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Foreword





With Messiaen’s death, on 28 April 1992, music lost a figure remarkable for this or any age. Almost alone among the supreme artists of the twentieth century Messiaen was an optimist, so that even his most radical ventures into new territory were never mere dabbling with the bizarre, but always embedded in a clear purpose and conviction. Indeed the key to his achievement – and to his paradoxical position in musical history – is that he combined in the highest degree the mind of an innovator, of an explorer, with skills and beliefs which were rooted in tradition. A musician’s musician – organist, pianist, improviser, and with a musical ear of legendary acuteness – the musical heritage which he had at his fingertips seems never to have hampered his decisive originality (any more than did his lifelong, unquestioning commitment to Catholicism). In this respect, among his near contemporaries only Bartók was his equal; and, like Bartók, for all his uncompromising intelligence Messiaen had at his heart a simplicity which makes his music universal.


The Messiaen Companion is the first major study since Messiaen’s death, the first to view his life as a completed whole. There is necessary catching-up to be done, with an account of the last works (including the posthumously premiered Eclairs sur l’au-delà), and a reappraisal of the masterpieces of the 1960s and 1970s. Where previous accounts of Messiaen have tended to view him as a vast but monolithic presence, the portrait that emerges here is complex and many-sided. In part this is a reflection of the talents and interests of my contributors; significantly, a number of these are practising musicians, and indeed, almost all bridge the worlds of scholarship and music as a living art. But the book’s diversity is also a consequence of its design, which focuses not only on Messiaen’s music but on other aspects of his achievement.


The Companion falls into two very unequal halves, dividing around 1950, a time of radical new departures after the climactic achievement of Turangalîla. In the Interlude, a series of essays consider the inspiration of nature, and birdsong in particular; Messiaen’s highly idiosyncratic approach to colour; and his theological outlook is set in context, and examined in relation to the Quatuor pour la fin du temps. The section concludes with tributes to Messiaen as a teacher, and an interview with the composer’s widow, Yvonne Loriod-Messiaen, which contains much previously unrecorded biographical detail.


Before expressing my thanks to the numerous individuals who have helped in the preparation of this book, I should first like to record my deep gratitude to Messiaen himself, who advised, encouraged and inspired me in the study and performance of his music, and gave me unstintingly of his time. My profound thanks also to Mme Loriod-Messiaen, not only for her contribution to the book, but for making available unpublished material, and for her kindness and hospitality over many years.


The generous provision of music examples has been made possible by the willing co-operation of Messiaen’s publishers: Durand et Cie, Alphonse Leduc et Cie, Editions Salabert and Universal Edition. I am most grateful to the staff at Faber and Faber for help at every stage of the book’s genesis, in particular Helen Sprott, Andrew Clements, Jane Feaver and David Watson; to Elizabeth Holloway and Virginia Messenger for secretarial help, and to Ruth Jordan who transcribed meticulously the interview with Yvonne Loriod. I also received invaluable assistance from Christopher Sayward (of United Music Publishers) and Timothy Day of the National Sound Archive. Among friends and family who advised and encouraged were Bob Auger (engineer of all my recordings of Messiaen), George Benjamin, Malcolm MacDonald, Anthony Pople, and last (though she should be first) my wife, Charlotte, who was a constructive critic of my first drafts, and gave me constant support and encouragement. My particular thanks go to Christopher Dingle, who not only supplied the invaluable Catalogue of Works and Discography but placed his encyclopaedic learning at the service of eliminating errors; and finally to Ingrid Grimes, my dedicated copy-editor, who rooted out inconsistency and infelicity from my far from immaculate typescript, and who, moreover, contributed countless positive suggestions which have been immeasurably to the book’s benefit.
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Introduction 


PETER HILL





Olivier Messiaen’s life is remarkable for its scale. With a composing career spanning seven decades, only Stravinsky, of the major figures of the twentieth century, is his equal. Unlike Stravinsky, however, and unlike either Tippett or Carter (both, like Messiaen, composers active in their eighties) Messiaen was astonishingly precocious, still only in his teens when he reached a first maturity, if by that one means the discovery of a voice uniquely and unmistakably his own. Indeed Messiaen’s life is best described as a series of maturities, his achievements coming in waves, given impetus by periods of self-renewal, undertaken either in response to circumstance or as conscious experiment. By far the most significant occurred around 1950, a sea-change reflected in the design of this book, which divides the music before and after this date with an interlude, a group of essays exploring facets of Messiaen’s work. But although it is possible to separate Messiaen’s life into sections, to do so is, in his case, especially artificial; for perhaps Messiaen’s most remarkable trait was the firmness with which he kept faith with a basic set of principles, so that the language (and to a very great degree the technique) of Messiaen’s earliest music is still apparent in the music composed sixty or so years later.


This unity was important to Messiaen as the means by which he kept to his course through the artistic upheavals of his time; yet it was not bought at the price of sealing off the outside world. On the contrary, Messiaen’s life (from his mid-thirties) was increasingly a public one: he was active as organist, teacher and performer (and for the last three decades in worldwide demand at concerts of his music), with only the precious summer break reserved for privacy and composing. More than this, one of Messiaen’s most engaging qualities, remarked on by all his pupils, was his curiosity. He seemed constantly alert to new experiences, renewing his art through researches into a vast range of music – ancient, exotic and ultra-modern – besides the collecting of birdsongs, which in later years took him to ever more remote parts of the world (so much so that even Yvonne Loriod, his wife and devoted musical companion, could be driven to exasperation: see Interview with Yvonne Loriod).


Although Messiaen cast his net widely, certain fundamentals were ever-present. The main sources of inspiration are reflected on the bookshelves of his study in Paris. Prominent are the volumes of Shakespeare in the translation by his father, Pierre. The lower shelves are occupied by musical scores, while above space is equally divided between books on birds (in Messiaen’s own view he was as much ornithologist as musician) and works of theology. This modest room, left exactly as it was at the time of Messiaen’s death, is symbolic of the anomaly which struck all who met him: that the composer of music so transcendent in ambition and scale should have lived life so simply. Quietly spoken, Messiaen explained himself with the calm lucidity of the practised teacher. He possessed exceptional clarity of mind, and applied the same methodical care to all aspects of his life. His attention to detail was legendary, and in the more mundane duties of a composer he led his pupils by example, prescribing in his scores every detail of fingering or registration, and taking immense pains to eliminate all trace of ambiguity, let alone error. His students were amazed that so eminent a musician should devote so much time to teaching; and he was similarly punctilious over his duties at La Trinité, where neither age nor infirmity would deter him from climbing the sixty or so steps to the organ loft in order to accompany Sunday services.


The image of Messiaen as in some way a reincarnation of the medieval artist-craftsman has contributed to a misconceived view of him as standing outside the main preoccupations of twentieth-century music. It is true that, in an age which has invented restrictions for itself as fast as it has knocked them down, Messiaen’s imperviousness in the face of the artistic dogma of the moment frequently irritated his critics. Like all people who swim against the tide of sophisticated opinion he found himself classified as naive, too gifted to be ignored, but eccentric and peripheral. At a time when to do so was deeply unfashionable Messiaen retained an unshakable faith in music’s power to describe or symbolize. Even to some of his pupils this seemed perverse, or perhaps endearingly quaint, although arguably it is this fearless lack of all inhibition which is the greatest contribution Messiaen made to the music of his era. Almost single-handedly he embodied a kind of musical counter-reformation, in revolt against austerity, engaging in his music with the central issue of existence at a time when many composers have confined themselves to the margins of experience.


Not that Messiaen was unaware of his isolated position; indeed he was abnormally sensitive to adverse criticism, and the same sensitivity made him fanatically secretive about work in progress (concerning which any enquiry would receive a polite but unmistakable snub). Rather he seems to have developed at an early age a quite exceptional independence of mind. Even the Catholicism which was central to his life seems not to have been acquired from his parents,1 while his formative musical experiences came through exploring operatic scores at the piano by himself – all before the age of ten,2 a testimony to the early development of his consummate musical skills. Nonetheless in childhood the artistic stimulus was as much literary as musical – from his mother, the poetess Cécile Sauvage, as well as from his father; and Messiaen retained a vast knowledge of poetry which he could quote freely and accurately, including the English Romantics, from whom came the inspiration for his first known composition, La dame du Shalott. Messiaen was fond, also, of recalling the performances of Shakespeare that he enacted with his younger brother, and the toy theatre he constructed with lighting improvised by means of transparent coloured sweet papers; no doubt it was the pageantry and the magical which appealed, though the evidence is that Messiaen’s literary gifts were at least as precocious as his music.


Messiaen might have been a writer, not musician, had it not been for the decisive impact of a score of Debussy’s Pelléas, a gift on his tenth birthday; even before this, if one gives credence to the story recounted by Yvonne Loriod (see Interview with Yvonne Loriod)3 came a discovery which appealed to the latent musician – the love of birds, and the beginnings of Messiaen’s belief, adhered to with increasing conviction, that their song is neither twittering ornament nor merely signals of defence and recognition, but music. Another prophetic revelation, combining the architecture of the Middle Ages with the sensuous shock of colour, came when his father and mother took him to the Ste Chapelle; the marvel of this early experience remained so vivid that Messiaen repeatedly used the example of stained glass to explain his music, citing the ways in which the details of the multicoloured mosaic, when viewed from a distance, fuse into a single entity, whose purpose (again as in Messiaen’s music) is not only to represent or instruct, but to ‘dazzle’.




Stained glass is one of the most wonderful creations of man. You are overwhelmed. And I think this is the beginning of Paradise, because in Paradise we are overwhelmed. We won’t understand God, but we will begin to see Him a little … Real music, beautiful music – you can listen to it without understanding it: you don’t need to have studied harmony or orchestration. You must feel it. And here, also, one is overwhelmed – by the shock of the sound.4





Faith, as Messiaen repeatedly emphasized, was his sole reason for composing; yet this side of Messiaen has in the past created difficulties – as much for Catholic as non-Catholic listeners, although today it may seem less of an obstacle to a generation which values the visionary and numinous in the music of Pärt, Tavener, Harvey or Górecki. One does not have to share an artist’s beliefs in order to respond to his art. And the experience of Messiaen’s music is so all-consuming, and so completely overrides mundane critical responses, that it is difficult to see how one can (as some claim) choose what appeals from Messiaen’s menu and ignore the rest. Even the structure of the music seems permeated by his faith, with complexity of detail embracing truths of great simplicity (a combination which has traditionally given Catholicism its appeal to sophisticated minds, and which, similarly, may go some way to explain the potency of Messiaen’s music).


Religion leads also to a central paradox whereby music, an art which exists in the here-and-now, in measured time, is used by Messiaen to convey mysteries which lie beyond time. This expression of what Paul Griffiths calls ‘the eternal within the temporal’5 causes Messiaen to stand apart from the Western tradition (since the Renaissance, at least) in which musical events are ordered into a directional sequence or ‘narrative’. Messiaen’s music accumulates, but it does not develop (in the accepted sense) or argue. In part this is because Messiaen’s acceptance of his faith is so complete that he is simply not concerned with the strains and tensions which are the stuff of drama in music. Indeed Messiaen recognized (notwithstanding that many of his early discoveries were in drama or opera – Shakespeare, Gluck, Mozart, Wagner) that he himself was not naturally suited to the theatre, and it was to take a sustained campaign (see Interview with Yvonne Loriod) to persuade him to change his mind.


