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“ GoldenEar’s new Triton Seven is downright unbelievable … 
gets my vote for the high-end audio bargain of CES 2013 …”

 – Chris Martens, HiFi+



 Th ere is both irony and tragedy in the fact that this year’s much-
deserved prize for our Top Pick product for all of 2013 goes to one 
whose short life and lineage will begin and end with the 2013 
model year. In what feels like a cruel joke on videophiles the world 
over, Panasonic confi rmed last October 31—on Halloween, no 
less—what had been rumored for more than a month: It was getting 
out of the plasma TV business. Production of plasma display panels 
would cease in December, the company announced, and by the end 
of March, it would cease operations at its last remaining plasma 
plant in Amagasaki, Japan. Th e company cited market diffi  culties 
that it traced all the way back to the economic collapse of 2008, but 
the bottom line is that it’s been losing boatloads of money for the 
last few years, and LCD displays have eaten away plasma’s share to 
the point where the business is no longer viable.

  What’s both ironic and tragic, of course, is that Panasonic’s plasmas have been the 
go-to HDTV recommendation from virtually every respected TV reviewer ever since 
Pioneer abandoned the market and walked away from its groundbreaking Kuro display 
in 2009. Today, aft er four years of evolutionary improvement that led to the ZT60 
series—the fi rst television we’ve seen that can actually compete with the old Kuro on 
black level and all other key areas of image quality—Panasonic is suff ering the same fate 
as Pioneer. 

  Th ere is good reason for Sound & Vision to honor the ZT in this fashion, to hold it 
separate from all others, for it represents more than just another TV that happened to be 
the best last year. Panasonic always recognized the 
image superiority of plasma displays, even as the 
world markets were turning toward LCD, and 
when Pioneer left  the business, the company 
redoubled its research, reportedly even gathering 
up the plasma engineering talent that had been set 
loose by Pioneer. Th e ZT represents the pinnacle of 
its technological eff orts, just as the step-down ST line came to represent the pinnacle of 
value in the fl at-panel market. Unless Samsung or LG, the last two remaining plasma 
makers, step up to fi ll the gap, Panasonic’s departure will leave a huge hole where 
aff ordable, state-of-the art picture quality used to live. OLED sets hold greater promise, 
but at a cost so high as to be unattainable by most consumers for what will surely be 
several years. Ultra HDTV LCD displays, which are helping to push plasma off  the stage 
now, combine inferior image quality with additional pixels that are of questionable value 
at screen sizes less than 75 or 80 inches.

  Ultimately, then, our prize for the ZT60 this year recognizes not just this accomplish-
ment, but the accomplishments of all the ZT’s forebears, and gives thanks to Panasonic 
for sticking with it as long as they did and making very happy viewers of a lot of our 
readers—and the friends and family who followed their lead. It also pays homage to the 
imminent end of the technology that started the fl at-panel revolution way back when. 
Long live plasma. Better get one while you can.  

 Panasonic’s Departure from the Plasma Market 

is Heartbreaking, and Inevitable 

 Customer Service And Subscriptions
soundandvision@emailcustomerservice.com,  call 
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 TrackOne

 BY  ROB SABIN , 
  EDITOR 

 LOG ON TO  soundandvision.com 
 and sign up for our free monthly 

eNewsle� er. You’ll get exclusive 

tips, trends, news, and reviews from 

your favorite S&V writers. 

 February/March 2014 

          Panasonic’s departure 
from the plasma market will 
leave a huge hole.”
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 It Was the Best of Times, 
It Was the Worst of Times 

“Most exciting soundbar demo I heard”   
— Brent Butterworth, Sound	Vision Magazine
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7KH��'�$UUD\�VRXQGV�DPD]LQJ�DQG�WKH�
H[SHUWV�FHUWDLQO\�DJUHH��$O�*ULIÀ�Q�RI�6RXQG�	�

9LVLRQ�ZURWH�WKDW�WKH��'�$UUD\�6\VWHP�μ���GH�
OLYHUHG�DW�OHDVW�����RI�P\�PDLQ�ULJ·V�>7ULWRQ�
7ZR�7RZHUV@�SHUIRUPDQFH�μ�&KULV�0DUWHQV�
RI�7KH�$EVROXWH�6RXQG�UDYHG�´���D�VRXQGEDU�
V\VWHP�VR�JRRG�WKDW�DXGLRSKLOHV�PLJKW�EX\�
LW�IRU�PXVLF�SOD\EDFN�DORQH���LI�DVNHG�WR�
UHFRPPHQG�D�VRXQGEDU�WR�SOHDVH�
À�QLFN\��K\SHUFULWLFDO�DXGLRSKLOHV��WKLV�ZRXOG�
EH�P\�KDQGV�GRZQ�FKRLFH�μ�$QG�+RPH�

7KHDWHU·V�'DUU\O�:LONLQVRQ�VXPPHG�LW�XS�SHU�
IHFWO\�ZKHQ�KH�UDYHG�WKDW��´WKH�ZLGWK�DQG�
RSHQHVV�RI�WKH�VRXQGVWDJH�ZDV�DEVROXWHO\�
LQFUHGLEOHμ�FDOOLQJ�LW�´DQ�LQVWDQW�FODVVLFμ�WKDW�
LV�´D�PXVW�OLVWHQ�WR��WRS�RI�WKH�VKRSSLQJ�OLVW��
VRXQGEDU�WR�EHDW���ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�VRXQG�
EDUV�DZHVRPH�MXVW�JRW�UHGHÀ�QHG�μ�

Follow us on:        
   facebook.com/goldenear 

&      twitter.com/goldeneartech

   oldenEar’s 
3D Array  Soundbar 

is  Absolutely 
Unbelievable”

“ 

+LJK�9HORFLW\�)ROGHG�
5LEERQ�7ZHHWHU��+9)5��

+LJK�'HÀ�QLWLRQ�&DVW�%DVNHW
%DVV�0LGUDQJH�'ULYHU

:H�FDOO�WKH�6XSHU&LQHPD��'�$UUD\��TXLWH�
VLPSO\��´DQ�H[WUD�RUGLQDU\�KLJK�HQG�ORXG�
VSHDNHU�V\VWHP�GLVJXLVHG�DV�D�VRXQGEDU�μ�
,W�LV�GHVLJQHG�WR�FRPELQH�WKH�IRUP�IDFWRU�
RI�D�VOHHN��VW\OLVK�VRXQGEDU��ZLWK�WKH�SHUIRU�
PDQFH�RI�D�WUXH��KLJK�TXDOLW\��FRPSRQHQW�
V\VWHP��7KH�FRPSOHWH�XOWUD�KLJK�SHUIRU�
PDQFH�V\VWHP�ZRXOG�LQFOXGH�D�SRZHUHG�
VXEZRRIHU�DQG�D�UHFHLYHU�RU�VHSDUDWHV��SOXV�
WKH��'�$UUD\�DFKLHYHV�VXSHUE�WKUHH�GLPHQ�
VLRQDO�VXUURXQG�SHUIRUPDQFH�ZLWK�RU�ZLWKRXW�
UHDU�VXUURXQG�VSHDNHUV��,WV������WKLQ�FDELQHW�
LV�FRQVWUXFWHG�RI�DLUFUDIW�JUDGH�DOXPLQXP�
DQG�FRQWDLQV�VL[�RI�*ROGHQ(DU·V�VLJQDWXUH�
FDVW�VSLGHU�OHJ�EDVNHW�EDVV�PLGUDQJH�GULY�
HUV�DQG�WKUHH�+LJK�9HORFLW\�)ROGHG�5LEERQ�
7ZHHWHUV�DORQJ�ZLWK�RXU�EUHDNWKURXJK��'�
7HFKQRORJ\�WKDW�FDQFHOV�LQWHUDXUDO�FURVVWDON�
GLVWRUWLRQ�IRU�WRWDO�VRQLF�LPPHUVLRQ�

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

— Darryl Wilkinson, Home Th eater Magazine
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“ ...I would not be surprised if they retailed at  
 $10,000 a pair”    — Robert Deutsch, Stereophile 

*ROGHQ(DU·V�7ULWRQ�7ZR�KDV�VHW�WKH�DXGLR�ZRUOG�RQ�LWV�SURYHUELDO�
HDU�ZLWK�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�VRXQG�TXDOLW\��HOHJDQW�VW\OLQJ�DQG�
SUHYLRXVO\�XQLPDJLQDEOH�YDOXH��,W�KDV�HDUQHG�DQ�LQFUHGLEOH�
VHULHV�RI�KRQRUV�DQG�DZDUGV�³�LQFOXGLQJ�:KDW�+L)L·V�6SHDNHU�
RI�WKH�<HDU��$EVROXWH�6RXQG·V�$IIRUGDEOH�6SHDNHU�RI�WKH�<HDU��
6RXQG	9LVLRQ·V�$XGLR�3URGXFW�RI�WKH�<HDU��+RPH�7KHDWHU·V�
7RS�3LFN�RI�WKH�<HDU��+RPH�7KHDWHU�5HYLHZ·V�%HVW�$IIRUGDEOH�
)ORRUVWDQGLQJ�6SHDNHU�DQG�6WHUHRSKLOH·V�KLJKO\�FRYHWHG�
5HFRPPHQGHG�3URGXFW�KRQRUV��,Q�IDFW��5REHUW�'HXWVFK�IHOO�
LQ�ORYH�DQG�UDYHG�DERXW�WKHLU�´���TXLWH�VWXQQLQJ�VHQVH�RI�UHDOLVP�
���,�IRXQG�WKDW�ZLWK�P\�H\HV�FORVHG�LW�ZDV�HDV\�WR�LPDJLQH�WKDW�
,�ZDV�DW�WKDW�FRQFHUW�μ�7KLV�LV�WKH�KRO\�JUDLO�RI�DXGLR�ZH�DOO�VHHN��
�

“ ...establishes what I consider new high-water    
 marks in all around performance per dollar”

 — Chris Martens, Th e Absolute Sound,  January 2012

7KH�7ULWRQ�7ZR�LV�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�LQGXVWU\�OHJHQG�6DQG\�*URVV��
ZKRVH�*UDQG�3UL[�$ZDUG�ZLQQLQJ�ORXGVSHDNHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�
LPSUHVVLQJ�UHYLHZHUV�DQG�OLVWHQHUV�IRU�RYHU����\HDUV��7KH�7ULWRQ�
7ZR�LQFRUSRUDWHV�FXWWLQJ�HGJH�WHFKQRORJLHV�OLNH�+LJK�9HORFLW\�
)ROGHG�5LEERQ�WZHHWHUV��KLJK�GHÀ�QLWLRQ�VSLGHUOHJ�FDVW�EDVNHW�
GULYHUV�DQG�D�OLQHDU�SKDVH�FURVVRYHU�QHWZRUN��7KH�EXLOW�LQ�
SRZHUHG�VXEZRRIHU�XWLOL]HV�D������ZDWW�'63�FRQWUROOHG�GLJLWDO�
SRZHU�DPS�GULYLQJ�GXDO�IURQW�PRXQWHG�ORQJ�WKURZ���[���
TXDGUDWLF�VXEZRRIHU�GULYHUV�ZKLFK�DUH�FRXSOHG�WR�WZR�
VLGH�PRXQWHG�LQHUWLDOO\�EDODQFHG������[���TXDGUDWLF�SODQDU�
LQIUDVRQLF�SDVVLYH�UDGLDWRUV��

“ It’s like getting a Tesla Roadster for the    
   price of a Toyota Prius.”   

 — Darryl Wilkinson, Home Th eater Magazine

6RQLFDOO\��WKH�7ULWRQ�7ZRV�DUH�VLPSO\�H[WUDRUGLQDU\��7KH\�GHOLYHU�
ER[OHVV�WKUHH�GLPHQVLRQDO�LPDJLQJ�WKDW�:KDW�+L)L�FDOOHG�
´VRPHWKLQJ�UHDOO\�PDJLFDOμ�DQG�KDG�$XGLR9LVLRQ�UDYLQJ�
´WKH\�KDG�XV�EHOLHYLQJ�WKH�HQWLUH�VXUIDFH�RI�WKH�IURQW�ZDOO�ZDV�
FRYHUHG�ZLWK�VSHDNHUV�μ�/LNHZLVH��WKH�EXLOW�LQ�VXEZRRIHUV·�GHHS�
SRZHUIXO�EDVV�EOHQGV�SHUIHFWO\�ZLWK�WKH�XWWHUO\�WUDQVSDUHQW�PLG�
UDQJH�DQG�VLON\�VPRRWK�KLJK�IUHTXHQFLHV��7KH\�VLPSO\�SXW�PDQ\�
GUDPDWLFDOO\�PRUH�H[SHQVLYH�VSHDNHUV�WR�VKDPH��+HDU�WKHP�
IRU�\RXUVHOI�DQG�GLVFRYHU�ZKDW�DOO�WKH�H[FLWHPHQW�LV�DERXW�

7ULWRQ�7ZR�7RZHU
������HD��

Follow us on:        
   facebook.com/goldenear &      twitter.com/goldeneartech
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oldenEar’s Extraordinary Triton Two
Makes Ultra-High-End Performance Aff ordable!

Listening with them paralleled previous encounters with 
no-holds-barred speakers — ones priced upwards of $50,000.

— Al Griffi  n, Sound	Vision
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   oldenEar’s 
ForceField Subs
   Near perfect...
a tour de force”
“    

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

*ROGHQ(DU·V�)RUFH)LHOG�VXEZRRIHUV�DUH�WUXH�

RYHU�WKH�WRS�VXSHU�VXEV�WKDW�DUH�HVSHFLDOO\�

UHPDUNDEOH�IRU�WKHLU�FRPSDFW�VL]H�DQG�XQXVXDOO\�

DIIRUGDEOH�SULFHV��$OO�WKUHH�LQFRUSRUDWH�WKH�

VDPH�DGYDQFHG�WHFKQRORJ\�DQG�FRPSRQHQWV�

LQFOXGLQJ��'63�FRQWUROOHG�KLJK�SRZHU�GLJLWDO�

DPSOLÀ�HUV�������������RU������ZDWWV���XOWUD�IDVW�

ORQJ�WKURZ�KLJK�JDXVV�PDJQHW�VWUXFWXUH�GULYHUV�

���������RU������DQG�SUHVVXUH�FRXSOHG�GRZQZDUG�

À�ULQJ�TXDGUDWLF�SODQDU�LQIUDVRQLF�UDGLDWRUV��

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKHLU�XQLTXHO\�VKDSHG�FDELQHWV�

DUH�QRW�MXVW�DWWUDFWLYH��EXW�DUH�DOVR�SXUSRVHIXOO\�

FRQÀ�JXUHG�IRU�GUDPDWLF�SHUIRUPDQFH�EHQHÀ�WV��

:LWK�WKHLU�KLJK�RXWSXW�FDSDELOLW\��VWXQQLQJ�

LPSDFW��VXSHUEO\�PXVLFDO�EDVV�DUWLFXODWLRQ�DQG�

EUHDWKWDNLQJ�LQIUDVRQLF�ORZ�IUHTXHQF\�FDSDELOL�

WLHV��WKH�)RUFH)LHOGV�KDYH�UHFHLYHG�WKH�KLJKHVW�

SUDLVH�IURP�FULWLFV��H[SHUWV�DQG�NQRZOHGJHDEOH�

OLVWHQHUV�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��*HRII�0RUULVRQ�RI�

5HVLGHQWLDO�6\VWHPV�UDYHG��´WKHLU�WKXQGHU�À�OOHG�

WKH�URRP�μ�$9�)RUXPV�SUDLVHG�WKH��´PRQVWURXV�

RXWSXW�IRU�VXFK�D�VPDOO�VXE�μ�0DUN�)OHLVFKPDQ�

RI�+RPH�7KHDWHU�ZURWH��´,�ZDV�GXPIRXQGHGμ�

RYHU�WKHLU��´ORZ�IUHTXHQF\�EDUUDJHV�ZLWK�Á�RRU�

VKDNLQJ�FRQÀ�GHQFH�μ�$QG�WR�WRS�LW�RII��WKH�%ULWLVK�

ZULWHU�6WHSKHQ�0D\�UDYHG��´WKLV�DVWRQLVKLQJ�

ER[�FDQ�SUHVVXUH�ORDG�D�URRP�OLNH�DQ�DQJU\�

6LOYHUEDFNμ�DQG�$QGUHZ�5RELQVRQ�ZDUQV��

´<RXU�ZDOOV��Á�RRUERDUGV��DQG�FHLOLQJ�PD\�MXVW�

FUDS�RXW�RQ�\RX�μ�$QG��DV�'HQQLV�%XUJHU�RI�7HFK�

7HOO�REVHUYHG��WKH\�DUH�DOVR��´VKRFNLQJO\�PXVLFDO�μ

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

     — Steve Guttenberg, Th e Audiophiliac

— Andrew Robinson, HomeTh eaterReview.com
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“ A real reference speaker for $1400 a pair...
  they’ll likely become your next reference 
  speakers, just as they’ve become mine”   
                 — Mike Mettler, Sound&Vision

GoldenEar’s Triton Two and Three Towers have set new 
performance and value standards all around the world. 
Now, our extraordinary new Triton Seven follows in this 
auspicious tradition, bringing award winning Triton perfor-
mance to a more compact size and even more affordable 
price range. The Seven’s strikingly attractive and acoustically 
purposeful cabinet shape incorporates a precise rearward 
rake for a time-aligned coherent wave launch directed at ear 
level. A complex Linkwitz/Riley crossover perfectly blends the 
D'Appolito Arrayed twin 5.25" cast basket bass/midrange driv-
ers and signature High Velocity Folded Ribbon tweeter for high-
resolution reproduction of both music and cinema. And dual 
side-mounted sub-bass radiators deliver impactful, superbly 
detailed, subwoofer quality bass performance.
 

“ Stunning...a new standard...scores a perfect 
 10 with music and home theater”   
    — Steve Guttenberg, Th e Audiophiliac

The Absolute Sound’s astute, highly critical writers often 
disagree, but not when it came to the Triton Seven. They 
all went absolutely bonkers! At the recent CES Show, four of 
their writers, including the editor, awarded it their highly cov-
eted, “Best Sound for the Lowest Price Award.” But even more 
LPSRUWDQWO\��D�À�IWK�ZULWHU��$ODQ�7DIIHO��DZDUGHG�LW�KLV��´0RVW�
6LJQLÀ�FDQW�3URGXFW�,QWURGXFWLRQ�DW�&(6��DW�DQ\�SULFH�μ�KRQRUV��
:K\�PRVW�VLJQLÀ�FDQW"�%HFDXVH�WKH�6HYHQ�PDNHV�WUXH�KLJK�HQG�
performance affordable for almost anyone!

“ Th e Triton Seven is going to be on nearly 
 everyone’s short list for Speaker of the Year”    
    — Darryl Wilkinson, Home Th eater Magazine

GoldenEar loudspeakers are the creations of industry legend 
Sandy Gross, whose Grand Prix Award winning speakers have 
been impressing and delighting  reviewers and listeners for over 
���\HDUV��7KH\�DUH�DYDLODEOH�ZRUOGZLGH�DW�WKH�À�QHVW�DXGLR�
video specialty dealers. You must hear them for yourself. Visit 
RXU�ZHEVLWH�WR�OHDUQ�PRUH�DQG�WR�À�QG�\RXU�QHDUHVW�GHDOHU�

Triton Seven Tower
$699 ea. 

— Chris Martens, HiFi+

Th e fi nest aff ordable high-end loudspeaker I've yet heard...   
GoldenEar’s new Triton Seven is downright unbelievable...
gets my vote for the high-end audio bargain of CES 2013

“

” 

Follow us on:        
   facebook.com/goldenear &      twitter.com/goldeneartech

 

www.goldenear.com 
PO Box 141, Stevenson, MD 21153

(410) 998-9134

 Forget $60,000 Speakers, We’ll Take
the GoldenEar Triton Seven [$699] !”

“  

— Caleb Denison, Digital Trends



Our Work In Progress…
I’m a 30-year (or thereabouts) subscriber to 
Sound & Vision—from the High Fidelity days 

[October and November, 2013]. I can’t say as I 
really enjoyed either one.

I’m trying to put my finger on what was 
missing, and I guess it’s the mix of content to 
satisfy the hard-core devotees as well as the 
more casual tech consumer users (I fall into 
the latter category). I missed the other little 
pieces to balance out the reviews of the latest 
$20,000 HDTV.

And, perhaps because the layout was so 
stylized, I felt there wasn’t a lot of warmth in 
the magazine. I’m a smart, upper-income guy, 
who was a broadcaster for over 20 years. I keep 
up on trends in pop culture and technology, 
but I felt on the outside looking into a world I 
wasn’t a part of when I was reading the issues.

Bob Flint

Springfield, VT

I am a longtime reader, almost 30 years’ worth 
of Stereo Review and Sound & Vision. I find the 
new format a bit dense, as though two 
magazines merged together and you’re still 
working on which items to cut. My preference 
would be to see it stretched out over additional 
pages, but assuming that is cost-prohibitive, I’d 
rather see it stay as is than lose content. I’ve 
never cared much for the music and movie 
reviews, as I generally get those from other 
places. However, I would definitely like to be 
kept aware when you run across something 
that you think makes a great reference item for 
sound, vision, or both. I also enjoy the 
interviews with musicians

Jason Balmuth

Washington, D.C.

Here are my votes you requested: 1. Top Picks: 
Leave it out of the print edition. More editorial 
content, please! 2. Music reviews: Continue to 
review music, especially surround music or 
Blu-ray concert discs.

George Perkins

Madison, WI

Hi, faithful subscriber here. 
1. Top Picks list in print: I personally find no 
need for it in print and agree with all of your 
reasons for why it’s not necessary (the online 
version is indispensable!). That print space 
definitely can be used for something better.
2. More space for music stuff: Nah. I much 
prefer the current balance of material, so I 
wouldn’t want any more music-related 
coverage than what is already in print.

Brent Avery

Put in my vote for more music coverage. 
Loved all of Mike Mettler’s work in the “old” 
Sound & Vision, and his presence is very much 
missed by me in the “new” Sound & Vision. 
Overall, I would prefer a little more balance in 
the magazine between equipment discussion 
and the actual movies and music that get 
played on the equipment.

Roy R LaMark III

and incarnations since then. Today was my 
first chance to sit down with the two “new” 
S&Vs I’ve received since the latest merger 

E-mail them to HTLe�ers@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 Source Interlink Media. We 
reserve the right to edit le�ers for brevity. Due to the volume of mail that we receive, we regret that we cannot 
respond to every le�er.

SOUND&VISION

Letters We welcome 
questions and 

comments
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Beautify.
Elegant Audio/Video Furniture that Beautifies your Home and Television

AVSC2155
Contemporary Audio/Video Furniture in Espresso Finish

Bell’O International Corp.

732-972-1333

www.bello.com

Audio/Video Furniture Home Theater Seating TV Wall Mounts A/V Cables & AccessoriesHeadphones



  One reason we subscribed to Home Th eater 
(now Sound & Vision) was to enjoy the 
summation of product reviews on the Top 
Picks list. Among other important reasons, 
Top Picks is why we wrote the check. If we 
wanted an online magazine, we would not 
have written the check! Top Picks is not a 
“when upgrading” feature for us—it is a 
regular source of continuing interest.

  The Gregory Family

  Pitman, NJ

  Th ese are a handful of the many e-mails we 
received about the newly merged magazine 
and the questions raised last issue about the 
music/movies balance and Top Picks. My true 
thanks go to every reader who took the time to 

send me their comments, and my apologies 
that I couldn’t respond directly to each of you. 
I won’t be playing out my every thought about 
the direction of the magazine in public going 
forward, but these letters brought up a 
number issues worth taking a chunk of space 
to air and address, if just this once.

  Our redesign. A few folks wrote in saying 
they found the new design less accessible and 
more dense. Th ere’s no question we’ve moved 
away from the more traditional journal style 
that readers of both prior magazines had 
grown used to. I asked our creative team to 
develop a design for our reviews with easily 
scanned visual elements on the opening spread 
that would give readers and shoppers a quick 
but comprehensive snapshot of a review’s 

outcome, hence we now have extended Plus, 
Minus, and Verdict comments, along with the 
star ratings well known to Home Th eater 
readers, and, where applicable, a Top Picks 
logo. We still needed to include specs and price 
info, so that’s broken out. I insisted on keeping 
a Test Bench box for applicable audio or video 
reviews, for yet another sidebar. We wanted to 
keep back panel and multiple angle views of 
the products, and run them as large as 
possible to help bring them to life. Are the 
pages crammed and busy? You bet. Are they 
effi  cient? You bet. Are they visually bold, with 
perhaps some pungent colors that call 
attention to themselves? Yeah, maybe. Even 
the font is what typographers would call 
sans-serif, without tails on the ends of the 
character strokes—which lends a decidedly 
modern feel and lacks the familiar comfort of 
picking up a novel, newspaper, or any number 
of other magazines. Give it a chance, and 
make use of the tools. Browse the opening 
summations, read the photo caps, briefl y scan 
the graph in the Test Bench box, then maybe 
settle in to read the review. You’ll fi nd the 
same excellent and very friendly reviewers 
writing about the products.

  Music and movies. You can see the mixed 
opinions evident in the letters. For now, I’m 
content with maintaining the minimal page 
count we established for music in the fi rst 
couple of relaunch issues aft er retaining 
former editor-in-chief Mike Mettler to head 
up our music coverage. Mike is bringing two 
fresh reviews to the Entertainment section 
each month and a new Reference Tracks 
feature in our Perfect Focus section. To this 
we’ll add the occasional extra review or short 
feature, whether an interview piece or 
retrospective. For those hungering for more 
music features, Mike has also begun a 
twice-monthly blog on  soundandvision.com  
called Th e S&V Interview, in which he gets 
one-on-one with musicians and producers, 
oft en with more extended comments featured 
at his own  soundbard.com  Website. With the 
merger, we’ve also engaged Home Th eater’s 
longtime movie critic Chris Chiarella to 
manage our movie reviews section, and you’ll 
be seeing his imprint in the coming months.

  Top Picks. I got a lot of mail, much of it 
unsolicited, from readers asking to bring 
Home Th eater’s TP list back to print. I 
continue to see considerable logistics issues 
associated with that, especially with our 

LETTERS

CORRECTION

 Our review of the Oblivion Blu-ray in the 

January issue was incorrectly run under 

our “Blu-ray 3D” header; this despite 

neither the theatrical release nor the 

Blu-ray ever having been in 3D, or any 

commentary remotely suggesting this by 

reviewer Shane Bue� ner. Apologies for 

any confusion. We will a� empt, in future, 

to keep our double-vision to ourselves. 

Get better sound at

• Huge selection of top brands

• Free shipping on most orders

• Free lifetime tech support

Win free gear  
For a chance to win Crutchfield’s Great Gear Giveaway go to

crutchfield.com/svs

To consult with  one of our experts, call 

1-800-319-8843
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is on their new TV and how to get rid of 
it. (I think the manufacturers should leave 
it off and let the consumer read about it in 
their owner’s manual! But who am I to 
say?) Well, I read about the reviewer 
turning it off but haven’t read anything 
about why you’d turn it on. What are the 
benefits of it, and what program material 
may look better with it on? 

