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Chapter VIII: Catalogue d’Oiseaux

Catalogue d’Oiseaux (1956-1958)

The year 1958 brings the epic work for solo piano, Catalogue d’Oiseaux, the complete
performance of which lasts just under three hours. This seminal work comprises thirteen

pieces, set in seven volumes, forming a symmetrical (arch-shaped) design':

Book 1

I Le Chocard des Alpes (alpine chough)
II Le Lonot (golden oriole)

ITT Le Merle Bleu (blue rock thrush)

Book 2
IV Le Traquet Stapazin (black-eared wheatear)

Book 3
V La Chouette Hulotte (tawny owl)
VI L’ Alouette Lulu (wood lark)

Book 4
VII La Rousserolle Effarvatte (reed warbler)

Book 5
VIII L’Alouette Calandrelle (short-toed lark)
IX La Bouscarle (Cetti’s warbler)

Book 6
X Le Merle de Roche (rock thrush)

Book 7

XI La Buse Vanable (buzzard)
XII Le Traquet Rieur (black wheatear)

XIII Le Courlis Cendré (curlew)
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The central, pivotal Book 4 1s devoted to the longest piece which depicts the songs of the
reed warbler and its surrounding domain. Indeed, Books 2 and 6 also portray but one
principal bird and its immediate environment. The palindromic structure of the books 1s
thus: 3-/-2-1-2-1-3. In terms of the number of pieces in each book, the structure is
palindromic; indeed, throughout his music, Messiaen was fascinated with mirrored

arrangements - nonretrogradable rhythms, for example.

Each piece depicts a principal bird, surrounding habitat and songsters from a specific
region of France. A verbal description is included as a preface to every piece, while a
description of the principal bird’s environment, and the other birds associated with it, 1s
also given. However, the many artistic reconstructions of habitat are not the only non-
birdsong material to be utilised throughout the work. Messiaen includes frequent sound-
colour associations and elaborate programmatic descriptions which are all written into the
score; in addition, many of his previous compositional procedures, such as the earlier
modes of limited transposition and the experimental quasi-serial techniques, are also
employed. Catalogue d’Qiseaux is a compendium of numerous techniques, materials and
birdsong. In his dissertation, Shu-Wen Sun divides these aspects into three chronological

categories. The following categorisation is derived from both Philips’ and Sun’s

approaches:
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(1) ‘Technique’ Material’
a) modes of limited transposition
b) Greek and Hindu rhythms’

c) charactenstic harmonies from early peniod

d) use of Turangalila motives

(2) ‘Expernimental Period’ Matenal

a) quasi-serial treatment: modes of pitch, rhythm and dynamics* (as in Mode de Valeurs..)

b) twelve-tone modes (appearing in any sequence or permutation)

(3) Birdsong

a) varied species (77 different songsters)
b) using full gamut of complex sonorities available on the pianoforte

¢) hybnd, polyphonic and many one-voice-dominant textures

(4) Innovations

a) use of chordal-complexes (not belonging to Messiaen’s modes)

b) attempts to depict bird habitats, animals, human perceptions

c) experimental use of pedal markings

d) hybrid textures using both inferior and superior resonance effects
e) homorhythm and homophony (one voice or part dominant)

f) quasi-élissando effects

g) polyphony on piano
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It is important to understand that Johnson’s classifications and insight remain authontative
and comprehensive sources for the study of Caralogue d'Oiseaux, an 1ssue to which he
devotes an entire chapter. However, it is, as before, imperative to build on these past

discovernes.

Further, Johnson has subdivided Messiaen’s use of rhythm and pitch in non-birdsong
material into five groups: these features are accommodated within the above new

categorisation.

It is essential to include the use of ‘invented’ Greek and Hindu rhythms, although often
they are hard to detect. Additionally, the above categorisation (an adaptation of Sun’s)

mentions the traditional Messiaenic harmonies. In many pieces, Messiaen employs
traditional triadic chords along with one or two added chromatic inflections. The opening
two chords of ‘Le Loriot’, for example, are F# major (with an added minor 7%) and E
major. Similarly, the hybrid opening textures of ‘L’Alouette Calandrelle’ are set up by F#
major chords and followed by two-voiced homophonic (lower voice dominant) cnies from
the short-toed lark. Messiaen cleverly juxtaposes non-birdsong material with birdsong.
The ‘modal’ chordal complexes of ‘la nuit’, at the beginning and end of L’Alouette Lulu
are interspersed with the insistently repeated calls of the wood lark, the principal bird. A
superimposition of non-birdsong on birdsong is not found in Catalogue, but polyphornic

counterpoints between birds are numerous. Non-birdsong and birdsong material remain
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distinct from one another in rhythm, dynamic, pitch and intervallic content, texturally and

with the varying use of tempi.

It is not only Messiaen’s subdivision of the work into books that gives it a graspable
symmetry and form: each individual piece is carefully organised by the composer. The
form of most pieces includes either a refrain, which alternates with other matenal, or a
palindromic structure. In many cases, the form is dictated by the unfolding of night and
day: once again, Messiaen disregards traditional formal orgarﬁ;ation. Often, like a painter,
the composer’s synaesthetic imagery manifests itself in the symbolism of colours and the
change in the time of day. Owing to the fact that birds often sing at four o’clock in the

morning, it is inevitable that Messiaen frequently depicts night time.

‘As to the form, there is nothing left of the
traditional. Excepting a reminder of the Greek
tnad (Strophe, Antistrophe, Epode) with
interpolated couplets, in the “Chocard des Alpes”,

and excepting the singing phrase harmonised by
coloured chords of mode 3 which unfolds slowly
as the river, in the “Bascarle™....”’

Where an entire day is depicted, the form is more easily determined: ‘La Rousserolle
Effarvatte’, for example, depicts, in a Circadian fashion akin to Réveil des Oiseaux, a
period of twenty-seven hours from midnight to three a.m. the next day, in a piece of half
an hour. However, every piece has its own distinct form, unmistakably defined by different

blocks of material. These blocks of material, which range in length from one bar to several
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pages, are programmatic in that they portray highly specific subjects - a natural habitat, a

birdsong or songs, an animal or a subjective impression of nature.

Harmony is extremely useful in seeking to represent the timbre of a bird vocalisation.
Haqnony also can create a number of different “illusions’. For example, the tawny owl’s

- cry (in ‘La Chouette Hulotte’) not only has meticulously rﬁarked chordal complexities and
a sudden diminuendo normally using ‘resonance contractée’-type chords, but also gives, as
described by Peter Hill (1995), an illusion of a glissando with the minor third C-A and
accompanying chromaticism’. Other quasi-glissando effects are created by fluid runs. In
‘Rousserolle Effarvatte’ (reed warbler), this principal bird is depicted, on one occasion, by
a rapid group of slurred hemidemisemiquavers which interchange white and black notes.
Of course, both listener and performer must imagine the speed being three or four times as
quick: as the composer adwises, the glissando is like that of a harp [ex VIII/1 - *La

Rousserolle Effarvatte’, p33].

There are several occurrences of non-birdsong material that are influenced by the
‘experimental period’. The opening of ‘La Chouette Hulotte’ embodies an integration (or
‘mode’) of pitch, duration and dynamics: in other words, each note is allocated a specific
dynamic and duration. The A natural above middle C is given the duration one
demisemiquaver, and each note, progressively down to the bottom A natural on the piano,
is given a duration 6ne demisemiquaver longer than its predecessor - that is to say, the last

note has a duration equivalent to forty-nine demisemiquavers. The dynamucs, too, are
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arranged in a palindromic continuum: the A natural is given a fif marking, D# is given ppp,

while the next A natural down is once again fff. This is shown below:

A (fif)
G# (ff)
G ()
F# (mf)
F (p)
E (pp)
D# (ppp)
D (pp)
C# (p)
C (mf)
B (f)
Bb (ff)
A (ftt)

Messiaen excludes the marking ‘mp’ from the list in order to formulate the seven

gradations of dynamic level: 1) ppp, 2) pp 3) p 4) mf 5) £6) ff7) fif

Johnson has also codified birdsong into four specific categories’. The reason for this s,
first, to create appropriate tabular forms that display the group structure, showing the
different types of texture, timbre, tonalities and bird-group relationships and, secondly, the
overall formal structure displaying the association between birds and their natural

environment.

Each of the thirteen pieces is innovative in its own way: this chapter investigates

Catalogue d'Oiseaux and its forward-looking birdsong treatment.
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The first piece, ‘Le Chocard des Alpes’, is set, as is ‘La Buse Vanable’ (no.11), in the
mountains of Dauphiny. The form revolves around three substantial sections that represent
three distinct mountainous scenes. Messiaen defines these divisions, as in the ensuing
orchestral work .Chronochromie, as ‘strophe’, ‘antistrophe’, gnd ‘epode’. They are
separated by “verses’ that depict the cries and flights of the principal bird, as well as the
often raucous and ferocious rumblings of the raven, together with material representing

copious other flights of birds. A plan of this tnpartite form is displayed below:

The ascent toward the Meidje glacier: ‘grim and massive’

Verse (1) Cnes of choughs and raven

(2) Flights of birds

(1) alpine chough crossing the abyss
(if) majestic flight of golden eagle®
(1) “sparkling’ flight of choughs
(iv) motionless mysterious ascent

(v) acrobatic flights of choughs above chasm

The fallen logs around the warren of Saint Christophe: enormous

Antistrophe

and powerful -

Verse (1) Cnes of choughs

(2) Flight of birds
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(i) alpine chough surveys the landscape while skimming over abyss
(i1) majestic flight of golden eagle

(i11) motionless and mysterious ascent

(iv) flight of choughs

(v) two choughs in the sky

(vi) acrobatic flight of choughs above chasm

Mystical stone circle of Bonne-Pierre; ‘gigantic and supernatural’

There is no feeling of line or development. Long silences break up blocks of music: each
short section illustrates either a bird vocalisation or a flight-scene, and there i1s no
superimposition of the two. The alpine chough’s calls are greatly enriched with colourful
invented harmonies: its first cries, in verse 1, contain (1) three perfect fifths with elaborate
harmony, and (2) ascending and descending semitones in both parallel and contrary
motion, thus creating a quasi-glissando effect in an anapaestic rhythm [ex VIII/2 - ‘Le
Chocard des Alpes’, p2, s3, b4 & p2, s4, bl]. With the exception of the alternator (p8),
the ‘brilliant’/sparkling’, equally emphasised two-part homophonic ‘vol des chocards’
(p9) and the polyphonic ‘vol acrobatique des chocards au dessus de I’abime’ (p10), each
note of the alpine chough is depicted with an invented harmony. A particularly poignant
effect is produced in the second verse (p6) as the alpine chough ‘surveys the landscape

while skimming over the abyss’. His ‘tragic’ cries are created by a stilted bacchius metre,

used for the first time.
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The second piece, ‘Le Loriot’, 1s set in the early hours of the morning in the district of
Charente. The opening of the piece suggests the first tentative bird calls of the morning.
Each bar is separated from the next: the music, in addition, has a calm serenity which 1s set
up by the opening pair of dominant seventh chords, where each voice moves up a whole
note in parallel. The following ‘gilded’” call of the principal bird, the golden oriole,
employs high resonances, forming a hybrid texture: its superior resonance is built from
homorhythmic demisemiquavers with the left hand dominant [ex VIII/3]. Incidentally, this
call is based around Messiaen’s mode 2, prejominantly in E major. Each emergence of the
principal bird is written in the Qame homorhythmic (one part dominant) style, with or
without the preceding chords. The only .exception to this is found in the ‘Lent’ section
which represents the ‘memory of gold’ and the ‘rainbow in the sky’ (b115) [ex VIII/4 -
p9, s5, b1-2], where three staves are used: the top two establish a chordal effect with the
second part being dominant; however, the bass part (stave 3) adds block chords
reminiscent of the third movement from Cing Rechants. The two opening chords of the
whole piece are later extended to form chordal modulations, interspersed between
fluttering complex counterpoints from two garden warblers and eventually, at the ‘Lent’
section of bar 100, concluding with a richly resonant E major chord, representing the full

sun of midday:.

A beautiful quasi-glissando effect is produced by the robin’s rapidly descending
semiquavers in a ‘tendre, confiant’ (‘tender’, ‘confiding’) two-voiced homophonic texture:

the right hand uses black notes and the left has white [ex VIII/Sa - p2, bar13]. The
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‘incantatory’ song of the song thrush also employs this effect in an ascending order in its

later, comparatively vigorous appearance; although, white and black notes are not

exclusively confined to one hand [ex VIII/5b - bar 123].

