
Review

by Daniel Hathaway

Not only did international superstar 
cellist Yo-Yo Ma sell out Finney 
Chapel for his appearance on the 
Oberlin Artist Recital Series 
Wednesday evening, he packed them 
into Warner Concert Hall as well, 

his masterful recital via simulcast. 

Ma, who last appeared at Oberlin be-
fore its current students were born*, 
put together an unusual but engaging 

wide-ranging musical tastes. He also 
managed to serve up dessert before 

the main course — who doesn't like that to happen once in a while — and only one item 
on his playlist was originally written for the cello. I heard the recital in Finney Chapel.

Saving two substantial works for the second half, Ma and his superb, longtime and appar-
ently clairvoyant collaborator, pianist Kathryn Stott, launched the evening with delightful 
readings of Stravinsky's Suite Italienne, then a made-up suite of pieces by Villa-Lobos 
(Alma Brasileira), Piazzolla (Oblivion) and Camargo Guarnieri (Dansa Negra) arranged 
by Jorge Calandrelli (Villa-Lobos and Guarnieri) and Kyoko Yamamoto (Piazzolla), and 

7 Canciones Populares Españolas.

The Stravinsky suite is one of two recycled by the composer from his neo-Baroque score 
for Diaghilev's ballet, Pulcinella, the cello and piano version having been produced under 
the watchful eye of Gregor Piatigorski. Ma and Stott played it with scintillating charm, 
applying a wide range of nuances with astonishing single-mindedness.

Though the Villa-Lobos, Piazzolla and de Falla weren't originally meant to go together, 
Ma and Stott melded them into a seamless narrative, going straight to the soul of Brazil, 

Brazil's indigenous music. In the de Falla, they conjured up a catalog of human emotions 
in infectious and evocative folksongs from the North and South poles of Spain.



one to another with an ease and naturalness born out of years of experience and an un-
canny ability to communicate with an audience.

That lone work on the program originally written for cello was Olivier Messiaen's 
Louange à l'Éternité de Jésus from the Quartet for the End of Time. Indeed, time stopped 
(and breathing too) at the beginning of the second half of the recital as Yo-Yo Ma began 
with an impossibly soft note, then visited every level of intensity and relaxation and ev-

changes were sonically invisible, then silence prevailed for a very long moment.

Ma and Stott ended the recital with yet another work repurposed for the cello, Brahms's 
compact third violin sonata, which they played with lean clarity and powerful intensity. 
The gorgeous slow movement provided an alluring respite.

This outstanding performance (validated by foot stomping from students in the gallery) 
cried out for encores, and Ma and Stott obliged with three. First came Edward Elgar's 
Salut d'Amour, shoo-in title music for an Edwardian-era TV series. Then Mariano's rhyth-
mically energized Cristal from Ma's album, Obrigado Brazil. Then, how does a cellist 
say goodbye except with Saint-Saéns's The Swan?

Earlier on Wednesday evening, Yo-Yo Ma graciously met students in Warner Concert 
Hall for a question and answer session moderated by the conservatory's acting dean, An-
drea Kalyn. Many of the queries were deeply philosophical (after a couple of those, Ma 
quipped to Jamey Haddad, Oberlin Professor of Advanced Improvisation and Percussion 
and his frequent world music collaborator, "Jamey, you told me this was going to be 
easy!") 

Though the cellist may understandably have strayed from giving pithy, direct answers, 
the questions became springboards for wide-ranging thoughts about music and society 
that revealed Yo-Yo Ma's deep, warm soul as well as his down-to-earth humanity — qual-
ities that infuse his life and his cello playing in equal measure.

* On April 13, 1982, Yo-Yo Ma played an all-J.S. Bach concert on the Artist Recital Se-
ries with harpsichordist Kenneth Cooper in Finney Chapel. The program included the 3-
part Ricercare from A Musical Offering, the Fantasia on a Rondo, BWV 918, Suites No. 4 
& 5, BWV 1010 and 1011 and Sonata No. 2 in D, BWV 1028.
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