This does not mean (as is often said) that Messiaen’s music is completely static; indeed, as Griffith’s phrase so perfectly suggests, the essence of time in Messiaen’s music is that it is ambiguous. In the harmonies of Messiaen’s early music, it is true that his characteristic chords blur the distinction between consonance and dissonance, and so neutralize the means (through the preparation of tension and its subsequent release) whereby harmony is harnessed to a rhythmic flow. On the other hand, the same characteristics seem also to search, as if for some elusive closure, and have a yearning quality or ‘sweetness’ which gives the music its peculiar intensity. Moreover Messiaen early developed a range of strategies for welding ideas into larger paragraphs. Indeed, if one of the apparently timeless contemplations is played rapidly the result is instructive, for what is revealed is a carefully engineered momentum. Played as it should be, at Messiaen’s exceptionally slow tempo, the structure is perceptible, but only dimly so, like the vault of a darkened cathedral. Moreover the effect is not only calm but strangely filled with tension; in part this is because such pieces as ‘Louange à l’éternité de Jésus’ (the cello solo from Quatuor pour la  fin du temps) require nerveless control to perform, as any cellist who has felt the bow begin to tremble can testify. More than this, they are also mysteriously dramatic: for one of Messiaen’s supreme gifts, apparent from his earliest music, was his mastery of vast segments of time – the ability to release ideas at the precise moment and context which enables them to strike with the force of sudden revelation. The question of time is fundamental to any study of Messiaen, and it becomes a complex and subtle issue because of his ability to counterpoint ‘floating’ and directional time (as he does very simply, but very effectively, in the ‘Amen de la création’, first of the Visions de l’Amen). Indeed, from Cantéyodjayâ (1949) onward, this counterpoint becomes the principal driving force, the key to grasping music which is all too often categorized (rather helplessly) as ‘block’ structure.


Many of Messiaen’s procedures are described in the personal textbook, Technique de mon langage musical, written in the early 1940s. As much as anything the book is important for what it reveals about Messiaen’s mind, and in particular of his obsession for categories and catalogues. After a preliminary page of typically fulsome prose, the book guides the reader through the composer’s workshop, with its rows of tools neatly labelled as to their use. In one way Messiaen’s mania for order provided a means of self-defence: because his method of analysis involved taking a new stimulus and boiling it down to a basic set of principles, separating out its strands and treating these in isolation, he was able to absorb influence in details rather than in essence, and so without compromise to his personal voice. Although the impression the book gives is somewhat claustrophobic, seeming to describe a closed world, one of such certainty and completeness that further progress is excluded, for Messiaen it seems to have acted as a springboard. For at the time the book was being sketched Messiaen was in the middle of one of those periodic self-renewals which recurred at regular intervals throughout his life. In the 1930s Messiaen’s world had been centred on La Trinité, to which he was appointed as organist in 1931, and where he continued to serve until the end of his life.6 Early photos reinforce the image of Messiaen as a specialist organist-composer, an earnest bespectacled figure immured in the vast reverberations of La Trinité. This would be to ignore evidence of wider ambition in the resplendent orchestral works of these years and the song cycles, to poems by Messiaen, which celebrate in specifically Catholic imagery the joys of marriage (to the violinist Claire Delbos) and the birth of their son. Nonetheless the events of 1940–1 were – as Malcolm Hayes argues (see Instrumental and Choral Works to 1948) – decisive. The chaos and horror of war, which Messiaen witnessed at first hand, brought unlooked-for blessings. In prison-camp he somehow found the inspiration, the will and the means to compose; later, after repatriation in 1941, the persecution of the Jews in occupied Paris indirectly gave him a new pupil (see Interview with Yvonne Loriod), a young pianist Yvonne Loriod, who was to have an immediate and decisive influence on the future course of his music.


Messiaen’s name became known to a wider public during the 1940s, particularly following the close proximity of three first performances in 1945 – of the Vingt regards, Trois petites liturgies and Harawi. One indication of this was Messiaen’s first important commission – from Koussevitsky and the Boston Philharmonic – for an orchestral work, on which Messiaen began work in 1946: Turangalîla’s premiere in 1949 was to crown the most productive decade in Messiaen’s life, a time when, as he himself observed, his powers seemed invincible. (The achievements of these years seem all the more astounding when set against the difficult and tragic circumstances of Messiaen’s personal life – the illness of his wife who was to die prematurely, in 1959, after years in a mental institution.) The decade was to end, strangely, in the only apparent crisis in his composing life, precipitated not by adverse criticism but as a result of his own teaching. Since his repatriation, Messiaen had been giving classes in analysis, at first unofficial, later (in 1947) incorporated into the Paris Conservatoire. Messiaen’s ability to elucidate ‘forbidden’ modern scores (of Stravinsky, Berg and Schoenberg) together with revelatory forays into non-Western music, attracted the brightest, most adventurous students, a generation whose natural spokesman was the young Pierre Boulez (‘“furious” … like a lion that had been flayed alive, he was terrible’, Messiaen was to recall).7 In this climate of iconoclasm Messiaen launched into a brief period (1949–51) of radical experiment. For the first and only time his music became a central influence on his younger contemporaries; yet for Messiaen the works of these years represented a cul-de-sac, a temporary aberration which he later came to dislike and disavow. Messiaen’s gloom is recalled by Alexander Goehr, a member of his class in the mid-1950s:




One of the class-members had been particularly argumentative. Messiaen sat in silence for what seemed an eternity, visibly upset. The bust of a disapproving Gounod (the class met in the Salle Gounod) reflected inwards from the already darkened window. He said: ‘Gentlemen, there’s no point in arguing, we are all in the dark nowadays. Nobody knows what they are doing.’8





But for Messiaen there was a way forward. In the same year (1951) that he recorded the Quatre études de rythme for solo piano (a project funded by UNESCO to illustrate the ultimate in modernism) Messiaen composed a slight but masterly test piece for a flute competition, Le merle noir. This, the first work entirely based on birdsong, heralds a decade during which birdsong became Messiaen’s exclusive concern. Was birdsong a retreat – from a world of disintegrating tradition, in which Messiaen faced with some desperation classes of would-be avant gardists, not above making fun of their teacher’s quirks? Or, as Malcolm Troup argues in the course of his chapter, was it Messiaen’s way of bringing into his own music the concerns of the avant garde – the open-ended musical forms, the fluid structuring of time (with Stockhausen-like ‘moments’) and, above all, the incorporating into music of ‘non-musical’ sources of sound?


Nowhere are the contradictions in Messiaen more vividly illustrated than in his approach to birdsong. The birdsong choruses of Oiseaux exotiques and Chronochromie impress with a granite-like strength which excludes all false prettiness. They are translations of course, into a language which is Messiaen’s; nonetheless they have an air of objectivity which reflects the thoroughness of Messiaen’s research. He took immense pains over authenticity, studying and notating in the field, shadowed always by Yvonne Loriod with primitive tape recorder, and regularly seeking the advice of expert ornithologists, with again that obsessive regard for detail which is so characteristic. In this Messiaen is unique: the first and only composer literally to set up his canvas (in his case the manuscript paper and tape recorder) and draw nature from life.


On the other hand the motivation for this care was not science but love. Birds were from the first as important to Messiaen as the spiritual inspiration with which, in his case, they are inseparably linked. For Messiaen, moreover, they were a source of ‘pure’ music, undefiled by the modern world. Despite this view, it would be wrong to link Messiaen with those artists who see nature nostalgically, as a symbol of lost innocence. Messiaen portrayed birds unsentimentally, although – as he was the first to admit – anthropomorphically, for their ‘character’ as much as for the contours of their song.


The premiere of Chronochromie was to be the last occasion on which Messiaen’s music raised a storm of protest, provoked by the ‘Epode’ with its tangled complex of song. In his last decades, increasing fame, and particularly the opportunity this gave to travel, acted as a spur to the constant process of self-renewal, as instanced by the visits to Japan (1962) and Utah (1972). Nor was there the slightest diminishing of creative ambition; indeed, from the mid-1960s, Messiaen’s energies were focused in a succession of massive works, any one of which might have served as the summa of his life’s work. His most ambitious, the opera on the life of St Francis, was a challenge which Messiaen accepted only after agonizing self-doubt, and on which he worked in conditions of rigorous secrecy. This, the boldest venture of his career, undertaken when he was approaching seventy, left him exhausted; but he was lured back to composing (see Piano Music II) and the result was a series of uncharacteristically brief works, in which again there was a renewal and refreshing of vision – in the acerbic high spirits of the birdsong sketches [Esquisses] for solo piano or the delectable homage to Mozart, Un sourire – preparatory to the prophetic Eclairs sur l’au-delà, at which he worked during his final illness with the indomitable stubborness and tenacity so much a part of this remarkable man.


In old age Messiaen, like Stravinsky, became a sort of historic monument and, again like Stravinsky, found himself much interviewed (although these conversations, read carefully, show Messiaen remaining to the end essentially secretive about his art). In some ways the present uncritical acceptance of Messiaen’s stature may do a disservice to our appreciation of his art, blunting the music’s edge, its power to startle and amaze. To Messiaen himself, who could never put out of his mind the slights of former times, the universal adulation held a hollow ring, proud though he was of the honours and distinctions which came his way. Against this background The Messiaen Companion makes no claim to be definitive. Instead the hope is that the presence of many (not always compatible) viewpoints – normally the inevitable defect of any symposium – will in Messiaen’s case open windows and shed fresh light and air on a discussion which latterly has become somewhat stereotyped. The obituaries have been written; Messiaen as cultural phenomenon has been studied enough. Strange as it may seem, we need for the moment to abandon the long view, to step closer to the shimmering colours of the stained glass, to explore its details afresh, and feel again how extraordinary they are.




Notes


1 Brigitte Massin: Olivier Messiaen: une poétique du merveilleux (Aix-en-Provence, Alinéa, 1989), p. 20.


2 Claude Samuel: Entretiens avec Olivier Messiaen (Paris, Belfond, 1967), p. 122.


3 See also Massin, op. cit., p. 24.


4 Everyman‚ BBC television, 1988.


5 Paul Griffiths: Olivier Messiaen and the Music of Time (London, Faber and Faber, 1985), p. 18.


6 Though Messiaen remembered having shocked the elderly ladies of the congregation (an assault on the contrived piety being one of Messiaen’s great contributions to religious music), when I last heard him play (in 1989) his contributions to the service were models of self-effacing usefulness: modulating fugatos and brief meditations on the plainsong of the day; and he was not too grand for the humbler duties of a church organist: the Christmas carol service, for example, which he accompanied with excerpts from Messiah – not, as one might expect, from La Nativité.


