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LEGENDS

Legends of Tone: Gibson is a celebration of the contribution that Gibson’s
electric guitars have made to musicians and musical culture for almost a
century. From the time of its earliest inventions in the 1920s, when the
company introduced the world to the truss-rod, the height-adjustable bridge
and the L-5 archtop, all the way through to the high-tech Robot guitars and
automatic tuning models of 2015, Gibson’s innovations have continued to
shape the way the electric guitar has sounded. In the pages of this
bookazine, we’ll chart the evolution of Gibson’s sound, meet iconic Gibson

players and get up close and personal with some of the rarest and most
desirable Gibson guitars. We hope you enjoy the trip.
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GIBSON'S ARGHTOP MODELS
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The post-war era amplified the musical
potential of the electric guitar across
blues, jazz, country and other emerging
genres — and Gibson led the charge,
refining and transforming its archtop line
(o capitalise on the trends and creating
some classic instruments in the process
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Going Electric ... 10 16.... 1951 Gibson ES-5

The F-hole Story ... W8 11 Steve Howe's 1964 Gibson
Higher And Higher ... T8 18 .. Ten Great Archtop Tones
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GOING ELECTRIC

GOING
ELECTRIC

Gibson's constant updating of its market-leading archtop lines saw the
electric guitar evolve at a dizzying rate either side of the war years

WORDS TONY BACON

hen Gibson electrified
some of its f-hole acoustics
in the mid-1930s, Chuck
Berry was not quite 10
years old. Neither Gibson
nor young Chuck could
possibly have guessed

the importance of the new pickups and controls

that were beginning to appear on Gibson guitars.

In 1934, Gibson had increased the size of its four
t-hole archtop acoustics, the L-5, L-7, L-10, and L-12,
expanding the existing 16-inch body to its 17-inch
Advanced body. Gibson figured a further inch was
justified for a new 18-inch deluxe archtop - the
luxurious Super 400, the biggest and flashiest archtop
around. Five years later, Gibson introduced Premiere
versions of the L-5 and the Super 400 with a new
rounded body cutaway. “Quickly and easily, without
the slightest extra etfort, you can reach all 20 frets
in this new body design,” ran the catalogue blurb.

“It gives you more notes, more chords, greater variety,
and much greater playing comfort.”

The move to electrics for Gibson came first in 1935
with an odd cast-metal Hawaiian model. But the
following year saw the ES-150, Gibson’s first proper
hollowbody electric. ‘ES’ stood for Electric Spanish,
where ‘Spanish’ means a guitar played in regular
style, as opposed to a ‘Hawaiian’ played on the lap.
Gibson added the budget ES-100 and high-end
ES-300 electrics to the line just before America’s
entry into the war in 1942. Once Gibson got going
again post-war, there was a new demand for electrics.
Guitarists realised that a pickup or two and an amp

|

meant they could compete in the fresh musical
settings that were opening up in blues, jazz, country,
and other popular styles.

Gibson pushed forward with new models aimed at
players prepared to commit to instruments designed
and built as electrics. Gibson pioneered electric
guitars with cutaways, building on its earlier acoustic
development. The ES-350 of 1947 was the first of the
new-style cutaway electrics, and in its wake in 1949
came the ES-175. The small-body pointed-cutaway 175
added a distinctive tone colour to the electric line, its
pressed, laminated body contributing to a bright and
cutting sound. Gibson replaced the earlier rounded
cutaway with the new pointed style on various other
models, too, starting around 1960. But it seems they
grew tired of the extra work (and costs) involved with
the new design, and by the end of the 60s, the firm
had reverted to the original rounded style.

The ES-5, also launched in 1949, was one of the
first electric guitars with three pickups. Gibson’s 1950
catalogue described the new model in glowing terms:
“The supreme electronic version of the famed Gibson
L.-5, the ES-5 Electric Spanish Guitar combines the
acclaimed features of the L-5 with the finest method
of electronic guitar amplification. Three separately
controlled, adjustable, magnetic pickups reproduce
the tull, rich tones and harmonics to make the ES-5
truly the instrument of a thousand voices.”

In fact, the ES-5 was more like a three-pickup
ES-350, and soon it became obvious that a three-
pickup guitar without pickup switching didn’t really
cut it. In ’56, Gibson redesigned the electronics and
issued the new ES-5 Switchmaster, claiming “an
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increased range of performance, the latest electronic
advances, and exciting playability.” They added three
individual tone knobs to the three volume controls,
as well as a four-way pickup selector switch (which
explains the Switchmaster name) near the cutaway.
At a time when Fender had just launched its stylish
three-pickup Stratocaster, and Epiphone was offering
models with a six-button “color tone” switching
system, Gibson must have felt the Switchmaster was
a potential market leader. But it never caught on. And
anyway, in 1951, Gibson had produced proper electric
versions of both the L-5 and the Super 400.

This was where Gibson got properly engaged
with the electric guitar, launching these two new
models based on its most prestigious archtops, which
in electric guise became the L-5CES (the initials
standing for Cutaway, Electric, Spanish) and the
Super 400CES. Gibson added two P-90 pickups and
strengthened the body’s internal bracing so the guitar
was less prone to feedback. They were the company’s
first electrics to use a volume and tone for each
pickup, a scheme adopted quickly for most electrics.
By 1953, Gibson’s electric line included nine electric
hollowbody models: in descending price order,
they were: the Super 400CES, L-5CES, ES-5, ES-350,
ES-295, ES-175, ES-150, ES-140, and ES-125.

The company’s standard pickup for archtops had
been the single-coil P-90 (or sometimes the Alnico),

1934 - 1939
17-inch Advanced body
introduced on -5, L7, L-10 and
l-12 models, upgrading from

16-inch bodies

- 1936

bibson's first hollowbody
. electric, the ES-150,
 islaunched

The market-leading,

. 18-inch-bodied Super 400 and
-5 Premiere are [aunched,

- withrounded cutaway

12

but 1957 saw the introduction
of the Gibson humbucker.
Soon, the new pickup was
turning up on many of its
electric hollowbody models.
Until 1962, the company’s
humbuckers had small “Patent
Applied For” labels fixed to the
base, and these PAF versions
are now considered by a lot of
players and collectors to be the
best tone machines that Gibson
ever produced.

Another significant change to the electric
hollowbody line came with the new Byrdland,
ES-225T, and ES-350T in 1955 and ’56. They had a
new slimmer body style Gibson called “Thin”, aimed
to be more comfortable than the existing deep-body
cutaway electrics. They combined the leanness of the
new solidbody electrics with dependable hollowbody
tradition. The Byrdland and 350T had slimmer necks,
too, and that idea began to spread to a few other
models, including Gibson’s solidbody Les Paul
Standard. The thin-body fast-neck combo made sense
to Chuck Berry, fast becoming the most influential
rock 'n’ roll guitarist of the 50s, who chose a brand
new natural-finish thinline ES-350T. Now, at last,
he could play his guitar just like a-ringing a bell.

|"ll'..-
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TonyBaconis the author

of Histary Of The American
Guitar, available now at
www.halleonardbooks.com

1949
. ES-175 model with poinfed
. cutaway launched

. 1949

. Three-pickup ES-5launched
. and hailed as ‘the instrument
:ofathousand voices
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1951 - 1952 - 1955 - 1956

-5 CES launched - the ES-235 launched, later used Gibson's thinline body ES-0 Switchmaster launched,
CES suffix standing for . by ScottyMooreonElvis's i shapeintroduced . withthree individual tone
‘Cutaway Electric Spanish”  : legendary Sun Sessions - andvolume controlsand a
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. four-way selector switch

[ E R R NENERENREEREREREHMRIEHMNIENHEJ;NJ:]




THE F-HOLE STORY
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ibson’s L-5, so-called because it
was the company’s fifth archtop
design, was created in 1922 as
part of a ‘family’ of instruments
designed by Gibson employee,
Lloyd Loar. As a result of his
pioneering interest in sound
engineering, the instruments he created (including
the F-5 mandolin, mandola, mandocello and others)
incorporated many innovations.

Among them was the use of violin-like f-holes
instead of flat-top style round soundholes; part of
Lloyd’s design ethos was that each component part
of an instrument affects the tuning of another part;
and once the instrument had been assembled and the
top, back, tone bars and air chamber were working
sympathetically, the f-holes were adjusted in size to
perfect the instrument’s final ‘tuning’.

F-holes also affect the character of an instrument’s
resonance, summarised here by luthier Fernando
Alonso Jaén in an article on acousticfingerstyle.com:
“Jazz guitars were designed to be heard in loud
environments, with trumpets and saxes, when
electric guitars didn’t exist or were not atfordable. It
was desirable that the energy in the strings dissipated
fast, in order to get the loudest volume. F-hole archtop
guitars usually have a very poor sustain in exchange
for increased volume. In the 1930s, Gibson mentioned
the ‘cutting power’ of its L5; this expresses very
precisely the consequences of the new design.”

The L-5 was the first Gibson archtop to receive the
f-hole treatment; it also had a 14th-fret neck join, a
truss-rod and a Virzi Tone-Producer (a second
soundboard), and was a true design innovation,
especially when you consider almost a century later,
f-holes still adorn the bodies of Gibson’s archtops.
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One invention quickly led to another in the electric
guitars early development

he post-war development of
pickups for acoustic archtops -
from attachable floating pickup
‘euitar microphone’ devices (as
they were advertised) made by
DeArmond and Gibson’s own
‘finger rest’ pickup developed

by Ted McCarty - led to fully incorporated, fitted
pickups on true electric models such as Gibson’s
ES-3501in 1947 and 1949’s ES-5 and ES-175. So, with
the guitar now electrified and also, thanks to Charlie
Christian and others who had redefined the guitar as
a solo instrument, another design innovation became
a standard feature - the body cutaway.

The upper fingerboard (what we now know as the
‘dusty end’) wasn’t an option for early guitarists.

Not only was it difficult to get to; lack of amplification
meant even if players were determined enough

to attempt it, even their best cramped and
uncomfortable efforts at high-register soloing would
go unheard. Premiere variants of Gibson’s Super 400
and L-5 featured a shallow rounded lower bout
cutaway in 1939, but with electromagnetic pickups in
full etfect, the musical possibilities of this virgin
territory were ripe for exploration.

Gibson’s first cutaway electric, the ES-350,
featured a pointed, horn-like ‘Florentine’ cutaway
design, rather than the alternative, the more rounded
and smoother ‘Venetian’ style: neither name had any
relevance to the crattsmen of Florence or Venice -
they were likely just marketing terms that sounded
good. But the extended fretboard access they offered
made the jazz players that bought them sound good,
too, and the popularity of these early electric models
meant the cutaway became a mandatory element of
almost all electric guitar designs from then on.

I



1951 GIBSON ES-0

The ES-5 archtop is a prime
example of a more civilised
wedapon from a jazzier age, but its
three-pickup configuration made it
an innovative creation for the time

hile the upstarts at Fender

took a gamble on their

futuristic new solidbody
guitars, the Broadcaster and Esquire,
Gibson’s early 50s designs still evoked
the golden age of jazz. Grand, glitzy
and beautiful, the ES-5 is a perfect
example of that design philosophy,
with its 17-inch wide body and
upmarket five-ply binding round the
pointed-end rosewood ’board.

This example, shot while residing
at Vintage & Rare Guitars in Bath, has
a trio of P-90 pickups, each with its
own volume control, while a single
master tone knob is mounted on the
cutaway bout. This unwieldy control
layout was updated in the mid-50s
to ‘Switchmaster’ spec, with the
addition of dedicated tone controls for
each pickup and a four-way switch.
Plugged in, its old-school tone is
glorious, with all that air inside
adding a full but controllable bloom to
each note. For such a grand-looking
design, it’s also surprisingly
comfortable to sit and noodle with -
the narrow-ish neck has a slender
C-shape profile, and although the tiny
frets don’t encourage big bends, those
Scotty Moore licks pop out like a
charm. As hollowbodies from an
earlier, grander era go, the ES-5 really
is a beauty.
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STEVEHOWE'S 1964 GIBSON ES-1750

Steve Howe's

1964 GIBSON ES-175D

Prog-rock legend Steve Howe
explains his long-standing love
for his number-one guitar, his
old faithful 1968 ES-175D

his is my Number One. When
I was 17 years old, I said to my
mum and dad, I need a really

[ T‘ good guitar now. And they said, Well,

| FE what’s this guitar you want, the

- 'r ES-1752 So we went to Selmer’s, the

I main Gibson dealer, and they didn’t

i J& have one in stock — but they said they
T could order one and it would take

- H about a month.

i “When it arrived, I remember

1}? plugging it into my Fender Tremolux

and thinking, It sounds exactly like
Kenny Burrell! I’d sit and listen to

records just looking at it — almost

meditating on it — and I played it as
much as I could.

“I first played this guitar in groups
like the Syndicats, and Tomorrow.
But when I did The Yes Album in 1971
it really came to the fore. Tony Kaye
| keyboardist] let me rule the roost
when it came to solos. The guitar
worked great alongside sounds like
the Hammond organ and electric
piano and I was amazed by the tonal
colours it gave me.

“I fitted a tancy inlaid bridge years
ago, and these knobs are from a
late-50s guitar. I also got a [Kluson|
machine head and whittled the tuning
button down and fitted it as the
pickup-selector toggle.

“It’s had one re-fret, a couple of
years ago, by Tim Stark at Manson
Guitars. It’s amazing that I let
anybody do it, but it had a couple of
buzzes in predictable places that I was
tired of working around... But Tim did
a brilliant job.”

7




TEN GREAT
ARCHTOP

WES MONTGOMERY

D-NATURAL BLUES
THE INCREDIBLE JAZZ GUITAR OF WES MONTGOMERY, 1960

GIBSON L-aGES

THE INCREIBLE JAZZ GIITAR OF AR LIS AN melody line with
SRR 2 tone as smooth as melted
chocolate - Montgomery
brushes the strings of his
deep-bodied Gibson L-5CES
archtop just behind the
guitar’s single forward
humbucker with the fleshy
part of his thumb here, to create a timeless guitar
sound. Later in the solo, Montgomery uses the callus
on his thumb to add grit to his tone. “He would get
one sound from the soft parts and another by using
the corn,” mused George Benson. “That’s why no one
will ever match Wes.”

© Bettmann/Getty Images
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“Maybellene ”

CHUCK BERRY
MAYBELLENE
1955, SINGLE

2

1953 GIBSON ES-350

THE POWERFUL P-90s on
Chuck’s Gibson ES-350 make
the opening licks sound like
they were recorded in a toilet.
It’s pure rock 'n’ roll filth tone
in 1955; setting a scintillating
blueprint for the many, many
players that would follow in
Chuck’s trailblazing, duck-
walking footsteps.



