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Piano Trio in B-flat major, Op.97 (Archduke)  

Ludwig van Beethoven  

 
 Rudolph Johann Joseph Rainer (1788-1831), Archduke of Austria, was the youngest son 

of Grand Duke Leopold of Tuscany and his duchess Maria Ludovika.  When Leopold became 

Holy Roman Emperor in 1790, the family moved to the imperial seat of Vienna.  Thus Rudolph's 

entire education took place in the heady cultural and intellectual environment that Vienna 

boasted at the end of the 18th century.   
 

 All the Hapsburgs were musical.  Rudolph's delicate health provided further direction 

toward the arts and the church, rather than the military career that might otherwise have been an 

appropriate pursuit for a younger royal son.  As a cleric, Rudolph reached the rank of cardinal; 

he also became Archbishop of Olmütz in 1819.  As a musician, he pursued composition and 
piano performance.  He is best remembered for his role in Beethoven's life.  

 

 Their acquaintance began in 1803, when the teenage Archduke switched music teachers 

from Anton Tayber to Beethoven.  He continued to study composition, music theory and piano 

with the feisty composer for the better part of two decades.  Their friendship was not without its 
strained moments, but seems to have been founded on genuine and mutual devotion.  Rudolph 

became one of Beethoven's most important patrons, and was responsible in 1809 for an annuity 

being awarded to Beethoven that greatly eased the composer's financial worries.  

  

 Rudolph's musical gifts were modest. As a pianist, he could not measure up to 
Beethoven's stellar pupils, Ferdinand Ries and Carl Czerny.  However, Rudolph also had the gift 

of good taste and an uncanny ability to discern between the merely good and the superlative 

among Beethoven's new compositions. This connoisseurship earned him the dedications of a 

remarkable number of Beethoven's middle and late period masterpieces, including the Fourth and 
Fifth Piano Concerti, the Les adieux and Hammerklavier piano sonatas, the Missa Solemnis, 

Op.123, and the Grosse Fuge, Op.133.  Rudolph's name, however, is associated most closely 

with the trio we hear this evening.  

 

About the music 
 The Archduke, Beethoven's last piano trio, is superb chamber music on a par with the late 

string quartets.  It is also enormous, with four full-scale movements and more than 1200 bars of 

music.  We have in this piece the apotheosis of Beethoven's heroic stance, a summation of 

everything that he accomplished and endured during the stormy first decade of the 19th century.  



At the same time, its broad opening theme and almost transcendental slow movement variations 

seem to reflect a newfound peace and maturity in the composer, then in his early 40s.   
 

 Beethoven sketched the Trio in 1810 and completed it during a period of intense work in 

March 1811. It was the only major piece he completed that year. While each movement has its 

own special character, the first and third share a nobility and spirituality, whereas the second and 

fourth movements are decidedly lighter, more flirtatious, and perhaps with just a hint of a wink 
in the composer's eye.   

 

 In writing about the opening Allegro moderato, biographer Marion Scott notes the 

"energy obtained from the fairly rapid note values and the dignity from the slow pacing 

harmonies."  After its Olympian, expansive phrases, the simple ascending scale from which 
Beethoven builds the Scherzo is refreshing.  The contrasting middle trio section plays some 

clever and sophisticated games, including chromaticism, misplaced beats that throw our sense of 

3/4 time off balance, and a subtle manipulation of individual instrumental lines that turns out to 

be a fugato.   

 
 Beethoven's variations constitute a long slow movement that takes a luxurious amount of 

time to express every detail.  The score, especially the piano part, is extremely dense with notes, 

every one of which serves a purpose beyond the merely decorative.  Throughout the entire Trio, 

the piano writing is on a level of difficulty equivalent to Beethoven's mature piano concertos. 

The slow movement is particularly challenging.  Extremely long phrases in all three instruments 
seem to suspend the music in giant arches hovering in mid-air.  An ingenious transition moves 

the elegant final variation from the slow movement key of D major to the home tonality of B-

flat, proceeding without pause to the finale.  The great British writer Donald Francis Tovey 

observed: 

 
When the finale of the B-flat Trio shocks us with unseemly conviviality before 

the slow movement has finished dying away, Beethoven has no apologies to offer.  

The outrageous jocularity continues unabashed, until not only the proportions, but 

the actual mysterious quality, of the finale develop a sublimity of their own.  [It] 

is a marvelous study in Bacchanalian indolence.   
 

Beethoven's Allegro moderato carries us along with irrepressible gaiety that somehow preserves 

the inherent majesty of the work as a whole.  In keeping with the superior quality of all those 

works he dedicated to his royal patron, the Archduke Trio reigns supreme:  Beethoven's finest 
effort for piano and strings, and arguably the greatest piano trio in the literature.  

