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A Study of Willem Mengelberg’s score of the Brahms Double Concerto, opus 102 
 
As chief conductor of the Concertgebouw Orchestra of Amsterdam, Willem Mengelberg 
conducted the Brahms Double Concerto on several occasions between 1901 and 1918, as 
can be seen in this table: 
 

Date Place Soloists 

Wednesday February 20, 1901 K&W, Den Haag Hugo Heerman, violin     
Anton Hekking, cello 

Thursday October 14, 1909 Concertgebouw, Amsterdam Christiaan Timmner, violin 
Gérard Hekking, cello 

Tuesday November 23, 1909 Stadsschouwburg, Amsterdam Christiaan Timmner, violin 
Gérard Hekking, cello 

Wednesday November 24, 1909 De Vereeniging, Nijmegen Christiaan Timmner, violin 
Gérard Hekking, cello 

Tuesday March 9, 1915 Stadsschouwburg, Amsterdam Louis Zimmermann, violin 
Frits Willem Gaillard, cello 

Thursday March 11, 1915 Stadsschouwburg, Amsterdam Louis Zimmermann, violin 
Frits Willem Gaillard, cello 

Sunday March 14, 1915 Concertgebouw, Amsterdam Louis Zimmermann, violin 
Frits Willem Gaillard, cello 

Sunday November 3, 1918 Concertgebouw, Amsterdam Louis Zimmermann, violin 
Frits Willem Gaillard, cello 

Tuesday November 5, 1918 Vereeniging, Haarlem Louis Zimmermann, violin 
Frits Willem Gaillard, cello 

  
 
 
Mengelberg’s score is not as extensively marked as some of the other Brahms scores of his 
that I have studied. None the less, there are plenty of interesting markings that I will discuss 
in this article. As I have done in my study of Mengelberg’s marked score of the second 
movement of the Second Symphony by Brahms, I will be looking at the markings in his score 
in search of traces of lost nineteenth century performance practices. In this case I have no 
recording to work with, as Mengelberg didn’t record the work. In my study of the second 
movement of the Second Symphony, I compared a few of Mengelberg’s markings and some 
specific passages in his recording to the writings of Walter Blume. This is not possible in the 
case of the Double Concerto, as Blume did not write about the piece. Instead in this study I 
will focus on the performance issues as addressed by Mengelberg through his markings, and 
I will show how I intend to address these same issues in my performances in the upcoming  
performances, that are part of my PhD research. As I have written in my article on his score 
and his recording of the second movement of Brahms’s Second Symphony, I do think that 
Mengelberg’s markings can provide a roadmap towards a less even approach to the 
repertoire than is commonly practiced today. As such, I find the markings of extraordinary 
importance. I have chosen to include the pages of the score that I discuss in this article, 
presenting the markings, my reflection upon them, and some additional considerations.  
 
 
Before we go into the details in the score, let me briefly introduce the musicians. 
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Mengelberg and Concertgebouw Orchestra  
 
Willem Mengelberg was the second chief conductor of the Amsterdam Concertgebouw 
Orchestra. At the age of 24, as a successor to Willem Kes, who laid the foundations of the 
orchestra, Mengelberg accepted the post in 1895. Under his leadership, which is described 
by the orchestra itself on its website, as perfectionistic, willful and authoritarian, the 
orchestra quickly gained an international reputation. Mengelberg was admired for his 
significant role in the development of musical life in the Netherlands in general, and for his 
contribution to the quality and the reputation of the orchestra in particular, but he lost his 
post in 1945 as a result of his apparent sympathy for the German forces that had occupied 
the Netherlands during the Second World War. Mengelberg has no particular fame as a 
Brahms conductor. Christopher Dyment, in his excellent book Conducting the Brahms 
Symphonies writes,  
 

On the whole, it is probable that Mengelberg’s approach was fashioned only by his 

own study and inclinations. (. . ‘ ) Ultimately, the conclusion from this account must 

be that, whatever may have been the lines of authority that Mengelberg might have 

sought to invoke in order to explain his idiosyncratic interpretative style in much of 

Brahms, he alone was responsible for it.1 

 
Although I  accept Dyment’s verdict that there is no demonstrable connection between 
Mengelberg’s style of conducting Brahms and the style of those conductors to whom the 
composer gave his approval, I find that his annotated scores give a truly unique and 
important insight into the ‘reading between the lines’ that was so essential to the 
nineteenth century performance practice of the works of Brahms and others. Given my view 
on the limited authority of Mengelberg as a Brahms conductor on the one hand, and the 
importance of his markings as part of the general tradition of reading between the lines, on 
the other, I feel free to propose my own solutions, based on other sources, for the 
performance issues addressed by Mengelberg through his markings in the score.  
I shall consider all his markings carefully, but I accept no obligation to follow his suggestions 
directly.   
 
Soloists 
 
Hugo Heermann (1844-1935) was a German violinist. He studied the violin with Lambert 
Joseph Meerts at the Koninklijk Conservatorium in Brussels, and later with Joseph Joachim. 
From 1864 he lived in Frankfurt where he taught the violin from 1878 to 1904. He played 1st 
violin with Hugo Becker, Fritz Bassermann and Adolf Rebner in the "Museums-Quartett" 
(also called the "Heermann-Quartett" and "Frankfurter Quartett"). Between 1906 and 1909 
he taught at the Chicago Music College, in 1911 at the Stern Conservatory in Berlin and 1912 
at the Conservatoire de Musique in Geneva. He served as concertmaster of the Cincinnati 
Symphony Orchestra for a period beginning in 1909; he was succeeded in that post by his 
son Emil. He has the distinction of having been the first to have played Brahms' Violin 
concerto in Paris, New York and Australia. Alexander Berrsche, in his ‘Trösterin Musika’ calls 
Heermann as a violinist who stands between the German and the Roman tradition. Berrsche 

 
1 Chirstopher Dyment, Conducting the Brahms Symphonies  from Brahms to Boult, The Boydell Press, 
Woodridge 2016 p. 
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writes that Heermann never disowned his French heritage, but came closer to the German 
school than anyone else coming from the Roman tradition. Nonetheless his conclusion is 
that Heermann stood far from the Joachim tradition2. After his retirement in 1922 he lived 
mostly in Merano, Italy. 
 
Anton Hekking (1855 - 1935) was a cellist and teacher. He was born in The Hague and died in 
Berlin. He came from a musical family to which also cellists Gérard Hekking  (1879 Nancy - 
1942 Paris) and André Hekking (1866 Bordeaux - 1925 Paris) belonged. 
At the age of 17, Anton became principal cellist of the Utrecht Symphony Orchestra.  
From 1873-1878 he studied at the Conservatoire de Paris with Léon Jacquard und Pierre 
Chevillard. After a tour in the USA he came back to Europe, settling in Berlin, where in May 
1882, he became one of the founders of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra.  
From 1882-1888 he was part to the Orchestra with interruptions, for example to tour with 
the Belgian composer and violinist Eugène Ysaÿe. 
From 1889 to 1891 he was first cellist of the Boston Symphony Orchestra and from 1895 to 
1898 he played in the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. Throughout his career he often 
appeared as a soloist in concerts in Europe and the USA. From 1902-1907 he formed a trio 
with pianist Arthur Schnabel and violinist Alfred Wittenberg. Anton Hekking also taught at 
the Stern Conservatory in Berlin. 
 
Gérard Hekking (1879 – 1942) was born in Nany, France, he served as first cellist of the 
Concertgebouw Orchestra from 1903 until 1914. Among the works premiered by Hekking 
were Fauré’s Cello Sonatas, in 1917 and 1921 respectively. From 1927 until his death 
Hekking taught cello at the Paris Conservatory. Among his students were Pierre Fournier, 
Maurice Gendron and Paul Tortelier. Gérard Hekking died in Paris in 1942, aged 62. He was 
the cousin of cellists André and Anton Hekking.  
 
