Dan Armstrong

talks about pick-ups and

plastic guitars

Dan Armsirong is o0 man of dens. Envenior, dexigner, maker,
Misician. he's constamly expanding whal vou can do wiih the

k gunar, | ecalted vm him o per ujr 1o dabe an his ntest goidars
! %, bl e just sl vy cell me fizst obout § new tuning he's
nEEn warkimg on!

Pve lound o whale iew way of plaving. you tuoe the guitar in
iven ourihs through that is. with the first siring wp to F ond
the secomd up I gives you o wihsole mew apprasch: everyibing
-\.II|:i|'.'.'||_| makey spenee”

!'-I_. lage mivusd have egistered o blend of ivieresd arsd scenticism,
al the puitars which fiHer his Tar and
at=d: “All the major cherds are this shape, this shape or
that shape. Minore are this or fhis. There zre only thiree possible
shapes for ne-root/ Bfth colosrs, except for ninths, You've RO
fifth am ten instend of 1he Botiam, vina're ol of the bass plaver™s
Ehkimedy

‘I've been working on these ool chords far siveral vesrs

iseming 1o pano players like Bl Evans omd Chick Coren, ohse
thimgs they're deng with harmoeoy. 1 foand el they wark wefl an
the battam four sirings of the guiar; with the succession ol faurihs
iy mare 15 aulnmatically harmenised — # voo hear 5 ©, you know
it"s gning 10 bive o G below i, an F abave B Bal when vau gt 1o
that “neieh™ n the tuning, the major chird betueen second and
third sk, you hove fo rolearn it ol So tune up the top two strings
aaymitome and o § fepilar piierns il the -.-.';|-.'-.hr|'q.||_-"|

1% changed my whale apprecistion of music. The ann looks
different foome now, the keyboard makes sense, sinsic mokes a loi
mire sense. All ihe scale paiterns, the melodic minees, diminished
senles, whole-tone seales, they're all regular now on the puitar
Hecuuse yvou don’t have to compensate for Spanish mdal funing.
Tou're mit Haviog Spanish modal music ooy kager,

“lsrre’y & guy named Jim Byan, o real good session puaitarisg,
he's an Carly Simor orcls and s o, When 1 firsr started playing
withi thiv {omisp, a few manihs sz, he'd coms over, ?"L-k ap the
guitar gno showt, *Ah, anbdiaped agnm!"” AMer 1'd been i t lar
abaut o month, | sakd Belore you tune it down, let me oho Vi
what if con do."’ He listened and went away to try it Then he called
e g and sud. “Hey! | think voi've got ik there, ™ Well, be's been
mih, amd he's ghien up the regulas tuning on sl |vis

He says be's pleased io listen o jhe plavhacks mow: he's
viny the uswal ot Beks be used 1o play, You knew, evervone
hins their oun bag ol bt licks, bt you fust can’t da them in a new
me out srong. 5 arees vou fo ook or gew things
It this taning, vou're looking ai a mlee, e checkerhogng
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Looking for mew (hhigs is the keviste ofF the Dan A filsLrony
we klt ihe subpct, he explobned anoiher
which he devised once when Be win plavigp

ipproach.  Hel
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withou @ bass player: *The guitar is tuned down a whale AEth, s0
s Ao AL bnstead of E to E. Bot the thinl and fourth strings ane
tned an octave higher than ey Wikl be, |IIH_:IIEI _im fact. than the
first v OF course, vou have 1o choose your srings with ths in
mimd, Then yom get plenty of separmtion befween the chord yoices
i £l top Foiir strings and the bass an the bottom two. You can be
1 guitarist ancl o bass player at the seme time, playing a chord solo
and & bass part simultandously, With cosvenisonsl chord shapes,
this funing gives you inversions with majer seoand Infervals amd
things l&ke that. | awed that For & while sccompanying singens.”

S maich for Armstrong the paitarist, Armsirong the guitar-
maker has o unbque reputation for novel desigis — meluding the
famoms see-through gl bEr | psked him bow his desighing canses
wlaried.

