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  Foreword

  I started playing guitar in 1974 when I was fourteen. My first electric was a hand-me-down Sears-catalog guitar named Norma, a forty-dollar beauty—she was the only girl my mom let me take to my room. Within a year I was obsessed with the electric guitar. I dreamed of getting a real pro guitar and had my eyes on a Black Gibson Les Paul Standard because “It” was on the cover of the Jeff Beck album Blow By Blow. I took the album to my local music store and said, “I want this guitar.” I still have it. Since then I’ve owned Gibson, Fender, B. C. Rich, Hamer, Charvel, Ibanez, PRS, Jackson, ESP, and Rickenbacker and even built a few from kits. I thought they all were the best thing I’d ever played at the time, and then the love would fade away and I would be on the hunt for my next favorite sound.

  I taught guitar for years, and I could not recall some of my students’ names, but I could recall the guitar they played. I used to buy guitars because my heroes played them, and I realized the sound is in your hands. It’s how you let the instrument breathe that makes it sing, but having the right guitar can really make it sing. I’ve been playing Strats since 1996, and it’s the sound I hear in my head; players have to find the sound in their head and a guitar that feels good in their hands.

  A Fender Strat has sexy curves that hug your body. Buddy Holly made the Fender Strat famous with the song “Peggy Sue,” but look at what has been done with the same exact instrument for almost sixty years. The first time I heard Jimi Hendrix play a Fender Stratocaster I heard another dimension in sound—Jimi and Stevie Ray Vaughan stop me dead in my tracks.

  A Gibson Les Paul is like a chunk of a tree that you can beat on and it doesn’t move. Some of my favorite Gibson players are Jimmy Page, Slash, and Ted Nugent; Nugent played a hollow body and made the feedback and art form. Duane Allman and Gary Moore were also big for me. A Jackson makes you want to crank to ten and play heavy metal.

  Like the late Randy Rhoads and his guitars (most notably a custom Gibson Les Paul and a Polka Dot Flying V), there are as many styles of electric guitars as there are personalities, and there are certain guitarists we associate with them. Mark Knopfler for the out-of-phase Strat sound, Keith Richards with the Telecaster, The Beatles with the Rickenbacker, Angus Young with the Gibson SG, and Jimmy Page with the Les Paul. The beautiful thing about an electric guitar is from the first five minutes you play it you can fall in love just by the way the neck feels in your hands or the sound when you hit that first power chord. If it doesn’t pass that test, then it’s back to the rack it goes.

  If it wasn’t for the electric guitar there would be no dive bombs, volume swells, pinch harmonics, feedback, or effects pedals, and what would we do with our feet? We would all hear a little better, but it’s all worth it. Right?

  —Gary Hoey, guitarist, producer


  Introduction

  In the rural south of pre-1930, it was not uncommon to get a length of bailing wire, hammer two nails in a board, and string up a “diddley bow” that could be played with a piece of metal used as a slide. This one-string “guitar” with its droning atonal musicality was an early precursor to the slide guitar playing of Charlie Patton, Robert Johnson, and other masters who came to dominate blues music. And it was the blues guitar music that begat fifty years of rock ‘n’ roll, raising the art form to a high level powered by the enthusiasm of baby-boom kids across the world.

  The painter has his palette and brushes of all types, the mechanic has his tools, and the guitar player has his own specialized instruments: six or twelve strings, different scale lengths, numerous design and construction techniques, different types of wood and other materials, as well as acoustic or electric amplification. Even within the confines of type, the electric guitar is differentiated by various pickup designs, styles, and layouts, by tremolo and other string location systems, by body shapes, and by weight, length, height, width, and any of a thousand other variables. Indeed, the diversity is endless, and variety of available instruments enhances the experience of playing the guitar.

