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Meet the Maker:

wotkshop m the counteyside just outside Pretoria,

had just started my first instrament and had aneed
to ask guestions of someone with ex-
perence i1 building stringed istra-
ments. [ found Mermmn to be a deep
thinker, vety knowledgeable and will-
ing to share with me the answers to|
my oquestions. Mervm’s knowledge
and insight into stringed mmstnuaments
stem from mary
Years of selftinspired buidding and
wnniovation. Most Bouth African ald-
ets like myself can claim to have gone
thiough the Mervyn Davis school at '
some stage of their building career.
The wterview below serves to prove
Llervyn’s willingness to share lus
years of experience with others.

I First met Mervynin 1998 at his old farm shed

Mervyn, you have fhirfy years of sfringed instrumert
budlding experiance. Can pou fell ws what insfruments
you have made ?

Cuttars, wioling, lutes, electrics, arch tops and mando-
litvs of evety descrption. But there are hundreds that [
will regretflly never get around to maling, My curi-
osity 15 still drawing me deeper into the endless well
of questions and answers that experimentation offers
atnd which, I am sure, 15 exactly what got all of us
Luthiers into the craft to begin with.

Mervyn Davis

By Rodney Stedall

Wheat was ypouwr most difficulf insfrument fo make ?

Although I started making ‘instnuments’ in primary
school, my most difficult instnament was the
= first full scale classical guitar that I budlt in
1971 while I was in standard nine. [ had
never seetl atry books on the topic and had
otly pictures to wotk from. [ scaled the
measurements from my old Fallo steel string
atid bent the sides cold around the top and
back that had beern ghied to the neck and end
blocks alteady. I French polished it and
swore niever again, [ finally sold it in a pawn
shop to get money to go home for Christmas
at the end of my forth vear at university.

Towr website shows infricafe Da Finci-sfyle
dingrams of your umconvenfional roseffe
patferns, ivlays and guiiar designs. Has
your study of architechure had i influence on pour
insfrument making?

Architecture 13 all about desigring structares that are
functional and aesthetically pleasing, This is exactly
what Luthiers do. Other than honing the required
skills architecture schools offer the panfil opportu-
ity to have ones work criticized on a daily basis untid
otie develops enough distance to be able to see the
faults of ones own creation. This 15 essential for

srowth. [t sets you free.

— A\

Africarrthemed inlays by Mernmn Davis: a chameleon skoowrly negotiates the perimeter of a msette, and a growp of sylized buslonen head ot
o a o,



Tow presenfed a lecfure ewfified "Acousfic
Fariables 1 Ghatar design™ af fhe South Afyi-
can Luthiers Gild comverfion last pear.
EBased on pour many years of experimentafion,
what iz the most significanf variable?

It 1z difficult to 1solate any wanable If I do so
i1 the document we refer to, it 13 necessary to
keep i mind that it 15 a gross sumplification of
a cotplex and integrated system. A minor
change to one element sometimes has a great
effect, and seemingly big change sometimes
does not. In my experience though, I can
safely say that it is the soundboard assembly
that offers the widest scope for changing
sound if not seen in 1solation. The experiment
must have a reference.

Does anyone assisf pow in pour workshop?

[ wotk alone with one exception only. Debhbie, my
fiaticée, does a lot of finishing for me. She 1z the first
person [ have met that does not distarh my thinking
when she spends a long time with me in my work
shop. Hhe has no experience i craft but she 15 a nato-
ral. When she wotks on her cat’s engine, my friends
annd [ sit and drnk beer and don't give adwice. She
always looks good doing it.

Who has been the most infTuenfial person in powr ca-
reer as a Lufthier 7

Iiv dad He made a mandolin as a prisoner of war
[taly during the Second World War. This story had a
profound effect on me as a boy. The first mstnuments
that [ made m primary school were mostly mandolins,
Dad was an accountard by trade. He grew up as an
orphan on a Mamagualand farm with his grandparents.
His parents both died when he was very young, but it
15 told that my grandfather had made violins on the
farm. Hone remain, though My dad norbred a pas-
sion for the violin his whole life and started building
them at retirement. He immediately started experi-
menting with the turung of the air chamber, Hiz work
cotcettrated arownd the fact that Stradivar had blt
great wioling, all of which were tampered with at the
time that concert pitch was standardized later. He
cathie up with a fascinating theory that would he well
worth publishing. It bnngs light to some mysteties
aroutud the topic.

