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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the 

Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, now thankfully known 

as LIVE from the New York Public Library. No longer “PEP.” No longer Public 

Education Program. I have some pep, but it’s no longer called that. 

 
It gives me really great pleasure to welcome you tonight to an evening of conversation 

that I will—that I have the honor of holding with Alfred Brendel. This is truly a dream 

come true for me. I spent many years playing the violin, a hundred years ago, playing 

very badly. I have a father who’s fairly deaf. But even he couldn’t quite stand my 

playing. But I spent also many years reading about music and listening to music, and 

reading Alfred Brendel’s extraordinary essays about music. And we will discuss some of 

them in a little while. My father gave me, when I was about fifteen or sixteen years old, 

Alfred Brendel’s great book, Musical Thoughts and Afterthoughts. And there are many 

thoughts and afterthoughts in that book. I encourage you to get a copy. It’s a wonderful 

collection of essays. 

 
I would also like to let you know that Alfred Brendel, in exactly two weeks, will be 

performing at Carnegie Hall, in the Isaac Stern Auditorium, in recital. His concert will 

feature music of Haydn, Schubert, and Mozart, whose 250th birthday we are 



celebrating—why not, tonight. So, happy birthday, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. I would 

also like to thank a few people. Carnegie Hall, for letting their audience know about our 

program tonight. And most warmly, and as strongly and firmly as I possibly can, I would 

like to thank two people without whom this evening would never have happened. And 

those are Josephine Hemsing and Dan Cameron. So, Josephine, Dan, thank you very 

much.  

 

(applause)  

 

In a couple of weeks, we will have the pleasure of welcoming here Tony Kushner, who 

will entertain us with an evening about Arthur Miller. A week later we will have an event 

about eavesdropping in America and the NSA, with James Risen and Patrick Keefe. I will 

be interviewing Edmund White on the 11th of April. And then there’ll be a whole number 

of other events, with the PEN Festival on Multiculturalism—a subject which you can 

imagine is quite interesting. Multiculturalism in Europe, after all the problems we have 

been hearing about in Denmark and such, there’s a lot to discuss. A panel, also, about 

revolution. And later in the year, we’ll have—I’m just mentioning a few, there are many 

more—we’ll have the pleasure of having David Remnick here at the library. Now, I 

encourage all of you to join our e-mail list, so that you can find out about these events. 

And now, with some slight trepidation, I will take the stage and with great pleasure, and I 

hope successfully—I will interview Alfred Brendel.  

 

(applause)  

 

ALFRED BRENDEL: I shall turn my chair a little bit. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Closer to me. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: So that I can see the rest of the audience. And I shall raise the 

topic of the draft one last time. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is there a draft, still? 



 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Because I feel it. Yes. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You feel a draft? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Yes. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well—I was going to make a bad joke, but if it was me on 

stage here, there’ll be a lot of hot air. But I—really, a very bad—so, if we can take care of 

the draft, maybe close those doors.  

 

ALFRED BRENDEL: That would help, yes. 

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And hopefully, there won’t be too much draft tonight. So, 

I—I guess my—my very first question to you would be the following. And I’m hoping 

that you won’t answer this question with a yes or a no. But the problem when you ask 

questions is, you never know how a person will answer the question. So, I will ask you 

the question hoping that you will elaborate on it greatly. And the question is, do you like 

jokes?  

 

(laughter)  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I suppose I do, yes. But I do not have a repertoire of jokes that I 

tell myself. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, could you tell one? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Oh, dear. You know, you have taken me by surprise. Why don’t 

you tell one? 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, I have a—(laughter) I have a few, a few jokes. One 

that comes to mind very quickly is a joke of a man who joins the Navy. And—at the very 

first lunch, someone says, “Forty-two.” And everybody on the boat starts laughing. And 

then a little bit later, someone on the boat says, “Ninety-seven.” And everybody starts 



laughing. And our chap, who’s fairly gregarious, says, “What’s happening?” He says, 

“Well, you know, I’ve—we spend a lot of time on the boat together. And we’ve learned 

about 342 jokes. And from time to time, we say ‘twelve,’ and everybody starts laughing.”  

 
And so this man, at the next luncheon, says, “Eighty-eight.” And there’s a dead silence. 

And then he says, “A hundred and forty-five.” And there’s a dead silence. And finally he 

turns to the other sailor and says, “What’s happening?” And he says, “You know, some 

people really don’t know how to tell jokes.”   

 

(laughter) 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Now, I will tell you something—and I don’t know whether it 

qualifies as a joke. When Einstein, having arrived in heaven, saw that God was throwing 

dice, he turned around and said, “To hell.”  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To hell. (laughter) Not bad. Not bad. I guess the reason for 

my—see, it’s a better joke than mine. Anyway. The reason I was asking you this, is 

because I am particularly interested in your interest in not—perhaps not jokes, but in 

humor. And you have been, I think, much influenced by the German Romantics. I, too, 

was very much influenced in my early years by the German Romantics. Actually, when I 

was about seventeen or eighteen years old, I came home and introduced my parents to 

some friends of mine. My friends at that point wore two colors. Black and dark black. I 

was very influenced by the German Romantics. 

 
And my mother said to me, you know, “Don’t you have any friends who play tennis?” 

