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Preface

My career as a scholar has been devoted to the cultivation of an area that 
had, for some inexplicable reason or other, been largely overlooked, name-
ly, bibliographies about musical performers. I was interested in identifying 
a variety of published material about conductors, instrumentalists, and 
vocalists, and I managed to ferret out literally thousands of titles for both 
classical and popular culture artists. As this journey unfolded, I often had 
occasion to consult source materials published prior to 1800, particularly 
in the areas of pedagogy and performance practice. Fortunately, I had spent 
a great deal of time during my graduate studies working with Ruth Wata-
nabe, the legendary head librarian of the venerable Sibley Music Library 
at the Eastman School of Music. She really heightened my interest in old 
books, many of which were available in the Sibley collection. Its rare book 
vault was literally crammed with rarities that one could examine at one’s 
leisure. That luxury quickly became addictive; I was hooked and slowly but 
surely began to collect. This was and is a passion that remains with me to 
this day.

Great libraries and the outstanding collections to be found in those 
libraries are the offspring of individuals with vast knowledge and intense 
passion. The 122 titles mentioned in this book represent the original sourc-
es of Western music history, and, as such, deserve special attention. To put 
this into perspective, one must go back more than 500 years. In the first 
half of the fifteenth century two rather extraordinary events unfolded that 
would impact Western civilization up to the present time. Sometime in 
the 1430s Cosimo de Medici (1389–1464), founder of the Medici dynasty 
that would play a major role in the unfolding Italian Renaissance, not only 
entertained the idea of founding a Platonic Academy in Florence to cham-
pion the cause of humanism; he also began assembling one of the earliest 
and most important private libraries, an unprecedented collection, which 
would serve as a model for the eventual Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana in 
Rome. It was certainly one of the very first, if not the first, libraries of its 
kind in all of Europe, not only because of its size and the scope of materials 
collected, but also because of the fact that it was accessible to scholars 
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and to qualified citizens. This marks the early beginnings of serious and 
dedicated support for the arts and learning as well as an involvement in 
collecting and preserving historically important books and manuscripts. 
His grandson, Lorenzo the Magnificent (1449–92), was one of the most 
distinguished supporters of the Renaissance, a man whose vision and will-
ingness to fund it led to a golden age in Florence and beyond. Lorenzo 
lavished incredible amounts of money

… upon the purchase of books and manuscripts for the continually 
expanding Medici Library. His agents were instructed to be per-
petually on the watch for likely sources. Giovanni Lascaris—who 
was twice despatched to the East at Lorenzo’s expense to seek out 
manuscripts that otherwise might be lost—brought back to Flor-
ence from his second voyage over two hundred Greek works, the 
existence of almost half of which had not previously been known. 
Although the art of printing from movable type had been invented 
in the middle of the century at Mainz, it had not at first made 
much headway in Italy where many scholars considered it a rather 
vulgar process, practiced ‘among the Barbarians in some German 
city’, and many collectors refused to have printed books in their 
collections…. But it was not until 1477 that Berbardo Cennini 
had established his press in Florence. Before that—and indeed for 
many years after, so strong was the tradition in the city—whole 
schools of scribes, illustrators and scriveners were employed by 
Lorenzo to make copies of his manuscripts so that their contents 
could be as widely diffused as possible and replicas presented to 
other libraries and institutions both within and beyond the fron-
tiers of Tuscany, in particular to the libraries of Pisa.1

As a scholar I believe that ideas, the major energy pulse behind all 
human activity and accomplishment, travel through society, particularly 
Western society, by appearing in books. This underlies my decision to 
concentrate on major written treatises in the history of Western music lit-
erature before 1800. It is noteworthy that while Lorenzo the Magnificent 
and his peers were ignoring the German “Barbarians,” Johann Gutenberg 
was initiating his remarkable experiments. Sometime in the 1430s, with no 
clear roadmap, Gutenberg began his unprecedented quest in Strassburg. 
His undertaking proved to be enormously expensive. He borrowed monies 
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that he could not possibly pay back, and thus his hard earned discoveries 
eventually benefitted his creditors. Johann Fust and Peter Schoeffler (the 
latter was actually Gutenberg’s type-designer) inherited the business and 
carried forward what is now widely known as the Gutenberg Bible, an ex-
tant copy of which is dated August 15, 1456. The rest is history, and, since 
that event, millions of titles have been printed worldwide. The obvious 
question at this point focuses in on just which titles in any given discipline 
are all that important and why.

