
Four premier flat-panel sets go head to head. By Thomas J. Norton
Photos Cordero Studios
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 t
raditions are front and 
center this time of year: 
The tinsel and lights will 
have been put away by 
the time you read this, 

and the new year will have rung 
in. Nevertheless, Super Bowl 
Sunday and March Madness are 
fast approaching. As is the 
February 2009 transition to 
digital-only broadcasting. Even in 
these dicey economic times, 
many of you will want to update 
your cranky old CRT set or even 
your three-year-old rear-projec-
tion model, hoping that the 
change will bring you to video 
nirvana. This brings us to another 
grand tradition: Home Theater’s 
annual HDTV Face Off. 

We held our bake-off in early 
November. As the pastry chef, it 
was my job to mix the test ingred- 
ients in a way that was as fair and 
revealing as possible. This was my 
first crack at setting up a HDTV 
Face Off for Home Theater, but it 
wasn’t my first attempt at 
organizing such an event. Back in 
the 1990s, I ran a number of 
loudspeaker panel tests as the 
tech editor of Stereophile 
magazine. So I was well aware of 
the issues and pitfalls involved in 
running a blind comparison with 
multiple products and multiple 
judges. 

the Candidates
This year, we restricted the test to 
four high-end designs, which 
made this more of a “best of the 
best” than a typical Face Off. This 
approach was inspired by 
previous individual reviews. We 
found these particular plasmas 
and local-dimming LCDs to be 
too superior in performance to 
other flat-panel sets currently on 
the market for a fair compar- 
ison. Also, while “Twelve Sets 
Compared” sounds splashy on a 
magazine cover, when fewer sets 
are involved, we can give more 
attention to each one in the 
process. 

The candidates included two 
50-inch plasmas and two 55-inch 
LCDs. Three of the four entrants 
are very pricey compared with 
most other sets on the market, 
but they promise the most 

up-to-date technology that their 
manufacturers offer. This includes 
standard-setting black levels on 
the Pioneer, LED local-dimming 
backlighting on the Samsung and 
Sony, and THX certification on 
the Panasonic (the most afford- 
able set in the group, which 
makes it a test case for how a less 
expensive set might stack up in 
the company of credit card 
busters). 

the Panel 
The panel consisted of Shane 
Buettner, editor of Home Theater; 
Claire Lloyd, Home Theater’s 
executive editor; Home Theater 
contributors Michael J. Nelson 
and Barb Gonzalez; and Scott 
Wilkinson, editor of our online 
sister publication, Ultimate AV. 
This created a nice balance of 
perspective between video tweaks 
like Scott and Shane and more 
casual viewers like Mike and 
Claire. Barb, as our resident 
self-styled “Simple Tech Guru,” 
fits comfortably in between. A 
longstanding distinction of the 
Face Off has been giving a voice 
to the less techie among us. And 
the tradition holds here, perhaps 
casting a different light on the sets 
featured here that have already 
been reviewed.

As the test’s show runner and 
disc jockey, I had extensive know- 
ledge of each set (two of which I 
have already reviewed separately) 
and also knew which display was 
which, so I did not act as a judge. 

the Venue and setup
I arranged the four sets in a row, 
with the 55-inch sets in the mid- 
dle and the 50-inch sets on the 
outside (angled in very slightly). I 
positioned the viewing seats at a 
distance of about four screen 
heights from the sets. All of the 
seats were in the same row, which 
put them a little further from the 
angled 50-inch models, but the 
angling of the latter helped com- 
pensate for the difference. 

I encouraged the judges to 
swap seats frequently, to judge 
both on-axis and off-axis per- 
formance, and all did so. They 
also had the opportunity to sit 
closer or further away. No one 

chose to sit closer, but most of the 
judges checked out the sets from 
further away several times during 
the test. 

All of the sets were driven via 
HDMI during the panel testing. 
The technical measurements 
presented here are generally 
limited to HDMI as well, except 
for the 480i-to-1080p processing 
(over component video) and 
otherwise as noted. 