Because it—everything seemed rather bleak. But the German Romantics wrote 

extraordinary essays on humor. And I know that there’s one definition of humor that you 

particularly like. Which is Jean Paul’s definition, where he says, “Humor is the sublime 

in reverse.” And so I would like you to talk a little bit about your relationship with 

humor, and then maybe we can slowly move towards humor in music. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, when I think about humor, I think about the English 

tradition, in the first place. I start with Shakespeare, and how important humor is, even in 



his tragedies. And even in passing. And—that there was a nonsense tradition in English 

literature, going back to the Renaissance. Not just having Carroll and Lear. And there is 

very little of that sort of humor in German. There was the poet Morgenstern, who was not 

a good serious poet, but who became a kind of genius in—in grotesque verse. And I read 

him when I was very young, and that may have been an influence on my perception of 

the world. There was another influence, which triggered—was triggered off by my 

mother, unwittingly. She sang a song sometimes—a cabaret song from the 1920s in 

Berlin.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell the words. They’re quite wonderful.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: That had a completely absurd sort of Dadaist content. Saying, “I 

tear out one of my eyelashes, and stab you dead with it.” (laughter)  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How did this influence you? (laughter) 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: “Then I take a lipstick and paint you red. And if you are still 

complaining, I shall ask for shirred eggs, and splinter you with spinach.” Now, my 

mother was always very ashamed when she sang it, and said, “Isn’t it silly? It’s so silly.” 

But she never knew how lasting this impression was on me. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, it explains certain things. Tell us a little more. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I also, then, owned a little record. And the record player with a 

horn. And the record was saying, “What is Meyers doing on the Himalayas? He got up 

but how is he going to get down? He starts to slide, and is gone.” (laughter)  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So, did you grow up in a musical environment? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Not at all. No, these were—and maybe something was 

slumbering in my mother, or it was just that these songs were around when she was very 

young. There was no true aesthetic interest or understanding at home. My parents were 

also not intellectuals. And the good thing about all this is that I had to find out many 



things for myself. It was a slower process, but it was my own. And I got used to assessing 

everything before I found that it was of value.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So, there was some use in not having teachers. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, of course, I wouldn’t say that I didn’t learn anything from 

teachers. I had first a piano teacher who strengthened my outer joints. And then I had a 

piano teacher who told me I should loosen up, because I was not loose enough. She didn’t 

tell me how to do it, but at least she—yeah. She gave me an idea.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And how did you do it? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Oh—just—you know, sometimes things get in motion. You sleep 

over it, and during the sleep, something happens. She was also the lady who told me 

when I was sixteen—you know, I—I’ve sort of—I taught you what I know. And now you 

go on by yourself. She’s very unusual. I don’t know any other case where a pianist who 

had a later career—proceeded in this way. I had my first recital when I was seventeen. 

And after that, as it had some success, my parents ordered I would go proceed in this 

direction. My mother didn’t like the idea, because it was not something academic, 

where—that you can finish properly. And, where you would have a pension when you get 

old. But she almost forgave me when I got my first honorary degree in London. She came 

over with—with my father, and curtsied in front of the Queen Mother. Who was the 

President of the University of Flanders. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Almost.  So, you were talking about various notions of 

humor. But more importantly, geographical notions of humor. You mentioned Germany 

and you mentioned England. And today, on the Leonard Lopate Show, I heard you 

interviewed. You were rather dismissive of French humor. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: There is no concept of humor in French. (laughter)  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s what—that’s what I was saying. Rather dismissive. 

 



ALFRED BRENDEL: And there is hardly—I mean, there’s also hardly literature that 

would qualify, apart from Rabelais. The same applies to Italy. And I repeat what 

Lampedusa said, that there is no humorous literature in Italian. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How do you mean that?  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I have not— 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No funny French people? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL:  —heard many Italians laugh properly. And I certainly have not 

met Italian musicians who have any kind of musical humor. Maybe I missed out on 

somebody. But then—I mean, I have to say that it’s not only Italians. There are not many 

musicians who have got a lot of humor, as far as it means to play funny pieces, in a funny 

way. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So, tell me something about funny pieces in a funny way. 

What do you mean by that? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I once had the assignment, many years ago, to give a Darwin 

Lecture in Cambridge. And I chose as the topic, “Does Classical Music Have To Be 

Entirely Serious?” Because it interested me to show, demonstrate, that instrumental 

music, without the help of words or of movement of the stage, can be funny by itself. 

This is something that some philosophers have denied, and some musicians, probably to 

this day, do not believe. Now, there are pieces which you can only properly understand in 

a humorous way. And the great—the first great composer who introduced this kind of 

comedy music was Haydn. Some of his contemporaries relished in it, others were 

doubtful about it, and said that he mixes the aesthetic categories together in his Masses, 

and so on. 

 
Mozart was very funny in his operas, as anybody can see. Funny—I mean, he had all the 

gamut of humor, irony, wit. Whatever you name. Not so much maybe in his instrumental 

works. But—Beethoven, again, in some of his very important works, like the Diabelli 



Variations, was outright humorous. The Diabelli Variations, for me, are the crowning 

example of musical humor. It has—it has a few pieces which are sublime interludes. But 

basically, it takes the cue from Diabelli’s scene, which is already kind of funny. And 

built—builds a world. Almost transcendental world of humor out of it. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, you were saying many musicians don’t have a sense 

of humor. Or a sense of— 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Of musical humor. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I understand. They don’t have a sense that there is such a 

thing as musical humor. Or maybe differently put it—put—why does humor have such a 

bad name, for so many musicians? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, it seems that—the public goes to a concert almost like 

going to Mass. Something has to be very solemn, and deep. And maybe also very 

emotional. And actually, something similar applies to poetry. Poetry also should not be 

funny, if possible, in the eyes of many. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because if it’s funny, you’re not serious, in some way. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: The heart doesn’t speak in the first place. (laughter)  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I’m particularly taken by the title of your essay 

you gave as lectures—“Must Classical Music Be Entirely Serious?” Why that word, 

entirely? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: It was actually an idea by Isaiah Berlin, with whom I discussed 

the topic. Oh—because of course, there is a lot of serious music. And maybe the 

majority. But we shouldn’t miss out on the fun music. There’s the whole gamut of—to 

tragedy, reaching to farce. The end of the—the farcical end, you will hear in two weeks, 

when I play Haydn’s C Major Sonata, the last movement is a kind of farce. And it’s 

really a very naughty piece. Because it goes into a wrong chord, and doesn’t apologize. 