There are three brisk, assertive polyphonic duets between two loquacious garden warblers,
where the first is consistently given the higher notes. The second duet blurs this contrast,
while the third, although still predominantly keeping the top part in a higher range,
overlaps to a still greater extent while adding occasional accent§.1° A ‘crossed hands’
technique is often required in this more substantial third counterpoint section: additionally,
more reference notes and repetitions of rhythmic motives are incorporated in both parts

[ex VIII/6 - p6].

‘Le Lorniot’ 1s saturated with precise pedal markings producing often expressive nuances
or unique timbral qualities, where the tone colour is dramatically changed: often, two or
three simultaneous groups of notes }nay carry a distinctive dampened sound, while others
are left sustained. In the score, the blackbird’s song, for instance, includes the indications
‘sans sourd.’/without mute’ (left pedal), ‘avec 2™ péd’/*with left pedal’ and “‘péd III
sempre’/‘continuous [use of] middle pedal’. The specific use of soft and middle pedals
ﬁroduces clarity of the upper pitches: each note is delivered with the desired ‘sparkling’,
‘muffled’ or ‘muted’ effects. In the sections which involve strict harmonic modulation, at
bar100 for example, a right pedal marking is scrupulously given to each chord, creating an
added resonance and full sound throughout. Birds’ vocalisations, environments and flights

are significantly coloured by these technical instructions, such as (1) ‘sourd.” (muted, left
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pedal), (2) ‘sans sourd.” (without mute, left pedal), (3) ‘ped.’ (right pedal), (4) ‘ped.
sempre’ (continuous right pedal), (5) ‘+ ped. III’ (plus middle *sostenuto’ pedal), (6)
‘avec 2™ péd.’ (with the ‘soft’ pedal), (7) ‘mettre trés peu de pedale’ (use very little right

pedal). These markings add another dimension to the sonorities produced by this versatile

instrument.

The piece ends with the opening call of the golden oriole, but in this instance without the

resonance effects created by a preceding chord.

Set in the Roussillon district on the southern coast, the third piece, ‘Le Merle Bleu’,
presents the seemingly gentle blue sea in a number of contrasting moods, including
terrifying waves and ‘rough’ cliffs, interspersed with (for example) the high-pitched,
strident calls of swafts. The many depictions of birdsong are often quite sharply set against
‘mood’ sections which are somewhat ambiguously characterised - ‘the resonance of rock
faces’, ‘luminous, indescent, blue halo’. At the same time, Messiaen establishes links
between sections - effectively connecting landscape, human perception and birdsong - by
his frequent treatment of superior and inferior resonances. Thus the intrinsic quality of a
particular bird’s vocalisation is enhanced. For example, the lower accented Bb in the bass
(bar 2) reverberates a huge ‘boom of the surf® and suddenly homogenises with the high-
pitched cries of the swifts. These swifts are always represented in the top range of the
piano’s register and in chordal style: most occurrences include various tritones and major

7"/diminished octave intervals [ex VIII/7 - p1].
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Water is represented in several guises. Its second appearance (bars 18-19) is wnitten in
equally emphasised two-voiced homophony: liquidity is suggested by the
demisemiquavers, and a muffled quality by its low bass register. The effect of water
droplets is then created by grace notes, and quickly followed by a descending bass flournish
[ex VIII/8a - bars 18-22]. A further appearance of water is entitled ‘clapotis de

I’eau’/‘lapping of water’: in four short bars, the form is thus:
ascending flourish - droplet - descending flourish - droplets [ex VIII/8b - bS5-38]

These bars are immediately followed by a section entitled ‘la mer bleue’, depicting the
horizon of ‘the blue sea’: based on Messiaen’s mode 2, these exquisitely harmonious
episodes, according to the compoger, complement the satin texture and purple-blue, slate
and blue-black shades of the blue rock thrush’s plumage [ex VIII/8¢ - p5, b59-63). These
sensitive and contemplative harmonies present an unusual stillness before, and after, other
more tumultuous versions of the sea ‘that dominate the rest of the non-birdsong matenal 1n
this piece. For example, the waves (bars 68-70) are represented by flourishes in the bass
and short rapid cells of chords [ex VIII/9a, b]. A later version of the waves displays a low
A natural trill which rumbles in the distance to pianissimo [ex VIII/9¢]. A further example
of a very deep bass resonance can be located before the last appearance of ‘the blue sea’,
where a thundering fiff dynamic is left to die away. This dramatic forcefulness is pre-
empted by a pulsating, chordal representation of waves, where striking invented

harmonies, like tam-tams, are followed by obtrusive inferior resonance sonorities, while
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the immediately preceding forte chords represent the ‘huge resonances of rock faces’

(p22).

The specific subject of the piece, of course, is the blue rock thrush: Messiaen’s depictién
of water is directly related to this bird’s environment - he says in his introduction to ‘Le
Merle Bleu’ that ‘its song blends with the sound of the waves’. The bird’s distinctive
character is, like the swifts’, represented homorhytlunicglly, with the exception that grace
" notes are occasionally included. Its uniqueness becomes immediately apparent when the
bass resonance sets up two-, or sometimes three- or four-voiced chordal effects. At bar 84
(p7), the blue rock thrush’s song is built around the perfect fourth: each semiquaver
pattern is interspersed with either one or two quaver chords [b84]. In this particular
example, two ionic minor metres are employed (UU--). The pedal marking creates some
extraordinary resonances with the accompanying bass chords. Indeed, the blue rock
thrush’s vocalisations are, in the entire movement, often complemented by bass sonorities,
representing the echo given off by rock faces overlooking the blue sea, and saturated with
the perfect fourth interval, giving both a natural openness to the overall timbre and a
feeling of quartal harmony. In addition, the sonorous “halo’ is achieved by rapid
demisemiquavers, forming the ensuing bell-like resonance in the blue rock thrush’s

vocalisation - 4, cretic, 2 (bars 31-36). In this way, radiant, iridescent timbres are typically

produced, most of which are associated with the colour blue.

The importance of the blue rock thrush is, arguably, matched by the emphasis placed on

water - with, for example, whole sections devoted to ‘the blue sea’ - but the supporting
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roles played by the herring gull and the theckla larks should not be overlooked. Whereas
the blue rock thrush sings alone, the pair of ‘chirruping’ theckla larks enable Messiaen to
write contrapuntally. The motion of these sections is continuous: if one part has a long
duration or tnll, the other maintains momenmm through rapid groups of notes. Short,
repeated cells occur regularly in this ‘wild dance’, as Peter Hill descnibes it, where the

‘Balinese inspiration mirrors the pentatonic flavour of the first solo.’"’

Throughout the piece, each birdsong or non-birdsong feature appears in blocks, and each
of these features appears more than once. These discrete, repeated motives enable the
listener to recognise the components of the piece, thus enhancing the sense of formal

structure. The music concludes with the ‘memory of the blue rock thrush’, the final F#

minor chord hinting at an A major tonality.

‘Le Traquet Stapazin’, a substantial piece, is also set in the Roussillon region of the
Mediterranean coast near the Spanish border. However, here the scene is taken from the
mainland side, depicting terraced vineyards, cork-tree forests and mountains. The form 1s
achieved through a circadian time-scale representing the period from sunnse to sunset.
The piece opens with four widely-spaced chords, followed by a bottom E natural, then a

chord and a superior resonance in the form of an iamb. The sombre harmonies -

representing terraced vineyards - are interspersed with short bars of various bird
vocalisations, including the black-eared wheatear, spectacled warbler and Ortolan bunting.
The form of the piece may be divided into several sections which are defined by verses

representing the sun in different positions. These sonorously majestic sequences
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incorporate both superior and inferior resonance effects. Each verse is arranged in four
staves; the first two are interrupted by short snatches of birdsong, and all are followed by
longer passages made up of several bird vocalisations. The table below sets out

Messiaen’s characterisations of each verse.

Verse 1 ‘the red and gold disc of the sun leaves the sea and climbs into the sky’

(p8) other markings - majestic, resonant, colourful - resonate all notes

Verse 2 FULL SUN

(p12) ‘the golden disc of the sun Llimbs higher into the sky - luminous band on
the sea’

other markings - as before
Verse 3 ‘surrounded by a deep red and gold, the sun goes down behind the

(p22) mountain’

other markings - as before™

All these verses are built upon resonance effects and display a range of beautiful colours in
the static harmony. The bird calls, especially in the case of the black-eared wheatear,

introduce variety in colouration and a more rapid tempo to this section marked ‘Lent’,

with its grand texture [p12].

The first section introduces the songs and calls of all the birds to be heard in the piece.
These bird vocalisations are brief and are either broken up by interpretations of landscape,

such as the ‘terraced vines’, or appear concurrently, as in the section where the raven 1s
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depicted ‘on the rocks of the cliff’[p1]. Both the spectacled warbler and the goldfinch are

written mostly in a single-line texture: it is for that reason that they are accompanied by a
chord in the left hand. By contrast, the ‘proud and abrupt’ homophonic demisemiquavers
of the black-eared wheatear and the ‘cruel’ and ‘barking’ repeated homorhythmic cries of
the herring gull are sufficiently colourful without harmonic support. Sharp chords with
accented grace notes and short flurmes of descending chords in parallel suggest a
sniggering, almost persecutory manner in the herring gull. Its short refrains are often in an
anapaestic rhythm (p3). In addition, the raven (p3 and p6) is de;;)icted in a ‘raucous’
homorhythmic texture in four or five parts [ex VIII/10 - p3 ]. A later version of its call

(p6) employs a number of recognisable patterns, as follows:

Raven’s Homorhythmic Song (p6)

characteristic
epitnite II

tamb

double-1amb
harmonic ostinato
1amb

3 chordal-complexes
cretic

2 ‘stabs’

5 chordal-complexes
bacchius

tnibach + bacchius

o
£
=t

— et \D Q0 ~J ON N L W N

— O

Of a different character again are the simple accompanying chords that give the spectacled
warbler its ‘tender[ness]’. This particular song, which is often coloured with E major and

an added C#, is given a notable prominence at this stage: later, other songs achieve equal

or greater significance.
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Although ‘cadenza’ may seem an inappropriate term for a section of this music, since the
whole of the Catalogue d'Oiseaux is written for piano solo, certain longer than average
vocalisations perhaps justify the description. As in the traditional concerto cadenza certain
motives appear in various guises, so in these passages many earlier melodic and rhythmic

. features are now virtuosically reviewed and developed. Thése solos give the impression of
the piano cadenzas found in Réveil des Qiseaux or Qiseaux Exotiques. The first example -
the rock bunting, p14 - uses thematic matenal taken from its earlier appearance after the
first verse [ex VIII/11 - p10]; B natural is the reference note common to both cadenza and
source. Equally, continual demisemiquavers are typically broken up by grace notes and
semiquaver G#s in both instances. The demisemiquavers are mostly divided into groups of
threes and fives. The groups of threes are usually tribachic cells; however, many porrectus
flexus melodic shapes are found. The melodic shape B-E-B-G# is written with a group of
three followed by a single note, but groups of five also present this shape with two
additional B naturals at the beginning, or as part of a cell. With the exception of the
occasional C# and Bb, the entire solo is based around the porrectus flexus, B-E-B-G#. It
is, however, the lavish solo from the theckla lark that can be likened most to a cadenza.
Completed with nine crotchet rests and running for a comparatively longer length, this
spectacular solo is mostly homophonic; again the top B natural 1s a common reference
point. Passages of homophonic demisemiquavers dominate the solo: they are divided by
five bass flourishes of one bar in length, seven two-part falling effects and a two-voiced
trill. This section finishes with a two-voiced homophonic alternator in a crescendo and

ensuing high-pitched ‘chirp’ [ex VIII/12 - pp17-19]. At p21 a counterpoint between two
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goldfinches begins: their songs are related in character, as both birds alternate melody with
high-pitched tnlls. The B natural is not the only tonal/pitch reference point to be made. E
major, and the notes in its triad, appear frequently, especially after the multicoloured
sunset (red, orange and violet) is repeated ‘above the mountain’, as the spectacled warbler
is presented with an accompanying E major 6 chord. Interestingly, the Turangalila motives
representing the sea and the colour chords of sunset are 3156 included: they are the first
subsidiary themes from the sixth movement of this symphony, ‘Jardin du Sommeil
d’Amour’. The piece concludes with the memory of a bird; on this occasion the spectacled
warbler’s song is reviewed, at a tenth of its original speed and once again accompanied by

an E major chord with an added sixth [ex VIII/13 - p27, sS, b1-2].

Book Three consists of two short pieces both of which describe aspects associated with
night-time. The first, ‘La Chouette Hulotte’/*Tawny Owl’ (5), alternates sections
representing the night, with its duasi-seria.l continuum, and calls of various owls in the
Oregeval wood in the Isére. Here, many disturbing images are created with descriptions
such as ‘vague et terrifiant’/‘hazy and termnfying’ or ‘ét;ange, inquiétant’/‘strange
worrying’, and at the end of the piece even “un cri d’enfant assassiné’/the cry of a

murdered child’.

