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 HAGSTROM 
 RETROSCAPE H-III  £589 
  Three pickups, loads of switches and a huge swathe  
  of retro appeal? It’s a Hagstrom, of course, what else? 

THE original Swedish-
crafted Hagstrom 

guitars that were made between 
the late 50s and early 80s attract 
quite a cult following – plenty of 
big name players have used ’em 
over the years, too. Indeed, an 
H-III similar to the one we have on 
test here was the start-up guitar for 
shredder Joe Satriani, while Pat 
Smear would loan his trusty H-IIs 
and H-IIIs to Kurt Cobain during 
his Nirvana days. Now with the 
Foo Fighters, Pat has his own 
Hagstrom signature model these 
days, and is a big collector of the 
old Swedish models.

When production was restarted 
in 2005 with a small range of 
Chinese-made electrics it didn’t 

please the collectors and Swedish 
Hag-o-philes, but for the rest of us 
there is plenty to enjoy with oodles 
of original Hagstrom vibe.

Among eight mini-ranges, the 
RetroScape range (‘A landscape or 
setting fi lled with things from the 
past’, says Hagstrom) is where 
you’ll fi nd the Impala and Condor, 
along with our more conventional 
H-III (and the twin-pickup H-II). 
It’s like a cross between a Gibson 
SG and a Fender Strat – the former 
in the chamfered edges and 
pointed horns of the body and the 
latter with its bolt-on neck, trio of 
single coils and, of course, a 
vibrato. But while Fender and 
Gibson’s control layouts are  
now virtually generic setups, 
Hagstrom’s designers back in the 
day thought it’d be a great idea to 
use a multitude of switches to not 
only voice the pickups but to add 
some passive tone-mangling, too.

The ‘Strat in Gibson clothes’ vibe 
continues with a shorter Gibson 

scale length. The neck employs  
a modern version of Hagstrom’s 
H-Expander truss rod (highly 
regarded, by the way, for the way  
it prevents the neck from twisting), 
its back is quite heavily glossed 
while the fi ngerboard is what 
Hagstrom calls Resinator  
(a synthetic substance that we 
suspect is similar to the Richlite 
used by Godin and Martin, for 
example). The black-faced 
Fender-y headstock is back-angled 
more like a Gibson, and the 
generic tuners at least have a 
Hagstrom logo and distinctively 
shaped buttons, while the logo is 
a moulded and silvered plastic.

Along with a new version of 
Hagstrom’s Tremar vibrato (and  

a roller-saddle tune-o-matic),  
the H-III’s major calling card is  
the plethora of switches (see 
Switcheroo! p72). All in all, it 
might have been conceived in  
the 60s as a Swedish ‘Strat’ but 
from a modern perspective it’s 
quite a slice of retro.

Mind you, a quick unplugged 
strum doesn’t bode too well, with a 
rather plunky, quick decaying tone 
– not a million miles away from a 
Jaguar. Our problems don’t stop 
there. Each of the three single coils 
have the same output, and the 
bridge unit is some way from the 
strings. Again, though that’s easy 
enough to sort with a screwdriver, 
the bridge still does sound a little 
thin. But with all the tone mod 
switches bypassed, it’s a credible 
bright and quite attacking Stratty 
sound, plus we can voice all three 
pickups together and get a Tele-
like bridge and neck combination.

The volume features an R/C 
network (a resistor and capacitor) 

From a modern perspective 
it’s quite a slice of retro
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 BODY:  Alder 
 NECK:  Maple, bolt-on 
 SCALE:  629mm (24.75”)
 FINGERBOARD:  Resinator 
 FRETS:  22  
 PICKUPS:  3x Hagstrom Ceramic 
 C-Spin single coils 
 CONTROLS:  Volume, 3x p/up 
 on/off switches, master tone, 
 Mute and Top switches, kill switch 
 HARDWARE:  Chrome-plated Long 
 Travel tune-o-matic-style Roller 
 Bridge, Hagstrom Vintage Tremar 
 vibrato, die-cast tuners 
 LEFT-HANDED:  No 
  FINISH:  White (as reviewed), 
 Black, 3-Tone Sunburst, 
 Aged Sky Blue 
 CONTACT:  Rosetti 
 01376 550033,  
 www.rosetti.co.uk 

