

service—the one that allows 

two separate simultaneous 

streams—to $9.99, an 

increase of a dollar. The 

Basic and Premium services 

remain unchanged...

Spotify Now Beams 
Songs
to Google’s Chromecast 

dongle. Now you needn’t 

rely on Bluetooth or Spotify 

Connect...

The Recording 
Industry
Association of America says 

fighting Internet piracy with 

“notice and takedown” 

methods is a “never-ending 

game” that forces the music 

labels to accept piddling 

deals for streaming. The 

Forbes opinion piece 

comes as the desperate 

music industry is pushing 

Congress for higher-caliber 

legal weapons...

Vinyl Is Beating 
Streaming
in revenue, reports RIAA, 

making $222 million in the 

first six months of this year, 

Best Buy Is Flaunting 

UHDTVs
at Atlanta’s Hartsfield-Jackson 
Airport, following a similar 
effort last year at New York’s 
JFK. That may not fit in your 
carry-on...
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PRICE $130

4K Streaming 
and More

Roku 4 Streaming Player
By Barb Gonzalez

Handson

Roku isn’t kidding about this 

requirement. When I connected the 

Roku 4 to a 2014 Samsung UHD TV 

that lacked HDCP 2.2, the setup 

menu offered no 4K display option. 

Likewise, 4K channels and content 

did not appear. Testing the Roku 4 

required that I update the TV with 

Samsung’s SEK 3500 UHD Evolution 

Kit. Adding the Evolution Kit 

provided the TV with HEVC 

decoding and up-to-date HDMI 

connections with HDCP 2.2. Once 

connected to the new box, the 4K 

content became available.

Roku is making it easier to find 

UHD content with its 4K Spotlight 

channel, which recommends 4K 

movie, TV, and video titles. It became 

quickly apparent that there has been 

an increase in UHD offerings in the 

past year. M-Go has added 4K to 

their list of movie rentals, and it may 

mean I’ll be using M-Go more than I 

have in the past. While Amazon sells 

UHD movies for $26, M-Go offers 4K 

titles to rent for $5.99. Titles included 

a couple of indie films, as well as a 

spattering of new and old releases.

Content

One of the great benefits of Roku 

has always been its extensive 

gameplay. Roku has carried over the 

direct play buttons it provided on the 

Roku 2 and the most recent version 

of the Roku 3. These provide instant 

access to Netflix, Amazon, Sling TV, 

and, unfortunately for Roku, Rdio, 

which announced as we were 

going to press that it was filing for 

bankruptcy, shuttering its service, 

and having its assets acquired by 

Pandora. Also carried over from 

the updated Roku 3 is a button  

to activate voice search, which 

replaced the 10-second rewind 

button on the earlier Roku 3 you 

might still own today.

The voice search function came 

up immediately with the press of the 

button on the remote, but it rarely 

understood me. Although I tried to 

ONE MUST WONDER IF ROKU 

waited to release its fourth-

generation media streamer until the 

aptly named Roku 4 was capable of 

streaming 4K content. The newest 

Roku box can connect to compat-

ible UHDTVs to stream 4K movies, 

TV shows, and videos from Netflix, 

Amazon, YouTube, M-Go, and a 

growing number of 4K streaming 

sources. And though 4K stream-

ing is the Roku 4’s main appeal, 

improvements in hardware and the 

software interface make it the best 

Roku box yet.

As media streamers have 

continued to shrink in size, the Roku 

4 moves in the other direction; it is 

considerably larger than earlier 

models. About the size of a salad 

plate, it doesn’t fit in the nooks and 

crannies of your media center. But 

while larger than previous Rokus, it 

is relatively flat and still unobtrusive. 

Its remote control looks much like 

the Roku 3 remote. This is still a 

small remote that can fall between 

your couch cushions. But fear not: 

A button on the Roku 4 main unit 

makes the remote play an audio 

signal to help you find it. The remote 

has a port for headphones 

(first introduced with 

the Roku 3), and it 

still has A and B 

buttons for 

enunciate clearly, a search for 

Friends brought up results for “rent.” 

It heard Inside Out as “find out.” 

However, it would appear the 

problem was the remote mic and not 

the search software. When I used 

the newly designed Roku app for 

iPhone to do a voice search, the 

results were perfect every time (even 

when I mumbled a bit).

Because Roku doesn’t own its 

own streaming service (other than 

its partnership with M-Go), search 

results were agnostic—a welcome 

change for those who might be 

used to Amazon Fire’s Prime-centric 

searches. The search for Friends, 

for example, showed that it was 

available on Amazon, M-Go, Vudu, 

and Netflix. When the search was 

done in the Roku app, the results 

appeared on the phone where I 

could tap on the season I wanted to 

watch. It did not, however, allow me 

to pick the episode on the phone. I 

chose to watch Season 8 on Netflix, 

and it immediately started playing 

episode one of that season on the 

Roku 4. It was easy enough to 

navigate from there to another 

episode of my choice. Still, it wasn’t 

direct to the exact episode I wanted 

to watch. Despite this minor flaw, it 

performs global search better than 

other top streaming players.

The biggest draw of the Roku 4 

is the ability to connect to a 

4K TV to stream UHD 

content. It requires 

that the receiving TV 

has HDCP 2.2 digital 

rights management. 

Roku • roku.com

Plus

Minus

■ Remote mic is inaccurate

■ Search can’t find specific 

episodes of specific  

seasons

AT A GLANCE

■ 4K streaming to UHDTV

■ Agnostic search finds titles 

in multiple services

■ Notifications when specific 

movies become available

Features: 5 Stars

Ergonomics: 5 Stars

Value: 5 Stars

Roku 4 Streaming Player

Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value
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SPECS
Dimensions (WxHxD, Inches): 

6.5 x 6.5 x 0.8 • Weight (Pounds): 

0.9 • Connections: HDMI 2.0 (with 

HDCP 2.2 for 4K), Ethernet, Optical 

Audio, Micro SD • Audio Output: 

Up to Dolby Digital Plus 7.1

THE VERDICT

If you own a 4K TV, this is a slam 

dunk. If not, the advances in hard-

ware are still enough to step up 

from a Roku 2.

channel (app) lineup. Channels 

include everything from Hulu to 

Vudu, Amazon, Google Play Movies, 

Nat Geo, HBO Go, HBO Now, Plex, 

Playon, and on and on. Numerous 

niche channels include an extensive 

mix of travel channels, including PTA 

(Planes, Trains, and Automobiles), 

as well as channels to watch videos 

from a Simple.TV and many private 

channels. It doesn’t have iTunes, and 

some of the cable OTT channels like 

Starz and Nat Geo haven’t made 

authentication deals with Dish 

Network. But other than that, I’m 

hard-pressed to find that the Roku is 

missing content.

Performance

The Roku 4 uses the Roku OS7 oper-

ating system, which includes a 

feature that allows a user to follow 

movies, TV shows, and actors. As 

new movies become available on 

streaming services, new TV show 

episodes are added, or new movies 

are released with a followed actor, 

OS7 lists them in your Roku feed.

New hardware upgrades to the 

Roku 4 include a Quad-Core 

processor and 802.11ac Wi-Fi with 

MIMO. The processor is screaming 

fast when opening apps and 

scrolling screens. Picture quality is 

as stunning as you would expect 

from 4K. If the Roku 4 has one fault, 

it’s that it doesn’t pre-load content. It 

can be a choppy start when 

streaming 4K content, and I found it 

was better to get things going then 

pause the video and take a few 

minutes to get popcorn and snacks 

so it had time to load. After a few 

minutes, streaming was smooth and 

beautiful.

There are just enough tweaks 

and upgrades to make me glad I got 

the Roku 4. It’s a sure thing if you 

have a 4K TV (as long as it has 

HDCP 2.2), and it’s reasonably 

priced at $130. 
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John Sciacca

The Connected Life
PERFECT FOCUS

I look back on my own path to better audio, 
and it began with far humbler roots than a 
soundbar. First it was a Sony Walkman with 
those orange-foam headphones. Then it was a 
boombox. Then it was a car stereo. Then it was a 
pair of Cerwin Vegas connected to a Kenwood 
stereo receiver. My purchasing decisions reflected 
my current financial situation rather than my 
interest in audio, and as I acquired more 
disposable income, I bought better gear. 

Many in this generation are just reaching a 
point where they are coming into their financial 
own and are likely far more concerned with 
things like buying houses and starting families. 
But soon will come the time when they will be 
able to afford a better experience. My first “big 
boy” audio purchase was a Definitive Technology 
subwoofer, which I bought when I was 25 and 
married; almost exactly the median age of 
millennials right now. 

Beyond improving the anemic audio of 
flat-panel TVs, many modern soundbars offer 
an upgrade pathway for housewide audio listen- 
ing. Whether it’s a Sonos Playbar, a Yamaha  
YSP with MusicCast, or one of the many DTS 
PlayFi-enabled products (see my review this issue 
of Definitive Technology’s W Studio Micro 
for a terrific example), buying an appropriately 
equipped bar can lay the groundwork for enjoying 
music all throughout a home. Music that is 
controlled by smartphones and tablets and 

capable of streaming high-quality audio services 
like Spotify, Deezer, or Tidal. 

Soundbars—and headphones—will likely be 
the gateway for getting this generation interested 
in better audio. And, fortunately, they are vastly 
improved from what they first were and are 
available from many terrific manufacturers. And 
hopefully the soundbar purchaser of today will 
turn into the 7.1.4 dedicated home theater buyer 
of tomorrow.

Resident audio professor, Ken C. 
Pohlmann, recently wrote a blog 
on soundandvision.com entitled 
“Millenials: Your Soundbars are 

Killing Us” that generated quite a bit of ire 
among readers. The post generated over 30 com- 
ments both for, but mainly against, Ken’s asser- 
tion that millennials’ “insatiable love of sound- 
bars” was going to ruin audio for the rest of us. 

To briefly recap, Ken cited the NPD Group’s 
Soundbar Ownership and Usage study, saying 
that millennials—those born between the early 
’80s and early ’00s—account for 44 percent of all 
audio hardware purchases, and that “sales of 
soundbars costing less than $200 saw double-digit 
growth, while sales of soundbars costing more 
than $500 fell 34 percent. Not only are you buying 
soundbars, you are buying junk soundbars.” 

Ken finished the post with the line, “Spend a few 
bucks for something better than a cheap soundbar.”

Many of the comments from younger readers 
were along the lines of, “We’d love to buy better 
audio, but you baby-boomers ruined the 
economy, and now we don’t have any money!”

As someone who both sells and installs audio 
gear on a daily basis, I have a different take on 
this. First, after reading Ken’s post, I mentally went 
through our customer base, and I couldn’t think 
of too many people our company has sold to in 
this age category. Obviously millennials are 
buying gear—and lots of it—but this group isn’t 
shopping the way “we”—Gen Xers and prior—
did. They aren’t visiting hi-fi or specialty shops to 
get demonstrations and advice and probably do 
most of their research and buying online.

That tells me the industry is doing a poor job 
reaching this generation and explaining the 
benefits of stepping up to better-performing gear. 
Or at least the advantages of actually going out 
and listening and experiencing what better audio 
sounds like. Honestly, I would love to be able to 
reach this generation of buyers, even if it is to 
introduce them to how a better soundbar can 
enhance their listening experience, or give them 
an aspirational experience to think about for the 
future. I remember the first time I saw a video 
projector; it was a “wow” moment that stuck with 
me. And even though I was in no position to 
afford one for many years following that, the 
experience planted the seed for something I’d 
purchase down the road. 

Soundbars: 
The Millennial 
Audio Gateway

The industry is doing a poor 

job reaching the millennial 

generation.
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PRICE $499

The PLAY:5 Is Dead. Long Live the PLAY:5.

Sonos PLAY:5 Wireless Music System
By Darryl Wilkinson

Handson

use PLAY:5 absolutely surpassed the 

already lofty expectations I had. The 

bass response is remarkable for a 

speaker of this size and intended 

use—so much so that I never 

yearned for a dedicated subwoofer, 

even for bass-intense tracks such as 

Jennifer Warnes’s classic “Way Down 

Deep.” If anything, the PLAY:5 may 

have been a tad bass-heavy in its 

default settings, but that’s easily 

rectified via a simple EQ adjustment. 

The PLAY:5 is wonderfully tight and 

responsive, too, handling the snap 

and tension in Marcus Miller’s bass 

guitar on “Tightrope” (with Dr. John) 

from Renaissance without strain or 

fatigue. The upper frequencies of the 

cymbal and piano work in Fourplay’s 

“December’s Dream” (Esprit de Four) 

were sweetly reproduced when the 

PLAY:5 was horizontal, though it 

suffered from a slight edginess when 

placed vertically. 

One thing that impressed me with 

the PLAY:5 was how big the speaker 

sounded. It’s capable of filling a large 

room with excellent bass output and 

an incredibly wide soundfield that’s 

almost impossible to believe comes 

from a single speaker. Just as 

amazing is how consistently 

excellent the PLAY:5 sounds when 

you walk around the room—and 

that’s before using the 

Trueplay tuning.

Trueplay doubles 

down on the PLAY:5’s 

already amazing 

performance by 

correcting for the 

speaker’s typically crummy 

room placement in 

kitchens, bedrooms, and 

bathrooms, where there are often 

hard surfaces and reverberant 

acoustics. It works with all Sonos 

speaker systems except the 

PLAYBAR soundbar (but including 

the PLAY:5, PLAY:3 and PLAY:1). 

Setup takes only 60 seconds of 

walking around the room waving an 

iOS device up and down. Best of all, 

it’s free with the cost of the speaker. 

I’ve tested Trueplay on different 

Sonos speakers, and it overcame 

cover in depth, which is a shame 

considering the amount of laudable, 

extremely meticulous effort that 

went into nearly every detail of the 

PLAY:5. The front grille, for example, 

is a marvelous piece of design and 

engineering. In order to avoid 

interference with the six internal 

antennae, the grille is plastic; but it’s 

the most rigidly constructed and 

braced grille you’ll ever see, despite 

the fact that the face has 60,000 

individually drilled holes. The Sonos 

logo—which, for a variety of 

reasons, ended up directly in front of 

the middle tweeter—is acoustically 

transparent thanks to 800 

laser-drilled holes. The flowing 

looks and luxurious feel of the AC 

power cord, and even the way it 

attaches to the back of the PLAY:5, 

HERE’S THE BAD NEWS: AFTER 

six years, Sonos has stopped 

making the company’s first and, until 

now, best all-in-one wireless 

speaker system, the PLAY:5. Now 

for the good news: Sonos has a 

replacement for the PLAY:5 called…

wait for it…the PLAY:5. (Confusing, I 

know.) At $499, though, the new 

PLAY:5 is $100 more than the 

original. For multiple reasons, the 

original PLAY:5 was my all-around 

favorite wireless speaker. Will its 

replacement prove worthy of its 

heritage—and the higher price?

The basics of the new PLAY:5 are 

much like the old PLAY:5 (which I’ll 

call the PREV:5 to avoid the repetitive 

new/old/original/etc). The all-in-one 

form factor with the curved front grille 

is similar, although the PLAY:5 is 

about 1.25 inches deeper and, at 14 

pounds, almost 6 pounds heavier 

than the PREV:5. The PLAY:5 retains 

the auto-detecting 3.5mm analog 

audio input jack, the ability to operate 

singly or as a stereo pair, an Ethernet 

jack should you choose to use it (the 

PREV:5 had two to daisy-chain to a 

second Internet-connected device), 

Wi-Fi, and SonosNet mesh network 

connectivity. Current versions of the 

Sonos apps control the PLAY:5, and 

the speaker is fully compatible with 

Sonos’s new, groundbreaking 

Trueplay room tuning feature (more 

on that below). 

The differences are 

too numerous to 

make me feel sad that it’s normally 

out of sight.

Like the PREV:5, the PLAY:5 is 

designed to perform oriented either 

horizontally or vertically. The PLAY:5, 

though, has a built-in accelerometer 

that senses the orientation and 

automatically adjusts the speaker’s 

DSP parameters accordingly. Small, 

unobtrusive, rubberized feet are 

preinstalled on three sides of the 

PLAY:5, so you can change the 

speaker’s orientation without fussing 

with peel-and-stick bumpers (though 

this means they’re typically visible on 

the exposed sides of the speaker). 

The PLAY:5 has capacitive touch 

controls on the top (when horizontal) 

that are a true pleasure to use. To 

avoid confusion, the control functions 

swap locations depending on which 

side the Sonos logo is on when the 

PLAY:5 is vertical. The upper control, 

for example, is always volume up/skip 

ahead, regardless of orientation. 

Since there’s no tactile sensation, a 

noticeable-but-not-obnoxious tone 

plays through the speaker, providing 

audible feedback when the controls 

are touched. The overall user 

experience is so well crafted and 

refined that I felt like I should be 

wearing white gloves to avoid leaving 

fingerprints on the cabinet’s sleek 

surface. 

Inside the PLAY:5’s sealed 

enclosure are six drivers (three 

midbass and three tweeters), each 

with a dedicated amp, instead of the 

PREV:5’s ported-cabinet, five-driver/

amp configuration. The left and right 

tweeters have outwardly angled 

waveguides to increase the width of 

the soundstage. Sonos says the 

tweeters, midbass drivers, amps, DSP 

circuitry, internal antenna arrange-

ment, and damn near everything else 

were custom-designed for the 

PLAY:5. Although not active yet, there 

are also two microphones mounted in 

the front baffle for potential future use. 

The PLAY:5’s acoustic perfor-

mance didn’t exactly live up to the 

speaker’s appearances, though. 

Instead, the sound quality of the 

beautiful-looking and delightful-to-

Sonos • (800) 680-2345 • sonos.com

Plus

Minus

■ Slight high-frequency edg-

iness when used vertically 

■ Tiny feet bumps are visible 

on sides of speaker

AT A GLANCE

■ Auto-senses and adjusts 

output for vertical and hori-

zontal orientations

■ Trueplay room EQ

■ Capacitance touch controls 

with audible feedback

■ Pure butt-kicking sound

Build Quality: 5 Stars

Value: 4 Stars

Sonos PLAY:5 Wireless 
Music System

Performance

Build Quality 
Value
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THE VERDICT

The Sonos PLAY:5 gets a radical 

makeover that adds $100 to the price 

but combines an amazing user expe-

rience with stunning audio perfor-

mance.

SPECS
Drivers: 4 in aluminum cone woofer 

(3), 0.8 in polyester dome tweeter 

(2), 0.9 in aluminum dome tweeter • 

Dimensions (WxHxD, Inches): 14.3 x 

8.03 x 6.06 • Weight (Pounds): 14

some truly awful locations such as on a 

countertop against the microwave, on the 

bottom shelf of a nightstand, and even 

behind the door of a kitchen cabinet. For 

example, I set the PLAY:5 on my kitchen 

counter under a cabinet hanging less 

than 5 inches above the speaker. To 

further screw things up, the PLAY:5 was 

sitting up against the backsplash with a 

large bowl of fruit and a wicker basket full 

of candy in front of it. Pre-Trueplay, the 

bass was fat and tubby, sounding like the 

speaker was sitting inside a box—which, 

essentially, it was. Vocals were muddled, 

while the high frequencies were harsh 

enough to scrape all the wax out of my 

ears. Even though the Sonos app told me 

that the speaker didn’t need much 

processing when the calibration was 

completed, after applying Trueplay, the 

results were astounding. The bass 

response tightened up considerably, and 

all of the tubby, muddled midbass and 

vocals were reined in. The highs lost all of 

the edginess yet remained clear and 

crisp. The PLAY:5’s bass didn’t extend 

quite as low as it did out in the open, but 

that loss is nothing compared to the rest 

of the performance gains Trueplay 

brought to that placement. Even knowing 

what to expect, my eyes simply didn’t 

believe what my ears were telling me.

I’ve always thought highly of the Sonos 

components and the Sonos ecosystem. 

The new PLAY:5, though, takes things to 

a significantly higher level, one that 

neither sacrifices sound quality for 

convenience nor convenience for sound 

quality—and, for that, $499 is truly a small 

price to pay. If this is the direction Sonos 

will follow with all its future components, 

the other streaming speaker system 

companies had better beware. The bar 

hasn’t simply been raised. It’s skyrock-

eted upward. All things considered, 

without a single doubt, the new Sonos 

PLAY:5 is a SERIOUS:10

Sennheiser’s Orpheus Is Not for You
Sennheiser is marking its 70th anniversary with the Orpheus headphones, a €50,000 ($53,000) 
exercise in perfectionist audio design. Like the original Orpheus from 25 years ago, the new one 
is more a celebration of the German company’s engineering-driven culture than an attempt to 
sell truckloads of headphones.

The new Orpheus is actually a closed system of headphones and massive DAC-amp using tubes 
from a Slovakian manufacturer that has historical ties to Sennheiser and Telefunken—for a total of 

about 6,000 parts. With the press of a button, the amplifier tubes rise 
from its Italian-marble chassis, while the headphone case opens its 
glass lid. There’s actually another drive amp built into the headphones 
themselves to eliminate the headphone cable’s capacitance, which the 

designers say robs the platinum-vaporized diaphragms 
of power and transient speed.

The manufacturing process for these artisanal 
headphones involves three to four weeks of 
hand-crafting, and obviously, the price of 
admission is prohibitive for all but a handful of 
people reading this. But Sennheiser offers more 
headphone models, for more kinds of users, than 
any other company. And the omniscient 
engineering brains that make the Orpheus 

possible also enable Sennheiser to sell, say, the 
great-sounding HD598 (see review, page 26) for 
just $250 (or much less online).—MF

HDMI Cables 
Put to Test
HDMI Licensing, the 
guardian of HDMI cable 
specifications, has 
announced a voluntary 
testing program that  
will determine whether 
HDMI cables are Ultra 
HD worthy. The magic 
number is 18 Gbps, the 
amount of throughput 
needed to pass UHD 
with HDR enhancement 
via HDMI 2.0a. Cables 
that pass muster will be 
designated Premium 
High-Speed HDMI and stickered with a 
QR code and hologram for in-store verifi-
cation of authenticity. Full HD at 60 
frames per second doesn’t stress current 
high-speed HDMI cables, but UHD at 60 
fps or with 4:4:4 color encoding demands 
more throughput. The tests will also The 
tests will also include EMI (electromag-
netic interference) to minimize interfer-
ence with wireless products.—MF

NASA Bows UHD Channel
What better people to fill a channel with stir-
ring Ultra HD visuals than the folks who land-
ed men on the moon? NASA’s new cable chan-
nel will include high-resolution images and 

video generated by the Space Station and Hubble telescope 
plus live launches and historical content. It’ll be “the closest 
possible experience to looking out of the viewing cupola of 
the International Space Station,” promise NASA and its part-
ner Harmonic, a video delivery infrastructure company.—MF

Vidity Enables 
UHD Sharing
The advent of Ultra HD content raises the 

question of how it may be shared among 

multiple devices. Vidity is the solution 

offered by the Secure Content Storage 

Association (SCSA). It would allow 

downloaded files to weave their magic on 

computers, smartphones, and tablets. 

Currently offering Vidity-compatible 

products are Samsung, Seagate, and 

Western Digital; programming is available 

from Fox and video streamer M-Go. 

Vidity-compatible Blu-ray players may 

become available late this year or early 

next. The Blu-ray Disc Association’s UHD 

specs include a digital bridge 

that could incorporate Vidity, 

thus allowing a bit-for-bit 

copy of disc content for 

viewing on smart TVs and 

small-screen devices as well 

as secure storage on hard drives and 

flash drives.—MF

    In Brief
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PRICE $250

A Cushy Ride

Sennheiser HD 598 Headphone
By Mark Fleischmann

Hands on

plastic material called Duoful and 

oriented at an angle to fire directly 

into the ear canal. Sennheiser says 

this “eargonomic acoustic refine-

ment” (someone has a sense of 

humor) improves efficient delivery to 

the ear canal and minimizes resonant 

frequencies from the headphone’s 

structural elements.

Despite their design differences, 

the sound of the HD 598 bears a 

strong family resemblance to that of 

the HD 600. The HD 598 may be a 

hair brighter, though the difference is 

so tiny that it might have been 

sample-to-sample variation. The 

biggest difference is efficiency. The 

HD 598 gets along fine with portable 

signal sources, whereas the HD 600 

tends to challenge them. That might 

make the HD 600 sound sluggish by 

comparison when driven by a flea 

amp. Both, however, offer improved 

resolution when mated with a good 

DAC-headphone amp. I used the 

AudioQuest DragonFly 1.2 for most of 

the computer-file demos. Buy them 

together, and you’ll have a sweet 

headphone rig for about $300 at 

street pricing.

Bass extension is limited 

compared to megabucks models, 

but apart from that, the lows are 

admirably well articulated and free  

of bloat. Extreme high frequencies 

are attenuated, according to 

measurements by our sister Website 

innerfidelity.com. But where 

Sennheiser traditionally excels is in 

the midrange, which is easy on the 

ears yet musters extremely 

well-focused imaging. Vocal timbres 

are natural and unforced. Those who 

find the HD 600 “veiled” might make 

the same complaint about the HD 

598—if only because they sound so 

similar—but I never felt I was missing 

any essential information. If you’d like 

to compare the frequency responses 

of the HD 598 and HD 600, you can 

Blindfolded, you wouldn’t notice 

any difference in physical comfort 

between the two models. The HD 

598’s velour ear cushions are rust 

brown versus the HD 600’s black, 

but they’re just as 

THE MOTLEY CREW THAT LIVES 

in my headphone drawer was 

getting long in the tooth when I 

decided to add a widely acknowl-

edged classic to the collection. The 

new acquisition was the Sennheiser 

HD 600, now more than 20 years 

and umpteen generations old, and 

he’s become my go-to guy when I 

want to spend an evening kicking 

back with headphones that 

guarantee total physical and 

listening comfort. Lately I’ve had a 

chance to try the HD 600’s little 

brother, the HD 598. At $250, it lists 

for $150 less than the HD 600, 

though as of mid-November it was 

widely available at major online 

e-tailers (Amazon, Best Buy, B&H) 

for $150 to $175. 

super-comfortable. They don’t stick 

to the skin, so they’re less likely to 

make you sweat. They don’t pinch. 

And these over-ear cans are quite 

light for their size, so the tan 

leatherette headband doesn’t weigh 

heavily on the noggin. In lieu of the 

HD 600’s basic black skeleton and 

blue granite pattern finish, the HD 

598 offers mellow tans and browns, 

including the real burled wood 

accent ring that surrounds the 

exterior metal mesh grille. The 

product is made in China, not 

Germany or Ireland like certain other 

Sennheiser products, presumably 

lowering manufacturing cost. It 

comes with a two-year warranty.

The HD 598’s cabling does not 

ape its older sibling. The cable plugs 

into the left earcup, as opposed to 

both earcups, and its “bayonet 

mount” must be twisted as it is 

inserted. That prevents it from 

popping out, an occasional problem 

with the HD 600. The cable is 

super-long, at 3 meters, and is 

terminated in a quarter-inch plug, as 

opposed to a mini-plug. A mini-plug 

adapter is supplied—but its plug 

housing was too fat to fit into the 

recess created by my iPad case. 

An adapter solved the problem. 

Between the long cable, the full-

size plug, the open-back design’s 

lack of exterior sound isolation, 

the unfoldability, and the lack of a 

supplied carry case, this product 

says, in effect: I’ll be happy to plug 

into your main system while you sit in 

an armchair across the room. Though 

I’m light enough to travel with, I’m 

basically a homebody.

There’s also a Special Edition 

variation of this model. It weighs 

slightly more, though the specs 

are otherwise identical. It comes in 

basic black, is packaged with an 

additional shorter cable terminated in 

a mini-plug, and is not as heavily 

discounted online. Another option 

would be a compatible carry case 

from, among others, Sentey (list price 

$25 or half that online).

The HD 598 has an earcup of 4.5 

inches high by 4 inches wide, same 

as the HD 600, though the interior 

space is marginally larger at 1.75 by 

2.75 inches. The HD 598’s 32mm 

round diaphragm is made of a robust 

Sennheiser • (877) 736-6434 • sennheiser.com

Plus

Minus

■ Not especially rugged

■ Limited low bass

■ No carry case

AT A GLANCE

■ Musically coherent sound

■ Comfortable velour ear-

pads

■ Moving parts don’t creak

Build Quality: 4 Stars

Comfort: 5 Stars

Value: 5 Stars

Sennhesier HD 598 Headphone

Performance

Build Quality

Comfort

Value
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THE VERDICT

The affordable Sennheiser HD 598 

is styled differently from its famous and 

more costly sibling, the HD 600, but is 

just as beautifully voiced and just as 

insanely comfortable.

SPECS
Type: Over-the-ear, open back • Driver: 

40mm • Impedance: 50 ohms • Sensitiv-

ity: 102 dB SPL • Weight (Ounces): 9.5

find both charts on innerfidelity. For extra 

credit, compare to Harman’s “target response 

curve,” based on research by Sean Olive.

The HD 598 is versatile enough to take 

on the character of whatever you feed it. I put 

on Donald Fagen’s “Weather in My Head” 

(Sunken Condos, FLAC 96/24)—because 

there was a lot of weather in my head at the 

time—and found it polite and rounded. But 

when I switched to Robyn Hitchcock’s 

“Trouble in Your Blood” (The Man Upstairs, 

ALAC ripped from CD), the voice and 

acoustic instruments were upfront and 

loaded with tone color.

Prog-rock fans in a rambunctious mood 

will find plenty to love in this Sennheiser’s 

proficient dynamism. King Crimson’s “Fallen 

Angel” (Red, 2013 mix, ALAC from CD) 

exploded from its subdued verses to its 

wailing, thundering chorus. I dipped into The 

Nice Live at the Fillmore East (ALAC from CD) 

intending to sample just a few tracks but 

ended up blasting the entire album, including 

the testosterone-fueled distortion bombard-

ment of “Karelia Suite” and “America,” with 

Sibelius and Bernstein both rocking and 

rolling in their graves.

A traversal of Dr. Chesky’s Ultimate 

Headphone Demonstration Disc (FLAC 

96/24) became intriguing when I got to the 

“Walk Around the Mic” tracks, which feature 

various percussion instruments orbiting a 

single stereo microphone. All headphones 

I’ve tried up till now have provided barely 

a semblance of directionality when the instru-

ments reach the left side of the mic and move 

toward the back. But these Sennheisers 

provided a realistic sensation of the drum 

and bell moving behind me and around to 

the right side. No, this wasn’t exactly 

surround sound, but I did get more 

directional sensation than I’ve ever expected 

to get in stereo.

The Sennheiser HD 598 is the best choice 

I’ve found for a home 

headphone user looking to 

maximize bang for the buck. 

This music-maker has a 

knack for telling the truth 

and making you like it for 

hours and hours of 

fatigue-free listening. I don’t 

intend to stop using the review sample when 

I hand in this review. I love this thing!

direct, hands-on experience that elec-
tronic text cannot provide. A printed 
book offers a welcome time-out from 
the ubiquitous screens in our lives. 