7 ‘Entretien avec Claude Samuel’ (CD booklet, ECD 75505; English translation by Stuart Walters), p. 27.
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9 Messiaen had already in 1952 dabbled in this area in a short (and, by his estimation, unsuccessful) piece of musique concrète, Timbres-durées, a collage based on the sounds of water droplets.
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Messiaen’s Musical Language: an Introduction


ANTHONY POPLE





Of all great composers, Messiaen’s musical character is arguably one of the most clearly defined. The vast majority of his works deal with subjects drawn from nature or Christian theology; most of them are written for organ, piano or orchestra. His melodic invention ranges from the liveliness of ecstatic dance to the serene austerity of plainsong; his rhythms are infused with the freedom of Indian classical music; his harmonies have an abundant and joyous richness, though their place in his music is not calculated for the effect of the moment, as might be said of Wagner, Debussy or Strauss. Yet beside these broad brushstrokes, which depict Messiaen’s musical world with remarkable fullness, stand a number of conundrums that make his position in the history of twentieth-century music considerably more difficult to assess. One may hear echoes or pre-echoes of his style in works by composers as different as Debussy, Skryabin, Ravel, Stravinsky, Gershwin, Jehan Alain, Ohana and Stockhausen, and he is frequently cited as a crucial influence in the establishment of ‘total serialism’ in Europe. Yet his stylistic roots are far from obvious, despite his thorough and conventional Conservatoire training and his long service as a church organist – that most established of musical offices – and he founded no school,1 though he was a revered teacher numbering some great composers and many fine ones among his pupils.


Language


Music and language were strongly linked in Messiaen’s life from the very beginning. As a boy, he wrote plays before turning to musical composition, and as a young but established composer he published a book entitled Technique de mon langage musical (1944).2 This title nicely reflects a family background in which the techniques of language were continually in focus: his father was an English teacher and translator of Shakespeare, his mother a poet. Perhaps in keeping with this, Messiaen’s music does not use its ‘language’ to narrate, to dramatize, nor even to express, but rather to represent. In some cases, this is because the subject matter is conceived as an eternal truth (as in Couleurs de la cité céleste) or as an archetypal natural scene (as in the Catalogue d’oiseaux). In many other pieces, the retreat from narrative comes through the presentation of stories such as those of the Nativity or the Resurrection, which have been told so often that their narrative aspect has been entirely dissipated through mythologization. Such stories stand transformed into icons: their language is that of reflection and contemplation; they may be viewed from different angles or aspects (as in the Vingt regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus). Messiaen chose not to disentangle their details in such a way as to be able to articulate them more clearly by means of a time-bound, left-to-right exposition. He preferred to reach inside them only so as the better to understand – and therefore to represent – their essence.


This obsession with the eternal was bound to be profoundly subversive in the context of the Western humanist tradition, and particularly so in a musician, since that art had since the Enlightenment, if not since the Renaissance, aspired more and more to the condition of discourse. As Messiaen’s career proceeded, his subversiveness manifested itself through a number of musical techniques, defining his ‘language’ with increasing clarity through its contrast with that of his predecessors and contemporaries. True, many of these techniques may be seen to have palpable connections with the work of others – and indeed Messiaen did not hesitate to list his sources alongside the hundreds of examples from his own work which illustrate Technique de mon langage musical. But the rich brew he created from these ingredients, and the clarity with which it was used to project his view of the world, turned this master of synthesis into one of the twentieth century’s great originals.


Mode


Among Messiaen’s earliest works was an organ piece entitled Esquisse modale (1927), and though the composer never published it one may see from its title that the idea of modal writing was one of his first technical concerns. He was not alone in this: modality of one kind or another was commonplace in French music of the late nineteenth century, and was central to the technique of composers so apparently diverse in style and sensibility as Fauré, Satie and Debussy. The interest in modes among French musicians of this era had much to do with the revival of plainchant in the mid-nineteenth century, which engendered a familiarity with the ancient Greek diatonic modes.3 The improvisation of modal accompaniment to plainsong melodies soon became part of a composer’s training at the Paris Conservatoire, transforming theoretical knowledge into the ease and fluency of diatonic modal thought that is so characteristic of Fauré’s music, and was also to be heard in Messiaen’s organ improvisations at La Trinité.


For some composers, the use of modal melodies and harmonies remained associated with a Hellenistic sensibility and a generally classical outlook. This is the case with Satie’s famous Gymnopédies, for example – their title referring to dances performed by Greek youths. But Messiaen’s interest in the non-Western connotations of modes was less fanciful, more genuinely exploratory: he looked to India and the East, where modal improvisation remained the mainstay of traditional music. In his explorations of these cultures he benefited from the scholarship of Maurice Emmanuel, who was his history of music tutor at the Conservatoire – and also from Emmanuel’s example as a composer, for it was his 30 chansons bourguignonnes (1913) which, Messiaen later explained, ‘converted [me] to modal music’.4 Non-Western modes offered the composer a more varied melodic and harmonic palette than did the modes of plainchant. Messiaen also heard non-diatonic modes in the music of those composers whose harmonic techniques carved out a broad Franco-Russian axis – among them Debussy, Skryabin and Stravinsky.5 Coincidences like this fascinated him.


One historically important thing that all these modal explorations had in common was that they offered an alternative to the predominant musical force of post-Wagnerian chromatic tonality. Escaping Wagnerism was something dear to the hearts of many French musicians both before and after the Franco-Prussian war of 1870, but there were also those who followed the example of César Franck in attempting to emulate the German master within the generic constraints of French musical culture. Conventional histories of French music in this period tend to overemphasize the distinction between those who taught or studied at the Conservatoire – who are said to have eschewed Wagnerism – and those who worked in the orbit of Vincent d’Indy at the Schola Cantorum – who are said to have followed the Wagnerian trail, albeit transmuted through Franck’s distinctive contributions. In reality there was much traffic of individuals and ideas between the two camps: even Debussy was deeply influenced by Wagnerian models, as Robin Holloway has shown.6 Maurice Emmanuel worked in both institutions, and Messiaen himself taught at the Schola Cantorum in the 1930s before returning to the Conservatoire after the Second World War. Messiaen knew much of Wagner’s music as a child,7 and the immense impact on him of Debussy’s music came through the crypto-Wagnerian opera Pelléas et Mélisande – its score a treasured tenth-birthday gift from his boyhood harmony teacher.8 To say that this work was a great influence on Messiaen would be something of an understatement: his writings and recorded conversations show that it remained a musical talisman for him throughout his life.


It is not surprising, then, that Messiaen’s use of modes has none of the ascetic quality that distinguishes a piece like Satie’s Gymnopédies from late-Romantic tonal music. Satie’s piece exhibits many of the characteristic features of diatonically modal music: an avoidance of both chromatic dissonance and conventional harmonic progressions, for example, and a tendency towards wandering melodic lines that cadence in unusual ways. The typical features of non-diatonic modal music – and this applies as much to Bartók or Szymanowski as to Messiaen9 – are by comparison more positively drawn. The melodies are sharply characterized by recurrent intervals, often those which are but rarely found in diatonic music, and there is a pervasive harmonic ‘atmosphere’, all of this tending to give an aura of exoticism. In both cases, however, the underlying technical reason is the same. Whereas the melodic and harmonic patterns that underlie Romantic tonal music – scale and arpeggio formulae in the melodic lines, ‘functional’ chord progressions in the harmony – have a quality of temporal articulation that contributes strongly to the sense of phrasing, the concept of mode implies far less of this kind. All that is necessary for music to be modal is that it should adhere to the notes of a mode, and, this being so, it is hardly surprising that the most telling characteristic of both diatonic and non-diatonic modal music is a sense of improvisation – whether contemplative or frenetic – within a static atmosphere.




EX. 1.1
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This point is confirmed by the many references in Technique de mon langage musical to Marcel Dupré’s Traité d’improvisation.10 Indeed Messiaen’s book, so far as it goes, is quite candid in every respect about the sources of his technique. This in itself seems deliberate, as if he were attempting to show that his music was legitimate and accessible. The factual tone serves to disguise a number of assumptions, however, such as a constant reliance on the overtone series to validate modal and harmonic formulae that might otherwise seem merely contrived. For example, one of his favoured devices of melodic cadence, the falling tritone, is introduced by the statement that ‘a very fine ear clearly perceives an F# in the natural resonance of a low C’ (Ex. 1.1a).11 So far, so good: there is nothing substantive here with which a psychoacoustician would disagree. ‘This F#’, Messiaen however continues, ‘is endowed with an attraction toward the C, which becomes its normal resolution’ (Ex. 1.1b, my italics). This certainly does not follow from the acoustical premise, but it is more useful to examine the underlying reason for Messiaen’s difficulty than to criticize his logic – since, plainly, a composer may use his materials however he chooses. One explanation for Messiaen’s inability to come up with a sounder argument is that, in modal music, the very idea of a ‘normal resolution’ is itself difficult to maintain. This is not to say that modal music cannot proceed through melodic formulae – indeed, Messiaen’s example serves to prove that it can – but rather that the duality of chord and scale, through which in tonal music the idea of ‘resolution’ is defined, is lacking. Whereas in tonal music it is thoroughly established that non-chordal notes normally ‘resolve’ to adjacent chordal notes by downward motion through the associated scale,12 a mode has neither the linear force of a scale nor an associated set of harmonies. Thus no concept of ‘normal resolution’ within a harmonic context is strictly viable. But having decided to bring the idea of resolution back into his synthesis, Messiaen was of course at liberty to decide for himself just what was normal and what was not.


This sleight of hand is supplemented by a harmonic repertoire which similarly recalls tonal music. In Technique de mon langage musical, Messiaen himself explains at some length how his modes can simulate dominant-seventh chords and tonic triads – albeit with many foreign pitches brought into the orbit of these chords by the constitution of the modes themselves. This is as good a place as any, then, to list the seven ‘modes of limited transposition’ which were partially outlined by Messiaen in his preface to La Nativité du Seigneur (published in 1936) and more definitively treated in his later book.13 They are shown in Ex. 1.2 in a way which indicates their relations to each other:




(i) all six notes of mode 1 are found in both mode 3 (nine notes) and mode 6 (eight notes)


(ii) all six notes of mode 5 are found in both mode 6 and mode 4 (eight notes)


(iii) mode 7 (ten notes) includes modes 6 and 4, and also includes all eight notes of mode 2










EX. 1.2
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These inclusion relations hold only in the case of certain transpositions of these modes, of course, as shown in Ex. 1.2. But since Messiaen explicitly avoids mode 1 (the whole-tone scale) – because ‘Claude Debussy, in Pelléas et Mélisande, and Paul Dukas, in Ariane et Barbe-bleue, have made such remarkable use of it that there is nothing more to add’,14 – this table serves to show overall that the most distinctive of the modes he uses are numbers 3, 6, 4 and 2, none of which is closely related to another.15 Each of the modes comprises a succession of a few intervals which is repeated at least once within the octave span. It is this feature, combined with the lack of inclusion relations between them, that gives each of these four modes the propensity to generate melodies with a characteristic vocabulary of leaps and scalar motions. The corollary, applicable to all seven modes, is that each mode may only be transposed a few times before repeating itself – as distinct from the diatonic scale, for example, which may appear on any of the twelve available pitch levels.




EX. 1.3
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This is most economically shown with reference to mode 2, which in the Stravinsky literature has come to be known as the octatonic collection, or octatonic scale.16 Ex. 1.3 shows this mode in successive transpositions beginning on C♮, C#, D♮ and E♭. Allowing for the fact that the pitches are notated enharmonically (so that F♭ equals E♭, and so on), it is clear that the fourth transposition contains exactly the same notes as the first. This means that the next transposition (on E♭) would be synonymous with that on C#, and so on. In other words, there is only a limited number of transpositions of this mode – three in all. This corresponds mathematically with the fact that the mode comprises a succession of intervals – semitone, then whole tone – which is repeated four times within the octave. Three (transpositions) multiplied by four (intervallic cells) gives twelve (notes in the octave). Like coincidences, such simple mathematical truths meant a great deal to Messiaen.


