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Following three albums full of well-trod classical repertoire for cello and piano, Cheng²

Duo’s Portrait (2023, Centrediscs) is a refreshing collection of commissions and world

premiere recordings that boldly embodies the sounds and symbolic coming together of

multiple heritages. The commissioned composers – Dinuk Wijeratne, Vincent Ho, Alexina

Louie, and Paul Wiancko – offer works that draw inspiration from their diverse Asian

ancestry, as well as their training in Western classical composition. Throughout the album,

siblings Bryan and Silvie Cheng persuasively portray Eastern instruments, sonic gestures,

and musical imagery on their instruments, which are strongly rooted in Western European

music traditions.

Dinuk Wijeratne based his Portrait of an Imaginary Sibling on the Scherzo from Beethoven’s

Cello Sonata No. 3; the whole piece unfolds in a Beethovenian manner, with the entire

fabric of the composition tied up in its fundamental motifs. Wijeratne recasts the offbeat

rhythm and ornamented melody of the Scherzo in a quick, dancelike groove, and Cheng²

Duo presents the work with great authority, driving toward a dramatic conclusion.

Unfortunately, the slow introduction is given a similar sense of forward feeling, losing the

necessary contrast between sections and the suggestive mysticism that could have been

achieved with a more improvisatory approach. Nevertheless, the duo’s bold sound and

unapologetically intense musical gestures create a compelling interpretation.

According to Paul Wiancko, Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano, “Shifting Baselines” is his

“love letter to the cello.” The work is a loose reflection on tonal elements from Beethoven’s

Cello Sonata No. 4 and is dominated by obsessive motivic repetition and an exploration of

the piano’s sonorities. Though demanding in execution and satisfying in terms of ensemble

playing, some of the piece’s points of arrival feel unearned, such as the end of the final

movement when the opening material returns unaltered. The high-stakes energy in

Cheng²’s performance gives the sonata a much-needed urgency, justifying the length of the

work and its disparate sections.

Horizon Images by Vincent Ho presents three distinctive musical vignettes inspired by

prairie scenes, combining the imitative sounds of nature with expansive sonorities that

evoke a feeling of openness. The preludial “Prairie Song” uses simple harmonies and

compact melodic ideas to depict bird calls and nature sounds in a serene landscape. In

contrast, the emotional weight of “Soleil différé” brings out a different side of Cheng²’s

timbral palette; here, the duo’s unflagging strength finally gives way to a certain

whispiness that captures the fragility within Ho’s writing. The piece concludes with an

unusually brutal depiction of a windstorm, with tight, biting piano clusters setting the

backdrop for erratic cello glissandi.

Alexina Louie’s Pond Mirrors Bright Sky and Wild Horse Running have both been in the

repertoire of Cheng² Duo for a decade now, and their familiarity with these pieces is

evident in this recording. The seamless trading of cascading figures between cello and

piano in Pond Mirrors Bright Sky mimics the sensation of seeing a reflection in the water

and briefly questioning which image is real. As a contrast, Wild Horse Running showcases

the duo’s gestural playing, with short motifs embodying the characteristic strength and

vigor of the Chinese zodiac horse, which serves as the basis for the piece.
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Rounding out the album are two folk song arrangements by the duo, which, at first, seem a

bit out of place next to the other contemporary works. Yet at the same time, the inclusion

of “Er Quan Ying Ye” and “Racing Horses” helps to more fully realize the siblings’ mission to

explore Asian heritage in relation to Western classical music. Bryan Cheng demonstrates

an impressive depth of musical maturity, using his cello to emulate sounds of the

traditional Chinese erhu and, in doing so, shows how two distinct cultural traditions can

exist harmoniously in a single instrument – and, symbolically, how they can also exist in a

single person.

Portrait is a clear and satisfying response to the recent call to diversify the chamber

music repertoire, and it does so without sacrificing quality for the sake of novelty.

Additionally, the theme of Asian identity in classical music gives an added layer of personal

meaning and impetus for the Chengs and the commissioned composers. If other young,

accomplished ensembles were to ask themselves, “What is the most important thing we

could contribute to the world of classical music in our present time?” I am almost certain

they would reach a similar conclusion as Bryan and Silvie Cheng – new works performed

with unmistakable excellence and conviction.
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Forrest (he/him) is a near-nomadic musician and writer who is curious about modern taste and
aesthetics. He is currently an AmeriCorps volunteer in Denver.
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1. Dinuk Wijeratne: Portrait of an Imaginary Sibling 10:40

2. Vincent Ho: Horizon Images, I. Prairie Song 03:20

3. Vincent Ho: Horizon Images, II. Soleil différé 05:34

4. Vincent Ho: Horizon Images, III. Windstorm 03:18

5. Hua Yanjun (arr. Cheng² Duo): Moon's Reflection upon a Spring (⼆泉映⽉ / Er Quan Ying… 00:00 / 07:37

6. Alexina Louie: Pond Mirrors Bright Sky 05:55

7. Alexina Louie: Wild Horse Running 04:39

8. Paul Wiancko: Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano "Shifting Baselines", I. Steady stroll — Flowing 06:40

9. Paul Wiancko: Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano "Shifting Baselines", II. Free – Angular – Calm – Driving 07:18

10. Paul Wiancko: Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano "Shifting Baselines", III. Glacial – Moto – Unwavering, … 09:06
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and Western Classical Music
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