And it goes there several times. It’s just being naughty.  



 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So, fun music that becomes naughty. Now, I know—I’ve 

read that you have said you were rather surprised by your physical appearance, when you 

were at the piano. That you felt in the earlier years of your life, that your body—physical 

embodiment—didn’t quite embody the music you were trying to perform, and have 

subsequently, with some success, I think, put up a mirror to sort of keep yourself in 

check. And—and be—consonant, as it were, with the music you’re performing. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Yes. When I saw myself on television for the first time, I didn’t 

find that funny at all. (laughter) I was completely taken aback. And then yes, I put a 

mirror on the side, and on—not that I was sitting like this, looking into the mirror. But 

somehow, with the right eye, or right ear, yes, you’ve got some impression of what was 

happening. And I didn’t want to contradict my playing with how I was looking. Now, I 

still pull a few grimaces. But at least I make people laugh sometimes, when I play Haydn, 

for instance. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, you have written quite beautifully of one of your—I 

don’t know if one would call him your teachers—but certainly someone who had a deep 

and lasting effect on you. And that is the great pianist Edwin Fischer. And you said, I 

think very movingly, that the best way he had of communicating his teaching was by 

performing. He said he preferred demonstration to explanation. Again and again, he 

would sit himself at the piano. You—you may have an inclination where I’m going with 

this comment. I’m trying to find a subtle way to have you demonstrate, perhaps to the 

audience, how one can express humor at the piano. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, I thought you would say you would make me confess that 

one can’t really talk about music, and to shut up and to play.  (laughter) 

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you know, if that works better. I’ll do whatever 

works. Whatever it takes, I’m—I would love for the audience to be able to hear, perhaps, 

a few musical illustrations of humor in music. 

 



ALFRED BRENDEL: I have not tried this piano. You know? I usually voice the piano 

carefully before I play. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We have a—we have a wonderful tuner. The tuner is right 

here. He stayed for the occasion. So I’m hoping you—you can give us, just because—you 

know, in the memory of Edwin Fischer—just—and he preferred demonstration to 

explanation. So, I’m—I’m hoping that you will— 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Yes, but I’m not Fischer, you see.  

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know. 

 

ALFRED BRENDEL: I—I have written extensively about music, and I wouldn’t have 

done it if I wouldn’t think that one can convey something. That one can try to talk about 

music without talking nonsense. It’s not so easy, but—or, without being too complicated. 

Too—sort of musicological. Yes, conveying humor in music, you see—that needs to be 

subtle. Because on one hand, you have to show the audience that something funny is 

happening in the music. On the other hand, you can’t sit there like—like a clown, you 

know? 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Yeah? It has to be subtle enough.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Could you be subtle? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Just—no. I won’t give it away. Because when I play in the 

concert—at the end of one Haydn Sonata, and the end of the other Haydn Sonata—so far, 

people have always laughed. But I didn’t do much.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I just—I simply stopped. 

 



PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, we’ll—we’ll come back. We’ll make another 

attempt. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I mean, in order to pacify your need to hear a few notes, I will 

just play the beginning of this Haydn movement, until it gets into the wrong chord. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think we would be delighted. (applause)  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: (music) No. No, I played the wrong chord. I will do it again. 

(music) That’s what he’s doing, seriously. And goes on. (music) And he does it several 

times. And he doesn’t—doesn’t say, “Pardon me.” (applause)   

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s go back for a minute to Edwin Fischer. I very much 

like your essay about him, called “Remembering My Teacher.” In Hebrew, the word for 

tradition and transmission are the same. And I think you transmit quite beautifully the 

tradition that he brought forth. He—you say, “It was as little trouble to him to lose 

himself, as to find himself. He said, ‘Put life into the music without doing violence to it.’ 

Fischer was given, again and again, to asking his students to exhale rather than to inhale.” 

Now, this is a passage that I particularly like. And I’d like you to comment on it, perhaps 

in terms of present-day piano-playing. “Fischer once compared piano tone to the sound of 

the vowels. He told me that in present-day musical practice, the A and O are neglected in 

favor of the E and I.” 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Or in German, “eh” and “ee”. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay. I hope it’s not completely lost in translation. “The 

glaring and shrill triumphs over the lofty and sonorous technique over the sense of 

wonder. Are not “ah” and “oh” the sounds of wonder? By bringing the middle parts of 

life, Fischer gave his chord playing an inward radiance, and his cantabile fulfilled 

Beethoven’s wish, ‘From the heart, may it go to the heart.’” 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, I would actually comply with “I,” but which I did not 

mention, because it was a German text. “I” has something—something smooth. Yeah. 



But A and E is what he meant. And when he said—when you said at the beginning that I 

mentioned that he could lose himself and find himself with the same ability—he had a 

radiant introspection, when he played calmly. And he was a burning bush, no reference to 

the President, (laughing) when he played with passion. And both things were very close 

together. It was no trouble for him to get from one to the other. And there was a special 

naïveté in his playing, but a very refined simplicity, that was impossible to imitate for the 

people who listened to his teaching. But it’s something that you took along for later days. 

It was something saintly, but not in a diminishing way. I mean, it was not diminishing, 

the scope of his music-making. It was the core. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And a lot of wrong notes. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Sometimes. Yes. Yes, but when he played the right ones, it was 

incomparable.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We are celebrating, now, Mozart’s 250th birthday. And 

there is a quotation by Ferruccio Busoni you particularly like, which I would love you to 

expand on, or unpack. “Unmistakably, Mozart takes singing as his starting point. And 

from this issues the uninterrupted melodiousness which shimmers through his 

compositions like the lovely forms of a woman through the folds of a thin dress.”  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: It’s beautifully said. His Mozart aphorisms—I mean, Busoni’s 

are among the finest pieces of musical writing that I know. He also said Mozart gives us 

the solution with the riddle. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Now, Mozart the cantabile composer—I feel that singing 

cantabile is at the heart of all great music, certainly before the 20th century. But there are 

two types of cantabile. There is a vocal cantabile —and Mozart and Schubert were 

composers who—composed this way. And there is an instrumental cantabile. In Bach, 

Haydn, Beethoven. Now, Haydn was a trained singer. He was a boy soprano who 

performed solos in the St. Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna, and at court. He knew what 



singing meant. And what it physically meant. And still, it was a kind of instrumental 

cantabile. So, Mozart and Schubert are the—in instrumental music, the odd people out.  

