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JOANNA BAILIE
ARTIFICIAL ENVIRONMENTS
 Symphony-Street-Souvenir  
1 Symphony 4’18

2 Street 5’12

3 Souvenir 4’52

4 Trains  10’35

 Artifi cial Environments Nos. 1 to 5
5 No. 1 4’35

6 No. 2 3’00

7 No. 3 5’26

8 No. 4 2’52

9 No. 5 4’20

 Artifi cial Environment No. 8
bl  … and the dreams that you dare to dream ... 4’20

bm  Babel 7’08

bn Street 4’41

 Plus-Minus Ensemble 

 Mira Benjamin violin (tr. 1,2,3,5,6,7,9)

 Bridget Carey viola (tr. 1,2,3,6,8)

 Alice Purton cello (tr. 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9)

 Gwen Reed bass (tr. 1,2,3)

 Ilze Ikse fl ute/alto fl ute (tr. 1,2,3,5,6,7,8,9)

 Vicky Wright clarinet/bass clarinet (tr. 2,3,5,6,7,8,9)

 Mark Knoop piano/direction (tr. 1,2,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12)

 Total timing 61’47
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recorded sound may be gentle and tuneful 

(a music box, say) or it may be the noise 

of heavy industry, but either way the result 

is a peculiar intimacy, a private mirroring, 

in which the instruments’ harmonies and 

gestures are compellingly organized and 

subtly complex enough to make us lose 

track of which is colouring the other, of 

which is telling stories about which.

Symphony-Street-Souvenir was written in 

2010 for the Ives Ensemble as an homage 

to the Italian composer Aldo Clementi 

(1925-2011). Clementi, best known for a 

late style of densely interlinked canons on 

simple diatonic materials, had a toolbox of 

formal devices of beguilingly transparent 

effectiveness. Bailie borrows and twists 

one of them in tribute: a gradual slowing 

of (in Clementi) a repeating canonic 

structure, either smoothly and continuously 

or over a series of discrete steps. Bailie’s 

ritardando is unlike Clementi’s, though. His 

is essentially a question of tempo (with its 

attendant consequences for the way we 

“hear through” a densely woven surface as 

its warp and weft expand); hers involves a 

literal slowing of recorded audio, with the 

resultant gradual drop in pitch and constant 

instability of perception left more or less 

intact.

That audio itself is another layer of homage 

to Clementi, a treasury of his musical 

obsessions in three parts. ‘Symphony’ 
uses the opening of the C minor symphony 

of Brahms, one of Clementi’s favourite 

composers; ‘Street’, a Copenhagen carillon 

(with accompanying ambient street 

sounds); and ‘Souvenir’ a music box with 

sine tones. But this private, fi gurative 

homage is only the fi rst step. Over these 

recordings, constantly bending and sagging, 

Bailie layers material for a mixed chamber 

ensemble, with a light touch, picking out 

lines, framing the melting images with 

subtle, patient regard for their original 

materials (the octaves and third-heavy 

chords in ‘Symphony’ like fl oating crystals of 

Brahmsian texture; the carillon generating 

a ghostly, distorted lullaby; the music box 

fading into slowly melting lines of pitch). 

Trains works with a broadly similar premise, 

in which the profound dislocation of “real” 

sounds played back at radically slowed 

tempos and lowered pitch levels works 

not only to completely transform the aural 

Joanna Bailie, in the works on this recording, 

makes fi ctions. She tells stories. Or, more 

precisely: she hears the world, its objects, 

technologies, temporalities and artifacts, or 

just the way it feels, the way time passes; 

she tells stories with those artifacts, that 

way of feeling; and, simultaneously, she tells 

stories about those stories.

For all their expressive diversity and 

variety of means, these pieces all pursue 

a particular way of hearing the world and 

a particular model for understanding it. 

Generally, a sound source is recorded, or a 

pre-existing recording borrowed; it is gently 

(or, sometimes, not so gently) modifi ed — 

bent, fi ltered, slowed, raised, lowered, 

frozen — and a careful, often quite delicate 

palimpsest of instrumental writing is laid 

over the result, picking out threads, fi nding 

music, forming gestures.

The basic idea of overlaying an ostensibly 

“non-musical” sound with instruments that 

present some sort of gloss on it is not itself 

unique to Bailie. It is in fact something 

of a microgenre, perhaps its other most 

prominent exponent being the Austrian 

composer Peter Ablinger. But the impulse 

that generates this strand of Bailie’s output 

is quite distinct, and very powerful. 

