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GIBSON TODAY

GIBSON 
TODAY

Present-day Gibson, headquartered in Nashville since 1984, 
has seen significant change in recent years with James 

‘JC’ Curleigh being named as the new president and CEO 
of Gibson Brands, replacing Henry Juszkiewicz, who had 

been at the helm for three decades. The company continues 
to offer its heritage models while refining its flagships to 
provide innovative player-focused features, alongside the 

Custom Shop, which offers bespoke, limited and collector-
edition guitars to rival the finest boutique instruments.  
Let’s take a look at how the company has changed and  

see how Gibson’s next-gen models are making their  
mark at the start of a brand-new era…  

124   Gibson Murphy Lab

134   Junior vs Junior

140   Moving On

144   Ten Great Modern Era Tones
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Murphy’s Lore
We’ve heard the buzz and seen the online ads, but with 

a trio of aged Murphy Lab Gibsons actually in our 
hands, we wonder, was all the hype worth the wait?

Words Neville Marten (Les Paul Standard & ES-335)  

& Dave Burrluck (Les Paul Junior) 

Photography Olly Curtis & Neil Godwin

T
he history of Gibson’s Custom Shop 
is cloaked in mystery and intrigue. 
In Walt Carter’s book Keeping The 

Flame Alive he states: “In the early 90s, 
the Custom Shop didn’t really exist. It was 
an undefined group within the regular 
production facility at Gibson’s Nashville 
division. The R9 debuted at the January 
1993 NAMM Show. Tom Murphy painted 
the finish on the first 25 sunbursts and the 
first 15 Goldtops.”

Of course, as is always the case with 
Gibson, the story is more complicated 
than that. There had been Custom Shop 
designated instruments for many years 
prior, but the Custom Shop as we know 
it today started as a separate facility back 
in 1993, with its own craftspeople and its 
own front door.

At Guitarist, we’ve been reviewing such 
examples as they’ve come and gone, and it 
seems every time we’d say something like, 
“…with this one they’ve come even closer 
to the originals”. Will the same be said of 
the three reissue guitars we have here: a 
Murphy Lab 1959 ES-335 in Ebony, a 1957 
Les Paul Junior Single Cut in TV Yellow, 
and a 1959 Les Paul Standard in Lemon 
Burst? The ES-335 is ultra-light aged, the 
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Finish
There’s little doubt, then, that the talking 
point and the initial engagement with these 
guitars is all to do with these aged finishes. 
Our dot-neck ES-335 is finished in Ebony, 
perhaps a strange choice when the model 
is so well known in its Sunburst, Cherry 
Red and Natural incarnations (there’s so far 
no sunburst available). That said, this one 
has an impressive ‘tuxedo’ vibe about it, 

and its exceptionally dark-grained Indian 
rosewood fingerboard looks great against 
the black nitro lacquer. The ’59 Les Paul 
on the other hand is Lemon Burst and 
has, in this writer’s opinion, the perfect 
colour and flaming – not fine, ruler-drawn 
violin stripes or perfect, wide train lines 
but slightly haphazard and in no way over 
the top. In this faded finish with a hint of 
cherry toner remaining, it looks incredibly 
authentic. Our Junior is only available in 
TV Yellow and there’s no doubt it looks 
well gigged and pretty authentic; we take 
a closer look at its finish in our direct 
comparison with the real thing in the pages 
following this review.

The ES-335 is more or less a new-looking 
guitar but with large lacquer cracks running 
across every surface. These are primary 

GIBSON MURPHY LAB ’59 ES-335 REISSUE EBONY 
ULTRA-LIGHT AGED £5,099 

MURPHY LAB ’57 LES PAUL JUNIOR SINGLE CUT 
REISSUE TV YELLOW HEAVY AGED £5,499

MURPHY LAB ’59 LES PAUL STANDARD REISSUE 
LEMON BURST ULTRA-HEAVY AGED £9,199

CONTACT Gibson   WEB www.gibson.com

A guitar like the 
ES-335 gives its best 
when its voice is left 
to breathe… vibrato 
sounds very musical

Junior is heavy aged, while the ’59 Standard 
gets the top-level ultra-heavy ageing. As 
you’ll see in our Murphy Options box later 
in the review, the heavier the ageing, the 
higher the price. Time is money.

The Murphy Lab, of course, refers to 
the aforementioned Tom Murphy. We’ve 
reviewed instruments hand-finished and 
aged by Murphy before (this reviewer owns 
a ’57 Goldtop with Tom’s initials deftly 
secreted among the lacquer cracks). And 
you’ll learn all about how the Murphy Lab 
works in our interview with Gibson’s brand 
president, Cesar Gueikian, elsewhere in this 
feature. As Cesar tells us, the Murphy Lab 
receives ready-built instruments from the 
Custom Shop, where they are then finished 
and aged by the small team under Tom 
Murphy’s guidance.

LEGENDS of  TONE | GIBSON
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cracks, with none of the secondary or 
ancillary lines running between them. 
There’s no playing wear and only the 
mildest hint of tarnish to the nickel work. 
Like the ’59 Les Paul, none of the plastic 
parts are aged, but here they don’t sit 
too awkwardly against the mild ageing 
elsewhere on the guitar.

However, this situation is quite different 
with the ’59 Standard, which comes with 
the Lab’s most extreme ageing. So pristine 
humbucker rings, pickguard, knobs, 
jack socket surround, and so on, do seem 
somewhat at odds. It’s the same with the 
’57 Junior where the classic shape of the 
single-piece plastic pickguard on this TV 
Yellow guitar really plays its part in the 
guitar’s appearance – much more than 
it does on a sunburst variant. The P-90 
sits under the dog-ear cover and, unlike 
the rest of the guitar, these plastic parts, 
including the rear backplate, are unaged in 
contrast to the finish and hardware. It’s a 
glaring oddity in this Murphy Lab concept.

Continuing with the ’59 Les Paul, its 
lacquering and ageing is mostly excellent. 
Gibson hasn’t fallen into its old trap of 
dulling the finish, nor leaving the dreaded 
‘orange peel’ of some VOS instruments. 

1 1

1. The Custom Shop 
makes its own 
humbuckers such 
as this Alnico 3 
Custombucker

2. Exactly what you’d 
expect in terms of 
control: here, Gibson 
uses CTS pots and 
paper-in-oil capacitors

3. Such a classic, this 
‘narrow’ headstock 
places the ‘crown’ 
inlay (a design that 
dates back to 1938) 
adjacent to the A- and 
B-string tuners. Over 
the years, it moved 
and that headstock 
got wider

4. You can see some 
light lacquer cracks, 
but do they ruin the 
tuxedo vibe? That’s 
the debate

4

3

2
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In contrast to the ageing on 
the ES-335, the ’57 Junior 

is heavy aged and certainly 
has a lot more wear

This is very well done. Other than that 
the bare wood sections on the mahogany 
back and neck look a little unnatural. The 
grain pores are open and clearly visible, 
and on the neck these would have been 
filled by 60 years of finger grease, salty 
sweat, or solidified grain filler – and had a 
belt buckle taken that much finish off the 
back, surely the wood itself would have 
been a lot more pitted and compressed. 
And are those lacquer dings on the back 
just a bit too uniform? It’s the same with 
the Junior’s heavy ageing. As evocative as it 
is, details like those bare wood patches are 
simply less believable.

