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Critics who find themselves out of tune with
Brahms’s aesthetic have from time to time
accused him of overworking his material. As a
theory it holds about as much water as the
accusation that he ‘did not know how to rejoice’,
to quote a once often-repeated slur; this of the
composer of the Academic Festival Overture!
Brahms hid behind a professorial beard and gruff
manner, and applied intellectual rigour to his art,
but his music is the expression of a passionate
man.

It is true that his style involves intricacy of
detail within the grandeur of his structures. The
themes are broken down into motifs which are
then combined in new and subtly unexpected
ways. In the hands of some composers these
techniques would result in lengthy movements
offering plenty for the analyst but nothing other
than tedium for the listener. In Brahms, they add
layers to the music that give us something new on
each hearing.

In the case of the third and final Piano Trio,
the composer’s concern for small-scale motivic
development results not in extended forms but in
extreme concentration. The four-movement work
lasts a compact twenty-or-so minutes. Going too
deeply into how Brahms achieves this risks giving
credence to the false idea of the dry technician;
far better to listen to the results than to decon-
struct the method. But it is worth pointing out the
masterstroke whereby the first movement delivers
so much in such a short time.

Although the exposition contains a wealth of
themes, closely related in musical substance if
not in character, the division into the traditional
‘first’ and ‘second’ subjects is clear. The move-
ment is launched with an energetic, arresting idea
that pushes forward with a sense of extreme
urgency. The contrasting subject begins with a
broad melody sung in octaves by violin and cello,
a sonority familiar from the composer’s Double
Concerto. Having been given such clear signposts,
we readily accept that we then hear a conven-
tional sonata structure. In fact the development
has not ended when the first subject reappears,
and the developmental process continues right to
the last bar. So the movement could be said to
have two sections: exposition, and combined
development, recapitulation and coda.

Despite this compression, the first movement
is relatively expansive by comparison with the
next: a shadowy scherzo, its trio sustaining the
spectral, nocturnal mood while a change of
figuration offers the required degree of contrast.
Such is the delicacy of this music that the dynamic
marking seldom rises above piano.

In the first movement Brahms inserted bars of
4/4 amid the prevailing triple-time; in the third,
slow movement he goes much further with this
metrical experimentation. Having begun writing it
out in 7/4, the composer changed his mind and
instead wrote 3/4 and 2/4 in the first bar, which
translates as a bar of triple time followed by two in
duple. In the slightly quicker middle section he
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creates five-beat patterns through an alternation
of 9/8 and 6/8. However disciplined and ‘modern’
this looks on the page, it results in music of
rhapsodic, folk-like freedom.

The finale returns to sonata form and the
purposeful drive of the opening music. C minor
eventually yields to C major, but with a feeling of
inevitability rather than the dramatic revelation of,
say, the First Symphony. As a young composer
Brahms frequently transferred ideas between
sketches of symphonies, concertos and piano
quintets before arriving at their final form. Now, in
his full maturity, he composed music that could
only be conceived and realised as chamber music.

The third Piano Trio was written in the Swiss
resort of Hofstetten during the summer of 1886.
After private performances involving Jenó́  Hubay
(violin), David Popper (cello) and the composer
(piano) it received its official public premiere in
Vienna in February 1887, for which Brahms was
joined by members of the Heckmann Quartet.

In 1827, the Swedish singer Isak Albert Berg
(1803–1886) visited Vienna. Reports differ as
to whether he was a tenor or baritone; however,
we know he was conductor of the Stockholm
Philharmonic Choir and a revered teacher whose
pupils included the ‘Swedish Nightingale’, Jenny
Lind. He struck up an immediate rapport with
Schubert, who asked for a copy of the Swedish
folksongs he had heard Berg perform.

One of them – So solen sjunker (‘The sun
has set’) – became absorbed into the fabric of
Schubert’s E flat major Piano Trio. Whether the

text was as significant to him as the music is
a matter of speculation. Even when using his
own songs in instrumental works, Schubert did
not always preserve their emotional import. But
a distinctive falling octave, heard in the song on
the word ‘farväl’ (‘farewell’), keeps recurring in the
Trio’s slow movement.
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Schubert did not quote the tune intact.
Instead he fashioned his own variation on it from
its melodic elements and the trudging accompani-
ment. Nor did he confine its presence to the
Andante; the tune comes back as an obsessive
presence in the finale, and Schubert appears to
have added an allusion to it in the opening Allegro
after that movement had been completed.

Much of the first movement is tenebrous and
tentative. Even the emphasis and re-emphasis of
the declamatory opening evokes doubt rather
than certainty. In building the movement Schubert
concentrates less on this figure than on the lyrical
second subject and a recurring idea of repeated
notes. The latter extends its influence into the trio
of the scherzo and the second subject of the
finale.

