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The Music
This album embodies the culmination of my decades-long association and friendship with  
pianist, Robert Auler and producer/engineer, Paul Kozel. I met Rob when we were in graduate 
school at the University of Michigan, and have been blessed to collaborate over the years with 
a performer of extraordinary talent, modesty, and openness. Paul is a dear colleague at the 
City College of New York, whose technical expertise and profound musicality were essential  
in shaping our project. For me, the working relationship with Rob and Paul resonated with a 
playful as well as focused character across the timeline of recording this album. Our sessions 
were highly interactive and collective, involving a constant flow of ideas on the performance 
realization and timbre of the sound; in some cases, we literally re-wrote the music in the moment. 
As a result, these pieces bear the stamp of Rob and Paul’s creativity as much as my own.
 It is almost a cliché in 2014 for young(er) American composers to describe their diverse 
musical background by highlighting the influence of pop/rock music on their “classical” com-
positions. Upon honest reflection though, I am no exception to this stereotype. My musical roots 
lie in the hard rock and metal of the late 1980s and early 1990s as well as Latin and funk, far 
more so than in any era or tradition of Western classical music. Since my teenage years, when 
I spent countless hours playing electric bass, I have loved the beat or groove, and have tended 
to prioritize rhythm and pulse. For me, bands like The Dillinger Escape Plan and Meshuggah 
share common threads with certain works by Gyorgy Ligeti, the minimalists, or even Prokofiev 
and Bartók. These influences emerge over the course of the album, as my “classical” piano 
pieces connect compositionally with this music. However, my approach also explores diversity, 
relating elements (or shards) within the framework of sectional variety, and communicating 
intensely with the performer and listener.

The Composer
Jonathan Pieslak is an Associate Professor at the  
City College of New York and Graduate Center, CUNY, 
where he teaches composition, theory, and music  
and radicalism. He is a fellowship winner from the 
American Academy of Arts and Letters, and his  
compositions have been widely performed and  
recorded. His music is available on Soundcloud,  
YouTube, and myspace.
 Also a scholar, Jonathan is the author of Sound 
Targets: American Soldiers and Music in the Iraq War 
(www.soundtargets.com), and he will be publishing 
a book on music in radical cultures with research 
funded by a Guggenheim Fellowship.



American Atmospheres (2005) is a collection of 11 etudes intended for pianists of varying 
performance levels. I wrote each one with the purpose of exploring not only a technical aspect 
of piano performance, but different compositional languages. The world of contemporary 
American composition is so beautifully diverse that I wanted to capture its complexities and 
nuances in short, contrasting pieces that would be accessible to a wide range of pianists. 

In the fall of 2010 I was diagnosed with a kidney disorder of unknown origin but well-known treatment. 
A very high dose of prednisone (a steroid) became my daily ritual and until September 2012, the 
drug dictated my lifestyle. In Prednisomnia (2011), I try to musically convey the sensation that 
one’s mind is forcibly controlled by a drug that permits one to witness his or her uncharacteristic 
behavior, but restrains one from being able to change it. The piece was originally composed for 
the Gotham Ensemble (Bass Clarinet, Piano, Violin, and Cello).

—Jonathan Pieslak

Jon Pieslak and I were good friends at Michigan—he was one of those rare people who could 
excel in the classroom and the studio while still spending plenty of time attending U-M football 
games. I always loved Pieslak’s infectious spirit.
 It was after grad school, though, that Jon and I began to conspire on musical ventures. 
I’ve been honored and blessed to work with some amazing composers and compositions, but 
performing Jon’s Spiral was one of those rare occurrences in my performing life when I had an 
immediate, visceral, personal response to the music. I absolutely loved Spiral—the mathematical 
nature of the rhythmic displacement patterns against metric downbeats; its beautiful, shimmering 
quality, the transitions from tranquil, mesmerizing material to driving, vitriolic, bombastic 
stuff. It was (and is) an amazing 4 and a half minutes of music!

Keeping in mind the dexterity and athleticism Robert Auler brings to the piano, I wrote Shards 
for him in 2009. Cast as a collection of musical fragments, the piece weaves through a variety 
of musical spaces, playing with contrasts and degrees of interconnectedness.

