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ABSTRACT

The printing press is frequently credited with standardising musical notation by replacing the variability
of manuscript transmission with mechanically reproducible texts. Scholarship on sixteenth-century Italian
music printing, however, reveals a more complex process. Technical difficulties delayed the typographical
reproduction of music, while printers developed different solutions according to local markets,
institutional requirements, available resources and historical stage. In Venice, especially in the mature
commercial environment associated with Scotto and Gardano, publishers increasingly favoured repeatable
formats suited to larger-scale distribution. In Rome, Bernstein identifies a stronger tendency towards
specialised formats shaped by ecclesiastical patronage and diverse repertories. These tendencies were
neither absolute nor exclusively geographical: early Venetian printing remained experimental, and
variation persisted within cities and workshops.

At the same time, the emergence of composers as identifiable authors demonstrates that print transformed
not only the visual presentation of notation but also the attribution and cultural authority of musical
works. Drawing primarily on Mary Kay Duggan, Stanley Boorman, Jane A. Bernstein, Kate van Orden
and lain Fenlon, this review distinguishes copy-level reproducibility, workshop regularity, cross-publisher
convergence, notational consistency and attributional stability. It argues that these forms of
standardisation developed unevenly according to technology, market, institution and historical stage.
Rather than simply fixing musical notation, print redistributed authority among printers, composers,
patrons and performers.

INTRODUCTION

The printing press has conventionally been understood as a technology of stabilisation. Unlike manuscript
copying, in which every reproduction required another act of transcription, movable type made it possible
to produce multiple copies from a single setting. Elizabeth Eisenstein’s influential account of print culture
associates this transformation with the wider dissemination, preservation and standardisation of
knowledge. From this perspective, printing appears to replace local variation with reproducible
uniformity: once a text enters print, its contents become comparatively stable across the copies produced
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within an edition (Eisenstein, 1980). Yet this argument becomes less straightforward when the object
being reproduced is not ordinary alphabetic text but musical notation.

Music printing complicates the standardisation narrative because musical symbols function through
relationships among pitch, rhythm, staff placement, textual underlay, page layout and performance
practice. Mechanical reproduction could stabilise some of these features without requiring all printing
houses to adopt the same conventions. Moreover, a visually standardised page did not necessarily
preserve a composer’s intentions, ensure correct attribution or produce identical interpretations among
performers. Although print encouraged greater consistency within particular editions and workshops,
scholarship on sixteenth-century Italian music printing suggests that standardisation remained uneven,
regionally divergent, and dependent on commercial, technological and institutional conditions.

In this review, “standardisation” is therefore not a single outcome. It refers to five distinguishable
processes: the production of relatively uniform copies from one setting; recurring house styles within a
workshop; convergence of formats or practices across publishers; greater consistency in notational signs
and page layout; and the stabilisation of attribution or cultural authority around a named composer or
work. These processes could overlap, but evidence for one does not establish the others. The argument
that follows specifies which form of standardisation is at stake in each case.

This review develops that argument in four stages. First, it examines the technical problems that
distinguished musical typography from alphabetic printing and delayed the regular reproduction of
notation. Second, it uses Venice and Rome as contrasting but overlapping case studies, asking how
geography, clientele and market structure interacted with the historical development from experimental to
more mature commercial print cultures. Third, it considers how music printing transformed authorship
and reputation, demonstrating that attributional stability could serve marketability rather than fidelity to
compositional intent. Finally, it situates these findings within broader debates about the printing
revolution and assesses areas of consensus and disagreement in existing scholarship.

THE TECHNICAL PROBLEM: WHY MUSICAL NOTATION RESISTED
STANDARDISATION

Before printers could standardise musical notation, they first had to solve a problem not faced in
alphabetic typography: musical symbols must be coordinated across two dimensions. In alphabetic
printing, individual letters can generally be assembled into horizontal lines without their vertical
placement changing the meaning of each character. Musical notes, however, derive their pitch from their
position on the lines of the stave, and their shapes communicate rhythmic information. Printers therefore
had to reproduce continuous staves on which they precisely positioned individual notes.

Duggan’s study of fifteenth-century music printing establishes the significance of this technical obstacle.
She identifies the earliest known music printed from movable type as appearing around 1473,
approximately two decades after the Gutenberg Bible. Crucially, this early example was plainchant rather
than the sophisticated polyphonic repertories later produced by sixteenth-century publishers. The gap
between the development of alphabetic typography and the successful printing of music demonstrates that
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a printing press did not automatically make every kind of written material equally reproducible (Duggan,
1992).

