
My mother was born in a very 
small rural village called Nutibara 
in Colombia, about six hours 

from Medellin. Her father was 
murdered at the beginning of the 
Colombian civil war known as La 
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The story of 
the record by 
Bryan Senti
Family 
I’m a first generation Cuban and 
Colombian American. My father 
was from Havana, from a long 
line of Protestant ministers. His 
father was also from Cuba, and 
his mother was from Puebla, 
Mexico. The entire family was 
quite musical, and a big part 
of their lives was performing 
regularly at the church. When 
Fidel Castro took over the 
country, half the family aligned 
with the communists and the other 
half, including my father, decided 
to apply for visas to enter the U.S. 

While my father was alive, he 
spoke often of his longing for 
Cuba, as many Cuban Americans 
of his generation did and still do. 
I remember how proud he was 
to take me to see a Buena Vista 
Social Club concert in the late 
’90s. I was just a kid and that 
concert made a huge impression 
on me. He also had a deep love 
for Mexico since he identified as 
being half Mexican. Whenever 
we were serenaded by mariachis 
he would always sing along from 
memory; he was a great singer. To 
this day I still have a lot of family 
in Cuba, although our stories 
are disconnected because of the 
embargo, and I’ve only been once 
in 2010. I also have cousins in 
Mexico. 
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Violencia, and her mother died 
shortly after from Tuberculosis. 
My mom was eight years old, and 
her sister was 12 at the time that 
they were orphaned. As a result, 
my mom and her older sister 
spent the rest of their childhood 
jumping from foster home to 
orphanage, mostly separated. 
My mom would eventually end 
up in Medellin where she would 
finish her high school years and 
continue to live in her 20s. When 
my aunt married and relocated 
to the states, she arranged a 
work visa for my mom to come 
join her. Together they would 
all live in a small apartment in 
Hackensack, New Jersey until 
eventually my mother went out 
on her own. My mother, not 
surprisingly, always had a deep 
resentment of Colombia and she 
actively tried to block out her 
difficult childhood. That said, she 
always loved the folk music of 
the region as well as Argentine 
tangos, which were popular in 
Medellin during her childhood. 

Many first-generation Latin 
American kids have similar 
family stories. And I think for 
most of us, particularly of my 
generation, it’s been hard for us 
to navigate this love/hate of the 
family story. My parents, in the 
same conversation, would talk 
about how terrible Latin America 
is and then proceed to tell me 
I wasn’t Latin American. They 
didn’t teach me Spanish as a 
child (I would learn as an adult), 
which was common at the time 
for immigrants who would rather 
assimilate. As a result, it was 
difficult to communicate with 
them, and our family story was 
difficult to understand.

Today, of course, is very different 
than the ’80s and ’90s. Whole 
new conversations on identity and 

culture have come to the forefront 
in the last decade as the dream of 
American assimilation has been 
replaced with the celebration of 
cultural plurality. 

Pandemic: an 
opportunity 
With the whole world enduring an 
existential crisis (and film, tv and 
music completely shut down), 
there was of course a lot of time 
to think about what it meant to be 
an artist. But when I attempted to 
recalibrate what I wanted to talk 
about musically it always took 
me back to the conversation of 
identity, which in turn brought 
me back to my family’s story. In 
2020 I turned 38 and had my first 
child: my daughter, Nica. When 
I thought about the stories that I 
wanted to impart to her, the things 
I wanted her to learn from me, 
I thought back on what things I 
had learned as a child, or wished I 
had learned. What I wished I had 
learned was an ability to cherish 
both a Hispanic and American 
identity equally. 

But how could I discuss this 
musically? 

By this point, I had already 
worked for many years as a 
musician. I had worked in 
film, TV and advertising, I had 
worked on pop music, and had 
collaborated with a bunch of 
established artists. I think part 
of the reason why “classical” 
music was missing from my 
resume, despite having gone 
to undergraduate and graduate 
school in composition, is that I 
couldn’t quite figure out a way to 
bridge these two worlds. One was 
very European and often elitist (I 
went to Yale and knew this), and 
the other was humbler

 and egalitarian. Then there was 
the struggle with my childhood 
instrument, the violin.

