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Abstract 

 
The goal of this independent thesis is to follow through the process of learning 

Brahms concerto no. 1 from the very beginning until the performance. The goal is to 

provide an analysis of this process, thus understanding it better and also gaining new 

insights in what can be improved. 

I used a diary of the practicing process to write down my experiences, videos from 

the practicing room and performance, analysis of the practicing methods, and also 

analysis of the performances as tools to investigate the topic. I hope that this thesis 

will be a work of interest for musicians who are interested in getting new insights 

into the practicing and performing process of a pianist. 

 
Keywords: Practicing process, performance process, experience, knowledge 
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1. Introduction 
 

Some months ago, when I got the opportunity to write a project in the genre of 
artistic research, it was clear to me that I want to investigate the process of learning a 
piece. As I had just started to study Brahms 1st Piano Concerto at that time, it was 
natural to choose this piece as a basis for the research. After all, this is one of my 
favourite compositions for piano that speaks to me both mentally and emotionally. 

 

 

1.1. Purpose and questions to investigate 

 
When searching in scientific databases for musical research, one can find a lot of 
studies about music from a musicological viewpoint - there is a lot of historical 
analyses of composers, styles, genres, and pieces. But it is more difficult to find an 
author or scholar who writes about the practicing process. We as musicians have not 
been very comfortable in bringing out every aspect of our practicing and our 
experiences on stage. Very often the knowledge we possess is tacit (implicit), and 
therefore difficult to write down. 

 

In this project, I will try to write down some part of the tacit knowledge I have got, 
and try to expand it by experimenting and analyzing, and search for new meanings 
and connections in the performance process. The questions to investigate will be: 
How to approach some of the most difficult technical parts of the piece? 
What is the difference between performing in a lesson and performing on stage? 
What is the difference between playing alone, playing with a second piano and 
playing with an orchestra? 
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2. Background 

2.1. History and basic information about the concerto 

 
The 1st piano concerto in D minor, Op. 15 is Brahms’ first orchestral work. Initially 
intended as a sonata for two pianos, then as a symphony, and finally finished in 1858 
as a concerto for piano and orchestra when the composer was 25 years old, the first 
performances followed just a few months later – in Hanover on January 22, 1859 and 
in Leipzig on January 27, 1859. As Florence May writes in her book The Life of 
Johannes Brahms, “”The work had no great success with the public”, reported the 

Hanover correspondent ten days later, but … “it aroused the decided respect and 
sympathy of the best musicians for the gifted artist.” “The work, with all its serious 
striving, its rejection of triviality, its skilled instrumentation, seemed difficult to 
understand, even dry, and in parts eminently fatiguing,” said another critic.”” The 
reception by the public and critics in Leipzig was even less promising, but, as with 
all genuine pieces of music, over time it found its place in the repertoire of musicians 
and in the hearts of the audience. Now it ranks among the most performed piano 
concertos in the concert halls around the world. 

 

The concerto is a monumental composition that lasts about 50 minutes and has three 
movements following the classical fast-slow-fast pattern. It is obvious that at some 
point it was intended as a symphony – the orchestra part is rich and overwhelming 
in culminations and the piano part organically merges with the orchestra and at 
times plays more of a role of an orchestral instrument than a solo instrument . 

 

I. Maestoso – “The first movement of the Concerto is distinctive for the ample 
dimensions of the orchestral exposition, its harmonic range and piano writing that, 
un- like that of most concertos of the period, is virtuoso without being flashy. It has 
been associated with Robert Schumann’s attempted suicide.” (The New Groove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2001) 

 

II. Adagio – “The Adagio movement, in broad ternary form, is a reflective counter- 
part: Brahms called it a ‘gentle portrait’ of Clara Schumann.1 It is in the same 
unusual time signature as the first movement, 6/4, and there are clear thematic 
links.” (The New Groove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2001) 

 

III.  Rondo: Allegro non troppo - “The rondo-finale shows a very different spirit. Its 
formal  structure is modelled closely on the finale of Beethoven’s Third Piano Concerto 
in a way that might be called neo-classical.” (The New Groove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, 2001) 

 

 

2.2. Previous research on the topic 

 
There are a few studies that explore musicians’ practicing and performing experiences.  
The study Practice  thoughts  and  performance  action: Observing  processes  of  musical 
decision-making (Bangert, Schubert, Fabian 2015) explores how a group of violinists 
make musical decisions by inducing a variety of decision-making processes under 
three conditions: sight- reading, practicing, and performing. The study is aimed to 
distinguish between intuitive and deliberate processes in music making. 

