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1960 Gibson Les Paul Standard ‘Rosie’








100 Legendary Guitars



The book you are reading contains one hundred of the rarest, most sought-after and significant guitars, whose sound and history have shaped legends and continue to haunt the dreams of the most demanding musicians and obsessive collectors.


•


It does not claim to be complete, however. It is not a history of the guitar from 1833 to the present day, and readers will notice the absence of a particular make or model. The hundred guitars that did make the cut will take you on a journey through the most important models, providing the perfect excuse to revisit the creators who have pushed the instrument to new limits, alongside anecdotes that make the history more human.


The selection of photos in Eleanor Jane’s abundant archive also determined the choice of guitars. A photographer who has specialized in this subject for some 15 years, she has cast her lens over every major collection, every auction and every artist’s backline, capturing it all from a very personal perspective. It is these photos that make this book the most beautiful collection of guitars ever assembled, rather than simply an assortment of generic snaps.


Each entry gives the date of manufacture and a history of the instrument shown in the photo, along with a song on which it can be heard and an estimated market value. This last is in constant flux, especially at the moment, so take it not as gospel but rather as an approximation, a ballpark figure. The suggested listening may be a title where the sound helped to define the model in question or, in some cases, a piece by the artist who owns the actual guitar. Again, this is a wholly subjective choice and not the equivalent of a ‘ten guitar sounds to hear before you die’ list.


I advise you to browse through this book in the same way as it was written: in no particular order, pausing at the photos that catch your eye. This is also why we have elected not to classify the guitars in any way other than to create an aesthetically pleasing book.


Welcome to this review of the most beautiful guitars in history, and remember one key thing: a musical instrument is only as good as the notes it lets you play. Happy reading!
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Gretsch



White Penguin


There are rare guitars and then there’s the White Penguin, a model whose existence could not even be confirmed until a vintage example eventually turned up. The White Penguin has become the white whale for those collectors with pockets deep enough to hunt it.


•


It can be tricky to get a handle on the Gretsch range, not least because most of the company’s guitars have both a name and a model number (‘White Falcon’ and ‘6136’, for example). The specifications of the guitars tend to evolve over time, too, with no very obvious break points.


Among all its models, 6134 is a particularly mysterious designation. The number locates it between two solid-body Corvettes for beginners (the single-pickup 6133 and the twin-pickup 6135), but the White Penguin is the most high-end of all Gretsch’s semi-solid-body models. It is in fact a Duo Jet gussied up as a White Falcon (white finish with gold hardware and binding), in much the same way as the 6121 was a Jet-style take on the Chet Atkins 6120 (the ‘Big Orange’).


Unlike the 6121, however, there were so few examples of the White Penguin in existence that for a long time it was no more than a rumour among connoisseurs. A maximum of 30 or so had supposedly been manufactured between 1956 and 1962, but it did not even feature in contemporary catalogues, appearing only in a price list reserved for resellers in 1959. One White Penguin surfaced in the 1980s, confirming the existence of this white whale, but very few vintage examples have turned up since. About 15 of this single-cutaway version with Filter’ Tron humbuckers were made, and this particular one belonging to David Gilmour sold at auction for nearly half a million US dollars in 2019. Penguins don’t come cheap.




Year of manufacture: 1958


Country: United States


Approximate resale value: £125,200


Hear it on: The White Stripes, ‘Icky Thump’ (2007)


Guitarist: Jack White








[image: A Gretsch White Penguin rests on a stand with gold hardware and Bigsby tailpiece, placed beside acoustic guitars on display.]





Suhr



Pete Thorn


Suhr is the archetypal boutique brand, a business with no interest in becoming big enough to compete with the major players, but keen to offer the best possible instruments whatever the price point. Nowadays, Suhr is a proper factory with dozens of employees, but the brand has retained its human scale.


•


The term ‘boutique’ derives simply from the fact that this type of instrument was originally made directly in the shop where it was to be sold. The boutique market has never been bigger or more dynamic than it is today, whether for pedals, amplifiers or guitars.


John Suhr is no beginner, however. He learned the ropes in the 1970s, repairing guitars in Rudy Pensa’s store on New York City’s famous 48th Street, before launching the Pensa-Suhr brand. The company combined Pensa’s designs and Suhr’s luthier skills, and the resulting guitars became the tools of choice for a certain Mark Knopfler, no less. Suhr went on to work at Custom Audio Electronics (an amplifier and rack system brand) in the 1990s before joining the Fender Custom Shop in 1995. He finally set up shop on his own in California in 1997, and now manufactures very high-end guitars, amplifiers and pedals.


