Rickenbacker's best known six-string semis come in both big an

small sizes and have achieved their fame for equally different reasons
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WA steadfastly all American sin
the company was started way back in

the 1920s. In similar spirit, many of its

most characterful creations have
remained pretty much unchanged over
the years, untouched by trends and the
whims of fashion.

erican since

>
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Oldies RICKENBACKER 300 SERIES

- Design-wise, Rickenbhackers can be

counted among those that inhabit the
quirkiest category. Almost from the off,
the electrics owed nothing to any other
maker in terms of styling and
construction, and it’s this innate
idiosyncrasy that has long engendered
love 'em or loathe 'em reactions from
most guitarists. By far the most famous
and successful Rickenbacker six-strings
are those that stern from the 300 series
of glimline semis. This line was launched
in 1958 and for the first two years it
carried the Capri designation, a name
apparently borrowed from the company
cat! Instantly eye-catching was a body
shape boasting sharp-pointed horns
topping offset cutaways created by

a continuous sweeping crescent curve.
This distinctive design, first featured on
the Combo solids that debuted the
previous year, was largely the work of
German Roger Rossmeisl, as was
construction. Rather than employing
traditional methods to make the hollow

There have
beenno
recognisably
‘golden’ or not-
so-golden
erasin
Rickenbacker’s
manufacturing
history

body, the Capris carmne with a solid front
half, routed out to form the necessary
chambering before the back was fitted
and the neck glued in place.
Rickenbacker initially thought small
for this all-new range because the first
model to appear was the 325, which
incorporated all the appropriate design
aspects into a significantly scaled down
semi-acoustic body, along with three
single-coil pickups and a vibrato
tailpiece. This downsizing extended to
an ultra-short scale length, making the
instrument feel more like a toy than a
guitar aimed at the professional player.
Apparently Rickenbacker thought the
reduced inches would improve
playability, but in reality such cramped
confines cause major fingering
difficulties, effectively negating the
benefits of the deep sweep cutaways
and excellent access to all 21 frets.
These playability problems ensured
limited popularity for the 325, but this
didn't stop it staying in the range for 17

vears. It was revived, warts and all, in
1985 and was finally phased out seven
vears later. By this time it had been
joined by several variations, including
selected vintage reissues, some of which
are still in the current catalogue.

It might seem surprising that such
a seemingly impractical instrument
should enjoy such a long shelf life, but
the answer lies in the 325 indelible
association with The Beatles. This little
six-string was John Lennon’s main
strum, ensuring maxirmum exposure for
the brand from the band's early days
onwards. Rickenbacker has naturally
capitalised on this connection, courtesy
of various recreations, including a John
Lennon signature edition, which
appeared some years after his death.
Over in America, the 325 also found
favour with another John: Creedence
Clearwater Revival’s John Fogerty to be
exact, who put his diminutive six-string
to good use on many of the hits he
penned for the band,

The 325 was soon surrounded by
other, equally compact Capris: the twin
pickup 310 and 315, plus the three-
pickup equipped 320. All offered the
same quirky playability, but still
survived into the seventies, while the
320 boasted an unbroken production
run until 1992, None of them has ever
come close to the collectability of their
high profile close companion, however.

While the 325 may be Rickenbacker's
most celebrated six-string, the 330 is
arguably the most popular model to
emerge from this maker, enjoying over
45 vears continuous manufacture. The
number designation is the same as that
employed by a semi bearing another
famous brand, the Gibson ES-330,
although neither company has
apparently ever worried about possible
confusion. This is probably because,
while both gnitars have some air inside
them and sport twin single-coil pickups,
virtually all similarities end right there.
The 330 maintains the ultra-distinctive



Vintage values

W The John Lennon link means that early
325s (either the ‘Hamburg era’ or ‘Beat
Boom' versions) can and do sell for literally
astronomical amounts of dosh (would you
believe £25,000 for a black 1964
example?!). Be aware that such sums are
entirely unrelated to the fact that the
instrument is a far from practical playing
proposition. This attitude that unrealistically
elevates the position of these guitars (more
money than sense perhaps?) alsc applies to
the Lennon signature model produced in

|

mnuznnmn
the Beatle backer

Year Selected Standard Models

1964-75 325
e S
1958-63 330

196469 330 £2,000-£4,000
197000 330 £300-£1,300 £1,000£1,500
195863 360 EN/A £2,000-£4,000
196469 360 £250-£350 £2,000-£3,000
1970-on 360 £350-£1,500 £1 ,000-£2,000

Ricky look, being big brother to the 325
in terms of shape and styling, although it
is decidedly fatter all round.

