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As Robert Carl notes in Fanfare, “Cox writes music that demonstrates an extremely refined and 
imaginative sense of instrumental color and texture...This is well-wrought, imaginative, and not eas-
ily classifiable music.” Her work, always engaged with novel approaches to sound and instrumental 
color, combines with formality “to yield great depth of meaning and a playful appeal” (NewMusicBox, 
American Music Center).  In the San Francisco Chronicle, Joshua Kosman writes “as always with 
Cox’s work, there’s a layer of ingratiating charm that makes the music a delight to listen to.”

Cox’s music is noted for its special tunings, harmonies, and textural colorations, such as the new 
viola and piano work Turner and the piano trio la mar amarga. Her pieces also frequently make use 
of technology, as in the amplified sextet with digital effects Axis Mundi, the trombone quartet and 
interactive electronic work Nature is, and the recent The shape of the shell for bass clarinet and live 
electronics. Many of her compositions are for solo piano, and as a pianist she has performed the 
new Sylvan pieces, the Hierosgamos, and The Blackbird whistling/Or just after. The works with text, 
such as Singing the lines for soprano Lucy Shelton and the Berkeley Contemporary Chamber Players, 
and The Other Side of the World for flute and electronics, evolved through long association with her 
husband, poet John Campion.

She has received awards and commissions from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the 
Fromm Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, the American Composers Forum, ASCAP, 
Meet the Composer, and the Gemeinschaft der Kunstlerinnen und Kunstfreunde International 
Competition for Women Composers. She has been a Fellow at the Tanglewood Music Center, 
the Aspen Music Festival, the MacDowell Colony, and the Civitella Ranieri and William Walton 
Foundations in Italy. 

Recent performances have taken place at the Festival di Musica Contemporanea at the American 
Academy in Rome (Four Studies of Light and Dark), the Festival Architecture et Musique in Angers, 
France (The Other Side of the World), the Kosmos Frauenraum in Vienna (Hysteria, filmed for Austrian 
National Television), Münster Gesellschaft für Neue Musik, the REDCAT/Cal Arts Theater in Los 
Angeles, Carnegie and Merkin Halls in New York City (Hierosgamos and The Blackbird whistling/Or 
just after), the National Gallery in Washington (Hierosgamos), the Library of Congress (Into the Wild), 
the Kennedy Center (Cathedral Spires), the Los Angeles Philharmonic Green Umbrella series (Primary 
Colors), and by notable ensembles such as the Kronos Quartet, the American Composers Orchestra, 
the National Symphony, the Alexander Quartet, the Paul Dresher Ensemble, the San Francisco 

The Composer

Radical, traditional, original, archetypal, Cindy Cox (b.1961) 
derives her “post-tonal” musical language from acoustics, inno-
vations in technology, harmonic resonance, and poetic allusion. 
Naturally unfolding through linked strands of association, 
timbral fluctuation, and cyclic temporal processes, her composi-
tions synthesize old and new musical designs



Contemporary Music Players, the Women’s Philharmonic, Composers’ Inc, and the Earplay Ensemble. 
A previous recording on the Albany Records label (TROY955) features the large piano cycle 

Hierosgamos (performed by the composer), Axis Mundi (Earplay Ensemble), and Nature is 
(Continental Trombone Quartet). She is also recorded on Capstone, Arpa Viva, Inflorescence, CRI 
(currently New World), Mark, and Valve-Heartz of Cologne. Her scores are published through World a 
Tuning Fork Press (www.cacox.com).

Cox earned her doctorate in 1992 from Indiana University, and studied composition with Harvey 
Sollberger, Donald Erb, Eugene O’Brien, and John Eaton; she has also studied with John Harbison at 
the Tanglewood Music Center, and Bernard Rands and Jacob Druckman at the Aspen Music Festival. 
As a pianist she studied with the famed Mozart and Schubert specialist Lili Kraus. Cindy Cox is pres-
ently the Evelyn and Jerry Chambers Chair Professor at the University of California at Berkeley.

The musiC

la mar amarga (2007), for violin, violoncello and piano You may recognize the 
wonderful opening of Frederico García Lorca’s famous Romance sonámbulo, “Verde que te quiero 
verde” (“Green I love you green”). The title of my new work for piano trio, “la mar amarga” (the bitter 
sea) comes from a later section of this poem; I loved the sound of the elided repetition of “(l)a mar” 
and found in it a strong relationship to the kind of covered repetitions in my own piece.

But you probably don’t know of an oddball work called Sensitive Chaos (published by the Rudolf 
Steiner Press) by Theodor Schwenk. He wrote this study in the 1960s and subtitled it “The creation of 
flowing forms in water and air.” His mix of the poetic and the scientific, with chapter headings such 
as “Archetypal movements of water” and “The formation of vortices” was particularly inspiring as 
metaphors for my approach to musical shape and direction. Like the gorgeous pictures of water and 
wind patterns at the end of the book, my music strives to be in a simultaneously fluid yet architec-
turally static form. 

