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Have It Your Way

This month’s cover feature on customisation brought to
mind all of the wonderful things — but also the potential
pitfalls — of having everything your way when it comes
to guitar design. Neville Marten correctly points out
that one of the problems can be that, presented with the
chance to do anything you want, you end up designing
a guitar that’s decked out like a Christmas tree with a
motley of disparate pickups, oft-the-wall finish, bonkers

wiring options and all the rest — and yet somehow it ends up being less

than the sum of its parts.

But if you approach customisation less like a buffet and more like

making a favourite dish exactly to your taste, things can work out

beautifully. I think that’s because the harder we try to meet all our
potential needs, both now and in the future, by slathering on options,
the further we move away from the simple ingredients of an inspiring

playing experience and the more we risk paying for redundant
capabilities we never, in the end, come around to using.

I had this feeling when gigging and recording with amp by a famous
brand known for offering all the buzzers and bells: voicing switches,
extensive EQ options, multiple channels. I had fun playing around
with it all for a day, then hit upon a combination of settings that I liked
and... I never touched the dials and switches again! I might as well have
found an amp that just did what I personally liked and done away with

the cost and complexity of all that ‘choice’.

So what would I choose if I were spec’ing out a Custom Shop guitar?
Here goes: double-bound ’59-spec Tele Custom with the nitro version
of Fender’s Texas Tea finish, which looks black but comes up goldish in
certain lights, Twisted Tele pickups with switchable choice of serial or
parallel wiring when the selector is in the middle position, light ageing,
9.5-inch radius and a bridge that lets you either top-load or go through
body. Now all I've got to do is work out how to pay for it! Enjoy the issue.

D

Jamie Dickson Editor-in-chief
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IVISON DAKOTA
STANDARD
£4,495

WHAT IS IT? Superb retro-aimed,
professional-level solidbody that
recalls 60s-era Gibson

High Flyer

Used by big names such as Richard Fortus
and Audley Freed, and made here in the

UK, Ivison guitars recall the lost art of the
‘oolden era’ but in very original dress

Words Dave Burrluck Photography Phil Barker

vintage guitar, but, no - this new-for-
2025 Dakota Standard is the work

of Worcestershire-based illusionist Neil
Ivison. Arriving in its very practical logo’d
cream Hiscox case (like many quality UK
builds do), it just doesn’t prepare you for the
time-warp vibe of the guitar itself.

The Dakota came from a desire to create
a more usable version of Gibson’s classic
Firebird: “There must be a way I can make
this more ergonomic but still keep the
sound...” Neil mused when we spoke to him,
back in issue 508 in 2023, about the origins
of the design. Since that time, the Dakota
has more than earned its place in the Ivison
line-up alongside the Hurricane, and it now
comes in single-pickup One format and also
with korina replacing the all-mahogany
build of the model we have here. In fact, for
2025, the Dakota Standard gets in-house
Ivison pickups (originally the model
used Sunbears), plus an optional bound,
coloured top with natural-back style, which
means new colours can be added, and our
review piece shows that off with Neil’s take
on Cadillac Green. Finally, you can now
order your Dakota with either the Faber
wraparound you see here, a vintage-style
ABR-1tune-o-matic and tailpiece, or with
a short Maestro vibrato.

Based around a short scale length taken
from a 50s Gibson Les Paul Junior, it’s a
simple guitar, though more like a Junior

I t might look like another very cool
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FIRST PLAY |

1. The heel looks like
classic Gibson,
although the body is

lightly chamfered, and

reflects the old-school
long-tenon neck joint.
The neck is ‘old stock’
Honduran mahogany,

too, quarter-sawn
and one-piece with a
vintage-spec single-
action truss rod

IVISON DAKOTA STANDARD

or Special than that oversized Firebird.
The single-cut shape really isn’t a million
miles from our 50s Junior in outline, with
the exception of the rounded and more
stylised treble horn. It’s slab-bodied,
albeit with that nod to the Firebird with
its slightly raised centre section, which
adds subtle form to the otherwise flat front
and is a platform for the twin pickups and
wraparound bridge to be mounted on. It
also provides a straight line to which the
reverse pickguard can be lined up.

This isn’t a unique-to-Ivison idea, of
course. Most recently Eastman’s Juliet
design from 2022 featured a similar raised
centre motif and was a nod to a more

This Dakota does not feel
remotely like a brand-new
guitar. But it doesn't feel
overused or abused, either

playable Firebird. This is particularly
evident on the more recent Henry James
signature model, which uses a pair of
Firebird-style mini-humbuckers.

The single-ply edge binding might be
optional, but to our eyes it just seems to

elevate the design above a Junior or Special.

The back, sides and neck-back all take on
that dark chocolate hue, which is virtually
identical to our reference 1957 Gibson Les

Junior in colour. The African mahogany
body (which appearsto be one piece) has a

very striped, straight grain, and there’s some

light chamfering to reduce the body bulk
where the neck meets the body. We have
a standard depth of 45mm at that centre
section, slightly thinner at 42.5mm for the
body flanks.

The neck is classed as quarter-sawn
‘old growth’ Honduran mahogany and fits
original Les Paul style with a long tenon
extending under the neck pickup, while
the truss rod is old-school single action.
The clever design of the three-side, lightly
back-angled headstock means it looks
familiar, classic even, without being a

2. This classy back-angled
headstock holds the
lightly aged Gotoh
tuners and a superbly
cut and highly polished
buffalo bone nut

10 | GUITARIST SUMMER 2025




knock-off. The heel, like the majority of the
build, is very old Gibson-like, too.

Overall, the Dakota really does come
across as a Special-meets-Firebird circa
1963. Surely, the teams at Gibson built one of
these, didn’t they? The illusion is enhanced
when it comes to the hardware, which is all
very authentically aged - from the Faber
bridge, and the mini-humbucking covers
and mounting rings, to the Gotoh tuners,
three-ply pickguard, screws and small
Gibson-like strap buttons. And while there’s
no obvious ageing to the control knobs, hey,
is there a cooler knob out there?

