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“Roads Originating in Russia” 
 

 

Légende, Op.17 for Violin and Piano 

Henryk Wieniawski (1835-1880) 

 

Polish heritage, Russian career, French style 
 Though he was born in Poland and spent much of his career in Russia, Henryk 

Wieniawski was educated in the French school.  Like his slightly older contemporary and friend 

Henri Vieuxtemps, he was an exceptional violin talent, auditioning for the Paris Conservatory in 

1843, when he was only eight.  Refinement and elegance were the signature characteristics of 

French violin-playing, and Wieniawksi proved an apt student, both as a performer and as a 

composer.   

 Wieniawski composed most of his music as a vehicle for his own virtuoso career.  

Though his two violin concerti are great favorites of violinists, audiences have always preferred 

splashy showpieces like his two concert Polonaises for violin and orchestra.  "French school, 

Slavonic temperament" is the way The New Grove succinctly summarizes Wieniawski's music.   

 This Légende is a more lyrical affair - and has a back story that is one of classical music’s 

most appealing. On tour in the British Isles in 1859, Wieniawski met Isabella Hampton, the niece 

of the English composer George Osborne. He was smitten, but her parents objected, wary of their 

daughter’s union with a musician. They relented when they heard Wieniawski perform the 

Légende at one of his London concerts. His talent as both performer and composer led them to 

sanction the match. The young couple married in 1860.  

 A single movement of about eight minutes, the Légende is in the finest tradition of 19th-

century salon music. Essentially a ternary form, it is heartfelt and melodious. Instead of technical 

fireworks, Wieniawski requires the violinist to play extensive double stops in thirds, sixths, and 

octaves (very difficult to play in tune), and to focus on beauty of tone. A brief cadenza and a 

flourish in the coda hint at violinistic bravura, but this work is really about rich sound and 

emotional projection.  

 

Triptych - The Mirror with Three Faces, Trio No.2 for violin, violoncello, and piano 

Lera Auerbach (b.1974) 
 

 The triptych was a popular form of sculptural and painted art in the Middle Ages and 

Renaissance. Its value lay in portability, because pictures or carvings of religious images could 

be folded from three pieces into one for transport. Wealthy patrons sometimes commissioned 

painted triptychs with images on both sides of the panels, thereby enhancing the aesthetic and 

monetary value of the art works. In decorative arts, the triptych became popular for mirrors on 

ladies’ dressing tables, providing side and rear views for the sitter.  

 Lera Auerbach’s Second Piano Trio derives from this construct, playing gamely into its 

double meanings. Her title is intentionally ambiguous. “I had the idea of bringing together three 



individuals, exposing their connections and differences,” she has said. “Are they three faces of the 

same person? Is the trio ensemble one entity, or three different personalities thrown together to 

create something of its own? Each instrument remains in its own world, which can result in a lot 

of conflict among the three players.” 

 The result is a piece of music that is sometimes lyrical and mystical – perhaps a nod to the 

sacred imagery of the historic triptych – and elsewhere visceral, earthy, and brutal. Auerbach 

emphasizes the vocal quality of the instruments (particularly the strings), often switching the 

normal tessitura of violin and cello.  

 Her movement names connect the music to its artistic namesake. The opening Prelude 

(Left Exterior Panel) features a rhythmic ostinato and pedal point in the piano, while the strings 

explore anguished sounds, playing sul ponticello [near the bridge], harmonics, and flautando 

[producing a flute-like sound]; with glissandi, and using mutes. The subtle color shadings are 

mysterious and hypnotic.  

 Violent arpeggiated figures herald First unfolding (left interior panel). The two strings are 

in unison at the start and rejoin each other in unison frequently; however, in several places 

Auerbach calls for them to play “with slightly distorted” intonation to emulate folk instruments. 

She moves attacca [without pause] to Second unfolding (right interior panel), a neo-Shostakovich 

waltz, whose objective – according to composer’s instructions in the score – is “to produce a 

ghostly upper line.” 

 Tell ’em what You See (Three Faces - Center Panel) is the trio’s emotional center and its 

longest segment. Virtuoso violin starts with Bach-like figuration; the cello accompanies with 

vigorous pizzicato until the piano entrance. A wild Eastern European dance drives the music until 

the players draw back, exhausted by their frenetic efforts. The piano reprises the opening ostinato 

chords - we are starting to ‘see’ multiple reflections in the various mirrored panels. Auerbach 

weaves in references to and quotations from all her preceding sections. A dreamy coda leads to 

the finale.  