Yes, we’re being extremely picky, but 
don’t forget this ’59 costs over £9k. Our 
Junior, well, you could probably buy a 
‘player’s grade’ original for a similar £5.5k 
amount. But Tom Murphy does mention 
that the whole ageing process is in a 
constant state of flux and that they are 
learning new tricks all the time. So perhaps 
moans like this will be addressed further 
down the line.

Construction

As for the guitars’ construction, they follow 
tradition as regards timbers. Hence the 
ES-335 features a three-ply maple/poplar/

6

5

5. There’s very little 
ageing to be found 
on the tuners or 
headstock back at the 
ultra-light level of this 
Ebony ES-335 model

6. Thanks to the strap 
button’s placement 
on the heel, ES-335s 
always hang differently 
when on a strap. It’s all 
part of the ride!
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7. The original LP Junior 
was introduced in 
1954 as the single-cut 
model we see here. The 
double-cut came in 
’58. Currently, you can 
only buy a Murphy Lab 
recreation of the former

8. It’s this sort of heavy 
neck wear on our Junior 
that is bound to polarise 
opinion. Would you 
ever let your prized 
guitar get in a state 
like this? It does have 
a slightly uneven feel

maple laminated body with a centre block 
of solid maple, a Fijian mahogany neck and 
Indian rosewood fingerboard. The ’59 Les 
Paul has a solid Fijian mahogany back and 
neck, with flamed maple top and Indian 
rosewood ’board. The Junior sticks closely 
to the original stripped-down recipe: a 
one-piece 45mm thick slab mahogany 
body, while the full-width of the mahogany 
neck slots into the body, resulting in that 
lip in the cutaway. Unlike the ’59 Les Paul 
Standard, the fingerboard is unbound and, 
of course, just dot-inlaid.

As you’d expect, hide glue wood joins 
prevail, and shapes, contours, et cetera, 
have been slavishly scanned from actual 
vintage examples. All of Gibson’s latest 
plastics, although unaged, conform as 
closely as possible to vintage specs, so 
there’s a lot to admire here.

Electrics-wise, both the ES-335 and 
’59 Les Paul feature Gibson Alnico 3 
Custombuckers, and these now come 
unpotted. This is said to offer a more 
transparent and open sound than when 
the coils are buried in wax. The Junior, of 
course, comes with its lone P-90 single coil 
in its ‘dog-ear’ cover, which first appeared 
on this model when it was introduced in 
1954. As it’s simply classed as a Custom 

Dogear P-90, we have little to go on, and 
obviously here we just have a volume and 
tone control. All our guitars use CTS 500k 
audio taper pots, while capacitors are 
traditional paper-in-oil. Toggle switches 
and jack sockets are by Switchcraft.

Feel & Sounds

Over the years Gibson has built on the 
accuracy of earlier reissues, constantly 
learning and improving, and arriving at a set 
of neck dimensions that now hits bullseye. 
Most players that we know, including all the 
Guitarist team, agree that the ’59 medium C 
profile, with not too much ‘shoulder’ on the 
carve, is the most player friendly. So, how 
pleasing it was to pick up the ES-335 and ’59 
Les Paul and find ourselves completely at 
home. Juniors are known for their chunky 
neck shapes and if that’s your preference 

you won’t be disappointed here with this 
‘Chunky C’ shape. That said, while the 
profile is a big clubby C with plenty of 
shoulder, the heavily aged neck back does 
give a slightly uneven feel.

Our guitars come perfectly set up with 
Gibson’ s standard 5/64th-inch (1.98mm) 
and 3/64th-inch (1.19mm) bass and treble 
action heights at the 12th fret. The necks 
are buzz free and the medium-jumbo 
frets do everything we always say they 
do – namely, provide enough fretboard 
clearance for string bending or squeezing 
out a tasty vibrato.

Naturally, the ES-335, with its double 
cutaways and 19th-fret neck join, allows 
for better top-fret access than the much 
more restricted Les Pauls, which provide 
no ‘thumb over the top’ facility past the 
16th. But – again, as we say almost every 
time – this limitation hasn’t prevented 
a host of amazing players bringing us 
dazzling dusty end solos. The Junior’s 
higher-position access is further hampered 
by that body lip in the cutaway, but after 
quite a few decades of playing the real 
thing, it’s really never bothered us.

So, while the softly rounded necks of the 
ES-335 and ’59 Les Paul both clock in at 
22mm at the 1st and 25mm at the 12th fret, 

This is a very, very 
good example of the 
Junior style and one 
of the closest legal 
‘clones’ we’ve seen

7

8
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give or take a hair’s breadth, the ES-335’s 
seems slimmer due to its perceived extra 
length and the guitar’s much bigger body. 
But in reality there’s all but nothing in it. 
Our Junior’s neck is marginally deeper, but 
it’s the fuller shoulders that really provide 
the added girth.

The guitars’ fingerboard edges are 
beautifully rolled, but the corners of the top 
nuts are left a little sharp, and if anything 
the edge rolling on the Junior is slightly less 
uniform. You can’t help thinking that a little 
more time fettling these would really make 
a difference. Other than that, they offer a 
delightful and fuss-free playing experience.

With our trusty Blues Junior fully 
warmed up and a classic drive pedal 
(Analog Man King Of Tone) in line, it’s 
time to hear what these can do. First up is 
the ES-335. Played clean and with just a 
hint of reverb, it’s a gloriously rewarding 
set of tones. Every switch position offers 
a distinct voice and all the old clichés slip 
smoothly off the tongue: crisp and nicely 
nasal for the bridge, quacky and chiming for 
both, and smooth and plummy for the neck. 
Turning down the volumes there’s a dip in 
treble response but in a really pleasing way; 

the taper is remarkably smooth and, while 
the volume itself doesn’t drop significantly 
until below 7 or so, we could find a place for 
every single sound – on every single switch 
setting. Particularly sweet was both pickups 
on, bridge up full and neck at about 7. Fruity! 
A guitar like this gives its best when its voice 
is left to breathe, so a hint of King Of Tone 
simply ramped up what we already had by a 
few notches. This left bends free to sing and 
vibrato sounding very musical.

Swapping instruments and running 
through the same sequence of settings, 
everything about the ’59 Les Paul seems 
tighter, that big lump of mahogany and 
maple perhaps lending a bit more muscle. 
The tones are darker, too, but not by much 
– the Les Paul makes the ES-335 seem 
more ‘scooped’ overall, and it’s that extra 

kick of middle that provides the punch. At 
extreme volumes, we’d guess that where 
the 335 might lose control and start banshee 
howling, the Les Paul would simply stay 
calm and carry on screaming.

On to the Junior and, even before we plug 
in, there’s noticeable power to its acoustic 
response with a quickly rising sustain tail. 
It’s very similar to our original ’57, which 
simply sounds a little more mature and 
slightly smoother with less ‘youthful’ attack. 
With its controls full up, there really is 
nothing wrong with the new Junior’s voice. 
It’s nicely mid-focused and edgy, raw and 
really quite ballsy. Our real example does 
sound very similar, with a few exceptions: 
it has a sixth gear – the new ’57 sounds like 
the real thing with the volume just slightly 
pulled back. Adding a touch more gain, not 
least from any simple boost/overdrive, and 
you really do get close.