The difference between printing plainchant and printing polyphony also complicates any simple
chronology of technological progress. The first typographically printed music around 1473 did not mean
that the technical challenges of representing complex, multipart compositions had been resolved.
Ottaviano Petrucci’s Harmonice Musices Odhecaton A, published in Venice in 1501, represented a later
stage in the technological development of music printing, particularly the reproduction of polyphonic
music (Boorman, 2005). Thus, roughly twenty years separated Gutenberg’s Bible from the earliest known
music printed with movable type, while approximately half a century separated Gutenberg’s achievement
from Petrucci’s landmark publication (Duggan, 1992; Boorman, 2005).

Petrucci’s achievements are frequently described through multiple-impression printing, a process in which
different elements of the musical page were printed through successive passes. This method could
produce unusually clear staves and carefully aligned notes, but it also depended on precise registration
and skilled labour. The familiar characterisation of Petrucci’s work as uniformly employing three
impressions should be qualified, however, because the number and arrangement of impressions could
vary. Discussing a surviving Petrucci partbook, van Orden (2014) explains that staves and text could be
printed in one pass and notes in another. The point therefore is not that every Petrucci edition followed an
identical three-stage procedure, but that multiple impressions demanded careful coordination and
remained comparatively expensive.

Boorman’s research stresses the importance of examining printing at the level of particular workshops and
individual compositors. His studies of Petrucci’s typesetters, publishing decisions, scribal habits and
notational presentation suggest that printed music cannot be treated as an automatically generated
product. Instead, the appearance and organisation of an edition resulted from practical decisions made
during its production (Boorman, 2005).

Accordingly, Petrucci’s editions demonstrate copy-level reproducibility: a particular setting could be
repeated with substantial consistency within an edition. They do not, by themselves, demonstrate
workshop-wide regularity, convergence among different publishers or universal consistency in notational
practice. Boorman’s attention to compositors and production decisions further cautions against equating
the precision of individual editions with a stable system shared across Italian print culture.

As printing techniques developed, publishers also adopted methods that reduced the number of
impressions required. Such innovations lowered production costs and expanded the possibilities for
circulating music, but they did not eliminate variation. Instead, they enabled printers to select different
combinations of efficiency, visual clarity, format and expense. Technical progress therefore widened the
range of commercially viable approaches rather than automatically producing a single shared model.

REGIONAL TENDENCIES AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

If printing straightforwardly imposed a single standard, major printing centres should have converged in
format and practice. The evidence instead reveals a spectrum of responses shaped by repertory, clientele,
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institutions, market scale and historical stage. Bernstein’s studies make Venice and Rome useful
comparative cases: the mature Venetian trade often rewarded repeatable production, while Roman
patronage often supported specialised formats. This contrast should not be treated as a fixed dichotomy,
however. Fenlon’s chronology of early experimentation and Boorman’s evidence of variation within
workshops show that geographical tendencies overlapped and changed over time.

Venice: standardisation through commercial scale

Bernstein’s study of the Scotto Press presents Venetian music publishing as part of a wider commercial
book trade. The Scotto family participated in an extensive publishing industry encompassing music and
other fields, while its musical editions were shaped by decisions about financing, production, distribution,
patronage and competition (Bernstein, 1998). The significance of this evidence is not simply that Venice
produced numerous printed music books, but that musical publications emerged from organised
commercial activity in which printers needed to manage costs and circulate repertory effectively.

Within this environment, repeatable production methods offered clear practical advantages. Familiar
formats, reusable typographical materials and recognisable approaches to page organisation reduced the
complexity involved in producing multiple editions. When publishers repeatedly served overlapping
markets, they were incentivised to develop consistent products that could be manufactured and distributed
efficiently. The resulting visual and bibliographical regularity should therefore be understood as an effect
of commercial organisation rather than evidence that printers were pursuing an abstract, universally
agreed ideal of musical notation.

Bernstein’s more comprehensive account of Venetian publishing reinforces this interpretation. She
identifies the houses of Scotto and Gardano as leaders in a music-printing culture shaped by financing,
distribution, market segmentation and the selection of repertory. Their publishing strategies helped define
which compositions circulated and how those compositions were packaged for potential buyers
(Bernstein, 2001).

