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I drove up to Lewiston on a

rainy winter day with fellow Dispatch
staffer Robbie Kanner, who was taking
a day off from his duties as Art Director to help
me photograph the wares at Pantheon Guitars.
What seemed like an easy enough assignment got
sidetracked quickly, however, once we realized that
we were lost. Lost in Lewiston.
The industrial town seems an odd place to find
guitars worth upwards of $30,000, but thanks to our
trusty GPS, we knew it had to be somewhere around
here. After wandering around a series of dilapidated
brick buildings with broken windows, we eventually
found the right entrance. It was like walking out of
the bleak, monochromatic works of Andrew Wyeth
and into Santa’s bustling workshop.
Inside, we met John Karp, President and C.E.O. of
Pantheon Guitars, a company that makes traditional
acoustic guitars “in the style of pre-World War II
Martin guitars, which are considered the Stradivarius
of guitars for their age, their tone, and the sound
they make,” as Karp was quick to inform us. In stark
contrast to the mass produced string instruments
you can buy at any Guitar Center, Pantheon only
releases about nine guitars a week, and each one
is handcrafted, from the neck to the binding to the
bridge. They retail for thousands of dollars, and they
are truly, uniquely beautiful.
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“Every instrument produced by
Pantheon is a work of art made
with the finest woods and truest
lines.”

is a work of art made with the finest woods and
truest lines. “In the world of acoustic guitars, this is
like introducing a Ferarri next to a Ford,” Karp said
as he held up an unvarnished, unbound piece of the
body. Though it was still a work in progress, we were
able to see where Elizabeth Teret had matched two
pieces of Brazilian rosewood. “Each piece needs to
be like a mirror image,” she said, running her index
finger down the center of the face.
“See this?” she pointed to another piece of wood.
I leaned over the table to get a better look at the fine
lines running vertically up the strip. Her finger rested
on a tiny blip, an irregularity in the soft, wave-like
pattern of the wood. “In our world, that’s a laughably
horrible defect,” Karp told me. To me, it was
unnoticeable, but to a Pantheon customer, that little
break in the pattern would be grounds for sending it
back. “People go over our work with a fine-toothed
comb and a magnifying glass. They have to be as
close to perfect as we can make them.”
To me, perfection has always seemed like a
frustrating ideal, as unattainable and ephemeral as
inner peace or a thorough understanding of calculus.
But looking at these instruments, I understood why
they strive. It’s not just about making an expensive
piece of equipment; it’s also about the professional
pride that comes from doing something by hand,
and doing it extremely well. Like shopping local and
eating farm-to-table, there is something terrifically
appealing about Pantheon’s time-honored methods.

It may take longer to create a single guitar,
but the finished product is nothing less than a
modern heirloom.
The dedication to tradition extends also to the
materials, from the exotic wood to the binding glue.
Pantheon Guitars even uses ancient mammoth
ivory for their pins. “There’s only a limited amount
available each year. These pins come from a guy in
Alaska who finds mammoth ivory. It’s very unique,”
Karp said as he rolled them around in his palm.
Our tour of the workshop ended—fittingly
enough—with a few musical notes. “We try to
touch each guitar as little as possible,” said musical
tester and craftsman James Witkus. He handled
the piece gingerly, holding it gently against his
body as he played a scale. Even with the noise of a
dozen workers, sanding and chiseling away in the
background, it sounded clear and true. d

We were lucky enough to get a tour of the
facilities, which Karp described as “like Gepetto’s
Workshop. We do more with a chisel and a hand
plane than most companies would ever dream of.”
Inside the old mill, which dates back to 1892 and
has been listed on the national registry of historic
places, is a bustling workshop, filled with artisans
practicing the painstaking details of their craft. “Many
of our employees went through schools of Luthiery,
including the Roberto-Venn School in Arizona,” Karp
informed us proudly. “We have a well-educated crew
here.”
It shows. Every instrument produced by Pantheon
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