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“Humor and Melancholy” 

 

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. 

 

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

subcatalogue of his works called Werke ohne Opuszahl [Works without Opus Number, 

abbreviated WoO] comprises some two hundred additional compositions. Most remained 

unpublished during Beethoven's lifetime, either because they were youthful works or because 

Beethoven chose to withhold them.  

 

 He made the plunge by published three piano trios as his Opus1 in 1795, dedicating them 

to his teacher, Joseph Haydn. The gesture was one of tribute: Haydn was the most celebrated 

living composer in the 1790s.  Beethoven also included many Haydnesque touches in these three 

trios, particularly in his use of musical humor.  

 

 That stated, Beethoven's E-flat Trio is firmly stamped with the characteristics of his own  

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 his 

piano trios was to write a independent cello part that did not exclusively 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. His wit and lively sense of humor comes 

through, particularly in the last two movements.  While this trio is not without its moments of 

drama, it is as cloudless a work as we are likely to audit of Beethoven, and a touching reminder 

that in 1795, Beethoven had every reason to believe that the world was his to conquer and that 

life would present him with untrammeled opportunity.   

 

 

 



Piano Trio in C major, Hob. XV:27 

Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) 

 

 Thanks to films like Bernard Rose's 1994 Immortal Beloved, a considerable portion of the 

populace knows that composers had love lives, or at least that Beethoven did.  In fact, we know a 

great deal about many composers' personal lives, and modern scholars have taken a keen interest 

in the roles certain women played.  

 

 Franz Joseph Haydn is a case in point.  He married early and, ultimately, unhappily.  

Throughout his remarkable life, however, he enjoyed the company and intellectual stimulation of 

many worldly women.  Some were his employers, the wives and daughters of the princely 

Esterházy family; others were singers who performed in his operas.  In his old age, particularly 

after Johann Peter Salomon brought him to London, more of these women were distinguished 

musicians for whom he composed some of his most vibrant and brilliant music.  The music of his 

late years abounds with compositions dedicated to women.  To some he felt gratitude; in other 

cases he respected their talent.  In a few cases, the dedications are gestures of romantic affection.   

 

 Haydn's finest keyboard writing is in his piano trios, of which some 30 survive.  In 

Haydn's day, such trios did not comprise three independent and equal participants. Rather, the 

keyboard held the central role, and both violin and cello were relegated to an accompanying 

capacity.  In Haydn's very late trios, the violin has more of an obbligato function, sharing 

considerable melodic material with the piano, and the cello begins to divorce its line from the 

pianist's left hand.  There is little doubt which player is the star, however.  Indeed, these trios 

were often published with the title of "Sonata with accompaniment of violin and bass." 

 

 The three trios classified in the Hoboken catalogue as XV:27-29 (Group XV = keyboard 

trios), are all dedicated to Therese Jansen Bartolozzi (c.1770-1843), one of the finest pianists of 

her day.  Haydn met her during his second trip to London in 1794.  All the works dedicated to 

her indicate that she had enormous talent, considerable technical prowess, and great musical 

sensitivity.  Mme Bartolozzi, who is usually referred to in the contemporary literature as "Miss 

Jansen," studied with Muzio Clementi, then the most prominent keyboard personality in 

England.  Jansen’s contemporaries, including Haydn, believed her the equal of Johann Baptist 

Cramer (1771-1858) and John Field (1782-1837) among Clementi's star pupils.   

 

 The brilliant piano part in this afternoon’s trio attests to Jansen's gifts.  Most scholars 

believe that this C-major trio was very clearly written to be played on the larger English piano, 

which had a more substantial tone and heavier action than contemporary Viennese pianos.  

Haydn liked English pianos, and purchased one (manufactured by Longman & Broderip) to be 

shipped home to Vienna after he left London.  He still owned it when he died in 1809.   

 

 Musically, the most startling aspect of this trio is its slow movement.  To begin with, the 

modulation to A-major is quite dramatic.  For a multi-movement work cast in the sunny key of 

C-major, a central movement in F would be conventional.  Instead, Haydn chose the lyrical and 

rich tonality of A-major, a bold stroke.  Heightening the drama is the stormy middle section, 

whose minor mode is only one aspect of the violence with which it destroys the surrounding 

calm.  After a tranquil restatement of the A-major siciliano that frames the movement, Haydn's 



bouncy finale rouses us yet again, a reminder of how fertile and witty remained this man's 

imagination.   

 

Dumky Trio, Op.90 (1891)  

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) 

 

 Imagine a violin sonata comprising only minuet/trios.  Or a symphony that consisted 

solely of variations. The likelihood is slim; one of the principles that has governed multi-

movement works from the Baroque suite through the present day is variety of form. Why, then, 

did Dvořák choose to write a piano trio with six movements that were all dumkas (or more 

accurately dumky, the Czech plural)?   

 

 The concept was not without precedent in chamber music.  No less a composer than 

Joseph Haydn chose to arrange his Seven Last Words of our Saviour on the Cross for string 

quartet.  Published as Haydn's Op.51, that work comprises seven adagios, each lasting about ten 

minutes.  Thus Dvořák's six dumky are in good company.   

 

 Further, in all fairness to Dvořák, the dumka is by definition a varied form.  Of Ukrainian 

origin, it became quite fashionable in Poland and Bohemia during the 19th century.  It derives 

from the Slovak noun duma, which derives from verbs denoting thinking, pondering, even 

brooding.  Dumky are narrative, with sections of lamentation and melancholy alternating with 

parts that are more lively.  This type of movement crops up frequently in Dvořák's music. 

 

 This piano trio thus contains a full range of tempi and moods.  The lament that opens may 

function as a kind of slow introduction, or as a refrain that recurs later in the movement.  Each 

movement is in a different key (the sequence of tonalities is E minor, C-sharp minor, A major, C 

minor, E-flat major, and C minor), and each contains sufficient chromaticism to confuse or at 

least challenge the most musical of ears.   

 

 Four of Dvořák’s movements divide into two distinct parts (binary form); the others share 

more in common with rondo or ternary form.  Duration for each dumka varies from about four 

minutes to nearly seven minutes, with the second and third movements (Poco adagio/Vivace and 

Andante/Vivace) clocking the greater length.  He connects the first three movements with the 

designation attacca subito [without pause], thus lending them a collective larger design in the 

trio’s overall scheme. 

 

 Dvořák maintains a prevailing mood of thoughtfulness and introspection in his six 

movements; however, he varies them with sections that sometimes sound positively joyful, even 

reckless.  He gives the cello a prominent role throughout, a fact possibly attributable to its first 

interpreter, Januš Wihan, for whom Dvořák also wrote his cello concerto.  The last thing we 

should think of in this trio is a series of dirges, for there is considerable fire in this music. Rather, 

the Dumky trio reveals the complexity of the composer's personality.  Dvořák's genius manifests 

itself equally in his innovative approach to the piano trio genre, and in the impressive variety he 

brings to his self-imposed formal restriction.   


