A\ HAVE OFTEN SUGGESTED
that a receiver is usually the best option {or
most people trying to set up a home theater
for the first time. If vour budget is limited,
a receiver will usually give vou better per-
formance than separates because the
manufacturer can use the money saved by
building the electronics into one box to
supply better parts. Another big advantage
of a receiver is simplicity. By eliminating a
bunch of the cables that normally sit behind
a system of separates, you considerably

reduce the chance of connecting something

incorrectly. Ultimately, though, the perfor
mance potential of separates is higher
than that of a receiver.

Rotel seema to have considered this
dilemma and has decided that we can have
our cake and eat i, oo, By providing an
umbilical cable to send all five channels
between the twi pieces, they have consid-
erably reduced the confusion of installing a
separates system. Each of the power amp's
speaker binding posis is clearly marked

according to which processor channel it
receivies via the umbilical cable, making
hoolkup a snap and greatly reducing the
chances of screwing something up.

It still costs more to make two pieces of
equipmenl instead of one, However, for
decades, good value has been a key goal
for Rotel. About 20 yvears ago, they decided
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The Rotel
RSP-985 pre/pro
and RB-985MklI
power amplifier are a
big step up from the
receiver lifestyle.

by Michael Trei

Inside Gear Guide:

* Rolel RSP-DE5 Pre/Pro and
REB-285Mkll Power Amip

* Definitive Technology BPY X/P
Surround Spoaker
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to make a definite break om the
“more bells and whisiles™ school

of design that had dominated

Japanese audic-equipment design
in the 7is, They found that, by
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A. At $2,000, the
RSP-985 is one of the
least expensive THX-
cortified pre/pros.

B. Rotel has taken
the unusual but cool
approach of making
the RB-985's front
panel the heatsink.
C. If DVD-Audic or
SACD ever take off,
tho REP-DES s
preparad, with a
5.1-channel input.
D, & DBZ5 multipin
input connector
links the RB-985 to
the RSP-285,

—

sticking in all of those unneces-

sary gizmos, they were adding too

much to the cost of the equipment.

Starting with the semilegendary
RA-B20 integrated amplifier, they
took a simpler approach, leaving
off the unnecessary doodads.

They made equipment with anly

the features that were really neces-

sary for petting great sound.

RASP-985 Preamp/Processor
AL 52000, this is one of the leasl
expensive THX-certified preamp/
processors on the market. With

Dolby Digital, Dolby Pro Logic,
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DTS, and dual-zone capability, iU's
hard to see how they could have
included more at this price.

Handling six audio/video inputs
(all with S+video), an audio-only
tape loop, and five digital inputs
(four comdal and one oplical), the
RSP9&5 can work as the center-
piece for all but the most complex
home theater systems, Nice
touches include a 5.1-channel
input, which is useful if DV[-Audio
or SACT) multichannel ever take
off, and three AV record out
puts with Svideo,

In order to keep things simple
without unnecessary frills, the
RSP-985's front panel
rf'i]!l]”‘h el I'rll'ﬂt". CEn-
trally mounted volume
econtrol, with three
rows of buttons that
allow you to perform
basic functions like
selecting the input and
changing the surroumnd
mode, Most of the more-
elaboraie features are
relegated to the remote,
a variation of the popular
Home Theater Master,
Although it's reliable and versaftile,
I do wish Eotel could've come up
with a layout that was a bil easier
to understand, Operating the menu
system 18 frustrating until you get
used to it. The enter and back but-
tons are buried at the bottom of
the numeric keypad, and the bul-
tons to move the onscreen cursor
are labeled backwards. Luckily, the
most confusing functions are only
needed during setup. Once every
thing’s programmed, the remolt
works well enough for normal use.

