
New Digital Resources for 
Brahms Scholarship

Hanslick Online and Brahms-Online are recent projects of 
the Austrian Academy of Sciences’s Austrian Centre for Digital 
Humanities and Cultural Heritage.1 The Brahms-Online project 
is led by Vasiliki Papadopoulou, and Hanslick Online is led by 
Alexander Wilfing.

The last twenty years of the digitization of nineteenth-
century sources have transformed the scope of studying a 
composer’s reception. Almost forty years ago, Angelika 
Horstmann published her groundbreaking dissertation on 
the reception of Brahms from 1860 to 1880.2 Her distinction 
between reviews of publications versus performances and 
her interest in the critics themselves were important steps 
forward. I do not know exactly how Horstmann worked, but 
for my dissertation on the history of German music criticism 
in the first half of the nineteenth century,3 I looked through the 
music journals available in US university libraries. I transcribed 
journal articles by hand, translated them with a dictionary, and 
finally typed the text and translation into a word processing 
program. Each stage of this process could take hours.

I am still trying to grasp the ramifications of the speed with 
which one can now access, transcribe, and translate reviews 
that have been buried in the mountains of Vienna’s daily 
newspapers. With the use of Brahms-Online, ANNO, and AI 
translators,4 a translated review can be produced in minutes. 
The process is so much faster because, first, the review has 
already been provided: Brahms-Online has retrieved and 
indexed the texts.5 Since ANNO allows the Fraktur type to be 
captured as plain text, and since this can be translated with a 
single click, the manual reproduction of the text has mostly 
been eliminated.6 What remains is the process of proofreading, 
making corrections, and reading for content.

The texts of Brahms-Online’s reviews and announcements 
about performances of Brahms’s works are accessed through 
links to ANNO, that is, the Austrian National Library’s digitized 
collection of newspapers and periodicals.7 Brahms-Online’s 
indexing makes it easy to filter these reviews for performances 
by certain soloists or ensemble, as well as by musical work. The 
range is mostly Vienna and Brahms’s lifetime; the timespan 
listed is 1862–1902. Some of these reviews are given a helpful 
short summary and/or quotation, making it unnecessary to 
transfer to the original source on the ANNO platform. But for 
most, the user will need to work with the text in Fraktur.

One reason I like the ANNO links is that the review appears 
as part of the whole newspaper. For instance, in November of 
1872 there was a performance of Brahms’s Op. 25 Piano Quartet 
in G minor with the Hellmesberger Quartet and the composer at 
the piano.8 Browsing the rest of the page shows that there were 
two other concerts with works by Brahms. Besides acquiring a 
sense of Brahms’s popularity on concerts in Vienna, Brahms- 
Online makes evident how many critics were active. There are 
six reviews of that Hellmesberger Quartet concert!9 These other 
writers can now be used not just for “sound bites,” but in an 
informed way, with an awareness of their tendencies and biases. 
Brahms-Online allows their work to be read chronologically 
and synchronically, in comparison to others.

Not everything on the website comes from ANNO. Some 
features (that are in progress and only in German) are found 
on the dropdown menu “Brahms’s Wien,” which includes 
pictures of performance venues in Vienna and profiles of 
some performers. Under “Projekt” there is useful background 
information on the newspapers and some of the critics.

Hanslick Online

There is a separate website and platform devoted to 
Eduard Hanslick’s writings. The first project of Hanslick 
Online was a TEI/XML edition of the ten versions of On 
the Musically Beautiful, which facilitates the comparison of 
variants. A documentation of the reception of the book through 
contemporary reviews is forthcoming.10 The other part of the 
website is dedicated to completing the collection of Hanslick’s 
writings, with a similar linking of the differences in reviews 
that appeared in multiple versions.11 The project of publishing 
a scholarly edition of Hanslick’s work was begun by Dietmar 
Strauß.12 The series overseen by Strauß was discontinued in 
2011; it covers the years up to 1865, the year following the 
crucial year of the founding of the Neue Freie Presse. This 
newspaper was home to Hanslick’s criticism for his final forty 
years and is the primary source for Hanslick Online. Brahms- 
Online does not draw upon the Neue Freie Presse, but does 
include Hanslick’s reviews of Brahms in Die Presse, from 1864 
and earlier. It appears that the two websites were coordinated to 
avoid duplication of reviews of Brahms by Hanslick.

Like Brahms-Online, Hanslick Online is a work in progress. 
There were 471 reviews as of this writing (April 2025), and 
the total will be 900 when the project is completed. Currently 
there are no reviews for the years 1872–1887.13 Some of the 
features of this platform are different than Brahms-Online. The 
most noticeable and user-friendly is that the reviews in the Neue 
Freie Presse appear as text, with the facsimile of the original 
appearing next to it. There is also a full-text search of these 
transcriptions. The transcription’s appearance can be adjusted 
to see names, work titles, and places that are tagged with 
identifying information. The website also features registers 
for places, persons, and works, with the two last-named being 
interlinked.14 A list of all the reviews can be downloaded as an 
Excel spreadsheet. One more handy feature to mention is the 
list of Hanslick’s anthologies with links to digital copies.15

Using both websites allows one to compare Hanslick’s 
reviews to others, including other reviews he wrote. For 
instance, using Hanslick Online I located one of Hanslick’s 
comments about Brahms’s playing. In November of 1867, when 
Brahms and Joachim gave two concerts together in Vienna, 
Hanslick initially commented that Brahms’s piano playing 
seemed inhibited: “The fear of the ‘virtuosic’ often seems 
to be a veil between his fingers and the keys.”16 I found that 
after the second concert, Hanslick was much more impressed 
by Brahms’s playing, especially of his piano arrangement of a 
Bach organ “Phantasie.” “When Brahms pulls out all the stops 
in music such as the ‘Phantasie’ and lets a magical world of 
chords roar with full organ over an unmissable, booming organ 
point, he is truly unique. In this area he has no colleagues, let 
alone a rival.”17 Reviews on Brahms-Online reveal that other 
critics were similarly “blown away” by his imitation of an 
organ.18 Further, several critics of Brahms’s concerts in 1867 
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were positively in awe of his ability to play huge programs 
entirely from memory. Eduard Schelle, Hanslick’s successor at 
Die Presse, was especially enthusiastic (“Finally, a piano player 
who knows how to pack a proper punch!”19) He offered an 
intriguing clue to an untold episode in Brahms reception when 
he called out some nay-sayers of the “officielle Kritik” who 
apparently were calling Brahms the musical “Antichrist,”20 and 
pointed to the halls filled with Brahms fans as evidence to the 
contrary.

This is just a glimpse into the treasure trove the two 
websites offer about Vienna’s musical events by making the 
vast coverage found in the city’s daily papers accessible. The 
musicological “Brahms-Bild” has been constructed so far using 
only a fraction of the writing in newspapers. The nuances to 
explore, misconceptions to clear up, and new factors to discover 
will undoubtedly transform our understanding of Brahms.

Sanna Pederson
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