Christiaan Timmner (18…-19…) was the first concertmaster of the orchestra and held his 
post until 1911, with interruptions. After returning to the orchestra for a fourth time, he was 
given the nickname ‘Christiaan the fourth’. He was praised for his refined playing of Mozart 
and Bach. In 1911 he left the orchestra for the last time because he came in to open conflict 
with Mengelberg in a rehearsal and walked out. He continued his career in the United 
States. 
 
Louis Zimmerman (1873-1954) finished his studies in Leipzig with Hans Sitt and in Brussels 
with Eugène Ysaye. In 1889 he became second concertmaster of the Concertgebouw 
Orchestra of Amsterdam. A successful London concert led to an appointment as teacher at 
the Royal Academy of Music. In 1911 he continued his career in Amsterdam as first concert 
master of the Concertgebouw Orchestra and teacher at the Amsterdam Conservatory. He 
retired in 1940. 
 

Frederik Willem (Frits) Gaillard (1875-1939) Studied at the conservatory in The Hague with 
Joseph Giese. After his studies he embarked on a solo career. He was solo-cellist in the 

 
2 Alexander Berrsche, Kritik und Betrachtung Trösterin Musika, Dritte, von Horst Leuchtmann bearbeitete 
Aflage der von Hermann Rinn und Hans Rupé herausgegeben, Verlag Heinrich Ellermann, Hamburg und 
München 1964, p.p. 670-673 
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Palace Orchestra in the Hague and from 1905 to 1922 in the Concertgebouw Orchestra 
Amsterdam. He appeared as a soloist with the Concertgebouw orchestra on 62 occasions. 
After leaving the orchestra in 1922 he went to Düsseldorf and later the United States, where 
he played in the Los Angeles Philharmonic from 1923 to his retirement in 1938. 

Conclusion 

These soloists come from a wide variety of backgrounds and can be assumed to have 
brought considerable expertise to the performances. Most of them appear to have studied 
in both the Franco-Belgian and in the German tradition, all of them had international careers 
and can be assumed to have been familiar with a wide variety of performance styles. With 
the exception of Hugo Heermann and Anton Hekking, they held positions in the orchestra, 
and can be expected to have played in styles that matched the style of the orchestra to a 
large extent. With regard to the cooperation with Mengelberg, the majority of players was 
familiar with his musical style and the rather authoritarian way in which he led the orchestra. 
The many markings in the soloists lines in the score are probably a reflection of the balance 
of power between conductor and soloists, resulting from Mengelberg’s authoritarian style. 
Based on the consistency of the marking, I am assuming that these markings represent 
Mengelberg’s suggestions to the soloists, not the other way around. 

 
Reviews of the performances 
Because there are no recordings of any of these performances, I have looked for and found 
reviews of performances with all the soloists mentioned above. The general tendency of the 
reviews is to criticize the composer and praise the performers. A good example is the article 
in the Haagse Courant, in 1901, in which Heerman and Hekking (Anton) are said to have 
made a brave effort, struggling with the very demanding and unpractical writing. They are 
criticized for producing a small sound, and the performance as a whole is said to have 
suffered from unconvincing tempi in the first and last movement. Nonetheless the soloists 
are thanked by the reviewer for their efforts to make the best of a problematic piece: 
 

 

 
 
 
In De Tijd in a review of 1909, is more positive about the performance with Timmner and 
Gérard Hekking. The soloists receive praise for their technical mastery and understanding of 
the beauty of the composition. The piece is qualified as a masterpiece, the Andante is seen 
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as the highlight of the evening. Mengelberg and the orchestra are praised for their balanced 
and nuanced playing, striking a fine balance with the soloists. 
 

 
 

The Algemeen Handelsblad, in its review of a 1915 performance with Zimmerman and 
Gaillard, praises the soloists and the orchestra for providing a ‘thick and heavy 
accompaniment’ (apparently meant as a positive)  but qualifies the composition as a failure.  
 

 
 

  
 

 
Of the 1918 review in the Algemeen Handelsblad, I will provide a complete translation, not 
only because I find it hilarious, but also because it tells us something about the reception of 
Brahms’s orchestral music in the Netherlands at the time and about the reviewers 
perspective on the combination Brahms-Mengelberg: 
 

Both in the fierce rejection by the anti-Brahmsians and in the exuberant glorification 

by his supporters, there is much misunderstanding. He is no genius, yet more than an 
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average talent. He wrote successful pieces but also lesser ones. Surely the Fourth 

Symphony belongs to the latter category. It’s cerebral construction stand in stark 

contrast to the pure conception of the two previous ones. Or is it the interpretation that 

plays an important role here? Brahms interpretation is a matter of personality. I know 

only two conductors who made me feel the synthesis of the Fourth, keeping the 

tension throughout; moreover the Symphony seems of uneven quality, fragmented, 

much too long and tiresome. There are very few people who feel a connection to 

Brahms. Those who are familiar with Mengelberg’s expansive, brilliant temperament, 

will understand that Brahms is not necessarily his ‘cup of tea’. The performance (of 

the fourth symphony) though technically superior, was flat. With another work before 

the interval, the double concerto, without any doubt,  would have made a purer 

impression. This is Brahms at his best. But after the tiresome Fourth Symphony, the 

true receptivity  is reduced to a minimum. To complicate things further, the 

appreciation of the concerto is hampered by the hybrid character of the piece. Worked 

out as a grand concerto, it is felt and thought in chamber music style. It floats between 

the recital hall, where it does not fit, and the symphony hall, where it does not 

blossom. Even the best performance can’t remedy this, including the one given 

yesterday afternoon, though it was unsurpassed.  Louis Zimmermann, fortunately had 

recovered the shine of his warm and singing sound. He played his difficult part with a 

glow of irresistible suggestiveness, with a noble virtuosity and pure sense of style. 

Frits Gaillard, thanks to his fine musical instincts, united with the violinist in 

flawlessly unified ensemble playing. Mengelberg tied everything together beautifully. 

( . . . . . ) The overall impression one was left with, in spite of the beauty of the 

performance, was this: ‘Just, not another Brahms concert!’ 
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The score (first movement) 
 

 
1 
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2 

 
Markings 
With this marking in right top corner of the page, Mengelberg indicates that he intends to 
reduce the orchestra in the passages where the soloists play to (in stands): 4,3,2,1(,)1.   
On page 14 ( letter D) we find different numbers, but the same idea; a reduction of the 
number of string players when the soloists play to: 4 stands of first and 4 stands of second 
violins, 3 stands of viola, 2 stands of celli and one stand of basses. The difference between 
the (unspecified) full forces of the orchestra and the reduced numbers is thereafter 
indicated by tutti/solo.  
 
Reflections 
I have seen this same idea in Mengelberg’s score of the Brahms Violin Concerto and in the 
Second Piano Concerto. Reducing the number of players in the orchestra, when the soloist 
played, is a practice usually associated with the 18th century, and it probably stems from the 
concertino-ripieno tradition of the Italian concerto grosso. I have not found evidence of its 
use in the nineteenth century. Mengelberg’s suggestion comes without further explanation 
and seems to be. It is a fascinating suggestion that I will certainly try out in the project week 
with regard to the Double Concerto, as I have done in the past with the Violin Concerto. 
Though my project orchestra is of a smaller size (similar to the Meiningen Court Orchestra) I 
still find this worth a try in performance. It will almost certainly encourage the soloists to 
take greater rhythmic freedom and it will help establish a greater range of dynamics from 
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the softer solo passages in chamber music style, to the full forces in the forte and fortissimo 
orchestral passages. 
 