Broadeasts with :
the old Bengy Goodman Sexiet

CHARLIE CHRISTIAN |
BENNY GOODMAN SEXTET
FLYING HOME

1939, THE ORIGINAL GUITAR
HERO COMPILATION

1939 GIBSON ES-1a0

THE FIRST-EVER star of the
electric guitar played a Gibson
ES-150 that would come to
define jazz tone as his playing
would ultimately come to
define jazz guitar: neck pickup,
warm and clean. Coming as a
package with an EH85
amplifier, the pair cost $150 -
the fee Benny Goodman paid
Christian to play in his sextet,
per week, in 1939.

where the light Is

john mayer live in

05 angeies

JOHN MAYER

I'M GONNA FIND

ANOTHER YOU (LIVE)
WHERE THE Li1GHT Is CD/
DVD, 2007

1977 GIBSON L-5

ALWAYS THE purveyor of
impeccable tone, Mayer’s is the
kind players lust after here; he
shares three solos with his
bandmates, but his blonde L-5
channels intimate, raw talent
through the neck pickup...
There’s the small matter of his
signature Two-Rock head and
ultra-exclusive Dumble
Steel-String Singer in the mix.

TEN GREAT ARCHTOP TONES

® GREATEST JUKEBOX HITS #

SCOTTY MOORE |
ELVIS PRESLEY
HOUND DOG
GREATEST JUKEBOX

HITS, 1956

1954 GIBSON L-a GES

ScorTY’S P-90-EQUIPPED
Gibson L-5 and Ray Butts amp
growl into life as the first solo

starts down on the low notes of

the fingerboard. The bridge
pickup is almost distorting,
just on the verge of breaking
up, and when the lick climbs
and hits the top strings, anyone
with a spine can feel it tingle.
Completely timeless, and the
stuff legends are made of.

JOE PASS |
ELLA FITZGERALD

STORMY WEATHER
DUETS IN HANNOVER, 1975

1960 GIBSON ES-173

A BLISSFUL duet between
bona fide jazz legends. Joe’s
Epiphone Emperor 11
signature was only released
just before his death in 1994, so
here, he’s playing his long-
favoured ES-175 with PAFs (a
gift from a fan in 1963). An
advanced fingerstyle player,
Joe clipped his nails short to
enable just his tips to make
contact with the string.

13

TED NUGENT
CAT SCRATCH FEVER

CAT SCRATCH
FEVER, 1977

GIBSON BYRDLAND

THE MoTOR City Madman
has spent decades proving that
archtops aren’t just for jazzers
by somehow taming the
feedback for his hard-rocking
excursions. One of his
omnipresent Byrdlands is
singing a mean riff here, but it
isn’t through a Marshall. It’s
rumoured that Ted Nugent
used a Fender ‘Brown’ Deluxe
combo with Electro-Voice SRO
speakers here.

I
WTHERH 0N
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ROBBEN FORD |
JIMMY WITHERSPOON

NOTHING'S CHANGED
SPOONFUL, 1975

GIBSON SUPER 400 GES

WAY BACK when he was
sideman to Jimmy
Witherspoon, and before his
Dumble days, a young Ford
still had great tone to match
his cultured rhythm and lead
playing. He was blazing with a
Super 400 through a Fender
Twin here, adding bite to the
sweetness for one of his most
expressive solos ever in this
slow blues.

MARK KNOPFLER |
DIRE STRAITS

FADE TO BLACK
ON EVERY STREET, 1991

1993 GIBSON SUPER 400 GES

A RARE guitar with a value

to match, the Alnico pickup-
loaded guitar’s studio outing
came with a pick through a
Fender Vibrolux for a short
break in On Every Street’s title
track, but was used more
exclusively on the band’s
understated live take on the
jazzy blues of Fade To Black

— just one of the classic guitar
tones Knopfler conjured up for
this era-defining record.

Li/ ! A\Mﬁg

] ﬂ ERIC CLAPTON

REPTILE, 2001

REPTILE
1955 GIBSON L-5

GoD HAS spoken with an SG, a
335, a Les Paul and a Strat, but
on this album, he used an L-5
because he wanted it to
“personify” Reptile, opening
with the unexpectedly
samba-jam feel of the album’s
title track. The jazzy tone was
inspired by a woolly sound BB
King would have often
employed, and the L-5 was
played through a 1958 Tweed
Fender Twin amp.
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Les and McCarty's ingenuity and design savvy resulted in a versatile,
attractive players’ instrument that provided a benchmark for the
tone of electric guitar for decades to become. What's more, its rarest
examples have taken their place among the most valuable instruments
that money can buy. What are the secrets behind the enduring appeal

of Gibson’s flagship?

The,Binth Of The ‘Burst'sz«£¢ 32... 'Burst In Arms
Captain’s Log ... 26 34 Keef ‘Burst
Total Control ... 28 38 . Bernie's ‘Burst
A Tale Of Two Humbuckers ... 30 82 . From First To ‘Burst
Time Pieces ... 31 44 . Ten Great Les Paul Tones
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THEBIRTH OF THE ‘BURST

THE BIRTH OF
THE " BURST

Nowadays, talk of 1959 Les Paul Standards usually ensures there’s not
a dry eye in the house. But it wasn't always thus — here we consider
the legend that so nearly never was, and how Gibson's accidental hero

managed to infiltrate the dreams of players and collectors alike

WORDS TONY BAGON

very guitarist and guitar-maker
has the same general idea: to find
a combination of features that will
make it play and sound the best at
a decent price. Simple? In theory,
sure, but it’s the hardest thing in
the world to get right. It was this
same, timeless problem that faced Gibson towards the
end of the 1950s, as the team wondered what they
could do to the Les Paul model to make it more
popular: at that time, Les Pauls weren’t exactly flying
off the shelves.

So what to do? Simple: change the finish. Gibson
merely dropped the unusual look of the Goldtop Les

Paul during 1958 and changed it to a traditional
Sunburst top: that was it, nothing more. It was such
an apparently insignificant change that when, years
later, we asked Ted McCarty, Gibson’s boss at the
time, what he recalled of the new look, he didn’t know
what we were talking about.

“I don’t remember changing from the gold to the
Sunburst,” he said, but thought it may have been the
other way around. “Some of our competitors did not
know that the body was two pieces, maple and
mahogany, because of the gold finish,” said Ted. “So to
go to Sunburst would have displayed that. And as far
as I remember we never did that.” Whatever
McCarty’s memory, history has the answer: the ’"Burst
was born.

23

HERE COMES LES

Gibson had been making hollowbody electrics since
the 1930s with varying success, but in the early 1950s
they noticed that an upstart West Coast company,
Fender, was making a noise with its odd solidbody
electric Telecaster. Like every good business should,
Gibson reacted to the competition, attaching the
name of the most famous American guitarist of the
day to its own new solidbody guitar. The Les Paul
Model went on sale in summer 1952, complete with
Goldtop finish and two P-90 single-coil pickups.

As well as being a great guitarist, Les was also a
tinkerer. He took guitars to bits; he took recording
machines to bits; he took amps to bits — all to make
them work just that little bit better. He had an idea
that an electric guitar with a solid section in the body
would have better sustain and a clearer sound, and
would not feed back like his Gibson ES-300 when he
turned his amp up too loud. Fiddling away on odd
weekends out at the Epiphone factory in New York,
Les came up with his ‘log’, a guitar he’d patched
together with a four-by-four solid block of pine
between the sawn halves of a dismembered Epi body.
He says he took it to Gibson and tried to persuade the
company to market it, but, unsurprisingly, it declined.
A little later, he hacked a second and third Epiphone,
his semi-solid ‘clunkers’, which he and wife Mary
Ford played regularly on stage and in the studio, until
Gibson’s Les Paul appeared.



TIMELINE

THELES PAUL

The new Gibson Les Paul Goldtop, like most new
guitars, was improved along the way. A mistake in the
neck pitch was fixed and the original ‘trapeze’ bridge/
tailpiece unit was replaced with a new bar-shaped
device in 1953. Gibson added further Les Paul models
to the line with the black Custom and simpler Junior
in’54. The Custom was the first Gibson with the new
tune-o-matic bridge, used in conjunction with a
separate bar-shaped tailpiece. Patented by McCarty, it
otfered for the first time to Gibson players the ability
to individually adjust the length of each string,
improving tuning accuracy. From 1955, it became a
feature of the Goldtop, too.

TOP PRIORITY?

The Les Paul TV (a Junior with a beige finish) and
Special (essentially a two-pickup Junior) came along
in 1955. Then Gibson introduced a new type of pickup
- the humbucker - designed to cut down the hum and
electrical interference that plagued single-coil
pickups, Gibson’s ubiquitous P-90 included. Gibson

1952 1954 1957
The 1952 Les Paul had a . Bytheyear1954, the
frapeze tailpiece, P-30 . tune-o-matic bridge and stop

pickups and the Goldtop finish tailpiece had arrived

1957 was a watershed year for The first Sunburst appearedin
. rock:enter the Gibson PAF
humbucking pickup
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LES PAUL STANDARD
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began to use its new PAF humbuckers in the early
months of 1957 and replaced the P-90s on the Les Paul
Goldtop and Custom that year.

Sales of the Goldtop model in particular began to
decline and the top bods at Gibson made that
all-important decision to switch from gold to
Sunburst. The first two Sunburst Les Pauls - known
today as Standard models — were shipped from the
factory on 28 May 1958, logged in Gibson’s records
simply as ‘LP Spec finish’.

Gibson had not used this type of Sunburst before;
its guitars were more commonly the brown-to-yellow
affair, as on the Les Paul Junior. But with the new
Cherry Sunburst for the Standard (which sometimes
faded to a lovely ‘washed-out’ top), the maple body
cap was now clearly visible through the finish, where
it had previously been hidden, just as McCarty
intended. Now that the Standard showed off its maple
through the virtually transparent Sunburst finish,
Gibson’s woodworkers were a little more careful with
its appearance.

- 1958/9 1961
. Gibson discontinues

1958, followed by the hallowed : production of the Les Paul
vear for flamed maple; 1959 Standard and significantly
: : redesigns the model



THE BIRTH OF THE "BURST

They regularly made the backs of archtop
hollowbody guitars from carved bookmatched maple,
often with spectacularly beautitul timber. Some of the
Les Paul Standards made between 1958 and 1960 also
displayed astonishingly patterned maple. The most
attractive figured maple can look as if there are parallel
rows of three-dimensional ‘hills and valleys’ in the
wood. In extreme cases, it’s dramatic, and on a Les
Paul Standard of 1958-60 it can add a lot to the value.

The new Sunburst Les Paul Standards continued to
come off the line at Gibson. No one there ever
advertised or promoted the quality of the maple used
for these tops. In fact, no priority at all was given to
the Standards - remember that Les Pauls had not been
selling well. The new-look Standards were almost an
afterthought. If a good-looking one happened to come
along now and again, well, that was a bonus.

Gibson’s hunch about a different look paid off
briefly. Sales of the Goldtop had tumbled between
1956 and 1958, the year of the new Standard. After the
revised model appeared, sales climbed but then
dipped again in 1960. Gibson decided that the change
of finish had not been enough and the only way to
attract new players was to completely redesign the
entire Les Paul line. The result would be the new and,
to put it politely, quite different SG.

A WONDERFUL NOISE

We know that Sunburst Standards have since become
the most highly prized solidbody electric guitars ever.
Those with especially outrageous figure visible
through the top’s finish are rated most highly.

1964 1966

Keith Richards playsaLes Paul : EricClapton plays aLes Paul
Standard at the height of . Standard on the
Stones mania

1966

. Mike Bloomfield plays 1954
. Goldtop on East-Westhy Paul
Bluesbreakers’ ‘Beano’ album Butterfield Blues Band

28

Gibson’s November 1959 price
list offered the Sunburst Les
Paul at $280. Translated to
today’s buying power that’s the
equivalent of about £1,000, but
now they’re selling for tens,
even hundreds of thousands: as
a guitar player, you’d have to
say that’s a pretty disgusting
fate for such a great guitar! No
ordinary musicians today can
afford the originals, they are
doomed to be unplayed
‘turniture guitars’, pieces of fancy timber admired
from afar. Those fortunate to have played original Les
Paul Standards rather than consign them to bank
vaults as part of an investment portfolio have noted a
number of minor changes over the three production
years: smaller frets in 1958, bigger during 1959-60; a
chunky, round-backed neck over the 1958-59 period
compared to a slimmer, flatter profile in 1960. Gibson
examined the old guitars closely too, and since the
early 1980s, has offered increasingly accurate
reproductions. Ultimately, of course, they’re not ’59s.

The Sunburst Standard turned into one of Gibson’s
sleeping giants. Almost ignored at the time, the
instrument has become an ultra-collectable icon, both
for its rarity — fewer than 1,700 were made between
1958 and 1960 — and its history-changing tones in the
hands of Clapton, Green, Bloomfield et al. A modern
classic that makes a wonderful noise: with or without
a killer top.

SUNBURST

GIBSON LES PAUL STAMDARD

Tony Baconis the author
of Sunburst, published

by Backbeat Books
www.backbeatbooks.com

. 1969

Jimmy Page buys his ‘Number
. One'1959 Les Paul Standard

. from Joe Walsh

. 1969

Peter Greenplays 1953 Les

. Paul Standard on Fleetwood
Mac hits such as Black Magic
. Womanand Albatross



THE LES PAUL

ry to imagine, if you can, going to
see the world’s most respected

CAPTAIN’S e

years ago. You hand them a crude
piece of plastic with an aerial
sticking out of the top and say,
Hey, I've designed this thing
called a mobile telephone, and everyone is going to
come to rely on one before you know it. After they
stop laughing under their breath, they thank you for

your interest in their company and send you on your
way. So it was for Les Paul and the solidbody guitar in

lake a piece of 4x4, attach the mid-1940s.
sides, strings, a bridge and a ROING ELECTRIC
pickup. Thlé’ Z'S thﬁ’ f uture Of Gibson wasn’t averse to the electric guitar per se — the

s ; > company introduced its first electric way back in 1935
r OCk I T'Oll — AIyone unter E"St(?d. with the metal-bodied E-150 Hawaiian guitar — but
the solidbody was a totally different matter. In
Gibson’s view, guitar making was high craftsmanship
where traditional principles reigned supreme. As it
happened, Gibson employee Walt Fuller designed the
pickup that began it all, after being told to emulate
Rickenbacker’s horseshoe design of 1932. The E-150
had a small, cast aluminium body and Gibson later

WORDS MICKTAYLOR
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CAPTAIN'S LOG

applied for a patent that, at its
essence, negated the guitar’s
body, relying solely on the
electric pickup for sound.

