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Steam Man of the Prairies 
 

This work was composed for CULTIVATE 2014, Copland House’s emerging composers’ 
institute, and was premiered by the Music from Copland House ensemble  

at the Merestead estate in Mount Kisco, NY on June 22, 2014. 
 
 
Program Notes: 

Steam Man of the Prairies was a dime store science fiction novel written by Edward S. Ellis in 1868 and is 
widely considered to be the earliest depiction of a humanoid robot in popular culture.  Despite Ellis’s rather clumsy 
writing style and overtly racist depictions of Irish immigrants and Native Americans, this novel provides an interesting 
perspective on the excitement surrounding innovations in steam technology and exploration of the Western United States 
in the late 1800’s.   

Just as the Steam Man represented the attainment of superhuman capabilities through the use of technology, this 
piece utilizes electronics to expand the sonic palate of the piano and clarinet.  By limiting electronically produced sounds 
to only recordings of extended piano techniques (bowed, plucked, muted, and scraped) my goal was to create a sonic 
bridge between the timbres of the clarinet and piano in an attempt to create the illusion of a single super-instrument.  As a 
means to take this sonic cohesion one step further, performers have the option to forgo amplification of the electronic 
sounds with a typical loudspeaker setup in favor of small vibration speakers on the soundboard of the piano.  This method 
allows the strings of the piano to vibrate sympathetically with the electronics and takes advantage of the instrument's 
natural acoustic resonance. 

-Steven Snowden 

Technical Requirements: 

 
I’ve designed the electronics for this piece to be very flexible and to work with a variety of setups. Running the included 

application from a computer will provide you with the most options, however this piece can be performed using just an mp3 player. 
Check out the included read_me.txt file for all of the details. 
 
Using vibration speakers: 
 Though amplification through traditional speakers will work just fine for this piece, it is also possible to use small 
vibration speakers inside of the piano instead.  These speakers can be found in most electronics stores or online and are generally 
quite cheap.  Because they produce most of their sound by vibrating the surface upon which they rest, they can essentially turn the 
soundboard of the piano into a large flat speaker.  Though it may be different for various models/sizes of piano, I have found that 
one speaker in the frame-hole and one towards the back of the exposed soundboard seems to work quite well, though it will likely 
take some experimentation to find an optimal setup.  If you’re considering using vibration speakers for performance, please feel free 
to contact me for more details. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2014 Talking Rocks Press 
www.stevensnowden.com 

Steven Snowden
 

Steven Snowden
Get technical info about running the electronics for this piece at
http://www.stevensnowden.com/tech/

Steven Snowden
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