Equipment Report

hile  walking
home from the
office the other
assed a gleaming,
perFecﬁ}' detailed Harley-
Davidson, lightly cus-
tomized, as many are these
days. 1 didn't stop and
drool, but 1 couldnt un-
s from it. As 1
drew par:Ll to that hawg,
a Ricky Martin look-alike
threw his leg over the sad-
dle and thumbed the
starter. Mo, you don'r hawe
to be a tattooed, beer-
gutted redneck anymore
to rear up and slam down
on a kick-starter of one of
these beasts. Today, it's all done with
the push of a button. Dude.

Whirr.. . whirr. .. whirr. ., ka-BLAM!
The hike didn't 50 much start as mpmrl.:-.:i'-:*
into Life. Thnu.gh [ wore my best unim-

ressed Mew Yawker's face, 1 was
Eﬂen!].' aware of 1s sound as I ducked
an errant cab and finished sauntering
arTnss Sixl:h- The hig twin settled quiq:]c-
ly into its uniquely throaty, lumpy idle,
and 1 instinctively waited for Biker Boy
(backy bastard) to give it the gas. Thonks-
ihonka-thonka blat ka-BOOM chatter-
chatter-thonka-thenka, .. T could almost
feel the vibradon between my 1:3.[',5 the
wind in my haic Hey, it was windy!

Would Biker Boy accelerate past me
as he blasted across 17th Street? Or turn
up Sixth? The clurch ook up the slack,

Description: Solid-state monablack
power amplifier with output load
impedance terminals for 8, 4, and 2
ohms. Output power: 12000 into 8,
4, or 2 ohms (30.8dBW, z?ﬂdﬂﬂ
24.8dBW, respectively), minimum
sinewave continuous average power
output rated 20Hz-20kHz, Output
RMS voltage: 98Y across 8 ohms,
69.3V across 4 ohms, 49V across 2
ohms. THD: 0.005% maximurm from
250mW to rated power output. Inter-
modulation  distortion:  SMPTE
0.005% maximum if instantaneous
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McIntosh MC1201
monoblock power amplifier

Mdnicsh MC1301 monoblod pewer ampltfier

and The Grear American Ieon turned
the corner and roared up the Avenue of
the Americas. Dammn.

But I wasn't envious. L, too, had a
Great American loon —a pair ni them,
in fact—waiting for me in my ]1s|;f;1uug
roont, warmed up and ready to ramble:
the Mclntosh MC1201  solid-state
monoblocks, 1200Wpe, with the
bl est POWer meters you ever saw this

#-a Milwaukee,

Edifice rex

Like a Harley, each Mchitosh MC1201
monoblock is 2 hoge physical presence,
a big hunka iron in anyone’s lanpuage:
147 gut-busting pounds of staimless-steel
chassis and beautifully finished, black-
shrouded transformers and heatsinks.

peak power output does not exceed
twice the output power rating.
Dynamic headrcom: 2.1dB. Frequen-
cy responses: 20Hz-20kHz, +0/-
—0.25dB; 10Hz—100kHz, +0,/-3.0dB.
Input sensitivity: 2.45V unbalanced,
4.9V balanced. Signal/noise ratio:
93dB, A-weighted, unbalanced
{120dB below rated output), 97dB
balanced (124dB below rated out-
put). Damping factor: 8 ohm output,
=100, Input impedance: 10k ohms.
Powwer Guard: <2% THD with 14dB
overdrive, Power requirements: 1200,

Do yourself a 5y favor and
let your dealer install them.
You're the one paying the
long booty — w}w should
you have to

The MFL’EDI 5 front

anel is dominated by a
EII___E':" blue backlit Output
Wattmeter under glass—
plastic could warp, accord-
mg to Mclatosh's Larry
Fish. The ever-affable Mr.
Fish, VP of product plan-
ning (he worked his way
up to VP/chiet e et in
his 27 years with the com-
pany) is quite proud of the
analog meters, which are
handbuilt in the UK and
were ariginally desigmed for auromobile
test systems. How apropos.

Why is the meter an audiophile big
deal? As explained rather elabaorately in
the Product Preview [ received from
Melntosh, an amplifier's power output
(in watts) is determined by multiplying
its output voltage (E) by its ougpur cur-
rent [1): El=W. However, the output
meters on some amps are actually
volfmeters; output awrent is not taken
nto Enﬂ‘i]dﬂﬁhﬂﬂ the Compramny
patiently explains. Even though these
].'L'I.'L‘LIL?t'L':'Ib Imay I:ll_' Ea.]ll:lﬂtt'd in watts,
they're based on the “patently false
nction” that all speakers have a fixed
mpedance regardless of frequency. For
a specific output voltage, Mclntosh
continues, the current varies inversely to

50/60Hz, 15A UL/C5A.

Dimensions: 17.75" (460mm) W by
11" {280mm) H by 12.625" (500mm)
0. Weight: 147 lbs,

Serial numbers of units reviewed:
SL1002,/1003.

Price: I7500 each. Approximate
number of dealers: 300,
Manufacturer: Mcintosh Laboratory
Inc, 2 Chambers Street, Binghamton,
NY 13903, Tel: (507) 723-3515, Fax
(607) 723-1917.




