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DISCLAIMER

BY USING THE INFORMATION PRESENTED IN THIS BOOK, YOU
ASSUME ALL RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH ITS USE, INCLUDING
ANY RISK TO YOURSELF, OR ANY OTHER PERSON OR PER-
SONS, YOUR INSTRUMENT, OR ANY OTHER TANGIBLE ITEM. 

STAY TOONED, INC., SHALL NOT, IN ANY EVENT, BE LIABLE
FOR ANY DIRECT, INDIRECT, PUNITIVE, SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL,
OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMI-
TATION, LOST REVENUES, LOST TIME, OR LOST PROFITS,
ARISING OUT OF, OR IN ANY WAY CONNECTED WITH THE USE,
OR MISUSE OF THE INFORMATION, OR LACK OF INFORMA-
TION, IN THIS BOOK.
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IMPORTANT

We recommend that you read this book in its entirety before begin-
ning your painting project. As you start your project, have this book
close by - so that you can refer back to it on a regular basis.

The key to getting incredible results is to fully understand that no
ONE step is more important than any other. They are all EQUALLY
important.

When you understand that, you will take the time that’s necessary to
ensure that you’ve done as good a job as possible for each step.

It is THEN that you can expect incredible results.
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IMPORTANT

When painting your own guitar(s), ALWAYS where some sort of pro-
tective mask over your nose and mouth to prevent breathing in the
paint particles, as paint in spray cans is toxic.

Along with a protective face mask, you should also wear some sort
of goggles, or other eye protection.
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“Thanks for writing this book. In the first 20 minutes
of reading it, I figured out how I screwed up every
paint job I've ever tried. Amazing stuff.”

- Jim Stanford, Garland, TX
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Yes, it’s true - YOU! - Yes, YOU, can create a guitar finish so thick and glossy-looking, you’ll
have everyone believing that you had it professionally done! The best part is, you won’t need
any expensive equipment to do this; all you’ll need are some cans of spray paint and a few
other items you can pick up at any hardware store. Everything else you need to know is 
contained in this book!

You see, 25 years ago, I was just like you. I wanted
to paint my own guitar and learn the secrets to cre-
ating a glossy, factory guitar finish, but I had no
idea where to begin. So, like most impatient
teenagers, I headed to my local hardware store,
bought a bunch of spray paint and supplies, and at-
tempted to paint my very first guitar without a shred
of knowledge. As you can predict, the outcome was
a disaster. But, that didn’t stop me; I was deter-
mined to learn the process - even if it meant it
would take me many attempts before I got it right.

Well, it did indeed take many failed attempts - and,
many years. But through perserverence and deter-
mination, I finally developed a precise, step-by-
step method, that when performed properly, would
yield results that rivaled any name-brand, factory-
done finish. 

And, that is what you can expect to learn from this
book: the PAINT YOUR OWN GUITAR step-by-
step method to creating a glossy, factory guitar fin-
ish using nothing but some store-bought spray
cans. The good news is, this book ELIMINATES
the learning curve; you’ll be creating stunning fac-
tory finishes on your very first attempt! 

With that said, let me say, thanks for purchasing
this book. If you’re anything like me, the first guitar
you paint will definitely not be your last!  If any-
thing, it’ll only be the start of your addiction to
painting guitars!

Ready to get started?

LET’S GO!
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SUPPLIES: WHAT 
YOU’LL NEED



Before you start to paint your guitar, you’re going to
need several supplies. It’s best to have all of your
supplies on hand before you begin. It’ll make your
job go a lot more smoothly. 

Here’s a typical list of items you’ll need to paint your
own guitar.

1. Guitar - Throughout this book, you’ll see photos
of several different guitars. Some of them are the
“Ready-To-Paint” guitars that I was carrying (see
FIG 1) a year or so ago. For the most part, these
guitars were very good, but unfortunately, inconsis-
tent. Some batches of guitars were very good while
others were “so-so.” That’s why I stopped selling
them. Quality control - and lack thereof on the part of
the Asian manufacturer. 

What guitar you end up painting is totally up to you,
but I do recommend that if you’re going to invest the
time to paint your own guitar, it should be a good-
playing guitar to start with. Painting something that is
not fun to play after all is said and done sort of de-
feats the purpose.

2. Primer, Paint, and Clear - For each project, I
tend to use different paint. When I’m painting a gui-
tar with spray can lacquer, I tend to use Duplicolor
Auto Spray (Truck, Van & SUV for the clear coats)
(see FIG 2). Duplicolor is one of the better brands of
lacquer-based spray paint. 

For some projects, I use REAL automotive paint put
into spray cans along with SprayMax 2-Part Primer
and Clear (see FIG 3). These are urethanes - not
lacquers. I cover a lot more about different types of
paint - the pros and the cons, what to use, and what
not to use -  in the next section.

3. 3M Fine Line Tape/Scotch Plastic Tape - 
For masking designs with lines or stripes, both 3M’s Fine Line Tape and Scotch’s Plastic Tape
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(see FIG 4) are your two best options. Both have ad-
vantages and disadvantages over one another, but
personally, I do prefer Scotch’s Plastic Tape which
I’ll talk about later in the book. Both of these tapes
are more costly than regular masking tape, so if
you’re on a tight budget, you could probably get
away with just using regular masking tape (see FIG
5). However, for the best results, Fine Line Tape or
Plastic Tape are the better choice when painting a
design with stripes or straight lines. 

When painting a Les Paul-style body with binding, I
use Scotch’s Plastic Tape to mask the binding - as
you’ll see in Step 7 - Masking The Binding. How-
ever, keep in mind; when painting your guitar just
one color, it’s not likely you’ll ever need to use any of
this tape.

4. Regular 3M Masking Tape - You can buy 3M
Green masking Tape in 1/4” and 1/8” sizes, so if
you’re painting a guitar with some sort of a design with
stripes or lines, and you’re on a really tight budget,
you can use these tapes as well. However, you’ll get
crisper lines using the 3M Fine Line and Scotch tapes.

5. 2” Masking Tape - You’ll need some tape like the
one pictured in FIG 5 if you’re painting some sort of
a design on your guitar. This 3M 2” blue masking is
low-tack tape and doesn’t leave a residue on the
body when it’s removed, so it’s a good choice for
masking when necessary. 

6. Face Mask - Unless you love breathing in toxic
material, I’d recommend picking up some simple
face masks like the one seen in FIG 6. You’ll still
smell the paint, but at least you’ll shield your nose
and mouth from sucking in the particles of paint. If
you plan to paint more guitars in the future, I’d rec-
ommend getting a NIOSH dual-loaded face mask.

7. 2” X 1” Wood & Hook -  I use this to hang the guitar during the painting process (see FIG
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7). I cut it to about 20” long and bolt it to the guitar. I
also take a file or sandpaper to all of the edges of
the wood to avoid splinters. 

I mount a hook into the top of the wood so that I can
hang the guitar (see FIG 7). These hooks are avail-
able at pretty much every hardware store. Choose a
large hook - something sturdy.

8. X-Acto Knife and Blades - If you’re painting
some sort of a design on your guitar, you’ll need an
X-Acto knife with several sharp blades like the one
pictured in FIG 8 for cutting some of the tape.

9. Bondo - Bondo® is an automotive product used
for prepping a surface before painting (see FIG 9).
It’s easy-to-use and sands very nicely, which is why I
prefer using it over Plastic Wood for filling in any
dings or unnecessary holes in a project body. It’s
available at most auto parts stores and/or hardware
stores.

10. Sanding Sealer - Sanding sealer (see FIG 9) is
used to seal the grain of the wood which is neces-
sary before applying paint. If you’re going to use a
lacquer-based paint for your guitar project, you
should use a lacquer-based sanding sealer. More on
sealing the wood later in the book.

11. Sanding Block(s) - Both of the blocks seen in
FIG 10 are from the same wood I use for the stick I
use to hang the guitar. You’ll use these for a lot of
the sanding and wetsanding you’ll do when evening
out your finish. Cut a couple roughly 2.5” long.

12. Wet/Dry Sandpaper - It doesn’t matter the
brand you use, just make sure you have a least two
sheets of each of the following grits: 320-grit, 400-
grit, 600-grit, 800-grit, 1200-grit, and 1500-grit (see FIG 11). You can use the higher grits (2000,
2500, 3000), if you’d like. You should be able to find these at most hardware stores. if you can’t
find the higher grits at your local hardware store, try your local Auto Paint Supply Store.
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13. Styrofoam Padding - If I’m painting some sort
of a design on my guitar, I make sure that I have my
guitar body resting on some sort of padding when-
ever I’m working on it. This styrofoam padding is
fairly cheap and does a good job. You can probably
pick some up from a packing supply store. I use a
sheet that’s roughly 40” X 50” and fold it several
times. Each time a side gets a little dirty, I simply flip
it to a new side for a fresh section to rest the guitar
on (see FIG 12). You can also use cotton, a towel, or
even posterboard.

14. Rubbing/Finishing Compound - For a beautiful
glossy finish, you’ll need rubbing and finishing com-
pounds at the very end of this project to bring the
shine back up on the guitar. The kind I recommend is
3M Perfect-It ll Rubbing Compound Fine Cut and 3M
Perfect-It ll Swirl Mark Remover (see FIG 13). The
Swirl Remover product may also be called “Foam
Pad Glaze.” These compounds contain no wax or sili-
cone and they’re very easy to use. 

If you have a hard time finding 3M Rubbing/Finishing
Compounds, try doing a search for an online retailer
that sells it in your area. Auto parts stores around me
don’t carry it. All they seem to have is Turtle Wax,
which I don’t recommend you use. It contains wax and
silicone and is not clear-coat safe.

If you purchased all of the grits of wet/dry sandpaper
that I recommended, you only need 3M Perfect-It ll
Swirl Remover (Foam Pad Glaze). You won’t need
the 3M Perfect-It ll Rubbing Compound - Fine Cut.

If you can’t find 3M Perfect It ll, another excellent
brand you can also use is Meguiar’s. They also
make a Swirl Remover that’s very good.

15. 100% Cotton Material - Whether you use an old t-shirt or buy some 100% cotton, you’ll
need to use this with the rubbing and finishing compounds. You can pick some up at Home
Depot or Lowe’s.
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<a href="http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0009KMHS4?ie=UTF8&tag=paiyouowngu03-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B0009KMHS4">3M Perfect-It II Foam Polishing Pad Glaze - Dark, 16 oz Bottle</a><img src="http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/
<a href="http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0002NUNB6?ie=UTF8&tag=paiyouowngu03-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B0002NUNB6">PERFECTIT II RUBBING COMPOUND 3M 16OZ</a><img src="http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=paiyouowngu03-20&l=a


16. Preval Sprayer - The Preval Spray Gun is a re-
ally interesting tool. It allows you to fill the accompa-
nying jar with any type of liquid you want, and to
spray it using the top portion as the sprayer. I bought
this spray gun (see FIG 14) from ACE Hardware but
pretty much any hardware store should carry it. You
may want to use a Preval Sprayer to apply your
sanding sealer for more even coats. I also used it to
apply the paint for Project Purple Sparklescent.

17. Spray Can Holder - (see FIG 15) It’s not essen-
tial that you have one of these, but they REALLY
make the painting part of the process much easier. It
REALLY is like using a spray gun. I use two different
brands: SPRAY GRIP by Rust-Oleum (bought from
Lowe’s) and The Original CAN GUN (bought from
ACE Hardware). I like the CAN GUN model much
better, so I recommend you use that one if you can
find it. If not, go with the other if your budget allows.

18. Compressed Air In A Can - A can of com-
pressed air (see FIG 16) is not absolutely necessary
to have for this project, but I use it on all of my paint
jobs to blow dust and debris out of control cavities
and pickup holes prior to painting.

19. Lacquer Thinner - Lacquer Thinner (see FIG
17) is good to use for cleaning up when using just
about any type of paint.

20. Mineral Spirits - When painting a guitar with a
design, if there’s any tape residue left on the body, I
use Mineral Spirits to clean it up.
21. Sheets Of Paper - This is just an option. When
painting a design on a guitar, sometimes, I use regu-
lar letter-sized sheets of paper to mask the body
rather than always using masking tape.

And that’s the list.

One thing I’d like to mention is that a lot of the sup-
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plies you buy for your initial project can be used for
additional projects. 

So, if you’re planning to paint more guitars, look to
spend a lot less on supplies for your next project(s).
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PLEASE NOTE: Later in the book, I will show
you what supplies you’ll need to wire your
guitar and I’ll also show you the supplies
you’ll need to make the Finish Protector™.
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WHAT TYPE OF PAINT
SHOULD YOU USE?



Paint, and what type of paint to use, can be a complex topic. Hopefully, after reading this sec-
tion, you’ll have a clear understanding of what’s available, you’ll understand the PROS and
CONS to everything available, and you’ll be able to choose the paint that is best for your guitar
project.

Ready to get started?

Typically, if someone is going to use a
spray can from the hardware store to
paint their guitar, they have two choices:
lacquer-based paint and enamel-based
paint. Of the two choices, lacquer is the
better choice. The reason is - lacquer
doesn’t need heat to cure it - it eventu-
ally cures on its own.

Enamel-based paint can dry to a rock-
hard finish, but only after it’s been
baked. That’s just the way enamel has
been chemically designed. Your stove,
your washer and dryer, all have baked-
on enamel finishes - hard as rock. But,
what do you think would happen if you
tried to bake an enamel finish onto
wood? You guess it - you’d have fire
wood. You can’t bake enamel onto wood.
Without the “heat” factor, enamel never
really hardens. It always stays somewhat tacky to the touch - FOREVER. That is definitely not
what you want after painting your guitar. This is why lacquer is a better choice of the two.

Now, having said that, is lacquer the absolute best paint to use? The answer is... ALMOST.

A decade or so ago, lacquer-based paint in a spray can used to be excellent paint. However,
due to several outside forces, things have changed. Lacquer, because of its solvent base, is
considered hazardous to the environment, so there’s been a movement over the last 10+ years
to faze out solvent-based lacquer, and to introduce waterborne lacquer - or, waterborne paints -
to be more environmentally friendly (some paint brands like Duplicolor are already doing this).
On top of that, lacquer tends to become brittle over the years as the solvent completely evapo-
rates from the paint, so at some point, lacquer can chip very easily. For proof of this, all you
have to do is look at older Fender and/or Gibson guitars for evidence; they all seem to have fin-
ishes that have not withstood the test of time. Some people like that, some people don’t. 
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FIG 18

Just some of the aerosol paints that are currently available. After
reading this section, you should have a clear understanding of what
to use and what NOT to use.



Realizing that they could eventually have a lot of dissatisfied customers using their aerosol
paints, paint manufacturers began putting acrylic and other plasticizers into pretty much all of
their aerosol paints - and even putting it into the non-aerosol paint you buy in pints, quarts, etc.

With the addition of acrylic, it makes the
paint less brittle - or, more flexible. For
the paint manufacturers, this is a good
thing - longer shelf life and less dissatis-
fied customers. For the guitarist who
wants a rock-hard finish, they feel that
this is NOT a good thing (as evidenced
by some of my previous customers won-
dering why they can dent their finish with
their nail). The truth is, is that, yes - lac-
quer takes a while to cure, and even
after it has cured, you may still be able
to dent it with your nail. That is the reality
to using lacquer; although it’s great paint
and very easy to use, it’s not perfect.
But, just so you know - a slow curing
time is not a trait of aerosol lacquer; it’s
a trait of all lacquer - whether you use a
spray gun to apply it, or spray can. (And,
that’s exactly why the auto industry de-
veloped catalyzed urethanes over 75
years ago; so cars could be painted and
assembled in a matter of days - not months.)

So, what you may be wondering now is, are there any OTHER solutions, other than lacquer
and enamel, that you can use to paint your guitar? The answer is YES - automotive urethane
enamel, put into an aerosol can (done at an auto body paint supply store). 

Automotive paint is, by far, the best paint you can use for anything, including painting your gui-
tar. The problem is, you can’t buy it at your local hardware store. You have to go to your local
auto paint supply store to buy it. Once you arrive at the auto paint supply store, it’s not as if
they’re going to have this paint already in aerosol cans for you to buy; they will have to put the
color(s) you choose into aerosol cans for you. AND, you’ll also have to look through several
swatch books to pick the exact colors that you want to use first before they can do that. After all
of that, this paint costs roughly 3-4 times the price of a regular can of aerosol paint. 
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FIG 19

This is some Automotive Urethane Enamel paint I had put into some
aerosol cans for this Hot Rod project. On top of it being the top-of-
the-line paint, these cans are also very high-quality. The price tag on
each can is $25.00.



So, now - here’s where you have to ask yourself this question: “Why am I painting my guitar?”
If you’re just doing it so that you can say - “Hey, everyone - check it out! I painted my own 
guitar!” - then, great! Use lacquer-based aerosol paint. Minimal cost. Case closed. 

If your goal is to possiby paint several guitars and to build some sort of side business, but you
have a limited budget, then lacquer is probably the right choice for your first guitar, with your
eye on the urethane enamel just down the road.

Okay, so now that I’ve said all that, let’s dig a little deeper and talk about lacquer and urethane
enamel, which brands are best, and how to use them.

STORE-BOUGHT LACQUER-BASED SPRAY CANS

There are several different brands out
there that you can pick from. The most
important thing to keep in mind when
picking paints is to stay in the same
‘BRAND’ and ‘LINE’ of paints throughout
your project.

In other words, if you were to use Dupli-
color Auto Spray for your colors for your
guitar, then you should also use their
primer and clear as well. DO NOT go and
start mixing different brands together -
that’s a disaster waiting to happen. Al-
though two different brands can both say
‘ACRYLIC LACQUER’, there are subtle
differences with both brands’ formulas
and that can cause the paints to interact
in a negative way with eachother.

When I say, ‘BRAND’ and ‘LINE’ of paint,
that means, do not go and use Duplicolor
Engine Enamel paint for your base coat,
then go and use Duplicolor Auto Spray
for your other colors. This is also breaking the rule. These are the same ‘BRAND’ - Duplicolor -
but not the same ‘LINE’ of paint. Trust me when I tell you this; no matter what someone tells
you, mixing brands and lines of paint is a NO-NO. You should not do it.

