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Digital	Audio	Workstations	(DAWs)	are	essential	for	music	production,	but	purchasing	a	premium	version	can	be	costly.	Luckily,	the	best	free	DAWs	offer	a	solid	entry	point,	especially	for	beginners	or	those	without	a	huge	budget.	These	free	platforms	can	lack	some	advanced	features	but	provide	all	the	essentials	to	create,	edit,	and	produce	music
without	breaking	the	bank.	Just	because	you're	using	free	software	and	stock	plugins,	doesn't	mean	you	can't	create	great	music.	Many	famous	songs	use	stock	sounds,	like	Rihanna's	'Umbrella'	which	used	a	drum	loop	from	Garageband,	while	Soulja	Boy's	'Crank	That'	was	made	entirely	using	FL	Studio	stock	sounds.	For	beginners,	it's	important	to
get	your	head	around	the	basics	before	jumping	deeper,	so	starting	with	a	free	DAW	is	a	great	way	to	get	you	making	music	without	distractions.	Once	you	know	which	features	of	a	DAW	you	like,	you	can	then	commit	to	the	one	that	best	matches	your	workflow.This	guide	explores	the	best	free	DAWs	for	2024,	highlighting	their	key	features	and
helping	you	decide	which	software	suits	your	production	style.	If	you're	totally	new	to	DAWs,	we've	got	a	FAQs	section	that	answers	loads	of	common	questions,	otherwise,	keep	scrolling	to	see	our	top	picks.Looking	to	make	music	software	savings	this	Black	Friday?	Shop	our	handpicked	selection	of	the	best	Black	Friday	plugin	deals.	(Image	credit:
Apple)The	most	famous	free	DAW	of	them	all	comes	bundled	with	every	Mac,	and	makes	it	ridiculously	easy	for	pretty	much	anyone	to	start	making	music.Not	only	can	you	record	audio	-	your	electric	guitar	or	microphone,	for	example	-	but	you	also	get	a	strong	selection	of	software	instruments	that	can	be	played	from	a	MIDI	keyboard.	There	are
plenty	of	rhythmic	and	instrumental	loops,	too	-	just	drag	them	into	the	Timeline	and	start	creating	-	and	Apple’s	excellent	Drummer	enables	you	to	create	customised	drum	tracks	to	fit	your	projects.The	effects	library	includes	virtual	guitar	amps	and	stompboxes,	and	there	are	enough	editing	and	mixing	features	for	you	to	polish	a	track	to
completion.	Projects	are	compatible	with	the	equally	excellent	iOS	version,	and	Logic	Pro	provides	a	ready-made	upgrade	path	on	the	Mac.Throw	in	AU	plugin	support	and	you	realise	that,	If	you	need	a	free	DAW	on	the	Mac,	there’s	little	reason	to	look	anywhere	else.Read	our	full	Apple	Garageband	reviewBest	for	PC	(Image	credit:	Tracktion)Already
one	of	the	best	free	DAWs	around	-	and	certainly	one	of	the	most	fully-featured	and	least	restrictive	-	Tracktion	Software	Corporation’s	latest	update	makes	Waveform	Free	even	better.Offering	an	unlimited	track	count	and	plugin	support,	Waveform	Free	has	a	new	welcome	screen	that	makes	it	easy	to	set	up	your	audio	interface	and	offers	a	range	of
project	templates.There	are	new	editing	features,	too	-	the	likes	of	Range	Selection,	Ripple	Delete	and	Heal/	Consolidate/Silence	-	along	with	a	Step	Clip	Editor	that’s	designed	to	ease	the	process	of	clip	programming.Further	workflow	enhancements	come	in	the	form	of	the	Actions	Panel,	which	enables	you	to	‘favourite’	your	most	used	actions	and
create	custom	actions	that	can	be	recalled	with	a	click,	and	a	MIDI	typing	feature	that	turns	your	computer	keyboard	into	a	musical	one.All	in	all,	Waveform	Free	is	so	capable	that	you’ll	wonder	why	you	didn’t	have	to	pay	for	it.	A	great	option	for	PC	users,	you	can	upgrade	to	the	Pro	version	whenever	you’re	ready.Best	for	beginners	(Image	credit:
BandLab)BandLab	is	a	cloud-based	DAW	that	allows	musicians	to	create,	collaborate	and	share	music	online.	With	its	browser-based	interface,	users	can	record	audio,	use	MIDI	instruments	and	access	a	vast	library	of	loops	and	effects.BandLab	supports	real-time	collaboration	–	very	cool	–	making	it	ideal	for	musicians	working	remotely	or	in	groups.
It	offers	multi-track	editing,	mastering	tools,	and	is	accessible	from	both	desktop	and	mobile	devices.BandLab	is	especially	suitable	for	beginners	or	those	seeking	a	free,	accessible,	versatile	platform	for	collaboration	and	sharing	projects	seamlessly.Best	for	beats	(Image	credit:	Akai)Akai’s	MPC	products	have	been	inspiring	electronic	music	and	hip-
hop	producers	since	1988,	which	saw	the	release	of	the	iconic	MPC60.MPC	Beats	-	a	free	‘beatmaking	DAW’	means	that	everyone	can	now	experience	the	legendary	MPC	workflow.	The	software	features	a	classic	4x4	drum	sample	grid	(that’s	16	pads),	a	piano	roll,	a	sample	library	browser	and	a	sample	edit	window.	You	can	switch	between	these
different	views	whenever	you	like.If	you’re	new	to	the	production	game,	beat	templates	will	help	you	to	get	started	and	understand	the	process,	and	MPC	Beats	ships	with	a	2GB	library	that	includes	content	from	some	of	the	most	popular	MPC	Expansion	Pack	sound	libraries	(you	can	add	more	if	you’re	willing	to	pay	for	them).As	well	as	the	obligatory
drum	kits,	there	are	also	three	plugin	instruments	(Bassline,	Tubesynth	and	Electric)	and	80	FX	plugins	that	are	lifted	from	the	Air	Effects	collection.	So,	you	have	everything	you	need	to	create,	mix	and	master	your	tracks.Control	can	come	not	only	from	one	of	Akai’s	own	MIDI	Keyboards	or	pad	controllers,	but	also	any	other	suitable	MIDI	controller
you	might	have	to	hand.	MPC	Beats	will	auto-map	to	many	of	them,	easing	the	setup	processOther	features	of	the	software	include	two	stereo	audio	tracks,	eight	MIDI/instrument	tracks	and	support	for	VST/AU	instruments	and	effects.	You	can	also	use	MPC	Beats	as	a	plugin	in	another	DAW.Best	for	DJs	(Image	credit:	Serato)Launched	in	2019,
Serato	Studio	is	a	simplified	PC	and	Mac	DAW	that’s	aimed	at	entry-level	DJs	who	want	to	move	into	music	production.	Great	for	beatmaking,	it's	simple	yet	easy	workflow	makes	it	ideal	for	beginners.The	feature-limited	free	edition	has	full	save	and	export	functionality	and	no	time	constraints,	but	is	limited	to	four	Decks,	four	Scenes,	one	Audio	Track
and	MP3-only	export.	Automation	is	disabled,	too.That	said,	it’s	still	perfectly	possible	to	create	a	full	track	using	the	free	version,	and	it	offers	features	such	as	sampling	and	virtual	instruments.	DJs	can	also	load	full	mixed	tracks	into	it	and	use	the	software	to	create	their	own	edits.Best	for	pros	(Image	credit:	Cockos)Cockos	Reaper	isn't	technically
free,	but	you	can	perpetually	use	it	in	trial	mode	much	like	unzipper	software	WinRar.	It	runs	via	an	honour	system,	so	if	you	love	it	you	can	eventually	pay	the	$60	fee	for	it.One	of	the	most	full-featured	free	DAWs	there	is,	Reaper	is	well	known	for	being	a	rock-solid	DAW	that's	super	customisable.	It	gives	you	all	the	tools	you	need	to	make	music
whether	it's	EDM	entirely	in	the	box,	or	recording	full	bands.It's	probably	going	to	be	too	complex	for	a	first	DAW,	so	if	you're	brand	new	to	digital	music	making	we'd	suggest	looking	elsewhere,	but	if	you	already	have	a	little	DAW	knowledge,	it's	one	of	the	best	free	options	there	is.Read	our	full	Reaper	reviewFAQs	(Image	credit:	Future)The	best	free
DAW	is	the	one	that	matches	your	production	goals.	Are	you	a	beatmaker,	a	vocalist	recording	audio,	or	an	electronic	music	producer?	Some	DAWs,	like	Akai	MPC	Beats,	are	optimised	for	beat	production	while	others,	such	as	GarageBand,	offer	an	all-around	solution	for	recording	and	mixing.	Are	you	using	inexpensive	equipment	and	need	a	quick,
online	platform	to	work	with?	You	might	be	best	looking	at	one	of	the	increasing	number	of	online	DAWs.	Understanding	what	you’ll	be	using	it	for	will	narrow	down	the	options.	You	need	to	ensure	the	DAW	you	choose	is	compatible	with	your	operating	system.	For	example,	Apple’s	GarageBand	is	exclusive	to	Mac	users,	whereas	Waveform	Free	and
Cakewalk	by	BandLab	are	available	for	both	Mac	and	PC	(with	Cakewalk	limited	to	Windows).	Some	DAWs,	such	as	Waveform,	even	support	Linux,	making	it	a	versatile	choice	across	platforms.More	recently,	there’s	also	been	a	rise	in	the	popularity	and	usability	of	free	online,	browser-based	DAWs.	Platforms	like	BandLabs	have	made	music-making
something	that	can	be	done	within	your	internet	browser,	with	a	surprising	level	of	depth	on	offer.	All	of	a	sudden,	music-making	on	something	like	an	inexpensive	Chromebook	is	possible,	while	features	like	collaborative	working	and	immediate	auto-saving	have	meant	these	free	online	options	have	given	a	new	generation	of	music-makers
somewhere	quick	and	easy	to	get	up	and	running.Free	DAWs	come	with	varying	limitations.	Some	restrict	the	number	of	tracks	or	access	to	virtual	instruments,	while	others	offer	pro-level	features	but	limit	support	or	upgrades.	For	example,	Cakewalk	offers	unlimited	tracks	and	VST3	plugin	support	but	is	available	only	for	Windows.	Waveform	Free
has	no	track	limitations	and	includes	plugin	support,	which	might	be	appealing	if	you’re	mixing	large	projects.	Online	DAWs	offer	a	quick,	responsive	way	to	get	started	but	lack	the	depth	and	complexity	of	a	more	premium	package.	As	long	as	you	have	an	idea	upfront	of	what	you’re	trying	to	achieve,	you’ll	find	the	right	package	to	suit	your
needs.Your	experience	level	is	going	influence	your	decision	when	choosing	a	DAW.	Beginners	may	prefer	DAWs	with	intuitive,	user-friendly	interfaces,	such	as	GarageBand	or	Serato	Studio,	which	simplify	the	production	process.	Advanced	users,	however,	may	appreciate	the	customisation	and	deeper	feature	set	of	DAWs	like	Reaper	or	Waveform
Free,	while	those	looking	at	audio-only	production	(i.e.	not	relying	on	MIDI	and	soft-synths)	can	still	find	a	home	in	apps	like	Reaper.Think	long-term.	Does	the	DAW	have	a	premium	version	you	might	upgrade	to?	If	you	start	with	GarageBand,	moving	up	to	Logic	Pro	is	a	natural	progression.	Similarly,	Akai’s	MPC	Beats	integrates	well	with	Akai
hardware,	while	Serato	Studio	syncs	seamlessly	with	DJ	equipment.	If	you’re	looking	for	a	scalable	solution,	choosing	a	DAW	with	an	ecosystem	that	allows	for	future	expansion	might	be	important.	A	lot	of	free	DAWs	come	with	a	community.	They	might	have	tutorials,	forums,	or	technical	support,	also	available	for	free.	We’re	fortunate	as	music-
makers	that	if	we	come	across	a	problem	-	a	clicky	sound	from	your	audio	interface	or	problems	getting	hardware	talking	to	your	software,	for	example	-	then	you	can	guarantee	that	other	people	will	have	had	the	same	problems.	After	all,	a	problem	shared	is	a	problem	halved.	A	large	user	base	like	GarageBand	or	Cakewalk	ensures	plenty	of	learning
resources,	while	smaller	DAWs	might	offer	less	support.By	evaluating	your	needs	against	these	factors	–	purpose,	compatibility,	features,	ease	of	use,	expandability,	and	community	–	you	can	make	an	informed	decision	on	the	best	free	DAW	for	your	music	production	journey.How	we	test	(Image	credit:	Future)Having	been	testing	gear	for	well	over	17
years	now,	we've	tested	pretty	much	every	DAW	ever	made.	That	gives	us	a	great	overview	of	what	would	suit	a	beginner	when	it	comes	to	getting	a	free	DAW	to	get	started	making	music.When	testing	a	DAW	we'll	be	looking	at	several	things,	the	most	important	of	which	is	the	workflow.	A	free	DAW	needs	to	be	easy	to	navigate	and	setup,	as	most
users	won't	necessarily	be	well	versed	in	bussing	track,	send	and	returns,	or	MIDI	editing.	A	good	free	DAW	will	lay	everything	out	in	an	easy	to	use	fashion,	and	ideally	come	with	a	tutorial	of	some	description.We'll	also	look	at	what's	included	in	the	package	in	terms	of	instruments,	effects,	and	samples.	Even	a	free	DAW	should	have	a	wide	selection
of	sounds	to	choose	from,	as	ultimately	these	will	for	the	core	of	your	productions.	We	want	to	see	a	good	selection	of	sounds	from	a	range	of	different	genres,	which	will	enable	users	to	make	the	type	of	sounds	they're	into.Finally	we'll	take	a	look	at	the	upgrade	path.	If	you	enjoy	your	free	DAW,	chances	are	you'll	want	to	move	up	to	a	more	full-
featured	version	as	your	productions	get	more	complex.	A	clear	upgrade	path	that's	good	value	is	a	huge	advantage	for	a	free	DAW,	as	it	gives	existing	users	an	easy	way	to	continue.As	with	any	DAW,	we'll	test	for	around	two	weeks	to	really	get	used	to	the	workflow	and	make	the	most	of	the	available	features.	This	allows	us	to	get	over	the
honeymoon	period	and	really	dive	deep	into	its	capabilities,	so	we	can	give	a	balanced	review.Find	out	more	about	how	we	test	music	gear	and	services	at	MusicRadar.Read	more:	MusicRadar's	got	your	back	Our	team	of	expert	musicians	and	producers	spends	hours	testing	products	to	help	you	choose	the	best	music-making	gear	for	you.	Find	out
more	about	how	we	test.	If	you	are	new	to	making	music	then	here's	where	you'll	learn	about	the	basics,	and	how	it's	easy	for	anyone	to	make	music	with	a	simple	set	of	tools	and	a	few	words	of	advice.	Today,	we're	looking	at	the	one	tool	that	most	music	producers	use	to	make	music	in	the	21st	century:	the	DAW	or	Digital	Audio	Workstation.	A	DAW
is	the	central	software	hub	wherein	all	your	music-making	projects	are	written,	recorded,	mixed	and	finalised.	You	simply	define	the	instruments	you	want	to	use	to	produce	a	tune,	record	them	track-by-track	and	then	arrange	and	mix	them	into	a	song,	track	or	simple	tune.Instruments	can	be	real	ones,	played	by	you	(or	your	band),	and	recorded	into
your	computer	with	an	audio	interface.	More	easily,	you	can	also	create	your	tune	with	virtual	instruments,	all	accessed	from	within	your	DAW.	Virtual	instruments	are	capable	of	imitating	any	real	instrument,	you'll	be	able	to	find	virtual	pianos,	orchestras,	synthesisers,	drummers,	guitars…	you	name	it,	instruments	in	a	DAW	can	replicate	any	proper
instrument	or	sound	from	outside	a	computer.	Best	picks	for	you	The	next	major	advantage	of	a	DAW	is	that	it	lets	you	record	these	instruments	into	tracks	-	usually	one	track	per	instrument	-	and	then	arrange	these	tracks	into	complete	songs.	And	that	is	essentially	it	-	the	crux	of	music	production	using	a	DAW	in	the	21st	century!In	many	ways,	a
DAW	is	like	your	own	virtual	band	or	orchestra	-	a	set	of	instruments	which	you	control	without	needing	to	actually	physically	play	any	of	them.	Drums,	for	example,	can	be	programmed	into	a	DAW	using	its	sequencer,	which	makes	creating	complete	drum	loops	and	parts	easy	with	a	mouse.	Similarly,	if	you	can't	play	keyboards	or	guitars,	a	DAW	lets
you	either	play	the	notes	in	slowly	using	a	MIDI	controller	or	draw	each	note	individually	using	the	DAW	editor	-	most	often	resembling	a	virtual	piano	keyboard.The	advantage	of	a	DAW	is	that	because	this	is	done	digitally	on	your	Mac,	PC	or	tablet,	you	can	easily	copy	or	repeat	notes,	melodies	and	song	parts,	record	notes	in	slowly	or	quickly
(depending	on	your	playing	skills),	and	then	mix	the	results	using	a	suite	of	digital	effects.	A	DAW	simply	lets	anyone	who	can	use	a	computer	make	music	regardless	of	their	musical-playing	abilities	or	understanding	of	music	theory.Every	DAW	allows	you	to	do	this	to	some	degree	or	another.	The	biggest	DAWs	include	Ableton	Live,	Steinberg
Cubase,	Apple's	Logic	Pro,	Image-Line's	FL	Studio,	Bitwig	Studio,	Cockos	Reaper,	Reason	Studios	Reason	and	Avid's	Pro	Tools.Want	all	the	hottest	music	and	gear	news,	reviews,	deals,	features	and	more,	direct	to	your	inbox?	Sign	up	here.	All	of	these	DAWs	have	instruments,	tracks	to	put	them	on	and	ways	to	arrange	the	tracks	into	songs,	the	very
definition	of	a	DAW	in	a	nutshell.	Now	it's	time	to	dig	a	little	deeper…	Logic	Pro	-	Apple's	staple	DAW	(Image	credit:	Apple)Why	do	you	need	to	know	about	DAWs?Why	do	I	need	to	know	about	DAWs?The	DAW	(Digital	Audio	Workstation)	is,	we'd	argue,	the	most	important	tool	you	will	come	across	if	you	want	to	make	music	in	the	modern	world,	It's	a
lofty	claim	but	if	you	want	to	make	music	with	a	computer	-	which	the	majority	of	today's	music	producers	use	to	one	degree	or	another	-	the	DAW	really	is	the	central	component	to	any	song's	production.While	you	don't	need	to	know	everything	that	your	DAW	does	(because	some	have	extraordinary	feature	sets	that	few	people	totally	master)
knowing	the	basics	of	how	a	DAW	works	will	help	your	music	production	no	end.	In	fact,	if	you	master	these	basics	-	maybe	just	10%	of	your	DAW's	power	-	you	will	be	able	to	create	pro	tracks	in	no	time,	we	promise!Every	DAW	comes	packed	with	the	following:1.	Virtual	instruments	-	these	make	up	your	virtual	backing	band	Don't	miss	these	2.	An
arrangement	area	-	this	is	the	area	where	you	layout	the	tracks.3.	A	mixer	-	to	mix	the	above4.	Virtual	effects	-	to	use	on	every	track.	A	DAW	simply	makes	composing,	mixing	and	arranging	music	into	songs	a	logical	and	often	inspiring	process.Once	you	get	your	head	around	a	DAW's	tracks,	you	will	understand	the	majority	of	how	DAWs	work.	DAWs
break	down	song	tracks	into	their	individual	instruments	as	we	have	discussed,	but	these	can	also	be	in	two	forms:	MIDI	or	audio.A	DAW's	MIDI	tracks	comprise	individual	notes	which	can	be	dragged	around	an	editor	to	create	tunes	or	alter	existing	ones.	You	can	change	the	loudness	of	notes	and	a	lot	of	other	ways	of	how	they	play	back,	but	these
MIDI	notes	can	trigger	any	kind	of	instrument.You	might	create	one	MIDI	track	to	play	and	record	some	notes	to	trigger	a	virtual	piano,	for	example.	Then	you	can	simply	copy	this	MIDI	track	and	have	them	trigger	a	virtual	guitar.	Or	have	them	trigger	both	instruments	simultaneously	-	it's	up	to	you!	Ableton	Live	features	a	clip-launching	view
(Image	credit:	Ableton)Audio	tracks	comprise	recordings	of	real-world	audio.	This	might	be	your	own	singing	that	you	have	recorded	into	your	DAW	via	a	microphone,	for	example.	Or	it	might	be	someone's	real	guitar	playing	or	drumming,	again	via	a	microphone	and	audio	interface.Audio	tracks	can	also	be	'samples'	of	any	sound	-	orchestras,	vocals,
bird	song,	anything!	Simply	load	in	a	sample	from	a	sample	collection	you	might	have	bought	or	downloaded,	and	mix	it	with	your	MIDI	track	to	start	making	a	song.It's	incredibly	easy	to	set	these	tracks	up.	Soon	you	will	have	all	of	your	song	parts	as	audio	or	MIDI	tracks,	and	can	then	arrange	them	into	a	complete	tune	using	the	DAW's	arrangement
window.Track	by	track	(usually	from	top	to	bottom)	your	song	will	start	to	take	shape,	moving	from	its	intro	on	the	left	to	its	outro	to	the	right.	You	can	mix	each	track,	increase	levels,	add	effects	and	a	lot	more	-	a	DAW	makes	this	way	of	producing	a	song	easy,	and	that's	why	you	need	one	in	your	music	production	life!	(Image	credit:	Steinberg)10
DAW	key	points10	DAW	key	points1.	DAWs	let	you	create	complete	tracks,	mixing	their	own	instruments	with	any	sounds,	instruments,	singing	or	any	audio	you	like	from	the	outside	world.	You	don't	need	to	be	able	to	play	any	instrument	to	do	this,	nor	do	you	need	to	know	about	music	theory.	2.	DAWs	can	run	on	any	computer	-	Mac,	PC	Linux	-	most
