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Yo-Yo Ma and friends serve up a Brazilian feast to sold-out 

audience 
BY WYNNE DELACOMA 

 
“I hope you’re feeling the magic…” 

Yo-Yo Ma hadn’t even finished the sentence when waves of applause and cheers from the sold-out audience at Symphony 

Center engulfed him Sunday night. He was onstage with the Brazilian-born guitarists Sergio and Odair Assad, British pianist 

Kathryn Stott and American percussionist Joseph Gramley, chatting briefly with the audience before wrapping up an evening 

of Brazilian-inspired music. 

Magic is an element Ma conjures easily, whether he’s performing a marathon of Bach unaccompanied cello suites or the 

latest music by compatriots on his Silk Road expeditions. And the exceptionally attentive, eager audience was certainly 

feeling it Sunday night in the concert’s winning combination of laid-back vibe and impeccable technique. 

The evening had all the elements of chamber music at its very best: a collaboration among friends who happen to be musical 

masters, who know each other well and enjoy having an audience come along as they explore less-traveled corners of the 

repertoire. Featuring composers including Villa-Lobos, Jobim, Piazzolla and Clarice Assad, Sergio’s daughter, the program 

was crisply paced and nicely varied. We had a chance to hear Stott and Ma as a duo and the Assads by themelves as well as 

all five musicians in mostly short works and a few larger-scale pieces like Clarice Assads’ evocative Back to Our Roots 

Suite. 

Ma and Stott have been performing together for almost three decades. They have been working with the Assads, long-time 

stars of the guitar firmament, for 15 years; Gramley is an original member of the Silk Road ensemble that Ma founded in 

2000. The fact that Sergio Assad, married to an astrophysicist at the University of Chicago, is now based in Chicago added to 

the atmosphere of a happy homecoming for longtime friends and family. 

It’s no secret that Brazilian music, with its contrasts of smoky, languorous melodies and outbursts of fast, syncopated 

rhythms, is seductive music. But part of the magic Sunday night was the subtlety of this seduction. In the slower, more 

meditative moments during a set of short pieces that opened the evening, Stott and Ma didn’t exaggerate the swaying 

rhythms or lingering melodies. Ma’s cello seemed to float with otherworldly calm amid a smoky haze in Piazzolla’s 

Oblivion. And the occasional dissonances between piano and cello in Camargo Guarnieri’s Dansa Negra were witty as well 

as slyly sexy. 

In a medley of Three Brazilian Songs by Anibal Augusto Sardinha for guitar duo, the Assads brought elegant shading to the 

slow passages while their melody lines twisted like cheerfully tangled vines when the tempos speeded up. 

The Assads’ grandparents emigrated from Lebanon to Brazil in 1895, and the four sections of the Back to Our Roots Suite 

offered a sophisticated blend of contemporary Brazilian swing and the darker harmonies and pungent rhythms of the Middle 

East. Trading his guitar for a sazuki, a kind of lute, Sergio added its leaner sound to the intricate interplay of wistful cello, 

mellow, big-throated guitar, driving, syncopated piano and crisp, Indian tabla-style drumming. 

The two encores, Piazzolla’s high-energy Libertango and Clarice Assad’s The Last Song, summed up the evening. That the 

audience didn’t seem to breathe until the final, hushed note of The Last Song had completely drifted away was magic indeed. 



 

 

 

 

SERGIO AND ODAIR ASSAD 

Reno Gazette-Journal  April 27, 2012 

 

Review: Yo Yo Ma and company share rich Brazilian music at 

Grand Sierra 
BY GERALDA MILLER 

 
Without a doubt, world-renowned cellist Yo-Yo Ma let everyone who watched his performance Thursday night at the 

Grand Sierra Resort and Casino know how much he loves the rich sounds of Brazilian music. 

He performed in the Grand Theatre to a sold-out audience with pianist Kathryn Stott, guitarists Odair and Sergio Assad 
and percussionist Joseph Gramley. It was the final performance of Artown’s Encore series of concerts. 

Ma thanked the Assad bothers for introducing him and Stott, who has collaborated with him for almost 35 years, to 

Brazil. 

“By the way, we’re not Brazilian,” Ma joked. 

But if you had closed your eyes and just listened to the music, you might have guessed that they were. 

Ma and Stott began the musical journal Cesar Camargo Mariano’s “Cristal,” where they danced perfectly with each 
other in syncopation. They then slowed it down to a passionate, sultry dance with “Milonga en Re” by Argentina’s 

tango composer, Astor Piazzolla. 

After holding your breath as long as Ma held that last note, he introduced the Assads, joking that he and Stott were the 

opening act. 

Ma and Stott might not have been the opening act, but the Assad’s imprint on the evening’s rich collection of Brazilian 

music, with all of its cultural influences, was evident. Sergio Assad, a San Francisco resident who is on faculty with the 

San Francisco Conservancy, arranged the evening’s program. 

The Assads joined Stott for Egberto Gismanti’s “Palhaco,” after she introduced them saying, “I’ve been wanting for 15 

years to play with the Assad Brothers.” 

It was as if they had played together for years. 

Ma and Gramley, a mind-blowing percussionist who has performed with the Silk Road Ensemble since inception in 
2000, joined the stage to perform three pieces arranged by Sergio Assad before the intermission that flowed from a soft, 

smooth melody with Heitor Villa-Lobos’ “Melodia sentimental” to the rhythmic dance called the “Baiao de 5” and the 

jazzy rhythms of Guerra Peixe’s “Mourao.” 