                                                   
1 Clara Schumann (1819-1896) – one of the most distinguished composers and pianists of the Romantic era, a very close 

friend of Brahms 
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The study Practicing for Performance (Schneider, 2002) focused on non-musical 
tools that can help to deliver a good performance, for example, going over the piece 
to be played in one's head before actually playing the first note, practicing the pieces 
from beginning to end without stopping, practicing with different lighting, including 
uncomfortable, blinding, or dim lights, and practicing while wearing the clothes in 
which one will perform etc. 

 

There is also a student thesis named Brahms första pianokonsert: Individualism genom 
texttrogenhet (Wallner, 2018). It focuses primarily on the interpretational analysis of 
the concerto and researches the relationship between the interpretations of the 
pianists A. Schnabel, A. Zimerman and Olof Wallner himself, to the sheet music. 

 

However, I could not find any studies or scholarly articles that focus exclusively on 
the practicing and performing experiences of the Brahms First piano concerto, and 
everything that is written about this topic in this thesis comes from my individual 
experience and tacit knowledge.
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3. Sources and methods 

3.1. Sources 

 
The main source of knowledge of artistic performance and practicing methods comes 
from piano lessons with Prof. Julia Mustonen-Dahlkvist. 

 

I also used several written sources – articles about the history of the concerto from 
The New Groove Dictionary of Music and Musicians and a book by Florence May 
The Life of Johannes Brahms. 

 

I studied the concerto using two editions – Schirmer’s Edition edited by Edwin 
Hughes (1921) and the Muzgiz edition from 1963. 

 

I also used recordings from different pianists, most notably Krystian Zimerman, 
Arthur Rubinstein and Hélène Grimaud, to get inspiration from them. The links to 
the recordings can be found in the references. 

 

 

3.2. Methods 

 
My main method during the learning process was writing down the experiences in 
two “diaries” – the “practicing diary” and the “performance diary”. I have added 
video documentation from my practicing process and also performance videos. 
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4. Practicing analysis 

During the practicing process, I wrote a diary of the experiences and methods used 
to deal with the most challenging parts of the piece. In the end of the section, there is 
a summary and conclusion of the experiences and observations. 

4.1. Practicing diary 

 
The diary is divided into weeks of practicing. Note that work did not happen 
continuously in one stretch during the practicing process, as there were some breaks 
in between. 

 

Weeks 1 and 2 
 

Starting to learn the concerto. I have heard this music many times before and have a 
clear picture in my mind of how I want it to, therefore learning of the text comes 
easily. 
The piece has a classic harmonical plan and not too much chromatism. I like to use 
many recordings while learning a piece. I listen to Krystian Zimerman's and Leonard 
Bernstein's version (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w_28Bm_GOAY ) because of its 
incredible clarity in musical intentions and also because of its slow tempo that helps 
one to internalize the music on a deeper level which is very important to do in the 
beginning of the learning process. 

 

Week 3 

 

Soon I will have the first lesson with the concerto. Have to finalize some 
memorization work for the most difficult parts and try to solve the problem with 
passages that obviously don't work technically. 

 

Week 4 
 

Had the first lesson with my professor. Many things that I practiced at home, didn't 
work in the lesson. A lot of further adjustments needed. 
Serious work starts with securing many places technically so that it can feel good 
in the hands in any situation, and installing basic musical developmental lines that 
I had in my mind, but didn't manage to carry out in reality. Here I have 
summarized the most difficult passages for me during this period: 

 

1. The beginning of the concerto. (bar 91) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w_28Bm_GOAY
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It took a lot of practice to find the exact motion and pulsation in the melodic line, so that the 
music would flow and not get interrupted by the left hand, which is rather monotone. The 
beginning has to be planned the most carefully, because in a performance situation it feels the 
most unstable. 

 

 

 

 
2. The trills. (b. 110) 

2. One of the first major challenges technically. The right hand needs a solution. I found 
one - see in the video in appendix. Hélène Grimaud 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OOlc2PAiWUU&feature=youtu.be&t=325) uses the 
same solution as well. 

 

 

 
3. The second theme. (b.157)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OOlc2PAiWUU&feature=youtu.be&t=325
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3. It took the most work to get a fluid legato sound in the chords and find the motion between 
the right and left hand. 

