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Introduction

R ight now, your home computer is probably set up to run as a standard
home office machine. That means it’s ready to handle things like e-mail
and word processing, and maybe provide a little background music while you
do all this mundane work. But it’s capable of doing so much more — your
Windows XP PC could have an organized collection of your music ready to go
at any moment. You could be using your common home computer to down-
load the latest music and undiscovered classics, put them on a portable
audio player, and take them with you on a long road trip to avoid hearing
your friends sing campfire songs (and they will sing them, unfortunately).
You could even use it to unleash your inner record producer and conquer the
world with your undiscovered musical genius.

Well, sure, you must have some musical genius there to begin with. But the
point is that your Windows XP machine is capable of being a mighty tool in
downloading, listening, and even recording the soundtrack to your life. Just
as CDs replaced 8-track tapes, cassettes, and vinyl for most people, digital
music files could eventually revitalize your music collection and make you
listen to your old music in new ways.

The problem is that most computers arrive at their homes set up to do the
mundane word and number processing | described earlier. That’s useful stuff,
but it’s also boring. Windows XP Digital Music For Dummies is here to free
your computer from those tasks and to make it work to bring you the best in
music.

About This Book

Windows XP Digital Music For Dummies is a ground-up guide to using the
audio tools that come on Windows XP computers as well as a resource for
some useful tools and programs you can get after you've already bought the
computer. [ cover both the hardware (the actual parts of the computer) and
the software (the programs run by your computer) that you need to make
your computer sing.

A lot of hardware, software, and virtual record stores are out there, and you’ll
want to know what you need before you go in and actually lay down your
money. This book is your reference point for the world of music in a Windows
XP digital music environment. You can read it from front to back and gain a
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better overall understanding of digital music, or you can skip directly to the
chapter that covers the topic you want. I've organized the information to
cover the following points of interest:
v Getting your computer set up to handle music in the best way possible
v Choosing the right software and audio files to play the songs you want
v Hooking up and using a portable audio player
v Shopping for and downloading music from the Internet legally
v Venturing into the world of recording digital music
By the time you’re done consulting this book, you’ll be able to handle these

tasks with the confidence and skill of a 14-year-old teenager raised on this
kind of technology.

Conventions Used in This Book

Most of the programs I talk about in this book are menu driven, that is, you
usually choose what you want to do from a list of commands or options pre-
sented to you by the program. To help you navigate these menus, I lead you
through a series of commands to make the program do what you want. The
instructions will be a choice followed by an arrow and the next step in the
menu, as many times as necessary to get what you want. For example, if you
see FilecoImport/Export>Audio, this means that you should choose File on
the program’s menu bar, select the Import/Export option, and then choose
Audio from that menu.

Sometimes I also show you keyboard shortcuts for commands that could
make dealing with your computer a little easier. Windows XP combines the
Ctrl or Alt key with another key to make a shortcut, so I show these combina-
tions as Ctrl+Z or Alt+B, for example.

What Vou Don’t Have to Read

I love talking about music, and I'm fascinated by gadgets and technology.
This means that I have a lot of stories to share in various places during this
book. These “sidebars” are not necessary to the essence of this book.
However, they can give you some background or additional understanding of
the topic at hand. You can excitedly study them for new nuggets of knowl-
edge, or you can skip them without a second thought. It’s up to you.



Introduction 3

Foolish Assumptions

It may seem obvious, but I'm going to assume that you have (or will be
receiving as a birthday or lovely parting gift) a personal computer (or PC)
that’s powered by the Windows XP operating system. If you're using a Mac,
you're in the wrong line — please step aside and head toward the Apple
desk. While Windows XP comes in two flavors (Home and Professional), the
differences — as far as audio and digital music programs are concerned —
are nothing to worry about. Therefore, I don’t differentiate between XP Home
and XP Professional throughout the book.

Because you have Windows XP, you have a version of Windows Media Player
installed on your computer. It’s like getting a radio with the car you just
bought. The player is there, and it’s the first one you're going to use when
you’re starting to explore the world of digital music. Therefore, I talk about it
the most throughout this book. As you go on, you may choose to switch out
your player with another one that makes more sense to you or works better
with your system. | take a look at these other players in the book, but I
mainly focus on Windows Media Player as the convenient and useful default.

How This Book Is Organized

I've organized this book into five main sections. If you're looking for a general
understanding of digital music in the Windows XP environment, go ahead and
start reading at page 1. However, if you're pressed for time or only need the
answer to a specific problem, go ahead and read the section that addresses
that problem — you can still figure out what you need.

Part I: Playing Music on Windows XP

This part explains what digital audio is and how you can recognize it when
you see (and hear) it. Chapter 1 gives you a general overview of musical files,
the hardware and software your computer uses, and the legal side of digital
music (and isn’t that where you first heard about MP3s anyway?). Chapter 2
leads you through installing and connecting the parts you need to make your
computer musical (maybe a little more complicated than programming your
VCR, but certainly less hassle than doing your taxes). Chapter 3 guides you
through basic audio operations in Windows XP (how do I turn this down
again?). Finally, Chapter 4 takes a look at a special type of Windows XP that is
designed to do nothing but play your media. Windows XP Media Center
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Edition only comes on special types of computers, so read this chapter only
if you've purchased one of these (and trust me, by the price tag, you’ll know
if you bought one instead of a regular PC).

Part II: Making Windows XP
Your Digital Jukebox

Here’s where | show you how to take this new machine of yours and make it
the centerpiece of your musical collection. Chapter 5 examines what you
should look for in a media player and gives you an overview of some of the
most popular entries on the market today. Chapter 6 shows you how to trans-
fer your CDs (or even the antiquities known as vinyl records) to the realm of
your computer. Chapter 7 combines two of the things that make my life
happy (sorry, dear) — shopping for music and the Internet. And Chapter 8
shows you how to dial in an Internet radio station and let someone else share
his or her collection with you.

Part I11: Goin’ Mobile: Taking
Vour Songs on the Road

[ spend a lot of time on the computer, but I don’t want to leave my music
behind when it’s time to step away and experience the world. This part takes
a look at portable audio players and how to make them sing and dance.
Chapter 9 goes over common features of the portable audio player and rates
some well-known products. Chapter 10 shows you how to move your songs
over to your device and organize songs for some easy listening (not necessar-
ily elevator-music easy listening, but it’s still a possibility).

Part IU: Quiet in the Studio

Part of the reason I spend a lot of time in front of the computer is because it’s
such a powerful, creative tool. You don’t have to be a genius composer to
make music on a PC — in fact, the software available today makes it easier
than ever to make your own music. Chapter 11 shows you how to soup up
your computer and make it a virtual studio. Chapter 12 starts you down the
road to recording by looking at what to expect from digital music recording
software. Chapter 13 actually takes you into the booth and shows you how to
lay down basic tracks. Chapter 14 helps you mix everything together into a
good song, and Chapter 15 looks at taking the finished product to disc, the
Internet, and elsewhere.
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Part U: The Part of Tens

This long-standing For Dummies tradition is a great way to gather up any
loose ends and toss in some extra helpful hints. You find lists of interesting
Web sites and intriguing gadgets, and even what to avoid when you’re getting
the most out of your music.

Icons Used in This Book

SMBER

A\

Occasionally, you'll see some pictures off to the side of the pages — these are
designed to attract your attention to some important details. Here’s what
they look like:

Like a string around your finger, this icon emphasizes some important piece
of information that you should keep in mind.

I'm a helpful guy — this information gives you some useful details that can
make listening to your digital music collection easier.

You're going to be spending some money and time on this, and I don’t want
anything to discourage you along the way. This icon alerts you to some possi-
ble pitfalls or problems that you can avoid by following my advice. Trust me,
it’s better for all involved.

Windows XP is a large and intricate operating system, and there’s always
some minute and technical details to add to discussing the program. While
it’s useful, the information isn’t always necessary to the basic process of
working with music. This icon tells you that there’s good information here,
but you can move on if you don’t want to get too involved with the subject.
On the other hand, if you want to get really geeky, stop and stay awhile.

Where to Go from Here

All right, I've laid out the basics of what to expect from Windows XP Digital
Music For Dummies, but I want you to keep one more thing in mind: HAVE
FUN! Music, at its essence, is meant to be enjoyed. Everything else I tell you
in this book is meant to enhance your enjoyment of the music you already
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love. The computer, the portable audio player, and all the hardware and
software in between are tools to help you experience that joy you get from
the first few notes of your favorite song.

Here’s where the tour group splits up. [ recommend starting at the beginning
to make sure you have all your bases covered, but that’s not necessary if you
want to skip to a good part. Feel free to join me at the beginning for the
scenic route, or you can catch up at the chapter that you want to learn more
about.
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In this part . . .

rlese first few chapters introduce you to digital music.
You'll learn about both the hardware and software that
you’ll need to find, download, and play music on your
home PC. You'll also learn how to hook all of your com-
puter components up and perform basic audio operations.

Even if you've never opened an MP3 file in your life, this
part will give you the background you need to get your
music system up and running.




Chapter 1
Are You XPerienced?

In This Chapter

Understanding what makes digital sound different from analog sound
Exploring the hardware that makes the noise
Using software to organize and play your digital music files

Making sure that you get and listen to your music legally

Whether you've spent years assembling a music collection or are just
now buying your first albums, music must mean something to you.

And now you have this Windows XP machine to open up new possibilities for
storing and listening to your tunes. The potential for using your computer for
music is virtually limitless — how do you want to make your music better?

In short, the answer depends on several things. Windows XP is a great envi-
ronment in which to organize your music collection. First, though, you have
to understand what you're dealing with. Two files may sound the same
coming out of your speakers, but their inner workings could make all the dif-
ference in whether your Barry Manilow recordings make the leap success-
fully to your playlists or fall behind, a casualty of incorrect formats.

The Whats and Whys of Digital Sound

Some of us are old enough to remember when musical recordings were
stored on cassettes or vinyl records (I had saddlebags made for my dinosaur
to transport my collection around). These recordings stored sound in an
analog format — the sound was recorded to the disc or tape as physical
grooves or magnetic impulses. The medium got the song from the artist to
the listener, but it still had some drawbacks.

The main drawback of these recordings is that they tend to degrade each
time they are played. When you pressed the Play button, physical contact
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was made between the recording and the player. Like rubbing sandpaper
against wood, some of the detail on the recording would be worn away.
Before long, you would start to hear the cracks and pops associated with old
recordings (ironically enough, these sounds have now been digitally sampled
and layered onto new recordings to make them sound “vintage”). The music
would get lost behind the noise, and fairly soon, you would need to go out
and buy a new copy to get that wonderfully clear sound back.

Second, vinyl records were a little hard to carry around and listen to wher-
ever you want. Unless you have a full stereo system available, it wasn’t easy
to hear your records in their intended glory. Cassettes made the music a little
more mobile with the advent of the portable stereo and the Walkman, but the
sound wasn’t quite as good as that from the vinyl records. This was a symp-
tom of the format itself — the tape on which musicians usually recorded
their music was several inches wide to allow as much detail as possible to be
recorded. After the sound had been mixed down to the small stereo tracks of
a cassette (along with the requisite hiss that accompanies sound recorded on
that cassette), it had lost a little something.

Ah, but then came the compact disc. Instead of being carved into the grooves
of the record or recorded on magnetic tape, the music was encoded on the
disc as numerical information. A laser reads the information and translates
that into your favorite song. Music fans have their preferences — some
people still insist on the superiority of analog sound. But digital music is here
to stay, for many reasons. [ take a look at those reasons in the following sec-
tion, “The benefits of digital sound.” First, it’s time to acquaint yourself with
digitally recorded music. It’s a vastly different process, and some different
terminology is associated with digital recordings.

