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Shaun Newman performs a complex operat ion
to save the l i fe of a Salvador lban ez guitar

hen an enquiry arrived in my inbox
from Belgium with photographs of
a damaged Salvador lbafrez salon
guitar I investigated with interest.

Satvador lbanez was one o[  \pain 's qredlest
luthrers in the late rgth and early zoth centuries
His rnstruments,  which inc[uded gui tars,
bandurr ias,  lutes and mandol ins,  were high[y
prized not on[y because oftheir superior sound but
on account of  their  outstanding workmanship

I t  was clear immediately f rom the pictures
lhat th is rnstrument was pret ty much at  the
top end of  hrs work,  and carr ied the label  wi th
the address'Bajada de San Francrsco 23' ,
indicat inq that r t  must have been made
between 1898 and r9o6

I t  ould :ee st  ra iqht away that beneath the
corrosion the machine beads ( tuners) were
made of  brass This indicated that the
Instrument was probab[y intended for export
The better qual i ty tuners at  the t ime were

made rn France and were much more
expensive than the steel  ones from Sparn
lbanez'  business acumen saw the huge market
in the satons of  such ci t ies as Parrs,  and
therefore his best instruments went abroad

Rl l  even from rhe ntr t l t res the instrument
<,ppmpd in a <,nrrv q, tztp

|  . r r r ;nnpd In mppl rhp nWner who trave[[ed
from Antwerp and decided that I could take the
job on, but only on the proviso that the f ront
wou[d require removaI This is a tricky operation
and needed the fu[ [  aqreement of  the owner
ApprovaI was given and I  set  to work

,  , t j  ' i : , r r i  : i t . , : . .1

As can be seen from Ihe uir tures [here were
extensive cracks and spl i ts rn the r ibs and front,
in fact  at I  over (Pics.1-])  At  one point  the f ront
had detached from the r ibs and a prece of
rosewood was missing The fingerboard was
worn and the machine heads were corroded

The br idge was warped and part ia l ly  detached,
so I  thought wel l  a l l  is  f rxabte

I  had undertaken severaI  s imrtar restorat ions
in the past and knew that i fyou take such an
Instrument apart  r t  can spr ing out of  shape,
making accurate reassembly very diffrcult I
therefore made a cradle from plywood and
spruce blocks in the form ofthe instrument so
that I  could hotd i t  f i rmly and in i ts or ig inaI
shape whi le working on i t  (Pics.  4 & 5) Thrs
proved invatuable

' i "  ' ; i - !  
i i  ! "

Once I  had removed the old str ings,  the top nut
and I  he saddle bone I  could gel  a bet ter  idea of
the next stage, which was to remove the
hngerboard To do this I  had to put l  out  a l l  of
the rrets -  i t  seemed as though open-hear1
surgery was beginning with dent istry l

Thpn ir rnr,r., ncrpq<..rr\/ to make cardboard
shreLds (Pic.5) to protect the deticate in{ays in the
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Pic4 The cradle, made from ptywood and pine
blocks, kept the structure of the instrument
intact  dur ing surqery

rosette and edge purf l ings whi te takinq the old
finqerboard off I intended to use heat (Pics.Z & 8)
hrsr lo >otterr  the gtue and then a sparul . t
specifically made for the lob to prize the
tinqerboard off Sounds simple but it takes time
The heat was transferred through the frngerboard
to the glue I ine v ia a th ick al toy s lab,  which
along with the spatu[a was heated to 250"

Once the l rngerboard was of f  i t  was t ime to
tackle the brdge (Pics.9 & 10) Th s was a more
straightforward operat ion as i t  had aLready
part ia l ly  delat  l red Howeve' .  qredt (dre needs

/ :!,!/i' ,1/

P c 5 The damaged gui tar  in i ts cradle await ing surgery

P c 6 Protective cardboard guards prevented scorching ofthe rosette and purf l ings during
fingerboard removal

Vintage salon guitar

PclThe
fingerboard had been
badly worn down and
the machine heads
had al t  but  seized up

However,  evcn with thc bindinqs cul  away, the
top was st iL l  held in p[ . rce wi th srnal t  wedges of
spruce cal led tentel lones To remove the top
successfut ly I  used a micro handsaw with a
btade lust  r )1rn [onq and ' .1 in wide And then
lhe ful l  exlert t  of  restorat ion work.rhead
bccamc apparent (Pic.12)

At sonro s laqe in the Li fe of  th is v int . rge
nrasterp ecc someonc rnust have trred to repair
d.rrnage to the f ront and r ibs There was
evidence th.r t  the back had at  sonrc s iaqe been
terrrovcr l . r \  e\(  p\ \ ive gLrro lppl i , . r t tOt '  rO thp

Pic r Spl i ts in the side and cracks in the front
were an early sign of what lay ahead

Pic 2 The tai l  end of  the gui tar  had seen better days.