Back in 2015 I had the 
good fortune to meet Dustin 
O’Halloran who since then 
has asked me to collaborate a 
bunch on projects ranging from 
TV shows to records. Most of 
the time playing violin was my 
secret weapon, but I hadn’t really 
given the instrument too much 
thought for a long time. I had 
played it seriously as a kid, going 
to Manhattan School Prep and 
studying with the pedagogue 
Patinca Kopec, but when I took 
up composing in college, I didn’t 
continue practicing it seriously.

In the middle of the pandemic, 
Dustin asked me to perform a 
solo I had written over his Op. 55 
for his record Siflur on Deutsche 
Grammaphon, and it inspired me 
to take up lessons again to re-visit 
the instrument. Working through 
Bach sonatas while the world 
felt like it was quickly falling 
apart gave me an unusual peace. 
During those months, I slowly 
began to form a new relationship 
with the instrument, one that 
wasn’t mired in memories of 
juries and recitals, an adult 
relationship.

So, when it came time to think 
about composing an artistic 
work, a new record, one that 
would discuss this celebrating 
a Hispanic American identity, I 
knew it had to involve the violin. 
Little did I realize, revisiting the 
instrument would mean tearing 
down everything I understood 
about it. 

Style
Much of the music I knew of 
that tried to pair Latin American 
folk music with western music 
felt like pastiche or parody. I 
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would grimace at the thought of 
“America” by Leonard Bernstein, 
although those lyrics did ring 
true for my parents. But also, 
why were so many of the people 
attempting this unanimity of 
styles Europeans or Americans, 
with no connection to this part 
of the world? And then when it 
was a Hispanic American creating 
classical music, much of what I 
heard sadly felt as if it wanted to 
pander to European and American 
tastes, prizing the western 
influences over the folk and 
indigenous ones. I sympathized 
greatly with that though; it’s what 
my parents had taught me, too, 
not to mention my professors…

But it’s also not easy to blend 
things in general, and I knew I 
didn’t want to create a fusion or 
jazz record. I wanted to create 

music that felt like the influences 
were seamlessly woven together, 
the colors carefully mixed. In a 
way, an ideal version of my story, 
which of course wasn’t ideal, 
none are. Or perhaps it was more 
of a musical corridor, connecting 
my world to that of my parents 
and ancestors. A making up for 
the disconnection I had felt as a 
child. I settled on that.

Much of what is saliently 
characteristic of folk and 
indigenous music is incapsulated 
in the way it’s played. The 
translucent-ness of the sound, 
the humble sincerity of its 
character, is something that lies 
in stark contrast to the full-bodied 
technique requisite of romantic 
violin playing, the predominant 
style of playing today. So, I 
began to experiment. I tried out 

playing softer than flautando, 
different articulations and right-
hand techniques, a variety of 
styles pizzicato, knocking on the 
instrument, multiphonics, much 
of which you could probably find 
in a Helmut Lachenmann score 
but here were instead used for the 
purposes of evoking a folk and 
indigenous atmosphere. 

Then too I played with rhythm, 
researching rhythms from Cuba, 
Mexico, Argentina, Peru and 
Colombia among others, trying to 
peel back the mysteries of these 
rhythmic pockets where nothing 
was ever really written down 
and notes slide forward and back 
based on feel. There’s also the 
practice of improvisation which 
classical music is less friendly 
towards. This rhythmic and 
melodic freedom is what would 
give the music a more natural and 
fluid feel.

And then there’s a sense of 
spirituality that I wanted to 
imbue in the music. I grew up 
in the church, and as a classical 
musician I had already studied 
western spiritual music from Arvo 
Pärt to Bach and chant. But I 
wanted to capture the spirituality 
and mysticism of the folk and 
indigenous music from my 
family’s homelands. That kind of 
music was more concerned with 
nature and mysticism, and much 
humbler than the exalted music 
from Europe. 

