Music Creation and Scoring

Notes on a talk given to the Intermediate Computing group by John Almond 

Introduction

My name is John Almond and today I am going to talk to you about how I use the computer to create music for the two singing groups that I run.

First, though, I would like to say a few words about why I found it necessary to do so and not rely on using a piano or keyboard.
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Why not use a Piano or Keyboard

The first, obvious, reason for not relying on a piano is that not all halls have one, and, of course, we don’t need a pianist.

A keyboard could be used in such circumstances but good ones are expensive and not very portable (for us oldies) and we need someone to play it.

Secondly, the musical score often has to be re-arranged to suit the voices of the group, in terms of pitch and range, and often has to be transposed.

Unless we have a pianist who can do this from sight it can be a lengthy process, particularly if it needs doing again.

Thirdly we need to cover the occasions when the pianist is ill or on holiday.

And lastly, sometimes, the pianist can’t or won’t play the chosen piece.

So I need a back-up system for providing musical accompaniment for the two singing groups.

Using the Computer to create music

There are two basic ways of using the computer.

One is to use audio backing tracks. They provide excellent quality, but are inflexible in that they do not allow me to modify the music to suit the singers’ voices.

The other is to use midi files. This is the format that is used to enable digital equipment to transfer information between devices. They are of reduced quality to audio files but have the advantage of being extremely flexible.

Midi files can be downloaded directly from a number of websites and played using Windows Media or similar software. But to take full advantage of the flexibility you need specialist software that will enable you to create, arrange and play back the music.

There are a number of software packages that will do the job and, perhaps the best is Sibelius. However it is very expensive, around £600 for the basic version, so I use a program called Music Creator, which is marketed by a company called Cakewalk and costs about £60. Obviously it is not so good but it is more than adequate for what I want it do.

Music Creator 3

Music Creator 3 allows me to input a midi file, arrange it and then save it and output the final composition via an amplifier.

There are three basic methods of inputting the midi file.

The first is via an electric keyboard. This requires a specialist sound card in the computer that will interface with the keyboard, plus, an ability to play the keyboard. There are also timing issues that need to be addressed.

The second is to download the midi of the music you want from one of the many websites. This sounds the simplest method, and I have used it, but, in fact, it does have some attendant problems with timing and presentation, which can make it fiddly to arrange.

The third is to manually transcribe the music directly into the program. This is the method that I tend to use and the one I am going to describe.
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Using Music Creator 3

Open Cakewalk

Music Creator opens with the Quick Start menu which has list of options that allow you to choose whether to open an existing project or create a new one.

We will choose the new file option and select midi only.

Music Creator displays the project in windows knows as views and there are a number of views that can be used.

The two most useful are the ‘Track View’ and the ‘Staff View’.

The track view allows you to name each track, set the overall volume for each track, set the balance for each track and allocate an instrument, by selecting a suitable channel, to each track. It also allows for profiling various musical attributes such as volume.

Each project can have up to 128 tracks, but can only have 16 channels. I.e. Any project can only have up to 16 individual instruments.

In common with all midi devices channel 10 is reserved for percussion instruments.

The staff view is used to compose the music, set the time signature, key signature, tempo, determine the clefs and add lyrics.

To demonstrate how this is done I will write a simple tune ...

