
Runabc.tcl 

Updates of this text 

The graphic user interface has been reorganized. The Play 
Options/arrangement menu window has been changed introducing some 
new features such as voice doubling and octave shifts. See Play 
Options/arrangement.  

Table of Contents 

 Introduction 
 Main Menu 
 Getting Started 
 Main Features 
 Play Option Menu  
 Abc2ps, Abcm2ps, Yaps Configuration  
 Utilities menu/Abc2abc user interface 
 Utilities menu/ Gchords/drums to voice  
 Utilities menu/ Reformat  
 Utilities menu/ Multivoice extraction functions  
 Utilities menu/copy 
 Uitilities menu/ Incipits  
 Edit/TclAbcEditor 
 Search Menu/Find Title 
 Search Menu/Find Bars 
 Save Midi files 
 Midi Menu / midi2abc 
 Midi Menu/ Midishow - Piano Roll Representation 
 Midi Menu/ Mftext - Textual Representation of MIDI file 
 Drum Tool 

To download runabc.tcl go to: top level  

Introduction 

Runabc is a graphic user interface to the abcMIDI package. This means that 
instead of running these programs in a command line window, using long 
commands such as  

 

abcm2ps sample.abc - P - X - O out.ps  

and then calling another program to view the postscript file out.ps, you 
merely click one button.  

../top.html


The abcmidi package consists of 7 modules; abc2abc, abc2midi, abcmatch, 
mftext, midi2abc, midicopy, and yaps. Runabc provides a graphic user 
interface to all 7 modules and contains many additional features. There are 
several programs which provide user interfaces to the abcmidi page, but this 
is the only one which supports all 7 modules.  

Besides providing the basic functions for editing an abc file, the program 
contains many other features. You can play the tune at any tempo or key or 
assign different musical instruments without modifying the original file. You 
can easily add drum accompaniment. The built in editor has functions for 
adding harmony, adding guitar chords or grace notes, removing redundant 
guitar chords, and aligning the bars. You can search your entire collection of 
abc tunes for a tune containing a specific word or words in the title. You can 
perform the search on a fragment of the melody. Given a specific tune, you 
can search for other tunes which share similar motifs. You can expand a 
single voiced file with guitar chords and drum accompaniment into a 
multivoiced file.  

Many abc tunes are grouped together into a single file. Runabc allows you to 
order the tunes by name, key signature, time signature, or X: reference 
number.  

Runabc also provides many analysis tools for MIDI files. You can view the 
MIDI file in piano roll form and clip out a particular section of the MIDI file. 
You can view the MIDI commands in textual form and filter out the 
commands which are of lesser interest. There is a graphical user interface to 
midi2abc a program used to convert a MIDI file to an abc file. Midi2abc has 
many runtime parameters and is rather complicated to use without a user 
interface.  

Runabc provides context help. This means that when you click the help 
button, the button with a "?", the help text displayed contains information for 
the particular functions you are using.  

Runabc has been expanding over the past 12 years that it has been 
available. This guide alone when formatted as a pdf file is over 60 pages 
long.  

Runabc is a script written in tcl/tk 8.5. This is a scripting language like Java, 
Perl, Ruby, Python, Basic and many more. To run this script, you need to 
install the Tcl/Tk interpreter on your computer; however, fortunately for the 
PC and some other systems, the Tcl/Tk interpreter and runabc.tcl script can 
be packaged together into one executable less than two megabytes. The 
Tcl/Tk interpreter, is available for many systems including the Mac. This 
means that the program runs on the PC, on the Mac, on Linux, and many 



Unix based operating systems. Runabc does not run alone but also requires 
the abcMIDI executables, a MIDI player and a PostScript or PDF file viewer.  

Runabc.tcl no longer works properly with older versions like Tcl/Tk 8.3. To 
tell which version you are running, type in the command info tclversion 
while you are in the wish or tclsh command console.)  

The installation of all the package components is not a trivial matter, (see 
install.html for more details).  

Note the appearance of the windows shown here may differ depend on 
operating system you are using as well as the font thay you select.  

Runabc saves its state in a initialization file called runabc.ini. Thus when 
the program is restarted, it opens the last abc file that you were viewing and 
all the user preferences. Runabc.ini is updated each time you exit runabc. 
Runabc.ini is a regular text file that can be viewed and edited using any text 
editor; however, with few exceptions (which are noted in this documentation) 
all the parameters can be modified using the runabc.tcl user interface. If you 
delete runabc.ini, then runabc will start off with its factory setting as if you 
are running the program for the first time.  

Main Menu 

 

The main menu consists of a row of 13 buttons shown above. These buttons 
are listed here  

  TOC -- table of contents  

  Edit menu  

  Utilities  

  Play selection  

  Play option menu  

  Abc to PS options  

  Display music  

  Console  

  Search menu  

  Midi menu  

  Options menu  

  Help  

  Quit  

install.html


The rest of the document, describes the functions associated with the menu 
buttons; but here is a short overview.  

