 Matthew Barley - Program note - by Gabriel Prokofiev

Matthew Barley first appeared on my own musical radar due to his reputation as the well-established classical cellist, who was also a very experienced specialist in combining Cello with electronics. This isn’t surprising since from very early in his career he has been dedicated to exploring the Cello’s relationship with electronics, performing most of the repertoire, and commissioning a decent percentage of it too. Despite this interest in technology his playing is so full of humanity, his phrasing beautifully elegant, and his lines naturally lyrical; he has a distinctively gentle touch. Yet he also loves to explore the outer limits of the instrument and is a master at extended techniques.

Over about three decades of performing most of the repertoire for Cello and Electronics, Matthew realised that there wasn’t actually ‘go-to’ album for the medium, and that many works do not yet exist in properly recorded versions, and so this project was born. 

The album opens in a huge open space, looking out to the a rich musical landscape of  to be explored in  eEthereal images and& unidentified objects float by while guiding us through, is our lyrical observerin Jan Bang’s Implanted Memories, before : Matthew Barley, improvising across the extreme ranges of his cello, [before] moving into a more intimate mood with John Metcalf's ‘Constant Filter’. 

The electronic pulse continues with Anna Meredith’s Moonmoons, her in an exploration of the concept of ‘worlds within worlds’ (the moons of moons). At first the mood feels more playful, with the spritely electronic appeggio iterations, but an ominous bass suggests the bigger intergalactic concept of the work, then as Matthew’s cello becomes stuck in a swelling single note loop, the harmony slowly evolves - till we reach the final chorale like climax. 

For In Joby Talbot’s Motion Detector, roles are reversed: the a rhythmic pulse, is now taken by the cello, the drone in the electronics, before returning . As the cello overdubs more and more dissonant, syncopated patterns the electronic drone has evolved into a digital choir which all the time has been slowly rising upwards, Then we reach a plateau which finally gives way to sickening descent as we fall to the lowest register of the cello.

Tthen we are back out in to Yan Bang’s cosmic open space in . The improvisation from Matthew’s introduces beautifully nuanced pizzicato phrases improvisations as strange shapes and objects float past, inspiring Matthew to move into a more abstract, and atonal language, at the end of the piece Matthew is inspired to rush up to instrument’s highest note (top E), perhaps looking for the top vantage point over the sonic chasms below.for Replica

In For Anna Meredith’s Blackfriars, wWe enter a yearning, romantic mood –. Matthew’s multitracks his cello to create a choir of warm yet at times crunchy sustained chords, which are underpinned by a ticking clock., and then lifted-up by a sighing, yet passionate cello solo. 

For the central track of this album, we step back in time to 1984, for one of the seminal works for solo cello (or trumpet) and electronics, by Jonathan Harvey., with whom Matthew Studied  (???dates???). Ricercare Una Melodia’ (arranged for Cello by Frances- Marie Uitti), uses a remarkably simple process of just two tape machines to create the electronic part, and yet the end result is impressively complex and gipping. An exercise in canon (Ricercare is the renaissance term for fugue-type pieces); the first half of the piece uses four 3 second tape delays for a strict ‘canon’ effect, then for the slow second half, the tapes are played at half speed in loop mode creating dark, groaning bass drones.

Then we just back to the contemporaryContemporary synthesisers of return in Anna Meredith’s ’Honeyed Words’, before the The main theme is created with a glissando effect, which is soon imitated by the cello, who stretches this glissando wider and wider until it reaches a warmer hymn like resolution in the second half of the piece, finally rising to a top C for the final C major chord.

For the third episode of Jan Bang’s ‘Noticing Things’ – a , his spacious sound-world is flooded with ; images of a ghostly post-apocalyptic warehouse corridor. are conjured: lights-off, with occasional objects coming into view (in this instances created with Jan’s vintage Akai sampler), and Matthew’s cello improvisation searching, calling-out into the void.

Matthew continues to improvise forWith  Oded Ben Tal’s ‘Present, Perfect’, but in this case hisMatthew’s improvising partner is in the form of Artificial Intelligence, which responds in real-time to his playing. Ben Tal explains that he wrote a program (with Super Collider software) that would “‘listen’ to the human musician and try to make some musical inferences about the incoming signal… The machine uses the information it analyses from the performer to change how it responds. This creates a dynamic counterpart which is capable of surprising the human performer on occasion. “ - There are reminisces of echoing effect found in Harvey’s Ricercare, but it’s not strictly canonic and both performer and listener is often surprised by the characterful sounds that emerge in the electronics, before.

With Karen Tanaka’s ‘The Song of Songs takes uss’ (1994) we look right back into ancient times, with a direct response to Solomon’s love poem of the same name. The tenderness and yearning of Matthew’s cello is supported by deep, cavernous, yet calm drones and mystical digital bells created with 1990s electronics. Tanaka writes that her intention was to “weave color and scent into the sound while blending the ancient story and today's technology.” 

With In ‘Falling ’ we hear the more lyrical voice of Joby Talbot, with a quasi-baroque solo cello opening which glides across the full range of the instrument in each phase. A rising four octave pattern becomes the basis of simple melody, with an extra long reverb that creates gentle pad effects. Then distorted glitchy repeated chords emerge, reminiscent of a looped electric guitar - contrasting against Matthew’s graceful cello leaps. 

The album closes with a gentle, sad yet hopeful yet subtly disconcerting lament by Michael Gordon –. ‘Light is Calling’ was – composed in the  days and months after September 11, 2001. Gordon wrote that he “wanted to make something beautiful after witnessing something ugly and tragic”.  Matthew was fascinated by the eerie electronic track, and felt strongly inspired to respond to it. His lyrical playing pushes against the uncomfortable reversed bell-like loops and slowly rotated chord sequence. The score has no expression of dynamic markings, giving Matthew the space to find his own very personal interpretation. His cello is often in the soprano register, repeatedly calling out a sad yet hopeful lament. 


