Polk Audio PA D5000.5 Amplifier.

Getting smaller and better by the minute.
Although American manufacturer Polk Audio is better known for its speakers and subwoofers; did you know it also develops its own amplifiers? Over the years there have been numerous ranges of power amplifier emerge from Polk but this recent batch is worth getting excited about due to the actual design. The nineties saw manufacturers making physically larger amplifiers and this shouldn’t be attributed solely to market demanding more imposing boot ornaments. No; it was actually also due to the limited technologies available at the time. High power amplifiers meant high current flows via analogue switching systems. This in turn meant large input and control stages which ultimately lead to large chassis and hence the enormous footprints. Moving forward to today; we see micro-processors now employed in everything from personal computers through to kettles, so did you really think power amplifiers were going to be passed up? Of course not – and that’s why the new Polk digital series amplifiers are so impressive. Thanks to the advances in digital switching technology these amplifiers now output as much power as their past brethren but are literally a quarter of the size.

There are four amplifiers comprising the new digital range; the one channel D1000.1, the twin channel D2000.2, the four channel D4000.4 and last but not least the D5000.5 five channel. Possessing digital switching as opposed to analogue devices means each of them remain quite small but the five channel (which is traditionally the behemoth of any amplifier range) is just something to behold with its footprint a mere 338mm x 172mm x 46mm! Even its weight is demure at a smidgeon over three kilograms. Because of this design it will hide away in all matter of places from under floors to behind larger dashboards. Topology wise it’s of class-D design and its front four channels output 70 watts continuous when measured at four ohm. The subwoofer channel outputs 200 watts at four ohm. This might sound a little modest at first but remember this is running at four ohm and when you consider most factory head units output between 18 and 23 watts continuous on a good day and with no subwoofer drive its actually more than just good. However if you have the inclination (and air flow to cool it adequately) you can load it down and in doing so you’ll get 100 watts continuous from each of the front channels at two ohm and the subwoofer channel when loaded down to one ohm can output 500 watts continuous. Not unlike our Kostya; it’s quite the little powerhouse. However it goes without saying (which generally means I ‘should’ say it again); get yourself a larger amplifier if you need more power rather than strangling the D5000.5 – that’s why Polk make the others in the range. This power is output very cleanly having a total harmonic distortion of under a tenth of a percent including that of the subwoofer channel. Damping factor and slew rate are sadly not quoted, however a signal-to-noise ratio of 105dB ensures it plays very quietly so far as interference goes.
Turning to the physical design of the unit it continues a trend we’re seeing more and more today where the terminals are recessed under end ‘handles’. This is a three pronged approach where cable protection and ease of handling / easy connecting are foremost facets of the design. However this almost makes for a damn good looking amplifier. Although I’m quite the fan of Polk amplifiers even I’ll admit over the years Polk has been a little hit and miss with their physical design – to the point where the Momo series amplifiers tended more to resemble a FIFA stadium rather than amplifier. The following PA series were a marked improvement with their black case but just came off a little boring. It has really hit the design nail on the head with the digital series amplifiers though; blending a clean looking gloss black outer heat sink with a centre portion that is slightly concave. The centre is powder coated in flat black and holds the Polk Audio logo, PA D5000.1 badging as well as two function status LEDs. The ends are both protected via the handles and along one end are the nickel plated power, earth, remote and speaker terminals. Like many manufacturers Polk are also turning away from gold plating and onto nickel plating because of its blend of strength and corrosion resistance. Gold is the best resistor of corrosion however it’s very soft and malleable and it only takes one slightly over enthusiastic turn of a screwdriver to completely take all the gold off. Two forty ampere fuses also sit at the terminal end between the power and speaker blocks. Upon the other end of the amplifier are the inputs being front, rear and subwoofer although the subwoofer input is switchable so it’s able to take its input from the front input as well. Crossover and level controls are also here also and these range from both high pass (40Hz – 400Hz) and low pass (80Hz – 4000Hz) on the front channels to high pass (40Hz – 4000Hz) on the rear channels. Subwoofer is low-pass switchable from 40Hz to 220Hz and includes a subsonic filter ranging from 20Hz – 38Hz depending on where you have your ported enclosure tuned too. The subwoofer section also has a bass remote port which Polk includes in the box for you rather than selling it as a separate item. One peculiar omission though is high-level speaker inputs which I would have through mandatory for an amplifier of this nature – in that it’ll often be connected to a factory source.