 AT A GL ANCE 

  HYBRID STYLE 
THE H-III is quite a mash-up 
with a Fender-style alder 
body and bolt-on maple 
neck, but a Gibson-like scale 
and tune-o-matic bridge   

 SINGLE-COIL SPIN 
THESE ‘C-SPIN’ pickups 
ape the Hagstrom originals, 
their fl at poles giving them a 
Strat-like vibe, although the 
coils and ceramic magnets 
are moulded within the 
plastic cases

 IT’S A VIBRATO! 
THIS VINTAGE Tremar 
vibrato has been upgraded 
but remains a pretty basic 
design. It had its fans, 
however, and Hagstrom 
even licensed it to Gretsch 
back in the day. 
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The fl at poles on the 
H-III’s single coils 
give a Stratty vibe

The vibrato is a slightly 
updated version of the 
old Hagstrom Tremar 

All the current Hagstrom 
RetroScape models, like the originals 
on which they’re based, use a bank 
of switches to control the pickups 
and compensate for the lack of a 
conventional rotary tone control. 
The six slide switches placed above 
the master volume control have 
quite high, off-white plastic sliders 
that feel reasonably robust in use but 
make quite a ‘clunk’ when you use 
then at stage volumes. The top three 
are simply on/off switches for the 
neck, middle and bridge pickups.

The fourth switch down is called 
Master Tone that engages a mid 
and high frequency cut; the next 
one down is called a Mute, although 
it doesn’t actually mute the guitar; 
it adds a volume drop and high 
frequency cut. The lowest switch 
is called Top, a high-pass fi lter that 
removes some bass.

There’s yet another switch north-
west of the neck pickup: a kill switch 
that is (yet) another way of muting 
the guitar – without, of course, 
having to mess with those three 
pickup on/off switches.

  FEATURES   
  SOUND QUALITY   
  VALUE FOR MONEY   
  BUILD QUALITY   
  PLAYABILITY   
  OVERALL RATING           
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to retain highs as you roll it down, 
but it has quite a slow taper, unlike 
the much faster attenuation of our 
reference Fender Strat. The master 
tone switch is like turning a 
conventional tone control pretty 
much fully off, while the mute 
switch is like a tone control just 
knocked back a little – the latter 
working especially well to round 
out the inherent spiky sound with 
some classic Marshall-like gain. 
Kicking in some punkier fuzz and 
that Top bass-cut switch produces 
a really nasty wiry bridge pickup 

sound. It all plays pretty well even 
though the Tremar does feel quite 
stiff – not as smooth as a Bigsby. 
While the H-III really suits a 
pedalboard setup with different 
overdrives and the like, plugged 
straight into a small Vox AC10 we 
get a pretty characterful early 
electric blues sound with ease.  
Far from daft.

Is the H-III a great guitar? No, 
aside from the two extra pickup 
combinations, it’s like a Strat with 
preset tones controls – and a handy 
kill switch. But where it scores is 

how it wants to take us on a 
different sonic path – one that 
might be less clichéd classic Strat 
but sounds near-perfect for 
punkier, thrashier styles or, in 
contrast, really old lo-fi  blues. 
Dave Burrluck

ALSO TRY...

 What on earth do all those 
switches do anyway?
 

 Switcheroo!   

 

The fl at poles on the 

give a Stratty vibe

 GUILD S-200 T-BIRD 
£745
Originally introduced in 
1963, this second version 
Thunderbird originally had a 
built-in stand! That feature 
aside, the new version 
includes the same 
Hagstrom Tremar and dual 
modes to voice the twin   
LB-1 ’buckers.

 ITALIA MODENA CHALLENGE 
£829
A typical slice of modern retro 
from Italia, the Challenge places 
three mini Ricky/Gretsch-like 
humbuckers on a non-
reverse Firebird-inspired 
korina body with Bigsby.

 SQUIER CLASSIC VIBE 
 ’60S STRATOCASTER 
£415
Here’s a 60s-style Strat (in 
Three-Color Sunburst or 
Burgundy Mist) that adds jumbo 
frets and a modern 9.5-inch 
fi ngerboard radius. Pickups  
are Alnico V vintage-style 
single-coils with custom 
staggered polepieces 
that “provide improved 
string-to-string balance”.
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