Feel & Sounds
This light ageing of the finish and hardware

shouldn’t affect the playing feel, but it really
does: this Dakota does not feel remotely

like a brand-new guitar. But it doesn’t feel
overused or abused, either; if you like classic
instruments, the neck and fretwork might
well sway you before you’ve even plugged
in. This is lovely, unfussy craft with a very
good choice of wire gauge, which is spec’d
by Jescar at 2.54mm wide by 1.14mm high.
In practice, it’s slightly lower but feels far
from modern yet perfectly playable. The
fret ends are nicely domed, the binding edge
slightly rounded but not overdone. In terms
of depth, the neck is slightly slimmer than
previous Ivison Hurricanes we’ve played
—21.3mm at the 1st fret, 23.2mm at the 12th
with a pretty standard nut width at just a
shade under 43mm, which gives the neck
that classic ‘C’. Not too thick, not too thin.

Weight-wise, the word ‘perfect’ springs
to mind. Playing seated or strapped on,
the Dakota just disappears. It doesn’t slip
off yourlap and it doesn’t drag on your
shoulder, and after a few unplugged strums
you know it’s game-on. It’s quite loud for
starters, with a big ring. It’s interesting to
compare the Dakota, unplugged, with that
’57 Junior reference, which has more of a
midrange push; the Dakota sounds a little
brighter and lighter.

Previous Ivison builds we’ve played have
featured Sunbear pickups, and thisis the
first time we’ve heard the in-house designs.
These follow the Firebird style but with a
few changes (see Under The Hood, right).
It’s certainly quite the sonic stew with the
bridge pickup, by design, aping the girth and
slight compression of an overwound P-90,
although here it’s a little milder in output
(certainly compared with our’57 Les Paul
Junior), which balances rather nicely with
that ‘big Tele’-like neck pickup. There’s a
lot of ring and chime to the guitar, though
it’s subtly rounded and fuller than our own
Tele reference, plus we’re feeling ‘Gibson’
even if what we’re hearing is a little more
California. Aswe’ve discussed on plenty

IVISON DAKOTA STANDARD | rirsTPLAY

Like many top-end makers,
Faber is the.choice for the bridge
here. This wrapover looks like

it was made in the 50s, apart
from that more contemporary
compensated ridge

UNDER THE HOOD

Remove the backplate and go back in time...

t's little surprise that, with such a by Gibson from 1952 to '56. They're valued
I high attention to detail in the build, at .022pF, but the neat thing is that they
the actual hidden electronics should have a lvison logo.
be as tidy and detailed as everything else. As to the pickups, these are the lvison

Like an old Gibson from the 50s, there’s no Freedbird set that were designed and
screening in the cavity or on the back of the | wound for endorsee Audley Freed, who
control cover. But the wiring is immaculate basically wanted the look of a Firebird’s

and stylised in its layout using 500k CTS mini-humbuckers but with the “extra grunt”
pots, with perfectly placed bare ground wire | of a proper P-90 in bridge position. Both use
and a pair of old-looking capacitors that Alnico Il magnets with DCRs of 6.2kohms
emulate the blue ink Grey Tiger types used (neck) and 8.1k (bridge).

Just as tidy inside as
out. The Ivison-logo'd
capacitors might

give the game away,
but this - like so
much of the design -
references 50s Gibson

SUMMER 2025 GUITARIST | 1I



FIRST PLAY |

TAKING OFF

e last caught up with Neil just over
18 months ago and quite a lot has
changed and evolved since then.

Fundamentally, lvison is now making its own
pickups in-house, quite an undertaking for such
a small operation. Neil explains: “Basically, | took
on Paul Cross to help me build the guitars and he
wound his own pickups, so it made sense - if we
now had someone on staff who can wind pickups
— to make our own.

“For most guitar makers, if you buy in a pickup
set, they cost so they’ll go on the guitar. But now
we have this little rehearsal room right next to the
workshop where we have my touring gear all set
up, so we can take a guitar in there and put some
pickups in, and if we feel for that piece of wood
the pickup needs a bit more zing or maybe the
opposite, this one’s a little top heavy, we can swap
them for another set. Paul can literally go and wind
a new set to more suit the guitar. It does make ita
bit more long-winded, but we just feel the guitars
are going out sounding their optimum, really.”

One fan, of course, is Audley Freed, who now
has his own pickup set. “It's a bit mad, really,” says
Neil.“I've been an Audley Freed fan for years, in
The Black Crowes and even Cry Of Love before
that. Then you get these emails saying basically
they'd like to try a guitar and meet up and you
think, ‘Well, it's not going to be that Audley Freed,
is it? There must be umpteen Audley Freeds in
America!’ Then the penny drops that it is that
Audley Freed. But you just find with all of these
people, they're just guitar geeks like us. We were
talking about Firebird pickups and how that

-~ these pickup cevers
and mounting rings,is
beautifully aged. These— ;
~"are lvison's Freedbird set,
designed and'wound for
endorsée Audley Freed

=

“_.ﬂ"

IVISON DAKOTA STANDARD

With new staff, in-house pickups and the continuing success of the Dakotq,
there’s plenty to discuss. We grab Neil Ivison for a quick chart

bridge can be really spiky — famously Allen Collins
put a dog-ear P-90 in the bridge [position] on
his Firebird. We told Audley we were developing a
P-90 that fits into a Firebird case, so you still get
the look, but it's actually a P-90 and it takes away
that harshness and there’s a bit more middy grunt
of a P-90. Audley was keen to hear them, so we
wound him a set and, although it was our first go,
he was over the moon. | think | delivered him a set
on a Wednesday and the following night he was
using them with Sheryl Crow.”

What about selling the lvison pickups
aftermarket? “At the moment, it's a no,” Neil tells

"The Dakota 1s
our biggest-selling
guitar and 1it's a
great platform for
different styles”
Neil Ivison

us. “But never say never! It’s just the two of us
building the guitars, so it’s liber-boutique, really,
and we're both flat out five or six days a week.