The key functions of runabc are displaying the music notation of a tune, 
converting the tune to a MIDI file and playing it, and editing the tune. Runabc 
does not perform these functions by itself. When you click the Display music 
button, runabc finds the tune in the collection and creates a temporary file of 
just this tune. Next it calls a abc to PostScript converter like abcm2ps to 
convert this temporary file to a PostScript file (usually called Out.ps). Finally, 
runabc calls a PostScript file viewer to show this file on the screen. The Play 
Selection button behaves similarly. A temporary file with the selected tune is 
produced. That file is converted to a MIDI file by calling abc2midi. A MIDI 
player is called to play this MIDI file. These three functions are basic to many 
abc graphic user interface programs.  

One of the key features of runabc is the ability, to modify how the tune is 
played. Few abc files have tempo markings or indications or MIDI 
declarations which indicate how the melody and accompaniment are to be 
played. As a result the MIDI files do not play at the right tempo and they are 
all played on an acoustic piano, the default MIDI instrument. Runabc 
contains configuration menu buttons which allow you to change these 
defaults. So without modifying the original files, you can hear the tunes the 
way they should sound like. Similarly, there are configuration menus 
allowing you to change how the sheet music is printed.  

Other top menu buttons provide access to many other useful utilities. The 
MIDI button is designed specifically for decoding MIDI files using the 
program midi2abc. The MIDI file can be converted to an abc file, it can be 
viewed in text mode, or it can be viewed graphically.  

The search menu, is designed for handling a large collection of music. You 
can search for all the tunes having a specific word in the title. You can 
search for all the tunes containing musical pattern in a specific bar or group 
of bars. You can group tunes which have common patterns in the melody 
line.  

The utilities menu contains a random set of functions. These include the 
ability to transpose the music using abc2abc and the ability to expand the 
guitar chords into a separate voice in the abc file.  

Getting Started for the First Time 

On Windows, you may put runabc.tcl and runabc.ico, in any folder. I usually 
put it in a folder called something like abc and add the various other 
executables that are needed like abc2midi.exe, abc2ps, etc into the same 
folder. For Unix, you have the same flexibility however the folder must have 



execution/read/write access for all users. Runabc will create a tmp directory 
and it will also create or modify the file runabc.ini in the same directory. For 
multiuser systems, it is recommended that each user has his private copy of 
runabc.tcl somewhere in his home directory since that is where the 
runabc.ini file will be stored. You start runabc.tcl on Windows by clicking on 
the file runabc.tcl. Assuming Tcl/Tk is installed on your system, the Tcl/Tk 
interpreter will start and automatically run runabc.tcl. On other systems such 
as Unix, Linux and etc. it may be necessary to start runabc.tcl using a 
command line such as "wish runabc.tcl".  

The first time runabc.tcl starts it checks whether it can find the abcMIDI 
package and other helper executables. The results are reported in a window 
which may look like this.  

 

You should address any of the problems reported since the program cannot 
operate properly. To repeat this check, exit and restart the program. 
Alternatively, you can click on the options/greetings menu item (under the 
wrench icon).  

The main screen to runabc.tcl consists of a series of buttons and a list of 
tunes contained in an a specific abc file.  



 

Initially the tunes are ordered as they appear in the file; however, by clicking 
on the header buttons (which appear in a small font) you can order the tunes 
by X: reference number, key signature, meter, or title. Clicking on the same 
button will toggle the order from ascending to descending.  

A light yellow box just above the table of contents list some of the header 
fields for the selected tune. The symbol gs: indicates the tune may contain 
guitar chords. The symbol %%MIDI indicates that MIDI directives are 
present in the selected tune. Clicking on this box will display the fields in 
more detail in a new window called header. A sample window is shown 
here.  



 
The items highlighted in blue are web links. If you click on one of the items, it 
will open an internet browser for that site. Recent abc tunes, may contain a 
F: field which contain a link appropriate to this tune. For example it may 
direct you to a YouTube video.  

If you are running the program for the first time, you should first click the 
Options menubutton. This is the button showing a wrench. The following 
menu will be displayed. shown below.  

 
All of these menu items shall be explained here, however, there is context 
help for most of the menu items. Assuming the character font is readable on 
your computer, you should first select menu item Options/abc executables. 
Otherwise you should choose Options/font and read the appropriate 
section in this documentation right away.  

abc executables 



 
All your abcmidi applications (abc2midi.exe, abc2abc.exe, yaps.exe, 
midi2abc.exe and midicopy.exe) should be in the same folder. Either enter 
the path name of this folder in the abcmidi folder entry box or start the 
browser by clicking the button labeled abcmidi folder. Note that you should 
separate directories with a forward slash "/" even when you are running on a 
Windows operating system. Tcl/Tk treats backslashes differently. Once you 
have selected the folder, runabc will list the version numbers and expected 
version numbers in a summary window shown below. If any of the files were 
not found, they will be indicated. The the runabc/cfg window will be 
expanded to include all the abcmidi paths, in case you need to make minor 
changes.  