The Assads began the second half of the two-hour concert with such precision in Astor Piazzolla’s “Bandoneon” that I 

kept wondering how it seemed so seamless since they live so far apart. Odair Assad lives in Brussels, where he teaches 

at Ecole Superieure des Arts. 

The other musicians joined the stage, performing several of the expressive, harmonious and popular bossa nova works 

by Antonio Carlos Jobim. 

The audience was reminded of Brazil’s rich cultural diversity with the two final pieces of the evening. 
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Sergio Assad’s “Tahhiyya Li Ossoulina,” with its rich Middle Eastern influence, showed his Lebanese heritage. 

The finale was a suite written by Sergio Assad and his daughter, Clarice, which told the story of his grandfather’s 

immigration to Brazil from Lebanon in 1895 and their journey to a melodious ending that is the confluence of cultures 
and traditions. This was expecially evident with Sergio playing the sazuki, which is the cross between a Turkish saz 

and a Greek bouzouki. 

After two encores, Ma left the audience holding on to that very last, lingering note — until the next one.   
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Yo-Yo Ma, friends share love of music with audience 
BY CAROL CLING 

 
You've got to hand it to Yo-Yo Ma. 

He certainly knows how to throw a great get-together for his friends - onstage and in the audience. 

Those expecting the superstar cellist to hog the spotlight Tuesday night at The Smith Center's Reynolds Hall must have 

been disappointed. 

That is, until they heard the concert's first beguiling notes, after which they undoubtedly smiled and settled in for a 
magical musical tour to Brazil and beyond. 

Reflecting Ma's ongoing interest in world music - and his evident delight in collaboration -Tuesday's "Viva Brazil" 

concert teamed him with four favored colleagues. 

Ma's first traveling companion to South America: pianist Kathryn Stott , who's worked with him since the mid-'80s. 

Together, they set the tone for the concert, launching with Cesar Camargo Mariano's "Cristal" - featuring Ma and Stott 

trading light, playful melodic lines to a pulsating, syncopated beat - and following with the mournful, contemplative 

"Milonga en Re," by Argentina's Astor Piazzolla. 

After welcoming the audience and noting that "we are so, so happy to be in your gorgeous new hall," Ma joked that he 

and Stott were "the opening act for tonight's main attraction, the Assad Brothers." 

Once guitarist brothers Sergio and Odair Assad teamed up with Stott for Egberto Gismanti's shimmering "Palhaco ," 
however, audience members realized Ma's words weren't entirely tongue-in-cheek. 

So in sync that it almost seems as though they're one guitarist (albeit one with four hands), the Assads' sly interplay, 

delivered with a kind of "try and catch me" delight, melded with Stott's rippling, resonant chords. 

Ma and percussionist Joseph Gramley (a member of Ma's Silk Road Ensemble since its 2000 inception) then joined 
Stott and the Assads for a trio of works arranged by Sergio Assad, including Brazilian composer Heitor Villa-Lobos' 

soulful "Melodia Sentimental" and Guerra Peixe's jaunty, jazzy "Mourao." 

The Assads led off the concert's second half with a medley of bossa nova tunes so crisp and airy you half expected the 
Girl from Ipanema to stroll onstage. She didn't, but a set of melodies from that tune's composer, Antonio Carlos Jobim, 

showcased not only his lilting melodies but the five musicians' overall simpatico. 

For the concert finale, the quintet ventured even further afield. In the "Back to Our Roots Suite," by Sergio Assad and 
his daughter Clarice, sinuous Middle Eastern influences reflected Brazil's immigrant waves - including those of the 

Assads' Lebanese grandfather. In the suite, Sergio traded his guitar for a sazuki (a combination of Turkey's saz and 

Greece's bouzouki ), boosting the Middle Eastern flavor. 

And while Ma's status as host was evident throughout, the concert demonstrated that a journey - musical or otherwise - 
is always more rewarding when it's shared.   



 

 

 

 

SÉRGIO AND ODAIR ASSAD 

Santa Barbara Independent  February 21, 2012 

 

Assad Brothers at the Lobero Theatre 
BY CHARLES DONELAN 

 
Renowned Brazilian Guitarists Charm Valentine’s Day Audience on Tuesday, February 14 

A large audience packed the Lobero Theatre on Valentine’s Day for this program, which featured the exquisite 
interplay of world-renowned guitarists Sérgio and Odair Assad, and amounted to an evening-long comprehensive 

survey of the development of compositions for the guitar in Brazil. Sérgio Assad, the elder brother, served as the 

spokesman for the duo, and through his words and the brothers’ outstanding playing, a whole musical world was 
revealed. The program began with compositions by some late-19th/early-20th-century pioneers, namely Ernesto 

Nazareth, Américo Jacomino, and Luiz Bonfá. The sound that these two musicians create together combines intricate 

counterpoint with generous helpings of rubato — a daring strategy that would send most musicians straight to 

compositional ruin. Yet in the hands of these masters, who are reputed to practice up to 10 hours a day to maintain their 
unearthly level of empathetic communication, the combination somehow miraculously works. Sérgio refers to what 

they do with these more traditional works as “dressing them up,” but what it amounts to is a kind of reinvention in 

which the material bends and folds back on itself in a seemingly improvised dance of echo and self-reference. The first 
half of the concert concluded with a medley of works by Anibal Sardinha and a dancing pair of excerpts from the Suite 

Retratos of Radamés Gnattali. 