“I tend to handle all the woodwork and
finishing,” continues Neil, “and then Paul does the
pickup stuff. We're making around 40 instruments
a year, so it’s still very small numbers. Moving
forward, we're looking at the finishing process -
we could really do with someone [to help] on that
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Neil lvison has now brought pickup-making -

in-house, handled by Paul Cross = -

— because at least half of the build time goes on
finishing. | seem to spend most of my time in the
spray booth right now. I'd rather get back to the
sawdust and muck, he laughs.

A big part of the demand comes from the
Dakota itself. “It’s our biggest-selling guitar,
about three times more than anything else we
do. It really is its own thing now. I'm still waiting
for someone to say, ‘Oh, that was my design, but
| sort of think it was there for the taking — surely
someone has done this before? This can’t be
mine,” he laughs. “To be honest, I've seen a few
that have come after the Dakota, but instead of
getting angry I'm actually quite flattered.

“There are a few more iterations on the Dakota
platform we're planning to do. We've had a few
requests for a reverse-headstock version and
we're doing one of those for Richard Fortus at
the moment - a sort of scaled-back version
of a Firebird headstock that’s completely our
own. Obviously, with the '25-spec Standard
you have there, we've done the bound top edge,
which | think really works, so we're looking at
different colours and perhaps sparkle tops with
Filter' Trons, that sort of thing.

“It’s nice that the Dakota outline shape has
been so accepted as it’s a great platform for
different styles. We might try a Jazzmaster
vibrato, but it's doing so well at the moment
that I'm loath to change it too much. There are
definitely things we can try, for sure, but if it ain't

broke, don’t fix it!" [DB]
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of occasions, the 50s- or vintage-style
wiring just seems to increase the colours:
pulling back the tones thins the voice,
while the top-end of the volumes morph
intuitively from ‘rhythm’ to ‘lead’.

Overall, it’s a rather beguiling sound,
seemingly not quite one thing nor another
yet the quality and musicality is hugely
evident. On the one hand, that bridge
pickup wants to sound like a P-90, but it sits
so well as a lower-powered, not over-bright
humbucker that sounds like instant Mike
Campbell to this writer — an illusion not
helped when you play some of his classic
slide motifs (oh yes, the Dakota is a superb
slide guitar!). It sits very well in a simple
guitar-band mix. It’s jangly whenever you
want, but it loves a little dirt, and then that
neck pickup is super soulful - pull back
the volume and it almost does ‘acoustic’
jazz. We haven’t mentioned the pickup

Everything about
the build oozes
quality and classic
crait, with a
wonderful feel and
sounds to match

IVISON DAKOTA STANDARD |

mix. Needless to say, it’s stupidly good - a
little soul and funk in there, but add some
slapback and you’re in Memphis.

Afterinitially tuningup and just
stretching the stringsin, did we tune the
guitar again during our lengthy sound test?
Not that we can remember. Everything
about the build oozes quality and classic
craft, topped off with a wonderful feel and
sounds to match. Another level.

Verdict
While Ivison might not be the only maker,

large or small, that has considered a

more ergonomic Firebird, the Dakota is
areal class act: very easy on the eye, not

to mention in the hand or on the ear. The
vintage-informed craft is exceptional, but
thisis also a very clever original design,
albeit one that could easily have come out
of the Gibson factory in the early 60s. That’s
not easy to do as convincingly as this.

It’s this originality — rather than just

being another replica or clone - thatis so
attractive. The Dakota has already engaged
with some big players, as has the Hurricane,
so clearly we’re far from the only ones to
enjoy the ride. And that demand is very
evident: it took us some time to get this
Dakota and no sooner than we did it was
needed back as a pretty major artist was
interested. Frankly, we’re not surprised.

FIRST PLAY

IVISON DAKOTA
STANDARD

PRICE: £4,495 (inc hard case)

ORIGIN: UK

TYPE: Single-cutaway, solidbody electric
BODY: African mahogany with raised centre and
bound edge (optional)

NECK: Quarter-sawn Honduran mahogany

'99 profile, glued-in

SCALE LENGTH: 625.5mm (24.625")
NUT/WIDTH: Polished buffalo bone/43mm
FINGERBOARD: Cream bound AAA

rosewood, vintage pattern celluloid dot inlays,
305mm (12") radius

FRETS: 22, medium (Jescar 45100)
HARDWARE: Faber TPWC-'59 compensated
wraparound bridge/tailpiece; Gotoh SD90
Kluson-style tuners — aged nickel plating
STRING SPACING, BRIDGE: 52mm

ELECTRICS: Ivison Freedbird set (Firebird-style
humbucker at neck; P-90 in Firebird-style cover
at bridge), 3-way toggle pickup selector switch,
volume and tone for each pickup

WEIGHT (kg/Ib): 3.4//763

OPTIONS: Vintage pattern trapezoid inlays;
lvison pickups (P90Bird, PAFBird, P90 soapbars
and '59-spec Patent Applied For style)

RANGE OPTIONS: Single-pickup Dakota One
(£3,495, available with mahogany or korina body)
and Korina (£4,495, with korina body)
LEFT-HANDERS: No

FINISHES: Cadillac Green (as reviewed), Tobacco
Sunburst, Pelham Blue, other colours on request
— lightly aged nitrocellulose gloss

/ Guitarist ™
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Ivison Guitars
www.lvisonguitars.com

PROS Everything! Seriously good vintage-

informed craft, immaculately presented in
a used but not abused fashion; superb ‘old

Gibson' feel and far-reaching hot pot of vintage
sounds; a modern classic in the making

CONS Er, no!