Mcintosh MC1201

the speaker’s impedance. If the imped-
ance is lower, the output current and
power are higher “Since Mclntosh
cannot control other manufaceurers’
speakers, we decided to provide extra
output current to drive these mis-
matched low impedances and o indi-
cate the real output er reqguired to
dove them. Tﬁ?mfﬂpl:.;‘.“;h{‘ :Ilquﬂ{'t' cir-
cuit in the MC1201 electronically mea-
sures both voltage and current, muld-
plies I:'|1r:r|1. and displays the real outpur
POWER 11 Warts.”

The meter uses a circuit that acceler-
ates the pointer movement. When the
pointer reaches its peak excursion, “it
pauses only long enough Fn:l_Lﬂ'Lc Eum:u
eye o percetve ifs position, then "
Fish prlfudl'}.r EEEI:I'EECI. that the pu::if[ﬂ?’s
operation is almost 10 times as fast as a

Measurements

v usual practice is to subject

:.mpliﬁers to a one-hour pre-
conditioning period at ¥ power. In the
case of the humongous Mclntosh
MC12(1, thar meant 400W into 8
ohms from its 8 ochm outpur trans-
former tap. {One-third power is cho-
sen because this maximally thermally
siresses an lifier with a class-AR2
output To ise, the
MRS thi: kv e 40 sones
or 5o, its heawsinks too hot to touch.
This again duning the test-
ng, time, the MC1201 could he
reset once it had cooled down, but this
suggests that the amplifier s not rec-
ommended for confinuous operation
ae very high output levels. (The Grage-
ful Diead were su d o have used
powerful amplifiers for cheir
sophisticated and high-quality “wall of
sound” PA system in the 1970s)

The MC1201 was noninverting
from both its single-ended and bal-
anced inputs (the XLE for the later is
wired with pin 2 "hot”), while its
inpur impedance ac 1kHz was a low

8.6k chms unbalanced, 17k ohms bal-
anced. The voltage gain into 8 ohms
varied as aceording to which

output transformer tap and input were
used. The si figures were
32.1dB, 28.1dB, and 25.94B into 8 4,
and 2 ohms, respectively. The bal-
anced figures were all 6dB lower,
which will be on the low side for
some preamplifiers,

The output impedance also varied

i rd

professional VU meter. Another feature
of this stupendously large meter is its
ability to respond “95% full scale o a
single-cycle tone burse at 2kHz." What
you see is what you get!

Although the meter’s primary output
calibradon is from 12mW o 1200W,
there are smaller 2400 and 4800
indicator positions to the far right!
Impressive. “The MC1201 cannot reach
this power level continuously; however,
it is possible for short-interval peaks to
considerably exceed the 12000 contin-
uous rating.” When I read dhis, 1 had a
brief vision of damping the front brake,
cracking the throctle, and smokin® the
rear tirel For the record, [ never got
cither amp anywhere mear its indicated
full-power output when driving the
sensitve {uzdj?} TMlab Utopia lond-

according to the output qp used, and
proved difficult to accurately assess due
tuﬂ'.u:uutputvulta. s tendency to
drift a bit i the d condition,
But as best T could cell, the midband
impedance was 028 ohm, 0.2 ohm,
and 0175 ohm from the B, 4, and 2
ohm outputs, respectively, rsing 2 little
at 20kHz. This 15 preety for an
amplifier using an output transformer.
As a result, modification of the
MC 1201 due o interaction
with the manner in which the parmer-
ing loudspeaker’s impedance varies
with ﬁt:ﬁ:nc_',‘ will rite small.
This can be seen in fig.1, which shows
the MCI1201%s frequency response
assessed from the 4 ohm wp. As

the vanation with our gmu-
lated loudspeaker load was less from
the 2 ohim tap, greater (+0254B) from
the 8 ahm wp (nerther shown),

e il e i
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Fig.1 f!:l:;'nllimh MC120, 4 uh{fr;up.
ey response at (fram top to
bothorn &t 2hMz): 23V into dummy
Ioudspeaker laad, 1% into & ohms,
W into 4 ahms, and AW into 2 ohms
(0, 58 vprtical die),

speakers. 1 think [ nudged 120W during
a pamicularly enthusiastic listening ses-
sion late one might, but more could not
hawe been asked.

Lower left on the fromt panel, a large
but easy-turning switch changes the
meter to Watts, Wars Hold, and Lighes
Off operation. In Warts Hold, the needle
locks o the highest peak in any
sequence, the reading held until a higher
peak passes. [fno greater peak ocours, the
mdicator slowly returns to its rest posi-
Homn ab a iiera}r rate of 6dB munuce, In
Lights Off mode, the meter fanctions as
normal, with the back-hghting murned
off. (Don't worry —vou still get the
cool, green Mclnrosh ]{lgﬂﬁ. to light up
your listening room.)

