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Chapter Two  
 
 
 

Music Notation Software and Composition Practices:  
a questionnaire 

 
 

2.1 Aim 
 

The aim of this study is to form a picture of New Zealand composers’ use of and 

attitudes towards music notation software (MNS) and to discover the extent and 

nature of MNS’s influence on their work.  These aims will be tested with particular 

attention to gender, age, IT literacy and compositional experience. 

 

 

2.2 Methodology 
 

 

2.2.1  The population and sample 

 

Participants were selected from a database made available for this study by the 

Centre for New Zealand Music, which maintains the most comprehensive listing 

of New Zealand composers available.  This “purposive sampling”1 excluded 

composers, understood by a representative of the Centre, not to be actively 

composing.  

 
Subjective qualities of the composers in the group (ability, experience, 

achievement etc) were not factored into the selection of participants, as the 

opinions of all active composers were considered important.  As such, 

                                                      
1 “Purposive sampling” seeks out research participants with specific traits.  (In this case, the participants are 

all composers).  The specific purposive sampling employed here is a hybrid of “expert” sampling (using 

participants with expertise in a particular area, ie, composition) and “heterogeneity” sampling (sampling all 

opinions or views on a given topic).  From Trochim, William M.K., Nonprobability Sampling, 2006 at 

http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/sampnon.htm, viewed 25/06/06 
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composers in the sample ranged from third year tertiary composition students to 

internationally recognised composers. 

 
Survey participation was restricted to New Zealand citizens, including composers 

based overseas, as a means of restricting the sum of data to an amount 

manageable given the scope of the study. 

 

 

2.2.2  Distribution of questionnaire 

 

158 questionnaires were sent, 22 to composers living abroad.  Most 

questionnaires were mailed, along with paid return envelopes, to composers on 

16 June 2004.  Some questionnaires were hand-delivered while a small number 

of potential respondents were informed of the questionnaire via e-mail and invited 

to complete it online.  (All potential respondents were given the option of 

completing the questionnaire on-line at the author’s personal website.)   

 
Recipients were given until 17 September 2004 to return the questionnaire.  

Friendly reminders were posted and e-mailed on 26 October 2004.  The Human 

Ethics Committee granted a two month extension and remaining non-returnees 

were informed of this extension.  With ethical approval expired, no further 

questionnaires were accepted after 25 December 2004. 

 

 

2.2.3  Ethics and confidentiality 

 

The Human Ethics Committee at Victoria University of Wellington granted ethical 

approval for the study.  Potential respondents were assured of the anonymity of 

their responses (with the exception that the contents of questionnaires might be 

shared with the researcher’s two supervisors) and could withdraw from the study 

at any time.  Questionnaires would be destroyed two years after the conclusion of 

the study.  Respondents were required to sign a consent form, signalling their 
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understanding of the terms of the study and giving them the option to receive a 

summary of the study’s results at its conclusion.  The information letter and 

consent form appear in Appendix A. 

 

 

2.2.4  The questionnaire 

 

The questionnaire appears in Appendix A.  It is divided into three sections.  

Section A collects demographic data and background data relating to MNS use.  

Section B asks deeper questions about MNS use, with particular focus on the 

use of playback, compositional planning and collaboration.  Section C seeks 

information about interaction with performers, global effects of MNS use and 

feelings on use of MNS by fledgling composers. 

 

 

2.3 Data analysis 
 

A table was constructed in Microsoft Excel, into which quantitative responses 

were entered.  Simple univariate statistical operations (sum, mean, etc) were 

performed to generate statistics of interest.  More complex bi and multivariate 

operations revealed links of interest between different datasets. 

 
The responses to each open-ended question were logged and bundled into 

groups of similar answers to reveal the breadth of responses to each issue.  

(These appear in Appendix B). 

 

 

2.4 Results 
 

The following tables and graphs display quantitative results.  Qualitative results 

are given in full in Appendix B and, with quantitative results, are the subject of 

discussion later in this chapter. 
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2.4.1  Participants 

 

Table One shows survey return numbers and demographic characteristics of 

respondents. 

 

TABLE ONE: Participant demographics 
 

  
Return rate 67.1% 
  
Return number 106 (of 158) 
  
Age 
  
 Mean for all returned 41.8* 
  Males 45.6 
  Females 35.7 
  
 Mean for MNS users 40.4� 
  Males 45.1 
  Females 32.3 
  
 Mean for non-MNS users 47.6� 
  Males 47.9 
  Females 47.2 
  
 Age range  19 – 76 
  Male 19 – 76 
  Female 20 – 63 
  
Gender  
  
 Total questionnaires sent 62% male (98), 38% female (60) 
  
 Total returned 60% male (64), 40% female (42) 
  MNS users: 62% male (53), 38% female (32) 
  Non-MNS users: 52% male (11), 48% female (10) 
  
 Non-respondents: 65% male (34), 35% female (18) 
  
Composing experience (in years)  
  
 Mean compositional experience of sample 23.7  
  Male 27.5  
  Female 17.9  
  
 Mean for MNS users 22.1  
  Male 26.7  
  Female 14.4  
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 Mean for non-MNS users 30.1  
  Male 31.4  
  Female 28.8  
  
Non-MNS users  
  
 Total 21 
 % of sample 18% 
 Gender 11 males, 10 females 
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Table Two illustrates the self-rated IT literacy of respondents.  Respondents were 

asked to indicate their IT literacy on a 5 stage scale: 

 
1 I have minimal or no experience with computers 

2 I have some experience but need guidance to use most applications 

3 I am able to learn new applications with persistence but am held back by 

inexperience or undeveloped skills 

4 I have a good practical knowledge and get by with a minimum of 

assistance 

5 I am able to quickly and independently master most windows-based, 

“what-you-see-is-what-you-get” applications 

 
TABLE TWO: IT literacy 

 
  
 Sample mean 4.04� 
  Male 4.10 
  Female 3.95 
 
 Mean for MNS users 4.34 
  Male 4.37 
  Female 4.29 
 
 Mean for non-MNS users 2.86� 
  Male 2.82 
  Female 2.90 
 
Where respondents circled more than one response, the response was averaged out.  For example, where a respondent 
circled 3 and 4, their score was interpreted as 3.5 
 
� one missing value 
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2.4.2  MNS usage 

 

Table Three shows MNS adoption rates. 

 
TABLE THREE: MNS usage 

 
 
MNS users  
  
 Total 82.1%� 
  Male 84.4% 
  Female 78.6% 
  
Adoption of MNS  
  
 Mean year of adoption 1996� 
  Male 1995 
  Female 1997 
  
Software used   
  

Sibelius  45.9% 
Finale   14.1% 
Encore       7.1% 
A mix of these   31.8%    
Other      1.2% 

  
� Four respondents considered that, in the main, they were not MNS users but, for the purposes of this piece of data, their 
limited exposure to or unconventional usage of MNS will class them as MNS users 
� four missing values 
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Figure One displays the reasons why some respondents chose not to use MNS. 

 

FIGURE ONE 

 

Reasons for not adopting MNS
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Respondents

 
 
(A total of 21 non-MNS users.  Three missing values). 
 

Figure Two displays the modes of usage of MNS in combination with other 

compositional tools.  In some cases, MNS is used only for score-setting, for 

creating parts, or is not used in combination with any other tools.  (Respondents 

could tick more than one response and sixteen did so).  The five responses given 

under “other” were that tools used varied from composition to composition, that 

music was constructed using a pure sequencer and then notated using MNS and 

that sequencer use took place concurrently with MNS use. 
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FIGURE TWO 

 

Tools used in conjunction with MNS
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(Two missing values). 
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Figure Three illustrates what kind of tool respondents regarded MNS as. 

 

FIGURE THREE 

 

MNS as a tool type
2%

31%

67%

both a score-setting and a creative tool

a score-setting tool

a creative tool

 
 

(Two missing values). 
 

 

2.4.3  Playback 

 

Ninety-three percent of MNS users indicated that they listened to MNS playback 

of their compositions to some extent. 

 
On a scale ranging from 1 (“no influence”) to 7 (“a great influence”), the mean 

composer thought that listening to MNS playback had an influence of 4.04 on 

subsequent compositional decisions made (males 3.91: females: 4.24).  Figure 

Four shows the distribution of responses. 
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FIGURE FOUR 

 

Influence of playback on compositional decisions
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(Two missing values). 

 

Fifty-four percent of respondents (60% males) had, in the past, made tapes or 

CDs of computer playback for the benefit of their performers.  (Two missing 

values). 

 
Of respondents who had prepared tapes or CDs, 73.33% found the practice 

useful, 11.11% did not find it useful and 15.56% had mixed feelings. 

 

 

2.4.4  Plug-ins 

 

Table Four shows the extent to which respondents used their MNS packages’ 

plug-ins.  On a scale from 1 (“never”) to 7 (“frequently”), respondents were asked 

to indicate how often they used the plug-ins bundled with the industry-leading 

MNS packages.  
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TABLE FOUR: Use of plug-ins 
 

  
Sibelius users (mean results)  
  
 Plug-ins for note generation  
  
  Invert 1.64 
  Retrograde  1.58 
  Pitch mapping 1.18 
  Add drum pattern 1.11  
  
 Plug-ins for playback tweaking  
  
  Cresc./dim. playback  3.37 
  Quarter-tone playback 2.02 
  Change glissando properties 1.79 
  Change trill speed  1.53 
  
  
Finale users (mean results)  
  
 Plug-ins for note generation  
  
  TGTools (for playback tweaking also) 2.54 
  Canonic utilities     1.79 
  Piano reduction     1.57 
  Drum groove     1.07 
  Band-in-a-Box auto harmonising  (never)  1.00 
  MiBAC jazz rhythm section generator (never) 1.00 
  
There was too much missing data to produce meaningful results from responses pertaining to other software packages. 
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2.5 Discussion 
 

 

2.5.1  Methodological issues 

 

 

2.5.1.1 Reflexivity 1: subjectivity vs objectivity and question-

motivation of the researcher 

 

Reflexivity is a concept that addresses the impact of the author’s preformed 

attitudes on the formulation of research questions and on data analysis.  It 

acknowledges that complete objectivity is impossible, as researchers almost 

always tackle subjects about which they already possess considerable 

knowledge and about which they have, however unconsciously or unintentionally, 

already formed opinions.   

