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Symphonic Line RG 3 MK 5 Reference Edition preamplifier

Pure music

Symphonic Line presents the fifth version of its famous
RG 3 preamp - and equips the modularly expandable
Class A preamp with the most powerful power supply
in the portfolio for maximum performance. In the test,
the classic RG 3 MK 5 Reference Edition demonstrates
how the skilful combination of clarity and power leads
to pure music.

Classic - this title of honour is achieved through high
quality and a long-standing reputation spanning far and
wide. The RG 3 is a prime example of this: Symphonic
Line has been making this preamplifier for almost 35 ye-
ars - and it enjoys an almost legendary reputation for its
classy sound. That's why Rolf Gemein, high-end pioneer
and founder of Symphonic Line, doesn’'t need to conju-
re up a new device every few years. Instead, he favours
continuity: The RG 3 and all other components - lovingly
handcrafted in the Duisburg factory - must be durable
and upgradeable. For decades, the Duisburg-based ma-
nufacturer has been offering a select number of amplifier
models that are constantly being further developed - and
as such they can be updated and optimised through va-
rious expansion stages. All of this also applies to RG 3:
Having now reached the MK 5 generation, the preamp
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can be flexibly configured thanks to its modular design.
It can also be upgraded using different versions of the
external power supply unit.

Characteristic symphonic line look

Of course, you don't change the fundamentals of a highly
acclaimed classic - and so the RG 3 MK 5 also offers the
characteristic Symphonic Line look right from the start:
The ten millimetre thick, finely brushed and black ano-
dised aluminium front - protruding from a solid sheet
steel body - radiates both high quality and robustness.
This impression is emphasised by the solid matt silver, sa-
tin-finished and polished full metal rotary knobs. Thanks
to an engraved dot, they provide discreet orientation re-
garding the current setting. Speaking of subtlety: If you
prefer a less contrasting look, you can also choose the
front in matt silver. For an extra charge, the RG 3 is also
available in a high-gloss chrome version. Either way, the
appearance is straightforward - with only the curved, en-
graved Symphonic Line lettering breaking up the sleek
simplicity. The serial number is immortalised underneath
- as well as the assurance that this preamplifier is a hand-
crafted one-off from our own factory.
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With the RG 3, the amplifier and power supply unit are separate
from each other. This enables a powerful power supply and pro-
tects the sensitive audio electronics from electromagnetic interfe-
rence from the power supply section.

PHONO/AUX 1
PHONO/AUX &

The control knobs are made of solid metal. Bead blasting gives
them a satin finish. In combination with the bevelling and the di-
screet marking dot, they contribute to the characteristic
Symphonic Line look.

Extensive connectivity

The large, heavy, pleasantly cool rotary knobs are like fin-
ger magnets and tempt you to try them out. The balance
control, which locks in the twelve o'clock position and
can be used to adjust the sound chain to any room situ-
ation, and the volume wheel are characterised by their
wonderfully smooth movement when turned. Here, Sym-
phonic Line relies on Blue Velvet premium pots from top
specialist Alps. Alternatively, the volume can also be ad-
justed from a distance using the remote control supplied.
This is ensured by a motorised potentiometer, an infra-
red receiver - the eye of which is embedded in the front
next to the volume control - and a simple plastic remote
control that is used exclusively for volume adjustment.
The other two control buttons demonstrate the extensi-
ve connectivity of this consistently analogue preamp: On
the input side, the basic version of the RG 3 offers four
unbalanced line inputs and two equally unbalanced tape
loops with input and output. The RG 3 is also tradition-
conscious here. In the connection portfolio, Symphonic
Line offers an additional balanced input or output, in-
cluding the necessary transformer, as the first upgrade
option. The Record switch is used to determine which
sources are switched through for recording.
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Model:

Product category:

Prices:

Versions:

Distribution:

Symphonic Line
RG 3 MK 5 Reference Edition
Preamplifier

- Basic version: € 14,000.00

(incl. separate power supply unit with
300VA MuMetall transformer in its
own housing)

- Phono module set (MM or MC):
€1,400.00

- Balanced input or output including
transformer: € 1,000.00

- External power supply unit
(depending on enclosure type and
expansion stage) between
€4,100.00 and € 9,800.00

- RG 3 MK'5 Edition fully equipped
(XLR input and output, Phono MC,
Turbopower Supply Edition):