  This encyclopedia documents the richness of the guitar in all its varieties and traces the history and design evolution of the instrument over the years and in response to player needs. The focus is not only the instrument, but also the great minds behind the guitar’s development as it grew to become the number-one instrument in popular music. Perusing the pages, several themes emerge: Orville, Leo, and Les were way out front as thinkers on guitar design; history is important, but old guitars aren’t necessarily better than modern ones; great tone is subjective and can be found in many instruments; and, finally, playing feel directly impacts the musician’s approach.

  It is that all-important “feel” that drives the great variety of instruments represented here and that operates as an element in all of the brands, styles, and designs of guitars represented here. Indeed, it is the playing feel that led the great Bo Diddley, who took his stage name from the diddley bow, to create his unique “shave-and-a-haircut-two-bits” rhythm sound that is at once familiar to all of those baby-boom rockers from over the years.

  —Eric Shoaf, Vintage Guitar Magazine
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  Vintage Guitar Writer Eric Shoaf with Gibson L7
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  Brian Tarquin Handmade Strat Body Circa 1989
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  Steve Vai with the JEM


  CHAPTER 1

  Guitar Mojo

  The electric guitar has the kind of mojo and swagger that Marlon Brando possessed in the film The Wild One and reverberates such tonal awe as the names of the infamous gunslingers in the American Old West. It was born out the mahoganies, ashes, and maples grown tall in the great American forests themselves. These magnificently carved, curvacious instruments contain the true DNA of our American music culture of the twentieth century. Nothing more sacred and holy, except for the Crucifix, can pass through the fingers of guitarists to create such alluring and passionate tones. However, it starts with the forgotten heroes who created such tone monsters, the luthiers, whose whole origin stretches back to the medieval times. The word itself takes its roots from the French word “luth,” which means lute, the craft of making string instruments. Without Orville Gibson, Leo Fender, Les Paul, Adolph Rickenbacker, and men of like minds, there would be no sexy double cutaway modern guitars or beautiful 7-string monsters that Steve Vai commanded on stage with prowess.

  These men labored in their shops to produce the perfect tools that created that distinct sound we call the guitar and should be acknowledged for their contribution to music and for furthering the evolution of the guitar.

  Nothing is more satisfying than working with wood and creating a musical instrument, if for no other reason than for the satisfaction of conquering that blank piece of ash and forming it into something that can make musical notes. I know because in my early years I took on this difficult task of guitar building, first in woodshop classes in high school and then later in my own workshop in my early twenties. It was an incredible experience using various tools to form the guitar body and to see how it all took shape through the various stages of building. In those days it was hard to actually buy wood blanks to cut the bodies out of, so I would glue two pieces of wood together side by side with wood dowels and clamp them in place for twenty-four hours for the glue to dry. We next went to planing the wood level, cutting the actual rough shape of the guitar, and then routing out the various cavities; from there the task was refining the wood.

  The smell of freshly cut wood and sawdust was the scent of creativity working overtime, and visualizing the piece of wood taking shape and eventually playing guitar tones was enough incentive to see the project through to the end. My point is this: in today’s corporate mass manufacturing world, how easy it is to forget the origins of the guitar when you’re standing in Guitar Center staring at one of those 6-string beauties and all you want to do is cut a good deal with the sales guy and out the store you go! A quote from the father of Epiphone Guitars, Epi Stathopoulo, was, “Good musical instruments do not just happen.” How true that is. Just remember that the next time you go into your local music store and pick up that killer guitar.

  Early Roots

  There is no other instrument in the history of the world that had such a huge musical and cultural impact as the birth of the electric guitar in the twentieth century. Sure, the roots of this peculiar stringed instrument go back to the ancient times of the Romans, who developed a four-string version called the oud. Later the Spanish developed the vihuela, or viola da mano, which basically combined the lute and the oud. But it wasn’t until the 1920s with the advent of the phonograph and the radio that the guitar got a real volume boost. In 1928, the American company Stromberg-Voisinet introduced the first commercial electric guitar, called the Stromberg Electro. Later the company changed its name to Kay Musical Instrument Company and continued making guitars up until the ’60s. During the same period, the Vega Company, based in Boston, became known for its electric banjos, which included a small amplifier. But the real developer of the electric guitar was the company Ro-Pat-In, which later became Rickenbacker, formed in the early 1930s. Interestingly, the company’s success laid in its pickup design and its marketing strategy, aimed directly to, believe it or not, Hawaiian guitarists.