Is there ever an exception to this rule? The answer is, the ONLY exception I have found is 
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FIG 20

The Rust-O-Leum can on the left says LACQUER, while the
PAINTER’S TOUCH can, made by Rust-O-Leum, doesn’t say any-
thing. It is lacquer, though. Either of these would be okay to use for a
project, as long as they have the colors you need, and a primer and
clear to match.



Duplicolor Truck, Van & SUV Clear can
be used over top of Duplicolor Auto
Spray Colors. Actually, if you look care-
fully, the larger can is from the same line
of paint; it’s just a larger can because
they’re assuming that you’re using it to
paint a larger vehicle. Other than that
one exception, I haven’t found anything
that didn’t have some sort of reaction at
some point.

As an example, a reaction can be paint
pulling up with your masking tape after
spraying a second color. That is a reac-
tion. That should not normally happen. If
it does, then that was a reaction; an in-
compatibility. The second paint did not
properly bind with the first paint.

MY TOP BRAND PICKS

I live in California, and down here, we have strict anti-grafitti laws, so there’s not a lot of choice
when it comes to lacquer in a spray can. Of the brands and lines that I have used, I prefer Du-
plicolor Auto Spray best of all. I find the
paint goes on nicely, has an excellent
assortment of colors, is inexpensive, and
has a compatible primer and clear that
you can use with it. I never seem to have
any issues when using this paint, so it’s
my favorite brand and line to use. The
only drawback is, they sell it in 4oz cans
- rather than in 8oz cans.

Another brand that looks like it could be
good is RUST-OLEUM Painter’s Touch.
Unfortunately, this is enamel-based
paint, and I do not recommend that you
use store-bought enamel-based spray
can paint for your guitar. This stuff is just
not ideal for painting your guitar. 
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FIG 21

Duplicolor Auto Spray is my TOP PICK for lacquer in a spray can.
Typically, you should never mix brands or lines of paint together,
however - Truck, Van & SUV Clear is part of this line - it’s just in a
bigger can because is supposed to be for... ready? - Trucks, Vans
and/or SUVs. Still, it’s important that you NEVER mix brands or lines
of paint.

FIG 22

RUST-OLEUM Painter’s Touch looks like it could be good, unfortu-
nately, it’s enamel paint, and I don’t recommend you use enamel for
your guitar.



So - are there any other options you can use in a spray can? Well, the industry is changing and
lacquer seems to be going away, but there are still some places that sell lacquer. As an exam-
ple, Ohio Valley Nitro sell lacquers in spray cans. Although you’ll have to order it online, this is
still an good option to consider. Still, if you’re interested in painting just one color, you should be
able to find some brand that label their paint as “lacquer.” (see FIG 20)

One brand I would suggest you stay away from is KRYLON. At one point, I used and recom-
mended KRYLON Interior/Exterior Paint, but that was over 5 years ago. Since then, the paint
has been reformulated, and not for the better. After the clear coats have been applied, you’ll
probably notice micro-cracks in the finish. This is definitely not something you want if you’re
going for a glossy factory-like finish, so mark KRYLON off the list. 

Keep in mind - the only real drawback to using lacquer is that it cures over time. So, after your
guitar has been buffed and reassembled, you’ll need to take care of it for the first year - and to
be careful not to rest your guitar against anything that is rubber or textured. Rubber can dis-
solve and soften lacquer.

I also don’t recommend that you put it in a case for any length of time after it’s been reassem-
bled. The ideal way to protect your guitar’s finish for the first year is to hang it by the headstock,
or to place it in my Finish Protector™ that you’ll find in the back of this book. Make these for all
of the guitars that you paint with lacquer.

Still, when you consider the pros and cons for lacquer, I still think that lacquer is the best choice
for painting your own guitar. For the price, and end result, you can’t beat it. 

Although I’ve mentioned my favorite pick for lacquer-based spray can paint, you are free to try
any other brand you want. Test whatever you want. You may find something else you prefer.

Now that I’ve covered lacquer-based paint in a spray can, let me talk about automotive paint
put into a spray can along with catalyzed urethane clear coats - and when and why you should
ever use this combination.
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PROS

1. Inexpensive

2. Easy to use

3. Wide variety of colors

4. Great results 

CONS

1. 2-3 month curing process

2. 1-Year to hard finish

3. Always susceptible to the

affects of rubber

LACQUER-BASED SPRAY PAINT - PROS & CONS

http://www.ohiovalleynitro.com/


AUTOMOTIVE PAINT IN A SPRAY CAN

For a lot of people, waiting for their guitar’s paint to cure for 2-3 months is tough, and believe
me, I know that first hand. For my first five years of painting guitars, I ruined every guitar I
painted simply because I had not quite figured out how much time was needed to allow the paint
to properly cure before reassembling and playing.

Through trial and error, I eventually fig-
ured it out, but the truth is, it would’ve
been so much better if there were an
easier solution in a spray can back then;
one that allowed for a hard finish in just
a few days. Well, zoom ahead 20+ years
and the solution is now available! 

Catalyzed paints are not new, although
the combination is somewhat new in
terms of having it available in an aerosol
can. Catalyzed finishes were developed
for the auto industry roughly 75 years
ago as FORD and other Automakers
were disappointed with using lacquer
and having to wait for the paint to cure
before a car could be assembled and
moved into the showroom. 

I believe it was Dupont who developed the technology where a catalyst (a hardener as a sepa-
rate component) could be added to paint and that would dramatically speed up its curing time.
No longer would it take months for paint to cure; the paint would be cured in a matter of hours.
To this day, this technology is pretty much the industry standard for all automotive finishes - and
has been adopted by many guitar manufacturers as well. 

So, for me, when it comes to doing professional airbrush work, I always use clear coats that
contain a catalyst in them. When customers pay a lot of money, I want to be able to give them a
finish that is going to last for a very long time. So, the combination of automotive urethane
enamel along with a catalyzed urethane clear is not only what I use, but what many of the top
guitar manufacturers use.

The main drawback to this combination is: 1. Cost and 2. Ease of use. The paint is fairly easy
to use, but when using a 2-part clear, there are issues you need to know in order to get it right.
This combination does have some risks that I will cover later in the book.
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FIG 23

To get a hard finish, you can use the two TRANSTAR products on
the right using a spray gun - the clear along with the catalyst - or, you
can use SPRAYMAX - which essentially does the same thing - in a
convenient spray can.



For now, if the thought of waiting a cou-
ple of months for your clear to cure is
completely unbearable to you, then yes -
you can use automotive paint along with
something like SprayMax 2K Clear. Just
keep in mind, you cannot use this clear
with lacquer-based paint. The two are
not compatible. 

Let me say that another way - DON’T
USE DUPLICOLOR AUTO SPRAY FOR
YOUR COLOR COATS AND SPRAY-
MAX 2-PART URETHANE CLEAR
OVER TOP. You will run into problems
because Duplicolor Auto Spray is acrylic
lacquer and SPRAYMAX is urethane and
these paints are incompatible when lac-
quer is sprayed first! Okay - you got it?
GOOD!

WHERE DO I GET AUTOMOTIVE PAINT

IN A SPRAY CAN?

As I already mentioned, your local Auto
Paint Supply Store is your best bet for
getting auto paint in a spray can. But, in
case you don’t have any place close to
you that can do this, here are some
other options to consider:

a) KETONE Automotive - These guys
can put any type of paint and any color
you want into an aerosol can (see FIG
24). If you want to avoid the 3-month
curing process that comes with using
lacquer, then using SPRAYMAX 2K Ure-
thane Clear is the way to go and Ketone
would be what you’d want to use along
with it. 
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FIG 24

KETONE Automotive can put any color or type of automotive paint
into a spray can for you. The only drawback is - it cannot be shipped
by air, and it’s somewhat costly.

FIG 25

KETONE Automotive can put any color or type of automotive paint
into a spray can for you. The only drawback is - it cannot be shipped
by air, and it’s somewhat costly.



b) CREATEX Auto Air - These colors come in bottles (see FIG 25), so you’ll need either a
spray GUN to spray them, or you’ll need to use something like the Preval Sprayer that I
showed you in SUPPLIES. This is water-based paint, it comes in MANY amazing colors and ef-
fects, and it’s also compatible with SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear.  

FINAL THOUGHTS

The only real drawback to using KETONE Automotive urethanes along with SprayMax 2K Ure-
thane Clear is cost. Each can will cost you roughly $20.00 - $30.00 per can. So, painting your
own guitar could get very costly. The thing to remember is, this is REAL automotive urethane -
and, that’s why it’s costly.

There are some of you out there that will want to spend the extra money to have this option of hav-
ing your finish dry and ready to go in a week rather than months. For the rest of you, the option of
using lacquers is the obvious choice.  And, truthfully - when using lacquers, you can still produce a
great finish as I’ve used lacquers for over 25 years. They’re cost-effective, and very easy to use.

OVERSEAS CUSTOMERS

For many of you purchasing this book from overseas, the word “lacquer” may not be something
you’re familiar with. If you go to your local hardware store and ask for “lacquer spray paint” the
salesperson you ask may make a strange face and say - “I don’t know what that is.” 

A lot of the aerosol paint that gets sold overseas may be labeled “ACRYLIC” paint. Typically, this is
acrylic lacquer-based paint - without the word “lacquer” in the title. Still, if it’s solvent-based, most
likely, it’s going to be lacquer. But, keep in mind - it it says ENAMEL, you do not want to use it.

U.K. CUSTOMERS

Here’s a list of paints that some of my customers from the U.K. have used:

TONETECH LUTHIER SUPPLIES: everything you need!
HALFORD’S: A UK Car supply store’s own brand
HUMBROL: Available in most DIY/Hardware stores.
PLASTI-KOTE: http://www.plasti-kote.co.uk/Home
TETROSYL COLOUR MATCH: Available at some auto supply stores
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STEP 1: DISASSEMBLING/
REMOVING OLD PARTS



Prep work is truly the foundation for creating great guitar finishes. Without great prep work,
your paint job will suffer - no matter how well you masked and painted. 

In fact, a properly prepped body with a “so-so” paint job will ALWAYS appear better than a gui-
tar with “so-so” prep work and a great paint job. It’s like building a house: no matter how well
the bricks are laid, if the studs are all crooked, the house will look like it’s ready to fall down. 

So - whatever you do, DO NOT rush through the prep work to get to the paint work; you’ll be
sorry. How do I know? Because I was once a young, impatient kid who couldn’t WAIT to finish
his paint work, peel off his masking, and assemble his guitar! 

Of course, I learned the hard way that this approach does not work; I ruined many guitars by
being impatient. So, DON’T be like that young, impatient kid! TAKE AS MUCH TIME AS
NEEDED WHEN PREPPING! 

The following section is going to cover all of the prepping steps involved when painting a guitar.
When painting a Les Paul-style guitar that has binding, that’s considered prep work, so you’ll
find that in this section. However, if you’re not painting a Les Paul-style guitar, just bypass that
step. However, if you ever paint a Les Paul-style guitar, be sure to refer back to that step. You
don’t EVER want to paint over good binding!

Alright - let’s get started. 
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The guitar pictured in this section is one of the
“ready-to-paint” guitars I used to carry (see FIG 27).
The good thing about using a guitar like this for one
of your projects is, it’s a complete guitar with all of the
pieces fitting together nicely: tight neck pocket, all of
the holes are already drilled, guitar’s already reason-
ably set up, etc. I already know how this guitar plays,
so now it’s just a matter of disassembling it and get-
ting it ready for paint. If you’re not confident with your
ability to assemble a bunch of parts, you should con-
sider buying a complete guitar like this.

If you’re not using a guitar where all of the parts were
made to go together, before painting your project gui-
tar, it’s imperative that you put your guitar together
first before painting it. Set it up as if you’re going to
play it right now. You don’t necessarily have to wire it
up, but do everything else. Make sure that everything
fits together properly. If any modifications need to be
made such as widening a neck pocket, drilling holes
for a tremolo bridge, etc., you do those now - prior to
paint. You want to avoid doing any drilling or modify-
ing after your finish is done, otherwise, it’s likely that
you could somehow damage your finish while making
your modifications.

Before starting, make sure you have some sort of
Rubbermaid container (see FIG 26) to store all of
your parts in. Use something that preferably has a lid.
That way, you can close it up and not have to worry
about any pieces falling out or going missing.

With my guitar on my bench, it’s time to start disas-
sembling it. To start, I begin by loosening all of the
strings (see FIG 28), letting them go good and slack.
I then use some wire cutters and snip each string
where a front pickup would sit (see FIG 29). From
there, I remove the strings from the pegs, then loosen
the allen keys and remove the other half of the
strings from the Floyd Rose bridge (see FIG 29). 
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FIG 26

FIG 27

FIG 28

FIG 29



Next, I’m onto the neck and removing the tuning
pegs, string tree, and Floyd Rose nut (see FIG 30). If
you’re planning on putting together and painting sev-
eral guitars for yourself, the best thing you can do is
invest in some good tools. Even if you just have a few
good screwdrivers and some socket wrenches, this is
all you’ll need to get started. (See Step 24 - Re-
assembling Your Guitar - for some inexpensive tool
sets I purchased that would be ideal for you.) For re-
moving all of these parts, I used one screwdriver
throughout. When removing all of these screws, I was
very careful not to strip out the head - which can hap-
pen very easily. To remove all of the screws, I tend to
press down reasonable hard while turning. This
seems to prevent stripping the head. 

Once the hardware on the neck was removed, I re-
moved the neck (see FIG 32). When all of the screws
are out, hold onto the neck and flip the guitar back on
its back and then remove the neck. The reason is,
there may be a shim in the neck cavity, so pay atten-
tion to where that shim is when you remove the neck;
you’ll want to put it back exactly where it was when
you go to reassemble this guitar.

With the neck removed, I flipped the guitar back on
its front and removed the rest of the parts (see FIG
33). Instead of trying to pull the springs out by hand,
which can be dangerous, I just loosened the claw’s
screws and let the springs sort of just fall off. From
there, I removed the bridge and took out the studs.
However, I’ve left the sleeves in the body for now; I
may remove them later.

As you can see in FIG 34, there’s minimal wires in
the control cavity; the black wire is the pickup wire;
the grey wire is the ground wire which goes to the
claw; and the purple/blue wire is the output jack wire.
To remove the wiring, I started by snipping the wires
for the input jack at about halfway point (see FIG 35).
You could heat up and remove the wires from their soldered points, but really, I’m going to re-
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FIG 30

FIG 31

FIG 32

FIG 33



move all of these wires and use new wire. 

For the ground wire that gets soldered to the claw, I
snipped that one very close to its soldered point on
the claw (see FIG 36). I’ll remove the soldered end
later when I’m wiring.

Finally, I snipped the pickup wire at about its halfway
point as well (see FIG 37). I may have to add more
wire to this wire when resoldering. However, it’s just as
easy to prep each wire’s end and resolder it together.

With all of the wires now cut, I removed the rest of these
parts. My guitar body is now ready to be prepped.

If you have any reservations about snipping wires at
a halfway point, then I suggest you take a photo of
how your wires are soldered onto the pot(s), or draw
a little diagram of the wiring. Truthfully, sometimes it’s
easier to solder black to black, white to white, red to
red, etc., than it is remembering which wire goes
where when you’ve never soldered wires before. If
you have experience with wiring, then simply use
whatever method you normally use.
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FIG 34

FIG 35

FIG 36

FIG 37

IMPORTANT: If you are planning to buy all new
parts for your project guitar, have ALL of your
parts FIRST before beginning the painting
process.

You want to assemble the guitar with all of the
new parts to make sure everything fits, lines up,
etc. before painting. If any new holes have to be
drilled, you want to do that in the old finish, not
your new one. In fact, you want to do very little
drilling or filing to your new finish - that’s why it’s
crucial that you assemble the guitar first, get it
working properly, then disassemble, and start
your project.
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STEP 2: REMOVING 
THE OLD FINISH



Now that Step 1 is complete (all of the parts have been removed), it’s now onto Step 2 - remov-
ing the old finish.

When painting guitars, there is really two ways to prepare the body prior to paint: stripping off
the old finish and applying a new finish, or scuff-sanding the old finish (or dulling the finish) and
applying your new finish over top of the dulled, old finish.

I normally recommend that when people are first starting out learning how to paint guitars, that
they use the the first method - strip the old finish and apply an entirely new finish. The main
reason why I recommend this is, if you get accustomed to always scuff-sanding a finish an ap-
plying your finish over top of a dulled finish, you can get lazy in your approach and begin to
scuff-sand guitar bodies that should be completely stripped because their finish is so bad.
Now, YOU may not do it, but I’ve had people email me their pix, and then try to make excuses
as to why they painted over top of a guitar with cracks in the old finish. They were wrong to do
it and simply didn’t want to invest the amount of time involved with doing proper prep work -
and their finish paid the price.
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1. Stripping an existing finish and applying an entirely new finish

WHEN TO USE THIS METHOD: Your project body is beat up - has a lot of chips/dents
in it - you have no idea as to what type of paint it’s finished in.

PROS
• No paint compatibility issues, as
long as you’ve used totally compatible paints

• You learn the entire process

CONS
• More time-consuming
• More sanding and prep work

2. Scuff-sanding an existing finish and applying your new finish over
top of a dulled finish

WHEN TO USE THIS METHOD: Your project body is in excellent condition - has no
major flaws that can affect the new finish that will go over top - is a catalyzed/hardened
finish.

PROS
• Faster and more convenient
• Not much prep work involved when the body
is in great condition

CONS
• If the old finish has major flaws like a
crack in the finish, that will affect the
new finish that goes over top. 



You can use whichever method is right for you,
so long as you’re making the right decision for
the right reasons. If your project body is in
rough shape, just spend the time to sand it
down to the sealer that’s already on the body,
or sand it to bare wood, if the body doesn’t
have a sealer on it, and go from there. (Typi-
cally, bodies that have a sunburst or translucent
finish don’t have a sealer over the wood. More
on sealing the body coming up shortly.)

Stripping An Existing Finish And Applying

An Entirely New Finish

There are two ways to strip a body of its finish -
using paint stripper, or by sanding off the finish
using sandpaper, sanding sponges, and/or an
electric sander. Personally, I prefer just sanding
the body down rather than using paint remover.
Using paint stripper is very messy (moreso than
sanding), it’s toxic stuff, and will burn your skin
if you accidentally get it on you (which I’ve done
several times when I used that method). 

