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THE MENDELSSOHN TRIOS

“The trio's sheer pleasure of playing is bouncing off this beautifully
recorded CD” Kassieke Zaken

“Given excellently balanced recordings, these first class
performances are evidence of sensitive and imaginative music-
making”. Musicweb-international.com

“The trio was given a huge ovation which they responded to with an
encore of Mendelssohn's scherzo, from the opus 49 trio, played
with magical ease.” Südwest Presse, Hans Herdeg, January 2013
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Debussy  Violin Sonata & Cello Sonata
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When the press has them down as
(American Record Guide) and
(Leipziger Volkszeitung) and these three giants decide it’s time to join forces, one had better sit
up and take notice for something quite incredible is bound to become of it! In fact, that is exactly
what happened when their piano trio came to life at the beginning of 2009 and was greeted with
great enthusiasm from audiences that found themselves bowled over by the intense togetherness
and extreme musicality of this exciting new ensemble.

Already at a young age, all three musicians took home various prestigious First Prizes
(Shaham/Erez: ARD; Wallfisch: Gaspar Cassadó) as a kick-off to what have since become very
busy international careers. With legendary teachers like Ilona Feher (Shaham), Arie Vardi (Erez)
and Gregor Piatigorsky (Wallfisch) they themselves have become much sought after teachers,
holding professorships at the famous Buchmann-Mehta School of Music, University of Tel Aviv
(Shaham, Erez), Stony Brook University, New York (Shaham) and both the Zürich Winterthur
Konservatorium and the Royal Northern College of Music, Manchester (Wallfisch). Masterclasses
are taking them around the world and to well known summer festivals such as Kuhmo (Finland),
Keshet-Eilon (Israel) and Banff (Canada). A very wide range of recordings by these musicians is
available from the Hyperion, Chandos and Nimbus labels.

The trio toured Switzerland and The Netherlands in 2009 and had outstandingly successful
re-appearances in The Netherlands in 2011 and 2012, having toured Israel in the meantime.
Engagements for 2013 include concerts in the UK (Wigmore Hall) and their third tour in The
Netherlands, followed by more concerts in the UK (début at the Wimbledon Festival), Germany
and débuts at the Amsterdam Concertgebouw and in Belgium. A 2014/15 tour is currently being
planned around more concerts in Germany and two new dates in the Concertgebouw
Amsterdam’s prestigious Piano Trio Series.

The trio’s first CD of both Mendelssohn piano trios, was launched in February 2012 to much
critical acclaim.
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almost be a berceuse, where it not for the shades of sombre elegy imparted by the D minor
tonality and the paradoxical vigour of its presentation. From the first bars this is music with
a very definite goal and sense of purpose, whatever may lie ahead. The movement is cast
in a classical sonata form, with a second subject soon appearing on the piano, a concise
but far-reaching development section, and then – after the recapitulation – a further bout
of development before the vigorous and forceful coda.

The central  in F major is the largest movement, the only one in which the material
aspires to both amplitude and serenity. The violin’s opening theme, at first conversational,
even confiding, develops into an intimate duet with the cello but proves capable of a certain
calm grandeur. The piano introduces a more thoughtful second theme, but this develops
back towards the opening theme. This music alternates with a pensive subsidiary episode,

 with distinct leanings to F minor, but even here elements of the
opening theme make their presence felt. A passage of great intensity built on a series of
rising, aspirational modulations climaxes in a briefly ecstatic restatement of the opening
theme. A movement like this is almost impossible to describe in words and yet is virtually
perfect, and very moving, in every respect.

The Finale begins with a dramatic introduction. An apparently tragic unison outburst that
some have seen as a direct reference to the famous cry ‘Ridi, Pagliacco!’ (‘Laugh, clown!’)
from Leoncavallo’s  (an opera Fauré in fact disliked) is contrasted against the
zestful caperings of the piano, which prove to be the principal motif of the main movement,
which (like that of Debussy’s Violin Sonata) has something of the character of a

, though it is also a highly concentrated sonata-form with more mellifluous
secondary themes that hint at a waltz-measure, and occasional truculent outbursts from
the -like theme. The recapitulation reverses the order of the themes, but we are
hardly aware of these divisions as the music drives with tremendous force, at once joyous
and choleric, to its crisply decisive conclusion. If we wish to take the Leoncavallo
connection one stage further, this ending could be said to echo  last line: ‘La
commedia è finita!’. Or it could enshrine Fauré’s opinion of encroaching old age, expressed
in a letter on February 1922: ‘To the Devil with it!’
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1 I  9.35
2 II 4.27
3 III  7.17
4 IV  5.50