Other considerations 
The balance between orchestra and soloist is often problematic in live performances, 
certainly when period instruments, producing less decibels, are being used. In recordings of 
course, the balance can be adjusted, but in live performances all depends on the players. 
That is why I will certainly try to accompany the soloists with a reduced number of players. 
There are two reasons however, for keeping an open mind when it comes to reversing the 
decision It can make the players at the last desks feel less involved and the special effect of 
all players together trying to be as soft as they can, can be dearly missed in the performance. 
 
 
 

 
3 
 

Markings 
As so often, Mengelberg gives more than one metronome mark for the same piece or 
passage. In this case he writes 112 for the beat (quarter note) in the top left corner, and 104 
in the margin left of bar one. Both markings are in blue, the 104 seems to be marked with a 
sharper pencil, but I have no way of telling which marking supersedes the other. In addition 
to the two blue markings, we can also see a third marking in grey between the solo cello and 
solo violin line, suggesting 104-108 for the quarter note. 
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Reflections 
In my opinion the marginal differences here don’t really matter much. I intend to use a 
tempo that is closer to 112 than to 104. What could be telling though, is the way the 
metronome markings for the various sections of the piece compare to each other and to the 
written tempo characterizations in the score. 

 
Other considerations 
In the historic recordings I have analyzed, I found the first four bars often without any shape. 
In Toscanini’s of 1983, the accent on the first beats of bars one and two are equaled by 
accents on the third beats of these bars. Another important issue is the absence of dots in 
bar one and two and presence of dots in bars three and four. I would like to hear that 
difference. Whether the marcato is meant for the first two bars or the whole four, is a 
matter of interpretation. I intend to have the second bar played slightly less loud than the 
first and play a quasi-crescendo in bars 3&4. 
 
 
 

 
4 

 
Markings 
The metronome marking in the margin to the left is 112. The marking at the top of the page 
reads: Leise und etwas ruhiger als später (Soft and a little calmer than later). An additional 
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indication can be found below the line of the bassoons, in the form of a letter R (for Ruhig/ 
Calm) with an extended ‘leg’ all the way to the fermata of bar  31. Finally, the hairpins of the 
first flute and oboe are circled and there is an extra horizontal line (for emphasis) on top of 
the flute line. 
 
Reflections 
The metronome marking of 112 is the same as later at the tutti at letter A, so not in 
correspondence with this written suggestion, in the sense that it does not translate into a 
metronome marking that would set it apart. The melody in the woodwinds here of course, is 
the major version of the minor theme taken from Viotti’s 22nd Violin Concerto in A minor. 
According to Brahms’s biographer Max Kalbeck3,  Joachim and Brahms both loved this 
Concerto by Viotti and by changing the key of their beloved theme from minor to major, 
Brahms made a conciliatory gesture towards Joachim, hoping to improve their relationship 
after a period of estrangement following Joachim’s divorce of his first wife. The fact that 
Michael Struck, in his preface4 to the Breitkopf score edited by him, points out convincingly 
that the story about the attempted reconciliation is largely speculative, does not deter me 
from referring to this theme as the ‘Viotti-theme’ ( Struck does not deny the thematic 
affinities between the Viotti concerto and the Brahms double concerto). My understanding 
of Brahms’s dolce indication is that this section should sound as intimate, warm and 
heartfelt as possible. Playing it without any haste and with plenty of space in the hairpins, 
especially the second one, also pointed at by Mengelberg in his markings, would make sense 
to me. 
 
Other considerations 
Marion Ranken, in her report on her studies with Joseph Joachim in Berlin, makes a 
distinction between piano dolce and piano espressivo. She claims that in piano dolce 
passages a free use of vibrato was often made, producing the same sweetness of sound the 
word dolce indicates and ‘so many modern player now use through thick and thin.’ In piano 
espressivo on the other hand, Ranken writes that ‘the vibrato (if used at all) was used 
sparingly.’ 5 I intend to invite the woodwind players to play a delicate vibrato in the hairpins, 
more outspokenly in the second hairpin than the first. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Max Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms, vol. IV/1, p.63 
4 Michael Struck, Preface to Urtext score from the new Brahms Complete Edition, Breitkopf& Härtel, 2002 
5 M.Bruce Ranken, Some Points of Violin Playing and Musical Performance, as I learnt in the Hochschule für 
Musik (Joachim School) in Berlin during the time I was a student there, 1903-1909. Privately printed Edinburgh 
1939 



 12 

 
5 
 

Markings 
At letter A we again find metronome markings ranging from 104-112.  
This does not help us make sense of the earlier marking ‘Soft and a little calmer than later’ of 
the previous page, but it does relate to the marking of a somewhat faster tempo at the 
beginning of the next page (page 6) of 112-116. Some other markings here deserve our 
attention: In the sixth bar of A, Mengelberg marked an anchor shaped sign. The last two bars 
of the page have a big extra crescendo sign in blue, in addition to the signs in the score. In 
the margin to the left there is a 4/4 time-signature. There is an upbow sign in the third bar of 
A in first and second violins. Mengelberg wrote the word ‘titato’ in read at the bottom of the 
page. 
 
Reflection 
The anchor shaped sign is a bit of a mystery. In other markings of him, I have found this to be 
the letter t, as can be seen in this example, from his score of the Piano Concerto opus 15. (alt 
cel): 
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If the sign is a T here, it could indicate Tempo. But it is not clear why Mengelberg would feel 
the need to reiterate that this should be played in tempo, after having already stated at 112 
( a tempo) at letter A. Alternatively, the sign could mean f, as in one f, after the ff of letter A. 
Taking the dynamic level one step down, would make sense, as it would create space to 
make a real crescendo in the last two bars of the page, which was clearly important to him, 
as he marked it in addition to the signs in the score in bleu pencil. My conclusion is that the 
sign here means ‘alla breve’, in other words; two beats per bar from the sixth bar of A until 
the next page. This explanation also  gives meaning the 4/4 time-signature at the end of the 
page, that would otherwise be redundant. I can’t say with any degree of certainty what the 
titato in red means, but I think it could be how Mengelberg thought of the theme in the first 
two bars here at letter A (and at the beginning of the piece) in the kind of music-speach 
singsong way, musicians often find themselves using. If this word represents a phantasy text 
to the first bars, then the interesting part is the difference between the ti sound of the first 
beat and the to sound of the third. This would be a way to avoid creating a 2/4 bar effect 
with the same accentuation on those two beats, as I heard in Toscanini’s 1938 recording).  
 
Other considerations 
My intention for the section are to shape it, following the ups and downs of the lines in the 
music. The situation here is similar to the opening but there is an important difference: as 
the top lines come down, the bass lines go up. This prompts me to make sure that in the first 
two bars of the piece the same thing (titato) is said twice, with the second statement slightly 
less loud than the first, whereas here, at letter A, I will try to bring out the line connecting 
the first two bars through the ascending bass line. In concurrence with Mengelberg’s 
suggestion, I will ask the violins to start bar three with an upbow, thus avoiding an accent on 
the downbeat of that bar. After that I will make sure that the accent on the second half of 
that bar is not repeated where it is not printed. In other words, the bass line, which keeps 
ascending until the e is reached in the sixth bar of A is leading when it comes to shaping the 
phrase. When we reach the accents in bar 5 I intend to have them played with some rubato; 
somewhat held back in tempo, but absolutely not tenuto, releasing the sound after the 
attack. In the crescendo in the last two bars of the page, I intend to move the tempo 
forward. 
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6 

 
Markings 
The faster tempo of 112-116  indicated by Mengelberg, relates to the tempo at letter A, but 
can also be understood in relation to the indication ‘Fest’ (firmly) and the marking of 112, 
two bars before letter B on page 7. The circling of the < > draws attention to these musical 
gestures and possibly to the turmoil or unrest that they can produce. Finally, we see the 
word vibrato in the piano accents in the fifth bar on the page. This is in both bass ( and cello 
by implication) and violins. I suppose what Mengelberg refers to is vibrato accents.  
 