Michael Wozniak

Apple Valley, CA

It all boils down to motion resolution, that 
is, the clarity and detail seen in moving 
objects. Using test patterns, it’s easy to see 
the effects of these circuits. Depending on 
the type of display and how well it natively 
handles motion, fast motion might reduce 
the resolution from 1080 vertical lines static 
to nearly half that with the motion 
interpolation switched off. That wouldn’t be 
unusual for an LCD set. Motion circuits 
can restore much of that lost detail. If you’re 
watching video-based sports, turning on the 
motion circuits should improve clarity and 
reduce blur on moving players and balls, 
pucks, etc. These circuits will also improve 
clarity of movement in 24-frame-per-
second film-based content, particularly on 
panning shots where the low frame rate 
becomes more evident as blur and judder. 
Of course, there you’re usually introducing 
that soap opera distortion, so the trade-off 
becomes more real.—RS

expanded reviewing capacity and the 
increasing number of Web-only reviews 
we’re doing across a wider range of 
categories. That said, I’m now considering 
whether there might be a way to integrate 
an abridged list with the most recent 
highlights or proven products, or perhaps 
alternate months with some of the product 
categories. Stay tuned on that.

In closing, I’ll address readers who’ve 
threatened not to renew their subscriptions 
if they don’t see this, that, or the other thing, 
whether it’s a TP list, more budget products, 
more high-end products, etc. We’ll continue 
to evolve the magazine to appeal to a broad 
range of readers across a wide spectrum of 
audio and video entertainment gear at 
different price points. You may not like all 
of the changes or find everything in the 
magazine speaking to your core interests. 
Some issues you’ll probably like better than 
others. But I’d like to remind our subscrib-
ers, who constitute the great majority of 
readers, that our 10-issue annual mail and 
digital subscriptions typically cost between 
$10 and $13. That’s about $1.30 per print 
issue at the outside. It’s probably less than 
the cost of your daily cup of joe. As you 
thumb through this issue, decide if there’s at 
least $1.30 worth of value here. If not, 
you’re welcome to spend your money and 
time where you like, but I’d rather you stick 
around and keep writing in about how we 
can make things better.—RS

Shacking News
Michael Antonoff’s research (“What’s in a 
Name,” Perfect Focus, December) is a bit 
weak. A radio shack is an outhouse lined 
with conducting mesh, which is 
grounded. This results in a Faraday cage 
from which a radio operator can receive 
very weak signals without noise from 
surrounding sources of EMF. He uses the 
receiver he has built from inductors, 
resistors, and capacitors in accordance 
with circuit diagrams developed by 
himself or others depending on his 
expertise. The area about the radio shack 
is normally full of antennae tuned to the 
various radio wavelengths he wishes to 
explore. A dead giveaway…herein resides 
a ham. 

My guess is that whoever named the 
retail business was catering to this 
clientele.

I still love the smell of hot flux.
William Moeglein

When to Use Soap
In all the reviews I’ve read for all the new 
TVs, I realize the motion circuit feature 
gets turned off. Of course, I know it’s to 
eliminate the soap opera effect, which I 
can’t stand and come across in many 
homes I go to in my line of work as an 
A/V installer/integrator. I am always 
engaging in the informative conversation 
with customers of what that strange look 

LETTERS

Theater Decor

Room Acoustics

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.

Advanced star ceilings with 

shooting stars, meteor showers, 

3D LED Moons, and even sound

®



“...the no-brainer buy of the year.”

© 2013 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.  

How we play.™

N OW  AVA I L A B L E

e110

10-inch driver
1200 watts

e112

12-inch driver
1500 watts

“At the end of the day, the 

E-Sub e112 is an output 

beast with fidelity to match. 

That’s worth the asking 

price in most any system. 

In fact, its performance 

makes the e112 the no-

brainer buy of the year.”

-  Jeff Fritz, SoundStage! Network,  
October, 2013

 



Make a 
Digital 
Konnection

Linn  Klimax Exakt 350 Speaker System

streaming music from the 

Internet and your home 

network. The player 

supports eight file 

formats—FLAC, WAV, 

ALAC, and AIFF among 

them—at up to 24 bits with 

a sampling rate of 192 

kilohertz. 

The curved and gently 

sculpted speaker cabinets 

are made of pressure-

formed laminate finished in 

high-gloss wood veneer or 

one of more than 200 

custom colors and seated 

on steel bases to ensure 

rock-solid stability during 

the “live concert at home” 

moments this kind of setup 

encourages. Each Klimax 

Exakt 350 system is built to 

order, and an Exakt 350 

upgrade is available to 

owners of Klimax 350 and 

Artikulat speakers. The 

price for all of this audio 

precision: $80,000, 

including setup and 

calibration.

—Bob Ankosko

There was no mistaking 

the origin of the Klimax 

Exakt 350 system. 

Scotland-based Linn has 

had an affinity for the letter 

“k” since introducing its 

first high-performance 

audio product 40 years 

ago—the Linn Sondek 

LP12 turntable, the latest 

version of which can be 

found on Stereophile’s 

current Recommended 

Components list. (The k’s 

no doubt stem from the 

decidedly non-Scottish 

heritage of Linn founder 

Ivor Tiefenbrun.) Unlike 

your typical speaker 

“system,” the Exakt 350 

includes a network music 

player that passes 

uncompressed digital 

signals directly to the 

six-channel crossover built 

into each 3.6-foot-tall tower 

speaker.

In addition to eliminating 

noise and distortion that is 

inherent in analog audio, 

Linn says converting the 

signal to analog at the last 

possible stage ensures 

data accuracy, “extremely 

low” latency and jitter, and 

precise synchronization 

between the six drivers that 

reside in each cabinet: a 

0.5-inch super tweeter, 

1-inch tweeter, and 3-inch 

midrange arranged in an 

inverted triangle Linn calls 

a 3K Driver Array plus a 

6.5-inch woofer and two 

8-inch servo-controlled 

woofers. Each driver is fed 

phase-corrected signals 

from the digital crossover 

and has a dedicated digital 

volume control, D/A 

converter, and power 

amplifier. 

At the heart of the 

system is the Exakt DSM 

music player (made of solid 

aluminum and available in 

silver or black), offering 

more than a dozen 

connections, including XLR 

and RCA stereo inputs for 

analog components and 

eight digital inputs, 

including three HDMI and 

an Ethernet jack for 

Perfect focus
NEW GEAR, TOP NEWS, HOW TO, AND MORE...

Edited by Claire Crowley

Linn  
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By Mark Fleischmann

This Just In...

Congress are trying to 

strong-arm the FCC into 

killing the ban, which makes 

TiVo (among others) 

nervous about their 

card-enabled products...

Box-Free Cable TV
is available to citizens of the 

Netherlands from Ziggo, the 

nation’s largest cable 

operator, using a removable 

CI+ Module, which works 

with more than 250 certified 

TV models. Thanks to 

backward U.S. cable 

operators, the Dutch are 

eating our lunch...

Most UltraViolet 
Users,
82 percent of them, are 

happy with the experience, 

and a third of them are 

buying more BDs and DVDs 

to get the cloud function-

ality. That’s the good news; 

the bad news is that only 15 

percent of consumers are 

even aware of UV...

Parents Should Limit
mobile media usage by 

children during meals and 

after bedtime, says the 

American Academy of 

Pediatrics, to stave off 

obesity, aggression, 

sleeplessness, and poor 

performance in school. 

Mobile media usage among 

kids has doubled in the past 

two years according to 

Common Sense Media...

Blockbuster Closed 
its remaining U.S. stores 

and ceased its disc-by-mail 

operation. Except for a few 

franchise operations, the 

once mighty brick-and-

mortar retailer has 

effectively become a minor 

streaming-only brand...

A Voice-Enabled 
Remote
control using WiFi Direct 

was shown by SMK at a 

cable-TV trade show. It 

would relay voice 

commands to your cable 

box without need for a 

router or access point...

Time Warner Cable 
Lost
117,000 video customers in 

the wake of its retransmis-

sion-fee fight with CBS, 

which blacked out the 

Tiffany Network for two 

solid months. In possibly 

related news, TWC lost 

24,000 broadband 

customers at the 

same time...

AT&T and Verizon
are now the fifth and sixth 

largest pay-TV providers in 

the U.S., after Comcast, 

TWC, DirecTV, and Dish 

Network. Together the two 

telco-TV services account 

for one-third of all pay-TV 

subscribers...

Verizon May Market 
Video
outside its FiOS TV service 

using Intel Media tech- 

nology. The rumored deal 

would give Verizon a 

toehold in the growing IPTV 

field...

HBO Isn’t Just for 
Cable
anymore. Comcast is 

test-marketing access to 

the premium channel via its 

high-speed Internet Plus 

service as part of a 

45-channel package...

Netflix Is Testing 4K
streaming at 24 frames per 

second. An official launch is 

contemplated for “some- 

time” in 2014...

Cine Sony  
Television,
a Spanish-language movie 

channel, is coming to the 

Comcast Latino TV pack- 

age. It will also 

be available via Xfinity On 

Demand and Xfinity.com/

tv...

Vudu Extras+
beefs up streaming titles 

with interactive content, a 

scene-search tool, and the 

ability to Clip & Share short 

excerpts with social 

networking friends. Sony 

Pictures is first out of the 

gate with District 9, This Is 

the End, After Earth, and six 

other titles...

An Android App for 
Aereo
has expanded the audience 

for the live-TV-over-Internet 

service. It already supports 

iOS devices and com- 

puters...

DirecTV Says 4K 
Rollout
will be “very complex” and 

is putting it off till 2015 or 

2016. The company’s 

experience with 3D is 

making it cautious...

Sling Does AirPlay
now, adding support to its 

app for iPhone and iPad. So 

you can use your Slingbox 

500, 350, PRO-HD, or SOLO 

to send live programming 

to another TV via home 

network or to a remote TV 

via Internet...

Aereo’s Individual-
Antenna Tech
is an energy gobbler. The 

New York facility, 

supporting roughly 

100,000 subscribers, 

consumes as much power 

as two football stadiums...

Small-Screen Video
is projected to hit 70 

percent of mobile data 

traffic by 2016. Applications 

will include video on 

demand, monitoring, and 

tracking...

TiVo’s Out-of-Home 
Streaming
comes with the Roamio Pro 

and Roamio Plus DVRs. 

Unlike Sling, it is limited to 

Wi-Fi, but 4G/LTE streaming 

is coming in 2014...

Pandora’s on 
Chromecast,
providing personalized 

Internet radio to users of 

Google’s screencasting 

dongle. It’s only the second 

non-Google-owned app to 

sign on, after Netflix, but 

more are promised...

CableCARD Deploy-
ment
dropped to 600,000 new 

devices out of a total of 44 

million since 2007, when the 

Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC) banned 

hardwire integration of 

security into set-top 

boxes. The cable 

industry and its allies in 

Onkyo’s Free HF Player App 
for iOS includes 16,384-band 

EQ with presets to suit your 

favorite headphones or music. 

You can also buy an HF Player 

Pack within the app for $10 

that adds high-rez FLAC, DSD, 

WAV, and AIFF support up to 

192/24...



PRICE $249

Box of Blue

Mass Fidelity Relay Bluetooth Receiver

uses aptX, a codec known for its 

sound-quality advantages over the 

standard SBC one used in most 

Bluetooth products designed for 

music playback.

Setting up the Relay in an audio 

system is a snap. You run RCA 

cables from its analog stereo output 

(the same jacks can be switched to 

a dual 48-kilohertz/24-bit digital 

output) to an input on your receiver/

integrated amp or preamp, connect 

an included antenna and wall-wart 

power supply, press a power button 

on back, watch the LED indicator 

change from red to white, and that’s 

it. The only additional step is to 

select the Relay in the Bluetooth 

setup panel of your portable device 

or computer.

To get a sense of what the Relay 

could do to justify its $249 cost, I 

compared it both with the direct 

output from my aptX-compatible 

MacBook Pro (connected to my 

audio system using a Meridian 

BLUETOOTH GETS A BAD RAP IN 

the hi-fi world, and for good reason: 

In contrast to other wireless audio 

technologies that let you stream 

uncompressed CD-quality audio 

from a PC or portable device, 

Bluetooth subjects the signal to 

lossy compression. If you’re an 

audiophile with a reputation to 

uphold, the story pretty much ends 

there.

But there’s another side to the 

story, so listen up. The simplicity of 

Bluetooth setup—it involves 

nothing more complicated than 

pairing a portable device or PC with 

a Bluetooth receiver—holds appeal 

for someone seeking a quick 

method to stream music from a 

phone to an external audio system. 

I’m talking casual listening here, 

folks: parties; friends sharing music; 

your own self in an unguarded 

moment. For these situations, 

Bluetooth makes sense.

Mass Fidelity is a company on a 

seeming mission to establish a 

beachhead for Bluetooth in the 

audiophile world. With its 

machined-aluminum enclosure, 

gold-plated terminals, and cool 

white LED indicator light, the Mass 

Fidelity Relay Bluetooth receiver 

even looks like a mini version of a 

high-end audio component. 

Tellingly, the Relay packs a 24-bit 

Burr-Brown DAC and separate 

grounds for digital, analog, and RF 

signals. It also 

By Al Griffin

Explorer DAC) and the Chordette 

Gem, another Bluetooth DAC with a 

high-end audio pedigree. My Gem 

is an old version that lacks aptX (the 

codec has since been added), so I 

thought it would be illuminating to 

compare its performance with the 

aptX-enhanced sound coming from 

the Relay. 

First up for the test was Mazzy 

Star’s “Flowers of December.” Heard 

via the Relay, the subtle keyboards 

in the song’s background were a bit 

lost in the mix, and the harmonica 

solo lacked some dimensionality 

and air in comparison with the 

direct connection from my Mac. 

Otherwise, the tonal balance of the 

two was comparable. I couldn’t say 

the same for the aptX-less Gem, 

which lent the harmonica a degree 

of metallic harshness and grit. 

Vocals also sounded somewhat 

papery and thin with the Gem 

handling streaming, and imaging 

seemed constrained. Both of those 

criticisms couldn’t be applied to the 

Relay, however, which nearly 

matched the direct connection 

when it came to imaging and vocal 

presence.

Next up was Ray LaMontagne’s 

“Barfly.” The Relay kept up well with 

the direct computer connection on 

this bluesy acoustic track: Brushes 

scraping a snare drum sounded 

textured and crisp, and there was 

good separation between the male 

and female vocals. I also heard a 

decent amount of ambience in the 

mix, though the sound wasn’t as full. 

Switching back to the Gem, 

brushtrokes sounded compara-

tively fuzzy, and the ambience I 

readily heard via the direct 

connection and, to a lesser extent, 

the Relay, was even less apparent.

Switching to more casual 

listening—the right mode for 

Bluetooth—I launched Rdio on my 

Mac and streamed “Copy of A” from 

the new Nine Inch Nails album 

Hesitation Marks. Even with the 

low-bitrate Rdio stream, sound via 

the direct connection had more 

heft, though the music’s essential 

qualities were retained when I 

moved to the Relay. Taking off my 

critic hat to just lounge back and 

listen, the NIN track came across as 

detailed, dynamic, and thoroughly 

engaging.

Speaking as someone who has 

used Bluetooth to stream audio to 

my stereo in the past and was never 

impressed by the sound quality, the 

Mass Fidelity Relay definitely made 

a difference. I’m sure the aptX 

codec was partly responsible for 

what I was hearing, but the Relay 

also reclocks the digital audio 

stream to remove jitter and 

upsamples it to 48-kHz/24-bit 

resolution for output. I’ve come to 

depend more on smartphone 

streaming apps like Rdio than LPs 

or CDs to get my music fix, so I must 

admit that the Relay saw more use 

than either the turntable or CD 

player during its tenure in my 

system. That in itself speaks 

volumes about its utility—and 

desirability.

Was everything all good with the 

Relay? My one complaint was that 

its auto-off circuit kicked in too 

quick: When I paused music to hop 

on a call, I would return to find that 

the Relay’s white LED had turned 

red, requiring a push of the power 

button. (According to Mass Fidelity, 

this feature is now defeatable.) It 

also costs 2.5 times as much as an 

Apple TV box, which does 

everything the Relay does and more 

(uncompressed audio streaming, 

for one), though Apple TV requires 

both a Wi-Fi network and allegiance 

to the iOS product ecosystem. 

Guess what? Mass Fidelity’s 

Relay makes Bluetooth sound 

good. You might even find yourself 

using it more than your CD player or 

turntable.

Mass Fidellity M\Y^N�`Y^	aa]Z�z�;.BB3612:6CH
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Plus

Minus

Q Pricey

AT A GLANCE

Q Impressive sound quality 

for Bluetooth

Q Audiophile-friendly look

Q Pain-free setup

THE VERDICT

It might not be high-rez or high 

end, but Mass Fidelity’s Blue-

tooth receiver is a great option 

for casual listening.

SPECS
Dimensions (W x H x D, inches): 

3.9 x 1.4 x 4.5 z�*2645C�M?>D=1BN� 

0.05 z��D16>�!DC?DCB��Stereo 

analog/coaxial digital z aptX-enabled 

Bluetooth z 30-foot reception range

Mass Fidelity Relay 
Bluetooth Receiver

Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value
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One of the most promising new stars in 
audio-for-video technology has unexpect-
edly left the stage. AudioXperts, founded 
by Harman International veteran Eli 
Harary, specialized in luxury-level TV 
consoles and bamboo-sheathed Bluetooth 
speakers. Its first products were just about 
to hit the street when the lead investor 
pulled the plug. Delays in bringing 
products to market were blamed. We’re 
mentioning this because some of the 
products may eventually be sold through 
other channels. One of those 4TV 
smoked-glass soundbar consoles might be 
just the thing to spruce up your flat-panel 
TV—not to mention that it’s now a 
collector’s item. Harary has made 
arrangements to service products already 
purchased.—MF

Video streaming company 
Aereo is fascinating from a 
technological standpoint. 
The legal questions it raises 

are equally intriguing. They will determine 
whether Aereo proceeds on its merry way 
or whether it will be shut down. There’s 
only one way to decide, and that’s to ask 
the Justices. Yep—another big A/V case is 
heading to the Supreme Court.

Aereo, as you know, is an online video 
streaming service. It provides OTA HDTV 
via the Internet; essentially, it is an 
alternative to basic cable. A subscription 
fee ($8/month) lets you watch local 
broadcast TV stations on your PC and 
Apple computer and tablet as well as 
Apple TV and Roku. Broadcasts can be 
viewed live or recorded for playback later. 
The $8 account gives you 20 hours of 
cloud-based DVR storage, while for 
another $4, you get 60 hours. You don’t 

need to buy or install any equipment. Oh, 
there’s a 30-second forward function for 
skipping commercials.

Aereo is currently available in seven 
metro markets (New York, Boston, 
Atlanta, Salt Lake City, Miami, Houston, 
and Dallas) with more markets by the time 
you read this. Aereo recently released an 
Android app on Google Play. Although 
the app will only work in its serviced 
markets, it broadens Aereo’s footprint to 
the universe of Android mobile devices.

The legal complication is this: 
Broadcasters argue that Aereo is infringing 
their copyright license on their content; in 
particular, this impacts their retransmis-
sion rights. Cable and satellite companies 
pay billions to broadcasters so they can 
carry the broadcasts. Aereo pays them 
nothing. Thus broadcasters have waged 
war against Aereo in federal courts in the 
market cities, but so far, the courts have 
refused to shut down Aereo. However, 
confusing the issue, other courts have 
ruled against similar streaming services. 
To resolve the issue, broadcasters have 

filed a petition with the U.S. Supreme 
Court, asking it to decide once and for all 
whether Aereo violates their copyright.

One key legal question is whether 
Aereo is overstepping what any OTA 
viewer is already doing. Attempting to 
overcome at least part of that problem, 
Aereo provides a tiny physical antenna for 
each viewer, warehousing all of them in 
central Aereo facilities. When you click on 
a TV station, an antenna is activated and 
tunes to that frequency; that signal is 
transcoded and streamed to you over the 
Web. Thus, Aereo argues, you are simply 
watching an OTA broadcast, and the law 
says that OTA broadcasts are free for 
viewers. Thanks to Aereo, the advertisers 
on the broadcast channels reach even 
more eyeballs. At least in Aereo’s eyes, 
their venture is perfectly legal.

Interestingly, in addition to its legal 
challenges, Aereo’s electricity bill may be 
another speed bump. Each antenna burns 
5 or 6 watts of power, and that adds up; 
The Wall Street Journal estimates that if 
Aereo is capable of supporting 350,000 
subscribers in New York, that would be 2 
megawatts of power—and a $2 million 
annual tab.

In any case, questions need answering: 
Is Aereo’s OTA viewing legit? Is it right for 
Aereo to retransmit broadcasts over the 
Internet without permission? Is Aereo 
cruising for a bruising because it’s simply 
profiting from the copyrights of others? Or 
is it a brilliant reimagineering of tradi-
tional content delivery?

Aereo isn’t a bunch of crazy high-school 
kids with a server they built for a science 
fair. Rather, it is backed by media giant 
Barry Diller, whose deep pockets could 
fund a hundred attorneys for a hundred 
years. On the other side, broadcasters have 
a long and storied history of going after 
anyone it perceives as a threat to their 
revenue, pirate or otherwise. Let the games 
begin.

         Is Aereo overstepping 
what any OTA viewer is 
already doing?

Audio Xperts 
Coulda Been a 
Contenda

Why Your Kindle 
Has the Blues
Why does the Kindle Fire HDX have that 
blue tint around the edges of the 
touchscreen? Amazon says it’s actually to 
improve overall color: “Most LCD displays 
use white LEDs, and then apply filters to 
extract the desired color. The result is 
oftentimes a compromise to tone and 
color accuracy, or—if attempting to 
address these compromises—an increase 
in battery consumption and, thus, device 
weight. We’ve taken a different approach. 
To achieve perfect color accuracy on the 
Kindle Fire HDX 7-inch at the lowest 
possible battery consumption and weight, 
we used blue, not white, LEDs. Blue LEDs 
allow for a much more accurate and rich 
representation of color and result in an up 
to 20 percent improvement in power 
efficiency.” Amazon was selling the device 

for $229 at press 
time.—MF

ken c. pohlmann

Signals

Aereo and the 
Supremes
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Netflix is interested in expanding its reach 
to the world of cable television—and is 
doing so on two fronts.

The streaming giant is in talks with 
Comcast and Suddenlink to create a 
Netflix app for their set-top boxes. In fact, 
Netflix has already inked a similar pact 
with Virgin Media in the U.K. A possible 
sticking point is Netflix’s insistence that 
cable operators use its technology to 
improve streaming quality, potentially 
leading to accusations of special treatment 
from other content providers. Cable ops 
are also understandably concerned that 
Netflix would compete with their other 
offerings—but that cat’s out of the bag, 
isn’t it?

In related news, Netflix is featured on 
the home screen of the Samsung 
GX-SM530CF Smart Media Player, 
basically a CableCARD-enabled cable box 
that consumers can buy at retail, in lieu of 
a rented box, as allowed by federal law. 
Because it uses a unidirectional Cable-
CARD, the device does not support 
cable-company-approved video on 
demand. It also lacks DVR recording 
though it does have DLNA capability to 
fetch media from computers and other 
network devices.—MF

Both my TV and Marantz AV8801 

surround processor provide 

video adjustments. If I tweak the 

se�ings for both, will they con-

flict with each other? Also, if the Marantz 

does a good job handling video processing, 

will there be any advantage to using a high-

end player like the Oppo BDP-93 instead of a 

PS3 for Blu-ray playback?

Michael McGehee / Macon, GA

Adjusting picture settings on both your TV and 
surround processor can definitely have a 
cumulative effect: You could end up with a 
too-high black level, overly saturated color, etc. 
When using an A/V processer for video 
switching, what I’d recommend is to adjust the 
TV’s picture settings for your primary source 
(presumably Blu-ray) and then make minor 
picture tweaks (brightness, noise reduction, etc.) 
for additional sources such as a DVR or media 
streamer using the settings provided on the 
processor. (An alternative would be to make 

adjustments to the TV’s preset picture modes for 
each source and manually switch them, but that 
routine can be a hassle.)

As for the Oppo versus PS3 question, here’s 
the deal: Pre/pros simply pass through a 1080p 
signal coming from a Blu-ray player via HDMI 
without performing any additional processing, 
so your Marantz’s video capabilities won’t matter 
for Blu-ray playback. They could make a 
difference with DVDs, though. When Sound & 
Vision reviewed the Marantz AV8801, we found 
its video processing and passthrough to be 
excellent (post-firmware upgrade, that is), so you 
could very well lean on it to improve picture 
quality for DVD playback with a PS3.

I’d like to know if it would be a waste to use a 

power amplifier connected to the preamp 

outputs of an A/V receiver with the same rated 

power. The A/V receiver I have in mind is the 

Denon AVR-3313CI.

Morris Barber / via e-mail

It depends on the power amp you plan to 
connect to the receiver. Power amp specs rarely 
tell a complete story; just because one amp is 

rated to deliver 125 watts per channel (WPC) 
doesn’t mean its performance will equal that of 
another amp rated to deliver the same output. 
You have to look at what’s behind the specs. 

The Denon you cite, for example, has a rated 
power output of 125 watts into 8 ohms, 20 hertz 
to 20 kilohertz bandwidth, at 0.08 percent THD 
(total harmonic distortion). And while Denon’s 
measurement accounts for the full audio 
range—a more rigorous test than just measuring 
at 1 kHz—the AVR-3313CI’s spec sheet indicates 
that it’s for two-channel output. For Sound & 
Vision’s A/V receiver and amplifier tests, 
five- and seven-channel continuous-power 
measurements into an 8-ohm load are also 
performed. And though we didn’t test the 
AVR-313CI, we did review a step-down model 
from the same line, the AVR-2313CI. In that 
example, the receiver exceeded its 105-watt (8 
ohms) power rating for two channels driven 
continuously but came in below that on five- and 
seven-channel tests, an outcome that’s likely to be 
similar for the AVR-3313CI. That said, reduced 
power on all-channels-driven tests is fairly 
common for A/V receivers—something that 
ultimately isn’t a huge deal since movie 
soundtracks rarely demand full power on more 
than a momentary basis, especially in the 
surround channels. 

To wrap up, using an external power amplifier 
with the same rated power as the Denon 
AVR-3313CI wouldn’t necessarily be a waste—as 
long as its measured perfomance bests that of the 
receiver’s own built-in amps. (And also if your 
speakers and room require that much power, 
which is a different kettle of fish entirely.)

