The Burns Marquee

‘Making a good guitar great!’


DISCLAIMER:

This advice sheet is based upon my own experience in upgrading the Burns Marquee to a very good guitar indeed.  I have no connection with Burns (London) Ltd. and this document is not endorsed by them.  Any modifications you may decide to undertake as a result of the advice contained in this document can only be at your own risk.  I do not take any responsibility for damage which may result in carrying out any of these modifications.


That’s the legal bit over! Now onto some ideas that I hope will increase the pleasure and enjoyment of owning and playing what, in essence, is a value for money instrument.

The Burns Marquee was introduced some 2-3 years ago, and the body shape and neck is based upon the famous Burns Marvin designed by Jim Burns in conjunction with Hank Marvin in the early sixties.  This guitar was the Shadows main stage guitar during the period 1964-69 and was used by Hank in the early part of his solo career.  Each of The Shadows had two of these guitars, one in the famous white and the other in a handsome greenburst finish.  The greenburst guitars could be seen being used by the Shadows in a scene in ‘Finders Keepers’ where they performed the self-penned vocal ‘My Way’.

The major differences between the original ‘Marvin’ and the ‘Marquee’ consist of the following.

The ‘Marvin’ had a Burns designed ‘Rez-o-matic’ tremolo unit which had a large floating base plate in which the strings were anchored into 6 separate ‘Rezo-tubes’: this plate pivoted on a knife-edge and was tensioned against string pull by 2,3,4 or 5 springs secured to a metal cross-bar in a large routed cut-out beneath the tremolo unit.  This massive unit took up a lot of room behind the bridge and gave the guitar a lot of its distinctive appearance.  In contrast, the ‘Marquee’ has a copy of the American designed and built ‘Point Technologies’ tremolo system, made under licence in Korea.  This looks like a standard ‘Strat’ style tremolo, but pivots on 2-bullet shaped pivots set into a bar screwed to a recess beneath the tremolo unit.  The tremolo return springing system, however, is very similar to that of the standard ‘Strat’.

The pick-ups fitted to the ‘Marquee’ are mounted beneath covers with the legend ‘Burns Rez-o-matic’: however, the actual pick-up is a Korean made ceramic unit with a bar magnet mounted beneath the coil windings.  The circuitry is similar to a ‘Strat’ but with the addition of a ‘push-pull’ switch in the second tone control position which brings in the front pick-up and adds interesting variety to the standard settings on the guitar.  The neck has an integral truss-rod that can only be adjusted by removing the neck from the body, which exposes the ‘alun-key’ adjusting head. 


Important Note:

If you are unsure about carrying out any of the following modifications or adjustments, take your guitar to a professional guitar repairer to get the work carried out-it may be cheaper in the long run!! 


The Tremolo Unit:

Most queries appear to be raised about the tremolo unit and/or playability of the guitar as supplied.  In general, the set-up of the tremolo unit often affects the playability factor, so it is likely the following advice may solve both problems.

Although based on the ‘Point Technologies’ tremolo design, corners have been cut to reduce costs, the major variation being the material of the bullet-pivot mounting bar which is held in position by 3 screws in a routed ledge beneath the trem unit.  The original American bar is made from steel, whereas the Korean version is made from a lightweight alloy.  The 2 tiny grub screws which clamp the removable pivot bullets are so small that they I) loosen off easily and ii) can strip the thread if tightened too often. When loose, this allows the pivot bullets to rock slightly and under string tension start to allow the trem unit to rise slightly higher out of the body, affecting both tuning and action.  In addition, I have seen instances where the three screws holding the mounting bar to the body in the recess have either loosened or not been fitted correctly allowing the soft material of the bar to flex, again leading to instability with the trem and action.

To improve this situation I have carried out the following modifications, which seem to have cured this problem. 

Note:
 When I carried out the following modifications, I contacted Point Technologies in the USA, and they sent me their steel mounting bar!  The Korean version is dimensionally the same and the USA bar fits perfectly!

1) Slacken the strings, taking care to tape a piece of card or plastic to the body underneath the back of the trem unit top plate to prevent this ‘digging in’ to the body under spring pressure when the strings are removed.  

2) Carefully remove the trem spring cover plate on the back of the body and carefully prise off the trem springs.

3)  Remove the trem block from the cavity-this exposes the pivots and bar mentioned above.

4) Using the correct screwdriver, remove the three securing screws and remove the mounting bar.  Check to see if the bullets are loose in their holes in the bar.  If so, lightly tighten them in position with a correct size alun key and refit the assembly in position, offering the trem block up to the pivots and visually check the body/trem top plate clearance.  This should be about 2.5 m/m approx. which should confirm that with all the components correctly fixed in place, the trem set-up is correct.

5) When you are satisfied that the components are correctly fitted, add some Loctite ‘Thread Seal’ to the grub screw holes in the mounting bar, place a small drop of ‘Superglue’ on each pivot bullet shank and place the bullets in position in the bar.  Tighten the grub screws- the ‘Thread Seal’ will not set off immediately.