 
Set the path names to the other applications that you may use such as 
abc2ps.exe, abcm2ps. If you wish to use a particular abc to postscript 
converter such as jcabc2ps or jaabc2ps, you may substitute its path for 
abc2ps. It is good idea to have a choice of several abc to postscript 
converters since some applications work better on some abc files. I find that 
the yaps converter can handle certain abc files which would cause abc2ps or 
abcm2ps to crash. You can change the default converter by going to the 



menu button which labeled as one of the following (yaps options, abcm2ps, 
abc2ps or other ps) in the second row of buttons and selecting ps converter 
cascade menu.  

In order to be able to display postscript files on your screen, you will need to 
specify the path to a postscript viewer program besides the label ghostview. 
For Linux I use gv, for Windows I use gview32.exe. Sites where you 
download these viewers are indicated in the install.html web page. The 
postscript viewer program is called automatically when ever you click on the 
Display button. This is the button showing an icon of a printer.  

A helpful hint:  

If you are using gsview on windows, you may wish to pass the -e argument 
so that a new gsview window does not appear each time you display another 
file. Unfortunately, you cannot pass program arguments in the entry box 
since tcl/tk assumes this is just part of the file or folder name. A simple way 
around this is to call gsview32.exe indirectly through a batch file. You can 
also use this batch file to convert the PostScript file to a Acrobat PDF file. 
For example, here is gsview.bat  
 

REM execute gsview32.exe with the - e option  

"C: \ Program Files \ Ghostgum \ gsview \ gsview32. exe" - e Out.ps  

 

REM convert Out.ps to out.pdf using gswin32.exe  

"C: \ Program Files \ gs \ gs8.53 \ bin \ gswin32.exe" - dBATCH - dNOPAUSE -

sDEVICE=pdfwrite - q - sOutputFile=out.pdf Out.ps  

You would now specify the path to gsview.bat in the ghostview entry box. 
Note you may need to edit gsview.bat if gsview32.exe and gswin32.exe are 
not in the same locations on your system.  

Though the script has its own editor for creating and editing abc files (with 
many special features), you may prefer to use your own editor (like vi, 
emacs, notepad...) for everyday work. You specify the path to the editor in 
the adjoining entry box.  

When you edit a particular tune included in a compilation of tunes in a abc 
file, runabc extracts this particular tune and saves it to a abc file with a name 
derived from the title into a specified directory. The name of the directory is 
specified in the entry box besides work folder. You should specify the name 
of a folder to keep everything organized. If the folder does not exist, it will be 
created automatically. It is necessary to do things this way to remain 
compatible with the other editors.  

Abcmatch is a program for performing searches on abc databases on your 
hard drive. You will need it when you use the find utility on the menu screen.  

player 1 



Now return to the Options menu button and configure the options for the midi 
player (Options/player 1).  

 

You have the choice of specifying two midi players with their options. If you 
only have one midi player available then ignore player 2 configuration menu 
item. The selected midi player is chosen from the abc2midi options (second 
row of buttons).  

This configuration page is used to specify the path name to the midi player, 
any required run time options and the protocol for passing the midi files to 
the midi player. All midi players handle single files. Others can 
accommodate a list of midi files, while some will even accept a folder of midi 
files. The manner of passing the midi file(s) to the player is specified by the 
protocol. You may use any of the three protocols even if you are only 
passing one midi file to the player, provided the player supports this method. 
If you are passing a folder then the folder name should be given in the 
options entry box and the 'folder' radio button should be selected. It is 
necessary to do this manually since some midi players require the folder 
name to be preceded by a flag. Note that in some operating systems there 
may be a limit in the length of the string containing the list of midi files.  

X.tmp 

When you click the Play selection button (shows a picture of a speaker), 
runabc creates a file called X.tmp containing the selected abc tunes and 
puts it in a tmp folder in the same folder from which runabc.tcl is invoked. (If 
you wish to use a different subdirectory name instead of tmp, you should edit 
the contents of the midi_dir parameter in the runabc.ini file.) Prior to running 
abc2midi, any midi files beginning with the letter X are removed from the tmp 
directory. Then abc2midi is executed with the file X.tmp and it creates a new 
set of midi files. These midi files are sent to a designated midi player using 
one of three protocols. You are allowed to designate up to two possible midi 
players which have their own option entry box and protocol. A convenient 
way for viewing the X.tmp file is to click the edit/view X.tmp menu item. Line 



numbers are added so it is easy to review the error messages from 
abc2midi. A sample of such file is shown here.  

 

font 

Go to the menu item Options/font and select the font size and weight ideal 
for your display.  

 



The font size, is very useful for adjusting the size of all windows and buttons 
to match the resolution settings of your screen. The program uses two 
different fonts, one for all the buttons and controls and the other to display 
the table of contents and the editor. Any font is suitable for the former, but 
you should use an equally spaced font (eg fixed) editor. You enter the 
names of the fonts in the entry box followed by a carriage return. For tcl/tk 
8.5 and higher a combobox at the bottom allows you to browse through the 
fonts available on your system. Samples characters of the font "abcdefg" are 
shown at the bottom right. You can get the list of available fonts by typing 
"font families" while running the Tcl/Tk interpreter (usually called wish). On 
my system (Windows 98) the list includes Courier, Arial, Century, Comic and 
many others.  