The ‘night’ episodes are more substantial than the sporadic calls from the owls. In these
quasi-serial sections, segregated jerks of sound appear out of the texture from the notes
with fortissimo markings, while certain moments are more busy than others. The essential

ABAB form of the piece is as follows:



239

A - The Night organised pitches, dynamics and durations

B - Calls of Owls (1) long-eared owl

(1) little owl |

(iii) tawny owl

A - The Night organised pitches, dynamics and durations

B - Calls of Owls (1) long-eared owl

(11) little owl

(111) tawny owl

Each of the ‘owl’ sections begins with ‘very dry and percussive’ low C naturals ‘like a
solemn drum’. Every owl is given a limited time - usually one bar - to present its calls. The
music of the long-eared owl may be divided into several parts. Short flounishes often
conclude with a top B natural with accompanying pitch or chord; we also find accented
forte chords followed by softer ones, forming a quasi-resolution. In the second B section,
the long-eared owl appears twice. The first involves two anapaests followed by falling
calls, while the second employs two new devices - a combination of epitnte III with
trochaic cell, and a double-1amb in echo [see TableIl/1]. The form of the second
appearance (p7) is as follows:

anapaest +1, trochee, 3 1ambs, double-iamb in echo.
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In addition, the chords predominantly incorporate the notes C natural and A natural [see
p3]. This is important to bear in mind, as the tawny owl more regularly and emphatically
employs a similar falling motive where the C natural and A natural are used once again.
The first appearance does not present the: lavishly chromatic harmonies of later versions.
However, the third occurrence of the tawny owl’s call (p8) includes
‘retentissant’/‘resc;unding’ homorhythmic demisemiquaver chordal complexes before two
cluster chords which also include the dominant falling pitches C to A [ex VIII/14]. This
densely clustered homorhythmic texture (one voice dominant) represents the dramatic
change in timbre from “screeching’ to ‘hollow’, as Peter Hill suggests'. The little owl
includes a final ‘yelped’ call and ‘mewed’ white/black ascending glissando effect. Various
harmonisations of this C-A call continue throughout the movement: other subjective
suggestions are also included, such as ‘lugubre et douloureux’/‘dismal and harrowing’, in

“order to help the performer to achieve the correct timbre.

The second piece in this: couplet representing night is ‘L’Alouette Lulu’/*The Wood
Lark’(6). An impression of a calm night is instantly produced by four chords ending with
Bb major, and leading onto a superior resonance created by the principal bird’s ‘poetic,
liquid, unreal’ repetitive homophonic call, featuring relentless accented 1ambic groups.
Each bar of chords portraying the calm night is followed by a motive using one, two or
three notes and repeated many times. The wood lark provides decoration to the simple

underlying chords, a device deployed by Messiaen in very early pieces.
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The form may be simplified as follows:

A = Night chords and wood lark decoration

B = Nightingale Interlude

A bars 1-15

B bars 15-24
A bars 24-26
B bars 26-39
A bars 39-41
B bars 41-42
A bars 42-44
B bars 44-49
A bars 49-end

The form uses two contrasting textures. The first, entitled ‘poetic, liquid, unreal’,
comprises simple chordal progressions with ensuing hybrid texture set up by the wood
lark, and the second 1s the often “sparkling and caustic’ vocalisations produced by a
nightingale. The harmonic ostinato part of the nightingale’s song is also introduced by the
composer as having a sononty ‘like a harpsichord mixed with a gong’. Its phrases can be

subdivided into four categones as follows [ex VIII/15]:
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(1) ‘Sparkling, caustic’: random chords built up from 4ths, 5ths and 2nds [p3, s4, b1]
(2) Two-part alternator [p3, s3, b3]

(3) grace notes and abrupt chords [p3, s4, bl]

(4) ‘Like a harpsichord mixed with a gong’: homorhythmic repeated bass chords [p3, s4,

b2]

Later the nightingale has a rich chordal alternator. In the same way, the two-note 1ambs
and ‘deux en deux’ repetitions of the woodlark are later given additional harmonisation

[see b32 and b43].

The repeated chords are also found in 1 (above) on several occasions. The final
‘mysterious’ repeated calls of the wood lark ‘merge into the silence’, as if the music s

fading into the distance - reminiscent of Keats’ nightingale, whose ‘plaintive anthem

fades’.

‘La Rousserolle Effarvatte’ (‘The Reed Warbler®) is the seventh piece of the cycle. Set in
the Sologne just south of Orléans, it is the longest piece, and is central to the whole of
Catalogue d’Qiseaux. In a piece of about thirty minutes’ duration, Messiaen represents
the reed warbler, its habitat, and other species from midnight to 3 a.m. the following

morning - a period of twenty-seven hours.
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Typically, musicologists have analysed Messiaen’s formal structures using terminology
such as ‘strophes’, ‘refrains’, ‘introductions’ and ‘codas’: these subdivisions are often very
helpful to the analyst. However, on this occasion, as Messiaen has so meticulously marked
the times of day at various moments in the score, it is perhaps more revealing to present
the material in direct relation to the circadian time-scale'®. In addition, in his preface
Messiaen divides the piece into times of day, drawing attention to key features of the
music. A sense of timelessness is once again created: not only does the tempo continually
fluctuate, but also certain periods of time are given unequal lengths in the score. For
example, the grasshopper warbler’s trill - which ends up ‘like a buzzing of insects’ - is
sufficient to represent noon and the ‘chirruping lassitude of nature under the sun’. After
a one bar rest, the reed warbler resumes at five o’clock in the afternoon. In contrast, the
period from 5 p.m. to 6 p.m. incorporates longer sections of birdsong and non-birdsong

material, and runs for several minutes (p18-34).

The ‘mysterious’ ‘music of the ponds’ that opens the piece is followed directly by a
‘chorus of frogs’. This chorus perfectly enhances the notion of a damp environment, ready
for the first appearance of the principal bird, the reed warbler. This bird is given two main
solos: the first is found at this early stage (pp4-8), where many of the characteristics of the
later ‘cadenza’, and indeed the counterpointed songs of two reed warblers, are first
intimated [ex VIII/16]. All three sections display virtuosic and rapid music that 1s
unparalleled in the Catalogue d'Oiseaux. Both solo passages are marked with a note for
the performer - ‘avec volubilité, et une grande diversité d’attaques - les notes piquees:

seches et rebondissantes’/‘with assertiveness, and a full range of attacks - the grace notes



244

[to be played] dryly and percussively’. This cadential solo includes numerous interruption
calls which separate repeated homorhythmic or homophonic calls based on two or three
notes. Incessant ionic minors, anapaests and iambs are incorporated during the first solo,
while the later ‘cadenza’ is not so clear cut. Most impressive is a particular phrase of the
reed warbler which, ‘like a harp’s glissando’, occurs in its own right and is accompanied

by trillings of a second reed warbler.

Messiaen gives precise indications of the ambience of the environment - that is to say, the
programmatic mood of the music. The phrase, ‘Solemnity of the Night’, appears at three
in the moring (p9) and at midnight the following day (p42). In both instances, the music
employs exactly the same sonorities'®; extremely quick cluster chords that, ‘like a clash of
cymbals’, alternate white and black notes are followed by a loud bottom A natural and two
superimposed resonance effects. The first is like “metallic vibrations’ - the pianissimo

major 7" C-B - while the second is a loud minor 7" interval in the bass, ‘like trombones’.

‘Sunrise[s]’ and ‘Sunset[s]’ appear from time to time in various guises, displaying

exuberant colour associations. These associations are listed in order below:



Sunrises and Sunsets in ‘La Rousserolle Effarvatte’

Page

12

12

13
14

15

38-39

40

40

Description/

Characteristics

Sunnse 1 - pink and mauve
orange
rose and mauve (dreamy)

Sunrise 2 - dense chromatic

chords

Sunnise 3 - dense chromatic

chords and cluster ascension!’

Sunnise 4 - mauve + gilded
Sunrise 5 - mauve + gilded ™
Sunnse 6 - chordal ascension

Sunset 1 - red and violet

orange, red violet
descending chromatic chords
+ violet and gilded (dreamy)
Sunset 2- red and violet

descending chromatic chords

(dreamy)

Sunset 3 - all lower 1n range

LLocation

waterlily pond

Iris pond

Inis pond

Ins pond

2435

Time/Period

6-8 a.m.

6-8 a.m.

6-8 a.m.

6-8 a.m.

6-8 a.m.




246

Midnight

41 Sunset 4 - ‘the red disk of the

O9p.m. -

sun meets 1ts own reflection

Midnight

and sinks into the water’

chromatic descending cluster

chords (extended version)

Interestingly, Messiaen includes two short sections enti.Jed ‘memory of sunset’ which both
take on a dark violet colouration. The specified sonorities all affect the timbres of the

birdsong. These striking passages also help divide the musical form of the piece, which is
shown below:
Page Nos. Features

‘music of ponds’ (midnight), frogs

reed warbler’s 1st grand solo (3 a.m.)

‘solemnity of the night’ (3 a.m.), noises in the marsh etc., frog
11-15 sunnses (6 a.m.), blackbird, red-backed shrike, redstart
15-18 yellow irises (8 a.m.), pheasant, reed bunting, green woodpecker, starling,

great tit, white wagtail

grasshopper warbler’s extended trill - noon

i oY -
' )
Q0 LIPS

18-34 reed warbler (5 p.m.), sedge warbler, purple foxglove, great reed warbler,
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black-headed gull, coot, two reed warblers in counterpoint

34-37 yellow inses (6 p.m.), grasshopper warbler, coot, sky lark, frogs, water

rail
38-42 sunset on iris pond (9 p.m.), bittern, ‘the red disk of the sun meets its own

reflection and sinks into the water’, nightingale, memory of sunset

42-45 (midnight) - solemnity of the night, nightingale, bittern, noises in the
marshes, frog, memory (of night)

46-51 reed warbler’s 2™ grand solo (3 a.m.), frogs, music of ponds, bittern

Book 5 begins with the piece, ‘L’Alouette Calandrelle’ (no.8), which is set in the Crau

wilderness of Provence. The form of the piece is in three sections, with a coda:

Section 1

Introductory chords, short-toed lark, chorus of cicadas, kestrel, quail, short-toed lark

Section 2

Short-toed lark + crested lark counterpoint, short-toed lark
Section 3

chorus of cicadas, kestrel, quail, short-toed lark, introductory chords

Coda

quail, sky lark, quail, introductory chords, short-toed lark
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Messiaen begins with some information about the setting of the piece. Above two
introductory chords, the latter being F#, he wntes, ‘warmth and solitude of the Crau
desert’. The ‘Lent’ tempo indication, the ‘bright’ and rapid interruptions by the short-toed
lark and the rests that divide each phrase of music immediately create a sense of sparsity.
The composer chooses several birds that are represented by static homorhythmic chords,
while the invented chords that are assigned are repeated several times in their short

sections. The birds represented 1n this way are:

(1) chorus of cicadas
(2) kestrel

(3) quail

If the first invented chord in a chosen section is labelled ‘a’ and the second ‘b’, then the

following repetitions are to be found:

(1) chorus of cicadas [pl, s3, b2] abbb, abbb, abbb [ex VIII/17a]
(2) kestrel [p1,s4, b2} aaaaaaab aaaaabbc [ex VIII/17b]
(3) qualil in cretic rhythm [p2, s, b1] aaa, aaa [ex VIII/17¢]

Both ‘parallel contour homorhythmic’ and ‘mixed contour homorhythmic” textures are

incorporated in the short-toed lark’s songs:-
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parallel contour homorhythmic chords [p2, s4, b2]

mixed contour homorhythmic chords [p2, s2, b2]

‘The rest of the principal’s song is derived from its one-voiced dominant homophonic
source at bar 2. Each two-part chord 1s closely related to the original call at bar 2:
compound minor 2nds are frequently used [see p2, s2, b1]. The B natural/Ab cell is
repeated toward the end of the phrase. This passage of the short-toed lark is divided into

the following textures:

i) homophony (one voice dominant)
i) mixed-contour homorhythmic chords

iii) homophony (independent contours - repeated pattern)
vi) parallel homorhythmic chords

v) minim

vi) two-voiced polyphony (conversation with crested lark)

[ex VIIL/18]

The piece reaches its apogee with the homophonic song of the sky lark, marked ‘jubilation
véhémente’/‘energetic joy’. This loud and declamatory song is continuously homophonic
throughout; the demisemiquavers are divided by single quavers, semiquavers or the

rhythm, demisemiquaver - quaver in a descending interval. This solo is a forerunner of the

later ‘L’Alouette des Champs’ in Petites Esquisses d’Qiseaux.
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This rather simple but effective piece 1s followed by the more formally complex ‘La
Bouscarle’ (‘Cetti’s warbler’). Set in close proximity to the river Charente, it is inevitable
that water plays a supporting role to the many representations of birds and indeed animals.
Two sections are devoted to the reflection on the water from the willows and poplar trees,
while four verses of music are entitled simply, ‘la nviére’. These verses, with their calm
sonorities based on mode 3, act as accompanying passages to birdsong (p4) and as a
passage in their own right. Bird vocalisations and sounds of other animals are incorporated
in this realisation: from the ‘pique, pointu, trés sec’/‘cutting, pointed, very dry’ squeals of
the moorhen, the ‘joyeux et clair’/‘joyous and bright’ sonorities of the blackbird, to the

‘fleche bleue-verte’/‘blue-green arrow’ of the kingfisher’s flight.

