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BRUCE BARTLETT

Make Cleaner Mixes With Midi Tape Sync

® In the songs you record, chances
are you don’t want to be limited to
the sounds of a synthesizer, sampler
and drum machine. You might want
to use acoustic instruments and vo-
cals as well. If you want to add a
vocal or other microphone signal,
you must record it on a multi-track
tape recorder or in other words, you
want to record part of your songin a
sequencer and another part on a
tape recorder. You need a way to
make them both start together and
run at the same tempo. This is done
with a special sync tone that is re-
corded on one track of the multi-
track tape recorder.

Start by recording synth and
drum-machine parts with a se-
quencer. Next, record the sync tone
on tape. After rewinding the tape to
the beginning of the tone, start re-
cording on tape. The sync tone
makes the sequencer play. While lis-
tening to the sequencer playback, re-
cord vocals or acoustic instruments
on tape. During mixdown, the tape
plays back the audio signal of the vo-
cals, while the sequencer plays back
MIDI data that drives the synth and
drum machine. The sync tone keeps
the recorder and sequencer running
together in synchronization. Usu-
ally, the sync tone comes from a tape-

Figure 1. The recording setup.

sync connector in your sequencer or
MIDI interface. Run a special cable
from the tape sync connector to the
input and output connectors of one
tape track.

Here's how it works: The MIDI
clocks (timing pulses) from the se-
quencer are converted to a tape-sync
tone which you record on tape. The
tone shifts rapidly between two fre-
quencies to convey the timing pulses.
This signal is called FSK (Frequency
Shift Keying). For more on the MIDI
clock, please see the sidebar.

When you play the tape, the sync
tone is converted back into clocks
that the sequencer can lock to. The
sync tone forces the virtual tracks to
play in sync with the tape tracks.
That is, the tonestarts the sequencer
playing at the beginning of the se-
quence, at whatever tempo is set in
the sequencer. The sequencer then
drives all the MIDI instruments at
the same tempo.

Ifyour sequencer lacks a tape-sync
connector, you need a tape-sync box
or tape synchronization adapter.
Connect it between the sequencer’s
MIDI ports and one track of the tape
recorder. This tape-sync unit is built
into some recorder-mixers, such as
the Tascam 644 and 688 Mid-
istudios.
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TAPE-SYNC PROCEDURE

Let’s say you want to record synth
parts with a sequencer, then add a
vocal on tape. Follow this procedure:

1. Record your sequencer tracks
and set their tempo;

2. Record (stripe) a sync tone on
one track of the recorder for the en-
tire length of the song. This track is
usually track 4 of a recorder-mixer
with a syncinput;

3. Rewind to the beginning of the
tape tone, and set up the musician
and microphone to record on an-
other tape track;

4.Whilethetapeisrollingto record
the vocal, the sync track will start
the synthesizer sequence at the
proper time;

5. The vocalist listens to the synth
playing and sings along while being
recorded on an open track;

6. During mixdown, the sync track
keeps the recorded voice track and
live synth signals in synchroniza-
tion. There's no need to record the
synth signals onto multi-track tape
— these signals just play “live” in
real time along with the recorded
vocal track. The result is a cleaner
sound.

If you need more parts in your
composition, you can record the
synth parts onto tape, then overdub
more synth parts in your sequencer.
The sync track will keep them all
synchronized. If your sequencer
tracks have tempo changes, they will
be followed if they were present
when you recorded the sync tone.

SONG POSITION POINTER

What if you start the tape in the
middle of a song—say, for overdubb-
ing a solo? The sequencer will start
from the beginning, instead of at the
same point in the sequence, so you
always have to rewind to the top of
the song to keep the tape and se-
qguencer running together. Thereisa
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