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ock guitarists today might
be predisposed to seeing
everything Gibson did
between the 1890s and the
early 1950s as mere steps
along the path to the
company s ultimate
achievement: the release of
the Les Paul Model. For the legendary
Kalamazoo maker, however, the production
of that seminal solidbody electric was almost
a throwing-in of the towel moment. The
coercive force of a changing guitar market
meant that Gibson needed an all-solid guitar,
but the company s then-president Ted
McCarty and other execs felt that the venture
was a betrayal of the company s storied
history, especially in light of the market-
leading ventures in archtop electrics and
at-top acoustics that had propelled it to the
top of the pile.

Despite these internal reservations however,
it was the Les Paul Gibson s elegant
response to Fender s plank-bodied, utilitarian
Telecaster that would make the brand a
household name all over the world.

In the period before and shortly after the
Second World War, things were going very
well for Gibson. Company founder Orville
Gibson had put his name on the world s rst
archtop acoustics in the 1890s, and the major

innovations followed in the decades
afterwards notably the invention of the truss
rod in the 1920s, and Gibson being the rst
major guitar brand to launch a production
electric guitar in 1936. From the mid-30s to
the late 1940s, the company was supplying
electric guitars to more professional players
than any other single maker, putting their
big-bodied archtops with factory- tted
pickups in the hands of everyone from
Charlie Christian and Teddy Bunn, to a young
BB King and a pre-Gretsch Chet Atkins.

With the 1950s looming, Gibson
consolidated its strengths in the high-end
electric market. In 1949 it introduced the
three-pickup ES-5 a carved-solid-top archtop
with cutaway and the single-pickup ES-175,
which was revolutionary for its use of
laminated woods, and indicative of an

acceptance by Gibson, and the industry, that
electric was playing a bigger role than
acoustic in the sound of the ampli ed guitar.
This was further emphasised when, in 1951,
Kalamazoo bolstered the catalogue with two
more carved-top electric archtops that would
become standards among leading jazz artists:
the L-5CES and Super 400CES.

Unlike most of the company s top models
of previous years, this elegant pair had their
P-90 pickups and controls mounted right into
their body s tops, and each also had a cutaway

something players were demanding more
and more. By this time, although Epiphone
and Gretsch had their place, as did some
smaller makers such as D Angelico, it seemed
hard to nd a jazz star who wasn t playing at
Gibson. But then Fender happened.

Let s backtrack a little. Even in the 40s, the
notion of a solidbody electric guitar wasn t
entirely pie in the sky even if it was,
perhaps, still the realm of outliers and
tinkerers. Electro-String s Rickenbacker
Spanish and Hawaiian electrics of as early as
1932 could arguably be called solidbody
guitars, although most had hollow centres.
Newcomers Leo Fender and Doc Kauffman
built a one-off solidbody in 1944, primarily to
test pickup designs for their K&F operation,
while arguably the rst viable, if limited-
production, true all-wood solidbody came



from Paul Bigsby. Working from a sketch
made by guitarist Merle Travis in the
early-mid-40s, Bigsby then aforeman in
the machine shop of the Crocker Motorcycle
Company in Los Angeles crafted a solid
maple guitar with a single pickup and a
six-a-side headstock, which he completed for
Travis in 1946. A handful of other Bigsby
electric guitars followed, most equipped with
the vibrato tailpiece that would ultimately
make his name, although the guitar never
went into wide production.

But even before a major solidbody
Spanish-style electric guitar had hit the
market, the sound of such an instrument was
already establishing itself at the centre of
popular music. The big-bodied archtop might
still have the tone that jazzers were chasing,
but another popular-music genre of the day,
Western Swing, was all about the bright,
cutting sound of the Hawaiian steel guitar,
aka lap-steel a solid-bodied electric of a
different sort. Although the company was just
an upstart, Fender had developed a great
reputation between 1946 and 1950 for his
roadworthy and good-sounding lap-steel
guitars and ampli ers. As a result, Leo and
company had a good head start in
understanding that sound .