Although the opening half was thoroughly satisfying, and a great introduction to what these gentlemen are capable of 
with their instruments, it did not prepare one for the sublime heights that were reached almost immediately during the 

concert’s second set. To begin, Odair emerged solo to play six short pieces written by Sérgio. At the risk of cliché, 

Odair is the quiet one who speaks with his instrument, and on his brother’s Seis Brevidades, he soared. Free from the 

demands of the duo format, he wrung every imaginable type of rhythmic change on the dance-like miniatures, 
completely captivating the returning audience. 

The duo pieces during the second half were also more remarkable, as befits the eminent composers involved. First up 

after Sérgio’s brief solos was the redoubtable Heitor Villa-Lobos, who contributed two great pieces that spurred the 
brothers to fiery heights. The work of Antonio Carlos Jobim came next, and again, the two men managed to find 

something new to say, and a new sound to suit that statement. It was in this second set, and in particular during the 

penultimate scheduled piece, the “Palhaco” of Egberto Gismonti, that the Assads revealed the full extent of their range 
and mastery of the guitar. Brazilian guitar music makes some rather large claims on the instrument’s upper echelons, 

but too often, the sound is somewhat monochromatic. On “Palhaco,” the Assads confirmed that Brazilian guitar 

tradition truly does contain multitudes, and demands the respect of guitar players in every imaginable idiom. 

The final offering before the encore was Sérgio’s composition “Tahhiyya li Ossoulina,” which translates to “Homage to 
Our Roots.” It’s a tribute to the Assad family’s Lebanese heritage, and involves a healthy dose of guitar-body 

percussion from both players. As a summary of what came before, it worked well enough, but as an intimation of what 

is to come from these extraordinary musicians, it was a special treat. Let’s hope the Assads return soon to give us more 
insight into these fascinating Middle-Eastern roots of their Latin American soul.  
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CONCERT REVIEW: A Brazilian musical odyssey 
BY JOSEF WOODWARD 

 
Santa Barbara has been lucky to have occasional visits from the undisputedly masterful classical guitar duo of Brazilian 

brothers Sérgio and Odair Assad in the past, including a fondly remembered intimate recital in the Mural Room of the 
County Courthouse five years back. But when the pair played the Lobero Theatre on Tuesday night, part of CAMA's 

chamber music "Masterseries" chamber music, they offered a special treat — a valentine, if you will — to the local 

music-loving population and perhaps to this hallowed hall itself, where classical guitar greats including the Romero 
family and Andres Segovia have performed. 

While this acclaimed duo has traversed a wide spectrum of classical music in its time, this was the first time, Sérgio 

told the audience, that the brothers were taking on an all-Brazilian program. 

What transpired over two diverse sets of music was a short history of guitar music history, played brilliantly and with 
the brothers' famous two-as-one empathy. On this special night, the Assads showed us, in effect, where they are coming 

from, and surveyed what makes Brazilian music, especially guitar-connected Brazilian music, so magical in the general 

world of music. 

After 45 years of performing together, the Assads have a uniquely integrated sound together, but each leans into his 

own personal sound and even physical approach to the instrument. Sérgio follows the standard classical guitar practice 

of using a foot stool to bring the fingerboard up in angle, the better to access with the arm. Odair is more the cowboy, 
foregoing the foot stool and placing the larger curve of the guitar body on his right knee and cradling the guitar at a 

sharp angle. Sérgio half-joked that while he is the older brother, by a few years, Odair is the better player, and that may 

be true by ever-so slight degrees, especially in terms of each brothers' fluidity in their improvisational moments. 

Starting at the beginning, the Assads played works of Ernesto Nazareth (1863-1934), who Sérgio described as "the 
father of Brazilian music." Throughout the first, historical and cultural stage-setting set of the evening, they moved 

through music by America Jacomino "Canhoto," João Pernambuco, Aníbal Augusto Sardinha "Garoto," and two 

selections from Radamé s Gnattali's "Suite Retratos," which is, in itself, a personal homage to such composer 
precedents as Nazareth. 

Along the path of composers lesser-known to average music listeners in the first half, they also covered one of the best-

known Brazilian tunes, Luis Bonfá’s "Manha de Carnaval," commonly known for the film it was featured in, "Black 
Orpheus." But the Assad version arrived in a fresh, rethought package of an arrangement, as much a comment on the 

legendary piece as the piece 

itself. 

In the second half of the program, the musical focus was on a handful of hugely important and widely known 
composer/musicians, notably including the greatest and best-known of Brazilian composers, Heitor Villa-Lobos, 

sophisticated song master Antônio Carlos Jobim, and individualistic hero Egberto Gismonti, a living 

composer/musician who has uniquely merged "serious music" with indigenous Brazilian sounds and impulses. 
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Rightfully, the second half's list also included pieces by Sé rgio himself, whose mark as a composer is becoming 

increasingly important. In another Santa Barbara angle, his concerto for guitar quartet and orchestra, "Interchange," was 

given one of its first performances by the LAGQ and the Santa Barbara Symphony, two years back. 

