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Preface to the Csound Manual

Barry Vercoe, MIT MediaLab

Realizing music by digital computer involves synthesizing audio signals with discrete points or samples
representative of continuous waveforms. There are many ways to do this, each affording a different
manner of control. Direct synthesis generates waveforms by sampling a stored function representing a
single cycle; additive synthesis generates the many partials of a complex tone, each with its own loud-
ness envelope; subtractive synthesis begins with a complex tone and filters it. Non-linear synthesis uses
frequency modulation and waveshaping to give simple signals complex characteristics, while sampling
and storage of anatural sound alowsit to be used at will.

Since comprehensive moment-by-moment specification of sound can be tedious, control is gained in two
ways: 1) from the instruments in an orchestra, and 2) from the events within a score. An orchestra is
really a computer program that can produce sound, while a score is a body of data which that program
can react to. Whether arise-time characteristic is afixed constant in an instrument, or a variable of each
note in the score, depends on how the user wants to control it.

The instruments in a Csound orchestra (see Syntax of the Orchestra) are defined in a simple syntax that
invokes complex audio processing routines. A score (see The Sandard Numeric Score) passed to this or-
chestra contains numerically coded pitch and control information, in standard numeric score format. Al-
though many users are content with this format, higher level score processing languages are often con-
venient.

The programs making up the Csound system have a long history of development, beginning with the
Music 4 program written at Bell Telephone Laboratories in the early 1960's by Max Mathews. That initi-
ated the stored table concept and much of the terminology that has since enabled computer music re-
searchers to communicate. Valuable additions were made at Princeton by the late Godfrey Winham in
Music 4B; my own Music 360 (1968) was very indebted to hiswork. With Music 11 (1973) | took a dif-
ferent tack: the two distinct networks of control and audio signal processing stemmed from my intensive
involvement in the preceding years in hardware synthesizer concepts and design. This division has been
retained in Csound.

Because it iswritten entirely in C, Csound is easily installed on any machine running Unix or C. At MIT
it runs on VAX/DECstations under Ultrix 4.2, on SUNs under OS 4.1, SGI's under 5.0, on IBM PC's un-
der DOS 6.2 and Windows 3.1, and on the Apple Macintosh under ThinkC 5.0. With this single lan-
guage for defining the audio signal processing, and portable audio formats like AIFF and WAV, users
can move easily from machine to machine.

The 1991 version added phase vocoder, FOF, and spectral data types. 1992 saw MIDI converter and
control units, enabling Csound to be run from MIDI score-files and externa keyboards. In 1994 the
sound analysis programs (Ipc, pvoc) were integrated into the main load module, enabling al Csound
processing to be run from a single executable, and Cscore could pass scores directly to the orchestra for
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iterative performance. The 1995 release introduced an expanded MIDI set with MIDI-based linseg, but-
terworth filters, granular synthesis, and an improved spectral-based pitch tracker. Of special importance
was the addition of run-time event generating tools (Cscore and MIDI) allowing run-time sensing and
response setups that enable interactive composition and experiment. It appeared that real-time software
synthesis was now showing some real promise.

History of the Canonical Csound Reference
Manual

Thisinitial version of this manual for early versions of Csound was started at MIT by Barry L. Vercoe
and maintained there during the 1980's and start of the 1990's. Some of the manual comes from docu-
ments for programs like Music11 from the 1970's. This original manual was improved and worked on by
Richard Boulanger, John ffitch, Jean Piché and Rasmus Ekman.

This manual led to the Officid Csound Reference Manual, dill located at:  ht-
tp:/imww.l akewoodsound.com/csound  [http://www.lakewoodsound.com/csound/hypertext/manual .htm],
for Csound version 4.16, November, 1999, which was maintained by David M. Boothe.

A pardlel version of the manual called the Alternative Csound Reference Manual, was developed by
Kevin Conder using DocBook/SGML [http://www.docbook.org/]. This version later became the Canon-
ical version.

When Csound was licenced as LGPL by MIT in 2003, the manua was licenced GFDL and placed on
Sourceforge along with the sources of Csound.

In the winter of 2004, the Canonical Manual was converted to DocBook/XML by Steven Yi to alow for
more people to be able to compile and maintain the manual.

The manual is currently maintained by Andrés Cabrera with continuous contributions from the Csound
Community.

The manua continues to be a community run project that depends on the contributions of developers
and usersto help refine the coverage and accuracy of its contents. All contributions are welcome and ap-
preciated.

