
 

Chapter 1

 

Optimizing Your System

 

Apple computers have been at the forefront of music creation technology since Digidesign 
introduced Sound Tools for Macintosh (later known as “Pro Tools”) in 1987. As computers 
have become more powerful, with increased processor speed and storage capacity, the soft-
ware has in turn become much more complicated. The good news is that the process of setting 
up, installing, running, and maintaining recording hardware and software has become easier 
with each generation of the Mac operating system.

OS X is a quantum leap forward on this path. Along with its other ever-expanding list of features 
like Dashboard and Spotlight, OS X now makes the setting up and running of your music studio 
easier than ever.

The topics covered in this chapter are designed to help you get the most out of OS X and your 
music software, maximizing functionality and stability to ensure a powerful and consistent work-
flow in your studio environment.

In this chapter, you’ll learn to

 

◆

 

Set your computer’s preferences for optimal performance

 

◆

 

Disable the Dashboard utility

 

◆

 

Format and partition a hard drive

 

◆

 

Run OS X maintenance scripts

 

The Right Memory

 

Setting up your Mac for audio production is crucial if you want to get the most out of your software. 
While having a dedicated computer for your audio applications is suggested, it may not always be 
feasible. Even if you are doing most of your recording and music creation on a computer that is also 
being used for other tasks, the suggestions in the following sections will help you get the most out 
of your Mac.

One distinct advantage that Apple computers have over the average consumer PC is that they 
are essentially ready to go out of the box, without much setup needed (aside from installing and 
configuring your audio software and hardware, of course). However, whether you are buying a 
new Mac specifically for music production or adding on to your current system, it will be well 
worth your while to take these simple steps.

 

How Much RAM?

 

One of the first questions you should address is also one of the most commonly asked: “How much 
RAM do I need to run my audio production software?” The answer is simple: as much as your Mac 
can hold and as much as you can afford to buy. You really cannot have too much RAM installed in 
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your system. Audio production and music software are big RAM hogs. Some music software will 
say that its minimum system requirement is 256MB of RAM, but any system with less than 512MB 
of RAM will reach its limit pretty quickly. This means that your computer will start freezing up, 
generating various error messages, and possibly crashing. Having more RAM will mean a faster 
response time, faster mix-downs and file conversions, more recording and MIDI tracks, more plug-
ins, and more stability. Although you can add more RAM later, you’ll save time, money, and stress 
by getting your Mac outfitted with a lot of memory up front. If you’re planning on doing any inten-
sive music production, especially using virtual synthesizers, samplers, and plug-ins, you should 
start out with a minimum of 1GB of installed RAM.

 

Adding More RAM

 

Adding RAM to a desktop G4 or G5 is a pretty simple matter, especially with the newer G5 models. 
Apple has made it easy to open the CPU to locate the available slots and install more memory. See 
the documentation that came with your Mac for the details specific to your Apple computer. You 
can buy more RAM from your local Apple store or a third-party retailer, but make sure you are 
clear about what model and processor type your computer is. You should be aware that Apple 
doesn’t support third-party RAM and installing it yourself will void your AppleCare warranty.

Adding RAM to an iMac, Mac Mini, or Mac laptop is a somewhat more difficult proposition. 
Unless you really know your way around the inside of a computer, don’t try to do this yourself. If 
you decide to add more RAM to one of these models, you should bring it to your local Apple Store 
or another professional to get the job done correctly. It’s also much more expensive to add RAM to 
a laptop after purchase than it is to add it to a desktop computer.

When it comes to already installed RAM, most current Macs’ standard configurations are not 
put together with professional music software in mind. Luckily, Apple allows you to customize 
any Mac you purchase from them, and adding RAM is always an available option. If you intend 
to run multiple programs, plug-ins, and virtual instruments in a single session, or if you expect to 
expand your recording system, you should consider buying your laptop, iMac, or Mac Mini with 
the maximum amount of RAM already installed. 

 

Setting System Preferences

 

Under System Preferences you can access and change some basic settings that will greatly improve 
your Mac’s overall performance (thereby improving the performance of your music software).

