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SUMMARY

When Olivier Messiaen completed the vast opera Saint Frangois d’Assise in
1983, he was mentally and physically exhausted, believing that this monumental work
would be his final compositional statement. Coaxed at first by his wife, Yvonne
Loriod, he began to write a series of miniatures - a rarity in his output. Then, in the
last years of his life, Messiaen composed a final large orchestral cycle, Eclairs sur
['Au-Dela....

This thesis examines the seven works which Messiaen completed after Saint
Frangois and argues that, following the crisis provoked by the opera, his music
underwent a discernible change in style. In addition, the thesis uses the works in
question to examine the characteristics of Messiaen’s music, with a particular
emphasis on an often overlooked aspect of his technique: harmony. In the process,
many other questions are addressed, such as the ways in which Messiaen utilizes
birdsong within a larger structure.

The thesis is in three parts. Part I begins with a brief historical survey before
discussing Saint Frangois d’Assise as the work which defines everything that follows.
Part II examines the series of miniatures whose significance belies their (relatively)
modest proportions. Not only do they provide an indication of Messiaen’s artistic
self-confidence, but they also contain important links with his final masterpiece,
Eclairs sur I’Au-Dela.... This sublime eleven movement work for large orchestra is
the subject of Part III, and is the focus of the thesis. Each movement is analysed in
turn, before the work is considered as an entity and its hidden structure and motivic

cohesion 1s demonstrated.
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Introduction

The last years in the life of any artist tend to be an emotive subject. It is
especially so in music, which is, perhaps, the most chimeric of the arts. Whether a
composer dies aged twenty-four, thirty-five, fifty-one, fifty-seven or eighty-three,
their last works are imbued with meanings which are often as much to do with the
romantic notions of the listener as any intent by the creator. Discussion of these final
works often assumes that the composer knew that death was at hand. Lili Boulanger
died so young that her transcendent last works are also her remarkably precocious first
works. However, her medical condition was such that she did know that her life was
never going to be blessed with longevity. This must have affected her music. Mahler
died prematurely, but was so obsessed with death throughout his creative life that any
forewarning would probably have made little difference to his music. Far more
tenuous are the inferences which are placed on the final works of Mozart and

Beethoven, neither of whom intended them to be final.

In this company, the final works of Olivier Messiaen are extremely unusual.
Having had the benefit of a substantially longer life, he had the benefit of composing
what he believed would be his final compositional statement, the opera Saint Frangois

d’Assise. As the interview with Paul Crossley (reproduced in appendix five) testifies,
Messiaen was terrified that he would leave this enormous summa unfinished. This 1s
the context of the works of his final years. Messiaen did not die during or
immediately after the composition of Saint Francois d’Assise. This fact, allied with

the vast physical and mental effort required to complete the opera, casts an immense
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shadow over the works which followed. It provoked a creative crisis. What do artists

do after they have created what they believe to be their final work?

In Messiaen’s case, he completed another seven works by the time of his

eventual death 1n 1992, nine years after completing Saint Francois:

e Livre du Saint Sacrement for organ.

o Petites esquisses d’oiseaux for piano.

o Unvitrail et des oiseaux for piano solo and small orchestra.

e Laville d'en-haut for piano solo and orchestra.

e Unsourire for orchestra.

e Piece for piano and string quartet.

o Eclairs sur I’Au-Dela... for very large orchestra.

These are the works which are examined in this thesis.' The first and last of these are
substantial works, whilst the intervening five pieces are (relative) miniatures, an
unusual feature in Messiaen’s mature output. The principal period covered by this
thesis can be described either as ‘Messiaen’s last decade’ or ‘the post-Saint Frangois
works’. Taking an apparently arbitrary period of a composer’s life can be a dangerous
basis for meaningful research. Nevertheless, it is the contention of this thesis that the
period in question is both distinct and crucial to the understanding of Messiaen’s
music. Eclairs sur I'Au-Dela... is by far the most important work, and, as such,
accounts for the bulk of the thesis. Everything else can be secen as leading towards

this final masterpiece, which is not so much a summa as evidence of an Indian

summer to Messiaen’s creative life.
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The purpose of the thesis is threefold. First of all, and in recognition that the
period in question is musicological ‘virgin territory’, it attempts to provide a
reasonably thorough background to, and analyses of, the works of Messiaen’s final
years. Secondly, the thesis argues that Messiaen’s music underwent a discernible
change of style in his final years. In other words, that his last works should be treated
as a distinct period in his creativity. Thirdly, it uses the works in question to examine
the characteristics of Messiaen’s music in detail. The emphasis is on an often
overlooked aspect of his technique: harmony. In the process, many other questions
are addressed, such as the ways in which Messiaen utilizes birdsong within a larger

structure.

The three chapters of Part I set the scene. The first chapter provides a brief
historical survey and introduces some important points of technique which are not
dealt with adequately elsewhere. The second chapter gives an insight into the work
which defines everything that follows, Saint Francois d’Assise. For reasons which are
outlined in chapter three, Livre du Saint Sacrement should be regarded as a
companion to the opera, and to the style which had prevailed for twenty years. As a

consequence, discussion of this final organ cycle is placed within Part L.

Part II examines the series of miniatures which gradually appeared in the wake
of Saint Frangois d’'Assise. The significance of these works belies their (relatively)
modest proportions as they provide musical snapshots of the confidence of Messiaen’s

creativity. Furthermore, whilst on first hearing there is a tying up of loose ends from
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the opera, there are also important links with Messiaen’s final masterpiece, Eclairs sur
l’Au-Dela.... This sublime eleven movement work for large orchestra is the subject of
Part III, and provides the real focus for this thesis. Each movement is analysed on its
own merits, and then the work is considered as an entity. Finally, the incomplete
Concert a quatre 1s considered briefly, along with some final thoughts on the period

as a whole, in the postscript.

It must be stressed that the principal aim of the thesis is not biographical. It
does not intend to provide a thorough account of Messiaen’s life and multifarious
activities between 1983 and 1992. Rather, it attempts to draw upon pertinent
biographical information which is felt to have direct relevance to the music under
discussion. The music is the prime focus of attention and increasingly dominates the

discussion throughout the thesis.

There is no systematic approach taken to analysing the works covered in this
thesis. Messiaen’s music resolutely refuses to be placed into any convenient boxes
and analytical method would be hopelessly inadequate.” This thesis uses different
approaches according to the circumstance. In some cases a particular line of enquiry
dominates the discussion, in others the approach is more speculative. Concerns with
tonality and tonally derived chords are a recurring theme. It should be stressed at the
outset that terms such as tonal or major do not imply that the music is following the
principles and techniques of Haydn, Mozart or Beethoven. Rather, it is an

acknowledgement that this music is rarely atonal and that there are often clear areas
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towards which the harmony leans. For the composer, this would be expressed in
terms of a prevailing colour or set of colours. Certain chapters touch upon aspects of
Messiaen’s colour associations, but, due to the highly personal nature of this

phenomenon, the thesis generally only mentions them in passing, believing 1t

necessary only to be aware of this grey area (no pun intended).3

Whilst 1t 1s hoped that all relevant information has been included necessary to
the understanding of this thesis, constrictions of space have made it necessary to
assume a certain degree of knowledge.4 The thesis assumes that the reader has a
reasonably thorough knowledge of the entirety of Messiaen’s output up to, and
including, Saint Frangois d’Assise. In addition, it assumes that the reader 1is
acquainted with the basic building blocks of Messiaen’s music, especially those
outlined in Technique de mon langage musical.’ Certain techniques and devices
which are particularly pertinent and which have either developed significantly since
Technique or about which there is potential misunderstanding are discussed 1n Part I,
chapter one. For ease of reference, the seven modes of limited transposition are

reproduced in appendix two.°

In addition to his music, this thesis assumes that the reader is reasonably well
acquainted with Messiaen’s writings, notably Technique and the prefaces to his

works. In addition, recent years have seen the publication of the first volumes of the

., : : 7 1
enormous Traité de Rvthme. de Couleur. et d’Ornithologie (1949-1992) which have

increased, more than substantially, the amount of written material available direct
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from the composer’s hand. At the time of writing, the first four complete «Tomes»
and the first volume of Tome V have been published.8 It is not assumed that the reader
has necessarily read the published sections of the Trajté. Messiaen’s writings are, of
course, enormously valuable, but they can also cause varying degrees of analytical
blindness. Whilst this thesis often uses Messiaen’s terminology, not least for ease of
identification and reference, it sees these only as the first step, not, as some would

have us believe, the end of the matter.

Knowledge is also assumed in this thesis of Messiaen’s opinions as expressed
in the three books containing lengthy interviews with the composer. By far the most
substantial, and the best known, of these is Musique et couleur - nouveaux entretien:
avec Claude Samuel’ which gives an indication of Messiaen’s thoughts early in the
period covered by this thesis. Also pertinent are some passages in the interviews from
1979 and 1983 contained in Almut R68ler’s book Contributions to the Spiritual Worlc
of Qlivier Messiaen.'® Finally Antoine Goléa’s early set of conversations, Rencontres
avec Olivier Messiaen'' contains some searching questioning, although the early date

means that there is little which is directly relevant to this thesis.

