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			Introduction

			Mission

			I know the feeling. Symphonies of sound flow through you. If only you had a way to express the rivers of vibration that only you can hear in your head! The size, the impact, the dynamic range, the subtlety, the grandeur, the raw emotion, and the unique blend of timbres that makes you, you! 

			It can be frustrating, harboring a wellspring of inspiration with no means to share your unique voice. So, like millions before you, you decide to undertake a lifelong journey, seeking out a point on the horizon that will take you to your goal. Like a painter picking up a paintbrush, you search for the tools that will enable your expression. And that is what has led you to this book. Well done. As Obi-Wan Kenobi once wisely said to Luke, “You have just taken your first step into a larger world.” 

			And while this decision to learn a craft is an important step—perhaps the most important step—it is by no means the first step: You have known music and sound all your life, and you’ve spent countless hours formulating imaginary melodies, beats, lyrics, soundscapes, rises and falls, builds and breakdowns, at times to the exclusion of any other thought or activity. This wealth of experience is infinitely valuable. It is the palette of colors that you will draw your inspiration from. Hold onto that. Feed it. Nurture it. Treat it with the utmost respect. Your song is unique in all the universe.

			And if you are just starting, there is good news! There has never been a better time to get into electronic-music creation. Never before in the short history of electronic music making have the tools been so powerful, available, inexpensive, and easy to use. Gone are the days when there was no way around splicing tape and rooms full of gear. With a laptop and some headphones, you can make world-class, major label-caliber music wherever and whenever inspiration strikes.

			There are many different music applications available to choose from. You’ve made an excellent choice in selecting Ableton Live! I am not shy about my passion for this program—you’ll find it on every page of this book—and I hope to inspire the same passion in you. In my humble opinion, Ableton Live represents the best know-how of more than a century of electronic-music makers. It does some very powerful things simply and gracefully in a streamlined interface that is easy to learn, easy to use, and enjoyable to work with.

			On the surface, there are many similarities between Live and other multitrack recording and editing packages. Live will definitely do a majority of what those programs can. But in addition to all that standard functionality, Live really shines in its additional ability to work with audio in a non-linear fashion on-the-fly, or “live.” As its name implies, it was built with live performance in mind, and in this regard, no other program even comes close. 

			Another aspect of Live that impresses me is its versatility. Often there are many ways to accomplish similar results within Live: Instead of being locked into one way of doing things, Live’s simple yet flexible design allows people to create in their own way. And because there are so many ways to combine Live’s features, people are continually discovering new things to do with it! I’ve used it for composing, arranging, scoring, jamming with other musicians, remixing, DJ’ing, live looping, art installations, teaching music theory, and sound design for theater, dance, film and videogames. I’m sure there are many more uses I’ve not yet tried. 

			Add to that an avid community of users who love to exchange ideas, tips, and techniques! In all my years of music making, I’ve never seen a group of users so fanatic about a product or as open about sharing what they know with other users. It really is a true community endeavor. Have a question? Jump on the Ableton forum. Wonder how somebody made that sound? Look it up on YouTube. Looking for a new way to DJ your tunes to a crowd? Download another user’s templates and controller mappings they’ve created. You could spend all your waking hours exploring the wealth of materials available online—believe me, I’ve tried—and you would have hardly scratched the surface. 

			So let’s get started! 

			How to Use This Book

			The goal of this book is not to explain to you every single feature of the program. You already have Ableton’s excellent reference manual for that. The goal is to get you making music quickly as possible using the key features that you will use every day, and learning specific techniques that will help you reach your goals. 

			If you are just getting started, I recommend moving through this book in a linear fashion. The lessons are sequential, building a song from the ground up, as you learn about Live’s features in a hands-on fashion. Each new lesson builds upon the techniques discussed in previous chapters, referencing the previous terms and techniques discussed there. However, if you already have some experience with the program, you can jump in where it feels appropriate, as each exercise has its own corresponding Live Set to get you started at that point.

			Appendices

			One feature of this book I am excited to bring to you is that of the appendices. These topics are isolated from the rest of the book because they cover subjects that will be referenced throughout the lessons, and I did not want to impede the focus of the exercises with a bunch of digressions. If you are unclear about one of the appendix topics referenced in a lesson, take the time to study it. 

