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Stringsongs (2004)

	 1	 Cliff Light .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 6:17

	 2	 Tendrils .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .    8:00

	 3	 Obsidian Chorale .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .     1:55

	 4	 Phantom Strings .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .     3:37

Backlight (1999/2015)

	 5	 Movement I .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .    6:58

	 6	 Movement II .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .    5:52

	 7	 Movement III .  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .    4:02

8 Realm Variations (2012)  .  .   .   .   .   .    19:43

MEREDITH MONK     
REALMS     
PHAEDRA ENSEMBLE







The first time I met Meredith Monk in person was in 
the spring of 2025. I knew she would be performing in 
Europe, so I travelled to Budapest to see her perform 
alongside percussionist John Hollenbeck. I remember 
watching her walk slowly onto the stage, a slight figure, 
and then this extraordinary, pure sound emerging: a voice 
of remarkable clarity and power.

When I went backstage to meet her, she turned and 
greeted me with great warmth and a “Oh hi, sweetie!”, 
as though I were someone she had known for years. This 
was my first live experience of Meredith.

However, we had already been working together — some-
times quite intensely — over Zoom and email for some 
years before that, while recording and producing String-
songs. Meeting Meredith, even on Zoom for the first 
time, was something of a revelation. I remember being 
struck immediately by the humour in her eyes, the sin-
cerity in her voice, and how quickly a sense of connection 
emerged, even across that distance.



Phil: I was curious — have you started to think about these 
three pieces, Stringsongs, Backlight and Realm Variations, 
not just as separate works, but as a body of work? Has  
that begun to happen, or do they still feel like three  
distinct pieces?

Meredith: I think of it as an overall concept. There are two 
aspects. One is that this recording is an introduction to my 
instrumental writing. The vocal writing is not in the fore-
ground. I’ve never done an album like this that’s almost 
completely instrumental, except for Piano Songs, but that 
was just for one instrument. In Realm Variations, while 
there are voices, I think of them as instruments and the in-
struments as voices. So that’s a concept that goes through 
the whole album.

And then there’s a principle in the Tibetan Buddhism tra-
dition that I’ve been working with for a long time, joining 
heaven and earth through the human realm or more suc-
cinctly, the principle of Heaven, Earth, Human. I would say 
the three pieces together deal in some way with that idea. 
Each one centres in a particular realm, but it’s not black 
and white. Backlight conjures the human realm; String-
songs dwells in the earth realm, but it includes some sky 
elements; and Realm Variations inhabits sky and earth, as 
well as under the ground, since it mostly deals with the two 
ends of the sonic range.

Also, all the pieces are sonic landscapes, each a different 
one. Each piece explores new colours and textures.

This set the tone for our interactions, which have contin-
ued in much the same spirit ever since. It seemed fitting 
that the notes for this album are presented as a  
conversation, allowing Meredith’s voice to come through 
clearly. The conversation took place over Zoom in January 
2026 during the final stages of making Realms.

Phillip Granell, 2026



Phil: Just to clarify, in terms of the order they were written, 
was it Stringsongs, then Backlight, then Realm Variations?

Meredith: No, it was Stringsongs, Realm Variations, and 
then Backlight. I was working on Realm Variations at the 
same time as On Behalf of Nature, which ended up being a 
larger interdisciplinary piece. There are one or two pieces 
of material that ended up in both On Behalf of Nature and 
Realm Variations, as I was starting to play with some of the 
material around the same time.

Phil: In terms of writing technique, did you feel there was 
a progression? In how you approach the instruments and 
the orchestration? I remember you saying that with String-
songs, you recorded your voice for “Phantom Strings”.

Meredith: I actually wrote it by laying tracks with my voice. 
I even sang the cello part! The progression has been that 
I’m much more comfortable with composing for instru-
ments now, and I love the process of orchestration more 
and more as I go along.

