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Compositional Methods and Analysis of the Piano Trio in D Minor by Nicholas 

(, . 'Z- Dragga examines the compositional method of combining older "Classical" techniques 

with modem stylistic features to create music that is both accessible and filled with 

interest and expression. Piano Trio No. 1 in D Minor is a multi-movement work with 

movements unified through motives, melody, added notes, and expanded tertian 

harmony. The analysis of this trio demonstrates this modem compositional technique 

where innovation, craft, expression, and accessibility are used to strengthen and 

compliment each other. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Musical composition is at an interesting place in its evolution. Developing from 

chant, where there was little formal thought of harmony, to the Baroque and Classical 

eras where consonance and dissonance were strictly treated, to the Romantic era, where 

great harmonic liberties were taken, to the twentieth century where tonality was 

sometimes purposely avoided, music is again at a point of transition in its ideals and 

values that shape its design, structure, and hannony. Now in the twenty-first century, 

composers are creating a new compositional language that combines both tonal and 

atonal techniques from each previous era. The craft of this new style of composition, 

demonstrated specifically through my Piano Trio No. I in D minor (Premiered by Bokum 

Choi, Allison Dobbs, and Adolph Salinas on April 26th
, 2008 in Hemmle Recital Hall), is 

the focus of this paper. 

Although formal structure and instrumentation are clear indicators of a 

compositional method, hannony is the defining characteristic that delineates style. It 

would be incorrect to suggest early music was simple; however, the development of 

western music through the various eras has been eannarked by significant 

experimentation and complication of harmony. Harmony has become more intricate, 

colorful, and sometimes even vague, up to the point at which traditional harmony has 

been carefully avoided so that there is no sense of a tonal center. 

Composers, ever trying to be innovative while exploring deep emotion and 

thought, felt they had to push the boundaries of the current practices. How could Bach 

declare the glory of God without his intricate use of contrapuntal harmony? How could 
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Wagner lament his loss or proclaim his love without chromaticism and ever-shifting 

tonalities? And if stacks of 2nds were not allowed, how could the pain and atrocities of 

the twentieth century be told? Thus, music evolved. 

In a desire to be innovative, many composers in the twentieth century moved 

away from tonality. Richard Wagner stated that by the end of the Romantic era we had 

reached the limits of what tonality could offer us-everything to be achieved had been. ( 

Again, the composer's expression was being limited by the current musical palette. And 

thus began the era of modem chromaticism. Music became more dissonant and 

complicated to meet the composer's needs, as was Wagner's intent anyway. Although 

Arnold Schoenberg's music was atonal and sometimes difficult to listen to, it was filled 

with expression. However, in the twentieth century the desire for innovation sometimes 

overshadowed expression. Many composers felt tonal music had been thoroughly 

explored, and thus much of their innovation resulted in a dissonant style that is 

sometimes hard to listen to. Despite the possible inaccessibility of the music, it was 

innovative, and therefore viewed as worthwhile. There was an attitude that there was no 

room for tonal music. If someone wanted to listen to a tonal piece, they would listen to 

Beethoven, not a contemporary composer. 

These ideals began the divide between popular tonal music and "serious" 

academic music. More gravely, a great divide between the audience and artist began due 

to some music becoming inaccessible to the lay audience. Unfortunately, some talented 

composers' work would be labeled as "commercial" or "movie" music if it were too 

1 Bonds, Mark Evan. A History of Music in Western Culture. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall, 2003). 362-364,435-445. 
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tonal, too simple, too accessible. This previous statement inherently implies that 

commercial or movie music is somehow less valuable than academic works, which is 

precisely the problem. There is perfectly good, and bad, academic and popular music. 

Today classical composers are realizing that if they forget their audience, then their 

message, their statement, and their work will fall on deaf ears. Composers are beginning 

to reevaluate how to communicate with the audience. It does not matter how right or 

important your argument is if you cannot communicate in an accessible way. This is not 

to say that composers should water down their music. Composers must remain just as 

edgy, raw, and daring. Composers can still make powerful statements to their audiences; 

however, composers are now realizing the obligation to fulfill some of the audience's 

desires as well. 