My composition is in three movements, played without pause. The first movement is marked 
“supple, mysterious, and very fast” and is dominated by the piano. The rhythm is continuous and 
motoric, almost minimalist in nature, with tiny elongations and diminutions that vary and disrupt 
the internal repetitions. The second movement features solos by first the violin, and then the cello, 
and is based on different modes of playing their open strings. The last movement is marked “fierce, 
wild, but strictly in tempo” and features rhythmic play on a dissonant scale in conjunction with the 
open strings of the violin and cello. 

The piano acts throughout as a kind of giant resonator, with the Sostenuto pedal (the middle 
pedal on the piano) holding down the bottom octave and allowing those strings to ring freely. My 
harmony is derived from the physical properties of the overtone series and the construction of each 
the instruments: the open strings of the violin and cello, and the symmetrical division of the piano 
into its highest, lowest, and middle registers. La mar amarga was commissioned by Noe Valley 
Chamber Music Society with funding from the Carol Franc Buck Foundation for Graeme Jennings, 
Leighton Fong, and Christopher Jones, and is gratefully dedicated to them.
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Playing a round (2007) for harpsichord and prepared piano A few years ago, 
Jane Chapman and Kate Ryder of the duo keynote+ gave a memorable concert at the Center for New 
Music and Audio Technologies (CNMAT) at UC Berkeley. Their combination of harpsichord and prepared 
piano created a strikingly unusual sound-world, and I thought, what a strange and interesting combi-
nation! Such noisy pitches! I grew excited considering these new possibilities for a piece.

But when I sat down to start the work, the problems began…the preparations for the piano: how 
would they really sound? So I went to CNMAT for help, and Michael Zbyszynski constructed a Max/
MSP software patch that would play the sounds when I touched them on a keyboard. That helped: 
the odd structure and placement of the sounds began to take shape in my mind.  Then I took a big 
bag of hardware supplies, and according to John Cage’s instructions for his Sonatas and Interludes 
prepared a piano that I could work continuously on. That helped even more, and the piece began to 
take shape. I decided to use techniques involving dampening piano strings with the fingertip, pluck-
ing the strings with the nail, touching the strings to get certain harmonics, and using the Sostenuto 
Pedal, all to complement the already percussive and noisy prepared sounds.

Next, the harpsichord: I had spent a lot of time fooling around on a harpsichord some time ago, 
when I composed a short piece called The Open Frame. I particularly liked the low, resonant pitches 
on the harpsichord, and decided to build the framework of the piece, especially movements one and 
five, on a tonality revolving around this lowest point. The harpsichord’s music is full of elaborate 
embellishing gestures as well as mechanical, machine-like ideas.

Playing a round is full of jokes, as you can see from the title. There are lots of musical canons, 
and there are melodic symmetries echoed between the two instruments. “Machinations” shoots 
rapidly back and forth between the two performers, like an out-of-kilter machine. “Frame Switch,” 
named after the switching mechanism that trains use to switch tracks, is a dialogue between a sort 
of embellished chorale in the harpsichord, and a strange scale in the piano—a scale that runs up 
and down the prepared pitches (and only those pitches). “A note to follow sol” plays on the idea of 
ringing bells and a sober sort of four and five-part counterpoint. Playing a round was premiered in at 
London’s Goldsmiths College in March of 2007, and is dedicated to Jane and Kate.  

Sylvan pieces (2009), five movements for solo piano When I began the Sylvan 
pieces I had been taking long walks in the UC Botanical Gardens. I particularly love the Mather 

Redwood Grove, and had been spending my afternoons there thinking long and hard about how living 
processes might be embodied in music.  In time, these five etudes gradually took their form like the 
growth of plants—sending out shoots, branching, always growing, always in creation. 

Each movement started as an improvisation. The overall form is in the shape of a spiral, radiating 
out from the center from the initial C-sharp tone through D, E-flat, E, and F, in an escalating reg-
istration cutting across the entire range of the piano. Each has a different composition problem to 
work through, and as always in my piano music, harmony and resonance are paramount issues. 

The first piece, marked “quietly urgent” is constructed around a small circular scalar fragment; the 
harmony gradually takes shape in a revolving motion above and below the central melody and builds 
into large complexes of sonorities. Dealing with issues of phrase and rhythm, the “playful” second 
moves in fits of starts and stops with bursts of activity across registers. The third etude, “periodic, hyp-
notic, with a regular beat like a heartbeat,” beats a periodic heart-motive with a melodic idea winding 
in and out, repeating over and over in different regions of the piano toward a large climax. The fourth, 
“fantastic, improvisatory,” uses tremolos, clusters, and strange modal scales that sweep up and down 
the keyboard, very freely. The last, “forceful, punchy”, is a swinging, punchy little tune, very fast and 
very tricky, asymmetrical in rhythm, which builds from the bottom of the keyboard to the top.

