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REVIEW

D evelopments in technology make new 
product categories possible, or at any 
rate affordable. As the computer has 
become dominant in recording we have 

seen successive waves of interfaces, convertors, 
control surfaces, mic amps and monitor controllers, 
not forgetting workstation software. One recent 
example is the portable digital recorder. Following a 
familiar pattern, the first examples were expensive 
and exclusive yet often somewhat compromised. 
Over time, the technology trickles down and becomes 
more affordable as component prices fall and bigger 
production runs give economies of scale. At this point 
the creative tension is between price, features and 
quality. Roland is no novice at this game with the 
R-05 and several other models to its credit. Now we 
have the R-26 with some wrinkles all of its own.

Construction is mostly plastic with inset metal side 
panels. It is larger and feels more robust than most 
in this class. The R-26 is too big for all but the most 
capacious pockets and not great for hand holding. 
It has a number of unusual features, not least up to 
three simultaneous stereo recording tracks. At the top 

there are two pairs of mic capsules, two omni at the 
sides and a crossed pair of cardioids in the middle.

The front panel is dominated by a large mono LCD 
touchscreen, which is an unusual feature, and two 
decent-sized wheels adjust input levels. Depending 
on mode these control an input or a pair of inputs 
each. Set between these are a red Peak LED and the 
Sens(itivity) button. As the name implies, this gives 
access to the input sensitivity settings page for the 
internal mics, which is also where you can select 
the mic mode. Below this lie the transport and Menu 
control buttons — Previous, Next and Menu in the top 
row and Stop, Play/Pause and Record 
below. On the left-hand side a flexible 
attached cover conceals an SD card 
slot and mini USB port. To the right the 
familiar sliding power switch has a Hold 
position and the usual 
‘press against a spring to 
switch on or off.’ This is 
also where the DC in jack 
is located. Commendably, 
Roland includes an 
in-line mains power 
supply as standard.

The right side panel 
has a volume control, 
headphone jack, internal 
speaker and 3.5mm jack 
for a plug-in mic. Both 
side panels have strap 
attachment bars although 
the strap itself comes 
with an optional extra 
cover/windshield set. At 
the bottom two combo 
XLR/Jacks (balanced) 
with software switchable 
phantom power provide 
two further inputs.

On the back the battery compartment 
takes four AA Alkaline or NiMH cells but 
the cover is not attached and feels a bit 
flimsy. A standard tripod bush is located 
in the centre. AAs are by far the best solution for 
portable recorders. Obtainable almost anywhere, with 
rechargeables as an option, they don’t lock you into 
expensive proprietary packs and recharging.

I was somewhat sceptical about the idea of using 
a touchscreen on such a device but I’ve been won 
over by the ease of use. It’s bright enough to use in 
daylight, although bright sunlight might be another 
matter. Pressing the menu button brings up a screen 
with 9 icons to access the various setup pages. 
Navigation is straightforward but the input options 
are less so. The R-26 can record 1, 2, 4 or 6 tracks at 
a time and the input options available depend on the 
number of tracks selected for recording. The multitrack 
options are in stereo pairs. Sampling rates range from 
44.1kHz to 96kHz at 16 or 24 bits in WAV or BWF file 
formats to a maximum of 2Gb. Alternatively, you can 
record mp3s in 2 channel mode at 44.1kHz or 48kHz. 
It is also possible to record 16-bit WAV and mp3 
simultaneously. File management is straightforward. 
A 2-second prerecord buffer is available, as is auto 
start above a user-defined threshold level. Markers 

can be set manually or automatically at user-defined 
intervals or above a defined level. A fixed limiter and 
adjustable Hi-pass filter can be switched in, both after 
the A-D unfortunately.

Handling noise is an issue, with the internal mics, 
as is wind noise. However, it is no worse than any 
of the others I have tested for handling noise and 
much better than some for wind noise, especially 
when the foam windgag (supplied) is used. A Rycote 
kit is already available. However, all the buttons 
have a positive click, which is good, unless you are 
in the middle of a recording. If you are planning 
to use the internal mics then the policy should be 
set and forget. Touching any of the controls or the  
unit itself will produce noises on your recording. In 
loud environments this would be less of a problem 
but for ambient or location dialogue recording either 
use an external mic or stick it on a tripod and leave 
it alone. The internal mics are OK but nothing special 
with the omnis sounding better than the cardioids 

to my ear. 
Unlike most of the competition there 

are no pointless DSP effects and no 
on-board editing beyond a trim function. 
(Although you can split a project during 

or after recording and 
combine projects after 
recording.) Apart from 
file transfer the USB 
connection also enables 
the R-26 to be used as 
a two-channel audio 
interface. Loopback 
allows a stream played 
back from the PC to 
be mixed with inputs 
from the R-26 and the 
result rerecorded on the 
PC. Cakewalk Sonar LE 
is bundled to get you 
off to a good start. 
Simultaneous recording 
on PC and R-26 is also 
supported.

From a pro viewpoint 
I could wish there 
were fewer tracks and 

better mics and preamps. As with 
every device I’ve tested in this sort 
of price range there is barely enough 
input gain unless you use high output 
external mics costing several times 

as much as the unit and using all the available  
gain results in a fair amount of noise. However, 
this may be missing the point. This recorder and its 
competition are all about democratising recording. 
The R-26 might just come in handy as an extra 
recorder for a pro but to an aspiring recordist, maybe 
somebody who has the need but not the budget, it 
does a perfectly adequate job. If you are in the market 
for such a recorder then, as I said at the beginning, 
it all comes down to the tensions between quality, 
feature set and price. In balancing these, the R-26 
acquits itself very well. n

Roland R-26
Representing something of an evolution in Roland’s portable recorder range the new  
R-26 is also in keeping with the more tracks and slightly bigger size mood of the moment. 
ROB JAMES feels the creative tension between price, features and quality.

PROS Good balance of features; easy to use; 
innovative.

Not enough mic gain; limiters and HPF 
not in analogue domain; handling noise.
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