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FELIX MENDELSSOHN (1809-47)  
Piano Trio No.1 in D minor, Op.49 [28:35] 
1  I  Molto allegro ed agitato 9:45 
2  II  Andante con moto tranquillo  6:33 
3	 III  Scherzo. Leggiero e vivace  3:45 
4	 IV  Finale: Allegro assai appassionato  8:31

ROBERT SCHUMANN (1810-56)  
Piano Trio No.2 in F major, Op.80 [27:22] 
9	 I  Sehr lebhaft 7:59 
bl	 II  Mit innigen Ausdruck – Lebhaft 8:00 
bm	 III  In mässiger Bewengung 5:19 
bn	 IV  Nicht zu rasch 6:03

                       Total duration:  83:47  

CLARA SCHUMANN (1819-96)  
Piano Trio in G minor, Op.17 [27:39] 
5	 I  Allegro moderato 10:39 
6	 II  Scherzo and Trio 4:50 
7	 III  Andante 4:43 
8	 IV  Allegretto 7:26
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 I n 1831-32, the last year of his life, the 82-year-old Johann Wolfgang von  
Goethe completed the second part of his epic drama Faust. Published 
posthumously, its appearance caused a sensation every bit as significant 

as the publication of the first part had done 25 years before.

In creating Faust’s character, Goethe called in part upon his own experiences. 
He had been born in Frankfurt, but studied law in Leipzig, the city having so 
profoundly moved him that he causes Faust to exclaim: “Mein Leipzig lob ich 
mir” (“Leipzig is the place for me”). 

But Leipzig was more than a seat of law: music, exemplified by the legacy of 
Johann Sebastian Bach – who had lived and worked in the city’s Thomaskirche 
for almost 30 years before his death in 1750 – and the city’s Gewandhaus 
Orchestra (dating from 1743), also ran deep. The twin disciplines of law and 
music vied for supremacy in the life of the soon-to-be 18-year-old Robert 
Schumann when he moved from his native Zwickau to Leipzig in May 1828 
as a student of law, at the same time as taking piano lessons from the noted 
pedagogue Friedrich Wieck.     

For Schumann, it was music that prevailed. After a year studying law at the 
University of Leipzig, he dropped the subject to concentrate on the piano. He 
also moved into Wieck’s home as a lodger and student, continuing lessons 
with him, but it was the teacher’s nine-year-old daughter Clara that came to 
exert an equal – if not greater – fascination for the newcomer.

Clara was a gifted pianist from childhood: born in Leipzig in 1818, she 

began taking lessons from her father at the age of five, first appearing at 

the Gewandhaus just four years later. She had played for Goethe himself in 

Weimar when she was 13-years-old, to the great man’s delight, and by 1834 

Clara was an accomplished pianist and composer – that year, she completed 

a piano concerto.

Living in such close proximity, and sharing their love of music, Robert and 

Clara found themselves drawn to one another. Robert declared his affections, 

which were returned, but Clara’s father demurred, although Friedrich joined 

the board of a music journal which Robert founded and edited. In 1836, the 

couple became secretly engaged, yet it was not until the eve of Clara’s 22nd 

birthday – now not needing her father’s permission – that they married in the 

city’s Schönefeld church. Clara was now a celebrated pianist; her husband, by 

comparison, a relatively unknown composer and writer on music. 