If the font that you choose results in an unreadable screen when you run the 
script runabc.tcl, you can press the button labeled Reset. Alternatively, you 
can edit the runabc.ini file and changing the entries for font_family. In the 
worst case you can delete the entire line and tcl/tk and runabc will try to 
restore it to something reasonable. If the font you choose does not exist, 
Tcl/Tk chooses a standard font.  

end of line convention 

The abc standard uses a blank line to separate abc tunes in a compilation of 
tunes in a file. Unfortunately, different computer platforms use different end 
of line conventions, (eg. carriage/return linefeed, carriage/return, or 
linefeed) which get in the way of this convention. On unix, there are 
programs called dos2unix, unix2dos, mac2unix, etc. which convert a text file 
to the appropriate convention. If runabc has difficulty detecting the blank line 
or sees blank lines every where, it is suggested that you tell runabc to ignore 
this convention by ticking the check box ignore blank lines. Since each tune 
is supposed to start with an X: reference number, runabc will use this as an 
indication to separate tunes. Runabc requires that every tune has an X: 
reference number, T: title, and K: key signature.  

sanity check 

If you do not succeed in getting runabc working properly, you can do a sanity 
check and send me the runabc.out file by e-mail to me. The runabc.out file is 
a text file that you can view with any editor.  

Register abc files 

If you are running on Windows, operating system, you will see the button 
Register abc files. Clicking this button will display the following window 
which will allow you to associate abc files with runabc.  



 
Associating the abc files with runabc means that whenever you double click 
on an abc file it will automatically start up runabc with that file loaded. If 
runabc was already running, then double clicking on the file will load that file 
into the current process. The association is set up through the Windows 
registry system. (Note this feature requires tcl/tk version 8.4. It will not work 
with 8.3. If you are using a freewrapped (or starpack) version like runabc.exe 
then you don't care, since the correct version is already built in.)  

Normally it is only necessary to create this association once. The association 
remains permanent (unless changed by another abc application). If you later 
decide to move runabc to a new directory, then it is necessary to reestablish 
the association the same way. If at sometime you wish to destroy or change 
this association, you can do this by going to 'Folder Options' which is 
accessed from the file manager under the menu item view or toolbar or 
somthing else (depending on which version of Windows you are running -- 
95,98,ME,etc.); then select 'File Types' find ABC, select it and take the 
appropriate action (eg remove).  

When you double click on abc file, windows starts up runabc and loads up 
the selected abc file. However, the current directory is the same directory 
where the abc file was found. This poses a problem, since the runabc.ini and 
tmp directory is normally in the same directory as where runabc was 
installed. To fix this problem, this function also stores the path name to the 
runabc install directory in the registry. Runabc determines whether runabc.tcl 
or runabc.exe are found in the current directory. If they are not found, then 
runabc looks in the registry to find out where they are located and changes 
the current directory to this location. Now it is possible to load and store the 
correct runabc.ini file.  

Note if you use runabc.exe or runabc.kit, you should associate the abc files 
with runabc.exe or runabc.kit.  

If you want a similar feature on other operating systems, it will be necessary 
for you to set it up yourself. You can put a link a runabc link in your ~/bin 
directory (i.e. in your home directory), so that it points to the location of 
runabc.tcl. For example, you would create the link by typing.  
ln -s ~/abc/runabc.tcl runabc  
Now you can start up runabc from any current directory. Furthermore, if you 
enter  
runabc sample.abc  
where sample.abc is some abc file in your current directory, then runabc will 
start up with this file preloaded. However, in order for this to work properly, 



you also need to create a new environment variable called RUNABCPATH 
which points to the folder where runabc.tcl is stored. On my system, I added 
the following to my .bashrc file.  
export RUNABCPATH=~/abc/  
If this is not done, runabc will not cd to the directory where runabc.tcl was 
installed and will not find the runabc.ini file.  

Main Features 

At this point you are ready to start using the program. Click the file button at 
the top left, and use the file browser to select the desired abc file. 
Alternatively, you may enter the full file pathname in the entry box and press 
'return'. (The return key can be used to remove the focus, i.e. flashing cursor 
from many of the entry boxes you will see.) A list of all the tunes in that file 
should appear below. (If no index appears on the screen, it may be 
necessary to convert abc text file to unix, dos format or whatever is 
appropriate for your machine using utilities like dos2unix, see readme file for 
more discussion.) If you do not have those utilities, you may be able to 
accomplish this using the edit/copy to file command on the runabc console 
and create a new copy of the tunes in the abc file. This is discussed later.  

Select a tune, using the mouse pointer. If you right click a particular tune, a 
short summary will pop up in a separate window. Then click the play button, 
to hear it on your speakers or the display button to view the tune in musical 
notation. You can select several tunes by dragging the mouse pointer, or 
clicking with the shift key (or control key) depressed. When you click the play 
or display button, all the selected tunes will be converted to midi files or a 
postscript file.  

Other bindings: the arrow, page up/down, allow you to scroll up and down 
the table of contents. In addition the p key or will play the current selection 
and the d key will display this selection.  

