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1. Messiaen with his wife, the pianist Yvonne Loriod, and his pupil, the  composer George Benjamin, notating birdsong in a wood near Paris  in early 1984 during the filming of a programme for London Weekend  Television’s South Bank Show.


(Courtesy: London Weekend Television)
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5. The composer at a rehearsal for the première of his opera Saint  François d’Assise at the Paris Opéra, November 1983.  (Photo: Colette Masson)


6. St Francis (José van Dam) preaching to Brother Leo (Philippe  Duminy) in the first scene of Saint François.
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Messiaen is the first great composer whose works exist entirely after, and to a large degree apart from, the great Western tradition. For though he has spoken warmly of his regard for composers central to that tradition – for Mozart’s rhythm, for Chopin’s piano writing – still his music has remained sublimely indifferent to its principal axioms of diatonic harmony, metre, forward motion expressed as development, and an interdependence of rhythm and pitch structure. Diatonic chords, to be sure, constitute a very large part of his harmonic vocabulary: dominant sevenths, triads in inversion and, above all, added-sixth chords abound. But instead of being involved in some rational harmonic discourse they have become separated from their expected contexts. They are objects of contemplation, not subjects of action, or else they are elements to colour some larger design. In either case, the power they have to propel is quite annulled: normally because they are disposed within the symmetrical fields of Messiaen’s much favoured ‘modes of limited transpositions’. Where Western music since the Renaissance has drawn its progressive energy from the asymmetries of the diatonic modes, Messiaen’s music attains stasis by its use of modes that reduce distinctions among their constituent notes. The perfect cadence of diatonic music becomes something different if it is reversed; Messiaen’s characteristic tritone cadence remains exactly the same.


The removal of distinctions obscures the arrow of time, and the same thing happens in the rhythmic domain. Instead of a metre, which gives each moment in the bar a different significance and hence fosters a sense of orderly progression, Messiaen’s music is most frequently tied to a pulse, which insists that all moments are the same, that the past, the present and the future are identifiable. Sometimes the pulse is so slow that causal links are sufficiently distended not to be felt: in these extreme adagios the possibility of eternity becomes actually present in the music. But Messiaen’s presto toccatas can be equally removed from any progressive experience of time: the race is around a circle joined by repetition (repetition of pulse, repetition of structural unit) in an ecstasy of stasis. In those comparatively rare instances where the pulses are gathered into a metre, regularity is constantly upset by irregular groupings or syncopation, and rational progress dislocated.


Symmetry of harmony and stasis of rhythm naturally have their consequences in a new conception of musical form. Indeed, nothing shows Messiaen’s divergence from the Western tradition more plainly than the few early movements in which he attempted something like a sonata structure. Since the harmonic tensions that animate sonatas are absent, nothing of the sort is possible, and Messiaen’s ‘sonatas’ divide into the closed periods typical of all his music. The suitable forms for those periods are repetitive cycles, verse-refrain structures and palindromes, all of which occur throughout Messiaen’s music: they are essentially static forms, not created by the content but simply existing to present it, like an iconostasis. The alternative is to propose forms that are not forms at all, because they are not completed: these are the processes that Messiaen sometimes sets in motion by the overlaying of rhythmic cycles of different durations, offering an image of eternity in the long time it must take for an original superimposition to be repeated, as well as in the constant repetition.


In his most usual textures Messiaen is also distant from the Western tradition. Counterpoint is practically non-existent in his music: it would imply a control of time’s unfolding – a reason for one particular moment to follow another – which is quite foreign to his art. Instead he resorts either to the simple unity of homophony or to the unorderedness of the heterophonic. This latter is particularly characteristic. Heterophony – the coexistence of distinct threads – had been banished from Western music with the advent of diatonic harmony and its presumption to order all its components into a single thread of time, but Messiaen’s music is full of heterophonies: of different threads moving at different speeds – and sometimes in different directions, since his frequent use of exact retrogression so readily suggests a reversal in the flow of time. Counterpoint is music synchronized to one clock; heterophony, and Messiaen’s complex heterophony above all, is the music of many clocks, running fast and slow, forwards and backwards.


But despite all these differences from most Western music, Messiaen’s antecedents are still readily discernible. His diatonic discords are those of the French composers a generation older: Debussy, Ravel and his teacher, Paul Dukas. Of course there are crucial differences. Debussy’s modality is not a liberation from the diatonic past but a search for it: Pelléas’s tragedy is that he wants to be operating in the normal world, only he cannot find the way there. In Messiaen, on the other hand, there is absolutely nothing of nostalgia or of longing for more ordered, surer rules. Quite the contrary: his music exudes a joy that the old chains of cause and effect have been forgotten, and that chords can be moved about in a symmetrical universe that imposes no single flow of time.


There is a nearer connection with Stravinsky, whose music is also often free from diatonic pressure, strongly pulsed and conveyed in repetitive forms. But Stravinsky never missed keeping his eye on his watch. If the imperative of diatonic harmony was lost, then some causation had to come from elsewhere, usually from metre (hence the importance of dance in his work). Messiaen does not dance his way onward, except on rare occasions when his concern is with the imperfection that separates man from the eternal, unchanging divinity. And it is of course his unswerving focus on God that gives his music its reason to be, and to be as it is. It is a truism that Western music since the Renaissance has been about man, about beings whose existence in time is short, directed and hopefully progressive. The capacity to speak of God comes only when the march of time is forgotten, as it is forgotten in plainsong, in a very few composers within but beyond the central tradition (Bruckner outstandingly) and in a great deal of music from other cultures, where the main purpose of music may be to address the divine. It is not surprising, therefore, that the most potent influences on Messiaen should have come not so much from Debussy and Stravinksy as from plainsong and from exotic music: from the rhythms and modes of ancient Greece and India, from the resonant heterophonies of Bali, from the ululations of birds.


All these may seem at some remove from the terms of Catholic devotion in which Messiaen most frequently presents his works. However, it is precisely the nature of his religiousness that has been responsible for so much misunderstanding of his music: Catholic observers have often been appalled at the vulgarity with which the truths of their faith are projected, non-Catholics mistrustful of the scent of incense carried, it must be admitted, not only by Messiaen’s titles and verbal expositions but also by his inheritance from a French musical tradition of piety stemming from Gounod. But vulgarity is only a sign of innocence, and of piety too: it is the willingness to use any material, even added-sixth chords sweetly scored for strings, without a flicker of anxiety about that material’s history. Time is, once more, not at issue.


It is, moreover, the denial of forward-moving time that is the generative and fundamental substance of Messiaen’s music: the matter of his verbal commentaries is no more than an explanation of the music, referring to one particular system of religious belief, and conducted in terms other than those of the music. The music is not tied to that system, as Messiaen has suggested in his willingness to adapt concepts from other traditions of religious thought, especially Hindu: he is not the first Western religious thinker to recognize that the essence of spirituality is universal, to be found as readily in an Indian temple as in a Gothic cathedral, in the Upanishads as in the Gospels. Of course, he has been powerfully stimulated by the most marvellous events and imaginings of Judaeo-Christian tradition: the Nativity, Transfiguration, Resurrection and Ascension of Christ, the glories of the resurrected existence and the affiliation of all humanity to God. However, the basic truth enshrined in all of these is a truth peculiarly amenable to musical expression: it is the presence of the eternal within the temporal, the unmeasurable within the measured, the mysterious within the known. It is the truth of everything Messiaen has written.
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CHAPTER 1


Childhood and Before
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Enigmas of time start before the beginning. For most individuals there is no knowing how genetic and environmental conditions have already begun to shape personality in the womb, but in Messiaen’s case there is something to be said about his uterine existence, since his mother, the poet Cécile Sauvage (1883–1927), made her pregnancy the subject of a collection of twenty poems, L’âme en bourgeon.1 Obviously these convey her experiences and not those of her son, but they are addressed to him, whether as embryonic child or new-born baby, and they must have affected his later view of himself. Indeed, he has confessed as much. In a book of conversations with Antoine Goléa that is one of the major sources for his early life, he admits that his mother’s poems ‘certainly influenced my character and my whole destiny’,2 and he interprets one line even as a prophecy that he would be an artist.3 Much later, in a note for a record of twelve poems from the collection recited with discreet interludes played at the organ by himself in 1977, he declares that ‘this is his purest pride: to have inspired L’âme en bourgeon’.4


Some idea of Sauvage’s effusive imagery and her affectionate if proprietorial manner in these poems may be had from one of the shorter ones, ‘La tête’:






O mon fils, je tiendrai ta tête dans ma main,


Je dirai: j’ai pétri ce petit monde humain;


Sous ce front dont la courbe est une aurore étroite


J’ai logé l’univers rajeuni qui miroite


Et qui lave d’azur les chagrins pluvieux.


