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The preparation of music for publication, performance or study, usually by someone other than the 
composer. ‘The ideal edition need not have all the answers but should control all the questions so that 
users can feel themselves in possession of the best available knowledge about this music’, wrote Joel 
Sheveloff (1986) about the keyboard music of Domenico Scarlatti; his comment is readily extrapolated 
to the wider problem of editing art music in the Western tradition. This article attempts to outline the 
questions editors might ask about the music they edit, and by so doing address two goals: to unmask 
some of the ‘critically based assumptions and perceptions that usually go unacknowledged’ in editing 
(Brett, 1988), for the benefit of users of editions, and to outline a generalized theory for the editing of 
Western art music, most of which is closely linked with a written tradition. Musics of other cultures, 
especially those in which an oral tradition predominates, pose different problems for the editor. Editors 
in ethnomusicology have developed conventions of their own, particularly in regard to notation, that 
establish their work as an independent field.

1.  Historical attitudes.

Musicology can claim an illustrious history of editorial practice. Since the formation of the Bach- 
Gesellschaft in 1850, for the production of a complete edition of the music of J.S. Bach, musicologists 
have produced an enormous quantity of distinguished editions, from the collected editions of most 
important composers to the monumental series and national collections. Much of this enterprise was 
driven by the sheer necessity of making the music accessible. But an element in the undertaking was 
the creation of a canon, a central core of repertory, whose texts carried the same philological weight as 
their counterparts in literature and political history. These editions constitute a statement, by the 
purveyors of the young academic discipline of music, of the seriousness and worthiness of their 
discipline within the academy. Even their presentation, in imposing folio volumes, reflects the gravity 
of their intent.

Guido Adler’s discussion of editing (1919) highlights the concerns of this enterprise. Although he made 
stimulating comments about the role of style in evaluating variants, and the need for critical appraisal 
of sources, he devoted most of his attention to technical matters such as the modernization of notation 
and modes of indicating editorial intervention. Adler assumed that music editors employed philological 
methods borrowed from literary editing, and so focussed on problems with the scholarly presentation 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/page/legal-notice
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.08550


Privacy Policy <https://global.oup.com/privacy> Legal Notice

Editing

Page 2 of 23

Printed from Oxford Music Online. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a single 
article for personal use (for details see and ).

Subscriber: University of Macedonia; date: 01 March 2022

of music. Source study received much more prominence in a pamphlet by Max Friedländer (1922), who 
shows that a critical assessment of style provides the only guide for deciding between variant readings. 
Despite this promising start, no new contributions to the discourse appeared until after World War II, 
by which time the intellectual approach to editing had changed drastically. Musicologists were reacting 
to two trends in editing. The first was the production of ‘performing’ or interpretative editions, most 
commonly of keyboard music but also of music for solo instruments with keyboard accompaniment, 
and usually prepared by famous performers. Musicologists complained that the numerous performance 
instructions added by editors, such as tempo markings, dynamics, articulation, fingering and pedalling, 
obscured the original notation, and that, because little or no effort had been made to differentiate 
editorial marks from those in the source, users could not distinguish between them. Already in the last 
decade of the 19th century, the Königliche Akademie der Künste in Berlin was issuing editions that 
claimed to be free of such editorial intervention; their name for this type of edition was 
‘Urtext’ (‘original text’).

Although that term is now largely discredited by scholars, the original conception was praiseworthy: to 
provide texts that allowed the composer’s notation to speak for itself and to permit performers, 
especially students, to form their own interpretation based on that original text. The concept tended to 
become commercialized in the post-World War II period through the editions published by Henle and 
others (see Unverricht’s discussion, Feder and Unverricht, 1959, of its unseemly use and the possible 
remedies afforded by the revision to West German copyright law of 1959).

The objections of the scholarly world to Urtext editions centre on the fact that they do not present 
what they purport to. One need not go beyond the two principal statements of the term’s leading 
advocates. Günter Henle himself noted (1954) that sometimes an autograph and a first edition differ, in 
which case the editor must decide what to print; but such a text ceases to be the Urtext, the 
composer’s own written text and becomes the editor’s interpretation of it. Georg Feder (Feder and 
Unverricht, 1959) argues that Urtext editions must be critical editions, although he distinguishes them 
by their mode of presentation from the kinds of critical edition associated with the traditional collected 
editions and monumental series. Like Friedländer, he notes the necessity of source studies; and he 
affirms that Urtext editions are not what they aspire to be in his discussion of five common 
misunderstandings of the concept, when he notes that an Urtext edition superseded by subsequent 
scholarship is no longer an Urtext.

The second direction in post-World War II editing that provoked critical reaction centred on the new 
collected editions of the great composers. As research, largely enabled by the existence of the first 
wave of scholarly editions, contributed to a deeper knowledge of repertories and their sources, and 
critical appraisals of that knowledge continued, new editions were needed to keep pace with, and 
reflect, the latest developments. At the base of these projects lay a sharpening critical perspective. The 
original collected editions provided an enormous service to musical scholarship by bringing together, 
for the first time, the works of many important composers in a uniform edition. The post-World War II 
editions present substantial refinements in virtually every respect, resulting from several generations 
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of research; these newer editions, too, already need revision and will continue to be challenged as 
research continues. These editions represent nodal points on the continually changing path of musical 
scholarship.