  Starting in 1931, the Los Angeles company National, founded by John Dopyera and George Beauchamp, was one of the first to embrace a shift in manufacturing from acoustic to electric instruments. Later in the thirties, National merged with another one of Dopyera’s companies to form National-Dobro and ventured out to Hawaiian guitars, Electric lap steels, and mandolins, which were branded under three different companies, National, Dobro, and Supro.

  Ironically, one of the great American guitar manufacturers, Epiphone, started its roots in the Greek mountains in Kastania. Epaminondas (Epi) Stathopoulo was the son of a mandolin luthier, Anastasios, who emigrated to the United States with his family in the early twentieth century. Like many immigrants at the time, Epi’s father, Anastasios, lived on the Lower East Side of Manhattan and opened up a musical repair shop on the ground floor, with the family living above the shop. By the mid-1930s Epiphone moved its showroom to midtown Manhattan and became one of the most well-known and respected guitar builders in the industry. It managed to keep Gibson on its toes.
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  John Lennon Epiphone “Revolution” Guitar

  Last but not least is the company that lagged behind all of the others but became the most influential guitar builder in the world, Gibson. It was in 1938 that Gibson really set the bar with the ES-150, which was a much smaller guitar scale than what we are used to today, only 16 inches wide. But what made this guitar such a pioneer was the man who played it, none other than the legendary Charlie Christian. At the time, the guitar only had a single bar pickup by the neck and was marketed with a little amp. What makes this so important is that Charlie Christian went on to make this particular guitar famous in Benny Goodman’s swing band. He was the first to take single note solos on the guitar and actually be heard over all of those horns and strings, a major hallmark at the time when most popular music was swing-band oriented. Charlie’s playing reached much further than jazz, and in 1990 he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. He paved the way for later guitarists such as B.B. King, Chuck Berry, and Jimi Hendrix.
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  Gibson B.B. King “Lucille”

  Post-War

  In 1947 Nathan Daniel founded the Danelectro Company, which produced amplifiers for Sears & Roebuck and Montgomery Ward and were contracted to make guitars for various stores under the names of Silvertone and Airline. In 1954 it went on to produce its own line of solid body guitars and amplifiers. But there was a much more established company in Brooklyn, New York, that was both a distributor and drum manufacturer, The Fred Gretsch Company, founded in 1883. In the 1930s Gretsch moved into the guitar manufacturing business and really gained notability in the 1950s with such models as Electro II, Country Club, Chet Atkins Country Gentleman, White Falcon, and Streamliner. Ironically, in 1952, George Mann, a one-time Epiphone employee, along with Alfred Dronge, a music store owner, formed the Guild Guitar Co. They wanted an alternative to the Gibson-Epiphone guitars of the time that dominated the marketplace. From their New York City midtown factory they launched such classics as Stratford 375, Stuart 500, X-550, and Manhattan X-175B. But it was in Fullerton, California, where a new solid body guitar was born from a man who had his own radio repair shop, Leo Fender. As the ’50s developed, big bands fell out of style and transitioned over to smaller combo groups playing boogie-woogie and Western swing, hence the birth of the Esquire, a single pickup Tele and the double pickup Telecaster and Broadcaster. In 1951, Leo introduced the new radical four-string solid body Precision Bass. Then in 1954 the revolution occurred! The birth of the iconic Stratocaster, the guitar that took over rock ‘n’ roll and inevitably changed the sound of music forever in the hands of Hendrix a decade later!

  Modern Age
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