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Bargain bunch of hoxe

Onkyo’s fully-featured 5.1 package is idiot-proof home cinema at its best

nkyoes proposition is the
O most traditional in this
grouptest, bundling a

standalone DVD player with an

AV receiver and a 5.1 speaker
package in one big box. Itss one
heck of a deal; Onkes separate
components are aggressively priced
at the best of times, and here, the
company has brought the tag down
to £400 for the complete package.
Going the separates route also
brings advantages in performance
quality, albeit at the expense of

a little convenience.

The DVD player is very much
entry-level, but it can handle most
formats and upscales video to
1080p. Being housed in a separate
cabinet means less signal
degradation and audio jitter, too.

The AV receiver is a key attraction.
It weighs more than any of the other
units here and is a cousin to the
TX-SR506 (reviewed in  HCC #161).
Ites no powerhouse, but for sheer
excitement | feel it blows rival mini
systems out of the water. Its
back-panel offers three HDMI v1.1
inputs, which is helpful. Connecting
it together takes a while, but all of
the cables are thrown in and ites not
too challenging. You might possibly
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need a three-gang adapter to plug in
all the mains leads, though.

This done, youere all set for a
rocking good home cinema
experience. Theress no pseudo-
surround sound here; connectall“  ve
speakers and the active subwoofer
and the receiver will deliver all
" avours of Dolby and DTS 5.1 formats.
The regular DD 5.1 audio track on  Iron
Man, for example, offers subtle
ambient effects and sub-stretching
explosions in equal measure.

The “ ve MDF speakers and
supplied cable let you spread the
sound“ eld all around the room, but in
truth theyere not the most substantial
cabinets and are the limiting factor in
the sonic equation. The package has
clearly been built to a tight budget,
but it still manages to deliver a
cohesive and satisfyingly large sound.

The subwoofer adds enough
(fairly uncontrolled) bass to excite
a modestly-sized room and, overall,
this separates solution delivers a big
bang for your buck.

Picture-wise, the DVD player does
a reasonable job of upscaling
standard de“nition DVDs to 720p,
although | feel therees little point
pushing the output to 1080p.

It also makes some sense to channel

Centre point:
The chunky
AVR is the
heart of
Onkyo’s

bargain-priced
all-in-one
package

the HDMI cable directly to the TV
rather than through the receiver
because this will shorten the signal
path signi* cantly.

If sound quality is a priority, then
separates is the way forward. With its
dedicated electronics and full quota
of speakers, it can a deliver
genuine home cinema
experience . Some may feel it
a shame that convenience and style
have to be sacri“ced, but the
undeniable advantage of separates
is that you can upgrade them.

And with those two extra HDMI
inputs it wonet be long before you
add a set-top box and games console
to the mix.
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The David Blaine of AV

Philips’ space-saving solution is almost the real thing

e SoundBar is a seductive
choice for anyone with a small
apartment and an eye for style,

and the concept has proved a big
success for Philips. This iteration
combines all of the speakers and
electronics you need for a home
cinema inside one package that can
be mounted on the wall beneath
your " atscreen TV ... an equally smart
subwoofer takes care of bass and
messy cabling. With a DVD player on
board and virtual 5.1 surround sound,
ites certainly the least conspicuous
way of sneaking a home cinema into
the front room.

This Philips package could
almost trade on its looks alone.
| was impressed by its predecessor,
the HTS8100, but this re*  ned product
looks even nicer, with a crisp white
LED display, elegant curves and clean
lines. Ites styled to match the brandes
own 42in” atpanel TVs (see page 60),
but itell look great underneath any
screen. Even the big woofer has sex
appeal, and it cleverly manages the AV
cables so that just a single umbilical
lead conveys audio and power
between itself and the main unit.

The HTS8140 has an iPod dock
thrown in, giving you convenient
access to your MP3 collection via the

onscreen graphics and the
handsome Philips remote control.

A USB slot grants access to storage
devices; it can read almost any audio
and video “les, including DivX.

The system is a doddle to use. One
cable runs to the subwoofer, which in
turn plugs into the mains, while an
HDMI cable runs to the TV. Tap the
glass panel at the centre and it
springs into life. Tap the eject button
and the panel glides open to reveal
the DVD player.

Selecting video preferences is easy,
and an onscreen wizard helps you set
the Ambisound levels to best suit your
room. This is an important step that
shouldnet be skipped.

From the picture quality, ites
immediately apparent that this is a
quality DVD player. Either on 576p
or 1080p, the image frommy  Iron Man
reference platter looks
bold and clear with good
contrast. Sonically,
though, the results are
much more mixed.