5 I  4.11
6  II  3.21
7 III  3.45

8 I  5.00
9 II  4.05
10 III  4.26

11 I  6.39
12 II  9.14
13 III  4.40

   Total playing time 72.38

Photographs of the Trio by Hagai Shaham
Recorded by Nimbus Records, Monmouth UK  9-11 February 2013

c & © 2013 Wyastone Estate Limited  www.wyastone.co.uk
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These four works, by perhaps the three most commanding figures in French music in the
early part of the 20th century, were all composed within the space of eight years, and are
among their composers’ definitive contributions to the chamber music genre. In their
different ways, each has an autobiographical element, while transcending mere personal
details to produce utterances that remain haunting in their universality.

 was born in Ciboure, a small village in the French-Basque province of
Basses Pyrénées on the coast of the Bay of Biscay, not far from the Spanish border, and
later in life he often retreated from the musical life of Paris to the town of St Jean-de-Luz,
only a few miles from Ciboure, in order to find the peace and leisure to compose. It was
there, between March and August 1914, that he composed his , perhaps his
most important piece of chamber music. The previous year he had begun work on a
projected Piano Concerto on Basque themes to be titled  (Basque for ‘the
Seven are One’, the slogan of Basque nationalists who wished the seven Basque provinces
of France and Spain to be united into a single independent country). Though Ravel
eventually abandoned this idea, he worked on it for a time alongside the Piano Trio, which
also caused him considerable compositional headaches. When, on 2 August, France
entered World War I, he determined to finish the work quickly and laboured furiously on it
so that he could then volunteer for military service. (In the event, he was rejected on health
grounds, but became a medical orderly.) Ravel dedicated his Trio to the composer André
Gédalge, who had been one of his teachers at the Paris Conservatoire. The first
performance was given in Paris on 28 January 1915 at a concert of the Société Musicale
Indépendante, with Ravel’s fellow former Conservatoire student, the Italian composer
Alfredo Casella as pianist, along with the violinist Gabriel Willaume and the cellist Louis
Feuillard. It attracted little attention at the time, but the work has gone on to become one
of the cornerstones of the 20th century trio repertoire.

Though the Trio is classical in form (Ravel even said he had modelled it on one by
Saint-Saëns) it extends from the piano to the string instruments the new refinements of
timbre and harmony he had already introduced in his piano works. Ravel also finds various
ingenious solutions to the problem of combining the essentially percussive piano with the
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work . Writing to his friend Robert Godet in May 1917, Debussy described this
theme’s most curious quality: it ‘is subjected to the most curious deformations and
ultimately leaves the impression of an idea turning back upon itself, like a snake biting its
own tail’. Be that as it may, it still manages to form the basis of a vigorous and resolute
movement that ends with a palpable refusal to be ground down.

Debussy died in 1918, while his elder contemporary  was still engaged –
though in constantly declining health – on his rich late harvest of songs, piano pieces and
chamber works. The  was in fact his penultimate
composition, followed only by the String Quartet op. 121. Among Fauré’s late chamber
works the Trio has a terseness that is both masterly and deeply affecting. Having retired as
Director of the Paris Conservatoire, where both Debussy and Ravel had been pupils, Fauré
found himself a rather isolated figure whose music was not much played, or indeed
understood. As his letters of the time show, he was also beset by money worries, felt keenly
the onset of old age, and bitterly resented his inability to work any more except in short
bursts; but he turned this disability (which was now added to that of his increasing deafness,
which prevented him hearing sounds at their real pitch and so made listening to music an
ordeal) to good account in the pithy concision of the Trio. And paradoxically the music has
an epic dimension, created by Fauré’s very personal handling of tonal harmony, which
seeks always to draw the listener’s ear towards further horizons.

The Trio arose from a suggestion of his publisher (Durand again), but the preliminary
sketches that Fauré made in early 1922 did not satisfy him. And for several months he felt
devoid of inspiration. In late September, however, while staying at Annecy-le-Vieux, he
announced that he had completed a movement – in fact, the eventual slow movement – of
a Trio for clarinet (or violin), cello and piano. The other movements were written in Paris in
the winter of 1922-23, during which Fauré abandoned the idea of a clarinet option,
completing the work for the standard line-up of violin, cello and piano. After a private
hearing at the Société National de Musique on 12 May, Fauré’s seventy-eighth birthday
(though he was too ill to attend), the public premiere was given in Paris in June 1923 by the
Cortot-Thibaud-Casals Trio.

