
 

History of the reissue of the Isana Black Pearl 
 
As it started. 
 
In April 2015 we, Günther and Marco from German Vintage Guitar, were strolling through the 
Frankfurt music fair and until then, we had seen very little, that really interested us as fans of 
German post-war guitars. But then we noticed it: A beautiful Fasan archtop in Black Rose finish with 
striped sides! It was standing a bit lost in the violin hall of the fair at the booth of Franz Sandner & Co. 
It was surrounded by some simple Chinese acoustic guitars and lots of high quality Sandner violins 
and cellos. 
 
Of course we visited the booth and also immediately got into conversation with Dietmar and Soraya 
Schuh, the owners of the company. Dietmar Schuh is the grandson of the founder of Fasan, Franz 
Sandner. That's how the story of the reissue of the Isana Black Pearl began, the legendary archtop 
that Elvis received as a gift from his father in 1958 and played during his military service in Friedberg, 
Germany. 
 

 

Elvis Presley with his 1958 Isana 
Black Pearl, purchased on 
12/20/1958 at Musikhaus 
Hummel in Frankfurt. In 1958 
and 1959, a total of about 200 
Black Pearls were built in the 
small village of Nauheim, 
Germany. 



 

The first prototype by Anton Sandner. 
 
A few months and several discussions later, our plan was set: We wanted to reissue the Isana Black 
Pearl in cooperation with Franz Sandner and German Vintage Guitar! Besides a lot of administrative 
work, such as acquiring the Isana trademark rights, we commissioned the first Black Pearl to finally 
hold an exhibition copy in our hands. The guitar builder of our choice was Anton Sandner in Buben-
reuth, Franconia, living legend and the last active archtop builder from the great German archtop 
era. The guitar carries the serial number 1-PD16, it was made in March 2016. (Find the key to the 
meaning of the serial numbers at the end of the document.) 
 

 
Isana Black Pearl No. 1, serial number 1-PD16, before modification, handmade in 2016 by Anton Sandner, Bubenreuth. Owned by Sascha 
Vollmer, frontman of the famous German band The Boss Hoss. 

 

 

In the German guitar magazine Grand GTRs of 
4/2016, the prototype No. 1 was tested in 
detail and highly praised by archtop expert 
Wolfgang Kramer. 



 

The hassle of finding a producer. 
 
Now the search began for a manufacturer, who could build a small series for us. Over a period of 
several months, we talked to producers all over the world: Germany, Portugal, the Czech Republic, 
Poland, China, Korea - we don't even remember each attempt. Most of the time our plan failed in the 
preliminary stages. Too expensive production costs, too small quantities and not having the archtop 
expertise, we wanted, were the most common reasons. 
 
International Frankfurt Music Fair, April 2016. 
 
A year later in April 2016, again at the Frankfurt music fair, the next step followed. We met two 
Höfner managers who were enthusiastic about our idea, one of them the Höfner veteran Graham 
Stockley. We quickly agreed to have two prototypes built by Höfner. The resulting instruments were 
no. 2 and 3 with the serial numbers 2-PH16 and 3-PH16. Unfortunately, the cooperation failed in the 
end because such a small series was too costly and economically uninteresting for the Höfner 
production. So our search had to continue. 
 

 
Isana Black Pearl no. 3, pre-production prototype, serial number 3-PH16, built at Höfner in 2016, with volume control in the upper side 
above the neck, very narrow sound holes and rosewood fingerboard, today owned by German Vintage Guitar. 

 
The Boss Hoss. 
 
In the meantime, we got in touch with Sascha 
Vollmer, frontman of The Boss Hoss and a 
proven Elvis Presley fan. He badly wanted a 
Black Pearl and so we equipped the no. 1 with 
a DeArmond Rhythm Chief 1000 pickup. We 
installed volume and tone controls at the 
lower edge of the top. We brought the guitar 
to the Boss Hoss open air concert in 
Saarbrücken on 9/3/2016, where Sascha 
Vollmer received it enthusiastically and 
spontaneously played the then hit "Jolene" on 
it at the concert. Grand GTRs reported about it 
in the November 2016 issue. 
 

