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The Schaffer Replica is a unique instrument effects unit with an equally unique 
backstory. Spanning four decades, three continents, and involving a world famous 
rock guitarist, a prolific inventor and an obsessive music fan from Italy, there is an 
almost cinematic quality in the narrative that traces the steps taken to reintroduce 
the world to the captivating tone that may have otherwise been lost forever. 
Born in Texas, but raised in Rome, Fil Olivieri, founder of SoloDallas, had been obsessed 
with AC/DC’s Back in Black (the sixth best-selling album ever with 40 million sales worldwide) 
since its release in 1980. In a quest to replicate the album’s distinctive tones, Olivieri began 
purchasing the same equipment as used by lead guitarist Angus Young (late ‘60s/early 
‘70s Gibson SG guitars, late ‘70s Marshall amplifiers), but as close as he got, it was obvious 
there was still a key ingredient missing. 
For three decades, Olivieri was stumped, until he stumbled upon a 1984 interview in which Young 
was asked if he uses any effects in the studio. Young answered, “No, I just use a Schaffer-Vega 
[Diversity System].” Puzzled by the response, Olivieri wondered why anyone would mention a 
wireless system as an answer to a question regarding effects. Wireless systems help musicians 
run around on large stages without getting tangled in yards of cables, but they don’t manipulate 
actual tone . . . right?  Typically not, but this case was far from typical. Young further explained 
in the interview that the Schaffer-Vega Diversity System (SVDS) had two controls on it with which 
one could further overdrive the amplifier, thus “giving the guitar hell.” Olivieri at that moment 
discovered the missing link to Angus’ elusive tone.
Flashback to 1975: New York-based recording engineer-turned-publicist Ken Schaffer had moved 
on from the record business in order to focus on being a full-time inventor. Introduced that year, 
his Schaffer-Vega Diversity System was catching on with some of the big names in rock. One of 
the early adopters was KISS, whose motivation was one of practicality since guitarist Ace Frehely 
once had to be revived after having been shocked by a guitar cable connected to an ungrounded 
amplifier. Within a few years, you couldn’t throw a brick in a room full of household name 
guitarists and bassists without hitting someone who was using the SVDS in a live setting; 
Eddie Van Halen, the Rolling Stones, Bootsy Collins, Peter Frampton, Frank Zappa and numerous 
others were all SVDS users. However, Schaffer designed it to boost low-mid range frequencies 
usually lost in wireless transmission, as well as to compand (compress then expand) the signal, 
thus providing the added side effect of enhancing the instrument’s tone. Numerous groups 
decided that, apart from serving its basic function, the SVDS also sounded good and began using 
it as an effect in the recording studio – namely Electric Light Orchestra, Pink Floyd (The Wall) and, 
of course, AC/DC, beginning with 1978’s Powerage. 
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Says Angus Young, “George [Young, Angus and Malcolm’s older brother and first AC/DC producer] 
had suggested that I use the SVDS in the studio in 1978, then when Mutt Lange came in [producer of 
Highway to Hell, Back in Black, For Those About to Rock We Salute You], he asked me to use the same 
stuff that I was using for my stage sound, so we used the SVDS again.” 
By 1982, after becoming interested in other endeavors, including intercepting internal Soviet 
television for the U.S. government in the waning days of the Cold War, Ken Schaffer had stopped 
producing the SVDS after roughly 1,000 had been built. Thirty years later, he was caught off guard 
when Fil Olivieri, a total stranger, e-mailed him asking about the long-forgotten SVDS. After many 
heart-to-heart conversations, Schaffer felt inspired to give Olivieri his last two functioning units. 
Says Olivieri, “I thought that many more people deserve and want that tone. The idea of a one-to-one 
audio replica of this great system came to be born.” With Schaffer’s blessing, Fil hired a team of 
electronics experts to reverse engineer the SVDS to re-create it in the form of a non-wireless unit, 
under the company name SoloDallas (currently based in La Jolla, CA), and the first units rolled out in 
2014 – The Schaffer Replica was born. 
The saga came full circle last year, when Schaffer brought Olivieri to visit his old friend Angus Young 
at the Warehouse Studio in Vancouver, at the start of sessions for AC/DC’s latest Rock or Bust album. 
Olivieri presented Young with The Schaffer Replica GT #001, the very first unit produced. The Scottish-
born Australian guitarist was so impressed by how perfectly this device reproduced his signature 
tone, he ended up using it all over Rock or Bust. It is AC/DC’s first album since 1983 to employ “the 
Schaffer Sound” and is now being used on the band’s Rock or Bust World Tour.