Hhat happened fo the mandalin he made in fhe war ?

He escaped from the camp and the mandolin traveled
with him while living i the mountaing in [taly where
he slept i1 caves, haystacks and barns. The mandolin
was left 1 one such barn when he had a very close
shave with the Germans and nearly got caught.

Flattop mandolm

Tell ws abouf powr early years as a sSowih
African bap.

[ suppose I had a farly typical childhood
for someone who grew up in the countey in
those days. [ spent most of my free time m
the wveld and on my grandfathers farm. My
coustis atd [ lived m a world somewhere
hetween fantasy and reality, making war m
boats on the mver, fislung, and hunting
with a pellet gun. We used to draw blood
o1 onie another regularly during these wars
atd everyday was findshed off with a hid-
iz before supper when we returned home
from the wveld and our parents discovered
what we had done that day Wonderful,
carefrer days filled with snakes, birds, ndings
goats, and the smell of paraffin lamps. My 1ife today
15 shill very similar to that. I'm scared of town.
Like many Aftican boys [ made gutars out of petrol
cans from a very young age and tried to improve on
them each time. They eventually ended up being ac-
tual, playable instraments.

What fools did youw wuse on fhose early insfruments?

[ used old hand tools belonging to my dad, and they're
still my favorites. That shelf is stll up in my work-
shop, complete with the old Plullips radio that my
patenits bought m 1962, It still plays in my wotkshop
every day. [ only got power tools after [ had been
building full time for some years. Dy first wotkshop
had no electricity and I used to do my rosettes at night
with two backs of candles around the work m a semi-
citcle. One can do amazing things with simple hand
tools. They also allow zreat flexibility without jigs.

Mermn's workshop still feahmes the hand tools used by his
father, and his parerts” forby-five-year-old rmdia.



Tell me a lifile abowt pour Smocihidier B model.

Tohn Williams recorded in the early V05 and I was
haunted by the sound on the records. Howewer, when |
finally got Catlos Bonell’s Fleta mnto my hands in the
Bz, I was disappointed. [ realized later that the re-
corded sound had flattened trebles and removed the
boomitiess from the basses. This 15 exactly what [
have been trying to do. The 3moothTalker 1dea started
atounnd 1985 with an experiment guitar [ made for
ateve Mewman. I tried to go for more sound and more
playability. The playability [ got by reducing the body
size i the upper bout area with the resulting longer
neck. This enabled much better access to the top
notes. That part was quite simple and really worked
well To get more wolume out of the gutar, [ consid-
ered that there 15 a mited amount of energy available
from the strings, of which a lot goes wasted. One
wanits to utiize it properly by turmng it mto sound. [
tried to identify areas where this wastage cleatly hap-
petis i the conventional guitar design, and [ catme up
with the upper bout of the soundboard. Although it is
active like every sguare millimeter of the guitar, |
dot’™t consider that area to be very effective mn sound
production. On the onginal guitar for Steve, that area
became a lot smaller, which 1z what offered the extra
neck access to begm with. In the Smoothtalker [ elimi-
nated it completely which left me with an ellipse for
the soundboard, covenng the lower bouts only. The
next step it the evolution of the 3moothT alker was to
identify the sides az being wastefual as well If the
sides ate flexible, they may also resonate but wort
effectively produce sound. [ think this 15 recognized
by conventional gutar makers as well [ made them
vetry rigid and massive. The principle can be explaned
by using the analogy of throwing a tenris ball aganst
a wall, the ball represents the soundboard or the
strings. If the wall 15 flexible, it would absorb most of
the energy and the ball would not bounce back effec-
tivvely. I the wall 15 st and massive, it will absorh
very little of the energy and the ball would bounce
back. That iz the idea of putting the soundboard on a
rigid frame; there is no spilling over into the sides.