The couple moved into a house on Inselstrasse, which almost immediately 

became a hub for music-making on a daily basis. Although Robert had 

composed and published a number of significant solo piano works in a new 

poetic style embracing aspects of what came to be called Romanticism, the 

first years of their marriage saw a greater outpouring of music from him: over 

100 individual piano pieces, alongside songs and song-cycles of undoubted 

genius, as well as large-scale orchestral works. 
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At this time, also, Clara’s eminence as a pianist had naturally brought her 
into greater contact with the Gewandhaus Orchestra, which – since 1835 
– had been conducted by Felix Mendelssohn, who admired Robert’s music 
(and had, like Clara, when little more than a child, also met Goethe). It was 
Mendelssohn who conducted the premiere of Robert’s First Symphony with 
the Gewandhaus Orchestra in March 1841 and, two years later, launched 
the Leipzig Conservatoire, which soon became the leading music college on 
the Continent, attracting professors and students from across the civilised 
world. During the 1840s, therefore, Leipzig was one of the hubs of musical 
art, which saw the Schumanns playing a leading part and Mendelssohn 
spearheading the revival of interest in the city’s greatest musical genius – 
Johann Sebastian Bach. 

In the decades before the arrival of the mechanical reproduction of music, 
opportunities for hearing music in the home were confined to performances 
by a few instrumentalists or singers. It was this factor, above all, that impelled 
the great stream of new chamber music by virtually all composers of note. 
Almost every educated person could play a musical instrument and in the 
Schumann household it was not only piano music, songs and orchestral 
works that flowed from Robert’s pen: inspired by Mendelssohn and others, 
chamber music also preoccupied his fertile mind.

Not just Robert’s mind: Clara herself, although often away on concert tours, 
in her private moments did not abandon composition. Principal amongst her 

works at this time was a Piano Trio in G minor, Op.17, which she had begun 
during an extended visit to Dresden.

Clara’s Trio was written in 1846, and it shows her, as well as being a fine pianist, 
to have been a composer of notable ability. Her music was not unnaturally 
influenced by her husband’s but it often shows no little originality and a 
charm of melody which is all her own. Perhaps the most engaging example 
of the latter in the Trio is the theme of the second movement, Tempo di 
menuetto, which has a quite individual, gentle vivacity. The Trio as a whole 
is exceptionally well planned and is clearly the work of a musician who has 
made a deep study of the art of composition – everything in this music 
is carried off with complete sureness of touch and a mastery of scoring, 
harmony and counterpoint. 

Clara’s Piano Trio may well have had its initial inspiration from her participation 
in a performance of Mendelssohn’s D minor Piano Trio of 1839 (No.1, 
Op.49), written in Leipzig soon after he had celebrated his 30th birthday. Few 
musicians of Mendelssohn’s generation could equal his accomplishments: he 
was a fine pianist and organist, a gifted violinist and viola-player, an excellent 
conductor (he revived Bach’s St Matthew Passion after many decades of 
neglect), as well as being, of course, a great and original composer.

As a practical musician, Mendelssohn’s works are always well laid out for 
the instruments, as in this Piano Trio – the first of two he was to compose. 
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It is a fine and trenchant work, revealing his genius at getting the utmost 
definition and detail from a small group of instruments. There are fine 
melodies here, and the first movement has both firmness and determination 
that immediately declare it to be a strong and masculine conception. 
This rare piece of intense writing from Mendelssohn is followed by a slow 
movement possessing deep nobility of utterance. The scherzo and finale 
lighten the mood somewhat, and throughout the work his writing is always 
meticulously clear and expressive, immensely satisfying and imaginative. 
Without doubt, the Trio in D minor remains one of Mendelssohn’s greatest 
chamber music compositions.         

As we noted earlier, until his marriage in 1840 Schumann composed music 
almost wholly for solo piano. Two years later, after many songs and a new 
interest in orchestral music, it was chamber music that preoccupied his 
creative faculties. The year 1842 saw three string quartets, a Piano Quintet 
and a Piano Quartet, and in 1847 the first two of eventually three Piano Trios, 
each quite different in expression. The earlier D minor Trio is intense and 
even solemn in character but the F major is more outgoing – according to 
Schumann himself, it is ‘friendlier’ than its predecessor.

