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As we know, the field of music notation software 
comprises two types of software that can be used for a 
truly serious activity: Finale and Sibelius. They are also
used by the great majority of publishing houses, 
composers, instrument players, publishers, and teaching
staff in Hungary. Secondary school students and 
amateurs also use some open-source software, which in
spite of being far behind market-leading products both in
terms of the concrete opportunities it offers and of the
visual appearance of the scores is nevertheless useful for 
learning certain basic skills.  
People properly trained who perform a meticulous 
activity that is indispensable nowadays can accomplish,
both in Finale and in Sibelius, scores of an irreproachable 
graphic quality similar to those accomplished by means 
of traditional editing procedures, which can be marketed 
and distributed internationally.  
The main difference between the two software types lies 
in their functionality. These differences are perhaps 
linked to mere nuances, but they exist nevertheless: 
Finale is recommendable particularly for desktop 
publishers and editors, while Sibelius seems to be more 
useful for the purpose of practical activities among 
composers, artists, teaching staff.  
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The scores written in Finale are particularly precise and
proportional and come much closer to the editorial 
standards and settings that define the traditional forms of
publishing. Due to these reasons they are preferred by 
desktop publishers and editors. On the other hand, with 
the help of Sibelius we can solve issues of a specific 
musical nature in a very flexible manner. This software 
favours individual, creative solutions - for instance, it 
makes it much easier to shift, to move the graphic 
musical elements. In a practical sense, it is useful for 
writing special scores, such as the ones belonging to old
music or to the contemporary output. For this reason, 
they are recommended first and foremost to specialists. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that Sibelius is 
inappropriate for the writing of scores with a very precise 
graphic content that conforms to all aspects of editorial 
standards, but this kind of outcome probably requires
more attention and sometimes an increased degree of 
meticulousness.  

The use of music notation software for the writing of 
music scores became a general practice with Hungarian 
composers during the 2000s. There were however 
musicians who, in the previous years, during the 1990s or 
even at the beginning of the 1980s, had manifested 
interest in this regard and had learned the basics of such 
popular software of the time as Score, Finale, and 
Encore. On the other hand, there are composers
(especially the venerable ones) who still notate their
music on paper nowadays. Nevertheless, even they 
frequently resort to the help of a professional or amateur 
publisher to transfer the final manuscript into computer 
software notation. (Because, nowadays, in the case of
individual commissions as well as of public contests it is 
a general criterion that the sheet music should be easy to 
read and spread.) 
For some composers, the transition to the use of 
computer programmes was favoured, without a shadow
of a doubt, by the fact that the software provided them 
with the possibility to accomplish a better graphic 
appearance of their own scores. We must also not forget 
that, in the period starting with the 1990s, the musical 
editorial activities that had been subjected to the 
complete authority of the state reached an impasse in
almost all neighbouring countries, especially in the realm 
of contemporary composition. (At present, the situation is 
repaired to a certain extent, but there are still major 
shortcomings with regard to the publication and 
distribution of contemporary music. This problem can be 
only partially solved with the help of private publishing 
houses, since the necessary funds are often absent.) 
In the difficult circumstances generated by the
withdrawal of the statal support from this field, the 
composers were faced with an elementary necessity to 
perpetuate the distribution of their music in a respectable
form appropriate for practical use.  
One of the most important facilities of the music notation
software is the production of parts. In former times this 
used to be an extremely tedious activity that consumed a 
lot of time and money. Nowadays, the software 
distributes the parts automatically and saves them into 
separate scores. With this, the most significant task of
part production is achieved: the only things left to be
done are the distribution of measures, the correction and 
the page layout (another matter worth mentioning is that, 
in times past, the employees of musical libraries were
able to derive sometimes significant extra incomes by 
copying parts).   
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Therefore, music notation programmes have serious 
practical advantages. Still, for along time, both the 
composers and the people involved in the music 
education system were reticent to use them. This is a 
subject worth making a small digression into.  
Composition and music notation have coexisted 
throughout the history of European music within a fecund 
interdependence. A certain significant innovation in the 
field of notation was usually generated by changes taking
place at the level of musical thinking materialized in the
realm of composition.  
Such a moment was the appearance of the mensural 
notation at the beginning of the 14th century and that of
the general score at the beginning of the 17th. This
process was however bidirectional and sometimes 
developed in a reversed direction as well: the new 
possibilities offered by the changed notation inspired 
composers to find new creative musical solutions.  
The musical art and the notation have thus always walked
hand in hand. This very fact also explains the composers’
reticence to use music notation software in the incipient 
stage of this new technology. For instance, the easiness 
and the speed of the notation offered by these means
might have suggested to some that the art of composition 
can thus turn into a more mechanical and superficial 
process. (See, for instance, the temptation posed by the 
“copy-paste” function.) I may add yet another example 
from my personal experience: a quite annoyed conductor
told me about a graphic solution in a score for which the 
composer (a famous one, actually) excused himself with 
the following explanation: “the software provides no 
other possibility”. 
