
With a semi-hollow walnut body, this handmade electric is rather 
unusual. Paul Alcantara encounters the work of British luthier Jon Case

Jon Case built his first 
guitar in 1965, at the age 
of ten. “It was made from 
whatever I could get my 

hands on at the time – hardboard 
for the body and a two by one inch 
section of pine for the neck,” he 
laughs. From this inauspicious 
start he rapidly progressed, so that 
by the age of 16 he was putting 
together replicas of the guitars that 
he wanted but couldn’t afford to 
buy. “I built myself a Les Paul, a Les 
Paul Junior and a Flying V,” he says.

In 1972, Case went to Canterbury 
art college where he studied graphic 
design. “The real plan was to meet 
other musicians and become a 
famous guitarist,” he confides. 
Things didn’t go according to plan, 
however, and for the next 30 years 
he pursued a career in graphic 
design. Jon’s passion for guitars 
didn’t go away, however, and in the 
year 2000 he made the transition 
from full-time graphic designer to 
luthier (though he still works in 
graphics part-time and recently 
completed artwork commissions 
for Bare Knuckle pickups and the 
band Wishbone Ash).

Jon now has a workshop in 
Birchington, Kent, where he builds 
around six guitars a year. “Due to 
all of the handwork involved, it 
takes from six to nine months to 
complete an instrument,” he says. 

Body & Neck
Though the Case J1 usually comes 
with a carved maple top and a 
Brazilian mahogany body and 

neck, the guitar reviewed here 
uses American black walnut for 
the body and neck in place of 
mahogany. “I thought it would be 
interesting to try out a walnut 
version,” says Jon Case. “Walnut 
has a similar weight to mahogany 
but appears to give the guitar a 
brighter sound.”

The body’s two-piece walnut back 
section is routed so as to be almost 
completely hollowed out, leaving a 
15mm perimeter wall around the 
outside and a solid block beneath 
the bridge. Besides reducing the 
guitar’s overall weight, this 
approach lends the instrument a 
voice that, according to Jon, is 
“woodier and a bit more acoustic-
sounding”. The model is also 
available as a regular solidbody, or 
with a centre section that extends 
all the way from the neck joint to 
the butt end of the guitar.

As with the standard mahogany 
version, the review guitar has a 
carved maple top. The timber has 
an attractive flame figure that is 
nicely set off by a faultlessly applied 
‘black burst’ nitrocellulose finish. 
“Before spraying, I apply a spirit 
stain – first brown then black  
– directly to the unsealed maple 
top,” Jon explains. “This process 
accentuates the timber’s flame 
figure. Unfortunately it also 
highlights any scratches, so that 
the top often needs a second 
sanding before the nitro clear coat 
is applied.” 

The perimeter of the maple top 
has been masked off prior to the 
application of the colour coat, thus 
creating the impression of a 
natural wood binding. Pioneered 
by PRS, this effect has since been 
adopted by several other 
manufacturers.

Further details include oversized 
strap buttons – to keep your guitar 
from slipping off the strap – and a 
brightly coloured abalone centre 
strip that separates the two halves 
of the bookmatched maple top. 
Given the guitar’s clean lines and 
otherwise uncluttered appearance, 
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Case J1 is no less striking – it’s 
loud, bright and lively with plenty 
of natural sustain. 

Plugged into a vintage Fender 
Super valve combo, it has a voice 
that is at once both sweet and 
rather edgy. This is more likely a 
consequence of the walnut body 
and neck rather than the choice of 
pickups which, according to Jon, 
have a warm vintage tonality when 
fitted to a more traditional 
mahogany-bodied instrument.

While this might steer the guitar 
away from those seeking a more 
conventional maple-on-mahogany 
tone, the maple/walnut 
combination used on this 
particular J1 does have its merits, 
producing a clear, open sound 
with a little extra ‘bite’ that would 
easily make its presence felt in a 
band situation.