The guitar shown here is the signature model for Pete Thorn, a musician with a long track record as sideman for such superstars as Chris Cornell and Melissa Etheridge. He is also very prolific as a guitarist on video channels and social networks, testing lots of equipment, and he has a very precise notion of what he expects from an instrument. The model shown here is the Suhr Pete Thorn Standard, a version with twin humbuckers (designed specially for Thorn by Suhr) and a hybrid Fender/Gibson construction with a mahogany body and a bolt-on neck in the same wood.


Everything about this guitar exudes respect for a job well done, creating an instrument that aims to be the ultimate means of expression for versatile and demanding musicians.




Year of manufacture: 2020


Country: United States


Approximate resale value: £2,500


Hear it on: Pete Thorn, ‘Into Focus’ (2018)








[image: A Suhr Pete Thorn guitar with metallic finish rests upright, featuring dual humbuckers and a tremolo bridge on stage setup.]





Gibson



Flying V


The Flying V is now one of those guitars that is considered ‘standard’. Despite its daring configuration, its shape has become part of the furniture to such an extent that it features in countless logos and visual designs. But this has not always been the case – far from it.


•


By 1965 the Kinks had become one of the most important groups of the British Invasion thanks to ‘You Really Got Me’, their hit of the previous year. When they touched down in New York in June for their first American tour, the airline had mislaid their lead guitarist Dave Davies’s guitar, so he set about locating an emergency replacement. He found nothing to his taste among the guitars on display in the shop, but when the salesman brought out a dusty case containing a guitar that had been mouldering in the stockroom for seven years, he fell head over heels in love with both its look and its sound. Davies became the musician who brought the Flying V to the attention of the general public, showcasing a model of which only about a hundred examples had been made in 1958 and 1959 before production was halted owing to its lack of success.


Other players (such as Lonnie Mack and Albert King) had discovered its virtues before Davies, but the Kinks had a much larger audience. Gibson even decided to resume production of the model in 1966, making a version in mahogany (rather than korina) that would be used by Jimi Hendrix and Marc Bolan in particular. Nonetheless, the Flying V remained an ‘odd’ guitar, an instrument that never enjoyed any real popular success despite its use by a host of guitarists of stature, including Michael Schenker, Neil Young, Andy Powell of Wishbone Ash, Kirk Hammett from Metallica, Webb Wilder, Tom Petty and Mike Campbell.


The original korina Flying V has now become a priceless collector’s item, but only the most eccentric guitarist would dare to include it in their collection. Its shape has, however, inspired numerous more or less spiky and asymmetrical versions in the meantime, notably the Jackson used by the guitarist Randy Rhoads that has since become a go-to in the world of metal. It’s a nice bit of payback for a model no one would touch with a ten-foot pole in 1958.




Year of manufacture: 1958


Country: United States


Approximate resale value: £500,700


Hear it on: The Kinks, ‘Till the End of the Day’ (1965)


Guitarist: Dave Davies








[image: A Gibson Flying V rests inside a pink-lined case, featuring its sharp V body, twin humbuckers and angled control layout.]





Gibson



ES-330


Despite an uncanny resemblance to its elder sibling the ES-335, the ES-330 is a beast of an entirely different stripe. In fact, the instrument has a lot more in common with the big jazz archtops of the preceding decades.


•


The model numbers for the ES-330 are officially ES-330T (for this version with an oddly located central single pickup) and ES-330TD for the twin-pickup model (D standing for double, presumably). The T means thinline, which locates this guitar within the line of models launched in 1955 as quarter-body versions of the brand’s traditional archtops. The Byrdland (a double signature model for Billy Byrd and Hank Garland), the ES-350T and the ES-225T were the first three models to feature a much shallower body for easier handling.


The ES guitars released at the end of the 1950s are thus part of this line, but with a difference in size; the ES-335, 345 and 355 all have a central maple block in the body that means they are semi-hollow, while the ES-330 is completely empty inside. Although its two rounded horns might give it a superficially similar appearance, this difference in structure ensures a radically different sound and playing feel.


Overall, the ES-330 is a less high-end model than the 335; the 335 has humbuckers rather than P90s (and does not even exist in a single-pickup version), and it also features the crown inlay on the headstock that the 330 is lacking. Most importantly, however, the 335 neck meets the body at the nineteenth fret rather than the 330’s sixteenth, making the latter’s neck shorter, with access to the higher frets that is nothing to write home about. At a time when solos were beginning to become the default option in a song, and with a hollow-body’s sensitivity to feedback, such choices prevented it from finding its niche.


It was the Epiphone version of this model, the famous Casino, that was to become legendary in the hands of the Beatles. John Lennon certainly seemed to manage well enough with three fewer frets.




Year of manufacture: 1960


Country: United States


Approximate resale value: £4,200


Hear it on: Big Star, ‘In the Street’ (1972)


Guitarist: Chris Bell








[image: A Gibson ES-330 guitar stands in front of amplifiers, with hollow body design, F-holes and a single pickup near the neck.]