With that in mind, is it conceivable 
that consumers want to turn back the 
clock on music technology? If so, how 
far? If we’re searching for music delivery 
that is charmingly antediluvian, we have 
to go further back than any digital 
media, back all the way to analog media. 
That is, to vinyl. Essentially, vinyl is to 
recorded music as a printed book is to 
text. They are both suitably primitive, yet 
familiar to us, and provide the perfect 
antidote to technology.

Vinyl sales have been rising for years;  
in the first half of 2015, sales were up 52 
percent by value and now account for 
30 percent of the value of physical 
media. Independent bookstores are 
making a comeback; could record shops 
possibly do the same? It all seems so 
improbable. Compared to obviously 

technically superior files, vinyl is bulky 
and fragile, prone to defects and 
degrades with use. Vinyl is everything 
that modern consumers shouldn’t want. 
But they do want vinyl. Why? Because 
compared to all other music delivery 
methods, vinyl is so hopelessly, roman-
tically sensual.

Conventional wisdom isn’t always 
correct, or at least isn’t always on sched-
ule. Sales of physical music media are 
declining. But the renaissance of vinyl 
informs us that more and more people 
are looking for a more satisfying way to 
listen to music. 

The vinyl comeback, in my opinion, 
has become significant. Totally counter-
intuitive. But after dealing with technol-
ogy all day, is there anything better than 
putting on a record and curling up with 
a good book? A printed book, of course.

Signals
PERFECT FOCUS

The Rise and 
Fall and Rise  
of Vinyl

Which of the following 
statements is false? 1. The 
sun rises in the east. 2.  
The hands of a clock go 

clockwise. 3. New technology is always 
better than old technology. This last 
statement, of course, isn’t quite as gospel 
as the others. Sometimes old technology 
has advantages that cause it to linger 
longer than we’d expect, or in rare cases, 
even make a comeback.

Let’s consider print versus pixels. Con-
ventional wisdom states that printed 
books and magazines will be obsoleted 
by digital media, probably within a few 
decades. Except that’s not what’s happen-
ing. From 2008 to 2010, e-book sales 
rose almost 1,300 percent. Printed books 
went on the endangered species list. Bor-
ders bookstore declared bankruptcy. It 
was widely predicted that sales of 
e-books would surpass printed books 
sometime in 2015. Instead, e-book sales 
from major book publishers fell 10 per-
cent in the first five months of 2015. It 
appears, at least for now, that e-book 
sales have plateaued at about 20 percent. 
Amazingly, the number of independent 
brick-and-mortar bookstores, selling 
printed books, has increased.

This is partly explained by the steep 
rise in the price of e-books. Thanks to 
price gouging, a printed book is now 
sometimes cheaper than an electronic 
one. Also, e-book subscription services, 
particularly Amazon’s Kindle Unlimited 
service, skew sales figures. And, these 
sales figures do not accurately reflect the 
millions of people reading self-published 
e-books; in that category, sales are up 
strongly. But, in any case, Gutenberg’s 
baby is alive and well.

Now let’s consider music. Conven-
tional wisdom is quite clear on this. 
Sooner or later, physical media will cease 
to exist, and all delivery will be by 
streaming or download. Smart money 
has already bet heavily on this. For 
example, Apple paid $3 billion to buy 
Beats, largely because it wanted to 
strengthen its foothold in music stream-
ing. It’s a done deal. Or is it?

Is there a parallel between books and 
music? Would consumers ever seriously 
begin buying physical music media 
again? Printed books offer readers a 

ken c. pohlmann

Vinyl is hopelessly, 
romantically sensual.
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phono preamps in receivers compared to stand-

alone models? 

Kevin Olds/Via e-mail

Yes, you can in theory use your old receiver as 
a phono preamp for playing records through 
your new, phono-preamp-less receiver. All 
you’d have to do is connect the preamp output 
of the old receiver (provided it has one) to an 
AUX input on your new receiver, and then 
select that input when playing records. That 
said, the solution you’re proposing is clunky 
and inconvenient. If I were you, I’d just buy a 
compact phono preamp and connect it to the 
new receiver. Two affordable options I’d sug-
gest are the Music Hall Mini MM and Pro-Ject 
Phono Box MM, both of which sell for less 
than $100 on Amazon.com. As for perfor-
mance differences, a potential benefit to a 
standalone phono preamp is isolation from 
noise generated by other electronic compo-
nents located within the receiver’s chassis, a 
factor that could result in improved sound.

I’m on a vinyl kick. I recently purchased an 

Audio-Technica LP120 USB turntable and am 

converting a few of my old LPs. I have it 

connected to a Sony AVR and am listening 

through my Klipsch Reference RB-5II bookshelf 

speakers. Now I’m thinking about searching for 

a vintage amp or receiver. I’ve read good things 

about the Marantz 1060 integrated amp (circa 

1975), which is rated at 30 watts per channel. I 

also hear good things about some of the old 

Pioneer gear. I want to crank old classic rock, 

and I know the RB-5IIs can handle it. Any 

suggestions on what I should set my sights on? 

Lew Collins/Via e-mail

There’s an active online market for vintage 
integrated amps and receivers, many of which 
still sound great 40 or 50 years after they were 
first manufactured. Along with Marantz and 
Pioneer, in-demand vintage brands to look 
out for on eBay and elsewhere include Sher-
wood and Sansui. Decades-old audio elec-
tronic gear often requires maintenance to 
restore it to good working order, however, so 
be prepared to pop the hood and replace 
leaking capacitors and clean up grunge- 
coated potentiometers as necessary.

With their efficient, horn-loaded drivers, 
Klipsch speakers are known for their high out-
put. This would make them a good match for 
vintage electronics, which generally have a 
lower power rating (20 to 30 watts per channel 
was standard back then) than present-day gear. 
But wattage isn’t everything: Many Integrated 
amps and receivers from the 1960s and ’70s 
were built ruggedly and with high-quality 
components. Their ability to cleanly crank 
classic rock to a high volume over your Klipsch 
speakers might surprise you.

I recently purchased a Bose 

SoundTouch 130 soundbar and 

have a Samsung BDP7500 Blu-ray 

player connected to it. Here’s 

my question: There’s a setting in the Samsung 

player’s menu for speaker size and distance. 

Since I’m using a soundbar that gets calibrated 

using a headset in five positions, is it necessary 

to also adjust the Blu-ray player’s speaker size/

distance settings, or should I just leave those 

alone? I called Bose tech support, and they had 

no answer for me.  

Peter Palagonia/Las Vegas, NV

Bose tech support may not have an answer, 
but I do. No, you do not need to touch the 
speaker size and distance settings in your Blu-
ray player’s speaker setup menu. That adjust-
ment is meant for situations where the Sam-
sung BDP7500 Blu-ray player’s 7.1-channel 
analog audio output is connected to an A/V 
receiver with a 7.1-channel analog audio 
input. By setting the size and distance for each 
speaker in your system when using an analog 
connection, you’d be enabling the Samsung 
player to handle low-pass filtering (the cutoff 
frequency at which bass information is routed 
to a subwoofer, e.g., 80 hertz) and delay (to 
compensate for differences in distance from 
the listening position between the main and 
center/surround channel speakers) instead of 
an external audio system.

In this case, your Bose soundbar provides 
only HDMI and optical/coaxial inputs for  

multichannel audio, so you have no option but 
to let it handle speaker setup. For that reason, 
you should leave the speaker size/distance set-
tings in your Samsung player untouched and 
let the soundbar handle those tasks via its auto-
mated setup routine.

I am finally upgrading my Pioneer Elite receiver 

and plan to replace it with a new model that has 

HDMI 2.2 inputs. Unfortunately, the new receiver 

that I have in mind lacks a phono input. To get 

that feature, I’d have to fork over $500 more for a 

step-up model. Is there any way to use the 

phono preamp in my old receiver and hook it up 

to the new one? Also, how good are the built-in 

al Griffin

Q&A
PERFECT FOCUS

Analog 
Answers

Should I adjust my sound- 

bar’s size and distance set-

tings in my Blu-ray player’s 

speaker setup menu?

Netflix Gets 
High on Virgin

Netflix and Virgin America have 
teamed up to provide the former’s 
streaming on the latter’s flights—or 
at least those on the 10 new Airbus 
A320s taking flight from fall 2015 to 
mid-2016. You’ll be able to sign into 
your regular Netflix account, and if 
you haven’t yet binged on House of 

Cards, Virgin’s Red seat-back plat-
form will offer it free without 
account sign-in. “We hope our 
guests enjoy the offering and know 
that even President Frank Under-
wood can’t get entertainment this 
good onboard Air Force One.” That 
will make President Underwood 
very, very angry. And you know 
what happens when he gets angry. 
—MF

Eyeteq Helps 
the Color-Blind
Four percent of people are color-
blind—make that eight percent of 
men—and that prevents them from 
accessing the full color information in 
video. Eyeteq aims to help them 
differentiate difficult color combina-
tions such as red-green and pink-gray, 
allowing them to see more in video 
images. This might come in handy 
during, say, sporting events, making the 
colors of uniforms more easily 
perceptible. The technology can be 
built into cable boxes, “transforming 
the experience for color-blind viewers 
while preserving video quality for all 
subscribers,” says the press release. 
Eyeteq comes from Spectral Edge, a 
spinoff of Britain’s University of East 
Anglia.—MF
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PRICE $149 (32 GB), 
$199 (62 GB)

Point and Play

Apple TV Streaming Box
By Michael Antonoff

Hands on

buyers of an Ultra HDTV set should 

be warned that the device does not 

deliver 4K content. Still, in the age of 

streaming, Apple TV may yet appeal 

to cord cutters and users of iTunes 

and iCloud.

output. Gen 4’s main improvement is 

its slightly wider Siri Remote. Instead 

of incorporating a cramped four-point 

control ring, the black remote sports 

a glass Touch surface that lets your 

finger guide a floating pointer on the 

TV screen. You press down on the 

Touch surface to make a selection. By 

swiping the surface in conjunction 

with a time-elapsed bar that appears 

below a video, getting to any point in 

a movie is swift. The remote 

contains Bluetooth 4.0 

wireless technology, an 

IR transmitter, 

accelerometer, and 

gyroscope. Instead of 

deploying a disposable 

disc battery, the remote 

embeds a battery that’s 

rechargeable via an 

included Lightning-to-

USB cable. Apple says 

the remote only has to 

be plugged in every 

WHEN APPLE TV DEBUTED IN 

2007, dozens of rival media receivers 

were already in place. At a time 

when TVs were too dumb to do their 

own streaming, Apple TV came 

along mainly to benefit iTunes users. 

Since then, other media players 

have come and gone, but Apple has 

persevered. The company recently 

shipped Gen 4.

What’s different in 2016 is that 

most consumers now own a smart 

TV, media receiver, game console, or 

Blu-ray player connected to the 

Internet. Unless Gen 4 can deliver a 

richer experience over other Internet 

appliances, notably the Roku 4 

Streaming Player (see review, this 

issue), Apple TV will be a tough sell. 

I thought installation would be a 

cinch, pulling my Apple TV Gen 3 off 

its power and HDMI cables and 

swapping in the slightly larger Gen 4. 

I hadn’t anticipated how much time I’d 

spend entering and reentering ID and 

password information. An Apple 

spokesperson suggested a shortcut 

that involves placing your iPhone or 

iPad near your Apple TV to transfer 

some settings. I had actually tried that 

first, but nothing happened. So I went 

with manual installation. Entering text 

using the onscreen horizontal 

keyboard and remote was inefficient. 

Alternatives such as voice input or 

tapping keys on your mobile screen 

are not available.

Unlike the Gen 3 model, the Gen 4 

does not include an optical audio 

couple of 

months. I 

found that the 

perfectly 

symmetrical 

remote, which 

is not backlit, was easy to 

pick up backwards, 

resulting in the pointer 

being moved in a direction not 

intended.

By holding down the microphone 

button, I was able to issue limited 

voice commands. I could say things 

like “Skip back 90 seconds” or “Turn 

on closed captioning.” While I was 

able to use Siri to search for a movie 

genre or an episode of Homeland, I 

was disappointed that the system 

wasn’t as accommodating as what I 

experienced with Apple Music on my 

iPad. I could tell my iPad to play any 

song, but with Apple TV, the title 

already had to be visible on the TV 

screen for Siri to find it.

Gen 4 introduces the Apple TV 

App Store. For those who like playing 

games or shopping, there are 

snappier graphics. However, 

in terms of sites that I was 

accustomed to using on 

Gen 3 like HBO Go, 

CBSN, YouTube, and 

Netflix, I found that 

having to download and 

install the app delayed 

what I wanted to watch 

on first use and 

subsequently added 

little to the experience. 

My favorite use for 

Apple TV isn’t new. It’s 

playing a photo slide 

show with origami 

transitions. While the 

newest Apple TV offers 

some performance 

improvements over the 

previous generation, in 

general Gen 4 is unlikely 

to stand out among 

other devices in an 

already “smart” home 

theater. Owners or likely 

Plus

Minus

■ Arduous ID and password 

entries

■ Weak implementation of 

Siri

■ Lacks 4K video support

AT A GLANCE

■ Touch surface remote

■ Dedicated App Store

■ Snazzy photo slide shows

Apple TV Streaming Box

Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value

THE VERDICT

Apple TV Gen 4 brings a better 

remote to the table but fails to 

soar above other top streaming 

devices.

SPECS
Type: 10/100 Ethernet and 

802.11ac Wi-Fi receiver with 

HDMI 1.4 output • Dimensions 

(HxWxD, Inches): 1.4 x 3.9 x 3.9 

• Weight (Ounces): 15

Ergonomics: 3 Stars

Value: 2 Stars
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PERFECT FOCUS

Johnny Mathis Shares the Secrets 
Behind Recording His Golden Voice

Mike Mettler

Reference Tracks

horrible. I wanted people to hear 
the natural sound of my voice, so 
on many occasions, I’d use the 
mike just very sparingly. I got 
accustomed to singing in the 
manner I considered natural-
sounding, rather than to be swal-
lowing the microphone in the 
way some people do.

MM:: You have such a conversa-
tional tone as a singer that we 
feel like we’re sitting next to you 
as you’re telling a story. In 
“Misty,” in the pivotal line that 
starts with “never knowing,” 
“never” is a little bit lower in 
register before you go to the rest 
of the line. That had to be quite 
deliberate.
JM: It’s so much more interesting 
to the listener to have a few 
instances in that you’re singing to 
keep their attention—to sing in a 
manner in which the song and 
the lyric would give you more of 
an understanding of why you’re 
singing it softly, or why you have 
a little more emphasis on certain 
things.

An extended version of the 

Mettler-Mathis The Singles Q&A 

appears in The S&V Interview 

blog on soundandvision.com.

Standards: Some-
body has to set 
them. And when it 
came to creating 

the 20th-century template for 
how to properly sing popular 
music, one need look no further 
than Johnny Mathis, the roman-
tic, soulful tenor whose range 
and control remain just as 
vibrant today as when he began 
taking lessons in the San Fran-
cisco area in the 1950s from 
opera singer and vocal teacher 
Connie Cox. “The most impor-
tant thing she felt for me as a 
young singer was she didn’t want 
to harm my voice,” explains 
Mathis. “One day I’d come into 
the studio sounding like a little 
girl, and then the next day I 
sounded like [baritone 
bandleader] Billy Eckstine. She 
was very, very conscious of not 
rushing me into the full male 
voice. We tiptoed around a little 
bit until I was about 15 or 16 and 
my voice settled in. Along the 
way, I sang ‘easy’ songs, and then 
we gradually evolved into sing-
ing opera and a lot of big, bold 
type of music.”

Mathis was so immediately 
well received as a singer and per-
former that he became synony-
mous with the concept of putting 
together the greatest hits album, 
something he and noted Colum-
bia Records vice president and 
producer Mitch Miller pioneered 
on March 23, 1958. “That album 
came about because I had my 
first opportunity to go to Eng-
land, and I wasn’t around when 
Mitch Miller wanted to release 
new music,” says Mathis. “So he 
took the first five or six songs I 
recorded as singles, put them 
together in one form, and called 
them Johnny’s Greatest Hits.” 
Ultimately, the 12-track Johnny’s 

Greatest Hits spent a then-
unprecedented 491 consecutive 
weeks on the Billboard 100 
albums chart. And the hits kept 
on a-coming, as Mathis has sold 

more than a staggering 350 mil-
lion albums to date.

And now, seven decades (!) 
into such a storied career, it  
only seems fitting a four-disc 
collection called The Singles

(Columbia/Legacy) brings 
together 87 of his best-loved 
songs, including such timeless, 
indelible classics like “Chances 
Are,” “It’s Not for Me to Say,” and 
“The Twelfth of Never” alongside 
rare but chart-busting gems like 
“Wonderful! Wonderful!” 

Mathis, still spry at 80, called 
from his residence in Los Ange-
les to discuss his singular micro-
phone techniques and those for-
ever-classic songs he still loves to 
sing. Chances are, you already 
know many of them by heart.

MM: “Misty” (1959) is one of 
your long-acknowledged stan-
dards, and you’ve said that one 
high note was improvised. It just 
came to you in the moment.
JM: There were only three or four 
days for those sessions, and I had 
to beg the engineers to stick 

around to record the song. I took 
a shot at it, and it was OK. The 
next time, for another take, I 
wanted some way to be near the 
microphone while the instru-
mental was being played. Instead 
of running back to the micro-
phone, I started my note away 
from the mike, and then walked 
into the microphone. That’s how 
that song came about, because 
you really couldn’t tell the engi-
neer you wanted to sound like 
you were coming in from outer 
space. (both laugh) They had too 
many other things to think 
about, and the equipment wasn’t 
what it is today. I was thrilled we 
had such success with that 
recording.

MM: Sometimes your physical 
relationship with the micro-
phone itself plays a role in how 
you emphasize certain notes.
JM: Yes! From the time I first 
started to sing on a microphone, 
in many instances, the qualities 
of the microphones when I was a 
kid were horrible, absolutely 
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CD 
LABEL: Columbia/Legacy

AUDIO FORMAT: 44.1-kHz/16-bit 
PCM Stereo (CD); 192-kHz/24-bit PCM 
Stereo (download)

NUMBER OF TRACKS: 87 on four 
discs

LENGTH: 4:19:12

PRODUCERS: George Avakian, Mitch 
Miller, Al Ham, Frank DeVol, Irving 
Townshend, Ernie Altschuler, Robert 
Mersey, Jack Gold, Jerry Fuller

ENGINEERS: Peter Romano, 
Phil Macy, Roy Gerhardt, Mike 
Hutchinson, 10 more
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which the company claims is notice-
ably louder than Gen 1.

The frequency-rising (131 to 8,000 
hertz) song has no name (my Sound-
hound app confirmed no close match-
es), but if you get three or four Tiles 
going in a round, the cacophony is 
reminiscent of a 1980s arcade.

I was disappointed that I couldn’t 
replace the disc battery (about $1.99) 
myself. The company says that each 
Tile embeds 8,765 hours of power, 
which should be good for a year. Elev-
en months after activating your first 
Tile, you’re notified to “reTile.” You’ll 
receive a new Tile for about $12—
roughly half the price of your initial 
Tile—which includes a mailer for 
recycling the original. A business plan 
based on recurring revenue from a 
power subscription seems brilliant, 

but I wonder if the folks who make “unof-
ficial” ink cartridges have heard about this.

A 1.3 ounces, Tile is priced at $25, though 
you can get a four-pack for $70, and eight- 
and twelve-packs bring the initial costs 
down further. The company used to include 
two stickers per Tile but now charges $3 per 
sticker. According to customer feedback, 
most users didn’t need them, simply insert-
ing a Tile in a case or hooking it to their 
luggage or keychain. That said, it occurred 
to me that home theater users pinging Tiles 
on their remotes would be like drivers 
deploying GPS in their daily routines. At 
home or in their hometown, they’re unlikely 
to use either one much. The assurance that 
Tile brings is more suited for travelers. See 
thetileapp.com.

Have you heard 
about the sequel 
to the TV series, 
Lost? It’s called 

Found, and the premise is that 
the island is where all things 
lost end up: a missing sock, a 
runaway drone, a lost shaker of 
salt. Tourists arrive, and the 
lucky ones are reunited with 
their stuff.

In truth, thanks to the Tile 
App and a white plastic tile (1.5 
x 1.5 x 0.2 inches) containing a 
Bluetooth receiver and audio 
emitter that you can affix to 
anything that might be mis-
placed (like all your remote 
controls), no one will be shout-
ing “Da plane! Da plane!” any 
time soon.

Once you’ve downloaded the 
iOS or Android app and register 
your e-mail, you install each 
Tile by holding down the “e” 
until you hear the Tile play a 
tune. The default screen icon is the image of 
a Tile, but you can change it by using the 
camera in your mobile device to take a pic-
ture of whatever you don’t want to lose. I 
took a selfie holding my Pioneer A/V receiv-
er remote. I did the same with the remotes to 
my Sony Blu-ray player, Roku media receiv-
er, and TiVo DVR, completing a set of cher-
ished things that have been known to fall 
between cushions, inadvertently kicked 
under the couch, or tossed haphazardly into 
a bottomless basket of remotes.

The challenge is attaching a Tile to a 
remote. Though a Tile is thin enough to be 
slid into a wallet or latched to a lanyard (via 
the Tile’s hole), with a remote you need to 
apply an optional double-sided sticker. You 
stick one on the back of a Tile, peel off the 
covering, and press the Tile to your item. The 
adhesive is strong, so you get just one chance 
per sticker.

In a test, I pushed one of my Tile-fastened 
remotes into a couch crevice and walked to 
the far end of the apartment carrying my 
iPad before touching the Find button on the 
app. At more than 30 feet away, I could hear 
the Tile theme song. I had Gen 2 of Tile, 

michael antonoff 

Apptitude
PERFECT FOCUS

Lost, Meet 
Found

I used Tile with a set of 

cherished things that fall 

between cushions.

Hear it all,
without hearing 

all about it.

Fathom® IWS  
In-Wall Subwoofer Systems

© 2015 JL AUDIO, Inc. 
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THE NEW

EVEN CLOSER TO PERFECTION.

© 2015 JL AUDIO, Inc.   For more information on our complete line of subwoofers, please visit your local authorized dealer or www.jlaudio.com. 

Authorized JL Audio Dealers do not sell via the Internet. Subwoofers pictured with grilles removed. Customers in Canada should contact GemSen Distribution: www.gemsen.com. 

Our critically-acclaimed Fathom® subwoofer formula 

has been fortified with 20% more amplifier 

power, improved drivers, a powerful DSP 

engine and an all-new, high-resolution Digital 

Automatic Room Optimization system. 

The resulting performance leap is profound. 

Contact your authorized JL Audio retailer for an 

audition, and remember that great subwoofers are 

best enjoyed in pairs.

Fathom-v2-SV.indd   1 9/22/15   6:29 PM

20% more amplifier 

power, improved drivers, a powerful DSP 

engine Digital Digital 

Automatic Room OptimizationAutomatic Room Optimization
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THIS MONTH’S HOT STUFF...

NewGear

J MartinLogan 

Motion AFX Height 

Speaker 

Plop the AFX on a shelf or  

atop any of the bookshelf or 

floorstanding speakers in 

MartinLogan’s popular Motion 

Series, wire ’em up, and you’ll be 

ready for Atmos action without 

having to think twice about 

mounting speakers in your 

ceiling. Mini Module: The Dolby 

Atmos–enabled speaker 

module is a compact 7.7 x 6.8 x 

10 inches, weighs 8 pounds, 

and has an upward-firing 

0.75-inch aluminum-dome 

tweeter and a 5.25-inch 

polypropylene woofer, angled to 

reflect sound off the ceiling—an 

approach that works surprising 

well. You’ll be ducking in no 

time. Price: $600 a pair

MartinLogan • (785) 749-0133 

• martinlogan.com• martinlogan.com

ar

D Klipsch Reference R6  

Headphone

A reference headphone without the reference 

price is one way to look at the R6, an on-ear 

design that weighs just over a third of a pound 

and costs less than a hundred bucks. Its 

generous 1.5-inch custom-tuned 

drivers are ensconced in 

swiveling ear cups to ensure a 

good fit, and they’re voiced to 

emulate the sound of Klipsch’s 

Reference Series speakers. A 

pretty tall order. Travel Buddy: 

The headphone folds flat, 

making it an excellent travel 

companion, and it has an 

adjustable leather headband and 

padded memory foam cushions 

for noise isolation and comfort. A 

carrying case is included. Price: $79 

($99 for the R6i, which adds an 

iPhone-compatible in-line remote and 

microphone)

Klipsch • (800) 554-7724 • klipsch.com
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D Amped Wireless Titan-AP Wi-Fi Access Point 

If you’re looking to seriously extend the range—and performance—of your 

Wi-Fi network, the Titan-AP might be just what the doctor ordered. Connect 

it to an existing router (or network switch), and Amped Wireless promises up 

to 12,000 square feet of “blazing fast” Wi-Fi with speeds that can reach 1,900 

Mbps (when connected to AC1900-capable 802.11ac devices). Buffer No 

More: Combine the Titan-AP’s 14 high-power amplifiers and four high-gain 

antennas with its 1-GHz dual-core processor, and you have enough horse-

power to “easily manage music downloads, video chats, 4K content streaming, 

and gaming all at the same time.” If improved performance isn’t enough, you 

can create up to eight restricted-access guest networks for enhanced 

security. Price: $190 

Amped Wireless • (888) 573-8820 • ampedwireless.com
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G Technics SU-C700 Stereo Integrated Amplifier 

The lure of those majestic VU meters is undeniable, but there’s more than meets the eye with this vintage-looking amp. For starters, the heart of 

the SU-C700 is a 2 x 45-watt all-digital amplifier and a proprietary digital processor Technics calls the JENO (Jitter Elimination and Noise-shaping 

Optimization) Engine, all housed in a double-chassis aluminum cabinet. Digital Finesse: To present a “pure and accurate” signal to the speakers, 

the processor uses noise shaping to reduce jitter in the low-frequency range and a high-precision sample-rate converter to suppress high-

frequency jitter. One optical, one USB, and three coaxial digital inputs are provided along with phono and RCA analog inputs. DSD files and PCM 

resolutions up to 192-kHz/24-bit are supported on all digital inputs, except the USB, which tops out at 32 bits. Price: $1,600 

Technics • (800) 405-0652 • technics.com

J RSL C34E In-Ceiling Speaker 

Thanks to the lateral, phase-coherent alignment of its three drivers, RSL says the new C34E outperforms 

many in-ceiling speakers on the market today—especially those that situate the tweeter in front of a 

woofer. The speaker is designed to fit in most ceilings, thanks to its 4-inch depth, and sports an 

edgeless design with an easy-to-remove magnetic grille. Object of Desire: It might go without 

saying, but the C34E is ideally suited to raise the roof with Dolby Atmos and DTS:X 

soundtracks, which can produce startlingly realistic overhead sounds. Build quality is not an 

afterthought: Connection terminals are gold-plated, and the crossover uses a high-grade air-core 

coil and polypropylene capacitors to “preserve purity at high volumes” and reduce distortion. Price: 

$250/pair (with a 30-day trial and free return shipping)

RSL • (800) 905-5485 • rslspeakers.com
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Samsung UN65JS9500FXZA LCD Ultra HDTV 

(September) Samsung’s SUHD series was among the first to boast compliance with HDR10 high dynamic range content, but the 
full-array LED backlit JS9500, the crown jewel in the line, is just a superb television by any standard. Current pricing is around 
$4,000, about $2,500 off its original 
list. samsung.com

Vizio Reference Series 

RS65-B2 LCD Ultra HDTV

(February/March 2016) With its 
384-zone full-array, local-dimming 
backlight; its quantum-dot-driven 
ultrawide color gamut; and its ability to 
hit a claimed 800 nits of peak brightness 
with Dolby Vision HDR content, this set 
is a big step outside the value box for 
Vizio and a technological tour de force. 
$6,000, vizio.com

FLAT-PANEL HDTVS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

TOP PICKS 
OF THE YEAR

2015 was very much a transitional year for both audio and video technology. On the display side, Ultra HDTV 

continued its march into the marketplace, and we saw the first high dynamic range displays. A/V receivers caught  

up to the UHD displays with full passthrough of HDMI 2.0 signals bolstered, finally, by HDCP 2.2 copyright  

compliance—a key feature missing from most 2014 AVRs. We got our first real listen to object-based Atmos surround 

at home in both the nine-channel variety with four height speakers (a winner!) and the seven-channel 

variety with two height speakers (not quite so much). Beyond that, we saw more growth in the 

wireless multiroom audio segment, with several accomplished speaker manufacturers getting in 

the game. Here, then, is our list of standout products reviewed in the 2015 calendar year. Make 

sure you check current pricing online; we list MSRPs as originally reviewed, and some products 

are now heavily discounted.—Rob Sabin

2015
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Epson PowerLite Pro Cinema LS10000 3D LCD 

Projector 

(November) Epson’s “affordable” LS10000 brought all the stability 
and long life of lampless, laser-driven projection to a wider audience 
while delivering excellent blacks, contrast, and color in this 
tehcnologically advanced projector. $8,000, epson.com 

Sony VPL-VW350ES SXRD Projector

(May) Sony continued to drive the price of its native 4K projectors 
down in 2015 with this $10,000 model that still qualifies as 
“feature-packed” and “high-performance” despite a $6,000 jump to 
its next least expensive brother. $10,000, sony.com

JVC DLA-X500R D-ILA Projector

(July/August) The DLA-X500R cost $3,000 less than the  
well-reviewed DLA-X700R but delivered essentially the same  

performance in contrast and deep native black level in our direct 
comparison of the two models. $5,000, jvc.com

Elite Prime Vision DarkStar 9 Projection Screen 

(November) High-tech, high-ambient-light screens are all the rage 
now for lifestyle installations, but Elite’s entry in the category 
delivered enhanced contrast in both lit and dark spaces. $3,138 as 
reviewed (110-in diagonal, 16:9), epvscreens.com 

OutStanding Screens OSS Drive-In 16 Projection 

Screen 

(July/August) With its easy setup and good-performing, washable 
screen material, this huge 16 x 9-foot (220-inch diagonal) outdoor 
screen provides an immense picture and a giant value. $549, 
outstandingscreens.com

FRONT 
PROJECTORS

Sony STR-ZA3000ES 

(September) When released in late 2014, this Sony was among 
very few AVRs to combine HDMI 2.0 connectivity with the 
HDCP 2.2 copyright protection required to qualify it as 4K 
future-proofed; and the lack of Atmos and DTS:X capabilities is 
easy to overlook in a seven-channel receiver that delivers truly 
excellent sound quality and terrific value. $1,700, sony.com   

Marantz SR7010 

(February/March 2016) This advanced 9.1-channel receiver 
comes with (or can be upgraded for) Atmos, DTS:X, and Auro 