Fender s solidbody guitar was prototyped in
1949 and released upon the market in 1950,
as the double-pickup Broadcaster and
single-pickup Esquire. The former became
the Telecaster in the latter part of 51 after
objections from the Gretsch company, which
marketed a drum kit under the Broadkaster
name. Even so, this slab-bodied electric the

rst of its kind to be mass-produced by an
established maker would seem no real
threat to the big boys, given its derisive
reception at the 1950 NAMM show and the
laughter and jeers from certain sectors of the
market. But the big boys wouldn t be laughing
for long. It soon became apparent that many
artists were recognising the advantages of a
solid electric (sharp, sustaining tone;
resistance to feedback; comfy ergonomics;
easy repair), and the big makers gured they d
better either jump on the bandwagon, or have
it roll right over them.

Among the tinkerers whose inventions were
suddenly gaining a head of steam was one
prominent artist, who in fact had brought the
notion of a solid (or at least semi-solid)
electric guitar to Gibson some years prior to
the debut of Fender s revolutionary design.




By the early 40s Les Paul was on his way to
making a name for himself as a jazz guitarist
in New York City. He d already established a
life-long habit of inventing much of his own
gear, but at this point his main obsession was
with getting a better ampli ed performance
from the archtop-electric guitars that were
commonly available. He experimented with
several materials, including some that were
rather excessive, in an effort to achieve greater
sustain from the instrument. All | wanted to
do was get a string to ring, Les told The
Guitar Magazine in 2001. He even tried using
a steel railroad track for the body s core, but
admitted, | couldn t imagine Gene Autry on
a horse holding a piece of railroad track. So,
that went out the window.

What he could imagine, though, was
something following the same principle, but
made of wood. After he had outlined the idea
in his apartment in Queens, New York, in
1940 or 41, Les s pals at the Epiphone factory
on 14th Street in Manhattan let him use the
facilities during the evening to pursue his
vision for the future of the guitar. Merging a
length of four-by-four pine and the neck from
an Epiphone guitar, he attached pickups and a
bridge, and brought his solidbody guitar to
life. At this point it s also worth noting that
while we closely associate Epiphone with
Gibson today, this was still more than a
decade and a half before the latter s parent
company would buy up the former.

| took it to a bar out in Sunnyside [Queens,

New York], Paul told us, And when I satin
with just the four-by-four they laughed at me!
But when | put wings on it, they thought it
was a guitar and everything was ne.

The wings consisted of the sawn-off sides
of an Epiphone hollowbody, attached with
metal brackets. And while they made the

creation eminently more guitar-like, it never
shook its nickname: the log. Despite his
association with Epiphone, however, and the
fact that the log carried an Epiphone neck and
wings, Les never tried to sell it to the New
York maker. | was aiming at Gibson, he told
Tony Bacon in his outstanding book Million
Dollar Les Paul (2008). | wasn t aiming at
Epi. Gibson was the biggest in the world, and
that s where | wanted to go.

Some time in the mid-1940s, therefore, Les
Paul took the log to Maurice Berlin, president
of Chicago Musical Instruments (CMI), which
had bought out Gibson in 1944. The reaction
was more laughter, which pretty much de nes

the universal reactions to all edgling (if
revolutionary) efforts to get an electric guitar
off the ground. Les, though, was largely used
to that kind of response by now; he simply
went back to his business of becoming one of
the music scene s busiest guitarists, as well as
a pioneer of the studio recording process

(see p42 for more on Les and his remarkable
career). He was too busy to lose any sleep over
the guitar industry s rejection of his solid-
centered guitar.

With Fender s plank quickly proving its
viability just a few years later, however, you
can just imagine Gibson s call to Les Paul in
late 1950 or early 51: Um, Mr Paul? Perhaps
we should chat a little further about that log
contraption of yours?