“Walt was the one they chose
to be in charge of the electric
guitar,” Les told us in 2009. “He
went over to the library and I
went with him. He had always
worked with wood and he didn’t
know anything about
electronics, so that whole thing
had to start from scratch: from the beginning. That
was back in the early 30s.”

Fitting Fuller’s new pickup to a regular archtop,
the 1936 ES-150 was born, the first commercially
significant non-Hawaiian-style electric guitar. Given
both the EH and ES models’ success, quite how it took
another decade-and-a-half for the electric solidbody
to emerge is anyone’s guess — not least Les, whose
early experiments had convinced him a solid body
was the way forward.

By 1939, the electric guitar was gaining popularity.
Les was a noted player himself who, by that time, had
met the electric instrument’s leading exponent,

Given both the EH and ES
models’ success, quite how

it took another decade-and-a-
half for the electric solidbody
o emerge is anyone’s guess

2]

Charlie Christian - guitarist
with the Benny Goodman band
— at a Gibson clinic, surely firing
his belief in the electric guitar’s
future. As his career progressed
and he had greater access to
materials and equipment Les’s
experiments were many and
varied. The most notorious and
well documented was the
Heath-Robinson-style
contraption known
affectionately as The Log, taken to Gibson as early as
1946, but rejected. It was a 4x4-inch piece of pine
with the sides of an Epiphone archtop bolted on. To
Les, the premise was simple, as he explained to us.

“I thought, I've got to go to something not heavy,
but that’s very dense, very sturdy, that’s going to
sustain the sound, and it’s gotta be something you
love when you hold it, and immediately thought of
something like a woman! Instead of an ironing board
or a stick of wood with string on it, it would say
something cosmetically as well as musically.”

THE PLANK TAKES OFF

Les’s latter-day memories were no doubt coloured by
history and most likely extrapolated by legend, not
least the differing account of who was actually
responsible for the eventual Gibson Les Paul
solidbody design. One account says it was all Les, the
other suggests a stronger guiding hand from Gibson
— notably 1950-1966 president Ted McCarty.

“I may have gone through at least 11 presidents and
10 years of trying to convince Gibson they should
make this solidbody electric guitar,” Les told us. “For
10 years, when I wasn’t around, they would talk about
the character with the broomstick with pickups on
it... They made fun of it and didn’t take it seriously. It
wasn’t until 1950 or ’51, until I talked to Maurice
Berlin and he was chairman of the board and he ran
the whole Chicago Musical Instrument company,
which included Gibson. He gave me full reign to do
what I wished to do, and then came in the different
presidents of Gibson and there were a lot of them.
Some of them were not as good as others, some of
them were just great.”

Whatever the minutiae, the cold fact is that
Gibson’s reluctance to accept the solidbody electric
guitar as a serious musical instrument let a certain
Clarence Leo Fender in the door with his rudimentary
Broadcaster in 1950. Gibson initially mocked it as the
plank, but soon took notice as its popularity took hold.
It was time to call that character with the broomstick.
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TOTAL CONTROL

TOTAL
CONTROL

Gibson's dual-pickup, four-control layout offers a surprising variety
of contrasting tones. If you haven't experimented with yours
much as yet, now is the time

WORDS NEVILLE MARTEN

ibson’s classic control layout, first
introduced on the L-5CES and
Super 400CES and standard on
models such as the Les Paul,
ES-335, ES-175, SG and others,
presides over two pickups, usually
humbuckers, with individual tone
and volume controls for each and a three-way
selector. In the middle position, both pickups are
selected; a setting which enables you to balance their
output with the individual volume controls and,
together with creative manipulation of the tone
controls for each pickup, there are all kinds of tones
right there at your fingertips.

For an idea of the variety available from the
standard Gibson layout, try the following settings for
an approximation of the classic tones of Eric Clapton.

For Clapton’s classic 60s Bluesbreakers tone on
songs such as Double Crossing Time and Hideaway,
set a crunchy but not excessively overdriven tone
either on your amp or by using a drive pedal,
select the bridge pickup and reduce the 7
bridgetone control to just over halfway. .
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On the same pickup selection, roll the volume
control down to around a quarter and the tone control
on full, for a Ramblin’ On My Mind-type of tone.

For the biting yet warm tone on Crossroads from
Clapton’s Cream era, select the middle position to
combine both pickups, set the neck volume at around
seven and the bridge on full, and roll otf some of the
tone on both pickups.

Finally, for Clapton’s Cream-era ‘woman’ tone,
select either pickup, take the tone control to both
pickups down to zero and leave the volume on full...
One player, one guitar, a huge range of tones!




ATALE OF TWO HUMBUCKERS

A Tale Of Two

HUMBUCKERS

A key ingredient in the tonal recipe that defines the Les Paul
sound is the PAF humbucker. The pickup was designed by Seth

Lover in 1955; but he wasn’t the only one with the same idea...

ou’ll often hear vintage-model Les Paul
humbuckers referred to as ‘PAFs’. This is
an acronym for ‘Patent Applied For’, and
it refers to the pickups designed by
Gibson electronics expert Seth Lover in
1955 but not awarded an official Patent until 1959,
which were first fitted to Les Paul Goldtop and
Custom models in 1957.

Gibson’s rival, Gretsch, had also developed a
similar invention, which it had christened the
Filter’Tron. The unit had also appeared on the
company’s models in 1957. Its inventor, Ray Butts, had
developed his unit separately and in parallel to Lover;
but because Butts applied for his patent later than his
opposite number at Gibson had done, he received it
later, too.

PAF

The PAF consists of two coils of opposite polarity situated
side-by-side. This reverse-phase arrangement cancels
audible hum while preserving the AC signal, and the wider
magnetic field of these pickups creates a characteristically
fatter, warmer tonality than that of a single-coil pickup.
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FILTER'TRON

Ray Butts’ Filter'Tron has narrower coils than its Gibson
equivalent, and is consequently less powerful. However,
because there’'s more emphasis on higher frequencies, this
leads to the twangier character we associate with classic
Gretsch tone.



TIME PIECES

TIME PIEGES

Here's our pick

of five retro-fit,
PAI-style "buckers

that could help

you capture the
spirit of 59...

GIBSON BURSTBUCKER 1

FROM APPROX £75

WILKINSON WVCGNCR (NECK)

& WVGBCR (BRIDGE)

FROM £57.99 EACH

Trevor Wilkinson says he was
given insights into the original
PAF design by the creator of the
humbucking pickup, Seth Lover
himself. Accordingly, Mr
Wilkinson reckons his take on
classic, covered ’buckers are as
authentic as it comes.

JHS 01132 865381
www.jhs.co.uk

SEYMOUR DUNCAN SH-1'39

FROM £85.95 EACH

DIMARLZIO PAF 36TH ANNIVERSARY

FROM £65 EACH

DiMarzio’s PAF 36th Anniversary
is a modern version of the classic
recipe.“We re-engineered the PAF
using our patented technology and
Larry DiMarzio’s own 1959 Cherry
Sunburst Gibson Les Paul as the
reference,” it claims.

DiMarzio UK 0330 330246
www.dimarzio.com

LOLLAR IMPERIAL

FROM £230 A SET OR £115 EACH

Jason Lollar’s Imperial “captures
the airy top end, tight lows,
balanced midrange, and complex
overtones of the best original
PAFs”, says Lollar. There are

low- and high-wind versions, plus
balanced neck/bridge sets.
Charlie Chandler’s Guitar
Experience 0208 973 1441
www.lollarguitars.com

A popular PAF-style replacement
used by numerous manufacturers,
the ’59, along with the SH-4 JB,
put Seymour Duncan on the map.
For an un-potted, more vintage
version, try the SH-55 Seth Lover
(from £124.95).

Rosetti 01376 550033
www.seymourduncan.com

Available in 1, 2 and 3 formats, in
rising outputs, as well as Pro
(Alnico V), Gibson’s Burstbucker
has unbalanced coil windings for
more original vintage ‘edge’.

The Burstbucker 1 “is slightly
underwound, with medium
‘vintage’ output, and works well in
both bridge and neck positions”.
Gibson 0800 444 27661
www.gibson.com
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‘BURST IN ARMS

"BURST

IN ARMS

Dire Strait’s Brothers In Arms features one of the most beloved
Les Paul tones of all time, played by Mark Knopfler on a 1970s
model. Here's the beloved 1955 "Burst he eventually upgraded to...

WORDS JAMIE DICKSON/MICHAEL LEONARD PHOTOS JOBY SESSIONS

ive Aid, 1985. Sting and ropey
keyboards be damned, when
Knopfler fingerpicks that riff on
Money For Nothing, it’s timeless.
Incidentally, for the record itself,
Mark used a 1970s model that he
acquired from luthier Rudy Pensa.
However, Knopfler’s preference for plainer "Burst tops
led him to purchase a’58 original - complete with the
stock PAFs, no less — and it was employed as his main
guitar on the 1996 tour for his debut solo album,
Golden Heart, and he’s returned to it ever since.

A devotee of the Les Paul since, like many others,
he fell under the spell of a certain Slowhand when the
‘Beano’ album was released and never forgot it.

“My ’58 is just a ridiculous-sounding thing,” Mark
told Guitarist. “I really wish I'd known about them
before, but nobody told me. The thing is, I just
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couldn’t afford one.” He can now, of course, and Mark
currently owns two golden-era Les Paul Standards,
including the ’58 pictured above. “I’ve got a beautiful
’59 that I also like and I play that’58 a lot. I’ve also got
a’59 Reissue that’s a really great guitar — so they can
get pretty close. But I don’t know what it is about

Les Pauls from that era but, on stage, I’ve never had
to touch a single tuner on the ’58. Ever. It’s had plenty
of time to settle.”

Glenn Saggers, Mark’s guitar tech, adds: “This Les
Paul has a lot of output; the neck pickup has a lot of
output as well. More so than any other Les Paul I've
had to deal with. But this one is a bit of a beast.” The
1958 has been refretted with 1959-spec larger frets.
“The bigger frets didn’t come in until 1959, so I had a
lovely set of big frets [put on],” Knopfler told The
Guitar Show website. “I like big frets, I like jumbo
frets. I don’t like little hard, ‘mean’ frets.”
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THE LES PAUL

36

eith Richards may not be
renowned for the liquid blues
improvisations that so many Les
Paul players can boast, but he was
— unquestionably - the first Brit
rock star to embrace the then-
discontinued Gibson solidbody.
Richards-plus-’"Burst was first seen on the second
Stones USA tour in 1964, and more Les Pauls were
added to Richards’ arsenal during the decade only to
be replaced with Telecasters during the 1970s.

Dave Brewis of Rock Stars Guitars, which
specialises in the sale of artist-owned instruments,
believes the pictured Les Paul (serial no 93182) to be
very definitely Keith’s original. In the early 2000s,
vintage restorer Clive Brown had called Brewis when
he had the guitar in for some work. “I’d been looking
for it for a good few years,” remembers Brewis. “I’d
looked at so many shots of the Stones to know just
from the grain that it was Keith’s original Les Paul.

“It’s been very difficult to get any info from the
Stones themselves,” continues Brewis, but through
fans, enthusiasts and ‘Les Paul people’ he’s managed
to piece together at least some, if not all, of its story. “I
understand - via a second-hand story from Andrew
Loog Oldham - that they’d got the guitar on their first
visit to the States (in 1964). There’s a flurry of activity
with the guitar being used by Keith from that point on
— The Ed Sullivan Show and every American show on
that small [second] USA tour, then Ready Steady Go in
the UK, Top Of The Pops and so on. It runs for about
18 months to two years when the guitar is quite
heavily used. There’s also a picture in Andrew Loog
Oldhams’s book of the recording of Satisfaction in Los
Angeles [May, 1965] and it looks like Keith is playing
that guitar. It then gets rather more cloudy.”

GUITAR LEADS

Brewis has other leads to go on: “There’s a picture of
Eric Clapton at the 1966 Richmond Jazz And Blues
festival playing what looks like the exact same guitar.
But from the enquiries I've made, I don’t think Eric
specifically remembers that guitar. It’s obviously one
with a Bigsby. Later, there’s a picture of Mick Taylor
playing what again seems to be that guitar. I'd heard a
theory that maybe Keith traded it to Eric and then
Eric traded back to Mick Taylor and the Stones. But I
don’t know.”

Richards is clearly playing a ’Burst-with-Bigsby on
the 1969 tour but, “I think by then there were more
guitars in the Stones camp,” says Brewis. “Is it the one
on the cover of Get Yer Ya Ya’s Out? It’s definitely had
a vibrato on it but I don’t know. But 1964 to 1966, it’s
absolutely cast-iron definite that guitar was Keith’s.




“I think it could well become the first million-
dollar Les Paul because of its history. Actually,
I think it could already be there” pDAvVE BREWIS

After that, I don’t know for sure. I’ve seen photos ot
Jagger with what looks to be the same guitar
recording Beggars Banquet... there are a couple of
shots of Keith with it when the pickguard’s gone but
the Bigsby is still on it. But, as I say, after 1966, I
wouldn’t definitely say it was that guitar.”

When Brewis stumbled across the guitar, it was
owned by Mike Jopp who’d played in a band called
Affinity, with Mo Foster, back in the 60s before he
retired from music. He, apparently, bought the guitar
in 1974. “Mike told me he’d bought it from Bernie
Marsden and Bernie had bought it, just about a week
before, from Cosmo Verrico. I'd spoken to Cosmo and
he told me he’d got the guitar when he was in a band
called the Heavy Metal Kids and was signed to
Atlantic Records. His own Les Paul had gone missing
in transit or had been stolen, I think, and he had no
guitar. He told his guy at Atlantic that he needed a Les
Paul and was presented with this guitar by someone
called Phil Carson, who ran Rolling Stones Records
out of Atlantic. It was a ‘the band has no use for this
guitar now, you can have it’ sort of thing.”

It’s a plausible tale but, according to the current
Heavy Metal Kids website, Cosmo didn’t join the band
until January 1975 just prior to the recording of their
second album; he’d left by the time the third was

recorded. It seems, that
trying to be precise about
this guitar’s ownership or
whereabouts from 1966 to
1974, is difficult. A reason
perhaps the Stones’
‘people’ have asked for it to be returned to them?

