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Trio in E flat major Op. 1 No. 1 (30:23)
1  Allegro 10:15
2 Adagio cantabile 7:35
3 Scherzo 4:55
4  Finale 7:37

5 Trio in E flat major Hess 48 3:37

Trio in B flat major Op. 97, Archduke  (44:48)
6  Allegro moderato 13:21
7  Scherzo 11:27
8 Andante cantabile, ma però con moto –  12:24 
 Poco più adagio 
9 Allegro moderato 7:35

                              Total duration: 79:00
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LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770-1827):  Piano Trios – 4

This final volume in the complete recording of Beethoven’s works for piano trio 
extends from his earliest extant composition for the genre to his last.

Piano Trio in E flat major Op. 1 No. 1 (1795)
I – Allegro   II – Adagio cantabile   III – Scherzo: Allegro assai    IV – Finale:Presto

In our observations accompanying the previous releases in the integral recordings 
by the Gould Piano Trio of Beethoven’s works, we pointed out that the three Trios 
that constitute Beethoven’s Opus 1 appeared in Vienna in 1795. At that time, the 
63-year-old Haydn had just returned from conquering London, and in any event 
(although he was to survive for a further 14 years) was nearing the end of his 
compositional life. But Haydn was keen to attend this concert, as Beethoven had 
taken a number of lessons with him, and it had also been proposed that the young 
composer accompany Haydn on his first London visit, an invitation Beethoven 
declined. As by 1795 Mozart had been dead those past four years the mid-1790s, 
therefore, was the opportune time for Beethoven to present himself to the Viennese 
musical public. 

The concert at the palace of Prince Lichnowsky (an early admirer of the young 
composer) in August 1795, when the three Piano Trios comprising Beethoven’s 
Opus 1 were first heard publicly, made a very deep impression. Thayer’s life of 
Beethoven quotes from a contemporary report: ‘Connoisseurs and music lovers 
bestowed upon them undivided applause, which grew with succeeding works 
as the hearers not only accustomed themselves to the striking and original 

qualities of the master but grasped his spirit and strove for the high privilege of 
understanding him.’

From the first appearance of Beethoven’s Opus 1, therefore, his reputation was 
assured. He was not so insensitive as to ignore what was expected of him, even 
from his early listeners: he was never so rash as to present himself publicly without 
thorough preparation, and those elements which we identify as Beethovenian 
were there from the start. In dynamics and instrumental resource, in melodic 
and harmonic change, and in the relatively expansive scale of expression such a 
combination of characteristics presented the most immediate impression. 

Beethoven’s Opus 1 No 1 begins with a commanding, rising figure – a ‘rocket’ as 
it was called – answered by a more fluid downward phrase: at once, a curtain rises 
on the music’s drama, made more tangible by the unusual (for the period) cello’s 
independence. As witnesses to a remarkable discourse between the musicians, 
we could be eavesdropping on an intelligent, wide-ranging conversation between 
friends, with ideas – some new ones, some arising from previous comments – 
mulled over and commented upon as the music progresses. This is Beethoven’s 
view of the then-established ‘sonata form’, owing its genesis to Haydn – and we 
can imagine the elderly master in that audience, smiling to himself as he witnessed 
what his pupil could now do. 

The second movement, Adagio, derives from a little phrase from the first movement, 
weaving a new tapestry from it; the pulse is relaxed, but no less discursive. Haydn 
would surely have been equally impressed by this movement’s structure (a slow 
Rondo) and by Beethoven’s daring tonal changes. The third movement is an early 
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Scherzo (replacing the still-customary Minuet and Trio), dominated by the very 
fast (Allegro assai) tempo of the flowing piano commentary, with the generally 
quiet dynamic (the occasional good-humoured outburst aside) and rare final 
slowing-up being unique innovations.

The last movement, Presto, sees the composer’s imagination posing ‘cheeky 
questions’ (Angus Wilson’s admirable description), answered by a myriad of ideas 
as the music brilliantly proceeds towards the audacious conclusion. 

Piano Trio in E flat major Hess 48 (c1790)
Allegretto

In contrast to the strengths of Beethoven’s Opus 1, this little Allegretto movement 
dates from the composer’s final months in his home city of Bonn, before he left 
for Vienna in 1792.  

Although very different from the later works, it is by no means untypical of the 
beautifully crafted, expressive side of Beethoven’s developing musical character. It 
is a masterly little work, complete in itself, intended surely to afford pleasure, and to 
delight his friends, at the same time as impressing his likely patrons and sponsors 
with his artistry.

