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Piano Trio No.1 in D minor, Op.32  
Anton Arensky (1861-1906) 
 
 Arensky belongs to the "second wave" of Russian composers who flourished at the turn 
of the century.  Their names are, for the most part, less familiar to us than either their 
predecessors or their successors.  Yet Arensky, along with Anatol Liadov, Mikhail Ippolitov-
Ivanov, Alexander Glazounov, Serge Taneyev, and Alexander Gretchaninov, greatly enriched 
Russia's musical legacy.  Each deserves more than the footnote to Russian music history that he 
is generally accorded.  All of them were protegés of Tchaikovsky and/or one of the so-called 
"Mighty Handful" -- Balakirev, Cui, Borodin, Musorgsky, and Rimsky-Korsakov.  Collectively they 
made the transition to Russia's vibrant musical life in the 20th century.  
 
 Arensky studied with Rimsky-Korsakov at the Petersburg Conservatory, then moved 
directly to a teaching position of his own at the Moscow Conservatory.  There, strengthening a 
growing tradition among Russian musicians, he passed on the torch to his own studio of pupils.  
The most celebrated among them were Rachmaninoff, Scriabin, and Glière, each of whom left 
his own imprint on the new century.  Curiously, though, Arensky was less a part of the Rimsky-
Russian Five continuum than he was a conduit for the Tchaikovskyan legacy.  Rimsky-Korsakov 
left a colorful description in his memoirs: 
 

According to all testimony, [Arensky's] life had run a dissipated course between 
wine and card-playing, yet his activity as composer was most fertile. . . . He did 
much work at composition, but that is just where he began to burn the candle at 
both ends.  Revels, gambling, health undermined by this mode of living, galloping 
consumption as the final result . . . . In his youth Arensky had not escaped 
entirely my own influence; later he fell under that of Tchaikovsky.  He will soon 
be forgotten. 

 
Fortunately musicians have continued to revere Arensky’s music. In the concert hall, his 
Variations on a Theme by Tchaikovsky remains an audience favorite, and his violin and piano 
concertos show up occasionally. Arensky was more successful in smaller forms, and composed a 
quantity of piano miniatures that retain their popularity. Among his chamber compositions, the 
best loved works are the String Quartet No. 2 in A minor, Op. 35 and the piano trio on this 
afternoon’s program.  
 



 The trio is dedicated to the memory of Karl Davidoff (1838-1889), a cellist and composer 
who taught at St. Petersburg Conservatory and was also principal in the Imperial Italian Opera 
orchestra. Its third movement Elegia is the emotional center of the work, and links Arensky’s 
Trio to Tchaikovsky’s and Rachmaninoff’s better-known trios, both of which are also elegiac in 
character. Listeners who know the trio literature, however, will be struck by Arensky’s textural 
similarity to Mendelssohn’s First Trio-- coincidentally in d-minor as well-- particularly in the first 
movement. The piano plays almost exclusively in thick-textured rapid passage work, while the 
two strings share the long, lyrical themes. Arensky’s scherzo is a brilliant showpiece for piano, 
requiring an airy lightness of touch at the keyboard and utmost delicacy from the strings. Its 
galumphing trio allots another soaring duet to violin and cello. Here again the melody is 
Mendelssohnian, but the piano accompaniment is borrowed from a rural village dance band. 
Following the soulful Elegia in g-minor, Arensky returns to his home tonality of d-minor for a 
rhythmically vigorous finale. By incorporating themes from the Elegia and the opening Allegro 
moderato, he lends a cyclic unity to his trio. 
 
Trio élégiaque in G minor (1892) 
Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) 
 
 The elegiac piano trio composed in memoriam was an important sub-genre that 
flourished in Central and Eastern Europe in the second half of the 19th century. Examples exist 
by Smetana Tchaikovsky, Dvořák, and Anton Arensky. These works share minor mode, a direct 
response to death and grief, and an impassioned spirit that gives voice to emotions from the 
depths of the soul.  
 
 Rachmaninoff not only adopted the elegiac character, but also – like Tchaikovsky – used 
the French term for both his piano trios. The earlier of the two is the one-movement Trio 
élégiaque in G minor that we hear. We know of no specific individual whose loss Rachmaninoff 
may have been mourning, but it is clear that he was emulating Tchaikovsky’s Trio elégiaque 
Op.50 while he was composing.  
 
 A single movement of approximately 15 minutes’ duration, Rachmaninoff’s early trio 
reflects his classical conservatory training in its traditional layout and sonata form. He takes 
some liberties with frequent changes of tempo, but the movement is remarkably consistent in 
its lugubrious mood. The sole rays of sunshine are the second theme, initially introduced by 
violin. Apart from that, the piano dominates the thematic material, and has several extended 
passages in which the strings are silent. Clearly at this stage – Rachmaninoff was still in his 
’teens – he was more comfortable writing for piano than for strings.  
 
