
	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  
It’s hard to write about Janet Cardiff’s sound installation The Forty Part Motet 
without devolving into superlatives. Previous installations in New York at PS1 
and the Cloisters garnered reviews that included the words “achingly beautiful” 
and “transcendent.” These aren’t, in my opinion, overstatements. But pulling 
together a list of adjectives about The Forty Part Motet is far easier than trying to 
explain how and why the work is so compelling. Here goes. 
 
Cardiff’s piece is an intimate affair: an oval of 40 black speakers on stands, 
arranged at ear height and grouped in eight clusters of five speakers, all facing 
the center of the room. The newly renovated gallery 308 at Fort Mason Center is 
spare and stripped down, with one wall of windows overlooking Gashouse Cove 
and the gently swaying masts of boats in the marina. Upon entering the airy 
room, visitors hear the soaring sounds of English Renaissance composer 



Thomas Tallis’ 1573 choral work Spem in alium nunquam habui (I have never put 
my hope in any other). 
 

 
 
Inside the oval of speakers, the quality of sound changes dramatically. As voices 
rise and fall, sound moves throughout the ring, giving the musical arrangement 
shape and mass. Cardiff recorded each voice in the polyphonic 40-part 
composition individually; each speaker represents one member of the Salisbury 
Cathedral Choir. Stand close to a speaker to focus on one singer’s voice, step 
back to the middle for the intermingled audio of the choir as a whole. “I wanted to 
be able to ‘climb inside’ the music, connecting with the separate voices,” Cardiff 
says via the installation’s wall text. 
 
The Latin lyrics, sung in crystalline soprano, alto, tenor, baritone and impossibly 
deep bass, sing to a God “who can show both anger and graciousness.” While 
only classics scholars might have any hope of comprehending the words of 
Spem in alium today, the arrangement is undeniably spiritual. 
 
“I knew it was a piece that was written in a religious context, like a lot of music 
then, but I really did not know that it would have the kind of effect that it has on a 



lot of people,” Cardiff said at yesterday’s press preview. At moments when all 40 
members of the choir sang together, like the instruments of a heavenly orchestra 
rather than mere mortals with vocal chords, shivers ran down my spine. 
 

 

The others in Gallery 308 responded to the music in different ways. The Forty 
Part Motet triggers emotional responses rarely seen in the sterile world of 
contemporary art. Some of my fellow listeners turned inward, their eyes open but 
unseeing; some walked slowly around the oval of speakers, stopping to 
experience each voice. Some closed their eyes and abandoned themselves to 
wash of sound. As an external soundtrack, the piece turns a pleasant but 
unremarkable view of the marina into something like an ecstatic experience. 

Among the trilling Latin consonants, certain images came to my mind: Renée 
Jeanne Falconetti’s saintly face in Carl Theodor Dreyer’s 1928 silent film The 
Passion of Joan of Arc, Bas Jan Ader in his performance art film I’m too sad to 
tell you. Their tears, in those films, are the kind of tears I wanted to shed in the 
middle of a room full of strangers in Fort Mason Center. 



I am not accustomed to crying in public, so I didn’t. When the choral work ended, 
The Forty Part Motet played three minutes of what Cardiff calls “intermission,” a 
break period during which each black speaker becomes a person again — 
someone who laughs, coughs, murmurs, yawns or rallies with a cry of “Let’s 
rock” before looping into the song again. In the moment just after the final 
crescendo of all 40 voices, I felt bereft. The silence was akin to being unwillingly 
stuffed into a sensory deprivation tank. 

I’m veering into hyperbole, so I will conclude. Cardiff’s piece is the final iteration 
of the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art’s On the Go series before their May 
14, 2016 reopening. (Mark di Suvero’s sculptures on Crissy Field marked the 
beginning of the museum’s off-site partnerships and programming two and a half 
years ago.) The Forty Part Motet, on loan from local collectors Pamela and 
Richard Kramlich, is co-presented by Fort Mason Center for Arts & Culture free 
of charge with timed tickets (highly recommended to avoid wait time) for the next 
two months. 

This is one of those rare instances when I simply cannot oversell the art. Do not 
miss this piece. 

The Forty Part Motet is on view through Jan. 18, 2016. For tickets and more 
information visit sfmoma.org.  

 


