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“No Walk on the Beach” 

 

 

Piano Trio No.3 in C minor, Op.101  

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 
 

 During the steamy Viennese summers, Brahms's custom was to escape to the beautiful 

alpine countryside.  The Swiss town of Thun drew him for three consecutive summers, from 

1886 through 1888.  During the first of these idyllic holidays, he rented a villa in Hofstetten, a 

resort town near Lake Thun. There he composed a stream of chamber music in a mere six weeks:  

his second cello sonata (Op.99), second violin sonata (Op.100), and the piano trio on this 

afternoon's program, his third essay in that genre.   

 

 All three works reflect a preoccupation with sonata form and an increased concern with 

compressing ideas.  The opening Allegro energico is only half the length of the analogous 

movement in Brahms’s very early B Major Piano Trio, Op.8 – and, at barely seven minutes, the 

shortest first movement in any of his chamber works. 

 

 Brahms achieved that compression, in part, by not repeating the exposition. (He declines 

to repeat it in the finale as well, which is also in sonata form.)  In his maturity, Brahms generally 

chose to develop ideas further, and his restatement of material in recapitulation as often as not 

incorporates some element of variation. The powerful first movement is relentless in its drama; 

even the lyrical second theme does not fully relax. Dotted rhythms figure prominently in the 

development and the coda.  

 

 Op.101's inner movements have elicited considerable commentary from biographers.  

Peter Latham describes the scherzo, marked Presto non assai, as "whispered softly with a faint 

undercurrent of anxiety."  Donald Francis Tovey's description is more famous:  "[It] hurries by 

like a frightened child.”  The piano's spare expository statement, all in octaves, emphasizes the 

scurrying, ghostly nature of the muted strings. 

 

 Brahms's slow movement, Andante grazioso, alternates a duet for strings with piano solo 

to introduce the musical material.  It is remarkable for its time signatures.  The score is marked 

3/4 and 2/4, later switching to 9/8 and 6/8 for the middle section.  He presents a measure in 3/4, 

then follows it with two measures in 2/4, resulting in irregular groups of seven beats.  The 

pattern is consistent but not immutable throughout the movement; for example, in the faster 

middle section, measures of 9/8 alternate with single measures of 6/8. One Brahms scholar has 

suggested that the metric irregularity reflects the composer’s acquaintance with Serbian folk 

song. Despite its rhythmic instability and unpredictable phrasing, this extraordinary movement 



leaves us with a feeling of gentle repose and inevitable logic.   

 

 The trio concludes with a terse and energetic finale, whose intense chromaticism is 

striking even for late Brahms.  Equally striking is the rhythmic displacement, including accents 

where we do not expect them. Brahms thereby reprises the unsettled quality of the irregular 

phrases that are so prominent in the two inner movements. Our sense of stern drama remains 

unmitigated until the C major coda.   In that respect, the legacy of Beethoven casts a lengthy 

shadow in this trio. Yet the language and spirit are never less than Brahms's own. 

 

 The première of the C minor Trio took place on 20 December 1886 in Budapest. At this 

stage of his career, Brahms did not play frequently in public; however, he made an exception for 

this occasion. His collaborators were two of Europe’s most eminent musicians: the Hungarian 

violinist and composer Jenő Hubay, and the Czech-born cellist and composer David Popper.  

 

Piano Trio, Op.150 

Amy Marcy Cheney Beach [Mrs. H.H.A. Beach] (1867-1944) 

 

 Female composers are certainly a part of the contemporary music equation, but at the turn 

of the 20th century, Amy Beach was one of a kind. Like Felix Mendelssohn’s older sister Fanny 

Hensel, Amy Beach was a multi-talented prodigy in a world that channeled her, after her 

marriage, into a career out of the public limelight. Unlike Hensel, Beach lived to a ripe old age 

and was able to achieve several landmarks for women in music.  

 

 Shortly after making her début as a piano soloist with the Boston Symphony in 1885, 

Amy Cheney married Dr. Henry Harris Aubrey Beach, a prominent Boston physician. She was 

18; he was 43. Although Dr. Beach preferred that his young wife curtail her public performance 

career, he encouraged her to pursue composition – publishing her works under the name Mrs. 

H.H.A. Beach. She was the first woman to have original compositions performed by such 

prestigious organizations as the Boston Handel and Haydn Society, the Boston Symphony 

Orchestra, and the Symphony Society of New York.  

 When her husband died in 1911, Mrs. Beach went to Europe for a couple of years and 

established an impressive reputation there. By the time of her death, she was the undisputed dean 

of American female composers, and one of the best known living composers, period. Until 1937, 

she continued to perform regularly with singers and instrumentalists. After that, as her health 

declined, she appeared less in public. 

 

 The Trio was her last major work to be published prior to her death in December 1944. 

She composed it during a stay at the MacDowell Colony in Peterborough, New Hampshire in 

June 1938. The premiere was a private performance at the MacDowell Club in New York on 15 

January, 1939; Beach was joined by violinist Eugenie Limberg and cellist Phyllis Kraeuter, two 

of her friends and regular chamber collaborators. The first public performance followed in March 

1940 at the Brooklyn Neighborhood Club, with violinist Carl Tollefson and cellist Willem 

Durieux. During the war years, Beach’s Trio was performed regularly on the east coast. 