So how is this done? If harmony and form evolved to meet the expressive needs 

of the time, and harmony has reached its limits using standard musical scales, what is 

next for music? Atonal music can express emotions such as pain or even questioning that 

Mozart simply could not. However, there are certain moods and emotions like triumph 

and glory for which tonality is better suited. Thus, composers are now entering an era 

when all harmonic languages and styles are in play. New innovations are currently 

discovered by combining different elements from different eras and styles to create a 

unique voice. The challenge for composers (perhaps now more than ever) is honing the 

craft and consistency of a piece. Due to the lack of rules and tradition, composers can 

almost do whatever they want; however, they must balance innovation with solid 

construction so that the piece is effective. 
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Chapter 2 

Overview of Motives and Harmonic Language 

The Piano Trio No. 1 in D minor consists of three movements: I. Moderato, II. 

Larghetto, and III. Allegro con brio. The first movement of the trio became the first piece 

of music I truly got excited about. The excitement brewed from both personal and 

compositional reasons. Being relatively new to the compositional world, I felt a little 

intimidated and ignorant about the process. Everything I composed was based on pure 

intuition, which only fostered a degree of insecurity as to whether or not my music was 

"good" or complicated enough. This insecurity resulted in my early attempts at 

composition where I designed works to please "the critics," my professor, and other 

musicians. Undoubtedly, the music was forced, contrived, and most importantly, not true 

to my heart, thus void of a true statement. The piano trio changed that. I decided the only 

way I could be successful was to write what I knew, to say what I had to say, and learn 

through my compositional voice. The piano trio is that voice. 

The trio also marked a new level of craft and skill I had not shown before. I 

worked out a harmonic progression before sitting down to write the melodies. Tertain 

harmony is how I hear music; however, I needed to make more of it compositionally. 

Developing a unifying motive using the number three provided an excellent way to write 

using thirds, and it provided some goals and fodder to carry forth with the project. 

Keeping with this motive of "three," I constructed a few rhythmic motives that would 

provide varied interest and highlight triplets and other groupings of three. It is through 

the combination of harmonic progression and rhythm that I created the melody, but not 
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just one simple melody was developed. From the motives and this preparatory work, I 

was able to develop, expand, and derive new melodic lines of music for the entire piece. 

The precomposition work was the most complete and detailed preparation I had 

done for composing a new piece. I had laid a good foundation to begin the piece, but this 

is not to say that I had a formal outline or layout. Even with the ideas, motives, harmonic 

structure, and melody laid out, I still had no music. The absence of an outline or desired 

ending did not bother me however. I laid the foundation with some ideas and material 

that worked well together and overflowed with development possibilities. The material 

could do nothing but come together in the end. How, I did not yet know. I would discover 

that as I wrote. Through the process I would come up with ideas, plans, goals, and moods 

I wanted to portray. I would set off towards those plans, but almost certainly find a new, 

better route. I would then revise my plans and start again. All this is to say that despite 

the preparation, I did not, nor could not know the ending or path before the journey with 

the music. At the same time, the journey would not, and could not have happened without 

the preparation. 

MOTIVE OF THREE 

The trio is based on several different relationships to the number three. It is 

written for three instruments and contains three movements; however, melodic and 

harmonic intervals of a third coupled with the triplet rhythmic motif are the foundations 

for the work's construction. Sometimes (as in the case of Movement I) the initial melodic 

interval is a third filled in with a passing tone. Thus, it could be easily argued that a 

melodic third does not exist in the cello melody in measure 3. The important notes outline 
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a third, and in this case the entire opening melody only spans a third. As melodies are 

developed, the melodic third is inverted to a sixth. The importance of starting melodies 

on scale degree three (again illustrated by the cello in Movement I and more prevalently 

in the Andante of Movement II) serves not only the "three motif," but also a harmonic 

device (bitonality) vital to creating a familiar yet interesting sound. The harmony, 

accompaniment, and secondary voices are often in one key utilizing extended tertian 

harmony (music built off thirds) with some carefully added notes (this will be discussed 

and illustrated in greater detail later in the paper). The melody, however, is often in a key 

a third away (usually up) from the harmony. For instance, in both Movements I and II the 

harmony is D minor, however the melody suggests F major. The bitonality is not 

necessarily clear for F major and D minor share many common tones as shown in Figure 

l. 

Figure 1 

Dm7, F7 Common Tones 

C -------- Eb 

A -------- C 

F -------- A 

D F 

D minor 7 F7 

In fact, the entire F major triad is contained within a D minor 7th chord thus a sometimes 

ambiguous or modal sound comes through the music. For the most part, the music 
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follows pseudo-tonal progressions (tertian harmony); however, mediant relationships 

mark significant harmonic shifts and progressions. 

