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			Introduction


			Four chords and ten picks ago, or so it seems, the Beatles arrived in America and sent a generation of kids, like me, into the waiting arms of music stores and guitar teachers. I can still remember sitting in a windowless practice room struggling with “Nowhere Man” on a cheap Kay archtop while my teacher, Mr. Mondillo, patiently listened. It not only seemed impossible; it seemed silly. These plodding chords had nothing to do with the Beatles. Besides, I’d started these lessons too late. While all my friends were forming and re-forming bands, saving up for new guitars and amps, trading licks, collecting albums, I was off to the side, reading books and dreaming about writing them. 


			Yet the Kay kept calling. Though it was the kind of guitar that your parents might buy if neither you nor they knew the first thing about guitars—long gone now, it looked a lot like the Martin R-17—it did have two virtues: One, it was easy to play, with the fast, narrow neck and low action of an electric. But more important, it looked cool. No one else had anything like it. Where had it come from? Who made it? And why did it sound so . . . thin? Especially compared to my friend’s jumbo Martin D-35?


			

			THE AUTHOR'S GUITARS:
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			A 2014 Kellycaster, built for the author by Rick Kelly at Carmine Street Guitars (see here) out of wood reclaimed from the renovation of Chumley’s, a legendary former speakeasy (and now, post-renovation, a restaurant) in New York City’s West Village.
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			 A Santa Cruz H-13, c. 2008, a model whose design was inspired by the 13-fret Gibson Nick Lucas that Bob Dylan played in the mid-1960s.


			


			Looking for answers to questions like these opened up a different side to the world of guitars—not the player’s realm of riffs, chords, scales, and modes, but the beautiful universe of wood, strings, air, and magic. Of genius builders and tinkerers like Lloyd Loar and Leo Fender. Artisans and visionaries like C. F. Martin, John D’Angelico, Ken Parker, and Linda Manzer. And the eccentrics. So many eccentrics.


			Because one of the first things to understand about the guitar, one of the things that makes it unique, is that it is not just another musical instrument. Unlike a piano, say, or a clarinet, the template is a work in progress. The principles are still being questioned, tested, experimented with, and improved upon. Wood whisperers, artists and sculptors, engineers, back-to-the-land makers, philosophers, inventors—and musicians of course—all have played, and continue to play, a role in the guitar’s evolution. The very basics—like where to put the sound hole, or even whether to use one—are openly challenged, and the tiniest details, from what kind of glue is used to how many times to wind a pickup bobbin, seem forever up for debate. 


			This same sense of infinite possibility applies to the playing of the guitar, too. It was always the people’s instrument, showing up in taverns, accompanying troubadours. It requires no special training. You don’t even need to read music. A complete beginner could literally pick up a guitar and within a very short time, maybe only an hour if one has good hand-eye coordination, learn to play the simple three-chord progression that is the backbone of a gazillion popular songs. Try that with a cello! On the other hand, if the guitar really gets its hooks into you, you could spend a lifetime—multiple lifetimes—exploring what it, and you, can do. It plays harmony, melody, rhythm, and every scale imaginable from the basic major and minor to Egyptian pentatonic. (And that’s before you explore open tunings.) It’s so versatile, too, a quiet friend to sit alone with for hours, noodling, yet always at the ready to accompany any other instrument. It really plays well with others, especially with amplification.


			Finally, perhaps, what’s most special about the guitar is the physical bond it creates. A guitar has a body. It has a voice. It has a look we can admire, show off, modify, identify with. Players can spend hours, days, a lifetime with it, cradled in our arms. We pack it up and carry it everywhere, and when we meet a fellow guitar lover, we can geek out and speak about guitars for hours. It’s both universal, and deeply intimate, as ubiquitous as any other consumable (just walk into your local Guitar Center), and yet, transcendent. It even falls prey to the most believed-in romantic myth: “The one” is out there, just for you. But unlike said myth, no guitar lover ever needs to settle for just one! So turn the pages, and maybe you’ll find your next true love . . .
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			Continuing the Dylan theme—a Reissue ’62 Fender Stratocaster, c. 2010, just like the guitar Dylan plugged in when he went electric at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival. 
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			The Maltese Falcon of Guitars


			MODEL: New Yorker Cutaway Special, “The Teardrop”


			BUILDER: D’Angelico, 1957


			TYPE: Archtop Acoustic


			OF NOTE: Not only the most unusual guitar D’Angelico made, but also the fanciest, with its teardrop pickguard, curved bridge with the downward point, and six-ply binding • Extended fretboard on the treble side
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			One day a local guitarist named Peter Girardi (“PG” on the headstock) walked into John D’Angelico’s shop on the Lower East Side and asked him to build an instrument that would make his nightclub audiences really take notice. D’Angelico came up with an idea to extend the lower body in what he called a “can opener” shape. Years later, after hearing stories about this magical, mythical instrument, the collector Scott Chinery tracked it down—it had resurfaced at a Staten Island guitar store. Chinery scooped it up for the bargain price of $150,000 (he was offered $250,000 for it the very next day). But what really struck him, beyond the singular beauty of the guitar, was how the “teardrop” opened up the sound, creating one of the most powerful archtops he had ever played.