"') ' i}*' './.

tn be exerr  isr ,d drrr inc srrr  h 'enovalr . rs ' I  Loo
much heat is appt ied and for too lonq i t  wi t I
cause the struts that  are inside the f ronI lo
detach, causing more di f f icul ty later on

So, aI  was sct  now to remove the edge bindinqs
of Ihe instrurnent so thal  the top could be taken
ott  A smal l  router,  in th is case a Dreme[ (Pic.rr) ,
can be used tor th is task,  bLrt  i t  needs sorne sort
of  edqe guide I  chose thc Waver ley . r t tachmenl
rn.rde for Drernel to hetp wi th th is iask
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Restoration
-

Prctu Once the top was removed the fut l  p icture ofcurrent damaqe and
previous intervent ions emerged. What a mess!

- 
'..47. i..a/r'/ .//

P r t  t  A DremeI mini-router was used to cut  out the old bindinos before
removing the top

back strLr ls lv.rs v is ib[e Tlre repairer h.rd Ltsed a
varcty oi  sc r  aps of  t rnrbcr to parch th nqs up,
;rnd .rt onr, po nt h.rd obvioLrsly so.rkecl rn o[c]
p ecc of  L r ten in qLue,:nd si r rp ly stuf fed i t  into
a cr. rck (Pics.r3 & 14) Al tof  these crude
nterr i r rnt ions nrrst  l r , rvt :  r r r ined the sorrnd,. :nd
n lhe [orq rr  r  c le.rr [y provcd to be inef f t .ctLr. : l

p ro ject

P rz A domest ic i ron was used to heat both an aluminium slab and a
spatula to aid removaI of  the f ingerboard and br idge

P cS The spatula in use

Prr 9 Once the f ingerboard was removed further evidence of the need for Picro Once the br idge was removed, tear ing of the grain in the
extensive restorat ion work became evident toD was uncovered

\b

to s l rengthen the edqes of  the ns dc of  t l re
front ard the r ibs luscd rnodel  nr . rkcr 's

l )  r  t j  A previous repair  at tempt had involved

an old piece of  [ inen soaked in glue and stuf fed

pLywood just  lmm thick that  workcd cxlrc lncly into a crack
we[[  r round the eclges I  was stroirg cnough to
hold cvcrything in plar e,  but  I  qht  enouqh not
to i r rpcdc the movcrrcnt  n the f  op for  a good
stronq soufd

Abovc al l ,  thc plywood .rround t l re edqes
forrrr .d . r  sol id tor-rndaf ion for  thc 0xt( 'nsrve

Thenexl  5t , rqew.rs[oclcrneverylhinqupby edgepurf l ingsont l rcoutstdeof i l rc logr
str ippirq , r [ [of  the ur] i rcccss.rry scr.rps or l  ; rnd Repl. rc ing the rr issir rg picces of  rosi 'woocl
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r Pic14 The tait  btock had been crudely strengthened with old pieces of
spruce which offered next to no support

Vintage salon guitar

;$ Pic15 The edges of the top were strengthened with rmm ply and cracks
were cleated with spruce. Old braces were tr immed to improve sound

Ttl

r i '  Pic17 The r ibs were strengthened with rmm ply str ips held in place with
mini  c lamps

,r Pic16 A detai led view of spruce cleats cross banded for strength

'- Pic18 The inside was now clean, with a rosewood taitblock support,
rosewood braces and rmm ply edge strengtheners

f rom the r ibs required a Li tL le ingenui ty The
simptest sotution would have been to cut out
an oblong section from around the missing
area and [o replace i t  wi th a s imi lar ly s ized
rectanqular piece ofthin rosewood bent to the
shape it woutd frtt

I chose to trace the outl ine of the missing
piece from the inside onto a card and transfer
that shape onto a piece of rosewood with
srmitar grain pattern and patch i t  over the ply
strengthening strip This worked we[[ when the

-/

edges were btended in using the techniques
described below

Making cleats
The inside ofthe front required cleats to hetp
seaI cracks (Pics.r5 & 15) These are made of
spruce, and cut into lozenges, cross banded
The shaoe ofthe cleats reduces the amount of
mater iaI  required, which in turn hetps to
maintain sound quat i ty The r ibs were just
t  5mm thick,  and had many cracks These were

A Plc19 A kerfed l ining was put into place and leve[led to receive the top

sealed with cyanoacrylate adhesive and
rosewood dust, and the whole structure ofthe
ribs was strengthened with rosewood struts a[[
around the rnside (Pic.r7)

With rhe lront off, i t was atso possible lo
tackle cracks in the inside of the back, which
received simitar treatment, i e cyanoacrylate
adhesive and rosewood dust (Pic.r8) These
selfsame cracks would later be treated from
the outside as we[[ in the same way Before
frtt ing any cracks on the outside it was
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Restoration project

. l  Pic 20 A woodworker can never have too many cramps! The top and
bridge were now in place

L Pic 2r Nylon reinforced ' l ibrary'  tape was used to hold the bindings in
olace as the Titebond cured

necessary to remove a[t traces of the old
varnish Once the area was back to the wood,
rosewood dust was rubbed into the crack, glue
dribbted in and then both were smoothed in
with fine sandoaoer