The benefits of digital sound

When you compare digital and analog sound, the first thing you need to
examine is the sample rate. In analog recordings, the machine is always
recording any sound or noise that is coming through the microphones. In
digital recording, however, you don’t have a constant recording of what’s
going on. Instead, you have a series of samples taken from the sound being
recorded.

Think of it like a movie — a motion picture strings together a series of pictures
to make it look like moving action. In this case, digital recording takes a series
of “pictures” of what the sound is like and turns it into a digital recording. A
standard compact disc contains sound that has been sampled at 44.1 kHz, or
just over 44,000 times a second (that’s a lot of pictures!). However, you may
run into digital sound on the Internet that’s been recorded at 48 kHz, 96 kHz,
or even higher. Just think of it as getting more detail from more pictures.



Chapter 1: Are You XPerienced?

But how do those pictures look? The more detailed those pictures are, the
better the sound is. That’s where bits come in. By increasing the number of
bits (units of information, without getting too detailed) contained in the file,
the amount of detail contained in each sample is increased. It’s the difference
between saying “The cat has white fur” and “The purebred Siamese feline has
ivory fur with charcoal roots.” See the difference? Now imagine the detail that
you can get from higher bit rates in your music. Again, a standard CD has
16-bit sound, although you might occasionally run into higher bit sizes on the
Internet.

Now consider the bit rate of the file. Digital music files are measured in the
amount of information they play per second. In most cases, it’s measured in
Kbps, or kilobits per second. This is the amount of sound information pre-
sented to the listener every second. The standard for near-CD quality is 128
Kbps, and some files go up to 320 Kbps. On the other hand, files played over
Internet radio are 56 or 64 Kbps to allow faster transport over networks, like
your dialup or broadband Internet connection.

In short, the benefits to using digital sound are the following:

v~ Portability: You can take digital sound anywhere on a variety of devices,
and you can transfer it from network to computer very easily.

v+~ Durability: Digital audio doesn’t degrade like analog audio sources.

v Options: You can buy or record your audio in differing levels of quality
and size, depending on your needs.

v Sound Quality: Unless you've invested thousands of dollars in audio-
phile-quality analog audio gear, you’ll probably note a better sound
coming from digital audio systems.

The tradeoff of better sound (and what
you can do to counteract it)

Like everything else in life, though, there is a tradeoff in getting this improved
sound. For the increased detail and better sound, you give up space on your
hard drive or memory card. The extra information and detail mean that more
memory is taken up. The size of these files is usually measured in megabytes,
or MB. For comparison, the size of current hard drives is measured in giga-
bytes, or GB. There are approximately 1,000MB in each GB. If your songs are
recorded at a lower bit rate, you can fit more songs on your drive — but they
won’t sound as good. It all depends on what you want — more songs or
better quality.

This is where compression comes in. To use less memory space, you can com-
press the data and reduce the file size while keeping the detail of the music

11
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as close as possible to the original. When the file is compressed according to
the appropriate file format (see the next section), the media player needs a
codec, or compression/decompression instructions, to read it.

Fascinating File Formats

Without the right program, digital audio is just a file in your computer. It’s the
media player that makes the music happen. A media player is a program that
translates audio files into the song you wanted to hear. Windows XP comes
bundled with Windows Media Player, the program you'’ll most likely use to
listen to your songs. There are other options, but I'll talk about those later.
It’s important to note here that all of your digital audio files only become
songs with the help of the media player.

I've talked about the basic attributes of digital sound files: size and detail.
However, all of that information has to be organized and structured so that
the media player can read it. It’s just like being able to read and understand a
different language. If the player “speaks” the language that these files are
recorded in, it can reproduce the song and make beautiful music. If it can’t
speak the language, the numbers of the music just don’t add up, and you get
an error message — and no music. Because error messages are frustrating
and I'm the kind author who wants to spare you grief, I take a look at the
major audio file formats and give you a basic understanding of what’s going
on and what it means to you.

WAV

This method of presenting sound is the most detailed and rich of the avail-
able formats in Windows XP. All the detail is recorded at the chosen bit rate
and sampling speed, and it’s all done without compression schemes. It’s digi-
tal sound presented in all its glory, and it takes up huge amounts of memory
in the process. Four or five minutes of WAV sound can consume 40-50MB of
memory, making it difficult to store a decent number of files. For that reason,
you seldom see these files being sold over the Internet — they’re just too big
and bulky.

MP3

If you've listened to the news in the past decade, you've heard this term. This
is the file format that basically powered the popularity of digital music. It also
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became associated with the controversy surrounding the “sharing” of music
over services like Napster and Kazaa, but I tackle that subject in the section
“Law and Order: MP3,” later in this chapter. Still, at its heart, MP3 is only a
way of encoding music for listening on a computer or a portable player.

MP3 is an audio layer of the larger MPEG file format. The important thing to
remember here is that this is a specific way to make the music file smaller
while retaining much of the quality of the original CD or WAV file. Compared
to a WAV file of 50MB, a typical MP3 file is 5~6MB. Obviously, that’s a huge
size difference. However, you can hear the sound difference between an MP3
and a compact disc or a WAV file. The compression scheme is lossy, which
means that some data is lost when the file is encoded. By increasing the bit
rate of the file, you lose less data, but the file size increases accordingly.

Aside from size, the other advantage of MP3 is that it’s almost universally rec-
ognized. It’s the American Express of audio. Just about any media player or
portable audio player can recognize and play an MP3 song. That makes it
popular among users. It is not popular among most folks that sell music, how-
ever, because it’s easily copied and distributed over the Internet due to its
small size.

WMA

To go along with its Windows Media Player, Microsoft developed a com-
pressed file format. The format is supposed to provide better sound at lower
compression rates than MP3, although outside sources have taken issue with
Microsoft’s claims. WMA files are also not as universal as MP3s — as with
anything Microsoft owns, this is well-guarded proprietary technology. You
can find this technology on portable audio players or media players, and it
functions well with the Windows Media Player that’s bundled with Windows
XP. It also allows music producers to better regulate how their music is used.
WMA can be paired with licenses that restrict where and how the files may
be used. This can make it difficult to transfer WMA songs to other media
players and devices.

AAC

This file format is a derivative of another, more advanced MPEG encoding
scheme called MPEG-4. It is currently being used primarily by Apple’s iTunes
service to sell music over the Internet. Apple claims this format allows better
sound reproduction (sound familiar?), and Apple has made it the centerpiece
of iTunes and its portable music player, iPod. Because AAC is a newer format,
not all media players and portable devices are compatible with it. However,

13
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Finding the free stuff

You can find plenty of alternatives to the main
file formats, most of them provided by the open
source software movement. Windows XP is
proprietary software, where the inner workings
are guarded and the rights to use it are
restricted by the selling of the software and the
license to use it. (Don't worry, you got the
license when you purchased the Windows XP
software or purchased the computer that it
came on.) In open source software, the people
who created it let others see how the software
works, and they charge little or nothing for
people to use it.

If you delve deep into the Internet, you may
see file formats like Ogg Vorbis (0GG),
Shorten (SHN), or FLAC (Free Lossless Audio
Compression). These formats have been devel-
oped by people outside of Microsoft or Apple for
use in creating and distributing digital audio.

The price is attractive — little or nothing can
usually find space in your budget. Some of these
formats even work with the more common
media players, like Windows Media Player and
Winamp. However, this is not always the case.
Sometimes, the files have been written to work
with only one compression scheme or player. It
all depends on what the software writers had in
mind when they created their particular flavor
of audio.

You may want to investigate these file formats
as you run across them. They could help you
listen to music that you've never heard before
or allow you to store your music in a way that's
more convenient for you because of smaller file
size. However, because this book focuses on
Windows XP and the file formats that are most
commonly used with it, | spend most of my time
discussing the files | highlighted in the main text.

it’s gaining acceptance, and it could become more prevalent. It can also
handle some digital rights management, so music producers can control how
and where AAC songs are distributed.

Real

This format was primarily developed as a streaming format, that is, a file
that’s listened to over a network without being saved on your computer (1
talk more about this in Chapter 8). Because streaming requires a smaller size
to be sent over dialup or broadband Internet connections, Real audio (desig-
nated with the file extension . ra) is usually among the smallest file size avail-
able. However, it’'s hampered by a comparable reduction in sound quality and
the fact that nothing but the proprietary Real Player can handle these files.
The Real Player is a free download, although many critics and users alike
have complained that finding the free download among the many advertise-
ments for its premium player and services is like finding dust bunnies in
Martha Stewart’s house — very difficult. Unless you prefer to use the Real
Player, you probably won’t run across the file very often.
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MIDI

MIDI, or Musical Instrument Digital Interface, gets its own section because it’s
so different than the formats I talked about earlier. Technically, MIDI is not
audio; it’s a set of instructions on how something (like your computer’s
sound card) should create music. It’s like a cookbook. The MIDI cookbook
tells something that already has all the ingredients (the notes of the music)
how to arrange them and play them to make music. Because it’s just a set of
instructions, the MIDI file size is quite small (often measured in kilobytes as
opposed to the larger megabytes). How those instructions sound can vary
depending on the device that is used to play those instructions. The sheet
music for a Beethoven symphony makes no sound, but the music will likely
sound better when played on a concert piano as opposed to a thrift-store
keyboard. MIDI files are not often sold to the public as music, but MIDI does
play a part in home recording. Because of this, I talk more about it in Chapter
12. You can also get a more exhaustive look at MIDI by checking out Home
Recording For Musicians For Dummies, by Jeff Strong (published by Wiley).

Just the Facts

Along with the actual sound, the formats of your sound files can carry text
information about the song. This can include the name of the artist, the title
of the song, the genre in which the song belongs, the date it was produced,
and any additional tidbits and morsels. This is an invaluable tool, because it
allows you to organize your songs and see what you’re listening to. MP3 files
carry an ID3 tag that stores this information; the other file formats also carry
similar information. Without it, looking for information about your songs
could be as hard as finding something you need right after you’ve moved.
It’s all there in boxes, but without the labels, you have no idea what’s in the
boxes. Even if all your kitchen items end up in boxes in the kitchen, you
would still have to look through each box to find what you wanted. With
these labels, your media player can search and bring you the song you
wanted much quicker. Your player can also use these tags to organize
playlists of your songs and transfer them to other devices, like a portable
media player. Look for more information on this subject in Chapter 5.

Storing and Moving the Goods

You have so many places in which you can put audio files these days. Before,
sound was only available on vinyl records, cassettes, or the much-maligned
8-track cartridge. Now, you can find songs on CDs, DVDs, and portable audio
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players; online; on your cell phone; and just about anywhere else a little bit of
circuitry and a speaker can be crammed in. This is one of the biggest advan-
tages of digital sound — portability. Digital songs can be copied and moved
quite easily, in most cases without losing any of the original sound quality.

The following are examples of where you can store your sound files on your
computer:

v Hard drive: Storage of sound files requires some type of drive. You've
probably heard the term hard drive associated with computers. This is
the internal device that stores the majority of files and data on your
computer. The hard drive can store the most amount of data in a small
amount of physical space, which is why most of the popular portable
audio devices use this component to store large amounts of songs. It’s
also the most expensive storage device in overall cost, but the cost per
gigabyte is quite small. You pay a hundred or more dollars for a hard
drive, but you get more memory than a flash drive at a comparable cost.

v Optical discs: Optical discs, like CDs and DVDs, can handle large
amounts of data (up to 700MB and 4.7GB, respectively), and they’re
much cheaper forms of storage compared to a hard drive. You can also
burn optical discs as data CDs (which hold files to be read by a com-
puter or another device) or music CDs (which play in a standard CD
player). The two are not always compatible, however. Older CD players
can’t read computer files.

v~ Flash memory: Flash memory is relatively small compared to the previ-
ous two storage devices (most portable media players that use flash
memory top out between 512MB and 1GB), and it’s impossible to acci-
dentally skip ahead or move back the player while moving. For that
reason, it’s a popular choice among portable players that are meant to
be used while exercising — the extra movement might disrupt other
players, but not this one.