			It Will, It Will Rock You


			MODEL: Red Special, aka “The Old Lady”


			BUILDER: Brian and Harold May, 1963–1965


			TYPE: Semi-Solid-Body Electric


			OF NOTE: Everything about this guitar is unique—the neck is made of wood from a fireplace mantel, buttons are used for the fret markers, the tremolo arm is fashioned out of a saddlebag holder and capped with a piece of a plastic knitting needle • Original handmade pickups were quickly replaced by a set of Burns Tri-Sonics • A “Brian May Back to the Light” promotional sixpence was added to the headstock
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			The story of Brian May’s Red Special is a rock legend in its own right: an aspiring teenage musician who wanted a proper electric guitar that would “speak to him” . . . a family that couldn’t afford to buy one . . . an engineer father who could build anything . . . and a brilliant son who was cruising toward a PhD in astrophysics before meeting a guy named Freddie Mercury. And though created out of makeshift materials found around the house, the fruit of this two-year project is a sophisticated, forward-looking, long-lived guitar as good as, if not better than, anything available commercially. The tremolo alone, built out of a knife-edge and valve springs from a 1928 motorcycle, is a work of genius. The Red Special is an unwavering presence in the life of its owner’s music—it’s been May’s go-to guitar for virtually his entire career. On tour, it has its own bodyguard. Anyway, you know the sound—it’s a guitar that speaks to lots of us.


			Faux Frankenstrat


			MODEL: Kramer Custom Graphic


			BUILDER: Kramer, 1984


			TYPE: Solid-Body Electric


			OF NOTE: Built by Kramer, owned by Van Halen • A very well-used neck • Not visible: Among Eddie Van Halen’s idiosyncrasies, he boils his strings before using them
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			One of the most famous modern guitars is Eddie Van Halen’s “Frankenstrat.” Like Dr. Frankenstein creating the monster, Van Halen brought together different body parts—a factory-second ash body, a maple neck, a Fender tremolo system (later upgraded to a Floyd Rose), a PAF humbucker—and voilà: the Gibson sound grafted onto a Fender body. Originally painted black, then streaked with masking tape and painted white for its dynamic look, the guitar went through many iterations until arriving at this iconic red with black-and-white stripes. Kramer started building faithful versions of the guitar for Eddie, like this one, in 1984. 
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			Robert Johnson


			1911–1938


			With his gutsy songs, keening voice, and mastery of the blues idiom—tight riffs and propulsive rhythms, slides, bends, and turnarounds, open tunings and repeated motifs—this quintessential Delta guitarist would influence everyone from Elvis Presley to Eric Clapton to the Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin. What also set Johnson apart is the mystery: He is the man who in legend went to the crossroads and sold his soul to the devil in order to play the guitar. He also had the unnerving gift of hearing a piece of music just once and later being able to play and sing it perfectly.


			Blues Machine


			MODEL: L-1 


			BUILDER: Gibson, c. 1928


			TYPE: Flattop Acoustic


			OF NOTE: Distinctive rounded lower bout • Lack of a pickguard • Not visible: lack of a truss rod and a crude system of cross bracing whose main job seems to have been to keep the top from falling off
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			In 1925, Gibson discontinued its small-bodied L-1 archtop, then a year later reused the same designation to launch its flattop business with three affordable small-bodied guitars. These were the L-1 (pictured), the even cheaper L-0, and, a few years later, the 14-fret L-00. Gibson didn’t get serious about its flattops until a few years later, when it launched the Nick Lucas (see here). Still, history played a hand too—in one of the only two known photographs of legendary blues player Robert Johnson (opposite), he’s clearly seen holding an L-1, forever imbuing this little guitar with a special significance.