During an ear l ier  intervent ion someone had
glued heavy struts to the inside of the front
under the bridge I guessed that this was
because the front had cracked horizontat[y
under the pressure ofthe strings These struts
were far too heavy, so needed trimming with a
vlolin-maker's thumb plane - a tricky 1ob
because if too much is taken off it witt tose
strength, and if too much is teft on it witt
impede sound the luthier 's di lemma

Kerfed tining
Once the front was intact and ready to fit back
into place, I needed to attach a l ining on the
inside edges ofthe ribs to increase the gluing
area and support the edges (Pic.rg). This is
standard practice in hollow-bodied
instruments, and needs considerabLe precision
The best [ inings for this task are 'kerfed' in that
they are flexibLe and easy to fit with sma[[
hobby ctamps

A long flat sanding stick is used once the
linings are in place to ensure they are exactly
level, otherwise the top would be higher on
one side than the other, but worse sti[[ the
bridge would not l ie in the same plane as the
fi ngerboard.

In the meant ime I  had made a new br idge
from rosewood lt seemed to me to be
important to rescue the mother-of-pear[ pieces
that had been in la id into the or lg inal  br idge,
which I did They were frtted and all was set for
a good-looking front, especially when the
rosette was treated The technique there is to
soak the rosette in cyanoacrylate adhesive, to
skim it with 42o-9rit sandpaper and finish it
with wet-and-dry; this not only protects the
inlays, but it brings out the colour and leve[s
the surface.

Al[ went we[[, and the top and bridge went
back on, but this task required the aid ofjust
about every clamp in my workshop (Pic.20)!

New bindings
Once the top was firmly in place it was time
to fit new bindings Luckily I had a length of
oLd floorboard made from maple salvaged
from a skip outslde a demollt ion site, and
this was yust right for the yob

Guitar bindings are norma[[y around 2mm
thick and 5mm wide, so some care is needed
in making them

Once the top bindings were in they
contrasted starkty with the old back ones, so
the latter needed to be replaced as we[[ to
ensure a good colour match

Hotding the bindings (Pic.zz) into the
routed channels is achieved through the
simplest of methods: they are secured with
strong adhesive tape while the glue dries. I
use nylon reinforced tape known as ' l ibrary
tape' (Pic.21), as it is narrow and very
strong; the narrowness atlows even pressure
along the entire [ength of the binding

Ebony fingerboard
Things were by now reatty taking shape, and
it was time to make a new fingerboard from
ebony and to consider the frets I norma[[y
make each fret individuatty when I construct
my guitars, and this restoration job received
the same treatment (Pic.23) By working in
this way you can guarantee a good frt and
reduce the need for leve[[ino later down the

i l  Pic 22 Fresh bindings, made from an old maple f loorboard, in place a Pic 23 The frets were f i t ted, tr immed, level led and potished



Vintage saton guttar

Pic 27 The rosewood back cleaned and
poIished

required, shoutd be apptied with 1200-9rit
wet-and-dry

Finat buffing then takes place over the next
few days One considerable advantage ofan oi l
frnish is that it does not cause the colour to
bteed across from the rosewood back and sides
into the pate maple of the bindings Spirit-
based finishes a[[ too often cause this problem

Moment of truth
The frnish was comptete and the top nut and
br idge saddle were in place, the machine heads
were re-fitted havrng been extensively cteaned,
the strings were put on, and the first notes
were played The init iat consideration was
whether it played in tune and it did Then the
sound graduatty improved as the strings
stretched and the timbers came back to l ife So
this love[y old guitar, which had survived
atmost a century, had been allowed to sing
again (Pic.z8)

Pic 26 The front during f inishingPic 25 The headstock polished and the
machine heads freed and buffed

tine The frngerboard wasfitted, the frets put
into place, levetled and polished, and shortly it
was time to consider the frnish

Finish considerations
There are severaI  opt ions when frnishing a
classicaI gu ita r (Pics.z4-27), ran g i ng from u rea
forma ldehyde resi n to nitrocellu lose lacq uer,
French polish etc

My preferred choice here, which was agreed
upon with the owner,  was an oi t f in ish This
approach has attracted the attention of many
luthiers today and is very successful because
an oi t f in ish does not lock in the sound of
the instrument My choice was Liberon
Finishing 0i t

Three or four coats are needed to build a
reasonable frnish, and to help produce a deep
shine the penul t imate coat is appt ied wi th a
pad ofoooo steel wool Once that has been
buffed the finaI coat, or perhaps two if

,, '.D

The guitar in its
custom-built case

Making the case for it was a reaI pteasure, as
by now I realised just what a worthwhile
instrument it was. The case is principalty of
3mm pty, t ined with Dacron fibre held in
place with double-sided carpet tape and
further [ined with crushed vetvet fabric To
ensure sufficient structuraI strength the sides
and ends of the case are made from %in pine.
The lockable clasps are made by Centurion

The owner, Chris Etl iott, r ight,
receiving his restored guitar

and the 90' hinges and the handle are available
from Stewart Macdonald in the USA

The owner, Christopher Ettiott, a software
engineer working in Antwerp, was simpty
detighted when he came to co[[ect his guitar.
He could see how passionate I was about the
restoration and I coutd see how much he was
going to love owning and playing this truty
exceotionaI instru ment

Pic z8 The f inished restoration
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