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ou may have noticed a lot of references in

recent issues of MD to a computer program
called Ableton Live. Since its initial release in 2001,
Live has become a staple for many creative and cut-
ting-edge drummers, including session greats
Shawn Pelton, Pat Mastelotto, and Matt Chamberlain.
For these incredible drummers, this innovative piece
of software is just as important to their sonic arsenal
as their favorite snare drum.

8o what exactly is Ableton Live, and what does it do? And

more importantly, what use does it have for drummers? Let's
take a look.

What Is Ableton Live?

In order to describe Live to a newecomer, we need o begin
with a briel discussion on (he different types of music-making
computer programs that are out there, Some pragrams (such as
Pro Tools, Logic, and Cubase) hunetion as entire recording stu-
dios inside a computer. They can record and edit digital audio,
as well as program and sequence MIDI data. These programs
allow you o arrange, proeess, and mix your music all at once.
Thits type of software is commonly referred 10 as a DAW (Digital
Audio Workstatibn),

When the firal version of Ableton Live was released in 2001,
its main function was to manipulate audio in creative ways.
Now at version 7, Live has grown into a lly functioning DAW
and can do most of the things that programs like Pro Tools can
do. Shawn Pelton even uses Live as his primary multi-track
software to record drums in his home studio.

Slice And Dice Your Beats

There are many aspects of Live that make it stand out from
other programs, and that have made musicians so passionate
about it. As we explained. Live initially focused on audio
manipulation And it continues to be one of the best programs
for creative digital editing, especially when warking with loops
and samples of drum performances. Far example, you can
import a sample of a drumbea!l into Live and change the tempo
1o be faster or slower without altering the pitch. The beat can
also be cut into individual hits and re-arranged to create a
completely new pattern. This kind of "beat slicing” was ongi-
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nally developed by hip-hop programmers in the late "80s, bul
has since become a very popular musical element in all styles
of contempaorary music, Pat Mastelotto uses this technigue on
his recordings with progressive rock bands such as King
Crimson and Tuner.

One of Live's most inmovative tools is warp matker. which
allows an audio file to be stretched like a rubber band. if you
import a beat that has a late snare Ial on beat 2, you can pul &
warp marker directly over the snare hit and pin that as beat 2,
This marker tells Live 10 strefch the rest of the beal so that the
snare Hit now lines up exactly where you want it. In addition to
torrecting imperfect performances, warp markers can be used
to drastically alter the leel of a sample or loop in all sorts of
Innovative ways.

Create Your Own Loops

If you're new to electronic music production, you might be
thinking, “Well, I dont have any loops, So what good would
Live be to me?" Because Live also works as a DAW. you can
easily record your own samples and loops into your computer.
You just need a microphone and an audio mterface. You'll
Dbe surprised how much your beats take on a completely differ-
en! character once you start messing with them in Live;
|Check out Bhawn Pelton’s Down And Dirty Loops wideo al
www.ableton.com/movies to see how easy it is to record your-
selfin Live.)

If you dan’t have the ability to record yourself for loop mater-
1al, you can also use Live 10 sample sounds off of (Ds, vinyl, and
casseties. Or you can purchase some of the lnndreds of royalty-
free sample CDs that are available.

Another option for creating logps In Live is 10 use the goft-
ware's built-in drum machines to program beats and pattems.
Many drummers and producers spice up their tracks with pro-
grammed percussion lextures, Live 7 Suite includes an add-on
called Session Drums, which is a gigantic library of high-quality
drum samples. You can alsa use other manufacturers’ software
drum machmes or sample players in the VST plug-in format.
Some of these include Native Instruments Battery, XLN Audio
Addictive Drums, Toontrack Superior and EZdrummer, Stylus
RMX. and FEpansion BFD2.