Given its deep history in the trade, and a
knack for blending tradition with innovation,
Gibson approached the solidbody electric
differently than Fender had. It wasn t hard for
the long-established company to distinguish
its efforts from those of the California
newcomer either, given the bolt-together,
slab-bodied construction of the Fender. As Ted
McCarty told guitar historian Tom Wheeler in
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1993, in his contribution to Walter Carter s
book Gibson Guitars: 100 Years Of An American
Icon, We didn t like the idea [of making a
solidbody], in a way, because it didn t take a
great deal of skill to build a plank guitar.

At rst Gibson tried out prototypes with a
solid-maple body, but that was too heavy, too
bright, and sustained for too long. So instead
the company turned back a little more toward
tradition. The original had a mahogany back
with a carved maple top laminated to it,
McCarty told Wheeler. The reason we carved
the top was that Fender didn t have any
carving equipment, so | decided, let s do
something different. Yes, Fender was very
much in Gibson s sights. As we will see,
however, in its rush to make a more elegant
solidbody, Gibson made some errors that
demonstrated that the Kalamazoo rm ought
to have paid somewhat closer attention to
Leo s drive for functionality rst.

The popular legend has it that Les Paul
invented Gibson s solidbody electric guitar ,
but a wealth of recollections from those on
the scene paint a very different picture, ceding
much credit to McCarty. He had joined
Gibson as CEO in 1948 and was president by
the time the solidbody was even a serious
consideration. Although his background was
in business he had been in managerial
positions at Wurlitzer for the previous 12
years he also held an engineering degree

from the University of Cincinnati, and wasn t
afraid to step out of the boardroom and into
the R&D department.

It seems McCarty was largely responsible
for the guitar s shape and arched top
aesthetic elements that were scaled down
from Gibson s large jazzboxes. The pickups
were essentially the same P-90 single-coil
units that Gibson had unveiled in 1946 in
dog-ear covers (as used on all of their archtop
electrics since) and that s how they would
appear on the solidbody prototype although
they would be recon gured with new
soapbar covers on the production model. The
four-knob control section was also ported over
from some of the upscale archtop electrics,
and the headstock shape and ngerboard
inlays were seen elsewhere in the Gibson
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guitar line. Pulled together with a standard
diamond-top trapeze tailpiece used on
several archtops, and a rocker bridge that
generally accompanied Bigsby vibratos, the
guitar was ready to meet its would-be
endorsee. Ironically in hindsight wearing
a Sunburst nish over a gured maple top.

Despite all the input from Gibson s core
designers, there was still a lot of Les Paul at
the centre of the company s solidbody, and
they also had no doubts that they wanted the
star s name on the headstock. In his
conversations with writer Tom Wheeler,
McCarty also told the story of taking the
prototype to Delaware Water Gap,
Pennsylvania a town about 50 miles outside
New York City where Les Paul had set up his
recording studio. Les played it, and his eyes
lit up. We worked all night long on a royalty
contract, and when we were nished, it was
only a page-and-a-half long. After that, we
submitted things to Les for his advice. As
with any product in early development,
several more iterations followed this
prototype, all evolving toward a nal
commercial rendition of 1952, with a ashy
gold nish on its top (and sometimes, over
the entire body) in place of the traditional
sunburst, and at Les s insistence a
bridge-and-tailpiece unit based on one
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designed by the artist himself, rather than the
trapeze borrowed from Gibson s larger
hollowbody archtops.

Les had concocted this bridge design back
in 1945 or 46 in his neighbour s metal shop.
Seen on several of his own hollowbody
electrics, and on renditions of the log, he had
used it for recordings and performances
throughout the late 40s including studio
dates with Bing Crosby. The bridge section
was fashioned from a cylindrical metal rod
with six holes for string anchors, a post at
either end with thumbwheel height
adjustment, and long trapeze rods to anchor
it at the butt-end of the guitar. As used by Les,
the strings were inserted through the anchor
holes from the front of the bridge bar, and
wrapped around the top of the bar toward the

ngerboard. On the rst batch of Les Pauls
made throughout 1952 and into 53, however,
its function was severely compromised.
This is fucked up, Paul told us in 2001,
while displaying an original example. The