Respective talents of Sérgio, the composer, and Odair (pronounced "Oh-dah-ear," incidentally) the player came to the 

fore as Odair opened the second set with a solo work by his brother, "Seis Brevidades" ("Six Short Pieces"). This 

alternately impressionistic and energetic set of miniatures, played beautifully by Odair, can also be heard on his fine 

2009 solo album, "El caminante" (GHA). Framing the set, Sergio's attractive composition "Tahhiyya li Ossulina 
("Homage to Our Roots)" capped off a musical journey which included strong but rare pieces by Villa-Lobos and 

Jobim (in non-bossa mode). Gismonti's jazz-meets-folk-colored charmer " Palhaço." 

For an encore, the brothers played the night's only non-Brazilian piece, Venezuelan composer Antonio Lauro's "Vals 
Venezolano No. 3," but the personal connection ran deep, to when the brothers were precocious guitar-playing 

youngsters in Rio de Janeiro. Wee Odair played the hard part, Sérgio joked, while he opted for the accompaniment role, 

but he served as a very active and virtuosic support system here, as always. 

Apart from the deservedly lofty perch the duo occupies in guitar circles, really, the Assad brothers by now should be 

considered one of the great and reliable pleasures of known classical music. Next time we hear them hereabouts, they 

will probably be matriculated more in the realm of "classical" repertoire. 

As for Tuesday's special performance treat, we were led into the particular wonderland of Brazilian musical legacies, 
delivered by two of that deeply musical nation's boldest, yet also continuingly humble, heroes.   
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Music review: Guitar-playing Assad Brothers at Cerritos Center 
BY RICHARD S. GINELL 

 
Brazil’s Assad brothers -– Sérgio and Odair -– have been known for extraordinarily freewheeling programs, as Sérgio 

has been willing and able to transcribe and arrange just about anything for two guitars. But, at the Cerritos Center for 
the Performing Arts Wednesday night, they played what Sérgio said was their first all-Brazilian program –- thus going 

against type and reverting to their roots all at once. In any case, it made for a lovely evening, full of luscious melodic 

foliage from their homeland. 

Much of what the Assads played was not too familiar to a North American audience, but virtually all of it could be 

immediately assimilated -– from the sentimental waltz “Eponina” and driving “Batuque” of Ernesto Nazareth to the 

rolling samba rhythms in the interior of Joao Pernambuco’s “Interrogando.”  On recordings, given their tightly knit 

blend, it’s difficult to discern who is playing what, but observed live, Odair is clearly more mellow and fluid while 
Sérgio has a steelier, more staccato edge. 

One item that was familiar -– indeed over-familiar -– was Luiz Bonfá’s “Manhä de Carnaval,” here subjected to an 

elaborate arrangement by Sérgio where the tune was at times almost completely hidden underneath a jungle of 
counterpoint. But Sérgio needn’t apologize; his treatment made Bonfá’s standard seem fresh and challenging.  

There were a pair of explorations into the rich archive of Antonio Carlos Jobim –- the delicate, little-known “Amparo” 

and a faithful, dynamic arrangement of “Stone Flower” (the latter made famous by Carlos Santana) –- as well as Villa-
Lobos’ beguiling “A Lenda da Caboclo” and disruptively dramatic Choros No. 5.  

Alone, Odair Assad gracefully played a suite of short pieces, “Seis Brevidades,” by his brother, loaded with Brazilian 

color and good tunes.  And to close, the Assads took us even further back to their grandfather’s Lebanese origins with 

Sérgio’s “Tahhiyya li Ossoulina,” which consciously injected Middle Eastern scales and complex rhythms -– the latter 
drummed percussively on their guitars’ soundboards.  
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IN CONCERT: Twelve Strings and a Stellar Reputation - Over the 

past nearly two decades, Brazilian brothers Sergio and Odair Assad, 

in concert at the Lobero on Tuesday, have become a power duo in 

the classical guitar world, and in music, generally. 
BY JOSEF WOODWARD 

 
IN CONCERT 
SERGIO AND ODAIR ASSAD 

When: 

8 p.m., Tuesday 
Where: Lobero Theater, 33 E. Canon Perdido 

Cost: $33 and $43 

Information: 963-0761, www.lobero.com 

In the world according to classical guitar, the name Assad has been a towering presence for many years now. 

Virtuosic Brazilian guitarist brothers Sergio and Odair have made of their acclaimed guitar duo an internationally 

revered sensation, while also pursuing separate musical paths — Odair's advancing solo career and Sergio's expanding 

investment in life as a composer. 

But the duo prevails, and has thankfully made Santa Barbara an occasional concertizing stopping point. In 2007, the 

duo presented a memorable show in the magical ambience of the mural room at the Santa Barbara Courthouse, part of a 

"chamber music in historic places" series. Tuesday night at the Lobero — a room that has hosted many important 
guitarists, including the guitar-luminary Romero family — the Assad Brothers return, as part of the chamber music 

limb of the CAMA season. 

Serious guitar fans, and serious music fans of whatever persuasion, are duly advised to be in the house. For a powerful 

introduction to the duo's mastery and musicality, proceed to their 2008 Nonesuch album "Jardim Abandonado." 

We recently caught up with Sergio, very much in the thick of a brilliant career, with and apart from his sibling. 

Your duo has performed in Santa Barbara before, most recently in 2007, in the courthouse mural room. And speaking 

of local "appearances," your composition "Interchange" was given one of its first performances by the LAGQ with the 
Santa Barbara Symphony two years ago. Do you feel any particular kinship with this part of the world? 

Actually, I've been living in California for the last couple of years since I joined the San Francisco Conservatory of 

Music as a member of their faculty. I've lived in other parts of the world before but I developed a special connection 

with California and have a great pleasure being here. 