 There is a moderate amount of contrapuntal writing in the development section, but 
violin and cello often play in unison or in rapid tremolando textures, with comparatively little 
thematic independence. Rachmaninoff’s episodic structure alleviates the heavy reliance on 
limited melodic material, and he builds successfully to two powerful climaxes over the course of 
the movement. The trio ends with an Alla marcia funebre marked pianissimo.  
 



 The first performance took place in Moscow in late January 1892, with the composer at 
the piano. The violinist was David Kreyn; the cellist was Anatoly Brandukov, for whom 
Rachmaninoff would later write his splendid Cello Sonata.  
 
Trio in A minor, Op. 50  
Peter Ilych Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) 
 
 Tchaikovsky's monumental piano trio stands alone among his other chamber 
compositions, an independent only child with a big ego.  Composed in December 1881 and 
January 1882, it is dedicated "à la mémoire d'un grand artiste."  The artist in question was 
Nikolai Rubinstein, brother of the more famous pianist Anton Rubinstein.  Only six years older 
than Tchaikovsky, Nikolai had been granted an imperial charter for the Moscow Conservatory in 
the mid-1860s.  In 1866 he hired Tchaikovsky to teach harmony there.  Tchaikovsky had only 
just graduated from St. Petersburg Conservatory, and was a virtual unknown except for a 
recommendation from Nikolai's older brother.  That gesture of confidence anchored a strong 
friendship between Nikolai Rubinstein and Tchaikovsky that was nearly wrecked by one 
incident:  Nikolai's initial reaction to Tchaikovsky's first piano concerto was scathing.  So hurt 
and incensed was Tchaikovsky that he altered his dedication from Rubinstein to the German 
pianist and conductor Hans von Bülow.  Later, Rubinstein reassessed his first judgment and 
became a great champion and interpreter of the work.   
 
 Rubinstein died in Paris in March 1881, only 45 years old.  Tchaikovsky was in Nice when 
he received the telegram with the news.  Deeply affected by his friend's premature death, he 
set out for Moscow by way of Paris to pay his respects.  According to his biographer David 
Brown: 
 

No death had struck Tchaikovsky so hard since the passing of his own mother 
nearly 27 years before.  Rubinstein had given him his first professional 
appointment, had directed him, bullied him, but in his own rough, imperious way 
had nursed Tchaikovsky's gifts, sometimes criticizing his works unceremoniously 
, but always with unflagging energy presenting them to the world so that their 
worth might be assessed and their fame grow.  No man had done more for the 
cause of Tchaikovsky's music than this difficult but true friend.  

 
We know that Mme von Meck, Tchaikovsky's patroness and soul-mate via correspondence, had 
suggested he write a piano trio (she maintained a resident piano trio in her personal 
establishment) some time before, but he had demurred, feeling no affinity for the medium.  
Rubinstein's death evidently helped him to bypass that particular compositional roadblock.  
Once he began work on the Trio, it came to him rapidly, and he completed work on it in a 
matter of weeks.  In effect, the Trio is his requiem for Rubinstein.    
 
 In Russia, the a-minor trio was the most popular of Tchaikovsky's chamber works for 
years, particularly in the first half of the 20th century.  A major work of over 40 minutes' 
duration despite its limitation to two movements, it has had trouble winning friends more 



recently.  For example, consider Edward Garden's dismissal in his largely sympathetic 
biography: 
 

Tchaikovsky's [first movement] elegy is only superficially convincing, and the 
same is true of the very long series of variations that comprise the second 
movement.  A naïve theme associated with his friend is mercilessly put through 
its paces, each variation being said to be connected with some incident in 
Rubinstein's life.  The emotional involvement of even the enormous final 
variation is more apparent than real . . . despite some pages of well-wrought 
music.  

 
Most listeners would be more charitable.  Tchaikovsky's music is passionate, well-crafted, 
melodious.  Still, the piece has been dogged with controversy, perhaps because of its immodest 
proportions and splashy history.   
  
 Tchaikovsky clearly intended to honor Nikolai's blazing pianistic talent, for the piano 
shines brilliantly throughout the work, especially during the entire first movement, Pezzo 
elegiaco.  Among the segments of the second, Variations III (Allegro moderato), VI (Tempo di 
valse), and X (Tempo di mazurka) are particularly virtuosic, further suggesting the pianistic 
prowess of Tchaikovsky's recently departed friend.  The variations are said to be biographical; 
whether we choose to assign personal remembrances or incidents to them is less important 
than their highly personal character.  Those who know Tchaikovsky's orchestral compositions 
will enjoy thoughtful comparison to the Variations on a Rococo Theme for cello and orchestra.  
While the Trio is more elegiac and less overtly virtuosic, it shares with the Rococo Variations a 
certain baroque flavor that marries nicely with its more impassioned late 19th-century musical 
language.  After considerable virtuoso flourishes in the course of the variations, Op. 50 ends 
quietly. In the coda, Tchaikovsky brings back the funereal theme from the first movement, 
reinforcing the spirit of a requiem for Rubinstein.  