Je dirai: j’ai donné cette flamme à ces yeux,


J’ai tiré du sourire ambigu de la lune,


Des reflets de la mer, du velours de la prune


Ces deux astres naïfs ouverts sur l’infini.


Je dirai: j’ai formé cette joue et ce nid


De la bouche où l’oiseau de la voix se démène;


C’est mon oeuvre, ce monde avec sa face humaine.







O mon fils, je tiendrai ta tête dans ma main


Et, songeant que le jour monte, brille et s’éteint,


Je verrai sous tes chairs soyeuses et vermeilles


Couvertes d’un pétale à tromper les abeilles,


Je verrai s’enfoncer les orbites en creux,


L’ossature du nez offrir ses trous ombreux,


Les dents rire sur la mâchoire dévastée…







Et ta tête de mort, c’est moi qui l’ai sculptée.5








If Messiaen had not been Messiaen, then no doubt this poem and its nineteen companions would have fallen with the rest of Sauvage’s work into obscurity. But if his music has saved her verse, it may be also that her poetry played some part in making him a composer in the first place. Uncountable aspects of inheritance and experience must go into the production of artistic creativity. One of them in Messiaen’s case could hardly fail to have been a garland of poems that so welcomed him as special.


The child of whom they speak was born in Avignon on 10 December 1908 and christened Olivier Eugène Prosper Charles, but soon afterwards the family moved to Ambert in the département of Puy-de-Dome, the birthplace of Chabrier. There the boy learned to read, and there he acquired a brother, Alain, born in 1913 and apparently not greeted by a second set of maternal poems from Sauvage. Even so, he, like Olivier, inherited or otherwise imbibed something of his mother’s poetic gift, becoming the author of verbal interpretations of music, including his brother’s, published as Cortège d’Euterpe. Pierre Messiaen, the boys’ father, was a man of letters too – a lycée teacher of English and translator of Shakespeare – but his part in their intellectual formation has generally been underplayed (perhaps justly: the composer never learned to master English). He was, inevitably, an absentee parent during a crucial period of his elder son’s life, for before Olivier was 6 the First World War had broken out and the English teacher become a soldier.


Sauvage took the two boys to her brother André’s house in Grenoble. He was a surgeon, and also involved in the war effort; the boys were therefore in the charge of their mother and of her mother, Marie Sauvage, and they were brought up, according to the composer’s account, ‘in a climate of poetry and fairytales … such as enormously develops a child’s imagination and leads him towards thinking in immaterial terms, and so to music, the most immaterial of the arts’.6


From fairytales to music, though, the route lay through drama and religion. Messiaen has recalled how at the age of 8 he recited the whole of Shakespeare from an edition ‘decorated with romantic woodcuts’7 (this was before his father published his own translation), with his brother as participant or audience. He even went further and made a toy theatre: ‘For the back of the stage I used Cellophane wrappings that I found in sweet boxes or patisserie bags and then painted with Indian ink or quite simply with water-colours; then I put my sets in front of a window, and the sun coming through the coloured Cellophane projected coloured light on to the floor of my little theatre as well as on to the characters.’8


These childhood Thespian endeavours may be of small consequence, but what is significant is that Messiaen should have remembered them decades later and thereby given the hint that they were important to the development of his creative mind: one can hardly miss the suggestion of stained-glass windows, so potent an image in his artistic world. At the same time his mind was learning to work musically. Having taught himself to play the piano, he began composing canons at the octave when he was 8, and only afterwards was sent to his first teacher, a Mlle Chardon. Between the ages of 7 and 10 he demanded operatic vocal scores for his Christmas presents: Don Giovanni and Die Zauberflöte, Gluck’s Alceste and Orfeo, La damnation de Faust, Die Walküre and Siegfried were duly left by Père Noël, and these he sang and played through at the piano.9 His repertory also included, astonishingly for a child so young, Debussy’s Estampes and Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit,10 so that at an early age he was in touch not only with the magic realm of an opera of the mind but also with some of the most significant of recent French music.


Not surprisingly, given this musical precocity, he began to compose. La dame de Shalott, a piano piece after Tennyson’s poem, is mentioned from 1917, and described by the composer of fifty years later as ‘a very childish piece, but not altogether stupid and not entirely without sense, a piece I still regard with a certain tenderness’.11 Another observer has found ‘in the little allegro describing Lancelot’s ride … a distant premonition of the “Intermède” from the Quatuor pour la fin du temps’.12


At this stage, though, one might have thought the boy was preparing himself for a career as an operatic composer, were it not that his theatrical preferences were all imaginary and fantastic: there is no account in his reminiscences of ever visiting a real theatre, and his favourite Shakespeare plays, like his chosen operas, were those with a strong element of the supernatural, Macbeth, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Tempest. In fact, the theatre was a second best. It was in the Catholic faith – which he adopted for himself, his parents not being particularly religious – that he found something to touch his sense of the mysterious much more deeply. For if Shakespeare offered him ‘super-fairytales’,13 he discovered in his religion ‘this attraction of the marvellous multiplied a hundredfold, a thousandfold’.14


Speaking thus has, however, brought him much misunderstanding. A faith that regards the Gospels and the Apocalypse as a sort of ultimate Hans Christian Andersen must appear lacking in adultness, and it is hardly enough to insist, as Messiaen has insisted, that the difference between Shakespeare and Christian belief is simply that between ‘a theatrical fiction’ and ‘something true’.15 But such naïveté can only be admired: to question Messiaen’s sincerity and his motivation is as unprofitable as it is improper. The most it can yield is a fake reason for dismissing his music, whereas it may be more productive to examine ways in which the contemplation of divine things has led him to take up musical and philosophical issues of interest to all.


Much of the remainder of this book will be concerned with these matters, but the territory can be quickly charted here. In the first place, quite straightforwardly, the wish to display Christian mythology in music has given Messiaen a reason to compose: something vouchsafed to few of his contemporaries in an age when music is no longer much prompted by patronage, commercial interest or, except in some instances, self-advertisement. Secondly, he has given himself the challenge of attempting to describe in music the most awe-inspiring figments of the human mind – the Incarnation, the Resurrection of the Body, the Celestial City. But thirdly, and most crucially, to meditate on religion has been for him pre-eminently to meditate on time.


There are good reasons for that. Religious truths are unique in being presumed to operate throughout all eternity; to contain them in music may therefore require a new conception of time, one less bound by the pressure of forward motion that has been a chief characteristic of Western music since the Renaissance. Many mystics have spoken of the experience of being transported ‘outside time’ during a state of heightened religious awareness, when long periods may pass very swiftly or brief times hugely extend. In rather the same way, music that is unusually slow in its harmonic movement – that of Bruckner, for example – has readily been regarded as religious in its subject matter. It is therefore to be expected that Messiaen, who has concentrated on religious subjects more than any other great composer since Palestrina, should find the experiencing of time of special interest.


But we had left him in 1918. With the war over, Pierre Messiaen rejoined his family and took them across the country to Nantes. The young composer could take with him his Shakespeare and his vocal scores, his missal and his manuscript paper, but he could not take the mountains of Grenoble that had surrounded him during his first years of self-discovery. He was to return to those alps of the Dauphiné in order to compose there many of his most important works, was to call himself ‘not a Cartesian Frenchman but a Frenchman of the mountains, like Berlioz’,16 was several times to write music for or about mountain summits.