Oh, maybe I should—I should mention Handel. Not to forget Handel, yeah. He was 

maybe the greatest Italian composer who ever lived. (laughter) Inventor of melodies, of 

singable melodies. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s a wonderfully impish thing to say. Talk a little bit, if 

you would, of something that interests you greatly, I know, which is the darker side of 

Mozart.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Mozart’s compositions in minor keys are in a great minority, 

compared to the works in major. But they—they really balance it out. They are so 

important. And they are so different. I don’t know of any other composer who was such a 

different musician in minor. Wagner called him “the great chromaticist.” Well, from 

Wagner’s mouth, this means something. Because after all, the Tristan has the most 

inexhaustible chromaticism. And as a third composer, I would mention Gesualdo, who 

also surprises you no end with the chromaticism. And it is never exhausted.  

 
When Mozart composes in major keys, he usually relates to people, I will say even in his 

instrumental music. As a boy he already observed how people behaved. And used it later 

in the operas. And there is a strong characterization about his invention of themes. 

Sometimes several themes follow each other, like people on stage. When he composes in 

minor, he deals with fate. And with something that is bigger than life. And it is like a 

forest that you stand in front of. Which is awesome.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have mentioned that you have two American heroes. 

And one of them is Edward Gorey, and the other one is Gary Larson. (laughter) Is this 

really serious? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: It is as serious as I can be, yes. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What—what do you particularly love about them? 

 



ALFRED BRENDEL: This is a—well, they have created their own world. In what they 

were doing. This is a world that is not like our world, and still there is a strong 

connection, that makes us laugh, or cringe when we look at these creations. It is an art 

form that has not been recognized enough. There is not even a name for it, because it’s 

not cartoons. It is something that combines drawing and writing. Because both have 

written very sophisticated texts. And were very well-read. Well, I am grateful to America 

to have produced these two people.  

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I wonder if that goes back to some of the early melodies 

you heard from your mother. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: It is an absurd world, yes. And the—as such, it does reflect 

something of our own world, which I think is absurd enough, and gets absurder every 

day.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you’ve talked about your love of inspired nonsense. 

In several essays, this comes up. And I was wondering whether we might actually have 

you read some of your poetry. Whatever poems you might enjoy reading for us, I would 

very much like for the audience to hear them tonight. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, thank you for asking me to do this. My poems are nearly 

never complete nonsense poetry, but they are a mixture of sense and nonsense. That work 

I very much enjoy. So I shall try. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Where do you get—where do they come from? How does 

the inspiration come to you? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: This is a good question. I am not sure, you know? Obviously 

something comes out of me. But they also lead myself away from myself. They may start 

with something that relates to me directly. But then the interesting thing is that they do 

not stay there. 

 



PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, there’s a—there’s an old comment that I’ve always 

liked by Leonard Cohen, who said that if he knew where inspiration came from, he would 

go there more often. (laughter)  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: The fact is that they, to a degree, write themselves. And they 

have started to write themselves in the first place, because I did not have any idea that I 

would write poetry. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you don’t stop them from writing themselves. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, they—the first poems appeared, and I wrote them down, 

and I looked at them critically and changed a few words. And then it went on. And so, 

they essentially tell me what to write. And it’s not like me writing musical essays, where 

I know more or less what I want to write about, and what I want to explain, and what I 

want to clear my mind about while I write. This is a productive occupation. And this was 

a great sensation to me, that it happened. Because what I’m doing with the piano is also 

not strictly productive. It is reproductive. I play the compositions of others. And try to 

bring them to life. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you interpret.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Yes, but I’m trying to do what the pieces require. And I’m not 

trying to tell the pieces what they should be like, or what the composer should have 

composed like. I am also not the slave of the composer. I want to help him, out of my free 

will, and with the greatest pleasure, and love. And I think that the performer should love 

his father, the composer. And if he hates the composer, he should compose himself. 

Because then to a degree, he is entitled to do something markedly different. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m sorry to delay the pleasure of you reading your poems. 

But, what—what are you exactly saying here about the father hatred? It would seem you 

are going in a certain direction here, which probably puts you at odds with other 

performers today.  

 



ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, I feel that there have been sometimes performers that try to 

alienate the composition as much as possible. Go against the grain of the music that they 

play. Play it in a way that nobody would have ever expected anybody would dream of 

doing. It must give them, a certain amount of pleasure and the feeling of power, that they 

use pieces as a raw material, and not try to understand seriously what they are about. And 

this is an approach which I dislike intensely. Am not in sympathy with at all. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, let’s—let’s hear some poems which free you from—

from any of those kinds of considerations.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, where should I start? You know, one of my favorite books 

is by Italo Calvino, and it’s called Cosmicomics. Unfortunately, it’s only partially 

translated into English. These are stories about cosmic matters. Turning ideas, or facts of 

the cosmos, into something tangible. A kind of magic. But the word “comics” also points 

into a certain direction. That there is the sense of comedy, at least in the background.  

When I talked to the Irish poet, Seamus Heaney, about Cosmicomics, he said, “Well, 

actually, it could be a title for some of your poems as well.” Now, I will start with some 

poems that go into this direction. 

