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France is fiercely protective of its regional
names, By way of example, look at the
enthusiasm it exhibits to protect the words
‘champagne’” and  ‘burgundy’ where it
concems the wine industry, It appears that
the French are also very picky about the
regions in which their hi-f equipment is
manufactured, because Atoll Electronique
takes considerable pains to point out that
all its equipment is assembled entirely in
its own factory in Brecey, and that almost
all its component parts it uses are sourced
from within France itself, with the chassis
being made in Brittany, the aluminium
front panels laser-cut in Lorraine, the
circuit-boards etched in Haute-Loire, and
the power supplies assembled in the Rhine
reglon, Where components can’t be sourced
from within France ltself, Atoll says they
come from within the ELL

As [ should not have to tell vou, the
company is French to its roots, which
were put down in 1997 by Stephane and
Emmanuel Dubreuil, who started the
company  after becoming  disenchanted
with the high prices being charged for
high-end audio electronics in France,
The two brothers founded the company
specifically to manufacture “true high-end
audio electronics  for  budget-conscious
audlophiles’ and that’s been their gulding
philosophy ever since. Savs Stephane: 'Chr
passton is strenger tham ever, damd we prrsie
perfechion and satisfaction, doy by day, for the
shreer pleastre of our qustormers,’

The Equipment
One thing the brothers Dubreull realised
right from the outset was that in order to
provide high-guality at a low price, they'd
have to sacrifice component recognition.
S0, rather than each Atoll component
being instantly identifiable as a particular
model, different models would have to
look almost identical. The result is that the
[M50 [ received for this review is virtually
indistinguishable from the NS0 and [N100
integrated amplifiers. as well as from the
PR100 and PRZO0 preamplifiers, because the
chassis on all fve are absolutely identical...
right down to the front panels. Atoll uses
a truly dlever system where the same front
panel is used on all three amplifiers and two
pre-amps, the model number being printed
ot small piece of plastic that's attached to
the back of the panel and 15 visible through
4 hole that also serves as the QY in the word
‘Atoll’ that's engraved on the front. Check out
the photo above and vou'll see what [ mean.
Atoll uses the exactly the same approach
with Its CD plavers: the CDS0, CDEO and
CDI00 also have interchangeable chassis.
What it means generally for consumers is
that they're assured of a top-notch, high-
quality chassis at an absolutely rock-bottom
price; and in particular that unless vou look
carefully at an IN50, you won't be able
to distinguish it from the much higher-
powered and highes-priced [N100.

Initially, 1T thought Atoll had decided
not to include bass and treble controls
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“l was almost quite literally bowled
over by the vibrancy of the sound from
Atoll’s IN50. It was as if the amplifier
was not in the chain at all.”

orf a loudness contour clrcult for cost-
cutting reasons, but it transpired that |
was mistaken. According to Stephane, they
elected not to allow alterations in sound
quality of any kind. 'Such adfustreents iave
oy disadvantages’ he savs, IF you wse then,
the frespienicy and phase respanses become mor-
linear, additional colomrations and  arkificial
i parasitic woises are introduced, witich toke
a foll on sound clearness amd | Bransparency
anmd  famper e owhole spstem’s  dysamics,
[As for| using bass ar treble controls fo correct
frmtntlances from the Toudspeakers or from te
i, Bhis i the some as comecting a problon
iy introvdnicingg anotier probiem, which destroys
the integrity and ity of the high-fidelity
systenn.’ (By the way, the gqualitvy of these
quotes is due to my extremely poor French,
so | am to blame, not Stephane, but | can
assure you that my English translations are
a whale ot better than the English in the
[N50's Owner's Manual.)

Loak inslde the NSO and vou'll see where
Atoll has been rather spendthrift: Philips'
highest-quality capacitors, an Alps volume
control and Alps source selector, 0.1 per
cent metal film resistors, and TRFPL40/150M
MOSFET output devices (two paies). The PCB
is well laid out, mostlv symmetrical, with
the multiple vacant spaces revealing that
Atall is also re-purposing the same PCH on
its ather products, so it is not only the front
panels and chassis that are shared between
different models, The power supply is not
overly-generous, with a small 160VA torofd
providing two 35V rails that feed into a pair
of 6800pF/63V smoothing capacitors, The
output stage appears to combine standard
fuse protection (3,15 amp) with PTC reslstors
but 1 did not have a circult diagram to hand.
I was also a little perplexed that my Atoll
did not have a motorised volume control
like the models I'd seen reviewed in French
audio magazines. Even though no remaote
was supplied with my review sample, 1 just
assumed this was an added cost extra, so
that you could add remote controllability to
any IMS0 just by purchasing a remote. This
turned out not to be the case: Atoll provides

two completely different models: remote
and non-remote.