 
The author’s attitudes towards and use of MNS will be explored in detail in 

Chapter Six.  In the meantime, it will suffice to describe his use of MNS and his 

broader approach to composition in these brief terms: The author does not pre-

plan works, preferring to work “at the coalface.”2  He composes entirely using 

MNS.   

 
He listens to MNS playback extensively and this drives further creation of 

material.  The author regards himself as highly “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” 

IT-literate and is interested in digital technologies outside of music.  He runs quite 

powerful hardware and fairly up-to-date MNS software, including a “software” 

sound canvas.  He first used MNS in 1997 and views his relationship with the 

software as quasi-collaborative.  The quality of MNS playback is a concern for 

the author and as such he works on enhancing the realism of playback and is 

inclined towards investing in better hardware and software, as finances permit.  

                                                      
2 The term “coalface” refers throughout this thesis to that area of the in-progress score currently being 

worked on by the composer.  It is that portion of music that “runs-out,” of which there may be more than one 

instance. 
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The author freely acknowledges that he finds it unlikely that he would have 

flourished as a composer without access to MNS.  While largely positive in his 

views on MNS use, he does see real problems with its use, especially by young 

and inexperienced composers. 

 

Reflexivity requires that the author be conscious of his personal outlook and on-

guard against undue dismissiveness or prejudice towards approaches and 

opinions to the contrary.  It also holds that the formulation of questions in the 

questionnaire was influenced by the author’s feelings on MNS.  This is most 

evident in the weighting of questions about playback: he regards his own use of 

playback as bordering on obsessive and, in wanting to see if other composers 

were similarly inclined, he included questions to gauge this.  A 

composer/researcher in a similar position who was far less reliant on MNS 

playback would likely not have asked so many questions about this aspect. 

 

The tabulation of quantitative responses, below, lends a certain amount of weight 

to analysis by gender.  The author declares an interest in the differences 

between works composed by males and females.  He has unscientifically 

observed that, very broadly speaking and with many exceptions, women 

composers are motivated by the concrete and programmatic, whilst men seem to 

operate in the abstract realm.  The current findings may or may not cast light on 

this perceived phenomenon and would require analysis by specialists in the 

areas of psychology and sociology.  Nonetheless, the author’s interest in this 

area explains the proliferation of breakings-down of data by gender. 

 

 

2.5.1.2 Reflexivity 2: subjectivity vs objectivity for questionnaire 

respondents 

 

While it would have been undesirable for respondents to reflect too deeply on the 

impact of their held views on the answers they recorded, analysis of their 

responses must factor in such views (insofar as they can be identified).  That 
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many respondents indeed did weigh up their attitudes against a more detached 

objectivity was apparent in responses that presented opposing points of view as 

equally plausible. 

 
Many pre-existing notions surrounding MNS use which, prior to the 

commencement of research, were understood only anecdotally to exist, were 

confirmed by questionnaire findings.  It is impossible to know if such opinions 

were adopted from widely-held beliefs in the New Zealand composition 

community or if they were independently formulated.  Regardless, such notions 

will now be identified.   

 
The most high-profile of these was the belief that listening to MNS playback 

would result in the composition of unplayable works: given that the computer can 

play back “anything,” the unwary composer might be seduced into writing 

completely unidiomatic music, not realising the practical difficulties for human 

performers.  It is possible that this led to under-reporting of MNS playback usage 

by composers wanting to distance themselves from this notion.   

 
Another belief held by some is that “real” composers work solely with pen and 

manuscript.  This Romantic notion might have led to an underplaying of the 

involvement of MNS in composers’ working lives.  It is hoped that assurances of 

the protection of anonymity discouraged misreporting in this area. 

 

 

 2.5.1.3 Data changeability 

 

As illustrated in the answers to Question A10, the working methods of composers 

with regard to physical tools used are highly subject to change: there has been a 

massive shift to MNS use in the last decade but, for most composers, MNS use 

is still combined with a concurrent use of other older tools.  With many 

composers frequently changing the contents of their “toolboxes,” a snapshot of 

practices captured today may be at odds with one captured tomorrow.  

Improvements to software (recently most especially in the area of playback 
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realism), also mean the currency of the data gathered will diminish quickly.  

Availability, affordability, computer processing strength and many other factors 

doubtless affect access to and use of the technology and impact on the data 

gathered. 

 
For example, composers currently working with outdated versions of MNS 

packages with crude playback, may find that when they upgrade their software 

they become more receptive to the idea of composing by trialling materials by 

listening to them.  Such a shift would likely alter such composers’ overall 

acceptance of MNS as a creative tool (it no longer feeling like just a score-setting 

tool) and change their responses to questions about the usefulness of playback, 

the use of MNS by fledgling composers and the nature of their working 

relationship with MNS.  Such hypothetical composers’ questionnaire responses 

would be different now from those they would give some time in the future. 

 

 

 2.5.1.4 Practical concerns 

 

The facility whereby composers could respond to questionnaires on-line caused 

some problems.  Differing settings in e-mail handling software resulted in some 

questionnaires being returned blank (fresh answers using correct settings were 

sought and gratefully received).  It became necessary to construct long-winded 

explanations about how respondents should go about e-mailing their responses 

to the author and it is possible that consequent frustration caused hasty 

responses or questionnaires that were never attempted.  While still considered a 

methodology likely to encourage returns (and indeed one in keeping with the 

technology-focussed nature of this study), the online questionnaires required 

fine-tuning and testing beyond the expertise of the researcher. 
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 2.5.1.5 Generalisability 

 

The generalisability of this study – the degree to which it could accurately 

describe the MNS use of composers in other countries or groups of countries – 

would depend on issues such as computer and software availability, gender split, 

age spread and so on in the composition communities in question, as well as 

unforeseen impacting social and cultural differences.   

 

 

2.5.2  Non-respondents 

 

Data may be skewed if a significant number of non-respondents have similar 

demographic or attitudinal characteristics.  It would be of concern if high 

proportions of the composers in this group scored similarly in one or more areas 

such as age, compositional experience, socio-economic background and IT 

literacy. 

 
52 composers did not return questionnaires.  Their gender divide was 65.38% 

male, 34.62% female.   No other characteristics of this group of composers is 

known. 

 
It is fortunate however that the purposive sampling employed means that the 

author has a passing knowledge of most questionnaire non-respondents.  In his 

opinion, no concern-causing common characteristics were evident upon 

examination of the list of non-respondents, who covered a wide range of ages, 

compositional experience and achievement in composition.  This review suggests 

that non-respondents would be likely to return scores similar to respondents on 

matters such as IT literacy, MNS adoption and the influence of playback. 

 
It is thus concluded that, as far as can be ascertained, there were no obvious 

demographic similarities in the non-respondents in this study that might, through 

their absence, have contributed to a skewing of results.  The sample is thus 

deemed to be a fair representation of the population. 
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The following is an analysis of the preceding quantitative data and summarises, 

highlights and draws out the qualitative data listed in Appendix B.  The weight of 

discussion falls on those answers given by multiple respondents, while more 

unique and revealing responses are identified for closer examination.  The 

chronological order of the questionnaire is followed throughout.  Where 

applicable, the reader is referred to specific locations in Chapters Three to Six, in 

which issues are discussed in greater detail. 

 

 

2.5.3  Return rate 

 

106 of 158 questionnaires were returned, 22 from composers living abroad - a 

response rate of 67.09%.  While a higher return would have been desirable, it 

has been stated that “very well administered surveys may get response rates as 

high as 60-75%.”3 

 

 

2.5.4 Gender, age and composing experience of MNS and non-MNS users  

 (Questions A3 and A4) 

 

Composition is a field in which male practitioners have historically, at least in 

terms of public visibility, overwhelmingly outnumbered women.  That the New 

Zealand composition community has a 62/38 male/female gender split might be 

seen as something of a statement for redress of this traditional gender inequality.  

That the average female respondent was ten years younger than the average 

male indicates that such redress has been a recent phenomenon and is likely 

trending towards balance.4  The New Zealand situation is punctuated by a quick 

                                                      
3 Davidson, Carl and Tolich, Martin, Social Science Research in New Zealand: Many Paths to 

Understanding (Second Edition), 2003, p.198 
4 An interesting and unexplainable statistic emerged from analysis of gender and age: female composers 

were close to the same age as the New Zealand female average, but male composers were over a decade 
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comparison with Australia, where the gender split is estimated to be, at worst, 

around 77/23 in favour of males.5  Composer gender divides in further 

composition communities would need to be calculated to determine the typicality 

of the New Zealand composer population, with possible implications for the 

generalisability of this study (such research is beyond the scope of the present 

study). 