The later works of Schumann are still occasionally dismissed as showing 
signs of his approaching mental illness, but this is a very superficial view: a 
close examination of the music will reveal qualities which are not apparent at 

a first or even a second hearing. The F major Piano Trio (No.2, Op.80), dating 
from the beginning of what is usually termed Schumann’s final period, 
contains elements of intense melancholy, but the finale – in particular – has 
an individual Spring-like freshness and quite original textures from the start. 
The Trio’s opening theme appears a little uncertain at first, but Schumann 
miraculously restructures it to become the basis for the contrasted second 
subject – and we don’t realise what he has done until the music passes us 
by. Here is compositional genius of a high order, not least in that, through 
Schumann’s innate individuality, we can be in no doubt as to who is 
addressing us in this manner. 

Underlying factors in the melodic, expressively rich, slow movement include 
the piano’s constantly woven thread of melodic support to the violin’s line, 
contrasted with a livelier central section before the initial ‘intimate’ music 
returns, subtly modified. The third movement is a moderately-paced Scherzo 
before the finale returns to more serious matters as all three instruments 
join in an engrossing discussion, transforming the themes each time they 
appear. Here is Schumann at his most endearingly human, the quintessence 
of Romanticism from a demonstrably original great composer.

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2020
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LONDON BRIDGE TRIO 
David Adams violin   ·   Kate Gould cello   ·   Daniel Tong piano
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David Adams violin 

Kate Gould cello 
Daniel Tong piano

“The London Bridge Trio aren’t afraid to tell it like it is.  
Playing that is as compelling as it is rapt” 

Gramophone

The London Bridge Trio is one of Britain’s leading chamber ensembles, known 
for their deeply nuanced and searching interpretations. Formed in 2002 as the 
London Bridge Ensemble, their name reflects an admiration for English music of 
the early 20th century, which forms part of the group’s varied repertoire.

The trio has appeared frequently at Wigmore Hall and Kings Place in London 
and at venues including Queen’s Hall, St George’s and Portugal’s Ponte de Lima 
Festival. They recently visited the Sacconi Festival, Folkstone, Penarth Chamber 
Music Festival and the inaugural Birmingham International Piano Chamber 
Music Festival. 

In 2008 the ensemble founded the Winchester Chamber Music Festival (in the 
hometown of their cellist Kate Gould) where they have secured a reputation 
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for stylish programmes involving exceptional international artists. The festival 
celebrated its 10th anniversary in 2018 with the world premiere of Colin 
Matthews’ Hidden Agenda, and the trio were joined by the Heath Quartet for a 
series of sold-out concerts. 

The London Bridge Trio’s recordings have been enthusiastically received. 
Gramophone, BBC Music Magazine and The Observer all gave rave reviews to their 
2015 release of Dvořák’s Piano Quartets with the Heath Quartet’s violist Gary 
Pomeroy on Champs Hill.

Their Frank Bridge recordings on Dutton met with unreserved commendations 
from Gramophone (who shortlisted the second volume for the 2011 Gramophone 
Chamber Music Award), International Record Review, American Record Guide and 
BBC Radio 3’s CD Review. 

Their Schumann recording for Sonimage drew observations such as “rendered 
with a bubbling brilliance” and “heart-touchingly eloquent” from the Sunday 
Times. A collection of works by Fauré (also Sonimage) received excellent reviews 
from The Strad and Gramophone.

The Leipzig Circle, Volume I marked the trio’s debut on SOMM Recordings.

•

THE LEIPZIG CIRCLE, Vol.I                        SOMMCD 0199 
London Bridge Trio

“The performers do the works proud… a total delight”
The Telegraph

“Played with sensitivity and conviction…  
there’s a lot here to enjoy”

Gramophone

SCHUMANN: Piano Music                        SOMMCD 0134  
Leon McCawley

“[McCawley’s] expressive directness and unfussily 
supple phrasing is especially effective”

BBC Music Magazine

VARIATIONS                                                     SOMMCD 0603 
Mishka Rushdie Momen

“Wise, thoughtfully turned-out… a hearty bravo”     

Classical-Modern Music Review

More LEIPZIG CIRCLE highlights