In the Loire city of Nantes, however, his time was not wasted. He had piano lessons with various local teachers (Gontran Arcouët, Robert Lortat and the Véron sisters). He also began the formal study of harmony with Jehan de Gibon, who remained in touch with his pupil until he died, and who gave him, at the age of 10, a score of Pelléas et Mélisande, another ‘super-fairytale’ to be played over again and again in imagination. It was, Messiaen has said, ‘a revelation, a thunderbolt’, and ‘probably the most decisive influence on me’.17 His brief childhood was over. After only a few months in Nantes his father accepted a post at the Lycée Charlemagne in Paris, and at the age of 11 Messiaen was admitted to the Conservatoire.




Notes


1 In Tandis que la terre tourne (Paris, 1912).


2 Antoine Goléa: Rencontres avec Olivier Messiaen (Paris, René Julliard, 1960), p. 19.


3 Ibid., p. 23.


4 Sleeve note for L’âme en bourgeon: poèmes de Cécile Sauvage, Erato STU 71104.


5 O my son, I’ll take your head in my hand, 




And I’ll say: this small human world I planned;


This brow as it traces the line of first dawn


Conceals a whole universe I placed, new born, 


To mirror, to water the sky when he cries.


And I’ll say: I gave that flame to his eyes,


I drew from the moon’s ambiguous smile,


From sea glints and from a plum’s velvet pile


Two stars that stay at endlessness addressed.


And I’ll say: I formed that cheek and that nest


Of a mouth where his voice stirs like a bird;


This man-faced world arose to my word.


O my son, I’ll take your head in my hand,


And thinking the day grow, brighten, expand,


I’ll see beneath this rose silk of your flesh,


Whose petal cover might the bees enmesh,


I’ll see orbits plunging into the void,


Teeth grin in ranks on a jaw destroyed,


Ossature of nose with shadows gaping … 


Your death’s head: that too is my shaping.





6 Claude Samuel: Entretiens avec Olivier Messiaen (Paris, Pierre Belfond, 1967), pp. 121–2.


7 Goléa, p. 25.


8 Samuel, p. 39.


9 Ibid., p. 122.


10 Ibid., p. 122.


11 Ibid., p. 10


12 Harry Halbreich: Olivier Messiaen (Paris, Fayard/SACEM, 1980), p. 204.


13 Samuel, p. 18.


14 Ibid., p. 19.


15 Ibid.


16 Goléa, p. 19.


17 Samuel, p. 124.
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CHAPTER 2


The Conservatoire
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There is a feeling of immediate familiarity to the decade of Messiaen’s studies at the Conservatoire: this was Paris in the twenties, the age of Stravinsky and clean-cut neoclassicism, of jazz and cabaret, of Cocteau and Les Six, of the chic second phase of the Ballets Russes. Here again, though, our conceptions of time may differ from Messiaen’s, for that whole culture affected him hardly at all. He was impressed by Milhaud’s L’homme et son désir and by a Stravinsky triple bill of The Rite of Spring, The Wedding and Pulcinella,1 but as he later expressed it: ‘I had no time for that so-called simplification that started out from Gounod to founder in ‘returns to Bach’ and such like.’2 In his Paris there were other things going on.


There was, first of all, a living tradition of religious music that was bound to affect the young Catholic composer, with Louis Vierne to be heard at Notre Dame, Charles-Marie Widor at St Sulpice and Charles Tournemire at Franck’s church of Ste Clotilde. Tournemire, composer of symphonies with such titles as Les danses de la vie (1918–22) and La symphonie du triomphe de la mort (1920–4) as well as of a vast cycle of meditations on plainsong contained in his L’orgue mystique (1927–32), must stand high among Messiaen’s musical godparents, but there were also other and quite different sources of influence. Like many others, Messiaen was powerfully struck by the dynamic orchestral brilliance of Villa-Lobos,3 who lived in Paris between 1923 and 1930, and who gave sensational concerts there in 1924 and 1927: the fast movements of Messiaen’s early works for orchestra, up to and including even the Turangalîla-symphonie, taste the same frenzy and vividness. Another American, Varèse, was back in his home city between 1928 and 1933, composing his Ionisation for percussion.


There were also visitors from the east, emigré Russians like Nikolay Obukhov (1892–1954) and Ivan Vishnegradsky (1893–1979), who brought with them a line of harmonic and mystical venturing that emanated from Skryabin. Both had performances in Paris, and their music was discussed in the Revue musicale.4 Of the two, Obukhov would seem particularly close to Messiaen in his Christian testimony and also his scoring – such works as Le pasteur tout-puissant règne for female voice with ondes martenot and piano (1930) promise to be irresistibly Messiaenic – but the influence is hard to gauge, partly because Obukhov’s few published works date from a later period, when it might have been that he was learning from Messiaen, and partly because Messiaen may have been drawing directly on similar harmonic and philosophical indications in Skryabin.


Other features in the landscape of his student mind were poetic and musicological. Quite distinct from the urbane world of Les Six, there was in Paris a widespread understanding of music as a spiritual discipline, an art concerned with human and eternal time. Of course, Stravinsky himself, never entirely at ease with the modishness of his supporters, recognized this in his dictum of 1935 that: ‘The phenomenon of music is given to us with the sole purpose of establishing an order in things, including, and particularly, the co-ordination between man and time.’5 That same co-ordination was also a subject of concern to, for example, the plainsong scholar Dom André Mocquereau, whose Le nombre musical grégorien (1908–27) dealt with the rhythmic performance of chant in patterns of ‘arsis’ (upbeat) and ‘thesis’ (statement): Messiaen learned much from Mocquereau’s work.6 He also learned from, or at least shared in, the speculations of such writers as Romain Rolland and Paul Claudel, both of whom felt that music was immensely larger than its European heritage and that its principal purpose was precisely as Stravinsky described.


Meanwhile, if from a different point of view, the surrealists were indicating how art might penetrate beyond the material world, for it was during the same decade of the twenties that André Breton, Paul Eluard and Pierre Reverdy published their most radical work. Nor can one ignore the mental sustenance that came from a level less bound by particularities of epoch, from Messiaen’s regular attendance at the church of St Leu.


Nevertheless, it was within the walls of the Conservatoire that the adolescent composer learned most of his art. First he studied the piano with Georges Falkenberg; then harmony with Jean Gallon (second prize, 1924); counterpoint and fugue with Georges Caussade (first prize, 1926); piano accompaniment with C. A. Estyle (first prize, 1927); organ and improvisation with Marcel Dupré (first prize, 1928); history of music with Maurice Emmanuel (first prize, 1928); composition with Paul Dukas (first prize, 1929); and timpani and percussion with Joseph Baggers, this last an unusual study, suggesting that Messiaen was already, perhaps stimulated by The Wedding, looking beyond the norms of Western musical presentation. Meanwhile his excellent academic record in the more normal disciplines suggests how well he got on with his teachers, and he has spoken warmly of what he learned from them.


Jean Gallon (1878–1959) and his brother Noël (1891–1966), who was Messiaen’s tutor throughout his Conservatoire career, gave him ‘the sense of natural harmony and a harmonic technique of which I am very proud’.7 It was also Jean Gallon who had the idea of sending him to Dupré to learn the organ, not because he was a devout Catholic but rather because he had shown gifts as an improviser when studying piano accompaniment.8 Jean Gallon was the outstanding harmony teacher of his generation at the Conservatoire, succeeded in that eminence by Messiaen himself; he foreshadowed too his pupil’s iconoclasm in introducing Debussy and Ravel into the syllabus. In earlier life he had had some success as a composer of sacred music, but it was the younger brother Noël who was the more fluent composer, his works ranging from opera to piano music and songs.


