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This afternoon’s performance of Orlando di Lasso’s “Sibylline Prophecies”-- along with several 

works by younger composers from the generation following di Lasso -- is unusual in several 

ways.  It is unusual, first, because Crescendo’s conductor and artistic director, Christine Gevert, 

has arranged the Sibylline Prophecies for an ensemble of high voices. This is the first 

performance of her arrangement.  We are fortunate to have with us two counter-tenors who also 

sing male soprano and male alto, our own Randy Orzano and our guest Benjamin Rauch.  Much 

early music was written for high male voices, and apart from American popular music, where 

high male voices are common, classical music audiences are not always accustomed to hearing 

men sing alto or soprano.  Today’s concert is also unusual because Ms Gevert has interpolated 

short pieces by di Lasso, arranged for two recorders, in between the prophecies, to create a 

frame or meditative space between intense episodes of song.   

 

Today also marks the first public performance of Crescendo’s new Bennett and Bennett English 

chamber organ, a very generous gift from Barbara and Paul Krieger of Carmel, New York.  I 

think you will find the sound of this beautiful handmade organ as elegant as its appearance.  Its 

makers, John and Bonnie Bennett, spent several hours yesterday tuning and adjusting the organ 

especially for this performance. 

 

I’d like to begin by discussing the music to which the major part of the program is devoted– 

Orlando di Lasso’s “Prophecies of the Sibyls.”  This work, beautifully handwritten and lavishly 

bound with miniature portraits of twelve Sibyls and a portrait of the composer, was presented by 

di Lasso as a gift to his employer and patron, King Albrecht V of Bavaria, sometime in the  late 

1550s.  



 

Now who were the Sibyls, what were their prophecies, and why would the leading European 

composer of the sixteenth century set their prophecies to music?  Why would such a setting be 

an appropriate gift for a ruler?  

 

 The ancient Greek word “sibulla” is a combination of two words, “god” and “counsel.”   A Sibyl 

is a female prophet, who gives meaningful counsel or advice from her divine knowledge.    Sibyls 

were normally found in caves or grottos, and prophesied when possessed by a god, usually 

Apollo.  These prophecies were not personal or individual; Sibyls were not fortunetellers who 

looked into crystal balls or tea leaves to predict an individual’s life.  They dealt with the Big 

Picture – the fates of nations and kings, wars, the rise and fall of empires.  They were public 

oracles, whose prophecies were often treated as state secrets.   

 

The sisterhood of Sibyls has an interesting genealogy.  They are ancient pagan creatures, long 

predating Christianity.   The earliest writers mention only one Sibyl, who lived in Babylon or 

Persia, and who is said to have predicted not only the Trojan War, but also Homer’s poems 

about it, the Iliad and the Odyssey.  Over time, other nations claimed to have Sibyls.  Their 

numbers swelled to six, then to nine or ten, finally coming to rest at twelve.  The best-known was 

perhaps the Cumaean Sibyl from Italy, whose prophetic books were kept under lock and key by 

the Romans, to be consulted in times of national emergency or disaster.  The Cumaean Sibyl  

appears in Vergil’s Aeneid as the guide who leads Aeneas into the underworld.  She is a tough, 

rather terrifying creature.  She lives in a cave that is full of mouths, and every mouth is 

screaming high-decibel prophecies as the Sibyl herself runs around spitting and drooling and 

shrieking.  

 

Although the prophecies of the earliest Sibyls were apparently written down, these manuscripts 

do not survive.  The Sibylline Books sold to the Romans by the Cumaean Sibyl were destroyed 



twice, once in a fire in 83 BCE and again in a war in the 4th century.  All that remains are 

fragments and sentences quoted by other ancient writers.  

 

However in the first centuries after Christ, a number of Jewish and early Christian writers 

composed their own versions of Sibylline prophecies.  These were gathered and anthologized 

into a hodgepodge of alarming poems that predicted disasters in every possible form: flood, fire, 

and famine, doom, defeat, and despair, plagues, wars, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tidal 

waves, the fall of kings, assassinations, the antichrist, and the last judgement.  These predictions 

were expressed as ambiguous riddles, without specifics, and required “interpretation.” 

