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So, Shaun, how did you begin your
interest in the guitar? How was your
passion born?

I remember as a teenager my first
taste of the classical guitar. It was "love
at first hearing." I had no idea who was
playing, or what the piece was. After a
bit of searching, and without the facility
of the Internet, I discovered that it was
Rey de la Torre and the piece was the
famous Recuerdos de Ia Alhambra.
Something really grabbed me, and I felt
I should look further.

Does this mean you were good at
music at school?

Not at all. My school had the view
that music was the last refuge of those
lacking in any academic ability, unless
you had the kind ofvoice that could
join the Kingt College Cambridge
choir. Crazy, really. I never had music
lessons at school. and from time to
time I feel a sense of gratitude that
any love of music was not beaten out
of me. Grammar school in England
in the 1950s and'60s was concerned
with getting university places, so the
curriculum was very academic and
one's enthusiasm for anything off
the academic curriculum was soon
dampened.

How about woodwork? Did you show
early promise?

Well, it depends what you mean by
"promise." I recall that my parents gave
me a secondhand junior carpentry set
when I was around seven years old. It
had a few primitive tools, but a good
and quite handy saw. I decided that
our four kitchen chairs could well be
improved... if I converted them into
stobls. I managed to saw the backs from
three ofthem before I was discovered.
From that day on, my mother, my sister,
and myself were blessed with a kitchen
stool, whilst my dad had a chair with a
back! But, I have to say, I always loved
making things.

Tell us a little about your earf life.
What was yourfamily background?
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Above: Shaun Newman at his workbench in Devon,
England. Below: Shaun's early mentor David Oddy.

I was born in the front room of a
"prefab," which was built as part of a
temporary housing regime established
by the British government after WWII
to house returning service personnel
and those whose homes had been
destroyed by the bombs. My father went
over to France on the D-day landings
and somehow survived. He was an
ammunition truck driver and described
how the trips to the front line, loaded
with high explosives, instantly cured
any constipation one may have had!
When he demobbed from the army, he
became a dump truck driver (pardon
the unintended pun). My mother was
an office cleaner. I guess I was destined
for life in a menial job. However, I had
fantastic support from both of my
parents and was lucky enough to get a
grammar school place. I found I was
good at languages and studied German,
French, and Latin. As I was saying
earlier, all of this was in a very tightly
controlled environment.

After Grammar school I managed
to get a Place at the University of Bir-
mingham to study European languages.
Even today I can find my way around
in French, Italian, and German, and
I went on to teach languages. But part of
my university course left an afternoon a
week to engage in sports. I was not sure
what to take up, and as I had missed
most athletic activity at school because
of severe asthma, I wondered what mighl
suit. For some reason, and even today
I dont knowwhy, I chose basketball. At
the time in England, basketball was a
very underdeveloped game, and I kind
of found it easy to shine. But my real
opportunity in the sport came when
I was teaching English in Germany. The
school physical education teacher was
the West German Olympic basketball
coach. Chance in a million!! He ran a
club and invited me to join. He brought
my skills up to a very reasonable
standard, and when I returned to
England I was able to play at competitive
league standard for fifteen years. I must
say that the game remained underde-
veloped, so it was more a tribute to my
availability than my ability.



How did you learn your luthcric skil ls?

I was unlucky enough to be car-rght under several tons of
fall ing lrasonry and finished up with two smashed-up legs.
I wns lucky to survive and was on crutches for the best part
of a year. So, it was tin-re to reevalr-rate. I had to concentrate ol-r
the things that perhaps I coulcl clo, rather than spend er-rdless
hours moaning about the things I cclulcl r-rot. I loved the guitar,
I cor.rld n-rake things, so why r.rot rnake a guitar? Well, it took a
while fbr me to get into the swing of things.

I hacl borror'ved a book from the local library, Make Your
Own Classical Guitar, by the wonderf ully nan-red Star-rley
Doubtfire. I struggled and fblt perhaps I could not move
firrward. To my great fbrtune, nry wif'e spotted an evening class
in guitirr making at the local comnrunity college and that is
where I rlet the fantastic maker David Oddy. He taught me so
ruruch ir.r just a few evenings, arnd during the first year of class
I nrtrr.raged to make three classicirl guitars, one for each of rny
three children.

After tl-re class folded, I stayed in touch with David. He
wals a very private person and shunnecl publicity. When I l-rad
preser.rted some work to hir.r-r as "finisl-red," he would say, "you
mean half f inished!" If ever I rvas stuck with a problem, he
rvould say in his typical Devor.r English,'Allsyougorrado is...."
Davicl rvas sti l l  makir-rg fine guitars unti l his 85th year, but
sirdly lre died in 2017.He was a source of wisdom and support
fbr r.ne for alrlost thirty years. He always used to say to r-r-re that
as a gr.ritar rnaker, "You dor.r't get better trt guitar making, you
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just get better at covering up
your mistakes." Such enduring
advice, which has pulled
me through many a sticky
moment! I have nothing but
enormous regard for the man,
and miss him enormously.