Bernstein’s work therefore supports a tendency towards workshop regularity and, among leading houses,
some convergence of commercial format in mature sixteenth-century Venice. An apparently standardised
Venetian partbook was also a product designed around recognisable expectations of size, repertory,
usability and distribution. Yet this was not a timeless property of Venice or proof of uniform notation
across publishers: Fenlon’s account places such organisation within a later phase of an industry that had
developed through earlier experimentation.

Rome: Specialisation and Format Diversity

Bernstein’s Roman evidence occupies a different position on the same spectrum. Whereas leading
Venetian firms often benefited from repeatable formats and broad distribution, many Roman projects
responded to more varied institutional commissions and repertorial needs. Bernstein argues that local
economic and political conditions encouraged printers to customise publications for particular clients,
producing large folio choirbooks, broadsheets, open scores, engraved editions and instrumental
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intabulations (Bernstein, 2023). This diversity represents a strong tendency in her Roman case study
rather than an absolute distinction between the two cities.

This diversity cannot be dismissed as evidence of a lack of recently developed technical skills. On the
contrary, specialised formats often demanded considerable innovation. Roman printers adapted layout,
engraving techniques and presentation according to the requirements of composers, patrons, religious
institutions and performers. Variation was, therefore, in many cases commercially and institutionally
appropriate rather than evidence of a failure to standardise.

The publication of Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina’s music illustrates how repertoire and publication are
linked. Palestrina’s concentration on liturgical composition and the need for expensive large-format
choirbooks helped determine his relationships with Roman printers, and contributed to the relative
scarcity of some early editions, since the physical demands of performing and of publishing sacred
polyphony did not simply affect its appearance in print, but how widely and rapidly it could circulate
(Bernstein, 2023).

This can lead us to question the assumption that printing necessarily improves circulation. A small-format
part book published for the wider market, and a large format score for a choir circulated in different ways.

Taken together, Bernstein’s Venetian and Roman studies show how commercial pressure could reward
different positions on a spectrum between repeatable production and customised specialisation. Her
comparison is valuable as evidence of contrasting local tendencies, but it does not establish a general
Venice/Rome rule. Fenlon and Boorman complicate that rule by drawing attention respectively to
historical development and variation among workshops and compositors.

Chronology, Workshops and the Limits of a Geographic Model

The comparison between Venice and Rome becomes more persuasive when geography is treated as one
variable among several. Fenlon presents early sixteenth-century Italian music printing as an experimental
field in which publishers continued to negotiate relations among manuscript practice, new technology and
emerging markets (Fenlon, 1995). The well-organised Venetian industry associated with Scotto and
Gardano was therefore a later development rather than an original or permanent feature of the city.

Boorman’s attention to particular compositors, typesetters and production decisions likewise shows that
variation persisted within sophisticated workshops. His work does not supply independent support for a
simple opposition between uniform Venice and diverse Rome; instead, it demonstrates that practices
varied below the level of the city. Workshop, repertory and date may therefore explain particular
publications as much as geography does.

Venice and Rome are best understood as overlapping positions on a changing spectrum. Mature
commercial concentration could encourage recurring house styles and some cross-publisher convergence,
while specialised patronage could encourage customised formats. Both tendencies could exist within one
city, and their relative importance could change over time. The relevant question is consequently not
whether one city was standardised and the other diverse, but which aspect of a publication became
regular, under what conditions and at what historical stage.
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COMMERCE, AUTHORSHIP AND THE MARKETABLE MUSICAL WORK

The relationship between printing and standardisation becomes even more complicated when we look at
the authority of the printed musical work. A consistent page layout or recognisable publication format
might suggest reliable transmission, but the notion of authorship could be shaped by commercial
considerations rather than the composer’s intentions.

Van Orden argues that musical authorship developed through the material and commercial practices of
printing. The transformation of musical manuscripts or performance materials into authored books
required publishers to decide how compositions should be assembled, attributed and presented to potential
purchasers (van Orden, 2014). In this context, a composer’s name could serve not only to indicate
authorship, but also as a way of organising and marketing repertory.

Print did not necessarily strengthen the authority of composers over their works. If a publisher selected,
arranged or attributed compositions according to commercial expectations, the printed book did not
guarantee that the named composer had supervised or authorised its contents. The composer’s name was
on the publication, even when the relationship between that identity and the printed music remained
dubious.

A book might identify a famous composer consistently across every copy of an edition while still
presenting incomplete, questionable or commercially motivated attributions. Here print produced
attributional stability rather than proof of authorship: it could reproduce an error or marketing decision as
effectively as an authoritative musical text. Copy-level consistency and cultural authority must therefore
be distinguished.