Played at moderate volume, 
there’s plenty of detail and a nice 
open quality that flatters complex 
chords and arpeggios. Cranking 
the amp delivers Keef-approved 
crunchy rhythm sounds, and 
despite the J1’s semi-solid 
construction, feedback doesn’t 
present a problem. If your tastes 
run to megawattage and  
pedal-to-metal distortion, you  
may be better off with a regular 

solidbody instrument, however. 
Incidentally, the potentiometers 
that Jon fits have a lovely smooth 
taper that is quite different to the 
‘on/off ’ effect found on many 
production instruments.

The 24-fret fingerboard pushes 
the neck pickup further towards 
the bridge than it would be on a 
22-fret guitar (a Gibson Les Paul, 
for example). Some folks make a 
big deal over this sort of thing, but 
we’d suggest that you judge the 
guitar with your ears rather than 
your eyes. There probably is a 
difference, but with so many other 
factors at work, it’s hard to say to 
what extent shifting the neck 
pickup a few millimetres impacts 
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‘wave’-shaped position markers 
that pick up on the curve of the 
headstock curve and the end of 
the fingerboard.

Hardware & Parts
The asymmetrical three-a-side 
headstock is faced with ebony and 
fitted with a matching ebony truss 
rod cover and a Case logo that’s 
photo-etched from brass. A set of 
nickel-plated Sperzel Trim-Lok 
locking machineheads (the 
Sperzels employ a mechanical 
locking system that eliminates the 
need for multiple string wraps) are 
positioned so that those serving 
the bass strings are placed slightly 
above those serving the trebles. 
This arrangement provides 
virtually straight string pull at  
the Graph Tech Black Tusq  
self-lubricating nut which, 

CASE
J1 Carved Top 24e

Case uses specially designed covers on the J1’s Stormy Monday humbuckers

feels substantial – though not 
excessively large – beneath the left 
hand. It is certainly less bulky  
back to front than the ‘baseball 
bat’-shaped necks promoted by 
some manufacturers as being 
‘vintage style’. 

The neck shape can, of course,  
be specified to suit the buyer’s 
preference, as can the fret size and 
scale length. On the review model, 
a smooth, black ebony fingerboard 
is fitted with 24 (or, more 
truthfully, 23.5) jumbo frets on  
a 24.75-inch scale length. The 
fingerboard is inlaid with a series 
of stylish white-pearl 

Price: £2,580 as reviewed
(base price £2,450)
Built in: UK
Scale length: 629mm (24.75 inches)
Nut width: 43.4mm (1.7 inches)
Body: Chambered American black 
walnut with flame maple top
Neck: American black walnut, glued-in
Fingerboard: Ebony, 305mm radius 
(12 inches)
Frets: 24 jumbo
Pickups: 2 x custom Case/Bare 
Knuckle Stormy Monday humbuckers
Controls: 1 x volume, 1 x tone, 
3-way selector
Hardware: Pigtail adjustable 
wrap-around bridge/tailpiece,  
Sperzel locking tuners; nickel
Weight: 3.15kg (6.9lb)
Finishes: Nitrocellulose black burst 
(shown); contact Case for full list  
of options
Case: Hiscox hard-shell case included
Left-handers: Yes, no extra charge
Options: Locking tuners (£50, shown), 
abalone centre strip (£80 shown); 
contact Case for full list of body,  
neck & hardware options

ContaCt dEtAiLS
Case Guitars
tel: 01843 847229
www.caseguitars.co.uk

GOLD STARS
 Lovingly put together
 top quality materials and hardware
 Walnut/maple combination delivers 

 a bright, articulate tone

BLACK MARKS
 None

IDEAL FOR…
Anyone seeking a beautifully made, 
original electric guitar
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together with the locking tuners, 
improves tuning stability.

The nickel-plated Pigtail 
adjustable bridge/tailpiece is 
constructed from lightweight 
aluminium with plated brass 
screws. Its design, which combines 
elements of the wrap-around 
tailpiece found on vintage Les Paul 
Juniors with the ubiquitous 
Gibson Tune-O-Matic, allows for 
intonation adjustments while 
maintaining the sustain-enhancing 
simplicity of a one-piece design.

