The Piano Trio: History, Technique, Performance
Abstracts
GEORGE BROCK-NANNESTAD: Acoustic Recordings of Piano Trios: Classical and Salon Music Arrangements

Recordings were first commercialised 1895-1925 as acoustic recordings: from a recording horn via a sound box to an original record. An industrial process created a commercial record. The size of ensembles that could be recorded only grew slowly, and the piano trio had an important role to play for the distribution of recorded repertoire. Classical music was recorded by e.g. the Berliner Trio-Vereinigung, the Cherniavsky Trio, the Hekking Trio, and the Edith Lorand trio. The latter forms a bridge to a different repertoire, salon music. Here we find very many recordings of popular music of the day, and the trios are frequently anonymour. The style of playing, however, is very typically late romantic.

In connection with a major project researching early sound recording technology, a series of reconstructions of historical recording sessions were undertaken. A group of teachers (all active in the HIP movement) from the Royal Conservatory of Music in Copenhagen listened critically to a number of acoustic salon trio recordings, and some were transcribed. Recording took place, with upright piano, a Stroh violin and the rarer Stroh cello (borrowed from the Music History Museum in Copenhagen and restored). Original recording horns were used, and the sound was recorded both by modern microphone and by picking up the signal from the recording soundbox. 

The paper describes the recording sessions and will present early, acoustic recordings by the above trios as well as the results of the modern reconstructions. A discussion of the recording conditions and performance practice will be presented.

B.K. DAVIES: Compositional strategies in Guinjoan’s ‘Passim Trio’

The piano-trio seems hard-wired for particular textures, namely those homophonic ones that developed over the late classical and Romantic periods, with their long, ‘singing’ lines and ornate accompaniments inviting doubling at the third or octave. However, the format seems less adapted for the compositional concerns of twentieth century music, and in particularly of post-tonal music.

Debussy’s rejection came early (Sonata, 1915) and was followed by a range of trios where either cello or violin was replaced by a wind-instrument (generally horn, clarinet or flute). The Ircam ‘Brahms’ resource lists 48 works for the traditional combination by 35 composers: but there are telling and prominent absences, the Second Viennese School, Bartók, Stravinsky, Messiaen, Xenakis, Tippet, Boulez and Carter among them. At the same time, allowing for notable exceptions (Rihm, Dusapin), works by established figures tend to be occasional (Birtwistle, Kagal-2) or immature (Britten, Ligeti, Kagal-1) works.

One reason might be that constraints on tutti writing, due to the piano’s overwhelming advantage in tonal and dynamic range, lead to a preference for alternating textures, frequently composed for one or two instruments. These necessarily brief—for reasons of dynamic flow—episodes create a tendency towards the expression of conflict and antagonism rather than collaboration. While engagement with this species of aesthetic (and aggressive) solipsism has established itself as one of the twentieth century’s options--Zimmermann’s Présence might be the obvious example—its one-dimensionality might be one reason certain other composers have avoided the genre.

Later compositional styles have managed to overcome certain of these constraints. One example is Passim Trio (1983), by Joan Guinjoan (Catalonia, 1931). This talk will address new textures and formal devices for piano trio in the context of this work.

MONICA FLORESCU: The phenomenon of interpretation and The Piano Trio

As a performer, one is dealing with the problems of musical interpretation in everyday

practice, chamber music rehearsals, live concerts, and recordings.

The debate will focus on Performance – the role of the performer in recreating a piece of

music, thereby offering an ‘interpretation’ that reveals ‘the composition’. It addresses the question of how the piano trio repertoire modifies, transforms, changes and enriches the phenomenon of musical interpretation.

In view of this general topic, the following issues will be discussed:

Interpretation as the accomplishment of the composition:

· The function of interpretation – Spatial vision versus temporal vision

· The interpreter’s receptivity of melody, polyphony, harmony and rhythm

· Creation and execution – Communication and signification of the act of interpretation

Special attention will be given to the topics:

a. The development of modern pianos and its relationship to the piano trio repertoire:

- The music scene required an extremely rapid transformation of the piano, due to the musical demand that pushed the particularly quick process of developing the piano instrument.

b. Issues of balance in the performance of piano trios

- The Piano Trio Piano music with strings, and the role of each instrument.

- Short description and specific particularities of the ensemble.

- An introspective into the piano trio repertoire, specific approach to practising and reading the score, examine and build up a repertoire for piano trio.

Conclusions:

As conclusion of the debate one shall have a general understanding over the following topics:

· The meaning of performing and the search for individuality as the key to the musical act of performing.

· Performance as a study of a learning process of the development of ‘consciousness’ and its metamorphoses, directed towards finding serenity.

NILS FRANKE: The piano trios of Sergei Rachmaninoff.

