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AUDIO-VISUAL 

The Marantz NR1609 is the higher level 
model of the company’s two slimline 
receivers. This one is essentially a 
full-blown 7.1-channel AV receiver in all 

respects, except for a slightly reduced power output.

EQUIPMENT
The main visual difference is the height. It stands 
just 105mm tall, or a little over four inches. 
The seven amps produce 50W each, and can 
be switched to support four-ohm speakers for 
all channels. The surround+height systems of 
Dolby Atmos, DTS:X, Dolby Surround and DTS 
Neural:X are all supported in 5.1.2 mode. That is, 
you can choose between seven head-level speakers, 
or five plus two overhead. (Or you can bi-amp front 
speaker, drive a second zone and so on.)

There are eight HDMI inputs, including one 
on the front panel. There’s full UltraHD support 
on them all, along with video upscaling. Since 
last year’s version we see further evidence of the 
resurgence of vinyl — this receiver now also has a 
phono input (moving magnet).

This is a network receiver, with an Ethernet 
socket along with dual-band 802.11n Wi-Fi. Plus 
there’s Bluetooth, albeit limited to the standard 
SBC audio codec.

PERFORMANCE
It’s tempting to say that a 50W per channel receiver 
just might not be able to deliver the goods in 
extremis. And that may even be true, depending 
on the speakers you are using. But the fact is, we 
installed this receiver in the place of a 150W nine-
channel unit, simply plugging in the same speakers 
(minus the ceiling ones). And we’d be hard put to 
identify any real difference in performance.

Now, the speakers we used were all mainstream 
models of middling sensitivity and generally high 
performance. If ‘in extremis’ were to mean speakers 
with weirdly difficult impedances and exception-
ally low efficiencies, well we’d probably suggest a 
different receiver. But choose sensible speakers and 
you’ll find, as we did, that the receiver has sufficient 
power to drive a home theatre system to very 
satisfying levels in quite a large room.

And, likewise, plenty of oomphh even for fine 
stereo work. We spent quite a bit of time spinning 
the vinyl on a Rega turntable and listening via 
the phono inputs on this receiver. We can’t say it 
took us back to the pre-CD systems of yesteryear, 
because it sounded significantly better than most 
such systems. For one thing, back in those days 
there was always a little hiss from the electronics. 
Not from this unit.

And back to that surround. The decoding of 
all formats, including Dolby Atmos and DTS:X, 
was excellent. We only had channels for two ceiling 
speakers rather than four, but we find that these 
two provide better than ninety per cent of the effect 
if properly handled. And this receiver did properly 
handle them. Even some movie content with 5.1 
or two channels benefited. Particularly impressive 
was the rain on the car rooftop as Marion Crane 
approaches Bates Motel in the Gus Van Sant 
remake of Psycho.

The receiver also does a decent job of upscaling 
video, should you want it to.

TALKING TO THE RECEIVER
This is clearly the year in which we are starting 
to talk to our AV receivers. Well, almost. What 
we’re actually talking to is a device from Google or 
Amazon which can, in turn, control the receiver. 
Marantz home theatre receivers have support for 
the HEOS multiroom system built in. Recently 

NETWORKED AV RECEIVER WITH HEOS

MARANTZ NR1609
Marantz’s ‘slimline’ receivers bring pretty much the full gamut of 
AV receiver abilities in a usefully lower chassis. They even include  
HEOS networking and multiroom abilities. So is anything missing?



40

AUDIO-VISUAL

Best Buys Audio & AV 2019-#1

www.avhub.com.au

Marantz NR1609  
networked AV receiver
• Compact performance
• Excellent network capabilities, including 

beginnings of voice control
• All the functions needed for up-to-date 

home cinema

• Headphone output could be improved

Price: $1280

Power: 7 x 50W (8 ohms, 20-20,000kHz, 
0.08% THD, two channels driven)
Firmware: 1400-9191-7131-1084
Inputs: 8 x HDMI, 2 x component video,  
3 x composite video, 3 x analogue stereo,  
1 x phono, 1 x optical digital, 1 x coaxial 
digital, 1 x USB, 1 x Ethernet, WiFi, Bluetooth, 
AM/FM antennas
Outputs: 1 x HDMI, 1 x component video, 
1 x composite video, 1 x 2.1 pre-out, 7 pairs 
speaker binding posts, 1 x 6.5mm headphone
Zone: 1 x analogue stereo, assignable ampli-
fiers
Other: 1 x set-up mic, Marantz remote I/O,  
1 x 12 volt DC out, IR in
Dimensions (whd): 440 x 105 x 378mm
Weight: 8.3kg

Contact: QualiFi Pty Ltd
Telephone: 03 8542 1111
Web: www.qualifi.com.au

the HEOS system was upgraded so that it can 
be controlled by the Amazon Alexa and Google 
Assistant systems. These are works in progress. You 
can expect their capabilities to be extended over time.