Not surprisingly, the literature on the period of Messiaen’s life covered by this
thesis is relatively modest. Paul Griffiths® biography'* stops just before the period in
question, as does that by Roger Nichols."” Robert Sherlaw Johnson adds a few brief
paragraphs of limited value about Livre du Saint Sacrement, Pelites esquisses

d’oiseaux and Un vitrail et des oiseaux in the revised version of his book about the
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composer.14 By far the most substantial, and the most valuable, contributions are to

be found in The Messiaen Companion edited by Peter Hill:"
e Peter Hill: Interview wi onne Lorioc
o Paul Gniffiths: Eclairs sur ['au-de Ic] - the Last Work

e Peter Hill: Piano Music 11
e Gillian Weir: Organ Music 1
o Paul Gnffiths: Saint Francois d’Assise

The interview with Yvonne Loriod contains invaluable information regarding
Messiaen’s state of mind during the period covered by this thesis. The sixteen page
chapter by Paul Griffiths on the late works is the largest single contribution to the
understanding of the period prior to this thesis.'® In addition, the essays by Peter Hill
and Gillian Weir on late piano music and late organ music respectively contain
insights regarding Messiaen’s last works for these instruments; Petites esquisses
d’oiseaux (p1ano) and Livre du Saint Sacrement (organ). For the reasons outlined in
Part I, chapter two, the essay by Paul Griffiths on Saint Frangois d'Assise provides an

essential background to the works which follow.

Finally, four relatively recent publications of a more general nature also

17
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the book accompanying the festival of Messiaen’s organ music at Sainte Trinité
contains some illuminating insights and reminiscences. The same can be said of

ortrait(s) d’Olivier Messiaen'® edited by Catherine Massip" as part of the excellent

exhibition at the Bibliothéque nationale in 1996. Several of the contributions in
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Messiaen’s Language of Mystical Love, edited by Siglund Bruhn,®® are valuable

explorations of the general principles lying behind the composer’s music. Lastly,

ibliographical Catalogue®’ provides the first

Nigel Simeone’s Qlivier Messiaen: A

coherent catalogue of the composer’s works, along with a great deal of other
invaluable information regarding dates of publication, performances and much else

besides.

In addition to these existing sources, George Benjamin, Paul Crossley,
Professor Alexander Goehr and Kent Nagano were kind enough to grant me
interviews for the research. In addition, I spoke less formally with Jean Leduc,
Gillian Weir and Jennifer Bate. The full texts of the interviews with George

Benjamin and Paul Crossley are reproduced in appendices four and five respectively.

It is assumed that anyone studying the music of Messiaen has a working
knowledge of French. Due to the potential for mistakes and misunderstandings in
translations, all quotations are made in the original French, where that 1s available.
Similarly, all references to birds use the name given in the score, which will usually
be in French but is sometimes in the language of the area in which it was notated.?
References to Messiaen’s widow, the pianist Yvonne Loriod, tend to vary depending

: . : : 23
upon which version of her name is used in source documents.

Messiaen attached immense importance to timbre and colour, to the extent
that, by this point in his career, the orchestration had a status equal to pitch, harmony

and rhythm. Indeed, he even suggested that any musical quotation from Saint
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Frangois should be of the full score so that it can be appreciated fully.”* For this
reason, reduction of the score is often resisted, or is only partial so that the
instrumental groupings at least are retained. In cases where it makes sense for the
music to be discussed primarily in reduction, such as where there is chorale writing or
a tutti melody, an example is given of the full score at the outset so that the timbral
disposition of the music can be registered before concentrating on other factors. As a
consequence, many musical examples are relatively large and, in some cases,
necessitate several pages for each page of text. For this reason, all musical examples,
together with some of the larger figures and tables, have been placed in a separate

2 An important point which should be stressed before embarking on any

volume.
analysis of Messiaen’s music is that the composer uses enharmonics freely. The only
criteria for whether a note is written as Bb or A# is clarity and the ease of reading by
the performer.26 Occassionally it has been desirable to refer to notes at a specific
register using letters. For this, the thesis follows the designations outlined at the end
of the Glossary, in which F refers to the F natural an octave and a fifth below middle

C, e’ refers to E natural a third above middle C, and d#” to the D sharp an augmented

ninth above middle C.

Finally, it should be reiterated that this thesis is intended as a beginning to the
subject of Messiaen’s final years. It intends to open the debate regarding the late
works of a composer about whom discussion tends to end halfway through his career.
For that reason, the reader is urged to listen to the works being discussed. The
greatest success would be to generate further research, debate and interest in these

works and those which immediately preceded them.
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Notes

1 In addition to these, Messiaen left an incomplete work, Concert a quatre, which, for reasons
outlined in the postscript, is considered only briefly by this thesis.

2 For instance, pitch class analysis runs into problems at the first hurdle. Due to the need to have the
smallest intervals at the bottom, a pitch class approach to one of the basic building blocks of
Messiaen’s music, mode 3, would give t0 as C, C#, D, E, F, F#, G#, A, Bb (set-class 9-12 in Allen
Forte’s listings). However, Messiaen constructs mode 3 from a series of minor thirds (or a
diminished seventh chord), split into smaller steps of a tone followed by a semitone, producing C,
D, D#, E, F#, G, G#, A#, B. Furthermore, the initial version of the mode is labelled transposition
one. This confusion occurs even before we take into account the fact that register is often
important to Messiaen or that he often uses all twelve pitches freely but with clear preferences to
some over others or that he often distorts features once they are established.

3 More insight is promised with Tome VII of Messiaen’s Traité de Rythme, de Couleur, et
d’Omithologie, which 1s due for publication in about two years.

4 A glossary is provided to explain terms specific to this thesis, and as a reference for the shortened
versions of the names of works and books.

5 Olivier Messiaen: Jechnique de mon langage musical, (Paris: Alphonse Leduc,1944; English
translation: John Satterfield, Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1957). Henceforth referred to throughout this
thesis as Technique. All references are from the text volume unless volume 2 (which contains the
musical example) is specified.

6 Any reference to the modes within the text identifies the mode in arabic numerals and, where
relevant, the transposition in superscript Roman numerals. For example, the second transposition
of the mode three would be written as mode 3".

7 Olivier Messiaen: Traité¢ de Rythme, de Couleur, et d’Ornithologie (1949-1992) - Tome [ (Paris:
Alphonse Leduc, 1994); Tome II (Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1995); Tome III (Parls Alphonse Leduc,
1996); Tome [V (Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1997); Tome V, 1* Volume - Chants d’Qiseaux d’Europs
(Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1999). Henceforth referred to throughout this thesis as Trait€, with Roman
numerals to indicate the specific Tome.

8 Frustratingly, the «Tome» on Messiaen’s harmony, and, thus, the one which promises to hold most
information of specific relevance to this thesis, Tome VII, is not due for publication for another two
years. However, whilst this would have provided some answers, there has been a certain freedom
analyzing the music without too many preconditions.

9 Olivier Messiaen; Musique et couleur - nouveaux entretiens avec Claude Samuel (Paris: Pierre
Belfond, 1986). English translation E. Thomas Glasgow (Portland, Oregon Amadeus 1994).
Henceforth referred to throughout this thesis as ‘Messiaen: Musique et couleur.” Claude Samuel
also published, of course, an earlier set of interviews. However, much of what Messiaen says in
Musique et Couleur (1986) is simply a repetition of the earlier book Entretiens avec Olivier
Messiaen (1967), English translation by Felix Aprahamian (Paris: Belfond, 1967, London, 1976).
There is nothing lost from the earlier book which is of particular relevance to this thesis. To add
further to the confusion, Samuel has recently re-published the interviews, interspersed with his own

reflections on Messiaen as Permanences d’Olivier Messiaen: Dialogues et Commentaires, (Actes
Sud, 1999).
10 April 23, 1979 and December 16, 1983. Almut RoBler: Contributions to the Spiritual World ¢

Olivier Messiaen, English translation by Barbara Dagg and Nancy Poland (Dulsberg Gilles and
Francke, 1986). Henceforth referred to throughout this thesis as ‘Rofler: Contributions’.

11 Antoine Goléa: mwﬂmmmm@arls Julliard, 1960).
12 Paul Griffiths: Olivier Me d the music of time (London/Boston: Faber and Faber, 1985).

13 Roger Nichols: Miﬁ_iﬂl_(mm_e_d_um (London: Oxford University Press, 1986).
14 Robert Sherlaw Johnson: Messiaen (second edition) (London: Dent, 1989). See pages 187-189.

15 London: Faber and Faber 1995. For ease of reference, the five chapters listed shall be referred to
throughout this thesis as ‘Hill: Interview with Yvonne Loriod’: ‘Griffiths: Last Works’; ‘Hill: P1ano
Music II'; ‘Weir: Organ Music II'; ‘Griffiths: Saint _Francois’ together with the relevant page
number from The Messiaen Companion.
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Notes (continued)

16 The next longest contribution to the subject is a speculative, and rather premature, article in Jempo
- Christopher Dingle: ‘Charm and Simplicity: Messiaen’s final works’ in Tempo, no.192 (April
1995), pp.2-7.