€ 27,000.00

- Front panel: Aluminium matt silver
or aluminium black

(knobs: matt silver)

- Chrome-plated front panel, cover
and knobs (at an extra charge)

Symphonic Line, Duisburg
+49 (0) 203 31 56 56
www.symphonic-line.de

Dimensions (HBT):

Weight:
Principle:

Inputs (analogue):

- Preamplifier:

80 mm x 450 mm x 300 mm
- Power supply:

100 mm x 450 mm x 300 mm
- Preamplifier: 8.1 kg
- Power supply: 18.5 kg
stereo, analogue,
transistor amplification, Class A
2 x phono MM/MC (cinch) or
2 x AUX line unbalanced (cinch)
2 x line unbalanced (cinch)

Outputs (analogue):2 x Tape In (Cinch)

2 x Tape Out (Cinch)
2 x Out unbalanced (RCA)
1 x balanced out (XLR)

Score

Overall grade:
Class:
Price/performance:
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Extensive range of connections: The RG 3 offers four line inputs.
The two aux inputs can alternatively be realised as phono connec-
tions. The ground terminal then serves as a ground contact for the
turntable(s) to prevent ground loops. There are also two tape loops
for connecting analogue recording devices. All cinch sockets are
top models from WBT.

Phono upgrade for MM and
MC turntables

The second upgrade option makes the RG 3 fit for vi-
nyl playback. For this purpose, the two aux inputs can
be converted into turntable connections using plug-in
phono modules. Symphonic Line offers module sets for
both moving magnet pick-ups and moving coil systems.
The plug-in boards are each equipped with DIP switches.
These mouse pianos can be adjusted to the pickup used.
For MC systems, the resistance value can be set in six
stages between 10 and 1,000 ohms. For MM systems,
four switches allow the capacitance setting to be chan-
ged between 47 and 220 picofarads. Thanks to this fine-
tuning option, the RG 3 also fulfils the requirements of
ambitious vinylists - especially as two phono inputs are
available. On the output side, the basic version of the RG
3 already offers two unbalanced outputs for the power
amplifier connection. A balanced output is also available
on request.

The RG 3 has a modular design. This means that the preamplifier
can always be brought up to date and can also be configured in
different ways or upgraded at a later date. For this purpose, Sym-
phonic Line offers a balanced input or output or the equipment
with one or two phono modules - optionally for MM or MC turnta-
bles. Motorisation of the volume potentiometer for remote control
of the volume is standard.
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Pure Class A amplification for the clea-
nest amplification

Of course, the basic amplifier design of the RG 3 hasn't
changed either: In the MK 5 version, too, a transistor cir-
cuit in pure Class A ensures the cleanest amplification.
For preamplifiers that do not have to deliver high power,
this operating mode is practically an audiophile must: In
pure Class A operation, a transistor is operated exclusi-
vely in the linear range of its characteristic curve. One
transistor amplifies the entire signal wave - in contrast
to push-pull operation, in which two transistors share the
amplification of the positive and negative signal half-
wave and each transistor devotes its entire amplification
capacity to one half-wave alone. This push-pull method
is therefore more efficient - but creates distortions in the
transfer range due to the signal being split. With pure
Class A, on the other hand, the signal always retains its
integrity - but cannot be amplified as efficiently. What's
more, the setting of the transistor operating point re-
quires a constantly flowing high quiescent current. The
efficiency of Class A is therefore subterranean - but in
terms of purity, this type of amplification is unrivalled.

Innovations for the level increase

Despite its inherently poor efficiency, the Class A out-
put stage of the RG 3 is surprisingly powerful: Sympho-
nic Line delivers a full three watts into eight ohms. The
output impedance is less than one ohm. Thanks to this
powerful, low-impedance design, the RG 3 can be opera-
ted with AF cables several metres long. Rolf Gemein has
now made some changes for the MK 5 version to further
improve the sound quality. In terms of components, he's
opted for a new type of capacitor and a selected version
of the analogue ICs used. In the PCB design - crafted for
the shortest possible signal paths - he's optimised the
quality of the conductor track. This features a new gold
plating of the contacting plus a copper plating of the
PCB, where the thickness has now been increased to a
full 130 micrometres. Such changes in thickness cause
an audible change in the sound of high-quality audio
components. The Reference HD acts as a conductor to
the RCA sockets: Symphonic Line's highest-ranking LF
cable has an exceptionally low dielectric constant of 1.1,
guaranteeing minimised signal loss due to cable capa-
citance.