Dave Brewis brokered the deal for the guitar to
pass from Mike Jopp to “a collector/memorabilia
company in New York. “But about a year later, in
2004, they decided to sell it. They put it in a Christie’s
auction, co-hosted by an auction company called
Julien’s. The founder, Darren Julien, called me asking
about the guitar’s history and did I know about any
Stones’ guitars being stolen? All I could say was that
Mike had had it for 30 years, it had been in books and
magazines and there had been no issues with it. The
Stones wanted it back as soon as it hit the catalogue
but it was allowed to go to auction, so obviously there
was a stalemate, or whatever, reached there. The
seller was happy with that, but the guitar didn’t meet
its reserve. In 2006, the same seller called me again to
say he was still interested in selling it. I mentioned it
to Music Ground in Leeds and they had someone in
mind for what is the first ‘rock star’ Les Paul -
eventually, a deal was done. I’ve never owned it, but
I've seen it whiz past twice.”

The Keithburst now resides in Switzerland, with a
musician/collector. Its value? “I think it could well
become the first million-dollar Les Paul because of its
history,” muses Brewis. “Actually, I think it could
already be there.”



THELES PAUL

BERNIE’S
"BURST

When Guitarist had an audience with blues-rock player
Bernie Marsden, he happily passed round his 1959
Les Paul "Burst, affectionately nicknamed “The Beast'.
e played, we drooled, we found out more...

WORDS MICK TAYLOR PHOTOS JOBY SESSIONS

ernie Marsden is the renowned
Brit blues-rocker who found fame
with Whitesnake in the late 1970s,
after stints with Wild Turkey, and
Paice, Ashton & Lord. In 1974, he
parted with £500 (“It may as well
have been 50 grand at the time,”
he quips) for the 1959 Gibson Les Paul Standard you
see on the page opposite. It’s been with him ever since
and is now worth a small fortune. It is, as Bernie
affectionately calls it, The Beast, and when he pulls
up outside our photo studios on a damp Tuesday
morning with one very special hard case, we feel our
hearts beat faster.

Mention of Marsden’s ’59 Les Paul is tantalising
for any guitar enthusiast. It’s an instrument he’s
known intimately for the majority of his playing life,
so, having owned a fair few nice Les Pauls over the
years, what is it that makes this one so special? “Every
Whitesnake record I did has that guitar on it - I wrote
all those songs on that guitar,” he smiles. “I bought it
in ’74 and it was there with me literally until I retired
it 10 or 15 years ago.

“To me, it’s such a great guitar. But it’s no better
than David Gilmour’s favourite guitar, or Mick
Ralphs’ favourite guitar, because it’s all down to us;
it’s a personal thing.”

What do other people say when they play it?
“When I put that guitar in other peoples’ hands - Joe
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Bonamassa just recently for example - something just
happens. He said he could feel that there was
something going on when he started to play it, and of
course I know what he means.”

Is it a strange experience to hear your own guitar
played by somebody else? “Ha! When Joe played it at
Hammersmith, that was the first time I'd ever heard it
in the audience, so to speak. Somehow after the best
part of 40 years, I realised what people had been
telling me about it. As they say in America, Man, that
guitar is sick!

“Even the late, great Gary [Moore|. He liked it too
- I'd loaned him a guitar when his ’59 Les Paul got
broken; I loaned him an SG. He said, There’s no
chance of borrowing the other one is there? Nope, I
said to him, but I do love a trier!”

“Yeah, it has that early Cream sound to it and the
contrast between the neck pickup and the treble
pickup when you switch across is devastating. I
switch pickups like crazy anyway, but I’'m one of the
few people who likes the middle position — not a lot of
people use it still to this day...”

Well, Peter Green was rather fond of it... “Yeah, but
we know why he did that, don’t we? I was listening to
him last night, in fact. I think he was 19 and playing
with The Bluesbreakers. Don’t start me off on that or
we’ll be here all day.”

But moving swittly back to the pickups... “Oh yeah,
well on my old guitar they’re the standard, Patent



. BERNE'S'BURST
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Applied For humbuckers. If you test it, it’s one of the
loudest Les Pauls from that period.”

It is a magnificent instrument on every level. We’re
aware, of course, that it’s all but impossible to detach
heart and head when a playing vintage guitar like this,
but frankly, why would you want to? The connection
with the past gives the thing a soul; a life that can
translate directly to inspiration for the person playing
it. Could you measure it in a lab? Unlikely. But you can
sure as hell hear it in a performance.

“When I put that guitar
in other peoples’ hands -
Joe Bonamassa just
recently for example -
something just happens.
He said he could feel
that there was something
going on when he started
to play it, and of course
I know what he means™
BERNIE MARSDEN




THELES PAUL

FROM frst 10’ Burst

The Les Paul took six years and a sertes of significant design revisions before
Gibson hit on what many regard as the high-water mark of the electric solidbody
guitar. Let's wind the clock back to 1952 and take a look...

1LES PAUL MODEL

1952-1953

GIBSON GOT some things right
at the first attempt: the shape,
scale length and control
lay-out were bang-on. P-90
pickups and the Goldtop finish
came as standard, with some
examples featuring gold backs
and sides. More problematic
was the bridge/tailpiece,
which the patent document
shows was intended to be
strung over the top. However,
this was impossible due to the
shallow neck pitch. Palm
muting was out of the question,
and Les wasn’t happy...

2 LES PAUL MODEL

o LES PAUL STANDARD

1953-1955

LATE 1953 saw the Ted
McCarty-designed ‘wrapover’
stud bridge/tailpiece correct
most of the ills of the previous
trapeze arrangement, and
when neck-pitch problems
were addressed in early ’54,
the result was one of the
coolest Les Pauls of all.
Intonation is, of course,
something of a compromise
with a wraparound bridge, but
devotees swear something in
the tone and sustain offered by
this arrangement makes the
struggle worthwhile.

1958-1960

IN MID-’58, the Goldtop finish
and lightly-toned back, sides
and neck made way for Cherry
Sunburst tops and red stain
elsewhere. Previously, tops
were made from three pieces
of unmatched maple, hidden
by gold paint, but the visible
grain saw Gibson switch to
book-matched, two-piece tops.
Until early 1960, the highly
UV-sensitive red dye used was
prone to fading. Jumbo
fretwire arrived midway
through ’59 and the neck shape
slimmed down by mid-1960.

b LES PAUL STANDARD

1960-1963

DESPITE ITS Holy Grail status
amongst collectors, the ’58 to
’60 'Burst wasn’t a roaring
commercial success for Gibson,
and late in 1960, there followed
a radical switch to a design
that’d later come to be known
as the SG, with its thinner,
all-mahogany body, pointed
horns and easy upper-fret
access. The model was
renamed the SG Standard in
late 63, and though it seems
unthinkable, for a period of
time the Gibson Les Paul went
out of production entirely.
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J LES PAUL MODEL

1955-1957

IF INTONATION had previously
been an issue, Mr McCarty
once again had the answer in
the form of the Tune-O-Matic
bridge, a design that made its
debut on the Les Paul Custom
in 1954. The previous stud
wrapover became the string
anchor - it had originally been
intended for the strings to pass
over the top, and some players,
such as Joe Bonamassa,
‘top-wrap’ their guitars as such
for a slinkier feel — and the new
bridge offered precise
intonation adjustment.

JLES PAUL STANDARD

1968-1969

SOMEWHAT BAFFLINGLY,
Gibson responded to the
demand for Les Pauls triggered
by the likes of Clapton and
Bloomfield with a new
Standard that resembled a’56
Goldtop rather than a’Burst.
Despite wider cutaway binding
and other departures from 50s
spec, these guitars still became
desirable, though the arrival of
‘pancake’ body construction in
early ’69 took them even
further from the source. The
model was soon re-christened
the Les Paul Deluxe...

4 LES PAUL MODEL

1957-1958

ALTHOUGH, 60 years later, a
soapbar-loaded Les Paul still
delivers many players’ idea of
tonal heaven, when engineer
Seth Lover found a way to buck
single-coil hum in 1955, it
wasn’t long before Gibson
replaced the P-90 pickups on
its Les Pauls with new PAF
humbuckers. Although this
enforced ‘upgrade’ wasn’t
unanimously popular with
players at the time, it’s hard to
argue with the place that
PAF-loaded Les Pauls have
carved in rock history.

8 LES PAUL STANDARD 2015

2014-2015

THE LES Paul Standard has
remained in production since
the mid-1970s and undergone
numerous reinventions over
the years, some in the name of
authenticity, and others in the
name of innovation. At the end
of 2014, Gibson announced
that the 2015 Standard would
feature G Force automatic
tuning, a zero-fret adjustable
nut and wider fingerboard
dimensions, just to name but a
few of the sweeping changes
that set all of the internet
forums alight.
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TEN GREAT
LES PAUL

ERIG GLAPTON

HIDEAWAY
JOHN MAYALL’S BLUES BREAKERS WITH ERIC CLAPTON, 1966

1960 LES PAUL STANDARD

| A WATERSHED moment for

SJOHN VMIAYALL -- | .
blues-rock, Clapton’s playing

on his first post-Yardbirds
record (aka the ‘Beano
album’) is a landmark for
tone, too. The guitarist
bought what’s generally
believed to be a 1960 Les
Paul Standard from a shop in London; later stolen
during his early Cream days. Clapton’s quest for
sustain also led him to a Series IT 1962 Marshall JTM
45 ‘Bluesbreaker’ combo, rolling back the guitar’s
volume to effectively control the overdrive on this
stunning version of the Freddie King classic.

|

a4

PETER GREEN |
FLEETWOOD MAC

OH WELL

2

SINGLE, 1969

1903 GIBSON LES PAUL

THERE’S A lot of confusion
about the Green’s ’59 ‘Greeny’
(now owned by Metallica’s
Kirk Hammett) and its
upside-down neck pickup.
Being upside-down wouldn’t
have affected tone, but it’s said
Green reassembled the guitar
incorrectly, reversing the
magnet, which resulted in the
characteristically nasal,
out-of-phase sound.
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STEVE JONES |

SEX PISTOLS

GOD SAVE THE QUEEN
NEVER MIND THE

BOLLOCKS... 1977

1974 LES PAUL GUSTOM

JONES’ RECOLLECTION is that
the Sex Pistols’ classic punk
record was recorded through a
Fender Twin with Gauss
speakers (allegedly stolen from
Bob Marley’s band) that
enhanced mids over the
trebles, with two Les Pauls; a
black 1954 Les Paul Custom
and his more famous white
1974 model.

TEN GREAT LES PAUL TONES

PAUL KOSSOFF |
FREE

ALL RIGHT NOW
FIRE AND WATER, 1970

1903 GIBSON LES PAUL

KOSSOFF’S CLASSIC tone was
tuelled by his love of 1950s and
early 60s Gibson ’Bursts, with
high action and heavy strings.
But the iconic riff and solo on
Free’s best-known song may
not actually have been played
through his usual Marshall; in
fact, it’s rumoured that Kossoff
actually used a 50-watt Selmer
Treble "N’ Bass amp on the
track instead.

JIMMY PAGE |
LED ZEPPELIN

WHOLE LOTTA LOVE
LED ZEPPELIN 11 1969

1903 LES PAUL STANDARD

PAGE RECORDED Zeppelin’s
debut with a Telecaster, but for
the follow-up, he’d bought Joe
Walsh’s ’59 "Burst. The
metallic descending riff tone
here is the result of distant
mic’ing of a Marshall Plexi
from the innovative Page to
fatten the sound of a cranked
amp, while a depressed wah is
used on the solo for that

raucous tone.

GEORGE HARRISON |
THE BEATLES

SOMETHING
ABBEY ROAD, 1969

1907 LES PAUL STANDARD

GEORGE ACTUALLY ended up
re-recording his finest break
on his greatest song, just to
change the tone. He replaced
his earlier solo using ‘Lucy’,

a Goldtop refinished in Cherry
and previously owned by
triend Clapton, and then John
Sebastian and Rick Derringer
before him. Harrison played
the famous solo through an
unspecified Fender amp.

J‘

BERNARD BUTLER |
SUEDE

ANIMAL NITRATE
SUEDE, 1993

1980 HERITAGE LES PAUL

BUTLER WAS inspired by
hearing Nirvana’s Smells Like
Teen Spirit to write Suede’s
enduring, guitar-riff-led
anthem, but the marriage on
this song is a surprisingly
jangly overdrive tone for a Les
Paul, but layering with a
Rickenbacker 12-string and an
ES-355 through the amp
choice of a Vox AC30 with a
flanger certainly aided that.

15

TOM SCHOLZ |

BOSTON

MORE THAN A FEELING
BOSTON, 1976

1968 LES PAUL GOLDTOP

SCHOLZ HAS always been loyal
to his two ’68 Goldtops with
the P-90s swapped for
humbuckers, but his
perfectionist approach to
technology and wall of sound
on Boston’s debut was forward
thinking. He used a cranked V
Marshall Plexi 1 head fed into a
prototype of his own design
Power Soak attenuator and
stacked layering.

GARY MOORE |
THIN LIZZY

STILL IN LOVE WITH YOU
NIGHTLIFE, 1974

1993 LES PAUL STANDARD

THIS IS the second appearance
in this list for Greeny, after
Peter Green sold it to his
young protegee Gary Moore.
This classy Lynott slow blues
saw him run it through an
original UniVibe and 100-watt
H&H amplifier singing
sweetly, the neck pickup just
pushing the amp’s front end
into natural overdrive. Simple
and fabulous!

out of
our heads

THE ROLLING
STONES %

KEITH RICHARDS
(I CAN'T GET NO)
Out OF OUR HEADS, 1965

SATISFACTION
1903 LES PAUL STANDARD

AFTER BUYING it at London’s
Selmer’s music store in 1964,
Richards wasn’t sure about
putting his Bigbsy-fitted LP
through a Gibson Maestro
Fuzz-Tone pedal for the
opening riff of the final
Satisfaction recording, and
wanted horns. But his
bandmates convinced him and
the sound became a milestone
in early fuzz use.
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ANICON FOR EVERYONE

AN 1CON FOR

everyone

Often overlooked in favour of solidbodies such as the Les Paul and
Stratocaster, Gibson's versatile semi-solid LS-335 actually heralded a
new electric guitar design that's thriving nearly 60 years on

WORDS DAVE BURRLUCK

hings were changing fast in the
United States by the mid-50s, and
as a traditional guitar company
Gibson was having a problem
keeping up. It had embraced the
electric guitar, but hadn’t yet got
its head around rock 'n’ roll or,
indeed, the solidbody electric. The still-evolving Les
Paul continued to flounder and by 1955, it was
overshadowed by 1954’s cheaper Les Paul Junior. The
solidbody Junior was the number-one Gibson electric
in 1955 and only the non-cutaway, full-body ES-125
(in 1953) had ever shipped more units. These two
models illustrated Gibson’s electric dilemma: the
clash of old and new style and culture that popular
music was experiencing, the clash of the jazz archtop
of the pre-war years with this darned new-fangled
solidbody ‘plank’ and the new rock 'n’ roll music.

