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DEUX-ELLES: What drew you to the Schumann 
piano trios?

YI-HENG: For a pianist, the repertoire comes from 
Schumann and Brahms is a golden period in the 
mid 1800s, full of great pianists who composed for 
the piano. The instrument itself was also coming 
into its own. There’s a special kind of music that 
comes out of it, spontaneous and organic, during 
this high level of creativity in the German Romantic 
period. Schumann is really, really close to my heart. 
He always has been. I wrote my dissertation on 
what we can learn about Schumann’s piano music 
both from historical pianos and from the pupils of  
Clara Schumann. 

DE: I understand one of Clara Schumann’s pupils is 
also the namesake of your group?

KATE:  Yes, Ilona Eibenschütz. When Yi-heng 
and I were first starting to experiment with 
19th-century playing styles, we came across some 
early recordings, and actually, some not so early 
recordings, by a remarkable circle of pianists who 
had studied with Clara Schumann and had regular 

musical contact with Brahms. Some of them went 
on to have glorious careers, but some of them 
stepped back from performing in public when they 
got married and lived very long lives - and very 
musically rich lives - playing concerts in private. 
Because Ilona Eibenschütz lived until 1967, there 
are private recordings of her playing, captured on 
modern recording technology, but preserving a 
style that you can only hear through an intense 
crackle in other artists from recordings around 
1900. It’s an amazing approach to music-making: 
very vibrant and speech-like, and sometimes  
almost jazzy. 

DE: What makes this earlier style sound so different?

YI-HENG:  We had to work on unlearning a lot 
of the so-called modern techniques that we were 
trained in to create more polish or projection, in 
order to get back to a more natural and organic 
expression that is closer to the sound of the 
human voice. On the piano, of course, playing 
with the hands not together was a huge no-no 
in my conservatory training. But that’s turned 
out to be such an important rhythmic device 
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which creates rhetoric, drama, and a sense of 
meaning in the phrases. And, in a group of 
three musicians, it keeps a sense of electricity 
and chemistry between the players, rather than 
everyone just complying with each other. I love 
that technique. 

KATE: And on early recordings of string 
instruments, the art of legato playing is profoundly 
different. The sliding sound when you shift 
(portamento), the sound of fingers falling and lifting 
from the string, the sound of a string crossing - in 
fact, things we would consider “noises” nowadays 
- are so integral to the legato that it gives an effect 
of colour and articulation similar to vowels and 
consonants in singing. And that also allows the 
string players to add to the piano in a new way, 
because instead of just supporting, say, the volume 
of the earlier pianos, we’re supporting the legato of 
the melody, creating new ways of linking between 
the notes.  

DE: You’ve used historical instruments for this 
album. How is the experience different from playing 
on modern instruments?

RAVENNA: Playing piano trios in a modern setup, 
it’s easy to fall into thinking of the strings more as 
soloists who need to project over the piano (“you’re 
a violinist, play loud!”) With historical pianos, on 
the other hand, there were so many different roles I 
was able to take on: creating colour, supporting the 
piano but also supporting the cello when it’s high in 
its register, and never having it be about an outward 
projection, but about really making something 
amongst the three of us.

KATE: There’s a beautiful description of Schumann 
improvising by his younger colleague, the violinist 
Wilhelm Joseph von Wasielewski, who often went 
for walks or went out drinking with Schumann. 
One evening, at dusk, he went to Schumann’s 
house to collect him, and from the other side 
of the door he could hear piano music. He had 
always wanted to hear Schumann improvise, but 
he’d never dared to ask him because Schumann 
was intensely private about this. The German 
word he used was fantasieren, an older word for 
improvising, and it sounds as though that word 
particularly fit what Schumann did: fantasizing at 
the piano. Wasielewski said it didn’t sound like piano 
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playing, but a kind of dreaming or wandering in a 
magical world. He eventually knocked on the door 
and the piano music stopped abruptly, and then 
presumably they went out for their drink and never 
even talked about it. But we still have that vision of 
Schumann at dusk in the wintertime, sitting there 
and fantasizing at the piano. Sometimes as a string 
player, I like to imagine that I’m part of the sound he  
was fantasizing.