Before I had Nica, I was invited 
to take part in an ayahuasca 
ceremony by my Peruvian co-
producer, Justin Moshkevich. 
It comforted me to know that 
these plants had come from a 
place not too far from where my 
mother was born. The word itself, 
ayahuasca, is a Hispanicization 
of the word Iowaska from 

album artwork
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Quechuan, a language my 
ancestors would have spoken. 
The shamanistic ceremony 
evoked a humble mysticism and 
was a powerful setting to intimate 
existential questions. I spent 
much of the experience thinking 
about my wife, reminiscing of 
my father who had passed a 
couple years before, and of course 
pondering what it would mean to 
continue the cycle of life with a 
child. One can feel like they’re 
connecting the natural world with 
a transcendental one, and that’s a 
feeling I wanted to suffuse in the 
music. 

Recording 
as a way of 
composing
As I started to compose the 
music, it dawned on me that I 
wouldn’t be able to score things 
out as I had grown accustomed 
to. I’ve always felt at ease with 
a score, often composing or 
arranging pieces for orchestra 
straight to tablature. But starting 
in score with this kind of music 
would make it difficult to capture 
the essence and improvisational 
spirit of folk playing. 

So, I started by recording myself. 
Which meant that each piece 
was created one line at a time. 
It certainly made composing 
slow, but it also stopped me 
from composing in a more staid, 
short-score style where one 
fills up harmonic information 
quickly (largely because you’re 
using a keyboard to input notes). 
Instead, every note performed 
had to be much more deliberate 
as it immediately affected 
whatever was to come next, 
or on top for that matter. Once 

I got accustomed to this style 
of composition, I really felt it 
benefitted the music as a whole 
and added a painterly feel to the 
compositions. 

This also ended up meaning that 
I would become the principal 
performer on the record. I had 
originally thought that I’d be 
able to record with an ensemble, 
but the pandemic seriously 
complicated that prospect and the 
style of playing was so particular 
that I eventually gave up on the 
idea.

But I had recorded all of it in 
48k at my home studio and 
many of the performances I 
didn’t consider final. I was just 
composing, after all. So, after 
discussing the situation with my 
co-producer, we decided that the 
only way forward was to re-
record all of it properly at Igloo 
and at 96k. So that’s what we 
did over the course of an entire 
month. I flew in my cellist Noah 
Hoffeld the second he had his 

second vaccine shot and brought 
in LA-based Todd Dalhoff and 
Eric Schetzen on bass. 

Mixing as  
an art
I wanted my friend Francesco 
Donadello to mix the record at 
Vox Ton in Berlin but, the world 
still being in the middle of the 
pandemic, I had no idea what that 
would look like. Thankfully while 
recording the ban on Americans 
travelling to Europe had been 
lifted. So, with some quick and 
careful planning, my wife April, 
Nica and I, as well as April’s 
parents, flew to Germany to begin 
the mixing process.

It would be fair to say that 
Francesco was besieged by the 
number of tracks, all large files at 
96k, but the fact that everything 
was recorded individually 
(outside of 20 seconds of an 
orchestra from Prague on 
the track “Via”) opened new 
possibilities. The premixes that 
Justin and I did recreate the 
atmosphere of a proper classical 
chamber recording—not in-
and-of-itself a bad thing, but 
Francesco wanted to take things 
a step further. Or perhaps he 
wanted to rebuild things from 
the ground up, leaving no stone 
unturned. 

We poured over the original 
references for the recordings as 
well as other recent string records 
to glean insights. It’s incredible 
the difference in space and 
texture that can be heard moving 
from Chilean singer/songwriter 
Victor Jara to Buena Vista Social 
Club, or from Harold Budd to 
Burial. We ultimately endeavored 
to construct a complete unique 
sound space that borrowed from 
all our inspirations, blending it 
with touches of modernism and 
Francesco’s bespoke style of 
mixing. He re-amped sections 
in a nearby church, sent tracks 
through tape, and then analog 
summed everything through his 
1972 G-series Cadac console. 
Everything was treated with the 
utmost care. The result was that 
the mixes now embodied the 
seamless weaving of influences 
just as the compositions had done. 
Finally, it was then mastered by 
Bo Kondren at Calyx.


