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1 Freefalling  10’08

 RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra • David Brophy conductor

 Song of the Books 
2 I 6’48

3 II 12’05

4 III 9’14

 Kate Ellis cello • Decibel • Daniele Rosina conductor

5 Psychedelia  17’54

 RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra • David Brophy conductor

6 Organ Grinder  14’05

 Orkest de Ereprijs • Wim Boerman conductor

7 Magnetic  7’45

 Jack McNeill bass clarinet • Eliza McCarthy piano

 

 Total timing 78’13
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and a fi zzing, popping array of orchestral 

sound pulls us forward from there. A more 

varied central episode shifts from hocketing 

dialogues between sliding strings and 

parping brass to twinkling harp and held 

high string notes, before a vivid climax 

that brings together aspects of both earlier 

musics drives us vertiginously towards 

an intense, but then quiet and solitary, 

end. Freefalling, played here by the RTÉ 

National Symphony Orchestra under David 

Brophy, benefi ts from a sense of large-scale 

control and subtlety of orchestral detail 

that ensures that intensity is maintained 

throughout.

The piece that gives this release its name, 

Psychedelia (premiered in 2017 by the RTÉ 

National Symphony Orchestra, this time 

under the baton of Thomas Adès), echoes 

Freefalling in switching vividly between 

kilters off and on. Unlike Freefalling, though, 

it takes its time to build, gradually adding 

as it does string and brass layers that orbit 

around an unresolved minor tonality to 

the call-to-attention opening violin gesture 

(whose stentorian, repeated ‘E’ hovers 

tensely between keys). 

This slow, carefully stage-managed build 

ultimately climaxes in a transcendent 

passage of pitching and rolling tones and 

textures. The details in this climax are then 

gradually removed across the fi nal few 

minutes until we’re left only with glistening 

echoes and glinting reverberations. If the 

earlier image was one of freefalling from 

high altitude the effect here, thinking of 

the title, is more of a merging of ego into 

something greater than itself – ‘game’ 

reality, as Timothy Leary puts it in The 
Psychedelic Experience, giving way to a 

liberated (un)consciousness – before the 

music fi nally brings us back to reality, which, 

however, doesn’t feel quite the same as it 

did before.

The ensemble pieces on this album use a 

similarly economical musical language as 

these more elaborate and in some ways 

more obviously controlled orchestral scores, 

likewise creating their own whirligig textures 

and rhythms full of punch and swirl as 

they go. If anything, unusual details and 

unexpected touches perhaps have a little 

more room to emerge here than in that 

necessarily more choreographed orchestral 

context. 

Ed Bennett’s music moves. Like a lot of 

musicians born after the 1960s, from 

techno producers to post-minimalist 

composers to thrash metal bands, the 

spring and coil of a sharp attack, a whacking 

drum, an insistent, trancing rhythmic 

texture seems to inspire Bennett more than 

any more obviously lyrical or sentimental 

impulse might (though lyricism is far from 

absent in his music). 

That foundational interest in strong, loud 

sounds and kaleidoscope patterns has 

found expression across a variety of 

scores and projects. From the large-scale 

and pulverising saxophone and ensemble 

skronk of Dzama Stories (Quartz, 2010), 

to the sonic phantasmagoria of Stop-
Motion Music and Cartoon Music (both 

written, characteristically, for Bennett’s 

Decibel ensemble; NMC D169, 2011), 

to the alternately fl urrying and brooding 

violin and ensemble of Heavy Western 

(Diatribe Records, 2018), Bennett has 

been prodigious in producing a wide and 

expansive body of work that is nevertheless 

made coherent through its shared musical 

and aesthetic taste for punch and trance. 

This release, which gathers together 

recent orchestral and ensemble pieces 

written for a variety of bands and groups 

(with Decibel as ever featuring strongly), 

takes up and expands Bennett’s interest 

in strident sounds and building textures. 

It adds to these some fascinating new 

colours and emotional registers as it goes, 

generated at least in part by the expanded 

palette afforded by the resources of the 

orchestra (and how refreshing it is to hear 

contemporary music on this largest of 

musical scales).    

Freefalling, like a lot of Bennett’s music, 

has momentum and motion at its very core. 

Inspired by Felix Baumgartner’s 2012 world-

record freefall – though more in terms of 

feel than any narrative specifi cs – the music 

is a hail of teeter-tottering, hammering 

cymbals and drums, brass, wind and strings. 

The economy of these materials is belied 

by the overwhelming nature of the sound, 

which is both propulsive and heaving, like a 

massive ship or plane caught in a squall. 

A long stretch of helter-skelter music creates 

irresistible momentum out of the gate. 