Obviously, this is not the correct approach. Like any 
other tool, the music notation software must serve our 
purposes. The composer must work on such issues until 
their creative intention completely matches the graphic 
possibilities at hand.   

must be tamed into . (This
distinction between instrument and tool appears at René
Guénon. The first – whether a hammer or a saw – is in
fact a “prolongation” of the human body, since the 
processes inside the machines are most of the times hard 
to comprehend or control, so that they carry in 
themselves the danger of subjugating man.) The change
of the carrier environment, of the technical instrument 
has always generated transient crises in the history of 
culture. That is what happened with the digitalization of 
musical notation. In more recent times however we have 
been able to notice that, nevertheless, due to the 
development of these programmes, to the expansion of 
digitalization, as well as to the emergence of the new 
generations, this crisis seems to attenuate, to resolve on 
its own. 

The transition from the traditional procedures to the use 
of music notation software was definitely most 
problematic in the case of publishing houses. Scores 
meant for publication must not merely correspond to 
practical criteria  (of performance), but also conform to a 
vast system of rules and standards that have been
established in the international musical life along the 
centuries and take into consideration the local customs 
and traditions and the composer’s preferences. The music
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notation programmes destined to the general use were for 
a long time unable to catch up with the quality level of 
the sheet music printed with traditional methods. This 
fact – particularly in the 1990s – was recognizable even 
by non-connoisseurs. This is proven by the rougher,
edgier appearance of the low resolution images, the
unnaturally round (not oval) shape of the notes, the low 
flexibility of the use of musical indications, etc. (Certain
editions, volumes of studies dedicated to the East-
European folklore bear to this day the mark of those
times by the short melodic lines elongated from one 
margin to the other, the issue of the appropriate notation 
of the ornaments, and the non-unitary visual appearance. 
For these reasons even the musical material itself 
becomes unintelligible sometimes and when it appears as 
a musical example with an illustrative role in a study, 
sometimes upsets the right order of the author’s ideas.) 
Editio Musica Budapest adopted the use of music 
notation software around the transition period of the
political system at the end of the 1980s. Previously, the
scores had been accomplished in the publishing house’s 
own workshop using the technique of the movable 
characters made of copper and lead. This procedure was
particularly time-consuming and slow, considering that
for the general overview all the musical graphic images 
had to be assembled piece by piece. And yet: the scores 
made in this manner had a superior quality level.  
In the transition period of the 1990s, the publishing house
used the software Score and Finale. According to the
consensual opinion of the time, the sheet music written in 
Score was closer in terms of its visual appearance to the 
editions printed with traditional means. It goes without
saying that this transition was not easy. Let us only think
of the fact that the personnel employed at that time were
mostly not very young specialists, who had first of all to
become familiar with computers. For a long time the 
score editing necessitated – somehow surprisingly – more
time than before. With the passage of time, the publishers 
learned how to use these programmes correctly and to
work with them safely. The majority of the specialists
who work for Editio Musica Budapest in the present use 
Finale, but Sibelius is also used for many editions. (As a
matter of fact, one of the best and most skilled specialists
uses precisely this software.) 
The actual versions of these programmes allow us to edit 
practically almost any kind of scores, in any style. Even 
if sometimes there are certain shortcomings, the technical
editor can easily come up with solutions for any special
graphic sign or effect, or can make changes in the final 
variant saved in PDF format.  
There are, of course, several fields in which the sheet 
music written with the help of computers cannot yet
compete with traditionally written scores, nor will it be 
able to in the near future. Respecting one of the most 
elementary rules of desktop publishing, namely to 
distribute in space, as equally as possible, the graphic 
elements corresponding to the units of time, is sometimes 
quite complicated even nowadays. This poses particular 
problems especially in such situations where there are
several rhythmic levels moving simultaneously (for
instance, when the rhythmic formula coincides with a
triolet, generating a forced, disproportional horizontal
distribution of the time sub-units). With traditionally
printed scores, in such situations they resorted to 
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changes, namely to fine manual deviations in the various
voices. (Only by an exact measurement, for instance with
the help of a ruler, could we perceive on such a score that 
the said levels are not precisely synchronized.) The
various software types are still not capable of such 
solutions, since the elements’ distribution is done
automatically based on mathematical algorithms. Equally
problematic is for instance the position of the beam in
Sibelius, as it does not always precisely follow the 
direction of the notes, requiring a subsequent manual 
arrangement. These types of problems still give rise to
controversies between authors, editors, and other
publishers. At the same time, the representatives of the 
old editorial school are still striving to preserve, even in 
today’s circumstances, as many elements as possible of
the tradition of musical notation. 
Editing and publishing sheet music is a particularly 
complex process, and usually involves many actors and 
many work stages. Let us take for example the situation 
of a smaller-sized contemporary music edition, since the
majority of our personal experiences are in this field.  
Of course, each type of publication (classical or
pedagogical work, manual, anthology, etc.) follows a
particular editorial course, but this does not essentially 
differ from the ones described below.  
