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“Computer Notation”. Wheat Williams.
Music Technology, July 1988, pp. 80-84.
Overview of the field of desktop
publishing of sheet music, including a
discussion of what to look for in a good
program. This was just before the
introduction of Music Publisher, Finale
and H. B. Engraver.
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IN ABOUT 1250 AD, something momentous
happened in music. Modern music notation was
invented. Now music no longer had to be
passed down by oral tradition and human
memory. Pitches, rhythms, and arrangements
could be fixed on paper in such a way that any
literate musician could exactly reproduce the
composer’s original intent when he wrote the
piece. Musical composition as an art form
exploded, even though music had to be
painstakingly copied by hand just as it had for
centuries.

The next revolution took place in 1473, the
first time sheet music was printed, with
moveable type, on a printing press. In 1528, the
first example of music printed from hand-
engraved plates, the most accurate method,
appeared in France.

Would you be surprised to learn that there
has been no significant change in the way music
is printed and published, even until today? For
more than four hundred and fifty years
composers have had only two options when
considering how to get their written music
reproduced so that other musicians could read
it and save it for posterity. They could pay a
professional copyist to elaborately hand-draw
their musical score using pen and ink. Or, if they
were lucky, a professional publishing company
would buy the rights to their work and pay to
have it hand-engraved on copper plates for
printing, a process that no individual composer
could afford.

The good news is that the computer software
industry is, as we speak, gearing up to
revolutionize this process both for the giants of
the publishing industry and the little guys with
basement MIDI studios. Professional (or almost
professional) quality sheet music printing is now
within the grasp of virtually every musician, not
just those lucky enough to have open
agreements with major publishing houses.
Today it can cost as much as $100,000 to have all
the extracted parts of an opera hand-copied for
the performers; if composers can input the
score into a computer while they write it, or if
they can pay somebody with a fast computer
setup to edit the score for them, a bundle can
be saved.
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COMPUTER
NOTATION

Music notation software has begun to have a revolutionary effect on the music publishing business and is now
making its way into MIDI home studios. We look at the system requirements and the available tools.

Text by Wheat Williams, 1.
CONSIDERATIONS

If you are already into MIDI and have a
computer-based sequencing system, chances are
you already have enough hardware to get into
music printing. Basically, all you need is: (1) a
sufficiently powerful graphics-oriented com-
puter; (2) music printing software; and (3)
access to 2 high resolution computer printer.

o Computer Hardware

The systems of choice right now are the
Apple Macintosh or an |BM-compatible
computer with a graphics card, a good monitor,
and at least one megabyte of memory. The new
large-screen monitors for these systems, which
allow the user to see one or two full pages of
music displayed life-size, are great to have but
are expensive. Promising programs for the Atari
ST and the Commodore Amiga are also
beginning to hit the market. A 20Megabyte hard
disk drive for program and file storage will
become a necessity very quickly if you are to do
any serious work.

+ Software

Printing music is an enormously complex
task. Printed music must communicate to the
performer the exact intent of the songwriter in
an easily deciphered, unambiguous manner. The
precise placement of every element of a musical
score can either aid or hinder this process. And
tradition being what it is, there is often
disagreement between various authorities as to
what correct musical notation should be.
Printing music is not at all analogous to using a
word processor to handle text. Since the
placement and visual layout of all musical
symbols is critical to their being understood by
the performer, any music printing system must
be a combination of: a graphics program; a page
layout program; and a number-crunching,
algorithmic set of computational rules for
placing symbols which can be overridden in
special cases.

The program must display the music on the
computer screen just as it will appear on
printout (this is called “WYSIWYG” notation,
which is computerese for “What You See Is

What You Get”). The program must also supply
a great deal of flexibility in editing the music and
adding text and special symbols. And the
program must provide for a means of printing
out the score at extremely high resolution.

The most critical problem any program must
overcome is how to input the music into the
computer quickly and easily so that it can be
edited. There seem to be as many ideas about
the best way to do this as there are
programmers in Silicon Valley. Some programs
will accept data from digital sequencers - you
record your music from a MIDI keyboard into
the sequencer, quantize it, save the data, and
convert it over to the score printing program,
which interprets your music and displays it as
notes on staves. This is great if you compose in
real time on a sequencer and simply want to
print out the music you have improvised. But
this process is often disappointingly inaccurate
and unsuited to certain kinds of music. It would
be quite tedious, for instance, to have to use this
method for entering many separate lines of part
music, like in a stage band arrangement. And
many musicians who want to get into score
printing do not play MIDI instruments.

For instance, Larry Borden of Nashville Us
AlphaComp (one of the most pre-eminent
computer music typesetters in America) is a
virtuoso trombonist. He typesets music as
diverse as choral Masses, studio string charts for
country bands, and piano sonatas. His system
allows him to listen to typeset scores played
back through MIDI, but MIDI is not used as a
method of note entry. He points out that
composers and songwriters often need to write
down musical ideas that are more complex than
what they themselves can play. Thus, it would be
a frustrating waste of time to have to enter
complicated music into a computer by playing it.

Programs that don’t depend on MIDI permit
you to enter music by methods that usually fall
into two categories. In the first, you must leam a
large vocabulary of commands you enter into
the computer via its QWERTY (standard text)
keyboard. You then type in lines of commands
which describe the musical notes and symbols in
each line of music. As you complete each line of
instructions, the program displays the resulting
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