The rhythmic expressions of three are prevalent. The triplet figures become part 

of both the accompaniment and melodies throughout all three movements. In addition to 

added rhythmic interest, the triplet actively drives the music along (more so in 

Movements I and III). The triplet is played and felt more as a group of 4, for one expects 

and needs to hear or feel the next downbeat. 

Figure 2 

Triplet Drive 

3 -. 

J J J loJ 

Thus putting a triplet at the end of the phrase of both the accompaniment and melody in 

Movement I keeps the momentum going to beat one of the next measure. This is 

important due to the asymmetrical meter of 7/4. The Third Movement also demands 

rhythmic drive, and a triple grouping works well in combination with a following duple 

grouping to turn what is essentially a 5/4 bar into a 6/8 + 2/4 measure. Now this case is 

not an actual triplet but a grouping of three eighth notes instead of two. 

The "three" motif is prevalent in these three main ways throughout the entire 

work. As each movement is examined and discussed in detail, more examples and 

illustrations will highlight its exact use and how the motive aids with the construction of 

the work. 
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ADDED NOTE HARMONY 

Extended tertian harmony is the language used for the trio. On several occasions 

notes are added to just basic chords to add color and interest. For example, in measure 21 

of the second movement, a B-natural is added to the a-minor chord (Figure 3). 

Figure 3 

Added Note Harmony 

Normal a minor chord Measure 21 of Mvt. II. 

21 " 
expressivo 21 express;vo 

I 
r '" -'- ..- -
~ J J J J J .. J. J. J. 

Pno. ~ ~ 
mtp mtp 

". 
~. 

I - - - -- - - -
~ ~ ~ ~ 

Most of the time seconds, fourths, and ninths are utilized. Sometimes these added notes 

actually function with the chord making the basic triad a i\ 9th or 13th chord. In the case 

of the third movement, the added notes also function as added color. 

In Figure 4a, a d minor chord is the underlying harmony. A second is added to the 

chord (e-natural). In each consecutive measure, another note is added (stacking seconds) 

making the overall sound more intense and dissonant. In this example, the harmony 

progresses not functionally, but rather through the darkening of the harmonic color. 
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Figure 4a 

Movement III. Measures 1-3 
2 

> > 
3 

Piano f simile 

Pno. 

I 

< 

, 

. . 

> 

Figure 4b is a good illustration of how added notes work functionally, or as part 

of an actual chord. Measure 14 contains added notes simply for color. In measures 15 and 

16, the added notes tum the triads G and A-minor into a G i h chord, and an F# half 

diminished 7th chord respectively. 

Figure 4b 

Movement III. Measures 14-16 

14 fl 15 16 

tJ ~ .. '~"I -.J-.I I -.J-.I . ~. ~. . ~ .~ - .... 
~ 

- .... 
~ 

--' --' 

> I > , 
---"" • • . . 

~ 
L..I...,j ~. > ~ """""--' ~ > ~~ > 1 > 

.. 
> > 

The addition of notes gives triadic chords character and are carefully added throughout 

the trio to help portray certain moods more effectively. Just as some circumstances 

require an open sound such as an octave or fifth, other circumstances call for a very rich, 

dissonant sound. Added note hannony provides this ability. 
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Figure 5 

A 

b b' 
1 7 11 15 

I I I 
d: Eb: A: d: 

A' 

of "a" 

f'...... 
20 21 22 26 

I I I I 
Cb: Eb: d: 

Ie Moderato 

Formal Outline and Rhythmic Motives 

Piano 
Variation 

28 33 

I I 
f#: d: 

c, Rl R2,3 
, 

c 
43 53 

I I 
bb: 

B 

RI-4 c " c 
66 71 76 78 

I I I I 
E: g: 

Rl,2,4 
, " a'" b'" 

86 90 92 95 

I I I I 
Eb: d: 

The B section is marked by the introduction of rhythmic motifs: Rl, R2, R3, and R4 

Rl R2 R3 R4 

3 

10 

A Coda I 

b"" 
98 106 113 

I I I 
D: 



I. MODERATO 

The basic form of movement I is AABA and the meter is a composite of 7/4. 

Within the A section, two significant parts exist. The phrase the piano immediately 

presents is the foundation for much of section A and its development. This phrase is 

broken into three sub-phrases, the first of which outlines a melodic third as described 

earlier in this paper. This phrase will be referred to as "a" (seen in figure 6). 