The Andante begins with cello and then piano
intoning the bleak Swedish theme. The violin
introduces an attempt at consolation; but that
second theme, too, becomes hooked on the
‘farewell’ motif. There is also a stormier central
episode, heard just once, that has something of
the character of the pained outbursts within the
slow movements of Schubert’s late piano sonatas.
The canonic scherzo that follows is rather
plaintive, but has a stamping-dance trio. Schubert
asked that the movement should be taken at
minuet tempo. 

The finale begins with a pleasant, skipping
theme, but again a neurotic note is stuck by the
repeated drumming at the cadences. From this
nervous figure a new, skittish theme begins, the
thrumming suggesting a dulcimer or cimbalom. It

lingers unnaturally, as if it is leading nowhere – or
is afraid of where it might lead. The reason
becomes apparent when the ‘Farewell’ song
emerges from the shadows and dominates the
music as none of the other themes has managed
to do. On its final appearance it turns un-
expectedly to the major; perhaps this is the only
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way music of such unsettled elusiveness could be
brought to a convincing conclusion.

After hearing the Trio performed, Schubert
made extensive cuts to the finale, insisting to his
publisher that they must be observed. It can be
argued that without the cuts the movement places
too much demand on an audience in a work that
is already expansive. However, the excisions rob
us of some remarkable music, especially an
unexpected combination of the finale’s second
subject and the Swedish theme, perhaps the

climactic proof that the ‘Farewell’ song has
invaded Schubert’s psyche. Restoring these
excisions, as the Sitkovetsky Trio does here, can
therefore be justified. Schubert straddled the end
of one era of music and the beginning of another.
While his Classical mind might have persuaded
him to restore proportion and order by making the
cuts, his Romantic soul had already written music
that profoundly disturbed the quest for perfect
balance.

Notes by Brian David © 2014
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First prize winner of the International Schumann
Chamber Music Award in 2008 and recipients of
the NORDMETALL Chamber Music Award at the
Festspiele Mecklenburg-Vorpommern in 2009,
the Sitkovetsky Trio is a collaboration between
three young musicians who share a passion for
chamber music. Having met and worked together

at the Yehudi Menuhin School, the ensemble was
founded in 2007 and has emerged as one of the
outstanding trios of today, receiving numerous
awards and critical acclaim.

The Sitkovetsky Trio has performed in leading
concert halls across Europe, including Het
Concertgebouw Amsterdam, Alte Oper Frankfurt,
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Palais des Beaux Arts in Brussels, Laeiszhalle
Hamburg, Sociedad Filarmónica de Bilbao,
L’Auditori in Barcelona, St George’s Bristol, the
Purcell Room and Wigmore Hall. The Trio has also
appeared at major European festivals including
the Menuhin Festival Gstaad and the Bergen Inter-
national Festival. Further afield, the Sitkovetsky
Trio’s schedule includes tours of China, Australia
and the USA. The Trio’s debut recording for BIS
Records of works by Dvor

vv

ák, Smetana and Suk
was released in 2014.

The Trio has received awards from the
Philharmonia Orchestra Martin Musical Scholar-
ship Fund, the Kirckman Society and the Tillett

Trust, and is supported by the Hattori Foundation,
the Fidelio Trust, the Musicians Benevolent Fund
and the Swiss Global Artistic Foundation. The Trio
held the Junior Fellowship at the Royal Academy of
Music in 2007/08, and from 2008 to 2010 was
a recipient of the Golubovich Fellowship and the
Richard Cairnes Junior Fellowship for Chamber
Music at the Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music
and Dance, resulting in many performances and
educational workshops at the conservatoire
and across London. Most recently, the Trio was
awarded a Fellowship at the Royal Northern
College of Music for the 2012/13 season.
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SITKOVETSKY TRIO
ALEXANDER SITKOVETSKY violin
LEONARD ELSCHENBROICH cello
WU QIAN piano

Recorded live at Wigmore Hall, London, on 19 September 2013

JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833–1897)

Piano Trio No. 3 in C minor Op. 101 (1886) 21.24

01 Allegro energico 07.28

02 Presto non assai 03.09

03 Andante grazioso 04.29

04 Allegro molto 06.00

FRANZ SCHUBERT (1797–1828)

Piano Trio No. 2 in E flat D929 (1827) 47.23

05 Allegro 15.29

06 Andante con moto 09.30

07 Scherzo. Allegro moderato 06.44

08 Finale. Allegro moderato 15.20

Total time:  68.50
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