tablets	(Android,	iOS),	and	even	mobile	phones!	You	can	pay	anything	from	nothing	to	several	hundred	pounds/dollars	for	a	DAW.3.	The	idea	of	using	a	DAW	is	that	anyone	can	make	music	with	one	if	they	can	use	a	mouse	and	cursor.	However,	if	you	are	more	musical,	or	prefer	a	physical	playing	and	recording	experience,	DAWs	work	with	any	MIDI
controller	so	you	can	play	notes	in	using	a	proper	keyboard	if	you	like,	or	a	vast	range	of	other	hardware	devices	like	drum	pads	and	grid	controllers.	4.	Every	DAW	comes	bundled	with	virtual	instruments	to	help	you	create	your	tunes,	and	virtual	effects	to	help	you	mix	them.	But	you	can	easily	add	more	so	called	'third-party'	instruments	and	effects
to	your	DAW	studio.	Instruments	range	from	incredibly	realistic	and	complete	orchestras,	to	rocking	band	instruments	(guitars,	bass,	drums	etc),	to	virtual	synths	for	EDM/dance	music.	Extra	effects	might	be	mix	effects	like	reverb,	compression	and	EQ,	or	additional	creative	multi-effects	that	can	give	you	an	incredibly	inspirational	sound.	We	have
the	best	instruments	and	effects	rounded	up	here.DrumsGuitarsSynthsFree	synthsEffects5.	Once	you	are	happy	with	your	tune,	you	can	export	some	parts	or	all	of	it	for	playback	outside	of	your	DAW.	You	can	export	individual	tracks	of	the	tune	(drums,	guitars	and	so	on)	or	several	highlighted	tracks	together,	or,	of	course,	the	entire	song	as	a
complete	mix	so	you	can	play	it	to	your	friends	or	test	to	see	how	well	it	sounds	on	other	speakers,	headphones	or	music	streaming	services.	6.	All	DAWs	let	you	mix	down	your	music	into	a	stereo	track	for	playback	-	sometimes	even	a	surround	sound	track	which	will	usually	require	more	speakers	to	enjoy	it.Most	DAWs	also	let	you	mix	your	music
down	into	specific	audio	formats	which	include	the	common	.WAV	and	.AIFF	formats,	or	the	lower	quality	.mp3	file	format.You	can	also	mix	music	down	in	other	formats	that	allow	you	to	load	it	into	other	DAWs:	Ableton	Link,	GarageBand	and	more.	Other	export	methods	include	exporting	a	MIDI	file	of	a	song	part	or	track	so	you	might	have	come	up
with	a	great	melody	or	drum	part,	for	example,	and	want	to	send	the	notes	and	beats	to	a	collaborator	to	work	on.	Ableton	Live	is	among	the	most	popular	DAWs	for	electronic	music-makers	(Image	credit:	Ableton)7.	You	may	hear	DAWs	also	referred	to	as	'sequencers'.	This	is	because	DAWs	started	out	by	sequencing	MIDI	notes	together	track	by
track.	It	wasn't	until	computer	processor	power	increased	for	them	to	be	able	to	handle	audio	tracks	that	they	became	known	as	DAWs	(Digital	Audio	Workstations).	8.	Which	DAW	is	the	best?	This	is	the	question	we	get	asked	the	most.	While	most	let	you	create	pro	sounding	tracks	in	similar	ways	we	always	say	it's	best	to	try	out	the	(usually	free)
demos	to	get	a	feel	for	each	DAW,	especially	as	most	offer	such	similar	features	that	your	preference	will	usually	be	defined	by	workflow,	something	you	can	only	work	out	by	trying	before	you	buy.9.	That	said	there	are	distinct	DAW	styles.	Most	have	tracks	laid	out	top	to	bottom,	but	some	like	Ableton	Live	focus	on	clip	launching	where	you	will	create
individual	cells	of	notes	or	audio	loops	which	can	then	be	linked	together	to	create	tunes.	Logic	and	Bitwig	also	feature	this	as	an	option	and	it's	a	great	way	to	get	tunes	together	fast,	although	perhaps	suited	to	more	electronic	and	cycling	genres	than	others.10.	Some	of	the	best	advice	when	using	a	DAW	includes	learning	the	key	commands	as	with
most	DAWs	it	is	all	about	having	a	smooth	workflow.	Learning	a	few	shortcuts	like	these	really	can	speed	up	your	workflow	and	keep	those	creative	juices	flowing.Finally,	while	we	said	that	you	can	get	a	pro	tune	going	with	just	a	fraction	of	the	knowledge	of	how	to	use	your	particular	DAW,	it	is	worth	further	manual	reading	and	deep	diving	to
explore	more	of	your	DAW's	features.	Many	come	with	some	great	compositional	aids	like	chance	recording,	arrangement	layouts,	chord	progressions	and	beat	creation	options	to	either	stimulate	ideas	or	allow	you	to	turn	your	own	inspirational	thoughts	into	fully-featured	songs.	Happy	DAW	music	creation!	(Image	credit:	Getty/Carles	Miro)Further
readingMusicRadar	further	reading…Your	first	port	of	call	should	be	to	establish	what	the	strongest	DAWs	on	the	market	are	right	now,	thankfully	we've	got	just	the	thing	with	our	comprehensive	list	of	the	best	DAWs	to	buy	in	2024If	you	want	an	alternative	to	the	big	hitters,	or	just	want	to	save	your	money,	check	out	our	list	of	free	DAWsThe	most
recent	version	of	Apple's	staple	DAW	Logic	Pro	was	released	earlier	this	year,	want	our	take?	Read	our	in-depth	review	hereSimilarly,	we	saw	the	launch	of	Ableton	Live	12	in	2024,	our	review	of	which	can	be	found	hereWhile	Cubase	14	has	just	been	released,	our	most	recent	review	of	its	13th	version	can	be	read	hereHere's	a	great	feature	that
users	of	any	DAW	can	get	a	kick	out	of:	8	mixing	and	mastering	tips	that	every	bedroom	producer	should	know.One	of	our	favourite	DAWs	for	getting	really	creative	with	sound	design	is	Bitwig	Studio	-	here	we	pit	it	against	Ableton	Live	to	see	which	comes	out	on	top.We	spoke	to	the	key	minds	behind	the	aforementioned	Bitwig	to	mark	the	uber-
flexible	DAW's	tenth	anniversary	-	read	our	roundtable	interview	here.	DAWs	have	become	incredibly	central	to	modern	music	production,	but	how	has	that	affected	the	creative	process?	A	study	from	the	Queen	Mary	University	in	London	suggests	that	the	DAW-dominated	landscape	might	have	had	a	negative	impact…As	detailed	in	our	Start	Here
guide	to	MIDI	(which	we	also	recommend	you	read	as	an	accompaniment	to	this	feature)	MIDI	and	DAWs	are	natural	bedfellows,	so	you	should	check	our	our	guide	to	7	ways	of	working	smarter	with	it!	When	you	purchase	through	links	on	our	site,	we	may	earn	an	affiliate	commission.	Here’s	how	it	works.	If	you're	going	to	start	recording	your	own
music,	you'll	need	to	pair	up	your	audio	interface,	studio	monitors,	and	studio	headphones	with	one	of	the	best	DAWs.	A	DAW	-	short	for	Digital	Audio	Workstation	-	is	where	your	recordings	and	arrangements	come	to	life,	and	choosing	the	right	one	for	you	is	a	very	personal	decision.There's	a	lot	of	choice	nowadays	whether	you're	producing	entirely
in	the	box	with	a	MIDI	keyboard	or	recording	a	full	band.	Many	DAWs	share	a	similar	workflow	so	typically	once	you're	well	versed	in	one,	you'll	be	able	to	pick	up	another	very	quickly.	It's	part	of	what	makes	using	a	DAW	such	a	personal	choice,	as	your	favourite	will	be	the	one	that	allows	you	to	turn	your	ideas	into	songs	in	the	quickest	and	most
fun	way.If	you're	producing	electronic	music,	then	our	top	choice	would	be	Ableton	Live.	It's	unique	workflow	will	take	some	adjustment	if	you're	used	to	another	DAW,	but	once	you're	up	and	running	it's	an	amazing	software	for	songwriting.	For	those	doing	more	traditional	production	roles	recording	bands,	you'll	need	to	get	your	hands	on	a	copy	of
Pro	Tools.	The	industry	standard	DAW	for	live	recording,	this	powerful	and	endlessly	customizable	piece	of	software	is	perfect	for	linking	up	with	external	hardware	and	running	huge	projects.There's	a	huge	selection	of	DAWs	in	this	guide,	so	there's	no	doubt	one	of	these	will	be	your	perfect	match.	We've	arranged	our	top	picks	by	use	case	to	make
things	a	little	easier	for	you,	with	the	majority	having	been	fully	tested	by	our	review	team.	If	you	still	find	yourself	with	some	questions,	check	out	our	FAQs	section	for	more	useful	information.Looking	to	make	music	software	savings	this	Black	Friday?	Shop	our	handpicked	selection	of	the	best	Black	Friday	plugin	deals.Our	top	picksBest	for
electronic	music	Ableton	is	the	ultimate	DAW	for	the	electronic	music-maker	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	to	predominantly	make	electronic	music:	Ableton	is	capable	of	loads	as	a	DAW,	but	it	is	predominantly	used	by	those	making	electronic	music,	and	its	unique	workflow	makes	it	well	suited	to	the	task.	Avoid	if	you're
recording	traditional	bands:	The	workflow	of	Ableton	makes	it	a	little	less	easy	for	traditional	recording,	so	avoid	if	you're	going	to	be	recording	instruments	live.It's	hard	to	overstate	the	impact	that	Live	has	had	on	the	music	software	marketplace.	When	the	first	version	was	released	in	2001	it	threw	out	the	traditional	design	rulebook	and	established
itself	not	just	as	a	recording	program	for	composers,	but	also	as	a	performance	instrument	in	itself.	Since	then,	it's	exploded	in	popularity	and	influenced	the	development	of	countless	other	desktop	and	mobile	apps.The	latest	full	version,	Live	12	is	one	of	the	most	significant	updates	to	a	DAW	in	recent	years.	This	a	couple	of	big	new	devices	-	the
Meld	synth	and	the	Roar	colouring/saturation	effect	-	plus	a	new	suite	of	MIDI	tools	that	are	designed	to	make	it	easier	to	come	up	with	new	melodic	and	harmonic	ideas.Live	12.1,	meanwhile,	arrived	with	Auto	Shift	(a	new	real-time	pitch	correction	device),	Drum	Sampler	(a	one-shot	sampler	for	drums)	and	much	more.	Perhaps	even	more	significant
are	Live	12’s	changes	to	the	flexibility	of	the	UI,	a	modernised	browser	and	enhancement	of	the	overall	accessibility.	All	of	this	not	only	makes	Live	feel	more	modern	and	refreshed,	but	also	opens	up	its	usability	to	a	wider	pool	of	users.EXPERT	VERDICT:	ABLETON	LIVEBest	for	beginners	FL	Studio	is	a	fantastic	option	for	beginner	beatmakers
(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	to	make	beats:	The	step	sequencer	in	FL	Studio	is	one	of	the	most	intuitive	around,	making	it	an	excellent	DAW	for	beginner	beatmakers.	Avoid	if	you	already	know	a	different	DAW:	With	a	slightly	unique	workflow,	there's	an	adjustment	period	when	transitioning	to	FL	Studio.Originally	launched	as
FruityLoops,	Image-Line's	DAW	holds	near-iconic	status	for	a	certain	generation	of	producers,	particularly	in	the	hip-hop	and	EDM	realms.	Originally	Windows-only,	FL	Studio	now	has	a	native	64-bit	Mac	version,	too,	meaning	that	it	can	now	be	used	on	macOS	(as	well	as	PC)	without	the	need	for	a	clunky	workaround.	Pleasingly,	licences	are	shared
between	both	Mac	and	PC	versions.Image-Line	offers	lifetime	free	upgrades	to	FL	Studio	users,	meaning	that	all	existing	users	of	the	software	can	download	new	versions	on	both	platforms	without	paying	a	penny	extra.	The	latest	version	of	the	DAW	arrived	as	FL	Studio	2024	(the	follow-up	to	version	21),	and	with	it	comes	a	host	of	new	music-
making	goodies	that	includes	synth	plugins,	effects,	AI-powered	MIDI	tools	and	more.With	its	unique	workflow,	FL	Studio	offers	a	great	entry-point	into	the	world	of	music	production,	but	to	say	that	it's	'only	for	beginners'	would	be	to	do	it	a	major	disservice	(check	out	our	dedicated	best	beginner	DAWs	guide	for	more	specific	examples).	If	you	like
its	approach,	there's	no	reason	why	it	can't	be	your	DAW	for	life.Read	our	full	FL	Studio	21	reviewEXPERT	VERDICT:	FL	STUDIOBest	for	bands	If	you	want	to	record	bands	we'd	recommend	using	Pro	Tools	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	to	record	bands:	As	the	industry	standard	DAW,	Pro	Tools	is	perfect	if	you	want	to	record	live
instruments	and	bands	in	a	traditional	recording	style.	Avoid	if	you're	a	beginner:	Pro	Tools	doesn't	do	much	hand-holding,	which	can	make	it	difficult	to	use	if	it's	your	first	DAW.	Better	to	cut	your	teeth	on	something	easier	like	Garageband	if	you're	a	beginner.Pro	Tools	gets	a	lot	of	flak	online,	but	it	remains	the	industry	standard	in	recording	studios
around	the	world.	Watch	any	video	of	a	pro-engineer	showing	you	some	tips,	and	chances	are	they’ll	be	using	PT.	The	software	has	never	had	quite	the	same	impact	in	the	home	recording	market,	but	knowledge	of	it	certainly	puts	you	at	an	advantage	if	you	want	to	work	in	the	industry.2022	saw	the	biggest	update	of	the	Pro	Tools	line	in	years,	with	a
new	free	version	-	Pro	Tools	Intro	-	using	the	same	installer	as	the	full	software,	meaning	that	it's	fully	compatible.	This	version	added	ARA	2	support	for	direct	integration	with	Melodyne,	and	Aux	I/O,	a	macOS-exclusive	feature	that	enables	flexible	routing	of	audio	between	Pro	Tools	and	other	software/hardware.The	fun	continued	last	year,	when
Avid	introduced	Pro	Tools	Sketch.	Both	a	free	iPad	app	and	a	new	window	in	Pro	Tools,	this	presents	you	with	an	Ableton	Live-style	clip	launching	interface	that	enables	you	to	move	away	from	a	linear	workflow	to	something	that,	for	some	people,	will	feel	liberating.2024,	meanwhile,	has	heralded	the	arrival	of	a	range	of	new	MIDI	tools	and	support
for	third-party	MIDI	effect	plugins.	Pro	Tools	is	moving	with	the	times,	then,	and	if	you've	dismissed	the	software	before,	or	you	want	to	work	in	physical	recording	studios,	now’s	the	time	to	take	another	look.Best	for	Mac	Apple	Logic	Pro	is	the	natural	companion	for	those	recording	on	Mac	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	to	record
on	a	Mac:	Designed	by	the	same	people	who	build	Apple	machines,	Logic	Pro	is	a	great	choice	if	you're	already	part	of	the	Mac	ecosystem.	Avoid	if	you're	on	a	PC:	This	software	is	only	available	for	Mac	OS,	so	one	to	avoid	if	you're	using	a	PC	for	your	music-making	tasks.2024	has	been	a	big	year	for	Logic	Pro	-	Apple’s	flagship	DAW	-	on	both	the	Mac
and	iPad,	which	have	received	versions	11	and	2	respectively.	Leading	the	way	in	each	edition	are	new	AI-powered	features:	Bass	and	Keyboard	‘Session	Players’,	which	do	for	these	instruments	what	Drummer	does	for	drums;	Stem	Splitter,	which	breaks	apart	stereo	material	so	that	you	can	create	remixes;	and	ChromaGlow,	a	new	effect	that
promises	to	add	“instant	warmth”.While	long-time	users	might	argue	that	the	new	features	represent	a	‘dumbing	down’	of	the	software,	they	do	have	the	potential	to	bring	new	people	through	the	door,	and	that,	ultimately,	is	probably	what	Apple	wants.	The	Session	Players,	for	example,	are	definitely	skewed	towards	budding	songwriters	who	might
not	have	the	musical	skills	to	turn	their	ideas	into	reality,	but	they	could	also	be	‘misused’	by	electronic	musicians	by	using	different	sounds	and	pushing	the	settings	to	more	extreme	or	unusual	levels.And,	of	course,	all	of	the	composing,	recording,	and	mixing	features	from	previous	iterations	of	Logic	are	still	here.	These	new	versions	of	Logic	Pro
won’t	write	and	produce	a	song	for	you,	but	they’re	certainly	the	most	helpful,	user-friendly	updates	to	the	software	yet.EXPERT	VERDICT:	APPLE	LOGIC	PRO	11Best	budget	For	the	more	cash-strapped	Reaper	is	a	powerful	option	(Image	credit:	Cockos)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	to	record	on	a	budget:	If	you	haven't	got	much	of	a	budget	to	spend
on	recording	or	you'd	rather	buy	some	more	microphones	and	plugins.	Avoid	if	you	need	instruments:	Unlike	a	lot	of	others	on	this	list,	Reaper	doesn't	come	with	all	that	many	virtual	instruments,	which	could	make	it	difficult	if	you're	just	getting	started.For	the	benefit	of	those	not	in	the	know,	Reaper	is	a	remarkably	affordable	cross-platform	DAW
that	has	a	tiny	footprint	and	sophisticated	MIDI/audio	routing	capabilities.This	is	one	of	the	most	customisable	and	affordable	DAWs	around.	What's	more,	it's	wonderfully	responsive,	with	everything	from	scrolling	and	zooming	to	fader	moves	and	item	editing	feeling	quick	and	fluid.	Reaper	7	demonstrates	that	the	software	is	still	moving	with	the
times,	thanks	to	the	addition	of	Track	Lanes	(use	them	to	manage	takes,	layer	sounds,	assemble	alternate	track	versions	or	store	playlists),	Swipe	Comping	(for	fast	assembly	of	multiple	takes),	FX	Containers	(create	your	own	chains)	and	more	track	channels	and	MIDI	I/O.Factor	in	some	budget	for	the	soundware	of	your	choice	and	Reaper	makes	for
a	top-class	music	production	environment,	and	with	a	free	60-day	evolution	period,	you're	given	plenty	of	time	to	find	that	out	for	yourself.Best	for	iPad	Apple	Logic	Pro	for	iPad	is	the	natural	choice	if	you	make	music	on	the	move	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you're	making	music	with	an	iPad:	Now	powerful	enough	for	serious	music-
making,	this	is	the	perfect	DAW	for	those	using	an	iPad	to	create	their	music.	Avoid	if	you	don't	like	subscriptions:	Logic	Pro	for	iPad	is	only	available	as	a	subscription,	there's	currently	no	way	to	buy	it	outright	which	might	be	a	deal	breaker	for	some.There	have	been	numerous	attempts	at	creating	mobile	DAWs	over	the	past	decade,	some	of	which	–
such	as	Cubasis	or	BeatMaker	–	have	proved	genuinely	impressive.	But	the	most	accomplished	iOS	music-making	environment	comes,	perhaps	unsurprisingly,	from	the	creator	of	the	iPad	itself.Logic	Pro	for	iPad	is	built	on	what	Apple	has	learned	from	years	of	developing	GarageBand	for	iOS.	Much	like	its	entry-level	sibling,	the	iOS	version	of	Logic
benefits	from	making	the	most	of	the	touchscreen	control	surface,	rather	than	simply	trying	to	replicate	the	desktop	workflow.	This	is	done	through	a	simplified	user	interface	with	fewer	menus,	as	well	as	the	inclusion	of	some	genuinely	excellent	‘touch’	optimised	instruments	like	Sample	Alchemy	and	Beat	Breaker.	It	works	very	effectively	with
Apple’s	Pencil	accessory,too.What’s	most	impressive	about	Logic	for	iPad	is	how	little	functionality	is	lost	as	a	result	of	this	optimisation;	in	fact,	version	2	gets	pretty	much	the	same	suite	of	new	features	as	the	latest	Mac	version	(see	above).	Desktop	users	will	recognise	the	DAW’s	many	staple	instruments,	tools,	and	effects,	and	AUv3	compatibility
means	that	it	can	even	host	compatible	third-party	plugins.Honestly,	my	only	criticism	is	that	Logic	for	iPad	is	subscription	only,	with	no	option	for	outright	purchase.EXPERT	VERDICT:	APPLE	LOGIC	FOR	IPADThe	above	DAWs	should	have	you	covered	for	most	types	of	recording.	We	always	appreciate	that	not	all	musicians	prefer	a	similar	workflow
though,	so	if	those	don't	meet	your	needs,	here	are	some	more	great	options	to	look	into.How	to	chooseAs	we’ve	already	noted,	the	best	DAW	for	you	is	the	one	that	you	find	it	easiest	to	make	music	with,	so	it’s	worth	trying	demos	of	all	the	software	that	you’re	considering.	Think	carefully	about	how	you’re	going	to	work,	and	the	elements	of	the
digital	audio	workstation	that	are	most	important	to	you.A	DAW	can	be	used	throughout	the	music	production	process:	for	recording,	editing,	arranging,	mixing	and	even	mastering.	If	you	can,	try	working	through	this	process	-	demo	versions	of	many	DAWs	are	available	-	so	that	you	can	test	the	workflow.	If	you	frequently	find	yourself	struggling	and
