Buying the “Voice of God” Acoustic Guitar.
You can sure spend a lot of money on a guitar and end up with expensive junk.  Finding an exceptional acoustic guitar, that miraculous instrument with the “voice of God” tone is exceptionally difficult.  But the search is worth the trouble.  An acoustic with great tone knocks your socks off every time you play and makes dull practice sessions enjoyable.  A great acoustic six string guitar inspires like almost no other musical instrument.  If you have heard one, you know what I mean.   
This article assumes that your goal is getting the most value for the dollar.  If you just want to spend your money on something that looks nice, read no further.  If you can only afford an el cheapo, read no further.  If you want a great guitar, this information is for you.   Having spent many hours in guitar stores across the country, I can say without any doubt, 95% of new guitar buyers don’t have a clue.  They are just throwing money down the glory hole.  One thing all store sales people have in common is that they will sell you anything you want to buy.  For this reason, guitar stores are a great place to separate you from your hard earned cash.  However, if you know the facts, if you can improve your searching strategies, you can buy a much better instrument. This is especially true in terms of tone quality.   In this article, I will supply the strategies and the facts.  

So how do you find a great guitar, that voice of God acoustic that will inspire you each time you play or practice? You want an instrument that sounds great, keeps its value, and is functionally stable for many years.  First, you need to understand what “great” is.  There are three attributes:  tone quality, construction quality (or condition), and playability.   Find excellence in all three or you are just wasting your money.   Just how and where to find this magic combination is the problem.
This article considers only pure acoustic guitars.  Those built in pickups just add cost and contribute nothing in the way of sound quality, even when played through an amp. If you want to play amplified, buy an electric guitar.  You will get much better playability for much less money with an electric.   Besides, the best way to amplify an acoustic is a studio or performance quality condenser microphone, external to the instrument.   The built in pickups sound horrible compared to an external microphone.   In my opinion, to get the best value for your money, avoid acoustic guitars with built in pickups.  They are not worth the money.   I know, you see them all over the place.   This is because ill-informed buyers don’t know what they are buying.  And manufacturers want you to think you are getting something useful.  Again, you get more for your money if you buy a pure acoustic.   You are not going to plug your guitar in all that often anyway.
Most practice time is alone, in pure acoustic mode, in the living room, right?

You rarely have to worry about construction quality or playability when considering acoustics from major American assembly line manufacturers.  In the price ranges we are considering, quality control is universally excellent.   Assembly line acoustics usually have action (i.e. string height above the finger board) that is a little high.  But this is almost always correctable by a minor truss rod or other adjustment.   In these price ranges, problems with build quality are rare.   So, I will not describe what to look for here.  So, that leaves tone quality as our primary reason for selecting a guitar.

Let’s remove from consideration guitars the average buyer can’t afford.

You could buy a custom built from a custom or one man shop builder.  If you are like me you can’t imagine paying $5,000 and up for a custom built guitar.  True, your chances of finding a great sounding acoustic are much better in the higher price ranges, but these instruments are best left to the professionals.   So our price range narrows substantially down to the $900 to $5,000 range.   This mostly limits us to assembly line manufactured guitars.   

No one is going to sell you a free guitar, so $0 guitars will be extremely rare.  I guess theft works for some folks.  Why the $900 cut off?   I my experience, guitars below that figure are not worth buying.  Now this assumes a serious dedication to the acoustic guitar, so this article is for those who have decided themselves to the acoustic guitar in a very serious way.   Using myself as an example, I practice every day of the year for at least an hour.  I play in as many jam sessions as I can find and I play at all the competitions within reasonable driving distance.  New players have a hard time making such a commitment.  There are competing expenses: cars, college, spousal units, food, clothing, and shelter.   Frankly, a great guitar is not one of life’s necessities.  Furthermore, until you have actually played one for a while, it’s tough to decide how committed you really are to learning and playing.  You are justifiably hesitant to spend money on something that you are not completely sure will interest you in another year or two.   Assuming you have made the commitment, don’t waste your money on a cheap guitar.  You will regret it later.   After many foolish buying adventures, I have found that it is wise to buy the best you can afford (maybe a little beyond that point) right from the start.  
The $900 cost point is the bottom line cut-off.  There simply is no such thing as a new guitar costing under $900 that is worth the money.  They are rare in the extreme.  You might find a store going out of business desperate to sell that last instrument which might be a great guitar.  There are great used instruments selling in that price range. But, you have to be very careful about damage, wear, or stability.  These concerns all affect tone, durability, and playability.   Evaluating used guitars requires considerable knowledge and experience.   Usually, new guitars below the $900 price lever are mostly plywood.  A great guitar has excellent materials such as exotic woods, and loads of careful hand and precision machine work.   Many manufacturers build great guitars using extensive machine and assembly line work.  This is not a bad thing at all.  What counts is the end result.   However, great guitars always involve exotic tropical and domestic woods and some degree of highly skilled hand work.  That is what makes them so expensive.  

