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Piano Trio in B-flat Major, K.502 

Wolfgang Amadè Mozart (1756-1791) 

 

 The late 18th-century fortepiano had a thin sound in its lower range.  When Mozart 

composed for piano trio, he used the cello part to reinforce the bass.  Most of the Mozart trios are 

thus really accompanied keyboard sonatas, with violin parts that are ornamental and cello parts 

that do little more than duplicate the pianist's left hand.  The Trio in B-flat, composed in 1786, is 

one of only two Mozart trios that transcend this mold and reach the creative heights of the late 

Haydn trios. 

 

 The piano still dominates the texture of Mozart’s B-flat trio. In many places, the right 

hand approaches the virtuosity of concerto figuration; however, the violin shares as an active 

participant in the melodic statements, and even the cello breaks occasionally from just the bass 

line. 

 

 Particularly rich in graceful melodies, the trio is a musical jewel.  In the first movement, 

Mozart adapts a Haydnesque technique: deriving his second theme directly out of his first theme  

–and making it sound completely new!  The middle Larghetto is a study in tasteful 

ornamentation, varied and elaborate but never excessive.  A lighthearted rondo concludes the 

trio. 

 Mozart likely wrote K.502 for Franziska von Jacquin, one of his more gifted piano 

pupils; Wolfgang was good friends with her brother Gottfried. 

 

Piano Trio No.3 in C minor, Op.101  

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

 

 During the steamy Viennese summers, Brahms's custom was to escape to the beautiful 

alpine countryside.  The Swiss town of Thun drew him for three consecutive summers, from 

1886 through 1888.  During the first of these idyllic holidays, he rented a villa in Hofstetten, a 

resort town near Lake Thun. There he composed a stream of chamber music in a mere six weeks:  

his second cello sonata (Op.99), second violin sonata (Op.100), and the piano trio on this 

afternoon's program, his third essay in that genre.   

 

 All three works reflect a preoccupation with sonata form and an increased concern with 

compressing ideas.  The opening Allegro energico is only half the length of the analogous 

movement in Brahms’s first Trio, Op.8 –  and, at barely seven minutes, the shortest first 

movement in any of his chamber works. 



 Brahms achieved that compression, in part, by not repeating the exposition. (He declines 

to repeat it in the finale as well, which is also in sonata form.)  In his maturity, Brahms generally 

chose to develop ideas further, and his restatement of material in recapitulation as often as not 

incorporates some element of variation. The powerful first movement is relentless in its drama; 

even the lyrical second theme does not fully relax. Dotted rhythms figure prominently in the 

development and the coda.  

 

 Op.101's inner movements have elicited considerable commentary from biographers.  

Peter Latham describes the scherzo, marked Presto non assai, as "whispered softly with a faint 

undercurrent of anxiety."  Donald Francis Tovey's description is more famous:  "[It] hurries by 

like a frightened child.”  The piano's spare expository statement, all in octaves, emphasizes the 

scurrying, ghostly nature of the muted strings. 

 

 Brahms's slow movement, Andante grazioso, alternates a duet for strings with piano solo 

to introduce the musical material.  It is remarkable for its time signatures.  The score is marked 

3/4 and 2/4, later switching to 9/8 and 6/8 for the middle section.  He presents a measure in 3/4, 

then follows it with two measures in 2/4, resulting in irregular groups of seven beats.  The 

pattern is consistent but not immutable throughout the movement; for example, in the faster 

middle section, measures of 9/8 alternate with single measures of 6/8. One Brahms scholar has 

suggested that the metric irregularity reflects the composer’s acquaintance with Serbian folk 

song. Despite its rhythmic instability and unpredictable phrasing, this extraordinary movement 

leaves us with a feeling of gentle repose and inevitable logic.   