are	constantly	consulting	the	manual,	the	software	you’re	using	probably	isn’t	for	you,	and	it	could	be	time	to	look	elsewhere.It	goes	without	saying	that,	before	you	buy,	you	should	also	make	sure	that	your	prospective	DAW	is	compatible	with	your	computer,	any	other	hardware	that	you	might	have,	and	any	plugins	that	you	consider	essential	to	your
workflow.FAQs	(Image	credit:	Reason	Studios)DAWs	-	or	Digital	Audio	Workstations	-	are	programs	you	can	use	to	create,	record,	edit	and	arrange	music.	They	allow	you	to	visualize	your	compositions,	making	editing	and	arranging	much	easier.At	the	heart	of	almost	every	DAW	lies	something	called	a	sequencer	-	in	fact,	sequencers	are	such	an
integral	part	of	DAWs	that	you'll	often	hear	a	DAW	simply	referred	to	as	a	sequencer.Early	sequencers	were	big,	clunky	hardware	devices	used	to	tell	other	hardware	devices	(such	as	drum	machines	and	keyboards)	what	to	play,	using	a	type	of	performance	message	called	MIDI.You	would	first	program	the	sequencer,	which	would	in	turn	send	the
MIDI	data	(containing	instructions	for	what	notes	to	play	and	when)	to	outboard	devices,	which	would	then	interpret	the	data	and	turn	it	into	sound.Indeed,	you	would	'sequence'	a	whole	song	in	this	way,	which	would	be	played	back	and	then	recorded	to	tape.Modern	sequencers	are	not	fundamentally	different,	but	because	they're	software-based	and
incorporated	into	a	powerful	DAW,	they're	much	more	flexible.	You	can	change	parts	and	move	them	around	far	more	easily,	and	record	actual	sounds	(audio)	as	well	as	sending	and	receiving	MIDI.	You	can	also	play	software	instruments	-	you	usually	get	some	of	these	with	your	DAW	-	and	apply	effects	(again,	you	usually	get	some	of	these	bundled
in)Sequencers	are	used	to	organise	several	instruments	or	parts,	and	each	of	these	parts	is	loaded	onto	a	'track'.	Therefore,	a	64-track	sequencer	would	enable	you	to	have	up	to	64	different	parts	playing	in	unison.The	performance	information	for	each	track	is	usually	mapped	out	on	a	timeline,	a	space	in	which	time	is	displayed	horizontally	and	tracks
are	displayed	vertically.	When	you	press	play,	a	vertical	line	called	a	playhead	moves	through	the	song	from	left	to	right,	and	when	it	reaches	an	event	within	a	track,	the	associated	sound	is	heard.The	transport	controls	contain	everything	from	the	standard	play,	pause	and	record	buttons	to	repeat	(or	looping)	controls	and	more.To	adjust	the	volume
of	each	of	the	tracks,	your	DAW	also	contains	a	mixer.	A	hardware	mixer	is	a	device	used	to	balance	the	volumes	of	separate	sound	sources,	and	combine	or	'mix'	them	all	to	be	played	through	just	one	set	of	speakers.The	software	equivalent	in	a	DAW	works	on	exactly	the	same	principle.	Each	of	the	sequencer's	tracks	has	something	called	a	channel
strip,	and	each	track's	channel	strip	is	where	the	volume,	panning	(where	the	sound	sits	in	the	stereo	field,	ie,	left	or	right),	routing	(where	the	sound	comes	from	and	goes	to)	and	more	are	all	controlled.Each	channel	strip	also	has	a	few	buttons	such	as	mute,	solo	and	record	arm/enable.Almost	all	DAWs	also	support	plugins	-	additional	effects	and
instruments	that	can	be	loaded	in	used	in	your	productions.	These	come	in	a	range	of	formats	and	can	massively	expand	your	sonic	horizons.How	we	test	(Image	credit:	Future)Here	at	MusicRadar,	our	reviews	team	uses	DAWs	in	their	day-to-day	lives,	whether	that's	making	EDM	via	Ableton	or	recording	bands	in	studios	with	Pro	Tools.	The	DAW	is	a
crucial	part	of	creating	music	in	the	modern	age,	and	as	music	makers	ourselves,	we've	got	plenty	of	experience	using	them	in	the	real	world.So	when	we're	testing	a	DAW	for	review,	our	first	port	of	call	is	to	see	how	far	we	can	get	without	diving	into	the	manual.	We're	testing	the	ease	of	use	primarily	here,	looking	to	see	how	easy	it	is	to	get	started
making	music,	and	looking	through	the	lens	of	a	beginner	if	it's	particularly	difficult	to	discern.Next,	once	we've	learned	our	way	around	it,	we'll	begin	crafting	a	basic	production	to	test	the	stock	instruments,	how	it	interacts	with	an	audio	interface,	and	what	it	feels	like	to	actually	create	with	it.	It's	a	great	barometer	for	the	intuitiveness	of	any	DAW,
and	allows	us	to	explore	deeper	editing	and	creation	features.Once	we've	got	the	bare	bones	of	a	production	going,	it's	time	to	mix.	Using	only	the	onboard	tools	we'll	determine	just	how	usable	the	stock	EQs,	compressors,	delays,	and	reverbs	are,	as	well	as	how	many	of	them	there	are	to	play	around.	We're	looking	to	see	all	the	basic	tools	covered
here,	allowing	musicians	to	get	mixing	without	having	to	purchase	additional	plugins.Our	final	step	in	the	testing	phase	is	to	run	some	sort	of	stress	test,	similar	to	DAW	Bench.	Here,	we'll	load	up	the	DAW	with	multiple	tracks	containing	virtual	instruments	until	the	session	is	overloaded.	It's	a	great	way	to	gauge	how	a	DAW	will	perform	under	load,
but	we'll	also	caveat	that	with	the	fact	that	your	computer	and	audio	interface	drive	play	a	part	in	this.Find	out	more	about	how	we	test	music	gear	and	services	at	MusicRadar.	Disclaimer	16/01/25:	The	page	furniture	has	been	significantly	updated	to	improve	the	overall	flow	of	the	page.	The	format	of	the	'also	consider'	section	has	been	completely
refreshed,	and	expert	verdict	boxes	have	been	added	to	the	product	entries	to	offer	more	information.	Each	product	entry	has	also	received	an	'at	a	glance'	boxout	for	further	insight,	and	we've	added	an	'how	to	choose'	section	too.	MusicRadar's	got	your	back	Our	team	of	expert	musicians	and	producers	spends	hours	testing	products	to	help	you
choose	the	best	music-making	gear	for	you.	Find	out	more	about	how	we	test.	Whether	you're	making	music	or	getting	into	content	creation,	you're	going	to	need	to	get	your	hands	on	one	of	the	best	audio	interfaces.	Lucky	for	you,	I've	tested	17	audio	interfaces	in	the	past	year	alone,	and	I've	been	recording	audio	for	much	longer	than	that.	My	home
recording	journey	began	16	years	ago	when	I	picked	up	my	very	first	audio	interface	-	an	M-Audio	M-Track	2	-	and	a	copy	of	Cakewalk	to	make	demos	for	my	band.	By	today’s	standards,	it	was	a	primitive	setup,	but	it	started	me	on	a	music-making	path	that	remains	a	huge	part	of	my	life	today.I've	had	my	hands	on	every	single	interface	in	this	guide
and	in	my	opinion,	there's	not	a	huge	difference	between	them	all.	These	are	interfaces	designed	for	home	producers,	not	professionals	in	recording	studios	who	already	know	what	they	like.	All	are	manufactured	by	quality	brands	with	a	history	in	pro	recording,	which	means	all	will	do	a	brilliant	job	of	capturing	your	audio.For	me,	low	latency
performance	is	a	critical	metric	for	any	audio	interface,	so	each	product	in	this	guide	has	been	tested	on	the	same	MacBook	Air	M1	for	an	accurate	comparison.	If	you	want	to	dive	into	my	testing	methodology	(or	fancy	trying	it	out	for	yourself)	check	out	the	how	we	test	section	in	this	guide.While	all	the	interfaces	presented	here	will	get	the	job	done,
if	you	had	to	push	me	to	choose	just	one,	I’d	go	for	the	Focusrite	Scarlett	2i2.	For	me,	it	delivers	super	clear	preamps,	excellent	dynamic	range,	and	a	huge	selection	of	features	that	make	it	great	for	all	engineers	and	producers.	For	absolute	beginners,	the	Audient	iD4	MkII	delivers	superb	bang-for-buck	performance,	with	awesome	quality	preamps
and	a	beginner-friendly	price	point.	And	finally,	if	budget	is	your	primary	concern,	I’d	recommend	the	Behringer	U-Phoria	UMC22.	It’s	not	the	most	feature-packed,	but	for	recording	good-quality	audio	on	a	shoestring	budget,	it’ll	get	the	job	done.If	there	are	terms	you	don’t	understand	or	you	need	more	guidance,	I’ve	included	a	glossary	that	unlocks
key	phrases	and	a	handy	FAQ	section	in	this	guide.Best	Black	Friday	deals	on	the	best	audio	interfacesWe're	scouring	the	net	for	the	best	Black	Friday	audio	interface	deals.	Here	are	a	couple	of	crackers	that	feature	in	our	top	audio	interfaces	guide	below...My	top	picksBest	overall	If	you	want	the	best	all-rounder,	go	for	a	Focusrite	Scarlett	2i2	4th
Gen	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	an	easy-to-use	interface	with	loads	of	features:	With	its	small	size	but	top-quality	preamp	and	huge	feature	set,	the	Scarlett	2i2	is	the	perfect	companion	for	recording	instruments	at	home.	Avoid	if	you	don't	like	software:	For	some	features,	the	2i2	relies	on	the	Focusrite	Control	app,	which	can	be
annoying	for	users	who	prefer	button	controls.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	Focusrite	Scarlett	2i2	4th	Gen	is	one	of	the	most	popular	audio	interfaces	ever	made	for	good	reason.	Feature-packed	with	transparent	preamps,	it's	a	master	of	all	trades	and	in	my	opinion,	the	best	audio	interface	for	home	recording.Overview:	Focusrite’s	ubiquitous	red	box	is
probably	the	most	popular	audio	interface	ever	made,	and	it	certainly	captured	my	attention	when	the	Gen	1	landed	back	in	2011.	I	used	it	to	record	a	bunch	of	bands	at	University	and	as	a	testament	to	its	excellent	durability,	it	still	works	today.	We’re	on	Gen	4	now	and	the	Scarlett	2i2	has	come	a	long	way	since	that	first	iteration,	with	improved
preamps,	excellent	low-latency	performance,	and	an	ultra-low	noise	floor.Features:	One	of	the	things	that	impressed	me	the	most	about	the	2i2	4th	Gen	when	I	tested	it	was	the	huge	number	of	features.	As	well	as	your	more	run-of-the-mill	stuff	like	phantom	power	and	a	combination	of	line	and	mic	inputs,	it	now	comes	with	three	flavours	of	preamp
mode.	The	first	is	a	basic,	super	clean,	and	detailed	sound	from	the	preamps.	With	a	push	of	the	‘Air’	button,	you	can	add	a	presence	boost	to	your	signals,	increasing	the	high	end.	A	second	press	gives	you	a	mid-range	harmonic	boost	which	is	useful	for	adding	a	little	more	punch	to	things	that	need	to	stand	out	in	the	mix.Auto-gain	mode	allows	you	to
‘train’	your	interface	on	your	particular	input	by	playing/singing/drumming	for	a	few	moments	while	it	detects	the	signal	level.	The	interface	will	then	automatically	set	your	input	gain	to	the	sweet	spot	for	recording,	usually	around	-6dBFS.	You	also	get	a	clip-safe	mode,	which	is	useful	for	very	loud	sources	like	acoustic	drums.	It	stops	your	input
levels	from	getting	overloaded	which	can	potentially	ruin	a	take,	and	will	be	super	helpful	for	beginners	who	aren’t	as	experienced	in	setting	their	input	gain.Software:	Scarlett’s	drivers	on	Windows	deliver	phenomenal	low-latency	performance	that’s	only	really	limited	by	your	computer	or	laptop	specs.	I	found	that	on	my	relatively	old	Windows	PC	I
could	set	my	buffer	settings	super	low,	and	nail	rhythmic	parts	without	having	to	account	for	any	delay	or	edit	takes	in	post.	On	Mac	you	can	go	a	step	further	and	utilise	something	called	‘codeless	kernel	extension’	This	allows	you	to	drop	your	latency	to	below	the	5ms	mark	which	is	a	frankly	incredible	number	considering	the	cost.The	Scarlett	2i2
comes	with	a	dedicated	‘Focusrite	Control	2’	app	that	enables	totally	hands-free	use,	which	I	personally	found	super	useful.	If	you’ve	got	a	more	permanent	setup	then	you’ll	love	being	able	to	select	your	channels	and	set	gain	levels	with	a	few	clicks	of	the	mouse,	and	it	also	automatically	installs	any	firmware	updates	for	your	interface.The	Scarlett
2i2	4th	Gen	comes	with	one	of	the	better	software	packages	of	the	interfaces	in	this	guide,	including	Ableton	Live	Lite,	a	perpetual	Pro	Tools	Intro+	for	Focusrite	license,	and	a	6-month	FL	Studio	Producer	Edition	which	should	cover	the	vast	majority	of	DAW	needs.	It	also	comes	with	the	Hitmaker	Expansion	which	contains	synths,	amp	modellers,
VST	drums,	and	a	selection	of	EQs	and	compressors.	One	thing	it	does	lack	is	any	effects	like	reverb	or	delay	plugins,	so	you’ll	need	to	use	those	that	come	as	stock	in	your	DAW.Performance:	I	found	the	Scarlett	2i2	4th	gen	to	be	super	easy	to	set	up	and	I	really	enjoyed	those	extra	little	features	that	make	recording	life	a	little	easier.	The	sound	of	the
preamps	is	as	clean	and	clear	as	you	could	hope	for	at	around	the	$/£200	mark,	so	as	long	as	you’re	feeding	it	a	quality	signal	from	your	instrument	or	microphone	you	won’t	be	shy	of	recording	quality.Ultimately,	there’s	a	reason	that	so	many	home	producers	are	using	a	Scarlett,	and	if	everyone	is	using	one,	well	you	probably	should	too.	Whether
you’re	an	absolute	beginner	making	your	very	first	recordings,	or	you’re	a	more	established	producer	looking	for	something	to	mix	on	the	go,	I	couldn’t	recommend	the	4th	Gen	Scarlett’s	enough.EXPERT	VERDICT:	Focusrite	Scarlett	2i2	4th	GenSwipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityExcellent,	no
MIDI★★★★☆FeaturesAuto	gain,	clip	safe★★★★★SoftwareGenerous	software	bundle★★★★★UsabilityFantastic	performance★★★★★Best	for	beginners	For	beginners	we	highly	recommend	the	Audient	iD4	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	your	first	audio	interface:	Combining	excellent	value	for	money	with	an	easy-to-use	interface
and	plenty	of	pro-level	features,	the	Audient	iD4	is	the	perfect	choice	for	first-time	recording	artists.฀	Avoid	if	you	need	MIDI:	There	are	no	MIDI	connections	here	so	one	to	avoid	if	you	need	to	integrate	MIDI	control	into	your	setup.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	Audient	iD4	MkII	is	perfect	for	beginners,	combining	high-quality	preamps	with	easy	usability.
Despite	the	relatively	low	cost,	it's	packing	premium-grade	components	to	deliver	quality	recordings.Overall:	One	of	the	best	audio	interfaces	under	$200,	the	Audient	iD4	MkII	is	my	top	pick	for	those	who	are	completely	new	to	recording.	It’s	super	easy	to	use,	relatively	cheap	at	around	the	$210/£120	mark,	and	yet	it	uses	the	same	preamps	found	in
Audient’s	much	more	expensive	studio-grade	hardware.	I’ve	used	Audient	hardware	in	professional	studios,	so	they’ve	got	a	huge	amount	of	knowledge	to	draw	from	when	creating	their	more	home	recording-specific	gear.Features:	Probably	the	most	useful	feature	I	found	with	the	Audient	iD4	is	its	ultra-large	encoder	knob	on	the	front.	It	does	a
multitude	of	different	things,	from	setting	the	output	level,	to	controlling	certain	parameters	within	your	DAW.	A	press-down	allows	you	to	‘dim’	the	headphones	and	main	outputs,	which	can	be	useful	if	you	need	to	talk	to	a	collaborator	in	the	studio.	It	can	also	be	used	to	set	the	left/right	balance	of	the	input	monitoring	when	you	press	the	speaker
and	iD	buttons	together.I	also	love	the	dual	headphone	outputs	which	can	be	used	simultaneously	for	collaborative	recording	and	mixing	sessions.	It’s	a	small	touch	but	you’ll	find	most	interfaces	at	this	cost	only	have	a	single	headphone	out.	Because	it	is	USB-bus	powered,	you’ll	need	a	USB	3.0	port	to	get	the	best	out	of	it.	It	makes	the	iD4	great	for	a
travel	rig,	but	will	limit	its	compatibility	with	certain	machines	depending	on	how	old	they	are.Software:	In	keeping	with	its	beginner-friendly	ethos,	I	found	the	Audient	iD4	to	be	simple	to	install,	with	a	very	good	driver	for	Windows	users.	It	also	features	one	of	the	most	complete	software	offerings	of	any	of	the	interfaces	here,	with	Cubase	LE3,
Sonarworks,	Strymon	BigSky	reverb	plugin,	Two	Notes	Torpedo	Wall	of	Sound	Speaker	Emulator,	and	even	3	free	online	courses	from	Produce	Like	A	Pro.	Again,	this	is	why	I	would	heartily	recommend	it	for	those	who	are	taking	their	first	steps	into	music	production.Performance:	I’m	primarily	a	guitarist,	so	of	course	I	love	the	JFET	instrument	input
for	plugging	in	an	electric	guitar	or	bass,	which	delivers	similar	characteristics	to	the	input	of	a	tube	amp.	It	provides	an	excellent	base	tone	for	using	guitar	VSTs,	and	the	mic	preamp	is	super	transparent	with	a	healthy	58dB	of	gain.	This	means	there’s	plenty	of	gain	for	quieter	dynamic	microphones	whether	you’re	recording	vocals	or	other
traditional	instruments.The	iD4	MkII	delivers	a	solid	update	to	its	predecessor,	making	improvements	in	all	the	right	places.	It’s	still	pretty	basic	as	far	as	the	feature	set	goes,	particularly	compared	to	products	like	our	best	overall	pick	the	Scarlett	2i2	4th	Gen,	but	as	it's	intended	for	beginners	I	think	this	is	actually	a	strength,	as	you	can	get	to
recording	in	a	simple,	easy	way	with	a	minimum	of	fuss.EXPERT	VERDICT:	AUDIENT	ID4	MKIISwipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityNeeds	USB	3.0,	no	MIDI★★★★☆FeaturesJFET	input,	works	with	iPhone/iPad★★★★★SoftwareGenerous	software	bundle★★★★★UsabilityFantastic	performance★★★★★Best
budget	option	Short	on	cash?	You'll	definitely	want	to	check	out	Behringer's	UMC22	(Image	credit:	Future/Matt	McCracken)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	your	budget	is	tight:	Costing	well	below	the	$100/£100	mark,	this	is	the	perfect	audio	interface	for	those	with	cost	at	the	forefront	of	their	needs.	Avoid	if	you	prefer	a	dedicated	driver:	To	keep	costs	down
there's	no	dedicated	driver	support	with	this	interface,	meaning	you'll	need	to	rely	on	third-party	software	like	ASIO4ALL.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	Behringer	UMC22	is	unbelievably	cheap.	Despite	this,	it	still	manages	to	do	a	fantastic	job	at	the	majority	of	tasks	most	musicians	will	ask	of	an	audio	interface,	perfect	for	the	budget-conscious	out
there.Overview:	I	was	so	skeptical	about	the	Behringer	U-Phoria	UMC22	when	I	received	it	for	review.	Costing	a	measly	$/£40,	it’s	the	cheapest	interface	I’ve	ever	used	by	some	measure,	so	surely	it	couldn’t	be	any	good?	Well,	I’m	perfectly	happy	to	admit	I	was	completely	wrong	about	it,	and	you	can	absolutely	get	some	fantastic	recordings	with	this
uber-cheap	interface.Features:	Now,	this	is	an	interface	that	costs	less	than	your	average	synth	plugin,	so	it's	not	exactly	feature-packed,	but	it	does	give	you	all	the	basics.	Phantom	power,	a	single	mic	preamp,	a	line-level	instrument	input,	studio	monitor	outs,	and	a	studio	headphone	output.	It’s	got	a	very	Spartan	appearance	compared	to	others	and
one	of	the	things	that	impressed	me	is	how	compact	it	is.Alongside	the	ins	and	outs,	you	get	individual	gain	knobs	for	both	inputs	alongside	an	output	knob	that	controls	both	the	monitor	and	headphone	volume.	You	can’t	separate	the	two	either,	so	if	you	want	to	monitor	your	low	end	via	headphones	then	you’ll	need	to	separately	mute	your	speakers
to	prevent	any	bleed	causing	issues	in	your	mixing.	A	direct	monitor	button	allows	you	to	jump	between	your	DAW	mix	and	input	signals.Software:	Software	is	where	I	found	the	major	flaw	with	the	UMC22.	On	a	Mac,	it	works	great,	although	I	had	to	separately	set	the	I/O	in	Pro	Tools	as	it	didn’t	recognise	it.	On	Windows,	it’s	a	different	story.