However, the way the controls work is 
noticeably different. The new ’57 model 
has slightly less range and lacks the ability 
to produce the surprising clear and clean 
tones of the original with the volume pulled 
back, not to mention the tone. It’s this 
interaction that’s less pronounced on the 

From the front we’d 
be hard-pressed to  

tell this Murphy Lab 
Les Paul apart from  

a genuine ’59

The beating heart of the 
Junior is its single P-90 pickup 
under that ‘dog-ear’ cover, 
matched by the even more 
simplistic wrapover bridge
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MURPHY OPTIONS

There are 50 different guitars in the 

current Murphy Lab line-up based 

on some 20 historic Gibson models in 

different ageing levels and colours.

Our 1959 ES-335 also comes in 

ultra-light aged Ebony with gold-

hardware (£5,699) and, to the same 

spec as our reviewed model, light 

aged in Watermelon Red (£6,599) and 

ultra-heavy aged in Vintage Natural 

(£8,199). Our reviewed Junior comes 

in an ultra-light aged format at £3,799 

(there’s a twin-pickup 1957 LP Special 

Single Cut ultra-light at the same price).

The 1959 LP Standard in Murphy 

Lab dress starts at ultra-light aged in 

Factory Burst, Southern Fade Burst 

and Sunrise Teaburst (£6,099). The 

light aged level is Dirty Lemon Burst, 

Cherry Tea Burst and Royal Tea Burst 

(£6,999). The heavy aged ’59 is in 

Slow Iced Tea Fade, Lemon Fade and 

Golden Poppy Burst finishes (£7,899).

9. The dynamic duo: 
Gibson’s tune-o-
matic bridge and stop 
(or stud) tailpiece 
ensure that the Les 
Paul’s strings are both 
securely anchored and 
properly intonated 
– battle ready and 
fighting fit!

10. Despite the ultra-
heavy wear to the 
finish and hardware, 
the plastic parts, such 
as this gold top hat, 
appear new

11. Custom Shop 
Custombuckers are 
used here to capture 
the legendary tones of 
the Gibson PAF

10 11

9
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new guitar. But even if some of the finer 
details might be lacking, there’s little doubt 
that this is a very, very good example of the 
Junior style. It’s also one of the closest legal 
‘clones’ of the original that this writer has 
ever experienced.

Verdict

To sum up a brand-new artisan-made 
guitar that sits north of the five grand mark 
is easy enough. Is it perfectly built? Are 
the materials, electrics and hardware of 
superlative quality? Does it play brilliantly 
and sound amazing? Simple! However, 
when it comes to guitars such as this that 
have been artificially aged to recreate 
various levels of use and abuse, at serious 
cost, it’s rather more tricky.

So, is the ageing authentic looking? Is that 
really how a guitar goes after a number of 
gigs? And by the standards of whichever 
style of player – aggressive, careful, cleans 
the instrument after every show, or just 
chucks it in the trunk?

The ultra-light aged ES-335 is an odd 
one. We think we’d rather see either a 
totally new guitar or one that’s an ageing 
grade or two above. This one, while a truly 
super ES-335 in every other respect, sits 

uncomfortably in no-man’s-land, the big 
cracks spoiling an otherwise cared-for 
‘vintage’ guitar. At the moment, only a ’61 
Cherry model in a heavy age is available, 
or a ’59 ultra heavy aged Vintage Natural 
version. And they are roughly two-and-a-
half to four grand more!

The Junior has the same dilemma. The 
light aged version of the same thing comes 
in £1,700 cheaper than our heavy aged 
review model, and while it really is a very 
good Junior, unlike our other two historic 
models here, you could buy a ‘player’s grade’ 
real thing for that amount of cash. There’s 
also those unaged plastic parts to consider 
(also present on the ’59), which do give the 
impression that the Murphy Lab ran out 
of time in creating these fetching illusions. 
Nevertheless, despite those caveats, the 
Junior not only looks beautifully antique 
but it really captures the essence of this raw 
rock ’n’ roll classic.

Finally, the ’59 Les Paul. It’s a particularly 
fine example of its breed and one that’s 
been made to look as though it’s lived a 
pretty tough life. Most of the distressing 
is exceptionally well done and perfectly 
plausible, but we’re not convinced by some 
of the bare wood areas on this model. We 

12. Now, although 
the Custombuckers 
have heavily aged 
covers, Gibson 
doesn’t explicitly 
state that these are 
based on a specific 
historic pickup

13. As with our Junior, 
that central decal 
was applied over the 
lacquer back in the 
day – an oddity that 
means it wears away 
very easily, hence the 
simulated wear here

14. Aside from the fact 
it’s a solid body, the 
Les Paul hangs very 
differently from an 
ES-335 on a strap. The 
ageing in this area is 
hugely evocative of 
the real thing

It’s important to 
remember that 
what you get here 
is a vintage-style 
guitar with no issues 
of provenance 
or originality

12
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PROS It’s a fabulous example 

of a dot-neck ES-335 that 

plays and sounds amazing

CONS An almost-new looking 

guitar with big lacquer cracks 

looks spoilt not enhanced; 

unaged plastic parts; why 

Ebony, not Tobacco Sunburst? 

PROS Believable finish; great 

weight; big neck; playability; 

sound is close to the real thing

CONS Unaged plastic parts; 

’board edges too sharp in 

places; P-90 could do with a 

shim; cost of ageing elevates 

the price; only one colour

PROS Gibson at its best; one 

of the most convincing ageing 

jobs we’ve seen; stunning 

sounds and playability

CONS It comes at a price; it’s 

difficult to make bare wood 

areas look convincing

GIBSON MURPHY 

LAB ’59 ES-335 

REISSUE ULTRA-

LIGHT AGED

PRICE: £5,099 (inc Lifton pink-

lined case)

ORIGIN: USA

TYPE: Double-cutaway, semi-

solid electric

BODY: Laminated maple/

poplar/maple with f-holes and 

solid maple centre block

NECK: Mahogany, 59 ‘medium 

C’ profile with hide glue join 

SCALE LENGTH: 624mm 

(24.57”)

NUT/WIDTH: 

Nylon/42.85mm

FINGERBOARD: Bound dark 

Indian rosewood, pearloid dot 

markers, 305mm (12”) radius

FRETS: 22, medium/jumbo

HARDWARE: Nickel-plated 

ABR-1 tune-o-matic bridge, 

lightweight aluminium stopbar 

tailpiece, Kluson vintage, single 

line, single ring deluxe tuners

STRING SPACING, BRIDGE: 

51.5mm

ELECTRICS: 2x Gibson 

Custombucker Alnico 3 pickups, 

2x volumes, 2x tones, 3-way 

pickup selector; CTS 500k pots 

with paper-in-oil capacitors

WEIGHT (kg/lb): 5.55/7.82

RANGE OPTIONS: See 

Murphy Options box

LEFT-HANDERS: No

FINISH: Ebony (as 

reviewed). Vintage Natural 

and Watermelon Red are also 

available – ultra-light aged 

nitrocellulose

GIBSON MURPHY 

LAB ’57 LES PAUL 

JUNIOR SINGLE 

CUT REISSUE 

HEAVY AGED

PRICE: £5,499 (inc Lifton pink-

lined case)

ORIGIN: USA

TYPE: Single-cutaway, single 

pickup solidbody

BODY: 1 mahogany

NECK: 1 mahogany, ‘Chunky C’ 

profile, glued-in

SCALE LENGTH: 624mm 

(24.57”)

NUT/WIDTH: 

Nylon/42.85mm

FINGERBOARD: Rosewood, 

pearloid dot inlays, 305mm 

(12”) radius

FRETS: 22, medium

HARDWARE: Wrapover 

bridge/tailpiece Kluson strip 

tuners with white buttons – 

Murphy Lab heavy aged nickel

STRING SPACING, BRIDGE: 

50mm

ELECTRICS: Custom Dogear 

P-90, volume and tone controls. 

