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Bob with the John Pisano Model

These days when we think of items manufactured in China we think of inexpensive children’s toys, but this guitar is closer to a Ming Dynasty vase than a Beanie Baby. 

I first saw these Guitars at the 2002 NAMM summer show in Nashville.  A company named Eastman strings that manufacture a line of orchestral string instruments out of China was doing some market testing to see if it was feasible to design and manufacture a line of professional quality guitars that would sell in the United States.  Since I’m not familiar with band and orchestra brand names I asked some people who were and they all had wonderful things to say about Eastman products and the company.  Some even said they would love to see the guitars just to enjoy the workmanship.  Because of this reaction I have followed their foray into guitar making with interest.  After a lenthly and informative discussion with Eastman’s Jim Fisch, I got the impression this company is serious about making quality instruments.

Cosmetically the instrument is a blend of traditional design with some innovative features found only on custom instruments and some features that are uniquely Eastman.  The first thing you notice is the lack of any ornamentation.  The only parts that aren’t wood are the position markers on the base side of the fingerboard, the metal brace that holds the tailpiece and the pickup ring.  Nowhere does it say Eastman except on the label in the bass side f-hole.

Surprisingly, the lack of ornamentation only serves to bring out the beauty of the high quality woods used throughout.  The back is solid, carved highly flamed maple with matching solid rims and the top is flawless carved spruce brought together with a rich rosewood binding.  The maple and spruce are indigenous to China.  There are no laminates in this guitar (unless you count the beautiful three piece maple neck.)

The headstock has an ebony bound rosewood veneer complimenting a set of Schaller gold plated M6 gears with ebony buttons.  A strip of ebony up the center camouflages the rod cover which is the lower part of the strip.  The headstock culminates in what appears to be an ebony nut such as you would find on orchestral strings but is actually graphite.  The unadorned fingerboard, except for John’s signature, flows from the nut to the dual coil pickup designed by Kent Armstrong in collaboration with John.  The black pickup cover and mounting ring really connect the ebony of the fingerboard to the small, step designed ebony pickguard.  The strings cross a traditional adjustable ebony bridge 25 inches from the nut and complete their journey in a rosewood and ebony tailpiece with an inlaid frog.  I was surprised by the lack of an end pin or strap button.

The first thing you notice when you pick the guitar up is its light weight.  The heft and balance of the instrument feels more like a contemporary custom instrument than a typically heavier production model.  I wasn’t surprised when Jim told me their main influence was Bob Benedetto’s book on archtop making.  (I thought it felt vaguely familiar).

Strum the guitar and it vibrates so much it is a physical as well as an audible sensation producing a sustain that would suggest some king of internal magic instead of the traditional X-bracing that works so well here.

The 1 7/8” spacing at the nut, while it might be wide for some, I found quite comfortable.  You had the room to get a good clean sound from each string when playing chords and for using fingers instead of a pick .  The instrument has an even and balanced sound throughout its register.  The response varies very little from the low open E string to the high C at the 20th fret.  The dual coil Armstrong pickup delivers the warm, clean sound you expect from a jazz guitar but, unlike some pickups, it enhances the character of the guitar rather than changing it. With two sets of adjustable poles it is possible to really fine tune the response of each string.  Kudos to Eastman for this superb product!
I think it is worthy of note that a person of John’s stature who has enjoyed the respect of his peers through a tenure that has included the Los Angeles studios, the Tijuana Brass and recordings more recently with Joe Pass, Diana Krull, and duos with his wife, Jeanne, lends his name to this instrument.
Price:  $3,495.00 (case included)

Specifications:  

16” wide body
2 ¾ deep

X-braced, solid, hand-carved spruce top

Solid figured maple sides and hand-carved back

Exotic wood bindings, headstock, tailpiece, knobs and pickguard
Schaller gold and ebony tuners

Built-in, specially designed Kent Armstrong humbucking pickup

Side mounted jack, 20 fret, 25” scale neck 1.78 neck width at nut

Available in Honey Blonde and Antique Sunburst nitrocellulose lacquer finish

Bob Shaw