Figure 6 

Phrase "a" 

1 espr.~ 

-~ - . .-" - ~ .. ",. ,.. 
~ r- -""" i:Ii. r- r- - -~ --- .. k - I"""" 6f r- r- • I "'" '" .... It' ...... - '- • .. .., r-- ~ !!!!II! 

Piano 
3 ..... 

mp 

After a's initial introduction the cello becomes the focus presenting the second phrase "b" 

in measure 3 (see Figure 7). Again, "b" outlines a melodic third in its initial statement. 

Unlike "a," whose development will not come until measure 9, "b" is expanded upon 

right away. The melody is stronger and able to be developed into a full 8 bar period, 

although the 714 meter (or 3/4 plus 4/4) dictates its four bar notation. The second phrase 

of "b" is voiced down a lOth instead of the expected third. This tenth displacement not 

only offers a variety and timbre change, but creates the illusion of another voice (tenor) 

suggesting more than two instruments are playing. Expanding the instruments into 

sounding multiple voices helps grow the somewhat limited ensemble of three 

instruments. 
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Figure 7 

Phrase "b" 

Ye. ~~: ~ I r 

During "b' s" development, the chord changes from d minor to d diminished. This 

chord functions as a leading tone chord in a modulation to Eb Major, or the Neapolitan. 

The modulation is complete in measure 7. The key change sets up an expansion of 

material "a" by the violin. It is not until this moment that the violin is heard. By 

introducing each instrument and voice one at a time, each voice is given an importance 

and independent voice while offering effective color and timbre interest. The violin's 

development of "a" over the piano's now ostinato of the "a" motive, travel's through a °7 

ofY (gW7 to A) in typical Neapolitan fashion to the dominant of d-minor. The cello then 

reenters to bring large section A to a close finally cadencing on d-minor in measure 15. 

Measures 15 through 20 are a restatement of the A section with a few notable differences. 

A' marks the first time the cello and violin have played together. They are a third apart 

restating the "b" section. The piano breaks away from the "a" ostinato in measure 17 for 

flourishes and counter melody, all the while keeping the rhythmic motives (triplets) in 

play. 

Measure 21 offers further development and expansion until measure 23 where the 

strings offer their version of the "a" material. The cello plays the "a" motive for the first 
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time with a slight variation while the violin offers ornamentation of the same line with 

neighbor and passing tones (see Figure 8). 

Figure 8 

Movement I. Measures 23-24 

Measure 26, is the beginning of a virtuosic variation and development of the "a" 

music. Added notes and extended tertian hannonies are prevalent as is interplay between 

triple and duple. This section is where the first significant mediant relation occurs. 

Measure 28 offers a direct modulation to f# minor. Although the key is still minor, the f# 

has been the missing note to make a complete D major sound. Thus our ears are given a 

little surprise in addition to the chromatic mediant relation. The strings compliment but 

become secondary to the piano by using pizzicato. 

Measure 33 is a return to d minor, a meter change to 3/4, and the beginning of the 

B section. As illustrated above in figure 5, the fonnal outline, B is driven by important 

rhythmic motives Rl, R2, R3, and R4. Rhythmic motive Rl begins immediately in 

measure 33. The simple piano ostinato is a contrast to the virtuosity of the previous seven 

bars. Although simple, the octaves provide an air of drama and anticipation while playing 

an accompanimental role to the strings melody. Material "c," or the strings' melody is 

derived from material "b." Through use of rhythmic displacement and inversion, the 

melody moves away from its relative "b" as it matures. At the end of the first period of 

13 
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"c," the piano accompaniment mimics the strings in the creation ofR2. R3 is first 

represented by the cello and mimicked by the violin in measure 45. The first statements 

are only a preview, for R3 does not really become prominent until measure 68. Before 

measure 68, c' is stated in Bb minor in measure 53. R2 is not represented during this 

section as the piano reverts back to the simple ostinato of measures 33-43. When a move 

to E major is made in measure 66, all rhythmic motives come into playas R4 is 

introduced. The strings combine R2 and R4 as the piano has its tum at "c." The roles are 

reversed in measure 78 as the piano represents all rhythmic motives by itself as the 

strings play the "c" material for the last time. 

The piano brings back "a" material in a transition out of the B section marked in 

measure 90 by a return to 7/4 and the return of"b" material. The next five measures act 

as a crescendo as the music becomes more complicated harmonically. The Neapolitan is 

utilized, and a strong augmented six chord is used for a chromatic and frenzied move 

back to d minor. After a contrasted slower two bars, measure 98 brings the recapitulation. 

