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November 21, 1998

MUSIC IN REVIEW: POP; Songs in a Liquid Key With Afro-Brazilian Rhythms 

By JON PARELES 


Virginia Rodrigues, vocalist 
Bottom Line 

Virginia Rodrigues held the audience spellbound with a song about Yemanja, the Afro-Brazilian sea goddess, on Monday night. As one percussionist tapped somber downbeats and another simulated the swooshing sound of waves, Ms. Rodrigues sang a slow, ancient-sounding melody in a voice like liquid amber. When she turned one note into a sliding descent, the effect was vertiginous. In moments like that she conjured a timeless, mystical Brazil where nature and spirit worlds meet and where the songs of the Afro-Brazilian pantheon share the purity of Gregorian chant. 

Ms. Rodrigues doesn't sound as polished as longtime pop professionals, and she rarely sets out to swing. Instead, her voice radiates an ethereal sincerity. Onstage, she was deliberately theatrical, matching gestures to lyrics -- holding an imaginary guitar, waving goodbye -- and gazing downin silence between songs. Her voice is made for long-breathed melodies that verge on incantation, like Dorival Caymmi's ''Noite de Temporal'' (''Stormy Night''), in which she contemplated a fisherman's dangerous life above the syncopated twang and drone of two Bahian berimbaus (one-stringed percussion instruments). Even in sambas, she was pensive, always aware that the good times would end. But she did, finally, let the rhythms move her to dance. 

JON PARELES 
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