Along with eliminating all guitars under $900, you can safely ignore all imported guitars.  I have never played a great non-American made acoustic guitar. And I have played hundreds of them.   The Koreans, Japanese, Chinese, et al, simply don’t know how to make a great sounding guitar.  They do make well constructed, beautiful, nicely playable guitars.  But, I have never played even one, at any price, that was other than mediocre in terms of tone quality.   In short, they all sound like a shoe box.  
So, we have narrowed the choice to American made assembly line guitars costing under $5000 but more than $900.   There are some very nice American made assembly line manufactured guitars.    I sample 100’s of guitars in stores across the country every year.  Sometimes I play that many in a month.  (It’s a hobby.)   In my experience, the better manufacturers building “off the shelf” acoustics are Taylor, Martin, and Santa Cruz. In this price range, there are also excellent small shop guitars such as the current line of Mossmans made in Texas.  Notice I have not included Gibson in this list.   While construction quality is decent, Gibson guitars don’t sound as good as the other brands.  You may find a great vintage Gibson, but these are rare as hen’s teeth.   Their new off the shelf acoustics just are not in the same league as the other manufacturers.   I base this statement on carefully controlled “tone tests” with small numbers of people sitting in an acoustically live room, all blind folded.   During these tests I played four to six recently acquired or new, top of the line, off the shelf guitars from a variety of manufacturers.  The listeners were asked to rank the instruments from best to worst.  The best sounding guitar brand varied from test to test.  However, the Gibson acoustics came out dead last every time.   The listener comment usually was something like, “not up to the tone quality of the other instruments.”   I have conducted this test with fellow flat pickers in three different cities across the United States.  The same conclusion was reached every time.  This also agrees with my extensive personal observations.  
Assuming that playability and construction quality are good, we can narrow the search even further. American made, assembly line acoustics priced $3000 and up don’t sound any better than guitars priced below that point.   In other words, the chance of finding a better sounding guitar is not better in that price range.  Tone qualities are the same.   So, unless mother of pearl and other visual ginger bread is important to you, we can eliminate guitars costing more that around $3000.   
So, we are considering off the shelf acoustic guitars costing from $900 to $3000.  

Here is the most important set of facts concerning tone quality in acoustic guitars.   Again, assuming that playability and construction quality are good, the degree of tone quality among guitars in a given style line always follow a normal curve, statistically speaking.   What is a “normal curve”?   

Consider ¼ inch by two inch stove bolts.  We can count how many stove bolts manufactured during any particular production run are defective, poor, good, better, and excellent.  The excellent bolt may be slightly harder; the threads are perfect because they were cut when the thread cutting machine had a sharp cutter.   Some bolts are softer.  Maybe the threads are messed up. For the sake of our example, say 100 bolts are defective, 300 bolts are bad, 99,200 bolts are good, and 300 bolts are better, and 100 bolts are excellent.   Of interest here is the fact that the bolt manufacturer sells all bolts, except for the completely defective ones.   Unless you hunt through many thousands of bolts, chances are you are going to get an average bolt.   But if you want a great bolt you have to seek out that extra measure of quality.   Since stove bolts adhere to a normal curve distribution in terms of quality differences, you will have to hunt long and hard for that top quality stove bolt.  
The preceding is perfectly analogous to what you will find in acoustic guitars.  All manufacturers sell every guitar they make, except for the completely defective instruments.   You will find five percent that sound like a shoe box.  There is another magical five percent that sound like the voice of God.   The rest – the vast majority -- are simply average.   This is true for every style line (D-28’s for example) and for every manufacturer.  In fact, you can mix the styles for all manufacturers (D-28’s, 710’s, DP/W’s) and in a blind sound test in an acoustically live room very few people can tell the difference between one nice average tone quality guitar and another.   This vast majority of nice but average sounding guitars is what you have available in every guitar store across the country.   You think you are going to walk into a guitar store and find that one best instrument by sampling the guitars hanging on the wall.  Statistically speaking, chances are you are going to choose an average guitar. 
There are exceptions to the above.  Several small shop builders make a few guitars each month.  Somehow they make a profit because their quality curve counts are skewed towards the better end.   If you can visit one of these shops you have a much better chance of finding a great acoustic.  These people are able to contribute more of the hand work and careful craftsmanship that makes an otherwise average acoustic great.   Most of the small shops I am aware of are behind in their orders for many months.  Must be some reason for that.  I consider that my small shop built ‘73 Mossman Great Plains is the best sounding guitar I have ever heard.  Maybe I will find one that sounds better some day, but I doubt it.  When this guitar is included in my blind tone tests, it always wins.   Always.   

