Project Description

Et Ecce Terrae Motus – The Earth Quaked

Utopian Music in the Face of the Apocalypse

A sonic space performance of parts of the mass by Antoine Brumel according to the principles of Slow Listening
The concept

Around the year 1500, the new astonishingly new visual, architectural and musical forms of representation and perception of the Renaissance reached their first climax. Corresponding to the neoclassical ideal of the circular church arose a completely new and independent way of handling many voices, which seem to move independently while wheeling around a concentrated cantus firmus. But besides the metaphor of the circular church in which the individual always remains at the centre, one can also see analogies to high Gothic spaces with their translucent walls. In addition, Christian beliefs are also not transmitted untouched in their central claims, but also find their expression in temporal symbols beyond the mass. This is principally the case for the promise of salvation in the resurrection. Does the individual, still discovering himself, participate in this salvation? The highly complex twelve-voice mass Et Ecce Terrae Motus introduces the individual voices in a fascinating symbolic space. The mass attempted to provide answers in a time when world views were experiencing a crisis. It still has power even today, in time of a similar fundamental crisis of world view and forms of perception. It is therefore very close to the questions that face us today. What elements of humanity will survive at a time when we are threatened through the exploitation of our own resources, through technological and industrial dangers, through natural disasters? Will we experience a resurrection from the crisis? What might remain of our history and culture, if the entire human race is destroyed? If images or buildings are destroyed, will not at least those immaterial sounds, composed long ago, still survive, which derived their fundamental laws from the vibrations of nature? 

1. The composer
Antoine Brumel (1460-c.1520) was, like his colleague Josquin des Pres, of a difficult and eccentric nature. Like their shared model, Johannes Ockeghem, he was famous for unusual technical achievements, especially for his mastery of canon. After serving for a time at Chartres and Paris, he reached Ferrara in 1505, where he succeeded Josquin. In 1510 he went to Rome, where his works are found in the Chigi Codex, which also contains the complete works of Ockeghem. His works are also found in the first printed collection of polyphony, Petrucci’s Odhecaton A. But after this, he disappears from history.

2. The Mass.
The Missa Et Ecce Terrae Motus, for twelve voices, is certainly the most fascinating of Brumel’s compositions. It is entirely without predecessors in its construction and its sonic effect. In its historical environment, it is an absolutely unique experiment. The mass is transmitted in only one source, in Munich, where it was copied by Orlandus Lassus; a performance is documented about fifty years after Brumel’s death. This is even more remarkable given that at this time, historical works were virtually never performed again. Lassus must therefore have found this work particularly fascinating.


The mass is based on the beginning of the Easter antiphon Et ecce terrae motus (“And behold there was an earthquake”), from which only the first seven notes are used, for symbolic reasons. The scene occurs on the morning of Easter, following the death of Jesus: “At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. The earth shook, and the rocks were split. The tombs also were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised (Mt 27:51-52).” The twelve voices are handled entirely independently, but separated into four choirs, which (quite contrary to convention) are grouped into three superius, three high tenors, three regular tenors and three basses. Underneath each other, they move in approximately the same range, but all voices can cross (symbol of the cross). The ranges are unusually wide, and can occasionally only be managed through falsetto singing. On one hand, the effect is one of great freedom of movement, of the unnatural removal of normal boundaries, but on the other hand it can be difficult to hear the direction from where the voices are coming. This also possesses symbolic meaning: The saints have only slept, and are raised again at the moment of Jesus’ death. At the same time, the harmonic spaces are quite static, built from simple triads, which is quite unusual for the time around 1500. The effect is in part comparable to that of contemporary minimalist music, since many forms recur at different points in space and time. The occasionally irrational effect of the music creates a flame-like effect like windows in the flamboyant Gothic style. The rationality of the compositional technique of canon — it often happens that two or three voices sing the Gregorian cantus firmus in canon — seems opposed to this apparently irrational flickering. The arrangement of the canon in Agnus Dei I, sung before the transubstantiation, is almost Cabalistic. The cantus firmus wanders through several pitches, until it returns to its original pitch at the end, to symbolize the Resurrection. The Cross and Resurrection are thus symbolically composed into the music, and the believer participates in this resurrection through the communion and the music. Besides the cantus firmus, there are numerous canons handled in a masterly fashion, but which seem to arise and run their course according to no rational plan, and thus contribute to the destruction of the vertical orientation of the music. All the voices are constructed in such a way that they are in principle completely interchangeable, and in this way the directions up and down lose their identity.
3. Performance according to the principles of Slow Listening.
The particular composition of the mass in parameters of space and time is made perceptible and intensified in this manner of performance. Only the Kyrie, a part of the Credo and the Agnus are performed. The individual voices come together only slowly and gradually, which creates new perspectives of hearing in each case. In between, the section of chant is sung repeatedly. Finally, all voices sing at the same time, as composed. This is the procedure followed in each of the three movements of the Kyrie. According to the idea of the symbolism of the cross, in the middle of the mass stands a section from the Credo, depicting the death and resurrection of Jesus. This section is only sung once in the composed form. Working outward from this point, the manner of performance flips over: the movements of the Agnus Dei are each sung complete, and are then stripped back to the cantus firmus; at the end thus stand the seven notes of the cantus firmus.