SUMMER 2025 GUITARIST | I3




The smart, heavy duty steel
chassis has wooden end-
cheeks that can be swapped
with the supplied rack ears

TWO NOTES
TORPEDO RELOAD II

£849

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

WHAT IS IT? Reactive loadbox
with dual-mono 215 watts
(per channel), stereo effects loop
and expanded connectivity

Lock
& Load

French loadbox leader, Two

Notes, releases the Swiss Army

knife of amplifier attenuation and
connectivity — we witness the results

Words Martin Smith Photography Matt Lincoln

T hose of us who revel in the glorious
saturation of a valve amp running
full-clip will be all too familiar

with the eardrum-splitting consequences.
Certainly, many of the higher-wattage amp
behemoths onlyreach their overdriven
best at volumes considered unusable in
non-stadium environments.

Way back in the 70s, load resistors could
be found in the toolboxes of amplifier
technicians, allowing them to work on
valve amps without speakers connected,
and occasionally bespoke designs would
be found in the rigs of touring musicians.
In 1980, Boston guitarist and technical
wunderkind Tom Scholz, inventor of the
Rockman line of portable amp-related
products, released a pioneering loadbox
in the form of the Power Soak. Various
companies have subsequently produced
such devices; however, the potential for
catastrophic amp damage is always a simple
mismatch away, and loadbox designs have
a chequered history for safety.

Thankfully, the concept of loadboxes has
evolved over the decades, and the current
generation of reactive devices ~-where a
dynamic response curve more accurately

14 | GUITARIST SUMMER 2025
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SOFTWARE IMAGE: TWONOTES

FIRST PLAY

1. The Genome software is

2. The rear-panel of
the Torpedo Reload I
houses the control
section for the effects
loop, mix pots, dual-
mono switchability
and assignable bypass
footswitch jack input

an ecosystem of virtual
rigs, with a huge range
of amps, pedals, cab IRs
and studio effects, plus
Al in the form of Codex
to reimagine and adapt
existing sounds

ETT AN | .'.;.Ir.f.; ITJ
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replicates the speaker’s behaviour - are
now considered industry standard. During
the pandemic when us noisy guitarists
were forced to play at neighbour-friendly
levels, Two Notes released the Captor X.
This reactive loadbox with a variety of
selectable IR speaker simulations in a small
desktop form-factor was greeted with
great enthusiasm and led to the Two Notes
team setting its design-sights on creating a
Swiss Army knife of amplifier connectivity,
culminating in this Reload II.

E“ :
i
&
|
i
b
s

| TWO NOTES TORPEDO RELOAD II

3. For optimum response
from the Celestion-
approved response
curves, an input
calibration section shows
signal level via three
stages of LEDs adjustable
via an input trim pot

4. Tone-shaping
controls include
Depth and Presence,
bringing modern high

The Mojo control adds a

‘loudness’ boost similar
to hi-fi systems

AUTOMATION ]

REVERB

1

FX OUT

While the Captor X has a diminutive
stature, the Reload IT’s attractive
wooden-end cheeks that frame the
brushed metal chassis evoke the look
of high-end bespoke recording studio
equipment. When taking your rig to the
stage, rack-ears can replace the wooden
panels for a professional touring solution.

The Reload II packs quite a feature set,
including inputs switchable for either
amplifiers or line-level devices such as
modellers and preamps, a Celestion-
approved reactive load, two 215-watt
channels of ‘dual mono’ power, stereo
effects loop, tone-shaping controls
and recording outputs. Included in
the offering is a licence for Two Notes’
Genome amp modelling and speaker
IR software application.

In Use

Beginning our tests with the basic
application of valve amp attenuation, the
output of a hand-wired Marshall 1959 was
plugged into the amplifier input and a 4x12
cabinet with Celestion Greenbacks was
plugged into Channel A’s speaker output.
With the rear-panel impedance selector
matched to our amp, we dialled in the
very useful amplifier input calibration,
consisting of three level-indicating LEDs
and a trim pot that enables fine-tuning

for maximum performance from those
Celestion-approved reactive loads. The
cranked Marshall character came through

performance to any amp.

10 +4  - LOQPLEVEL : 2y

ON. DRY;/WETMIX - OFF

ot

fully intact while attenuating all the way
down to just whisper quiet.

The tone controls — Depth and Presence
—impart the type of low-end resonance and
top-end sparkle found on modern high-
performance amplifiers, bringing a modern
aggressive edge to the Marshall’s classic
sound. Similarly, the Mojo button punches
the guitar sound forward in a similar way
to a hi-fi’s loudness button.

The fabled wet-dry-wet configuration,
made famous by legends including Eddie
Van Halen and Steve Lukather, where
stereo effects feed two outside cabinets
leaving the original dry signal in the centre
cab, is possible by connecting stereo
cabinets to the Reload IT and a further
mono cabinet tothe ‘mother’ amp. A truly
huge three-dimensional tone is created
that flatters and impresses in equal
measure. Perhaps overkill for a pub jam
but highly worth the effort for the right
opportunity and setting.

More than pleased by the tonal neutrality
of the attenuation, we progressed to the
effects loop, which has level matching,
stereo ability and a mix control. Using
either an analogue Roland RE-301 Space
Echo or a digital delay, there was seamless
integration with no degradation of tone.

The direct signal from the amp, in its raw
state, is sent to the stereo pair of recording
outputs in the form of balanced jacks and
XLRs. Since the unititself has no in-built
cabinet impulse responses, we needed to
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boot up the included Genome software

and select from the range of 24 cabinet
simulations to complete the rig. We found
the realistic nature of these captures

quite the joy to behold, with plenty of
microphone and position options to perfect
your virtual speaker.

Delving deeper into the software, the
wide range of modelled amps, effects and
speakers impressed us with definition
and realism, makingthis a first-choice for
our software amp and speaker emulation
needs. The bass SVT rig sound was
particularly lifelike. Very inspiring!

Verdict

While this is a complex and critical
product due to the potential for amplifier
damage resulting from improper loading,
Two Notes has a best-in-class reputation
for reliability and safety and the Reload
IT’s plethora of attributes are excellently
engineered. Nevertheless, it would be
remiss not to mention a couple of minor
quibbles here.