Access these settings by selecting System Preferences from the Apple drop-down menu at the top 
left of your screen. This will open the System Preferences window, which features several icons that you 
can click to set your preferences for each category. Once you make a change, click the Show All button 
at the top of the window to return to the main System Preferences window shown in Figure 1.1.

 

Troubleshooting RAM

 

If your computer is crashing frequently and/or if you’re having frequent kernel panics (the screen fades
and a big gray box appears in the middle) you may have installed a bad RAM chip. This problem can
often be diagnosed using the Hardware Test CD that came with your computer or by removing individ-
ual RAM chips and seeing if the computer still crashes and freezes.
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Figure 1.1

 

OS X System 
Preferences

 

Dashboard & Exposé 

 

Exposé allows you to set up Active Screen Corners, which cause a specific action to take place as 
you move your mouse to one corner of your screen, such as activating your screensaver or viewing 
the desktop. There are two good reasons to leave the Active Screen Corners turned off. The first is 
that having this setting activated will use up some of your processor’s resources. The other is that 
most recording software is quite complicated, requiring you to make adjustments all over the 
screen and window. It can be annoying to be in the middle of a project and accidentally cause Dash-
board to open or to have all your open windows disappear suddenly. Leave these four blank, or if 
one or more has already been assigned a function, reset it by selecting the dash (–) from its drop-
down menu.

At the bottom half of the window you’ll see the Keyboard Shortcuts section. Here you can assign 
keyboard shortcuts to the Exposé functions. By default, OS X assigns Dashboard and OS X key-
board shortcuts to keys F9 through F12. Many recording and audio production programs also 
assign sometimes important keyboard shortcuts to these keys, so you should change these settings. 
At the same time, being able to execute a simple keyboard shortcut to view the desktop or all open 
application windows is very useful. One solution is assigning a more complex keyboard shortcut 
to these functions that won’t interfere with your recording software. To do this hold down the Shift, 
Option, Control, or Command keys, or any combination of keys while selecting the Keyboard 
Shortcuts drop-down menu. Figure 1.2 shows each function assigned a Control+Shift+F

 

#

 

 keyboard 
shortcut.

 

Nickels and Dimes: Saving CPU Cycles

 

Like many of the suggestions made in this chapter, disabling the Animate Opening Applications function
of the Dock frees up a small amount of processor resources. So why bother? Well, by itself it’s not that big
a deal, but combine this with the elimination of three or four other “small” resource hogs and pretty soon
you’ll find that you are saving a good chunk of power. That’s power that can be used to run that really
important extra plug-in or to give you the push you need to mix down the 36-track song you just wrote
without crashing!
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Your Hard Drives

 

Your Mac obviously comes with a hard drive. For basic operation of your DAW program this may 
suffice, especially if you are using a simple program like GarageBand or if you are doing basic song-
writing and programming in a program like Reason which is effectively optimized for OS X. How-
ever, at the least you’ll want to invest in one external hard drive for backing up your files.

If it can be avoided, do not record to the same drive that is running your operating system 
and DAW software. Doing so will greatly compromise your recording abilities, especially when it 
comes to track and plug-in counts. Probably the most common configuration these days is to run 
your operating system and audio software from your internal hard drive while recording the audio 
tracks to 

 

at least

 

 one external drive.
Having more drives at your disposal means more power. Many programs incorporate this 

concept into their operating procedure. For example, Pro Tools’ Round Robin allocation allows 
you to send your files to multiple drives to alleviate the strain on any one drive. This is covered 
in more detail in Chapter 4, “Pro Tools, “ in the section “Pro Tools and OS X.”

Another program that gives you this option is Apple’s own Logic Pro, which automatically asks 
where you’d like the recorded file to reside when you arm a track for recording. Spreading different 
tracks among multiple hard drives enhances Logic’s performance. This is especially important 
when you wish to take advantage of Logic’s processor-intensive built-in synthesizers, samplers, 
and virtual amplifiers.

 

Researching the Best Hard Drive

 

When shopping for an external hard drive, two crucial elements are the speed and the size of the 
drive. Currently available FireWire drives generally range from 5400 to 7200RPM. Unless you are 
specifically buying a drive for portability, you will definitely want to get a 7200RPM drive. When 
it comes to size, 80GB may seem like a lot of space, but do a few sessions with multiple takes, 
remixes, and different versions of the same songs and you’ll be surprised how quickly your hard 
drives fill up. Combine this with regular backing up or multiple sessions and you’ll be out of space 
before you know it. Always assume you’ll need more room.

