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Smoothing the body side

Routing the body shape is common practice in guitarbuilding.
Often overarm pin routers are used for this purpose in place of
table-mounted routers or shapers. Mount the body on a board
and fix the body template on its underside. A guide pin protru-
ding over the table serves to guide the template. The pin is of
exactly the same diameter as the router bit and exactly under it.

I use a table-mounted router and a 50mm (2")-long flush-
trimming bit with end-mounted ball bearing for routing the
body shape (3). Such router bits come only with 12mm or 1/2"
shank and a larger, more expensive router is therefore needed.

Fasten the body template so that the holes of the mounting
screws can later be hidden under the bridge (1) or are removed
by routing the pickup cavity or neck pocket. Two screws will do
the job perfectly well, unless you use a split template, in which
case four screws will be required.

It is important that you remove any wood that protrudes more
than 2mm (3/32") over the template. Do so with a rasp and very
carefully, especially at the tips of the body horns (2); the router
bit can tear out big chunks of wood if there is too much material.
Work the body horn tips almost flush with the template.

1

2

When I started building guitars, I
used a jigsaw instead of a bandsaw.
If your jigsaw has an orbital blade
action mode you had better switch
it off. You will also have to put a
longer sawblade into the tool.

In order to follow tight curves
with a jigsaw it is important that
you make several relief cuts to-
wards the body shape line (see
page 98). These cuts, which are
needed to allow changing the
direction of sawing should be
stopped a jigsawblade-thickness
before the body line. Cut v-e-e-e-ry
slowly and calmly along the outside
of the drawn line, making sure that
the line remains visible at all times.
Never force the sawblade into a
curve as this can easily lead to a
strong lateral deformation of the
shape of the blade and can result in
an oblique cut as the blade is no
longer cutting perpendicular to the

body surface. You should therefore
check the right-angle between the
body surface and the body side at
regular intervals. Bear in mind that
sawing 45mm (13/4")-thick hard-
wood is a great strain on a jigsaw
and that no high sawing speed
should therefore be expected. The
body shown is made of alder, which
is relatively soft and was easy to cut
with the jigsaw. It is also better to
move or turn the workpiece than to
turn the saw. Patience and caution
will pay off and reduce the time
needed for cleaning up the body
edges later .

It is also possible to use a more
expensive, high-quality jigsaw with
an attachement for additionally
guiding the sawblade on the base
to make it more stable. Workmen
often have to cut holes into 40mm
(15/8")-thick hardwood boards, for
instance when working in a kitchen.

Cutting out the body with a jigsaw
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Set the bit so that the cutting edge is high enough for cutting
the whole height of the body while still allowing the ball bearing
to be guided safely along the template edge (3).

This is quite dangerous work: the router bit can easily get
caught in the wood and pull the fingers dangerously close
towards it. For this reason I urgently recommend the use of a
protective shield. Such a protection consisting of a threaded rod
(fastened at the table with two nuts) and a small clear plastic
plate that can be adjusted for height and fastened with two
further nuts will do the job (4).

Not more than 2mm (3/32") of wood should need to be routed
off as otherwise the risk of tearing out chunks of wood would be
too great. This danger exists in particular when routing against
the wood fibers, which is unfortunately inevitable as the the body
is of a curved shape and you will have to rout with the wood grain
in some places and against the grain in others. The routing
direction has to remain the same all the time: always move the
wood counterclockwise. Getting rough spots and having small
chunks torn out is therefore almost inevitable. Most body side
areas, however, will be extremely smooth and not require much
further attention. Because of its vibration-free shearing action a
spiral-fluted router bit would be ideal. Instead of the ball bearing
you could use an index pin above the router bit.

3

4

Spindle-sanding
of the body side
The best tool for smoothing the
sides would be an oscillating spin-
dle sander as it has an additional
up/down movement; build your
own “poor man's” spindle sander (6)
with a vertically-mounted electric
drill, a sanding drum and a board
(5). Areas that are more difficult to
get to, such as the cutaways, can be
sanded using small-diameter
sanding drums.