			“As Many Strings as Possible”


			MODEL: Pikasso II


			BUILDER: Linda Manzer, 1995


			TYPE: Flattop Acoustic 


			OF NOTE: Forty-two strings, four necks, two sound holes, and two ports, not visible • It took approximately 1,000 hours (two years) to build, and when all strings are tuned to concert pitch, the body is under 1,000 pounds of pressure
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			The guitarist Pat Metheny, a serious Manzer fan, asked her to build him a guitar “with as many strings as possible.” She came back with the Pikasso—a masterpiece in which lutherie meets sculpture. After seeing it in Metheny’s hands—and you can hear him playing it on numerous recordings, as well as see it on YouTube—the collector Scott Chinery asked Linda to make him one. Here it is, the Pikasso II. One difference: Metheny’s had numerous piezo pickups.


			Smile!


			MODEL: Big Red


			BUILDER: Fred Carlson, 2005


			TYPE: Harp Sympitar


			OF NOTE: Five bass strings, six traditional guitar strings, and fifteen harp strings running along the side—plus twelve internal resonating strings that run through the neck, which are what make this instrument a “sympitar,” a word coined by Carlson for his design, that gives guitars the shimmering sound of a sitar too
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			Fred Carlson is an inventive West Coast luthier who thinks like a sculptor, which is not hard to imagine when looking at Big Red, a harp sympitar—a harp guitar with sympathetic strings. As the guitar slowly came together in his shop, its colorfulness and exuberance never failed to make him smile. And look at that psychedelic back, which is made of a one-piece shell cast from recycled paper grocery bags.


			

			Sounding off


			What makes a guitar sound like a guitar? On the one hand, it’s pretty simple. For an acoustic flattop, strings are stretched tight and anchored over a resonant wooden “box” and vibrate when plucked. The vibrations are transmitted by the bridge to the guitar top, which in turn causes the top to start moving. This thin piece of wood, usually spruce, is responsible for up to 90 percent of a guitar’s tone, presence, sustain, volume, and all the other fun words used to describe the sound of an individual note or instrument. On the other hand, it’s pretty complicated when you factor in all the construction choices that affect the sound: the type and quality of the tone woods for the top, back, and sides, the bracing pattern and types of braces, the position of the bridge, the glue used, ad infinitum. 
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			With its design adapted from the violin family, an archtop works somewhat differently. The top and back are carved out of thick boards, f-holes are traditionally used in place of a single round hole, two parallel tone bars brace the top, and the strings are not anchored but rather draped over the bridge and held by a tailpiece. When played, the soundboard moves up and down and the pressure is implosive, forcing the body in on itself. 


			The electric guitar, of course, derives its sound from the pickup and how the rest of the guitarist’s rig—amps and effects—processes it. The type of body (solid, hollow, semi-hollow) and wood used contribute to sustain, feedback, and some tone, but it’s really all about those little wires. Here are the basic pickups:
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			Basic Pickups


			“Charlie Christian”


			Introduced in the mid-1930s, this bar pickup produces a clear, powerful jazz tone, named after guitarist Charlie Christian (see here).
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			Single-coil pickup


			


			Fender Single-Coil


			Leo Fender used six magnetic pole pieces, one for each string, with a “single coil” of wire 


			running around them, resulting in a bright, punchy sound that can veer to “ice pick” on the treble end.


			Gibson P-90


			Gibson’s beefier version of the single coil, with a rich but bright sound.
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			Humbucker pickup


			


			Humbucker


			Single-coil pickups hum—they’re like antennas, picking up disturbances and converting them into a 60-cycle hum, akanoise. In 1954, Seth Lover invented the dual-coil, noise-canceling—“buck the hum”—pickup, resulting in the darker, fatter, bluesier sound of a Les Paul.


			Piezo


			Piezo electric transducers use crystals or ceramic to register small changes in pressure produced by the strings. They’re mounted directly under the bridge and are used more often for acoustic guitars.


			


			


			Sexy Beast


			MODEL: Deluxe Steelcaster


			BUILDER: Trussart, 2014


			TYPE: Solid-Body Electric 


			OF NOTE: Body made of hollow steel, which was then allowed to rust • Retro seafoam-green-on-cream paint, weathered knobs, and a Bigsby that looks like it was recovered from a guitar from the ’50s • Engraved rose pickguard 
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			Wired magazine called the Trussart Deluxe Steelcaster a “zero-bullshit music machine.” It jumps to life in the hands, like a Telecaster on steroids—which explains why some of those Trussart-playing hands belong to a pantheon of guitarists and musicians including Keith Richards, Bob Dylan, Tom Morello, Eric Clapton, Joe Perry, Lucinda Williams, and Billy F. Gibbons, who gave Trussart guitars the nickname “Rust-O-Matics.” As for his aesthetic choices, James Trussart—a French-born musician turned LA-based luthier—says, “I wanted to make a guitar that came with a history and a slight element of neglect, of decay, so it had a personality of its own.”


