
TROY1700
WWW.ALBANYRECORDS.COM
ALBANY RECORDS U.S.
915 BROADWAY, ALBANY, NY 12207
TEL: 518.436.8814    FAX: 518.436.0643
ALBANY RECORDS U.K.
BOX 137, KENDAL, CUMBRIA LA8 0XD
TEL: 01539 824008
© 2017 ALBANY RECORDS    MADE IN THE USA

WARNING: COPYRIGHT SUBSISTS IN ALL RECORDINGS ISSUED UNDER THIS LABEL. 
DDD

John Haines-Eitzen, cello | Matthew Bengtson, piano

Roberto Sierra: Works for Cello & Piano

Sierra_1700_book.indd   1-2 10/23/17   11:51 AM



The Music
More than three decades separate Salsa on the C String (1981) and Tres montunos para 
cello y piano preparado (2015-2016), the former being one of my earliest compositions 
written in Hamburg while finishing my studies with György Ligeti, and the latter one of my 
most recent works. Despite the separation in time, there is a common thread that unites 
these two pieces as well as the rest of the repertoire presented in this CD: an approach to 
composition that draws and builds on my musical heritage. 

As a young pianist growing up in Puerto Rico, rigorously studying 18th and 19th century 
European repertoire, the sounds of popular and classical music merged in my musical 
memory. The music of the great salsa era of the 1960s and 70s, the heydays of the “Fania 
All Stars,” were both ubiquitous and unavoidable. 

This was the way in which the jagged rhythms of the montuno, as well as the angular 
melodic contours of the vocal lines, became part of my musical DNA, as evidenced in my 
early piece Salsa on the C String. In this work, the cello and the piano join in a “montu-
no”—one of the archetypical salsa figures—which is transformed by truncating it, shifting 
the accents of the pattern, and by repeating parts of it out of sync. This technique of rhyth-
mic transformation became, early on, an important aspect of my compositional approach.
Suite de Canciones y Danzas (Suite of Songs and Dances, 2008) explores both the lyrical 
and the virtuosic aspects of the cello within a frame that evokes popular idioms. A single 
motive runs through the pieces, an homage to Johann Sebastian Bach. The letters of 
his name, B-A-C-H, spell in traditional German usage the musical signature B-flat, A, C, 
B-natural. I use this in all possible combinations and transpositions to generate most of 
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the melodic and harmonic material. The title of each movement refers to its particular 
character. Preludio (Prelude) nods at the suites from the Baroque period, specifically at the 
Prelude of the first Suite by Bach. The somber mood of Canción Triste (Sad Song) stands 
in contrast to the mercurial character of Danza Rápida (Fast Dance). My vision of a Latin 
“bolero,” a type of ballad very popular during the 1950’s in Latin America and the USA, 
becomes Canción de Amor (Love Song). The simplicity of the melody and the undulating 
accompaniment of the piano are characteristic of the genre. The suite closes with Danza 
Final (Final Dance), a virtuosic display evocative of salsa music.

The two sonatas included in this recording belong to a series of pieces where I explore 
the archetypical form. Although differing in character, they use the same compositional 
technique of deriving musical material from short motives. The main difference between 
the two works is that the Cello Sonata (No. 1, written in 2001) contains three movements 
that follow the well-established classical pattern of fast-slow-fast, while Sonata No. 2 (Ele-
giaca, from 2006, and revised in 2015) is in one extended single movement. The abstract 
character of the first sonata with its tonal angularity stands in clear contrast to the elegiac 
and darker character of the second. Toccata-like passages are used in both to display the 
virtuosic qualities of the cello and the piano, especially in their respective closing sections.

