GARAGEBAND TUTORIALS [SOFT SYNTHS AND MIDI]
SIMON FAY

Contents
1.

Creating MIDI Melodies

2

2.

Editing Soft Synth Sounds and adding effects

4

3.

Automating Soft Synthesisers

5

4.

Drum Machines

6

5.

Different Tempos and Time Signatures

7

NOTE:
When you open GarageBand navigate to “GarageBand ii Preferences.” Under “Audio/MIDI” make
sure the box beside “Audio Units” is highlighted. Under “Advanced” make sure the box beside “24Bit” is highlighted.

If, at any point, you do not know what something in GarageBand does, click the “Quick Help”
button and then hover your mouse over whatever you want to know more about. If you still don’t
understand something look on youtube - there are literally thousands of video tutorials for all of
these software programs now!
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1. Creating MIDI Melodies
(1) Open GarageBand.
(2) Choose “Empty Project.”
(3) Choose “Software Instrument” and press “Create.”
(4) Open the “Library” window (if it isn’t already open) by pressing the ‘Y’ key or pressing
the “Library Window Button.”
(5) Drag the right edge of the “Library Window” so it shows the entire menu

Figure 1. The “LIBRARY WINDOW.”
(6) In the “Library Window,” choose:
• “Synthesizer”
• “Pad”
• and then any of the options
(7) Hold the “command” key and then click on the timeline beside the track for your synth.
(8) This creates a “MIDI region.” You can move, copy, paste, loop, extend, and contract a
MIDI region in exactly the same way as an audio sample (see GarangeBand Audio Sample
Tutorials exercise 1).
(9) Double click the MIDI region to open the “Editor Window.”
(10) In the “Editor Window,” hover over the keyboard and press one of the the mouse. You
should hear that note played by the synthesiser you chose in step 6.
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(11) Now hover the mouse over the grid to the right of this note.
(12) Hold the “command” key and your mouse icon will now change to a pencil. Click the
mouse to create a note in the MIDI Region. Each note can also be moved, copied,
pasted, looped, extended, and contracted in the same way as the MIDI Region.
(13) Draw some notes, of different lengths, in the MIDI Region.
(14) Turn on “Cycle” and listen to the ‘melody’ on loop.
(15) Using the mouse, move any notes which don’t sound good up or down to change their
pitch.
(16) If “Region” is highlighted (in the “Editor Window” to the top left on the keyboard) click
“Notes.”
(17) Click a note to select it, and then change the Velocity using the “Velocity Slider.”
(18) Repeat step 16 for every note in the MIDI Region.

Figure 2. A MIDI melody in GarageBand
(19) Now use the “Library Window” to change the synthesiser sound. Try each of the “Pad”
sounds first, and then go through other synthesiser types.
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2. Editing Soft Synth Sounds and adding effects
(1) Repeat excercise 1.
(2) Once you have found a synth sound you like, open the “Smart Controls Window” by pressing
the ‘B’ key, or pressing the “Smart Controls Window Button.” (This will also close the
“Editor Window.”)
(3) In the “Smart Controls Window,” use the “Synthesiser Interface” to change the sound of
the synthesiser1.
(4) Once you have found a setting you like press the “Save” button in the “Library Window.”
This will save the synth settings, but not the entire project, so you can load it again later.
(5) Now choose another synthesiser sound using the “Library Window.” Note how different
synthesisers have different controls...

Figure 3. Controls for one synthesiser in GarageBand

Figure 4. Controls for another synthesiser in GarageBand
(6) Use the Plug-Ins Chain to add effects to your sound (see GarageBand Audio Tutorials
exercise 6).
1GarageBand only gives us very limited control over the synthesiser settings unfortunately...
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3. Automating Soft Synthesisers
(1) Repeat exercise 1.
(2) Now add automation of the synthesiser controls to your melody (see GarageBand Audio
Tutorials exercise 42).
(3) As the melody plays back you should see the automation happening in the “Smart Controls
Window.”
(4) Open the “Editor Window.”
(5) Click the “MIDI Draw Button.”
(6) Choose “Pitch Bend” from the “Controller Menu.”
(7) In the “MIDI Draw Area,” hold the “command” key and draw some changes.

Figure 5. Automation of soft synths using the “MIDI Draw Area”
(8) Listen back to the loop and notice how the pitches change.
(9) Repeat steps 6 - 8, but this time choose “Modulation” from the “Controller Menu.”

2HINT: Synthesiser Controls will be under Smart Controls in the Automation Parameter menu!!!
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4. Drum Machines
(1) Open GarageBand.
(2) Choose “Empty Project.”
(3) Choose “Software Instrument” and press “Create.”
(4) In the “Library Window,” choose:
• Electronic Drum Kit
• and any of the Synthesiser presets
(5) Create a MIDI Region and open the “Editor Window.”
(6) Create a MIDI drum pattern in exactly the same way as you would a melody (see exercise
1). Most of the presets seem to have sounds between C1 and C3.
(7) Use the “Library Window” to change the Drum Kit sound, try each of the “Electronic
Drum Kits” first.
(8) Use the “Smart Controls Window” to change the settings for a particular Electronic Drum
Kit.
(9) Add effects and automation to your Electronic Drum Kit sound.
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5. Different Tempos and Time Signatures
(1) Open GarageBand.
(2) Choose “Empty Project.”
(3) Choose “Software Instrument” and press “Create.”
(4) Using the “Library Window,” choose any drum kit.
(5) Using the “Time Signature Display,” change the time signature to

5
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(NOTE: You’ll need to change the “Cycle Range” after changing time signatures).

Figure 6. Changing the tempo and time signature in GarageBand

(6) Create a 1 bar drum pattern in 54 .
(7) Listen to the loop, and make changes to your drum pattern.
(8) Add a second “Software Instrument” track, and choose a synthesiser for it using the “Library
Window.”
(9) Solo the new track.
(10) Create a 1 bar melody in

7
4

(see steps 5 - 7).

(11) Loop both of the MIDI Regions until they synchronise (it should be 5 bars if you are still
in 74 ).
(12) Un-solo the first track (so you can hear both at the same time), change the cycle range so
it covers the entire loop, and then listen to the 2 patterns against each other.
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(13) Experiment with different time signatures, and different combinations. The more different
time signatures you combine the longer it will take to synchronise (e.g. if you combine
6
4,

7
4,

and 54 , it will take: 7 ∗ 6 ∗ 5 (210) beats for all 3 patterns to synchronise).

Figure 7. The same patterns as shown in Fig. 6, but displayed in

5
4

rather than

7
4

(14) Experiment with creating multiple MIDI patterns all in the same (non 44 ) time signature.
(15) Either:
• Set the time signature to 41 , and turn off “Snap to Grid” (“Edit iiSnap to Grid” or
press “command” + ‘G’).
• or, Use the “Display Mode Button” to change the display mode to ”Time.”
(16) Experiment with creating MIDI patterns with no time signature and no fixed pulse.
(17) Change the tempo of the project using the “Tempo Display.” Try both very fast and
very slow.
(18) Navigate to “Track ii Show Tempo Track” and create an automated tempo change.
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