The SoundBar uses a
virtual surround
algorithm to create the
illusion of being encircled
by speakers. But like
David Blaine, ites only

Sergeant
general:

The subwoofer
acts as the
cable hub, too

partially convincing. The “  rst-gen
HTS8100 made a brave stab at
distributing effects, but ultimately
it failed; this time the DSP has been
improved and the Ambisound mode
really does create wraparound FX,
at least with some material. In fact,
the “rst time you hear
Ambisound youell de* nitely
be impressed . However, itss still
far from natural, and the heavily-
processed sound grates when you
turn the volume up. Keep to a
moderate level and youell better
appreciate its detailed tone and
delicate bass. The unit suits dialogue
and music, but it can sound a bit
harsh with explosions ... speci* cally
when Tony Stark “rst dons his Iron
Man out” t.

led rate the Philips SoundBar as a
technically “ne product with
admirable design, build and features.
It does its main job of improving on
your TVes output, but ultimately it
doesnet really cut it in home cinema
enthusiast circles.
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Curved style icon

But does this Samsung set offer the performance to match its design?

amsung is pushing the
S-designer- envelope with its
latest creation. The HT-X715 is

a 5.1 cinema system, but not as we
know it. The organic shape of the
centre unit and speakers looks
otherworldly, especially with the
crystal-like ruby-red plastic around
the speaker baf” es. The subtle
colouring is what Samsung calls
its stouch of coloure design in the
US, «Crystal Designe over here and ites
meant to match the companyes TVs.
The good news is that somewhere
underneath all the sculpted plastic
is a DVD player, “ ve-channel
ampli“ er and 5.1 speaker system.

The pebble-like head unit looks
best standing vertically and can be
“ xed upright to the wall next to your
TV. The slot-loading disc drawer is
on top so all you see is the tactile
bonnet. Touching it awakens the LED
display, showing a series of cheerful
symbols, a greeting and the time.
Useful track information scrolls across
the screen, too, so ites not purely for
show. The touch-sensitive buttons
are just visible on the plastic body, but
otherwise itss completely smooth; the
HDMI output and other connections
are tucked away at the back.

Five rounded speakers
complement the system perfectly
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with their own cable management
and matching “nish; the rears are
wireless ready, if you add the
optional SWA-4000 adaptor. Once
you get over the Hollywood styling
though, it becomes clear that these
are quite lightweight plastic boxes
that arenst designed for larger
cinema installations, despite the
800W power claim. But there

are “ ve, plus a similarly-styled
subwoofer, so you do get surrounded
by sound.

The system ticks most of my
must-have feature boxes, with an
HDMI output for upscaled video,
compatibility with nearly all disc
formats and the ability to read from
... and even record onto ... a USB
drive. Theress even Bluetooth
connectivity if you want to access
“ les stored on your mobile phone,
for example. All thates missing
is a dedicated iPod socket and
an HDMI input.

Samsunges onscreen user
interface and remote make it very
easy to get started. The supplied
cables are colour-coded and therees
no auto-setup to run through.
Connecting via HDMI to my reference
TV gave a crisp, upscaled image
at 720p with vivid colours and
reasonable contrast, that was just

Other option:
A 2.1 array
—the HT X710
—is also
available.
It uses the
half-tallboy
speakers

a little more grainy than that from
the Philips SoundBar.

Sonically, the Samsung
manages to deliver a
cohesive wrap-around
sound through those beehive
speakers. The front tallboys deliver
decent midrange, although the treble
is a bit shrill and not designed for big
volume levels. The bass meanwhile
is somewhat too boomy; while itell
impress at low levels, it falls apart
when you raise the dB.

Essentially, this is a stylish sound
and vision system thates not
supposed to blow the doors off of a
dedicated home cinema room.

At this it succeeds. Full marks then
for originality, but a must-try-harder
for actual sonic performance.
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Stand and deliver

Home cinema made easy? That'’s the appeal of Sharp’s slick AV stand

harp has come up with another

Ssneaky way of smuggling a
complete home cinema

system into the living room; build a

TV stand with a DVD player,

multichannel ampli“  er and surround

speakers inside. The electronics ... a

single unit that looks just like the

brandes HT-DV50H system ... “ ts

" ush with the front of the stand, so

you just see the slot and display,

" anked by the two driver arrays.

The concept is smart, because
most people still tend to use TV
stands rather than wall-mounting
... and where better to locate your kit
than right underneath the screen?

A short run of HDMI cable (included)
is all thates required to get going, and
the hefty structure provides the
perfect place to conceal two
subwoofers. And you are still left with
enough shelf space to put your
set-top box and games console.