First, the position of the effects loop’s
mix knob on the rear panel makes setup
tricky, and it’s likely that rack-mounting the
unit would further decrease accessibility.
Also, it seems an unusual decision on
the part of Two Notes to omit onboard
cabinet IRs, which were included on the
cheaper, less fully featured Captor X. Had
these been included, we would have the
complete one-stop shop, without any need

TWO NOTES TORPEDO RELOAD II |

Delving into the software,
the range of modelled
amps, eftects and
speakers impressed with
definition and redalism

for acomputer. This is less of an issue for
the home recordist using a DAW with

the included Genome software, but for

the many bands that send guitar signals
direct from modeller/amp to the PA, an
additional IR-loading device will be needed
to complete the virtual rig.

In contrast to other attenuators that use
the loaded amplifier’s reduced output to
drive the speakers, this unit reamps the
input signal through its onboard power
amplifier at all volumes. Happily, thisis a
great-sounding amplifier, handling guitar
signals in a very sympathetic and familiar
way. The nearest competitive unit, the
Boss Waza Craft Tube Amp Expander
(£1,123), has a 100-watt limit, making
it unsafe for 100-watt heads, such as
Marshall examples, which can output in
excess of 150 watts at full clip. The Waza
Craftis also mono throughout, without the
stereo effects loop or dual mono amplifier
capabilities of the Reload II.

Still, as longas onboard IRs aren’t
needed, this Swiss Army knife foramp
connectivity is simply the best in its class.

FIRST PLAY

Il poOyay

TWO NOTES
TORPEDO RELOAD II

PRICE: £849

ORIGIN: China

TYPE: Reactive load with dual
mMono power amp

OUTPUT: 215W per channel
DIMENSIONS: 365 (w) x 220 (d) x
89mm (h)

WEIGHT (kg/lIb): 6.9/15.2
CHANNELS: 2

CONTROLS: Ampin Level, Cab
Volume, Output Level, Depth,
Presence, Dry/Wet
FOOTSWITCH: Assignable loop
bypass (footswitch not included)
ADDITIONAL FEATURES: Includes

Two Notes Genome software suite
OPTIONS: None

Two Notes
support@two-notes.com
www.two-notes.com

Q10

PROS Safe impedance-loading for
amps with power ratings up to 200
watts; transparent, continuous
attenuation and stereo power
amplification; feature set enables
live/recording integration for amps
and line-level preamps/modellers

CONS The mix knob is difficult to
access and set from its rear-panel
position; lack of onboard cab IRs
slightly reduces its potential to
be a ‘does everything' box

SUMMER 2025 GUITARIST | 17




TAYLOR BUILDER'’S
EDITION 514CE
KONA BURST
£4,019
WHAT IS IT? Cutaway electro-
acoustic with numerous whistles
and bells as befits Taylor's
Builder's Edition designation

Grand
Parade

As the 514ce is retired from Taylor’s catalogue
in Europe, we take alook at the new Builder’s
Edition of the same model to examine the
upgrades and refinements it brings to the table.
A worthy alternative? Let’s take a look

Words David Mead Photography Phil Barker
riginally, we were going to take
a close-up look at two Grand

O Auditorium Taylors and compare
the upgraded Builder’s Edition toits rank
and file sibling. But then we heard the
news that the 514ce is beingretired in
Europe and so our review has changed
tack accordingly. Taylor never stands

still for long and the company’s ongoing
mission to review, upgrade and remodel
itsinventoryis typical of abrand thatis
intent on remaining at the cutting edge of
acoustic guitar design and manufacture.
Accordingto our records, the last time the
500 Series enjoyed a refresh was in 2022.
Three yearslater and there’s movement
within the line once again.

The 500 Series has proved to be a popular
one among playersinternationally and so
it’sreally no surprise that change is afoot
in this quarter. Furthermore, the Builder’s
Edition we see here is arather splendid-
looking beast with considerable visual
impact from the moment it’s drawn from
itshard case. We’ve seen plenty of Builder’s
Edition instruments from Taylor pass

through these pages before, celebrating
models from the catalogue with upgraded

18 | GUITARIST SUMMER 2025
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FIRST PLAY |

2. Back and sides on
the latest release
are Shamel ash, a
comparatively new
tonewood taken from
urban trees that line the
streets of California

1. One of the upgrades
for the Builder’s Edition
model is a set of Gotoh
510 Antique Chrome
tuners, which gives
the guitar a classy,
vintage vibe

;
F 4
/

features and constructional fillips such as
bevelled arm rests and refreshed tonewood
partnerships. Of this particular 514ce,
Taylor says: “The Builder’s Edition 514ce
Kona Burstembodies Taylor’s commitment
toinnovative craftsmanship, player-
friendly guitar designs and sustainable
sourcing.” Interest piqued? Sois ours.

Firstof all, though, and in order to
appreciate the embellishments present in
its slightly more lavish companion, we’ll
just take alook at what the standard 514ce
comprised in terms of its sum of parts, asit
will then provide a context for the changes
Taylor has made to the model’s spec.

