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

CD 3: “THE BALAKIREV CIRCLE”
“Farniente”, the beautiful miniature by Ce�sar Cui, is one of those unexpected and joyous discoveries that
the process of creating a catalogue of Russian chamber music and recordings for the anthology “History
of Russian Piano Trios” has led to. Today we are happy to the world premiere recording of it.  

This piece is an example – rare in the genre of piano trio – of a lyrical, almost intimate, short composition
representing a colouristic vignette, written beyond the canons of the sonata form.

Ce�sar Cui’s “Farniente” is one of the gems of the collection of musical offerings to the legendary Parisian
beauty Marie-Clotilde-Elisabeth Louise de Riquet (Comtesse de Mercy-Argenteau), beloved of Napole�on
III. “From Napole�on to Ce�sar” would indeed be a suitable title for the wildly convoluted novel that was the
life story of this most remarkable woman, who has been falling in love with all the force of her passionate
nature with men, politics, and Russian music.

During a nine-year correspondence,  Cui and the Comtesse exchanged over 3,000 letters.  She learned
Russian and translated the librettos of all his operas into French, as well as Rimsky-Korsakov’s “The Maid
of Pskov” and “The Snow Maiden”, along with excerpts from Borodin’s “Prince Igor”. The Comtesse also
held concerts and organised premieres for the operas of the Balakirev Circle in Belgium, Holland, and
France. Cui and Borodin used to spend a lot of time at her castle in Argenteau. A great deal of beautiful
music first saw the light of day there, including the opera “Le flibustier”, which Cui dedicated to her. She
wrote a book – “Ce�sar Cui” – the first and hitherto the only published monograph on his oeuvre, and
commissioned his portrait from Ilya Repin. Repin was so enchanted by Louise that he painted her portrait
as well. Today both of these famous portraits are exhibited in the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow.

“Farniente”  was  the  only  piece  written  during  that  wonderful  stay  at  Argenteau  Castle,  which  the
composer later arranged for piano, violin, and cello. No testimony of its ever having been performed has
been preserved. 

The destinies of the trios written by two other friends of Louise de Mercy-Argenteau, Alexander Borodin
and Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, are also surrounded by a certain aura of mystery. Although separated by
four decades, they are in many ways similar. Neither of these pieces was performed publicly during the
lifetimes of their composers, nor were any of the scores ever published. Contemporaries of Borodin and
Rimsky-Korsakov, except the closest friends, never got to know about the existence of these works - it is
as if the authors wanted to hide the very fact that they had composed them. The piano trios that seemed
to have irrevocably sunk into oblivion were discovered in archives only after more than a century.

Looking  through  the  manuscripts  of  these  works  is  a  rare  experience  and  incomparable  pleasure.
Fascinating evidences of the composers' work on their musical scores are preserved in every detail of
Borodin’s and Rimsky-Korsakov’s manuscripts. Out of numerous author's corrections we could see the
changes in tonality plans, some reductions, and improvements of the musical structure. Slurs were added
to enhance the expressiveness of phrasing, agogical remarks were concretized, technique and fingering
notes were appended – all of these artifacts are priceless witnesses of authors' trial performances.

Who knows how the history of the Russian piano trio would have changed if  these works had been
published and performed at their time? We can only guess what paths might have been taken, and what
uncharted achievements the composers’  contemporaries and successors might have been inspired to
reach…