Marcel Dupré (1886–1971) was, in Messiaen’s words, ‘the Liszt of the organ’. ‘His music’, Messiaen goes on, ‘is the reflection of his extraordinary virtuosity; he has pages of extreme difficulty and great brilliance in the toccata manner, and he initiated the ultra-staccato style.’9 His influence on Messiaen becomes clear in the latter’s big show-pieces for the organ, but as the pupil of Vierne, Widor and Alexandre Guilmant he was also responsible for passing on to Messiaen a tradition of French organ playing and composition that went back to Franck, Vierne’s teacher. The link to Guilmant is also tantalizing, for Guilmant was one of Messiaen’s great predecessors at the organ of La Trinité in Paris, and it was hearing Guilmant improvise on that organ that made Dupré work at fugal improvisation, to an effect that perhaps bore most fruit in the music of his pupil.


Dupré also encouraged in Messiaen an interest in the metres of Greek poetry, though the principal expert in that field was Maurice Emmanuel (1862–1938). And it was again Dupré and more especially Emmanuel who set the young composer in search of unconventional modalities.10 Emmanuel wrote much on ancient Greek rhythm and music, including a long article in Lavignac’s encyclopedia, which would have been Messiaen’s principal source for this and other exotic information. Indeed, Emmanuel shared altogether the fascination with Greece and the East felt by very many French artists of his generation, not excluding Debussy, but his manner was more scientific: his Cello Sonata, Op. 2, (1887) is in the Phrygian mode (compare Debussy’s Phrygian-tinged String Quartet of 1893), and his Piano Sonatina No. 4, Op. 20, (1920) used Indian modes. When he was the subject of a special issue of the Revue musicale in 1947, Messiaen contributed a short appreciation of his Trente chansons bourguignonnes, Op. 15, of 1913, recalling how after a performance of these folk-song arrangements he ‘was amazed – and at once converted to modal music’.11 It would of course be interesting to know exactly when this took place. Messiaen says he was ‘still a young student at the Conservatoire’ but remarks also that this was fifteen years ago, which would give a date of 1932, after he had left the academy and written a good few modal works of his own. However, if the article was written at the time of Emmanuel’s death, the date would be 1923, a much better fit.


As for Paul Dukas (1865–1935), Messiaen remembered that ‘he developed in me a sense of artistic probity and gave me an orchestral technique of which I am, once more, very proud’.12 Certainly a joyous deployment of the resources of a full symphony orchestra is very much a feature of Messiaen’s early music, whether it came from Dukas or from Villa-Lobos or from somewhere else. Artistic probity, perhaps, is a less demonstrable quality. In the case of Dukas himself, arduous self-examination had caused him to suppress any major work for many years, but his earlier achievement was definitely a model of compositional integrity and prowess for the young Messiaen, particularly his opera Ariane et Barbe-Bleue (1899–1906). Just as he was to do in the case of Emmanuel, Messiaen contributed to the special issue of the Revue musicale published in 1936 to commemorate Dukas: indeed, he contributed as both fellow composer and student, the number including a Pièce pour le tombeau de Paul Dukas for piano and an essay on Ariane. Dukas’s opera appealed to him for its orchestral magnificence, but also, and possibly more so, for its philosophical content, his article freely acknowledging respect for a composer who was always in search of the most profound truth, and who projected that restless inward search into his largest work.


By the time Messiaen completed his studies with Dukas, in 1930, he had a respectable number of compositions in his portfolio: three orchestral scores, a set of songs, a group of preludes for the piano and a handful of organ pieces. Most of these, however, were recent. His official lists13 include only one work from his early Paris years, a pair of Villon settings for voice and piano made in 1921 (Debussy’s three Villon ballades, one may recall, were only 11 years old, Messiaen himself only 12). The next piece mentioned similarly unpublished, is La tristesse d’un grand ciel blanc (1925), a piano composition which, to judge only from its title, could well have fitted into the book of preludes written four years later.


In between Messiaen composed his first orchestral works, Le banquet eucharistique (1928) and a Fugue in D minor from the same year, as well as his first pieces for his own instrument, the organ: an Esquisse modale (1927), Le banquet céleste (1928), L’hôte aimable des âmes (1928) and, somewhat oddly, a set of Variations écossaises (1928). Of these, only Le banquet céleste has been published, making it the earliest piece of Messiaen in print. Like Le banquet eucharistique and L’hôte aimable des âmes, it was composed during a summer holiday on his aunt’s farm at Fuligny in the département of Aube, east of Paris, and the three works evidently had shared subject matter. For if the fugue and the unimaginable Scottish variations must have been done as conservatory tasks, the Fuligny works assail the very personal theme of meditating on the Eucharist, which is for the Catholic the primary day-to-day evidence of the intervention of the eternal: the mass is not merely the memorial of Christ’s sacrifice but the actual repetition, the declaration that a single event is not tied to a single time but can occur again and again in perpetuity. It is this opening of linear progressive time to contain the omnipresent, this vision of the eternal in an instant, that Le banquet céleste conveys, and we can guess that Le banquet eucharistique did so as well, since we know that the organ piece took material from the orchestral,14 which was performed at the Conservatoire by the student orchestra under the director, Henri Rabaud (1873–1949), but has not been seen or heard since.


Messiaen has given his view that Le banquet céleste is ‘a very charming, tender, soft and spring-like piece that has nothing extraordinary about it’.15 Like many of his comments on his own music, however, this needs to be treated with some caution. The work is in fact very extraordinary indeed, despite its modest scope; and if it is ‘spring-like’ it is so only by virtue of announcing the Messiaen to come. Certainly there is nothing particularly vernal about music of such slow pace and dense harmonic weave as example 1, from the start of the composition. This is, however, very much Messiaen’s spring as a musical personality, even though he was only 19 when he wrote it (some sources, including certain printings of the music, give a date two years earlier still, but this would appear to be erroneous). Among composers of the twentieth century, perhaps only Britten and Shostakovich have announced themselves so fully so young. 
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Ex. 1 Le banquet céleste








The newness of Le banquet céleste is, for the moment, one of substance rather than purpose, since the piece has a very natural place during the communion of a mass, a conventional moment for organ music, most especially in France. The ‘heavenly banquet’ is of course the Eucharist, and the music’s intention is made clear, as so often in Messiaen, by an explanatory superscription from the Bible, here taken from St John: ‘He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, dwelleth in me, and I in him’ (6:56). As a statement about time this is clear. The eternal is present. And the music of Messiaen’s invention relates quite directly to this perception.


In the first place, the piece is uncommonly slow. The metronome marking, and with it a doubling of the rhythmic values, was introduced with the new edition of 1960, but apparently this was simply because organists were taking the piece too fast: after all, the music looks as if it ought to be going at several times the notated speed, which is to say that this is the tempo a Western musical mind would feel appropriate for music of this rate of harmonic change. Of course, at such a speed Le banquet céleste would sound trivial, its phrases answering one another in far too pat a fashion. The given tempo is essential in order that the harmonic progressions be estranged, which they are because the standard interval between chords is something more than two seconds. At that rate events are just slipping out of being perceived as belonging to the same present,16 so that harmonic tendencies are considerably dissipated. Simply by virtue of their duration – the first chord’s length of seven seconds is surely unprecedented among Western musical openings – the chords are beginning to function as images of eternity rather than as moments in a time flow. However, the actual nature of the chords is not wholly insignificant to the effect.


Messiaen here introduces what he calls his ‘second mode of limited transpositions’, which, in the form used in the first bar of Le banquet céleste, can be given as C sharp–D–E–E sharp–G–G sharp–A sharp–B. Transpositions of this mode are limited because of its regularity. There is a repeating unit of a minor third, divided always into minor-second and major-second intervals; and so every fourth chromatic transposition of the mode produces the same set of notes as the first. Thus whereas the major scale, for example, exists in twelve different transpositions, this mode has only three. (Messiaen’s harmonic thinking is very much in terms of keyboard instruments, so that enharmonic equivalences can be regarded as real identities.)