Charvel



San Dimas Style 1


The Charvel superstrat was the 1980s guitar par excellence and could be seen in the hands of every poodle-haired, spandex-clad rock star of the period. The brand has nonetheless managed to update its image and is now one of the most conspicuous stars in the metal galaxy, in addition to all the nostalgia it evokes.


•


The brand’s story begins with the man who gave it its name, Wayne Charvel. He worked at Fender in the 1970s before opening his own repair shop, fixing faults but also doing modifications using parts that he made himself. His company failed to thrive, however, and in 1978, after declaring bankruptcy, he sold it to the luthier Grover Jackson.


Jackson set about producing bodies and necks as aftermarket parts, followed by entire Strat-style guitars of eye-catching appearance, and in 1980 the virtuoso guitarist Randy Rhoads (who had just joined Ozzy Osbourne’s group) worked with him to create an aggressively styled V-shaped model. For fear that the radical aspects of this guitar might taint Charvel’s reputation, he put his own name on the headstock, and that is how Charvel and Jackson became two competitors originally owned by the same luthier.


After a host of organizational changes, the two brands were ultimately bought up by Fender in 2002. Since then a new generation of shredders, metal riff-merchants and fusion guitarists have plumped for Charvel, in particular Guthrie Govan, Joe Duplantier (Gojira) and Jim Root (Slipknot).


The full designation of the model shown here is the Pro-Mod San Dimas Style 1 HSS FR M; Style 1 means a Strat-style body (with Style 2 being Tele-shaped), while HSS refers to the classic configuration of a humbucker in the bridge position with two single coils for the widest possible sonic palette. The Floyd Rose (FR) is unmistakably the vibrato first released in the 1970s that revolutionized pitch-bending, and if you’re not playing at lightning speed after all that, you’re obviously not trying hard enough.




Year of manufacture: 2021


Country: Mexico


Approximate resale value: £600


Hear it on: Ozzy Osbourne, ‘Bark at the Moon’ (1983)


Guitarist: Jake E Lee








[image: A Charvel San Dimas Style 1 guitar rests against a Marshall amplifier, with three single coil pickups and a locking tremolo bridge.]





Fender



Telecaster Custom Colour


Because of its rather stripped-down shape and design, you might think the Telecaster is destined to symbolize nothing more than the utilitarian side of the guitar, a highly effective blunt instrument with which to make music. No one would dwell on the beauty of a screwdriver, admittedly, but it would be a crying shame to pass over a vintage Candy Apple Red Tele without admiring it appropriately.


•


It must be said that vintage Telecasters in custom colours are anything but two a penny. Fender had begun offering all its models in a range of 14 custom colours at the very beginning of the 1960s, but at a mark-up, and far fewer Telecasters than Stratocasters would be manufactured once the latter became the brand’s star model (particularly after Jimi Hendrix had begun opening up its horizons in 1967). In addition, the price premium for a custom colour made little sense for a Telecaster, which had found its niche at a lower price point than the other models in the range.


For all these reasons, custom colour Telecasters are very much a rarity on the vintage market, and the one shown here is a very nice example in Candy Apple Red. This finish was taken from the world of automobiles, but, unlike other Fender finishes of the era, it was not a paint advertised in the General Motors catalogue. This colour was developed by an artist from Kustom Kulture, a movement that modified cars to give them a unique appearance, just like the sleek, shiny lustre of Candy Apple Red (with the entirely appropriate initials CAR).


Candy Apple Red replaced Shell Pink among Fender’s custom colours in 1963 and was so successful that six more metallic finishes were added in 1965. In 1963 the red was applied on top of an undercoat of silver; that was switched to gold in 1966, resulting in a darker shade of CAR, as can be admired on this incomparable Telecaster.




Year of manufacture: 1968


Country: United States


Approximate resale value: £16,700


Hear it on: Rick Nelson, ‘I Got a Woman’ (1963)


Guitarist: James Burton








[image: A Fender Telecaster Custom Colour guitar rests against an amplifier, featuring its worn red body and classic Tele bridge design.]





[image: A Fender Telecaster bridge from 1968 with saddles, strings and engraved serial number across the metal plate.]




Fender Telecaster, 1968


Incorporating the pickup in the metal bridge plate is one of the elements that gives the Fender Telecaster its particular sound. On this model from 1968, the bridge saddles are threaded steel rather than the brass of older versions. In addition, the ageing of nitrocellulose lacquer produces an instantly recognizable ‘checking’ that luthiers at the Custom Shop are still striving to reproduce.








EVH



5150 Series Standard


Few guitarists have had an impact that can compare with that of Eddie Van Halen at the turn of the 1980s. The Dutchman defined how musicians would sound and play for the next 15 years, and we are still in his debt, not to mention that the music made by his group continues to strike a chord almost 50 years later.


