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BRAHMS AND KORNGOLD

With their recording of the complete piano trios by Brahms, the members of the Feininger Trio have 

been able to become intensely involved with three works that stem from different creative phases 

within one decade of Brahms’s life. Brahms always handled the piano in a similar way: in solo 

sonatas, in piano concertos, and in chamber music. He always strove to achieve the same timbre 

ideal in the piano part: finely wrought detail, gorgeous melodic phrasing, and full chords using as 

many fingers as possible. The C Major Trio stands out for having a beautiful cello solo at the end of 

the second movement. Otherwise, however, the violin and cello are generally more present here as 

a unit than in the two other trios; they have the role of presenting the essential thematic material 

together, almost as a tandem. 

Brahms always conceived his music from the vantage point of the piano. What role does it play in 

the C Major Trio, since the two strings present the themes? It is silent in the first four bars. But after 

twelve bars, at the latest, the proportional relationship has changed: the two string instruments are 

playing in thirds, while the piano is providing a substantial contribution to further development – its 

role becomes predominant in the phrase’s second half. The second theme starts out in the piano and 

is imitated by the strings. Thus, a constant exchange between the piano and the strings is initiated, 

and the same will occur in the dance-like section with the triplets. A great overall unity of timbre 

emerges, containing an elaborately interwoven exchange of sub-timbres within itself. 

Pianists, including Adrian Oetiker, naturally tend to view C Major as “the key of white keys”, associated 

with an open, direct, life-affirming approach. But Brahms’s music always has those qualities. At 

the same time, the thematic interrelationships in the first movement have often caused a certain 

amount of perplexity, whereas the trio’s following two movements in minor mode have always been 

more readily accepted and understood. In the fourth movement, Oetiker finds a wonderful example 

of Brahms’s particular way of writing final movements in general: some, including the last mo-

vements in the F Major cello sonata and the C Minor piano quartet, are puzzling or difficult to grasp, 

leaving their listeners without jubilant closure. 

Neither does Brahms seem to trust that his themes will be grasped on first hearing. He never lays 

them out expansively all at once; instead, he allows himself time to build them up gradually. In 

Adrian Oetiker’s view, this can be ascribed to Brahms’s musical open-mindedness, combined with 

astounding coherence in all these works. Brahms writes with utter consistency; he is never showing 

off or trying to prove something. Having previously subjected the musical substance to intense scru-

tiny with all the necessary self-criticism, he follows his own path and knows it is right. 

Performers and musicologists often search to find clues regarding where Brahms found his themes; 

folklore elements are often present, also due to his love for Hungarian music. Take, for instance, 

the theme of the set of variations in the Andante movement of the C Major trio. Its rhythm, at the 

onset, is clearly inspired by Hungarian music, and Adrian Oetiker is convinced that Brahms was 

aware of this. 

In the fourth movement, Allegro giocoso, the piano seems to enjoy adopting a rebellious role, occasio-

nally undermining or questioning the “giocoso” element. The Feininger Trio has taken particular 

care to work consistently and uniformly on the gradual changes in dynamics as well as on taking 

the interval leaps together. Even when Brahms deliberately works with contrasts in such moments 

and deliberately makes several elements collide, the listener should remain aware that the three 

performers are always serving the same ultimate musical purpose. 
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When Erich Wolfgang Korngold was only 12 years old, he was brilliantly able to assimilate and pro-

cess everything he heard and read into an exciting, original mixture in his Piano Trio. “To my dear 

Papa”: that is the moving dedication of this childhood work, which is by no means mere child’s play, 

but a serious, profound dealing with the boy’s musical surroundings. Korngold combined several 

different styles while subjecting his themes to rigorous treatment, as Brahms, his model, had done; 

moreover, in the manner of Richard Strauss, he has a way of presenting jubilating themes, then 

surprisingly, abruptly interrupting them. Korngold does not blend different levels of style; instead, 

he connects them with one another. According to Adrian Oetiker, if this trio is the product of a child 

prodigy, of a Wunderkind (German: “miracle child”), it must be difficult to pin down and classify – 

but it is not necessary to do so, since true miracles cannot be explained. Out of the blue, a talented 

child can uninhibitedly combine new, disparate thoughts with one another, making certain things 

possible that previously seemed impossible. Perhaps this is due to young age. Nevertheless, the 

work is fully perfected in every detail, and as a whole it seems almost impossible to explain: four 

thoroughly different, contrasting movements that still manage to form a unity. 