I used two Panasonic Blu-ray 
players for the tests, a DMP-BD35 
and a DMP-BD55 (reviewed in 
the December 2008 issue). Both 
of these players offer identical 
video performance. They only 
differ in the DMP-BD55’s 
multichannel analog outputs. The 
sources ran through a four-in/
eight-out HDMI switcher-splitter 
from Accell. All of the HDMI 
cables were from UltraLink, with 
2-meter runs from the source to 
the switcher-splitter and an 
additional 5-meter length from 
the switcher-splitter to each set. 
One of the sets (the Pioneer) 
showed some subtle HDMI 
artifacts (white flecks) when I 
attempted to pass 1080p/60 
through this chain. The Panason-
ic’s picture also flickered badly 
when only it and the Sony were 

turned on (the Sony did not 
flicker). This flicker disappeared 
when I disconnected the HDMI 
lead from the Sony or turned on 
all the sets. But the setup worked 
flawlessly with all the sets on in all 
the resolutions I used in the test, 
including 1080p/24.  

The tests took place over a 
single day in early November. The 
venue was completely finished 
(walls, ceilings, and floor) in a 
deep, neutral gray. For the 
morning tests, the judges 
evaluated the sets in total 
darkness. For the afternoon 
session, we used four identical 
D6500 Ideal-Lume Standard 
fluorescent backlights from 
CinemaQuest.

While all of the sets performed 
reasonably well out of the box in 
their Movie/Cinema/Pure modes 
in their warmest color tempera-
ture settings, I calibrated all of 
them prior to judging. I also set 
them up for roughly similar peak 
brightness levels, ranging from 35 
to 40 foot-lamberts. The two LCD 
sets can be driven to significantly 
higher output. This might be 
useful in some high-ambient-
light viewing situations, but it was 
unsuitable for this test—and in 
my opinion for most home 

The LED local dimming feature is a 
revolutionary development. All LCD 
flat panels require a light source that’s 
separate from the LCD panel itself (in 
contrast to a plasma, in which the 
light comes from excited phosphors 
embedded in the panel). Until now, LCD 
backlights have largely consisted of cold 
cathode fluorescents (CCFLs) driven at 
a constant brightness. In such a display, 
the LCD panel itself does all the work 
in reproducing the black levels that the 
source requires. It does this by reorienting 
the LCDs as needed to pass or block the 
illumination from the fixed backlight.  

But LCDs alone cannot completely 
block the unchanging output of the CCFL 
backlight. The result, in dark scenes, is 
a black level that never drops below a 
medium gray, rather than a true- or  
near-black. While the adjustable back- 
light setting that most LCDs offer can help, 
it’s no cure. 

However, LEDs can be turned on 
and off almost instantaneously. You 
can substitute dozens of clusters of red, 
green, and blue LEDs (colored LEDs or 
white LEDs with colored filters) for the 
old, fixed-output CCFL and drive each 
of these clusters separately in response 
to the brightness the source requires in 
that area of the screen. To a degree, this 
can compensate for the light-blocking 
limitations of the LCD panel. Of course, 
the panel is still largely responsible for 
the brightness gradations in the image. 
It operates directly from the source on 
the level of nearly 2,000,000 separate 
pixels in a 1080p display, several orders of 
magnitude more than the number of LED 
clusters (dozens, or at best, hundreds). 
But the dynamic, zone-addressed LED 
backlights can nevertheless produce a 
dramatic improvement in an LCD’s black 
level—and shadow detail—with minimal 
side effects.

LED LocaL Dimming



viewing as well. The LCDs’ 
backlight controls (set to 3 for the 
Samsung, 1 for the Sony) kept 
their output levels in check.

The Sony and Panasonic LCD 
sets offer motion-compensation 
features that add interpolated 
frames to upconvert 24-fps or 
60-fps sources to the sets’ native 
frame rate of 120 hertz. This 
interpolation feature, which gives 
film-based sources a smooth but 
video-like look, was turned off for 
the tests.