3D object-based audio compliance, and delivers the superb 
sound and elegant design for which the Marantz brand is 
renowned. $2,199, us.marantz.com

Denon AVR-X1200W

(December) We tested four high-value 7.1-channel AVRs last 
year at the $600 price point, all with quite recommendable 
feature packages and excellent sonics, but this Denon unit got 
the subtle nod from audio editor Mark Fleischmann. $599, usa.
denon.com

A/V RECEIVERS
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PSB Imagine T3 Speaker System

(September) Paul Barton’s flagship Imagine T3 tower, at $7,498 
a pair, is a near-perfect, utterly uncolored, and wide-bandwidth 
loudspeaker that actually represents a bargain in today’s 
ultra-priced high-end audio market. $11,855, psbspeakers.com

GoldenEar Triton Two+ Speaker System

(February/March 2016) One of two new Tritons to hit the 
market last year (both made our list, see below), the Triton 
Two+ tower with its integrated powered sub ($1,750 each) is 
an update to the Triton Two that launched GoldenEar in 2011, 
and draws on advances in 2014’s Triton One flagship. It was 
tested in a nine-channel Atmos system with GoldenEar center, 

in-wall, and ceiling speakers. $7,750, goldenear.com 

Paradigm Prestige 15B Speaker System

(June) The Prestige line fills a gap between Paradigm’s 
top-end Signature Series and the popular Studio models, 
and utilizes high-tech aluminum drivers for refined, 
transparent sound and a space-age aesthetic. Our 
5.1-channel test system was based on the 15B bookshelf 
($799 each). $6,145, paradigm.com

Triad InRoom Bronze LR-H Speaker System

(September) This 9.4.4 Atmos system based on the 
compact Atmos-enabled InRoom Bronze LR-H ($1,000 
each) proved to us that bouncing Atmos height channels 
off the ceiling really works—and works well, 
when the basic speaker design is as solid as 
this. $11,050, triadspeakers.com

MartinLogan Motion 60XT Speaker System

(November) The MartinLogan Motion 60XT tower ($3,000/
pair) and the matching ensemble in our 5.1-channel test rig 
delivered uncanny midrange and high-frequency clarity 
thanks to the company’s Folded Motion XT magnetic planar 
tweeter. $6,695, martinlogan.com  

GoldenEar Triton Five

(May) The GoldenEar Triton Five ($999 each), which we 
tested as a stereo pair, is a fully passive tower that steps up in 
size and bass output from 2013’s value-conscious Triton Seven 
while staying true to the open and engaging sonic character for 
which all the Tritons are known. $2,000, goldenear.com 

Origin Acoustics Director D108 In-Ceiling 

Speaker System

(November) We tested an impressive nine-channel 
Atmos system based around the Director D108 
in-ceiling speaker ($1,600 each), which features a clever 
design that squeezes a bass-rich 10-inch woofer into the 
cutout typically required for an 8-inch speaker. $14,400, 
originacoustics.com 

NEAR IG 6 Outdoor Speaker System

(July/August) The beehive-shaped IG 6 ($779 each) 
in-ground speaker and matching IGS 12 in-ground sub, 
mated with NEAR’s 6XL amp, proved to be an 

amazingly detailed and powerful 
backyard speaker system. $4,656, 
nearspeakers.com

SPEAKERS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

AUDIO SEPARATES
Yamaha Aventage CX-A5100 Surround Processor 

(January 2016) Yamaha’s latest and most advanced 
11.1-channel surround sound processor delivers Atmos 
and DTS:X compliance, audiophile sound quality, and 
built-in MusicCast multiroom audio capability. $3,000, us.
yamaha.com

Marantz AV8802 Surround Processor 

(June) The 11.1-channel Marantz AV8802 is totally 
future-proofed for all forms of object-based audio and  
4K video, features Audyssey’s best room correction, and 
delivered a noticeable improvement in sound quality  
over its predecessor and other contenders. $3,999,  

us.marantz.com

Teac AI-301DA Integrated Amplifier/DAC

(May) This smartly conceived, compact, and slickly designed stereo integrated amp/asynchronous 
DAC combo is loaded with versatile inputs and outputs and, when mated with good bookshelf speakers or 

headphones, makes a perfect, low-cost starter system for High-Resolution Audio. $549, audio.teac.com
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Atlantic Technology 3.1 HSB Soundbase

(February/March 2016) This hybrid soundbase features a passive left/center/right main section that gets driven by a separate AVR 
and a powered bass section that features AT’s H-PAS construction to deliver low frequencies that belie the cabinet dimensions. We 
measured –3 dB at 35 Hz. Wow. $799, atlantictechnology.com 

PSB Alpha VS21 VisionSound Soundbase System

(January 2016) This powered soundbase ($599) is limited by size to smaller TVs, but reviewer Mark Fleischmann found it 
sounds more like real speakers than a soundbar with music and movies. We reviewed it with the slim-profile SubSeries 150, a 
$499 add-on. $1,098, psbspeakers.com

Definitive Technology W Micro Soundbar System 

(February/March 2016) The W Micro’s incredibly low-profile baffle delivers a surprisingly large 
image, and its unvarnished Music mode pays respect to the audiophile sensibility. $899, definitivetech.com

Phase Technology Teatro TSB3.0 Soundbar

(June) This passive three-channel soundbar requires an AVR to drive it, and you’ll surely want a powered sub for bass reinforcement, but it’s one 
of the few bars we’ve heard that truly delivers the sound quality of three high-quality separate speakers. $738, phasetechnology.com

SOUNDBARS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

Paradigm Seismic 110 Subwoofer 

(June) A sophisticated 10-inch driver with dual cones and a corrugated rubber surround, driven by an 850-watt 
Class D amp, help the Seismic 110 deliver incredibly powerful, tight bass in a very cool-looking and remarkably 
compact cylindrical form factor. $1,650, paradigm.com

Hsu Research VTF-1 MK2 Subwoofer

(September) Despite its low cost, the 10-inch VTF-1 MK2 offers up Hsu’s unusually complete kit of tuning 
controls and, in the words of reviewer Daniel Kumin, “goes shockingly low and loud.” $459, hsuresearch.com

Elac S10EQ Subwoofer

(January) This sophisticated, 10-inch sub with its app-based controls and integrated room correction was a top performer when 
mated with Elac’s new Debut speaker kit (See “Value” category). $500, elac.us

SUBWOOFERS

MULTIROOM/WIRELESS SPEAKERS
Definitive Technology Wireless Collection Multi-

room Audio System

(April) Our initial system review of Def Tech’s Play-Fi-dependent 
W series tabletop speakers (prices start at $399) was, essentially, 
“Speakers sound awesome, but the app sucks.” Only the W Studio 
soundbar was issued a Top Pick back then as a standalone product. 

With Play-Fi’s recent app update (see review of the W Micro 
soundbar in this issue), our reservations go away and this 
becomes a well-recommended hi-res-friendly alternative to a 

Sonos system. $3,295 as reviewed, definitivetech.com

Raumfeld Wireless 

Multiroom Audio 

System

(December) Raumfeld is a 
sister of Germany’s venerable 
Teufel brand, and this 
high-resolution-compatible 
system just introduced to the 
U.S. offers everything from 
tabletop speakers to full-size 
powered audiophile 
speakers, all well adapted for 

wireless use and run by a nicely designed app. We reviewed a system 
with multiple components, but speakers start at $249. $2,944,  
us.raumfeld.com     

Sonos PLAY:5 Wireless Multiroom Speaker System

(February/March 2016) The robust PLAY:5 was Sonos’s first 
self-powered, standalone speaker, and the new, just updated version 
is both $100 more than the original and a big step forward in 
performance and features—including integrated Trueplay room 
correction. $499, sonos.com

Naim Mu-So Wireless Speaker System

(January 2016) Naim, a respected U.K.-based audiophile brand, 
really hit it out of the park with this stylish, well-built, exceptionally 
musical, and quite substantial countertop system featuring 
Bluetooth and Airplay compatibility. $1,499, naimaudio.com

Riva Turbo X Bluetooth Speaker

(July/August) Riva is a newcomer with audiophile roots that 
launched with the Turbo X in 2015, delivering fine fit, finish, and 
features and authoritative, natural sound in this excellent portable 
Bluetooth speaker. $349, rivaaudio.com
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AudioQuest NightHawk Head-

phone

(January 2016) AudioQuest’s first headphone, 
an over-ear, semi-open-back model, offers 
distinctive design, awesome comfort, and a 
highly natural sonic signature. $599, 
audioquest.com

Audeze EL-8 Headphone

(September) Audiophiles love the transpar-
ency and detail of planar magnetic drivers, 
but they’ve never been a friendly load for the 
flea amps in portable music players—until 
now. Available in over-ear open- and 
closed-back versions. $699, audeze.com

EnigmAcoustics Dharma D1000 

Headphone

(January 2016) These unsual over-ear, open- 
back ’phones feature a hybrid design with 
dynamic and proprietary electrostatic drivers 
in each ear cup, resulting in high-resolution 
performance that really stood out last year for 
S&V headphone expert Steve Guttenberg. 
$1,190, enigmacoustics.com 

Oppo HA-2 Headphone Amp/DAC 

(July/August) Among several portable amp/
DACs we rounded up last summer, the Oppo, 
with its elegant leather case, slim form factor, 
versatile inputs/outputs, and excellent Class 
A/B sound quality, proved a great combina-
tion of performance and value. $299, 
oppodigital.com

HEADPHONES AND HEADPHONE 
AMPS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

Vizio E65-C3 LCD HDTV 

(December) As the Ultra HD camp slowly introduces critical new 
features like high dynamic range and wide color gamut, Vizio’s 
budget 1080p E65-C3, with its 16-zone full-array local dimming 
backlight, is a super-high-value option to tide you over. $1,000, 
vizio.com

Zvox SoundBase 570 Soundbase

(December) Zvox, inventor of the soundbase, keeps delivering 
better performance for both movies and music—even in the 
budget-priced 570, which handles TVs up to 60 inches and 
delivered bass down to a quite satisfying –3 dB at 42 Hz in our 
bench tests. $350, zvoxaudio.com

Elac Debut F5 Speaker System

(January 2016) Speaker designer Andrew Jones left Pioneer in 
2015 to join German stalwart Elac, and the aptly named Debut, 
reviewed in a 5.1-channel array with the F5 mini-towers ($560/
pair), blew out the stops on value with its stellar, neutral 
performance. $1,470, elac.us

Dayton Audio B652-AIR Speaker System

(September) That $299 price for a 5.1-channel system is no 
misprint: Thanks to the pleated diaphragm air-motion planar 
tweeter in the B652-AIR bookshelf speaker ($60/pair!), Dayton 

Audio gives up true audiophile-quality surround sound for the 
cost of a cheap soundbar. $299, 
daytonaudio.com

Polk Model T Speaker System

(February/March 2016) For surprisingly little coin, this 5.1- 
channel system based on the T50 tower ($130 each), delivers a big 
boatload of performance.  $690, polkaudio.com

AudioQuest DragonFly v1.2 Headphone Amp/DAC

(July/August) Audio editor Mark Fleischmann reviewed this 
latest version of the DragonFly as one of five portable headphone 
amp/DAC combos, and it shined, delivering even more open 
sound than the original at a still-bargain price. $149, audioquest.
com

Sennheiser HD 598 Headphone

(February/March 2016) These high-value, extremely comfortable 
over-ear, open-back cans sound a lot like the renowned 
Sennheiser HD 600 for a much lower list price—and they’re 
heavily discounted online as well, typically to less than $175. A 
screamin’ deal for wanna-be Hi-Res Audio fans. $250, sennheiser.
com

Koss Pro4S Headphone 

(July/August) What can we say? For $150 (a bit less with 
discounts) the over-ear, closed-back Koss Pro4S delivers refined 
mids and highs, authoritative tight bass, and excellent design and 
build quality. Koss even throws in its usual limited lifetime 
warranty. $150, koss.com

VALUE 
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Roku 4 Streaming Media Player

(February/March 2016) Finally, a standalone box that delivers both 
4K video and high-quality audio to your receiver via HDMI. It 
doesn’t hurt that the advanced processor makes for a zippy user 
interface, or that a button on the box helps you find your lost 
remote. $130, roku.com

Amazon Echo Voice-Activated Assistant 

(soundandvision.com, July post) Using voice activation, the Echo functions like a 
cross between a wireless speaker, a personal assistant ready to provide weather or 
news, and a home controller for lights or other connected devices. A 
remarkable addition to any home. $180, amazon.com

EXTRAS

Marantz AV8802 Surround Processor 

(June) Forget the UHDTVs: If you really care deeply about home theater, 2015 was the year for audio. After a soft launch in 
late 2014, object-based surround sound—a huge step forward for theaterphiles—became reality and proved (to us, anyway) 
that there is an exciting new era afoot. And no product better epitomized these advances and the role of great sound in 
movie watching than the Marantz AV8802 preamp/processor. Let’s start by giving Marantz credit for telling purchasers in 
early 2015 that they’d update the hardware for free at a later date to bring the unit into compliance with HDCP 2.2, a critical 
feature for future Ultra HD Blu-ray and streaming media players. (It now ships with this as the AV8802A.) Then add their 
forward-thinking inclusion in this 11.1-channel unit of object-based processing for not only Dolby Atmos, but also 
competitors DTS:X and Auro-3D. Throw in some circuit updates from its predecessor model that noticeably improved 
sound quality for both movies and music, and the usual kitchen-sink features complement, and you end up with the one 
item we tested last year that was universally lusted for by everyone on our staff and the one we’d all welcome into our home. 
That’s about as strong a recommendation as we can make. Our advice to you home theater neophytes: Skip the soundbar 
and even the A/V receiver, go full tilt out of the gate with separates, and make this baby the center of your audio 
universe. You’ll never regret it. $3,999, us.marantz.com

TOP PICK
OF THE YEAR
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It’s About the 
Highlights
Vizio RS65-B2 LCD Ultra HDTV

TEST REPORT 

By Thomas J. Norton

separately. The sub is wireless, and 

the surrounds are powered by amps 

built into the subwoofer. You don’t 

have to use the soundbar and its 

accoutrements (though without 

them, the set has no audio), but you 

can’t buy the set without it. And 

according to Vizio, it will work only 

with the RS65-B2. So if you don’t 

need it because you already have a 

good audio system, Aunt Bea won’t 

be able to use it, either. Nor will 

selling it on eBay be an option to help 

offset the cost of the set. These audio 

accessories won’t be discussed 

further here, but I’ll 

comment on them in an 

addendum in the online 

version of this review 

(soundandvision.com).

Once you get the set and 

accessories unpacked, 

setup is relatively easy for 

two people. But be aware, 

the set is far heavier than 

your typical, modern 

Vision HDR content (more on that 

shortly) and switch automatically to 

the appropriate wide color space. 

The Expanded setting, which can be 

selected manually, only has an effect 

on 4K content and pushes the color 

points out as far as possible. It 

sometimes had a dramatic effect on 

4K material with lots of bright greens 

and, in particular, reds.

The RS65-B2’s Smart TV feature 

offers a full range of the most popular 

Web-based apps. It also provides full 

access to the Web, where you can 

download additional apps. And as 

with all modern sets, you can also 

watch videos, view photos, and listen 

to music stored on your home 

network, either wired or wirelessly. 

(One caveat: The Vizio does not 

decode Google’s VP9 codec, which 

is required for viewing 4K content 

from You Tube.)

The set’s small remote control isn’t 

backlit, which at first made it a little 

annoying to deal with in a dark room, 

though I soon became accustomed 

to using it by feel. The back of the 

remote includes a keyboard, handy 

65-incher, particularly with the 

soundbar and stand attached. 

Sixty-one of the Installation Guide’s 

75 pages are devoted to various 

possible setups, but a more 

extensive onscreen e-manual is 

available both in the set’s menus and 

on Vizio’s Website.  

Walkabout

The Vizio is the model of a modern 

major UHD, whose loaded feature 

complement is lacking only home 

3D video playback (a feature Vizio 

has dropped from all of its sets). 

There’s no voice or motion control, 

either, but a full range of video 

adjustments is provided, 

including some we always 

use and more than a few we 

always leave either off or in 

default mode. 

Three of these controls are 

dedicated to motion blur 

reduction: Reduce Judder, 

Reduce Motion Blur, and 

Clear Action. The latter 

appears to be a dark- or black-

frame insertion feature, 

designed to reduce motion 

blur without the typical soap 

opera effect of the other two. It 

worked to a degree, though it 

does reduce brightness. But 

you can regain the latter if, 

like us, you have plenty of 

increased Backlight steps 

available. Nevertheless, I left 

all three of these motion 

compensation features off. 

An Ultra Color Spectrum 

control has two settings for 

color gamut, Standard and 

Expanded. In the default 

Standard, the set will 

accurately display Rec. 

709 HD content and also 

automatically detect Dolby 

IN A RECENT REVIEW OF VIZIO’S 

relatively affordable M65-C1 Ultra 

HDTV (soundandvision.com), I 

reflected on that company’s vision in 

having “sale prices low enough to 

attract millions of buyers.” But reality 

has a way of intruding on a dream, 

and a state-of-the-art Ultra HD set 

isn’t cheap to produce. With its 

new, two-model Reference Series  

(a 120-inch, $130,000 monster 

examined in our January issue and 

the 65-incher under review here), 

the company now challenges the 

thin-aired peaks of cost-no-object 

sets previously dominated by older, 

more established brands. In fact, 

only selected dealers and some 

custom installers even carry the 

Reference Series.

Out of the Box

The Vizio arrived in a huge box—at 

just over 7 feet long and nearly 175 

pounds, you’re not going to just toss 

this set into the back of your SUV to 

drive it home. The reason for the 

massive box is that it also includes a 

soundbar, subwoofer, and surround 

speakers, with every piece in its own 

separate box inside the big one.

You read that right: soundbar, sub, 

and surrounds. You can either mount 

the soundbar on the set itself or 

PRICE $6,000

Ergonomics: 4 Stars

Value: 3 Stars

■ Expensive

■ HDR limited to Dolby 

Vision

■ Ineffective color manage-

ment system (CMS)

■ 2D only

■ Full Ultra HD capability 

including HDR and wide 

color

■ Superb blacks and shadow 

detail

■ Integrated soundbar with 

subwoofer and surrounds

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus
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•The RS65-B2 ships 

with its own soundbar, 

subwoofer, and surround 

speakers.

•At nearly 85 pounds, the 

Vizio is no lightweight.
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HDTVTHE VERDICT

Most current 4K sets deliver only the 4K slice 

of Ultra HD’s full pie. The RS65-B2 goes all the 

way, including 4K resolution, advanced color, 

and high dynamic range. 

VIZIO RS65-B2 LCD ULTRA HDTV

PRICE: $6,000

Vizio • (888) VIZIO-CE • vizio.com

expect to see in consumer source 

material any time soon. The set also 

offers 10-bit capability from input to 

screen, meaning it won’t downgrade 

10-bit content if and when that 

arrives.

In order to achieve these wider 

color gamuts, the RS65-B2 uses 

quantum dots for its backlighting. 

Quantum dots emit color when hit by 

the light from a blue LED; the color of 

the light depends on the size of the 

dot. When used in an LCD set, the 

emission is either red or green, which 

in combination with the blue LEDs, 

produces the set’s backlighting 

and color.

These elements are imbedded 

in a film located behind the screen 

rather than at its sides. That’s an ideal 

setup for full backlighting with local 

(zone) dimming, a process that can 

significantly improve black levels. 

Vizio makes more extensive use 

of this technique than any other 

manufacturer we know of. Even its 

cheapest sets employ it, though the 

number of zones in those designs is 

limited to keep costs down—usually 

64 zones or less, sometimes much 

less. The RS65-B2 has an 

impressive 384 zones. 

And the more zones, the more 

precisely a set can pinpoint those 

small, bright highlights—the 

highlights that will be targeted in a 

high dynamic range (HDR) source—

without the light spilling over into 

darker parts of the picture. The 

RS65-B2 has been specifically 

designed to handle the Dolby Vision 

HDR format. Other HDR formats are 

also jockeying for position in the 

market, but no standard has yet been 

adopted. Vizio has assured us that 

units in the field will be upgradable 

with firmware to handle other types of 

HDR should they choose to do so, 

specifically to the HDR10 format that 

has been adopted by 

Samsung, Sony, and LG, and 

which would require, among 

other changes, an update of 

the RS65-B2’s HDMI 2.0 ports 

to HDMI 2.0a. In an official 

response to our query, though, 

the company was clear it has 

no immediate plans to do 

so, and that “Currently, Vizio  

is focused on the Dolby  

Vision format that we feel is 

technologically superior and 

has substantially better picture 

quality resulting from a proper 

implementation of high 

dynamic range and extended 

color gamut.” It is Vizio’s 

view that the 

technology in the 

Reference Series 

combined with the remastered Dolby 

Vision content made available for 

streaming on Vudu (some 18 titles as 

of late November) “already surpasses 

what is possible with HDR10.” On the 

other hand, if the company chooses 

not to upgrade these sets for HDR10 

and a substantial quantity of HDR10 

content can only be played back as 

standard dynamic range UHD, we’ll 

be the first to report on the torch and 

pitchfork parades.

2K Performance

Starting with HD (not UHD) source 

material, the Vizio displayed a few 

glitches on our usual round of video 

tests. In the recommended Auto 

setting for Film Mode, it borderline 

failed both the 3:2 HD and 3:2 SD 

challenges based on torture test 

material we use to expose such 

shortcomings (the “racetrack” clip on 

the original Spears & Munsil test 

disc). But in many hours of watching 

real-world 1080i and 720p material, I 

saw nothing out of the ordinary that 

couldn’t be blamed on the source. 

Its chroma resolution was also 

borderline, with a clearly visible 

rolloff on the uppermost burst 

pattern. But some designers 

deliberately roll off the chroma at 

the top end, and this did not 

affect the visible color. It’s a fairly 

for those who plan to do a lot of Web 

browsing (though it didn’t function 

for me on the Vudu sign-in page). 

In any event, given the cost and 

distribution of this set, there’s a 

possibility that the end user will have 

some sort of universal control 

system. 

Advanced Color and High 

Dynamic Range

While at present, all UHD models, 

even the cheapest, offer 4K 

resolution (3840 x 2160), there’s 

much more than that to the full Ultra 

HD spec. High dynamic range 

(HDR) and advanced color are also 

included, though only some UHD 

sets offer one or both of these. 

Wider color with most UHD sources, 

at least those we’re likely to get in the 

near term, means P3, the color 

gamut you experience in a digital 

cinema, plus 10-bits-per-color bit 

depth (up to now, video sources and 

displays have been limited to 8 bits). 

Two measly bits doesn’t sound like 

much, but they are. They’ll offer finer 

gradations, with less of the color 

banding (often called false contour-

ing) you sometimes see with 8 bits 

on large areas of the same color as 

they transition gradually from one 

brightness level to another.  

The jump from 1080p’s 2K 

resolution to 4K is rarely visible on 

any consumer-sized set. And wider 

color and advanced bit depth is often 

subtle. But high dynamic range was 

developed to produce (with properly 

encoded source material) brighter 

and better-defined highlights in 

otherwise normally bright scenes. 

The effect, with properly encoded 

source material and setup, may be 

the most clearly visible and dramatic 

element of Ultra HD. 

Vizio’s RS65-B2 offers the whole 

Ultra HD package. The company 

claims that the set’s available color 

gamut exceeds the requirements 

of P3 color. They also say that the 

RS65-B2 achieves close to 87 

percent of Rec. 2020, an even wider 

(and somewhat controversial) gamut 

built into the UHD 

standard but 

that we don’t 

Vizio RS65-B2 Ultra HD LCD HDTV

Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value
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TEST REPORT SPECS

Dimensions (WxHxD, Inches): 57.4 x 32.9 x 2.3 (without stand); 57.4 x 39.7 x 16.7 

(with stand) • Weight (Pounds): 84.9 (without stand); 114.2 (with stand) • Video 

Inputs: HDMI 2.0/30Hz (4), HDMI 2.0/60Hz (1), component video (1, shared), 

composite video (1 shared), RF (antenna) • Audio Inputs: Stereo analog (shared 

/ component and composite) • Other: USB, Ethernet, Remote receiver • Audio 

Return Channel: on HDMI 1 (with compatible AVR) • Audio Outputs: Optical 

digital (Toslink), stereo analog (minijack)

FOR the picture settings used in this review, go to soundandvision.com. 

The measurements here were made using CalMAN measurement software 

from SpectraCal, together with Photo Research PR-650 and Klein K-10A 

color meters and the AVFoundry VideoForge 2K and DVDO 4K pattern 

generators. All of the calibrations shown here were performed in 1080p 

and Rec. 709.

FULL-ON/FULL-OFF Contrast Ratio: 43,888:1

AT a peak white light output of 35 foot-lamberts, the black measured 

0.0008 ft-L, for the full-on/full-of contrast ratio shown above, with the 

Active LED Zones (local dimming) engaged. Turning the Active LED Zones 

control to Off, with no other control changes, the peak white level 

increased to 39.3 ft-L and the black level to 0.012 ft-L, for a full-on/full-off 

contrast ratio of 3,303:1. 

ON a white window test pattern, the peak available light output I measured 

on the RS65-B2 (in Vivid mode, the Backlight on maximum, local dimming 

on, and the Color Temperature on Cool), was a torch-like 197 ft-L or 675 nits. 

Under the same conditions but in the Normal Color Temperature setting, 

we measured 620 nits. (The Contrast setting was 49 for this measurement; 

increasing it further merely further clipped the whites without increasing 

the brightness.) While this is well short of the Vizio’s claimed peak output of 

800 nits, it’s possible that the latter is only available for the bright highlights 

it’s mainly needed for to generate a high dynamic range image.

IN the Calibrated Dark setting (but adjusted for a peak white level of 34.2 

ft-L), the pre-calibration grayscale Delta E values (20% to 100%) ranged 

from a low of 0.511 at 20% to a high of 6.26 at 100%. After calibration, using 

both the 2-point and 10-point white balance controls, the Delta Es ranged 

from 0.35 at 30% to 0.519 at 90%. 

(DELTA E is a figure of merit that indicates how closely a display adheres to 

the color standard. Experts generally agree that at levels below 3 to 4, the 

result is visibly indistinguishable from perfect color tracking. Delta E may 

be used to characterize either white balance (grayscale), as above, or 

color, as below.) 

AS discussed in the main review, none of the color management system 

controls were ultimately used to fine-tune the set’s color gamut; the CMS 

was tried but produced unusable results. Without it, the color Delta Es 

ranged from a low of 2.21 for green and a high of 5.16 for red. Both of these 

colors are slightly oversaturated, but not enough to significantly affect the 

visible color quality. 

WITH the Gamma control set to 2.2 and local dimming engaged, the set’s 

gamma ranged from 2.35 at 20% to 2.56 at 90%. It was relatively uniform 

and didn’t produce the S-curve common to the gamma on many 

local-dimming sets. I found the ideal gamma setting to be 2.1 to 2.4, 

depending on the room lighting and the source material.—TJN

provide good objective 

measurements, it looked 

wrong in obvious ways. A few 

cloud formations looked 

unnaturally etched. More 

importantly, reds were 

washed out to orange. When 

I reset the CMS settings to 

zero, the color was far better. I 

left it off for the remainder of 

the review. Another milder 

nuisance was that whenever I 

turned the set off on an input 

other than HDMI 5, it 

defaulted to HDMI 5 

whenever I turned it back on. 

Vizio says this was due to a 

firmware glitch found in our 

very early production 

sample, and they’ve got a 

fix in the works.  

Despite these issues, there was 

little to criticize in the Vizio’s picture. 

The color was subjectively superb. 

Fleshtones on a wide range of 

sources consistently looked 

believable, though even after 

calibration, I felt the need to back off 

on the Color control by a couple of 

steps (maybe I just like my color to be 

a little more subtle—dare I say more 

natural?—than most viewers). But 

even with that done, the vivid colors 

in the live-action Cinderella and the 

animated Kung Fu Panda looked like 

the eye-candy they were clearly 

intended to be, while films with less 

vivid tones such as Oblivion and 

Prometheus looked as subdued as 

they should. 

While I can’t say that the RS65-B2 

was more detailed than the best 

1080p sets when displaying 1080p 

HD material, I had no issues with the 

set’s upconversion of lesser sources 

to its native 3840 x 2160 resolution. In 

fact, one of the set’s strengths was its 

ability, on the best 1080p sources, to 

generate an image with a convinc-

ingly natural sense of 3D from this 

2D-only set—a more natural, relaxed 

sense of 3D than what I see from 

most “real” 3D material on 3D sets. 

How much of this was due to the 

increased pixel count and how much 

to other factors I can’t say, but the 

set’s images were often jaw-dropping 

common shortcoming in our test 

results. 

What’s not too common but 

increasingly found in Vizio’s TVs is 

video signal clipping. Technically, a 

display should reproduce the full 

digital video brightness range of 0 to 

255 to earn a passing grade on our 

clipping test. This allows for 

headroom and foot room with video 

sources, all of which should be limited 

to 16 at the bottom end (black) and 

235 at the top (peak white). But the 

Vizio will only pass 16 through 235 for 

any YCbCr signal, the default signal 

type and the only type available for 

most video source components. It’s 

not likely to be visible terribly often, 

though clipping of above-white 

content in particular could cause a 

loss of detail and contrast in sections 

of some bright scenes.

Since most viewers will still largely 

be limited to 1080p sources at best, I 

did most of my watching with such 

material, both from cable and Blu-ray. 

Even before calibration, the set was 

impressive. And while calibration 

improved on this only at the margins, 

it would be pound wise and penny 

foolish to buy such an expensive set 

and not have it professionally 

tweaked to perform its best. 

One shortcoming, however, was 

the set’s color management system 

(CMS). When engaged and set to 

Test Bench
Vizio RS65-B2 LCD Ultra HDTV

BEFORE Calibration

AFTER Calibration

•One of the 

set’s HDMI 2.0 

inputs is 60-Hz 

capable.

42  FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com

The Vizio’s picture quality may well 

keep early adopters happy for years.
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Separates-Quality Performance in a
Gutsy, Feature-Rich AV Receiver.

Q  Dolby Atmos®    Q  Quad Core Digital Signal Processing    Q  Industry Leading Room Correction on All Channels

Q  Full Bandwidth 4K 50/60 Switching    Q  HDCP 2.2    Q  Premium 32-bit / 768 kHz  Diff erential-Output D/A Converters     

Award-winning Anthem performance and technology, including 

11.1 pre-amplifier channels, Advanced Load Monitoring Technology, 

on-screen display even with 4K60, and much more. 

Optimize performance in any room with Anthem Room Correction 

(ARC™) Technology, which corrects for obstructions like walls and 

furniture to deliver a more natural response.

Drive up to 11 powered channels, with up to 120 Watts per 

channel of clean Anthem power.