Like its smaller sibling, earliest
examples of the 330 carried their
controls on a single-layer gold plastic
scratchplate, but this soon switched to
anew two-tier design employing an
added raised pickguard section, creating
what has become one of the company’s
classic features.

White plastic replaced gold around
five years later and at the same time the
standard two volume, two tone circuilry
was augmented by a fifth control,
offering blend facilities. Yet another
example of Ricky individuality, this
blend feature has since been the source
of concern and confusion for many
Rickenbacker players, who find its
operation too mystifying and subtle to

Original Retail Range
1958-63 325 ZMSA
£200-£400

£150-£300

the early 1990s, although not quite to the
same extreme.

Ihe added value factor similarly affects the
first Rickys to be imported into the UK
during the 1960s by Rose-Morris. The latter
specified that the semis should come with

a conventional §-hale, rather than
Rickenbacker's standard, more shylish
‘slash’ type. This was the main
distinguishing factor and these days it
serves to determine decidedly heftier selling
figures, paid by those obviously willing to
shell out extra for the connotations
connected with the period.

Pete Townshend'’s high-profile punishrment
of his hapless Rickenbackers in The Who's
formative years also earns these early
imports extra economic brownie paints,
while his signature edition issued in 1987
(right} occupies an appreciably higher value
status than the standard examples from the
same production period.

As with so many makes and models, image
plays an important part in the appeal of
Rickenbackers. Players are often willing to
overlook the idiosyncratic nature of the
nstruments in favour of the iconic
impression they create, and virtually every
decade has witnessed a fashionable return
to favour of the brand.

Current Value Range
£3,000-£8,000
£1,500-£10,000

_ £750-£1,500
£1,500-£3,000

be of any serious use! A more practical
improvement came during the late
sixties, when 24 frets replaced
Rickenbacker's regulation count of 21,
although this change was introduced
gradually, so examples of both can be
found around this period.

The 330 came with two single-coils,
but from the off it could be had with
three (the 3407, a vibrato unit replacing
the standard tailpiece (the 335), or with
both options (the 345). However, the
standard 330 would prove to be the
most popular version, seeing service
during the sixties in many famous
hands, including Pete Townshend of
The Who. Predictably enough, he
appreciated the 330's comparative
fragility, which made it easy to destroy
on stage! Rickenbacker obviously
forgave such treatment, honouring him

RICKENBACKER 300 SERIES I)ldies

Extra photos courtesy
of Backbeat Books.
Electric Guitars:

The Illustrated
Encyclopedia is out
now, RRP £24.95

; t?b gear:
- 3oln Lennon

strumsSa—.
Ricky 325

with his own limited edition signature
model in 1987. The sixties exerted a
strong influence on many players who
came Lo prominence during the eighties,
with guitarists such as Paul Weller and
Johnny Marr helping to keep the Ricky
flag flying here.

360

While many of the Capris employed the
almost austere approach of the 325 and
330, Rickenbacker offered alternatives

for those players who wanted something -»-
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Two tone controls, two
lume and that tricky

The back of our

borrowed 330 shows
just how high-guality
the Ricky woods are

a little more luxurious. The 360 was
basieally a tarted-up 330, identified by
its fancy triangular position markers
rather than simple dots, and binding on
both neck and body.

The hard edges of the latter were
bound front and back, but this changed
in 1964 when Rickenbacker decided a
smoother look would help to smarten up
this deluxe version. The re-designed
body (see previous page) offered a
strearnlined, less angular look that was
achieved by rounding off the front
edges, leaving binding on the back only.
The end result offered extra player
comfort and, although Rickenbacker
maintained the outline, the re-shaping
noticeably altered the depth and curves
of the cutaways. Just to keep everyone
happy, the original style was still offered
as an option, initially to special order
only, but reintroduced into normal
production after 1984,

Regardless of differences in looks,
fixtures or fittings, these Ricky semis
have never really qualified as lead
instruments. Neck profile and sounds
make them more suited to chordal work
rather than blues wailing solos and most
of the players best associated with these
guitars have used them in this way,
albeit very effectively. Of course, it’s the
1 2-string versions of the 330 and 360

