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Piano Trio No.2 in C major, Op. 87  
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 
 
 Brahms composed the first movement of this trio in March 1880; the balance of the 
work was completed in June 1882, while the composer was on vacation in Bad Ischl.  Almost 50, 
Brahms was well past the straitened times of his youth.  These were his most fruitful years.  The 
economic security that attended his musical prominence and respected reputation led to an 
outpouring of musical masterpieces: the Second Symphony, Op. 73, in 1878; the Violin 
Concerto in 1879; the G-major Violin Sonata in 1880; the Academic Festival and Tragic 
Overtures, both 1881; and the second Piano Concerto, Op. 83, in 1882.  The Trio in C-major 
reflects the fullness and richness of Brahms's life at this time.  It wears the mantle of the 18th 
century in its respect for traditional form (both outer movements are fully developed sonata 
structures) while invoking the passion and romantic fantasy of the 19th century. 
 
 That Brahms loved chamber music is apparent in the prominence of 24 chamber works 
among his 122 extant opus numbers.  Sixteen of those involve piano.  The composer was deeply 
tied to the piano, and indeed composed many of his most passionate early works for the 
instrument, as well as his most intimate, heartfelt late solo miniatures.  Curiously, in this Piano 
Trio, he endows the two stringed instruments with the lion's share of the melodic material.  It is 
a pattern discernible throughout the work, but one particularly noticeable in the first 
movement.  The piano never plays the opening theme until its concluding statement at the 
close of the movement!  The thematic material is highly idiomatic for the string players, and 
Brahms takes full advantage of the possibilities for instrumental tone color.   
 
 For his slow movement Brahms wrote one of those magnificent sets of variations that 
elevate his music to the sublime.  His clarity of structure is worthy of Mozart, while the 
harmonic imagination matches and exceeds the splendor of the variations in the String Sextet 
in G, Op. 18.  The scherzo, an eerie and gripping display of restless tone color, is exceptionally 
difficult to execute with the appropriate fleetness of touch.  Its mystery is only partially 
tempered by the tender trio section, which Cobbett's Cyclopedic Survey of Chamber Music 
likens to "a huge white cloud-bank." 
 
 As with all the compositions Brahms permitted to survive, this one is fully mature, a 
closely knit whole with no loose ends.  Brahms's good friend, the violinist Joseph Joachim, said 
of Opus 87:  "I cannot experience and execute this music other than with my entire self.  It acts 
upon me like a force of nature."  Even more persuasive is the composer's own assessment, 



since we know how self-critical he was.  Fully aware of the vast strides he had made in his 
command of chamber music since his early B-major Trio, Op.8 (1854), he wrote with well-
deserved pride to his publisher Fritz Simrock:  "You have not so far had such a beautiful trio 
from me and very probably have not published one to match it in the last ten years."  If 
anything, these confident words are an understatement, and we are the fortunate beneficiaries 
of his superlative achievement.   
 
Piano Quintet No.1 in A Minor, Op.30 
Louise Dumont Farrenc (1804-1875) 
 
 If asked to name female composers from the Romantic era, music-lovers might be able 
to come up with Clara Schumann or Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel. Though France’s Louise 
Farrenc is less well known than either of those women, she arguably surpassed them both in 
the 19th century. 
 
 Farrenc came from a distinguished family of royal artists, including several female 
painters. Her brother was the sculptor Auguste Dumont. Louise evidenced prodigious musical 
talent from childhood. By her early teens, she was already a keyboard virtuosa who had 
flourished as a student of Ignaz Moscheles and Johann Nepomuk Hummel. A budding composer 
as well, she matriculated at the Paris Conservatoire at age 15 to study composition with Anton 
Reicha, a contemporary and respected friend of Beethoven. 
 
 She married the flutist and music publisher Aristide Farrenc in 1821. He published most 
of her compositions, and eventually steered her toward rediscovery and publication of early 
keyboard music. She served as a piano professor at the Paris Conservatoire from 1842 to 1873, 
the only woman to hold such a prestigious position. 
 
 Farrenc is best known today for her chamber music and solo piano works. Her orchestral 
compositions are few: two Overtures (both from 1834) and three symphonies between 1841 
and 1847. During her lifetime, her music was widely performed in France and elsewhere in 
Europe. Hector Berlioz – one of France’s most influential music critics in the 1830s – singled out 
her Overture No. 2 for high praise. In Germany, Robert Schumann lauded Farrenc’s Air russe 
varié [Op.17, for solo piano] in 1836 in his music journal, the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, 
mentioning its ‘fortunate design’ and ‘the beautiful form that [the variations] exhibit at every 
turn.’ 
 
 Farrenc’s focus on instrumental music was comparatively rare in France. Opera 
dominated French musical culture in the Romantic era. The road to success and acclaim was a 
successful production at the Académie royale de musique (the predecessor theater to today’s 
Opéra) or the Opéra comique. Chamber music was widely considered to be an inferior genre, 
suitable for the salon.  
 
 Composed in 1839 and published in 1842, Farrenc’s Piano Quintet in A Minor matches 
the instrumentation of Schubert’s Trout Quintet, rather than the more conventional 



combination of piano plus string quartet. (The Trout had its first French performance in Paris in 
1838; Farrenc could well have heard it then.) Remarkably, it was not only her first composition 
for chamber ensemble, but also her first attempt at a large scale multi-movement work. 
Hitherto, her original compositions had been salon miniatures for solo piano.  
 