DTS Play-Fi® Technology lets you stream high-resolution audio 

over your Wi-Fi network from local sources and the internet. 

Dolby Atmos® is the ultimate immersive audio experience. 

Experience the breathtaking power and multi-channel flexibility 

of Anthem’s NEW MRX Series of AV Receivers for yourself. 

NEW THIRD 

GENERATION 

MRX SERIES

DTS Play-Fi® enables you to stream 

music from Android, iOS, and PC

11.1 preamplifier channels, Dolby Atmos® and DTS Play-Fi® available on select models. 

v i s i t  a n t h e m A V . c o m  f o r  m o r e  i n f o .
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TEST REPORT 

•The soundbar installs snugly 

below the screen.

on material as diverse as Baraka and 

the above mentioned Oblivion. 

But this added dimensionality 

was only obvious when I sat directly 

in the middle of the screen. I did a 

considerable amount of my early 

viewing from roughly 10 degrees off 

center, and at that time, I had no 

serious complaints. In fact, from 

angles up to 20 to 25 degrees to the 

side, the Vizio looked a little better 

than most LCDs. (Don’t get too 

excited about this, though. You’ll still 

see its color saturation fall off 

noticeably at such angles.) But when 

I later moved from the initial 10 

degrees to directly mid-screen, my 

impressions changed from excellent 

to “Wow!” What this means, of 

course, is that you’ll definitely want 

to reserve that center “money seat,” 

though three or four on a typical 

couch, roughly 10 feet from the 

screen, will all see an excellent 

picture. 

The set’s exceptional black level 

and shadow detail, thanks to its local 

dimming, clearly contributed to the 

party. But while the Vizio gets very 

dark—visually and by measurement, 

comparable to the blackness of the 

best plasmas ever made—it doesn’t 

go totally black on a full black field as 

do some local-dimming LCD designs. 

Nevertheless, only the very darkest 

images, ranging from dark gray to 

black with no bright highlights, were 

not quite up to the quality I’m familiar 

with from my reference Panasonic 

TC-65ZT60 plasma. On such 

material, the Vizio’s blacks were still 

acceptable though a little gray. The 

most challenging such scene I’ve 

yet run across is at the beginning of 

chapter 12 of Harry Potter and the 

Deathly Hallows: Part 2, where 

Voldemort and his minions stand on 

a bluff as the camera pans around 

them. The Vizio did OK on this and 

similar scenes, but not great. 

On dark scenes with even subtle 

bright highlights, however, such as 

the star field in Prometheus (chapter 

2, 07:30), the Vizio’s blacks and 

shadow detail have not been 

bettered by any other display I’ve yet 

tested. In this respect, they might be 

exceeded only by the newest OLEDs 

(watch for our upcoming review of 

LG’s EF9500 series). Ditto for the 

black bars, which on all but the very 

darkest scenes, largely disappear in a 

darkened room. On some material, I 

had to back off on the brightness 

control a step or so below the 

technically correct setting to achieve 

the most impressive blacks, but the 

trade-off was worth it. 

The Vizio’s uniformity on full black 

and white fields at various levels was 

also among the best I’ve seen, 

including plasma sets that generally 

excel at this thanks to their self-

emissive pixels. No streaking, no 

“flashlighting,” and no blotchiness as 

we often see with LED backlights. 

Only on full-field black did I sense 

that the sides of the screen were a 

little lighter than the center, but the 

blacks were so dark with local 

dimming engaged, it was hard to 

be certain.

4K Performance and HDR

The real-world 4K material available 

to me as of mid November 2015 

included a Dolby-supplied thumb 

drive with about 5 minutes of 4K 

Dolby Vision HDR material from Man 

of Steel, The Lego Movie, and a short 

promotional piece from Dolby. In 

addition, I streamed one of the first 

UHD Dolby Vision movies offered on 

Vudu (Live, Die, Repeat) (pricey at 

$26 for purchase of the HDR 

version!), and also watched 4K 

material on Sony’s FMP-X10 server. 

The 4K HDR material on the 

thumb drive looked stellar, though for 

the most part so fast moving that it 

was better at showing off HDR than 

resolution. Here I set up a compar-

ison between the clip from Man of 

Steel on the thumb drive and the 

same sequence on Blu-ray from our 

Oppo BDP-105D player, getting the 

brightness of the two sources 

matched as closely as possible with 

a Minolta LS-100 light meter. 

So far, most public demonstra-

tions of HDR have not shown it on 

two side-by-side sets, one with HDR 

and the other non-HDR, or if they 

have, there was no obvious way to 

confirm that the HDR demo was set 

to the same average brightness 

level—differing only on bright 

highlights. My result here (while in 

no way as definitive as a lab test 

including two sets) was much, much 

closer than I expected. It was 

impressive and marginally in favor of 

the HDR content on the brightest 

highlights when viewed on the same 

UHDTV. But I’ll reserve judgment on 

HDR in general until we see a sig-

nificant sampling of HDR material on 

UHD Blu-ray. That’s no reflection on 

this Vizio, of course. It does what is 

asked of it on a 4K HDR source and 

does it extremely well.

Interestingly, however, even on 

some normal standard dynamic 

range program material, I also 

noticed what appeared to be an 

HDR-like effect, with bright highlights 

a bit more prominent than expected. I 

saw this on several films, including 

the gold in the Asgard scenes in Thor 

and the headlights in the dark night 

scenes in Jurassic World. Vizio has 

told us that there is no “pseudo HDR” 

mode on this set and that this is likely 

the result of having 384 dimming 

zones and the inherent ability to 

deliver bright highlights (the local 

dimming control, it should also be 

noted, can only be set to full on or 

off—nothing in between). But that 

begs the question: Might any set 

offering such high peak brightness 

capability and a highly selective zone 

dimming scheme deliver a similar 

experience with standard dynamic 

range material? Could these 

capabilities alone be more critical 

to the experience than having 

HDR-encoded content? My opinion 

on this is still unformed (given the 

current dearth of HDR material) but 

should become more focused as we 

experience more HDR displays both 

with and without true HDR sources. 

In any event, I liked the result. 

Live, Die, Repeat on Vudu was a 

mixed bag. Its color was off as 

presented through the TV’s internal 

streaming platform; the primaries, 

particularly red, looked a bit 

overdone. (We’re not yet 

calibrating for Dolby 

Vision or other HDR 

material, though without 

a verifiable source of test 

patterns coming from the 

Web or inside the TV, there 

would have been no way to 

calibrate the set’s streaming 

input anyway.) Considerable 

readjustment of the basic 

controls helped, and while these 

tweaks were well short of a full 

HDR-based calibration, the result 

was impressive. Nevertheless, I 

marginally preferred the Blu-ray of the 

same material for its better calibrated 

and less in-your-face look. 

Most of the material on Sony’s 

server also looked exceptional, 

though from a viewing distance of 8 

feet not clearly better than 1080p. To 

reach this conclusion, I compared 

scenes in the movie Chappie on the 

server versus the Blu-ray. Neither was 

HDR (the Sony server’s Ultra HD 

portfolio is limited to 4K resolution). 

The result was similar to what I 

obtained when performing the same 

test recently on another Ultra HD set. 

That is, the 4K version had a subtly 

smoother look but appeared no 

more detailed. That’s no surprise; as 

we’ve preached before, the major 

advance in Ultra HD (on the largest 

practical domestic flat-screen sets 

and at a typical viewing distance) will 

come not in detail resolution but 

rather in color and HDR. 

Conclusions

We’re in a brave new video world 

with sets like this Vizio, a world still 

without adequate material to 

properly challenge their Ultra HD 

capabilities. Nevertheless, this is 

one of the few sets on the market 

that delivers an almost complete 

Ultra HDTV package: 4K image 

resolution, wide color gamut, and, in 

this case, Dolby Vision HDR content 

playback. The only thing it’s missing, 

at least for now, is compliance with 

the competitive HDR10 format. But 

the set was happy with the best Ultra 

HD sources I could throw at it, and 

while those sources are as yet still 

hard to find, you can be sure in the 

meantime that upconverted 1080p 

on this Vizio will keep you very 

happy while waiting for Godot. Even 

if UHD technology and features 

continue to evolve, the Vizio RS65-

B2’s picture quality may well keep 

early adopters happy for 

years.
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•Vizio’s remote features a handy 

QWERTY keyboard on its back side.
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Atlantic Technology 
3.1 HSB Soundbase

TEST REPORT 

By Mark Fleischmann

thousand joys not normally associated 

with a soundbar: network audio, 

wireless fun, app control, lossless 

surround, room correction, the works.

The pièce de résistance is the 3.1 

HSB’s ingenious H-PAS cabinet 

design, which enables it to produce 

enough bass to make a separate 

subwoofer unnecessary in many 

rooms (mine included). Now that 

you’ve eliminated the last large, heavy 

box, you can practically hear the floor 

breathing a sigh of relief. More room 

for rampaging toddlers and dogs.

Three Point One

Nearly 3 feet wide, the HSB can hold 

TV weights up to 100 pounds and is 

suitable for screens up to 65 inches. 

(Its top panel measures in at a 

generous 35.75 x 16.75 inches, 

making an ample platform for the 

TV’s pedestal or legs, though it’s 

described by 

Atlantic’s Website: 

“Employing a unique 

cabinet design, the elements of 

the different speaker technologies 

are cascaded one to another in 

such a manner as to pressurize and 

accelerate the very lowest-frequency 

back waves as they travel through the 

cabinet.”

The result is what Atlantic claims 

to be frequency response down to 35 

hertz –3 decibels. If our measure-

ments confirm it, that would be some 

serious bass extension. The six front 

woofers’ high-pass crossover to the 

bottom-firing bass driver is handled 

by the crossover in your receiver or 

surround processor. The manual 

recommends a setting of 125 Hz. The 

3.1 HSB has a nominal impedance 

of 6 ohms and a fairly average 

sensitivity rating of 89 dB. Recom-

mended amp power is 10 to 150 

watts RMS, well within the range of 

most receivers, even less expensive 

ones. But if you bought a step-up 

receiver for improved dynamics, 

you’ll get your money’s worth.

H-PAS is the brainchild of speaker 

designer Phil Clements (of Solus/

Clements) in collaboration with 

Atlantic Technology personnel. It 

was Clements who dreamed up  

an elaborate blend of bass reflex, 

inverted horn, and transmission line 

designs. Since then, Atlantic has 

spun out H-PAS to license the 

technology to other manufacturers 

and speaker brands. Boaz Shalev, 

Atlantic’s chief technology officer, 

applies a massive amount of 

computer finite element analysis to 

fine-tune and customize 

every H-PAS speaker 

design. For a 

detailed look at 

always a good idea to 

measure.) On the back are a 

rectangular port and three pair of 

extremely sturdy all-metal spring-

loaded binding posts. I appreciated 

that the holes were large enough 

for my speaker cable’s banana  

plugs, though that’s probably just a 

reviewer thing. There’s an RCA input 

for the built-in subwoofer; you also 

get the controls usually associated 

with a sub, including level, crossover, 

and phase.

On the front is a cloth grille. It’s 

detachable, which is unusual for a 

soundbase, and the frame is 

impressively sturdy, with relatively 

little flexing as you pull it off. That 

enables you to inspect the three 

0.75-inch soft-dome tweeters and 

six 3.5-inch composite paper cone 

woofers, arranged in a horizontal 

array of woofer/tweeter/woofer for 

each of the three front channels. 

While I’d usually worry about uneven 

off-axis response caused by 

sum-and-cancellation effects in 

drivers so arranged, they’re physically 

close enough to one another to 

minimize the deleterious aspects of 

this interaction.

All of that is visible, at least to the 

curious. So is the 6.5-inch bass-driver 

grille on the bottom of the enclosure, 

with the driver firing downward into 

the 0.75-inch space created by the 

vibration-damping rubber feet. But 

what makes the 3.1 HSB special is 

what you can’t see: an elaborate 

system of chambers inside the 

enclosure that enables the bass 

driver to create, with less distortion, 

more bass than the cabinet’s size 

would naturally allow. Atlantic calls it 

H-PAS, which stands for hybrid 

pressure acceleration system. As 

VISUALIZE, IF YOU WILL, A HOME 

theater system with a flat-panel TV 

and 5.1-channel surround sound. For 

many readers, this is nirvana. For 

others, it’s too much stuff—a TV, 

three speakers in front, two 

surrounds, and a subwoofer. How do 

you reduce the intrusion into the 

room? Wall-mounting the TV is a 

no-brainer. Now imagine that the 

three front speakers have disap-

peared, along with that pesky sub. 

What’s left, you’re probably thinking, 

is some kind of typical soundbase or 

bar. It offers bass hardly worthy of the 

name, fake surround, and a fraction 

of the features of a receiver-based 

system. For this Atlantic Technology 

model, you got the first part right—

the 3.1 HSB is a soundbase—but the 

rest is wrong.

What you’re looking at are the basic 

elements for a true 5.1-channel 

surround system, with the 3.1 HSB 

handling the three front channels and 

the subwoofer’s duties. Yes, this 

system still relies on external surround 

speakers (if such things matter to 

you; I’d suggest on-wall or high- 

performance in-wall/in-ceiling models 

to keep them off the floor and nearly 

invisible). And yes, this hybrid passive 

soundbase requires an A/V receiver 

for the front channels; only the sub 

section is self-powered. But along 

with a dozen growing pains, having a 

full-featured AVR will ultimately bring a 

PRICE $799

Ergonomics: 4 Stars

Value: 4.5 Stars

Base with 
Bass

■ Passive design requires 

use of AVR

■ Impressive bass without 

external sub 

■ Smooth, unfussy top end

■ Suitable for TVs up to 100 

pounds

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

Atlantic Technology 3.1 HSB Soundbase
Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value

A boldly reimagined soundbase.
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SOUNDBASE
ATLANTIC TECHNOLOGY 3.1 HSB SOUNDBASE

PRICE: $799

Atlantic Technology • (781) 762-6300 • atlantictechnology.com

it had recurred, I would have tried to 

ameliorate it by adjusting the channel 

levels. The soundbase showed 

impressive output capability as it held 

up its end of scenes with loud, 

all-channel effects—those with 

whizzing copters, flying robots, and 

general mayhem.

In the setup menu of Exodus: 

Gods and Kings, a low exhalation of 

synth bass brought a smile; H-PAS 

was strutting its stuff before the 

movie even got underway! Pounding 

hooves in cavalry scenes and the 

earthy terror of mud and rockslides 

also poured through the bottom-

firing woofer. There’s nothing like a 

plague of locusts to show off a 

surround system.

The third season of House of 

Cards, Netflix-binged in Dolby Digital 

Plus, is short on cavalry and natural 

disasters. Rather, it allows an 

extended meditation on the human 

voice, especially Kevin Spacey’s 

musical baritone (fake Southern 

accent and all). In none of the movie/

TV demos did the integrated bass 

driver ever localize voices, including 

resonant male voices. If it had, a 

quick adjustment of sub volume 

(either in the base or in the receiver) 

would likely have fixed the problem. 

However, the level of my initial 

THE VERDICT

Atlantic Technology’s 3.1 HSB uses H-PAS 

bass technology to deliver real bass 

response along with enviable smoothness 

and dynamics.

C

SPECS 6.5 in composite paper cone woofer (1), 3.5 

in composite paper cone woofer (6), 0.75 in soft dome tweeter (3); 

80-watt RMS Amplifier (integrated subwoofer only); 35.75 x 4.75 x 

16.75 in (WxHxD); 29 lb • Inputs: 3-ch speaker-level binding posts 

(passive L/C/R), line-level RCA (active subwoofer) 

LEFT CHANNEL (purple) +2.74/–6.49 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 

143 Hz, –6 dB @ 126 Hz; impedance minimum 4.34 ohms @ 379 Hz, 

phase angle +30.06º @ 2.2 kHz; sensitivity 88 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

CENTER CHANNEL (green) +1.38/–6.23 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB 

@ 143 Hz, –6 dB @ 127 Hz; impedance minimum 4.31 ohms @ 374 Hz, 

phase angle +29.92º @ 2.2 kHz; sensitivity 88 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

BUILT-IN SUBWOOFER (blue) Close-miked response, normalized to 

level @ 80 Hz: lower –3 dB @ 35 Hz, –6 dB @ 32 Hz, upper –3 dB @ 126 

Hz with Lowpass switch set to Bypass.—MJP

Test Bench
Atlantic Technology 3.1 HSB Soundbase

•The front panel’s cloth 

grille is removable.

•The controls usually found 

on a subwoofer are on the 3.1 

HSB’s back panel.

The cornerstone of a true 5.1-channel 

surround system.
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In fact, the 3.1 HSB plays way lower 

than any monitor I’ve heard without 

subwoofer reinforcement, and it 

might even embarrass a so-so 

mass-market floorstander. [Ed. Note: 

Serious indeed; we measured the 

–3 dB point at exactly 35 Hz and the 

–6 dB point at 32 Hz, bass we’d not 

expect to see from such a compact 

box. See Test Bench.] I wasn’t privy 

to our Test Bench measurements  

at press time, but I predict they’ll 

prove that this soundbase 

out-woofs anything else in its 

category by a country mile.

I often break in review samples with 

B-movies, taking notes that may never 

make it into the review. Annabelle, a 

horror thriller about a malevolent doll, 

unexpectedly made the cut with a 

recurring bass effect. Whenever evil 

approaches the hapless family, 

an ominous low tone slowly ramps  

up, reaching a crescendo with doll- 

on-human violence. The bass buildup 

was commendably even. In one 

scene, the pounding on a door was 

robust, with realistic impact, woody 

resonance, and super-tight decay; 

that little augmented bass driver could 

really punch. After reviewing two 

active soundbases with fake 

surround, I enjoyed having real 

surround effects from real surround 

speakers again. Was that why more 

than one scene actually raised goose 

bumps?

More than other titles, X-Men: 

Days of Future Past (with its slightly 

bright soundtrack) highlighted the 

timbral difference between the 

3.1 HSB and the two Paradigm 

Reference Studio 20 v.4s used as 

surrounds. Perhaps it was because 

the Studio 20s measure closer to 

ruler-flat than I’d expect a soundbase 

to, though many aspects of a design 

affect timbre. Despite careful setup 

with test tones, the Paradigms 

imaged a little more strongly. Sitting 

closer to the 3.1 HSB solved the 

problem in this situation—though if 

how H-PAS works, I 

defer to my colleague Daniel 

Kumin, who explains it all in his 

review of the AT-1 H-PAS tower 

speakers (on soundandvision.com). 

In the five years since H-PAS made its 

debut with the AT-1 ($1,500/pair now 

on AT’s online store), also reviewed 

by Tom Norton in our February 2011 

issue, it has been joined by only three 

additional products: the AT-2 monitor 

($900/each), which I reviewed in 

April 2012; the PB-235 active sound-

bar (now $799 at AT’s store) reviewed 

by Darryl Wilkinson in October 2012; 

and now the hybrid passive 3.1 HSB 

soundbase. 

Associated equipment for this 

review included a Pioneer Elite 

VSX-53 A/V receiver, Oppo 

BDP-83SE universal disc player, 

Panasonic DMP-BD87 Blu-ray player 

(for streaming), and Paradigm 

Reference Studio 20 v.4s used as 

surrounds. All movies were on 

Blu-ray Disc with DTS-HD Master 

Audio soundtracks.

Chip Off the Old Block

The 3.1 HSB is a smooth operator. Its 

highs and upper mids steadfastly 

avoid brightness, glare, and grit. 

While not especially airy, it can be 

counted on not to emphasize irritants 

in content or source components. 

That might be merciful in rooms 

with a lot of hard reflective surfaces, 

though I got good results in a 

room with heavy carpeting and 

side-wall clutter.

The real story here, though, is the 

bass. I’ve never heard this kind of 

low-frequency extension in a 

soundbase (or standalone 

soundbar, for that matter). 
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TEST REPORT 

outward from the soundbase. This 

time, there was no discernible 

disparity in timbre matching (though 

your mileage may vary, depending on 

what speakers you use for 

surrounds).

The biggest limitation of most 

soundbases and bars is the width of 

the perceived soundstage being 

restricted to the physical width of the 

enclosure, a problem manufacturers 

often attempt to mitigate—though 

not here—with a width-enhancing 

listening mode. Even so, in this case, 

the perception was influenced by 

sight and expectation. When I closed 

my eyes, banishing the sight of the 

3-foot-wide speaker, somehow it 

seemed a foot or two wider; when I 

opened them, the sonic image 

snapped back to the narrower 

physical image, as if by magic. So 

what you see is not necessarily what 

you get—in fact, it can be misleading. 

That’s why a good audio system 

sounds better in a darkened room. 

Relieving the brain of processing 

visual stimuli makes it better able to 

process sound.

couple of tasteful solos. What I 

appreciated even more was how the 

3.1 HSB delivered the percolating 

ecosystem of the other stringed 

instruments, including acoustic 

guitar, dobro, and banjo. They were 

utterly natural and well imaged, more 

woody than metallic, and never 

glassy, mechanical, or exaggerated.

Atlantic Technology’s 3.1 HSB isn’t 

just a boldly reimagined soundbase 

but one of the few that can serve as 

the cornerstone of a true 5.1-channel 

surround system. It’s also an excellent 

value: For only $799, you get the 

equivalent of three high-performance 

speakers and a more than respect-

able subwoofer, along with the 

aesthetics of a consolidated up-front 

speaker solution. If you’re all about 

that bass but still want to banish 

audio gear from the floor, here’s an 

ingenious way to meet that goal. 

Audio editor Mark Fleischmann  

is also the author of the annually 

updated book Practical Home 

Theater (quietriverpress.com).

I bought the Expanded Edition 

of the Steely Dan compilation Gold 

(CD) for the bonus tracks, but 

the mastering of familiar ones is 

especially good. The relative restraint 

of the top end unshackled the bottom 

end, especially in the prominent (but 

here, not excessively prominent) bass 

line of “Black Cow.” Later Steely Dan 

albums pride themselves on their 

sophisticated but meaty grooves, and 

H-PAS proved an ideal way to deliver 

them. While the 3.1 HSB wasn’t 

especially beamy, it offered a little 

more tone color in the aromatic horn 

charts of “Deacon Blues” when I sat 

directly on axis, on the floor, with a 

pillow to comfort the fundament. If I 

were permanently installing the 3.1 

HSB, I’d raise it as close to on-axis as 

possible without noticeably inducing 

keystoning or other off-axis side 

effects in the video display.

The 3.1 HSB was as adept with 

the string bass on Jorma Kaukonen’s 

Blue Country Heart (CD) as it was 

with Steely Dan’s electric bass, which 

helped when bluegrass veteran 

Byron House stepped out for a 

setup—with the 3.1 HSB’s knob 

one-third of the way up and an 

unusually low setting in the receiver’s 

surround processor—was a hole in 

one. The 3.1 HSB doesn’t bloat but 

still had plenty of bass headroom at 

this listening position.

Brahms Will Tell

Any well-executed orchestral 

recording is a great test of timbre and 

imaging. But Brahms’ German 

Requiem also reliably reveals 

dynamic performance—as long as 

you play it loud. I applied an 

in-concert volume level to the 

5.0-channel SACD with Mariss 

Jansons leading the Royal 

Concertgebouw Orchestra of 

Amsterdam on the orchestra’s own 

RCO Live label. High levels weren’t 

just more realistic; they improved the 

perceived resolution of the orchestra 

and chorus and the imaging of the 

vocal soloists. With the surrounds 

used only for subtle ambience, the 

net effect was less a continuous 

soundfield than a solid front 

soundstage gently tugged slightly 

•At nearly 3 feet wide, the 3.1 

HSB can hold a TV up to 100 

pounds.
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• The Triton Two+ houses a 

complement of six drivers, 

including a passive radiator.

• Darryl used two architectural 

models to fill out this Atmos 5.0.4 

system.

GoldenEar Technology Triton 
Two+ Speaker System

TEST REPORT 

By Darryl Wilkinson

I won’t spend much time retelling 

GoldenEar’s back story. If you’re 

interested in learning the impressive 

pedigree, see my review of the Triton 

One (Sound & Vision, June 2014 

and soundandvision.com). The 

SparkNotes version goes like this, 

beginning in 1972: Sandy Gross 

co-founded Polk Audio and then 

Definitive Technology, the latter in 

partnership with quiet Canadian 

engineer extraordinaire Don 

Givogue. Gross and Givogue 

emerged from semi-retirement in 

2010 (word is that Givogue was 

“slightly” reluctant and had to be 

dragged off his fishing boat) to start 

GoldenEar. This time around, Gross 

told me then, he wanted to design 

loudspeakers that sounded like the 

$10,000-plus pair of electrostatics he 

had in his listening room at home— 

but speakers that would be easier  

to live with and, most important, cost 

a lot less.

The Optimist’s Primes

After five years, the prime-numbered 

Triton speaker range includes, in 

order of creation, the Two, Three, 

Seven, Five, and ultimately, even 

though by definition not a prime 

number though integral to defining a 

prime number, the One. The Triton 

One is a truly amazing-sounding 

loudspeaker. But the fact that a pair of 

Ones will set you back only $5,000 is 

stunning. So many glowing reviews 

of the speaker have been published 

that I’ve heard the Oxford English 

Dictionary is planning to define 

“Triton One” as “so astoundingly 

awesome, you should bring along 

an extra pair of underwear.” (Or 

something like that.) There may also 

be a Triton One emoji coming soon.

added by me,  

not Gross. The 

point is that the 

chamber allows 

GoldenEar 

to measure 

subtleties and 

refine a speaker’s 

performance in 

a manner that’s 

potentially more revealing than other 

methods would be. 

Although the anechoic chamber 

isn’t new, Gross says that since 

initially designing the Triton Two and 

Three speakers, GoldenEar acquired 

new development software, 

“including a unique program for 

cones and surrounds.” (He means 

the surrounds that encircle the outer 

edges of cone drivers—not surround 

speakers.) In other words, Golden-

Ear’s golden ears learned quite a bit 

along the Via Triton that culminated 

in the One. 

That left the original and early 

Triton Two feeling severely outdated. 

Gross wanted to produce a reality TV 

show, called Rehab My Speaker (the 

working title was Crossover This!), 

but he couldn’t get HGTV to run it. 

Instead, after binge-watching several 

seasons of The Six Million Dollar Man 

from the 1970s, Gross decided that 

the GoldenEar team should do their 

own upgrading of the Triton Two. 

Wisely realizing that no one would 

buy a Triton Two+ for six million 

dollars (GoldenEar speakers may 

be good, but they ain’t that good), 

the engineers didn’t add sophisti-

cated robotic legs or computerized 

telescopic eyes—but the changes 

they did make were certainly 

noticeable. 

Old Highs with New Lows

From the outside, the Triton Two+ 

looks virtually identical to the 

original Triton Two (the 

non-plus—but definitely 

not nonplussed—

version). It has the 

same black cloth 

fabric over a 

Gross and Givogue don’t sit 

around all day building prototype 

speakers in their parents’ garages. 

GoldenEar has an engineering facility 

in Arnprior, Ontario, Canada. There, 

Bob Johnston and a team of engi-

neers have enviable access to the 

company’s own full-size anechoic 

chamber, which Gross says is a 

“duplicate of the world-famous 

chamber at the NRC [National 

Research Council of Canada].” 

GoldenEar’s chamber is so serious 

that it’s “fully suspended from its 

environment, so that the delicate 

measurements taken within it are not 

interfered with by outside distur-

bances and 

vibrations 

such as beer 

bottles being 

opened or 

hockey pucks 

hitting the 

outside.” 

Actually, the 

beer and 

hockey 

references were 

UNFORTUNATELY, THE FIRST 

GoldenEar Technology Triton Two 

loudspeaker I ever saw didn’t work. 

It wasn’t the result of shoddy 

workmanship, chintzy materials, or 

some brutal, shipping-induced 

internal hemorrhage of crossovers 

and cables. Truth be told, the 

speaker wasn’t technically a Triton 

Two because, at the time (in early 

January during CES 2010), 

GoldenEar Technology didn’t 

officially exist. The tall, dark tower 

standing silently in front of me was 

a cosmetic mock-up of what would 

become the Triton Two— 

GoldenEar’s first speaker. In other 

words, this mute monolith, wrapped 

in black fabric, was merely a hollow 

shell of its future towerful self. 

PRICE $7,750 as 
reviewed

Value: 5 Stars

Atmos with a 
Golden Touch

■■ Bright blue power LED on 

back of tower

■■ New DSP for low-frequency 

tuning

■■ Totally redesigned mid-

range drivers

■■ Balanced crossover with 

polypropylene capacitors

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

GoldenEar Technology 
Triton Two+ Speaker System
Performance

Build Quality 
Value
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• The rectangular Invisa HTR 7000 

served surround-channel duty, with four 

Invisa MDXs for the height channels.

SPEAKER SYSTEM
GOLDENEAR TECHNOLOGY TRITON TWO+ SPEAKER SYSTEM

PRICE: $7,750 (Triton Two+, $1,750 ea; SuperCenter XXL, $1,250;  

Invisa HTR 7000, $500 ea; Invisa MPX, $500 ea)

GoldenEar Technology • (410) 998-9134 • goldenear.com

black-fabric-sock grille cloth is a 

two-and-a-half-way design utilizing a 

three-chambered cabinet. The 

central chamber holds one HVFR 

tweeter plus two 5.25-inch woofers 

that are coupled to a 7 x 10-inch 

top-firing passive radiator. Two smaller 

chambers sandwich the central 

section, and each contains its own 

5.25-inch bass driver (crossed over at 

a lower frequency than the 5.25-inch 

drivers used in the middle) coupled to 

a dedicated 6.75 x 8-inch passive 

radiator, which is also top-firing.

The architectural speakers from 

GoldenEar aren’t new. The round 

Invisa HTR 7000 is the company’s 

flagship in-ceiling model, using a 

7-inch bass driver (the same one 

that’s in GoldenEar’s Aon 3 monitor 

speaker) and a smaller version of the 

HVFR tweeter. The driver assembly is 

angled so the dispersion pattern can 

be aimed in the direction of the 

listener, which makes the HTR 7000 

especially applicable for systems 

using in-ceiling speakers for the front 

LCR channels. The rectangular Invisa 

MPX is what GoldenEar calls a 

“MultiPolar” architectural speaker 

because it uses a design that 

attempts to mind-meld a direct-

radiating speaker with a bipolar 

speaker. In addition to the 

forward-firing HVFR tweeter (the 

smaller one), there’s a pair of 4.5-inch 

bass drivers—one above and one 

below the tweeter—angled out 

sideways of the tweeter, in as much 

of an approximation of opposite 

directions as can be expected from a 

flush in-wall speaker.