17 Paris: Trinité Média Communications, 1995.

18 Paris: Bibliothé¢que nationale de France, 1996.

19 The book states «sous la direction de Catherine Massip».

20 New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 1998.

21 Tutzing: Verlegt bei Hans Schneider, 1998.

22 English in the case of certain American and Australian birds.

23 The variants are Yvonne Loriod-Messiaen, Yvonne Messiaen-Loriod and Yvonne Messiaen.

24 Roger Nichols: Messiaen, p.85.

25 Examples are numbered consecutively through each of the three parts of the thesis. Figures and
tables are given separate numbers. There is an index to the larger figures and tables at the
beginning of Volume IL.

26 This point can easily be confirmed by examining the full score of , for instance, Chorale de la
lumiére de gloire, the last movement of La Transfiguration.
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Chapter one

Développement par élimination et réintégration

The career of any great artist can be divided into broad creative periods
defined by discernible traits. Olivier Messiaen is no exception. This is despite the
fact that it is now part of the common currency when discussing his music to remark
upon the constancy with which Messiaen stuck to his idiosyncratic musical language.
It is true that some of the same techniques and spirit which he used in the first of his
works to be published, the Préludes, can still be heard in his final masterpiece Eclairs
sur l'Au-Dela.... Indeed, this 1s a perception which Messiaen himself encouraged, so
that the received wisdom 1s of the composer as a steady accumulator of techniques for
a continually expanding style. On one level, this i1s a reasonably accurate
interpretation in retrospect of Messiaen’s life. However, within this constancy, it is
possible to detect places where the composer markedly changes direction. There are,
in the words of Peter Hill, ‘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’.” As we shall see, each of these watersheds

was accompanied by a personal or artistic crisis.

For the reasons outlined above, Hill nevertheless goes on to remark that
separating Messiaen’s life into sections is ‘in his case, especially artificial’.” Taking
the broad sweep of Messiaen’s life and career as a completed entity, this is true, but if

Messiaen had died at an earlier age, our understanding of him as a composer would
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have differed radically. If he had died in 1949, he would have been described as a
composer of mostly religious works combining exotic rhythmic techniques with
luxurious and utterly idiosyncratic modal harmonies. However, if his obituary had
been written 1n 1962, Messiaen’s name would not necessarily have been synonymous
with religious works. He would have been recognized as a very devout man, who had
been organist at Sainte-Trinité for over thirty years, but who had not composed an
explicitly religious work for the concert hall since the end of the war. A man who had
spent the past decade and a half as a father figure to the avant garde, and whose recent
music formed part of the foundations for the brave new world being built by the

younger generation of composers.

Three periods of crisis can be identified in Messiaen’s life before the era
covered by this thesis, each of which had a discernible impact on his music for years
afterwards. On each occasion, it can be seen that Messiaen felt the need to reassess
the content of his musical language and to make choices about what types of material

to include or retain and which, if necessary, to reject.

—

As with all artists, Messiaen’s first crisis inevitably occurred right at the start
of his career with the dual needs of self-definition and survival. After he left the Paris
Conservatoire, Messiaen was faced both with the artistic problem of what kind of
composer he should be and the personal necessity of earning money. It almost goes
without saying that the solutions to these two problems are not always compatible.
The young Messiaen can be seen producing the kinds of works that composers are

supposed to write. The Théme et variations and Fantaisie burlesque of 1932 and the
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unpublished Fantaisie for violin and piano of 1933 certainly fall into this category as
do, of course, the works written for the Prix de Rome competition. To these,
arguably, could be added the unpublished Mass-setting of 1933, the Trois mélodies,
the tribute to Dupré and Dukas of the Diptyque and even the Préludes. Messiaen can
be seen gradually defining himself not only in terms of the idiosyncracies of the
modes, rhythms and other accretions to his language, but also in terms of what he was
rejecting. The short abstract superficialities of a work like the Fantaisie burlesque are
rejected in favour of works which have a firm subject matter, Messiaen’s faith.
Equally important is that the young Messiaen is keen to avoid just being an organ-

composer in the manner of Tournemire or Dupré.

The most dramatic and widely acknowledged crisis of Messiaen’s career
started in 1949. Against a background of the personal tragedy of his first wife’s
illness, Messiaen faced a major artistic crisis instigated by the uncompromising
radicalism of his students and the fervent climate of post-war Europe. It is
characterized as being a period of experimentation with technique and, whilst the
development of the composer’s thoughts as regards quasi-serial methods can be traced
from one work to the next, the change in Messiaen’s music was more a stylistic
decision than a matter of technique. Messiaen had been developing the various quasi-
serial and permutational procedures found in the works from 1949-1952 since, at
least, Vingt regards. The artistic change is not towards progressive techniques, these
were already part of Messiaen’s compositional toolkit, but away from relatively
traditional methods, particularly associations with tonality. In Turangalila, Messiaen

had explored the heady limits of his modal approach to composition, with its
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‘omnipresent harmony’.* He returned now to first priniciples, stripping his music of
its more opulent components and concentrating instead on what Boulez has described
as the ‘more anarchic intervals’.’> In other words, not only is there a rejection of
associations with tonality, but also of consonance. In the works from this period,
Messiaen can be seen exploring music at its most basic, though not simple, levels,
notably pitch and duration. The quasi-serial piano piece Mode de valeurs et
d’intensités acts as the technical totem for this period, but it is the systematic
permutational procedures developed in Cantéyodjaya, lle de feu II and Livre d orgue
from embryonic passages in, amongst others, Turangalila III, which have most
significance for future works. It took Messiaen three years to find a way forward
which involved neither abstraction nor serialism. His response was, of course, to turn
to nature and, in particular, birdsong. It was a solution which created a whole new set

of problems to solve, a plethora of challenges which Messiaen delighted 1n tackling

for the remainder of his career.

The personal and artistic crisis which surfaced in 1949 could be described as
artistically negative, in that it resulted in the rejection of certain aspects of Messiaen’s
musical language. The artistic consequences of the next crisis, which was spiritual 1n
nature, were far more constructive. On 4 December 1963, the Second Vatican
Council® released its first climactic documents and initiated the most radical changes
in the Roman Catholic Church since the Council of Trent (1545-1563). The
ramifications of Vatican II were greatly to affect every Roman Catholic throughout
the world. It reassessed the Church’s thinking on many aspects of the faith, from the

precise meaning of concepts such as transubstantiation to the use of language in the
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liturgy, with the latter resulting in the introduction of the vernacular into services. As
a strong believer with unquestioning faith in many of the central, and not so central,
tenets of Roman Catholicism, this questioning of the unquestionable would have been

extremely difficult for Messiaen. Furthermore, although a radical artist, he tended to

be deeply conservative regarding many aspects of his faith.

Just eighteen months after the publication of the first crucial documents from
Vatican 1I, Messiaen began work on the vast oratorio La Transfiguration de Notre-
Seigneur, Jésus-Christ. This work creates a liturgy for the concert hall in which can
be discerned many allusions to pre-Vatican II thought and practice. As such, it stands
as a discreet statement of concern about what might be lost to the Church. It is

Messiaen’s reaction to (not against) the challenge of Vatican IL.]

The musical consequence of this unexpected spiritual crisis was that Messiaen
began a process of monumental consolidation. La Transfiguration is the first of the
composer’s monumental acts of homage which draw upon the entirety of his, by now
capacious, compositional toolkit. The entirety of (Messiaen’s) creation is marshalled
in praising the glory of God, with the divergent styles found in his music before and
after 1949 being brought together into an omnifarious whole. Begun in 1965, the
oratorio marked the start of a series of huge religious canvasses culminating in the
completion of Saint Frangois d’4ssise in 1983, Despite complexities of detail, the
expansive gestures of La Transfiguration possess a powerful simplicity. Messiaen’s
prime concern both in the oratorio and in the gigantic works which followed was not

to flaunt clever new procedures but to convey a profound spiritual message. In such a



Part I: Setting the scene 18

global concept, innovatory techniques merely take their place alongside the plethora

of existing materials.

The monumental style of La Transfiguration also lies at the heart of Des
canyons aux étoiles... and, as has been mentioned already, culminates in the colossal
proportions of Saint Frangois d'Assise, prompting Paul Griffiths to group these works
under the collective title of ‘Trois grandes Liturgies de la Présence Divine’.? For ease
of reference, this thesis will henceforth refer to these three works collectively as the
monumental trinity works. It should be noted that in addition to these gigantic pieces,
two other works date from this period. Messiaen composed what was at that point his
longest organ work in the wake of the oratorio, Méditations sur le mystere de la Sainte
Trinité and he preceded Des canyons with his longest single movement piano work,
La fauvette des jardins. As we shall see in chapter three of Part I, the opera was soon
followed by Livre du Saint Sacrement, which has the distinction not only of being
Messiaen’s largest work for organ, but also one of the longest pieces in the repertoire

for that instrument.