6) This next operation is optional, but advised, as it helps to make the whole assembly extremely solid and I feel, slightly improves the guitar’s sustain.  By using the 3 screw holes in the recess as a guide, carefully drill each hole through to the trem spring cavity beneath with a 3 m/m wood drill.  Using a countersink drill, carefully countersink the three holes in the mounting bar on the topside only.  Having obtained some small M3 countersunk head bolts with nuts and washers, bolt the mounting bar in position and carefully tighten the bolts.  Remove any excess bolt length beyond the nut end extending into the trem spring chamber. (This mod will not interfere with the trem spring operation).

7) Carefully reinstall the trem block, refit the springs, tune up and reset the bridge saddles for best action without buzzes and rattles!  

You may need to ensure after refitting, that the neck has enough ‘relief’ to give you the best action.  This is done as advised in most good guitar set-up guidebooks.  The necks on Marquees are sometimes supplied too ‘straight’ and it may be necessary to relax the truss rod a little to improve playability.  If you’re unsure about this procedure, take the guitar to your normal guitar repairer!

Pick-ups:

As described earlier, the pick-ups as fitted, are of a basic ceramic type, which tend to sound ‘brittle’ or harsh, particularly in the bridge position.  (In saying this, I have heard some Marquees sound very passable with the original pick-ups, probably a happy combination of woods, hardware and other factors!).  I have replaced the pick-ups in all 3 of my Marquees, and although the following units work for me, this is a very subjective matter and you may find other types of pick-up are more suitable.

Assuming that you are aiming for a Shadows-type ‘vintage’ sound, then these are the pick-ups I have fitted to get close to that sound.  Remember, the Marquee is not a ‘Strat’ and I believe it has a unique hybrid sound, probably as a result of the 3-a-side tuners, the zero fret and the angle and position of the pick-ups.

Marquees have both maple and rosewood fingerboards and I’ve found that depending on the type of fingerboard, different types of pick-ups are required.

Having tried several types and makes of pick-up, I’ve found that on both sound and price, the Kent Armstrong range of Strat replacement pick-ups work very well. I source mine from WD Music in Kent in the UK (Tel. No. 01233-820082) and usually obtain them by post the next day!  Price?-around £35 per pick-up.

Additionally, you may want to try fitting original ‘Marvin’ type original ‘Rez-o-matics’.  These can be obtained from Jim Cairnes, who made the originals, in the UK (Tel. No. 01642-271377) for about £120-130 a set.

For maple necked guitars I have used a set of Kent Armstrong STV Vintage pick-ups which work beautifully with a nice balance of highs and lows.  If you want to fit these under the existing p-up covers though, you will need to open out the pole-piece holes in the middle and neck p-up covers due to the variation in pole-piece centres.  Alternatively, you can fit standard ‘Strat’ p-up covers over these p-ups with no problem.

For rosewood necked guitars the Kent Armstrong ST4 Tweedtone pick-ups seem to give a superbly balanced sound giving an across the range quality of tone that makes the guitar sound like a far more expensive model!

When fitting the pick-ups, just replicate the existing wiring.  I have, as a matter of course on all my Marquees, replaced the printed circuit 5-way switch with the American style switch- it’s an altogether more robust unit.  In addition, I have replaced the as-fitted volume and tone mini-pots with standard size units.  This is not an essential mod however.

This upgrading of the pick-ups generally corrects the problem experienced by some, of the top two strings being ‘quieter’.  It is difficult to offer a ‘blanket’ solution to this problem, however, as it can be caused by a poorly adjusted truss rod, ‘choking’ frets or a poorly cut nut reducing the string break-angle over the zero fret, thereby affecting the sustain of that string.

Tuners and the Zero Fret:

The tuners as fitted to the Marquee are adequate, but you will notice some ‘play’ in the posts when the strings are removed.  In addition the string posts are very short.  I have replaced mine with a set of 3-a-side gold plated Gotohs, which were a direct replacement and had no play in the posts at all.  You could, of course, fit self-locking tuners to improve matters further.

A good modification is to get your guitar technician to lower the height of the zero-fret slightly.  As fitted, this fret is substantially higher than the other frets, and reducing this height will improve playability considerably.  Do not do this yourself if you are inexperienced in this type of work-it could mean a costly repair!


These are the main modifications I have carried out-I usually get very favourable comments about the sound of my Marquees- and very often surprise from some people who’ve given up with their instrument because of some of the problems addressed here.

In summary, the Burns Marquee is a fine and well-priced guitar-I hope that , armed with the information above, you go on to enjoy playing your Marquee for many more years!!

Please e-mail me if you have any questions or any points needing clarifying at :-

Bungleflint@aol.com 

Remember, keep the strings to the front!!

Maurice Woodcroft

South Wales Shadows Club (UK)
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