For me, the piano is my musical “home,” and these particular pieces are very personal in charac-
ter as compared to my other compositions. After some thought, I settled on the title partly because of 
its connection to nature, but primarily because I live on Sylvan Avenue in Oakland. 

I premiered the Sylvan pieces at the “Garden of memory: a walk-through solstice event,” Chapel 
of the Chimes, Oakland in June 2009, and they are dedicated to the memory of my piano teacher, the 
great Mozart and Schubert interpreter, Lili Kraus. 

Back to Square One (1998), for violin and piano My Back to Square One explores 
the concept of identity through its double nature, change and stasis. It develops a primal cell even 
as it manifests a series of apparently dissimilar musical ideas. Around 1997 I began reconsidering 
melody and rhythm in my work, so, not surprisingly, this composition represents a return to “square 
one” in an attempt to get back to fundamentals. The piece was written for Karen Bentley and Karen 
Rosenak, and is dedicated to them.

—Cindy Cox
       

 



The performers

la mar amarga Violinist Graeme Jennings is a former member of the legendary Arditti 
String Quartet (1994-2005). He has toured widely throughout the world, made more than 70 CDs, 
given more than 300 premieres, and received such accolades as the Siemens Prize (1999) and two 
Gramophone awards. He has appeared as soloist with orchestras such as the Royal Concertgebouw, 
Munich Philharmonic, Berlin Radio, Austrian Radio, Netherlands Radio, French Radio, Junge Deutsche 
Philharmonie, Queensland and Tasmanian Symphony. In recent seasons he has worked as guest 
concert-master with the Adelaide and Melbourne Symphonies and Associate Concert-master with the 
Sydney Symphony. He performs regularly as a member of Australia’s internationally renowned new 
music group, Elision, and is also a member of the San Francisco based Adorno ensemble. Having 
previously served on the faculties of UC Berkeley, Mills College and Stanford Universities, he was 
recently appointed Senior Lecturer in Violin and Viola at the Queensland Conservatorium in Australia 
and now lives in both Sydney and San Francisco. 

Leighton Fong is a longtime member of the Left Coast Chamber Ensemble and also serves as 
Principal Cello with the California Symphony. He plays regularly with the Berkeley Contemporary 
Chamber Players, the Empyrean Ensemble and is an active freelancer in the Bay Area. He has taught 
at UC Berkeley since 1997. Mr. Fong studied at the San Francisco Conservatory, the New England 
Conservatory, the Bern Conservatory in Bern, Switzerland, and the Royal Danish Conservatory in 
Copenhagen, Denmark. 

An active pianist and conductor, Christopher Jones has a strong affinity for experimental and 
avant-garde music. He has given numerous premieres and has worked individually with composers 
such as John Cage, Helmut Lachenmann, Julio Estrada and Stefano Scodanibbio. He brings together 
his interests in composition, performance and improvisation in his work as pianist, conductor and 
co-director of sfSound, an innovative ensemble and concert series that is redefining the boundaries 
of new music in the San Francisco Bay Area. A native of Albuquerque, New Mexico, Christopher now 
resides in San Francisco. He has taught composition and music theory at Stanford University, San 
Francisco State University, and San José State University. Christopher completed his doctorate in 
composition at Stanford, where he studied with Brian Ferneyhough and Jonathan Harvey, and also 
earned degrees in composition from the University of Calgary, studying with Allan Gordon Bell, and 

piano performance from Indiana University and the New England Conservatory, studying with Evelyne 
Brancart and Patricia Zander.

Playing a round Jane Chapman, described as ‘Britain’s most progressive harpsichordist’ 
(The Independent on Sunday) and ‘the hippest harpsichordist around’ (Metro), studied with Ruth 
Dyson at the RCM and with Ton Koopman at the Sweelinck Conservatory in Amsterdam. Her CDs of 
18th-century English music, The Lady’s Banquet, and of the 17th-century French Bauyn Manuscript, 
offered the first extensive overviews of important sources previously unexplored on disc, and were 
both highly acclaimed. Recent recordings include Rounds by Berio for Mode, (New York Times pick 
of the year 2006). Equally passionate about baroque and contemporary harpsichord repertoire, she 
has given the first performances of more than 150 works, many written specially for her, including 
electroacoustic scores by leading composers. Jane is an Honorary Fellow of Dartington College of 
Arts, and an Honorary Member of the Royal College of Music. Jane has been featured at many major 
festivals, and has recorded extensively for BBC Radio 3. Residencies have included UNAM, Mexico, 
UC Berkeley, USA, Goldsmiths College, London. 

