TURNTABLES… 
How Much Should You Spend?

By Marc Silver
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 It wasn’t that long ago that if you said you were purchasing a turntable your friends would ask if you’d lost your mind. Why buy obsolete technology?
But over the last few years, turntables are the Phoenix of Audio, having come back with a vengeance. Companies like Yamaha, Teac, Pioneer, Technics, and others that discontinued turntable production over a decade ago now have new entries into the class. Additionally, other companies that never included a turntable in their product mix have now added turntables where none existed before and that doesn’t include new turntable manufactures that have emerged over the last several years.
Of course, there have been many companies, like VPI, Pro-ject, Thornes, Soto, Rega, Audio Technica, and a bunch more that never gave up on the format. The only type of tables that seem to have gone forever are the changers by companies like Dual, Garrard, BIC, BSR, and Mirachord. 

What is a Turntable

At the risk of stating the obvious, the job of a turntable is to playback records. In order to do this the two main functions of a turntable are to turn your phonograph record at a constant, accurate speed, and to do it without vibration or making any noise that can be heard through your speakers. It needs to do this while it supports a phono cartridge as it traces the grooves of the record. This simple idea is easy to forget when features like belt versus direct drive or viscous damping are being discussed on the showroom floor. 

What do I choose?

To put it all in a nutshell, the easiest way to pick the right turntable for your system is first to decide how "automatic" a turntable you'll need or want. Next, which turntable drive system will suit your needs? And finally, any additional features you'd like and how much you want to spend on it. Let’s talk about your options:
How Automatic Do I Need It? 

 That's the first question you'll want to answer. Arguing about whether a single-play or fully automatic turntable is best is kind of like arguing about politics. It's all a matter of what's right for you.  So, let's review the various degrees of automatic operation available starting with the simplest. 
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Single Play Manual 

 As the title suggests, this turntable plays one record at a time. A single-play manual puts the entire turntable operation in your hands. You set the tonearm on the record with the cueing control on your own nimble fingers. When the record is over, you lift the tonearm and return it to its rest position. You and you alone decide when to shut everything off. If you're someone who loves simple equipment and doing things for yourself, this one's for you. Today this is by far the most common choice. The one distinct advantage is reliability. A manual table has far fewer moving parts and therefore much less that can ever go wrong. The one valuable feature that makes the manual popular is a cueing control.

Single Play Semi-Automatic 
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 This very popular type is the same as the preceding, with one convenient addition; it will stop the platter, possibly lift the arm, or return the tonearm for you at the conclusion of a record. I have to admit this is my personal preference as it has few moving parts and allows me the convenience of not monitoring the end of play. I should note that if you opt for a manual over a semi-automatic, the fact that the stylus stays in the grove at the end of the record has virtually no negative effects on either the record or the cartridge. 

Single Play Automatic We're still playing one record at a time. With this type, however, you simply flip a switch or press a button and the turntable will automatically play one record and then return the tonearm to its rest position and shut itself off. The automatic table is the most popular amongst the masses. For the non-aficionado, this is a possible best choice.
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Multiple Play, Fully Automatic 

This is the only heritage format. By that I mean, no company that I am aware of is still producing one. Historically referred to as a record changer, these are simply not an option. Record Changers did everything for you. Just flip the switch and walk away; it'll play either one record or a stack while you wander off to do something else. Most automatic turntables also had a manual switch, should you decide you'd rather do it yourself. If this is your choice, start looking in the after-market. Places like E-bay, Craig’s List, yard sales, and Thrift stores are your best options. More on that later.

Unlike automobiles, where you can double the price by adding everything from wood trim to an electric ashtray, turntables have only a few meaningful extras to choose from. Let's discuss a couple of convenience features you will find on better turntables. 

Lighted Strobe with Pitch Control: 
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 These two features usually come together. The pitch control allows you to vary the speed of the turntable platter to compensate for variations in AC voltage, or if you only have 45 seconds of recording tape left, and you want to record the Minute Waltz. The range of adjustment is usually plus or minus 5% from normal. The lighted strobe enables you to visually check the speed of the platter. If you want a table with a lot of speed variation, look to professional DJ tables like Technics, Stanton, and Audio Technica. Some of these tables have a +/- 20% speed adjustment.

Cueing Control: 

This is my favorite option on a turntable. Cueing gently raises and lowers the tone arm lifting the needle on and off the record to avoid accidental damage. Most good cueing controls use viscous damping to allow for a slow gentle movement. One simple comment is that this is the only part of a turntable that can eventually fail. Fortunately, repairs are generally simple and easy.
Forward Mounted Controls: 

These allow you to operate all of the turntable controls without having to raise the dust cover. Typically we’re talking about automatic tables for this option. I don’t think this needs a lot of additional explanation. It is as advertised… controls on the front.

How Much Should You Spend? 
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 Over the last 50-plus years I have arrived at a formula to help you decide how much to invest in a turntable. The size of your system budget, and how much usage you feel you'll give it. If you listen mostly to records and presently own or would like to own a sizable record collection, you'll want to invest more of the total cost of your stereo system in a turntable that will both handle your record collection with "kid gloves" and also last a good long time. On the other hand, if you use a turntable only on an occasional basis, you may wish to restrict the amount of money you spend. Take the extra money instead and use it on one of the components you'll use more often.

Here's the Math 
Deciding how much you should invest in a turntable is a matter of percentages. If listening to records is your primary source of music, and performance is very important to you, consider spending 30% to 40% of your entire budget on a quality turntable. If you rarely use records and you get most of your music from streaming off the Internet or your computer, you can drop the percentage to 10% -15% of your budget. If you listen occasionally but musical performance is important, consider investing 20% to 25% on your turntable.

Keep in mind your system is only as good as its weakest link. So, if you have $20,000 invested in your system. $5,000 is not out of line for a matching turntable and cartridge. 

Fortunately, today you can invest as little as $250 on a turntable and get remarkably good performance. Recently Best Buy advertised the Audio Technica AT-LP120XUSB-BK DJ quartz lock direct drive turntable for only $229.95 including a moving magnet cartridge. When this table was introduced some years ago, I was selling them for $400 each including setup. This particular table has an excellent direct drive motor, paired with a tone arm that alone is worth more than the asking price of the table alone. So, there are deals out there to be had on new turntables.
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What about Used? 

Buying a used turntable can be a great idea. I have to admit I have bought more than my fair share of turntables from yard sales and thrift stores, plus all the old tables I have taken in trade from customers over the years when they decided to upgrade to a better table. Fortunately for me, I have over five decades of doing maintenance and repairs on old turntables. I think I have probably repaired almost every make and model turntable ever made between 1965 and 2000. I have had customers show up at my old store with some amazing turntables they found paying next to nothing for them. Typically, all they need is a new belt, a new phono cartridge or stylus, and some minor adjustment to make them usable.

My recommendation is to get out there and find yourself a turntable and start listening to music the way it’s been done for the last 100 years. You know, the right way to enjoy music.