The initiatives of the 1950s refocussed attention on the preparation of scholarly critical editions that 
could also be used by performers. That approach stands in marked contrast to the attitude behind the 
first series of these editions, starting in the 19th century, which consisted largely of philological 
monuments and gave less attention to performance matters (although in many cases performing 
material was published in parallel). Musicologists responded to the challenges by considering the 
relationship between music of the past and the performer. Editors were urged to jettison some of the 
philological purity of their texts (old clefs, for example) in order to make editions more accessible to 
performers. At the same time, the need for critical intervention by the editor was recognized without, 
however, a detailed discussion of what that entailed.

These developments led almost incidentally to a consideration of the historical relationship between 
composer and performer. If that relationship affects editorial practice in the present, should editors not 
give weight to its nature in the past? A penetrating assessment of this issue came from Klaus Harro 
Hilzinger (1974), influenced by the ‘genetic’ editing of German philology. This approach emphasizes 
the processes through which a work comes into being instead of the reification of a particular state of 
the work. Hilzinger identified the promise this conception holds for scholarly editing in music by 
recognizing that convention occupies a central place in communication between composer and 
performer via the score. The reconstitution of conventions that governed music of the past requires a 
consideration of the work’s historical context. The interpretative editions, for example, that motivated, 
in reaction, Urtext editions become primary sources for the reception of the work, a kind of oral 
history. Alongside these developments, largely confined to German-speaking authors, with a concern 
for editing rooted in the philological issues surrounding the preparation of the monumental editions 
since the mid-19th century, came another in the postwar years, in English-speaking nations, associated 
with the performance of early music. Its pragmatic approach took as a point of departure the creation 
of clear, usable editions of old music originally written in notation no longer familiar to practising 
musicians. These editors gave clear precedence to presentation over critical issues.

The one publication from this period to address criticism in editing is Walter Emery’s pamphlet 
Editions and Musicians (1957). Emery begins by condemning ‘aesthetic and stylistic criticism’ and 
characterizes editing as ‘a quasi-science, and the more scientific it is, the better’, based on 
‘palaeography and bibliography, and historical facts in general’. Some of his observations, however, 
arise from subjective, critical observations on musical style, rather than objective bibliographical, 
palaeographical or historical facts; he thereby shows that critical and aesthetic sense is essential to 
scholarly editing. The most important contribution to date, and the only one to consider the full range 
of critical issues, is Georg Feder’s monograph Musikphilologie (1987). Two central aspects of Feder’s 
treatment elicit discussion below; first, even though Feder realized that the entire editorial process 
required critical thought, he persisted in dividing the process into ‘lower’ (bibliographic and 
mechanical) and ‘higher’ (interpretative and critical) stages; secondly he implies throughout that the 
goal of editing is the determination of final compositional intentions, a view seen by literary critics as 
the ‘intentional fallacy’.
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2.  Principles of critical editing.

The present discussion takes the existing discourse as a point of departure for an examination of the 
critical aspects of editing. Because editing is critical, editions are interpretative and cannot claim to be 
definitive: no two editors will edit the same piece in precisely the same way. Every piece of music is 
created under a unique combination of cultural, social, historical and economic circumstances; an 
acknowledgement of those circumstances, and thus of the uniqueness of each creative product, affects 
the conception of all editorial projects – each piece, each source and each edition is a special case. A 
natural corollary is that different repertories require different editorial methods, or even that each 
edition calls for a unique approach. No set of guidelines could accommodate the plurality of solutions 
to each editorial problem. Every project generates the editorial procedures that best represent the 
editor’s critical engagement with the subject of the edition and its sources.

There are four principles basic to the nature of editing: it is critical in nature; criticism, including 
editing, is based in historical inquiry; editing involves the critical evaluation of the semiotic import of 
the musical text, which is also a historical inquiry; and the final arbiter is the editor’s conception of 
musical style, which again is rooted in historical understanding.

The first tenet arises from the rich tradition of textual criticism in philology. There, every editorial 
decision is taken in the context of the editor’s understanding of the work as a whole; and that 
understanding can be achieved only through critical evaluation. The establishment of the text, then, far 
from being mechanical, forms part of the critical dialogue between scholar and work. The meaning of 
the work and the reading of the text are complementary and interdependent. Editing consists of a 
series of educated, critically informed choices, that is, the act of interpretation; it occurs at the 
intersection of the composer’s authority and the editor’s. Composers exert their authority over sources 
created by themselves or under their direct supervision, although it is affected and limited by the 
social, political and economic institutions through which the sources are produced and disseminated. It 
extends, at least indirectly, to sources whose production they do not directly supervise, as the act of 
reproduction tacitly acknowledges. When editors come to evaluate both types of source, they apply 
their own authority in forming judgments about what the sources transmit. In some cases, they must 
call into question the accuracy of a reading in a source. This is the point of interaction between the 
authority of the composer, as transmitted in the sources, and that of the editor in the course of 
evaluating and interpreting them. Editing therefore requires a balance between these authorities; the 
exact balance in any edition is the product of the editor’s critical perspective on the piece and its 
sources, and that perspective is rooted in an appreciation of the piece’s historical context.