Any serious historian will identify only a very small number of signifi-
cant publications in his/her discipline, and one of the earliest Englishmen 
to identify such titles in the area of music was James E. Matthew, a collector 
of “vast knowledge and intense passion.” His groundbreaking study, The 
Literature of Music (London, 1896), is a rather remarkable little volume that 
attempted “to assist the inquirer in his search for the most useful works in 
the principal departments of Music Literature, and at the same time to give 
some account of such books as are of interest, either for their curiosity, for 
their scarceness, or for the important influence they may have exercised in 
a past age.”2 Matthew’s book was a brave effort to do just that in spite of the 
fact, as the author pointed out, that no classified catalogues existed for any 
of the principal national libraries, so that it was impossible to estimate the 
number of books they contained on music, for example. Given the state of 
scholarship at the time, it is commendable that Matthew’s work turned out 
to be both interesting and comprehensive. Since 1896, many catalogues of 
both private and public collections have appeared. One need only men-
tion the work of Julia Gregory (1913) and Hazel Bartlett (1944) regarding 
the Library of Congress collection as well as the massive catalogues of the 
Werner Wolffheim (1928–29), Paul Hirsch (1928–47), and Alfred Cortot 
(1936) collections. These are just the tip of the proverbial iceberg as the 
number of scholarly works dealing with all aspects of this literature has 
grown exponentially as one can readily ascertain from James B. Coover’s 
monumental compilation, Private Music Collections: Catalogs and Cognate 
Literature (Warren, Michigan, 2001). The books that I have chosen for 
inclusion here are based on my more than thirty years’ experience teaching 
graduate seminars in music bibliography and research methodology as well 
as over fifty years of the passionate collecting of these same materials; more 
on this in the Introduction, which follows.
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My emphasis in this book is twofold: (1) bring Matthew’s dream 
into the twenty-first century with the same combination of a scholarly 
acquaintance with the materials fused with a collector’s passion, and (2) 
provide physical descriptions and insightful commentary of a dimension 
not assembled in a single volume before. In California, where my fam-
ily and I have lived for over three decades now, the key to buying and 
selling real estate is always location, location, location. In assembling a 
book collection the crucial determinant is, after comprehensiveness and 
rarity of course, condition, condition, condition. Fortunately, individu-
al collectors have traditionally provided the foundation for libraries and 
museums dating back to Cosimo de Medici. As the twenty-first century 
unfolds, they are even more important to the acquisition, organization, 
and preservation of human achievement. Looking back, I do not believe 
that anyone knows exactly what Matthew owned, but the justly celebrated 
antiquarian dealer Leo Liepmannssohn published a series of catalogues 
(Number 170 with 1,204 items; Number 171 with 1,092 items; Number 
172 with 1,800 items; and Number 173 with 2,012 items—a total of well 
over 6,000 items!), which were in whole or in part devoted to his personal 
collection that Liepmannssohn purchased in 1906 (see Plate 1). Those four 
catalogues themselves are collector’s items and rarely, if ever, appear on the 
market. In looking ahead, I think immediately of the matchless collection 
of William H. Scheide, which is presently housed in its own lovely quarters 
in the Firestone Library on the campus of Princeton University. My sincere 
wish is that my introduction to Good and Great Music Books which, I 
believe, are significant contributions to Western music history will both 
offer a much needed historical perspective and pique some interest in the 
materials themselves. For the first time since Matthew’s landmark effort, 
major titles in the areas of music history, aesthetics, performance practice, 
instrument construction, theory, even pedagogy are cited and discussed. 
And, of course, a related issue is hereby brought to the forefront. After all, 
does any library own all of these titles in original editions? A significant 
number of them are available in facsimile reprints, but who collects fac-
simile reprints? It may come as a surprise to some, but even the three great 
national libraries, the Bibliothéque nationale in Paris, the British Library in 
London, and the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., lack a number 
of the original editions of the titles included here. And I can say with some 
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certainty that no private collector owns them all. Historians, collectors, 
dealers, and scholars should all address these realities.

We begin our journey with Johannes Tinctoris (c.1435–1511) and the 
only two treatises that appeared during his lifetime: Terminorium musicae 
diffinitorium (compiled during the early 1470s), published in Treviso al-
legedly in 1495, and De inventione et usu musicae, which was a far-reaching 
dissertation on the origins and evolution of the art of music. Unfortunately 
with regard to the latter title we do not have any copies of the original 
but rather only a copy of some extracts which Gustave Reese dates from 
the early 1480s. Our final two entries are authored by the justly famous 
“father of German musicology” Johann Nicolas Forkel (1749–1818). His 
Allegemeine Geschichte der Musik (1788–1801) and Allegemeine Litter-
atur der Musik (1792) are both milestones in musical scholarship. I have 
chosen to highlight 122 titles as seminal works in the published history of 
all aspects of Western music, including aesthetics, bibliography, biography, 
history, instruments, pedagogy, performance practice, and theory. Within 
individual entries, however, mention is made of numerous other important 
and related titles as well. One cannot help but recall Erik Satie’s insightful 
comments on “Book-Loving.” “I think an ‘ensemble’ of books makes us 
disposed to reach this ‘section’ of the Unconscious—or at least enables 
that part to open its petals. What a curious seduction! … in front of us 
are books, which invite us to relax and stroke them with our eyes—to lose 
ourselves in them blissfully—and look down on the base ties which attach 
us to ancient human Misery.”3

Robert H. Cowden
Monte Sereno, California


