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The sound of a rotary 
speaker cabinet, 
originally designed as an 

adjunct to a Hammond organ, 
works equally well on guitar 
and has long had a place in rock 
and pop history. Of course, 
being such a massive and heavy 
electro-mechanical 
contraption, the original Leslie 
cabinet was never going to 
become a popular choice with 
guitarists for onstage use. But 
attempts to recreate, or at least 
approximate, that swirling 
larger-than-life sound in a 
stompbox started back in the 
1960s with the likes of the 
Univibe. And it continues to 
this day with two new recently 
released contenders for the 
crown – the Strymon Lex and 
the Tech 21 RotoChoir. 

Strymon Lex
The Lex follows the Strymon 
principle of using digital 
modelling with a high-powered 
SHARC processor to recreate 
the sound of older analogue 
technology. Powered from a 
supplied adaptor, it’s a squat but 
reasonably compact pedal with 
a pair of footswitches – one to 
bypass the effect, the other to 

switch from slow to fast speeds 
and, if held down, to apply a 
brake to stop all motion. There 
are just four knobs on the top 
surface to set the main 
parameters (fast rotor speed, 
horn level, mic distance, 
preamp drive), but they also 
access a further set of 
parameters, the secondary 
functions, when you hold the 
two footswitches down 
simultaneously giving access 
to slow rotor speed, cab 
direction, acceleration time, 
and a preset boost or cut when 
the pedal is engaged.

For further control, there’s 
a rear panel expression pedal 
input with assignable control 
over any front-panel knob. 
Alternatively one of Strymon’s 
handy ‘Favorite’ switches can 
be plugged in to the socket and 
used to save your favourite 
setting or to toggle slow/fast 
speeds remotely.

The pedal takes a standard 
mono jack input, but also has a 
pair of jack outputs so you can 
run it in mono or stereo. In 
addition, there’s a bi-amp mode, 
selected in a power-up 
procedure, which will send the 
bass rotor signal out to the left 

output, and the treble horn to 
the right output.

Sounds
The Lex has a very natural 
sound – a warm, rich and, to our 
ears, a very detailed emulation 
of the real thing with a nice 
sense of dimensional depth. 
There’s no tone control, but 
Strymon seems to have voiced 

The Rivals

The BOSS RT-20 (£215), 
utilises COSM modelling 
technology to recreate the 
rotary speaker sound and has 
a display of spinning lights to 
represent rotor speed. 
Hughes & Kettner’s Tube 
Rotosphere (£399) was the 
only rotary speaker sim in our 
101 Best Stompboxes list, 
while the Neo Ventilator 
(€449) is designed to be a 
faithful replication of a Leslie 
122. The HardWire TR-7 
(£149) is more affordable and 
features tremolo and vibrato 
as well as rotary sounds.

A pair of stompboxes that aim to recreate the classic 
sound of a rotary speaker by Trevor Curwen

Strymon Lex & Tech 21 
RotoChoir £279 & £249

The Lex uses the high-powered 
SHARC processor to recreate the 
sound of older analogue technology

the Lex just right so that 
bringing up the horn level puts 
the top end just where you need 
it. Valve Leslies when pushed 
hard were valued for their 
overdrive and the preamp drive 
here brings that element to the 
sound, getting subtly grittier as 
the knob is advanced, but never 
swamping the sound even at 
max. Speed changes are 
handled well with a natural 
acceleration/deceleration, and 
the mic distance knob 
realistically models real world 
mic positioning – further out 
the sound is smoother, closer in 
you are more aware of the 
rotation cycles and hear a 
choppier sound. Overall the 
available parameter 
adjustments allow you to 
realistically reproduce plenty 
of the variables of a Leslie 

The Lex’s simple four-knob layout has extra functionality hidden beneath
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Tech 21 RotoChoir
ORIGIN: USA
PRICE: £249
TYPE: Rotary speaker   
emulation pedal
CONNECTIONS: Standard jack  
input and output (mono or stereo 
with TRS cable)
CONTROLS: Level, high, low, drive, 
position, top speed, speaker sim 
switch, bi-amped switch
FOOTSWITCHES: Bypass, fast/slow
POWER: Battery or 9V DC power 
from adaptor (not supplied)
DIMENSIONS: 121 (d) x 95 (w) 
x 38mm (h)
WEIGHT (kg/lb): 0.33/0.73
OPTIONAL EXTRAS: None
Rocky Road
01494 535333
www.tech21nyc

Test results

Build quality 
Features 
Sound 
Value for money 

GUITARIST RATING 

The Bottom Line
Strymon Lex

We like: Authentic sound; 
fast/slow switch; ability to 
add expression pedal
We dislike: Access to 
secondary functions can 
be a bit fiddly
Guitarist says: If you’re 
looking for an extremely 
natural-sounding rotary 
speaker emulation in a 
decent-sized stompbox, 
you’ll find it in the Lex

Tech 21 RotoChoir

We like: Fast/slow switch; 
switchable between Leslie 
and vibratone sounds
We dislike: No speed 
indication LED; the 
unattached battery cover 
could well go missing
Guitarist says: Classic 
rotary speaker simulation if 
you want it but with the ability 
to push the boundaries

Verdict
There is no doubt that playing 
guitar through a rotary speaker 
will give you a multi-faceted 
sound with lots of subtle 
nuance that is a challenge to 
recreate using electronic rather 
than electro-mechanical 
means. But recreate it we must 
if we don’t want to be lugging 
huge cabinets around (not to 
mention mic’ing them up and 
servicing them regularly) and 
these two pedals do the job 
extremely well. 