Timbre plays an important role in ‘La Bouscarle’. At this stage in Messiaen’s writing, the
majority of birdsongs and other animals’ noises also have at least one indication of either
the spirit in which they should be played, or their general articulation. In fact, most of the
birds’ songs are distinguished by different annotations. A full list of these as they appear in

this piece 1s shown below:

(1) Cetti’s warbler abrupt and violent"’

(2) moorhen cutting, pointed, sharp

(3) kingfisher dry (abrupt)

(4) blackbird a) joyous and bnght
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liquid, intimate, confiding
(6) corn crake scraping, to-and-fro noise of saw

(7) song thrush a) like a chanted spell, active, triumphant

b) pearl-like, liquid, snatched

i

(10) blackcap a) brnight and gentle, joyous refrain, authoritative
b) dazzling
(12) nightingale a) caustic, colouration of a harpsichord and gong

b) incistve, abrupt, sparkling

The kingfisher not only has its own bird vocalisation marked in the score, but also his
rapid flight of courtship 1s depicted with its ‘glittering of a blue and green jewel’. Both the
chordal nuptial flight and the ascending chordal ‘blue-green arrow’ features are related
quite closely to mode 3, and complement the sonorities, reflections and colours of the

river. The niver recalls the falling fourths and modal quality of the ‘love theme’ from the

Turangalila Symphony.
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‘Le Merle de Roche’ (X) is set amongst the rock shapes in the stone circle of Moureze in
the Hérault. The piece takes an arch form. The introduction establishes the scene, which 1s
one of immense profundity and mysteriousness. The ‘black and profound’ music found in
the earliest bars comprises two quiet low chords in the bass, shortly followed by a cluster
chord in the treble clef: they represent the night in its moonlit state, ‘the huge hand of
stone, raised as a magical sign’. The male eagle owl! follows on in solemn ‘ululation’, and
the female responds with a very ‘dry’ succession of low muffled anapaestic repetitions.
The next sections display the jackdaws at daybreak (featuring a vanety of bacchius,
epitrite II and various other metres) and vocalisations from the black redstart, which are
interspersed with representations of the stegosaurus and diplodocus, set in stone. The
central section which represents midday, takes the following form: rock thrush strophe (10
a.m.) - permutation series - rock thrush strophe (5 p.m.). The permutations series takes
thirty-two chromatic durations - reminiscent of ‘Soixante-Quatre Durées’ from Livre
d’Orgue (1951). This section represents a ‘cortége de fantomes de pierre, transportant
une femme morte’/procession of stone ghosts, transporting a dead woman’, the black
redstart and various rock formations which suggest dinosaurs. In addition, the rock thrush
is idealised (‘idéalisé’), displaying the orange/blue colours in its song, and, indeed, in its
plumage. The stone dinosaurs, however, are represented by huge intervallic leaps, supenor
and inferior resonances, rapid changes of tempi and, once again, a permutation series. It 1s
interesting that a non-Birdsong section can incorporate as many changes of texture, rhythm
and melody as a sophisticated piece of birdsong. The end of dusk - the last section -

echoes the sonorities of the introduction: the male and female eagles are heard, while the
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densely scored cluster chords that represent the colossal hand of stone conclude the piece

in solemn thoughtfulness.

As has been seen in ‘La Rousserolle Effarvatte’ (VII), the grasshopper warbler’s trill
represents midday; in the same way, birds in this piece mark the time of day. The jackdaws
(p2) represent daybreak, while night-time 1s suggested by the male and female eagle owls.
This is the first time that Messiaen has differentiated the vocalisations of male and female:
the male eagle owl has a descending chordal cry and a two-part glissando, but the female
has repeated anapaestic rthythms and, towarJds the end of the piece, an additional repeated
succession of low bass calls - anapaest, 1amb, two anapaests, 1amb [ex VIII/19]. As
Johnson points out, most impressively, Messiaen incorporates long silences which divide
passages in the rock thrush’s songs and are regularly used in between the cnies of the male

eagle owl. The silences and sparse wnting create an atmosphere of expectation.

Interestingly, there are whole bars where the composer specifically requests no use of
pedal. In a section that depicts stone dinosaurs, short fortissimo accented durations are
written, producing a stabbing, scathing effect. Once again, sparseness and anticipation are

exemplified by two solitary semiquavers with rests either side of them [p21].

‘La Buse Variable’ (X1I) is set at one end of Lake Laffrey in Dauphiné, at the foot of the

‘bare mountain’ of the Grand Serre. The form is thus:
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Introduction - first section - refrain - second section - refrain - third section - refrain -

short fourth section - coda

Each of the sections is divided by a passage from the mistle thrush: open major and minor
chords accompany the iambic rhythm in two parts [ex VIII/20]. This music is given the
instruction: ‘strong, bright, nostalgic, bronzed colouration’ (p5). The bass chords alternate
C major with E flat minor, but it is the above two-part figurations in the right hand that
provide the dissonance. Of most notable significance is the comi:oser’s employment of
open parallel fifths. Throughout this sectian, the third of the chord is in the top part of the
left hand, while parallel fifths are found in the bottom two voices. In addition, parallel
fifths can be found in the right hand. Furthermore, Messiaen groups similar intervallic
relationships together: parallel sixths are incorporated, while major thirds are often
followed by minor thirds® [previous ex VIII/20 - p5, s3,b2]. These characteristically
resounding parallel fifths are also heard in some of the other bird vocalisations. The
buzzard, for instance, includes three perfect Sths in succession. In a later appearance, its
‘mewing cry’ is held together by open fifths in the right hand, and augmented and perfect
fourths in the left [ex VIII/21 - p12, s4, b1-3]. The yellowhammer also has parallel fifths
in its brief calls marked “fresh, naive’. However, it is not just parallel fifths that are
ﬁrominent: of equal note is the employment of minor thirds followed by major thirds, as
also is the use of parallel sixths and perfect fourths. The carrion crow’s song, for instance,

is made up of repeated falling climacus cells, written in thirds in the right hand, while an

arpeggio-type figuration appears in the left [ex VIII/22 - p8, s4, b2].
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Both introduction and coda comprise a) calls and cries of the buzzard, and b) its flight
which “...glides in circles - [and]...takes in the landscape’. Messiaen meticulously indicates

the italicised ¢ @4/ instruction for each slow quaver beat: this serene two-part passage is

- very widely spaced and uses a series of twelve-note interversions. This section is

- contrasted by the ‘optimistic and tnumphant’ song of the t;hafﬁnch that declares a
homorhythmic call. Dramatic contrasts are not uncommon devices used by the composer:
the listener cannot help but recognise exactly when (for example) a new bird vocalisation
or description of landscape begins. A striking example is the interchange between the fresh
open fifth calls of the yellowhammer and the sweet, high-pitched alternators of the

goldfinch, whose dulcet tones are ‘like small bells’, and have the ‘timbre of a

glockenspiel’.

The only bird vocalisation that seems to develop into a song - as opposed to the other
short and discrete sections - 1s that of the whitethroat, whose longer than average passage
(p14-15) is animated by its continuous demisemiquavers with only occasional rests. The
piece concludes, as it began, with the buzzard, followed by a representation of'its flight;

however, in this later version it ascends into the air.*!

‘Le Traquet Rieur’ (‘The Black Wheatear’ - XII) is in several ways related to both ‘Le
Traquet Stapazin’ (IV) and ‘Le Merle Bleu’ (III). All three pieces are set in the Roussillon
district. ‘Le Merle Bleu’ represents the blue sea (in several guises), its terrifying waves and

the resonances of the rock faces; ‘Le Traquet Stapazin® views the scene from the mainland
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side, depicting terraced vineyards, cork tree forests and mountains. ‘Le Traquet Rieur’ is

set near Port-Vendres and also depicts rock faces and the blue sea. In addition, the piece

shares many of the bird vocalisations of its predecessors.

Here, the sea is represented in three different ways. The first, entitled ‘joie de l1a mer
bleue’/‘joy of the blue sea’ appears on four occasions (ppl,é,lZ and 19 of the score),
dividing the three strophes that present various bird vocalisations. Each resonant
appearance is exactly the same - each section begins with a resounding low bass cluster
chord, an A major chord in second inversion, an ascending broken chord using only the
root and fifth of the same chord, and is followed by a ‘dazzling’ fortissimo group of
chords. Additionally, all the strophes resume after a long pause. In ‘Le Merle Bleu’, A
major is often referred to, particularly when accompanying the blue rock thrush. The
opening low bass cluster chord, representing the ‘joy of the blue sea’, is reminiscent of the

‘boom of the surf’, also in ‘Le Merle Bleu’.

The “coup de vent sur la mer’/‘gust of wind on the sea’ is presented by two-part
homophony: the passage begins in the bass and rises to the top of the piano’s register, in a
gradual crescendo, and all in staccato (p17). The ‘poudroiement argenté du soleil sur la
mer’/*silvery dust haze of the sun on the sea’ is also written in semiquavers, but this
section contains occasional four-part colour chords. Both of these sections appear only

once in the piece - in the last strophe.
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The simple form of the piece is shown below:

Joy of the blue sea pl
Strophe 1 | pl-6
Joy of the blue sea p6
Strophe 2 p6-12
Joy of the blue sea pl2
Strophe 3 pl2-19
Joy of the blue sea plo

Apart from the three distinct appearances of the sea, Messiaen also depicts vocalisations

from the black-eared wheatear, swifts, herring gull, black wheatear, blue rock thrush and
spectacled warbler. It 1s important, first, to differentiate between the black-eared wheatear
(principal bird of IV) and the black wheatear (XII). The blue rock thrush, herring gull and
swifts are used in ‘Le Merle Bleu’, while the black-eared wheatear, spectacled warbler and
herring gull are employed in ‘Le Traquet Stapazin’ - in fact, all the afore-mentioned birds
are found in this later piece. The swifts - only found in numbers and in the Catalogue
d'Oiseaux - are on both occasions given the instruction, ‘strident’; in ‘Le Merle Bleu’ they
are portrayed by three or four groups of falling colour chords, whereas in ‘Le Traquet
Rieur’, cluster chords are used, and a subsequent direction, ‘piercing’, is included. Both
examples are written in altissimi and are often presented in falling two-chord phrases. The

blue rock thrush (‘Rieur’ and “Merle Bleu’) and the spectacled warbler (‘Rieur’ and
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‘Stapazin’) are represented with a static chordal accompaniment. The blue rock thrush,

however, in ‘Le Merle Bleu’ also includes frantic homorhythmic calls. The spectacled
warbler is usually given the instruction, ‘with assertiveness’, and in ‘Le Traquet Stapazin’,
the directions ‘ensoleillé, avec volubilité/‘gunny, with assertiveness’ and ‘gai’/‘cheerful’
are included. The herring gull, common to all three works, is consistently given short
abrupt cries. In ‘Lé Traquet Rieur’, its ‘aboiement hurlé/*howling bark[s]’ are reminiscent
of those found in ‘Le Merle Bleu’: continuous repeated cluster chords are always
preceded by a grace-note chord. ‘Le Merle Bleu’ also includes ‘ferocious’ short rhythmic
patterns which portray a sniggering, almost persecutory inanner. ‘Le Traquet Stapazin’
also presents the herring gull in flight. Once again, its vocalisations are short and brief;
however, short quasi-glissandi are ‘barked’, preceded by ‘cruel’ abrupt semiquavers, and a
pattern of ‘ricanement percuté, trés sec’/‘sniggeringly percussive, very dry’ staccato

chords, written in the bass clef. This gives the listener an idea of the range of its calls.