Moving data to and from all of these devices is relatively simple. You connect
a wire from the computer to the device, or perhaps you use your Internet
connection to download a file. The devices simply exchange a series of num-
bers that can later be read by a player or portable device. Or, in the case of
streaming media, the data is read as soon as it is received. The moving or
copying does not reduce the quality of the sound, because digital copies
don’t degrade. Furthermore, no physical parts can degrade.

Of course, like most technologies, the process of transferring music is more
difficult in practice than in theory. Each device is built around one or two
types of connections, and many are available. Most players are built around
standard connections called USB (or Universal Serial Bus) or FireWire, which
allows high rates of data to be transmitted quickly from device to device. For
more on USB and FireWire, see Chapter 2.
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Look for computers and devices that can handle both types of connections.
This will make your life much easier when you’re trying to find the right con-
nector cable.

The Nuts and Bolts of Hardware

\\J

It doesn’t take any special equipment to play these files. You probably already
have the tools in your computer right now. But it’s important to understand
what makes the music happen, so [ look briefly at each part of the puzzle.

Processors and memory

The processor and memory in your computer make the whole thing run.
They keep the programs running and working. They are the brain and the
nervous system of your computer, and the old adage “bigger is better” is
true here. In this case, you're looking for faster processor speeds and more
memory (or RAM) to accurately reproduce music. It takes much more power
to play an audio file than it does to create a spreadsheet (or to write a book
on music). The good news is that this isn’t as big a concern as it was just a
few years ago. Just about any computer you purchase today has more than
enough speed and power to play back music. I talk more about the demands
placed on processors and memory in Chapter 2.

This doesn’t mean that you should try to play music, download a bunch of
files, and burn a CD all at the same time. Computers with less memory or
slower processors might balk at handling all of these tasks at the same time.
Try reducing the amount of applications that are open on your computer to
allow for better audio playback.

Sound cards

The sound card is the piece of hardware that makes the sound happen. Again,
this piece of equipment has made huge leaps in the last few years. It is no
longer a concern whether sound cards can accurately reproduce music. Now,
it’s a question of whether the sound is heard in stereo or perhaps more
advanced formats, like 5.1 or 7.1 surround sound.

Sound cards are often not even “cards” anymore. The components that com-
puters use to reproduce music or other sounds are often included right on
the main circuitry of the computer itself (the motherboard). This can be both
a blessing and a curse — if you like the sound of the computer, everything’s
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wonderful. However, because the sound is built in, you're stuck with it unless
you disable it and install something new. It’s not as complicated as it may
sound, but it’s still extra effort. Again, I talk more about sound cards in
Chapter 2.

Speakers

Speakers make the air move and create the sounds you hear. Most computers
come bundled with a set of speakers that connect to the sound card (or inter-
nal sound). That’s not always good enough, because these speakers are rather
small and can’t always faithfully reproduce the music. (Bass speakers are so
big for a good reason — they need to be!) Depending on how your computer’s
sound is set up, you may want to consider getting surround-sound speakers
(which include a main speaker, smaller satellite speakers, and a subwoofer
for bass).

This assumes, of course, that the music you're playing has been designed for
multiple speakers. Most standard recordings today are mixed to stereo, or two
channels. Running a stereo recording through a surround-sound setup still
only gives you a stereo sound output. You start hearing the differences when
the audio has been specifically encoded for surround sound, like in many
video games and movies. For now, because popular music is still focused on
stereo, it is the main format of my discussions.

Portable audio players

This gets a much closer look in Chapter 5, but these devices are one of the
most popular ways to listen to music. Portable sound started with the
Walkman, which allowed people to take cassette recordings with them. Now,
you can take CDs, DVDs, or your audio files with you wherever you go. Your
length of enjoyment depends only on the amount of songs in the player and
the juice left in your battery. These players can use any of the three types

of storage media I discussed in the section “Storing and Moving the Goods,”
earlier in this chapter, depending on where they are used.

The Softer Side of Audio

I've looked briefly at the hardware components you need to make your com-
puter a music machine. You also need programs to make the music happen.
These programs interpret the numbers and instructions that are present in
the digital file formats and do one of three things: play the music, download
the music, or edit the music.
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Media players

Because you have Windows XP, you already have a media player on your
system (specifically, Windows Media Player). Many other commercial or free
players are also available. They all handle basically the same thing: They play
music or videos. Most can also handle some sort of organizational function
(they can keep track of your files) and even play some sort of light show to
go along with it. These players can also change how they look and interact
with your computer, depending on what you want them to do. [ take a closer
look at media players in Chapter 5.

Download programs

A Web browser can usually handle all your download needs. Using Internet
Explorer, you can bring all manner of files (digital or otherwise) into your
home. However, some stores require the use of specialized download pro-
grams to bring their files onto your computer. This isn’t because Internet
Explorer (or your preferred Web browser) can’t handle the process of down-
loading. It’s because these stores (such as iTunes or Rhapsody) want to con-
trol how their music leaves their servers (a central computer that sends out
the information requested by computers like yours) and where it goes. If you
want to use a particular store, you use its download software. Many compa-
nies also combine a media player or organizational function with these down-
load programs.

Editing programs

You probably won’t have to use this type of program very often unless you’re
creating music. Music-editing programs are just like word processors for text.
They allow you to record, edit, or delete sections of a recording and make it
closer to what you want. This topic is covered in more detail in Chapter 13,
but it may also be useful for you if you want to create transitions between
songs on CDs that you burn. Some of these functions are also built into a
media player. For example, Winamp can eliminate silence between songs and
create automatic cross-fades with the push of a button, just like on the radio.

Law and Order: MP3

You have a basic overview of what can be done with digital music from what
you’ve read so far. What should stick with you now is that digital music is
easy to move around via networks and is easy to store on CDs and other
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media. And with all this moving, the sound doesn’t lose quality like analog
recordings do. This is great for music fans, because it’s easy to get music in
this format. Although the MP3 format may not be as high quality as a CD, its
continuing popularity shows that most people are willing to give up the addi-
tional quality in exchange for the convenience and availability.

This convenience and availability moved the recording and distribution of
music into an entirely unexplored area. Never before had there been such a
widespread network available to distribute music to literally millions of lis-
teners worldwide. Also, never before had this network been available for free.
And never before have we had such legal and ethical conflicts about how this
network was built.

Peer-to-peer file sharing

You probably first heard about peer-to-peer file sharing as part of a single
brand name: Napster. In the late '90s, this service put the exchange of MP3
files at the attention of the nation. This service allowed computer users to
rip, or copy, songs from a CD and convert them to MP3 files. These files could
then be exchanged over the Internet by other uses of the Napster software.
Napster used central servers to allow the file transfers to continue, while
other services transferred files directly from a user’s computer to another
computer. Hence, the term peer-fo-peer (or P2P) file sharing — where each file
is transferred from one user to another — was born.

Legal setbacks

The problem is that the legality of this exchange is highly suspect. According
to copyright law, a user who purchases a media product like a CD or movie
can make a backup copy in case the original gets damaged. However, any
more copies that are made are illegal. You’ve probably seen this warning
message at the beginning of movies. The question was whether these digital
copies were legal. And it was answered when the courts decided to shut
down the original Napster network; the transmission of these files was
deemed to be illegal.

While they share the same name, the current Napster service should not be
confused with its previous version. The Napster brand name and logo were

purchased and are being used by another company to sell music downloads
via a subscription service that’s endorsed by those companies who own the
music.
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Pandora’s Box was already open, however, as many other services sprung up
to take Napster’s place. Names like Kazaa, Morpheus, and Limewire became
more commonplace as alternatives to the now-defunct Napster. The problem
is that these networks are still illegal. They are distributing copyrighted music
without the permission of the owners of that music, and the owners are not
being compensated for the distribution.

Two persuasive arguments are used by proponents of file sharing to justify
their activities. One is the increasing cost of popular music. Indeed, the courts
have determined that the major record labels did overcharge customers, and
in 2003, participants in a class action suit received small payments in a judg-
ment against the major recording labels. An additional component to this
argument is that the record companies make money at the expense of the
artists. (Trust me; as a musician, 'm sympathetic to this argument.) However,
the files being shared are still illegal copies. That does not affect the legality
of file sharing. It’s still considered piracy.

File-sharing proponents have also claimed that previewing music is an impor-
tant part of the music-buying process and that people are buying more music
because they can listen to it before they buy it. While this may be true, legal
ways exist to obtain previews of songs before purchase. Web sites like iTunes
and Amazon have sections where buyers can listen to songs before they pur-
chase them; it’s just like having a listening station in a traditional record
store. Again, that does not eliminate the fact that file sharing uses illegal
copies of copyrighted material.

This section applies only to files that are distributed without permission of
the owner. If someone wants to give away his music (music that he created
and owns the copyright to) on P2P, it’s perfectly legal.

Other drawbacks of P2P

In addition to the dubious legality of sharing files, other problems can result
from using P2P. Both the files exchanged and the service itself can cause
problems.

Uiruses and undesirables

You can’t always be sure what you order from the menu of a P2P site is what
you’re going to get. You may get the song, but you may also get something
much worse. Unscrupulous users have been known to mask viruses as audio
files and turn them loose on P2P networks. Other undesirable elements, like
pornography, can also be inserted into the network to look like songs. It’s
always a question of what you’re going to get, and it may be better to be safe
than sorry.
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Spyware and adware

Both the service and the files may be responsible for putting software on
your machine known as spyware or adware. This software can track what you
do on your computer and where you go on the Internet, and use it to foul up
your system. It can increase the amount of pop-up ads you see or change the
home page of your browser. At its worst, this software can affect the perfor-
mance of your computer by clogging the processor with unnecessary func-
tions and tasks. This slows the system and increases your frustration.

Securing your system

You can take the following three steps to make sure that your system stays
clean:

1. Don’t install P2P file-sharing systems.
2. Install virus protection on your computer, and keep it up to date.

3. Regularly update Windows XP with the security patches that are avail-
able through Microsoft’s Windows Update system.

Copying and burning files

And the debate continues to rage on. Many lawsuits against organizations
and P2P users have resulted, and the matter is still being settled in the
courts. Until it is settled, the law says that sharing these files is illegal, and it
is best to avoid it. This doesn’t mean that you can’t make these files — it’s
just a matter of how you use them.

As a consumer purchasing a recording, it’s still your right to make a backup

copy. It’s also your choice on what media you want to make that copy. If you
choose to rip the CD to your computer and keep your backup copy on your

hard drive, that’s fine. Go ahead, and tell ’em I sent you.

Many copyright owners are also more than happy to allow you to transfer
files to your portable media players or burn the songs to a CD to listen to
elsewhere, if you want to leave the original at home, for example. A good rule
of thumb is that as long as the recording stays in your possession, it’s proba-
bly going to be okay.

The problem arises when you start making copies of songs or albums and
giving the copies to other people. The purchase allows you to maintain
copies, not to distribute them to others. Others may borrow them, but not
make copies. This makes things like mix tapes (a collection of songs) dubi-
ous, but we haven’t arrived at the day when the Recording Industry
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File sharing: Should you do it?

I’'m a little biased as far as file sharing is con-
cerned, because I'm a musician who has
recorded commercially available CDs. While
| won’t be making a living off of these CDs
anytime soon, I'm still concerned with what
happens to them. That being said, | can cer-
tainly sympathize with those who feel record-
ings are overpriced. I'm a certified recording
addict, and | love purchasing and experiencing
new music. If it were cheaper, | could get
more. It's a simple equation. Still, | don't feel
right violating the law to get my hands on
recordings.