 
Non-MNS users, while a small group (just 21 respondents), were at odds with the 

group profile of MNS users: their gender split was almost 50/50 (closer to the 

New Zealand population gender difference) and they were, on average, seven 

years older than their computer-using counterparts.  Female non-MNS users 

were, on average, 15 years older than female MNS users.  These last two 

findings reflected wider research on rates of computer use by age and gender.6   

 

 

2.5.5  Composing experience (Question A4) 

 

Males reported, on average, nearly ten years more composing experience than 

females, a reflection of the of-late balancing-up of the gender divide of the New 

Zealand composing community.  Just as non-MNS users were older than MNS 

                                                                                                                                                              
older than their New Zealand average.  (The average New Zealander is 34.80 years of age (males: 34.00, 

females: 35.60 - Table 3 – Age group by sex, for the census usually resident population count, 1991, 1996 

and 2001 from 2001 Census: National Summary (2001) - reference report, Statistics New Zealand website: 

http://www.stats.govt.nz/census/2001-census-statistics/2001-national-summary/default.  (Data taken from 

2001 Census)).   
5 Taken from a listing of composers represented by the Australian Music Centre at 

http://www.amcoz.com.au/composers/, viewed 13/06/06.  Problems with using this list to form a trans-

Tasman comparison with the present population include the presence on it of New Zealand composers (and 

possibly composers of yet other nationalities), deceased composers and non-active composers.  However, 

with such anomalies removed, it remains likely that the gender split of Australian composers would favour 

males significantly more than in New Zealand. 
6 For example, Table 13 of Use of ICT and the Internet by households and individuals 2005, shows that in 

twenty-one European nations, males almost invariably use the Internet more than females, with usage rates 

declining sharply in older age groups.  At http://www.hagstofa.is/lisalib/getfile.aspx?ItemID=1325, viewed 

07/11/06 
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users, they claimed eight years more composing experience, female non-MNS 

users registering over 14 years more experience than computer using females.  

As with age, greater composing experience decreased the likelihood of MNS 

adoption. 

 

 

2.5.6  Self-rated IT literacy (Question A5) 

 

The average composer placed him or herself at around 4 on the scale from 1 to 

5.  This high rating is perhaps a reflection of the bottom-heavy weighting of ages 

in the sample (younger people, generally, being heavier IT users – see 2.5.4 for 

further discussion) and of musicians being – anecdotally – adept at the use of 

new electronic technologies, from CD players to synthesisers. 

 
Non-MNS users reported a self-rating of 2.9 – much lower than the 4.3 of MNS 

users.  Though non-MNS users rarely cited low IT literacy as their reason for not 

having adopted MNS, their low score in this area cannot be overlooked as a 

factor in this group’s avoidance of MNS. 

 

 

2.5.7  Do you use music notation software? (Question A6 – in 3 parts) 

 

Eighty-two percent of composers signaled that they used MNS in some way in 

their composing lives (males: 84.4%, females: 78.6%).  Given that MNS provides 

composers with markedly new methods for realising music and that the merits of 

these methods are untested to any depth, this high adoption rate is quite 

extraordinary.  Furthermore, this uptake has occurred remarkably rapidly: 

Sibelius Software, the MNS package used by 45.88% of surveyed MNS users, 

first became available in New Zealand in 1993.  At this time it was only available 

for use on the somewhat obscure Acorn computer, limiting access for many 

composers.  It was not until 1998, when Sibelius was released for the personal 
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computer (and a year later for Apple computers), that mainstream adoption of 

MNS became possible in New Zealand.   

 
MNS might be classified, at least in the current high-adoption context of findings 

pertaining to the New Zealand population, as a “disruptive technology,”7 an 

innovation that achieves such prominence in a given field or for a given task that 

it essentially displaces existing technologies.  Just as the telephone disrupted the 

telegraph, the semiconductor disrupted vacuum tubes and steamships disrupted 

sailing ships,8 MNS disrupts the pen and manuscript paradigm.  While all of these 

disrupted technologies lingered for some time after the introduction of their 

disruptive usurpers, any continuing use of them is purely in the capacity of 

personal interest or leisure.  The true test of calling MNS disruptive will lie in 

whether its eighty-two percent adoption rate continues to rise in coming years, 

something that would seem likely. 

 
At this point it is worth noting, as a reference for further discussion (see 2.5.7.1), 

the generally understood characteristics of technology adoption.  Everett M. 

Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations (1971) is considered the key text in this area.  It 

contends that adopters of new technologies can be separated into five groups, 

ranging from the very first to adopt new technologies to the very last, 

respectively: innovators, early adopters, the early majority, the late majority and 

laggards.  Over this list, a standard bell curve can be drawn, demonstrating that 

sixty-eight percent of adopters fall into the two majority groupings, with 

innovators, early adopters and laggards completing the remaining thirty-two 

percent at the graph’s edges.9 

 

                                                      
7 A term first coined by Clayton Christensen, in The Innovator’s Dilemma (1997) 
8 Examples taken from Scocco, Daniel, Disruptive Innovation, 2006, at 

http://innovationzen.com/blog/2006/10/04/disruptive-innovation/, viewed 07/11/06 
9 Rogers, Everett M., Diffusion of Innovations (Third Ed.), 1983, pp.247-251.  Rogers’ thesis is held in high 

regard to this day, although some aspects of it have clearly dated.  For instance, he asserts that early and 

late majority adopters are not likely to be any younger than laggards, something that this questionnaire and 

other studies do not support – see footnote 6. 
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2.5.7.1 Please explain why you haven’t adopted the use of music 

notation software 

 

This question was answered by respondents who indicated that they did not use 

MNS in any way.  As these composers formed a minority of respondents (18%) 

and uphold a mode of composition that served composers well for close to a 

millennia, their opinions were of particular interest.  In terms of both the strength 

of their curriculum vitaes and a subjective evaluation of their music, this group 

contained many fine and accomplished composers, some with quite outspoken 

views on the use of new technologies in composition.   

 
To summarise their characteristics, non-MNS users were older, their gender split 

was almost 50/50, they were compositionally more experienced and rated 

themselves generally less adept at using computers than their MNS-using 

counterparts.  On Rogers’ bell curve of adopter categorisation (introduced above, 

2.5.7), non-MNS users would fill the space that he somewhat unfairly assigns the 

label “laggards.”  Rogers describes such people as basing their decisions on 

what was done in previous generations while interacting mainly with people who 

share these values.  Says Rogers: 

 
When laggards finally adopt an innovation, it may already have been 

superseded by another more recent idea that is already being used by 

innovators.  Laggards tend to be frankly suspicious of innovations and 

change agents…The laggard’s precarious economic position forces these 

individuals to be extremely cautious in adopting innovations.10 

 
While certain elements of Rogers’ laggard as an ideal type may be in evidence, a 

subjective survey of the non-MNS users reveals these assertions to be entirely 

inapplicable in any kind of blanket manner.  The reasons given by the composers 

themselves for not adopting MNS were headed by the argument that the 

                                                      
10 ibid, p.250 
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computer degrades the individuality and personality of scores, leaving them, to 

quote one respondent, “sterile”.  This notion was extended by a belief that 

important musical information is projected through the composer’s hand in a way 

that would be impossible to project using MNS (see 4.6).  Associated with this 

was a preference for working with manual tools and a love of the tactile nature of 

these tools.  One composer talked about the “ritual” nature of composing with 

pencil and paper while another enjoyed the “graphic, aesthetic and musical 

process of writing scores in ink.” 

 
A slightly less frequently raised point was a fear that using MNS might result in a 

loss of aural imagination.  Composers worried about the negative implications of 

MNS providing the temptation to use cut-and-paste procedures, said that writing 

with pencil and manuscript allowed for greater freedom than MNS provides and 

were concerned that computer usage would delay or interrupt their creative flow. 

 
Other reasons given for not having adopted MNS centred around monetary cost, 

possible health hazards of working with computers (eye strain, back discomfort, 

etc), the employment of professional engravers offsetting a need for MNS, not 

having time to learn new methods, the inflexibility of computer use (with only a 

desktop computer, mobility is difficult), being interested in MNS but not having 

looked into it yet, believing that hand writing is faster, technophobia, etc.  At this 

point the reader is referred to Appendix B, for detailed listings of responses and 

groupings of responses to all questions, by frequency. 

 
There was little reportage that composers did not use MNS due to having limited 

IT literacy, which is interesting, as this group reported that they were less IT-

literate than MNS users, with mean scores of 2.86 and 4.04 respectively. 
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2.5.7.2 Please describe your compositional tools with reference to 

the physical objects used (eg pen, manuscript, the piano, 

etc) 

 

While many composers provided a simple and brief list of tools used (eg, “Pencil, 

pen, rubber, manuscript, piano (sometimes)”), others demonstrated the 

importance of their tools through the specificity of their descriptions, as in these 

two examples: 

 
Propelling 2B pencil with rubber on end, black fibretip pen and calligraphic 

felt tip for beams, MS – mainly A3 landscape format 18-stave (Panopus) 

or portrait format 24 stave for larger orchestral works. Piano. 

 
Manuscript paper, plain paper, pencils (2B), pens of various colours, 

mechanical eraser, knife (to sharpen pencils), piano, metronome. 

 
A few composers added to their tool-lists “my brain” and “brain plus imagination”, 

apparently suggesting that MNS use deprives the composer of thought and 

imagination. 

 
While this group eschewed MNS, two stated that they used synthesisers and 

software sample libraries and sixteen of the twenty-one reported using the piano 

or some other instrument while composing.  Notwithstanding the argument that 

the basic tools of music literacy (pen and manuscript) are technologies (see 

3.3.1), this group utilised non-MNS technologies to a high degree in their 

compositional work. 

 

 

2.5.8  Year of adoption of MNS (Question A7) 

 

The mean year of adoption of MNS use was 1995.  This is problematic: many 

young composers have always used MNS in their work and thus adopted it in 

whichever year they began composing.  A more telling statistic might be that, of 
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composers with 24 or more years of composing experience (24 years is the 

mean experience rate), the mean year of MNS adoption was 1994 compared with 

1997 for those with 23 and less years of composing experience.   