 

Apparently Jewish and early Christian writers wanted to reconcile pagan wisdom with the old 

testament and with emerging Christian doctrine.  They tried to show that pagan authorities 

predicted the arrival of Christ and the Last Judgement, and thus endorsed Christianity.  I read 

through these pseudo-Sibylline books, and I have to say that they reminded me of the cult 

leaders one occasionally hears about who retreat with their disciples to the woods while awaiting 

the end of the world, which they claim will occur at 7:38 p.m. next Thursday.  But don’t worry – 

this is not the text for the music you will hear today. 

After about the 4th century CE, these pseudo-Sibylline writings disappeared from view for about 

a thousand years, though Sibyls themselves continued to be known and represented in art and 

literature.  Suddenly from about 1470 to 1545 several collections of these pseudo-Sibylline 

oracles were rediscovered, illustrated, and published.  These publications excited enormous 

interest and discussion throughout Europe, as the texts were thought to show once again that 

classical pagan learning, which was in the process of being rediscovered, actually predicted and 

supported Christian doctrine, and reinforced the authority of the Church at a time when it was 

being challenged by Luther’s Reformation. Thus, far from being a dry, dusty topic, the 

refurbished prophecies were current, controversial, and exciting.    

 



The images of the Sibyls which accompanied the texts inspired many artists to represent them in 

paintings, sculptures, graphics, and frescos.  The Sibyls even became fashionable – if you 

wanted to paint some frescos on your dining room wall, you might paint the Sibyls.   The 

illustrated books also included a set of new prophetic poems,  which are very different from the 

old doom-and-gloom sibylline poems.  These new poems are the texts that di Lasso would set to 

music.  Although the new poems claim to be Sibylline prophecies, they were not drawn from the 

Sibylline texts of the ancient world; although they do predict the life of Christ and the last 

judgement, they are completely different in tone.  Instead of gloom and doom, these poems are 

positive, reassuring, and consoling, emphasizing the mission of salvation performed by Christ.  

Thus, the texts that di Lasso chose,  the illustrations,  and the very advanced music in which they 

were set, made a royal gift that represented 16th century religious, literary, and musical practice 

at its highest, most talked-about levels. 

 

I want to conclude by commenting briefly on this advanced music di Lasso composed to set the 

visionary poems you are about to hear.  Di Lasso is often praised for his accomplished use of the 

12-semitone chromatic scale.  Chroma is the Greek word for “color,”, and di Lasso himself tells 

us that we are going to hear music that changes its emotional color in unusual ways.   

Other terms used to describe this compositional practice are “musica reservata” or “musica 

secreta.”  This music is marked by extreme tonal shifts as well as emotional expressiveness and 

word-painting.  For instance, when the Sibyls describe something great or high, the musical 

notes soar.   When they mention the “knotted volumes of the prophets of the Judaean people,” 

the musical notes rise and fall and tangle and untangle all at once.  The word solo, ‘alone,’ is 

sung by a single voice.  On the phrase non tarda veniet, ‘he will not come slowly’, the voices 

enter on tiptoes, one by one.  When describing the stars or predicting miracles such as the 

incarnation, nostra vestitus carne, ‘dressed in our flesh’,  the musical chords morph into what 

one writer has called “iridescent changes of color.” 

 



Because of this musical sophistication, one meaning of musica reservata seems to have been 

‘music for those educated enough to understand it,’ that is, ‘music for highbrows.’  That is, of 

course, a great compliment to you, our audience.  But it is also a compliment to, and a huge 

challenge for, the singers.  The music is very difficult, the intonation, or pitch, is subtle, and the 

score has to be sung in early tuning or the music will not sound right.  Our singers have 

unlearned their contemporary musical habits in order to be able to perform this in a historically 

informed style. 

 

Advanced as it was in its time, this style of musical writing was also a great compliment to the 

king for whom it was a gift.  Di Lasso has chosen a subject of great interest for the middle of the 

16th century – the rediscovered prophecies of the Sibyls-- and has combined that with a soothing 

doctrinal message in a daring and accomplished musical package – truly, a dainty dish to set 

before a king.  It’s not difficult to see why di Lasso, by all accounts a positive, cheerful, 

humorous person, might prefer to set as a gift the positive fifteenth-century verses instead of the 

apocalyptic sound and fury of the ancient Sibyls.  Out of fire and brimstone, gloom and doom, 

storm and stress, the thunder and lightning of ancient Greece and Rome, di Lasso has created a 

work of iridescent beauty that resembles nothing so much as a rainbow. 

                                                                —by Juliet Mattila, April 21-22, 2012 