When you right click any tune in the table of contents list box, a short menu 
(play, display, summary) will pop up. Clicking on play is equivalent to clicking 
on the speaker icon in the top menu array. A MIDI file of that tune will be 
created and played. Clicking on the display menu item, is equivalent to 
clicking on the printer icon in the top menu array. A postscript file will be 
created for the particular tune and this file will be displayed on the screen. 
Clicking on the summary menu item, will display the header items of that 
tune in a separate window called summary. If you want the entire tune 
shown then set 'summary_enabled' to 2 in runabc.ini.  

If you click the Play selection button (which has a speaker icon), the 
program will convert the specific tunes to a midi files, store them in a specific 
directory (by default tmp in your current directory) and then attempt to play 



these midi files using the midi player that you had designated in the 
configuration property sheet. Any error or warning messages reported by 
abc2midi can be viewed by clicking the button labeled Console. (The 
Console button appears as a rectangular box with a blue bar at the top.) 
Note abc2midi is more stringent than abc2ps in the use of the P: field. The 
P: field has sometimes been used to put additional annotation rather than 
designate the parts and how they are repeated.  

 

The error and warning messages produced by abc2midi and yaps may 
appear in blue print. If you click on one of those messages, runabc will 
display the input file (X.tmp) in a separate window and the line associated 
with this error message will be highlighted with a grey background. Do not 
attempt to edit the contents of this window since you cannot save the results.  

 

If you click the button labeled Display, the program will create a postscript 
file (Out.ps) of the abc file by calling the program abc2ps or whatever with 
the appropriate parameters and then display this file by running ghostview. A 



sample view of the postscript file is shown below. Again you can view any 
messages reported by abc2ps by clicking on the button labeled console. 
Abc2ps depends on the X: reference number to find the selected tune so be 
sure there are no duplicate numbers or the wrong tune could be selected. 
Note abc2ps and its variant may not handle all forms of line/end conventions 
even though runabc, yaps and abc2midi can handle them.  

 

Play Option Menu 

Runabc has many advanced features to control how the midi file or 
postscript file is created. You get to these features by clicking the menu 
button abc2midi or abc2ps (may also be labeled yaps or abcm2ps).  

Few abc notated tunes contain details on how to play the music. Tempo 
information is often lacking and the music is always played on the MIDI 
Acoustic Piano. Runabc allows you to change these defaults without altering 
the input file. Runabc can enliven the tune using additional MIDI directives 
which are inserted into a copy of the tune. These options are controlled 
using the menu items described here.  

When you are creating and playing the midi file, the Play options menu 
button provides options for changing the tempo, transposition, assignment of 
voices to melody and accompaniment, turning off chordal/bass 
accompaniment, turning off the melody line. (This button shows a picture of 
a hammer and a pin, standing vertically.) Most of this information is rarely 
included in the midi file, so it is necessary to automatically insert it before 
sending it to abc2midi.  



Prior to calling abc2midi, runabc creates a copy of the tunes you wish to play 
with this added information in the file called X.tmp which is stored in the tmp 
subdirectory. Abc2midi then processes the file X.tmp producing the desired 
midi files. You can view, but not edit the X.tmp file using the menu button 
edit/view X.tmp. (The edit button shows an icon of a pencil writing on a 
sheet of paper.) This is often useful, since the error messages reported by 
abc2midi (viewed when the console button is clicked), refer to lines in the 
X.tmp file. Line numbers are automatically inserted by the runabc viewer for 
your convenience.  

Tempo/pitch 

If you wish to change the tempo or choice of instruments in the midi file, you 
should click the button labeled Play options and select tempo/pitch. A new 
property sheet will appear as shown below. On line help appropriate to this 
sheet is available if you now click the help button.  

 

Most abc files do not have any tempo or midi program indications, so it does 
not matter whether this program ignores or uses these indications. This also 
provides complete freedom to change the tempo or instrumentation. 
However, there are a few abc files (in particular the multivoice files 
generated by midi2abc) which preserve these indications. If you wish to 
ignore these indications, check the appropriate boxes in this property page.  

The tempo slider allows you to control the tempo in quarter notes per 
minute. The transpose slider allows you to transpose all channels up or 
down by a number of semitones. If you move the transpose slider, 
remember to restore it back to zero. Its position is stored in the runabc.ini file 
until you change it.  

By default all MIDI tracks are mapped to the acoustic piano. If you wish 
abc2midi to map the melody track to another instrument, you should select 
Play options/arrangement and the following sheet will be exposed.  



 

Arrangement 

The first four rows in the window, labeled melody, double, chord and bass 
provide additional controls on how the music is played. Many abc tunes 
contain guitar chord indications (for example "Dm" or "G7") specified in the 
music body. If abc2midi recognizes these guitar chords, it will automatically 
create a chord/bass accompaniment which adds more flavour to the music. 
Both the chord and bass components can be adjusted using the controls in 
this window. There are three controls for each of these components (a forth 
one for double). They control the loudness, the musical instrument, and 
octave shift.  

The double line with check box is a new feature in runabc. If the box is 
checked runabc will create another copy of the melody and place it in a 
separate voice. The way in which this voice is played can be controlled in a 
the manner discussed below.  

If you click on the button labeled Fiddle in the figure, a cascaded menu will 
allow you to choose a different instrument from a set of 128 General Midi 
instruments.  



