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

CD2: “THE RUBINSTEIN EPOCH. CONSERVATORY”
The recordings for this CD, like those of all the piano trios in this anthology, were made in the Great Hall
of the Moscow Conservatory. We are very fond of this hall, with its inimitable acoustics, its famous organ
and portraits in oval frames, and of course its remarkably intimate stage and atmosphere that keeps the
echoes of bygone epochs and legendary performances. Nearly the entirety of our life is connected with
the Moscow Conservatory, with its history and traditions, which it is our great honour and responsibility
to inherit. That is why this СD, dedicated to the musical giants who stand at the dawn of this history, is
especially important for us. Two piano trios, which are contrary to one another in their intention, key, and
fate,  are  dedicated to  the  memory of  the  great  musical  reformers  who determined the  path  for  the
development of Russian music – the Rubinstein brothers. 

Everything that comprises the professional life of a musician in Russia – an academic education,  the
system of philharmonic concerts, international competitions and much more – is linked with the names
of Anton and Nikolai Rubinstein. During their lifetime, their fame had no boundaries, their position was
unattainable, and they were worshipped by the audience, their colleagues and their students alike. Anton
Rubinstein was the founder of the Russian Imperial Musical Society and the first Russian conservatory, a
spectacular pianist, educator, composer, and conductor. The range of his activity recalls  ancient  myths
about  the  Titans.  Tchaikovsky  was  the  first  and  the  most  famous  of  Rubinstein’s  students,  the  first
graduate  of  the  country’s  first  conservatory,  and  the  first  professional  composer  and  educator,  thus
preceding  generations  of  Russian  academically  trained  musicians.  Nikolai  Rubinstein,  who  invited
Tchaikovsky to teach in Moscow immediately after his graduation from the St Petersburg Conservatory,
became  his  friend  and  the  first  to  perform  many  of  his  piano  and  orchestral  works.  He  conducted
Tchaikovsky’s Fantasia “Francesca da Rimini” and arranged the first performance of “Eugene Onegin” at
the Moscow Conservatory. The famous cascades of passages from “Francesca”, the intonations of Tatiana’s
aria and many other recognisable details (among them quotes from some of Rubinstein’s scores  as a
mark of artistic homage to the composer’s first and only teacher) are all treasured in the music of the
most famous Russian piano trio “In Memory of a Great Artist”. 

Tchaikovsky's piano trio is the top of the ensemble repertoire. Performing it is the highest privilege for
generations  of  musicians.  A  symphony  that  Tchaikovsky  wrote  for  three  instruments  and  that  is
comparable to his “Pathe4 tique” in its scale and emotional intensity has changed forever the conceptions
of the boundaries of the genre of chamber music and the limits of emotional sincerity of music. 

A tragic sense of loss and a funereal, elegiac mood combined with a tendency to the minor keys and the
special, confessional nature of their musical statements are all characteristic traits of the Russian piano
trio since the very first pieces by Russian composers. It is right this emotional pattern that  lies at the
basis of the genre of the "musical epitaph" in which Russian composers have so frequently written since
Tchaikovsky’s days. So much the more unusual, then, is the “Piano Trio in Memory of Anton Rubinstein”
in A major, shattering as it does these canons and archetypes. After over 100 years of oblivion, we are
proud to present at last this remarkable composition to our listeners.

Its author was the brilliant virtuoso pianist Paul Pabst. A professor of the Moscow Conservatory and the
teacher of Igumnov and Goldenweiser (who today epitomise the Moscow piano school),  Pabst was  a
friend  of  the  Rubinsteins  and  of Tchaikovsky  and  performed  in  piano  ensembles  with  Taneyev  and
Rachmaninov, as well as accompanying nearly all touring artists from Europe in their performances in
Moscow. He was also the first to perform the compositions of many of his contemporaries and the author
of a number of virtuoso transcriptions and paraphrases that were included in the concert repertoire by
Nikolai  Rubinstein,  Taneyev,  Siloti,  Hoffmann,  Rachmaninov and  many  others.  Tchaikovsky  entrusted



Pabst with the edition of his piano works and Anton Rubinstein considered him to be the best performer
of  his  music,  while  Pabst,  like  most  of  his  contemporaries,  worshipped  Rubinstein,  bowing  to  the
greatness of his personality and his unbounded abilities as a pianist.

An ineffable beauty and Mahler-like fragility of the third movement, entitled “Re:verie e4 le4giaque” by the
author, hands us the key to the essence of this memorial work as a treasury of Pabst’s luminous and
joyous memories of Anton Rubinstein. 

They met for the first time in Weimar. Rubinstein was visiting Liszt at the time when Pabst came to study
with him. Possibly meant as a token of that first meeting which had such a deep impact on Pabst’s life, a
nearly direct quote from Liszt’s “Orpheus” at the Trio’s Finale sounds like a solemn and triumphant hymn
to Anton Rubinstein. The funeral march that invades this apotheosis turns out to be as sudden for the
listener as the news of Rubinstein's death was sudden for his contemporaries.

Pabst’s Piano Trio is a true panegyric to the art of pianism that has preserved for us musical impressions
of  that  time.  Its  score  is  full  of  quotations  from works  that  were  performed  by  Rubinstein  and  his
contemporaries, of allusions to the repertoire that was popular by those times, and of characteristic traits
of the grand pianistic style – all living reminders of that epoch at the centre of which stood the figure of
Anton Rubinstein.