Ites a pity the stand itself is
a rather clumsy, angular design
(it looks like it belongs in a pub)
because it feels very sturdy
and well put together. The two
subwoofers are on hinges attached
to the tabletop, so while it seems like
a hellish self-assembly job from the
box, you donet actually need a
screwdriver at all. Ites simply a case

of unfolding the legs and popping All'in one
the shelves in place. place:
The MDF panelling is painted Sh?‘rp’s
black, as are the grills for the monolithic
speakers. The electronics and glass stand really is
a one-box

surfaces are all glossy black, too, so
the whole thing sort of disappears in
dark room. The long and narrow
shape will suit any screen size up to
around 60in very comfortably.

Besides the DVD player, the Sharp
table system also conceals a USB
port for accessing picture, sound and
video “les and digital audio inputs at
the rear for connecting whatever
components you put on the shelf.
Surprisingly, given all the spare room
inside the stand, therees no
accommodation for an iPod, but you
do get two mic inputs for karaoke.

DVD picture quality is slightly grainy
and the upscaling here only goes up to
1080i, which isnst such
an issue in this
grouptest as none of
the other systems do
a particularly good job
of boosting the picture
up to 1080p, anyway.
The onscreen graphics
arenst as slick as the
rival players, though,
and the low-budget
remote control is

home cinema

crowded with buttons. Amazingly,
theress even a shift button to double-
up functions.

At least setting up the sound is a
no-brainer, with all the speakers
already accommodated and ready to
go. Being built into a big, heavy
cabinet is an added advantage too,
reinforcing the bass from the twin
subwoofers and the four front-* ring
drive units. The result is
satisfyingly full and
resonant with a reasonable
amount of treble detail and
plenty of room-* lling bass
The trouble is, it doesnst project well
and speakers sound best when the
tweeters are on ear level. So unless
youere lying on the "oor, yousre not in
the sweet spot. In short, this solution
is a nice idea, but ites "awed by poor
design and limiting speakers.
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SONY F200

Virtual unreality

This system’s two-channel performance is excellent, but what about surro

onyes 2.1-channel solution is
Sthe smallest and the simplest
entrant in this roundup, but it
looks effortlessly classy behind its
cool glass fascia. The secret of its
slim size lies with the massive
S-Master sub that takes care of all
the ampli* cation and cabling, leaving
just a sleek DVD player and dinky
speakers on show.

The upright design saves table
space and provides easy access to
the slot-loading DVD player on one
side and USB Host port on the other.
The disc-spinner is compatible with
most audio and video formats,
although not Sonyes own Super
Audio CD, and the USB port can
record as well as play. Unlike the
fancy LED displays on some of its
rivals, this one is quite calm, with
just track info and a clock displayed
most of the time.  The onscreen
display is more impressive,
making use of Sonyes
legendary easy-to-use
GUI . A decent remote control
helps the F200 win full marks for
user-friendliness.
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Setup is straightforward, with Burn baby
colour-coded cables running to the burn:
sub and an HDMI lead to the TV. The F200's USB
From this you get pin-sharp pictures Host port will
from the DVD in standard-def 576p record as well

as play

mode and even better results when
you upscale to 720p. ltell go all the
way to 1080p, in fact, and theress no
grain or video noise at all here, just
vivid pictures.

Stereophile

Put on a CD like Paul Wellerss
Changing Man and the worryingly
slim desktop speakers manage to
pull a remarkably broad and
descriptive sound out of the bag.
The stereo soundstage projects well
and is superbly sweet and open in
the higher frequencies.

Ites a similar story with DVD in
stereo, too; atmospheric music and
crisp dialogue. But the F200 falls " at
in surround mode. Sony uses a
evirtuale system to conjure up the
illusion of rear speakers, but it
doesnet really work. It sounds overly
processed and makes the sub bass
seem disembodied from the two

und?

speakers. | soon found myself
switching back to stereo mode and
being content with the wide
two-channel soundstage.

It might not manage real 5.1
surround, but therees lots to like
about the Sony system. Ites classier
than Keira Knightley and just
as thin, and CDs sound great. The
user interface is slick too, so youell
actually enjoy putting discs in. It just
doesnet pull off a convincing 5.1
surround soundtrack with its two
skinny speakers. It seems you canst
have everything.
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Final standings

There-s more than one way to skin a cat, and, it would
seem, even more variations on the ever-popular
one-stop home cinema solution. You could take
the separates route with Onkyo, or Samsunges more
design-led option, or if you have a fear of cables, you
could consider the ingenious Philips SoundBar.

