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part 1: the history of guitar gear 

The 1930s
Despite the stock market crash of 1929, which plunged America into the Great Depression, 
the 1930s were a time of significant technological innovation on multiple fronts. Along with the 
invention of frozen food, color film, the chocolate chip cookie, and a host of other conveniences, 
the electric guitar was born in 1931. 

The First Electric Guitars
Jazz guitarists, such as Eddie Durham, Charlie Christian, Les Paul, and George Barnes, as well 
as Hawaiian slide players, needed to be louder to cut through the band. Many had tinkered 
with various methods of attaching microphones to banjos, violins, acoustic guitars, and other 
instruments, but it seems the “Frying Pan Guitar,” invented by George Beauchamp, claims the 
distinction of being the first truly electric guitar. Beauchamp had also helped to develop the 
Dobro Resonator Guitar and co-founded the National String Instrument Corporation, through 
which he was acquainted with Rickenbacker, who would soon be manufacturing the first mass-
produced electric guitars. The Hawaiian lap steel guitar pictured below (officially the model 
A-22 manufactured by Rickenbacker Electro Instruments) was the first electric guitar and 
earned its nickname due to its obvious resemblance to a frying pan. 

“The Frying Pan.” Note the two large magnets that acted as 
pickups on this aluminum-bodied guitar.

The Electro Spanish Guitar.

The ripples of this important invention would be felt around 
the world, particularly in country music, which is now difficult 
to imagine without the inclusion of electric slide guitar in its 
many forms, be it the lap steel, pedal steel, or bottleneck 
slide. Close on the heels of the A-22 came the Electro 
Spanish Guitar, also by Rickenbacker, pictured to the right.
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Guitar-Based Video Games
In 2005, electronic entertainment company RedOctane released the Guitar Hero video game, 
and suddenly there was vast renewed interest in guitars and guitar-driven music. Guitar 
Hero was followed by the Rock Band video game by Harmonix, and perhaps even inspired 
Ubisoft’s 2012 game Guitarsmith, which allowed the user to plug in a real electric guitar and 
play! These fun inventions provided a much needed shot in the arm for recession-weary music 
merchandisers everywhere!

Look, Ma, No Amp!
In the post-2000 era, there was a growing movement away from amp dependence. Many 
players, such as Misha Mansoor of Periphery, didn’t use amps at all any more and simply 
plugged a studio-grade modeling processor straight into the P.A. system or the monitors of a 
home recording studio. This eliminated the need for amps, pedals, speakers, and microphones. 

The device of choice of tech-savvy tone geeks appeared to be all-in-one units that could serve 
as a live direct box, an interface to a computer environment, a multi-effects processor, and an 
amp modeler. Many such devices exist, including the Fractal Audio Systems Axe-FX released 
in 2006, Digidesign 11 Rack in 2009, and Digitech iPB-10 released in 2010. The iPB-10 acts 
as a docking and control station for the Apple iPad. All of these units are powerful tools for the 
modern guitarist and provide a vast array of features and capabilities, which may sometimes not 
be easily accessible without considerable effort on the part of the user. That said, the younger 
the user, the easier the job, usually— due to the increasing familiarity with computer-based 
technologies by younger users. 

Fractal Audio Systems Axe-FX II
So where has nearly 100 years of electric guitar tone evolution finally led us to in the 2010s? 
The Fractal Audio Systems Axe-FX II, now in its 3rd generation, has risen to the top as, 
arguably, the best all-in-one guitar rig available. It’s a two-space rack unit that can be connected 
to any computer via a USB cable, so editing can be done on a full-sized screen or on the unit’s 
front panel LED display. Two kinds of software are used with the Axe-FX II: Firmware, which 
is the software onboard the unit, and Axe Edit, which must be downloaded to a computer and 
is used to program the unit and organize the patches. The software evolves very quickly, and 
updated versions of both are released frequently. The downloading and installation of these 
updates adds more features and better tone quality to the unit. This is the result of a fast-moving 
R&D (research and development) team and constant feedback from active online user forums, 
where players swap patches, ask each other questions, report bugs, and request new features 
from Fractal. Historically, a new physical unit was released when the CPU power of the old 
version could no longer handle the demands of the new software. 

Fractal Audio Systems Axe-FX II.

Photo courtesy of Fractal Audio Systems
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