In earlier works, the balance between voices and instru-
ments was more in favour of the voice. I always kept the 
instrumental writing purposely simple and spacious so that 
the voice had room to fly. Then little by little, I included 
more instruments and began working with wonderful 
players. By the time I wrote On Behalf of Nature, for ex-
ample, the voices and instruments carried equal weight. 
After that, I went back to primarily working with voices in 
Cellular Songs. I always have to touch base with my vocal 
instrument and my vocal imagination. I need to reconnect 

with the voice — that’s my foundation. From there, I can 
return to composing for instruments.

When I began Stringsongs, I had just finished Possible Sky, 
my first piece for full orchestra. I was already interested in 
combining voices and instruments to create a third colour. 
Working with Kronos Quartet was especially important — 
a very detailed exploration of string techniques and colour.

It was very much like making Songs from the Hill and also 
Our Lady of Late years ago. With both of those pieces, my 
idea was that each section explored a particular aspect 
of the voice. So I was embodying a different quality of 
the voice in each section, with contrasting techniques 
and ways of producing vocal sound. That’s what I tried to 
do with Stringsongs. It was exciting for me to realise that 
strings are so vocal.

The breath of the arm, the movement of the arm, is very 
much like the breath of the voice. And yet there are things 
that strings can do that we can’t do as singers, like holding 
a note indefinitely. We are limited by our breath lengths.

Phil:  Finally, thinking about all three pieces — since they 
were commissioned, do you ever feel the urge to write for 
a specific ensemble? Or does the material come first?

Meredith: Usually, I work on the material first. So it comes 
from the inside out. If I have material that comes up, and 
I think it would be beautiful for a string quartet, then 
that’s what I would create. It’s not, “Now I’m going to 
write a string quartet.” The music comes first and then I 
figure out what would be the voicing or sound world that 
would fulfill it.



I don’t really love commissions, because I’m continuously 
working on creating new material. I don’t need somebody 
to tell me that I need to do something at a certain time. 
My process includes some internal pressure, having the 
patience to just listen for what a piece wants and act as a 
conduit for what’s coming through. But I’ve been grateful, 
too, for these commissions because they have been a way 
to stretch my vocabulary.

With Stringsongs, of course, it was going to be a string 
quartet. But I remember saying to David Harrington, 
“Could I have a vocal component in it?” And he said, “Let’s 
just do a string quartet.” And I thought, okay, that’s what 
I’m going to do. I’m going to try something new.

I love to explore and discover things. During my whole life, 
joy has come from these moments of discovery. If I can 
stretch myself and learn something in each piece, then it’s 
very exciting for me.

Phil: Moving on to Backlight. We talked about it inhabiting 
an urban space. I ended up associating it with New York, 
and when you mentioned film noir, that brought the piece 
into focus. For me, there’s also your humour in this piece 
— Does this resonate with you?

Meredith: That’s interesting because I would never think 
that about Backlight, but of course, humour has always 
been very important to me. I was trying for a mysterious, 
haunting quality. New York at night can have that feel. And 
yes, it also brings up film noir, that shadowy, dreamlike 
atmosphere. Backlight is a technique in film noir that 
uses silhouettes and shadows, often lighting the subject 

from behind. To me, the piece has a very urban, nocturnal 
feel, until the third movement when a faster tempo and a 
texture that gradually builds in complexity shifts as if the 
energy of day returns. Musically, I was exploring bitonality 
and dissonance.

What is interesting is that I actually started working on 
that material in the late 1990s. I’ve always had music note-
books, almost like a music diary, where I notate musical 
phrases and sketches that I am working on. I was going 
through a notebook from that period when I realised that 
I now knew what to do with the material, particularly the 
first and second movements. It was nice to go back to that.

Phil: So, Backlight feels set in some urban space, then 
Stringsongs for me is about New Mexico. I remember how 
much you talked to us about that place and your time 
there when we were working on the string quartet. Both 
pieces feel strongly anchored to places, even if imagined.