			However, I’ve included these appendix topics for another important reason. For more than a decade I have taught audio production concepts, including MIDI, sound design, and Ableton Live to budding new audio engineers. Professional audio engineers make it their job to understand a wide array of concepts, because their careers depend upon it. But in the past decade, I have seen a massive influx of what I like to refer to as “The Laptop Producer.” This is someone, perhaps like yourself, who does not aim to sit in a studio behind a console recording and mixing bands, but rather wants to use a laptop and perhaps a few controllers to make music. Laptop Producers do not need to know how to calibrate a 2-inch analog tape machine, but there are a few key audio-related concepts that do affect them that they often have no knowledge about. I get asked questions about these topics—such as frequency and amplitude, or sample rate and bit depth—all the time, and while there is a lot of information online about such topics, there is even more misinformation about them. So, the appendices are a subset of topics that are not necessarily Ableton Live specific, but will greatly aid you in working with the program and making computer music in general. I have intentionally tried to give you enough depth in these topics so that you can work with them confidently and yet not get bogged down in a lot of technical detail that won’t serve your needs.

			Supplemental Content

			Available for this book is a collection of materials that we will be using as a basis for many of the exercises herein. They are available for download online at http://www.halleonardbooks.com/ebookmedia/333217. Follow the included instructions in Appendix I for downloading and installing this content to your hard drive before starting the exercises.

			The downloadable content includes:

			• Book Exercises Project—This folder contains a series of Live Sets that are the starting point for each exercise in the book, so you can jump in wherever you like. Our friends over at SoundsToSample.com have provided a great collection of raw audio materials to get you started. If you like what you hear, head over to the company’s website and check out its comprehensive supply of loops and samples for sale. I have yet to find another site that has as much to choose from with such a user-friendly interface. Highly recommended!

			• Install—These are some of my favorite third-party plug-ins. Some of the plug-ins are freeware that you can use for free indefinitely, and some of them are demo versions. The instructions for installing these tools are included in each Device’s folder, as well as a link to each company’s website should you decide to purchase some of your favorites. 

			• Warp Academy Videos—I am also the Lead Trainer at a new online Ableton Live training academy called Warp Academy, and we produce classes and training videos on using Ableton Live. I have included some videos detailing nine new features of Live 9 by some of our trainers, plus some excerpts from my Mixing and Mastering class, one of many online classes we offer. 

			Assumptions

			This book makes a few basic assumptions that are worth mentioning beforehand so that we are all on the same page. They include the following:

			Basic Computer Experience

			Making music with computers is not rocket science, but neither is it as easy as surfing the web or writing a letter in a word-processing program. That you are interested in pushing your computer and your creativity to higher levels leads me to believe that you feel some basic level of comfort with things like hooking up your computer, installing applications, saving files to a hard drive, navigating through folders, and so on. It’s even better if you have a bit of experience troubleshooting your computer, because periodically things inevitably don’t function the way you expect them to, especially when you are pushing your computer to its limits making music. If these kinds of tasks seem overly challenging or beyond your level of computer experience, you may want to spend some time obtaining some basic computing skills before moving on to digital audio wrangling. There are a plethora of schools, books, and online tutorials for just this sort of thing.

			Understanding Basic Music Terminology

			While I don’t expect that you have necessarily had lots of music theory training, I do expect that you will understand basic musical terminology such as bars, beats, octaves, tempo, time signature, quarter notes, sixteenth notes, and the like. If this kind of language seems foreign to you, you can still make it through this book, but knowing the basics of music will help you to not only understand this material but also communicate with other musicians. I encourage you to seek out this understanding either through books, school, private tutoring, or the Internet.

			Versions of Live

			For the purposes of this book, I will assume that you are using the full version of Ableton Live 9—the current latest version of the program—but that is not a requirement. You can happily enjoy a vast majority of this instruction using a previous version of the program, because many of the core concepts remain the same. 

			The same can be said of Ableton Live 9 Intro, the highly affordable feature-limited version of Live. You may run into some limitations of Intro while using this book, but the majority of the concepts are very much applicable.

			As well, while I may make an occasional reference to Ableton Live Suite 9—the fullest version of the program that additionally includes a sizeable library of Instrument Devices and Presets—the Suite is not required in order to use this book.

			Optional Useful Audio Gear

			You need no other gear besides a computer and a copy of Live to make music or complete most of the book’s exercises. However, appendix E, “The Makings of a Producer’s Studio,” will give you some ideas for future expansion. Here is a short list of optional gear that would be useful to have when working with Live, and this book, in order of importance:

			• A pair of good-quality, closed-ear headphones—Closed-ear headphones surround the ear, giving better sound isolation and a far better sound than earbuds and the like. If you can’t hear the sounds that you are making in detail, you have no way of knowing if what you are doing sounds good. Sony MDR7506 headphones cost about $100 and are my personal favorites over other headphones costing many times more.

