
HISTORY OF THE RUSSIAN PIANO TRIO
(Text by Natalia Rubinstein)

CD1: “BEGINNINGS”
“History of the Russian Piano Trio”, presented in a series of audio recordings and compact discs, is the
first anthology of the Russian piano trio in  the history of performing arts. Today we feel like musical
Columbuses, discovering new lands. Our searches in the Russian State Archives, in museums and private
collections, in the archives of the Library of Congress in Washington, and in the libraries of European and
American universities,  have unearthed manuscripts and rare editions of works which until  now have
been  consigned  to  oblivion  (along  with,  in  many  cases,  the  names  of  their  authors).  Among  these
discoveries is music of breathtaking beauty that thrills the performers. We are certain that, in the future,
ensemble repertoire will be unthinkable without these works that will have their own place in the history
of chamber music from now on and forever. 

The first  CD  features the few  piano trios which appeared in  Russia  during the first  half  of  the 19th
century.

The  very  first  Russian  trio  is  a  lovely  sonata-allegro  written  in  the  style  of  the  Viennese  School  by
Alexander Alyabiev in St Petersburg in 1815.  There is  no evidence of it  ever having been performed
during the composer’s lifetime, or in the years since. The piece, replete with adorable themes and strewn
with sparkling piano fioritura and cadences, remains to this day largely unknown to the listening public.
Its  score  harbours  more  than  a  few  mysteries.  A  free  interpretation  of  the  sonata  form,  close  to  a
romantic poem, leads to the idea of a possible dedication. To whom could this musical offering, the first in
a series of Russian piano trios expressing in a musical form the sincere esteem of their authors, have been
addressed? Alyabiev did not mention a dedicatee on the score. However, the extensive cello part, along
with other curious details captured in the score, and the E-flat major (which at that time contained a
‘masonic’ subtext), all combine to inspire the imagination of the performer. Possibly, the subject of this
musical portrait was a close friend of the composer, Matvei Wielhorski, who was the master of a Masonic
lodge and one of the best cellists of his time. It could be said that the history of Russian music began in
the house of the Wielhorski brothers:  There the newest and the best music could be heard, there “Ivan
Susanin” was rehearsed, there the Rubinstein brothers received their first encouragement. Possibly, it
was also there that the first Russian trio was performed by the hosts and its author at their famous
musical  evenings… These are,  of  course,  just  assumptions,  but such conjectures have an inexplicable
charm, shrouding the musical intent of the work in a haze of mystique and ceding to later generations the
freedom of possible interpretations.
 
Alyabiev’s  First  Trio  is  the  only  Russian  piano  trio  written  in  E-flat  major.  In  the  future,  Russian
composers were to prefer tonality in A or D for their piano trios, while the minor key was to become a
signature feature of the genre.

Alyabiev’s Second Trio in A minor, and to an even greater extent Mikhail Glinka’s famous “Pathetic” Trio
in D minor, are very personal, very "diaristic" compositions. This music is, of course, written about love!
The epigraph with which Glinka prefaced his composition – “Je n'ai connu l'amour que par les peines” – is
the quintessence of the feeling that would inspire the authors of most Russian trios over the subsequent
centuries.

Fragments of  two more manuscript  piano trios dated to the  1830s survive in  the  archives:  Vladimir
Odoyevsky’s Trio No. 1 in D minor and Trio No. 2 in B minor. However, the real blossoming of the genre,
and generally, of musical life in Russia, begins in the 1850s and is directly linked to that legendary figure
in Russian cultural history – Anton Rubinstein. His early Trio in G minor, written in 1851, crowns the
programme of the first CD.