‘Le Traquet Rieur’ also incorporates these ubiquitous semiquaver cluster chords which are
immediately preceded by grace notes in this ‘dazzling’ principal bird’s song. In addition,
the black wheatear is given a chordal accompaniment, where frantic parallel fourths, in
demisemiquavers, dominate the right hand. This principal bird is also densely scored with
seven-part invented chords which are no less colourful than those of the blue rock thrush’s
often affectionate, even languid sonorities [ex VIII/23a, b]. Just as before, in ‘Le Merle
Blew’, it was surrounded by the modal interludes of the rich blue sea, so here the blue rock
thrush again is accompanied by these lush, often triadic harmonies. Indeed, there are

frequent appearances of A major chords, accompanying the birdsong in the blue rock



259

thrush sections, and in those of the spectacled warbler [ex VIII/24]. The piece ends, as it

began, with the ‘joy of the blue sea’ involving both supernior and inferior resonance effects.

Set on the barren island of Ushant in the Finistére region of Brittany, ‘Le Courlis Cendre
(‘The Curlew’ - XIII) is the final piece of the Catalogue d'Oiseaux. Messiaen uses so
many birdsongs in such a short space of time and in such a free fashion that it would be
confusing to try to establish a defimite form. Certain features may, however, be
distinguished: for example, the texture that represents the sounds of waves returns from
time to time in the piece, each appearance b.ing concise except for the additional bass
flourishes and rumbling ostinaio demisemiquavers which occur on page 13. Likewise, in
the middle of the piece there is a section devoted to water, which begins as a twelve-note
passage and gradually leads into another section of notable length which includes the
programmatic instruction, ‘the night and the fog spreads little by little’. Its thick chords,
which are intended to be played heavily and with, as Messiaen puts it, ‘high hands’,
continuously descend as darkness and fog create a generally indistinct environment. A
fortissimo alarm is then given off from the lighthouse in the form of a huge bass cluster
chord and inferior resonance. Further notable features include the two subsequent alarms
which appear between this point and the end, interspersed with various calls from the
herring gull, sandwich tern, little ringed plover, black-headed gull, little tern and redshank.
The ascending chromatic quasi-glissandi of the curlew return: they are all identical and
played seventeen times. The piece concludes with the ‘bruit du ressac’/*noise of the surf’
which, in a blaring reverberation, interchanges black-note ascending runs and white-note

clusters, all low in the bass.
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The vocalisations of the curlew are portrayed in three separate ways. First, single E flat
and E minor chords in the bass accompany ‘fluted’ and ‘sorrowful’ colour chords high in
the treble clef. The second version is characterised by chromatic runs and ‘wild,
passionate’ tnlls, while the third includes the ‘tragic and desolate’ repeated quasi-glissandi
effects.” A D minor chord underlies this latter category, and is found in the curlew’s final

" appearance at the end of the work [ex VIII/25a, b, ¢].*

Apart from these longer than average sections, many short calls from various birds are
sounded throughout the piece. Messiaen employs mostly birds that are associated with the
shore, often referred to as “seabirds’. A list of the birds used in ‘Le Courlis Cendré’ 1s
provided below:

curlew (‘fluted®, sorrowful’; ‘wild and passionate’; glissandi - ‘tragic and desolate’)
sandwich tern (“piercing’)

black-headed gull (cruel, [with] wicked pleasure)

little nnged plover

redshank (‘gentle and fluted’)

herring gull (occasionally with the marking ‘resonant, like horns’)

cﬁmmon gull (‘stnndent’)

guillemot

oystercatcher

turnstone
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The abrupt calls of these birds are all extremely repetitive. For instance, one particular
passage of the oystercatcher involves many separate parts, all of which comprise very few

notes which are repeated [ex VIII/26]. As 1s.common, each bar presents a separate
motivic idea, shown below:

bl - interruption call

b2 - 5 tribachic cells + high accented pitch
b3 - 7 i1ambs

b4 - 5 tnbachic cells

bS - 4 iambs

b6 - 9 1ambs

b7 - 3 tribachic cells + high accented pitch
b8 - trillings in clusters

b9 - two-part homophony

b10 - tnllings

b11 - scandicus (2-pt)

b12 - 2 chords (Eb, D, E)

b13 - scandicus (2-pt)

b14 - 3 chords (as 12)

b15 - scandicus (2-pt)

b16 -5 chords (as 12)

b17 - two-part alternator

b18 - high-pitched chord

b19 - 5 1ambs

The shore is perfectly captured by these yelled, brief calls from the seabirds.

The Catalogue d’QOiseaux has nghtly been given particular emphasis, largely because so
many timbres have been created on this instrument, and so many possibilities intimated for
other instruments and combinations. In later works, the orchestra is to be used with the
same‘ precision. Indeed, Messiaen must have had ideas of orchestration, as he includes

instructions in the Catalogue such as ‘like a glockenspiel’ (goldfinch, ‘Le Traquet
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Stapazin’, p2), ‘like a solemn drum’ (‘La Chouette Hulotte, p6) and superimposes a
multiplicity of similes: ‘like a clash of cymbals’, ‘like a tam-tam’, ‘like metallic vibrations’
and ‘like trombones’ (‘La Rousserolle Effarvatte’, p42). Messiaen’s programmatic
descriptions also give an impression of the timbre that is to be achieved. Timbre, at this
stage of Messiaen’s development, has become of paramount importance: it is for this
reason, perhaps, that Messiaen decided to explore once agaiﬁ bird vocalisations in relation

to orchestral music.

3k ok ok 3k ko
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Notes to Chapter VIII

' Both the number of books and pieces in this work are prime numbers, reaffirming the
composer’s paradoxical affiliation with asymmetnicality/symmetricality.

? Material explained in Messiaen’s treatise, Technique de mon Langage Musical (Paris,
Leduc,1944) - in other words, early procedures.

3 Although, in this work, only adaptations from the originals are used.

* Articulation is excluded due to the difficulties this would inflict on the performer.

* Taken from the programme notes accompanying Yvonne Loriod’s recording, Erato:
STU 70595-8.

® See Messiaen Companion, ed. P. Hill (London, Faber, 1995), p327.

T See Robert Sherlaw Johnson, Messiaen, (London, Dent, 1976, revised 1989), pp134-
135.

® The golden eagle is never portrayed in song: only its flight is represented, carried as it is
by the currents of the air.

> A literal translation of the word ‘doré’ (as written, by Messiaen, in the score) is ‘gilded’:
it seems that the dominant part, the left hand, is covered with gold reflections of the right
hand. Gold appears later in the work, see bar 115.

10 These accents, especially those in the left hand, make it difficult for the listener to
differentiate between the first and second garden warbler.

' Messiaen Companion, op. cit., p 334.

12 These are translations taken from Messiaen’s annotations in the score.

'3 Messiaen Companion, op. cit., p327.

14 See Preface to the score.

13 See Messiaen’s own footnote in the score.

' The music is identical except for the fact that the earlier version repeats the first two
bars after the chordal section, labelled ‘tres lent’.

'7 Technique de mon Langage Musical, op. cit., musical version, nos. 366A (p56) and 333
(p52).

¥ Although not indicated by Messiaen.

19 These characteristics are direct translations from the score.

® The opposite is also found, i.e. minor third/major third. In addition, Messiaen plays with
inversions, mostly minor 6"/major 3%, perfect 4“/perfect 5™ relationships.

21 1n the first version, it descends.

2 These trills are written a fifth apart giving a very open quality.

5 At the beginning of the work a similarly spread bass chord is used in E flat and E major.
%4 1t is interesting that Messiaen frequently uses, as an indication of timbre, the direction
‘fluted’: this term is employed by many omithologists when describing the character of a
bird’s vocalisation.
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Chapter IX: Use of Birdsong in Selected Works 1960-1987

Chronochromie (1960)

Heinrich Strobel commissioned Chronochromie, and it was first performed at the
Donaueschingen Féstival, Germany in October 1960. Chronochromie is an extremely
complex work for orchestra in which the piano - found in Réveil des Qiseaux and Qiseaux
Exotiques - is replaced by tuned percussion. The title, translated as “The Colour of Time’,
suggests that birdsong is of less integral importance thar in the immediately preceding
works, yet, in fact, Messiaen brings together birds from such diverse countnies as France,
Sweden, Japan and Mexico. It is apparent, however, that a balance has been struck
between birdsong and other sources of musical composition. The prevailing modus
operandi of the second and fourth movements (Strophe I & II) is based on three
superimposed permutations, where thirty-two chromatic durations are employed: each of
the three permutations is coloured in entirely distinct ways. Although the word ‘time’ is
used in the title, the work seems to be timeless with its almost immeasurable freedom,
produced by a multitude of supeﬁmpoged rhythmic complexities. Typically, the bar lines -
especially in the case of the Epdde - are predominantly used for co-ordination by the
conductor of the instrumentalists. Each permutation is assigned to a different metal
percussion instrument, and has a separate intensity, timbre and pitch. Moreover, the
harmonies of the strings produce elaborate cascades of colours, while the whole register of

each instrument is explored’. He mentions specific colour combinations such as ‘milky-
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white sonorous complex embellished with orange and hemmed with gold’ or ‘pale grey

with green and violet reflections®’.

Chronochromie involves many technical procedures, such as the interversion system,
alongside what Messiaen describes as ‘natural matenial’: both features take on equal

emphasis in the work. The piece is divided into seven movements as follows:

I Introduction

I1 Strophe I

III Antistrophe I
IV Strophe 11

Vv Antistrophe II
VI  Epdde

VI Coda

Taken from ancient Greek poetry, the triad (Strophe - Antistrophe - Epode) is extended
by the doubling of the first two movements, and by its framing - notably, the introduction
and the coda. As in Greek poetry, the strophe and antistrophe are similar in format,
although, according to Messiaen, the music involves different counterpoint, other rhythms
and colour chords.? In the two strophes, three superimposed versions of three lines of
permutations on thirty-two note-values underpin the movements. In Strophe I, Messiaen
superimposes permutations 1, 2 and 3, and in the second strophe, permutations 22, 23 and

24 are employed. The note-values are ‘coloured’, in order that the listener may recognise
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these patterns. There are three ways in which this is done. The first is the ‘minting’

technique (Le Monnayage) where the long durations are varied by the constant use of
subdivisions, effectively a common denominator, in this case the demisemiquaver (’32"‘l
note) which is used in the counterpointed birdsong. The ‘unfolding of durations’ is given
to the metallic percussion instruments: the upper ‘unfolding’ is played by three gongs, the
central ‘unfolding’ by the set of bells, and the lower unfolding by a Chinese cymbal,
suspended cymbal and tam-tam. Secondly, timbre is varied constantly through the colour
chords and elaborate instrumentation. The third technique is named by Messiaen as
‘strains of chords’. The attacks of the metallic percussion instruments are doubled,
underlined and prolonged by chords on twenty-two solo strings. The strophes use the

permutation series throughout the movement, as a cantus firmus.

The antistrophes are both closely related in structure and also employ three permutations
of the durational series. However, the antistrophes use only part of the permutation series
at the ends of the movements. The antistrophes concentrate on the songs of the song

thrush and skylark, played on various instrumental combinations [ex IX/1a, b].

The introduction makes use of bird vocalisations from the osprey (Sweden), Paradise and
Narcissus flycatchers (Japan), grey thrush (Japan), Japanese bush warbler (Japan) and the
acute, fortissimo calls of the white-tailed eagle. Interversions are employed, and there are
two sections representing the rocks and mountain torrents. The rocks are inspired by

fortissimo ‘jagged’ twelve-note chords played by the whole orchestra, while the mountain

torrents are portrayed by flounshes of quintuplet demisemiquavers in the violas and a
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‘vaporous confusion’ of trills on the second violins. The Narcissus flycatcher’s short
passage is written for the xylophone and manmba: both instruments play concurrently in a
high-pitched fashion, producing a porrectus coloured by the woodwind, and are involved
in an ascending glissando [ex IX/2 - p22]. The coda uses most of the same textures as its
earlier counterpart, although the songs of a few additional birds are included, notably the
little cuckoo (Japan), the blue flycatcher (Japan) and the wﬁite-eye (Japan) [ex IX/3]. The

work concludes with the densely orchestrated accented chords of the white-tailed eagle

[ex IX/4].

The sixth movement - the Epéde - caused an outcry at its first performance: reminiscent of

the dawn chorus in Réveil des Qiseaux, this movement involves eighteen solo strings in an

almost continuous four-minute outpouring of birdsong. The movement is divided into two

sections as follows:

Section I ppl155-178

Section 1l pp178-204

The first section assigns one solo instrument to each bird’s song, while any changes in the

second section are shown here in bold:



Instrument
1* violin 1
1¥ violin 2
1* violin 3
1% violin 4
1% violin 5
1% violin 6

2" violin 1

At the beginning of the second section (p178) the songs of the linnet (1% violin 6), first

1% Section

1% blackbird
2" blackbird
3" blackbird
4™ blackbird
yellowhammer
1* goldfinch
chiffchaff

2™ goldfinch

whitethroat

lesser whitethroat
1% chaffinch

2™ chaffinch

5™ blackbird

6" blackbird
greenfinch

1¥ golden oriole
nightingale

2" golden oriole

2" Section

1® blackbird

2™ blackbird

3 blackbird

4" blackbird
yellowhammer
linnet

chiffchaff

1* garden warbler

whitethroat
2" garden warbler + lesser whitethroat

[continues without break]

[continues without break]

5" blackbird

6" blackbird
greenfinch

1® golden oriole
nightingale

2™ golden oriole
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garden warbler (2™ violin 2) and second garden warbler (2* violin 4) are heard, while the
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representations of the two chaffinches continue without a break. The most dominant voice
at this stage is that of the linnet, marked fortissimo: it is accompanied by the other birds’

songs, which remain within the dynamic range p-pp [ex IX/5]. The character of its first bar

is striking, consisting of three rising anapaests interrupted by a simple spondee.