S0 powr Trfenfion 1s fo kegp as much energy as possi-
ble in the sowndboard?

&l of it, if T can.

I experimented a lot with the bridge design I regard
the bridze as a strut that connects all the braces inside
to form a grd. This grid stiffens the soundboard and
deives it Against this background I decided to “uze a
tallpiece design, so that the string tension 1z handled
by the body of the guitar. The soundboard 15 at rest
and under no stress, and the strings basically just float
over it. The bridge just connects the two systems.

Top left: steal strmz model

Top nght: 10-strmg classical
Eottomm: Steel-Strmg Smootltallerbridze in kiaat wood.

Tow've gof a douwble saddle with a bridge bafween
them. Why have you done fis?

The two saddles cancel out any bending movement to
either side of the bridge and leave the top i equilib-
riam. The center piece spaces the strings and 1z adjust-
able up and down. This controls the string pressure on
the saddles and 1z usefial in balancing the under zaddle
pickup’s response.

Ut recently my bridges were made of sprace, but
["ve decided that a kiaat bridge looks better and adds
something to the sound.

Another important aspect 15 the neck angle. Cne can
play around with different neck angles, pulling the top
upwatds or pushitng it downwards, affecting the effi-
cienicy of energy transfer. The movement transferred
to the soundboard of a SmoothT alker 17 all in the wer-
tical platie which is whete the soundboard is going to
be most effective, like a loudspeaker.



S0 are you saying thet vour bridge is predomingifly
only going wp and down¥

That’s right. This is typical of an instnument with a
tailpiece. That leaves the soundboard free to mowve
aroutud and you don't have sting tension wotking
againist wou. The normal rocking motion of a tie
bridge 15 eliminated here,

There 1z another agpect of bridge movement, however,
that provides a critical means of controlling the sound-
board’s response. The bridge see-saws along its longy-
tudinal axis on a poitit that slides back and forth to-
watd the bass or treble side, depending on the played
ot the frequency of the note's. considering this, the
stifftiess of the bridge and the placement of strots un-
derneath immediately come mio play. It canhave a
profound effect on the modes of vibration in the top,

Have you ever experimented with fhe wp or down pull
effect of the sfrings on the sowndboard 7

Yes YVou get tonal differences. That 15 a really effec-
tive way of maripulating tone and 13 a whole topic on
itz owi. In my first Bmoothtalker [ had an acute neck
angle (pulling the stnngs upward) and [ still use that
iy jazz models. You get a little bit less sustain a
mote immediate attack, and the notes don’™ seem to
flow into one another so much. The sound becomes a
little like a harp or lute. This 15 good for counterpoint
extennded chords, and that sort of thang.

The sfructural design of these insfruments 1s very dif-
Jerent from convenfioval mafars. How do fthey sownd?

Itn all oy years of experimentation, the most devastat-
ing results came with this idea when I sigmificantly
reduced the guitar’s sowndboard and body size while
mounting the soundboard on angid frame . The sound
was dramatically loud, with excellent treble response
and loads of overtones, but urplayable due to wolf

notes dissonant overtones, and alack of bass response.

[ have spert the past seven years trying to gt a saddle
otito this hotse, to solve these problems while keeping
the micreazed wolume.

Firstlet me say that in order to talk about what [ ex-
petieniced, [ have to oversimplify. I realize that this
oty forms a small part of the while and may in many
cases be spectfic to my models of experimentation
oty [ am wery aware of the fact that classic models
ate highly evolved designs, and it would be arrogant
to imply huge “improvements” are possible. I would
be honored if my wotk one day became patt of a pool
of knowledge which may be useful to interpret asz they
wish.

V1ol by Merrm Davis
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Ly experimental model presented me with a namber
of contradictory qualities. The wolume was great ex-
cept for the wolf notes; the trebles were great but the
hass was gone; the note separation was great but some
notes did not sustan; and the overtones were great
except for the dissonant oties.

