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The Guitarist
and the Luthier
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ften, | compare the relationship between the musician and his

luthier to that of the race driver and his mechanic. The driver

gives his driving impressions to his mechanic who will then
adjust and calibrate the vehicle to optimise its performance.

For a musician, playing for hours can become uncomfortable, painful even,
if hisinstrumentis not well adjusted. Making sure your instrument’s fingerboard
is comfortable is primordial.

The professional guitarist usually has his own personal luthier, so, when-
ever he records or plays on stage, his instrument is pristine, because his luthier
knows his preferences and adjusts the instrument accordingly. However, the
great majority of guitars are sold to amateur musicians, who know less about
their maintenance. But this service is also accessible to them,

How many people have stopped learning how to play the guitar, believing
they have no talent because it was too difficult when, in most cases, it was due
to a poorly adjusted instrument, the strings too far off the fingerboard?

Why do guitars need maintenance? Climactic variations affect the wood
the instruments are made of (a very dry climate can make to tops of acoustic
instruments crack), There is also the size of the strings and the type of tuning
(there are many different possible tunings), which change the tension exerted
on the neck The frets get worn over time. And there are many other small
adjustments; string height and harmonics, the truss rod, the nut, the saddle for
acoustic guitars, and of course maintenance of the electronic components in
amplified instruments.

And there are many improvements a luthier can bring to your instrument,
meaning he can replace some components for better ones. I'm talking about
tuning keys, pickups, nuts and saddles, often made of plastic, which is a good
reason to change them for a better material. The luthier can also install a pickup
on your acoustic guitar.

Even new guitars can benefit from a visit to a |uthier. Transportation and
storage conditions, or ineffactive factery quality control can warrant some
maintenance, These are good reasons for you to ask your retailer to adjust the
instrument before you purchase it or bring it yourself to your preferred luthier.

On another note, there is what | affectionately call closet or attic gui-
tars. These are instruments that have practically been forgotten, sometimes
for years, and that are rediscovered when a family member decides to try his
hand at playing guitar. This is another good reason to visit your luthier to have
it inspected and reconditioned, because, if you ask me, no instrument should
be thrown away. They should be given to someone in the family or to a friend, if
only to share the joy of music)

A trusting relationship will develop between you and the luthier. He will
know every nook and cranny of your instrument, and your playing style. | usu-
ally ask questions about musical style, the tuning used, and the preferred string
height | also like to watch the client play and see how he interacts with the in-
strument There are as many différentadjustments as there are guitarists, which
points to the importance of dealing with a luthier that is able to understand your
preferences and will be apt to adjust your instrument to your taste.

The majority of instrument retailers offer instrument repair services, but
they can vary substantially from one retailer to the next Have a conversation
with the retailer's luthier to test his knowledge, and see how his past experi-
ence stacks up. A good luthier generally has good references.

Should you choose an independent luthier or a retailer? The advantage of
going with an independent workshop is that the luthier himself is usually more
specialised. He can do anything, from simple adjustments to restorations and
the fabrication of a complete instrument.

The luthier is generally passionate about his craft and is guided by his
sense of perfection. Don't hesitate to ask him questions and elaborate some
of the points | touched upon in this article. He will know what to recommend
and how to adjust your instruments so you can have the most enjoyable playing
experience possible.

So, take your precious instruments or your relics from your youth and give
them a new life. Music is transmitted from one generation to the other, and itis
much more pleasant on a well-adjusted instrument. W
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