However, Messiaen’s terminology may be slightly unhelpful, since the important thing about his second mode is not that its transpositions are limited but rather that its construction is symmetrical, since this is the root cause of the limitation on transposition and also of the tonal instability that he musically exploits. The same is true of his other ‘modes of limited transpositions’, among which the first is the whole-tone  scale, little used by him because, as he has said: ‘Claude Debussy, in Pelléas et Mélisande, and after him Paul Dukas, in Ariane et Barbe-Bleue, have made such remarkable use of it that there is nothing more to add.’17 However, his own practice in such works as the Quatuor pour la fin du temps belies this, and one may surmise that he has been less attracted to the whole-tone mode because it offers fewer points of contact with diatonic harmony.


One cannot, for instance, make a triad with the notes of the whole-tone scale, since it contains no fifth. The second mode, on the other hand, includes not only a fifth on four of its degrees (C sharp, E, G and A sharp in the version given above) but also both major and minor thirds, the major sixth and the flattened seventh, while its whole symmetry is that of the diminished-seventh chord, one form of which is instanced by the four diatonic centres mentioned. The second mode therefore lends itself to the dominant-seventh, diminished-seventh and added-sixth chords that are the main pillars of Messiaen’s harmony in Le banquet céleste and much later music, as well as to the equally characteristic establishing of the tritone, not the fifth, as the interval of highest structural importance. Obviously one is bound to suppose that the chords and the tritone movement came first. Since Messiaen has said that Dupré helped him ‘to discover myself by making me work methodically at improvisation’, it could well be that he came upon the second mode as an abstraction from chordal combinations he found to his taste, perhaps from the pairing of two added-sixth chords a tritone apart (e.g. C sharp–E sharp–G sharp–A sharp and G–B–D–E).


The second mode is not, however, Messiaen’s invention, as he has readily acknowledged in noting its appearance in Rimsky-Korsakov, Skryabin, Stravinsky and Ravel.18 To those names one might add also that of Liszt,19 but in none of these composers is the mode used in anything like Messiaen’s manner. Normally it arises not from the mingling of diatonically distant triadic harmonies but from that of diminished-seventh chords (e.g. C sharp–E–G–A and D–F–G sharp–B), though what is possibly the very earliest suggestion of this mode does come in a couple of bars startlingly alive to harmonic possibilities that Messiaen was to take up more than a century later. Example 2 is from the twentieth of Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations, and it includes all but one of the notes of the second mode. Of course, it is not necessary to suppose that Messiaen was directly influenced by this transient moment; the point is rather that the most searching musical mind in our culture came upon areas that could be fully explored only at a later stage in musical history. Other commentators have found adumbrations of serialism in Beethoven; no doubt there are hints too of musical worlds yet to be revealed.
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Ex. 2 Beethoven: Diabelli Variations, variation 20








More immediate, and intriguing, is Messiaen’s connection with Stravinsky. His own statements have tended to concentrate on Stravinsky’s rhythm as being that master’s major contribution,20 but it cannot escape notice that his second mode is identical with the ‘octatonic scale’ that some analysts have seen as a central aspect of Stravinsky’s thinking throughout his creative life,21 and Messiaen himself is perhaps taking a sideways look at his Parisian contemporary when he speaks of his modes as belonging ‘in the atmosphere of several tonalities, without polytonality’22 (his italics). What he means by this, one may guess, is that he avoids diatonic conflict within a polytonal field, partly because his oppositions are successive rather than simultaneous (e.g. C sharp and G in the first bar of Le banquet céleste), and partly because his chords enfold rather than expose different harmonic consequences: the added-sixth chord, for instance, can be heard as a major triad in root position or as a triad of the relative minor in first inversion, and the first chord of Le banquet céleste tends, just because it is so long sustained, to substantiate a C sharp root quite as much as it looks for an F sharp resolution.


If much of Stravinsky shows the same mode being used to very different purposes, it must be obvious that to describe Le banquet céleste, or any other Messiaen composition, as being ‘in the second mode’ is hardly more helpful than to describe the Diabelli Variations as being ‘in the diatonic mode’ (though this has not prevented Messiaen from using such generalized terminology, and will not prevent us). What matters is how the mode is employed. In the case of the opening of this short organ piece, there are two transpositions alternating in operation: that already mentioned (odd-numbered bars) and a form best regarded as displaced from this upwards by a fourth, and so starting on F sharp (even-numbered bars). In either modality the music confines itself to triadic harmonies, which means, as has been shown, moving among keys at minor-third intervals and ignoring the fifth that is of primary importance in the diatonic system. Thus the first bar moves from C sharp to G by way of E and the second from F sharp to C by way of A: rhythmically the same, each is the mirror of the other, and is so even on a narrower scale, since in each the tritone jump is first made all at once and then with an intervening step – an early instance of a classic Messiaen technique for achieving growth, by following an idea with its decorated repeat.


Dominant sevenths and triads are thus ranged on the steps of diminished-seventh chords, and thereby floated beyond the gravitational forces they would normally imply, for the need for a dominant seventh to resolve ceases to be felt when resolution is so long and so repeatedly refused. Messiaen enhances the effect of flotation by avoiding chords in root position, except where he would seem to be intending to introduce a shaft of light from a more normal musical world: this happens in the ninth bar of Le banquet céleste, where triads descend in whole tones as if opening a window on to Debussy.


Nevertheless, and even outside such moments as these, Le banquet céleste cannot wholly break with diatonic expectations: certainly not when it uses such chords as it does. Messiaen has stated his regret at his use of key signatures in his early music,23 and clearly their meaning, like the entire meaning of the diatonic system, is changed by his practice. But if Le banquet céleste cannot be said to be ‘in’ its notated key of F sharp major, then quite definitely F sharp major is the key that it is not in, the key towards which it aspires. It starts with a dominant seventh of that key, but, very typically, Messiaen substitutes a tritone for the conventional fifth of the dominant–tonic relation, and so G appears to jam the wanted descent to F sharp. In fact that descent is impossible, for one of the nice features of the second mode is that it permits the construction of dominant sevenths for the very four keys whose tonics it does not contain. When F sharp does arrive, in the second bar, it is itself within the context of a seventh chord, with the E sharpened (and therefore introducing a note foreign to the second mode in this transposition) in order, so Messiaen suggests, to give a ‘very intense tonal impression’24 of F sharp major, shutting off the aspiration towards B major that would simply lead the music around the circle of fifths. In no sense, however, is even this ‘very intense’ F sharp a resolution of the opening chord of the piece, being so elevated, inverted and arriving by a chromatic movement of harmony and bass from the immediately preceding chord. Later appearances of F sharp major harmony are also much undermined, whether by being placed fleetingly on weak beats (if one may still speak of beat at this speed) or by inversion.


The slow swing in the first two bars between different transpositions of the mode continues in very similar fashion throughout most of the first part of the piece (bars 1–11). Then in the eleventh bar a melody appears in the pedals, keeping to the notes of the mode and preparing a return to the opening music. Briefly this opens out into the transposition of the mode not used so far (bar 16) before the scalewise descent of bar 8, F sharp–E–D sharp–C sharp, is slowly and repeatedly affirmed, reversing the standard dominant–tonic cadence and bringing the music back to rest in dominant-seventh harmony on C sharp. It is at the end as it was at the beginning, with only the sixth degree removed from the initial chord and the fifth inserted in its place. Without wishing to read too much into Messiaen’s début composition, which lasts in all for only twenty-five bars (but six minutes at the marked speed), the frustrated nature of the harmony is evidently at one with the extreme tempo: both serve to contradict progression, as again does the small-scale and large-scale repetition. Right from the first, therefore, and even quite decisively, Messiaen abandons the attunement to measured progress that had been a feature of almost all Western music since the Renaissance. Moreover, he does so already by using the principal techniques for countering arrowed time in much of his later music: those of withholding diatonic resolution, proceeding with extraordinary slowness and moving through greater and smaller cycles of repetition within a single harmonic field, though one containing a great variety of chords organized in some other way than that of diatonic hierarchy.


Meanwhile, next summer at Fuligny, he completed the eight Préludes for the piano that he dedicated to Henriette Roget, a fellow student at the Conservatoire; she gave them their first public performance in Paris in 1931 at a concert of the Société Nationale. Here Messiaen was writing for the concert audience and not for the communicating congregation, besides which the piano is simply not capable of the sustained changeless sonorities on which Le banquet céleste so much depends. Accordingly the Préludes are a lot more brilliant and extrovert, but their basic harmonic axioms are the same, as is their simplicity of form.


