
 

 

Aeolian guitars, Single cut away ς Les Paul style guitar build.  2009 - part 03 

 

Carving the neck & heel 

This is probably the most daunting process for a new builder. But if you take your time & plan ahead what 

you will need to do, this will be an enjoyable & rewarding part of the build. I usually use rasps to shape a 

neck, starting with a rough tool & fine tuning with a fine. You can use planes & spoke shaves if preferred. 

The heel on most guitars is simply a piece of wood glued into place at the base of the neck. I have used 2 

small pieces of Sapele & maple here. Once this has set, proceed with the neck shaping. 

The first thing you will need to do is decide on a profile (the shape at the back of the neck). Make 2 

templates for the thinnest & thickest parts of the peck profile, then you will need to take dimensions from 

the neck as it exists. This will tell you how much wood needs to be taken out. You will typically be making a 

neck that is thinner at the nut than the heel, so you will most likely be removing more wood from the nut 

area than the heel.  

Mark out the required thickness on one side of the unfinished neck (for this guitar I am using 25mm@ the 

heel & 22mm@ the nut area) draw a line joining the 2 marks. This line will be a rough guide for your side 

profile. Using a heavy rasp take away material until the line marked earlier is reached. Do not go all the 

way to your mark; leave some wood to work with for final finishing. Begin making the curve of the neck by 

taking the edges away first. Do not work on one small area at a time, I typically rasp along the entire length 

of the neck on each pass. Try to remove a uniform amount of wood with each pass & work on one side of 

the neck at a time. Keep the angle of the rasp constant for passes & build up your curve gradually. 

For shaping the heel I use a rounded rasp with a tapered profile. Work slowly & be patient here. Blend the 

heel & neck together in small steps.  

 



 

 

   

At the nut end of this neck I have made a volute. This is a thickening behind the truss rod access rout. A volute is 

simply to strengthen the neck in this area by replacing material removed to allow the truss rod to be installed. If you 

do not want one then you should just shape the neck to the back of the head stock in a smooth transition similar to a 

standard Gibson Les paul. 

To create a volute is very simple. When marking out the neck I assume that the thickness @ the first fret is 22mm. I 

remove wood to make the neck this thickness, starting @ a point that would be central between the nut & first fret. I 

then shape the neck up to the heel (as above) & then return to shape the volute with a rasp last.  

You do not want the players hand to be impeded by the volute profile. Create the profile in small increments, 

holding the guitar in a playing position & testing for feel between adjustments. If you can place your hand in a 

natural playing position without noticing the volute, then you are done. 

You should now have a rough shaped neck. Smooth out the surfaces with scrapers first, then sand paper. When 

scraping, always try to use long draws. Do not fixate on any small area; try to look at the neck as a whole. 

 

There will be a build log dedicated to a neck put up soon. This will go into much more detail than the information 

above. If you are unsure about how to go about shaping your neck then practice on some scrap wood until you are 

more confidant. Or simply wait for the neck build log to be put up. There will still be time left if you are building to 

these files. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Pick up placement. 

This should never be done before the neck is in place.  Your neck will determine the location of the bridge & 

pickups. You should have already marked out the location of the bridge roughly, when you were locating the nut to 

start making the fret board. You should check this dimension again at this point. The scale length used here is 24.75 

(standard Gibson Les paul scale) your scale length may differ according to preference.  

24.75 : Gibson  -  25.00 : PRS   -  25.50 : Fender  : These are the more common scales for guitars, Shown in inches. 

The neck pickup should already be marked & routed out at this stage. It is easier to do this before the fret board is 

attached. If not then do it now.  

Use a long straight edge & align it with the side of the fret board/neck. Be sure to place it against at least half the 

length of the neck & not just the last inch or so. Hold it securely & mark a line onto the guitar body from the end of 

the fret board to well past the bridge location. Do this for both sides of the neck. Check your centre line in relation to 

the marks you just made. Remember, the fret board is a wedge shape so take dimensions @ 90 degrees to the 

centre line.  Check at the fret board, mid way between the pickup locations & as far down the body as you have 

marked. The further from the neck you go the more exaggerated any alignment problem will be & the more it will 

show up, so go as far as possible. The further along you check the more accurate you will be. 

If all is well then mark out the pick ups. If not, then you will need to align your bridge & pick ups to the neck. If this is 

the case then erase your centre line & make a new one. Mark it to suit the lines you made from the fret board. Align 

your templates to these lines & route the pick up cavities to the required depth (approx 18mm for the bulk of the 

route & 25mm @ the sides for the adjustment legs/screws) Ensure you take the pick up rings into account when 

locating the cavities.  Re-check the dimensions for your bridge once more; Check the dimensions of the actual unit 

being installed. Mark out your post locations. 