Are there other makers out
there who have inJluenced you?

I got Roy Courtnall's book
Making Master Guitars around
twenty-five years ago and I've
been influenced by a number of
makers featured in that work.
My main "design" influence
however has been Ramirez,
based on a plan ofhis 1963 guitar used by Segovia. But Torres,
Santos Hern6ndez, Romanillos, and many others have had
an influence, however marginal. Over the years that I have
been making guitars, I have become a firm believer that it is
well to follow your instincts rather than just to copy the work
of others. For example, if I make a copy, it is normally "in the
style of" rather than an exact replica. It always intrigues me
to see what personal touches I can add into a build to make
the instrument as much my own as that of the original maker.
Traditionalists would probably have me hanged, or at least
flogged, for taking such a view! But, if you always do what you
always did, you will always just get what you always got.

What do you consider to be your first "break" in lutherie?

Apart from having the great fortune of meeting David
Oddy, I was at a friend's birthday party a little under thirty
years ago, where a local professional guitarist named David
Cottam was playing. We fell into conversation and I mentioned
that I had made three classical guitars. He invited me to come
over for coffee and he could try them out. He was extremely
impressed, borrowed one for a recital, and then ordered a
guitar from me. I am now working on a fifth instrument for
him, so he must think I am getting something right. David
opened a number of doors for me and helped me to get my
instruments "out there" as they say.

But you have not only made guitars.

I enjoy experimenting. My first love remains the classical
guitar, but I have made mandolins, harps, dulcimers, ukuleles,
mediaeval fiddles and lutes, and have iust completed a 5-course
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Facing page: Bridges give you an opportunity to express a little
individuality. This page, clockwise from above: Making purJlings
and bindings is work for a winter evening. Some (occasionally
oddJooking) instruments under construction. I wish I could play
this Little maple-and-sycamore Gothic harp. This mediaeval f ddle
is based on carvings in the cathedral ofCompostela, Northern
Spain. A l9th-century Jlat-backed mandolin in rosewood, koa, and
spruce. These smaller instruments are great for using up lefiovers

from other projects. Taping the back bindings onto the mandolin.
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g,ui t iu in t l r t '  Brr l r t , . l r r . '  s t r  le rr  i t l r  i r  } r r l rL l l
nrerlt rose. I)art oithc cnjol 'nrent of strcl-t
cxperirl lentation is horv nrLlch \ 'ou hncl
<lut i ibout the nrany clif}-ercnt stringecl
instruments thcre arc,  ancl  I  l . ravc barcly
scrirtchecl t he su rfi ice.

Yotr lutvc also rrttt l t 'rtokctt sonte itttcrast
i r tg rcstonr l  ions.

Yes. -11'rc birl l  startccl roll ing alter
I receivecl a prhone call f l 'onr soureoue
who hircl f i lr.rncl an olcl guitar or.t ir council
rubbish tip nearbr'. I hacl alreacll 'clone sonre
repair worl< fbr this persou, irncl I gucss
he trustecl nre en<'rugh to har.rd the guitar
over. Having saicl that, l-re clicl not realize
n'hat he hacl bought l irr the princely.sunr of
jLrst I5, n,l.ricl.r I suess is around $6 or $i7. It
n'as a Salvaclor Ibiinez. r.naclc fior.r.r Braz.iliain
rosen oclcl rvitl-r a spnrcc toP ancl a great deal
ttf nrother-of-pearl inlal ' u'ork. From tl 're
label, r,r,l-rich rvirs still intact, I could declr.rce
that it n':rs nrircle betu'cer-r 1t'i98 ancl 1906.
'fhe storv got into thc press
and raclio nationallr ' , ancl
was ou local TV. Befirre
long the stor\ .qot  onto
tl.re Intenret, ancl I began
receiv i ng requests fror.r.r
far anc'l u' ic' le to unclertake
restorirtion u,orl<. or to ollcr
advicc. Thc jobs havc beerr
manv nncl variecl, but notablc
arrongst them n'trs an 1837
Lac6te sakrn guitirr ancl a
Coinrbrir l)rlrtu guese guita r',
along vr.ith irt least i.r clozen
more instrur-nents macle b1,
Salr,aclor Ibi,ir1ez.

