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Agenda 
•  Introduction to MusicXML 

•  MusicXML status and progress in the past year 

•  Possible future directions for MusicXML 

•  Interactive discussions throughout 



What is MusicXML? 
•  The standard open format for exchanging digital sheet 

music between applications 

•  Invented by Michael Good at Recordare in 2000 

•  Developed collaboratively by a community of 
hundreds of musicians and software developers over 
the past 13 years 

•  Available under an open, royalty-free license that is 
friendly for both open-source and proprietary software 

•  Supported by over 160 applications worldwide 



What’s Wrong With Using PDF? 
•  PDF: Portable Document Format 

•  The standard format for exchanging and distributing 
final form documents 

•  High graphical fidelity 

•  But it has no musical knowledge 
– No playback 
– No alternative layouts 
– Limited editing and interactivity 

•  PDF duplicates paper – it does not take advantage of 
the interactive potential for digital sheet music 



MusicXML Is a Notation Format 
•  Music is represented using the semantic concepts 

behind common Western music notation 

•  Includes both how a score looks and how it plays back 

•  Includes low-level details of the appearance of a 
particular engraving, or the nuances of a particular 
performance 

– Allows transfer of music between applications with high 
visual fidelity 

– Also allows the visual details to be ignored when 
appropriate 

– The best display for paper is often not the best for an 
interactive application  



              in MusicXML (1 of 3) 
  <part id="P1"> 
    <measure implicit="yes" number=”0" width="179"> 
      <attributes> 
        <divisions>24</divisions> 
        <key> 
          <fifths>3</fifths> 
          <mode>major</mode> 
        </key> 
        <time> 
          <beats>2</beats> 
          <beat-type>4</beat-type> 
        </time> 
        <clef> 
          <sign>G</sign> 
          <line>2</line> 
        </clef> 
      </attributes> 
 



              in MusicXML (2 of 3) 
 <direction placement="above” directive=“yes”> 
    <direction-type> 
      <words default-y="25" font-size="10.5"  
        font-weight="bold”>Nicht schnell</words> 
    </direction-type> 
    <sound tempo="42"/> 
  </direction> 
  <direction placement="above"> 
    <direction-type> 
      <dynamics default-y="10" relative-x="-5"> 
        <p/> 
      </dynamics> 
    </direction-type> 
    <sound dynamics="54"/> 
  </direction> 
 



              in MusicXML (3 of 3) 
      <note default-x="141"> 
        <pitch> 
          <step>C</step> 
          <alter>1</alter> 
          <octave>5</octave> 
         </pitch> 
         <duration>12</duration> 
         <voice>1</voice> 
         <type>eighth</type> 
         <stem default-y="-50">down</stem> 
         <lyric default-y="-80" number="1"> 
           <syllabic>single</syllabic> 
           <text>Aus</text> 
         </lyric> 
      </note> 
    </measure> 



MusicXML as an Archival Format 
•  MusicXML is an XML format, with all its advantages: 

– Files can be opened in any computer text editor 
– Fully internationalized via Unicode 
– Files are human-readable as well as machine-readable 
– Can use all the standard XML tools developed by larger 

industries than the music industry 

•  Backward compatibility: all valid MusicXML 1.0 files 
are also valid MusicXML 3.0 files 

•  MusicXML license allows continued development of 
the format by anyone, not just MakeMusic 

•  Already implemented by over 160 programs 



Sibelius to Finale: MusicXML vs MIDI 

Original as entered into Sibelius Imported into Finale via MIDI 

Imported into Finale via MusicXML 



Original Finale file 



MusicXML Reflowed in SeeScore 



Who Uses 
MusicXML 

Usage map as of 
April 2013 



Publishing Scores in MusicXML 
•  MusicXML is the way that scores get from desktop 

applications like Finale and Sibelius to the new 
wave of mobile applications 

•  No DRM controls built-in, though these have been 
added in the MusicXML-based Open Score Format 

•  For copyrighted music, MusicXML has usually been 
a Business-to-Business format, not Business-to-
Consumer 

•  Many sites available with public domain MusicXML 
scores: see www.musicxml.com/music-in-musicxml 



What’s New With MusicXML? 
•  New and improved application support 

•  MusicXML/Dolet support cases now available at 
www.finalemusic.com/support 

•  New book Structuring Music through Markup 
Languages: Designs and Architectures 