After vou've poked around
enough to figure out the remote,
vou'll find that this 1s reslly a very
flexible processor, There's an

{'Rll'f'l!-'\.i".'i' ANSCreen menu
system, with the first menu
showing maost of the current sei-
lings superimposed over the pic-
ture from the selected source
When you decide to get serous
and move from there into the main
selup menu, it changes to a solid
background for easier viewing.
This menu allows you te select
from several submenus, in which
you can adjust the digital audio
status, individual input setup,
subwoofer characteristics. and
speaker type, balance, and delay.
Bass management is fairly flexi-
ble and does allow vou to send a
sigmal to the subwoofer from twi-
channel sources, even if the front
channels are set 1o large. You can
also change the LFE signal level
for each mode from the standard
THX settings, if you wish.

Second-zone connection is [Rirky
simple and iz controlled via an
infrared port on the back panel.
This zone is complelely mdepen-
dent from the main zone and can
be switched on or off regardless of
the status of the main zone. Curi-
ously, the tape-monitor input can't
be routed to the second zone

As is often the case, there are
several music modes, with names
like party, cluly, hall, and natural,
in addition to Dolby and DTS, 1
puess 'm a dweeby audio purist,
biit 1 tend to prefer [istening to
two-channel music as orginally
intended—with two speakers.
Other audio dweebs should note
that the processing is digital all
the way, If you connect the analog
cutpul of vour big-ticket CD player,
digial-to-analog converter, or even

an analog source, the RSP-O85



E. The RSP-9AS's
remote, a version ol
the popular Home
Theater Master, is a
little difficult to use.
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will convert that signal (o digital
for processing and then back to
analog before the output, regard-
less of the setting. There's no
analog-bypass mode.

All of these connectivity and
setup issues are of little conse-
guence if the result is something
other than great sound. Luckily,
this isn't a problem. I used the
RSP-985 requently over the course
of several months, with many dif-
ferent amplifiers and speakers, and
I never felt that it was letting down

the team. The sound was consis-

tently enjovable and smooth, and
the unit performed flawlessly, Big,
slammin’ Hollywood stuff like Clear

Rotel ASP-985 Pre/Pro

1 e
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| HT Labs Measures: Rolel R5P-583 Pre/Pro

This absve charl shows the liequéncy reaperss of the
lef {yeow), conter (magenta), LFE (low-recuency-effects
or subwaocher—red) and left suround (blue) channals
at the preamp oulputs of the Delby Digital decedar.
Thig baft, center, and sumourd chanmels arg ali fia,
«/-1. 24 decibets fiom 20 herfz fo 20 kildhertz. Tha LFE
channs, neemaled b 40 Hz, & -0.16 68 21 20 H2 and
redches the upper -3 point a1 120 Hz. The anak fre-
quency responsa of the kel channef is <0.40 dB at 20Hz
and ~{.97 98 a 20 kHz. Thi: resporse drops b -1.9 dB
al 10 Hr and —33.0 o 51 50 kHz. The snakeg THOWN
was less than 00085 at | kkz —MW

and Present Danger
and The Hunt for
Red October always
spunded clear and
smoath, and the
THX enhancementls
were just that—
enhancements that
open up the sound
in a way that’s
difficult to achieve
with unenhanced
Dolby Digital,

I did compare the
Rotel with the ADA
Cinema Rhapsody,
which is a bit unfair
when vou consider

that you could buy two Rolels for
the price of the ADA. Sure enough,

the Rhapsody did sound a bit

maore dynamic, with more-vivid
tonal contrasts, but the Rotel cer
Lainly wasn't embarrassed by it
Unless you did a side-hy-side

~ * THX at a very reasonable price |

comparison, you'd
probably never be
left feeling deprived,
Pro Logic decoding
from lwo-channel
laserdisc sources was
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also good, with the THX Adaptive
Decorrelation circuits adding a
spaciousness not normally heard
from the mono surround channel.

The RSP-985 has very little
competition in ils price range, as
almost every other THX processor
available is considerably more
than Rotel's 51,999 asking price.
At one time, [ was a bit ambivalent
about the real benefits of
THX circuitry; howewver,
with a good processor like
this one, those benefits
are impossible to ignore.
Rotel's tradition of offering
great sound for the buck
continues, and it's hard to
see how you could do
hetter at this price.