 

The comparatively recent availability and affordability of the leading MNS 

packages, designed for compatibility with PCs and Apple computers (see 1.1) as 

discussed above, plays an important role in when composers adopted MNS.  

 

 

2.5.9  Software package(s) used (Question A8) 

 

That Sibelius was easily the most-used MNS package was unsurprising: it is the 

MNS package of choice in a large proportion of New Zealand secondary schools 

and is de rigueur at all New Zealand university music departments.11  That 

packages outside of the Sibelius-Finale-Encore troika were used by only one 

respondent indicates the strength of favour of these programmes. 

 
Of interest was the finding that nearly thirty-two percent of MNS users had tried a 

mixture of different packages.  While information on the sequence of adoption of 

different packages was not requested in the questionnaire, it is likely that 

multiple-package composers tended to move from Finale and Encore to Sibelius, 

given the latter’s popularity and reputation for a balance of user-friendliness and 

sophistication.  

 

 

2.5.10 Nature of your compositional use of music notation software (Question 

A9 – in 2 parts) 

 

                                                      
11 Personal e-mail from John Orams, New Zealand distributor of Sibelius Software, 10/05/03 
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Frequency results of this question have been listed previously (see Figure Two) 

and showed that respondents had a sizeable preference for working with MNS in 

conjunction with the piano (or other instrument) and writing by hand.  This multi-

tooled approach, with 51 adherents, played out against just five composers who, 

at the other end of the MNS adoption spectrum, reported they used MNS as their 

sole compositional tool.   

 
It should be noted that MNS allows composers to continue using musical 

instruments to compose in the digital domain, by way of – primarily – the MIDI 

keyboard.  This method is but a modified replication of the existing “interface” of 

composer, piano and manuscript (with the obvious timbral differences of electric 

and acoustic instruments).  While this method retains much of the physical “feel” 

of the existing way of composing, its converse, “writing” directly into MNS, is 

fundamentally different from working with pen and manuscript.  

 
Many composers will, with time and in reaction to the conditions of different 

projects, alter their mix of tool use.  Questions might be asked about the extent to 

which MNS is intended by its makers to “cover all bases” because, despite high 

usage rates, other older tools remain in heavy use.   

 
One might expect that, with the march of technology, were this question to be 

asked of composers in a number of years’ time, more composers might report 

sole MNS usage as their modus operandi. 

 

 

2.5.10.1 Please describe any variation on the above (the above being 

six tick-box options showing tools used for composing) 

 

Only nine respondents answered this question, with two points of interest 

emerging.  The first was that with each new work, the tools used and the stages 

at which they were introduced into the composition process, varied.  For 

example, there was a tendency to introduce MNS earlier when working with 
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larger ensembles, because this enabled tighter control of more unwieldy forces.  

The second point was that dedicated sequencing software was an important tool 

for some composers. 

 

 

2.5.11 In reference to the previous question, how, if at all, has your use of music 

notation software changed in the time you have used it? – please 

describe in detail (Question A10) 

 

This question was interpreted both in its native intended format and as “how has 

your composition changed in the time you have used MNS.”  Though this 

confusion was undesired, both interpretations yielded interesting and useful 

answers. 

 
The interest in this question lay with determining how composers adapted to the 

introduction of MNS into their work.  How were their approaches to composition 

altered by the new technology and what allowances did they have to make for 

shortcomings in the software? 

 
Responses to this question may have been mediated by what Mark Poster, in 

writing about the word processor, dubs the “normalization effect”: when first 

confronted with the computer, the user is struck by the shortening of the distance 

from thought to realisation.  However, says Poster, “new forms of subjectivity 

induced by computer writing quickly become commonplace, taken for granted 

and denegated.”12  The composer becomes accustomed to composing with MNS 

and no longer perceives the differences between this method and older ones; the 

computer appears now to be fulfilling the exact same functions as pen and 

manuscript and might be viewed as the same means to an existing end (see 

3.5.1).  It would follow from this effect that many composers will have forgotten 

                                                      
12 Poster, Mark, The Mode of Information: Poststructuralism and Social Context, 1990, p.113 
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the many distillations of technologies used over time because their current use of 

technology seems so “normal.” 

 
The most reported response pertained to composers becoming more expert at 

using MNS, not only in terms of knowing more about what the software did and 

how it performed operations, but also in learning to work around deficits and 

defaults in the software.  Version-by-version improvements to the various MNS 

packages and improvements to personal computers in general also contributed 

to the speed and satisfaction of using MNS. 

 
A number of composers reported that their use of MNS had not changed at all in 

the time they had used it (see Poster, above), while some said that their use 

changed according to the nature of the project they were working on. 

 
One composer wrote of how his methods had changed since adopting MNS: “I 

now write in medium-sized chunks and then listen, whereas before I would write 

a few bars at a time then check with the piano or write huge sections relying on 

my imagination.”  This is a specific example of MNS actively altering a 

composer’s approach to his work.  Comparison of this composer’s pre-MNS 

scores with his current output might reveal whether the music reflected this 

change in working methods: did the relief from the mental effort of imagining a 

sonic image degrade his compositional powers, or did he re-focus his mental 

efforts into other more important creative areas?  (See 4.3.2), 

  
The appended list of actual changes made to working methods with regard to 

tools used is testament to the changeability of tool use by composers in the MNS 

age.  Composers moved in both directions: from pen and manuscript to MNS, 

from MNS to pen and manuscript and some composers moved backwards and 

forwards according to the demands of new projects and their level of comfort with 

different technologies.  While the largest grouping of composers reported moving 

from piano and manuscript use to piano and MNS (or just MNS) use, the large 

variety of individual responses means it is not possible to generalise mobility as 

gravitating towards the newer technology. 



 52 

2.5.12  Do you regard music notation software as a score setting tool, a 

creative tool, or both a score setting tool and a creative tool? – please 

discuss (Question A11) 

 

This question was posed in order to test what composers thought the core 

function of MNS was: a useful but essentially “dumb” tool, or something to be 

used to engender composition? 

 
Frequency results of this question were listed in Figure Three and showed that 

65.8% of respondents regarded MNS as both a score setting and a creative tool 

while 30.7% thought of it only as a tool for setting scores.  Only two respondents 

regarded MNS solely as a creative tool. 

 
This outcome very clearly demonstrates a split in opinions about the prime use 

and purpose of MNS (see also analysis of the results of Question B1 at 2.5.13).  

It shows that while virtually all respondents who used MNS appreciated it for its 

score-setting powers, a lesser number (around two-thirds of these) considered it 

beneficial in creative endeavours.   

 
This difference in opinion was most marked in the 20-24 age group, where 21 

respondents considered MNS to be both a creative tool and a score-setting tool, 

compared with only two who regarded MNS solely as a score-setting tool.  A 

flow-on effect in which older composers increasingly considered MNS solely as a 

score-setting tool was not greatly evidenced, though this was possibly due to a 

comparative scarcity of older composers in the sample. 

 
Respondents who regarded MNS as both a score-setting tool and a creative tool 

said MNS offered them greater opportunities for compositional exploration and 

experimentation and that the ability to work dually with Western notation and with 

pure “sound” was creatively advantageous (see 4.4.2).  Some composers 

compared the presence of playback with the working processes of the 

electroacoustic studio, though in a more limited fashion.  Two respondents 
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offered interesting analogies between MNS-composing and the practices of the 

visual artist: 

 
Over time I’ve come to regard using MNS as a process of ‘carving’ – I 

make most of the resource decisions at the beginning of the composition 

process and then ‘carve’ the work out of the sonic resources I have 

created.  [See also 6.5.2.5] 

 
The computer allows the composer to work directly with their musical 

material in the same way a visual artist can work with their visual material. 

 
Several respondents in this camp acknowledged MNS’s creative potentials but 

emphasised its primary role as a score-setter. 

 
In discussion to support their positions, composers who regarded MNS solely as 

a score-setting tool argued primarily that MNS was not a creative tool because it 

was essentially “dumb” and did little or nothing to aid the creative process (see 

4.5).  MNS, these composers argued, removed the need for a musical 

imagination and became a crutch, hindering creative potential.  The inadequacy 

and (timbral) inaccuracy of MNS playback rendered a potentially creativity-aiding 

feature impotent. 

 
Other views in this camp contended that using dedicated sequencers rather than 

MNS was more creatively useful, that MNS was only a helpful creative tool when 

composing small ensemble works and that the “attempted integration in MNS 

packages of score-setting and creative potentials is flawed: the design of MNS 

should focus only on graphical concerns.” 

 
A few interesting alternative points were raised: that MNS is also an educational 

tool and is a good aid in learning to read music, that the terms “manipulative tool” 

or “transformative tool” are perhaps more appropriate than the term “creative 

tool” and that score-setting and creativity are closely linked. 
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2.5.13 What led you to adopt the use of music notation software in your work? 

(Question B1) 

 

The key interest in the response to this question was whether composers would 

report that they had adopted MNS for its high quality engraving abilities or 

because they wanted a tool to help in their creative processes.  Composers 

overwhelmingly reported the former, the most frequent response centering on 

composers’ wishes to engage a tool that would allow them to set scores in a 

manner akin to the output of music publishers.  A number elaborated that 

performers increasingly expected to receive MNS-set scores and that they 

believed performances from MNS-set scores would be superior to performances 

from hand-rendered scores.  A large number wrote that the ease, speed and 

neatness with which they could produce parts was an important motivating factor 

in adopting MNS (see 4.3.3). 

