FetterdfromiNe wAYork

» @@E@G@Iﬁ]h? @@@5

L www.c Iass icalguitarmagazine.com

Mu5|c of Barrlos
_Erg__o_nomlcs ofithelGuitar,

I,i'.!;_u}l S

D’Addario NewJEXP v/
__ Extended! Play Classmal
| Guitar, Strings

UK £2.95 / USA $6.99

|



THE NEW D’ADDARIO EXP -
EXTENDED PLAY
CLASSICAL GUITAR STRING

By JULIA CROWE

THE J. D’Addaric & Company string factory
works on three shifts, not only to keep up with
manufacturing demand but with its owner Jim
D’Addario’s penchant for product innovation, a
family trait that has kept the company in busi-
ness for one hundred years, with nearly 400,000
packages of strings produced daily inside a plain
factory located within the relatively bucolic set-
ting of Farmingdale, New York.

With walls featuring an impressive array of
autographed gold and platinum records and
signed photos from well-known recording artists
looking on, every aspect of the company’s manu-
facturing is kept in-house, even down to the
graphics design for packaging and company
product catalogue. This is no small feat, given
that D'Addario also manufactures the line of
Planet Waves music accessories in addition to
Evans drniumheads, Rico reeds, HQ percussion, all
in addition to an extensive line of bowed and fret-
ted strings for a variety of plucked insiruments.

In 2003, D’'Addario & Company released a new
line of classical guitar strings, Pro Arté Composite
EXP45C, made of pure copper wrap wire on the
bass strings coated with a proprietary formula
designed to resist corrosion and enhance dura-
bility while providing the same tone and playabil-
ity of the original Pro Arté line. The company had
invited a number of professional classical gui-
tarists, such as David Russell, Benjamin Verdery
and Paco Penia. to provide them with feedback
and forum for developing what they would con-
sider 1o be an ideal string.

What they discovered with the initial run was,
while results were enthusiastic on the undeni-
able tone and durability of the new string, many
classical players had found the copper colour of
the EXPs bass strings to be aesthetically dis-
pleasing. In addition to this, the company expe-
rienced difficulties in ensuring a consistent,
quality supply of pure copper that would prove
durable enough for its smaller gauge wrap wires.
Also, the price of the product was a bit daunting,
at £17 retail ($29.99), putting it out of reach for
many players, particularly in markets outside
the U.S. For these reasons, the first trial of EXPs
were removed from the market until a new ver-
sion could be devised.

The feedback received for the newly-released
EXPs has been unanimously enthusiastic.
Instead of pure copper wire wrap, the bass
strings are now made of silver-plated copper wire
wrap, offering the same great tone along with a
more familiar and visually pleasing appearance.
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The price has also dropped to a more affordable
£11.36. ($19.99)

What makes these classical guitar sirings
unique has been the diligent research and dedi-
cation to developing the best possible string, not
only through player testing but through exploring
lechnological innovations within the factory itself.
While visiting the production floor, Brian Vance
Senior Brand Manager explains that in the early
days of string-making. there was not a lot of
automation. ‘It was hand work, which requires a
lot of skill and training because siring-making
was essentially an art — yet there are minute
variables that need to be controlled so it also
requires precision.

‘If you look at how a wrench is made, it's man-
ufactured with precision die casting. D'Addario
focuses on consistency in our products, especial-
ly classical. As a result, we have 50 per cent of
the classical market and we are constantly look-
ing for ways to improve. Right now | have six to
eight classical string projects on my desk. Some
of them are materials and some are line expan-
sions for different sets to fit the needs of a niche
market. It all comes back to the precision and
consistency in how the product is designed and
thought through and how the machinery is creat-
ed in order to manufacture it.’

Vance explains that D'Addario & Company is
ISO 9000 certified, meeting the stringent policies,
plans and documentation set forth by
International Standards of Operation. “Twenty
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years ago, Jim (James D'Addario) might have
been able to step out on the floor, ask what is
going on and find out. But with the quantity and
variety of strings we make, from classical to bass
to acoustic guitar, and with at least seven or eight
different kinds of strings in each category and 20
to 30 different skews for each instrument type —
it's a task just to keep all this managed. Most
music companies are small and do not require
these kind of compliancy standards because they
are manufacturing less quantities of goods.’

Vance ushers me past boxes and reels of raw
material, including massive spindles of wire that
look like something from a glant’s sewing Kit, to
show me a machine that takes a section of silver-
plated wrap wire materials for classical strings
and pulls and stretches it to test the pressure,
the tension and how long the string will stretch
before it breaks. The company has thus devised a
quality contrel standard, based on a 30-year-old
bible of wire gauges, specifications and processes
in order to decide whether to accept or reject the
wire.

