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1 Liber Scintillarum 19’02
 ensemble recherche

2 Plötzlichkeit 22’22
 Olivia Robinson soprano • Jennifer Adams-Barbaro soprano • Cherith Millburn-Fryer alto
 BBC Symphony Orchestra • Martyn Brabbins conductor 

 Missa Brevis 
3 Kyrie 1’56
4 Gloria  3’34
5 Sanctus  2’27
6 Benedictus 2’22
7 Agnus Dei 2’53

 EXAUDI • James Weeks conductor
Choir 1 Amy Haworth soprano, Christopher Field counter tenor, Edward Goater tenor, Gareth Dayus-Jones bass

Choir 2 Juliet Fraser soprano, Tom Williams countertenor, Jonathan Bungard tenor, Jimmy Holliday bass

Choir 3 Natalie Raybould soprano, Polly May mezzo soprano, Stephen Jeffes tenor, Tom Oldham bass

8 La Terre est un Homme 13’04
 BBC Symphony Orchestra • Martyn Brabbins conductor 

 Total timing 68’05
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Brian Ferneyhough La Terre est un Homme
Could it be that Brian Ferneyhough’s 
music, seemingly so far removed from 
the everyday, is telling us something – 
even doing so urgently – about the 
world in which we have to live (no 
other being on offer)? Is this music 
insisting, against all the numbing to 
which we are subjected, that this world 
of ours is sharp-cornered, manifold 
in its agencies and its aims, complex 
in its structures, and yet ultimately 
transparent, if we could but see it (hear 
it) aright?

Perhaps the question arises here not 
just because this collection covers 
almost half a century in the composer’s 
output, from the unaccompanied Missa 
Brevis of 1966-9 to Liber Scintillarum, 
written for ensemble recherche 
in 2011-12, but also because it 
includes, between these bookends, 
two of Ferneyhough’s rare works for 
large resources (his only other such 
endeavour being Firecycle Beta, from 
the Missa Brevis period) – two works 

whose multitudinity might make 
them fi ttest mirrors of the world. In 
this regard, the difference between 
them is suggestive. La Terre est un 
Homme (1976-9), from the last years 
of economic, social, educational and 
cultural progress in the developed 
world, projects swarming activity on 
the edge of catastrophe. Plötzlichkeit 
(2005-6), witness to a wholly different 
epoch, is a big slow movement.

The programme begins, however, at its 
proximal end, with Liber Scintillarum, 
fi rst performed at Darmstadt in 2012. 
As Ferneyhough has explained, he 
took his title from that of a compilation 
put together by a monk at the 
ancient abbey of Ligugé somewhere 
around 700 AD. This original ‘Book 
of Sparks’ assembled extracts from 
the Gospels and the Church Fathers. 
Ferneyhough’s piece ‘similarly adopts 
a process of excerption from a 20-layer 
pre-compositional matrix’, either by

choosing just a few layers or by 
sweeping across them all. As in other 
recent works, the score suggests a 
succession of fragments, set off by 
double barlines and ranging in length 
from a single bar to a dozen or so. 
(The score is also characteristically 
exacting, requiring the players not only 
to navigate complex fractions of the 
beat but also to pitch eighth-tones with 
great facility and execute durations 
down to the 1024th note, representing 
around 12 milliseconds.)

Sometimes the fragments seem, 
by their difference from their 
surroundings, to represent excerpts 
such as Ferneyhough describes, but 
sometimes they are less distinct, or 
diverse within themselves. A fragment 
just for the string trio around the 
halfway mark stands out, as does one 
a little earlier for clarinet and cello, 
contrasting with the piece’s overall 
high-treble register – as, of course, 
does the mini-cadenza for bass 
clarinet near the end. But there are also 

much briefer fl ashes within fragments – 
of march or chorale, of fi fe and drums 
(piccolo with chords from the others), 
of suspensions on beautifully laid out 
harmonies.