The external power supply unit enables the RG 3 to be upgraded:
Symphonic Line offers various power supply versions that differ in
terms of performance and quality. Our test model of the RG 3 is
equipped with the Reference Edition shown here - the most pow-
erful and highest quality power supply unit.
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External power supply unit
for silence and power

However, the basis of good sound is always a generously
dimensioned, reserve-rich power supply. For this reason
alone, the power supply unit of the preamplifier has been
relocated for reasons of space. This separation also ma-
kes it possible to upgrade the RG 3: Symphonic Line of-
fers four different power supply units that differ in terms
of dimensioning and quality. Our RG 3 is equipped with
the largest power supply, the Reference Edition turbo
power supply unit. Our test model also owes the second
part of its name to this. This power supply unit - weig-
hing just under 20 kilos - contains two high-power 300
volt ampere toroidal transformers and a rectifier whose
filtering and smoothing capacitors have an impressive
total capacity amounting to a whopping 320,000 micro-
farads in a cascade configuration. This power supply unit
is therefore highly deliverable and could also supply
two power amplifiers. This is the basis for a quiet and
powerful performance of the amplifier. In favour of the
sound quality, the components are of the very highest
manufacturing and quality standard. The transformers
are expensive mu-metal versions with multiple annealed
cores. This improves the magnetic properties, increases
efficiency and reduces core losses.

QEprphroric e

The Reference Edition power supply unit is equipped with two po-
werful, 300 volt-ampere MuMetal toroidal transformers. The filter
and smoothing capacitor section is just as large, with a total capa-
city of 320,000 microfarads. This powerful and reserve-rich power
supply is the basis for a quiet, superior amplifier performance -
and could actually supply two power amplifiers with its power.

Customised tuning for
maximum musicality

The transformers are also wound individually in a time-
consuming and cost-intensive process to ensure that
energy is distributed evenly across the entire frequency
range. Added to this is the special buffering of the large
electrolytic capacitors by smaller electrolytic capacitors
- thereby preventing parasitic residual currents - and the
use of resilient special pulse capacitors. Rolf Gemein
also attributes this power supply effort to an expansion
of the space. So much for the technology - now comes
the tuning: Each RG 3 is personally optimised by Rolf
Gemein after completion in order to eliminate unwanted
residual vibrations and interference - while achieving a
coherent sound with full three-dimensionality and dyna-
mics. This “resonance pattern tuning”, as Gemein calls it,
is realised at specific housing points and components
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using damping bitumen plates, special adhesive pads
and selectively applied C37 lacquer. Gemein performs
such tuning by ear until the preamplifier plays with the
naturalness and harmony that the high-end pioneer has
in mind - this measure characterising the musicality typi-
cal of Symphonic Line.

The RG 3 MK 5 Reference Edition
in practice

Let’s finally take the RG 3 into the listening room. Here
we connect it to the perfectly matching RG 7 MK 5 power
amplifier from Symphonic Line. The loudspeaker is the
B.M.C. PureVox, the compact but exquisite entry-level
model from the renowned audio manufacturer B.M.C. Af-
ter the first test listening, we first correct the power cable
on the CD player, which is not connected in the correct
phase. Yes, this preamp makes everything immediately
audible - even such errors, but also every change of si-
gnal, loudspeaker and mains cables. Finally, we resume
the music and let it play for three days. Rolf Gemein had
already pointed this out to us: After the initial connec-
tion, the RG 3 only reveals its full sound culture if you
allow it this warm-up time. We can follow the change in
real time with the music playing continuously: With each
interim “spot check”, the performance increases bit by bit
- and at long last we're fully rewarded for our patience.

VOLUME

The buttons on the RG 3 really tempt you to operate it. You get to
experience the pleasant coolness and weightiness of the metal.
When turning the volume and balance controls, the creamy
smoothness of the premium potentiometers behind them.