I am moving to a new home and plan to transfer 

my A/V receiver and speakers to the new 

location but don’t want to have to run new 

wiring. Is there a system available that will let me 

a�ach a wireless transmi�er to my A/V receiver 

and wireless receivers to my speakers and avoid 

running wires?

Michael DeWaters / via e-mail

Yes—but only if your A/V receiver has line-
level preamp outputs. Products such as 
Monoprice’s Wireless Speaker transmitter 
($88) let you send wireless CD-quality audio 
signals over the 2.4-gigahertz band. You sim-
ply run audio cables to the transmitter’s RCA-
jack inputs and speaker cables from the wire-
less receiver’s outputs to your speakers. How-
ever, such solutions tend to have limited 
power output on the wireless receiver end—
20 watts per channel with Monoprice’s sys-
tem, for example—and they’re stereo only. 
And since the 2.4-GHz band is the same one 
used for Wi-Fi, you could also run into inter-
ference problems.

        Should I tweak the video 
settings in both my TV and 
processor?

Netflix Eyes 
Cable

THX Amp Tech 
Bears Fruit
The Benchmark AHB2 is the first power 
amplifier to use energy-efficient tech-
nology developed by THX. The two-
channel amp is rated at 100 watts per 
channel into 8 ohms, 170 watts into 4 
ohms, or 340 watts into 8 ohms with 
vanishing low total harmonic distortion of 
less than 0.00013 percent at 1 kilohertz. 
“Benchmark is a great partner to roll out 
THX’s patented all-analog amplifier 
technology,” says Laurie Fincham, THX 
senior VP and audio éminence grise. It 
uses low-profile components to achieve 
high-power amplification and, if THX’s 
hopes are fulfilled, may be used in audio/
video receivers, TVs, powered speakers, 
car systems, and handheld devices.—MF
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As I write this, Black Friday looms 
just days away, and as you read this, 
there’s a good chance you’ve recently 
added some new bit of electronica to 

your household. As a custom installer, I’m routinely 
asked, “What should I do with my old stuff?”

It’s a great question, because with all the recent 
advancements and price drops in technology, lots 
of people are upgrading and ending up with older 
gear still in working order but with no idea what to 
do with it. If you find yourself in this predicament, 
here are some suggestions that I give to my clients.

Reuse It
Unless it’s an old CRT that’s going dim, the picture 
likely looks as good as when you bought it, 
especially with lamp-based sets where you can 
replace a lamp and return the set to original 
operating performance. TVs can be moved to 
other areas of the house, say to a guest room, 
garage, or patio. I often do the “TV shuffle trickle 
down” for people where older TVs move to 

different rooms, with the old “flagship” TV going 
to the master bedroom, the old bedroom TV going 
to another room, etc. 

Older audio receivers might not have HDMI 
inputs to decode the latest surround formats, but 
those amp channels are great for powering other 
areas with music, say to power zones in a 
housewide music system. If you have an old pair of 
speakers lying around, you can create a local 
listening area in any room. Add a mini-to-RCA 
cable and connect an iPod or phone to have access 
to all your music for next to nothing!

Sell It
You could try to turn that pile of gear into a stack of 
cash. When business was slow at our firm a few 
years ago, we scoured our back room, clearing out 
old inventory on eBay for several thousand dollars. 
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and depending 
on how much effort you want to put into it, your 
old gear might have some serious value to someone 
else. 

If you want to get rid of it with minimal effort, 
take it to a pawn shop. They’ll buy almost anything 
on the spot but generally give you about 50 to 60 

percent of its value. Craig’s List is another good 
service but generally limits you to a local audience. 
We’ve had good luck on eBay, and that reaches a 
huge audience of potential buyers. For better gear, 
try Audiogon.com; the buyers there seem to have 
an eye for quality gear and are usually willing to 
pay a decent amount for it.

Gi� It
The emotional reward of giving often outweighs 
the potential financial gain of selling used gear, and 
just because it’s old to you doesn’t mean it wouldn’t 
be new and awesome to someone else. If you have 
any kids/grandkids going off to school or moving 
into their first place, they’d likely love to get some 
free stuff. Or you probably have other family or 
friends that aren’t as technologically well off as you 
who would dig getting some hand-me-down gear.

Donate It
As long as it’s in working order, organizations like 
The Salvation Army and Goodwill will gladly 
accept your old gear. In many cases, you can even 
arrange for them to come to your home to pick the 
equipment up. You could also try contacting your 
local VA or local shelters. Additionally, tech/trade 
schools often use gear to work on in class, and your 
old TV might be used to spark the imagination of 
the next technology breakthrough! 

Recycle It
If your equipment is broken, or morbidly obsolete 
like a giant old furniture/console television unit, 
your options are a lot more limited, and recycling 
(or paying for a repair) will be your best option. 
MRM is a group founded by Panasonic, Sharp,  
and Toshiba to lead a nationwide, environmentally 
sound recycling effort. Their Website (mrm 
recycling.com) shows local collection centers in 
your area. 

Further, Best Buy has a pretty sweet recycling 
program and will accept many of your outdated 
items at no charge. Best Buy will even schedule to 
pick up your gear for a fee. Details about Best Buy’s 
policy in your area can be found at BestBuy.com/
recycle.

         As a custom installer, I’m 
routinely asked, ‘What should I 
do with my old stuff?’

Every year the Consumer Electronics 
Association (CEA) asks its brain trust to 
identify trends shaping the technology 
landscape. The 2014 report—Five 
Technology Trends to Watch—offers 
some intriguing insights…

World Wide Web Takes On New 
Meaning. The number of devices 
connected to the Internet has surpassed 
the global population, according to Cisco, 
and will grow to more than 40 billion by 
2020 as we head into a world where 
“context aware” objects not only transmit 
and receive information but do things for 
us—like an alarm clock that sets wake-up 
time based on traffic patterns. 

Sit Back and Relax…in a car that 
drives itself. Sheer fantasy, right? Not 
quite. Driverless cars already exist and 
can be legally driven in parts of 
California, Nevada, and Florida. When 
you and I will be able to watch a movie 
instead of stressing over traffic while 
“driving” is not clear, but think years, not 
decades. 

Tech to Live By. Technology will play 
a pivotal role in healthcare, allowing the 
elderly to live at home longer and 
enabling caregivers to monitor loved 
ones. Devices—like a pill bottle that 
relays a message to caregivers or contacts 
the pharmacy for a refill when it’s 
opened—will become more refined and 
accepted in the near future. 

Bring Me My Slippers, Hal. 
Industrial robots may be 
poised to move into 
fast-food but what about 
consumer bots? In a market 
projected to reach $6.5 
billion by 2017, Ecovacs’ 
Famibot cruises around the 
house with its built-in music 
player and air purifier, ready to 
alert you if it detects smoke—
or, God forbid—a break-in 
when you’re away. And the day 
when humanoid robots (like 
Honda’s ASIMO) help with household 
chores is coming. 

Video’s Holy Grail. TV program-
ming is still the province of cable and 
satellite, but the proliferation of 
entertainment sources, devices, and 
wireless technology has enabled us to 
become our own curators of content. Yet, 
the ability to enjoy all forms of entertain-
ment without having to worry about how 
and where it’s coming from or on which 
devices and in which format it can be 
enjoyed, remains elusive. Somewhere 
someone is working on an über interface 
to facilitate a truly seamless entertain-
ment experience. Call it Video’s Holy 
Grail.—BA

Tech Watch



Conventional subwoofer enclosures vibrate in reaction to driver activity, contributing considerable 
distortion to bass. Not the BalancedForce 212! Its 12-inch drivers and dual 1700-watt (peak) 
amps flex extraordinary muscle yet operate in exact opposition, eliminating cabinet vibrations. 
Atop the cabinet, a nickel balanced on end will remain perched on edge during even the most 
forceful bass passages. A fine balance to be sure. Not surprising as MartinLogan has never taken 
a conventional approach to pursuing perfectly musical bass.
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Specs provided are for the BalancedForce 212.
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The Who: Tommy Super 
Deluxe Edition

Pete Townshend 
was on a spiritual 
mission, deter-
mined to produce a 

rock opera that would reflect his 
own path to enlightenment. His 
band mates in The Who were 
initially wary, but once they 
understood the multifaceted story 
of a deaf, dumb, and blind kid 
who sure played a mean pinball, 
there was no turning back from 
climbing the mountain. The epic 
sprawl of 1969’s Tommy cata-
pulted The Who forever into the 
rock ’n’ roll stratosphere. And now 
Tommy gets a fuller archival due 
on this four-disc 45th anniversary 
Super Deluxe box set, achieving 
yet another new-vibration 
milestone on Blu-ray. (More on 
that disc’s groundbreaking 
surround mix in a moment.)

Disc 2 unveils 25 of Townsh-
end’s demos and outtakes, a 
treasure trove of the sonic 
tentpoles of Tommy’s transcen- 
dent holiday camp, including 
hard-panned swirling effects and 
squalls of feedback (“Dream 
One”) and down-home mouth 
organ vamps (“Tommy, Can You 

Hear Me?”). Disc 4, labeled The 
Live Bootleg Album, consists of 
Tommy tracks culled mainly from 
a ferocious performance in 
Ottawa, Ontario, on October 15, 
1969. John Entwistle’s punishing 
low end drives the engine of “Go 
to the Mirror!”, while Roger 
Daltrey’s exultant roar punctuates 
a jubilant “I’m Free.” And Keith 
Moon’s all-out cymbal assault in 

PERFECT FOCUS

mike mettler

Reference Tracks

the middle of “See Me, Feel Me/
Listening to You” sets the tone for 
Townshend’s walloping guitar 
solo, wherein gobs of gnarled 
feedback give the phrase 
“windmills of my mind” an 
entirely different meaning.

As thrilling as all of that is, it’s 
disc 3’s 5.1 mix by Bob Pridden 
and Richard Whittaker that fully 
welcomes you into the camp with 
a difference. Dubbed by Universal 
as their “High-Fidelity Pure Audio 
Blu-ray format,” the 96/24 
presentation of Tommy in 
surround sound is a revelation of 
breadth and precision that should 
serve as the aural blueprint for 
how producers and engineers 
should approach all future 
historical 5.1 remixes. 

When Tommy came out on 
SACD in 2003, Townshend 
handled the 5.1 mix himself, 
deftly capturing the essence of 
The Who’s patented thrashing 
crunch by amplifying how the 
original recording’s dynamics 
unfolded all around you. But 
Pridden and Whittaker’s new 5.1 
take on Tommy follows the much 
more adventurous animus of how 
they remixed eight tracks from 
Quadrophenia in surround for 

that album’s 2011 Director’s Cut 
box set. With their 5.1 Tommy, the 
listener is often placed in the 
position Daltrey would take 
onstage, and you instinctively feel 
yourself turning and facing each 
band mate depending on the 
song’s vibe. Once you accept 
literally becoming Tommy himself 
in the mix, you won’t be jarred by 
having Moon’s drums emanate 
mostly from the surround left like 
a recurring percussive devil 
perched just over your left 
shoulder. 

And oh, the clarity! Each guitar 
string resonates during Townsh-
end’s furious acoustic strumming 
that opens “Pinball Wizard” in the 
surround right before his 
signature electric riff kerrangs on 
through in the front right. During 
the elegiac denouement of “We’re 
Not Gonna Take It,” all of the 
album’s seeded themes bear 5.1 
fruit, starting with the seething 
whispers of the title phrase 
burrowing and then gnawing at 
you in the back stage. You’ll also 
marvel at Daltrey’s dramatic pause 
that turns the pivotal word touch 
into two syllables, leading right 
into the stacking, uplifting 
harmonies on the repeated 
choruses that rise to envelop you 
like a heavenly ascending bubble.
That’s but a peek at what awaits 
you underneath this 5.1 eyeshade. 
By pushing the surround 
envelope, Pridden and Whittaker 
have elevated Tommy’s brilliant 
palette to an even more divine 
experience. Tommy, can you hear 
me? You’ve just taken me on one 
hell of an amazing high-rez 
all-channel journey. Listening to 
you in 5.1, I truly get the music.  

CD & BLU-RAY
LABEL: Polydor/Universal
AUDIO FORMATS: 44.1-kHz/16-
bit PCM Stereo (CDs), DTS-HD 
Master Audio 5.1 96-kHz/24-bit 
(Blu-ray)
NUMBER OF TRACKS: 70 on three 
CDs, 24 on one Blu-ray
LENGTH: 4:39:49
PRODUCERS: Pete Townshend 
(box set), Kit Lambert (original 
album), Bob Pridden, Richard 
Whittaker (Blu-ray)
ENGINEERS: Damon Lyon-
Shaw (original album), Pete 
Townshend (demos)
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FLAT-PANEL  
HDTVS
Samsung PN60F8500 Plasma 

HDTV 

(Home Theater, Sept; S&V, June/July/
Aug): The 2013 TV year was defined 
by this breakthrough model along 
with the top-tier Panasonic plasmas 
(see below), Samsung’s and LG’s 
OLEDs, and some early Ultra HDTV 
entries. Among them, only the 
OLEDs (none Top Picks) could really 
match the performance of the 
plasmas. Samsung took a leap in 
image quality with the PN60F8500, 
which achieved significantly greater 
brightness than any plasma we’ve 
seen to date. 
$2,799, samsung.com

Panasonic ZT60, VT60, and 

ST60 Series Plasma HDTVs (S&V, Sept, Oct): The ZT60 and VT60 were virtually identical in dark-room viewing and the best TVs on the market last 
year, while the value-priced ST60 offered improved performance versus the prior year. Get ’em while you can, as Panasonic has announced plans to abandon 
plasma technology. Price varies, panasonic.com
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 TOP PICKS  
OF THE YEAR

Here’s a happy problem: Following the merge of Sound & Vision and Home Theater 

last year, selecting our 2013 Top Picks of the Year involved culling through more 

than 120 products that had been granted HT Top Pick or S&V Certified 

status—13 issues’ worth, plus dedicated online reviews. While it was still easy 

to pluck out the stuff that really rose to the top, the end result was more 

standouts than usual. You’ll find several recommendable entries equally 

sharing the various category honors this year. Of course, we’ve still identified 

a single, very special piece of gear as our ultimate Top Pick of 2013. Care to 

take a guess?—Rob Sabin 

2013



FRONT PROJECTORS

A/V RECEIVERS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

Sony VPL-HW50ES SXRD Projector

(S&V, Feb/March; Home Theater, April): The VPL-
HW50ES impressed with its great blacks, super 
brightness, superb color and detail, excellent 3D, and 
an attractive price tag that even included a spare lamp. 
$3,999, sony.com

JVC DLA-X35 D-ILA Projector 

(S&V, Feb/March): JVC’s entry-level projector 
remains ahead of its direct competition on the 
things that count most.  
$3,500, jvc.com

Epson PowerLite Home Cinema 

5020e LCD Projector  

(S&V, Feb/March; Home Theater, June):  
A bright picture and a superb value. 
$3,000, epson.com

Cambridge Audio Azur 751R

(S&V, June/July/August; Home Theater, June): What the Azur 751R lacks in whiz-bang features, it makes up for with natural, effortless 
sound that reviewer Mark Fleischmann deemed “worth every penny of its price.” $2,999, cambridgeaudio.com

Marantz SR7008  

(S&V, Oct): A fully loaded AVR with nine integrated amp channels, Audyssey’s top-of-the-line room EQ, and the excellent sonics 
Marantz is known for. $1,999, us.marantz.com

Arcam AVR750  

(Review pending): Despite a vertigo-inducing price tag, Arcam’s successor to the stellar AVR600 delivers a true audiophile 
experience. $6,000, arcam.co.uk, americanaudiovideo.com
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AUDIO SEPARATES
Yamaha Aventage CX-A5000 Surround Processor

(S&V, January 2014): The first dedicated preamp/processor for the premium Aventage line delivered up fabulous sound, tank-like build 
quality, and more features than you can shake a stick at for a quite reasonable price. $3,000, yamaha.com/av

Marantz AV8801 Surround Processor  

(Home Theater, May): Marantz’s new top-of-the-line performed so well in reviewer David Vaughn’s system, it earned a place as his new 
reference. $3,599, us.marantz.com 

SPEAKERS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

SVS Ultra Speaker System

(Towers, S&V, June-July-August; bookshelf system, Home Theater, Sept): Web-direct speaker-maker SVS, long known for outstanding 
subwoofers, knocked it out of the park on sound and build quality with the high-value, full-range Ultra speaker line. 
Tower, $999 each; bookshelf system, $3,699; svsound.com

Sony SS-NA5ES  

(S&V, November): Sony made a serious effort in 2013 to return to its audio roots, evident in the stellar (and very pricey) SS-NA5ES 
bookshelf system. NA5ES, $6,000/pair; 5.1 system, $19,000; sony.com

Revel Performa3  

(Bookshelf system, S&V, September; tower system, S&V, January 2014): With the long-awaited Performa3 series, Revel once again proved 
it can engineer a near-perfect loudspeaker with open, unvarnished sound.  
Performa3 F208 tower, $5,000/pair; 5.1 system $13,300; revelspeakers.com

Legacy Audio Classic HD  

(Home Theater, July/August): “A hit of sonic crystal meth administered directly onto my tympanic membranes,” said reviewer Darryl 
Wilkinson. Classic HD, $4,950/pair; 5.1 system, $10,785; legacyaudio.com

B&W CM10  

(SoundandVision.com, December 2013): Reviewer Brent Butterworth praised B&W’s latest tower for its highly natural sonics, calling it 
“one of the best sub-$5,000 speakers you can buy.” $3,999/pair, bowers-wilkins.com

MartinLogan Motion 40 (SoundandVision.com, February 2013): MartinLogan tapped folded-ribbon, magnetic planar tweeters  
to deliver electrostatic-like sonics in affordable, passive loudspeakers. Motion 40, $950 each; 5.1 system, $4,345; martinlogan.com

2013 TOP PICKS OF THE YEAR
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SUBWOOFERS

EXTRAS

PowerSound Audio XV15

(S&V, September): In our face-off of sub-$800 subs, the Power Sound XV15 
delivered a serious punch to the listening panel and all competitors.  
$799, powersoundaudio.com

SVS PC12-NSD  

(S&V, September): The PC12-NSD’s tall, cylindrical profile yields a ton of 
tight, deep bass in a relatively small footprint. $749, svsound.com

NAD D3020 DAC/Integrated Amplifier

(S&V, October): Harkening to its classic 3020 integrated amp that inspired thousands of budding 
audiophiles in the 1980s, NAD came up with an aptX Bluetooth-connected, high-quality digital DAC/
amp hybrid at a price today’s college kid can afford. $499, nadelectronics.com

Meridian Direct USB DAC 

(S&V, December 2013): A compact USB DAC that took reviewer Mark Fleischmann’s high-rez audio files 
to a new level of clarity and transparency. $699, meridian-audio.com 

Roku 3 Streaming Media Player  

(Home Theater, July/August): Roku proved once again why it dominates the streamer market with a huge 
offering of channels, excellent video and audio, dual-band Wi-Fi, and a wireless remote with its own 
headphone jack. $100, roku.com 

Shure SE846 In-Ear Headphones  

(SoundandVision.com, December 2013): Four years in development, Shure’s new three-way, four-driver 
high-end phones quickly rose to the top in reviewer Steve Guttenberg’s comparative listening tests. $1,250, shure.com 

VALUE
GoldenEar Technology Triton Seven Speaker System 

(Towers, S&V, September; 5.1 system, S&V, November): An extraordinarily transparent and 
revealing compact tower speaker that won’t shirk from (and even blossoms with) the highest-
quality electronics and source material, the Triton Seven represents one of the great steals in 
audio today. Triton Seven, $699 each; 5.1 system, $3,594; goldenear.com

Klipsch Quintet Speaker System  

(Home Theater, July/Aug): With new high-rigidity cabinets and other improvements, the latest 
iteration of this Klipsch classic became one of the best budget sub/sat systems we’ve heard.  
$1,050, klipsch.com

Monitor Audio MASS 5.1 Speaker System  

(S&V, September; SoundandVision.com, December 2013): The MASS system brings much of 
the characteristic sound of Monitor’s more expensive lines to a high-value, living-room-friendly 
package. $1,298, monitoraudiousa.com 

Vizio S4221-wC4 2.1-Channel / S4251w-B4 5.1-Channel Soundbars  

(S&V, December 2013, SoundandVision.com, December 2013, respectively): Vizio surprised 
A/V critics across the board last year with the performance, feature content, and value of these 
very, very budget soundbar systems. S42210-wC4, $249; S4251w-B4, $330; vizio.com 

Sony STR-DN1040 A/V Receiver  

(SoundandVision.com, September 2013): Sony’s bang-for-the-buck successor to the 
STR-DN1030 came in with improved sonics and features that included built-in Apple 
AirPlay, Wi-Fi, and Bluetooth connectivity. $599, sony.com



SOUNDBARS (ALSO SEE “VALUE” CATEGORY)

B&W Panorma 2 System 

(Home Theater, September): With its thrilling delivery of both movies and music, the Panorama 2 proved itself an audiophile soundbar.  
Panorama 2, $2,200; PV1D subwoofer, $1,700; bowers-wilkins.com

Sony HT-ST7  

(SoundandVision.com, December 2013): To reviewer Mark Fleischman’s ear, Sony’s high-end soundbar shared some sonic DNA with the company’s 
high-end speakers. $1,299, sony.com

Sonos Playbar System  

(Home Theater, September): Even without its tight, powerful, matching SUB subwoofer, the Playbar delivers a rich movie and music experience plus 
the multiroom functionality Sonos is famous for. Playbar, $699; SUB, $699; sonos.com 

Pioneer SP-SB23W  

(S&V, December 2013): Renowned speaker designer Andrew Jones set a high standard for the low-budget soundbar in this musically inclined entry.  
$399, pioneerelectronics.com

2013 TOP PICKS OF THE YEAR
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TOP PICK OF THE YEAR
Panasonic TC-P65ZT60 Plasma HDTV

(S&V, October): Panasonic has announced its imminent departure from the plasma TV market (see this issue’s “Track One”), but the company is 
going out with a bang. After a four-year cycle of evolutionary improvements, the ZT was the first HDTV to deliver performance essentially equal to 
or better than the beloved and long-defunct Pioneer Kuro in all key areas of image quality. The new OLEDs will eclipse it, but not for a long while at 
this attainable price. And so, despite its fleeting presence, we proudly honor the Panasonic ZT60 plasma as our 2013 product of the year.  
$3,800, panasonic.com

z�B&W Panorma 2 
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Seven channels of power on MRX 710 and 510, fi ve channels on MRX 310. 
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Smart TV IQ Test
How Smart Are Current Smart TVs? By Al Griffin

user interface) upgrade for its new generation 
of Smart TVs. Instead of cramming every app 
and feature into one screen, or making you 
click a button to jump to an additional screen, 
the company’s new GUI is made up of themed 
“cards” that scroll horizontally across the TV. 
You can customize the layout by shuffling the 
order the cards appear in, and you can create 
new cards filled with favorite apps and features. 
(The one I created held movie-streaming apps 
like Netflix, Amazon Instant, Vudu, and not 
much else.)

A downside, though, is that you also need to 
call up the GUI each time you want to switch 
video inputs or tweak the TV’s settings—there 
are no buttons on the remote control to call up 
either menu. The GUI also has a nondefeatable 
panel that displays advertising—as if TV didn’t 
have enough ads already.

Control 
LG’s gyroscope-controlled Magic Remote has 
already been kicking around for a few years but 
is still pretty cool. You wave it to control an 
onscreen cursor and click a centrally located 
button to select items. There are only a few 
controls, but the ones included matter. For 
instance, one calls up a virtual onscreen remote 
with all the buttons you’d expect to see on a 

There’s no doubt that Smart TVs 
have been getting smarter. 
While the earliest Smart TVs 
were limited to streaming 

movies and basic Web browsing, today’s 
models may encompass voice or gesture 
commands, the ability to “throw” your favorite 
photos to the screen from your smartphone, 
facial recognition for customized user menus, 
or even the ability to recommend shows based 
on your past viewing. 

But which among the Smart TVs is the 
brainiest? To answer that, we corralled top 
models from three high-profile makers that 
have put considerable effort into their Smart 
TV platforms: LG, Samsung, and Panasonic. 
Full reviews of the sets used for this test—LG’s 
55LA7400, Samsung’s UN60F8000, and 
Panasonic’s TC-L55WT60—can be found in 
recent editions of Sound & Vision, but here 
we’re just going to stick to the smart stuff. We 
evaluated each TV on five criteria: the graphic 
user interface or GUI, control options, the app 
selection, media sharing capabilities for your 
personal content, and Web browsing.

LG: Believe in Magic
Interface
LG has come up with a serious GUI (graphic 
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regular handset. It’s easy to point and click 
those controls via the Magic Remote, which 
you can also set up to control a cable/satellite 
DVR, Blu-ray player, or other component.

In my system, I used the Magic Remote to 
control my cable box and BD player in addition 
to the TV. For the player, I mostly used the 
onscreen remote to carry out commands, but I 
could easily switch channels on the cable box 
via the set’s Voice Mate feature. To change 
channels, you simply say “Up” or “Down” or 
speak a specific channel number or a network 
name like AMC or CNN. You can also use 
Voice Mate to search program options not just 
from your programming provider, but from 
movie/TV streaming apps and YouTube. Search 
results don’t always turn out so great, however. 
For example, the TV interpreted “Halloween” as 
“Queen” and turned up a bunch of Queen 
Latifah movie recommendations. Um, no 
thanks.

LG TV Remote, the company’s remote 
control app for tablets and phones, has a clean, 
basic layout that makes it easy to use. The app 
provides a basic set of controls, including 
buttons to switch inputs and access the Smart 
GUI, and it also has a Touch Pad you swipe 
across to control an onscreen cursor and select 
items. Another panel lets you browse, search, 

z�LG’s GUI is made up of themed cards.
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and select from a list of Premium and Favorite 
apps, which can then be navigated using the 
Touch Pad controls. 

Apps
LG comes close to Samsung in supplying a 
healthy stock of apps. A few of the more 
desirable ones like Netflix, Hulu Plus, Amazon 
Instant, Vudu, and CinemaNow show up by 
default on the Premium card in the Smart 
GUI. Others, including FiOS TV, Redbox, and 
Vimeo, need to be fished for in LG Smart-
World, an online app market that’s packed 
with everything from video and music 
streaming apps to games and user-uploaded 
3D content. There’s also Twitter, Facebook, and 
Skype, if you’re the type of viewer who uses 
social media on your TV’s screen (apparently 
there is research confirming such people exist).

Sharing
LG’s SmartShare feature makes streaming  
of local content a snap. You click on the 
SmartShare panel in the GUI and a screen 
pops up that lets you browse videos, photos, 
and music stored on any PCs or NAS drives 
running DLNA server software located on 
your network. Each of those devices also 
shows up as a source in the TV’s input select 
screen—a forward-thinking feature. You can 
tap the LG TV Control app to browse content 
on your PC or NAS and select it for instant 
streaming to the TV, a method I found 
preferable to browsing large lists of files 
onscreen using the Magic Remote.