‘B lialmg iy pwn stff. Every time | found sut what was going
wromp s Nxed (4, 1 leamed a little bit. Then | went o New York
and found that the omly gay who was doing any electoe guliar
FEIITS was going oul of Bislness, 5o 0 wend over amd helped him
il far & few muonths, and saw that thore was an encemnus amount
of business around. | opened my own shap amd staried doing the
same kind ol thing. There was 2 ot of work just re-wiring
Telecasters aned Strafocasters, because their witing is = weind
Like, | red out how B me-wite & SiFat &0 you can get every
oo of pick-ups. And 1 used (o clasge the Sirag tone
controd ¢ weitod framn & .1 tooa 02, because the ] just rabs all the
highs — woil kmisw pny Fender players who ever use their fone
conired ¥ Stufl like thot, When you're repairing things, of you're a
snsser voi sy, Al this shouwlkd have been made betier o hegin with,
ind you fgane out hew te rebuild it instead of jest repoiring i

1 used 1o chanpe the capacibors on Telecasiers too — the top
pick -ups sl 1o 'A.il"q.' all the highs, So I had a sizndand Jen there,
with & sinndard charge. Precwion Bassey — Ok nikn, Just chonge
the cagaeiar in o Precision ond it makes all the difference m the
work] when yoal term i down. The Jazz Bass | simplified, becouse
their wiring is hard 1o get tie | nanide i1 miaee nceessibde. | pEIL o lat of
suiichies on lazz Hasses that seel of thing Then | got infe
umderstancding how pick-ups worked. what made a goed plek-up
pordd amd a had ome bed, why the old Gibsen pick-ups don™t sownd
lilce the new ones

Then Ampeg got bought sy a blg company and they wanted 1o
eapanil, 40 they bought the Grammer guitar company i Mashyille.
Ampee come teome and said, Look, we own this gudar whal can

ynthesizer
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woul o about it? 1 said, Look fellers, you're in the amp business
aren't yoid? And you're nof making any electric guitors are you® 5o
Gib=sen and Fender ure selling all the instraments that vou're
muking the amps to play through

They said, Oh really? Yoo could do becter? | sald, | think s 5o
Ampep asid, Al right then, what sort of guitar do you think we
vkt tomake? | eald, Wellmow - . '

And the Dan Armstreng see-through plescic Huil:.]r was horm,
Why did he use Flexiglass For the bedy, amd whai wers the
profilems inyohed m working in plastse? "I just wanied oo be as
eripimal a5 possible, not 1o caopy anybody's anything. [ wish 1 had
|||c.1'\.: are & cogphe of fhings | shisuld have |."|'||'|iI:"|.'|. like Cribson™s
hridE\c;_ The r_|r|j_'|||_'r||'|. — well, everybody thimks you mould This
stufl. You don't the body & corved oot of o salid boand of plastic,
like carving mel of wood, except that instesd of sanding # to finish
it, vain pokish it off. Boy, it's expensive stuff 1 don't know bow the
lapanese copies can baild the bodles st those prices. The hare cost
of raw materiak for that body was aroamd £6 — that’s a fot for o
auly. We used perspex becawse it's hard and consistemt. amd you
dorn’t have b worrry about prain. It pives gond sustain, rather like a
steel guitar. A kot of guys are using them lor slide amd they souind
prefty steely.’

| recalled that the pick-ups an the early Dan Armsirong guitars
were rather eweptional, “Yeah, it seemed & that time like
evervhody wanlad o hoed plek-up, ha l just made the loudest e k-up
I figured 1 could make. Much oo loud! We came up with &
rumhiscker that was for oll the wordd like the Gibson: it hod ihe
waiie slme whie, (he same amaant of wire the ooly difference was,
we gsed a magnet thal was aboul five Times as b, %0 Lt hal a
humhucker with @ wholde loag ol extra piss

At that fime | didn’t really know that much aboit pek-sps. |
knew how they worked, and | kearned a lof from, for instance, the
o Les Paul Juiniar — thatl wis aiie Bl of a pick-up. Bud thers are
lots of rules about pick-ups, amd no Heratune on the subject, Yoo
mave to find aut the rales somehow. 5o | pasd 4 guy L2000 10 glee
me & crash codrse i everything he knew nbout pick-ops!”

