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Ayanna Witter-Johnson Equinox (2022) for strings, solo voice and solo cello

Music cannot always be intellectualised into a neat programme note. Rather than try to incorrectly articulate and analyse this piece, 
here, instead, is a snippet of the lyrics which encompass the overall spirit and vibe of Equinox. Enjoy.

Long as the day, long as the night, long is the dark, long is the light 
That shines on us in circles, all year round.
Spinning around, no end in sight, melting the ground, will we survive
To see another sunset going down?
Slow as the moon, fast as the sun, who follows who? Thought we were one
We belong together, all year round.
Circles of light split the world in two, half for me and half for you.

© Ayanna Witter-Johnson

Alex Paxton Levels of Affection (2022) for ensemble and improviser 

Many thanks to Leo Bersani, Maggie Nelson and Carol Ann Duffy.

Love is like a dinosaur. It has big legs, tiny hands and likes to play the piano. Like this: (plays piano like a T-rex at a central train station 
when its raining outside. The sandwiches are too expensive). It has a scrawny neck that swishes from side to side when it’s happy. Like 
this: swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish swish … or maybe just little jittery moments for 
balance/ puttin’ (on) the (shit) bins out. Sometimes it truffle-snouts around in the back of the car (I can’t drive) looking for sweets 
(NOT MEANT TO) or maybe something darker (naughty) I’ll wash-off after. Negative.

Holdit!Flashbangwallopwhata (whatshisfaceis stonking in that) picture. 3-eye-holes like bowling or movie-tree-sprites shivering. Boiled-
vegetable-like lollipop-melting grows teeth like a child. Buzzing bees and other critters rustle between a dried leaf hello mr creepy 
crawly how are you today? Film a broken egg-cup can’t put together again except reversed but gobbles down new-time foodies with 
faces n faeces & bodies. CUT. Strawberries! HOLD IT. Delve in! Pic your take. I’ll get my head down here and pretend I’m a broken spit-
spring. Developing, holding on. Eaten like a peach in a movie. Exposing.

Most people don’t like sex anyway.

Levels of Affection

It is not just on or off though. There are many levels of affection, these are some of my favourite. 

Which one is yours?

© Alex Paxton

Notes from the composers



Ayanna Witter-Johnson

Ayanna Witter-Johnson is a multi-talented singer, songwriter, pianist and cellist successfully crossing the 
boundaries of classical, jazz, reggae and R&B music. Graduating with a first-class degree from both the Trinity 
Laban Conservatoire of Music & Dance, and the Manhattan School of Music, Ayanna has been commissioned by 
the London Symphony Orchestra, Gürzenich Orchester, Ligeti Quartet, Kronos Quartet, Philharmonia Orchestra, 
Solem Quartet and The Hip-Hop Shakespeare Company, to name a few.  

As a second-generation Jamaican born in Britain, Ayanna’s virtuosic, maverick cello and vocal style effortlessly 
blends classical music with her reggae and soul heritage. It is this unique blend that takes her from performing in 
venues as diverse as Wigmore Hall in central London to McHughs in Belfast. 

Releasing her debut album Road Runner in 2019, Ayanna is about to embark on her second album. Additional 
recorded material includes four EPs which have received numerous airplay on radio stations, including BBC 
Radio 1, 1xtra, BBC Radio 2, 3, 4, 6, and Jazz FM. TV credits include BBC One, London Live, Channel 4, BBC 
Proms and a stunning performance on Later… with Jools Holland (BBC1). 

Gaining nominations from AIM Awards (Best Live Act) and MOBO Awards, Ayanna was also a co-writer and 
featured artist on Anoushka Shankar’s single Those Words from the Grammy-nominated Love Letters EP, 
similarly co-writing and featuring with Nitin Sawhney on his stunning single Movement Variation II.