The Schaffer Replica’s reputation within the music community has grown steadily. Gilby Clarke 
(Guns N’ Roses), Elliott Randall (Steely Dan), Eric Krasno (Soulive, Lettuce) and Steve Stevens 
are among its current adherents, but its appeal isn’t limited to guitarists/bassists or even rock 
musicians. Recording engineer Clint Gibbs (whose credits include Shakira, Miley Cyrus, Nicki Minaj 
and Wiz Khalifa) is finding new applications for the effect in the studio, mainly with keyboards. 
The first production run of The Schaffer Replica sold out almost immediately, and the newest 
version has subtle improvements implemented by the original inventor Ken Schaffer himself. It 
is available as a tower (a virtual doppelganger of the ‘70s unit) or as a pedal, aka “stomp box.” It 
received the Editors’ Pick in the June 2015 issue of Guitar Player, where its qualities are described 
as “some kind of magic.” The sound created by The Schaffer Replica cannot be achieved by other 
means, and is nearly impossible to describe, but anyone who is remotely familiar with Back in Black 
knows it when they hear it.
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Angus Young and Ken Schaffer, New York Palladium, August 24, 1977
37 years later in Vancouver at the Warehouse Studio

Rock or Bust Recording Sessions 2014
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Cover Story
AC/DC

crazy as drummer Phil Rudd was charged 
with attempting to procure a murder 
(later dropped for lack of evidence), 
threatening to kill, and possession of 
meth and cannabis. Rudd was set to 
stand trial in a Tauranga, New Zea-
land district court on April 21, 2015, 
and his legal woes have definitely frac-
tured his tenure in the band. Although 
Rudd completed his drum tracks on  
AC/DC’s latest album, Rock or Bust 
[Columbia], his erratic behavior during 
the sessions (he reportedly showed up 
ten days late to the studio) likely made 
the other members uncomfortable about 
his future with the group—even before 
his troubles with the law. 

But with two members down,  
AC/DC simply soldiered on, much like 
they did after the death of lead singer 
Bon Scott in 1980. Nephew Stevie Young 
was tapped to play guitar in the studio 
and onstage, and former AC/DC drum-
mer Chris Slade was brought back into 
the fold to replace Rudd on the band’s 
world tour. 

The rest of the band—guitarist Angus 
Young, vocalist Brian Johnson, and bass-
ist Cliff Williams—would certainly have 
been forgiven if they had cashed in their 
chips last year. After all, since the band’s 
formation in 1973, they have sold hun-
dreds of millions of records, penned a 
fair share of instantly recognizable hard-
rock anthems, and inspired scores of 
rabid fans both young and old to tattoo 
the AC/DC logo on their bodies. 

Yet, retirement probably seems like 
a very distant reality when you’re still 
feisty and relevant after more than 40 
years in the rock biz. AC/DC has proven 
they are no nostalgia act nearing the 
end of their commercial tether. The 
band’s previous album, 2008’s Black 
Ice—which, like Rock or Bust, was pro-
duced by Brendan O’Brien—achieved 
double platinum status in the United 
States, hit number one in 29 countries, 
and was nominated for Grammy, Brit, 
and Juno awards. 

