THE UK’S BEST HI-FI REVIEWSE

HI-FICHOIC

PASSION FOR SOUND oeceuser 2008 399 wwwHIFICHOICECO.UK

-APPEAL

Esoterlc’s X-05 reveals all

' 5‘*’ Yamaha Soavo Zs _

EEEEEEEEE

amplifier

Top powerhouse just got better!

NAD M4 — “Spendor SAT Hll\H||||\|\H|||||||\|!|l !IiHTf

High-end tuner takes to the waves  The best sub-miniature around?




HI-F

magazine




ATC SIA 2-150 integrated amplifier |Review|

“Top of the class

Is there more to ATC's new integrated than a fresh new look and a lower price?

PRODUCT ATC SIA 2-150
TYPE Integrated amplifier
PRICE £2,248

KEY FEATURES Size (WxHxD): 13.5x43.5%35cm

@ Weight: 22kg © Analogue inputs: 4x line plus tape
inZout & Analogue outputs: preamp, subwoofer,
headphone @ Power rating: 150 watts/Bohms

CONTACT = 01285 760561 € www.atc.gb.net

here's a thin and often blurred line

between a makeover and a redesign.

We're all painfully used to so-called
'revolutionary’ new products that tumn out to
be last year's gear in this year's fashions. In
that light, we can't help but applaud ATC and
its SIA 2-150 amplifier.

ATC - Gloucestershire's finest maker of
loudspeakers, amplifiers and the combination
of the two: active loudspeakers — has radically
redesigned the look of its cult integrated
amplifier, but there's no hint of a 'MWk II', a
‘Special Edition’ or a 'Limited". There's not even
a change to the product name; what used to
be called the SIA 2-150 amplifier is still called
the SIA 2-150 amplifier. The reason for this is
simple; what's inside this box is not so different
to what was in the previous version, There have
been changes to the PCB layouts and extra
functions have been added, but ATC has stuck
with what it considers to be a pretty solid
design. This means a wide bandwidth, low
distortion, low noise floor and high output
power design... and all of these features were
already readily available from the last model.
So perhaps this is the ultimate expression of
the “if it ain‘t broke, don't fix it' ethos in today's
hi-fi industry.
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We originally reviewed the last SIA 2-150 in
June 2002 and it was not a brand new product
then, what's more it cost £2,375. The fact that
the latest version costs more than a hundred
quid less than it did six years ago is apparently
because ATC has refined its production process
to be more efficient; there's also an economy
of scale, as ATC upped the numbers it builds to
accommodate demand from new markets.
Nevertheless, for a company to be able to add

consist of preamp (variable), subwoofer (fixed)
and headphone socket. The good news here is
the socket is the traditional 6mm jack (instead
of the all-too-common 2.5mm mini jack nicked
from portable audio); the bad news is that it's
placed on the rear panel, which is inconvenient
but does keep the front looking good.

ATC, being a company with strong ties to the
studio world, believes in power being a
necessity for accurate music reproduction. This

“ATC, being a company with strong ties to
the studio world, believes in power being a
necessity for accurate music reproduction.”

a better looking bit of casework and extra
socketry while reducing the price in both real
and actual terms is hugely impressive.

The snappy product name remains merely a
stark description of its role: SIA stands for
stereo integrated amplifier, 2 for the amount
of channels and 150 indicates the power in
watts that it's specified to deliver into an eight
ohm load. Its beautifully machined aluminium
front panel is 12mm thick and offers the
minimum of controls, one large knob adjusts
volume while the other is used to click through
the four inputs indicated by green lights in the
central bar. The two smaller buttons are for
standby and monitor, the latter accessing
whatever is connected to the tape input, who
knows it might even be a tape recorder.

There is also a slightly lightweight remote
handset which can be used to do all of these
things as well as mute the output. Outputs
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is why this amplifier has a massive power
supply that delivers a class A/B output of 150
watts. The first two thirds of which are said to
be in class A, This puts it in a pretty select
group for its price; there are only two other
integrated amplifiers that compete on watts
per quid in our listings and both of those come
from large companies.

