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dl o be power-cycled 1o work right with one of those already-picky
ﬁ{é But the BDP-100 always worked with everything that came

This is probably the biggest area of performance that sets the BDP-
100 apart from lower-cost Asian-brand BD players. The BDP-100 sounds
| really good playing CDs via either HDMI or digital coax. In fact, playback
guality was similar in quality to the roughly $4,000 worth of separate com-
ponents | normally use for playing physical discs in my sterso setup. Those
componenis include a DVD-based disc transport with no active video
circuitry and a high-precision master clock along with internal EMI/RFI
shielding and mechanical resonance damping; an external device that
upconverts to 88.2 or 96 kHz, interpolates 16-bit CD data to 24 bits, and
remaoves jitter—a second external device is a 24/96 DAC—and an upgrad-
ed external power supply that operates the two external processors.

There were four Asian-brand BD players (Sony, Panasonic, Toshiba,
Sharp) here while | had the BDP-100, and none of them sounded as good
as the BDP-100 when playing CDs and using an HDM| connection. In fact,
those less-expensive and much smaller players all sounded better when
using their digital coax connections (if they had one) for CD playback than
using their HDMI connection. Their HDMI performance was, compared fo
the BDP-100s HDMI CD sound quality, thick, listless, dark, lacking detail
and sparkle, flat, gray, and cold. It was very difficult to enjoy music over
HDMI through those other players. All the life was drained right out of
the music. But the BDP-100 sounded like a high-end digital playback
front-end all the time, even when using HDOMI, For that reason alone,
it's going to be difficult to say goodbye to the Arcam player. If you've
never heard playback aver HDMI af the level the Arcam player can
deliver, you probably wouldn't know what you were missing, But once
you've done the back-to-back comparison, the difference is obvious.

Resaults using the digital coax connection are not quite as obviously better
than the other disc players that had digital coax outputs. Yet, the BDP-100 still
clearly bested the other players in the same ways as the HDMI connection.
The main difference is in degree. If HDMI CD playback was a “4" with the
other players and the BDP-100 was a "9," then the relative difference between
digital coax between the other players and the Arcam was more like a "6”
versus & “9." The other players that had coax sounded remarkably simi-
lar to one another, but the BDP-100 was clearly better than any of them.

The ftitle track from Ambrosia's 1970s album (re-issued on CD),
Somewhere 've Never Travelled sounds fabulous when played through
the BDP-100. The clarity, transparency, detail, and beauty of the music
is really spectacular. The background, the silences between notes, is very
clean—some call it the “black background” effect. The darker/blacker/more
silent the background is, the easier it is to accept the performance as
real and the easier it is 1o hear fine detail. The other players make this
track sound relatively mundane. You'd never realize how well recorded
itis. The Arcam player floats each instrument in a large 3-D space. The
other players comprass the whole presentation into a fuzzy flat oval
that fills the space between the loudspeakers. The BDP-100 makes it
impossible to tell exactly where the loudspeakers are located.

Even recordings like Daft Punk’s Tron: Legacy soundtrack that aren't
what I'd call particularly well recorded, from a high-fidelity paint of view,
come across as being a legitimate performance when played on the BDP-100
vs. sounding mare like a copy of a copy of a copy with any of the Asian BD
players, The Arcam player reveals the thickness and muddiness of the record-
ed sound that overlays everything, but that thick/muddy sound becomes
more of a style choice than a failure to reproduce the recording well. The
Arcam player makes the music interesting in spite of the lo-fi recorded qualty,

DVD Playback

Finally! A Blu-ray player that corrects DVD color properly when convert-
ing the original 480i standard-definition color to HD color at 1080p. Reds
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are red without a hint of orange. Yellows are clean and clear, rather than
dull and tinted with green, and greens avoid going excessively limefelectric.
The guality of the DVD is a major factor in how the BDP-100 images
look on the video display. DVDs with comprassion artifacts and obvious grain
have those problems right there on the screen for all to see. Austin Powers:
The Spy Who Shaggsd Me, for example, has a lot of compression artifacts
that are especially visible in the disc menu and around the white text
titles that appear over the picture from time to time. The halo of grain
around the text characters from excessive compression is readily visi-

_ble. The BDP-100 does nothing to mask or remove those artifacts. lt's

not toa bad during the opening Siar Wars parody text crawl with yellow
text on a mostly black star field, but the white text that appears over
the picture at times always locks way over-compressed, as do most
images in most scenes. The Spy Who Shagged Me isn't a paragon of
DVD quality, it's rather middlin® as DVD mastering quality goes. Putin a
DVD with a superb transfer, like Robois where there's no film involved
in the transfer, digital original to digital DVD, and things look much
more impressive. It's very difficult to tell Hobots is not a Blu-ray Disc.
Star Wars: Revenge Of the Sith is equally excellent looking, save some
crawling edges and such in the first 20th Century Fox logo (the rectan-
gular one) before the movie starts. The image quality in the movie is
fairly impressive and watchable once the movie starts.