For a body that has a reasonably large, flat sur-
face such as a Strat, you can use an electric
sander over most of the top and on the back
without any problems. (The sides and inside the
horns will all need to be done by hand.)

However, for a body with an arch top such as a
Les Paul, you should stay away from an electric
sander. The arch makes it very difficult to lay
the sander down properly, so by using it, you
could end up gouging the wood where you
don’t want to gouge it.

When working on an arch top, it’s best to use a
sanding sponge (paint stripper grit) like the one seen in FIG 40. Sanding sponges are flexible
so they can conform to the arched top, and that makes sanding easier. However, because of
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FIG 38

FIG 39

FIG 40



the arched top, it also creates a slight problem:
sanding the back of the guitar - how do you lay it
flat? To alleviate that problem, I gather up a few
big towels and lay the body, face down, on top of
the towels. The towels help to create a cushion
for the arched top and give me a more solid way
of sanding the back without destroying the top. If
your project guitar is a Les Paul, try utilizing this
same technique for sanding the back.

All-in-all, removing a finish should take you about
2-3 hours. By no means is it a race. Take as long
as you have to when removing the old finish. 

To start, have a good, clean, flat surface to work
on. Lay the guitar body on top of some styro-
foam (or a big towel) to protect the body from
banging against the table. When sanding, you’ll
definitely want to be wearing a face mask. This
is old paint you’re removing, so the face mask
will protect you from breathing in all of the old
particles. 

The sandpaper grit that you should start with is
220. If you’re finding that not much finish is
coming off with this grit, then move to 120-grit.
This can be normal sandpaper that you use for this step rather than a wet/dry sandpaper.

FIG 42 shows the typical layers on a guitar body. In almost all cases, a professional guitar is
finished with clear coating. Underneath the clear coating lies the paint; underneath the paint
lies primer in some cases; underneath the primer lies sanding sealer, or some other sealer-type
substance that fills the grain of the wood. 

As you begin to sand through the clear coat and the paint, I would suggest that you move onto
another area and do the same, removing the clear coating and the paint. 

If you can carefully keep the sanding sealer that’s already on the body, this will save you a con-
siderable amount of time in the prepping stage, as it will eliminate the step where you’ll have to
apply sanding sealer to seal the body and get rid of the grain of the wood. 

If you don’t feel confident that you can keep the sealer that’s already there, then don’t worry
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about it - simply sand down to the bare wood on the entire body.

When sanding, whether you’re using an electric sander or you’re sanding by hand, there’s no
right way or wrong way to sand the finish off a guitar. However, when sanding by hand, I tend to
go in straight lines along the length of the body, so I suggest that if you can, try to do the same. 

When using an electric sander, move the sander around the entire surface of the body, trying to
remove the finish evenly rather than staying in just one spot. With an electric sander, it’s very
easy to sand through the finish right to bare wood, so that’s why you want to keep moving the
sander.

For the contours, leave them to do by hand. Don’t attempt to get your electric sander to mold to
any curves. You’re asking for trouble if you do that.

For the sides and inside the horn, you’ll also have to do all of these areas by hand. You may be
able to use the sponges for some of it, but for areas where the sponges won’t fit, simply tear off
pieces of 220-grit sandpaper and sand those parts by hand.

Once sanding is done and you’ve removed all of the old paint, go back over the entire body
with a less-course grit of sandpaper - let’s say a 320-grit and just make it feel smoother to the
touch.

If your project guitar is a Les Paul and you see yellowing on the binding (if it has binding), con-
tinue to go over those areas with the 320-grit to try and remove all of the yellowing. This is just
old clear lacquer that has yellowed with age. 

You’ll know you’re finished with the sanding stage when all of the paint has been removed and
most, if not all, of the yellowing around any binding is gone (depending on whether your project
body has binding or not). If you’re satisfied with your sanding job, well done.

Scuff-Sanding An Existing Finish And Applying Your New Finish Over Top Of A Dulled

Finish

Scuff-sanding the finish using a 3M Finishing Pad is very much like using sandpaper; for the
most part, you’ll be rubbing in straight and circular motions. The benefit to the pad is that it
doesn’t really remove the finish/paint; it just scuffs and dulls it. (Still, I wore my mask when
doing this step.)

You don’t have to apply as much pressure as you do when sanding, so that’s another plus. 
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You only have to remove the shine, not the
paint. I know this seems like the easiest way to
prep a body - and it is; but it’s not necessarily
the way you’re going to be able to prep ALL of
your bodies. Painting over an existing finish
with flaws will give you a finish with flaws. The
new paint won’t hide anything. 

It’s not very often that you’ll find a body with a
perfect finish, so the easiest way to do great fin-
ishes is by starting your paint work at the sealer
coat.

For this Hot Rod Axe, I’m using a “ready-to-
paint” guitar, so I didn’t need to remove the fin-
ish prior to painting. However, I did use a 2K
Primer prior to my paint coats which acts as an
additional sealer - which is coming up soon.

Right now, though - it’s on to Step 3.
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STEP 3: FILLING 
DENTS, DINGS & 
SMALL HOLES



It’s almost inevitable that when you buy a used gui-
tar body, you’re going to get something with a few
dings in it.

Not to worry, though - those dings are easy to fix.

With your project guitar body sanded down to the
sanding sealer or to bare wood, it’s easier to fix
those little dings and holes.

For filling small holes and dings, I like to use
Bondo®, which is a product used for prepping in the
auto industry. I prefer this stuff over plastic wood for
filling dents and small holes. It’s easy to use and
sands easily which is why I like it.

To start, remove the lid from the Bondo tube and
squeeze out a little blob (see FIG 46). With either
your finger or a plastic or metal scraper, simply
press it into the ding/hole (see FIG 47 and 48). If
you’re using a scraper, after pressing it down firmly
into the hole, simply slide the scraper across the
body and over the Bondo to remove any excess.

Work on one part of the body at a time and allow
the substance to dry completely before sanding flat.
For instance, do all of the dings on the top of the
body first, then the sides, followed by the back. Fol-
low the directions on the Bondo container for length
you should allow for drying time. (Most likely, you’ll
have to wait 1 - 2 hours per section - top, sides,
back - before sanding).

Your goal is to try to fill the ding/hole as best as you
can. It doesn’t matter whether it’s absolutely per-
fect; once the bondo has dried, you’re going to
block sand it to try to level, or even it out, so that it blends in with the rest of the body. 

Go slowly and pay careful attention to the height of the Bondo; you don’t want a hump where
you placed the substance. You want to remove any humps so that, as you rub your hand
across the body, the Bondo has filled the dings/holes and the area has been leveled.
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FIG 46

FIG 47

This small dent, if left unfixed, would be very obvious
when your finish is complete.



If you happen to go too deep as you block sand
and accidentally remove all of the Bondo from the
hole, simply repeat the step again - fill in the ding,
allow it to dry, and then block sand it flat.

You shouldn’t be in a hurry during this step. All of
the extra attention you put into this prep work will
make a huge difference in the quality of the paint
and finish. Take your time, and don’t settle for a
sloppy job.

Plugging Extra Holes

If you have a guitar body with a couple of extra
holes in it, the most logical way of filling these holes
is with dowel - the kind you’ll find at your local hard-
ware store. Choose oak dowel over the other dowel
that’s currently available as oak is harder wood.
The size I typically use is 3/8”.

For little fixes such as these, I always use my drill
press to drill a 3/8” hole for my dowel as I get a
cleaner, more perfect hole. If you have access to a
drill press and need to fix something like this, use
the drill press over drilling by hand.

When my holes are drilled, I put a little bit of glue
around the dowel and gently hammer the dowel
into the hole using a rubber mallet (see FIG 52).
When roughly 1/8” of the dowel is still sitting above
the body, I use a screwdriver with a rounded handle
bottom, turn it upside down, and tap it in further
using a hammer (see FIG 53). 

I slightly counter-sink the dowels into the body and
let them dry for a few hours. I prefer that the dowels
sit slightly below the surface of the body as it’s eas-
ier to apply Bondo® over top of them, and sand the
Bondo flat. Trying to sand a dowel flat when it’s sit-
ting above a body can sometimes cause you to
sand through an area around the dowel as you’re trying to compensate.
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FIG 49

FIG 50

I used Bondo to fix this modification to a set-neck ESP
LTD. I removed the strong edge and made it easier to
play up high. The Bondo filled the grain of the Ma-
hogany perfectly. After painting, it was flawless.

FIG 48

Using a plastic or metal scraper, slide across the body
removing any excess Bondo.

Here it is all evened out.



Anyway, when the dowels are dried, I use my Bondo and scraper to fill the holes (see FIG 54 -
next page).

After sanding them, if you’re not happy with the result, you can always do it a second time. Of
course, the real test is when you apply your primer - that’s when you’ll really see whether
they’re perfectly level or not.

When all of your dings and holes have been fixed,
it’s time to move onto Step 4.
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FIG 52

FIG 53

FIG 51

HOW GOOD IS BONDO? If you’ve ever
watched the TV show, American Chopper,
have you ever noticed how rough the bike
looks before it goes to paint - with messy weld-
ing and rough edges up and down the bike?
Ever noticed how amazing and flawless it all
looks when it comes back AFTER paint? What
do you think they used to smooth out all of the
flaws and get that perfectly smooth finish prior
to paint? - You guess it... BONDO.

PLEASE NOTE: When trying to fill in pickup
holes, do not use Bondo or Plastic wood.
These products are for small holes like screw
holes and dents. In the past, I used marine
epoxy (resin and hardener) to fill pickup holes
with pretty good success. Over time, with the
way that wood expands and contracts, you
may see the line around the pickup hole start
to appear. It’s very difficult to prevent this, but
with the marine epoxy, because of its hard-
ness, it seemed to do the job better than any-
thing else I tried. Still, over time, the line of the
pickup hole that you filled may appear and
there’s not really much you can do about that.
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FIG 55FIG 54
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If the guitar you’re painting has a “bolt-on” neck,
you’ll have to mask the neck pocket prior to painting. 

It’s important that you do this to prevent the sanding
sealer and paint from getting into this area. When
the job is complete, you want your neck to sit in its
cavity as well as it did before you painted.

Keeping the area masked ensures that the area will
be free of sealer and paint.

Using some masking tape, simply lay down strips of
tape, overlapping each strip slightly (see FIG 56). I
also run a piece up the side of the pocket - once
again, to ensure that the neck will fit back in without
a problem (see FIG 57).

Once the cavity has been completely masked off,
take your X-Acto knife and cut the masking tape
just inside the neck cavity. Cutting slightly inside the
neck cavity (see FIG 57) will make it less likely that
you’ll pull up the finish as you remove the tape.

If you’re painting a body that already has Floyd
Rose sleeves inside the body, you don’t have to re-
move them in order to paint; just cover them with
masking tape and cut around them like I’ve done in
FIG 58. 

Once the tape has been laid and cut, it’s 
on to Step 5.
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FIG 56

FIG 57

FIG 58

PLEASE NOTE: If you’re painting a set-neck guitar, I discuss the best way to position your
guitar to paint it later in the book.
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The purpose of adding this stick with the hook to
your project guitar body is so that you can hang it
as it dries.

The wood also acts as a handle as you’ll see fur-
ther in the book. I hold the body with the stick and
turn and flip it as I paint.

To attach the stick to the body, simply hold the stick
in place with one hand while you pre-drill holes
using a drill with the other hand (see FIG 60).

Sometimes, when a body has a hole in the center
of the four neck plate screw holes, I’ll use a wing
nut and bolt to secure it to the body (see FIG 61).
You can also use the existing neck plate screw
holes to attach it, too - as I’m doing in FIG 60.

Before tightening the nut, though, I insert a shim
into the neck pocket (see FIG 59 and 62). I do this
to create a gap between the stick and the body. 

When applying the finish, the clear really does get
built up quite a bit. With this gap created by the
shim, you won’t have to score the finish in order to
separate the stick from the body later on - when
you’re ready to proceed to the finishing steps. 

Whether you use a screw and wing nut, or two reg-
ular wood screws, make sure they’re good and
tight. The last thing you want is for the screws to
give out while you’re painting.You want it to feel
nice and secure.

Once the stick has been securely fastened to the
body, it’s on to Step 6.
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FIG 59

FIG 60

FIG 62
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One of the challenges with trying to create a factory
guitar finish is in making a piece of wood look like a
sheet of glass or plastic prior to painting it. In other
words, if you’re painting solid colors, you don’t want
your wood to look like wood before you’re ready to
spray your paint. Otherwise, with the wood’s grain
showing through, your guitar body is going to look
more like part of a fence in someone’s front yard
than a beautifully finished guitar. 

This is where sanding sealer, or some sort of sealer
coat comes in. The sealer acts as a filler and fills
the grain of the wood so that when your body is
sanded flat prior to painting, the body will be per-
fectly smooth and all of the grain will have disap-
peared. So, applying paint on a body that has a
very smooth surface is the first key step in creating
a factory guitar finish.

That is your goal during this step. If you’ve scuff-
sanded a body and you’re painting over an existing
finish, you can skip this step. However, I do recom-
mend that you read this step as this is a very impor-
tant step in the creation of great guitar finishes.

With this “ready-to-paint” guitar that I’m using, it
was already adequately sealed. 

However, most often, you will need to seal your body
prior to paint, so I’m using photos from another proj-
ect as it still needed some additional sealing before
painting. (It looks like the manufacturer only applied
one coat of sealer, when in reality, a guitar body typi-
cally needs at least 5 - 7 thin coats - sometimes
more, depending on the grain of the wood.)

For the sealer coats, you can apply these coats
with either a brush, or you can use the Preval
Sprayer. (If you own any sort of spray gun and 
compressor, you can use that set up as well.)
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FIG 63

FIG 64

If your guitar body doesn’t already have a sealer coat
prior to painting it, you’ll need to apply some sort of
sealer. SprayMax 2K Clear can be used as a sealer coat.

If you sand through your sealer coat to bare wood, do
not leave it as is. Apply more sealer, allow it to dry,
then sand it flat. If I applied paint over this body with
the bare wood showing through, those areas would
look terrible.



What To Use For Your Sealer Coat

I’ve used both lacquer-based and urethane-based
sealers (MINWAX) when painting guitars. Person-
ally, I don’t recommend using a urethane-based
sealer like MINWAX at all - even if you’re using an
automotive urethane-based paint for your project.
The sealer tends to gum as you’re sanding it, rather
than becoming “powdery.” In fact, you can scrape if
off using your nail. So clearly, this is not the ideal
stuff to use for sealing your guitar body.

If you plan on using lacquer-based paint for your
project like Duplicolor Auto Spray, here are your op-
tions:

Behlen’s Grain Filler - this is a water-based
sealer/grain filler that you can either brush on or spray on using a spray gun/compressor or by
using the Preval Sprayer.

DEFT Lacquer Sanding Sealer - this is a lacquer-
based sealer that can either be brushed on as I’m
doing in FIG 66 or can be sprayed on using a
Preval Sprayer.

SPRAYMAX 2K Rapid Clear - this is a catalyzed
urethane clear that is great for sealing your wood
prior to paint (see FIG 65). Once it’s cured, you can
use ANY kind of paint over top without any fear of
paints being incompatible. This is because, once
cured, it’s really no longer paint.

If you plan to use real automotive paint, then you
should be using SprayMax 2K Clear along with
SprayMax 2K Primer/Filler. Don’t mix lacquer-
based sealer with urethane paint. It’s best to stay
with the same kind of paint throughout. 

If you have access to a spray gun/compressor set up, and have access to automotive paint,
you don’t need to use the aerosol can versions at all. Use similar products that can be applied
with your spray gun. The addition of the catalyst makes the primer and the clear dry and
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FIG 65

Stay away from MINWAX Urethane Sanding Sealer -
at all costs.

FIG 66

http://www.repaintsupply.com/pd_2_part_2k_aerosol.cfm
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000SKZT9Y?ie=UTF8&tag=paiyouowngu03-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000SKZT9Y
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0037MCLUK?ie=UTF8&tag=paiyouowngu03-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B0037MCLUK


harden very fast - within a day or so. Once hardened, you can sand it smooth, then, you can
apply ANYTHING over top without any fear of a reaction in paints.

Brushing On Your Sealer

When brushing on your sealer, don’t be too worried
if it doesn’t appear to be going on smoothly, or it
looks blotchy; what we’re trying to accomplish with
the sealer is simply to fill the grain of the wood.
Whether it looks pretty or not, is irrelevant. 

Lacquer-based sanding sealer dries very quickly,
so if you’re planning on using lacquer-based paint
for this project, you’ll be able to apply most of the
sealer in a day. 

Apply 5 - 8 thin coats around the entire body (even
the binding, if you’re painting a body with binding),
allowing each coat to dry before applying the next. I
tend to hold the guitar by the stick and flip and turn
it, covering the entire body all at once (see FIG 66).
You should try to do the same. If you’re having a
hard time doing that, simply work on one side at a
time, as in Step 3 when you applied the Bondo. If you’re sealing a mahogany body or some-
thing with a deep grain, you’ll have to apply at least 8 coats - possibly more.

Spraying On Your Sealer

I’ve used both methods when applying my sealer coats to various projects, but truthfully, I pre-
fer spraying on my coats. It’s just easier to do it this way - and cleaner, too. 

To apply, use a Preval Sprayer as I’m doing in FIG 67. Pour some sealer into the jar that comes
with the Preval Sprayer, attach the nozzle/sprayer and you’re ready to go. (If you’re new to
using aerosol cans and painting guitars, refer to Step 8 for my spraying technique).

You’ll find that the Preval Sprayer will occasionally spit paint as you’re spraying. This is a result of
the nozzle getting too cold from the compressed air inside. Because it’s only sealer you’re apply-
ing, it’s not a big deal because eventually, you’ll be sanding this down; if it were paint, though, this
could give you some unwanted patterns, if you were trying to create a fade or a sunburst.
You can buy lacquer-based sanding sealer in an aerosol can, but I’m going to recommend that
you don’t buy those; there’s just too much thinner in those cans (which is necessary in order for
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FIG 67

Using a Preval Sprayer to spray on your sealer coats
is very easy to do and requires less clean up.



it to spray nicely without clogging the nozzle). You’ll
spray an entire can and find that your body is no
where NEAR being sealed. 