Experimentation, compositional modelling or a successful response to the genre?
This presentation is intended to explore the genesis and content of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s two contributions to the repertoire for piano trio. Consideration will also be given to the impact of the works and their performance history, both in concert and recordings.

The piano trios in g minor (1892) and d minor op.9 (1893, revised 1907 and 1917) by Rachmaninoff are central works in their composer’s relatively small output of chamber music. This paper seeks to explore the different compositional approaches taken in both works and attempts to contextualise each piece in the composer’s conceptual perspective of composition by identifying musical influences from a range works written for this genre. 

Additionally, performance issues of balance and the conversational relationship between individual parts will be examined by linking findings to the composer’s works in other genres. 

The presentation concludes with a summary of the main findings and an evaluation of the significance of Rachmaninoff’s piano trios from a number of perspectives, including their compositional, historical and pianistic relevance.

PETER FRIBBINS: The Piano Trio in late-Victorian London: 1887-1901

The 1887 Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria was the year in which the famous series of South Place Sunday Concerts began in London, a series which grew out of the Peoples Concert Society and similar organisations of the time, dedicated to bringing classical chamber music to the proletariat. Entry to these concerts was free, with a retiring collection rather than the price of a concert ticket. The programming was typically late Victorian, interspersing songs and shorter solo items with classical chamber works for strings. However, the concerts were not as ‘popular’ as they claimed, since the songs were never performed between the movements of the string quartets, piano trios and other chamber music formations as they often were in other concerts. Indeed, serious German chamber music was the core repertoire, and piano trios frequently included, many still canonical today as well as those less familiar, for instance Rubinstein, Rheinberger, Raff and Alexander Fesca. This paper explores the piano trio repertoire performed in the SPSC London concerts in the last 14 years of Victoria’s reign until 1901, as well as offering some insights into the careers of the contemporary musicians who performed them, Walter Cobbett, the Dulcken Trio, the trio of Chaplin sisters, the Cheyne-Polonaski-Roese trio, the Bradley-Sutton-Liebe trio: some who left their musical mark and others who vanished into the sepia mists of time.

MALCOLM MILLER: Cultures and Contrasts of East and West: The symbiosis of middle eastern and European elements in piano trios by composers in Israel over four generations
Originally a genre stemming from the Western European concert tradition, the Piano Trio has evolved to adapt to cross-cultural idioms and national identities. In this paper I explore how composers in Israel have used the piano trio, amongst other media, to express their changing national identities, from the ‘melting pot’ aesthetic of the immigrant generation of the 1930s-40s to a more heterogeneous diversity in the 21st century. I explore the varying balance of regional and international tendencies in their music, highlighting how the essentially European genre of the trio has been adapted to different aesthetic goals by the evocation or incorporation of middle-eastern sonorities and techniques. 

 

My paper considers the still unfamiliar repertoire of piano trios by composers in Israel from the immigrant generation of the 1930s to the recent generation. Starting with the Variations on a Hebrew melody (1939) by Paul Ben-Haim (1896-1984), I trace the use of the genre by his more modernist contemporaries such as Josef Tal ( 1910-2008) Oedeon Partos (1907-77), Modercai Seter (1916-94) and others. A deeper stylistic synthesis is evident in work by the second generation who grew up in Israel, in particular Yehezkel Braun (b.1922) whose four piano trios (1988-2002) are complemented by a work for Piano trio and ‘Santur’ (a middle-eastern dulcimer). The symbiosis has led third generation, for whom the fusion of Arabic and European elements is part of their musical heritage, to aim for more radical fusions, as in the work of Menachem Wiesenberg (b.1947) who replaces the trio’s violin with the Arabic ‘oud; the Piano Trio by the even younger Lior Navok (b.1971) reflects a more eclectic and multi-facetted musical heritage. All these works show to different extents an awareness of tensions inherent in the synthesis of a Western medium with a more middle-eastern musical language. 

DAVID OWEN NORRIS: Three People in this Marriage: piano trio texture

David Owen Norris considers the struggle for supremacy, from the performers’ point of view, in works ranging from Charles Burney to André Tchaikovsky.
TOBIAS PLEBUCH: Nostalgia and Irony – A Look at the Genre in the Late 20th Century