The passionate unison between the cello and piano that starts the first Sonata quickly 
separates into two individualized instrumental voices. The idea of the unison reappears 
throughout the movement either as mirroring melodies, or as passages where the rhythms 
are the same but the melodic contours are different. A canon between the right hand of the 
piano and the cello starts the second movement, but while the pitches played on the piano 

are mirrored in the cello line, the rhythms are independent. A spectral outburst of a C major  
chord in the piano starts a new section, and the movement closes with a remembrance of 
the canon that started the movement in the high register of the piano. The last movement 
is a toccata where the basic melodic and harmonic structures heard in the previous move-
ments are developed, forming a musical fabric on continuous variation.

The subtitle “Elegiac” denotes the somber and deeply emotional character of the second 
Sonata, which stands in contrast to the more abstract character of the first one. Another 
contrasting aspect is my structural approach; here the music flows within a single uninter-
rupted movement with sections that evoke the traditional multi-movement form. Where 
the two sonatas coincide is in my treatment of the melodic and harmonic materials. 
Through constant variation and melodic invention, the listener is never aware that they 
are derived from a few basic pitch structures. For me, expression is paramount, but always 
with a solid structural foundation to support the flights of fancy of the creative process.

The first section (Intenso) introduces both instruments in the lower register, one that has 
been often neglected in many traditional cello works. The cello melody climbs gradually 
together with the accompanying figures of the piano, and eventually contrasting material is 
introduced as jagged melodic and rhythmic figures that will later reappear prominently in 
the work as variants of these figures. The idea of the initial lyric melody is presented again, 
now in the upper register of the cello, followed by a section (Con pasión) that develops the 
previously heard 3-note groupings as long-short or short-long patterns. In the middle of 
this “scherzo,” the music heard at the beginning becomes the trio section of a traditional 
scherzo.
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The traditional sonata slow movement is represented by the section marked “Adagio,” 
which in turn brings back and further develops the musical ideas exposed in the first  
section. It even suggests the notion of a recapitulation, but in this case as another  
variation of the first section. As in the first sonata, this one closes with a toccata-like  
section that displays the virtuosic capabilities of both instruments.

During the winter of 2015-16, I composed Tres montunos para cello y piano preparado 
(Three Montunos for Cello and Prepared Piano) for John Haines-Eitzen and Matthew  
Bengtson as the culminating work on this recording. It is my most recent composition  
for this combination of instruments and, as in my earliest work on this CD, it draws in-
spiration from Afro-Caribbean popular music. In Tres Montunos the timbre of the piano is 
transformed by inserting screws between some of the strings, creating an ethereal sound 
that transforms not only the timbre of the instrument but the actual nature of the duo.  
The familiar rhythms and angular melodies that evoke salsa music evolve into a new 
idiom, a new sound.

The first Montuno starts with salsa like figures in the cello and the prepared section of the 
piano; this idea eventually leads to two sections of repeated phrases, first on the piano  
and then on the cello, while the other instrument plays melodic fragments. This formal 
aspect of having patterns that repeat while other players improvise is typical of what is 
termed the montuno section in a salsa piece. The second Montuno explores the combina-
tion of the prepared piano and other extended techniques (playing ‘inside” the piano)  
with cello harmonics. The work closes with a fast movement built on the Afro-Caribbean  
clave rhythm. —RobeRto SieRRa l to r: Roberto Sierra, John Haines-Eitzen, Matthew Bengtson
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The Composer
The works of Roberto Sierra have been  
part of the repertoire of many of the lead-
ing orchestras, ensembles and festivals 
in the USA and Europe. At the inaugural 
concert of the 2002 world-renowned 
Proms in London, his work Fandangos was 
performed by the BBC Symphony Orches-
tra in a concert that was broadcast by BBC 
Radio and Television throughout the UK 
and Europe. Many of the major American 
and European orchestras and international 
ensembles have commissioned and  
performed his works.

Commissioned works include: Concerto for 
Orchestra for the centennial celebrations of 
the Philadelphia Orchestra, commissioned 
by the Koussevitzky Music Foundation and 
the Philadelphia Orchestra; Concerto for 
Saxophones and Orchestra commissioned 
by the Detroit Symphony Orchestra for 
James Carter; Fandangos and Missa Latina 
commissioned by the National Symphony 
Orchestra of Washington DC; Sinfonia 
No. 3 “La Salsa”, commissioned by the 
Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra; Danzas 
Concertantes for guitar and orchestra 

commissioned by the Orquesta de Castilla 
y León; Bongo+ commissioned for the 
Juilliard School in celebration of its 100th 
anniversary.