Table 1. Other Contributors

Mike Berry

Eli Breder
Michael Casey
Michael Clark
Perry Cook
Sean Costello
Richard Dobson
Mark Dolson
Dan Ellis

Tom Erbe

Bill Gardner
Michael Gogins
Matt Ingalls
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Richard Karpen
Anthony Kozar
Victor Lazzarini

Allan Lee

David Macintyre
Gabriel Maldonado
Max Mathews
Hans Mikelson
Peter Neubacker
Peter Nix

Ville Pulkki
Maurizio Umberto Puxeddu
John Ramsdell
Marc Resibois

Rob Shaw

Paris Smaragdis
Greg Sullivan
Istvan Varga

Bill Verplank
Robin Whittle
Steven Yi

Francois Pinot
Andrés Cabrera
Gareth Edwards
Joachim Heintz
John ffitch

Oeyvind Brandtsegg
Menno Knevel
Felipe Sateler

And many others.

This list is by no means complete. More information can be gathered from the Changelog file in the
manual's sources repository.

Copyright Notice

This version of the Csound Manual ("The Canonical Csound Manual") is released under the GNU Free
Documentation Licence [http://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl.txt]. Below are listed, for historical purposes,
previous copyrights and requests for credit from previous authors.

Previous copyright notices

Copyright (c) 1986, 1992 by the Massachusetts I nstitute of Technology. All rights reserved.
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Developed by Barry L. Vercoe at the Experimental Music Studio, Media Laboratory, M.I.T., Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, with partial support from the System Development Foundation and from Nation-
al Science Foundation Grant # |RI-8704665.

Manual

Copyright (c) 2003 by Kevin Conder for modifications made to the Public Csound Reference Manual.

Permission is granted to copy, distribute and/or modify this document under the terms of the GNU Free
Documentation License, Version 1.2 or any later version published by the Free Software Foundation;
with no Invariant Sections, no Front-Cover Texts, and no Back-Cover Texts. A copy of this license is
available in the examples sub-directory [examples/fdl.ixt] or at: www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl.txt [ht-
tp://www.gnu.org/licenses/fdl.txt].

This Csound language documentation in this manual is derived from Kevin Conder's Alternative Csound
Reference Manual, which in turn is derived from the Public Csound Reference Manual.

Copyright 2004-2005 by Michael Gogins for modifications made to the Alternative Csound Reference
Manual.

This legal notice is from the Public Csound Reference Manual: “The original Hypertext Edition of the
MIT Csound Manual was prepared for the World Wide Web by Peter J. Nix of the Department of Music
at the University of Leeds and Jean Piché of the Faculté de musique de I'Université de Montréal. A Print
Edition, in Adobe Acrobat format, was then maintained by David M. Boothe. The editors fully acknow-
ledge the rights of the authors of the original documentation and programs, as set out above, and further
request that this notice appear wherever this material is held.”

The Public Csound Reference Manud's last known network location was ht-
tp://www.lakewoodsound.com/csound/hypertext/manual .htm.

The Alternative Csound Reference Manual's network location, for both the Transparent and Opaque
copies, is http://kevindumpscore.com/downl oad.html#csound-manual .

The Csound and CsoundAC Manual's network location is http://sourceforge.net/projects/csound.

Csound and CsoundAC

Csound is copyright 1991-2008 by Barry Vercoe, John ffitch and others.
CsoundAC is copyright 2001-2008 by Michael Gogins.

Csound and CsoundAC (formerly CsoundVST) are free software; you can redistribute them and/or
modify them under the terms of the GNU Lesser General Public License as published by the Free Soft-
ware Foundation; either version 2.1 of the License, or (at your option) any later version.

Csound and CsoundAC are distributed in the hope that they will be useful, but WITHOUT ANY WAR-
RANTY: ; without even the implied warranty of MERCHANTABILITY or FITNESS FOR A PARTICU-
LAR PURPOSE. See the GNU Lesser General Public License for more details.

You should have received a copy of the GNU Lesser Genera Public License along with Csound and

CsoundAC; if not, write to the Free Software Foundation, Inc., 59 Temple Place, Suite 330, Boston, MA
02111-1307 USA.

Virtual Synthesis Technology

Virtual Synthesis Technology (VST) Plugin interface technology by Steinberg Soft- und Hardware
GmbH.
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Getting Started with Csound

Downloading

In case you don't already have Csound (or have an older version) download the appropriate Csound ver-
son for your plaform from the Sourceforge Csound Download Page [ht-
tp://sourceforge.net/projects/csound/files/]. Installers for Windows have '.exe' extension and for Mac
".dmg'. If the installer's filename ends in '-d' it means the installer has been built with double precision
(64-bit) which provides higher quality output than the ordinary float precision (32-bit). The float ver-
sions provide quicker output, which may be important if you're using Csound in a real-time setting. You
can also download the sources and build them, but this requires more expertise (See the section Building
Csound).

It may also be useful to download the most recent version of this manual, which you will also find there.

