
Brahms:

Joachim:

Since when, and on what basis and authority do you 
violinists write portamento where that isn’t meant?  You 
indicated [portamento] for the octave passage in the rondo 
where I used wedges. Does it have to be like that? Until now 
I have not given in to violinists or those accursed [slurred 
tenutos]. Why then should the [portamento indication] 
mean something different to us than it did to Beethoven?

All vioinists since Paganini and Spohr, Rode etc. 
indicate staccato when it is to be played in one bow as: 

[Examples]

I don’t think Viotti was familiar with this notation. It 
means simply that the bow stoke continues as far as the 
slur extends: 

[Example]

Obviously, since most of the great composers were (and 
are) mainly or entirely keyboard players,

© 2017 John Ruggero



we violinists write portamento as follows to avoid confusion 
of the kind under discussion: 

[Example]

Also, with legato it is diffi cult to determine whether a slur 
simply means so many notes in the same bow stroke or the 
division of the groups of notes according to the musical 
sense.  For example 

[Example]

would sound just as continuous if played with different 
bowing, while on the keyboard it would always sound 
approximately like:

[Example]

I point out this difference to my students in works by 
composers who are keyboard players. You might also 
consider the question. But I would have to mark the 
second main motive in the last movement of your concerto 
with [slurred wedges] because I have always played it 
energetically and short.  I think that the 16th rest is enough 
to show that.



Brahms:
Your previous letter really didn’t clear up the [portamento 

indication] etc. for me. You presented clear examples, which 
I would have marked exactly like that.   

[Example]

I would just like you to show me the circumstances under 
which the indication in question [i.e. the slur over the staccatos 
or wedges] is necessary, something I don’t yet believe. I have 
defi nitely noticed the confusion about these different markings 
from questions from violinsts about the meaning of the 
[portamento] etc. in chamber and orchestral music.

By the way, I still believe that slurs over several notes 
take nothing away from the value of those notes. It means 
legato and one understands it according to the group, period 
or mood. Only with two note groups is the last shortened: 

[Example]

With greater numbers of notes: 

[Example] 

it would depend on the freedom and refi nement of the 
performance, as is usually the case. 

But I fi nd such refl ections pointless; you have your broom 
in hand and there are plenty of other things for us to clean up. 
[i.e., you have pen (or perhaps violin bow) in hand and we 
have more important issues to consider.]



Notes by Andreas Moser, Student of Joseph Joachim

Always the same questions when composers who are 
primarily keyboard players write for an instrument whose 
technique they don’t know. The indications that concern 
Brahms certainly mean something different to violinists 
than pianists. For the former they are instructions in using 
the bow (bowing etc.) and therefore purely technical hints; 
for keyboard players,  however,  they are clarifi cations 
concerning the expression. —It is curious how easily Brahms 
accepts Joachim’s suggestions of a compositional nature 
and how vigorously he rejects his violinistic notation. He 
assumes from performers an intelligence and feeling for 
style that unfortunately is not always present, no matter how 
technically outstanding or excellent they are.

Joachim’s answer would have cleared up Brahms’ questions 
if he had been a violinist who knew the cited examples from 
intimate personal experience, rather than a keyboard player. 
Despite using the same articulation markings, the examples 
are all fundmentally different: [a] The beginning of Paganini’s 
Caprice no. 1 with a ricochetting (bouncing) arpeggio in the 
middle of the bow, [b] the D major scale from the last movement 
of Spohr’s Concerto no. 11 with a fi rm staccato (stacc. serioso) 
in the upper half of the bow, and [c] the beginning of the fi nale 
of Mendelssohn’s concerto with a fl ying staccato, which in 
this case makes use of the entire bow.

page 1

page 2