Ferneyhough’s intention for this 
splintered form was to place the music 
in a perpetual now, each moment 
fresh and innocent of the past. Yet the 
work is by no means just a cascade 
of brilliant episodes. Ideas reappear – 
high iterations among them – and 
the overall effect is one of gradual 
containment and settling (which might 
also be understood as progressive 
disintegration or dissipation of energy). 
To some extent this happens because 
of the increase in slower tempos and 
leaner textures, but at the same time 
the music has been teaching us how 
to listen. It is obvious from the fi rst 
that sparks are fl ying from instrument 
to instrument, one fi ring off the next; 
increasingly, this process reveals itself 
as occurring over the longer term, as 
excerpts respond to one another, to 



piece evolved from ‘passes’ through 
a ‘twenty-layer rhythmic structure’, 
and though he says less this time 
about the nature of those passes, 
the coincidence (if it is one) of the 
twentyfoldness would indicate a 
connection with Liber Scintillarum in 
terms of compositional practice. Yet, 
the manifold is once again embraced 
in the one.

Ferneyhough says little in his note 
about what may be, for listeners, 
one of the work’s most striking and, 
indeed, exciting facets: its inclusion in 
the orchestra of three female singers, 
whose vocalise adds a kind of beauty 
rare in music since Debussy’s Sirènes. 
He merely observes that the singers 
‘are integrated into the orchestral 
apparatus primarily as modifi ers of 
chordal sonorities’. But though this 
certainly happens, with luminous 
blendings of vocal and instrumental 
timbres, the voices, participating 
much more intermittently than in the 
Debussy example, introduce a human 

presence that cannot be equalled by 
the instruments around them. While 
contributing to the sound structure, 
they also seem to be surveying it, 
adding their wordless breaths in 
response to it. The sense they give – 
of people not trapped in something 
much larger but freely there, observant 
and involved – is a measure of 
Ferneyhough’s optimism.

In the Missa Brevis (brevis in scale 
and also in having no Credo) people 
are singing to create the entire 
structure – singing from out of three 
SATB groups to exert themselves 
sometimes as individuals, sometimes 
in rapidly fl uctuating ensembles, 
and sometimes chorally. The work 
was not written for liturgical use: 
‘I wanted’, Ferneyhough has said, 
‘a verbal substructure which was 
suffi ciently strong, certain of its own 
identity, to act as a fi rm counter-foil 
to the distortions and liberties which 
the exigencies of the purely musical 
material demanded.’ Yet those

counter, interrupt or proceed. 

The composer has described Liber 
Scintillarum, for its febrility, as an 
‘involuntary scherzo’. Perhaps 
Plötzlichkeit, which he composed for 
the 2006 Donaueschingen Music Days, 
should be interpreted as an involuntary 
andante, maintaining itself despite 
not only its surface fl urry but also the 
disruptedness it shares with the later 
sextet, this aspect being essential 
here to the composer’s explicit aim of 
achieving perpetual reinvention and 
thereby the effect stated in his title: 
‘Suddenness’. Comparable with that 
of Liber Scintillarum, the score uses 
heavy barlines to separate numerous 
small sections, which will often use 
particular contingents of instruments. 
Colour and gesture are in constant 
fl ux, but, again as in Liber Scintillarum, 
without there being any rhetoric of 
surprise. Rabbits come out of hats, but 
there is no magician.

An example arrives in the middle of 
the piece, where, following a segment 

for the large brass section (which 
includes, instead of a tuba, the ‘more 
aggressive sonority’ of the cimbasso 
beloved of Verdi), the focus shifts 
to the pair of harps, and so to the 
quarter-tone-lowered tuning of the 
second. Once more, though, the case 
is as in Liber Scintillarum: the piece 
imposes itself as a single thing – and 
all the more so on account of the large 
forces engaged. The music’s scale 
also has an effect on details it shares 
with Liber Scintillarum, such as the 
repeating notes or chords, which, 
now weightier and lower, sound like 
motivating forces.

