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HAPPY BIRTHDAY MIDI
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Software components of music synthesis

Mainstream MIDI applications

Transition in music studio hardware

Remaining shortcomings of MIDI

What is the next stage for MIDI?
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Before MIDI
MMI DAC board 8-bit/22kHz 
4-voice digital audio in 1978
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MIDI’s Birth (1983)

CD Audio introduced 
in 1982
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1984 Early Software

Personal Composer (PC)

MasterTracks 
(Apple II)

CD-ROMs available in 
1984
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1985 More Software

Text

Performer

Vision
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Standard MIDI Files (SMF)


MIDI Time Code (MTC)


MIDI Sample Dump

1987 SMF & MTC

Dave 
Oppenheim

Chris Meyer

Atari MOD trackers 
distribute music over 

BBSs
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1987 MIDI Sound for Gamers

Sim Wong Hoo produces 
SoundBlaster from Creative Labs

AdLib card from 
Martin Prevel
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1988 MIDI Built-in

Atari (successor to 
Commodore) first 
computer w/MIDI

Band-in-a-Box
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1988 Finale and Cakewalk

Finale Mac (Windows to 
come in 1990)

Cakewalk for the PC

DigiDesign DSP card for the 
Mac and R. Winter’s 
Beethoven CD-ROM
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More controllers emerge...
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General MIDI 
spec released

QuickTime 1.0

Cubase for 
Atari, PC, and 
Mac

Studio Vision 
early 
integration of 
MIDI and 
audio 
sequencing

1990- Audio joins MIDI
QuickTime 1.0 and 

CD-R recordable discs
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1992 OpCode MIDI System

Doug Wyatt starts work 
on Opcode MIDI 

System, which becomes 
Open MIDI System 

(1993), which becomes 
CoreMIDI (2002)

MP3 audio 
(MPEG-1/Level 3)
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1993- More virtual sounds

Beatnik, LiquidAudio...

QuickTime w/MIDI and 
Roland sounds

Roland Virtual Canvas

Mosaic Web 
Browser (NCSA)
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1998- USB MIDI

MMA’s GM2 & GM 
Lite & DLS spec

RealAudio (1995), 
DVDs (1996), and AAC 
MPEG-4 audio (1997)
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2000+ DAW Sequencers

Shawn Fanning creates 
Napster and P2P music 

sharing (1999)
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2002- Control surfaces
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2003 All-in-one Boxes
-MIDI�
-AD/DC (multichannel)�
-Control surfaces�
-Keyboard�
-USB, USB 2, Firewire 	
400 and 800
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MIDI Demo
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Controlling instruments and 
devices


Capturing gestures from 
performance


Triggering sound production

3 Things MIDI Does Well
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1983 Then Now
Control keyboard-to-

keyboard, 
keyboard-to- 
computers

sync, MTC, 
SMPTE, more 
channels (32+)

virtual patching, 
trigger soft 
events

Gesture keyboard and 
drum gestures

string, guitar, 
wind, pitch-to-
MIDI, etc

any gesture can 
be captured

Sound unique devices (no 
GM), FM synth 
dominant

GM, soundfonts, 
external digital 
sounds

GM2, DLS, 
computer-centric 
digital audio
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3 Things MIDI Does Well
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1983: No quality control (lots of FM synth)

1991: General MIDI 

1993: SoundFonts

1994: QuickTime w/MIDI (Roland sounds)

1997: MIDI DLS standard and Roland Virtual 
Canvas and patent on soft synth issued

1999: General MIDI 2 with soft synth emerging

2003: World of soft synths (who needs GM?)

MIDI Sound Quality
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Most memorable MIDI 
event?
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