The history of the piano trio is characterized by its discontinuity. While composers from Haydn to Nono used the string quartet as a medium of distinctly progressive music, the absence of piano trios from the modernist canon apparently shaped the perspective on the genre in the second half of the 20th century. The “golden age” of the piano trio—roughly coinciding with the long 19th century from Clementi to Ravel—was the vanishing point of many composers and performers in the early 1980s when Wolfgang Rihm, tongue in cheek, associated the genre with dusty furniture in an abandoned room. On the one hand, the conspicuous Renaissance of the piano trio in the later 20th century is largely characterized by its postmodern features: Ironic references to the past, “disturbed tonality” (Kagel) and a marked tendency toward “meta music” are apparent in many trios by B.A. Zimmermann (1961), Krzysztof Meyer (1980), Clarence Barlow (1981), Wolfgang Rihm (1982-84), York Höller (1994), Karl Michael Komma (1997, 1998), Michael Finnisy (2000), Mauricio Kagel (1985, 2001) etc. On the other hand, the genre defies simplifying labels, and an attempt of an overview must not ignore the influence of avant-garde aesthetics, e.g. in Per Nørgård’s Spell (1973). In the both strange and familiar scenery of the genre, Rihm added, “illicit things may happen.”  Since the 1960s, it has provided opportunities not easily to be found elsewhere. Salon and parlor room, it seems, have changed into a laboratory for playful and exciting experiments with music history.

SIEGWART REICHWALD: Mendelssohn’s Op. 49—Laying a New Foundation

“[Mendelssohn’s op. 49] is the trio masterpiece of our time . . . . Mendelssohn . . . has raised himself so high that we may well say that he is the Mozart of the nineteenth century, the most brilliant of musicians, who saw most clearly through the contradictions of the time and was first to resolve them. . . . After Mozart came Beethoven; the new Mozart will also be followed by a new Beethoven.” 

—Robert Schumann, NZfM 

This excerpt deserves our attention not because of its high praise for Mendelssohn’s first piano trio, but because of Schumann’s attempt at already contextualizing historically and stylistically a work just composed. Schumann viewed op. 49 not only as the aesthetic summation of the mature Romantic style, but also as the foundation for new stylistic development. This paper will point to three innovative aspects that set this composition apart from contemporaneous works: (1) sonata form and sonata plan are infused with new and individualistic modes of expression; (2) Mendelssohn’s neoclassical cultural tendencies inform his deliberate, progressive formalistic approach; (3) a more public outlook toward chamber music is expressed through higher performance requirements and a more “popular” ensemble. 

Mendelssohn’s first piano trio offers a post-Beethovenian approach to instrumental music, as the composer took Beethoven’s aim for immediate and personal expression of the late string quartets and structured it within an adapted four-movement sonata plan. The outward expansion of Beethoven’s late style toward extra-musical content is reversed, as Mendelssohn focuses on creating a content-rich work of purely musical expression.

JAMES SOBASKIE: Gabriel Fauré’s Piano Trio and the Human Voice

My responsibility for the first-ever critical edition of Gabriel Fauré’s Trio pour violon, violoncelle et piano, op. 120 (1923) for Volume 3 of Œuvres Complètes de Gabriel Fauré, a thirty-volume monument undertaken by Bärenreiter, rendered intimate acquaintance with this landmark of early twentieth-century chamber music and revealed how its fabric and form reflect the human voice.  This presentation will illuminate how vocality, conversation, allusion and intertextual dialogue shape Fauré’s Neoclassic masterpiece, and will suggest ways in which these insights may inform performance.

One might naturally assume that the composer of over one hundred mélodies, an immortal Requiem, more than a score of sacred choral works, and an opera based on an episode from Homer’s epic poem Odyssey, could not help but lace his penultimate work with lyrical lines, but Fauré’s investment and integration of his Trio with vocal elements is anything but innocuous.  Its extant sources bear evidence of vocality in notation and melodic structure, and conversation among the three instrumental personalities shapes each of the Trio’s three movements in different ways.  Allusion, a fundamental premise of Gabriel Fauré’s musical style, may be observed in the domains of texture, tonality, modality, and rhythm within the Trio.  Yet perhaps it is the Trio’s references to other compositions, including Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci (1892), plus Fauré’s own Pénélope (1913), as well as other of Fauré’s works, that represent its most striking instances of intertextual commentary.  Recognition of the role of the human voice in Fauré’s Piano Trio assures authentic performance, as I shall show.

LUK VAES: Octave glissandos in the piano part of Haydn’s trio Hob. XV:27.

An unsuspected performance technique helps determining the right tempo and the appropriate instrument.

The first movement of Haydn’s C major piano trio contains a number of extremely fast octave passages in the piano part. These octaves are generally played with individual articulation of the wrist, even though this technique does not allow for a high enough speed to respect the character indication “Allegro” or to maintain the integrity of the tempo throughout the movement. Drawing on the compositional structure of the first movement and comparing the passages to similar ones in previous pieces by Haydn, this presentation will show how these octaves were meant to be played with glissando technique.

