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Icons of Allusion and Authenticity

The issue of “authenticity” is pervasive throughout the entire world of stompbox musical effects irrespective of effects type. And there is a world of reason for this as guitar effects pedals are rarely self-referential; mostly they refer to something else. At their most basic, effects pedals are designed to produce a tonal effect that recognizably fits into a known family of effects. The tonal reference might be spoken of in a general way (“delay”), or refer to a particular kind of technology (“tape delay”), or perhaps to a unique brand-identified effect (Roland Space Echo delay). Reaching beyond a basic functional reference, the design or naming of stompbox often evokes something more abstract as it subtly channels an idea, a value, an image or a cultural theme from the larger world courted by the device. Alternately, an effects pedal might employ a stiff outstretched arm pointing at prominent external reference and sticking a finger in the eye of the original. As the philosopher Thomas Hobbs wryly observed, life is brutish.

The victim of said assault is one Bill Finnegan who, some 25 years ago, had the good fortune to create one of the most vaunted effects pedals ever, the Klon Centaur, thus resulting in its becoming one of the most copied. Hand-built by Finnegan one at a time, the Centaur was a pretty rare beast from the get-go; and, due to a number of factors limiting the amount of production (one being that Bill sold only to people passed a telephone interview), there was more than ample reason for this pedal to be cloned by others. Aside from its rarity, the Centaur enjoys legendary status (some might call it “mythic”) due to its claim the first overdrive (mild distortion) pedal not to unduly color guitar tone, and also because Finnegan chose to goop up the works in each pedal in black epoxy so as to prevent successful spying. Nevertheless, the market is flooded with purported Klon copies (“klones”), and the number of manufacturers and small builders releasing their own take on the Centaur only continues to grow. To see how these Klon-a-likes are branded with suggestive names, graphics, color schemes, and form factors echoing the original is a fascinating exercise in the importance of symbols, the power of allusion and the problem of authenticity.
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Nowhere is the musical analogy to the natural world more obvious than in surf music (with apologies to Debussy), where staccato guitar and drumbeats drive home the image of crashing surf and the splendor and bravado of riding big waves. In the world of guitar effects, reverb has place all its own due to a close association between the effect and its common use in early ‘60s surf music (although, as is often the case with nostalgia, reverb was not nearly so pervasive among early surf bands as it is currently in retro-surf music). So closely are reverb and surf music aligned that one type, spring reverb, has a quality often described as “surfy” or “wet.”

For many, it’s difficult to hear a spring reverb laden guitar riff without thinking, perhaps longingly, of the beach. In the heyday of surf music, guitarists relied on large enclosed spring reverb tanks and, later on, on smaller tanks found inside Fender amplifiers. While not actual spring reverbs, small-format stompboxes approximating the “boing” of spring reverb are now found everywhere, and designs often evoke the surfing lifestyle in the product’s name or graphic treatment of the pedal enclosure. But the most iconic symbol is probably the spring itself, and that, too, can be a whimsical piece of iconography alluding to the authenticity of what’s found inside – even though digital processors now stand in for actual springs. In live performance, original model Fender reverb tanks still reign supreme. This fact has not been lost on stompbox designers who employ a somewhat more hardcore approach with appropriate typographic script, color, layout, and control knob style evoking a visual simulacrum of an iconic 1960s reverb tank. Street cred be damned: As they say in the fashion industry, image is everything.
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Artisanal Pedal Creations
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The business of guitar effects is often associated with highly recognizable and well established brands such as Boss, Electro-Harmonix, Digi-Tech, TC Electronic and a few others, while music insiders will recognize manufacturing newcomers Donner, Joyo, Mooer and countless other inexpensive Chinese brands filling the market – but in truth, this is an industry of small-time tinkerers. To this day, most effects pedal designs originate on basement workbenches, in backwoods sheds or on someone’s dining room table, and many pedals are finished there, too, wired and hand-soldered one piece at a time. “Boutique” pedals, as they’re known, are becoming the industry’s new norm as hobbyist-tinkerers christen ateliers where all the technical know-how, design, artwork and production is in-house, with pedals assembled by one set of hands, start to finish.

In these makeshift environments, design inspiration, technical wizardry and production standards vary widely from one builder to another. Some builders put sonic originality above all else and direct their focus to inner workings, courting the most elite rockers as customers. Other builders are content to make small modifications to already popular circuits and look for market inroads with unique branding and clever marketing. Some builders create fantastical artwork, novel identities and outlandish backstory where others are content to use a generic looking box. Despite these differences, boutique builders around the globe are known for originality in design and personal expressiveness; for pride in workmanship and sourcing quality parts and construction; and for diving headlong into hard work, serving up good value as public commodity.

This exhibit brings together a rich harvest of artisanal pedal design. As you look at this and the other displays, you’ll see plenty of examples of small-batch pedals – from the humble household of newlyweds to the forge of an injured horseshoer, from the hamlet of an unemployed journalist to the lab of a research scientist. And one domestic operation where the crop of pedals is literally farm to table.
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Joe Gore is a local treasure. Look him up. Just for starters, Joe’s guitar playing has graced the records Tom Waits, PJ Harvey and Tracy Chapman, and his YouTube guitar and effects demos are as witty and charming as the genre allows. A consummate musician, Joe is also a tinkerer’s tinkerer with great technical design chops, making his small line of effects pedals as praiseworthy as fine wine. Joe routinely tears down guitars and amps to the chassis and modifies and rebuilds them to his own diabolical specs (check out the Hello Kitty Strat with built-in fuzz effect for one ferocious sounding cat!).

