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  Music production is no longer niche. Thanks to a proliferation of apps, synths and effects on tablets and smartphones, and a new fervour for both old gear and new bits of dinky hardware, lots of people are making lots of music. But before you can share your music and become famous, you need to pull everything from these various sources into one place, mixing your tracks into a single file that can then be shared on SoundCloud or listened to on your phone. 


  The applications that do this are called ‘Digital Audio Workstations’ (or, DAWs), a term that pre-dates phones having more processing power than a Commodore Amiga. These are powerful, all conquering tools that skilled engineers use to coax harmony from discord. But they’re essential for us mortals too, because mixing and mastering your sounds is beyond the scope of Audacity. And in another throwback to a bygone era, these applications can still be expensive. The latest version of one of the market leaders, Cubase, for example, is £370.


  Ardour is one of those applications for Linux, OS X, and for the first time, Windows (thanks to a Google Summer of Code project). It’s open source and it’s free. But it’s also the full time occupation for its lead developer, Paul Davis. While Ardour is free in all senses of the word it’s definitely worth giving a little back when you do make your fortune. 


  Ardour is already widely used, both in commercial studios and as the framework for other commercial software, and version 4 is a major new release with many contributions from lots of different developers, and comes two years after version 3.0. The Windows version is important, but the major feature for us is that a previous reliance on Jack has been removed. Jack is a powerful piping system for audio, letting you take an audio stream from your microphone, push it through some echo effect (for example) and pipe it back to Ardour. But Jack is tricky to get running properly and doesn’t work well alongside other audio layers, such as PulseAudio. You’d typically have to kill off any other audio before launching Ardour, which always diminished its quick-fix effectiveness. 
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Ardour’s GUI makes few concessions to the modern world,
except the inclusion of exporting audio directly to the
SoundCloud.com service.

  Sound has been simplified


  Ardour will now use your ALSA drivers, just like most other audio applications. The low-level nature of its access means desktop audio may stop, which happened in our case, but service is resumed after quitting Ardour again. With our hardware, both on a laptop and a semi-pro Focusrite Saffire Pro 40, we had better stability with ALSA than we did running through Jack, especially with low latency settings. Latency is the delay between the sound going in and the sound going out, and we were able to get this down to a barely perceptible 10ms, even with the laptop’s Intel HDA audio. 


  This direct access to ALSA is a huge advantage, and there’s obviously been a lot of work in the background helping to make this happen. All of Ardour’s internal routing previously used Jack to avoid re-inventing wheels, but you can now interface with your audio hardware directly and still use Ardour’s incredible routing and connection windows to pipe audio wherever you need it within the application, all without Jack running. Running Ardour without Jack also means there’s less distraction because you’re not piping audio into external effects, keeping you within a single application for longer. 


  There has also been a graphical overhaul in version 4, with subtle improvements made to contrast, colour vibrancy and highlighting. Behind the scenes, rendering has moved to APIs like Cairo for great output and better performance on high-resolution displays. It looks more professional and much more like its commercial competitors, but Ardour is still an application that makes too few concessions for newcomers. Each track has the letters P, A, G, M and S, for instance, alongside the fader and track name. These represent Playlist (what source this track is playing), Automation, Grouping, Mute and Solo, but you’d never know. The learning curve is very steep when you’re trying to figure out the meaning of letters while at the same time mastering a new environment. Nearly every other application we can think of uses more illustrative icons for these functions. 


  This austere approach can be seen in many aspects of Ardour’s GUI, and while we appreciate that mixing consoles can be incredibly complex, we’d love to see Ardour become more accessible. It’s almost impossible to divine functionality from the GUI alone, and that’s a huge shame because it hides a remarkable amount . The online manual is excellent, but we’re as bad as most people at reading the things before diving into a major project. 
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The monitoring sections
are clearer than ever, and
give you the perfect
overview of your track
levels, input and output.

  Living colour


  You’ll spend most of your time editing – the process of trimming blocks of audio (known as regions in Ardour), moving those regions slightly to change their timing and cutting mistakes out. (This is what we do when we produce the Linux Voice podcast.) 


  The already ultra-powerful editing facilities have had a few upgrades. Automation lines are easier to edit, which is important, because they enable you to fine tune your mix without moving the faders during playback, and the rather unintuitive use of the S key to split blocks beneath the cursor has been made more accesible with a real ‘cut’ mouse tool, complete with a ‘scissors’ vector-based icon in the toolbar. However, we couldn’t find a way of using this tool and selecting multiple regions at the same time, which is something we rely on, and we still would love to see region selection locked so we can simply split and move new regions without reselecting the same audio with every single operation. We also wish tracks could be moved into a folder, not a group or a bus, so they can be hidden unless unfolded, much like in an IDE.


  If you prefer putting your hands on real sliders and keys, Ardour still has good support for physical external remotes, and there’s new 14-bit support for controllers like our Behringer BCR2000. MIDI regions, the biggest new feature for Ardour 3, now co-exist with audio groups and tracks, and Ardour can now use Linux VST synthesisers when Steinberg’s VST development libraries are installed, alongside native LV2 audio generators and effects. MIDI editing itself is still secondary, and we’d rather use a MIDI sequencer for composing rather than the strained track view in Ardour. This release also takes 80% less memory, at least in the beginning of a project, and after you’ve spent some time memorising the keyboard shortcuts, the application feels brilliant to use. In short, Ardour is complicated, but there’s nothing else like it.  
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Even without Jack connection system, you can still
connect any source to any other input.

  

  

Final thoughts, musings and reflections

Last year I backed a Kickstarter for a 3D printer. In fact I backed several, but there was one I was particularly keen on seeing. Everything would be straightforward and ‘Just Work’, etc. So far it’s six months late, but hey, I was expecting that.

What I wasn’t expecting was the slide on their promises. When I backed the Kickstarter, it proclaimed it would work with Windows/Mac/Linux. I didn’t pay that much attention to it at the time, because after all, what idiots would produce a 3D printer without making it compatible with all the industry-leading 3D software out there. Let’s face it, home 3D printing was invented (whatever those Makerbot sell-out turncoats would have you believe) by the RepRap project, using open hardware and open source software. In Bath, as it happens.

Fast forward a few seasons, and a website is duly created. Worryingly it now says “Windows/Mac. Linux support is also likely”. When the printers start shipping, I discover that they have spent at least 12 months hiring developers and writing their own software! Not their own front-end or anything, but a complete Windows application, helpfully written in something that will be hard to port to Linux.

The developers have kindly enabled an option not to ship the printer before the software is ready for those platforms, but as they can’t say when that will be, and haven’t even started working on it, I don’t want to wait another year…

The worst part of all is that all this info has had to be dragged out of them. The ‘we are too busy to respond’ excuse is pointless and foolish when you have a website and a forum – it actually saves time! If you are starting a Kickstarter, don’t be an idiot. And also, remember to reply to all the backers. Even the idiots.

Nick Veitch was the original editor of Linux Format, a role he played until he got bored and went to work at Canonical instead. Splitter! 
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