Sascha Vollmer gets his electrified Isana no. 1, 
Saarbrücken, 9/3/2016 



 

 
The Black Pearl with The Boss Hoss on stage, "Jolene" at the Open Air in Saarbrücken on 9/3/2016. 

 
In response to the two articles in the Grand GTRs, we received two orders from guitar fans who also 
wanted a hand-built Black Pearl. So we ordered two more from Anton Sandner: Nos. 4 and 5, serial 
numbers 4-SD16 and 5-SD17. But we had the finish on both instruments professionally done at a 
paint house, it was not done by Anton Sandner. And we did the final assembly ourselves. 
 
 

 
Isana Black Pearl no. 5, serial number 5-SD17, handmade by Anton Sandner, with special mother-of-pearl binding. Lacquer finish and 
assembly by German Vintage Guitar. Privately owned. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

International Frankfurt Music Fair, April 2017. 
 
The no. 5 was - next to the two Höfner prototypes - our main exhibit at the music fair Frankfurt 2017. 
We hoped to find new production contacts there, because it was still not clear who would build the 
series for us. Our hope came true better than we ever expected. As we met Joe Marinic, founder of 
Shadow, guitar electrics guru and part of international rock history for 50 years. He immediately 
introduced us to Ren Ferguson, legendary master guitar builder and longtime Gibson production 
chief. Ren meanwhile worked as a consultant for Joe, who had built one of the most modern guitar 
factories in the world in China. 
 
The two professionals were enthusiastic about our idea and Joe immediately promised to build the 
Isana for us. He and Ren wanted to use the small series as an opportunity to also install an archtop 
production in the Chinese factory. Ren and Joe took the no. 2 to China as a sample, its current 
whereabouts is unknown. 
 

 
 
Shadow-Prototypen Nr. 6 und Nr. 7. 
 
Now there was real movement in production: in November 2017, the first prototype built by Shadow 
under the supervision of Ren Ferguson was with us, it has the serial number 6-PS17. 
 

 

Ren Ferguson and Marco Russ with Höfner's Black Pearl 
no. 2, lost in China, at the music fair in Frankfurt, April 2017. 

The first Shadow 
prototype: no. 6, 
serial no. 6-PS17. It 
has two control 
knobs on the top. 
Owned by German 
Vintage Guitar. 



 

 

After a few minor improvements, including changing from two top controls to a hidden thumbwheel 
in the soundhole, and opting for ebony fingerboards, Shadow built the second prototype, serial 
number 7-PS18, in January 2018. With this guitar we agreed: this is how the series should be built! 
Finally, almost three years after the idea, it started! And Shadow really kicked into gear: By the music 
fair, around 30 guitars were ready, the rest followed in May 2017. 
 
International Frankfurt Music Fair, April 2018. 
 
No. 7, Shadow prototype no. 2, was also at the show. And the Norwegian rock musician Jossi Cash 
from the band Stingray fell in love and bought it right from the booth. We reworked it a bit according 
to his wishes and sent it to Norway two weeks later. It now bears the additional sticker "Jossi Cashs 
LUCKY NUMBER SEVEN, April 2018" in the sound hole. 
 

 
 
There are two different soundhole shapes in the models of the series. The first guitars show a 
somewhat flatter, straighter and wider crescent; approximately from guitar no. 30 onwards the 
historical Isana shape was copied exactly. This is based on an error in Shadow's production 
department: Instead of implementing the technical drawing for the soundholes that we supplied, 
they simply continued with the shape of the last pre-production prototype (no. 7). By the time this 
was noticed, about a third of the bodies were finished. Since this has no influence sound-wise, we 
could not decide to let these magnificent guitars be destroyed and so today they are another, small 
specialty of the relaunch series. 
 