Virtually Reality

Four years is a long time between 

evaluations—too long to establish a 

solid frame of reference between 

the old Triton Two and the new 

Triton Two+ short of having both in 

the same room. But I did revisit 

much of the same demo material I 

used to review the then brand-new 

Triton Two in 2011. I’ve heard these 

music selections countless times on 

other speakers, but after I listened to 

them on the Triton Two+ towers, my 

initial reaction was: “Holy crap!” The 

soundstage on Roger Waters’ “The 

Ballad of Bill Hubbard” was as broad 

as, if not broader than, what I’ve 

heard with any other speaker pair. 

What struck me was a slightly 

forward presentation of Jeff Beck’s 

guitar in this track. I really noticed 

this on two pieces I listened to that 

feature a solo vocal with an acoustic 

guitar: Lyle Lovett’s “Promises” and 

Mary Chapin Carpenter’s “Dead 

Man Walking (A Dream Like This),” 

both from the tie-in CD to the film 

Dead Man Walking. In each case, it 

wasn’t that the vocal was inappropri-

ately shifted forward. Rather, it 

seemed a tad more defined and 

distinct in the midst of the music 

without being distractingly (and 

annoyingly) in your face. The vocal 

was fully present without being 

overly dominant. The new Triton 

Two+ definitely nudges closer to 

what I recall as the sound of the 

Triton One I reviewed last year.

The care in executing the new DSP 

and the updated bass tuning were 

just as evident. Listening to “Tribute” 

from Ross William Perry’s It’ll All 

Make Sense demonstrated the 

claimed “tighter, faster, and 

better-integrated bass.” The output 

of the bass and midrange drivers are 

columnar grille in the front, with a 

gloss black plinth and matching 

cap. The only difference is that the 

amplifier power-status LED is now 

a relatively bright blue, rather than 

the more subtle green. It’s bright 

enough that, in a very dark room, 

you might notice a radioactive-

looking blue glow spilling along the 

floor behind the speaker. If it bugs 

you or breaks your mood, you can 

always put a piece of black electrical 

tape over it.

Behind the grille, the Two+ inherits 

the same High Velocity Folded 

Ribbon (HVFR) tweeter found in the 

Two and all the other Triton speakers. 

As we’ve frequently pointed out, this 

is technically a magnetic planar 

tweeter design that utilizes a flat 

diaphragm that has been pleated, 

like the sides of a squeeze-box (or 

accordion, for highfalutin people), 

and it creates sound by rapidly 

squeezing and stretching the pleats 

to compress and rarefy air. This 

proprietary tweeter plays a huge role 

in giving all the GoldenEar speakers 

their characteristic sound.

Brand new, however, are the two 

4.5-inch midrange drivers mounted 

above and below the HVFR tweeter 

in a D’Appolito arrangement. They’re 

a huge beneficiary of Triton One 

hand-me-down technology, as they 

were re-engineered with a new cone, 

surround, spider, and voice coil. 

GoldenEar also developed a com-

pletely new balanced crossover 

incorporating polypropylene 

capacitors, one that is very similar to 

the crossover in the Triton One. The 

DSP-based low-frequency control 

unit for the amplified bass section 

has been reprogrammed, too. Gross 

was emphatic about getting the 

crossover design right. In fact, just 

like the cardinals at the Vatican when 

electing a new Pope, the engineers 

were locked in a room 

and required to try out all sorts of 

“subtle variations of crossover and 

DSP tuning in order to get the voicing 

exactly right.” 

As as a result of the upgrades, 

Gross says the Triton Two+ benefits 

from “a significantly smoother, 

higher-resolution, more open, 

more revealing, and more highly 

detailed sound. In addition, there is 

dramatically more expansive imaging 

and tighter, faster, and better-inte-

grated bass.” 

The Big and Tall Man’s 

Center

We wanted to take the opportunity 

presented by the arrival of the Triton 

Two+ to listen to a few other 

GoldenEar models we’ve not yet 

heard, so we set up a Dolby Atmos 

5.0.4 system that also included the 

new SuperCenter XXL center-

channel speaker along with a pair 

of Invisa MPX in-walls for surrounds 

plus two pair of Invisa HTR 7000 

in-ceiling speakers for the front and 

rear height channels. The middle 

zero in the Atmos configuration 

numbering isn’t a typo. Not only 

did GoldenEar not send a 

dedicated subwoofer, but—as 

per Gross’s usual recommen-

dation—I also set the front 

speaker parameter to Large and 

ran only speaker wires to the 

Triton Two+ towers. In other 

words, neither the subwoofer 

output of the AVR nor LFE input 

on the Two+ was used. All deep 

bass was provided by the 

Tritons with their powered bass 

sections and built-in crossovers.

The appropriately named 

SuperCenter XXL is a monster, 

measuring 35 inches wide x 

5.75 inches high x 11 inches 

deep. Inside the familiar 

THE VERDICT

With the hindsight of four years of product development, GoldenEar reboots their 

very first speaker with updated drivers, crossover, and low-frequency DSP—to quite 

stellar results. 
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SPECS Triton Two+: 5 x 9 in glass fiber/Nomex 

composite cone woofer (2), 7 x 10 in MDF passive radiator (2), 

4.5 in polypropylene cone midrange (2), 1 in folded planar mag-

netic tweeter; 5.25 (front)/7.5 (rear) x 48 x 15 in (WxHxD); 60 lb • 

SuperCenter XXL: 5.25 in polypropylene woofer (4), 6.75 x 8 in MDF 

passive radiator (2), 7 x 10 in MDF passive radiator, 1 in folded planar 

magnetic tweeter; 35 x 5.75 x 11 in (WxHxD); 31 lb • Invisa HTR 

7000: 7 in polypropylene cone woofer, 1 in folded planar magnetic 

tweeter; 10 x 10 x 5 in (WxHxD); 4.5 lb • Invisa MPX: 4.5 in polypro-

pylene cone woofer (2), 1 in folded planar magnetic tweeter; 7.25 x 

13.9 x 3.75 in (WxHxD); 6 lb 

TRITON TWO+ (purple) +1.78/–2.59 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 33 

Hz, –6 dB @ 28 Hz; impedance minimum 4.31 ohms @ 408 Hz, phase 

angle –43.16º @ 208 Hz; sensitivity 90 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

SUPERCENTER XXL (green) +3.54/–1.78 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB 

@ 51 Hz, –6 dB @ 42 Hz; impedance minimum 4.19 ohms @ 326 Hz, 

phase angle –48.09º @ 98 Hz; sensitivity 88 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.—MJP

Test Bench
GoldenEar Technology Triton Two+ Speaker System

searching for what 

your ears weren’t hearing. But the 

Titan Two+ towers didn’t just rumble 

at lower and lower frequencies—the 

bass section was as detailed and 

nuanced as it was visceral and 

impactful.

Hearing Voices

If the rugged, intense bass were all 

these movies had going for them, 

well, then they’d still be popular. 

Fortunately for us, the Dolby Atmos 

soundtracks of both movies are 

spectacular 3D acoustic play-

grounds that are remarkable 

examples of how good the new 

technology can be. I’m sure that the 

opening of Mad Max: Fury Road will 

soon become a de rigueur Atmos 

demo clip because the haunting 

voices from Max’s past come and go 

from all directions throughout the 

room. This scene was a great test 

of the close match between the 

SuperCenter XXL and the Triton 

Two+ towers—and especially of the 

beautifully smooth soundspace 

created by the Invisa HTR 7000s and 

Invisa MPXs.

Terminator Genisys has plenty of its 

own remarkable Atmos moments. In 

the opening scene, a young boy 

hides in a drainage tunnel because 

he’s afraid that something is coming 

his way; on the GoldenEar system, 

the sounds of a dog barking and the 

footsteps that echo off the curved 

enclosure were beautifully rendered. 

Here all the models sounded like one 

coherent unit instead of separate 

speakers that happened to have 

been thrown together. 

Speaking of performing as one, I 

was thrilled to hear the way the Super-

Center XXL was able to match the 

outstanding performance of the 

Triton Two+ pair. There’s a scene in 

Terminator Genisys, for example, 

where Sarah and Kyle are undressing 

on opposite sides of a row of gym 

lockers. As the camera pans back 

and forth, their voices move across 

the front of the room accordingly. To 

say that it didn’t even seem as if the 

SuperCenter XXL was present in the 

system is a tremendous compliment. 

The speaker never drew attention to 

itself, either by overemphasizing or 

underperforming.

so closely woven together that it’s 

hard to believe it’s all coming from a 

variety of separate drivers and passive 

radiators. The three-dimensional 

playback of Dirk Sengotta’s “Drum 

Solo” from the Henrik Frieschlader 

Band’s Live disc was so arresting that 

it bordered on disorienting, with clear 

placement of each piece in the drum 

kit and every tap on a cymbal. If you 

could make a hologram out of sound, 

this would be it. For music listening, 

the Triton Two+ proved itself a truly 

captivating, sublime, and thoroughly 

engaging speaker.

Zero to Ten

With the Triton Two+ speakers 

anchoring the Dolby Atmos 5.0.4 

configuration, it was no surprise that 

the bass output of the full theater 

system was sensational. As you’d 

expect, Terminator Genisys isn’t a 

quiet movie. With the GoldenEar 

system, each time a time machine 

was activated (spoiler alert: there’s a 

time machine in this movie), it was 

time for a low-frequency thrill ride. Of 

course, never having been near an 

actual time machine, I can’t say for 

sure how detailed and accurate the 

GoldenEars were. But I’m pretty 

sure that if there really were a time 

machine—which there isn’t because 

if there were, I’d have gone back and 

deleted this sentence—it would 

sound like what I heard with this 

system. In one scene, a bunker full of 

explosives undergoes some serious 

renovation, and the resulting shock 

wave was so impressively stable and 

full that I’m not sure there’s another 

powered tower speaker (perhaps 

short of a Triton One) that could 

match it. 

Mad Max: Fury Road isn’t a quiet 

movie, either. In this depiction of a 

nightmarish automotive future, the 

omnipresent rumble of particulate-

spewing, flame-belching engines 

is an integral aspect of the story. A 

lesser system would no doubt leave 

you feeling cheated because your 

brain would be 

See soundandvisionmag.com 
for full lab results and technical definitions

ON THE  
WEB

Conclusion

GoldenEar Technology has quoted 

many reviewers (including yours 

truly) commenting that GoldenEar 

speakers sound as good as or 

better than speakers costing three 

times (or whatever) as much—a 

comment that justifiably annoys 

some people, who ask, “Really? 

Which ones?” That’s a difficult 

question to answer because there 

are so many factors that go into the 

value of a speaker, more than just 

sound and price, including 

cosmetic design, cabinet finish, 

size, placement requirements, 

application, power requirements, 

subwoofer or no subwoofer, etc. 

That’s not a cop-out. It’s simply a 

fact. I think the problem is that (in 

my case, anyway) I’ve been lazy and 

have taken the easy way of trying to 

convey my feelings about the value 

of GoldenEar speakers. What I 

should have said then—and what I 

emphatically say now about the 

Triton Two+ speakers—is that the 

sound quality is so good that 

GoldenEar’s speakers would still be 

highly recommended even if they 

cost three times as much. The fact 

that they don’t is one more reason 

why they are so damn 

impressive. 

•The SuperCenter 

XXL is extra-extra large 

at 35 inches wide.

A truly captivating, sublime, 

thoroughly engaging speaker.

•GoldenEar classifies 

the Invisa MDX in-wall as a 

multipolar design.

•Gol

the I

mu
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•Caption can hgo 

here if you would ike 

please Caption can 

hgo here if you would 

•The value-priced Polks are clad in 

basic black woodgrain vinyl.
•Captiion can hgo

here iif you would ike

please Captiion can

hgo here iif you would

Polk Audio T50 Speaker System

TEST REPORT 

By Michael Trei

groceries home from the supermarket 

on a motorcycle. Sure, you can use 

various tricky boxes and carriers 

attached to your bike to get the job 

done, but even the smallest and 

cheapest car would make the job so 

much easier. In a similar way, if you 

want a real soundstage from stereo 

or multi-channel music and movies, 

five properly placed speakers and a 

subwoofer in a good ol’ 5.1 setup will 

make even the fanciest soundbar 

sound pedestrian. For a real 

enthusiast, the decision to move to 

discrete speakers is a no-brainer, the 

only problem being that most decent 

5.1 speaker packages cost a good 

chunk of change. 

Luckily, Polk Audio 

has a long history of 

dealing with that 

problem.

Since day one 

over 40 years ago, 

Polk’s approach has 

been all about deliv-

ering plenty of bang 

for your audio buck. 

In recent years, 

radiators affecting the bass output in 

a way that’s akin to a port on an 

enclosure. In fact, the T50 is really a 

two-driver speaker, with only the top 

woofer and tweeter connected to the 

amplifier, albeit housed in a fairly large 

enclosure to help it achieve deeper 

bass. The cabinet itself is a pretty 

straightforward square-sided tower, 

though a little shorter than most, with 

a plinth attached to the bottom for 

added stability. There’s no provision 

however, their status as king of the 

low-cost, high-value speaker has 

been challenged by a number of 

budget systems, including those 

designed by Andrew Jones for 

Pioneer and more recently, Elac (see 

our review of the Elac Debut system 

in the January issue and at sound-

andvision.com), and even some 

dirt-cheap speakers from Dayton 

Audio (such as the B-652AIR, review 

September 2015 and at soundandvi-

sion.com). In the midst of all of this, 

Polk’s new T50 towers, along with the 

matching T30 center channel and T15 

bookshelf speakers, are clearly aimed 

at challenging the value leaders head 

on. At just $690 for the complete 

package, they go toe to toe with the 

Pioneer system, at a price point where 

most other manufacturers offer 

systems with five tiny satellites and a 

small subwoofer. Of course, you’ll 

need to add a surround receiver or 

amplifier to drive it all, but we’ve 

recently seen some fantastic bargains 

in that department too.

At first glance, the T50 towers look 

like they’re packed with firepower, 

with a 1-inch soft-dome tweeter 

equipped with a waveguide and three 

6.5-inch cones to crank out the 

sound. But if you probe a little deeper, 

you’ll discover that two of what look to 

be ‘woofers’ are actually not elec-

trically driven; they’re passive bass 

“WHAT THIS country needs is a really 

good five-cent cigar.”—Thomas R. 

Marshall

American vice presidents aren’t 

usually remembered for much, but 

Woodrow Wilson’s VP Thomas R. 

Marshall will always be remembered 

for saying that America needed 

good cheap cigars. If you figure in a 

hundred years of inflation, Marshall’s 

five-cent cigar would still be well 

under a buck today, so clearly he was 

a man who wanted real value for the 

money. With that in mind, I reckon that 

if Marshall were alive today, he would 

be a huge fan of the Polk T Series 

speaker system.

These days, if you go shopping for 

a reasonably priced upgrade for your 

home entertainment system’s audio, 

most people will tell you to check 

out a soundbar. It’s easy to hook up, 

unobtrusive, and cheap, but at least in 

my experience, usually far from being 

truly satisfying. It seems that no 

matter what tricks they use to spread 

the sound around the room, most 

soundbars deliver little more than 

glorified mono sound. Getting a big, 

immersive soundstage from a 

soundbar is a bit like trying to get your 

PRICE $690 as 
reviewed

Value: 5 Stars

Real Surround at 
an Unreal Price

■ Black vinyl is the only  

finish 

■ Limited subwoofer output

■ Big sound, small price

■ Efficient and easy to drive

■ Proper surround sound at  

a soundbar price

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus
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SPEAKER SYSTEM
POLK AUDIO T50 SPEAKER SYSTEM

PRICE: $690 (T50, $130 ea; T30, $130; T15, $100 

pr; PSW108, $200)

Polk Audio • (800) 377-7655 • polkaudio.com

height as the T50 tweeters, centered 

between them and slightly closer 

to the front wall so all three speakers 

in the front stage were in an arc 

equidistant from the listening 

position. The T15 surround speakers 

were on high stands against the wall 

directly to the left and right of my 

seat, while the PSW108 subwoofer 

was near the front wall between the 

left speaker and the center channel.

Before I started my critical 

evaluation, I used the system as my 

TV sound rig for a few days so the 

speakers could get a few break-in 

hours on them. I’m glad I did, because 

I did notice a gradual but undeniable 

improvement in treble smoothness 

and overall dynamics over that period.

Music

As I normally do, I started my 

listening with just the T50 towers 

playing full range by themselves with 

no subwoofer. When I listen to any 

speaker with my critic’s hat on, it’s 

easy to start picking apart the sound. 

That’s normal; but with the T50s, I 

had to constantly remind myself that 

these speakers are only $260 a pair. 

Heck, I have silly little accessories for 

my system that cost way more than 

that, and here we had a decent-sized 

pair of floorstanding speakers 

cranking away.

Using Tidal to stream lossless 

music through the system, I played 

Sponji Reggae from Black Uhuru’s 

Red album. Through the T50s, 

percussionist Sticky Thompson’s 

bells rang clear and bright, while 

Robbie Shakespeare’s reggae bass 

line had plenty of impact. Bass notes 

were not quite as solid in their ability 

to shake the room like my PSB 

Synchrony Ones, but I should point 

out that those speakers cost more 

than 20 times as much as the T50s! 

Toward the end of the song, there’s a 

kind of dub section, where some of 

the drum hits have massive amounts 

of additional reverb added. With the 

T50s, the added sense of space and 

dimensionality was readily apparent. 

While it couldn’t quite match the 

midrange transparency of some 

fancier speakers, whenever I started 

to get nit-picky, I just kept repeating 

the mantra, “$260 a pair, $260 a pair,” 

and then I would be suitably 

impressed. 

Tom Waits has a voice about 

as distinctive as they come, and 

listening to “Murder in the Red Barn” 

from the Bone Machine album 

through the T50s brought out plenty 

of the gravely whisky-hewn grit in his 

voice. This is another recording with 

a very natural sense of space, and the 

T50s delivered it with gobs of room 

sound and air. OK, so maybe the 

standup bass was just a little woofy, 

and the banjo didn’t quite have all of 

the attack on the pluck you’d hear on 

a really high-end speaker, but again, 

$260 a pair, $260 a pair.

Firing up the rest of the speakers 

in the system, I dusted off my SACD 

and DVD-Audio shelf to spin a few 

surround music discs. Talking Heads 

made a fabulous DVD-Audio 

(actually DualDisc) box set with 

surround mixes of all their studio 

albums a few years back, so I slipped 

in Speaking in Tongues and played 

the track “Moon Rocks.” This is one 

of those surround mixes that sticks 

some of the percussion and guitars 

for any type of leveling feet or spikes, 

but with its relatively light weight, the 

speaker felt perfectly stable sitting on 

my carpeted floor. The only available 

finish is a not too cheesy-looking 

woodgrain-patterned black vinyl, 

while the connectors are a single pair 

of gold-plated five-way binding 

posts. The detachable grilles are 

made of black fabric stretched over a 

push-on plastic frame, completing 

the package.

The other speakers in the system 

follow a similar design. The T30 

center-channel speaker uses a pair of 

slightly smaller 5.25-inch woofers in a 

ported enclosure, 

while the T15 

bookshelf 

speakers I pressed into service for the 

surround channels have a single 5.25-

inch woofer and a slightly smaller 

tweeter in a ported enclosure. Polk 

figured that people might want to 

wall-mount the T15s, so its port is on 

the front baffle, while a keyhole slot 

on the back of the speaker makes it 

easy to hang on the wall.

Looking at the “08” in the PSW108 

subwoofer’s name, I figured it would 

sport an 8-inch cone. It turns out that I 

really should have been looking at the 

“10,” because this sub has a pretty 

serious-looking forward-firing 

10-inch polymer composite-cone 

driver. Right next to the woofer is a 

big port, while around the back is 

the plate amplifier with all of the 

jacks and controls. For such an 

inexpensive sub, the PSW108 

comes rather well equipped, 

with stereo RCA line- and 

speaker-level inputs, plus 

speaker-level outputs, a 

phase-reversal switch, variable 

low-pass crossover, and a signal-

sensing power control. One way 

they did keep the cost down was by 

giving it a relatively small 50-watt 

amplifier, although it’s monitored by 

a compressor/limiter to make sure it 

doesn’t go off the rails if you try to 

push it too hard.

Setup

I set up the Polks in the tried and true 

positions in my listening room, with 

the T50s about 3 feet from the side 

walls and 2 feet from the front wall. I 

experimented with fine-tuning the 

position and toe-in but found I got 

the best results with the speakers in 

the normal positions and pointed 

straight ahead. The T30 center 

channel was placed on a high stand 

that put its tweeter at the same 

THE VERDICT

Polk’s T50 system is all about value with a 

capital V— delivering a real 5.1 experience 

including a powered subwoofer and floorstand-

ing tower speakers at a soundbar price.
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TEST REPORT 

C

SPECS T50 6.25 in composite cone woofer, 6.5 in  

passive radiator (2), 1 in silk dome tweeter; 7.75 x 36.25 x 8.75 in  

(WxHxD); 21 lb • T30 5.25 in composite cone woofer (2), 1 in silk 

dome tweeter; 19 x 6.5 x 7.5 in (WxHxD); 11 lb • T15 5.25 in com-

posite cone woofer, 0.75 in silk dome tweeter; 7.25 x 10.7 x 6.5 in 

(WxHxD); 7 lb • PSW108 10 in polymer composite cone woofer; 50 

watts RMS; vented enclosure; line-level RCA input, speaker-level 

input and output; 14 x 14.4 x 16.1 in (WxHxD); 26 lb

T50 (purple) +2.72/–5.35 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 44 Hz, –6 dB @ 

40 Hz; impedance minimum 4.84 ohms @ 208 Hz, phase angle –44.35º 

@ 83 Hz; sensitivity 87 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

T30 (green) +2.02/–3.69 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 74 Hz, –6 dB @ 

58 Hz; impedance minimum 5.00 ohms @ 8.1 kHz, phase angle –39.34º 

@ 136 Hz; sensitivity 90 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

T15 (red) +2.13/–9.12 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 79 Hz, –6 dB @ 60 

Hz; impedance minimum 4.76 ohms @ 15.8 kHz, phase angle –42.84º @ 

136 Hz; sensitivity 89 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

PSW108 (blue) Close-miked response, normalized to level @ 80 Hz: 

lower –3 dB @ 36 Hz, –6 dB @ 30 Hz, upper –3 dB @ 108 Hz with Low 

Pass control set to maximum.—MJP

Test Bench
Polk Audio T50 Speaker System

long as you stick within its limitations, 

which are mostly in the area of 

maximum volume and dynamic 

capabilities. In my 14 x 17-foot room, 

the system would play as loudly as I 

ever want to listen to movies in a New 

York City apartment surrounded by 

neighbors; but then again, I know 

some people who really want their 

home theater to pummel them with 

sound. It’s hard to tell by listening, but 

I did feel that at times I was able to hit 

the limiters in the subwoofer and 

reach a point where it simply wouldn’t 

go any louder. I got that feeling 

during the scene in The Twilight 

Saga: New Moon where Bella gets 

into a fight with Edward and Jasper. 

The PSW108 did a good job with this 

at moderate levels, but if I really 

cranked it up, it started to lose some 

of the visceral impact as their bodies 

slammed into the walls of the room.

During my initial setup, I noticed 

that while the three front stage 

speakers were a very good sonic 

match for each other, the T15 

surround speakers had a noticeably 

different timbre. I was concerned that 

this might make front-to-rear pans 

sound somewhat discontinuous, but I 

didn’t hear a problem during the flying 

scenes in Astro Boy. Generally, I find 

that while a good timbral match is 

important between the center and the 

main left and right speakers, matching 

the surrounds is less critical. I found 

that Astro Boy was able to buzz 

around the room convincingly, with no 

noticeable sense of discontinuity as 

the sound passed through the 

surround channels.

Conclusions

Soundbars are cool if you want 

something unobtrusive that will 

improve the sound of your TV, but 

please don’t mistake them for a real 

surround music or home theater 

in the surround channels, rather than 

just creating an ambient space, and 

through the T50 5.1 system, the effect 

was pretty compelling. High-

frequency sounds like drummer Chris 

Franz’s cymbals were clean, although 

just a little soft, with slightly bleached 

tonal color. Tina Weymouth’s bass 

lines were clear and easy to follow, 

and you could easily hear her 

characteristic playing style of a simple 

line followed by a slightly accented 

note on the fundamental. 

Movies

For most people, the whole point  

of having a home theater system  

is to give you an immersive audio 

experience when watching movies, 

and this is why a true 5.1 system will 

always beat a soundbar. The Polk 

system does a pretty amazing job as 

See soundandvisionmag.com
for full lab results and technical definitions

ON THE  
WEB

system. If you want to do it right, it’s 

hard to beat a real multi-speaker 

package with a subwoofer. The Polk 

T Series makes getting there 

eminently affordable, and the 

system sounds great as long as 

you’re not looking for movie theater 

volume levels and lease-breaking 

dynamics. By themselves, the T50 

towers deliver the kind of perfor-

mance that forces you to keep 

reminding yourself of just how 

affordable they are. I recommend 

them highly, especially if you can 

enjoy them with a really good 

five-cent cigar. 

•The PSW108 sub has a 

10-inch driver and 50 watt 

amplifier.

Build Quality: 3 Stars

Value: 5 Stars

The T Series makes a real multi-speaker package 

eminently affordable.

Polk Audio PSW108 Subwoofer

Performance

Features

Build Quality

Value

•The ported T30 center 

channel uses a silk-dome 

tweeter and a pair of woofers.

58 FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com 

SVIP-160200-TRPOLKSPK.indd  12/8/15  6:49 AM  PAGE 58



Available in 3 lengths:

50
inch

60
inch

40
inch
40
inch

 Integrated sound system with

Bluetooth® wireless technology

At fi rst glance it’s an attractive wooden shelf, but what meets the eye can be deceiving. 

Discreetly hidden behind the beautiful exterior is a professionally engineered sound

system. This sound shelf provides rich, dynamic sound with digital 3D surround technology 

and selectable digital fi ber optic and line inputs to enhance your movie and TV sound

experience. Or connect wirelessly — enjoy streaming your favorite music from your

mobile device with the integrated Bluetooth® technology.

A new way of looking at sound...

© 2015 Twin-Star International, Inc. All designs are patented or patent pending. 

The Bluetooth® word mark and logos are registered trademarks owned by Bluetooth SIG, Inc.,

and any use of such marks by Twin-Star International, Inc. is used under license.

Now available at

 A Twin-Star International, Inc Brand

twinstarhome.com | bello-digital.com

Come see these and other great Bell’O Digital products at the 2016 Consumer Electronics Show, booth # 12824 

Get theater-like bass in your home 

with the addition of the optional 

BDSW-1650 Wireless Subwoofer

Integrated sound system with

Bluetooth® wireless technology

© 2015 Twin-Star International, Inc. All designs are patented or patent pending. 
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and any use of such marks by Twin-Star International, Inc. is used under license.

 A Twin-Star International, Inc Brand
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Features: 4.5 Stars

Ergonomics: 3.5 Stars

Value: 5 Stars

Marantz SR7010 A/V Receiver

TEST REPORT 

By Mark Fleischmann

($699), and NR1506 ($499). The top 

four support Atmos. However, the 

SR7010’s nine amp channels make 

it the only one to natively support 

Atmos 5.1.4. The SR6010 requires 

two channels of external amplifi-

cation to accomplish the same,  

and the SR5010 and NR1606 are 

seven-channel models supporting 

Atmos 5.1.2 only. Bottom line: If 

you’re serious about Atmos, either 

invest in the SR7010 or seek 

Blu-ray titles. However, I must tell you 

that the two Auro-3D demos I’ve 

heard at CES 2015 and CEDIA 2015 

were both jolly convincing. Whether 

Auro-3D will ever be a contenda is 

somewhere between debatable and 

dubious, but the extra height layer 

is a provocative idea. Incidentally,  

if you want to run 10.1 Auro-3D on  

the nine-channel Marantz, you’ll  

need an extra amp for the additional 

height channel.

The SR7010 is rated at 125 watts 

with two channels driven. How it will 

fare with more channels going at 

once will make our Test Bench 

measurements interesting reading. 

Ultra HD fanatics may rest assured 

that the receiver has the latest HDMI 

2.0a connectivity with the metadata 

that supports HDR10 picture-quality 

improvements plus HDCP 2.2 

anti-copying technology to ensure 

that the receiver will pass UHD 

signals from any source component. 

Rarer is the ISF certification, which 

allows a qualified installer to make 

subtle video tweaks.

Like an ever-increasing number of 

receivers, the SR7010 has what I call 

the wireless triple threat (though one 

reader suggests it should be called 

the triple treat): Wi-Fi, AirPlay, and 

Bluetooth. DLNA accesses music 

from Wi-Fi- or Ethernet-connected 

nine-channel joy elsewhere.

The SR7010 is slated to ultimately 

support three of the latest surround 

formats. It plays Dolby Atmos out of 

the box and can be upgraded for 

DTS:X and Auro-3D. DTS:X competes 

with Dolby Atmos much as DTS-

HD Master Audio competes with 

Dolby TrueHD (and the original DTS 

competes with Dolby Digital). Which 

one is the better format is a question 

we’ll probably be sorting out for 

years. The DTS:X software update 

wasn’t available in time for this review 

but is scheduled to arrive in 2016.

Auro-3D is a much smaller 

competitor in the race. This format, 

from Auro Technologies of Belgium, 

supports not one but two height 

layers (in addition to the floor 

speakers), and, unlike DTS:X, its 

requirements cannot be satisfied 

with an existing Atmos speaker 

layout. Although Auro-3D has been 

around since 2006 and doesn’t 

require an update to be compatible 

with existing Blu-ray players, it’s 

supported on only a handful of 

THE MARANTZ SR7010 IS THE 

fifth Dolby Atmos receiver I’ve 

reviewed. However, to be frank, it’s 

only the second one that matters to 

me. Most of the Atmos receivers 

occupying my rack’s guest berth 

have been seven-channel models 

limited to 5.1.2-channel Atmos, with 

just a single pair of height channels 

in the front. Only the nine-channel 

Pioneer Elite SC-89 and this Marantz 

have provided what I deem the 

minimum acceptable Atmos 

experience utilizing 5.1.4 channels, 

with height channels in both front 

and back. 

This review also marks my second 

exposure to Atmos-enabled 

speakers—which attempt to bounce 

height effects off the ceiling—and 

my first exposure to Atmos add-ons, 

in the form of the Klipsch RP-140SA. 

Adding the Klipsches to my existing 

Paradigm monitors enabled me to 

incorporate the Paradigms, my 

longtime reference speakers, into 

Atmos demos for the first time. 

Before this, I had relied on the 

Pioneer SP-EBS73-LR, an Atmos-

enabled integrated monitor, with the 

height drivers built into the top. I 

would use the Pioneers for Atmos 

and the Paradigms for 5.1 and stereo. 

Now I can use the Paradigm/Klipsch 

team for all demos. 

True, the elegant form of the 

Pioneers makes the Paradigm/

Klipsch combo look like a 

Frankenstein monster. But adding 

Atmos to the speakers that are 

hardwired into my frame of reference 

was worth the trouble. A dedicated 

review of the Klipsches is in the 

works.