The act of communicating the work to an audience is a fully integrated part of the creative process. By 
entering into this dialogue, artists abandon their autonomy and shape the work to accommodate and 
facilitate the act of communication. The context, social, cultural, political and economic, impinges on 
the final form and meaning of the work, which can be understood only as a social artefact. The same 
applies to the sources. Each source attests a particular historical state of the work; the editor assesses 
that evidence against the background of the larger historical context in which the piece was created, 
and the resulting text reflects his or her conception of the piece as it existed in its historical and social 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/page/legal-notice


Privacy Policy <https://global.oup.com/privacy> Legal Notice

Editing

Page 5 of 23

Printed from Oxford Music Online. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a single 
article for personal use (for details see and ).

Subscriber: University of Macedonia; date: 01 March 2022

environment. Thus each source and each reading is considered as an individual piece of evidence for 
the work’s history. Nevertheless, the piece begins from the composer’s original conception, and 
through all its metamorphoses during the process of its socialization, it is the composer who is 
responsible for its shape. When textual criticism is undertaken within a historical frame of reference, it 
discerns the possible influences on the composer and how they are reflected in the sources.

This line of critical and historical inquiry focusses on the relationship between the text of a musical 
work and the work itself. A written text is not self-sufficient; text and work are not synonymous. For 
most of the Western art tradition, the act of creating a musical work consists of two stages, composing 
(usually synonymous with the inscription of the score) and performance. These two steps create a 
distinction between the work, which depends equally on the score and performance for its existence, 
and the text, either written (a score) or sounding (a performance) that defines a particular state of the 
work. The work thus exists in a potentially infinite number of states, whether in writing (the score) or 
in sound.

The written text, however, holds a central place in our understanding of the work. It is the principal 
concern of editing, which begins and ends with this physical entity. The editors’ critical position 
observes the distinctions between work and text and between written and sounding texts, and many of 
the editors’ critical decisions depend on their understanding of the work. Nevertheless, editing 
depends principally on the source texts, and ultimately a text is its product.

Notation also carries a distinctive type of meaning, for the musical text addresses not the listener but 
the performer. This individual, even if the composer, is a second intermediary between the work and its 
audience through the medium of performance; and the text functions, initially, as the means of 
communication between composer and performer. This relationship clarifies the nature of a musical 
text: it contains a set of instructions to the performer for the execution of the work transmitted. The 
instructions vary in specificity, but in the Western art tradition at least some details remain at the 
performer’s discretion. Trained musicians can imagine the sounds indicated, but that is not equivalent 
to reading: it is the aural replication of a performance, and the silent score-reader must interpret the 
notational symbols just as a performer does to re-create the work.

The nature of these interpretative processes emerges from consideration of the manner in which 
notation communicates. The individual symbol carries no independent meaning: its meaning arises 
solely from its context, from which it derives its semiotic import. This in turn derives from two 
complementary factors that form the semiotic framework for the notation. The first is convention; that 
is, the assignment of a particular meaning to a specific symbol is arbitrary. There is nothing intrinsic 
about the addition of a stem that requires a minim to last half as long as a semibreve but convention 
dictates it. The second factor is the system within which individual signs operate: the relationships 
between signs, the ways in which their meanings depend on the significance of one another. But more 
than one morphological system exists, and different systems operate within different conventions. In 
the common practice period, duple subdivision is assumed and triple must be indicated with a dot. In 
15th- and 16th-century notation, however, triple subdivision is indicated by the mensuration with the 
result that the dot is not obligatory. These two systems, morphologically similar, employ different 
conventions for indicating triple subdivision; again, both conventions are arbitrary.
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Each musical sign, therefore, carries a significance dependent on context and convention. Composers 
are aware of this and fix the text of their work within a framework. Once the moment of inscription has 
passed, however, the particular context and conventions are subject to change, and new observers will 
bring their own set of conventions to the interpretation of the signs. So the interpretation of these 
signs, in performance (where the investigation of performing practice seeks to provide a guide to 
interpretation) or in criticism (of which editing is a branch), is a strictly historical issue, one equally 
rooted in the semiotic import of each sign. The interpreter must re-create, as far as possible, the 
historical context and conventions applicable to the text of the work, to understand the meaning of 
each symbol.

The third tenet of this approach calls for an investigation of the semiotic nature of musical notation, 
also a historical undertaking. In the context of a historical and semiotic investigation of a piece and its 
sources, editing depends on the editor’s conception of the work’s style. Taken together, the notational 
symbols and their semiotic meaning generate a piece’s stylistic attributes. Because editing amounts to 
the fixing of those symbols for a given piece, style ultimately governs many of the final editorial 
choices. But style does not reside in the notation alone. Because notation permits some discretion to 
performers, the variability of performance can exert influence on the work’s style. Alongside the text, 
then, the performing options engendered by each work are an equal partner in determining its style.