Van Orden’s examination of early music books also emphasises that bibliographical authority could shift
between printers and composers, and that authority initially associated with the maker or publisher of the
book became increasingly connected to the composer identified with its contents. This development
involved printers including Petrucci, Andrea Antico, and Valerio Dorico, demonstrating that authorship
was confirmed through specific publishing practices rather than simply transferred unchanged from
manuscript culture into print.

Bernstein and van Orden therefore identify related but distinct mechanisms behind recognisable musical
publications. Bernstein emphasises the institutional and economic organisation of printing houses:
financing, production, distribution, clientele and repertory selection. Van Orden focuses on the cultural
construction of authorship through the presentation and circulation of printed books. Both reject the idea
that printing operated as a neutral technological force, but they locate agency in different relationships.

The two interpretations are strongest when considered together. Bernstein explains why publishers needed
reproducible and commercially viable formats, while van Orden explains how those formats acquired
cultural authority through the identification of composers and the organisation of repertory. Commercial
consistency made music books easier to produce and sell; recognisable authorship made them easier to
classify, promote and value. Standardisation consequently emerged not only through the mechanics of

Oct 2026
Vol 12. No 1.
Oxford Journal of Student Scholarship
www.oxfordjss.org

206



Beyond Typographical Fixity: Music Printing, Notational Standardisation and Cultural Authority in
Sixteenth-Century Italy

notation but also through the creation of stable expectations about what a musical work and its composer
were supposed to represent.

However, there could be conflict. A publisher’s desire to market an edition through a recognisable name
did not necessarily coincide with a composer’s interest in accurate representation. Likewise, a
standardised commercial format might not suit the specialised requirements of liturgical performance. The
issue is therefore not whether print imposed order on musical culture, but whose version of that order the
printed book embodied.

MUSIC PRINTING AND THE BROADER PRINT REVOLUTION

Eisenstein’s account of the printing revolution helps us to understand why music printing has often been
associated with standardisation. Her broader argument emphasises that print altered the conditions under
which knowledge could be reproduced, preserved and circulated. Multiple copies of a text created new
opportunities for comparison, correction and dissemination, producing a different relationship between
cultural transmission and textual stability than that associated with manuscript copying (Eisenstein, 1980).

Applied cautiously, this is useful with reference to music. Printed editions did make it possible for
numerous performers or institutions to acquire copies produced from the same setting. Publishers could
circulate repertories beyond the locations in which particular manuscripts had previously been copied.
The emergence of widely recognised music books and composers also contributed to more durable forms
of cultural transmission.

Nevertheless, the Italian evidence suggests that Eisenstein’s model cannot be transferred directly to
musical notation. Duggan addresses the technical possibility of reproducible notation; Boorman reveals
continuing variation in workshop practice; Bernstein traces both commercial regularity and specialised
format choices in particular urban markets; and van Orden shows how printed books could stabilise
attribution and authorship. Considered together, these scholars demonstrate that copy-level
reproducibility, workshop practice, cross-publisher convergence, notational consistency and cultural
authority did not advance at the same rate or for the same reasons.

In the case of music, we have to distinguish between the capacity to reproduce and the social agreement
required for broader standardisation. Printing made reproducibility possible, but local markets,
institutions, repertories and publishing strategies determined what would actually be reproduced and in
what form. A common technology did not dictate a common cultural result.

Pettegree’s account of Renaissance book culture supports this interpretation. Rather than presenting early
printing as an uninterrupted movement towards universal success and uniformity, he emphasises the roles
of patrons, economic constraints, regional markets and changing demand. His approach helps explain why
different forms of music printing could develop simultaneously: publishers adapted the new technology to
the conditions under which particular books could be financed, produced and sold (Pettegree, 2010).

Music printing refines FEisenstein’s argument. Print did create new possibilities for stability and
circulation, but those possibilities were realised unevenly and through institutions whose interests shaped
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the resulting products. More than proving print’s transformative power, the history of musical notation
demonstrates that transformation must be analysed through local practices.

DISCUSSION: CONSENSUS, DISAGREEMENT AND THE LIMITS OF EXISTING
SCHOLARSHIP

The scholarship considered here broadly agrees that printing transformed the transmission of musical
repertory during the sixteenth century. Duggan and Boorman document the development of specialised
printing techniques and workshop practices. Bernstein demonstrates the expansion and organisation of
Italian music publishing, while van Orden shows that printed books reshaped the cultural presentation of
composers and musical works. Across these accounts, there is a shared recognition that print increased the
capacity to reproduce, circulate and organise musical materials.