To our ears, the Lex offers the 
most natural representation of 
the Leslie speaker sound with a 
set of parameters that can 
shape the sound exactly to taste 
without straying beyond the 
boundaries of what the original 
is capable of. It’s ideal if you 
want to get as close to the real 
thing as possible.

The RotoChoir, on the other 
hand, has a range of parameter 
values that can take the sound 
further away from the classic, 
though it’s not always pleasant 
on the ear, so may appeal to 
more adventurous players. As 
always, you pays your money 
and you takes your choice, but 
either of these will provide you 
with a practical means of 
joining the rotary club. 

cabinet’s operation. In fact, it’s 
rather difficult to actually dial 
in a bad sound.

Tech 21 RotoChoir
Utilising a mix of analogue and 
digital technology, the Tech 21 
RotoChoir can run from a 9V 
battery or alternatively from 
a standard BOSS-style power 
adaptor.  Like the Lex, the 
RotoChoir’s two footswitches 
offer familiar bypass and fast/
slow functions, but where the 
Lex has its extra features 
hidden away, the RotoChoir 
presents it all to you up front via 
a set of six knobs and a pair of 
selector buttons.

A Level knob adjusts the 
overall output level while the 
drive, top speed and position 
knobs have similar functions to 
the Lex’s preamp drive, fast 
rotor speed and mic distance. 
Where the Lex has it’s bi-amp 
mode and its horn level knob, 
both of which can be used to 
move towards the sound of a 
Fender Vibratone or Leslie that 
just has a bottom rotor, the 
RotoChoir has a convenient 
bi-amped switch. This either 
gives you the sound of a 
traditional Leslie 122 with the 
signal split between the top and 
bottom rotors, or the sound of 
a full-range bottom rotor as 
heard in a Leslie 125 or a 
Vibratone. Further variation is 
available in the RotoChoir with 
high and low active tone 
controls, offering both cut and 
boost, plus a speaker simulation 

switch. This selects between a 
sound that Tech 21 says is 
“designed with inherently 
erratic and irregular peaks, 
valleys and notches to give you 
that familiar, unique raspy 
grind,” and something that’s a 
bit more neutral.

Sounds
The RotoChoir’s emulation of 
a rotary speaker is convincing, 
but where the Lex seems 
naturally voiced straight out of 
the box, the overall sound of the 
RotoChoir is dependent on the 
two tone knobs. We assume 
that the 12 o’clock position is 
the most neutral, although 
there’s no notch to mark the 
centre setting. Both knobs have 
a lot of boost or cut on tap so as 
well as just tweaking the sound 
to taste it’s possible to dial in 
something harsh and spiky. The 
drive knob, likewise, has a wide 
range of overdrive available 
through to a really full-on 
distortion. The position knob 
for mic distance is also very 
effective, especially when 
yielding a very pronounced 
tremolo pulse at the closest-in 
position with the hugely 
convenient bi-amp switch 
calling up bottom rotor only. 
Overall there are some familiar 
Leslie and Vibratone sounds on 
tap (the manual offers Badge, 
Angel and Cold Shot settings 
among others) with careful 
juxtaposition of the knobs, but 
there’s also more extreme stuff 
if you want it.

Whereas the Lex has its extra features 
hidden away, the RotoChoir presents it 
all to you up front with six knobs

The RotoChoir mixes analogue and digital technology

Strymon Lex
ORIGIN: USA
PRICE: £279
TYPE: Rotary speaker   
emulation pedal
CONNECTIONS: Standard jack input 
and outputs (L and R), Exp pedal input
CONTROLS: Fast rotor speed, horn 
level, mic distance, preamp drive, slow 
rotor speed, cab direction, 
acceleration time, +/- 6dB boost/cut
FOOTSWITCHES: Bypass, slow/fast
POWER: 9V DC power from adaptor 
DIMENSIONS: 114 (d) x 102 (w) 
x 44.5mm (h)
WEIGHT (kg/lb): 0.44/0.97
OPTIONAL EXTRAS: Favorite 
footswitch (£59.95), expression pedal
MusicPsych Ltd 
0207 697 9226
www.strymon.net

Test results

Build quality 
Features 
Sound 
Value for money 

GUITARIST RATING 
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A Rotary Speaker Primer
The history of Leslie’s whirly box and the electric guitar… 

There are various theories 
about who was the first 
person to plug an electric 

guitar into a rotary speaker – 
some give credit to Buddy Guy 
in 1965 when he played on 
Junior Wells’ Hoodoo Man 
Blues. His normal amp failed 
and the studio engineer wired 
him into a Hammond B3’s 
Leslie cabinet. Others quote 
Carole Kaye’s guitar part on 
Jewel Aken’s The Birds And 
The Bees recorded at Gold Star 
studios in LA. We don’t care 
who came first though, we’re 
just glad someone did, giving us 
that glorious sound as heard on 
loads of Beatles recordings 
from 1966 on, as well as used by 
Clapton on Cream’s Badge, 
Hendrix on Little Wing and 
SRV on Cold Shot to name just 
three of many.