You and your brother play separately and do projects apart, but then come back together in this long-standing duo. Is 

the duo the foundation of your musical lives, and is it also important for you to pursue artistic directions of your own? 
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We started playing together at a very early stage of our lives and did so for many years until the mid '90s. From '96 on, 

we started playing with other musicians, but always using the two-guitar combination with special guests. The list is 

long but I can name a few like Gidon Kremer, Nadja Salerno Sonnenberg, Yo-Yo Ma and Paquito D'Rivera. 

More recently Odair wanted to do some solo work and have been developing his own career. On my side, the urge to 

write music is quite high and I've dedicated some time and effort in this direction in the last few years. Although we've 

been working apart from time to time, our main goal is still theduo partnership. We still enjoy playing together, even 

after doing so for over 40 years. 

The Assad Brothers have become such a vital force in the guitar world, and beyond. Has its path so far exceeded your 

expectations of what might happen for the duo? 

When we started playing the guitar back in the '60s we wanted just to play for fun. Back then, in Brazil, it was 
unthinkable to pursue a professional musical career as concert guitarists. Life proved us wrong and actually has given 

us something completely out of our scope. In that sense the expectations we had were exceeded by far. 

Can you tell me about the concept and the design for the program you will be bringing to Santa Barbara this time? 

We want to talk a bit about the development of the Brazilian guitar through the course of the 20th century. We arranged 

some of the most important guitar standardsin the Brazilian guitar music (canon), giving them our personal vision. For 

each one of the arrangements we tried something rhythmically or harmonically different. 

Of course, Heitor Villa-Lobos has a looming legacy in guitar music — and music, generally. How has his work 
affected you as a musician, personally, and the larger Brazilian musical sensibility? 

Villa-Lobos has been, by far, the most important classical composer in Brazil. However, the 

best representation of Brazilian music is popular music. Brazil has developed a musical history compared to the U.S. 
While the U.S. has given jazz to the world, the Brazilians developed what they call MPB (Musica Popular Brasileira). 

There are many forms of expressions in Brazilian music that goes under this denomination. We've been exposed to this 

force since we were children and this certainly has affected us a lot in our development as musicians. 

You will also be performing music of the great Egberto Gismonti, who I've always been fascinated by: he seems like 
one of the rare musicians who really straddles the classical, jazz and indigenous Brazilian music worlds. Is he a 

musician you have a particular fondness for? 

Egberto Gismonti has been a prominent inspiration for many Brazilian musicians since the '70s. I could compare his 
influence with that of Ernesto Nazareth, who had the same kind of impact on the creative process of other musicians 

100 years back in time. 

Brazil has had such a strong role in the evolution of classical guitar as an accepted part of the classical world, in terms 
of players and composers. Can you give me a bit of background on how this came to be, and how the state of classical 

guitar culture in Brazil has evolved in recent years? 

Besides Villa-Lobos as a composer, there are quite a few others, but not at the same level he was. Villa-Lobos was a 

true innovator and has left an approach to classical guitar that nobody thought before. I can't personally think of the 
output of Leo Brouwer or Egberto Gismonti being the same if it was not for the strong presence of Villa-Lobos and his 

ideas. Villa-Lobos music derives from the Brazilian folklore or from the Brazilian traditional music. 

In these fields you will find other minor composers that were guitarists and they really helped to shape the guitar the 
way it is in Brazil nowadays. In the program we will be playing in Santa Barbara, we pay tribute to a few of them. We 

chose standards by Americo Jacomino Canhoto, Joao Pernambuco, Luiz Bonfa and Anibal Sardinha Garoto. 

Nowadays, you will find many classical guitarists around the world playing some pieces of these composers, although 
they are not classical composers. 
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On the subject of that LAGQ Concerto piece, do you find yourself more involved in composition these days? Is it 

important for you, for one, to help expand the literature of new guitar music? 

I've been writing more and more in the recent years. To compose is quite vital for me. I'm not really worried about 
expanding the guitar literature once that is being done by so many other people around the world. Nowadays, most 

young composers write something for guitar. In a few years the guitarwill gain more and more respect and will finally 

get its deserved spot in the international music community. 

What projects do you have on the horizon, yourself and with your brother? 

We will be touring with Yo-Yo Ma again quite soon, in April, with music specially designed for the occasion. 

We are currently working on new compositions that aim to reunite the Assad family comprised by the Assad Duo, our 

sister Badi Assad, my daughterr Clarice and Odair's daughter Carolina. We toured with them last year in Europe and 
want to bring this project to the U.S. soon. 

Next year we will be touring again with Paquito Rivera and probably will run a complete new repertoire with him. 

Are you satisfied with the way things are going in your creative life at this particular moment? 

Yes, pretty much. It is a great feeling to find out that you have a musical identity and people are expecting to hear new 

things you might come up with.  
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Assad Brothers Guitar Duo at SummerFest 
BY KENNETH HERMAN 

 
A colorful musical caravan to Brazil and Argentina 

For a single afternoon—a gloomy, overcast Sunday (August 14)—La Jolla SummerFest ignored its cherished Mozart, 
Brahms, Chopin and the other European musical gods it regularly worships to pay homage to the exotic divinities of 

South America. And what better acolytes to guide this rite than the esteemed Brazilian classical guitar duo of Sérgio 

and Odair Assad? 