An absolute matter of course

We've chosen Donald Fagen’s “"H Gang” for this. Having
already heard it with many sound chains, we know this
song very well - but now we experience it totally anew.
It starts with the entrance: The RG 3 shows us maximum
contrast here. When idling, it operates with absolute si-
lence - even when the volume control is turned way up,
there's a pleasant silence. The beginning of the music
is all the more impressive. Keith Carlock kicks the bass
drum on his kit, Freddy Washington plays a single low
note on his five-string bass, Ted Baker grasps a com-
plex chord on his keyboard - and this entry comes out of
nowhere with such suddenness and presence that we're
downright amazed: We know this beginning inside out!
But we've never experienced it so suddenly and directly.
The music fills the room in an instant - with absolute ease

and naturalness.
L
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Experiment: In the test, we combined the world-class electronics
with a first-class 7,000 euro sound transducer to hear what hap-
pens - with astonishing results.

Feeling of authenticity

This suddenness already tells us a lot about the superb
dynamic ability of the RG 3. It turns the skilful drumming
of the sought-after session drummer Keith Carlock into
a percussive feast. The bass drum has a wonderfully pre-
cise punch, the pressure of each kick gently massages
our stomachs. This feeling of authenticity is also created
by the rich snare that Carlock hits to introduce the actu-
al song after the slow intro. In between, he plays conti-
nuous eighth notes on the hi-hat: Here, too, we're ama-
zed at how smoothly and accurately these strokes can be
experienced - including the extremely fine gradations of
velocity: We hear every touch of the wooden stick with
the metal cymbal. The RG 3 really shows us the materiali-
ty of the drums. This also applies to the toms and snare,
where we can hear the touch of the head, the defined
rattling of the snare carpet, the vibration and resonance
of the drum shells. This is exactly how a drum set sounds
and works in reality!

Acoustically invisible

Thanks to the excellent dynamics and directness, we first
notice this natural liveliness in the drums. However, the
freshness actually characterises the entire rendition. The
RG 3 delivers coherent timing for impulse fidelity. This
can be seen first and foremost in the interplay between
drums and bass. Carlock and Washington demonstra-
te their world class - and it’s a pleasure to listen to this
rhythm section: Bass tones and bass drum beats are per-
fectly aligned, yet beats and tones are clearly and dis-
tinctly perceptible as two sound events. Nothing blurs,
the RG 3 also shines here with precision and accuracy.
The drum patterns and bass figures are perfectly har-
monised, the timing of this team is fantastic - and that’s
exactly what the RG 3 reproduces. Perhaps it would be
better to say: It conveys everything just as it is. In fact,
this preamp doesn’t even make an appearance; on the
contrary, it does the best that an audio component can
do: It makes itself acoustically invisible.

Miite

The front of the preamp is made of solid, ten millimetre thick
aluminium, which is gently chamfered, finely brushed and neatly
anodised. Here the front is black, alternatively it is also available in
silver. The RG 3 is also available as a chrome version for an additi-
onal charge.

All-encompassing harmony

We now experience the coherence of the reproduction
with the entire band. This is a real feat, as the singer and
pianist Fagen brought thirteen fellow musicians into the
studio for the recording of “H Gang"”, including three gu-
itarists, another keyboard player and a complete brass
section. This strong line-up plays as if from a coherent
whole - something we've never heard before in this
all-encompassing harmony. Despite the large number
of musicians, every nuance of every instrument can be
heard. We can see that in the guitars: While John Har-
rington delivers a marvellous wah-wah-enhanced solo
in the middle, Wayne Kranz plays a pretty cool percus-
sive accompaniment on the right. He achieves this with
muted tones. These so-called palm mutes are normally
lost in the overall sound, but the RG 3 makes every one
of these quiet strokes audible. This is all the more as-
tonishing because Ted Baker’s complex keyboard chord
sequences are layered over Kranz's guitar playing. Yet
nothing’s concealed here.

Three-dimensional visualisation

Baker's chord progressions are another delicacy: We've
never heard such clear harmonically flavoured multipho-
nics with several tone extensions! That's why we have to
grin now: because we can hear what cheeky dissonances
Baker smuggles in here - partly anticipating the vocal
melody and partly playing a kind of answer to this vocal
line. This results in a musical complement, a whole that
we're only now realising. The acoustic excellence of the
amplifier therefore enables a deeper understanding of
the music. This doubles the pleasure. The spatial imaging
also contributes to this: The three-dimensional visualisa-
tion power of the RG 3 is simply breathtaking. It creates a
wonderfully spacious stage that also extends far into the
depths. The musicians have all the freedom they need to
develop to their full potential. This marvellous freedom
also has a double effect: On the one hand, we percei-
ve the musical events as incredibly open, unlimited and
airy; on the other hand, this perception enhances relaxa-
tion when listening to music.
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Serenity and sovereignty