When Rock or Bust was released on 
November 28, 2014, it went gold in 
America, and reached number one or 
the top five in more than 20 countries—
all before the band started its concert 

tour. The debut video from the album, 
“Play Ball,” logged more than six million  
YouTube/Vevo views, the follow-up, “Rock 
or Bust,” was seen by more than seven 
million eyeballs, and the third, “Rock 
the Blues Away,” nabbed 160,000 views 
less than 24 hours after its release on 
March 10 (as I was writing this story). 
And who could forget the band blowing 
the doors off the 2015 Grammy Awards, 
as many of the hipsters and stars and 
business people in attendance proudly 
wore the devil horns passed out before 
the performance.

Now, these stats probably would be 
drooled over by a young pop act with 
a beautifully stylized “brand” and 20 
hit songwriters to guide their record-
ings. The fact they belong to a very 
mature rock group that plays guitars 
really loud at a time when raging gui-
tars don’t exactly flash brightly across 
the cultural radar is almost miracu-
lous. Well, except that none of this 
is really a miracle. It’s a celebration 
of hard work, believing in the basic 
rightness of who you are, and never 
ever giving up. 

Although Stevie wasn’t giving inter-
views at the time, I was able to talk 
with Angus and Cliff in a suite at New 
York’s posh Peninsula Hotel on a very 
brisk winter afternoon. 

You’ve been making records for more 
than 40 years. How does the band 
manage to keep getting juiced up to 
deliver impassioned and ballsy tracks 
every time you pop in the studio?

Young: I guess it’s the fresh ideas. 
That’s the only thing that really ever 
changes in AC/DC—the new songs. 
Other than that, I don’t know. We 
just always seem to sound like us, and 
sounding like us happens to have an 
element of excitement, I guess. Cliff 
will tell you, the first time with worked 
with Brendan on Black Ice and we set 
up to play in the studio, he was like, 
“Well, these guys have not played for 
a while…” 

Williams: He just pushed Record and 
said, “Okay, tape is running.”

Young: And he immediately turned 
to [engineer] Mike Fraser, and said, 

I t ’ s  n ot  r e A l lY  A  “ g u I tA r I st ’ s 

version” of the detective game Clue, but it could 

be. In our game, we have a truly obsessed tone 

freak, an impassioned inventor, AC/DC’s Angus 

and Malcolm Young, this very magazine, and a 

lost guitar sound. Let’s set up the crime scene…

T h e  I n v e n To r
In 1975, Ken Schaffer released his Schaffer-

Vega Diversity System—a wireless device for 

guitar that was adopted by major concert acts—

including, as we will soon learn more about, 

AC/DC. Schaffer’s analog circuitry included 

an ingenious paired compressor/expander 

(called “companding”) that boosted the sys-

tem’s dynamic range to more than 100dB, as 

well as adding some sonic voodoo to the pro-

cessed guitar sound. Stricter FCC regulations 

for wireless systems and Schaffer’s own rest-

less spirit caused the end of the SVDS in 1982, 

after approximately 1,000 units were produced.

T h e  r o c k  S Ta r
When AC/DC played the Palladium in New 

York City in 1977, Schaffer showed up to dem-

onstrate his device to Angus Young.
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“I never got to demo it that day 

because I was doing some interviews,” 

says Young. “So Malcolm said, ‘I’ll try 

this thing out for you,’ and he used it during our 

soundcheck. He walked outside and all around 

the building, and he said the signal was stronger 

than using a cable. Malcolm never liked gadgets, 

but he told me, ‘You’re going to love this, because 

there’s a little bit of a boost. This thing is cool.’”

When AC/DC recorded Highway to Hell with 

producer Mutt Lange in 1979, he had only seen 

the band perform live before the sessions, and 

he wondered if there was something different 

about the guitar sound.