1 Power switch has three posi-
tions: Off, Remote, and On. Off discon-

Even though it uses an outpur
transformer, the McIntosh’s reproduc-
ton of a small-signal 1kHz square-
wave :I_wa:v. pa:u:::na; with nn:l:nl ltla;ld-:
ing- ringir a ne
dn-nnn.-.rg:rd dﬁnﬁcligu the wmrcﬁJEmE:lnps
and bottoms, The 10kHz waveform
(fig.3) was also superb, with just a
slight increase in the leading-edge
risetime associated with the ultrasomc

seen in byl

In general, the MC1201's THD

L1 L&) Rl i LT ]
T=xinrm

Fig2 Melrboah MC1300, small-signal 1kHz
Squanswana info B ahms,
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Fig.!- Mcintosh IIEIE-I:IL!malI-ﬁmI 10kHz
squarewusue info 3 ohmes.
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nects the main AC line, and Bemote s
used when the amplifier is turned on by
remote control. (Youll need 1 connec-
tion between one of the Mac preampli-
fiers' Power Control Out and ie Power
Control In on the rear of the MC1201
to carry the 5V trigger signal.) The On
position bypasses the remote contral
1I:Id FU‘!\'L'I.'E I:11c ]'.H."ﬂ'ﬁt 'I.'IF-

Reovnd back, just like the Melntosh
MC2000 mbe amp (which [ reviewed
last March), multple “Autoformer™ out-
put taps offer 2, 4, and & chm connec-
tons on heavy WHT five-way hinding
posts with multiple neveral taps so you
don't have to make your cables say
“ahhh.” There's not much cearance
between the back panel and the bind-
INg posts, so getting a grip on the
WETs can be a little sresstul for pudgy
andiophile Bngers and bad Boomer
knees. But the big WHTS, just as are
found on the rear of the IMlab Utopias,

Measurements

lewel was very low, provided the out-
put transformer tap was appru:::i-
mately matched to the load. But as
can be seen from ﬁg,-q-, when the load

AT M R WL L P g 7] ] TR
" o mean TR

Fig4 Mcintosh MC1200, 8 ahm tap,
THO-noise: () vs frequency at
ifraen toge to baottam at dkHz): 283
irte sirmulated loudspeaker Inad, 214
ima 2 ohms, 2% into 4 ahms, and 1W
into & ahers.
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Fig.5 Melntosh MC1201, 8 ohm tap, 1kHz
wavefonm at 4550 info 8 ohims (top),
distartion and noite wavefonm with
fundamental natched out (bottom,
not to scalke).

arc large, beautifully made connectors
with integral locking mechanisms,
Their use, bar the sonics for 2 moment,
are part of the Mclntosh image. Mac
Men at Work. I suppose thar “mys-
tique™ 15 part of what attracts the Japan-
ez collectors whoe so wnm]'uip carly
Mclntosh gear. The MC1201s carry
along in that same tradition — quite
mtentonally, and with reason. Nothing
wrong with classic design, after all.
Ii]::ﬁllmd connections are made at
the switch-selecrable XLR input,
which is rather individualistic in not
using the universal locking-type XLR
connector that snaps the fitang into
place. I had ne trouble with that, bor i
did catch may attention, I think it's the
small details that define an :Lu:hnphilc
design, and there lie the differences in
most stark relief. In my opinion, A pair

of standard RCA connectors are pro-
vided for unbalanced inputs.

is significantly below the tap rating,
i5 an Increase in rHon, par-
tcularly ar hi uencies (though
b what is sall a low level).
Mote the rise in distortion in the
mid-treble with our simulated speak-
er load, which suggests that the big

,_: MLJM Lot bl
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Fig$ Mcintosh MC1200, 8 ohm tap, specirum
of 50Hz simeweve, DC-1kHz, af B05W
inte 8 ohms Jmear frequency scala).
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Fig.7 Mcintosh BC1201, 8 ohm tap, HE
imtermodulation spectrum, DC=24kHz,
15+ 20kHz at BOSYY inte 4 ahms (near
frequency scale).

The 1EC mains-in connector is set
horizontally on the left rear of the chas-
sis; some of the larger audiophile power
cords T used rose in wide, stff arcs over
the amps before mﬂcjng their Ways o
the AC outlets,

The imposing faceplate is nicely set
off with a pair of what McIntosh
L:IHL,FIJT]S| ai“ l:xl:rul;li-l::::rin 3]1I.[I11[|l.1d1"n
anodized handles in “¢ "
They lock like mate ﬂ?&?ﬂiﬂmd
are set off nicely against the big. shiny
chassis and the hulking black apper
structure. Classic McIntosh,

The MCI1201 costs §7500 each
(Larry Fish was chuckling about a cus-
fouer Wi’liting o upgmd{: the half-
dozen MC1000s in his home-thearer
system with a sexter of 1201s) Of
course, Mclntosh makes speakers
designed o take full power from these
huge amps. The loguacious Mr, Fish
then told me thar their People’s Repub-

Mclntosh is uncomfortable with
loads possessing moderately high
phase angles, (Fig.4, taken from the 8
ohm tap, is the worst-case le)
However, this may well be of acade-
mic interest, given the amplifier's
enotmous power reserve and the fact
that the distortion content is almost
entirely third-harmonic (figs.5 and
6). Note, by the way, the enormons
puw;:r ]ﬁci:akﬂt v:hhmh these two
graphs were taken; this was necessary
to raise the harmonic distortion oue
of the amplifier’s very low noise
floor. Even though the third harmon-
ic is well-defined in fig.5, its absolute
level was juse 0.0045%! Intermodula-
tion distortion (fig.7) was also aston-
ishingly low, even at the B00W level
at which this graph was plotted.

Fig.8 Mcintosh MC1200, B ahim tap, distortion
(%} v continuous culput power into
(from bottom to top at 10W): & chms,
4 phiris, and 2 ahms.
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lic of China dealer had set up —on
stage in a concert hall —a oamped sys-
tem with a pair of Mclntosh XR290
loudspeakers powered by six MC1000s,
and sold tdckets!