What you are seeking is a voice of God guitar.

To complicate your choice even further, the guitar stores force you to test tone quality in a very unfavorable environment.   Often, there is too much competing background noise. The rock jocks noodle away on high powered electric guitars; the drummers are whacking away on a drum kit.  You can’t perform a decent tone check with that kind of interference.   In some cases, the stores provide a sound proof room.  Usually, these rooms are acoustically dead.  This is also not good.   You can not hear an acoustic guitar properly in a dead room.    Therefore, to the stores’ advantage, you can’t tell whether one guitar is any better than another. (They want you to buy by price, or looks, or brand name.)   Those lovely acoustic overtones are mostly not audible to you. These are the tone characteristics that make a great acoustic so pleasing to hear and so much fun to play.  This environment makes it almost impossible to find that one exceptional guitar, because they all sound alike in a dead room. 

Furthermore, chances are that great sounding guitar has a worn out set of strings so there is no way you can hear the best tone it is capable of producing.   That two year old wall flower might be the best sounding guitar in the shop, but you can’t tell because several hundred people contributed finger dirt and oil to that completely worn out set of strings.    

So, how do you beat the statistics, the normal curve?  How do you find that one best guitar among the forest of average instruments?   How do you find the best acoustic you can afford?
1) Consider only guitars made in the United States of America.

2) Consider only all solid wood guitars.  Avoid all plywood guitars.  Beware that some manufacturers carefully hide or obfuscate the fact that a guitar has plywood sides and back.   They have to state ”solid back and sides of xxxx wood”.  Otherwise they make you guess.  Trust me, in most cases, the salesman either does not know, is not allowed to say, or won’t give an honest answer.  
3) If you are seeking that “Voice of God” acoustic, avoid guitars made from aluminum or high pressure laminate.  These guitars do have their place.  I am very impressed with the lower priced Martin HPL guitars.  They are not in the same class as the solid wood guitars, but do have many virtues.  HPL guitars sound great when played through an amplifier.  I own a Martin 000-CXE.  This guitar does not have much volume in pure acoustic mode. But it has excellent tone quality when played through an amp. Also, it is an excellent travel guitar since it is not as liable to heat or dry-out damage as an all wood guitar.  However, these are not included in this article because they do not have great pure acoustic tone qualities.   I would choose an HPL guitar over a plywood guitar if that was all I could afford.
4) Consider a used guitar if it meets the three requirements of construction, playability, and tone quality when compared to new instruments in the same price range.   Best take an experienced evaluator when considering a used acoustic.  Ask to compare that high priced used acoustic to other acoustics having the same materials.   There is usually some reason the seller wants to sell that old acoustic.  
5) Avoid acoustics with built in pickups.  

6) Consider only the standard sized Martin patterned dreadnought acoustic.   Avoid cut-away style guitars.   This is a silly idea intended to confuse un-suspecting inexperienced buyers.   Very few acoustic players are strong enough to play way up high on the neck in the area facilitated by the cut-away.  The action is too high there and the frets too close for all but the strongest and most experienced players.  Do you ever see a pro play up there?  It is rare indeed.  Also, avoid the huge J200 pattern guitars.  Bigger is rarely better except for tall people or exceptional players like John Denver.  He often played a monster 12 string.  And bigger is almost always too large for the average player because it puts the right hand in a  too high, inflexible, wrong angled position. 