Reflection 
Taking the tempo somewhat faster in this section makes sense to me, as it can serve to 
create an atmosphere of turmoil through the hairpins. Though in many sources the use of 
vibrato is linked to accents, I would not apply it here, as I think the focus should be on violas 
bassoons and clarinets not on the half note music. My tempo modification will include 
moving forward in the crescendo hairpin of the past two bars on this page. 
 
Other considerations 
The waves of the hairpins in this section remind me of Schumann’s writing. The doubling of 
the notes (two sixteenths for every eight note) can create an intensity comparable to 
vibrato. For me it is important to keep the bow on the string, and to think of these sixteenths 
as a kind of righthand substitute for (left hand) vibrato. The sixteenth therefore contain little 
rhythmic information, but serve as an intensification of the melodic lines. In my opinion it is 
also vital to make a distinction between the bars with and without hairpins. Fur sure, there 
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are sometimes reasons to assume that a hairpin is missing, for example in the second bar of 
letter C in the flute and oboe, doubling the line of the first violins. But when they are written 
in in the first two bars and not in the third and fourth bar, as is the case here, it really is 
important to see if that difference can be brought out. In this case, the structure bar-bar-two 
bars, can be brought to live by carefully observing the hairpins. 
 
 

 
7 

 
Markings 
Mengelberg has crossed out the c natural in the first violin part on the downbeat of the first 
bar of the page (four before letter B) presumably in order to facilitate the jump to the f on 
the second eighth note. He does not give any indication of tempo modification until two bars 
later, where he writes Fest and 112. If Mengelberg’s marking V in the last bar on the page 
represents a bowing suggestion, this does not work out in the second bar of the next page, 
where the second violins and the viola would bow against the first violins, though 
admittedly, if the keep doing that, they will eventually end up bowing in the same direction. 
The blue V could also indicate a comma, but this is not the way Mengelberg usually indicates 
those. The mf marking at letter B in the strings creates space in the balance for the 
descending lines in the woodwinds. We can also see added crescendo in grey in the violins 
here, and again four bars later (on the next page). 
  
 
Reflections 
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The crossing out of the c in the first violins, in order for them to be able to arrive quickly at 
their top f, is for me an example of a solution for a problem that is the result of a 
misinterpretation of the text. I readily accept that some passages involving big intervals in 
Brahms, are difficult to execute. But in my opinion he does not write lines that can’t be 
played. In other words, the fact that Mengelberg felt the need to sacrifice the c in the first 
violins, is an indication for me, that he attempted to have this bar played too quickly. I 
intend to use the accents in cello and bass in combination with the hairpins in violins, four 
bars before letter B, to slow down in the first bar of this page, allowing expressive rendering 
of the violin-line f-a flat-g, followed by upper half of the bow weighty eighth notes with dots. 
In the two bars before B, I intend to bring out the sf as a special effect in a firm tempo, in 
concurrence with Mengelberg’s markings. 
 
Other considerations 
At letter B I intend to avoid any accents, maximizing the contrast with the sf in the two bars 
before B (and indeed the ones after B). I will guard the balance between repeated notes and 
descending lines at letter B, but I think it is unwise to install Mengelberg’s added crescendos 
in bar one and five of B, because they would diminish the effect of the ones resulting in sf in 
the fourth and eighth bars of B, already written in by Brahms. I will make my own bowing 
suggestions, with two down bows in seconds and viola in the second and sixth bar of B. The 
sixteenths here, in my opinion should be played in the way I described in my comments on  
page 6 of the score. 
 

 
8 

Markings 
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The bowing suggestion Mengelberg wrote in bar two on this page is repeated twice on the 
next page. It consists of two upbows in the first triplet of the bar in first violins, seconds and 
violas. Furthermore, we see three blue crescendo hairpins leading to forte markings that he 
added to the score. 
 
Reflections 
The suggested bowings, with the two upbows for the first separate eighth notes in the 
triplets, have the risk of moving the players to the lower half of the bow. I think it is likely 
that nineteenth century practice would involve playing this kind of articulated eighth notes 
in the upper half of the bow. To achieve this requires the players to play two small upbows, 
keeping the triplets in the upper half of the bow, and to move up the bow in the syncopated 
quarter notes to have enough to produce an effective sf. 
 
Other considerations 
Again I find it important to avoid the added crescendo, Mengelberg wrote in in the third bar 
of this page. The crescendos Brahms wrote, lead to the sf’s. If some crescendo should be 
allowed to happen in the syncopated bars twice leading to bars with hairpins in the first 
violin parts in the second half of the bars, it is important that the goal should be those 
hairpins, not - as Mengelberg seems to suggest, especially in the fourth bar of this page, 
where he writes a f(orte) the downbeat – the downbeat of those bars. I don’t think Brahms 
ever wrote such identical downbeat emphasis four times in a row (counting from letter B) 
that could easily be the result of Mengelberg’s added crescendos. What he actually wrote 
here is more subtle and varied than that. 
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9 
 

Markings 
Mengelberg suggests a Calando, leading into a somewhat slower tempo of 104-100 followed 
by 96-100 in the last two bars on this page. We see also the words Halten and Fest R(Ruhig). 
He writes a piano followed by a crescendo hairpin at the beginning of the penultimate bar of 
the page.  
 
Reflections 
Interesting as Mengelberg idea ( Calando-Halten ) is, I can’t help but see it as a solution for 
this notoriously difficult passage, that goes against the music. It is true that the cascading 
sixteenths are technically difficult to play. Producing a good sound is not easy, as many 
orchestral players and conductors know. Though the idea of slowing down the tempo in 
order to give the players more time is understandable, it also - especially in combination 
with the characterization Halten – risks of adding unwelcome weight to the passage. Taking 
a step down in dynamics at the beginning of the ascent into the sixteenths is in itself a good 
idea, but a lot depends on the dosage and the proportions. Belgian baroque cellist and viola 
da gamba player Wieland Kuijken, once said to me that these kinds of clever dynamics are all 
very well, but bear the risk of making a performance smell of pencil. For me this means that 
the kind of added dynamics should always be somewhat underplayed in order to avoid 
giving the impression that pone wishes to elevate them to the level of the ones given by the 
composer.  
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Other considerations 
I am reminded of the words of the famous German music critic Alexander Berrsche (1883-
1940) in an article from 1929 in his book ‘Trösterin Musika’ 6 about a tempo modification in 
performances conducted by Fritz Steinbach in the First Symphony: 
 

Mann soll nun nicht einwenden wollen, Brahms habe doch derlei nicht 

vorgeschrieben. Die ganz feinen Dinge wird jeder Autor sich hüten, ausdrücklich 

vorzuschreiben. Sie würden nämlich dann sofort übertrieben werden, und es ist gewiss 

besser eine Feinheit gar nicht zu machen, als sie zu vergröbern. 

 
From these words we can deduct that in the opinion of Berrsche adding nuances that are not 
written by the composer, to a performance is a natural part of the process of interpretation, 
but the risk of exaggerating is great. In his words; it is better to leave out an additional idea 
regarding performance, than to present an unnuanced version of it. In my opinion the 
sixteenths in the last bar of the page should have a festive character, like confetti on a 
parade. The bow pressure of the violins and violas should be light and the tempo should be 
flowing, not held. I intend to move forward slightly in the penultimate bar on the page, relax 
a little bit in the cascading sixteenths, and establish a calm tempo in the ‘Viotti-theme’, 
beginning on the last beat of the last bar of the page. 
 
 
 

 

 
6 Kritik und Betrachtung Trösterin Musika p.244 
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10 
 
Marking 
The mf (mezzo forte) markings in red are dynamic modifications designed to benefit the 
theme in first violins and woodwinds. Mengelberg emphasizes the hairpins in the second and 
fourth bar on this page, but in the second bar he does not add hairpins to the flute and oboe 
playing the same melody. Mengelberg indicates a shortening of the first note in the last bar 
of the page, and a comma. He circles the sf in the string parts. No indication of tempo 
modification after the Fest and Ruhig for the ‘Viotti-theme’. 
 