The crisis of 1949 is widely recognized by Messiaen scholars. For instance, 1t
is reflected in the structure of the Messiaen Companion. Whilst the identification of
the link between Vatican II and La Transfiguration is not yet accepted as widely, it
cannot be disputed that there was a marked shift in the direction of Messiaen’s music
during the middle of the 1960s. This thesis contends that, after the completion of
Saint Frangois, Messiaen faced a fourth crisis which also resulted in a discernible, 1f

less dramatic, stylistic shift.
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Developments in individual techniques and methods are, of course, important
in distinguishing between different periods of Messiaen’s career. However, before
considering a few key elements of his musical language in detail, it is worth
reiterating a couple of the pertinent stylistic characteristics of the periods outlined
above, the macroscopic compositional choices which do not depend on specific

devices.

Messiaen 1s known as a composer of joyful music, and this is one of the
prevalent characteristics of his music up to, and including, the Tristan triptych, and of
the monumental trinity works. There is a very public emotionalism in these works
which is largely absent from the works of the 1950s. This middle period of his
creative life can be described as introspective. Catalogue d’oiseaux characterizes this
mood, and underlines that, compositionally, it was a choice. The penultimate piece,
Le traquet rieur, ends with an exuberant flourish in glistening A major. If it had been
composed during another period, this would have been the conclusion to Catalogue
d'oiseaux. Instead, this enormous cycle ends with the desolation of Le courlis cendré.
Whereas 1n earlier (and later) works Messiaen delivers his message with certitude of

earlier (and later) works, the mood here is more reflective and introverted.

Of even greater relevance to this thesis is the fact that the vast proportions of
the monumental trinity works are not an accident but an integral part of Messiaen’s
intentions in these works. The aim is to overwhelm the listener with the glory and
magnificence of God. The listener should be dazzled by the music, and given some

idea of the ternfying awe which the composer describes in relation to Terribilis est
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locus iste from La Transfiguration, Cedar Breaks et le don de crainte from Des
canyons and Les Stigmates from the opera. There are moments of tenderness, but the
lasting impression from these works is the overwhelming power of both the music and

the forces which deliver it. As we shall see, the approach taken in Eclairs is markedly

different.

Whilst the phases of Messiaen’s career can be defined and discussed in terms
of the prevalence or absence of certain techniques and subjects, an important factor is
the status of chords associated with diatonic harmony. Much of Messiaen’s harmony
1s deliberately ambiguous, with chords often having several functions. However,
discussion of Messiaen’s music for the most part either declines to talk about harmony
or denies any links with tonality for all but the simplest triads. Messiaen’s terms for
describing chords are used as an end in themselves, without any attempt being made
to ascertain the purpose of the chord or to place it in its context. It is the equivalent of
analysing Mozart’s music by saying ‘a root position major triad is followed by a first
inversion major triad and a minor triad’. Messiaen has provided the descriptive
framework for analysing his music, but, thus far, most analyses do little more than
regurgitate the descriptive information provided by the composc—:-r.9 In fact, many
chords have clear links with tonality'® even though the composer may use very
different terminology. The following brief examination of pertinent items 1n

S " : §
Messiaen’s compositional toolkit concentrates on harmony rather than rhythm.
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In addition to major and augmented triads, with and without added notes, three
chord-types or collections of chord-types dominate the discussion of Messiaen’s
harmony in this thesis; accords a renversements transposés, accords a résonance
contractée and a chord derived from mode 3. In addition, there is a fourth collection
of chords for which, although they are of lesser significance, it would be useful to

explain their background; the accords tournants.

Before discussing any specifics of harmony, however, it would be useful
briefly to consider Messiaen’s compositional process. It is well known that Messiaen
was almost pathologically secretive regarding work in progress and, as yet, very little
has been seen of the ‘thousands of notebooks’ filled with sketches for works.'?

Nevertheless, Yvonne Loriod’s comments to Peter Hill are revealing:

He [Messiaen] worked at the piano and also at the table. All

the harmonies were devised at the piano, but the rhythms
were worked out at the table. He had his desk and the p1ano

side by side."”

The first observation to be made is that, as might have been guessed, there is a clear
division of method between the fields of pitch and duration. The second observation,
and the one which is most pertinent to discussions regarding Messiaen’s harmony 1n
this thesis, is that the piano was the preferred compositional tool for harmonic work.
This is hardly surprising given the composer’s pedigree as an improviser. It-is deeply
significant, nonetheless, when discussing the harmony because, in reduction, the vast

majority of Messiaen’s chords, however complex, sit very comfortably under two
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hands. As we shall see, many of the chords can be divided, either into a triadic
element and a resonant element, or into two triadic elements. This is reinforced by
Messiaen’s descriptions of the colours associated with the chords, in which he will
often state that there are two strata of colour.'* The implications of this bipartite
method of constructing harmony will be a recurrent feature of this thesis. In
particular, the discussion of harmony will frequently refer to, for instance, the triadic

element of a chord or to the underlying part of a chord."

Let us turn now to the specific chord-types outlined earlier, starting with the
accords a renversements transposés. An increasingly pervasive influence throughout
Messiaen’s career, the accords a renversements transposés started their long life as
the accord sur dominante, a harmony which, as Messiaen points out in Ieg_hniguc,w
consists of all the notes of the major scale (example I:1). The reason for the name is
clear. The chord in example I:1 contains all the notes of the C major scale, but it is
built on the ‘dominant’ note, G natural. However, Messiaen later expressed regret at
the epithet he had bestowed upon the chord, feeling that it was misleading.'” The
inappropriateness of the composer’s terminology becomes clear almost immediately
in Ieghm_qm.w First he adds an appoggiatura to the upper two notes (example 1:2).
Then Messiaen proposes a sequence in which the inversions of the accord sur
dominante, together with the double appoggiatura, are transposed so that they share

the same bass note (example 1:3).19

According to the composer, the effect of this procedure is multicoloured, like

stained-glassm and it 1s used to form the first eight chords of the glinting piano
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isorhythm 1in Liturgie de cristal from the Quatuor (example 1:4). However, the
technique can be found in embryonic form in earlier works such as Tombeau de Paul
Dukas (example I:5). In Technique, Messiaen also transposes the inversions of the
accord du résonance.”’ However, when later in his career he uses the term accords a
renversements transposés sur la méme note de basse, he is referring only to a
sequence of chords derived from the accord sur dominante similar to that found in
example I:3. In other words, he has labelled a specific series of chords in terms of a
procedure which is also applied to other chords. The reasons for this may be the
increasing prevalence of the sequence derived from the accord sur dominante, and

Messiaen’s awareness of the inadequacies of his previous label.

It should be stressed, however, that the accords a renversements transposés
sur la méme note de basse are not identical to the sequence in example I:3 as
Messiaen only uses inversions of the accord sur dominante with the double
appoggiatura.22 Furthermore, there are numerous instances in early works, such as the
Quatuor, of the composer utilizing the accord sur dominante, both with and without
the double appoggiatura, as an individual harmony. In other words, the accords a
renversements transposés sur la méme note de basse are not identical to, but derived
from the accord sur dominante (example 1:6).

Two passages from Traité illustrate this point. In the analysis in Tome III of
Syllabes from Harawi, Messiaen explains that the fifth measure is based upon the
accord sur dominante (example 1:7) and that «différents renversements de l'accord
disposés sur une note de basse commune, chaque accord étant appoggiaturey

(example 1:8).23 However, in the discussion of the Final from Turangalila-
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symphonie in Tome II, Messiaen gives an example of six woodwind chords (example
I:9) and explains that the two chords in bar 3, marked C, are «a renversements
transposés sur la méme note de basse».** Example I:8 contains inversions of the
accord sur dominante both with and without appoggiaturas. Example 1:9 only uses
inversions of the accord sur dominante with appoggiaturas, hence the classification of

«renversements transposés sur la méme note de basse».

Messiaen often refers to them, less cumbersomely, as accords a renversements
transposés and, 1n works up to and including Saint Frangois he uses them in groups of
two, three or four chords. Two prominent sequences are found in the representation
of the moonlit lake in La fauvette des jardins (example 1:10) and the chorale which
concludes Les Stigmates in Saint Frangois (example 1:11). Sequences of accords a
renversements transposés effectively instigate a short pedal note, so it 1s hardly
surprising that in each of the examples above, they add to the sense of harmonic

tension or expectancy.

