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Michael Fremer

Two-speed belt-drive
turntable with AC synchronous
motor and glass platter. Wow &
flutter: unspecified. Speed accuracy:
unspecified. Rumble: unspecified.
Includes RB301 pivoted tonearm
with one-piece, cast-aluminum arm-
tube: Spindle to pivot: 222.8mm.
Effective length: 240mm. Spring-
actuated downforce, sliding-magnet
antiskating system.

175" (450mm) W by
4.5" (115mm) H by 14" (360mm) D
(height includes dustcover, feet).

Black.

00405.

$895 with tonearm; add
$200 for Elys 2 moving-magnet
cartridge, $375 for optional TT PSU
external power supply. Approximate
number of dealers: 125.

Rega Research

Limited, 6 Coopers Way, Temple
Farm Industrial Estate, Southend on
Sea, Essex SS2 5TE, England, UK.
Web: www.rega.co.uk. US distribu-
tor: Sound Organisation, 159 Leslie
Street, Dallas TX 75207. Tel: (972)
234-0182. Fax: (972) 234-0249.
Web: www.soundorg.com.

EQUIPMENT REPORT

Rega
P3-24, RB301 & Elys 2

TURNTABLE, TONEARM & PHONO CARTRIDGE

t's now been eight years since a Rega P3 turntable passed through my listening
room. While the new P3-24 superficially resembles the P3 (and virtually every
other Rega 'table), the company has made some significant changes, including
upgrading to the high-quality, low-voltage (24V), electronically adjusted motor
used in the more expensive P5, P7, and P9. As in those models, an electronic cir-
cuit trims the phase angle of the P3-24’s motor coils, thus substantially reducing
motor vibrations. In 1998, during a factory tour, a Rega engineer demonstrated
the circuit’s effectiveness to me. As he adjusted the circuit board’s pot, vibrations from
the motor dramatically decreased, until it was difficult to tell if the motor was spinning
or not. Back then, this “hand-trimmed” motor technology was available only in the
P9. The P3-24 uses a less sophisticated version of the same basic idea.

Given that Rega mounts its motor assemblies to the plinth, the importance of
this upgrade cannot be overstated. While an elastomer-suspended motor design
like the ingenious one Pro-Ject uses in its least expensive 'tables can lower noise
and reduce the amount of vibrational energy transmitted to the plinth, the tradeoff
is a motor free to vibrate—and thus move—in space. The small but constantly vary-
ing distance between motor and platter causes the drive belt to flex, which makes
the platter’s rotational speed erratic. Such a design tradeoff is a worthwhile one in
a budget 'table, but with the addition of the phase-angle trim circuit to the P3-24,
Rega gets rigidity, speed stability, and low noise.

The P3-24's plinth—a slimmed-down, lower-mass version of the P3’s—is made
of a wood composite. Adding a phenolic-resin laminate on both sides and high-
quality edging offers increased rigidity and a more attractive appearance. Like
other Regas, the P3-24 sits on three rubber feet.

Rega’s new RB301 arm features the rigid, more secure, three-point mount
found in their RB700 and flagship RB1000 arms, as well as the improved vertical
bearing housing and magnetic antiskating mechanism used in the RB700. The
bearing tolerances have been improved over the original RB300 and the arm fea-
tures higher-quality cables and RCA plugs.

As many readers know, at the dawn of the Compact Disc era, Rega daringly
decided to invest a great deal of money in an expensive casting that allowed the
company to manufacture a rigid, one-piece, aluminum-alloy tonearm that forms the
basis of the arms used in all Rega turntables, and OEM'd to other companies world-
wide. The investment has paid off handsomely, but recently Rega had to remake
the outer tool, called the bolster, which had finally worn out after casting more than
“300-and-something thousand” tonearms, according to Rega’s founder, the always-
candid Roy Gandy. Thanks to computerized CNC machining, producing the new
tool was actually less expensive in 2007 than it had been in the early '80s. A smaller
inner tool, the insert, had been replaced four times during the original bolster’s
lifespan of 25 or so years. Gandy also told me that the tool used for making the
plastic dustcover had also finally worn out and had to be remade.