 
The third most common response centred on MNS’s ability to play back audio, 

although most composers said this facility was to help them with checking that 

elements (pitch, harmonies, rhythms etc) of their scores were realised as 

intended.  Fewer composers mentioned aspects of playback that might point 

towards the use of MNS for creative purposes, as in “trial-and-error” composing 

and using playback for judging the form and structure of works.  One composer 

noted the paradigm-shift represented by MNS with the comment, “Structure 

strengths and deficiencies tend to make themselves more obvious when the 

composer is the ‘listening audience’ as can be the case with ‘playback’.” 

 
A sizeable number pointed to the enhanced speed, efficiency and practicality of 

MNS while a number seized on an environmental/situational interpretation of the 

question, stating that they adopted MNS because it was available for use in their 

secondary school or tertiary institution or was introduced to them by friends, 

family or colleagues. 
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Other responses given by two or more composers were concerned with issues 

surrounding education, the physical work environment (Occupational Overuse 

Syndrome, etc), the adaptability and ease of dissemination of digital media, the 

lessened monetary expense of producing materials, the enjoyment of using or a 

predisposition towards working with computers, the enhanced control over all 

aspects of the creative and production process and MNS as a work tool within 

the music publishing industry (see 4.3.4). 

 
 
2.5.14 What, in your opinion, are the chief advantages of using music notation 

software over traditional methods? …and the chief disadvantages? 

(Question B2 – in 2 parts) 

 

There was considerable overlap in the responses to these two questions with 

Question B1 and also Question A11, as a quick scan of results in Appendix B will 

make apparent.  In describing the advantages of using MNS over conventional 

means, respondents again somewhat favoured the ability to create “professional” 

looking scores with MNS over the efficiency of MNS part production and, thirdly, 

its playback facility.   

 
“Advantage” responses of note pertained to the future editability/adaptability of 

MNS scores, the ability to disseminate MNS scores and sounds via e-mail, new 

possibilities for archiving works using MNS, the ease of duplication of hard-

copies of music and the ways in which MNS allows composers to experiment 

more widely because they always have recourse to “undo”.  On this last point, 

one composer said, “You can change things and instantly get it to play it back to 

you.  In some ways it allows you to explore things more as you can just cut it out 

or undo anything which you don’t like.” 

 
It is of interest, but perhaps difficult to draw strong conclusions from the fact that 

individual responses in the “disadvantages” category outnumbered those in the 

“advantages” category by 44 (with 20 sub-answers) to 37 (also with 20 sub-

answers).  MNS’s most reported disadvantages were that playback 



 56 

misrepresented the sonic characteristics of actual instruments and, as such, 

offered misleading feedback about ensemble balance, that it was especially 

misrepresentative of the output of instruments at extremes of range and resulted 

in composers becoming focussed on reacting immediately to sounds rather than 

thinking more globally about works (see 6.5.2.2 and 6.5.2.5).  

 
A similar number of respondents wrote of the difficulties involved in adapting 

MNS to realise non-standard notations, the problem of such notations not playing 

back and the tendency for composers to compromise their work to accommodate 

only the notations MNS was designed to handle (see 5.4.1). 

 
Slightly fewer respondents lamented the loss of individuality of hand-written 

scores (see 4.6.1) and fewer still addressed the tendency for composers to use 

MNS to write unplayable music (see 5.2.1).  This last point prompted three 

composers to elaborate that they thought the playback facility resulted in a 

decline in music literacy (see 5.4.3).  That musical illiterates could “get away” with 

quite a bit, because the software obeyed layout rules that the illiterate composer 

may be unaware of, was of peculiar interest as this sentiment was also 

expressed in the “advantages” responses! 

 
The potential for compositional myopia resulting from being able to see only one 

monitor’s worth of music at one time concerned some composers (see 4.3.1.2), 

while some thought MNS’s cut-and-paste facility might result in neglect of 

musical aesthetics.  Some composers asserted that MNS offered no more 

disadvantages than any other working method with the caveats that it must be 

used with an awareness of how instruments/voices actually sound and with the 

composer in control of the compositional process at all times. 
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2.5.15 What influence does playback have on the compositional decisions you 

subsequently make? (Question B3 – in 2 parts) 

 

This was a key question: to what extent did the most potentially influential feature 

of MNS act on the myriad compositional decisions faced by composers?  It was 

also a problematic question, given the anecdotally perceived stigma surrounding 

reliance on MNS playback as a guide for “how the piece goes” and the cultural 

stereotype of the “genius” composer who has the music ready-prepared in his 

(insofar as “genius” composers are popularly exclusively male) head.  With the 

use of playback at the core of the working practices of many respondents, 

Poster’s normalisation effect was also likely to have been at work. 

 
Respondents reported that, on average, MNS playback had a middling influence 

on their compositional decisions, with females reporting a slightly higher influence 

than males.  As Figure Four (see 2.4.3) illustrated, scores formed a rough bell 

curve, with the weight of responses falling in the middle of the scale.  This meant 

that the slightly above-average mean was not the result of an even spread of 

responses across the scale but rather an indication that the bulk of composers 

considered MNS playback influence to have a middling effect on their 

compositional decision making.  A break-down of this result by age group was 

expected to reveal a tailing-off of playback influence in higher age brackets, 

however this and analysis by composing experience indicated no such tailing-off. 

 
While the influence of playback on compositional decisions was highly personal 

and reflected the broad range of responses reported in many other parts of the 

questionnaire, it is the most important line of investigation into the ways in which 

music is shaped when composed using MNS.  Focussed examinations of the 

characteristics of the works of disparate individual composers before and after 

the introduction of MNS use are seen as the best way of offering insight into this 

question and fall outside the scope of the present research.  
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2.5.15.1  Please explain why you don’t listen to audio playback? 

 

The six respondents to this question were older (mean age 50) and more 

experienced (mean composing experience of 35 years) than the sample and only 

one was female.  Simply not liking the sounds MNS produced and, more 

specifically, regarding them as unrealistic or misleading, were the most frequent 

responses.  One composer touched on the interesting issue of the effects of 

repetitive listening, subsequent over-familiarity and loss of critical perception: 

 

If a passage of composed music is listened to repeatedly I may be less 

likely to modify it as the ear becomes used to it.  Audio feedback could 

impede what I write and modifications are likely to be more mundane.  

[See also 6.5.2.2]. 

 

The following captures the sentiments of those most opposed to the use of MNS 

playback in the compositional process: 

 

the most pernicious aspect of this technology-obsessed culture is the way 

some music is insidiously ‘blanding out,’ as composers rely on computer 

playback – with its limited expression, risible instrumental approximations, 

lack of dynamic and articulatory range, and compression of sound into 

characterless state, producing pieces which, in live performance, sound 

like their MIDI playback version! 

 

While it might be difficult to quantify this assertion, an equally vexing question 

might ask the degree to which composers, intimately acquainted with the MNS 

playback “versions” of their works, actually want the performances of these works 

to sound like the simulation! 

 
Another “additional thoughts” response, with resonance in the current context, 

highlighted the divorce between simulation and reality imposed by unthinking use 

of MNS playback: 
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It is unfortunate that so much emphasis has been placed on playback – it 

has lead to an impoverished understanding of composing as “putting in 

notes,” and a corresponding ignorance of real sound and the physicality of 

instruments. 

 
It should be noted that, for composers working with slightly older MNS versions 

(those prior to “software” sounds being bundled with MNS products), the quality 

of sounds was dependent (in the absence of third-party hardware) on the quality 

of their computer’s soundcard which, for off-the-shelf computers, was generally 

very poor.  Had this group of composers used more advanced soundcards or, 

indeed, software add-ons such as Kontakt Silver and Gold, it is possible they 

would have listened to MNS playback and would have considered such playback 

in a more positive light. 

 
 
2.5.16 Is the quality of playback (ie, the playback’s proximity to realistic 

representation of actual instruments) important to you? – please discuss 

(Question B4) 

 
This question sought to elucidate the degree to which composers desired a 

diminution of the gap between simulation and reality.  Were composers content 

with the – largely – poor quality of MNS playback, or would they prefer to work 

with sounds that approached those of real instruments?  The researcher was 

also interested in if composers had gone to the trouble and expense of acquiring 

hardware and software that would improve sound quality, however this subject 

was broached by only a few respondents and should have been an additional 

question. 

 
Respondents were grouped into three categories: no, yes and “yes and 

no/neutral.”  Those answering in the no category most frequently commented that 

the quality of playback was not important because they had a good 

understanding or imagining of how the music would sound when played by real 
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people with real instruments.  Some of these respondents also said that they 

used playback as a guide from which to “hear” the actual music in their minds 

(see 4.7.3).  An equal number said that, because the quality of playback was so 

poor, it could only be used for proofing pitch and rhythm. 

 
Other “no” respondents mentioned that they didn’t trust playback and would only 

be interested in it if it was more realistic.  Some said that playback quality would 

be a concern only if they could afford to buy hardware and/or software that would 

improve sound quality, while others commented that it was actually beneficial for 

sounds to be poor as this would force one to use one’s imagination more. 

 
Composers who regarded MNS playback quality as important agreed in numbers 

on one point only: that sound quality was important in gauging the blend, balance 

and timbre of combinations of instruments.  All other responses in this category 

were solitary contributions.  Of interest was the comment that sound quality was 

important because:  

 
If one cannot put in a particular sound (a ricochet, for instance), when one 

listens repeatedly the ‘instead’ sound becomes the norm [see 6.5.3].  This 

discourages experimentation with sounds that are not provided by the 

sound canvas available.   

 
To this way of thinking, the simulated score becomes in the composer’s mind “the 

performance” and the composer who is quite reliant on this rendition of the 

music, limits his or her repertoire of sounds to accommodate the limitations of the 

MNS playback. 

