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In early 2026, the above instrument surfaced in London at the Gardiner-Houlgate auction house 
and soon made the rounds on a few Facebook Groups.  Speculation was typical for this type of 
thing: 

“You don’t see many harp tenor guitars these days.” 

“I can only describe as a six-string tenor guitar, or I guess a harp-tenor or extended range tenor?”  

“I don't wholly understand the thought process with this one, as the two 'extra' strings are the 
same scale length as the four main ones, so it doesn't really seem to offer any advantage over just 
playing a six-string guitar.” 

“Two strings are not frettable so they are drone strings.” 

Well, the truth of it is even stranger! 

Firstly, extremely few fretted instruments other than certain modern “sitar guitars” actually have 
“drone strings.”  Such unfretted “floating” strings are invariably there for a more specific reason.  
Here, having two open strings – however they might be tuned – next to a 4-string fretted neck 
does seem silly.  And such an instrument would indeed be a “harp tenor guitar.” 

 

 
 

Above is the sole true “harp tenor guitar” known, a modern Knutsen-inspired instrument built by 
Canadian luthier Michael Dunn as a “creative surprise” gift for a friend.  In reality, it would serve 
a musical purpose, but perhaps only for a musician that only ever played a tenor guitar.1 

OK, so if not a “harp tenor,” what is Shevill’s instrument?! 

 
1 And indeed, Shevill’s invention could absolutely be utilized in this fashion, with the two “sub-bass” strings plucked like any harp guitar. 



Believe it or not, it is a combination tenor guitar and Hawaiian guitar. 

He explains it in his patent, if poorly.  And its tuning is similarly difficult to deduce.  So, before we 
look at the three surviving Shevill combo guitars (so far), perhaps we should go over his patent, 
along with the inventor, himself. 

Leonard Shevill was a little-known banjo teacher in London in 
the 1920s-30's.   

At right, one of his advertisements from the April 1927 Keynotes.2 

 

A player also, he recorded his 
own composition, (“banjo 
solo with piano”) in 1925.3 

The unfortunately-titled piece 
was published in the February 
1925 issue of BMG Magazine 
(at left).4 

In addition to his teaching, 
composing and performing, 
he designed his own “Len 
Shevill Special” tenor banjo, 
contracting well-known maker 
J. G. Abbott to build them. 

 
2 https://www.classic-banjo.com/files/JOURNALS_AND_ALBUMS/Keynotes_1927_04.pdf, accessed February 26 2026. 
3 Aco-G-15526, B side; his tune was called “The Coon’s Carnival” (apologies for his period racism). 
https://www.discogs.com/release/15486903-Wag-Abbey-Leonard-Shevill-Xylophone-Rag-The-Coons-Carnival, accessed 
February 26 2026. 
4 https://www.classic-banjo.com/files/BMG_MAGAZINES/1925/1925_02.pdf, accessed February 26 2026. 



Shevill’s Inventions 
Horatio Leonard Shevill first filed a patent on 
October 15 1928 for a very clever 5-string guitar 
which tenor banjo players could utilize for a lower 
pitched guitar sound (at left).5  This was not the 
common tenor guitar that we’re all familiar with 
today.  In fact, I suspect that Shevill had never even 
seen such an instrument, and considered his 
invention something quite unique.6 

His patent clearly describes this as an instrument 
akin to the Spanish guitar (the common 6-string) 
that tenor banjoists could play while retaining all 
their familiar chord shapes (left hand fingerings).  
Players could thus use those same shapes on the 
top four strings or the lower four strings.   

Unlike typical tenor guitars, Shevill chose to use a 
full-size guitar body with a guitar’s range and tone.  
In fact, he manages to increase the guitar’s range by 
three notes with his simple tuning; low-to-high, it is 
C-G-D-A-E.  The guitar’s first string is still that high 
E, while the tenor banjo’s notes are tuned one 
octave below.  I like to think of this as a single-
course mandocello/octave mandola combo. 

 

 
 

Note the neck profile in his illustration.  He profiled it for that added low string so that banjo 
players will still “feel” their tenor banjo neck.  What an accommodating guy!7 

 
5 See the full patent in the Appendix. 
6 This may not be as surprising as it sounds, as American makers Gibson and Martin had only begun offering the high-pitched        
4-string tenor guitar tuned in fifths about a year before.   
7 If you noticed the six tuners, good eye!  However, like London’s zither-banjos, he is simply using readily-available 3-on-a-plate 
guitar tuners, leaving the 3rd string position empty. 



Five months after filing his groundbreaking “5-course octave tenor guitar” (my term, and a good 
one), Shevill added a whole new invention – a “Part 2” – to his patent application.  This would be 
granted on January 15 1930.  Two of the three extant specimens are unmarked, the other is 
stamped “Prov. Pat.”8 

This is his remarkable combination tenor guitar (still considered a banjo neck, however) and 
Hawaiian guitar. 

Fascinating and absolutely silly, it seems like it should nevertheless function perfectly well. 

What the initial photo above did not clearly show is that both the nut and saddle are raised 
underneath the two open strings.  This is of course so that a steel bar can be used to play just 
those two strings Hawaiian “slide” style, without the 4 fretted strings interfering. 