The laid-back but musically adroit Assads offered selections by their fellow countrymen Heitor Villa-Lobos, Ernesto 

Nazareth, Antonio Carlos Jobim and by the Argentine avatars Astor Piazzolla and Alberto Ginastera, as well as a pair 

of original works by Sérgio Assad. But their program was no easy-listening medley of snappy tangos and hummable 

“Girl from Ipanema” melodies. While dance motivates much of South American music, the Assad’s program also held 
up the wistful, introspective, improvisational, and dramatic elements that are equally celebrated and manifested in this 

rich tradition so geographically close but culturally remote from the U.S. 

Their several Piazzolla selections covered the emotional and stylistic waterfront, from the acidic chord progressions 
and skittish, tentative themes of “Bandonéon” arranged for two guitars to the virile tango pulsations of “Verano 

Porteño,” performed with the strings of the Old City String Quartet. With violinist Jennifer Koh providing sleek, 

expressive nostalgic melodic invention, the Assads evoked wintry solitude in “Invierno Porteño,” while these same 
musicians suggested a menacing specter in “Escualo” (or “shark” in Spanish). 

In a pair of Jobim pieces for guitars alone, “Amparo” and “Stone Flower,” the Assad brothers’ distinctive temperament 

came to the fore: clipped, unfailingly articulate attacks, crystalline phrasing, subtle dynamic modulations, and the acute 

integration of their individual musical lines. By way of contrast, their approach to the guitar is the serene, Apollonian 
route, rather than the more familiar Dionysian fervor of the Romero family of guitarists, exemplars of the robust 

Spanish tradition. Perhaps as a result of this difference, the La Jolla audience took a while to warm up to the Assads, 

but, especially as the duo added other musicians to the ensemble, the SummerFest crowd acknowledged the depth of 
their artistry and showed their approval with enthusiasm. 

Clarinetist Burt Hara excelled in his colorful, feisty solo in Ginastera’s “Malambo,” a brilliant movement from the 

1941 ballet “Estancia,” composed for the North American dance impresario Lincoln Kirstein. And in Assad’s “Suite 
from De Volta As Raizes” (“Back to Our Roots”), Hara suggested the breezy freedom of a klezmer player. 

Assad’s “Suite,” an expansive chamber work for nine strings, clarinet, flute, and two guitars, mingled Middle Eastern 

scales and harmonies with South American textures and dance rhythms in a compelling fashion. Because one of the 

Assad grandparents came to Brazil from Lebanon, Sérgio decided to portray this cross-cultural fetilization musically. 
We heard three movements of this “Suite” at the conclusion of Sunday’s concert. This 15-minute composition struck 

me as a compact concerto for two guitars, which, with a little broader orchestration and a dash of percussion, could 

offer some worthy competition to the ubiquitous Rodrigo guitar concertos that have cornered this market. 

Béla Bartók’s set of six short “Romanian Folk Dances,” the one non-South American offering on the program, gave 

violinist David Chan the opportunity to flash his big, assertive sound in some earthy peasant dances, and then turn on a 
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dime to spin out delicate themes at the top of his range, accompanied by unearthly guitar harmonics. Bartók’s 

perceptive adaptation of rustic music to the concert stage was certainly complementary to the remainder of a program 

equally tied to aboriginal impulses.  
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Assads Inspire and Challenge 
BY SCOTT CMIEL 

 
Sergio and Odair Assad have moved audiences and inspired guitarists around the world for over 30 years with 

revelatory performances of Latin American music and European classics, original compositions, deep musicality, and 
supple, almost telepathic, guitar duo performances. In the late 1990’s they began to expand their ensemble sound in a 

series of collaborations with musicians like Dawn Upshaw, Gidon Kremer, Nadja Salerno-Sonnenberg, and Yo-Yo Ma. 

Recently, they expanded their repertoire by exploring their ancestral roots in Lebanon. 

On Sunday at the Palace of Fine Arts SFJAZZ presented Sergio and Odair Assad, Sergio’s daughter the 

pianist/singer/composer Clarice Assad, percussionist Keita Ogawa, and Lebanese singer Christiane Karam in a program 

titled De Volta As Raizes (Back to Our Roots) which was musically thrilling, emotionally satisfying and, at least 

implicitly, a politically challenging and sympathetic view of immigration. 

Sergio and Odair’s grandfather immigrated to Brazil from Lebanon in 1895 and, as so often happens, the family 

connection to ancestral roots was lost in the process of migration and assimilation. The Assad’s were raised on Western 

music, from Brazilian chôros to European classics, but recently became interested in exploring connections that can be 
found between Latin American and Arab musical traditions. 

The first half of the program was dedicated to music of Latin America and began with Sergio and Odair playing 

Piazzolla’s Bandoneon. They opened with ethereal sonorities that took full advantage of the immense palate of colors 
available to a guitar duo and later alternated between aggressive tango rhythms and more lyrical, tender passages. 

Ernesto Nazareth, a contemporary of Scott Joplin, wrote music which combined the influences of Brazil, Europe, 

Africa, and America to create a distinctive and influential style. The duo played his Epônina, a flirtatious but tender 

waltz, and Batuque, a rhythmically complex and energetic Brazilian dance. Antonio Carlos Jobim is best known for his 
1960’s hits The Girl From Ipanema and Corcovado but his later work is in many ways deeper and more subtle. Amparo 

is quiet and introspective and Stone Flower rhythmically driving. The Assad’s played with a rhythmic sensitivity to the 

essence of bossa nova as well as the changing moods of each piece. 