Yet the Sharp entrant to this grouptest is perhaps
the most cunning.  Hiding all of the speakers
and electronics in the stand means zero
cabling , and the hefty piece of AV furniture provides
a sturdy cabinet for the twin subwoofers as well as a
steady platform for your TV. Sadly though, one foot from
the ” oor is just too low a position for front speakers, and
the system failsto “ Il the room.

Sonyes classy two-channel F200 system is musically
the most accomplished and has the best user interface.
It also gleans a crystal-clear image and stereo soundtrack
from DVD, but it just canst do real surround sound, despite
the virtual processing. Ideal for a second room perhaps,
but not up to home cinema standard.

The Philips HTS8140 SoundBar makes a better
stab at placing surround effects around the room and
you canet beat it for convenience. It scores full marks
for its razor-sharp picture too, but in surround mode it
sounds processed and just canet compete with the extra
speakers of the Samsung and Onkyo systems.

Photo “ nish

Both of the 5.1 propositions achieve the real home
cinema deal with Dolby and DTS surround. With its
organic shape the Samsung setup aces the Onkyo
bundle on style and convenience terms, and it throws in
some cool new features, like Bluetooth connectivity and
writing to USB drives.

For value and sheer home cinema performance
though, the Onkyo system proves that you canet beat
dedicated separates. Ites not at slick as the Sony, or
as stylish as the Samsung, or as convenient as the
Philips, but it offers real surround sound and
ampli“cation, and a whole world of upgrading for
an attention-grabbing price

Champion system: The £400 Onkyo package
combines value, performance and versatility
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HCC VERDICT

Onkyo HT-C5115; £400 App
Price check: www.techradar.com/4672

Highs:Proper 5.1 surround sound;
terrific value; room-filling sound;
good upscaling performance
Lows:Bulky form factor; three mains

b2

HCC VERDICT

Samsung HT-X715; £490 App
Price check: www.techradar.com/4674

Highs:Fabulously original design;
great 5.1 sound at mid levels;
Bluetooth connectivity
Lows:Tinny and boomy sound at

plugs high levels; lightweight speakers
Performance 4 Performance 4
Design @& Design: '5)
Features: 4 Features: 4
Overalls 4 Overalls 4
= Specifications = Specifications
DVD playeresalso CD and DivX DVD playeresalso CD and DivX
playback playback

TuneryesAM/FM with RDS

Claimed total power outpuZ40W

USB Hoskegreads music and

picture files

Surround sounoesAll flavours of Dolby
and DTS 5.1

HDM lyesthree in and one out

Hi-def outputyesupscaling all the way
to 1080p

TuneryesAM/FM with RDS

Claimed total power outpuB0OW

USB Hostesreads and writes files to a
USB drive

Surround soundesAll flavours of Dolby
and DTS 5.1

HDMIyesone output

Hi-def outputyesupscaling all the way

to 1080p
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HCC VERDICT HCC VERDICT HCC VERDICT

Philips HTS8140; £600 App Sony F200; £400 App Sharp ANPR1500H; £600 App
Price check: www.techradar.com/467312 Price check: www.techradar.com/467571 Price check: www.techradar.com/467564

Highs:Slick user interface; elegant Highs:Clever way of hiding big
space-saving design; excellent speakers; room-filling bass; clear
stereo performance; writes to USB dialogue channel

LLows:No real surround effect; Lows:Unconvincing surround sound;

Highs:Clear picture; very practical
form factor; genuine surround FX
Lows:Slightly disjointed bass
channel; sounds compressed in
surround modes

sounds overly processed bulky design; no HDMI input
Performance © Performance © Performances ©
Design: 4 Design: '5) Design: ©
Features: 4 Features: 4 Features: 4
Overalls e Overallf 0 Overalls 9
- Specifications =» Specifications = Specifications
DVD playeresalso CD and DivX playback DVD playeresalso CD and DivX DVD playeresalso CD and DivX
TuneryesAM/FM with RDS playback playback
iPod supportyeswith the bundled iPod TuneryesAM/FM with RDS TuneryesFM with RDS
cradle Claimed total power outpu#l05W Claimed total power outpuBOOW
USB Hostesreads music and picture USB Hostesreads and writes files USB Hostesreads music and picture
files to USBs

files
Surround sounaioVirtual surround

sound from 2.1 speakers
HDM yesoutput to display only HDM Ilyesoutput to display only

Hi-def output:yesupscaling Hi-def output:yesupscaling to 720p
to 1080p and 1080i

Surround sounaio’Ambisounde provides
epseudoe 5.1
HDMIyesoutput to display only
Hi-def outputyesupscaling all the way
to 1080p

Surround sounaioVirtual Dolby and
DTS via 2.1 speakers
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