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Souvenir-photograph of 

Hans von Bülow and 

Johannes Brahms, 

dedicated by the latter 

to the former, dated 18 

November 1889. 



“I have inscribed some tempo modifications with a pencil in to 

the score. They may be useful, even necessary for the first 

performance. Unfortunately, they sometimes find their way into 

print – where they mostly do not belong to. […] If a work has 

made its way into flesh and blood, one mustn’t talk about these 

things anymore, and the more one deviates from this, the more 

inartistic the execution seems to me. I often make the 

experience regarding my older compositions, that everything 

arranges itself and how superfluous some indications are.”

Johannes Brahms to Joseph Joachim, 20 [?] January [1886]. Ed. in: Johannes Brahms 

im Briefwechsel mit Joseph Joachim. Vol. 2. Berlin 1908, p. 204 f.  

[Transl. MM]



“The so called ‘elastic tempo’ is 

not a new invention. ‘Con 

discrezione’ one may indicate 

here and on many other 

occasions.”

Max Kalbeck: Johannes Brahms. 
Vol. 3/1. Berlin 1910, p. 240. 

[Transl. MM]

August Gathy (red.): Musikalisches

Conversations-Lexikon.  

Leipzig 21840, p. 78.



“In your case […] I can quite easily start you on a subscription 

for metronome markings. You pay me a tidy sum and each 

week I deliver to you – different numbers; for with normal 

people, they cannot remain valid for more than a week! 

Incidentally, you are right, and the first violin as well!” 

Johannes Brahms to Alwin von Beckerath, undated letter. Ed. in: Rudolf van 

der Leyen: Johannes Brahms als Mensch und Freund. Düsseldorf 1905, p. 93f. 

[Transl. in: Styra Avins: Performing Brahms’s music: Clues from his letters. In: 

Michael Musgrave and Bernard D. Sherman (eds.): Performing Brahms. Early 

Evidence of Performance Style. Cambridge 2003, p. 11–47, p. 21.]



Historical sources of perfomance practice:

A classification regarding Brahms

− Musical sources:

− Drafts or manuscripts containing performance indications

− Historical (first) editions containing (annotated) performance indications 

− Verbal sources: 

− Letters

− Accounts by contemporaries and pupils

− Reviews

− Pedagogical treatises dating from Brahms’s time or his closer 

environment (e.g. Joseph Joachim und Andreas Moser: Violinschule in 3 

Bänden. Leipzig u.a. 1905, esp. Vol. 3).  

− Acoustic sources  

− Recordings by artists close to Brahms or by former pupils of his



„Brahms’s manner of interpretation was free, very elastic and expansive; but 

the balance was always there – one felt the fundamental rhythms 

underlying the surface rhythms. His phrasing was notable in lyric passages. In 

these a strictly metronomic Brahms is as unthinkable as a fussy or hurried 

Brahms in passages which must be presented with adamantine rhythm. […] 

When Brahms played, one knew exactly what he intended to convey to his 

listeners: aspiration, wild fantastic flights, majestic calm, deep tenderness 

without sentimentality, delicate, wayward humour, sincerity, noble passion. 
[…] His touch could be warm, deep, full, and broad in the fortes, and not 

hard, even in the fortissimos; and his pianos always of carrying power, could 

be as round and transparent as a dewdrop. […] He belonged to that […] 

school of playing which begins its phrases well, ends them well, leaves 

plenty of space between the end of one and the beginning of another, 

and yet joins them without any hiatus”.

Fanny Davies: Some personal recollections of Brahms as pianist and interpreter. In: 

Walter Wilson Cobbett (ed.): Cobbett’s Cyclopedic Survey of Chamber Music. 

London 1929, 21969, S. 182–184. 



“Brahms, in fact, recognized no such thing as what is sometimes called 

'neat playing' of the compositions either of Bach, Scarlatti, or Mozart. 

Neatness and equality of finger were imperatively demanded by him, and 

in their utmost nicety and perfection, but as a preparation, not as an end. 

Varying and sensitive expression was to him as the breath of life, necessary 

to the true interpretation of any work of genius.“

Florence May: The life of Johannes Brahms. London 1905, Vol. 1, p. 18. 

“[His] tempo was very elastic, as much so in places as von Bülow’s, […] but 

he never allowed his liberties with the time to interfere with the general 

balance: they were of the true nature of rubato. He loathed having his slow 

movements played in an inexorable four-square. On one occasion at a 

performance of his C minor Symphony he was sitting in a box next to a friend 

of mine, and in the Andante, which was being played with a metronomic 

stiffness, he suddenly seized his neighbour by the shoulder and shouting 

‘Heraus’ literally pushed him out of the concert-room.”

Charles Villiers Stanford: Pages from an Unwritten Diary. London 1914, p. 201f.
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Thank you for your attention! 