 Not surprisingly, her structure is classical: a sonata-allegro first movement, followed by 
a slow rondo, a lively scherzo/trio, and a concluding sonata-rondo. What does surprise is how 
coherently Farrenc treats her ensemble, and her elusive musical vocabulary. Listeners will 
certainly identify her harmonies as romantic - with occasional momentary dissonances that are 
soon resolved. But with the exception of Farrenc’s Mendelssohnian scherzo/trio, it is tricky to 
pin down an influencer for her musical language. That is because she learned from a number of 
contemporaries who are largely footnotes on today’s concert programs. Luigi Boccherini, Louis 
Spohr, Johan Nepomuk Hummel, Johann Baptist Cramer, George Onslow, and Ferdinand Ries all 
composed piano quintets. The larger ensemble was far more popular in the first half of the 
nineteenth century than the piano quartet, which gained ground in the mid- and later decades 
of the Romantic era. In particular, Hummel’s Quintet, which also employs double bass rather 
than a second violin, is widely believed to have been the model for Schubert’s Trout Quintet.  
 
 Throughout the quintet, Farrenc’s piano is in the foreground, with abundant passage 
work, arpeggios, bold figuration, and occasional outbursts that reflect her own formidable 
piano technique. The strings are not neglected: indeed, their unison statement of the first 
movement’s main theme dominates the Allegro. There is some imitative writing, and a liberal 
exchange of ideas in the development section. Transitions are convincing, and the movement 
de-escalates to a surprise conclusion in sunny A major.  
 
 The slow movement moves to E major, in a relaxed sonata-rondo form with a coda. The 
piano is in an accompanimental mode for the opening statement, allowing the warmth of the 
strings to shine forth. The material is equably shared among the five players over the course of 
the movement, with eloquent conversation in the minore episodes. 
 
 Farrenc’s Scherzo and Trio are masterful, dazzling with speed and sparkle. She lightens 
things for the Trio, switching to A major and an atmosphere more like a village dance. The trio is 
deceptive, however, with some surprise modulations that show it to be a close cousin to the 
Scherzo that frames it. 
 
 For the finale, swirling piano figuration supports the initial string statement of the 
theme. Piano has the second word, with the strings often in unison. Still, the strings have their 
share of the spotlight, though the keyboard plays almost constantly. Episodes in several 
different keys add harmonic interest; Farrenc navigates them with skill. The headlong 
momentum rarely lets up, until the surprise ending.  
 
 
 
 



Piano Quartet No. 2 in A major, Op.26 
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 
 
 This quartet is the lesser-known sibling of the famous G minor Piano Quartet, Op.25, 
celebrated for its exciting Hungarian finale. Where the G minor work is dark and stormy, the A 
major celebrates the joys and intimacies of youth, love, and nature's beauty bursting forth in 
springtime. 
 
 Brahms probably began work on both quartets in the late 1850s, while employed at the 
princely court of Detmold. He finished them in 1861, and took both scores with him on his first 
trip to Vienna the following year. Joseph Hellmesberger, first violinist of Vienna’s prominent 
Hellmesberger Quartet, was particularly impressed with the A major Quartet, proclaiming 
Brahms as "Beethoven's heir."  Hellmesberger’s performances and support did much to 
establish Brahms's reputation in the Austrian capital.  
 
 The Viennese critics also preferred the A major to the G minor Quartet.  Interestingly, so 
did Clara Schumann; perhaps she heard strains of her late husband’s influence in the finale. She 
certainly recognized Brahms's growing mastery of chamber music, and his effective deployment 
of the piano quartet to express undeniably symphonic thoughts.  His formal command is also 
evident. Three of the four movements are in admirably executed sonata form, indicating a 
preoccupation with musical architecture already fully developed at this early stage of his 
career.   
 
 With its rich fount of melody, the expansive first movement shows Brahms’s debt to 
Schubert. Its length -- a generous 15 minutes -- is a reflection of Brahms's fertile thematic turf.  
A distinguishing feature is the juxtaposition of two beats against three, a device that Brahms 
favored his entire life.  It dominates the main theme of this Allegro non troppo, and is integral 
to the fabric of the entire movement.   
    
 The slow movement has echoes of Schumann and, surprisingly, Mendelssohn, a 
composer who figured less prominently than either Schumann or Schubert in Brahms's sphere 
of influence.  Strings are muted for much of its duration, which is again nearly a quarter of an 
hour.  The Scherzo that follows is more closely related to a well-mannered Haydn minuet than 
to a brisk Beethovenian inner movement. Brahms’s canonic passages also point to Haydn, 
strengthening this piano quartet’s deep bow to the 18th century. 
 
 Listeners may perceive some eastern European flavor to the finale’s syncopated, 
flirtatious rhythms.  More persuasive is an identification of this delicious, folk-like Allegro with 
the cabaret society of fashionable Vienna. Brahms’s melodies initially tempt us to dance, yet his 
expansive and carefully wrought treatment of those themes yields an enormous movement 
whose triumphant close is a thrill to hear.  


