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True Romance
By David Bratman

The Romantic era in music is not dead. The Paris
Piano Trio brought it, alive and kicking, to Kohl
Mansion in Burlingame on Sunday. The ensemble’s
three noted performers, each one a distinguished
professor at the Paris Conservatory, have been
playing together for decades, and in recent years have
been making a priority of touring with the repertoire
for piano, violin and cello.

The opening work was Gabriel Fauré’s Trio in d
minor, Op. 120, which he wrote at the age of 78 in
1923. This was long after the Romantic era ended,
according to textbook dates, but Romanticism is a
matter of the heart, not the calendar. Fauré presents
long string-melodies, which constantly shift and are
transformed, over continuously flowing ripples in the
piano. The composer called this work his “little trio,”
yet it was anything but little in this performance. It
was big and bold, as powerful and forward-moving in
the gentler opening movement as in the vivacious
finale.

That was the principal French contribution to the
evening. (For an encore at the end of the program,
the performers presented a serene rendition of the
dark passacaglia movement from Maurice Ravel’s
Trio in a minor of 1914). In the early 19" century, the
French considered chamber music to be the province
of Germans, and we had a couple of those, too: Felix
Mendelssohn’s Trio No. 1 in d minor, Op. 49 (1839)
and Robert Schumann’s Trio No. 3 in g minor, Op.
110 (1851).

Some critics of chamber music will tell you that
Schumann’s Op. 110 is dull and wearied, the last
enervated gasp of creativity from a man at the end of
his tether. Don’t believe them. This was a
barnburner of a performance, especially in the much-

criticized finale. The Parisians presented the discrete,

somewhat disconnected sections of this movement as
a mosaic of moments of charmingly varied character:
march-like, lyric, dark and mysterious, and other
moods, by turn.
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The effect was like a return to the suites of piano
miniatures that began the composer’s career.
Schumann didn’t have an inch of room left in which
to sink into despair.

For the Mendelssohn, which concluded the program,
it’s tempting to say that the Parisians pulled out all
the stops, except that that’s just what they didn’t do.
With much more restraint than in either of the other
works, they found the lightness that’s sometimes so
elusive in Mendelssohn’s chamber music. This made
the stronger, more emphatic moments really count.

Strong Keyboard Support

The outstanding work of the evening came from the
pianist, Jean-Claude Pennetier. He played with a
consistent tone of firm clarity, fingers solidly on the
keys at every moment. But within that framework, his
stylistic range and command of tone were
remarkable. From a gentle running background in the
Fauré, through a firm underpinning in the Schumann
that avoided that composer’s clotting tendency, to an
alternation in the Mendelssohn between airiness and
power, he always kept his tone strong and even,
whether providing a background or firmly
emphasizing tutti chords.

The two string players make an interesting pair. Régis
Pasquier’s violin was dry and cool, at his best in crisp
fast or staccato notes. On cello, Roland Pidoux
seemed most at ease with slow lyric melodies, so
important especially in Mendelssohn’s cello part. In
quicker, flashier sections, Pidoux had a slight strain in
his playing that gave a welcome addition to the
tension in the music.



