


Best Free DAWs & Plugins to Start Making Music

You don't need to spend a single dollar to start making real music. This guide covers everything a beginner music
producer needs — from choosing the right free Digital Audio Workstation (DAW) to building a solid plugin toolkit for

beats, vocals, mixing, and mastering. Whether you're on Windows, Mac, Linux, or even just a browser, there's a free
setup that works for you. Pick one, learn it, and finish songs.



What Is a DAW — and Why It Comes First

Before you download a single plugin, you need a DAW: a Digital Audio Workstation. This is the main program
where you record, arrange, edit, mix, and export your music. Think of it this way — the DAW is the studio. Plugins are
the tools inside the studio.

You do not need to buy Ableton, FL Studio, Logic, Cubase, or Pro Tools right away. There are excellent free DAWSs that
are more than capable enough to learn production, record vocals, make beats, arrange full songs, and start
finishing music. The best DAW is not the most expensive one — the best DAW is the one you actually use to finish

songs.
Record Audio Use MIDI
Capture vocals, guitar, and live instruments directly Program melodies, chords, and drum patterns using
into your project. virtual instruments.
Arrange Songs Mix & Export
Build full tracks with verse, chorus, and bridge Balance your levels and export WAV or MP3 files

structure. ready to share.



The Best Free DAWs at a Glance

Here's a quick overview of the top free DAWs available today. Each one serves a different type of producer — from

bbedroom beatmakers to bands recording live instruments. Find the row that matches your situation and start
there.

DAW Best For Platform
Waveform Free Best all-around free desktop DAW Windows, Mac, Free
Linux
GarageBand Best for Mac beginners Mac, iPhone, iPad Free
BandLab Studio Best browser/mobile & collaboration Browser, iOS, Free
Android
Pro Tools Intro Learning studio-style recording Windows, Mac Free
MPC Beats Beatmaking and sample chopping Windows, Mac Free
LMMS Electronic music, open-source Windows, Mac, Free
Linux
Ardour Recording, editing, and mixing Windows, Mac, Free/Poy—vvhot—
Linux you-want
BqnqubI Online classroom & collaboration Browser, iOS, Free
Soundtrap Android
Bespoke Synth Modular experimental workflows Windows, Mac, Free
Linux
Roland Zenbeats Mobile-friendly with Roland sounds Windows, Mac, iOS, Free

Android



My Recommended Free DAW Picks

With so many options, it helps to have clear recommendations based on your situation. Here are the top picks

bbroken down by use case — each one chosen because it removes friction and helps you actually start making
Music.

Waveform Free — Best  GarageBand — Best for BandLab Studio — Best  Pro Tools Intro — Best

for Most Beginners Mac Users for Collaboration for Studio Workflow
The best free starting point  Simple, clean, and already  Open it in any browser or If your goal is to

for Windows users who built into the Apple on your phone and start understand how

want a serious DAW. ecosystem. GarageBand is  making music professional recording
Handles MIDI, audio not a toy — you can make  immediately. Perfect for studios operate, Pro Tools
recording, arranging, real, finished music in it. lbeginners, rappers, and Intro teaches you that
mixing, and third-party Great for songwriters, remote collaborators who  workflow for free. Ideal for
VST plugins. It's a full vocalists, and anyone new  don't want to deal with vocalists, engineers, and
professional-grade to production on a Mac. software installation. bands who want industry-
workflow at zero cost. standard habits from day

one.



Choose the Right DAW for Your Situation

Not sure which DAW to pick? Use this simple reference guide. Match your situation to the best free choice — then
stop second-guessing and open the DAW.
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Windows full DAW — Mac beginner — Beatmaking —
Waveform Free GarageBand MPC Beats or Waveform Free

Record vocals — Collaborate online — Linux user —
Waveform Free, GarageBand, - BandLab or Soundtrap = Waveform Free, LMMS, |
or Pro Tools Intro or Ardour
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Mobile-friendly —

BandLab, GarageBand, .
or Zenbeats

Open-source — Modular experimentation —
LMMS, Ardour, or Zrythm Bespoke Synth

L) Do not start by downloading every DAW. Pick one and learn it. The biggest beginner mistake is opening five
DAWSs for 20 minutes each, getting confused, and finishing nothing.



Simple Beginner Setups by Platform

Once you've chosen your DAW, you need a handful of plugins to complete your setup. Here are three complete free
starter configurations — one for Windows, one for Mac, and one for browser or mobile use. You don't need anything
beyond this list to make your first finished songs.

Option T— Windows Option 2 — Mac
DAW: Waveform Free DAW: GarageBand

Synth: Vital e Synth: Vital

Drums: Sitala e Drums: Sitala

EQ: TDR Nova e EQ: TDR Nova

Reverb: Valhalla Supermassive e Reverb: Valhalla Supermassive
Analyzer: Voxengo SPAN e Analyzer: Voxengo SPAN

Loudness: Youlean Loudness Meter e Loudness: Youlean Loudness Meter

Limiter: LoudMax

Option 3 — Browser / Mobile
DAW: BandLab

e Use built-in instruments, loops, and effects
e Export your track when ready

* Move to a desktop DAW when you need more
control




Essential Free Plugins — Start Here

You do not need expensive plugins to make serious music. A good free setup can cover almost everything: synths,
drums, sampling, vocals, mixing, mastering, and creative effects. The goal is to build a solid toolkit without wasting
hours downloading 200 things you'll never use.

