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The clarinet and the fortepiano were both invented around the year 1700 and were 
soon widely used in chamber music during the Classical period. 

While it might seem an obvious idea to combine these instruments with a 
violoncello in order to form a trio, it was not until 1797 that the first important work 
for such an ensemble was composed. Around that time Ludwig van Beethoven had 
become acquainted with Joseph Bähr (1770-1819), a clarinettist who later performed 
the premieres of Beethoven’s Quintet Op.16, with Beethoven himself at the piano, as 
well as his Septet Op.20 and the Sextet Op.71.

According to Beethoven’s pupil Carl Czerny, the composer wrote his Trio Op.11 
at the request of a clarinettist. Most likely Czerny was referring to the clarinettist 
Joseph Bähr. The clarinettist who requested the composition also suggested a theme 
for the variation movement, “Pria ch’io l’impegno”, which is from Joseph Weigl’s 
opera “L’amor marinaro ossia Il Corsaro” and was premiered in October of 1797. 
The tune was catchy enough to be called a “Gassenhauer” which is equivalent to the 
modern concept of a “hit”. “Gassenhauer” is also the nickname of Beethoven’s Trio 
Op.11, but it probably refers more to the success of Weigl’s tune rather than that of 
Beethoven’s trio. Performances of Weigl’s opera were in the repertoire of the Vienna 
court theatre for eight years, but since then it has faded into obscurity. Beethoven 
later expressed his dissatisfaction with the clarinetist’s choice of this particular theme 
for the variation movement. He wanted to compose a new finale to the trio, probably 
in a more serious style, while giving the light-hearted variation movement the status 
of a separate work. 

Beethoven never did manage to do these revisions, and the trio now remains as it 
was originally published.

Like most of the early chamber works for the clarinet, the Trio Op.11 is in B-flat 
major. The clarinet of the late 18th century had only five keys for covering the tone 
holes, so it was a challenge to play music in key signatures that were not in the 
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Op.11 in B-flat “Gassenhauer” (1797)
1. Allegro con brio 9’10
2. Adagio 4’40
3.  Tema con variazioni  

(“Pria ch’io l’impegno”:  
Allegretto) 7’01

Trio for Clarinet, Cello and Fortepiano 
Op.38 in E-flat 
arrangement of the Septet Op.20  
by composer (1802-3)
4. Adagio - Allegro con brio 9’59
5. Adagio cantabile 7’53
6. Tempo di menuetto 3’43
7. Andante con variazioni 7’03
8.  Scherzo: Allegro molto e vivace 3’02
9.  Andante con moto alla marcia - 

Presto 7’41
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key that the clarinet was designed for (most commonly B-flat major). This did not 
stop Beethoven from occasionally modulating into distant keys, playing with the 
limitations of the instrument while not ignoring them.

The addition of the fifth key to the clarinet has occasionally been credited to the 
famous clarinet virtuoso Joseph Beer (1744-1812), as has the first performance 
of Beethoven’s B-flat major trio. The extent to which Beer contributed to the 
development of the instrument is uncertain, but any association with Beethoven is 
certainly a mistake due to his name being almost identical in pronunciation to that of 
his younger colleague Joseph Bähr.

To ensure that the trio would be more widely performed, Beethoven also wrote a 
violin part as an alternative to the clarinet.

Beethoven’s hearing had started to deteriorate in 1796 and by 1801 his hearing 
impairment was advanced enough to cause problems in his social life. Despite this, 
(since at first it was only his ability to distinguish speech sounds that was lost), it took 
over a decade before his deafness became an obstacle to his career as a performing 
musician. 

The physician he consulted during the early years of his hearing loss was Johann 
Adam Schmidt. As well as being a physician, Schmidt was also a violinist and the 
father of a family of musicians. Out of gratitude, Beethoven dedicated his second trio 
for clarinet or violin, violoncello and piano to Dr. Schmidt.

The Trio Op.38 is Beethoven’s own arrangement of the Septet Op.20. Beethoven 
composed the Septet in 1799 and it was an immediate success. It remained one of 
Beethoven’s most popular compositions during the rest of the composer’s lifetime. 
Because of the high demand for arrangements that could be performed by smaller 
ensembles, Hoffmeister also made a string quintet arrangement of Op.20 at 
Beethoven’s suggestion, and published it at around the same time as Beethoven’s 
original septet version. Beethoven later made the trio version of the Septet in 1802-3.

The Septet is a six-movement work consisting of three movements in sonata form, 
as well as a minuet, a set of variations, and a scherzo. It represents the pinnacle of 
Beethoven’s early style, continuing in the tradition of Mozart and Haydn. Yet after 
the turn of the century he gradually began distancing himself from Classical ideals in 
his musical language. During his later years Beethoven was annoyed by the continuing 
popularity of his Septet, which he felt overshadowed many of his more novel 
compositions. The English pianist Charles Neate reported to Beethoven the great 
success of the Septet in London while he was visiting Beethoven in 1815. Beethoven’s 
response to Neate was “That damned thing! I wish it were burned!”

Beethoven did not take many liberties in arranging his own music, and his aim 
seems to have been to reproduce the music of the Septet Op.20 as closely as possible, 
using a smaller ensemble but making only a few alterations. Even the piano cadenza 
of the finale is the same as the violin cadenza of the Septet, with only a few notes 
transposed an octave lower in order to fit the standard five-octave range of the 
Viennese fortepiano.
© Jerry Jantunen



Trio Origo was formed for a performance of Beethoven’s Trio Op.11 in 2004 when 
its members were students of the Sibelius Academy. The trio has since then mainly 
focused on performing Classical and Romantic works on period instruments.

Asko Heiskanen first studied the clarinet in his hometown of Kuopio, Finland and 
later on at the Sibelius Academy and the Geneva Conservatory of Music. He also 
pursued further studies in historical clarinet and chalumeau with Lorenzo Coppola 
at the Catalonia College of Music in Barcelona. Heiskanen has been successful in 
competitions, most notably in 1995 when he won first prize in the Crusell Clarinet 
Competition. He has performed as a soloist with various orchestras and as a chamber 
musician in many European music festivals. Heiskanen is also a member of the 
Tapiola Sinfonietta.

Jussi Seppänen is a versatile cellist who moves with ease between the cello section 
of the Finnish National Opera, chamber music and various early music groups, ao. 
the Finnish Baroque Orchestra, the Helsinki Baroque Orchestra and Baccano. He 
studied cello at the Tampere Conservatory, the Sibelius Academy and the Amsterdam 
Conservatory.

Jerry Jantunen started his piano studies at Lappeenranta Music Institute at the age of 
five. He continued with Hui-Ying Tawaststjerna, Eero Heinonen and Tuija Hakkila 
at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki, and graduated in 2007. He also studied the 
fortepiano with Tuija Hakkila. 

Jerry Jantunen was a laureate of the Musica Antiqua Brugge fortepiano 
competition in 2001. He performs as a soloist and chamber musician on both 
historical and modern instruments.
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