 
 “We shall now turn our attention to the lyric Big Bang. The earsplitting source of 

countless lyric galaxies. Which means we have to bear in mind that any particular Big 

Bang is bound to be only one of many conceivable, if not perfectly plausible, Big Bangs, 

within a bottomless lyric universe. Which means it should be taken into account that each 

of these Big Bangs must hurl universal, or be it diverse if not downright incompatible 

laws of poetics into orbit. Which means it ought to be acknowledged that each of those 

universally relevant strictures already contains its own negation. Which ultimately means 

that even the most affectionate poem, whether freewheeling or prosodic, may be 

classified as an echo of cosmic catastrophe.” 

 
 “As the unnamed awoke from his primordial sleep, he found himself surrounded by 

angels of destruction. Winged serpents, creatures of the mythical dawn, thousand-eyed 

and lustful. No one cared to take notice. He barely met it anyhow. A cosmic blunder, 



intermittently luminous. Yet discernable only through the telescope. Endlessly drifting 

across the void. And from now on to the end of time, taking flight from himself.” 

 
 “After arriving in paradise, we ask ourselves, skeptics to the last, ‘What on earth is going 

on here?’ The deaf listen to music, while musicians have fallen silent. The dumb have 

acquired speech, while the eloquent start to babble. The lame run like weasels, when not 

darting through the air. We, the powerless, stay powerless, content with but a tinge of 

regret, watching the ugly grow beautiful, angels with blackened wings drop from the sky, 

and the serpent aim at us, hissing from its tree.” 

 
 “When devils feel bored, they play at being good. With pious faces, hands neatly folded, 

they sit round the boardroom table, and forgive each other anything they ever did or 

might be itching to do. The first to dissolve in tears wins.” 

 
 “The news that the devil does not actually exist was relayed to us by none other than the 

devil himself. Duly saddened, we have pondered this fact and decided henceforth to 

advertise our own hell.”  

 
 “The angel of self-defeat, the avenger angel, the angel of absolute truth, the angel of total 

recall, the angel of selective oblivion, the angel of unrequited love. The laughing angel, 

the angel of health (organic), the angel of lost innocence. The mouse angel. Pegasus. 

Chimera. The changel strangel derangel. The flying sausage. The angel of hullabaloo. 

The scavenger angel.” 

 
 “Where those laughing angels could have emerged from remains obscure. Unfit for 

singing, they appear to some of us devils in disguise, if not downright human. Others see 

them as children, who never learned to be wise. Giggling in the face of a frightening 

world. Unfeeling, like gods.” 

 

 “On an island, remote from all geography, between unicorns and basilisks, the last 

angels dwell. Higher beings, who had failed to notice that the spirit no longer moved. 

Earnestly, they admonish, grieve, play music, beckoning us to follow their trail. Grow 



seraphic. Climb rungless ladders to reach a deserted tavern. A theater, abandoned by its 

stagehands. A rigging lost, unrigged.”  

 
 “As soon as the virtual people decided to behave like you and me, we knew our game 

was up. There they sit, too sleek of face for our comfort. Pour their tea, look languidly 

into each other’s eyes, or collapse laughing. Impeccably, yet with notable refinement, 

they play the piano, procreate discreetly next door, and shoot the pigeons from the roof, 

while we, veterans of normality, see no way out but to mutate into angels, or even better, 

turn horrendously evil.”  

 
 “Would you, perhaps, like to become a hero? Withstand tyrants. Swallow fire in a circus. 

Freeze coatless in midwinter. Conduct a hundred-piece orchestra. Radiate from within 

like Gérard Philippe. Grab fate by the throat a la Beethoven. Persevere in matrimony. Die 

gallantly for a truth, idea, cause. Not, however, before consigning as many as you can to 

their graves. Stand erect on a column. Bid goodbye to this world stately and stoical, as a 

martyr. Let yourself be butchered for your country. Be a man. We’ll carry you on our 

shield. Arrange for your posthumous fate.”  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t forget “One Finger Too Many.” 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: All right. If you say so. “There was a pianist who developed a 

third index finger. Not to play the piano with, though it sometimes did intervene 

discreetly in tricky passages. But to point things out when both hands were busy. Once in 

a while, the finger shot from his nose to expose an obstinate cougher in the hall. Or 

emerged from beneath his day coat, beckoning a lady in the third row. In complicated 

fugues, you saw it rise to its full height from under his shirt collar, indicating the theme in 

retrograde. Occasionally, when the harmony got muddled, it even turned against its 

owner, repeatedly knocking its knuckle on his cranium. Whatever it wished to complain 

about remained a mystery, for clearly the pianist was doing his best, and the audience at 

such moments held its breath. When subsequently, the finger disappeared into the 

pianist’s left upper pocket, one could sense in the hall a certain relief. The man with the 



video camera, who had managed to record this scene, nodded off. And the critic, eager to 

remember the exact wording, wrote down the title of his piece, ‘One Finger Too Many.’”  

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Could you—(applause) if you could say something about 

that last poem. And then I’d like to also ask you, what did—what your fascination is with 

devils and angels.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I’m not very good in interpreting my own poems. (laughter) I 

have to take them as they are. Yeah.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The last poem, though, seems to in some way bespeak of 

your relationship, perhaps, with an audience listening to a pianist. So, I—I’d be curious to 

know a little bit more, what is behind that poem. I know they impose themselves on you. 

But you might give us a little bit of help understanding. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I have not the faintest idea. It came when I was in a plane to 

Japan, and not completely asleep. It emerged. I took a piece of paper in the dark and 

wrote it down. And there it was. (laughter) Make of it what you want. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What about devils and angels? They seem to preoccupy 

you a great deal.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL:  Well—yes. But of course, they are not the angels and the devils 

you probably expect to meet.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t expect to meet any. But, tell me. Tell me. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, I didn’t either. But (laughter)—there you are. There must 

be some reflections of the human psyche. And also something quite different. I respect 

beings, mythical beings, which crop up in several cultures and are sort of not tied to a 

certain religion. They are interdisciplinary. (laughter)  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This nicely leads me into the capaciousness of your 

interests. I’m—you know, many great pianists have spent their lifetime trying as much as 



they could to master their instrument. You have spent a lifetime doing that, but you also 

have spent a lot of your time and have spoken about it and written about it at some 

length, with other interests, that go way beyond simply the piano. It always reminds me, 

when I speak of pure specialization, the wonderful line of Napoleon. Napoleon said of 

one of his generals, “He knew everything but nothing else.” And in some way—and in 

some way, you have tried to veer away from that way of being. And I’m wondering—

how important you think it is for a pianist to inhabit a much larger world. In your case, 

the larger world is made of your interest in architecture, your interest in literature. 