Design Philosophy

MeIntosh’s for the MC1201 was

that its every stage of or current
lification would be as linear as pos-

sible. To accomplish this, they the

following techniques.

First, "each transistor is selected to
hawe nearly constant current gain (Beta)
over the entire range of currents at
which the transistor must operate,” The
load impedance presented to each
a.m}:’liﬂcali-:m stage 18 as uniform as pos-
sible for all signal levels. The input
impedance of stages is increased and
“linearized where possible by using
emitter degeneration.” Resistors and
capacitors in the signal path are carcful-

Figs.8, 9, and 10 show the mon-
ster M::Iuti:ah‘sdTHD+nnise per-
centage plotted  against output
power for the B,-ﬂ,aﬂlmﬁsuhmt:ps,
respectively. (The discontinuities in
the curves are due, 1 imagine, to the
Power Guard circnit.) Again it can
be seen thar the MC1201 performs
best when the load is ittane-
ly the same as the Aum?:-um .
in which case the Mclntosh ::laiE,r
exceeds its specified output power.!
From the 8 ohm tap, for example,
more than 1500%W are available
mto 8§ ohms, with well over 2KW
delivered into 4 ohms at the usual

1 The premuanire crancatan of the 2 ahm mrace in
fig¥ is die o the MC1201 shaming iuelf dovwn
cue to thermal evetload at that paine.

L] - -I“- -

Figd Mdntosh MCI207, 8 ohm tap, distortion
(e} v continwous oulput power inbo
{froam Betbar o fop at 10W: B ohims,

4 ohms, and 2 chms,
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ly selected to have “exceedingly low
voltage coefficients —low change of
resistnce or reactance with applied
voltage.” Precision metal-film resistors
and low-diclectric-absorption  film
capadtors are used in all codeal creuie
locations. Output transistors have
matched uniform current gain, “high-
current gain-handwidth product,” low
outpur capacitance, and “a large active-
reglon sate operating area.”

According to the documentation,
“These characteristics and the auto-
matic-tracking bias system eliminate
crossover distortion. The distortion
graphs supplied show cleardy that distor-
tion does not increase at low power out-
put levels” Ah-ha—T'd wondered
about that. According to the estimable
Mr. Fish, only the first watt or two is
biased into full class-A operation.

The MC1201 is fully balanced from
input to output, Two matched ampli-

1% THD clipping point. Bue
“only” 700W can be delivered inro
2 ohms from this tap. The power
level indicated on the gant meter,
by the way, was cortect when the
ourput tap matched the [oad.
I couldn't perform my usual
E:]J]m testing with the MC1201; its
¥ differential output 15 incom-
patible with the single-ended
Miller Amplificr Profiler. However,
E’::m the onpous gobs of low-
istortion power it can deliver,
Melntosh's MC1201 should be
capable of drving all real-world
loudspeakers to very high levels
with music program (rather than
contnuous toncs) without break-
INg a sweat, —John Atkinson

g e
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Fig. 10 Mcintosh MC1200, 2 chm tap, distortion
() vE confinuous autput power into
(fram batiom &o top at 104 & ahms,
4 phimes, and 2 ohms.

Mclntosh MC1201

tiers operate in push-pull, with thei
outputs combined at the Autoformer,
so each half of the amplifier contains
complementary balanced circuitry.
MeIntosh claims that the resulting
“double balanced” configuration can-
cels virtually all distortion, and thar
“this circuit is possible only with the
exclusive Mclntosh Outpur Auto-
former,” which provides matching for
2, 4, and 8 ohm loads,

The outpur transformer coupling, or
Balanced Dual Core Autoformer in
Mac Speak, is rarely scen with solid-
state designs, and provides “low-distor-
tion power transfer and delivers peak
output current in excess of 200
amperes.” The MC1201 is said to have
the output-current reserve to deliver
more than SEW output on tone bursts,
Of the Autoformer, Mclntosh says,
“There is absolutely no performance
limitation. Its frequency response
exceeds that of the cutput drcuit itself
atd extends well beyand the audible
range.” The Autoformer also protects
speakers from damage in the event of
amplifier failure. Should 4 DC compo-
nent appear m the output drooit, 1t is
shunted by the transformer and thus
canses no damage to the speaker.

As laid outr by Mclntosh, the basic
circuit s a tme-honored one; two bal-
anced stages of voltage amplification
followed ﬁ:}r three stages of current
amplification. All stages are comple-
mentary  balanced, as noted. This
means, McIntosh points out, that the
amplifying stages have less toral har-
menic distortion and that less negative
feedback is required to achieve “ultra-
low™ distortion.

How low can you go? “Output distor-
tion is 50 low" claims Mclntosh, “it
defies measurement, even with the
hinest distordon analyzers. At mid-
Frequencies, 8 ohm load, the distortion
meter reads the residual distortion of the
test oscillator {((UOO02%) with or without
the MC1201 1n the circuit. This means
the amplifier distortion is lower than the
analyzer is capable of measuring,”

The si is fed to the positive
inputs of the balanced differential
stages. Feedback from the amplifier
outputs is applied to the inputs, and the
differential amplifiers drive a balanced
Darlington-commected voltage amplifi-
er stage. The voltage amplifier's ougpur
teeds complementary Dardington driv-
er transistors. These supply the signal to
24 complementary transistors per side
for a total of 48 output devices. Ancil-
lary components for features such as
Power, Guard, Sentry Monitor, the
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Mclintosh MC1201

meter, and protection circuits “inter-
connect with the amplifier crewies.”