A volume slider on the next line adjusts the volume level of the melody. This 
in effects three numbers labeled on beat, off beat, and other which is used 
by abc2midi to control the volume level (called note velocity in MIDI 
terminology) of each note depending on its position in the bar. The velocity 
for the first beat should be higher than than the offbeat and similarly the 
velocity of the offbeat should be higher than the other notes. You can edit 
these in the adjoining entry boxes, or you can adjust them automatically with 
the volume slider. The volume levels in each entry box should not exceed 
127. Though the optional voice labeled double also uses three numbers to 
control the playback, this is not shown.  

The octave menu button, (here the button labeled 0), permits you to play the 
part one or more octaves above or below what is written in the score. This is 
particularly useful when you double the melody line with another instrument. 
For example, you may choose to double the piano with the flute. The flute 
will stand out better if it is played an octave higher.  

Similarly you can select any instruments for the chordal and bass 
accompaniment, adjust the volume level and the octave shift.  

Most notated abc files do not have MIDI directives; however, if the tune does 
contain MIDI directives, then none of the settings you make will prevail 
unless you tick override midi check box.  

If you click the random, the melody,chord and bass will be assigned to 
random instruments. Sometimes the assignment is terrible but many times 
the arrangement is quite interesting.  

To turn off any one of the components, set the volume level to zero. This 
may be useful if you wish to practice on your musical instrument by playing 
along with the accompaniment. There is also an option for drum 
accompaniment which are described next.  

gchord configuration 

The pattern of the chordal/bass accompaniment is determined by the time 
signature of the music. You have the option of choosing another pattern by 
selecting the gchord menu button. Be sure to check the checkbox my 
gchord or else abc2midi will use its default pattern. Clicking the gchord 
button will drop a cascaded menu. The gchord pattern is specified using the 
codes, f (bass fundamental), c (chord) and z (rest). A number after the codes 
f,c and z specifies the duration. For example the default gchord string or 3/4 
time is fzczcz. The duration of the gchord string is always normalized to one 
measure so that f4c2 and f2c denote the same thing.  



Besides the f,c,z codes, no codes g,h,i,j,G,H,I and J were recently 
introduced for handling broken codes or arpeggios. These codes address 
the individual notes in the chord starting from the lowest note in the code. 
The lowest note is not necessarily the root if the chord is an inversion. For 
example for the C major chord, the ghord string ghih would play the 
sequence CEGE for every bar. The code GHIJ would play the same notes 
but at a lower octave.  

drums 

There are three settings for the drum accompaniment, off, auto, and 
custom. If there are no indications in the tune, drum accompaniment is not 
normally present. Since few abc notated tunes do include drum 
accompaniment indications, there is an option to introduce drum 
accompaniment using the auto and custom settings. In the auto setting, 
runabc.tcl chooses an accompaniment based on the time signature. Not all 
meters such as 7/8, 9/8 etc. are recognized. In the custom setting, you can 
choose your own drum accompaniment pattern. A menu of several patterns 
for each time signature appears under the drum pattern menu button. 
Drums will be assigned randomly to the pattern each time you select a 
pattern. You can get finer control on the selection and drum pattern by 
clicking the drumkit button. Further information about the drumkit editor is 
presented in the section on the TclAbcEditor.  

drone 

Bagpipe music now has some limited support. If the music is written in the 
K:Hp or K:hp signature, then you can instruct abc2midi to insert a continuous 
drone which is played in the background. The loudness of the two 
instruments generating the drone are configurable using the sliders.  

voice 

Advanced settings 



 

If you have specified an alternate midi player in the configuration property 
page, you can select the desired midi player to use here. Note: for these 
changes to take effect, the play mode must be aborted and the play button 
must be clicked again.  

The gracedivider is a new feature which replaces the old %%MIDI grace a/b 
(still available in abc2midi but no longer supported by runabc). In the old 
method, you would specify would part of the note could be used for 
expressing a grace and this ratio would remain fixed. Unfortunately, the 
length of each grace note is now dependent on the complexity of the grace 
group and the note to which it was applied. In the new method, the grace 
note always has a fixed duration, eg (1/64 th note) irrespective of where it 
occurs. The time is still taken from the following note but the ratio of grace 
notes to the following note is now variable. If the following note is too short to 
handle the grace, then the grace is ignored. You specify the duration of the 
grace notes using the new %%MIDI gracedivider b command. Runabc 
supports this new command by allowing you to specify the b value. This 
value specifies the divider applied to the standard note length as specified 
by the L: field command. For example, for L:1/8 and b=4, all the grace notes 
would be 1/32nd notes. (Note that in order for this feature to work correctly 
the version of abc2midi must be 1.44 or higher.)  

Broken rhythm ratio adjusts the times for > and < indications in the music 
body (eg. B > c). The default is 2 to 1, meaning the notes are played as B4/3 
c2/3 even though it is printed as B3/2 c1/2. If you want it to be played as 
written then you should set the ratio to 3.  