			• A USB MIDI keyboard controller—This is an external USB controller with keys and/or drum pads for playing in notes, with sliders and knobs for adjusting parameters. Even if you don’t have a lot of proficiency at playing an instrument, having a tactile hardware device to input MIDI notes and gestures is just a lot more fun than using your mouse! Novation and Akai make some great controllers for under $300, and now Ableton has created a ground-breaking new hardware controller built specifically for Live called Push, which should be available by the time you read this. More on this in chapter 9.

			• A USB or FireWire audio interface with MIDI I/O, and two powered near-field studio monitors—Headphones are fine for getting started, but if you are serious about learning how to mix audio proficiently, you will need a way to get quality audio out of your computer and moving through the air via studio monitors. A wide range of these monitors are available today, and generally you get what you pay for, so try not to skimp on these when you decide to buy. An entry-level audio interface will cost from $150 to $500, and a basic pair of studio monitors will run from about $200 to $1,000. 

			Caution: If making computer music is your passion, you will find that once you get on the gear-purchasing escalator it is very hard to get off, so be prepared for addiction!

			Conventions

			What follows is a list of the shorthand conventions used in this book. Keeping these conventions streamlined and consistent will allow you to move smoothly and quickly through the exercises.

			Keyboard Shortcuts

			I am a keyboard shortcut fanatic! In Live, there are typically multiple ways of doing most tasks. I will list them all, but you will note that I always put the keyboard shortcut first. I heartily encourage you to try to memorize the keyboard shortcuts as quickly as possible. Write them down if that helps you, or keep Ableton’s own keyboard shortcut list open in another window so that you can refer to it as needed. I like to try to commit to learning one new shortcut each time I sit down in front of a program. If it is a program you work with regularly, you will learn them quickly and steadily. You might ask, “Why learn shortcuts?” One very simple answer: speed. The more keyboard shortcuts you know, the faster you can work. The faster you can work, the faster you can translate the idea in your head to something you—and everyone else—can hear.

			I will always write out the keyboard shortcuts in the following format:

			[(Macintosh modifier key)-(key)/(Windows modifier key)-(key)]

			And I will be abbreviating the modifier keys like so:

			• ctrl = Control (Macintosh and Windows)

			• opt = Option (Macintosh)

			• alt = Alternate (Windows)

			• cmd = Command (Macintosh)

			• shift = Shift (Macintosh and Windows) 

			So, when I write the following command:

			“To save your session use [cmd-s/ctrl-s].”

			This means “Use [Command and “s”] on the Macintosh, or [Control and “s”] on Windows.”

			If the keyboard shortcut is the same on both platforms, I will use only one command. For example:

			“Press [spacebar] to begin playback.”

			This means that the spacebar will begin playback on both Mac and PC.

			Menu Items

			I also have a shorthand for executing menu commands, and it looks like this:

			• Go File > Save. 

			This simply means, “Click on the File menu, and in that menu click on the Save function.” If there is a further submenu, it might look like this:

			• Go Edit > Record Quantization > Sixteenth-Note Quantization. 

			This simply indicates, “Click on the Edit menu, scroll down to the Record Quantization submenu item, and then select Sixteenth-Note Quantization.” Easy!

			Control-Click/Right-Click

			Often PC mice will have a right-click button in addition to the standard left-click button. Some Mac mice do as well, but a lot of them do not. In Live (and in a lot of other apps) on Mac, the equivalent to a right-click is a Control-click (holding down the Control button while clicking on something). To indicate this gesture I will use a convention similar to keyboard shortcuts:

			• [Ctrl-click/right-click] 

			This means “On a Mac, hold down Control and click, or on a PC, click the right mouse button.”

			[image: 60887.jpg] When you see this heading, there is a task or series of tasks that I am asking you to try out. Not every one of these is essential to complete before moving on to the next task, but the majority are, so as the sign says, do it!

			[image: 60862.jpg] This heading indicates a key concept that you should pay special attention to before moving on. 

			[image: 60837.jpg] These asides are little tidbits of geekery that are typically for fun and impressing friends with your trivia knowledge! I’ve thrown these in to add a little color and context to what you are learning. 

			[image: 60808.jpg] Where indicated, the feature that follows is new in Live 9, and will not be the same—or perhaps even exist at all—in previous versions of Live.

		

	
		
			1
The Ableton Live Interface

		  I know you are eager to make some sound. But before jumping into making some music, we should have a look around at the various parts of the Live interface and get familiar with them. 

		  [image: 60222.jpg] The graphic interface of Live was designed from the start to be easy to look at for long hours and easy for your computer to display quickly, which becomes increasingly important when you are working on a complex song or mixing a Set live, pushing your computer to its limits. The simpler the interface graphics, the less time and processor power your computer spends rendering the interface, and the more power it has left over to create high-quality audio. And if you don’t like the classic default black-on-gray color scheme, you can simply jump into Live’s Preferences to radically change it. 