 In contrast to the demonic frenzy that has preceded it, Folding - Postlude (Right Exterior 

Panel) is extremely tonal, complete with a lullaby-like principal theme. Auerbach marks it Adagio 

nostalgico, but interrupts the reflection (all puns intended) with momentary outbursts that 

sometimes sound like animal howling noises. At the end we are left to wonder if we are viewing, 

or hearing, the original ‘image’ or one of its multiplied, illusionary mirror images.  

 A native of Chelyabinsk in the Urals bordering Siberia, Lera Auerbach is an excellent 

pianist who studied both piano and composition at the Juilliard School, earning Bachelor’s and 

Master’s degrees. She is also a gifted writer who published her first book at age 15 and now has 

many more volumes of poetry and several novels to her credit. Some of her writings are required 

reading in Russian schools. The International Pushkin Society named Auerbach Poet of the Year 

in 1996. In addition to her Juilliard credentials, she holds a degree in comparative literature from 

Columbia University and a diploma from the Hannover Hochschule für Musik. 

 At Gidon Kremer’s invitation, Auerbach served as composer-in-residence at the 2001 

Lockenhaus Festival, which premiered twelve of her works. She was awarded the Hindemith 

Prize in 2005.  Vienna’s Theater-an-der-Wien premiered her opera based on her original story 

Gogol in 2011. Now 42, Auerbach enjoys a major career as both composer and pianist.  

 



Piano Trio No.2 in F minor, Op.73 

Anton Arensky (1861-1906) 
 In his memoirs, the Russian master Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov left a colorful description of 

his former student Anton Arensky.  

 

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 . . . . He will soon be forgotten. 

 

Czarist Russia must have been scandalized by Arensky’s dissolute lifestyle. A century later, the 

landscape with respect to Arensky’s musical reputation has not changed substantially.  

 Why his music remains obscure is a mystery, for it is filled with gorgeous melodies, 

warmth of spirit, and persuasive rhetorical sweep. One rarely hears any chamber music by 

Arensky other than his Piano Trio No.1 in D minor, Op.32 (performed on this series two seasons 

ago) and the Second String Quartet, Op.35. Fortunately, the Amelia Trio are champions of his 

Second Trio, which is well worth hearing.  

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

the century.  In this country, they are not household musical names. Still, Anatol Liadov, Mikhail 

Ippolitov-Ivanov, Alexander Glazounov, Sergei Taneyev, Alexander Gretchaninov, and 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 protégés 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.  

 After completing studies in Petersburg, Arensky joined the faculty 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.   

 The trio that concludes this afternoon’s program is a case in point. Composed in 1905, it 

was one of Arensky’s last completed works, yet it reflects none of the tumultuous developments 

that were taking place in European art music in the early years of the 20th century. To the 

contrary, the Second Trio’s themes are frankly romantic and spaciously explored (the trio 

approaches forty minutes in performance). Forms are traditional: sonata form in the first 

movement, ternary in the second movement Romance, a sparkling Scherzo in the third, and 

variations to conclude. The spirit of Schumann dominates first two movements, which share 

songfulness and passion.  

 By contrast, Arensky’s scherzo dances with Mendelssohnian lightness and a sense of 

caprice more akin to the Concertos symphoniques of Henry Charles Litolff in its outer sections. 

The string writing is virtuosic, requiring a technique called spiccato, in which the players bounce 

the bow on strings in a controlled manner, for a special effect. Arensky also calls for difficult 



pizzicati.  The lilt throughout is waltz-like, with an altogether different character in the trio 

section, where cello sails forth with the first statement of a luscious new theme.  

 In the finale, Arensky returns to the waltz in his third and fifth variations, though his 

treatment is quite different in each. His theme, initially stated by solo piano, is deceptively 

simple- with harmonic and contrapuntal possibilities abounding. Mighty oak trees grow from little 

acorns, says the ancient proverb. Thus is the case in this splendid set of variations, which makes 

much out of an apparently insignificant ditty, sending up several musical styles along the way. 

Arensky’s quotation of the opening movement theme in the sixth and final variation is a salute to 

César Franck and the French cyclic tradition, unifying the whole and allowing Arensky to 

conclude with the quiet lyricism in which he excels. 

 The very qualities that make this trio so endearing have compromised it. Basil Smallman, 

in a respected survey of the piano trio’s history, technique & repertoire, groups it with works 

having an “overripe-romantic style of expression . . . making the accession of fundamentally new 

modes of musical thought inevitable.” Such a dictum does not make ‘older thought’ bad; nor, 

obviously, did it preclude the evolution of “new modes of musical thought.” Arensky’s reflective 

language captures an era and pleads eloquently. Even though we know he was blowing kisses to a 

dying generation, those kisses remain sweet.  


