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THEME & VARIATIONS

PROGRAM
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) 
Piano Trio in G, K.496 
 I Allegro
 II Andante 
 III Tema con variazioni: Allegretto–Adagio–Tempo Primo

Roger Smalley (1943-2015) 
Trio for Violin, Cello and Piano
 Part 1:   Part 2: 
 I Prelude  I Passacaglia
 II Scherzo  II Variations
 
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 
Piano Trio in B flat, Opus 11 ‘Gassenhauer’ 
 I Allegro con brio
 II Adagio
 III Thema: Pria ch’io l’impegno 

ABOUT THE MUSIC
The piano trio was originally conceived as a kind of piano sonata enhanced by the addition of strings which would 
double the lines of the piano, especially in the case of the cello. Mozart’s piano trios advanced this idea by freeing 
up the cello to craft its own independent musical line at times while also occasionally doubling the bass line, until 
Beethoven explored the form and gave all three instruments equal prominence.

Mozart’s Piano Trio in G was written in 1786, the same year as the more often played piano trio in B flat. Apart from 
the early piece for piano, violin and cello entitled Divertimento, all of Mozart’s piano trios date from 1786 and 1788. 
The trio was written for the daughter of the Jacquin family, whom Mozart had met through his association with the 
Masonic Lodge. The Jacquins were music lovers, and their daughter, Franzisca, was one of Mozart’s most remarkable 
accomplished students. Piano trios were very popular with amateur musicians in Vienna at the time. Composers 
would write trios with the intention that they were played by non-professionals for home entertainment. Mozart’s 
trios could be said to fit into this category. Although they are wonderful pieces in their own right, they have a good-
natured character that is perfect for friendly home music-making. 

Trio for Violin, Cello and Piano by Australian composer Roger Smalley was written in 1991 as a set piece for the 
Melbourne International Chamber Music Competition, and as such deliberately contains many technical tests for the 
players individually and as an ensemble. This piece is based on eight very chromatic bars from Chopin’s Mazurka 
in A flat Op. 59 No. 2. When taken out of context, these bars have an eerie quality; being almost tonal but not quite, 
especially because Smalley does not ever resolve the eight chromatic bars into an A flat major chord as Chopin does. 
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He uses this excerpt as a starting point for many creative and original ideas. Smalley explores the extremes of 
what is possible with this combination of instruments in his piano trio. To give just one example of many: there 
is a point during the variations where the piano has very thick chords to play in the extreme bass, and is directed 
to play them as loudly as possible without lifting the sustaining pedal. At the same time, the strings are playing 
pianissimo in the extreme treble. This is the opposite of traditional writing for the piano in chamber music, where 
a composer will often thin out the piano part to ensure that the strings are not overpowered. Smalley has such a 
mastery of technique that he knows the strings will be heard regardless of their pianistic opposition, and the effect 
is very striking and original. In our interpretation of this work we try to bring across the dance-like quality and the 
wildness of the music, as well as the almost religious mystery of the softer moments.

The first movement of Ludwig van Beethoven’s lighthearted Piano Trio in B flat major, Op.11, originally written 
for clarinet and later scored for violin by Beethoven, begins with a surprising chromatic gesture in unison from 
all three instruments. This sets the tone for the rest of the movement, which is playful and energetic in tone. 
The second movement is marked Adagio con espressione and is introduced with a beautiful theme in the cello, 
similar in content to the Tempo di Menuetto of his septet and similar in spirit to the slow movement of his later 
Piano Sonata Op.22. The theme of the third movement is taken from the most popular aria of a comic opera, The 
Corsair by Joseph Weigl. This was one of the most popular Viennese comic operas of the time and the opera ran 
in Vienna for eight years straight. The most famous tune from the opera “Before I go to work (fishing) I have to eat 
something” was incredibly popular among the people and was regularly heard whistled and sung on the streets 
of Vienna. Hence the name ‘Gassenhauer’ which denotes a simple tune that many people have taken up and sing 
or whistle for themselves. According to Beethoven’s pupil Czerny, the theme had been given to Beethoven by a 
clarinetist, presumably the virtuoso Josef Bähr, who had requested a set of variations. Many composers of the day 
set variations on this theme, but what sets Beethoven’s trio apart is the theme’s initial treatment. After the initial 
statement of the theme, Beethoven then avoids the theme completely for almost the whole movement! Only in the 
final variation  does Beethoven not only brings back the theme, but restates it in multitude.

ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Described by Musica Viva as ‘Australia’s most internationally successful piano trio’, the Streeton Trio was 
formed in 2008 in Geneva, Switzerland, from three of Australia’s leading young musicians. The trio was the first 
Australian ensemble to be selected for the prestigious European Chamber Music Academy, where it was ensemble-
in-residence from 2010 to 2013. The trio has studied intensively with the world’s leading chamber musicians, 
including Gabor Takacs-Nágy, Hatto Beyerle, Avedis Kouyoumdjian, Johannes Meissl, Ferenc Rados, Erich Höbarth, 
Philippe Graffin, Pascal Devoyon, Mihaela Martin and has performed extensively across Germany, France, Austria, 
Switzerland, Holland, United Kingdom, Scandinavia, China, Australia, New Zealand, United Arab Emirates and 
Lithuania. Named after the Australian Impressionist painter, Sir Arthur Streeton, the trio has performed to great 
acclaim at venues such as Wigmore Hall (London), Het Loo Royal Palace (Holland), Shanghai Oriental Arts Centre, 
Trondheim Festival (Norway), Apeldoorn Festival (Holland), Pablo Casals Festival (Prades). Winner of first prize 
in the 2011 Music Viva Chamber Music Competition, the Streeton Trio has won awards from Australia Council 
for the Arts, Arts Victoria and Ian Potter Cultural Trust. In 2012, the trio was featured as Musica Viva’s “Rising 
Stars” ensemble. The trio has released four CDs - Brahms · Ravel (2011), Elation (2012)  Elena Kats-Chernin: Works 
for Piano Trio and Felix Mendelssohn: Works for Piano Trio – all of which are broadcast frequently on ABC FM and 
Fine Music networks, and have been praised for their ‘still-youthful exuberance and razor-sharp technical and 
interpretive gifts.’; ‘the trio are a refreshing find for this reviewer... This is a young trio and their undoubted talent 
and enthusiasm are infectious.’ (Limelight Magazine). In 2015, the trio welcomed Umberto Clerici, principal cellist 
of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra, as their cellist.