SOUND QUALITY

The power on tap from the amplifier does not
specifically characterise its sound but, it allows
the SIA 2-150 to do things that most similarly
priced integrateds struggle with. Primarily that
is to reproduce music in a large scale, dynamic
and full bodied fashion. There is little sense of
compression when the demands of the
material get higher, if a loud passage comes
along, it is realised without distress or restraint.
This can be frightening with some music. =
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& We put on the Murcof's new Versailles
Sessions disc and were pinned to the seat by
the power and drama of the music. The way
that the artist has recorded classical acoustic
instruments and remixed them is intense and
almost hyper-real when you have an amplifier
that can rise o the occasion. The SIA 2-150
does just such that, it gives you what it gets in
an explicit and unpolished fashion that,
speakers allowing, makes for a highly engaging
and powerful musical experience,

The speaker pair that allowed this particular
experience was the Adam HM2, a standmount
from Germany with a ribbon tweeter that
seems to be well suited to the ATC amplifier
because it too can cope with big dynamics and
delivers decent bass extension. A more familiar
reference is Bowers & Wilkins' 802D, a
revealing and wideband speaker that offers a
more challenging load than one would
normally partner with an amplifier with a price
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tag this side of about four grand. The 802D
nonetheless revealed a lot of what the SIA
2-150 is about... and understandably, bass isn't
as rock solid as a 200-watt Classé CA-2200
power amplifier (£3,950), but this is more than
forgivable compared to a £4k power amp. The
ATC amplifier still delivers a lot of low end
grunt; if you put some Me'Shell NdegeOcello
through it the grip on offer is very impressive
for an intgrated amplifier at any price. This is
something we associate with the brand fo be
frank, but the quality of timing on offer
exceeds expectations — the bass stops and
starts precisely, so there is plenty of rhythmic
drive to the music.

This is one aspect of the sound that we don't
recall being so well executed on the previous
version, which was similarly ‘warts 'n’ all’
revealing, but too hard-edged for some tastes,
so the improvements are a real boon. This
incarnation is not smoothed or mellow but it is
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cleaner so you can play considerably louder
without discomfort and the leading edges of
notes have the right degree of bite. Precise
without being edgy. It even coped with the
testing opening to Mahler's Eighth in fine
form, allowing the massed voices to deliver
much of their power and glory with little sense
of compression.

BOARD MEETING

Aside from the new styling exercise, the
changes to the SIA 2-150 could seem
mild to those not used to modern circuit
design. Re-laying a printed circuit board
can often mean not a single component
value changes, but can result in a mild
(or occasionally, wild) change in both the
cost of the product and even the sound
quality. But why?

A modern PCB design is a complex
mixture of electronics skills on the part
of the designer-and the ability for a
computer design program to express
those skills in a three-dimensional space.
In many cases, it's also a function of the
efficiency of the surface-mount devices
being applied to the PCB itself. The level
of sophistication of CAD/CAM and in
particular SMD production engineering
has improved immeasurably in recent
years - a by-product of lead-based solder
being rendered obsolete by recent ReHS
rulings. As production engineering
became more efficient, so prices dropped
and the quality of any given electronic
circuit design could be maximised.

“It offers a degree of grip that is unusual
outside of separate power amplifiers, but
tdoes not let this dominate the sound.”

The more expensive Leema Tucana integrated
(148-watt, £2,995) delivers a bass that's
‘shapely’ and has an upbeat and lively
character, which suggests that the top end has
a greater sense of revelation. Going back to the
ATC, however, confirms that it has the upper
hand when it comes to solidity of power,
Perhaps equally impressive is that there is no
shortfall in the timing department, because
the Tucana is notably good in that respect. A
closer price match was provided by Sugden's
elegant A21 SE (48-watt, £2,145) which being
an all Class A design does not compete on
power terms and required the introduction of
easier speakers to the listening room.
Combined with the Living Voice Auditorium
OBX-R, the Sugden produces a big spacious
sound that fails to match the ATC in terms of
dynamics but does have an appealing ease.
While the SIA 2-150 is not aggressive, it has a
lot more bite and precision than the dedicated
Class A design as one might expect. In fact,
the ATC amp works well with the Living Voice
speaker, delivering a well balanced and tanally
attractive result that benefits from the control
and dynamics on offer from the amp.

Whatever you partner it with, ATC's superbly
finished amplifier seems to deliver a revealing,
powerful and ultimately engaging result. It
offers a degree of grip that is unusual outside
of separate power amplifiers, but does not let
this dominate its sound. Combine all this with
a confident six-year warranty and you have an
amp that's extremely hard to beat. HFC

Jason Kennedy

VERDICT

SOUND ™ PRO
* * * * * Revealing, dyramic and

| powerful amp that works with

| awide range of speakers,
FEATURES | superb build quality and
+ % % N | finish, and a long

| manufacturer’s warranty. |
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* * * * * Lightweight remote handset

compared to casework, rear
mounted headphone socket,
rathersmall input legends an
front panel.
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