Taylor has always held conservation
close toits heartand painstakingly sought
out woods from sustainable sources,
and the outgoing 514ce’s back and sides
tonewood is a great example of this. Here, it
was red ironbark, sourced from urban trees
in California that were reaching the end of
their city life. It’s a wood that, according
to Taylor, has “the warmth and clarity of
Indian rosewood”, and that “strummers
will appreciate the volume and projection,
while fingerpickers will enjoy the
definition and dynamic range”. Paired with
torrified Sitka spruce for the top and master
builder and company CEO Andy Powers’
revolutionary V-Class internal bracing,
we found a real musical chameleon in our

TAYLOR BUILDER'S EDITION 514CE KONA BURST

Shamel ash does
Indeed seem to
iInhabit the same
SONIC space as a
good mahogany

hands. Its sound has warmth but with the
necessary balance and brightness to cut
through in a stage environment, a situation
thatis further enhanced by its Expression
System 2 internal pickup and preamp.
In truth, the Builder’s Edition is going to
have to take some long strides, sonically
speaking, to beat what we’ve heard so far.
It’s avery easy guitar to play, too. We’ve
often waxed lyrical about how Taylor’s
neck profiles make a player - who is
perhaps more used to playing electric
guitar then they are acoustic - feel
immediately at home and such is the case
here. Good looks, good sounds and an easy
ride. We really couldn’t ask for much more.
So let’s see what’s cooking with the
Builder’s Edition. Obviously, the actual
Grand Auditorium body profileis
consistent between the two models, but
otherwise the changes come thick and fast.
For starters, there’s the warm look to the
Tobacco Kona Sunburst, which gives the

guitar a sort of Gibson J-45 kerb appeal,
although the sunbursthereis perhaps a
little more reddish-brown than on a J-45.
It’s a good look, but if a sunburst finish is
atotal dealbreaker for you, then there is a
natural finish Builder’s Edition on offer, too.

The topis, as with its sibling, Sitka
spruce, but the spec we have available
doesn’tdisclose if it has been subjected to
the torrification process — and it’sdarned
hard to tell from just the appearance of the
wood itself. For the back and sides, Taylor
has gone for Shamel ash, another urban
timber from trees that are needing removal
owingto age or safety concerns. This
particular timberis sourced from West
Coast Arborists, a company that specialises
in tree maintenance in cities across
California, Arizona, Nevada and Texas.
Taylor tells us that Shamel ash “produces
midrange power and balance comparable
to Honduran mahogany”, a bold claim,
seeing that Honduran mahogany is hailed
as a prince among tonewoods. If it can live
up tothe claim, this is timber recycling at
its finest hour. Under close inspection, the
timber has a lively grain pattern similar to
that of figured maple, butit’s all but hidden
by the dark finish, which, to be honest, is
really a bit of a shame.

The Builder’s Edition appointments are
more pronounced at the guitar’s bodyend

20 | GUITARIST SUMMER 2025



TAYLOR BUILDER'S EDITION 514CE KONA BURST | FirsTPLAY

TAYLOR BUILDER'S
EDITION 514CE
KONA BURST

PRICE: £4,019 (inc case)
ORIGIN: USA

TYPE: Grand Auditorium
TOP: Sitka spruce
BACK/SIDES: Shamel ash
MAX RIM DEPTH: 112mm
MAX BODY WIDTH: 402mm
NECK: Tropical mahogany
SCALE LENGTH: 648mm (25.5")
TUNERS: Gotoh 510 Antique
Chrome with antique chrome

Rolled edges with armrest
and cutaway bevels both
seek to enhance player "
comfort on the upgraded <

with chamfered edges, plus mahogany
forearm and cutaway bevels, and so

playing comfort has been optimised. The
mahogany neck and West African Crelicam
ebony fingerboard and bridge are common
tothis model and its 514 ce sidekick, but
tuners here have been upscaled to Gotoh
510 Antique Chrome, which offers a little
vintage chic to the overall picture.

Onstage duties are managed by Taylor’s
proven Expression System 2, but first
things first: it’s time to listen to what the
upgraded 514ce has to offer acoustically.

Feel & Sounds

Once again, Taylor’s super-friendly neck
profile offers us awarm welcome on
freeing the guitar from its case, the matt
finish to the back of the neck aiding smooth
sailingup and down the fretboard. Initial
strums reveal a surprise in that Shamel

ash doesindeed seem toinhabit the same
sonic space as a good mahogany; there’s
that distinctive dry, woody flavour to open
chords. There’s plenty of midrange punch,
too, with volume to spare. Everything

from gentle fingerpicking to abandoned
chordal strumming is ably catered for,

with a bass response that sitsin between a
dreadnought’s bloom and an OM’s slightly
more compressed output. Generally
speaking, the Builder’s Edition is extremely

514ce Builder’s Edition’ /' Rellja{elyS
praaed NUT/WIDTH: Graph Tech Tusg/
44mm

well balanced with no evident peaksor
troughs detected duringour play test.

The Expression System 2 proves its worth
once again when we plugged the guitar into
our trusty AER Compact 60 amp. Despite
what might appear to be only scant control
over the sound with volume, treble and bass
rotaries, everything we needed was there.
With only a very slight amount of tweaking,
we were able to conjure up everything from
good ol’ rock’n’ roll to sensitive fingerstyle
with notrouble at all.

Verdict
Okay, so at a price tag that clocks in at just

over £4Kk, thisisn’t a purchase that youwd
enter into without giving it a lot of thought
and a long audition beforehand. But real
quality of this nature rarely comes cheap,
and when you consider that you’re getting
somethingthat runs the gamut of acoustic
styles as well as a strum 'n’ go no-fuss
pickup system, it’s definitely worth some
serious thought.

Meanwhile, the red ironbark variation
is still out there for as long as stock lasts
in retailersin Europe, and if the frills
like a bevelled armrest and chamfered
edges don’t bother you, there are probably
bargains to be had. It might be a slightly
different hue, sonically speaking, but the
build and sound quality is all there.