So what exactly is a rotary 
speaker and how is the sound 
made? Well, the archetypal 
Leslie cabinet was designed as 
an add-on for a Hammond 
organ. Inventor Don Leslie 
wanted to replicate the spread 
of sound made by a pipe organ, 
but instead created a definitive 

sound in its own right – a 
combination of both amplitude 
and frequency modulation, 
caused in part by the Doppler 
effect, which could be 
described as a rich and complex 
mix of tremolo, phasing, pitch-
shifting and ambience.  

While we call it a rotary 
speaker, it’s not actually the 
speakers in a Leslie that rotate – 
the speaker components 
remain stationary and their 
sound is directed by rotating 
objects: a horn and a drum in 
the classic early units and just 
a drum in some later models.

The original classic 122 and 
147 models come complete with 
an inbuilt 40-watt valve amp 
feeding a crossover at 800Hz 
that splits the signal to a treble 
driver facing upwards in the top 
of the cabinet and a 15-inch bass 
speaker facing downwards. The 
treble driver feeds its sound 
into a rotating horn while the 
bass speaker feeds into a 
rotating drum with a slot 
cut-out in it. Electric motors 
utilising a system of pulleys 
drive the horn and the drum, 
with, in most Leslies, two 

speeds available. A switch 
attached to the organ can 
change the speed from slow 
(known as Chorale) to fast 
(known as Tremolo) with an 
extra position where the horn 
and drum are stationary. When 
switching from one speed to 
another the acceleration or 
deceleration contributes to the 
complexity of the sound – the 
horn being lighter than the 
drum means it can speed up 
and slow down faster, with the 
effect that the upper 
frequencies change faster than 
the lower ones.

Normally connected to a 
Hammond via a multi-pin 
cable, the early uses of a Leslie 
with guitar required breaking 
into the circuitry, as the Abbey 
Road engineers did for John 
Lennon’s vocal in The Beatles’ 
Tomorrow Never Knows. 
Things, however, became easier 
with the introduction of the 
Combo Pre-Amps, large 
stompbox-style units that 
connected to some Leslie 
models through the Leslie cable 
and featured jack sockets for 
plugging in guitars or other 

keyboards, with footswitches 
available for speed changes.

Later Leslie designs 
abandoned valves for 
transistors and some Leslies 
were produced with no inbuilt 
amp, which is where another 
well-known name enters the 
arena – the Fender Vibratone, 
which came about after the 
takeover of both Leslie and 
Fender by CBS. Relatively 
portable and looking more like 
a regular guitar cab than the 
larger wooden ‘furniture’ 
Leslies, the Vibratone was a 
version of the Leslie model 16 
with a 10-inch speaker feeding 
a rotating drum to deflect the 
sound mainly out of side and 
top vents. With a jack socket 
input, it could be driven directly 
from a guitar amp.

Besides the Leslie and Fender 
models, other companies have 
released rotary speakers over 
the years. New models are 
available from Motion Sound, 
Mahaffay amps (Little Lanelei) 
and also Hammond, with the 
Leslie G27 and G37 for guitar. 

7

Inside a Leslie 122

Three Great Rotary 
Speaker Moments

1 Two-speed horn rotor
This bit spins around, using 
sound from the…
2 Treble speaker
The high frequencies come out 
here. Typically above 800Hz, 
and the rest comes from the…
3 Bass speaker
Below 800Hz here, natch.
4 800Hz Crossover
This splits the frequencies 
from the amp section
5 40-watt amplifier
The 122 used a simple amp 
with a pair of 6550 valves
6 Two-speed drum
This rotating drum creates the 
Doppler effect down below
7 Signal input
A six-pin plug designed for 
direct connection to a 
Hammond B3 – the biggest 
barrier to entry if you’re trying 
to use it with guitar.

 Artist: Stevie Ray 
Vaughan and 
Double Trouble

Song: Couldn’t Stand The 
Weather, title track (1984)
Everyone talks about Cold 
Shot, but CSTW is packed 
with Fender Vibratone – listen 
to the rhythm guitar intro and 
the mix in the solo section.

 Artist David Gimour, 
Pink Floyd
Song Shine On 

You Crazy Diamond 
Wish You Were Here, (1975)
Gilmour’s massive tone owes 
a debt to the humble Leslie, a 
sound he’s used since the late 
sixties. As well as famous 
recorded examples, it also 
featured in his main live rig.

 Artist Kim Thayil, 
Soundgarden
Song Black Hole 

Sun, Superunknown, (1994)
Chris Cornell came up with 
the rhythm guitar arpeggio 
while playing through a Leslie 
speaker cab. Played by Thayil 
in the studio, it ended up 
defining the whole song.
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