All of the sets provide the 
option to display JPEG photos 
and some types of videos. These 
features were not tested.

I camouflaged the sets as much 
as possible to conceal the brands 
and models. But a fully blind test 
was not really possible. Most of 
our panelists know that LCDs 
look worse off axis, so that was a 
giveaway to the technologies 
involved, at least by pairs. Editor 
Shane arranged for the review 
samples, so he knew the entrants 
and their sizes, although he didn’t 
know where they were positioned 
(and he later admitted that he 
guessed wrong on which of the 

LCDs was which). Also, Scott 
uses the same studio for his work, 
so there was no way he could 
avoid seeing the setup in progress. 
(I was tempted to play with his 
head by suggesting that I might 
have moved the sets around the 
night before, but I hadn’t, and I 
didn’t.) 

the Program Material
We began with excerpts from two 
different standard-definition 
DVDs: Legends of the Fall 
(non-Superbit) and Shakespeare 
in Love. These ran at 480p from 
the players. (Many Blu-ray play- 
ers, including the two Panasonics 
we used here, will not output 480i 
over HDMI.) 

Following that, I showed two 
to three short clips from each of 
the following Blu-ray Discs: A 
Passage to India, The Incredible 
Hulk, Hidalgo, Madagascar, 
Stargate: Continuum, and 
Mission: Impossible III. The first 
four of these were sent to the sets 
at 1080p/24, the last two at 1080i 
(converted to 1080i in the player 
from the discs’ native 1080p/24). 
In the afternoon session, the 

panelists also requested to see the 
opening belowdecks scenes from 
Master and Commander: The Far 
Side of the World (shown at 
1080p/24). 

All of the sets can display 
1080p/24 as a direct multiple of 
24 fps: 120 fps in the Samsung 
and Sony, 72 fps in the Pioneer, 
and 48 fps in the Panasonic. I ran 
the Pioneer, Samsung, and Sony 
in this mode. But the Panasonic 
also offers the option to display a 
24-fps source at either 1080p/48 
or 1080p/60. I chose the latter. 
The Panasonic’s peak-white 
output at 1080p/48 drops by 
about 30 percent at 1080p/48, 
which limited its ability to match 
the other sets’ peak brightness 
settings. The Panasonic also 
displayed noticeable flicker at the 
48-fps setting. 

the Judging 
For the composite scores 
presented for each TV, our 
panelists judged the sets in four 
specific performance categories: 
black level, shadow detail, color, 
and overall detail (resolution). 
They judged the fifth category, 

value, only at the end of the 
testing, when I revealed the price 
of each set. In the composite 
scores for each set, I weighted the 
first four categories equally. I 
didn’t include value in this 
performance rating but kept  
it strictly separate. I rounded off 
the raw scores to the nearest half 
point on our five-point (five- 
star) rating scale. Incidentally, the 
references to he and she in the 
comments are random and do 
not necessarily provide a clue as 
to the identity of the judge. 

We didn’t rate the sets’ 
efficiency in the tests, but their 
power draw is shown in the chart 
on page 42. Power will depend on 
the image displayed and the set’s 
setup. There’s no single source or 
setup that is completely represen-
tative. I used two different test- 
pattern sources here, with the 
same settings on each set that we 
used in the panel tests. The power 
at 100-percent peak white, full 
field, is a worst case. The power 
used with a 100-percent white 
window is more typical of average 
program material.

Let the games begin…
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The Pioneer looked great on pretty much 
everything. I want one.   Michael J. Nelson



FaCe oFF at the hDtV Corral

 Pioneer elite KUro 
Pro-111FD Plasma 
hDtV
Manufacturers of flat-panel 
plasma televisions have been 
refining the technology for years. 
But Pioneer has been particularly 
successful at it. In the past, the 
company made some of the 
world’s best rear-projection CRT 
sets, and it knew that great black 
levels are the foundation of a great 
picture. That philosophy has paid 
off over the years, particularly in 
recent-generation KURO sets. 