156 Guitarist JUNE 2004

that have proved even more popular
over the years, but that's another story!
Unlike raost makes, there are no
offshore-sourced alternatives to confuse
the issue, so every Rickenbacker is
‘real’. The company also managed to
miss out on the corporate/accountant-
led mismanagement that seriously
afflicted rivals such as Fender and
Gibson during the seventies.
Consequently, there have been no
recognisably ‘golden’ or not-so-golden

eras in this maker’'s manufacturing
history, which means that, while those
pperating in the vintage market might
like us to believe otherwise, recent
Rickenbackers are equally as good as

their predecessors. That said, the earlier

examples still attract more interest and
command correspondingly higher
asking prices, presumably because of
their vintage vibe' or the blinkered ‘old
is best’ mentality that still pervades the
second-hand scene. @

* From sixties pop to nineties punk

Rickenbacker 300 series electrics on record

M Rickenbacker's 300 series models are synonymous
with jangle and one only has to look to the 1360s to find
out why. Perhaps best exemplified by the opening chime
of The Beatles' A Hard Day's Night in 1964, or The
Byrds' version of Dylan's Mr Tambaouring Man,
Rickenbacker’s 300 series guitars are the key to one of
the classic signature tones
of sixties popular music.
Although these two
examples were recorded
with a 12-string,
numerous sixties hits were
fuelled by six-string 300
series models, and
luminaries such as Beach
Baoy Carl Wilson, Denny
Laine, Creedence
Clearwater Revival's John
Fogerty and Steppenwolf's
John Kay all played 330
and 360 models
throughout the decade,
while John Lennan’s use of
the 325 is legendary.
Despite the inescapable
Beatle link, a variety of
ather guitarists have
proven that
Rickenbackers aren’t just
the proverbial one trick
pony, although the
character of the guitzrs inavitably lends
them ta the more pop-orientated end of the
sonic spectrum: de-tuned rock monsters
these certainly are not. Despite this, Pete

Paul Weller found the
Rickenbacker shited
to his image as well
as h(is sound

Recommended
listening:

Townshend and lzter Paul Weller — T_he E’:eatles
indebted to The Who's sonics as well as Help {1965)
The Who Iy

their iconography - proved that when
attacked with bile and ferocity, a six-string
Rickenbacker 330 can respond in kind
with a bright ballsy crunch that is perfact
for edge-of-the-seat power-pop.
Incidentally, Weller's own jetglo 330 was
later given as & gift to Steve Craddock of Britpop maod-
revivalists Ocean Colour Scene.

While Weller's experiments in plastic soul with The Style
Council lead him in a different musical direction in the
1980s, two hugely influential players from both sides of
the Atlantic arrived to take up the Rickenbacker baton.

Generation (1965)

The Jam [n The
City (1977)

REM Lifes Rich
Pageant (1986)

Johnny Marr z2nd Peter Buck's varied guitar work with
The Smiths and REM respectively injected the
Rickenbacker with renewed indie credibility and,
although much of The Smiths’ early material was actually
recorded using a Telecaster, Marr is certainly a confirmed
Rickenbacker devatee, owning three, including a 12-

string that once belonged
to Pete Townshend. Peter
Buck's 360 is a core
element of the REM sound
and the majority of the
band’s hit singles feature
liberal amounts of
inventive use of his jetglo
beauty. By the early 1990s
both Andy Bell and Mark
Gardner of shoegazing
scene leaders Ride were
playing 330s and 360s,
as was The Edge, who
layered Rickenbacker
parts over the huge U2
hits Mysterious Ways and
Even Befter Than The
Real Thing using a fireglo
330-12.
Sowho is playing a
Rickenbacker 300 series
these days? lllustrating
perfectly that a
Rickenbacker doesn't
necessarily have to jangle, or even sound
like a traditional guitar at 2ll, Radiohead's
Ed O'Brien used Rickenbackers as early
on in the band’s career as 1993 and has
continued to favour the 360 ever since,
owning several, even a custom composite
made from a 360 body fitted with a Gibson
neck and a pair of humbuckers, Singer
Thom Yorke reportedly purchased a 330
as he admired his band-mate’s
Rickenbackers so much, and this has
featured sporadically both live and on

recordings since the OK Computer. Other contemporary
users include Fugazi's Guy Picciotto, whose weapon of
choice is a 330, Sleater Kinney's Carrie Brownstein and
Tom Linton from Jimmy Eat World. Interestingly
Rickenbackers, icons of the sixties pop mainstream,
now seem to thrive in more leftfield musical territory.
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