A great amount of debate continues over the
business practices of the music industry, a field
not exactly known for its adherence to ethics
and fair business practices. Hopefully, that
atmosphere will change soon. The Internet
gives artists new distribution potential for their
music. They can now reach their listeners (in
theory) without the aid of a record company,
keeping more profits to themselves. I'd love to
see that happen, but that still doesn’t make
unauthorized downloading legal.

Okay, I'll step off my soapbox now. Gotta head
down to the music store.

Association of America (RIAA) is going after Johnny Heartthrob for giving his
true love a collection of romantic tunes that tells her exactly how he feels. It’s

the mass distribution of piracy, for profit or otherwise, that the copyright
owners and the courts are concerned with.

Most download services are also offering the ability to share copies of songs

legally among several sources. For example, you may be allowed to burn a
certain number of copies of the song and transfer the file an unlimited
number of times to your portable audio player. Hey, it’s their dime. If these
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services give you permission, go right ahead. Again, it’s illegal only if you're
acting against your rights as a purchaser and against the wishes of the copy-
right owner.
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Chapter 2
Wiring Your Computer for Sound

In This Chapter

Understanding what makes a computer ready for audio

Examining the computer’s digital audio hardware
Connecting the required audio hardware

Networking your components

admit it — I'm a geek. Playing with new digital sound toys makes me a
happy man, and I'm always willing to tinker around with a new piece of
gear to see what I can get out of it. And I always have the instructions in case

something goes wrong or I get stumped (it happens more than I care to
admit). So I'm going to have a lot of fun with this chapter. This is where I look
at the technical guts of the Windows XP system and see what it takes to make
beautiful music.

Before I begin, this is one case where a familiar saying probably applies:
“Bigger (or more) is better.” You should pay attention to some of the num-
bers, and for the most part, higher is better. But I also look at how some com-
ponents work better with others and how this interaction can make as much
of a difference as the speed of your processor and the amount of memory in
your PC.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. Look at the computer like your own minia-
ture orchestra — a combination of parts and players working together to
follow the score and make your music audible. Each plays its own role, and in
concert, they create a whole that’s bigger than the sum of their (computer)
parts. And that’s when the whole thing rocks.

Getting the Right Computer

My first computer was barely capable of emitting the beeps and clicks neces-
sary to tell me it was on. Producing any decent sound wasn’t even possible.
And so it remained a data tool, capable of no entertainment beyond a game of
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Battle Chess. In this day and age, however, just about any computer you pur-
chase is more than capable of acting as a home stereo system (and so much
more). The issues now are how much music can be stored and played, and
how can that music be arranged and modified. The first component I look at
is probably the one you've heard the most about (if only from an advertising

jingle).

The minimum system requirements for using Windows XP on a personal com-
puter are a 233-MHz processor, 32MB RAM, and 2.5GB free hard drive space.
These are the bare minimums, so [ assume that your computer has at least
those attributes. As you’ll read, though, you need much more than that.

Processing . . . processing . . .

In the orchestra of your computer, the processor is the conductor. This is
where the commands are issued, the directives sent out, and the information
routed. The processor is the centerpiece of your computer, and as such, it
draws a lot of attention.

For a long time, the identifying characteristic of processors has been clock
speed. This is probably the first statistic you saw when you bought your
computer (or it will be the first thing you see when you go shopping). Most
current processors are measured in gigahertz, or GHz. However, you may still
have older computers running Windows XP that use processors measured in
megahertz (MHz). This basically means that the processor can execute an
amount of instructions or commands equal to its speed rating per second.
For example, this means that one of my computers, with a 2.4-GHz processor,
can execute a little over 2 billion basic instructions per second. (Every time I
look at a sentence like that, I feel a little lazier and think about vacuuming my
apartment.)

Your computer may also have more than one processor running. You can pur-
chase some computers with a dual-processor setup. This allows the com-
puter to use two processors to handle more instructions (and theoretically
speed up the computer). It’s a feature that’s nice to have at times, but it’s not
something you should necessarily seek out if you're just going to be doing
basic digital music duties (see the old story about bazookas and flyswatters
here).

It’s a virtual guarantee that any computer you’'ve purchased in the last few
years can handle playing audio files. You're going to be concerned with how
many tasks your computer can handle in addition to the musical tasks you’ll
be doing. That’s where the processor really plays its part.

While clock speed is an impressive number, the processor has other attrib-
utes. The way the chip is made can impact how it operates within your
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machine as well. In your search for your home entertainment computer,
you’ll run across two major types of chips, each with its benefits and draw-
backs: Intel and AMD.

Intel and the Pentium processor

When I think of the Pentium processor, a very nontechnical thing springs to
mind: that little jingle that Intel plays at the end of a computer advertisement
(and there have been a lot of them). The fact that the jingle has been burned
into my brain (I sometimes hear it in my sleep) shows just how ubiquitous
these chips have become in the home computing industry. For a long time,
these chips were a specific requirement for many pieces of software, pre-
cisely because they were built to be the fastest on the market. Intel’s chips
still rate very high in the speed department, although other manufacturers
have managed to creep into its territory and challenge Intel’s dominance.

Intel has introduced four generations of Pentium chips so far, and any com-
puter you've recently purchased probably has the latest generation (logically
named the Pentium 4) installed in it. This means that the system runs with a
processor speed from 2 GHz to a little over 3 GHz. This is more than enough
power to handle basic digital music duties.

However, speed isn’t everything. Some of the more recent Pentiums come
with a feature called hyperthreading. Without getting too technical, this basi-
cally fools the computer into thinking that two processors are operating
inside the machine. As you can see in Figure 2-1, a Pentium 4 chip with hyper-
threading is operating as two chips in one.

Hyperthreading allows the computer to process and handle multiple tasks
occurring at the same time faster. (I think [ want to get back to that vacuum-
ing now.)

As with most name brands you've encountered, Intel chips often command
premium prices. The company does make a “budget” line called the Celeron
processor, which is available on lower-priced home computers. Still, these
widely available chips are likely to be more expensive than their off-brand
counterparts.

AMD and the Athlon processor

AMD processors have pulled into the race with Intel, attempting to make
processors as fast as their competitors at a lower price. And some computer
reviewers have noted that AMD’s construction makes its processors faster
than Intel processors rated at the same speed. Because of this construction
style and lower price, AMD processors are a popular alternative to the Intel-
dominated computer world. AMD manufactures two major names: the Athlon
and the budget-line Duron chip. These are roughly comparable to Intel’s
Pentium and Celeron chips, respectively, although as noted before, construc-
tion differences can affect the chip’s performance.
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Breaking it down

It’s good to know this information, but you're probably only concerned with
the computer’s overall performance. If you bought a computer with one of
these processors installed, the system has likely been designed to accommo-
date what’s included. You're most likely dealing with a processor speed of at
least 2 GHz — and maybe more if you purchase a computer designed specifi-
cally for multimedia use.

With those statistics, you can be more concerned with how many tasks you
can do at the same time. For example, you may want to be able to burn a CD
at the same time you're transferring files to a portable device and listening to
a streaming audio station. The higher your processor is rated (and the better
it’s made), the better your computer can handle these multiple tasks.

However, the processor is only one part of the equation. It works in concert
with the memory that’s installed in your computer to operate the programs
and make the system move faster.
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RAMming it through

Here is the other big number for the computer. Random-access memory, or
RAM, is the place where the processor stores the programs and the data that
it’s using to operate the system. Think of RAM as the players in the virtual
orchestra. The conductor (processor) tells the players (RAM) what to load
and when to execute its instructions. The more RAM you have, the faster the
processor can get information and send out instructions to be executed.

Again, the minimum specification for running Windows XP on a computer is
64MB RAM. However, that’s like driving the autobahn in a rusty Pinto. It’s the
minimum amount required to allow the operating system to function and to
accomplish very basic tasks. Digital audio is one of the most demanding
tasks a computer can undertake. Therefore, you need a great deal more RAM
to properly handle both the programs you’ll need to run and the files the pro-
grams will be playing.

[ recommend at least 512MB RAM for proper digital audio playback. That
should allow you to maintain a decent playback of audio while taking care of
other programs you may be running, visualization effects from your media
player, or other tasks. And the more RAM you have, the better. You should be
able to get up to 1GB RAM without adding much expense.

Even if you're operating an older system with minimal RAM, you may be in
luck. If you have the right type of memory chip available to you (you can buy
chips at smaller computer stores or the large chain stores like Best Buy), it’s
just a matter of putting the right chip in the right slot and booting the com-
puter. Most chips can only be installed in one way, so it’s generally impossi-
ble to put the chip in the wrong place. Check your manufacturer’s
specifications, see what kind of RAM your computer requires, and determine
the maximum amount of RAM that the system can recognize. For under $100,
you could double or triple the memory that’s installed in your computer and
dramatically improve its performance.

Installing more RAM is just a matter of putting the right chip in the right slot.
And it is one of the easiest ways to upgrade your system. However, unless
you know exactly what the right chip is and where it goes, I suggest asking
for help from someone who is knowledgeable about installing computer
parts. You can damage something in the computer while you're installing the
memory. If you think you’re up to the challenge of upgrading your RAM,
check out Upgrading and Fixing PCs For Dummies, 6th Edition, by Andy
Rathbone (published by Wiley).

Static electricity is a huge danger to your system. If you're not properly
grounded while installing these components, you could cause damage to the
memory or other components in your computer. If you're not sure how to
properly ground yourself, it’s a good idea to leave it to someone who does.
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Wanna go for a drive?

I'm going to continue to push the orchestra metaphor (as a former middle
school violinist, I feel 'm honor-bound to do so) in talking about the com-
puter’s hard drive. If the processor is the conductor and the RAM is the play-
ers, then the hard drive represents the orchestra’s repertoire, or library of
songs. The hard drive is where the instructions and the data for each pro-
gram and file are stored while not being used. When the processor calls for
the information, it’s loaded from the hard drive into memory and run.

The hard drive has two important attributes — storage space and rotations per
minute, or rpm. Storage space for modern hard drives is measured in gigabytes,
and most current hard drives can hold from 40GB to 200GB. Some computers
can also be shipped with two hard drives to increase the amount of storage

space. This is important because digital audio files tend to be rather large. Make
sure you have at least a 100GB hard drive to store all of your programs and files.

One problem is that manufacturers and computer scientists tend to disagree
about the definition of a gigabyte. Manufacturers generally define a gigabyte
as 1000MB, whereas the tech folk point out that technically 1GB of memory is
slightly more that 1000MB. (This makes much more sense if you're up on
binary numbers, bits and bytes, and so on — don’t worry if you’re not.)
Combine this argument with the formatting that’s required for a computer to
read a hard drive, and the actual storage capacity of a hard drive is some-
what less than what is advertised on the box.

The average song in MP3 format is about 5MB in size, and uncompressed
WAV files can be ten times larger than that.

The hard drive’s rotations per minute are important because a computer
must be able to access information from the spinning platter of the drive.
Because the hard drive is a circular drive, the computer reads the drive’s
information in a spinning fashion. The faster the drive can spin, the faster the
information can be read and passed on to the memory. Most commercial
hard drives spin at 5,400 rpm, although [ recommend at least a 7,200-rpm
drive for optimum digital audio playback. If you can spring for it, look for
hard drives that speed along at 10,000 rpm.

You may also see hard drives that have a cache (for example, an 8MB cache).
The cache allows the drive to store information where it is more accessible
for reading in a quicker time. A cache may only shave a small amount off the
access time, but the name of the game is speed. Getting more information
faster ultimately improves the quality of sound that you hear.

Hard drives can also be located outside the computer. These external hard
drives are most commonly connected to the system via USB or FireWire cables.
They can have the same storage capacities as internal hard drives, although
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they come at a higher price. Because external drives generally take longer to
access data, they are more suited for long-term storage, transport, or backing
up of files as opposed to the day-to-day operations of an internal hard drive.