CTS 500k pots with paper-

in-oil capacitors

WEIGHT (kg/lb): 3.42/7.5

RANGE OPTIONS: See 

Murphy Options box. Standard 

Custom Shop non-aged 1957 

Les Paul Junior Single Cut 

Reissue VOS (in TV Yellow or 

Vintage Sunburst) costs £3,299

LEFT-HANDERS: No

FINISH: TV Yellow – heavy 

aged nitro-cellulose

GIBSON MURPHY 

LAB ’59 LES PAUL 

STANDARD 

REISSUE ULTRA 

HEAVY AGED

PRICE: £9,199 (inc aged Lifton 

pink-lined case)

ORIGIN: USA

TYPE: SC solid body electric

BODY: Solid mahogany with 

flamed maple cap, hide glued 

NECK: Mahogany, 59 ‘medium 

C’ profile with long tenon and 

hide glue join

SCALE LENGTH: 624mm 

(24.57”)

NUT/WIDTH: Nylon, 42.85mm

FINGERBOARD: Bound dark 

Indian rosewood, cellulose 

nitrate trapezoid, 305mm (12”) 

radius

FRETS: 22, medium/jumbo

HARDWARE: Heavy aged 

nickel plated ABR-1 tune-

o-matic bridge, lightweight 

aluminium stopbar tailpiece, 

Kluson vintage, single line, single 

ring deluxe tuners, authentic 

profile pickup covers

STRING SPACING, BRIDGE: 

51.5mm

ELECTRICS: 2x Gibson 

Custombucker Alnico 3 pickups, 

2x volumes, 2x tones, 3-way 

pickup selector; CTS 500k pots 

with paper-in-oil capacitors

WEIGHT (kg/lb): 5.55/7.82

RANGE OPTIONS: See 

Murphy Options box

LEFT-HANDERS: No

FINISH: Lemon Burst – 

ultra-heavy aged nitro-cellulose

8 8 9

will admit that we’ve all seen reliced 
guitars and commented that “you’d never 
see ageing like that in real life…” only for 
a guitar with exactly that look to turn up 
the next day. What’s more, Tom Murphy 
really does know his onions, and Gibson 
has many more originals at its disposal for 
reference than we’re ever likely to see.

The Murphy Lab is in its infancy. We’d 
guess that Gibson will see which models 
fly and which ones tend to hang around, 
and then amend the line-up accordingly. 
With that in mind, we’d probably wait for 
the right ES-335 to come along. As for the 
’59 Les Paul, this one really is closer to an 
original than we’ve ever seen before. In 
fact, from the front we’d be hard-pressed 
to tell it apart from a genuine ’59. 

It’s important to remember that what 
you get here is a vintage-style guitar with 
no issues of provenance or originality. 
Pots are crackle-free, there are no fret 
issues and, to be frank, a few more minutes 
on a setup bench – as with virtually any 
new guitar – would raise their game even 
further. Expensive and not quite finished 
they may be, but you could also argue that 
they’re the closest most of us will ever get 
to the real thing.  

13
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M
ost of us have limited access to 
real vintage pieces, especially 
models that haven’t been 

molested. It can be the same for many guitar 
makers who may base their ’59-alike builds 
on far-from-vintage instruments, or even 
use books such as The Beauty Of The ’Burst 
(Yasuhiko Iwanade) as their guide. When it 
comes to ageing and relicing, it can be just 
as difficult: not every artisan working in this 
area has a real piece to study before they 
create their ageing. Evaluating authentic 
ageing, then, can be just as difficult.

The TV Yellow finish of our Murphy 
Aged ’57 Junior illustrates another typical 
problem: there’s not one definitive colour. 
Some are more sand-like, mustard or a 
brighter, deeper yellow – and even if there 
were a precise colour, is Gibson (or any 
ageing artisan) basing the colour on how it 
would have looked in 1957 or how it would 
look some 60-odd years on? A carefully 
cased guitar is going to look very different 

from one that’s been used and abused, even 
if they had consecutive serial numbers. 
And then, of course, whether it’s a finish, a 
pickup or a neck shape, there’s the “Oh, they 
were all different back in the day” caveat 
that can be a great get-out-of-jail-free card 
for any relicer, or indeed faker.

There’s plenty of truth in that caveat, of 
course, especially since Gibson, and other 
makers back in the 50s and 60s, didn’t use 
the precise computer-assisted machining 
tools that most use today. Necks, in 
particular, were hand-finished from more 
rudimentary machining, and the sort of 
variances that are out of spec today were 
commonplace back then.

As Cesar Gueikian explains in our next 
feature, today Gibson has a large resource of 
scanned and photographed vintage guitars 
to draw on – not to mention access to quite 
a few vintage guitar collections and artist-

owned instruments – and has even reverse-
engineered the nitrocellulose recipe that 
the company used back in the day, which 
is a subject that could, and often does, fill 
many pages of debate and discussion. But 
surely Gibson’s new ’57 Murphy Lab Junior 
should be pretty darn similar to our original 
reference, shouldn’t it? Let’s see.

Wood 

The fundamental aspect of any solidbody 
electric guitar is the wood it’s made from, 
and here we start our comparison with an 
aspect that’s impossible to evaluate. In 1957, 
we’re told by numerous sources that the 
mahogany [2] was pattern-grade Honduran 
and the fingerboard Brazilian rosewood. 
Today the former is rare, expensive and 
endangered; the latter effectively out of 
trade. Gibson tells us nothing about the 
mahogany in its spec sheets, although we 

understand the timber used by the Custom 
Shop [1] is plantation-grown genuine 
mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla) grown 
sustainably in Fiji. What we will say is that 
our new Junior weighs exactly the same 
as our old one: 3.42kg (7.5lbs). It’s a very 
encouraging start to our evaluation.

