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MUSIC AND MUSICIANS

For  musicians,  scholars,  and  music
enthusiasts,  few  resources  carry  the
weight and authority of the New Grove
Dictionary of Music and Musicians.
Often  simply  called  "Grove,"  this

monumental reference work has been an
essential cornerstone of music research
for well over a century. Whether you are
a  doctora l  cand idate  wr i t ing  a
dissertation,  a  conductor  preparing
program  notes,  or  a  curious  listener
wanting  to  understand  the  life  of  a
composer, Grove provides a depth and
breadth  of  knowledge  that  is  nearly
unrivalled.  Its  transition  from  massive
printed  volumes  to  a  dynamic  digital
platform has  only  widened its  influence,
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making  it  more  accessible  than  ever
before. In this article, we will explore the
history,  scope,  digital  evolution,  and
lasting  significance  of  the  New  Grove
Dictionary of Music and Musicians,
and  why  it  remains  a  benchmark  for
authoritative music scholarship.

A BRIEF HISTORY: FROM
GROVE’S DICTIONARY TO THE
NEW GROVE

The story of the dictionary begins in the
late 19th century with Sir George Grove,
an English  civil  engineer  turned music
enthusiast who became the first director
of the Royal College of Music. His vision
was to create a practical reference work
that  would cover  music  and musicians
comprehensively.  The  first  edition,
simply titled Grove’s Dictionary of Music

and Musicians, appeared in four volumes
between  1879  and  1889.  It  quickly
became  a  standard  reference  in  the
English-speaking world.
Subsequent editions expanded the scope
and depth. However, the most significant
transformation occurred in 1980 with the
pub l i ca t ion  o f  the  New  Grove
Dictionary of Music and Musicians.
This  edition,  comprising  20  volumes,
represented  a  complete  overhaul.  It
adopted  a  more  rigorous  scholarly
approach,  expanded  coverage  of  non-
Western music, jazz, and popular music,
and introduced extensive bibliographies
and  work  lists.  The  title  "New  Grove"
signified  a  fresh  start—a  modern,
internationally  focused  reference  for  a
new era of musicology.
Since then, the dictionary has continued



New Grove Dictionary Of Music And Musicians 3

3

to grow. The second edition, published in
2001,  swelled  to  29  volumes  and
incorporated  a  vast  amount  of  new
research. Today, the work is best known
as Grove Music Online, a continuously
updated digital resource that combines
the  content  o f  the  New  Grove
Dictionary  of  Music  and  Musicians
with  related  titles  such  as  The  New
Grove Dictionary of Opera and The New
Grove Dictionary of Jazz.

SCOPE AND COVERAGE: WHAT
YOU WILL FIND INSIDE

One of the most striking features of the
New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians is its extraordinary breadth.
I t  i s  no t  s imp ly  a  co l l ec t ion  o f
biographies,  though  those  form  a
substantial  part  of  the  work.  The

dictionary  includes:

Biographical articles on
composers, performers,
conductors, instrument makers,
scholars, and patrons from every
era and region.
Topic articles covering musical
forms (sonata, fugue, symphony),
genres (opera, jazz, folk),
instruments, theory, aesthetics,
and musicology itself.
Geographical and cultural
surveys that explore the music of
specific countries, regions, and
ethnic traditions.
Work lists and bibliographies
meticulously compiled by experts,
often serving as the definitive
catalogue of a composer’s output.
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Analytical and historical
context that places music within
its social, political, and cultural
framework.

The coverage of Western classical music
remains  the  backbone,  but  the  New
Grove  Dictionary  of  Music  and
Musicians  has  made  significant  strides
in representing global music traditions.
Articles  on Indonesian gamelan,  Indian
raga, West African drumming, and Latin
American popular music are treated with
the  same  scholarly  rigor  as  those  on
Beethoven  or  Bach.  Jazz  and  popular
music  have  their  own  dedicated
volumes,  and  the  online  integration
means  these  are  cross-referenced
seamlessly.

Biographical
Depth and
Authoritativenes
s
The  biographies  in  the  New  Grove
Dictionary  of  Music  and  Musicians
are  renowned  for  their  detail  and
reliability.  Each  article  is  written  by  a
specialist—often the leading authority on
that  subject.  For  major  figures  like  J.S.
Bach or Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, the
articles can run dozens of pages, offering
not only a life narrative but also a deep
analysis  of  style,  influence,  and
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reception history. The work lists, which
list every known composition with dates,
opus numbers, and manuscript locations,
are  indispensable  for  performers  and
scholars verifying repertory.
For  less  studied  figures,  the  dictionary
provides a vital record. Many musicians
w h o  m i g h t  o t h e r w i s e  b e
forgotten—particularly women, people of
color,  and  those  from  outside  the
European  tradition—have  gained
visibility  through  carefully  researched
entries.  This  commitment to  inclusivity
has grown with each edition.