Obviously in writing poetry, reading poetry. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: In the arts in general, and in the theater, and film. Ja. Ja. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the arts in general. And so I’m—I’m curious—you 

know, how you—you would talk about that. And how you would talk about that larger 

culture that you inhabit, whenever you can. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, for me personally it is important to have all these things on 

the side. I mean, I have to distinguish between music and literature, which are my two 

lives. And the other arts, which are wonderful complements to these lives. I’m also sure 

that quite a few things from the other arts have come into the poems. From films, for 

instance. From the visual arts. I think a lot of my poems have images that one can 

remember. For the music making directly, it is not as visibly important as one would 

think. When I’m a musician, I concentrate on the music. I don’t see colors. I don’t 

imagine stories, when I play. Although I try sometimes to play in a way as if narrating a 

story. But it’s not a story that I can put my finger on, that I would write down. 

 
I’m not mixing up my poems with my playing. I’m a different personality when I write, 

and then when I play the compositions of others. As a writer, I—some part of myself is a 

Dadaist. As a musician, certainly not. I don’t see why one should not play with 

contradiction, live with contradictions. There are birds who stand only one leg. But I 

stand on at least two. And I’m happy to find even more. I wish I would be a caterpillar, 

with a lot of legs, that I could all control.  



 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you—you were saying, when you’re a musician, 

you’re purely a musician. And yet, in the place where you live—I mean, the place where 

you practice in your home, is surrounded by art. And it is—I’m very interested by what 

you see as you practice. You have said it has had some influence on you. I’m reminded 

by Freud’s own study, which has been photographed to some extent. And it was very 

interesting to see how when he analyzed patients, he would have Egyptian statuettes 

around him, since analysis was a form of archaeology. And I was interested by what you 

see, when you practice. It obviously isn’t so devoid of the external world.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: In my studio in London, I have two large objects in front of me. 

One is a large ancestor figure from New Guinea. With the tongue stuck out. Tongue stuck 

out. And the other one is a very large engraving, with a kind of bird-like black ghost, 

hovering over a table that could also be a piano, with the reflection of the bird in the 

table. These are objects that keep me in touch with reality. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Say something about that.  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: (laughter) Oh, I mean, I could for instance say that—I, with the 

ancestor figure, I sometimes give the name of critics. (laughter) 

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Back to your poems. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: (laughter) Back to my poems. I will tell you something about 

the Dadaist in myself, if you allow me to read one more poem.  

 

“When the Dadaist looked into the mirror, he saw some fetching contradictions. Himself, 

and his opposite. Tomfoolery and method. Sense, within nonsense. Anarchy and poise. A 

slice of the world, yet nothing at all. The mirror image showed women, children, a sheep. 

Beethoven mustachioed. Even little Jesus paying his respects with his tongue stuck out, 

of course. Not that any of this surprised him. He knew he was floating, as people in 

dreams float over flights of stairs. Or keeping at least an airy balance. Laughing with 



earnest eyes. Muttering comical curses. Gracefully howling. Might the contradictions 

vanish if one persisted long enough in their midst?” (applause)  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m interested in the relationship between age and taste. 

And how over a lifetime, one’s taste changes with age. Particularly, I would suspect it’s 

important in the world you inhabit, where you are, as you say, constantly not repeating, 

but relearning, I think, is your word. The works you play. You speak quite eloquently 

about the whole notion of naïveté. I was reminded in reading your essay, of the 

wonderful line of Kierkegaard, who said that the goal is to arrive at immediacy after 

reflection. And so, I—in my own life—I mean, I’m not a spring chicken, but I’m kind of 

a summer chicken. Even in my own life, some of the tastes I had earlier on, have been 

transformed by age. And I’d be very interested to know how your taste has been 

transformed by the process of aging. But also by the process of trying to trick yourself in 

some form or fashion, to remain novel in front of the repertoire, in front of the works you 

play. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, the notion of tricking oneself to be novel, of wanting to be 

contrary, of wanting to do exactly what the others have not done, is alien to me. For me, 

when I deal with music, the work counts. And the work should tell me what to do, in 

order to do justice to this work. Fortunately, piano repertory is very large. And even if 

one concentrates mostly on the music that is—that was composed in Central Europe, one 

has already a bulk, the greatest bulk of great music that was written. I have not changed 

my tastes in this respect very much. I decided relatively early on what the pieces were 

who would fill a lifetime of—which, it was worth to pursue getting back and cultivating, 

and trying just to understand them better. There was very little in my repertory that I 

played without being convinced about the worth. I once, in my young years, played the 

second Rachmaninoff concerto five times, because some conductors asked me. And I 

valued the experience of doing so, but I did not pursue the matter further. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Has that changed? 

 



ALFRED BRENDEL: No, not at all. No, there are certain composers I can live without. 

And Rachmaninoff is one of them. On the other hand, I have played little Chopin, that 

has had a different reason. In my young years, there was still—there were two 

possibilities of the great pianists. One was the player of a mainly Central European 

repertory. And the other was the Chopin player, with some adjacent composers. At that 

time, to do Chopin justice, one had to specialize. If you read about how Chopin played 

himself, for instance, Liszt describing his playing. Then you saw that it was a very 

strange and peculiar, and all almost mannerist kind of playing, that would not be 

applicable to other composers. 

