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Q.  What are MIDI files useful for (i.e., why do I want to bother reading this FAQ)?
A.  Most of us could use a little help learning our music more quickly and effectively.  For those of us without great piano skills (or a piano!), who want to make sure they're practicing the correct notes, for those who just need to repeat things a few more times, or for those who’d like to improve their sight-singing skills, MIDI files may just be the tool you’ve been looking for.  All you need is a decent computer (see below for details), an internet connection, and maybe 15 minutes to get started. 

Without going into any of the technical details, a MIDI file for a given piece of music enables you generate a musical score on your screen, and play the music in that score.  To do this requires a specialized program or application, i.e., a MIDI player (see below for more details).  When playing a MIDI file, you get a moving cursor on the screen, which shows you exactly where you are in the score.  You also have the ability to vary the tempo at which the music is played and, in the case of multi-part scores, to enhance a single part relative to all the other parts, or to silence the other parts altogether.  Additionally, you have the ability to “move around” in the music, much as you would with a CD player.

Because of the tempo-changing and part-enhancing capabilities, MIDI files are an excellent tool for rehearsing a particular piece of music.  They are also an excellent tool for improving one’s sight singing.  In addition to being able to slow down the music commensurate with one’s ability, one has the advantage of getting instant feedback, i.e. the program plays what you are trying to sing, so any mistakes in pitch or rhythm become apparent immediately.  Moreover, since MIDI files for a wide variety of music are available from the internet (see below), one can easily acquire a large “library” of music with which to practice.
Q.  Can the MIDI files be played on a Mac/PC?

A.  Short answer: YES, as long as you have the program that can read MIDI files, and at least one of these, Melody Assistant (MA) is very inexpensive ($18) and easy to obtain.  

Long answer: The MIDI files need a program or application that plays MIDI files in order to "work," in much the same way that text files need a word processor program to read them.   In that analogy, MIDI files having the .mid extension are something like text (.txt) files, in that *any* MIDI player can read them.  There are a fair number of commercial MIDI player programs out there at a wide range of prices, and at least some of them are available in both Mac and PC versions.  In particular, MA is available for Mac's in both the Sytem 8/9 versions and the OSX version.  There is also a PC version. Any of these can be downloaded from the web (see the document MA download.doc for details).

Q.  How “powerful” a computer do I need to play MIDI files?

A.  The requirements for memory and speed will depend to some degree on the program you choose as your MIDI player.  It's fairly safe to say that you should have either a PC with a Pentium III, or a Mac with a G3 or G4 processor (iMac's meet this requirement).  I can only speak to the memory requirements of MA.  The program and associated files take up about 12 MB on your hard drive, but you'll need roughly twice that space during download.  (The MIDI files themselves are quite small and shouldn't present any problem).  On the Mac, MA recommends a minimum of 16MB RAM, with a preferred size of 64MB; however, unless you're going to try to sing along with the full orchestral score of the Beethoven 9th, you can easily get by with 32 MB, and probably less.

Q.  Do I need to buy extra hardware?

A.  Short answer: No but external peakers make it nicer and they’re cheap.  
Long Answer:  There is no need for any auxiliary hardware devices, e.g., a MIDI interface (a MIDI interface would be needed if you wanted to connect your computer to something like a MIDI keyboard to generate your own MIDI files; you don't need it to play existing MIDI files).  However, a pair of external speakers (you can buy them for less than $30 at Best Buy) makes for easy volume adjustment over a fairly wide range.

Q.  How hard is it to get and/or use a MIDI player?
A.  Many MIDI players are available over the internet.  The one I prefer, not incidentally because of its extraordinarily reasonable price, is Melody Assistant (MA).  Although the downloading procedure is relatively straightforward, I’ve provided a set of download instructions for the net-averse.

Because MIDI players do much more than simply play MIDI files, learning to use them on one’s own can be a formidable task.  For this reason, I’ve also provided a set of operating instructions “for the compleat idiot,” MA instructions.doc, which pretty much takes you step-by-step through the various operations you’ll need to be able to play MIDI files.
Q.  Where did you (can I) get MIDI files for other musical works?

A.  There are several good sites.  The most extensive collection I’ve found is at Classical Archives  http://www.classicalarchives.com/.  There are also Silvis Woodshed http://www.channel1.com/users/gsilvis/ (for the most part, the choral works at Silvis just contain the four voice parts, i.e., no orchestral accompaniment or piano realization of same) and the Classical MIDI Collection, http://midiworld.com/cmc/index.htm.  All the above sites are free (although Classical Archives places a daily download limit on non-members, membership being a nominal $25/year.  There is also the Overbach Singschule http://www.overbach.de/Midi___CD_s/Midi/midi.html, a site which used to be free, and now sells its entire (quite extensive) MIDI collection on 2 CD’s for $10 apiece.  If you want to use MIDI files for improving your sight-singing (for which, by the way, they are an excellent tool), the Overbach CD’s will provide you with a virtually inexhaustible library without the bother of constantly downloading new pieces on which to practice.

Q.  By the way, just exactly what is a MIDI file?

A.  The term MIDI (Music Instrument Digital Interface) refers to a process by which musical notes (and musical scores) are converted to and from digital information.  A true MIDI player (as opposed to the MIDI plug-ins used with internet browsers) can process MIDI information to produce not only musical sounds, but a full musical score as well.  (It can also perform the original digitizing operation, but that is a process that need not concern us at this point.)

Once the original musical information has been digitized it can be stored in a variety of formats.  Most of the MIDI players seem to have their own proprietary format (i.e. one which can only be read by that particular "brand" of MIDI player) for storing music files.  The situation is very similar to what goes on in the world of word processors:  Microsoft Word, for example, stores its files as .doc files (Mac file type is WDBN), a format that other word-processors cannot read (unless they use translators).  

One of the few readily exchangeable file formats for MIDI players is the .mid file (Mac file type is Midi), known as a midi file (an unfortunate choice of name, since it's hard to hear the difference between capital and lower-case letters when they're spoken).  The .mid file is to MIDI players sort of like the .txt (or TEXT) file is to word-processors; consistent with that analogy, the .mid files aren't able to store quite as much complex information as the proprietary formats (e.g., they don't employ repeats, D.S. al fin, etc., and they have a very limited capability of dealing with lyrics).  However, they can store information on tempo changes and dynamics, so they're not quite as "plain vanilla" as their .txt analogs.

As an example, the MIDI player which I use, Melody Assistant (MA) can, of course, read and write .mid files.  Its proprietary format is .mus (Mac file type DHAR); if you make any modifications to your .mid files, MA will by default store them as .mus files.  It can also store them in the .mid format, but any changes not supported by the basic .mid format will be lost.  So far I've not found anyone who uses a MIDI player other than MA who can read .mus files.

In this FAQ, when the term MIDI file appears, it refers to any file, regardless of its storage format, which employs MIDI encoding of musical information.
Q.  Are the MIDI files you provide available in other than the .mid format?

A.  The short answer is "not from me."  To repeat what I said above, different MIDI players, in addition to being able to read .mid files, can read files in their own proprietary formats (just as Microsoft Word can read .doc files but other word processors cannot).   However, since the only file format which *all* MIDI players can read is the .mid format, that's the format I've used for distributing the files.  On the specific question of the .mp3 format, that format will enable you to listen to the music, but will not present a score, enable you (without special software) to change the playing speed, or isolate individual voice parts.