Just like with brushing on the sealer, you’ll want to
apply 5 - 8 coats of sealer using the Preval Sprayer
around the entire body (even the binding, if you’re
painting a body with binding), allowing each coat to
dry before applying the next.

Once you’ve applied 5 - 8 thin coats, either by
brush or by spraying, it’s time to sand your body
smooth. If you’re painting a body with a flat top
such as a strat, you can use an electric sander on
most of the body. However, avoid using the sander
on any contours; do those areas by hand. 

For sandpaper, start with some 320 wet/dry sand-
paper. You’ll be using it dry. As you sand, keep the
sander moving at all times. This is so that you’ll
sand your body evenly. If you keep your sander in
one area too long, you run the risk of sanding
through the sealer and also possibly going too deep
and affecting your body’s surface.

If you don’t own an electric sander, or don’t feel like
you want to use an electric sander, not a problem;
simply use a sanding block that you bought or
made. Begin by wrapping a piece of 320-grit
wet/dry sandpaper around it. Using the paper dry,
you can sand in a circular motion or you can make
long passes as you sand, but don’t try to work in
one area for too long. Move around the entire body,
bit-by-bit. Remember - what you’re trying to do dur-
ing this step is to smooth out the sealer, so that, in
the end, your body will be perfectly smooth and all
of the grain will have disappeared. 

Using the block will help you to create a flatter,
more-perfect sanding job. You want to remove all of
the bumps and humps, so pay careful attention while sanding. 

When you’ve gotten it to a point where you think it looks pretty good, and you can’t feel any
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FIG 68

You don’t have to use an electric sander to sand your
sealer coat smooth. You can use a sanding block just
as well.

FIG 69

When it comes to sanding the sides, there’s no way
around it - those have to be done by hand.



grain, you’re ready to move on. However, if after sanding, you can still feel the grain of the
wood, or you sanded through in some areas, simply apply three more coats as you did prior.
After the coats have dried, get out the 400-grit sandpaper, and sand the body flat again. Your
goal during this step is to remove ALL of the grain.
You want your body to look like a piece of glass or
plastic that you’re applying your paint to - not wood.
If it’s still showing the grain, your guitar will look like
a fence post - and you don’t want that.

The magic phrase throughout this very important
step is, “don’t be in a hurry.” Prep work that’s done
well will make your paint job look that much more
professional. This is THE step that separates the
amateurs from the potential pros.

If your body is uneven, the paint will not hide that at
all, so don’t even think about moving onto the next
step  until you’ve got your guitar body looking flat
and smooth. If you skip over this step just to rush to
the paint work, you’re cheating yourself out of doing
it properly. Trust me on that. I know that sanding is
boring... but it’s absolutely necessary.

Just remember - your true reward will be an awesome paint job, not just a so-so paint job.

Ready to move on?... Step 7, here we come.
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FIG 70

This is a body that I purchased that was a “Ready-To-
Paint” body from another manufacturer. However, they
sanded through several areas (the lighter areas), so
before painting this body, I had to fix/seal those areas.

IMPORTANT POINTS: If you were able to keep the sealer coat that was already on your
project body, you don’t have to worry about this step at all.

If you’re painting over an existing finish, again, the previous finish will act as your sealer, as
the finish is probably pretty flat. All you need to do is to scuff-sand the body and you’ll be
good to go.

Electric sanders are powerful. If you’re painting an arch top guitar such as a Les Paul-style
guitar, you don’t want to use an electric sander. Rather, choose some sanding sponges in-
stead; they can mold and conform to the arch of the body (whereas, the sander can’t. It will,
in all likelihood, gouge the body in places you don’t want it to.)
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If you plan on painting a Les Paul-style guitar for your Hot Rod project, this step will walk you
through masking the binding.

Typically, you mask off the binding after
sanding the sealer and before painting. 

Masking the binding is not a difficult step -
it’s no harder than anything else involved in
painting a guitar. Preserving the binding
though, will make your body look amazing,
once it’s finished.

The easiest way to mask the binding is to
use 3M Fine Line Tape or Scotch’s Plastic
Tape. Again - for this step, I prefer Plastic
Tape, however, in these photos, I’m using
Fine Line Tape. Sometimes, you just have
to use what’s available. To do this, I use
the 1/8” size. 

I begin by holding an entire roll in my right
hand. As I lay it down, I use my left hand to
press it down along the edge of the binding
- bending it perfectly into position. (That’s
the beauty of this tape - it can be twisted
and turned to follow just about any line or
edge you need.)

I go around the entire top of the body this
way, inch-by-inch, until I’ve followed the
edge of the binding perfectly. As you’re
doing it, don’t be afraid to lift the tape up
and reposition it, either.

When the top is done, I then do the exact same thing along the edge of the binding on the side
- using the 1/8” size.

When both of the edges are done, I then take a roll of 3M 1/4 green masking tape and follow
the fine line tape, making sure it’s overlapping the fine line tape and no gaps are visible.

Although it may seem like a lot of work doing it this way - running the fine line tape along two
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FIG 71

FIG 72



edges, then having to run more tape in between, it’s the cleanest way to do it, and it’ll give you
close-to-perfect results. (As long as you’ve followed the edge of the binding perfectly.)

Plus, I also recommend using these
sizes specifically over any larger
sizes. 

If your project body has binding on
the bottom as well, just repeat the
same technique you just used.
However, be careful when moving
the body on the surface it’s sitting
on; you don’t want to accidentally
remove the tape you just laid.

You’ll find that this step is not diffi-
cult at all, just a little time-consum-
ing. 

Remember - there’s never a hurry
for doing the prep work; the better
the job you do now, the better the
final outcome.

Once the binding has been masked, pat yourself on the back.

You’re now ready to move onto Step 8.
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FIG 73

This is a custom airbrush job I did on an ESP LTD. This paint job looks so
much better because I preserved the awesome binding they put on these
guitars by masking it off.
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So, you may be wondering why we’re spraying primer and not jumping straight to the paint?
Well, for a couple of reasons: Primer helps to bond the paint to the body. Without it, you may
find that your paint is doing strange things as it hits the sealer. The primer tends to make the
paint stick nicely, eliminating any “funky” patches in your paint.

Primer is also good to use because it allows
you to see any flaws that you might’ve
missed during the sealing stage. The primer
acts like a sealer too, because it fills any left-
over grain and/or any little dings or holes that
may still be there. It can be sanded just like
the sealer. You’ll see what I mean after
you’ve applied your first few coats and
they’ve dried. You’ll be able to see first-hand
whether you did an excellent job of sealing
your body or just a “so-so” job. If it appears
your sealer is uneven, sand the primer down
and reapply a few more coats of primer to
help even it out.

If you find that, after you’ve applied a couple
of coats of primer that your body doesn’t look
anywhere near as flat and smooth as it
should, don’t be afraid to continue sanding -
even if it means that you remove all of the primer to help even it all out.

I’ve said it already once, but I’ll say it again: Sealing your body properly prior to paint is what
sets potential pros apart from amateurs. You don’t have to tell me that sanding is tedious - I’ve
been doing it for over 25 years. But think of sealing and prepping your body as the foundation
of your paint work - without a great surface to paint on, your paint work will look plain BAD - no
matter how crisp your lines may be. If you spend the effort to properly sand and level your
sealer, and you make sure that no grain is showing through, your paint work will be that much
better because of that little extra effort. So, if that means sanding your primer coats right off in
an effort to level the sealer, then do it. So, back to priming. 

To begin, for this project, I’m using urethane enamel paint which is true automotive paint put
into spray cans. For the primer, I used SprayMax 2K Primer Filler (see FIG XX for all paints in-
volved in this project). This primer contains a catalyst which you mix into the primer via a noz-
zle on the bottom of the can. For a complete description on how to engage the nozzle and
release the catalyst, see page XX. The SprayMax 2K Clear I used for this project is identical,
and I explain how to use these cans on this page. I’ll assume that you read and understand the
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FIG 74

Spraying the primer, and... WEARING MY MASK!



procedure, so once I release the catalyst into the primer via the nozzle, the can has to be
shaken for at least 2 minutes so that the catalyst is evenly distributed throughout the primer.
When that’s been done, I’m ready to start.

When applying primer, you’ll find that it dries very fast; before you’ve even finished the entire
body, most of the area you began with will be dry. Still, you want to give yourself at least 30
minutes between coats to allow the primer to completely dry and settle. If you pay attention,
you’ll notice a big difference in the primer from when you finish spraying to 30 minutes later.
You’ll notice that it’s much more level.

When applying your
primer coats (as well as
paint coats and clear
coats) you want to avoid
applying heavy coats as
much as possible. Spray-
ing thin coats allows the
primer, paint, and clear to
dry faster with zero runs.
In fact, I don’t even re-
member the last time I got
a bad run in my paint. 

Once you can understand
the concept of thin coats,
you’ll be that much further
ahead. I know that it’s
human nature to want to
keep applying paint until
you’ve got a nice, solid
color, but that desire will
only lead to disaster. Trust
me on that. Thin coats at
all times. Take your time!

So, now that I’ve drilled
that into your head (but I
will address it again), let
me discuss my technique
for spray painting in gen-
eral because you’ll be
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FIG 75



using this technique, or a similar one, for ALL
of your spray painting, not just while using
the primer. (This explanation assumes that
you have virtually no experience with spray
painting. If you have experience and want to
do it your way, then, by all means, go right
ahead.)

The first thing you should know is, like doing
anything well, technique is very important.
The better your spraying technique, the bet-
ter the final results. That’s not to say that
your painting has to be absolutely flawless - it
doesn’t. However, you should concentrate on
trying to do as good a job as possible, apply-
ing thin coats instead of thick coats at all
times... This is A MUST. 

When you’re ready to start spraying the
primer, you’re going to be holding the guitar
in one hand while you spray with the other
(see FIG 74).

I hold the guitar many different ways while
spraying - upside down, right-side up, side-
ways, etc. Hold it whichever way is comfort-
able for you. If you find that the guitar body is
a little heavy for you, try painting the body with
the guitar upside down as I’m doing in FIG 74.
This way, the weight of the body is above your
hand rather than below. If this method is still
too heavy for you, hang the guitar and spray
sections at a time (see FIG 76).

As I paint, I like to overlap each coat by
about 50%. I start my first pass across the
body, half on the body and half off (see FIG
75). I also like to start the spray off the body
and run the spray past the body (see FIG 75).
Doing this makes for a much cleaner pass across and virtually eliminates paint spatters (the
paint shooting out in big drops). 
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FIG 76

If holding your guitar by the stick and painting it is too difficult
for you, simply hang it up in a spot where you can walk around
it and spray it. 

FIG 77

After spraying your primer coats, if your body is still not level,
get out a sanding block, some 320-grit sandpaper, and sand
the body down so it’s level. Don’t be afraid to sand off a lot of
the primer in an effort to get a perfectly even surface. 



As in FIG 75, I run my first pass across left to right,
followed by the next pass right to left, the next left to
right, etc., overlapping each pass by roughly 50%. I zig-
zag my way up the entire body this way, both sides.

For the next coat, I like to go in the opposite direction;
for example, if I went left to right, right to left for the
first coat, I’ll go up and down, down and up for the
next coat; again, always overlap each pass by
roughly 50%. I feel doing it this way helps to even out
any inconsistencies in my spraying technique. Most
cans allow you to change the nozzle’s fan, so if your
can’s nozzle moves, change its position to allow you
to hold it the exact same way while spraying up-down,
down-up. 

When I apply each coat, I usually do the sides of the
guitar body first, followed by the back, and then the
front. The reason I do this is that if the paint is coming
out of the can in an inconsistent manner, then it’ll be
on areas of the guitar that aren’t so visible. You can
try it this way to see if it’s comfortable for you. 

When painting the sides, I paint similarly to the rest of
the body; I start the spray half on the side and half off
the side, and I overlap all of the coats. For painting
the bottom of the guitar, I flip the body upside down
and spray two to four passes, overlapping the coats
by 50%. 

Another important aspect to painting is your tempo.
Each pass across the body is roughly 1 - 1.5 full sec-
onds. I definitely don’t zip across the body spraying on little bits of paint and neither should you.
I allow for good coverage, and I always try to maintain a distance of about 10” from the body. 

In case you’re starting to worry that you’re not going to do a good job, let me let you in on an
important fact: when a paint job has some sort of design on it like this project, you’ll be putting
on roughly 30 thin coats of paint. If you’re worried that one bad or uneven paint coat is going to
ruin the job, don’t worry about it - it won’t.

Alright, let’s discuss the primer coats again. You’ll be applying thin coats of primer, allowing
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FIG 78

After I applied my primer on another project body, I
could still see some grain.

FIG 79

I applied Bondo right over top of the primer.



each coat to dry completely before applying another.
In between each coat, look for little surface bumps. If
you find any, which most likely, you will, sand them
lightly with 400-grit wet/dry sandpaper not using any
water. Your goal is to try and cover the entire body
with solid coat of primer and to keep the surface of
the body relatively smooth. Expect to do roughly five
coats of primer over the entire body. If you acciden-
tally sand through your primer to sealer, just leave it.
That won’t affect the paint.

After your final coat, give the body one final light
sanding with 600-grit wet/dry sandpaper dry to re-
move any bumps or blemishes. 

Congratulations! Your body is now ready for your first
coat of color!
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FIG 80

Once the Bondo was dry, I sanded it flat using 320-
grit.

FIG 81

Once the Bondo was dry, I sanded it flat using 320-
grit, then applied a bit more primer over top to check
its evenness.

IMPORTANT: If you use Bondo® over top of
primer, be aware that it can start to dissolve
the primer. Try to dab it on, spread it once,
then leave it.

Once the Bondo has dried (give it at least
three hours, but possibly longer), sand it back
down to smooth and flat using 400-grit wet/dry
sandpaper and use it dry. The Bondo sands
very nicely, so this should be a fairly easy fix,
but still - use a careful touch. When you’re
done sanding the area, it’ll probably look like
FIG 80.

Remove any excess dust and debris on the
body with a damp paper towel or tack cloth.
Allow it to be free of any water before spraying
the primer again. Apply light coats until even-
tually, the area is smooth and flat like FIG 81.
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When I decided to update this book and showcase some new and improved proj-
ects, I wanted to offer a little more variation between the projects, so that you could
learn a little more about possible options you didn’t know you had when painting
your own guitar.

That got me thinking about a guitar I once saw way back in the 80’s that I
never forgot. This guitar in particular was painted a purple sparklescent
color. It was a Jackson guitar and it was amazing! I LOVED that guitar! So,
I thought that I would try and recreate that guitar as best I can for this 
first project. 

Now, although the title of this book suggests you can do all of this stuff with
spray cans, for this project, because of the uniqueness of the color, it is not
available in a spray can. However, by using just one product you can get
at any hardware store, I was able to do what normally couldn’t have been
done, and I was able to create a guitar with a totally custom color!

If your first project is going to be a simple one-color paint job, this is
pretty much everything you’ll need to do to paint your first guitar - minus
the custom color.

Ready to get started?

Let’s GO!
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Typically, for a one-color paint job, you pick your
spray can colors, along with some primer, and some
clear, and you’re good to go. However, there are
times when you may want a color that you can’t get
in a spray can. This is where some handy acces-
sories really serve a purpose. 

One of those accessories is a Preval Sprayer. The
Preval Sprayer (see FIG 2) allows you to add any kind
of paint into the jar and attach it to the aerosol top to
apply the paint as a spray. Although it’s not flawless, it
does work well for certain applications. I use a Preval
Sprayer to apply sanding sealer, and I use it at times to
apply custom-mixed base coat colors. 

This is the perfect tool for you to have at your dis-
posal if there comes a time when you can’t find the
color you want; simply mix the color you’re looking
for using two colors (or, possibly three colors), then
spray it on using a Preval Sprayer.

Although I’m ready to start this project, before I can
begin, there are two things I need to do first: 

The first thing I need to do is to thin this paint prop-
erly. The Auto Air paint that comes straight out of the
bottle is too thick to be sprayed through a Preval, so
it needs to be thinned. Although this paint is water-
based, you don’t add water to it; you add a reducer -
which is made by Auto Air (see FIG 1) - specifically
designed for this line of paint. 

Deciding how much to thin this paint requires creat-
ing a mixture, then testing it. I usually start around
80% paint, 20% reducer, and go from there. If the
paint is too thick, I add reducer; if it’s too runny, I
squeeze more paint from the bottle.

In FIG 3, you can see that the paint is too runny, so from here, it’s just a matter of squeezing a
little bit at a time until I got a good flow that wasn’t going to run.
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FIG 1

Purple Sparklescent is the color I used for this project.
It’s made by Createx and the line of paint is called
AUTO AIR. The bottles are 4oz in size, but there’s
plenty left over after you’ve applied your base coat.

FIG 2

Purple Sparklescent is the color I used for this project.
It’s made by Createx and the line of paint is called
AUTO AIR. The bottles are 4oz in size, but there’s
plenty left over after you’ve applied your base coat.



One thing to keep in mind when using a Preval
Sprayer is, as you spray, the top gets very cold,
and when that happens, it starts to spit the paint.
The remedy for this is to have a second sprayer,
so you can alternate between different tops when
one is too cold to spray nicely.

Once I have the right ratio of paint-to-reducer, the
second thing I need to do is: 

Apply a base coat before the purple. These Auto
Air colors look best when they are sprayed over a
base coat. The base coat can be white, silver,
gold, grey, or black and should be an automotive
urethane - for compatibility reasons. All of the
base coats cause subtle differences in the purple.
For this guitar, I’m used a basic white base coat.

For my white base coat, I’m using real automotive
paint put into a spray can because I need all of my
paints to be compatible with eachother. The white
urethane base coat is compatible with the Spray-
Max 2K Primer which is also compatible with the
SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear, which is also com-
patible with Auto Air. That’s the nice thing about
using Auto Air; it works really well with the auto-
motive paints and clear coats because it’s water-
based. 

I could’ve used Auto Air’s white as well, but I
wanted to minimize my usage with the Preval
Sprayer; they’re good - but, not great. And, let me
just say this - if this specific color had been avail-
able in a spray can, I would’ve gone with that op-
tion over using the Preval Sprayer.  

