
seemed uncannily relevant to this release, which
leads me to a strange warming to the wintery
city, where the glassy darkness holds / the genuine
apparition of your smile.

Joanna Ward
10.1017/S0040298222001279

John Lely, Meander Selection. Apartment House.
Another timbre, at 195.

‘Don’t judge a book by its cover’ is a well-known
dictum, inviting us to be cautious when making
any kind of aesthetic evaluation. Nowadays, it is
the composer’s website which serves the role of
the proverbial book cover and has the potential
to communicate a good deal about the artist’s
creative persona. And yet John Lely’s humble
website is a testament to how sometimes judging
the book cover, especially when that cover is
well crafted, can actually tell us the exact details
of its content: its adherence to angular geometric
fidelity, straightforward colour palette, balance
of form and minimal presentation all parallel
his work as a composer.

Lely’s most recent album, Meander Selection, is
his music’s fourth appearance on Another Timbre
and the second album solely dedicated to his com-
positions. Unlike the first CD, which presents one
of his most famous pieces, The Harmonics of Real
Strings (2006) – where a fluid and translucent son-
ority comes alive with the simple action of lightly
pressing a finger against the cello’s string and
moving it closer to the bridge over the span of
approximately quarter of an hour – this latest
release is more of a portrait CD, consisting of
Lely’s compositions written in the past ten
years. The selection of diverse works will no
doubt inspire listeners to pursue an even closer
examination of all aspects of Lely’s music.

But what is his music all about? It is precisely
the long-standing preoccupation with probing
the limits and exhausting the potential of min-
imal material which drives many of Lely’s
sonic findings forward: ‘[w]hen I’m composing
I’m learning, asking questions and testing limits.
I appreciate the effect of compositional con-
straints because they reveal something new,
either about the material or about myself.’1

True to this statement, which suggests an enthu-
siastic infatuation with experimental discovery,
drawing on the word’s more scientific connota-
tion and not on its hackneyed everyday use

among those wanting to distance themselves
from the mainstream music, a purity of tone, col-
our and structure emanates from all the pieces
on this album, not least because of the nuanced
performance of Apartment House. The choice of
performers hardly seems surprising given the
ensemble’s close affiliation with the label. But
even more important is Lely’s affinity with the
musicians: he has described the group as a ‘for-
mative and ongoing collaboration’.2

The chemical agent keeping all the pieces on
this CD bound together and making Lely’s
music instantly recognisable is a profound
sense of persistence. It permeates everything
from rhythm and harmony to register and tex-
ture. Karnaugh Quartet is a perfect illustration
of this persistence: tense, rhythmically charged
and abrupt chords formed by the string quartet
are repeated 12 times before one of the instru-
ments switches a note and thus produces a
minor change in the overall harmony. This pro-
cess lasts around 13 minutes with all instruments
participating one after another: there is no vari-
ation in texture or timbre, just changes of colour
in harmony. Or take Stopping at the Sheer Edge
Will Never Abolish Space, where for the entire
15-minute duration of the music we hear a con-
stantly pulsating D in different string instru-
ments, which perseveres relentlessly while
melodies and harmonies grow entwined around
the tone. The addition to this album of an elec-
tronic track, Pale Signal, which projects a sedative
and intimate texture similar to that of snow
crunching, is particularly commendable, given
Lely’s deep involvement with improvisation
using both acoustic and electronic instruments.

A more subtle persistence is found in Doubles,
which presents a meditative soundscape of
sparse chords. The sonorities suggest an expan-
sive ocean whose vastness and sublimity cannot
be adequately comprehended. This appearance
of size is achieved by using a pedal note in the
cello which doesn’t change throughout and pre-
vents any musical change from happening. The
epitome and collective image of Lely’s style is
the album’s namesake work, Meander Selection,
which can produce a serene effect on the listener
with its pure sonorities, lack of rhythmic vari-
ation and sparse chords. The sequence of chords
repeats, yet occasionally one of them hangs up in
the air, allowing us to take a breath and keep on lis-
tening in stillness. A sense of harmonic direction
unravels itself and flickers in the distance, only to
disappear soon after right in front of us.