Presumably	to	keep	costs	down	Behringer	hasn’t	bothered	creating	a	dedicated	driver,	which	means	you	need	to	go	3rd	party.	I	chose	ASIO4ALL,	but	there	are	others	you	can	use.It	means	that	the	low-latency	performance	of	the	UMC22	isn’t	as	good	as	those	with	dedicated	drivers,	and	depending	on	your	setup,	you	may	only	be	able	to	get	one	sound
at	a	time	with	the	driver	engaged.	That	means	no	easy	switching	between	what’s	coming	out	of	your	DAW	and	Spotify	if	you’re	looking	for	inspiration	on	your	latest	tune.	There’s	also	no	software	bundle	to	speak	of,	so	you’ll	have	to	buy	your	own	separately	or	use	free	plugins.Performance:	I	used	to	use	a	Behringer	UMC	1820	for	rudimentary	drum
recordings	and	this	unit	features	the	same	MIDAS	preamps	as	that.	They’re	not	the	quietest	out	there,	but	if	you’re	just	cooking	up	demos	or	basic	recordings,	you’re	probably	not	going	to	notice	that.	Just	make	sure	you’ve	got	your	gain	staging	right	and	it’ll	do	just	as	good	a	job	as	many	other	interfaces	on	this	list.There	are	issues	with	the	UMC22	I
won’t	deny	that,	and	if	you’re	a	Windows	user	you’re	going	to	have	to	do	a	little	extra	work	to	get	it	going.	Once	you’re	up	and	running	however,	it’ll	deliver	good-quality	audio	for	an	extremely	low	price.	I’d	absolutely	use	one	for	demo	work	and	songwriting	collaboration	on	a	budget,	and	it’s	undoubtedly	the	best	budget	audio	interface	available	right
now.EXPERT	VERDICT:	BEHRINGER	U-PHORIA	UMC22Swipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityOnly	what	you	need★★★★☆FeaturesDoes	the	job★★★★☆SoftwareNo	additional	software★★★☆☆UsabilityExcellent	performance	for	the	money★★★★☆Best	for	home	studio	For	those	who	want	the	best	from	their
home	studio,	the	Apollo	Twin	X	makes	a	perfect	partner	(Image	credit:	Future/Matt	McCracken)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	one	of	the	best	audio	interfaces	for	Mac:	A	UA	interface	and	a	Mac	or	Macbook	are	a	tried	and	tested	combination	in	the	world	of	sound	recording,	whether	you're	a	pro	engineer	or	just	making	music	at	home.	Avoid	if	you're	on
a	tight	budget:	The	UA	Apollo	Twin	X	isn't	cheap	and	doesn't	even	include	a	Thunderbolt	cable,	making	it	a	tough	ask	for	those	on	a	small	budget.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	Universal	Audio	Apollo	Twin	X	is	one	of	the	best-quality	audio	interfaces	available	at	the	home	recording	level.	Its	DSP	power	ensures	minimal	latency	when	using	plugins	on	the	way
in,	and	its	Thunderbolt-powered	integration	into	the	Mac	ecosystem	delivers	unreal	performance.Overview:	For	me,	the	Universal	Audio	Apollo	Twin	X	is	the	definition	of	a	‘prosumer’	audio	interface.	It’s	high-quality	enough	for	professionals,	yet	accessible	enough	for	those	who	demand	the	best	in	the	home	recording	space.	I’ve	worked	with	more
than	a	few	pro	engineers	who	used	one	as	part	of	their	home	or	travel	rig,	as	it	delivers	superb-quality	recordings,	fantastic	dynamic	range	figures,	and	comes	with	some	of	UA’s	most-loved	plugins.Features:	The	Apollo	Twin	X	is	a	DSP	interface,	which	means	it	uses	its	own	processing	power	rather	than	just	that	of	your	computer.	That	means	you	can
run	preamp	and	outboard	gear	emulations	in	real	time,	giving	you	the	workflow	of	a	traditional	analogue	studio.	It	comes	in	Duo	and	Quad	versions,	which	give	you	more	or	less	power	depending	on	what	your	requirements	are.I	absolutely	loved	using	the	Apollo	Twin	X	during	my	testing	and	I’m	currently	using	a	Universal	Audio	Apollo	X4	Gen	2	as
the	centre	of	my	home	recording	rig.	On	the	face	of	it,	it’s	not	too	different	from	any	other	desktop-based	interface	here,	however,	the	clever	bit	is	how	the	Unison	preamps	utilise	that	DSP	processing.	This	means	you	can	load	in	a	vintage	Neve	channel	strip	(or	whichever	flavor	of	preamp/EQ/compressor	takes	your	fancy)	which	will	modify	the
behavior	of	the	analog	input	for	some	uncanny	recreations	of	'proper'	recording	studio	channels.Software:	Being	a	Thunderbolt	interface	predominantly	(although	it	is	available	in	a	USB	3	version)	it’s	much	better	suited	to	Mac	users.	Those	on	Windows,	especially	if	you’ve	got	an	older	machine,	may	find	their	motherboard	isn’t	compatible,	which
might	mean	purchasing	a	pricey	Thunderbolt	card	in	order	to	use	it.	If	you’ve	got	a	newer	machine	however,	you’ll	be	fine.The	installation	process	on	Macs	is	also	a	bit	of	a	minefield	if	you’re	not	already	part	of	the	UA	ecosystem.	Be	prepared	for	many	restarts,	endless	accepting	of	pop-up	windows,	and	delving	into	the	system	menus	of	your	MacBook
in	order	to	get	it	up	and	running.	Admittedly,	it’s	totally	worth	it	once	you’re	done,	as	you	get	access	to	incredibly	accurate	plugins	like	the	legendary	LA-2A	and	1176	compressor	plugins,	Pulteq	EQ	plugin,	and	amp	modellers	in	the	form	of	Marshall	Plexi	for	guitars	and	Ampeg	SVT	for	bass.Performance:	The	UA	Apollo	Twin	X	is	one	of	my	all-time
favorite	audio	interfaces	to	use,	precisely	because	of	its	analogue-style	workflow.	One	of	the	crucial	things	that	many	home	producers	miss	is	that	you	need	to	start	with	a	great	sound	before	you	get	a	great	mix.	The	Apollo	encourages	this	older	art	of	recording,	which	inevitably	leads	to	better	results	in	the	final	mix.Granted	it’s	not	cheap,	retailing
around	the	$/£1,000	mark,	but	ultimately	you’re	paying	a	premium	for	more	processing	power	than	a	cheaper	interface	is	capable	of	producing.	Some	will	argue	DSP	power	isn’t	a	necessity	nowadays	thanks	to	the	high-powered	Apple	silicon	chips	that	are	getting	cheaper	and	cheaper,	but	for	me	it’s	the	variety	of	plugins	the	UA	ecosystem	provides,
and	thus	the	versatility	in	recording	that	make	the	Apollo	Twin	X	perfect	for	home	producers	who	want	excellent	quality	sound.EXPERT	VERDICT:	UNIVERSAL	AUDIO	APOLLO	TWIN	XSwipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityExcellent,	but	no	MIDI★★★★☆FeaturesExcellent	range	of
features★★★★★SoftwarePowerful	DSP	software★★★★★UsabilityAmongst	the	best★★★★★Best	for	guitar	If	you're	exclusively	recording	with	guitar,	AXE	I/O	is	an	awesome	interface	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	only	want	to	record	guitars:	With	loads	of	guitar-centric	features,	this	is	the	perfect	audio	interface	for	recording	high-
quality	electric	and	bass	guitars.฀	Avoid	if	you're	not	recording	guitars:	Of	course,	a	guitar-specific	interface	probably	isn't	the	best	choice	if	you're	using	your	interface	for	vocals	or	recording	in	the	box.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	IK	Multimedia	Axe	I/O	is	the	perfect	companion	for	the	recording	guitarist.	Packed	with	guitar-friendly	features	like	a	JFET
input	and	super-easy	reamping	feature,	it's	one	of	very	few	guitarist-specific	interfaces	on	the	market	today.Overview:	I’m	predominantly	a	guitar	player,	so	you	can	bet	my	interest	was	piqued	when	I	came	across	the	IK	Multimedia	AXE	I/O	for	testing.	It’s	a	pure	guitar	audio	interface,	designed	for	four-five-six-seven-eight	stringers	who	want	to	focus
on	getting	great	guitar	tones.	It’s	a	hefty	thing	with	a	rugged	design	that's	reminiscent	of	other	guitar	gear	like	pedals	and	amps,	which	means	you	can	use	it	to	lay	down	ideas	or	supplement	your	live	show	on	the	road.Features:	I’m	seeing	more	and	more	interfaces	featuring	JFET	inputs,	such	as	the	Audient	iD4	and	the	Blackstar	Polar	2.	The	idea	is
to	recreate	the	type	of	input	you’d	get	on	a	guitar	amp	to	help	deliver	punchier	DI	guitar	tones.	It	certainly	worked	in	my	tests	with	the	AXE	I/O,	helping	me	get	some	sizzling-sounding	guitars	alongside	my	amp	modelling	software.	JFETs	are	great	for	guitars,	but	it’s	not	exactly	a	unique	feature	these	days.The	input	is	switchable	between	‘pure’	and
‘JFET’	which	gives	you	the	option	of	a	pure	clean	tone,	or	to	utilise	that	JFET	input	for	extra	harmonics.	You	can	also	switch	between	active	and	passive	pickup-equipped	guitars,	which	can	be	super	helpful	if	your	guitar	collection	has	both	and	you	don’t	want	to	keep	resetting	your	gain	level.	Finally,	there’s	an	impedance	knob	that	goes	from	‘sharp’	to
‘bold’	or	in	simpler	terms,	bright	to	warm.Software:	Being	a	guitar-specific	audio	interface,	the	AXE	I/O	comes	with	Amplitube	5	SE	and	Tonex	SE,	so	you’ve	got	some	of	the	best	amp	models	and	captures	around	for	your	recordings.	I’ve	used	AmpliTube	many	times	in	the	past	for	in-the-box	guitars	and	it	absolutely	delivers	on	accurate	amp	tones,	as
well	as	providing	a	huge	amount	of	effects	to	play	with.	Similarly,	I	also	reviewed	the	IK	Multimedia	Tonex	One	and	its	accompanying	software,	and	honestly,	those	captures	are	some	of	the	best	sounds	I’ve	heard	in	the	past	few	years.Performance:	For	those	recording	guitars	only,	you’ll	feel	totally	at	home	with	the	IK	Multimedia	AXE	I/O.	I	found	it
super	easy	to	get	up	and	running	in	my	DAW,	and	I	really	loved	the	amount	of	connectivity	options	you	get	as	well.	Alongside	the	two	front-mounted	instrument	inputs	you’ve	got	dual	microphone	inputs	on	the	rear,	multiple	outs	for	two	sets	of	studio	monitors	or	sending	a	signal	elsewhere,	as	well	as	dedicated	outs	for	external	pedals	or
controllers.Admittedly	the	built-in	guitar	tuner	feels	like	a	bit	of	an	afterthought	and	doesn’t	work	as	well	as	it	could,	but	it’s	useful	in	a	pinch.	One	of	the	most	undervalued	features	of	the	AXE	I/O	is	the	dedicated	re-amping	output,	which	makes	this	super	useful	technique	for	improving	your	recording	guitar	tracks	nice	and	simple.	The	integration
with	AmpliTube	also	extends	to	a	preset	knob	which	allows	you	to	change	your	sound	without	clicking	your	mouse.EXPERT	VERDICT:	IK	MULTIMEDIA	AXE	I/OSwipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityGood	range	of	connections★★★★☆FeaturesGuitar	orientated	features★★★★☆SoftwareComes	with	amp
modellers★★★★☆UsabilityGreat	for	guitars★★★★☆Best	for	vocals	The	SSL	2+	MKII	is	our	top	choice	for	vocal	recording	(Image	credit:	Future/Matt	McCracken)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	the	best	audio	interface	for	vocals:	Boxing	up	that	SSL	sound	into	a	compact	interface,	the	SSL	2+	MKII	gives	you	phenomenal	sounding	preamps	plus	two
headphone	outs	that	make	it	great	for	working	with	vocalists.฀	Avoid	if	you	want	a	premium	feel:	As	it's	made	out	of	plastic	it's	fair	to	say	that	the	SSL	2+	MKII	feels	a	little	cheap	in	places,	especially	the	4K	button	which	lacks	tactile	feel.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	SSL2+	MKII	is	our	choice	for	recording	vocals	at	home.	SSL	preamps	are	world-renowned



for	their	studio	quality,	and	the	SSL2+	MKII	delivers	amongst	the	cleanest	we've	heard	at	the	home	recording	level.Overview:	The	SSL	2+	MKII	aims	to	bring	affordability	to	that	'SSL'	sound,	packing	pro	features	and	connectivity	into	an	audio	interface	that's	within	reach	of	the	everyday	musician.	Version	2	is	a	stunning-looking	bit	of	kit,	taking	the
SSL	console	designs	from	7-figure	recording	studios	and	making	them	available	for	everyone.	I	love	this	interface	for	tracking	vocals	thanks	to	its	excellent	preamp	quality,	and	there’s	nothing	more	‘pro’	feeling	than	pushing	the	4k	button	and	adding	some	extra	top	end	when	your	vocalist	asks	for	some	more	‘vibes’.Features:	There	are	two	combi
mic/line	inputs	with	Hi-Z	(impedance)	options	for	switching	between	guitar	and	bass	signals	or	those	from	synths	or	drum	machines,	as	well	as	MIDI	connectivity	should	you	need	it.	A	+48v	phantom	power	option	also	allows	the	connection	of	both	condenser	and	dynamic	mics.	With	great	monitoring,	recording	quality,	and	connectivity	the	SSL	2+
comes	highly	recommended	by	me.Software:	The	SSL2+	comes	with	a	nice	software	offering,	with	plenty	to	help	you	start	making	full	productions.	Featuring	BFD	drums,	Native	Instruments	synths	and	Antares	Auto-Tune	for	perfect	vocal	performances,	it's	a	nice	complement	of	tools	for	you	to	make	great	music.	You'll	also	get	three	months	of	free
access	to	SSL	and	Slate's	Complete	Access,	which	features	over	$12,000	worth	of	plugins	to	get	your	mix	perfect.Performance:	It's	a	fairly	standard	2-in,	2-out	configuration	that	keeps	things	nice	and	simple	for	home	users,	and	as	always	the	SSL	preamps	deliver	top-quality	performance.	I	found	little	to	no	noise	on	the	mic	pres,	even	with	the	input
gain	cranked.	The	monitoring	sound	is	fantastic	too,	delivering	an	up-front	and	honest	tone	that	you'd	normally	find	on	much	pricier	interfaces.The	4k	button	adds	some	extra	presence	and	high-end	zing,	making	your	recordings	feel	a	little	bit	more	'pro'.	It's	a	subtle	effect	-	it's	not	going	to	make	anything	leap	out	of	the	speakers	at	you	-	but	nice	to
have	in	a	pinch.	More	important	for	working	with	vocalists	are	the	two	headphone	outs	with	dedicated	volume	knobs,	allowing	you	to	adjust	the	headphone	mixes	of	both	singer	and	engineer	independently.EXPERT	VERDICT:	SSL	2+	MKIISwipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityHas	MIDI	and	RCA
connection★★★★★FeaturesVery	complete	feature	set★★★★☆SoftwareExcellent	software	bundle★★★★★UsabilityFantastic	performance★★★★★Best	for	podcasting	The	Rodecaster	Duo	is	brilliant	for	small	and	medium	podcast	recording	(Image	credit:	Chris	Corfield)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	the	best	audio	interface	for	podcasting:	Easy	to	use
for	the	potentially	less	audio-savvy	podcaster,	yet	packing	enough	depth	to	provide	rewarding	performance,	the	Rodecaster	is	perfect	for	getting	a	tip-top	production	out	of	your	podcast.	Avoid	if	you	don't	like	software:	You'll	need	to	get	to	grips	with	some	in-depth	software	to	get	the	best	out	of	this	interface,	so	one	to	avoid	if	you	don't	like	exploring
on	your	computer.The	Bottom	Line฀		The	Rode	Rodecaster	Duo	is	an	amazing	option	if	you're	starting	a	podcast,	or	you	want	to	add	some	more	professional	sheen	to	an	existing	one.	The	powerful	software	and	quality	preamps	make	it	a	breeze	to	get	up	and	running,	but	there's	plenty	of	depth	on	offer	here	too.Overview:	Podcasting	is	one	of	the
fastest-growing	forms	of	media	right	now,	and	if	you	want	to	start	your	own	or	upgrade	one	that’s	already	existing,	the	Rode	Rodecaster	Duo	is	my	top	choice.	For	me,	it	strikes	the	perfect	balance	between	features	and	connectivity	for	use	in	a	permanent	setup,	whilst	also	being	small	enough	to	take	out	on	the	road	should	you	need	to	do	your	podcast
on	the	move	or	travel	to	a	guest.Features:	The	preamps	are	ultra-low	noise,	and	deliver	a	hefty	76dB	of	gain,	which	is	plenty	to	power	a	Shure	SM7B	without	a	Cloudlifter.	The	two	combi	input	connectors	are	Neutrik,	which	are	well	known	for	being	the	industry	standard,	so	you	can	rest	assured	that	they’ll	stand	the	test	of	time.	It	also	features	a
wireless	receiver	that	will	connect	two	Rode	wireless	mics	if	you	want	to	reduce	your	cable	use.The	colourful	front	panel	features	four	faders	for	controlling	your	levels	which	feel	lovely	and	tactile	in	your	hands,	and	allow	excellent	tactile	control.	My	eyes	were	immediately	drawn	to	the	six	pads	that	allow	you	to	trigger	one	shots,	loops,	and	even
MIDI	commands.	There	are	three	banks	which	gives	you	18	triggerable	sounds	in	total,	plenty	for	even	the	most	trigger-happy	podcasters	out	there.Software:	The	software	does	take	some	learning	if	you’re	used	to	using	something	different,	but	it's	powerful	and	well	worth	the	investment	of	time.	Various	'Wizards'	can	guide	you	through	this	initial
setup,	great	if	you're	new	to	podcasting,	but	there's	a	huge	amount	of	depth	on	offer	to	tweak	things	to	your	liking	if	you're	more	experienced.You	can	save	presets	as	‘shows’,	so	if	you’re	the	prodigious	type	you’ll	be	able	to	instantly	recall	settings	from	different	podcasts.	This	could	be	anything	from	mic	levels	to	devices	connected	via	Bluetooth.