Other than the unison strings, the eight measure recapitulation simply quotes music from 

the previous "a" and "b" sections leading directly into the coda with the familiar cadence 

in d minor. Measure 106 begins the coda. 

The coda acts as a unifying and fitting end for the first movement on several 

levels. The coda begins with the piano simultaneously presenting the R4 motive and 

material from measure 17 (the first development of "a"). The strings once again in unison 

present "b." This time the strings and piano both move to 0 major by direct modulation. 

This direct move seems surprising yet inevitable at the same time. Everything comes 
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together in measure 107. R4 continues in the bass while the piano's right hand restates 

the R3 motive as Rl and R2 are brought to life through the strings. 

The rhythmic motives only lay the foundation and texture for the now climatic 

"a" and "b" material to take life in a major key. The key has been changed and the motive 

now begins on a scale degree a third lower. That is, "a" begins on scale degree 3 instead 

of 5, as "b" starts on scale degree 1 instead of 3. In measure 1 07 the piano starts a three-

part canon with the cello and violin using "a" material (see Figure 9). The motive has 

been truncated but keeps the neighbor tone ornamentation. 

Figure 9 

3 Part Canon of "a" Material 
--- ~, -----------------------=~~~ 

JOS 

YIn. 

= 
RI R2 

J 

Ve. 

3 

Pno. 

V 
R4 

After the short canon, the piano and cello state the "b" theme in its true major 

fonn starting on scale degree 1. R4 continues on a D pedal as the violin plays the 
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flourishes first presented by the piano in measure 17. The last two measures take snippets 

of the movement's various motives to construct a fitting and driving end. Although the 

motives were designed to interlock and compliment each other from the beginning, they 

did not all appear overlapping until the coda. Not only does this technique create a 

smooth transition and tight, unifying writing, but alludes to a sense of inevitability. Since 

the motives and material were designed to fit together while being able to stand alone, the 

combination acts as a nice surprise but with a feeling that it could have been no other 

way. The unifying of the four rhythmic motives, phrase "a," and phrase "b" in the parallel 

ofD major has been the battle,journey, and goal for the entire work. Keeping the listener 

waiting to hear the real intent behind the music until the end creates the obvious and 

glorious climax. 

II. Larghetto 

The Second Movement was actually the last to be completed. The reasons for this 

are varied. The First Movement was completed a great deal of time before the Second 

and Third even though motives, melodies, harmonies, and a basic outline existed for 

them. Two shorter projects were actually started and completed before any serious work 

began again on the trio. I was also having difficulty completing satisfactory preparatory 

work on the slower movement. My concepts were either too simple or too complicated to 

serve the purpose and be able to stand next to the First Movement. So instead of being 

stalled by my frustration, I tried to keep my creative momentum and excitement going 

and jumped to the Third Movement where I knew the proper approach. The extra time 

helped my slow movement ideas brew. 
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When it became time again to begin work on the slow movement, the same issues 

of simplicity versus interest continued to plague me. The trio required something that had 

interest, a depth of emotion, and a meditation-a struggle of something unspoken but 

understood. The movement had to ponder what the first movement set up, but with 

restraint. I could not overstate anything. I needed to risk the sentimental, but capture 

people by an overwhelming, beautifully simple melody haunted by a suggestive tonality. 

I wanted to ask a question, not necessarily answer it. 

Hence, I knew what I needed, what the trio demanded, and of course it was going 

to be difficult. How was I going to do this? My sketches left a lot to be desired. After 

struggling for a while, I had to write something. So finally, following tried and true 

advice that I had ignored for too long, I started from music I already knew. I decided to 

use a simple yoga prayer song that we use to start a yoga class I attend (see Figure 10). 

The prayer is simple, meditative, beautiful, and almost yearning for something. It took 

me way too long, a day or so, to realize these were the exact qualities I was looking for. 

Figure 10 

Yoga Prayer 
93 
,., 1'\ • 

VIn. 

U -4 ....... .. ..- -4 .... .... -. ... .. ",,_-w, ~-w e-

. 
VIc. ..-. 