 

 

 

 

 
4. Development of the second theme. (b. 165)
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4. Very polyphonic structure with tricky right hand leaps in the melody. Requires a 
combination of flexible wrist and elbow techniques in the right hand which I developed by 
playing the passage slowly and looking for the smartest ways to move the hands as close to 
the keyboard as possible. 
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5. The octaves. (b. 226) 

 

 

 

5. Some of the most practiced measures by the pianists in the whole concerto. In order to play 
this passage clean, I tried to practice with minimal hand movements in such a tempo that I 
can play without hitting any wrong note, in order to secure the notes into muscle memory. 
This has to be accompanied with very careful listening and “dissecting” every note in the 
mind. 
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6. Excerpt from the development section of the 1st movement. (b. 247) 

 

 

 
6. There exists a different hand arrangement utilized by several pianists (for example Krystian 

Zimerman https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w_28Bm_GOAY&feature=youtu.be&t=792 ) 
for this passage, thus making  it much easier to play. Look for the video in the appendix. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w_28Bm_GOAY&feature=youtu.be&t=792
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7. The ending of the 2nd movement. (b. 91) 
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7. One of the most difficult long developmental lines with a complex harmonical development 
that needs to be integrated in the overall musical flow without losing tension. It took a lot of 
time to figure out which harmonical shifts are more important and which ones are less. In 
the end the simplest solution is to 1) Increase harmonical tension in the first two bars 2) Not 
to miss the G minor in the bar 2, 3) Build downward harmonical tension in the bars 3 and 4, 
4) Recognize that the most important harmonical points afterwards are marked with tenuto 
or accent signs 

 

 

 
8. 2nd theme of the third movement. (b. 66)
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8. I was surprised by the difficulty of this passage - it looked easier in the beginning than it 
turned out to be. Left hand leaps need to be coordinated with complicated phrasing and 
articulation in the right hand. 

 

 

 
9. Theme from the 3rd movement (b. 324) 

 

 

9. Theme from the 3rd movement. Required similar practicing for me like the octaves 
passages from the 1st movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10. Passage from the 3rd movement (b. 362) 
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10. Like in many technically challenging passages, I used the method of “dissecting” the 
elements in the brain while practicing, and then later combining them under one 
developmental line. Here, flexible wrist movements were helpful technically. 

 

 

11. Two examples from the 3rd movement. (b. 447 and b. 529) 
 

 

 

11. Two examples from the 3rd movement which are not typically pianistically written, that 
resemble orchestral musical textures more than pianistic ones and therefore need special 
attention. Especially in a performance situation, these passages are the first that might 
become uncontrollable. 

 

Week 5 
 

Work with my professor on sound quality. Working on the “Brahms sound”- a sound 
that is rich and powerful, yet not piercing to the ears. The chords need to be well- 
balanced, showing the most important notes of each chord and hiding some less 
important ones. This work is now done by playing the piece slowly, trying to hear all 
the possible harmonical shifts. Played the piece with second piano for the first time, 
and found out that memory in some places is not stable enough yet. 

 

Week 6 
 

Now, while the harmonical plan of the piece has become richer and the sound more 
beautiful, the overall feeling of the piece is lost and has become a bit scattered. 
Working on long developmental lines, using long harmonical and melodical 
developments, sometimes including rhythmical pulsational plans as well. 
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Weeks 7 and 8 

 

After the second performance it became clear that there is much work needed for 
improving general chord structures. The harmonical and melodical lines are better 
now, but the quality “inside the big lines” needs to be increased – getting rid of 
unnecessary accents and making phrases more solid. 

 

4.2. Conclusions 

 
This monumental and beautiful piece will certainly take a lot more than two months 
to master. During the practicing process, I was gradually moving from the text-
learning and technical problem-solving stage, to sound quality and interpretational 
work. During this process, I found detailed answers on how to play some of the 
most challenging parts technically. It made me think about the problematic 
sections in a more straightforward way and helped greatly to raise the level of 
performances. The later stages were more challenging for me, because sound 
quality and interpretation can be improved without limit. This work will continue 
for sure and there will always be something to improve. 
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5. Performance analysis 

After the performances, I wrote a performance diary that reflects these experiences. I 
have written about each performance separately. In the end, there is a summary in 
the conclusion section. 

 

5.1. Performance diary 

 
First performance in Week 5 

 

It was a performance with a second piano in a group lesson at the Aula of Ingesund 
School of Music with piano class students and my professor present. The first 
performance always comes as a surprise. This time, memory was not stable enough, 
especially in the third movement. I also realized the importance of knowing the 
orchestra part and treating the concerto more as a chamber music work than a solo 
piece with accompaniment. Because of not knowing the orchestra part, I missed 
some entrances and the musical flow stopped. Some of the most challenging parts 
that have been mentioned earlier, didn’t work despite having practiced them more. I 
understood that there is a shift needed in the primary focus of practicing. Up until 
this performance, the focus was to “make the most challenging places work 
technically”, but now after the performance I noticed that when I try to interpret and 
add subjective artistic qualities onto them, I get confused. The lesson from this 
performance is that: the artistic qualities should be incorporated in the practicing 
room as early as possible. 

