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THE ENDURING ALLURE OF
SHELLAC: NAVIGATING THE 78
RPM RECORD PRICE GUIDE

In the grand tapestry of music history,
few artifacts possess the tactile charm
and  historical  weight  of  the  78  RPM
record. Long before the glossy vinyl LP
or the ethereal digital stream, there was
the  heavy,  brittle  disc  spinning  at  78
revolutions  per  minute.  For  collectors
and nostalgia enthusiasts, the hunt for

these  shellac  treasures  is  a  passion.
However, deciphering what these discs
are  actual ly  worth  can  feel  l ike
n a v i g a t i n g  a  l a b y r i n t h .  T h i s
comprehensive  78 RPM record price
guide  is  designed  to  demystify  the
market, helping you distinguish between
a common platter and a hidden gem.
Unlike  their  vinyl  successors  from the
mid-20th  century,  78s  operate  in  a
unique market. They are not simply "old
records."  They are  a  historical  format,
primarily  produced  from  the  1890s
through the 1950s. The value is rarely
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based  on  musical  fidelity;  instead,  it
hinges  on  rarity,  historical  significance,
artist popularity, and physical condition.
Let’s  break down the essential  factors
that  govern  the  valuation  of  these
fascinating  antiques.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A 78 RPM
RECORD? A PRIMER FOR THE
PRICE GUIDE

Before diving into pricing, it is crucial to
understand the artifact itself. A standard
78 RPM record is  usually  10 inches in
diameter,  though  12-inch  discs  were
common for  classical  music  and some
popular  selections.  The  material  is
typically  shellac ,  a  britt le  resin
compound,  rather  than  the  polyvinyl
chloride (PVC) used for LPs. This makes
them heavy  and  prone  to  chipping  or

breaking.
The records are acoustically recorded in
most  cases  (pre-1925),  meaning  they
capture  sound  waves  directly  without
electronic amplification. This gives them
a distinctive,  raw sound quality.  When
consulting your 78 RPM record price
guide, remember that the playing speed
(78  rpm)  itself  is  a  major  hurdle  for
modern listeners. Most turntables cannot
play  them  without  a  special  stylus
(needle)  and  the  correct  speed  setting.

Key Defining
Features of 78s

Material: Shellac, often mixed
with slate or other fillers to give it
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a matte finish.
Speed: 78.26 revolutions per
minute (the standard, although
some early records run slightly
slower or faster).
Grooves: Coarser and wider than
vinyl microgrooves. A standard 78
stylus is typically 3 mils, whereas a
vinyl LP stylus is 0.7 mils.
Time: Approximately 3 to 4
minutes of music per side on a 10-
inch disc.
Label: Often attached with
adhesive, labels can be paper or
foil and are frequently a key factor
in identification for the price guide.

CRITICAL FACTORS IN THE 78
RPM RECORD PRICE GUIDE

Three  primary  pillars  determine  the

value of any 78: Artist/Label, Condition,
and Rarity. A strong performance in all
three areas yields a high price. A weak
performance in any single area can drop
the value to near zero.

Artist and Label
Significance
This is the most publicized aspect. The
price guide is heavily skewed toward the
"big  names"  of  the  pre-rock  era.
However, not every record by a famous
artist is valuable. For example, a worn-
out copy of a Bing Crosby hit from the
1940s is far from a goldmine. High-value
records typically involve:

Blues and Jazz Pioneers:
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Records by Bessie Smith, Robert
Johnson (extremely rare and
valuable), Ma Rainey, Louis
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and
Jelly Roll Morton are often highly
sought after.
Country and "Hillbilly" Music:
The Carter Family, Jimmie
Rodgers, and early bluegrass
artists command significant
interest.
Rare Ethnic and Gospel: Early
recordings of sacred harp singing,
rare folk music, and niche ethnic
records can be valuable.
Specific Labels: Small,
independent labels like
Paramount, Black Patti, Gennett,
and Vocalion often released
limited runs. A record on

Paramount, especially by a blues
artist, can fetch thousands of
dollars. Conversely, major labels
like RCA Victor (with a dog and a
Victrola), Columbia, and Decca
produced millions of records;
individual pressings are usually
low in value unless the song is
exceptionally rare.
Unusual or "Novelty" Records:
Private pressings, radio
transcription discs, or records with
unique covers (some 78s had
picture sleeves) can be valuable.

The Holy Grail of
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Condition
Condition  is  arguably  the  most  critical
factor  in  your  78 RPM record  price
guide.  A rare record in poor condition
might be worth a fraction of a common
record in pristine shape. Collectors use a
strict  grading  system,  similar  to,  but
more stringent than, vinyl grading.

STANDARD GRADING SCALES FOR
SHELLAC

Mint (M): Perfect in every way.1.
No scratches, scuffs, or surface
noise. Playing surface is glossy.
Very rare for a 78.
Near Mint (NM) or Excellent2.
(EX): A few negligible scuffs. Plays
with minimal background noise. A

desirable copy.
Very Good (VG): Some visible3.
light scratches or scuffs. Plays with
noticeable surface noise (ticking,
popping) but the music is clear
and not distorted. The most
common "collectible" grade. A
value multiplier of about 40-50%
of Mint.
Good (G): Heavy scuffs or4.
scratches. Plays with loud
background noise, possibly some
distortion or groove wear. Music is
still present but compromised.
Worth a fraction of its value.
Poor (P) or Fair (F): Severe5.
damage; cracks, chips, deep
scratches. Unlistenable. Often
used for display or as a
placeholder. Worth only a few
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dollars, if anything.