Headstocks 

The new Junior [3] is nothing if not well 
observed. The lacquer cracks across the 
headstock face of the new guitar are certainly 
similar to our real ’57, although they appear 
enhanced. The original’s cracks [4] are more 
subtle, while the black face paint has sunk 
into the mahogany (there’s no holly veneer 
to face the headstock). Along with the marks 
and grime of 60 years of use, this creates a 
much more complex façade. The Gibson 
logo on the original looks slightly raised and 
is a brighter, more vibrant gold colour. And 

Just how does this made-to-look-old new Murphy Lab Junior  

compare with a real 1957? We take a close look

Junior vs Junior

Words & Photography Dave Burrluck

The finish of our 
Murphy Aged ’57 
Junior illustrates a 
problem: there’s not 
one definitive colour

This fine 1957 Les Paul 
Junior, owned by Dave 
Gregory, was shot 
in our studio for the 
cover of issue 378. Our 
comparison ’57 Junior 
for this feature is a bit 
more bashed up. Head 
over to our YouTube 
channel at http://bit.
ly/git474junior and 
hear what the real 
thing can do!

http://bit.ly/git474junior
http://bit.ly/git474junior
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is it just us or does the new guitar’s logo 
look slightly off in terms of positioning? 
You’ll notice, too, on both old and new how 
the headstock thickness tapers, going from 
approximately 15mm at the lower edges by 
the E string tuners to 14mm at the tip. The 
new Gibson is a very similar thickness at its 
base, but it is very slightly thinner, 13mm, at 
the tip. And despite the new Junior having 
more simulated wear to its body and neck 
back, there’s less to the headstock than 
our original.

Neck Angle
A noticeable and potentially important 
difference between our two Juniors is the 
neck angle. Our original Junior [6] has next 
to zero rake-back and results in a height 
in front of the wrapover bridge at the G 
string of bang on 15mm – with pretty much 
the same setup. The new Junior’s neck is 

very slightly raked back, resulting in the 
wrapover sitting higher [5], approximately 
17.3mm at the G string. Both dog-ear covers 
have the same height of 11mm above the 
guitars’ faces, and as there’s no height 
adjustment, aside from the polepieces, the 
new Junior’s pickup sits noticeably further 
away from the strings. Bearing in mind 
the measured DCRs (at output) are only 
very slightly different – our old Junior is 
8.09kohms, the new one is 7.89k – the actual 
difference in power we hear plugged in is 
possibly due to the fact it’s simply further 
away from the strings than the original. 
Adding a simple 2mm shim might well even 
the playing field.

The exact positioning of the wrapover 
bridge relative to the neck back in the day 
would have relied on some basic positioning 
jigs. So, at the 22nd fret, the top E sits some 
7mm in from the fingerboard edge; the 

1. The new Murphy Lab 
Junior’s fingerboard 
is Indian rosewood

2. Meanwhile, the old 
Junior’s fingerboard 
is Brazilian with a 
noticeable orange hue

3. There is much less crazing 
on the new headstock, 
although the model logo is 
typically worn because it’s 
applied after the lacquer

4. 60 years of use means the 
old headstock’s face has 
more complex ageing

5. You can see here that the 
new Junior’s bridge sits 
higher from the body face

6. The old Junior’s bridge 
sits lower and therefore 
the strings are closer to 
the pickup

1 2

3

5

4

6
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low E is closer, at 4mm. On our new Junior, 
the same dimensions are reversed with 
4mm on the treble side and 6mm on the 
bass. This also affects the alignment of the 
dot inlays: our original’s dots hug the G 
string; the new Junior’s sit closer to the D.

Fingerboard edge rounding, or ‘rolling’, 
has become commonplace even on 
non-aged/unreliced guitars. It certainly 
feels better to many than a sharp edge, 
particularly if you wrap your thumb around 
the bass side of the fingerboard. In the real 
world, this rounding wouldn’t be regular 
and could possibly be more noticeable 
on the treble side where a player’s rings 
might have knocked that edge off over the 
years. You’d imagine there would be more 
rounding wear in the middle area of the 
neck than by the nut. That is replicated 
on the new Gibson: for example, the 
fingerboard edges by the nut are left sharp. 
Our original? Well, it’s hard to tell whether 
Bill Puplett rolled the edges slightly when 
he refretted it. Either way, it feels broken 
in and worn but far from overdone, and a 
little classier than the more original-style 
simulated wear on the new guitar. 

Neck Shape
If that alignment is a noticeable if subtle 
difference, the actual neck size and shape 
is much more profound. In terms of width, 
both necks are very similar: our original ’57 
measures 42.96mm just in front of the nut 
compared with the 42.85mm of the new 
guitar. At the 12th fret, the old-versus-new 
dimensions are 57.24mm versus 56.47mm. 
In terms of depth, our old Junior measures 
22.4mm at the 1st fret and 25mm at the 12th; 
the new neck measures 23mm and 26mm at 
the same points.

It’s the shaping that’s very different. 
The old Junior has quite trim shoulders 
and almost feels slightly V’d in the lower 
positions – it really is quite like PRS’s 
original Wide Fat profile. The shoulders are 
much fuller on the new Junior’s ‘Chunky C’, 
more baseball bat, if you like. That’s not to 
say one is better than the other, but they 
certainly differ. Less noticeable is that lip 
of the body in the treble cutaway. The old 
Gibson [8] has a chamfer to the tip; the new 
Junior is left square [7].

A point about scale length [9]. It would be 
nice after all these years if Gibson itself came 
clean with its actual scale length rather 
than the nominal 24.75 inches (628.65mm). 
Anyone who has measured the scale lengths 
on old Gibsons will agree it’s actually a few 
millimetres shorter. PRS has concluded that 
it is 24.594 inches (624.6876mm), which is 
where its 594 model gets its name. Many 
makers use this or a similar slight reduction; 
in The Early Years Of The Les Paul Legacy, 
Robb Lawrence states that the scale is closer 
to 24 9/16ths of an inch (623.8875mm). 

Now, we can only measure by eye, and 
from the front face of the nut to the centre 
of the 12th fret, times two, gives us 24 5/8ths 
of an inch (625.475mm) on our old Junior; 
the new guitar measured in the same 
fashion is 24 9/16ths of an inch (bang on 
624mm). Obviously, the position of the nut 
may account for these subtle differences. 
How accurate was that part of the build 
back in the day? In theory, the nut could be 
further away or closer to the 1st fret, which 
would affect the measurement of a scale 
length in this manner. The position of the 
nut plus the height of the string grooves can 
also affect lower-position intonation. Our 
Bill Puplett-fettled original Junior is very in 
tune in its lower positions. With its slightly 
higher nut grooves, the new Junior is just a 
few cents sharp.

Hardware
You need to be careful to compare like with 
like – and many real vintage pieces will 
have had parts removed and replaced. Our 
original Junior’s tuners [11], for example, 
are close repros fitted over two decades ago. 
Gibson’s new aged versions [10] look older, 

As evocative as the 
new Murphy Lab 
Junior is, there’s a 
lack of simulation 
of 60 years of grime

9

7 8

7. The tip of the lip in 
the cutaway is left 
squared-edged on 
the new Junior

8. On the old Junior, 
you can see that the 
tip is rounded

9. Measuring the scale 
length on the new 
Junior confirms 
it is virtually bang 
on 312mm, which, 
times two, gives us 
the actual length 
of 624mm
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their ‘white’ buttons noticeably yellowed. 
Our top nut was replaced by Bill Puplett 
with the correct nylon material when the 
guitar was refretted about the same amount 
of time ago. In fact, the frets on the new 
Junior seem bigger (wider and taller) than 
the ones we remember being replaced. 
A sensible decision.