 
Reflections 
The Fest and Ruhig for the ‘Viotti theme could perhaps work, but I will try to work with 
Brahms’s indication ben marcato, trying to avoid a rigid holding of the tempo that would 
take away from the festive character. Mengelberg’s suggestion to have the second violins, 
violas and cellos play mezzo forte, can be useful in order to make the melody in first violins, 
flute and oboe come through effortlessly. I see the various. Diminuendo hairpins from the 
upbeat to letter C on in basses as encouragement to avoid emphasizing the downbeats other 
than in the hairpins. I will follow Mengelberg’s suggestion to concurrent with the score, to 
shorten the downbeat of the last bar on this page, but not to the extent where it would 
sound frivolous. The line d-d#-e in first violins and flute should still be recognizable, 
uninterrupted by a hiccup effect.  
 
 
Other considerations 
I intend to have the ‘Viotti-theme’ played in a festive and dignified tempo and character, 
suitable for the key of C major. In the last bar on the page, I want to go to a somewhat faster 
tempo. The sforzato in all woodwinds and strings, supported by an accent in the brass here, 
in my opinion requires an element of timing. This I have learnt from working with nineteenth 
century grand pianos. On these instrument it does not work to simply hit the key harder in 
order to bring out a sf. In my experience, there is always an element of micro timing 
required. To bring it out successfully, a sf should be taken out of the natural flow of the 
tempo; it should be played a little early or a little late. It is my belief that his type of handling 
of sforzati,  would have been a natural part of nineteenth century performance practice. 
 
 
 
 



 21 

 
11 

 
Markings 
The dynamic modifications mf in grey and blue in the strings in the upbeat to the third bar 
on the page, shift the balance in favor of the woodwinds, who have a f(orte) at the same 
moment, and are circled in blue by Mengelberg. The crescendo hairpins in blue in the fourth 
bar on the page bring the strings back to the foreground after the forte of the winds. 
 
Reflections 
I intend to realize the same orchestral balance that would be the result of Mengelberg’s 
dynamic suggestions. I will invite the winds to take the lead in their forte and ask the strings 
to listen to them before taking back the lead. In the blue crescendos I intend to push the 
tempo forward a little, but I will take a bit of extra time in the rests in the two last bars of the 
page. 
 
Other considerations 
It may seem a small difference; asking the winds to take the lead and asking the strings to 
allow them to do so, compared to a marking of mezzo forte in the parts, but in my opinion 
shared responsibility for orchestral balance through awareness of the goals (i.e. getting the 
main line through) is always preferable to even the most disciplined following of the bare 
instructions that would result in a proper balance. 
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12 

 
 
Markings 
Mengelberg indicates 104 for the quarter note and he writes Halten in the third bar on this 
page. It is not clear how long he intends to keep this calmer tempo and there is no indication 
of any modification to prepare it. The blue lines above the second halves of the third and 
fourth bar on the page, could be an indication of the fact that the holding back of the tempo 
should be primarily realized there. On the next page one bar before the soloists entrance we 
find again the instruction Halten, but there is nothing in between. 
 
Reflections 
I think it is a good idea to hold the tempo a little in the third and fourth bar of this page, but I 
think the way I want to do it may differ form what Mengelberg suggested in his markings. 
 
Other considerations 
After the somewhat faster tempo of the previous section, I intend to use the accents in 
bassoons, cellos and basses to prepare a somewhat held tempo for the two sf bars, by 
broadening slightly in the descent. To my ear, the sforzati can be brought out more 
effectively if the first halves of the bars in which they appear, are a little bit held, or 
stretched out. I have no intention of doing that in the second halves of those bars. In the last 
two bars of the page, I intend to move the tempo forward almost imperceptibly, whilst 
bringing out the daggers in the cellos and basses. 
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13 

 
Markings 
Mengelberg has circled the exchanges between strings and winds and some of the sforzati in 
blue. There are also dynamic markings p < and a f(orte) added in the strings in the first three 
bars on the page, and a ff in the first bar in the winds. The last bar of the page has the 
marking Halten and two horizontal lines. In the margin to the right we find a marking 
warning that the solo cello make an entrance, accompanied by a pf in blue and  a tempo 
indication of 100  
 
Reflections 
The first bars of this page provide a stark contrast in texture to the daggers and dots of the 
two bars preceding them. I think the exchange between strings and winds should be very 
lively, and I think Mengelberg’s markings can help bringing that out. Holding only the last bar 
does not make sense to me. 
 
Other considerations 
I intend to push the tempo forward in the first three bars of the page, to add to the liveliness 
of the exchanges. The holding back, I intend to do in the last two bars, using the tension of 
the ascending line e-f-f#-g-a. In this way I intend to prepare the tempo of the solo cello 
entrance ,which - like Mengelberg – I would like to take somewhat slower. 
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14 

 
 
Markings 
Two metronome markings in a combination of grey and blue give a tempo of 100, in the 
upper one 104 has been corrected to 100. The word solo is prominently marked in the front 
and bottom margins. In grey pencil underscored in blue are the reduced numbers of string 
players, marked in desks; 4.4.3.2.1. Other markings contain many details in both the 
accompanying strings and the soloists parts, highlighting accents and showing shapes 
(diminuendo) and stressed notes (horizontal lines).There is even a comma in the second bar 
in the solo cello part and a change in the legato slur across the bar line between the third 
and fourth bar. 
 
Reflections 
These are the reduced numbers I wrote about earlier. Our orchestra will have a Meiningen 
style size of the string orchestra 10.10.8.8.4 for the solo sections I intend to use  
6.6.4.4.2, or in stands: a reduction from 5.5.4.4.2 to 3.3.2,2,1. Mengelberg’s Metronome 
marking of 100 shows his intention to use a somewhat slower tempo (as compared to 104-
112 for the opening), in concurrence with his suggestion, I intend to ask the soloists for a 
somewhat slower tempo, organically resulting from the holding back in the two bars before 
letter D. 
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Other considerations 
Within the somewhat slower tempo of this section, I intend to make a distinction between 
the first two bars of each four-bar group and the last two. This is a technique I found in my 
analysis of six historical recordings of the Second Symphony; within a four-bar group in any 
given tempo I found many examples of modifications containing a kind of eb and flow over 
two bars each. In this instance I intend to use the accents in the accompaniment and the 
rhythmical structure of the solo parts with their broad first two bars and legato eighth note 
structure in bar three and four, to create a slightly held tempo for the first two bars and a 
slightly more flowing tempo for the last two bars. I find it remarkable that Mengelberg wrote 
many detailed markings in the solo parts. We have no way of knowing whether these are the 
results of his wishes only, or the of some form of preparatory sessions with soloists, but it 
makes sense to have a lot of attention for details in the solo parts, as the orchestral writing 
and the soloists parts are so intertwined. Brahms as a conductor was known to give 
considerable freedom to his soloists. Konrad Huschke (1875-1956) writes about this in his 
little book Johannes Brahms als Pianist, Dirigent und Leherer. 
 

Und das er andererseits kein kalter Pedant war, geht schon daraus hervor, das er sich, 
zum mindesten bei eigenen Tondichtungen, sehr weitherzig zeigte, namentlich beim 
Zeitmass, ja dass er hier dem Fühlen der Ausführenden sogar freie Hand liess. Ich 
denke da an die Aufführung seines Deutschen Requiems in Krefeld, wo er vor Beginn 
des fünften Teils die mitwirkende Sängerin nach ihrem Tempo fragte und anschlieslich 
jovial meinte: “Na, wir werden uns schon verstehen, singen Sie nur , wie Sie’s fühlen, 
ich werde dann mit dem Chor folgen. 7 
 

Huschke, who bases his writings on an extensive Brahms literature of his time, but also on 
many interviews with musicians who had known Brahms or had worked with him, claims 
that the intuition of musicians mattered to Brahms, and that he gave (at times) free hand to 
his soloists to choose their tempo. With this in mind, I do not intend to impose any tempo or 
tempo modification on the soloists in the Double Concerto, but I will organize preparatory 
rehearsals to develop a joint approach. This study is partly intended as my wish list for those 
rehearsals. 
 