1

rst arched-top body models were incorrectly
made. The tailpiece is wrong, the neck joins
the body wrong: it s not on a bias, not on an
angle. They thought, Well, | guess what Les
meant was the strings are supposed to go
under the bridge. But you can t muf e the
strings at the bridge. They made this wrong.
When | got this guitar | said, Stop it! You re
making the guitars all wrong! There may be a
thousand of these guitars out there. It s also
worth noting that Les submitted his own
patent application for the Combined Bridge
and Tailpiece for Stringed Instruments ~ with
the strings clearly wrapping over the bar on
9 July 1952, and it was granted on March 13 of
1956, the year the ES-225 was introduced,
which also used the component.

Gibson s shipping records show that 1,716
were produced in the rst year, and many in
early 53 retained the same bridge. How could
a well-established guitar maker like Gibson
make such a fundamental gaffe on a major
new model, and persist with the aw for that
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long? For one, Les himself was off on tour with
Mary Ford for much of the time that the guitar
was going into production, and didn t receive
his sample until plenty had come off the line.
From Gibson s perspective, perhaps you
couldn t easily palm-mute the strings at the
edge of the bridge the way that Les and some
other accomplished players liked to do, but the
guitar functioned, so apparently no one
second-guessed the way that it was put together
until Les himself got his hands on one.

In addition to the shallow neck pitch and
incorrectly used tailpiece, some of the very
earliest Les Paul Model guitars produced had
unbound rosewood ngerboards, as opposed
to the bound boards that have become the
norm. The very earliest also had the P-90 in
the bridge position mounted with screws
running through diagonally-opposite corners
of the cover and bobbin, rather than between
the A and D and the G and B poles, as on the
neck P-90 (and all later soapbar P-90s).

Around mid- 53, Gibson ceased producing Les
Pauls with the errant wrap-under bridge and
added a newly devised component in its place,
a simple one-piece bar arced to match the

radius of the ngerboard, and anchored by
studs mounted into the body top. Forever after
known as the wrapover or wraparound
bridge, it was very similar in theory, with a
solid steel bar through which the strings
anchored before wrapping up from the back
and over the top of the curved surface that
formed a single large saddle .

Rather than merely standing on its end
supports, however while being anchored
trapeze-style at the guitar s tail-pin like Les s
patent-pending design  the new wrapover
bridge had a U-shaped lug at each end which

tinto the slots in each of two large steel
bolts, which were threaded into studs sunk

into the guitar s top. A small grub screw at
the back of either end of the bridge could be
tightened or loosened to adjust the depth of
its seating in the bolts, providing some slight
angle adjustment to compensate for the
guitar s overall intonation.

As basic as it was, the wrapover bridge was
extremely effective, and some 65 years later it
retains a long-standing reputation for
enhancing resonance and sustain. This
simple piece of hardware remains a favourite
of many players today, and upon its arrival
alongside an improved neck angle it helped
to make the Les Paul Model a far more viable
solidbody electric guitar.

Even with the relative success of this
evolution in bridge design, the Les Paul
would barely stand still for a full a year before
Gibson sought to improve the design further,
while also developing plans to expand the
range to cater for more budgets and needs.
Despite the mis re with the original bridge, it
had quickly become apparent that the electric
guitar moreover, the solidbody electric
guitar would be a signi cant part of
Gibson s line-up going forward. As related in
Tony Bacon s Million Dollar Les Paul, from
information compiled by Gibson s historian of
the period, Julius Bellson, electric guitars



made up 15 per cent of the company s overall
sales in 1940, but that gure had risen to 65
per cent by 1953. To more directly compare
solidbody and hollowbody electric models,
Gibson sales records show the company
shipped 1,278 ES-175 guitars in 1953, but
2,245 Les Paul Models.

For the next leap forward, McCarty put his
engineering degree to work to design a bridge
of his own which he eventually patented

that had individually adjustable string

saddles, as well as overall height adjustment
at each end. We might take it for granted
today, but the facility to individually adjust an
independent bridge saddle for each string was
an impressive development when it rst hit
the guitar world.