Browsing
There are two ways to access the LG’s Web 
browser. The first is to click on the Internet 
panel in the GUI, which in turn takes you to a 
screen with windows for Most Visited and 
Recently Visited sites. There are also tabs to 
store bookmarks for favorite sites. From here, 
you can click in the search window with the 
Magic Remote and enter a search term via an 
onscreen keyboard. Yet another method to get 
on the Web is to press the Voice Mate button 
on the Magic Remote, say “Open Google,” 
click in the search window, and then speak a 
search term, like “puppies” or “coulrophobia.” 
The combination of Voice Mate and Magic 
Remote wand-wielding proved very effective 
for quickly navigating Web content, a task TVs 
generally don’t do well. The Magic Remote’s 
wheel also worked great for scrolling up and 
down Web pages.

IQ Score: 116 (High Average)

Samsung: The Hub
Interface
Samsung’s been making TVs Smart almost 
longer than anyone, so it comes as no surprise 
that the latest iteration of its Smart Hub GUI 
takes things to the next level. The new version 
splits things into five rotating panels: On TV; 
Movies & TV Shows; Photos, Videos, and 
Music; Apps; and Social. The main panel, On 
TV, displays a grid of currently playing shows, 
while a horizontal strip beneath lists suggested 

upcoming programs. (Queen Latifah? Again? 
What the....)

What’s best about the On TV panel is a 
Guide display option that mirrors the program 
grid of your cable or satellite box. You simply 
enter your program provider’s info and location 
during setup, and the set gathers the data via 
the Internet to fill the grid. And with Samsung’s 
quad-core processor satisfying your need for 
speed (both Panasonic and LG use dual-core 
processors), navigating the guide is near 
effortless—certainly more zippy than navi- 
gating the guide on my cable box with its 
included remote.

Control
The main tool used for controlling Samsung 
Smart TVs is the Bluetooth-linked Touch Pad 
remote, a compact slab with a large trackpad 
and just a few control buttons. Fortunately, the 
buttons Samsung chose to put on there include 
essential ones like Menu and Source (input). 
You can access other controls by hitting the 
More button, which calls up a multi-panel 
onscreen remote. (Those who hate newfangled 
remotes can order a free standard controller 
from Samsung by visiting the support section 
of the company’s Website.)

Samsung’s remote has IR capability in case 
you want to use it to control other components 
like a Blu-ray player, and there’s also an IR 
blaster that runs from the back of the TV to 
relay commands to your cable or satellite 
receiver. And then there’s Samsung’s Voice 
Interaction feature, which generally worked 
great. As with LG, all you need to do is speak a 
command like “Channel Up,” “712,” or “AMC” 
and the TV automatically conveys it to your 
cable/satellite box via the connected IR blaster. 
(In cases where a network offers multiple 
channels—ESPN, ESPN2, and ESPNHD, for 
example—you’ll need to issue a second 
command to tune the correct channel.) And 
you don’t even need to press the Voice button 
on the Smart Touch remote to make commands 
since the mike from the set’s built-in camera 
will also register it.

Voice Interaction can be used for content 
searches, but, as with the LG TV, results could 
be less than satisfactory: A request for a movie 
starring Robert Duvall was interpreted by the 
TV as “Robert Do Ball” and turned up nada, 
though “Ben Stiller” generated a wide range of 
VOD offerings from Netflix, Vudu, and others. 
Samsung’s S-Recommendation, a feature that 
permits searches via text entry or voice, was 
similarly hit or miss. When I clicked the 
Recommendation button on the remote, it 
turned up a list of upcoming Fox News and 
Spongebob screenings. None for me, thanks! 
And when I used the feature to repeat my 
Robert Duvall search via onscreen text entry, it 
turned up a listing for a 2013 film called Hell 
Baby that I’m sure the actor wouldn’t have 
touched with a 10-foot pole.

Samsung Smart TVs also provide gesture 
control, though I found this to be much less 
reliable than Voice Control, and the broad 
strokes required to make things happen proved 
fatiguing over time. Xbox with Kinect it ain’t.

The company’s Smart View remote control 
app was serviceable at best. You can use it to 
navigate the Smart Hub and also scan and select 
items in your program providers’ listings. But it 
also has a confusing design that employs the 
same multi-panel virtual remote used to extend 
the hardware remote’s capabilities. In the end, I 
was quick to abandon it and use the Touch Pad 
remote and Voice Interaction instead.

Apps
Samsung stocks a truly impressive selection of 
apps for its Smart TVs. All the big ones are 
here, including Netflix, Amazon Instant/Cloud 
Player, Vudu, Redbox, Blockbuster, and 
CinemaNow. There are also numerous TV 
program provider apps like TWC TV, FiOS 
TV, and HBO GO that let subscribers of those 
services watch programming on demand 
without having to connect the TV to a cable 
box. Samsung also provides a good selection of 
music-oriented apps like Spotify, Pandora, 

z�LG’s Smart GUI makes it easy to share photos.



TuneIn, and VTuner, and you can find plenty 
more downloads in the Samsung Apps online 
marketplace. It even has Angry Birds! 
(Unfortunately, you need to tap the set’s 
gesture control to play, and for me that was a 
non-starter.)

Sharing
At first, trying to stream local content to the 
Samsung via DLNA was an exercise in 
frustration. Whereas the Panasonic and LG 
TVs could easily access stored files in my PC 
and NAS without special setup, no such luck 
here. Turns out I needed to first go online and 
establish a Samsung Link account, download 
software to my computer, and only then could 
I access the TV from my PC and vice-versa. 
The same setup process lets you share content 
with Samsung Galaxy tablets and phones, but 
not with an iPad. If, like me, you dwell in the 
iOS universe, this means that sending content 
from your portable to the TV will involve 
downloading a third-party app—ugh!

Once things were properly configured, 
however, I warmed to Samsung’s DLNA 
streaming interface: Music in my iTunes library 
showed up with artist, album, and track names 
intact; photos could be easily browsed and 
viewed in slideshow format; movies played back 
stutter-free, though not every file format 
Samsung claimed to support was in fact 
supported.

Browsing
Browsing the Web via the Samsung was a 
just-OK experience. For the most part, you use 
a combination of voice commands and remote 
point-and-clicks to search for and retrieve 
specific pages. Scrolling up and down sites 

with the remote was cumbersome, however, 
and the TV’s otherwise-able Voice Interaction 
didn’t have the brains to carry out those 
commands. Websites looked great on the 
Samsung’s screen, though, with text in 
particular appearing completely crisp and 
legible.

IQ Score: 119 (High Average)

Panasonic: Smart Sharer
Interface
While other TV makers have focused their 
efforts on making Smart TVs a center for 
content discovery and streaming, Panasonic 
takes a slightly different approach with its My 
Home Screen GUI. What the company 
appears to be doing is turning the TV screen 
into a central hub for domestic information—a 
kind of electronic corkboard. When you first 
turn on Panasonic’s TV, instead of being 
smacked in the face with apps and games, you 
are confronted with an elegant, uncluttered 
screen containing useful information such as a 
calendar, a clock, and the local weather 
forecast. You can also leave video messages: 
Just activate the set’s built-in camera, hit record 
via the remote, and your video will be sitting 
onscreen for others to watch the next time the 
TV powers up. Think of the uses for that!

While Panasonic’s approach to the Smart TV 
GUI has a distinctly homey appeal, you can also 
customize it by adding and deleting apps at will, 
or choose other screens to pop up by default 
when you power on the TV. The Info screen is 
intended as a repository for Web bookmarks 
and social media apps. Custom lets you populate 
the interface with preferred apps and utilities 
such as Web browser and DLNA Server links. 
You can also tap the built-in cam to bring facial 
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recognition into play, with the set switching to 
an appropriate custom screen when it sees you 
or other family members. The smartest thing 
about Panasonic’s Smart TV? It can be set up to 
display no Smart GUI at all, defaulting instead 
to the last-selected video input.

Control 
Of the three brands looked at here, Panasonic 
alone provides a standard remote control. But 
it also supplies the Touch Pad, an organically 
shaped controller with a few basic buttons, a 
built-in mike for voice commands, and a 
trigger on the back to select items. Panasonic’s 
nü-remote handles onscreen navigation fairly 
well. Like the ones bundled with LG and 
Samsung Smart TVs, however, it leans on an 
onscreen virtual remote to execute tasks such 
as picture setup and input switching.

SMART TV IQ TEST 

z�Samsung’s Smart Hub has five rotating 

panels, including On TV.

z�Samsung Smart GUI can be navigated via 

voice and gesture control.





Panasonic’s Voice Control feature is fairly 
basic. Using it, I could do things like change the 
set’s volume level and enter Web search terms, 
but there was no way to change channels on my 
cable box or launch streaming apps. Any 
remote control inadequacies were more than 
compensated for by Panasonic’s fantastic TV 
Remote 2 app, however. This duplicates the 
functions of the regular TV remote, but also 
provides a pad-type control panel, a keyboard, 
and a gamepad controller. You can use it to 
launch and navigate TV apps and to fine-tune 
the set’s picture using a Smart Calibration panel, 
which provides full access to the TV’s advanced 
picture controls—yes!

Apps
Panasonic provides a solid selection of apps. 
Desirable ones including Netflix, Amazon 
Instant, Hulu Plus, and Vudu come pre-
loaded, and when you click on the Viera 
Connect Market panel, you’ll find plenty more 
to download, including Vimeo, Rhapsody, 
Pandora, TuneIn, and Shoutcast. There isn’t 
the same deep range of choices that you get 

with Samsung or LG, but then 

again, Viera Connect Market isn’t exactly 
clogged with uninteresting dreck. Panasonic’s 
Home Screen GUI also provides useful tools to 
edit and arrange your selections; you can even 
create separate screens for Movie/TV apps, 
Music, Social Networking, etc.

Sharing
Panasonic’s DLNA feature required no fussy 
setup steps to stream movies, pictures, and 
music from my PC and NAS drive—I just 
clicked the TV’s DLNA Server panel, and all 
sources showed up in an onscreen list. Unlike 
the other two TVs, it could also access the 
DLNA server loaded on my Mac computer 
(though it wouldn’t read music files encoded 
in the ALAC format I mainly use for my 
iTunes library). 

DLNA is just one way to get content to the 
TV, however. The other, Swipe & Share, proved 
even easier to use—and more fun. Here’s how it 
works: Once you select Swipe & Share via the 
TV Remote 2 app, you can access folders 
containing all videos, photos, and music stored 
on your tablet. After choosing a media file to 
play, you touch the screen, swipe across it 
toward the TV, and the file plays instanta-
neously on the big screen. Swipe & Share also 
works for the Web, letting you quickly share 
sites browsed on your portable.

Browsing
Surfing the Web on the Panasonic was a 
pain-free experience. Its browser app combines 
a large window for Websites, along with a 
vertical panel that contains a scrolling list of 
bookmarked pages. As with LG and Samsung, 
navigating the Web involves a combination of 
voice command and point-and-click remote 
control action. Interestingly, I found myself 
using Voice Control for most Web functions: I 
could Google stuff by speaking a search term 
and navigate the pages by barking out “scroll 
up” or “scroll down.” Using this method, I was 
able to call up and browse Sound & Vision’s 

40  FEBRUARY/MARCH 2014 soundandvision.com 

voluminous CEDIA 2013 trade-show 
coverage. And I didn’t even mind that I was 
reading it on a TV—possibly a first. My only 
Web-related disappointment was that the TV 
Remote 2 app’s keyboard panel didn’t work for 
text entry. Let’s hope Panasonic gets that fixed 
in time for TV Remote 3. 

IQ Score: 125 (Superior)

The Final Score
A customizable, horizontally scrolling GUI, an 
innovative and easy-to-use Magic Remote, and 
a mostly useful Voice Mate feature all point to 
signs of intelligence in LG’s Smart TVs. Add to 
that list a perfectly decent remote control app 
and the company’s easy-to-use SmartShare 
feature. Now if they would just get rid of the 
nondefeatable advertising panels and add 
remote buttons to quickly access picture 
settings and switch inputs without first having 
to cruise through the set’s Smart GUI, I’d really 
be impressed.

Areas where Samsung’s Smart TV came off 
as savvy include its rotating multi-panel GUI, 
well-designed Touch Pad remote, and Voice 
Interaction feature. Then there was Samsung’s 
deep library of apps, not to mention the 
Evolution Kit, an add-on option that lets you 
easily upgrade the company’s Smart TVs with 

new-generation tech. That said, the Samsung’s 
work-in-progress gesture control (I’m still angry 
I couldn’t play Angry Birds), unimpressive 
Smart View remote control app, and somewhat 
roped-off DLNA ecosystem sometimes made it 
seem dim. 

For a company fairly new to the whole Smart 
TV thing (Smart functions on earlier Panasonic 
sets were mostly limited to audio/video 
streaming), Panasonic has seriously upped its 
game. I really liked both the clarity of the My 
Home Screen layout and the customization 
options Panasonic provides to make it 
something you’d want to interact with. TV 
Remote 2 is also by far the best app I’ve used to 
control a TV, and its Swipe & Share function 
made it a snap to beam content from a tablet. 
Panasonic might give you the option to easily 
bypass the Smart TV GUI and features on its 
sets altogether, but in this case I think you’d be 
missing out. 

SMART TV IQ TEST

z�Panasonic’s Smart TV GUI is a virtual, fully 

customizable corkboard.

z�Panasonic’s TV Remote 2 app provides 

several controller options.

z�Panasonic’s My Home Screen 
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 Shine a Light 
 Epson PowerLite Home Cinema 

2030 3D LCD Projector 

 TEST REPORT  

back of my sofa, peeking out over the 

cushions. This was approximately 10 

feet away from the screen—just a few 

inches closer than most projectors of 

comparable price. It was also the 

most zoomed in I could get. I could 

have moved closer for the same size 

image and zoomed the lens out if my 

sofa wasn’t there. To be fair, however, 

the 2030’s limited range of placement 

options is generally on par with 

projectors in this category. The 

remote is small (good) and is not 

backlit (blah). It has lots of buttons 

(meh), and they’re all tiny (grrr). 

  Setup is simple, with lots of picture 

quality adjustments, as is typical for 

Epson. There’s even a full color-

management system, a rarity in this 

price range. 

  Shine
 Light output has been a 

performance character-

oddities with actual video, but the 

image just wasn’t as lifelike as that of 

other displays I’ve seen with more 

accurate color. The color manage-

ment system (CMS) lets you dial in 

the colors a bit, but not enough to get 

them fully accurate. You can dial in 

the gamut luminance (the “amount” 

of each color) really well, though, 

lining it up pretty much spot-on. 

  While 44 ft-L is great, the 2030 is 

quite loud in Normal lamp mode, 

exacerbated by the projector’s 

closeness to your head (at least in my 

setup). ECO mode is commendably 

quiet, however, making for one of the 

quieter small projectors I’ve reviewed. 

Since ECO offered a plenty-bright 28 

ft-L on my screen, I used that mode 

for most of my subjective testing.

  Brightness Isn’t 
Everything
  Where the 2030 stumbles is in 

contrast ratio and, by extension, black 

level. Epson says the projector was 

optimized for brightness over contrast 

(to account for its use in high ambient 

light among non-enthusiasts), but 

istic that Epson seems to nail with 

every projector. It’s certainly the case 

with the 2030. While in the Cinema 

picture mode and the ECO lamp 

mode, it puts out 28.14 ft-L. That’s 

already more than some projectors at 

several times the price. Put it in Normal 

lamp mode, and you’ve got 44 ft-L. 

  That result isn’t just some fake 

brightness mode that sacrifices a 

rational color temperature to eke out 

every last lumen. Rather, those ft-L 

numbers are after calibration for the 

color temperature standard of D6500 

with reasonably accurate color points. 

  This isn’t quite the insanity of the 

2030’s little brother, the 750HD, which 

I reviewed on soundandvision.com. 

That little $800 wonder put out  75 ft-L . 

It was only 1280 x 800, however.

  The 2030’s colors are a little off. 

Not enough to cause any visual 

 I GUESS I SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN 

surprised it was bright. I mean, it’s an 

Epson projector; of course it was 

going to be bright. But 42 foot-

lamberts and 1080p for $1,000? That’s 

not too shabby. It’s perhaps even 

more impressive that all of that light 

bursts forth from such a tiny package.

  Small, bright, a pair of HDMI 

inputs, even 3D capability: The 

PowerLite Home Cinema 2030 ticks 

all the boxes for a projector in our 

modern era. But box ticking is one 

thing, and not the thing we’re 

interested in.

  The Bits
  To hit the $1,000 price point with all 

those features, Epson had to leave 

out a few things. Most notably, any 

sort of lens shift. There’s a slight 

upwards fixed vertical throw when the 

projector is resting on its feet, which is 

typical, but should be considered in 

your planned mounting scheme. Yes, 

there’s a slider on top that allows you 

to add in some keystone correction, 

but all such processing is detrimental 

to the image, and you should use it 

only as a last resort. 

  Even the zoom range is pretty 

meager, which means you may need 

to move the projector closer to the 

screen for a smaller image, or further 

away for a larger one. The zoom lens 

gives you about 24 inches of wiggle 

room. So if you’ve already got a screen 

and plan to mount the 2030, make sure 

you’ve got ceiling space fore and aft of 

where you think you’ll want to place it.

  To fill my Stewart StudioTek 100, 

1.0-gain, 102-inch-diagonal 16:9 

screen, I had to put the 2030 on the 

 PRICE $999 

Epson PowerLite Home Cinema 2030 

3D LCD Projector

2D Performance

3D Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value

z� The Home Cinema 2030 is 

reasonably quiet in ECO mode. 
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 PROJECTOR  THE VERDICT

    Despite a bright image,   poor contrast and otherwise average perfor-

mance put Epson’s 1080p budget projector out of contention at the 

$1,000 price point.  

  EPSON POWERLITE HOME CINEMA 2030 3D LCD PROJECTOR

    PRICE: $999 
�����?B>=�z�(800) 463-7766�z epson  .com  

shows up onscreen. This can be the 

difference between hitting or missing 

a fast-moving enemy. 

  The 2030 has an average input lag 

of 118.6 milliseconds, which is very 

high. Generally, lag above 50 ms isn’t 

great, and above 70 is potentially 

undesirable for FPS gamers. 

However, if you switch the Image 

Processing from Fine to Fast, the lag 

drops to a far more acceptable 46 

ms. You do take a noticeable hit in 

picture quality: The image is softer. 

Test patterns reveal that in Fast mode, 

the 2030 no longer shows a 1-pixel 

on/off pattern with 1080p, which 

implies some sort of downconver-

sion of the incoming signal (which is 

then upconverted back to 1080p). In 

addition, switching to Fast adds 

some edge enhancement (which you 

can dial back out with the sharpness 

control) and some video noise 

(which you can’t).

  I compared Fine and Fast with 

 Battlefield 4  as the source, and the 

difference in input lag was  very  

noticeable. Fine mode definitely felt 

sluggish. Shots I was sure I’d make 

didn’t hit in Fine, but they landed way 

more often in Fast. It was as if I became 

a better shooter just by pushing a 

button. (In reality, such a significant 

input lag makes everyone worse.) 

  It’s too bad there’s such a 

noticeable tradeoff between picture 

quality and input lag, but that’s a fairly 

common trait among current displays 

(though not the outright dropping of 

resolution). Personally, I’d put the 

2030 in Fast mode for first-person 

shooters regardless of the softer 

picture. For non-twitchy games 

(essentially, everything but shooters), 

I’d leave it in Fine. 

  3D
  Does anyone still care about 3D? 

Please confirm that no one does, so I 

can stop writing about it. Until then, 

here goes.

  The $99 ELPGS03 active shutter 

glasses are bulkier than the best of 

the breed (admittedly not a stellar 

group, that). They’re not the worst I’ve 

used, though. 

  If anything, the 2030 looks better 

with 3D than 2D. There’s a decent 

amount of depth and not a lot of 

crosstalk. With Avatar on Blu-ray 3D, 

the brightness of the image helped a 

lot, and it even seemed a little more 

detailed. (The active shutter glasses 

were minimizing motion blur, 

perhaps?) Also, and this was 

because of the disc, the image was 

clean and noise-free. The better the 

source you send to the 2030, the 

still, the contrast was exceptionally 

low. The full-on/full-off native contrast 

ratio was only 316:1 in ECO lamp 

mode (331:1 in Normal), which is well 

below that of the projector’s DLP 

competitors, and way below the more 

expensive LCOS-based models from 

JVC and Sony. In comparison, last 

year’s 3020 (the $2,500 big brother to 

the 2030) had a native contrast ratio 

of around 7,000:1. The similarly priced 

BenQ W1070 DLP projector is around 

1,953:1. 

  This is a big deal, as the image, 

compared with that of other 

projectors, seems washed out and 

flat. The black level is definitely a light 

gray. On a show like Castle, which 

features a lot of dark scenes and dark 

clothing (think black jackets), there’s 

a grayness that’s not great.

  An auto iris tracks the incoming 

video to make dark scenes seem 

darker and keep bright scenes bright. 

This improves the dynamic contrast 

ratio some, to about 1,072:1. However, 

the auto iris in my sample was really 

noisy, with a grating plastic-on-plastic 

sound that’s rather annoying. Even the 

best auto iris can improve picture 

quality only marginally, and the 

difference here was outweighed, in my 

book, by the noise. I ended up turning 

it off halfway through my testing.

  And not to keep flogging, but the 

brightness uniformity on dark images 

wasn’t great. Although I didn’t notice 

this with actual video, on test patterns 

the edges of the image were darker 

than the center, especially the left 

side. Note: The culprit wasn’t my 

screen, as this was the first time I’d 

encountered this issue.

  Motion and Input Lag
  All LCD displays, via projector or 

flat-panel TV, suffer from motion blur. 

With fast motion, the 2030 shows 

between 500 and 600 lines of resolu-

tion with a moving 1080p image. This 

is normal performance for an LCD. 

DLP usually fares much better with 

motion resolution (though it has its 

own issues in other tests). 

  Input lag is how quickly a display 

creates an image. It’s only really 

important for gamers who play 

first-person shooters, or games that 

require twitch-like responses. A high 

input lag creates a perceptible delay 

between an input (a button-push on a 

controller, say) and when that action 

Q  Contrast ratio is mediocre

Q   Color accuracy is only 

average 

Q  Bright 1080p for $1,000

Q   No rainbows (for those 

who care) 

 Plus 

 AT A GLANCE 

 Minus 



z� The unclu� ered connection 

panel covers all the bases. 

z� The remote is 

not backlit, and its 

bu� ons are tiny.  

 TEST REPORT  

 FULL-ON/FULL-OFF Contrast Ratio: 324:1 (avg) 

   FOR additional details on calibration and video processing tests for this 

review, go to   soundandvision.com/TestBench  .

   ALL measurements were performed in the Cinema picture mode 

through an HDMI input. In the ECO lamp mode after calibration, the 

peak white level was 28.14 ft-L and the  black level 0.089 ft-L, giving the 

contrast ratio shown above. In the Normal lamp mode, these numbers 

were 41.74/0.126 (321.1). Using an AEMC CA813 illuminance meter to 

measure the values directly off the projection lens, the full-on/full-off 

contrast ratio was 325:1. 

  THE auto iris was noisy, but so enabled, the dynamic contrast ratio 

averages 1,072:1. In the Normal lamp mode, peak white is 42.12 with a 

black level of 0.036 (1,170:1). In the ECO mode, those numbers are 

28.24/0.029 (974:1).

  THE pre-calibration RGB Balance shown in the chart was taken in the 

Cinema mode and the –1 color temp mode. Before calibration, the 

image is lacking blue, especially with darker images. Delta E values in 

this mode averaged 11.14. After calibration, there’s a slight push with 

blue in the mid-tones, but overall, it tracks close to the D6500 color 

temperature. The Delta E post-calibration averaged 3.39, with a high of 

5.54 at 50% brightness. (Delta E is a figure of merit that indicates how 

closely a display adheres to the Rec. 709 HD color standard. Experts 

generally agree that levels below 3 are visibly indistinguishable from 

perfect color tracking.) 

  BEFORE calibration, red, green, blue, yellow, and cyan all measured 

slightly off the Rec. 709 standard. Gamut luminance fared better, with a 

pre-calibration Delta E average of 2.65 (green being the only far break 

from the mean, at 8.96). After calibration, only magenta was notably 

improved, gamut-wise. Gamut luminance, though, became an 

exceptional 0.21. Overall gamma was roughly 1.87 before and after 

calibration.

  INTERESTINGLY, there was noticeable image retention when static 

bright images were left on screen for extended periods. Though I knew 

this was theoretically possible, it’s the first time I’ve seen it with an 

LCD-based display. Like image retention with other displays (plasma, 

OLED), watching other content for a few minutes wiped the retained 

image clear. —GM  

when you move your eyes. Most 

people don’t care or don’t notice. 

Some people hate it. If you’re among 

the latter, then clearly the BenQ is 

already off your list.

  Bottom Line
  If it isn’t clear by now, I’m a little 

disappointed with the 2030. On 

paper, it has the goods, but it just 

doesn’t hold up under testing. 

Obviously, Epson wanted to offer a 

direct competitor to the likes of the 

BenQ W1070. Either that, or it’s part 

of an attempt by Epson to have a 

projector at every single price point 

imaginable. (Seriously, check out 

their Website.) 

  Features-wise, the 2030 and the 

W1070 are nearly identical. Even in 

terms of light output, they’re nearly 

the same. But with such a mediocre 

contrast ratio, and only average color 

accuracy (a place where the BenQ 

excels), the 2030 

becomes more of an 

also-ran. 

  If excessive light 

output is what you’re 

after—maybe you’re 

that high-ambient-light 

customer or want an 

especially large 

screen—the cheaper 

750HD fares much 

better, with a searing 75 

ft-L on my screen. That 

projector is only 720p, 

but it has a  slightly  

higher contrast ratio 

than this one does. 

  So overall, the 

Epson PowerLite 

Home Cinema 2030 

isn’t a bad projector. 

But you can do better 

for the money. 

better it looks (to a degree). 

  In the opening scene of  Hugo on 

Blu-ray 3D,  where the camera pushes 

through the station and approaches 

Hugo in the clock face, there was 

depth into and out of the screen. I 

noticed very little crosstalk on bright 

objects against dark backgrounds 

(where you’d normally notice it). The 

image was a little juttery, but not too 

bad.

  Versus
  The Epson’s most obvious 

competitor is the BenQ W1070. 

Same price, similar features. Using a 

Monoprice 4x1 splitter, I double-

stacked the two projectors and 

watched them split-screen, or in 

succession, by blocking all or part of 

the lenses.

  While the BenQ’s contrast ratio 

isn’t spectacular, it’s markedly better 

than the Epson’s. With  The Dark 

Knight Rises , the much 

lower black level is 

the first thing you 

notice, with blacks 

and shadows a lot 

closer to black. The 

added depth to the 

image, less flat and 

washed out, is the 

next thing you notice. 