Ablinger’s interest is analytical: he wants to, 

as he puts it, “hear hearing”, to refl ect the 

brain’s inescapable instinct to fi nd pattern in 

the ostensibly patternless. But Bailie’s aims 

in the works presented here are altogether 

different. These pieces seem uninterested 

in abstraction; they are deeply grounded 

in the concrete, in particulars: in sounds, 

not sound. They do not make claims about 

perception per se. Instead they trace a 

fundamentally, if subtly, narrative pursuit. 

Bailie is in the business of multiplying 

semantic layers, of creating dialogues and 

echoes, and of drawing connections. All 

those things we hear in the world around 

us, Bailie is saying, contain universes of 

possible meanings and of possible readings, 

and everything is capable of surprising us.

A recurrent device is the placement of 

“real-life” sound, expertly recorded and 

painstakingly transformed, in close proximity 

to a denatured instrumental version of itself 

in a sort of trans-medial heterophony. The 

The Inevitable Meaning: Joanna Bailie’s Stories by Evan Johnson
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surface but, at suffi cient extremes, to reveal 

entirely new universes, in part by bringing 

recorded frequencies above the range of 

human hearing into our sensory grasp. 

Trains involves seven recordings made at 

extremely high sampling rates, which are 

then slowed by varying degrees (by ratios 

equivalent to that of the melodic minor 

scale), arranged in “ascending” order, and 

descanted upon by a solo cello. This descant 

functions something like a narrator, however 

unreliable, or an inventor of narrative: 

whatever it fi nds and chooses to present 

to us in the moment as a refl ection of its 

mechanized surroundings is foregrounded, 

and when gestural shapes recur, as they 

do — slowly ascending sequences, squirming 

microtonal alternations, aggressively 

persistent glissandi — we are presented with 

an imposed comprehension of an imposed 

comprehension, the “minor scale” of Bailie’s 

transformed trains further subsumed into a 

mysterious and constantly surprising fi ction.

Both Symphony-Street-Souvenir and 

Trains, then, deal with construction 

of worlds upon, within, and to some 

degree despite our own world, which 

they invite us inside and then reinterpret. 

Artifi cial Environments Nos. 1 to 5 makes 

this conceit completely explicit. For what 

could be more straightforward than a 

recording of the composer’s voice, sounding 

like some sort of patient, kindly, and 

vaguely futuristic tour guide or automated 

tram operator, describing a series of 

alternative worlds, with alternative rules of 

time, space and sound, accompanied by 

an instrumental ensemble that places us 

within each of these worlds? The role that, 

in the other works on this album, is taken by 

prerecorded sound is here fulfi lled by these 

science-fi ction hypotheticals, themselves 

silent and colourless, present only to the 

listening intellect. As a result, we confront 

this compositional model of Bailie’s in a 

newly pure form: instrumental writing as a 

model of a universe otherwise inaccessible, 

as an explanatory gloss. Instruments, in 

other words, as fi lters — as rasters; as ways 

of infl ecting and transmitting information 

to us from this otherwise hidden world, 

rendering it interpretable.

Artifi cial Environment No. 8, fi nally, 

uses a solo piano to elaborate upon three 

sources that orbit, at various distances, the 

intersection of music and language. In the 

fi rst, ‘… and the dreams that you dare to 

dream …’, a song which we all eventually 

recognize is gradually allowed to emerge in 

prerecorded form, a severely fi ltered initial 

state relaxing into fullness. The interest 

here, and the almost unbearably intense 

beauty, is in the fl uttering microtonal 

waverings of the processed source and their 

constantly mutating dialogue with a piano 

line that closely echoes them. The second 

movement, ‘Babel’, grows out of Bailie’s 

recording of visitors queueing to enter Notre-

Dame de Paris, speaking a wide variety 

of languages. Occasionally, the recording 

is “frozen,” a tiny slice extended briefl y to 

create ghostly, noisy quasi-harmonies on 

tape, making a series of small moments 

that are their own musical commentary, 

generating and shadowing the piano’s 

variety of interpretations: another sort 

of intimate dialogue between piano and 

processed sound, a series of tiny stories in 

linked vignettes. Finally, in ‘Street’, Bailie 

revisits the carillon of Symphony-Street-
Souvenir, the piano another form of dialogue 

with the recorded bells. In this version, in 

a beautiful and eerie reversal, the distant 

bells almost seem to be answering the 

piano, echoing, relaying the instrument’s 

fragmentary quasi-hymn to the pedestrians 

and traffi c whose traces we hear in 

between.