The first movement’s opening theme on cello and violin, with its rocking motion, could
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tempo, during which the voice of nocturnal complaint still makes itself heard – almost up
to the end, where the cello makes a last unaccompanied appeal before finally being
silenced by the closing brusque, abrupt chords.

Following the Cello Sonata Debussy turned to the Sonata for flute, viola and harp (1915),
and after a gap of a year to the , the last significant work he
composed, written in October 1916 and in February and March of 1917, dedicated again
to Chouchou. (It was the finale that was written first, in advance of the other two
movements.) Debussy himself played the piano part in the first performance, when the
violinist was the young Gaston Poulet, but this proved to be his last public appearance
before his death in March 1918.

In three movements that more closely resemble the orthodox sonata plan than does the
Cello Sonata, the Violin Sonata is likewise notably concise, and again there is something
defiant in its very expressiveness. The opening piano chords of the first movement, at once
poignant and enigmatic, prepare for the sadness and nostalgia of the violin’s initial theme.
The music seems at first moderately paced, because Debussy does not, initially, let us feel
the underlying  pulse. The music unfolds restlessly, sometimes almost feverish,
sometimes almost stopping short, full of harmonic ambiguity and sudden bursts of
rhythmically active writing. Whether brittle or exalted, it conveys a sense of dissatisfaction
and lack of emotional fulfilment, even as the movement’s form is elegantly rounded out.

The second movement is marked , which concisely describes its
character: lightly fantastic and capricious, almost coquettish in the repeated-note ideas of
the opening theme, which share a kinship with Debussy’s piano prelude .
There is a sensuously melodic contrasting idea, suggesting tender melancholy. Like the
corresponding movement in the Cello Sonata, the whole movement is a sort of serenade,
but marked by emotional and rhythmic discontinuities. The finale, marked ,
begins with a running motion in the piano and recalls a figure from the second movement,
and then the melancholic theme from the very opening of the sonata, before launching into
a display of light-fingered bravura. The main part of the movement is indeed a virtuosic
rondo, with something of the character of a , based on a rapidly-moving
theme that has a faint Spanish flavour – at least, it resembles ideas in Debussy’s orchestral
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singing qualities of the string instruments, often creating an almost orchestral effect. As
already mentioned, the material also includes a number of elements with ‘exotic’
connotations: in fact there are references almost throughout to the music of Ravel’s native
region. The opening theme of the first movement, for instance, seems to derive from the
abandoned  concerto and is based on a mode found in Basque folk music. (It
has also been suggested that it is related to Ravel’s early and then-unpublished Violin
Sonata of 1897.) This movement is cast approximately in sonata form (the second theme,
most unusually, appearing in the same key as the first, even in the exposition.) Its most
striking feature, however, is in the rhythmic sphere: the time-signature is 8/8, and each bar
is divided into some variant of the quaver pattern 3+2+3 – the rhythm of certain Basque folk
dances. Ravel was very familiar with both the folk and popular music of his native region.

The second movement, essentially the scherzo of the four-movement scheme, bears the
title ‘Pantoum’, after a Malayan verse-form used by Baudelaire and some other French
poets. Baudelaire’s most famous poem in Pantoum form is , set to music
by Debussy, and it is possible this was the inspiration for Ravel’s movement. In the poetic
form the second and fourth lines of one quatrain become the first and third of the next,
giving the impression of two distinct ideas – even two separate poems – being juxtaposed
or interleaved. Ravel carries this out in principle in the construction of his playful scherzo,
whose structure is extraordinarily intricate: he deftly interleaves two themes while at the
same time conforming to a classical scherzo-and-trio design. In the trio section the piano
introduces a new theme while the strings continue with the two scherzo themes; half-way
through the roles are reversed. The climax is an extended polymetrical passage where the
piano plays chords in 2/2 time against the 3/4 of the strings, and the movement ends with
a restatement of its first idea, just as the first line of a Pantoum often recurs as the last.

The slow movement is a passacaglia – the ancient Baroque form of a continuous series of
contrapuntal variations on an unchanging ground bass. (Perhaps Ravel conceived it as a
tribute to Gédalge, famous for his teaching of counterpoint.) Here the music unwinds
serenely over 11 statements of the eight-bar ground. The many changes of metre in the
finale – which alternates signatures of 5/4 and 7/4 – probably also refer to features of
Basque folk music. Formally it is another free sonata form whose main theme, remarkably,
is the inversion of the opening theme of the first movement. The second subject, with its
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massive piano chords, and the trumpet calls of the development, are the only possible
echoes of the World War that broke out in the last days of his work on the piece.