The color accuracy 

isn’t as apparent, 

though skintones 

look better on the 

BenQ.

  Of course, with the 

BenQ being a DLP, 

you can get rain-

bows. If you don’t 

recall, a rainbow is an 

artifact that looks like 

a rainbow trail to 

bright objects, or 

  See  soundandvision.com  
for full lab results and technical 
defi nitions 

 ON THE 
WEB Test Bench

 BEFORE Calibration 

 AFTER Calibration 

  SPECS Dimensions (WxHxD,  Inches): 11.69 x 4.25 x 9.72 

z�*2645C�M">D=1BN��6.4 z�[���:.BB2B��ELPGS03 (RF), $99 each z�)612>�

Inputs: HDMI 1.4 (2, 1 is MHL), PC-RGB (1), composite video (1) z��D16>�

Inputs: Stereo analog (1) z�!C52A��Antenna/Cable, USB (1), RS-232 (1) 

z��D16>�!DC?DCB��Stereo analog 1/8 jack (1)

 Epson PowerLite Home Cinema 2030 3D LCD Projector 
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Harman/Kardon AVR 3700  
A/V Receiver

TEST REPORT 

By Daniel Kumin

streaming via DLNA or Apple AirPlay 

(with Wi-Fi hardware right on board), 

and full high-definition onscreen 

graphics for both setup and daily use.

That one distinguishing feature? 

According to H/K’s product literature, 

course, primarily just HDMI cables 

and speaker wires; these plugged in 

without incident. The receiver’s 

legacy connections consist of a 

single component video input (and 

no output) and two composites with 

a monitor-out; no S-video, which is 

fine with me. (Honestly, how many 

laserdisc players and S-VHS decks 

are still in active service worldwide?) 

Nor is there a multichannel analog 

audio input—an omission that 

increasingly makes sense as HDMI 

becomes the universal multichannel 

standard and as legacy multichannel 

sources die out. (However, the 

receiver doesn’t decode DSD, which 

leaves me and the few other SACD 

fans no option other than in-player 

multi-channel PCM. Boo.) The AVR 

3700 found and joined my Wi-Fi 

network without issue (I usually 

employ wired Ethernet) and 

responded with quite decent speed. 

Occasionally I did experience 

interruptions of a second or two 

when streaming audio via wireless, 

but I could blame my wireless router 

as easily as I could the receiver.

The principal remaining 

installation chore was to run the 

receiver’s auto-setup software, which 

in this case is Harman’s proprietary 

EzSet/EQ. After I plugged in the 

supplied calibration mike, this ran 

without incident, cycling noise bursts 

the AVR 3700 employs a “custom-

designed digital power supply”—

presumably, a switching-mode 

supply, which isn’t truly digital. This 

saves substantial weight (and copper 

costs) and dramatically enhances 

electrical efficiency. Nowhere does 

the literature make explicit whether 

the receiver’s actual post-power-

supply power-amp topology is 

conventional Class AB or Class D, 

though I suspect the latter, given the 

AVR 3700’s flyweight nature. 

Whatever the case, the receiver is 

impressively light, tipping the scales 

at only 17.6 pounds, not much more 

than a third of what some 125-watt 

AVRs have weighed. Hoisting this 

bantam into place atop my rack of 

doom was a pleasure, not a hazard.

Setup 
Setting up the AVR 3700 was mostly 

pleasant, too. Hookups today are, of 

HARMAN/KARDON IS AMONG 

the quartet of major brands of 

American audio launched following 

World War II. (McIntosh, Marantz, 

and Sherwood are the others.) It’s 

further distinguished as the only one 

continuously retained by its owners 

as a U.S. company—though H/K 

today is just one brand of the 

sprawling Harman International 

empire. (History sidebar: During the 

Carter presidency, H/K was sold to 

Beatrice Foods while founder Sidney 

Harman served as Carter’s Under 

Secretary of Commerce; Harman 

then reacquired the company.) 

What’s more, you can argue that 

H/K’s latest receivers, exemplified by 

the new AVR 3700, are the only 

receivers to retain a visual link 

(however tenuous) to their 

forebearers: The AVR 3700’s 

full-width, black-glass, two-panel 

over/under design clearly recalls that 

of H/K’s iconic 330c stereo receiver 

from the 1970s, at least to my eyes.

Either way, it’s a dramatic and 

distinctive look, and one I like a great 

deal—different, but not too different. 

Otherwise, not counting one 

distinguishing feature we shall come 

to, on paper the AVR 3700 doesn’t 

diverge greatly from the mold of its 

dozen or so competitors: You get a 

generous eight-count of HDMI 1.4a 

inputs and two outputs, extensive 

surround decoding and processing 

modes (including Harman’s 

proprietary Logic 7, which originated 

at sister brand Lexicon), 4K video 

passthrough and scaling, audio 

PRICE $1,000

Competitive 
Performer

Q Limited audio streaming 

formats

Q Surround-mode selection a 

bit clunky

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

Q Powerful yet lightweight

Q Fast, HD onscreen menus 

Q Built-in Wi-Fi
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A/V RECEIVERTHE VERDICT

A highly competitive audio and video performer in the kilobuck 

range, H/K’s AVR 3700 should do any home theater justice.

HARMAN/KARDON AVR 3700 A/V RECEIVER

PRICE: $1,000

Harman/Kardon z�M`XXN�\ZZ	`XZ_�z�5.A;.=9.A1>=
0>;

This is a winner, which I actually 

prefer to Dolby Pro Logic IIx/Music 

for many recordings, because of its 

slightly deeper, more convincing 

front soundstage. Multichannel 

music mixes like Dire Straits’ Brothers 

in Arms on SACD (reproduced, as 

already noted, via in-player 

multi-PCM) produced the full wow 

factor, and the AVR 3700 demon-

strated plenty of power to rock my 

2,800-cubic-foot studio, even via my 

somewhat lower-than-average-

sensitivity loudspeaker collection.

I did stumble upon one anomaly. If 

you engage the EzSet/EQ and enable 

the tone controls as well (both are 

accessed via the Audio Effects 

onscreen menu), overall level drops 

dramatically—6 or 8 dB or so. The 

two processes appeared to be 

interactive in some unintended (or at 

least undocumented) way.

Of course, movie sound is where 

you find most of the glory these days. 

A quick trip through a gaggle of my 

usual test scenes on Blu-ray and DVD 

suggested that even the most 

demanding up-to-date production 

would fail to flummox the AVR 3700, 

and a viewing of Star Trek Into 

Darkness confirmed the notion. The 

Blu-ray’s Dolby TrueHD soundtrack 

put the receiver’s 7 x 125 watts to the 

test, and they came up aces, with 

clarity and punch on the big scenes 

(such as the crashing Starfleet 

cruiser) and well-defined detail on 

the subtle ones (for example, Kirk’s 

“death”). A sequence like chapters 

10–11, featuring ample helpings of 

both extremes, displayed the 

receiver’s dynamic capacity to great 

effect with no sign of strain, even at 

full cinema-reference levels. 

Back in the day, FM and AM 

performance was important to any 

receiver review. Now we content 

ourselves with simply mentioning 

their working status (and they did 

work here). Streaming audio has 

pride of place today; the AVR 3700 

offers DLNA/Windows Media Player, 

and Apple AirPlay compatibility. H/K’s 

online manual makes no mention of 

Macintosh, but my Mac-based 

TwonkyMedia DLNA server worked 

fine. However, while H/K’s literature 

clearly states that the AVR 3700 

supports only MP3 and WMA file 

formats (a strangely limiting stricture 

itself in this day and age), the receiver 

in fact played most of my FLAC files, 

including some (but far from all) 

high-rez 96/24 ones—some perfectly, 

some with occasional glitches or 

interruptions. (MP3 streaming was 

perfectly smooth, as expected.) 

The AVR 3700’s streaming 

navigation layout had some 

omissions. There’s no search routine 

whatsoever, so you have to find 

programs by browsing through 

hundreds or possibly thousands of 

song or artist names (or by folder). 

Just as frustrating, there’s no pause 

function, and if you hit stop instead 

(or try to track-skip past the last track 

of an album/folder), the navigator 

automatically defaults back to the 

root level of the streamed volume, 

making you thumb all the way back 

through its layers to return to your 

program. Not only that, but the 

navigator occasionally jumped back 

to root on its own, unprompted. Grrr. 

AirPlay worked as expected from my 

iPhone 5; you can also plug an 

iDevice into the front-panel USB port 

and get onscreen control via the 

receiver remote. And last, the AVR 

3700 includes vTuner free Internet-

radio access.

H/K has equipped the AVR 3700 

with video upscaling, which permits 

any lower-rez video source to be 

repurposed up to 1080p or even 4K. 

for about four minutes to adjust my 7.1 

channels, which included a pair of 

height speakers in the front. The 

results were generally spot-on, 

except that for some unknown reason 

the receiver declined to notice my 

SVS Ultra-12 Plus subwoofer, even 

though this was perfectly audible 

(and in fact a few decibels hot) on its 

channel-canvassing test runs through 

the channels. Activating it and 

adjusting the level in the Manual 

Setup menu was the easy remedy.

The AVR 3700 doesn’t offer any 

numeric or graphical result for the 

EzSet/EQ’s speaker/room equaliza-

tion, and doing A/B comparisons by 

ear was tricky due to a rather lengthy 

muting interval between enable and 

defeat, and a rather substantial 

volume difference. Taking those 

caveats into account, I generally 

heard an effect that wasn’t very 

different from what I’ve heard from 

numerous Audyssey MultEQ–

equipped receivers in my room: 

obviously tighter bass (with less 

emphasis at 80 hertz) and sort of 

crisper stereo imaging that gave the 

impression of being more distinct 

and convincing without sounding at 

all brighter per se. If anything, the AVR 

3700’s impact seemed greater than 

what I recall of typical MultEQ runs, 

but this is a purely subjective 

impression from aural memory (of 

notorious reputation) and, therefore, 

entirely unscientific. For this reason 

among many others, I did all my 

evaluative listening, as always, with 

the EQ disengaged. 

Music, Movies, and More 
The primary job of any receiver is 

amplification. Beginning as usual 

with simple, full-range two-channel 

listening, I found the AVR 3700 to be 

competent and more. On clean pop 

like “Cryin’ Shame” from the self-titled 

release by Lyle Lovett and His Large 

Band, it produced significant volume 

and well-defined transients with a 

transparent impact I usually 

associate more with separates than 

receivers. I confirmed this receiver’s 

intrinsic quality by playing 

high-resolution DSD recordings from 

my iMac (via an outboard USB DAC). 

A track like the Vivaldi aria “Che giova 

il sospirar” (a free download from 2L 

Records) displayed the striking air 

and extraordinarily natural vocal and 

string timbres I’ve noted many times 

before—impressive from a midprice 

receiver. I was very pleased to renew 

my acquaintance with Harman’s 

Logic 7 Music mode (there are also 

Logic 7 Movie and Game modes). 

z�The AVR 3700 sports a two-

panel over/under design that 

evokes the comany’s iconic  

330c stereo receiver.



z�The main remote is 

well laid out, legible,  

and nicely illuminated.

z�The AVR 3700 includes eight HDMI 1.4a inputs and two outputs.

z�H/K includes 

a small second-

zone handset.

TEST REPORT 

SPECS Power Output: 7 x 125 wa�s (6/8 ohms, 2 chan-

nels driven) z��DC>�&2CD?R%>>;��#� Harman Kardon EzSet/EQ  

z��6;2=B6>=B�M*G�G����=052BN� 17.3 x 6.6 x 17.12  z�*2645C�M">D=1BN� 

17.6 z�)612>��=?DCB� HDMI 1.4a (8, 1 front), component video (1), 

composite video (2) z��D16>��=?DCB��Coaxial digital (1), optical digital 

(2), stereo analog (2) z��116C6>=.:��USB (1), Ethernet (1), Wi-Fi antenna, 

IR remote (2/1), 12-volt trigger (1), AM (1), FM (1) z�)612>�!DC?DCB� 

HDMI 1.4a (2), composite video (1) z��D16>�!DC?DCB� Stereo analog 

(2), 7.2-channel pre-out (1), ¼-inch headphone (1) z��116C6>=.:� RS-232 

(1), 12-volt trigger (1)

AUDIO The graph shows the AVR 3700’s le� channel, from AUX input 

to speaker output with two channels driving 8-ohm loads. Measure-

ments for THD+Noise, crosstalk, signal-to-noise ratio, and audio/digital 

frequency response were all within expected performance parameters. 

Full details available at soundandvision.com/TestBench.—MJP

0.1% THD 1.0% THD

Z��5.==2:B��>=C6=D>DB:H��A6E2=��`�>5;�:>.1B Y]Y
Y�F.ŦB Y_X
Z�F.ŦB

Z��5.==2:B��>=C6=D>DB:H��A6E2=��\�>5;�:>.1B ZX`
Y�F.ŦB Z`X
\�F.ŦB

]��5.==2:B��>=C6=D>DB:H��A6E2=��`�>5;�:>.1B [_
Z�F.ŦB \X
^�F.ŦB

_��5.==2:B��>=C6=D>DB:H��A6E2=��`�>5;�:>.1B Z_
a�F.ŦB [[
`�F.ŦB

VIDEO The Harman/Kardon AVR cleanly passed all of our video tests. 

—TJN

Test Bench
Harman/Kardon AVR 3700 A/V Receiver

There are, however, a few 

ergonomic gaps. If you want to adjust 

a channel level—say, to boost the 

center speaker 3 dB during a football 

game to enhance announcer 

intelligibility (or the reverse, to reduce 

announcer annoyance)—there’s no 

direct-access control, or even an 

easily reached one. You must travel 

all the way back to the manual 

speaker-setup page, select the Level 

subpage, and then (finally) set your 

level—complete with test noise. 

Similarly, changing a 

surround mode 

requires an onscreen 

journey, though at least 

in this case a Surround 

Modes remote key 

helps you get there 

more quickly. But 

selecting a new mode 

means another 

subpage and, worse, 

audio mutes for a 

couple of seconds 

during the change.

Of course, these 

admittedly arcane 

matters won’t trouble 

most users. And in fact 

the AVR 3700 was 

otherwise generally 

pleasant to use and 

devoid of irritations. 

Much more important, 

its audio and video 

quality proved to be 

consistently first-rate. 

Harman/Kardon’s AVR 

3700 may not be the 

most heavily feature-

laden or flashiest A/V 

receiver in the kilobuck 

price range, but it’s a very 

competitive performer 

that should do any home 

theater justice. 

This is applied individually by 

source, and you can tweak each 

source for the usual video 

parameters, such as brightness, 

contrast, and sharpness. (We always 

recommend that you make any such 

adjustments on the display first; 

reserve receiver adjustments for 

source-specific corrections of 

individual faults.) I could find no 

See soundandvision.com/

TestBench 3>A�3D::�:./�A2BD:CB� 
.=1�C205=60.:�12ţ=6C6>=B
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print reference 

identifying the 

video-processing 

silicon that H/K uses, 

but in a casual look, 

composite video 

scaled to 1080p 

appeared fine; our Test 

Bench results tell the 

full tale. 

Ergonomics
The AVR 3700 is packed with two 

remote controllers (a nice bonus at 

this price level): a big, generously 

spaced main remote and a small, 

second-zone handset. The attractive 

main remote is nicely legible, sensibly 

laid out, and very well illuminated—

mostly. When you press the Light key, 

everything lights up beautifully, 

except the 10 source-select keys, 

which are probably the ones from 

which you needed to choose in the 

first place. Instead, the 

source key lights up 

red, but briefly, and 

only after you select it; I 

can’t see how that 

helps anything. 

(There’s also an iOS/

Android control app 

that duplicates the 

remote’s main 

functions, and its 

Source page’s “keys” 

are always visible.)

Clear, attractively 

designed graphic 

menus serve as the 

primary user interface, 

and they’re quite 

logical in structure. 

Even better, being 

full-HD (or scaled to 

whatever resolution 

you have selected 

on the source 

setup screen), 

they’re fast: 

almost instant-up 

and instant-down. 

Onscreen menus 

that blank picture 

and sound for two 

or three seconds 

every time they 

enter or exit drive 

me crazy.



Real Power: UPA-500 Power Amp  

Tired of being 

fooled by receiver 

power output 

specs rated at single-channel and two-

channel output? The UPA-500 delivers a 

real 80WPC into 8 ohms and 120WPC into 

4 ohms, all channels driven. This kind of 

power brings real-life impact to the most 

challenging soundtracks.

Less Obsolescence 

In a receiver, when your needs or stan-

dards change, the whole thing has to 

go. Not with separates. Add a more 

powerful amp for your front chan-

nels to expand the system. Swap the 

processor when standards change. 

And, with Emotiva’s Upgrade For 

Life program, you’ll get 25% off future 

Emotiva processors.

Looking at a home theater receiver?  

Forget it. It can’t touch Emotiva’s  

separates combo—for only $998.

More Control: UMC-200 Pre/Pro 

The UMC-200 preamp/processor  

delivers the 

full majesty 

of 24/192 HD 

sound formats—from DTS Master Audio 

to Dolby TrueHD —while offering easy 

one-touch setup with Emo-Q and  

calibration mic. Or, you can access a  

sophisticated parametric EQ with 11 

bands per channel and quad bass man-

agement, for customization beyond  

any receiver. Switch between 4 HDMI  

1.4 inputs in less than a second. Use  

7.1 passthrough, mix output, and  

optional Bluetooth 3.0 audio module  

for even more flexibility.

Our $998 receiver
just happens to come in 2 boxes.

More control. Real power. Less obsolescence. 
Meet the performance and flexibility of separates.  

Need A 7-Channel System? 

No problem. Choose the UPA-700  

7-channel amp for $100 more.

No-Risk Trial, 5-Year Warranty  

Try the UMC-200 and UPA-500 in your 

own home for 30 days. Keep them, and 

enjoy the security of our 5-year warranty.

Or, if you don’t love them, send them 

back for a full no-hassle refund. 

R E T H I N K  H I G H-EN D

®

E M O T I VA .C O M 
877- E M O -T E C H   

ORDER AT

OR CALL

A M P L I F I E R S  |  P R E A M P S  |  D A C S  |  T R A N S P O R T S  |  P R O C E S S O R S  |  S P E A K E R S  |  S U B S  |  A C C E S S O R I E S  |  C A B L E S



Kaleidescape Cinema One 
Blu-ray Player/Server

Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value

Kaleidescape Cinema One  
Blu-ray Player/Server

TEST REPORT 

By Darryl WIlkinson

you what software you need.) In 

2001, Kaleidescape began 

designing a movie server that was 

both super-easy to use and totally 

aboveboard with respect to 

copyright law. They ended up 

developing proprietary software 

called KEAOS (Kaleidescape 

Entertainment Appliance Operating 

System) along with their own totally 

secure server architecture and 

hardware.

I reviewed one of the company’s 

first systems in 2004, and it was 

obvious that Kaleidescape had 

created a movie server that made the 

elements, including a thoughtfully 

designed Kaleidescape Remote (and 

the optional, brilliant Kaleidescape 

Child Remote), bit-for-bit BD/DVD 

disc importation and HD movie 

downloads with no compression, and 

a deceptively simple, extremely 

intuitive system interface.  

SOMETIMES I’D RATHER TAKE A 

jackhammer to my brainstem than 

dig through piles of disc cases and 

endure the mind-numbing delays of 

spinning icons, non-skippable 

trailers, loading menus, FBI warnings, 

and whatever else stands in the way 

of watching a movie at home.

If it seems like I’m exaggerating, it’s 

only because you haven’t experi-

enced the tidal wave of dopamine 

that comes with using a movie server 

in your home theater. For the 

uninitiated, a movie server is an A/V 

component that provides near-

instant access to movies stored 

digitally on an internal or external 

hard drive (or drives). Some servers, 

such as Kaleidescape’s new Cinema 

One, include a built-in Blu-ray/DVD 

player that makes it easy to import 

movies or music.

However, two issues make it 

difficult to design and build a great 

movie server. One is the user 

interface. Having a hundred or so 

movies “conveniently” stashed on a 

hard drive isn’t much of an improve-

ment over physical media if you have 

to navigate through numerous 

computer-like menus and folders. 

The other issue? Like it or not, it’s 

illegal to copy encrypted Blu-ray 

Discs and DVDs. 

The Experience of a 
Lifetime
Some companies politely look the 

other way when it comes to copying 

encrypted discs. (At least one 

manufacturer I know of flat out tells 

PRICE $3,995

To Serve and 
Befriend

Q BD must be inserted to 

authorize playback, even if 

movie has been imported

Q Limited options for adding 

zones and storage

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

Q Internal storage for up to 

100 BDs, 600 DVDs, or 

6,000 CDs

Q Bit-for-bit downloads of 

BDs and DVDs from  

Kaleidescape Store

Q System interface and  

operation unmatched by 

any other movie server

50  FEBRUARY/MARCH 2014 soundandvision.com 

process leading up to watching a 

movie almost as fun as watching the 

movie itself. (Remember the 

“orgasmic orb” that Woody Allen 

passed around in Sleeper? That’s 

pretty close to what you get with the 

Kaleidescape remote.) The 

company’s server capabilities now 

include music, Blu-ray, UltraViolet, 

and HD movie downloads, but the 

so-called Kaleidescape Experience 

(Kaleidescape Orgasmatron wasn’t 

chosen, for some reason) has 

remained the platinum-coated gold 

standard for A/V media servers.

The Kaleidescape Experience isn’t 

some warm-and-fuzzy marketing 

blast of smoke up the you-know-

what. It’s a real-life assortment of 

z�Kaleidescape’s cover-art 

interface is very intuitive.
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BLU-RAY PLAYER/SERVERTHE VERDICT

The Cinema One provides almost everything you’d want in a movie 

server. “Almost” not good enough? Pair it with the DV700 Disc Vault.

KALEIDESCAPE CINEMA ONE BLU-RAY PLAYER/SERVER

PRICE: $3,999

Kaleidescape z�M^]XN�^Z]	^YXX�z�9.:2612B0.?2
0>;

which, thankfully, are 

backlit. You can also 

control the Cinema One via 

numerous automation systems, 

including those from Crestron, AMX, 

and Savant—and it worked great with 

my Control4 HC800. The free 

Kaleidescape App for iPad can 

operate the Cinema One as well as 

display cover art and info. The 

extremely useful iPhone app (also 

free) lets you scan or enter a movie’s 

UPC code, and the app communi-

cates with the Cinema One to check 

if you already have that movie, so you 

don’t end up buying the Remastered 

Edition of Santa Claus Conquers the 

Martians on Blu-ray for the third time.

The Cinema One has outputs for 

only a single zone, but you can expand 

the system by adding a second 

Cinema One. The units communicate 

over your home network and can 

access each other’s hard drive, thus 

creating a two-zone system with twice 

the storage space (up to 200 BDs or 

1,200 DVD-quality movies). As with 

some whole-home DVR systems, you 

can begin watching a movie in one 

room, pause it, and finish watching it in 

the second room. However, unlike 

Kaleidescape’s Premiere systems 

(with their nearly unlimited expansion 

capacity), a Cinema One system can 

handle just the two zones, with 8 TB of 

total storage. The folks at Kaleides-

cape told me they “have plans” to add 

a storage expansion device for the 

Cinema One but didn’t have details 

regarding specs or eventual 

availability.

The machine’s video and audio 

performance, whether from optical 

disc or a download, is outstanding. 

The Cinema One passed all our 

standard benchmark tests (save a 

largely inconsequential failure on the 

2.2 SD test), and real-world movie 

watching proved it to be a reference-

quality player in terms of picture and 

sound. It’s an excellent music server 

as well, although it imports music 

from CDs only. There’s no way to 

directly transfer high-rez music files 

from your computer to the Cinema 

One. 

Kaleidescapement
As much as I’m besotted with the 

Kaleidescape Experience, there are 

limitations to the Cinema One that I 

need to point out. For instance, a 

genuine movie lover—the type of 

person who would want a Cinema 

One—might max out the 4 TB of 

internal storage sooner than he or 

she thinks, and there’s no guarantee 

that there’ll be a future way to add 

hard-drive space other than buying 

another Cinema One. Additionally, 

there’s the unsettling fact that, unlike 

Kaleidescape’s Premiere servers, the 

Cinema One doesn’t use a RAID 

setup. So if the hard drive fails and 

you can’t recover the data, you’ll 

need to re-import and/or re-down-

load all of the media you bought 

from the Kaleides-

cape Store (the 

company’s 

You can use Kaleidescape’s cover 

art GUI, in which your movie covers’ 

graphics change position based on 

metadata info that brings similar 

recommendations closer to the 

selected movie at the center. You can 

scroll through lists of titles, directors, 

genres, etc. Episodes of TV series are 

bookmarked and named, and the 

system remembers which episode 

you watched last. Kaleidescape 

Scenes provides a list of interesting 

scenes in many of your movies, 

allowing you to jump to any of them. 

(Kaleidescape says, “It’s like skipping 

around and listening to only your 

favorite songs instead of entire 

albums.”) Similarly, Play Song instantly 

takes you to specific performances in 

concert films and musicals. The most 

endearing feature, Play Movie, 

bypasses ads, trailers, and menus and 

immediately plays the movie. You 

could call it home theater nirvana—

but that’d be like calling the Goodyear 

Blimp a helium balloon.

One Plus One Equals Two 
Cinemas
A basic, single-zone server from 

Kaleidescape’s Premiere line can 

store up to 150 BDs or 900 DVDs and 

will set you back around $15,000. 

Kaleidescape’s Cinema One stores 

up to 100 BDs or 600 DVD-quality 

movies (or 6,000 CDs), yet it’s only 

$3,995. At around one-third the price 

of a Premiere system, that’s obviously 

one hell of a bargain. The big 

questions: Did Kaleidescape apply a 

surgical scalpel to judiciously slim 

down the Cinema One? Or did they 

use a dull, rusted chainsaw to 

ruthlessly hack away features and 

performance, leaving us with the 

Kaleidescape UnExperience?

The Cinema One is similar to other 

high-performance Blu-ray players 

except that it uses a slot-loading disc 

mechanism and doesn’t do 3D. There 

are minimal output options on the 

back, with just one each of HDMI, 

coaxial audio output, analog stereo 

audio, RJ45 Ethernet connection, and 

USB port for the included 802.11n 

Wi-Fi adapter. The movie server’s 

hardware includes a 4-terabyte 

internal hard drive for storing the 100 

BDs or 600 DVDs bit for bit.

I like the included Kaleidescape 

remote a lot. It’s nicely laid out with 

appropriately sized buttons—most of 



z�The Kaleidescape 

remote is backlit and 

nicely laid out.

TEST REPORT 

Cinema One(s) via your home 

network. If a certain BD is in the 

DV700, the Vault automatically 

authorizes playback, and—voilà!—

the full Kaleidescape Experience is 

yours. Another benefit of the DV700 

is that you can load it with all your 

discs and let it do the tedious work of 

importing them to the Cinema One 

unattended, which is wonderful—

remember, it can take 40 minutes to 

import a typical BD. A capacity of 320 

discs is a bit of overkill given the 

drive’s storage capacity, though, 

even with a dual Cinema One setup, 

and at $5,495, the DV700 is pricey. 