Cracking the D5000.5 open for a quick look is sadly anything but quick. You start with the end caps rather than the bottom but with a little patience and persistence you can get it apart to have a good look over the internals. Doing so once again reminded me of why Polk amplifiers, although not renowned for being the best on the planet, do have a reputation for rock solid operation and robust design – the D5000.5 is one very tidy and concrete design. The power input stage including the stiffening / rectifiers, as well as the power storage area, step up transformers and FET’s are not only kept well away from any signal handling area, they’re also lined in the most aerodynamically optimal places. Sure class-D designs don’t get overly hot compared to other classes of amplification but when under the pump they can still get hot enough to fry an egg on.

Installing the D5000.5 is quite simply a breeze with its small footprint and intelligent design. I say intelligent because just last week I reviewed an amplifier with terminals on all four sides – go figure! Polk includes mounting hardware, remote and spare parts in the neatly packaged black cardboard box. After testing on the bench I eventually mounted mine in the boot where there is plenty of airflow although I can easily see this living under seats and similarly small places.

Starting on the test-bench as I normally do with these new full range class-D amplifiers sees the D5000.5 easily output not only its claimed power but with slightly superior specs than those proclaimed. This is not overly unusual for an amplifier manufacturer of note in 2011 so I’ll explain this comment further during my conclusion below – for now let’s focus on the sound of the unit itself. Perhaps the most impressive trait of the newer digital class amplifiers is their ability to stay cool, output bucket loads of power and not make a big fuss about it. The D5000.5 is no different in that with the front four channels running either component sets or co-axial speakers will not need much gain at all before the speaker are either hitting their physical suspension limits or worse still; bottoming out. The subwoofer channel by its very nature will need to be turned up a little more to get those larger drivers cranking but again you’ll find the same thing – it’ll more than handle subsonic duties of all but the most diehard bass nuts out there. Sure it won’t run a wall of eighteens but it’ll handle a twin ten inch or single larger twelve inch subwoofer with aplomb. The other nice thing about it is the amount of noise it inputs into the sound stream – or lack of it. Unlike many amplifiers that tend to start hissing their heads of around half gain, the D5000.5 doesn’t have any his issues until its gain is up around three quarters. So far as actual sound quality of the D5000.5 goes; it’s not easy to tell when running with high-end speakers (I tested it with the Seas Lotus Reference component set and subwoofer). This might sound like a somewhat baffling comment but in actuality it’s very important that you hear the music as the artist intended rather than ‘hearing’ the amplifier. Some amplifiers can really colour their sound, either dumbing it right down and muting the finer details or arcing it right up with ear shattering exaggerations and dynamic peaks. The D5000.5 does neither but instead plays music to all volumes with precise detail and control without necessarily changing what the artist intended you to hear.

So back to my comment regarding why I like to bench-test the full range class-D amplifiers so thoroughly compared to other flavours of amplifiers. Call it morbid curiosity; but despite being in the audio industry for as many years as I have, I’m still constantly amazed at just how small, powerful and clean the tech heads continue to get these amplifiers sounding – and with a modest price tag to boot!

Polk Audio PA D5000.5 Amplifier.

Type: D class five channel amplifier.

Power: Continuous power rating 4 x 70 watts + 1 x 200 watts @ 4 ohm, 4 x 100 watts + 1 x 400 watts @ 2 ohm.

Features: Adjustable crossovers, bass boost & subsonic filter on subwoofer channel.

Cost: $799
Distributor: Directed
Web: http://www.directed.com.au