“Mutt asked, ‘Are you using anything special 

when you play live?’ And I said, ‘Well, I’ve got that 

Schaffer.’ So he told me to plug it in. There was 

always a bit of what Malcolm used to call ‘that 

furnace going’ noise from it—a ‘shhhhhh’ when 

you weren’t actually playing—but Mutt loved it 

and said he’d kill the noise later. He said, ‘Man, 

we’ve got to use that!’”

T h e  To n e  F r e a k
Over in Rome, Italy, Filippo Olivieri was running 

a successful classic-rock tone blog (solodallas.

com) and fanatically continuing his 30-year pur-

suit to nail the guitar sounds on AC/DC’s Back In 

Black album. He purchased every piece of gear 

Angus was known to use, but all attempts to 

precisely cop the guitarist’s clear, 

punchy, and articulate tone with silky 

sustain were just not good enough.

T h e  C lu e
Finally, Olivieri came across an old Guitar Player—

the February 1984 issue to be exact—that 

included the article, “Angus Young: Seriously.” 

In the interview, Young is asked specifically if he 

used any effects during the recording of Back In 

Black, and he name checks the Schaffer wire-

less as the only signal processor, stating, “Mal-

colm and I use the boost to push the front end 

of our amps.” Olivieri’s mind is blown. Now, he 

simply had to find out how to get his hands on 

that wireless.

S u CC e SS !
Happily, after being contacted by Olivieri—

and hearing of his decades-long dedication 

to recreating the Back In Black guitar sound— 

Schaffer was moved to send him the last two 

SVDS units in his possession. It was a moment 

of sublime truth for Olivieri as he plugged his 

Gibson SG into the SVDS and out to a Marshall, 

and it was “Instant Angus.” 

“Finally getting the units was a dream come 

true for me,” says Olivieri, “as that sound had 

been haunting me almost all of my life. Once 

the Schaffer-Vega was connected, there—for  

the first time in 30 years—were those pure tones. 

Schaffer’s system was the secret ingredient in 

creating those sounds.”

The search was over. Well, kind of…

F u n  F o r  a l l
Olivieri didn’t stop with the realization of his 

guitar-tone dream. He went further, asking 

Schaffer for permission to recreate the SVDS 

circuitry for today’s players in a non-wireless 

format that could be used by guitarists like 

any conventional preamp, processor, or boost 

pedal. Utilizing a team of engineers in Rome 

and Vienna, Olivieri produced The Schaffer 

Replica in two versions: The Schaffer Replica 

Tower looks like the original vertical Schaf-

fer-Vega 63EX ($999 direct; a Gold Tag edi-

tion of 100 units signed by Ken Schaffer was 

released in May 2014, and is completely sold 

out), and The Schaffer Replica Pedal ($349 

direct) is just what it says it is—a compact 

guitar pedal designed for popping onto your 

pedalboard, or tossing on the floor with your 

other stompboxes. 

“It’s Angus in a box,” says Olivieri.

The Schaffer Replica Unit #1 was delivered 

to Angus Young by Olivieri and Schaffer while 

AC/DC was recording Rock or Bust, and it’s all 

over the album’s tracks. Olivieri likes to say, 

“Angus got his sound back.” For those won-

dering if Olivieri’s “fairy tale come true” is pos-

sible, Guitar Player now has a Replica pedal, 

and we will do a comprehensive review in the 

June 2015 issue. 

Clockwise from left: Angus and 

Ken Schaffer in 1977; (left to 

right) Fil Olivieri, Angus, and 

Schaffer at Warehouse Studio 

in 2014; the pedal version of the 

Schaffer Replica.
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“I never got to demo it that day 

because I was doing some interviews,” 

says Young. “So Malcolm said, ‘I’ll try 

this thing out for you,’ and he used it during our 

soundcheck. He walked outside and all around 

the building, and he said the signal was stronger 

than using a cable. Malcolm never liked gadgets, 

but he told me, ‘You’re going to love this, because 

there’s a little bit of a boost. This thing is cool.’”