The first section, therefore, assigns one solo stringed instrument to one bird’s song,
occurring in staggered entries: each instrument plays this song until the half-way point. At
the opening of this second section most of the birds are silent: the linnet and garden
warbler are heard for the first time, while the chaffinches continue as before. Gradually,
blackbirds, a whitethroat and nightingale add to the texture; with the exception of the
linnet and garden warblers, all instruments are portraying their original bird vocalisations.
The only other change in the movement is that, near the close, the second violin 4 returns

to the lesser whitethroat.

In such a complex movement that consists of perpetual variation creating an improvisatory
quality, it is difficult to grasp the unifying characteristics. Certain features, however, are

persistently repeated in the same part. The first and second cello parts (1° and 2™ golden
orioles) are generally lower in range than the other songs; in addition, triplet semiquavers,
falling intervals in slurs and glissandi effects predominate. The call of the yellowhammer
(1* violin 5) involves the same iambic ostinato pattern - grace note E natural followed by
an A natural in semiquavers - throughout the movement [ex IX/6]. Similarly, the chiffchaft
(2™ violin 1) is very repetitive with its continuous grace note “chirps’* [ex IX/7], while the

nightingale’s (1% viola) idiosyncratic quintuplet and sextuplet ‘machine-gun’
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demisemiquavers and scandicus cells also achieve audible coherence [ex IX/8]. For the
listener, the score’s complexity is heightened by the overlapping of range and by the
similarity of timbre: solo stringed instruments are used throughout. Perhaps Messiaen 1s

suggesting that it is difficult to decipher so many bird vocalisations simultaneously when

listening to a dawn chorus in.the field. With such a limited variety of timbre, Messiaen is
forced to employ ;/aﬁed rhythmic and pitch features in order to highlight important
textures and parts of phrases. The composer’s varied use of dynamics achieves this to
some extent; however, many phrases are undoubtedly concealed due to the fact that they
are overshadowed by pitches in the same tessitura, or simply because the human brain is

unable to decipher such complex polyphony.

The role of the instruments that Messiaen chose for Chronochromie varies dramatically
throughout. The clarinets are given the agile solos of the two marsh warblers [ex IX/9 -
Strophe I, p39] and add to the colouration of the song thrush in a contrasting chordal
fashion [previous ex IX/1b]. The violins are also given varying tasks, from the
interruption calls echoing the osprey [ex IX/10 - p21] to a complex harmony involving a
superimposition of interversions [ex IX/11 - p39], from cluster trills [ex IX/12 - p18] to
the agile recapitulation of blackbirds, yellowhammers, goldfinches in the Epdde. This
notion of “The Colour of Time’ - using colour chords to accentuate or underline bird
vocalisations - is to become of paramount importance in future orchestral works.
Moreover, instruments are intended to perform a variety of tasks, providing

accompaniment, a dominant melodic line, or even producing special effects to enhance
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birdsong. As in Messiaen’s use of the piano, the range and capabilities of each instrument

are fully utilised.

Sept Haikai (1962)

As a direct result of a tour to Japan with Yvonne Loriod, Messiaen had noted down
Japanese birdsongs new to his repertoire and had been influenced by their habitat, as well
as by the Noh theatre and the ‘Gagaku’ Japanese court music. The use of various metallic
percussion instruments, xylophone and marizaba adds to the sense of the Onent:
impressionistically, in this piecé, the Japanese birds seem to co-exist in a suitable setting.
The choice of instrumentation is minimal and, compared to the traditional symphony
orchestra, heavily dominated by wind and percussion instruments. Catalogue d'Oiseaux
has been shown to be written in a block-like fashion - that is to say, bars or sections of
music represent an environmental feature, animal(s) or bird vocalisation, and there 1s very
little development or superimposition of two or more different features. Sept Haikal, more
effectively than in Chronochromie, combines many different musical features including
birdsong, degi-talas, rhythms, colourations, permutations ef al. However, the orchestra is
divided into separate blocks in both the layout and the scoring: within each group, the
instruments are given similar rhythmic features or, often in the case of the eight violins, are
scored homorhythmically. There are, of course, solo lines given to the p'iano’, xylophone
and marimba: the piano is able to play huge chords on its own, while the marimba and

xylophone occasionally combine in two-part homophony.
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The groups are as follows:

Group 1 - piccolo, flute, 2 oboes, cor Group 2 - trumpet, trombone

anglais, clarnet in Eb, 2 clarinets in Bb,

bass clarinet, 2 bassoons

Group 3 - 8 violins - Group 4 - xylophone, manimba (soloists)

Group 5 - piano (soloist) Group 6 - cencerros, bells, crotales,

triangle, (and often in one line only)

cymbals, 2 gongs, Chinese cymbal, 2 tam-

tams (C.G.C.T).

In the first movement, ‘Introduction’, the piano plays a tala labelled ‘rythme droit’ and the
woodwind plays a retrograde version of the same tala. The percussion has the ‘rhythms of
the three shakti’ (coloured by the brass), the marimba and xylophone play another tala,
mig¢ra varna, which gradually merges into simhavikrama, and eight violins play a melodic
line simultaneously. In this case, uncharactenstically in Messiaen’s music, the melody 1s
§ubservient to the rhythmic structures. This must be what Messiaen descnibes as ‘true
heterophony’. The coda, too, is a continuation of the superimposition of rhythmic

sequences and melodic line in the eight violins.
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These ‘block-like’ formations are used throughout the work with a few single-voiced

polyphonic textures as exceptions. There are, however, two movements that involve
birdsong as matenal. The first example 1s the third movement, *Yamanaka-Cadenza’

(pp27-45). The form is an ABABAB structure, thus:

Bird Chorus ... e, pp27-30

Piano Cadenza 1 (Narcissus flycatcher) ......occeevveenrvinennnnne. pp30-32
Bird ChOruS 2.ttt rrreercerecesneeecsnee e sreaesenns pp32-35

Piano Cadenza 2 (grey-headed bunting, Japanese Skylark)....pp35-37
Bird ChOTuS 3.....ooiieereeccttrceercrees e eesntane e sersaenenns pp37-43

Piano Cadenza 3 (grey thrush).......cccceeeievneieiiirnrinnreeireenne, pp43-45

At the opening, the woodwind represents the birdsongs in full chorus. The black-faced
bunting, Japanese yellow bunting, grey thrush, Japanese white-eye, Indian tree pipit and
the Naréissus flycatcher (whose song is given dominance being forte) are portrayed,
shortly followed by the paradise flycatcher and blue flycatcher [ex IX/13]. In the first bar,
the Narcissus flycatcher repeats the same choriambic cell three times (-UU-), while both
grey thrush and alpine accentor have anapaestic rhythms (UU-), being, in a sense, mere
extensions of the choriamb. Messiaen chooses to present the important Narcissus
flycatcher’s song with different instruments, singly or in combinations. In fact, during the
course of this movement, it is given to the first and second clarinets in Bb (pp27, 29), flute
(p29), clarinet in Eb, second oboe (p34), Marimba (p37) and has the piano (p30-32)

develop its charactenistic in its first cadenza [ex IX/14a, b, ¢, d, €]. In the choruses, the
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Narcissus flycatcher’s song involves numerous ascending demisemiquaver runs® and short

repeated calls - one of which uses three of the exact pitches found in the scandicus motive
of the ubiquitous Japanese bush warbler’s call (F#-D-Ab)’ [ex IX/15a,b] Indeed, its
immediately preceding motivic cells also employ the same triplet rhythm. The Narcissus
flycatcher in its cadenza of page 30-‘.-%1 involves many repeated homophonic patterns,
high-pitched alternators and 1solated colour-chords. Some of the repeated patterns use
colour chords, especially at bar 14 of the cadenza, where an accented chord of a
semiquaver in duration is followed by a rapid group of three chords alternating white and
black notes. Perhaps this bar may be described as an accented chord followed by a chordal
anapaest; but, as each bar employs this formula, it may be justifiable to label it a chonamb.
Indeed, bar 6 is a choriamb with an extra chord at the beginning, as is bar 20 an extended
paeon IV, being derived from bar 17. Therefore, the cadenza may be categorised as

. follows:

other features
descending cells

rest

widely-spread chords chords
extended chonamb omorhvthmic

]
4
6

-3
-7
repeated S-note cell
10-12
13
14-15
17-18 descending flounshes
19 descending flourishes 2-pt chords
— taken frombl7 & 18
20-21 ascending flourish

2 rest
3

1 chord

rest

2
2 3 chords
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24-26 iamb, tribach, spondee | 2, porrectus, 2 2/3-pt homophonic/

homorhythmic

‘scattered’
chords
omorhythmic

flounsh

)
-}

WIWIWLWIWLWIWIWIIW
~NJION I R TWIN)

spondee
extended chonamb

rest
4/16

8
29-30

)

rest

omorhythmic (6-pt
-pt chords

-pt chords

chords (2-pt
chord (4-pt

ascending 2-pt flourishes
nsing alternator

T INION
O}~ ]~

rest

(Note: when more recognisable melodic and rhythmic features are used, in relation to plainchant and
prosody, motivic classification tables are now more succinct).

The Narcissus’ representation in the xylophone often recalls the sounds of the nightingale,
with its ‘machine-gun’ effects on repeated F natural sextuplet demisemiquavers. Similarly,
the grey thrush’s descending harmonic calls are reminiscent of those of the principal bird

in ‘La Chouette Hulotte’ (Catalogue d’QOiseaicx no. V).

The bird choruses are underpinned by a rhythmic continuum on the metal percussion - four
independent talas using irrational values - and a call from the Japanese bush warbler
which, intermittently, is portrayed by a long duration in crescendo, followed by a rapid
scandicus. All versions begin on a different pitch, but they all have this melodic shape and
identical rhythm - the tritone is present once again. Played on the trumpet, this call is given
notable prominence. In addition, the first and second bird choruses use almost all the same
birds; although the birds” actual songs are varied constantly, the superimposition is the
same. The third bird chorus (pp37-42) introduces the Japanese robin, red-flanked blue-tail,

crown willow warbler, hawk cuckoo, Japanese grosbeak and stonechat.
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The second movement that involves birdsong 1s number six, ‘Les Oiseaux de Karuizawa’.
This movement also includes two piano cadenzas and features harmonic ostinato and
rhythmic continuums in the same vein as_before (Indian tree Pipit song) and the ‘tres
rythmé - percuté sec dans le grave, aigre et criard dans I’aigu’ sonorities of the great reed
warbler [ex IX/léa, b, c]. Notable similanities are to be found between the ‘O-
yoshikiri’/Japanese great reed warbler’s cadenza found here with its French counterpart,
‘Rousserolle Turdoide’, found in the seventh movement of Catalogue d'Oiseaux [ex
IX/16¢, d] Here, the opening iambic rhythms in the bac3 and the two colour chords in the
treble are almost identical in sonority and shape to those found in Catalogue d’Oiseaux.
The two-part alternator (in bar 10 of the 2™ cadenza) is similar to the alternator of the
French great reed warbler which is given the marking “thrashed, clanking’/‘raclé, bruit de
ferraille’. The fortissimo spread chords in an iambic metre (bars 11-13) are also found in

‘La Rousserolle Effarvatte’, although harmonised differently (pp108-109).

Again, the Uguisu (Japanese bush warbler) is featured throughout this movement in
various guises. Although many of the birds used in movement three also appear here, it is
the Japanese bush warbler’s rhythmic shape - long duration followed by an ‘éclatant’
scandicus”® - that relates the two pieces so closely, as well as the fact that they both
incorporate a piano cadenza. The Japanese bush warbler is usually represented by group 1
(woodwind section) with a trumpet [ex IX/17]. At other times, its appearances include the
single trumpet, oboes and flutes (p111). Furthermore, towards the end of the piece, the

Japanese bush warbler is pre-figured by flourishes from the woodwind section in a
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climactic crescendo, joining the flute, first oboe, trumpet and trombone in a subsequent

pianissimo trill. At figure 27, this makes way for a chordal tripleted alternator’ which is

gradually slowed by the use of augmenting rests, concluding the movement,

The metallic percussion section adds to the sononties made by the solo lines and the
‘blocks’ of instruments. These unique superimpositions provide inexhaustible possibilities
for further timbres, accentuating the beauty of the exotic birds’ vocalisations, especially
with the xylophone, marimba and metallic percussion ensemble. All the textures

enumerated by Shu-Sun are employed in this work which is based on such an unusual

combination of instruments.