At the end of this collection of works, both 

widely varied and tightly knit, we are back to 

the idea of stories. Stories, fundamentally, 

are ways of interpreting an uninterpretable 

mass of events: of simplifying, organising, 

delimiting and binding the impossible 

output of an incomprehensible world in a 

way that is not only understandable but 

memorable, replicable. Whether the melodic 

glosses, with their unexpected detours, 

that she places upon her “scale” of trains; 

the private-seeming, moment-by-moment 

dialogues with wavering atoms of popular 

song or artifi cially frozen instants of human 

speech; or the fragmentary chorale of 

the echoed and echoing Danish carillon, 

Bailie’s instrumental glosses are stories 

in precisely this sense. Whether they are 

“found” or “invented,” refl ected or imposed, 

is beside the point; what is important is 

that they encompass the sound of our lived 

world, gently colour it, and fi nd its inevitable 

meaning.

© 2019 Evan Johnson
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Joanna Bailie was born in London in 1973 and 

now lives in Berlin. She studied composition 

with Richard Barrett, electronic music at the 

Koninklijk Conservatorium in Holland and in 

1999 won a fellowship to study at Columbia 

University. She completed her PhD at City, 

University of London in 2018.

Her music has been performed by groups 

such as Klangforum Wien, L’instant Donné, 

EXAUDI, Ensemble Mosaik, Ictus Ensemble, 

Ensemble Musikfabrik, Ensemble Nadar, KNM 

Berlin, Asamisimasa, Neue Vocalsolisten 

Stuttgart, The London Sinfonietta, The BBC 

Scottish Symphony Orchestra, The SWR 

Vokalensemble and the Ives Ensemble. 

She has been programmed at events such 

as the Donaueschinger Musiktage, ECLAT, 

Venice Biennale, Huddersfi eld, SPOR Festival, 

MaerzMusik, Festival Reims Scènes d’Europe, 

Rainy Days Festival Luxembourg, Darmstadt, 

Borealis Festival, and Ultima.

Her recent work includes chamber music 

and installation, and is characterized by the 

use of fi eld recordings together with acoustic 

instruments. She is also interested in the 

interplay between the audio and visual as 

evidenced by her works incorporating camera 

obscura, and fi lm. 

Together with composer Matthew Shlomowitz, 

Joanna founded Plus-Minus Ensemble in 2003. 

In May 2010 she was the guest curator at 

the SPOR Festival in Aarhus, Denmark and in 

September 2015 she curated and produced the 

Cut and Splice Festival for BBC Radio 3. She 

has taught composition at City, University of 

London, The Royal Academy of Music in Aarhus, 

the Luxembourg Composition Academy, and at 

the 47th edition of the Darmstadt International 

Summer Course for New Music. In 2016 she 

was a guest of the DAAD Artists-in-Berlin-

program. joannabailie.com

Plus-Minus Ensemble is a London based 

ensemble committed to commissioning new 

work and placing it alongside recent and 

landmark modern repertoire. Formed in 2003, 

Plus-Minus is distinguished by its interest in 

performative, electroacoustic and conceptual 

pieces, and experimental open works such 

as Stockhausen‘s 1963 classic, from which 

the group takes its name. As of 2019 Plus-

Minus has adopted a more collective model 

for running the group, with Mark Knoop, Vicky 

Wright and Matthew Shlomowitz acting as 

co-directors.

Plus-Minus has regularly performed in London 

at Kammer Klang (Cafe Oto) and City University; 

has been broadcast on BBC Radio 3 and 

Deutschlandfunk Kultur; and has played at the 

Borealis Festival Bergen, Cut and Splice, the 

Sampler Sèries at l’Auditori in Barcelona, Klang 

Festival Copenhagen, Fundación BBVA Bilbao, 

Huddersfi eld Contemporary Music Festival, 

MaerzMusik, Spor Festival in Aarhus, Transit 

Festival Leuven and Ultima Festival Oslo. 

Plus-Minus also works with student composers 

and has given workshops and concerts at 

Bath Spa University, City University London, 

Durham University, Guildhall School of Music, 

Huddersfi eld University, Stanford University and 

the University of Southampton.

Plus-Minus has worked with composers such as 

Peter Ablinger, Laurence Crane, Bernhard Lang, 

Cassandra Miller, James Saunders, Alexander 

Schubert and Jennifer Walshe. 

plusminusensemble.com
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Recorded at All Saints Church, East Finchley, London on 14-15 June 2018

Endymion: Sound Census NMC D160

featuring Joanna Bailie’s Axis
Endymion | Quentin Poole conductor

Digital Discoveries 4: Into a Several World NMC DL3004

featuring Joanna Bailie’s Five Famous Adagios
Apartment House

JOANNA BAILIE ON NMC

9



12

Thank you to the trusts, foundations and individuals who are investing 
in NMC’s Debut Discs series:

Debut Discs is NMC’s acclaimed showcase series for gifted early-career 
composers from the British Isles. As a registered charity, we need your 
support so we can continue to create more Debut Discs with the best 

emerging talent. For further information on how you can help, please visit 
www.nmcrec.co.uk/support-us, email: development@nmcrec.co.uk 

or phone 020 3022 5888

The John S Cohen Foundation
The Garrick Charitable Trust

Nicholas and Judith Goodison’s        
   Charitable Settlement

The Leche Trust
The Mercers’ Charitable Foundation

Stanley Picker Trust
The Steel Charitable Trust

Terry Holmes
Robert McFarland 

James and Anne Rushton
Martin Staniforth
Duncan Tebbet

Judith Weir
and everyone who donated through 

   NMC’s Debut Disc Appeal
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THE BLISS TRUST
www.blisstrust.org

THANK YOU SUPPORT 
NMC RECORDINGS
As a registered charity (no. 328052) NMC holds 
a distinctive position in the recording industry, 
providing public benefi t through the contribution 
our work makes to enriching cultural life. 

Becoming a Friend of NMC allows you to 

support the most exciting new music from the 

British Isles and helps secure NMC’s future. We 

provide a range of opportunities for our donors 

to see behind the scenes of the organisation 

and the music we release.

Friends (£50 - £99 per year) receive a quarterly 
newsletter, updates on future releases, plus invites 
to special events.  

Benefactors (£100 - £249) also enjoy a 25% 
discount in our online store, a CD booklet credit, 
and invitations to recording sessions.

Principal Benefactors (£250 - £499) also enjoy an 
invitation to our annual composer gathering.

Ambassadors (£500 - £999) also enjoy invitations 
to intimate, exclusive events with the NMC team, 
composers and artists.

Joining the Producer’s Circle (£1,000+) allows you 
to take your support of NMC further and have a 
closer association with our work, through a deeper 
insight into the projects we put together and the 
artists we work with.

You can also support NMC with a one-off donation, 
by becoming a Corporate Friend (£500+ per year) 
and by leaving a gift in your will. 

Please visit www.nmcrec.co.uk/support-us, 
email development@nmcrec.co.uk, 
or call 020 3022 5888 for more information.

PRODUCERS’ CIRCLE
Anonymous, Robert D. Bielecki Foundation, Anthony Bolton, 
Bill Connor, Luke Gardiner, Ralph Kanza, George Law, Colin 
Matthews, Nick Prettejohn, Simon and Victoria Robey, James and 
Anne Rushton, Terence Sinclair, Richard Steele, Charlotte and 
Dennis Stevenson, Janis Susskind, Andrew Ward, Judith Weir, 
Arnold Whittall.

AMBASSADORS
City & Cambridge Consultancy, Robert McFarland, Dominic Nudd, 
Tarik O’Regan, Duncan Tebbet, Peter Wakefi eld.

PRINCIPAL BENEFACTORS
Robin Chapman, Susan Costello, Anton Cox, Brian Elias, Richard 
Fries, Sally Groves, Michael Gwinnell, Terry Holmes, Stephen 
Johns, Jeremy Marchant, Belinda Matthews, Chris Potts, Kenneth 
Smith, Sir John Tomlinson, Hugh Wood.

BENEFACTORS
Anonymous, Geoff Andrew, Raj Arumugan, Peter Aylmer, Peter 
Baldwin, Sir Alan Bowness, Tony Britten, Benjamin Bruce, Andrew 
Burn, David Charlton, Roderick Dale, Matthew Frost, Anthony 
Gilbert, Alexander Goehr, Adam Gorb, Elaine Gould, Michael 
Greenwald, Helen Grime, David Gutman, Barry Guy, Matthew 
Harris, Craig and Julie Hartley, Robin Holloway, Alison and Kjeld 
Jensen, Ed Jones, Neil King QC, Liz Leach, Bertie Leigh, Prof 
Stephen McHanwell, Graham Mole, Garth Morton, Stephen and 
Jackie Newbould, Marina Ogilvy, Kieron O’Hara and Rebecca 
Hughes, Stephen Plaistow, Ronald Powell, Paul L.D. Rank, 
Philip Reed and Harriet Wybor, Mark Robinson, Lee Rodwell, 
Laurence Rose, Julian Rushton, Steve Saltaire, Keith Salway, 
Howard Saunders, Dr Ian Sesnan, Emily Jennifer Simms, Dan 
Simpson, Howard Skempton, Martin Staniforth, Gwendolyn Tietze, 
Owen Toller, Kevin Turner, Hannah Vlcek, Huw Watkins, Anthony 
Whitworth-Jones, Nicholas Williams.

CORPORATE FRIENDS
Faber Music, Freshfi elds Bruckhaus Deringer LLP, The Incorporated 
Society of Musicians, The Music Sales Group, Royal Philharmonic 
Society, Schott Music Ltd.

v

10