 
Another interesting point raised was that, for composers for whom the quality of 

MNS playback was of importance, it was possible to spend too much time 

tweaking playback to make it more realistic.  The needs of the composer – and 

those of his/her performers and/or commissioners – to hear representative 

synthetic performances of works needed to be separated from the greater need 

to confront performance realities, the concert performance being the paramount 
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concern (see 5.2).  Assuming a work was intended for actual human 

performance, a playback-devoted composer would need to decide at what 

degree of polish the computer simulation satisfied his or her creative needs. 

 
The comments of two respondents warrant mention in full: 

 
I’ve found recently that I become more excited and motivated about a 

piece if I have a more realistic representation of it.  It’s also useful in terms 

of orchestration to get a close approximation, as it improves one’s sense 

of ‘aural judgment.’ 

 
As I’ve worked with more realistic sounds I’ve realised I’ve been writing 

fewer and fewer notes.  Also, the tempi I compose with and the final 

performance tempi are more aligned now.  My reasoning is this: older 

sampled sounds have no sympathetic resonance, and no guts.  They are 

certainly not beautiful…In a lot of my earlier pieces, I filled up all temporal 

space to accommodate the lifeless sampled sounds – invariably when the 

works were performed live the tempi had to come down – primarily 

because ‘real’ sounds need time to speak, and breathe.  I now have a very 

realistic sample library…and my composing is evolving again.   

 
(See section 5.3 for discussion on the effects of MNS on temporal perception). 
 
Increased playback realism was for these composers both stimulating and, in 

their estimation, capable of improving their compositional powers.   

 
 
2.5.17 Do you regard your interaction with music notation software as 

collaborative in any sense? – ie, do you regard the alternation of note 

input and listening to playback as a dialogue where the computer plays a 

real or imagined role? – please discuss (Question B5) 

 

This question was designed to test composers’ perceptions of their working 

relationship with MNS.  While the word “collaboration” is problematic (it is obvious 
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that, in the absence of real intelligence, MNS cannot collaborate meaningfully 

with a composer), personal experience allows that there may be an imagined to 

and fro of ideas between composer and computer: the composer suggests some 

music by entering it into MNS and the computer plays it back, “suggesting” 

perhaps, ways in which said music might be altered or extended, any 

“suggestion” being a construct of the composer.  This notion is explored 

extensively in 4.5. 

 
Many more respondents rejected the idea of collaboration than endorsed it, the 

most frequent comment being that MNS is a tool and nothing more and, while 

playback “mirrors” or “parrots” the composer, its role is essentially passive.  

Others said that collaboration was by definition a human-to-human phenomenon 

and that poor quality playback deadened rather than encouraged interaction.  

One respondent branded MNS “negatively collaborative” in that its notational and 

sound-producing limitations demanded undesirable changes in process on the 

part of the composer. 

 
While a number of composers could see ways in which MNS might be 

considered an active partner in the creative process, many regarded MNS 

alongside or somewhat superior to the use of other instruments (predominantly 

the piano) in the composing process.  Indeed, one respondent thought of MNS as 

a kind of player-piano because of its ability to play back music far faster and 

more accurately than a composer could. 

 
The author’s notion of a balanced and realistic view of the composer-MNS 

interaction may have been captured in this response: 

 
I imagine the relationship [between composer and MNS] as a similar one 

to visualisation tools in other disciplines: eg CAD, storyboarding, etc.  The 

idea is that it allows you to more closely model the physical and acoustical 

reality of your score.  That doesn’t make you a better composer – just a 

less surprised one.   

 



 63 

 

2.5.18 Do you ever use music notation software to plan the form and structure 
of your compositions? (eg, you might mark out a blank section of score with 
written indications of what might happen, etc…) – please discuss (Question B6) 
 

While the efficiency, visual neatness and playback of MNS are often discussed 

by composers and must lead to alterations in work practices and sound 

outcomes, MNS’s impact on the way composers conceive of, structure and 

shape their works at a macro level has been somewhat overlooked (see 4.4.1).  

This question was posed because the writer has seen examples of composers 

inserting text into empty portions of score, describing the nature of the yet-to-be-

written music that should appear at that point.  This practice has been used to a 

limited extent by the author himself. 

 
In some cases, such textual (or sometimes musical) notings are devised in 

conjunction with MNS timecode.  For instance, the software is able to show that 

an empty bar fifty bars hence will occur (maintaining prevailing tempo and meter) 

at a certain time in the work’s duration.  The composer may have predetermined 

to go with a certain musical idea at this point because it seems structurally 

appropriate.  This alliance of time and space in the planning stage would have 

been difficult to replicate in the pen and manuscript paradigm and thus 

represents a departure in technique.   

 
Compositional planning using MNS found far less favour with respondents than 

devising plans using pen and manuscript and/or blank paper.  The difficulty of 

rendering graphical or diagrammatical depictions of musical shapes and 

structures with MNS meant some respondents regarded it as too inflexible as a 

planning tool.  The display limitations of the computer screen (see 4.3.1.2) were 

also thought to stymie any potential planning usefulness because the shape of 

work could not be seen at a single glance.   

 
The concept of “through-composition” (see 6.5.2.1) existed prior to the digital 

age, yet its employment is perhaps more readily suggested by MNS use than by 
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composing with pen and manuscript.  While through-composition doesn’t 

necessarily signify a lack of planning, it is suggestive of an approach in which 

music is generated in reaction to extant materials rather than by following 

predetermined paths.  Two composers commented that they did not plan using 

MNS because they were through-composers.  Form and structure for such 

composers is arrived at by reaction to extant materials.  The further stimulation of 

instant playback distinguishes present-day MNS-assisted through-composition 

from this approach undertaken in the pen and manuscript paradigm. 

 
Of those composers who did use MNS for considering form and structure, a few 

wrote of using MNS to map out the durations of sections or to help conceive of 

the pacing and unfolding of material.  Two composers spoke of printing out 

“skeletons” of works and using blank areas as manuscript paper on which to 

compose by hand. 

 
Single responses ranged from using text descriptions to denote the placement of 

yet-to-be written material to using playback to conceive the continuation of 

material (another through-compositional idea – see above) to using MNS at the 

end of the creative process to finalise the form by moving elements around. 

 
The efficacy of MNS as a tool for planning, a function it was not designed to cater 

for, was considered limited, though useful for some composers in some respects.  

With older, more flexible methods of planning still in primary use, it is perhaps 

more pertinent to focus on the ways in which MNS use influences decisions 

made at a micro level. 

 

 

2.5.19 Compared with writing by hand, how, if at all, does music notation 

software influence the process/methodology of your compositions? – 

please discuss (Question B7) 
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This question was problematic for some younger composers in that they have 

only ever composed with the assistance of MNS.  Of those who had previously 

worked with pen and manuscript, a comparatively large number referred to 

enhanced speed and time saved when describing how MNS changed the 

process or methodology of their work.  A lesser number said that being able, with 

MNS, to enact changes instantly and thus spend more time composing and less 

time re-writing by hand, sped up and enhanced their working practices. 

 
Some composers referred to the cut-and-paste feature as impacting on their 

process and methodology while others acknowledged that MNS playback made 

for a greatly changed approach to composition compared with writing by hand.  

 
From a large number of unique responses, two were of particular interest.  The 

first was concerned with the micro-level composing that some composers are 

drawn into when using MNS (see 6.5.2.2): 

 
In compositions where I have relied more heavily on notation software, I 

have found that my attention to detail – that is, finding just the ‘right note’ 

or ‘right chord’ – becomes so focussed that it can actually detract from the 

process and lead to its own dead-ends.  Somehow I feel freer – though 

less confident in the final result – when working solely on manuscript.  

Manuscript allows me to concentrate on the ‘bigger gesture’, and I retain a 

greater sense of my progression through the piece. 

 
This tendency will be examined in greater detail in Chapter Six, which deals with 

the author’s own compositional processes and methodologies, though it may be 

useful at this point to balance it with a relevant opinion expressed in Question 

B3(a): 

 
Final decisions on architecture can be made at later stages in the 

composition process, which gives greater creative freedom and much 

greater flexibility.  Options can be kept open for much longer.  Traditional 

methods require substantial detailed planning in advance because the 
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costs of changing your mind can be quite large – mostly involving a great 

deal of time in physically reorganizing the draft score… 

 
The second response of interest exposed one possible downside to the 

graphically “clean” nature of the MNS interface, which, as has been seen, 

accounts for a great many composers’ attraction to working with MNS:  

 
The lack of documentation of the process (when notes are erased) 

removes the sense of progression of the piece and makes it difficult to see 

how the piece has evolved. 

 
While one other composer noted that, for her, MNS’s “undo history” provided a 

kind of record of the compositional journey, the absence of disregarded hard-

copy material means the MNS composer might feel that he or she is constantly 

“starting over” and might lose the sense of how a work evolved.  Just how this 

impacts on the shaping of a work is likely a highly personal issue.  It is possible 

that working “at the coalface” and to some degree losing touch with the greater 

scheme may result in less predictable outcomes, but whether this makes for 

stronger or weaker compositions is subjective.  It must also be remembered that 

composers often save versions of work that they have decided are now ill-suited 

and that such work might later be crafted into some other work altogether (a 

practice not confined to working with MNS).   

 
While not the inherent fault of MNS, it is possible that MNS-using composers 

might find it harder to talk about works they have composed because “memories” 

of the process have, in part, been consigned to a deleted digital ether.  The 

nature of discourse between composers and other composers, performers, 

musicologists and the listening public is altered if composers’ recollections of the 

writing experience are clouded.  Composers feed off the achievements of their 

peers and wish to know how certain works were realised; performers often like to 

know something of the journey of the composer in creating works in order to 

better interpret the music; it is the business of musicologists to know how 

composers work in order to document such workings; the listening public are 
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curious about the lives and processes of artists as such knowledge contributes to 

the listening experience.  The needs of these extra-compositional actors in music 

are threatened if composers cannot communicate their battles with lines and 

dots. 

