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REVIEW

W hile everyone and their 
mother seems to be 
marketing multiple models of 
portable stereo flash recorder 

with built-in mics, the DR-680 bridges 
the gap between those and a laptop 
rig. Typically of Tascam, this product 
incorporates plenty of ‘pro’ features at a 
‘semi-pro’ price (UK£775 + VAT).

Here are the headlines then: up to 
eight tracks are recorded to SDHC card 
media at 44.1, 48 or 96kHz and 24-bit. 
Six mic preamps with phantom power 
and 60dB gain are included onboard with 
an SPDIF input for the final two tracks. A 
built-in mixer provides level and pan for 
each input for monitoring or balancing 
the first six inputs for a live mix to 
tracks 7 and 8. Alternative modes provide stereo 
recording at 192kHz/24-bit, or MP3 recording to 
four tracks at bitrates of 96/128/192/320kbps. It is 
also possible to chain two DR-680s together for 14- 
track recording. A built-in mono speaker is handy for 
quickly checking recordings.

The unit is smartly finished with something going on 
on five of the six surfaces. The edges of the end cheeks 
are plastic but protrude just enough to provide some 
protection to sockets and switches. The unit feels solidly 
built but is light enough for easy portability and comes 
with a shoulder strap; cases are available.

The provided inline power supply’s flying lead 
plumbs 12V into a conventional DC socket on the 
right side of the unit, where there is a useful post to 
wind the cable around. There is a compartment for 
eight AA cells underneath the unit. You can record 
entirely using batteries, but in the event of a mains 
power failure the unit switches seamlessly to battery 
power if available, even providing phantom power for 
a time. Near the DC socket is a Kensington locking 
point, a handy security measure.

Behind a rubber cover on this side is the card 
slot and a USB-2 connection on a mini socket that 
provides quick and easy file transfer. The unit will 
operate on bus power for this, and shows up in OSX 

and Windows as a standard 
USB drive. Also on this side 
are RCA phono connectors 
for line outputs for the first 
six channels for playback or 
monitoring during recording. 
They sound fine but you’ll 
likely be dragging the files 
onto a computer to mix or 
process further. A further 
two phonos provide the 
stereo digital I-O.

On the opposite side are 
the analogue inputs. Combi 
jacks with latches for XLRs 
are provided for the first 
four inputs along with a 
pair of TRS jack sockets for 

inputs 5 and 6. The connectors on both sides seem 
to be properly panel-mounted and sturdy, rather than 
poking through from a circuit board, so these should 
be thoroughly reliable even when subjected to repeated 
connection and disconnection.

On the top panel is the aforementioned speaker 
and an array of toggles. These select functions for the 
six analogue inputs: individual Line/Mic switches and 
coarse Low/High mic gain, plus phantom switching in 
pairs. I found the layout here a bit odd, having to stare 
at all these similar looking switches for a few seconds 
to work out which channel and function I wanted. 
The Standby/On button is a non-latching pushbutton 
that requires a fairly long push to operate and is 
accompanied by a Hold switch.

The display is on the front and is backlit. However, a 
Menu button is on the top panel along with a data wheel 
around an Enter button and cursor keys for navigation. 
Playback transport controls are also here on the top, 
while extremely brightly illuminating Record and Pause 
buttons are down on the front. Here alongside the 
display screen is a headphone output which I thought 
could have done with a bit more poke. Without a plug 
in the socket the volume controls the speaker on top.

The front panel accesses another menu system called 
Functions with different parameters, along with a Value 

knob, although I’m not sure why. Combining the menus 
into one logical system would have made more sense 
to me but the display is clear and shows everything 
required on the main page during recording. Mirroring 
the slightly odd division of the two menu systems, 
there is also a front panel Lock button in addition to the 
top panel Hold switch, and this can be set to prevent 
operation of pushbuttons on the top, or the front, or 
both. It also doubles as the arm and monitor select 
button for the stereo track in certain modes.

In use, I got an awfully long way before having 
to refer to the manual. I managed to set up in Mono 
recording mode (separate file per channel) with the 
desired sample and bit rates and hook up some AKG 
414s and PZMs and make excellent recordings without 
even opening the book, dragging the files straight into 
Pro Tools. However, the manual is clear and covers 
absolutely everything apart from a few new things in 
the latest firmware including MS decoding. You can 
set the unit to record multichannel, stereo or mono 
WAVs, and tracks can be disabled if you don’t want 
blank files recorded. Mic preamps’ exact levels can 
be precisely tweaked in the Rec Trim menu. Three 
preset take names can be setup before going out to 
record, a handy way of categorising takes other than 
the standard time-stamp mode. Usefully you can set 
the unit to prerecord a 2-second buffer at all times, 
catching unexpected starts if you’re quick enough. 
The analogue inputs each have separately activated 
Limiters and Low Cut Filters available

The recordings I made sounded clean and detailed, 
with very low noise and no discernable colouration at 
all. The image was solid and stable, and the mic preamps 
and convertors sounded very impressive considering the 
low cost of the unit.

With no drives or fans, you can locate the recorder 
in the room with the performers if necessary with no 
ill effects. The ability to mix the first six inputs to stereo 
during recording is a clever trick; you can, for example, 
instantly hand over a rough mix to your client at the 
end of recording. Professional recordists in TV and film 
might bemoan the lack of timecode and Word clock and 
the controls’ layout, but this is surely aimed at music 
recording — the file folder is labelled ‘Music’ by default.

There are doubtless hordes of potential users who 
don’t want to cart a laptop around that would possibly 
be susceptible to vibration. Bands playing live with a 
few prerecorded elements and a click track could use 
this as a playback device, while anyone wanting a 
handy surround sound capture or playback machine, 
or multitrack recordists of small ensembles, will find all 
they need here. The DR-680 is a terrific unit with a great 
balance of features, and at its level it’s really the only 
game in town. n
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PRos 8 track recording; 6 excellent mic 
preamps; silent operation; great value.

No timecode or word clock; no 
soundcard functionality via UsB; 
headphone amp not great.

Tascam and Antares have collaborated 
to create the TA-1vP vocal Processor. 

The TA-1vP uses the new evo version 
of Antares’ Auto-Tune processing for 
real-time pitch correction and doubling 
of the input vocal. Antares’ Microphone 
and Tube Modelling is also included.
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Tascam DR-680
GEORGE SHILLING had a remote recording job and didn’t want to take a computer.  
The solution was the latest in a rather illustrious series of portable recorders from Tascam. 