Setting the Arcam player 1o 1080p. then running the HQV
Benchmark DVD tests insures that the Arcam player is doing all the
wark... de-interlacing. up-conversion, and converting SD color 1o HD.
The BDP-100 produced very clean-looking results on the initial test pat-
tern with color, resolution, and gray steps on a single pattern. | had to
increase the video display’s Brightness conirol by 4 clicks (range +/-
30) to get the digital 20 level to appear brighter than digital 16 or digi-
tal 12 levels. That was versus the Brightness sstting as determined
with the 1080p Black Level test pattern from the AV Foundry Video
Forge signal generator. The rotating bar jaggies test easily passed.
The "3 fingers" jaggies test has just a little aliasing at the left end of the
lowest of the “3 fingers," which is siill & “pass” but not the most perfect
performance I've ever seen on that test. The “waving flag” jaggies test
was quite clean, with good detail in the bricks and windows behind the
flag. The detail test produced good results, with the edges of the two
flights of curved stairs and detail in the bridge holding up fairly well,
considering the limitations of 480i resolution. As expecied, following
the results achieved witH The Spy Who Shagged Me, the noise reduc-
tion tesis revealed what appears to be 100 percent of the noise encod-
ed in the evaluation sequences. Players with more ambitious process-
ing and noise reduction modes do a much better job of reducing this
type of artifact. All sequences in the noise tests had all the noise
(encoded on the disc) preserved. Noise reduction typically carries the
price of reduced detail in images, but with no noise reduction that
won't be an issue with the BDP-100. The moiré pattern in the speed-
way grandstands disappeared within just a few frames of the
sequence starting. That's faster response than most disc players.
Some of the oddball cadences in the cadence tests were a little jumpy,
particularly the 3-2-3-2-2 cadence, but it's unlikely something like that
waould be encountered on any DVD, The 2-2 (30 fps video) and 3-2 (24
fps film with 3-2 pulldown) cadences were perfect. The horizontal and
vertical text crawls were also perfect.

Blu-ray™ Playback

Blu-ray™ playback looks as good as any other player, including the
benchmark PS3 and OPPO Blu-ray Disc players via HDML. | spent no time
evaluating the component video output since HDMI is now offering clear
and consistent image guelity advantages over component connections
with recent-vintage video displays. The Arcam player did a “perfect” job
with every disc it was fed, including the HD version of the HQV Benchmark
disc and other torture tests from Joe Kane's Digital Video Essentials—HD
Basics disc. Following the firmware updaie referenced above, Blu-ray Discs
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played flawle
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everything worked well. | did have problems
d after having paused a movie for several
te watching the movie. | do that habitually
le the resume-from-paused-location feature. If
the BDP-100 0 be locked-up after one of those long pauses,
it would generally not respond to any remoie control buttons, except
the power button. Cycling power would restore normal operation, |
never had trouble restarting from shorter pauses of 45 minutes or |ess.

Ower several months, | used the BDP-100 to play 40+ Blu-ray
mavies. The averall impression | got was that the Arcam player repro-
duced what was on the disc faithiully. Unstoppable was terribly grainy
and blatantly stupid about the way real trains and locomaotives operate.
The graininess was so heavy it became a distraction rather than an
element of style. The BDP-100 did nothing to mask the director's and
cinematographer's decision to make the movie look like it does. The
Sorcerer’s Apprentice (2010) was a pleasure to watch from peginning
to end. The numerous night scenes and indoor artificial light scenes
were all reproduced with excellent detail and well-dona lighting effects.
It was rather easy to become so involved in the story that the technical
aspecis of the presentation were easily forgotien. That's always a sign
that the playback components are daing a great job.

Movie sound is a bit of a different beast than playing digital music,
Movie sound and video are interleaved, buffered, and synchronized,
which doesn't necessarily happen during music playback. But the
BDP-100 still makes movies sound detectably better via HDMI than the
Agian BD players. It's more difficult to pick up axactly what's differant
early on, but over time, you begin to realize that the BDP-100's movie
sound is betier in ways similar to what makes CD playback sound bei-
ter. The deep background silence, the heightenad clarity of complex

bine to raise the sense of real sounds in real spaces existing in yolir
theatre room. There's no one place it sticks out, and | doubt anybody
could walk inte an unfamiliar setting and notice anything obviously be
ter compared to less-expensive disc players. But when you have the
ability to do back-to-back comparisons using the same scenes in a
system and room that's familiar, the Arcam's sound is definitely more
enjoyable because of those characteristics, even if they aren't as obvi-
ous as the improvement you get with music playback.

Conclusions

While it's not a universal disc player, nor netwark streaming media
player, the BDP-100 does make CDs sound better when played back
through HDM| than any disc player I've evaluated so far, Movie sound-
tracks are also just a bit more lively and realistic-sounding than lower-
cost BD players. BD image quality is commensurate with the most
accurate Blu-ray Disc players available so far. Subjective and objective
evaluation of the images produced by the BDP-100 show it to bs an
accurate player that dossn't manipulate Blu-ray images in any
detectable way. Those looking for ideal DVD playback will still need a
video processor to make average- and lower-quality transfers look bet-
ter, because the Arcam player delivers what-is-on-the-DVD-is-on-the-
screen image quality. This would be my current disc player of choice if
| was looking for a CD/BD player that makes CDs sound great when
played through an HDMI connection. Some paople will pay 51,500 or
mare just for that sort of CD playback performance. [ like the Arcam
BDP-100 quite a lot, though, the suggested retail price may temper an
enthusiast's enthusiasm a bit. 1SR

See it. Live |
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