The example Messiaen uses to illustrate how these modes may be aligned with common tonal harmonies is summarized in Ex. 1.4a.17 The chords on the upper stave within each bar use notes from only a single transposition of mode 2 – Ex. 1.4b shows the transposition used in bar 1, Ex. 1.4c shows that used in bar 2, with the notes of the central harmony highlighted in both cases. Perhaps the first thing that stands out here is the enormous extent to which the notes that embellish each chord depart from the F# major scale with which the central harmonic progression would be associated in tonal music. Messiaen lets this go by almost without comment, merely asserting that this ‘modulation of the mode to itself’ happens ‘without the tonality’s giving way’.18 Secondly, one should recognize that the two transpositions of mode 2 that are heard here could have encompassed a further seven dominant-to-tonic cadences, as shown in Ex. 1.4d, not to mention a vast number of other harmonic progressions involving minor-seventh and half-diminished-seventh chords. And finally, one should consider the layout of the chords on the upper stave: the notes used here are of course in one sense arbitrary, being chosen only as representatives of the modes concerned, for the sake of explanation; but in another sense they are not arbitrary at all – they have been chosen according to Messiaen’s musical sensibility, and are thus revealing of it. What emerges is that the chords on the upper stave are themselves common chords of tonal music – sometimes noted enharmonically – though none is synonymous with the chord it supposedly embellishes. 




EX. 1.4
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It is instructive to compare this schematic example, which is indeed typical of Messiaen, with a passage from Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring (1913) that shares so many common features one must be inclined to regard it as a close forebear of Messiaen’s style (Ex. 1.5). Like Messiaen’s example, the Stravinsky passage is rooted in a slow-moving progression of common chords decorated by homophonic quaver movement in the upper register. Indeed, the descending upper-voice scales in the second violins (first bar, diatonic) and the woodwinds (fourth and fifth bars, octatonic) recall directly the second bar of Messiaen’s example. But the differences are, if anything, more revealing: Stravinsky’s lower woodwind harmonies are not just plain triads and seventh chords, but are themselves richly elaborated with modal notes; and the harmonies in the upper voices, while triadic as in Messiaen, proceed mainly through alternation – only in the last two bars of the passage is a semblance of Messiaen’s parallel stepwise motion through the mode suggested.19




EX. 1.5 Stravinsky: The Rite of Spring
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Both Messiaen’s clarification of such modal thought and his tendency to place unadulterated tonal harmonies within the resultant embellishing frame may be seen even in his earliest compositions, such as the seventh of his Préludes for piano (1928, Ex. 1.6a). The first fourteen bars, and the last eight, of this 32-bar miniature are rooted to the spot, in a nine-note mode from which every pitch of the melodic and harmonic material is drawn (Ex. 1.6b).20 This mode is actually a variant of mode 2 – it simply has a note added – and is not itself a mode of limited transposition. Like the Stravinsky example discussed above – and indeed much octatonic music of Russian origin – Messiaen’s prelude is dominated by the sound of the dominant-seventh chord, which occurs in mode 2 at four transpositional levels each a minor third apart.21 In the prelude, the detail that confirms this sound as a musical priority occurs in bar 3, where the additional dominant-quality sonority afforded by its ninth modal note (E♮) is sounded. This is indeed the only harmonic appearance of this note, which is otherwise heard simply as a melodic passing note between E♭ and F♮.




EX. 1.6 Préludes 7 ‘Plainte calme’
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While this gives an illustration of how Messiaen makes play with the sound of common tonal chords in non-diatonic modal surroundings, the next passage in the prelude (bars 15–16, Ex. 1.7a) shows him, conversely, using unusual harmonies in a diatonic modal context. Each bar in turn adheres to a single diatonic mode (Ex. 1.7b), but the harmonic sonority employed is determinedly unconventional. (Again, it is alternated at a number of transpositional levels, confirming its musical value as a sonority per se.) What is perhaps more surprising still is that the diatonic notes employed in each bar – six of the available seven – also lie within a transposition of the original nine-note mode (see Ex. 1.7c). The result is that the two passages together preserve the modal purity of the composition while affording contrast to the listener through exactly obverse references to tonal norms.


The superimposition of common chords that was observed in Ex. 1.4a relates Messiaen’s early style to other music composed in France between the wars. He himself refers to Honegger and Milhaud in this regard.22 This kind of writing was at one time called ‘bitonal’ – a term which has received short shrift from music theorists in recent decades because, it is argued, if ‘tonality’ is about considerably more than isolated chords, then ‘bitonality’ must be about more than the straightforward superimposition of chords. Messiaen, however, frequently writes such superimpositions in contexts which are undeniably ‘bimodal’, if still not bitonal. Ex. 1.8a shows the opening of ‘Le collier’, the eighth song of the cycle Poèmes pour Mi.23 Here the upper stave of the piano part follows mode 3 (Ex. 1.8b) while the lower stave follows mode 2 (Ex. 1.8c); the bimodality is inverted in the continuation (Ex. 1.8d). Again, the music of the upper stave consists almost entirely of common triads, while that of the lower stave, despite the change of modality, is rooted to an E major triad in second inversion, alternating with whole-tone dominant-quality chords.




EX. 1.7 Préludes 7 ‘Plainte calme’
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By extension, in more complex textures the various modal types are often applied as if with a broad brush, for the sake of clarity. Ex. 1.9, from the ninth movement of the Turangalîla-symphonie, is scored for solo strings in thirteen parts, with the players divided into five timbrally distinct groups (two first violins, four second violins, three violas, and two each of cellos and double basses), each of which also has its own rhythmic organization. The result is that, while the marvellous sonority of the thirteen players remains a striking feature of this passage, the potentially obscure counterpoint is reduced to an audible interaction among five layers of sound. Messiaen reinforces this by the polymodal organization of the overall harmony – the first violins being confined to mode 3, the second violins to mode 2, the violas to mode 6, the cellos to mode 4 and the basses to the comparatively rare whole-tone mode 1 – so that the notes within each layer revolve constantly through the corresponding mode, just as sub-atomic particles move incessantly within the most solid of objects.




EX. 1.8 Poèmes pour Mi 8‘Le collier’
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Rhythm


Like his use of modes, Messiaen’s rhythmic language was developed from a few simple ideas that could be related to Western practice in order to suggest a synthesis, but whose exoticism remained powerful, and importantly so. Messiaen regarded his rhythmic innovations as his most far-reaching contribution to Western music, which may well turn out to be the judgement of history also; but it was the mere separation of pitch and rhythm – and indeed other musical parameters – rather than any specific rhythmic practices, that was influential in his own time. To some extent, this separation of parameters was implied by the removal from his pitch materials of those factors that had traditionally accomplished the articulation of phrases, for it was then necessary to develop alternative means to deal with rhythm and phrasing. Messiaen found resonances of this approach in the separation of râga and tâla in Indian music, and also in medieval Western practices such as isorhythm. There is indeed much in Messiaen’s music, both technical and otherwise, that confirms him as standing outside the humanist tradition that dates from the Renaissance in Western Europe – though in the twentieth century he could hardly do so without at the same time appearing determinedly individual. Whether he brought the components of his musical language into a genuine synthesis remains a matter for debate, but given his outlook it was perhaps not necessary for him to do so; it was sufficient merely to do the right things consistently and in quantity.


The most fundamental feature of Messiaen’s rhythms – some thing which he found both in Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring and in classical Indian rhythms – is that they are ametrical.24 This is not to say that there is no regular pulse. On the contrary, they are always built from multiples of a basic unit; but this basic unit is generally faster (by a factor of 2 or 3, say) than the succession of notes that we hear, whereas in most Western music the notes either move more or less with the pulse, or are at least clearly placed in relation to it. Ex. 1.10, from Messiaen’s Quatuor pour la fin du temps, illustrates the opposite tendency, where the constant semiquaver pulse is comparatively obscure to the ear, although every note in the passage is a simple multiple of it. Instead, the ear hears a succession of pulses, varying in length between four and eight semiquavers (these are bracketed below the example), which alternate in a fluid succession. Furthermore, whereas classical Western music tends to fall not only into metres but into hypermetres – larger, but still regular periods25 – Messiaen’s phrase cannot do so, since it is irregular at even the most immediate level of rhythmic structure.




EX. 1.9 Turangalîla-symphonie 9 ‘Turangalîla III’
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EX. 1.10 Quatuor pour la fin du temps 6 ‘Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes’
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Rhythms of the kind exemplified by the extract from Messiaen’s Quatuor are often described as additive: this refers principally to the manner in which small units are put together by the accretion of notes based on a common underlying unit, so that a group that is five semiquavers in length, for example, may be constructed as 2 + 2 + 1 (quaver-quaver-semiquaver). The first rhythmic technique that Messiaen identifies in Technique de mon langage musical makes this additive principle explicit. The ‘added value’ is conceived as a way of irregularizing regular patterns: it can be an extra note (Ex. 1.11a), an interpolated rest (Ex. 1.11b), or a lengthening of a single note within a pattern (Ex. 1.11c).26 Of course, not just any extra note, rest, or lengthening will do. It is important to note that the added value in each case is calculated to knock the rhythmic pattern from the realm of Western (hyper-)metrical music into Messiaen’s ametrical style. The way in which it is calculated is quite clearly shown in Ex. 1.11: the pulse in these examples starts out in the first two cases as a crotchet, in the third case as a dotted crotchet; the added value is a semiquaver, turning a four-semiquaver unit into one of five (Exx. 1.11a, 1.11b) or a six-semiquaver unit into one of seven (Ex. 1.11c). The resulting rhythms can no longer be assimilated into a metre.




EX. 1.11
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It is no coincidence that the lengths of both these units – five and seven semiquavers – are measured by prime numbers. Although it is of course possible to write metrical and indeed hypermetrical music using such units, simply by repeating them (as Holst did in the relentless 5/4 of ‘Mars’ in The Planets), Messiaen’s constant mixture of units makes a literally metrical perception impossible, as there can be no common divisor between a unit of prime length and its subdivisible – or other prime – neighbours. A group of five will never combine metrically with an adjacent group of three, four, six or seven, for example. Prime numbers, applied in this way, constitute another of those simple phenomena of nature that were especially prized by Messiaen. 


Not all of Messiaen’s rhythmic writing is as decidedly ametrical as the examples given above or in Technique de mon langage musical might seem to suggest. There is actually a good deal of genuinely metrical, and even hypermetrical, writing in his output – and not only in those otherwise quite characteristic works composed before 1935, when he came across the thirteenth-century treatise on rhythm by Çarngadeva, which contains a table of 120 small rhythmic formulae, called deçî-tâlas.27 Before this, he had studied classical Greek rhythm, which is similarly based on formulaic conjunctions of short and long values, but this seems not to have fired his imagination in quite the same way: one may surmise that this may have been because Marcel Dupré and Maurice Emmanuel, who introduced the subject to him, did so in the context of a more generalized Atticism to which Messiaen was not entirely sympathetic. Nonetheless, as the example of the ‘added value’ and its explanation shows, the relationship between ametrical and metrical rhythmic perceptions was – like the accommodation between the modes of limited transposition and tonal harmony – a crucial and abiding concern for Messiaen.