~ 

'-'~----- -----~----- ----- ---- .--- ----- --- --------
The actual prayer song is not used in its original form; however, a variation and the 

neighbor tone motive is used to form the introduction and A section. 
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Eastern music utilizes drones instead of western harmonic progression. I saw this 

as a fitting way to keep the meditative nature of the movement. Hence, the drone like 

harmony is utilized. Although I use total diatonicism, some of the most haunting sections 

steer away from harmonic progression. Pedal tones and an unceasing motor rhythm of 

root and fifth can be heard throughout. I decided on using a drone of the root and fifth 

because it offered many harmonic possibilities. The open fifth is uncommitted in regards 

to being major or minor, a question the Movement plays with a lot. Perhaps it is the 

question being pondered (it is never answered). On several occasions when the third is 

sounded, both a major and minor third is in the chord confusing the issue even more. The 

harmonic ambiguity is compounded further when the actual tonal center seems to be in 

question. As discussed before, the harmony and melody are not in total sync with each 

other, and yet it is almost as if they are trying to find each other. It was through these 

methods of drone (to be meditative), bitonality (to be ponderous), and prayerful melody 

(to be beautiful) that I found the Second Movement. 

The Movement is through composed, or continuous with minimal repetition. 

Motives are repeated throughout the movement to bring continuity, and melodies are 

built on and derived from the same material, but no one is repeated. The Movement 

needed to be meditative, and the drone or pedal harmony achieves that. So, if a section 

were repeated it would lose momentum and severely flirt with becoming sentimental. 

Furthermore, the form promotes the evolution of thought, feeling, and the emotion of this 

piece. The power of the Movement is in the restraint, the understatement. 
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Figure 11 II. Larghetto 

Formal Outline 

Through Composed: Intro ABC Coda 

Introduction A B C Coda 

1 11 21 24 28 30 33 38 40 48 54 62 68 72 76 80 8790 9395 104 106 107 109 113 115 118 

I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I 
a: f: ab: F: d: D: b: A: a: 
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The introduction is dramatic. Large leaps in the strings, thick chords, and a 

tremolo in the piano all contribute to the intensity. An a-minor pedal is established in the 

left hand of the piano. All other voices are progressing through some of the most thick 

and complicated chords of the piece. Except for the pedal, a tonal center would be 

impossible to decipher. This is to say, "things are complicated," '" and intense. This 

intensity is short and fleeting and gives way to the restraint of the rest of the Movement. 

In measure 4, the upper three voices begin a series of lines to a-minor. The chords make 

up a series of diminished 7th chords finally reaching a-minor. The cello and violin are 

conflicted by a series of suspensions as the violin descends on an a-minor/major scale. 

The scale contains both the major and minor third scale degree, posing the first question. 

The piano is in contrary motion with a chromatic scale from e to a, the inversion of the 

pedal (see Figure 12). 

Figure 12 

Movement II. Measures 1-6 

Larghetto (J = c. 60) lJ fi ?scending 'a" scale~ 
:.,,.., ~ ,.. 2 .e; 1+ .. 4= t: ~ ~t~ 1-

Violin 
tJ 4 ::::::=-

f 
19 Jj.~ ... Suspensions ~ 

Cello · : · 
r"' LJ.....I....J ~ f 

1 2 
l~.-

3 4 Chromatic line 6 
I · I · 

) 
I I I I I I u ~VJq~~ nIP'· '11-- ~ ·1 

f ~ Piano 

"A" Pedal 
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The introduction is a steady decrescendo where general movement slows, 

harmony thins, and a tonal center becomes more apparent. The music finally settles into 

A-major, until the violin again questions the tonality by entering on flat scale degree six 

in measure 13. The cello almost immediately agrees with a c-natural in the following 

measure. The piano seems to be stubborn by answering with a c#, only immediately to go 

to flat scale degree six. The piano melody in measures 15-20 is the closest representation 

of the yoga prayer. Chromaticism has been added to suggest that things are not quite right 

yet. Measure 20 is the stagnant open fifth, as if all the voices have agreed to take a pause 

before they deal with the issues. 

The A section (measure 21) begins with a very sad lumbering sound. The violin 

cries as this section progresses playing in its highest tessitura. The rhythmic interplay 

between the cello and violin suggest a lamenting conversation. The rhythmic quotes from 

movement one (measure 29 quotes R2, R3, R4) links the movements together as if 

bringing back a memory. Then a mediant shift occurs in measure 24. This music is much 

happier, offering hope. But, there is no solution yet for the deceptive cadence, and the 

progression heads straight back to d-minor beginning section B. 