As seen in his cross-
section drawing (at 
left), the neck still has 
a tenor banjo neck 

profile, while the other strings’ nut protrudes 
out into space.  In practice, the builder 
(Abbott, or more likely, a local guitar builder) 
used buttons on the nut to raise these two 
strings (below). 

Similarly, the bridge includes a raised wooden 
saddle for the two steel guitar strings, which 
terminate there with standard pins (below).   

The four fretted strings go 
over a wooden saddle and 
through lower holes in the 
secondary rail to the tailpiece. 

  

 

 

 

 
8 Meaning that it was built under a Provisional Patent, putting its construction between March 1929 and January 1930. 

 



This “Combination Guitar” can only be an either-or instrument, the idea being that one could play 
their tenor banjo chords, then flip the instrument onto their lap whilst grabbing a steel bar to play 
a Hawaiian melody on the two open strings that are raised for clearance.  OK, I suppose it might 
save time (and stage space) to have this option rather than a second instrument, but still! 

While the patent drawing shows two Hawaiian strings – and all three extant specimens are the 
same – Shevill’s patent describes only a single string, with a second one optional.  Which brings 
us to…the tuning! 

Here, I’m completely fascinated, if a little lost.  If 
we are to take Shevill’s patent description 
literally, then what we end up with is this (at left). 

Again, I am notating this left-to-right while facing 
the upright instrument (6th string to 1st string), 
whereas Shevill gives his tunings always from the 

first string.  And what he gives is the same tenor banjo tuning of “A, D, G, C” (C-G-D-A) that he 
gave his first instrument – but here, instead of descending in fifths from the first string A, he ascends 
in fourths!  While this results in the same “notes” and the “chord shapes” he wants to retain, the 
octave of each note must be switched to accomplish this, significantly altering the four-note 
inversions of any chords being played.  Further – perhaps for better voicings – he suggests that 
the second string (D) should be raised an additional octave (shown in parentheses).   

The only way his instructions work is if we use the (true) pitches shown in the right-side section 
of my example above.  In other words, we are tuning the neck backwards – and if choosing that 
high D, then “backwards re-entrant,” if that’s even a thing!9  I have no idea why Shevill would 
choose such a thing to go along with his one or two steel guitar melody strings; it’s not like both 
instrument sections could even be played at the same time.   

He gives the single fifth open Hawaiian string as A, an octave above the first string, as I have 
notated in the left section above, while allowing that it can be tuned as desired.  When his 
optional sixth string is added, it is simply tuned to another note of the player’s choosing of the 
standard “Hawaiian guitar,” which of course existed in many tunings, so doesn’t help us at all.  I’ve 
arbitrarily assigned it to E, the guitar’s normal first string, figuring that a higher slide melody 
would be the goal. 

Of course, even if originally strung and sold that way, no later secondhand discover of such an 
odd instrument would’ve ever believed such a thing, so strung them to whatever they liked.10 

 
9 Do let me know if you come up with a different interpretation from the patent text. 
10 i.e.:, a “harp tenor guitar.” 



Specimens 
Here are the three surviving specimens I have so far found: 
 

 

 

Sold in March 2026 at Gardiner-Houlgate, this was the first that I became aware of this unique 
instrument.11  

 
11 Hammer price (without premium or taxes): £320.  Specs: Spruce top (revarnished), mahogany back & sides, ebony fb. Scale length 
650 mm (~25.6”); body height 525mm; width 416mm (~16-3/8”); depth 105mm; fretboard nut width 35mm; total nut width 105mm. 



I soon located more images of this same instrument.12  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

I’m thinking that serial number “5174” may really be code 
for “No. 4.”  Here we see the U.K. version of America’s 
“pat. pend.,” the nut missing one button, the bridge with 
a missing pin, the raised 2-string bridge, and…is that a Nut 
Height Extender for slide playing stuck onto the bridge 
rail?!  (as if stored for later use?).  Could a previous owner 
have known or guessed about the “Hawaiian guitar” angle 
and wanted to try a 6-string set-up?  Fascinating.   

Note the tailpiece, which someone said was the same as 
what G. O. Windsor used on his banjos, but built for 
Shevill’s instrument (a fancy Windsor at right).13 

Another said “the inlays are definitely by Abbott.”14  I 
show these on the next page; two are identical, while the 
third has plain inlays and is also missing the “PROV. PAT.” 
stamp. 

 
12 From an old post on the Banjohangoutforum, from member “Bunker73.” 
13 Photo from Stephen John Prior, also on the same forum. 
14 Forum member ”banjowilly22.” 



 

 
 

The blonde instrument in the middle appears otherwise exactly the same in every way; in fact, it 
was even sold at the same Gardiner-Houlgate auction house!15 

 
15 On September 14 2017, and by coincidence, for the exact same hammer price that the other specimen would get nine years 
later!  (£320 hammer price without premium or taxes.)  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whomever built these for Shevill in this brief period did a very consistent job. 



The third specimen (owner anonymous) has a lovely mahogany red shade to the top.  Someone 
later added a floating pickguard (over a previously added and removed attached pickguard) and 
a pickup – but only for the two open strings!  

 

 

 

I hope you’ve enjoyed this little exploration of this unlikely experimental “Combination Guitar.” 

Let’s conclude with: Appendix: The Full Shevill Patent 
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