At the same time a reference to Debussy is inescapable, in the title of the collection as a whole and in those of individual pieces from it, as well as in the sensitivity to keyboard resonance and qualities of texture. Sometimes the music comes so near Debussy as to verge on quotation, as when the second piece arrives at mellowed bass chords recalling the ‘lointaine sonnerie de cors’ of Debussy’s Prelude ‘Les sons et les parfums tournent dans l’air du soir’, or when the third, for its subsidiary material looks out on ‘Jardins sous la pluie’. However, Messiaen himself has pointed out that rhythmically he was ‘very far from Debussy’s divine liberty’,25 and the same is true on the formal plane, where his preference, as in Le banquet céleste, is for repetitive and symmetrical shapes. It is tempting to see these squarenesses of rhythm and form as being allied, even interdependent, but Messiaen’s view would appear to be different. When Claude Samuel suggested in interview that Debussy’s formal and rhythmic innovations were related, Messiaen insisted that they were ‘two distinct domains’,26 giving a clue to that separation of the elements of music – mode, rhythm, instrumentation, form – that is one of the principal marks of his divergence from the Western tradition. And indeed later works, with rhythms much more various than those of the Préludes, will be contained in forms similarly static and reiterative.


The real justification for such structures is to be found in the notion of time they embody, and also perhaps, on the level of material, in Messiaen’s choice of pitch structures that invite permanence rather than progression: his modes of limited transpositions, and harmonies made to sound like natural resonances. Repetition is the enemy of progress, and as such it was gradually extinguished during the development of Western music from Bach to Schoenberg, in keeping with an almost universal principle that though music might vary its rate of motion, that motion must always be experienced as forward-directed (the rise of accurate chronometry during the same period is presumably not unrelated). By contrast, even Messiaen’s very earliest published compositions, Le banquet céleste and the Préludes, forgo the directional movement of diatonic-symphonic music in favour of the stasis of symmetrical modality and the circular return of repetitive form. Where we observe most Western works as single threads of time drawn through the loop of the perceptual present, Messiaen’s first works invite us to see the thread as being stopped (first chord of Le banquet céleste) or else circular, so that the same events recur unchanged.


For example, the first and shortest of the Préludes, ‘La colombe’, simply has two five-bar sections which are both repeated before a tiny coda brings the music to rest in its tonality of E major coloured by mode 2. And this coda is not a resolution but rather an explanation of stasis in that it exemplifies Messiaen’s imitation, again following Debussy, of natural resonance (see example 3). The staccato chord in the bass provides the fundamental and the first overtone while the next five overtones are sounding in the sustained chord, and though it ought to need a piano tuned in just intonation for the resonances to be properly activated, the nearness of even temperament is enough to deceive the mechanism of the instrument and the ear. Moreover, if resonance is the model for harmony, as so often in Messiaen it is, then dissonances can be accommodated as high partials: that happens here in the diminished double octaves in the high treble, which more reinforce than disturb the grounding on E.
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Ex. 3 Préludes 1 ‘La colombe’








The preludes that follow are neither structurally nor harmonically so straightforward as ‘La colombe’, but formal symmetry continues to operate. The third and fourth, ‘Le nombre léger’ and ‘Instants défunts’, are both in varieties of ABABA form; the fifth, ‘Les sons impalpables du rêve’, expands this to ABACABA with a change to the minor for the middle section, and the second, ‘Chant d’extase dans un paysage triste’, completes the triune division with a CDC middle section, this time in the major within a minor context. One may reasonably assume that this centrepiece, in the favoured key of F sharp major turned by mode 2 towards dominant interests, is the ecstatic song and the outer sections its landscape, just as the title of the sixth prelude, ‘Cloches d’angoisse et larmes d’adieu’, seems to apply quite literally to a two-part structure. The seventh piece, ‘Plainte calme’, has the simple symmetrical pattern AABBA, and it is only the last, ‘Un reflet dans le vent …’, that essays a more developing kind of form. Messiaen calls it, indeed, a sonata,27 but the sections are quite baldly set off from one another, and the use of the key a fifth above for the secondary material does not have the same effect in Messiaen’s harmonic world.


One reason why has already been indicated in much of the set, as it has also in Le banquet céleste: it is the substitution of the tritone for the conventional dominant. At the start of ‘Cloches d’angoisse’, for instance, the key signature and the tolling pedal (out of Ravel’s ‘Le gibet’) prepare for C minor, but the piece prefers a ninth chord on D flat, an augmented fourth below the pedal, and to be understood not as a dominant itself but as an assertion of a modal tonic. Example 4 introduces a new mode of limited transpositions, Messiaen’s third, which consists of pairs of semitones alternating with whole tones, so that the repeating unit is the major third and the underlying structure the augmented triad, not the diminished-seventh chord as it is in the second mode: once more, though, this underlying structure is a tonally unsettling one. In the Préludes the third mode shares the arena quite evenly with the second: Nos. 1, 2, 3 and 7 are largely occupied with mode 2 and Nos. 4 and 8 with mode 3, while in Nos. 5 and 6, the two pieces the mature Messiaen finds most attractive,28 both modes are important. Altogether the eight preludes can be seen as a first compendium of harmonic and melodic traits connected with these two modes – which gives them a flavour wholly different from Debussy’s – with some slight interference from other modes Messiaen has described; they testify to how he had ‘acquired a very quick familiarity’ with his modal system ‘while improvising daily on my modes at the organ class’.29
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Ex. 4 Préludes 6 ‘Cloches d’angoisse et larmes d’adieu’








There are in sum sixteen modes that qualify under Messiaen’s definition as being ‘of limited transpositions’, but some of them can be discounted: the chromatic scale, with its single transposition, offers no melodic or harmonic limitations whatsoever; the diminished-seventh chord and the augmented triad are both much too limited, as indeed is the mode consisting simply of a tritone. That leaves the twelve shown in example 5, which also indicates the number of different transpositions, the name (if any) given to the mode by Messiaen, and the triads that can be formed with the notes of the mode.


Messiaen’s omission, and neglect, of the mode alternating semitones and minor thirds might seem curious, particularly in view of its interesting provision of triads on the steps of an augmented triad; but no doubt he would regard it as a truncated mode 3, which has this property in double measure. Of the modes he does distinguish, the second and third are far and away of greatest importance, in his output as a whole as well as in the Préludes. Modes 4 and 5 are exotic rarities, not found in these piano pieces, but mode 6 crops up in ‘Instants défunts’ (especially bars 23ff.), ‘Les sons impalpables’ (bar 16)30 and ‘Cloches d’angoisse’ (bar 5 etc.).31 Mode 7 is so chromatic as to be of dubious usefulness, though it may perhaps be implicated at points where Messiaen’s harmony is most uncertain. The most striking example of this in the Préludes comes at the start of ‘Instants défunts’, whose first two bars can be understood as operating within mode 7 (see example 6).


However, the ear is more likely to register semitonal shift (implying a change of mode, not a continuation within the same area) and the interval of a tritone, followed by a very hesitant expression of D minor and then a characteristically unorthodox route to A major (an answering phrase ends in D major). Also characteristic is the flowering of consonance after a section of boxed-in chromaticism, while the use in the first bar of a symmetrical arrangement of note values presents us with a first example of what is, in Messiaen’s self-confessedly ungainly terms, a ‘non-retrogradable rhythm’: one that reads the same forwards and backwards. There is clearly a link of symmetry between the modes of limited transpositions and the non-retrogradable rhythms: not for nothing is the first chapter of Messiaen’s compositional treatise concerned with the ‘charm of impossibilities’.32 ‘This charm,’ he there states,




at once voluptuous and contemplative [i.e., as timeless as sexuality or religion], resides particularly in certain mathematical impossibilities of the modal and rhythmic domains. Modes which cannot be transposed beyond a certain number of transpositions, because one always falls again into the same notes; rhythms which cannot be used in retrograde, because in such a case one finds the same order of values again – these are two striking impossibilities.