 
So, I made up my mind that I was more suited to the Central European repertory, and that 

I would not become a Chopin specialist. Things have changed. Meanwhile, the Chopin 

specialists have died out. And Chopin has been incorporated in the mainstream of music. 

And if I would be a young player today, I would go about it differently. I would also have 

included more Chopin in my repertory.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what has changed over the passage of time, in terms of 

your relationship with certain works you have performed so often?  

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: There are a few works by Liszt, which I have lost interest in. 

Only a few, not not all of them that I’ve played. Because I have played quite a lot of it. I 

wouldn’t play Benediction de Dieu these days, which is a lot of pentatonic incense. 

(laughter) And several harps playing at the same time. But by and large—but the 

composers I am looking forward to for my old age. And not playing, but listening. In 

particular, Haydn and Handel. I am—it’s a wonderful thought that I am very far from 

knowing all the Haydn Symphonies, or all the Haydn quartets. There’s a world to 

discover. And it is similar with Handel. Both are composers who are not predominantly 

angels of death. They have a wonderfully open and positive side. And they are maybe not 

the most demanding perfectionists, the most concentrated contrapuntal masters. Although 

they could master all this if they wanted. For the old age, I think this is a better 

proposition. 

 



PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have spoken, at one point, of—that you didn’t think 

you particularly had a good memory. And I’m wondering if that has been an asset for 

you, in terms of rediscovering the works you have been working on for so long. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: In a way, yes. Because I had to restudy them. On the other hand, 

of course, my memory was quite good, but not phenomenal. That’s what I wanted to say. 

There are musicians who have—I mean, a prodigious memory, and can memorize even a 

complicated piece in a very short time, and then retain it in the back of their head. That 

was not my—unfortunately, my way to proceed. But also fortunately because if you have 

that sort of memory, and you can store a piece like in a computer, you are tempted to 

push a button, and reproduce the performance that you once did, with a few momentary 

changes, to please yourself.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were talking about the fact that you are looking 

forward to discovering some works of Haydn and Handel, because of their sunny 

disposition. And I’m wondering if you still—no, I misunderstood you, I feel. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well—I mean, if you say they are sunny composers, they 

wouldn’t be great composers if they wouldn’t be able to express an enormous compass of 

things. But basically, they are not haunted by demons.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And—I’m wondering if you still feel the way you felt 

some years ago when you said you would like to—and I quote you. You would like to 

kiss Goethe’s feet. And I’ll read that passage, which is quite—(laughter) quite wonderful 

about your desire to kiss Goethe’s feet. You did write that. “I’m gregarious in 

moderation. I’m not just a skeptic, but a pessimist. I therefore expect things to get worse. 

But at the same time, I like being a pessimist, because I like to be pleasantly surprised.” 

Reminds me kind of—Bob Hope, when he was on his deathbed, his wife asked him 

where he wanted to be buried. And he, “Surprise me.” (laughter) 

 
And you said, “Doubt, for me, is not an implement of self-laceration, but an indication of 

intellectual health. Goethe writes in a letter, ‘Do not worship positive things too much. 



Let us maintain some irony. And in so doing, so render them problematic.’ For this, I 

would like to kiss Goethe’s feet.” 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Absolutely. Every toe. (laughter) 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think—on this wonderful note, we can open it up to the 

public for questions to Alfred Brendel. Thank you very much. (applause) There are two 

microphones on each side there. We would love you to come up if you could, simply 

because we would love to be able to hear your questions. And I might say something 

about questions before they’re posed. They usually, in my view, can be posed—I haven’t 

been a good example of it—in about fifty-five seconds. Please. 

 
QUESTION: A voice from our mutual past, Roy Eaton. We were in a class together with 

Edwin Fischer in 1948.  

 

ALFRED BRENDEL: Hi.   

 

QUESTION: And—in answer to two, or a query about two aspects of questions that you 

were given. Your creation that you’ve shared with us has been almost totally literature. 

Did you remember that at the time, you were fascinated by the Khachaturian Toccata, 

which I was playing, and I was fascinated by your composition. And we exchanged your 

suite from 1949, with the Khachaturian Toccata. Have you still continued composing? 

And if not, why not? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: I have composed in my young years, when we met. And a little 

bit further. And then stopped, because I felt that I should rather play the piano, and play 

the composition of others. But I very much valued the experience of having composed for 

a few years. It has certainly influenced my attitude of dealing with the works I play. 

There is a curiosity that has remained, to see how these works are composed. Why they 

lead from the first to the last note. What is the way of thinking of the individual 

composer. Luxuries may be in the opinion of many of my colleagues. But anyway, that’s 

what I drew out of my own compositions, which I have hidden. (laughter)  



 
QUESTION: One of them is coming to light again. (laughter) Warning.  

 
QUESTION: I just wonder, I’m delighted that you have such a high opinion of Gary 

Larson. Do you have a favorite Gary Larson cartoon? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Yes. There is a couple standing with two suitcases, just coming 

back from a trip. And before them, there is water. And they said, “Our house is gone. The 

whole of Atlantis is gone.” (laughter) 

 
QUESTION: Thank you. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m trying to remember if it is Gary Larson that has a 

cartoon where you have a family looking at a wall. The corner of a wall. And they’re all 

looking intently at the wall, and you read underneath, “The days before television.” I’m 

not sure. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: (laughter) I don’t remember that one, but maybe there is 

somebody here who knows it. I know at least one person in the audience who knows 

Gary Larson cartoons very well, maybe she can help me. 