Before I spray my first base coat of white, I use a
can of compressed air to blow into all of the body
cavities to remove any debris that may still be in there (close your eyes or wear goggles to pre-
vent getting debris and dust in your eyes).
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FIG 3

Obviously, this paint is too runny, so to fix, I simply
squeezed a little more paint until I got just the right ratio
of paint-to-reducer for the Preval Sprayer. If I were using
a spray gun to apply the purple, the ratio of paint-to-re-
ducer would’ve been different. That’s because I have the
ability to increase the PSI on the compressor to push
more air through the gun, so a thicker paint can be
sprayed.

FIG 4

Using the sticky side of a piece of tape can make it very
easy to remove paint chips or any other debris still on
your body’s surface prior to applying your first coat of
paint. Do this before every coat of paint you apply.



Once that’s complete, I still give the body a “once-
over” using a folded piece of masking tape to re-
move any bits of debris that could still be on the
body, (see FIG 4). I give  it one more “once-over” to
make sure there are no bits of debris on the body.
Now, I’m ready to spray some paint!

As with all of the coats of paint I apply, I use my up-
down, down-up, zig-zag method (see FIG 5) that I
showed you in Step 8: Applying Your Primer, when
applying all of my coats: primer, paint, and clear.
The reason I do this is, I feel it helps to even out
any inconsistencies in my spraying technique. Keep
in mind that most cans allow you to change the noz-
zle’s fan spray, so if your can’s nozzle can rotate,
change its position to allow you to hold the can the
exact same way while spraying up-down, down-up. 

Keep your spray can roughly 8” - 10” away from the
body and try to maintain and even tempo when
spraying. Typically, it takes me 1 - 1.5 seconds to
make one pass across the body. At this distance,
that seems to be just enough paint to be a good coat
- not too thick, not too thin. And, no runs.

After five thin coats were applied, I had a good
white base to work with. I allowed each coat to dry
at least 30 minutes before spraying the next coat.
You won’t have to sand between coats unless you
find a bad run (see notes below on how to deal with
a run).

Make sure that your color is solid and that you can’t
see any primer. 

After waiting 30 minutes, I then started applying the
purple-sparklescent using my zig-zag method and
applying the paint in thin coats. 

The fact that this paint is water-based, it doesn’t dry
nearly as quick as a solvent-based paint, so I al-
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FIG 5

Typically, I always wear a mask unless I’m shooting
video footage where I need to talk while demonstrat-
ing. Here I am spraying my final coat of white. Five
thin coats total. WEAR YOUR MASK! 

FIG 6

Using a Preval Sprayer, I’m applying the sparklescent
purple. The problem with the Preval Sprayer is it’s in-
consistent with its airflow. That’s not good when using
a transparent paint. I’m risking it and doing the best
that I can with it. Wish me luck!



lowed each coat to dry for at least an hour before
applying the next coat. Even if the paint looks dry at
30 minutes, I still wait the full hour. Why am I wait-
ing that long? Simple: one thing I’ve learned about
painting guitars for 25 years is... never be in a
hurry! Take your time, do it right. When you rush,
you make mistakes.

Now, a very important thing to remember when ap-
plying any kind of paint that has some sort of shim-
mer or sparkle in it is that you have to shake it up
really well before you apply it. If you don’t, the paint
will look blotchy and uneven. The Preval Sprayer
comes with a cap for the jar, so I made sure I
capped the jar and shook the paint real well before
applying my next coat. 

If at any time you get a run in your base coat, you
need to stop painting and try this: hold the guitar in a
horizontal position for several minutes (see FIG 7).
This will stop the paint from running, and hopefully,
it’ll allow the paint to even out and just blend in with
the rest of the paint. 

If it doesn’t, then you’ll need to allow the body to dry
for a few days, then follow the tips below. THEN, if
necessary, resume and apply more base coat until
your color is solid and uniform.

When your body’s base coat is complete, you’re
ready to move to Step 10.
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FIG 7

FIG 8

My finished purple-sparklescent body. Overall, it
turned out okay using the Preval Sprayer, but it
would’ve been better had it been done using a spray
can or had I used a spray gun. Still, once it’s sanded
and buffed, it’ll look GREAT!

IMPORTANT: Between each coat, make
sure that you’re turning your spray can up-
side-down and spraying to unclog the noz-
zle. This really does keep the nozzle
clean. If you want your paint to go on nice,
with no spitting, don’t forget to do this.



paintyourownguitar.com

STEP 9: SPRAYING THE BASE COAT
78

PAINTING OUTDOORS: If you live in an area of the country where you get rain and snow,
painting outdoors will be difficult. You DO NOT want to be painting when it’s raining or driz-
zling. Water hitting the body while you paint will cause air bubbles and imperfections, which
may be impossible to fix. If you’re scheduled to paint on a day when the weather is bad,
don’t paint that day. Wait as long as you have to in order for it to be clear and dry. 

DEALING WITH RUNS: All runs should be removed as best as possible before proceed-
ing to your clear coats. If you find a run that looks like it may be a problem, start by taking a
small piece of 600-grit wet/dry sandpaper with no water and, with a delicate touch, try to re-
move as much of it as you can, rubbing in the direction of the drip with light pressure. Be
very careful not to go down to primer or wood. “Proceed with caution,” as the sign would
say.  It doesn’t have to be absolutely perfect; just try to level it out as best as you can. 

As long as you’ve taken out the meat of the run, you’ll be okay to move on. However, if you
used a paint color like this sparklescent, you’ll need to apply a coat to the entire side of the
body where the drip was to blend it all in. If you used a basic color like black or red, simply
spot spray the area to put a solid color back in place. 

In fact, if it’s on the top (or bottom), lay the guitar flat and spray just in the area of the sand-
through. Just shoot a copy of sprays on it and let it sit for an hour. Come back and do it
again. Repeat until the color is solid again. Keeping your guitar flat will help to build up the
paint without it running again.

Later in the book, I address how to handle a drip in the clear.
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The paint portion of this project is done, so now, all we
need to do is apply the clear. Then, we can move to the
finishing steps. Hopefully, you’re happy with what you’ve
accomplished thus far. The good news is, this step is
probably the easiest of all of the steps.

For this project, I used SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear, so
before I begin spraying, I want to explain a little bit about
this 2-component clear.

As I explained earlier, lacquer paint can take a few
months to cure, and that seems to be quite unfavorable to
some people who are Paint Your Own Guitar students.
However, lacquer allows the instrument to resonate better
than uretahnes, and that is a major advantage to using it.
Keep in mind - there are PROs and CONs to every type
of paint.

That being said, sometimes, I just want to finish a guitar
fast, and give it as durable a finish as I can, and that’s
where SprayMax 2K Clear comes in handy.

The spray can contains both clear and a catalyst (also
called an activator or hardener) within the can, with each
housed in separate compartments within the can. 

To activate the catalyst, begin by shaking the can vigor-
ously for two minutes, then remove the red cap from the
top of the can (see FIG 9). Place it on the nozzle that
you’ll find on the bottom of the can (see FIG 10), then flip
the can so the red cap is now on the ground (see FIG 11).
Use both hands to push down on the can so the nozzle
goes into the catalyst compartment and releases the cat-
alyst into the clear. That’s how to activate the catalyst.

Once activated, the contents within the can are only good
for 24 hours. After that, it’ll be unusable. The good news
is, we’ll be using everything inside the can on Day 1 of
applying your clear.

As always, before you start spraying anything, always in-
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FIG 9

Begin by removing the red cap from the top of
the SprayMax Can.

FIG 10

Turn the can upside-down and place the red
cap on the nozzle underneath.

FIG 11

Turn the can reside-up again so that the red
cap is now resting on the ground. Use two
hands and press down firmly on the can to re-
lease the catalyst.



spect the body for any debris or dust that may
be on the body. Use the folded-over masking
tape and can of compressed air to prep the
body and remove anything that may be on
there. Remember, if you don’t do this, then
whatever’s on there after you apply the clear
is there forever.

As you’re already familiar with how to spray
your paint, follow the same technique you
used earlier when spraying the primer and
base coats. Begin by holding the guitar in one
hand while you spray with the other (see FIG
12). 

When you’ve finished applying all of your
coats of clear (which should take you at least
a couple of days to do), you’ll probably notice
that the finish has an orange peel look/texture
to it like the guitar in FIG 13. Don’t worry about
that - that’s perfectly normal... and, that’s not
how the guitar will look when you’re all done.

Also, when applying your coats, don’t be con-
cerned with any coats that don’t seem to have
a nice, consistent look to them. All of that will
get fixed later. Wetsanding eliminates the or-
ange peel look and gets rid of all irregularities
in the finish.

Now, before you begin spraying, here’s what
you want to keep in mind about applying ure-
thanes that require an activator/catalyst: A new
coat doesn’t bind to previous coats the same
way that lacquers do. So, when applying
coats, you want to apply a new coat while the
previous coat is still a little tacky. 

Here’s how I typically apply my urethane clear
coats:
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FIG 12

When applying clear, I always start by spraying the sides first,
followed by the back, then the front. This is my regular routine
that I use on every guitar I paint.

FIG 13

Here’s a close-up of the orange peel that is common when
spraying several coats of paint. As the paint builds up, it de-
velops a dimply appearance.



DAY 1
• Apply 2 dust coats (also known as tack coats) -
roughly 2 minutes between each coat

• Apply 3 - 4 wet coats (medium coats) - roughly 5
minutes between each coat
That’s all that should be applied for Day 1. Most
likely, your can will be empty - or, close to it.

DAY 2
Even though your design is only a one-color job,
you’ll still want to apply another can of clear.
You’re doing this so that, when it comes time to
sand the clear coats to level your finish, you don’t
accidentally sand through the clear to the paint,
and ruin your hard work.

Because you’re applying this   additional clear the
following day, you’ll want to sand the entire sur-
face like I’ve done in FIG 14 using 600-grit wet/dry
sandpaper - and, use it dry. Doing this helps to
bind the new clear to the old clear. If you don’t
sand the old clear, when it comes time to sand,
you may see the separation in the clear - from Day
1 - and the next time it was applied (see FIG 15).
They don’t blend into eachother.

When applying additional coats of clear on the fol-
lowing day (less than 24 hours), here’s how you
should proceed:

DAY 2
• Apply 2 dust coats (also known as tack coats) -
roughly 2 minutes between each coat (same as
Day 1)

• Apply 3 wet coats (medium coats) - roughly 5
minutes between each coat (same as Day 1)

This should be enough clear for a one-color design,
but keep in mind, if you proceed to the wetsanding step, and you find that you are risking sanding
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FIG 14

Using 600-grit wet/dry sandpaper dry, I sand the entire
surface of this body before applying additional coats of
SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear. When using catalyzed
paint, this is necessary to help bind one day’s coats to
the next.

FIG 15

In this photo, I’ve circled the area where, after sanding, I
noticed that the new clear did not bind properly with the
old clear. It’s obvious that I waited too long between
coats (Yes, I did wait too long. Between filming, making
notes, and taking photos, I did indeed wait too long). To
fix this is pretty straightforward; all I need to do is apply
another 3 -4 medium wet coats of clear, then that can be
sanded, and this problem will disappear.



through, or you do see some color on your sandpa-
per, stop what you’re doing, and be prepared to re-
peat what you did on DAY 2 again.

For now, though - two cans of the SprayMax 2K
Urethane Clear should be enough.

When all of your clear coats have been applied,
allow your clear to harden for a week. When a
week has past, it’s on to Step 11.
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FIG 17

My body now contains two full days of clear - roughly 7
coats.

FIG 16

Before I begin sanding the finish before spraying more
clear on Day 2, I carefully remove the masking I put on
over these sleeves. I remove them now but I apply new
ones before I add additional clear. The reason I remove
them is, it’s much easier to get a clean cut around them
now rather than after two day full days of clear.

PLEASE NOTE: When using lacquers,
there’s a period of 2 - 3 months where you
need to let the body sit and cure. This is just
the way that lacquers work. So, if you use
lacquer for any of your projects, keep in mind
that you need to let the paint cure before you
proceed to the finishing steps.

With SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear, there is
no curing time because the hardener which
you release into the clear hardens the paint. 

That’s why we’re proceeding to Step 11 as
soon as we are.

Still, I typically recommend that you wait a
week before you proceed to the finishing
steps. 
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THE STICK



Now that you’ve applied all of your coats of clear,
and allowed the paint to harden for the recom-
mended period, you won’t need to hang the body
anymore, so it’s time to remove the stick.

If you inserted a shim when you applied the stick,
this will make it easier for you to separate the stick
from the body.

Before you remove the stick, make sure that, if the
clear has built up on the side of the stick where it
meets the body, use your X-Acto knife to score the
edge (cut finely) where they meet to avoid pulling
any of the finish off as you remove the stick.

Score it a few times so that when you remove the
screws and stick, it separates easily from the body.

If you left a gap so your stick wasn’t touching your
body, it should remove very easily. 

If you used a bolt like I did, begin by loosening your
nut or wing nut from the bolt (see FIG 18), then flip
the guitar over. Make sure you score around the bolt
or washer where it meets the finish like I’m doing in
FIG 19. If you were to try and force the bolt out, if
could pull off a lot of the finish. Scoring it prevents
you from doing that.

Once you’ve scored around the bolt or washer, push
the bolt through like I’ve done in FIG 20. Once it’s
out, use your X-Acto knife to pry up the washer. 

If you find that you’re unable to do any work on your
body for an extended period of time, I suggest that
you put the stick back on and hang the body. Don’t
rest it against anything when you’re not working on it.

This is just a precaution so that nothing happens to the finish while you’re taking a break. When
you’re finished, let’s move on to Step 12.
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FIG 18

FIG 19

FIG 20
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Before you start panicking, let me say this: 
No - you are NOT going to ruin your finish by
sanding it! Actually, nothing could be further
from the truth! If you do an excellent job with
this step, and with all of the prior steps, your
body will shine like you never thought possible.

Yes, during this step, you’re going to sand the
body back down to a dull, flat finish, eliminating
all of the orange peel. 

However, before you begin, look your body
over for any runs. If you have any, be sure to
jump to Step 13 before you begin your main
sanding. Take care of the runs first, then come
back to this step.

Now, back to sanding. before I begin, first, I
need to cut around the pieces of masking that I
used to cover the bridge sleeves (see FIG 21).
Using my X-Acto knife, I score lightly around
the masking, then cut through it with the blade.
Using the blade and my fingers, I remove it by
pulling it back slowly. I’m very careful not to let
my blade slip, otherwise, I’ll put a cut in the fin-
ish - and there won’t be any way to hide that.  

To begin sanding, I’ll use one of my sanding
blocks with a piece of the 320-grit sandpaper
wrapped around it, like the one in FIG 22.
Also, notice that I have a spray bottle in my
other hand; this is so that I can add water
freely while I’m sanding. As I sand, I tend to
get a good rhythm going and I don’t really like to stop because my surface is drying up, so the
spray bottle really does serve a good purpose here by allowing me to keep the surface wet and
my sanding going.

If you do want to use a spray bottle, do your best to avoid getting water inside the holes/cavi-
ties. Getting water inside the holes and into the wood could cause the wood to swell and this
could crack or buckle your finish. I tend to spray on the outsides of the body, then use my sand-
ing block to work it into the areas I’m working on. 

paintyourownguitar.com

STEP 12: WETSANDING THE FINISH
88

FIG 21

FIG 22



Initially, you CAN sand without water, if you
want; I just find that the water does make it a lit-
tle easier to get a good rhythm going.

Although, I sand in a circular motion for majority
of this step, because of the body’s shape,
sometimes that’s not possible, like when you’re
sanding the horns (see FIG 24). For these
areas, I sand in a back and forth motion.

While sanding, l do tend to work in small areas
(3”X3”), but I move around rather quickly - try-
ing to level the entire finish at the same time
rather than focusing on just one area (see FIG
25). 

As you’re doing your sanding, if you dry off your
body, you’re going to notice that it’s getting quite
scratched up from this first sanding with the 320-
grit (see FIG 26). This is normal, but this is why
it’s necessary to sand with all of these grits:
320, 400, 600, 800, 1000, 1500, 2000, and pos-
sibly even 2500 and higher. The higher you go
with the grits of sandpaper, the more scratches
you’ll eliminate, and the easier it’ll be to buff the
body to a beautiful, glossy shine. In fact, it’s al-
most effortless. (If you only sand up to 600 or
800-grit, you’ll need to use both a rubbing com-
pound, then a swirl remover during the buffing
step. You’ll also spend a lot longer with the buff-
ing step if you only sanded up to 600 or 800-
grit.) 

When sanding, I don’t press too hard as I’m
sanding. I let the grit of the paper do most of the
work. When you notice that your paper is not
quite removing enough of the finish, it’s time to
put on a fresh piece and resume. 

Because all of the leveling is done with the 320-
grit (and 400-grit), you’ll most likely spend more time with those grits of sandpaper than the
other grits. I normally go through 2-3 sheets of 320 during this sanding. For the other grits, I
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FIG 23

As you wetsand, your sandpaper will start to get a buildup
of clear that’s being removed with the sanding. Use a fin-
gernail to scrap this off, then continue sanding. If you leave
this buildup on the sandpaper, if can put deep scratches
into your finish.

FIG 24

I tend to use a back and forth motion on the horns when
leveling the finish using 320-grit. Later, after the finish is
level, I’ll switch to more of a circular motion.



normally use less than one full sheet - plenty
left over for future guitars.

Every few minutes, I like to stop and remove
the excess water and inspect the surface. if you
notice areas of the finish that are still shiny
while most of it appears dull (see FIG 28), you
still have some orange peel left, so continue
your sanding.

Remember - your goal with the 320-grit is to
achieve a perfectly flat surface, so you have to
eliminate all shiny spots; these are the areas
that are sitting lower. As you wetsand, you’re re-
moving excess clear coating to help even out
the finish. This is why it was important that you
apply as much clear as you did; it’s unlikely that
you’ll sand through to the paint with this many
coats of clear on the body. When you’re all fin-
ished with your wetsanding, you’ll probably
have just about 2 - 3 coats of clear left - and
that’s plenty.

When I’ve gotten my body sanded smooth and I
think that all of the ridges are gone, I can move
to the 400-grit. 