 

Second performance in Week 7 
 

A performance with a second piano in a group lesson at Lilla konsertsalen of 
Ingesund School of Music. Memory was more stable, but the most obvious problem 
was the sound quality, especially with the chords. On many occasions, the piano 
should imitate string instruments with a deep legato sound. I was not able to make 
the illusion of the piano as a universal instrument. When starting to play, I got 
confused again by the increased volume of the piece, while performing with the 
second piano. During the performance I needed to change my approach to the 
keyboard to more physical playing with the feeling of “going to the bottom of the 
keys”. There are video links to this performance in the appendix. 

 

 
5.2. Conclusions 

 
The performances were a perfect catalyzer for detecting problematic sections very 
quickly. Performances present themselves as situations under stress that require 
maximum concentration and therefore best reveal current abilities, whereas in lessons 
one is not under as much stress as the emphasis is always on improving and not to 
determine ability. While playing with second piano, at first it felt like a disturbance, 
but later I was able to cooperate with the second piano better. It was also obvious that 
some melodies disappear, as the overall sound volume increases. Therefore, in order 
to play with a second piano and even more so when playing with an orchestra, one 
should feel very stable and grounded on the keyboard, because the playing becomes 
more physical. Sometimes it was not even possible to hear 
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what I was playing on the piano – this is a situation that would be unimaginable in a 
practicing room. Generally speaking, all the dynamical markings go up by at least 
one level, especially melodies in the middle upper register. There can be more 
dynamical variety in the pianissimo direction during the cadenzas or other short 
excerpts when the piano is alone. The experience of the development of the musical 
material becomes different as well – sometimes I found myself surprised that the 
piano part continues developing some musical material from the orchestra part that I 
had not noticed before while practicing just my part, and sometimes I was not sure 
when to enter after a long orchestra interlude. 

 

Another aspect that I experienced while playing with second piano, was the huge 
impact that the orchestra part has on the overall interpretation. In this concerto, the 
cooperation and exchange of interpretational ideas between the orchestra (second 
piano) and soloist is very important because of the equal nature of the orchestra and 
soloist parts. I could see this equality very clearly when the second piano started 
developing an idea and it was not possible for me to influence anything until the 
entire theme was finished. Judging from my previous experiences, in other piano 
concertos, (for example, Schumann or Chopin piano concertos) the role of the soloist 
is more influential.  
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6. Outcome 

 
6.1. The meaning of the project for my own development 

 
I must admit that it was not always easy to write down the practicing methods and 
artistic experiences in a way that would be understandable, and therefore I can 
definitely say that this project has helped me to be more precise and clear in my 
professional language. More importantly, it has helped me to be more conscious 
during the practicing and performing process. It has reminded me that not losing 
focus while performing and even while practicing is key to attaining the best results. 

 

Later this year, I will finally get the opportunity to perform the piece with an orchestra, 
and this experience will certainly have helped me to better prepare for that. Playing 
with second piano gives one a glimpse of how it feels to play with an orchestra, but 
coming in front of an orchestra for the first time with a newly-learned concerto – it is 
always a completely different experience. 

 

6.2. The possible meaning of the project for other musicians 

 
When starting to learn a new piece, I have always wanted to hear about the 

experiences of other musicians who have studied the same piece. I would like to see 

that this project will have exactly this function - to share knowledge and experience. I 

hope that this project will help other pianists who are practicing the same concerto 

and have perhaps similar challenges that I was experiencing. The project might be 

interesting also for other musicians who want to explore different practicing 

approaches and performance experiences. 

In order to benefit the most from reading the project, I encourage readers to treat it 

like a piano lesson or masterclass. I hope that by reading this project, other pianists 

will be inspired to raise their own professional level of piano playing and continue 

their creative endeavors in learning the concerto. 
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8. Appendix 

 
1. Video link of the trills of the 1st movement. 

https://youtu.be/PcwNgDb_CSI 
 
 

2. Video link of the excerpt from the development section of the 1st movement. 
https://youtu.be/_6yQqs3rprE 

 
 

3. Video links to the second performance at Lilla konsertsalen of Ingesund school of 
Music. 

 
https://youtu.be/cZ2ccP_nJzY 
https://youtu.be/LK0HgZS8y1o 
https://youtu.be/TttZ1zrkzv0 


