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McIntosh MCD85 SACD/CD
IT MAY NOT LOOK MUCH LIKE A CONVENTIONAL CD PLAYER, BUT THIS 

NEW SACD/CD MACHINE HAS CHRIS KELLY GETTING A LITTLE MISTY-EYED
 FOR THE CITY WHERE IT’S MADE – AND THEN IT GOES ON TO EVEN 

MAKE HIS TV-WATCHING SOUND BETTER!

Binghamton is relatively small city a few mile north of the border between the states of Pennsylvania 
and New York, and it was at nearby Endicott that a small enterprise was founded in 1911, later known 
as IBM. A Binghamton native, Ed Link, first conceived the idea of using ground-based cockpit replicas 
to train pilots in the use of instruments, and his first device appeared in 1929, laying the groundwork 
for the concept of flight simulators as we know it today. In 1949 Frank McIntosh founded McIntosh 
Laboratories, which still operates from Chambers Street in Binghamton – so this small, rather 
unremarkable city has a solid track record when it comes to scientific and engineering innovation. 

REVIEW | CHRIS KELLY

I lived and worked in Binghamton in the late 1980s, 
selling high performance computers to the company 
that bore Ed Link’s name, for incorporation into the 
most advanced synthetic training devices that had 
been devised to that point. And now I can say I’ve 
completed my Binghamton circle, with the £4995 
McIntosh MCD85 SACD/CD player spending time 
in my system. It may have taken 32 years since I left 
upstate New York, but it’s been more than worthwhile. 
 The McIntosh design ethos is not, shall we say, 
shy: it makes make big pieces of equipment, usually 
with bright displays. The MCD85 is no exception: it 
stands 19.4cm tall on the rack, is 30.2cm wide and 
39cm deep, and the company strongly suggests a 
gap of 15.3cm is left between the top of the unit 
and the shelf above and that it stands in a space 
not less than 45.7 cm deep. This device needs 
lots of breathing room! On each side, in die-cast 
aluminium, it proudly proclaims its name in the very 
recognisable font used by the company. 
 I made the bottom shelf of my rack tall enough 
to accommodate the MCD85, and that’s where 
it resided throughout its stay with me, but the 
company’s products really deserve to be seen as 
well as heard: if you have seen the series Bosch on 
Amazon Prime, you will no doubt have spotted that 
the jazz-loving eponymous character has a turntable 
complete with the distinctive McIntosh amplifiers 
set up on a sideboard in his LA home. That’s how I’d 
probably do it, too!
 And McIntosh has managed to bring its own 
unmistakable look to a piece which in most other 
hands would simply be another rectangular box. 
Even Mrs Kelly, who views my audio hobby with 
a mixture of fond amusement and bemusement, 
commented favourably upon the MCD85 after I 
had installed it. If you mislay the supplied remote 
control, I am happy to say that you can access all 

the necessary functions on the fascia, including disc 
transport functions and even layer selection.
 On the back of the MCD85 it becomes very clear 
that this is intended to be the digital end point for all 
your digital sources. There are five digital inputs on 
offer – two coaxial, two optical and one USB – and 
output is stereo, and analogue only, on a balanced 
XLR sockets or unbalanced RCAs. In addition, 
there are six mini-jack sockets for use in a custom 
installation environment, with RS232 protocols. 
 For the purposes of the review I tried both XLR 
and RCA outputs, using Audioquest Fire cables in 
both cases. After about a week of listening to each, 
I slightly preferred the XLR sound so that was how I 
connected the MCD85 for the most part. Amplifiers 
used were a “guest” Copland CSA150 and my own 
Lyngdorf TDAI3400. Loudspeakers used were either 
PMC Twenty5 23i floor standers or my own Harbeth 
C7ESXD standmounts.