Thematic and

Technical
Articles
Beyond biography, the dictionary excels
in  thematic  articles.  For  example,  the
entry  on  "Harmony"  is  not  just  a
definition  but  a  thorough  historical
survey from medieval organum to atonal
music. The article on "Opera" covers its
origins  in  Florence,  its  development
through  the  centuries,  and  its  global
dissemination.  These  essays  are  often
cited  as  authoritative  summaries  of
complex topics,  ideal  for  students  and
professionals alike.

THE DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION:
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GROVE MUSIC ONLINE

The shift from print to digital has been
the most revolutionary development in
the life of the New Grove Dictionary
of Music and Musicians. Today, Grove
Music  Online  is  the  primary  access
point for most users. This platform offers
several advantages:

Continuous updates: Unlike a
print edition that becomes dated,
the online version is revised
regularly. New discoveries,
reinterpretations, and newly
prominent figures are added, and
errors are corrected.
Hyperlinking and cross-
referencing: Articles link to
related entries, bibliographic
sources, and external resources,

allowing users to navigate vast
amounts of information quickly.
Search functionality: Users can
search by keyword, composer,
time period, genre, or instrument,
making research far more efficient
than flipping through indices.
Multimedia integration: While
the core remains text-based, some
articles now include audio
excerpts, images, and links to
scores, enhancing understanding.
Accessibility: University libraries
and institutions worldwide
subscribe, giving students and
faculty remote access. Some
public libraries also offer access,
democratizing knowledge.

The online edition merges content from
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the  print  New  Grove  Dictionary  of
Music  and  Musicians,  the  opera
dictionary, and the jazz dictionary into a
single  searchable  database.  This
integration allows a user to move from
an  art ic le  on  Verdi ’s  Otel lo  to  a
biography of  the tenor  who premiered
the  ro le ,  t hen  to  an  a r t i c l e  on
Shakespearean adaptations in opera, all
without leaving the platform.

HOW SCHOLARS AND MUSICIANS
USE THE NEW GROVE

The New Grove Dictionary of Music
and Musicians  is  not a resource that
sits  untouched on a library shelf.  It  is
actively used by a wide range of people:

Musicologists and researchers
rely on its bibliographies to start

their own investigations and to
verify facts before publication.
Students from undergraduate to
doctoral levels use it as a primary
reference for papers, theses, and
exam preparation.
Performers consult work lists to
discover lesser-known pieces, to
check performance practice
details, or to find the definitive
edition of a score.
Program annotators and critics
use the dictionary to write
accurate, informed notes for
concert programs and recordings.
Librarians use it as a standard
tool for cataloging, answering
reference questions, and building
collections.
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Because  each  article  is  peer-reviewed
and  signed  by  its  author,  the  New
Grove  Dictionary  of  Music  and
Musicians  carries a level of credibility
that encyclopedias like Wikipedia cannot
match.  It  is  often  the  first  source
consulted when a question of authority
arises.

Comparison with
Other Music
Encyclopedias
While  other  music  reference  works
exist—such as The Oxford Companion to
Music,  Die  Musik  in  Geschichte  und
Gegenwart  (MGG),  or  the Encyclopedia

of  Music  in  Canada—the  New  Grove
Dictionary of Music and Musicians is
genera l ly  cons idered  the  most
comprehensive  English-language
resource.  MGG is  its  German-language
counterpart and is equally authoritative,
but  it  is  less  accessible  to  English
readers.  The  Oxford  Companion  is
smaller and more concise, ideal for quick
reference, but lacks the depth of Grove.
For  serious  research,  Grove  is  the
standard.

CHALLENGES AND CRITICISMS

No  resource  is  perfect.  Critics  of  the
New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians  have  noted  that  its  sheer
size can be intimidating. Some users find
the  articles  overly  dense  or  technical.
Additionally,  despite  efforts  to  diversify,
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the  coverage  of  non-Western  and
popular  music  has  sometimes  been
criticized  as  less  thorough  than  the
coverage  of  Western  classical  music.
Updates,  while  regular,  can  still  lag
behind the latest scholarship—especially
for living artists. However, the editorial
board continues to address these gaps,
and the online format allows for quicker
remediation than print ever could.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE NEW GROVE

The New Grove Dictionary of Music
and  Musicians  is  more  than  just  a
book—or  a  website.  I t  is  a  l iv ing
monument  to  music  scholarship,
representing the collective expertise of

thousands  of  contributors  over  more
than  a  century.  Its  evolution  from  a
Victorian-era dictionary to a cutting-edge
digital  platform  mirrors  the  growth  of
musicology  itself.  For  anyone  serious
about  understanding  music  in  its  full
historical,  cultural,  and  analytical
complexity,  Grove  remains  the  gold
standard. Whether you are exploring the
intr icac ies  of  a  Baroque  fugue,
researching  the  life  of  a  21st-century
composer, or studying the music of an
indigenous community, the New Grove
Dictionary  of  Music  and  Musicians
offers a depth of knowledge that is both
inspiring  and  indispensable.  Its  legacy
will  undoubtedly continue to shape the
way we study, perform, and appreciate
music for generations to come.


