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In the art of blacksmithing, there is a process known as quenching, wherein steel that has been 

heated to extreme temperatures and forged into a blade is rapidly cooled by submerging it 

into water. Doing so only takes an instant, but the steel is left stiffer and stronger. Scorching 

Ore takes audiences on a microscopic journey through this process, slowing it from seconds 

to minutes and examining the molecules of iron and carbon as the speed up and slow down, 

forming back into the steel alloy. Quenching is typically repeated many times before a blade 

is completed, and this is reflected in the palindromic form of the piece. 

The live electronics allow the music to flow freely, yet more chaotically. Hearing the altered 

sounds of the saxes and clarinets, one may imagine the steam resulting from rapid cooling. In 

the middle of the piece, when the metal is coolest before it begins to be heated again, one will 

recognize the electronics turning the sound from the instruments into steel constructions. 

The constant changes from rhythmic synchronization to juxtaposition reflect the qualities of 

steel as it is cooled unevenly at the microscopic level; the tip, being the thinnest, hardens first. 

Phrases will end in unusual places and suddenly start again, but they continue to follow a 

four-bar structure, just as the steel is cooled evenly from a normal perspective (that is, if time 

were not slowed).  

Operation of the Electronics requires the use of Ableton Live Suite version 9 or higher. 

At least two loudspeakers arranged in stereo are necessary. However, 4 or more arranged 

surrounding the audience will enhance the electronic effects. The speakers should be 

balanced higher than the ensemble, such that the live instruments are still audible to the 

audience, but the electronics are noticeably louder. A single microphone may be used, or one 

microphone can be used for each player. Either way, all microphones will rout to the master 

track. To use a tempo track, headphones will also need to be routed. Regardless, an audio 

interface will be necessary to route all components. If the players wish to use a tempo track, 

the electronics may be fully automated, requiring no extra input. Alternately, the electronics 

may be operated manually, which will require an assistant.  

 

Scorching Ore was commissioned by the Oxidize Quartet at Colorado State University 

as part of the White Hot Sound initiative. 