‘We reject a significant amount of material.
Metal has inconsistencies and we get our materi-
als from a variety of places on account of the
quantity we need,’ Vance explains. ‘No one sup-
plier could meet our supply needs. The good
thing is, we've been able to raise the standards
within the industry for our wire vendors. All
string companies benefit because there are only
so many places where you can buy musical wire
for tonality. We drive a lot of the industry.’

Vance peints out steel machinery parts while
explaining how much of the company's automa-
tion is welded, moulded and created onsite. At
present, the company is testing proprietary
robotic machinery prototypes that create strings
from start to finish, operated entirely by comput-
er programs. The structure is a self-contained
apparatus that looks like a siripped-down, live
version video game of siring construction, using
optical sensors to wind the strings vertically
instead of horizontally. It also makes minute
adjustments in string tension and speed as the
string is being wound. The end result is, ball,
core and wrap wire functions jog neatly into place
and the machinery cuts the string, sets the fin-
ished product aside and continues its pace with
fascinating efficiency.

As we step out onto the manufacturing floor, 1
can't help thinking how it resembles a veritable
Willie Wonka wonderland of whirring, buzzing
and grinding machinery, spinning and measuring
strings of all texture and varieties. Women work-
ers at cone table gathered up sheaves of clear
strings and gold-coloured bass strings, counting
and bundling them with the expert aplemb that
can only be compared to a chef plucking up a
perfect serving of spaghetti noodles for the pot.
As the string stacks fanned against the tabletop,
they issued a faint but pleasing metallic ring that
reminded me of a jazz drummer’'s brushwork.
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‘Our classical guitar bass strings are com-
posed of a multi-stranded nylon core covered
with a wrap wire or composite and the nylon
trebles are made of pure, unadulterated nylon,’
Vance says. ‘The core is hexagonally-shaped to
help the sides adhere with a better bond
because, with a round core, they can slip. The
hexagon shape makes for a longer-lasting string
that is brighter, vibrates better and has more
unified volume. Our machinery first tests the
core wire to make sure it is strong enough by
twisting it until it snaps and we measure this
result, If the wire is too soft, the string is going
to sound dead. I the wire is too hard, or if it
breaks prematurely, it's not going to last long.’

Fifteen years ago, the company started imple-
menting more environmentally-friendly packag-
ing that included 100 per cent recycled paper
and soy ink. They have subsequently passed on
the savings from the packaging costs on to the
customer by 50 pence per string set.

We enter a noisy part of the factory to exam-
ine the Pro-Arte string precess, passing by bins
of Mardi Gras-coloured electric guitar string
ball ends in green, gold and purple. Vance
shows me that some of the rebotics technology
they've developed is being applied to their exist-
ing machinery for steel strings, but with classi-
cal strings the wire process stili has to be initi-
ated by the operator.

‘With classical guitar treble strings, when
you're winding a string, you cannot really con-
trol the diameter. Nylon is nylon and the quali-
ty and tension varies dramatically from piece to
piece,” Vance explains. ‘We used to run the
nylon through a perfectly circular die and grind
the string down to whatever dimension specified
so it would be perfectly centred across the
string. It was called ‘rectified’ or ‘ground nylon’
because it changed the texture, which is
smooth and a bit gritty and opagque in appear-
ance and makes up our D'Addario Classics line.
Many players loved the intonation and projec-
tion of this string but they did not like the feel
of it.
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‘What Jim came up with was this machine
which feeds a string is fed into a tube where a
series of lasers measure the string two hundred
times in search of anemalies... ‘Vance continues.’
If the string does not match the diameter (which
is directly related to the tension of the string, i.e.
the thicker the string, the more tension it will
have in its pitch) or if the laser spots an anomaly,
it will reject it.’

While standing over the wildly flapping panels
of this contraption busily sorting the Pro Arte
strings faster than a card sharp, I'd noticed only
one siring falling into the reject bin. I’Addario
also manufactures a special coffee-coloured third
string for classical guitarists that, for some, cre-
ates a better balance, volume and feel.

Vance explains that the new EXP composite
classical strings are extremely durable, lasting
three to four times longer than average ‘strings,
withstanding humidity and temperature changes.
‘They will stay in tune. Composite basses give you
a bit more gut tone and when you open a pack of
these strings you are going to get exactly the
same tone and quality as the last set.’

Because curiosity was killing the cat, I had to
ask why folk guitars require black treble strings
while classical guitar uses clear nylon. (My apolo-
gies to readers who own cats — there were
absolutely none in sight.)

‘The black strings used for trebles on folk guitar
have an entirely different tone,” Vance tells me.
‘Some of it is aesthetic. Clear nylon is going to
have a brighter, warmer tone while black strings
will sound thinner and are better for strumming
without the aggressive, intricate work that can be
withstood by the clear strings. Black strings do
not have as much projection or volume. This is
not to say it is a bad string — it's just that there
are these tonal and stylistic differences best suit-
ed for each instrument.’

