
30 resolution  May/June 2009

REVIEW

C onstructed in the ubiquitous 1u rackmount 
form, the alloy front panel of the Marantz 
PMD580 network solid state recorder is 
sparse. A protected power switch and blue 

indicator, headphone jack and level pot, memory card 
access door and access light, a Shift key, USB port, 
Menu/Store/Utility button, Display/Lock button LCD 
display, Transport controls and meters compete with 
a multifunction jog wheel with push switch. The back 
panel is also less than busy. Analogue I-O on XLRs and 
phonos, digital I-O on XLRs and phonos, a remote jack, 
RS232C 9-pin D-Sub connector, IEC power inlet and 
the all-important RJ-45 LAN socket. Record formats are 
16- or 24-bit PCM at 44.1kHz or 48kHz and MP3 at bit 
rates from 32kbps (mono) to 320kbps (stereo).

The PMD580 uses the older, larger form factor CF 
(Compact Flash) cards. There are a number of pros and 
cons when Compact Flash is compared with the more 
recent SD (Secure Digital) and SDHC (Secure Digital 
High Capacity) cards. CF is bigger but the connector 
is more vulnerable. A CF slot can, and in this case 
does, accept Microdrives. SD is smaller, has a more 
secure connection and is available in larger capacities. 
It is possible to use SD cards in this machine with an 
adaptor. The card loading door can be secured with a 
supplied screw to discourage tampering or theft but the 
door is fairly flimsy plastic.

Each track is marked with the date and time at which 
recording commenced and a new track is generated 
every time you initiate recording. If AutoTrack is 
selected a new track is generated at 1/5/10/15/30 
minute or 1/2/6/8/12 or 24-hour intervals. Pressing 
the Record button while already recording results in 
a new track, although the user manual does mention 
that ‘a small break may be heard on playback’ so, 
unless you like living dangerously, I wouldn’t use this 
in the course of a continuous recording. Thus, the two 
strategies for locating specific recordings are keeping 
track of the track number and noting the recording 
time of day.

A potentially dangerous Auto Delete function is 
off by default. When selected the PMD580 checks 
the available memory space before recording and 
ensures that the required amount of space (selectable 
between 1, 3, 6, 12 or 24 hours) is available. If there is 
insufficient space it erases files starting with the oldest. 
This process happens automatically while the machine 
is in Stop mode and can take up to 30 seconds to 
complete, during which time recording is not possible. 
Only files with the read-only flag set are erased. In 
practice this means files that have been archived using 
the Network Archive feature and any file imported from 

CD-Rom that has the Read-only flag set.
A user defined name can be set for recordings. 

If this is done files will be named in the form: My_
Show_072345_MZ002.wav etc. Weirdly, although 
spaces are allowed, entering a space exits the User 
Area so you have to return to it to continue with the 
naming. Similarly, you can set the Machine ID for 
inclusion in the file headers. Files can be sorted by 
number or date.

As the name implies the PM580 can be connected 
to a computer via Ethernet and the clever stuff is 
available once you have connected it to a network. 
If your network has a DHCP server simply leave the 
IP Address setting on Auto and it is plug-and-play. 
If necessary you can manually set a fixed IP address 
and subnet mask. Once connected you can control the 
machine from the computer on the network and you 
can also set up automatic archiving to a shared folder. 
Archiving can be set to occur either automatically, 
when the unit is in Stop mode, or at a scheduled 
time, although you will need to know the IP address 
of the server where the shared folder is located. The 
machine can also be password-protected to prevent 
unauthorised tampering.

Alternatively, you could use the USB connection 
to transfer material between the unit and a PC or 
simply remove the CF card and insert it in a reader. 
Other remote control options are a jack for simple 
contact closure with a choice of three functions and 
comprehensive RS232C serial. The protocol is in the 
manual.

Input selection is made through the menu. The 
analogue Input and Output reference levels are 
independently selectable between -20dB (default) and 
+4dB. Analogue input level is manually adjusted with 
the jog wheel in Record or Record Pause or can be set 
to ALC (Automatic Level Control). Digital input level is 
not adjustable. Record balance between channels is set 
with the same knob plus Shift — curiously there is no 
numeric indication of when you are at the null position, 
there are just a row of blocks on the screen.

A prerecord buffer helps to avoid missing the start 
of critical recordings and this is active in Record Pause 
and can be set to 2 or 4 seconds or Off. A scheduled 
recording feature offers the possibility of recording at a 
specified time on a specified date and for recording at 
the same time every hour/day/week. A ‘Silent Skip’ 
feature offers the option of pausing recording when 
audio input falls below a threshold level for a specified 
period with recording resuming when the level rises 
above the threshold.

Using the front panel controls to navigate the menu 

structure and set parameters is not the most intuitive of 
user interfaces I’ve encountered. However, connecting 
the PMD580 to a network and using the built-in 
software to make settings more than makes up for this. 
Settings can be stored and recalled as presets.

Unlike other superficially similar solid state 
recorders, with the PMD580 the emphasis is firmly 
on recording. There are a few clever playback 
features on offer though: Random plays all tracks in 
random order; Repeat plays either the current track 
continuously or repeats all the tracks on the card; and 
Auto-Cue skips any silence at the start of a file and 
pauses where the sound reaches the threshold level. 
Single mode determines what happens after playback 
of a single track. Stop does what it says, Next cues up 
the next track, and Rescue returns to the start of the 
current track.

So it’s a case of horses for courses. For more 
comprehensive playback options, look elsewhere. If 
you want maximum flexibility and control over sound 
acquisition at standard sampling rates with automatic 
archiving and a stack of other useful options the 
PMD580 needs investigating. n
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PROs Properly set up, can record and archive 
ad infinitum; relatively simple, rugged 
unit; good web browser interface.

Limited to standard sampling rates; 
on-board menu navigation not as 
intuitive as it could be; auto Delete 
needs care to avoid unnecessary stress.

The PMD661 solid state recorder is a 
robust professional handheld PCM/MP3 
recorder that supersedes the PMD660 
with an improved form factor, a superior 
feature set, and the use of sD media.

it has a significantly smaller 
footprint than the 
PMD660 and has an 
improved top facia 
layout with fewer 

buttons and a more 
highly developed use of 

multifunctional operation. 
it includes an integrated 

stereo condenser mic, a 128 x 
64 OLeD and features balanced 

mic and line XLR inputs, as well 
as phono outputs and a secondary 

unbalanced line-in on 3.5mm jack. it 
has a 24-bit/96 kHz recording option 

and Mark editor software allows the 
marker points made on the recorded 
file to be adjusted post-recording, and a 
new file created, meaning basic editing 
can be carried out on a laptop and files 
posted for immediate distribution.
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