
Schumann: Piano Trio No. 2 in F Major, Op. 80 & Piano Quartet in E-Flat Major, Op. 47 

The long established Munich Piano Trio, joined by violist Tilo Widenmeyer in Schumann’s Piano 

Quartet, here adds another laurel to its distinguished discography. The ensemble has been a fixture 

on the chamber music scene since 1982, and has recorded the familiar—trios by Mendelssohn, 

Dvořák, Brahms, Saint-Saëns, and Arensky—and the not-so-familiar—trios by Spohr, Théodore 

Gouvy, Joaquín Turina, and Ermanno Wolf-Ferrari. Checking my collection, I was surprised to find 

that I have all of them. The two Schumann works offered here are, of course, very familiar and very 

well-represented on disc; another recording almost seems superfluous, but this one is sure to 

establish itself as a leading contender.  

 

The Piano Quartet, a fraternal twin of Schumann’s very popular Piano Quintet, op. 44, was birthed in 

the same “chamber music year” of 1842; and while its appeal may not be as immediate or direct as 

that of its sibling, I still maintain that the main subject of the third movement (Andante cantabile) is 

one of the most beautiful and heart-wrenching melodies ever written. It never fails to move me 

deeply every time I hear it, and this performance produced an even stronger emotional reaction in 

me than others have. I think it’s due to the very subtle portamento applied in just the right places 

and at just the right time, first by cellist Gerhard Zank, and then by violinist Michael Arlt when he 

repeats the melody two octaves higher. When it eventually returns in the viola at the Tempo I, guest 

violist Tilo Widenmeyer sings the sad song in throbbing tone, and then joins Zank in the most 

touching counterpointing duo as the two instruments weave a web of tears. Finally, the cello, which 

began the song, has the last strain, as the movement winds to an end with a 12-measure-long B♭ 

pedal in the cello. The hustling, bustling scherzo goes like the wind and is very cleanly articulated by 

the players, as is the fugal perpetual motion finale, a movement very similar to the finale of its 

fraternal twin in the Piano Quintet.  

 

An odd feature of this work is that there is no exposition repeat. Instead, where you would expect 

the repeat to occur, Schumann interrupts the flow by returning for several bars to the slow 

introductory material at the beginning of the movement, and then plunges into the development. 

Just as odd, there’s a short repeat in the middle of the slow movement, complete with first and 

second endings, which the players observe, as do all ensembles I’ve heard in the piece.  

 

The first two of Schumann’s three piano trios are not products of Schumann’s miraculous “chamber 

music year”; they come from five years later, 1847, and were apparently motivated by a bit of 

friendly rivalry between Schumann and his wife, Clara, who had just completed her own D-Minor 

Piano Trio the year before. I suspect that Schumann began work on the second of his piano trios, the 

F-Major, op. 80, on this release, sometime before June of 1847, which is when his first-born son Emil 

died, because the major key of the piece and the forward-thrusting, striding first subject of the first 

movement communicates a feeling of fairly sunny optimism; not so much the slow third movement, 

though, whose halting gestures convey an impression of sobbing. If it was Emil’s death that stirred 

Schumann to compose the sorrowful third movement, it didn’t take him long to get over his grief, for 

the finale is as upbeat and jaunty as anything he wrote, with lots of contrapuntal and fugal activity.  

 



The Munich Piano Trio fully lives up to expectations. This is a wonderful performance, vibrant, 

expressive, attentive to the letter and the spirit of the score—absolutely one of the best I’ve heard. I 

realize now that in reviewing the EMI recording of Schumann’s piano trios with the Tetzlaffs and Leif 

Ove Andsnes in 35:2, I was wrong in my judgment when I wrote that “To my ear, there’s something 

effortful about Schumann’s trios, as if he’s trying to summon inspiration instead of inspiration 

summoning him. There’s also an awkwardness in the writing that thickens the textures and doesn’t 

allow the instruments to sing naturally.” That reaction may have been due more to the opaqueness 

of the recording than to the performances, which I judged quite favorably. But in listening to this 

Genuin recording, even as a download, there’s a transparency to the sound that renders my previous 

criticism of Schumann’s writing null and void.  

 

I hope Genuin will record the Munich Piano Trio in Schumann’s First and Third Trios, and that the 

ensemble will join again with violist Tilo Widenmeyer and another violinist to give us Schumann’s 

magnificent Piano Quintet, op. 44. Meanwhile, the currently release is very strongly recommended. 
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