The Joe Gore Duh Remedial Fuzz was created in San Francisco (natch!) is built in Michigan by skilled craftspeople earning a fair wage. The instructions read: “How to use: Turn the knob to make it louder. Duh.” Joe must be master of the understatement, as this pedal does it all. Just like Joe himself.

Visiting the Spruce Effects Web site is a visceral experience, much like in the once unavoidable Irish Spring TV commercial where you’re welcomed to the vibrancy of nature with eyes, ears and nose. As a bar of soap might transport you to the green and pristine, so it is with the Spruce Old Growth Fuzz. Scrolling past photos mountains and meadows, sprigs and springs, you find the pedal itself, an illustration on its housing decorated with the beautiful grain of a plank of wood, and at once you smell the pine forest. “Inspired by variations of the classic muff,” the text reads, “and the haunting and sustaining old growth Spruce forests of Norway, this fuzz is dynamic, heavy, and in your face.”

“Made with love in California. Spruce Effects is a small, one man, one woman outfit in the greater Bay Area of California. Every pedal is made the two of us, and all our pedals are beautiful and well-made. We custom design, hand-build, and love all of our effects equally. Every pedal painstakingly designed and crafted in-house. Our goal is to create classic sounds in a custom, modern package that can be used for any situation.”

Value and virtue, Spruce Effects pedals are heartfelt like family, real as hand-hewn and true as nature itself.
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Everything Geof Hancock and his family do is homegrown. In the summer they run Hancock Family Farm in Casco, Maine, growing vegetables organically for the local co-op and farmers’ market. And in the winter, Geof builds over a hundred effects pedals by hand while his wife makes guitar straps. The family economy depends on their selling guitar accessories and channeling profit back into the farm fueling their primary source of work. As Geof puts it, “When you run a farm, all money is farm money.”

From the mouth of Geof: “The pedal market is a big pie, so there are a lot of slices to go around. Innovation isn’t even always what people are looking for. They want something personal and honest, familiar but with its own flavor. I’m the only one building Farm Pedals right now, all by hand. I have a lot of flexibility. I can change things on the fly. And if it fails, it’s not going to be the end of me.”

Geof sent over one of his organic, farm fresh pedals for display in a table exhibit. It’s called the High Pass Boost, and it’s the color of wheat straw. You know what they sometimes say: It’s so good, it ought to be illegal.

Ed Chew’s pedals convey the distinct look of handcrafted forged steel, produced in his shop in Prairie Farm, Wisconsin. Ed’s no stranger to anvils, fire and forging, an injury having made him lay down the hammer and tongs of his trade as a farrier (def
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We extend the greatest of gratitude for pedal loans to:

Abominable Electronics / Patrick Emmons

Alexander Pedals

AnalogMan

Beetronics

Ryan Burke

Catalinbread Mechanisms Of Music

Cioks

Dr. No Effects

Dr. Scientist

Dunlop Manufacturing

Dwarfcraft Devices

Electro-Harmonix

Farm Pedals

Flying-MOJO

Frantone Electronics

Joe Gore

IdiotBox Effects

JHS Pedals

Keeley Electronics

Eric C. Ness

Old Blood Noise Endeavors

Orange Pedals

Pedal Genie

Rainger FX / David Rainger

Real Guitars

Retro Mechanical Labs / Johnathan Irish Roland Corporation U.S.

Spruce Effects / Brian Bicknell and Katie Morgan

Stone Deaf Effects & Amplification

SviSound

TC Electronic

Wampler Pedals

Westminster Effects

Wilson Effects

Wren and Cuff

Wrought Iron Leather and Effects

ZVEX





Ronald Light, in the words of George Lois, is a cultural provocateur. Ron had a varied career developing innovative and influential programs in arts, culture and technology – often in service to very human needs for personal and community development. He has a B.A. in anthropology from San Francisco State University and an MFA in design from California Institute of the Arts. Ron lives in San Francisco where he plays guitar, badly.


Megan Pai is a graphic designer from San Diego, currently pursuing a degree in Architecture at Princeton University. Her entrance into the creative realm was marked by hours spent in a darkroom, printing portraits of her mom and suburbia. Today, her photographic work persists in the form of low-contrast shots of the quiet things in life: glowing lamps, spilt milk, and people mid-yawn. This documentary mode of preserving transient times informs her desire to produce anomalous yet enduring editorial designs.


Jeff Spirer is a photographer and writer currently residing in Lisbon, Portugal. Once a photographer of professional prize fights, Jeff’s best known for bringing a rock’n’roll sensibility to shooting vivid images of live performance featuring punk, goth, metal, fetish and burlesque alternative cultures. He has exhibited in gallery and corporate settings and published in sports and music publications including Guitar Player and Drum! Magazine.
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