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FOREWORD


In 1991, Nicky Wire, Sean Moore and Richey James Edwards suggested I buy a white Les Paul Custom with our first record company advance, an act of generosity I have never really expressed enough gratitude for. That guitar has offered me inspiration, confidence, solutions and a sense of being able to channel something. As a utilitarian tool, an object of beauty, whatever it may be, it is beyond precious to me.


Who knew that Guthrie’s Martin acoustic could kill fascists? Who would have guessed Dylan’s Fender Stratocaster could incite accusations of betrayal and apostasy. I have been to concerts where a guitarist I admired failed to use their trademark guitar and the experience was somehow hollow. That guitar is part of them in my mind, their history and very identity; why have they forsaken it?


All a bit dramatic, I know, but that’s how this book makes you feel about these guitars. The photos show their beauty, but also their damage and the scars of time that bind them to their players. When Eleanor photographed my guitar “Faithful”, she insisted on showing its age and experience by focusing on some of its imperfections and time-worn deterioration.


Hendrix’s Woodstock Stratocaster seems like an untouchable emperor, Jack White’s Valco Airline looks like a new type of superhero, Thurston Moore’s Jazzmaster is simply hypnotising. The photographs feel personal and Eleanor captures them with clarity and warmth. I’ve fallen in love with so many of these guitars, I hope you do too.


James Dean Bradfield
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INTRODUCTION


Throughout the pages of this book you’ll see iconic guitars in intimate detail, the way I have been fortunate enough to see them; up close and personal, photographed backstage at concert venues, festivals, museums, recording studios and even in artists’ private homes.


It’s a strange area in which to specialize, but for the past decade and a half I have photographed some of music’s most culturally significant and valuable guitars, as well as the people that play them.


My journey began with a commission to photograph Rory Gallagher’s famously beaten-up Stratocaster for a pull-out poster in Guitar World magazine. The guitar work kept coming and before long I was travelling the world, photographing extravagant vintage collections, legendary guitars that had been in the hands of the greats and all sorts of curios in between.


I fell in love with the work and was astounded at the doors guitars could open. Artists would invite me into their creative spaces and candidly share stories about their most beloved instruments. Chatting with Dave Grohl in the Foo Fighters’ private rehearsal room or pausing mid photoshoot so Jack White could make a voice note of a guitar riff he’d just come up with are two favourite recent memories.


I’ve always tried to treat the guitars I shoot as beautiful objects and historic pieces, but not in a staid, clinical way. I light them to bring out the warmth of the flame, the hairline cracks of checked lacquer and the play-wear that reveals something about the artist’s connection with the instrument. The sixpence dust between the pickups on Brian May’s Red Special, for example, or the way in which the sunburst paintwork is worn right down to the woodgrain on John Frusciante’s 1962 Fender Stratocaster.


One of the most enjoyable parts of this project has been writing the chapters on blues legends Bukka White and Howlin’ Wolf. Although I knew and loved their music already, my encounters with it had always been fragmentary – a song here or there, perhaps discovered after hearing a cover version and tracing it back to the original source. I knew very little about their personal lives. But the stories! Separating fact from rich, colourful folklore has been almost impossible. Back then, people lived much more itinerant lives that could be chaotic, diﬃcult, often violent. But in order to be somebody you had to be somewhere; travelling to record, to perform, to be a part of the scene. Their guitars were with them on every step of those journeys, and the cracks, chips and scratches that adorn them offer us a window back to that time.


When these guitars and their stories are collected, similar themes emerge. On either side of the pond in the 1990s, two guitars that appear in this book were used to create music that caused a genuine cultural shift, inspiring millions to pick up the guitar for the first time: Noel Gallagher’s Epiphone Riviera from the (What’s The Story) Morning Glory? era and the Fender Mustang played by Kurt Cobain in the music video for “Smells Like Teen Spirit”.


On the road, touring artists would often stop off at independent music stores and it’s these places that defined the guitar-buying experience. So many legendary guitar acquisition stories feature the romance of a serendipitous discovery in a mom and pop store somewhere left of nowhere. Some of these locations became legendary haunts for musicians in their own right, such as Manny’s Music in New York City. Although it is sadly long gone, artists from all over the world – and several in this book – discovered their number-one guitars inside those brownstone walls.


Another recurring theme is that of the guitar as an object of protest; using the instrument as both a literal and figurative canvas for spreading a political message. Almost half a century apart, Woody Guthrie and Tom Morello scrawled or scraped messages of protest into the wood of their guitars. Even today, the guitar still has currency as a countercultural object. Phoebe Bridgers’ act of guitar smashing at the end of an SNL performance sparked a backlash, yet the fragments of numerous instruments smashed by male performers that came before her are displayed in museums. In the right hands, even the old rock ’n’ roll tropes still have the power to shock.


The final guitar I photographed especially for this book brought me full circle. James Dean Bradfield’s 1990 Gibson Les Paul Custom provided the soundtrack to my early years as a photography student, riding the bus to college listening to cassette tapes of local superstars, Manic Street Preachers. In those days, although I dabbled with a bit of guitar playing myself, I certainly didn’t imagine that guitars would feature as prominently as they have in my future career. It’s been a fantastic journey so far – I hope you enjoy this collection.


Eleanor Jane
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