The power supply uses a massive
tormdal transformer, full-wave bridge
rectifiers, and large filter capacitors wich
600 joules of storage. The four large
heatsinks that bristle on the back of the
chassis provide more than 2800 square
inches of surface area with which to
cool the power-cutpur transistors.

Power Guard and Other Sentries

I think we can all agree that an amp dri-
ven into clipping, espedially a solid-state
ofe, Can snum:ll:i; :Ht C|ippi|:g, Meln-
tosh explains, looks and aces Like the
nonmusical  squarewaves  produced
when an a:|u|]:||i ier is asked to put out
more power than it's designed to deliver.

“When an amplifier is driven into
clipping, it can deliver up to 40% har-
e and intermodulaton distortion.
In this mode, the sound is grosshy dis-
torted and the extra energy content of
the clipped signal will damage most
loudspeakers. The Mclntosh Power
Guard cirevit protects your cars and
your speakers trom this kind of dam-
age.” This has been a public service an-
nouncement . , - Power Guard is a Mcln-
tosh design (LIS patent 4048573).

The Power Guard circuit is a com-
parator that monitors the inpat and
vutput wavetorms. As  Mclntosh
explains it, normally there's ne disparity
between these signals, so the circuir
produces no  output. When  the
MC120 15 overdoven and a difference
develops, and if char difference exceeds
03%, the comparator output mirns on
the amber Power Guard indicator. If
there's a further increase in distortion,
the cutput of the Power Guard cireuit
engages an amtenuator at the amplifier
input. Reduang the amplifier gain sim-
ply holds the amp’s ourput to a low-
distortion  value. However, Power
Guard operates “only when the ampli-
fier is asked ro deliver more power t|I1Ju.n
it was designed o produce™ —a situa-
non that I can't imagine. I never saw
any amber light go on, I can tell you
that, and I played ‘em lowd! MeIntosh
claims that the Power Guard acts so fast
that there are “no audible side effects
and the sonic purity of the music repro-
ductnon is perteetly preserved.”

The Senory Montor joins the Power
Guard in protecting your invesoment.
Per Meclneosh, all power mransistors are
limited in the maximum amount of
power they can handle. “The MC 12017
output transistors and power supply
have been designed o allow very hugh
current flow into properly matched load

mmpedances. If, however, a short crcuit
or very low value of load impedance is
applied to the outpue of the amplifier,
destructive current levels could be
reached. The Sentry Monitor cironit pre-
vents this. The crcuit senses the dynam-
i l:!pl:'l.‘a.'ri.lég titneer, voltage, and current of
the amplifier oueput stage and confines
it to nondestructive levels. Sentry Mom-
tor does not hmit the power output
avalable frem the amplifier”

Thermal Control over the output
transistors is also in the cards, The
MC1201 wses an efficient output skage

Run direct, get those
Studio Traps just right, and,
bada-boom bada-bing,
audiophile-approved
super sound.

biased into class-AB2. Larry Fish claims
that while the MCI1201 runs pretty
toasty, it produces relatively litle heat for
the output power produced. Four larpe
heatsinks disipate transispor-generated
heat. “Natural convection air How is suf-
ficient for cool operation. Should the
cooling air be blocked or should the
amplifier  operating  temperature
become oo high, thermal cutouts turn
off the input signal to the amplifier.
When the amplitier has cooled, & will
automatically turn on again.” Again, it
never happened, and 1 can't imagine
provoking them o do so.

Turn-on inrush ecurrent is “cush-
ioned” by thermistors in the primary
power transformer circuit; the resul-
tant soft stare eliminates stress. There's
also a mirn-on delay drcuit chat holds
back amplification for about two sec-
onds after power is applied, to prevene
pops or thumps from insultng your
lowdspeakers.

Setup

It's funny —sometimes 1 can drop a
eomponent nto the system and reach
almost immediate sonic harmony. Most
of the time, the process is more labori-
ous, | keep three or four preamps
around here, several amps and digital
front-emds, several fimilies of cables, all
of which I've used over the past few
vears, atd the sound of each is a familiar
treat. [ have a instinet for what'l
work and what won®t. In geeral, T don't
feed 2 high-output-impedance pream-
plitier I[Hala.ul:rd .‘tucﬁ.g Technology,

Conrad-Johnson) into low-impedance
amplifier mpues (Linn, Mclntosh).
When a component is fully differental-
balanced, I run the whole system that
way, if possible, Some components like
running on different phases of positive,
others the same ]_.'l'll.']_"it. I'm set up here
to do either quite casily,

Cardas Golden Reference intercon-
nect and Golden Cross speaker cable
work fine with harsh-sounding com-
ponents as they break in, and continue
to sound utterly sophisticated as the
sound improves. I wy stuff powered
from the Power Plane and directly from
the wall. It’s usually a struggle to get
the device under test up on the bubhle
of best sound, When T do, it's “Held™
and “Let’s take chat shot!” [ begin to
write the review, tweak a biede more,
then go back to my familiar references
tor tunish things out.

