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1 Introduction
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If you enjoy working with wood then making an acoustic guitar is the ultimate project. Making a guitar requires attention to a lot of fine detail but it is not as difficult as you might imagine. If you have dreamed of having a beautiful guitar like the most expensive models but do not have thousands of dollars to spend on a guitar then you may want to consider building your own. Or if you simply like to build things and are able to do detailed work with your hands then you would probably enjoy building your own guitar. I have been building guitars and other musical instruments for several decades. 

Figure 1.1 shows three guitars and a mandolin that I have made. The one on the right is a guitar patterned after the most expensive guitar, the D 45, that Martin makes. The one on the left is one that I designed and is a three-quarter size guitar that has a detachable neck so that it will fit in a small suitcase. The guitar in the middle is a 12-string guitar made from wild-cherry wood for the back, sides and neck from my sister’s farm. The soundboard is made of spruce for all of the instruments shown in Figure 1.1. The back and sides of the other two guitars are made from rosewood. The mandolin back and sides are made from maple. The neck of the guitar on the right is mahogany wood. The fretboard for the guitar on the right is made from ebony wood while the others are made from [image: image]rosewood. 

Your first question is probably where do I find the wood that I can use to make a guitar. Various kinds of wood are available from such online sites as Luthiers Mercantile International (www.lmii.com) or Stuart MacDonald (www.stewmac.com). You can find matchbook sets that are ideal for the back of a guitar in all kinds of wood ranging from economical to very expensive sets. You can also find wood for the other components of a guitar. 

In fact, for your first guitar you might want to start with a kit. The advantage of a kit is that the sides for the guitar are already bent. This would seem like a big advantage but as I will show you later, it is very easy to bend the boards into the shape that you would like for a guitar. It doesn’t require expensive equipment either. 

[image: image]This particular kit has rosewood sides and a mahogany neck. These are the woods commonly used in even the most expensive acoustic guitars. The many small pieces of wood shown in the upper left and upper right corners are the braces that are used inside the back and top. This kit includes a neck that would fit in the v notch of the small block shown beside the top. Other ways of connecting the neck and body of the guitar include attaching the neck with a single bolt. 

Making a guitar from a kit involves fitting the pieces together and gluing them with a professional wood glue. The final guitar is one like all the others made from this kit. 

Making a guitar from scratch involves selecting your wood for the back, top and sides and then deciding on the shape and size for the guitar you want to build. Then the neck must be carved and the sides must be bent into the right shape. These may sound like very difficult tasks but it is not difficult at all if you like to work with wood. You will need a limited number of tools but you probably have most of them if you have a woodworking shop. Instead of listing all of those tools here they will be introduced at the time that they are needed. The rest of the book will be devoted to helping you design and make your own individually designed guitar.
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2 Getting Started
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[image: image]Starting to build a guitar from scratch involves first selecting or designing your own size and shape of the guitar that you want to make. After you have decided on a size and shape of your guitar, you will need to make a form to hold the sides of the guitar in the shape that you have chosen. Figure 2.1 shows some of the forms that I have used in making guitars and mandolins. The largest form is for a normal-sized dreadnought guitar. The form on top is for making a three-quarter size guitar. The form in the center is a form for making a mandolin. The normal-sized guitar form is 2 ¾ inches in width but even a smaller width could be used such as that made from a 2 x 10” pine board. The other two are about 1 ¾ inches in width made from a 2 x 10” pine board. The width of the form must be less than the width of the sides of the [image: image]instrument you are going to make so that the top and back can be glued onto the sides while the form is in place. Note that the forms have a bolt or hinge or some means so that they can be opened for removal after the top and back have been glued to the sides of the instrument. 

Making a form allows you to design a guitar in any size or shape that you would like. The advantage of choosing one of the typical sizes such as the dreadnought size or classical guitar size is that you can find commercially available guitar cases for them.

[image: image]In making the guitar it would also be helpful to have a way of pressing the sides against the form to hold them in the proper shape. Such presses are shown in Figure 2.2. These presses were made by first cutting pieces of wood in the shape shown to fit against the inside of the form. Then holes were bored on inside locations of the pieces of wood so that a threaded metal rod could be inserted. A nut was glued into the outer edge of one of the holes so that the rod could be screwed into it. When the rod is screwed into the nut with the other end of the rod inserted into the hole in the other piece of wood it will tighten them against the sides of the form. 

The rest of this book will be devoted to making a regular size guitar. We will need a pattern for the shape of the guitar. This can be cut out of a large sheet of paper or several 8 ½  by 11 pages can be taped together to obtain a sheet large enough for the pattern for a regular size guitar. If we want it to fit in a regular guitar case the width should not be more than 15 ½ inches and the length should not be more than 20 inches. 

The pattern and form for the guitar are shown in Figure 2.3. The folded paper pattern can be laid on a board that is to become the top or back of the guitar to see how much of the board will be used. If there are imperfections in the board the pattern can be used to see if an imperfection can be included in the trim area of the board.
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3 Making the Back
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[image: image]The back of the dreadnought guitar that we will be making is 20 inches long and 15 ½ inches wide. The back usually uses wood that has been sawn into a matching bookend pair. This means that the patterns in the wood of each half of the back are mirror images of each other. The boards used for the back need to be at least 8 inches wide and 21 inches long. This is the minimum size and they should probably be an inch or two longer and wider than this to allow for all the adjustments that may need to be made. The typical back has a centerpiece between the two halves. If you were making the back from scratch you would plane the two boards to a thickness of 0.110 to 0.120 inches.

Figure 3.1 shows two boards that we could have used for the back of the guitar together with pieces of the original boards that were planed down to the right thickness for the back. The edges of the two boards where they will be glued together must be perfectly straight. The easiest way to do this is to use a jointer. If you do not have access to a jointer you can cut the edges as straight as possible and then place a large sheet of sandpaper on a smooth straight surface and sand them until they are straight.

[image: image]The next step in making the back is to glue the center strip between the two boards. This can be done by placing a
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