If Ferneyhough nevertheless insists 
that ‘there is no sense of the language 
of the music becoming more “self-
aware” as it progresses, since this 
would have contradicted the “denial 
of time” that remained one of my more 
fundamental premises,’ he is surely 
referring to the composer’s experience 
rather than the listener’s. His statement 
here follows a description of how the



The Consolation of Philosophy. On the 
broadest scale there are, according to 
the composer, seven sections, every 
other one refl ecting on the one before, 
except that the seventh was never 
composed, leaving the last bar of the 
sixth, for percussion with piano and 
harps, as conclusion.

One might note that the Matta canvas, 
besides desert sand and bizarre 
creatures beneath the sun, suggests 
the time in which it was created, with 
aerial bombardment and a building 
on fi re. Another quotation from the 
composer is also apposite: ‘Once I 
saw a very slow-motion fi lm of a TNT 
bomb in the moment of explosion. 
Over what seemed like an eternity I 
saw the casing swell up to several 
times its original size before splitting 
along a hair-line crack to eject the 
fi erce dragon of negativity. My music 
attempts to embody the eternal instant 
before this happens.’

© 2018 Paul Griffi ths

Liber Scintillarum was commissioned 
by ensemble recherche with the 
generous fi nancial support of 
Alexander Bürkle Gruppe/Mr Paul Ege. 

Plötzlichkeit was commissioned by the 
South West German Radio.

La Terre est un Homme was 
commissioned by the BBC.

exigencies could be understood as 
having, behind the ‘purely musical’, 
a spiritual drive, producing music 
that fl ames around a stable core, or 
repeatedly reduces from multiplicity to 
singleness, or hovers in timelessness, 
or, throughout, in exploding ancient 
formulae discovers a new art of the 
sacred. The words have been vacated, 
but by holy voices – none more so than 
the soprano who carries the music to 
its fi nal apex.

Such an aspiration to reach beyond, 
to exceed, may be a distinctive 
Ferneyhovian trait, and certainly has 
its place in La Terre est un Homme, 
scored for an orchestra of eighty-eight 
players, each of whom is at times a 
soloist who has a part as demanding 
as one of the composer’s solo pieces. 
The title comes from that of a painting 
from 1942 by Roberto Matta, which 
reminded Ferneyhough of a dream 
he had experienced: ‘I dreamt of a 
strange and alien planet traversed by 
a pitilessly hot sun. It was basically 
a desert landscape. The remarkable 

thing was, I seemed to be seeing every 
single grain of sand separately, not 
only in its spatial dimensions but also – 
somehow – in its individual weight. 
All was in slow, ineluctable motion. 
Between sharply contoured rocks 
scuttled tiny, scorpion-like creatures. 
One senses the extreme complexity 
but inevitability of this strange 
combination of leaden, slowly-moving 
sand and sudden fl ashes of intensely 
coloured movement.’

Beginning at almost maximal density, 
the work is immediately in crisis, and 
this state is perpetuated, even through 
sequences in which there is less going 
on. In how it relentlessly renews its 
own turbulence, and in how we are 
bound to interpret this turbulence as 
the result of compositional manoeuvres 
undisclosed, the music is at once 
magnifi cent and disturbing – which 
might be one reason Ferneyhough 
associated it in his mind with ‘the 
remarkable and extreme juxtaposition 
of mundane and heavenly images 
and language’ in Boethius’s

Shadowtime NMC D123
Nicolas Hodges piano/ reciter
Mats Scheidegger guitar
Jurjen Hempel conductor
Neue Vocalsolisten Stuttgart
Nieuw Ensemble

Tracts NMC D066
including Ferneyhough’s Lemma-Icon-Epigram
Ian Pace piano

Brian Ferneyhough on NMC



Lord, have mercy.

Christ, have mercy. 

Lord, have mercy.

Holy, Holy, Holy

Lord God of hosts.

Heaven and earth are full of his glory.