Running

Csound can be run in different ways. Since Csound is a command line program (DOS in Windows
terms), just clicking on the csound executable will have no effect. Csound must be called either from the
computer's command line or from a front end. To use Csound from the command line, you must open a
Terminal (Command Prompt or DOS Prompt on Windows, or Terminal on MacOS). Using Csound from
the command line can be difficult if you've never used a terminal, so you may want to try to use one of
the front ends, either QuteCsound, which is included with the latest distributions, or another front end. A
front end is a window-based (not necessarily Windows-based) program that assists running Csound.
Most front ends include text editors with which you can edit csound files, and many include other useful
features.

Whether being run from a front end or being executed from the command line, Csound needs two
things:

» A Csoundfile (".csd' or possibly an.orc' and a'.sco' file)

» A list of command line flags (or configuration options) that configure execution. They determine
things like output filename and format, whether real-time audio and MIDI are enabled, which audio
output to use for real-time audio, the buffer size, the types of messages printed, etc. These options can
be included in the ".csd' file itself, so for the examples included in this manual you shouldn't need to
worry about them. Front end programs often have dialog boxes in which the command line flags can
be set. The complete and very long list of available command flags can be found here, but you might
want to have alook there later...

See the section Configuring if Csound is giving you trouble.

This documentation includes many '.csd' files which you can try out, and which should work directly
from the command line or from any front end. A simple example is oscil.csd [examples/oscil.csd],
which can be found in the examples folder of this documentation. Y our front end should alow you to
load the file, and the front end should have a 'play’ or ‘render’ button that will allow you to hear the file.
If you want to experiment with the file, you're well advised to use the front end's 'Save As..." command
to copy it to some other directory on your hard drive, such as a'csound scores' directory that you create.

Note for MacCsound users

You might need to remove al the lines from the command options slot in order for the
manual examplesto work.

You can aso try the manual examples from the command line. To do this, navigate to the examples dir-
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ectory of the manua using something like this on Windows (assuming the manual is located at
c:\Program Files\Csound\manual\):

cd "c:\Program Fil es\ Csound\ doc\ manual \ exanpl es"

or something like:

cd /manual di rect ory/ manual / exanpl es

for the Mac or linux Terminal. Then type:

csound oscil.csd

The example files are configured to run in real time by default, so with this command you should hear a
two-second sine wave.

Writing your own .csd files

A .csd file looks like this (thisfile is oscils.csd [examples/oscils.csd]):

<CsoundSynt hesi zer >

<CsOpti ons>
Sel ect audio/m di flags here according to platform

- odac ;s realtine audi o out

;-1 adc ;;,unconment -iadc if realtime audio input is needed too
For Non-realtine ouput |eave only the line bel ow
-0 oscils.wav -W;;; for file output any platform

Q/Cscptions>
<Csl nstrunent s>

sr = 44100
ksmps = 32
nchnls = 2
Odbfs =1
instr 1

iflg = p4

asig oscils .7, 220, 0, iflg
outs asig, asig

endin
</ Csl nstrunent s>
<CsScor e>

i 1020

i 132 2 ;double precision
e

</ CsScor e>

</ CsoundSynt hesi zer >

Csound's .csd files have three main sections between the <CsSynthesizer> and </CsSynthesizer> tags:

e CsOptions - Includes the Command Line flags specific to this particular file. These options can also
be set using the .csoundrc file, which you can edit in a text editor, or directly in the command line.
Some front ends also provide ways to specify global or local options.

» Cslnstruments - Contains the instruments or processes available in the file. Instruments are defined
using the instr and endin opcodes. The Cslnstruments section also contains the Orchestra Header,
which defines things like sample rate, the number of samples in a control period, and the number of
output channels.

» CsScore - Contains the 'notes' to be played, and optionally the definition of f-tables. Notes are created
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using the i statement, and f-tables are created using the f statement. Several other score statements are
available.

Anything after asemicolon (;) until the end of the line is acomment, and isignored by Csound.

You can write .csd files in any plain text editor, such as Notepad or Textedit. If you use a word pro-
cessor (not recommended), be sure to save the file as plain text (not rich text). Many front ends include
advanced editing capabilities, such as syntax highlighting and auto-completion of code.

You can find an in-depth tutorial on getting started with Csound written by Michael Gogins here [ht-
tp://michael-gogins.com/archives/tutorial .pdf].

What's new in Csound 6.08
Release Notes for Csound 6.08 (2016 November)

As usual there are a number of opcode fixes and improvements, but the mgjor changes are in the lan-
guage structures. First the score language has all-new treatment of macros and preprocessing, bringing it
in line with those of the orchestra. The parsing of the orchestra has had a number of fixes as outlined be-
low.

A major, and not totally compatible change as been made in reading and writing array elements. The
rate of the index now often determines the time of processing; check the entry below under Orchestra.
This simpl