4. Deployment within the space

The musical experience will correspond to a directed choreography of the voices. The audience will be seated in a cruciform arrangement; in other words, there will be a horizontal and a vertical aisle, and the audience will be sitting with their backs to the horizontal aisle. The four groups of audience correspond to the four groups of the twelve voices. There are two projection screens observed by the audience. The singers approach positions to the side at the beginning of the performance, and depart from them at the end; on the long sides of the room there are no projection screens. For the moments when all twelve voices are singing, the singers meet either in the horizontal or the vertical axis. In the middle of the composition the singers stand in the aisles in the form of a cross, as they sing of the death and resurrection of Jesus in the Creed. At other times, the combinations of voices come unpredictably from different directions. Accordingly, the positions of the groups of singers are occasionally changed.
5. Punctuation by texts and sounds.

At particular points, sound recordings of earthquakes in Japan may be deployed, particularly at the beginning and end. Interwoven with these sounds, the bible text will be recited and the segment of the cantus firmus sung. Out of this the entire cantus firmus then arises. Between single sections, texts will be read, for example texts relating to the 1755 earthquake at Lisbon, poems about apocalyptic visions, etc. The texts lead from the present to the past, and back again.
6. Projections

The seven parts of the music and the seven notes of the cantus firmus correspond to seven pictures which will be projected on the two screens. These pictures are each divided into twelve fields that divide the picture. When the music is monophonic, the picture fields are combined freely. As the music becomes more complex, the images become simpler, and when all twelve voices are singing, the picture appears in a simple form. Thus a cruciform pattern between complexity and simplicity also arises. The themes of the images are not yet determined, but one might imagine perhaps pictures of the deserted reactor of Chernobyl, where nature has again taken control of the human cathedral of technology. Although humans can no longer enter this site, they can only reflect on its implications. During the Credo, a historical picture will be projected, the crucifixion from Grünewald’s Isenheim Altar, where Jesus appears not as God, but as an abandoned, martyred creature. This picture appears, like the music, unfragmented.
7. Final Effect
The Easter antiphon picks up on a ‘historical’ even after the death of Jesus. His death has just occurred, and produces a natural phenomenon, which also signals destruction. Certainly modern audiences realise that in the supernatural opening of the graves and the appearance of the saints, a miracle was associated with this destruction. The antiphon thus sounds before the resurrection of Jesus. The entire text deals also with angels who came from heaven to the empty grave. But Brumel excludes this part of the antiphon, and nothing indicates whether the resurrection takes place or whether an angel can communicate some message to us. The listener is led from the present to the historical event of the crucifixion, but in the splendour of the perfection of the twelve-voice polyphony and the totality of the mass, he cannot avoid facing the question of his own life and death. In the end, he will have experienced a work of art, and will have not received a ready answer, merely a question asked even more insistently.
