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BRIAN MAY RED SPECIAL PEDAL
IS BRIAN MAY•S SIGNATURE PEDAL A KIND OF MAGIC, OR DID IT BITE THE DUST? WORDS: HENRY YATES

THE SIZZLE
Total Guitar doesn•t actually want to 

be Brian May. Apart from anything else, we 
reckon his clogs would rub like buggery and 
his immense barnet would get unbearably 
hot in the summer. Sounding like Brian 
May, on the other hand, is one of our great-
unful“ lled ambitions. We•ve bought the Vox 
AC30, the booster pedal, the Red Special 
guitar and even the silver sixpence, but 
somehow his clipped, brittle tone has always 
eluded us.

DigiTech•s Red Special is aimed squarely 
at frustrated May-o-philes like us. As the 
new arrival to the Artist Series (Eric Clapton, 
Jimi Hendrix, Scott Ian and Dan Donegan 
have already been given the treatment), 
this modelling pedal has been designed by 
production legend Eddie Kramer to replicate 
14 trademark May tones. •This device is 
capable of making anybody sound like me!Ž 
Trumpets the Queen man himself in the 
manual before modestly adding, •If you want 
to, that isƒŽ       

WHAT•S IT GOT?
Upon emptying the box, TG was absolutely 
crushed to discover that the sixpence pick 
that•s meant to come with the Red Special 
had been lost in transit. In the meantime, 
we were impressed with the inclusion of a 
padded gigbag sporting a suitably showbiz 
signature and a PS0913B power supply.

Mind you, these are mere trimmings 
to the main feast. As we have already 
mentioned, the primary function of the Red 
Special is to recreate May•s tones, and you•ve 
got 14 of the best to pick from here … from 
the clickety-clack ” ange intro of 1973•s Keep 

Yourself Alive to the gonzoid delay that May 
used on the Brighton Rock solo at Wembley 
in 1986. It•s worth noting that each setting 
models everything from the effects used by 
May to the amps and cabs he dragged into 
the recording studio that day.

Of all the DigiTech Artist Series pedals, 
only the Red Special and the Jimi Hendrix 
Experience feature expression pedals (the 
others follow a standard stompbox format). 
Granted, it•s no coincidence that these units 
are also the most expensive, but as far as 
we•re concerned the prospect of controlling 
our parameters in real-time far outweighs 

the additional splurge. And besides, with the 
Red Special•s toe and heel buttons bringing 
in a total of 14 separate settings (compared 
to the seven offered by the Eric Clapton and 
Scott Ian units), we would argue that this 
product is twice as versatile.

The Red Special•s immense presets are 
the obvious starting point for this review, 
and we would probably argue that many 
guitarists won•t bother straying from 
them. But if, for instance, you “ nd May•s 
idiosyncratic tone too trebly or weedy 
(sacrilege!), you can adjust the gain, treble 
and bass via the control dials or tweak 
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INFORMATION
ORIGIN: USA
TYPE: Signature 
modelling pedal
FEATURES: 14 Brian 
May modelling tones, 
Guitar modelling option, 
expression pedal, Treble, 
Bass, Level and Gain 
controls, Model Control 
dial, dual output (amp 
and mixer), footswitch 
input, sixpence pick, 
Artist Series gigbag
POWER SUPPLY: 
PSO913B adaptor 
(supplied)
DIMENSIONS: (HxWxD): 
10.14 x 3.84 x 2.47 
(inches)
WEIGHT: 3.38lbs
CONTACT: Sound 
Technology 01462 
480000
WEB: www.digitech.com

WHO’S IT FOR?
The bloke who plays 
Brian May in the One 
Vision tribute bandƒ

Everything you need 
to sound like Brian 
May is on this panel

Brian May•s Red Special 
features a built-in 
expression pedalFrom Keep Yourself 

Alive to Tie Your 
Mother Down, this 

pedal emulates 14 of 
May•s tones

No matter what guitar you 
play, this pedal will re-voice 
your pickups to emulate 
May•s Burns Tri-Sonics
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FAT-BOTTOMED GIGBAG
TG LIFTS THE LID ON A SETUP FIT FOR A QUEEN

setting parameters via the •Model Control• 
knob. May hopes that this option will 

•inspire you to greater heights,Ž which is very 
nice of him indeed.

Finally, there•s a very cool touch in the 
form of the •Guitar• knob. Unless you have 
been living in a cave, you will be aware that 
May•s original Red Special guitar was built 
by hand using wood from an 18th century 
“ replace, and thus has a sound all of its own 
(see •Fat-bottomed gigbag• box, above-
right, for more). While it is possible to buy 
replicas of this model, the Red Special pedal 
offers the next best thing by re-voicing 
your existing guitar to ape the sound of 
Brian•s Burns Tri-Sonic pickups. Turn it fully 
clockwise if you•re playing humbuckers, fully 
anti-clockwise if you•ve got singlecoils and 
dead in the centre if you happen to own a 
Red Special guitar.

BUILT TO LAST?
In keeping with the “ replace theme, 
DigiTech have chosen a slightly bizarre “ nish 
that makes the Red Special pedal look as 
though it•s made of wood. It•s not, of course. 
Like all DigiTech pedals, this is a rugged 
chunk of metal and rubber that could be sat 
on by a fat-bottomed girl (get it?) and still 
emerge unscathed.  