Roberto Sierra has served as Composer-in-
Residence with the Milwaukee Symphony 
Orchestra, The Philadelphia Orchestra, 
The Puerto Rico Symphony Orchestra, and 
New Mexico Symphony. In 2010 he was 
elected to the prestigious American Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences. In 2003 he was 
awarded the Academy Award in Music by 
the American Academy of Arts and Letters.
Roberto Sierra was born in 1953 in Vega 
Baja, Puerto Rico, and studied composition 
both in Puerto Rico and Europe, where one 
his teachers was György Ligeti at the Hoch-
schule für Musik in Hamburg, Germany. 
The works of Roberto Sierra are published 
principally by Subito Music Publishing 
(ASCAP). For more information visit  
www.robertosierra.com.

The Performers
Cellist John Haines-Eitzen has performed 
in major concert halls throughout Europe, 

Asia, North America, and South America. 
He was a member of the Philadelphia Or-
chestra from 1995 until 2005 and has also 
performed in the New York Philharmonic, 
the Columbus Symphony, and the North 
Carolina Symphony. His solo and chamber 
music appearances have taken him to 
cities in Japan, China, Brazil, and Italy, as 
well as the Casals Festival in Puerto Rico, 
the Sarasota Music Festival in Florida, and 
numerous concert series throughout the 
United States.

In addition to performing chamber music 
regularly with his colleagues at Cornell 
University where he is a Senior Lecturer 
and Artist-in-Residence, Mr. Haines-Eitzen 
has collaborated with renowned artists 
including pianists Yefim Bronfman, Jean-
Yves Thibaudet, and Wolfgang Sawallisch, 
mezzo-soprano Frederica von Städe, violist 
Roberto Diaz, the Casals String Quartet, 
and principal musicians of the Philadelphia 
Orchestra, the Berlin Philharmonic, the 
Chicago Symphony, and the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic. He has appeared as a guest 
artist at the Kimmel Center in Philadelphia 
as part of the Philadelphia Orchestra’s 
Chamber Music Series and at Carnegie’s 

Weill Recital Hall with The Vandermark 
Ensemble, of which he served as Artistic 
Director from 2003-2008. His chamber 
music performances have been featured on 
National Public Radio stations throughout 
the United States.

Haines-Eitzen is a graduate of Indiana 
University where he was a student of 
Janos Starker. In reviews, his playing has 
been described as “romantically yearning” 
(Columbus Dispatch), “forceful and emo-
tional” (Greensboro News and Record), 
and “with technical mastery and perceptive 
maturity” (Trent, Italy, Arts Review). He 
developed a deep affinity for the music of 
Roberto Sierra during Sierra’s residency 
with the Philadelphia Orchestra. Later, after 
he joined Sierra on the faculty of Cornell 
University’s Department of Music, the two 
became friends and collaborators. This re-
cording by the “Sierra Duo” (Haines-Eitzen 
and pianist Matthew Bengtson) represents 
the culmination of years of study and live 
performance of Sierra’s passionate and 
virtuosic music for cello and piano. 
In addition to his special relationship with 
Roberto Sierra and his music, Haines-
Eitzen has collaborated with and premiered 
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works by Julia Wolfe, James Matheson, 
Victor Davies, Steven Stucky, Zachary 
Wadsworth, Spencer Topel, Stuart Duncan, 
Diego Vega, Kay Rhie, Xi Wang, Norbert 
Palej, Chris Gendal, Steven Gorbos, and 
numerous other award-winning compos-
ers. As a member of the Philadelphia 
Orchestra, he has recorded CDs for Sony 
Classical, EMI, Deutsche Grammophon, 
and London Decca. His solo discography 
includes a two CD set of the complete Six 
Suites for Solo Cello by J.S. Bach (Aramus 
Records, 2011).