I regret to report that the rear panel
looks & hit amateurish, and uses connectors
that are more popular with kit amplifier
constructors, St they do the job., You get
five line-level inputs, tape and pre-amp
outputs and a single set of speaker outputs.
Atoll's manual wams against paralleling
multiple speakers to this single output, but
its brochure rates the [N50' output into
both 8 ohm (30-watts per channel) and
4 ohm (70-watts per channel) loads,

The Atoll INSO s 440mm wide, 90mm
high and 270mm deep. It weighs Tkg.

Performance

I had expected that the clrcular semi-
transparent stylised NS0 logo inset into the
front panel would light up when 1 switched
the Atoll on, so | was a bit disappointed
when it didn't. Soerd Bl Surely eliminating
a single LED is taking cost-cutting to
extremes? As it is, there's only a dull vellow
LED on the front panel midway between the
tape monitor button and the headphone
socket to indicate the power status of the
M50, Later [ realised the lack of an LED
was probably because on models where the
remote control is ftted, the infra-red sensor
is likely located behind the logo.

In deference to the [N30% relatively low
power output rating, | connected it to my
muost efficient palr of reference loudspeakers
(ves, | regret to say that [ am a loudspeaker
tragic, with more pairs dotted around my
home than [—or my long-suffering wiie—
can poke a stick at. Most are commercial
designs in wvarious sizes and technologies,
but several are home-brewed.) [ was almost
quite literally bowled over by the vibrancy
of the sound from Atolls INS0. [t was as if
the amplifier was not in the chain at all, and
my CD player had developed the magical
ability to drive my loudspeakers on its
ownt. (The [M50 1 was supplied did not have
# phono input, so | couldn't connect my
trusty Linn, but you can option one in.)

This ‘connectedness’ is very unusual,
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particularly in solid-state amplifiers, which
rarely have the ability to provide a direct
conduit between source and transducer.
The effect is difficult to describe, but it's
somewhat akin to that feeling you get when
you're walking down a suburban  strect
where evervone has their stereo blaring
away and all of a sudden you stop dead
stlll In front of one house, because you're
Immediately aware that in this dwelling,
the music is being created by a real musical
instrument: be that instrument a plano,
a violin or even an electric guitar, This
feeling of instant recognition is similar to
the connectedness [ heard when listening to
music throogh the INS0.

What it meant was that my latest spinner,
Eurctrash taksim, seemed almost live in my
living reom, with the hauntingly bemutiful
volce of Deborah Kayser lilting  from
the speakers, and Peter Meville's curious
percussion effects so real that | wondered
from time to time whether my better half
was playing along In the kitchen. The
songs (from around Greece) are wonderfully
realised. 1 owas particularly entranced by
Mavro mrow felidoni, a Byzantine folk song
compased on the fall of Constantinople, and
Thatassa, a song of loss from the Dodecancese
islands. The sound of Achilles Yiangoulli's
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Powar Dutput: Bath channels driven inte B3,
&0 and 200 non-inductive loads at 20Hz, TkHz
and 20kHz,
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Atoll Electronique INSO Integrated Amplifier

houzouki has been captured perfectly, while
the Atoll INSD also delivered the double-bass
of MNick Tstavos with chilling accuracy, but at
the same time a friendly, familiar warmth.
Melbourne broadeaster Doug Spencer was
right when he said of Tsiavos: fhis] masfery
of the bow remirds pore that Tis festrament is
o bass viedin' The midrange sound of the
INS0 must really have been Impressive,
because when listening to this CD 1 even
warmed to the sound of Anthony Schulz's
instrument—and 1'm not wsually a fan of
the accordlon!