Nickel plating ages naturally remarkably 
quickly, but will only rust once that plating 
has worn away or been scraped, bashed or 
nicked. The bass-side bridge stud on our 
new Junior [12] is heavily rusted and looks 
rather overdone, not least that the treble-
side stud is shiny and pristine. A sweaty 
player who keeps their palm over the bridge 
all the way through the set? Well, perhaps…

As we mentioned in our review, the 
plastic parts on our new Junior are all 
unaged and sharp-edged, including the 
truss rod cover. Note, too, how the original’s 

screws [13] are blackened with rust and 
oxidisation in virtually every position. 
The new guitar’s screws, including those 
polepieces of the P-90, all look too new.

Overall, as nice and evocative as the new 
Murphy Lab Junior is, there’s just a total 
lack of simulation of the proposed 60 years 
worth of grime and dust.

Controls & Circuit

The black ‘top hat’ knobs on our new 
Junior [14] also look brand-new. The same 
goes for their pointed position markers, 
whereas there are noticeable rust flecks 
on our original [15] and its gold knobs – 
certainly the tone control knob – has some 
green (copper?) oxidation around the skirt. 
Rather oddly, there’s a slight groove around 
the base of the new Junior’s volume knob 
as if it’s been worn by constant use. There’s 
nothing like that on our real ’57.

10. All the hardware 
is aged on the new 
Junior, including 
these strip tuners 

11. The tuners on our 
old Junior look less 
aged despite the fact 
they were changed 
some 20 years ago

12. Aside from the 
heavily worn bass-
side bridge post, the 
bridge looks quite 
new, as do the pickup 
and its cover

13. There’s less age 
to our original ’57’s 
bridge and studs, and 
considerably more to 
the pickup cover and 
exposed polepieces

14. Note the wear on the 
new Junior behind 
the volume control, 
although the knobs 
themselves look 
brand-new 

15. The knobs on 
our old guitar have 
plenty of marks from 
use, while the tone 
control has noticeable 
green oxidation

10 11

12

14

13

15



LEGENDS of  TONE | GIBSON

138

Irrespective of what’s underneath, the 
new Junior pickup is completely unaged 
[12] and it looks brand-new. Compare that 
with the real ’57 [13]: its screw polepieces 
are near-black and its cover is noticeably 
distorted by its mounting screws and 
dappled with age and use. Like the face of 
that scratchplate, the cover just looks too 
new on the contemporary pretender.

Glance inside the two cavities and it’s 
easy to spot the real one. Now, we’re not 
suggesting Gibson ages the inside of the 
guitar – that might be taking this lark too far. 
However, component values are different: 
the tone control on our real Junior [17] 
measures 276k, not the 534k of the new 

guitar [16]. Obviously, you can’t measure 
the volume pot without desoldering the 
pickup, and we’re not doing that on our 
original, although the new Junior volume 
pot is under spec at 413kohms. Our original 
volume control is a little noisy at the top of 
its travel, despite cleaning over the years. 
I can’t bring myself to change it.

The large tone caps look pretty similar, 
but without knowing how they’re made or 
indeed the precise (as opposed to nominal) 
value, that’s about all we can say.

Finish

As we’ve often pointed out, too many relics 
have a dull matt finish, and our real Junior 
[19/21], which has never been polished on 
my watch, has a deep gloss sheen. The large 
lacquer cracks across the amber centre of 
the sunburst stand out and are surrounded 
by small, finer cracks. Looking under a 
magnifying loupe, you see how complex the 
real ageing is.

The similarly glossed Murphy Lab [18/20] 
is less multi-dimensional, almost cursory 
in comparison; there’s no 3D depth to the 
cracks, nor the dirt and grime that has 
worked its way into those of the real thing. 
And the dings? They look a little casual 
and almost uniform in places, but this 
reasonably believable wear is contrasted 
by the areas where the finish is completely 
removed – on the edges, considerably in 
the belt buckle area, and the neck back. But 
this bare wood on the body looks too new 
as there’s no grime in the wood grain, and 
there’s a noticeable edge where the bare 
wood meets the finish, as though it’s been 
scraped, not worn or burnished away. The 
considerable neck wear exposes rather 
rough feeling wood, although there’s less 
edge to the remaining paint.

In isolation, and bearing in mind this is 
a brand-new production process, not the 
real ageing of 60-plus years of being on 
the planet, the new Junior certainly looks 
like a used piece. And if the lacquer on the 
new guitar is as accurate to the old stuff as 
Gibson believes then it’s an ageing process 
that will continue over time and use.  

In isolation, the new 
Junior certainly looks 
like a used piece  
and should continue 
to age over time

20

18

21

19

16 17

16. The new Junior’s 
circuit appears very 
similar to the original, 
without the dust!

17. There’s plenty of that 
in the old Junior’s 
control cavity. Both 
are wired 50s or 
vintage style

18. This close-up, taken 
by the output jack, 
shows the more 
simplistic lacquer 
cracks on the new 
guitar

19. On the old guitar, you 
can see the crazing is 
a lot more complex

20. Again, note the quite 
mild lacquer crazing 
by the bridge of the 
new guitar

21. The primary crazing 
on the old finish 
seems caked in grime 
and there’s more 
complexity here
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feature GIBSON MURPHY LAB

It’s been quite a ride for Gibson since its new leadership team took 

the reins in 2018. We catch up with brand president, Cesar Gueikian, 

to get the backstory on the newly created Murphy Lab

Moving On

Words Dave Burrluck



A
s far as its instruments go, Gibson 
is enjoying a renaissance. The new 
leadership team hit the ground 

running with the initial reorganisation and 
focus of its mainstream USA Production 
line into Original and Modern Collections 
devoid of the annual specification changes 
that confused and annoyed us in equal 
measure. The smaller output, higher dollar 
Custom Shop has seen similar focus, which, 
as of the start of this year, now has this new 
vintage-aimed strand, the Murphy Lab, 
named after Tom Murphy who instigated 
its creation back in 2019.

“Tom Murphy came to me with a guitar 
case – which he’d aged, by the way, so it 
looked like a 50s Lifton case,” begins Cesar 
Gueikian, Gibson’s brand president. “I 
opened the case and picked up the guitar. 
We have been working with a lot of originals 
from different collections – including my 
own – with Tom and looking at lots of 
guitars Tom had done in the past. I had 
no reason not to think it was one of those 
originals. I picked it up and said, ‘This is 
amazing, it’s great.’ The binding had all been 
rolled from playing, the checking on the 

lacquer, the ageing, the bracelets, the buckle 
rash… amazing! So I asked him, ‘Whose ’59 
is it? Is it for sale?’ He then proceeded to tell 
me, ‘No, I just made this guitar and I wanted 
you to see it.’ I told him, ‘This is the future 
of ageing: you’ve stepped it up now. We’ve 
gotta go here.’ That was when we started to 
create the idea for the Murphy Lab.”

Tom Murphy needs no introduction. His 
pioneering ageing techniques have created 
many old-looking new Gibson guitars over 
the years and he helped create what we now 
know as the Gibson Custom Shop back in 
the 90s. Today’s Murphy Lab is a “restricted 
area”, we’re told by Cesar, that resides 
within the Custom Shop. 

“We do create content and showcase 
Tom there,” says Cesar, “but what happens 
in there is almost like a trade secret. 
In addition to being a place, a lab, it’s a 
Collection. We make 50 guitars as part 
of the Murphy Lab Collection: different 
models and ageing treatments from ultra-
light to ultra-heavy. I think we have 120 
people in the Custom Shop now, and Tom, 
plus five more in the actual Murphy Lab.” 