One consequence of the protracted evolution of the accords a renversements
transposés is that they can be interpreted harmonically in several different ways. The
first chord in example I:3 could be viewed as being in F sharp major, remembering its
derivation from the accord sur dominante. As part of the collection on the same bass
note, it could be said that the second chord is also attached to F sharp major. Viewed
as the first inversion of the accord sur dominante, though, its allegiance switches to E
major. Messiaen’s description of the renversements transposés chords in Tome il of

Traité is illuminating.> The composer says that the genesis of the renversements
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transposés chords 1s a dominant ninth with the tonic, in this case F sharp, in place of
the third (example 1:12). This chord has just five pitches, omitting the upper two
pitches from the chords in example 1:3. However, these two pitches magically appear,
without explanation, in Messiaen’s next set of examples (example 1:13). In other
words, Messiaen is avoiding an explicit link with the accord sur dominante.
Furthermore, he is suggesting that the upper two notes are not the key26 to the

27

harmony.”” This is reinforced when he suggests that the four chords®® respectively

sound «...comme une dominante... comme un accord de 6. %

comme une quarlte et
sixte...”’ [and] un accord 1:::ar;ﬁ:u"t».."'l This suggests that it is perfectly legitimate to

refer to the four chords in example 1:6 in terms of the triadic harmonies of the bottom

stave.32

Nevertheless, such an acknowledgement of the association that the chords
have with those derived from diatonic harmony is rare. It is immediately superceded
in the discussion by Messiaen’s description of the colours of each chord, which he
separates into «zone supérieur» and «zone inférieur». In other words, the top three
notes and the bottom four notes of each chord. For instance, the top three notes of the
first chord in example 1:6 are «cristal de roche et citrine» and the bottom four notes
are «couleur cuivre a reflets d’or». In addition to assigning colours, Messiaen’s own
system of identifying accords a renversements transposés in analyses in Trait¢ seems
to be a conscious attempt to obfuscate any ‘tonal’ qualities. Each chord is described
in terms of its «tableau» (the pitch on which the bottom note is placed),33 and then its
inversion in terms of the letters A to D. The four chords in example 1:6 would be

described as «renversements transposés n° 1, accords A, B, C et D», as would be the
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first four chords of the chorale at the end of Les Stigmates (see example I:11).

Similarly, the last four chords in example I:11 would be described as «renversements
transposés n° 4, accords A, B, C et D». Discussion of renversements transposés
chords in this thesis 1s less concerned with the inversion or transposition of specific
chords per se, and centred more on the harmonic implications of each chord. In other
words, there 1s a greater emphasis on the role of each chord within the broader

context.

The second chord-type which requires discussion is the accord a résonance
contractée. The first point to make about these chords is that they are not the same as,
or even related to, the accord de la résonance mentioned in fl'_e_c_hnigj.m.34 The accord
& résonance contractée™ is related to the renversements transposés chords through
the «9° de dominante avec la tonique a la place de la sensible» (example 1:14).°
Messiaen precedes this chord with a quintuple appoggiatura, and provides two
resonance notes in the bass (example 1:15). The final step is to squeeze the pitches
which had been spread across more than four octaves into less than two (example
I:16). The resulting pair of seven note chords appears frequently as an emphatic

punctuating or cadential device.

Like the renversements transposés chords, the genesis of the accords a
résonance contractée can be traced back at least as far as the Quatuor. Example I:15
is essentially a refinement of an example provided in Technique during the discussion
on «enchainements d’accords» (example I:17).37 Messiaen explains that, the second

bar of example 1:17 (marked B) «contracte la résonance» of another example taken
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from a short passage in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour 1’'Ange qui annonce la fin du
Temps (example 1:18).”° As with the renversements transposés chords, the accords a
résonance contractée were formalized at least by the time of Turangalila, with the

consequence that the two chords in the second bar (marked B) of example 1.9 are

described as such.

Harmonic interpretation is, again, ambiguous. The dominant ninth chord in
example I:14 would suggest that the accord a résonance contractée of example I:16
has an affinity with A flat major or E flat. However, far more forceful is the sense of
the D flat major triad, a point underlined by the distribution of pitches in the example
from Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour 1’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps quoted in
Technique (see examples I:17 and I:18). The composer’s own terminology again
seems designed to avoid such discussion by referring to the «fableau» and chords A

and B respectively.”

The third chord-type which requires explanation has not, thus far, been
classified by Messiaen.”’ Nevertheless, it does warrant a mention in Technigue in
relation to the modes. In the discussion of mode 3, Messiaen provides an example of
an «accord-type» (example I:l9).""l Mode 3 is, of course, built upon the augmented
triad, and this chord plays on that fact. It simply combines two major triads, a major
third apart (i.e. C and Ab majors). The upper triad is in root position, the lower triad
is in second inversion and also has an added seventh. The pivotal note is the root of
the upper triad and the third of the lower triad, C natural in this case. Like the

renversements transposés chords and the accord & résonance contractée, this chord
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plays on ambiguities and can be used as a bridging chord between harmonic areas
(example 1:20) or, as Messiaen suggests in Technique, as a cadence chord (example
I:21),.42 Although the chord is basically a combination of two triads, it does not imply
bitonality so much as a modal disdain for diatonic sensibilities. This chord features
prominently within Messiaen’s modal writing, and it is an inescapable feature of the
works featured in Parts II and III of this thesis. For ease of reference, therefore, and
following Messiaen’s description of the chord in Technique, it shall subsequently be
referred to in this thesis as the #ypical chord. Taking account of its triadic

implications, the chord in example 1:19 would be described as the Ab7/C gypical

chord.

Finally, it 1s necessary for the sake of clarity to mention the genesis of the
accords tournants. These three chords are not as pervasive as the renversements
transposés chords, the accords a résonance contractée or the typical chord,: but they
do feature in the analyses in Parts II and III. Furthermore, they are easily confused
with passages described by the composer as «fournoyant», notably the first entry of
piano one in Amen des étoiles, de la planéte & I'anneau.® Confusingly, the accords
tournants can be traced back at least as far as a passage later in the same movement.
As Messiaen explains in his analysis of Visions in Tome III of Traité, piano one 1s
based on three chords from the last system of page 13 until the second system on page
14 of Amen des étoiles, de la planéte a I'anneau (example 1:22). These are split into
pairs of notes and heard four times in total, a tone lower on each occasion (example
I:23).45 Messiaen says that the three chords in example 1:22 «sont des « colonnes

d’air en résonance mobiles » (comme le vent dans les arbres) autour de la note
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Sol».** As with the other chords discussed in this chapter, these three chords fall
under two hands, a fact underlined by Messiaen’s use of two staves in Traité.
Nevertheless, it 1s only the third chord which has any clear intimation of triadic

harmony, in this case D flat major.

These colonnes d’air chords also appear in the works of the Tristan triptych,.47
but, at some point during the 1950s, they underwent a mutation so that by the time of
Chronochromie they had become the three accords tournants (example 1:24). The
change from example 1:22 is subtle. Whereas the top note, G natural in this case,
remains the same in all three colonnes d’air chords, it moves a semitone either side of
its starting pitch in the accords tournants. By doing this, the three top notes act as a
mirror to the bottom three notes. Like the renversements transposés chords and the
accord a résonance contractée, Messiaen classifies the accords tournants in terms of
tableau and labels the three chords A, B and C. Only C has a clear triadic component,
although 1t is worth noting that the pitches of its triad are the only constants of the
three chords.*® However, whilst the three accords tournants are clearly related,

Messiaen appears to have fewer qualms about using one or two of the chords in

: . 49
isolation.

Whereas the accords tournants are used both as individual sonorities and as a
related group, the accords a renversements transposés and accords a résonance
contractée are specifically chord-groups which operate under fixed criteria, whilst the

typical chord relies upon the context of mode 3. However, there are two areas of
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Messiaen’s music 1n which he relaxes his grip on these relationships; birdsong and
passages employing permutations symétriques.

From at least the time of Catalogue d’oiseaux,”’ when he began his attempts to
capture not just the melody, but also the timbre of each species, Messiaen was
prepared to divorce chord-types from their usual context in order to convey with
greater accuracy the complex timbral qualities of each bird. As a consequence, it is
not uncommon to find just one chord from a pair of accords a résonance contractée,
or an isolated harmony from the accords a renversements transposés either supporting
or forming part of the birdsong. Example 1:25 is taken from the sixth long solo for the

central protagonist of La fauvette des jardins. The first bar contains an accord a
résonance contractee, the second bar an isolated renversements transposés chord on
A flat whilst the third bar begins with another renversements transposés, this time on
B natural. Whilst Messiaen’s harmony normally operates with clearly defined

relationships, it 1s allowed to fly freely when applied to birdsong.

The second area of Messiaen’s music in which he relaxes his grip on the
harmonic relationships outlined above 1is during passages of permutations
symétriques, notably in Chronochromie. These attach chords to durations in a manner
not dissimilar to Liturgie de cristal. There are three separate sets of durations, and,
hence, three distinct sets of chords. Strophe I of Chronochromie utilizes introversions
1,2 and 3.”' The durations of introversion I are played by eight first violins play
chords chosen freely by the composer from among the three types of accords

tournants, and twelve tableaux (pitches) at which they can be heard. Similarly,
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introversion 2 1s given to seven second violins, which play chords chosen from the
four configurations of renversements transposés chord and, again, the twelve tableaux
at which they can be placed. Finally, introversion 3 is given to 3 violas and four
cellos, playing accords a résonance contractée, chosen from the two chord-types and

the twelve tableaux.

In his analysis of Strophe I of Chronochromie in Tome III of the Traité,”

Messiaen explains that each of the renversements transposés chords is chosen In

53

isolation, «séparé de ses 3 voisins du tableau».”” Nevertheless, he goes on to state

that:

...J'al gardé en plusieurs endroits, le principe de la méme
note de basse qui est une des caractéristiques des couleurs

changeantes et de I’irisation de cet accord.”