The edition of Ravel’s Trio published by Durand in 1915, after the first performance, has
been the main source for the work for nearly a century, yet it is known that Ravel was
deeply dissatisfied with it. (Taken up as he was with war work, it is not known whether he
attended the premiere or had the opportunity to correct the proofs.) Comparison with the
composer’s original manuscript shows that it contains hundreds of minor (and not so
minor) errors – some of them modifications deliberately introduced by the first performers,
and others plain errors on the part of the engravers. The changes range from matters of
phrasing, accents, and missing accidentals to misplaced double-bar lines (giving a different
idea of how Ravel viewed the structure of each movement) and other matters – for example,
in the first movement, there are seven places where the Durand score shows the string
instruments entering  a rising piano arpeggio, whereas the manuscript shows they are
supposed to enter  with the arpeggio’s first note. There are major
differences near the start of the second movement, and later on a missing bar. A number
of modern editions have attempted to go back to Ravel’s manuscript and establish an
authoritative text. On the present CD, the performers use the Urtext Edition prepared by
the pianist Richard Dowling, which probably gets closest to Ravel’s intentions.

 also composed a Piano Trio, but that is a very early and (mostly)
uncharacteristic work which remained unknown and unpublished until long after his death.
When the First World War broke out in 1914 Debussy, already ill with cancer, was unable
to serve France in any military capacity, and decided instead to use his art as an expression
of his patriotic fervour. Thus in 1915 he planned a set of six sonatas for various
combinations of instruments, which he signed as the works of ‘Claude Debussy, musicien
françaix’. They were to be a cycle, with the sixth and last sonata using all the instruments
introduced in the other five. Unfortunately he only lived to complete three of them, of which
the first was the  written during a stay at the seaside in late July
and early August of 1915 at Pourville, near Dieppe, and dedicated to his daughter Emma-
Claude, familiarly known as Chouchou. The first performance actually took place in the
Aeolian Hall in London on 4 March 1916, when the performers were C Warwick Evans and
Madame Alfred Hobday. The European premiere took place five days later in Geneva,
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Switzerland while the first Paris performance had to wait for another year, when it was
played on 24 March 1917 by Joseph Salmon with Debussy at the piano.

Debussy had never written a work that he called Sonata before, and there is a much-
repeated legend that for a while he intended to give it a title –
(Pierrot angry with the moon). In fact this idea was an invention of the cellist Louis Rosoor,
who had written his own fanciful programme-note for a performance of the piece he had
given in Lille: after a meeting with Rosoor in October 1916, Debussy wrote to his publisher
Durand ‘It no longer surprises me that my poor music is so frequently misunderstood’. (In
fact he head earlier told Durand that he was very pleased with the work’s ‘Proportions and
almost classical form’.) So the sonata’s contrasted moods of melancholy and defiance are
universal, not localized in one character; but his take on the form remains oblique and
original. The work is one of extreme , pared away to nothing but essentials:
this is true even of passages that seem at first hearing to be merely decorative – in the first
movement Debussy approaches near to his lifelong ideal of music as continuous
arabesque.

The first movement is explicitly entitled ‘Prologue’: no orthodox sonata-form here, but a
majestic and melancholic introduction for the piano alone, after which the cello enters with
voluble outpourings and dominates the scene. Debussy specifically reminds the pianist to
‘never forget that he is to accompany the cello, not vie with it’. The entire movement is only
51 bars long, but leaves a deep impression. As the monologue grows more feverish and
troubled, the harmony grows more adventurous, preparing us in some measure for the
audacities of the ensuing ‘Sérénade’. This extraordinary movement, with its fractured
rhythms, wild pizzicato writing for the cello and deeply troubled atmosphere, shocked
listeners to early performances of the work, but the fantastic freedom of invention and
extreme poignancy of the cello’s solitary lamentations make it one of the most original
things in Debussy’s later output.

After two comparatively brief movements, Debussy gathers up the threads in a passionate,
decisive finale – though one that is still emotionally conflicted, as the direction

 shows. Here finally there is a real sense of forward motion, with surging tunes
and a sometimes breathtaking sense of bravura. But there are also constant changes of
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Trio  Shaham  Erez  Wallfisch

-4       Maurice Ravel Piano Trio  27.09

5-7 Claude Debussy Cello Sonata  11.17

8-10 Claude Debussy Violin Sonata  13.31

11-13   Gabriel Fauré Piano Trio Op.120  20.33

  Total playing time 72.38