Top of the Heap

Marantz offers five new receivers, 

including three full-size SR models 

and two slimline NR models. They 

are the SR7010 ($2,199), SR6010 

($1,399), SR5010 ($899), NR1606 

PRICE $2,199

Dressed to the Nines

■ USB jack not PC  

compatible

■ Nine amp channels 

■ Atmos-ready, upgradable 

for DTS:X, Auro-3D

■ Audyssey MultEQ XT32 

room correction

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

•A drop-down door reveals a 

full-size display. 
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Marantz SR7010 A/V Receiver

Audio Performance

Video Performance 
Features

Ergonomics

Value

A/V RECEIVERTHE VERDICT

The Marantz SR7010 has nine amp channels, Dolby 

Atmos decoding, DTS:X upgradability, and even Auro-3D 

upgradability, making it as future-proof as a receiver can 

currently be.

MARANTZ SR7010 A/V RECEIVER

PRICE: $2,199

Marantz • (201) 762-6500 • us.marantz.com

Pre-Atmos movie 

viewing included 

The Calling (Dolby 

Digital), with Susan 

Sarandon as a 

small-town 

detective trailing a 

serial killer. The 

opening music includes 

a church bell; this triggered the Dolby 

Surround processing mode into 

action, which derives faux-height 

effects from non-Atmos surround 

and stereo soundtracks. The height 

enhancement gave the tolling of the 

bell an extra eeriness and made the 

rest of the music un-speaker-bound. I 

liked the feeling.

As I marched onward into Atmos 

territory, San Andreas (Dolby Atmos/

TrueHD) challenged the receiver’s 

amp with effects spread among all 

nine speakers. The height effects 

don’t start until a half-hour into the 

film. Why no height info in the 

opening choral music? In the car 

crash? In the first appearance of the 

helicopter? I guess the mixer was 

waiting for the first earthquake— 

and then the soundtrack didn’t 

disappoint, lofting the tinkling of a 

high-rise restaurant’s broken glass 

above the main channels. Which 

leads to an aesthetic question: 

Should mixers withhold height 

effects until a movie ramps up to its 

dramatic peaks? Or should height 

effects be context-specific and used 

in any scenes where they would 

correspond to images? I want Atmos 

all the time; maybe that’s just me. In 

any event, the Marantz ran all its 

channels at aggressive levels without 

breaking a sweat.

I’d previously auditioned The 

Gunman (Dolby Atmos/TrueHD) in 

5.1, but this was my first listen to the 

Atmos soundtrack. Height effects 

graced everything from ethereal 

music in a love scene to a bullfight. 

If I seem to be obsessing about the 

height channels, that’s not to imply 

that the Marantz wasn’t delivering 

dialogue and surround effects with 

equal aplomb.

My millionth consumption of the 

2014 Dolby Atmos Demonstration 

Disc (Dolby Atmos/TrueHD) 

suggested that Klipsch’s Atmos-

enabled speakers, here heard for the 

first time, not only provided excellent 

height effects, but did it without my 

having to boost the height-channel 

levels for an effective result, as had 

been the case with the Pioneers. The 

Audyssey room-corrected levels 

were sufficient to bathe me in jungle 

rain, dazzle me in the Dolby logo 

sequence, and plunge me into the 

height wonderland of the animated 

child-maestro clip. I’ll cover this in 

more detail when I review the 

Klipsches.

Back to Woodstock

The Steady as She Goes CD is the 

hybrid electric-acoustic work of a 

latter-day Hot Tuna, beautifully 

recorded in all its stringed glory at 

Levon Helm Studios in Woodstock, 

New York. While the Flat and 

Reference modes of Audyssey 

MultEQ XT32 offered slightly better 

imaging than the receiver’s 

un-room-corrected sound (with 

Reference bringing out voices just a 

little more), most timbres were in the 

same ballpark, with no worrisome 

tradeoffs. I preferred straight 

room-corrected stereo to faux-height 

Dolby Surround; imaging was 

denser when the Paradigms were 

operating alone than when the 

Klipsch add-ons assisted. Jack 

Casady’s brief but tasty bass solo in 

“A Little Faster” showed how well 

Audyssey handled the sub crossover 

and EQ. The Marantz truthfully 

conjured the distinctive vocal 

timbres of Jorma Kaukonen and 

Teresa Williams.

By the time I got to Madeleine 

Peyroux’s Half the Perfect World CD, 

I had decided that switching from  

the Pioneer SP-EBS73-LR Atmos- 

integrated speakers to the Klipsch 

add-ons made me less comfortable 

with Dolby Surround. Klipsch’s 

stronger height effects, at least as 

automatically balanced by this 

incarnation of Audyssey, made the 

devices such as a PC or a NAS drive. 

If that isn’t enough music-streaming 

gratification, the FM section also 

tunes in digital terrestrial HD Radio 

(which supports DTS Neural 

Surround). Back in the wired world, 

the front-panel USB port can connect 

either an iOS device or a flash drive, 

with audio files including lossless 

FLAC and DSD. That’s a whole grab 

bag of fun. The only omission is a 

dedicated USB DAC input that 

accepts direct signals from a PC or 

Mac. Granted, this remains a rare 

feature on AVRs, but a receiver 

costing north of $2,000 should cover 

all bases.

Auto setup and room calibration 

have become indispensable features 

to those who would rather not own 

an SPL meter. Marantz has not only 

licensed Audyssey, still the class act 

of the field in my opinion; it has paid 

extra for the best version, Audyssey 

MultEQ XT32. This maximizes filter 

resolution and applies the results to 

all channels, including subwoofers. 

Marantz and stablemate Denon even 

supply a cardboard tripod for the 

setup microphone.

Associated equipment included 

my five Paradigm Reference Studio 

20 v.4 monitors, the four Klipsch 

RP-140SA Atmos-enabled add-on 

speakers, an Oppo BDP-83SE 

universal disc player for Blu-ray, and a 

Panasonic DMP-BD87 Blu-ray player 

for Netflix streaming. All movie 

demos were on Blu-ray Disc.

No Personality Shifts

Befitting a top-of-the-line receiver, 

the SR7010 ran my speakers of 

average sensitivity (plus the Atmos 

add-ons) with room to spare, 

playing as loudly as I care to listen, 

even with all nine channels singing. 

One benefit of pairing a high-quality 

amplifier section with Audyssey’s 

top room-correction scheme was 

that the results were great in any 

conceivable mode, whether it was 

the movie-friendly Audyssey 

Reference, the music-friendly 

Audyssey Flat, or the direct mode 

with no room correction at all. 

Unvarnished, the receiver had a 

slightly polite top end, a euphonic 

midrange, and excellent bass for a 

receiver. With Audyssey room 

correction, imaging improved, but 

the receiver maintained its strong 

suits, avoiding the jarring personality 

shifts and tradeoffs between modes 

that have been known to charac-

terize receivers with less refined 

amps and lower-resolution room 

correction.

The Marantz and I binged our way 

through two seasons of The Blacklist, 

the James Spader supercrook 

series, via Netflix, in Dolby Digital 

Plus 5.1. Even with zero break-in, the 

receiver had a confident personality 

that soon asserted itself, easily 

handling copious chase scenes and 

gunfights. Of course, the real fun of 

this show is Spader playing criminal 

raconteur and mentor to his FBI 

protégé Megan Boone, sometimes i

n a cheerful singsong, sometimes in 

an urgent sotto voce. At high enough 

volumes, the dynamic extremes held 

together—though for the late-night 

pre-Colbert binges, I invoked 

Audyssey Dynamic EQ and Dynamic 

Volume to spare the neighbors. 

These less-celebrated members of 

the Audyssey suite get less credit 

than they deserve; they rejigger a 

program’s dynamic contours while 

still providing a great listening 

experience.
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• The SR7010 is solidly built, 

weighing over 30 pounds.
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TEST REPORT 

SPECS Power Output: 9 x 125 watts (8 ohms, 2 channels 

driven) • Auto Setup/Room EQ: Audyssey MultEQ XT32 • Video Pro-

cessing: 4K passthrough, scaling (proprietary) • Dimensions (WxHxD, 

Inches): 17.3 x 7.3 x 15.8 • Weight (Pounds): 30.4 • Video Inputs: HDMI 

2.0a (8) with HDCP 2.2, component video (3), composite video (4) • Audio 

Inputs: Coaxial digital (2), optical digital (2), stereo analog (6), phono (1), 

7.1-channel analog (1) • Additional: Bluetooth/Wi-Fi antenna (2), USB (1), 

Ethernet (1), IR in (1), 12-volt trigger (2), RS-232C (1), AM (1), FM (1) • Video 

Outputs: HDMI 2.0a (3), component video (1), composite video (2) • 

Audio Outputs: Stereo analog (2), 13.2-channel (1), ¼-inch headphone

AUDIO This graph shows the SR7010’s left channel, from CD input to 

speaker output with two channels driving 8-ohm loads. Measurements for 

THD+noise, crosstalk, signal-to-noise ratio, and analog/digital frequency 

response were all within expected performance parameters. Full details 

available at soundandvision.com.—MJP

0.1% THD 1.0% THD

2 Channels Continuously Driven, 8-Ohm Loads 128.7 watts 168.8 watts

2 Channels Continuously Driven, 4-Ohm Loads 201.7 watts 235.3 watts

5 Channels Continuously Driven, 8-Ohm Loads 84.3 watts 113.1 watts

7 Channels Continuously Driven, 8-Ohm Loads 83.2 watts 103.4 watts

THE Marantz passed all of our usual video test benchmarks, though it 

exhibited the slight rolloff in chroma resolution we see with many AVRs. 

This result is visible with a test pattern but not likely to be noticeable with 

program material.—Rob Sabin

Test Bench
Marantz SR7010 A/V Receiver

updates). Considering  

its price point, readers 

with speakers more 

demanding than mine will 

expect extra power—

and I’ll reiterate my 

advice to read the Test 

Bench measurements 

with care. Audyssey 

MultEQ XT32 is a big 

plus. It takes the 

uncertainty out of room 

correction—in any mode, 

you’ll likely get good 

results—and it’s worth 

the extra licensing cost.

If the distinction 

between Dolby Atmos 

5.1.4 and 5.1.2 is as big a 

deal as I think it is, this 

nine-channel receiver will 

soon have competition, 

and much of it at lower 

prices. I’m giving the 

Marantz a value rating of 

five stars because it was 

surprisingly versatile and always 

satisfying. But I expect it to be joined, 

and possibly surpassed, by other 

nine-channel receivers. How will a 

wider frame of reference affect my 

retroactive judgment of this receiver? 

Without a crystal ball, it’s hard to say. 

The Marantz is only the second 

Atmos 5.1.4 model I’ve reviewed. But 

the next chapter in the evolution of 

surround receivers will be an 

interesting one indeed. 

Audio editor Mark Fleischmann is 

also the author of the annually 

updated book Practical Home 

Theater (quietriverpress.com).

Dolby height-enhanced 

post-processing mode 

unsubtle. It was “too 

all over the place,” I 

complained to my 

notebook, and it 

undermined the album’s 

jazzy intimacy. Larry 

Klein’s understated 

production worked best 

in stereo. Switching from 

room-corrected 2.1 

mode to direct 2.0 faintly 

blurred the imaging 

of Peyroux’s velvety 

mezzo-soprano, though 

the direct mode was 

slightly better in extreme 

off-axis positions.

Dvořák’s Requiem, 

with Antoni Wit leading 

the Warsaw Philharmonic 

Orchestra and Choir, 

came on a Naxos Blu-ray 

Audio disc (DTS-HD 

Master Audio). The 

5.0-channel 96/24 soundtrack 

spread the choir and vocal soloists 

evenly across the three front 

channels, not understating the 

center, as so many multichannel 

mixes of classical music do. (What’s 

the use of mixing in multichannel if 

you don’t make full use of the med-

ium?) Here most of all, I appreciated 

the Marantz’s midrange resolution, 

as it reproduced attractive vocal and 

orchestral tone color suspended in 

a believable space.

The Marantz SR7010 is a state-

of-the-art mass-market receiver with 

future-proof Dolby Atmos, DTS:X, 

and Auro-3D surround decoding 

(assuming you install all the 

•With nine amp channels, the SR7010 natively supports 

Atmos 5.1.4.62 FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com 

•The attractive remote 

has a black brushed-

metal faceplate and 

silver trim.
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•John thought the Micro’s brushed black 

finish gave it Stealth Bomber appeal.

Definitive Technology W Studio 
Micro Soundbar System

TEST REPORT 

By John Sciacca

the same DTS you know from 

surround sound).

Play-Fi uses a home’s existing 

wired and Wi-Fi network to distribute 

music to a variety of equipped 

devices without applying any 

additional data reduction or compres-

sion. One of Play-Fi’s biggest appeals 

is that unlike Sonos, Bluesound, or 

Heos, it’s an open platform that can 

be licensed by any manufacturer, 

meaning you can buy your favorite 

brands of Play-Fi-enabled speaker, 

amplifier, and soundbar and have 

them all work together. 

In addition to Definitive Tech-

nology, companies that have either 

released product or announced plans 

to embrace the Play-Fi ecosystem 

include Polk Audio, Paradigm, 

MartinLogan, Anthem, Fusion 

Research, McIntosh, Sonus Faber, 

Arcam, and Wadia. 

New Bar, Three Tricks

The W Studio Micro soundbar-and-

subwoofer system makes the sixth 

product in Definitive’s Play-Fi lineup, 

or Wireless Collection. I’ve previously 

reviewed the entire series up to this 

point—W7 and W9 tabletop speak-

ers, W Amp stereo amplifier, W 

Adapt non-amplified source 

Moreover, numerous streaming 

services have been added, so that 

Play-Fi now supports Deezer, Rdio, 

SiriusXM, Internet Radio, Pandora, 

Songza, Spotify Connect, Tidal, and 

KKBox (not currently available in the 

U.S.), with Rhapsody expected by 

the time you read this. You can also 

stream any content stored locally on 

your iOS device and any music on 

drives on the network (though with 

some issues I’ll describe later). That 

means you should never want for any 

listening options, and you can have 

confidence that Play-Fi will continue 

adding services. 

Besides iOS, Play-Fi offers free 

apps for Android and Kindle Fire. I 

didn’t try either during my review, 

but the Android app was slated to 

receive the same facelift and may be 

available by the time you read this. A 

free Windows control app for PCs is 

available with very basic control, but 

Definitive provides a code to install 

the full, licensed version of the 

app—“Play-Fi HD,” usually $14.95—

at no charge to customers who 

register their systems. Currently, 

there’s no Mac version. 

Setup

First, don’t be alarmed by the fairly 

huge, L-shaped box the Micro 

arrives in, which is also one of the 

more challenging boxes I’ve ever 

opened—a bit like deconstructing 

an origami creation. Once you free 

the soundbar from its packaging, 

you’ll be startled by how thin, 

lightweight, and micro the Micro 

truly is.

Indeed, at 1.75 inches high, the 

Micro definitely earns its moniker. 

One of the terrific things about being 

so thin is the bar can sit in front of 

virtually any stand-mounted TV 

without blocking the picture. 

With TV manufac-

turers making their 

tabletop stands 

shorter and 

component, and W Studio soundbar 

system (Sound & Vision, April 2015 

and soundandvision.com). Much 

as I wrote about the W Studio, the 

Micro will likely be Definitive’s Trojan 

horse for Play-Fi; people will 

probably buy it just because it’s a 

great soundbar with an ultra-thin 

form factor. But on top of signifi-

cantly improving your TV- and 

movie-watching experience, the 

Micro is also a full-blown music 

streamer, and it provides the ability 

to become part of a full housewide 

audio streaming system—all of 

which makes this bar an off-the-

charts value proposition.

Regular readers may recall from 

my earlier review that I complimented 

the sound quality of all the products 

but couldn’t really embrace the 

Play-Fi user interface. The first thing I 

can say is how much has changed 

and improved over the past 10 

months! It’s clear that DTS hasn’t 

been resting on their Play-Fi 

development laurels, as the iOS app 

has been completely overhauled, 

with many new services and features 

supported. To be honest, my initial 

experience with the Play-Fi iOS app 

during my prior review felt like I was 

looking at a product still in beta: It 

had a basic, boring design with 

many rough edges. Now the totally 

redesigned app—launched literally 

days after I received the Micro— 

feels finished, slick, and ready for 

prime time. 

Before, the iOS version of the app 

was so throttled back, I constantly felt 

like I was fighting with the system 

instead of enjoying it. No more. Now 

the apps—versions for both iPhone 

and iPad—are not 

only feature rich, 

they look as good 

as they work. 

THE SOUNDBAR IS ONE OF THE 

fastest-growing market segments in 

recent years, and that’s no surprise. 

As consumer demand grows for 

ultra-thin TVs with virtually zero bezel, 

display manufacturers are in the 

quandary of where to put the built-in 

speakers. The answer for most has 

been placing shallow speakers 

behind the screen, firing away from 

listeners. Obviously, these sonic 

compromises make it increasingly 

difficult to understand dialogue— 

let alone actually enjoy the wider 

dynamics of movies or music— 

and the simple solution is adding  

a soundbar.

Soundbars are veering off in two 

directions: They’re either low-end, 

sub-$350 models, designed merely 

as TV sound improvement products, 

or high-end, $1,000-plus models, 

designed to be viable alternatives to 

traditional 5.1-channel surround 

systems. The soundbar middle class, 

if you will, has been getting pushed 

out.

Definitive Technology’s new W 

Studio Micro fits into this mid-market 

pricing segment—and it does so with 

aplomb by including Play-Fi, making 

it far more than a simple, one-trick-

pony TV audio replacement. In fact, 

playing TV audio isn’t even the 

coolest part of what the W Studio 

Micro is all about. Instead, Definitive 

Technology has delivered a new pony 

with three distinct tricks. 

Play What?

Play-Fi has been in the market for 

more than a year now, so it’s likely 

you’ve heard of it. In short, it’s a 

wireless, multiroom music streaming 

platform developed by Phorus, a 

company founded by a former tech 

executive at Harman International 

and acquired in 2012 by DTS (yes, 

PRICE $899

Ergonomics: 4.5 Stars

Value: 4 Stars

Lean Machine

■ Awkward handling of  

network media

■ Ultra-thin form factor

■ Triple-threat with movies, 

music, and wholehouse 

audio 

■ Great sound

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

A new pony with three distinct tricks.

64 FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com 

SVIP-160200-TRDEFSBAR.indd  12/8/15  8:06 AM  PAGE 64



SOUNDBAR
DEFINITIVE TECHNOLOGY W STUDIO MICRO SOUNDBAR SYSTEM

PRICE: $899

Definitive Technology • (800) 223-5246 • wireless.definitivetech.com

Definitive Technology W Studio 
Micro Streaming Soundbar System

Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value

something that custom installers love, 

I assure you. The Micro can also 

repeat IR commands through an 

included IR flasher, in the (unlikely) 

event that it does block your display’s 

IR receiver, and it has a rear-panel IR 

input for direct connection to a 

control system.

Visually, the supplied down-firing 

subwoofer is your basic black cube, 

with a single, discreet “D” logo on the 

front. Installing the sub is simplicity 

itself: I plugged it in, and it immediately 

paired with the bar—and that was it. In 

fact, the only thing on the sub to mess 

with is a power rocker switch. If the 

sub happens to lose sync with the 

bar—which never happened during 

my review—a Sync button on the bar 

lets you re-establish the connection. 

The sub has an estimated 30-foot 

transmission range to the bar and can 

be hard-wired if need be. 

To use the Micro’s Play-Fi features, 

you must connect to your Wi-Fi 

network. (An optional USB-to-

Ethernet adapter is available.) Wi-Fi 

setup via iOS app involves simply 

going to your Wi-Fi connections tab 

and linking to the Micro, which 

appears with a name like “PlayFi2-

Device008922.” Then, you use the 

Definitive app to connect the Micro to 

your home’s Wi-Fi network and enter 

the password.

Should you ever need to make a 

change—say, use a new router or 

change a Wi-Fi password—a setup 

button puts the Micro back into 

setup/discovery mode. 

(Not So) Micro Movies 

and Music 

Considering that the Micro has so 

little real estate to work with, I wasn’t 

sure how much sound it could 

produce. The folks at Definitive claim 

they have overcome the inherent 

acoustic limitations by using multiple 

oval-shaped drivers with neodymium 

magnets to increase bass response 

and driver output. The Micro 

includes four 1 x 3-inch oval woofers 

and three 1-inch aluminum-dome 

tweeters. To improve dialogue 

intelligibility, two of the woofers are 

tasked to center-channel duties, and 

bass notes are shared equally 

among all four of them. 

The end result is far more and 

fuller output than a bar/sub combo 

this size would be expected to 

produce, with solid, deep bass and 

quite detailed highs. I found the 

blending with the 8-inch sub to be 

mostly terrific; only occasionally did I 

need to grab the remote to use the 

Bass button to make tweaks. For 

example, while watching the DVD of 

the Cowboy Junkies’ Trinity Revisited 

performance, I noticed that Alan 

Anton’s bass work was just a shade 

boomy, and a couple of clicks down 

dialed it back in line. 

As noted, the bar supports both 

Dolby Digital and DTS surround 

formats and has two DSP modes 

labeled Music and Movie. It smartly 

switches to Music when receiving a 

Play-Fi signal or Movie when you 

select one of the three inputs. (You 

can also manually select whichever 

mode you prefer for any source or 

input.) The Music mode delivers a far 

more restrained soundfield, with a 

very straightforward and not-too-

wide upfront presentation like you 

might get with two closely spaced 

stereo speakers. Definitive describes 

Music mode as having “a wider 

frequency response with added 

clarity and accuracy for faithful 

reproduction of your favorite artist.” 

The Movie mode adds a ton of 

ambience, with the perceived loca-

tion of sounds greatly increased in 

both the height and width planes.

I definitely preferred the simulated 

surround from the Movie mode while 

watching movies and TV. Often, 

while listening to music that featured 

very little processing, such as classic 

jazz, I found that the Movie mode 

added spaciousness to the pre-

sentation that I also preferred. I do 

wish there was a way to tweak the 

level of processing on both modes, 

as some program material can have 

so much recorded ambience that 

it makes dialogue difficult to 

its thin profile helps it call little 

attention to itself.

As a good part of the Micro’s life 

will be integrating with a TV, Definitive 

includes two Toslink optical digital 

inputs and one minijack input for 

an analog audio connection. There’s 

a nice cavity that makes it more 

ergonomic to connect and access 

the wiring. The typical install will likely 

involve all sources connected to the 

TV via HDMI and then a single optical 

digital audio cable to the bar. Keep in 

mind, though, that many TVs will 

downconvert Dolby Digital and DTS 

bitstreams presented to their HDMI 

inputs to PCM stereo for their optical 

audio output, which would bypass 

the Micro’s onboard Dolby Digital 

and DTS converters. You might enjoy 

better sound quality with a direct 

optical connection of both your 

set-top box and Blu-ray player unless 

your TV can be set up to pass these 

signals.

While the Micro comes with a 

remote control, even handier is its 

ability to learn commands from 

another IR remote, such as the one 

for your TV, cable, or satellite box. The 

feature lets you power it on, change 

inputs, adjust volume, and more from 

a single remote. Definitive also 

provides discrete IR codes to use 

with third-party control systems—

shorter, many bars end up infringing 

on the bottom of the screen. Not to 

worry here. 

The bar is so lightweight, I was 

honestly a bit concerned about how 

much sound it would be able to 

produce. Fortunately, these fears 

proved to be unfounded. Part of 

why it’s so lightweight is because 

Definitive has removed the power 

supply, instead using an external 

“brick” to power the bar, so 

depending on how you install the 

Micro, finding a way to conceal the 

brick might be an issue. With the 

power supply off-loaded, the Micro 

runs incredibly cool; even after a 

full day of TV and movie use, the top 

of the bar never got even warm to 

the touch. 

While Definitive describes the 

Micro’s anodized-aluminum top 

panel as having a “brushed-black” 

look, I’d call it more of a black-

graphite, Stealth Bomber appear-

ance. I mean, I’ve never seen the B-2 

Spirit in person, but this bar looks and 

feels like I imagine it does. The front 

and edges are wrapped in black 

cloth, and the bar definitely looks 

modern. The bar has two keyholes 

for wall mounting, which is how I 

installed it. At 3.25 inches deep, the 

bar might extend slightly further off 

the wall than some current TVs, but 

•Unobtrusive 

controls adorn the 

bar’s top panel.

THE VERDICT

The W Studio Micro’s strong 

performance and tons of 

streaming music features make 

it an easy recommendation.
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SOUNDBAR

C

SPECS Soundbar: 1 x 3 in woofer (4), 1 in aluminum-

dome tweeter (3); 96 watts total; 43.39 x 1.78 x 3.25 in (WxHxD); 5.1 

lb • Subwoofer: 8 in woofer; vented; 50-watt amplifier; 12.54 x 14 x 

12.54 in (WxHxD); 19.9 lb • Inputs: Toslink optical digital (2), 3.5mm 

analog, USB-A (for firmware updates or optional Ethernet adapter), 

3.5mm IR • Outputs: 3.5mm IR emitter, 3.5mm subwoofer connec-

tion • System Audio Formats: MP3, M4A, AAC, ALAC, FLAC, WAV; 

Dolby Digital and DTS surround formats • Music Services Sup-

ported: Internet Radio, Rdio, Songza, Pandora, Deezer, SiriusXM, 

Spotify Connect, Tidal, KKBox (Asian markets only)

SOUNDBAR (purple) + 6.74 /– 4.81 dB, 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 118 

Hz, – 6dB @ 100 Hz.

SUBWOOFER (blue) Close-miked response, normalized to level @ 80 

Hz: lower –3 dB @ 37 Hz, –6 dB @ 34 Hz, upper –3 dB @ 114 Hz.—MJP

Test Bench
Definitive Technology W Studio Micro 
Soundbar System

•Definitive supplies a small wand 

but the bar also learns IR codes from 

your cable remote.

66 FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com 

•At less than 2 inches tall, the 

W Studio Micro soundbar can fit 

in tight spaces.

Micro really delivered the difference 

in height.

While the subwoofer looks nearly 

identical to the model included with 

the pricier W Studio, it’s powered by a 

mere 50-watt amplifier, compared 

with the Studio sub’s 200 watts. Still, I 

never felt that bass was lacking, in 

output, depth, or (once levels were 

dialed in) detail. The sub easily 

delivered the massive bass note that 

starts Macklemore & Ryan Lewis’ 

“Downtown,” and it had no problem 

plumbing the depths of the Crystal 

Method’s “High Roller.” The sub also 

had the finesse to detail the different 

textures of Pierre Michelot’s bass 

work on Miles Davis’ soundtrack to 

the Louis Malle film Ascenseur pour 

l’échafaud, a wonderfully moody and 

atmospheric album that sounded 

terrific streamed through Tidal. 

Another very cool feature that 

arrived via update just days before 

my review was due was a new Video 

Mode for the Play-Fi HD PC app. 

Previously, when streaming content 

from the PC to a Play-Fi speaker, there 

would be a significant (more than a 

second) delay, making the app 

completely unusable with any video. 

With the Video Mode enabled, audio 

and video are now in perfect sync. This 

is a feature that will be a huge benefit to 

anyone who watches YouTube, Netflix, 

Hulu, or whatever on their computer 

but wants a much better sound system 

to enjoy the action. 

Raising the Bar

It’s amazing how much the Play-Fi 

system has been fixed in the past 

year, addressing and resolving 

most of my initial complaints. High- 

resolution audio streaming? Check. 

Synchronized audio and video with 

the Play-Fi HD app? Check. 

Tons of streaming options 

and a modern-looking app? 

Check. But there are still a 

few things that DTS should 

keep on their to-do list, 

primarily related to the 

streaming of your own audio 

library from a networked 

share. 

For example, there’s still 

no way to search for or jump 

to a letter—like “J” or “M” for 

John Mayer when you’re 

Conclusion

There is a lot to like about the W 

Studio Micro. It produces terrific 

sound for TV, movies, and music 

and has a really slim profile that 

works either on or off the wall. Also, 

Definitive Technology says that 

the W Studio Micro is outfitted with 

the appropriate hardware and 

processing to add wireless Play-Fi 

surround speakers at some point 

in the future when the software to 

support this is made available. 

Couple the Micro’s sonic perfor-

mance with all of its Play-Fi features, 

as well as the clear growth path 

for incorporating it as part of a 

housewide audio system, 

and you have a product 

that comes highly 

recommended. 

browsing content on a networked 

drive. Rather, you have to swipe 

through pages of stored music—

sorted by album, artist, genre, etc., 

depending on the media server—

until you find what you want to hear. 

There’s also no way to queue or 

create a playlist via the app; instead, 

selecting something new wipes out 

whatever you had been listening to. 

Last, the system still adds a very 

noticeable delay between tracks, 

which is really disjointed when you 

play gapless albums like The Dark 

Side of the Moon or listen to live 

concerts. However, after seeing how 

far DTS has come, I imagine they’ll 

continue tweaking the 

system and will resolve 

these issues as well in 

future firmware 

updates. 

understand when additional 

processing is applied. For example, 

when I watched the Presidents Cup 

golf tournament, there was so much 

crowd and atmospheric audio being 

processed that the dialogue was 

getting drowned out. Yes, there’s a 

button for raising and lowering the 

volume of the center channel, but 

switching over to the Music mode 

immediately fixed that problem.

The surprise-attack scene from 

Master and Commander: The Far 

Side of the World is one of my 

favorite scenes for evaluating not 

only the spaciousness of the 

presentation but also the intelligi-

bility of dialogue amidst the near 

constant bombast of cannon fire 

and explosions. The Micro kept 

dialogue well clear and lifted above 

the cacophony while still filling my 

room with splintering wood—and it 

did a very nice job of lifting the audio 

space well above the bar to give 

the illusion of height, with running 

footsteps and billowing sails coming 

from high above the screen. 

An episode of Fox’s Scream 

Queens has a scene where the killer 

is stalking a victim in a trailer, walking 

around and knocking on different 

windows, walls, and parts of the 

ceiling. While my reference 9.2-

channel home theater system 

distinctly placed these sounds in a 

complete 360-degree arc around the 

room, the Micro was more confined 

to locating sounds in the front half of 

the room. Still, it convincingly threw 

sounds well outside its width, 

making the direction of the audio 

cues obvious. 

Another scene that 

showed off the Micro’s 

surround strengths is near 

the end of The Hobbit: 

The Desolation of Smaug. 

When the characters are 

walking through the halls 

of the Lonely Mountain, 

there’s a wonderful 

spaciousness to the 

cavernous interior. Smaug 

lurks overhead, and coins 

drop off his body to the 

ground below; here, the 
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•The AK380 is sculpted in 

aircraft-grade aluminum alloy.