In other words, even though he has taken a quasi-pointillistic approach to each chord,
Messiaen does not wish entirely to break with the relationship which defines the
accords a renversements transposés;, the utilization of a common bass note.
Similarly, he states that each accord a résonance contractée is chosen in isolation

«séparé de son voisin du tableau»,” but goes on to explain that:

...J’al gardé en plusieurs endroits, le voisinage des 2
accords, soit dans la succession A, B, soit dans la succession
retrograde B, A, pour conserver l’effet de la résonance

contractée commune aux 2 accords.56
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Messiaen wishes to retain some link with the idea that each pair of accords a
résonance contractée 1s inextricably linked. In short, in a movement whose
compositional logic is to undermine the fundamental relationships which define the
renversements transposés chords and the accords a résonance contractée, Messiaen
feels impelled to protect some examples of these re:lationships‘.57 As we shall see, his
attitude to these chords was markedly different in the works that he composed after

Saint Francois d 'Assise.

Before progressing, however, it would be beneficial to highlight one of the
melodic formulae outlined in Technique. In his discussion of melody in chapter eight,
Messiaen introduces the idea of a returning chromaticism («chromatisme retourné»)
which would be «la joie d’'un Béla Barték» (example 1:26).”° Messiaen then gives
examples of these little chromatic turns in works ranging from Chant d’extase dans un
paysage triste from the Préludes (example 1:27) to the Louange a l'Immortalité de
Jésus from the Quatuor, encompassing Les offrandes oubliées and Les Mages from La

> What becomes apparent from these examples i1s that, in

Nativité in the process.
Messiaen’s usage, the returning chromaticism is always followed by a tritone. In
other words, it could be regarded as a decoration of a tritone leap. However, in
Neumes rythmiques, Messiaen uses the returning chromaticism not as a decorative

melodic device so much as a recurring pitch fragment (example 1:28). As we shall

see, this unassuming melodic formula assumes great significance in Eclairs.

This chapter has only touched on a select few of the myriad techniques used

by Messiaen in his music. Others will be discussed later in this thesis as they occur.
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This chapter has simply sought to provide a basic context for the last decade of
Messiaen’s life and to explain some of the technical resources which will be recurrent

themes in later analyses and/or about which confusion might otherwise arise.

As was mentioned earlier, the opera Saint Frangois d’Assise was the
culmination of Messiaen’s tendency towards ever more grandiose projects from the
time of La Transfiguration onwards. Not only does it form the third panel of what
this thesis terms the monumental trinity works, but, as we shall see, it stands as
Messiaen’s summa, his magnum opus. More importantly, there is clear evidence that
Messiaen believed that 1t would be his last work. The works which appeared in the
years after Saint Frangois can only be understood fully in the context of the opera.
Although it essentially stands outside the time period being discussed in this thesis, it
is necessary, therefore, to look at the opera more closely before progressing to the

main body of works being examined.

Notes

1 In conversation with Almut RﬁBIer for Instance, Messnaen stated ‘I abandon nothmg" with regard
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2 Hill: The Messiaen Companion, p.1.

3 1bid.

4 Pierre Boulez in an interview shown as part of ‘Messiaen at 80’: programme broadcast by BBC2 on
10 December 1988.
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6 Henceforth referred to as 'Vatican II'.

7 For further discussion of the relationship between Vatican II and La Transf guranon see
Christopher Dingle: :_Olivier Messiaen: La Transfiguration de Notre-Seigneur, Jé A
Provisional Study (Sheffield, September 1994), Volume I; Text; Volume 1I: Muswal Examples
(M.Phil thesis.).

8 Paul Griffiths: La Transfiguration de Notre Seieneur Jésus-Christ [sic], program booklet to Decca

compact disc: 425 616-2.

9 It is striking when reading Traité that Messiaen indicates only rarely how the harmony of his own
music is put together and how different chords interact. This is in marked contrast to his analytical
insights into the music of other composers.

10 Though not diatonic harmony or conventional tonal relationships.
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Notes (continued)

11 It should be reiterated that the remainder of this chapter is not intended to be a guide to Messiaen’s
musical language. Rather, it is simply an opportunity to clarify precisely what is meant by certain
terms, particularly some of those which have arisen since Technique.

12 Hill: Interview with Yvonne Loriod, p.28S.
13 Hill: Interview with Yvonne Lorjod, p.285.

14 As we shall see, for instance, with the accords a renversements transposés.
15 i.e. the part which would be played by the left hand in a piano score.

16 Technique, p.43.

17 Private communication from Peter Hill.

18 Technique, p.43.

19 jbid,

20 Technique, p.43.

21 Technique, p.43.

22 i.e. the first, third, fifth and seventh chords in examples I:3 and 1:4.

23 Traité - Tome 111, p.300.
24 The G natural of the first chord and E flat of the second chord are added notes.

25 Traité - Tome 111, pp. 86-87.

26 No pun intended.

27 It also underlines the point that it is the bottom five notes which are inverted, then transposed.

28 Which are the same as those found in example 1:6 and, hence, are clearly derived from example I:3.

29 i.e. a first inversion.

30 i.e. a second inversion.

31 Traité - Tome 11l p.86

32 The first chord remains ambiguous. Whilst Messiaen says that it sound like a dominant (i.e. C#7),
it is strongly suggestive of the B major triad.

33 Csharpis 1, D natural 2 and C natural is 12.

34 Technique, p. 43.

35 Messiaen’s utilization of the singular when describing a pair of chords is explained by the fact that
the first chord is an appoggiatura to the second. However, there are many instance when he uses

the plural.
36 Yvonne Loriod-Messiaen: ‘Etude sur I'euvre pianistique d’Olivier Messiaen’ in Catherine Massip

(ed.): Portrait(s) d’Olivier Messiaen (Paris: Bibliothéque nationale de France, 1996), p. 105.
37 Technique, p. 47.
38 Technique, p. 47.

39 In this case, the pitch of example 1:16 is number 1. Using the lowest note as reference, D natural is
the lowest note. This contrasts with the renversements transposés chords in which C sharp = 1.
However, this could be interpreted as supporting the notion that the D flat major triad is pre-
eminent in example I:16.

40 It will surely feature in some guise in Traité - Tome VII, though it will be interesting to see whether
Messiaen describes it in terms of mode 3 or gives it another name.

41 Technique, volume one, p. 54, volume two, example 335.

42 Technique, volume one, p. 54, volume two, example 337.

43 i.e. the lower triad first.

44 Visions de I’Amen, p.8. See, also, Yvonne Loriod-Messiaen’s description of the hammering string
chords in Le chemin de I'Invisible in the preface to Eclairs.

45 Traité - Tome 11, p. 238.
46 Traité - Tome 111, p. 238.

47 See Laville qui dormait, toi from Harawi, the piano part at rehearsal figure 22 in Chant d amour [
and the strings and woodwind from bar five of rehearsal figure 15 in Joie du sang des étoiles from
Turangalila and the first of the Cing rechants.

48 These chords do not share a common bass note, so the tableau is relative. However, it is surely not
just coincidence that the triadic element of chord C on tableau 1 is D flat major, the pitch/triad at
the basis of the first tableau for the renversements transposés and résonance contractée chords.
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Notes (continued)

49 See, for instance, Chorale de la Sainte Montagne from La Transfiguration in which there is an
isolated accord tournant in the second bar and pairs of accords tournants in bars fifteen and
twenty-eight.

50 There are some one or two earlier instances.

51 For a detailed explanation of permutations symétriques, and terms such as introversion, see Traité -

Tome 11, pp. 5-76.

52 Traité - Tome 11, pp. 84-91.

53 Traité - Tome 11, p. 87.

54 1bid.

55 Traité - Tome ]I, p. 88.

56 ibid.

57 Messiaen conspicuously neglects to retain any link between the three accords tournants, see Traité
- Tome III, p. 86.

58 Technique, p.23.
59 See Technique, volume 2, examples 96, 95 and 92.
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Chapter two

Saint Francois d’Assise

Messiaen’s formative years were dominated by works for the stage. His love
of spoken theatre emanated from the influence of his literary parents, and the
composer’s childhood productions of Shakespeare’s plays in his cellophane sweet-
wrapper equivalent of The Globe theatre gained a place among the limited repertoire
of anecdotes about his early life.! It was only natural, therefore, that when he
discovered his talent and love for music, Messiaen rapidly developed a passion also
for opera.” The genre was also prominent in his analysis and composition classes at
the Conservatoire. Nevertheless, from the 1950s onwards, he stated both to his
students and to the public at large that opera was dying, and even that «le thédtre

musical est toujours une espéce de trahison».”