The B section begins with a motive in the piano's left hand reminiscent of the 

beginning of movement one. The piano's syncopation propels the music forward, while 

the strings are scored with a lack of motion that brings a calming affect. The dichotomy 

suggests pondering, meditation, and thinking. This contrasting mood sets up the entrance 

of a new melody in measure 48. The scoring has purposely stayed away from this 

tessitura in the piano in order to really create the feeling of something new. 
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The design of the melody verses accompaniment has two defining characteristics 

worth noting. First, the tonal center is ambiguous. At different times the accompaniment 

and melody both flirt with d-minor, C-major and F-major. Of course, they are rarely 

leaning towards the same key at the same time. The melody rarely includes E-natural or 

B-natural, for these are the leading tones to F and C major. The accompaniment avoids 

the leading tone to d-minor. Without these three pitches, all three keys share all other 

notes. Thus it is very easy to see how all voices can be moving in and out of different 

tonal centers. At this point the ear relies on root movement of the chords to discern 

cadences. Movement of a downward fifth or upward fourth is the strongest melodic 

movement. F and C are a fifth apart, thus movement from one to the other is common. 

The second strongest movement is down by step. C-major is a step down from d-minor. 

Thus, all keys have strong ties with each other. The bitonality this creates furthers the 

idea of searching, for the music itself is literally trying to find tonic, or home. It also 

makes the moments when all the music does come together in a tonal center have a sense 

of arrival. This technique helps achieve a feeling that something that was not quite right 

has been solved. Although the music lacks chromaticsm, the harmony and melody have 

interest. 

The second characteristic is the meter. The B section is notated in 3/4. The strings 

and accompaniment stay true to this meter. In measure 58, the melody morphs into an 

almost 2/4 meter. So at this point, the harmony and the meter do not quite agree. Again, 

this makes it so that when everything does align, it is very special. 

As at the end of the A section, when F -major has finally been achieved, a series of 

deceptive cadences brings the music back to d-minor. After the cello statement, the piano 
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mimics the cello, only in the parallel major. This line is developed along side a quote 

from measures 11 through 13. The music again changes keys through a deceptive 

resolution and a pivot chord to A-major. As the motive from measures 62-65 is shared by 

all three voices, the sonority once again shifts when the strings play this last phrase of the 

motive in a hauntingly minor harmony. The piano confirms this shift as the cadential 

phrase from measures 70 and 71 is played to bring the movement to rest. 
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III. Allegro con brio 

The third movement is a rondo completing the overall formal design for a 

concerto (an extended and developed first movement, a slow movement, and then a 

lighter rondo for the third). With the virtuosic piano part, it may seem fitting. As outlined 

above, the form is AA 'BACBAcoda. Therefore it is a variation or modification of a true 

rondo. 

After a short two bar introduction the A section begins. It is split into two five-bar 

phrases, "a" and "b," creating a contrasting period. The A theme, although itself 

presented virtually the same every time by the violin, is accompanied by new material in 

the cello and/or piano with each presentation. Thus, the A section is never the same. The 

A section becomes secondary to the new material (although the new material is 

countermelody), for we have heard the A section, expect and know it. The A section is 

understood; therefore, we can divert our attention to the new material in the cello and 

plano. 

The A section is repeated from measures 12-21, and the piano presents the new 

material. Motive x (see Figure 13) is introduced consisting of basically the 

accompaniment filled in with 16th notes to create a flurry of movement. When the violin 

gets to the "b" material in measure 17, the piano states motive y (Figure 13). Motive y is 

hinted at in the third bar of"b" (first appearing in measure 10), but does not take its full 

form until now. Motive y is also a variation of motive z (Figure 13). Motive z is simply 

the idea of several repeated notes that act as a pedal, a suspension, or even an anticipation 

throughout the movement. The first appearance of this idea is in the introduction. It is 

labeled motive z because the first time it appears as something of interest is in measure 
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60. Until then the repeated notes are part of the underlying rhythmic structure. It is 

important to note, however, how the idea is related to the pedal harmony, motor rhythm, 

and motive y. Motive y often uses just its rhythmic element, and this rhythmic figure will 

appear several times throughout the movement, often times with different melodic 

intervals. The introduction of motives x and y during the second statement of A provides 

variation and important building blocks for future sections. 

Measure 21 begins section B. Like section A, B is a contrasting period with five 

bar phrases "c" and "d." A color change is created by bringing the cello out of its motor 

rhythm and accompanimental role to state these phrases in the upper tessitura of the 

instrument. Section B is extended as the piano restates "c" from measures 30 to 35. After 

a one bar transition, section A returns. Instead of the motor rhythm the cello had 

throughout the first two A sections, a countermelody is introduced before it states both 

motives x and y. 