[ found anew route that took me out of the dilemma. |

got 1id of the wolf tones by stifferung the top more,

right up to the edge, ventunng deeper into that terrihle
treble world. [ got the bass back by retaning stiffness

in the center of the top when tapering the strats, as a

ratio of length, was equal giving them equal stiffness

throughout. [ mtroduced more fundamental into the
tone as a tradeoff for bugher dissonart owvertones by

splitting all the struts under the bridge except those 4

the tips. Thus dropped the tap tone substantially while

bridge movement (impedance) could stdl be con-
trolled effectively by the bridge size and the stiffhess
of the strats underneath its tips.

[ made a number of deductions as a result of these

expetiments:

o It 1z all dbout energy managerment. With both volare
and tone, one has to take here to add there.

# Beduchion m size may ncrease wolurne sighificantly,
especially on the treble side of things, and this may
requure special action to awvold wolf' tones. Classical
plucked mstrorents mosthy swoid thos danger zone by
virtue of thewr size, hence their endearing hass-
doranant character. Bowed mstraments dont- as a
rezult of the rmch greater energy mput via the bow

o  Impedance control may be exercised effectrrelsy at the
tipe of the bridgze and still provade a great range of tonal
options (like the wingtips of a bird?)

#  Controlling the size of the resonating area at the top by
moving stifthess farther away or closer to the brdge
may manipulate tornal response effecttvely. Generally
speakang, large vibrating areas provide more funda-
mental and smaller areas more overtones. Surprisingly,
though, a stnall mstroment 15 capable of producing a
gnod bass response.

Smoottalker somdboard bracmg. The braces break mderthe
bridgze, except those underthe tips of the brdze.

Al this saved energy is now available and muast he
controlled with wour strotting to get the maximum
sownd. The guitars immediately produced a consider-
able amount more treble response with which [ was
happy, because my quest was always to get more
treble out of the classical gotar, Suddenly [had i, bat
at the expense of the bass response. It 15 wery much
the same az when working on engines. You have to
utilize the energy you get from ywour fuel to a max-
mun. ¥You cant get beyond that Then of you want
mote top end or bottom end power, one 15 always 4
the expense of the other [t 13 exactly the same here
with the trebles and basgzes. [ think there is n way of
alterinng either tone or volume without affecting the
other.

Were fhe lumdreds of experiments you have done wp
fo now mosfly fo o with bracing paffernsy

Yes and in the end, not so much the layout patterns
but the shape of the strats. The critical factor here is
the strat size in terms of its length, How do you taper
it if ywou taper it at all? That’s how you control the
stiffhiess from the center outwards and also obsiously
which area of the soundboard 1z uhihzed. I try and get
it out so that by the time the movement has reached
the sides, there 15 a cerfain amount of energy left to
provide sustain. If you have it too slack, you get wolf
tones. They overdnve the soundboard and you get one
big movement before you run out of energy. If you
have it too stiff, the mowvement will fun over itito the
sides if they are too flexible. So flexible sides are
literally artificially extending the soundboard area to
the sides. You can slow everything down, once again
with potentially useful consequences.

Aoundboard thickness 15 only really sigmificant m as
much as it is affects stiffhess. Spruce 15 so0 light that [
don’t thunl it 15 necessary to go too thun, as I did i the
patly days. They became really fragile. How I am
making my tops thicker again, possibly at the expense
of some volume.

What spruce do you use ¥ Inofice thaf fhe fops seem fo
be made up of several sfrips glued fogether.

[ mostly use Engelmann nowadays. [ have used Ore-
goty, crate planks, Houth African-grown pine with four
tings per inich, and pretty much anything i my experi-
ments. [ usually do the standard book matching thing
i twro halves.

Inofice that yowr fop gran runs pardlel fo the bridze,
which is ovce agam a deparfure from the norm.

[ treat the soundboard design as a flat suface, shiff
ened and reinforced by a system  of struts. The pn-
maty strut 15 the bridge which connects a set of secon-
dary struts on the inside of the nstniment nanning



perpendicular to the brdge | into a single framework.
The top, by virtue of the parallel grain in sprace, may
be seen as the third set of (thinnest and most closely
spaced) stnas that once agan mns perpendicular to
the previous set. & structural “grid™ 15 formed tlos
way that utilizes the stroctural properties of sprace
optitnally i this particular application. This 15 a way
of achieving weight reduction for added volume, with-
out sacrificing strength.