Style exists within a historical context, and its study is also a historical undertaking: it is influenced by 
function, genre, existing practice and feasibility of performance. The elements contributing to style 
appear in a variety of combinations, according to time, place, composer, genre and even the individual 
piece. Such considerations form a part of the historical investigation of the piece and govern the 
editor’s critical evaluation of readings in its text. Ultimately, editing is a matter of the preference of 
one reading over another; all readings can be classified as good, possible ones or clear errors.

However, if readings are evaluated on the basis of conceptions of style that arise from the readings 
themselves, a ‘hermeneutic circle’ exists. A point of entry, however, can be found, and it depends on 
the editor’s critical acumen and his or her sensitivity to style. As style is defined, the position of 
individual readings within the developing conception continually changes. All readings are ‘good 
readings’ unless shown to be false on stylistic grounds. Good readings are not necessarily authorial; 
that distinction emerges from a consideration of all readings within the context of the work, the 
composer and related works and repertories.

Even apparently mechanical errors, such as a missing dot or an added beam that causes a bar to 
contain the wrong number of beats, are recognizable only because they violate conventional practices 
that in some measure define style. Because conceptions of style are constantly in flux, such judgments 
are rarely definitive or unequivocal. Moreover, there is no such thing as an ‘obvious error’. Some 
readings will be deemed impossible within a piece’s stylistic boundaries. These are ‘clear’ errors 
because, on stylistic grounds, they cannot be reasonable readings. The difference between clear and 
obvious errors is more than semantic: the latter apparently require no explanation, but the former do. 
Moreover, all these terms are relative, and a clear error for one editor may be a good reading for 
another with a different stylistic conception of the piece.
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The final category, reasonable competing readings – that is, within the boundaries of the work’s style – 
is often ignored. Textual critics, eager to establish an original or authorial text, have regarded all other 
readings as unoriginal, non-authorial and therefore errors. The common-error method of stemmatic 
filiation was introduced to provide a means of eliminating at least some of them. In many cases, editors 
simply have to choose between them, relying on their conception of the piece and its relationship with 
its sources.

3.  Towards a general theory.

Starting from this conceptual framework, a generalized theory for editing can be proposed, within 
which each editor can develop a particular methodology for the project at hand. While each repertory, 
even each piece, presents special challenges, there is a common group of problems that underlies the 
process of editing irrespective of the repertory. (i) What are the nature and the historical situation of a 
work’s sources? (ii) how do they relate? (iii) from the evidence of the sources, what conclusions can be 
reached about the nature and the historical situation of the work? (iv) how do this evidence and these 
conclusions shape the editorial decisions made during the establishment of a text? and (v) what is the 
most effective way of presenting the text? The remainder of this article addresses these stages in the 
editorial task, examining the ways in which critical thought affects each phase.

Most critical editions are founded on a thorough knowledge of the source materials. The recent 
collected editions of the works of Bach, Haydn and Mozart, among others, attest to the value of source 
studies and also confirm that further source research will only enhance our understanding of the 
music, its creators and practitioners. No edition, however – existing, projected or future – is definitive. 
New investigations, even of well-known sources, will continue to yield new insights into the music in 
proportion to the imagination and erudition of the investigators. All sources are both historical 
documents and repositories of readings. Each source, as a physical artefact, originated in a particular 
historical context, which directly affects the value and significance of the source for the history of the 
music it transmits. The authenticity of individual readings, however, still needs verification, regardless 
of the source’s authenticity, in establishing a text: not every reading in a given source carries equal 
merit.

Any investigation is affected by two features of musical sources: almost all are practical, functional 
documents, and their production, manuscript or printed, requires specialized, technical knowledge of 
notation. Musical scores enable performance, and most sources are created for use as performing 
materials or to serve as an intermediate stage in the production of printed performing materials. There 
are exceptions, such as the presentation manuscripts prepared under the supervision of Guillaume de 
Machaut, which contain his collected works, or, some would say, the series of collected editions 
undertaken in the second half of the 19th century; but these are few. The functional nature of musical 
sources, as opposed to other types of books (literary, historical or philosophical, for example), is 
demonstrated by their impermanence. Scraps of music frequently turn up as binding material and end- 
papers in non-music books: when these sources outlived their usefulness, and their repertories became 
so outdated or expanded so much that a new book was needed, the obsolete books were destroyed and 
recycled.
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Source research entails gathering the evidence, classifying the sources and evaluating the readings to 
establish the text. The first of these involves location, inspection, description and transcription. 
Circumstances usually dictate that the initial work of transcription is undertaken from microfilm or 
some other form of photographic reproduction; but photography can never reproduce all the details 
required by an editor and much of the detailed investigation, particularly inspection and description, 
must await examination of the source itself.

