


  THE SUNBURST STORY


  ORIGINS


  CENTRAL LONDON, 1965, and on this typically cool and showery summer’s day, Eric Clapton sits in a music shop with a guitar on his lap. It’s a sunburst-finish Gibson Les Paul, and right now he’s pushing up the volume enough to attract a glance or two from passing shoppers. He’s settled on this secondhand Les Paul as a suitable blues guitar for his new band, John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers. As a bonus, it looks a bit like one his hero Freddie King played. And now a girl in a black-and-white mini-dress walks by the shop, just as Eric lets go with a burst of bluesy notes. She turns and presses her face against the window. Inside, Eric has made up his mind. He winks at the girl in the window and looks up at the admiring shop staff. “I’ll take it,” he tells them. “Did you say 130 quid?” The deal is done. A guitar is reborn.


  The particular Les Paul model that Eric Clapton bought that summer of 1965 had been discontinued five years earlier, when sales faltered. Gibson thought something new was needed, and replaced it with the SG design – as far as they were concerned, the single-cutaway Les Paul design was a thing of the past. But as we’ll discover, a number of guitarists, Clapton included, began to think otherwise, and his purchase in that London music shop turned out to be an important step in the instrument’s rise to legendary status.


  The original Gibson Les Paul Model had first gone on sale in the summer of 1952, with an opaque gold finish and two white P-90 pickups. It was the first solidbody electric from the traditional Gibson company of Kalamazoo, Michigan, who wanted it to compete with the solid electrics that Fender over in California had started to sell. Gibson designed the new instrument – complete with a carved top that hinted at the company’s well-known archtop hollowbody acoustic and electric guitars – and had it endorsed by the most famous American guitarist of the day, Les Paul.


  Gibson added further Les Pauls to the line: the black upscale Custom, in 1954, and the simpler Junior (1954), Special (1955), TV (1955), and short-scale ‘three-quarter’ Junior (1956). The Goldtop, as the original Les Paul Model became known, was modified and improved, ending its initial run in 1958 with adjustable Tune-o-matic bridge and two humbucking pickups designed by Gibson’s Seth Lover. That same year, Gibson made a radical design change to three Les Pauls and a cosmetic alteration to another. The Junior, Junior three-quarter, and TV were revamped with a new double-cutaway body shape, and the Goldtop was given a new finish.


  At the end of 1958, in its Gibson Gazette magazine under the headline ‘Les Paul Guitar In Cherry Red’, the company declared: “A beautiful red cherry sunburst finish is the news here! This guitar now has a rich, rubbed appearance that cannot be equaled at any price, and the ‘new look’ that is tops with today’s guitarists. If the illustration above were in color, you would see exactly what we mean – this instrument is a true beauty. In the future, all Les Paul guitars will be shipped in cherry sunburst finish – there will be no increase in price.”1


  Gibson had made a simple marketing decision. Sales of the Goldtop had declined, and something had to be done to stimulate some new interest. The company decided it was the fault of the unusual gold finish, that players must think it too unconventional. So it changed the look, applying the new sunburst finish to the maple top in a bid to attract new and perhaps more conservative customers.


  By late 1960, however, the experiment was over. Gibson now felt that the change of finish had not been enough and that the only way to attract new customers was to redesign the entire Les Paul line. It’s easy to see Gibson’s position. Nobody much seemed to want the old guitar any more. Sales had declined from a high of 2,245 during 1953 to just a few hundred in 1958 before the change to the new sunburst finish, after which sales climbed to 643 in 1959, but they were dipping again in 1960. The Goldtop had sparkled with a kitsch kind of bluesy charm, enough to add a shine to the frontline of quite a few electric bands. But now, a conservative sunburst – like the finish on Gibson’s big jazz boxes – just wasn’t right for the growing ranks of budding rock’n’rollers. As the 60s
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  GREENY & THE SUPER-NATURAL
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  GIBBONS AT THE PEARLY GATES
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  KOSS & A FEW GOOD NOTES


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  
  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  
 
  FELDER’S HOTEL CALIFORNIA BURST


  

  



  

  

  






  

  

  






  

 

 
  
 

  

  

  
 
  GIBSON IN THE 70s


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

  


 

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

  

  
  

  


  

  

  
 
  FROM BEAT IT TO SPINAL TAP
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  A MODERN BURST: OLD OR NEW?
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  “These instruments were not intended to be world-class works of art. You were meant to just go out and play them and then throw them away some day. But I was most fortunate in being able to acquire ‘Pearly Gates’ – and brother, my world turned upside down.” Billy Gibbons on his ’59 Burst, which he calls “Pearly Gates” (and has not thrown away).
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