Among pianists adhering to historically informed performance practice as well as those who prefer to play on present-day concert pianos, the use of the glissando technique in Haydn’s trio raises two issues: the appropriateness of glissandos in 18th-century keyboard music (the techniques is still often considered to be “cheap”) and the choice of instrument (not every instrument – from English pianofortes to 2010 Steinways – allows for comfortable glissando playing). The former will be treated by digging into the historical context as offered in other compositions (e.g. Beethoven’s trio opus 1/3); the latter issue will be used to present a new perspective from which to reevaluate the question of which pianoforte (English or Viennese) Haydn has written this particular trio for.

MARIA VAN EPENHUYSEN ROSE: “Like courtiers in the presence of the Master”: The Accompanied Keyboard Sonata and the origins of instrumental balance in Piano Trios

“…The Musicians with deferential timidity soften their tones, like courtiers in the presence of the Master, in whose presence they dare not speak any word for which they have not read permission on his lips.”

This characterization of trio-playing in the 1777 French Almanach Musical is the reverse of today’s performances: the lid of the enormous concert-grand piano on stage is (almost) closed and the pianist uses restraints such as the una corda pedal to avoid overpowering the string instruments. Although the genre of the accompanied keyboard sonata was invented in 1734 by violinist Mondonville, the subservient role of string instruments was introduced ca. 1765 by keyboardist Schobert, known to have experimented with pianos. As the Almanach Musical between 1776 and 1782 shows, four times as many accompanied keyboard sonatas were published IN France during that period than solo sonatas. The latter were often rewritten as accompanied sonatas. Pianos blended better than the harpsichord with the sound of string instruments, but they could not compete with them in sustaining power and volume. When the mechanical development of the piano reached a plateau ca. 1820, the accompanied keyboard sonata ceased to exist. My paper will explore textures in French accompanied keyboard sonatas between 1765 and 1785 in relation to the development and reception of early pianos. It is shown that the essential dialogue between the instruments in 19th-century trios preserved many premises of the 18th-century accompanied repertoire. 

PHILIP WELLER: From classicism to the Sezession: the Clarinet Trios by Brahms and Zemlinsky

Zemlinsky’s Clarinet Trio op. 3 stands in much the same relation to Brahms’s Trio op. 114 as Beethoven’s piano and winds Quintet in E flat does to Mozart’s in the same key. In each case we encounter a forceful and inventive work written by a brilliant younger musician in emulation of a revered master, in which the new piece takes up the challenge of an unusual combination of instruments and uses it as a stimulus to make something compositionally new of their sonority and potential for interaction. Both works, the Zemlinsky and the Beethoven, are simultaneously an act of homage and an act of self-assertion. They go beyond their models in certain respects, while underplaying or neglecting (or even misunderstanding) others. But this is the point of such emulation: that it represents not so much an ‘anxiety of influence’ as, rather, a kind of musical evidence pointing in the direction of Heidegger’s view that only the strongest musical temperaments can ‘allow’ themselves to be influenced. Resilient minds can take on the lessons and challenges of strong precursors. Other, weaker constitutions merely copy – copy when and where they can. But copying is not, in the true and productive sense, influence – any more than pastiche is the same thing as imitatio. This paper examines the Zemlinsky-Brahms relationship as it is embodied in their Clarinet Trios, and sets out to clarify the relationships within and between the two pieces (including sonority, melodic behaviour, rhythmic-figurative interaction, texture, and so forth). The larger aim is to draw out the virtues and potentiality of the ‘clarinet trio’ as an instrumental formation, and to plot the course of its journey in the 1890s – through Mühlfeld’s playing, the creative-compositional response of Brahms, to the energy and emulatory zeal of the young Zemlinsky. 

CYNTHIA WILSON: More than a Poor Man’s Concerto: The Beaux Arts Trio and the Community Concert Association (1955-1965)

In 1930, New York impresario Arthur Judson founded the Community Concert Association. This division of his musical empire, Columbia Artists Management (now known as CAMI), explicitly aimed to expose American audiences to classical music - coast to coast. Organized from the head offices, directly across from Carnegie Hall, the concerts were subscription based and centrally programmed, and filled in the geographical gaps between major tour cities for both solo performers and chamber music ensembles. 

Twenty-five years later, in 1955, the Beaux Arts Trio was founded by violinist Daniel Guilet, cellist Bernard Greenhouse and pianist Menahem Pressler. As Pressler was already a respected Columbia artist, Judson contracted the newcomers to replace a trio that pulled out of the Berkshire Music Festival. This successful Tanglewood debut led to a first Community Concerts tour of over seventy performances.

The paper as proposed will present a reconstruction and analysis of the first decade of the Beaux Arts career, years in which national, and subsequently international fame was developed, due to a significant extent to the trio’s extensive Community Concerts. With the use of the CAMI archives, this paper will demonstrate the pivotal role of the Beaux Arts Trio in the acceptance of piano trio repertoire throughout America, a reception that Menahem Pressler describes as the public realization that a piano trio is more than merely a ‘poor man’s concerto’. 