Rotel RB-985Mkli
Power Amp
Conforming ta the orig-
nal THX specification, the

jacks. Speaker outputs are via
good-guality, color-coded binding
posts. The only omission is the
lack of any provision to turn on the
amp b}r aremole cmttm'l or low-
voltage tripger. That's right, you
actually have to gel up out of your
easy chair (o push the power
button on the front panel.
One particularly neat
{and fairly obvious) solu-
tion would have been to
include a turn-on signal
with the multipin cable—
there are 25 connectors,
after all, But alas, if's not
to be, Then again, you
could just connect the
power cord 1o the switched
outlet of any decent
power line conditioner.
Naturally, | used this
amp with the RSP-985

B = | e

RB-985MLEII is pretty much
your basie five-channel
home thealer amp, with
110 watts per channel
(10 wpc more than the original
version). Rather than building just
a basic black box, Rotel has taken
the unusual approach of making
the front panel the heatsink, Apart
from looking cool, this really makes
a lot of sense because, when a com-
panent is put in a cabinet, the front
pa||1_:| is the u:ul].-' surface left out in
the open with free air circulation.
To match it with the RSP-085
processor, the amp's back panel
has a DBE25 multipin input con-
nector, as well as the usual RCA

= ]

processor, but I also tried
it with other more-exotic
processors like the ADA
to get a better feel for
how it performs independently,
The MKII really seems to belie its
power raling, sounding more
powerful than some of the higher-
rated amps I've used recently. Even
when driving my jumbo-sized
Snell Type A speakers without fil-
tering the bass, 1 never felt any
real sense that the amp was reach-
ing its limit. I tossed in several
DVDs that other amps have had a
hard time with (like the Martian-
landing scene in Mars Affacks”,
and the Rotel always pumped it
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oul and behaved as it should,
without distress,

Just as a well-set-up video pro-
jector will give vou a vivid color
palette with a greater range and
depth of hues, good-sounding
eruipment will have a wide range
of sonic timbres, adding life and
vividness to the sound. The MEII
excels in this area, and the charac-
ter of individual sounds—from the
clink of a wine glass in GoldenEye to
the swish of the helicopter blades
in Comtaci—made watching the
movies engaging and interesting,

Listening to the subtler and
more-musical side of things also
proved Lo be rewarding, and the
nuances | heard in Lyle Lovett's

singing on “Baltimore” from foshya
Judges Ruth would put to shame
many two-channel high-end amps
designed solely for music. With
denser, more-complex recordings
like the album Steve MeQueen by
Prefab Sprout, the Rotel was able to
delineate the individual elements
of the mix in a clear and coherent
manner thal made the music easier
to understand. Dialogue clarity
was also impressive, even when all
of the other channels were poing

Tull-tlt, like in the opening of
Saving Private Ryan,

The RBO985MKII is one of those
products that, somehow, always

Rotel RE-$853MEI Power Amp

mmmmmmm
bagar cipping 2t 1.035% dislartion and 1482 watts. The
&mp regchis 0.1% distorton at 156.2 watts and 1% dis-
Torsion al 174.3 waits, 2 shown abova. Inlo 4 ahms, the
amp begns cipping a1 180.5 watls and raaches 0.1% dis-
fortion & 220,7 watts and 1% disiortion at 255 & wals.
With all chaniets deven kil 8ohm loads, the lati chan-
nal beggan cippng &1 B2.6 wats. The amp reaches 1%
mumzmwﬂmﬁmmm
 The: ampiter's irequancy resporae was +/=0.13 48
Hom 20 Hz o 20 kHz. The reeponsa doppad 0036 o8
ﬂ‘ﬂ.‘r*‘hﬁh—&ﬂ 0B 28 50 kHz. THDWN from e
nﬂruwmmwiw

manages to sound right—even if
others are able 1o offer improved
performance in specific areas.
Mo, the amp's not perfect, and it's
naot likely to give companies like
Krell or conrad-johnson any

- FISP-985 Pra/Pro
| RB-386Mkll Fower Amp
Aol
(800) 370-3741
YW, Nofei, o
Dealer Locaior Code ROT

51,999

'

sleepless nights. However, for
51,000, this amp should give the
makers of big-tickel receivers
plenty to contemplate. §
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