		  Two Views: Session and Arrangement

		  The first feature I’d like to introduce you to in Live is not only its most important feature but also the one that sets it apart from all other audio programs: its two different views. If you just opened Live, you are currently looking at what is called Session View. Before we learn about Session View, let’s visit the other view, Arrangement View, and learn our first keyboard shortcut.

		  
				
					[image: Pic_01-01.jpg]
				

				
					Pic. 1.01: The two View selection buttons.

				

			

			[image: 60197.jpg] Here are three ways to switch between Session View and Arrangement View:

		  • Press the [tab] key on your keyboard.

		  • Click on one of the View selection buttons.

		  • Go View > Arrangement or View > Session. 

		  Repeat one of the methods outlined above to switch back and forth as needed. 

		  The relationship between these two views is the heart and soul of Ableton Live’s power, and we will explore it in detail. Essentially, the two views offer two ways of interacting with your music. For now, just note the parts of the interface that change (the center area) and the parts that stay the same (the rest) when switching between the views.

		  [image: 60172.jpg] Did you notice that Ableton’s company logo is made out of the Session View and Arrangement View Selector buttons? That should give you an idea of how central these two views are to using Live! 

		  Session View Interface

		  
				
					[image: Pic_01-02.jpg]
				

				
				  Pic. 1.02: Session View areas.

				

			

		  When you first launch the program, you are looking at a blank Session View. Session View is made up of the following areas: 

		  	1.	Tempo, Time Signature and Global Quantize controls

		  	2.	Transport and Automation / Session Record controls

		  	3.	Arrangement Loop controls

		  	4.	Draw Mode, Keyboard/MIDI mapping controls, and the CPU/Disk Activity Meters

		  	5.	Browser and (5a) the Browser Show/Hide button

		  	6.	Overview

		  	7.	View Selector

		  	8.	Session View Clip Slot Grid and Scene Slots

		  	9.	Track Status Display, Stop All Clips button, and Back to Arrangement button

		  10.	In/Out section

		  11.	Sends section

		  12.	Mixer 

		  13.	Track Delay section

		  14.	Crossfader section

		  15.	Session View Show/Hide buttons

		  16.	Info View area and (16a) the Info View Show/Hide button

		  17.	Detail View area and (17a) the Detail View Show/Hide button

		  18.	Status Bar 

		  [image: 60147.jpg] Many of the dividers between areas can be moved, thereby resizing their bordering areas. For example, click-and-drag the black vertical divider between the Browser area and the main Session View Clips grid to the left and right. Try the same thing, but vertically this time, on the divider between the Mixer and the Detail View area. You can make an area larger or smaller as your focus changes. Nice! 

		  We’ll go through each of these areas and a few more as they come up. For now just note their names and locations. Note as well that many of these areas can be hidden from view to make more room for the parts of the interface that you are currently using.

		  [image: 60122.jpg] Here are three ways to show or hide many of these areas:

		  • Use a keyboard shortcut (all of which are shown in the View menu).

		  • Click on the appropriate Show/Hide button on the interface (item 15 in Pic. 1.02 above).

		  • Go View > (the area you wish to Show/Hide). 

		  [image: 60097.jpg] One area you might want to keep open all the time while you are learning the program is the Info View located in the lower left corner. This area will give you a brief description of any item you roll your cursor over, and will often tell you the keyboard shortcut for that item as well. The keyboard shortcut for Show/Hide Info View is, not surprisingly, the question mark [?], also known as [shift-/]. Turn it on, and leave it on! 

		  An Introduction to Live Projects and Live Sets

		  Pop quiz: What is the most important keyboard shortcut of all? 

		  Answer: [Cmd-s/ctrl-s], which saves your work!

		  Let’s take a moment to understand how Live handles the important task of saving and organizing your work using two important concepts: Live Projects and Live Sets.

		  • A Live Set contains the work you do in Live, much the way a text file is a collection of the typing you do in a text editor. A Live Set’s name is typically appended with the .als extension.

		  • A Live Project is a folder that contains one or more Live Set files and a series of folders and files referenced by those Sets. This includes the Samples folder, which contains any recordings made in that Project. 

		  Think of it this way: When you make a song, you may want to make multiple versions of that song: different arrangements, different tempos, or even multiple remixes. Each of those versions could be a different Live Set. Live also assumes that you would likely want all the different versions of that song together in a single place, as they probably would share some of the same recordings: perhaps the vocal takes are the same for all versions of the song, even if different combinations of them are used in each version. The Live Project is a folder containing all of the versions of your song and some of the audio elements common to all the Sets. 

		  A typical
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