RAVENNA:  Yes, sometimes the strings are just a 
colouring of what is being said in the piano, though 
sometimes they’re also in direct opposition. It feels 
like the conscience of the piano, or the subconscious 
of what’s happening in the piano part.

YI-HENG: I also felt, in these gorgeous lyrical 
lines in the cello and violin, that I’m playing Lieder 
with singers. Ravenna and Kate were constantly 
experimenting with drawing different sounds out 
of their instruments, including techniques that I 
don’t think are talked about a lot. There are ways to 
make the strings sound almost completely like the 
human voice, which is something the piano can’t  
do as well.

DE:  Are there particular aspects of the Schumann 
trios that work better on period instruments?

RAVENNA: I find that the rhetorical aspects of 
Schumann and his micro-phrasing and macro-, or 
even mega-phrasing are so much easier to articulate 
on gut strings. You need to have a strong sense 
of intention with everything that you do as you 
approach the string. Steel strings are little more 
forgiving, but the sound ends up being fairly 
uniform by default. 

DE: And then with the piano, there are fewer of the 
big overtones that you get with a Steinway. There’s 
much more space in the sound. 

YI-HENG: Yes, there are so many overtones and 
colours and timbres that have gotten lost in the 
standardized modern piano. They create a sense of 
the supernatural and the ethereal that is so essential 
to Schumann. Early pianos are built to have variety 
of timbre, with every octave of the instrument 
sounding like a different section of the orchestra. 
Also, because the pianos are straight-strung instead 
of crossed, you get lots of free resonance. In playing 
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Schumann, especially in the ethereal realms of the 
inner voices, it’s almost like a passive reception, a 
channeling of this other realm through colour 
and sound: as though it’s not being played by 
anybody.  And at the opposite extreme, there is a 
huge variety of articulation and touch. It’s a much 
more specific world of technique in playing. It’s 
almost as though the instrument is teaching you as 
you play it - it’s asking for the sounds that go with  
the music.

DE: I know what you mean. One of the things I  
love about this album is that this is not what  

you would call a concert hall sound. It’s very 
intimate and close and personal, almost tactile. 
As a listener, you feel as though you’re right 
there in the room, hearing all these slides and 
shifts and even pedal creaks in the piano, and 
as you said, that’s the essence of this approach. 
There are more tastes and textures and spices  
to enjoy.

KATE: Yes, this music was designed for the home. 
And now, thanks to the magic of recording, we can 
bring it back into the home for whoever wants to 
experience it that way.  

TRIO ILONA
Drawing inspiration from the great Brahms- 
circle pianist, Ilona Eibenschütz (1873-1967), 
Trio Ilona seeks to recover the vibrancy, 
nuance, and f lair of pre-twentieth-century  
classical playing.

YI-HENG YANG
Pianist and fortepianist Yi-heng Yang has been 
described as an “exquisite collaborator (Opera 

News), “suberbly adept (Gramophone)” and noted 
for her “remarkable expressivity and technique (Early  
Music Magazine).” 

Her work spans from collaborations on period 
instruments with visionary artists such as the 
Grammy award-winning tenor Karim Sulayman, 
in their acclaimed and timely album, “Where 
Only Stars Can Hear Us (Avie Records),” to 
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groundbreaking and provocative explorations into 
Romantic and Classical performance practice with 
cellist Kate Bennett Wadsworth (Brahms Cello 
Sonatas, Deux-Elles), baroque violinist Abigail 
Karr (Mendelssohn Violin Sonatas, Olde Focus), 
and harpsichordist Rebecca Cypess (“Sisters 
Face-to-Face” Acis). Her first solo fortepiano 
album, “Free Spirits: Early Romantic Music on 
the Graf Piano (Deux-Elles),” received critical 
praise, including a 4-star rating by BBC Music 
Magazine. Of this recording on an original 19th 
c. Graf piano, Anne E. Johnson of Classical Voice 
North America wrote that “Yang’s performance 
of these early Romantic works on one of the best 
instruments from that era takes us as close to the 
original experience as we can ever hope to come.” 