“The nitro is a big  
plus in how the 
guitars are going  
to age over time,  
which I think will  
be very gracefully”
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There are plenty of 
classic Gibsons to 
choose from in Murphy 
Lab guise. How about 
this light-aged 1957 
Les Paul Custom with 
Bigsby ‘Black Beauty’ 
for starters?

Clearly, the output of the new facility is 

pretty low in comparison to that of the 

whole Custom Shop.

“It’s about 10 per cent. It’s very involved. 
It’s obviously very labour intensive, it’s all 
handwork and Tom’s doing all of that with 
his team. That’s why the lead times are so 
long. So if you pick up a ’59 that we make 
out of the Custom Shop, that might take 
from when it actually goes on the schedule 
– and the lead time to go on the schedule 
is over a year – around two, let’s say three 
weeks from when it starts being made to 
when it’s actually finished, where it can 
take up to two months for an actual Murphy 
Lab model. Yes, they’re very expensive to 
make as they require a lot of hours of labour. 
It’s a very involved process to make that 
ageing in a very authentic way.”

In terms of the woodworking, though, are 

the Custom Shop model and the Murphy 

Lab the same?

“Yes, the way the body starts and then its 
neck is fitted [is the same]. Once it reaches 
the point when it’s ready to finish it goes 
into the Murphy Lab where the process 
starts – the finishing, the Murphy Lab 
lacquer, the lacquer breaks, the hand-
ageing and then the aged hardware. All of 
that happens in the Murphy Lab.”

You state that you’ve managed to reverse-

engineer the original formula of the 

nitrocellulose lacquer Gibson used back in 

the 50s and 60s. How does that differ from 

the nitro you use in the Custom Shop, or 

indeed on the USA production guitars?

“It’s a great question, but that’s obviously 
a trade secret! But, yes, we did reverse-
engineer it by taking original lacquer and 
decomposing it then recreating it and then 
running tests. We ran a lot of tests! That was 
one of the breakthroughs: how that lacquer 
was reacting to the process of checking.” 

And presumably the new lacquer is more 

consistent than what was used before?

“In the past, yes, the technology wasn’t 
there to do the quality checks and 
consistency checks that we do today. 
Definitely back in the 50s the 
lacquer would have been slightly 
different depending on the batches. 
Today we have great consistency, 
and the one we use in the Murphy 
Lab is slightly different, but 
we continue to use nitro across 
everything. It takes about eight 
layers of nitro to make a Gibson 
guitar – a process, just that alone, that 
can take three days, sometimes more. 

“Other guitar manufacturers use poly-
type lacquer that you can take and dry 
within 30 minutes under an infrared light. 
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“It’s different, it’s more 
time consuming, 
more expensive and 
it’s the Gibson way”

And that seals the instrument, so the 
instrument – in my opinion – starts to 
die. No, I’ll take that back, it’s not that the 
guitar starts dying, it’s just that the guitar 
becomes a unit that will never change; it 
just will always be that way. With Gibsons, 
I believe the nitro makes the instrument 
age gracefully. It will continue to evolve 
and the nitro will continue to evaporate 
and it’ll create that look that has made us 
so famous. It’s different, it’s more time 
consuming, more expensive and it’s the 
Gibson way. Nitro is just one of the steps 
we continue to use and I think the Murphy 
Lab nitro is a big plus in how the guitars are 
going to age over time, which I think will 
be very gracefully.”

Authentic ageing relies on access to the real 

thing, something that is part of the Murphy 

Lab process in the form of an ever-increasing 

database of ‘golden era’ guitars. 

“There are two different things. One is 
scanning the guitars, basically creating an 
MRI of an actual guitar – that is, hundreds 
of images of one guitar that are giving us all 
the different measurements. In the 50s and 
60s, every guitar was, as you know, a little 
different. Someone was too hungry at midday 
and did a little less on the neck roll and that 
neck, back in 1959, for example, is bigger. 
When they came back from lunch they might 
have gone a little too far and that next neck is 
thinner. Or one of the team winding pickups 
got distracted and they overwound. 

“Every guitar is a little different back 
then, but that is what makes them unique. 
That’s awesome. The scanning gives us 
that information, by serial number, so 
we have a database of all these ’59s and 
’58s, ’57s and guitars from the 60s. We’ve 
scanned lots and lots of guitars from 
every year so we have a database of their 
dimensions. Then, in addition to that, 
we take hundreds of pictures of each 
instrument for the way that they’ve aged 
with a laser focus on the way the lacquer has 
checked, where it’s aged, where the dings 
are, the buckle rashes, where’s the pick wear. 
It’s all captured in that library of images.”

What about the pickups – do you age 

those as well? 

“No, not the pickups themselves, just the 
hardware. We make our own PAFs at the 
Custom Shop and those are the ones that go 
into the Murphy Lab Collection.” [Editor’s 
note: as we mention in our review, the 
plastic parts don’t go through any ageing 
process at the moment.]

This 1963 Firebird 
V with Maestro 
vibrola comes 
heavy aged in 
Antique Frost Blue

As you can see, there’s 
a considerable amount 
of hardware to age, too. 
Along with this bashed-up 
example, other standard 
colours are Pelham Blue 
and Ember Red, which 
are ultra-light aged, and 
Cardinal Red with the 
light-aged treatment
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Are there any IDs to tell someone that, 

maybe in 10 years’ time, this is a Murphy 

Lab and frankly not the real thing? 

“Well, one in the serial number – that’s 
basically the guitar’s ID. I actually don’t 
know right now if we’re doing it on all of 
them, but we do put an ML stamp in the 
electronics cavity. But the serial number 
alone is what tells the difference.”

It’s early days for the Murphy Lab, but the 

initial reception has been promising…

“We already knew we were going to be in 
back-order mode with the Murphy Lab. 
What has surprised me is the extent of it. 
The order of magnitude is bigger than I 
thought and therefore now the lead times 
are longer. Not that I love that because I’d 
love to be able to fulfil on the order book 
faster, but that’s the reality of where we 
stand today: it’s a very long lead time.

“The strategy we set out immediately 
after taking over the company was being 
a guitar company again and [to] focus on 
making guitars – from the reorganisation 
of our guitars into Collections and all the 
changes you saw that we made originally, 
the Original, Modern, Custom Shop… 
and now the Murphy Lab. All of that is in 
service to that strategy, which was also, 
initially, about taking production down 

to organise a quality team across all our 
‘craftories’ [a word Cesar uses to describe 
the different guitar-making hubs within 
the Gibson facilities]. Now we have that, 
and we’ve had that in place for quite a 
while – a very big quality team inside 
each one of our craftories led by a team 
that works with everybody. That was the 
original governor of capacity: quality.

“Then we went into the journey of 
quality control, making the best guitars 
we’ve made in 127 years. Then we 
started to increase capacity and we did 
that pre-Covid. So we entered Covid in 
back-order mode because of the changes 
we had made. But we’ve kept on our 
path of increasing capacity governed 
by quality. We didn’t say, ‘Covid has 
increased demand so let’s make more 
guitars without regard to the quality, 
governor.’ We kept that and we kept our 
capacity plan, and have ramped up just 
like we did before Covid. So we’re still 
on our path, our strategy, and that’s not 
going to change.”  