It seems likely that the attractiveness of non-retrogradable rhythms for Messiaen resides not only in this charm but also in the way such rhythms might appear as images of the reversibility of time. However, there are difficulties here. Rhythms such as that in the first bar of example 6 are non-retrogradable in their durations but not in their attack points: their palindromic, reversible nature may therefore be more apparent when they are played on an instrument that tends to bring out duration, such as the organ, rather than on the piano, which emphasizes attack point. Here the effect is more likely to be of a stumbling division of the 3/4 bar, in keeping with the chromatic harmony just as the even crotchets of the third bar accord with triads.


In the modal area, the ‘charm of impossibilities’ must lead, as has already been well noted in the case of mode 2, to a harmony that is circuitous and static rather than, as in the diatonic system, progressive. The modes give rise to triads related not by dynamic fifths but by more ambivalent entities: the diminished-seventh chord (mode 2), the augmented triad (mode 3) and the tritone (modes 4 and 6). Correspondingly, the tendency is for music founded on these modes to remain in one ambiguous area, and then perhaps to shift to another, but not to modulate and so develop. That raises problems when Messiaen makes an exceedingly rare attempt at sonata form, as he does in the last prelude, but it has its consequences too when he comes to write any music of long duration.
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Ex. 5 Modes of Limited Transpositions
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Ex. 6 Préludes 4 ‘Instants défunts’








Inevitably, therefore, the lack of development is most powerfully felt in ‘Cloches d’angoisse’, which, playing for about nine minutes, is the longest piece in the volume. The whole composition can be understood as a vast expansion of the diminished-seventh chord. In the first half the embrace of G and D flat is joined by chains of chords in mode 6 (right hand) and mode 2 (left hand), the transpositions chosen so that the two triads held in common by the modes are those of B flat (A sharp) and E, completing the diminished-seventh chord (see example 4). The second half takes up a four-chord fragment from the first and disposes it in radiant B major inflected by mode 2 towards the dominant and also towards, once more, the diminished-seventh chord (see example 7). The slow tempo here is essential to the atmosphere of total naïveté that makes such usage of cheapened harmonies not only permissible but even right and powerful, which it becomes because it brings into being the new conception of time. The diminished-seventh chord is no longer a moment of thrilling uncertainty in a passage of progress: it is the whole event, lengthily elaborated. When the end arrives, all that has happened is that the opening tritone has been shifted from G–D flat to B–E sharp as the bells of anguish have been transformed into the tears of farewell.


The simultaneous use of two different modes, seen briefly in ‘Cloches d’angoisse’, is more substantial a feature of ‘Les sons impalpables’, where a principal harmonized voice in mode 2 is heard against a chiming ostinato of chords in mode 3. Any transpositions of these two modes will share just two triads a minor third apart; in this case the triads are those of A and F sharp, and the choice is not accidental, since A major is the central key of the piece,33 which ends with all the notes of mode 3 piled into a chord on A that again suggests natural resonance.


A major is also the central key of the set. Its dominant, E major, is the key of ‘La colombe’ and ‘Le nombre léger’, and its subdominant is that of ‘Instants défunts’ (rather nominally) and of ‘Un reflet’ (much more definitely). Its relative minor of F sharp underpins the ‘Chant d’extase’, and B major, its dominant’s dominant, is of prime importance in ‘Cloches d’angoisse’. The only outsider is ‘Plainte calme’, which hovers in Skryabinesque fashion within the diminished-seventh chord on F. There are therefore seven preludes grouped around A major, just as there are seven chief modes of limited transpositions, and one may wonder whether in both cases Messiaen was influenced in his numbering by the perfection traditionally associated with the number seven and by Newton’s (similarly influenced) seven colours of the rainbow. Certainly the decision to number some modes and not others appears a little arbitrary, and Messiaen has said that at the time of the Préludes he was already speaking of a ‘rainbow of chords’.34 This is very much how the polymodality of a passage such as example 4 is to be understood, the different chords splashing different tints on to a screen of sustained colour. And if we are to follow Messiaen in his association of particular harmonies with a real sense of particular colours, then the Préludes’ basic screen of A major is a screen of intense blue.
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Ex. 7 Préludes 6 ‘Cloches d’angoisse et larmes d’adieu’








There was also other compositional business to be done in this year of 1929. Messiaen entered for the Prix de Rome, writing a fugue on the given subject by Georges Hüe and a choral setting of ‘Sainte Bohême’ from Banville’s Odes funambulesques. These were not judged worthy for him to go forward to the final round, but the next year he did, and composed the regulation cantata, La mer. Following many other distinguished French composers, however, he failed to win the prize, and he made no further attempt, for in 1931, having left the Conservatoire, he was appointed organist of La Trinité in Paris. He may also have felt the academic constraints of the Prix de Rome to have become redundant in view of the other music he had composed in 1930: the Diptyque for organ, the cantata La mort du nombre, the Trois mélodies and the first orchestral score he was to publish, Les offrandes oubliées, this last the fruit of another Fuligny summer, whereas the smaller works were done in Paris.


The Diptyque is subtitled ‘essay on earthly life and blessed eternity’; it is also dedicated jointly to ‘mes chers maîtres Paul Dukas et Marcel Dupré’, and though it would be invidious to apportion the two segments to the two masters, the first part is distinctly indebted to Dupré, much more so than is anything else in Messiaen’s organ music. Moreover, the debt is precisely to the staccato toccata manner that Messiaen was to single out in his appreciation of his teacher: a moto perpetuo of close chords in a very chromatic C minor is subjected to variation, first around G minor and then around F minor, before coming to a crisis in canon at the octave.


There are simple canons in the Préludes, too, including one by inversion (in the middle section of ‘Instants défunts’), for canon in these terms is essentially a technique of repetition, and it is the young Messiaen’s only alternative to homophony or to the inactive counterpoint where one voice is simply the background for another, as in all the quotations above from the Préludes. Any more engaged intertwining of parts would inevitably lead towards development, which can have no place in his music except when it appears in a section of compartmentalized alteration: a decoration of an initial image, or a paraphrase. This is what happens in the opening section of the Diptyque, though the material is so ostinato-obsessed and so tonally wavering that the sections join to produce a static continuum, whose disruption the canon announces.


Dupré at this point, if he had countenanced music where virtuosity of performance is so inwardly directed by the closeness of the harmony, might have launched into a fugue. Messiaen now parts company with him completely by discovering a kind of music that will reappear in his works, an exceedingly slow melodic ascent through the sweet vapours of added-sixth and diminished-seventh chords arranged on the circular steps of mode 2. The feeling is both rapt and wrapped: ecstatic in its denial of the flow of time (the principles are essentially as in Le banquet céleste), and warmly enclosed in its harmonic nature, particularly in its use of the added-sixth chord, where the tonic is partly felt to be enclosed as mediant within its relative minor.


A decade later Messiaen arranged this second part of the work for violin and piano to make it the finale of his Quatuor pour la fin du temps, transposing it up to E major. That key he had already proved suitable for such music in the last section of Les offrandes oubliées, a triptych to set beside the Diptyque of the same year, having three elements whose meanings are explained in a poetic prologue to the score:






Les bras étendus, triste jusqu’à la mort,


sur l’arbre de la Croix vous repandez votre sang.


Vous nous aimez, doux Jésus, nous l’avions oublié.







Poussés par la folie et le dard du serpent,


dans une course haletante, effrénée, sans relâche,


nous descendions dans le péché comme dans un tombeau.







Voici la table pure, la source de la charité,


le banquet du pauvre, voici la Pitié adorable offrant le pain de la Vie et de l’Amour.


Vous nous aimez, doux Jésus, nous l’avions oublié.35








Clearly the ‘forgotten offerings’ of the title are God’s redemptive sacrifice and the adoration due to him in return; and it may seem odd that Messiaen should have wished to introduce such religious teaching into the orchestral repertory. But symphonic meditations on sacred things had long been acceptable in France from organist-composers, who were expected to be religious. Messiaen, too, was responding to what he has always seen as his purpose, that of presenting the truths of the Catholic church in a musical form: it is the set of Préludes where no religious subject is to be found, that constitutes the exception in his output.