It’s a good idea to research a particular model as much as possible before buying an external drive. 
While it’s possible to save a few dollars buying a lesser-known brand on eBay or at a discount store 
or website, you may end up regretting it later. A warranty can replace a crashed hard drive, but it 
can’t replace the session you’ve just spent a week recording and mixing. You can check out user 
reviews for specific models on Amazon.com and Apple.com or by searching on Google for the brand 
name and model number of the hard drive you are considering. Also check out Internet forums such 

 

Backing Up

 

While this subject for is a no-brainer for many people, I am constantly amazed at the number of conver-
sations I have with people who have lost all or part of a session due to crashing hard drives, spilled liq-
uids, or any other number of mishaps that could be avoided or at least minimized by backing up your
sessions on regular basis. The best plan for backing up is to have a separate, dedicated external hard
drive that you plug in at least once a day to make copies of all of the files you are currently working on.
When a session is complete, you can either store the hard drive or copy the files to DVD or another stor-
age medium for archiving.
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as those at 

 

www.TapeOp.com

 

 and the Digidesign Users Conference (

 

duc.digidesign.com

 

) or other 
groups related to your recording software and see what hard drives other people are using and what 
their experience has been. To get you started, try researching Seagate, LaCie, Western Digital, and 
Maxtor, which are all frequently recommended drives for audio recording.

 

Formatting Hard Drives

 

When you buy a new drive, you need to format it to optimize it for your Mac and for music pro-
duction. While most drives are capable of reading and storing data as soon as you plug them in, 
they may not be optimized for your needs. If you are reformatting a drive that you have already 
used, make sure that any files you want to keep are backed up on another drive. Formatting and 
reformatting will completely erase any files currently residing on your drive. Use the following 
steps to format or reformat any hard drive:

 

1.

 

Once your drive is powered up, plugged in, and appears on your desktop, go to your 

 

Applications/Utilities

 

 folder and start the Disk Utility program. 

 

2.

 

Select your disk from the available disks on the left side of the Disk Utility window.

 

3.

 

Select the Erase tab and, from the Volume Format drop-down menu, choose Mac OS 
Extended (Journaled), as shown in Figure 1.13. (Journaling is a relatively new feature, 
introduced with OS X 10.2, that protects your hard drive from power failures and other 
hardware-related problems.) 

 

4.

 

Name your drive in the Name field. 

 

5.

 

If you think there’s a possibility that you may need to use this drive to copy files from a 
computer running OS 9, select the Install Mac OS 9 Disk Driver check box.

 

6.

 

Click Erase.

Your new drive is now optimized for music production and ready to go.

 

Partitioning

 

You might want to consider partitioning one or more of your hard drives if you have large enough 
drives. There are a number of reasons to do this such as that you may want a drive that is readable 
on both OS X and Windows XP. (On the new Intel-based Macs, it’s possible to run both operating 
systems from different partitions on a single disk.) Or you may want to partition for the same rea-
son I do: I use two-thirds of my partitioned drive for storage and one-third to keep a backup version 
of OS X and certain programs. This way if my system crashes, I can plug in the backup version and 
have immediate access to my other drives.

 

USB 2 or FireWire?

 

On paper, the difference between a USB 2 and a FireWire drive may not look that huge. In reality, there
is a noticeable difference in how fast information is transferred between the two types of drives. Tests
show that FireWire drives are significantly faster across the board. Because USB 2 drives are generally
less expensive than FireWire drives, they are a good choice for backing up your files or storage. However,
for writing, recording, and sequencing music, where speed is crucial, it’s best to go with FireWire.
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Maintenance Scripts

 

OS X runs a series of daily, weekly, and monthly maintenance scripts on your computer. These 
scripts clean up unnecessary files, delete and fix others, and are automatically scheduled to run 
during late night/early morning hours. If your Mac is turned off or asleep at these times, the scripts 
will not run.