Having	these	on	hand	makes	your	podcasting	more	efficient,	leaving	you	free	to	concentrate	on	actually	creating	content.Performance:	Armed	with	an	SM7B	and	an	Audio	Technica	AT2040USB	I	found	the	mic	preamps	to	be	fantastic	quality,	with	plenty	of	clean	gain	to	drive	podcasting	microphones	-	even	the	notoriously	quiet	SM7B.	The	noise	floor
is	ultra-low,	as	you’d	expect	from	a	company	that	manufactures	some	of	the	most	popular	microphones	in	the	world,	which	means	you	get	high-quality	spoken	word.The	whole	unit	is	extremely	well	made	as	I’d	expect	from	Rode	gear,	and	it	feels	super	high	quality	and	plenty	durable	enough	for	working	on	the	go.	There’s	a	huge	array	of	connectivity
options	available	too	that	should	cover	most	use	cases,	but	if	you	feel	you	need	more	mics	for	a	bigger	podcast,	then	the	Rodecaster	Pro	II	is	also	available	with	four	inputs.EXPERT	VERDICT:	RODE	RODECASTER	DUOSwipe	to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityGood	for	podcasting★★★★☆FeaturesGreat	features	for
podcasts★★★★☆SoftwareVery	powerful	control	software★★★★★UsabilityExcellent	preamps★★★★★Best	8-channel	For	drum	recording,	the	Volt	876	is	super	easy	to	use	and	delivers	fantastic	quality	audio	(Image	credit:	Future	/	Lucy	Robinson)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	to	start	recording	drums:	8-channels	is	plenty	to	start	doing	drum
recordings,	giving	you	inputs	for	individual	drums,	overheads,	and	a	room	mic.	The	876	has	loads	of	useful	recording	features	too.฀	Avoid	if	you're	not	recording	bands:	With	a	huge	amount	of	ins	and	outs,	this	would	definitely	be	overkill	for	home-based	producing	recording	mainly	in	the	box.The	Bottom	Line฀		If	you	want	to	start	recording	drums,	the
Volt	876	is	an	excellent	choice.	It's	also	a	great	value	option	if	you	want	to	expand	an	existing	setup	with	8	high	quality	preamps	for	relatively	little	cash.Overview:	The	latest	addition	to	UA's	Volt	line	comes	in	the	form	of	an	8-channel	audio	interface	that's	ideal	for	recording	drums,	bigger	band	setups,	or	just	expanding	your	home	studio's
capabilities.	It's	an	excellent	mid-priced	option	sitting	between	options	from	Focusrite	and	Audient,	and	in	my	tests	it	really	delivered	on	a	drum	recording.Features:	The	standout	feature	for	me	is	that	each	channel	has	it's	own	analogue	compressor,	with	three	different	settings.	Most	interfaces	I've	come	across	either	don't	have	a	compressor,	or	they
do	it	via	software,	which	makes	the	876	an	enticing	proposition	indeed.It's	got	8	analogue	ins	and	outs,	which	is	plenty	for	the	burgeoning	engineer	to	get	started	with,	and	you	can	expand	it	via	ADAT,	either	with	a	third	party	interface,	or	by	chaining	three	876s	together	for	a	full	24-channel	setup.	Add	in	some	tube	emulation	circuitry,	a	built-in
talkback	mic,	and	an	auto-gain	function	and	you've	got	yourself	a	very	usable	bit	of	kit.Software:	There's	a	generous	software	bundle	with	the	Volt	876,	even	though	I'd	wager	if	you're	looking	at	this	you	probably	already	have	some	plugins.	That	said,	you	get	a	nice	offering	from	UA	themselves	like	the	classic	LA-2A	and	76	compressors,	Pultec	EQs,
the	Century	Tube	Channel	Strip,	and	some	nice	tape	emulation	plugins.Outside	of	the	UA	ecosystem	there's	access	to	Melodyne	for	tuning	your	vocals,	Ableton	12	Lite	if	you're	in	need	of	a	DAW	to	get	started,	as	well	as	plugins	from	Softube,	Spitfire	Audio,	Brainworx,	and	more.	It's	a	very	generous	offering,	and	amongst	the	best	out	of	all	the
interfaces	I've	tested.Performance:	Using	the	Volt	876	is	incredibly	simple,	despite	it	looking	initially	intimidating	if	you're	coming	from	a	2-channel	interface.	The	front	panel	is	very	intuitive	to	get	around,	and	I	didn't	need	to	look	at	the	manual	once	to	get	my	drum	recording	up	and	running.	You	can	control	all	the	functions	in	the	UAD	Console
software	too	if	you	prefer	a	digital	solution.For	me	though,	I	like	getting	hands	on	and	it	was	an	absolute	breeze	setting	up	8	microphone	into	the	876.	I	added	some	compression	using	the	onboard	compressor	to	my	snare	channel,	as	well	as	touch	of	the	tube	emulation	circuitry	on	my	room	mics	in	order	to	really	bring	out	the	harmonic	detail.The	dual
headphone	outputs	with	individual	knobs	made	collaborating	with	my	drummer	a	breeze,	allowing	me	to	set	levels	individually	so	I	could	monitor	and	he	could	use	his	in-ear	monitors.	There's	also	cue	mixing	available	via	software	if	you're	running	a	band	setup	or	want	to	get	more	granular.The	only	stumbling	block	I	hit	during	my	testing	was	the	lack
of	a	pad	switch.	I	was	recording	a	bell	brass	snare	which	is	incredibly	loud,	and	even	on	the	lowest	setting	of	the	preamp	gain	it	was	clipping	the	input.	It's	easy	enough	to	do	in	software	with	a	trim	plugin,	but	I	did	find	myself	wishing	I	could	just	knock	a	quick	10dB	off	it	with	a	physical	button.EXPERT	VERDICT:	UNIVERSAL	AUDIO	VOLT	876Swipe
to	scroll	horizontallyRatings	scorecardTestResultsScoreConnectivityExcellent	connectivity★★★★½FeaturesHuge	range	of	features★★★★½SoftwareDecent	software	bundle★★★★½UsabilityExcellent	preamps,	low-latency★★★★½Spec	comparisonIf	you're	struggling	to	decide	which	interface	to	choose,	here's	a	side-by-side	spec	comparison	of	our
interface	recommendations.	This	gives	you	all	the	major	features	in	one	place,	including	the	result	of	our	low	latency	testing	performance:Swipe	to	scroll	horizontallyModelResolutionInputsOutputsMIDIConnectorLatency	at	16	samplesFocusrite	Scarlett	2i2	4th	Gen24-bit/192kHz22NoUSB-C5.782Audient	iD4	MkII24-bit/96kHz22NoUSB
3.06.213Behringer	U-Phoria	UMC2224-bit/48kHz22NoUSB	2.010.363Universal	Audio	Apollo	Twin	X24-bit/192kHz24NoThunderbolt	38.617IK	Multimedia	AXE	I/O24-bit/192kHz24NoUSB	2.08.367SSL	2+	MKII32-bit/192kHz24YesUSB-C8.095Rode	Rodecaster	Duo24-bit/48kHz22NoUSB-C16.938Focusrite	Scarlett	18i20	4th	Gen32-
bit/192kHz88YesUSB-C7.665For	me,	the	above	interfaces	are	the	ones	you	should	be	spending	your	money	on.	That	said,	there's	a	wide	world	of	interfaces	that	are	available	these	days	so	if	they	didn't	quite	cut	it	for	you,	here's	a	selection	of	other	audio	interfaces	we've	tested:How	to	choose	How	to	choose	an	audio	interface:	Sound,	connections,
latency	and	everything	you	need	to	know	-	YouTube	Watch	On	The	number	of	interfaces	on	offer	for	those	recording	at	home	is	simply	staggering	these	days.	When	I	first	started	recording,	the	field	was	much	narrower,	and	your	choices	were	even	more	limited	if	you	had	a	small	budget.	Thanks	to	the	ever-advancing	march	of	technology,	today	you
can	get	the	kind	of	quality	preamps	14-year-old	me	could	only	dream	of	for	a	few	hundred	dollars	or	pounds.I	spent	five	years	in	music	retail,	working	for	Dawsons	Music	and	Northwest	Guitars,	so	I’ve	spent	a	lot	of	time	helping	musicians	choose	the	perfect	kit	for	them.	While	I	can	make	recommendations,	ultimately	it's	down	to	you	to	decide	what
best	suits	your	needs.	If	you’ve	still	got	option	paralysis	just	looking	at	the	8	interfaces	I’ve	suggested	in	this	guide,	these	are	steps	I	use	to	recommend	gear	to	musicians,	and	it	works	a	treat.1.	What	do	you	need?	MusicRadar's	got	your	back	Our	team	of	expert	musicians	and	producers	spends	hours	testing	products	to	help	you	choose	the	best	music-
making	gear	for	you.	Find	out	more	about	how	we	test.	Think	about	what	you	actually	want	to	achieve	with	your	music-making.	Are	you	recording	an	album?	Or	are	you	just	doing	guitar	demos	for	your	band?	Your	goals	will	tell	you	what	you	need	from	your	interface.	I've	sorted	the	interfaces	in	this	guide	via	use	case,	which	should	give	you	a	good
head	start.	That	said,	you	may	find	multiple	interfaces	cover	your	needs,	so	your	first	step	is	to	start	making	a	shortlist.2.	Read	reviewsOnce	you	have	selected	the	small	handful	of	interfaces	that	meet	your	needs,	your	next	step	is	to	read	reviews	on	them.	We	have	reviews	for	all	of	the	audio	interfaces	in	this	guide	which	can	help	you	make	a	more
informed	decision.	You	may	also	wish	to	read	reviews	on	forums	or	the	product	pages	of	retailers'	websites	-	just	be	advised	these	aren't	likely	to	be	truly	impartial.There’s	an	inherent	bias	from	a	lot	of	people	who’ve	bought	something	and	written	a	review	because	they	don’t	want	to	appear	to	have	made	the	wrong	decision.	This	means	they’ll
overlook	certain	flaws	to	justify	the	decision.	Our	reviews	are	completely	impartial,	and	as	we	review	practically	every	new	interface	launch,	we’re	able	to	compare	across	the	whole	category.	Speaking	of	which…3.	Compare	your	interfaces	If	reviews	haven't	narrowed	down	your	choices	enough,	you'll	want	to	compare	the	interfaces	to	one	another,
with	your	particular	use	case	at	the	forefront.	Many	articles	do	direct	comparisons,	like	our	Focusrite	Scarlett	2i2	vs	Focusrite	Scarlett	Solo	article,	but	if	you	can't	find	something	similar	for	your	interfaces,	then	looking	at	our	specs	table	will	be	useful.Again	ally	this	process	with	your	music-making	goals.	There’s	no	point	buying	an	8-channel
interface	if	you’re	recording	singer-songwriters.	Alternatively,	making	a	personal	list	of	the	pros	and	cons	of	each	can	help	determine	a	winner	if	you’re	considering	a	selection	of	similarly	spec’d	interfaces.4.	Choose	your	retailer	Now	that	you've	got	all	the	information	on	your	chosen	interface,	it's	time	to	go	shopping!	You	might	have	a	favourite
retailer	you	use,	but	we'd	always	advise	shopping	around	for	the	best	price.	The	retail	widgets	you	see	in	this	guide	are	designed	to	present	you	the	best	prices	at	retailers	we	trust	in	your	territory.I’ll	often	use	the	filters	on	a	retailer's	website	to	sort	things	by	price,	brand,	or	whatever	else	I’m	looking	for	to	help	me	see	what	the	best	deal	is.	There’s
also	Google	Shopping’s	feature	which	lists	various	prices	of	a	particular	product	in	one	handy	list,	although	be	advised	you	can	encounter	prices	that	change	when	you	click	through	to	a	website.5.	Wait	for	a	saleIf	you're	not	in	a	rush,	it's	totally	worth	waiting	for	a	sale	before	you	purchase	to	get	a	discount	on	your	interface.	I’m	currently	in	the
market	for	a	new	MacBook	Pro,	so	I’m	waiting	for	the	big	Black	Friday	music	deals,	as	this	is	when	you’ll	typically	see	the	largest	discounts.	Depending	on	the	time	of	year,	you	will	always	find	retailers	offering	discounts	on	gear.	This	could	be	a	spring	or	summer	sale,	Memorial	Day	or	Presidents'	Day	sale,	or	just	a	flash	sale	on	a	particular
weekend.How	we	test	audio	interfaces	(Image	credit:	Future/Matt	McCracken)When	deciding	which	audio	interfaces	to	include	in	this	guide,	I	opted	to	start	by	separating	them	according	to	their	most	popular	use	case.	Audio	interfaces	cover	a	vast	spectrum	of	creatives,	from	recording	musicians	to	those	looking	to	create	podcasts,	so	it	made	sense
to	me	to	include	a	broad	selection	that	would	cover	options	suitable	for	various	uses.There	are	two	main	factors	that	go	into	the	way	we	test	audio	interfaces	for	this	guide,	the	first	is	the	reviews	process,	which	applies	to	all	the	gear	we	test	here	at	MusicRadar.	The	second	is	latency	testing,	something	that	is	specific	to	audio	interfaces.ReviewsWith
anything	I,	or	the	MusicRadar	team	review,	there	are	many	factors	to	consider	so	we	take	a	meticulous	approach	to	testing.	Our	reviewers	are	all	real-life	musicians	and	creatives,	so	we	endeavor	to	test	these	audio	interfaces	in	the	exact	same	way	any	musician,	streamer,	or	podcaster	would.Here	is	a	list	of	the	main	aspects	I	look	at	when	testing	the
best	audio	interfaces:1.	FeaturesFirst	and	foremost	I'll	get	a	good	overview	of	the	features	the	audio	interface	has.	This	might	be	the	number	of	inputs	and	outputs,	the	buttons	on	the	front,	what	brand	preamp	it	features,	plus	any	other	physical	qualities.2.	Build	qualityNext,	I'll	check	the	build	quality	of	the	interface.	Is	it	made	of	plastic	or	metal?
Does	it	feel	as	though	it	will	put	up	with	heavy	use	in	a	live	scenario?	I'll	be	looking	at	how	well	it's	put	together,	whether	it's	heavy	or	light	enough	that	a	cable	might	pull	it	off	the	desk,	and	checking	the	solidity	of	all	the	buttons	and	knobs	too.3.	InstallationI	test	all	audio	interfaces	as	any	user	would,	which	means	installing	them	on	both	PC	and	Mac
and	taking	notes	of	how	easy	or	difficult	the	process	is.	Are	there	any	lengthy	software	or	firmware	updates	that	need	to	be	undertaken?	Compatibility	issues	with	certain	OS	types	or	Windows	drivers?	These	are	all	factors	I'll	consider,	alongside	testing	any	software	that's	included	with	the	interface	in	question.4.	UsabilityArguably	the	most	important
phase	of	the	review,	I'll	use	the	interface	in	question	as	any	musician	might	use	it.	This	could	mean	recording	vocals	or	acoustic	guitar	with	a	condenser	mic,	multi-miking	guitar	cabinets	or	drum	kits	if	it	has	the	requisite	number	of	inputs,	or	just	working	in	the	box	with	plugins	and	a	DAW.	I’m	looking	at	how	easy	it	is	to	use	the	interface	and
associated	software	in	the	day-to-day,	aiming	to	replicate	how	the	majority	of	users	will	be	utilizing	it	to	see	if	I	encounter	any	issues.5.	SoundFinally,	the	most	subjective	of	things,	the	sound.	As	I've	mentioned	throughout	this	article,	there	isn't	actually	that	much	difference	between	consumer-level	interfaces	when	it	comes	to	sound.	Instead,	I’m
looking	at	the	quality	of	results	we're	able	to	achieve,	which	could	include	the	sound	of	the	preamps,	how	well	any	extra	features	like	added	presence	boosts	work,	or	just	how	easy	it	is	to	switch	between	monitoring	modes.We'll	spend	an	average	of	two	weeks	testing	any	audio	interface	we	review.	This	enables	us	to	use	it	in	a	variety	of	scenarios,
always	taking	note	of	how	it	performs	to	inform	our	final	review.	From	the	day-to-day	tasks	of	listening	back	to	audio,	to	taking	it	to	bespoke	recording	spaces	to	see	how	it	performs	when	multi-miking	instruments,	we're	careful	to	run	similar	tests	with	these	interfaces	to	give	them	a	fighting	chance	against	one	another.Latency	testing	(Image	credit:
Future/Matt	McCracken)To	provide	a	more	direct	comparison,	I	also	opted	to	perform	round	trip	latency	(RTL)	tests	on	every	single	interface	in	this	guide.	Low	latency	performance	is	one	of	the	most	important	aspects	of	any	audio	interface	performance,	so	having	a	measurable	figure	for	comparison	is	very	important	to	help	you	choose	the	very	best
unit	for	you.Our	latency	testing	uses	the	Oblique	Audio	RTL	Utility,	a	freeware	program	that	measures	the	round-trip	latency	of	your	own	audio	interface	in	a	few	simple	steps.	It’s	a	test	you	can	perform	on	your	own	computer	at	home	using	the	following	methodology:1.	Download	and	install	the	software2.	Connect	your	interface	to	your	computer3.
Plug	a	short	cable	from	input	one	of	your	interface	to	output	one4.	Select	the	sample	rate	and	bit	depth	for	your	test5.	Make	sure	your	gain	and	output	knobs	are	turned	up6.	Run	the	utility7.	See	your	results!When	performing	this	test	for	the	guide,	to	keep	things	scientific	I	used	the	same	MacBook	Air	M1	for	every	audio	interface	to	ensure	parity.	So
while	the	specs	of	your	computer	can	have	an	influence	on	this	type	of	performance,	for	this	guide	we	have	a	methodology	that	ensures	the	conditions	are	the	same	for	each	interface,	thus	giving	me	an	accurate	result.Here	are	the	full	results:	(Image	credit:	Future)The	most	surprising	thing	about	my	testing	was	how	close	all	of	the	interfaces	were	in
terms	of	performance.	It	backs	up	my	point	in	the	intro	of	this	article	that	selecting	an	audio	interface	for	your	music-making	is	more	about	the	features	that	impact	your	particular	workflow,	rather	than	any	actual	performance	metric.If	you	want	to	learn	more	about	the	process,	then	you	can	read	more	about	how	we	test	audio	interfaces	at
MusicRadar.GlossaryConfused	about	some	of	the	terminology	we've	used	in	this	guide?	If	you	don't	know	your	DAW	from	your	dynamic	range,	this	glossary	will	get	you	up	to	speed.DAW	DAW	stands	for	Digital	Audio	Workstation,	which	is	software	used	to	create,	arrange,	and	edit	music.	A	DAW	gives	you	a	visual	way	to	manipulate	audio	on	your
computer,	whether	that’s	the	act	of	recording	itself,	mixing	using	EQs	and	compressors,	adding	effects	like	delay	and	reverb,	and	mastering	your	tracks	for	release.Mic	Preamp	Often	referred	to	as	‘mic	pre’	or	simply	just	‘preamp’,	the	mic	preamp	of	your	audio	interface	boosts	the	small	electrical	signal	received	from	an	instrument	or	microphone	into
something	much	louder,	making	your	music	audible.	Mic	pres	can	be	designed	to	impart	a	certain	colour	on	a	sound,	or	as	you’ll	find	in	the	case	of	most	interfaces,	to	be	as	clear	as	possible	for	an	accurate	translation	of	your	original	sound.Dynamic	range	Dynamic	range	is	the	difference	between	the	loudest	and	quietest	parts	of	your	sound.	It’s
expressed	in	decibels	(dB)	and	a	good	way	to	think	of	it	is	the	example	of	an	orchestra.	Orchestras	can	go	from	whisper	quiet	to	incredibly	loud,	so	they	have	a	large	dynamic	range.Noise	floor	Not	quite	as	important	in	digital	recording	as	it	was	in	the	era	of	tape,	the	noise	floor	is	the	base	level	of	noise	at	the	bottom	of	every	recording.	Back	in	the
tape	days,	if	your	recording	was	too	quiet	you’d	hear	the	noise	of	the	tape	during	playback,	potentially	ruining	your	take.	Nowadays	modern	interfaces	have	a	very	low	noise	floor,	which	makes	it	unlikely	you’ll	run	into	this	issue	so	long	as	you	pay	attention	to	your	gain	levels	when	you	record.Latency	Latency	in	terms	of	audio	interfaces	is	the	time	it
takes	for	your	analogue	signal	to	be	converted	to	digital,	processed	by	your	DAW,	then	turned	back	into	an	analogue	signal	for	playback	through	your	speakers.	If	the	interface	has	a	low	latency,	then	when	you	record	a	sound	you’ll	hear	it	back	instantly.	If	it	has	high	latency	then	the	sound	you	record	will	take	a	second	to	come	back	out	of	the
speakers,	leaving	you	with	a	delayed	or	phased	sound.Buffer	Buffer	is	the	time	we	allow	a	computer	to	process	the	audio	from	an	audio	interface.	A	higher	buffer	is	easier	on	the	computer	but	can	result	in	latency.	A	lower	setting	means	less	latency	but	is	harder	on	the	processing	of	the	computer.	Ideally,	you’ll	want	a	low	buffer	setting	for	recording
and	a	higher	one	for	playback,	but	this	depends	on	your	computer’s	performance.Why	trust	usMUSICRADAR	IN	NUMBERS✔		Over	150	audio	interfaces	tested✔	More	than	9,500	reviews	on-site✔	17	years	of	product	testingSince	2007	MusicRadar	has	been	helping	musicians	of	all	kinds,	whether	they're	guitarists,	drummers,	producers,	keyboard
players,	or	DJs.	We've	been	testing	music	gear	for	a	long	time,	and	our	team	of	highly	experienced	industry	professionals	collectively	have	over	a	century's	worth	of	knowledge	from	real-world	music-making.MusicRadar	has	been	the	go-to	place	for	musicians	looking	for	the	latest	news,	best	gear	reviews,	and	how-tos	for	17	years	and	counting,
irrespective	of	your	particular	instrument,	or	favourite	music	genre.As	well	as	providing	the	best	online	music	content,	MusicRadar	also	hosts	content	from	stalwart	magazine	brands	including	Future	Music,	Computer	Music,	and	eMusician.	We	receive	three	million	visitors	per	month,	making	us	the	preeminent	destination	for	music	makers	and	lovers
worldwide.Meet	the	expertsOur	writing	team	consists	of	real-life	musicians	with	a	huge	amount	of	collective	experience.	Meet	our	expert	team	of	gear	reviewers:FAQs	(Image	credit:	Future)To	put	it	simply,	an	audio	interface	is	a	device	that	connects	your	musical	creations	to	your	computer.	Plug	your	chosen	instrument	into	the	audio	interface,	then
plug	the	audio	interface	into	your	computer,	and	you’ll	be	able	to	start	making	music.	There’s	a	little	more	to	it	than	that	of	course,	but	at	the	very	basic	level	that’s	what	an	audio	interface	does.To	answer	this	question,	we	spoke	to	Tom	Waterman,	Senior	Product	Marketing	Manager	at	Universal	Audio.“An	audio	interface	is	a	device	that	connects	to
your	computer	–	and	in	some	cases,	your	mobile	device	–	to	transport	audio	to	and	from	your	host	running	a	Digital	Audio	Workstation,	such	as	a	phone,	tablet,	Mac	or	PC	computer	and	the	outside	world.“Your	microphones	are	analogue	transducers	that	convert	acoustic	sound	energy	into	small	voltages,	and	your	headphones	and	loudspeakers	are
transducers	that	convert	these	small	voltages	back	into	acoustic	sound	energy	in	order	for	us	to	hear	recorded	sound	in	the	analogue	domain.“The	primary	function	of	an	audio	interface	is	to	convert	these	small	analogue	signals	into	digital	1’s	and	0’s	with	a	high	degree	of	accuracy	(A/D	and	D/A	converters),	so	that	digital	audio	can	be	transferred	to
and	from	your	computer,	recorded	(stored),	processed	(plug-ins	/	digital	mixing)	and	played	back.“Once	this	basic	primary	function	has	been	covered,	audio	interfaces	take	things	further	by	offering	a	variety	of	connection	formats	for	both	analogue	and	digital	signal	types,	they	offer	features	like	microphone	preamps	and	headphone	amplifiers,	with
various	forms	of	signal	conditioning	and	sonic	enhancement,	such	as	compression	and	built-in	FX	like	reverb,	delay	or	creative	processing.“Ultimately,	the	audio	interface	is	the	heart	of	the	modern	recording	studio.”If	you	want	to	go	more	in-depth	on	this,	check	out	our	article:	what	is	an	audio	interface	and	how	does	it	work?Audio	interfaces	are
primarily	used	for	recording	audio,	by	providing	a	link	between	real-world	sounds	and	the	digital	realm.	You	can	use	an	audio	interface	for	creating	music,	handling	the	audio	portion	of	a	podcast,	or	recording	the	audio	on	a	live	stream.	Whichever	audio-related	task	you	need	to	do,	chances	are	you’ll	need	an	audio	interface	at	some	point.You	can	use
an	audio	interface	in	a	lot	of	different	ways,	they’re	really	quite	versatile	devices.	Of	course,	the	main	usage	is	to	record	music	alongside	a	computer	into	a	Digital	Audio	Workstation,	whether	that’s	instruments,	vocals,	or	both.	But	an	audio	interface	can	also	be	used	for	creating	podcasts,	as	part	of	a	live	streaming	set-up,	or	just	as	a	way	to	play	your
instruments	through	a	pair	of	studio	monitors.	Most	audio	interfaces	connect	via	USB,	although	higher-end	interfaces	often	use	Thunderbolt	as	it’s	a	faster	connection.	To	connect	to	your	computer	you’ll	need	to	plug	the	USB	from	your	interface	into	your	computer’s	USB	slot.	If	you’re	a	Mac	user,	then	the	interface	should	just	work	straight	away.
Windows	users	will	need	to	install	a	driver,	which	can	usually	be	found	on	the	manufacturer's	website.For	more	information,	have	a	look	at	how	to	set	up	a	new	audio	interface.	On	the	back	of	your	audio	interface,	there	will	be	connections	listed	as	‘monitor’	or	sometimes	just	‘outputs’.	You’ll	need	to	use	two	balanced	audio	cables	to	connect	these
outputs	to	your	studio	monitors,	giving	you	left	and	right	channels	for	your	audio.	There	are	varying	types	of	connectors,	but	the	most	common	on	an	audio	interface	is	a	1/4-inch	jack.	You	might	find	your	monitors	have	something	different	on	the	back	however,	for	example,	an	XLR	input.For	a	deep	dive	on	this	topic,	check	out	our	article:	How	to
connect	studio	monitors	to	your	audio	interface.	You	don’t	connect	a	MIDI	keyboard	to	your	audio	interface,	instead,	it	gets	plugged	into	your	computer.	Despite	the	name,	modern	MIDI	keyboards	don’t	typically	connect	via	MIDI.	Back	in	the	day,	you’d	find	MIDI	connections	on	these	devices	but	nowadays	they	use	USB.	To	connect	you’ll	simply	need
to	plug	it	into	the	appropriate	USB	slot	on	your	computer.	You	may	need	to	install	a	driver	or	companion	software,	and	there	are	also	probably	some	steps	you	need	to	take	in	your	DAW	to	ensure	it	recognises	it	as	a	controller.If	you	need	some	more	help	with	this,	check	out	our	article:	how	to	connect	MIDI	hardware	to	your	computer.If	you	want	to
use	a	mixer	with	your	audio	interface,	you’ll	need	to	take	the	stereo	outputs	from	your	mixer	and	plug	them	into	the	inputs	of	your	audio	interface.	This	will	allow	you	to	connect	multiple	instruments	to	the	same	two	outputs	but	reduces	the	amount	of	control	you	have	over	each.	We’ve	got	a	great	article	that	lists	all	the	pros	and	cons	of	using	an	audio
interface	vs	a	mixer.In	short,	not	really.	A	better	audio	interface	might	give	you	less	latency,	which	results	in	a	better	performance	and	thus	better	sound,	but	ultimately	it’s	what	goes	in	that	counts.	There’s	a	popular	saying	in	the	pro	audio	industry	‘get	it	right	at	the	source’.	This	means	if	you	capture	a	great	sound	or	performance,	the	mixing	will	be
easy	as	you’ll	just	be	adding	a	little	extra	on	top.	If	your	recorded	sound	is	bad,	the	most	expensive	audio	interface	with	the	highest	quality	preamps	won’t	make	a	bit	of	difference.We	go	in-depth	on	this	subject	in	our	article:	Will	upgrading	my	audio	interface	improve	sound	quality?I’ve	owned	many	audio	interfaces	over	the	years,	from	my	M-Audio
M-Track	to	my	first	ever	Focusrite	Scarlett	2i2	1st	Gen.	I	donated	my	M-Track	to	a	friend	in	2011	and	it	was	still	working	despite	four	years	of	not	exactly	great	treatment.	I	still	have	my	Focusrite	Scarlett	1st	Gen	and	surprisingly	it	still	works.	Considering	it	was	released	13	years	ago,	that’s	pretty	impressive,	and	a	testament	to	the	durability	of	the
modern	audio	interface.	So,	if	you	invest	wisely,	you	should	have	a	piece	of	kit	that	is	with	you	for	the	long	haul.	User	reviews	and	forums	can	be	a	great	source	of	information.	However,	there	is	a	caveat	here	as	you	never	know	who	you're	talking	to	online,	whether	they	actually	know	what	they're	talking	about,	or	whether	they	even	own	the	product.