The parameter beat divider is used for determining which notes are to be 
considered as strong (off beat). If the time signature is x/y then each note is 
assigned a position 0,1,2,...x-1 depending on its position in the bar. If its 



position k, is an exact multiple of n, then that note is considered strong and 
is assigned a level of b. If you need finer control, you should insert the 
%%MIDI beatstring string into your abc file. This is documented in the 
abcguide.txt which comes with the abcmidi distribution.  

The default button restores all these parameters to factory settings.  

If your abc file uses different voices (V:1, V:2, ...) then you should select 
Play options/voices to control the assignment of the voices to the different 
MIDI instruments, volume levels and panning parameter. If the tune has 
already assigned instruments to the voices and you have not requested to 
override all MIDI indications (in the abc2midi options/tempo-pitch page), then 
these changes will not be effective.  

.  

The panning parameter is useful if you have two speakers. You can shift the 
voice towards the left or right speaker. If you wish to turn a voice off, simply 
set the volume level to zero. Be sure to return the level back to normal when 
you are done, since all settings are saved when you exit from runabc. These 
options were found to be useful when you are trying to track errors in one of 
the voices or you are playing a long with the computer using your musical 
instrument.  

Abc2ps, Abcm2ps, Yaps Configuration  

Similarly, you can also configure the appearance of the postscript file by 
changing the parameters passed to the program abc2ps or yaps. To do this, 



you should click on the button either labeled abc2ps options or yaps options 
depending on which postscript converter you had indicated in 
config/executables window. A dialog box with entry boxes appears as shown 
below. (If abc2ps is your selected converter, then a different property page 
will appear.)  

 

Jcabc2ps, Jaabc2ps, Abctab2ps and other abc2ps clones  

For the many other postscript file creators, you can select the other radio 
button in the config/abc executables menu page. When you click on the 
other ps button, the following configuration page would be displayed.  

 

You specify the path name to the executable and the program options in the 
two entry boxes provided. You may specify as many options as you wish, 



but you should ensure that the program produces an output file called 
Out.ps. The input abc file name will be automatically provided by runabc. 
Unless you are running an old version of runabc (prior to 3.95 April 9 2003) 
you should no longer specify the selector parameter -e $xsel. Runabc now 
copies all the selected tunes to a separate file (usually X.tmp) in the tmp 
folder and the postscript creator processes this file. This avoids several 
problems (eg. duplicate X: reference numbers). When you click the display 
button, runabc calls this converter with these options producing an Out.ps 
file which is then sent to a postscript viewer such as Ghostview. If there are 
any problems, you should click the Console button in order to see any of the 
error messages.  

Edit/Abc2abc interface  

The user's interface to abc2abc is hidden away in the Edit menu menu 
button. Selecting this item causes runabc to display the following frame in its 
main window.  

 

Abc2abc is one of the programs which comes with the abcmidi package and 
provides many useful formating and conversion functions. As its name 
implies, both the input and output are abc files. (If you do not redirect the 
output to a file, the output will be printed on your command window.) 



Abc2abc is commonly used to transpose an abc file to a different key 
signature; however, it provides many other formatting functions. The 
documentation in the readme.txt file is quite concise and for the benefit of 
some runabc users, I shall provide a more detailed description below.  

The abc2abc interface reflects nearly all the run time options which are listed 
when you run the program with no options. Thus if you tick the checkbox 
halve note lengths, abc2abc would be run with the parameter -v. The 
execution string is displayed at the bottom of the main window after you click 
the button labeled abc2abc near the bottom. If you had selected, the radio 
button output to editor, then the abc2abc would be written in a file edit.abc 
and displayed in TclAbcEditor which will be described in the following 
section. If you selected the radio button output to clipboard the results 
would be placed in a clipboard where it can be accessed by most textbased 
editors. (For example, cntl-v will access the clipboard on the Windows 
operating system.)  

To illustrate the effect of various abc2abc options, consider the following 
simple example adapted from 
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/music/Info/RRTuneBk/tunebook.html  

 

X:17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

M:6/8  

L:1/8  

K:D  

dfdecA|dfagfe|dfdecA|dedd3:|  

AFABGB|cBcded|AFABGB|cBcd3:|  

If the no error report checkbox is not ticked, abc2abc will produce the 
following output  
 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/8  

K:D  

dfdecA|dfagfe|dfdecA|dedd3  

%Warning : No repeat expected, found :|  

:|  

AFABGB|cBcded|AFABGB|cBcd3  

%Warning : No repeat expected, found :|  

:|  

Unless you are trying to clean up any errors or minor inconsistencies, you 
would normally have that checkbox ticked so all warnings and error 
messages are suppressed.  

Ticking the box new spacing will result in the following output which would 
produce a cleaner output when converted to a postscript file.  



 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/8  

K:D  

dfd ecA|dfa gfe|dfd ecA|ded d3:|  

AFA BGB|cBc ded|AFA BGB|cBc d3:|  

 
Spaces were placed between beats.  

The option use [] for chords and slurs is an ancient remnant when abc 
files indicated chords with +ACE+ instead of [ACE]. Presently, it is fairly 
difficult to find abc files using the old convention. Abc2abc would convert the 
old convention to the new standard if this option is selected.  