The TT PSU, an optional outboard power supply originally developed for the
Rega P7 turntable, produces a stable voltage, synthesized by a quartz oscillator, that
drives the motor more precisely. It also permits convenient pushbutton selection
of the P3-24’s two speeds (33 and 45rpm). It’s not retrofittable to the original P3,
unfortunately.
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Gandy told me that the TT PSU of-
fers a “small improvement” that can’t be
quantified. “It’s not enormous,” he ad-
mitted, adding that the better the incom-
ing electricity, the less noticeable will be
the sonic improvement. The new P3-24
uses the P3’s drive system, which com-
prises a brass bearing well, a steel bearing
and ball, an O-ring—driven molded hub,
and a glass platter assembly 11.6" in di-
ameter, with a felt mat sitting on top.

When asked if his company has seen
evidence of the vinyl resurgence, Gandy
replied, “Absolutely. But it's not just vi-
nyl, it's two-channel audio in general.”
He then threw some water on the fire:
“It’s not a worldwide consumer return;
the market is quite small.”

Gandy told me that production prob-
lems had recently caused Rega to con-
solidate its two factories into a single
operation. Previously, tonearm and
turntable assembly took place in Rega’s
original factory (where I built an RB300
arm I hope you didn’t buy), while elec-
tronics and loudspeaker assembly oc-
curred in a bigger, newer facility.

Turntable sales “have not increased
dramatically,” Gandy told me, but
“they’ve increased very slowly over
about the last 10 years. Each year, there’s
a very definite increase.” But that was
after the big sales trough of 1991. “It
was laid low for about five years,” said
Gandy, “then began increasing, almost
imperceptibly at first, and I think for the
last 10 years it’s increased at a rate which
I think is purely down to us. If we can
make slightly new models, different fin-
ish, as long as we do it competently and
well, the sales are absolutely there.”

The P3-24 Sounds Off Smartly
Despite the exchange-rate disadvan-
tage, the P3-24’s price of $895 with
tonearm is more than competitive. Add
a Rega Elys 2 moving-magnet cartridge
and the plug'n’play combo will set you
back $1095, which represents a $95 dis-
count (sold separately, the Elys 2 goes
for $295). Add another $375 for the TT
PSU external power supply and the to-
tal price of the LP player, as reviewed, is
$1470 (about $200 in 1960 dollars).

Because the P3-24 is neither iso-
lated nor mass-loaded, what you set
it on may have a noticeable effect on
the sound. My review sample was
placed atop a Finite Elemente Pagode
stand, whose solid maple shelves sit on
damped points in rigid maple frames
fitted with resonance-distributing tun-
ing forks.

It takes but a few minutes to set up a
P3-24 or any Rega, especially one prefit-
ted with a cartridge. But with no level-
ing facilities, you'll have to make sure
that whatever you place it on is itself
level. Rega continues to use an O-ring
interface between the RB301 tonearm’s
stainless-steel counterweight and shaft.
I'm not sure why they use such an in-
terface, which is more a high-frequency
spring (perhaps in the audioband) than a
scheme to decouple low frequencies that
might lower the amplitude of the arm/
cartridge’s resonant frequency.

Rega eschews the Baerwald and Lof-
gren tonearm geometries in favor of one

young vinyl devotees are so immediately
captivated. The P3-24 produced big, sol-
id images on a soundstage of exuberant
size. The tonal balance tended toward
the rich, warm side. Considering that
kids weaned on MP3s are used to thin,
smeary, constricted sound, hearing the
musical riches delivered by the P3-24—or
by any decent budget rig—must be akin
to seeing HDTV for the first time.

But even a grizzled veteran analog-
lover used to premium-priced turn-
tables can easily appreciate the P3-24s
musicality and easy flow. Only by go-
ing back to the more expensive spread
can you really hear the P3-24’s additive

THE P3-24 RAN ALMOST PRECISELY AT BOTH
33'sRPM AND 45RPM-WHICH, OF COURSE,
ISATURNTABLE’S JOB NO.1.

that produces the least distortion from
an LP’s innermost grooves, instead of
spreading it out between the null points
along the arc the stylus traverses across
the record surface. But any of these
overhang schemes is a compromise.