As his discussions of phrase construction in Technique de mon langage musical make quite clear, Messiaen was aware that the tendency of Western listeners to perceive hypermetrical organization on the level of the musical phrase was not going to be subverted by the introduction of irregular rhythms at a more immediate level. Small groups, even of irregular size, would still tend to be rounded up and aligned with familiar patterns of ‘upbeat-accent-termination’.28 Indeed, having identified these underlying components of musical phraseology, he felt free to dispose them, too, in new combinations. Ex. 1.12, from Poèmes pour Mi, is analysed in Technique de mon langage musical as an upbeat preparation (A), and accent (B), followed by two terminations (C, D);29 the use of added (and subtracted) semiquaver values to vary the rhythm of the ‘terminations’ from a regular quaver rhythm is also notable here. The consequence of constructing phrases in this way is to produce something whose very amenability to conventional modes of musical perception focuses – and so preserves – its alien, exotic quality.




EX. 1.12 Poèmes pour Mi 8 ‘Le collier’
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This usage also confirms Messiaen’s tendency to work with formulae – in this case, tiny units which could be juxtaposed, varied, and played off against one another. In Technique de mon langage musical, he illustrates how such small units can be transformed by augmentation (lengthening all the note values) or diminution (shortening all the notes values);30 by combining these methods with the use of added values he was able to generate transformations that were hardly amenable to analysis, such was the ambiguity of their derivation from the original patterns. Later in his career, however, he tended towards an increased clarity in this respect, making a distinction between some units which were repeated more or less verbatim and others whose variants were thus thrown into greater relief. This way of working dominates the stile oiseau of the 1950s, in which birdsong – transcribed into Messiaen’s world – is the principal melodic basis, but it had already been given full expression in the decidedly abstract Neumes rythmiques, one of the Quatre études de rythme (1949–50) in which he set down markers for the expansion of his musical language beyond the elements of vocabulary and syntax he had earlier outlined in print.


An outline plan of Neumes rythmiques is shown in Fig. 1, with the three types of material labelled R, N and P in abbreviation of the composer’s descriptions of them in the score. As Fig. 1 indicates, both R and P materials are deployed in the piece according to a strict scheme based on number sequences. The R material, presented twice on each appearance, is simply expanded as the piece proceeds by the regular addition of a  semiquaver value to each of its three elements (see Ex. 1.13a).  The P material is less rigorously handled from one appearance  to the next, though it is characterized on each occasion by an  insistent percussive beating at the extremes of the keyboard (Ex.  1.13b). Two features of its rhythmic organization stand out:  firstly that the total length of each P block, measured  in semiquavers, is a prime number, and secondly that the  overall rhythm of each block is palindromic. Because they are  the same backwards as forwards, such rhythms were termed  ‘non-retrogradable’ by Messiaen – a terminology through  which, as with the modes ‘of limited transposition’, the composer chose to emphasize a restriction inherent in the musical material.


FIG. 1: SEQUENCE OF MUSICAL MATERIALS IN NEUMES RYTHMIQUES
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Although the analogy between non-retrogradable rhythms and the modes of limited transposition can hardly be said to go beyond a certain abstract symmetry, this was sufficient for Messiaen to identify both as representatives of the ‘charm of impossibilities’. Moreover, although it is the ‘impossibility’ that constitutes the link between these musical materials, it was quite clearly the charm that was more important to Messiaen:




It is a glistening music we seek, giving to the aural sense voluptuously refined pleasures. At the same time, this music should be able to express some noble sentiments (and especially the most noble of all, … the truths of our Catholic faith). This charm, at once voluptuous and contemplative, resides particularly in certain mathematical impossibilities [in] the modal and rhythmic domains.31





Charming in a different way is the third type of material in the piece, comprising the ‘rhythmic neumes’ (N) after which it is named. A neume – exemplified in the medieval notation of plainchant – is an indivisible musical figure comprising very few notes: Messiaen’s neumes in this work fit this description but are also highly characteristic (Ex. 1.13c). In the ‘N’ passages, the neumes are combined and recombined in fluid succession, as if to mimic the post-Beethovenian principle of motivic ‘development’ through the continual expansion, contraction and juxtaposition of fragments. But, like the suggestion of conventional tonalities through the modes of limited transposition, this is an illusion: the kaleidoscopic presentation and re-presentation of the musical material is simply an inevitable corollary of the temporal projection of this kind of formulaic material.


This is not to deny the historical importance of Messiaen’s exploration of this device as a method of musical construction. It is no less characteristic of him than it is of Stravinsky, and provides a link with another giant of the twentieth century, Pierre Boulez. The organization of interlocking cycles in the latter’s Le marteau sans maître owes much to the example of Turangalîla, while the ‘commentaires’ in Boulez’s work are not too far removed from Messiaen’s typical contemplations of transcendental images. But Messiaen’s ability to make things seem what they are not marks him out from these and other composers who, in line with mid-century scientific rationalism, were content to let block structure ‘speak for itself’. Rather, Messiaen’s block structures, like virtually everything else in his music, were calculated to speak instead of ‘noble sentiments’ and theological truths.




EX. 1.13 Neumes rythmiques
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(c) Bien modéré (neumes rythmiques, avec résonances, et intensités fixes)


[image: ]








Magic


The ‘charm of impossibilities’ indeed holds the key to Messiaen’s sensibility. Conceived as a self-sufficient guarantee of musical value, it confirms his general fascination with things magical, which also lies behind his emphasis on the mystical and the miraculous in Christian epic. It is this quality of magic that links the further elements of Messiaen’s music with the materials and methods discussed in Technique de mon langage musical, which do not, of course, tell the whole story, even in respect of the works composed up to that time. No less characteristic are his use of harmony, orchestration and resonance interchangeably to suggest visual colours,32 his direct use of ciphers and number symbolism to encode theological ideas, his use of extremes of tempo, such as the desperately slow [image: ] = 13 (notated as [image: ] = 52) of Le banquet céleste, and his use of cyclic repetitions of pitch patterns or rhythmic units.


An example of the latter may be observed in Harawi (1945), one of Messiaen’s most secular works. This is a cycle of love-songs, composed at a difficult period of the composer’s life when his feelings for Yvonne Loriod were as yet unable to find legitimate expression outside the realm of music. The strain of exoticism, normally associated in Messiaen’s works with religious mysticism, is here reduced to the ostensibly Peruvian setting – though the poetic texts are Messiaen’s own work. The conjunction of tenderness and helpless mystery is nowhere clearer than in the final song, ‘Dans le noir’, which alternates two contrasting types of material before a cri de cœur (‘Mon amour, mon souffle!’) leads to a delicate evocation of a deep and latent love, confined at the very end to expression à bouche fermée. The two opening sections are shown in Ex. 1.14: the opening bars decorate major triads of E♭ and A by motion within mode 2, precisely in line with the pattern of Ex. 1.4a; the ‘bien modéré’ is organized rhythmically as a canon by augmentation, using repeating cycles of harmonic and rhythmic materials. The basic rhythmic pattern is [image: ] (eleven durations – a prime number). This is used directly by the right-hand part, while the chords in the left hand follow the same sequence, but with each duration augmented by 25 per cent. Harmonically, the right hand cycles through six chords drawn from mode 6, while the left hand uses a repeating pattern of seven chords drawn from mode 4. The end of this ten-bar section of the song interrupts all these cycles in mid-rotation with a reprise of the opening material, after which the cycles begin again from square one, continuing this time for seventeen bars. After another interruption they are allowed twenty-five bars, permitting the right-hand part to complete its fourth rhythmic cycle but interrupting all the other concurrent cycles at arbitrary points as before.


Within a few years of composing Harawi and a few months of composing Neumes rythmiques, Messiaen had expanded the scope of his cyclically repeating materials to include twelve-note configurations that might technically be called serial, in the sense established by Schoenberg and his pupils. During the 1950s and 1960s, a number of successful composers who had hitherto eschewed serial techniques were to turn to them in one way or another: Stravinsky, Shostakovich, Copland and Britten, for example. While all of these composers found ways of accommodating serialism on their own terms, Messiaen’s usage was perhaps the most subversive of classical serial principles, despite being located in a musical language whose separate treatment of pitch, rhythm and the other elements of music appeared to some of his pupils to lead inexorably towards the serialization of all of these aspects of musical construction. Messiaen defused the serial principle by undermining its central concept of ordering through the technique of ‘interversion’. In its most characteristic form, this involves reordering the elements of a series from the centre, working outwards by alternation between the two halves, so that the sequence 12–11–10–9–8–7–6–5–4–3–2–1, for example, would be transformed into 6–7–5–8–4–9–3–10–2–11–1–12, as it is in the episodes of Ile de feu 2. This process, which can in fact be applied to a sequence of any length and consisting of pitches, durations or other elements, can itself be repeated cyclically.33 Its principal effect is to prevent any one ordering from acquiring the central role allotted to the series in classical Schoenbergian usage, just as classical serialism had sought to prevent a central tonic-like role accruing to any of the twelve chromatic pitches.




EX. 1.14 Harawi 12 ‘Dans le noir’
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The encounter with serialism seems to have provoked, or at least coincided with, something of an aesthetic crisis for Messiaen. He was clearly fascinated by the ‘charm of impossibilities’ that was to be found in the basic mathematical properties of his musical material. Nonetheless, beyond certain basic manipulations, he refused to ‘play God’ in the way that Boulez was to attempt through ‘total’ or ‘integral’ serialism – by means of which all parameters of the musical elements were, in principle at least, subjected to strict control. This turn of events in European music was presented as a historical necessity by its advocates, however, and may well have left Messiaen for the first time feeling his age.


Given his faith, one can understand Messiaen’s refusal to ‘play God’. His chosen alternative was to turn to ‘God’s musicians’ – the birds – whose songs and cries began to dominate his works from the early 1950s. It was of course necessary that these birdsongs should be transcribed into musical notation, which meant that Messiaen had to act as intercessor for them. And indeed they end up singing very much in his own style, though they are clearly recognizable as birds – and to ornithologists might in many cases be recognizable as distinct species. If the use of birdsong was after all intended to answer a need on Messiaen’s part for spiritual purity and humility, then the necessity for transcription was unfortunate – it could perhaps at best be explained away as an inevitable consequence of the human condition, as dramatized by Schoenberg in his opera Moses und Aron.


But was there really a problem? Was not this Olivier Messiaen, after all, the man who had published a book about ‘my musical language’ at the ripe old age of thirty-five or so? True, Messiaen’s art shows a delight in systems, and in their explanation, which to modern eyes would make him appear to be a scientist of sorts, but it combines this with a belief that music undeniably should, and undeniably can, bring its listeners into profound contact with the divine – which would make him, rather, a magician in the medieval mould. It is the latter which is surely nearer the mark: the bewitching effect of his music, as it leads us from the one perspective to the other, comes not through calculated complexity but through the constant accretion of magic ingredients, which he adds one after another, unshakeable in his faith that they will make their effect by sheer weight of numbers:




Let us now think of the hearer of our modal and rhythmic music; he will not have time at the concert [i.e. while listening] to inspect the nontranspositions and the nonretrogradations, and, at that moment, these questions will not interest him further; to be charmed will be his only desire [my italics]. And that is precisely what will happen; in spite of himself he will submit to the strange charm of impossibilities … which will lead him progressively to that sort of theological rainbow which the musical language … attempts to be.34





Was Messiaen also taken in, ‘in spite of himself’? Certainly his naivety can be breathtaking – such as when, throughout Technique de mon langage musical, the appearance of repeated notes in melodic fragments are said to recall ‘Hindu melody’.35 But to many of his admirers, this naivety is an endearing quality, which makes it out of the question to regard his glistening added-sixth chords as kitschy, for example. The deeply religious subject matter of many of his works is another factor that convinces one of his overwhelming sincerity. From such a man one can accept a great deal in the name of faith, and art. The paradox here is that it is the acceptance of the man that allows one to be drawn into his world of magic, and so to experience his works as representations of the transcendental forces beside which he, along with the rest of us, is reduced to insignificance. Not for nothing does the myth of Tristan and Isolde feature as his greatest secular inspiration. Those lovers, too, were drawn in by a potent brew of magic ingredients, ill-defined perhaps but nonetheless of fateful power, and through it were transfigured into a world beyond personal identity, even as their names were preserved for the temporal world in the telling and re-telling of their story.


