DOLBY DIGITAL/DTS PREAMPLIFIER-PROCESSOR
& 5-CHANNEL AMPLIFIER

Rotel rTC-965
& RB-985 Mk.II THX

ROTEL RTC-965 PREAMPLIFIER-PROCESSOR

hate o sound like the porker who
built his house of bricks, but before vou buy
the Rotel RTC-965 or any other preamp
processor, you'd better be planning for your
home-theater future—things are moving
that fast.

First, youd better consider your move to
DTV or HDTV If thats coming soon, vou
should consider a preamp-processor with
component video switching, something the

SPECIFICATIONS

RTC-245 A/V preamplifier-pracessor with
AM/FM tuner, Dolby Pro Lagic, Dolby Digital,
ond DTS

Video inputs: 5 S-video/composite,

2 5-video/composite video outputs (record,
TV monitor)

Audio inputs: MM phona, CD, 2 oudio
tape loaps, 5.1 channel discrate

Digital inputs: 4 (2 coaxial, 2 TosLink]

Dimensions: 175° « 67"« 12"
[WH-D)

Weight: 15.2 Ibs.

Warranty: 5 years parts & lobor

Prices $877

RB-985 Mic.ll THX 5-channel power amplifier

Power output: 100Wpc @ B
THD: 0.03%, 20Hz-20kHz, W
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Rotel lacks. After all, you're not going to be
wanting 1o pull three plugs out of vour HD
receiver and push them into your DVD play-
erevery time you want (o watch a movie, and
vice-versa when going the other way around.

On the other hand, if your move to HD is
still a few years off, you'll probably be happy
with the Rotel. Given this suave-sounding
model's ridiculously low price ($899), theres
no need to be concerned about future obso-

Signal/noise: 115dB, IHF “A”-weighted

Frequency response: 10Hz-80kHz,
0 5dB

Domping factor: 180

Input sensitivity: 27k0,/1.0Y

Dimensions: 174" - 53"« 154"
(WD)

Weights 34.1 Ibs

Price; 5999

Manufacturer

Rofel of America

54 Concored Streat

Morth Reading, Ma. 01844-2495
tel. (¥78] 444-3820

berxe [978) 644-4109
wowrw,rodel com

Michael Fremer

lescence—you'll be getting your moneys
worth. In fact, theway [ seeit, why spend big
bucks now on a preamp-processor with all
the features you'll want and need in a few
vears, when you can have the Hotel for
uncler a grand now and put the difference
into the bank or the stock market? |4
replacernent for this model is planned for
daete this year, but as of

this printing, the




here is no need to be concerned
bout future obsolescence—youll be geting

our money’s worth.

RTC-965 remains in the Rotel line—TIN)|

The RTC-965 is, by today's standards, a
'basic” preamp-processor. It gives you
Dolby Digital, DTS, Pro Logic, AM/FM ste-
reo with 30 presets, MM phono, multiple
inputs of S-video and composite switching,
and 5.1-channel direct throughput for future
upgrades like DVD-Audio. The truth is,
though, if you're like the bulk of videophiles
out there, licking their chaps for HDTV and
progressive-scan DVD, your future upgrades
will require a great deal more than a 5.1-
channel throughput. But why dwell on the
future when, in the present, you can have
the RTC-965' performance and fexibility
for the cost of some audiophile cable?

This receiver-sized preamp is neatly laid

out front and rear; but with no illumination
and a dark-on-dark front-panel scheme,
you'll be switching on a light or using a
flashlight until you learn the layout. The
face is dominated by 10 source pushbut-
tons, including a generous five AV switch-
ers. Below that are series of smaller push-
buttons for switching modes (Pro Logic, 3-
channel stereo, DSE steren), dynamic-range
compression for late-night viewing, a Menu
button for activating the onscreen program-
ming, a Speaker Mode for controlling bass-
management functions, 5.1-Channel Input
for the Throughput feature, Video Labels
(which lets you customize the names of
your video inputs), and Video 1 Rec, which
selects which video source's output reaches

the inputs of the VCR eon-
nected to Video 1. This is an
independent loop, meaning you can

listen (o another input while recording,

Below that row are three sets of + buttons
for setting the subwoofer, surround, and cen-
ter-channel levels. While most of vour adjust-
ing will be done using the onscreen menu,
you can't access the onscreen display (0S0)
while watching your monitor's built-in tuner,
s0 having convenient, easy-to-use front-
panel controls is a good feature. A large LED
display above the rows of buttons maonitors
surround mode, wner choices, and othey
data. To its right are the tuner presets, uning
modes and controls, and volume. Below ar
the bass, treble, and balance eontrols,

