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Members of the string quartet The Rhythm Method, the ensemble behind Semmelweis, a gothic chamber opera from Raymond J Lustig, here receiving its first recording

At almost 42 minutes, the Second
Quartet (2013) follows the lineage of
Beethoven, Schoenberg and Carter, while
Cage’s late works for the medium also
come to mind in its distilled intensity and
unwavering focus. The initial movement is
a brief explosion of energy channelled into
a plangent unison statement and back to
its initial febrility; its lengthy successor
bringing total contrast in its rarefied aura
and ethereal dmbres. The lengthier third
movement complements this with its range
of textures and greater expressive nuance,
then the finale frames the whole with its
short duration and fugitive discourse,
recalling the foregoing at an
intriguing remove.

Music that takes no prisoners as to
players and listeners. The former being
the Jack Quartet ensures that these
readings, recorded with unfailing
definition, are of the utmost commitment
and make one hope rather less time will
elapse before Rindfleisch essays a further
string quartet. Richard Whitehouse
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Above and beyond
the ubiquitous
stream of Bach
Sonatas and
Partitas, there appears to have been a
recent upturn in recordings featuring
contemporary repertoire for solo
violin, such as Katrina Lee’s
‘Chronicles’ (Delphian, 6/25) and
Tim Fain’s ‘Unraveling’ (Delos,
1/26). Maiani da Silva’s captivating
‘Brouhaha: Shaped by Fire’ is the most
recent addition to this list. Da Silva’s
release is also the most up-to-date
representation of new music for solo

violin, as all six works on the album
were commissioned and composed
during the past three years.
Nevertheless, several themes contained
on ‘Brouhaha’ engage with a much
longer timespan.

Ian Gottlieb’s Shaped by Fire, for
example, traces humanity’s relationship
with fire — from Neanderthal times to
its impact on global warming - its
opening gesture flickering into life by
replicating the motion of friction and
heat that causes a fire. In contrast,
Zachary Good’s In Mentory of a Spoon
imagines how an extraterrestrial being
might perceive a spoon were it to see
one for the first time. It does this by
drawing on Baroque-style figurations
and decorations (including Couperin’s
style brise) to produce a kind of
blurring effect between past
and present, object and subject,
familiarity and strangeness.

Fjola Evans’s subtly arresting
Bloom, for violin and electronic track,
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takes the album in yet another
direction, reflecting on the
relationship we have with flowers.
The music’s delicate ecosystem
blossoms into view via hushed
harmonics and leafy melodic lines,
evoking the plant-like world
contained therein. Viet Cuong’s
Traveler engages with a phenomenon
as old as humanity itself —

migration — tracing a journey from
stasis to movement, placement and
displacement, without losing its folk-

Sonic Meditations.

Eugene Symphony

Our monthly guide to North American ensembles

Founded 1966
Home Hult Center for the Performing Arts, Eugene, Oregon
Music Director Alexander Prior

Founded in 1966, the Eugene Symphony serves a city better known
as “I'rackTown USA’ than for orchestral life — a perception its
Music Director, Alex Prior, is keen to reshape. For Prior, that starts
with a simple principle: ‘the relationship you build ... is more
important than what you programme’.

Based at the Hult Center for the Performing Arts in downtown
Eugene, the orchestra serves a city at the southern end of Oregon’s
Willamette Valley — a region associated with its university, outdoor
landscape and progressive civic culture. It also has a notable
conducting pedigree: both Marin Alsop and Giancarlo Guerrero
served as music directors early in their respective careers.

The 2025-26 season marked the Eugene Symphony’s 60th
season as well as the beginning of Prior’s tenure, following guest
appearances — including a performance of Dvorik’s Eighth
Symphony — that made a strong impression on both players and
audiences. A London-born conductor and composer who made his
professional debut in his early teens, 33-year-old Prior has pursued
parallel careers on the podium and as a composer. He describes
an ensemble marked above all by its openness and collaborative
spirit: “They take ideas that you offer them, and they go
wholeheartedly, full throttle with them. The sheer joy of
music-making on stage — I've never seen anything like it.”

Comprising 82 musicians, the orchestra serves an audience of
around 25,000 annually. While the majority of players are locally
based, around a dozen commute from elsewhere in the region,
including Portland, reflecting the ensemble’s wider regional draw.
That balance — between local rootedness and a broader artistic
pull — lies at the heart of the orchestra’s identity as a civic
gathering place.

Eugene’s audience, Prior suggests, responds not simply to
repertoire choices but to the broader experience the orchestra
creates, an engagement increasingly shaped by direct
communication with listeners. In contrast to larger metropolitan
centres, where programming can sometimes function as a form
of cultural signalling, Prior sees the orchestra first as ‘a gathering
place ... a place of community, where everything is left outside
the door’ — a shared space in which differences are momentarily
set aside.
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like identity. In the shortest piece on
the album, Jascha Narveson’s A Little
Time, circular streams of pizzicato
lines are punctuated by sustained
vocal lines intoned by da Silva
herself, the latter suggesting the
influence of Pauline Oliveros’s

The final work, Kelley Polar’s
three-movement Sonata for violin and
electronic sounds, inhabits the most
varied stylistic ground, imagining life
on three exoplanets. The first
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(“TRAPPIST 1¢’) inhabits a
synthetically sanitised environment,
while an aquatic atmosphere permeates
the second (‘Kepler 16b°). Terry Riley-
like melodic traceries in the final
movement (‘Wolf 1061¢’) draw it
closer to earth. With each piece
impeccably performed by da Silva,
‘Brouhaha: Shaped by Fire’ is very
much shaped by this imaginative
violinist’s authoritative performances.
Worth exploring.

Pwyllap Sién

Such thinking informs a programming approach that seeks to
balance familiarity with discovery while remaining closely attuned
to local context. Prior speaks of the need to ‘pull enough that
people come with you, but not so hard that the rope snaps’,
gradually expanding the repertoire while maintaining the trust of
a loyal core audience — a trust that underpins the orchestra’s role
within the community it serves.

At the same time, he is interested in finding ways to refresh
the presentation of familiar works, including more theatrical
approaches designed to draw audiences directly into the
experience, shaping programmes that feel immediate and
involving rather than dutiful. The aim, as he describes it, is not
simply to introduce new music but to sustain a sense of curiosity
and engagement across the audience as a whole, ensuring that
contemporary repertoire becomes a natural and integral part of
the orchestra’s life.

Education and outreach form another pillar of the orchestra’s
activity, with youth concerts reaching more than 5000 students
annually alongside a range of community performances across the
region, from outdoor events to smaller-scale appearances beyond
the concert hall, and a growing emphasis on accessibility and
inclusion for a diverse audience. With an annual budget of around
$3.5m, the organisation operates on a relatively modest scale, yet
one that supports a broad mix of artistic and community-facing
work, from core symphonic programming to more informal and
accessible events.

That ambition - to establish the orchestra as a central
presence in the city’s cultural life — remains a work in
progress. But the Eugene Symphony is beginning to define
its role with greater clarity and confidence, both locally
and across the region.

Thomas May
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