Modern bibliographic resources greatly facilitate the location of sources for the researcher. The editor 
will then need to determine which ones deserve closer consideration; the more he or she knows of the 
text’s tradition, the better informed any judgment will be at the stage of establishing the text. Printed 
materials provide special problems, since copies from a press run (even apart from subsequent 
impressions or editions) may differ in some details: printers make stop-press corrections, engraved 
plates deteriorate, pieces of movable type shift or fall out, and sheets from different runs may be 
bound together. It is possible for significant variation to enter a printed text, even within copies 
produced at the same time. A full understanding of a print’s value thus depends on the examination of 
as many copies as possible to determine the bibliographical status of each and to establish the 
variability of the text.

The tasks of inspection and description primarily concern the physical state of the source: such 
evidence may establish or confirm specific historical facts about the source, which can affect its 
significance. For example, watermarks and the dimensions of ruled staves can aid its dating and 
identification. Few such details can be checked in photographic reproduction; the bulk of the 
inspection must take place in the source’s repository.

In the descriptions to be published as part of the edition’s introduction, form follows function. The 
minimum required is the positive identification of each source so that users can locate it for 
themselves, with full identification: for manuscript sources this includes the city and repository where 
the source is held, with its shelfmark; printed sources too require full bibliographic citation. For 
printed materials before 1800, the citation should indicate exactly which copies were consulted. 
Beyond this minimum, the context of the edition and its prospective audience determine the exact form 
of the description. It may be preferable to publish a full codicological or bibliographical description 
separately, especially if this led to a fuller discussion of the source’s historical circumstances; but most 
users would appreciate a succinct account of the historical position of the sources.

The principal task when primary sources are used in editing is transcription. If this is initially done 
from photographic reproductions, details can be confirmed with the originals during the main 
inspection of the source. In photographic reproductions, shadows cast by pin-pricks look like 
noteheads, bleed-through or offsets may merge with text on the page, and holes in the paper permit 
the next or previous page to be read as part of the current one. Inspection under ultra-violet light can 
only be done in situ, although beta-radiography facilitates the reading of erasures in photographic 
reproductions.

Larger problems arise in transcription. No transcription is objective; yet editors need to maintain some 
distance between themselves and the music they are transcribing, to enable the source to speak for 
itself. Scholars are apt to form and impose their interpretations as they transcribe, imputing sense, 
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reason and logic on the notational symbols; but that, regardless of its critical value, may distort the 
source’s evidence and make it more difficult to assess its importance in the classification of the sources 
and the establishment of the text. A diplomatic transcription (one that records the information in the 
source exactly as it appears, with as many details as possible) alleviates the problem. Transcription, 
after all, is part of the process of gathering the evidence that will form the editor’s conception of the 
work and its context. As editors gain experience with sources, they become aware of new 
interpretations.

4.  Stemmatic filiation.

Stemmatic filiation can provide a powerful tool for the historical assessment of readings and sources, 
but it does not constitute a mechanical method for reconstructing lost archetypes. In its simplest form, 
the common-error method is based on the assumption that, when several witnesses agree in the same 
error, it is reasonable to postulate that it arose from a single common ancestor – that the error was 
committed once and copied into surviving witnesses, rather than made by several scribes 
independently. It should be emphasized that only clear scribal errors are useful for determining 
filiation; the sharing of good readings, no matter how rare, cannot show stemmatic relationships. 
Errors are most probably transmitted from the source in which they first occur (usually below the 
authorial original in the stemma); so shared error will signify, in most cases, common descent from that 
first source – a deduction central to stemmatic determinations because it can distinguish the ancestry 
of two (or more) sources that agree in error against others; the sources that agree in error descend 
from an ancestor in which the shared error was made, and was unknown to the other sources. On the 
basis of a few scribal errors the editor can draw up a stemma codicum, a ‘genealogical table’ of 
sources, with the help of which many readings, including reasonable competing readings, can be 
eliminated from consideration, together with entire sources that can be shown to have been copied 
from a surviving one; this process is called the eliminatio codicum descriptorum (the elimination of 
sources that are direct copies).

Not all problems are solved by a stemma, however. The sources may divide evenly between two 
reasonable competing readings; in such a case editors must select one or the other. Other 
complications affect this method, including ‘contamination’, the consultation by a scribe of more than 
one exemplar, and ‘conjectural emendation’, whereby scribes, unsatisfied with the reading of the 
exemplar, introduce one of their own invention. In such situations problematic readings, which could 
have illuminated stemmatic relationships, tend to be replaced by reasonable readings, which carry no 
stemmatic weight. Further, unlikely though it is, two scribes might make the same error independently. 
Any stemma based on textual evidence alone is built on assumption and probability. As an 
interpretative tool, it depends on interpretation itself, starting with deciding exactly what constitutes 
an error. Thus if a stemma does not represent absolute, objective truth, stemmatic filiation 
nevertheless provides a powerful tool for the textual critic.

The usual purpose of the method’s application in philology is to determine, as closely as possible, the 
text of an authorial original. Many works fit this paradigm, and the reconstruction of the composer’s 
text is an important task and one that stemmatic filiation can assist, particularly when the autograph 
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does not survive; examples are Bach’s cello suites and Haydn’s String Quartets op.33 (Grier, 1996). For 
much music in the Western art tradition, however, it is impossible to restrict the definition of the work 
to a discrete compositional moment; composers introduce flexibility of interpretation, in the form of 
performance, and each performance creates a new reading. A source created under these 
circumstances may transmit a possible text that carries no greater or lesser authority than others.