Explore Songwriting

Ableton Live is also a powerful toal for writing songs and develop-
ing arrangemenis. Live includes a bunch of software synthesizers to
help you sketch out melodies and bass lines to go with your new
beats. Once you have some basic ideas down, you can then use Live
to improvise an arrangement. You can trigger different elements of
your compaosition [beats, melodies, chord changes, percussion, ete,) in
real time, and Live will keep track of the order in which each part
wag playesd. This is a lun and creative way to build an arrangement
“on the fly." Live also comes with a wide assortment of effects for
sound processing such as reverb, delay, filters, compression, and dis-
tortion, These can be used to color your music in subtle or extreme
Ways.

Play Live With Live
Perliaps the most unusual and powerful feature of Live is its ability
to be used in a performance situation. In fact, Live was originally
designed so thal musicians could use il to perform and improvise
electronic music onstage. Today many bands use various pre-record-
ed tracks during their shows. Things like background vocals and per-
cussion are often played back on a computer while the drummer Jis-

can play back samples, loops, and backing tracks in a predetermined
order, much like a CD player. What sets Live apart is that it allows
you to trigger different sections of a song to be played at any time
Before Ableton Live, bands playing to backing tracks were chained 1o
the pre-written arrangement, But Live allows you to integrate sam-
ples, loops, and other electronic sounds into your performances while
still maintaining & spontaneous musical flow,

It’s Time To Jump In!

All of this technical talk can be a bit overwhelming if you've
never used music-making software. Traditionally, the warld of
DAWSs and audio manipulation hag not been part of the drummer’s
domain. However, this type of lechnology 15 a big part of the mod-
ern music world, regardless of what style you play. So it's important
for drummers to embrace these new technologies and methods. Live
is-one of the best ways to get your feet wet in the world of digital
music making.

Ta give you an idea of how drummers are using this inventive soft-
ware in the studio and on stage, we sal down with several world-
renown players who are strong proponents of Live. Here's what they

tens 10 a click frack to keep everything in sync, Like all DAWS, Live

had to say

(John Medeski, DJ Logic, Rick Holmstrom)
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MD: How long have you been Lising Live?
Donny: |'va.bean using Live sinos version
Z_ Freviously, | hod used a sixiean-space
rock with Akai S-Sarles samplers and MPC
3000s. This satup nol only fook up o lot of
space an stage, the samplers wers o pain
to edit because of Meir tiny LED screens, 1
on arfist wanted a change the fempo of o
frack of loap, or make addifions fo fhe
seflist || colld Take hours. Live con moke
these changes In g maffer of mnutes. |
svantunlly sold all my rock-mount gear and
bought an Apple G4 Powerbook running
Live 2| haven't loaked back since

MD: Whiol do you use os source molericl
when creating loops?

‘Donny: | hiave & studio where | con creale

wanty-four hours a day. A drumkit Is
always rmiked up and ready fo racord |
usutily frack a couphe of grooves: per day
ond save Ihem os stereo WAV Hlles. | then
pull these files Into ona 6f my Liva session
tamplotes, which ore colegonzad by shyle
That way, whan | need fo pogram sorme-
Ihing, | st load a tamplale thot's full of my

ioops. and I'fri ready o go

MD: Describe how you use Live. balh In |he
sludlio and onsinge

Donmy: Live has o creolive and fogicol
workllow, Not only does this enoble: me ta
wrife and caplure ldaos quickly, it's dlso
usefll for programiming 19ops during o ses-
sion. | just grab a few of my loops from one
of my hard drives, drag them Irfo Abletan
ondimatch Ihe fempo 10 the song. Al this
point, e fun beging. | car mongle the
groova with Live's bulltin affects.

For cerfain live gigs, | might need to
reproduce loops, somples. and sounds
from a stugio recording For these silug-
fions; | use o Mathook Pro loplop ond o
drimKAT, as wall os my acoustio kif, Using
Ableton Live's MIDI Map feature allows mie
Io storf o song. change d song's 1ermpo,
frigger loops, play Live's instrumants. and
ndd sffects—ail whils drumsticks are in my
hands! | nssign each loep, Insiument, o
tuniction i Live o o correspanding pad on
my drumiAT.




