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Piano Trio in D major, Op.70, No.1 ("Ghost") 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 
 Thirteen years elapsed between Beethoven's first published opus, a set of three piano trios 

appearing in 1795, and the two trios of Op.70 (composed 1808, published 1809).  By then he was 

the most famous composer in the Austrian empire, numbering the cream of the nobility among 

his friends and patrons.  The "Ghost" Trio was first performed in the private residence of 

Countess Marie von Erdödy, in whose spacious house both Beethoven and Prince Lichnowsky 
maintained quarters in autumn 1808.  The Countess received the dedication for both Op.70 trios. 

(For those who are movie mavens, she was the Isabella Rossellini character in Bernard Rose’s 

not-very-true-to-life-but-very-entertaining 1994 film Immortal Beloved.) 

 

 The D-major Trio takes its curious nickname from the ghostly slow movement, a dark 
and brooding color-piece that reveals an intensely romantic side of Beethoven's personality. This 

Largo assai ed espressivo is as much a forerunner to Debussy's shimmering musical 

impressionism or even Bartók's "night music" as it is to the Schumann fantasy-pieces: suffused 

with restless melancholy.  Its most distinctive motive, an oft-repeated sinuous figure with a 

triplet, seems to have no firm destination; it has been likened to a "soulless cry."  Ghostly 
tremolandi in the lower reaches of the piano underscore the eerie effect.  We know that 

Beethoven was considering an opera project based on Heinrich Joseph von Collin’s adaptation of 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth. Abandoned sketches for the opera share pages in Beethoven’s 

sketchbooks with those for this slow movement. Basil Smallman has written: 

 
It seems therefore very possible that the famous slow movement may have been 

associated in some way with the Macbeth project. Whether in its final form the 

movement relates best to the weird sisters, the midnight murder of Duncan, the 

appearance of Banquo’s ghost, or none of these, the listener must decide for 
himself. 

 

 The two flanking virtuosic movements fairly burst with high spirits. The opening Allegro  

vivace e con brio opens with a unison strong rhythmic profile that grabs our attention, 

immediately contrasted by a lyrical second idea initially stated by the cello and immediately 
answered by violin. Beethoven introduces a startling modulation to F major, a distant key center 

that will recur regularly both in this movement and in the finale. He also favors brief sudden 

shifts to B-flat. Both keys are far from D major on the circle of fifths. The relationship between 

and among the three tonalities, and Beethoven’s ingenious transitions, are hallmarks of his 

middle period style.  



 Beethovens Presto finale is as straightforward and brisk as the slow movement is oblique 

and ominous. He clearly understood the necessity of relieving the tension of his Largo. This 
movement is filled with sly wit and bumptious country humor, along with dazzling passage work 

and Beethoven’s characteristic developmental magic with his motivic material. Listeners 

acquainted with the piano literature will perceive a strong connection between this trio and 

Beethoven’s early Piano Sonata in D, Op. 10, No.3. Thematically the first movements of each 

are closely linked. The Ghost Trio achieves in its slow movement the depth and emotional 
weight that Beethoven infused into his solo piano works much earlier than in his chamber music. 

The Op.10/3 sonata’s slow movement, also a Largo in D minor, is one of his greatest youthful 

accomplishments. And the finales of both the sonata and the trio are exuberant outpourings full 

of practical joking and good-natured skulduggery. 

 
Symphony No.2 in D major, Op.36 

Ludwig van Beethoven 

Arranged for piano trio by the composer 

 

 CMSFW patrons who heard last November’s concert may recall that two of the three 
works performed exist in two versions. Beethoven authorized the Opus 11 Clarinet Trio to be 

published with an alternate version for violin, cello, and piano – a conventional piano trio. 

Similarly, he composed his Opus 16 Quintet for Piano and Winds in an alternate version for 

Piano Quartet (with violin, viola, and cello). In both cases, his reasoning was practical and 

commercial. Pieces available to a wider variety of instrumentalists had the potential to sell more 
copies, which was advantageous both to the composer and to the publisher. 

 

 In an era before recordings, radio, or television (much less YouTube), live concerts and 

domestic performance were the two ways that people became acquainted with new music. Later 

in the 19th century, composers arranged music by Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and others for 
different (usually smaller) instrumental ensembles. Sub-genres flourished of variations or free 

fantasies on themes from operas.  

 

 Always a savvy businessman, Beethoven tapped into the market for a broader audience 

with two more of his own works besides the ones we heard here in November. One was his 
Septet Op.20, which had become wildly popular. The other was his Symphony No.2 in D major, 

Opus 36. In both cases, he made arrangements for piano trio. The Septet was published as a Trio, 

Opus 38. The Symphony retained the original opus number. When it was issued three years after 

the Symphony, it bore the same opus number: Piano Trio in D Major, Opus 36. In this version, 
Beethoven relies heavily on the piano to emulate the sound of multiple instruments, for example 

using right hand tremolo for chords. Much of the string writing is faithful to that in the 

symphony; however, these more intimate forces enable us to hear the Second Symphony with 

fresh ears: excellent old wine decanted from a new bottle.   

 * * * * * 
 In summer 1802, Beethoven's physician sent him to Heiligenstadt, then a bucolic village 

outside Vienna, where he was instructed to rest his ears as much as possible.  Tormented by the 



realization that he was losing his hearing altogether, Beethoven took long walks, pondered his 

fate, continued to compose and, in October, penned the passionate letter to his brothers that has 
become known as the "Heiligenstadt Testament."  In this powerful document he recorded his 

despair at the cruel blow fate had dealt him, declaring that only his love for his art had prevented 

him from taking his own life. 