However, if you want to use a Wal-
lyTractor or other setup device using
the Baerwald or Lofgren geometry,
you'll need to remove the third head-
shell screw when using a Rega cartridge.
On the other hand, if you're new to all
of this, adding a Rega cartridge couldn’t
be easier—with three headshell screws,
the mounting position is preordained:
you can’t make a mistake. Also note that
while the RB301 arm doesn’t let you ad-
just the vertical tracking angle (VTA), if
your chosen cartridge raises the front of
the arm relative to the pivot point, you
can obtain shims of various thicknesses
from Rega to insert between the plinth
and the arm’s three mounting points, to
re-level the armtube to the platter.

The P3-24 ran almost precisely at both
33%rpm and 45rpm—which, of course,
is a turntable’s Job No.l. I connected a
digital voltmeter capable of measur-
ing frequency to the amplifier’s output
and played a 1kHz test tone recorded
at 33%rpm. The result was 1007Hz,
+1Hz—an insignificant deviation.

Sound

Fitted with the Elys 2 cartridge and
plugged into a variety of good MM
phono preamps, the P3-24 immediately
explained why the current crop of new,

but exceedingly well-balanced sonic
signature, which held steady through a
variety of cartridges.

Switching to a twice-the-price Rega
Exact 2 MM cartridge more than dou-
bled the sound quality by tightening
up and extending the bottom end and
adding an enticing, more forward bal-
ance to the top—without changing the
basic sweetness, warmth and generos-
ity of the P3-24’s sound.

Following the Consumer Electronics
Show last January, I visited the home of
Wilson Audio Specialties’ Dave Wilson,
to hear the newest edition of his Alex-
andria loudspeaker. A German journal-
ist, among others on the trip, put forth
an interesting (though unproven and
perhaps implausible) theory that sought
to explain why LPs, despite their more
limited dynamic range, usually sound
more dynamic than CDs, which can
have measurably wider dynamic range.

As best I understood the writer’s rea-
sonably fluent English, when a lacquer is
cut, the cutter head exhibits a controlled
and consistent “overshoot” of its intended
path, thus making the resulting inscribed
waveform “bigger” than the original sig-
nal, and in turn increasing its dynamic
range. Wilson Audio’s Peter McGrath,
who is a world-renowned recording en-
gineer, wasn't necessarily convinced, but,
like me, found the theory interesting.

Applying the theory to playback, the
Rega P3-24, regardless of the familiar
cartridges I used with it, scemed to ex-
pand dynamic range compared to some
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more expensive ‘tables, while somewhat
enlarging the overall physical size of the
recording venue and injecting a bit of
low/midbass frequency “exuberance”
into the tonal balance.

The P3-24’s bottom was reasonably
fast, not out of control or noticeably exces-
sive—nor was it bumped up at any particu-
lar frequency. The result was rich, tuneful,
meaty bass (sorry if this sounds like spa-
ghetti sauce), the kind that will probably go
well with small, bass-shy, stand-mounted,
two-way speakers. But the sound through
my full-range Wilson Audio MAXX 2s
was enticing as well, pop and jazz faring
far better than classical.

I played a vinyl reissue of the Hin-
demith Violin Concerto—its world pre-
micere recording, set down on 35mm
tape by soloist Joseph Fuchs, with Eu-
gene Goossens and the London Sym-
phony (LP, Everest/Classic SDBR3040).
While Fuchs’s violin sounded rich yet ag-
ile, behind it the orchestra receded into
a somewhat indistinct, almost blob-like
apparition. That was with the Elys 2.

The Exact 2s presentation was much
better. If you listen to a lot of classical
music, are considering getting into ana-
log on a budget, and can add a few hun-
dred to your total outlay, I recommend
the Exact 2 over the Elys 2. That's what's
great about analog: spend a few hundred

or a few thousand) more and you can
improve the end result considerably.