Heading to the Hardware Store

Everything I've talked about up to this point is standard in every computer. A
processor and memory are on the motherboard, and a hard drive stores data.
What changes at this point is where the other components are located. Some of
the following components may be incorporated into the main circuitry of the
computer or they can be added later as a modular component. Still, they’re
necessary for the operation of the computer and the playing of digital audio.

[ start with the most important audio component of all — the sound card.

Sounding off

The term sound card comes from a time when a computer’s only audio com-
ponent was a small internal speaker. This was suitable only for little beeps —
good enough to signal a user that something just occurred with the main
system or that something was wrong, but certainly not capable of playing any
sort of recognizable music (beyond “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”). The audio
component of the computer had to be added later, in one of the expansion
slots on the computer’s motherboard.

The main purpose of the sound card is to act as a gateway between the analog
and digital realms. A good sound card can record audio from a microphone and
aline in (such as from a cassette or record player) and send out audio to a set
of speakers. Because all sound eventually becomes analog (your ears hear
sound waves, not 1s and 0s), the sound card must include digital-to-analog
signal converters. It must also include analog-to-digital signal converters to
make the sound coming in from the microphone or line-in jack into a digital file.

The computer also has a digital signal processor, or DSP, which sends the digital
audio information back and forth between the processor, memory, and storage
media of the computer. You may see the DSP rated in a similar manner as CDs
are rated. Whereas CD-quality audio is rated at 16-bit, 44.1-kHz sound (that’s
16 bits of information sampled 44,100 times a second), current sound cards
are capable of handling audio quality of up to 24-bit, 96-kHz sound and above.

Audio-in and -out functions are usually made available through minijacks, or
%-inch jacks. You've seen these jacks on headphones (and you could plug in
headphones to the speaker-out jack for privacy’s sake). Not only does this
work for the 'phones, but it’s also how most sound goes in and out of the
sound card.
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This may sound complicated, but most commercial sound cards are either
labeled or color coded so that you can match component to component. It’s
just like Garanimals — the light green matches the light green, the red
matches the red, and so on. In the end, you have your computer set up for
sound with a minimum of fuss. With that in mind, Figure 2-2 shows a standard
sound card.

Speaker OQut 3
Line In

Mic In

Speaker Qut 1

Speaker Qut 2

Joystick Port

|
Figure 2-2:
The stand-
ard PC
sound card.
|

The following types of sound cards are currently available:

v~ Built-in or integral: These cards are hard-wired into the main board of
the computer, housed inside the computer’s case.

v Internal: This card is plugged into an expansion slot on the main board
of the computer.

v~ External: This card is plugged into an external jack on the computer and
is placed outside of the computer.

Features of built-in sound cards

Built-in types are the most common sound cards currently available. An increas-
ing number of motherboard manufacturers now incorporate the most-required
components into their circuitry, eliminating the need to use the computer’s
expansion slots and saving room for something else. (However, | have yet to see
a computer with all its expansion slots full, even with a sound card in place).

This design has advantages and disadvantages. The advantage is that you
don’t have to buy a sound card to go with the computer. You know that the
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card has been tested with the system, and you know it’s going to work with
the computer from the first startup. The disadvantage is that you're stuck
with the card you have. You can’t separate your system from the sound card,
and you can’t remove the card. If your sound card breaks or gets damaged,
you would have to either add an internal or external sound card or install a
new motherboard.

You can always override your internal sound card in favor of another device
you’d rather use. Most computer’s BIOS programs (the operating system you
see on your system before Windows XP starts up) include a function that can
disable integral sound devices. All BIOS programs have different options, so |
can’t point to any one surefire way to make this option happen. But, if you're
feeling crafty, this is one possibility to investigate.

The easiest way to damage a sound card is to put too much strain on the
external components by pulling the cords too tight. If you have anything
plugged into your sound card, be sure that you have enough cord to allow
some slack in the cords. Otherwise, you're looking at some time on the
workbench.

Most built-in sound cards just have the basic inputs and outputs available.
Manufacturers have begun to include digital or optical audio outputs on
some motherboards, allowing users to send digital audio directly from the
sound card to another device, like a stereo receiver or a wireless transmitter.
The most common type of digital output is the S/PDIF (Sony/Phillips Digital
Interface). This type of connection (developed by Sony and Phillips
Electronics, as you might have surmised) sends all the audio information in
digital format over a single cable. Not only do you get better sound quality,
but you also reduce the amount of nasty cabling behind your electronic
devices. This is a useful feature, but it’s not widely available yet.

Keeping it all inside

The internal sound card is how it all began — a bunch of circuits embedded
on a module mounted inside the computer. From the outside, though, it
appears much the same as the built-in sound card that I talked about in the
previous section. The internal card has the same basic inputs and outputs at
the consumer level, but the additional space allows manufacturers to add
more features, if desired.

The basics of a normal internal sound card include the microphone-in, line-in,
and speaker-out jacks, as previously discussed. The speaker outputs can vary
from normal stereo configurations to surround sound and 5.1 or 7.1 configura-
tions. You may also find digital outputs for sending signals to other digital
components, like the S/PDIF connection mentioned in the previous section.

In addition to those jacks, some older sound cards may have a joystick port
mounted on them. Older veterans of video-game combat may recognize the
joystick as a control that allowed you to deal death among many pixilated
enemies or perhaps guide a hopeful young eating machine through a maze
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while avoiding paranormal enemies and picking up some tasty fruit along the
way. So why was this feature added to the sound card, even though it has
very little to do with audio? The first sound cards were developed to accom-
modate video-game players, and it made sense to combine all the features
that were needed for gaming on one card (to save space and make sure that
everything worked together). It sounds a lot like placing audio circuitry on a
computer’s motherboard, doesn’t it? This probably won’t make much differ-
ence to you, because most gaming devices plug in through a USB or FireWire
port. However, some MIDI devices can function on this joystick port, allowing
home recording buffs to record MIDI data on their computer. You can read
more about MIDI recording in Chapter 12 or in the fine publication Home
Recording For Musicians For Dummies, by Jeff Strong (published by Wiley).

Sound cards may also have components external to them, normally called
breakout boxes. These boxes connect to the internal card (indeed, they
require that card to function), but they put the jacks and controls closer to
the user, instead of hiding them in the back of the computer. It’'s mostly a con-
venience factor. If you're going to be changing components frequently — for
example, switching out speakers for headphones or changing the input for
your sound card’s line in — you may want to buy something with an external
breakout box. Examine Figure 2-3 to see a typical breakout box.

As you can see, the main functions of the sound card jacks are transplanted
from the dark, dusty forgotten realm known as the back of the computer to
the light of day. This way, you can switch out components as necessary and
make any needed adjustments. These boxes can also include volume con-
trols, MIDI-in or -out jacks, and other options.

Optical In Left RCA In

optic Right RCA In

Digital In
Digital Out

1/4" Line In MIDT In

MIDI Out
FireWire
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Figure 2-4:
An external
sound
module.
|

Take it outside!

The faster data connections made possible by USB 2.0 and FireWire have
opened a whole new type of sound cards — the external sound module.
Instead of the modules built or mounted in the frame of your computer, these
devices reside outside the case, as shown in Figure 2-4.

The module shown in Figure 2-4 is built for sound recording. That’s why it
has the specialized microphone-in jacks called XLR, a separate headphone
jack, and other options. But the regular John Q. Digital may find a need for an
external sound card, especially if he uses a laptop.

Because the circuitry is so compact in a laptop, both the speakers and the
sound circuitry tend to be a little undersized. If you're interested in bigger
and better sound, you need to add something to your little computer. By
inserting this card into the laptop or connecting it via USB 2.0 or FireWire,
you have the advantage of better sound circuitry and options. It may add a
little weight to what you carry around, but that’s the sacrifice you make for
good sound!

Sound advice

Whenever you add a device to a computer — especially a duplicate of some-
thing that may be built into the circuitry of the computer, like a sound card —
you have the potential for system resource conflict. As fast as the computer
can be, it can have problems dealing with conflicting instructions. Imagine
having one CD and being told to put it in two different CD players. You can’t
do both, and no other factor tells you which way to go. The computer has
trouble dealing with this kind of situation, and it may either hang or not allow
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Making the connection

Just about everything in this book that resides
outside the computer case — from external
hard drives and sound cards to portable audio
players — benefits from the high-speed con-
nections available through USB 2.0 and
FireWire connections. These connections allow
a device to communicate with the system at
great speeds without mounting the device inter-
nally. Thus, the device can be quickly swapped
out with other devices. You can have as many
devices as you have ports connected to your
computer (or with external hubs, up to 127 USB

2.0 devices or 63 FireWire devices —that's a lot
of jukeboxes!) and switch out the devices as
necessary. The ability to use a variety of devices
operating from the same portis a huge advance
in versatility. USB 2.0 is slightly faster than
FireWire, although both achieve very high data-
rate transfers. For digital media transfers, this
means that a CD can be ripped to your computer
in minutes, or an external sound card can be
used instantly with your computer to produce
music. Keep FireWire and USB 2.0 in mind —
these are your data pipelines of the future.

O

the devices to function. If you have this kind of conflict (for example, you

have a built-in sound card but have just installed an internal card because it
has better features), it may be best to either remove one of the components
or turn it off. This can be done either in the computer’s BIOS or through the

Windows XP Device Manager.

NG/
Before attempting such tasks, you should be familiar with this territory. If you

have doubts, ask someone with experience to help you.

Same disc, different box

You probably already own a CD player, a DVD player, or a player that handles
both. The part of your computer that handles CDs and DVDs is perfectly
capable of handling those tasks (given the right software), and it’s also capa-
ble of much more. These drives can play both songs and movies as a normal
CD or DVD player would, but they can also read these files as digital media
files, opening a whole new world of possibilities. CDs and DVDs can function
as recordings, playing anywhere. They can also function as storage media,
allowing you to transport many more songs as files and play them as normal
music. The key is in how the disc is made. It’s not important to understand
the exact transfer methods and storage formats here. You should just know
that CDs and DVDs come in two basic formats — music (or movie, for DVDs)

and data.

The music and movie discs are formatted to play in stand-alone players, with-

out the aid of a personal computer. The data disc requires the use of a per-
sonal computer to decode, but it can store hundreds of files. Whereas a CD
burned in the standard format can hold about 80 minutes of music, an MP3
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data CD with files averaging 4MB in size can store 150 to 200 songs. Some
newer DVD and CD players can now handle files, so look for these types of
recordings to become more prevalent.

Seeing the light

You can hear the computer, but you must be able to see what you're playing
as well. At the very least, you must be able to find your files. And then you
may want to see the music videos or visualization effects in some media play-
ers. Again, the term video card refers to a time when the circuitry was
installed separately from the main motherboard of the computer. Like the
sound card, the video card is often found on the motherboard of most cur-
rent computers. Internal video cards are available for those who want better
graphics or maybe want to show live television on their home computer.
Because video isn’t the focus of this book, I'll just say that the video card that
shipped with your computer is more than sufficient for your uses here
(although I revisit this topic briefly in Chapter 4 when I discuss Windows XP
Media Center Edition).

In fact, unless you're doing heavy-duty video viewing or gaming, it’s probably
best to leave out the huge video cards, especially if you're doing any of the
audio recording that [ describe in Part IV. “Why?” I can hear you ask.
“Wouldn’t you want the best resources available to your computer?” At some
point, you can get too much of a good thing, and it can come back to haunt
your computer’s performance. If a video card and a sound card are compet-
ing for processing power and memory resources, the performance of one or
both can be degraded. It’s like being pulled in two different directions, and it
can cause just as much trouble to your computer as it can to the overworked
corporate cog sitting in the cubicle next to you. Cards that carry their own
memory and processing power (like many current video cards) lessen this
problem.

