Fomrhi Comm. 1973





        Martyn Hodgson

Comment on Comm. 1963: 'Scorched Guitar Soundboards?'
 

 John Downing's interesting and thought-provoking Comm. highlights a feature not previously, as far as I'm aware, remarked upon: the deliberate scorching of soundboards on some early guitars. 

 

It is suggested that this was undertaken when the instrument was made, but another explanation comes to mind: that it was executed during early repairs.  Thomas Mace (Musick's Monument, London, 1676) tells us in great detail that the bellies of lutes were sometimes removed to effect repairs to a belly which had sunk and bars become loose; indeed he even explains the precise process of straightening it.

 

Page 57:  "Therefore begin where you left off, that is, with the Belly, and before you lay it by, take your Hot Iron, (viz. not red hot, but only so hot as it may lye upon the Belly and not discolour or scorch it;) I say, take such an Iron, and laying that end of the Belly (which you last took off) upon a Table, with the Inside outwards, and holding it at the bottom with one hand, and the Iron in the other, and all to be-heat it, by which means you will straighten It again after that bending, which was caus'd by the taking off; (for Heat will set any thing straight, or awry)
   And in that manner you likewise straighten any part of a Belly, which oftentimes will be rise or swell'd to an uneveness"
 

With this in mind, I suspect a more likely explanation for the scorch marks found on the bellies of some guitars is repairs undertaken to straighten the belly after the distortion had become excessive.  Of course, guitar bellies are generally thicker than those of the lute; but against this is the absence of any barring below the waist bar (as found in most early guitars) which thus allows distortion of even the thicker guitar bellies over a period of time. 

 

That the guitar bellies exhibit scorch marks may indicate that the repairers were not as fastidious as Mace, or perhaps that Mace needed to be more robust to effect a permanent change in the wood (he suggests undertaking this procedure every year or two . . .)

 