ABLETON LIVE

(King Crimson, Mr. Mister)

MD: You've been using elecironics for guite a while now. When did you start moving
fowords sofiware lor musie moking?
Pal: |'ve danbled with slectronics sinee fhe 70s. | gol inle software os Soon as | gol a
loptop, which wos in e early 80s  Besides the sonjc and creglive curiosilies of alee
tronics. o blg reason Mol | moved fowoard this stuff is that | feel that | have cedain timi
latons as o player. Bul | can go jo o beatbox. sequencer, of sampler and create a var-
sign ol my vision fhat | eon' aiways facllifate with my hands

Someone who hefped gal me into drum moehines 18 producer Mike Chopmar
When ha come bock lo LA, aftat doing Blondie’s Heart Of Glass, he brought an early
Roland beatbex Info the studio for me lo play with | found | could keep time 1o that
much better Ihan 1o o regular click rack, 8o | stoffed carrying o Rolond Bhythm Ace
ittt mi.
MD: Whera da you gel sotirce material for samples and drum loops? Do vou use vinyl
o) sample COs?
Pat: I've dona therf, and I've pulled loops righl oul of The Atilefon lbrary. But mote offen
ihanmat. 1'pull from stuff that I've ployed. For instanca, there were a couple of things
on Ihe first Tuner record thoi were tuken from my drumiming on King Crimson's Power
To Baliave. | cul Up Ihese samples and reprocess them so that they becames some
Ihing new

Since | have a home studio, | usually record my own-gustomn [oops: ond chop hose
up. Semelimes Il ga for.a very professional sound. Other fimes 'l just use a raally
simpla lo-1i sefup—Ilke o microphane right Inlo my lopfop—ancd record someihing
(nto- Ableton Liva. I coulld be o dium thing or-just s bunch of melal or. Tupperware hol
| bonged an. Then | tweak i by cufiing and pasting parts. or by moving e warp
markers. This can tum o beat Info something fatally differant
MD: You've been using Live quite exfensively onsioge Describe fhie basics of whol
you do
Pat: For gigs. | might cut some loops out of previous meordings and assign them lo
drum pods—usually o Rolond SPD, an M-Audiv Trigger Fingar. or o Raland
Hondsonic.
WD: Cun you list some recordings on wiich you used Live?
Pat: | have @ project colled Tuner with o Serman touch guitarist named Morkus Rauler
Wa did ningly-nine parcant of Ihe first record, Tatem. In Live: for logistical teosans We
startad working
vio emoil. and Markus didnt have o Pro Tools nig. but we bofh hod Ableton. Live

| alsa Just worked on & project for Steva Wilson from Porcuping Tree called No-
Man. For thal, | ehopped beats, did some deganeration. ond detuned hings in Live
MD: Which of [ive's audio effects are you using?
Pat: Thare am so mony good gllects. |ika compressors, gaies aulo punners. bea!
repeal, and fifter delay, which 1S a fovorlte | also use the esonators effect a lot 'l pul
towels on my drums so thal they've qot 4 tane withou! foo wide o spectum, mcord o
patiern on them, ond INgn aod the resonciors, Il énds up sounding like o keyboard
There's on example of thal on the opering irock of he KTU record Eghit Armed
Monkey. Whan Ihe alher instruments-come in. | used the knob on the Handsomic fo
lode cut the resonalars so thal it becomes more of an acousfic-drirm sound.
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MD: How are you using Live?
Matt: I'm using Live onstage; along with the plug-in Battery 3, far
Iriggering loops ond ployving electronic dium sounds 16 teal lime
Also, | use Live lo process: my trums by running mics thiough
some of ifg eflects