Time for SACD 
Once the system had a few days to bed in, I started 
to listen and, beginning with SACDs, I chose three 
from my collection of Mobile Fidelity Sound Labs 
releases, namely Forever Changes by Love, At Fillmore 
East by the Allman Brothers Band and the ubiquitous 
Brothers In Arms. From my Japanese SHM SACD 
releases I chose Countdown To Ecstasy by Steely Dan, 
Rod Stewart’s Every Picture Tells A Story and Fairport 
Convention’s Unhalfbricking, among lots of others. 
 It would have come as a bitter disappointment if a 
machine with the machismo of the MCD85 had sound 
other than full blooded, but happily it lived up to my 
expectations. McIntosh doesn’t not reveal what DAC 
is implemented in the MCD85, only that it is a “quad 
balanced, 8-channel, 32-bit/192kHz Digital-to-Analog 
Converter” and can play pretty much any digital audio 
file that you throw at it except MQA.
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 The first disc I loaded was At Fillmore East, 
which I have loved since it first appeared half a 
century ago. From a totally silent background the 
announcer’s voice welcomes the band and we 
are off into ‘Statesboro Blues’. I was glued to my 
listening chair from then on, until the audience 
fades to nothing after ‘Whipping Post’. The power 
and emotion were almost overwhelming, the 
Copland/PMC combination absolutely rocking 
the room. Bass was deep, fast and tuneful, Greg 
Allman’s organ cut through well, the twin drum kits 
propelled everything along famously and the guitar 
interplay between Duane Allman and Dicky Betts 
was sensational. I last played this album on my Linn 
Sondek LP12. After hearing it through the McIntosh 
I can honestly say that for the first time I seriously 
questioned my need to persevere with vinyl.
 Every rock disc I played came through with the 
same sense of realism and musical involvement, and 
the The Beach Boys’ nuanced vocals, particularly 
in some of the more sparsely instrumented songs 
on 1967’s Smiley Smile, were absolutely beautifully 
portrayed. This quirky album is something of an 
acquired taste, but I have loved it since I bought 
my copy in the summer holidays of 1967, and the 
MCD85 does it proud.  
 
Transported to Chicago 
With the Van Cliburn recording of Tchaikovsky’s 
Piano Concerto No1 and Rachmaninov’s Piano 
Concerto No2 on RCA Red Seal Living Voice, issued 
in March 1962 and lovingly remastered in DSD for 
this 2004 SACD release, the performances sound 
astonishingly fresh and make it hard to believe 
that next year will see their Diamond anniversary. 
Van Cliburn is a very expressive, emotional player, 
and ably supported by Reiner and the Chicago 
Symphony the power of both these works simply 
reaches across the intervening decades as though 
they were recorded last week. It was absolutely 
spell-binding stuff and as the last notes of the 
Rachmaninov faded I am not ashamed to say that I 
had tears in my eyes. The MCD85 had carried me out 
of my Devon home and dropped me in about Row9 
of the Orchestra Hall in Chicago. The sound of the 
piano, which is notoriously hard to reproduce well, 
was incredibly realistic.
 After enjoying all the SACDs I have mentioned 
(and a good few that I haven’t listed) I switched my 
attention to the world of CD, grabbing a random 
selection from the racks dotted around the house. 
First up was a box set of At Fillmore East, and to my 
surprise, the humble Compact Disc gave a very 
good account of itself. Compared with the MoFi 
SACD it lost a little presence, and seemed slightly 
less powerful, but these were not ‘this sounds 
broken’ moments, so beloved of audiophiles, but 
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rather more subtle. As I worked my way through my 
selection of discs, it became clear that the MCD85 
is also an extraordinarily accomplished purveyor of 
the lower resolution format, with extremely well-
judged frequency response, really deep bass, with 
the pace, rhythm and timing thing very well sorted.
 Towards the end of the review, in came my 
Harbeths and my Lyngdorf TDAI3400, and fed an 
analogue signal from the MCD85 this system drew 
me into the music just as well as had the previous 
system, but now I had the magic of the Harbeths’ 
main driver to enjoy, and it seemed to work very well 
with the sound coming from the McIntosh.
 I even tried plugging my TV into the McIntosh’s 
digital input, and the spoken word came though 
the Harbeths with fantastic clarity, as one would 
hope of a design with a BBC heritage. Not just 
British voices either: we’ve been rewatching 
Justified on Amazon, and the MCD85’s DAC made 
the Kentuckian accents quite easy to follow.
 The burning question? Is this the time to spend 
the best part of £5k on a two-channel silver disc 
player? Well, CD is still still hanging in there, and 
a lot of us older folk have accumulated significant 
numbers of the little devils and still like to use 
them. The real killer though is the fact that, given 
an appropriate replay system, CD can – and does – 
sound excellent. 
 The MCD85 seems to be built like a tank and 
will I am sure give many years of flawless service. It 
is also a joy to hear and very easy to live with. And 
now I have another reason to want to pay a return 
visit to Binghamton: I still have many friends in that 
area and I would love to have the chance to make 
the acquaintance of the good people in Chambers 
Street. And I tell you this for nothing – I’d much 
rather have a McIntosh audio system than a Link 
flight simulator or an IBM computer, come to that!

Specifications

McIntosh MCD85
Type  SACD/CD player____________________________
Price £4995____________________________
Inputs  Two coax, two optical, 
 USB Type B____________________________
Outputs  Line out on RCAs/XLRs____________________________
Other connections  USB Type B 
 service port, data in/out, 
 RS232, infrared remote in, 
 power control in/out____________________________
Accessories supplied 
 Remote handset____________________________
Dimensions (WxHxD) 
 30.9 x 19.7 x 41.3cm

mcintoshlabs.com