Astell & Kern AK380 Music 
Player

TEST REPORT 

By Mark Fleischmann

aesthetics, not-half-bad ergonomics, 

and stupendous sound.” The AK240 

one-upped its predecessors with 

native DSD support, network audio 

features, and a balanced headphone 

connection.

It never occurred to me that Astell 

& Kern would try to top that. But 

they’re trying. The AK380 is 

pants but would weigh heavily in the 

pocket of a silk shirt. It does leave 

room for a larger screen of 480 x 800 

pixels, or 2.2 x 3.4 inches. Sculpted 

in a geometrically complex form out 

of aircraft-grade aluminum alloy, 

the AK380 is an advanced 

meditation in bling.

The knurled cylindrical volume 

knob on the right nestles in a valley 

created by two planes of the complex 

chassis shape. On the opposite side 

are three navigation keys. On top, 

along with the power button, are two 

jacks that function as unbalanced 

headphone, balanced headphone, 

and digital optical inputs. The Micro 

USB jack at bottom enables the unit 

to serve as a USB DAC when plugged 

into a computer. Charging is via 

computer only. No power adapter 

is provided, an odd omission in a 

product this costly, and charging via 

computer takes four hours—though 

the 5-volt charger that came with my 

cheap cellphone got the job done 

in just two. A full charge provides 8 

hours of playback.

Internal memory of 256 

gigabytes can be nudged up by 

another 128 GB with a microSD 

card. The AK380 can handle 

pretty much every playback 

format you might want, 

including Double DSD 

(5.6 megahertz). But 

what makes it truly 

formidable is its versatility. 

SHOCK LEAD OF THE YEAR: 

Astell & Kern’s AK380 music player 

retails for $3,499. That’s an awful lot to 

pay for a pocketful of music. But it 

seems unjust to start a review of such 

a product by carping over its price 

before evaluating its merits. After all, 

not many people muster moral 

outrage over the price tags on 

Porsches, Patek Philippe watches, or 

99-point offerings in Wine Spectator. 

Why should high-end audio units—

including the Pono, a comparative 

bargain at $400— be the only 

perfectionist products to face puritan 

scorn? No, as a consumer, I wouldn’t 

pay $3,499 for a music player. But as a 

critic, I’m willing to consider cost-no-

object items on their own terms.

The Astells and the Kerns

The Astell & Kern music-player line 

(from iriver of South Korea) now 

includes seven models: the AK Jr 

($499), AK100 II ($900), AK120 II 

($1,700), the AK240 ($2,500), AK240 

SS (a stainless steel version of the 

AK240, $3,000), the new AK320 (price 

unannounced at press time), and the 

AK380 under review here. The 

sorta-kinda-affordable AK100, 

combined with high-resolution 

content, “opens up a whole new 

world of listening,” I wrote in a 

review of the original $699 

version in 2013—and it’s still 

my top mobile signal source 

for headphone reviews. The 

following year, I compli-

mented the notably pricier 

AK240 for its “unassail-

able build quality, sweet 

PRICE $3,499

Ergonomics: 3 Stars

Value: 2 Stars

Want to Ride 
with the Pros?

■ Breathtakingly high priced

■ 32-bit capability is irrel-

evant to non-professionals 

■ Compatible with DSD and 

32-bit PCM

■ Streams to and from other 

devices

■ Extraordinary build quality

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

Astell & Kern AK380 Music Player
Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value

Music was colorful, 

vibrant, and full of life.

68 FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com 

advertised as a “pro audio player,” 

supporting 32-bit depth and a 

384-kilohertz sampling rate without 

downsampling. Can you download 

music in a 32-bit format? No, the 

high-resolution download services 

don’t go beyond 24-bit. Is there an 

audible benefit to going from 24 to 

32 bits? I haven’t had a chance to do 

an A/B comparison, but any benefit 

is probably noticeable only to angels 

in heaven. However, said an A&K 

spokesperson, 32-bit playback 

allows studio pros to listen to their 

raw recordings before they’re 

downconverted to 24-bit. I’ll defer to 

the pros on the ultimate value of 

32-bit recording.

Like cheesecake, 32-bit circuitry 

makes you put on weight. At more 

than half a pound, the AK380 weighs 

about an ounce and a half more than 

the AK240. It might travel in cargo 
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What The Critics Say About ZVOX:

“Best buy.” 

Consumer’s Digest 

“Home audio product of the year.” 

CNET

“Audiophile quality.” 

Stereophile

• Improved PhaseCue® technology gives you three-dimensional sound from one cabinet.

• New AccuVoice® technology delivers incredibly clear vocal reproduction.

• aptX Bluetooth allows for wireless music streaming from your phone or tablet.

• Low-profile (3.5" high) designer cabinets virtually disappear under your TV.

Fantastic home theater sound does NOT have to be complicated, cluttered or costly. New ZVOX SoundBase systems range in size from 
17" to 42" and are now priced from $169.99 to $499.99. They are available through the zvoxaudio.com web site or from over 600 retail 
outlets including Magnolia Home Theater stores (in select Best Buy stores), Amazon.com, Crutchfield.com, Karl’s TV, ListenUp, Nebraska 
Furniture Mart and many other retailers. For dealer list visit zvoxaudio.com.

zvoxaudio.com   |   866-367-9869
Free Shipping & 60 Day Home Trial

® ZVOX, SoundBase, PhaseCue and AccuVoice are registered trademarks of ZVOX Audio LLC. Bluetooth is a registered trademark of Bluetooth SIG. © 2015 ZVOX Audio LLC. 

®

“The ZVOX SoundBase Is A Smart  
Alternative To Skinny Sound Bars.”
Our ZVOX SoundBase® home theater systems are bigger than ever – up to 42" wide – so they are compatible with virtually any size TV. 
And they sound better than ever – with improved tonal balance, more expansive virtual surround sound and remarkable bass from up to 
three built-in powered subwoofers. Before you buy a sound bar or conventional home theater, use our 60-day home trial and hear how 
good a great SoundBase can sound.

CNET

60
DAY

HOME TRIAL

Save $30-$150
On SoundBase  
Systems.SALE
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MUSIC PLAYER
ASTELL & KERN AK380 MUSIC PLAYER

PRICE: $3,499

Astell & Kern/iriver • (949) 336-4540 • astellnkern.com

It was with Apple Lossless files 

ripped from CDs that the Sennheiser 

really took off. Distinctive voices like 

Linda Thompson’s edgy soprano 

(“Never the Bride”) and Marianne 

Faithfull’s leathery alto (“Strange 

Weather”) were tightly and 

realistically imaged, with correct 

timbre and no additives. Even a 

hushed low-level vocal like Matthias 

Goerne’s performance of “Litanei,” 

from Schubert’s Wanderers Nacht-

lied, was beautifully focused and 

convincingly imaged. The close-

miking of acoustic guitar in Jan 

Akkerman’s “Passion” placed me 

in front of the guitar, not inside it,  

a subtle distinction that few 

headphone/DAC combinations 

properly observe. In the final 

movement of Bach’s Brandenburg 

Concerto No. 3, the harpsichord 

wasn’t lost amid the strings—as I 

said, no “veil” here.

High-resolution audio raised the 

ante. Madeleine Peyroux’s vocal in 

her cover of “Gentle on My Mind” 

(44.1-kHz/24-bit) was holographically 

imaged. In Led Zeppelin’s “Dancing 

Days” (96/24), the snarling multi-

tracked guitars didn’t obscure the 

softer cymbal hits. The high-

frequency sounds of chiming 

percussion in “Ben’s Farm in Vermont” 

(192/24), from David Chesky’s The 

Zephyrtine: A Ballet Story, were more 

open and fully resolved with the 

Sennheiser than with the Oppo, 

which softened them, or the Sony, 

which etched them. While the 

Sennheiser couldn’t provide full bass 

extension for the opening pedal in 

the Saint-Saëns Organ Symphony 

(176.4/24), the A&K had enough 

low-end control to firm up Aston 

Barrett’s line in Bob Marley and the 

Wailers’ “Satisfy My Soul” (96/24) and 

enough midbass definition to capture 

Roger Glover’s distinctive growl in 

Deep Purple’s “Smoke on the Water” 

(96/24).

Of the three headphones used, 

the Sennheiser had the lowest 

sensitivity, but the AK380 ran it with 

plenty of headroom and no audible 

sign of strain, whatever the dynamic 

challenge.

The Oppo Effect

The Oppo PM-2 headphone was 

more colorful than the Sennheiser in 

some selections but somewhat 

more opaque in others. In the MP3 

lossy material, it smoothed over the 

grit in the Ramones and endowed 

both the Dvořák symphony and 

Deodato’s cover of Gershwin’s 

“Rhapsody in Blue” with a pleasing 

warmth. Oppo’s best MP3 moment 

was in the squirming, smirking 

multitracked guitars of John Cale’s 

cover of Jonathan Richman’s “Pablo 

Picasso.” They were a complex 

metal treat. I’d never heard this track 

sounding so un-MP3.

In CD-quality lossless territory, the 

Oppo gauzed the vocals in both the 

Linda Thompson track and her 

ex-husband Richard Thompson’s 

Acoustic Classics version of “When 

the Spell Is Broken.” While not 

unpleasant, the coloration in the 

Oppo was obvious compared with 

the Sennheiser, and the ever-truthful 

AK380 did nothing to counteract it. 

On the other hand, the Oppo/AK380 

combo held together the disparate 

elements of Teddy Thompson’s 

“Over and Over,” something that has 

eluded many combinations of 

headphones and headphone amps.

In the high-resolution tracks, the 

AK380’s feeding of the Oppo 

produced inspired results. Nick 

Drake’s “Things Behind the Sun” 

(96/24) was utterly natural and 

lifelike, the acoustic guitar full of 

tone color, the voice not too breathy. 

Peyroux sounded more open and 

detailed than with any speakers I’ve 

heard. Donald Fagen’s “Maxine” 

(48/24) was the ultimate in 

opulence, with perfect timbre, 

distinct layering, and a satin sheen. 

THE VERDICT

Astell & Kern’s AK380 offers copious net-

work audio features and the unique plus of 

native 32-bit playback—but is it worth the 

high price to consumers?

•A handsome custom leather 

case comes with the AK380.

A superb-sounding and versatile music player.

70 FEBRUARY/MARCH 2016 soundandvision.com 

including a volume slider, 

Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, your 

choice of parametric 

or graphic EQ, DAC, 

and other control 

icons. Tap the nut 

icon to access the full 

settings menu. While a 

learning curve is to be expected 

with a product this complex, the 

settings menu should have been 

accessible from the home screen.

I dragged about 30 test tracks 

onto the AK380 from a Windows 7 

PC reserved for media (look, Ma,  

no iTunes!). Along with desultory 

day-to-day listening, they became 

the basis for my evaluation. There 

were three categories of content in 

ascending order of quality: MP3s 

ripped from CDs at 192 kilobits per 

second, Apple Lossless files ripped 

from CDs, and 24-bit FLACs from 

HDtracks.

Sennheiser Unveiled

I reached for three headphones I’ve 

come to value for their varying 

personalities: the Oppo PM-2 

($699), Sennheiser HD600 ($400), 

and Sony MDR-V6 ($110). The 

surprise here was the Sennheiser. 

While it was an imaging champ, as 

usual, the so-called “Sennheiser 

veil” was nowhere in evidence; 

instead, I got a zingier and more 

highly resolving version of my 

favorite velour-lined cans. The 

Oppo was smooth and warm, also 

as usual—almost to a fault—while 

the Sony’s overweening treble was 

a cleaner version of its own usual 

self.

With MP3s ripped from CDs at 192 

kbps, the Sennheiser performed 

slightly better than expected. In 

Fotheringay’s “Banks of the Nile,” 

Sandy Denny’s voice was well 

resolved from the opening notes, and 

Dvořák’s New World Symphony 

(István Kertész, Vienna Philharmonic) 

was as good as lossy encoding 

gets in orchestral works. But the 

Ramones’ “I Wanna Be Sedated” 

was more forward than expected;  

the A&K wasn’t about to soft-pedal 

the lossy distortion of voice and 

complex guitar textures. Cymbal 

smashes became smooshes. The 

Sennheiser/AK380 combo told 

nothing but the truth.

It can act as a digital media player, 

controller, server, or renderer 

(network player). You’re not limited to 

playing music from the player’s own 

memory. It can also stream from any 

computer, NAS drive, music server, or 

other DLNA networked device. The 

AK Connect app for iOS or Android 

accesses music from mobile devices. 

Internet radio is available from AK 

Connect via vTuner. By the time you 

read this, the AK380 should be able 

to stream from Tidal, including 

lossless 16-bit audio via subscription. 

The audience for this product 

wouldn’t balk at the monthly fee of 

$25.99.

Astell & Kern has exquisite taste 

in digital-to-analog converters and 

implements them brilliantly. The 

Wolfson WM8740 used in the original 

AK100 and AK Jr, and the Cirrus 

CS4398 used in the current AK 100 

II and most of the step-up models 

(including the AK240), left an 

indelible impression. The AK380 

steps up from those 24-bit DACs to 

the 32-bit AKM AK4490. Usually, I 

don’t attribute specific sonic 

characteristics to silicon because 

the final implementation is all I get to 

hear. But my two experiences with 

products utilizing these DACs left a 

very tough act to follow.

The AK380 takes 25 seconds to 

boot up, the same as the AK240. An 

almost invisible pinhole below the 

display is a touch sensor that 

summons the home screen. In 

addition to the usual buttons for 

songs, albums, artists, genres, and 

playlists, there’s a button for folder 

navigation (helpful for accessing 

tracks with inadequate metadata) 

and online music stores (limited to 

Qobuz in the EU and Groovers in 

Asia). Swiping down from the top of 

the screen reveals various controls, 
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TEST REPORT 

Steinberg and the Pittsburgh 

Symphony Orchestra, as a gray, dry, 

lifeless sketch. But this time, it was 

colorful, vibrant, and full of life.

The Sony Acid Test

The Sony MDR-V6 headphone has a 

strong and somewhat exaggerated 

treble that casts a merciless spotlight 

on the top end of whatever feeds it. 

The AK380 made no attempt to tone 

down the Sony but did make it fairly 

refined when content made 

refinement possible. Let’s lump the 

MP3 tracks together and just say 

they were less than comfortable 

listening experiences. In the 

CD-quality lossless tracks, the Sony/

AK380 combo brought out the 

breathing in the Schubert song, the 

ambience of the church in which 

Faithfull was recorded, Akkerman’s 

one-word answer, it’s no. The AK380 

is just heavier artillery than anyone but 

a studio pro would need (and I’d 

rather let the pros speak for them-

selves). If you want the cool network 

features and native DSD, the AK240—

though still expensive—is a better 

buy at a thousand bucks less. And if 

you can do without most of those 

features, the sweet spot in Astell & 

Kern’s line remains the now increas-

ingly venerable AK100, at well under 

a thousand bucks. But once you’ve 

heard any player in the A&K stable, 

you’ll probably want to own one. The 

only question is which one. 

Audio editor Mark Fleischmann  

is also the author of the annually 

updated book Practical Home 

Theater (quietriverpress.com).

guitar-fretting squeaks, and 

Richard Thompson’s 

pick-on-string crackle. The 

exaggeration of these 

effects was, if not what the 

artists intended, at least 

interesting.

In high-resolution territory, the 

Sony excelled whenever the 

recordings did. Drake’s voice and 

guitar emerged lighter-textured but 

just as refined as with the other 

headphones. The same was true with 

the complex layering of the Fagen 

track. Peyroux’s voice was just as 

limpid, though the strings dried out. 

“An American in Paris”—so 

extraordinarily colorful with the 

Oppo—was more schematic but still 

lively. The Mitchell and Brubeck 

selections actually sounded a lot as 

they did with the other headphones.

Is the AK380 a superb-sounding 

and remarkably versatile music 

player? Absolutely. Does the average 

consumer—even the high-end 

consumer—need to pay $3,499 for a 

32-bit music player? If you want a 

In Joni Mitchell’s performance of 

“You’re My Thrill” (96/24), from her 

orchestral album Both Sides Now, 

the Oppo wrapped the smoky voice 

in Technicolor strings. Nataly Dawn’s 

“How I Knew Her” (88.2/24) was 

dynamically powerful, but also 

texturally nuanced, from the first 

entrance of the delicate vocal and 

gently dissonant acoustic guitar to 

the rave-up of orchestra and electric 

guitar. In the Dave Brubeck Quartet’s 

“Take Five” (176.4/24), the A&K’s 

bass response was firm enough to 

keep the often-submerged string 

bass audible, and the kick drum in 

the drum solo really swung, with 

excellent weight and rhythmically 

related decay. So often I’ve heard 

headphones and amps render 

Gershwin’s “An American in Paris” 

(192/24), as recorded by William 

•A large 480 x 800-

pixel screen graces the 

AK380’s front panel.

SPECS Storage: 256 GB internal and microSD (maximum 

128 GB) • Compatible Playback Formats: AAC, AIFF, ALAC, APE, 

DFF, DSF, FLAC, MP3, OGG, WAV, WMA; DSD64, DSD128, and up to 

384/32 PCM • Audio Inputs: USB Micro-B (1), microSD card (1), Wi-Fi 

802.11 b/g/n (2.4GHz) • Audio Outputs: Combined 3.5mm headphone 

/digital optical (1), 2.5mm, 4-pole balanced headphone (1), Bluetooth 

V4.0 (A2DP, AVRCP) • Dimensions (WxHxD, Inches): 3.14 x 4.42 x 0.7 

• Weight (Ounces): 8.11

“More performance for less  
money than any speakers  
I’ve yet reviewed.”

-Mark Fleischmann, Sound & Vision

Experience Air Motion Transformer tweeter 

performance at a breakthrough low cost— 

Dayton Audio’s B652-AIR speaker is winning  

praise from serious sound professionals:

“…the Daytons were surprisingly easy on the ears.”

“Upper-midrange and high frequencies were fully 
developed, even with grilles on.”

“…the top end was consistently listenable with all kinds 
of content. These speakers love movies.”

>

>

>

Tel:800-338-0531 

725 Pleasant Valley Dr.

Springboro, OH 45066

Distributed By:

For a full list of worldwide distributors visit: daytonaudio.com

Visit parts-express.com/svm for more 
 information and to receive a special offer.
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Emotional Rescue

BLU-RAY 3D
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 PICTURE   
 3D-NESS   
 SOUND 
 EXTRAS 

RATINGS

Sound 1 star 2 stars 3 stars 4 stars 5 stars

Extras 1 star 2 stars 3 stars 4 stars 5 stars

Interactivity 1 star 2 stars 3 stars 4 stars 5 stars

Growing up is tough enough for any eleven-year-old, but 
when Riley finds out that her family is moving, her idyllic 
life is turned upside down. She must now contend with a 
new house, a new school, and a host of new feelings. 

Fortunately, the five main emotions that share control of her mind—Joy, 
Sadness, Disgust, Fear, and Anger—are at the ready. But when partners 
Joy and Sadness find themselves cut off from 
headquarters, confused little Riley’s situation 
quickly goes from bad to worse.

Once again, writer/director Pete Docter 
has crafted a tale that entertains the youngest 
viewers while also challenging even the 
smartest adults in the room. The underlying 
psychology is brilliantly laid out, allowing  
us to explore the relationship between 
emotions, memories, and personality. 
Dialogue is deliciously witty (star Amy 
Poehler is comedy gold in any medium),  
and in revealing the delicate balance 
between happiness and sorrow, the story 
achieves its greatest poignancy.

The Pixar folks have outdone themselves 
with the superb animation. Any given scene 
flaunts texture upon texture upon texture, 
beginning with the quintet of colorful 

sprites. The perpetually bubbly 
Joy seems to be made of, well, 
bubbles that sometimes leave  
a faint trail and a glow around  
her, unmarred by any sort of 
artifacting. The detail is so fine 
and so breathtaking, it absolutely 
must not be watched at less than 
1080p. The cinematography 
displays a keen appreciation  
for 3D, as characters are often 
positioned in front of monitors or 
find themselves peering through 
windows at intricate environ-
ments in the distance. The illusion 
of depth is masterfully conveyed 
and even played with, as when a 
group takes a shortcut through 
the wacky realm of abstract 
thought. There are sprawling 
virtual locations that awe us, but 
even the subtle placement of 
Riley’s hockey mask an inch or 
two above her face is painstak-
ingly rendered.

That sense of spaciousness  
also comes from an outstanding 
DTS-HD Master Audio 7.1 
soundtrack, although upon startup 
the movie curiously defaults to 
DTS-HD High Resolution 5.1, so 
be prepared to switch over. The 
inside-the-head and outside-the-
head worlds are represented with 
distinct styles, and listen how the 
levels change as the narrative 
employs shifting perspectives. 
There’s a pleasing resonance 
throughout the soundfield even 
when there are no discrete 
surround effects, and the sharp 
clink and clank of memory orbs 
showcase the sonic transparency. 
The five emotional voices might 
overlap, but each is always 
decipherable.

The exemplary video quality in 
both versions owes much to the 
high bitrate, and as such the extras 
on the Blu-ray 3D are limited to 
Lava, the charming musical short 
that accompanied Inside Out 
theatrically. The 2D Blu-ray has  
its own bonus content lineup, 
notably an audio commentary  
by Docter and co-director Ronnie 
Del Carmen, the Riley’s First  

Date? follow-up short, and a  
few featurettes. But there’s an  
entire second Blu-ray just for  
supplements: more behind-the 
scenes vignettes (one with sound 
designer extraordinaire Ren Klyce), 
deleted scenes with director 
introductions, and some trailers, 
including a bizarre offering from 
Japan. This Ultimate Collector’s 
Edition is bundled with a DVD 
(with Lava and the feature 
commentary) plus a Disney Movies 
Anywhere Digital Copy with plenty 
of cloud-based bonuses.

The only downside of Inside Out 
on this Blu-ray 3D is the challenge 
of wiping away the occasional tear 
when you’re wearing two pairs of 
glasses. l Chris Chiarella 

Entertainment

Crying helps me slow down and obsess 

over the weight of life’s problems.”

Reviews in High Definition

Inside Out

soundandvision.com

BLU-RAY 3D

STUDIO: Disney, 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 1.78:1
AUDIO FORMAT: DTS-HD Master 
Audio 7.1
LENGTH: 95 mins.
MPAA RATING: PG
DIRECTOR: Pete Docter
STARRING: Amy Poehler, Phyllis 
Smith, Richard Kind

Picture: 5
3D-Ness: 4.5
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The still-thrilling Terminator franchise has certainly 
experienced its share of highs and lows over the last 
30-odd years. And so creator James Cameron’s ringing 
endorsement for the latest installment, Terminator 

Genisys—in which he had no direct involvement—carried a lot of 
weight with fans. While giving major respect to the classic canon, this 
fifth movie is superbly smart, inventive, and even quite funny at times. 
There’s time travel, so a summary is complicated and fraught with 
spoilers, but here’s the gist: We’re reintroduced to familiar events of the 
saga, past and future, but seemingly at every turn there’s a new wrinkle 
or a huge surprise. So now the determined Skynet has thought up an 
entirely new way to ensure its survival. Although it lacks the dark, 
visceral impact of its R-rated predecessors, Genisys still rewards 
devotees with fresh twists, clever homages, and loads of action.

The movie was captured digitally, but appropriately it fools us with its 
convincingly organic appearance. The 2.4:1 cinematography favors 
brightly backlit faces, but ample detail is evident, and image quality is 
rock-solid throughout, with outstanding use of color and minimal 
compression or encoding issues. Genisys was yet another stereoscopic 
conversion from 2D, but terrific results like these are eroding my 
opposition to non-native 3D. Depth is effectively established through-
out, but special moments like a gaping hole in a Terminator’s chest tie a 
scene together and work wonderfully.

The Dolby TrueHD 7.1 soundtrack, enhanced with Atmos, is a 
welcome complement. The spacious mix is truly inspired, from the 
quiet of intimate moments to the crisply, expansively rendered battle 

sequences in every era we visit. A wide 
assortment of weapons is brandished, and 
each one reveals its own unique sound, all 
exhilarating. Bass is thoughtfully utilized, 
imparting a genuine sense of power to the 
mechanical onslaught as well as mankind’s 
violent resistance. Hard, discrete surrounds 
are employed often to keep us in the 
middle of the fast-paced story, which also 
involves some interesting overhead 
elements, notably the flying metal 
death-dealers of tomorrow.

Where Genisys disappoints somewhat is 
the supplements, with just three featurettes 
on the 2D Blu-ray totaling less than an 
hour. If you’re pressed for time, select the 
shortest, which explores the re-creation of 
the Model 101 Terminator from 1984. A 
DVD and a Digital Copy are also supplied. 
l Chris Chiarella

Sony

INSERT COIN OR GAME OVER?

Traditionally, I avoid Adam Sandler films, for the simple 
reason that I just don’t think he’s funny. In the case of 
Pixels, however, I made an exception because the theme 
of retro arcade machines definitely appeals.

As aliens invade Earth, disguised as digitized characters from 
old-school arcade favorites, the military is stumped. Nothing could 
prepare them for an assault of video-game nemeses, and neither their 
tactics nor their weapons are a match for these attackers. That’s when 
the president calls upon old pals from his nerdy teenage days spent  
at the arcade, and with their lightning-fast reflexes and ingrained 
strategies, they set out to stop the onslaught of deadly avatars. 

Pixels is a brand-new release, so it’s hardly surprising that it looks 
absolutely tremendous. Supported by deep blacks and solid highlights, 
this movie might just be the most colorful specimen to grace Blu-ray  
to date. We are given a phantasmagoric apocalypse wherein brilliant 
video-game graphics collide with the real world, and the luminous hues 
make the film itself look like an arcade machine at times. Rich in detail, 
the transfer does full justice to 1080p capabilities, with razor-sharp 
edges and a picture so vivid, you’ll want to reach out and touch it. This 
is especially true of the 3D version, which does a magnificent job 
adding depth to the image, drawing us into this credible video-game 
world. This 3D version, however, lacks some image detail and suffers 
from some color imbalances along with lost shadow detail.

The 2D version offers a Dolby TrueHD 7.1 track—with Dolby Atmos, 
too—although in 3D we top out at DTS-HD Master Audio 5.1, most 
likely due to storage limitations. The 7.1 option is dynamic and 
aggressive, but somehow, not having it 
available for the 3D version feels like a 
missed opportunity, as it would have 
completed the immersive 3D presentation 
wonderfully. Nonetheless, the rock-solid 5.1 
track serves its purpose every bit as 
dutifully. The mix is balanced and kicked 
up with vintage music, remixed to give it a 
full-bodied, modern feel. Dialogue is 
perfectly integrated and never drowned out.

Several extremely brief featurettes along 
with a music video comprise the on-disc 
supplements (2D only). A second-screen 
app allows us to play alongside our heroes.

I found Pixels to be an energetic and 
colorful experience that kept me well 
entertained. Just don’t question its logic… 
or its story… or the characterizations. 
Instead, simply tune out and let all of the 
goofiness wash over you. l Guido Henkel

PIXELS
Paramount

THE ULTIMATE KILLER APP

TERMINATOR GENISYS

BLU-RAY 3D 

STUDIO: Sony, 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 2.40:1
AUDIO FORMAT: Dolby TrueHD 7.1 
with Atmos (2D version)/DTS-HD 
Master Audio 5.1 (3D version)
LENGTH: 106 mins.
MPAA RATING: PG-13
DIRECTOR: Chris Columbus
STARRING: Adam Sandler, Kevin 
James, Michelle Monaghan

Picture: 5
3D-Ness: 4
Sound: 4.5
Extras: 3.5

BLU-RAY 3D

STUDIO: Paramount, 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 2.40:1
AUDIO FORMAT: Dolby TrueHD 7.1 
with Atmos
LENGTH: 115 mins.
MPAA RATING: PG-13
DIRECTOR: Alan Taylor
STARRING: Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
Emilia Clarke, Jai Courtney 

Picture: 5
3D-Ness: 4.5
Sound: 5
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throne 17 years ago, but with Stark at his side again, he hopes 
for a brighter future—good luck with that. 

Season Two, A Clash of Kings, picks up shortly after the 
events of Season One, with war in full swing. Various houses in 
the realm are seeking their independence due to uncertainty of 
ascension, and everyone and their brother is calling himself 
king. While the fighting continues in the south, unrest brews 
north of the wall, as the undermanned Night’s Watch ventures 
into the wild lands in search of answers.

Each season’s 10 episodes are broken out over five discs, and 
the video encodes are near reference quality in almost all areas. 
Colors are bold and vibrant, and the detail is outstanding. 
Black levels are a mixed bag and occasionally come off as dark 
gray, but this rarely happens.

Every episode has now been remixed in Dolby Atmos (True 
HD 7.1 core), and the first scene of Episode One shows off the 
object-based audio as the Night’s Watch ventures into the 
tunnel through the wall. Echoes of their footsteps bounce 

around the room, placing you right into the scene. Unfortunately, these 
examples are few and far 
between for the majority of 
the 20 episodes. Overhead 
effects are limited to some 
score bleed and the 
occasional atmospheric 
effects. Fortunately, the 
dialogue is firmly rooted in 
the center and always 
intelligible. Episode Nine, 
Season Two, “Blackwater” 
(which cost a reported $8M 
to produce), is the most 
demo-worthy of the bunch, 
when King’s Landing is 
under siege by invaders. 
The soundstage comes alive 
as the battle gets underway, 
and when the king’s hand 
unveils his secret weapon, 
you might want to hang 
onto something.

These new Steelbook 
Collector’s Editions include 
all the supplements from the original 
releases along with collectible magnets—the 
direwolf sigil of House Stark with Season 
One and the House Lannister golden lion 
with Season Two. The disc-based features 
are outstanding and include a ton of useful 
information to better understand the vast 
universe that Martin has created. My 

favorite is “The Complete Guide to 
Westeros,” which includes interactive 
maps, the history of the various 
families, and over an hour’s worth of 
mini-featurettes delving into to 
religion, mythology, and historical 
events preceding the start of the series.

If you’re late to the party like I was, 
be sure to pick up these new Dolby 
Atmos-enabled Blu-rays. They’re 

fantastic! l David Vaughn

H
B

O

WINTER IS COMING—IN ATMOS

Adapted from George R. R. Martin’s fantasy series of 
books, Game of Thrones debuted on HBO in 2011 and 
became an instant small-screen classic. The fifth season 
was recently honored with the “Outstanding Drama 

Series” Emmy, and the sixth (of rumored eight) will debut this year.
This is my second attempt at watching after the first failed miserably 

due to complaints from Mrs. Reviewer. While she loved the medieval 
period sets and costumes, she was extremely turned off by the gore and 
the seemingly never-ending display of bare breasts along with “pointless 
sex scenes.” I have to admit that I wasn’t particularly thrilled with the 
incestuous scene in the first episode, but I found that the rampant 
depictions of prostitution showcased the low morality prevalent in this 
society, and it became an integral part of the storytelling, especially the 
aforementioned incest.