At the end of the assembly line, the wound clas-
sical J45s and J46s are wrapped inside a bronze-
hued plastic bag and stamped with a quality con-
trol code. Vance points out the significance of the
bag. “This is a protective agent designed to further
prevent corrosion. During the first Gulf War, the
U.S. Army was using this material to protect their
material from all the dust and elements in the air.
Jim read an article about it and got the idea to
apply it to strings.’

Once a product is approved, every package
bar code is tracked, right down to the wire as it
arrives into the factory. ‘This is a big part of the
[SO-process for quality control, all the way
down to the end to the user,” Vance says. ‘If a
consumer buys a product from us and the
string breaks — because there is something
inordinate about that particular string — and
they contact us, we will speak with them on
the phone and have them send back the prod-
uct so we can- track the quality control code,
which will tell us what machine, operator, raw
material and what shift. We sell ten to twelve
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million sets of strings a year and had about four
people contact us today. That is really a small
number, considering the number of strings we
sell.’

At this point we enter acoustical engineer Fan
Tao's laboratory, where he does much of the sci-
entific work in evaluating the strings. Vance tells
me the company uses a couple of local players as
gatekeepers for new products. If there is potential
they send samples on to their selected pool of
professionals with questionnaires for testing and
feedback. This process can take up to six
months, and this comes after years spent on
design and internal testing.

Tao demonstrates a winding machine that he
uses to make sample strings and prototypes. The
apparatus contains holes in order to test strings
of different lengths with picks and there is also a
bowing machine for testing bowed strings.
Optical sensors again pick up the vibrations and
transmit the results to a computer for data pro-
cessing. Tao points out that the block of granite
resting beneath the slab of platinum of his test-
ing table helps to isolate the string from external
vibrations.

‘Measurements are not taken on the instru-
ments because it will pick up on the vibrations of
the wood. The player is the final arbiter, because
they know their instrument best,’ he says. ‘In the
case of the EXP strings, | will measure for minute
variables of damping that the coating might
cause. Damping is how fast the sound dies away
when you pluck a string.

‘On a violin, it's really obvious because the
string vibrates until you fret the strings with your
finger. Damping brings a high correlation of how
bright a string will sound and it varies from
Instrument to instrument and string to string. It's
a blend of art and science — the techical, figures
and formulas mixed with the art of the string and
art of the application of the string.
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‘With the EXPs, there is almost no measurable
damping (an obvious side effect of adding a coat-
ing to any alloy), so the strings sound identical,
look identical, and are more durable than our
traditional Pro Arte strings.’

Of classical guitar sirings overall, Tao says, 'l
find this market fascinating and exciting when I
compare it to the bowed market. I've spent a life-
time developing bow strings for violin and bass
and have observed that violinists are rather con-
servative because the inslrument design has
rarely changed in thousands of years.

‘Some still play with gut strings, synthetic
nylon, solid steel core strings, and dozens of dif-
ferent types of strings. The classical guitar mar-
ket, by comnlrast, is rife with innovation. Makers
are making different instruments with different
bracing materials.

‘One of the pigeonholes we get put into is call-
ing it classical guitar but the hybrid nylon guitar
is entering into the mainstream more and more.
Long-term expansion is bringing thal sound into
the world. If you look at the selection of sirings,
ironically, there are few variations. Basically
we're using solid steel core, composite core or
nylon. It's exciting to explore whether there are
possibilities for stranded core and string con-
struction techniques in the violin world to cross
over to the guitar and cross-fertilise.’

PRODUCT REVIEW

D'ADDARIO EXP Extended Play
Silver-plated Copper Strings

D’'Addario guitar strings are today used by a
vast number of classical players all over the
world. Yet the company, it seems, will not
simply rest on the great reputation they
already have and are now striving for further
perfection. The EXP45 sirings that I received
for review, like the familiar J45s, are normal
tension and, even as I tuned up, they [ell dif-
ferent. At pitch, the tone is special and the
bass strings have an almost ‘silver’ sound to
them, not surprising since they are silver-
plated. Then there is the main thrust of this
new-age string - the special coating. The
siring packet notes say that the D’Addario
EXP coating means that these new strings
retain their tone and power much longer...up
to three or four times longer than a normal
set of strings. The sound is excellent and if it
stays like this for a good while then these
D'Addario EXP sirings will cetainly make
their mark in a big way in the classical guitar
world.

Neil Smith

New CD from Guitar Masters Imports

T XUEFE]
CCYANG

Avdailable now from
ASHLEY MARK PUBLISHING COMPANY

1 & 2 Vance Court, Trans Britannia Enterprise Park,
Blaydon on Tyne NE21 5NH, United Kingdom.

TEL: +44 (0) 191 414 9000 FAX: +44 (0} 191 414 9001
e-mail: mail@ashleymark.co.uk Web: www.ashleymark.co.uk

Classical Guitar Magazine

27