 
QUESTION: My favorite are the the two mooses standing, looking at one another. And 

the—one of them has a bullseye painted on his stomach. And the other one’s saying, 

“That’s a bummer.” (laughter)  

 
QUESTION: Mr. Brendel, I would like to ask a question that goes back to an earlier 

theme that was discussed, about the relationship between piano performance, and overall 

intellectual development. And I once heard another concert pianist say that a musician 

who only studied music, and only knew music, who hadn’t read Plato, who hadn’t 

studied Shakespeare, could not give an adequate performance of Beethoven. And I 

wanted to hear what your response to that is. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, I mean, with all respect, I think this is nonsense. I know 

musicians who do nothing else. And who have achieved an amazing degree of mastery, in 



understanding some compositions. There is a propensity of trying to connect composers 

and writers and artists to compare which are most like each other, and which is greater. I 

remember in a note to Beethoven’s Sonatas, a pianist wrote that Beethoven is like 

Michelangelo, but even greater. You know, these are completely nonsensical ideas.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I may just simply not invite those other pianists, who only 

play the piano. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: You probably better not. Yes. Yes. But—if they are good 

musicians, go and listen to them.  

 
QUESTION: Yes, Maestro. You’ve spoken about Edward Schneider. And I was 

wondering, now, roughly sixty years of your career, the musicians that you admired when 

you were a student and first beginning your career, and why. Also, perhaps, the musicians 

or conductors that during your career, you have most enjoyed working with, or you 

admire, and why. And perhaps the young musicians at this time that you think are very 

promising. Also, there’s a second part. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: My goodness!  

 
QUESTION: The second part is— (laughter) 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Now, I can tell you— 

 
QUESTION: Yes. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Certainly can tell you the musicians that—made an enormous 

impression on me when I was young. Which I heard in the concert hall. I start with 

conductors. Furtwängler, Bruno Walter and Klemperer. I continue with some singers, 

some of them I only knew from recordings. Lotte Lehmann. The young Fischer-Dieskau, 

when he arrived in Vienna, to give his first recital. The singers at the Vienna State Opera 

in the 1950s. There was a lovely Mozart ensemble there. I have said repeatedly that I 

probably learned more for the piano playing from conductors and singers, then from 



pianists. And there is a good reason for that. I think there is very little great piano music 

that is strictly and only piano music.  

 
The piano is an instrument, it’s a receptacle for all musical possibilities. Nearly all the 

great piano composers have composed orchestral music, chamber music, opera, whatever. 

Vocal music. And it’s from these works that the performer of the piano music should take 

their cue. One exception is Chopin. Who was really writing for the instrument he played. 

He was not very good in putting together a score. Or in writing chamber music. And 

that’s why the specialization of the Chopin player of the past made a lot of sense.  

 
But when you said before that I was spending life trying to master the piano—it is not 

really to give you the one and only, right and proper piano sound. It’s to transform it into 

everything that you can imagine, and everything that the music needs, in terms of various 

sounds. But also, in terms of—visions. Of the elements. So, the instrument is a beautiful 

receptacle. But it is only an instrument. And it serves the music in the first place. So, 

what one tries to do in a lifetime of performing, is to make the pieces tell you what you 

should do. Okay. 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think there was a question there about current pianists. 

And— 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, I mean, I’ve—we have mentioned some of the older 

pianists, yes? And it depends very much which pianists I have heard in the concert hall 

and which not. I would like to mention two young player on whom I set my hopes. One is 

Paul Lewis, an Englishman. And the other one is Till Fellner, an Austrian. They are in 

their early thirties, and I think they have great careers in front of them.  

 
QUESTION: Mr. Brendel, I understand early in your career, you played lots of Franz 

Liszt piano music. Right. My question is on Franz Liszt transcriptions, on some 

composers. Like, Berlioz’s symphonies. Have you ever looked at those transcriptions of 

Franz Liszt? 

 



ALFRED BRENDEL: When I was in my late twenties, I recorded a whole long LP of 

Liszt transcriptions, that included the Paraphrase on Norma. It included Benediction and 

Sermon from Berlioz Benvenuto Cellini. It included Liebestod from Tristan. So, I have a 

bit of experience. And I learned a great deal, in studying these pieces. Mainly, turning the 

piano into something else. Having the models in the scores, or in what people sang, and 

trying to bring something to life of these songs on the instrument.  

 
QUESTION: Personally, I’m very curious about the Berlioz’s symphonies, in 

transcription form. I was looking over—available—I mean, in the record store, I’ve 

never—I haven’t seen a recording of the piano transcription of Berlioz’s symphonies. But 

on the other hand, Beethoven’s transcription has been played and recorded. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: There have been people who’ve played the Symphony 

Fantastique. You need to have great skill as well in orchestrating on the piano. It was a 

very important transcription, because with the help of this transcription, Schumann 

started to know the work, and wrote about it in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik. He did not 

have the full score. He had Liszt’s transcription. And that was the source for his article. 

There were hardly any printed scores at that time. So this was the best way of 

disseminating some information about music.  

 
QUESTION: The reason I raise this question, is—Berlioz was not known as a keyboard-

based composer. Versus Beethoven or Haydn. So, I’m curious about—because I’m not a 

pianist myself. I just want to ask if you have any opinion or anything to say about this 

particular transcription of Berlioz’s symphonies. 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: Well, there is only one Berlioz symphony, and it is the 

Symphonie Fantastique, that has been transcribed by Liszt. But he, of course, transcribed 

all the Beethoven symphonies. The Ninth Symphony, also, for two pianists, which is a 

very remarkable transcription that has come to light only a few decades ago. And these 

pieces are sometimes played. And I would urge young pianists to study some of these 

works, in order to become aware of the orchestral possibilities of a very good piano. It 

depends, really, very much on the quality of the instrument.  



 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, you—your daughter is a rock musician, is that 

correct? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: My oldest one, yes.  

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you—do you like her music? 

 
ALFRED BRENDEL: As long as she doesn’t make the noise in my house. (laughter) 

And as long as it makes her happy, everything is fine. She seems to be very happy. She 

seems to be very busy. She has her own band. She rushes around on the British Isles. And 

sometimes tells me that she has more gigs than I do. (laughter) 

 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, we want to thank you very much for tonight. 

 
# # # END # # # 

 


