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An interview with Saxophonist, Composer, Arranger, 
Yosvany Terry Cabrera 
by Tomas Peña

 

 

TP: Congratulations on 
Metamorphosis, your debut recording 
as a leader. The title refers to your 
ongoing journey as a musician . . . 
 
YT: Yes. The title represents the 
transformation I experienced when I 
moved to New York (from Cuba). It also 
refers to the vast amount of information 
that suddenly became available to me 
from so many cultures. New York is such 
a special city and there are so many 
things happening. I wanted (the title) to 
capture the spirit and the moment.

TP.: Did you compose all of the 
material?

YT: Yes, all but one tune. The Crying was 
composed by my brother, Yunior. The 
interesting thing is that I recorded an 
album that most people (in the states) 
don’t know about. It was recorded in 
Spain on a small record label . . .

TP.: You wouldn’t be referring to 
Columna B, would you?

YT: Yes, En Clave! All the tunes were 
composed by members of the band. It’s 
not like I started composing when I 
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moved here. I was already composing 
when I was in school (in Cuba). At that 
time there was a whole new generation of 
musicians, many of whom are now living 
in different countries. We were part of 
that moment that was happening in Cuba. 
The music I am composing and 
performing now is an extension of that. 
The difference between now and then, is 
the exposure to other cultures.

TP.: While we are on the subject of 
Columna B, is there any possibility 
that the band might reunite someday?

YT: Right now we don’t have any 
intentions of doing that. What I mean is, 
we are not thinking about it, but that 
does not mean it can’t happen.

TP.: Some time ago I witnessed a 
Columna B reunion, of sorts. The 
event took place at (New York’s City) 
Babalu. It was the closing party for the Havana Film Festival. You performed 
with (pianist) Roberto Carcasses and (drummer) Dafnis Prieto. The missing link 
was the original bass player, but John Benitez filled in beautifully. Maraca Valle 
and his band also performed that evening.

YT: Yes, John Benitez played the gig.

TP: You started out playing the violin (at a very early age), then switched to the 
saxophone. Why the switch?

YT: I started out playing the violin when I was five years old, but two years later when I 
went to audition for the music school, I was already passed the age requirement and 
because of the strict age requirements in the educational system, they would not allow me 
to attend. My father urged me not to get frustrated and suggested that I switch to 
another instrument. At the time there was an ad on TV that had an influence on me. It 
featured the saxophone player from Irakere. This is what fascinated me to play music 
genres, other than "classical".

TP.: Much like your father, Don Pancho Terry, you are a master Chekere player. 
Was your father your main influence?

YT: My father recently celebrated fifty years in the music business. He also plays the 
violin. Yes, definitely, my father is my main influence.

TP: Metamorphosis is a retrospective of the people, places, events and things 
that you have encountered from the beginning of your career to the present day. 
Could you recount some of the more significant people, places or events that 
brought you to where you are today?

YT: There are quite a few. One of those special moments was when I moved to Havana 
from Camaguay. There, I was exposed to people from all over the country, which was well 
because I started getting together with other talented musicians in school and formed a 
band. Another great thing that happened to me was getting together with the guys from 
Columna B. It was great because it was an opportunity to experiment. We were four 
different characters and each one of us brought something interesting to the table. It 
helped us grow as musician’s. We experimented with a lot of different concepts.



The other thing that happened to me was when I started working with Silvio Rodriguez. I 
toured with him when I was 22 years old. It opened my eyes to the music of Latin 
America. I played with Silvio for about a year and half. Then I started playing with 
(pianist) Carlos Masa and I was exposed to Europe. It was an incredible opportunity to 
experience the European festivals, etc.

TP: Let’s go through Metamorphosis, track by track. The Okonkolo provides a 
stable rhythmic pattern that allows the parent drums (the Iya and Itotele) to 
“converse.” You use the rhythmic patterns of the Okonkolo as the foundation for 
“Okonkolo Concertante.” Is this part of a concerto?

YT: The idea was to write a concerto featuring the Okonkolo, the smallest of the three 
bata drums.

TP: “El Burlón (the Joker)” speaks to the idea of maintaining a sense of humor in 
one’s art. In your liner notes, you mention that the rhythmic-harmonic motif 
reminds you of a buffoon. How so?

YT: Yes, by the pattern that I wrote for the piano. It was the first motif I conceived. It 
doesn’t stay with the same character all the time.

TP: On “Journey of Awareness,” you are joined by percussionist/vocalist Pedro 
Martinez. The piece is dedicated to the West African deity Obatala. It speaks to 
discovering new harmonic sounds and concepts. What is your method for 
discovering new sounds and concepts?

YT: My creative process comes from my research and the processes that most musicians 
go through. If you wake up every day and you only play standards from the Great 
American Song Book you will get better, but you have to experiment and try different 
things, hear different music, research different cultures. Because of my African heritage, I 
have always been attracted to the richness of the African legacy. In Cuba there are things 
that have been kept that no longer exist in Africa. That is something that inspires me and 
makes me want to learn more.