Unveiled in 1954, the ABR-1 more
commonly known as the tune-o-matic  has
become a widely emulated phenomenon. It
would eventually be one of the key ingredients
to bring the Les Paul Model to its archetypal
form but before that, as it was thought of as
a custom component, it would be used on a
truly Custom instrument.
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Plenty has been written by guitar historians
about how Les Paul originally conceived of
two versions of his signature guitar, but
perhaps it s best to hear it from the man
himself. In a taped interview with Gourmet
Guitars in 2009, Les spoke of meeting with
CMI chairman Maurice Berlin. The rst
thing he asked me was the colour, and I said
gold . Other people jumped up and said,
Don t pick the colour gold, it s going to turn
green on you. You re going to have a lot of
problems with a gold guitar! But the
chairman of Gibson says, He wants gold,
gold itis! Isaid I was going to the men s
room, and he said, Before you go, what s the
other colour going to be, because we re going
to make two of them. | picked black.

The Les Paul Custom, dubbed the Black
Beauty , hit the market in 1954, with some
apparently released in late 53. It was loaded
with the new tune-o-matic bridge (with a
rendition of the wrap-around bridge used as
its tailpiece), a P-90 pickup in the bridge
position, and Gibson s new alnico V (aka




Staple Top ) pickup in the neck position. The
latter was a new design by Seth Lover and
Walter Fuller, at the behest of McCarty, which
used sections of alnico bar magnets as pole
pieces in an effort to glean more clarity from
the neck setting. The guitar was dressed in an
elegant all-black nish with gold hardware,
and multi-ply binding around its body and
larger headstock, which also bore Gibson s
upmarket slash-diamond inlay, and a set of
waf e-back Sealfast tuners. The neck had an
ebony ngerboard, which was inlaid with
large decorative blocks for position markers,
along with super-low frets, at Les s request.
The latter earned early Customs their Fretless
Wonder nickname, but can make these
guitars somewhat unmanageable for rockers
seeking big string bends.

Under the luxurious black-tie nish, there
was one more very signi cant difference, too:
the Custom was made entirely of mahogany,
with a carved mahogany top rather than the
Goldtop s carved maple top. Given the model
name and the fact that the Custom, priced at
$325 in 1954, debuted at a full $100 more

than the current Les Paul Model with gold
nish, the simpler, less-complex construction
doesn t actually seem so custom on the
inside. The variation in timber also
contributed to further slight differences in
tone between the two, with a little more
warmth in the Custom, and less of the
Goldtop s maple-fuelled snap and clarity.

At the other end of the Gibson price list,
the Les Paul Junior of 1954 was also an
all-mahogany guitar, but this time with a

at-topped body, no binding whatsoever,
simple dot inlays in the rosewood ngerboard,
a decal headstock logo, and a single dog-ear
P-90 pickup in the bridge position. The guitar
was released in a basic two-tone sunburst

nish that ran from black at the edges to a
yellowish-amber at the centre, and hardware
included the simple wrap-around bridge, and
three-on-a-strip Kluson machineheads with
plastic tuner buttons.

Despite the initial beginners and students
billing and pricing, 50s Juniors have been
highly prized for their blend of raw, gnarly
tone and no-nonsense functionality in the

decades since their release, and while they
aren t the pawnshop nds they once were,
many still offer a good way into a real
golden-age Gibson at less than ve gures.
The Les Paul TV, on the other hand  out later
the same year is essentially a Junior with a
light limed mahogany nish intended to
stand out well on that new broadcast medium,
the television. Produced in fewer numbers
than the sunburst Junior, they are also more
collectible today.

The following year, the Les Paul Special
brought two soapbar P-90s to the slab-LP
platform, with other minor upgrades in the
form of the four-knob control complement
and a bound rosewood ngerboard with
pearloid headstock logo. Given the general
construction, these weren t a mile away from
the top-dog Les Paul Custom, other than in
the bling, the tune-o-matic bridge, the carved
top, and the staple neck pickup.