Speakers of the house

These are the boxes that go boom. The speakers could be the cheapest por-
tion of your computer setup (a cheap pair probably came with your system),
or you could spend hundreds of dollars on either a pair or a greater number
of speakers that deliver high-quality sound worthy of a home theater system.
The line between computers and home entertainment is blurring, and many
speakers can be used in either setting.

The standard computer setup in systems shipped today is a pair of stereo
speakers plugged directly into the sound card. This can suffice for basic
sound reproduction for everything from system sounds to music playback.
Many gaming systems also include a 2.1 system — the .1 refers to a large sub-
woofer that takes a line off of the main speakers and reproduces a sizable
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The competition format

Remember VHS versus Beta? We're at it again
with SACD and DVD-A. These audiophile for-
mats are competing for the same market — the
high-end audio listener. SACD is sponsored by
Sony (who has a history of pushing its own for-
mats), and DVD-A is an audio format sponsored
by the engineering group that developed the
DVD format that we use for home video. The
nice thing about this format war is that because
the discs each format uses are the same size,

some hybrid players can handle both formats.
That way, if one format eventually takes over the
other, you aren't stuck with a bunch of useless
hardware. Also, remember that you need spe-
cial equipment to play these high-end record-
ings. You can't take advantage of the additional
features that SACD and DVD-A offer if you're
only using stereo speakers. The good news is
that SACD can play in normal players, albeit at
the standard fidelity.

quantity of bass frequencies. Whenever you're dealing with surround sound
like 5.1 or 7.1, that .1 indicates the subwoofer. The other numbers refer to the
number of speakers used in a circular array.

Surround-sound systems are great for movies, television, and other media
specifically created for these kind of speaker setups. The amount of sound
sent to each speaker creates an illusion of space within the sound — think of
being in a movie theater. Unfortunately, a great deal of today’s recorded
music has not been created with those specifications in mind. It’s still being
recorded and delivered to the listener in stereo. You can get recordings that
take advantage of these enhanced audio systems in formats like SACD (Super
Audio CD) and DVD-A, which are designed for audiophiles who want to hear
classic and new recordings in an expanded sonic atmosphere. Sounds pretty
heady, doesn’t it? Some players on the market can handle these formats, but
they’re not mainstream formats yet.

Seeing the light

The last component that [ address is the video card. Again, the card part of
the term refers to when this component was an addition you had to make to
the computer if you wanted to see anything beyond black and white (or
green, or amber, as the case may be). To see anything in any sort of color,
you added the video card to the system (and prayed that it didn’t cause
system conflicts). The video card function has largely been built into the
motherboard, although you can purchase separate cards that can be
installed for additional capability. The devices can fit into the same slots that
internal sound cards fit in, but special slots, called AGP slots, have been
developed specifically for video. These connections offer faster refreshing
speeds and higher resolution for monitors. For the nontechnical reader, this
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basically translates into more screen “real estate” and less video glitches
than other connections may offer.

Having a great video connection sounds like a wonderful idea, especially if
you’re going to be watching television and video on the same computer (see
Chapter 4 for information on this type of multimedia PC). Remember that
audio and video are two of the most memory-intensive tasks a computer can
handle, though. Make sure that your system can handle the strain that’s asso-
ciated with these activities. This memory requirement is why many currently
available video cards carry their own memory directly on the card. This facil-
itates the quick refreshing and detail needed to power the monitors and to
present a clear and strong signal.

Making the Connections

So you've decided to add some extra equipment to your machine, along with
a nice set of speakers, to make it the blazing sound machine you’ve always
wanted. At the start, you have a mess of wires, a bunch of jacks, and a few
boxes. The challenge is getting them all together and functional. So where to
begin?

First, computer and equipment manufacturers have felt your pain, and
they’ve made the process relatively simply by following two simple rules:

1. Each connector can only fit in one place.

2. If that doesn’t work, each connector is color coded with the jack that it’s
supposed to go in.

Some of the connections even have pictures next to them to facilitate the
setup. The ultimate goal is to get everything set up in the shortest amount of
time so that you can start enjoying your new toy!

Dealing a new hand of cards

The most complicated thing in this chapter is installing a new audio or video
card, because it involves opening the computer and physically putting the
card in one of the slots. Unless you're comfortable with the process or have
done this type of installation before, it may be something best left to the pro-
fessionals. Still, for those intrepid souls who want to press on, [ show you the
correct way to proceed.

The vast majority of cards follow the Plug and Play standard, or PnP for short.
This process ensures that devices installed in the system are recognized and
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work automatically. Because of the myriad devices and the software required
to run the devices — and the complications that can arise — this process has
been renamed by many as “Plug and Pray.” Still, the computer usually recog-
nizes the new part. [ assume that the new device is PnP compatible and pro-
ceed from there. Follow these steps to install your audio or video card:

1. Read the instructions that came with the card.

This may seem like a no-brainer step, but it’s an important beginning.
Each device may have individual quirks or needs, like installing its

drivers before you install the component, that should be addressed
before going through this generic installation process.

2. Unplug the computer, and open your case.

Again, this is an important step. Make sure that the computer is not

receiving any electricity, and then open your case. (Each computer case
is different, so refer to your manufacturer’s instructions.)

V?‘“\NG! The computer must be unplugged, and you must not attempt to open the
8 power supply casing. This could result in electrocution. See why this
process may be something best left to the pros? Also, this is another
step where static electricity may be a problem. Make sure you are prop-
erly grounded, and don’t rub your feet on heavy carpet just before
installing the card.
3. Locate the PCI or AGP slots on the motherboard.
Remember, each component only fits in the slot for which it is intended.
Figure 2-5 shows you a typical PCI slot and an AGP slot.
sl
0
= ~<— AGP slot
=
H B PCI slot —>
Figure 2-5: E E
PCl and Q80
AGP slots.
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4. Remove the slot cover from your computer, and install the component
in the machine.

The slot cover is just a piece of metal that is removable when you install
a component. Simply slide the cover out and put the component in.
Installation may require a little pressure — press on the edge of the card
until it’s firmly seated.

Don’t leave unoccupied PCI or AGP slots uncovered. That hole in the
computer chassis can allow dust to get in, causing parts to malfunction
and the computer to overheat.

5. Replace the computer’s cover, and plug it back in.

You’re ready to roll from here. Restart the computer, and follow the on-
screen instructions to install the new device.

FireWire and USB

These external connections are probably the easiest to make. Although their
individual speeds and connection shapes may differ, they share a common
trait: You don’t have to power down the computer to install or disconnect the
device. This is called hot swapping, and it’s a great timesaver. Also, these con-
nections only fit in the slot that they’re supposed to inhabit, so it’s very easy.
These connections can even supply power to some devices, so that’s one less
wire to occupy the spaghetti bowl behind your desk. The USB slot looks like a
thin rectangular jack, while a FireWire connection looks like either a more-
square jack with two corners edged off or a significantly smaller jack with
two elongated edges. Figure 2-6 shows USB and FireWire jacks.

FireWire USB
connection connection
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Because these devices can be powered by their attachments to the computer,
you may need to “stop” the device before you unplug the cable. This is basi-
cally an instruction to the computer to discontinue using and powering the
device so that the device can be safely removed from the computer. To stop a
device, click the Unplug or Eject Hardware icon on the right side of the
taskbar. This opens a menu of devices that are running on the computer, as
shown in Figure 2-7.

Select the device you want to remove and choose Stop This Device. You can
now safely unplug the device.
SMBER
You can install up to 127 USB devices or 63 FireWire devices on any com-
puter. You won'’t find enough jacks on the computer itself, but you can pur-
chase hubs to increase the number of jacks on your computer.

Speak, Spot!

Speakers have standard jacks, too. However, they can vary widely depending
on the set of speakers you’ve purchased. I start by showing you how to con-
nect a simple set of stereo speakers (the kind that probably came with your
computer), and then I work my way up through some of the more intricate
setups.

The basic model

If you ordered your computer from a major manufacturer, you probably got a
set of speakers along with the machine. These are likely to be two small
speakers — decent enough to reproduce everyday sound and the dings and
beeps that Windows XP uses to communicate basic functions to you. All

you have to do is plug in the power for the speakers and then connect the
speakers to the computer. Not only is this connection most often a %-inch
minijack like the kind you’ve seen on headphones, but it also most likely
plugs into a light green—colored jack on the sound card (a holdover from the
SoundBlaster color scheme). Turn on the speakers, and you have sound!

Expanded features

Some sound cards (like the more advanced SoundBlaster models or higher-
end internal sound cards) have additional outputs for surround-sound appli-
cations. These can come in the form of additional jacks or a proprietary
output.
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Analog connections

The additional jacks are for additional analog speaker connections. For exam-
ple, the first speaker jack may be for the first two speakers, the second jack is
for the next two speakers, and so on. Just connect the speakers as desig-
nated, and you have surround sound. Remember that to take advantage of
this type of sound, you probably have to buy speakers that are made by the
sound card’s company or designed with that company’s setup in mind. Again,
because of standardized connections, this probably won’t be an issue. Just
make sure that the two sets are compatible (it should say so on the speaker’s
box) when you buy them.

Digital connections

These connections, like the S/PDIF jack that I talked about in the section
“Features of built-in sound cards,” earlier in this chapter, rely on a digital con-
nection to separate and pass off the audio information to the speakers. This
involves connecting the digital jack from the sound card into a receiver via a
digital connection cable. The receiver then passes the signal to the speakers.
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The precise arrangement of these speakers can be debated by audiophiles
for days, and it depends on the room in which you’ll be listening as well. For
the initial setup, set the speakers in a circular pattern focusing on a center
spot, that spot being where you plan to sit and partake of the music. Put the
speakers at ear level to make sure that you hear the direct signal, as opposed
to any reflected sound. This gets you the best possible sound.

Networking

Networking connects you with the rest of the world — or at least its Internet
representation. This is something that your Internet service provider (ISP)
should guide you through when you first sign up for service. I just want to
emphasize here that to use streaming media or download files or song infor-
mation, you need a network connection. And to take advantage of the vast
majority of music possibilities, you need a high-speed Internet connection.
You can obtain a high-speed connection from a cable modem, a digital sub-
scriber line (DSL), or satellite networking. The availability of these connec-
tions differs depending on your location, but one should be available in your
area.

Regardless of the type of high-speed connection, it terminates at the modem
and uses an Ethernet cable. This cable has a connector at each end that looks
like a large phone jack. To connect this cable to your computer, you need a
network interface card, or NIC. Simply plug the Ethernet cable into the NIC
(like many of the cards, it can either be integrated into the motherboard or
mounted internally), and you're ready to go. Each ISP has its own setup
requirements — be sure to follow the setup directions. Alternately, more
cable modems can use FireWire to get a network connection to the computer.

After all these connections have been made, you're ready to explore the
world of music in Windows XP. This is the blank canvas — the music you use
to color it is up to you.
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In This Chapter

Knowing where the sound controls are
Controlling the basic volume operations in Windows XP

Mixing up the media you can use

'm probably just like most people who have just received a new toy: My

brain immediately flashes the command that it’s time to play, with no
regard to any meaningless bits of paper marked “Instructions — read before
you use this device.” In some instances, [ am successful in the venture, and a
few clicks is all I need to get everything running. At other times, I fail miser-
ably and am forced to crawl back to where the piece of paper lies discarded,
mocking me with its silence. Hey, it happens sometimes.

Why do I tell you this? It’s probably possible to figure out the basic volume
controls of Windows XP if you give it some time, especially if you've had any
sort of experience with audio mixing before. 'm not going to assume that,
though, and this chapter saves you the time it would take to wonder where
you put the instructions.

Getting Sound Out of Windows XP

You can play sound from several different sources in Windows XP. Sound can
come from files stored on your hard drive or external media, like CDs or
DVDs. Flash memory or external drives can also contain audio data that can
be played in this operating system. Finally, you can get sound from network
sources, like Internet radio or remote servers.

