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Commissioned by Carnegie Hall
for Ensemble ACJW

Steampunk

| first came across the word steampunk when a friend introduced to me as such the collection of
strangely futuristic lights, clocks and other objects that he'd fashioned out of copper pipes and other
scrap materials. As a fan of home-made instruments it was a form of creativity that instantly
appealed to me. | later discovered that steampunk was originally a science fiction genre but has
gone on to become a quite recognised form of design, fashion and sub-culture. It centres on a kind
of 'alternative history' - an alternative universe which looks a lot like technologically- advanced
Victorian England, only one where electricity never surfaced and everything is steam-powered.
Brass, copper and wood feature prominently and complicated mechanlcal spaghetti creates
unfeasibly steam-powered devices like watches, laptops, x-ray machines, and so on. Strange forms
of transport including zeppelins or futuristic steam-powered cars te often quite distopian
high-rise cityscapes.

When Ensemble ACJW offered me this commission bases 3 eptet line-up

) could hope for; but similarly the
t air of an eccentric Victorian
2 like a line-up from a steampunk

plumbing, making it about as iconic a steamp
bassoon, the bass clarinet and the cor angla

produced by muscles and brea ne of its major selling points. There is
something essential for me ab i tion of live unamplified sound.

quite easily - | noticed this the other day at a
aohony - it just seems to be lots of great moments, one after
hes that in reality Beethoven struggled and fretted over

. wmy own music, I've sometimes been described as a

gh it's true that quite colourful textures are an instinctive feature of

t in this piece), | think there are different types of colourists -
<hibition for example (which | thought of quite often when composing
tic colours, in both the orchestral and the original piano versions - but
gether on structural level. On the other hand, Debussy's La Mer which
ned as a mere colouristic 'tone poem’, is structured in the most fantasic and
way to produce, to my mind, one of the greatest masterpieces of the last
olourful, but tightly structured pieces like that are ones that | hold as models for my own
itions.

performance of Be
another, whereas

is in 5 movements. The brief opening movement has wild fanfares on clarinet and
french horn and is followed by a dark, brooding passacaglia. The third lyrical movement was
inspired by the 'armillary sphere', a model of the celestial sphere often found in steampunk design,
and | hope the movement captures a sense of a mysterious spiralling celestial mechanism. The
fourth movement is much more light-hearted and seems to hint at strange ticking clocks. The final
movement starts with a desolate stillness, but gradually and relentlessly - indeed, as if powered by
steam - builds up speed until arriving at a break-neck denouement.

David Bruce 15 Nov 2010

Instrumentation: ob./cor, cl./bass cl., bassoon/contrabsn (optional), horn,vin,vla,vic,bass
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