At this point I usually tape the bridge into position & take dimensions from the nut to the centre point of the saddles 

for the E strings. Ensure that the saddles are adjusted to mid way along their channels. These dimensions will not be 

the same; the high E string will have a shorter Dimension than the low E. This differs by about 2mm. usually I set the 

scale length to be accurate on the low E side (24.75 inch from nut to centre line of saddle unit on this guitar) Then 

use the dimensions you have just taken to make a template & test it on scrap wood. 

A discrepancy of 1.5mm at the bridge could be enough to render your guitar unplayable so take your time. It is 
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At this point I usually back off the bridge & do something else. If there are any problems with the set out you will not 

be able to spot them now, (having concentrated on one area to get it right, any errors that you have not yet spotted 

will go un-noticed, taking time away from it will allow you to look with a fresh eye & spot any potential problems you 

may otherwise have missed).Step away & work on some other part of the build. When you return to the bridge re-

check all your dimensions & if there is a problem you will find it. Binding the body is as good a diversion as any. 

Some material was routed out from the edges to accommodate the binding when the body blank was being carved. 

Check these areas to ensure that they are clean & free from any glue or debris. Measure out your binding & pre-

shape it around any tight edges or curves. This can be done by applying heat to the binding while pressing it into 

place. Use a heat gun on its lowest possible setting or a hair dryer set to max heat. DO NOT USE A NAKED FLAME !! 

Acetate is extremely flammable. 

As mentioned is part 2 of this build log, most guitar bindings are made from acetate, so the best adhesive to use 

here is acetone. You can make glue from pieces of acetate dissolved in acetone over night; this can be used to fix 

your bindings onto the guitar, or to repair old damaged bindings on older instruments. 

Apply plenty of acetone to the inner face of the binding, & into the route to be adhered to. Press the binding into the 

wood & secure with masking tape. Continue in this fashion along the edges to be bound. Using a good amount of 

acetone will dissolve the inner face of the binding into the routed cavity & cause it to stick. Use tape to hold the 

binding tightly in place during curing. Apply as much tape as will fit, Long strips reaching 2-3 inches onto the body 

will give a stronger hold. Do one face at a time, front or back, not both.  

 Once cured, remove the tape & use scrapers to take the binding down to the level of the body. Flip it over & 

proceed to bind the opposite face. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

While binding the rear of the body I usually route the control cavity at the same time. This is easiest to do if you plan 

ahead & locate the positions of the controls on the front of the guitar first. Once you are happy with the locations of 

the controls then drill through the guitar, from the front face through to the back. This will help you locate the cavity 

on the rear of the guitar. Make a template of the area to be hollowed out  to ensure a clean edge when routing. 

 I use a forstner bit to take out the bulk of the material here then a hand router to clean up the cavity edges.  A 

rebate bit is then used to cut the ledge to accept the cover. I always try to have the pots to be installed to hand to 

test fit. Ensure there is space around the pot on all sides & that the shaft protrudes high enough above the face of 

the guitar to take the speed knobs. Next you will need to make a cover. This is will require you to have a template to 

work to. I find it is best to make a template from the control cavity using stiff card. Once you are happy with the fit 

using the card the simply replicate it in wood or plastic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Back to the bridge. 

Time to get back to seating the bridge. The markings made earlier should no be checked to ensure they are right. If 

there are any problems then amend your setting out as required. If you have not already made a drilling template for 

the post locations then do so now. A simple set up aligned from the back of the pickup cavity is all that is required 

(as photo above) It should have either lines drawn onto it or scored into it that correspond to points already existing 

on the guitar (centre line & pickup route edge used here) 

Affix the template with double sided tape to the face of the guitar. Check your set out markings all line up & the 

template is solidly held in place. Select the appropriate drill bit for your posts (usually about 10mm) & set up for the 

first hole to be drilled. Ensure the drill bit is set the entire depth into the template, touching the guitar face. Drill to 

the required depth to accept the mounting stud. Check the template has not moved & set up to drill for the other 

stud. 

Before driving the studs into place you need to run an earth wire to the lower post. Do this by drilling a small hole 

from the pickup cavity back into the hole you just drilled for the mounting stud. Run a length of wire from the pickup 

cavity into the stud hole. The wire should be bare in the stud hole to make contact with the metal sleeve being 

driven in. Make sure that there is enough wire exposed that it comes out of the top of the hole, above the face of 

the guitar. Once the metal stud is driven about 2/3 into position you can snip the top of the wire away & proceed to 

drive the stud fully into position. Guide the earth wire out of the pickup cavity & into the control cavity. Test fit the 

bridge. 

 

 