There is also a variety of shareware and freeware programs that will run maintenance scripts 
and clean up your system. I recommend the easy-touse freeware program OnyX. You can down-
load OnyX from:

 

www.macupdate.com/info.php/id/11582

 

Or you can find it by searching for it on Version Tracker (

 

www.versiontracker.com

 

).
Once you’ve installed OnyX:

 

1.

 

 Double-click the program icon to start the program. OnyX will ask you for your adminis-
trator password to make sure you are allowed access to its functions. 

 

2.

 

Choose the Maintenance tab and, in the Run Maintenance Scripts section, select the Daily 
Script, Weekly Script, and Monthly Script check boxes. 

 

3.

 

Click the Execute button to start the process, as shown in Figure 1.17.

 

Custom Installation of OS X 10.4 Tiger

 

When I’m setting up a new operating system for audio recording, I like to take advantage of OS X’s
custom installation options, which allow you to choose which fonts, printer drivers, and languages
are included in your operating system. Choosing the custom installation option can save over 3GB of
space on your computer.

To perform a custom installation:

 

1.

 

Insert your OS X installation disc and restart your computer. Select your default language.

 

2.

 

Continue past the introduction and License Agreement.

 

3.

 

In the Choose Destination window, select your destination drive and click the Options button.

 

4.

 

Choose the Erase and Install option and format the disk as Mac OS Extended (Journaled), then click OK.

 

5.

 

Click Continue.

 

6.

 

Click the Customize button on the lower left.

If you plan on using a printer, you can select and install the drivers for your model by opening the Printer
Drivers list and choosing to install the drivers for one or more specific brands.

 

7.

 

In the Customization window, deselect Printer Drivers, Additional Fonts, and Language Translation.

8. Click the Install button.
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smoking in recording sessions and control rooms. I doubt there are many professional studios left in 
the world that would allow clients to blow smoke at a $3000 Neumann microphone (unless you’re 
Keith Richards, maybe). Keeping your computer, microphones, and hardware interfaces in a smoke-
free environment is just common sense these days.

Ultimately though, at least as far as your CPU is concerned, smoke particles are not nearly as 
much a threat as dust particles.

Desktop computers, like your G4 or G5, cool themselves with fans that can bring dust inside the 
CPU. This dust can build up over time and cause various problems. It’s a good idea to keep a dust 
vacuum handy and use it regularly all around your recording area. At your local hardware or com-
puter store you can also buy dust removal air spray cans, which you can use to keep your CPU as 
well as your keyboard, monitor, and audio interfaces as dust-free as possible.

Updating Hardware Drivers
Another way to make sure your audio interface hardware is functioning at its best is to keep your 
drivers and software up to date by regularly checking the manufacturer’s website. The companies 
that make your recording hardware (M-Audio, Digidesign, and so on) and MIDI devices release 
occasional updates that, once installed, will allow your devices to work better. In many cases, new 
drivers are included automatically with software updates, but it’s still a good idea to check the 
manufacturer’s website to make sure your software is up to date.

The Bottom Line
Set your computer’s preferences for optimal performance Setting up your system’s prefer-
ences correctly can serve two functions: it saves processor resources for your audio software and 
makes your interactions with OS X smoother when working in your DAW program.

Master It Use System Preferences to turn off the screen saver, then resize and automatically 
and hide the dock when it’s not in use.

Disable the Dashboard utility Dashboard widgets can be fun and useful, but they can also 
drain your computer’s resources by running in the background or connecting to the Internet 
when you’re in the middle of some other task.

Master It Use the Disable Dashboard utility to turn Dashboard off.

Format and partition a hard drive Installing a new FireWire or USB hard drive is usually as 
simple as plugging it in. To optimize it for audio recording you may need to reformat it. You can 
also partition your drive for multiple uses.

Master It Recreate the steps you would take to reformat or partition a hard drive (don’t 
actually reformat or partition your hard drive unless you mean to).

Run OS X maintenance scripts OS X performs regular maintenance of your computer at regular 
intervals. This maintenance can help to prevent crashes and keep your system running at its best. 
Many of these scripts run at times when your computer may be turned off. To work around this, you 
can download and install a maintenance program to run these scripts manually.

Master It Download and install the OnyX program and use it to run all of the OS X 
maintenance scripts.
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