 
Comparison of the two soundhole types that appear in the series. On the left, no. 18. On the right, no. 84 with the historic Isana shape, 
built about two-thirds of the way through production. Both privately owned. 

 

"Lucky Number Seven", 
serial number 7-PS18, 
the last pre-production 
prototype. Owned by 
Jossi Cash, Norway. 

 



 

 
Finally! The first series models at the Frankfurt music fair 2018. 
 
Die ersten Kunden. 
 
The 2018 trade show was also a furious start in terms of sales. This is because we had already 
gathered a small fan base in the months prior and had around 25 pre-orders. Many of the early 
orderers secured very specific serial numbers. Ines, for example, ordered no. 35 - as an Elvis fan, she 
absolutely had to have his year of birth. Or Olaf from Vienna: He didn't want any other than the first 
guitar of the series production - and got the no. 8. 
 

 

Picking up in style at the show with petticoat and happy smile: Elvis fan 
Ines reserved her no. 35 (Elvis' birth year) two years before production 
started. 



 

Ten of the buyers, some of whom had been waiting for their Black Pearl for over two years, did not 
miss the opportunity to accept our invitation and receive their guitars at the Sandner booth as our 
personal guests. 
 
But not only customers came to us. Also one 
of the best jazz manouche guitarists of the 
world and guitar virtuoso of the extra class 
sat at our booth and tested a Black Pearl: The 
Italian Dario Pinelli was so enthusiastic about 
the easy playability of our Isana that he 
immediately agreed to work for us as an 
endorser. After the fair we sent him the no. 82 
(his birth year, serial number 82-1S18-DP) to 
Italy. He has then worked intensively and 
professionally for us. Since then he only plays 
our Pearls - currently a Blue Pearl, more about 
that later. 
 
With two other "endorsers" we paid a learning 
fee. They took the guitars and never let us 
hear from them again... 
 
After the exciting days at the trade fair, the daily sales routine began. Door-to-door knocking, holding 
talks, demonstrating samples, creating advertising material, sending out instruments, and so on. 
 
In April 2019, an enthusiastic review of the series model appeared in the German Gitarre & Bass 
magazine. The team there was really convinced by the no. 41. 
 

 
Positive test report in Guitar & Bass, issue 4/2019 

Love at first sight: Italian jazz manouche virtuoso Dario Pinelli plays 
an Isana Black Pearl for the first time. He became our first endorser. 



 

 
New colours: International Frankfurt Music Fair, April 2019. 
 
For the music fair 2019 we had come up with something special: the expansion of the range with four 
new models. The Blue Pearl in blue, a Blonde Pearl in natural, the brown shaded Vintage Pearl and 
the dark red Gypsy Pearl. Technically, the models are slightly changed compared to the Black Pearl. 
The pickup is now no longer a mini-humbucker, but the legendary Shadow Zoller humbucker in a 
housing specially made for our models. For this purpose, one volume and one tone control each were 
mounted on the top, the pickguards are black instead of white. Shadow built two each, making a 
total of eight of these high-quality top instruments for us. On the Gypsy Pearl, a wrong color was 
mixed by mistake, so the result is more purple than dark red - but still beautiful. 
 

 
The new colors at the music fair Frankfurt, April 2019. 
 
No further series. 
 
Unfortunately, our high hopes were not fulfilled, as dealer demand for the new colors fell far short of 
expectations. As a small producer with only one model, we were uninteresting for any potential 
international distributors. Later, when the 2020 trade show was also canceled due to the Corona 
pandemic, we finally abandoned plans for series production of these models. 
 
 
 
 



 

But Dario Pinelli got his second Isana, serial number 88-BS19-DP. With his band he played a big trade 
show concert and several small jam sessions at our booth. The blue no. 88 is today his main 
instrument in the studio and on tour. Six of these prototypes were sold through our store, one 
Blonde Pearl is still available in our webshop. 
 

 
 
 
Total circulation. 
 