 
 
2.5.20 Do you, or have you ever, created tapes or CDs of computer playback for 

the benefit of your performers? – what has been the reaction of 

performers? (Question C1) 

 

This question was posed because the author had seen and used this practice 

personally, with a range of outcomes.  Whereas the process of moving MNS 

sounds to recordable media was once difficult and often resulted in poor quality 

outcomes, the recent inclusion of “software” sound palettes in some packages 

and the ability to easily generate CD-burnable WAV files, means this is a practice 

that is likely to be undertaken more frequently by composers.  Its effects are 

therefore worthy of examination. 

 
Fifty-four percent of MNS users reported trying this practice and 73% of these 

said the exercise was a useful one.  Most conveyed an air of caution surrounding 

handing MNS recordings to performers, due to the inadequacy of sound timbre, 

balance, absence of interpretive nuance etc, and said that such recordings were 

simply to help performers gain some insight into the nature of works in order to 

facilitate the note-learning process.  (One composer mentioned that a performer 

of one of his works initially attempted to mimic the MNS version, producing 

“nonsense”!).  Three composers commented that this practice allowed them to 

enter into meaningful dialogues with performers on technical issues which, 

usefully, resulted in corrections being made prior to the first rehearsal, while three 

other composers said that MNS recordings helped to allay the fears of 

performers confronted by graphically intimidating scores.  

 
Many respondents highlighted the benefit of this practice especially when the 

recipients of MNS recordings were school groups, young musicians or amateur 
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performers.  Performers were not the only targets of MNS-realised recordings: 

actors, choreographers and dancers in productions were also reported recipients.  

MNS has become an important vehicle for the improvement of communication 

between composers and non-musicians, providing musical representations for 

the musically illiterate, whose artistic niches are nonetheless entwined with 

music. 

 
MNS sound realisations were also reported to have found their way to university 

lecturers, judges of composition competitions and commissioners, changing the 

nature of the process of assessment of works for people in these roles. 

 
Specific performer reactions ranged from being genuinely grateful for having the 

resource to learn from to being annoyed or amused by the artificiality of the 

recordings or insulted by the mere suggestion that they be necessary.  There 

were reports that most performers understood and accepted the limitations of 

MNS realisations (indeed, a few composers said they were careful to include 

quality disclaimers when presenting such recordings) and that many were won-

over to their usefulness after repeated listenings. 

 
That this practice is used, or has at least been tried by such a large number of 

composers surveyed, suggests it has a future as a means of conveying music to 

performers and might represent a coming-full-circle in the nature of the 

transmission of music from composer (or musical tradition) to recipient 

(performer) via a modification of orality (see 3.4.1).  

 
It must be remembered that the similar practice of learning music from 

commercially-available recordings of standard repertoire works – be that 

“figuring-out” from the ground-up or listening simply to garner interpretational 

ideas – has been used by countless musicians since the arrival of the 

gramophone.  Where help is available, musicians are likely to seek and be 

receptive to it. 
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2.5.21 Since you adopted the use of music notation software, has your output 

(ie, works completed) increased, decreased or stayed about the same? 

(Question C2) 

 

This question endeavoured to test whether MNS, a tool of an age in which high 

productivity is considered highly desirable, actually resulted in composers writing 

more compositions.  The obvious time-saving benefits of the software – quick 

part production and printing, e-mail dissemination, word processor-like editability 

etc – suggested from the outset that composers would report increases in 

compositional output.  However, the weightiest response held that output since 

MNS adoption remained at a status quo, factors such as non-compositional 

employment, deadlines, the difficulties of getting works performed and so on, 

holding greater sway over productivity than the use of MNS.  Other composers, 

who reported neither an increase nor decrease in productivity, cited always 

having used MNS (thus having no point of comparison with older methods), using 

MNS only as a printing tool and regarding tools used as irrelevant to output 

frequency (see 3.5.1). 

 
One respondent raised the interesting idea that the use of MNS required 

composers to re-allocate their compositional time but that this re-allocation did 

not necessarily result in completing compositions more quickly: 

 
Any increase in productivity due to the speed of MNS has been offset by 

time taken to audition competing musical options (made readily possible 

by MNS). 

 
In other words, for this composer, the chance provided by MNS to quickly realise 

a range of alternative musical ideas nullified any time savings he might have 

made (see 4.3.2). 

 
Of those respondents who reported an increase in compositional output since 

adopting MNS, a large number attributed this to enhancements in speed inherent 



 70 

to MNS use.  One composer added that this greater composing speed provided, 

in itself, a stronger incentive to write. 

 
Respondents who reported a decrease in compositional output since adopting 

MNS most frequently said this drop was unrelated to MNS.  Two composers said 

that their lack of facility with the software had slowed their progress (the mean of 

their IT literacy score was a very respectable 4.75).  Another two said that an 

abundance of non-standard notative practices in their works made score-setting 

with MNS particularly arduous. 

 
MNS cannot, on the basis of the data gathered, be considered a tool capable of 

fulfilling the demands of the “Knowledge Economy” into which it has emerged.  

While enhancing the speed at which aspects of the compositional process might 

be carried out, MNS is divorced from the productivity-influencing extra-musical 

forces at play in the lives of composers. 

 
 
2.5.22 Do you feel that music notation software has limited or extended the 

possibilities open to you in your composing life? – please discuss 

(Question C3) 

 

…and 

 

On the whole, has the use of music notation software impacted on your 

compositions positively or negatively? – please discuss (Question C4) 

 

Due to considerable overlap with previous questions, the responses to these two 

questions were not analysed. 
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2.5.23 Use of plug-ins for automatic note generation or tweaking of playback 

(Question C5) 

 

Plug-ins are additional sub-programs, often written by MNS users themselves, 

which perform certain note-generating tasks such as inversion, retrograding, 

arranging or automatically adding drum parts.  Such functions move MNS into an 

area of (albeit limited) automation, challenging an unspoken and rather 

conservative tenet of MNS which holds that music created using the software 

remains solely the work of the composer.  While clearly far from the realm of 

artificial intelligence, plug-ins nevertheless herald the possibility that future 

incarnations of MNS might generate music at some distance from the specific 

intentions of composers. 

 
The data showed that plug-in use was minimal.  Sibelius users very occasionally 

applied inversion and retrograding operations and very seldom chose to instruct 

the software to add drum patterns and to pitch map.  Finale users reported 

making some use of “TGTools” (a combination of several plug-ins dealing with 

presentational, note-generating and playback tweaking matters) and a few said 

they used canonic utilities and the automatic piano reduction.  Other plug-ins 

were scarcely used or not used at all. 

 
Plug-ins also aid in the tweaking of MNS playback (quarter-tone playback, 

glissandi, crescendi and diminuendi, etc) and their use was thus of interest in 

examining the extent to which composers cared for honing the realism of their 

playback.  Sibelius users were somewhat fond of adjusting crescendo and 

diminuendo parameters, while plug-ins to alter the sound of glissandi and trill 

speeds were seldom used.  Rare use of the plug-in to sonically realise quarter-

tones must be weighed against the fact that few composers use quarter-tones in 

their compositional languages. 
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2.5.24 What are your feelings on the use of music notation software by fledgling 

composers? ie, composers with little or no experience of composing by 

any means (Question C6) 

 

The aim of this question was to document opinions on the benefits and pitfalls of 

MNS use by beginner composers, there having been much anecdotally-observed 

opposition to this.  The question provoked some of the most strongly-worded 

responses in the questionnaire, with arguments opposing MNS use by fledgling 

composers outnumbering arguments for by 57 to 17 (with 16 “neutral/off-topic” 

opinions recorded).   

 
Recurring opposition responses included concerns that MNS might cause 

beginner composers to become reliant on MNS playback rather than on 

experience with live performers and real instruments, that default MNS settings 

might allow the software to unduly influence creative decisions, that using MNS 

was not an adequate substitute for training in counterpoint, harmony and 

orchestration and that it was dangerous for composers to use MNS with 

insufficient experience at writing by hand. 

 
Slightly less frequent responses loosely centred on the importance of composers 

learning their craft by traditional means, lest learning with MNS degrade or inhibit 

true musical knowledge and development of “ear.”  Another loose grouping of 

responses spoke of MNS simulations warping young composers’ perceptions of 

musical reality.  One composer wrote: 

 
By using the computer we cut ourselves off to a large degree from the 

body and the human scale of music.  The analogy of line, time and 

‘architecture’ with spacing on the page is completely by-passed as is the 

sense of the physical gesture and the effort of using one’s aural 

imagination.  If students use the computer to compose they would appear 

to lose the opportunity to develop these vital mechanisms. 
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Another respondent claimed that most composition teachers thought the practice 

of young composers using MNS was dubious.  This was confirmed in the data: of 

the 22 university lecturers surveyed (both currently serving and retired), 14 

opposed or sounded cautionary tones about fledgling composer use of MNS and 

only two were in favour (with six non-responses). 

 
It is interesting to note that, at the start of 2006, all undergraduate composition 

papers at the New Zealand School of Music adopted a new requirement whereby 

students were required to realise at least one work using pen and manuscript.  

On the rationale behind this move, lecturer Michael Norris said: 

 
putting some students into the situation of having to rely on their hand, 

without the possibility of computer feedback, requires them to trust their 

instincts more, and it allows certain notational possibilities to become 

much more conceivable.   

 
I also worry that for some students MNS can cause them to stress out 

about their work more (I know it does for me), and often means they 

neglect things such as expressive detail, in favour of rhythm and pitch. 