S0 it went, for CD after CD, genre
after genre, This unassuming little amplificr
was able to dellver music, beautifully
unadorned, and ready for admiration. |
puessed it must having been  delivering
more than its rated power into my speakers,
which are not only highly efficient, buot
also moderately low-impedance, because
throughout all my listening sessions | was
abile to extract more than sufficient volome
for all practical purposes, and [ never once
heard anv clipping, even on the peaks.
It was only when | connected the least
efficient speakers | own and played a few
Feethoven symphonies at very high volume
through them, that the sound-field squeezed
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Power Output: Single and both channels driven
into 8102, 40 and 20} non-inductive loads at 20Hz,
TkHz and 20kHz,
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too close, and 1 could hear the bass starting
to harden. However, even as this started 1o
happen, | was simultaneously marvelling at
the dynamics of which the IN50 is capable,

Also worthy of mention s the stereo
imaging, which | found remarkable
It's sharp and precise, yet without ever
eing so crisply focused that it appeared
manufactured and artificial. The sense of
the performance “space’ that's created in
front of you is almost tangible.

Conclusion

lam not sure whao it was who said “simplicity
is its own reward' (Google told me it was
Mary Greene Chandler Ware, in 1854,
but 1 don't really trust the internet as an
information source} but | was certainly
constantly reminded of the saving whilst |
had the pleasure of reviewing Atoll's [N50,
because | suspect much of its extraordinarily
good sound is simply the result of then
being very little circuitey in the way of the
signal. Best of all, glven the extraordinarily
low asking price, there's also very little
to prevent sudiophiles—and particularly
Francophiles—irom  personally benefiting

from this 5lmptlcity.-i|||"h
Atdrew Lirrugr

Readers interestad ina

full technical appralsal of
the performance of the
Aol Electroniqua INSO
should continue on and
read the LABORATORY
REPORT published on the
following pages. All readers
should note that the resulis
mantionad in the report,
tabulated in performance
charts and/or displayed
using graphs and/or
photographs should be
construed as applying

only to the specilic

sample tested,

Test Results

Newport Test Labs measured the power
autput of the Atoll [N50 at TkHz as 63-
watts both channels driven Into 8 ohms
and T4-watts both channels driven Into
4 ohims. This means that the Atolls power
cutput was 1di higher than specitication
at 8 ohms, and a mere 0.2dB above it when
driven into 4 ohms. However, the amplifier
could not sustain this output level at the
frequency extremes, At 20Hz it certainly
came  close, returning  both-channels-
driven figures of 6l-watts per channel into
R ohms and Gd4-watts per channel into 4-
ohms, However, at 20kH:, crossover notch
distartion components became too intrusive
once output power exceeded SO0-watts,
irrespective of Toad resistance, so this was
the paint at which output was measured,
rather than the more usual clipping point,

Measurement of power output was made
difficult due to the use of PTC resistors in
the output stage as one form of protection
(fuses are used as a fall-safe for the TCs),
because these positive temperature co-
efficlent resistors prevent the amplifier from
being operated continuously at rated output
whoen it's driven by a standard sing wave test
stgnal. When connected to 8 ahm loads, the
low current drow means that the TCs ae
refatively stow to trigeer, but when driving
4 ohm loads, the higher current draw means
they act much faster. When tested with
2 ohm Joads, the PTCs triggered so fast that
it was impossible to make any measurements
of power output at all, While [ would not
expect the PTCs to interfere or otherwise
affect the amplifier's operation when it's
wsed to plav music, rather than test signals,
it would still be best 1o ensure the amplifier
is very well-ventilated, since heat will affect
the operation of the 'TCs, and it would also
be better to use speakers with a nominal
impedance of at least 6 ohms or higher for
best performance:

Distortion was wvery low at normal
output levels. As you can see an the graphs,
there’s just a single second-order harmonic
distortion component (HDL,) in the output,
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a ‘fuller’, ‘richer’ sound, rather than an Ierchannal Phase Walnr il ey fcia s gy [0 k208
unpleasant one. THOH, 07% ] 05 1 withimied op

At rated output, 1 was surprised by how ST Aatie (urmeschisatwaighted) FEEEAE. 8 1 1 it oulpt
closely the output spectrums of the Atoll ST Aotic fumeeEghied weghted) BRgRGHE | ol 1 rated oot
matched, Irrespective of load. Basically, Input Banstnay 16D input) o AT 1 watyrated autpul)
at rated output, U1f Atoll shows HDL, at Ot : GaTen OC = 28002V
—70dB (0L03%), HDL, at -72dB (0.02%), 7 o = PR
with fourth- and fifth-order components = S P Ts ——
hovering around -20dB (0.003%), and sixth- — — — St du_" 2 -
and seventh-order components at around e, SEEEA 42 ekt fED2 Wt TwartRated QP
~105dH, These are good results, and sum Mains Vokage Variation 241-296 volts i M

to an overall THDEN figure of 0.12%, well
below audibility. Note that the nolse floor