•  MusicXML documentation project 

•  New musicxml.com web site 



New MusicXML Applications 
•  Reads and Writes MusicXML 

– Ensemble Composer 
– Music Notation SDK 

•  Writes MusicXML 
–  iReal B 
– Symphonix Evolution 

•  Reads MusicXML 
– capella start 
– SeeScore SDK 
– TEFpad / TEFview 

•  First MusicXML apps for Android  



MusicXML Applications Released 
(Previously in Beta) 
•  Reads and Writes MusicXML 

– Music21 
– OSF Packaging Toolkit 
– Songs2See Editor 

•  Writes MusicXML 
– Synfire Pro 

•  Reads MusicXML 
– neoScores 
– Songs2See Game 



MusicXML / Dolet Support Case 



Structuring Music through Markup 
Language 
•  New book edited by Jacques Steyn published by 

IGI Global 

•  Describes use of XML for music beyond common 
Western music notation, including 

–  Physics 
– Classification 
–  Interactivity 
– Movement 
–  Expressiveness in performance 
–  Acoustic instruments 

•  Includes retrospective on “MusicXML: The First Decade” 



MusicXML Documentation: Goals 
•  Feedback from shows and the MusicXML mailing list 

last year was that MusicXML’s biggest need was 
better documentation, not more features 

•  Current documentation is scattered across tutorial, 
DTDs, XSDs, example files, and more 

•  Documentation in DTDs and XSDs is sometimes 
vague, especially for more complex corner cases 

•  Writing a full spec is a daunting undertaking; what 
can we deliver in a year to make life better for 
developers? 



The Online MusicXML Reference 
•  http://www.musicxml.com/UserManuals/MusicXML/MusicXML.htm 

•  Takes the text from the MusicXML DTDs and XSDs and puts into an 
online, indexed reference document 

•  Adds visual examples for individual MusicXML elements 

•  Adds the MusicXML 3.0 tutorial 

•  Includes the MusicXML XSLT stylesheets as-is 



MusicXML Documentation Home Page 



Documentation Example: Articulations 



Documentation Example: Scoop 



New MusicXML.com Website 



Future Directions of MusicXML 
•  What are the best ways to improve digital sheet music 

exchange using MusicXML in the future? 

•  Some of the things we hear: 
– More features to cover more details of music notation, visual 

formatting, and playback 
–  A tighter specification / Better documentation 
– Conformance test suites / More comprehensive examples 
–  Better support in Finale as a reference implementation 
–  It’s working fine as-is 



Future Directions: Features 
•  We have collected over 90 new feature requests for the 

MusicXML format 

•  As expected after 4 releases, these are increasingly more 
unusual notation features, or more detailed formatting 

•  Stability is important: we don’t want to make incompatible 
changes to the format 

•  What missing format features are causing the most grief? 



Future Directions: Documentation 
•  Current documentation addresses many issues, but not the tighter 

specification 

•  Doing this right is expensive, so we need to better understand the 
benefits 

•  Where are the real problems? 
– Music notation is inherently messy 
– Digital music notation has often created for printed appearance, not 

playback or semantics, and specs won’t fix a GIGO problem 
– MusicXML emphasizes selective encoding, but that can make life 

more difficult for reading programs 
–  For current ambiguities, is discussion on the mailing list sufficient for 

now to solve implementation problems? 
– Will a better spec really help the worst MusicXML implementations? 



Future Directions: Test Suites 
•  Documentation now provides more isolated examples of individual 

features than sample files have done 

•  Still no “official” test suite 

•  Reinhold Kainhofer has an unofficial test suite 

•  How big a problem is this? 
– Notation developers should already have their own test suites 
–  A MusicXML-only test suite can really only cover import; 

might it discourage implementing export as well? 



Future Directions: Reference 
Implementation 
•  Improve Finale’s support as a MusicXML reference implementation 

•  Business needs and technical restrictions emphasized export over 
import while Recordare was independent 

•  With MakeMusic acquisition, this dynamic changes 

•  Of course we encourage all developers to improve their MusicXML 
support: better interchange makes for a better marketplace 

•  What limitations in the Finale MusicXML implementation are 
causing the most problems? 



Staying in Touch 
•  MusicXML mailing list: www.musicxml.com/for-developers/mailing-list/ 

•  Shows: Musikmesse, NAMM, SF MusicTech 

•  Twitter: @MusicXML 

•  Facebook: www.facebook.com/MusicXML 

•  Is it time to move the mailing list to a web forum? 
– Greater accessibility and searchability: the list archives are 

currently password-protected for privacy and anti-spam 
–  Forums are often easier to use overall 
– Considering doing this as part of an upgrade to forum software 
–  Any preferences for forum software? 