Unlike Fender, which had a clean sheet, having
only gone into business post-war, Gibson came from a
fast-disappearing age and as the 50s progressed, it
was clearly unsure of what was around the corner.

In hindsight, a young guitar player had seen the
future, and become a big star with his virtuoso,
multi-tracked hits: Les Paul. In creating his famous
‘Log’ in 1941 — with its solid centre block and hollow
wings to assimilate the look of a conventional archtop
- he’d laid the foundation not only for the fully solid
now-classic that Gibson eventually put into faltering
production, but also for one of the most fabulously
successful designs ever: the ES-335.
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A QUESTION OF VOLUME

Amplifying a large hollowbody archtop was
problematic. The very thing you needed for acoustic
projection, that large soundbox, was exactly the thing
you didn’t need with a pickup and an amplifier. The
majority of Gibson’s post-war electrics were made
from laminated maple “so that you didn’t get a great
deal of body tone,” says Gibson’s president, Ted
McCarty, in AR Duchossoir’s Gibson Electrics: The
Classic Years. “We didn’t need all that big body, so we
reduced the size of the rim and made it a stronger
instrument as far as the structure was concerned. I
can’t recall where the thinking came from... whether
some custom maker had made one and we saw it or it
came from the sales department.” Either way, the
‘thinline’ was born.

The first thinline to be produced in any numbers
was the single-cutaway ES-225T, introduced in 1955
(the dual-pickup version followed a year later), the
same year as the more expensive and fewer in number
Byrdland. With its 1.75-inch rim depth, just about the
same as the Les Paul Junior, it was dramatically
slimmer than the more usual 3.375-inch rim depth of
Gibson’s standard hollowbody guitars.

The following year saw more thinline electrics: the
ES-225TD, ES-125T/125TD, the ES-350T and the
ES-140T. While the Byrdland retained the classic
solid-wood spruce top and maple back and sides, the
others used pressed maple-laminate construction that
(along with the thinner body) helped reduce feedback.
The thinlines were still hollow, very different from
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the more sustaining sound of the solidbody - enter
the ES-335.

Ted McCarty is quoted by Duchossoir as saying:
“The solidbody guitar had become so popular and
proved there was a sustaining tone that you couldn’t
get with other types of guitars, but it was never a real
comfortable guitar. It was heavy or it was too small,
and the thought was to make a guitar with hollow
wings but a solid centre. So what we did was to take a
solid block of maple and run it all the way through the
body. So you got all the sustain of a solidbody guitar
with the appearance of a standard guitar, with less
weight than a similar guitar if you had made it out of a
solid plank.”

In Tom Wheeler’s American Guitars, McCarty
adds: “It was my idea to put the solid maple bar down
the middle but the design for the series - the 335, 345,
and 355 — was a cooperative effort.” It was a genuinely
innovative design - with the neck, pickups, bridge

1956

ES-335. Semi-solid body,
jound rosewood ‘board, dot
108ition markers, stop-bar
ailpiece, long pickguard

- 19538

 £5-355. Semi-solid body,

. bound ebony board, block
. position markers, vibraro
- tailpiece, gold hardware

1959

. ES5-345.As 335, with split

. parallelogram markers, stereg
. circuitry, Vari-Tone switch,

- gold hardware
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and stud tailpiece fixed onto that solid maple centre,
just like a solidbody. The relatively large body (16
inches across) gave an older-style image and a little of
the resonance and acoustic volume of a hollowbody.
Played seated or standing, it had none of the ‘too
small’ feel of the Les Paul or Fender’s solidbodies.
The new double-cutaway body also gave
unprecedented access for an archtop to the whole of
the neck and its 22 frets, just like the Flying V and
Explorer that were released a short time before. Up
until the ES-335 the bass-side body edge was usually
flush with the 14th fret (hollowbodies and thinlines)
or the 16th fret (the Les Paul). The ES-335’s neck
joined the body at the 19th fret, enabling easy access
to the whole fingerboard or, as Gibson originally
promoted, “it’ll let you reach many chords easily
you’ve never played before.” Technically, it wasn’t the
first thinline electric with 22-frets — the Byrdland had
already copped that accolade - but its scale length

1959 1962

stereo circuifry and Vari-Tone omall block position markers
. switch optional on ES-355  replace dots on ES-335

:  andES-330
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“It was my idea to put the solid maple bar down the middle
but the design for the series - the 335, 345 and 355 - was a
cooperative effort” 1D MCCARTY

was shorter and as the neck joined the body at the
14th fret, the design hardly made easy use of those
extra frets.

We can say the ES-335 was the first Gibson
thinline with 22 frets and their full-length scale, and
along with the Modernistic guitars released earlier in
1958, this easy access would be a major part of
Gibson’s subsequent and important electrics: the
redesigned Les Paul Junior, Special and TV, the Les
Paul/SG and the Firebird.

Aside from these innovations, Gibson had already
amassed some serious ammunition that undoubtedly
aided the success of the ES-335. The tune-o-matic
bridge design was already being used and the
legendary PAF humbucker had appeared on various
models the year before. But it meant that, unlike the
slowly evolving Les Paul model, which took some six
years to get ‘right’, the ES-335 appeared perfectly
formed (aside from its wide, rounded ‘Mickey Mouse’
horns, with a distinct arch, that were slimmed and
flattened from 1962). And while the Les Paul
staggered on until the start of the new decade before
being deleted from the line, the ES-335, with its

perfect mix of old and new, archtop and solidbody,
has remained in production for the past 50 years.

GOPY ME

If imitation really is the sincerest form of flattery,
then McCarty and his team must have felt very
flattered indeed. Like any design classic, the ES-335
has inspired many variants, both from Gibson itself
and from many other companies. Along with the EB-2
bass, which featured the same double-cut outline and
centre-blocked construction and was announced
simultaneously with the new ES-335, Gibson applied
the same recipe to the ES-355: the deluxe version of
the 335, which appeared later in 1958 and came
standard with a Bigsby vibrato and block inlays. The
ES-345 appeared in 1959 with its double
parallelogram inlays (upgrading the 335’s simple-is-
best dots), stereo wiring and six-position Vari-Tone
switching (also offered from that year on the ES-335).
In 1959, Gibson also issued the ES-330 that utilised
the same outline but without the centre block and a
neck that was moved further into the body. The EB-6
bass/baritone appeared in 1960, and used the same

1965 - 1965 - 1965 - 1965 1965

Body shaping changes on Trapeze tailpiece on ES-335 ES-330-12.12-tring with Trini Lopez Standard, with 5 . Nutwidthnarrows fo19/16
all ES twin-cutaway semis,  ; andES-345 . modified tune-o-maticbridge, : Firebird-styleheadstock, ~ : inches from111/18.Chrome
losing originals’ more rounded . trapeze failpiece . split-diamond markers,  hardware replaces nickel

(‘Mickey Mouse Ear’) horns

. diamond soundholes
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/ The ES-335 covers so
many bases that,

although at one time

it may have been seen

- ds just a blues or

m ‘'serious player’s’ guitar,
today, it’'s genuinely
a guitar that appeals

o almost everyone
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format as the EB-2 but with six strings. Epiphone,
which was acquired by Gibson in 1957, used the
ES-335 outline for its centre-blocked Sheraton and
Riviera and hollow-bodied Casino. Gretsch’s switch,
in the early 60s, from a single-cutaway outline to a
symmetrical double-cut design was clearly modelled
after the ES-335. Guild’s Starfire IV, Hofner’s
Verithin? The list, which grew steadily as the 60s
progressed, seems endless.

But the ES-335 was not just another guitar - it
defined a new semi-solid genre of electric guitar that
defies stylistic pigeon-holing. Even Fender got in on
the act with the Coronado in 1966, before revisiting
the concept in 1976 with the Starcaster — neither can
be called classics. By the 70s, numerous Far Eastern
brands such as Yamaha and Ibanez had joined the
thinline semi crowd and there are few mainstream
companies that exist today that don’t reference (or
copy) the design somewhere in their catalogues.

WHO INSPIRED WHO?

While the ES-335 - viewed as a package of varying
design features — was certainly unique and

innovative, it certainly wasn’t the first semi-solid
guitar. Rickenbacker, in the mid-50s, began hollowing
out its solidbody guitars from the back, leaving a
solid centre section before capping the back to create
a sealed structure. Intended to reduce weight,
Rickenbacker first employed this construction
method on the Combo models, but it proved most
effective on the Capri models, launched in 1958 (that
year again!), that evolved into the now-classic 330 and
360. Danelectro used a pine frame with a pretty much
solid centre section from the mid-50s; even Gretsch’s
Duo Jet looked like a solidbody but was in fact a
semi-solid design - there are, no doubt, plenty more.
Yet, as we’ll all probably admit to ourselves, if a
guitar’s shape doesn’t capture us, it’s doomed - and
precisely who drew the design has never, to our
knowledge, been recorded. McCarty’s statement that
the design was a cooperative effort is probably true.
The lower rounded bouts are clearly inspired by
Gibson’s prior hollowbodies and the double-cutaways
cleverly adapted from the treble side-only Venetian
(rounded) cutaway of models such as the ES-350TD.
The ES-335 has also suffered by the degree of
interest in, for example, the Les Paul. Even today the
ES-335 remains overshadowed despite its commercial
success, artist acceptance and stylistic malleability.
There are very few gigs that if you turned up with an
ES-335 - or any guitar that looks pretty similar -
you’d be shown the door. It’s not associated with a
style or level of playing. It might be the choice of
legends such as BB King (and many other blues

03

players) or Eric Clapton during his Cream peak, not to
mention players like Larry Carlton, Lee Ritenour,
Robben Ford and John McLaughlin. Yet in the hands
of Noel Gallagher — hardly, then, an ‘accomplished’
guitarist — that symmetrical, large-bodied double-cut
design (in its Epiphone incarnation, as used by The
Beatles) also became the de rigueur Britpop axe. The
slit soundholes and Fender-like headstock of the
Gibson Trini Lopez Standard, as used by Dave Grohl,
didn’t ruin the elegance of the obvious ES-335 body
shape and no one can call the Foo Fighters a jazz act.
Yamaha added some Art Deco soundholes and three
soapbar single-coils, but its Troy Van Leeuwen
signature model was, in reality, just another ES-335.

Perhaps that is the secret to the design. The
ES-335 covers so many bases, so many styles, that
although at one time it may have been seen as just a
blues or ‘serious player’s’ guitar, today, it’s genuinely a
guitar that appeals to almost everyone from any
genre. So let’s raise a glass to, perhaps, what has come
to be Gibson’s most versatile electric guitar.

EXPLAINING GIBSON'S SUFFIXES

What do all those letters mean?

S0, ES means 'electric Spanish' - a guitar that's played

Spanish style, not Hawaiian (ie across your lap).
Originally, after the guitar’s model number, Gibson

added a letter suffix to indicate a thinline model: the
ES-225T. A single T denotes thinline, single pickup. The
ES-225TD means thinline, double pickup. Confusingly,
some models had the same model number but were
available as full-depth hollowbodies and thinlines.

The ES-125 is a full-depth non-cutaway hollowbody.
The ES-125C is the single-cutaway version - both are
single pickup models; the dual pickup version, with
cutaway, is the ES-125CD. Thinline options include the
ES-125T (non-cutaway, thinline, single pickup), the
ES-125TD is the dual-pickup variant while single
cutaways were the ES-125TC (single pickup) and
ES-125TCD (dual pickup)! When first announced in Feb
1958’s issue of the Gibson Gazette the ES-335, despite
being dual pickup, was designated a single T suffix;
the TD came later that year. Colour suffixes were also
used: N for natural, C for cherry - sunburst was the
standard colour so didn'’t get a suffix: a late-50s
ES-335TDN refers to the rare natural finish.

Thankfully, Gibson’s new management team that
took over the company in 1986 dropped these archaic
suffixes but they'’re still used in vintage circles. Phew!
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THE
CENTRE BLOCK

The EiS-335 and its close relatives employ an ingenious laminated
centre block that equips hollow-body tone with feedback-busting
superpowers. We dissect an LS-335 to show you how it works

WUORDS DAVEBURRLUCK

T THE 335 DISSEGTED
with the idea for the

centre-block design

that has become a | MAPLE BLOCK 2 SPRUCGE FILLETS 3 ARCHED TOP

staple of so many The solid maple Thin strips of The top and back

guitar models since. In centre block runs spruce are shaped are arched maple

Tom Wheeler’s from the neck to to fill the gaps laminates. The
American Guitars book, he described the the endpin between the flat dark-brown area
design: “In order to glue that centre chunk block and is the hollow part
of maple, we put spruce pieces on the arched-top of the guitar

inside of the arched top and back to flatten
out the arch for the solid maple bar. I had
never seen a semi-solid guitar before we
built ours. We were after the sustain of the
solidbody, but with a little less weight.
Those guitars were very successful right

[

from the start.”

Although this centre-block concept is
certainly very similar to Les Paul’s ‘Log’,
the design of the ES-335 is a lot more
refined, with its symmetrical, double-
cutaway arched top and back design.
McCarty mentioned those spruce fillets,
which filled the gap between the top and
bottom of the centre block and the curves
of the top and back — an important design
teature that isolates the two acoustic
chambers either side of the centre block
and, of course, secures the top and back to
the centre block to prevent feedback.
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THE MAGIC SWITCH

- MAGIGSWITCH

The ES-335's swankier siblings, the ES-345 and ES-555, both

sport a curious tone-shaping dial named the Vari'lone, which BB

King called “the magic switch’....

L T

As well as stereo wiring, the
ES-345 and 355 sported the
six-position Vari-Tone
passive tone filter, which
removed frequencies from
the guitar’s output. It was
invented by Walt Fuller.

The Vari-Tone concept led to
the production of a Vari-Tone
amplifier, the GA-80,
between 1959 and 61, which
added an additional six
tones. Vari-Tone circuits
could also be ordered on a
range of Gibson’s other
hollow-body electrics.

of

b

Six tones and three different
pickup selections made for
18 distinct tones; a fact
Gibson was quick to promote
in its sales literature, saying:
“This new Gibson guitar can
produce any sound you've
ever heard from any guitar”.