Wheel-guided sanding drums
Sanding drums with end-mounted
guide wheel are very useful as you
can leave the routing template on
the body.  Such guided drums can
be home-made (7) or are available
from Woodcraft (RoboSander) (8).
Because I found the diameter of the
RoboSander-wheel too large, I
replaced it with a slightly smaller
wooden wheel. You can also use
sanding drums in a drill press.

7

8

65
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Sanding the body

Fine-sanding and smoothing of the surfaces is very time-
consuming. A random-orbit sander can be an invaluable tool for
this. Mount a hard sanding pad for flat (1) and a soft one for
domed or curved surfaces (2). For difficult-to-get-at areas such
as the cutaways a scraper is extremely useful (3,4). Start with 80-
grit sanding discs and than move on to 120. Final sanding should
be done by hand with 180-grit paper and only in the direction of
the grain.

Sanding can of course also be done entirely by hand, without
power tools, but this demands a good deal of patience.  Use
either 80- or 100-grit sandpaper for sanding the body (5) - which
one to choose depends on the initial smoothness. If you start
with 80-grit paper, sand at an angle across the whole surface.
Then switch to 100-grit paper and sand in the opposite direction.
This way it is easy to see when the traces of the rougher paper
have been removed. Finish off with 120-grit sandpaper, sanding
in the direction of the grain (6) and removing any traces of the
rougher paper used before. For hand-sanding convex parts wrap
sandpaper around a short bar. As a lot of work still needs to be
done on the body, there is little point in using finer sandpaper
than 150- or 180-grit at this stage.

When you sand properly you will inevitably be exposed to
wood dust for quite a long time. Use a dust bag or vacuum hose
with power tools and a protective mask when sanding by hand.

65

4

321

Domed-body top
To make a domed surface you can
use a a special violin-makers' plane
with convex sole (8) or a rasp (7).
Finish with sandpaper of succes-
sively finer grits.

7

8
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Rounding off the edges

Rounding off the edges is best done with a rounding-over bit
with end-mounted ball bearing. These come in different radii.
The edge radius of a standard-size body which will be fitted with
a standard pickguard is to be fitted must not be too large and
must on no account exceed 6mm (1/4") as otherwise the rounded
edge will extend under the pickguard and the edge of the
pickguard will not lie flat on the body. If no pickguard is fitted,
any radius is possible. There are even router bits which are
elliptically rounded (twice as wide as high, for instance).

Setting the right cutting depth on the router to get an evenly-
rounded edge is not easy. I do it by sighting along the baseplate
of the router - the curve of the bit should flow nicely and evenly
into the router base. Then I set the depth stop and check the
result on a piece of well-fastened scrap wood; if necessary, adjust
it differently until you get just the right curve.

I always round off such edges in two passes: on the first one I
do not lower the router bit fully, and on the second pass I rout off
what is left after the first. This gives a clean curve and the bit isn't
overstrained and doesn't leave burns on hardwood surfaces.
Picture 9 shows both stages of routing in a small area. Two passes
are also advisable when using a table-mounted router (10).

If the neck is bolted on with an attachment plate or attachment
ferrules, the edge radius has to end before the neck attachment
area (on the back of the body). The area under the neck pocket
on the back of the body has to remain flat as otherwise the
radiused edge would extend under the plate or ferrules (11). To
make sure I stop and start in the right places I mark these points
on the back of the body (12). The remaining edge sections are
rounded off by hand, the edge radius turning into a sharp edge at
the points marked with arrows in picture 11.

Making the body more confortable. The areas on which the
hand rests are contoured with a small plane (13), and the back of
the body is rounded with a spokeshave, rasp, scraper and
sandpaper (14). When after careful inspection from different
angles and against the light no more scratches or uneven areas
are found on the body, the neck can be mounted.

11
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First passSecond pass
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