Before I move to the 400-grit, though, I perform
a very simple test: I close my eyes and rub my
finger over the guitar body - small sections at a
time (I make sure the body’s dry, too). What this
test does is it takes out the visual and allows
me to FEEL whether the surface is flat or not.
As I rub my finger over the body, if it isn’t flat or
level, I’ll feel my finger dip slightly as I move
around the body. If I feel this, I go back to wet-
sanding with my block until I don’t feel the dips
anymore. 

This “feel” test is something you can do on ALL of your project guitars. Whether it’s just a 1-
color job or a 7-color job, the finger doesn’t lie! If it’s flat, it’ll feel flat; if there are ridges, you’ll
feel the ridges.
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FIG 25

I move around the entire body trying to slowly level the en-
tire finish rather than just focusing in one area.

FIG 26

Here’s my body after finishing the wetsanding with 320-grit.
Although the finish is flat, it has a lot of fine scratches that
have to be sanded out with the higher grits. 



So, once I pass my “feel” test, I’m ready to
move on to 400-grit. My goal with this grit is
simply to reduce the amount of scratches left on
the body from the 320-grit. Also, from here on
out, I don’t really use a sanding block anymore
simply because the body has been leveled.

Always be very careful when sanding on the
edges of a body. If your beveled edges (or
rounded sides) are roughly 1/4”, which is what a
Strat has, you can probably sand with a 600-
grit, but It’s extremely easy to go through to the
paint and primer and right to the wood when
sanding on the edges if you’re not careful. This
area is just extremely delicate. If your beveled
edges are roughly 1/8”, use nothing coarser
than a 1000-grit. In other words, do not use a
220, 320, or 400 grit on the edges - you’ll sand
through. Sand in one direction and be GENTLE
(see FIG 27). 

Every time you introduce a new, finer grit to
your wetsanding, you’ll find that as you sand,
it’ll have a scratchier sound to it - telling you
how many scratches are still left on the body.
You’ll also be able to feel it, too, as you sand.
As you spend several minutes with your new
grit, you’ll find that the scratchiness is less obvi-
ous, meaning that you’re reducing the
scratches as you’re wetsanding. That’s good.
However, as you switch to an even finer grit, the
scratchy sound will be back. But, as you con-
tinue wetsanding with this new, finer grit, it’ll
once again become less noticeable. 

That’s why it’s imperative that you really spend
the time to wetsand properly - and that means,
taking your time and doing it right. If you try and
blow through it just so you can buff, you’re only
cheating yourself. Your finish will look SO much
better if you just spend the time. That may mean
20 minutes or more with each grit after your initial sanding with the 320-grit. This is where pa-
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FIG 27

Be very careful when sanding the bevel, or rounded sides
of your body. For this body, because it has a 1/4” bevel, I
used a 600-grit paper to sand the edges very carefully. If
you have a bevel that’s more square - like a 1/8”, use noth-
ing coarser than a 1000-grit - to prevent sanding through. I
also tend to go in one direction rather than sanding back
and forth.

FIG 28

When you see shiny spots in your finish like the ones here,
this means that your finish is still uneven. With continued
sanding, this will even out and the shiny spots will disap-
pear.



tience really comes into play. If you thought
waiting for your finish to harden was tough, this
is equally as tough. But, if you find yourself get-
ting impatient, just keep telling yourself - you’ve
waited this long, what’s another few hours. 

When you’ve completed the body with the 400-
grit, move to the 600-grit and do the same thing
again. Once you’ve gone over the entire body
with the 600-grit for at least 20 minutes, or until
the scratchy sound is less noticeable, I recom-
mend following that up with an even finer grit
like 800 (or 1000) to help reduce surface
scratches. Using a 1000-grit and a 1500-grit
after the 800-grit will produce a nice, smooth
surface with a dull shine to it that, when buffed,
will give you a virtually scratch-free factory fin-
ish. In fact, if you wetsand with 1500-grit or
higher, your body will buff up so fast, it’ll
SCARE YOU.

Remember - the most crucial part of the wet-
sanding work you do will be done with the 320-
grit. The 320-grit is coarse enough to even out
the orange peel whereas the other grits are re-
ally more for finishing and eliminating scratches.

Once again, take your time with this - look to
spend a good 2-3 hours doing the wetsanding. 
You can, if you choose, wetsand with even
higher grits such as 2000, 2500, 3000, 4000,
etc. All of these grits will help to eliminate sur-
face scratches even more and polish your finish
at the same time. However, you’ll only find
these grits at an auto paint supply store.

When you’ve completed the wetsanding
process, you’re ready to move on. Thankfully,
you can begin the next step immediately!
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FIG 29

The body has been leveled with 320-grit, so from here on
out, I don’t need to use the sanding block anymore. I can
simply sand with all of the higher grits by hand.

FIG 30

Here’s my body sanded with 2000-grit. It’s virtually scratch-
free and already starting to get a dull shine!
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IMPORTANT: When you begin wetsanding, if you find that the 320-grit is not evening out
the paint as well as you want it to, you can switch to a 220-grit, but be very careful; this
WILL even out the paint very quickly. However, it’ll also be easier to go through the clear to
the paint, so adjust the pressure as you use the 220-grit - you won’t have to press nearly
as hard as with the 320-grit. Avoid using 220-grit on the edges of the body - use it only on
the top (and the back).

IMPORTANT: Pay very close attention as you’re doing this final sanding. If you see color
starting to appear on your sandpaper at any time, stop immediately. Dry your guitar body off
using some 100% cotton. When it’s completely dried, you’ll have to put more coats of clear
back on the body. Look to put another full can of clear on, just to be safe. When the addi-
tional clear coats having been applied, wait a week before resuming with the wetsanding.

RECAP: Wetsanding is THE step that determines how scratch-free your finish will be. So,
here’s a recap: 320 and 400-grit even out the layers of paint and get rid of the orange peel,
but they also scratch up the finish a lot. In order to get rid of those scratches, you need to
perform wetsanding with each grit to get rid of the scratches. So, as you begin with a 600-
grit after your paint has been leveled, you can hear that it sounds very scratchy when wet-
sanding. As you go over the entire body and spend a good 20 minutes or so, it'll become
less evident.

However, as soon as you jump to the next grit - let's say 800, you'll hear the scratchiness
once again. So, you need to continue to wetsand until that’s not so obvious - no matter
how long. This tells you how scratched up your finish is, and the only way to remove the
scratches is to continue to wetsand. Same for all of the other grits. By the time you get to
1500 and 2000, (or 2500, if you want to go up that high), you need to spend an equal
amount of time with each grit, getting rid of the scratches and getting rid of the abrasive
sound when wetsanding. The better a job you do with each grit, the more scratch-free your
finish will be.

It's really hard to explain wetsanding and to teach you to know when enough is enough be-
cause it's really hard to tell how scratched up your body is until you buff. This is why it's cru-
cial that you apply 2 cans of clear. When wetsanding, you're removing a lot of it to even it
out. Spend the time to do a great job with all of the grits and you can expect a close-to-
scratch-free-finish.

FINALLY: Don’t forget to sand equally around all cavities and holes. I still tend to have more
scratches left in the finish in these areas than any other areas, so sometimes, after I start
buffing, if I see more scratches in those areas than I want, I going back to wetsanding with
the 1500-grit and really work around those areas. That little extra sanding really does help.
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If you’re fairly new to painting, it’s likely that you
could get some runs as you’re perfecting your
spraying technique.

At this point in my career (25+ years), I very sel-
dom ever get a run with a spray can. If I do get
one, here’s how I take care of it: If the body was
hanging and the drip was moving downward to-
wards the ground, I sand in that direction. 

In FIG 31, I’ve indicated where there’s a run. I
rub in the direction the run is going using a
small piece of 320-grit wet/dry paper as in FIG
32. I’m using it dry. To bring the run down in
size, I use just my thumb and some light pres-
sure, going slow and taking care not to make it
worse.

The yellow dotted lines indicate where I’m focus-
ing in on; as the drip gets smaller, I then start to
make longer passes across it to minimize it,
stretching beyond the dotted yellow lines.

In FIG 33, it’s almost gone. This fix took only
about a minute or two. 

If you get a drip like this, try using this tech-
nique as your fix.

Also, perform the fix on runs before doing your
main wetsanding. If you sand through when fix-
ing, simply apply more clear and allow it to sit
for several days before continuing.
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FIG 31

FIG 32

FIG 33
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The beauty of this step is that, if you

did an excellent job with all of the

previous steps, especially, the wet-

sanding step, this one will be a piece

of cake!

During this step, we’re going to bring

back the shine to our body by hand-

buffing it using the 3M Perfect-It ll

Rubbing Compound Fine Cut. How-

ever, during the wetsanding step, if

you used a 1500-grit or higher to fin-

ish your wetsanding, you can use

3M’s Perfect-It ll Finishing Com-

pound (Swirl Remover) and bypass

the 3M’s Perfect-It ll Rubbing Com-

pound (Fine Cut). If you purchased

Megiuar’s Swirl Remover, you’ll be

using that.

We’re going to buff the body in a

similar fashion to wetsanding. We’re

going to work in small sections at a

time, always trying to buff in a circu-

lar motion. As the body starts to

shine, we can then start to work in

straighter lines as well. 

When buffing, I always tend to start

with the top of the guitar - probably

because I’m anxious to see that

shine come to life! 

To start, I apply some of the 3M

Rubbing Compound or Swirl Re-

mover onto the body and, using

some of the 100% cotton (see FIG
34), I begin rubbing in a circular mo-

tion. You’ll find that the harder you rub, the deeper the shine you’ll get. Again, don’t stay in one
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FIG 34

Typically, I use 3M Perfect-It ll’s Swirl Remover for this step. However, I
decided to use Meguiar’s Swirl Remover instead - just to try their product
again. It performed exceptionally as you will soon see!

FIG 35

Start with a good amount of compound on your body. 



area too long; as one area starts to

shine, move to another area and

work that area up, too. 

As you can see in FIG 37, the sur-

face is starting to shine, but the

scratches are still quite noticeable.

With a little more effort in the buffing,

though, these scratches will pretty

much disappear. Remember - the

longer you buff, the more scratch-

free your finish will become.

Buffing by hand is hard work, so ex-

pect your hand to get tired. Take as

many breaks as necessary. Again,

there’s no rush to get this done. (Or
is there?) If you don’t finish all of the

buffing in one day, put it aside until

the next day. If you do that, though,

attach your stick and hang it back up

again to prevent anything happening

to the finish. 

When working on the back of the

guitar, hold the body upright with one

hand while you buff with the other.

You can also hold it in your lap as

you buff, which is what I prefer. Just

be careful where you rest the top of

the guitar, as there’s a chance you

could scuff up the buffing you just

completed.

Same goes for the sides, too - hold

the body firmly with one hand while

you buff with the other (see FIG 39).
If you wish, you can hold it on a firm,

padded surface as you buff. Just pay attention to what you’re resting it on - you do not want to

scuff up or damage areas that have already been buffed. 
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FIG 36

When buffing, I try to rub in a circular motion as much as possible. 

FIG 37

I buffed this section in literally 30 seconds. There are still a lot of tiny
scratches in the finish and the shine is nowhere near as good as it’s going
to be. I’ll continue to buff and the fine scratches will pretty much disappear
and the shine will just get better and better.



Also, when you’re buffing the sides,

it’s difficult to work in a circular mo-

tion, so I tend to go lengthwise along

the side in strokes of roughly 3” - 5”.

Expect this entire step to take at

least 2-3 hours. If it takes longer,

don’t worry - it’s definitely going to

be worth it.

When you’ve buffed up the shine to

a point where you don’t think it could

get any shinier (like the one in FIG
38), and scratches are barely notice-

able, congratulations on completing

your first professional guitar paint

job!

Give yourself a pat on the back for a

job well done! You see?... That

wasn’t so difficult, now, was it?

As a reminder, there’s plenty of

video footage of me performing

many of the steps throughout a paint

job, so if you think these will help,

which I know that they will, check out

the BONUS ITEMS page at the back

of the book for where to access the

footage.
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FIG 38

This shine is pretty darn nice, if I do say so myself. Just remember: the
longer you buff, the shinier your finish will get. 

FIG 39

When buffing the sides, I tend to hold the guitar in one hand while I buff
the side with the other. When my hand gets tired, I’ll switch over and use
the other hand.
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Although most of you probably link the Bullseye design on a guitar to Zakk Wylde, the first time
I saw the Bullseye design on a guitar was when Twisted Sister’s video - ‘We’re Not Gonna Take
It’ - hit MTV and MuchMusic (Canada’s Music Channel) in 1984. 

Twisted Sister’s guitarist, Eddie Ojeda, had a Charvel Strat-style 
guitar doning a reddish-purple base coat with a black bullseye 
(similar to the one pictured here). 

Eddie’s circles looked slightly thinner and the center of the 
bullseye was positioned in a different spot than Zakk’s bullseye. 
Otherwise, the design is pretty much identical. Seeing as both 
guys were from the New Jersey area, could the same guy have 
painted both guitars? Maybe.

I’ve included this project for two reasons: 1. To show you 
two different ways to reproduce circles on a guitar and 
2. to show you how to paint over top of an existing finish if 
you want to use the base color of the body in your design.

Once I show you how to execute this, I’m going to 
sand and prep the body and use it for Project 3, so 
I won’t be applying any finish to this guitar. However, 
if I was going to finish it with a factory finish, I’d follow 
the finishing steps from Project 1 or Project 3.

Ready to get started?

Let’s GO!
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I realize that I’ve already covered this
step earlier in the book, but I wanted to
show it again when used in conjunction
with an actual project.

I’m using a strat-style body I purchased
off of eBay a couple of years ago (see
FIG 1) that has a really good red glossy
finish on it. 

Rather than remove the finish, I’m sim-
ply going to scuff-sand the finish; I’ll dull
the entire top and sides so that the new
paint I apply over top will bind to the old
finish. This is something you MUST do
when painting over an existing finish. If
you don’t dull the existing finish prior to
applying your new paint, your newly ap-
plied paint will just come right off without
much effort. There’s nothing that’s help-
ing it to bind to the old finish.

As I just stated, the red finish on this
body is really good, so I’m going to
leave it as my base color and I’m going
to mask and spray black over top of it. 

Typically, whenever I do a project that
requires painting over an existing finish,
I almost always like to spray a new base
coat, even if it’s the identical color. In
this instance, however, I’m going to by-
pass that and do it a little bit differently
for this project because the truth is, if
the base coat has no flaws like this
body, you really don’t need to spray a
new base coat. 

One of the benefits to painting over a
body with an existing finish that’s in great
shape is, you won’t need to apply sealer
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FIG 1

I’ve got my bridge and pickup as well as my neck in place. Everything
fits and the guitar plays well, so I can disassemble it, and proceed.

FIG 2

Even though I’m only going to mask and paint the top of this guitar, I
still sand the sides of the guitar. The reason for this is, when I spray
my clear, some of it will hit the sides, so I do need a bit of a tooth in
the finish so that new clear will bind to the old finish. Later, I’ll sand it
all flat, then buff. Once that’s done, it’ll all be undetectable as to what
was old finish and what is new finish.



and primer as the guitar should already
be flat and smooth. All you’ll need to do
is scuff-sand the finish, then move for-
ward from there. 

Before you begin your project, make
sure you have all of the parts that are
going on your guitar before you begin
the process of painting the body. As-
semble the guitar and get it all set up
and playing well now rather than after
the finish is complete (see FIG 1). 

You want to make any modifications that
you need to the body BEFORE you apply paint. This is just the best way to approach painting
guitars. 

Of course, there may come a time when you don’t like a neck and you want to buy another
one. Of course, that’s fine to do, but sometimes, new necks don’t fit perfectly, so there are
times when some body or neck sanding may be required.

Before I jump to the masking, I want to point out one thing: when scuff-sanding a finish, I often
use a 3M Finishing Pad (Fine-Grit), but you can ALSO use 600-grit wet/dry sandpaper. For the
prep on this body, 600-grit is what I used.

FIG 3 shows the body all prepped and ready to go. From here, I can move to Step 3.
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FIG 3

My body’s all ready to go. It’s been scuff-sanded and the gloss has
been removed.
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As I mentioned earlier, I’m going to show you how to reproduce a bullseye design using two dif-
ferent methods. The first method is the newest and easiest way to pull off this design and it’s ac-
complished by using vinyl masking with the bullseye design already pre-cut. You can purchase
this design through the Paint Your Own Guitar website.

Later within this step, I will show you how this design is accomplished without the use of vinyl
masking. It’s a method I revealed in the original version of this book 6 years ago, but in all truth,
that method should NEVER be used again. Vinyl masking is such an easier way to accomplish
this design, as well as many other tricky designs. 

In fact, this is why this design was included in this book; it’ll show you how to use this new
method of masking that takes hours off of prep time. No masking tape... no measuring... no cut-
ting... this vinyl masking is almost unfair!

To begin using this masking, let me first explain how it’s set up: The masking comes as a sheet
of vinyl masking that has a protective backing sheet on the bottom (see FIG 4-C), and a sheet
of application tape (see FIG 4-A) on top of the vinyl mask (see FIG 4-B). Once the bottom pro-
tective backing sheet is removed, the vinyl has a tacky bottom. The application tape that’s
placed on top is there to hold the masking together. If it weren’t there, once you remove the
protective backing sheet, the mask, due to all of the cuts, would not have anything to hold it to-
gether and it would all fall apart.
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APPLICATION TAPE

VINYL MASK

PROTECTIVE SHEET

FIG 4



If you purchase the masking from me, when you
get the masking, you’ll notice that with the applica-
tion tape on top of the mask, the design is some-
what hard to see. The best way to see it is to place
the masking on a window like I’ve done in FIG 5.

Because the lines can be hard to see on the pre-
cut vinyl mask, what I typically will do is to take a
pencil and roughly draw in some of the design -
just so I know where the design is - especially the
center point. This will help me to properly line it up
on the body.

When I’ve drawn some lines on the application tape,
I bring the mask over to a table and I place a tracing
paper outline of my body’s shape on top of the
masking and move the tracing paper around - just to
see where the design looks best (see FIG 6 & 7).

Once I decide where I think I want to place the
masking, I can tape the tracing paper into place.
The reason I’m doing this is that I can now cut
around the the masking and remove all of the ex-
cess design.