The Vari-Tone’s six selections
use five capacitors to reduce
frequencies around a
selected point in the
spectrum, ranging from 1
(no effect) to 6 (20db at
130Hz): the effect is a set of
sometimes out-of-phase-
seeming timbres or voices.
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KRING OF THE
BLUES MACHINES

The late BB King was undoubtedly the most emotionally expressive
and lyrical guitar player ever to bend a string. His instrument of
choice? A custom Gibson LS-355
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KING OF THE BLUES MACHINES

B King has christened many
Gibsons with the name ‘Lucille’,
including an L-30, an ES-5, an
ES-125,an ES-175,and a
Byrdland. But it’s the ES-355,
complete with Vari-Tone switch,
feedback-reducing centre-block
and improved upper-fret access, thanks to the
19th-fret neck join, that remains indelibly linked with
him. When Gibson honoured him with the first of his
signature models in 1980, BB asked that, along with
the vibrato unit, the f-holes were removed from the
body (he used to stuff his own 355’s f-holes with rags
to reduce feedback). BB once said: “The minute I stop
singing orally, I start to sing by playing Lucille.”
Hear It Here: The Thrill Is Gone (from Completely
Well, 1969)

GIBSON MEMPHIS BB KING LUCILLE 2015 £2,949/54,199

Gibson’'s Memphis Custom Shop has released the
latest iteration of the Lucille, with a maple neck,
slightly overwound humbuckers, a TP-6 fine-
tuning tailpiece and a gold truss-rod cover with
‘BB King’ engraving.

www.gibson.com

© Dan Farrell/NY Daily News Archive via Getty Images
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ROOM SERVICE

ROOM SERVICE

Larry Carlton’s fretwork has been the magic ingredient of so many
great albums, it's ridiculous. From his graceful, jazzy playing on
Joni Mitchell’s ‘Hejira’ to the ecstatic solos on Steely Dan’s “The Royal
Scam’, he is the heavyweight champ of L.S-335 artistry

WORDS JAMIE DICKSON PHOTOGRAPHY OLLY CURTIS

he weathered ’69 ES-335 sitting
on its stand on an empty stage
this afternoon has certainly
earned its keep over the years. Its
owner, Larry Carlton, has played
this guitar to such dazzling
effect, on so many albums, that
every hairline check in the lacquer of its headstock
might stand for a hit. From Michael Jackson to Joni
Mitchell, Larry Carlton’s playing has added grace
and sophistication to career-apex albums by some of
rock’s greatest artists. Today, however, he’s touring
his own material. Carlton has recorded over 30 solo
albums, which gives him the luxury of wandering at
leisure through his sizeable back catalogue, changing
gears between stately blues and energetic fusion as
the mood takes him.

“I’'m playing songs that I have been doing for the
last five or six years, kind of a broad cross-section of
material,” he says. “Some of it is very jazz, some of it is
very blues and some of it is fusion. This is my third or
fourth tour with these particular musicians: Klaus
Fischer on bass, Jesse Milliner on keyboards and
Hardy Fischotter on drums.”

During soundcheck, the band combines finesse
with heavyweight chops and Larry’s playing against
their backing is characteristically unhurried and
tasteful, with easy flourishes of invention that seem to
just flow out of the amp. Interesting to notice that the
lower fingers of his right hand are in play almost as
often as the pick. “As a jazz-influenced player, my
comping is done commonly with the pick and two

b

fingers,” Carlton says. “For just a different tone and a
different attitude, sometimes I’ll just not use the pick
when I’m playing my blues lines, so I can snap the
string a little harder. Just gives me a different attack.”

A big part of great playing, is in treating the space
between licks as an opportunity, not a chasm that
might swallow you up if you don’t fill it with notes.

“I have learned over the years that you play
something and you leave a space,” he says. “Well, a
number of things can happen in the space. One, you
can get another idea. Two, somebody else in the band
might play something in that space that inspires you.
Or somebody in the band plays something that is so
appropriate for what you may have just played. Or that
you are going to play what you just played again

except barely vary it. The space is an opportunity for
something to happen.”

HARMONY LESSONS

A particular hallmark of Carlton’s playing is the easy
way he marries a jazz guitarist’s ear for harmony with
gutsy phrasing of blues and rock, a style he developed
- perhaps surprisingly — without formal lessons.

“For me, it started by learning standards,” he
recalls. “I remember that when I would learn a
four-bar phrase from a Joe Pass record, I'd then go
back and learn the chords that were happening
underneath it, not just the solo. Then I had the
opportunity to analyse it in my head: why could he
play those notes against that chord? I think it’s
important that once you learn the solo, learn the
chords, then think about why that could happen.”



Larry has spoken about building solos around
simple clusters of notes that can be played, then
re-stated and mutated up and down the fretboard.
Does he still approach improvisation in that way?

“That’s the motif approach of making a small
statement and then developing that statement,” he
says. “It always shows up in my solos. I haven’t
abandoned it but I am not really aware of it. To me,
that is just the musicality that comes out of me. Play
something and wait a second. If nothing else comes,

i _ _ ; ; _ CHRONO DELAY ()
imitate what you just did. It is a patience thing.”

vl AMALDG MIKER & VITRLITEN "=
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Tap

Guitar players, we suggest, sometimes have trouble
staying cool and pacing themselves in solos. Any tips?

“Well, it’s really about being a musician, not being
a ‘guitar player’,” he observes. “For example, sax
players have to take a breath. They can’t just run on,
sentence after sentence, like we can on a guitar. So
take a breath.”

The patient approach also served him well as a
session player, he adds.

“There are a lot of guitar players that play along on
the first run-through of a track, because they want to
make sure they are going to find something, so they
can be heard. But my approach was always: don’t even
play on the first run, through, just listen to the song.”

BAGKING BB KING

Larry Carlton on playing with the late, great
King of the Blues

“I met BB King in 1974 in Zaire, Africa [now
the Democratic Republic of the Congo]. I
was there with The Crusaders and BB had
his band there,” Larry recalls. “James Brown
was there, Bill Withers. It was the Foreman/
Ali fight. I believe that was the first time and
I played rhythm guitar in his set, which was
a thrill. He needed a rhythm guitar and I
was there. Later, in '84, I was doing the
album that ended up being Friends. I got a
hold of BB and he came to my house and
came downstairs to ‘Room 335’ and it was
Joe Sample, Jeff Porcaro and Abraham
Laboriel. We had a chance to spend the
afternoon together and play the blues. I saw
him a couple of more times after that... he
was just so giving. He always had time to
talk to a guitar player. He was a great
example to all of us of how to be a
gentleman and still be in the music
business. He is going to be missed.”
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One of Carlton’s cardinal virtues as a player is that
ability to size up a track and then produce improvised
guitar parts that stand the test of decades of listening,
most notably on sessions with Steely Dan and Joni
Mitchell. His two ecstatic solos on the former’s tells
the story of illicit LSD factories in 60s San Francisco,
is seen by some as the high-water mark of Carlton’s
soloing on any record.

“I had prepared the chord charts and we had
already cut the track,” Carlton recalls of the session.
“I don’t know if it was weeks before or months
before,” Carlton recalls. “I really don’t remember but
then it was time. They had the tracks in a place that
they now wanted to put the lead guitar on. I am sure
there was vocal and something. I can’t remember why
but I decided to take my little Tweed Deluxe with my
335 and that became my lead sound with Steely Dan.

“Once we found a tone that we all agreed on,
Donald Fagen and Walter Becker would say, ‘Yes,
that’s cool,” then really it was just a case of, “You want
to try one?’ And they would hit the red button and it’d
maybe be, ‘How you doing?’ and I'd say, ‘Yes, let’s try
it again.” Then all of a sudden some magic starts
happening. Very patient, there were no suggestions of
licks or anything like that.”

The song’s first solo is a masterpiece of coolly
poised improvisation. By contrast, the outro solo is
almost recklessly exuberant, with the 335 singing all
the way to the fade. Unsurprisingly, the solos were
waxed on separate takes. “I am pretty sure that I
made the solo section in two parts,” Carlton recalls.
“It seemed like I was flying along pretty good and
then something happened and we stop and he says,
‘Pick it up right there,’ I continued on and finished the
solo and played through the ending maybe, but there
are vocals that come in from there.”

On other standout sessions from //The Royal
Scam//, however, a little discussion with Donald
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Fagen and Walter Becker helped get round awkward
spots, notably on //Don’t Take Me Alive//, a hard-
boiled thriller in the form of song, which starts with a
solo from Larry Carlton. Launching into full flight
right on the first beat wasn’t working out, Carlton
remembers, and it was Donald Fagen who suggested
the drawn-out chord that precedes the song.

“There was no chord in front of the beginning of
the song, nothing. Just ‘wham’. I don’t know what else
we tried, but Donald was the one who finally just said,
‘Why don’t we just put a big chord in front of it?’ It
was that simple. I went out into the room where my
amp was and stood in front of it and tweaked until
there was [the right tone] and then I did four or five or
six of those chords to where everything rang. They
adjusted the limiter and everything so it really sat like
they wanted it to. But Donald was right.”

Carlton’s playing with Joni Mitchell, on mid-70s
classics took place against the more mysterious
backdrop of Mitchell’s enigmatic open tunings.

“For her to use those tunings... was like playing
with a jazz player who’s using different voicings. I still
hear what the chord is — even though it sounds unique
and beautiful the way she tuned her guitar. But, no, it
was not a special challenge. She would just have me
play. And I remember that on the album //Hejira//
that had //Strange Boy// on it — that album with me
and Jaco [Pastorius] — she already had her guitars
recorded and at least a rough vocal. And I was in the
studio by myself and she said ‘Just play, Larry.” And so
I would play three, four, five approaches and then she
later would choose the goodies that she liked.”

TONE ON TOUR

The tone of many of Carlton’s classic 70s cuts may
have leapt from the low-wattage, cathode-biased
heart of a 50s Tweed Deluxe, but his stage rig for the
current tour is a far more gutsy setup, built around a
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Bludotone Bludo-Drive 100/50 head and closed-back
cab with a single EVM12L 12-inch speaker.

“I have a Bludotone that I leave in London and for
European tours I also bring a small pedalboard with a
reverb, a delay, a volume pedal and a wah-wah [see
picture|. There are a few countries, though, where I
can’t take my amplifier because the airplanes are too
small so I get stuck with a hired backline. I am not a
fan of Twin Reverbs for my playing, but I can usually
have a nice enjoyable evening with a Fender Blues
Deluxe with reverb as backline, though. It lets me
respond somewhat as I like to.”

Larry Carlton is one of those players whose tone is
always at a simmering half-crunch, right on the cusp
of a full-throated wail. He says he dials in the preamp
of the Bludo-Drive to suit the 335.

“The front end is really important to me. I have
found with both my Dumble and with the Bludotone
— and by the way, my Bludotone is an exact clone of
my Dumble - my preamp volume is usually about four,
then my tone controls and midrange are down a little
bit. That amp sounds best set at four going in and four
coming out. But it is too loud for me now: I want
Brandon Montgomery who makes the amps to get it
so I am happy with it on [a master volume of | two.
Because the amp wants to breathe at four but it
doesn’t want to breathe quite as much at two. But four
is just getting too loud for me!”

Another key element of Carlton’s tone is having the
perceived level remain the same when switching
between his clean and lead tones, and his amps are
customised to make this easier to achieve. “I don’t like
the level to change. That was an adjustment with
Dumble and then with Brandon for the Bludotone.
They have a little green button that kicks in the
preamp. Originally, when you kicked that in there was
like a two or three dB boost. But I don’t want to be
louder, I like where I am at right now, but I want that
different tone. So that has been adjusted for me. The
volume is perceived to be the same but the tone has
been slightly altered, a little more aggressive.”

On hand for an additional layer of gain is the
Tanabe Zenkudo Overdrive pedal. “It seems to work
really good with a 335. I tried the Zen Drive but for
my ear, it was totally inappropriate playing the 335
through it. I seem to always be looking for the same
tone — that sweet, singing distortion that’s not so
driven that it’s not musical,” he concludes.

339, ALIVE AND WELL

One thing that hasn’t changed is the hard-toured ’69
ES-335 that Larry has used on most of his recordings.
Larry hasn’t fixed it - beyond a switch to a different
bridge and Schaller machineheads.

b4

“Obviously, over the last 35 years or something it
has had a number of fret jobs or level and dress,”
Carlton says. “It came with normal Gibson frets and
over the years, I’ve gone through the process of trying
different Dunlop frets that were very big and very
high but now, I've switched back to whatever the
normal Gibson fretwire is for a 335. Other than that, it
has that graphite nut that we put on back in the 80s
and it originally came with the trapeze tailpiece. But I
don’t know that I've ever changed the pickups.”

What does Carlton, whose playing blends teel with
technical elan beautifully, think about the outrageous
displays of technique that even a casual browse of the
internet can yield in today’s society? “I think that it
should just be part of the process but not the end
result,” he reflects. “As a young musician, and you
could be 35 years old and only playing the guitar 15
years... to me, you are still a young musician. There is
going to be a season, I think, in every guitarist’s
progress where it is just fun to play fast because you
can. But it shouldn’t be, in my opinion, the end result.”

Better to have it and not need it?

“It was fun,” he concedes, with a grin. “To get to
where you could play really fast. It was tun.”

You can find him at: www.larrycarlton.com.
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1961 GIBSON ES-335

By the 60s, the 335 was into a
swagger. Here's a mint original
that flew off the shelves...

here’s always something old
and beautiful to see at Vintage
‘n’ Rare Guitars in Bath, but
this ’61 Cherry ES-335 takes some
beating. “The necks on the ’61s are the

wide, flat type — after the chunky
50s-era-type — sometimes referred to
as ‘blade’ necks,” says Rod Brakes,
who owned the shop when this
example was sold. “Some people really
have an aversion to the chunky 50s
stuff, as they like the slinkier, quicker
feel of the shallow necks.

“It’s the classic PAF with stop
tailpiece and ‘dot-neck’ — betore the
blocks came in in ’62,” he continues.
“And the new, shorter pickguard.
Also, the ‘Mickey Mouse Ears’, which
refers to the rounded symmetry of the
double cutaway - some people love
that look.

“It’s just a really classic guitar,
especially in Cherry,” adds Brakes.
“The PAF pickups sounded sparkly
and open, with nice upper harmonic
distortion and bite. Plenty of body, too,
a great deal of character and very
expressive, responsive and dynamic.
These go for more than the ES-345s
and ES-355s, which were obviously a
bit more pricey back in the day. I think
that people really like the comparative
simplicity of the ES-335 — aside from
the player association thing!”