Meredith: It’s a funny thing. I wrote a lot of it there, but I 
didn’t realise how connected it was to that landscape until 
afterwards, when I was in California working with Kronos. It 
wasn’t something I set out to do.

“Cliff Light” is jagged, asymmetrical, angular, rough and 
edgy, because the light shifts. If you watch those cliffs 
during the day, the sun reveals tiny parts at different times. 
So it’s about shifting light and texture.

There’s contrast — weight and lightness, sharp attack 
versus sustain — but also it’s one texture, everything 
bleeding together.



And then “Tendrils” has more of a plant-like, organic, in-
terdependent feeling. The textures are very subtle. It’s like 
something growing. It reminds me of Georgia O’Keeffe. 
She used to say, “Just look.” You can look very closely at 
something for a long time and see everything in it.

Phil: I think that’s one of the strengths of the piece — how 
visually charged it feels, without being literal.

Meredith: I would never want it to be illustrative. When I’m 
working, I’m just working on the music. I’m not thinking 
programmatically. The imagery comes afterwards.

What I love about music is that it gives the listener free-
dom. They can have any image or association that comes 
up in their mind. Their imagination is free.

Phil: That’s interesting, because with Realm Variations 
also, it’s not programmatic about Buddhism, but it still 
feels like it holds those ideas. There’s an emotional lan-
guage that carries across all the pieces without ever being 
too literal.

Meredith: Exactly. I hope the titles aren’t too illustrative. 
The idea of Stringsongs was that each movement explores 
a particular way of working with strings.

In “Obsidian Chorale”, it’s long, breathing lines, like one 
big instrument — almost like a giant accordion or harmo-
nium.  And “Phantom Strings” is lighter, more thread-like, 
more delicate.

Phil: Yes, that sense of breath through the arm — that real-
ly comes across.

Meredith: That’s such a beautiful idea, that something we 
associate with breath can exist in the arm. It becomes a 
different kind of motion. Motion is a big inspiration for me 
—I’m very body-oriented, because of my background in 
Dalcroze Eurhythmics and dance.

Phil: And “Phantom Strings” — there’s a groove to it, a 
kind of playfulness.

Meredith: Yes, it’s very rhythmic. I thought of it as lilting, 
dancing, delicate — strings as threads. There’s a slow arc, 
but within it a complex rhythmic structure. Many things 
happening at once.

Phil: On Realm Variations — we’ve touched on Buddhism, 
but also the idea of sonic range.

Meredith: Yes. In the Buddhist tradition, there are these 
realms, but I was also thinking musically — high and low. 
The piece was commissioned for the great piccolo player 
Catherine Payne. When I heard a recording of her playing, 
I realised that she played with the lyricism of a singer, so I 
treated the instrument that way.

The opening is like an overture — opening the space. And 
then the piece moves from very distinct sonic registers 
into something more blended. I doubled instruments with 
voices to create a third sound.



Phil: More broadly, has your Buddhist practice 
shaped how you make work?

Meredith: When I first started meditation, it aligned 
with a lot of my aesthetic principles. But now it’s 
more about commitment — trying to make some-
thing of benefit. Not escapism — not pretending 
everything is fine — but something with strength 
as well as spaciousness, something that helps or in-
spires people to slow down and be in the moment.

Because Buddhism is sharp. Your mind has to be 
sharp. There’s that metaphor by the brilliant teacher, 
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche— “licking honey off 
the edge of a very sharp knife.” It’s not “everything’s 
going to be wonderful.” Buddhism is looking at the 
darkest, most painful as well as the most beautiful 
things and everything in between. It’s not just sitting 
there — it’s study and meditation. It’s rigorous. And 
that’s what I’ve always wanted to do in my music.

In the last thirty years or so, I’ve been even more 
conscious of and committed to wanting to make 
something that is life-affirming, that might inspire 
people to want to go on — something that has magic 
in it, that allows you to hear and see things in a 
fresh way, wake up to the moment and the miracle 
of being alive. 
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