1 www.anothertimbre.com/johnlely.html (accessed 18 October
2022). 2 https://johnlely.co.uk/about.html (accessed 18 October 2022).
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Lely’s pieces often follow and develop one
musical idea, yet this meticulous concentration
is never coloured in one particular way: while
the previously described works produce a rather
radiant quality, the atmosphere of Nocturne is
gloomier and more anxious. The four notes in
the piano’s middle register are divided into two
ascending intervals: a perfect fifth and a perfect
fourth which veer off their course once in a
while, exposing the dramaturgy inherent in the
nature of our most fundamental musical inter-
vals. A gradual expansion from high to low regis-
ter takes place across 20 minutes in For Phillip,
which also works around a set of limited mono-
phonic pitches, oscillating between lighter and
darker shades.

Despite the simple harmonies, stepwise mel-
odies and sparse textures all being a clear point
of reference to the generation of British experi-
mental composers preceding Lely, Lely’s music
never sounds predictable or boring. It always
seeks to challenge the listener and demands
their close concentration on the unfolding pro-
cess, which is of high importance to the com-
poser. Only then does it truly reward us and
unravel its more concealed beauty. This release
is certainly a welcome addition to the compo-
ser’s catalogue, encouraging listeners to form
an all-round impression of Lely’s music and to
soak up his intimate soundworld from different
perspectives.

Marat Ingeldeev
10.1017/S004029822200122X

Josh Modney, Near to Each. Modney, Laubrock,
Smythe, Roberts. Carrier Records, 067.

Near to Each is such a wonderful title for an album,
and an equally wonderful hook to begin talking
about the music on the album. The title invokes
two common metaphors about music that both
carry explanatory power and introduce creative
friction through their internal contradiction.
‘Near’ implies that music occupies space, and
that some sort of juxtaposition within that space
is possible, while ‘Each’ implies that music can
be lumped into objects, and that these objects
can be enumerated. Josh Modney knows that
both metaphors are limited in their ontological
power, and his compositions do a wonderful job
of bringing those contradictions into relief. If the
listener approaches this music as enumerated
objects in space, and judges their various proximi-
ties, and indeed goes further to ask the question
‘What is near to what?’, and furthermore: ‘How

can any one object be equidistant from all the
others?’ – that is, ‘Which of these objects is actually
Near to Each?!’ – it quickly becomes clear that the
lack of an answer to this question is the whole
point.

The album is scored for violin, cello, tenor
saxophone and piano. The pianist Cory Smythe
also plays on a set of keyboards with software
of his own devising, and together the instrumen-
tarium thus has access to both tempered quarter
tones and to just intonation. Modney also allows
for an extensive amount of improvisatory free-
dom, and this contributes to a refreshing mix
of spontaneity and tight control. Indeed, there
are numerous moments, sometimes several
within a single track, where the music seems
to derail into recklessness before obeying some
external cue to yield to a completely unexpected,
delicate texture. Between these jump cuts and
the equally unexpected hints at recurring materi-
als throughout, one repeatedly gets the impres-
sion of an ensemble ‘taking stock’ of its
musical objects and their interactions. Some tra-
jectory through the ‘space’ is seen to be careen-
ing towards a dead end, so the music calmly
breaks away and enters a reassessment phase.
But over it all lies a perfectly cool veneer of
probing curiosity and a commanding, highly
unique sense for form and structure. Words fail.

The opening three tracks consist of a great
ponderous ensemble movement entitled
‘Whalefall’, which is bookended by an exposi-
tory ‘Violin Solo’ and an aggressive yet desultory
‘Tenor [Saxophone] Solo’. The first bares its
soul; the last bares its fangs. But ‘Whalefall’ itself
is a series of exquisitely conceived sound blocks,
each uniform and gradually evolving, but all neg-
ating each other’s intentions. Whatever thing is
Near to Each of these sound blocks remains inex-
pressible – perhaps it is not even music? – but we
can’t deny its presence in our minds: some
impossible geometric principle that links these
blocks together, cetacean in its proportions, play-
ing upon frequencies inaccessible to the human
ear. The last block of ‘Whalefall’ is set off from
the others and features an unforgettably rich
microtonal idée fixe, passed between the instru-
ments according to some unfathomable prin-
ciple. As it unfolds, we lose interest in
identifying the linking principle, though, and
get lost in the intricacy of the moment. This
was my favourite track on the album, even if
not the most consequential one for making
sense of the whole form.

The intriguing title ‘Crystallization’ is written
over both the fourth and eighth track, the latter
carrying the alternative title ‘Ritual’. Whatever is
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