Clarice Assad came to the stage and sang Melodia Sentimental by Heitor Villa-Lobos to her brothers accompaniment 

and performed Cajuina by Caetano Veloso with percussionist Keita Ogawa. The Villa-Lobos, written in 1958 for 

soprano, male chorus and orchestra, was sung like a mournful Portuguese fado and the Veloso was presented with 
soulful intensity. 

The first half concluded with a quartet of the Assad’s and Keita Ogawa performing two popular Brazilian pieces Baião 

de 5 by G. Levy and Mourão by César Guerra-Peixe. Ogawa is a wonderful percussionist whose usual role on Sunday 

was to offer the group colorful and sensitive support but he ended the program with a long, intricate, and polyrhythmic 
tambourine solo which delighted the audience and brought the first half of the program to a spectacular conclusion. 

The second half was devoted to music with Arabic roots. It began with an outstanding performance of Sergio Assad’s 

Tahhiyya li Ossoulina, winner of the 2008 Latin Grammy Award for best contemporary composition, and dedicated to 
Lebanese and Syrian immigrants who settled in Brazil in the 1880s. Lebanese singer Christiane Karam joined the group 
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in songs by popular Arabic composers of the 20th century, the Rahbani brothers and Abdel Halim Hafez el Masloub, as 

well as another song of her own composition. 

The program ended with De Volta As Raizes (Back to Our Roots) a suite in four movements written by Sergio and 
Clarice Assad with lyrics by Christiane Karam. An ambitious portrayal of the immigrant experience in four movements 

titled Leaving, Hope, Nostalgia, and Happiness, it used every member of the ensemble and featured Sergio playing a 

traditional Lebanese string instrument. The music expressed everything the titles promised and created a powerful 

feeling of sympathy for the aspirations of immigrants. 

The enthusiastic audience was rewarded with an encore of the tender Luiza by Antonio Carlos Jobim sung with lyrics 

in both Portuguese and Arabic.  
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A Soulful, Virtuosic Player Holding the Spotlight Alone 
BY ALLAN KOZINN 

 
The Brazilian guitarist Odair Assad performs mostly as half of the Assad Brothers, and though his older brother, 

Sérgio, has pursued an independent musical life as a composer, arranger and player, Odair, until recently, seemed 

disinclined to build a solo career. 

His recital at the Metropolitan Museum of Art on Sunday afternoon made his reticence hard to understand. Not that his 

technical polish and strong interpretive intuition were surprising. It has long been obvious from the duo’s recordings 

and concert performances that both the Assads are virtuosic, soulful players. But even though their fraternal bond and, 

as they have told interviewers, 10 hours of daily practice have helped them cultivate unusual ensemble fluidity, duet 

performance inevitably requires a measure of personal interpretive restraint. 

Freed of that restraint, Odair Assad proved a remarkably elastic player. In Agustín Barrios’s “Chôro da Saudade” and 

Villa-Lobos’s Chôro No. 1, he emphasized the rhythmic freedom inherent in this quintessentially Brazilian popular 

form, a quality often lost, or at least compromised, in classical performances. Villa-Lobos’s Prelude No. 3 and Étude 

No. 10 were similarly unbuttoned: Mr. Assad’s phrasing is highly personalized, with extreme rubato and articulation so 

varied as to sound almost improvised. 

Leo Brouwer’s broad-boned “Sonata del Caminante” was the program’s most involved work, and Mr. Assad, for whom 

it was written, was undaunted by its contrapuntal thickets. And he gave a spellbinding performance of Kevin 

Callahan’s “Red Fantasy,” an inviting study in chordal melodies, speedy single lines and occasional bent pitches. 

Though not at his brother’s side, Sérgio Assad was not altogether absent. He contributed colorful arrangements of the 

“Invierno Porteño” and “Primavera Porteña,” the “Winter” and “Spring” movements from Piazzolla’s “Cuatro 

Estaciones Porteñas” (“Four Seasons of Buenos Aires”) as well as his own “Seis Brevidades,” an appealingly showy 

six-movement suite. The program also included “Memória y Fado,” a gently melodic meditation by Egberto Gismonti, 

and a pair of short character pieces by Alfredo da Rocha Viana Filho, the chôro composer better known as Pixinguinha.    
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The admiration is mutual. “She‟s amazing, very emotional but very logical,” said Ms. Assad, who bonded with Ms. 

Olinto after moving to the United States in 1996. 

This is the third marriage for both. Ms. Olinto divorced her two previous husbands, both physicists. “I thought, let‟s try 

another topic,” she said playfully. 

Mr. Assad‟s second wife died of cancer in 1994, at 38. About a year later, after the Assad brothers performed at 

Fermilab in Batavia, he met Ms. Olinto — who had moved to the Midwest in 1990 to do her postdoctoral work at 

Fermilab — and a trans-Atlantic romance bloomed. They married in 1998. 

Mr. Assad and his brother grew up far removed from the Rio of Ms. Olinto‟s youth, in several small cities in São Paolo 

state, where their Lebanese grandfather and Italian grandmother had landed among the wave of immigrants to Brazil at 

the end of the 19th century. 

“They lived on a farm and had 16 kids, but my dad was the only one who loved music,” Mr. Assad said. “He learned to 

play mandolin from listening to recordings. Our house was filled with music; it was part of our daily life.” 

As the brothers learned to play guitar and joined in the family musicales, their father determined they should get formal 

training. 