 

 
7 Konrad Huschke, Brahms als Pianist, Dirigent und Lehrer, Friedrich Gutsch Verlag, Karlsuhe in Baden, 1935, 
p.48  
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15  

 
Markings  
Mengelberg intends take the tempo faster in the second bar of this page, where he 
has marked 108-112 ( around the opening tempo, faster than the 100 of letter D). 
He has changed the dynamics in clarinets and bassoons from p to pp. 
In the first bar of the page we see a horizontal line for emphasis in the solo violin 
part. Other signs in blue show the exchange between first violins and violas in the 
accompaniment and draw attention to the crescendo in the last bar of the page. 
 
Reflections 
These markings are not very specific. I will do something quite similar, including 
possibly asking the winds to be extra soft at the beginning of the second bar of the 
page. 
 
Other considerations 
I intend to use the joint diminuendo in the solo parts in the first bar of this page, for a 
poco rallentando preparing the downbeat of the second bar. I don’t intend to 
establish a new tempo at the beginning of the second bar, but I intend will move the 
tempo forward along with the crescendo, initiated by the soloists and followed by the 
orchestra. 
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16 

 
Markings 
Mengelberg has marked the crescendo, which is a continuation of the cresc poco a 
poco of the previous page in the solo parts and the first violin and viola parts. 
He has also marked a pp in the cellos and basses at the arco in the second bar, and he 
has circled the f(orte) chord that is the result of the crescendo in the penultimate bar. 
His metronome marking for that same bar seems to be 120 in both red and blue. 
 
Reflections 
I intend to use the hairpins showing the crescendo on this page to also move the 
tempo forward, as a continuation and perhaps intensification of the accelerando that 
started on the previous page. I have no intention of striving for a particular 
metronome marking in the penultimate bar of this page. 
 
Other considerations 
The first four bars of the (poco a poco) crescendo beginning on the second bar of the 
previous page, have a wave like quality, because of the half notes. Within the poco a 
poco accelerando I intend to try to have the solo violin lead the buildup, the solo cello 
can relax a little in the second halves of the bars. But in the second and third bars of 
this page, I intend to accelerate throughout into the f(orte) chord. At that point it’s 
up to the soloist to decide the tempo, but I will ask for the accents in the last bar of 
the page to be slightly held, and I can imagine that this is best achieved by preparing 
preparing that in the penultimate bar of the page.  
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17 

 
Markings 
The first chord is circled in blue. The p in the third bar is confirmation of what is in the print, 
as are the accents. In the fifth bar of the page, Mengelberg writes at ( a tempo)  with 
metronome markings 112 and 100-104 in blue. Above the solo violin line we see: etwas breit 
schwer ( somewhat broad, heavy) in blue. In addition to this we find two red markings; 
halten in the score, and tutti pizz in the margin below. There is a blue roman I in the margin 
of the score warning the conductor that the first violins will enter in bar one on the next 
page. 
 
Reflections 
In combination with Mengelberg’s previous metronome marking of 120, in the fourth bar of 
the previous bar, the marking a tempo 112/100-104 halten at the fifth bar of this page gives 
the impression of two time zones; a faster one until the fifth bar of page 17 and a slower one 
from there on. It seems unlikely that this would have been the case in the actual 
performance, as the third and fourth bar of this page invite most players to broaden the 
tempo considerably, after which the tempo (whatever it may be exactly) is picked up in the 
fifth bar. Mengelberg’s markings therefore look incomplete. As I have argued in my study of 
his score and recording of the second movement of the Second Symphony, this is not 
surprising. A score does not necessarily contain a complete documentation of artistic choices 
and preferences. It also serves as an aide-mémoire for a conductor in performance. The 
things the conductor didn’t need to remind himself of are not necessarily in the score. It is 
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possible that Mengelberg didn’t mark these bars because he did not need to remind himself 
of the rubato he envisaged. 
 
Other considerations 
Whatever the case may be, I intend to stretch the accented chords in the last bars of the 
previous page and in the second bar of this page and I will intend to ask for an emphatic, 
broadened statement from the soloists in the third and fourth bar of this page. I find the 
hairpins in the solo violin part in combination with the accented pizzicato in the 
accompaniment particularly inviting to do so. Furthermore I will invite the  soloists to play 
their hairpins in the triplet music beginning in the fifth bar of this page in such a way that the 
goal notes do not get a vertical accent. The fact that Brahms wrote the sf in the winds and 
not in the solo parts or the accompanying pizzicato in the second and fourth bar (next page) 
of the triplet music, makes me think of the third beat of the second bar as the main goal, 
with the winds playing a sf but soloists and cello/violin pizzicato thinking in terms of two 
small and one bigger wave. 
 

 
18 

 
 
Markings 
No significant markings on this page, other than reminders of what is already in print. 
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19 

 
Markings 
Mengelberg has marked an extra crescendo in the solo part in the second bar of this page, 
creating a hairpin suggesting a crescendo of one bar and a diminuendo of two bars. At letter 
E, the last bar of this page, he has added an R for Ruhig and Tranquillo. Finally he has circled 
the oboe entry at letter E and he has added espressivo in grey.           
 
Reflections 
I think Mengelberg’s crescendo suggestion makes sense because it gives the soloists more 
space for their decrescendo, but it must be said that it goes against what we find in the print, 
because Brahms specifically asks for diminuendo in strings and winds in the same bar. 
The R and the Tranquillo at letter E also seem logical. Though we have a long way to go 
before we come to the end of this passage and can return to the ‘Viotti-theme’ on page 21. 
 
Other considerations 
The diminuendo Brahms writes in the two bars before letter E takes the players from a 
p(iano) to a p(iano) dolce. To judge whether the piano dolce is supposed to be softer than 
the piano, or whether the diminuendo should take us to a pianissimo after which we can 
take a step up to a piano dolce, we get a little clue in the woodwinds and horns, who are 
supposed to play a pp diminuendo in the three bars before letter E. At E for the oboe 
therefore, the p dolce is clearly a step up. Hence I think this could also be the case for the 
solo violin and accompaniment in bassoons and horns. 
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Whenever the dynamics seem to be fencing us in I think of something Gaston Dejmek wrote 
in his Fiedler biography, Max Fiedler / Werden und Wirken.  
 

He (Fiedler) remembered a rehearsal conducted by Brahms, in which Brahms 

bemoaned the orchestra’s playing in a passage that had been marked piano with an 

additional espressivo, with the words: No, gentleman, a juicy piano! Not so colourless! 

Please think mezzoforte!8 

 
 

 
20 

 
Markings 
On this page only practical markings pointing at relevant voices in the score and the full bar 
rest, plus the indication – through a legato slur, to keep the last half note in the second bar 
in the winds until the bar line and avoid shortening it. 
 
Considerations 
This whole page is part of the tranquillo indicated in the last bar of the previous page, and I 
intend to concur with Mengelberg’s characterization. 
 

