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    A sequencer is a piece of recording equipment that stores, edits & plays back MIDI data e.g. from your MIDI equipped keyboard or drum machine. Being virtual tracks, they don't take up any extra tracks on your multi-track, apart from the one dedicated to a time code (SMPTE/FSK etc). Hence a simple 4-track portastudio can run a vast MIDI set-up, with 3-tracks being left for vocals & live instruments. MIDI data can be played around with until perfect, then the live tracks can be recorded for a demo. The MIDI data can then be taken to a quality professional studio with a large MTR and a commercial master produced. This being done mainly at home saves a small fortune in studio costs. 

    To hook up a sequencer to a multi-track via a time code (e.g. SMPTE), you will need a tape to MIDI synchroniser. There are many on the market from a cheaper sync box such as the Anatek Pocket Sync (basic) to the JL Cooper PPS 100 (many facilities) to the Midex (professional unit & price to match).

    To run all your keyboards & modules from a single MIDI output, you'll need a good quality 'thru box'. The Philip Rees V10 at only £39 is one of the best around (its also mains powered, no fidley PSU's).

    Today many keyboards have built in sequencers (e.g. from Korg Ml to Trinity) this may well be enough for your own musical needs, but there are hundreds of other machines, past & present. I've listed the 4 basic groups below: -

OLDER HARDWARE SEQUENCERS
These were from the earliest days of MIDI, no floppy disc and your data storage was to cassette! Some could sync to DIN SYNC 24 code or FSK. A good example being the Roland MS7OO Sequencer, which you should be able to pick up for £100 or less today. This is still a useable machine today! Simple large keys (4 digit LCD though) & straightforward operating procedure. It provides 8 tracks of recording, 16 MIDI channels & 6500 note capacity. You can bounce tracks, but there is no undo facility. Most machines of the day were similar and were basically single song machines only.

MORE RECENT HARDWARE SEQUENCERS

Look for a machine with a built in floppy disc drive for storage. A good example being the Yamaha QX5fd, which you can pick up for £150 or less today. Though quite difficult to use (you'll need the manual), this machine was preferred by many to the early Atari Computers! Due to its vast flexibility, reliability (our studio still has a 10 year old model in perfect working order) and fast/cheap floppy disc storage. It provides 8-tracks (with 16 MIDI channels on each!) non-destructive bouncing, large note capacity, many other features you'd find on modern machines (but a rather small LCD). More recent machines can sync to a variety of time codes inc: MTC, Smart FSK, SMPTE etc

COMPUTER BASED SEQUENCER PACKAGES

There are pre-Atari machines still on the market...  avoid these like the plague! You should be able to pick up an Atari 1040 STFM, with monitor, mouse, a sequencing program like, Pro 24 or Cubase V2 for under £250(make sure it includes all leads & manuals). The Atari is still a standard piece of studio equipment today and should remain a viable platform for many years to come. Though a basic 2nd hand PC's with Cubase VST, isn't that expensive. 

DIGITAL MULTI-TRACK MACHINES

Are still in their infancy, but could well spell the end of the analogue cassette based portastudio market within 10 years. Many machines have just appeared on the market at around the same price e.g. Roland VS-880 & the Fostex DMT-8 for around £1400 new. Take the Roland VS-880, this provides 8 tracks of digital audio, but each track can contain 8 virtual tracks which can be digitally edited. You can sync to MIDI with an external sequencer. Now you can cut'n'paste your live recording & sync them to MIDI. Mixes can even be automated via MIDI with a program such as Cubase or Notator. This I believe is the start of the biggest revolution the music industry has ever seen….                                  
N.B. When you buy any 2nd hand musical equipment, take along a friend who knows something about the gear, avoid private sales unless you're very confident and make sure the shop covers the equipment for at least 3 months.