Most of the time, though, you'll be contra
ling the RTC-965 using the RR-39 !r:amin';
remote, a “generic” model vsed by mary
mianulacturers, including Sherwood Newca, -
tle and B&K, This is one way Raorel, like She,
wood, can offer a high level of performance
and quality for such a reasonable price, but

Stersophin Guaos to Homa Theater « Ocrobar 2000 121



the RR-3% is not the most convenient you'll
tind. While the controls can be bathed in cool
blue light at the push of a button, the source
harttons themselves are not labeled. so illumi-
mation doesnt help vou identify which is
which. The' two rows of five source buttons
each are identified by writing below each thar,
until you've memaorized them, vou'll need to
find with a flashlight or lamp.

A particularly annoying fealure of the
remoie is the procimity of the Mute control

Display

Toshiba TWAOX81 projsction TV

Hughes//VC DLA G10 Digital
Grophics projector

Deuce Pro Secaler

Crystalimage 2.0 video sealer

Da-Lite Do-Snap screen [92* diaganal]

Sources

Fioneer DY-05 DVD player

Fioneer CLO-DE06 LD player

Sharp TU DTV1000 digital tuner

Cables

Digitod: Wireworld Edipsa Geld,
YLD Reference

Interesnmects: Straight Wire (processor
fo amp)

Vides: AudioQuest S-vidso, component

Speaker: Sumiko OCOS (L/C/R,
surraumncs)

Misc.

Audie Power Industries Power Wedge
114 lina conditioner

Terk Pi indoor powered FM antenna

Terk AM Advantage AM-1000 indoar
AM anrtenno
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to the tuner's Band button. While the
instructions tell you the latter duplicates
the front panels AM/FM tuner band con-
trol, it does something much different if
vou accidentally press it. Usually, when vou
press Mute, you need to cut the sound
quickly—as when your significant other is
screaming at you over explosions. But if vou
hit Band instead of Mute—very casy to
dol—the input source automatically
switches to the tuner. And if you have no
antenna connected Lo the tuner, vou'll gel
an ungodly combination of very loud statie
and/or loud voices and music. That always
makes the wifey happy when she's
demanding your attention.

Also, while the Up and Down conirols for
the onscreen menu cursor are near the cen-
ter of the remate, adjacent o the button
that accesses the 05D in the Orst place, the
Enter and Back buttons used in this process
are somewhere else entirely. 5o the RR-39 s
not a particularly pleasant remote to use
until you get the hang of it, and even then,
the best that can be said for it is that it's
rugged, reasonably well laid out despite the
few annoyances, and it can learn the codes
for and operate up to eight other devices.

| Setup and Use

i The RTC-965% uncluttered, well-marked

rear-panel layout makes hookup easy,
There are four digital source inputs: two
coax, two TosLink, and five AV [one of
these is a tape loop), along with phone, CI,
and two audie tape loops, There’s no digital
oul for CD-R or Minilisc recording The
lell, right, center, surround, and subwoofer
ouls are thankfully in an open location on
the panel, next to the AM/FM antenna ter-
minals—something not every manufactur-
er provides. This makes connecting higher-
quality cables [which often sport bulky RCA
plugs) maore convenient than on some pre-
amp-processors and receivers,

Unce you're all connected, the Rotel is
easy to use and configure. If vou've done
this before, you'll have no trouble doing it
with the Rotel. More important, those
who've never configured an A/V processor
before will alse find it painless, both
because of the cleanly designed and easy-
to-use OS50 and, for a change, a really well-
edited, well-laid-out instruction booklet
actually written in complete sentences!
Congratulations, Rotel.

