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“…the city stratified itself into two layers: The Mulch, and The Canopy. The Mulch is a shanty town at street level where 
the melding plague remained rife (possibly still existent), and The Canopy being a relatively modern retreat in the topmost 
stratum, where the rich cling to their technologically enabled lifestyle with the remnants of their nanotechnology.” [These 
locations appear in the novels and stories of Alastair Reynolds' Revelation Space universe]. 
 
—Wiki: List of Revelation Space locations: Chasm City 

 
 

duration: about 18 minutes 
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Performance notes: 
 
 Mark Wilson has exclusivity on this work for one year from the date of the first performance. For information on when this 

expires visit the composer’s website.  
 

 This work is designed for a 7-string classical guitar, with five extra frets on ① and ②. Ossias are provided so that it can be 
performed on a normal 7-string—most are simply provided in brackets. Page 1 exists in two forms: 124 for the instrument with 
extra frets, and 119 for the normal fingerboard.  

 

 Accidentals only apply to the notes they immediately precede, except in the case of immediate rapid repetitions, as on page 1. 
 

 The score is notated at about 3 cm = 1 second throughout, depending on space, but this need not be slavishly observed in 
performance. Tempi are suggestions, not requirements. Slower tempi than indicated are acceptable: the music needs to sound 
rapid but also secure and sculpted, fast where appropriate, but not precipitous.   
 

 Dynamic profile: there are seven dynamic steps in this work 
 

ppp—pp—p—mf —f—ff—fff 
 

There is no mp dynamic; mf is considered to be midway between p and f. (Poco) written near a dynamic means to slightly 
understate it. A horizontal stroke (—) following a dynamic emphasises that it continues uniformly until contradicted; a slash (/) 
immediately between dynamics means an abrupt change. fff and ppp are very rarely used, and should be considered extremes. 
 

Dynamics should be not be treated as a simple linear soft→loud: they function as variations in the local context.  
 

 Irrational indications—tuplets—only appear once per gruppetto but apply to the entire musical text in the beat; they are notated 
either beneath or above the system depending on available space. Nested sub-tuplet braces are not always placed within the main 
tuplet brace. Very occasionally, tuplets and sub-tuplets will be given both above and below the beat for clarity, or, rarely, when 
the upper and lower voices inhabit different subdivisi. Note that 9:8 is the compound rhythm version of 3:2—triplets within 
triplets—although the subdivision may not always operate that simply. 
 

Despite the precision of the rhythmic notation the player is encouraged to adopt expressive rubato wherever it would seem 
appropriate.    
 

http://chrisdench.com/
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 Pauses: there are two types of pause in this piece. The smaller ones— —are brief, minor hesitations in the flow of the music; the 

larger ones— —are more substantial, and represent stasis of a few seconds. Exact durations should be decided in performance, 
but in general they should get slightly longer as the piece progresses. Commas indicate that all pitches, or the relevant pitch, 
should stop sounding, but they have no temporal implications—they serve to clarify notated rhythm, not halt flow. 
 

 When a bold vertical arrow ↑ is placed exactly above the beam of a chord, it is intended to be strummed fairly rapidly upwards. 
There are no downwards strums.  

 Bartòk pizzicato:  if possible please perform using the pinch-style attack.  
 

 

Program note: 
 
Chasm City is a location in Alastair Reynolds' Revelation Space universe, a city on an inhospitable planet sited in a deep 
crater under a series of biodomes, with affluent society inhabiting the airy upper reaches known as the Canopy, and the 
nano-plague-ridden underclass subsisting in the Mulch, the sodden basement. Although this guitar piece is essentially an 
abstract exploration of certain types of guitar technique and harmonic movement, the geography of the city is alluded to in 
the structure, which uses the name of the author of the eponymous novel for its basis. I always like to find titles for works 
that resonate with the music, and this particular usage struck me as especially fitting; the gematric version of Reynolds’ 
name describes a symmetrical ‘chasm’: 
 

18       19 
 5     4  
  25   12   
   14 15    

 

which operates at all levels of the structure—even in the pitch organisation. This kind of inscape (to borrow Gerard Manley 
Hopkins’ term) obviates the need to crudely impose some external message on the music: the piece exemplifies itself. 
 
Guitarist Mark Wilson asked me to write in Chasm City, and provided continual feedback and advice during the 
composition process; it is a much better piece as a result. Begun in January, it was finally completed  in May, 2018.  
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