in the studio; | primarily use Liva o create loops. These loops
[mighit be different lengths. mulll-rocked, pitched up ar down
andior ealed wilh sarme of Ihe plug-Ins
MD: Which of Ablator’a built-in eftects arg your fovores?
Matt: | really like the outomated anes like Beot Repeal When pros
oassing rmy drums Using confoot mics, | ke using the Gate plig:
It before any of (he more aggressive affects, ke distortions,
severe gompression, el The gale culs down on feedbock whes
you're cranking shuff through guitor amps or manitors.
MD: What do you use as source matarial when creating
lpops/samples in Live?
Matt: Ninety-ning percen! of the lopps | make ore racorded siroigni
Into Abletan willi o mig
MD; Wht faciures of Live do you feal ore of Specific interes! o
drummersy
Mart: it you'ra: the kind ol grummer who 1s inspired by comuining
elociranic musit with ceeustic-drums. fhien this is. e program b
you Il can prefty mueh do whalever you can think of—if's o dium
maching, sampler, DAW. a siudia 160l and o iolklly skibie live
insfrument. | used it on he roud with Ton Amos for ning months
und I néaver crashed
MD: What ore some recarded examples of your uss of Live?
Matt: | used Live-on iy self-iled solt reeord, Toll Amos's
Amexican Doll Posse Dido's upeoming record, Cnitters Buggin's
Stompede, and Floratnne, which | recorded wilti Bill Frisell

(Late Night, Oz Noy)

MD: How do o Lse Live?
Antan; There are many applications of Live thet sull many neesds
I'm primarily using [ 1o construel sangs out of loops and glips: |
use CDs o8 sample sources ond process the piecas using Live's
autio effects

I've been working on.a movie seare recently, and I'm s
>asas, | foke Hese oe

sample clips 10 Qredie moods, 10 somi
and add instrurnents on fop, such as acoustic guitar




MD: What Initially afiractéd vou fo Ableton Live?
Shawn: What is so revalutignany about Live Is Its.abliily fo warp audio and
Ireal It elastically. You con ke oudio flies and 1oops thal were afiginally
dong without a click—something like Colirone's Liva Al The Villoge
Vanguard-—pul warp markars fo it mix itwith Stmvinsky's “Rite Ot Spring,”
and fhen mash fHose alements I millions of differant ways.

The lransparency of the (nterface Is also really mspiring. Wik Live, I
you hadr an ideo in your head, you con moke | happen pretty quiekly
Also, the ability fo use the program fo inferact and perform in a lve
Improvisational way ks amazing. The soffwore becomes an Instrumen!
hot you ochuslly play

MD: You've said iri oiher itiferviews Inal you use Ableton Liva as your pri-
mary DAW

Shawn: | do II's o bit uinusual fo use it ol way, beoause Pro Tools Is such
0 stople thal | hink there ore fimes when my method raises o few evebrows,
Tnere are hisdeore people thal Mirk | you'te npt Using P Teols fhen
something must be wrong.

Bl IFyou're racking in yout owh studio. || doesn't matter whot program
you'te using Ihal ihe and of the day you're Just exporing audia for someane
o impart info s or e DAW of chaica
MD: Do you usa any of Ableton’s soffware instruments?

Shawn: Absolutely. With Ablelon, you nevar feel bogged down by sxcess
infermation, 3o you-can get Hight fo Ihe music. | like Ihe new gium
machings and session dium lbraries iy Live 7. 1 olso use other VST, plug-
ins within Live. like Stylus RMX, BFD, and Nafive Insfruments” Baltery
Reoson s really strong for diums os well

MD: Hove yau used Live for sangwriling?

Shawn; The kind ot wnting | dowith my band Housa Of Diable mvolves
using o ot of found sounds and chopping things fogether using a hip-hop
style workflow, Ablefan Is greal far working in fhls woy, because vou can
slill be involved In Ihe Writlng procass evan i yeu don't play gultar of plano

Bang inlo electronic gear and produciion has opened up opporunities
For instance. | did a prject recently af my studio for MTV
| helped produce # and | gol porl of the wriling credit. Thal never would
have happened I | were just g “drummer.”

Poul Wekls is i meitinr of Ihe fend Spirling

He has st parforas with Jog Willlims, Marion
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The RhyHunie Arts Projest smpowers prople with varios
dhnabiitiies to sucoeed I the warld, We ntegrite dromm and
percussion mstruments os creativa lserning Tools thal sodress
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Fand bt more al www Saponling.com
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