
how to build a lap steel guitar
how to build a lap steel guitar is an exciting endeavor that combines
craftsmanship, musicality, and a touch of engineering. Building a lap steel
guitar not only allows musicians to create a unique instrument tailored to
their specifications, but it also deepens their understanding of sound
mechanics and instrument construction. In this article, we will explore the
essential components of a lap steel guitar, the tools required for assembly,
a step-by-step guide on construction, and tips for tuning and playing. By the
end, you will have a comprehensive understanding of how to bring your very
own lap steel guitar to life.
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Understanding Lap Steel Guitars
Lap steel guitars are unique string instruments that are played horizontally,
utilizing a slide or steel bar to produce sound. These instruments have roots
in Hawaiian music and have been widely adopted in various genres, including
country, blues, and rock. Unlike traditional guitars, lap steel guitars often
feature fewer strings and a different body shape, contributing to their
distinctive sound.

Typically, a lap steel guitar has a solid body or a hollow body design, and
its strings are elevated above the fretboard, allowing for the slide
technique. The tonal characteristics can vary significantly based on the
materials used, construction techniques, and the type of pickups installed.
Understanding these fundamental aspects will help you make informed choices
during the building process.



Essential Tools and Materials
Before embarking on your lap steel guitar project, gathering the right tools
and materials is crucial. The quality of both can significantly impact the
final product. Below is a list of essential tools and materials you will
need:

Wood Types: Choose a solid or laminated wood, such as mahogany or maple,
for the body.

Neck Wood: Use hardwood, such as maple or rosewood, for durability and
resonance.

Bridge and Nut: These can be made from metal or hard plastic to ensure
proper string action.

Pickups: Select either single-coil or humbucker pickups based on your
sound preference.

Tuner Machines: Standard guitar tuning machines will suffice for tuning
stability.

Tools: A saw, drill, screwdriver, sandpaper, and a set of Allen wrenches
will be necessary for assembly.

Additionally, you will need hardware such as screws, wire, and a
potentiometer if you plan to include volume and tone controls. Having a well-
equipped workstation will make the building process smoother and more
enjoyable.

Step-by-Step Guide to Building a Lap Steel
Guitar
Constructing a lap steel guitar can be broken down into several key steps.
Each step requires patience and precision to ensure the highest quality
instrument. Here’s a detailed guide:

1. Designing the Body
Start by drawing a design for your lap steel guitar body. The shape can vary,
but a traditional rectangular or rounded design is common. Use your chosen
wood to cut out the body shape, ensuring to sand the edges smooth for a
comfortable playability.



2. Constructing the Neck
The neck is critical for playability. Cut a piece of hardwood to the desired
length and width, and taper it slightly if preferred. Sand it thoroughly and
attach the neck to the body using wood glue and screws, ensuring it is
securely fastened.

3. Installing the Bridge and Nut
Position the bridge and nut at their designated places on the neck. The
bridge should be aligned with the pickup, while the nut should be at the end
of the neck near the headstock. Ensure the height of the bridge is adjusted
to allow for optimal string action.

4. Wiring the Electronics
Once the pickups are installed, it is time to wire the electronics. Connect
the pickups to the potentiometer and output jack. Be sure to solder
connections carefully to avoid any shorts. This step is crucial for achieving
the desired sound quality.

5. Finishing the Body
After assembly, apply a finish to the body. This could be paint, lacquer, or
oil. Each finish will affect the appearance and sound of the guitar, so
choose one that aligns with your aesthetic and tonal preferences. Allow the
finish to dry completely before proceeding.

Finishing Touches and Setup
With the guitar assembled, the next step is to set it up for optimal
playability. This includes adjusting the string height, neck relief, and
intonation. A proper setup is essential for comfort and performance. Here are
the final steps:

String Installation: Install the strings, starting from the nut and
running through the bridge.

Tuning: Tune the guitar to your preferred tuning, commonly open E or
open G for lap steel.

Action Adjustment: Adjust the action by raising or lowering the bridge
and nut as needed.



Final Check: Play the guitar to check for buzzing or tuning issues,
making adjustments as necessary.

Tips for Playing and Tuning
Once your lap steel guitar is built and set up, learning to play it involves
some unique techniques. Here are some tips for mastering the instrument:

Using the Slide: Practice using the slide bar to create smooth
transitions between notes.

Fingerstyle Techniques: Use your fingers or picks to pluck the strings,
exploring different sounds.

Experimenting with Tunings: Try various tunings to find what best suits
your musical style.

Listening and Learning: Study recordings of lap steel players to
understand techniques and styles.

Conclusion
Building a lap steel guitar is a rewarding project that combines creativity
with craftsmanship. By understanding the components, gathering the necessary
tools, and following the step-by-step guide, you can create a personalized
instrument that resonates with your musical expression. Embrace the learning
process and enjoy the journey of building and playing your own lap steel
guitar, as it opens up new avenues in your musical endeavors.

Q: What materials are best for building a lap steel
guitar?
A: The best materials for building a lap steel guitar typically include
hardwoods like mahogany or maple for the body and neck. Using high-quality
metal for the bridge and nut can also enhance sound quality and durability.

Q: How long does it take to build a lap steel
guitar?
A: The time it takes to build a lap steel guitar can vary widely based on
experience and the complexity of the design. Generally, expect the process to



take anywhere from a few days to several weeks, depending on how much time
you dedicate to it.

Q: Do I need special tools to build a lap steel
guitar?
A: While you do not need specialized tools, having basic woodworking tools
like saws, drills, screwdrivers, and sandpaper is essential. A soldering iron
may also be necessary for wiring the pickups and electronics.

Q: Can I use an existing guitar as a base for my lap
steel guitar?
A: Yes, you can convert an existing guitar into a lap steel guitar by
removing the neck and altering the body shape. However, this requires careful
planning and skill in woodworking and electronics.

Q: What are some common tunings for lap steel
guitar?
A: Common tunings for lap steel guitar include open E, open G, and C6. Each
tuning offers different tonal possibilities, so experimenting with various
tunings can enhance your playing experience.

Q: How do I maintain my lap steel guitar?
A: To maintain your lap steel guitar, regularly clean the strings and body,
check the tuning machines for smooth operation, and ensure the electronics
are functioning properly. Periodic adjustments to the setup may also be
necessary as the guitar ages.

Q: What type of pickups should I use for my lap
steel guitar?
A: The choice of pickups depends on your desired sound. Single-coil pickups
provide a bright, clear tone, while humbucker pickups offer a warmer, fuller
sound. Consider experimenting with different pickups to find the one that
suits your style.



Q: Is it difficult to learn how to play lap steel
guitar?
A: Learning to play lap steel guitar can be challenging due to its unique
techniques, such as using a slide. However, with practice and dedication,
many musicians find it rewarding and enjoyable to master.
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