
Franz Josef Haydn: Piano Trio in E-flat major, H. XV:29
(1797, 17 minutes)
 
It is always worth remembering the sheer amount of Franz Josef Haydn’s music. His catalog includes 104 
symphonies, around 60 piano sonatas, 23 operas, 83 string quartets, 12 masses, and any number of works in 
other genres. He also wrote about 45 piano trios, the last three of which, H. XV:27-29 (the H. refers to Anthony 
van Hoboken’s catalog of Haydn’s music, where group XV is dedicated to the piano trios), were written for 
and dedicated to Therese Jansen. A student of the great pianist and pedagogue Muzio Clementi, Jansen was 
a native of Germany who had settled in London, where Haydn had met her during his trips there in the 1790s.

Jansen must have been a fine pianist, because these three trios, particularly the E-flat major, are quite 
challenging for the pianist – who largely dominates the proceedings. As was typical in Haydn’s time, the 
other two instrumental parts have a relatively secondary role, with the violin sometimes taking the melody, 
the cello almost always doubling the bass notes in the pianist’s left hand. The E-flat major Trio’s lively 
opening movement, with a march-like main theme that is subjected to several variations, provides quite a 
workout for the pianist. The violinist often shares the melodic lead as the music heads into somewhat darker 
areas in its central development section. Haydn later rearranged the lilting, song-like middle movement for 
voice and piano, and the triple meter rhythms of the boisterous German Dance finale, with its pronounced 
folk music flavor, are marked by sparkling textures from the piano. Scholar and pianist Charles Rosen 
described Haydn’s last three trios nicely: “Haydn's imagination is particularly luxuriant in these trios. 
Unconstrained by considerations of public effect, as in the symphonies, or by impressive refinements of style 
as in the quartets, Haydn wrote them for the sheer pleasure of the solo instrumentalists.” And that of the 
listening audience, it might be added.

Maurice Ravel: Piano Trio in A minor
(1914, 27 minutes)

Written just before Ravel set aside his musical life to become a nurse’s aide and driver for the French army 
during World War I, the Trio in A minor is one of the composer’s masterworks. He had been considering 
writing such a work for years; in fact, as he started composing in earnest in March 1914, he wrote to one of his 
students “I’ve written my trio. Now all I need are the themes.” By August of that year World War I had begun, 
and Ravel was anxious to enlist in the Army as he worked on the Trio “with the sureness and lucidity of a 
madman.” The Trio was completed in September, and was given its first performance in January 1915.

Ravel composed most of the Trio at the French Basque commune of Saint-Jean-de-Luz. He was born in a 
French Basque town to a Basque mother, and his devotion to this heritage is evident in many parts of the 
Trio. The first movement’s opening theme – which begins tentatively, but quickly turns passionate – is said to 
be derived from the zortziko, a Basque dance with a characteristic 3-2-3 rhythm. This idea is contrasted with 
a sweetly languorous second subject. After a short central development dealing mostly with the first theme, 
both themes combine in the movement’s quiet, magical final moments. The playful second movement 
Scherzo carries the title Pantoum, which is a Malaysian poetic verse form of four-line stanzas in which the 
second and fourth lines of one stanza are the first and third of the next (a form which Ravel supposedly 
adapted here). The third movement is a passacaglia, in which a melody in the bass (here played by the 
pianist’s left hand) serves as the basis of increasingly elaborate variations. In the passionate Finale, five- and 
seven-beat patterns alternate, a pattern often found in Basque music. Filled with brilliant violin arpeggios 
and virtuoso piano writing, the music builds to a powerful coda.



Robert Schumann: Piano Quartet in E-flat major, Op. 47
(1842, 28 minutes)

Robert Schumann tended to spend extended amounts of time on particular genres. Having focused on piano 
music through most of the 1830s, he spent most of 1840 (the year he married his longtime love Clara Wieck) 
writing songs, and 1841 was a year for orchestral music. 1842 proved to be his chamber music year. Towards 
the beginning of that year Clara left home for a concert tour of Denmark, and her absence plunged Schumann 
into a depression. He spent several weeks closely studying string quartet scores by Beethoven, Mozart and 
Haydn, in between extended bouts of “beer and Champagne.” But when Clara returned, Schumann plunged 
back into composing, and within six remarkable months, he composed the three Op. 41 String Quartets, the 
Op. 44 Piano Quintet, and, finally, in October and November, the Piano Quartet in E-flat major, Op. 47.

The work starts slowly and tentatively – an effect described by one writer as “groping toward the light” – before 
the vigorous main body of the first movement. The lively Scherzo features three statements of the main theme, 
with two contrasting interludes in between, the second of which has a distinctively off-kilter feeling due to the 
syncopated rhythm. For one passage in the passionate third movement, Schumann takes the unusual step of 
having the cello tune its C string down to B-flat so that it can provide a pedal note under the violin and viola’s 
scale-like melodies. At first remaining in the background, providing accompaniment to the other instruments, 
the piano moves to prominence in the movement’s central section. The finale opens with fugue-like 
counterpoint, with the theme taken up in turn by viola, piano, and violin, then subsequently developed more 
fully and with great energy.
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