With any selected input, a digital source




)

will take precedence over an analog one.
The Input Source factory default is Auto;
ie, if you load a DTS 5.1-channel music
disc or a DTS DVD into vour plaver, it will
automatically switch to DTS and play. Ditto
a Dolby Digital DV The '965 does this
with nary a digital hiccup or belch. (If you
have an AC-3RF laserdisc player, you'll
need an outboard RE demodulator)

Sweet Sound

Rotel is known as a sound-oriented compa-
ny. and vou'll understand why when vou
hear the RTC-965—a sweet preamp-
processor with none of the metallic, edgy,
thin, and sometimes grainy sound afflicting
some budpget and even some not-so-hudget
products. While I've heard somewhat more

refined, mare highly resolved sound from |

pre-pros costing well over twice the "965%
asking price of $899, the Rotels sonic per-
[ormance was impressive.

I used it to drive the Rotel RB-985 Mkl
amplifier and the B&K Reference 7250
(reviewed in July/August 2000). 1 was more
than pleased with the sound 1 gol [rom
bath combinations, and with the RTC-965%5
ability to allow each amplifier to reveal its
own particular character.

Sometimes, using a budgel preamp-
processor with expensive, revealing loud-

speakers can be a serious mismatch unfair |

 both products. But used in conjunction
with the very revealing and very expensive
Aerial Acoustics loudspeaker system
(reviewed in our May 2000 issue), the W'C-
965 sounded dynamic, authoritative, and
harmonically rich. 1f it fell short in any area,

it was in the ability to reveal inner detail on |
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some familiar material, Mo, the '965 did not
have the Dencn 5700 receivers airy,
detailed upper midrange, nor could it pre-
sent  focused, layered, 3-dimensional
images with the same degree of darity. But
given the Denon's price premium over the
Rotel (5200 more than the combination of
the RTC-965 and RB-985), these [ailings
wire more than made up for by the Rotel
processors velvety-rich overall balance and
outslanding extension at the frequency
exlrermnes.

Most of the reasonably priced gear I've
auditdoned performs DTS, Dolby Digital,
and Pro Logic decoding equally well—not

Unless otherwiss notec], these readings were
taken o the left front channal

The Rotel RE-285 Mk II's input impedance mea-
sured 35ks2, the cutput impedance 0.05201—
beoth valves shauld make for easy matching with
other components. The gain wos 28.7dB. The
crossialk from the lefi fo the cerer channel mea-
sured ~70dB across most of the frequency
range, and ackally improved at 20kHz, to
—80dB. From the center to the left channel, the
crosstolk medsured —73dB up to dkHz, decrecs-
ing to ~68dB ot 20kHz. These low valves of
cresstalk will net affect the amplifier’s audible
performanca. The A-weighted 5/M, relatve to
W inke 8, measured 101dB all dB levels
rounded to the necress dB).

Tha Rotel's frequency response was flet, down
by only o trivial <0.1dB of 20Hz and 20kHz
into B {~0.16dB at 20kHz info 403). The

surprising, as all of them use cither the
same of eguivalent off-the-shelf chipses.
The Rolel's performance was neither better
nor worse than the others in this repard. Its
FM luner pulled in the usual suspects using
a Terk P'i powered antenna, and the AM did
as well with Terk's AM Advantage AM-1000.

ROTEL RB-9B5 MK.Il THX

POWER AMPLIFIER

Rotel is one of those "multinational” com-
panies that picks and chooses parts from all
over the world while making some of its
w1y, including toroldal ranslormers—the
true heart of any amplifier. But how Kotel

omplifier's 1kHz and 10kHz squorewoves were
about o5 good as we've sean Fom a madern
amp, wifh fost nsefimes and no overshoat ar
ringing. Tofal harmenic distorion (THD) plus
noise o kow powar {1 into 802 ond 2W inte
403 was extremealy low, never exceeding
D.014% at any sudible frequency.

At clipping [1% THD4naize, 1kHz), the Ratel
produced 158Wpe with tweo channels driven
into 81, 259Wpe with two channals driven inks
A0 ‘Whan | fested the omplifier intka 202, it pro-
fection circuits ripped ot just over A00W, cne
chonnel driven, so it wos not possible to deter-
mine a precisa clipping level with fhat load. In
any event, Rotel doasn't recommend that this
amp be usad with speckers of less than 40,
With five chonnels driven inke 800 ot 1kHz or
20Hz, the Rotel genercted 128Wee, The
power-iine vollages for these measurements
ranged fram 118V to 119 —TIN



manages to sell the 100W=5 RB-985 M1
'HX's high-current, low-noise, low-distor-
tion performance and superb build and
parts qualities for $999 is a mystery Lo me.
I'm not complaining, [ don't have a test
bench, so I can't measure this amp's perfor-

cal goings-on (and sound effects) while
maintaining its essentially rich yet detailed
sonic character, This is one amplifier that
didn't seem 1o jack up the distortion when
asked to spew power.