I an.r firr.r.rly of the vien'
tl-rat no u'ork is ever rvastecl

'  l-o p l t. l i  : - l l  t i  : Sal u t rl o r l l t r i t l  c z s r t i  l  rt r. l j  o t t t t l t o r t l  1 900 ntt s
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, ,  ! l r t '  l t i t l i r rg plr tct ' . l t t r  / / i i .s  1t i - iZ Lt t i tc  ln ' . lorc i l  cat t tL '  i t t . lot  t  L s-

"  l  Ltra l  i tut .  t \ l tot 'c :  t \  r to l l t t '  r  St t lyador I  bt i  t l  t ' :  r t 's  l  o nt  l  iot  t  pro.1t ' t '  1.

111g/r/: (ir1r.t '  o.f tt Sltt lf lcr Lcgttrttt i  c/rt.s.sicri i r ' tt i /r ir c. 1,\-. '0.

.[ri i  lr11 7rrl1c, l o p l t.f ' t : Oot k l a i1.s1lcft .s rln, d b oo n. To l r i gl t l  : l  l  t c
"() i r r r i l t i i l i "  /1)-sc/ /c () l  1/  -srr /or i .qr i / r i r  i i l  l l tc  Frct t t l t  s ly l t ' .

I l-rirvc learned so r.nr.rch urore irbout better rvn1.s oiconstructing concert classical
guitars tl"rror.rgl.r expcriurcnting with othcr instrr.rr.ncr.rts thirn I ever would hirve
staying in the sirme field. Fronr tir.ne to tinrc a flasl-r of l ight appcars ci.rrir.rg a
pirrt icr.rlar job that i l lr.rnrinates a wirv fbrward in tl-re crtrft of the classical guitar.

Are oll tt,f yttur ntctlnds trtrdit iornl?

I gr-ress tl-ris cor-rlcl be another area nhere I rvor-rlcl f ir l l  out n'ith traclit ionalists.
Yes, I clo use tlaclit ional nrethocls r,r 'hcre they sr,rit vr' l-rat I irnr doing. For exanrplc,
I love to cllt cl lr\res u'ith a hancl-helcl bol,sau', ancl nr1"'r"".rt"-.nd-lace" j ig fclr
joining booknratchecl back ancl sor,rnclboald tinrbers hirs never yet fari led nrc.
Horver.er, I railcl l 'use aninral glue ancl conlcl be accused of cheating by using
superglLle. But I reckon if Stradivirri hird been able to gain access to cvanoacrylatc,
he rvoulcl ltar.e usecl it. Hou,ever, I irnt not in far<tr of ltea\.y r.necltanization; if too
nruch is clone bv machine, I f-eel you lose touch rvith the soul of the work. A happy
balance is best, so ir nrinirouter rvith a bearir.rg-guiclecl cutter to remove trinrl ing
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and purfling channels will normally make a better job than
chisel work. Furthermore, I don't tend to use French polish.
I have had several instruments come through the workshop in
need ofa refinish, and I usually find that they have been treated
with French polish which has broken down and become sticky
and messy. Products such as the acrylic resin produced by
General Finishes in the USA, for example, do a good job, and
this particular one has low VOCs and is straightforward to use.
Titebond II is a winner for me.

What timbers do you use, and why?

When I first began making guitars, I almost always used
rosewood and spruce, and occasionally cypress. I think it's
now time for a change of mindset, particularly since the
restrictions that have been imposed by CITES on all types
ofrosewood. I have read several articles on blind tests where
some guitars are made with rosewood backs and sides, whilst

others are not. Both players and listeners find it easy to hear
a difference between cedar tops and spruce tops, but they are
much less definite about what the backs and sides might be
made of. Take the blindfolds ofl and people seem to favor the
sound of rosewood! There must be something in that, and
I think it is psychology! So, I have been moving towards such
timbers as cherry, walnut, zebrano, ovangkol, granadillo, and,
of course, maple and cypress. I know I am not alone in this.
I still have a number of sets of rosewood, but am enjoying the
different timbers.

Do you play your instruments?

Poorly! I have taught myself the rudiments of classical
guitar playing but largely I struggle with any of the others...
apart from a few ukulele chords. But there is something that
really grabs you when you hear one of your instruments being
played by an expert. I was lucky enough last year to be invited

to the Royal Greenwich Interna-
tional Guitar Festival in London,
where I was able to display my
work and hear my instruments
played by world-class musicians.
I am also very fortunate to be
able to hear my good friend
David Cottam, who himself
has a huge reputation, play on
a regular basis. Perhaps when
I grow up, I might be a player.

Where will you take your crafi
now you have turned seventy?

Onwards and upwards,
I hope. I have been lucky enough
to have cataracts removed from
both eyes which has improved
myvision dramatically. I still
await two knee replacements (too
many hours on the basketball
court), whereupon my intention
is to retire at ninety if I can,
eighty if I must! -
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