Slanting, skewing clashes of pulse 
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Magnetic, for example, is a poised, 

enigmatic 8-minute essay for bass clarinet 

and prepared piano (with sheets of paper 

laid across the strings to create a buzzing 

percussive sound). Quiet, concentrated 

repetition of simple 1 and 2-note cells – 

legato minor-third arcs in clarinet and single-

note tapping and fi zzing in piano – gives 

way little by little to pummeling chromatic 

chords, which in turn recede back into 

ad libbed, pattering enigma. As is typical 

for Bennett, much is made here of subtle 

contrasts and delicate detail (which pianist 

Jack McNeill and clarinetist Eliza McCarthy 

handle with care); Guero-like piano glissandi 

are peppered into the fl ow as moments of 

ritual repose, whilst piano and clarinet lines 

rhythmically pull and push against each 

other gently throughout. 

Organ Grinder, for midi organ and an 

ensemble of brass, winds, percussion 

and electric and bass guitars (Orkest de 

Ereprijs), is more varied in texture and 

timbre than the other pieces. This is due 

at least in part to the contrast of attack 

between the more lubricious, reverberant 

organ (with all its rich psychedelic potential) 

here and the battering percussion, clipped 

pianos, gurning brass and guitars and 

fi ligree harp of the other pieces. The 

contrast also arises though in the way that 

the piece tactfully but attentively uses space 

and silence, these being much more central 

characters here than they are elsewhere. 

Organ Grinder starts out by opposing a 

repeated cluster chord chased with toddling 

bongo patter, against more drawn-out, 

weighty and pregnant, organ and ensemble 

notes. Each of these elements gradually 

evolve, accruing complexity and variety 

before a choppier, automaton-Messiaen 

passage at around the six-minute mark 

threatens to derail proceedings completely. 

Everything spins out gloriously from that 

point, with rising and then falling wind and 

brass lines building to a wheezing, whirling, 

whopper organ climax, the instrument 

(sounding as full as a more conventional 

organ would) now nearly freed from the 

ensemble shackles of before. An enigmatic 

conclusion sounds far off notes in a bed of 

tinkly near-silence, brassy parps interjecting 

to remind us not to get too comfortable in 

our coda skin. 

Song of the Books, at 30 minutes the 

longest piece here by a stretch, is a three-

part piece for solo cello, electronics and 

ensemble that uses the Irish traditional air, 

Amhrán na Leabhar, as its 

basis. Bennett stretches out quite a bit 

with this larger canvas at his disposal even 

whilst staying very much in his metier. He 

and the dedicated musicians of Decibel 

generate a lamenting depth that chimes 

well with the elegiac aspect of the original 

tune, which commemorates the loss of a 

cherished collection of books belonging to 

the nineteenth century poet, Tomás Rua Ó 

Súilleabháin (who, perhaps signifi cantly, 

worked at a Hedge school in Kerry secretly 

teaching children Irish history and folklore).

The fi rst movement explores thick, tough 

textures – ‘think My Bloody Valentine’, 

the score suggests, though for better or 

worse the wall of sound here is more jewel-

encrusted than it is Valentine’s muddy and 

mucky morasses – fi lled with density and 

force. The second is more lyrical and song-

like, though Kate Ellis’ ringing cello lines are 

dark-hued and arresting all the same. The 

third is built on typically Bennettian clanging 

and chiming, slip-sliding textures, tough as 

the fi rst but more expansive and varied in 

tone and temperament. 

It also features an exciting climax, the cello 

answering and in some ways resolving the 

rest of the movement – indeed resolving, 

or at least bringing unprecedented focus 

to, the emphasis on concentration and 

repetition found in many of these pieces – in 

wringing the life out of a single, insistently 

repeated note, as electronic waves die away 

around it. 

As with the rest of the captivating pieces on 

this release, Song of the Books grabs you by 

the lapels whilst also tickling you curiously 

in the ear as it does so. Taken as a whole, 

Psychedelia can be seen to be of a piece 

with the rest of Bennett’s output precisely in 

this dual emphasis on power and mystery. 

And yet running throughout many of these 

pieces, particularly the orchestral music but 

also the more emotionally elevated Song 
of the Books, is a sense of control and 

poise that feels like something of a new 

colour for Bennett, marking this release out 

as an important moment of change and 

development in his work.

© 2020 Stephen Graham
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Information about the artists on this disc 

can be found on NMC’s website:

www.nmcrec.co.uk

Irish composer ED BENNETT was born in Bangor, 

Co.Down. His music, which has been described in 

the press as ‘anarchic’ (Irish Times), ‘stunningly 

intense’ (The Quietus) and ‘thrilling’ (Gramophone) 

is often characterized by its strong rhythmic energy, 

extreme contrasts and the combination of acoustic, 

electronic and multimedia elements; it was 

described in The Guardian as ‘unclassifi able, raw-

nerve music of huge energy and imagination’ and 

by Sinfi ni Music as ‘one of the most scintillating 

voices to emerge of late from the British Isles.’ His 

body of work includes large-scale orchestral works, 

ensemble pieces, solo works, electronic music, 

opera, installations and works for dance and fi lm.