All of these sources require some sort of control to play well together, so
to speak. Without some sort of control for each source, they could blend
together into an unlistenable mess (much like a bad Las Vegas lounge
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performer). Windows XP provides a series of controls that allow you to work
through the mire and get everything sounding the way you want.

Finding the Controls

|
Figure 3-1:
The Start
button in
Windows
XP.

Windows XP is a menu-driven way of managing your computer. Instead of
using it to order breakfast (which, by the way, I would pay good money for
the ability to use), Windows XP uses a series of lists that you navigate with
the mouse or keyboard to get where you want to go. To get the whole thing
started, Microsoft has kindly presented you with the Start button. To find the
volume controls, follow these steps:

1. Look at Figure 3-1, and find the Start button in the lower-left corner.

2. Click the Start button.

The Start menu pops up, as shown in Figure 3-2.
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Start button
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|
Figure 3-2:
The
Windows XP
Start menu.
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3. Click the Control Panel option.
The Control Panel is where you can find the controls for most of the
Windows XP functions. It’s a good idea to know where this is for future
reference.

4. Select the Sounds, Speech, and Audio Devices category from the
Control Panel menu, as shown in Figure 3-3.

This is where all the audio controls for Windows XP reside.

Because some manufacturers use different sound cards and some pro-
prietary software for their sound functions, you may find some addi-
tional audio controls, depending on the equipment that your computer
maker installed. Look at the lower-right corner of Figure 3-1, and you can
see a small blue square with a white triangle in it. That’s an icon for the
proprietary audio software that my manufacturer installed.

5. Select Adjust the System Volume, as shown in Figure 3-4.

This brings up the main audio controls for your computer.

b7
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The other options on this menu appear as tabs under the main audio con-
trols. Instead of backtracking, you can use the tabs to switch views and
save yourself a step or two.

6. As shown in Figure 3-5, adjust the slider to an acceptable audio level.

[ define “acceptable audio level” as one where I don’t have to crank up
the physical volume knob of the speakers past the eight or nine o’clock
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position and no distortion is coming through the speakers when audio is
played. Generally, the level shown in Figure 3-5 is acceptable.
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To avoid going through these steps again, select the Add a Volume Icon in the
Taskbar checkbox. This places a small icon in the lower-right corner that
looks like a speaker. By clicking the icon, you are returned to the Windows XP
Audio Mixer immediately, and you skip the previous process.

You can take care of the overall system volume using this slider, but part of
the usefulness of a computer is that it can regulate the volume of several
sources individually. That is, you can make one type of audio louder than the

other, depending on what sounds best to you.

In the Device Volume section (refer to Figure 3-5), click the Advanced button,
and a separate window containing the Windows XP Audio Mixer appears.
This window (shown in Figure 3-6) allows you to individually raise or lower
the volume of different types of devices that are hooked to your computer.

Each device has the following basic controls:

v~ Balance: The Balance control slides from left to right and determines
the amount of signal present in each side of the stereo field. If you move
the control to the right, that source is in the right speaker. If you move it
to the left, the source goes to the left. Leave the control in the center,
and the source comes equally from both speakers.

v Volume: The Volume control is on a fader, that is, moving the control
fades the volume up and down. This controls the volume of that sound
source in the overall “mix” for your computer. The fader on the left

49
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|
Figure 3-6:
The
Windows XP
Audio Mixer.
|
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controls the overall volume for the computer’s mix, and the rest of the
faders determine what goes into that mix.

v Mute: The Mute control works exactly like it sounds. Select the control,
and that source is silenced — no signal is sent to the computer’s mix.
The Mute switch for the fader on the left silences the entire computer,
and the other Mute switches control the individual sound sources.
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Each of the individual sources has its own label, as shown previously in
Figure 3-6. The following is a brief explanation of what each of the sources
does:

v Wave: This is the control for sound from things like audio or video files
stored on your hard drive. This also controls the volume for sound
sources coming across your Internet connection.

v SW Synth: This is the control for the synthesizer that’s stored on cur-
rent sound cards. This synthesizer receives instructions from MIDI data
and reproduces them as sounds.

v CD Player: This is pretty self-explanatory. This control makes the CD
player louder or softer.

v Line In: Most sound cards have a jack to accept signal from an outside
device, like an analog cassette or record player. This control raises and
lowers the volume coming in from that source. This isn’t important now,
but I explain this control in more detail in Chapter 6.

Keep the volume controls as high as possible without getting any distortion
for the best signal, or lower the controls to reduce their presence in the mix.

By clicking the Advanced button in the Volume Control window, you can add
or remove controls from the Windows XP Audio Mixer. Look at Figure 3-7 to
see how this works. For example, if you have a microphone that you’'ve
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connected to your computer, you can add it to the mixer and control its
volume from here.
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Look back at Figure 3-5 to find the Speaker Volume button in the Speaker
Settings section. Click this button, and you can adjust the volume for each
speaker, as shown in Figure 3-8.
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|
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How useful is this? Well, if you have some speakers that have inconsistent
volume between the pair, you could adjust the volume here. Otherwise, this
control may not be that useful during normal play.

The previous steps have assumed that you’re using a normal set of speakers,
like the kind that are shipped with any newly purchased computer. If you
have another type of setup, click the Advanced button in the Speaker Settings
section (refer to Figure 3-5). As you can see in Figure 3-9, a ton of other
options are available to help configure your system.

Advanced Audio Properties B[]
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Na Speakers
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Quadraphoric speakes
Surmound sound zpeakers

5.1 zuround sound speakers

7.1 zunound sound speakers

Click the Performance tab at the top of the window shown in Figure 3-9 to
view the performance settings of the Advanced Audio Properties window.
The two faders determine the amount of system resources to devote to repro-
ducing audio. These faders should default to the fastest level possible, as
shown in Figure 3-10. Unless you start noticing problems with your com-
puter’s audio, like scratches, pops, distortion, or an unexplained dropping
out of sound, it’s best to leave these faders at their default settings.

Exit from the speaker settings, and return to the window shown in Figure 3-5.
You can see four more tabs in this window, but you should know going in that
they won'’t affect your enjoyment of sound on your computer as much as the
first tab. Figure 3-11 shows the sound scheme controls for Windows XP. This
setup controls the sounds your computer makes when certain events occur,
like the music that plays when you first sign in to Windows XP and the little
bells and whistles that go off occasionally. If you install themes (files that
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change the appearance or sounds of Windows XP) on your system, this setup
can change. You can also change the individual sounds of certain events.
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Figure 3-12 shows the Audio tab; use this tab to select which audio device
plays sound on your computer. Unless you have more than one sound card
installed, just leave these controls where they are.

In Figure 3-13 you see the voice controls. Again, unless you have a voice
recorder or microphone installed on your computer, you can leave these
controls alone.
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Finally, the Hardware tab (as shown in Figure 3-14) shows the physical and
virtual audio devices you have installed on your computer. These devices
should have come installed on your computer and operating system in
perfect working order. If you have problems with any audio devices, you can
click on the device and examine the message box to see what’s wrong and
how you can fix it.
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Unless you feel comfortable working with drivers and the inner workings of
Windows XP, it’s best to leave work like this to an experienced computer
technician. Putting the wrong files or drivers on a system can cause addi-

tional problems.

So what can you control with these menus? Most sound comes on one of the
following types of media:

v Optical media

v Internal or external memory

v Analog sources

Optical media are the CDs and DVDs that you’re already used to. Most newer
computers come with a drive that recognizes both formats, and some com-

puters may even be able to burn both types.

Internal and external memory refers to the hard drive that’s already in your
computer. This could also include any hard drives connected to your system
via a FireWire or USB connection, or a Flash drive that’s connected to your

computer.

55



56  Parti: Playing Music on Windows XP

You can even connect analog devices to your computer and listen to them
using the computer’s speakers and mixer. This can be a little complicated.
Most commercially available sound cards accept a line in through a %-inch
minijack, and analog devices could range from that type of connector to RCA
connections, %-inch tip-ring-sleeve connections, or other plugs. This may
require a trip to your local electronics store to make sure that you can make
the connection. Most of the time, this type of connection is made to record
analog sound to the computer to get it into the digital realm. Refer to Chapter
6 for more information about making this transfer.



Chapter 4

Windows XP Media Center Edition

In This Chapter
Discovering what hardware is needed for Windows XP Media Center Edition
Checking out the added features of Windows XP Media Center Edition
Finding Windows XP Media Center Edition in today’s marketplace

t’s a beautiful thing when everything and everyone work together. The

focus changes from several individual parts to one larger whole, the sepa-
rate units working in concert to make something happen. This may sound
like the rhetoric of a corporate middle manager or the motivational speaker
whose show you passed over last night on your way to watching that sequel
for the 37th time. It also describes what happens when your computer and
your media center merge to work together.

The Media Center Edition (MCE) of Windows XP is still a full-featured version
of Microsoft’s operating system. On startup, you don’t notice much of a dif-
ference between this and any other Windows XP startup. A few significant
hardware and software differences make this system more suited for your
living room. With these tools, you can experience your digital music in new
and different ways.

What Is Windows XP MCE?

The first difference you’ll notice about Windows XP MCE is where and how
you can purchase it. Virtually all computer systems arrive with an operating
system already loaded on the hard drive, ready to be used. But Windows XP’s
standard versions (Home and Professional) are also available by themselves.
If you want to upgrade your system from an earlier version (provided your
hardware can handle it), you can just go out and buy the disc. A quick install
later, and your system is ready to go.

Windows XP MCE is a little more finicky, mostly at the insistence of Microsoft.
You can only buy it as part of a computer, and it’s not available to the general
public as stand-alone software. The systems it is available on must also include
hardware like a TV tuner card, entertainment-center-quality audio, and a
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remote control that allows you to change and choose the additional functions
available in this operating system. Because of the additional hardware require-
ments and the fact that MCE is not available to the general public as a separate
program (Microsoft insists that it be bundled with certain approved pieces of
hardware to ensure that the program functions correctly), expect to pay a great
deal more for this type of computer system compared to a standard Windows
XP machine. Most of the systems I saw while researching this book were priced
at about $1,500, and that was without a monitor. You need either a monitor and
a television or a high-quality television to use Windows XP MCE, because a
standard TV cannot handle the resolution and video demands placed on it by
Windows XP MCE.

The similarities

Windows XP MCE shares the look of its compatriots, Windows XP Home and
Professional Editions. The menus and file structures are the same, and the
requirements of maintaining a computer system (defragmenting your hard drive
and performing system and virus software updates) are still there. Furthermore,
you can load all the programs you would normally put on a Windows XP
machine, like Adobe Photoshop, Microsoft Office, or any of the multitude of
games available today. In virtually all respects, this is just like the computer on
which you check your e-mail, surf the Web, and make your eBay purchases.

The differences

In addition to the hardware changes that I discussed, Windows XP MCE car-
ries with it a software package that enhances what your system can do with
digital audio and video. This control panel, accessed via the Start button,
brings up the additional features that MCE provides. Windows XP MCE han-
dles all sorts of media, including video and images, but in this chapter, I focus
on those features specifically associated with digital audio. For additional
information on the entire system, check out Windows XP Media Center Edition
2004 PC For Dummies, by Danny Briere and Pat Hurley (published by Wiley).

My Music

The main screen in the Media Center Edition gives you several choices, as
shown in Figure 4-1. Right now, you should only be concerned with the My
Music choice. The rest of the choices tackle areas like television and DVDs.

Selecting My Music opens the choices shown in Figure 4-2. This essentially
duplicates the functions that are already present in the Windows Media Player
that comes with all versions of Windows XP, but MCE integrates it in the larger
program and allows you to access other functions without leaving the program.
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|
Figure 4-3:
Media
Center
Edition
playing

a CD.