 

 Contemporary critics observed, correctly, that Beach ignored the trends that 

contemporary music had taken. She remained a dedicated romantic, with both feet firmly planted 



in tonality.  All three movements of her Trio are in ternary [A-B-A] form. Swirling piano 

figuration above a pedal point provide textural background for the strings’ soaring theme in the 

opening Allegro. The central section, marked tranquillo, allots a flamboyantly romantic theme to 

piano first. The strings often respond in octave unison, with occasional brief moments of 

imitation. Beach’s fluid modulations through multiple key centers are reminiscent of Fauré. 

 

 Her Lento espressivo focuses again on octave unisons in the two strings, continuing the 

mood of the first movement’s tranquillo section. In lieu of a scherzo, she inserts a contrasting 

Presto segment, which returns briefly at the end as a coda. Beach’s dance-like finale would have 

made Dvořák smile. It has the flavor and resolute determination of American folk song. The 

slower central section is tender and relaxed, with more independence in the string lines. A 

maestoso passage heralds the decisive coda, recalling earlier themes to bring the Trio to a close 

in brilliant A major.  

 

Piano Trio in B-flat major, Op.97 (Archduke)  

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 

 Rudolph Johann Joseph Rainer (1788-1831), Archduke of Austria, was the youngest son 

of Grand Duke Leopold of Tuscany and his Duchess, Maria Ludovika.  When Leopold became 

Holy Roman Emperor in 1790, the family moved to the imperial seat of Vienna.  Thus Rudolph's 

entire education took place in the heady cultural and intellectual environment that Vienna 

boasted at the end of the 18th century.   

 

 All the Hapsburgs were musical.  Rudolph's delicate health provided further direction 

toward the arts and the church, rather than the military career that might otherwise have been an 

appropriate pursuit for a younger royal son.  As a cleric, Rudolph reached the rank of cardinal; 

he also became Archbishop of Olmütz in 1819.  As a musician, he pursued composition and 

piano performance.  He is best remembered for his role in Beethoven's life.  

 

 Their acquaintance began in 1803, when the teenage Archduke switched music teachers 

from Anton Tayber to Beethoven.  He continued to study composition, music theory and piano 

with the feisty composer for the better part of two decades.  Their friendship was not without its 

strained moments, but seems to have been founded on genuine and mutual devotion.  Rudolph 

became one of Beethoven's most important patrons, and was responsible in 1809 for an annuity 

being awarded to Beethoven that greatly eased the composer's financial worries.   

 

 Rudolph's musical gifts were modest. As a pianist, he could not measure up to 

Beethoven's stellar pupils, Ferdinand Ries and Carl Czerny.  However, Rudolph also had the gift 

of good taste and an uncanny ability to discern between the merely good and the superlative 

among Beethoven's new compositions. This connoisseurship earned him the dedications of a 

remarkable number of Beethoven's middle and late period masterpieces, including the Fourth and 

Fifth Piano Concerti, the Les adieux and Hammerklavier piano sonatas, the Missa Solemnis, 

Op.123, and the Grosse Fuge, Op.133.  Rudolph's name, however, is associated most closely 

with this trio. 

 

 



About the music 
 The Archduke, Beethoven's last piano trio, is superb chamber music on a par with the late 

string quartets.  It is also enormous, with four full-scale movements and more than 1200 bars of 

music.  We have in this piece the apotheosis of Beethoven's heroic stance, a summation of 

everything that he accomplished and endured during the stormy first decade of the 19th century.  

At the same time, its broad opening theme and almost transcendental slow movement variations 

seem to reflect a newfound peace and maturity in the composer, then in his early 40s.   

 

 Beethoven sketched the Trio in 1810 and completed it during a period of intense work in 

March 1811. It was the only major piece he completed that year. While each movement has its 

own special character, the first and third share a nobility and spirituality, whereas the second and 

fourth movements are decidedly lighter, more flirtatious, and perhaps with just a hint of a wink 

in the composer's eye.   

 

 In writing about the opening Allegro moderato, biographer Marion Scott notes the 

"energy obtained from the fairly rapid note values and the dignity from the slow pacing 

harmonies."  After its Olympian, expansive phrases, the simple ascending scale from which 

Beethoven builds the Scherzo is refreshing.  The contrasting middle trio section plays some 

clever and sophisticated games, including chromaticism, misplaced beats that throw our sense of 

3/4 time off balance, and a subtle manipulation of individual instrumental lines that turns out to 

be a fugato.   

 

 Beethoven's variations constitute a long slow movement that takes a luxurious amount of 

time to express every detail.  The score, especially the piano part, is extremely dense with notes, 

every one of which serves a purpose beyond the merely decorative.  Throughout the entire Trio, 

the piano writing is on a level of difficulty equivalent to Beethoven's mature piano concertos. 

The slow movement is particularly challenging.  Extremely long phrases in all three instruments 

seem to suspend the music in giant arches hovering in mid-air.  An ingenious transition moves 

the elegant final variation from the slow movement key of D major to the home tonality of B-

flat, proceeding without pause to the finale.  The great British writer Donald Francis Tovey 

observed: 

 

When the finale of the B-flat Trio shocks us with unseemly conviviality before 

the slow movement has finished dying away, Beethoven has no apologies to offer.  

The outrageous jocularity continues unabashed, until not only the proportions, but 

the actual mysterious quality, of the finale develop a sublimity of their own.  [It] 

is a marvelous study in Bacchanalian indolence.   

 

Beethoven's Allegro moderato carries us along with irrepressible gaiety that somehow preserves 

the inherent majesty of the work as a whole.  In keeping with the superior quality of all those 

works he dedicated to his royal patron, the Archduke Trio reigns supreme:  Beethoven's finest 

effort for piano and strings, and arguably the greatest piano trio in the literature.  