“He thought we were very good and we should become classical musicians,” Mr. Assad said. “When I was 15, he took 

us to Rio so we could study. We were raised there, actually; later my father returned to his village. People thought he 

was completely crazy. But he created our career. If he hadn‟t moved us in that direction, we‟d probably be like him — 

doing something else and playing music on the side.” 

These days, Mr. Assad spends half his time away from Chicago, teaching two days each week at the San Francisco 

Conservatory of Music, where Ms. Olinto joins him as her schedule allows. 

She revels in the variety of their marriage. 

“We have a different life inside the house and outside,” Ms. Olinto said. “When you are married to someone who does 

the same thing as you, it can feel a little claustrophobic. I need more stuff. I need other questions. For me, it‟s perfect to 

move from one world to the other.”   
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Assad Brother Guitar Duo on Performance Today 
BY AURTHOR 

 
On Wednesday, October 13th, Performance Today will broadcast a performance of the Assad Brothers from San 

Antonio: 

Jobim: Amparo 

Assad Brothers Guitar Duo 

San Antonio Chamber Music Society 

Travis Park United Methodist Church, San Antonio, TX 

February 9, 2009 

American Public Media's Performance Today is broadcast on 260 public radio stations across the country and is heard 

by about 1.3 million people each week.  Each station individually decides what time to air the program.  To find out 

where and when Performance Today is broadcast in your area, please visit performancetoday.org.  
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Odair Assad  “El Caminante” 
BY KURT ALBRECHT 

 

What can I say? "El Caminante" by Odair Assad is a majestic sweep of classical guitar playing of mostly 

modern composers. Assad brings to the disc decades of startling interpretation, and "El Caminante" further 

cements his place as one of the masters of nylon string guitar. The opening and title track "Sonata del 

caminante" was written by the marvelous Leo Brouwer, who, according to the excellent liner notes, 

composed the piece "in a few days." Like many Brouwer pieces, it careens seemingly out of control in 

passion and force, only to come lilting down where we can find breath and drink in the rich aural textures of a 

composer who finds his match in the power and grace of Odair Assad to bring his notes to vivid life. This is 

music at its most sublime and most exhilarating, and Assad inhabits it with a rare occupation. The disc is half 

of a premiere for pieces Assad performs, including Brouwer’s wonder. Egberto Gismonti contributes 

"Memoria e fado," a melancholic tussle juxtaposing ascending and descending scales. On "Red Fantasy" by 

Kevin Callahan, odd meter meets numerous changes in tempo and style, and Assad delivers each nuance with 

musicality. Odair debuts "Seis brevidades" by brother Sergio, his long-time playing partner, and a first-rate 

composer in his own right. The "brevidades" are brief glimpses into the world of Latin music. The disc also 

includes pieces by Astor Piazzolla, Pixinguinha and Agustin Barrios Mangore’s well-known "choro de 

saudade" homage to the lyrical traditional music of Brazil. Who better than the Brazilian Assad to weave its 

meandering melody? Throughout every piece, Assad’s playing is technically brilliant and stylistically 

sensitive, passionate yet not sentimental. This is a disc you will find yourself listening to over and over again, 

because there is always more to find from the fingers of Odair Assad.  
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Brazilian guitarists explore more exotic roots at U. of Md. 
 
BY MARIE GULLARD 
 
It has been written about Brazilian guitarists Sergio and Odair Assad that no amount of expectation prepares an 
audience for their perfectly synchronized style of musical interplay and their innovative compositions, many of which 
have been written by Sergio's daughter, pianist and composer Clarice Assad.  
 
The three, along with percussionist Jamey Haddad and vocalist Christiane Karam, will perform Sunday at the 
Dekelboum Concert Hall at the University of Maryland's Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center.  
 
Audiences tonight will experience a dynamic twist to their Brazilian sound as the group explores the musical traditions 
of its shared Lebanese ancestry in "De Volta As Raizes (Back to Our Roots)."  
 
"We wanted our music to bring something new to [our] audiences," Sergio Assad said. "In fact, with our music, we are 
merging two cultures."  
 
With their ancestral roots in Lebanon and after the success of Sergio's brilliant piece "Tahhiya Il Oussilina," the group 
members were inspired to explore the rhythmic similarities that tie Middle Eastern music to the music of Brazil. Sergio 
and Clarice Assad have composed new music for "De Volta As Raizes," and Christiane Karam has set modern and 
ancient Lebanese texts to these new works.  
 
"Music became an integral part of our Assad family life, but our training focused on Western music, from traditional 
Brazilian choros to classical music. Our roots in Arab music were lost with the migration and assimilation of our 
ancestors," Sergio Assad continued. "Recently, we decided to explore this vast and unfamiliar world of Arab music 
from the point of view of new world citizens whose genes may still have some memory of the sounds familiar to our 
grandparents. We bring a new sound through the revival of our lost Arabic music gene that is perhaps still present in 
our subconscious."  
 
The university's School of Music is proud to make this concert available to the public.  
 
"Sergio and Odair Assad are not only world-class musicians, but also cultural explorers whose artistic expressions have 
been informed and shaped by both their Brazilian and Lebanese heritage," said Paul Brohan, director of artistic 
initiatives. "The Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center is always proud to present and collaborate with artists of such a 
stature as the Assads and their partners, artists who commit themselves to explorations like 'De Volta As Raizes' with a 
simple wonder of joy and sharing."  
 
 