 

 Against this sobering backdrop Beethoven completed the joyous strains of his Second 
Symphony, thereby confounding generations of armchair analysts determined to discern a direct 

correlation between the events of his life and their expression in his music.  For Op. 36 is 

miraculously free of agony.  Almost uniformly positive throughout, it wavers between pompous 

grandeur, relaxed contemplation, exuberant youthful energy and unexpected humourous 

outbursts.  Beethoven's grasp of the many facets of the human condition is aptly reflected in this 
lovely symphony.  Little sign of his own personal tragedy invades the work, however. 

 

 A lengthy slow introduction opens the Second Symphony, larger in scope than any of 

Haydn's slow introductions.  Many writers have perceived foreshadowing of the great "Choral" 

Symphony in this opening.  Indeed, just as the symphony sits on the cusp of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, so does it bridge Beethoven's early and middle compositional periods.  One 

part of him remains firmly rooted in classical tradition, while another part -- his rebellious and 

curious side -- moves beyond that tradition in ways that we now define as the romantic era. At 

the age of thirty-two, Beethoven gives us remarkable breadth of musical vision within one 

symphony. 
 

 Opus 36 is musically most noteworthy for its third movement.  Entitled Scherzo:  

Allegro, Trio, it is the first major work in which Beethoven used the label Scherzo (Italian for 

"joke") instead of the eighteenth-century Menuetto (a sedate, courtly dance).  He thereby altered 

the shape and character of the four movement symphony for the entire century to follow. The 
finale is equally remarkable, with Haydnesque wit and Beethovenian daring. Its extended coda 

presages the monumental coda of the Eroica, which would follow in 1803.  

 

 

Ludwig van Beethoven  

Sonata in D for Cello and Piano, Op. 102, No. 2 

 

 As is well known, Beethoven's music has traditionally been divided into three principal 

chronological periods, appropriately labeled early, middle, and late.  The early period includes 
the youthful works and his first years in Vienna, up to approximately 1800.  The so-called 

middle period has been dubbed by Beethoven's biographer Maynard Solomon `the heroic 

decade,' and accounts for a preponderance of the music for which Beethoven is so deservedly 

popular.  (For example, Symphonies Nos. 2 through 8 are "middle period" works; only the First 

Symphony is considered early, and only the Ninth dates from Beethoven's "late" period.)  The 
late period includes the profound works of Beethoven's last decade, most notably the magnificent 

string quartets Opp. 127 through 135.   



 

 Anyone with a quick arithmetic mind will note that such a division does not account for 
almost a full decade of Beethoven's life.  Although he did not cease composing altogether during 

the years from 1812 to 1822, his total compositional output did decline significantly.  Beethoven 

became embroiled in nasty litigation with his sister-in-law for custody of his nephew Karl.  The 

process was time-consuming and emotionally draining.  Beethoven's Archduke Trio, Op. 97, 

appeared in 1815.  He completed his Piano Sonata, Op. 109, in 1820.  We can see that he 
published fewer works at this time, but certainly there was no decline in the quality of his music.  

More significant that his level of productivity is a change in style.  Beethoven's music was 

undergoing an important evolutionary process to the transcendent and elevated philosophical 

plane of his last works.   

 
 The two Sonatas for Cello and Piano published as Op. 102 in 1817 are key transitional 

works in this process.  They were also Beethoven's last chamber music with piano.  The second 

of them, the Sonata in D- major we hear this afternoon, is the only one of Beethoven's five 

cello/piano sonatas with an independent, fully-developed slow movement.  That movement, a D 

minor elegy marked Adagio con molto sentimento d'affetto, is an extended and profound 
statement that places this sonata firmly with the late period works.  The scope of the Adagio also 

hints that Beethoven believed he had solved the inherent balance problem between cello and 

piano, and instrument that was growing ever larger and more powerful in his lifetime.   

 

 The strong profile of the first movement's opening gesture is quintessential Beethoven.  
Essentially unsingable, it seizes our attention, establishes a positive mood, and provides the 

motivic seeds for virtually all that follows.  By placing his slow movement in the parallel minor, 

D minor, Beethoven emphasized the tonic center of his sonata, another characteristic that 

foreshadows his late period compositions.  The most persuasive element of all binding this 

sonata to the later works is the finale, a vigorous fugue.  Listeners who know Beethoven's music 
well will sense a kinship with the angular fugues of the Hammerklavier Sonata, Op. 106, and the 

Grosse Fuge, Op. 133, rather than the more graceful approach he takes in the Piano Sonata in A-

flat, Op. 110.  Indeed, the rough edges of this fugue probably account for the poor reception that 

the sonata was accorded when it was first performed.  Musicologist Nigel Fortune suggests 

Beethoven felt that the equal distribution of voices in a fugue might give the cello a better crack 
at equality of balance with the piano.  In any case, this Sonata has historical importance not only 

as an important experimental and transitional work in Beethoven's development, but also as a 

significant milestone in 19th-century cello literature.     

 
 Beethoven dedicated both Sonatas in Op. 102 to Countess Marie Erdödy, with whom he 

had lodged in autumn 1808.  She studied with Beethoven, who referred to her as his Beichvater 

[father confessor].  It seems likely that he wrote both cello sonatas for her and for Joseph Linke, 

a cellist who played in Count Rasoumovsky's quartet, and later in the Schuppanzigh Quartet.   


