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Many composers have personal, even idiosyncratic, ways of marking dynamics. These can only be clarified, if they ever can be, through years of experience and thoughtful consideration, and ultimately through musical intuition.  For example, when Beethoven writes a series of sforzandos he usually implies a crescendo—but not always.   He occasionally writes a series of fortes that are meant as something similar to sforzandos., and sometimes his fortepianos  are strong accents that don't drop to piano.

One of Brahms' most common, and most enigmatic, dynamic markings is poco forte (which he occasionally abbreviates pf).  At some point during my student years, I was taught to interpret this as a dynamic level somewhere between mezzo piano and mezzo forte.  While, in actual practice, this may be close to the mark, I recently discovered that Brahms is on record as saying exactly what he meant by this marking.

Most cellists are familiar with Diran Alexanian through his schematically analytical edition of the Bach Suites (also the first edition to incorporate a facsimile of the Anna Magdelena manuscript).  Alexanian was born in Constantinople in 1881, studied in Berlin with Grützmacher, and as a young student, played chamber music with Joachim and Brahms.

Konrad Wolff quotes Alexanian in his book, The Teaching of Artur Schnabel.  A footnote on page 112 says this:

Brahms knew so well that forte indicates a quality, a character, rather than a sonorous quantity that—according to Diran Alexanian's report of what Brahms said to him—he defined his (frequently occurring) marks of poco forte as 'with the character of forte, but the sound of piano.'

One just never knows where a fascinating bit of information will turn up!