1984 £S-335 CHERRY

-----

1964 ES-330 GHERRY

This beautiful ES-335 is one of the
stars of the Seven Decades show

— a fiery, fun multimedia
celebration of the classic guitars
behind the hits of the past 70 years

he Seven Decades show is a

two-hour live spectacle that is

that rarest of things — a show
entirely focused on the instruments
that built rock 'n’ roll as we know and
love it. The brainchild of guitar-
adoring best friends Phil Hylander
and Michael Ross, Seven Decades sees
talented player Mike and a live band
play a selection of genre-spanning hits
from the titular seven decades of
music, on a collection of vintage
guitars that, to put it simply, mind-
blowingly desirable.

The show packs in multi-media
spectacle and a voiceover from Fun
Lovin’ Criminal Huey Morgan, but
the real stars are, of course, the
near-as-possibly period-correct
vintage instruments — many of which
belong to Phil and Michael. Phil likens
the concept behind the show to that of
vintage-car collectors: “There’s a real
culture with classic cars of collectors
having professional drivers to race
them. That similar approach hasn’t
really ever existed with guitar
collections.” Until now...

This ’64 ES-335 is one of two used
in the show, and is called upon to play
Eric Johnson’s Cliffs Of Dover, among
several others. “This is my favourite
335. Ilove it!” Michael enthuses. “It’s
had a refret and there are a couple of
things that aren’t quite original on it, |
but it’s a player’s guitar - the real deal! ' -
You pick up and, bang, you’re in!” For
more on Seven Decades, see
www.sevendecades.com.
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1965 ES-345 SUNBURST
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1965 ES-34a SUNBURST

Photograph by Neil Godwin

aunched in 1959, the ES-345

was aimed to sit in between

the 335 and the slightly more
luxuriously appointed 355 models in
the Gibson catalogue. Like its
stablemates, the 345 was originally
designed to summon up the
mellowness of an f-hole jazzer and
combine it with the raunch of a
solidbody. In order to achieve this, the
335-style instruments had a maple
block running the length of the body
to add warmth and sustain as well as
eliminate troublesome feedback in
one fell swoop. One thing that set the
345 apart was its Vari-Tone switching
and stereo wiring, the former having
achieved some notoriety in guitar
circles, with many players insisting
that it did more harm than good!

The model has seen some
variations in its livery since
introduction - for instance, on early
models, the ring around the Vari-Tone
switch was black, with the upgrade to
gold being introduced during the
second year of production. The
pickguard was also shortened in 1961
so that it no longer extended beyond
the bridge and Gibson dropped the
‘lazz style’ tailpiece in 1982 in favour
of the Les Paul-type ‘stop’ variety.

This gorgeous ’65 Sunburst model
features a single-bound rosewood
’board with double parallelogram
inlays, a trapeze tailpiece with raised
diamond motif, gold hardware, PAF
pickups and the longer, non-rounded
horns prevalent on the 60s 335 series.
Notable ES-345 players include guitar
connoisseur Steve Howe, who played
his Sunburst model on the Yes prog
masterpiece, Close To The Edge.




1958 ES-335 NATURAL

1308 E5-330 NATURAL R R R R -;.;..;.;.;.;.;.;.;.;.;.;.;.,.__.;.;.:.,. s :;'.' .:

A stunning example of a rare | | 1
Natural-finish ES-335 from the o
model’s debut year | : * '

\

i

66 his used to belong to Larry T
DiMarzio. Extremely rare,”
says Guitars: The Museum’s

Samuel Ahdén of an instrument fit to
make any self-respecting guitar addict
weep with desire. Though the long
pickguard extending past the bridge
pickup was retained until late 1960,
it’s the lack of fingerboard binding
that marks this particular guitar out
as a dead-cert early ’58 example.

The company shipped only 50
Natural models that year, with or
without binding, so you’d likely have
more luck adding a bantam hen with a
full set of gleaming gnashers to your
collection than one of these beauties.
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Bernard Butler’s

1968 E5-330 12-5TRING

12-string electrics have cropped up
time and again in the Gibson
catalogue. Here’s a special guitar
with a star-studded history

ibson’s most-famous electric

12-string by far is the

EDS-1275 - the six- and
12-string extended SG-bodied model
that debuted in 1958 and has
fascinated guitarists ever since Jimmy
Page used his 1968 specimen to
recreate Stairway To Heaven live.
However, many of the company’s
other models have had a 12-string
variant, including the Les Paul, the
ES-335 and even the Firebird... and
many of these have become rare
collector’s models.

One starstruck specimen is the
1968 ES-335 you see here, owned by
Bernard Butler, ex-Suede guitarist
and producer. “Usually tried by every
guitarist I produce, as 12-string 335s
are quite unusual. I don’t initially tell
people it came from Johnny Marr. I
was a huge fan of Johnny, obviously,
but we later became good friends,”
Butler told Guitarist.

“I went up to visit Johnny in 1995,
and we played guitar together and
watched Neil Young videos all night.
Just before I left, Johnny said, ‘I want
to show you this,” and got out this
12-string. I told him I recognised it
from The Smiths on Top Of The Pops
and Sheila Take A Bow and
Shoplifters Of The World Unite on
The Tube in 1986; specific songs. He
just said, ‘T knew you’d know all that...
so you take it’. Amazing, but Johnny’s
always so generous to me. We play
very differently, which believe me,
wasn’t my intention when I started.
This is the main guitar on The Smiths’
Stop Me If You’ve Heard This One
Before, and I wrote [debut solo single|
Stay on it. A special guitar.”




TEN GREAT

BB KING

THE THRILL IS GONE
LI1VE IN COOK COUNTY JAIL, 1971

LUGILLE

HOW BLUE can you get? The
King claimed his guitar has
saved his life two or three
times, and while there have
been many Lucilles along the
way, the iconic look and
sound of a Gibson ES-355 in
the hands of blues’ most
lyrical player is one of music’s most enduring sights.
1964’s Live At The Regal gets a lot of love, but on this
lesser known recording with a Fender Twin, in front
of the Cook County inmates who knew what the
blues meant, there’s a brighter spotlight on King’s
searing tonal personality.

© Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images
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STEELYDAN &

THE BHVRAL SOAM .
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LARRY CARLTON !
STEELY DAN

KID CHARLEMAGNE
THE ROYAL SCAM, 1976

1968 GIBSON Es-300

THIS JAZZ-blues maestro is
literally Mr 335, thanks to his
1968 beauty - his “go-to guitar
for the last 35 years”, as he told
Guitaristin 2007. Larry played
it on hundreds of big sessions
in the 70s and 80s, not least the
incredible solo here with a
Fender Tweed Deluxe
amplifier, bridge pickup and
with the tone control turned
down to about three.



E SMITH!

NGEWAYS, HERE WE COME™

<

JOHNNY MARR |

THE SMITHS

STOP ME IF YOU’VE
HEARD THIS ONE BEFORE
STRANGEWAYS HERE

WE COME, 1987

TEN GREAT ES-335 TONES

TIS

O

OTIS ERIC CLAPTON |

RUSH CREAM
ALL YOUR LOVE BADGE
(I MISS LOVING) GOODBYE, 1969
LIVE AT MONTREUX, 1986 1964 ES-355 TOC

1968 E5-330

GIBSON ES-335

CLAPTON FIRST bought his

DESPITE HIS association with
the Rickenbacker and
Jazzmaster, the ex-Smiths
guitarist used an unusual
12-string Gibson 335 on most
of his favourite Smiths album,
Strangeways Here We Come.
As Marr moved away from
layering on the album, he
wanted a guitar to add weight.
This was one of the songs he

wrote and recorded on the 335.

RITCHIE BLACKMORE |
DEEP PURPLE

CHILD IN TIME
IN ROCK, 1970

1961 E5-330

BLACKMORE USED his 335
throughout Purple’s first three
albums, but this is its last
studio appearance before he
heard Jimi Hendrix, and the
Stratocaster became his main
squeeze. He makes it count,
though, on a stunning virtuoso
solo that builds in speed,
moving from neck to bridge
pickup. It’s likely the guitar on
this track was amplified
through a Vox AC30.

3351n 1964, and it’s very likely
that it was the guitar he used
on Badge, his collaboration
with George Harrison. The
Beatle was of course repaying
the debt owed for Clapton’s
uncredited solo on While My
Guitar Gently Weeps; George
plays the rhythm until Clapton
takes over for the Leslie
speaker-effected arpeggiated
bridge and wonderfully
concise solo.

ANOTHER SOUTHPAW legend
(whose playing style saw him
use his 335 left-handed with
the strings unaltered and
therefore upside down), West
Side Chicago innovator Rush
influenced many a blues player
with his stinging attack and
vibrato chord work. Among
them was Eric Clapton, who
duets with both his Strat and
vocal here on a fantastic live
guest appearance.

RUSH
FLY BY NIGHT

TEN
YEARS
AFTER

T i TV L . WOOCROETIr L BALL LOWY LT L N N T

ALEX ALVIN

LIFESON LEE

ANTHEM I'M GOING HOME
FLY BY NIGHT, 1975 L1IVE AT WOODSTOCK, 1969
1976 GIBSON ES-335 CUSTOM 1353 GIBSON ES-335

THE LATE, great Alvin Lee
could do truly impressive
things with the used and
abused, sticker-covered 335 he
named Big Red, and the solo
here is one of them - its
adrenaline blues bristles with
energy. Alvin’s model sported
a fast 60s-profile neck with
block inlays (after the dot
original’s headstock snapped
off) and an added single-coil
pickup in the centre position.

A GUITAR that symbolises an
entire era for Rush fans,
Lifeson got his custom-built
Alpine White 335 in 1976 and it
was his main guitar until the
late-70s; covering a truly
classic period of the band,
especially this side-long title
track. Backline in the studio
included a 50-watt Marshall, a
Fender Twin with a Maestro
phase shifter and Lifeson’s
trusty Echoplex.

I

FREDDIE
KING

HIDEAWAY
SINGLE, 1960

1960 GIBSON ES-343

ORIGINALLY PLAYING a
Goldtop Les Paul but switching
toa 1960 ES-345TD that would
become his signature guitar,
Texas Cannonball Freddie
used a plastic thumbpick and
metal fingerpick to create some
of the greatest blues
instrumentals of all time. Still
underrated to this day, his
inimitable, highly melodic
style influenced a whole
generation of players, both at

home and across the Atlantic.

DAVE GROHL |
FOO FIGHTERS
NEXT YEAR

THERE IS NOTHING
LEFT TO LOSE, 1999

1967 GIBSON TRINI LOPEL

GROHL HAS proved just how
versatile Gibson’s semis can be,
using his Trini Lopez model’s
spin on the 335 frequently for
sparkling cleans and dirty
breakup through a AC30. Here,
he manages to get the former
by boosting the treble on the
amp and keeping the volume
down to avoid too much
breakup on the amp, but still
adding a touch of distortion.




GIBSON'S ‘SHAPE' GUITARS
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Gibson's late-50s Modernist Series guitars,
and the futuristic Firebird that followed, were
outlandish, avant-garde designs created against
the backdrop of the Space Age They were
initially met with confusion and poor sales, but
their subsequent rarity and their slow-burning
appeal for players has secured them a place in
the pantheon of classic guitar designs. Read on

for the (ultimately triumphant) story of how
Gibson dared to be different...

The Birth Of The Shape.... 18 88 .. Winging It
The Guitar That Never 90 . Roxy Lady
Was: The Moderne ... 18 94 ... Skylarking
1958 Flying V... 80 96 . 1964 Firebird & 1974 Lead
Intrepid Explorer ... 82 And Bass 20
98 1967 Firebird V 12-String
100 Ten Great ‘Shape’ Tones

12
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GIBSON'S ‘SHAPE' SUITARS
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THE BIRTH OF THE SHAPE

THE BIRTH OF

THE SHAPE

57 years ago, a very conservative guilar company created two radical
J 50: ) 5 L)
designs that flopped big-time, yet changed the guitar world forever

WORDS DAVE BURRLUCK

t the tail-end of the 1950s in
Kalamazoo, USA, Gibson
president Ted McCarty was
probably having a sleepless night
thinking about a trio of guitar
designs he and his team had come
up with that he would file at the
patent office in June 1957, to be launched the
following year in 1958. Two of the three designs made
it to production: the Flying V and the Explorer. Yet
these angular ‘modernistic’ guitars made Gibson a
laughing stock and within two years, with
approximately 120 made - according to guitar
historian AR Duchossoir, official Gibson records show
that just 98 Flying Vs and 22 Explorers were shipped
during 1958-59 - the guitars were shelved. Little did
McCarty know that this decision would, 50 years on,

be the very thing that gives these late-50s modernistic
guitars such ‘Holy Grail’ status. Little did he know
that players would, after the lead of the likes of Albert
King and Jimi Hendrix, ‘get it’ and this pair would
eventually grace stages the world over. Little did he
know that many other manufacturers would copy
these designs, paint them funny colours and add fancy
vibratos and players with daft haircuts and even
dafter trousers would prance around posing and
gurning with their ‘shape’ guitars. Frankly, the man
has a lot to answer for.

THROWING SHAPES

In the mid-50s, Gibson was trailing in the solidbody
electric guitar stakes and seen as a ‘fuddy duddy’

Ia

company compared to Fender who already had its
Telecaster and Stratocaster. Sales of Gibson’s
carved-top Les Paul had peaked in 1953 and were in
decline - the cheaper Les Paul Jr was by far Gibson’s
best selling electric during the decade. “The dealers
thought we were too stodgy, too traditional, so we
decided to knock them off their feet,” says Ted
McCarty in Tom Wheeler’s American Guitars — An
Illustrated History. Work probably started in 1956. “I
designed those three guitars with the help of a local
artist,” continues McCarty’s quote. “There must have
been a hundred sketches around the shop, all sorts of
weird shapes. We were working on this one guitar -
since it was solidbody, you could do just about
anything with the shape - and it was sort of
triangular. It was too heavy and we had to remove
some weight from somewhere and we discovered that
we didn’t need the back end at all, so we just cut out
some material in the middle. We wanted it to look like
an arrow. Someone in the shop made a wisecrack and
said, The thing looks like a Flying V, and we thought
about the name and eventually used it. That’s how we
came up with the Moderne and Explorer too, just
experimenting with shapes — we must have made
dozens of variations.” Interestingly, in Gil Hembree’s
Gibson Guitars — Ted McCarty’s Golden Era, McCarty
is quoted as saying that the ‘someone’ who named the
Flying V was none other than Seth Lover, the inventor
of the humbucking pickup.

