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ing DLP, LCD, and LCoS (with its 
variants SXRD from Sony and 
D-ILA from JVC). DLP and LCoS 
models often perform better in 
terms of black level than LCD-
based units or either type of flat 
panel. RPTVs require a larger 
footprint, though not as big as 
the CRT models of yesteryear, 
and they often have a narrower 
viewing angle than plasmas.

Screen sizes over 72 inches 
generally require a front pro-
jector, though there are a few 
alternatives: Optoma makes the 
BigVizion in-wall RPTV in 80-, 90-, 
and 100-inch sizes (see the review 

in Issue 71), and Panasonic sells 
a 103-inch plasma for the ridicu-
lously well-heeled. Front projec-
tors require a separate screen, 
which can be as simple as a white 
wall (definitely not recommended 
for producing a good-quality 
image) or as sophisticated as a 
motorized, drop-down screen with 
masking for different aspect ratios. 
To do it right, this is often a fairly 
expensive proposition, though 
it doesn’t have to be nearly as 
much as a 103-inch plasma.

Choosing the right technology 
depends in part on the amount of 
ambient light in the room. If you 
only watch the display at night 
with the lights out, no problem—
any technology will work fine un-
der these conditions. If you watch 
during the day without complete 
control of ambient light in the 
room, or you must have the lights 
on, front projection will not work 

very well at all. In this case, plas-
ma, LCD, or RPTV will work best.

Once you’ve determined the 
best screen size and technol-
ogy for your situation, you can 
narrow your choices further by 
reading our reviews of the ap-
propriate products. The most cur-
rent reviews can be found in the 
latest issue of TPV, both in print 
and online at www.avguide.com, 
where you’ll also find archived 
reviews from past issues.

After doing some homework, 
it’s time to go shopping. Ideally, 
you should be able to play some 
of your own discs and tweak 

the user controls of any display 
under consideration. However, 
the so-called big-box stores, 
such as Best Buy, Circuit City, 
and Costco, don’t provide that 
opportunity, making it very dif-
ficult to realistically evaluate the 
quality of any video image. The 
TVs on display in those stores 
are invariably configured to 
be way too bright and way too 
blue in order to attract attention 
on the sales floor and compete 
with the overhead lights.

Specialty retailers, includ-
ing places such as Magnolia 
Home Theater within some 
Best Buy stores, sometimes 
provide a more personal shop-
ping experience, including the 
opportunity to play your own 
discs and tweak the displays. I 
definitely recommend seeking 
out such a dealer; after all, this 
will be one of the most impor-

tant purchases you’re likely to 
make. You’ll probably pay more 
at these dealers, but the extra 
service is worth it, in my opinion.

Take a test disc such as Digital 
Video Essentials along and adjust 
the user controls on your candi-
date sets for best picture (see How 
to Adjust Your TV on page 48). 
Also, take some DVDs (and maybe 
some HD DVDs and/or Blu-ray 
discs) that you know well. In par-
ticular, look at dark scenes to eval-
uate black level and dark detail. 
Most digital displays look great on 
bright scenes, but many appear 
washed out in the dark parts. 

To check the display’s video 
processor, take a copy of Sili-
con Optix’s HQV Benchmark 
DVD (available at www.hqv.
com). Familiarize yourself with 
the test clips before going to the 
store; the disc includes expla-
nations of what to look for. At 
the store, play the disc from a 
player’s interlaced component 
output. Does the display pass 
or fail most of these tests?

In addition to dark scenes, look 
at scenes with fast motion—do 
you see ghostly trails behind 
the moving objects? Try to find 
a scene with subtle gradations 
of light, such as a sunrise—can 
you see false contouring (dis-
tinct steps) in what should be 
a smooth gradient? Do you see 
obvious noise in large areas of 
constant color, such as blue sky? 
Do skin tones look unnaturally 
reddish or greenish? Do mov-
ing areas with fine detail (such 
as panning shots of a city sky-
line) have shimmery artifacts?

If you answered no to these 
questions, and you see decent 
blacks and dark detail, you’ve 
found an excellent display. Take it 
home and enjoy the best video 
picture quality available today.  TPV
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After doing some homework, it's time to go 
shopping. Ideally you should be able to play 
some of your own discs and tweak the user con-
trols of any display under consideration.[ ]
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