A total of 95 new Isanas were produced. 1 to 7 are prototypes, the Black Pearl series production 
includes the numbers 8 to 87. The prototypes of the new colors go from no. 88 to 95. Almost all 
instruments were sold between April 2018 and December 2020. Sales were mainly through Thomann 
and our own webshop www.german-vintage-guitar.com. 
 
As of March 2021, the two black prototypes no. 3 and no. 6 and the Blonde Pearl no. 94 are still 
available in our webshop. The successful cooperation of Sandner and German Vintage Guitar ended 
with the complete sale of the series. A further new edition with participation on the part of German 
Vintage Guitar is not planned. 
 

 

Dario Pinelli with his new 
Blue Pearl, serial number 88-
BS19-DP. To his right Joe 
Marinic, producer and head 
of Shadow. Far left Marco 
Lunco, drummer in the Dario 
Pinelli Trio, next to him 
Marco Russ, German Vintage 
Guitar. Far right Ivano 
Corvaglio, Dario's bass 
player. Music fair Frankfurt, 
April 2019. 

Isana Blonde Pearl no. 94, 
serial number 94-NS19, one of 
two and amazingly beautiful. 
Owned by German Vintage 
Guitar, up for sale. 



 

Summing up after five years. 
 
It has been an adventure! We have learned a lot about the music industry, guitar production, 
instrument distribution, the Elvis cult, professional guitarists and fans, met some lovely people, 
experienced happiness and disappointment, joy and frustration. 
 
To enter the global market and exist alongside the big players in the industry, we would have had to 
invest a lot of capital and even more time - we didn't want to and couldn't do that. But today we can 
say that we have become a small part of Isana history and have actually managed, together with our 
partners Dietmar and Soraya Schuh of Franz Sandner, to get a series guitar off the ground. We are 
proud of that. Without any doubt we would do it again! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you: 
 
Dietmar & Soraya Schuh, 
Franz Sandner & Co. 
Joe Marinic, Shadow  
Ren Ferguson, Consulting 
Dario Pinelli, Endorser 
Anton Sandner, Master luthier 
Marc Burwig, Art direction 
Thomas Fertig, Print production 
Wolfgang Kramer, Grand GTRs 
Anna Meuer, Photographer 
Andreas Hopf, Photographer 
Klaus Schöller, Höfner 
Graham Stockley, Höfner 
Thomas Hoyer, Höfner 
Tommy Willner, Thomann 
Sascha Vollmer, The Boss Hoss 
 
To our customers and pre-
orderers, some of whom have 
waited with confidence for over 
two years for production to 
begin. 
 
And especially to our families 
who have patiently shared the 
adventure! 
 
 
 
Marco & Günther, German Vintage Guitar, Babenhausen, Germany, May 2021.  



 

Appendix 
 
 
Serial number code: 
 
First (or first and second) digit: Sequential number 
1 to 95 
 
Second (or third) digit: Type of model 
1 = first relaunch series, P = prototype, S = custom-made, G = Gypsy Pearl, B = Blue Pearl, 
N = Blonde Pearl (natural), V = Vintage Pearl (shaded) 
 
Third (or fourth) digit: Manufacturer/Producer 
D = Anton Sandner, H = Höfner, S = Shadow 
 
Fourth and fifth (or fifth and sixth) digit: Year of manufacture 
16 to 19 
 

 
 
Soundhole label of the serial models No. 8-87, here the no. 58. 
  



 

Expertises: 
 
All Black Pearl series models no. 8-87 were shipped with a personally signed expertise. 
 

 
Example of the expertise that accompanied each series model from no. 8 to no. 87. Here is the expertise of the no. 18. 



 

Guitar Case: 
 
All Isana Black Pearls, as well as the eight color prototypes, were shipped in a high-quality molded 
case, lined with thick plush. The lining is either green or gray. The Isana logo is varnished on the 
outside. 
 

 
High quality series case with which all models no. 8 to 95 were delivered. 

 

 
Version 1: Grey lining Version 2: Green lining 
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