Some	retailers	feature	'verified'	user	reviews	to	show	the	person	has	actually	bought	the	product,	but	many	don't	which	means	you	can	get	conflicting	or	potentially	completely	incorrect	information.Forums	like	Reddit	are	a	great	source	of	information	if	you're	looking	for	a	solution	to	a	problem,	but	you	can't	always	trust	the	information	is	correct.
There's	a	well-known	Reddit	phenomenon	known	as	'hivemind',	whereby	one	opinion	that	seems	popular	gets	heavily	upvoted	despite	it	being	completely	wrong.	The	psychology	behind	it	is	that	people	look	at	an	opinion,	see	that	it's	heavily	upvoted,	and	then	presume	the	information	must	be	correct	so	they	too	upvote.	This	can	happen	the	other	way
too,	with	perfectly	legitimate	information	getting	pushed	to	the	bottom	of	the	page	because	it	gets	downvoted	a	few	times	by	those	who	disagree.Bots	are	also	a	problem	on	forums	and	social	media	platforms.	They	look	and	act	like	regular	users,	but	are	in	fact	programs	designed	to	reply	to	comments	with	a	canned	response.	These	can	be	abused	to
shift	the	balance	of	conversation	in	a	particular	way,	post	links	to	low-quality	websites,	as	well	as	spam	posts	to	send	unwanted	information	to	the	bottom	of	the	pile.	With	the	advent	of	AI	in	the	last	couple	of	years,	bots	have	become	even	more	powerful,	as	they	are	ever	more	convincingly	able	to	imitate	human	behaviour.We'd	always	advise	doing	as
much	research	as	possible	when	buying	a	new	product,	but	just	always	be	sure	to	bear	in	mind	where	that	information	is	coming	from.	With	MusicRadar,	you	know	that	your	review	is	written	by	an	actual	musician,	with	a	lot	of	experience	in	their	particular	field.	Recent	updates	20/11/25:	A	new	product,	the	UA	Volt	876	has	been	added	to	the	guide,
replacing	the	Focusrite	18i20	as	the	best	8-channel	audio	interface.	The	specs	table	has	been	updating	with	fresh	latency	testing	for	the	new	product.	The	top	picks	section	has	been	expanded	to	6	products,	to	help	guide	readers	with	a	broader	overview.	The	how	to	choose	section	has	been	reformatted	to	make	it	easier	to	read.06/02/25:	The	guide	has
been	updated	with	two	new	products	that	have	been	recently	reviewed.	The	SSL	2+	MKII	and	Focusrite	Scarlett	18i20	4th	Gen	have	both	earned	a	place	in	the	guide	following	very	positive	recent	reviews.	We've	also	added	captions	to	the	imagery,	updated	our	latency	testing	to	reflect	the	new	entries,	and	refreshed	the	intro.24/10/24:	The	guide	has
received	a	top-to-bottom	audit,	significantly	increasing	the	scope	of	the	content.	Each	product	has	now	undergone	individual	latency	testing	and	we've	added	a	glossary	of	terms,	expanded	our	FAQs,	and	brought	in	expert	advice	from	Universal	Audio	and	Oblique	Audio.	We've	added	a	new	entry	for	best	8-channel	interface,	and	removed	the	PreSonus
Revelator	which	is	now	discontinued.03/07/24:	We've	added	more	detail	to	our	product	descriptions,	adding	categories	to	make	them	easier	to	navigate.	Star	ratings	have	been	introduced	for	each	of	these	categories	so	you	can	get	a	more	granular	view	on	our	opinions	of	critical	features.	An	overall	specs	table	has	also	been	added	for	easy	comparison
between	different	interfaces	in	the	guide.	Read	more:	The	best	beginner	DAWs	will	be	easy	to	use	compared	to	their	grown-up	siblings,	while	still	offering	enough	to	handle	any	newcomer’s	needs.	Whether	you’re	messing	around	with	royalty-free	loops,	putting	together	your	first	EP,	or	compiling	a	genre-bending	live	set,	it’s	inevitable	that	a	Digital
Audio	Workstation	(more	commonly	known	as	a	DAW)	will	play	the	central	role	in	your	musical	undertakings.The	DAWs	we've	picked	are	those	with	simple	interfaces,	designed	specifically	for	newbies	to	get	on	board.	Many	popular	and	mainstream	DAWs	have	light,	beginner-friendly	versions,	which	eschew	some	of	the	more	niche	tools	in	favour	of
accessibility	and	practicality,	which	means	a	much	less	overwhelming	experience	when	you're	first	getting	on	board	the	music	production	train.	Many	of	these	choices	also	feature	free	trials,	varying	from	30	to	90	days.	We'd	definitely	recommend	giving	a	few	a	go	before	you	commit,	as	depending	on	your	workflow	or	the	style	of	music	you're	making,
you	may	find	one	better	than	the	other.	There	are	a	lot	of	choices	out	there,	so	we've	narrowed	things	down	a	bit,	arranging	them	by	use	case	to	help	make	picking	your	ideal	beginner	DAW	a	little	easier.Looking	to	make	music	software	savings	this	Black	Friday?	Shop	our	handpicked	selection	of	the	best	Black	Friday	plugin	deals.	(Image	credit:
Apple)GarageBand	should	in	no	way	be	dismissed	as	merely	a	cutdown	version	of	Apple’s	flagship	DAW,	Logic	Pro.	Beneath	that	approachable	exterior,	GarageBand	is	incredibly	powerful	and	feature-packed,	though	lacking	a	few	of	its	big	brother’s	more	advanced	features,	such	as	a	proper	mix	page	and	5.1	surround	mixing	capability.Supporting	up
to	255	audio	tracks	with	full	automation,	a	Drummer	track,	guitar,	bass	amp	and	pedalboard	emulations,	plus	a	vast	library	of	hundreds	of	synth	sounds	and	Apple	loops,	GarageBand	is	a	fully	capable	DAW	in	its	own	right.	It	even	had	the	Live	Loops	update	before	Logic	Pro	did.For	an	app	that	comes	free	with	every	Mac,	GarageBand	is	a	no-brainer
for	beginners.	Even	better,	if	and	when	you	choose	to	upgrade,	Logic	will	happily	load	all	your	GarageBand	projects.Easily	the	best	beginner	DAW	–	and	one	for	more	seasoned	music-makers,	too.Read	our	full	Apple	GarageBand	reviewBest	for	live	performance	(Image	credit:	Ableton)Arguably	the	most	popular	DAW	amongst	the	DJ	and	dance	music
fraternity,	Ableton	Live’s	famously	quick	and	easy	workflow,	coupled	with	the	propensity	for	live	performance	that	gives	it	its	name,	make	it	a	worthy	presence	on	the	bestseller	lists.Ableton	Live	Intro	is	the	basic	package,	but	one	that	gives	you	more	than	just	a	taste	of	what’s	on	offer.	This	is	a	fully-fledged	workstation,	boasting	eight	software
instruments,	27	audio	effects,	and	12	MIDI	effects,	along	with	over	5GB	of	sound	library	content	and	presets.Ableton	Live	12	develops	the	practical	utility	of	its	prior	iterations	with	a	host	of	new	beginner-friendly	features	-	including	MIDI	scale	highlighting	for	keeping	yourself	in	key,	expanded	MIDI	editing	for	digital	jiggery-pokery,	and	some
powerful	new	instruments	and	effects.	This	is	the	DAW	for	electronic	experimentation,	from	loop-heavy	performance	to	generative	music	and	beyond.Read	our	full	Ableton	Live	12	Suite	review	Best	for	beats	(Image	credit:	Image	Line)Image-Line’s	erstwhile	Fruity	Loops	DAW,	now	rebranded	as	FL	Studio,	has	a	large	and	loyal	fanbase	amongst	PC
users,	particularly	amongst	the	hip-hop	and	EDM	fraternity.	Since	version	20	it’s	also	been	cross-platform,	so	Mac	users	can	get	in	on	the	fruity	action,	too.A	completely	customisable	interface	and	lifetime	free	updates	are	big	bonuses,	and	its	drag-and-drop	functionality	makes	it	easy	to	use	for	beginners.	There's	also	an	app,	IL	Remote,	that	enables
you	to	control	elements	of	the	software	from	a	mobile	device.Although	occasionally	dismissed	as	not	the	most	‘serious’	DAW	on	the	market,	FL	Studio	is	as	feature-packed	as	any	other	app	on	the	list.	It	has	also	benefited	from	a	flood	of	recent	updates;	just	one	of	the	reasons	why	its	users	love	it	-	and	why	we	rate	it	as	one	of	the	best	beginner
DAWs.Read	our	full	Image	Line	FL	Studio	21	reviewBest	for	VSTs	(Image	credit:	Steinberg)Steinberg’s	Cubase	has	been	around	since	the	dawn	of	digital	audio	workstations,	having	pioneered	the	now-ubiquitous	region-based	arrange	window.	With	Cubase	Elements	14,	then,	you	know	you’re	in	good	hands	with	the	entry-level	version	of	one	of	the
most	widely-used	and	respected	DAWs	available.Despite	its	price	point,	Elements	serves	up	a	sizable	chunk	of	content,	from	bespoke	Steinberg	VSTs	to	over	20GB	of	sounds	for	you	to	mess	with.	When	the	creator	of	the	VST	format	includes	some	powerful	proprietary	plugins	for	you	to	use,	you	know	you’re	in	good	hands.Cubase	Elements	14	brings
some	new	and	exciting	tools	to	the	party	too,	on	top	of	the	endlessly-helpful	chord	pad	and	sampler	track	functionality.	An	overhauled	MixConsole	makes	balancing	your	compositions	easy,	and	the	MIDI	editing	programs	have	received	some	fun	new	tools	too.	This	is	a	playground	for	new	DAW	users,	from	a	brand	with	an	illustrious	history.Best	for
arranging	(Image	credit:	Bitwig)Still	a	relative	spring	chicken,	Bitwig	Studio	has	quickly	impressed	thanks	to	its	general	ease	of	use	and	innovative	approach	to	modulation	and	connectivity	to	external	hardware.	These	alone	make	it	one	of	the	best	beginner	DAWs.This	approachability	also	filters	down	to	the	entry-level	8	and	16-Track	versions	that
offer	a	reduced	feature	set	from	the	range-topping	Studio	edition	for	a	more	affordable	chunk	of	change.	Of	the	two,	we’d	go	for	the	16-Track,	as	with	double	the	number	of	tracks,	it	represents	a	more	usable	compromise	between	price	and	performance.	You	get	16	hybrid	audio/instrument	tracks	and	the	ability	to	host	unlimited	VSTs,	11	instruments
(including	the	new	Polymer	Synth),	30	effects	processors	and	17	modulators,	plus	the	Essentials	Collection	of	content,	delivering	a	great	starting	point	for	beginners.Best	free	option	(Image	credit:	Bandlab)BandLab	is	a	hugely	unique	DAW	in	a	crowded	field	of	unique	DAWs	-	its	own	particular	uniqueness	also	making	it	one	of	the	most	accessible
pieces	of	music	creation	software	on	the	planet	right	now.	BandLab	is	a	cross-platform	app,	but	also	a	browser-based	DAW	with	an	extremely	low-spec-based	barrier	to	entry.	In	essence,	practically	anyone	with	a	computing	device	and	an	internet	connection	can	make	music.BandLab	is	also	unique	for	being	a	social	hub,	on	top	of	being	a	creative
playground.	Creators	can	easily	share	and	work	on	one	another’s	projects	via	BandLab’s	powerful	collaboration	tools	-	and,	when	a	song’s	finished,	you	can	mix,	master	and	even	distribute	it	all	in	the	same	ecosystem.BandLab’s	model	is	such	that,	in	certain	conditions,	the	music	you	make	on	it	could	be	capitalised	on	by	others	or	even	BandLab	itself	-
but	as	a	basic	tool	for	writing	beats,	getting	to	grips	with	loops	and	having	fun	with	other	beginners,	it’s	hard	not	to	see	this	as	an	accessible	nibble	of	what	the	future	might	hold.The	above	DAWs	should	cover	the	majority	of	beginner	music-making	needs,	but	if	you've	tried	some	and	not	found	your	ideal	match,	here	are	some	other	suggestions	that
are	beginner	friendly:FAQs	(Image	credit:	Future)Before	we	get	into	the	nitty	gritty	of	DAW	types	and	workflows,	there	are	some	essential	considerations	you	need	to	bear	in	mind	before	making	your	DAW-cision	-	specifically	in	relation	to	compatibility.	The	kind	of	hardware	and	software	you	have	will	greatly	affect	what	your	own	DAW	shortlist	looks
like;	most	DAWs	can	be	happy	on	any	operating	system,	but	some	are	PC	only,	and	some	-	GarageBand	and	Logic	Pro	most	prominently	-	are	Mac-exclusive.Different	DAWs	will	also	have	different	minimum	system	requirements	-	referring	to	your	computer’s	processor	and	RAM,	as	well	as	how	up-to-date	your	operating	system	is.	This	is	less	of	a
problem	now	than	it	used	to	be,	but	suffice	to	say	a	budget	netbook	will	struggle	with	a	high-requirement	power	workstation	like	Pro	Tools.	Where	hardware	is	a	restriction,	lighter	iOS	or	Android	app-based	DAWs	may	be	the	better	bet,	and	there	are	even	web-browser-based	DAWs	that’ll	run	on	almost	anything	with	a	wi-fi	connection!There’s	more	to
picking	your	first	DAW	than	whether	or	not	you	can	actually	load	it	on	your	own	system,	of	course.	Besides	which,	and	as	you’ll	have	now	discovered,	there	are	a	great	many	beginner	DAWs	from	which	to	choose	-	each	of	which	have	their	own	unique	benefits	for	different	styles	of	music-making	and	workflow	preferences.	This	is	why	answering	the
question	‘which	is	the	best	beginner	DAW’	is	such	a	subjective	one!	Luckily,	many	of	the	major	DAWs	you’ll	come	across	offer	free	or	trial	versions,	so	you	can	try	these	first	to	see	whether	or	not	a	given	app	is	the	best	one	for	you.	This	guide	is	focused	mainly	on	mid-level,	paid	versions	that	offer	a	little	bit	more	to	get	your	teeth	into,	and	for	a	much
lower	outlay	than	the	full,	pro	versions.If	you	want	a	DAW	simply	for	the	purpose	of	recording	and	maybe	developing	your	song	ideas,	you	don’t	need	much	-	a	simple	DAW	with	audio	tracks,	that	acts	like	a	digital	tape	recorder,	will	be	enough	for	your	needs.	Reaper	7	is	a	great	option,	with	its	basic	create-track-and-record	functionality	taking	seconds
to	learn	-	and	with	its	non-restricted	trial	version	being	free.If	you’re	more	geared	towards	electronic	or	in-the-box	music-making	(that	is,	not	necessarily	recording	audio	tracks	through	your	audio	interface),	then	you’ll	want	a	DAW	with	accessible	MIDI	functionality	–	and	ideally	some	VST	instruments,	loops	and	samples	bundled	in	for	good	measure.
GarageBand	is	a	great	example	of	this,	though	it	is	limited	to	Apple	devices;	BandLab	is	another	accessible	choice,	being	a	completely	self-contained	in-browser	DAW	for	easy	song	creation	and	remixing;	if	not	deep	enough	for	“professional”	mixes,	it	is	a	great	introduction	to	the	key	principles	and	tools	that	underpin	electronic	music	production.If
you’re	hoping	to	explore	using	a	DAW	in	service	of	live	performance	over	writing	or	production,	you’ll	want	one	with	a	bit	more	of	a	modular	interface	-	less	akin	to	a	tape	recorder,	and	more	modular	by	design.	Ableton	Live	is	the	industry	standard	for	this	at	present,	and	its	Intro	iteration	is	a	great	launching	point	for	beginners.This	is	by	no	means
exhaustive,	as	evidenced	by	the	sheer	number	of	incredible	options	detailed	in	our	round-up	above.	Knowing	which	DAW	is	right	for	you	is	a	matter	of	exploring	your	own	wants	and	needs,	and	reading	through	the	features	of	the	DAWs	on	your	shortlist.Some	of	the	products	in	our	round-up	have	a	steeper	learning	curve	than	others,	but	practically
every	DAW	you’ll	come	across	has	the	basics	in	common	-	and	those	basics	are	relatively	easy	for	pretty	much	anyone	to	pick	up.	Luckily,	the	internet	is	very	much	your	friend,	as	every	DAW	you	could	think	to	use	has	an	incredible	wellspring	of	tutorials,	forums	and	how-to	guides	curated	by	developers	and	users	alike.	How	we	test	(Image	credit:
Future)We've	reviewed	more	DAWs	than	we'd	care	to	remember	over	the	years	here	at	MusicRadar,	and	we're	always	trying	out	the	latest	versions	to	see	how	they've	improved	over	the	previous	iteration.	This	experience	makes	it	a	lot	easier	for	us	to	determine	what	makes	a	great	DAW	for	beginners.The	first	thing	we're	looking	out	for	is	ease	of	use.
A	good	beginner	DAW	should	hold	your	hand	a	little	bit	when	you	first	get	it,	either	with	pop-ups	that	tell	you	what	certain	features	do	or	with	a	full-blown	tutorial	that	takes	you	through	the	ins	and	outs	of	the	DAW	features.Most	of	the	choices	for	beginners	are	basic	or	free	options,	which	means	they're	limited	in	terms	of	how	much	you	can	do	with
them.	Again,	we	want	a	nice	balance	of	features	that	allows	you	to	actually	make	a	song,	without	providing	you	so	much	that	you	get	overloaded,	or	so	little	that	you	immediately	run	into	restrictions.Finally,	we	want	to	see	a	clear	upgrade	path.	Once	you've	made	that	first	song,	got	to	grips	with	the	DAW	and	mixing	techniques,	and	are	ready	to	start
expanding	your	sounds,	your	chosen	DAW	should	offer	you	an	easy	way	to	gain	more	functionality.	Most	of	what	we've	chosen	here	offers	a	clear	upgrade	path	so	once	you've	finally	conquered	the	basics	you	can	keep	progressing.Find	out	more	about	how	we	test	music	gear	and	services	at	MusicRadar.	MusicRadar's	got	your	back	Our	team	of	expert
musicians	and	producers	spends	hours	testing	products	to	help	you	choose	the	best	music-making	gear	for	you.	Find	out	more	about	how	we	test.	NAMM	2025:	Universal	Audio	has	just	announced	Luna	v1.8,	with	some	big	updates	to	a	DAW	that	was	already	free.	So	how	much	more	of	a	bargain	do	you	want?	There's	got	to	be	a	catch,	right?Luna	is
Universal	Audio's	free	DAW,	although	UA	doesn't	really	like	us	using	the	term	'DAW'.	That's	because	Luna	offers	a	near	latency-free	recording	environment,	very	much	based	on	hardware	studios	of	old,	with	a	slick	vintage	feel	and	one	of	the	most	seamless	recording	experiences	yet.Yes,	it	is	pushing	the	UA	ecosphere	and	plugins,	but	the	base	version
is	free,	no	longer	requires	you	to	partner	with	UA	hardware,	runs	third-party	plugins	and	records	unlimited	tracks.	To	our	feeble	brains,	then,	Luna	has	enough	qualities	to	call	it…	a	DAW.	An	attractive	and	slick	one	at	that.	Best	picks	for	you	(Image	credit:	Future)There	is,	of	course,	a	more	fully-endowed,	paid-for	version	of	Luna	should	you	wish	to
part	with	some	cash,	but	the	v1.8	updates	apply	to	the	free	version	as	well	so	all	the	new	goodies	are	yours	for	nowt,	and	these	include	some	worthy	additions.Yes,	many	of	these	you	might	already	find	in	your	(very	likely)	much	older	and	mature	DAW,	but	Luna	is	very	much	the	new	kid	on	the	block	-	a	mere	five	years	old,	compared	to	some	DAWs
which	have	been	around	for	decades	-	so	we	can	forgive	these	features	not	arriving	until	now.First	up	there's	Bounce	in	Place,	allowing	you	to	render	your	tracks	to	audio	at	the	touch	of	a	button.	A	once	essential	practice	in	the	old	days	of	slow	processor	speeds,	this	enables	you	to	free	up	CPU	headroom	by	losing	active	plugins.Track	presets,
meanwhile,	enable	you	to	save	plugin	chain	setups	and	routing	configurations	for	easy	recall	and	time	saving.	An	enhanced	browser	-	very	much	'the	thing'	of	many	recent	DAW	updates	-	is	also	present	and	correct,	with	Browser	Tabs	enabling	you	to	home	in	on	sounds	and	plugins.Want	all	the	hottest	music	and	gear	news,	reviews,	deals,	features	and
more,	direct	to	your	inbox?	Sign	up	here.	(Image	credit:	Universal	Audio)Various	bug	fixes	and	workflow	enhancements	have	also	been	included	in	the	1.8	update,	so	should	you	be	heading	over	to	the	UA	website	for	the	freebie	version?Well,	that	free	version	gets	you	unlimited	tracks	(OK,	limited	by	your	processor	grunt),	full	analogue	summing,	Tape
Machines	recording,	plus	channel	strips,	bus	and	parallel	compression	built	into	the	Luna	mixer.	Needless	to	say,	it's	very	easy	to	buy	UA	plugins	to	fit	into	the	Luna	environment	-	which	UA	would	obviously	love	you	to	do	–	but	the	free	Luna	option	does	deliver	a	very	pleasing	and	slick	recording	environment.	The	Luna	Pro	bundle	(Image	credit:
Universal	Audio)The	Pro	version	(above)	adds	a	bundle	of	over	a	dozen	classic	UA	plugins	to	effectively	recreate	a	vintage	studio	in	your	DAW.	Think	Pultec,	API,	Ampex…	you	can	almost	smell	the	reel-to-reel	tape.	The	Pro	Luna	bundle	usually	retails	for	$399,	but	as	part	of	the	1.8	Luna	launch,	you	can	currently	get	it	for	just	$99.Which	only	leaves	us
to	insert	some	puns	featuring	the	words	'sheer	lunacy!',	which	thankfully	we've	resisted.	Head	on	over	to	the	UA	website	for	more	(information	that	is,	not	lunacy).	YouTube	Watch	On	In	2023,	all	of	the	big-league	DAW	developers	sought	to	underscore	their	core	USPs,	doing	what	they	do	best	even	better.	On	the	whole,	been	an	incredible	year	for
music	software,	with	almost	every	one	of	the	major	DAWs	receiving	a	major	update.	Let's	find	out	which	we've	crowned	as	2023's	best...1.	Bitwig	Studio	5	-	Winner	(Image	credit:	Future)We’ve	no	hesitation	in	placing	our	crown	upon	the	head	of	Bitwig	Studio.	The	meaty	v5	update	of	April	re-affirmed	its	status	as	the	creative	musician’s	workstation	of
choice.	Its	five	fresh	MSEGs,	Curves,	Segments,	Scrawl,	Transfer	and	Slopes,	each	delivered	new	ways	in	which	users	could	shape	pretty	much	any	parameter	at	will.	This	month's	5.1	update	also	brought	a	variety	of	new	sonic	possibilities	to	the	table.		Best	picks	for	you	These	sound-manipulating	additions	led	to	a	complete	boost	to	Bitwig	Studio’s
entire	modulation	system,	enabling	the	deepest	track	and	project-level	control	we’ve	ever	seen	offered	by	a	DAW.	More	and	more	tastemakers	were	citing	Bitwig’s	growth	into	a	unique	DAW	as	workflow-redefining,	not	too	dissimilar	from	a	certain	other	Berlin-based	company’s	early	triumphs.		(Image	credit:	Future)Ableton	Live	finally	brought	us
their	Live	12	update	this	year	(still	in	beta	at	time	of	writing).	The	electronic	music	specialists	added	even	deeper	MIDI-transforming	abilities,	as	well	as	a	whole	host	of	exceptional	new	instruments:	Roar,	Meld	and	Granulator	III,	serving	inspiring	routes	to	gnarly	saturation,	MPE-capable	sound-shaping	and	grain-based	atmosphere	carving
respectively.	While	the	full	final	version	of	this	update	is	still	some	weeks	away,	this	arrival	marked	a	notable	evolution	of	this	eminent	DAW.3.	Image-Line	FL	Studio	21.2	(Image	credit:	Image-Line)Image	Line	also	brought	some	impressive	advances	to	FL	Studio,	with	its	21.2	update	adding	smart	stem	separation	to	the	mix.	Harnessing	the	now-
omnipresent	power	of	AI,	this	malleable	stem	separation	tool	allows	for	any	audio	source	to	be	split	into	its	component	parts.	This	fully	integrated	new	feature	certainly	turned	the	heads	of	DJs,	sound	designers	and	anyone	looking	to	pull	apart	those	dusty	old	mp3s.	That	wasn’t	the	full	story,	as	Image-Line	also	initiated	its	new	FL	Cloud	sample	and
distribution	ecosystem	within	this	update,	not	to	mention	throwing	in	the	vivid	Juno-emulating	synth,	Kepler.	Want	all	the	hottest	music	and	gear	news,	reviews,	deals,	features	and	more,	direct	to	your	inbox?	Sign	up	here.	4.	PreSonus	Studio	One	6.5	(Image	credit:	Future)Meanwhile,	PreSonus	built	on	Studio	One’s	21st	century	toolkit.	The	6.5
update	brought	a	native	Dolby	Atmos	renderer	to	the	table,	slickly	implemented	into	its	mixing	workflow.	It	also	offered	a	parallel	output	for	binaural	monitoring.	This	now	spatial	audio-ready	DAW	brought	with	it	an	all-new	Surround	Panner	and	Dolby	Atmos	Object	Panner.	These	additions	admirably	de-specialised	the	spatial	audio	mixing	domain	and
made	this	universe	something	all	users	could	explore	mixing	within.	Sticking	with	PreSonus,	and	this	year	the	company	also	unveiled	their	new	open-source	cross-DAW	file	format,	dubbed	‘DAWproject’.	This	new	file	format,	produced	with	Bitwig,	enables	an	entire	project	to	be	packaged	up,	compressed	and	shared	between	systems	(and	DAWs)	easily.