 
8 Gaston Demjek, Max Fiedler Werden und Wirken, Vulkan Verlag, Essen, 1940, p.224 (Er entsann sich einer von 
Brahms geleiteten Probe, in der dieser die Wiedergabe einer Piano-Stelle, bei der zu dem ‘piano’ ein 
‘espressivo’ hinzugefügt war, mit den Worten bemängelte: “Nee, meine Herren, ein sanftiges piano. Nur nicht 
so farblos. Denken Sie an ‘mezzoforte’!) 
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Other considerations 
In addition to that, I think it’s important to use the hairpins in the wind parts, to avoid 
coming to a standstill before the clarinet solo on the next page, which should be played 
unhurried, as a very calm bridge to the ‘Viotti-theme’ in the solo cello. The small <> in the 
first clarinet in the fourth bar of this page, can be understood as a vibrato sign. I intend to 
use the larger hairpins in the last two bars on the page, to still move forward and backward 
the tempo a little, within the context of a tranquillo. 
 
 

 
21 

 
Markings 
Mengelberg writes Calando in the first bar of this page, followed by Ruhig. The ‘Viotti-
theme’ starting in bar four, is marked Tranquillo and has a metronome marking of 96. There 
is a blue line in the seventh bar above the solo cello line, suggesting tenuto, and in the last 
bar of the page Mengelberg has added a crescendo to the cello solo line, followed by 
another horizontal blue line. 
  
Reflections 
I will concur with Mengelberg’s suggestions to the extent that, after a long stretch of 
tranquillo, I think the slowest point should be reached here just before the solo cello plays 
the ‘Viotti-theme’. Given the fact that this is the first time that this theme is played by a 
soloist, I can understand Mengelberg’s suggestion to play it extra slowly, but I would not 



 33 

force any particular tempo on the soloist here. I am not sure that Mengelberg’s added 
crescendo in the last bar is an improvement of what Brahms wrote and I would ignore it. 
 
Other considerations 
There is a hairpin in the winds in the fifth bar of the page, but not in the solo cello part. I 
think this is an omission and would add the  hairpin to the solo part. 
In the cello solo we find alternating instructions; dolce, four bars later espressivo and five 
bars later again dolce. This would be a great opportunity to try if the difference between the 
two, as described by Marion Ranken and discussed in my comments about page 4,  can be 
made to work. 
 
 

 
22 

 
Markings 
The blue hairpin over the first bar on the page underscores a marking that is in the printed 
score, as is the diminuendo from the third bar on. In the second bar Mengelberg has added 
vibrato in all three of the accompanying string voices (violas, cellos, basses) and he has 
circled the sf. In the seventh bar he has marked rit(enuto) as well as two diminuendo hairpin 
signs in the viola part showing the emphasis on the first note under the slur. He wants 
extremely soft dynamics at this point; there is a triple p in the basses. From the violin entry 
on the upbeat to the last bar of the page, Mengelberg marked tempo and at (a tempo), as 
well as pp instead of p in the winds. The solo cello part has been extensively marked with 
dynamics and tenuto lines, all added to the score. 
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Reflections 
The circled sf in bar two is the goal note of the crescendo and arguably the most dramatic 
moment in the passage. It is not clear if  Mengelberg’s vibrato marking here is related to the 
sf only or more. In other places in the movement he also writes vibrato in the string 
accompaniment when there are no sforzatos, for example on page 34 and 36. 
The sf in this particular bar comes in the part of the cello solo that is marked espressivo, not 
dolce. As we have seen in Ranken’s writing (page 8) espressivo unlike dolce generally 
speaking, required little or no vibrato. But Ranken9 also writes about sforzato: 
 

The subject of the sforzando, like everything else, was treated in an interesting and 

imaginative spirit. Thus you realised that the sign sfz might represent a variety of 

things—purely emotional or else of a more external nature like gestures or incidents 

such as occur on the stage. In the realm of pure emotion alone there would then be the  

wide difference between fierce and angry emphasis, whether in the forte or piano, and 

tender stress (“ innerliche Betonung ”), and the many shades of expression betwixt 

these two—all of them represented by the one sign sfz. 

All this means thought and technical practice too, both of bow and finger. 

As already mentioned the vibrato was made great use of in sforzandos and the fact that 

it was often switched off entirely in other places made the added weight that it 

imparted on such occasions all the more effective. But from the ordinary standpoint 

the sfz sign is one which merely indicates a particular kind of dig made by bow and 

arm on l lie string—a dry and hard action which suggests to the mind of the listener 

nothing much beyond rosin and horse-hair. 

 
 

This prompts me to experiment in the rehearsals with a sf without and one with vibrato. 
Vibrato over longer stretches in the string accompaniment for me is out of the question. 
I think it’s wise to remind ourselves of the fact that this whole solo has piano as its basic 
dynamic, as Mengelberg does by marking p not only in the accompanying voices but also in 
the cello solo part, in the third bar. I intend to concur with the ritenuto in the seventh bar ( 
and eight) and the return to a calm basic tempo with the upbeat of the solo violin. 
 
Other considerations 
In the seventh and eighth bars of this page, I intend to ask the violists playing the top line, to 
play a subtle portamento on their two iterations of the legato line a-c. The nuances in the 
solo parts are to a large extent the responsibility of the soloists; I would not want to impose 
anything upon them that does not suit them, but I would ask the cello soloist to try avoiding 
a crescendo in the fifth bar. Mengelberg has marked a crescendo there, but Brahms did not. 
I am reminded of something Mstislav Rostropovich (1927-2007) said to me when I worked 
with him in Amsterdam: “One of the most beautiful things in music is when you want to 
make crescendo but you don’t.” Of course playing a crescendo here will help the soloist 
reach a dynamic level that will give more room for the diminuendo hairpin that Brahms 
wrote in bar six of this page. But what about the specific pp at just that point in the 
accompaniment? What about the fact that Brahms did not write in a crescendo hairpin, 

 
9 M.Bruce Ranken, ibidem, p.p. 40-41 
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which he could have done so easily? What about avoiding repeating similar shapes after 
already having played an official crescendo-diminuendo hairpin the first two bars of the 
page, repeating that shape a couple of bars later? I am strengthened in my belief that one 
should be extremely careful when adding markings to the score by Richard Barth, who writes 
about the importance of being very precise in following Brahms’s makings in his Memoires, 
edited by Kurt Hofmann10  
 
 

Alle Zeichen wollte er peinlich genau befolgt wissen. Wenn man Brahms’ Art kennt, 

so muß man gestehen, daß wohl kein Komponist so genau bezeichnet hat, wie er, und 

daß für den, der zu lesen versteht, in der Tat alles angegeben ist, was zur rechten 

Auffassung führen und vor aller willkürlichen Duselei unfehlbar schützt. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
10 Kurt Hofmann, Johannes Brahms in den Erinnerungen von Richard Barth, J.Schuberth & Co. Hamburg, 1979 
p.31 
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23 
 
Markings 
Two horizontal blue lines empasize the line in the solo violin c-c-g in the third, fourth and 
fifth bar of the page. At letter F, Mengelberg writes a tempo and Frisch in the 
accompaniment in the strings. 
 
Reflections 
The aforementioned line in the solo violin represents a kind of shortcut. One might have 
expected the violin to repeat the whole lengthy cello solo (based on the ‘Viotti-them’) but 
instead the solo violin lingers on the second (extended) hairpin, before changing the 
character radically. There is no indication of rallentando in Mengelberg’s score, but perhaps 
the blue lines should be read as such; stretching the hairpin. If so, I intend to concur with 
that idea. 
 
Other considerations 
I have written about the shortening of chromatic line on page 17, dealing with page 10 of the 
score. Here too, at letter F, I find it important not to shorten the last note under the slur to 
such an extent that we might break the line a-a#-b. 
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Markings 
No markings other than the reiteration of the fp in the second bar. 
 
Reflections 
I read the fp quite literally; first forte, then piano, not as sharp as a sforzato or accent. In this 
case; one eight note forte immediately followed by piano. I think that is what Mengelberg 
had in mind emphasizing the fp. 
 
