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Charles Ives  
Trio for Violin, Cello, and Piano 

Charles Ives was an American-original musician, universally considered the greatest 
American composer from the country's founding into the 1920's. He had an idyllic 
New England upbringing and learned about music from his father, George, a 
decorated union-army band leader. Charles grew up surrounded by amateur music 
making in church, home, park, and village square. Music was viewed as the highest 
form of communication and a reflection of spiritual power, both human and divine. 
As Ives once said, “Music is life.”  

Ives matriculated at Yale University and upon graduation accepted a job as an 
insurance company clerk, reasoning that if a composer "has a nice wife and some 
nice children, how can he let them starve on his dissonances?" Thus began the most 
unusual career of any major composer: respected business professional by day; 
relentless, prolific composer of experimental, modernist music after-hours.   

Ives tinkered with Trio for Violin, Cello, and Piano for years, completing it in 1915. Late 
in life he said, “...The Trio was, in a general way...a reflection or impression of ...college 
days on the Campus...” An alternate subtitle he suggested: “Trio Yalensia & 
Americana.” 

“The first movement recalled a rather short but serious talk, to those on the Yale 
fence, by an old professor of Philosophy.” It has a somber, patrician mood 
underpinned with flexible rhythm. The same 27 measures are repeated three times: 
cello and piano, violin and piano, concluding with all three. Each of the mildly 
dissonant duets could stand by itself. The final section is actually the most 
consonant because its fuller texture creates greater harmonic stability. 

Movement two, TSIAJ (“This Scherzo Is A Joke”), is a tongue-in-cheek musical mosaic 
containing distorted fragments of American folk melodies, hymns, fraternity ditties, 
and campus songs. It recalls “games and antics by the students...on a Holiday 
afternoon; and some of the tunes and songs of those days were... suggested in this 
movement, sometimes in a rough way.”  Song fragments, sometimes in different 
keys, are layered over each other—a poly-tonal recipe for jarring dissonance—but 
the melodies are so straightforward and tuneful that the listener recognizes each as 
a consonant, free-standing unit. Clashing harmonies clarify rather than destabilize 
each melody. Only Charles Ives was thinking and writing with this type of 
melodic/harmonic invention at this time.     

“The last movement was partly a remembrance of a Sunday Service on the 
Campus...which ended near the 'Rock of Ages'.” A jagged introduction gives way to a 
rhapsodic melody that establishes the movement's restrained tone and the work 
ends in reflection, with the cello intoning Thomas Hastings' “Rock of Ages.” 
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