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The uncritical exuberance of youth always fades, even in men of genius, and the two 
years which separate Schubert’s “Trout” Quintet D667 from his most recent preceding 
chamber work - the String Trio D471, indicate a natural, though temporary, decline in 
his rate of production.  In fact there were several reasons for this besides his internal 
growth as an artist, among them his undertaking the job of music teacher to the young 
Countesses Marie and Karoline Esterhazy at Zseliz Castle, the family’s Hungarian 
country seat, in the summer of 1819.  This latter especially provided signifi cant new 
experiences, as well as a break in the routine of life and work at home in Vienna.   
While at the town of Steyr, Schubert and his companion, Johann Michael Vogl, a famous 
opera singer nearing the end of his career yet a pioneer interpreter of the composer’s 
songs, were entertained by one Sylvester Paumgartner.  He was a wealthy mine-owner, 
a passionate music-lover, and on his large house centred the artistic life of the town. 

It was apparently at his suggestion that Schubert wrote the Quintet in A major, which 
has two features rather unusual for a work of this kind.  The fi rst is the instrumentation 
of piano plus one each of violin, viola, cello and double bass -  instead of the more 
conventional string quartet with two violins -  and the second is the inclusion of an 
extra movement between the scherzo and fi nale in the shape of variations on Die Forelle 
D550 (“The Trout”).  The former no doubt was prompted by the players available at 
that place and time, the latter by Paumgartner’s admiration for the song.

This was shared widely, as the numerous manuscript copies in Schubert’s hand and many 
early printed editions confi rm, and with good reason.  The melody is eternally fresh, 
the text wryly humorous, and the keyboard part beautifully suggests the gliding trout in 
its sun-dappled steam.  Besides, the task could have been congenial to Schubert, who 
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The Nash Ensemble has built up a remarkable reputation as one of Britain’ best known 
chamber groups, and through the dedication of its founder and artistic director, Amelia 
Freedman, and the calibre of its players, it has gained a similar reputation all over the 
world. Their impressive collection of recordings, most notably for CRD, who launched 
their recording career in 1976, illustrates well the same varied and colourful combination 
of classical masterpieces, little known neglected gems, and important contemporary works.
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several time incorporated sets of variations on his earlier song melodies in instrumental 
chamber works, as if to explore their further musical possibilities.

If the “Trout”  Quintet has remained the most popular of his chamber pieces it is only in 
part due to the wide appeal of the fourth movement’s theme, for the others, too, are full 
of melodic beauty, of the most varied sounds and textures.  These latter qualities derive 
from the way Schubert treats his ensemble, essentially as a duo, for the strings are often 
used as an entity that is contrasted and combined with the piano in an equal partnership 
of opposites.  The keyboard writing has often been adversely criticised, and quite 
mistakenly, for its thinness, and in particular for its many passages in unadorned octaves, 
for example in the fi rst movement and variations.   In fact, this serves to counteract the 
potential darkness and heaviness of an ensemble that has viola, cello and double bass 
yet only one violin; also a lovely sound is made by the keyboard’s high, rapidly chattering 
treble against sustained strings.  Of course, Schubert is equally sensitive to the different 
voices within the string group, and exploits in particular various partnerships between 
pairs of instruments such as viola and cello, and, more surprisingly in a work for small 
ensemble, between cello and bass.   This latter produces an especially rich sound, and 
makes an unexpected effect in the third variation of the fourth movement, restating the 
“Trout” theme under the piano’s fl ying demisemiquavers.

A fl ourish opens the Quintet’s fi rst movement, an Allegro vivace in 4/4, and the strings 
give out the chief thematic idea.  This gets more elaborate with each repetition until 
it is taken up by the keyboard and stated in its full and complete form. A number 
of lyrical episodes make up the second subject group, each heightening the music’s 
intensity until the exposition comes to an end with a considerable display of bravura.  In 
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the development section the composer is mainly preoccupied with his opening theme, 
played over a gently pulsating accompaniment. This again builds up to a climax leading to 
the expected recapitulation, which, as in many of the young Schubert’s movements, is in 
the subdominant key - D major, which means that the music ends, without transposition, 
in A major.

An Andante in 3/4, the slow movement is an F major nocturne, sombre yet relaxed in 
feeling.  It includes a particularly fi ne duet for viola and cello that contrasts tellingly 
with both the opening, very Schubertian, melody and with the rhythmic ingenuities 
which come later.  The movement has some beautifully elegant piano decorations, too.  
The Scherzo a 3/4 Presto in the work’s home key sparkles seductively, and is full of an 
optimism that later was largely to disappear from his music.  Some of Schubert’s fi nal 
scherzo movements, indeed, are haunted, even sinister, but here no clouds are in sight.  

That Scherzo forms the best imaginable prelude to the enchanting variation movement, 
which begins and ends in D major, in 2/4.  First the theme, slower than in the song and 
in a modifi ed form, is heard on the strings in the Quintet’s longest passage without the 
piano.  There follows a sequence of fi ve variations concerning themselves with specifi c 
melodic, harmonic and rhythmic aspects of the melody.  At the end, in an allegretto coda, 
there occurs a most imaginative touch as the keyboard evokes the leaping sextuplets of 
the original Die Forelle accompaniment. The fi fth and last movement, a 2/4 Allegro giusto 
in A Major, is easygoing and frankly episodic, yet represents, like Schubert’s later Piano 
Trios D898 and 929, the comparatively rare case of entertainment music that has been 
transmuted into something more through the vision of a great composer.  

5

Isolated movements are rare in Schubert’s chamber output, and the Notturno in E fl at 
major D897 has long been considered to be a rejected slow movement for the earlier 
of the Trios mentioned above - D898 - its title having been given by Diabelli when he 
published it in 1846.  The form is simple, two melodies being heard, each repeated with 
more elaborate treatment followed by a short coda based on the fi rst melody.   It 
starts, adagio in 2/2, in Schubert’s most impressive late manner, the fi rst theme being an 
example of the kind of purely instrumental melody - without vocal infl uences - that he 
developed towards the close of his life.  The second section changes both key and time-
signature (E major, 3/4) and the return of the initial melody is supported by keyboard 
fi gures which anticipate the Trio D929.   The Notturno’s coda with its illusions to the 
opening theme’s semiquaver motive, moves swiftly from E major though A minor and F 
major before making a safe return to the home key.

© Max Harrison
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