Couleurs de la Cité Céleste (1963)

Heinrich Strobel requested Messiaen to write 2 work for three trombones and three
xylophones. The composer accepted the task, while including several other instruments in
order to produce a variety of timbre, and to support this unusual ensemble. Messiaen
immediately saw the possibilities in the trombones for an apocalyptic sonority.'® Added to
the brass instrumentation is a bass trombone, three trumpets, trumpet in D, and two homns
in F. The three xylophones became xylophone, xylorimba and marimba, while 1t was
thought that three clarinets would accentuate the subtleties of the aforementioned tuned
percussion instruments. The piano is also employed, often with a percussive quality to

match the xylophone-trio. Bells, cencerros, four gongs and two tam-tams combine with
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these sononties and - although the piece was written only one year after Sept Haikai -

often produce Gamelan effects [ex IX/18 - p49].

Messiaen takes five quotations from the Book of Revelation:

'1 ‘a rainbow surrounding the throne’ (IV, 3)

2 ‘and the seven angels had seven trumpets’ (VIII, 6)

3 ‘to the star was given the key to the bottomless pit’ (IX, 1)

4 ‘the light of the Holy City was like a jasper stone, clear as crystal’ (XXI, 11)

5 ‘the foundations of the wall of the City were garnished with all manner of precious

stones: jasper, sapphire, chalcedony, emerald...” (XX, 19, 20)

Some of the colours are noted in the score in relation to certain harmonties. In addition to

the programmatic nature and the source of inspiration of the work, Messiaen cites four
plainchants, and includes them in the music. In fact, the most frequently employed
plainchant, “alleluia of the eighth Sunday after Pentecost’ (mode six), is used on two

occasions in almost Gregorian style. The following is a list of the four alleluias:

1 eighth Sunday after Pentecost - Magnus Dominus
2 fourth Sunday after Easter - Christus Resurgens
3 Corpus Christi (Holy Sacrament) - Caro Mea

4 feast for the dedication of the church - Aborabo
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The first alleluia listed above is the most frequently used here, and for brevity, it is to be

referred as Alleluia (8 P).

The list of jewels found in the last quotation from scripture stresses the importance given
to colour associations, symbolically those of Celestial Jerusalem (Paradise). Indeed, the
first quotation mentions the rainbow: Messiaen has often said that it is the omission of a

tone in a full compendium of semitones that produces colour.

As in previous works, Messiaen also uses Greek and Sharngadeva (sp) rhythms, which
form a rhythmic structure in the work, and permutation of interversions. The central
section of the work, from figure 42, first combines interversions, degi-talas rhythms and
other ‘groups’ of material. It is these combinations of timbres and rhythms that create and
intensify the contrasts and transformations of sonority. The Sharngadeva and Greek
rhythms are dramatically opposed to the simple durations deployed in the colour chords

and plainchants.

The form of the work is sectional. The three main sections are preceded by an introduction
and followed by a coda. The introduction (pp1-5) introduces bird vocalisations, a short
piano cadenza and the first statement of the alleluia (8" P). The first section (pp 6-21)
displays birdsong, symmetrical arrangements of colour-chords, an alleluia (8™ P), two
quotations depicting “the star that has the key to the bottomless pit’ and ‘like a flash of
lightning that illuminates the sky’, another piano cadenza (this time from the meadowlark),

a refrain and the first phrase of the Corpus Christi alleluia. The middle section (p21-48)
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displays raucous ‘cries’ from the bare-throated bellbird, and flourishes from the red-
breasted toucan. The alleluia for the fourth Sunday in Easter is heard for the first time and
a rhythmic téla is supenimposed upon permutations 13, 14 and 15. The third section
(pp48-60) presents the alleluia (8™ P) in various transformations. It is first found (1) as an
introduction to the section, (2) with tala (producing Gamelan effects in the
instrumentation), (3) supenmposed with the alleluia for the ﬂedication, (4) with
Sharngadeva motives, and (5) as a slow ‘ecstatic’ version, harmonised with colour-chords
and fragments of tila on the piano. The coda (p61-73) has further strophes of birdsong. A
piano cadenza representing the stripe-backed wren opens this section, followed by a frenzy
of polyphony superimposed on tala and alleluia (8™ P). The rest of the coda consists of a
piano cadenza; representation of the chasm; refrain; reappearance of the symbolism of the

abyss; flashes of lightning; and a concluding Corpus Christi alleluia in solemnity.

As in Oiseaux Exotiques, here Messiaen combines birdsongs from many parts of the world
(New Zealand, Argentina, Brazil, Venezuela, Canada) which would not be heard together
in the wild. Birdsong is included here for, as Messiaen put it, its “intrinsic beauty and as a
symbol of heavenly joy’: for the composer, his Celestial Jerusalem (or Paradise) would

embrace birdsong.

The birdsong is generally given to the clarinets, piano and xylophone-trio. In the
Introduction, for example, the parson bird (New Zealand) is represented by sharp,
accented chords on the three clarinets, by falling cluster chords on the piano, and by a

combination of clarinets, piano and xylophone-trio. Before figure 2, the rising call is
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coloured by cluster chords on the piano. The form of the parson bird’s opening

vocalisation 1s as follows:

melodic shape/
other features
high-pitched chirp

falling clusters

3/16 3 cl

double-iamb

porrectus flexus pacon 1V

bacchius xyl-trio

porrectus flexus, pacon IV, 1amb xyl-tno, 3 ¢l & pno

interruption call

However, the xylophone-trio also colours the clarinets’ timbre in the vocalisations of the

great kiskadee and, in the case of the yellowhead, they interact with the piano [ex IX/19a,

b - p2, figd & p3, fig5]. The metallic percussion and xylophone-trio often manufacture
Gamelan sonorities, reminiscent of Sept Haikal. At the beginning of the third section,
where the alleluia (8" P) is superimposed on various Sharngadeva rhythms, the cencerros
and tubular bells produce Japanese qualities due to the fact that the piano simultaneously
plays ‘stained-glass’ effects and high-pitched cluster-chords. These sonorities are regularly
in the background helping to produce colours such as green emerald and violet amethyst

(p15), and interacting with the more regular western instruments.

Certain bird vocalisations are given full support by the orchestra. The bare-throated
bellbird from Brazl is given chordal ‘arraché, crié’/*snatched, cried’ iambic calls at the
beginning of, and periodically in, the second section. These calls are played by one, two or

three clarinets accompanied by a trumpet in D, trumpets in Bb, homs, trombones, piano
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and all the tuned percussion. Although no crescendo is marked, the second chord in each

‘cry’ is given emphasis by being higher in pitch and accented. It is important to note that
the first cluster chord in the piano uses only white keys, while the second employs only

black keys'' [ex IX/20).

Five brief cadenzas are found at vanious stages in the work; as in previous pieces, the

piano is the designated instrument. The five piano cadenzas are listed below:

I e

In the first cadenza, the stnpe-backed wren (1) is portrayed (at figure 3) using several
motivic ideas - each feature designated a bar to itself - and with the indication ‘sans
battue’/‘without pulse’. Two-part homophony is employed, together with the
aforementioned scandicus cell (anapaest: demisemiquaver - demisemiquaver -
semiquaveru) while, additionally, quick flourishes of cluster chords produce a vivacious,
colourful éong [ex IX/21]. This bird is also portrayed in the third cadenza (figures 80-81)
at the beginning of the coda, page 61. Here, all the same features are deployed; however,

deeply coloured chords are included. The Western meadowlark of Canada also has two
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small cadenzas: (2), at figures 31-32 towards the end of section 1, and (5) at figures 97-98
before the final Corpus Christi alleluia which completes the work. The second of these
cadenzas (p72) usés the same widely-spaced, four-part chords and similar flourishes as the
first (p19), which - given the indication ‘muffled’ - comprises just three features, as

follows:

a) two widely-spaced chords
b) single-line flounsh

c) anapaest (chordal)

The form of this cadenza is a permutation of the above features, thus:

1) a-b [rest]
2) c-a-b[rest]
3) a - ¢ (extended) - b [rest]

[ex I1X/22 - p19]

The other cadenza (4) is a representation of the Mexican tropical mockingbird at figures
86-87, after the frenzied polyphony of birdsong superimposed upon tala and alleluia (8"
P). Here, like many repetitive examples found in the piano cadenzas of Oiseaux Exotiques,
the Mexican tropical mockingbird repeats the same colour-chord two or even four times,

while the last phrase is a deeply enriched colour-chord alternator [ex IX/23].



284

The preceding polyphonic ‘tour de force’ represents the long-billed wren (1 clarinet),
south island green kaka (2™ clarinet), yellow-rumped cacique (3" clarinet), rufous-bellied
thrush (piano), various tila and the alleluia (8" P) superimposed on one another. Later,
more birdsongs are introduced: some are replacements, but others are additions, most

notably the three-part version of the takahe’s song played on xylophone, xylorimba and
marimba, and the rufous oven bird, which is given incessant triplet demisemiquavers, and

also employs the xylophone-trio - creating further Gamelan effects.

In this work, Messiaen has said that the form ‘depends entirely on colours’. Although it is
useful to break the work up into sections (introduction - three sections - coda), it is the
array of colours in Messiaen’s ‘Celestial City’ that perhaps creates the greatest imaginative
impact on the listener. The specific inspiration of the piece - the Book of Revelation -
gives the work a mystical and visionary dimension, containing as it does dazzling

apocalyptic apprehensions of colour, birdsong and plainchant.

Et Exspecto Resurrectionem Mortuorum (1964)

Messiaen originally intended this work to be performed in a vast open space - perhaps a
large church or Cathedral, or even in the open air or amongst mountains. The simplicity of
the piece - both the first section of Movement I and the last section of Movement V
involve very simple durational values indeed - presents a strepgthened monumental power.

The piano and strings are left out completely; instead, the orchestration consists of
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eighteen wind instruments, a sixteen-strong brass section - including six horns and a bass

saxhorn in Bb - and an impressive percussion section.

The work is divided into five movements, each of which is preceded by a quotation from

the Bible. There is very little use of birdsong. In fact, only two birds are mentioned in the
score. The first is the Amazonian Uirapura (or musician wren) which appears twice in the
third movement entitled, ‘L’heure vient ou les morts entendront 1a voix du fils de

Dieu’/‘the time comes when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God’ (St John V,

25). This particular species is said to be heard in the hour of death, and symbolises here an

inner voice of Christ waking the dead from their rest, announcing the imminent
resurrection. The movement is divided into two halves, each of which employs three

elements:

1 uirupura outbursts
2 tubular bells - two sets of four notes (the second being a permutation of the first)

3 Tutti - brief, rapid - a tumultuous frenzy, overlapping with the pp-fiif trill of gongs and

tam-tam(s)

The Amazonian Uirapura’s call is expressed through brief bursts of sound - a raucous

succession of chords, short note values and quasi-glissandi in crescendo [ex IX/24 - p32].
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The calandra lark® appears in the fourth movement which is headed, ‘Iis ressusciteront,

glorieux, avec un nom nouveau - dans le concert joyeux des étoiles et les acclamations de
fils du ciel...”/*They will rise again in glory, with a new name, and join the blissful concert
of the stars and the acclamations of the Son of Heaven...” As is evident in the title, the
calandra lark was chosen mainly, as Messiaen relates, for its chirruping, joyful qualities:
this birdsong also symbolises ‘celestial joy and one of the four qualities of the glorious

souls, the “gift of agility”'* [ex IX/25].

