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CD 4: AT THE TURN OF EPOCH 
The “fin de siècle” is one of the most interesting and contradictory periods in the history of art. The turn
of  a  century  always  implies  within  itself  moments  of  coexistence  and,  at  times,  of  conflict  between
opposing artistic tendencies. This CD presents two works that were written with an equal six year gap on
both sides of the frontier between centuries – two piano trios that are diametrically opposed in their
intentions, in the means of expression and aesthetic aspirations of their authors – Anton Arensky and
Sergei Taneyev.

The two were close friends. This might be difficult to imagine for anyone playing or listening to their
music,  anyone who knows their  biographies,  or  anyone who has  read the memoirs of  some of their
contemporaries. They were the opposite of each other in every respect. Sergei Taneyev was a man of rare
moral rectitude, the “conscience of Moscow’s music scene”, while Anton Arensky was an enfant terrible, a
gambler,  and  a  reveler.  Taneyev  enjoyed  an  unshakeable  and  exceptional  credibility.  Arensky  was
generally treated with leniency at best, but most of the time he was simply scolded – for everything, even
for choosing subjects  for  his  own compositions.  Even the entrenched opposition of  the two capitals,
Moscow and St Petersburg, and two different musical traditions gained new colour by this case. Upon
moving to Moscow, Arensky became close to Tchaikovsky and to his beloved student Taneyev. But due to
the  profound  rivalry  between  the  St  Petersburg  and  the  Moscow  Conservatories,  the  relationship
between Arensky and Rimsky-Korsakov was spoilt to such a degree that Rimsky-Korsakov couldn’t resist
leaving a critical retort even in Arensky obituary.

Taneyev composed slowly and meticulously,  fusing together in a solid musical organism all  the most
valuable  knowledge  and  skills  accumulated  by  the  end  of  the  19th  century. The  first  performer  of
Tchaikovsky’s Trio “In Memory of a Great Artist” was to write his own piano trio only after 25 years, as if
he had set himself the time necessary to get liberated completely from the hypnosis  of the tragic images
created by his teacher. His intention is clearly different to the “tradition of commemoration” which has
got ingrained in Russian chamber music since Tchaikovsky’s day. Taneyev’s trio is written in a major key
and dedicated to the composer Alexander Gretchaninov, one of his younger colleagues whom he taught
and supported.

Filled with the light of knowledge and spiritual wisdom, the Piano Trio in D  major rises up in music
history like a great majestic  pyramid, in which, according to the composer's own conception, “the most
solid, the most mature thoughts about all that has been lived through and thought over” would be stored
forever.

This work, which still remains one of the most complex in the ensemble repertoire both for players and
listeners, is not often performed on stage. Taneyev himself played it (with pleasure, judging by both his
notes on the score and diary entries) more than once: with the members of the Czech Quartet, Hoffmann
and Wihan, in Berlin, Prague, and Vienna, as well as with Mogilevsky and Bukinik in Moscow. Just about
all of the most prominent critics wrote about Taneyev, each giving due praise to his outstanding mastery.
But the audience did not understand his music. Even to his close friends, colleagues, and students many
of his ideas, tastes and passions seemed strange, detached from the contemporary artistic process, and
even retrograde. At the end of the 19th century, Taneyev’s devotion to classical forms and genres, and
mostly  his  interest  in  Bach and Mozart, seemed  strange and  even misplaced to  the  audiences.  Neo-
classicism was just emerging, modernism was to gain its glory considerably later, and the “intonational
ear”  of  his  contemporaries  was not  receptive  to  the  musical  insights  of  the  sage Taneyev,  that  were
noticeably ahead of the times.



Arensky, on the other hand, was adored by the audience! The popularity he enjoyed during his lifetime
was extraordinary. His piano works were performed by the best pianists: Siloti, Yesipova, Pabst, and, of
course, Taneyev. Tchaikovsky "spilled more than a few sweet tears” listening to his operas, while Leo
Tolstoy, according to Taneyev, valued Arensky above all other Russian composers. Arensky had Mozart’s
“levity”  gift,  which permitted him to compose quickly and without effort.  Yet  even this  circumstance
irritated his critics. At the turn of the century, during the period of complex searches for new aesthetics
and a new worldview that were to replace the achievements of Rubinstein and Tchaikovksy,  authors,
following Taneyev, used to pose the question “What should a Russian composer do?”. At this period, the
pure Mendelssohn-like romanticism inherent in Arensky's music provoked reproaches of lightweight and
even of “irresponsibility before history and the generations to come”. Here I have to note that a tradition
that  comes  from  Mendelssohn's  famous  Trio  in  D  minor  – to  begin  the  trio with  a  cello  theme
accompanied by a piano – was dominant for Russian piano trio: The Piano Trios by Borodin and Rimsky-
Korsakov,  Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov begin  this  way,  the  next  generations  of  Russian composers
would be writing like this as well, and even the famous cello harmonics in Shostakovich's Second Trio can
be  traced  back  to  precisely this  tradition.  Arensky  appeals  to  the  musical  preconceptions  of  his
contemporaries with a theatrical effect achieved with ease and precision: his Trio in D minor begins with
familiar triplets in the piano part, but the main theme is unexpectedly taken up by the violin. One can
easily imagine the impression the gaping absence of the cello produced on audiences that gathered to
hear a Piano Trio dedicated to the memory of their contemporary – the outstanding cellist Karl Davydov.
The inspired theme of the first movement is among the most beautiful and moving melodies in Russian
music. The misanthrope Stravinsky, a classmate of Arensky from Rimsky-Korsakov’s class, said that “the
first theme of Arensky’s trio alone is sufficient to establish the glory of Russian music.”

The Piano Trios of Anton Arensky and Sergei Taneyev are the undeniable apogee of the Russian ensemble
repertoire. These works sum up the development of chamber music in the 19th century, and open a new
chapter in the history of the Russian piano trio.