Frenzied rhythm launches the movement into section C, which I call the "piano 

break." Like the moderato, the strings are pizzicato as they give way to an explosion of 

piano music. The similarity of the sections in the two movements is a way of again 

unifying the movements, highlighting the common thread. Another linking characteristic 

is the mediant shift of measures 49 and 50. Looking at solely the third movement, section 

C is the piano's exuberance in a movement that is already on edge. The violin and cello 

both had their tum in the spotlight; it is time for the piano to have its say in the 

conversation. Motives x, y, and z are combined to create a powerfully virtuosic 

development and contrasting section. Measure 55 marks a move to a-minor. As the 

harmony has been an exploration of added note harmony and total diatonicism, the shift 
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is not done as much by a progression, but rather by the constant sounding (motive z) a's 

in the right hand. If the speed of the repeated notes were not difficult and virtuosic 

enough, the piano seemingly loses control as it jumps to cover 6 different octaves in the 

span of three beats. This is the "yell" during the rock song, similar to the "shout" section 

of big band jazz. 

Normally in rondo form, the A section repeats after every new section like a 

chorus. The A section is skipped as the music goes directly into the restatement of B. 

This is done to offer more of a contrast and conversation to the C section. The C section 

is all piano, and quite busy. Section B is more lyrical thus more contrasting than A. In 

addition, section B is more conducive to both strings playing in unison (or in octaves). 

The strings need to continue the conversation and respond to the piano outburst. The 

piano does not stay quiet however. The momentum is kept by the 16th notes in the piano 

(motive x) until material "d," which is altered to provide a more final and exclamatory 

cadence. In the interest of symmetry, this statement of"d" means each melodic phrase 

will have had a statement and then an altered restatement. 

Section A returns in measure 77. The violin is the same; however, the cello has a 

new countermelody which should be the focus of the music. It is based on the material of 

phrases "a" and "b" but has several inflections and a lyrical quality reminiscent of section 

B. In this way, the sections are coming together, which, like in the First Movement, 

should hint at a conclusion. Measure 86 breaks out of the meter and is a transition into the 

coda through rhythmic extension and not surprisingly a mediant key change to f# minor. 

The coda starts with an overlapping of the y and z motives (x will come later). 

The rhythm of y is in the violin. The cello states the z motive in a much more final, 
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declaratory way. The repeated notes are actually the slowest they have been the entire 

movement (although the piano also has repeated notes). In the last six measures climactic 

motion is played by the strings over the y motive of the piano, a final mediant change 

back to d minor is made, and the piano starts pounding fistfuls of notes in the lower 

octaves of the piano to really drive home the raw and powerful excitement. The final 

chord of the movement is d-minor completing the overall work's key relationship of 

d-a-d. 

Conclusion 

The Piano Trio No. 1 in D Minor is a three movement work unified by motives 

and consistent harmonic and melodic construction. A multi-movement work needs 

common themes or devices for unification, otherwise the composition could sound like a 

collection of short pieces. In other words, there needs to be a reason why these 

movements are part of the same work. A multi-movement work should have movements 

that could stand alone, but compliment and strengthen each other by the continuation of 

themes, motives, ideas, and moods. The compositional craft of all movements integrate 

complex modem "Classical" idiomatic writing of harmony and melody with 

encompassing motives (the "three motive"). Rhythmic and melodic motives permeate the 

work providing unification and a sense of consistency. Adding notes to an otherwise 

tertian, tonal harmonic language combines modem appeal with accessible "Classical" 

styles offering a familiar yet interesting sound. Finally, the music is driven by melodies 

that expand and develop, advancing the expression of the piece in a linear fashion. 
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The different moods and emotions portrayed by each movement are designed to 

be a continuation, or preparation, of the other sections, thus linking and strengthening the 

work as a whole. The goal was to engross the audience in this journey and emotional 

development. There is no specific program; however, the music is written to express very 

specific emotions. It is my hope that listeners will apply these emotions to their own 

stories--creating personalized experiences. The goal of all art is expression, and 

expression can happen in all forms. Honing one's craft, improving skill, and finding 

innovation are vital to nuanced expression. It is through this effort that the expression 

lives. The described technique and craft behind its construction made this expression 

effective. 
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