 
It is my hope that by forcing them to work away from the computer, it might 

get them to think about music in other ways (particularly if you align it with 

the right sort of assignment, for instance, an assignment that would be 

quite technically challenging to realise on Sibelius anyway).13 

 
The benefits of making young composers think outside of the limitations of the 

essentially nineteenth century engraving limitations of MNS were reflected by one 

respondent: 

 

                                                      
13 New Zealand School of Music composition lecturer Michael Norris, responding to the question of the 

rationale behind the NZSM’s decision to require undergraduate composers to write at least one work per 

year of study “by hand.”  Quoted from a personal e-mail, 17/05/06. 
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It is critical that ‘fledgling’ composers (and experienced ones as well?) are 

aware of the limitations of the software, and the preconceptions of its 

designers.  While the authors of commercial music notation software aim 

for a product which is ‘as transparent as a word processor’, this analogy is 

not necessarily appropriate to the creation of new music.  Musical notation 

– the communication of music from composer to performer – is a space for 

exploration.  Software which treats notation as a closed system has the 

potential to inhibit a whole area of musical creativity.  The danger is that, if 

one is locked into a software designer’s assumptions about notation, and 

musical methodology, one might overlook this aspect. 

 
Furthermore, notation (and beyond that, music engraving), is a craft in 

itself.  With well-presented, easy-to-use software, it is easy to assume that 

the software’s decisions on musical orthography and presentation are the 

best solution to a notational problem, which is not always the case (and in 

some cases they are not even correct).  Composers must still learn to 

notate, even when that requires ‘fighting the software.’ 

 
In an historical aside, another respondent brought to attention the opinions of a 

composer who died more than a century prior to the personal computer age.  

Hector Berlioz was lamenting the use of another technology by composers in a 

tone not dissimilar to the sentiments of many respondents: 

 
when I think of the appalling quantity of platitudes for which the piano is 

daily responsible – flagrant platitudes which in most cases would never be 

written if their authors had only pen and paper to rely on and could not 

resort to their magic box – I can only offer up my gratitude to chance which 

taught me perforce to compose freely and in silence and thus saved me 

from the tyranny of keyboard habits, so dangerous to thought, and from 

the lure of conventional sonorities, to which all composers are to a greater 

or lesser extent prone.14  

                                                      
14 Cairns, David (trans. and ed.), The Memoirs of Hector Berlioz, 1990, p.13   
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Brought into the 21st Century, Berlioz would surely replace the piano with MNS 

and the “tyranny of keyboard habits” with the “tyranny of MNS playback.”  While 

the respondent who supplied the quote supported Berlioz’s assertions, the 

composer’s myopic view that pen and manuscript are the only effective tools for 

composition should be questioned.  These tools and their consequence, Western 

notation, had been, in Berlioz’s time, long since normalised (to again apply 

Poster’s term) and were thus (falsely) above suspicion, any limitations in Western 

notation being overshadowed by its advantages and quickly forgotten.  The 

legitimacy of attempts to discredit use of a tool (the piano), which are essentially 

augmentations of a conceptually shaky paradigm, might therefore be doubted. 

 
While a clear majority of respondents were opposed to MNS use by beginner 

composers, a smaller group had no such concerns.  The most frequent of these 

responses spoke of the virtue of MNS if it encouraged young composers into 

composition and of the usefulness of MNS playback cutting the guesswork out of 

composition.  A number of responses advised of the benefit of MNS for the 

inexperienced if balanced with certain precautionary measures.  The following 

captured the essence of this school of thought and might serve as a counter to 

Berlioz: 

 
As long as the approach to the software is wary, thoughtful, and musically 

motivated, then I think software has huge potential for opening doors 

(more so than the older equivalent of fledgling composers noodling away 

at the piano). 

 
A clear theme emerged that neither endorsed nor discouraged new composers 

from using MNS.  This held that fledgling composers should experiment with 

diverse approaches to composition, both electronic and manual in order to 

discover what they were most comfortable with. 
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2.5.25 If you have any other thoughts about aspects of the use of music notation 

software not raised in the questions above, feel free to present them here 

(Question C7) 

 

This question sought to bring to light issues of interest not dealt with in the body 

of the questionnaire.  Most items of interest have been absorbed into the above, 

leaving only three matters to discuss presently. 

 
The first asserted that, “Notation software still suffers from a lack of flexibility as 

notation software, despite an increase in the sophistication of its playback 

aspects.”  While the leading MNS packages are accomplished setters of 

conventional notation, they are not particularly adept at rendering many of the 

graphical elements typical of the art music of more recent times.  Michael Avery 

of Sibelius Software said that while there was much sympathy amongst the 

company’s staff for catering to the unconventional needs of composers working 

outside of notational norms and conventions, the software’s core clients (primarily 

band leaders in the United States) did not require such advanced capabilities.  

Avery did however express that with future updates of the software, such needs 

would eventually be met.15  In the interim, improvement of the quality of MNS 

playback is a clearer commercial imperative than advancing its graphical 

resources. 

 
The second issue was in the form of a criticism of an aspect of the questionnaire: 

 
I believe it may be helpful to know more about the kind of music each 

participant writes as this will radically affect their experiences.  Using 

microtones immediately multiplies the process by several times, as does 

using ‘figurative’ rhythms.  My music uses both these things which is why I 

find computer processing and editing very slow.  I think it would also be 

interesting to know how much composers use the styles and templates the 

software gives them.  Once you start caring about the details of 

                                                      
15 Interview with Michael Avery, Appendix E 
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presentation this also adds a time factor.  I can think of a number of 

composers for whom none of these issues would apply and can imagine 

computer processing saves them a lot of time and labour. 

 
This is a very valid point and is a reminder that each composer’s approach to 

MNS is mediated to a high degree by the parameters of individual musical 

languages.  It was previously noted that for some composers, modes of MNS 

usage and the combination with other physical compositional tools varied from 

project to project.  While the nature of instrumentation was cited as an important 

factor in such alterations, the stylistic leanings of different composers is surely as 

important. 

 
A third issue addressed the need for specialised training in MNS use: 

 
Discussion/education in the function and purpose of notation as well as a 

knowledge of the norms of western music notation is sorely lacking both at 

secondary and tertiary levels. 

 
That this study is seemingly the first in-depth exploration of the nature of MNS 

use is indicative of the lack of penetrative assessment of the technology.  MNS 

packages are relatively user-friendly and – for Sibelius, at least – it is possible, 

with pre-existing mid-level IT literacy, to teach oneself to use them to a 

rudimentary level in a short period of time.  While the level of training of school 

and tertiary students in MNS packages is unknown16 it is imagined to be minimal.  

The “norms of western music notation” are taught in a variety of tertiary papers 

and are particularly focussed on in composition classes, but hands-on tuition of 

the fine points of translating good practices from manuscript to MNS are largely 

neglected (see 3.6). 

 

 

                                                      
16 Unknown outside of the New Zealand School of Music, where training is currently limited to once-yearly 

demonstrations. 
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2.6 Conclusion 
 

 2.6.1  The typical New Zealand composer and his use of MNS 

 

This questionnaire set out to discover the extent and nature of MNS adoption by 

New Zealand composers.  A picture of the average (or most likely) New Zealand 

composer emerges, showing a 40 year old male with 22 years of composing 

experience.  He has a good practical knowledge of computers and copes with 

them with a minimum of assistance.  He uses the Sibelius MNS package, which 

he purchased in late 1995, though he may have previously used Finale or 

Encore.  He started using MNS because he was attracted to the “professional” 

look it could lend his scores, its ability to efficiently produce parts and, to a lesser 

extent, because it could play his works back to him. 

 
This typical New Zealand composer uses MNS in conjunction with a piano and 

manuscript, though the exact mix of his physical tools changes from project to 

project.  He regards the software as both a score-setting and a creative tool, 

though it is not a tool he feels he has a great sense of collaboration with.  He 

listens to MNS playback of his compositions and feels that playback has some 

influence over the compositional decisions he makes, but he is mindful that the 

playback is misrepresentative of the music his performers will later play.  This 

composer prefers using manuscript over MNS when planning out his works and 

says that the biggest difference in the process and methodology of his music 

since coming to MNS is that tasks are now performed much faster. He is an 

occasional user of his software’s plug-ins, which he mostly uses to enhance the 

realism of aspects of his playback.   

 
He has prepared MNS recordings for his performers to learn from and found this 

practice useful but somewhat problematic.  Though his output has not increased 

since he began using MNS, he does report that MNS has extended the 

possibilities in his composing life and that its overall impact has been positive.  
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He harbours concerns that composers who are just starting out might be misled 

by MNS playback. 

 
While this exemplar composer embodies the most common opinions of the artists 

surveyed, examination of Appendix B will reveal the breadth and individuality of 

responses garnered.  Composers approach MNS with entirely unique musical 

and attitudinal backgrounds and their relationships with new technologies are 

equally unique.  It follows that the ways in which each composer employs MNS is 

equally disparate.  

 

 

 2.6.2  Items for further examination   

 

This chapter has highlighted a number of key points that require further and more 

detailed examination in a broader context.  Chapter Three will cast the matter of 

resistance to technology adoption (as in 2.5.7.1) against a background of 

literature dealing with the “technology question,” and historical shifts in modes of 

information transfer.  In Chapter Four, the physical and cognitive nature of the 

MNS work environment will expand on 2.5.12 and other questions.  Chapters 

Five and Six will explore the possibility that the composer-MNS relationship may 

be in the order of collaboration, as discussed in 2.5.17.  The important role of 

playback in MNS use will be central to Chapter Six, fleshing out views expressed 

by respondents in 2.5.15 and 2.5.16.  The influence of MNS in planning the form 

and structure of compositions, as touched upon in 2.5.18, and the question of 

MNS-use by fledgling composers (2.5.24) will also be covered in this chapter.  

 
 