After the publishing house decides on publishing a piece
of work, the editor-in-chief designs the first shape of the 
edition. He sets the size (usually according to the house 
rules, but there can be special cases too – if the edition is
part of a series, these settings are usually given from the
very beginning.) He designs the main draft of the lines’ 
and pages’ distribution, carefully pinpointing the 
important sectioning points in the manuscript. 
Afterwards, he invites a publisher and an editor to engage 
in the task. They must set an approximate fee – which
can change during the development of the task – and
conclude a service contract. Both the fee of the editors
and that of the publishers are calculated according to the
page number and to certain price categories that
correspond to the difficulty of the task to be 
accomplished.  
The editor’s activity can also be performed by the chief
publisher, but it is nevertheless important that the 
publisher and the editor are not the same person, as 
otherwise the possibility of mistakes would grow
significantly. The publisher begins to work, consulting,
throughout the task, the author and the editor in order to 
solve the problems that emerge. If there is a previous
variant of the respective piece of work, the quality of 
which can be taken into consideration as a point of 
reference, the publisher does not start from stage zero, 
but uses the extant file as a starting point. After 
completing this stage of the work, the publisher consults 
the author, and then forwards the material to the editor.
The latter checks the size, the settings he previously 
received from the chief publisher. He very accurately
compares the digital document with the manuscript,
checks for notation and other various errors and 
formulates his own questions related to the score, which
are then debated with the chief publisher and the author. 
After that the editor sends the first galley back to the
editor. The mistakes, the shortcomings, the completions
and the new requests are notated in the musical text with 
traditional correction signs. The editor can insert written 
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comments into the score, and if there are more concrete 
requests he can make a list of his conclusions by 
specifying the exact place of the annotations. As a rule
they resort to a combination of the two methods.  
In the following stage, the publisher makes the requested 
changes and corrections and sends the document back to 
the editor, who makes the second galley. This process
lasts until the editor is fully content with the result,
whether we talk about the correction of all mistakes or
the finding of a compromise between the composer’s 
intention, the editor’s position and the possibilities 
offered by the notation software. At the end of this 
process, the composer is invited to peruse the score again, 
and make any desired changes of the music. The chief
publisher runs a final check and, as the case may be, 
approves or returns the material to the editor or the
publisher. The last galley – the ready for press variant –
is placed in an envelope and authenticated by the 
signature of all the people in charge who were involved 
in accomplishing the score and then sent to the printing 
press. 
Numerous key publications of Editio Musica Budapest
(for ex. works by Béla Bartók, Zoltán Kodály, György
Kurtág’s entire oeuvre, choral music collections,
pedagogical works, specialized volumes, etc.), as well as
contemporary music editions that arouse less interest are
distributed all over the world. There are some 
contemporary music editions which are published in the 
publishing house’s own printing centre. There are usually
fewer copies printed, but they can be supplemented at 
any time if required. Over the past few years, this 
solution has proven very practical and efficient for 
everyone involved.  

In teaching music composition the use of score writing 
software can also have an extremely important role in 
writing one’s own work as well as in accomplishing other 
complex tasks. It is nevertheless important that students 
never use open source notation software, not even at the
beginning of their activity, because that can limit their 
options at an early stage and inhibit their musical 
thinking. That is why it is best to choose – according to
individual possibilities – one of the said referential 
programmes. If the institution or the education system 
faces financial difficulties in buying the software, they 
should find solutions to this problem. At any rate, it
should be definitely avoided that a developing creative 
mind be limited by using a more readily accessible but 
professionally unsuitable solution.  
We can ask ourselves: if the future generations of 
composers no longer learn how to notate their music by 
hand and choose to use , from the very 
beginning, digital solutions for transcribing their creative 
ideas onto scores, will they ever be able to learn the 
correct and creative musical notation? I am the supporter 
of a mixed solution: the foundations of correct musical 
notation can be best learned, undoubtedly, with the help 
of handwriting, not to mention that the role of the bodily 
reflexes is extremely important. Nevertheless, after a few 
years of study – even at a basic level – I would not
abstain from using music notation programmes, as they 
are definitely modern means of notation which will be 
used by the young composers in the future.  
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We are witnessing nowadays some very interesting 
processes which for now are still in an incipient stage. 
For instance, software types appear which enable, on the 
one hand, a much easier and swifter score editing, and on 
the other hand, due to the synchronization opportunities 
offered by the internet, open new special horizons for
composers in a direction in which they can make changes 
in the music piece even after it has been completed, or 
offer the performers, as appropriate, the opportunity to
involve themselves interactively in presenting the piece.  
As a reaction against digital musical notation we mention 
that, in the case of some young composers, even though 
only sporadically for the time being, a phenomenon has 
emerged that may be compared to the comeback of the
analog photography. Thus, certain composers 
purposefully return to manual notation or resort to digital 
means solely in order to transpose the final manuscript 
into digital format.  
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