Keep in mind that I’ve placed the center of the bulls-
eye in a position similar to Eddie Ojeda’s, but with
this design, I could literally place the center of the
bullseye in ANY area on the body - there’s that
much extra design for you to do that.

When the tracing paper body shape is taped down,
I take a pencil and draw about 3/4” around the
shape on the tracing paper. This is where I’m going
to cut the masking down to. Having all of the excess
masking removed will make it so much easier to
place the masking correctly. Laying the masking is
already a bit tricky; I don’t need to make it any trick-
ier by having all of the excess masking hanging off
the sides of the body.
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FIG 5

It doesn’t have to be deadly accurate, but try to follow
the lines as best as possible. 

FIG 6

FIG 7



Once my lines are drawn on (see FIG 8), I can now trim the masking. FIG 9 shows my masking
with the outlines drawn and some of the circles darkened. This is to help me place this masking
precisely where I need it.

To trim the masking, I use a pair of scissors to cut around it. 

When your masking has been trimmed down, it’s on to STEP 4.
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FIG 9FIG 8
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With this design, if you want the circles precisely in
the center of the body, it’s a bit tricky to do, so what I
tend to do is to lay down a couple of pieces of mask-
ing tape and mark some center points on them. 

Figure 10 shows a piece of masking at the butt-
end of the guitar and a strip running across the
middle of the body. If you look closely at the tape,
you’ll see a mark on the tape at the butt-end which
is my center line and another center mark on the
piece running across the body.

The crosshairs on the piece running across the
body is where I want the center of my bullseye to
land. To help me with lining this up, I’m also going
to mark the center on the application tape sitting
on top of the mask (see FIG 12) as well as the
crosshairs (see FIG 12).

When I have all of my guide marks drawn, it’s time
to lay down the masking. To help me position it, I
start by placing two pieces of masking tape - one
on each horn - like I’ve done in FIG 11. These two
pieces will hold the mask securely in place at one
end so I can lift the other end to remove part of the
protective backing.

Once I’ve positioned the mask exactly where I
want it to be (and this took checking it several
times to make sure that it was PRECISELY dead-
center), I remove a portion of the masking from the
protective backing and pull the masking forward
(see FIG 12).

The reason I’m doing this is so that I can cut the
protective backing off from that end, and lay the
mask back down onto the body. For me, this is the
easiest and most foolproof way of laying a vinyl
mask precisely where I want it.

If it were a design that it didn’t really matter if it
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FIG 10

FIG 11

FIG 12



was dead-center or not, then I would simply eye-
ball it. However, for this specific design, as well as
some others that I sell, center points need to be
established, both on the masking and on the body,
for them to be placed perfectly. 

If it’s off slightly, it would REALLY bother me - as it
would probably bother you. So, although this is a
bit tricky to do, if you follow this step to a “T,” your
masking will lay perfectly in position.

Now, with a portion of the mask’s protective back-
ing cut and removed (see FIG 13), I can roll the
masking back into position as I’ve done in FIG 14. 

I make sure that I cut enough of the backing off so
at least 4 - 6 inches of the mask is now resting se-
curely on the body. 

I press down on the mask and rub across it to
make sure that there are no air bubbles under-
neath the mask. 

From there, I can now lift the masking off of the
horns, and remove, not only the masking from the
horns, but also the masking tape that I placed
across the body to give me my center point (see
FIG 15).

With those pieces of tape removed, the next move
you’ll do is also a bit tricky, but if you follow how I
do this, it’s easy.

Have a careful look at FIG 16 (next page). What
I’ve done is, after I removed the masking that was
on the horns, I lifted the masking up and began to
separate the protective backing from the masking.
Once I’ve a pulled the protective backing forward, I
rolled the masking over top of my hand and arm. 
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FIG 13

FIG 14

FIG 15



The protective back is sitting forward at least 5 inches away from the masking. The dotted
black line indicates where the masking is located in relation to the protective backing.
With my arm sitting underneath the mask, and in one move, I’m going to move my hand and
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FIG 17



arm forward towards the horns. As I do this, the
protective backing will continue to separate from
the mask, and as I’m pushing forward, I’m also
pressing down on the mask onto the body.

I suggest you go slowly - like an inch at a time - so
that you make sure you’re pressing down on the
mask and not allowing it to lift or create any gaps.
Otherwise, you’ll have to stop, lift it up, and reposi-
tion it.

When your mask is finally laid, it should look like
FIG 17.

From here, all I need to do is to separate the appli-
cation tape that’s sitting on top of the mask from
the vinyl mask. It sounds like it’s pretty easy to do,
right? It’s not. It is a SLOW process. 

To begin, I use the edge of the blade of an X-Acto
knife to help me separate the two remaining lay-
ers. Once the edge of the application tape is lifted
(see FIG 18), pulling the application tape is a slow
process because if you remove it too fast, you’ll
pull off your masking - or worse, stretch it. So as
you can see in FIG 19, I have a firm grip on the
application tape and I’m pulling slowly. 

I start pulling from the center, but move my hand to
each end to keep the edges in pace with the center
area. After roughly 2 - 3 minutes, or longer, de-
pending on how fast or slow you go, the application
tape has been removed (see FIG 20).

The phrase “application tape” sounds like it would
leave a residue all over the vinyl masking, but ac-
tually, it doesn’t which is nice. By the way - appli-
cation tape is also the same stuff a lot of airbrush
artists, including myself, use for airbrushing - to
mask off sections of your work, or to create curved
or straight lines, etc. This stuff is great.
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FIG 18

FIG 19

FIG 20



As you saw earlier, I was able to draw on top of it, and that’s what really makes it ideal for air-
brush artists. Many times, the artist will simply draw his art on top of the application tape, then
start cutting out their design with an X-Acto knife.

Okay - now that the application tape has been removed, the next thing I’m going to do is create
an even border around the body - sort of like an artificial binding.

The reason I do this is, having a border of roughly 1/4” - 3/16” around the design creates a nice
frame for it, and I think it makes the design look much better. In my opinion, carrying the design
right to the edge of the body is like putting up a picture on a wall without a frame. Of course, if
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FIG 21 FIG 22

FIG 23 FIG 24



you’re doing this design, it’s totally up to you whether you create a border around the bullseye or
not. And, if you do choose to do a border, again, it’ll be up to you how much of a border you do. 

However, I wouldn’t go past 3/16” as that is pretty much where the bevel on a strat body ends,
and in my opinion, adding more of a border than that is too much.

FIG 23 shows me drawing on my border by hand and FIG 24 shows me cutting it out. I make
sure I spend the time to draw the border accurately before I cut. When trimming the mask, re-
member to cut just enough to cut through the masking and more importantly, cut just once! 
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If you go off of your line and mess up your cut, it’s
a reality that if you’ve cut too deep and you’ve
messed up your cut, will see any bad cuts in your
finish after your paint’s all complete.

I suggest that if you’re going to do a border around
the design that you do that before you start remov-
ing the rings and also, make sure that you take
your time when trimming the border.

Now, to begin removing the rings that I wanted to
be sprayed black, I use the edge of an X-Acto
blade and I turn it on its side so it’s pretty much flat
to the body. I carefully lift just a little bit of an edge,
and then pull the remaining mask off with my fin-
gers (see FIG 22).

I continued with this method to remove the rest of the rings to be sprayed.

As you’re doing this, pay very careful attention that you don’t remove a wrong ring. To avoid
doing that, what you may want to do is to draw on top of the ones that are to be removed, so
it’s obvious to you when it comes time to remove, which ones are coming off.

When all of the rings are removed, because I’m keep the base coat red, I’m going to mask up
the entire guitar and only leave the rings to be sprayed black exposed.

One thing I’d like to point out is - if I were doing this design for real and planned on keeping this
body with this design on it, I would’ve done the opposite and sprayed the entire body black
along with some of the rings so it looked identical to the photo on Page 104. However, this was
just to show you how to use the mask and how to paint over and existing finish and keep the
base coat that was already on the guitar body. I will be reusing this body for PROJECT 3 later
in the book.

Now that you’ve seen the latest method for creating a bullseye design, let me take you back a
5+ years to show you my older method.
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FIG 29
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STEP 4B: CREATING 
THE BULLSEYE DESIGN

- MY OLD WAY



When “MAN” does not have something that can make it easy for him, “MAN” figures out a way
to make it easy for him!

At least, that’s what I thought when I came up with this way of creating a bullseye design. This
is an old carpenter’s trick that I learned when I was younger and just applied it to this design to
make it work.

Creating a bullseye the old-fashioned way involved building a protractor like the one seen in
FIG 30. 

You begin by building a protractor and drilling a
hole in the end like I’ve done in FIG 30. In this
hole, a very long screw is used as a pivot point.
With the screw screwed into the wood, the pro-
tractor can be rotated while the screw stays sta-
tionary. 

As you can see, there’s tape around the screw
because it has to be tight in order to get perfect
circles.

After the screw has been mounted into the cen-
ter of the rear pickup hole, holes need to be
drilled along the side of the protractor for your
pencil holder at all of the specific measure-
ments. All of these holes have to be perfectly
accurate, otherwise your circles will be off.

Once your holes have been drilled on the sides,
the pencil holder is attached to the protractor.
As the protractor is rotated, a circle is created.

FIG 31 shows all of the circles drawn onto the
body. After all of the circles have drawn, next up
is the not-so-fun part! 

From there, it’s time to pull out the X-Acto knife
and cut along your lines - by hand!

Yes, now you can see why I am no longer rec-
ommending this method. If you have a steady

paintyourownguitar.com

PROJECT 2: STEP 4B: CREATING THE BULLSEYE DESIGN - MY OLD WAY
122

FIG 30
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hand, this is not that difficult. However, not every-
one has a steady hand - or, has good hand-eye co-
ordination - so, not everyone’s bullseye ended up
looking perfect.

Still, I applauded anyone who used this method in
the past to create their bullseye design because it’s
not easy, but apparently, MANY were up to the chal-
lenge.

FIG 32 and 33 show me cutting and removing the
layered masking tape. FIG 34 shows the masking
all cut and removed so just the bullseye is left.

Yes - I got very accurate bullseyes using my old
method, but truth be told, the new method of using
vinyl masking is so much easier, I’ll never return to
this old way again.

Now that you’ve seen how it used to be done, we
can move to Step 5.

paintyourownguitar.com

PROJECT 2: STEP 4B: CREATING THE BULLSEYE DESIGN - MY OLD WAY
123

FIG 32
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STEP 5: SPRAYING
THE BULLSEYE



In all truth, the hardest part of this project is apply-
ing the vinyl masking and that’s now complete, so
this is where it starts to get fun! You get to see your
hard work come to life!

Using the spraying technique discussed earlier,
you’re going to put on roughly 4-5 THIN coats of
black paint (or, whatever color you chose). Thin
coats are always a MUST as this will keep the paint
from running or seeping under the masking. 

I allow at least 30 minutes between coats. If it’s
humid outside, bring your guitar indoors IMMEDI-
ATELY after every coat. This will minimize, if not,
eliminate “fogging.” Fogging is when your colors
look cloudy in certain areas. That’s as a result of the
moisture in the air getting trapped in the paint. You
can see it easily on mid-to-dark colors.

After your first coat, your circles may look grey - and,
that’s okay. Once again, we’re putting on thin coats,
so eventually, your circles will be a nice deep black. 

If it takes more or less coats than what I suggested,
don’t panic - just use some common sense to tell
you that enough paint has been applied. 

Keep in mind, though, you only want to apply as
much paint as is necessary; less is more. Once your
circles are a solid black, you should stop. Spraying
on additional coats just creates a higher ridge.

When you’ve completed the necessary coats, let the
body sit for 24 hours before proceeding to Step 6.
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FIG 35

FIG 36

It happened to be quite windy the day I was going to
apply my black. Rather than wait another day or so, I
simply adjusted my spraying technique to compen-
sate. What that means is, I moved my spray gun
closer to the body and my tempo was quicker than
normal. I don’t recommend that you paint on windy
days if you don’t have to. Wait for calmer and dry
weather for BEST results.
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STEP 6: UNMASKING
THE BULLSEYE



Back in the early 80s, when I first started painting guitars, I couldn’t WAIT to peel off the mask-
ing to see what I had created, even when only MINUTES had elapsed since my last coat of
paint. This was, and is, WRONG! Impatience will kill your paint work EVERY TIME!

The paint needs to be adequately dry in order for the masking to come off without any prob-
lems. If you were to try to remove the masking after an hour or so, the paint would stick to the
masking and it would pull up in different areas as you removed the masking. And, in turn, this
would ruin your design. So, when I say to wait 24 hours before removing the masking, I mean -
WAIT 24 HOURS.
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When you begin removing the masking, start with your body on a flat surface as I’m doing in FIG
37. To remove the masking, use the edge of your X-Acto blade to help you lift it up, then, with
your hand, begin
pulling back slowly on
the masking as I’m
doing in FIG 38.
Pulling “back” rather
than “up” will give you
perfectly clean, crisp
lines.

When removing the
masking, on almost
all of my projects, I
tend to start with the
masking that crosses
through the pickup
cavity (see FIG 38).
That’s exactly where I
started on this one as
well. However, there
is no correct place to
start when removing your masking, so begin where you feel comfortable.

When using your X-Acto blade, be very careful that you don’t accidently stratch your newly
sprayed paint, otherwise, you’ll have to touch that up before applying your clear coats.

I’m going to recommend that if you’ve masked up your body the same way that I’ve done, don’t
remove the masking off the back and sides until the top is done. The reason is, if there are any
touch-ups that are needed, it’s always best to make touch-ups with your body fully masked. So,
when the bullseye’s been completely removed, if there are no touch-ups necessary, proceed to
removing the rest of the masking.

This should be fairly easy for you to do and I don’t expect you to have an issues with bleeding if
you applied thin coats of paint as you were instructed. When all of the masking’s been re-
moved, it’s on to Step 7.
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FIG 41

IMPORTANT: If you’re finding that the paint is not separating cleanly from the masking after
a full day, let the body sit for an additional 12 hours. Check it again at that point to see
whether there’s any improvement.
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STEP 7: APPLYING 
THE CLEAR COATS



When applying clear over top of any design that has more than one color and has been hard-
masked like this bullseye design, what you’ll get is slight ridges in the different paint levels. As 
you apply a different color, that paint is sitting on top of the previous color, so a ridge 
is created.

As you apply your clear coats, the ridges will still be there - even after all of your 
clear has been applied, 

Over the years, many people have emailed me worried about this; worried that
they weren’t going to get a flat factory finish like I promise. 

My response is always: FEAR NOT! 

It’s not until you begin wetsanding your clear coats with a sanding block that 
the ridges will begin to go away.

Now that you’re aware of this, I recommend that you follow Step 10 from 
Project 1 and continue through the rest of the steps to finish your Bullseye 
guitar.

For now, I will be sanding and prepping this body a little and 
getting it ready to use it for the next project which is going to be 
a simple 1-color black strat with black hardware, and a zebra 
humbucker.
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PROJECT 3:
THE JET BLACK STRAT



For me, the two coolest-looking guitars of all-time are: 

1. A Black Strat with one Zebra Humbucker, a
Maple Neck with Banana Headstock, and
Black Hardware and; 

2. A White Les Paul Custom with Ebony Fret-
board, EMGs and Gold Hardware.

I already have a white Les Paul Custom like #2,
but believe it or not, I do NOT have a single color
black strat with one zebra humbucker and gold
hardware (even though I have over 50 guitars),
so that’s what I’m going to do for this project.

To pull this off, I’m going to reuse the body I
used for Project 2. And, my plan is to com-
pletely build my DREAM guitar mentioned
above for #1. Yes, I’m either reliving my youth
by putting together this guitar that’s so reminis-
cent of the early Kramer Pacer, or it’s helping
me through my mid-life crisis!

In Project 1, I showed you how to do a simple
one-color paint job. However, I chose to use a
paint that was not spray can paint, so that
made the project a little bit tricky. This one,
however, will be much easier to pull off be-
cause I really am just going to use just spray
cans for everything.

Ready to get started?

LET’S GO!
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STEP 2: DULLING 
THE FINISH



Just a reminder: you should ALWAYS assemble
your guitar with the parts you plan to use to make
sure everything fits properly before you begin your
paint work. Make any necessary modifications now
- before your finish has been applied - so you don’t
have to do any drilling into your final finish.

I already assembled this guitar with the parts I
planned to use for Project 2, but this time, I plan on
putting on a Kramer-style neck. So before I start
my paint work, I need to make sure that the neck is
going to fit. Once the neck is fitted into place, I’ll
string up the guitar, set up the action and shim the
neck (see FIG 3).

I won’t be setting the pickup height yet as I’ll be
screwing the pickup directly into the wood. That’s
something that will get done when I do my final 
reassembly. Same goes for adding all of the other
parts.

Once my neck is in place, and I’ve got the guitar
playing well, I can remove all of the parts, put them
in their container, and start dulling the finish.

As I mentioned previously, you can paint over an
existing finish if the finish is in really good condi-
tion. In fact, that can be a real time-saver as you
won’t need to seal the wood or prime it, so that
saves both time and money.

To start, I’m going to use some 400-grit sandpaper
wrapped around a small wood block and carefully
sand off the bullseye I just painted (see FIG 4).
The reason I’m doing this is because I want to
have as flat a surface as possible when I start to
spray my black. I’m also going to sand using some
water because the sandpaper tends to get a build-
up on finish rather quickly, so that slows down the
process.
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FIG 1

FIG 2

FIG 3

This neck has a little bit of play which means, I can shift
it slightly in the neck cavity. That’s not necessarily bad;
what it allows me to do is to make sure the strings are
aligned exactly the way I want them before drilling holes
for the neck.

These photos are out of sequence as I sanded my body
first, then dropped the neck in place. However, it’s prob-
ably best for you to set up your guitar first, then disas-
semble, and then, begin your prep work.



If you find an old body on eBay that already has a design and finish on it, and you’re interested
in purchasing it, the first question you should ask the person selling the body is: what kind of
paint is already on the body? The reason you’re asking this is for compatibility reasons. Let’s
say the person painted the body 6 months ago using nitrocellulose lacquer, and you want to re-
paint the body using automotive urethane. If you know that the body has NC lacquer, I don’t
recommend that you spray your automotive urethanes over top of NC lacquer because they
are not truly compatible. 
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FIG 4

I started my sanding without water but quickly jumped to
adding water as my sandpaper was loading up quickly with ex-
cess black paint. That requires stopping and scraping off that
finish so it doesn’t create additional unnecessary scratching.