The Media Center Edition’s library catalogues all the music and other media
on your hard drive and presents it according to the choices you see in the
left column of Figure 4-2. Choosing Albums shows the music subdivided by
the album title, while selecting Genres aligns the tracks according to how the
music is classified, for example, Rock, Funk, or Classical.

Unless you’ve been buying a lot of files online (something I take a look at in
Chapter 7), you'll probably get a lot of music onto your system via the Copy
CD function (see Figure 4-3). Insert an audio CD of your choice into the CD
player. Media Center recognizes the recording and begins playing it; this is
also shown in Figure 4-3.

Select the Copy CD function in the left column, and follow the instructions.
Your files will be ripped in the WMA format to your hard drive following a few
decisions on your part, including an agreement not to illegally copy songs
and the choice to copy-protect anything you rip to your hard drive, as shown
in Figure 4-4. Choosing copy protection makes sure that your music isn’t ille-
gally moved from your computer to another source.
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View Song
View Tracks
Shuffle
Repeat
Copy CD
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Visualize

Something Pretty

TRACK TIME 03:52
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Copy Options

Windows Media Player enables you to protect the music
you copy from CDs from unlicensed distribution and
unlicensed sharing.

Select one of the following options:

Add copy protection to your music
Music copied from CDs can be played on this computer and

I on compatible secure de
Figure 4-4: : ;
lgurco i Do not add copy protection to your music
Py Music copied from CDs can be played on any computer and
protecting ] :
) on any device.
your files.
|
After you've ripped the files, they are catalogued and present on the system
at a moment’s notice, as shown in Figure 4-5. You can keep the discs as a
backup and not worry about scratches or sticky little fingers.
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Figure 4-5:
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Also notice the Buy Music button on the menu of options (refer to Figure 4-3).
This opens a menu of Web sites where you can purchase music similar to
what you’re currently listening to — just remember that having a record
store in your living room could be detrimental to your wallet.

My Radio

Depending on the equipment included with your computer, you may also be
able to listen to radio on your system. Media Center Edition gives you the
option of tuning in to either FM on-air broadcasts or Internet radio. If you
have the appropriate equipment, from the main screen, select My Radio. You
can tune in broadcasts from there using the numeric keypad. My Radio also
allows you to set nine presets.

Getting What Vou Want

Digital audio plays only one part in the MCE package. Remember, this device
is intended to not only replace the computer in many homes but also to take
the place of the television, stereo system, cable box, DVD player, digital video
recorder, and photo albums (I've always found this emphasis on digital
images a little odd). That’s a lot of duties to take on, so it’s understandable
that not all of MCE’s resources are devoted to playing and recording digital
audio. Windows Media Player can handle the audio functions present in this
system, so you have to decide whether the extra functions you get with MCE
are worth the extra money you’ll be shelling out.

If you decide to get the MCE machine, you need several things to make sure
that you can get the most use out of it for digital audio.

Hard drive

You need an even bigger hard drive than what normally comes with a
Windows XP machine. In addition to the extra software going onto the drive,
you’ll probably end up with a great deal more audio and video files than you
would with a standard computer system. Look for machines with at least
200GB of hard drive space, and get more if you can.
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Memory

Again, this system deals with a great deal of memory-intensive functions.
These kind of computer systems are also prone to multitasking, such as
recording a program while surfing the Internet or typing an e-mail. One giga-
byte of RAM is a good amount for an MCE machine, and you should get more
if you can.

Processor

Speed is of the essence for real-time functions like audio and video, so having
a fast processor is essential to keeping things moving along. Don'’t settle for
less than a 3.2-GHz Pentium 4 (or its AMD equivalent) in an MCE system.
You're paying enough — you should get something fast in the process.

Shop around! Because you can only get this operating system along with sys-
tems or certain pieces of hardware, it’s more important than ever to check
out all your options. Major manufacturers like Dell, Gateway, and Alienware
build these machines, but smaller builders can also create them. Evaluate all
your choices before you buy.
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Part I

Making Windows
XP Your Digital
Jukebox

The 5th Wave By Rich Tennant




In this part . . .

Fere are so many pieces of software available for get-
ting and listening to music that it can seem a little
intimidating. These next few chapters take a look at the
current media players in the market and break down their
features and functions.

You'll also learn how to use these players to make digital
copies of your already-existing music collection and listen
to Internet radio stations. After all, you'll need to get ideas
on what to add to your collection next, right?




Chapter 5

Stalking the Wild
Jukebox Software

In This Chapter

Playing your music files

Organizing and naming your music files
Making and burning playlists
Customizing your jukebox

Fis may be revealing a little more about myself than I care to admit, but

[ remember just about every musical device I've been given as a special
thing. My first Walkman was truly a joy — finally, | could take my music any-
where. My first boombox was also a wonder, because I could now create mix
tapes to listen to on said Walkman. And it had detachable speakers, so I could
arrange the sound the way [ wanted to. And I loved the Program and Random
functions on my first CD player. No longer was I confined to the structure
imposed on me by the order of the songs. I could toss in a CD and just see
what came up.

Needless to say, the fact that currently available jukebox software can do all
of this and more is fascinating. Now you can organize, control, and manipu-
late how you listen to your music like never before. When you understand
how to use this software, it can replace all the devices in your stereo with
ease and add features you may not have thought of. And it can do it all with-
out requiring a degree in programming or database engineering. Windows XP
has all you need on your computer right now, and free alternatives are out
there if you find something you like more.

Something in Common

Forgive me for devolving into a sports metaphor here, but quite a few people
[ know have a favorite team. They cheer and brag and sometimes cry (I know,
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Cubs fans, it’s okay) about their respective teams, and they’ve grown accus-
tomed to the personality and appearance of their team. Yet, an outsider look-
ing in may see that all the teams have the same number of people, they all
wear uniforms, and they’re all playing basically the same game. Some players
just function better or differently than others.

And so it is for media player software. Each has its own look and individual
features that make it stand out from other players in the field (or on your
computer, as the case may be), but they all perform basically the same task.
[ outline those basic functions here so that you should know what to expect
from any software you run across and can evaluate it on its own merits.

Playback

All media players can play music. It just depends on what file formats the
player can accept. Think of it as trying to play a CD on a record player. It’s
just not going to work, despite your best attempts to carve grooves into the
CD or to make the turntable the same size as the disc. That said, the number
of file types most media players can handle is huge. It’s just a matter of what
they’ve been programmed to handle.

For example, MP3 files are an accepted standard, and just about every media
player out there gladly handles them. When you start getting into formats
developed by commercial interests like Microsoft or Real Player, things get a
little hairier. These players use proprietary technology or technology that is
owned and licensed by the companies in question. The persons or companies
that create the media players must pay for the rights to play this file format.
And so if you want to play a file in Real media format, you must use a version
of the Real Player. Only certain players can handle the Windows Media File
format, while others (most notably iTunes) cannot play this type of file.

You can approach the playback factor for media players in one of the follow-
ing ways:

v~ Catch-all: Get the media player that handles the most types of media for-
mats and shows them all without giving error messages or unrecogniz-
able playback. This is helpful if you’re drawing media in from several
different sources, like multiple Internet download sites.

v~ Specialized: This player specializes in one type of file format. It doesn’t
handle everything well, but it does its specific task very well.

[ review several different types of media players later in the chapter and iden-
tify each one for its usefulness in this area.
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Musical databases

By now, you should notice that the information
tags attached to these music files are vital to the
function of the media player. However, unless
you're terribly in love with the thought of per-
forming data entry for every music file you
create (a strange and twisted idea to me, but I'll
go along with whatever works for you), this can
be a long and tedious process. Thankfully, with
the help of an Internet connection, you should
be able to avoid this task by using an online
database of musical recordings. The player can
take the file or CD, contact the musical data-
base via the network connection to compare
the information, and automatically add any tags
it finds to the files.

The most popular database that provides this
service is Gracenote CDDB (Compact Disc

Database). It has an exhaustive collection of
information about modern recordings, and
there’s an excellent chance that any commer-
cially released CD or music file purchased
online will be found. This service does not rec-
ognize any CDs you create, like a mix of music.
By burning such a CD from your media player,
though, the information should be transported
with it and the information will be recognized
the next time you put the CD in the player.

Other services, like FreeDDB, can also provide
this information. More than likely, however,
you'll run into Gracenote when you use a major
media player.

Organization

[ have a lot of CDs, and [ wouldn’t give them up for anything. The problem is

that 'm not the greatest when it comes to keeping them in an identifiable
order. | had them alphabetized when I first moved into my apartment, but
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months of transferring them from home to car and work have left them in a
disheveled mass with little resemblance to what they had been earlier.

Media players should alleviate this problem by keeping your music files orga-
nized and well labeled. If there’s one thing computers can do better than any-
thing else invented by humans, it’s keeping things organized. Given the right
information, a media player should be able to present your music files in any
order you want based on the information with which your files have been
tagged. Be it the artist name, the song title, the genre, the year it was created,
or anything else placed in the file’s tag, your media player should be able to
read and identify that information. For MP3 players, this is known as the ID3
tag, where the information on each file is stored. Other formats have propri-
etary tags attached to them that carry this information.
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Playlists

This generic term refers to a specific way to organize your music that allows
the media player to play specific songs in a specific order determined either
by you or the player itself (more on that in just a moment). This depends on
the information present in the file’s ID tag.

A standard playlist is one you create yourself. Using the media player, you
add files to the playlist, give it a name, and save it. The media player remem-
bers the order and brings it up on command. If you choose to randomize the
playback of these files, the player only randomizes the files within that list.

A smart or automatic playlist is based on simple database instructions.

This list compares the files against a list of instructions (like “The song title
includes the term Green” or “The artist name does not include the words
Wang Chung” — a smart idea indeed) and allows in any songs that meet the
correct conditions. The advantage to this is that the structure of this playlist
can change every time you add a song — if the song meets the criteria, it
goes in the list. Thus, you have a new and dynamic way of listening to your
music. They are the same songs, but you never hear them the same way twice.

Ripping

If you’ve organized a playlist of files in just the right way and you want to take
it to the car, or you want to burn a backup of a playlist in case your hard drive
crashes, most media players can accommodate that need. A CD or CD/DVD
burner is standard equipment on most current computers, and it’s an easy
addition if you want to put one in your system. The media player can work
with that equipment to make CDs playable in regular CD players.

The reverse also applies — most media players are able to rip music from
CDs and store it as a digital music file on your computer’s hard drive. Again,
this is a good idea if you want to put your songs into a playlist on your com-
puter or back up your music to your hard drive in case of a lost CD. I've
ripped more than one CD to my computer because it’s a hard-to-find or out-
of-print recording.

You need to take a few variables into account. The first one is the file format
that the media player creates during the ripping process. Depending on
whether the music is to stay on your system or be moved to a CD or portable
audio player, it’s important to know whether it will be recognized. The
second variable is the size and resolution of the file. Digital audio files are
usually measured in kilobits per second. A good media player can give you
control over the amount of data contained in the file.
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A file sounds better as you increase the amount of kilobits per second at
which it plays, but this also increases the size of the file and decreases how
many songs you can fit on your hard drive, CD, or portable audio player.

Burning

Most media players are capable of burning audio CDs from playlists or single
files. A simple built-in function can convert the audio formats the player han-
dles into information that can be burned to a normal audio CD format. It’s
easy, but keep one thing in mind: If you’re converting audio from compressed
audio files (like MP3, WMA, and so on), the sound quality will not be as good
as that of a normal CD. You can only get out of it what you put into it. Still,
this is a very simple and easy function to use. Simply select the file or files to
be included, insert a blank CD, press the required button, and you’re burning
anew CD.

Uisualizations

We know that the media player can handle audio — if it doesn’t, it needs
either serious reprogramming or a new purpose in life. But many people add
an optional visual component to the music being played. Think of it as your
own miniat