Like che Cary CAD-1610-5Es (re-
viewed i December 2000), the
MC1201s were a pain in the pancreas
to ser up just right. First off, and most
notceable, they tock more than 100
houes to break in and open up, and 200
hours had gone by before T really got
into them. It was an uncomfortable
start — I thought [ was staring a disaster
in the face, {(No maer whar some neg-
ative nogoodniks bleat, we alwsays well it
like it is ar Srereophile.)

Best soumd was achieved without a
preamp, feeding the Mclntoshes from
the analog outputs of the ACS Elgar
Plus on a dual-AES 24-bic/192kHz
darastream, primed by the dCS Purcell
or the dCS 972 D/D converters via
Synergistic Research Diesigner’s Refer-
cnce nterconmect, and Cardas or XL
The Limited speaker cables on the 4
ohm taps. T had to turn the ASC Smdic
Traps around to face more of their
absorbent surfaces directly toward the
Utopia's drivers than is typical around
here, Otherwise, the amps could snll
sound a little thin, electronic, and “hi-
fi on top. I'd say this was the one sonic
ateribute | remained aware of that 1 had
to “fight” for best sound — char, and a
big, bloated, but powerful bass that final-
ly firmed wp into avdiophile-approved
territory as the hours accuamulace

Run dircct, gee those Studio Traps
Just right, and, bada-boom bada-bing,
audiophile-approved super sound. But
remnember: FFitkent all this attention o
setup and matching, the MC1201s
sounded a little acerbic in the highs.
Then again, you won't buy into the
Melntesh ethos and order U a pair of
these $15k/pair monoblocks unless
you really want them. If you do, the
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unphﬂmn is that yeu'll set "em up and
match "em properly, or at least have it
done for you.

Once the amps ran in and all these
elements were accounted for, T got the
sound described below.

Loitering with Intent
The MC1201s made a BIG sound in
u]::«,r Lot E.wnrtl'u.n about them, from
their hulkin ical presence to their
sound, was i:grfn}h?fhl}' lnI:.'Tj;:r than life. In
thar way, they were sitnilar to the tubed
stereo Melntosh MC2000, an amplificr
I described as being a star of stage and
sereen itself. But the MC12Ms were
more Harley-Dawvidson Macho, more
massively solid-state in how they went
about making that positively huge
sonind. In that way, rhq-' did draxw atten-
tion to themselves,

I'm talking gobs of bass, effortless

power and dynamics on big, complicat-
ed transients throughout I:hn: audible fre-

UETICY band, and a hu

g soundstage in m&ccm 'l.:{llcl'.l 1:11-:
musical narratives ook place. I'm not
saying the MC1201 couldn't be subtle —
for 15 big ones, you have the right to
demand detail and finesse, and you get
it, It's just that its priorities were d.iﬁ-
ent. To me, the Mclntosh aesthenc,
build, and sound are more like the two-
page Cadillac ad that's been appearing in
The New Yorker— an on-track shot of
Caddy’s Le Mans racer with a bumper
sticker that reads “my OTHER CAR 15 AN
575." That's it exactly. Think Offen-
hauser roadster or Briggs Conningham,
Lance Reventlow and Scarab, Carroll
Shelby and Cobra, Henry Two (and his

Associated Equipment

Analog source: Forsell Air Force
Omne turntable, van den Hul Grass-
hopper Gold cartridge.
D¥gital source: Linn CI}2 furn-
table, dC5 972 and Purcell DD con-
verters, Plus DA processor.
Pream §: Balanced Audio
Technology VE-30SE, Mark Levin-
son No.32 Reference, Conrad-
Johnson 1615,
Power g: Krell 350Mc
and Linn Klimax Solo 500 mono-
blocks, Borsell Statement.

: TMlab Utcpia,
Cables: Digiral: XLO The Limi-
ted, RCA AES/EBL Intercon-
nects: Cardas Golden Reference,
TARA The One, Synergistic
Research Desipner's Reference Dis-
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nemesis, [l Commendatore) and the Ford
GT40 — E er American overweight
|1|:r Kelvinators!

Sa l-El"f'. roll up our sleeves and break
out the welding torch, shall we? Repro-
ducing classic recordings is just what
these amps are cut out to do, so let's
begin with a terrific new XRCD fom
JVC, Thelonious Himself (VIC] 60170),
mastered in what engineer Akira

The MC1201s made a
BIG sound in our loft.

Taguchi calls "big mono.” Most XRCD
masteritygs are notable for their some-
what soft and analog-like ambience.
Mothing wrong with that, cspecially
given the MCI1201's propensity o
slightly brilliantize the upper registers
and make them a liede glitzy, like a
Harley. 1 mean, how can you criticize it?
But in the end it's unmistakable and
rather blatant, if you see what I mean,
In the event, the sound was excellene
via the dCS direcr. Listening to Menk
that day seemed to define the audio-
phile experience for me —enjoying the
music, thinking about how to express
the sound and teeling, the meaning of a
phrase, Monk's tming, the ver
thoughtfulness that went into Ea{;lr
musical expression. The piano was,
according to my notes, “very full-oned,
with excellent owverall power response,
in slightly dpped up at the top, open
not completely without edge. But
edge in the sense of the true namure of a

crete and Active Shiclding, Speaker:
Cardas Golden Cross, TARA The
One, XLO The Limited, Synergis-
tic Research Designer’s Reference,
Linn K400, AC: PS Audio Lab
Cable, Synergistic Designer's Refer-
ence  Master Couplers?, Coin-
adent CST.
Accessories: ASC Srudio Traps,
Argent RoomLenses, API Ultra
FJ'LEIIEI:IE, PS Audio P300 Power
Plant with Multiwave up %rade, Sig-
nal Guard platforms, Black Dia-
mond Bacing shelves and cones,
DH Labs cones, Bright Star Air
Mass and Big Rock combe, Poly-
Crystal amp stand, equipment racks,
concs, and cable rowers,