Kate Ryder was born in Sydney, and is currently based in London. Kate’s wide ranging interna-
tional experience as a pianist encompasses solo work & collaborations with leading ensembles in 
dance, film, live electronics and theatre where she has established herself as a versatile and engag-
ing performer. She has had many works created for her. Kate has a particular love of the prepared 
piano, John Cage’s invention from the 1940’s, performing, recording and giving workshops on this 
unique instrument since her student days. Among her many other collaborations, she has created 
keynote + with harpsichordist Jane Chapman, a unique ensemble combining early and modern key-
boards with electronics and visual imagery.

Back to Square One Karen Bentley Pollick has performed as violinist with Paul Dresher’s 
Electro-Acoustic Ensemble since 1999 and performs a wide range of solo repertoire and styles 
on violin, viola, piano and Norwegian hardangerfele. A native of Palo Alto, California, she studied 
with Camilla Wicks in San Francisco and with Yuval Yaron, Josef Gingold and Rostislav Dubinsky 
at Indiana University. She graduated with Bachelors and Masters of Music Degrees in Violin 
Performance. She has several recordings of original music, including Electric Diamond, Angel, 
Konzerto and Succubus and Ariel View, for which she has received three music awards from Just 



Plain Folks, including Best Instrumental Album and Best Song. On her own record label Ariel 
Ventures she has produced Dancing Suite to Suite, <amberwood>, and Homage to Fiddlers. She 
filmed Dan Tepfer’s Solo Blues for Violin and Piano in Shoal Creek, Alabama, in June 2009. With 
Australian pianist Lisa Moore, Pollick formed the duo Prophet Birds in spring 2009. Pollick performs 
on a violin made by Jean Baptiste Vuillaume in 1860 and a viola made in 1987 by William Whedbee. 
For more information: www.kbentley.com

Pianist Karen Rosenak has spent all of her professional life in the Bay Area where she has divid-
ed her time between teaching and performing. As a graduate student at Stanford University she was 
introduced to the performance of early music and in particular, the fortepiano, an interest that she 
continues to pursue. She has performed solo fortepiano recitals at the DeBellis Collection and Noe 
Valley Ministry in San Francisco, Strathmore Hall in Baltimore, and at UC Berkeley and the Berkeley 
Art Center. As a (modern) pianist, she has specialized in the performance of new music, which pres-
ents constant and varied challenges, frustrations, and ultimately, many rewards. She was a found-
ing member and pianist of both Earplay, a San Francisco new music ensemble, and the Empyrean, 
a UC Davis new music ensemble. She has played with San Francisco Contemporary Music Players. 
Berkeley Contemporary Chamber Players, Mills New Music Ensemble, Left Coast, and many others, 
and continues to perform with Earplay. She has taught musicianship at UC Berkeley since 1990.

ACKnowLedGments 
All recordings were made in Hertz Hall, UC Berkeley. 
 
Audio engineering: Robert Shumaker, la mar amarga, Playing a round, and Back to Square One, and 
Jay Cloidt, Sylvan pieces
 
The composer gratefully acknowledges the assistance of the Center for New Music and Audio 
Technologies (CNMAT) at the University of California, Berkeley for Playing a round. 
 
This recording was made possible with funding from the Evelyn and Jerry Chambers Chair in Music 
at the University of California, Berkeley. 
 
Photo of Cindy Cox: Kathleen Kam
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   la mar amarga (2007) for piano trio  [17:03]

 1 I. Supple, mysterious, and very fast  [4:57]
 2 II-III. Ritualistic/Fierce, wild  [12:06]
   Graeme Jennings, violin
   Leighton Fong, cello
   Christopher Jones, piano

   Playing a round (2007) for amplified harpsichord 
   and prepared piano  [8:00]

 3  Machinations  [2:05]
 4  Frame switch  [3:53]
 5  A note to follow sol  [2:02]
   keynote+ 
   Jane Chapman, harpsichord
   Kate Ryder, prepared piano
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   Sylvan pieces (2009) for piano  [21:11]

 6 I. quietly urgent  [4:01]
 7 II. playful  [2:42]
 8 III. periodic, hypnotic, with a regular 
   pulse like a heartbeat  [6:22]
 9 IV. fantastic, improvisatory  [5:57]
 10 V. forceful, punchy  [2:09]
   Cindy Cox, piano

 11  Back to Square One (1999) for violin and piano  [11:20]
   Karen Bentley, violin
   Karen Rosenak, piano

   Total Time = 57:34  


