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“A Study in Contrasts” 

 
Piano Trio No. 2 in B minor, Op.76 (1933) 

Joaquín Turina (1882-1949) 

 

 Like 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, embarking on a distinguished 

career as pianist, conductor, music critic, and teacher.  Initially he studied piano with the 

German-born virtuoso Moritz Moszkowski and composition with Vincent d’Indy at the Schola 

Cantorum. 

 Although he met many prominent French musicians during his Paris sojourn, his most 

significant encounters were with his countrymen Isaac Albéniz and Manuel de Falla. Their 

influence was crucial to Turina’s development as a nationalist, for Falla and especially Albéniz 

encouraged him 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.  

 After his return to Spain, he worked for several years as chorus master at the Teatro Real 

in Madrid, and he enjoyed many successful performances of his music in both Madrid and Paris. 

He was appointed to the composition faculty at Madrid Conservatory in 1930.  

 Turina was no revolutionary. He regarded melody as the foundation of musical 

inspiration, and his music remained firmly rooted in traditional tonality, although heavily 

inflected with Spanish sonorities. Although he rarely wrote in large forms, he was the most 

successful of the early 20
th

-century Spanish composers to fuse classical style and form with 

Andalusian – and specifically Sevillana – flavor.  

 Turina worked on the Second Piano Trio between July 1932 and February 1933. It is 

representative of his instrumental music in that it incorporates Spanish elements into traditional 

forms. The first movement is a sonata structure. While it has three clearly defined theme groups 

(each one delivered at a different tempo), they are subtly related. The second theme is the most 

overtly Spanish, but the textures are French. Particularly in the piano part, one hears echoes of 

Fauré.  

 Irregular 5/8 meter drives the nervous energy of the second movement, Molto vivace. 

Turina underscores the suspense with muted, rapidly bowed strings against primarily chordal 

writing for the piano. A brief central Lento passage provides contrast in this ternary movement. 

 The finale, unfolding in seven connected sections, paraphrases and transforms themes 

from the first movement. In this respect, Turina’s technique is related to the cyclic form favored 

by César Franck and his followers. Throughout the trio, he tends to treat the violin and cello as a 

sonic unit contrasting with the piano. When the strings play together, it is in octave unisons, 

parallel thirds, or parallel sixths. Elsewhere they are in dialogue or occasional countermelodies. 

The textural and harmonic underpinning is generally the keyboard’s domain.  

 



Piano Trio in E-flat major, Hob. XV:30 

Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) 

 

 Although Haydn composed more than sixty solo keyboard sonatas, most scholars and 

pianists agree that his finest writing for the instrument is in the late trios. In the late 18
th

 century, 

piano trios were published as Sonates pour le fortepiano (ou clavecin) avec accompagnement de 

violon et violoncelle [Sonatas for piano (or harpsichord) with accompaniment of violin and 

cello]. While the string parts are not negligible in these works,, the lion’s share of passage work 

and virtuosic display tend to be concentrated in the piano. 

 This E-flat major trio holds a special place in the literature because it was Haydn’s last 

completed keyboard composition. Its precise chronology is uncertain. All that we know for sure 

is that he wrote it after returning from his second London sojourn in late summer 1795, and that 

it was complete by November 1796. A letter to Christoph Gottlob Breitkopf, one of his 

publishers, mentions the piece in April 1796. That November Haydn entrusted the manuscript to 

Joseph Weigl, Jr. for delivery to Breitkopf in Leipzig. Other letters indicate that he had plans for 

more keyboard sonatas, but none came to fruition.  

 We often speak of Haydn and Mozart in the same breath. There is no question that they 

tower above their contemporaries. Despite the 24-year difference in their ages, they became good 

friends in the 1780s and shared mutual affection, respect, and influence. That stated, Haydn was 

far more adventuresome than Mozart in his treatment of tonality. This trio is an extraordinary 

example of his bold approach to harmony and form.  

 The opening Allegro moderato is a large scale sonata form consistent with first 

movements of the sonatas and trios that Haydn completed in London. It is rich in melodic ideas, 

unusually so for Haydn. As is his frequent custom, his second theme shares motivic and 

rhythmic contours with the first theme, a compositional process called monothematic. There is 

plenty of variety in his transitional material, however, and Haydn’s melodic imagination flowers 

richly. Fleet passagework is largely the pianist’s domain, but the violin has an occasional turn. 

 Haydn’s development section moves with dizzying speed through G-flat major, C-flat (an 

astonishing key center that requires double flats), E-flat minor, D-flat major, F minor, and C 

minor before finding its way back to the home key of E-flat major. And then, instead of a direct 

reprise of his exposition, he varies the material with subtle shifts in texture. It is all accomplished 

with humor, grace, and amazing facility.  

 The slow movement, in the remote key of C major, is not really slow at all. Both the 

meter – 3/8, commonly associated with lively Italian finales in the 18
th

 century – and the tempo 

designation of Andante con moto indicate that Haydn did not want the pace to drag. Dotted 

rhythms give the movement a dignified character; paradoxically, they also help it to skip along. 

The cello has a more interesting part in this Andante than in the first movement, but it is the 

keyboard’s rapid passages in parallel thirds that you are likely to remember. 

 The movement ends on an inconclusive, suspenseful chord, proceeding attacca [without 

pause] to the Presto finale. Haydn the contrapuntalist comes into play here, with more imitative 

passages. The form is an expanded ternary structure, with the central episode in E-flat minor. 

Once again the keyboard’s double thirds arrest the ear. The introduction of triplets in the coda 

provides an already brisk finale with a dazzling close.  

 

 

 



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 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.  
 

Some years earlier, 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). He had demurred, feeling no affinity for the medium.  Rubinstein's death 

evidently helped him to bypass that 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. For 

example, consider Edward Garden's dismissal in his largely sympathetic 1973 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 sense a kinship with 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.  