Similarly, so long as they are played, Messiaen’s identity as the composer of La Nativité, of the Quatuor pour la fin du temps, the Vingt regards, Turangalîla, the Catalogue d’oiseaux, La Transfiguration, Saint François d’Assise, and the many other marvellous works that came from his sixty-five-year career, is not likely to be overlooked in a modern world which emphasizes property and personality. But in the pre-humanist terms that seem more appropriate to his view of the world, he was also successful. Undoubtedly a master craftsman, he was at the same time a master of magic, ‘in the best sense of the term: in the sense of a hidden ritual the signs of which are only revealed to the initiated. I don’t think that this is forbidden by the Church and by religion; it’s an admirable thing.’36
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Organ Music I


JOHN MILSOM







Verily it is well for the world that it sees only the beauty of the completed work and not its origins nor the conditions whence it sprang; since knowledge of the artist’s inspiration might often but confuse and alarm and so prevent the full effect of its excellence.


Thomas Mann, Death in Venice1





Few composers in history have more fully documented the ideas that lie behind their music – or, more accurately, the extra-musical ideas they regard as relevant to the audience of their works – than did Olivier Messiaen. A piece for organ bears the title ‘Les eaux de la grâce’. At its head are the words of Revelation 7:17: ‘L’Agneau, qui est au milieu du trône, conduira les élus aux sources des eaux de la vie’. It is the second movement of a cycle called Les corps glorieux, subtitled ‘Sept visions brèves de la vie des ressuscités’. All this is in the score. Elsewhere Messiaen says of the work that ‘The life of the resurrected is free, pure, luminous, colourful. The timbres of the organ will reflect these characteristics.’ He also tells us that the cycle was composed ‘in sight of the Lac de Laffrey and the mountain of the Grand Serre’, as if landscape too helped to shape his conception of the music, and the idea of that landscape might be useful to his audience.2 This is a great deal for us to address when confronting ‘Les eaux de la grâce’. Well might the listener be confused and alarmed.


The copious annotation of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’, the rich documentation of what Messiaen regarded as essential to its conception and its interpretation, is characteristic of the composer. Where Thomas Mann’s Aschenbach fashions his page and a half of choicest prose after the model of Tadzio’s beauty confident in the knowledge that the ‘strangely fruitful intercourse’ between external stimulus and the creator’s mind will be understood by the author alone and is irrelevant to the reader of the finished work, in ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ it was always Messiaen’s aim that his choice of musical sounds, inspired by a contemplation of the divine, would in turn be associated in the listener’s mind with the same extra-musical ideas. As a symbol of those ideas the music on its own is ambiguous, if comprehensible at all. To function in what might loosely be called a semantic fashion it must first be explained. All Messiaen’s organ works are surrounded by words. Titles, subtitles, quotations from the Bible and the Missal, references to the place of composition, analyses of the technical resources used in the piece and their intended symbolic meaning and psychological effect: these are the agents of exegesis, chosen to guide the listener through the music towards a deeper communion with the divine. There is no doubting the end that Messiaen had in mind:




a true music, that is to say, spiritual, a music which may be an act of faith; a music which may touch upon all subjects without ceasing to touch upon God; an original music, in short, whose language may open a few doors, take down some yet distant stars … To express with a lasting power our darkness struggling with the Holy Spirit, to raise upon the mountain the doors of our prison of flesh, to give to our century the spring water for which it thirsts, there shall have to be a great artist who will have to be both a great artisan and a great Christian.3





Messiaen’s organ music is so closely identified with the spiritual that it would be churlish to turn our backs entirely on that subject. Even if we pay no attention to the titles, to the attendant texts or to the composer’s explanations of his technical procedures and their symbolic function, it is hard to ignore the traditions of religious music on which the music so audibly draws, and even harder to disregard the knowledge that organs and the buildings in which many of them live are associated with the worship of God. But there is a point at which a discussion of Messiaen’s organ music in terms of the theology with which the composer allied it passes beyond the threshold of common experience of all listeners. Certainly it is possible to have some kind of rich communion with a piece such as ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ without knowing anything about the specific extra-musical ideas to which Messiaen draws our attention. The literature on Messiaen’s organ music abounds in studies that seek to evaluate it in the composer’s own terms, but we must face the fact that for many listeners the concepts used in those discussions will be incomprehensible and irrelevant.


*


How else can we try to understand the effect it works upon us? Messiaen’s own writings offer another route of entry, one that has also been followed by many of his commentators. So methodically formulated and rigidly followed are the technical procedures of his ‘musical language’ that they can be described and evaluated in reassuringly concrete terms, at least in relation to the notated score. In the case of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ it is relatively easy to discuss the materials out of which it is made, the way in which they have been assembled into what seems to be a well-ordered piece, even to talk about the effects those materials and their morphology might have upon listeners reared in the tradition of Western tonal music.


Ex. 2.1 shows the first eight bars of the score. The eye will immediately notice three discrete layers of music. In the right hand there are phrases of three-note chords, the uppermost notes of which connect to form a melody. According to Messiaen’s own terminology, all the pitches in these right-hand chords belong to the second mode of limited transposition. Although the chords themselves are conventional triads, the building-blocks of all tonal music, they do not progress from one to another in the manner of traditional tonal harmony. Indeed it is difficult to relate them to any specific tonal centre; even the G major chords that regularly bring phrases to a close are relatively arbitrary points of repose, one possibility among several. The lowest layer of the score, the melodic line given to the pedals, is notated in the bass clef but assigned a registration that makes the notes sound an octave higher than written. It contains only the notes of the whole-tone scale, which too defies the gravitational pull of tonal functional harmony. Played together, the right-hand chords and the pedal melody allude to several tonal centres but never firmly settle on any one. Even the latent G major of the chordal phrases is regularly undermined by the whole-tone motion of the pedals.




EX. 2.1 Les corps glorieux 2 ‘Les eaux de la grâce’
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From the score alone it is hard to imagine the sound of the semiquaver flow that the left hand plays, let alone the relationship it has with the other two layers. Although notated in the bass clef, this line sounds simultaneously in three registers: at written pitch, functioning as the true bass of the texture, and as two treble sonorities. In those upper registers the pitches that the listener hears are not those that are written in the score. Messiaen’s registration, ‘Nazard et Tierce’, will not produce quite the same effect on any two organs, but the general quality is of a bright triadic halo hovering over each notated pitch. In particular the Tierce will be audible, sounding at the interval of a major seventeenth above notated pitch; the opening note E, for example, will have a G# sounding two octaves and a third above it. This is what the ear hears. In terms of what the eye sees, however, the line largely consists of notes that are also used in the other two layers. Initially its pitch-classes are those of the right hand’s mode 2. In the second bar, a moment before figure B1, the left hand brings into play the pitches of A♮ and D#, which are foreign to the right hand’s mode but present in the pedal part’s whole-tone scale. Thus far, the pitches played by the left hand have a modal status of their own: this is Messiaen’s seventh mode of limited transposition, a ten-note mode which in this transposition contains all the notes of the chromatic scale  other than F# and C♮ Messiaen subsequently allowed himself a few F#s; the fourth notes of figures C1 and C2, and note 26 of figure A2, strictly fall outside the mode. But (notated) C♮ is entirely absent from Ex. 2.1.


Judged from the score, there are places where the left-hand semiquavers consolidate the G major polarity of the right-hand chords (figures B1 and B2), and also places where they join with the pedals in obfuscating it (figures C1 and C2). But this is reckoning without the halo produced by the Tierce. In fact the upper resonances of the left-hand part are more likely to confuse the tonal focus than to clarify it, as Ex. 2.2 shows. At figures B1 and B2 the Tierce emphasizes not G major but rather the key a major third higher, B major; and the pitches it plays at those two points – F♮, A♮, E♭ and B♮ – all belong to the whole-tone scale played by the pedals. The left-hand thus produces a double focus, towards G major (in association with the right hand), and into the tonal no-man’s-land of the whole-tone scale (in association with the pedals). If there is any tonal gravitation to be felt from all this, then it is as much towards B as it is towards G. But even those attractions are weak, ambiguous ones. It is a characteristic outcome of what Messiaen called ‘polymodality’: a tonal stalemate in which the elements of traditional harmony largely float free of the forces that conventionally bond them together.




EX. 2.2 Les corps glorieux 2 ‘Les eaux de la grâce’
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Returning to Ex. 2.1, it is clear that in relation to the music that surrounds it, figure B1 is a point of congruence, even of arrival; Messiaen re-used this material to bring ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ to a close. By comparison the right-hand music of A1 has the quality of a prolonged ornamental appoggiatura that achieves its resolution only with the G major triads of B1. Figure C1 consolidates that cadence, but is now accompanied by a rising chromatic line in the left hand that has a distinctive upbeat function. It leads into A2, a repeat of A1 with an additional flourish. B2 is its resolution; C2, a more extended upbeat than C1, serves as a transition into the middle section of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’. From the rest of the score we can see that this middle section of the work effectively flushes the modes of Ex. 2.1 out of the system, and brings prominently into play the one note that has been missing so far: C♮. Like the opening section it is made up of discrete phrases, some of them upbeat-like, some that are expanded by addition. The largest expansion of all exhausts the process, and at bar 19 the opening music returns, again with additions. Throughout his life Messiaen found satisfaction in simple ternary forms; ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ is a classic example. Three final observations should be made: the semiquaver flow of the left hand is relentless throughout the piece; the score contains no tempo markings other than the opening ‘Rêveur, bien modéré’ and the rallentando in the last bar; and the only adjustment to the dynamic markings of the opening is the decrescendo that accompanies the closing rallentando.


*


Any one of Messiaen’s organ compositions could sustain a technical description as detailed as the one given above, and indeed many of them have been dissected in this way, some by Messiaen himself, others by those who have been beguiled by Messiaen’s world of self-discipline and the often paradoxically recondite sound-products thrown up by his technical procedures. Many fascinating hours can be had from the study of the scores. But there remain two questions. First, what relevance does a knowledge of the technical procedures used to generate the score have to the aural experience of the music? Second, how does a knowledge of the score, or the experience of hearing the music – or indeed both of these – tie in with Messiaen’s verbal glosses to the work: its title, its biblical head-quotation, and all the other information he provided both about ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ and the cycle of pieces to which it belongs?