I haven’t heard the scedee of Shelby
“You can’troll ajointonaniPod” Lynne’s
Just a Little Lovin’. But the 180gm vinyl,
cut from a 24-bit/88.2kHz file (LP, Lost
Highway 80009789-01), sounded sweet
and inviting on my big Continuum Au-
dio Labs rig, and still enticing on the
P3-24, if shorn of inner detail and nu-
ances of touch and texture especially
with the Exact 2 in place of the Elys 2.
(But some non-fill noise mars side 1 of
every United Nashville pressing I've
heard. Ifn you can’t press 180gm LPs
correctly, don’t bother, is my advice.) On
this great recording, produced by Phil
Ramone and engineered by the equally
great Al Schmitt on 2" analog tape, the
P3-24 rolled out the liquid welcome
mat, delivering Lynne’s three-dimen-
sional voice with relaxing transparency
and timbral believability, cushioned by
a touch of reverb. You'd need to do an
A/B with a far more expensive rig to
offer up any serious criticism of the P3-
24s rendering of this record. Switching
over to the Continuum combo fitted
with the Lyra Titan { cartridge into Na-
gra’s VPS phono preamp . .. well, don’t

Alesis Masterlink hard-disk recorder.

NHB-18NS preamplifiers.

record-cleaning machines.

ask, and I won’t tell. I doubt that the
CD edition, played back on any digital
nb, can provide the cnvclopmg chills of-
fered by even an inexpensive vinyl setup
such as the Rega P3-24.

Rega’s more expensive tonearms, it's lit-
erally cast from the same mold. So while
its bearing tolerances may not be quite as
low as the other models’, the one-piece
arm’s rigidity is—meaning that even the

| DOUBT THAT THE CD
EDITION, PLAYED BACK
ON ANY DIGITAL RIG,

CAN PROVIDE THE
ENVELOPING CHILLS
OFFERED BY EVEN AN

INEXPENSIVE VINYL SETUP
'SUCH AS THE REGA P3-24.

not optimally) just about any cartridge
you can throw at it, with great results.
But what about recordings available
on both CD and LP? How would an LP
played on the $1470 Rega rig compare
with its CD version played on a $7000
system comprising the Musical Fidelity
kW DM25 transport and DAC? (Actu-
ally, when I ran these comparisons, the
Exact 2 was in the RB301 arm—so unless
Rega offers the $95 break on the Exact 2
combo, make that a $1900 Rega rig.)

While the RB301 isn't the equal of

P3-24’s tonearm can accommodate (if

Continuum Audio Labs: Caliburn turntable, Cobra
tonearm, Castellon stand. Music Hall MMF-9.1 turntable, Graham Phantom
tonearm; Lyra Titan /, Einstein TU-3, Rega Exact 2, Goldring Elite cartridges.

Musical Fidelity kW DM 25 transport & DAC, BPT-modified

Manley Steelhead, Einstein Tumntable's Choice, whest-
TWO, Aqvox Phono 2 CI phono preamplifiers; Musical Fidelity kWP, DarTZeel

Musical Fidelity kW monoblocks.
Wilson Audio Specialties MAXX 2.
Interconnect: TARA Labs Zero. Speaker: TARA Labs Omega Gold AC:
TARA Labs The One Cobalt, Shunyata Research Anaconda Helix.
Finite Elemente Pagode stands, Symposium Rollerblocks;

Audiodharma Cable Cooker; Shunyata Research V-Ray Reference power con-
ditioner; Oyaide AC wall box & receptacles; Furutech DeMag & DeStat; ASC
Tube Traps, RPG BAD & Abffusor panels; VPI HW-17F, Loricraft PRC4 Deluxe

—Michael Fremer

I chose Charlie Haden’s superb The
Private Collection (3 LPs, Naim LP110;
2 CDs, Naim CD108), mastered from
original analog tapes recorded live in
1987-88 by Ken Christianson at “At
My Place,” in Santa Monica, California
(where I think I once did stand-up com-
edy, believe it or not). The CDs sound-
ed satisfyingly spacious and natural.
The quartet on disc 1 is laid out thusly:
Ernie Watts, on sax, centered deep on
the stage, with drammer Billy Higgins
to his left, pianist Alan Broadbent to his
right, and Haden’s bass mixed tastefully
center stage and not too prominent (as
easily could have been the case, given
that this was his recording and his 50th
birthday party).