Straddling both the classical and Black music worlds effortlessly with her musical prowess, enchanting vocals,  
          non-compromising lyrics and ability to deftly reinterpret songs on the cello, Ayanna is the definition of eclectic  
          soul.

Alex Paxton

Alex Paxton is a composer and improvising-trombonist based in the UK. “A riotous overabundance of love and 
rage ... an extraordinary experience” The Wire. He was elected to the 9th International Composition Seminar 
with Ensemble Modern, won an Ivor Novello Award (multiple other nominations), Dankworth Jazz Prize, 
Leverhulme Art Prize, Harriet Cohen Award, and is represented in the Orchestral section of the ISCM. “This is 
what an orchestra can be like in the 21st century: an ensemble that speaks with one voice yet also gives voice 
to each of its members” The Times. He is a commissioned contributor to John Zorn’s Arcana X 2021. His albums 
to date: MUSIC for BOSCH PEOPLE released to critical acclaim in 2021. Upcoming releases include HAPPY 
MUSIC for ORCHESTRA and iLOLLI-POP on labels including Birmingham Record Company, NMC, Delphian, 
Nonclassical, Listen Pony, and Everest records. “This is the most joyous sound I’ve heard in ages!” New York 
Times

He has performed his music as a soloist with leading orchestras: Ensemble Modern, London Sinfonietta, 
Philharmonia Orchestra, Royal Scottish National Orchestra & Ensemble x.y. Further works/commissions include 
pieces for, Asko|Schöenberg, Ensemble Klang, Riot Ensemble, Nouvel Ensemble Contemporain, Wigmore Hall, 
Explore Ensemble, London Philharmonic Orchestra, Kammer Klang, BSO, Psappa, BBC Proms, NYO and NYJO. 
“Paxton is a system-crasher of genre, stylish wit and sophistication and extremely entertaining … virtuouso 
ad absurdum.” Musikderzeit Schott. Music theatre works include six operas hosted by English National Opera, 
Helios Collective, and Tête à Tête Festival. “Highly innovative ... of exceptional creative imagination and musical 
energy, packed with life force unlike anything else” Ivor Novello Composer Awards Winner.

Composers and artists biographies
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Darren Bloom

Darren Bloom is a composer, conductor, and educator. Much in demand as a conductor of contemporary music, 
he has given the premieres of dozens of new works by established and emerging composers including Philip 
Venables, Alex Paxton, Ayanna Witter-Johnson, Sun Keting, Laurence Osborn, Robin Haigh, Yazz Ahmed, Alex Ho, 
Oliver Leith, Na’ama Zisser, and Bryn Harrison. Following his residency as an LSO Soundhub composer, Darren has 
worked with the orchestra as a conductor for the scheme in every season since 2014. He has served as principal 
conductor for the University of Cambridge New Music Group for the last three seasons with concerts featuring 
Gérard Grisey, Kaija Saariaho, Errollyn Wallen, Richard Causton and Alexander Goehr. Darren is a founding member 
of the Ossian Ensemble, a new music group specialising in theatrical performances.

Recent recording highlights include the London Symphony Orchestra/NMC disc Six Degrees of Separation (5 stars 
BBC Music Magazine), Gareth Moorcraft’s Alternative views from history, and an upcoming NMC release by Ailís Ní 
Ríain with Dame Evelyn Glennie and the New London Chamber Ensemble.

Darren studied composition at the Royal College of Music, Royal Academy of Music and University of Cambridge. 
His works have been performed and commissioned by the London Symphony Orchestra, City of Birmingham 
Symphony Orchestra, Piatti Quartet, Royal Philharmonic Society, and Cheltenham Festival. A passionate educator, 
Darren is Lead Tutor for Composition and Musicianship at Junior Trinity, and supervisor of composition and 
orchestration at Cambridge.
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Led by its Principal Conductor and Artistic Advisor Santtu-Matias Rouvali, the Philharmonia has a pioneering approach to the role of 
the modern-day symphony orchestra, reaching new audiences and participants through audience development, digital technology, 
and learning and engagement programmes. Based in London, but with residencies in cities throughout England, and a thriving 
international touring programme and global digital reach, the Philharmonia engages with a world-wide audience.  philharmonia.co.uk

Composers’ Academy

The Philharmonia Orchestra is delighted to present two new works by composers Ayanna Witter-Johnson and Alex Paxton, 
participants in the Philharmonia’s 2021 Composers’ Academy and the 2021 Royal Philharmonic Society Composers programme. 