Iow wsed fo make a removable fop. Was fhis 5o the
cusfomer could refurn it for a new fop ?

The removable top was easy to replace, but was not
designed as such. The 1dea was to expeniment on tops
by talang them off and working on them, but then it
waz also a nice matafacturing thang to be able to get
inside for repairs and adpastments.

I iz a heavy insfrument. I fhis possibly a negafive
when compared fo cornverfional guifars?

Some people like the feel, but Mve started working on
a lighter wersion as an option. Al SmoothTalkers
come with a strap button for the players who stand up,
atidd those ho sit down find that the balance 18 nice.
You don’t have the neck resting m wour left hand and
the body sits firmly on your leg.

Corneille Hutten-Burger and [ made a fascinating dis-
covery with the first one [ made for him. [t had a very
small upper bout, and some people got completely lost
ot1it. He liked it in the beginning bt then started to
develop shoulder pains. [ got hum mto my shop and
observed hum, first playing his conventional gtar and
then the BmoothTalker. We realized that many classi-
cal players center themselves over the neck joint at the
tarelfth fret. They literally align their noses with the
twelfth fret, which then positions the gutar mn a par-
ticular way that they become accustomed to. So with
mitie, the body automatically lined up to a posibion
much highet up on the neck, forcing the playet’s head
fatther from the nut. A2 a result, the left arm was out
of position and the gutar also wanted to slide off lus
lap. We went into my workshop and [ cut a piece of
wood on my bandsaw ( which is still on his guitar
today) and screwed it onto the body to mnitate an lefi
uppet bout, touching the neck at the twelfth fret. He
automatically centered Iis guitar normally and the
whole problem was solved. This i3 how I developed
the upper bout as it i3 today.

And Mervyn, there is always ivferest in Shuth Afican
ndigencus wood. Are pouw wsing kiaaf exclusively 7

Mot exclusively, but mostly, since it 15 o0 available
and zo forgrving. It 15 so stable that [ use 1t for necks
as well I want to mtroduce a couple of light colored
models later, though,

[ use kiaat for backs, but in these guitars particulatly,
my backs are not as actrve as they are in conventional
guitars whete I believe the back is critical. Here once
agaity, kiaat 1z great.

Is pou back glued on? How fhick is 37

The back, like the top, 15 glued onto a thick nm that
forms one half of the sides. It 15 of normal thickness
but also small and very stiffly braced. ['ve arched the
back and pitched it quite high They rend to not reso-
nate much in this configuration. This is just to remove
another wariable while I concentrate on the sound-
boatd. The sound iz a httle bit diy as a result, but
some players like it for its predictability,

As far as sfring fensiom is concermed, what do pou
recommend on fhese quitars?

[ normally use high tension strings on the gutar bt [
think it 15 very mach a personal thing, It doesn’ mat-
ter what wou use because the strings do not stress the
soudboard much due to the previously disoussed
bridge design.

Wheat 15 the markef for the Smocfhidier 7

Oie of the first ones [ sent to the US4 was bought and
sold by Gruhn Guitars in Nashealle, The feedback |
have been getting from the urited states has been a
combination of imnterest and apprehension; people find
them radical in desizgn. Demand is growing. [ find
both locally and overseas, as at the Frankfiut music
fair, that the good players and professionals immedi-
ately see the adwvantazes of the SmoothTalker. The
convertional or less experienced players find it weird.
The unconventional looks of the gutar seem to intimi-
date some.

The BmoothTalker 15 completely modular. It 15 held
together with 13xMIS cap screws, screwed mto
threaded inserts. [ am able to make about four 0 a
motith if [ never sleep.

Aboow: The modalar nabate ofthe

SmocthTalker 15 showm m this exploded
VIEWr.

Left: This earbr guitar m the Smoath-
Talker experinertal series shows the
added upper-left bondt which proveed

cracial to the mstamet *s playabildy
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