It is no surprise, therefore, that the three little stanzas of the poem should correspond closely with the three sections of the piece. Like the two parts of the Diptyque, they are united by a common melodic motif, but this is in both works less a theme than a signature, not the fount of the music but an inscription upon it: that, of course, is a function of Messiaen’s being a non-developmental art, and it leads to one’s perception of the theme as an indicator of musical changes for which it is not responsible, a litmus paper inserted from outside in order to render different musical states comprehensible. In the first part of Les offrandes oubliées it is played by strings and high woodwind, and later by low strings and bassoons, with harmonic support from clarinets and horns (example 8(a)). In the second it is thrown out by a solo trumpet across heaving chords (example 8(b)). And in the last, exactly as in the last part of the Diptyque, it becomes the starting point for a long melody, with the E minor connotations of the first part now replaced by E major luminously coloured by mode 2: Christ’s sacrifice has been recognized in the Eucharistic celebration, and the circle of love rejoined (example 8(c)).
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Ex. 8 Les offrandes oubliées








Meditation on the mass, or meditation on the eternal’s presence, has already appeared as essential to Messiaen’s thought, but the earlier sections of Les offrandes oubliées, illustrating Christ’s passion and the headlong rush of sin, are altogether less typical. The first has something of the character of Bartók. Strings in octaves play a modal chant divided irregularly into groups of one, two or three quavers: Messiaen was later to describe them as ‘neumes’,36 indicating the importance of plainsong to him as a model of melody. Here the neumatic melody is twice interrupted by contrary scales in mode 3, which Messiaen, characteristically hearing harmony as colour, describes as ‘long grey and mauve wailings’. The second of these wailings is followed by the theme as shown in example 8(a).


The middle section, marked ‘fierce, desperate, panting’, is a savage presto of weightily scored and irregular shapes, a race into the abyss for which Messiaen learned much from The Rite of Spring and also from L’apprenti sorcier of his composition teacher. The style is not one he was to find much future use for, and this passage is the one that indicates most clearly its composer was still only 21. It is also problematic as an image of sin, which one might think more enticingly pictured in the sweetness and opulence of the finale, even if Messiaen was here thinking of divine love expressed in the Eucharist. The problem of interpretation is one that will recur, as could hardly fail to be the case when a composer in a godless age elects to understand his music as explanatory of his Catholic faith; and Messiaen’s awareness that there is a difficulty here is suggested by his commentaries and textual inscriptions, which become ever more detailed from this point onwards. Nor is it odd that the issue of intention should be raised by what was the first of his works designed for the larger concert public, who had a first chance to hear it when Walter Straram, a great champion of new French music, conducted it at one of his concerts in Paris on 19 February 1931.


The alternative to giving his works verbal explanations was for Messiaen to provide them with sung texts, as he did in the two other compositions of 1930, the Trois mélodies and La mort du nombre. Like all his later published vocal works, these set words of his own: the only piece in which he has set another poet, apart from the very early Villon songs, is the central number of the Trois mélodies, which takes a short lyric from Sauvage, though not from her maternal collection. Thus doubly enfolding his mother, within his music and then within his songs, Messiaen may have intended the Trois mélodies as a remembrance of her, for she had died in 1927, too soon to see the flowering of the artistic gifts she had predicted for her son. In the first song, ‘Pourquoi?’, the singer asks why the delights of nature have lost their appeal for her (and this is definitely a soprano cycle, a first intimation of the larger works Messiaen was to write for soprano before the end of the decade). The Sauvage setting, ‘Le sourire’, is a pianissimo expression of love’s tender fragility, breathed by the singer over diminished-seventh harmony. Then ‘La fiancée perdue’ joyfully exults in the pleasures of the beloved, which are the pleasures of nature (the Song of Songs will be a repeated poetic influence on Messiaen), before moving inwards from E major to D major for a final prayer that she may have rest.


La mort du nombre is equally concerned with death and eternal life. It is a dialogue of two souls, soprano and tenor, accompanied by a piano and joined also by a violin, which starts the work muted and alone with a line of melody. The key signature here suggests D minor, but the music belongs rather in the Aeolian mode on A, and the opening tenor recitative is also modal in the old sense, beginning in Dorian D. The tenor sings of the flight of his beloved’s soul as a brilliant light; there is then a return of the violin melody, after which he sings in more agitated, chromatic style of his distance from his beloved. She then sings a consolatory sentence in D major coloured by mode 2, after which the tenor repeats his anxieties and she repeats her gentle encouragement, now in E major influenced by mode 2, a warm area familiar from ‘La colombe’ and Les offrandes oubliées. The tenor follows this with a longer statement of his desperation and hopelessness, at the end of which the soprano simply bids him wait and hope, to chords of F major and D major. The violin returns, now with piano accompaniment and in untroubled B major (the first fourteen bars have no accidental: the longest such stretch in Messiaen). What it introduces is a concluding aria for the soprano in which she sings of joy in the resurrected body and then of the ‘song of our conjoined soul’, given out by the violin in a slow high flight that ends the cantata, still in B major with the usual added sixth. Messiaen’s choice of key here has led some37 to suggest a parallel with Tristan und Isolde, but if there is a connection with another work it is more closely with the prelude ‘Cloches d’angoisse et larmes d’adieu’, where again B major is important, and where the ‘tears of farewell’ seem to be tears of joy in release from earlier travails. Less exceptionable is the notion that La mort du nombre resembles Bach’s conversation of souls in his cantata O Ewigkeit, du Donnerwort (BWV 60), though any direct influence is unlikely when poetically and musically the piece belongs so firmly with Messiaen’s other works of the period.


Indeed, the ‘death of number’ must have been one of his most conscious preoccupations around 1930, for it is the death of counting, the death of time: something to be encountered in the resurrected eternity of the Diptyque, the Trois mélodies and La mort du nombre itself, or else tasted in the communion celebrated in Le banquet céleste and Les offrandes oubliées. In all these works the image of eternity is, very reasonably, one of harmonic stasis, accentuated either by repetitive figuration, as in the two vocal works, or else by extreme slowness: the choice is, of course, largely a matter of medium, since the piano of the songs and cantata cannot manage the organ’s or the orchestra’s sustained sounds. The final section of Les offrandes oubliées is particularly demanding in this regard. Both the earlier sections avoid metrical regularity, the Bartókian changing bar lengths of the first being followed by Stravinsky an oppositions in the second (especially at the end, where one kind of music in progressive diminution, from six beats to five to four to two, is interleaved with another in progressive augmentation, from one beat to three to five). It is, however, in the closing pages that the rule of regularity is most completely destroyed. At the notated tempo here the smallest duration is over a second and a half, and each bar lasts for more than thirteen seconds.


Under such circumstances no sense of pulse or of metre is possible. Instead the melody of the violins moves when it wills over what Messiaen calls its ‘carpet of pianissimo chords, with reds, golds and blues (like a distant stained-glass window), in the light of muted string soloists’.38 And the final chord, which might well have been written as a full bar with a pause, is instead carefully marked to last for thirteen quavers, providing an early instance of Messiaen’s self-confessed ‘marked predilection for the rhythms of prime numbers’.39 It is also an early instance of his delight in number symbolism and other conceits that are bound to remain latent, behind the existence of the music as sound. One may wonder whether this secretness, this essential independence from the music, is a property too of its theological substance.
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35 Arms extended, sad unto death,




on the tree of the Cross you shed your blood. 


You love us, sweet Jesus: that we have forgotten.


Impelled by folly or the serpent’s tongue, 


on a panting, frantic, unceasing course,


we went down into sin as into the tomb.


Here is the spotless table, the spring of charity,


the banquet of the poor, here the Pity to be adored, offering the bread of Life and of Love.


You love us, sweet Jesus: that we have forgotten.
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