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History and Overview

• MIDI stands for Music Instrument Digital Interface. It was developed in 1983 as a tool for
music technology companies to interconnect their hardware using a shared protocol: an 
agreed upon language by which digital hardware from di�erent manufacturers (Sequential 
Circuits, Casio, Roland, etc.) could control and be controlled by other hardware.  MIDI is a 
protocol of actions that can be used to create musical notes and shape sound over time. 
These actions only create sound when used as input to a sound producing 
hardware/software, and while all the descriptions on this page are in relation to electronic
 sound production, MIDI can be used as an interface to control any digital system. Almost all 
MIDI messages are stored as 7-bit numbers (ranging 0-127), although there are notable 
exceptions to this (e.g., high �delity pitch bend). Messages can be of the following types:

 Notes; clusters of messages that specify:
  Pitch (0-127) (the note played)
  Velocity (0-127) (how hard the note was ‘hit’)
  Channel (1-127) (which instrument to send the note to)

When a note is depressed its Velocity is greater than 0. When released, a Velocity of 0 is sent.

 Control Change Messages; continuous messages that alter notes over time:
  MIDI CC 1 (’Modulation’) - often used for vibrato
  MIDI CC 11 (’Expression’) - could be used for �ltering, etc.
  MIDI CC 64 (’Sustain Pedal’) - equivalent to a piano’s sustain pedal (notes held)
 
These messages can be sent live (using a MIDI-enabled keyboard/control surface) or stored in
a digital .mid �le and played back in non-realtime.

   

   

Protocol Example

• As an example of this interface, consider a note depressed on a MIDI-enabled keyboard, which
sends the message 60, 64, 1, for example. This corresponds to Middle C (Pitch ‘60’) at a Velocity
of 64 (medium intensity) on Channel 1. When the note is released a second later, the message of 
60, 0, 1 is sent; the same exact message, but the Velocity has been set to 0 (indicating ‘note o�’).
While the note is depressed, the Mod wheel on the MIDI keyboard is moved up and then down, 
moving from 0 to 127 back to 0. This is sent as MIDI CC (control change messages) on Channel 1.

• If this MIDI keyboard were connected to a simple software synthesizer during these actions, 
a second-long Middle C note would be produced, perhaps with vibrato increasing and then
decreasing over its duration.