But the technology Pioneer 
uses in its plasmas makes them 
among the most expensive sets on 
the market, a dedication that 
hasn’t been kind to the company’s 
market share and bottom line. 
Beginning sometime in mid 2009, 
the next generation of KURO sets 
will use plasma panels manufac-
tured by an outside supplier—
Panasonic. The sets will report-
edly still include features and 
technologies that are exclusive to 
Pioneer. But if you want an “All 
KURO Inside” Pioneer for your 
home theater, now might be the 
time to get it.

KUro outside
Pioneer offers both standard and 
Elite KURO sets, with the former 
offering fewer features. The most 
significant shortcoming of the 
standard sets this year is that they 
don’t offer color temperature 
options in the user menu, and you 
can’t calibrate them in a service 
menu, according to Pioneer. My 
experience with the standard 
60-inch PDP-6020FD KURO 
(reviewed in the September 2008 
issue) wasn’t at all disappointing. 
In fact, our PDP-6020FD actually 
had marginally deeper measured 
blacks than the PRO-111FD 
tested here—a difference that was 
most likely caused by inevitable 
production variations. But if you 
want the most accurate color 
Pioneer has to offer, you’ll want a 
fully calibrated Elite KURO 
model. 

The PRO-111FD has four 
HDMI 1.3 connections, although 
it only has a single component 
input. There’s also an Ethernet 

port for a home network con- 
nection and a USB port. (As  
with all the sets in this group,  
the Pioneer will let you display 
your digital photos and some 
types of videos.) 

The set’s speakers attach to the 
sides and are removable if space is 
an issue. While the judges did not 
evaluate audio in this Face Off, 
my own experience with the sets 
tells me that the Pioneer offers the 
best sound by a considerable 
margin—if that is a relevant issue 
to the potential buyer. 

Pioneer calls the preset pic- 
ture modes AV Selections, and 
there are seven of them. Dynamic 
and Optimum are fixed, but  
the user can reset the video 
controls for the others. While the 
Mid-Low preset color tempera-
ture setting was reasonably 
accurate, I performed a full 
calibration for this test. The Elite 
series provides full high and low 
color temperature adjustments in 
the user menu (and has the 
capability for 10-step adjustments 
in an ISF menu with special 
software that was unavailable to 
us at test time). 

For the tests, we used the Pure 
mode, in which the set’s color 
gamut was nearly identical to the 
HD standard. The Pioneer’s 
PureCinema control, in any 
setting, automatically converts 
1080p/24 to a refresh rate of 72 

Hz by repeating (not interpolat-
ing) each frame three times. In 
addition, when set to Advance, it 
will convert any film-based source 
(except 1080p/60) to a display rate 
of 72 Hz. (This will eliminate 3:2 
pulldown in the process.) 

We reviewed the PRO-111FD 
in the November 2008 issue. See 
that report for additional details.

The Pioneer’s 480i-to-1080p 
video processing (tested with a 
480i component input) was fair, 
with some visible jaggies on my 
standard palette of torture test 
patterns (mainly on the waving-
flag test). It recognized 3:2 
pulldown, though slowly, and 
turned in a poor result on a 2:2 
pulldown cadence test (for 
video-based material). Its 
1080i-to-1080p HDMI processing 
was also good—actually better 
than reported in the November 
2008 review. (I recently dropped 
one of the three tests we pre- 
viously used for 1080i 3:2 
pulldown because it may produce 
erroneous results.) 

the Judges speak
Four of the five judges picked the 
Pioneer as their favorite set, and a 
big reason was the depth and 
richness of the set’s blacks. “Best 
of the bunch,” one wrote. It drew a 
lot of favorable comments not 
only on its black levels but for its 
shadow detail as well. In fact, out 

of the first three finishers in this 
category—the Pioneer, Sony,  
and Panasonic—the comments 
about the Pioneer’s performance 
for both of these important 
characteristics were the most 
consistently positive.