Korngold’s trio bears the clear marks of the time when it was written. Certain ideas are reminiscent 

of Richard Strauss, but Korngold has his own peculiar way of dealing with them: at times, he thwarts 

them or contradicts them. Take, for example, the dissonant piano chords in the first movement, 

which seem to abruptly abort what was being built up. We are not surprised to encounter Viennese 

flair: in Korngold’s case, it sounds lighter and more carefree, without the kind of morbidity we would 

otherwise associate with the waltz. He is merely expressing local ideas – and this is one of the traits 

he has in common with his predecessor. Brahms chose Vienna as his new home, and in Korngold’s 

trio we find certain passages containing that Viennese charm, an “aroma” that emerges suddenly 

between the lines. And Korngold was able to imbue himself with that charm without even visiting a

Kaffeehaus. With his innate talent, he had open ears and an effortless way of absorbing everything 

in his surroundings to make it his own. In certain passages we note his need to call tonality into 

question: already at age twelve, he must have started to feel that the expressive power of tonality had 

run its course. He would have no problem, however, with resorting to tonality in his later works. 

Perhaps due to his youthful naiveté, Korngold was able to scrape at the limits of tonality without having 

to flesh out the consequences. That is what makes this work fascinating beyond the mere fact that 

its composer was so young when he wrote it. Korngold viewed himself as a thoroughly modern 

composer: it was only later that he consciously turned his back on the Second Viennese School. 

An important element that differentiates Korngold from Brahms is Korngold’s dramatic, almost operatic 

manner of handling musical progression: Brahms would never have allowed himself such a dramatic 

approach. The piano chords in the first movement suggest this, along with a kind of Impressionism 

in the Larghetto, when the music starts to slip into chromaticism. These are not mere effects: they 

always occur for an inherent musical reason. The last movement’s exalted mood and the way the 

work ends have a daring cheekiness about them, which at the same time is profoundly conceived. 

Korngold does not merely write boldly: he carries out his boldness to its utmost consequences. 

The Feininger Trio have been able to craft a unity out of a work such as this one, which sounds so 

unusual at first, thanks to the fact that the three musicians already know one another quite well. 

Nevertheless, in their playing, you can still hear how astonished they are in the face of this stagge-

ring accomplishment achieved by a twelve-year-old boy. 

© 2022 based on an extensive text by Volker Michael
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In 2005, Adrian Oetiker (pianist) and the Berliner Philharmoniker Christoph Streuli (violinist) and 

David Riniker (violoncellist) founded the Feininger Trio. The patron saint of The Trio, Lyonel Feininger 

is also known as a graphic artist designer, painter and the co-founder of The Bauhaus. Feininger‘s 

Berlin studio was not far from the rehearsal site of the ensemble in the district of Berlin-Zehlendorf. 

The close proximity allowed him to feel closely connected as a personality as well as to his work.

In addition to the stylistic variety, the three musicians embody warmth, expressiveness and sophi-

stication. They also explore the border areas as part of the basis of their musical interpretations. 

From the critics, the Trio is repeatedly highlighted for their wide range of nuances and timbres, but 

also „for their expressive and gripping game as well as intoxicating presentation“ (Fono Forum).

In addition to various concert podiums in Berlin, Hamburg, Salzburg, Munich and also smaller concert 

cycles, The Feiningers regularly play at the festivals in Baden Baden and Zurich and played their 

debut at the „Prague Printemps“ in 2019.

The Feininger Trio has been setting programmatic priorities for several years. Music from Bohemia 

in the center of their performances are released on CAvi-music in November 2013. In 2016/2017, 

the Feiningers turned to France with the Trios of Debussy and Ravel (May 2017, also on CAvi-music). 

In co-production with Deutschlandfunk Kultur the Feiningers recorded the cycle of Brahms Trios, 

combined with the trios by Zemlinksy, Korngold and Krenek.

A special treat in German-speaking countries is the collaboration between the three musicians and 

the actress Katharina Thalbach. 

www.feiningertrio.de
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