The marvellous calm with which the RG 3 amplifies con-
tributes to this relaxed atmosphere. Thanks to the exter-
nal, extremely powerful power supply unit, this preamp-
lifier operates with terrific composure and sovereignty.
This is the basis for clean playback that's free of any com-
pression effects. This absence of compression also con-
tributes to the open, natural, natural music reproduction.
With these merits, the RG 3 also manages to reproduce
the tricky vocals brilliantly: Fagen has a slight lisp, his
voice has many breathy-rough parts - yet he also sang all
the background vocals himself. This can sound strange-
ly artificial during playback and also seem less physical.
The RG 3, on the other hand, allows us to hear Fagen'’s
idiosyncrasies. It doesn’t gloss over anything - but we
still perceive the singer as a physically present person
standing in front of us. We grin again: The RG 3 already
achieves this outstanding reproduction with the PureVox,
an entry-level model from B.M.C. Audio

With the ear through the orchestra

We switch to vinyl playback, because our RG 3 test mo-
del is equipped with an MC phono module. We listen
to "O soave fanciulla” from Puccini's opera “La bohéme”
with our Transrotor Dark Star turntable and Goldring
Ethos system. Anna Netrebko and Rolando Villazén sing
the amorous act finale. This duet is simply melt-in-the-
mouth - also thanks to the excellent quality of the phono
module. Right from the short introduction played by the
accompanying Staatskapelle Dresden, we're transported
to the local St Luke’s Church, where the recording took
place. Thanks to the superb resolution, we experience
the sublime spaciousness of this church. The orchestra
immediately radiates its physical presence. The marvel-
lous depth of imaging - combined with the excellent
transparency and great richness of detail - now ensures
that we can virtually wander through this body of sound
with our ears: We can even make out individual violinists
in the string ensemble and even hear the delicately plu-
cked arpeggios of the harp.

Intensity and emotionality

In front of the Staatskapelle Dresden, Anna Netrebko as
Mimi and Rolando Villazén as Rodolfo fervently confess
their love for each other - and this duet makes us re-
vel because we are so close to the two star singers: We
hear every delicate vocal inflection, every breath, and ex-
perience the couple directly with all their intensity and
emotionality. When they sing “Fremon gia nell'anima”
together - their voices shining together for the first time
in marvellous harmony - we involuntarily close our eyes
and get goose bumps because this music is beautiful to
sink into. Thanks to the perfect acoustic reproduction, we
can see in our mind’s eye how the soprano and tenor turn
towards each other as they sing, how they sing not just
next to each other but with each other - and finally de-
part together, as their duet “Amor! Amor! Amor!” bree-
zes to us from afar. A great final effect to a magnificent
rendition.
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The RG 3 offers two outputs for the power amplifier connection.
This enables bi-amping operation with two power amplifiers. The
two XLR sockets can optionally be assigned as an additional balan-
ced input or output. The connection for the external power supply
unit is positioned on the far right.

Conclusion

Symphonic Line's RG 3 preamplifier is now in its fifth ge-
neration and in its maximum expansion stage - delive-
ring world-class performance as the RG 3 MK 5 Reference
Edition. The modular expandable and upgradeable pre-
amp achieves this thanks to the cleanest amplification
in pure Class A operation and a power supply with the
Reference Edition, the largest of the various selectable
external power supplies. This combination of clarity and
power leads to pure music: The playback is free of any
compression effects. It shines with outstanding natural-
ness, coherence and harmony. Thanks also to the superb
dynamics, it has such a directness that the preamp itself
virtually disappears and presents the musicians and their
instruments alone with breathtaking realism. This is also
due in part to the immense physicality of the reproduc-
tion and the superb spatiality of the overall presentation.
All this is also possible with the optional excellent phono
module for vinyl playback. The RG 3 MK 5 Reference Edi-
tion - made for world-class power amplifiers - delivers
pure acoustic excellence.

The straight lines of the amplifier’s design are matched by the cur-
ves of the engraved Symphonic Line logo. Underneath, the number
and the assurance “Single handcrafted in Germany” bear witness
to the fact that each amplifier is unique and handcrafted.

Test & Text: Volker Frech
Photos: Simone Maier, Roman Maier
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