To speak of ‘the aural experience’ of the work immediately raises formidable questions. We have already seen that the notated score is a form of tablature, a set of instructions to the player’s hands and feet, that only imprecisely represents the actual sound of the music. But clearly the sound of the music itself will depend upon the organ that is being used, and the organist’s choice of registrations. Play two different recordings of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ side by side and you will quickly understand why we are treading on slippery ground. Messiaen himself conceived and recorded the piece on a large nineteenth-century French organ, producing a sharply characterized result that we will have to consider in some detail. Other players have used similar organs, but with quite different outcomes, sometimes remote from Messiaen’s own. On organs built according to different national or technical traditions the piece takes on a multiplicity of appearances. There is not one ‘aural experience’ of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’, but many.


At first sight ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ seems to be scrupulously notated. As in everything Messiaen wrote, durations are specified down to the last demisemiquaver, and the organist is given detailed information about registration. It is those two components of the work, its rhythm and its timbre, that will give listeners their greatest shock when confronted with Messiaen’s own recorded performance, made on the organ at La Trinité in 1956. What appears from the page to be a steady stream of undifferentiated semiquavers played in a constant pulse is, in Messiaen’s own mind, nothing of the sort. He speeds up; he slows down; he compresses; he lingers; there are agogic accents and tiny moments of suspended motion all over the place; it is music of far greater rhythmic variety and life than one could possibly have imagined from the notation. The word ‘rubato’, so conspicuously missing from most of Messiaen’s scores, is clearly taken for granted by the composer. As for the sonority, it is utterly unexpected. Possibly the age and the engineering of the recording have something to answer for, but even so the result must at least partially reflect the reality. Of the three layers notated in the score, it is the left-hand music that immediately attracts the ear, not in its notated bass range (which is well nigh inaudible), nor in its Nazard register (which is largely submerged by the right-hand chords), but through the shrill presence of the Tierce. Since this is the line notated in constant semiquavers, its dizzy, drunken gait is all the more arresting. Around it there is a thick tangle of sound, discernible as right-hand chords and a whole-tone melody in the pedal when either one of them stands still or goes into a register unoccupied by the other, but otherwise densely matted together. A sense of polyphony, so clearly visible in the notation, certainly registers, but the overwhelming sensation is of the utter strangeness of the composite sound and its equally strange morphology as the piece progresses. It also becomes abundantly clear that the music of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ bears a close relationship to at least part of its title. In Messiaen’s hands and on Messiaen’s favourite instrument, ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ simulates the giddy sensation of drowning. A watery gurgle haloed in phantom squeaks and groans, it must surely rank as one of the oddest noises ever heard coming out of an organ.


*


This excursion into Messiaen’s performance of his own music might at first seem to have cleared the path towards addressing one of the questions posed earlier – what relevant information the listener can hope to gain from studying or knowing about the technical procedures used to generate the score. Again, however, we must pause before answering. Does Messiaen’s 1956 recording, made on the organ whose registrations he specified in the notated score, possess any authority in determining the sonorous nature of the work? Might it have sounded different in 1939, when the organ at La Trinité was in a less precarious state of repair and the score of Les corps glorieux was still fresh from his pen? Might he have played it differently again in old age, on the renovated and enlarged organ? Would he have regarded as inferior any performance made on an instrument other than his own? Could anyone else play the music with equal or greater authority? What status does Messiaen’s 1956 recording have in defining the identity of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’?


At this point fact gives way to opinion. Jennifer Bate recalls her first experience of playing Messiaen’s music to the composer, on a Harrison and Harrison organ in a north London church:




Messiaen’s initial reaction to my performance was not encouraging. ‘Well, I suppose you have my records?’ Embarrassed, I had to confess otherwise. The point was pursued inexorably until, in desperation, I promised next day to buy everything he had ever recorded. This brought a shout of laughter – ‘But that is how I play it on my records, and no one plays Messiaen like that.’4





It is a splendid anecdote, and it will give organists much to ponder. Many recordings of Messiaen’s organ music have been made partially or substantially under Messiaen’s artistic supervision, on instruments that are generically related to the organ at La Trinité. In general they come much closer to his own interpretations than do the performances made from the score alone, using organs built according to different traditions. They do not replicate Messiaen’s own solutions, but they do broadly adhere to what we might call his manner of realization. The scores do not say so, but Messiaen seems to have taken a certain style of performance practice and range of sonorities for granted, and when asked for advice by other organists would guide them towards those solutions. As far as the sonic realization of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ is concerned, this is as close as we can come to evaluating the status of Messiaen’s 1956 recording. It will be interesting to see what influence it and other Messiaen recordings have on his music’s interpretation in the future.


With those thoughts in mind, we can begin to compare the experience of the analyst’s eye with that of the hearer’s ear. The clear separation of the score into three layers, each with a discrete modality, is interesting in theory but less obviously relevant to the listener, who hears largely an amalgam of sounds, and by no means all the pitches that the score would lead us to expect. Only the whole-tone scale of the pedals emerges with clear integrity, largely because of the prevailing stepwise motion. The left-hand semiquavers, sounding predominantly in their Tierce registration a seventeenth above the notated line, do nothing to reinforce the latent G major tonal centre of the right-hand chords, and if anything they side more with the whole-tone scale of the pedal, with which they share so many notes. Moments when the whole-tone scale is heavy in the air, such as at figures B1 and B2 of Ex. 2.1, do indeed seem to be moments of repose, precisely because the number of pitch-classes is relatively restricted. When the modes change in the middle of the piece, the whole character of the music changes with them, but it would take both a sharp ear to work out which new modes have come into play, and an eloquent argument to convince most listeners that it is strictly necessary to know by name the modes that are being used in each layer. What the listener will discover, however, are the following points. First, the whole-tone scale, so securely present in the outer sections of the piece, all but disappears in the middle section. Second, in the outer sections the whole-tone scale, in partnership with the predominantly major triads that the right hand plays, lays particular stress on the interval of the major third (or its inversion, the minor sixth), certainly more than do the modes of the more densely chromatic middle section. Third, the hierarchical relationship that exists between the three layers, seemingly so stable in the score, is in fact materially affected by the movement of those three layers through their available registers. In particular the penetrating shrillness of the Tierce increasingly demands attention the higher it ventures into its upper regions. In sum, not everything the reader sees in the score will matter to the listener, and not everything that attracts the listener’s attention will stand out to the analyst of the score.


What of the title and the attendant texts? Clearly the word ‘eaux’ is hard to ignore, but nothing else is so obviously invoked. As we listen to ‘Les eaux de la grâce’ we may, if we so choose, keep in our minds the idea of the Lamb in the midst of the throne leading the chosen ones to the living fountains of water, or the idea that ‘the life of the resurrected is free, pure, luminous, colourful’ and the possibility that ‘the timbres of the organ will reflect these characteristics’. We might even construct a mental image of the Lac de Laffrey and the mountain of the Grand Serre. We can bring all those ideas to the music, but it would be difficult to argue that they actually reside within it or could have been deduced from it, any more than the reader of Aschenbach’s page and a half of choicest prose would have sensed Tadzio’s presence in them. We might agree that the music could just as appropriately have been attended by a different title and prefatory text, or that title and text might have engendered completely different music. Relatively easy as it is to define and describe the technique of Messiaen’s ‘musical language’, the extent to which it genuinely operates as a musical ‘language’, expressive both of the concrete and the spiritual, and independent of the verbal exegeses that Messiaen provided, remains a moot point.


*


What Messiaen’s organ music can achieve, and indeed does achieve with astonishing success, is a sense of the bizarre, the irrational, the unexplained, the surreal, the mysterious, the erotic, even the sublime. That it can achieve those effects by using compositional techniques that are orderly and systematic is one of its central paradoxes. But it must be said that those techniques are not wholly or principally responsible for the effect the music has upon the listener. Repetition and invariance are two of the more potent agents through which Messiaen evokes the spiritual. This is true of all his music, for whatever medium. Specific to his organ works are slow motion, easily achieved by the instrument’s inexhaustable lungs, strangeness of timbre and, where necessary, awesome intensity of sound. From his earliest organ composition, Le banquet céleste (1928), right up to the Livre du Saint Sacrement, completed in 1984, Messiaen was aware of those special qualities the organ had to offer, and he never tired of exploring them. Tempting as it might be to survey the organ works with reference to their titles and attendant texts, or to the specific technical procedures used in them, there is in fact a good deal to be gained by simply listening to the sounds themselves, and paying close attention to their most obvious outward qualities: their virtuosity or their stillness; their density or their simplicity; their noise or their silence; and often the strangeness of their timbres.


In no organist’s hands have these works sounded stranger than they do in Messiaen’s own. Others have learnt to match his famously long-drawn-out playing of the slow, soft movements, and in the loud works it takes little imagination to discover how to strike awe into the minds of an audience. But even in those extreme pieces, and more obviously still in ones that border neither on the ethereal nor the terrible, there are more brilliant colours on Messiaen’s palette than those of his followers, and he makes ingenious use of them. His choice of timbre is fascinating even in Le banquet céleste, a piece that all too easily sounds like improvisatory time-killing before a church service. In his 1956 recording, Messiaen’s registration has a thick, throaty texture that energizes those long-held chords, so pregnant with potential harmonic movement yet so frozen in time. This audacious early work also introduces his most baffling organ sonority, the ‘staccato bref, à la goutte d’eau’, an uncanny dripping sound that turns up in several later organ scores. What this texture is meant to signify in a piece called Le banquet céleste Messiaen never explained, yet its oddness somehow seems justified in music that asks us to ponder the unfathomable.


Not even Messiaen’s own performance can make the Diptyque of 1930 seem an interesting piece, and his later imaginative rescoring of its second panel as the violin-piano duet at the end of the Quatuor pour la fin du temps suggests that even the composer questioned its effectiveness as organ music. Its successor, however, shows no such hesitancy in exploring the unique properties of the medium. Anyone who doubts the significance of Apparition de l’église éternelle of 1932 – and it has always been overshadowed by the more popular Le banquet céleste – will have them dispelled by the sound of Messiaen playing the piece. It represents a major step forward. Where Le banquet céleste and the Diptyque might effectively have been orchestrated, and the next organ work, L’Ascension, actually began life in an orchestral version, Apparition is unimaginable in any other instrumental state, and unforgettable in the rasping throat of the machine at La Trinité. Rarely before had the timbre of an organ been used in such a sculptural fashion. Messiaen’s himself spoke of the work in physical terms – ‘monolithic’ on one occasion,5 ‘granite-like’ on another6 – and clearly he calculated his choice of menacing harmonies and heavy-treading rhythm in conjunction with the relentlessly sustained growl of the organ. Few of Messiaen’s early titles refer to concrete, inanimate objects, or dreamlike images of them. In this weird attempt to evoke the sense of imagined vision, Messiaen gave music one of its most startlingly surreal works. Later in life he developed the concept more extensively; ‘Les langues de feu’ from the Messe de la Pentecôte and ‘Les mains de l’abîme’ from the Livre d’orgue come to mind as startlingly vivid ‘sound-images’.