			Das Ax


			MODEL: Melodie 


			BUILDER: Framus, 1965


			TYPE: Solid-Body Electric


			OF NOTE: Rare 9-string guitar—as if a 6-string and a 12-string had a child, with the bass side having single strings, and the treble side doubled up for the chime of a 12-string without quite so many intonation problems 
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			Building on the need to supply instruments to aspiring West German rockers who were intoxicated with the music that GIs brought with them, German musical instrument companies like Framus were the first in Europe to start cranking out guitars. By the mid-1960s, Framus was the most successful of the group—even exporting instruments to the US. Paul McCartney’s first guitar was an f-hole Framus Zenith 17—he wrote “When I’m Sixty-Four” on it—and this Melodie is an example of the freedom that designers had even as the Fender/Gibson monolith was becoming the norm.


			Separated at Birth


			MODEL: N-20, “Trigger”


			BUILDER: Martin, 1969


			TYPE: Flattop Acoustic


			OF NOTE: The “maw”—as a nylon-string classical guitar, the N-20 wasn’t intended to be played with a pick, and Nelson’s years and years of performing simply wore it out • Baldwin pickup rescued from Trigger’s predecessor • Beginning with Leon Russell, some one hundred friends and artists have signed the guitar
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			Probably no guitar in the world is as famous and beloved as Willie Nelson’s “Trigger,” a Martin N-20. The N-20 was Martin’s foray into the classical guitar market, a Spanish-style, nylon-stringed instrument. Willie bought it in 1969, sight unseen, for $750, right after a drunk stepped on and destroyed his Baldwin acoustic, and he’s been playing it exclusively ever since. Trigger has appeared in more than ten thousand shows, recording sessions, jams, and guitar pulls, and is completely inseparable from the iconic songwriter, guitarist, and singer. The name came much later: “Roy Rogers had a horse named Trigger. I figured, this is my horse!” 


			Banjo Killer


			MODEL: D-18


			BUILDER: Martin, 1942


			TYPE: Flattop Acoustic


			OF NOTE: Martin’s Style 18 indicates a mahogany body with spruce top and spare decoration • Whereas the big country stars had instruments custom-made with their names woven into the fretboard or body, Elvis applied his name with stick-on letters supplied by the store to customize the case
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			In the holy trinity of Martin prewar dreadnoughts—the 18, 28, and 45—the D-18 holds the noble position of base instrument and is one of the company’s bestselling models. Introduced as a 12-fret and converted to a 14 in 1934, it is unadorned to the point of severity—almost Shaker-like in its lack of appointments—but has a raucous, powerful voice. And with that mahogany body, nothing gets in the way of the pure delivery of tone, so dry and open it can hold its own in any group, banjos included. For Elvis it meant having a perfect beast of a guitar to play rhythm. Or, as his main guitarist, Scotty Moore, said, “he just kept beatin’ on it till we got through the set.”


			Far Ahead of Its Time


			MODEL: Vivi-Tone Electric Guitar


			BUILDER: Vivi-Tone, c. 1933


			TYPE: Solid-Body Electric 


			OF NOTE: Another missing link in the evolution of the solid-body “Spanish-style” electric guitar—i.e., a guitar that derives its sound entirely and exclusively from electricity • Those f-holes—they’re painted on • Not visible: beams bolted onto the flat back 
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			Lloyd Loar was an internationally known mandolinist by the age of twenty when he came to Gibson with ideas for improving their mandolins. Gibson signed him on, and for the next five years, he blazed a path of greatness, introducing iconic instruments like an F-5 mandolin and L-5 guitar. He eventually left Gibson and in 1933 founded Vivi-Tone, where he explored his most offbeat ideas, including this visionary single-plank electric.


			Don’t Sweat It


			MODEL: Guitar Organ


			BUILDER: Godwin, 1976


			TYPE: Hollow-Body Guitorgan


			OF NOTE: Sixteen mini-toggle switches for the organ, including Sustain, Percussion, Flute, Strings, Trumpet, Oboe, and more • Six “sound holes”—the “S” on the bass side, and five minis under the strings, each covered in mesh 
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			As the electric guitar found its place and started changing popular music, guitarists (and the listeners who loved their music) began craving ever more interesting and expressive sounds. Pedals were one way to go. Another was to change the nature of the guitar itself—mate it, as in this example, with an organ. From Sisme, the Italian owner of Godwin organs, came this magnificent instrument, a hybrid guitar-organ with complicated controls. It featured wired frets divided into six segments so that contact with the individual strings completed a special circuit and opened up a world of sounds and sustain. Some have described it as sounding close to a Hammond B3 organ. But everything had to be kept pristine. A little sweat from the player, and next thing there would be crackling interference.
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