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MCINTOSH €220 VACUUM TUBE PREAMP
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Sound

Tube components are often described

her

nerically as sounding “warm,” and

most cases this is true, Tube direuits often in-

troduce a small amount of distortion into the

, which

sound accounting for this warn
comes at the price of some excess noise. The

€220, however, despite its tube circuit, reveals

itself with sound that I would describe as big,

wl neutral

clean, quiet

At first listen, T'was shocked ar just how quiet

the backgrounds were witl

this preamp. This
quiet allowed for a much greater sense of the
space in which the music was recorded. This
was especially noticeable when [ listened to
the Drive By Truckers' CD, Decoration Day.
This band's raucous brand of southem rock is
complemented by their live studio recordings,

ol

impanting a “you are there” feeling on :

system. With the ycatch

2220, I was easily abl
all of the subtleties of this recording style. T did
notice that the bass was not as prominent as

with other preamps, but what bass 1 did hear

was clear and accurate. In the end, | attributed

this to the C220's neutral character, and witl
more listening I discovered that increased res-
olution in the bass region revealed a record-

that was not as “fat” in this region as [ had

previously thought

I examined female vocals next,

Neko Case's katest album Fox Confessor Bring

the Flood, Neko's voice was centered on a wide

and very deep soundstage, where 1 was also

able to dearly pinpoint the location of the in

struments. This singer/songwriter's vocal style

can be both powerful and remarkably

tive, but some of her more subtl

can be very easy to miss unless the quality of

p notch. The

your playback equipment is
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I was able to listen to this noise- and free
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ail and nuance were made clear?

every last d

nost users will find this

it I can say the

1o be
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Final Take

Their tube amps are what

nade Mcl

ey have

1

famous decades ago, and clearly

stayed true to their roots. The features, flexi-

bility, and sound of the C220 are consistent
with tl

exceptional quality | have come 1o ex-
pect from Mclntosh.
Through all of my listening, one thread re

mained ¢

istent. The neutrality of the C220
allowed me to hear details in the recordings
1 ver knew existed. Whether it was a

se of space, or an inflection in a vocal, 1

nd that the neutrality of this preamp offered

me a window into the recordings that I have
rarely had a chance to experience.

There is one caveat: With such a neutral

1, one needs to choose r system

COMPON

components (particularly sources) with great

care, as the unsuspecting listener may end up

learning somethir d not want to know
about the rest of their components. The hon-
esty of the C220 means that it reveals the intri-

cacies of the best recordings, but also fails ©

de the sins of a lesser system
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With the €220, McIntosh comes very close

to the best that |

phillia has 1 praise ed, espe

cially when you consider that the closest

competitors cost several thousand dollars. If a
high-resolution two-channel system is in your

future, or you plan to upgrade yo

existing
preamp, the C220 is a perfect place o both stan
and end your journey. e

—3By Laird Ross

Rating

98

(220 Vacuum Tube Preamp
MSRP: $3,300

7 Unbalanced High-Level Inputs
9 Balanced CXLR) Inputs & MM Phono
3 Pairs Unbalanced QOutputs
2 Pairs Switched + 1 Pair Fived Outputs
1 Pair Balanced (XLR) Outputs
" Front Panel Headphone Jack with
Headphone Mode Mute
Frequency Response: +0, -0.5dB from
20Hz to 20,000H:z
Signal to Moise Ratio (A-Weighted): High Level,
90dB below rated output. Phono,
80dB below 10mV input
Dimensions: 17.5" (W) x 6" (H) x 18" (D)
Weight: 21.1 bos. (37.5 bos. in sh ppir

arton)
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