(Still, you can save $1,500 by 

purchasing a DV700/Cinema One 

bundle for $7,990.)

Conclusion
There is so much to love about 

Kaleidescape’s Cinema One that it 

should get my whole-hearted, 

sell-your-firstborn recommenda-

tion—but I have to stop just short of 

that, solely because having to insert 

a previously imported BD 

in order to watch it is 

infuriating. If the vast 

majority of your 

movie collection is on 

DVDs, you’ll have a 

great time with the 

Cinema One. With a 

large collection of 

Blu-rays, you’re going 

to feel cheated each 

time you feed a BD into 

the machine—unless 

you add a DV700 

(pricey) or go the more 

affordable route of 

upgrading your BDs to 

HD downloads for 

$1.99 per disc. That 

takes it from a great 

experience to the true 

Kaleidescape 

Experience. And it’s an 

Experience you’ll never 

forget. 

pioneering online bit-identical movie 

download site).

In theory, you could “virtually” 

expand the Cinema One’s storage 

capability by deleting a movie bought 

from the Kaleidescape Store, thereby 

making room for a different movie. 

You can download the deleted movie 

again from your Store account 

whenever, in turn, you make room for 

it. Similarly, you can delete an 

imported movie and re-import it later. 

But either scenario will take time—a 

lot of it. BDs typically take 40 minutes 

or more to import, and BD movie 

downloads (usually well over 30 giga-

bytes) could take hours, depending 

on your Internet connection speed.  

For me, however, the most 

significant issue I have with the 

Cinema One is a by-product of 

Kaleidescape’s squeaky-cleanness 

when it comes to copyright 

protection with BDs. Even if you’ve 

already imported a BD movie to the 

server’s hard drive, the system 

requires that you insert the original 

disc into the Cinema One’s slot to 

See soundandvision.com/

TestBench 3>A�3D::�:./�A2BD:CB�.=1� 
C205=60.:�12ţ=6C6>=B
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prove that you own the disc before 

you can watch the movie. (There are 

no similarly imposed restrictions on 

DVDs or CDs.) Unfortunately, as the 

onscreen notice tells you, “Recog-

nizing an inserted disc takes several 

seconds.” It’s not Kaleidescape’s 

fault, nor is it some sort of engi-

neering flaw. Kaleidescape is 

admirably attempting to stay within 

the law. Unfortunately, having to 

insert your BDs into the Cinema One 

each time is like spending four grand 

on a pony for your daughter and then 

telling her she can’t ride it on sunny 

days.

You can avoid this by buying 

bit-identical BD (and DVD) versions 

of movies from the Kaleidescape 

Store and downloading them straight 

to the Cinema One. With some 

movies, if you already own the DVD, 

you can download the HD version for 

$5.99. Once you’ve done that, the 

Cinema One knows you own the 

movie, so there’s no disc (literally!) to 

load into the player. You can also do a 

$1.99 upgrade from a Blu-ray Disc you 

own to an HD download, which 

similarly eliminates the physical disc.

Excellent as it is, the Kaleidescape 

Store isn’t the be-all and end-all. Data 

caps and slow Internet connections 

can make it impractical or impossible 

to download those huge HD movies 

of 30 GB or more. Another 

aspect to consider is 

that, since there’s no 

physical disc, you can’t 

watch the movie at a 

friend’s house unless 

the movie you bought 

includes an UltraViolet 

copy. (Interestingly, 

despite the fact that the 

Kaleidescape Store 

promotes and sells 

movies with such copies, 

the Cinema One can’t 

access your UltraViolet 

account to download UV 

copies bought 

elsewhere.) 

You can also avoid 

having to insert BDs by 

adding a 320-disc 

Kaleidescape 

DV700 Disc 

Vault, which 

communicates 

with your 

3:2 HD 2:2 HD MA HD 3:2 SD 2:2 SD MA SD VIDEO 
CLIPPING

LUMA  
RESOLUTION

CHROMA  
RESOLUTION

PASS PASS PASS PASS FAIL PASS PASS PASS PASS

SPECS

Dimensions (WxHxD, Inches): 17 x 2.8 x 10 z�*2645C�M">D=1BN� 10.2  

z�)612>�!DC?DCB� HDMI 1.4a (1) z��D16>�!DC?DCB��Coaxial digital (1), analog 

stereo, RCA (1) z��116C6>=.:��Ethernet (1), USB (1, for Wi-Fi adapter only)





NuForce AVP-18 Surround Processor
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NuForce AVP-18 Surround 

Processor

TEST REPORT 

By Fred Manteghian

volume. The left knob rotates to 

select the input. Pushing the left knob 

activates the AVP-18’s setup menu, at 

which point both knobs can be 

rotated or poked to adjust all your 

menu settings—but do so only if you 

also excel at rubbing your belly and 

patting your head simultaneously. 

The rest of us will use the remote to 

access the setup menu, control 

aspects of which are still a little funky 

but easily learned. 

The back panel holds four HDMI 

inputs, which is enough for my 

DirecTV Genie, Panasonic Blu-ray 

player, an older Sony PS3, and a 

spare. Unfortunately, the AVP-18 only 

has one HDMI output, so if you have 

a projector for nighttime viewing, 

you’ll have to swap cables or spring 

for an external switcher or splitter. 

There are also two coaxial digital and 

two optical digital inputs for use with 

a CD transport or older DVD player. 

There are eight analog RCA 

outputs for a 7.1 surround setup and a 

perspective is that its keys lack 

backlighting, in all other respects, it 

feels well designed and is easy to 

use. You’ll quickly learn where the two 

surround mode up/down keys are, as 

well as the EQ mode up/down keys, 

and not get them confused later 

because NuForce wisely chose to 

keep them relatively far apart. I don’t 

know how many times I’ve hit Skip 

and been taken to the beginning of a 

chapter on a poorly designed BD 

player remote when I simply meant to 

rewind a few seconds to catch some 

missed dialogue. 

Nu Hear This
While many large AVR manufac-

turers have turned to industry leader 

Audyssey when it comes to room 

equalization, NuForce decided to roll 

their own. And what a fine job they 

single digital coaxial output that 

carries the left- and right-channel 

signals but won’t give you a 

two-channel mix-down of a 

multichannel soundtrack. A single 

12-volt trigger is available to turn 

another component on or off in sync 

with the AVP-18. Use of the trigger, 

along with lip sync control, is 

customizable by input. 

There’s a dedicated USB-3 port for 

a yet unreleased Bluetooth audio 

device. If you want to stream Spotify 

from your phone to the AVP-18 now, 

you can use NuForce’s existing 

BTR-100 Bluetooth receiver 

connected to one of the two optical 

digital jacks. An RS-232 port allows 

you to program the AVP-18 to work 

with a home automation system. 

Firmware updates can be done 

through an additional USB port, but 

little else—this is not a network-

connected appliance. Lastly, there’s a 

microphone input for automated 

room equalization. 

Special mention about the remote. 

While its single failing from my 

I COULDN’T MAKE THE JOHN 

Mayer concert in Hartford a few 

weeks ago, but I heard it was great. 

Best I can do is throw the Born and 

Raised CD into the tray and set the 

AVP-18 surround processor to one of 

the DSP modes that turns a studio 

album into a concert event in your 

living room. Let’s see, he was at the 

open-air under-cover Comcast 

theater which has really great sound 

from most seats, so nothing 

slap-echo-happy like the over-the-

top Stadium or Theater modes. Ahh, 

Rock has just the right amount of 

reverb tail. 

NuForce may not be a name you’re 

familiar with. They’ve made a 

reputation for themselves with a wide 

variety of Class D amplifiers that run 

from the affordable to reference class. 

The AVP-18 is their second foray into 

multichannel preamp/processing, 

relying heavily on NuForce’s 

extensive experience with audio 

DACs. NuForce has focused on the 

new breed of audiophiles and 

videophiles and cut the proverbial 

cord with the vinyl and VCR crowd. In 

other words, the AVP-18 is a 

straight-ahead digital processor. 

Don’t look for analog RCA jacks in the 

back for your 1972 McIntosh MR78 

tuner. 

Up front, you’ll find two large 

knobs that flank the LED display 

panel. Push the right knob in for a 

second to turn the AVP-18 on or off. 

After that, rotating it controls the 

PRICE $1,095

Unstoppable 
NuForce

Q Kiss your sweet analog 

sources goodbye

Q Feature-wise, it’s missing a 

lot more than the kitchen 

sink

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

Q Fulfills your innermost 

audiophile aspirations 

Q Simple operation 

Q Excellent proprietary room 

EQ 

z�You can use the AVP-18’s 

remote or front-panel knobs to 

adjust the settings.
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SURROUND PROCESSORTHE VERDICT

You’ll easily get through your diet of high-def viewing and listening 

with this great-sounding surround processor that works without a 

hitch.

NUFORCE AVP-18 SURROUND PROCESSOR

PRICE: $1,095
NuForce z�M\X`N�`aX	^`\X�z�=D3>A02
0>;

greatly dependent on the 

source material. On laid-back tracks 

like “Drive All Night,” I preferred the 

EQ off. But on more aggressive 

songs like “Newborn,” the EQ’d 

setting removed some of Stone’s 

youthful chestiness, which seemed 

to be pushing the midrange on my 

Revel Salons a tad too much, so the 

room EQ helped there.

The non-EQ’d setting, however, 

always had the stronger center 

image with vocalists, be it Stone or 

John Mayer on his Born and Raised 

CD. But in Mayer’s case, this stronger 

center image worked against the 

recording. While the sense of Mayer 

being in my room was firmer without 

EQ, with the room EQ turned on 

Mayer’s voice sounded more natural, 

less chesty. While NuForce provides 

three manual EQ user settings in 

addition to the Flat (no EQ) and 

AutoEQ (i.e., room EQ) settings, at 

this point there is no way to copy the 

AutoEQ results to one of the three 

user memories.

With movies, that 

diminished sense of center 

translated into more noticeable 

surrounds, at least in rapid 

comparison. The opening orchestral 

introduction to Melancholia was 

decidedly richer without room EQ but 

more enveloping with it. All in all, I 

think NuForce has done an excellent 

job implementing their room equaliza-

tion system, and it is well worth the 

time invested in setting it up. 

Two-channel listening provided 

the most options for digitally 

processing the sound. NuForce’s 

Direct mode eliminates the 

subwoofer output, regardless of how 

you have your main speakers 

defined, Small (utilizing a high-pass 

crossover) or Large. So I recommend 

Direct mode only if you’re running 

your mains full range. The Stereo and 

All Stereo modes use the subwoofer. 

I found my best results setting the 

flagship Revel Salons to a 65-Hz high 

pass and letting the Revel Performa 

B15 sub’s beautiful and extended 

deep bass wash over me in Stereo 

mode. NuForce offers seven 

proprietary surround modes, from 

Hall to Stadium, as well as Dolby Pro 

Logic II and DTS Neo:6 processing, 

both with respective Music and 

Movie modes, but I mostly preferred 

Stereo. Old school, I know. 

A NuForce to Be  
Reckoned With!
NBC’s Dolby Digital broadcast of a 

football game had good, solid front 

sound and nicely done (not over- 

done) surrounds. The AVP-18 was 

giving me all the thrill of victory 

without any of the agony—except 

did! The manual is extremely sparse 

when it comes to describing the 

steps to go through, and the online 

FAQ page is only somewhat better. 

From looking online, I learned that 

you should set the size, crossover 

point, and high-pass slopes for your 

speakers first before you plug in the 

calibration mic. If you don’t know 

what those terms mean, don’t look in 

the manual. If after running the EQ 

procedure you decide to experiment 

by, say, changing the crossover 

frequency for your center, or 

specifying a steeper 24-decibel 

slope for the surrounds, you need to 

first reset the AVP-18 to its factory 

defaults. That’s because it adds any 

subsequent EQ measurements you 

take on top of those already stored, 

giving you an average of sorts, but 

probably not what you want.

The actual calibration process 

takes about 15 minutes. But before 

you can start, your room needs to be 

as quiet as possible because the 

AVP-18 first measures ambient noise 

levels in your room, and if they’re too 

high, it won’t begin the calibration 

cycle. While this is good for you as it 

ensures you get an accurate test 

result, it may be difficult or even 

impossible to proceed if you live in a 

fourth-floor walk-up above a German 

beer hall or somewhere else where 

the city never sleeps.

When the testing is done, you’ll be 

able to see the results on the screen 

and save them. The NuForce system 

calculates 11 parametric bands per 

speaker, each with its own center 

frequency to the 1/100th of a hertz, 

gain or cut to the nearest quarter 

decibel, and Q, or bandwidth, to the 

nearest 1/8th octave (the higher the 

Q, the narrower the frequency range 

affected by the cut or boost). The 

results are highly specific, reflecting 

the effect of room positioning of the 

speakers and unavoidable 

real-world differences in speaker 

components and possibly even 

amplification on delivering a uniform 

frequency response to your listening 

seat. 

Those differences between EQ’d 

and non-EQ’d settings weren’t night 

and day, nor would I have imagined 

they would be in my listening space, 

but they were still readily identifiable. 

Listening to Joss Stone’s LP1 CD, in 

Stereo (left, right, plus subwoofer), 

the room EQ’d mode featured a 

weaker perceived bass response, not 

surprising considering the 2-to-3-dB 

cuts in the 80-to-120-Hz region of the 

main speakers and even greater cuts 

to the subwoofer in the 40-to-50-Hz 

range. Was it flatter? Probably, but 

preferable? Well that’s subjective and 



z�NuForce’s remote control is 

well designed and easy to use.  

It just lacks backlighting.

z�Four HDMI inputs 

live on the back 

panel, but no analog 

inputs.

TEST REPORT 

SPECS Auto Setup/Room EQ: Proprietary z�)612>�

Processing: Passthrough z��6;2=B6>=B�M*�G���G�����=052BN��17 x 3.1 

x 13.4 z�*2645C�M">D=1BN��10.12 z�)612>��=?DCB��HDMI 1.4a (4), MHL-

enabled HDMI z��D16>��=?DCB��Coaxial digital (2), optical digital (2)  

z��002BB>AH��Bluetooth (future) z�)612>�!DC?DCB��HDMI 1.4a z��D16>�

Outputs: Optical digital, 7.2-channel preout z��116C6>=.:��RS-232, 12-

volt trigger, USB non-audio

AUDIO The above chart shows the frequency response for the AVP-18 

at the preamp outputs of the Dolby Digital decoder. Left (aqua): –0.06 

dB @ 20 Hz, +0.20 dB @ 20 kHz. Center (green): –0.06 dB @ 20 Hz, 

+0.14 dB @ 20 kHz. Left Surround (red): –0.07 dB @ 20 Hz, –0.15 dB @ 

20 kHz. LFE, normalized to the level at 40 Hz: –0.04 dB @ 20 Hz, upper 

–3dB point @ 118 Hz, upper –6dB point @121 Hz. There was no 

multichannel or other analog input to measure.

MEASUREMENTS for THD+noise, crosstalk, and signal-to-noise ratio 

were all within expected performance parameters. Full details available 

at soundandvision.com/TestBench.—MJP

VIDEO The NuForce passed our standard video tests with the 

exception that our sample initially clipped all below-black (video levels 

0–15) and above-white (video levels 236–255) video information. 

Although this technically still meets broadcast specs, elimination of 

headroom above 235, in particular, can cause a loss of detail in bright 

highlights on some content. By press time, NuForce had sent two 

firmware-updated units, the first of which fixed the issue for RGB signals 

only, and the second to complete the fix for more common Y/Cr/Cb 

signals. That unit was in transit at our print deadline, so our five-star 

(Reference) video rating is contingent on our confirmation. Check our 

online version of this review for updates. Users can download the final 

update from the NuForce Website.—RS

Test Bench
NuForce AVP-18 Surround Processor

by water dripping behind you, and 

later steel wires snapping in and out 

of alignment. While the differences 

were large, there was a better sense 

of space with room EQ engaged. The 

effects were more distinct and at the 

same time the vast room seemed 

ever so slightly larger. Here, the effect 

of the stronger center image that 

accompanied the non-EQ 

settings—something that worked 

better with most music—actually 

detracted from the sense of 

spaciousness the audio 

designers were likely 

going for here. 

My favorite scene in 

the movie is where Jack 

thumbs through a 

collection of vinyl he 

somehow has managed 

to collect. I couldn’t help 

think that if he had a 

NuForce AVP-18, with its 

lack of analog inputs, he 

wouldn’t be able to listen 

to that Led Zeppelin 

song. And if the Scavs 

were broadcasting a 

distress signal or a call 

to arms over an old AM 

or FM transmitter, well, 

ditto the out-of-luck part. 

But what the NuForce 

does do, it does excel- 

lently. The AVP-18 is 

sleek, simple, and from 

my view, stupendous. 

Sound quality is com- 

pletely first rate and far 

and above what could 

be accomplished at this 

price point had NuForce 

decided to play the 

features game. I’m now 

officially a NuForce fan! 

for the horrible distorting lenses the 

camera crew was using that turn 

300-pound men into ballerinas! 

Meanwhile, high-def programs like 

The Bridge on FX and Breaking Bad 

on AMC were seamlessly envel-

oping, quite crystalline in their 

reproduction by the NuForce 

processor. I like to bring down the 

screen and fire up the JVC projector 

for these 1.85:1 epic TV shows more 

than most movies these days. 

I saw Oblivion at an IMAX theater 

originally, which I have 

to admit is hard to 

beat, even with my 

setup. But I didn’t feel 

like I missed much 

watching the Blu-ray at 

home. The scene 

where Jack (Tom 

Cruise) comes in for a 

landing in a destroyed 

football stadium starts 

in the front left channel, 

the sound of his flying 

craft gaining volume 

and low-frequency 

gravitas until it swings 

behind you on the left, 

still behind you to the 

right, only to come 

back into view as it 

lands with thunder in 

the front right channel. 

It’s impressive, and I 

realized I subcon-

sciously ducked my 

head as the craft flew 

behind me. 

I found the 

room-corrected 

AutoEQ setting was 

definitely the way to go 

with a high-powered 

movie like Oblivion. 

The spooky by-wire 

descent (a Cruise 

signature entrance if 

there ever was one) 

into the underground 

library is accompanied 

See soundandvision.com/

TestBench for full lab results and  
technical definitions.

ON THE  
WEB

The AVP-18 is sleek, simple, and stupendous.  

Sound quality is completely first rate.56  FEBRUARY/MARCH 2014 soundandvision.com 



®

“Creates a sonic dance.” 
The New York Times

“Home Theater Product of the Year.” 
About.com

“Audiophile quality.” 
Stereophile

“The best I’ve heard.” 
MSNBC

“Best buy.” 
Consumer’s Digest

1. Better Sound  
While other companies focus on features, we focus on sound quality. 
We use high quality amplifiers and speakers in robust cabinets to  
make true high fidelity speakers. Look at our consumer ratings and  
our list of Editor’s Choice Awards. Then use our 30-day home trial  
and listen for yourself.

2. Center Speakers. 
It is not cheap to add dedicated center speakers to a TV sound  
system. Only ZVOX systems include Left, Center and Right  
speakers. Center speakers deliver richer, anchored midrange sound – 
and super-clear voices.

3. Dialog Emphasis. 
Our Dialog Emphasis feature uses hearing aid technology to create  
crystal-clear voice reproduction. No other company offers this feature.

4. Real Wood Cabinets. 
We use all-wood (MDF) cabinets – not plastic. Wood is more  
expensive, but it sounds better.

5. Multiple Inputs. 
ZVOX systems aren’t just for TV – our SoundBase systems have  
five individually selectable inputs. Connect your phone, iPod®, 
Bluetooth receiver, MP3 player, CD changer, even many turntables.

6. Disappearing Display. 
Our easy-to-read front-panel display uses letters and numbers to  
show volume level, bass and treble setting, surround modes and  
much more – then disappears when not in use. Our competitors  
use a flashing light.

7. Less Clutter, Fewer Wires. 
ZVOX SoundBase systems deliver deep, accurate bass without  
the need for an external subwoofer cabinet and wires.

8. Works With Your Remote. 
Other companies may claim that their systems can work with your 
remote. Ours really do.

9. The Right Size For Every TV. 
We offer SoundBase systems in four sizes – with widths of 17", 24", 
28" and 36" – so you can choose the size that’s right for your TV.

10. Great New Prices.  
We’re now offering our lowest prices ever on our best-selling systems. 
$169.99-$399.99, backed by a 30-day money-back guarantee.

Reasons  
to choose  
a ZVOX  
SoundBase® 
System

www.zvoxaudio.com 866-FOR-ZVOX (866-367-9869) 
Order direct from ZVOX with a 30-day home trial

®  ZVOX and SoundBase are a registered trademarks of ZVOX Audio LLC.
iPod is a registered trademark of Apple, Inc. 
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ZVOX SoundBase 320  
Home Theater System $199.99
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Pinnacle Black Diamond 650 
Series II Speaker System

TEST REPORT 

By Mark Fleischmann

Every speaker has a specified 

nominal impedance of 8 ohms. 

Crossover frequencies in the 

three-way BD 650 and BD 600 

speakers are 500 hertz between 

woofer and midrange and 4 kilohertz 

between midrange and tweeter.

The Sonic 500 sub has a 

front-firing 12-inch heavy-gauge 

polypropylene woofer (with 2.5-inch 

voice coil and 50-ounce magnet)  

in a sealed enclosure, backed with  

a phat amp (170 watts RMS, 625  

watts peak).

Associated equipment for this 

review included a Pioneer Elite 

VSX-53 A/V receiver, an Oppo 

BDP-83SE universal disc player, a 

Micro Seiki BL-21 turntable, a Shure 

V15MxVR/N97XE cartridge, and an 

Onix OA 21s integrated 

amp serving as the 

phono preamp. All 

movie demos 

were Blu-ray 

Discs with 

DTS-HD Master 

Audio sound- 

tracks.

5.25-inch woofer with phase plug in a 

rectangular enclosure. All woofer and 

midrange drivers utilize polypro-

pylene cones with rubber surrounds.

�)� �� �OUR INDUSTRIAL 

twilight, the USA still has a 

cornucopia of great loudspeaker 

brands, and Pinnacle Speakers is 

one of them. Since the company’s 

founding in 1976, it has always been 

a family-owned business—and if 

there’s one kind of outfit you don’t 

want to mess with, it’s a family outfit. I 

haven’t reviewed a Pinnacle product 

in eight years, but just when I thought 

I was out, they pull me back in.

A limousine screeched to a halt 

outside my building, and two bulky 

guys in Men’s Wearhouse suits got 

out. They didn’t leave me much 

choice: I was blindfolded and driven 

around for hours and hours until I had 

no idea where I was. At one point, I 

thought I smelled Secaucus, New 

Jersey. Another time, the blindfold 

slipped, and out of the corner of my 

eye I saw Satriale’s Pork Store.

Eventually, we pulled up outside a 

McMansion, I was hustled inside, 

they roughed me up a bit, and I was 

taken to the garden out back. There, 

an old guy I wouldn’t care to cross 

made me an offer I couldn’t refuse: 

Review another Pinnacle product, or 

else. I am convinced the only reason I 

still have 10 fingers is that I needed 

them to type the review.

�:.09��6.;>=1B���.=1���
Actually, it’s always a pleasure to 

review Pinnacle (and I’ve just about 

recovered from the kidney punches, 

though I’ve still got the stitches in my 

face). This review celebrates the 

Black Diamond Series II in a system 

featuring the BD 650 II three-way 

bookshelf speaker. (In the normal 

PRICE $3,996

Diamonds in  
the Smooth

Q Sub is merely average

Plus

AT A GLANCE

Minus

Q Sweet dedicated midrange

Q Solidly musical bass

Q Multilayer lacquer finish

Pinnacle Black Diamond 650 
Series II Speaker System

Performance

Build Quality

Value

course of things, our style sheet 

would have me call it a monitor 

speaker. But remember what I said 

about still having 10 fingers?) Also 

included are the BD 600 II three-way 

center speaker, the smaller BD 500 II 

two-way bookshelf speaker, and  

the Sonic 500 subwoofer. Other 

members of the Black Diamond line 

(not reviewed here)—some with the 

Series II designation, some older 

models—are the BD 2000 II and BD 

1100 towers, the smaller BD 300 II 

center, the BD 200 LCR, and the BD 

100 satellite.

Each speaker comes in a piano 

black lacquer finish that requires a 

week of labor and “40 meticulous 

procedures and processes.” All 

Pinnacle products are designed in 

Massachusetts, and most are 

assembled at Pinnacle HQ in the 

great state of New York, using both 

domestic and foreign materials.

The speakers share similar 1-inch 

liquid-cooled silk-dome tweeters with 

neodymium magnets. Each tweeter is 

recessed into a half-inch-deep 

waveguide, which Pinnacle calls a 

horn. The BD 650 bookshelf adds a 

4-inch midrange (with a die-cast 

phase plug) and a 6.5-inch woofer  

(in a die-cast basket). The side walls 

of its front-ported enclosure curve 

toward the rear. The BD 600 

horizontal center has a similar 

midrange and woofer, but it adds a 

second woofer and has a sealed 

enclosure, with asymmetrical curves 

on top and bottom. Midrange drivers 

are isolated in their own chambers, 

enabling them to achieve high 

outputs while maintaining purity of 

tone. The BD 500 bookshelf, here 

used for the surround channels, has a 

]`�����%(�%,R��%���ZXY\ soundandvision.com 
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SPEAKERS
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"%�����$3,996 (BD 650 Series II, $1,499 pr; BD 600 Series II, $999;  
BD 500 Series II, $499 pr; Sonic 500, $999)
"6==.0:2�&?2.92AB�z info@pinnaclespeakers.com z pinnaclespeakers.com

'52������B�;.92�
2E2AHC56=4�B>D=1�
.�:6Ŧ:2�/2Ŧ2A�C5.=�
2G?20C21


THE VERDICT
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are stellar performers with a  

winning personality, delivering  

consistently pleasing sound.

BDs’ effortless smoothness and 

high-volume listenability.

The Last Ride is a road movie in 

which the charm and bad habits of a 

dying Hank Williams pose a series of 

challenges to his wet-behind-the-

ears long-distance driver. Music is of 

course a major element. Venerable 

mono recordings that punctuate 

much of the movie’s first half 

benefited from the BDs’ sweetening, 

as if I were listening through an 

idealized version of a vintage car 

radio. Later scenes mix images of 

musicians onstage with pristine 

studio recordings (none of them from 

the real Hank Williams, though his 

daughter, Jett Williams, sings several 

songs). It all poured out of the 

speakers like honey. The system 

seemed to have no timbre-matching 

problems in scenes featuring urban 

street noise, rural crickets, and what 

my notebook referred to as “slappy 

rain,” so vivid that it made me feel wet 

and cold.