HANDS ON
Having selected the singlecoil option (we•re 
using a Telecaster) and set the Model dial 
to •1•, TG pushed forward on the expression 
pedal to activate the ” ange-drenched quack 
of Keep Yourself Alive. It•s a genius setting 
(really echoey and brittle) and sounds 
particularly authentic when you rock back 

and forth on it, altering the level of tape 
” ange. Moving to the heel setting, in the 
meantime, brings in the solo tone from 
Keep Yourself Alive … a hollow sound that is 
textbook Brian May. Believe us when we say 
you•re gonna be blown away!

We got similarly impressive results from 
the second model (a stunning recreation of 
the lead and rhythm tones from the Queen 
epic Bohemian Rhapsody) and lapped up 
the •jam-jar-full-of-wasps• overdrive of rock 
belter Tie Your Mother Down. Better still is 
Model 4, which nails the treble-boosted, 
Foxx phaser-assisted outro of We Will Rock 

You and (at the heel setting) the searing 
lead from We Are The Champions.

From there, things get a little more 
esoteric. The acoustic setting modelled on 
the intro of Crazy Little Thing Called Love 
sounded a little synthetic to our ears, but 
at least the Tele emulation at the heel 
was suitably rockabilly. The Brighton Rock 
solo setting offers spiralling walls of delay 
that can be adjusted via the expression 
pedal, while the heel adds a harmoniser 
that sounds a little like The Darkness. 
Finally, there•s a tone modelled on the 
battery-operated •Deacy• ampli“ er designed 
by Queen bassist John Deacon, and a heel 
model based on the solo of A Winter•s Tale. 
While we have no argument with the level 
of authenticity, TG would argue that you•d 
probably struggle to use these last six 

settings if you were in anything other than a 
Queen tribute band.

Aside from that, the Red Special has much 
to recommend it. Aside from the high level of 
authenticity, we liked how the toe and heel 
settings are independent (on the DigiTech 
EX-7 Expression Factory, for instance, you 
have to start off on the toe before you 
can move to the heel). But we do have one 
gripe. Considering how we•ve paid to have 
an expression pedal, it seems a bit cheeky 
that it has no function on half of the settings. 
Surely DigiTech could have assigned some 
kind of parameter to the pedal in each 
instance, even if it is just volume?          

      
THE BOTTOM LINE
TG can•t help feeling that reviewing the 
DigiTech Red Special is a slightly pointless 
exercise. Either you love Brian May (in which 
case you•ll let our mild criticisms of his 
signature pedal wash over you as you beat 
a path to your local DigiTech dealer) or else 
you couldn•t give a toss about him or his 
bloody band (and nothing we can say will 
change that). But if anyone is still listening 
at this point, we would just like to point 
out that this is one of the coolest signature 
pedals we have ever tried, and well worthy of 
having May•s squiggly signature on the side 
of it. It will, it will rock youƒ

FOR: Breathtaking level of authenticity and 
cool •Guitar• function
AGAINST: Far too often, the expression pedal 
is redundant

TG RATING: ���� �

•Whether you love Brian May or couldn•t give 
a toss about his band, the Red Special is the 
coolest signature pedal we have ever tried and 
well worthy of May•s squiggly signatureŽ

The Red Special 
comes with a funky 
satin carry bag. 
That•s nice!

DigiTech has 
included a shiny 

sixpence. Brian uses 
one as a pick

While May reportedly quipped that he might start using the DigiTech 
Red Special pedal onstage, it seems more likely that he will continue 
to achieve his distinctive tone the expensive way with a series of 
standalone amps and FX units.

Central to May•s sound is his Red Special guitar, the original 
version of which he put together with his father back in 1963. •I was 
about 15 when we started building it,Ž recalls the Queen guitarist. 
•The neck was from an old “ replace and an oak table was the basis 
for the guitar•s body. The rest of the body was blockwood and veneer, 
with the oak taking the strain.Ž 

In addition, the Mays developed a unique pickup switching system 
that saw the three Burns Tri-Sonic singlecoils linked in series (rather 
than parallel, like a Strat) that gave more power to the signal.  

When it comes to amps, May is a creature of habit. Live, he•s always 
relied on a wall of Vox AC30s (supposedly after a recommendation 
by Rory Gallagher), while countless Queen recordings saw him 
supplement these with the battery-powered •Deacy• amp to create 
his inimitable harmonised guitar parts. A replica of the Deacy was 
released in 2003 by Vox as the Brian May Special.

While much of May•s tonal variety comes from the various pickup 
con“ gurations on his Red Special guitar, he owns more effects pedals 
than you might think. You will always “ nd a treble booster (generally 
a Dallas Arbiter Rangemaster) between his guitar and amp in order 
to push the notorious clean AC30 into overdrive. He•s also used 
a Foxx phaser, a Boss Chorus, a Dunlop Crybaby wah, an Eventide 
Harmonizer and (for the delay in Brighton Rock) two Echoplex tape 
units. Try lugging that lot up to the roof of Buckingham Palaceƒ

BRIAN MAY RED SPECIAL PEDAL GEAR
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