The alnico V pickup had barely settled into
the lineup before McCarty tasked engineers




Lover and Fuller with designing a hum-
rejecting guitar pickup. Even if the concept
wasn t entirely new, no previous effort had yet
achieved the simple elegance and tonal
success that would follow Lover and Fuller s
new humbucker. The rst variations of the
unit appeared in the form of a triple-coil
humbucker, used on Gibson lap-steel guitars
in 1956. When double-coil humbuckers
arrived on the Goldtop Les Paul Model and
black Les Paul Custom in 1957, they carried
stickers that read Patent Applied For, to
warn off would-be copyists while the company
awaited the patent. Pickups of the era,
therefore, are given the nickname PAF,
which applies to any pickup carrying the

Patent Applied For sticker that Gibson
humbuckers wore between late 1956/early 57
and late 1962.

Gibson s PAF humbucker turned the
industry s thinking on its ear, and offered
players unparalleled levels of sound and
performance that set the standards for pickup
design forever after. Players and collectors
today (or at least, those who can afford to) are
willing to pay upwards of ve- gure sums just
for a pair of original PAF humbuckers in good
condition, and reproducing the pickups in
precise detail has become virtually an industry
in itself.

Although it was otherwise almost identical
to its predecessor of 1956, the two
humbuckers on the Goldtop of 1957 make it a
very different beast, and far more valuable on
today s vintage market. Fewer than 500
Goldtops with tune-o-matic bridges and
humbuckers were made, so they remain
among the rarest of Les Paul con gurations,
if not the most highly prized. To reach that
zenith, as outlandish as it might seem,
Gibson had merely to add a new paint job.

When we consider that the Les Paul of 1958 to
1960 with sunburst nish is the most
valuable standard-production electric guitar of

all time, it s amazing to realise that all major
ingredients but one were already in place by
1957 and it achieved that status through the
introduction of a more traditional Gibson
ingredient: the sunburst nish.

After reaching a considerable peak of 2,245
Goldtops in 1953, according to Gibson s
shipping records, production of the Les Paul
Model declined every year after through the
decade up to 1957. Something had to be done
if the model was to survive, and McCarty and
co deemed that a turn toward tradition was
the way to go. In 1958, Gibson did away with
the metallic nish and applied a cherry
sunburst to the guitar s carved maple top,
with a red hue made from aniline die on the
back, sides, and back of the neck. Prior to this
time, a very few Les Pauls had been made to
custom-order with sunburst nishes the
sunburst being a Gibson standard since the
late 1800s but the wholesale revamp
introduced the most iconic look to the guitar,
one that remains archetypal today.

Even beyond the value of a different coat of
paint, the collectability of sunburst 1958-60
Les Pauls today has as much or more to do
with the gure of the maple top as it does
with more signi cant playing considerations
such as tone and feel. Given that the maple
top was now visible beneath the nish,






Gibson s builders started putting more
attention into the wood selection process,
although they didn t do so right away, or very
consistently, considering how much it would
mean to collectors several decades later.
Guitars made in 1958 tended more often to be
rather plain-topped, although some do exhibit
notable guring. Plain-topped Les Pauls still
emerged in 1959 and 60, although examples
from these years also exhibited more dramatic

guring, and did so more consistently. Add
together the quality and character of the fade,
the degree to which the gured maple is
striped or amed, and the overall condition of
the guitar, and you ve got your value scale for
vintage Bursts. Close your eyes and play the
thing and let the PAFs and that old wood do
the talking and you hear why they have
remained iconic to players, too.

Slight changes over the era of the Burst to
cater to industry trends saw the guitar
evolving further the move from a full and
rounded C neck in 1958 and 59 to a thinner
pro le in 1960, the addition of wider frets in
1959, and some changes in knobs and other
minor details in 1960 and certain players
have their preferences for one year or another.
None of these, however, would save the iconic
original single-cut.