FIG 5

Here’s my body after roughly 5 minutes of sanding.

FIG 6

After 10 minutes, the top of my body’s almost done. 

FIG 7

15 minutes later and VOILA!



When paints are not compatible, you can and will get bad reactions happening to your finish
like cracking or wrinkles. Some of those things may not be noticeable right away, but eventu-
ally, they will appear.  

It’s always best to know what finish is already on a body before you refinish it. If the paint you
want to use is not compatible with what is already on there, your best plan of action is to al-
ways sand the body down to bare wood. How do you know what is and isn’t compatible?

Well, a two-component urethane or two-component polyester are not really paint once they’re
cured, so you can paint anything over top of these. 

However, lacquers cure over time, and nitrocellulose lacquer is not compatible with acrylic lac-
quer, nor are lacquers compatible with enamel. None of these can be painted over top of the
other without risks. 

This is why I recommend that you stick to using the same paint throughout your project - same
brand and same line - that way, your risk of any incompatibilities is extremely low.

When my bullseye has been sanded off, I’m ready for Step 3.
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STEP 3: APPLYING
THE NEW BASE COAT



Before I spray my first base coat of paint, I use a can of compressed air to blow into all of the
body cavities to remove any debris that may still be in there (close your eyes or wear goggles
to prevent getting debris and dust in your eyes). 

From there, I still give the body a “once-over”
using a folded piece of masking tape to remove
any bits of debris that could still be on the body,
(see FIG 1).

When my body’s clean, I’m ready to go.

Painting this strat body black is pretty standard;
I’ll apply roughly 5 thin coats of black allowing at
least 20 minutes in between coats.

The paints I used were purchased from my local
auto paint supply store because they’re real auto-
motive paints, and they are as follows (see FIG
83):

Auto Paint - Black - (1 can)
SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear - (2 cans for clear
coats)

If I were to do this exact same project using store-
bought lacquer, I’d use Duplicolor Auto Spray and
I’d use the following colors:

Duplicolor Auto Spray - Universal Black (1 can)
Duplicolor Truck, Van & SUV - Clear (2 cans)

If you’re going to use lacquer for your project, but
you’re not planning to use Duplicolor Auto Spray,
just make sure that whatever you plan to use has
everything you need in the line - primer, paint
color, and clear. DO NOT MIX DIFFERENT
LINES OF PAINT. NOT EVEN IF IT’S THE SAME
BRAND. 

As an example, Duplicolor Auto Spray and Dupli-
color Engine Enamel are not compatible. Although
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FIG 1

Using the sticky side of a piece of tape can make it very
easy to remove paint chips or any other debris still on
your body’s surface.

FIG 2

Pictured are all of the paints I used for this project.
SprayMax 2K Primer (1 Can), SprayMax 2K Clear (2
Cans), U-Pol White (1 Can), U-Pol Red (1 Can), and U-
Pol Blue (1 Can).



they’re both made by Duplicolor, the actual
paints are different, and therefore, incompati-
ble. Also, if one brand says it’s lacquer, do not
mix that lacquer with another brand. All
brands have their paints specially formulated
for them. There are subtle differences in each
line of paint which is why you need to stick to
just one brand and one line of paint through-
out. I cannot stress that enough. 

Okay, as I’ve mentioned several times al-
ready, you’ll be applying THIN coats of paint
rather than trying to cover the entire guitar in
one application. Don’t expect your guitar to be
a solid black color (or, whatever color you’re
spraying) until at least your third or fourth
coat. Remember - putting your paint on in thin
coats allows it to dry faster with ZERO runs.

Now that you’ve already sprayed the primer,
you probably have a better feel for how to spray
the sides and the bottom of the guitar, too. As
I’ve said, I like to do all of the sides and bot-
tom first, followed by the back, then the front.
If you’re doing it this way, continue with that
order or whatever’s been working for you. 

Continue with the same painting technique I
described earlier in the book; go left to right,
followed by right to left, etc., zig-zagging up the
entire body this way, overlapping each pass by
roughly 50%. Your next coat should be up and
down, down and up, etc., covering the entire
sides, front, and back of the body this way;
again, always try to overlap each pass by
roughly 50%.

When you’ve covered the entire body with a
nice, solid base color, look it over for any obvi-
ous flaws or runs and handle it with the
method I’ve laid out below. Make sure that
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FIG 3

Typically, I always wear a mask unless I’m shooting video
footage where I need to talk while demonstrating. Here I am
spraying my first coat of black. Five thin coats total. WEAR
YOUR MASK! 

Here’s what my black strat looks like after one coat. Not too
black at this point. In another 3 - 4 coats, it should be a nice,
solid black.

FIG 4



your color is solid. If you get an unfortunate run, then use the method below to fix it.

Keep in mind that you’ll apply the paint the exact same way - whether you used lacquer or au-
tomotive urethane.

After you’ve done any sanding of runs or other touch-ups, respray if necessary, then allow the
body to dry for at least one day before proceeding to the next step. This will give the paint
ample time to dry.

Step 4, here we come.
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Here’s what my black strat looks like after the fourth coat. At
this point, I have a solid black.

FIG 5FIG 5

The day I sprayed, it happened to be extremely hot and dry
out. Because of that, the paint was literally drying before it
made it on the body. The result is this bumpy surface. To fix
this, I’ll sand the surface very lightly with 600-grit dry, then I’ll
wait till later tonight, then spray another thin coat or two. 

FIG 6
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IMPORTANT: Quite often, people ask me if they need to sand in between coats. The rea-
son you don’t have to sand in between coats is due to the way that lacquer and urethane
work; they loosen previous coats to bind with them.  The only time you’ll need to sand a
base coat is if you get a run, or in the case of what happened to me during this project.

DEALING WITH RUNS: All runs should be removed as best as possible before moving
forward and applying additional paint or clear. If you find a run that looks like it may be a
problem, start by taking a small piece of 400-grit wet/dry sandpaper with no water and, with
a delicate touch, try to remove as much of it as you can, rubbing in the direction of the drip
with light pressure. Be very careful not to go down to primer or wood. “Proceed with cau-
tion,” as the sign would say.  It doesn’t have to be absolutely perfect; just try to level it out
as best as you can. 

As long as you’ve taken out the meat of the run, you’ll be okay to move on. Also, don’t
worry that the paint will be dull in that area. if it makes you feel better, respray just that area
so your paint matches with the rest of the paint. 

If you happen to go through to primer when trying to remove a run, simply spot spray the
area to put a solid color back in place. In fact, if it’s on the top (or bottom), lay the guitar flat
and spray just in the area of the sand-through. Just shoot a copy of sprays on it and let it sit
for an hour. Come back and do it again. Repeat until the color is solid again. Keeping your
guitar flat will help to build up the paint without it running again.

Later in the book, I address how to handle a drip in the clear.

SANDING A BUMPY SURFACE:

As you saw in Project 3, I had a very rough and bumpy surface due to the paint drying be-
fore it was hitting the body. To fix this, I let the body sit for several hours, then I sanded the
surface lightly with 600-grit to remove the roughness. Once it was more smooth to the
touch, I applied another thin coat of black -  just to be safe.

From here, I can just proceed with my clear coats.
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STEP 4: APPLYING
THE CLEAR COATS



In this project, I’m going to cover how to

use both lacquer clear and a 2-component

urethane clear because some of you may

just decide to use regular store-bought lac-

quer for your project, and really, that’s per-

fectly fine. The only real drawback to using

lacquer is that it takes a while to cure.  

However, the end result is still a killer-look-

ing guitar with a factory finish on it. If you’re

on a tight budget and you’re not impatient,

then lacquer is absolutely the way to go.

Of course, if you ARE impatient, and you

have the money, then using real auto paint

along with a 2-component urethane clear is

great, too.

Applying Lacquer Clear Coats

For this step, you’ll be applying several coats

of clear... 8 - 12 thin coats, to be exact. 

You may be wondering, why so many? Well,

when you get to about your sixth coat,

you’re probably going to notice that your

clear is starting to develop an orange peel

texture to it - and, this is perfectly normal. 

Once you’ve allowed your clear to cure for

the time necessary, you’ll need to wetsand

your body back down so it’s perfectly

smooth and the orange peel texture is gone.

If you don’t apply enough clear, you run the

risk of sanding through the clear to your

base coat. Of course, you want to com-

pletely avoid that, if you can. So, basically,

applying several coats of clear is your insurance policy for NOT sanding through.
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FIG 7

FIG 8

As you can see, there are fumes everywhere, hence - the impor-
tance of wearing some sort of mask when spraying paint! Typi-
cally, I don’t spray anything after 8pm simply because there’s a
lot more moisture in the air at night. However, on this night, it still
felt quite dry, so I took a chance. 



Although 8 - 12 coats sounds like a lot of clear, it’s not. 12 coats of clear from a can of aerosol

paint is equal to roughly 3 - 4 coats of paint sprayed through a spray gun/compressor.

Aerosol clear is probably 70% thinner/reducer. This evaporates very quickly after spraying it on.

Its purpose is to allow the clear to flow freely through that tiny nozzle. If the mixture was 70%

clear to 30% thinner, the clear would get

clogged in the nozzle.

Although it may sound complicated, it’s not.

Once you’ve completed the guitar, you’ll un-

derstand just how important the 8 - 12 coats

of clear actually are.

Before you begin spraying the clear, have

a look at the body to make sure there are

no bits of dust or debris on the surface. If

you find anything, carefully remove it so

that it doesn’t get trapped underneath the

clear. You can use a can of compressed

air, if you have one. You can also blow into

the cavities as well. You can use the sticky

side of some masking tape to lift little bits

of debris off your body, too. Once you start

spraying on the clear, anything that was on

the body that didn’t get removed will al-

ways be there. 

In fact, before spraying each coat of clear,

always inspect the body and remove any

bits of debris that may’ve settled on the finish - that includes water or grease. Make sure your

body is completely dry before spraying.

As you’re already familiar with how to paint, follow the same technique you used earlier when

spraying the primer and base coats. Begin by holding the guitar in one hand while you spray

with the other (see FIG 7 and 9).

For your first two coats, I want you to apply “dust coats.” What are dust coats, you ask? They’re

exactly that. A dusting of clear. These are also called “tack coats.” Basically, it’s a very light coat

of clear that sticks to the base coat, and helps to bind all of the other coats you’ll apply afterward.
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FIG 9

In this photo, I’ve superimposed some arrowns over top of the
body. This is there to show you how I’m applying the clear. Start-
ing at the top, I work right to left, then left to right, then right to left,
slowly working my way down to the bottom of the body. I also
overlap each coat by about 50%. This makes for a much more
consistent coat.



When you begin to spray your regular coats, run your first

pass across left to right, followed by the next pass right to

left, the next left to right, etc., overlapping each pass by

roughly 50%. Zig-zag your way up the entire body and

over the entire guitar (see FIG 9).

For the next coat, go in the opposite direction; up and

down, down and up, etc., again, always overlapping each

pass by roughly 50%. 

Allow roughly 20 - 30 minutes between each coat for

proper drying. Check the can’s label for recommended

drying time between coats as well.

When applying your coats, don’t be concerned with the or-

ange peel texture to your clear or any areas that don’t

have a nice, consistent look to them. All of that will get

fixed later.

Step 6 eliminates the orange peel look and gets rid of all

irregularities in the paint.

Applying Catalyzed Urethane Clear Coats

If you’re using the SprayMax 2K (2-Component) Clear, or

something similar, you won’t need to apply nearly as many

coats as you do when using aerosol lacquers.

However, here’s what you need to know about applying

urethanes: A new coat doesn’t bind to previous coats the

same way that lacquers do. So, when applying coats, you

want to apply a new coat while the previous coat is still a

little bit tacky - but not dry. 

paintyourownguitar.com

PROJECT 3: STEP 4: APPLYING THE CLEAR COATS
148

FIG 10

Begin by removing the red cap from the top of
the SprayMax Can.

FIG 11

Turn the can upside-down and place the red
cap on the nozzle underneath.

FIG 12

Turn the can reside-up again so that the red
cap is now resting on the ground. Use two
hands and press down firmly on the can to re-
lease the catalyst.



Here’s how I typically apply my urethane clear coats:

DAY 1

• Apply 2 tack coats (or dust coats) roughly 2 minutes between each coat.

• Apply 3 wet coats (medium coats) roughly 5 minutes between each coat.

Normally, this is enough clear for a one-color paint job, but keep in mind, if you proceed to the

wetsanding step, and you happen to see some color on your sandpaper, stop what you’re doing,

and be prepared to apply another 1 or 2 cpats of your base color, then, jump back to what you did

on Day 1 and apply the same numbers of clear coats again. This also requires you to buy a sec-

ond can of SprayMax.

For now, though - 1 can of the SprayMax 2K Urethane Clear should be enough.

Time Between Coats Is Very Important

Although my time between medium wet coats is roughly 5 minutes, this is something that is hard

to determine for every situation - especially when you spray outside like I do. Temperature and

humidity can really change your flash time between coats, so if you’re going to use urethanes,

you have to be on top of how your clear is drying when you’re applying it. You want to spray your

next coat while the previous coat is still tacky - not wet and not dry. It’s really important that you

do this.

When all of your clear coats have been applied, follow the finishing steps from Project Purple

Sparklescent as those steps are identical to what you’d perform from here on out.
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PLEASE NOTE: For lacquers, I’ve stated that you need to apply 8 - 12 coats of clear. If you
apply enough clear per coat, 8 coats should do. But, most people have a tendency to apply
too little clear per coat, so in that case, 12 coats should do. Watch my video clips for guid-
ance on how much paint is enough for each coat.

IMPORTANT: It’s always better to spray too little paint or clear than too much paint or clear.
Drips and runs can sometimes be very tricky to fix, so that’s why it’s imperative that you
train yourself not to overdo how much paint or clear you apply per coat.

IMPORTANT: If you’re going to use SprayMax 2K Clear, once the hardener has been acti-
vated, you need to use all of the clear within a 24-hour period - or it’ll harden in the can and
it won’t be useable. Typically, you should be able to get about 4 - 5 medium coats out of it -
or enough for the first day’s application. 
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PROJECT JET BLACK
STRAT: FINAL PHOTOS
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TIME BREAKDOWN



This is a rough estimate of how much time each step could take you when doing a one-color
finish. By no means is this absolute - just a rough estimate. Some steps may take you longer
while some may be shorter.

STEP 1: DISASSEMBLING/REMOVING OLD PARTS 1 HOUR

STEP 2: REMOVING THE OLD FINISH                       2-3 HOURS

STEP 3: FILLING DINGS & HOLES                             5-20 MINUTES

STEP 4: MASKING THE NECK POCKET                    5-10 MINUTES

STEP 5: ADDING THE STICK w/HOOK                       15 MINUTES

STEP 6: APPLYING THE SEALER COAT                    8 HOURS (30 mins. between coats)

STEP 7: MASKING THE BINDING*                              30 MINUTES - 1 HOUR

STEP 8: SPRAYING THE PRIMER                              8 HOURS (30 mins. between coats)

STEP 9: SPRAYING THE BASE COAT                        5 HOURS (30 mins. between coats)

STEP 10: APPLYING THE CLEAR COATS                  48 HOURS (30 mins. between coats)

STEP 11: LETTING THE PAINT CURE**                     See below

STEP 12: REMOVING THE STICK                              5- 15 MINUTES

STEP 13: WETSANDING THE CLEAR COATS           2-4 HOURS

STEP 14: FIXING A RUN IN THE CLEAR                    5 - 10 MINUTES

STEP 15: BUFFING THE CLEAR COATS                    2-3 HOURS

STEP 16: REASSEMBLING THE GUITAR                   1 HOUR 

STEP 17: WIRING YOUR GUITAR                               1-2 HOURS

POSING WITH YOUR NEW GUITAR!!                         TOO MANY HOURS!

* If you’re painting a guitar with binding. If not, you won’t perform this step.

** When using a 2-part urethane, wait one week before moving to the finishing steps. When

using lacquer, wait 3 months for the paint to cure before moving to the finishing steps.
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CONCLUSION



What you’re being taught in this book is my own technique that I developed over a 5-year 
period of trial and error back in the mid-1980’s.

Once I perfected all of the steps, they became my blueprint for painting hundreds and hun-
dreds of guitars over 25 years. In fact, it’s so foolproof that I really don’t ever have to think
about it when I paint a guitar; it just comes naturally, like brushing my teeth; I just know what to
do, and the results are virtually flawless each and every time.

But, is it only me that gets these results?  Absolutely not!  My step-by-step method has helped
teach thousands of people with zero experience how to paint their own guitar, but more impor-
tantly, what NOT to do when painting a guitar. 

I’ve said it a few times throughout the book, but I’m going to repeat it again right now: Be 
prepared to take your time and do NOT rush any of the steps. If you rush, you’re cutting 
corners, and your results will be less-than-spectacular. Always keep that in mind.

John Gleneicki
Author - The PAINT YOUR OWN GUITAR Book Series
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ACCESS THE BONUS ITEMS VIA THE BONUS PAGE:

http://www.paintyourownguitar.com/members/2016-bonus-page.html

USING THE FOLLOWING CODES:
Username: m3mb3r Password: pyog345

IMPORTANT: If for any reason, the above Bonus Items page is unaccessible, contact me at:

jg@paintyourownguitar.com and I will give you a new download page.

VIDEO FOOTAGE:
Access over 120 minutes of online video footage via the BONUS PAGE.

BLANK TEMPLATES:
If you want to doodle some of your own designs, I’ve created some blank templates for sev-
eral different body shapes. Access them via the BONUS PAGE.

PRODUCTION SHEET:
I’ve created a production sheet that you can download and print that’ll allow you to log all of the
coats you apply to your guitar, so there’s no second-guessing. Access it via the BONUS PAGE.

NEWSLETTERS:
Access my previous newsletters via the BONUS PAGE. 
Also, visit PAINTYOUROWNGUITAR.COM and sign up for my monthly newsletter which 
covers stuff not found in the books.
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