5.  Procedures.

Because the relationship between the act of composition and the transmission of the resulting piece is 
infinitely variable, the procedure to be followed in treating the sources and their readings will also 
vary. No single editorial theory can satisfactorily accommodate the multiplicity of situations that arise 
in editing, even though each of the discussed theories of textual criticism has value in some contexts. 
Stemmatic filiation provides a useful and powerful tool, especially for the elimination of some 
competing readings, but does not automatically generate a fully edited text; it is simply a critical aid in 
sorting some of the readings. It may be possible to eradicate errors with good readings from elsewhere 
in the stemma. This type of reconstruction has been criticized because it creates a text that never 
existed, and a so-called ‘eclectic text’, which combines readings from two or more sources, is a 
historical impossibility. Adherents to this argument, principally the French philologist Joseph Bédier, 
devised the ‘best-text’ method of editing, in which one source is used except where it is patently 
corrupt.

Where it is corrupt, however, it must be emended. This raises the question: how should the emendation 
be effected? A stemma, if built on stylistically defensible criteria, may provide a firm historical basis for 
the emendation. Nevertheless, readings that stemmatically ascend to the archetype should not 
necessarily displace all unique readings in the sources. Many of them preserve substantive alterations 
to the text that have arisen through its performance and transmission, so represent the living tradition 
of the piece, and at least are typical of what would have been heard performed at the time when it was 
in circulation, even if they do not represent a specific performance. An edition that attempted to 
reproduce an ‘original’ or ‘definitive’ text, however, would have to ignore such readings in favour of the 
reconstructed text of the archetype, and it would not reflect the idiosyncratic musical practices each 
repertory exhibits.

Similarly, the theory of the copy-text, a method developed principally in modern English philology, does 
not generate a fully independent method of editing. The most familiar form of the theory is that 
proposed by W.W. Greg (1950–51) to deal with editing problems in Shakespeare, where virtually all 
sources are printed. Greg divided the transmitted readings into their substantive and accidental 
components. The former carry meaning, as for example the words of a text. The latter include such 
matters as spelling, punctuation and capitalization, qualities that may not in themselves carry 
meaning. Greg reasoned that, in publication, Shakespeare did not retain absolute control over 
accidentals, as printers imposed their own style and otherwise altered the text. Consequently, he 
suggested that the editor choose one text of the work as the copy-text and follow its accidentals 
faithfully. Therein lies the distinction between this method and the ‘best-text’ method, in which a single 
source supplies all readings, accidental and substantive. The choice of copy-text is determined by the 
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editor’s critical appraisal of the sources. The treatment of substantives is more flexible. Greg favoured 
the creation of an eclectic text by drawing on all sources of the work directly associated with its 
author.

Despite the virtues of its attempt to deal with the historical circumstances of publication, however, the 
method does not address the difficulty of creating an unequivocal definition of substantive and 
accidental. The physical presentation, the bibliographic codes, of the work and text can carry 
significant meaning (McGann, 1983). It is therefore impossible to make a meaningful distinction 
between accidental and substantive. The problems are exacerbated when we try to transfer these 
concepts to music, because the semiotic nature of musical notation makes the distinction more 
difficult. Any graphic aspect of notation can convey meaning. So the idea of selecting a copy-text 
whose accidentals are to be incorporated into the edited text, already problematic in literature, 
becomes virtually meaningless in music.

The understanding of the work in its social and historical context, however, holds promise for editing 
either literature or music. Its theoretical content ends with the recognition of a work of art as a social 
and historical artefact. The historical context and circumstances of survival, rather than any single 
theory, guide the editor. Individual sources preserve texts that are faithful to the circumstances in 
which they were created and used. Their variants represent the way the work was or might have been 
performed when the source in question was used. Consequently, for many works, each source is a 
viable record of one form of the work, and can be treated as a ‘best text’. All sources, however, may 
contain errors, readings that are impossible within the stylistic conventions of the repertory. These can 
be identified and adjusted only through the editor’s knowledge of style, the transmission processes and 
the history of the work. No single theory, then, provides a fully self-contained method for editing, but 
within the historical approach each contributes valuable concepts and procedures.

The process of revision seen in a succession of sources, beginnings with alterations to the autograph, 
document the transformation of the work from its beginnings in the mind of the composer to a state in 
which the composer attempts to communicate it to a public. Copies prepared under the composer’s 
direct supervision (so-called ‘apographs’) can be considered authentic, but the authentication of the 
source does not necessarily confirm the authenticity of its readings. Where the composer has entered a 
correction in autograph, its authenticity can be verified, but readings that are not changed do not 
signify that the composer checked them all carefully and ascertained their correctness. Performing 
materials that are contemporary with the composer can transmit a variety of information, including 
substantive changes to the text that arose from the circumstances of performance: this is particularly 
true of operas, where the original performing materials may differ substantially from the autographs 
(as they do, for example, for Le nozze di Figaro and Carmen). Other sources provide a window into the 
reception of a piece or a repertory by the musicians, scribes and performers who created the sources 
and for whom the sources were created. In many cases, the written versions exhibit only a few of the 
wealth of performing variants that surrounded these pieces. They do, however, reflect the types of 
variant that the performing environment permitted or encouraged to be added to the repertory. So 
each surviving version potentially possesses equal validity as a representation of the performing 
possibilities intrinsic to the tradition of the piece. The more open the processes of transmission are to 
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contamination from the oral, performing tradition and scribal independence, the more likely the editor 
is to rely on a single source as a ‘best text’, using the stemma to illuminate the historical relationship 
between it and the other sources.

