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Addendum to “Bruckner on Valve Trombone?— 
Low Brass Performance Practice in Anton Brucker’s Works”

Bernhard Rainer
Translated by Howard Weiner

Following the publication of my article on the performance practice of low brass instru-
ments in Bruckner’s works in the previous issue of the HBSJ,1 several colleagues have called 
my attention to sources that provide interesting and decisive new evidence on this subject.
 As stated in my article, there are a number of indications that, soon after their inven-
tion, valve instruments found their way to Upper Austria, the area of the country where 
Anton Bruckner grew up and experienced his musical socialization. The recently published 
chronicle of the band of Micheldorf (a small market town approximately fifty kilometers 
south of Bruckner’s place of birth) now offers the first source that clearly supports this 
scenario. In the foundation charter, dated 11 October 1833, of the Micheldorf Musical 
Society as a brass band, six musicians are named with their instruments. Besides a Zug-
trompete (slide trumpet) and a slide trombone, the thirteen-piece ensemble also had at least 
two valve trumpets, two valve horns, and a valve trombone at its disposal.2

 This first unambiguous evidence of the use of the valve trombone in Upper Austria 
(albeit in the area of amateur music-making) lends more weight to my hypothesis that 
valve trombones were employed in first performances of Bruckner’s works. This hypothesis 
receives additional confirmation through pencil annotations found in the accessible autograph 
performance material used for the 1854 premiere of Bruckner’s motet Libera me (WAB 22). 
In the “alto” trombone part of this motet, numerals were added in pencil above a number 
of notes by someone other than Bruckner.3 The only logical explanation for this is that a 
musician, who was obviously not very proficient on his instrument, wrote in the numerals 
as a reminder of the required fingerings. While the numeral 2 over the notes df1, e1, and 
a1 could indicate either the actuation of the second valve of a valve trombone in Bf or the 
second position of a slide trombone in Bf, the numeral 1 above the notes c1 and ef1 clearly 
has to be understood as the fingering for the first valve of a valve trombone.4 The situation 
becomes unequivocal through the notation of the numeral 0 above the notes b f1 and f 1, 
indicating that all valves are to remain open. It goes without saying that these fingerings 
correspond to the fingering system of the Bf (alto/tenor/bass) valve trombone shown in 
the second edition of Andreas Nemetz’s trombone method, which dates from the 1830s.5

 In my article I proposed the scenario that three valve trombones had been purchased by 
St. Florian Abbey half a year before the premiere of Libera me, instruments that were then 
used in the performance of the motet, possibly by amateur musicians.6 Although the pencil 
markings in the “alto” trombone part cannot be dated precisely (the handwriting appears 
to be contemporary with Bruckner’s autograph), their existence confirms my hypothesis.
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 Apart from this, recently rediscovered parts from contemporary Bruckner performances 
and the digitalization of a large proportion of the generally known Bruckner performance 
materials have brought to light further interesting evidence.7 For example, some of the 
parts labeled “Trombone Alto” or “Trombone 1mo (Alto)” in the performance material of 
Bruckner premieres are notated in bass clef.8 In other cases, tenor clef parts were changed 
into treble clef parts to be read in Bf by means of penciled-in alterations of accidentals and 
the addition of a treble clef in a hand different than that of the copyist.9 All this clearly points 
to semi-professional performers who were not used to reading alto and tenor clefs. These 
observations in turn strengthen my hypothesis that military musicians or members of civil 
guard bands participated on valve trombones particularly in the premieres of Bruckner’s 
early works.
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