Considering what we know of the Burst s
value today, it seems incredible that Gibson
ever considered canning the model. Back in
1960, however, the numbers just weren t
there. Gibson records show that after shipping
920 Goldtops in 1956 and 598 in 57, the
company only sent out 434 sunburst Les
Pauls in 58. That number rose to 643 in 59,
then declined to 635 in 60. Meanwhile, sales
of the humbucker-loaded Les Paul Custom
declined steadily from 284 guitars in 1957 to
189 in 1960. The rock world would eventually
fall in love with the humbucking pickup, but
it certainly hadn t happened yet.

Gibson decided that a new direction was
called for, and the change was extreme. The
result found the now-iconic Les Paul Standard
with carved maple top, single cutaway, and
sunburst nish deleted from the Gibson
catalogue after 1960, replaced in 61 by a new
double-cutaway design that shared only the
pickups, inlays, and some of the hardware
with its predecessor, but nevertheless still
bore the Les Paul name.

Often referred to as the Les Paul/SG today
(and known of cially as the SG Standard after
1962, when Les Paul s endorsement was
suspended amid his divorce from Mary Ford),
the guitar would become iconic in its own
right, but it simply wasn ta real Les Paul any
more, by any measure.

The notion sounds crazy today, but even by
the mid-60s the lack of a single-cutaway,
mahogany-maple Les Paul in the catalogue
seemed pretty wacky, given the design s
soaring popularity. After Eric Clapton cut

his famous Beano album tracks with the
Bluesbreakers in 1966 (the same year, as it
happens, that Ted McCarty left Gibson),
everyone and their uncle was chasing that fat,
dynamic Les Paul tone. Gibson eventually saw



sense and reintroduced the Les Paul  sort of.
The Les Paul Model (aka Standard ) was
re-released in Goldtop nish with two P-90
pickups, and was essentially a 1955-56 reissue
other than in a few errant details such as the
double-ring Kluson tuners and post-1960
silver inserts in the gold top-hat knobs
(among a handful of other things). The
humbucker returned in the Les Paul Custom
of the same year, although by now the
hallowed PAF had evolved into a Patent
Number T-top humbucker still a good-
sounding pickup, but with nowhere near the
kudos of the originals. Even so, both of these
renditions have become highly collectible, and
are considered one of the better routes to
obtaining a true vintage Les Paul rumours
abound that many were made with leftover
single-cut body and neck parts from the 50s,
although we have yet to see this veri ed.

In 1969, Gibson introduced the Les Paul
Deluxe, which carried mini-humbuckers
mounted in plastic surrounds set into
P-90-sized pickup routs. This year also
brought the infamous volute to the guitars
neck/headstock joint, in a bid to strengthen
that weak point. The design would change
further in coming years, taking on a multi-
piece sandwich body, a three-piece neck, and
a larger headstock, in addition to other bits
and pieces as hardware and appointments
evolved. On the corporate side of things,
Gibson ownership was passed from CMI at
the end of 1969 to the company that would
become known as Norlin. The transition
generally signals a dark period for the brand,
and an era of declining standards.

Through the 70s, the Deluxe would be the
Les Paul and it was a popular seller despite
the lack of full-sized humbuckers, which were

nevertheless retro- tted my many players
handy with a router and a soldering iron. A
few humbucker-equipped Les Pauls were
manufactured to special-order, but otherwise
if you walked to your local Gibson dealer and
purchased a Les Paul, the Deluxe is what you
went home with.

The decline of Norlin-era production only
helped to further mythologise the original Les
Pauls of 1952 to 1960, and the scarcity of
Bursts in particular has driven those guitars to
the peak of collectability. In recognition of
these market forces, today s Gibson company
has long offered a range of reissue models
alongside more contemporary iterations. The
Custom Shop s recent Collector s Choice and
True Historic models are arguably the best
vintage Les Pauls you ve been able to buy
since 1960, and they are certainly more
affordable than vintage examples. @
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