Other considerations 
It is particularly important to read it as essentially a piano dynamic with a short moment of 
forte in situations such as this one, where the soloists need to be heard playing mf (mezzo 
forte). 
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Markings 
The most significant marking on this page is the all breve, accompanied by a metronome 
mark of 72 for the half note in red in the third bar on the page. 
 
Reflections 
I think Mengelberg has chosen the perfect moment to conduct in two. In the four bars 
before beating in four can help the woodwind and third and fourth horn to stay together 
with the soloists. From the third bar on his page on, the music flows in half bars. I find the 
tempo of 72 for the half bar very fast, also in proportion to the other tempo indications 
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Mengelberg provides in the score. I intend to go with the half bar feeling, in a flowing tempo, 
without aiming to reach that speed. 
 
Other considerations 
Changing the pattern of beats in a bar – in this case from four to two – is a natural tool of the 
conductor to guide tempo modifications. It is perhaps not surprising that nowadays many 
conductors are urged by orchestra’s to choose one pattern for a movement and to stick with 
it. As tempo became more and more even throughout the twentieth century, the appetite of 
orchestra’s for working with a varied approach to beating patterns within a movement, was 
greatly reduced. I intend to keep varying the pattern to convey my tempo modifications to 
the orchestra. Finding the best places to change from one pattern to another is often a 
question of experimentation in rehearsal.   
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Markings 
No significant markings. Half bar beating presumably continued. 
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Markings 
In the second bar on this page, Mengelberg marked spiccato in both solo parts. He has also 
written in a blue crescendo hairpin in the second and third bar. At letter G there is a 
metronome mark of 104 combined with a horizontal blue line. 
 
Reflections 
I think spiccato could work here as a special effect, with the bow really quite high off the 
string, but I intend to follow the preference of the soloists here. There is no indication as to 
the half bar pattern of beating here or anywhere else in the next pages, until we reach letter 
H, where Mengelberg again writes an alla breve sign. If his suggestion was to keep the half 
bar beating in place until letter H, which is what we find in the score, that would make the 
new signature at letter H redundant. The conclusion must be that the return to 4/4 is 
supposed to take place somewhere, but is not written in the score. Beating in four could 
work from the second half of the last bar of the previous page, but it can also be 
reintroduced later, in the upbeat to letter G. I intend to try out in rehearsal what works best. 
I do agree with Mengelberg that the tempo of the forte marcato at letter G should be 
somewhat slower than the preceding tempo. 
 
Other considerations 
There is nothing in the score to indicate a comma before the downbeat of letter G, but I 
think it would be very logical to increase the effect of the silence and the impact of the 
slower tempo of the forte marcato by playing it a bit late, after a comma. 
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In the next pages, until the return of the soloists at letter H, most of the material has already 
been discussed in the previous pages. I will give the pages for reference, but sometimes a bit 
smaller, so that two pages of the score may fit on one page. It should be possible to zoom in 
for details regardless. I will mention only those markings that are different from what we 
have seen before and address their meaning and possible consequences for my approach to 
performing the piece.  
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Markings 
Mengelberg writes tutti in grey and blue, marking the reentry of the full orchestra (all violins 
in the second half of the second bar on the page, the rest of the orchestra on the downbeat 
of the third bar on the page. The same mf and crescendo’s that we have seen before are 
added in the strings here (and in the fourth bar on the page also as an exception in the 
winds). 
 
Reflections 
I intend to play this section with the whole orchestra, in concurrence with Mengelberg’s 
marking. 
 
Other considerations 
The absence of hairpins in the first violin part in the last bar on the page is interesting. It 
could be an omission, as Mengelberg seems to think, given the fact that he wrote them in on 
the next page, but I intend to try if I can give significance to the fact that the hairpins are not 
in the printed score. The effect could be  a sense of moving on; restating what has already 
been said, but now taking less time. If I can’t make that work, I will do as Mengelberg 
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suggests and add harpins here (my first one would be here on the last half of the last bar of 
the page) and on the next page. 
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Markings 
No new markings. See my reflections and other considerations about the previous page. 
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Markings 
In addition to the markings that are the same as in the parallel passage (page 10 and 
following of the score), we find new accents and dots in the theme on page 31 and 32. 
On page 32 there is one of Mengelberg specialties: a marked glissando in the octave jump in 
first violin part, from c-c. On page 33 the only new thing is the indication Kutz (short)  in the 
third bar of the page. 
 
Reflections 
I don’t see any reason for playing a different articulation in the ‘Viotti-theme’ on page 31-32 
or for playing extra short on page 33. The glissando in bar could work, if done in Spohr’s 
style, which requires not sliding in to the top c, but sliding with the finger used to play the 
first c (I would suggest a first finger) until a g is reached, and then placing the fourth finger 
on the string to produce the top c. 
 
Other considerations 
I will invite the string players in the orchestra to make all their position changes audible to 
some extent, as I believe this was common practice in the nineteenth century (see my article 
on historically inspired modernism). On top of this I intend to arrange for coordinated efforts 
for whole sections to bring out a particular portamento. This may be an example of such an 
occasion, but I think the descent from d to g in the first violins in the first bar on the same 
page (32) would be equally deserving. 
 
 
 



 45 

 

 
34 

 
Markings 
Some new markings can be found on this page: Halten in the first bar and anchor shaped 
sign at letter H repeated twice. The indication solo and, in the violas and cellos, in the fifth 
bar on the page, vibrato. 
 
Reflections 
The Halten in bar one is not in the parallel passage on page 12 of the score, but it does 
concur with my decision to prepare the sforzato bars in the orchestra on that page by pulling 
back the tempo a little in the descending accented line in the basses, as I would do here in 
order to prepare the reentry of the soloists.The fact that the anchor shaped sign can be read 
as an alla breve sign suggesting beating in two, is corroborated by the 2/2 sign in the margin 
below the score at letter H. I intend to play again with reduced numbers from letter H on. 
I will not use vibrato where Mengelberg marked it. 
 
Other considerations 
I find the suggestion to beat in two at letter H strange, because the same statement has 
been repeatedly conducted in four earlier on, and I don’t see a musical reason for not doing 
so at this point. From the third bar of H however, beating in two makes perfect sense to me, 
as beating two against the triplets in the solos would – in my opinion – be pedantic. 
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Markings 
Mengelberg marks 4/4 and deutlich (clear) and he gives a new tempo of 144-138 for the last 
two bars of page 35. On page 36 we find the type of vibrato markings that I have already 
commented upon. The short interjections in the woodwinds from the third bar of page 36 on 
have tenuto markings on each middle eighth note and some additional small hairpins. 
In the second bar of page 37 Mengelberg marked a new tempo of 96 together with  the 
instruction halten in both grey and blue, plus Rühiger underscored. In the accompaniment 
we find a ppp marking instead of the orignal pp. 
 
Reflections 
It is not entriely clear if Mengelberg’s ‘deutlich’ refers to requiered clarity from the solo 
cellist in the triplets in the penultimate bar of the page, or to his intention to beat in four in a 
very clear manner, but 144 strikes me as a pretty fast tempo to beat in four. 
In any case, I intend to still beat in two until the second bar of page 37. On page 36 the 
interjections in my opnion should not be played as Mengelberg suggests. I intend to play a 
quasi diminuendo in each group, following the natural shape of the legato slur, without 
pointing at each fourth baeat in the bar. I do agree with his indication of an extra calm 
tempo from the second bar of page 37 on, because of the chords changing per beat there.  
 
Other considerations 
I intend to stay beating in two, possible sightly subdeviding the second halves of the bars 
with the woodwind interjections from the thridd bar of page 36 on. I will beat in four from 
the second bar of page 37 on. The rest of Mengelberg’s score of the first mevement contains 
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many interesting suggestions, but non that have not appeared in comparabel situations in 
the pages I have discussed above. 
 
Johannes Leertouwer 
August 2020 
 
 