The featured composers developed their works over their 10-month participation in the Composers’ Academy, benefitting from 
seminars and tutorials as well as contemporary instrument exploration sessions and a works-in-progress workshop with Philharmonia 
players and conductor Darren Bloom.

This was complemented by a range of professional development sessions led by the RPS, drawing together insights from professional 
composers and expert colleagues at Schott Music, NMC Recordings, PRS for Music, and the ABRSM.

Royal Philharmonic Society 

The story of the RPS began in 1813 when a group of musicians set out to establish a series of orchestral concerts in London. Today, the 
Society continues to champion and empower musicians who – like its founders – strive to enrich society with all that they do. Through 
grants, commissions and performance opportunities, the RPS helps exciting performers and composers overcome barriers and fulfil 
their potential. The RPS Awards tell a vital story of music-making, celebrating the impact and ingenuity of creative forces at work 
nationwide. Through RPS Membership, the charity aims to cultivate national pride and curiosity in classical music, rousing audiences to 
recognise the valued role they play in the country’s thriving musical heritage. The two works on this album were commissioned by the 
RPS.  royalphilharmonicsociety.org.uk 



NMC Recordings 

NMC Recordings is an award-winning new music charity dedicated to recording and releasing contemporary classical music by 
UK and Irish composers. Founded by composer Colin Matthews OBE in 1988, our mission is to champion new classical music in its 
recorded form and support the next generation of composers and listeners. 

We play a vital role in the new music sector: without NMC, hundreds of important works simply would not be recorded and heard by 
audiences across the world. We collaborate closely with composers at all stages of their careers, including those firmly established 
in the sector; those who are often overlooked by the wider industry; nurturing composers at the start of their careers through our 
Debut Discs series; and those currently still in education.

Since our first release in 1989, we have gone on to promote over 300 recordings, featuring the work of more than 400 composers & 
featuring performances by 600 leading artists & ensembles. Our recordings are available in 141 countries & since 2012 have received 
16 million downloads & streams, & 50,000 CD sales. As a charity, sales income is reinvested into new projects.

In 2015, NMC became the first organisation to receive the prestigious Royal Philharmonic Society’s Leslie Boosey Award for 
“its outstanding contribution to the furthering of contemporary music in Britain”. Colin Matthews subsequently received the 
Gramophone Special Achievement Award 2017 for his “unique contribution to British contemporary music as founder and executive 
producer of NMC”.  nmcrec.co.uk
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Other recordings in the Composers’ Academy Series available on NMC: www.nmcrec.co.uk/recordings

The Philharmonia Orchestra’s 2021 Composers’ Academy is generously supported by Weston Culture Fund (Garfield Weston Foundation), 
The John S Cohen Foundation, Wise Music and The Boris Karloff Charitable Foundation.
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Chia-Ying Lin 
Benjamin Ashby

NMC DL3044

This recording is kindly supported by grants from the RVW Trust, Austin & Hope Pilkington Charitable Trust, The Coln Trust, and the 
Patrick Rowland Foundation.

The RPS Composers programme is supported by the ABRSM, Delius Trust, Elgar Bursary Fund, the Fidelio Charitable Trust, Garrick 
Charitable Trust, PRS Foundation’s The Open Fund, the Radcliffe Trust, the RVW Trust, and the Susan Bradshaw Composers’ Fund. 
With further thanks to composer Christian Mason for his role in mentoring the featured composers.
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