In the final stage of establishing a text, editors may find passages where no preserved reading is 
convincing; they may then proceed to emend by conjecture. Even though the likelihood of recovering 
the composer’s original reading is slight, an emendation that arises from detailed knowledge of the 
composer’s and the piece’s style might well be an improvement over an engraving, typesetting or 
copying error. Even compositional autographs may not be free from error (Feder, 1990; Herttrich, 
1990), as Heinrich Besseler shows in his edition of J.S. Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos for the Neue 
Bach-Ausgabe (see Grier, 1996). On the other hand, the opposite extreme, the temptation to improve 
on the composer, holds equal danger. An editor should not be open to the charge of printing the piece 
the composer would have written had he or she known as much as the editor. The editors’ guide in 
assessing these situations is their critical acumen, their sensitivity to style and historical possibility. To 
their knowledge they join the synthetic ability to see relationships, not necessarily of cause and effect, 
between various aspects of the composer’s history, his or her environment, the piece’s history and 
environment and the source’s history.

6.  Types of edition.

That critical and historical engagement persists into the shaping of the presentation of the text for the 
edition’s audience. Four types of edition should satisfy the needs of most potential users of music 
editions: the photographic facsimile; the edited print that replicates the original notation; the 
interpretative edition; and the critical edition. Many of the major sources of Western music, including 
works of the 20th century, are already available in photographic facsimile. All or most of the visual 
information presented in the source is retained and presented in the facsimile in a greater degree of 
detail than could possibly be reproduced by verbal description or printed replications of the original 
notation. Many nuances of the notation and, especially, the disposition of the notational symbols on the 
page, are thus clearly depicted for the benefit of those unable to consult the original sources. 
Moreover, some manuscripts have deteriorated and become difficult to read; earlier photographs may 
preserve a state of the source that is easier to read, as in the case of the autograph of Bach’s Mass in B 
Minor.

There are, however, limitations. Photography rarely reproduces all the details of the original document, 
and the variables of lighting, film speed and contrast, exposure and processing ensure that two 
photographers are likely to create two quite different photographic records of the same source. No 
matter how clear the photography is, facsimiles do not completely replace the actual sources. Other 
problems make facsimiles unsuitable for general use as editions. Manuscripts are often difficult to read 
by anyone but specialists because the handwriting is not easily legible and with early music in 
particular an additional complication is that aspects of the notation are unfamiliar. Such reasons make 
the publication of facsimiles indispensable for the further enlightenment of the musically literate 
public, scholarly and otherwise, but they cannot normally be used as performing materials.
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The printed edition that replicates the original notation not only permits the enhancement of legibility 
but also allows editors the opportunity to revise and correct the text according to their critical 
investigations of the work and its sources. The procedure by which the text is established is a matter 
for the individual editor to decide. Because editions in this category constitute a form of facsimile 
(using printed fonts rather than photographs, as in the previous type), and because musical notation 
tends to be idiosyncratic from source to source, many editors will choose to base their edition on a 
single principal source, applying the ‘best text’ method. It is not easy to read these early notations and 
the suggested approach would surely alienate, at least initially, many prospective users of such an 
edition. The potential benefits, nevertheless, are significant. The performing nuances in the notation of 
early, non-measured music can be incorporated in the print. In mensural music, the editor need not 
impose the limitations of a modern rhythmic and metrical notational system that was never designed 
with the subtleties of perfect and imperfect values, coloration or proportions in mind. It is true that, if 
the music is presented in parts, as in the sources, the simultaneities between the voices of polyphony 
are not easily visible. This, however, might actually serve to focus more attention on the melodic 
aspects of the individual lines, arguably the most important aspect of these repertories.

The interpretative edition generates a certain amount of controversy. There will always, however, be a 
demand for editions that record aspects of the performing style of important performers, and they play 
an important role in the communicating of much great music to students and to the editor’s peers and 
colleagues. Moreover, these editions constitute repositories of information about the performance and 
interpretation of the work. Some scholars maintain that they transmit a kind of oral tradition of the 
style of performance: great performers study with great teachers, who pass on insights into the work 
from previous generations.

In the past, it would seem that the chief problem with these editions lies not in the addition of editorial 
performing indications, but that the performer/editor expends little effort to ensure that the printed 
text is faithful to the testimony of the sources. Occasionally, such an editor rewrites the piece to 
conform to his or her taste. More performers today have academic training, and exhibit a greater 
interest in the source materials of the repertory they perform. Ultimately, these circumstances will be 
reflected in any editions they may prepare.