He performs with and directs his own ensemble, 

Decibel, which is dedicated to the performance 

of new and experimental work and with whom 

he has released three critically acclaimed CDs 

of his music. Dzama Stories (Quartz Music) 

was described as ‘a glorious addition to the 

contemporary canon … I haven’t heard a disc of 

Irish Composition as vital and as urgent as this in 

a long while’ (Musical Criticism, 5/5 stars) and My 
Broken Machines (NMC D169) was Chicago Time 
Out’s No.1 Contemporary CD of 2011. His previous 

release Togetherness (2018) was described in a 

5-star review in Classical Music Magazine as ‘high-

octane music that demands the listeners attention.’

Ed has been commissioned and performed 

internationally by many diverse artists, ensembles 

and organisations including the BBC Symphony and 

Philharmonic Orchestras, the National Orchestra 

of Belgium, RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra of 

Ireland, Ulster Orchestra, Rotterdam Philharmonic, 

the London Sinfonietta, Crash Ensemble, 

Icebreaker, Orkest de ereprijs, Fidelio Trio, Garth 

Knox, Brett Dean, Reinbert de Leeuw, Darragh 

Morgan, Xenia Pestova Bennett and Thomas Adés. 

Ed has also enjoyed collaborations with several 

artists working in different disciplines including 

those with choreographers Caroline D’Haese and 

Ann Van den Broek.

In 2012 Ed Bennett was awarded the prestigious 

Philip Leverhulme Prize for the Performing Arts and 

was recently awarded the Arts Council of Northern 

Ireland’s Major Individual Artist Award, the highest 

honour awarded to an artist from the region.

www.edbennett.co.uk

.
My Broken Machines NMC D169

Decibel • Fidelio Trio • ConTempo Quartet

Garth Knox viola d’amore • Paul Roe bass clarinet

Bulb NMC D147

Featuring Ed Bennett’s for Marcel Dzama
Fidelio Trio 

ED BENNETT ON NMC

Freefalling and Psychedelia were recorded at RTÉ Studio 1, Dublin on 
12 June 2019.
SIMON HALL Mixing & Editing
SIMON HALL & ED BENNETT Recording Producers

Magnetic was recorded at Royal Birmingham Conservatoire June 2016
SIMON HALL Mixing & Editing
SIMON HALL & ED BENNETT Recording Producers

Song of the Books was recorded at Royal Birmingham Conservatoire 
on 11 February 2020.
SIMON HALL Recording Engineer, Mixing & Editing
SIMON HALL & ED BENNETT Recording Producers

Organ Grinder was recorded at the Orgelpark, Amsterdam 
on 14 June 2013.
BERT VAN DIJK Recording Engineer, Mixing & Editing

SIMON HALL Mastering

Scores of Ed Bennett’s music are available from the Contemporary 
Music Centre Ireland and Composer’s Edition.
www.cmc.ie
www.composersedition.com

Cover image by Daniel Kluge

NMC Recordings is a charitable company (reg. no. 328052) established 
for the recording of contemporary music by the Holst Foundation; it is 
grateful for funding from Arts Council England and The Delius Trust.

ANNE RUSHTON Executive Director
ELEANOR WILSON General Manager
ALEX WRIGHT Development & Partnerships Manager
LUCILE GASSER Development & Creative Production Coordinator
RACHEL WILMOT Recordings & Marketing Coordinator
CLARE SPOLLEN Development Assistant (Maternity Cover)

COLIN MATTHEWS Executive Producer for NMC

DISTRIBUTION
NMC recordings are distributed worldwide in CD, download and 
streaming formats. For more information visit our website.

You can also purchase recordings direct from our online store
www.nmcrec.co.uk

FOR FURTHER DETAILS PLEASE CONTACT:

NMC Recordings Ltd
St Margaret’s House
21 Old Ford Road
Bethnal Green, London, E2 9PL

Tel. +44 (0)20 3022 5836/88
E-mail: nmc@nmcrec.co.uk • Website: www.nmcrec.co.uk

All rights of the manufacturer and owner of the recorded material 
reserved. Unauthorised public performance, broadcasting and copying 
of this recording prohibited.

℗ 2020 NMC Recordings Ltd
© 2020 NMC Recordings Ltd

Catalogue no.: NMC D257

Ed Bennett would like to thank his friends and family, Xenia Pestova Bennett, Simon Hall, 

Daniel Kluge, Kate Ellis, Stephen Graham, Wim Boerman, Trevor Grahl, Rachel McCarthy and 

all of the fantastic musicians involved in the making of this recording. 

This recording has been produced with support from the PRS Foundation, Arts Council of 

Northern Ireland and Royal Birmingham Conservatoire.
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More than just a record label, NMC 

always strives to go further in reaching 

new audiences and nurturing the 

next generation of listeners, and our 

expanding education work encourages 

school children to explore music from 

our extensive back catalogue through 

free online resources. 

Your support as a customer is vital 

to us, and enables us to make new 

music accessible to the widest possible 

audience worldwide. 
However, sales and earnings from our 

recordings only fund a small proportion 

of our work each year.

The generous support of our Friends 

and individual donors ensures we can 

keep releasing essential recordings like 

this one. There are many ways you can 

support our work, and if you would like 

to know more, please visit: 

www.nmcrec.co.uk/support-us.

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.
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