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Brian Ferneyhough

Sieben Sterne (1970)

Organ (2 assistants)
Duration: 15 minutes
First performance: March 1974, Royan Festival, Bernard Foccroulle
Commissioned by Radio Berne

There is a famous woodcut by Albrecht Dürer depicting God enthroned in glory. From his mouth
there extends a double edged sword: in the palm of his upraised right hand we see seven stars
laid out in a circular constellation. This powerful image was the starting point for a series of
reflections on the evocative power of allegory and, in fact, the entire form of the work might be
understood as an attempt to trace the personal resonance engendered by my first encounter with
his apocalyptic vision. Thus, on the most basic formal level, the seven stars of the title are
represented by the seven, partially interlocking main segments of which the work is composed. At
the same time, I took the double edged sword as a symbol of all forms of dichotomy – spirit/body;
free will/predetermination and so on. I also saw it as legitimating a strong need on my part to
explore the field of tension existing between fully-notated, extremely ornate and involuted
passages and sections in which the performer is furnished with a much more loosely organised
series of fragments with the instruction to interpret these discrepant moments in such a way as to
make them sound as much like the fully written out sections as possible. Thus, Sieben Sterne may
be seen as one of a series of pieces composed around 1970, in which the subjective input of the
performer was elevated to a central issue of compositional regard.

The main weight of the discourse is carried by three densely-worked, bipartite sections which are
largely defined by their fractured monumentality and the common latticework of textures and
gestures which form their substance. These Refrains exercise a delimiting function, creating a rich
frame for the remainder of the discourse, but are themselves so insistent that they might equally
well be seen as an independent triptych imposed on a more unsubstantial ground. The sense of
informal symmetry suggested by these three parts is followed though with respect to the distribution
of the remaining elements. On either side of the central Refrain are the two Verse-Capricci, each
consisting of three subsections to be performed in an order chosen by the performer. Between
each subsection pair is inserted a realisation of the Verse, whose notational definition has been
pared down to a suggestive minimum. Since this visually identical material is performed several
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times in the work the performer is challenged to render it in as diverse a manner as possible, whilst
integrating it plausibly into its ever-changing local context. Located immediately before and after the
central Refrain are two Tracts whose static and unformed nature act as both points of repose and re-
orientation.

Sieben Sterne was composed in response to a 1970 commission by Radio Berne, and was given
its first performance by Bernard Foccroule during the Royan festival of 1974.
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