Where there is disagreement, it concerns the explanation for and meaning of these changes. An account
focusing on technology emphasises the development of methods capable of reproducing staves, notes and
text with sufficient precision. Viewed commercially, the account stresses the organisation of publishing
houses, market demand, distribution networks and production costs. An account that foregrounds
authorship focuses on the cultural and bibliographical authority attached to printed musical works. These
interpretations do not necessarily contradict one another, but they explain the historical process
differently.

The term “standardisation” is useful only when its object is specified. The evidence considered here
supports five related processes: uniformity among copies produced from one setting; recurring house
styles; convergence among publishers; consistency in notational signs and layouts; and the stabilisation of
attribution or cultural authority. Duggan primarily illuminates the technical conditions of reproducible
notation; Boorman shows how workshop decisions limited uniformity; Bernstein examines commercial
formats and local markets; and van Orden explains the construction of authorial authority. These
processes could reinforce one another, but none should stand as shorthand for all the others.

The Venice/Rome comparison likewise works best as a spectrum rather than a dichotomy. Bernstein’s
studies suggest that mature Venetian commercial concentration often encouraged repeatable formats,
whereas Roman institutional and repertorial diversity often encouraged customised production. Fenlon’s
chronology shows, however, that Venice’s organised industry emerged after an earlier experimental phase,
while Boorman’s workshop-level analysis reveals variation within geographical centres. Place mattered,
but so did period, printer, repertory and client. The combined scholarship therefore supports historically
changing regional tendencies, not two internally uniform systems.

A further methodological limitation concerns the geographic scope of the scholarship considered here.
Although music printing developed across Europe, the principal case studies in this review concern Italian
centres of publishing, especially Venice and Rome. The findings cannot automatically be extended to
France, German-speaking territories, England or the Low Countries. Differences in religious institutions,
linguistic markets, technical traditions and systems of patronage may have produced other relationships
between printing and musical notation.
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There is also an important distinction between standardising printed representations and standardising
musical practice. Sixteenth-century performers continued to interpret notation through conventions that
were not always specified on the page. Consequently, consistent visual notation does not necessarily
demonstrate uniform performance. Further research would benefit from comparing surviving editions
with manuscript annotations, performance materials and evidence of how musicians actually used printed
books.

The strongest interpretation supported by the present evidence is therefore that sixteenth-century Italian
music printing generated selective and localised forms of standardisation. Technical innovation made
reproduction possible; commercial organisation shaped the forms reproduction took; institutional
conditions sustained regional variation; and publishing practices redistributed authority over attribution
and circulation. None of these factors alone adequately explains the transformation.

CONCLUSION

The history of sixteenth-century Italian music printing does not support the assumption that print
converted variable musical notation into one uniform and stable system. It produced several forms of
regularity—among copies, within workshops, across some commercial formats, in notational presentation
and in the attribution of works—but these did not necessarily coincide. Their development depended on
technical expertise, workshop practice, market scale, institutional patronage and historical stage.

Duggan’s account of early music typography demonstrates that the reproduction of notation posed
challenges distinct from those of alphabetic text. Boorman’s studies of printing practices reveal that the
resulting publications remained dependent on the decisions of individual printers and compositors.
Bernstein’s comparison of Venetian and Roman publishing cultures shows that commercial conditions
could encourage either recurring formats or specialised diversity. Van Orden’s work further establishes
that the presentation of musical authorship was shaped through publishing practices.

Taken together, these findings suggest that standardisation was neither an automatic consequence nor a
single objective of music printing. Venice and Rome illustrate different, overlapping tendencies rather
than opposite systems, and the transition from experimental to mature print culture is as important as
geography. Print made musical works more reproducible, usable and marketable, but it regularised
different features under different conditions and redistributed authority among composers, printers,
patrons, purchasers and performers.

Future research should examine whether comparable patterns appeared in other European printing centres
and consider how changes in notation interacted with evolving performance practices. Such work would
help determine which developments were specific to Italian publishing and which reflected broader
transformations in early modern musical culture. For the evidence considered here, however, the central
conclusion is clear: the standardisation of musical notation was a negotiated historical process, not an
inherent property of print.
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