Piano Trio in E-flat major, Op. 1, No. 1

Allegro

Adagio cantabile

Scherzo: Allegro assai

Finale: Presto

When Ludwig van Beethoven moved to Vienna from his family home of Bonn
he spent some time studying with Franz Joseph Haydn, while establishing
himself as a pianist and composer. Haydn, the best known composer in
Vienna at the time, appears to have been an encouraging mentor (as he had
been to Mozart a decade earlier), while at the same time pursuing his own
career in the form of very lucrative concert series in London. Young Ludwig’s
early years in Vienna were quite successful, during which time he performed
concerts, built a reputation as a composer, and made connections to
members of aristocratic society that would later become his patrons.

Though he had already written quite a lot of music, the works that Beethoven
selected as his first truly mature and significant works were a set of three trios
for piano, violin, and cello, which were first performed by Ignaz Schuppanzigh,
violin and Anton Kraft, cello, with the composer at the keyboard.

Over the next several years Beethoven set about conquering many of the
other ‘standard’ genres of the day: sonatas for solo piano (Op. 2, 6, 7, 10,
11, 13, and 14), for piano and violin (Op. 12), for piano and cello (Op. 5);
string trios (Op. 3 and 9), quartets (Op. 18), even a quintet (Op. 4); and of
course concertos for piano and orchestra (Op. 15 and 19), culminating in
his first symphony (Op. 21) in 1800. It wasn’t until later in his career that
Beethoven again returned to the piano trio, but he then provided us with
three masterpieces: the two trios Op. 70 (1808) and his famous ‘Archduke’
Trio, Op.97 (in 1811). In retrospect this is a rather overwhelming amount of
music! But even up against these later, better known pieces, the work that
Beethoven chose to begin his first set of published chamber music Opus 1,
No. 1 stands up very well. In it we find not simply an imitation of the trios of
Mozart and Haydn, but Beethoven’s unique voice.

Polonaise-Fantasie in A-flat major, Op. 61

Born in Poland near Warsaw, Frédéric Chopin spent most of his career in Paris
under the relatively liberal rule of King Louis-Philippe. During this period Paris
was in many ways the musical capital of Europe, with rich opportunities for
composers and performers drawn in from throughout Europe, especially for
those who specialized in Grand Opera and virtuoso performers. Unlike Franz
Liszt, who built his career upon public piano recitals, Chopin performed in

the more intimate venues of private salons and made a comfortable living

as a teacher of piano lessons to the aristocracy and the publication of many
popular works for solo piano.

The last of his Polonaises, the Polonaise-Fantasie, Op. 61 is among the
more substantial of his solo pieces, in both duration and scope. It was
written in 1845-6 and dedicated to a friend and patron, Mme. Veyret. At
over twelve minutes for a single movement, the larger expanse of this piece
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allows Chopin to diverge from the relatively simple formal structures that are
common in his shorter works. Although still largely in some sort of the three-
part ‘ternary’ form common to many of his pieces which would usually include
two contrasting themes ABA, Chopin includes episodes with no fewer than
four different themes which have the space to develop and change affording a
wide range of technical and musical expression.

INTERVAL

Passacaglia after the Suite No. 7 in G minor

In 1722 George Frederic Handel, then living in London where he was at that
time a very successful composer of operas, published a set of suites for solo
harpsichord, that included a “Passacaglia” in G minor. A passacaglia was,
even at that point, a rather antiquated genre consisting of a continuous series
of short variations on a single theme. In 1894 the Norwegian composer
Johann Halvorsen made an arrangement of Handel’s keyboard piece for violin
and viola. In the process he greatly expanded upon the original, to create

a very challenging, virtuosic piece. Frequent double-stops and arpeggiated
passage-work make the texture sound very full. Halvorsen’s piece was later
re-arranged yet again, this time for violin and cello, and it is that version on
the programme today.

Piano Trio in C major, Op. 87

Allegro

Andante con moto

Scherzo: Presto

Finale: Allegro giocoso

While many other late nineteenth-century German composers were
directing their energies toward writing in the newer genres of programmatic
symphonic poems (Franz Liszt) and gargantuan Music Dramas (Richard
Wagner), Johannes Brahms continued to compose in the genres of the
previous generations: the typical Romantic Lieder and solo piano pieces
to be sure, but also symphonies and a prolific amount of chamber music.
Of this repertoire his works for piano with other instruments seven sonatas,
five trios, three quartets, and a quintet are particularly treasured by
connoisseurs.

The Trio in C major, the second of his works for piano, violin, and cello was
written between 1880 and 1882, received its official premiere in Frankfurt
in 1882 with the composer at the keyboard. It is in four grand movements

- an opening sonata-form movement, a second-movement set of variations
on a theme in A minor that features a characteristic (short-long) rhythm
called a ‘Scotch snap’, a whirl-wind Scherzo that shows the influence of
Felix Mendelssohn and contains a gem of a trio, all wrapped up with a bright
finale. Brahms’s music is frequently very thick in texture, with the two string
instruments often doubling each other at the octave in order to balance the
flurry of notes in the piano part.
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