A	big	point	of	difference	is	that	project	automation,	plugin	settings,	channel	strip	settings,	clips	and	scenes	are	also	bundled	within	the	new	format.	5.	Logic	Pro	for	iPad	(Image	credit:	Apple)You’ll	probably	also	have	noted	that	Logic	finally	became	available	as	a	subscription-based	mobile	DAW	earlier	this	year,	with	its	interface	and	workflow
beautifully	optimised	for	the	iPad.	The	transition	of	many	of	Logic’s	classic	instruments	and	effects,	including	ES2,	Space	Designer	and	many	more	sat	comfortably	alongside	a	few	tailor-made,	tablet-angled	additions,	in	the	shape	of	Sample	Alchemy	and	the	ultra-fun	time-morphing	tool,	Beat	Breaker.	In	many	ways,	it	felt	like	a	culmination	of	Logic’s
ever-so	gradual	slide	into	the	multi-touch	domain.	(Image	credit:	Avid)An	eye-opening	development	this	year	came	courtesy	of	Avid’s	Pro	Tools	Sketch.	The	company’s	new	loop-based	environment	was	seemingly	designed	to	attract	those	familiar	with	Ableton	Live-esque	workflows	into	the	Avid	ecosystem.	Though	Pro	Tools	is	unarguably	the	industry
standard,	it’s	never	been	a	safe	bet	for	electronic	artists,	who	tend	to	favour	the	type	of	clip-based	interfaces	as	(now)	found	within	Sketch.	Despite	allowing	users	the	ability	to	mix	with	16	tracks	of	audio	and	MIDI,	we	were	more	than	a	little	sceptical	upon	launch	of	Sketch’s	long-term	allure,	with	the	lack	of	third-party	plugin	support	being	a	big
issue.	But,	it	must	be	said	that	Sketch	works	exceptionally	well	as	a	self-sufficient	idea	crafting	tool.	With	both	a	free	iOS	version	and	in-Pro	Tools	window,	many	younger	producers	may	make	their	way	over	to	the	brand.	If	you're	looking	for	the	best	MIDI	keyboard	that	fits	the	way	you	make	music,	then	you're	in	the	right	place.	Over	the	last	17	years
here	at	MusicRadar,	our	expert	writing	team	has	reviewed	well	over	100	MIDI	keyboards,	so	it's	safe	to	say	we	know	what	we're	talking	about.	Each	of	the	keyboards	in	our	guide	has	been	extensively	tested	and	sorted	by	use	case	to	get	you	straight	to	the	ideal	controller	for	your	particular	workflow.The	best	MIDI	keyboard	right	now	is,	in	my
opinion,	the	Arturia	Keystep	Pro.	It's	got	a	huge	array	of	features,	offers	a	fantastic	playing	feel,	and	is	ideal	for	music-makers	of	all	sorts.	For	complete	beginners,	I	recommend	you	go	for	the	newly	updated	Akai	MPK	Mini	IV,	which	gives	you	a	lot	at	a	relatively	low	price	point.	It's	got	some	snazzy	new	features	now	too,	so	will	work	great	even	for
more	experienced	music-makers.If	you're	in	the	latter	camp	and	are	completely	new	to	the	MIDI	keyboard,	I	highly	recommend	you	check	out	the	additional	sections	in	this	buyer's	guide.	My	how	to	choose	section	will	take	you	through	every	consideration	you	need	to	make	before	buying,	a	comprehensive	FAQs	section	will	answer	any	questions	you
have,	and	a	glossary	of	key	terms	explains	all	the	technical	terms	you'll	find	throughout	this	guide.	The	KeyStep	Pro	is	one	of	the	most	feature-rich	MIDI	keyboards	around	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	a	MIDI	keyboard	that	can	do	it	all:	With	its	mix	of	analogue	and	digital	ins	and	outs	as	well	as	plenty	of	creative	tools	for
sequencing,	the	Keystep	Pro	is	one	of	the	best	MIDI	keyboards	money	can	buy.	Avoid	if	you	like	big	keys:	The	keystep	features	mini-keys,	which	may	not	suit	those	coming	from	a	piano	or	synthesizer	playing	background.Between	their	‘Step’	and	‘Lab’	devices,	Arturia	has	a	pretty	broad	range	of	controllers,	ranging	from	the	simple,	budget-friendly
Microlab	MIDI	keyboard	to	the	multi-format	sequencing	tools	of	the	BeatStep	Pro.	Now	the	KeyStep	Pro	has	arrived	to	fill	one	of	the	few	remaining	gaps	in	that	line-up;	combining	the	cross-format	analogue	and	digital	sequencing	of	the	BeatStep	with	a	37-note	keyboard	making	it	better	suited	to	melodic	work.The	KeyStep	Pro	features	four
sequencing	channels,	each	of	which	can	record	a	sequence	of	up	to	64	steps.	Each	of	these	is	polyphonic,	up	to	16	notes	per	step.	Tracks	2,	3	and	4	are	each	equipped	with	an	arpeggiator,	while	track	1	doubles	up	as	a	24-part	drum	sequencer.For	melodic	sequencing	duties	and	flexible	hardware	control,	we	found	this	to	be	easily	one	of	the	best	do-it-
all	controllers	out	there	right	now.	Its	compact	size	may	deter	serious	‘players’	-	Novation’s	SL	Mk3	remains	the	best	CV-equipped	device	on	that	front	-	but	modular	and	hardware-loving	musicians	will	likely	lap	this	one	up.EXPERT	VERDICT:	ARTURIA	KEYSTEP	PROBest	for	beginners	For	beginners,	I'd	highly	recommend	the	Akai	MPK	Mini	IV
(Image	credit:	Akai)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you're	new	to	production:	With	25	keys,	8	pads,	and	8	encoders,	the	MPK	Mini	delivers	a	lot	of	playability	at	a	relatively	small	price	point.	Avoid	if	you	like	big	keys:	While	they	feel	great	to	play,	the	mini	keys	might	not	suit	certain	players	used	to	synthesizers	or	pianos.The	Akai	MPK	Mini	IV	is,	in	many	ways,	the
best	MIDI	keyboard	for	most	people,	particularly	those	looking	for	a	quick	and	easy	way	to	add	melodies,	basslines,	and	simple	chords	to	their	projects.For	me,	what	elevates	the	MPK	Mini	IV	from	a	simple	keyboard,	is	the	addition	of	eight	encoder	knobs	which	can	be	easily	mapped	to	practically	any	parameter	of	your	DAW,	and	eight	full-sized,
touch-sensitive	MPC-style	drum	pads.	Being	able	to	drum	your	beats	in	makes	for	a	much	more	immersive	experience,	and	if	your	timing	is	good	you	can	add	a	very	natural	feel	to	your	rhythms.This	updated	version	has	finally	gotten	rid	of	the	much-maligned	joystick	which	controlled	pitch	shifting	and	modulation,	replacing	them	with	dedicated	jog
wheels	for	control.	There's	now	a	small	screen	which	provides	some	great	visual	feedback	and	additional	information,	as	well	as	a	dedicated	software	instrument	with	over	1,000	sounds	to	play	with.What	you	get,	therefore,	is	a	full-service	production	powerhouse	that	excels	in	many	different	playing	and	performing	situations.	I	found	it	to	be	small
enough	to	be	thrown	in	a	backpack,	yet	it	contains	enough	useful	features	and	functions	to	make	it	a	highly	useful	addition	to	any	studio.Best	budget	If	you	want	the	best	value	for	money,	the	Nektar	SE25	is	a	great	choice	(Image	credit:	Nektar)If	you've	splurged	your	budget	for	a	studio	elsewhere,	the	Nektar	SE25	will	be	a	fantastic	affordable	MIDI
keyboard.	It's	compact	size	makes	it	great	as	part	of	a	travel	rig,	and	its	got	a	surprising	amount	of	depth	despite	the	small	size.It's	a	very	minimal	controller,	so	no	mod	wheel,	drum	pads,	or	anything	else	superfluous.	You	do	get	6	assignable	buttons	however,	which	you	can	use	to	change	octaves	or	add	certain	types	of	modulation	depending	on	what
your	needs	are.The	keys	themselves	are	very	small,	so	more	experienced	players	probably	won't	enjoy	the	feel.	They	are	touch	sensitive	however,	and	we	found	for	simple	chords,	melodies,	and	beats,	they	do	a	sterling	job	of	translating	your	musical	ideas.EXPERT	VERDICT:	NEKTAR	SE25Best	for	FL	Studio	For	the	FL	Studio	users	the	Novation	FLkey
has	brilliant	DAW	integration	(Image	credit:	Novation)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	use	FL	Studio:	There	aren't	many	dedicated	controllers	for	FL	Studio,	which	makes	the	FLkey	perfect	for	lovers	of	Image	Line's	excellent	DAW.	Avoid	if	you	don't	use	FL:	Likewise	if	you're	not	an	existing	FL	user,	many	of	the	features	here	won't	make	sense	in	a	different
DAW	so	best	to	avoid.FL	Studio	has	been	around	for	a	long	time	and	is	regularly	used	for	producing	music,	yet	users	have	had	to	wait	ages	for	a	dedicated	controller.	It’s	finally	here	though,	and	the	Novation	FLkey	Mini	is	a	fantastic	MIDI	keyboard	for	those	who	do	their	work	in	FL	Studio.With	16	RGB	pads,	10	buttons,	8	encoders,	and	touch	pads
for	modulation	and	pitch	shifting,	Novation	has	crammed	a	lot	into	this	mini	MIDI	controller,	but	it	never	feels	cramped	working	on	it.	The	mini-keys	are	surprisingly	playable	despite	the	size	and	touch-sensitive	too	which	is	great	for	adding	extra	feel	to	your	melodies.Dedicated	preset	buttons	are	a	godsend	for	auditioning	instruments,	allowing	you	to
cycle	through	without	reaching	for	the	mouse.	Alongside	those	you	also	get	buttons	for	Channel	Racks,	transport	control,	the	Score	Log,	and	undo/redo.	There	might	not	be	much	choice	for	dedicated	FL	controllers,	but	thankfully	this	one	is	absolutely	brilliant.EXPERT	VERDICT:	NOVATION	FLKEY	MINIBest	for	Ableton	For	Ableton	users	the
Novation	Launchkey	Mini	integrates	brilliantly	(Image	credit:	Novation)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	use	Ableton:	Designed	to	integrate	perfectly	with	Ableton	Live,	the	Novation	Launchkey	is	packed	full	of	features	that	make	using	it	with	Ableton	an	absolute	breeze.	Avoid	if	you	don't	use	Ableton:	It	will	work	with	other	DAWs,	but	this	is	best	for	those	who
do	the	majority	of	their	work	in	Ableton	Live.Developed	primarily	for	Ableton	users	and	newly	updated,	this	pocket	powerhouse	is	just	brimming	with	features,	many	of	which	were	missing	from	the	previous	version,	including	-	finally	-	pitch	bend	and	modulation	touchstrips,	a	hardware	MIDI	out	on	a	TRS	jack,	an	incredibly	flexible	and	versatile
arpeggiator,	a	chord	memory	feature,	chord	detection,	and	a	great,	deal-sweetening	software	bundle.Of	course,	the	Launchkey	Mini	Mk4	isn’t	exclusive	to	Ableton,	as	it	plays	perfectly	nicely	with	other	DAWs	too,	but	if	you’re	a	Live	user,	it	undoubtedly	represents	the	best	solution	at	this	price	point.	Incremental	improvements	from	the	Mk3	make	it	a
fantastic	evolution,	albeit	not	a	complete	revolution	from	previous	versions.As	a	general-use	MIDI	keyboard,	we	found	the	Launchkey	Mini	Mk4	to	be	more	than	adequate	for	our	dual-octave,	travel-friendly	needs.	If	you	want	a	small,	velocity-sensitive	MIDI	keyboard	with	impressive	connectivity,	we	don't	think	you	can	go	wrong	with	this.EXPERT
VERDICT:	NOVATION	LAUNCHKEY	MINI	MK4Best	for	Logic	Pro	The	Nektar	Impact	LX88+	pairs	brilliantly	with	a	copy	of	Logic	Pro	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	use	Logic	Pro:	The	Nektar	MIDI	keyboards	have	excellent	DAW	integration,	but	there	aren't	many	controllers	out	there	that	work	so	well	with	Logic	Pro.	Avoid	if	you're
short	on	space:	With	88	full-size	keys	this	is	a	pretty	big	MIDI	keyboard,	so	not	for	those	who	are	lacking	space	on	their	desktop.Today’s	buyers	of	keyboard	controllers	are	spoilt	for	choice,	but	if	you’re	looking	for	a	full	piano-size	88-note	MIDI	controller,	said	choices	are	more	limited.	One	great	option	is	Nektar’s	Impact	LX88+,	which	combines	an
88-key	semi-weighted	USB-powered	keyboard	with	extensive	DAW	control	via	nine	sliders,	nine	buttons,	eight	knobs,	eight	pads,	and	transport	controls.Nektar's	excellent	DAW	integration	has	been	improved	upon	massively,	with	standardised	assignments	over	countless	VST	instruments	making	for	a	seamless	workflow.	It'll	work	with	many	popular
DAWs	too,	including	Logic	Pro,	Reaper,	Studio	One,	Cubase,	and	loads	more.Despite	the	number	of	features,	we	found	the	LX88+	to	be	reasonably	compact	and	light	enough	to	be	portable.	What’s	more,	the	keys	feel	good	and	the	mechanical	noise	is	quite	low.	The	LX88+	won’t	suit	everyone,	and	some	88-key	users	will	be	after	a	full	weighted
hammer-action,	but	at	this	price,	it’s	a	bargain	and	well	worth	testing.EXPERT	VERDICT:	NEKTAR	IMPACT	LX88+Best	compact	If	you	need	a	compact	option	to	chuck	in	backpack,	the	Arturia	MicroLab	would	be	my	pick.	(Image	credit:	Arturia)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you're	short	on	space:	With	its	teeny-tiny	footprint,	this	mini	MIDI	keyboard	is	perfect	for
those	in	need	of	a	compact	controller.	Avoid	if	you	need	lots	of	transport	functions:	Due	to	its	small	size	there's	not	much	in	the	way	of	extra	controls	here,	so	might	not	suit	those	who	rely	on	physical	controlsI'm	a	huge	fan	of	Arturia's	MIDI	keyboards,	and	the	Arturia	MicroLab	Mk3	hasn't	done	anything	to	change	that.	Looking	like	a	smaller	MiniLab
Mk3,	it's	a	USB-powered	25-key	controller	with	touch	strips	for	controlling	expression	functions	and	pitch	bend.As	well	as	looking	like	the	MiniLab,	it	also	has	the	same	springy	key	action,	which	will	be	familiar	to	any	synth	user.	It's	very	mechanically	quiet,	which	adds	to	the	premium	feel	of	quality,	and	is	very	playable	despite	the	mini-key	size.I
found	the	touch	strips	to	be	very	sensitive,	which	is	great	for	granular	control	over	functions,	but	I	did	find	myself	accidentally	setting	them	off	with	my	left	hand.	The	three	main	control	buttons	double	up	if	you	use	the	shift	button,	so	while	it	doesn't	have	as	many	additional	controls	as	others,	it	should	still	be	plenty	of	most	musicians.EXPERT
VERDICT:	ARTURIA	MICROLAB	MK3Best	49	keys	The	Novation	49	SL	offers	a	great	balance	between	full-size	keys	and	plenty	of	extra	buttons	(Image	credit:	Novation)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	49	keys:	With	49	keys	and	endless	additional	controls,	the	Novation	49	SL	gives	the	perfect	balance	between	compact	usability	and	full	functionality.	Avoid
if	you	like	randomization	tools:	Some	MIDI	keyboards	at	this	level	will	give	you	randomization	tools	but	these	are	notably	absent	from	this	particular	model.Sure,	you	can	plug	the	SL	MkIII	into	a	computer	and	use	it	to	control	your	DAW,	but	with	an	eight-channel	onboard	sequencer	and	multiple	forms	of	digital	and	analogue	output,	this	latest	SL
really	can	do	much	more	besides.Novation	has	done	an	excellent	job	in	making	setup	as	hassle-free	as	possible,	but	given	how	adaptable	the	SL	MkIII	is,	you’ll	still	need	to	spend	some	time	configuring	it	to	best	adapt	it	to	your	own	setup.We	found	that	it	doesn’t	quite	match	the	plug-and-play	immediacy	of	NI's	Komplete	Kontrol	system,	but	offers
much	more	flexibility	for	interfacing	hardware	and	software.The	ability	to	sequence	and	control	analogue	hardware,	MIDI-equipped	instruments,	plugins	and	your	DAW	all	from	one	interface	and	clock	source	is	excellent,	and	if	you	dig	into	the	SL	MkIII’s	versatile	workflow,	and	you’ll	find	that	there’s	a	deep	well	of	creative	possibilities	just	waiting	to
be	explored.EXPERT	VERDICT:	NOVATION	49	SL	MKIIIBest	88-key	If	you're	a	piano	player	the	NI	Kontrol	S88	will	make	you	feel	right	at	home	(Image	credit:	Native	Instruments)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	want	a	piano-like	feel:	With	88	full-size,	weighted,	velocity-sensitive	keys	that	feature	aftertouch,	the	S88	is	perfect	for	those	who	are	coming	from	a
piano	or	synth-playing	background.	Avoid	if	you're	on	a	budget:	All	that	lovely	keybed	feel	comes	at	a	price,	so	you	won't	want	to	look	at	the	price	of	this	MIDI	keyboard	if	your	budget	is	tight.The	Komplete	Kontrol	S88	is	a	smart	MIDI	keyboard	controller	that	offers	pre-mapped	control	of	NI's	Komplete	instruments	and	any	third-party	plugins	that
support	the	NKS	standard.	In	comparison	to	its	predecessor,	the	Komplete	Kontrol	MkIII	removes	the	two	high-resolution	colour	screens,	opting	for	a	single	high-resolution	full-color	along	with	29	additional	function	buttons.	There’s	tighter	DAW	and	Maschine	integration,	too,	making	it	possible	to	mix,	navigate,	and	edit	projects	from	the	hardware.As
before,	there’s	a	Fatar	keybed	and	Light	Guide,	and	in	our	tests,	we	welcomed	the	arrival	of	proper	pitch	and	mod	wheels	rather	than	touchstrips.	That	said,	a	single	horizontal	touch	strip	is	supplied	and	can	be	used	for	additional	expression.	If	you	liked	the	idea	of	Komplete	Kontrol	the	first	time	around,	the	good	news	is	that	there’s	even	more	to	like
about	it	now.You	can	do	so	much	more	from	the	device	itself,	with	better	visual	feedback	and	much	deeper	levels	of	integration	front	and	centre	of	its	workflow.	If	you’re	already	wedded	to	the	Komplete	software	package,	nothing	will	help	you	work	with	it	as	musically	as	Komplete	Kontrol	MkII.EXPERT	VERDICT:	NATIVE	INSTRUMENT	KONTROL
S61Best	for	iPad	For	those	who	compose	with	an	iPad,	the	Arturia	Keystep	37	is	a	great	match	(Image	credit:	Future)At	a	Glance	Buy	if	you	make	music	on	an	iPad:	A	small-scale	MIDI	keyboard	with	plenty	of	playability,	it	makes	a	great	match	with	an	iPad	for	on-the-go	music-making.	Avoid	if	you	like	full-size	keys:	This	MIDI	keyboard	has	mini	keys,
so	won't	appeal	to	those	with	bigger	hands	or	that	prefer	a	full-size	key.Sitting	nicely	between	the	Keystep	and	Keystep	Pro,	the	Arturia	Keystep	37	has	enough	features	of	its	own	to	be	classed	as	an	upgrade	over	the	original	-	and	much-loved	-	model.	The	expanded	37	key	section	allows	more	complex	patterns	and	melodies	to	be	played,	while	adding
four	assignable	encoder	knobs	-	with	visual	feedback	-	offers	real-time	feedback	on	your	DAW	parameters.The	sequencer	was	a	joy	for	us	to	use,	with	the	ability	to	program	up	to	64	steps	directly	onto	the	keyboard	itself.	This,	along	with	the	arpeggiator,	can	be	used	within	your	DAW	or	to	control	external	hardware	or	modular	synths	making	it	a
versatile	studio	workhorse	which	suits	several	different	workflows.We	love	the	small	size	of	the	Keystep	37,	which	nicely	bridges	that	gap	between	playability	and	compactness.	Perfect	for	a	travel	rig	or	just	the	musician	on	the	move,	this	superb	MIDI	keyboard	is	matches	creativity	with	functionality	brilliantly.EXPERT	VERDICT:	ARTURIA	KEYSTEP
37Spec	comparisonHere	you'll	find	all	of	the	entries	in	this	guide	in	a	handy	table	format	with	their	most	important	specifications.	This	will	help	you	narrow	down	what	the	right	choice	is	for	your	particular	needs.Swipe	to	scroll	horizontallyModelKeysKey	sizeVelocityAftertouchWeightArturia	Keystep	Pro37MiniYesYes2.7	kgAkai	MPK	Mini
IV25MiniYesNo0.75	kgNektar	SE2525MiniYesNo0.4	kgNovation	FLkey	Mini25MiniYesYes0.73	kgNovation	Launchkey	Mini	Mk425MiniYesNo0.69	kgNektar	Impact	LX88+88FullYesNo8.2	kgArturia	MicroLab	Mk325MiniYesNo0.62	kgNovation	49	SL	MkIII49FullYesYes5.56	kgNative	Instruments	Kontrol	S8888FullYesYes6.55	kgArturia	Keystep
3737MiniYesYes1.6	kgFor	us,	the	above	MIDI	keyboards	are	what	you	should	be	spending	your	money	on,	however	we	appreciate	these	might	not	fit	every	single	musician's	needs.	So,	here's	some	more	of	the	MIDI	keyboards	we've	tested	for	your	consideration.How	to	choose	(Image	credit:	Future)There's	a	massive	amount	of	MIDI	keyboards
available	in	the	modern	age,	which	can	make	picking	one	a	difficult	decision.	When	we	first	started	making	music	in	the	early	noughties,	there	wasn't	all	that	much	choice,	but	thanks	to	the	huge	advances	in	tech	you	can	now	get	a	very	full-featured	MIDI	keyboard	for	relatively	little	money.We	can	make	all	the	recommendations	you	want,	but
ultimately	it's	down	to	you	to	decide.	Having	had	a	lot	of	experience	helping	musicians	in	the	music	retail	space,	here	are	the	steps	we	recommend	to	help	you	pick	the	best	MIDI	keyboard	for	your	individual	needs.1.	What	are	your	needs?	MusicRadar's	got	your	back	Our	team	of	expert	musicians	and	producers	spends	hours	testing	products	to	help
you	choose	the	best	music-making	gear	for	you.	Find	out	more	about	how	we	test.	First	of	all,	you	need	to	consider	your	music-making	goals.	Are	you	making	EDM	exclusively	on	the	computer?	Or	are	you	making	prog-rock	epics	with	complex	arrangements?	These	goals	should	inform	what	you	go	for,	which	is	why	we've	arranged	this	guide	by	use
case.	Of	course,	you	might	have	multiple	requirements,	in	which	case	you'd	be	best	served	drawing	up	a	shortlist.2.	Read	reviewsNow	you've	got	your	shortlist,	it's	time	to	learn	more	about	your	top	picks.	Reading	reviews	can	be	a	great	way	to	gather	more	information,	as	the	reviewer's	experience	with	the	MIDI	keyboard	should	give	you	some	insight
into	what	you're	likely	to	get	from	it.	Just	be	mindful	that	not	all	reviews	are	unbiased	like	ours.3.	Do	a	direct	comparisonIf	you've	further	rounded	down	your	choices,	you	can	do	a	direct	comparison.	This	could	be	reading	a	versus	piece	like	our	Akai	MPK	Mini	vs	Arturia	MiniLab,	or	by	manually	noting	down	specs	to	compare	one	to	the	other.4.