Running abc2abc with the option double note length produces the following 
output.  

 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/16  

K:D  

d2f2d2 e2c2A2|d2f2a2 g2f2e2|d2f2d 2 e2c2A2|d2e2d2 d6:|  

A2F2A2 B2G2B2|c2B2c2 d2e2d2|A2F2A2 B2G2B2|c2B2c2 d6:|  

The standard unit length specified by the L: field has been halved to 1/16 
and all the notes have been doubled in length. Effectively, there has been no 
change; however, this feature is sometimes handy when you are transcribing 
a new tune. The option halve note length does the opposite as illustrated 
below.  
 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/4  

K:D  

d/2f/2d/2 e/2c/2A/2|d/2f/2a/2 g/2f/2e/2|d/2f/2d/2 

e/2c/2A /2|d/2e/2d/2 d3/2:|  

A/2F/2A/2 B/2G/2B/2|c/2B/2c/2 d/2e/2d/2|A/2F/2A/2 

B/2G/2B/2|c/2B/2c/2 d3/2:|  

The option force key to none will produce the following output  
 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/8  

K:none  



d^fd e^cA|d^fa gfe|d^fd e^cA|ded d3:|  

A^FA BGB|^cBc ded|A^FA BGB|^cBc d3:|  

The key signature is K:none and additional sharps were added to preserve 
the original music. You can force the key signature to any one of 11 
possibilities if you click on the menu item currently labeled none. This 
feature becomes useful for some jazz music which has so many accidentals 
that it is hard to assign any particular key signature.  

Some musical instruments automatically transpose the music a certain 
interval. For example, when clarinet plays a piece written in C major, the 
music comes out in Bb. Ticking the transpose button and entering a number 
-1 in the semitones entry box produces the following output.  

 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/8  

K: Db 

dfd ecA|dfa gfe|dfd ecA|ded d3:|  

AFA BGB|cBc ded|AFA BGB|cBc d3:|  

All the notes were shifted down one semitone and the key signature was 
changed to Db to be consistent. Note it is important to tick the adjoining 
checkbox for performing the transposition or else no action will be taken.  

The placement of linebreaks affects the clarity of the abc file and the 
appearance postscript converted file. Ticking the linebreaks every n bars 
allows you to place linebreaks at regular intervals. For example if n is set to 
3 the output would look like  

 

X: 17  

T:Quick Step 71st. Regt.  

Z:rrobinson/Aird1.abc  

M:6/8  

L:1/8  

K:D  

dfd ecA|dfa gfe|dfd ecA|  

ded d3:|AFA BGB|cBc ded|  

AFA BGB|cBc d3:|  

The extract only voice is applicable to multivoiced abc files. It will produce 
an abc file with only the selected voice.  

Finally, you can apply any one of these functions to a particular voice in an 
abc file. For example  

 

X:1  

T: transpose one voice  



M: 2/4  

L: 1/8  

K: C  

V:1  

CDEF|GABc|  

V:2  

K:C  

CDEF|GABc|  

To transpose voice two to Bb major, check the transpose button and enter -
2 and check the apply to only voice and enter 2. Then click the abc2abc 
button. The resulting output will look like.  
 

X:1  

T:transpose one voice  

M:2/4  

L:1/8  

K: C  

V:1  

CDEF|GABc|  

V:2  

K:Bbmaj  

B,CDE|FGAB|  

Note that the input tune must specify the K:C in voice 2 in order for the 
function to work correctly.  

Abc2abc can perform several operations at a time if more than one option 
has been selected. It has not been tested with all combinations of options, 
so it is recommended that the user keep things simple. The program 
performs only one pass through the abc file and the source code has 
become quite complex in some places. Other useful formatting features such 
as diatonic transposition has been introduced into the runabc builtin editor 
which is described in the next section.  

Gchords/drums to voice 



 

This functions converts the guitar chord indications and drum MIDI 
commands into separate voices. The benefit of expressing them into 
separate voices is that the lines can now be edited so that they sound less 
mechanical. The gchord string determines how the guitar chord is expanded. 
Similarly the MIDI drum command specifies the drum pattern and drum 
instruments to use. If the gchord strings or MIDI drum command are already 
embedded in the tune, they have priority. Otherwise, the program uses the 
default strings in the two entry boxes. These strings can be edited directly 
assuming you know what you are doing; alternatively you can go to the Play 
options/gchord&drums toolbox. If no gchord string is given, abc2midi 
automatically selects the one appropriate for the time signature in the tune. 
The gchord voice is put into voice 2 and the drum voice is put into voice 3. If 
these are not the desired defaults, you may wish to manually insert these 
voices into the file by first putting them in a clipboard by pressing create 
tune. Otherwise the program will create a file edit.abc with the original lines 
and the added voices and open this file with the builtin editor TclAbcEditor 
when the create tune button is pressed.  

In most cases the guitar chords are found in a none labeled voice (for a 
single voiced tune) or in the first voice called 1. If this is not the case, then 
the voice name or number to use should be put in the entry box.  

Beware: if no %%MIDI drum indications or %%MIDI gchord indications are 
present in the file (tune), the program tries to act in a similar way as when it 












































































