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Three’s a Crowd 

Unlike the perfectly matched forces of a string quartet, the instruments of a piano 
trio form a motley crew. Apart from obvious size issues, piano and strings do not even 
speak with the same tongue. One traffics in struck sounds; the others in bowed. How 
could a cello imagine itself the equal of a grand piano, the size of a small car? And how 
could a piano ever hope to attain the cantabile of a bowed instrument? Who could have 
ever imagined this was a good idea?  

Rather like the human being, the piano trio was never invented whole, but evolved 
over time. It sprang partly from the Baroque tradition of trio sonata, in which the cello 
joined the keyboard’s left hand, in obligato accompaniment of a solo instrument. Over the 
course of the genre’s development, it discarded some redundancies, and found creative 
ways to manage its flaws. Perhaps it is these flaws that lend the piano trio its creative 
tension, such as the problem of balance, which was solved anew in every era.  

The development of the piano trio is attributed variously to Haydn and Mozart. As 
with the string quartet, each deserves some credit. Haydn’s trios are frequently 
overlooked by performers, perhaps because his cello parts remain tethered to the piano’s 
left hand. But these trios herald the birth of a genre, alongside a significant development 
in pianistic virtuosity. The pianist and musicologist Charles Rosen grouped them with the 
Mozart concertos as ‘the most brilliant piano works before Beethoven’. The ‘Gypsy 
Rondo’ trio dates from 1795, when he was the darling of London, and is dedicated to the 
amateur pianist (and Haydn’s love interest) Rebecca Schroeter. The opening movement is 
a gentle set of variations, interspersed with an episode that doffs its hat at the Baroque 
violin concerto. In the second movement, a Poco adagio, the violin and piano gently 
serenade each other. The irrepressible third movement is marked ‘in the Gipsies’ style,’ 
reflecting Haydn’s lifelong fascination with gypsy music.  

Ravel completed his beloved Piano Trio in 1914, in haste to enlist for the the First 
World War: ‘I spent a month working morning to night without even taking time off for a 
bathe in the sea,’ he later recalled. And yet this beguiling work betrays no evidence of the 
speed of its conception. In the first movement, Ravel drew on the Basque heritage of his 
mother, basing its syncopated rhythms on the zortziko, a Basque dance form. The second 
movement is inspired by the Malay verse form of Pantoum, in which the second and 
fourth line of each stanza become the first and third line of the next, while the third 
movement casts its inspiration back to the Baroque, in a grand Passacaglia. The 
movement unfolds like a giant cathedral of sound, as Ravel builds an arc from a 
Gregorian-inspired pentatonic opening, to a rapturous, vividly coloured culmination, and 
then back down again. A truly virtuosic finale – perhaps the piano trio at its most 
orchestral – revisits the syncopated rhythms of the first movement. 

Schubert’s two great trios date from 1827, the final, astonishingly productive year 
of his life. Each trio is built out of glorious, spun-out melodies, rather than Beethovenian 
motives that can readily be deconstructed. Song informs every movement of the Trio in E 
flat, not least the haunting second movement, with an opening texture that recalls the first 
song in Wintterreise, ‘Gute Nacht’: ‘A stranger I arrived, a stranger I depart.’ Throughout 
this work, Schubert wanders to the extremes of human experience. The conversations 
between the instruments recall the vacillations of a single consciousness, poised on the 
brink of death, and at the same time able to see – vividly – the inverse of death. 
‘Whenever I tried to sing of love, it turned to pain,’ he wrote in 1822. ‘And again, when I 
tried to sing of pain, it turned to love.’ In the final movement, Schubert brings us to the 



abyss, where he sings and dances anyway. Despite its grand scale (Schumann wrote of 
Schubert’s ‘heavenly length’), this great work is a hymn to transience.  

 