Its third movement excepted, L’Ascension (1933–4) is a transcription of orchestrally conceived music, and for that reason its use of the organ locks less tightly with the musical argument than does Apparition de l’église éternelle. In particular Messiaen took pains to replicate the instrumental sonorities of the second movement, ‘Alléluias sereins’; his 1956 recording occasionally goes against the letter of the organ score in its attempt to simulate the original orchestral sound. The two outer movements gain more from the adaptation. Magnificent though it is on brass and woodwind, the opening ‘Majesté du Christ’ benefits from the elasticity of the long-breathed organ; and the rapt fourth movement, originally for string orchestra, sheds at least some of its gratuitous sentimentality in its arranged form. ‘Transports de joie’, the celebrated new third movement, is pure organ music, but of a kind that Messiaen had learnt from generations of organ-composers before him. It is a startling work, but not a telling indicator of the direction Messiaen was about to take. In his two major organ cycles of the later 1930s, La Nativité du Seigneur and Les corps glorieux, the dazzling rhetoric and virtuosic bravura of ‘Transports de joie’ is only rarely to be heard.


Messiaen regarded La Nativité du Seigneur (1935) as something of a breakthrough. Later in life he was more modest about its achievement,7 but to judge from the long preface to the score and the cycle’s frequent citation in Technique de mon langage musical, at the time it was the work in which Messiaen reckoned himself to have come of age. Although the extended preface opens with theological exegesis and soon turns to a detailed discussion of technical procedures, it also includes an important paragraph in which the medium of the organ itself comes under scrutiny:




Chaque pièce traitée en larges plans. Economie des timbres par des tutti de couleur et de densité differentes: anches avec peu de fonds, fonds sans gambes ni flûtes, etc. La pédale sort de son rôle de basse. Rarement registrée 16, 8, souvent 4 pieds et mixtures sans 8, elle chante en soprano (8e pièce) ou enguirlande les mains de légers carillons (1re pièce). Quelques effets d’exception: flûte 4 et nazard seuls (2e pièce), basson 16 seul (7e pièce), gambe et voix céleste opposées aux mixtures (1re et 8e pièces): opposer n’est pas mélanger.8





Timbre has now become a matter of central concern. With the rich resources of the Trinité organ at his fingertips, Messiaen could manipulate sounds such as no orchestra could produce. There is only one movement of La Nativité that reworks an existing orchestral piece, and significantly it does so not by mimicking the sound-world of its prototype but by rejecting it. The model in question is the finale of Les offrandes oubliées, a slow movement delicately scored for high violins and violas. For its reincarnation as ‘Desseins éternels’ Messiaen retained the opening chord-sequence and generously expanded the melodic line; Ex. 2.3 shows how the rewriting was done. The radiant warmth of its shimmering string sonority, however, is abandoned. Instead Messiaen substituted a throbbing fog of low sound, dominated by 16’ registrations that explore the lower half of the organ’s voice. It is a dense, subdued and inscrutable sound, inconceivable in orchestral terms. This is Messiaen’s new sonorous metaphor for the mystery of the divine. 




EX. 2.3 (a) Les offrandes oubliées 


[image: ]





La Nativité is full of such surprises. Led by the eye, most discussions of the work concentrate on melody, rhythm and harmony, but in Messiaen’s own recorded performance it is often timbre that commands the attention and lingers in the mind as a startling and memorable attribute of the music. On paper, the two-part counterpoint of ‘Les anges’ can be read as a study in ametrical rhythms and cellular expansions and contractions, fleshed out with pitches generated by the modes of limited transposition. In Messiaen’s impulsive performance, most of that detail is subsumed into flashes of colour and light; the notated score becomes in effect a set of instructions designed to kindle the organ’s shrillest pipework into an astonishing display of fireworks. ‘Les mages’, realized by some organists as a dutiful plod of a piece, proves to be made from ghostly, disembodied sounds; it is a forerunner of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’, with which it shares much of its registration. In ‘Jésus accepte la souffrance’ we get an early foretaste of the cavernous staccatos and the snarling solo Basson that haunt the organ pieces of the 1950s, most obviously the Offertoire of the Messe de la Pentecôte. In ‘Desseins éternels’ Messiaen specifies for the first time the 32’ Bourdon, a stop which speaks with truly sepulchral hush on the organ at La Trinité. It is a tentative first step; by Les corps glorieux its solo status has become fully established, most spectacularly in the concluding ‘Le mystère de la Sainte Trinité’.


It would be easy to extend this catalogue of innovations. Admittedly not everything in La Nativité de Seigneur is remarkable for its novel choice of registration. ‘Dieu parmi nous’, for example, is more a study in velocity and mass of sound than in special effects; it brings the cycle to a close in a traditionally upbeat, affirmatory manner. Neither the gentle opening cameo, ‘La Vierge et l’Enfant’, nor its good-humoured successor, ‘Les bergers’, aims to perplex the ear with strangeness of sound; the deliberate naivety of these pieces is calculated to underscore the human aspect of the Nativity rather than the mystical. A few years later Messiaen might have aimed for something less sweet and conventionally euphonious for the long, hushed ending of ‘Le Verbe’; its successor in ‘Combat de la mort et de la vie’, the central movement of Les corps glorieux, shows far greater sophistication in the handling of timbre as well as of melody and harmony. Arguably the popular success of La Nativité du  Seigneur owes more to these accessible movements than to their less orthodox, oddly textured and obscurely titled counterparts, of which ‘Desseins éternels’ is the most extreme. For Messiaen, however, it was the bizarre rather than the traditional in La Nativité that suggested the way forward. His next cycle, Les corps glorieux of 1939, is noticeably more ruthless in its pursuit of the arcane. From here it would be a small step to the esoteric sound-worlds of the Messe de la Pentecôte (1949–50) and the Livre d’orgue (1951).


Its overtly programmatic central movement apart, Les corps glorieux is unremittingly cryptic. For all that Messiaen insisted on the word ‘theological’ to describe his music, ‘mystical’ seems altogether more suited to this particular cycle. Its opening movement, ‘Subtilité des corps glorieux’, sets the tone: what are we to make of this uncompromising monody, with its echoes of plainchant, ample motivic development and shawm-like cornet registrations, music that unfolds with self-controlled moderation only to coil back at the end into its inscrutable shell? It is followed by another enigma, ‘Les eaux de la grâce’. The third movement, ‘L’ange aux parfums’, audaciously begins as another unaccompanied melody, this time of a more assertive and oriental character. When the melody repeats a little later, it has acquired an accompaniment of quietly juddering chords. Two other ideas are introduced into the piece. One is a three-layered counterpoint (Bien modéré) of imiscible components and sonorities, whose labyrinthine musical argument denies it the chance of making any actual progress. The second, a curious bubbling sound (Presque très vif), is technically a two-part canonic development of the opening melody, but it would take a sharp ear to hear it as such; its most striking quality is its liquid sonority, more of a gush than the wallowing of ‘Les eaux de la grâce’. For all that the music beguiles and delights, it is also music calculated to confuse, beckoning us as it does into a world peopled by ghostly presences and disconcerting unfamiliarity.


The curtains part on ‘Combat de la mort et de la vie’, and suddenly we are plunged into drama. Where the first three movements of Les corps glorieux play upon circularity of motion and invariance of idea, in this piece we know from the start that such mighty turmoil must reach some kind of denouement. Its toccata-like opening, more awesome than anything in ‘Transports de joie’ or ‘Dieu parmi nous’, at first uses the resources of the organ with masterful economy, the weight of sound achieved more by the density and dissonance of the chording than by volume alone. As the texture thickens and the register rises, so more stops come into play. The climax is terrifying. To analyse such music only in terms of the technical resources it uses – its modes and rhythms, for example – is to risk underestimating the sheer physical impact of its accumulating noise and confusion. In the vast span of slow music that follows, Messiaen builds wisely upon earlier experience: compared with equivalent sections of the Diptyque and ‘Le Verbe’, the melody here is strangely angular and resistant to resolution; its accompanying harmonies deftly side-step any expected motion, at least until the closing stages; and its bass-line lures the ear downwards towards the threshold of inaudibility.


Just as three pieces precede ‘Combat de la mort et de la vie’, so a further three follow it. Messiaen returned to the medium of pure melody in ‘Force et agilité des corps glorieux’, but this time it is monody of a newly athletic and garrulous kind. By scoring the melodic line for the two hands playing in octaves, a new and special depth of sonority is achieved. (Messiaen subsequently developed the effect to even more spectacular ends in the unison ‘Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes’ from the Quatuor pour la fin du temps.) ‘Joie et clarté des corps glorieux’, the sixth movement, is the only piece in Les corps glorieux that might just as easily have been part of La Nativité du Seigneur. With its bright fanfares, solid tonality and uncomplicated developmental structure, it seems the stuff of a triumphant finale, a role Messiaen might have assigned it earlier in his career. Instead it serves to clear the air in preparation for the true close, a movement that ends the cycle as inscrutably as it began.


It is hard to ignore the presence of symbolism in ‘Le mystère de la Sainte Trinité’. Most analyses of the piece follow Messiaen’s lead by focusing upon the identity and interpretation of those symbols – not only the trinity of melodic strands, one ninefold in its phrase-structure, the second sevenfold, the third fivefold, but also the melodic cross-references to earlier movements, the oblique citation of plainchant melody, and the three literally-quoted Hindu rhythms that control the motion of the bass line. Never before had Messiaen conceived anything so tightly rational and meaning-laden as this, more amply stocked with extra-musical ideas for us to hold in the mind and use to enrich the aural experience of the work. Yet even without their aid ‘Le mystère de la Sainte Trinité’ performs its magic on us. More fundamentally communicative than its symbolic content is the music’s fantastical serenity, achieved through a breathtaking selection of organ timbres, the most audacious Messiaen had devised up to this date. The left-hand melody, placed in the foreground with a dynamic marking of piano, is assigned a simple 8’ Flûte registration. In the right hand, marked ppp, a quiet 16’ registration is coupled with the tiny 2’ Octavin, producing parallel motion separated by three octaves, a truly uncanny effect. The pedal line latches on to the right-hand registration, and adds to it the 32’ Bourdon, a rank so low that its bottom register is barely audible, rather felt by the body as vibration. As the pedal line sinks into its depths, so the right hand’s Octavin ascends to giddy heights at which specific pitch gives way to unquantifiable sibilation. Each of the three melodic strands proceeds according to its own logic, following a course of strict or modified repetition. Variation is achieved only by their changing alignment. There is no direction, no climax, no resolution. At the end the music simply loses its breath and becomes silence.


*


In Messiaen’s music there is a fascination with timbre and sonority that places it firmly within a French tradition of innovation. Although the composer’s own writings lay greater stress on his music’s theological mission and on technical aspects of its construction, we should not lose sight of the fact that in purely sonorous terms it breaks new ground, and that Messiaen was fully aware of the fact. No less than Debussy and Varèse, Messiaen’s exploration of new sound-worlds profoundly influenced a younger generation of composers, not least among them the pioneers of musique concrète and electronic music. It is arguable that, in his organ works, the path along which Messiaen proceeded was not essentially different from the one that was followed by composers whose medium was magnetic tape. In both there is an urge to escape from conventions of instrumental and orchestral colour, to discover sounds that had never been heard before, to investigate registral extremities, to suspend time through musical motionlessness; above all, to dislocate the listener through unfamiliarity, and evoke the unknown or unknowable. In his early organ works, Messiaen progressed only so far along this path. For his most radical experiments we have to turn to his two great cycles of the early 1950s: the Messe de la Pentecôte and, above all, the Livre d’orgue. It comes as no surprise to find that Messiaen’s single contribution to the field of musique concrète – a piece that the composer promptly withdrew, but which has recently resurfaced in notated form – is contemporary with the Livre d’orgue, and in many ways turns out to be its spiritual heir.9
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