It was bemused astonishment, therefore, that greeted the announcement in
1978 that Messiaen was almost four years into composing a gigantic opera: Saint
Frangois d’Assise. He freely admitted that he had been extremely reluctant, at first, to
accept Rolf Lieberman’s commission, feeling that he was not suited to the task. After
deliberation, however, Messiaen had realized that with Saint Francis as his subject, he
could come close to fulfilling his dream of composing a Passion - a dream which
modesty would not permit him to achieve in a more overt manner.” Work on the

opera increasingly dominated the composer’s life for nearly nine years.
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There could never be enough space in this thesis for more than a cursory
glance at Saint Frangois d Assise. The opera is a work of such magnitude, richness
and depth that 1t requires a major study in its own right. Nevertheless, it had a
profound impact on the principal works being discussed in this study. Saint Frangois
d’Assise 1s not the focal point of this thesis, but it does define the works under

discussion. This occurs in three ways:

o it defines the temporal parameters of the thesis.

e 1t defines the stylistic approach from which the works of Messiaen’s

last years changed.

e 1t provoked a creative crisis that was to affect profoundly the works

which followed.

Whilst the first of these simply highlights the fact that the works examined in this
study are those which Messiaen composed after the opera, the remaining two points
are more complex and account for the majority of the discussion in this chapter. In
addition to these issues, the opera raises certain questions regarding the organization
of materials within a large-scale structure. The discussion of Eclairs sur l'su-dela...
will consider many of these questions further, but it would be apposite to consider,
albeit briefly, some of the ways in which Messiaen marshals his resources and how
this can be misunderstood. Finally, there are certain technical and practical details

which have a bearing on the discussion of later works.

Saint Frangois is the culmination of the monumental trinity works and

Messiaen’s process of consolidation on an ever more monumental scale. As such, it
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represents the most extreme example of the composer’s desire to overwhelm the
listener in every respect. The more quantifiable stylistic elements, such as duration,

instrumentation, register and volume are all taken to their limits. A central tenet of
this thesis 1s that the works of Messiaen’s final years suggest a shift in the broad scale
stylistic approach. This change in direction marks a departure from the desire to
overwhelm which characterizes the monumental trinity works and, specifically, Saint

Francois.

Saint Frangois 1s a large work by any standards, even Messiaen’s own. It
consists of about four and a half hours of meticulously crafted music for the largest
forces the composer ever requested. The manuscript score weighs about twenty-five
pounds and contains approximately two thousand five hundred pages.5 It is scored for
an orchestra of one hundred and nineteen and a choir of one hundred and ﬁf’ty.6 The
sheer magnitude of the orchestra, including many bulky instruments, would cause
problems in even the most accommodating opera house pit.” For instance, the opera
contains five virtuosic parts for the claviers - glockenspiel, vibraphone, xylophone,
xylorimba and marimba. The percussion section proper contains no less than three
sets of tubular bells and a set of crotales as well as a vast array of instruments of
indeterminate pitch including timbral subtleties such as the paper, wood and glass
chimes which colour the principal theme of Saint Frangois. Furthermore, with the
exception of the percussion section, each member of the orchestra has an individual
part which is specific to one instrument. Thus the three piccolo parts and the part for
alto flute are entirely independent of the 3 flute parts. Similarly, each of the sixty-

eight string players has a unique part.
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The magnitude of Messiaen’s requirements are, in part, a reflection of his age

and status at the time of composing Saint Frangois:

Je me suis alors: «Je vais avoir soixante-dix ans. J'at le

droit de faire des folies.»®

The lavishness of the resources he permits himself 1s in marked contrast to the mere
forty-two performers required for Des canyons, a limitation admittedly imposed by
the size of the venue for the premiére rather than prudence on Messiaen’s part.
Nevertheless, if the timespan of Saint Frangois rivals Wagner in the opera house, the
overall duration of about 100 minutes for Des canyons is Mahlerian in its ambitions

for the concert hall.

Almost as long as Des canyons at an hour and a half, and approaching Saint
Frangois in the multitude of performers required is La Transfiguration.. Both the
opera and the oratorio have a ten part chorus,’ the disposition of wind is similar, and
the string requirements are identical. Crucially, both Saint Frangois and La
Transfiguration have seven soloists - singers in the opera, instrumentalists in the

oratorio.

One of the most important timbral links between the works of Messiaen’s
Monumental trinity is the proliferation of wind instruments from the extreme lower
register. Or, more accurately, the frequent use of the extreme lower register either in
isolation or as the foundation of the entire texture. In La Transfiguration, this ranges

from the cavernous B flats from tuba, saxhorn, contrabass tuba, trombone pedal notes
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and low tam tam imitating Tibetan music in Perfecte conscius illius perfectae
generationis to the the bass clarinet, bassoons, contrabassoon, trombones, bass
trombone, tuba, saxhorn, contrabass tuba underpinning the chorales. In Des canyons
the low brass combine with cellos and piano in fearsome passages in the opening
movement, Le désert. They also add a granitic strength to the translation of Hebrew
invocations into langage communicable'’ in Cedar Breaks et le don de crainte and
they also create profound fundamental notes for the final chords of Bryce canyons et
les rochers rouge-orange and Zion Park et la cité céleste. Lauds from the opera
juxtaposes the extremities of register during the brothers’ prayers, particularly in the
Sanctus. Indeed, this juxtaposition is not dissimilar to that created by the ‘Tibetan’
music from Perfecte conscius illius perfectae generationis mentioned above. In the
pounding chord which occurs following the Angel’s delicate tap on the monastery
door in L’Ange voyageur, the bass drum gives extra emphasis to the low wind
instruments (example I:29). Indeed, Messiaen’s use of the bass drum in Saint
Frangois is more pervasive than in any other work, and it works in tandem with claves

to striking effect in Les stigmates.

The most startling source of low sonorities in Saint Frangois comes from an
aspect of the orchestration which looks on paper like a purely retrograde step. The
score calls for three Ondes Martenot, which are arranged spatially on the left, the right
and in front of the conductor. Although Messiaen’s name is synonymous with the
Onde Martenot, he had not written for the instrument for over thirty years when he
came to write the opera. In earlier works, such as Trois petites liturgies, Messiaen

concentrates on the silken-voiced upper register of the instrument. This is certainly
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not neglected in Saint Frangois, particularly in the music associated with the Angel.
However, he also draws extensively upon the unusual expressive capabilities of the
instrument’s lower register, notably in the opening music for Le baiser au lépreux and

accompanying the declamations of Frére Bernard.

There is a plethora of possible examples of bass textures in the Monumental
trinity works. That may not be a startling observation per se, but such prevalence

highlights their near absence in the works from Messiaen’s final years.

Whilst the instrumental and vocal requirements of Saint Frangois are truly
impressive, and their utilization is often remarkable, these stylistic traits are merely
symptomatic of the fact that the opera covers, directly or by allusion, several subjects
which had hitherto been taboos for the composer. Principal amongst these is the

quasi-Passion setting of Les stigmates.

Considering the emphasis that Messiaen gave throughout his life to his
Catholic faith, his reluctance to write a Passion is on the surface a little surprising.
The reason he gave for this apparent omission was that he felt unworthy to approach
such an undertaking. This is perhaps intertwined with his disinclination to compose
liturgical music - the accounts of Christ’s Passion are, after all, part of the Holy Week
liturgy in the Catholic Church. Furthermore, the fundamental aspects of Messiaen’s
faith were traditional, even if his expression of them was often radical. For Catholics,
the highpoint of the mass is the Eucharistic Rite during which, according to the

- _ : C 1
doctrine of the Church, transubstantiation occurs and Christ’s Passion is re-enacted.
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For Messiaen then, Christ’s Passion was not just the crucial passage in each of
the Gospc—:ls,12 or even the focus of the Good Friday service, but a regularly
encountered phenomenon that formed a central pillar of his faith. In both Saint

. » . l .
Frangois and Livre du Saint Sacrement, > Messiaen came much closer than ever

before to addressing the entwined mysteries of the Eucharist and the Passion.

In Les Stigmates, Messiaen was able to come much nearer to composing a

Passion than in any other work. Messiaen did not find the task an easy one:

J’ai rencontré les plus grandes difficultés, parce que je ne
suis pas un musicien de la douleur, de la souffrance, de
I’horreur, mais un musicien de la joie. C’est & dire que ce

tableau était totalement contraire & ma nature, mais je I’ai

4 . ” 14
neanmoins compose avec tout mon cceur.

Nevertheless, 1t is worth noting that Terribilis est locus iste from La Transfiguration
has a certain similarity of intent, with its portrayal of the Divine concluding with what
can best be described as a musical depiction of ‘holy terror’."”> Furthermore, Terribilis
est locus iste occupies a comparable position within the overall structure of La
Transfiguration - twelfth out of fourteen movements - to that of Les Stigmates within

the context of Saint Francois.

More 1mportant is that Les Stigmates is a symbol for the Passion and that
Frangois 1s a symbol for Christ. The text of the choir, which represents nothing less
than the voice of God, makes this link explicit when it informs the saint that he must

become a second Paschal sacrifice. In addition, it contains many references to the



Part I: Setting the scene 43

theology which underpins the services of the Easter triduum, whilst the music is
utilized as a symbolic tool. For instance, the choir sings fully chromatic clusters at
three crucial points in the tableau: humming quietly during the opening depiction of
darkness (example 1:30), as a crescendo on the words «/’Homme Dieu!» (example
I:31), and hammered out with full orchestra during the infliction of the stigmata

(example 1:32).