Warriors of the Rainbow: Seediq 

Bale is a John Woo production that 

pits Taiwanese aborigines (an 

indomitable and warlike people with 

a flair for decapitation) against 

Japanese colonists (who bring 

schools, post offices, and oppres-

sion). Once again, the soundfield 

filled with tumult, but the Black 

Diamonds rose to the challenge, 

juggling varied and dynamic 

elements with ease and effortless 

listenability—that’s the second time 

I’ve used that word, but it fits pretty 

much every moment I spent with 

these speakers. One of the Seediq’s 

more ingenious battle strategies is an 

induced avalanche. This gave the sub 

its chance to shine, but whereas I 

didn’t expect bell-like pitches from 

this effect, the intended chunky 

rock-slide roar emerged flabby and 

unfocused. The movie is unstintingly 

direct about the impact of violence 

on women and children, and the 

speakers poured orchestral violins 

and bamboo flutes over tragic 

images like warm bathwater over a 

battered body. This heightened the 

intent of the filmmakers while making 

the viewing experience more 

tolerable.

�:>F6=4�/DC��>;?:2G
The Black Diamonds were perfectly 

suited to Linda Thompson’s voice. 

On Won’t Be Long Now (CD), her 

fourth non-compilation solo album, 

it’s an older, deeper, more artful 

voice, yet still emotionally frank and 

electrifying, capable of provoking 

any response but apathy. The BD 

650 II gave it a golden glow but 

didn’t conceal a morsel of its 

considerable timbral complexity. 

Each track has a unique lineup and 

sound. The Black Diamonds teased 

out the characteristic vocal textures 

of Teddy and Kami Thompson, 

Linda’s son and daughter. (You’ll 

want to run out and buy their own 

albums, if you haven’t already.) 

Ex-husband Richard Thompson’s 

distinctive Lowden acoustic guitar 

�>=B6BC2=C:H�&F22C
Some speakers are chameleons  

that you don’t notice. The Black 

Diamond IIs are the other kind:  

They have a sweet, gentle, winning 

personality that never fails to assert 

itself. The upside is that they make 

everything sound a little better than 

expected, which is exactly what 

most listeners hope and pray to  

get from their loudspeakers. The 

downside—which may be 

insignificant to a real-world 

audience—is that their one-sound-

fits-all approach delivers few 

serendipitous surprises as you  

wend your way through your music 

collection.

Don’t take that to mean that these 

speakers are anything less than 

fabulous-sounding, five-star 

performers. The top end is polite but 

not reticent and certainly not gauzy. It 

makes a graceful transition to a 

midrange that is warm, generous, 

and well controlled even at high 

volumes. As a bonus, the monitors—

um, bookshelf speakers, sorry!—

have strong bass response for 

their size. If you’re not 

looking for percussive 

slam, they can deliver 

most kinds of music 

reasonably well without 

a sub.

As for the Sonic 500 

sub, it’s a decent but not 

exemplary performer. It 

offers plenty of output, 

but bass pitches are soft, 

lacking definition. The 

speakers outclassed the sub. (I say 

this from the safe vantage point of the 

Critic Protection Program.)

Solomon Kane is an action-filled 

sword-and-sorcery tale about a 

swashbuckling soldier who 

renounces violence but takes it up 

again to fight the forces of evil. Battle 

scenes use the technology of the 

16th century, which means cut- 

lasses, the occasional pistol shot, 

hand-to-hand combat, and a lot of 

grunting and ooophing. When I set 

up the speakers with pink-noise 

tones, I noticed that the center, 

bookshelf, and smaller bookshelf 

each had its own subtly different 

balance of frequencies—but that 

didn’t stop the system from provid- 

ing good envelopment in the heat  

of battle. A phase-shifted super-

natural voice filled all channels with 

menace. The shring of swords being 

unsheathed made it through the 

Black Diamonds’ polite top end.  

A system with a more etched 

presentation might have made them 

ring louder but at the expense of the 

'52��:.09��6.;>=1B�5.E2�.�BF22C��
42=C:2��F6==6=4�?2AB>=.:6CH
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SPECS ���^]X�&2A62B ���6.5 in polypropylene woofer, 

4 in polypropylene midrange, 1 in silk-dome tweeter; 8.75 x 15.63 

x 14.13 in (WxHxD); 29 lb  z����^XX�&2A62B��� 6.5 in polypropylene 

woofer (2), 4 in polypropylene midrange, 1 in silk-dome tweeter; 

20.38 x 8.88 x 9.5 in (WxHxD); 25 lb  z����]XX�&2A62B��� 5.25 in 

polypropylene woofer, 1 in silk-dome tweeter; 6.38 x 9.5 x 8.13 in 

(WxHxD); 9 lb  z�&>=60�]XX�12 in polypropylene woofer; 170 wa�s 

RMS, 650 peak; sealed enclosure; line-level stereo in, speaker-level 

stereo in/out; 15 x 15 x 16.94 in (WxHxD); 50 lb

���^]X����(purple) +2.78/–3.28 dB from 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 53 Hz, 

–6 dB @ 45 Hz; impedance minimum 6.01 ohms @ 120 Hz, phase angle 

–32.77º @ 80 Hz; sensitivity 88 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz. 

���^XX���  (green) +1.41/–2.38 dB from 200 Hz to 10 kHz; –3 dB @ 84 Hz, 

–6 dB @ 69 Hz; impedance minimum 9.00 ohms @ 200 Hz, phase angle 

–43.76º @ 106 Hz; sensitivity 85 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

���]XX���� (red) +4.00/–3.43 dB from 200 Hz to 10 kHz, – 3 dB @ 93 Hz, 

–6 dB @ 71 Hz; impedance minimum 5.63 ohms @ 254 Hz, phase angle 

+40.79º @ 2.2 kHz; sensitivity 86 dB, 500 Hz to 2 kHz.

&! ���]XX�(blue) Close-miked response, normalized to the level @ 80 

Hz: lower –3 dB @ 25 Hz, –6 dB @ 22 Hz, upper –3 dB @ 101 Hz with 

Crossover Bypass switch set to On.— MJP

Test Bench
PInnacle Black Diamond 650 Series II 
Speaker System

to a whisper. A speaker with a lazier 

top end might have let the faint 

exhalations of the string section fall 

below the threshold of clarity. But the 

diplomacy of the BDs didn’t tip over 

into vagueness; the strings 

glimmered quietly but distinctly.

The demos ended with memorial 

listening to mark the death of Lou 

Reed. The Blue Mask (LP) began his 

association with guitarist Robert 

Quine as well as the renaissance of 

his own rudimentary but effective 

guitar playing, and the Black 

Diamonds greeted this dual six-string 

feast with the roiling tone color it 

deserves. Despite what I’ve said 

about the sub, it did a good job  

with the bottom end of Fernando 

Saunders’ squirmingly tuneful fretless 

bass. The album runs the full gamut 

from married bliss to violent terror, 

and the system kept pace with it, 

never losing track of the varied 

textures of the guitarists as they rose 

from a murmur to a scream. When I 

moved on to New York (CD), the 

speakers adapted to the more biting 

guitar attack of Reed and Mike 

Rathke. The BDs also made the 

vocals—if anything—even more rich 

and resonant. Reed wasn’t a great 

singer in the conventional sense, but 

he had a great voice.

All right, no more organized-crime 

jokes. The Pinnacle Black Diamond II 

is that particular kind of great loud- 

speaker line that imparts a little of its 

greatness to everything it touches, 

especially in the top end, which is 

consistently smooth, warm, pleasing, 

and euphonic without being dumbed 

down or sterile. Each time I started 

playing favorite music through them 

(or otherwise unmentioned Blu- 

ray Discs of Mad Men), I felt as if I 

were sitting down with a friend to 

discuss some subject of mutual 

WOOT, and Dell. If you want sweet 

sound at a moderate price, maybe it’s 

time to hear a little of that old Black 

Diamond magic for yourself. 

Audio editor Mark Fleischmann  

is also the author of the annually 

updated book Practical Home 

Theater (quietriverpress.com). 

enthusiasm. The Sonic 500 sub is 

good but not great; its strong suit is 

generous output.

If you’re interested in the Black 

Diamond Series II—and I hope  

you are—Pinnacle sells through 

authorized custom installers but also 

online through authorized retailers 

such as Amazon, RadioShack, 

graces the first track, and the BDs 

delivered both the light woody body 

and the tangy metal strings, with 

slightly more emphasis on the wood.

Prokofiev 3 Bartók 2 (CD) consists 

of those two piano concertos as 

recorded for Sony Classical by Lang 

Lang, Simon Rattle, and the Berlin 

Philharmonic. In the short time I’ve 

had the disc, I’ve played it on every 

possible combination of equipment, 

including a Woo headphone amp 

and several headphones. The Black 

Diamonds conjured lush, smooth, 

colorful textures from the orchestra 

and a splashy, supple, dynamically 

fluid feel from the pianist. The 

speakers operating alone were 

enough to convey the piano, though 

kettledrum flourishes benefited from 

addition of the sub, despite its loose 

pitch definition. The second move- 

ment of the Bartók concerto is a 

particular challenge for low-level 

resolution as the orchestra dies down 

See soundandvision.com 
for full lab results and technical definitions
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 Pixel Palooza 
 Samsung UN65F9000 3D 

LCD/LED Ultra HDTV 

 TEST REPORT  

plus 3840 x 2160 Ultra HD at a 

maximum of 30 frames per second.  

  However, if and when there are 

expanded capabilities with 4K 

sources, HDMI 1.4b won’t cut it. More 

advanced HDMI levels are coming, 

but most current 4K sets can’t be 

upgraded to handle them, since that 

would require hardware changes. 

But Samsung’s 4K sets  can  be 

upgraded to future HDMI capabilities 

with the purchase of a new One 

Connect box (cost to be deter-

mined), freeing you from having to 

buy an entirely new TV.  

  The Smart LED control selects 

Samsung’s local dimming feature. 

Disappointingly for such an 

expensive set, it uses edge lighting 

rather than a full-array backlight. But 

it’s nevertheless well designed, 

offering satisfyingly dark blacks on 

most material. 

  Samsung’s Smart TV features 

include all of the usual goodies: 

connecting to the Internet, 

downloading apps, accessing social 

sites, and streaming or downloading 

movies and TV shows from the 

myriad sites that offer them via your 

wired or wireless home network. I 

streamed several HD trailers from 

Vudu; they all looked excellent and far 

better than I expected. Mobile 

devices that support Wi-Fi Direct can 

also be connected wirelessly to the 

TV without a wireless router. 

  The Samsung comes with both a 

conventional remote and the 

  Among the Samsung’s extensive 

video controls are Dynamic Contrast, 

a full color-management system, 

both 2-point and 10-point White 

Balance adjustments, five gamma 

settings, and Auto Motion Plus. That 

last one is Samsung’s motion-

compensation feature. Since I hate 

how motion compensation typically 

makes movies look like video, I didn’t 

use this feature except to test it. But 

its Custom mode does offer separate 

adjustments for Blur and Judder. 

Turning the Judder control down, 

preferably to zero, does minimize the 

 All My Children  soap opera vibe. 

�*�'����RESOLUTION OF 3840 X 

2160—four times as many pixels as 

in standard HD—Samsung’s 

UN65F9000 is one of the first 

so-called Ultra HD sets to hit the 

market and the company’s first such 

TV at 65 inches.

  Source material for Ultra HD is 

scarce today, and TVs are more 

expensive than they likely will be. By 

opting for a well-designed set now, 

you’ll be ready for any imminent Ultra 

HD sources, but predicting the 

ever-changing capabilities of our 

video systems will always be 

something of a crapshoot. 

Nevertheless, Samsung’s current 

Ultra HDTVs are more ready for the 

still fluid technology’s future than 

most of the competition is. 

  Ultra HD is frequently called 4K, 

though with its resolution of 3840 x 

2160, that’s not quite technically 

correct. But pithy terminology and 

big, easy-to-remember numbers sell, 

and 4K certainly rolls off the tongue 

more smoothly than Ultra HD. So be 

it—at least for now. 

���A>D=1�C52��>A=
  The Samsung UN65F9000 comes 

with a fixed, non-rotating, and very 

wide stand. You’ll need a table or 

other support at least 60 inches wide 

to accommodate it comfortably. 

  All of the inputs, except for a single 

USB port on the back of the set, are 

on Samsung’s One Connect terminal 

box. The HDMI inputs on this 

separate box, as on most current 

sets, are HDMI 1.4b. This is sufficient 

to handle all of today’s standard- and 

up to 1080p high-definition sources, 

 PRICE $5,000 

Samsung UN65F9000 3D 
LCD/LED Ultra HDTV

2D Performance

3D Performance

Features

Ergonomics

Value
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 HDTV  THE VERDICT

�����B�F6C5�.::�>3���C52�=2F�(:CA.��� sets, the Samsung might not give you 

everything that the future of the technology will throw at it, but for now it’s 

an exceptional performer.  

�&��&( ��( ^]�aXXX�[�����R����(�'%����')

��"%�����$5,000 (four pair 3D glasses included) 
��&.;BD=4�z (800) 726-7864�z samsung.com 

  But it’s very possible that additions 

to the full UHD standard might also 

increase color accuracy beyond what 

our current HD system offers. These 

enhancements—to the color gamut, 

color bit depth, and color sampling—

might be more important, on the 

screen sizes most popular in the 

consumer market, than UHD’s 

increased resolution. However, these 

enhancements remain in the 

discussion stage and were not part 

of what was seen here, nor part of 

any UHD set on the market as of the 

end of 2013. 

  But I can say that at viewing 

distances you might choose—8 to 10 

feet—the best of the 4K material 

provided on that hard drive looked 

exceptional on the Samsung, with a 

smooth but still highly detailed 

picture offering vivid but natural-

looking color.  

��Z��"2A3>A;.=02�6=�Z�
  The Samsung passed all of our 

standard video tests, though its 

chroma resolution was borderline at 

the highest tested frequency. 

  Before calibration, in Movie mode 

and with Warm2 Color Tone selected, 

the Samsung’s 2D white balance was 

more than satisfactory. After 

calibration, it was within the limits of 

our current HD standards, beyond 

criticism (see Test Bench). 

  At my roughly 9-foot viewing 

distance, the increased resolution of 

a 4K set should not be visible, and 

certainly not with 2K sources. 

Nevertheless, the Samsung was as 

detailed as any set I’ve yet reviewed 

with such material, combining 

sharpness and smoothness in a way 

that significantly enhanced the 

viewing experience. 

  The set’s screen uniformity is 

good but, as with all of the LCD sets 

we’ve seen, not perfect. There’s a little 

cloudiness on a full gray screen, with 

the edges slightly brighter than the 

center. But neither of these issues 

was distracting on normal program 

material.

  Viewed side by side with 

Panasonic’s equally sized 

TC-P65ZT60 plasma in 2D, the 

Samsung held its own in most 

respects. As expected, the 

company’s Smart Touch trackpad 

remote. Both are backlit. The 

backlighting on the Smart Touch 

doesn’t include the lettering that 

identifies each button, but that 

shouldn’t be a problem after you 

become acclimated to its icons. 

(The TV can also perform facial 

recognition from its pop-up camera.) 

The Smart Touch remote provides for 

operation not only with its integral 

trackpad but also with voice and 

motion control. I was able to attain 

marginal motion control for 

navigating the Smart TV selections, 

but voice control remained a black 

hole for me. [Ed. note: For more on 

Samsung’s voice control navigation, 

see this issue’s “Smart TV IQ Test,” 

page 36.] 

���(:CA.����"2A3>A;.=02
   All of my tests and viewing here, 

except as mentioned in this section, 

involved standard HD source 

material, not Ultra HD or 4K. This 

material was, of course, internally 

upconverted by the set to a 4K (3840 

x 2160) pixel count. But no such 

upconversion can produce a full 

Ultra HD viewing experience. For 

that, we need genuine Ultra HD 

sources. 

  During our evaluation period, 

Samsung announced a holiday 

promotion in which it gave hard 

drives to buyers of its 4K sets that 

contained two documentaries, The 

Last Reef and The Grand Canyon 

Adventure (around 40 minutes each) 

plus several UHD featurettes 

(ranging from a minute to just over 

5 minutes in length). Video quality 

ranged from good but not par-

ticularly memorable ( The Grand 

Canyon Adventure ) to stunning (the 

short featurettes). 

  Independent experts have argued 

that for UHD to offer a visible 

resolution advantage at normal 

viewing distances (roughly 10 feet), 

you need a screen at least 10  feet  

wide! For a 65-inch (diagonal) 

set, they argue, you need to 

sit no further than 5 feet away 

to see the resolution increase 

that Ultra HD offers. I had no 

complaints with the picture 

quality of these shorts, but 

without identical 2K material, 

impeccably mastered, for 

comparison, it’s impossible to 

say whether or not UHD on a 

65-inch set might offer a 

visible resolution advantage 

over standard HD at a 

practical viewing distance.

Q ��G?2=B6E2
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 TEST REPORT  

��(���! R�(���!���Contrast Ratio: 13,617:1 

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

TestBench  .

���*�'��a full black test pattern on the screen, the LED edge lighting very 

nearly shuts down completely. Using our Klein Instruments K10-A 

colorimeter, which can read lower light levels than any other instrument 

available to us, I measured a black level of 0.0003 ft-L and a peak white 

level of 31.32 ft-L, for a full-on/full-off contrast ratio of 104,400:1. 

However, even a small, white pause bug in the corner of the screen will 

trigger the black level on the entire screen to rise to a higher, but still very 

good, level. The full-on/full-off contrast ratio was measured under these 

more realistic conditions: a peak white level of 31.32 ft-L and a black 

level of 0.0023 ft-L. 

��*�'��the Smart LED function turned off, the full-on/full-off contrast ratio 

drops to 2,167:1 (with a poor black level of 0.0167 ft-L); I had to engage a 

pause bug here as well to get a usable, real-world reading. 

��'���2D pre-calibration RGB Balance was taken in Movie mode, at 32 

ft-L peak brightness and with Warm2 Color Tone selected. The 

pre-calibration gray-scale Delta E values averaged a very good 1.61, with 

a maximum of 2.42 at 100%. After calibration, using only the 10p White 

Balance controls, the gray-scale Delta E averaged 0.84, and although 

the high increased slightly to 3.6 at 100%, it never exceeded 1.3 from 

20% to 90%. 

��M���'��E is a figure of merit that indicates how closely a display 

adheres to the Rec. 709 HD color standard for gray scale or color gamut. 

Experts generally agree that levels below 3 to 4 are visibly indistinguish-

able from perfect.) 

��� �the Rec. 709 color gamut setting, the color gamut’s pre-calibration 

color Delta E averaged a respectable 3.64. After calibration, it averaged 

an exceptional 0.63. 

��*�'��the Dynamic Contrast on Low and the Gamma control on –2, the 

gamma averaged 2.22, with a low of 2.17 at 20% brightness and a high of 

2.27 at 40%. 

�����!%��calibration, the 3D gray-scale Delta E averaged over 15, 

primarily due to a lack of blue, and the color Delta E 4.99. After 

calibration, with the Dynamic Contrast on Low, the gamma set to –2, and 

the Backlight on 14, the gray-scale Delta E averaged 1.12, the color Delta 

E 1.29, and the average gamma 2.18. —TJN  

Samsung’s B. Oddly, 

however, the Samsung’s 

black letterbox bars—

which were a somewhat 

distracting, dark gray in a 

dimmed room next to the 

inky bars on the Pana-

sonic—appeared a hair 

blacker than the 

Panasonic’s in average 

room lighting. 

  There was little to 

choose from between the 

sets with regard to color. 

They weren’t absolutely 

identical—even after 

calibration, no two sets 

using different technologies 

ever will be—but there was 

no way to declare one 

better than the other. The 

Samsung also looked 

a little sharper and at 

the same time 

smoother (a 

combination 

noted earlier), but the Panasonic 

hardly looked soft. 

  The Samsung had the usual 

off-axis limitations generic to most 

LCD sets, while the Panasonic could 

produce a good picture from any 

practical viewing angle. As to motion 

blur, even with the Samsung’s Auto 

Motion Plus (motion interpolation) 

turned off (my preferred setting), I 

was never really bothered by 

blurring—though the Panasonic 

plasma did appear to have a slight 

motion advantage if I looked 

intensely for it.

��Z��"2A3>A;.=02�6=�[�
  Lack of brightness is a major issue 

on most 3D displays, but not on the 

Samsung. Even with the Backlight 

control on 14 out of a maximum of 

20 in the Movie Picture Mode (the 

set can save different settings for 

2D and 3D in the same Picture 

Mode), the TV produced more 

than 15 ft-L for a bright, punchy 

picture. It wasn’t the brightest 3D 

I’ve ever seen, but it was close, and 

I enjoyed 3D on this set as much as 

I have on any other display, and far 

more than on most. 

  I did see a little 3D crosstalk on 

one of my usual suspects (director 

Robert Zemeckis’ 3D version of  A 

Christmas Carol ), but there was 

Panasonic wouldn’t go as bright at 

its maximum linear settings. But with 

both TVs dialed in to a comfortable 

30 to 32 foot-lamberts, brightness 

differences between the two sets 

were only occasionally visible. 

Average scenes looked equally 

bright on both of them, but 

full-screen, very bright scenes were 

noticeably punchier on the 

Samsung. There’s a technical reason 

for this—plasma designs limit their 

brightness automatically as the 

percentage of the screen filled with 

a bright image increases; LCDs do 

not. This can be a plus for an LCD 

set when you have room lights on 

but can also be occasionally 

uncomfortable for watching movies 

in the dark. 

  With its exceptional black level 

and shadow detail, the Panasonic 

remained the champ in those 

respects. With Smart LED on 

Standard (which I used for all of my 

viewing), the Samsung nevertheless 

performed admirably on all but the 

most challenging dark scenes, and 

even then never poorly. But in a 

darkened room, the star fields and 

cave scenes in  Prometheus , the 

low-contrast scenes in  Harry Potter 

and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2 , and 

the black bars on these and other 

2.35:1 movies grabbed the 

Panasonic an A+ score next to the 

  See  soundandvision.com  
for full lab results and technical 
defi nitions 
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 Test Bench
  Samsung UN65F9000 3D LCD/LED Ultra HDTV 

����!%� Calibration 

���'�% Calibration 

  SPECS �6;2=B6>=B�M*G�G�����=052BN� 57.5 x 32.9 x 1.6 (with-

out stand); 57.5 x 34.2 x 13 (with stand) z�*2645C�M">D=1BN��71.7 (without 

stand); 76.5  (with stand)�z�[���:.BB2B� 4 pair included, extras $20 each 

z�)612>��=?DCB� HDMI 1.4b (4), component video (1, shared), composite 

video (1, shared), RF (Antenna) z��D16>��=?DCB��Stereo analog (1) 

z�!C52A� EX-Link, USB, LAN, IR out, Audio Return Channel on HDMI 3 (with 

compatible AVR) z��D16>�!DC?DCB��Optical digital (Toslink), audio analog 

(minijack), IR 
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TEST REPORT 

none I could see on another frequent 

offender (Despicable Me). Crosstalk 

is a bit more likely to raise its head 

here, on occasion, than on sets 

using passive 3D glasses. But 

overall, for me, it wasn’t an issue.

The pre-calibration 3D color 

wasn’t distractingly wrong, 

particularly since most 3D material, 

being animated, is relatively 

forgiving of color errors. But a lack 

of blue did drive the Delta E 

numbers well beyond the 

acceptable range. Captain America 

looked a bit too sepia-toned. The 

blue shortcoming wasn’t evident on 

Avatar, however, as director James 

Cameron uses a more than 

generous blue emphasis in all of his 

movies. In any case, a 3D calibration 

cured the issue completely (see Test 

Bench). 

�>=0:DB6>=B
Is it time for you to consider buying 

an Ultra HDTV? Prices are 

dropping, but not exactly at 

terminal velocity. If you want a 

top-level Ultra HD set, it’s still going 

to cost you. The technology’s 

specs are still fluid. While the 4K 

sources likely to make their way into 

your hands over the next few years 

should be playable on this 

Samsung (possibly with an 

upgrade of the One Connect box), 

and should look great doing so, 

there’s no guarantee that the 

UN65F9000 (or any other current 

4K set) will get the most to be had 

out of sources produced from the 

final specs. Those enhancements 

might well include expanded color 

capabilities, an improvement that 

could very well be more visibly 

significant than Ultra HD’s 

increased resolution—at least on a 

set this size viewed from a normal 

viewing distance.

Nevertheless, this is a superb set 

for both the 2D and 3D sources we 

have now, and one of the best 

performers I have reviewed. It might 

require a bit of a leap of faith to jump 

into 4K at this early juncture, but if 

you’re an adventurous early-

adopter, you’re unlikely to be 

disappointed.

725 Pleasant Valley Dr. Springboro, OH 45066
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people rather than just intro- 
ducing victims. And of course 
Michael Myers is relentless evil 
personified. While a relationship 
is concocted later in the series to 
explain Michael’s fixation on 
Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis), 
it’s scariest how it is here. Laurie’s 
father asks her to drop off a key at 
the “old Myers place.” Michael, 
having returned home, sees her 
and stalks her. It’s far more 
chilling that being targeted by a 
maniac could be as simple as that. 
The less we know about Michael, 
the more fearsome “The Shape” 
becomes. 

Halloween’s picture is kinda 
controversial, apparently due to a 
1999 THX DVD release held as 
sacred by some for foliage colors 
tweaked to look more like Illinois in 
the fall (the movie was filmed 
around the Los Angeles area in 

springtime). While both the 1999 
DVD and this Blu-ray were 
respectively “approved” and 
“supervised” by cinematographer 
Cundey, the color is very different 
between the two. However, only 
those who can’t see the forest for the 
color of the leaves in the trees would 
prefer any previous version to this 
35th Anniversary release. All colors 
(especially skintones) are more pleas-
ingly neutral, and while the trees and 
bushes aren’t colored autumnal, their 
greens are natural. Most important, 
the nighttime scenes now show 
strong contrast, inky blacks, and 
excellent shadow detail. What you 
can’t see in the shadows is at least as 
important as what you can see, and 
the balance here is superb. Detail 
overall is shockingly strong for a film 
of this age and limited budget, even  
if the grain structure (which I like 
more than others do) comes and 
goes a bit. Nevertheless, it looks 
“better-than-ever” great overall. The 
sound has been remastered to 
7.1-channel Dolby TrueHD, which 
seems questionable but in practice  
is respectfully executed. The music 
and sound-effect cues have better 
resolution and jump, but the 
dialogue level is often too low. Sadly, 
the original mono soundtrack was 
not restored and is presented only in 
lossy, low-bitrate Dolby Digital.