The Moderne that McCarty refers to was one of
the three patent applications filed in 1957 (and
granted in January 1958) but it never went into
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'67 REISSUE FLYING V
production. It is not even known if a prototype was The Futura’s patent drawing also features a ‘split’
made. What became the Explorer didn’t follow the headstock — an inverted V — which featured on at
skinnier (but still Explorer-like) patent drawing - in least one early Explorer before the ‘banana’ headstock
fact, that guitar, referred to as the Futura, was was added.
prototyped (and a photo proves it was shown to the If the guitars looked modern - oh boy they did! -
musical trade, presumably with other modernistic there was very little new in terms of construction or
prototypes, in July 1957). Duchossoir, in Gibson parts. The hardware, for example, had all been
Electrics — The Classic Years, suggests the new name  previously used, yet the Flying V is the first Gibson
came from the start of the space-race in 1957 with electric to use through-the-body stringing, previously
Russia’s Sputnik 1 satellite. The USA followed withits  seen on Fender’s Broadcaster. The Flying V is also the
own satellite launched on 31 January 1958. It was first Gibson electric to boast 22 frets clear of its body
called Explorer 1 - too good a name “not to be used by - in quick succession many Gibsons would follow with
a company wanting to foster its sense of modernity,” all, or virtually all, frets clear of the body: the ES-335,
muses Duchossoir. the double cut Junior and Specials, and the SG.
1957 - 1958 - 19586 . 1958/9 . 1959/60
Three patents filed for The Explorer and oplit-neadstock Explorer 38 Flying Vs and 22 Explorers Gibson discontinues

Modernistic range of guitars, i Flying Vlaunched - profotype created . shipped during thisperiod ~ : production of Flying V
grantedin January 1338 ' = : :

16



THEBIRTH OF THE SHAPE

“We wanted it to look like an arrow. Someone
in the shop made a wisecrack and scaid, The
thing looks like a Flying V...” TED MCCARTY

It was also the first time Gibson had used Korina
on an electric (it had been used on the Consolette and
Skylark lap steels earlier in the 1950s). Korina is a
trade name given to the West African limba wood.
“The Flying V was clear limba wood,” states McCarty
in Gil Hembree’s Gibson Guitars — Ted McCarty’s
Golden Era. “The Flying V had to be something
nobody ever saw before. And we wanted a wood that
we wouldn’t have to finish to a colour. Limba wasn’t
used in the guitars at the time,” McCarty says and
later adds, “in those days there was quite a demand
for natural finishes.”

Gibson originally referred to the finish of the V
and Explorer as a “natural limed Korina”, as opposed
to the “limed mahogany” of the Les Paul TV, released
earlier in 1954. The pale yellow of the TV finish isn’t a

million miles away from
the V’s ‘natural’ finish,
although the latter, in
terms of production, would
have been easier. But you
can’t help thinking Gibson
was looking to Fender, with its ‘blonde’ slab-bodied
Telecaster — not that different from either the yellow
TV finish or the V’s Korina. (Many suspect ‘TV’ might
just have stood for ‘Telecaster Version’. But hey...)

Today, the 50s Flying V and Explorer (plus the few
instruments assembled in the 60s from 50s wood
parts) fetch unimaginable prices. Even McCarty said
(Tom Wheeler), “I wish I had kept one each of those
original models. I hear they are really very highly
prized these days,” and that was in the early 80s! But
perhaps of all the words written on these guitars, Paul
Trynka, in The Electric Guitar, sums up the legacy,
specifically of the Flying V, best: “It’s obvious that the
instrument which provoked more derision than any
other Gibson design, changed the imagery of the
electric guitar forever.”

1963
Gibson disconfinues
production of the Explorer

1963 1963

g Vand VIl

Ray Dietrich-designed Firebird Thunderbird Il and IV
. rangelaunched - models|, i, : basseslaunched

1965
Firebird redesigned and

. launched; ‘non-reverse’
. body outline

- 1966
. Firebird V12-string
. modellaunched



THE GUITAR THAT NEVER WAS: THE MODERNE

The Guitar That Never Was:

THE MODERNE

Gibson originally designed a third guitar in its ‘Modernistic’
series, alongside the Flying V and Fxplorer — but did it ever
leave the drawing board?

ack in 1957, Gibson was a
successful company, but unlike
upstart rival Fender, was in
danger of earning a reputation as
old-fashioned and devoid of ideas.
Next to the futuristic Stratocaster,
released a few years earlier,
Gibson’s hollowbody guitars seemed anachronistic
and staid. So the company’s design team conjured up a
trio of outlandish models to beat
Fender at its own game, and filed
for patents for them, to stave off
would-be imitators.

The first became known as the
Explorer; the third, the Flying V.
But the second of these patents
described an oddly proportioned
instrument with a backwards-
angled upper bout describing half a
V, and a stunted lower bout that was
neither aesthetically pleasing nor
ergonomic... This curio was the
Moderne, and remains shrouded in
mystery. Was it ever even made?

Gibson’s literature said of the
Modernistic range: “|The company]|
investigated every conceivable idea
— and a few inconceivable ones, too — used some,
abandoned others, tried a few over again,” and in
reterence to this, esteemed guitar historian Tony
Bacon stated categorically in Guitarist: “I'm
convinced Gibson never made a single Moderne in the
1950s, not even a prototype. Or, as Gibson put it at the
time, they abandoned an inconceivable idea.” Other
guitar experts concur. Vintage expert George Gruhn
told Premier Guitar: “I have never encountered any
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original Moderne guitar made prior to their so-called
reissue in the early 1980s, nor have I ever had a
conversation with anyone who claimed [to me] to have
seen one. I have significant doubts that they were ever
made.” The Moderne has been called the ‘Sasquatch
of the guitar world’, and the ‘unicorn of collectibles’.
And yet... guitarist and author Ronald Lynn Wood,
in his 2008 book Moderne — Holy Grail Of Vintage
Guitars, says eyewitnesses claim to have seen one at a
trade show in 1958, and quotes John
Huis, Gibson’s Production Manager
at the time, as saying 30 to 35
Modernes were made, but most of
them just hung around in a rack.
Wood also states Gibson historian
Julius Bellson and Ted McCarty
(quoted in The Gibson) confirmed
that Moderne prototypes were
displayed at various trade shows,
clinics and conventions. Sadly, for
guitar enthusiasts in possession of
Moderne-shaped objects (among
them ZZ Top’s Billy Gibbons), the
Moderne’s Holy Grail status would
make a verifiable original worth a
huge amount of money; therefore,
takes and forgeries are rife. Of
course, Gibson’s two ‘reissues’ of the Moderne, in 1982
and 2012, mean that anyone who fancies owning one
to see how it would sound if it did in fact exist can do
so. But given the likelihood that no one will now ever
be able to authenticate an original, perhaps we should
begin peddling the alternative myth that this
phantom of the Space Age was indeed put together in
the 50s - only not in Kalamazoo, but by little green
men in Area 51 in Roswell, from surplus saucer parts.
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1358 FLYING V

FLYING V

This icon of the space age has held rock and blues

PR A A R A,
' players in its thrall for generations

FREREETryy
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n its launch in 1958 as part of
Gibson’s Modernist Series, the
Flying V shared a $247.50 price
tag with the Les Paul Standard.
Gibson’s design chief and
s f" FE | president Ted McCarty had begun
PRI AR :.a",} £ A Ef A EERE, developing prototypes the
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A R T ,I_':;,.- TR 2 enthusiasm for all things futuristic that even saw the

Ford Motor Company design the Nucleon, a nuclear-
powered concept car.

Though the originals didn’t sell in sufficient
numbers to sustain initial production beyond 1959,
artist association — Lonnie Mack, Albert King, Jimi
Hendrix - and sheer cool would eventually help the V
attain legendary status. With just 81 Flying Vs leaving
the factory in 1958, this beautiful original model on
display at Guitars: The Museum in Umea, Sweden is
comfortably in the Burst bracket when it comes to
monetary value.
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GIBSON'S "SHAPE' GUITARS

The futuristic Fa plorer has on](wed m()re’regencratwns '/
than Doctor Who, and is still going strong in the thson
catalogue almost 60 years on

or a supposed commercial flop, the
Explorer has seen its fair share of
reincarnations since its debut in
1958. A mahogany reissue appeared
in 1975, with a limited-edition
korina version the year after and a
short-lived, radically different take
called the V2 in 1979. Fulfilling the duties of the 80s
rock era and responding to the slew of me-too pointy
axes and Explor-alikes that flooded MTYV, that decade
saw a variety of different components, trems and
colour schemes applied to the Explorer’s once-more
Zeitgeisty outline.
Alongside all the experimentation with the
formula, Gibson hadn’t completely forgotten about
the magical lure of the 50s originals, and released a
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series of revivals of these in the shape of the Explorer
Korina and The Explorer/CMT, with luxurious curly
maple top. Then followed reincarnations of the 60s
and 70s designs, too, including the successful X-Plorer
(ex. Explorer ’76 pictured here). Yet other special
editions hawve filtered into Gibson’s catalogues,
including the X-PlorerStudio Swamp Ash, while
other oddities have included the red.and black Voodoo
series, the metal-inspired Gothic versions, the
mirror-fronted New Century guitars, the Holy
Explorer, the Kahler-fitted Tribal Explorer and the
Robot Explorer, among many others.

Still it isn’t over, either: Bill Kelliher of Mastodon
and Lzzy Hale of Halestorm are both recent Explorer
signatories, rocking the ‘shape’ guitar that seems
destined to be with us forever.
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GIBSON'S ‘

Few guitars have
seen so many changes
as Gibson's Firebird. From
the classic 60s ‘reverse’ models to
todays ‘love-it-or-loathe it’ Firebird
X, it’s a guitar that inspires emotion with
its unique looks, biting tone and underdog cool.
Here, Tony Bacon talks us through the Firebird's
fascinating evolution, and reveals how to identify

the key models in this famous flock...
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t Gibson in the early 60s, coming
down from the high of 1958 must
have been a difficult proposition.
After all, that was the year Gibson
released the futuristic Explorer
and Flying V, as well as the
innovative ES-335 and 355,
slapped some Sunburst on the Les Paul, made a
double-cutaway out of the Les Paul Junior and
Special, and offered its first doubleneck electrics. All
in one year. The company wasn’t going to top thatin a
hurry. So, what next?

Gibson began a big expansion of its Kalamazoo
factory during 1960, more than doubling its size upon
tion the following year. Among the firstborn

Standard, and the SG Custom. Despite all this
invention, something was bothering the bosses
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GIBSON'S ‘SHAPE' GUITARS

upstairs: Fender was selling more and more guitars as
every month passed. The first Fender solidbody
electric had come out in 1950, but now, a dozen or so
years later, the Californian company had a line of four
great electrics — Telecaster, Stratocaster, Jazzmaster
and Jaguar - as well as budget models. Fenders looked
and sounded fresh, new and different. Gibson’s
managers must have felt their guitars seemed old and
fusty by comparison.

The company had been around a long time, and its
reputation was based on long-founded production
methods and traditional values. Gibson’s first reaction
to Fender’s solidbody revolution was the original Les
Paul model of 1952. Next, it decided to try to upstage
what it saw as Fender’s edgy, modern style with the
angular Explorer and Flying V. But by the early 60s,
however, it was clear Gibson needed something else to
weather the storm blowing in from the West Coast.

EARLY 'BIRDS

So, it was that in 1963, Gibson introduced its new
Fender-rivalling solidbody, the Firebird. The design
had strong links with the failed Explorer, which had
already been discontinued. Nonetheless, Gibson hoped
that a new spirit of innovation would win the day. The
company hired an outside designer to create the
Firebird, someone who would not be limited by
traditional approaches to guitar design and who would
reconsider the way an electric could look and work.

Gibson hired an outside designer to create
the Firebird, someone who would not be

limited by traditional approaches to guitar
design and who would reconsider the way

an electric could look and work
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Ray Dietrich had been a legendary car designer for
50 years. He started in the drawing otfice of a small
company in 1913, and over the next few decades
established the idea of the custom car-body designer.
Based in New York City and then Detroit, Dietrich
headed a number of firms, including his own, LeBaron
Carrossiers, designing and building luxury car bodies
and working for brands such as Lincoln, Packard,
Duesenberg and Ford. Some of his best work was done
in the 30s, when he designed the striking Chrysler
Airstream. He founded Raymond Dietrich Inc in 1949
in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Four years later, he
returned to consulting work, and in 1960, at the age of
66, he retired to Kalamazoo.

One of the ways Dietrich whiled away his
retirement was to give talks on his life in car design.
Gibson boss Ted McCarty happened to go along to
one, and afterwards, he introduced himself and asked
if Dietrich would be interested in designing a guitar.
Dietrich agreed, and Gibson hired him to devise a
new solidbody electric line. He eventually came up
with the design we know as the Firebird, but at first it
didn’t have a name.

“I was sitting in my office one day with Ray and a
couple of the other fellas,” McCarty later recalled,
“and we were trying to come up with a name for this
thing. He said, “Why don’t you call it Phoenix?’ I said,
‘Phoenix, that’s the firebird, the old story of rising
from the ashes.” So, that’s where the name Firebird
came from. And Ray also
designed the firebird logo
that’s on the pickguard.”

The new models appeared
in Gibson’s 1963 catalogue,
with the blurb insisting that
the Firebirds were a
“revolutionary new series of
solidbody guitars. Exciting in



WINGING IT

concept, exciting to play. You’ll find a whole new
world of sound and performance potential... plus that
sharpness in the treble and deep, biting bass... A
completely new and exciting instrument that offers
all the sound, response, fast action, and wide range
that could be desired.”

There were four Firebirds for the 1963 launch -1,
I1I, V and VII - each with different appointments but
following the same overall design and build. The
missing numbers IT and IV went to two
complementary Thunderbird basses, but there was no
V1. Gibson announced the new line just before the
July 1963 NAMM show in Chicago, and they first
appeared on a July price list, with production starting
about three months later.

WINGED WONDER

The Firebirds were the first Gibson solidbodies with
through-neck construction. All Gibsons until now had
a glued-in set neck, and Fender used a screwed-on
neck joint. Some guitar makers felt that designs with
through-necks gave better sustain and tone.
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For the Firebirds, Dietrich had a central multi-
laminate mahogany-and-walnut section running the
length of the guitar, providing the 22-fret neck and
the mid portion of the body in a single unit. Two
slightly thinner mahogany ‘wings’ were glued on,
completing the body, so the mid portion of the body
was stepped a touch higher than the wings, forming a
sort of central shelf, four inches wide, on which sat
the pickups, bridge and tailpiece. The back of the body
had a gentle contour at the top, a feature better known
on Fenders and designed for player comfort.

The elongated body - something like an Explorer
with curves — had a horn-less upper section that made
the lower horn appear to stick out further than it
really did. It made for an almost unbalanced but quite
pleasing look, which is why we call these original
models the ‘reverse body’ or simply ‘reverse’
Firebirds. A thoughttul touch was the inclusion of
three <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>