 

Piano Quartet, Op. 67 (1931) 

Joaquín Turina (1882-1949) 

 
 Like so many early twentieth-century Spanish musicians, Turina began his formal studies 

in his homeland before succumbing to the lure of Paris, which was then Europe’s musical 

capital. From 1905 to the First World War, he studied and worked there,  enjoying a 

distinguished career as pianist, conductor, music critic, and teacher.  He developed friendships 

with Isaac Albéniz and Manuel de Falla as well as many prominent French musicians. The 



interaction with his countrymen was crucial to his development as a Spanish nationalist, for Falla 

and Albéniz encouraged Turina to seek his inspiration in Spanish folk and popular music. At the 
same time, Turina was determined to be accepted as a European musician, and strove to master 

traditional techniques and formal structures. His synthesis of Spanish and European elements 

makes his music distinctive.  

 

 The Quartet is widely considered to be Turina’s most successful chamber music 
composition, although it is not his most famous. That honor goes to the lute quartet movement, 

La oración del torero, Op. 34, which has become better known in arrangements for string quartet 

and string orchestra. The three movements of the Piano Quartet, Op. 67 reverse the traditional 

tempo order; they are arranged slow-fast-slow. That stated, Turina treats the concept of tempo 

flexibly. His first movement shifts several times between Lento and Andante mosso, heightening 
the contrast between two principal thematic groups. The musical language is declamatory and 

free, suggesting both Iberian Gypsy music and Andalusian popular song. Some flashes of blues 

harmony reminiscent of Gershwin  prompt one to wonder whether Turina heard any jazz in Paris. 

Similarly, fleeting moments allude to the café/salon style that flourished so brilliantly in Turina’s 

French contemporary Francis Poulenc.  
 

 The second movement Vivo is scherzo-like, with dance-like elements and piano sonorities 

evoking the guitar. Even more than in the first movement, Turina tends to block the three strings 

together against the piano as a sonic unit, several times in unison. A brief, cadenza-like passage 

for violin opens the finale, which refers several times to musical material from the first 
movement. As in the opening movement, the tempo shifts capriciously, enhancing the sensual, 

inviting atmosphere of Turina’s music. 

 

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) 

Piano Quartet in E-flat, Op. 87  

 

 For sheer joy and excitement wrapped up in music, it’s hard to beat Dvořák’s E-flat 

major piano quartet. There’s a reason that this work nearly always anchors a second half: ablaze 

with gorgeous melodies, appealing sentiment, and dynamic Czech rhythms, it encompasses 

everything we love about this splendid composer. While it’s tough to pick a favorite piece among 
his chamber works, this quartet definitely has to be a contender.  

 

 Like Mozart, Dvořák wrote many chamber works for various ensembles throughout his 

career, but composed only two quartets for piano and strings.  Also like Mozart, Dvořák played a 
number of instruments in addition to the piano, and favored the viola, particularly when he 

played chamber music.  Dvořák's fourteen string quartets are one indication of his great love for 

the string family.  His reputation among music lovers has traditionally rested on a small number 

of well known works. 

 
 Bohemia and Moravia were both part of the Habsburg Empire for Dvořák’s entire life. 

Because German was the official language, he was educated in the German tradition, but he 

remained very proud of his Czech birthright. He was extremely successful in synthesizing 

German musical heritage with the compelling melodic and rhythmic energy of his native Czech 

folksongs and dances.  He was blessed with unceasing melodic inventiveness.  If his use of 



conventional musical form is sometimes less disciplined than that of his good friend Brahms, the 

results usually make for captivating listening.  And along with Brahms, he was one of the great 
champions of absolute music, rarely employing extramusical associations.  His chamber music 

sometimes begs for full orchestra, so rich are its textures. 

 

 This afternoon’s piano quartet evinces strong contrasts of mood in its opening movement.  

The unison string statement of the theme, followed by the pianist's response, tempts comparison 
to the Mozart G minor Quartet, K.478. Dvořák invests his theme with harmonic ambiguity that 

makes it all the more powerful. He hints at minor mode in that opening unison gesture, not 

letting us settle in too comfortably to the idea of E-flat major.  His development section is 

particularly dramatic, skillfully derived from the unison melody, and moving smoothly from 

aggressive gestures to surprisingly delicate ones.  Balance between piano and strings is flawless. 
The composer curtails his recapitulation, choosing instead to extend the movement with a coda.  

The drama of the development recurs, with unusual piano modulations underscored by string 

tremolandi. 

 

 The slow movement, in the distant key of D-flat, belongs to the cello, whose serene, 
lyrical theme prevails over the ominous rumblings that contrast with it.  The sedate third 

movement is more minuet than scherzo, a pensive waltz-like interlude whose smooth seams blur 

the contrast of its trio.  Gypsy inflections in its G minor middle theme add exotic flavor. At the 

end, the trilling piano decoration of the minuet melody emulates the cimbalom, a hammer 

dulcimer common in Gypsy music. 
 

 Dvořák's Bohemian roots take over in the finale, an exuberant outpouring of rhythmic 

vitality and melodic invention.  Here again, the tonal ambiguity between major and minor mode 

is a dominant characteristic of the music. The pull of both song and dance are strong, but 

ultimately it is Dvořák the choreographer who provides the energy and impulse that drive this 
wonderful conclusion. 