We had the receiver installed in a largely-Google 
venue, so we checked out the functionality with 
Google Assistant. That’s a system where you can 
use semi-natural language to ask questions of and 
issue commands to Google. You need a Google-
compatible speaker of some sort. We have a Google 
Home Mini unit in that room (cost: we got it for 
$49 on special, and you can usually get one of these 
for less than $70).

We followed the instructions for setting it up, a 
big part of which involved giving both the receiver 
and the room it was in a name. We managed to 
mess that up because we accidentally gave the 
receiver the same name as a Chromecast device 
that was no longer connected, but which we hadn’t 
removed from the Google profile. So we went back 
and spent two more minutes repeating the process 
with a different name. And it worked. ‘Hey Google, 
pause the music.’ After a second or two, the music 
would pause.

That second or two was fairly consistent for 
all commands. We’d say something. The Google 
Home Mini unit would transmit our words to 
servers, possibly on the other side of the world, 
where they’d be decoded to text, then interpreted as 
control commands. Then the servers would work 
out what control codes were needed to tell the 
receiver to turn up the volume. Those commands 
would be sent (again, possibly, from the other side 
of the world) to the receiver. It would then act.

In the case of turning up or down the volume, 
it used 5dB increments. That seemed appropriate. 
If you want finer control (to 0.5dB) use the remote 
control, or use the HEOS app on your phone. 
As of this writing, we could pause the current 
track with a voice command, resume play, reduce 
or increase the volume, mute the sound, set the 
volume to an absolute number (0 to 98), and skip 
tracks. This worked with Spotify (played through 
the receiver’s Spotify Connect functionality), but it 
also worked with music being fed from our music 
server using DLNA functionality and an Android 
DLNA controller app.

We understand that next year additional 
functions will be added, including music selection, 

power on/off switching, input selection, and 
so-called ‘implicit targeting’. That last is ‘control 
without the need of specifying the device name’. 
The fact is, we found that once we’d said the device 
name the first time, we could just issue further 
commands without saying it any more.

The problem with voice control of audio 
products is, as always, having to compete with the 
sound in the room. We found ourselves having to 
shout in order to be heard over the playback of 
King Crimson’s album ‘Starless and Bible Black’. 
At one point we told Google to ‘resume’. The 
music recommenced playback, but in the quiet 
moments we were perplexed to hear talking. It was 
our Android phone. Usually it defers to the Google 
Mini speaker to handle commands, but this time it 
decided to act, and resumed playback of a podcast 
we’d been listening to.

MORE NETWORK
If there’s one thing we’ve learned over the last 
couple of decades, it’s that this new tech stuff either 
improves markedly as time goes on, or it’s dropped 
completely. We reckon at least one of Google 
Assistant or Amazon Alexa is here to stay. We can 
imagine advantages already with the current capa-
bilities: control from another room in the house, for 
example. And it’s just going to get better.

But don’t be confused. Even though you can 
control the receiver somewhat now, and more in 
the future, via Google Assistant, it is not Google 
Chromecast compatible. You feed music via DLNA 
or via AirPlay or via the HEOS protocols.

Meanwhile, the more standard network features 
continue to be excellent, albeit with one quirk. 
That quirk is that when we played network music 
in Direct Stream Digital format (both DSD64 and 
DSD128 are supported) using any of our usual 
DLNA music players, they were converted to 
192kHz PCM. But using the HEOS app, they were 
fed natively. We suspect that the receiver is commu-
nicating something incorrect about its capabilities 
when queried by DLNA controllers. It also worked 
effectively with Apple AirPlay. With DLNA, AirPlay 

and Spotify Connect it showed a nice display of 
music details and cover art on the TV.

HEADPHONES
The 6.35mm socket on the front panel really seems 
inviting for a quality pair of headphones, but how  
it sounds is going to depend very much on the 
headphones you use. We should mention that we’re 
not picking on Marantz especially here; this seems 
to be an affliction of most comparable companies. 
The problem is that the headphone output has an 
internal resistance of 468 ohms (error: ±3 ohms).  
If you use headphones with an impedance that  
varies according to frequency — as so many do  
— the frequency response will swing quite widely in 
sympathy with the impedance variations. We think 
that this high output impedance is to protect a fair-
ly basic circuit. We note that audiophile headphone 
amplifiers typically have an output impedance of 
two ohms or less, usually less than one ohm.

CONCLUSION
Don’t let the headphone circuit put you off. We 
doubt you’re going to find significantly better in 
any competing models. Instead, accept that the 
Marantz NR1609 receiver is an excellent all-round 
entertainer in a nicely compact form. 

“Recently the HEOS system was upgraded so that it 
can be controlled by the Amazon Alexa and Google 
Assistant systems. These are works in progress...”