These three classes of editions appeal to specialized audiences who require particular types of 
information for their specific needs. The audience for the critical edition is the general musically 
literate public: performer, student, scholar, and the informed amateur. A priority for such an edition is 
clarity in the presentation of many different types of information to the user, including pitch, rhythm, 
metre, instrumentation, tempo, dynamics, articulation, and even bowing, pedalling, registration, 
breathing or, in vocal music, literary text.

The editor must consider when to retain notational elements used in the original sources, where they 
differ from modern usage. The choice will depend on a balance between fidelity to the substance of the 
music and ease of comprehension. The availability of the photographic facsimile or the edited printed 
replica makes it unnecessary to retain archaic notational features from the original source. On the 
other hand, there will continue to be a need for modernized editions of early music, which should not 
be regarded as a misrepresentation of the original if the editor indicates the principles of the 
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modernization. Such factors affect the decision as to where to place the critical apparatus and 
commentary. Placing them at the foot of the page makes them readily accessible to the user, but can 
disrupt the flow of the text by reducing the amount of space available (such is the case with the edition 
of Beethoven’s piano sonatas prepared by Artur Schnabel, or Alfred Cortot’s editions of the piano 
music of Chopin). Some editors present information of immediate concern to the performer on the 
page with detailed textual commentary in a separate appendix.

Similarly, the mode of indicating editorial intervention in the text depends on the editor’s perception of 
the audience’s needs. When they are distinguished – for example, parenthesized or presented with 
typographical differentiation – the user can comprehend at a glance what is added by the editor. The 
disadvantages are that there exists no uniform system for making such distinctions, and that any 
system may disrupt the visual flow of the music and distract the user. Another alternative is not to 
mark editorial contributions at all, a policy followed by the Neue Mozart-Ausgabe in cases where the 
text does not depend on ‘authentic’ sources; instead, all interventions by the editor are entered in the 
critical report. The text is thus relieved of clutter to facilitate reading and comprehension; the 
disadvantage is that the edition’s users may not look in the critical report. Further, some users may 
take the suppression of editorial signs as an attempt to lend the editor’s text a spurious authority by 
presenting it as if it were the composer’s; the text of any critical edition, however, is strictly the 
editor’s. So long as editors inform their audience of their policies and procedures, and apply their 
system consistently, they cannot seriously be accused of misleading.

The critical apparatus offers editors the opportunity to explain and defend their choice of readings. 
There is no need to reproduce all the notational nuances of a particular source; these are more 
efficiently conveyed by a facsimile. Most editors primarily report readings from the sources they have 
rejected in favour of conjectural emendation; and where the reading of one source is selected over 
others of nearly equal merit or clear errors, they defend their choice by recording the rejected 
readings.

An important part of any critical edition is the critical (or textual) commentary, a section often lacking 
in music editions and, when present, it often resembles an apparatus, including little more than an 
account of variant readings. In many cases, the reasoning behind the editor’s decisions is not self- 
evident from a simple listing of variants, no matter how detailed or complete that list is. A detailed 
discussion of the issues and interpretative thinking that led to those decisions may benefit members of 
every constituency in the edition’s audience – scholars, performers and the musically literate public. 
The critical commentary is the place for editors to explain their course of action: they may discuss 
their choice of readings and their emendations together with specific points of interpretation that arise 
in the text.

Finally, in the introduction, the editor establishes the historical context of the piece or repertory under 
consideration. Detailed historical discussion might be deferred to independent studies, but any user of 
the edition can benefit from a brief note on the place of the piece within its composer’s output, its 
genre or its era. This will usually be followed by a description of the sources, and a discussion of their 
classification and use (the inclusion of sample pages in facsimile can be useful). Then the editors can 
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introduce a general account of the editorial method employed, presenting the point of view and the 
approach they have adopted. A statement about what the edition contributes to the state of knowledge 
about the piece and its relationship to previous editions could also find a place in the introduction.

Every aspect of editing involves the critical engagement of the editor with the piece or repertory being 
edited. The need for the adoption of a critical attitude derives from the fact that, in humanistic studies, 
there is no such thing as objectivity. In every stage of editing, including transcription, questions will 
arise for which there are no clear-cut answers. Editors who attempt to maintain a cool objectivity can 
follow one of two paths: they can merely present all the ambiguous evidence and let the user decide or 
they may attempt to resolve with finality every such question. The former may be a dereliction of duty; 
the latter may lead to the misrepresentation of evidence that is genuinely ambiguous, or does not 
permit a definitive interpretation. This emphasizes the need to retain a critical attitude towards the 
piece, the composer or the repertory, based on the kind of intimate study necessary for the preparation 
of an edition.

The advantage a critical edition offers its users is guidance from a scholar who has devoted time, 
energy and imagination to the problems of the piece and whose opinion is therefore worth considering. 
It should not purport to exempt users from thinking for themselves; they do not need to agree with the 
editor in every particular. But a critical attitude should stimulate a critical response, and that is a goal 
of editing: the critical investigation of the text and its readings in order to establish the likelihood of 
their truth within the music’s historical context.
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