It’s been three years since then, and my wife actually ended up liking 
the show—a lot—mainly due to the strong female leads and the depth 
of the story. If you haven’t been exposed to the series, be sure to pay 
attention from the first minute onward because there’s a lot going on in 
the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros. 

Season One is based specifically upon Martin’s Song of Fire and Ice 
and sets up the tale by introducing the houses vying for the Iron 
Throne. Eddard Stark, Lord and Master of Winterfell, is the protagonist 

for the season and hails 
from the northernmost 
city in the lands. When he’s 
chosen by his friend King 
Robert to serve as the 
king’s hand, his honor 
won’t allow him to refuse. 
Being king isn’t all that 
Robert thought it would be 
when he ascended to the 

soundandvision.com

GAME OF THRONESDOLBY ATMOS

BLU-RAY 

STUDIO: HBO, 2011/2012
ASPECT RATIO: 1.78:1
AUDIO FORMAT: Dolby Atmos/
TrueHD 7.1 core
LENGTH: 561 mins. (Season 1)/ 
544 mins. (Season 2)
RATING: TV-MA
DIRECTORS: Neil Marshall, David 
Nutter, Alan Taylor, Daniel Minahan
STARRING: Lena Headey, Peter 
Dinklage, Mark Addy 

Picture: 4.5
Sound: 5
EXTRAS: 5
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Disney

Aladdin was released theatrically in 1992, during a 
renaissance in Disney’s hand-drawn animation that also 
gave us Beauty and the Beast and The Lion King. But its 
release on DVD didn’t happen until 2004, and this is its 

first time on Blu-ray. It’s been too long a wait. 
You know the story. Street rat Aladdin finds a magic lamp, he rubs it, 

and a genie appears to grant his new master three wishes. It’s a tale of 
redemption, growth, love, treachery, and—oh, forget all that. Its Boy 
meets Genie, Boy loses Genie, Boy gets Genie. 

Oh yeah, there’s also a bit about boy meets girl in there somewhere. 
But the Genie thoroughly upstages everyone. It’s voiced by Robin 
Williams as the big, blue softie—perhaps the most memorable role of 
his tragically shortened career. 

It’s the perfect animated film for both kids and adults. And the video 
transfer is impeccable, loaded with bright, pristine, primary colors and 
crisp detail. The movie’s video is demo quality from start to finish, with 
so many memorable scenes, it’s hard to pick a favorite. But my vote for 
the standout goes to the Cave of Wonders. 

The audio is clean and dynamic, with excellent dialogue intelligibility, 
solid bass, and a sweeping score. But the normally centered dialogue 
has also been mixed into both the left and right channels, with some- 
times smeared or bloated results. Ditto for the music that’s been bled 
into the prominent, aggressive surrounds. I warmed to these oddities 
eventually, but I prefer less enhanced mixes closer to the original 
theatrical versions. I don’t mind adjustments to account for the home 
environment (such as taming the brightness 
in a theater mix that has to force its way 
through a perforated screen), but I prefer 
subtler tweaking than what we get here. 

The extras aren’t extensive but include 
deleted scenes and songs, choice outtakes 
from Robin Williams’ voice-over recording 
sessions, limited but interesting making-of 
featurettes, and more. While some of these 
features are new, others that are found on 
that DVD release don’t make the cut here. If 
you have that two-disc set, you might want 
to save it, if only for those extras.

While I have issues with the choices 
made in mixing this film’s audio for its 
Blu-ray release, it’s certainly no reason to 
avoid adding this release to your Blu-ray 
collection. Disney tends to throw around 
the word classic with reckless abandon, but 
here it’s deserved.l Thomas J. Norton

PRINCE ABOO AND THE BIG BLUE

BLU-RAY 

STUDIO: Disney, 1992
ASPECT RATIO: 1.85:1
AUDIO FORMAT: DTS-HD Master 
Audio 7.1 
LENGTH: 91 mins.
MPAA RATING: G
DIRECTOR: Ron Clements, John 
Musker
STARRING: Scott Weinger, Robin 
Williams, Linda Larkin, Jonathan 
Freeman

ALADDIN
Disney

As a youth, Frank Walker is full of hope and aspiration, 
which is almost snuffed out when his entry into the 1964 
World’s Fair science competition is shot down by one of 
the judges before he even gets a chance to enter it. But fate 

has a different plan for Frank, and with the help of Athena, a mysterious 
young girl, he’s taken to a magical place where his hopes and dreams 
can come true. Fifty years later, we meet Casey Newton, a science-
minded teen who dreams of going to the stars and will stop at nothing 
to sabotage NASA’s efforts to dismantle the last remaining launch 
pad—that is, until the police catch her. Upon posting bail, she finds a 
mysterious pin among her belongings. When she touches it, she gets a 
glimpse of the magical world of Tomorrowland, a futuristic city that’s 
light-years ahead of Earth technologically.

Tomorrowland got mixed reviews during its theatrical run, so I wasn’t 
sure what to expect, but I was pleasantly surprised. The first act is 
outstanding as it sets the stage for the rest of the film, and the two young 
actresses, Britt Robertson (Casey) and Raffey Cassidy (Athena), are 
perfectly cast alongside George Clooney. In fact, Cassidy delivers an 
Oscar-worthy performance. The first 90 minutes are amazing as 
co-writer/director Brad Bird weaves an entertaining story of hope and 
amazement in a world filled with little of either. Unfortunately, the 
ending seems a bit rushed when our trio finally arrives at their 
destination and learns of the evil villain’s diabolical plot.

As much as I enjoyed the movie, I have to admit that the reference-
quality audio and video helped draw me into the story. The film was 
optimized for HDR (High Dynamic Range) for its theatrical run, and 

although Blu-ray doesn’t support this 
technology, the resulting picture is 
outstanding. Detail is off the charts 
throughout the film, with bold, vibrant 
colors and incredibly deep blacks. Not to be 
outshined is the engaging DTS-HD Master 
Audio 7.1 soundtrack, although I was 
disappointed Disney didn’t include an 
Atmos track. Regardless, discrete effects are 
to die for, especially with well-placed vocal 
cues, earth-shaking bass and crystal-clear 
dialogue. The glimpses into Tomorrowland 
are reference-quality moments.

Supplements include informative 
production featurettes, an animated short 
about the creators, and six deleted scenes 
with introductions from Bird. There’s also a 
DVD and Disney Movies Anywhere Digital 
Copy. l David Vaughn

WALT WOULD HAVE LIKED THE 
MESSAGE 

BLU-RAY 

STUDIO: Disney, 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 2.20:1
AUDIO FORMAT: DTS-HD Master 
Audio 7.1
LENGTH: 130 mins. 
MPAA RATING: PG
DIRECTOR: Brad Bird
STARRING: George Clooney, Britt 
Robertson, Raffey Cassidy

TOMORROWLAND

ENTERTAINMENT MOVIES
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Picture: 5.0
Sound  4.0
Extras: 3.5

Picture: 5
Sound: 5
Extras: 4
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Paramount

Similar to phonetics expert Professor Higgins’ struggles 
to save a dirty, guttural-sounding Cockney girl by 
improving her language and appearance, other experts 
have tried to save and transform a Lady, too. In 1964, My 

Fair Lady won eight Oscars, including ones for best film, director, 
cinematography, sound, music, and for Cecil Beaton’s costumes and set 
designs. But, 50 years later, does the Lady still look and sound good 
enough to pass as a dazzling duchess?

Eleven years after historians/preservationists Robert A. Harris and 
James C. Katz’s 1994 film restoration, Harris has gone on to do a new 
digital 4K restoration from an 8K scan of the original negative and 
other surviving 65mm elements. While the first attempt rescued the 
disintegrating elements and breathed fresh life into Lady, the DVDs that 
emerged, although a vast improvement on broadcast versions, were 
disappointing in darker scenes’ definition and color. This Blu-ray 
transfer, though, is stunningly good, even in the dimmest scenes. From 
the opening emptying of the opera house, images are filled with rich 
colors. In-depth compositions are sharp and highly detailed, with 
figures and columns solid and dimensional throughout the giant 
Covent Garden set. Weaves to Eliza’s basket and straw hat and beautiful 
patterns in wallpaper and cushions are all well defined and textural. 
Even in backgrounds, shelves contain individuated tomes.

All channels immediately kick in with the overture, sometimes subtly 
bringing the full, resounding music off the screen, sometimes immers-
ing you in a sea of Frederick Loewe’s gloriously energizing score 
(arranged by André Previn). Surrounds echo and comment—with 
different, well-separated instruments—on the main themes in the front 

channels. Rex Harrison’s booming, 
well-enunciated proclaiming or whispering 
is always crisp and clear, as are Audrey 
Hepburn’s early caterwauling that turns 
into gentle-spoken utterances.

A Blu-ray of extras include a well-made, 
in-depth, hour-long featurette on the 
inception, reception, and first restoration. 
In multiple interviews and award-accept-
ance speeches, Hepburn and Harrison 
show their class and intelligence. There’s 
footage of entertainingly star-festooned 
premieres, production tests, and multiple 
trailers, promos, and galleries. But it’s two 
of Hepburn’s original song performances 
that delight and dismay with what might 
have been but for overdubbing.  
l Josef Krebs

ENTERTAINMENT MOVIES

LOVE-ER-LY

BLU-RAY

STUDIO: Paramount, 1964
ASPECT RATIO: 2.20:1
AUDIO: Dolby TrueHD 7.1
LENGTH: 172 mins.
MPAA RATING: G
DIRECTOR: George Cukor
STARRING: Audrey Hepburn, Rex 
Harrison, Stanley Holloway  

MY FAIR LADY

Picture: 5
Sound: 5
Extras: 4

Picture: 4.5
Sound: 4.5
Extras: 4.5

Warner Bros.

OVER-THE-TOP FUN

A massive earthquake hits an unknown fault line in 
southern Nevada, causing a chain reaction along the San 
Andreas in California that will have disastrous effects on 
the nation’s most populous state. Fortunately for L.A. Fire 

and Rescue helicopter pilot Ray Gaines, he’s good in a crisis, and he’s 
put in position to single-handedly save his loved ones while the world is 
literally crumbling around him. 

Disaster movies are nothing new in Hollywood, and while the 
formula for the unfolding events is quite predictable, it’s the underlying 
story and execution that takes them to the next level. That’s where this 
one shines. The family element is extremely well done, and the back 
story that’s revealed isn’t forced down the audience’s throat—it’s a slow 
reveal that makes it more believable. But make no mistake, it’s the earth-
quakes that are the true stars of this production, and the CGI work is 
fantastic. Sure, the story is predictable and far-fetched, but it’s a fun ride.

The video encode is very good and features bright colors, consistent 
contrast, and deep blacks. The color timing is skewed toward orange 
and teal, which allows the image to pop at the expense of accurate 
skintones. I noticed a couple of instances of compression noise, but 
these were few and far between.

This Dolby Atmos (True HD 7.1 core) has everything you want, with 
clear and intelligible dialogue, ample LFE, and a plethora of discrete 
effects flying at you from every direction, complimented by onscreen 
cues. Examples include the opening scene with a car hanging precari-
ously off a cliff, the destruction of Hoover Dam, and essentially the 
entire third act where San Francisco is demolished. Overhead effects are 
used to heighten the atmospheric effects of buildings crumbling around 
you. This is a demo showpiece from start to 
finish. 

Supplements include various making-of 
featurettes, eight deleted scenes, a gag and 
stunt reel, and an audio commentary from 
director Brad Peyton. Also included in the 
package are a DVD and UV Digital Copy.

Back in the late 1990s, you couldn’t walk 
into an electronics store without seeing a 
demo of Twister touting the advantages of 
DVD. Well, if Dolby were smart, they’d 
ensure that surviving electronics chains 
have an Atmos room installed and use San 

Andreas as their demo disc. While the film 
won’t be winning any Oscars for its 
screenplay or acting, it will certainly be in 
the running for sound editing and visual 
effects, and deservedly so. Be sure to check 
it out in Atmos! l David Vaughn

soundandvision.com

SAN ANDREAS

DOLBY ATMOS
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BLU-RAY 

STUDIO: Warner Bros., 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 1.85:1
AUDIO FORMAT: Dolby Atmos/True 
HD 7.1 core
LENGTH: 114 mins. 
MPAA RATING: PG-13
DIRECTOR: Brad Peyton
STARRING: Dwayne Johnson, Carla 
Gugino, Alexandra Daddario 
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LionsgateLionsgate

“Human nature was a mystery that logic alone could not 
illuminate.” In this tale of memory, fiction, and flash-
backed facts, Sir Ian McKellen completely transforms into 
an aging Sherlock Holmes, a real-life person who’s been 

misrepresented in Dr. Watson’s books and turned into a romanticized 
creation. Living in retirement for 33 years following a failure that still 
haunts him, Holmes, who is rapidly losing his memory, is trying to 
recall the details of the case that derailed him in the hope of writing an 
account to correct the “myriad misconceptions created by the 
imaginative license” Watson had embellished his recounting of the 
investigations with. Holmes—egged on by his housekeeper’s preco-
ciously smart son who urges the great detective to complete writing the 
book so that they can both find out what happens next—must now 
recall or deductively re-create the case to understand the limitations of 
his own nature in relation to others.

In this acting-focused film, images are often gently, evenly, and flatly 
under-lit, shot in shallow focus to direct attention and intensify emotion 
with only occasional dimensional deep-focus shots. Nonetheless, there’s 
plentiful detail throughout the sharp picture, revealing every line and 
wrinkle in McKellen’s face. Woolens’ weaves are visible, as are texture in 
other textiles with distinct patterns in ties and lacework. Contrast is 
variable: Blacks are black most of the time, just as whites are often 
though not always white. However, saturated yet muted countryside 
greens, browns, and grays are solid and supplemented by autumnal-
colored clothes and décor of peach, mauve.

All channels are used for atmospherics, mostly country-garden birds 
and bees and wind in the willows plus a few 
accurately panned effects such as trains and 
cars coming diagonally off the screen 
toward and past you. Dialogue, even in 
Holmes’ raspy, hoarse voice, is clear 
throughout this otherwise still film. The 
mix of the intermittent, bassy, minimal 
score (often leading off a flashback) uses 
the surrounds to start off pieces of flute 
music or electronica or glass harmonica 
that are soon picked up by the front 
channels in strings, initially restrained but 
building to rousingly fill the room for the 
final non-elementary resolution.

Extras consist of two intriguing, 
two-minute promo spots that leave you 
hungry for more deductive analysis.
l Josef Krebs

The post-apocalyptic dystopian film is a staple of 
science-fiction filmmaking, but most of the films inhabit 
a similar space. Director Craig Zobel’s Z for Zachariah is 
one of the rare ones that change the formula. Z for 

Zachariah, based upon Robert C. O’Brien’s novel, still relies on some 
unknown radioactive, presumably nuclear event as the catalyst that 
brings down society, but the story is not focused on this. Instead, it is a 
character study about three people in one idyllic valley in the Southeast-
ern United States spared by the disaster. 

Ann (Margot Robbie) has been living on her own with her dog, 
thinking she was the only survivor after the disaster, until scientific 
researcher John Loomis (Chiwetel Ejiofor), sick with radiation 
poisoning, wanders into her tranquil valley. Ann takes him in and 
nurses him back to health, and eventually the two develop a romantic 
rapport that is disrupted when another, seemingly kind, but somewhat 
shifty-eyed survivor, Caleb (Chris Pine), arrives and begins a rivalry for 
Ann’s affections. 

Robbie continues to impress with her acting skills, giving the 
standout performance of the film, and the chemistry between her and 
her male co-stars is palpable in this reflective dystopian drama.

Z for Zachariah is a digital anamorphic production, shot on the Arri 
Alexa. Zobel and director of photography Tim Orr wanted it to have a 
“Russian” look similar to the films of Tarkovsky. They purposely went 
for a desaturated, cooler palette that highlights blues. Overall, this AVC 
1080p encode looks quite enjoyable and surprisingly filmic given its 
digital provenance. It is as clean and detailed as one would expect from 
a modern offering with strong depth of field 
if just a tad soft.

Z for Zachariah is a quiet film with a 
necessarily mellow lossless DTS-HD Master 
Audio 5.1 soundtrack. While we don’t get 
much in the way of discrete effects in the 
surround channels, there are sufficient 
atmospheric foley effects such as the breezes 
rustling through trees or the gentle flow of a 
creek in the distance. Dialogue is clean, full, 
and intelligible.

The release is not very rich in extras. 
Lionsgate only includes a brief making-of, 
four deleted scenes that run for approxi-
mately six minutes, and 20 minutes of 
interviews with the director, writer Nissar 
Modi, and actors Robbie and Ejiofor. Digital 
HD UltraViolet is also included.
l Brandon A. DuHamel

POST-APOCALYPSE BLUES MR. HOLMES’ OL’ PUSS

BLU-RAY

STUDIO: Lionsgate, 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 2.39:1
AUDIO: DTS-HD Master Audio 5.1
LENGTH: 103 mins.
MPAA RATING: R
DIRECTOR: Bill Condon
STARRING: Ian McKellen, Laura 
Linney, Hattie Morahan 

BLU-RAY 

STUDIO: Lionsgate, 2015
ASPECT RATIO: 2.40:1
AUDIO FORMAT: DTS-HD Master 
Audio 5.1
LENGTH: 98 mins. 
MPAA RATING: PG-13
DIRECTOR: Craig Zobel
STARRING: Chiwetel Ejiofor, Chris 
Pine, Margot Robbie 

MR. HOLMESZ FOR ZACHARIAH

Picture: 3.5
Sound: 3.5

Picture: 4
Sound: 4
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1+ DELUXE EDITION

THE BEATLES

How do you improve upon perfection? That is the central question at 
the very core of the 1+ collection—emphasis very much on the 
plus—the latest must-have Deluxe Edition to emerge from The Beatles’ 
empiric vaults. Fifty Beatles classics—all of The Fab Four’s 27 #1 hits, 
plus 23 additional cuts that include alternate versions of some of those 
aforementioned moptop chart-toppers—are presented here on two 
Blu-ray Discs in filmed form, all accompanied by stunning 5.1 mixes 
done by Giles Martin with Sam Okell at Abbey Road Studios. (The CD 
is a stereo remaster of the original 1 disc released in 2000, which has 
sold 31 million copies internationally to date.)

There’s no one else I’d trust to do The Beatles right in 5.1, since 
Martin not only literally shares DNA with the one true Fifth Beatle—his 
father, producer Sir George Martin—but he’s also the man who turned 
2006’s LOVE into a multichannel masterstroke and was able to remix 
the 50th anniversary Blu-ray release of 1964’s A Hard Day’s Night into as 
natural-sounding a surround bouillabaisse as could possibly be 
expected. And that’s no easy task on either front, especially for those of 
us Fab Four fanatics who tend to prefer the majority of our Beatlesonics 
in their original mono habitat.

On 1+, Ringo Starr provides, well, Ringo-esque video intros to four 
of the clips herein, while Sir Paul McCartney lends audio commentary 
to four on his own. The promotional films—I hesitate referring to them 
as “videos” since almost all of them were lensed during the pre-MTV 
era—have been restored frame by frame by an 18-person team, with the 

original 35mm negatives duly scanned in 4K and digitally 
restored with a level of care that would do the Criterion 
Collection cognoscenti proud. Yes, you will see The Beatles 
ride horses—some well, some poorly—in “Penny Lane,” and 
yes, you will see the collective momentary bliss of the 
legendary Rooftop Concert captured with crackling energy in 

“Get Back” and “Don’t Let Me Down.” 
You’ll also revel in observing the 

vibrant sheen of those day-glo Sgt. 
Pepper uniforms in “Hello, 
Goodbye,” and be mesmerized 
by how the lads’ shoulder 
tassels continually shake and 

sway to the beat as they move around. (Some of you 
thought I was going to say that about the hula 
dancers, weren’t you?)

Martin knows exactly when to let the front 
channels carry the harmonies, like he does in “I Feel 
Fine,” while also allowing for just the right amount of 
echo on John Lennon’s lead vocal and Ringo’s 
cymbals in the rears. “Paperback Writer” has the 
distinction of being the first track to feature the full 
impact of McCartney’s wicked Rickenbacker bass 
line—and if your subwoofer doesn’t give you the full 
oomph of Paul’s loudspeaker-amplified tone, then, sir 
or madam, you need to take a look into your low-end 
reproduction capabilities ASAP.

On the second disc, the abject majesty of 
“Strawberry Fields Forever” and “A Day in the Life” 
are fully realized in 5.1. Key in on the shaker that 
appears in the front left at the outset of “Life” and 
follow how it eventually shifts across the front stage 
once McCartney takes over the lead vocal after he 
woke up and got out of bed. The track truly ascends 
into an all-channel dream during both of the pivotal 

orchestral swells, and the song’s infamous denouement—that multi-
piano-bashed E-major chord—is truly jarring in every corner as it 
resonates and pulses vibrantly for the final 40 seconds until the fade out.

Jeff Lynne lends a hand to the surround mixes for “Free as a Bird” 
and “Real Love,” the 
two Lennon demos the 
remaining “Threetles” 
finished together that 
he helped produce for 
the Anthology series. 
The track opens with a 
bird fluttering in the 
rear left before it takes 
to flapping across the 
front stage and then 
swoops back into the 
rears. Lennon’s 

admittedly twee lead vocals for both cuts 
are buttressed as best they can, especially in 
the rear channels when Paul, George, and 
Ringo harmonize on the phrase “as a bird” 
during the first chorus. And there’s just 
something in the way Harrison’s sweet slide 
guitar solo helps the track fly as high as it 
can.

The bottom line, as always, is the music 
itself, and The Beatles never falter when it 
comes to delivering those goods—after all, 
they created the blueprint for what popular 
music could achieve, both sonically and 
culturally. Putting one’s mono-centric aural 
proclivities aside, it’s quite clear that 
experiencing the full, fabulous glory of 1+ 
in 5.1 on Blu-ray is as good as it now gets. 
In fact, it’s way beyond compare.  
l Mike Mettler

soundandvision.com

BLU-RAY & CD

LABEL: Apple/Universal
AUDIO FORMAT: 96-kHz/24-bit 
DTS-HD Master Audio 5.1 and 
Dolby Digital 5.1, 96-kHz/24-
bit PCM Stereo (Blu-ray); 
44.1-kHz/16-bit PCM Stereo (CD)
NUMBER OF TRACKS: 50 on 2 Blu-
rays, 27 on 1 CD 
LENGTH: 2:05:19 (Blu-ray), 
1:19:16 (CD)
PRODUCERS: Jonathan Clyde, 
Martin R.Smith (box set); Giles 
Martin, Sam Okell (2015 audio 
restoration and mastering); 
George Martin, Chris Thomas, Phil 
Spector, Terry Henebery (original 
material); Paul Hicks, Guy Massey, 
Allen Rouse (2003 material); 
Jeff Lynne, The Beatles, Steve 
Jay (“Free as a Bird” and “Real 
Love”)
ENGINEERS: Norman Smith, Geoff 
Emerick, Eddie Kramer, Ken Scott, 
Barry Sheffield, Glyn Johns, Jeff 
Jarratt, Phil McDonald, Peter 
Bown, Jon Jacobs 
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Performance: 5 Stars
Sound: 5 stars 
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13 .  .  . Audio Plus  

Services

(800) 663-9352
audioplusservices.
com

45 .  .  . Audioengine

audioengineusa.com

81 .  .  . AV Science

(877) 823-4452

63 .  .  . Axpona

(877) 246-3893
axpona.com

29 .  .  . BDI

(800) 428-2881
bdiusa.com

59 .  .  . Bello  

International 

Corp .

(732) 972-1333
bello.com

14 .  .  . CinemaShop  

(866) 243-1001
cinemashop.com

12 .  .  . Crutchfield

(800) 555-8347
crutchfield.com

C2-3,5 Definitive  

Technology

(410) 363-7148
definitivetech.com

67 .  .  . Elite

(604) 575-8310
elitehts.com

49 .  .  . Emotiva Audio 

Corporation

(877) 366-8324
emotiva.com

8-9 GoldenEar  

10,11 Technology

(410) 998-9134
goldenear.com

15 .  .  . Harman Kardon

(516) 255-HKHK
harmankardon.com

50 .  .  . HSU

(800) 554-0150
hsuresearch.com

7 .  .  .  . iHome

ihome.com

30,31 JL Audio

jlaudio.com

71 .  .  . Legacy Audio

(800) 283-4644 
legacyaudio.com

51 .  .  . MartinLogan

martinlogan.com

73 .  .  . Needle Doctor

(800) 229-0644
needledoctor.com

47 .  .  . Oppo Digital,  

Inc .

(650) 961-1118
oppodigital.com 

43 .  .  . Paradigm

paradigm.com

72 .  .  . Parts Express

(800) 338-0531
parts-express.com

C3 .  .  . Polk Audio

(410) 764-5275
polkaudio.com

25,27 SVS

(877) 626-5623
svsound.com

81 .  .  . U .S . Sound Labs

ussoundlabs.com

81 .  .  . Vermont Teddy  

Bear

vermontteddy 
bear.com

C4 .  .  . Vizio

vizio.com/
reference-series

55 .  .  . WireWorld Cable 

Technology

(954) 474-4464 
wireworldcable.
com

69  .  . ZVOX Audio

(866) FOR-ZVOX
zvoxaudio.com

Instant Information  
for Our Readers...

PAGE# PAGE#MANUFACTURERS MANUFACTURERS

soundandvision.com
Information listed in this index is done so as a courtesy. Publisher is not liable for incorrect information 
or excluded listings. Advertisers should contact their sales representative to correct or update listing.
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SHE’LL LOVE IT!
VermontTeddyBear.com

1.800.829.BEAR

Valentine’s Day Delivery Guaranteed!

WARM HER 
HEART

Be original this year and send her The Creative 
Alternative to Flowers

®

 – a Bear-Gram
®

 gift!
Over 100 Bears to choose from, each delivered

with gourmet chocolate and a card with your
personal message in our famous gift box.
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PREMIERE  
DESIGN

facilities, sorry, there are none. What you 
do get is a system made to order and hand-
crafted to exacting standards. 

When you grab the remote and turn on 
the LSPX-W1S, a hinged panel in the middle of the enclosure slowly 
opens, allowing the lens to see the wall. The projector draws on blue 
laser diodes and three LCOS-based SXRD (Silicon X-tal Reflective 
Display) chips to create a true 4096 x 2160 4K image—the resolution 
used for digital cinema. Sony chose a laser light source over a tradi-
tional lamp because it reaches peak brightness more quickly and lasts 
up to 10 times longer. A Picture Position control lets you zoom in and 
out to create an image between 5 and 10 feet wide, while automatic 
optimization technology adjusts black and white levels on the fly to 
produce a “bright image with high contrast.”

Of course, the undisputed star of this show is the sophisticated opti-
cal assembly that makes it possible to beam a 10-foot-wide image on a 
wall only 7 inches away, a feat that requires scrupulous calibration 
with micron-level accuracy. 

Come to think of it, there is one thing about the LSPX-W1S you 
might not like: It costs 50 grand and is currently available only at ddc’s 
home furnishings showroom in New York City.—Bob Ankosko

What’s not to like about a video projection system that 
throws a dazzling 147-inch 4K image on the wall from 
only a few inches away? No need to run wires and hang a 
bulky box from the ceiling or build an alcove in the back 

of the room to hide it away. And no distracting shadows when Uncle 
Ted stands up in the middle of the movie to stretch…again. Even better, 
the Sony LSPX-W1S is 21 inches deep and stands only 10.5 inches off 
the floor. Its decorative aluminum grille lends an air of elegance, con-
cealing the projector in what could easily be mistaken for a high-end 
baseboard heating unit.

As senior consumer experience producer Yasushi Matsumoto 
explains it, the unique projector is Sony’s attempt at “creating a world 
where people can enjoy new ways of experiencing entertainment freely, 
without the restrictions of location, traditional screens, or physical 
devices. The idea is to reshape our personal media landscape and trans-
form our living spaces into evolving, dynamic environments.”

If you look closely, you’ll notice that the minimalist 9-foot-wide 
structure is made up of five tightly integrated modules: a central projec-
tion unit flanked by speaker modules with an invisible cabinet at either 
end; hinged panels fold down to reveal two spacious storage compart-
ments. Each speaker is a classic bass-reflex design with a 5-inch woofer 
and 0.75-inch tweeter powered by a 40-watt amplifier equipped with 
four HDMI inputs and a set of speaker terminals, presumably for con-
necting an outboard subwoofer. If you’re looking for surround sound 

The Right Angle
Sony LSPX-W1S Ultra Short Throw 4K Projector Sony • (866) 294-7669 • sony.com
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Where Will Our Greatest  
Sound Take You? 
 

It’s time to bring everything you love to watch into perfect harmony,  

and inspire a deeper connection with all of the entertainment you love. 

Revel in the ultimate home theater experience with the Polk LSiM Series  

at the helm of your entire audio setup.

Engineered and designed for the highest sonic performance, the LSiM 

Series achieves serious sound for any enthusiast. Go ahead—put  

passion back into how you listen with the help of Polk’s greatest sound.

For more detailed information about the LSiM Series, visit  

www.polkaudio.com.

 

 

LSiM707
Flagship Speaker

Polk Audio is a DEI Holdings, Inc. Company. Polk is a  registered trademark of Polk Audio, Inc.

LSiM706c
Center Channel Speaker

Polk Audio is a DEI Holdings, Inc. Company. Polk is a  registered trademark of Polk Audio, Inc.
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SEE THE 

WHOLE FIELD  
AT 1.75” TALL, HEAR EVERY PLAY WITHOUT MISSING ANY OF THE VIEW. 

1.75”1.75”
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When the Big Game goes down on the gridiron, how will you watch? Better yet—how will you listen? Enjoy all the hard-hitting 
action from the plush convenience of your living room with the Defi nitive Technology W Studio Micro sound bar elevating home 
theater and wireless music listening to victory status. 

Its ultra-slim size slices through the gap under any TV for a perfect fi t. And its superior room-fi lling sound is a testament to an audio 
champion’s playbook, featuring only the most advanced sonic design, engineering and technology. 

You’ve waited months for this epic showdown. Here’s your 50-yardline ticket to ensure 
game day is the decisive experience you demand. This is what obsession sounds like.   

DEFINITIVETECHNOLOGY.COM
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Experience Epic.

© 2015 VIZIO, Inc. All rights reserved. *Available only on the 65-inch Reference Series. Screen image simulated.

4K Ultra HD        Dolby VisionTM HDR        384 Active LED Zones®        Quantum Dot Technology*        Integrated 5.1 Surround Sound* 

The all-new VIZIO Reference Series takes you places you never thought possible.

Immerse yourself in an unrivaled world of lifelike detail, awe-inspiring depth and the brilliance 

of over one billion colors. With perspective-changing 120 and 65-inch class models, the industry 
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Discover more at vizio.com/reference-series
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