I drove the front L/Rs full-range o check

attractive flavor, But given how most movie
soundtracks are balanced, the RB-985 M. 1T
tasted ahour right to me.

I predict overall exemplary measure-
ments and conservative power ratings for
this outstanding performer. Highly recom

mance—I can only listen. What T heard was
an amplifier with power, control, musicali-
ty, and an overall sonic balance that was
rich without being ripe, detailed without
having sharp edges.

[he "985% sound was what T think Sher-
wood was aiming for with its AM-9080
amplifier, which 1 reviewed last vear (June
19997, I thought the Sherwood was a bit 1o
lush and sweet, but the "985 ME.IT managed
to be rich-sounding, detailed, and power-
ful. It sounded more muscular than its
100Wpe would seem to indicate. The
watlage specification is unambiguous: all
channels driven into 8 , 20Hz-20kHz, at
less than 0.03% total harmonic distortion—
and, I'll bet, withou the application of
massive amounts of  sound-qualitv-
destroying negative feedback,

One of the first tracks T auditioned after
setting up the Rotel combo was Suzanne
Viega's “Caramel,” from ColumbialLegacy's
5.1-channel Dolby Digital DVD The Best of
Sessions ar West 54ih 56 Tt didn't hore thar
the speakers were the Aerial Acoustics sys-
tem, but it could have. That system is bath
revealing and not particularly efficient—
the 7B fronts and CC-3 center are rated at
a6dB, the SR3 surrounds at B5dB. Yet the
"985 hac no rouble driving the system with
ease. WO matter how loud T cranked it, or
how difficult the source material, the Rotel
exhibited an cutstanding grip on the musi-

nghly recommended—and not just for those
looking to spend a grand.

oul the "985% bass performance, and this
proved 1o be one of the kevs to its sonorous
nature. I've heard tighter, more highly
damped bass from some far more expen-
sive and powerful amplifiers driving the
Aerial 7Bs, but the "985 never sounded slop-
py. oul of control, or weak-bottomed, The
very bottom of "Caramel™s electric bass
was taut, extended, and dynamically well-
developed. It was in the lower midbass that
the richness lay, and that is whar gave the
amp its pleasing opulence,

From there up, the "983% sonic perfor-
mance was equally exemplaryv—especially
on top, where it never sounded edgy, thin, or
bright any more than it sounded veiled,
rolled-off, or syrupy, Instead, there was an
ideal balance of transient speed, detail, deli-
cacy, and air—especially when 1 drove itwith
a far more costly pre-pro than the RTC-965,

Pevwerful, detailed, dynamically supple,
seamlessly balanced from top to bottom—I
don't know what more you could wanl in a
medium-powered 5.1-channel home-the-
ater amplifier at any price, let alone $999,
wWell, some of vou may want a faster, tauter,
more detailed sound—a different, eqgually

mended—and not just for those looking to
spend a grand. Don't let the price or the
power rating fool vou: The HB-985 M1 is
[ar better and more powerful than its price
and specs might respectively indicate, Buy
it and vou won't look back.

CONCLUSIONS

The HTC-965 offers outstanding sound quali-
Ly for the money, or even for twice the money,
Its weak suits are its lack of component-video
switching—important only if vou have mmuld-
ple component video sources (HD tuner and
VD player, for examples) vou need to switch
between—its unlit front-panel controls, its
lack ofa front AV connection for cameorders
or other convenience uses, and its less than
elegant remote control. If vou can get past
those, the RTC-965 is an outstanding value in
a preamplifier-processor,

The RB-985 Mkl THX is a no-brainer;
Surprisingly compact and cosmetically
pleasing, this 100W=<3 amp is the KT-965%
ideal companion.

[ think you'll have a hard time finding an
51898 receiver that can match the Rotels'
combined performance. L &5
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