Hosanna in the highest.

Blessed is he who cometh 

in the name of the Lord.

O Lamb of God, that takest away the sins of the world, 

have mercy upon us.

O Lamb of God, that takest away the sins of the world, 

grant us peace.

Sanctus

Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus 

Dominus Deus sabaoth. 

Pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria ejus. 

Osanna in excelsis.

Benedictus

Benedictus qui venit

in nomine Domini.

Agnus Dei

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, 

miserere nobis.

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, 

dona nobis pacem.

Glory be to God on high

and on earth peace and good will.

We praise thee. We bless thee.

We worship thee. We glorify thee.

We give thanks to thee for thy great glory.

Lord God, heavenly king,

God the Father almighty,

Lord the only-begotten Son, 

       Jesus Christ most high.

Lord God, lamb of God, Son of the Father,

that sittest at the right hand of the Father, 

       have mercy on us.

For thou only art holy. Thou only art the Lord.

Thou only art most high, Jesus Christ.

With the Holy Ghost, 

        in the glory of God the Father.

Amen.

Missa Brevis
Kyrie

Kyrie eleison.

Christe eleison

Kyrie eleison.

Gloria

Gloria in excelsis Deo

et in terra pax bonae voluntatis. 

Laudamus te. Benedicimus te.

Adoramus te. Glorifi camus te. 

Gratias agimus tibi propter magnam gloriam tuam.

Domine Deus, rex coelestis, 

Deus Pater omnipotens, 

Domine Fili unigenite, 

       Jesu Christe altissime.

Domine Deus, agnus Dei, Filius Patris, 

Qui sedes ad dexteram Patris, 

       miserere nobis.

Quoniam tu solus sanctus. Tu solus Dominus.

Tu solus altissimus, Jesu Christe.

Cum Sancto Spiritu, 

       in gloria Dei Patris.

Amen.



Brian Ferneyhough is widely recognized as 
one of today’s foremost living composers. 
Since the mid-1970s, when he fi rst gained 
widespread international recognition, his 
music has earned him a reputation as one 
of the most infl uential creative personalities 
and signifi cant musical thinkers on the 
contemporary scene. 

Ferneyhough was born in Coventry, England, 
in 1943 and received formal musical training 
at the Birmingham School of Music and 
the Royal Academy of Music, London. In 
1968 he was awarded the Mendelssohn 
Scholarship, which enabled him to continue 
his studies in Amsterdam with Ton de 
Leeuw, and the following year obtained a 
scholarship to study with Klaus Huber at the 
Basel Conservatoire.

Following Ferneyhough’s move to mainland 
Europe, his music began to receive 
much wider recognition. The Gaudeamus 
Composers’ Competition in the Netherlands 
awarded Ferneyhough prizes in three 
successive years (1968–70) for his Sonatas 
for String Quartet, Epicycle and Missa Brevis 
respectively. The Italian section of the ISCM 
at its 1972 competition gave Ferneyhough 
an honourable mention (second place) for 
Firecycle Beta and two years later a special 
prize for Time and Motion Study III which 

was considered the best work submitted in 
all categories.

Recent works have included Inconjunctions 
(2014), Contraccolpi (2016) and, an open-
ended collection of encounters infl uenced 
by Christopher Tye, Umbrations (2001-
2017), premiered by the Arditti Quartet and 
Ensemble Modern at Wittener Tage für Neue 
Kammermusik.

Associated with the most prestigious 
teaching institutions and international 
summer schools for contemporary music, 
from 1984 to 1996 Ferneyhough was 
Composition Course Co-ordinator at the 
biennial Darmstädter Ferienkurse für Neue 
Musik. In 1984 he was made Chevalier 
de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres and he 
has since been named a member of the 
Berlin Akademie der Künste, the Bayrische 
Akademie der Schönen Künste and a Fellow 
of the Royal Academy of Music. Most 
recently, he was awarded the 2007 Ernst von 
Siemens Music Prize.
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