TP: “The Crying” (composed by your brother, Yunior Terry) has a cinematic, 
melancholy quality. What was Yunior alluding to when he composed this tune?

YT: Yunior wrote that at a time when it was said that all communication between Cuba 
and the U.S. was going to be terminated. He wrote it thinking that he might never speak 
to his (our) parents again. That’s why it has a . . . I don’t know the word, a . . .

TP: Melancholy?

YT: Yes, a melancholy sound.

TP: “Subversive” is all about New York City. The vibe, the diversity. Why did you 
choose the word, subversive?

YT: New York has a subversive attitude. There is so much happening in the underground 
that never pops up. However, if you live here you learn about all the great, creative things 
that are happening that are not part of the mainstream. To me that is the most important 
part of New York. I am speaking about the kind of creative things that inspire musicians 
like me . . .

TP: Tell me about “Transito” and how you envisioned (musically) a traffic jam.

YT: Yes, it is about a traffic jam in Havana. But it could also be about a traffic jam in New 
York. New York and Havana have a lot in common. There is always something happening.



TP: “Rampa Abajo” La Rampa is the name of the street that leads to El Malecon 
in Havana. Did composing this tune bring back any special memories from your 
childhood?

YT: I composed the tune in Cuba and never used it. It wasn't until the day before I 
recorded Metamorphosis that I decided to use it. Rampa Abajo is another tune that speaks 
about the vibe in New York and Havana, although not in the same way as Transito.

TP: You and musicians such as Miguel Zenon, Luis Perdomo and Dafnis Prieto 
represent a new generation of Latin American artists whose vibrant, 
contemporary sounds are shaking things up. How do you describe your music?

YT: In my case, I don’t do things consciously, thinking I want to change something. 
Nobody does that consciously. I don’t think Thelonious Monk was doing what he did 
consciously. I wake up everyday trying to learn more about the tradition in order to grow 
as a musician. I wake up in the morning saying, I want to learn more about Coleman 
Hawkins, Sonny Rollins, Irakere, Miguelito Cuni. I believe that is the same thing Luis and 
Dafnis are doing. We still marvel over old recordings and play them for one another. At 
the same time I stay in tune with what is happening now. There are musicians all over the 
world - Cuba, Brazil, Asia, South America -that are doing interesting things.

TP: But when you do something in New York it seems to have more of an impact.

YT: New York is a different country!

TP: In my opinion, there are two cities that qualify as different countries: New 
York and New Orleans . . .

YT: I had the same feeling the first time I went to New Orleans. I saw the commonality 
between Cuba, New Orleans and the old culture.

TP.: When will Metamorphosis be released?

YT.: Tentatively, March 10th (2006).

TP: And what is the name of the record label?

YT: It is on the Kindred Rhythm label (in the U.S.)

TP: And the CD release party will be at the Jazz Gallery?

YT: Yes.

TP.: I couldn’t think of a more appropriate venue. The Jazz Gallery is where you 
got your start . . . 

YT: That was back in 2000 or 2001. I spoke to (founder) Dale Fitzgerald about performing 
with my band and the timing was right. I performed with my band every Thursday and 
invited guests such as trumpet players Brian Lynch and Roy Hargrove and others. About 
four or five months into the series I suggested that we bring in other bands and start a 
series. That evolved into the Jazz Cubano series. That’s when artists such as (drummer) 
Dafnis Prieto and (bass player) John Benitez began forming their own groups. At the time, 
not too many people were familiar with the Jazz Gallery.

TP: I remember it well. What’s up next for Yosvany Terry?

YT: Well, I am planning a tour to promote the album. We are planning to play in Vermont 
and on the West Coast. We will be doing some different things.



TP: What, or who were you listening to, just prior to coming here this evening?

YT: Earlier today I was listening to Miles with Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock and Ron 
Carter. But it varies from day to day. Yesterday I was listening to Coleman Hawkins and 
Los Munequitos de Matanzas. My brother and I also listen to the popular groups in Cuba 
like Los Van Van and Irakere. My brother was recently in West Africa and he brought back 
a whole lot of music.

TP: Yosvany, it has been a pleasure speaking with you. On behalf of Latin Jazz 
Network, good luck with your new recording. See you at the CD Release party!

For additional information on Yosvany Terry visit: www.yosvanyterry.com

For information on The Jazz Gallery visit: www.jazzgallery.org

For Management & Booking visit: www.lucumiyque.com

Tomas Peña - Co-Editor 
Latin Jazz Network 
March 2006 
 
 

YOSVANY TERRY CABRERA 
METAMORPHOSIS 
2006 Kindred Rhythm Records 
 
YOSVANY TERRY - Saxes & Chekere 
JEFF"TAIN" WATTS - Drums 
YUNIOR TERRY - Bass 
AVISHAI COHEN - Trumpet 
LUIS PERDOMO - Piano 
 
 
 
 
 

 Tracks: (click on titles to listen)
 
1. Okónkolo Concertante 5. The Crying 

2. El Burlón (The Joker) 6. Subversive

3. Journey of Awareness 7. Transito a Full (Traffic)

4. This is it 8. Rampa Abajo 
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