FINGERBOARD: West African
Crelicam ebony

FRETS: 20, medium
BRIDGE/SPACING: Ebony/56mm
ELECTRICS: Expression System 2
WEIGHT (kg/Ib): 2.13/4.7
OPTIONS: Builder’s Edition 514ce
in Natural costs £3,899

RANGE OPTIONS: The Legacy
514ce (£3,899) combines Western
red cedar with neo-tropical
mahogany, X-bracing and LR Baggs
Element VTC electronics
LEFT-HANDERS: No

FINISH: Tobacco Kona Burst gloss

Taylor Guitars
00800 23750011
www.taylorguitars.com

Q10

PROS Expertly crafted acoustic
from a quality brand with a wide
palette of sounds

CONS Price, as always, is a
major consideration
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with germanium transistors

THORPYFX HANAMI
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In Bloom

THORPYFX HANAMI GERMANIUM FUZZ |

ThorpyFX’s latest stacks up the germanium transistors
for tull-fat vintage tone in a functional modern setting

Words Trevor Curwen Photography Phil Barker

1. There's none of the usual
ThorpyFX military visuals
here —it's cherry blossom
all the way with this
pedal’s graphics, which are
inspired by the Japanese
tradition of ‘Hanami’

2. This Boost control
turns up the fuzz quota
for sure, but it also
changes its character,
adding presence and
getting progressively
more aggressive

3. The treble and bass
knobs are neutral at
their midday point, but
they provide boost when
turned clockwise or
reduce those frequencies
anti-clockwise

instead of the usual military-derived theme, this one is decorated

with a floral graphic. The pedal takes its name from the Japanese
custom of ‘Hanami’, where people gather to enjoy the transient beauty of
cherryblossom season. But plug itin and you’re more likely to be enjoying the
transient beautyof a ripping guitar solo - this is one powerful fuzz pedal!

New fuzz pedals don’t appear in a vacuum, they are usually an evolution of
a previous design, and Thorpy describes the Hanami as “a natural successor
sonically from where the Boneyard left off... [sitting] perfectly between the
Boneyard and the Fallout Cloud”. Now, the fact that the Boneyard was based
on Tone Bender sound and the Fallout Cloud channelled the vibe of the very
first (Triangle) Big Muff makes the Hanami a very interesting sonic prospect.

The circuitry here features four NOS military-specification germanium
transistors and a NOS germanium diode, plus there’s a transformer isolated
input, which means you can place the pedal where you want in the signal
chain, rather than directly after your guitar like many fuzzes. Unity gain is
around 10 o’clock, leaving plenty for a boost should you want it.

This is a pedal that sounds smooth with loads of girth in the midrange and
it has a really low noise floor compared with most fuzz pedals. The Boost
knob doesn’t just increase the fuzz, it also changes the tonal content, bringing
in more presence and saturation until beyond three o’clock. And while still
retaining the thickness, it transitions into a sizzly, more aggressive rasp,
with great note definition all the way.

Inan A/B test, Tone Bender and Big Muff characteristics were in evidence,
but the Hanamiis its own thing and had an advantage over our vintage
examplesin interactive treble and bass knobs, which are not onlyideal for
carefully tailoring your fuzz experience to suit your guitar and amp but also
capable of shaping the midrange profile for more radical transformations -
without ever getting anywhere near an unusable sound. The circuitry doesn’t
allow totally smooth clean-up with guitar volume, but you can drop the
volume down to get more of a glitchy gated-fuzz sound.

Verdict

With low noise and real-world tonal flexibility via the treble and bass knobs,
ThorpyFx’s Hanami is a class act, delivering fat, smooth and richly textured
fuzz that can attain a fierce edge.

T here’s something delightfully different about ThorpyFX’s latest pedal:

THE RIVALS

ThorpyFX has other fuzz pedals in its roster: the Field Marshall Fuzz
MKII (£219) is a revamped version of the Lovetone Big Cheese, while the
Fallout Cloud (£199) is based on Electro-Harmonix’s Triangle Big Muff.
For more Big Muff sounds, EHX has many variants of Big Muff available,
such as the Triangle version (£99). Browne Amplification’s T4 Fuzz
(£169) is also worth a look. For a fuzz with plenty of sonic versatility, the
Walrus Audio Eons Five-State Fuzz (£235) puts five different flavours

of it in a single pedal, and for reimagined Tone Bender pedals check out
Warm Audio’s Warm Bender (£149) and the Keeley Fuzz Bender (£149).

FIRST PLAY

THORPYFX
HANAMI
GERMANIUM FUZZ

PRICE: £329

ORIGIN: UK

TYPE: Fuzz pedal

FEATURES: True bypass
CONTROLS: Level, Boost,
Treble, Bass, footswitch
CONNECTIONS: Standard input,
standard output

POWER: 9V DC adaptor

(not supplied) 35mA
DIMENSIONS: 65 (w) x 125 (d) x
53mm (h)

ThorpyFX
www.thorpyfx.com

PROS Compact size; solid build
quality; flexible placement
opportunities; practical EQ;

great fuzz sound; low noise
CONS The quality is worth paying
for, but unfortunately it won't be
affordable for all players

T4 Fuzz: Browne Amplification’s
take on a four-transistor fuzz
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WALRUS AUDIO CANVAS REHEARSAL |

Best Practice

Walrus Audio’s new utility pedal is designed to sit at the end
of your pedalboard and deliver silent practice options

Words Trevor Curwen

1. The screen displays the
beats per minute and
time signature for the
metronome by default,
but it can also show the
other two metronome
parameters and items
in the Settings menu

2. Turning the Screen
Control encoder will
modify the value of the
selected parameter.
Pressing down on the
encoder will cycle to the

next modifiable parameter.

A press-and-hold of two
seconds takes you to the
Settings menu

3. The footswitch basically
stops and starts the
metronome, but if you
press and hold for two
seconds you will enter
tap tempo mode

4. While your guitar signal

is always present at these
outputs, you can choose
whether to send the
metronome or Aux signals
(or both) to them

Photography Phil Barker

he latest of Walrus Audio’s rapidly expanding Canvas range of utility
items is the Canvas Rehearsal, which the company is promoting as
an all-in-one rehearsal tool. Its basic remit is that it allows you to plug
in and listen to your instrument through headphones or a connected sound
system, playing along to its built-in metronome and/or any tracks you care
to send into it through a mini-jack stereo input or wirelessly via Bluetooth.
While you can plug a guitar straight in, the natural place for the unitis
at the end of a chain of effects pedals to give you a more inspiring sound,
particularly so if there’s an amp-in-a-box pedalinvolved. Walrus Audio
sees the Canvas Rehearsal as the ideal companion for the guitarist with
a pedalboard who wants to practise or work up new material.
The footswitch stops and starts the metronome, and you can set its tempo

via the rotary encoder by using the Tap button that flashes at the set tempo or

via the footswitch in tap tempo mode. The encoder can also deliver a choice
of four time signatures, a range of divisions for the tap tempo, and turn on
an accent at the beginning of each measure. There’s also control via MIDI.