Who, | wondersd, might thls knowledgeable person be? ‘Guy
called Bill Laurence — that™s the Anglicissd form of his nome: he's
i Gierman who's designed guitars ard piek-aps for Framu I et
him I Chicago when he was cver there, and 1 realised be knew g
hell al a kot moné aboil phek-Eps thinn | did. 5a 1 saxd. Bill, how
ahout S50 you tell me everything you know abaout pick-upst
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Bill vhlkged. and now Don knows s much about pick-ups ag
anyone. He's been working on a new guitar, which shouald be yoing
It production soon. “We'ne sifll making tools far this one. You
knew, you can either sit down and make guitars one & a Eme, o
you can sl dewis &id make fools one at & time that will enahle you
to make puidars homdneds ar 6 fime."

The new gultar his a fairly convenbonal wooden body, but o Far
frin conventional pick-up. For a start, (€'s on & mod which runs
Iram the ewd of the fimgerboard to the bridge. and which ad)ests up
and doen with the bridee. Thus your choice of tone is very wide:
[an demonstrated to me whal sulsibe changes of fimbre can be
abained hy sliding the pick-up o very amall distance alang the
siriogs. And the bridge is new: he's finally chesen 10 copy the
Gibsan bridge — ‘but | thiak 've improved on it a little here.”

Che 1971 Dan Armstrong pxk-ups — 0@ the new guitars and
hasses, aedl avallable separately — show evidence of all he has
learned om the subjecd. These are something new allogether. They
are low impedance, they go through a transformer. If you puat the
iransforneer next to the amp, vou con wse albodl twenty miles of lead
and there's Bo ooise. na high-Fregaency loss, no trenble, They're
extremely lighl — you can even screw oo into your pick guard
Mow maost low-impedance pick-ups have siill got whopping great
iisagnets i them, Llike the Gibsons and the Fesders, where there big
miapnets are jeinting straight ai the strings. If you 6t the pick-up
pon clowe do the sirings, the fleld of the magnet sucks them in and
sp=0ils their patural vibration patterns. Bl yous can get these up resl
chose, amd geq plenty of magretic field soaking the siring witboug
sucking il down, 1've been wosking on these pick-ups for a leng
time, many year. 1 don't think they could be improved now. Mot
until | bearn spmething new. Right now, I'm real happy with k. The
et ks high, the noise is lows, 1t's ot microphomic . s o goed
pick-up.’

it Is indeed, But thot's oot all. Thanks 10 a simple winng
impavation ki the tone controd, you can conmvert a double-coil
humbucker 1o a sighe-cedl phek-upe “You can da this with amy
dauhle-coil pick up, Consder the coil windimgs: the finish of poe
el jeins the Minish of the ooher, the start of one goes to ekrth, the
start of the other goes out. o if yoa put ground i at the poini
where they join, the cail ihat has grosied ot both ends dosn't do
anything. ['ve arranged this tone control s that §if you ten it righi
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The result is iml:'lrul.ﬂ vier yiiig lepve B rI.'EI.I.lI:II.' tome comltu, "-'l“lﬂﬂ
the dowble-eidl pick-up through e full ange hass-trehle. Then
satldenly, you furm bt & bid more and poid' e mie 4 clesn. Fender-
atyle trehle sound. Add (s 1o the sliding pick-up festure. and you
will apprecists that a Dan Armstrong guaitar i capable of & whole
bond of mieresting sounds. Bui even (hat isn't encugh far Dian the
invenine. In recent vears, he's designed and prodeced a bewildering
rappe of electronic sdditions to the guiturist's srmoory. He
demunstrated saome of them

This here's ihe "Oreem Rmper™'. How"s your mathsY The
simpless way to el you shat happens is. any complex signal it gres,
of maore than ape fregueney < no bed’s say youl [pun ingn it two notes
of differen pitch. From two instruments or both from the same
instrument, the quiput you get s nod clther of those nodes. bl the
sam and the dilference of their freguencles. 50 if you put in a 4H-
cycle pote and a Wi-cvele note, you gel oul o 1EKl-cycle mote and 2
AKlcyele note. When you play 2 ffth o gives af oclave down,
hecause i difference betwesi 1hoge iwo is an octave below the
fawer one. Mow i vor pug in o single pote, (he reason i gives you an
octave higher is that M (reats sour coe ole s fwo bdentical
frequencics: their sum is then double the frequency Lan octae
higheri amid ihere is chwviousty mo diflerence.”