Although the Sony went deeper 
on a full black image, the Pioneer 
drew high praise from most of the 
panel for the best reproduction of 
both dark and near dark scenes, 
particularly on its inky look into 
the depth of space in the star field 
from Stargate: Continuum. One 
judge commented that only on 
the Pioneer and Sony could she 
see that a few of the stars were red 
instead of white. 

The Pioneer’s deep black 
foundation also contributed to its 
fine sense of image depth. One 
judge commented that she could 
see textures in dimly lit details 
better than on the other sets, 
including the best facial textures 
in the dimly lit Russian stargate 
facility scenes in Stargate: 
Continuum. 

“The best on pretty much every 
clip,” commented one judge. He 
said, “In a field of black, the Sony 
could look pretty darn good, but 

price: $5,000 at a glance: Blacks, blacks, blacks • Accurate color, crisp resolution • Consistent 
with all program material • Video processing short of the best

Pioneer elite KUro Pro-111FD Plasma hDtV
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PIONEER ELITE KURO PRO-111FD PLASMA HDTV
BLACKS 
SHADOW DETAIL
COLOR
RESOLUTION
OVERALL PERFORMANCE
VALUE
Composite Scores
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once there was both shadow and 
light, this Pioneer won hands 
down. Consistently the best.” He 
continued, “The Master and 
Commander clip was pretty 
awesome. I’m used to a well- 
calibrated CRT rear-projection 
set, and they do shadow detail 
very, very well.”

“Deep, rich, and earthy colors,” 

commented one judge after 
viewing the Pioneer on Legends of 
the Fall. He also praised the rich, 
comic-book-like colors on The 
Incredible Hulk and how well the 
set distinguished the subtle shades 
of a horse’s mane in Hidalgo. 
Another commented on the 
natural skintones, which were 
redder than the tones on the 

Samsung and Sony. But he said 
they didn’t put an extra red tinge 
on clouds. 

On Hidalgo, one panelist wrote 
that the Samsung looked a bit 
more dimensional in the brightest 
scenes, although he rated both 
excellent in this regard. This may 
relate to the fact that an LCD (like 
the Samsung) will look brighter 
on bright full-screen images than 
a plasma. But this is never overtly 
visible and was the only time in 
the test that anyone made a 
comment that might be due to 
this characteristic. 

The positive comments far 
outweighed any criticisms. 
“Everything looked natural, and 
The Incredible Hulk, with its 
heightened color palette, looked 
awesome,” noted one judge. 
Another observed that the 
Pioneer “always has the best 
detail, clarity, and pop, even off 
axis. Colors always jump but are 
never garish.”

The panel praised the Pioneer 
for its smooth performance on 
motion. One judge noted that it 
produced the cleanest detail on 
horizontal motion, holding small 
details in the background and 
foreground. 

However, another felt that the 
set lost detail in the pan across the 
thatched roof at the beginning of 
Shakespeare in Love. He also 
commented on visible noise in 

some scenes, particularly large 
areas of solid color or white. 
Another viewer, however, while 
noting the noise, felt that this  
was simply the Pioneer’s detail 
resolution bringing out noise  
in the program material. This 
panelist praised the Pioneer’s 
performance on standard- 
definition material. During 
Legends of the Fall, she remarked, 
“Surprisingly crisp with excellent 
contrast. This is standard 
definition?”

Conclusions
The two comments from the 
panel on visible noise in some 
images needs further comment. 
When setting up the test, I 
noticed that when viewed from 
very close to the screen, some 
images (particularly those with 
large areas of solid white, gray, or 
color) clearly showed a random, 
dither-like noise. No other set had 
this (not even the Panasonic), so it 
isn’t a universal plasma character-
istic. But I could not see it from 
the normal viewing distances we 
used in the test. Apparently, three 
of the five panelists didn’t notice 
this either since they did not 
comment on it. 

Apart from that, the Pioneer 
totally wowed the panel. Four out 
of five judges ranked it first 
overall. It also ranked first in all 
four of the rated performance 
categories. (It tied with the Sony 
for blacks.)