Choose	your	retailerHopefully,	you've	narrowed	down	your	selection	now,	so	it's	time	to	look	at	retailers	and	see	where	it's	available.	You	might	want	to	check	a	few	different	places	to	get	the	very	best	price,	and	you	can	use	the	filters	on	the	website	to	help	with	this.	Google	Shopping	also	has	a	feature	that	lets	you	see	the	price	of	an	item	at	all	the
places	it's	available	which	can	be	really	handy	for	bargain	hunting.5.	Wait	for	a	saleIf	you're	not	in	a	hurry	to	get	your	hands	on	a	MIDI	keyboard,	waiting	for	some	Black	Friday	music	deals	can	be	a	great	way	to	grab	a	bargain.	As	well	as	Black	Friday	there	are	Labor	Day,	Memorial	Day,	and	Amazon	Prime	Day	which	are	all	good	opportunities	to	pick
up	gear	for	less.FAQs	(Image	credit:	Future)The	best	MIDI	keyboards	featured	here	come	with	octave	shift	buttons,	meaning	that	the	full	range	of	note	pitches	is	accessible	even	from	a	25-key	device,	just	by	pressing	a	couple	of	buttons.	That	said,	if	you’re	a	more	advanced	player,	or	want	to	learn	how	to	play	two-handed,	it’s	better	to	go	for	a	four
octave	(49-note)	or	five	octave	(61-note)	keyboard.	If	space	isn’t	an	issue,	you	can	even	opt	for	an	88-key,	piano-sized	controller	if	desired.	For	basic	melodies	and	chords,	a	smaller	keyboard	will	work	just	fine	though.For	simple	inputting	of	drum	beats,	simple	bass	and	melody	lines	and	basic	chords,	smaller	MIDI	controllers	with	mini	keys	should	do
the	job	just	fine.	These	have	the	advantage	of	being	cheaper	and	more	portable	than	their	larger	brethren	and	take	up	a	smaller	footprint	on	your	work	surface.	These	days,	some	people	find	that	mini	keys	can	be	just	as	responsive	and	easy	to	play	as	full-size	versions.If,	however,	you’re	coming	from	a	piano	or	keyboard	background,	you	will	possibly
require	the	more	traditional	playing	experience	provided	by	full-sized	weighted	keys.	Thankfully,	there	are	options	for	everyone.Synth	action	keys	feel	lightweight	and	fast,	sometimes	referred	to	as	springy.	Semi-weighted	keys	offer	a	little	more	resistance,	where	fully	weighted	keys	offers	a	lot	more	resistance,	aiming	to	mimic	the	feel	of	playing	on	a



grand	piano.It	all	depends	on	what	you	want	from	your	music	making.	If	you're	interested	in	vibrato,	filter	sweeps	or	pressure-controlled	modulation	from	your	synth	patches	then	you	should	go	for	aftertouch,	if	you're	not	sure	what	any	of	those	are,	then	don't	worry	about	it.It	really	comes	down	to	personal	preference,	but	in	my	experience	once
you've	gotten	a	bit	more	experience	with	your	MIDI	keyboard,	you'll	really	want	to	use	those	extra	knobs	and	pads.	They	offer	a	different	way	to	interact	with	your	DAW,	letting	you	control	parameters	without	having	to	use	your	mouse	and	keyboard	which	can	really	speed	up	your	workflow.Similarly	pads	for	inputting	beats	can	feel	a	lot	more
inspiring	in	the	heat	of	the	moment,	and	allow	you	to	be	a	lot	more	creative	with	your	beatmaking.It	all	depends	on	your	DAW.	In	this	guide	I've	highlighted	some	popular	choices	for	users	of	Ableton,	FL	Studio,	and	Logic,	but	most	MIDI	keyboards	now	come	with	some	form	of	DAW	control.Being	able	to	control	the	transport	of	your	DAW	and	adjust
the	parameters	of	your	software	instruments	from	your	keyboard	rather	than	your	computer	is	always	handy.	Once	you’ve	added	remote	transport	-	i.e.	via	a	physical	keyboard	or	controller	-	you’ll	struggle	to	go	back	to	your	mouse	for	actions	like	playing,	pausing	and	record	arming.	If	you	stick	to	one	DAW	and	find	a	controller	which	boasts	deep
integration	-	and	many	do	nowadays	-	then	you’re	in	for	a	treat.With	a	lot	of	producers	now	working	‘in-the-box’	on	a	single	computer	or	laptop,	you	don’t	necessarily	need	a	MIDI	output	unless	you	have	some	hardware	MIDI	synths	to	connect	it	to,	but	some	controllers	do	come	with	traditional	5-pin	MIDI	out	ports.	Smaller,	mini	jack	TRS	MIDI	outputs
are	also	becoming	more	popular	and	offer	the	same	functionality.	All	controllers	in	this	guide	can	be	powered	via	the	USB	port,	and	if	you	want	to	play	proper	piano	parts,	a	sustain	pedal	input	is	a	must.Yes	you	can,	but	an	actual	piano	offers	a	very	different	playing	experience	from	a	MIDI	keyboard,	so	don't	expect	to	immediately	be	able	to	transfer
the	skills	over.	What	you	learn	in	terms	of	chords,	scales,	and	notes	will	apply	either	way,	but	the	weighted	keys	of	a	piano	require	a	different	playing	style	than	that	of	a	MIDI	keyboard.Key	termsAftertouch:	A	keybed	feature	that	uses	pressure	sensitivity	to	add	additional	expression	like	vibrato	or	filter	sweeps	by	pressing	harder	on	the
key.Arpeggiator:	A	feature	that	allows	you	to	play	patterns	or	scales	by	pressing	a	single	key.CC	(Control	Change):	A	type	of	MIDI	used	to	control	certain	parameters	like	volume	or	panning.Chord	mode:	A	feature	that	lets	you	play	full	chords	by	pressing	a	single	key.CV/Gate:	An	analogue	control	system	that	allows	you	to	connect	MIDI	keyboards	to
modular	or	regular	synthesizers.DAW	(Digital	Audio	Workstation):	The	software	you	use	to	create	music.Faders:	Slider	controls	used	for	adjusting	parameters.Hammer	action:	A	type	of	keybed	that	aims	to	recreate	the	feel	of	a	gran	piano.Keybed:	A	general	term	for	the	keys,	action	of	the	keys,	feel,	or	responsiveness.MIDI	(Musical	Instrument	Digital
Interface):	The	communication	system	that	lets	musical	instruments	'talk'	to	digital	devices.Octave	shift:	Buttons	that	move	the	entire	pitch	of	the	keyboard	up	or	down	an	octave.Pads:	Square,	velocity	sensitive	buttons	typically	used	for	inputting	beats.Pitch	bend	wheel:	A	wheel	that	allows	you	to	change	the	pitch	up	or	down	by	a	certain
amount.Polyphony:	The	number	of	notes	a	controller	can	play	at	any	one	time.Semi-weighted	keys:	A	key	action	that's	lighter	than	fully	weighted	or	hammer	action,	but	heavier	than	a	synth-action	keyboard.Sustain	pedal	input:	An	input	that	lets	you	add	a	sustain	pedal	for	holding	notes	and	chords.Synth	action	keys:	A	lightweight,	springy	key	action
typically	found	on	synthesizers.Touch	strip:	A	touch	sensitive	slider	used	instead	of	a	jog	wheel.Velocity	sensitive:	A	key	that	reacts	differently	depending	on	how	hard	or	soft	you	press	it.How	we	test	(Image	credit:	Future)MUSICRADAR	IN	NUMBERS✔		Over	100	MIDI	keyboards	tested	✔	More	than	9,500	reviews	on-site	✔	17	years	of	product
testingMIDI	keyboard	controllers	come	in	all	shapes	and	sizes,	from	small-form	desktop	units	with	few	controls,	right	up	to	88-note	larger	keyboards	with	weighted	piano-action	style	keys.	Obviously	price	is	a	factor,	so	we	weigh	up	all	of	the	controls	–	knobs,	sliders,	pads	and	keys	–	versus	the	price	paid	and	what	style	of	player	the	keyboards	are
aimed	at.	This	can	range	from	the	mobile	producer,	who	just	needs	a	small	wired	or	wireless	keyboard	to	throw	into	a	shoulder	bag,	to	the	more	advanced	player	who	requires	the	aforementioned	professional	standard	keyboard	and	where	mobility	is	not	so	paramount.Like	audio	interfaces,	MIDI	keyboards	should	be	easy	to	set	up	–	hopefully	plug	and
play	–	and	many	also	come	with	software	bundles	to	get	you	up	and	running	in	music	production.	Again	we'll	look	at	each	of	these	bundles	which	usually	represent	hundreds	of	$/£	of	software,	seemingly	thrown	in	for	free,	to	see	how	they	really	do	shape	up.Finally,	of	course,	the	actual	controls	and	keyboards	are	also	tested	to	see	how	responsive	they
can	be.	Keyboards,	particularly	at	the	lower	price	point,	can	be	very	cheap	in	feel	so	we	also	test	how	well	they	play	for	velocity	(volume)	and	aftertouch	(when	you	press	the	keys	down	further	to	trigger	different	sounds	and	effects).It's	fair	to	say	that	the	more	you	pay,	the	better	and	more	piano-like	this	response,	and	the	more	controls	you	get,
although	as	with	cheap	audio	interfaces,	there	are	some	great	controllers	out	there	for	less	than	$/£100.Read	more	about	how	we	test	music	making	gear	and	services	at	MusicRadar.	Disclaimer	18/11/25:	Two	new	products	have	been	added	to	the	guide,	including	the	new	Akai	MPK	Mini	IV	and	the	recently	reviewed	Arturia	MiniLab	Mk3.	The	guide
has	been	reordered	to	better	suit	users	who	want	a	DAW-specific	controller.	The	how	to	choose	section	has	been	updated,	as	have	the	FAQs,	and	a	new	glossary	of	key	terms	has	been	added	to	the	guide	to	help	users	understand	some	of	the	more	technical	terms.17/01/25:	We've	added	expert	verdict	boxes	to	each	of	the	product	entries	to	add	more
insight	from	our	review	team.	There's	now	a	spec	comparison	table	to	allow	readers	to	easily	compare	different	models	at	a	glance.	MusicRadar's	got	your	back	Our	team	of	expert	musicians	and	producers	spends	hours	testing	products	to	help	you	choose	the	best	music-making	gear	for	you.	Find	out	more	about	how	we	test.	At	a	GlancemacOS	10.15
or	later,	64-bit	Intel	or	Apple	Silicon	Windows	10+,	64-bit	Buy	at	Plugin	BoutiqueTracktion’s	Waveform	has	been	quietly	becoming	one	of	the	best	cross-platform	DAWs	on	the	market,	all	thanks	to	a	series	of	updates	in	recent	years	that	have	added	just	about	every	feature	the	modern	DAW	use	could	ask	for.	Waveform’s	panel-based	UI	is	not	exactly
unique,	but	it	has	a	brilliant	way	of	customising	what	you	see	so	you	can	tailor	your	music	production	to	your	workflow.	Recent	updates	have	seen	this	UI	redesigned,	the	engine	upgraded,	a	slew	of	instruments	and	effects	added,	and	lots	of	modulation	and	MIDI	extras	that	both	Bitwig	and	Ableton	would	be	proud	of.	But	this	latest	v13	update	is	the
DAW’s	most	significant	as	it	adds	clip	launching	and	a	decent	wavetable	synth	to	the	Waveform	arsenal.			(Image	credit:	Tracktion)Tracktion	Waveform	Pro	13:	Performance	and	verdictIn	many	ways,	Tracktion	has	become	a	‘best	of’	compilation	of	the	best	elements	of	other	DAWs,	borrowing	popular	features	and	workflows,	and	the	latest	clip	launch
addition	is	obviously	a	feature	made	famous	by	Ableton	Live.	But	Tracktion	is	by	no	means	the	first	developer	to	lift	the	idea	–	stand	up	Apple	and	Bitwig,	among	others.	And	rather	than	being	just	a	hoover	of	great	ideas,	when	Tracktion	lifts	a	feature,	it	integrates	it	into	the	Waveform	philosophy,	like	it’s	been	there	from	the	start.	Also	consider...
(Image	credit:	Future)•	Ableton	Live	12	The	daddy	of	clip-launching	DAWs	had	a	superb	recent	update	to	v12.•	Bitwig	Studio	5	Almost	crazily	creative,	Bitwig	Studio	is	redefining	the	DAW.The	new	Clip	Launcher	is	a	case	in	point,	offering	easy	drag	and	drop	clip	filling	and	copying.	Do	this	either	from	the	browser	or	arrangement	window,	then	play
back	in	the	now	traditional	vertical	individual	clip	launching	and	horizontal	scene	launching	for	playing	different	sections.	Even	the	mixer	and	arrange	windows	can	be	toggled	using	the	tab	key	–	familiar	stuff!You	can	also	record	live	performances	(with	Performance	Recording)	to	edit	later,	and	Follow	Action	options	specify	how	(and	how	many)	clips
are	played,	while	an	Action	Probability	slider	adds	some	chance	to	proceedings.		Overall,	the	new	Clip	Launcher	is	obviously	a	highlight	of	Waveform	13	and	slips	effortlessly	into	the	Waveform	workflow,	and	it	will	be	a	feature	that	opens	the	DAW	up	to	a	whole	range	of	new	composers	and	live	performers.	Tracktion	has	also	ensured	the	new	Clip
Launcher	feature	can	be	controlled	by	the	big	names	in	hardware	so	you	can	set	it	up	with	Novation’s	Launch	and	Akai’s	APC	controllers.			Aside	from	the	new	Wavetable	synth	(see	below),	other	updates	include	improvements	to	the	UI	(v13	adds	lots	of	colour	options)	plus	user	requested	additions	including	mute	while	recording	and	an	auto-monitor
record	mode.	Want	all	the	hottest	music	and	gear	news,	reviews,	deals,	features	and	more,	direct	to	your	inbox?	Sign	up	here.	(Image	credit:	Tracktion)More	waves	for	WaveformThe	new	Clip	Launching	feature	has	obviously	been	the	big	news	for	Waveform	13,	but	hopefully	hasn’t	overshadowed	the	arrival	of	Wavetable,	a	fine	new	plugin	synth.	It
looks	like	a	lot	of	wavetable	synths	–	probably	because	it	is	a	lot	like	other	synths	of	that	nature	–	but	don’t	let	the	rather	flat	UI	fool	you	as	there’s	a	lot	going	on	behind	it.	Wavetable	has	two	wavetable	oscillators,	each	of	which	has	access	to	a	very	decent	150	wavetables	spread	over	categories	including	Analog,	Digital,	Spectral,	Synth	and	Vocal.	You
can	also	drag	and	drop	your	own	.wavs	onto	each	oscillator	or	load	in	Serum	compatible	tables.	You	only	get	around	50	presets	but	these	are	quite	varied	–	everything	from	bold	basses,	to	ethereal	atmosphere	with	some	realistic	orchestral	and	string	sounds	thrown	in.	There’s	plenty	to	do	modulation	wise	too,	with	four	LFOs	and	macros	plus	three
envelopes,	making	Wavetable	a	worthy	addition	to	the	Waveform	fold.Making	waves?Of	all	the	major	updates	to	Waveform	over	the	last	five	years	–	and	there	have	been	a	lot	–	this	is	the	most	dramatic	as	it	gives	the	DAW	all	the	tools	it	needs	to	compete	with	the	big	boys.	There	are	four	bundle	options	to	choose	from	with	the	basic	Waveform	Pro
(with	Autotune	and	Melodyne)	costing	just	$199,	so	it	can	be	one	of	the	cheapest	DAWs	out	there	too.	The	price	does	max	out	at	$999	for	the	Everything	Bundle,	but	that	does	include	some	of	our	favourite	plugins,	including	Dawesome’s	Kult	and	Myth	synths.	There’s	also	a	free	version	(Waveform	Free),	which	Computer	Music	magazine	regularly
highlights	as	one	of	the	best	free	DAWs	around.		It	might	well	have	borrowed	a	lot	from	the	big	guns,	but	it	has	made	these	additions	very	much	its	ownSo	any	negatives	then?	You’ll	need	to	decide	early	on	how	you	want	your	UI	to	stack	up	–there	are	so	many	options	that	it’s	easy	to	get	bogged	down	with	what	you	want,	and	we’d	suggest	having	a
couple	templated	that	you	can	switch	between,	but	to	keep	it	a	lot	simpler	than	the	one	we	have	shown	top	left	(for	demonstration	purposes	only!).	Waveform	Pro	might	well	have	borrowed	a	lot	from	the	big	guns,	but	it	has	made	these	additions	very	much	its	own,	and	has	become	one	of	the	sleekest	and	most	powerful	‘alternative	DAWs’	out	there.
And	given	its	good	value,	it	comes	highly	recommended.MusicRadar	verdict:	Great	value,	great	features	and	a	very	slick	workflow,	Waveform	13	deserves	to	be	right	up	there	vying	for	your	cash	with	the	big	names	of	the	DAW	world.Tracktion	Waveform	Pro	13:	Hands-on	demosTracktionSoftware	Waveform	13	|	Wavetable	-	Overview	-	YouTube	Watch
On	Audio	Tech	TV	Tracktion	Waveform	13	-	What's	New?	-	YouTube	Watch	On	Tracktion	Waveform	Pro	13:	SpecificationsmacOS	10.15	or	later.	64-bit	Intel	or	Apple	Silicon.Windows	10,	11.	64-bit.CONTACT:	Tracktion
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