All this fits inte o itk box oboud Four isches long which plugs
direetly into the guitar, Lurking in on identical box, bt rejoicing in
the name 'Keid |-:J||:.':q_'r'_ is a hoester that E:H'ES irehlie-bosal, P
boast aml am overnll power boost, each separately controlled. Li
the Green Ringer, i s not impedance-cohseions, thus overcOming
imnpedance mis-maiches, “If you're paying into an amplifier that is
much foo 1ight and loads guitars down — a lot of trapsisior amps
will dio that — rhis huffers all that, %0 you can plug into a tape-
vecarder, nhich alwaks rokb |!IHJ'ﬁ. and now i doesn't rob the Hl-li"-"
at all,!

Dun reckons he'll ke productig one new gadget o mooth [t
foreseeable future. His living-rovm shows evidence of this indwstry:
“That thing over there is 8 genuine reble-and -bass tone pnnirad, for
pise with the H"i“"- You knew, bese cut oml boost, treble eat and
ol Is Kied of different when vois do it on the goitar from when
yoa do it ot the amplifier, vou're delivering to the amp & different
kimd af sigmal. Anctber thing will be o sort of foond fiier, so you can
grl @ wah-wah ai any place som wang in the frequency range. 101 be
baili knte this some format, the same [itle box, with the knob, so
you cam get i wah-wah if you want. Bul otberwise, you can lock i in
any filter position: vou get some filber an. then pul seme hoost an
the fifter, so vou deliver o nlee, fight peak imo the amplifier, Thea
wou it alim ai the |.r"|:‘1.|l.'.".' ney roaipt Wl the Aamp likes o distor
best. Then there’s gning fo be an out-afphaser. and a whole new
ki of fuzz, not fuzz at all really, jusi tight, squeessd distortion

Dran broke off from his Dist of mapte lifle boxes, dived un-drru
chinir and fshed oud something whach even | eoald comprehesd
stralght off: atength of Nesible wire, with a nubber baed at one end
and & loop st the other. He hooked the rubber band rownd fhe sorap
peg ai the have of a guliar, wound the wire twice round the volome
contrel and pui his littbe fnger theough the koop, Then withoet
chapging from his nommal right-hamt playing pesition, ke achiewsd
the swell, wab-wah and tremolo effects that guilkriss ke Jan
Akkerman get with thebr finger carled round the volume central

“Yau can us¢ this 1o take all the #tack off 4 note, ar bo hold the
valiaree just om the beank of feedback. 1 can't {egure out o way o
produce this as & fit-all-guitars commercial proposition. I'm
seriously thisking of deing itim a Biik box with a Velcro pad and 2
mvkon rimg you can grip wih your fimger wiich will abways be in the
sl place

Like [ said, Dan Armstrong is o man al ideas. s he 1alks. By
pamhle oui thick snd fast. He meniiostd | passing that he'd
fgured mab o way (o make o moch better Mellotros, snd sl a
polyphonic synthesiser! With such & ferfile mind, was there s
dnm_.'l.'r thint e would Cel ST publis demand and [l to Find @
market for his revolutionary ideas?

‘M, | think peeple ane slwees ready bo look al soenething that
sy e useahle. There's nothing in this that™s revolutioaary for the
sake ol Being revelutionary: the objeet s 1o improve things. 1f iy
thimgs wene 5o far o1 that you had do learn something new o play
£, then it would be diffeul. Bat 1 alwaos rensember that Tm
makieg ihimgs for goitar plavers who may oot necessarily be
mechanics. | 1ry to keep it as simple as can be” @