•


When the first Van Halen album came out, in 1978, no one had ever heard anything like it, and the entire world stopped to listen. Besides his incredible technique and the fluidity and fire of his playing, Eddie Van Halen flummoxed guitarists with his astonishing sound, which he achieved with relatively simple equipment. Brands immediately tried to emulate his formula by copying the guitar he had built himself, the famed Frankenstrat.


The 1980s thus became the decade of the superstrat – Stratocaster-shaped guitars with a humbucker in the bridge position and a Floyd Rose vibrato, based on the Van Halen model. Eddie finally agreed to work with Kramer’s marketing department in 1983 and went on to assemble a replica of his Frankenstrat with parts sourced from the New Jersey brand, a task made all the easier because the neck of the original Frankenstrat was already a Kramer.


Van Halen moved over to Ernie Ball/Music Man in 1991, followed by Peavey in 1992, before finally launching his own brand in collaboration with Fender in 2005, calling it simply EVH. Since then, every guitar of Van Halen’s career has been reproduced in replica at EVH, and the brand continues to exist despite the death of the great man himself in 2020. This 5150 Standard model has been assigned the guitarist’s favourite number (it was also the name of his studio). It is strongly inspired by the Kramer models he used, with a ‘banana’ headstock, a Floyd Rose (with a D-Tuna device to retune to drop D), a killswitch button and, most importantly, this incredible neon-pink finish that is impossible to ignore.




Year of manufacture: 2021


Country: Mexico


Approximate resale value: £500


Hear it on: Van Halen, ‘Panama’ (1984)


Guitarist: Eddie Van Halen








[image: An EVH 5150 Series Standard guitar leans against a wall, with bolt-on maple neck, humbuckers and Floyd Rose tremolo bridge.]





Gibson



1960 Les Paul Standard


The third and final year of the famous Burst’s existence was the one in which its specifications changed the most, but a Les Paul Standard from 1960 remains one of the most desirable and expensive guitars in the world of vintage electrics, especially when there is an interesting story behind it.


•


The year 1960 marked the end of production of the Les Paul Standard in this format before Gibson switched to the double cutaway shape that later became known as the SG. It was also the year of the slim taper neck, which became radically thinner; of controls that were swapped out for reflector knobs; and, most importantly, of a change in the composition of the red paint. This last innovation might seem trivial, but the sunburst Les Paul Standards of preceding years had tended to lose their red upon exposure to UV light, giving rise to uniformly yellow finishes like the famous lemon burst. The change in red undertaken in 1960 resulted in a more vivid hue that did not fade over time.


When you buy a Burst, however, you are mainly purchasing its history and provenance. There are so many questionable and fake instruments in circulation (contemporary Gold Tops ‘converted’ to Bursts, for example) that a collector will be more relaxed about investing in a guitar whose previous ownership is known.


The holy grail in such situations is therefore a ‘one owner’ Burst, that is to say an instrument resold directly by the person (now necessarily rather advanced in years) who bought it at the time. The guitar will ideally be accompanied by the invoice and the contemporary ‘case candy’, all the promotional paperwork that came with it from the shop in 1960.


This superb 1960 was the property of a single musician, Roselynn ‘Rosie’ Coleman, who was playing it in her group the Rhythmettes at the turn of the 1960s. The guitar was left in the basement for half a century, after which it resurfaced in mint condition, an almost priceless jewel.




Year of manufacture: 1960


Country: United States


Approximate resale value: £250,400


Hear it on: Eagles, ‘Life in the Fast Lane’ (1976)


Guitarist: Joe Walsh








[image: A Gibson 1960 Les Paul Standard rests in a case, featuring carved maple top, twin humbuckers and vintage control knobs.]





Dobro



Angelus


Dobro guitars are now so much a part of the resonator guitar market that they have become synonymous with it. People tend to call a resonator guitar of whatever brand ‘a Dobro’ with much the same lazy language that allows any paper tissue to be called ‘a kleenex’.


•


The Dobro story begins with National, a brand established in 1927 by the steel guitarist George Beauchamp (who also helped to develop the first electric lap steels with Rickenbacker) and the luthier John Dopyera. They had developed a guitar design with a metal resonator body integrating three cones to achieve the best possible sound projection.


Dopyera left the company the following year to found Dobro with four of his brothers. Dobro is in fact a contraction of Dopyera Brothers and, by lucky chance, also means ‘good’ in the Dopyeras’ native Slovakian. The Dobro design made use of the resonator principle, but with only a single cone and a wooden body. Dobros were therefore more powerful (which was the reason the design had originally been invented) and less expensive to produce, a concern that was anything but trivial at a time when the Great Depression was putting musicians in a tight spot.
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