Getting external music into the unit is as simple as pairing it with your
streaming device via Bluetooth or running a mini-jack stereo cable in for a
physical connection. Three small knobs mix the guitar/metronome/music
blend that you hear in your headphones - just set a mix that works for you
and turn up the large HP knob to set the overall volume, which, incidentally,
we needed to set quite high to get a reasonable vibe going through our
particular’phones.

Playing along to streamed music works a treat and, while a straight dry
click would not necessarily be everyone’s favoured rhythmic practice choice,
it’s a useful facility. And with various options available as to what you send
out of the main outputs, it could be sent to a rehearsal room PA as an aid to
band practice.

Verdict

There are various ways to take care of private practice needs, and Walrus
Audio’s Canvas Rehearsal expands that range of options. As a practical
widget with a specific feature set that will have definite appeal to some
players, it could be a useful adjunct to your pedalboard.

THE RIVALS

While the Canvas Rehearsal has its own unique feature
set that can be an adjunct to your familiar effects
signal chain, there are other tools that can fulfil a
portable practice role, not least a looper with built-in
drum rhythms such as the Boss RC-5 (£175). For a lot
less outlay if you don’t need a metronome or rhythms,
there’s the type of headphone amp that you just plug
into your guitar — the Fender Mustang Micro (£85) is
one such option with onboard amp and effects sounds
that supports Bluetooth audio streaming, and the
Boss Katana:Go (£109) is of a similar ilk.

FIRST PLAY

) 120 FA-
BEH Meter |

HP

GUITAR = CLICK AUX /%

TAP

CANVAS

REHEARSAL

AU

WALRUS AUDIO
CANVAS
REHEARSAL

PRICE: £249

ORIGIN: USA

TYPE: Stereo practice tool
FEATURES: Metronome with tap
tempo, tempo range 40-250bpm,
Bluetooth, MIDI

CONTROLS: HP output, Screen
Control encoder, Guitar volume,
Click volume, Aux volume,

Tap button, footswitch
CONNECTIONS: Standard inputs
(Left/Mono, Right), standard
outputs (Left/Mono, Right),

TRS Stereo 3.5mm Aux input,
TRS Stereo 3.5mm headphone
output, MIDI IN, MIDITHRU, USB
POWER: 9V DC adaptor

(not supplied) 300mA
DIMENSIONS: 70 (w) x 122 (d) x
5/mm (h)

FACE bvba
+32 3844 67 97
www.walrusaudio.com

8/10

PROS Compact size; metronome
tap tempo; wireless and physical

music streaming; headphone and
standard jack output options

CONS A bit pricey for what it
Is; we'd have liked to have more
headphone volume
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Dream gear to beg, borrow and steal for...

Martin OM-28E Standard
with LR Baggs Anthem £4,099

CONTACT Westside Distribution PHONE +44 (0)141212 0087 WEB www.martinguitar.com WORDS Neville Marten PHOTOGRAPHY Phil Barker

artin has recently upgraded its Standard
M Series. Gone is the '‘Reimagined’ moniker

but retained are all of that range’s upgrades,
plus many more that are significant for looks, playability
and tone. "One of the key updates,” says Martin, “is the
use of Sitka spruce Golden Era [GE] top bracing, as
featured on the Modern Deluxe Series. It offers a more
vintage, ‘breathy’ tone with enhanced sustain.”

Along with this comes a GE modified low oval neck
profile, “optimised for vintage appeal with minimal
increase in total mass”™. Other playability enhancements
include a thinner fingerboard with comfort bevelled
edge, and more smoothly contoured belly bridge with
bone (or sometimes ebony) pins. Aesthetic updates
iInclude a long diamond volute, angled bone nut and a
sleeker-looking heel. A big usability hike is that the jack
socket, end-pin and flip-top battery compartment are
mounted on a plate at the base of the body. So no more
scrabbling around trying to fish out that dead battery.

The OM-28's staple ingredients remain, of course,
such as Indian rosewood back and sides, Sitka spruce
top, ‘select hardwood’ neck, an ebony 'board with
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abalone ‘diamonds and squares’ inlays, ebony bridge,
herringbone purfling, rosewood headstock overlay, and
gold transfer decal. Tuners are Waverley-style open gear.

LR Baggs’' renowned Anthem system combines a
studio-quality condenser mic with Baggs' Element
pickup to provide a transparent tone that's good
enough to plug directly into a recording desk or to
supply a brilliantly balanced out-front sound.

While Martin’s 000 and OM models share the same
body shape and size, the OM’s scale length is 645.2mm
(25.4 inches) compared with the O00’s 632.5mm (24.9
inches). That extra half an inch provides a slightly tauter
feel, for a snappier tone with strong lows and mids but
plenty of top to cut through. Fingerstylists love OMs for
their clarity and projection, plus the wide 44.45mm nut.
But they remain great strummers, too.

The thinner, bevelled-edge 'board and lower action,
plus all the other little tweaks that Martin has applied,
leave the smallest ever quality gap between these
iInstruments and Custom Shop models costing way
more. While four grand is no snip, this is everything one
could want in a top-grade electro-acoustic guitar.

1. The OM’s long diamond
headstock transition s
a throwback to when
the headstock was a
separate lump of wood
glued onto the neck via
this pointed V joint. Note
the classy Waverley-
style open-gear tuners

2. This small plate houses
the guitar’'s output jack,
separate end-pin and
simple flip-top battery
compartment

3. The Anthem from
LR Baggs is one of the
most revered acoustic
guitar pickups of all.
On the control plate are
a mix control for the
mic and pickup<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>