Important Note for the Price Guide:
A chip on the edge of the record that
does not affect the grooves is a flaw that
dramatically  reduces  value.  A  hairline
crack,  even  if  it  doesn't  affect  play,
destroys  most  of  the  value.  Always
inspect records under good light.

HOW TO USE A 78 RPM RECORD
PRICE GUIDE EFFECTIVELY

You cannot simply look up a song title.
You  need  to  identify  your  specific
recording.  Here  is  the  step-by-step
process  for  valuing  your  record  using
any price guide (online or in print).

Step 1: Identify
the Matrix
Number
This is the single most important step.
The song title on the label is not enough.
The matrix number is a serial number
etched into the dead wax (the smooth
area  near  the  label).  It  is  usually  a
combination of letters and numbers. This
number  identifies  the  exact  master
recording.  For  example,  "BVE-12345"
indicates  a  specific  take  by  a  specific
band. This number is crucial for rarity as
different  takes  were  often  sent  to
different  pressing  plants.  Your  price
guide will list records by matrix number
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or catalog number, not just the title.

Step 2: Check
the Catalog
Number
The  catalog  number  is  printed  on  the
label. This identifies the specific release.
A record might have a catalog number
like "Columbia 143-D" or "Victor 20872."
This, combined with the matrix number,
gives you the exact pressing.

Step 3: Assess

the Label and
Pressing Plant
Look  at  the  label's  design.  Was  it  a
"Victor Talking Machine Company" label?
Or  an  "RCA  Victor"  label?  The  label
design helps date the record. Also, check
the dead wax for small stamps or initials
that identify the pressing plant (e.g., "I"
for  Indianapolis,  "H"  for  Hollywood).
Some  plants  produced  fewer  records
than others, making that pressing rarer.

Step 4: Consult
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the Price Guide
Once you have the artist,  title,  matrix
number,  and catalog number,  you can
consult  a  pr ice  guide.  The  most
respected  resources  include:

Online Databases: Discogs.com
is an excellent resource for seeing
what records have actually sold for
recently. Search by matrix
number.
Printed Books: 78 RPM Records
& Prices (by S. D. R. Books) is a
standard reference, though it can
be dated.
Collector Forums: The 78-L
mailing list or dedicated Facebook
groups are excellent for specific
questions.

Auction Sites: eBay sold listings
(especially under "vintage 78
rpm") provide real-world prices.
Filter by "sold items."

WHAT IS A 78 RPM RECORD
ACTUALLY WORTH? REAL-WORLD
EXAMPLES

To give you a concrete anchor for your
78 RPM record price guide, here are
approximated values based on common
market conditions. Prices are for records
in  VG+  to  Excellent  condition  unless
otherwise noted.

Common 1940s Pop/Standard
(e.g., Bing Crosby, Frank
Sinatra, Glenn Miller): $2 - $10.
Typically low demand. A common
Sinatra on Columbia might be $5.
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Common 1920s-30s Jazz/Dance
Band (e.g., Paul Whiteman,
Fletcher Henderson): $5 - $20.
Enough demand from collectors to
offer slight value.
Pre-1910 Acoustic Recordings
(e.g., Caruso, John Philip
Sousa, early vaudeville): $10 -
$50. Rarity of the era can push
prices up, but condition is critical.
A perfect Caruso might be $50.
Classic Blues (e.g., Blind Blake,
Charley Patton, Kokomo
Arnold on a common label):
$50 - $300. Higher demand. A
known blues artist on a common
label like Decca is still valuable.
The "Holy Grail" (e.g., Robert
Johnson, rare Paramount
Blues): $1,000 - $20,000+. These

are the stars of the field. A
genuine Robert Johnson "Vocalion"
test pressing sold for over
$25,000.
Rare Ethnic or Regional
Records (e.g., Cajun, Hawaiian,
early bluegrass on small
labels): $100 - $1,000+. Niche
but fiercely collected.
Broken or Worn-Out Records of
any kind: $0 - $1. Sometimes
used for art projects.

BUYING AND SELLING 78S:
NAVIGATING THE MARKET

Now that you have a handle on the 78
RPM record price guide, how do you
put it into practice? Buying and selling
shellac  requires  a  different  approach
than  vinyl.
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Where to Buy
Antique Shops and Flea
Markets: The best place for
bargains. Sellers often have no
idea of value. Look for stacks of
dusty records in basements or
attics.
Estate Sales: A goldmine for bulk
lots.
Online: Discogs, eBay, and
dedicated collector sites. Be wary
of shipping damage; 78s are heavy
and brittle. Ensure the seller packs
them like eggs.
Trade Shows: The annual Union
(New Jersey) or other major record
shows often have excellent 78
dealers.

Where to Sell
eBay: The largest marketplace.
Requires good photography and
honest grading.
Discogs: The database for
collectors, but shipping is difficult.
Specialized Auctions: For high-
value items, consider a reputable
auction house that specializes in
music memorabilia.
Local Record Stores: Most stores
will not buy 78s unless they are
extremely rare or they have a
knowledgeable buyer. Do not
expect a high price.

COMMON MYTHS IN THE 78 RPM



78 Rpm Record Price Guide 11

11

RECORD PRICE GUIDE

Let's debunk a few pervasive myths that
can mislead new collectors.

Myth 1: "Old equals valuable."
Most 78s are not valuable. Age is a
factor of rarity, but not value


