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Alessandro Timossi

PNEUMA

for orchestra

3 Flutes
Alto flute (doubling Piccolo)
3 Oboes
Cor anglais
3 Clarinets
Bass clarinet
3 Bassoons
Contrabassoon

4 Horns
3 Trumpets
2 Trombones
Bass trombone
Tuba

Timpani
Percussion (three players: snare drum, tenor drum, bass drum, suspended cymbal, triangle, tam-
tam)

Strings

The score is in C, with all normal octave transpositions of Piccolo, Contrabassoon and Double Bass



Pneuma is a one-movement piece for large orchestra. The title uses the ancient Greek term for “air-
in-motion” and “wind”, with its rich associated meanings of “breathing” and “soul”, of “vehemence”, and
even “perfume”. While there is no attempt to describe literally any of these terms, this “motion” is central to
the piece and is portrayed musically not only by fast surface figurations punctuated by slower-moving
melodic and harmonic shapes, but more fundamentally by the treatment of metre.

Rather than the result, or the measuring frame, of recurring duration and accent patterns emerging
from rhythmical cells, metre is, in this case, itself the generative element of durations, creating simple
rhythms that support musical patterns based on a central regular pulse. Combining musical theoretical
notions with cognitive processes of the experience of duration, from the basic metre two more metric levels
are derived, subdividing and recombining the original pulse using simple proportions. The piece is thus
based on the layered presence throughout of these three metres. The original central metre is the explicit,
sonorous and visual metre that coincides with the beat of the conductor; this is the physical breathing. The
other two, one slower and one faster, emerge beyond and in contrast to that beat, musically floating in a
semi-detached, nearly virtual way; the spiritual breathing. These three layers are structurally present
throughout the piece and from time to time come together in the music surface itself; however more often it
is one or the superimposition of two that drives the piece locally, combining musical phrases both in-phase
and out-of-phase with one another.

This metric ebb-and-flow is replicated formally by the overall architecture of the piece. This integrates
the repetition of a simple initial sequence of ideas with its exponential growth where subsequent returns of
these ideas are enriched by the introduction of further musical material, itself presented and reordered in
different ways as the piece journeys towards its conclusion. The basic musical design of the beginning is
repeated at the end, greatly amplified but still retaining the original simple expressive gesture, from the
gentle breathing of perfume, to breathless vehemence.
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