Most of all, it consistently 
handled all of the program 
material. Perhaps one judge 
summed it up best when he 
commented, “Fantastic. Every-
thing looked awesome. The 
high-def stuff was the best I’ve 
ever seen.” 

Pioneer Electronics (USA) Inc. •
(800) 421-1404 •
www.pioneerelectronics.com
Dealer Locator Code PIO

Face oFF at the hDtV corral

connections inputs: Video: HDMI 1.3 (4), PC RGB (1), 
component video (1, shared), S-video (1, shared), composite video (3, 2 shared), 
antenna  Audio: L/R stereo (5), PC (L/R minijack)  Outputs: Audio: L/R analog 
(fixed), digital (optical), subwoofer, speakers (L/R), headphones  additiOnal: 
USB, Ethernet, control out, RS-232C, IR repeater out, color sensor terminal

For the picture settings used in this 
review, go to www.HomeTheaterMag.
com. All the measurements here were 
taken in the Pure AV Selection (picture 
setting mode), through an HDMI 
input, with the set adjusted for 
the most accurate picture in a 
darkened room.

 t
he Pioneer’s full-on/
full-off contrast ratio 
speaks for itself. The 
software needed to use the 

set’s more precise ISF calibration feature 
(ISF-CCC, which provides 10 calibration 

steps in the brightness range instead 
of the usual two) was not available 
to us at test time. Even without it, the 
PRO-111FD calibrated beautifully. Post-
calibration, the result deviates from 
nearly perfect compliance only at the 
darkest end of the brightness range, 
below 30 IRE. 

The white triangle in the pie-shaped 
CIE chart shows the set’s color gamut 
in the Color Space 2 setting (Pure 
mode). It’s a virtual overlay of the ATSC 
standard (the black triangle, nearly 
invisible here). 

The Pioneer’s resolution was superb 
up to the limit of our resolution test 
patterns in 1080i and 1080p. The 720p 
resolution was slightly less impressive 
but still only a step short of excellent. 
The same held true for 480i/p. 
Component resolution was a definite 
step down from HDMI at 1080i but 
equal to HDMI at 720p and 480i/p. In all 
cases, the luma (black-and-white) and 
chroma (color) resolutions extended 
out to the maximum frequency that 
are required by HD and SD, respectively. 
(1080p component resolution was not 
tested.)

Put simply, I would choose HDMI 
with this set for the best resolution 
results at 1080i/p, but either HDMI or 

component will provide excellent 
performance at 720p or 480i/p.

The Pioneer’s overscan (in 
the Dot-by-Dot aspect ratio 
setting) was zero in 1080i/p. It 
averaged around 1.5 percent per 
side (roughly a 6-percent loss 

of image area overall) in 720p 
and 3 percent (a 12-percent loss) in 

480i/p. (Dot-by-Dot is available only in 
1080i/p.)—TJN

Color-tracking charts were generated in datacolor ColorFacts.

ht labs 
Measures

FULL-ON/FULL-OFF  
CONTRAST RATIO:
37,700:1

piOneer elite kurO prO-111Fd 
plasma HdtV

0.001 37.7

BeFore CaliBratioN aFter CaliBratioN

type: Plasma
screen size (diagOnal, incHes): 50
natiVe resOlutiOn: 1,920 by 1,080 
Hd tuner: ATSC, QAM (cable in the clear)
rated HalF liFe: Not specified
Wall mOunt Or stand included?: Stand
dimensiOns (W x H x d, incHes, WitH 
speakers): 56.9 x 28.5 x 3.7 (without 
stand); 56.9 x 31.1 x 13.8 (with stand)
WeigHt (pOunds, WitH speakers):  
82.4 (without stand); 88.0 (with stand)
price: $5,000

 Features
piOneer elite kurO prO-111Fd  
plasma HdtV

Visit our Website 
for a detailed 

explanation of our 
testing regimen, 
plus a list of our 
reference gear.

on the 
web
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