When AC/DC recorded Highway to Hell with 

producer Mutt Lange in 1979, he had only seen 

the band perform live before the sessions, and 

he wondered if there was something different 

about the guitar sound.

“Mutt asked, ‘Are you using anything special 

when you play live?’ And I said, ‘Well, I’ve got that 

Schaffer.’ So he told me to plug it in. There was 

always a bit of what Malcolm used to call ‘that 

furnace going’ noise from it—a ‘shhhhhh’ when 

you weren’t actually playing—but Mutt loved it 

and said he’d kill the noise later. He said, ‘Man, 

we’ve got to use that!’”

T h e  To n e  F r e a k
Over in Rome, Italy, Filippo Olivieri was running 

a successful classic-rock tone blog (solodallas.

com) and fanatically continuing his 30-year pur-

suit to nail the guitar sounds on AC/DC’s Back In 

Black album. He purchased every piece of gear 

Angus was known to use, but all attempts to 

precisely cop the guitarist’s clear, 

punchy, and articulate tone with silky 

sustain were just not good enough.

T h e  C lu e
Finally, Olivieri came across an old Guitar Player—

the February 1984 issue to be exact—that 

included the article, “Angus Young: Seriously.” 

In the interview, Young is asked specifically if he 

used any effects during the recording of Back In 

Black, and he name checks the Schaffer wire-

less as the only signal processor, stating, “Mal-

colm and I use the boost to push the front end 

of our amps.” Olivieri’s mind is blown. Now, he 

simply had to find out how to get his hands on 

that wireless.

S u CC e SS !
Happily, after being contacted by Olivieri—

and hearing of his decades-long dedication 

to recreating the Back In Black guitar sound— 

Schaffer was moved to send him the last two 

SVDS units in his possession. It was a moment 

of sublime truth for Olivieri as he plugged his 

Gibson SG into the SVDS and out to a Marshall, 

and it was “Instant Angus.” 

“Finally getting the units was a dream come 

true for me,” says Olivieri, “as that sound had 

been haunting me almost all of my life. Once 

the Schaffer-Vega was connected, there—for  

the first time in 30 years—were those pure tones. 

Schaffer’s system was the secret ingredient in 

creating those sounds.”

The search was over. Well, kind of…

F u n  F o r  a l l
Olivieri didn’t stop with the realization of his 

guitar-tone dream. He went further, asking 

Schaffer for permission to recreate the SVDS 

circuitry for today’s players in a non-wireless 

format that could be used by guitarists like 

any conventional preamp, processor, or boost 

pedal. Utilizing a team of engineers in Rome 

and Vienna, Olivieri produced The Schaffer 

Replica in two versions: The Schaffer Replica 

Tower looks like the original vertical Schaf-

fer-Vega 63EX ($999 direct; a Gold Tag edi-

tion of 100 units signed by Ken Schaffer was 

released in May 2014, and is completely sold 

out), and The Schaffer Replica Pedal ($349 

direct) is just what it says it is—a compact 

guitar pedal designed for popping onto your 

pedalboard, or tossing on the floor with your 

other stompboxes. 

“It’s Angus in a box,” says Olivieri.

The Schaffer Replica Unit #1 was delivered 

to Angus Young by Olivieri and Schaffer while 

AC/DC was recording Rock or Bust, and it’s all 

over the album’s tracks. Olivieri likes to say, 

“Angus got his sound back.” For those won-

dering if Olivieri’s “fairy tale come true” is pos-

sible, Guitar Player now has a Replica pedal, 

and we will do a comprehensive review in the 

June 2015 issue. 

Clockwise from left: Angus and 

Ken Schaffer in 1977; (left to 

right) Fil Olivieri, Angus, and 

Schaffer at Warehouse Studio 

in 2014; the pedal version of the 

Schaffer Replica.