7) Avoid 12 string guitars.  These are much too limiting for the average player.  They strum nice, but you cannot flat pick with much speed or complexity, and they are much harder to full-chord and finger pick.   Stick with the flat top six-string dreadnought acoustic: it is a time tested design.
8) For smaller people, there are some great sounding parlor guitars available.  No way will you find a great sounding smaller guitar for under $2000.  Also avoid the ¾ sized or children’s guitars if your goal is a “voice of God” acoustic.   The vintage Martin Brazilian 0-28’s are very nice, but rare.  Joan Baez played one of these for years.

9) Stick to a well known brand name.  I recommend Taylor, Martin, Santa Cruz.  There are other American brands in our price range worth considering.  Small shop guitars are a great place to start if you can find one.  They often don’t sell through retail stores.   
10) Compare at least 50 guitars in the same price range, all having similar materials.   Generally, maple and mahogany guitars do not sound as good as rosewood guitars.  Solid Rosewood (Brazilian or Indian) is best.  There are exceptions.  The old Martin Mahogany D-18 is often excellent, but pricey.  
11) I do not like Redwood or Cedar topped guitars.  Spruce is best for all around tone and durability because it has the highest strength to weight ratio of any wood.  That’s why the Wright brothers used it to build the first airplane.  
12) When you narrow your choices to 3 to 8 guitars one of which might be exceptional, ask the vendor to install the same new set of strings on each guitar.  I have frequently purchased an entire box of strings in a guitar store so I could compare eight or nine guitars to the one under serious consideration.  After all, what is the cost of a few string sets compared to a $3000 guitar?   You can not fairly compare an acoustic with dead strings to one with new strings.  

13) When installing new strings and comparing guitars, always install extra light, custom light, or light gauge string sets.  If an acoustic sounds great with light gauge strings it will sound good with any string set.  By the way, I recommend Martin MSP3050 string sets.    These are 80/20 phosphor bronze.  Avoid all plain bronze string sets.  Never install a heavy gauge string set on any acoustic guitar.    

14) Don’t let playability concerns on a new guitar concern you too much.  New guitars are normally set with high action.  In almost all cases this is corrected with minor adjustments.    All bets are off when vintage guitars are concerned.  This requires expert evaluation.   

15) Compare guitars in a quiet room.  In the guitar stores, usually early in the morning is best.  Ambient background noise is lowest at that time.  

16)  Sound test guitars in the most acoustically live room you can find.   This requires a hardwood floor, sheetrock walls and ceiling, and minimal draperies, etc.  You may have to buy the apparent “best” guitar on approval and sound test it at home. In this case, have your friends bring their guitars and do a blind folded listener comparison test.
17)  Tell the store owner that you are on a quest to find the best acoustic you can find.  Be very careful with every guitar you test in the store.  After all, you are messing with expensive inventory.   Make it abundantly clear in every movement with every guitar that you are very careful with each and every instrument.  Don’t pick hard, strum gently.  Don’t touch the top.  Play with clean hands.  Buy a set of strings or other accessory from time to time.   You want to enlist the store owner and employees as your allies in so far as this is possible, given that their goal is to sell you any guitar that interests you.  I have yet to meet a salesperson who was completely honest about the inventory, so just beware.  It’s human nature.  
18)  Learn to ring the harmonics at fifth, seventh, and twelfth frets.   A great sounding guitar will ring and ring and ring long after you let go the neck. 

19)  Learn how to test for intonation problems.  Get an experienced player or teacher to explain this.

20)  Use a hard, thick standard pick.  No nylon.  The hard Dunlop Tortex 1.0 millimeter is ideal.  These are translucent yellow with a rhino imprinted.
21) To beat those statistical odds, you must compare hundreds of guitars from as many vendors or sellers as possible.   Remember, most guitar store inventory is of average quality.   To beat the odds, check the store(s) stock every week.  Try to be the first to play that new inventory.   It takes a lot of time and patience to find that “Voice of God” acoustic.   

22)  Be patient.  It may take years to find that one great guitar.  You will be very happy when you do.  Until then, keep on strumming that old dime store special.     

Copyright 2007 by sortascending: all rights reserved.
