
Heptode Virtuoso Phase Shifter
From “Starship Trooper” and “No Quarter” to the modern era

BY  M IKE  METLAY

We don’t get to review “mod-
ern vintage” guitar pedals very
often in these pages, but once
in a while something truly sweet
shows up on our doorstep. For
this guitar-friendly issue, we
thought we’d treat you to a look
at a new pedal from French
manufacturer Heptode.
The Virtuoso Phase Shifter

is, according to the maker, “a
boutique recreation of the orig-
inal Maestro PS-1A Phase
Shifter, as used in the 1970s by keyboardist John Paul Jones (Led Zeppelin) and gui-
tarists Steve Howe (Yes) and Ernie Isley (Isley Brothers), among many others.” Designed
by Tom Oberheim, who would go on to design some of the best synthesizers in histo-
ry, the original PS-1A was a six-stage FET-based phaser designed to sit on a tabletop
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or thread onto a mic stand (a remote foot
control was optional). It had only three
controls: Slow, Medium, and Fast Phase
buttons.
What made the PS-1A especially cool

was that switching between speeds wasn’t
instantaneous; the effect would ramp up or
down in speed, much like a Leslie speaker
rotor speeding up or slowing down. This
was and is a very musical effect, and com-
bined with the sweet tone of the phasing,
it made the PS-1A a popular box in the
’70s and a much-sought-after rarity today.
Heptode has reimagined the PS-1A as a

floor pedal; with only three buttons, it does-
n’t exactly cry out for easy access by hand!
The pedal has three footswitches and three
LEDs (in the same colors as the original but-
tons, no less), Input and Output jacks, and
a standard 9 V DC jack (it also runs on a
9V battery). Housed in a nicely-finished
metal case, it provides the original
Maestro sound with no added frills.
While Heptode makes much of the

improved signal-to-noise ratio in the mod-
ern design (and the Virtuoso is in fact a
really quiet pedal), a less-touted electronic
difference between the original PS-1A and
the Virtuoso is its bypass circuitry. The
Virtuoso uses relays for true bypass; when
the effect is turned off, the box is a straight
wire that doesn’t mess with your guitar
tone. True bypass was pretty much
unheard of in 1970, and many guitarists
noted that with even the effect turned off,
the PS-1A altered the guitar’s tone pretty
significantly, with a top-end rolloff and an
audible mid boost. Some guitarists grew
to love this tone tweak, while others found
it annoying; without a PS-1A to compare
directly, I’m afraid I’m going to have to
leave this question for the vintage-pedal
collectors to discuss.
That having been said, it takes about ten

seconds to hear why the PS-1A was such a
sought-after pedal; the phasing is sweet and
lyrical and plays well with other effects,
whether a vintage fuzz box or a modern
digital multieffects processor. The Lesliesque
speed ramping works beautifully, and
switching is pop-free and clean. The effect
peters out at very low frequencies, so it’s not
suitable for basses or downtuned/7-string
guitars, but it works a treat on guitars and
keyboards. If you’re in the market for a truly
vintage-sounding, easy-to-use phaser, the
Virtuoso makes a strong case for itself.

Price: $285 street
More from: Heptode,
www.heptode.com; dist. in USA by
European Musical Imports, 
www.europeanmusical.com

Special thanks to Brad Ford of
Wingspread Records (wingspread
records.com) for sharing his collected
tech information and pictures of the orig-
inal Maestro PS-1A. Excerpted from the July edition of RECORDING Magazine 2013
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