If that was Beethoven’s intention, he succeeded brilliantly, for it was not long after 
arriving in Vienna that his name was beginning to be spoken about in terms of 
enthusiastic admiration by the most knowledgeable connoisseurs.  

Piano Trio in B flat major Op. 97 Archduke (1811, revised 1814)
I – Allegro moderato       II – Scherzo: Allegro    
III – Andante cantabile ma però con moto        
IV – Allegretto moderato - Presto

We end with what many regard as Beethoven’s greatest Piano Trio – although in 
considering successive masterpieces, one may argue over one or another. In any 
event, it is Beethoven’s largest work for piano trio, nicknamed ‘Archduke’ from its 
dedication to Archduke Rudolph (1788-1831), who was also one of Beethoven’s 
pupils. We could occupy much space in print discussing this sublime masterpiece, 
which is on a broad scale – as Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto and Hammerklavier 
Sonata are - but it is misleading to suggest that at the time the Trio was written 
Beethoven was solely concerned with large-scale works. 

The ‘Archduke’ Trio was premiered in 1814: Beethoven, in one of his last public 
appearances, was the pianist, although contemporary accounts suggest his 
increasing deafness contributed to the reportedly unsatisfactory nature of the 
performance. Nonetheless, the ‘Archduke’ remains the most spacious of his trios as 
the broad initial theme of the opening implies, unfolding steadily, violin and cello 
reflecting their similarity of timbre against the piano’s chordal and contrapuntal 
expression. In this masterpiece, more than in any earlier trio, the instruments’ 
interdependence is reinforced by unity of character, giving the work’s broader 
canvas its ethical starting-point.

The music’s unfolding character is not unlike the first movement of Beethoven’s 
‘Pastoral’ Symphony. The Scherzo comes second (the independent cello begins the 
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movement alone), revealing darker influences, but not storm-like, as in the ‘Pastoral’; 
for here we sense the entry of troubling, and certainly contrasted, elements.

This dichotomy doesn’t last. Peace is restored before the serene Andante cantabile 
unfolds (‘ma però con moto’: ‘but with movement’), a wondrous melody begun 
by the piano around which variations are woven before the finale eventually, 
rather suddenly, appears – now joined to the slow movement (there’s a melodic 
relationship, too). The finale’s quiet, occasionally sudden, dynamics cannot hide 
the overall mood of well-being, especially in the final large Presto section, the 
excitement building more and more as the Trio hurtles to its conclusion.

Robert Matthew-Walker ©2015

Gould PIAno TrIo
Since winning the first prize at both the Premio Vittorio Gui in Florence and the 
inaugural Melbourne Chamber Music Competition, while being promoted in 
Europe and the US as British ‘Rising Stars’, the Gould Piano Trio is now considered 
as one of the finest of its kind performing today. The Washington Post commented 
that “after twenty years of playing together, what they produce is truly extraordinary”.

Their widely diverse repertoire and ever-expanding discography display a strong 
stylistic conviction appreciated by audiences and critics alike. Concerts at major 
venues, such as the Wigmore and Carnegie Halls and the Concertgebouw in 
Amsterdam, and tours of North and South America, Europe and the Far East, as 

well as highly regarded educational projects, have introduced them to a wide and 
varied public. Having established their own annual festival with clarinettist Robert 
Plane in the Northumberland town of Corbridge, they enjoy exploring contrasting 
chamber music genres with their musical peers. First-hand experience working 
with contemporary composers has led to the commissioning of many new works, 
the most recent being a second piano trio from James MacMillan, premiered in 
2014 at the Bath International Festival, which is featured on an all-contemporary 
CD, together with trios by Peter Maxwell Davies and Sally Beamish (Champs Hill 
Records). The Trio is the first ensemble to record all seven trios by Brahms, to be 
reissued in 2015 (adding Kirchner’s arrangements for trio of the two String Sextets) 
by Champs Hill, for whom they also recorded a Dvorak cycle. Their two disc survey 
of Hummel’s seven Piano Trios on Naxos brings a more classical perspective to 
their discography. Of very special significance for the Gould Trio has been their 
ongoing collaboration with Robert Plane on a major series of late British Romantic 
chamber recordings for various labels, uncovering unjustly neglected masterpieces 
by Stanford, Ireland, Bax, Scott, York Bowen and Robin Milford. This major project 
to record ‘live’ all the Beethoven Trios marks the Gould Piano Trio’s first recordings 
for SOMM. Volume 4 features the master’s very first opus, culminating in the 
mighty ‘Archduke’.
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