What could be more difficult for an
inexpensive turntable to get right than
well-recorded live sax, piano, bass, and
drums?' With the exception of Haden’s
bass, which lacked ultimate control and
was slightly on the droney side, every-
thing else about the LP was better: the
drum kit sounded more real and more
physically there, with better cymbal
shimmer, snappier snare “pop,” “skin”-
ier skins, and woodier rim shots; the
piano was harmonically better fleshed
out and more solidly present; and the
sax had a more visceral, more reedy
quality. Compare the drum solo (par-
ticularly the tom-toms) near the end of
side 1’s cover of Charlie Parker’s “Pass-
port.” It’s not even close.

Even the handclaps in the applause
sounded more fleshy, and of course,
11 lu ar you: hlll symphony orchestra or solo piano.
In the words of Peter McGrath, at a recent event we

attended at Audio Vision South in Tampa, Florida:
“For piano, vinyl sucks!”
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the room’s warm acoustic was far more
enveloping and palpable. Again, I hear
you: It's Haden’s birthday party, and if
he’s sounding a bit rubbery and out of
control, he’d probably go for the CD
(unless he'd knocked down a few too
many and was rubbery and out of con-

trol=but I kid him). Nonetheless, the |
P3-24 won the overall presentation by |
a considerable margin—even as the sty- |

lus approached the innermost grooves,
where the high frequencies are inevita-
bly somewhat rolled-off and softened.
If you're thinking of taking the ana-
log plunge, you could drop a grand and
a half (add more if you need a phono
preamp) on a P3-24 and Elys 2, check
out some of the thousands of incredible
new vinyl titles currently available (not
to mention the used market), and, if
you're like every other reader who's con-
tacted me after making this investment,
you won't regret it. Your only regret
will be that you didn’t do it sooner.

Conclusion

With its thinner, more rigid plinth, more
clegantly affixed and outfitted tonearm,
and optional outboard power supply,
Rega’s new P3-24 represents an evolu-

tionary step forward, physically, sonically,
. and ergonomically, in the meaty center
| cut of Rega’s turntable line. And its TT
| PSU outboard power supply lets you
| switch from 33% to 45rpm at the push
| of a button instead of having to remove
the platter and change pulley steps.

If you're obsessed more with VTA
than with rigidity, the P3-24 might

|
|
|
|
|
|

and rubbery—or use the dustcover, and
wipe the P3-24s felt mat often with a
dust-collecting microfiber cloth. Clean
the stylus after every play, place the
turntable on a level surtace not directly
in front of your speakers, and if you
find that footfalls make the record skip
and/or produce loud bangs through the
speakers, use a wall mount.

YOU'LL ENJOY ITS WELL-BALANCED MUSICALITY,
ITS INVITING WARMTH, ITS SNAPPY RHYTHMN'PACE,
AND ITS RELAXING MUSICAL FLOW.

not be for you—but, like Roy Gandy, as
long as the VTA is in the ballpark, I'll
take rigidity any day (stop snickering).
The ideal VTA will differ with the re-
cord thickness and the cutter head any-
way, so if your goal is to play tunes, not
obsess about VTA, don’t worry about
it. Using shims available from Rega,
you should easily be able to achieve
ballpark VTA with most cartridges.
Felt mats are major dust collectors and
not my favorite interface, so consider
something thin, not hairy, and not soft

If you buy a P3-24 and do all of these
things, you'll enjoy its well-balanced
musicality, its inviting warmth, its snap-
py rhythm’n’pace, and its relaxing mu-
sical flow. You'll also enjoy its elegant
appearance and deceptive simplicity
and ecase of use in a world gone mad
with complexity and “nested” features.

Oh, and when you read in the instruc-
tions that wet-cleaning your records is
neither advisable nor necessary because
the stylus will push the dirt out of the way,
don’t listen. Roy Gandy is aaz)! ul
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