= Jonachas Seull

Mcintosh MC1201

piano’s strings, which are, after all, made
of meral.” The soundstage, and the
imaging thereon, were so BIG that they
carried a real sense of being there into
our listening room. Mot .*-uhﬂ-:, but sall
very cnjovable,

For mnstant sonic bliss, turm o track
5 of Modern Jazz CQuartet (EastWest
Japan AMCY1165). That's Jerome
Eem's “Yesterdays,” tollowed immedi-
ately by “Bags' Groove,” another on
my all-time hit parade. As Bags beat his
vibes, I tﬁpeﬂ: “It’s thrilling to get this
close to the music, to cozy up and feel
without effort the “vision" of the com-
poser or performer playing out before
me.” That's cerrainly one of the privi-
leges of being an andiophile, no? I
think it more people realized how cffec-
uvely audiophiles escape by “levitatin
into the audiophile zone” the Higﬁ
End would succeed more widely, Per-
haps that's why music and its reproduc-
tion are so passionately pursued, and
argued about ad infinitum. Its an
addiction, and everyone’s passionate
abourr their addictions.

The stereo MJO) recording was cushy
and illuminated, Milt's vibes fast and
brilliant. The sound was more Eranspar-
ent than I'd experienced with the
MC1201s before, so | had another look
at the fold-out insert. It was mostly in
Japanese, but when [ scanned the bit of
English printed there, you coulda
knocked me over with a feather —it
was an old Adantic remastered with 20-
bit K2 processing! [ couldn’t find [VC's
name of logo anywhere, but K2 is what
Yoshida and Taguchi have been churn-
ing out those grear-sounding XRCDs
with. Rr:l]i::i.ng that, it srru.dg me how
much the two recordings sounded alike,
with their large, lushly pn.inn:d S0MNIC
landscapes for vour acoustic third eye to
feast upon. The tonal color and LTEm—
mer of the vibraphone once again raised
the hackles on my neck.

Enjoying MJ(}—and perhaps
DCCs finest release, Baps Meets Wes!
(GZ5-1093), with Mile Jackson and
Wes Montgomery —1 took some
notes. “Mice image padding and place-
ment, ELFLK.:L very roviand p:llpﬁl:lilil:y, and
nice lush'n’shimmer in the lower treble
as s0 ably struck by Bags hisself in chis
sublime moment of proto-late-"50s
Jaze, a template of sorts for all 0 come,
Lush...lush...the lazy circling of
Connic 1I{t§}"x» wire brushes on his snare
drums ratthing around like fine golden
chips on a scrim of gossamer sound.” It
was 50 immediate and vibrant it gave
me the shivers.

While I'm no great fan of Chausson,
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do yourself a favor and fnd Musique
Frangais peur Clarinette & Plane (Lyrinx
LYR 2195, SACDCD hybrd, disoib-
uted by Harmonia Mundi, :nrmlal'.-lc
through Acoustic Sounds), where you'll
also find works by Saine-Sagns, Debassy,
Widor, and Poulenc, During the Allegro
antrate of Saint-Safns’ Sonata Op167, 1
noted that “the clarinet has rarely
sounded so vibrant and alive, so bur-
nished and acoustically buoyant. Like a

ng day, it gave my heart joy o feel
i:‘fﬁrrgy}l‘ nfgnid'L j-!E.r.zrl:Lu‘rll-1.'|] -ﬁ}mng oy
such a gorgeous-sounding CD layer
(John Atkinson curn:nrh.r has the
Accuphase DP-100/DC-101 SACD.
CD conwerter; I'll cell you more about
the SACD layer when the Accuphase
returns, which will be soon. Right,
John? John?)

Debussy's Rhapsody Nod is arterly
beautiful music, wnnl:i'l:!rl:l.l”y recorded,
and alone worth the price of the disc.
Onee again, I noted a distinct and natur-
al sense of a.nnu::sphcm, afi acoistic of
HIWMING proportions, Intn:rcﬁtingl}', andd

dmlfnt due to miking techniques, the
clarinet sounded anything but pinpoint,
while the piano reproduced with the
approprate image size, nicely balanced
with the darinet. In a very French way,
the piano was a touch laid-back i the
soundstage, less prommenr than mighe be
the case on another recording, The
spotlight was always on che clariner,
accentuated shghtly by the MC1201s in
their way, yer the tonality and the ele-
giac, rhapsodic music has to be heard
this way to be appreciated.

