ATC P1 power amplifier

The ATC P1 ($3999, footnote 3) is a dual-mono stereo power amplifier with balanced and
unbalanced inputs. The XLR pin assignments are to the US standard, while the RCA inputs are
mirrored by pass-through output jacks. ATC claims for the P1 a power output of 150Wpc into 8
ohms; a frequency response of 2Hz—400kHz, —3dB; total harmonic distortion, at 1kHz/8 ohms/1dB
below full power, of less than 0.002% (—95dB); a signal/noise ratio of greater than 110dB (DIN);
and a damping factor of 400. The P1 measures 17" wide by 5.3" high by 13.7" deep and weighs
50.6 Ibs.

The P1 is manufactured in ATC's factory in Stroud, England. Its front panel, with matte brushed
silver finish, is rather plain. Other than four decorative fastener heads and some vaguely art-deco
accent ribs, it has only an infrared remote-control receiver, a very small red/green power-status
LED, and a silkscreened ATC logo. The Power button is on the rear panel. The P1 is designed to
be wakened from Standby by use of its provided remote control. However, that arrangement can
be defeated by pressing the IR Disable button on the rear, in which case pressing the Power switch
puts the P1 in Operate mode rather than Standby. Loudspeakers are connected to two pairs of
ATC's proprietary terminals. Also on the rear panel is a standard IEC power-cord inlet.

That this maker of professional and consumer loudspeakers also makes a power amplifier is easily
explained by ATC's history as one of the first companies to offer self-powered speakers. ATC
began building plate amplifiers of its own design for its active speakers in 1984. That original
design concept still informs the amp packs ATC makes for its active models, as well as its
standalone power amps.

In an e-mail, ATC's manager of research and development, Ben Lilly, outlined for me ATC's
amplifier philosophy. The company's design goals are, primarily: extremely wide bandwidth (in the
interest of the least possible phase shift within the audioband), very low distortion and noise, and
excellent reliability. These goals are accomplished by use of ATC's proprietary Grounded Source
output-stage design, the use of MOSFETs as output devices, and a sidechain (parallel circuit) FET
limiter, which has no effect on the audio circuit until the threshold voltage is exceeded. The FET
limiter protects amplifier, speakers, and listeners from the effects of hard clipping.



As should be no surprise from a professional-audio company, ATC recommends that the P1 be
driven via its balanced inputs. Lilly explained: "When balanced inputs are used for common-mode
noise rejection, the speaker is perfectly balanced with respect to earth [ground], being connected
to the common centre of the power supply. In practice, the improvement can be seen in the
elimination of L.F. modulation, thanks to the superior power supply layout, a reduction in output
device temperature cycling, and the clean signal ground."

After some weeks of listening to a well-traveled sample of the P1 that had seen service at the
Consumer Electronics Show and elsewhere—and which arrived without its full complement of
packing material, or its power cord, remote control, or manual—I began thinking of it as the strong,
silent type. Not that it was literally silent, of course. Rather, the P1 did not editorialize on the music;
it just delivered it. (Legendary cellist Gregor Piatigorsky once advised my friend the cellist
Nathaniel Rosen, "Just be 'a good UPS man.' Just deliver the goods.") The P1's essential sound
was very satisfyingly rich and full. That the P1 had gobs of power did not become apparent until its
reserves were called for.

"Honeysuckle Rose," from Jane Monheit's Taking a Chance on Love (CD, Sony Classical SK
92495, footnote 4), made for an interesting comparison of the ATC P1 with another amplifier that
passed through here within living memory: Lindell Audio's AMPX, a 20Wpc, class-A, solid-state
design ($1599). Despite the huge difference in these amps' power outputs, | don't think the
comparison was unfair—if your loudspeakers are biampable, you could buy two Lindell AMPXes
and end up $800 of the P1, while making something of a dent in the power-output disparity.

| loved the Lindell AMPX, and | stand by what | wrote about it in my December 2013 column.
However, playing "Honeysuckle Rose" at a satisfyingly loud volume suggested to me that perhaps
the Lindell had been adding a tiny bit of pepperminty "zip," with a resultant emphasis of vocal
sibilance—and that perhaps the ATC P1 was telling the story straight.

| used the P1 while listening to a wide variety of music, from 1950s jazz such as Louis Armstrong
and Ella Fitzgerald's Porgy & Bess highlights (CD, Verve 827 475-2), to a spine-tingling SACD
remastering of Dire Straits' Brothers in Arms (SACD/CD, Warner Bros./Mobile Fidelity Sound Lab
UDSACD 2099), to lots of piano, baroque, and classical-guitar music. Sources were Grace
Design's m905 monitor controller/DAC and Bricasti Design's M1 DAC, either usually fed

by Parasound's Halo CD 1 used as a transport, and at times by high-resolution files from my iMac.
The sound of this system through the P1 and ATC's own SCM19 speakers was unusually coherent




and seamless from midrange to treble, and the bass had me thinking that this might be all the bass
a normal person needs.

One of the things | love about the P1 is that its (to me, at least) surprisingly low price means that,
for less than the price of the average Stereophile reader's system, you can put together a
synergistic and hugely coherent-sounding setup that has little or nothing to apologize for in terms
of dynamics, bass, or fit'n'finish. The ATC SCM19 loudspeakers ($3700/pair), P1 power amp
($3999), Grace m905 ($3495), and a TASCAM CD-200 used as a CD transport (street price ca
$220) total roughly $11,000. By connecting a computer running some inexpensive software, you're
good for DSD and DSD2 (but not DXD or 384kHz PCM, though the Bricasti M1, which costs
$8595, is now DXD and 384kHz capable). If you don't already have them, speaker stands and
cables will add to the cost. You also might want to add a turntable or an SACD player. Even as
nicely tricked out as that, this is a system with an impressive ratio of sound quality to price. Its
resolving power and fatigue-free musicality has knocked my socks off.

Is the ATC P1 the best power amp I've heard? No. It doesn't offer that degree of shock-of-
recognition tactility that is the hallmark of a superstar amp. Were | to win a lot of money in a lottery,
one of my first self-indulgences would be a darTZeel power amp. | have also been very smitten by
Unison Research's tube amplifiers.

The P1 might not be the "best," but | am unaware of any other amplifier built from discrete
components with this level of build quality, and from a firm with a record of accomplishment similar
to ATC's, that offers so much excellent wattage at such a comparatively low price. ATC is beefing
up its network of US dealers. If you're shopping for an amp, try to hear this one.