Printed with permission. Guitar Player, May 2015.
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Printed with permission. Guitar Player, June 2015.

124  G U I TA R P L AY E R . C O M / J U N E  2 0 1 5   

In our May 2015 cover story on 

AC/DC, we detailed the story of Filippo Olivieri’s 

obsessive quest to replicate Angus Young’s guitar 

tone on Back In Black. The journey led Olivieri to 

a mid-’70s wireless guitar device—the Schaffer-

Vega Diversity System—that Young used when 

tracking in the studio back then. That was the 

missing piece of the tonal puzzle, but Olivieri—

who inventor Ken Schaffer of the aforementioned 

wireless system warmly calls a “dedicated iso-

lated obsessive”—isn’t the kind of guy to take 

his prize and go home. He wanted to prove his 

point to tone zealots by actually manufacturing 

hardware versions of Young’s “secret weapon” 

with Schaffer’s approval and assistance. That’s 

dedication, all right.

If you’re as spellbound by classic AC/DC 

guitar tones as is Olivieri, then his superhuman 

efforts exist to make you a very lucky person. Last 

year, Olivieri released The Schaffer Replica Gold 

Tag Edition—which is housed in a vertical cabi-

net that evokes the original 1975 Schaffer-Vega 

63EX receiver, and was signed by Schaffer—in 

a limited run of 100 units. The $999 unit sold 

out immediately. Poof! (A Gold Tag II edition, 

sans Schaffer’s autograph, shipped this Spring.)

However, the price, configuration, and lim-

ited availability of the Gold Tag Edition didn’t 

really help you out much if (a) you actually 

wanted one, (b) you wanted one that was more 

affordable, and (c) you wanted one you could 

bash around with in the treacherous world of 

gigging musicians. Happily, Olivieri is produc-

ing a stompbox version, The Schaffer Rep-

lica Pedal ($399 street). The pedal gives you 

the same all-analog circuitry as the Gold Tag  

Edition—a compander (compressor/expander) 

and a clean boost. 

Now, if you’re used to conventional effects 

pedals, operation of TSR may take a minute or 

two to grok. Olivieri, while having the smarts and 

persistence to get all CSI about classic Angus 

tone, isn’t really a pedal designer, and the device 

is a wonderful product of his idiosyncratic out-

look. For example, you might think the right jack 

is an input, and the left jack is an output, but it’s 

reversed. Look out for that one. Then, when you 

see a lit LED, you may be trained to determine 

that an effect is “on.” On TSR, a red Power LED 

lights up as soon as the unit is connected to a 

power source, but signal processing is not active. 

When you hit the Bypass switch, TSR is on, the 

Boost light illuminates, and both the Input and 

Output knobs activate to dial in levels. You’re 

not actually in a conventional “boost” mode—

you’re just on, all in, and ready to rock. 

None of the quirky bits matter, however, 

because you will be entranced by what this box 

does to your guitar sound—whether you love 

or hate AC/DC. Call it a preamp that clarifies 

attack and punch. Call it a dynamic boost that 

lets you dial in anything from chime to edge to 

roaring distortion. Call it some kind of magic 

box that brings new life to your amp. Tech-

nically, I don’t know what it is, but I do know 

that my guitar sound got all HD with subtle air 

above 10kHz, articulate mids, and enhanced 

touch sensitivity. I just hide the thing behind 

my amp and let the guitarists in the audience 

marvel. “That doesn’t sound like an AC30—did 

you hot rod it?” For his obsession, his research, 

and his benevolence in sharing his discoveries 

with all guitar players, Olivieri gets an Editors’ 

Pick Award for his “secret weapon.”

Pros “Oh, oh, oh, it’s magic.” Great sound. 

Tough construction.

cons A bit on the expensive side. 

contact sales@solodallas.com  g
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Fil “SoloDallas” Olivieri & AC/DC’s Angus Young with The Schaffer Replica
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