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“Triple Threat” 

 

Piano Trio in E-flat major, Op.1, No.1  

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 
 

 Opus 1.  What a world of promise is implied by those two words!  They are even more 

pregnant when we think about a first work from Beethoven, one of the transcendent geniuses of 

Western art.  We must not, however, confuse "Opus 1" with "first composition."  More 

accurately, it denotes "first published work," a composer’s initial public presentation of his finest 

craft.   

 The use of opus numbers gained currency during the high Baroque, when composers’ 

works customarily appeared in sets of twelve. Vivaldi, Corelli and Albinoni each published a set 

of twelve trio sonatas as Opus 1.  Half dozens became more common than full dozens in mid-

century.  Many of Haydn's string quartets – including his Opus 1 – were published in sets of six.  

 By the 1780s, the custom of publishing six works together was giving way to sets of 

three.  In part this was because of increased length of multi-movement compositions; however,  

it also had to do with greater musical weight. In 1795, Beethoven elected to publish three piano 

trios as his Opus 1.  He dedicated them to his teacher, Joseph Haydn. 

 Beethoven had already composed a considerable amount of music. An entire sub-

catalogue of Beethoven's works called Werke ohne Opuszahl, or "works without opus number" 

(abbreviated "WoO") consists of some two hundred additional compositions, Most were 

unpublished during Beethoven's lifetime, either because they were youthful works or because 

Beethoven chose to withhold them for some other reason.   

 The music of Beethoven's E-flat Trio is firmly stamped with the major characteristics of 

his musical personality.  Aggressive, vigorous and positive, it features a prominent and virtuosic 

role for the pianist, which is to be expected; Beethoven was writing for himself.  The keyboard 

part is not favored at the expense of the other players. One of Beethoven's major contributions in 

the evolution of the piano trio was to write a independent cello part that did not merely duplicate 

the pianist's left hand. The cellist has its own significant melodic and contrapuntal role. 

Similarly, the violin assumes a greater proportion of the thematic material, making the trio a true 

collaboration, rather than a piano sonata with accompaniment by strings.   

 Other features that mark the trio as Beethoven's are the unexpected changes of dynamics 

that demand our attention and refuse to relinquish it. Lively humor comes through, particularly in 

the last two movements.  (What a contrast to the images we have of Beethoven, with the fierce 

eyes and unruly hair!) While this trio is not without its moments of drama, it is as cloudless a 

Beethoven work as we are likely to hear – and a touching reminder that in 1795, he had every 

reason to believe that the world was his to conquer and that life would present him with 

untrammeled opportunity.   

 

 



  

Piano Trio No.1 in D minor, Op.32  

Anton Arensky (1861-1906) 

 

 Anton Arensky belongs to the "second wave" of Russian composers who flourished at the 

turn of the 20th century.  Their names are, for the most part, less familiar to us than either their 

predecessors or their successors.  Yet along with Anatol Liadov, Mikhail Ippolitov-Ivanov, 

Alexander Glazounov, Serge Taneyev, and Alexander Gretchaninov, Arensky 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 of his former pupil 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 – that we hear after 

intermission. The connection to Mendelssohn is particularly noticeable in Arensky’s first 

movement. The piano plays almost exclusively in thick-textured rapid passage work, while the 

two string instruments share 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 

seems 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. 

 

Piano Trio No.1 in D minor, Op.49 (1839)  

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 
 

 One of the most beloved trios in the literature, the Mendelssohn D minor made friends 

immediately. Its admirers included Robert Schumann, who was better known as a music critic 

than as a composer in his lifetime. In an article published in his music journal, Neue Zeitschrift 

für Musik, he paid tribute to the popularity of this work: 

 

It is necessary to say but little of Mendelssohn’s trio since already it must be in 

everyone’s hands. It is the master trio of today as in their day were those of 

Beethoven in B-flat [the ‘Archduke’] and D [‘Ghost’]; as was that of Schubert in 

E-flat [Op.100]; indeed a lovely composition which years from hence will still 

delight grand- and great-grandchildren. 

 

 Mendelssohn’s music has not always remained in such favor. He has been subject to 

political turmoil and the whims of musical fashion since the mid-19th century. Most notoriously, 

performance of Mendelssohn’s music was banned by the Nazis during the Third Reich. Over the 

years, some critics have found his music saccharine and lacking depth.  

 Listening to this splendid trio, it is difficult to fathom that anyone could malign such 

effervescent, compelling music.  Brilliant and melodic, the D minor Trio is deservedly among 

Mendelssohn’s most popular chamber compositions, perhaps rivaled only by the superb Octet for 

strings. Even when his music was in comparative disfavor, the D minor trio continued to appear 

on concert programs. The reason is simple: musicians love to play it.  

 The opening Molto allegro ed agitato entrusts many of its principal themes to the cello, 

and both string instruments have their chance to sing.  But first and foremost, this trio is a work 

for the keyboard. It was written for the eminent pianist, composer, and conductor Ferdinand 

Hiller (1811-1885), who encouraged Mendelssohn to revise the piece with a flashier keyboard 

part.  Some years later, Hiller recalled:  

 

I was tremendously impressed by the fire and spirit, the flow, and, in short, the 

masterly character of the whole thing; but I had one small misgiving.  Certain 

piano passages in it, constructed on broken chords, seemed to me – to speak 

candidly – rather old-fashioned.  I had lived for many years in Paris, seeing Liszt 

often and Chopin every day, so that I was thoroughly accustomed to the richness 

of passages which marked the new piano school.  I said something on the subject 

to Mendelssohn and suggested certain alterations, but at first he didn't listen to 

me. 

 

Mendelssohn apparently came round to Hiller's persuasion, for the piano part is marvelously 

idiomatic, and contributes substantially to the irresistible flow of this beautiful music. 



Mendelssohn’s biographer Eric Werner calls it concertante style. 

 Each of the four movements has a distinct character, with the closest similarity between 

the two outer movements, both in D minor.  Mendelssohn switches to B-flat major for the slow 

movement in a fine example of his signature Lied ohne Worte [song without words] style.  His 

third movement is in D, the parallel major.  Mendelssohn excelled at scherzi, and this one is a 

jewel:  elfin and sprightly, featherweight and dazzlingly fleet.  To think that he achieves such 

effortless grace within the framework of sonata form! 

 Some critics have objected to the finale's excessive length, which results from its form: a 

rondo with three distinct themes.  This last movement is a fitting conclusion, recalling the 

passion and sweep of the opening.  With his inimitable blend of classic form and romantic 

language, Mendelssohn dissipates the stormy clouds of D minor with a brilliant, triumphant coda 

in D major. 