Electronics comprise a pair of 
UK-manufactured Bare Knuckle 
‘Stormy Monday’ unpotted 
PAF-style humbucking pickups, 
which have been customised to 
Case’s specs. Rather than having 
visible pole screws as normal, the 
pickups are fitted with plain 
covers, engraved with the Case 
logo. In order to mount the 
pickups without plastic surrounds, 
the metal ‘legs’ – which normally 
stick out on either side – have 
been reversed so that they bend 
underneath the pickups. The 
height of each pickup can then be 
adjusted via a pair of Phillips 
screws positioned on the back  
of the body.

The pickups are wired to master 
tone and volume controls and a 
three-way selector switch that is 
positioned below the bridge. The 
volume and tone pots are fitted 
with solid brass knobs that have 
been nickel-plated and then fitted 
with rubber grip rings.

Sounds
Picking up the J1, we struck by 
how light the guitar feels. This is 
no doubt a consequence to the 
chambered body, though the 
guitar still balances well on the 
strap. Strummed acoustically, the 
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The attractive fretboard inlays mirror the shape of the J1’s headstock

“i wanted the J1 to have a modern 
appearance but with a classic, 
simple beauty that wouldn’t 
date easily,” he says. “the model’s 
body shape started life as a small 
sketch in a notebook. Many 
drawings followed, and it took 
several months before i arrived 
at a design that i was completely 
satisfied with. it’s surprising 
how much difference a slight 
change to a curve can make to 
the overall design! the headstock 
almost designed itself. i wanted 
near-straight string pull at the 
nut, and it seemed natural that 
the headstock’s silhouette should 
follow the asymmetric lines of 
the body.

“to achieve the simple, clean 
look that i was after, i abandoned 
the usual plastic pickup mounting 
rings and chose plain covers for 
the humbuckers. the neck joint 
is quite a complex mortise with 
two planes at 75-degree angles. 
Once again, this follows the 
asymmetric outline of the guitar 
and also helps with access to the 
top-end frets. Finally, i selected 
the best traditional tonewoods 
and used handmade pickups, 
both important factors in creating 
the guitar’s ultimate sound. 
development from sketch to final 
guitar has taken ten years and 
has included 20 prototypes and 
feedback from guitarists.”

CASE StUdY
Jon Case explains the evolution of the J1

we feel this strip is perhaps a little 
out of place. But this is of course  
a matter of taste – others may find 
this bit of cosmetic embellishment 
appealing – and it is worth 
remembering that the abalone 
strip is an optional extra.

Though the glued-in, one-piece, 
black walnut neck joins the body 
at the 16th fret (on the bass side), 
the combination of a deep 
treble-side cutaway and extensive 
contouring in the heel area 
provides better access to the 
top-end frets than on a traditional 
single-cutaway guitar. The neck 
itself has a C-shaped profile that 

on the guitar’s overall sound. 
Suffice it to say that the Case J1 
sounds very good in all pickup 
combinations.

Conclusion
Which brings us to the Case J1’s 
price. At two and a half grand, it is 
going to have to see off some 
pretty serious competition. We’re 
into Collings, PRS and Tom 
Anderson territory here! Bear in 
mind, however, that all of Jon 
Case’s guitars are handbuilt to 
order, so that the resulting 
instrument will be tailor-made to 
meet your specific requirements. 
Getting the same kind of service 
from some bigger companies will 
push the price up even further. 

Indeed, reviewing the work of  
a bespoke luthier is always a 
problem, since most elements of 
the guitar’s design can be tweaked 
to meet the purchaser’s individual 
preferences. The review guitar’s 
unusual combination of walnut 
and maple (mahogany and maple 
is standard on the J1) combines a 
sweet and woody character with 
real cut and brightness, and made 
this both a fascinating and highly 
enjoyable guitar to play. So if you 
are in the market for something 
just a bit different, why not give 
Jon a call? He’ll be happy to talk 
through the various options that 
are available and, who knows, you 
just might end up with the guitar 
of your dreams! GB

acoustically, the 
case J1 is loud, 
Bright and lively 
with plenty of 
natural sustain
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a treBle-side cutaway and extensive 
contouring at the heel provide 
Better access to the top-end frets