“We already knew 
we were going to be 
in back-order mode 
with the Murphy Lab”

There are five Goldtop 
Les Pauls currently 
listed in the Murphy 
Lab range. This 1954 
heavy-aged model in 
Double Gold with P-90s 
and a wrapover bridge is 
the earliest style. There’s 
then a ’56 ultra-light aged 
with P-90s and a tune-
o-matic bridge with stud 
tailpiece. Completing 
the line-up are three ’57s 
with different ageing to 
choose from
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1 DAN HAWKINS | THE DARKNESS
I BELIEVE IN A THING CALLED LOVE

Permission To Land, 2003

2000 GIBSON LES PAUL STANDARD

Justin Hawkins kindly 

bought this for his brother in 

the early days of the 

Darkness and it’s since 

become a mainstay live, too. 

“It has the highest output 

pickups that they ever 

made,” Dan told Total Guitar. 

“You just knock the volume back a little bit and it 

sort of jangles, but you can always make it really 

saturated if you want to. A lot of the time, if I’m 

doing old-school riff, open-chord AC/DC stuff, I’ll 

knock it to about nine. Then when I need to chug, it’s 

on ten.”

2
BILL KELLIHER | 
MASTODON 
BLACK TONGUE

Live At Brixton 

1987 GIBSON LES PAUL CUSTOM 

Les Paul aficionado Bill 

bought this from a friend and it 

soon became a favourite 

onstage for the progressive 

Atlantans. The pewter finish 

with Lace’s Nitro Hemi 

pickups make it a perfect 

workhorse for the ’Don’s heavy 

riffing and lead intricacies. 

“It’s just a great tuning guitar, 

Bill told Total Guitar in 2012. 

“The action’s perfect.”
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3
Jason Hook | 
Five FinGer DeaTH PunCH 
LIFT ME UP

The Wrong Side of Heaven 

and the Righteous Side of 

Hell, Volume 1, 2013

2013 Gibson M-4  
sHerMan exPLorer
 

The final stretches on the 

solo here might be tricky on a 

Les Paul, but Hook’s signature 

model has improved access to 

the upper frets due to an 

extended cutaway. The bridge 

pickup is based on the 

Seymour Duncan JB, “A good, 

chunky, medium-high output, 

well-balanced pickup,” he says. 

7
Lzzy HaLe | 
HaLesTorM 
APOCALYPTIC

Into The Wild Life, 2015

 
2013 Gibson Lzzy  
HaLe exPLorer
 

Lzzy and the band decided  

to push themselves and record 

in more of a live setup for their 

third album, helping to capture 

the energy of this modern spin 

on Mississippi Queen-esque 

blues grind. Lzzy kept things 

simple but highly effective 

with her white-with-gold 

hardware Explorer going 

through a JCM800 2203.

4
sLasH 
ROCKET QUEEN

Live From the  

Roxy, 2014

2010 Gibson CusToM Les PauL 
aPPeTiTe For DesTruCTion 

Slash’s original Appetite 

For Destruction guitar was a 

Gibson copy, but the official 

signature model based on his 

studio favourite is the real 

deal. Here, on this recent live 

album, he’s giving it the most 

thorough workout we can 

imagine over the 17-plus 

minutes of classic Slashisms; 

bluesy bends, doublestops, 

legato and feel galore.

8
Mike suLLivan | 
russian CirCLes 
1777

Memorial, 2013

earLy 2000s Les PauL ’57 
CusToM reissue 

The guitarist from the 

instrumental three-piece 

settled on a Cherry reissue 

custom for much of the band’s 

fifth album. The inherent 

sustain, and retrofitting a 

Dirty Fingers pickup in the 

bridge for midrange punch and 

a 498T in the neck, helped 

deliver the dark heaviness and 

ethereal ambience.

5
buCkeTHeaD 
SOOTHSAYER

live, Gothic  

Theater, Colorado, 2012

2009 Gibson buCkeTHeaD  
Les PauL siGnaTure 

One of the masked enigma’s 

finest compositions builds with 

slow arpeggios into an 

astonishing technical display 

of speed and control with not 

just his fretting hand, but his 

right hand’s muting technique 

as well. Listen out for the 

killswitch (one of two on the 

guitar) of his chambered, 

Alpine White Les Paul 

signature coming into play, too. 

6
Mark TroTTer | 
LoneLy THe brave 
BACKROADS

The Day’s War, 2014

1990 Gibson sG CusToM 

This SG is the most treasured 

instrument owned by the 

creative force behind one the 

finest rock bands to emerge 

from the UK in recent years. 

Putting an inheritance from 

his grandfather to fitting use, 

the band’s original guitarist 

Mark bought his ‘dream 

guitar’. It’s since been retired 

from touring duties after 

Gibson supplied him with a 

replacement model.

9
zakk wyLDe | 
bLaCk LabeL soCieTy 
STILLBORN

The Blessed Hellride, 2003 

1999 Gibson zakk wyLDe Les 
PauL buLLseye 

Styled on the bullseye-

patterned 1981 Custom known 

as ‘The Grail’ that Wylde used 

in Ozzy’s band, Gibson’s 

replica replaces the ebony 

fretboard with Richlite; a 

material that doesn’t absorb 

moisture, while aiding Wylde’s 

fast pentatonic runs. Active 

EMG pickups are also pinch 

harmonic and sustain-friendly.

10
JoHnny a  
GONE (LIKE A 

SUNSET)

Driven, 2014

2004 Gibson JoHnny  
a siGnaTure 

After US instrumentalist 

Johnny Antonopoulos 

persuaded the Custom Shop to 

develop a semi-hollow 

prototype he saw hanging on 

its wall, he was honoured with 

not only a signature model, but 

a whole new design. The ’57 

’buckers cover classic bases, 

while the Bigsby gives Johnny 

added expression to his twang.

TEN GREAT MODERN ERA TONES



  

Terms & Conditions Two 6-monthly payments at the stated price, after which a step up to £25.50 every 6 months. Prices and savings are compared to buying full priced print and digital 

issues. You will receive 13 issues in a year. You can write to us or call us to cancel your subscription within 14 days of purchase. Payment is non-refundable after the 14 day cancellation 

period unless exceptional circumstances apply. Prices correct at point of print and subject to change. UK calls will cost the same as other standard fixed line numbers (starting 01 or 02) 

or are included as part of any inclusive or free minutes allowances (if offered by your phone tariff). For full terms and conditions please visit: bit.ly/magtandc. Offer ends 31/12/2021

OFFER ENDS: 31 DECEMBER 2021

ORDERING IS EASY. GO ONLINE AT

www.magazinesdirect.com/BZ39
OR CALL 0330 333 1113 AND QUOTE BZ39

SUBSCRIBE TODAY 
AND GET A YEAR’S SUBSCRIPTION  

FOR HALF PRICE!
SAVE MONEY ON THE COVER PRICE

NEVER MISS AN ISSUE

DELIVERED DIRECT TO YOUR DOOR

ONLY

£20.31
BY 6-MONTHLY
DIRECT DEBIT



LEGENDS of  TONE | GIBSON
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