Another instance of textual and musical symbolism occurs on the phrase «Je
suis I ’Alpha et I'Omega». Alpha and Omega are symbolic of the eternity of Christ as
they are ‘the beginning and the end’ of the Greek alphabet, and the opening prayers of
the Easter Vigil Mass, the most important service of the liturgical year, refers to them.
This phrase is heard five times in succession in Les Stigmates, representing five

wounds of Christ which Francgois 1s about to receive (example 1:33).

These kinds of allusions are not unusual in Messiaen’s music, but the opera is
especially rich in symbolism at every level. In this respect, it reflects the composer’s
profound love of Pelléas et Mélisande, although Saint Frangois replaces the
psychological concerns of the nineteenth century with the spiritual drama of
mediaeval writers. Messiaen based his libretto on the writings of Saint Francis and
the early accounts of his life.'"® As a consequence, there is little about the opera which

is biographical in the modem sense of the word and even less which could be termed

realist.
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The early lives of Saint Francis cannot be regarded as ‘biographies’ in the
sense that we understand the word today. On the contrary, they were a record of the
deeds of Saint Francis with the emphasis on the word Saint. Even the smallest of
coincidences is explained in terms of the supernatural and it would be easy to dismiss
these mediaeval writers as being unreliable and misleading. Nevertheless, they wrote
the ‘truth’ as they understood it, whilst following the practice of their times in
emphasizing the miraculous at the expense of the distinctly human aspects of their
subject. Crucially, Messiaen appears to have had the same disarming conviction 1n
the veracity of these early accounts as he did in Scripture. He constructed the libretto
to Saint Frangois from a perspective similar to that of the mediaeval ‘biographers’,
omitting notable events and concentrating instead on the symbols of the spiritual

development of Saint Francis and his followers.

The fourth tableau, L’Ange voyageur, in which the Angel appears to the
Brothers in the guise of a traveller,'’ illustrates the approach taken by both Messiaen
and his mediaeval sources. The story of L'4nge voyageur is adapted from chapter
four of the Fioretti, with the bulk of the text being taken unchanged by Messiaen. The
first of the few additions and alterations is the introduction featuring Brother Leo, who
does not appear again until the end of the next scene. Brother Masseo’s fear of
disturbing Saint Francis when at prayer is taken straight from the Fioretti, as 1s his
short conversation with the Angel, who asks to see Brother Elias in order to pose him

a question.
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Brother Elias, and hence this tableau, is included by Messiaen as an example

of how not to follow the Franciscan ideal. He is depicted in the Fioretti, and so by

'8 Other early

Messiaen, as pompous, bad tempered, self-righteous and pharisaic.
Franciscan writers, with the exception of Celano’s Vita prima, have also been hostile

to Elias. He was regarded in many ways as being the ‘Judas’ of the Franciscan order

due to his apparent betrayal of the way of life and, in particular, the 1deal of poverty.lg

In Saint Frangois, Elias provides a marked contrast with the other Brothers
and is the nearest character to a conventional anti-hero. In other words, the character
provides a spiritual juxtaposition. His impatient demeanour in the confrontation with
the Angel is exactly as chronicled in The Fioretti and his first phrase typifies his

character:

Pourquoi me dérange-t-on sans cesse? Je suis Vicaire de
I'Ordre: je dois établir des plans, rédiger des textes.

Comment travailler dans ces conditions pareilles?

The Angel’s theological question on Predestination is Messiaen’s invention,”’ the
Fioretti containing a relatively mundane query about eating restrictions (see footnote
19). When the Angel knocks again on the monastery door, having been thrown out by
Elias, he asks Brother Masseo if he may see Brother Bernard.”' This also marks a
departure from the original story for in The Fioretti Brother Bernard was in Spain

when he saw the Angel.
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There are three ways in which Messiaen deviates from ‘fact’ in L ’Ange
voyageur. In placing Brother Masseo’s encounter with the Angel in Assisi, he ignores
the narrative fact of the original accounts. Conversely, Messiaen accepts the
exaggerated picture of Brother Elias painted by most early biographers, despite
common acceptance among Franciscan scholars of its dubious pedigree, because it

22

serves a useful allegorical purpose.”” The third manner in which Messiaen departs

from ‘fact’ i1s by providing a physical depiction of the Ang<=.:l.23

It can be seen, then, that, rather than biographical detail, Saint Frangois
consists of stylized episodes.  Each tableau explores an aspect of the Saint’s
demeanour and, in this respect, can be regarded as a fresco brought to life. The eight
«scénes Franciscaines» are apparently self-contained units, and yet each needs to be
seen in the context of the other scenes in order to realize its full potential. Indeed
Messiaen links the three principal characters, Saint Francis, the Angel and the Leper,

to specific frescoes when describing their costumes and deportment..24

In the case of Fra Angelico’s Annunciation, which provides the basis of the
Angel’s costume, Messiaen goes much further stating that the depiction of the

Archangel Gabriel «m’a hanté pendant toute la composition de mon ouvrage».”

The Angel’s costume is representative of the colouristic symbolism which
underpins the opera. Messiaen’s insistence that this costume should reproduce exactly
the boldly coloured stripes of the angel’s wings in Fra Angelico’s fresco inevitably

provoked indulgent smiles and murmurs about naivety from supporters and detractors
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alike. Nevertheless, the vibrancy of the colours of the Angel’s costume signify that it
heralds from a divine source. Whereas the other characters wear drab, monochromatic
clothes, the costume of L’Ange is markedly ‘other’ in its colourfulness.”® Indeed,
colour is used in the opera as a symbol of the divine. For instance, when the leper is
cured he loses his rags and gains the robes of a nobleman of Assisi.?” The important
aspect of this transformation is the change from drabness to rich colours reflecting

that the cured leper 1s now in a state of grace.

Apart from the Angel and the cured leper, the soloists and chorus wear
costumes which are distinctly lacking in colour and this distinction is mirrored by
contrasts of timbre and register in the music. Indeed, Saint Frangois could be
characterised as juxtaposing terrestrial and celestial elements, with occasional
movement between the two. There is the contrast between the resolutely high
tessitura of the Angel and the other all-male soloists. The Angel’s serenade in L ‘Ange
voyageur and the resonating forest. Birds and humans. The tender music
accompanying the embrace of the leper by Frangois, and the aural portrait of the

leper’s repugnant physical state.

Hardly surprisingly, there is a general congruity between music in the higher
register and the celestial, and music in the middle and lower registers and the

terrestrial. The dochmaic orchestral pounding when the Angel taps on the monastery

door in L’Ange voyageur would seem to contradict this, admittedly crude, a,nalysis.28

However, what is heard is the result of a celestial incursion into the terrestrial domain.
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The Angel only taps the door, but the noise to human ears is immense and it includes

much lower registers than the other terrestrial music.

The power of this interaction is greater still during the infliction of the
stigmata. Taking the dochmaic hammering as its basis, it reaches chromatically
upwards across three further octaves using virtually the entire chorus and orchestra,
and suggesting a greater ambiguity regarding what is human and what is divine (see
example 1:32). There is no questioning the divinity, though, of the tender call from
the chorus to Frangois after he has received the stigmata (example 1:34). These are,
of course, simple observations, but much of the power of Messiaen’s music comes
from its very simplicity - a trait which should not be confused with it being simplistic.
Indeed, many of the particularly memorable moments in the opera are ingeniously

uncomplicated.

Large scale repetition, such as the return of the orchestral hammernng from
L’Ange voyageur during Les Stigmates, is one way in which Messiaen imbues the
superficially unrelated scenes with integrity.”’ Nevertheless, the most obvious source
of coherence comes from the groups of themes (including at least one birdsong)
assigned to each of the soloists. These unifying elements, which provide the audience
with clear aural ‘signposts’ have clear links with the Wagnerian ‘leitmotif’. Indeed,
this is a label that Messiaen himself advocated, especially for the principal theme of

the Saint which he described as «un véritable leitmotivy.>®
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Not for the first time, the clarity of these themes, which are analogous to the
cyclic themes of earlier works, has led to misunderstandings. It is assumed that,
because Messiaen provides elements which can readily be identified by the audience
whatever the complexity of the surrounding music, the themes are simply juxtaposed
or superimposed. In a review of the first production, Jann Pasler typifies this
approach, commenting ‘nor is there any attempt to integrate these themes’.”' Whilst it
1s true that there are many overt instances of the characters’ themes, there are also

more subtle instances.

The principal theme of Francois goes some way to illustrating this point. It
appears many times in its basic guise (example 1:35). It is true, also, that this theme
often occurs altered only slightly in its presentation, such as at the end of L 'Ange
musicien, where it appears in a faltering, broken-up state to mirror Saint Francis’
gradual return to consciousness after the Angel has played him celestial music.
Nevertheless, whilst Messiaen himself said that the Frangois theme °‘is always

s 32

confined to the violins’,”* this statement only refers to the role of the theme as a

leitmotif, and even then it is not entirely accurate. The theme occurs in a variety of
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