Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) was often regarded as the most gifted child
prodigy next to Mozart. At an early age, Mendelssohn produced some his
most spontaneous and ingenious chamber works, namely his String Quartet
in A minor, Op. 13 and his String Octet, Op. 20. Later in his life, he
contributed two more masterpieces to the piano trio repertory.

The D Minor Trio, Op. 49, written in 1839, has always been one of the most
favorite piano trios. His C Minor Trio, Op. 66 was written in 1845,

two years before his premature death at the age of 38, and was the last
chamber work he saw published in his life. The work was dedicated to
Louis (Ludwig) Spohr, a celebrated German violinist and composer who
probably first performed the piece alongside Mendelssohn as the pianist.

If the C Minor Trio is less popular than its predecessor, it is only because the

opening movement lacks the lucid melody that appeals immediately

to listeners, as in the D Minor Trio. Instead, the movement marked Allegro

energico e con fuoco (quick with energy and fire), opens with an expansive

but urgent and unsettling theme. 1t is then followed by a soulful second

theme introduced by the violin. A third subject in major tonality brings

brightness to the movement. As the movement unfolds, all three subjects

are skillfully intertwined, interspersed and juxtaposed without any lackluster

transitional moments. The energy suddenly subdues at the beginning of the

coda, evoking momentary serenity before the movement wraps up like a

tempest.

As the title suggests, the second movement is an expressive Andante full of

melodious themes. It is an instrumental counterpart of another beloved

musical form of Mendelssohn - Songs without Words.

The ensuing movement is a typical Mendelssohnian Scherzo, with bubbling

fairies dancing around, which we encounter in many of his works including

his Octet and Midsummer Night' s Dream. The composer described it as
“a trifle nasty to play” . The Trios in between are hardly less energetic,

but are rather repetitive and less imaginative.

The finale is a rondo in a complex and intriguing form. The rondo theme

which begins a big intervallic leap always recurs in a slightly

different disguise.

Two other subjects make up the episodic materials between the

rondo themes.

One of the subjects is set in the manner of a Lutheran chorale not

dissimilar to those set by Bach, which substantiates Mendelssohn’ s

fascination of Bach’ s music. Such chorale setting seems to be

Mendelssohn’ s original, despite its various attributions to

Bach’' s chorale or other Psalter.
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