
 
 

 
 
Music review: Trio of weekend concerts highlight Latin-
American music and celebrate the viola 
 
By Clarke Bustard  October 17, 2016 
 

Introducing Silvestre Revueltas’ tone poem “Alancias,” Steven Smith, the Richmond Symphony’s 
music director, likened listening to the piece to experiencing the sensory saturation of sights, 
sounds and colors in a giant open-air market. 

That’s as apt an analogy as any for a two-part immersion in Latin American music over a time 
span of five centuries, presented Sunday in an afternoon concert by the symphony at Randolph-
Macon College in Ashland and an evening performance by the Sphinx Virtuosi string orchestra 
and Catalyst String Quartet at the University of Richmond’s Modlin Arts Center. 

The two programs, coincidentally timed but highly complementary, sampled many of the big 
names of Latin American composition — Mexico’s Revueltas, Brazil’s Heitor Villa-Lobos, 
Argentina’s Alberto Ginastera, Astor Piazzolla and Osvaldo Golijov — as well as several lesser-
knowns and U.S. composers, Aaron Copland and Gabriela Lena Frank, drawing from the Latino 
musical well. 

Daisuke Yamamoto, the symphony’s concertmaster, made a virtuosic party piece of Piazzolla’s 
“Four Seasons of Buenos Aires,” a cyclical sinfonia concertante loosely modeled on Vivaldi’s 
“Four Seasons” — in the 1999 revision played here, liberally quoting the Vivaldi and Pachelbel’s 
Canon. With Yamamoto and cellist Neal Cary in solo and duo roles, Piazzolla’s “nuevo tango” 
style, incorporating jazz and neoclassicism à la Stravinsky, came across with high energy but 
also with a wryly urbane gloss. 

The Catalyst’s members led string sections of the Sphinx Virtuosi, present and former 
participants in programs of the Sphinx Organization, which provides access for minorities to 
classical music and other art forms. UR’s president, Ronald A. Crutcher, serves on the Sphinx 
National Advisory Board. 

The 18-member ensemble, producing an extraordinarily robust collective tone, played 
orchestrations of two of Piazzolla’s greatest hits, “Libertango” and “La muerte del Angel;” but 



the showstopper of this concert was Ginastera’s Concerto for strings, Op. 33, an alternately 
rarified and scorching reworking of the composer’s String Quartet No. 2, played with poleaxing 
edge and energy. 

Between those poles of expression and accessibility, the two programs ranged far and wide — 
from a suite of 16th-century Iberian-American songs arranged by Smith for string orchestra and 
“Primera Suite Argentina” by Alberto Williams (imagine Grieg’s “Holberg” Suite with a Latin 
accent) to Frank’s “Elegia Andina,” evoking Amerindian music of the Peruvian Andes; Javier 
Alvarez’s “Metro Chabacano,” a sound picture of a busy transit station in Mexico City; and 
Golijov’s “Last Round,” a suavely punchy elegy to Piazzolla. 

Hannah White, junior division winner of last year’s Sphinx Competition, blazed through the 
technical snares of “Prélude Ibérique” by the 20th-century Spanish composer-violinist César 
Espejo. 

The most familiar selections were Copland’s “Latin American Sketches,” whose sharp-focused, 
unfussy orchestration sounded almost chaste alongside Revueltas’ riotous score, in the 
symphony concert; and Villa-Lobos’ “Bachianas brasileiras” No. 5, arranged for string quartet by 
the Catalyst, with violinist Jessie Montgomery subbing for the usual soprano voice. 
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