The Poulenc clarinet sonata is a real
teear; [ love it It's adventurous, stun-
ningly “intellecraal,” yet as light on ixs
teet as Pan. The MC1201s dug it all out
and delivered it whole, and it sounded
very full. Don't play the next track,
Romance for clarinet and piano, unless
vou're ready for some serious action
from your spouse or 5/0. The piana’s
lower registers typified the Big Macy'
output: me overhang in the highs ar all, a
clean and deailed midrange tilting
toward the lush side, and a defeitely big,
lush bottom end with l'lf_‘.'l'l.?]."—hll:.‘l'!l11g_
grunt, power, and swee

Mot ready to let this '51: g0, | enjoyed
the cffusive last movement of the
Poulene sonata, Allgro con fuece, in
which clarinetist Florent Héau and
pianist Patrick Zygmanowski sound hike
voung artistic stallions, d{nmg a zes
wemiderful job with the music. T cou d
Jeel the enthusiasm, the dming, the plea-
sure in the notes, Bravo, Onee again, I'd
rediscovered the very purpose of the
High End. Get this disc,
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Tér round things oo, I then tumed to
the innovative, Hoppy-limbed Moby
and Play (V2 63881-27049-2). I'm
indebted to reader Dan Turner (dan
turner@computron.net), who wrore to
explain that the sound I'd picked up in
the background of several macks on this
great recording was that of a film pro-
_i;."l.‘tﬂl: “the sort we used to watch in

wlogy class in middle and high school
that would mele the film if i got seuck™
I remember, Dan, all too well. I recall
tilmserips on hygiens, and how to
*duck and cover™! (New digital format!

No overhang in
the highs at all, a clean
and detailed midrange
tilting toward the lush side,
and a definitely big,
lush bottom end with
heavy-hitting grunt,
power, and sweep.

Evervone under the desks!)

The bottomn end on track 4 of Py,
“Why Does My Heart Feel S0 Bad,”
was, according to my notes, “hig, pow-
erful, and vast encugh o sate all but the
most jaded and demanding hsteners.”
The sheer quality and power of the
track’s deep, abusive bass was massively
linpressive, as was track 12's kick-dram
sound. In absolute terms, it sounded to
me as it the MC1201s delivered ultra-
power and grip on the bottom, but not
as deeply or as deanly s the Linn Kh-
max manages, if the Scots amp is a bit
smaller in scale, It's just that everything
was 50 BIG on the Macs, even and espe-
clally the bass. The deepest stygian
depehs were perhaps a slight bit m
by all the exciting stuff going on just
abowe and up into the midrange.

Throughout Piay, I heard that lus-
cions, billowy midrange, thar huge sig-
nature  soundstage, “over, under,
around, and through!™ The JMlab
Utopias seemed to disappear, the re-
corded soundstage taking over the
acoustics of oar listening arca with no
apparent effort whatsoever, particularly
via the Linn CID2/Mark Levinson
Reference 2 combo with all Cardas
cables. Thae, as George Cardas would
drawl, was special.

That film-prajector sound at the
beginning of Moby's “The Sky is Bro-

Mcintosh MC1201

ken" scts the stage, functioning for me
almost as an emotional dither that was
very effective and evocative. Lots of
d-:rml throngh the big Macs, especially
in the upper midrange. Moby's on top
of the microphone — you can hear him
almost swallow the thingd I sensed him
m a very physical way wriggling
around behind the microphone, whict
he *plays” in the same way he does
other instruments,

Anyway, digging Moby deep, 1
picked up on the sweet, dreamy, some-
what plump lower midrange that, while
not the last word in resolution, was
t'[I:JL:I'-'.J.I:IIt' and i:nl:o:rt:unlngl'l.r BIG.
{Whar a surprise.} The midrange
cushy too, with high En:qu:m:tcs?.:ll} in
artendance, the lower treble poppin
out at me as usual from the m:mﬁ
rather laid-back presentation.

Darling, give me my pipe, my slippers,

and a beautiful woman ...and

can have my pipe and slippers!

—William Powell as Nick Charles in

Song of the Thin Man

The Mclntosh MC1201s are hugely

imw{-rful amplifiers whose tme outer
mits [ never reached. The JMlab

Utopias are so efficient that if T played
them any louder than 1 did, I'd have
blown iy ears out. The Macs were like
big, burbling V&s. You can mosey a 427
Wette around at Smph o leer at che
babes, but 2 simple stab at the Lowd
pedal will launch you immediarely into
Hyperdpace, beaving ypouir hmrp:i:c: fluat-
tering in the breeze. Or cruisin® on a
$60k “hawg" (hardly) from California
Choppers and “blatting” the proles with
a run up the revs. Ah, life is good.

The MC1201 15 not mlupm-;:rua like
the MC2Z000, la delee vita of tube amps,
Mope, these monsters are for guys
who'd rather get switched than have
anything ather than McIntosh. Like my
pal Dan Biller. If you're a successful
Melntosh kinda gy, you like a some-
what forward sound m the highs, and
you absolutely love big blue meters. ..
what's stoppin' you? If you're some
kinda Liberal Democrat Mew Yawkah
like yrs trly and you're spoiled rotren
more often than not, well, you might
pick a few nits —mostly 1n that licle
tipped-up region in the lower treble
that makes the MC1201 sound rather
more “hi-fi* than | prefer on some
absolute scale of perfection. And the
MC12(1 is perhaps not the last word in
ultimate resolution.

Buit, a2 Kal Rubinson said some ame
ago regarding another component, that's
mry problem. [t might not be yours. B

a1