In late 2012 and early 2013, I began composing a series of Hindu devotional pieces, with 
Bhakti (1), unburdening as the first work. In Sanskrit, Bhakti often translates as “devotion.” 
The recording is a sequence of “Om” chants performed by me with an instrumental texture in 
the middle section of the work. These background settings are intended to create atmosphere more 
so than following the specific instrumental or vocal music traditions of Indian music. The piece 
concludes with the chanting of one of my favorite Shanti Mantras, “Asato Maa Sad-Gamaya.”

Om Asato Maa Sad-Gamaya
Tamaso Maa Jyotir-Gamaya
Mrtyor-Maa Amtram Gamaya
Om Shanti, Shanti, Shanti

Om, Lead us from Unreality (of Transitory Existence) to the Reality (of Self)
Lead us from the Darkness (of Ignorance) to the Lightness (of Spiritual Knowledge)
Lead us from the Fear of Death to the Knowledge of Immortality
Om, Peace (within me), Peace (to the outside world), Peace (to the Divine)

Spiral was composed from September 2001 to January 2002. A short, virtuosic piece, I crafted 
the work in three main sections framed by an intro and outro. Many of the musical ideas and 
techniques coil into and on top of one another, a feature that led to the work’s title. The piece 
is dedicated to my brother, Brian.



The Performer
Robert Auler is an award-winning American concert 
pianist who maintains a national and international 
performing and recording career. Auler has won 
numerous competitions, including the Society of 
American Musicians First Prize. As a result of Auler’s 
success in the Young Keyboard Artist Association 
competition, he performed on a 15-city tour with 
orchestra throughout Germany, France, the Netherlands. 
Auler has recently performed concerts throughout the 
US, Canada, Venezuela, Austria, New Zealand, the 
Czech Republic and China. Auler made his Carnegie 
Hall debut in 2004. He is currently Associate Professor 
of Music at SUNY Oswego.

 Shortly thereafter, Shards came about. This is a nine-minute vehicle that can stand on 
its own on a concert program; indeed, after many recital performances alongside 18th and 
19th century masterworks, audience members choose Shards as their stand-out work.
 American Atmospheres had already existed in Jon’s musical portfolio, and it’s been a thrill 
to record the set for this project. These works are incredible because many of them are accessible 
for emerging performers, and yet they stand up as full-bodied compositions that display Pieslak’s 
trademark mix of driving rhythms interspersed with moments of breathtaking beauty.
 Prednisomnia is in some ways the most challenging work for a pianist to play. 
Technically, the demands are great, but I believe these virtuosic demands give the work its 
immediate, raucous sound at the outset. Sonically, this is the most “raging, heavy-metal” 
composition on the CD. 
 The last work written is in many ways my favorite: Bhakti (1), unburdening is a contem-
plative work where pre-recorded elements such as Vedic chant and strings dovetail gently with 
interwoven piano lines. This piece transports me as a performer to a different place; its stasis, 
peace and tranquility allow for a great contrast with other selections on this album.
 Pieslak’s music is incredibly rewarding for pianists. It requires rhythmic precision, an 
advanced concept of sound, and the ability to juxtapose quickly between emotional effects and 
timbres. I consider Jonathan Pieslak’s music an important contribution to the piano canon. It’s 
been an absolute thrill to present this new piano collection for listeners and performers alike.
 I am truly proud to be associated with this entire project: the music, as I hope you will 
agree, is breathtaking. And I’ve gotten to work with two amazing human beings, Jon Pieslak 
and Paul Kozel. Thanks especially to Albany Records for making this happen.

—Rob Auler
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 1  Shards [9:38]

 2  Bhakti (1), unburdening 
   for piano and recording [8:47]

 3  Spiral [4:24]

   American Atmospheres
 4 I. Solar flares [1:30]

 5 II. Shifting tides [1:54]

 6 III. Coil [:35]

 7 IV. Sunlight reflecting off the water [2:12]

 8 V. Vertigo wedge [1:26]

 9 VI. A waltz between the sun and the moon [1:54]

 10 VII. Rolling bells [2:05]

 11 VIII. Forerunner [:38]

 12 IX. Cuban carnaval [2:08]

 13 X. A walk through changing colors [2:57]

 14 XI. ocean swells [2:51]

 15  Prednisomnia [6:04]

   total time = 49:05
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