Critically acclaimed as a “musician’s 
pianist,” Matthew Bengtson is an advocate 
of both new and rarely-performed music. 
He offers a diverse repertoire ranging from 
Byrd to Ligeti and numerous contemporary 
composers. He has performed widely as a 
La Gesse Fellow in France, Germany, Italy 
and Hungary, and in solo recitals at Carn-
egie Hall’s Weill Recital Hall. He has per-
formed with numerous orchestras in the 
American Northeast, and also performed 
with violinist Joshua Bell on NPR’s “Per-
formance Today” and XM Satellite Radio’s 
“Classical Confidential.” His recordings can 
be heard on the Romeo, Arabesque, Griffin 

Renaissance, Navona, Musica Omnia, and 
Albany record labels.

Mr. Bengtson is one of the leading inter-
preters of the music of Alexander Scriabin. 
On his recordings of the complete piano 
sonatas, the American Record Guide 
writes: “Big-boned pianism, rich tonal 
colors, and dazzling technique are on 
display here. Has Scriabin ever been played 
better?” Fanfare magazine calls him “a Scri-
abinist for the 21st century ... upon whom 
future generations can rely for definitive 
interpretations.” He marked the 100th 
anniversary of the composer’s death with 
numerous all-Scriabin recitals, including 
performances of the complete Sonatas in 
Philadelphia and Chicago and a multi-
sensory festival “Scriabin in the Himalayas” 
in Ladakh, India.

An avid collaborator, Mr. Bengtson has 
been a member of Trio Camille and 
fortepianist with the Aurelio Ensemble, 
which performs Classical chamber music 
on period instruments. He just released 
a 3-CD recording of Karol Szymanowski’s 
solo piano and violin/piano music with vio-
linist Blanka Bednarz. This CD is the debut 

of the “Sierra Duo” with John Haines-
Eitzen, specializing in the duo repertoire of 
Roberto Sierra, as well as Arthur Foote, and 
many classics of the literature.

Highly regarded as an educator and as a 
thoughtful writer on music, Mr. Bengtson 
is co-author of the recent Alexander Scri-
abin Companion, for Rowman and Little-
field Press. He was awarded the Stefan and 
Wanda Wilk Prize for Research in Polish 
Music for his paper the “Szymanowski 
Clash”: Methods of Harmonic Analysis in 
the Szymanowski Mazurkas. His articles 
can be found in the New Beethoven Forum 
and the Journal of the Scriabin Society of 
America. He has taught at Carnegie Mellon 
University’s School of Music and been a 
staff pianist at the Curtis Institute. He is 
currently Assistant Professor of Piano Liter-
ature at the University of Michigan School 
of Music, Theatre and Dance, where he 
teaches piano, fortepiano, and seminars 
on piano repertoire and culture. Besides 
his musical attainments, Mr. Bengtson was 
educated at Harvard University with a fo-
cus in mathematics and computer science. 
He is a competitive golfer, a Go enthusiast, 
and a chess FIDE master (FM).
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  Suite de Canciones y Danzas for Violoncello & Piano

 1 Preludio [2:30]

 2 Canción Triste [3:13]

 3 Danza Rápida [2:05]

 4 Canción de Amor [3:56]

 5 Danza Final [2:21]

 

 6 Sonata No. 2 (Elegiaca) for Violoncello & Piano [14:30]

 7 Salsa on the C String for Violoncello & Piano [1:47]

  Sonata for Violoncello & Piano 

 8 Con pasión [3:45]

 9 Inquieto [3:01]

 10 Veloz [3:26]

  Tres Montunos for Violoncello & Prepared Piano

 11 Moderado [5:02]

 12 Sonoro [5:14]

 13 Rápido [3:17]

  John Haines-Eitzen, cello | Matthew Bengtson, piano

  

  Total Time = 54:15
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