 

 The trio concludes with a terse and energetic finale, whose intense chromaticism is 

striking even for late Brahms.  Equally striking is the rhythmic displacement, including accents 

where we do not expect them. Brahms thereby echoes the unsettled quality of the irregular 

phrases that are so prominent in the two inner movements. Our sense of stern drama remains 

unmitigated until the C major coda.   In that respect, the legacy of Beethoven casts a lengthy 

shadow in this trio. Yet the language and spirit are never less than Brahms's own. 

 

 The première of the C minor trio took place on 20 December 1886 in Budapest. At this 

stage of his career, Brahms did not play frequently in public; however, he made an exception for 

this occasion. His collaborators were two of Europe’s most eminent musicians: the Hungarian 

violinist and composer Jenő Hubay, and the Czech-born cellist and composer David Popper.  

  

Piano Trio in A Minor    

Maurice Ravel (1874-1937) 

 

 Ravel was fascinated by the challenge of composing for piano and strings, an ensemble 

he believed to be inherently incompatible. For him, the challenge was to compose unified music 

for this combination of essentially unlike instruments.  The trio he wrote is consistent among its 

four movements in grace, the family of melodic ideas, and brilliance of technique. Ravel’s 

secondary objective was to somehow incorporate the music of his native Basque country. Both 

goals were satisfied by this exquisite Trio. It is widely considered to be Ravel’s finest essay in 

chamber music, surpassing even the popular early String Quartet.   

 



 The ideas for a Piano Trio had first occurred to Ravel as early as 1908; however, the 

work that concludes this program was not finished until 1914.  Ravel had returned to it in 1913, 

but his labors were interrupted several times during the next year because of travel to 

performances of other compositions.  When war erupted in August, 1914, Ravel was determined 

to enlist and defend his country. He hastened to complete the Trio, only to be informed that his 

small stature, a history of frail health, and advanced age rendered him ineligible for military 

service.  (At almost 40, he was considered too old.)  It is ironic that so lovely and refined a 

musical work should grow out of such anxious and politically fraught circumstances. 

 

 Ravel had abandoned an early piano concerto that was to have been based on Basque 

themes. Some evidence exists that themes from this proposed concerto found their way into the 

Trio.  The composer described the opening theme of his first movement, a modified sonata form, 

as "Basque in color."  The graceful rhythmic pattern established in the opening measures 

permeates the movement, which is  a modified sonata form. 

 

 Pantoum, the unique title of the second movement, derives from the Malayan verse form 

panttun, in which the second and fourth lines of one quatrain are repeated in the next quatrain as 

the first and third lines; it was a form favored by the poets Baudelaire and Verlaine.  Possibly it 

reflects a characteristic French fascination with Far Eastern culture--and in this case, rhythms--

that may be traced to the International Parisian Exposition of 1889.  An exact musical parallel to 

the poetic technique is unlikely; however, Ravel certainly exchanged musical material 

ingeniously between the strings and the piano.  The movement, which fulfills the scherzo 

function, goes at a whirlwind pace and is extremely difficult to perform. 

 

 In the Passacaille, Ravel pays tribute to Baroque form, much as he would in Le tombeau 

de Couperin.  Though this is a brief slow movement, its spaciousness and hymn-like calm lend it 

a dignified air.  The flashy conclusion soon dispels this impression.  5/4 and 7/4 time--both 

characteristic of Basque music--alternate in the Final; trills, rapid arpeggios, double-stops and 

other technical fireworks abound in the string parts.  The piano part reclaims the high profile it 

established in the first movement to compete for center stage once again in the Final.  The music 

is exciting and complex, driving to an exultant conclusion in A Major. 

 

 A criticism sometimes leveled at this imaginative work is that its daunting difficulty for 

all three performers makes it almost impossible for the amateur ensemble to attempt.  Though its 

virtuosic demands are exceptional, they are not solely for show.  Ravel succeeded in composing 

a trio with considerable musical substance. He also endowed it with a philosophical, noble 

quality that emanates from the work.  The Piano Trio has earned its prominent place in the piano 

trio literature. 

 

     