Yi-heng has performed with the Albany 
Symphony, in the People’s Symphony Concerts, 
Early Music of the Islands, Carnegie Hall, The 
Phillips Collection, Chatham Baroque, Columbus 
Early Music, and The Helicon Series, the Boston 
Early Music Festival, and the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. She is on the faculty of The 
Juilliard School.  PH
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RAVENNA LIPCHIK
Milwaukee native and Grammy award-
winning violinist, Ravenna Lipchik, thrives 
in a musical life shared between the worlds 
of modern and historical performance 
practices. Ravenna received her training 
at the San Francisco Conservatory and the 
Juilliard School, where she is a graduate 
of both their modern and Historical 
Performance programs. Ravenna performs 
and tours regularly with acclaimed ensembles 
such as Les Arts Florissants, The English 
Concert, Ruckus Early Music, Twelfth 
Night, and the Trinity Baroque Orchestra. 
Her musical journey has taken her all over 
the globe, including New Zealand, China, 
Bolivia, Mexico, as well as across Europe 
and the United Kingdom. Ravenna’s 
commitment to the expansion and eventual 
deconstruction of the ‘classical canon’ is 
evident in her work with ensembles like 
the New Zealand String Quartet and The 
Overlook, a string quartet dedicated to 
championing the voices of historically  
overlooked composers.  

PHOTO BY ARIN SANG-URAI
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KATE BENNETT WADSWORTH
Kate Bennett Wadsworth is a cellist and gambist 
devoted to historical performance of all periods, with 
a special research interest in 19th-century performing 
practice. She has appeared at festivals across Europe 
and North America with ensembles such as B’Rock, 
Tafelmusik, Arion, the Gabrieli Consort, and the 
Academy of Ancient Music, and given lecture-
recitals and masterclasses at the Juilliard School, 
the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, the Orpheus 
Insitute, and the Utrecht Early Music Festival. 
Thanks to funding from the Leverhulme Trust and 
the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, Kate 
recently completed a practice-led research project 
on the relationship between the Schumann Cello 
Concerto and the cellists of his time, culminating in 
an annotated edition of the concerto (Bärenreiter), 
a recording of her new arrangement of the work 
for cello and string quartet (Deux-Elles), and an 
article on the astonishing ways 19th-century cellists 
reworked the concerto for public performance 
(Orpheus). Kate lives in the UK, where she co-directs 
the dynamic ensemble, Norwich Baroque, runs a 
chamber music series, and supervises postgraduates 
at the Guildhall School.

“Her sense of musical gesture and line has the 
strength and grace of a wild animal: Her melodies 
soar, not like a rocket, but like an eagle, responding 
to every turn of harmony and thought the way the 
bird responds to changing currents of air.” 
-Early Music America  
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Sound engineer Matthew Wadsworth  |  Producer Andrew Storey  |  Piano technician Edmund Handy
Many thanks to John Irving for allowing us to record on his beautiful 1830 Streicher piano
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ROBERT SCHUMANN (1810-56)

Piano Trio No. 1 in D Minor, Op. 63

1. Mit Energie und Leidenschaft������������������������������������12:45

2. Lebhaft, doch nicht zu rasch����������������������������������������5:01

3. Langsam, mit inniger Empfindung�������������������������������5:48

4. Mit Feuer����������������������������������������������������������������������8:02

Piano Trio No. 2 in F Major, Op. 80

5. Sehr lebhaft�����������������������������������������������������������������7:50

6. Mit innigem Ausdruck - Lebhaft����������������������������������8:15

7. In mässiger Bewegung�������������������������������������������������6:01

8. Nicht zu rasch���������������������������������������������������������������5:58

Total playing time: 59:40