Install these first. This is the core "first install” setup for most producers — it gives you everything needed to make,
mix, and export full songs from day one.

Vital Wavetable synth for bass, leads, pads, and sound design
Surge XT Powerful free synth for deeper sound design

Sitala Simple drum sampler for one-shots and beats

TDR Nova Dynamic EQ for mixing and cleaning up audio

Kilohearts Essentials Large free FX bundle — phaser, chorus, delay, transient tools
Valhalla Supermassive Huge reverb and delay for atmosphere and space
Voxengo SPAN Spectrum analyzer to see what your mix is doing

Youlean Loudness Meter LUFS and loudness checking for streaming platforms

GClip Clipper for drums, bass, and loudness control

LoudMax Simple limiter for final output control

Graillon Free Vocal pitch correction and vocal effects



Free Plugins by Category

Once you have the essentials installed, you can expand your toolkit by category based on what kind of music you
make. Here's a breakdown of the best free options in each major plugin category. Remember — learn the ones you

have before adding more.

Wl Synths & Instruments

e Vital — Modern wavetable synth, Serum-style
sound design

e Surge XT — Deep sound design, experimental
sounds

e 0Odin 2 — Bass, leads, hybrid synth sounds
e Dexed — FM sounds, bells, keys, DX7-style bass
e TAL-NoiseMaker — Simple analog-style synth

e u-heTyrellN6 — Warm analog tones

BB Mixing & Dynamics
e TDR Nova — Dynamic EQ, harshness control

e TDR Kotelnikov — Clean mastering-style
compression

e Klanghelm MJUC jr. — Tube-style compression
e Klanghelm IVGI — Saturation and analog color
e CHOW Tape Model — Tape saturation

e Airwindows — Huge free collection of mixing
tools

& Guitar & Bass

 Neural Amp Modeler — Free amp modeling

e Blue Cat Free Amp — Simple guitar amp
simulation

e AmpliTube 5CS — Free amp suite
e TONEXCS — Free amp captures
e TSEBOD — Bass overdrive

& Drums & Breaks

Sitala — Simple drum pads and one-shots

AmenBreak VST — Break slicing for jungle and
DnB

Steven Slate Drums 5 Free — Real acoustic
drums

MT Power Drum Kit 2 — Free acoustic drum kit

# \/ocal Tools

Graillon Free — Pitch correction and vocal
effects

MAutoPitch — Free autotune-style pitch
correction

iZotope Vocal Doubler — VVocal doubling and
Wilelig

Slate Digital Fresh Air — VVocal brightness and
air

TAL-Vocoder — Vocoder and robot vocal
effects

Bertom Denoiser Classic — Noise reduction

+4 Creative & Glitch FX

Glitchmachines Fracture — Glitch and buffer
effects

Tritik Krush — Bitcrushing and downsampling
iZotope Vinyl — Lo-fi vinyl texture
Xfer OTT — Aggressive multiband compression

Cableguys PanCake — Auto-pan movement



Free Plugin Setups by Music Style

Rather than picking plugins at random, build your toolkit around the music you actually want to make. Here are

four complete free plugin setups tailored to specific genres — install only what applies to your style and ignore the
rest.
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Key Focus Areas by Genre Simple Vocal Chain
Bass [ DnB [ Jungle: Clean drums, strong sub, 1. Noise cleanup
controlled mids, loud but not destroyed masters 2. EQ to shape tone
drums, space that doesn't drown the vocal . L
P 4. Pitch correction if needed
Bands [/ Guitar: Good source recordings, clean .
. / . . . J . 5. Saturation for character
gain staging, avoid over-compressing everything
. . . . 6. Delay and reverb for space
CmematchAmblent: Layers, dynamics, space, ' .
7. Doubler or width if it fits

and arrangement above all else

Basic Mastering Chain
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Corrective EQ

Light compression
Saturation or clipping
Stereo check

Limiter
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Loudness meter check




The Rules That Actually Matter

There's a lot of information in this guide — but if you walk away with only one thing, make it this: the tools don't
make the music. You do. Here are the most important principles to hold onto as you get started.

Pick One DAW and Stick With It 2 Don't Download Every Plugin

Don't download five DAWs and bounce between A good beginner rule: 1 synth, 1 drum sampler, 1
them. Choose one that fits your platform and EQ, 1 compressor, 1 reverb, 1 delay, 1 limiter, 1

style, then spend real time learning it. Once you loudness meter. Learn those deeply before
understand one DAW, picking up another adding anything new. More plugins do not make
lbecomes fast. Switching before you finish better music. Better decisions make better music.
anything is just procrastination.

Only Download From Official Sources 4 Finish Songs — Even Bad Ones

Avoid cracked plugins, sketchy installer websites,
and unofficial mirrors. Free legitimate plugins are
safer, more stable, and won't break your system
or get you into legal trouble. Every plugin
recommended in this guide is genuinely free
from its official developer.

A finished song in a free DAW is worth more than
100 unfinished projects in an expensive one. Every
DAW can make good music. Every DAW can
make bad music. The difference is the producer.
Start simple, finish it, then make the next one
better.

Free plugins are not "beginner only." Many free plugins are good enough for professional work. The important
part is learning when and why to use them — not collecting them.