‘Atoll Electronique IN50 Integrated Ampiifier - Test Results for Power Output

is sitting for the most part at =120d8, which ot [ﬂ} Eﬂ'h e e =T e P
is excellent, but the jagged polnts clustered L : I : - .
down at the left of the graph mean there i fumte] e fmtts} = !I'ﬁlﬂ m
soime mains hum (and related components) ! Q. g2 179 & 18.0 = 164
and that the power supply is operating right 2 ‘B 81 |rE B Jfe | Ed 5
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design, but the sample measured nonetheless 7 - = - -
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100Hz Square Wave (B0} resistive load) 1kHz Square Wave (B0} resistive load]

10kHz Sguare Wave [B0} rosistive load) 1kHz Square Wave [BI)//2pF capacitive load]

dB limits) wsing 3dB down-points as the
reference, with Newport Test Labs measuring
response at 2.5Hz to 83kHz Tightening the
tolerance further, the Atall INSO's frequency
response came in at 4,2Hz to 62kHz £0.5:8.
As yvou gan see on the graph, this response
was measured into a standand non-inductive
load, Driving a simulated loudspeaker load,
the [N50% response was measured at 10Hz (o
A0kHz £0.3dB, Across the audio band (20Hz
to 20kHz) it was better again, at+01dB.
This result pointed to the “Atoll having
a fairly high output impedance, which
subsequently proved to be the case, with the
lab measuring L.376 ohms at 1kHz, which
in turn gives an effective damping factor of
21 (at 1kHz). This is ample, but relatively
Jow, so if the TN50 were used to drive a
speaker system with a very large, heavy bass
coné (between 300 and 415mm in diameter)
there might be an audible effect at very
low frequencies.

CCIF intermodulation distortion testing
consists of wusing two  equal-amplitude,
high-frequency signals spaced closely in
frequency, Here we've shown the result
when 19kHz and 20kHz signals are used.
There are virtually no sideband products,
with the signals at 18kHz and 21kHz being
around ~90dB down, There's also almost no
sipnal at the difference frequency (1kHz).
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These are all excellent results, The signals
visible at the extreme right of the graph
are ordinary second-hammonic distortion
components at 38kHz, 40kHz and 42kHz.
All are more than 60dB down (0.1%).

The square wave  measurements
confirmed what the other measurements
already revealed. The 100Hz sguare wave
shows that the IN50's response rolls off at
low frequencics (the tilt on the wave) while
the slight curves on the flat ‘tops’ (tilted)
reveal some  low-frequency phase shift.
The 1kHz square wave is excellent, Adding
capacitance revealed that the amplifier s
Inherently stable, and casily able to drive
highly capacitative and reactive loads.
There is some ringing evident, but its bath
contained and restrained. The 10kHz square
wave shows the amplifier's high-frequency
and rise-time limitations, while the slight
kink" at half-way up the waveform shows
the beginnings of the crossover distortion
that led to the S0-watt ceillng on power
output at high frequencies.

Channel separation was maore than
adequate, as you can see from the graph,
with a best of around 64dB at 1kHz,
a4 result that was maintained right across
the midrange, only decreasing to S0-360b
at the frequency extremes. The balance
between channels came in at O.38dB (at
1kHz} with Inter-channel phase just 0.01°
out at this frequency. Phase straved only at
20kHz, where a tiny 3.66° error was noted,
The measured signal-to-noise ratios were
gond, and certainly more than sufficient,
but given the simplicity of the design, 1 was
intrigued that the figures weren't higher.
Still, an A-weighted result of 93dB s not
to be sneezed at, with the unweighted
result of 8BdB revealing that most of
the noise was |ow-frequency. Maximum
power consumption was measured as
252-watts, but when the amplifier is being
wsed o play music at average levels, mains
power consumption would hover between
+2-watts and around Sl-watts. —‘n.l'"‘-—

Steve Holding
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