The extras include 10 minutes 
of additional footage shot a few 
years later for the TV version 
(separate, not edited into the 
film), the trailer and teasers, a 
new hour-long feature on Curtis’ 
return to horror conventions,  
and a new commentary with 
Carpenter and Curtis that’s 
simply wonderful. For picture 
and sound, this is the current 
definitive Halloween, worth 
upgrading to from any previous 
release.�O�Shane Buettner

Widely credited as the first “slasher” movie, 1978’s 
Halloween is a horror trailblazer and a modern classic. It 
was a highly successful independent film prior to people 
knowing the term; and before Jason and Freddy could 

turn horror schlock into movie franchises 
(or vice versa), the genre’s way was paved by 
writer/director John Carpenter’s boogey-
man, Michael Myers. The story is 
deceptively simple with fictional Haddon-
field, Illinois, terrorized on two Halloween 
nights 15 years apart. More complex is how 
Halloween earns its scares with layers of 
cinematic atmosphere and flair, not gore. 
Carpenter and cinematographer Dean 
Cundey employed dramatic widescreen 
compositions and bold expressionistic 
lighting to terrifyingly great artistic effect. 
Ironically short on blood compared with its 
countless imitators, Halloween works by 
creating excruciating, palpable suspense. 
The purported small-town Midwestern 
setting is perfect because it could be 
anywhere in America, and Carpenter 
establishes the teenagers as believable 
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BLU-RAY
STUDIO: Anchor Bay, 1978
ASPECT RATIO: 2.35:1
AUDIO FORMAT:  
Dolby TrueHD 7.1
LENGTH: 91 mins.
MPAA RATING: R
DIRECTOR: John Carpenter
STARRING: Jamie Lee Curtis,  
Donald Pleasence, P.J. Soles 
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MONSTERS UNIVERSITY

RETURN TO THE OLD ALMA MONSTER

Ever wonder how Monsters, Inc.’s Mike and Sully met? Me 
neither, since their friendship is so well defined in that 
vastly superior original film. But Monsters University takes 
us back to their college days anyway, when the optimistic 

Mr. Wozanski and the cocky Mr. Sullivan first crossed paths. Since 
childhood, the bookish, hardworking Mike has dreamed of becoming 
the greatest scarer ever, but after a disastrous first semester, he must win 
the campus Scare Games if he’s to have any hope of continuing his 
education. That means teaming up with a ragtag bunch of underdogs—
and with Sully, who is rather a shallow jerk before he learns to play nice. 
This prequel is fraught with clichés and soon feels too darned long. As 
we used to say back when I was in school, that’s a bummer.

The technical presentation, however, earns top marks. The 16:9 
Blu-ray image is so sharp and detailed, with such outstanding 
manipulation of focus that one almost wonders if 3D is even necessary. 
But every so often a shot will drop the jaw with its realistic illusion of 
depth, evident down to subtle elements like a shaft of sunlight or a swirl 
of dust. The third dimension also does wonders to impart a sense of 
scale to the proceedings, as the grounds and halls of M.U. are flat-out 
expansive. And in 2D or 3, the range and vibrancy of the colors is 
nothing short of astounding.

The Dolby TrueHD audio is reference-quality as well. The mains and 
particularly the surrounds are host to some fun discrete effects, and the 
speakers work well together to convey directionality across the 
7.1-channel soundfield. When you hear the Frisbee whoosh by, you’ll 
know what I mean. One of the Scare Game scenarios boasts a 
Thunderdome-like 360-degree spread, fine 
resonance is exceptionally clear, and the 
bass is quite powerful, notably in the music. 

As theatrically, Monsters University is 
preceded on disc by the 3D animated short 
“The Blue Umbrella.” The 2D Disc Two, 
meanwhile, packs an audio commentary by 
director Dan Scanlon, producer Kori Rae, 
and story supervisor Kelsey Mann. A third 
disc, all in HD, features about a dozen 
segments that take us behind the scenes 
and/or share what an amazing place Pixar 
Animation Studios is to work. Several 
rough deleted scenes can be found here too. 
The bundled DVD includes the commen-
tary plus “Umbrella” in standard definition, 
and a Digital Copy rounds out this solid set. 
O�Chris Chiarella

Kaiju is a Japanese word meaning, monster—typically a 
big monster and a very bad hombre with anger issues. 
Kaiju are hard to miss, and the founder of the Kaiju feast 
was, of course, Godzilla the Great. 

In Pacific Rim, Kaiju (gesundheit) are popping up all over, emerging 
from a rift in the ocean floor and stomping all over the biggest cities 
around the Pacific. To counter the looming apocalypse, mankind has 
built mechanical monsters of its own, mechas known as Jaegers. Jaeger 
means hunter in German, but while my first encounter with a Jaeger 
was a schnitzel, these Jaegers are huge machines, matching the size and 
strength of the Kaiju. 

The film draws…um…inspiration from a raft of other movies, 
including the above-mentioned Godzilla, Avatar, Transformers, Iron 
Man, Cloverfield, Star Trek, and Independence Day. It could have been  
a mess and comes close to that in the interminable and often hard to 
follow Kaiju-Jaeger battles. Pacific Rim is hardly Oscar bait, but director 
Guillermo del Toro’s artistic guidance and attention to detail gives us a 
movie that’s stylish, inventive, beautifully photographed, well acted by 
an appealing cast, and fun to watch. 

The video here is flawless. While much of the movie takes place at 
night in the rain, and even completely underwater, the important details 
consistently punch through the murk. The film was originally shot in 
2D, and del Toro reportedly requested a generous 40 weeks to do the 
3D conversion right. It paid off with some of the best 3D I’ve seen, 
making those complex Kaiju-to-Jaeger slugfests easier to follow than in 
2D. Even the crucial dark scenes never looked anything but pristine on 

my JVC projector in 3D, despite that 
format’s inherent brightness issues. 

The audio assaults are paced more 
intelligently here than in many recent 
action films (Man of Steel and last year’s 
The Avengers come immediately to mind). 
Nevertheless, this is still a loud, dynamic 
soundtrack. But it’s highly detailed and 
clean, with plenty of surround activity and 
subterranean bass. The less than memora-
ble score is also well recorded.

The exceptional lineup of extras includes 
an audio commentary, multiple making-of 
featurettes, an artwork gallery, and much 
more. All of them are in HD and offer an 
in-depth look into the overall production, 
the special effects, and the immense 
amount of work and artistic coordination 
required to produce such a film.  
O�Thomas J. Norton

SLINGIN’ IN THE RAIN
Warner Bros.

PACIFIC RIM

BLU-RAY 3D
STUDIO: Warner Bros., 2013
ASPECT RATIO: 1.85:1
AUDIO FORMAT:  
DTS-HD Master Audio 7.1
LENGTH: 131 mins.
MPAA RATING: PG-13
DIRECTOR: Guillermo del Toro
STARRING: Charlie Hunnam, Idris 
Elba, Rinko Kikuchi 

BLU-RAY 3D
STUDIO: Disney, 2013
ASPECT RATIO: 1.78:1
AUDIO FORMAT:  
Dolby TrueHD 7.1
LENGTH: 104 mins.
MPAA RATING: G
DIRECTOR: Dan Scanlon
STARRING: Billy Crystal, John 
Goodman, Steve Buscemi 



Before Midnight is the unplanned Part 3 of what may turn 
out to be a lifetime series—one episode every nine years, 
so far—following the romance of Jesse and Céline. Before 

Sunrise (1995) had them, at 23, meeting on a train in 
Europe, getting off together in Vienna, walking and talking all day and 
night, and making love at dawn. Before Sunset (2004) found Jesse, 
author of a best-selling novel about that brief affair, running into Céline 
at a reading in Paris, resuming their walking and talking through the 
winding streets, and ending in her apartment on an ambiguous note: 
Will he catch his plane back to Chicago, returning to his wife and child, 
or stay with Céline, for whom he’s been pining all these years? In Before 

Midnight we see that he stayed with Céline, and they now have twin 
daughters, though he’s torn with guilt about the son he abandoned. The 
new film covers one day in their lives, on vacation in Greece, the land of 
ancient dreams and fallen gods, with their future together in doubt.

It’s a moving, funny, gripping movie, a wise portrait not of fresh 
romance, teeming with projection and possibilities, but of a deeply 
dug-in marriage, ripe with familiarity, banter, and love but also with 
drudgeries and creeping resentments. Mature (which is to say complex 
adult life) love has rarely been treated so fully in the movies. The script, 
like those for the first two films, was co-written by the director, Richard 
Linklater, and the two stars, Ethan Hawke and Julie Delpy, who act their 
parts with thorough naturalness, often in takes that last 10 minutes or 
more—Jesse smart, witty, but also a bit slick and (more than we’ve 
known before) manipulative, Céline even smarter in a way, extremely 
appealing, though confused and occasionally haranguing. In the big 

fight scene at the end, they’re both guilty 
and innocent of the sins with which they’re 
charged (which is usually the case in life), 
and the resolution is mutually hard-won yet 
far from final (which, again, is how these 
things often go).

The 1080p transfer is very fine, if not an 
eye-grabber; it’s a bit soft-focused, but that’s 
how it’s meant to be. Linklater captures the 
mythic landscape all around, but he doesn’t 
mean to fetishize its beauty (as some 
rom-coms set in exotic lands do, to distract 
from their hollow cores); it’s but the 
backdrop to his characters’ timeless 
chronicle. The surround sound is spacious 
and clear. The commentary track with the 
three writers is funny and illuminating.  
O�Fred Kaplan

Watching R.I.P.D., you might experience a profound 
sense of déjà vu. You may find yourself saying, “Hey, I’ve 
seen this before, only it was called Men in Black and it  
had Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones in it.” The RIPD  

is a secret special service branch of the afterlife whose primary task is  
to track down and terminate other “deados” who hide out in the real 
world and refuse to cross over. Yes, apparently it’s possible to kill 
someone who’s already dead. Nick Walker (Ryan Reynolds) is a Boston 
police officer who is killed in the line of duty. His corrupt partner shoots 
him in the face and sends him to eternity, but that’s only the beginning. 
Nick is recruited into the RIPD, and to forestall his inevitable day of 
judgment, he’s coerced into working away his earthly sins for the greater 
good. Kind of like a work release program for the dead. Roy Pulsipher 
(Jeff Bridges) is a tough-talking, long-deceased lawman from the Old 
West and a seasoned veteran of the RIPD who begrudgingly trains Nick 
as a partner and shows him the ropes of the afterlife. The plot trudges 
insipidly forward from there.

The 3D sports remarkable clarity and depth of field and utilizes every 
opportunity to showcase it with no halo or ghosting effects to speak of. 
The action moves fast and furiously, but an early scene involves the 
newly deceased Nick walking through a frozen-in-time diorama of the 
last moment of his life. The imagery is sharp and detailed while debris 
floats in the foreground as the camera moves seamlessly through the 
scenery and the background stays crisp and clear. The 2D picture is 
equally exemplary. Colors and fleshtones are consistently vibrant and 
even, with no image fluctuation or soft blur. 
Whichever method of viewing you prefer, 
you won’t be disappointed. The DTS-HD 
Master Audio soundtrack also performs on 
par with the picture quality. The highly 
stylized supernatural nature of the story 
puts much of the action and punch in the 
front speakers, but the surrounds sublimely 
complete the ambience with background 
chatter and subtle sound effects.

Extras include two slightly different but 
superior alternate openings, deleted and 
alternate scenes, storyboard animatics reel, 
bloopers, and four short featurettes. Bonus 
DVD and Digital Copy are included.

R.I.P.D. is a really good-looking and 
-sounding bad movie. If pure escapism 
with little return on the investment is what 
your evening calls for, this is it. Rent first, 
then decide if you want to own.
O�Corey Gunnestad

Universal

R.I.P.D.: REST IN PEACE DEPARTMENT

FEELING A LITTLE RIPD OFF JESSE & CÉLINE’S MID-LIFE CRISIS

BEFORE MIDNIGHT

BLU-RAY 
STUDIO: Sony Pictures Classics, 
2013
ASPECT RATIO: 1.85:1
AUDIO FORMAT:  
DTS-HD Master Audio 5.1
LENGTH: 109 mins.
MPAA RATING: R
DIRECTOR: Richard Linklater
STARRING: Ethan Hawke, Julie 
Delpy, Seamus Davey-Fitzpatrick

ENTERTAINMENT MOVIES

BLU-RAY 3D
STUDIO: Universal, 2013
ASPECT RATIO: 2.35:1
AUDIO FORMAT:  
DTS-HD Master Audio 7.1
LENGTH: 96 mins.
MPAA RATING: PG-13
DIRECTOR: Robert Schwentke
STARRING: Jeff Bridges, Ryan 
Reynolds, Kevin Bacon 
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feature presentations shift 
to full-screen 16:9 for 
these scenes.) UltraViolet 
Digital Copies of all three 
will help round out your 
virtual library.

James Dean  
Ultimate Collector’s 
Edition
What other actor has 
found such an enduring legacy from only three feature films? Almost 
60 years old, East of Eden, Rebel Without a Cause, and Giant have been 
restored from their original camera negatives at 4K, all presented at 
their correct, somewhat-less-common aspect ratios: Eden and Rebel at 
2.55:1 (“CinemaScope”), Giant at 1.66:1 (5:3). Eden, Dean’s first, is the 
best looking of the bunch, especially the refreshed color palette. Giant  
is still tainted by some video glitches and soft focus—inherent to the 
original photography?—but surely trumping all previous versions. All 
are sharp but not overly so, their filmic warmth maintained. Dialogue is 
thankfully clear, and the lovely musical scores display excellent fidelity 
in their respective DTS-HD Master Audio 5.1/5.1/2.0 incarnations.

Most of the considerable extras are ported from the long-available 
DVDs, with expert commentaries on all, plus a new featurette about 
co-star Dennis Hopper on Rebel. More reproductions of vintage 
Hollywood paraphernalia abound.

JFK 50th Anniversary Ultimate Collector’s Edition
Whether or not you endorse filmmaker Oliver Stone’s reliance upon 
conjecture interwoven with fact, JFK remains a watershed in its 
provocative exploration of John F. Kennedy’s assassination and its 
grander implications. The JFK gift set ups the classiness of even this 
formidable lot by including memorabilia that concentrates on true 
American history, with a campaign poster, respectfully assembled 
documents and correspondence, a book of quotations, and more. Even 
the Cliff Robertson–starring dramatization of Kennedy’s military 
service, PT-109, rides along on DVD.

The bonus Blu-ray from Stone’s recent 
Untold History of the United States series 
delves deeper still. The well-over-three-
hour JFK Director’s Cut does not appear to 
have been remastered, but it preserves well 
enough the director’s frequently used 
pastiche of media, different film stocks, 
even black-and-white moments, at 2.4:1. 
The 1965 documentary Years of 
Lightning, Day of Drums has at least 
been remastered for DVD, joined by 
the new JFK Remembered: 50 Years 
Later. O�Chris Chiarella

An eclectic batch of classics—old and new—is the basis of four very 
different Ultimate Collector’s Editions from Warner. Festooning 
eminently rewatchable favorites with a thoughtful array of mementos, 
the 91-year-old studio is fueling our passions with individually 
numbered limited-edition sets perfect for the most devout film fanatic 
in your life—even if it’s you.

The Wizard of Oz 75th 
Anniversary Collector’s 
Edition
Among the most anticipated 
discs of last year and one of the 
most beloved movies of all time, 
The Wizard of Oz also enjoyed a 
brief 2013 theatrical run...in 

IMAX 3D! Determined to make this 
new version truly special, Warner began with 

an 8K-resolution scan of the original camera negative, and then 
depth-mapped the restored 2D image frame by frame to create new 3D 
imagery. Particular attention was paid to the relative distances to the 
viewers’ POV, a process further refined with the use of a rotoscope to 
fully layer shapes and objects. The resulting Blu-ray 3D is one of the 
most impressive stereoscopic conversions of a catalog title I’ve seen, 
with an illusion of organic dimensionality that fairly begs us to travel 
down the Yellow Brick Road alongside Dorothy & Co. 

The quality of the 1.37:1 image itself is lovelier than ever too, with 
countless minor flaws from the 2009 disc apparently remedied. (The 
included 2D Blu-ray appears to be that same vintage ’09 platter, bundled 
here with a double DVD and UltraViolet Digital Copy.) New for the 
75th anniversary is another full-length documentary taking its place 
amid the many bonus features from the previous box, but this one is 
crammed with alternate tchotchkes: a light-up snow globe, three lovely 
“award” pins, a hardcover book, and plenty more.

The Dark Knight Trilogy: Ultimate Collector’s Edition
Christopher Nolan’s fairly miraculous reinvigoration of the Batman 
mythos in three parts has earned its ample praise. For this handsome 
keepsake box, the content of the Batman Begins, The Dark Knight, and 

The Dark Knight Rises discs is identical 
to each title’s original release—a pity 
considering the edge enhancement on 
the middle installment and the fact 
that Begins dates back to the earliest 
days of HD disc. No real complaints 
about Rises, at least.

Clearly, this edition is about the 
physical bounty—stylized art prints, 

one die-cast vehicle per movie, a softcover behind-the-scenes book—
plus a bonus disc anchored by a deep, fascinating documentary that 
puts the entire trilogy into perspective. The screen tests are a special 
treat, as is an upbeat sit-down 
between Nolan and the great 
Superman director Richard 
Donner. IMAX aficionados should 
enjoy the large-format sequences 
from the second and third films 
isolated here, finally pillarboxed to 
approximate their proper 1.44:1 
aspect ratio. (The otherwise 2.4:1 

WARNER ULTIMATE COLLECTOR’S EDITIONS

LEGENDARY MOVIES, LEGENDARY EDITIONS

THE WIZARD OF OZ 75TH 
ANNIVERSARY COLLECTOR’S 
EDITION

THE DARK KNIGHT TRILOGY 
ULTIMATE COLLECTOR’S EDITION

JAMES DEAN ULTIMATE 
COLLECTOR’S EDITION

JFK 50TH ANNIVERSARY 
COLLECTOR’S EDITION
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LevinMinnemannRudess.com

The term supergroup gets a bad rap—but with good 
reason. Often, it’s applied to a collective of hot-shot 
all-star musicians who look pretty good together on 
paper, but the resulting music usually proves the 

individual parts are actually greater than the sum. Discerning listeners 
tend to cast a wary eye, er, ear toward such lineup mashups—unless  
the pedigree is an impeccably progressive one intent on exploring the 
cosmos of composition to achieve a common sonic goal. Case in point: 
Levin Minnemann Rudess, a relentless rollercoaster ride of instrumental 
push-pull experimentation from bassist Tony Levin (Peter Gabriel, King 
Crimson), drummer Marco Minnemann (Steven Wilson, UKZ), and 
keyboardist Jordan Rudess (Dream Theater, Dixie Dregs). The intention 
of producer Scott Schorr was to match the feel of classic mid-period 
albums from Yes, Genesis, and Rush, and the 14 songs on LMR sidle 
right on up to that storied prog wheelhouse, opening up the palette in 
the process. And while LMR might sound like a mix made in improv 
heaven, the album is in fact tightly constructed, with Minnemann 
supplying Levin with the bed tracks—sometimes complete with guitar, 
bass, and drum patterns—to follow or rearrange himself, with Rudess 
then adding his own textures and washes in all the right places.

“Twitch” does just that, with Minnemann’s deft cymbal and snare work 
moving from left to right and Rudess’ kinetic keyboard lines burbling and 
skittering throughout the track. “Frumious Banderfunk” features some 
furious Zappaesque keyboard runs, with Levin’s endgame solo bass 
noodlings serving as a tasty outro. “Orbiter” opens with Levin’s channel-
panned leads and low-end lines, setting the table for Minnemann to keep 
a tight pocket for Rudess’ sweeping keyboards to fly around. 

The Special Edition of LMR includes a DVD with downloadable 
24-bit wav files of the entire album and 70 
minutes of bonus footage. You’ll see Levin 
and Rudess jam together, with Levin 
tapping, soloing, and even bringing out the 
bow on his Chapman Stick while Rudess 
adds symphonic, choral passages on his 
Korg and later shreds a few mean solos 
after a couple of knob twists on his Kronos. 
Meanwhile, Minnemann shows off some 
decent guitar chops and thrashes away on 
practice drum pads in a hotel room. These 
are the building blocks that show why LMR 
shares such dynamically intuitive interplay.

What’s in a name? When it comes to 
Levin Minnemann Rudess, ascribing the 
supergroup mantle is clearly an honor, not 
a burden. O�Mike Mettler

Legacy. Some artists embrace it, some resist it. Early-
period Genesis guitarist Steve Hackett decided to go the 
extra mile to dance on the volcano of his past, charging 
firth, er, forth to majestically recast the arrangements of  

a top-drawer selection of his ’70s output with the British prog giants. 
Hackett and his accomplished band took great command of the stage 
while doing so at London’s historic Hammersmith Apollo (née Odeon) 
on May 10, 2013, for this vigorous three-CD/two-DVD set. The CDs 
contain fine stereo offerings of that storied night, but it’s the live 
surround mix on DVD by longtime Hackett keyboardist Roger 
King—who also helmed the texturally engaging 5.1 mix for Squackett’s 
A Life Within a Day, Hackett’s 2012 collaboration with Yes bassist Chris 
Squire—that captures this band’s unique, unquiet mojo to its fullest.

“The Musical Box” opens with a precious music box tinkling faintly 
in the center. Vocalist Nad Sylvan channels his inner Peter Gabriel when 
he implores, “Play me my song,” and you instantly hear the audience 
sing along word for word in the surrounds like it’s an indelible part of 
their collective DNA. Drummer Gary O’Toole counters with “here it 
comes again” in the front right, and then nimble band interplay takes 
over, with Rob Townsend’s flute solo in the front right and King’s organ 
response in the left, followed by Lee Pomeroy expertly expanding on 
Mike Rutherford’s 12-string riff template in the right. Disjointed 
audience clapping appears in the surround left, but no one is thrown off 
as Hackett’s fiery leads during the climactic “now, now, now” section 
entangle in every channel.

The 27-minute take on “Supper’s Ready” is the crux of the show. 
O’Toole’s finger cymbals ring and cling true up front during the buildup 
intro. The kids’ chorus swarms in all 
channels, and Hackett’s dazzling solos move 
and build organically from the center to the 
surrounds and then all around, his manic 
fretboard tapping leaving no doubt about 
the origin of some of Eddie Van Halen’s 
acknowledged influences.

Four months following this recording, I 
saw a thrilling Genesis Revisited Live show 
in New York. I asked King afterward if  
he’d accomplished his 5.1 goals on Live at 
Hammersmith, and he said he felt it was 
true to the music’s intent by keeping the 
mix rooted up front and then letting it 
naturally unfold all around the listener. I 
concur. There’s no trick in this tale, as 
Genesis Revisited is worthy of repeated 
revisiting. O�Mike Mettler

Lesley Wood

ENTERTAINMENT MUSIC

CD & DVD
LABEL: InsideOut
AUDIO FORMATS: 44.1-kHz/16-bit 
PCM Stereo (CDs); DTS-HD Master 
Audio 5.1 48-kHz/24-bit (DVDs) 
NUMBER OF TRACKS: 19
LENGTH: 2:41:20 (three CDs); 
3:18:44 (two DVDs: performance 
2:41:20, documentary 37:24)
PRODUCERS: Steve Hackett, Roger 
King (5.1 mix)
ENGINEERS: Benedict Fenner, 
Martin Knight

CD & DVD
LABEL: Lazy Bones Recordings
AUDIO FORMATS: 44.1-kHz/16-bit 
PCM Stereo (CD); 48-kHz/24-bit 
PCM Stereo (DVD)
NUMBER OF TRACKS: 14
LENGTH: 1:04:49 (CD); 1:11:31 
(DVD)
PRODUCERS: Scott Schorr, Tony 
Levin
ENGINEERS: Scott Schorr, Tony 
Levin, Marco Minnemann, Jordan 
Rudess

STEVE HACKETT

GENESIS REVISITED: LIVE AT 
HAMMERSMITH

LEVIN MINNEMANN RUDESS 
SPECIAL EDITION

LEVIN MINNEMANN RUDESS
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so without clipping (McIntosh’s proprietary Autoformer and 
PowerGuard technologies make this possible). The MA8000 also 
incorporates Mac’s High Drive headphone amplifier, which 
Cornelius says is ready to take on virtually any type of headphone—
from 20 to 600 ohms.

How does Mac define a “fully featured preamplifier?” For starters, 
there are 15 inputs around back, including five that feed digital 
signals through the McIntosh Digital Engine, which corrects tim- 
ing errors (jitter) and upconverts audio data for decoding by a 
192-kilohertz/32-bit digital-to-analog converter. “This design yields 
very high audio performance while being tolerant of less than perfect 
signals that may come from a variety of sources such as online 
streaming, worn CDs, and so forth.”

The preamp side also caters to vinyl 
lovers with separate inputs for moving-
magnet and moving-coil phono 
cartridges, both of which are adjustable 
via remote control so you can make 
tweaks while listening from the sweet 
spot. One more feature worth 
highlighting: an eight-band EQ that 
you can set and assign to a specific 
input. All this tech and beauty can be 
yours for $10,000.—Bob Ankosko

The audio world has undergone dramatic change since 
stacks of McIntosh amplifiers powered the iconic 
Woodstock Festival in 1969. One thing that hasn’t 
changed much is the signature VU meter that’s become 

synonymous with McIntosh Labs, which has been making high-
performance audio gear since 1949 when Frank McIntosh set out to 
build a better amplifier. His legacy lives on behind the glowing meters 
that adorn the elegant glass faceplate of Mac’s latest masterpiece, the 
MA8000 integrated amplifier. 

But this is no ordinary integrated amp, with its brushed-aluminum 
knobs and rack handles, dual-layer stainless-steel chassis, and overall 
domineering presence. Yes, the MA8000 combines a preamplifier and 
power amplifier in one component and, in doing so, saves space. But 
Ron Cornelius, McIntosh training and 
product manager, is quick to point out 
that the 100-pound behemoth is “one of 
the only integrated amplifiers that has 
the power and functionality of what you 
usually only find in separate 
components.” Specifically, a 2 x 300-watt 
amplifier and a fully featured preamp. 

On the power side, you get a solid-
state amp that’s “guaranteed” to deliver 
300 watts into any speaker load and do 
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VU from Above
McIntosh MA8000 Integrated Amplifier
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Beyond 4K 

DLA-X900RKT

4K resolution delivers stunning detail. But high resolution alone isn’t enough.           

The DLA-X900RKT features 4K e-shift3 to provide 4K precision, but also boasts the 

industry’s highest native contrast ratio of 150,000:1 for the deepest blacks and the purest 

whites.  The 6th generation 1920 x 1080 D-ILA devices reduce pixel gap by 40% to 

produce our most finely detailed, film-like image yet.  So when choosing a projector, look 

beyond resolution.  Look to JVC.  Learn more at procision.jvc.com

DLA-X700RDLA-X500RDLA-X35
Native Contrast Ratio Native Contrast Ratio Native Contrast Ratio Native Contrast Ratio
50,000:1 60,000:1 120,000:1 150,000:1