Movement four is divided into six sections: each section is prefaced by three tam-tams
playing three ‘long’ semibreves, falling in thirds - representing the Trinity, needless to say.
The final linking group of three notes, however, is joined by six gongs: two-by-two, their
staggered entries are also in minor and major thirds. The various vocalisations of the
calandra lark are represented in two of the six sections. The simple form of the movement

is as follows:

tam-tams 1) Easter Introit
tam-tams 2) Calandra lark
tam-tams 3) Easter Introit
tam-tams 4) Calandra lark
tam-tams 5) Easter Introit (with ‘theme of the first piece’, and tala)

tam-tams (with six gongs) 6) forceful succession of semibreves - whole orchestra
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The song of the calandra lark contributes a rhythmic vitality to an otherwise static set of

chords. As its song symbolises the ‘gift of agility’, Messiaen writes a number of bars of
varying length, all in a rapid tempo. With occasional exceptions, each bar is given a
separate time-signature. At the tempo marking, ‘Un peu vif® (semiquaver = 200), the first
few bars of its first appearance i)resent a semiquaver chord, anapaestic chordal flounsh,
double-iamb, two loud semiquaver chords, a high-pitched shriek and a chordal alternator
all in the space of a couple of seconds [previous ex IX/25 - p48, s1, bl]. Messiaen
cleverly and regularly divides high-pitched shrieks with harmonic alternators, as seen in the
previous musical example. In addition, the second appearance of the calandra lark’s song
begins with two sets of three chords making up a cell: each chord has several notes played
by most of the woodwind section. It has now become commonplace that a representation
of a bird’s song may need - in order to portray fully the colouration of its song - a number
of instruments all playing different pitches. The dynamic song of the calandra lark is
brought to life by the colour-chord complexities and the perpetual fluctuation of pulse at
such a rapid speed. As Messiaen becomes more interested in colour associations, it 1s

inevitable that his birdsongs are presented in a more highly developed timbral fashion.

Meéditations sur le Mystére de la Sainte Trimité (1969)

The Méditations is the first major work for organ since Livre d'Orgue (1951). Here,
Messiaen incorporates features commonly associated with his unique style: birdsong,
religious symbolism, plainchant, the modes of limited transposition, Hindu and Greek

rhythms, water drops, added note values and colour combinations. However, a new
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compositional idea is deployed in the Meditations - ‘le langage communicable’/‘the

communicable language’. Although Messiaen has admitted that it was a game, each note,
beginning on the A above middle C, is assigned a letter'’, while the remaining letters (I-Z)
are allocated pitches both in fixed registers and with fixed durations. A musical feature is
assigned to essential verbs, and to Latin cases given before nouns. In addition, the Tnnity
is given melodic and rhythmic features. These complicated rules make it possible for
Messiaen to spell out passages from Saint Thomas Aquinas, albeit without adverbs,

indefinite or definite articles, pronouns or prepositions.

The work is divided into nine movements, each movement eulogising an attribute of the
three parts of the Trinity. Meditation 1 is dedicated to ‘God the Father’ and involves a
substantial passage which employs the ‘communicable language’ outlining a portion of

Saint Thomas Aquinas’ ‘Summa Theologica’. The second Meditation is devoted to
holiness, opening with a plainchant in octaves, Alleluia de 1a Dédicace’ - ‘Dieu est
Saint’/‘God is Holy’. The form 1s divided into two equal parts, both of which use the same

sections of material in the same order, ending in a coda. The form is shown below:

Part 1 Part 2
a) Plainchant and passage representing the | a) Plainchant and passage representing the

holiness of Chnst holiness of Chnist
b) wren b)wren

¢) coloured chords ¢) coloured chords
d) blackbird d) blackbird
e) chaffinch e) chaffinch
f) garden warbler cadenza f)garden warbler cadenza
) blackcap ) blackcar
Coda

Plainchant, vellowhammer
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The plainchant is written in octaves and in five phrases, the last concluding with repeated

staccato A naturals. Both the passages representing Christ’s holiness (‘Glona de la
Messe’) and the section I have entitled ‘Colour chords’ (en trio) involve many chords that
are triadic, yet enclosing (for example) major 6ths, 9ths and 7ths - a device described in
‘Technique de mon Langage Musical® when referring to very early works. The last chord
in the first ‘Presque Lent’ section is simply A major in first inversion. Messiaen’s
resolutions are in the form of chordal complexes, followed by a colour chord. Here (p16,
s4, b2), the top line (G natural-F natural) is stated and twice repeated before the final
chord of the passage: this simple melodic ce!l is richly harmonised. It is interesting that the
composer, in many cases, has fesorted to earlier “style oiseau’. The blackcap, for instance,
is represented by a single-line texture accompanied by an A major chord with an added
sixth (1% inversion) [ex IX/26]. If melodic and rhythmic characteristics are combined then
its phrase (p19) may be characterised as follows: iamb - porrectus flexus (paeon IV) -
porrectus - group of 5 - anapaest - iamb. Similar decorative birdsong is found in early
pieces such as the sixth movement of the Turangalila Symphony, ‘Jardin du Sommeil
d’amour’ or even in the Vingt Regards sur 1'Enfant Jésus. Indeed, the garden warbler’s
cadenza is also in a single line texture in continuous demisenﬁquavers,: occasionally broken
up by a single semiquaver beat or rest [ex IX/27]. As in earlier works, the form is based
upon juxtaposed birdsong rather than the superimposition of many bird vocalisations. The
wren, however, involves - in a very short time - several different textures including a two-
part alternator, jagged two- and three-part phrases (anapaest, bacchius), a two-part trll,
two-part homophony and three sharp chords (homorhythmic) [ex IX/28]. The more

innovative song of the blackbird is divided into two distinct textures. The first is a single-
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line texture and the second involves a homorhythmic motive, a chordal trill and a two-part

flourish which consists, most notably in its second appearance, of two chords, the first
higher than the other, resulting in a ‘twit-too’ vocal shape. This falling shape is found on

many occasions throughout the work [ex IX/29 - p22].

The third, brief meditation refers to a text by Saint Thomas Aquinas, and is the only
movement to make use of the ‘communicable language’. The right hand part, here, states
the text, while, in Indian rhythms, the other two staves accompany it: the pedal part, like
the top line, is monophonic and shows similar intervallic leaps, but the middle line is in

two-parts continuously.

The fourth meditation is particularly important as it expresses the definition of God - God

as ‘I AM’. Messiaen cites the passage in Exodus where Moses asks to see Yahweh, but he
replies, You cannot see me, for it would kill you, but I shall pass before you and cry out
my name’. According to scripture, something passed before shouting, ‘I am, I am’, and
this is duly noted in the score at the climax on full organ. In discussions with Claude
Samuel, the composer explains that in order to create trepidation, he decided to employ
‘strange’ bird vocalisations, including the cries of the black woodpecker. Here, most of the
birds’ vocalisations take a prominent rdle; most imaginative is the composer’s instruction
for bizarre combinations of registrations - often blends of clarion and mixture. In addition,
at the work’s first performance in Washington, the organ there created quite a sensation,

as Messiaen related a few years later in a platform discussion:
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‘..in the fourth movement of the “Méditations™ where the black woodpecker
expresses hus fear, I was able to make full use of the so-called “trompettes en
chamade”, the trumpets pointing directly at the audience, which created a
tremendous stir among the listeners.’'® [See ex IX/30]

‘The treatment of bird vocalisation in the fourth meditation is mostly through short calls.
The “grand solo’ of the song thrush is built up of short, snatched rhythmic motives, and
includes a quasi-glissando effect, marked ‘like silk tearing’, and ascending staccato colour
chords marked ‘like drops of water’ [ex IX/31a,b]. The brash, densely clustered sononties
of the black woodpecker can only be described as “cries’, while again the short iambic
cells of the ring ouzel may resemble ‘too-wit’ [ex IX/32]. The repetitive homorhythmic
texture of Tengmalm’s owl is heard early on and, after the stirring climax at the end of the
movement, a huge silence descends, followed by the owl’s reappearance on solo bourdon

[ex IX/33a, b]. From fiif to pppp, Messiaen succinctly symbolises how small mankind 1s

compared to the ‘dazzling light of holiness’.

The fifth meditation describes three divine attributes with precise musical themes. The first
is ‘God is Infinite’, which is given to the 16° bassoon'’, low in its register - reminiscent of
the pedal part in ‘Dieu Parmi Nous’ (La Nativité). The second is ‘God the Everlasting’,
which is treated like flashes of colour, while the third, ‘God Unchanging’ 1s serenely
scored on 16" and 8" foundation stops in the third mode of limited transposition. Another
passage describes the Holy Spint in an exciting toccata on manuals. Messiaen also

describes the Father, differentiating between the ‘Father Omnipotent” and ‘Our Father’.
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Finally, a simple but paramount sentiment is struck « ‘God is Love’. The piece concludes
with the innocent repeated Dbs of the yellowhammer: with such simplicity, the composer
projects cherished ‘divine love’. It is this sweet, naive song that completes meditations II,
V, VIII and IX (at the end of the work - ex IX/34). As W. H. Hudson writes of this bird,

it ‘sings in the sultriest weather...silenc[ing] other voices so he will utter his monotonous

chant on the gloomiest day’"".

Meditation VI is dedicated to the Son - ‘In the Word was Life, and Life was light’. The
movement is entirely based on plainchant themes. Interestingly, there are similanties to
birdsong here: there are many repeated pitches in the ‘Offertoire’, while the ‘Graduel’ - on
both occasions - is accompanied by a single chord, while diminished and perfect fifths are
written above, in a style similar to that of the blue rock thrush’s song from Catalogue

d'Oiseaux”.

The seventh meditation is dedicated to the Holy Spirit. Here, words in the ‘communicable
language’ are taken again from Saint Thomas Aquinas’ ‘Summa Theologica’: ‘The Father
and the Son love through the Holy Spint...themselves and us’. Leitmotifs are used
repeatedly throughout the movement, representing Father, Son, Holy Spirit and the verb
‘to love’. The birdsong iﬁs limited to a common bulbul in the top stave, which decorates the
leitmotifs and phrases in the ‘communicable language’. The song labelled ‘oiseau de
Persépolis’ - appearing both in the introduction and coda - was heard by Messiaen at
Persepolis in modern-day Iran: he was unable to get a glimpse of it in order to identify the

species. It has now been identified as some kind of bulbul. Its song is highly repetitive, and
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is written mostly in two-part homophony. The two-part chords at the beginning of its song
form incessant paeon IV rhythmic cells. The penultimate phrase in its first appearance uses
a sequence in which each rising cell (two notes) is followed by the same interval or - in the
case of the left hand - a similar interval: each cell gradually descends. As demisemiquavers

are used, this phrase has a glissando quality [ex IX/35].

The eighth meditation portrays one last attribute: ‘God is One’. The opening plainsong,
‘Alleluia de la Toussaint’, is indeed direct in its close resemblance to the onginal chant.
The simplicity of this single line gives the piece a feeling of archaic purity recalling similar
monody in Les Corps Glorieux. At the close, a rising passage in diminuendo gradually
adds notes to each chord, until the final semibreve (in the penultimate phrase) which
consists of two pedal notes and a nine-part chord. This gradual ascending passage

symbolises simplicity in its use of white notes only. In addition, the naive, repeated

semiquavers of the yellowhammer complete this meditation.

The final, ninth meditation arises from the preceding piece in its symbolic affirmation of
the power of God, and reshapes previous musical elements from the whole work,
especially from the second movement. One hears the opening ‘Theme of God’ in octaves
and on manuals, a transformation from the original appearance on pedals only at the start
of the fifth meditation; the garden warbler’s animated cadenzas in Meditation II are
recalled in an identical style. This final meditation is a climactic display of virtuosic

toccatas, rapid encircling demisemiquavers and colourful flourishes interspersed with
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equally lively birdsong and alleluias in a tumultuous glorification of the ‘Theme of God’.

The yellowhammer’s plaintive semiquavers conclude the entire work.

Although Messiaen here only uses one keyboard instrument, and much of the birdsong is
written in a somewhat archaic fashion, the specified combinations of registrations produce
extraordinary results, especially when complex colour chords are used. However, the
composer here has employed birdsong as a major structural element in many of the
meditations. The reappearances and transformations of themes and birdsong create a
developmental and cyclic nature to his music. Additionally, the emergence of a striking
theme, leitmotif or birdsong instantaneously begins a new section for both the listener and
the analyst. Messiaen’s use of varying small rhythms and melodic cells is a useful signpost
for deciphering birdsong, especially when there are repetitive groups of cries or calls. The
listener is also able to hear the different qualities of bird vocalisations due to the
registration and range of each individual songster. This group of meditations 1s

recommended to be performed as an entire whole, but each piece, although often brief, 1s

self-sufficient.

La Fauvette des Jardins (1970)

In many ways, the piano piece La Fauvette des Jardins returns to the musical world of the
Catalogue d’Oiseaux. Like several pieces in this earlier cycle, it is programmatic, outlining
the course of night and day, beginning just before 4 am and finishing at about 11pm.

Messiaen illustrates these changes by expressing the changes of light (and the colourful
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reflections on the water) with diurnal and nocturnal bird vocalisations. As in ‘La Buse

Variable’, the composer’s source of inépiration is Lake Laffrey, specifically the end of the
lake, overlooking his beloved 1930°s house in the Alps, at the foot of the ‘bald’ mountain
of the Grand Serre. In order to show the location, the colours, trees, lake and birdsong in
their full glory, the composer chooses the period from the end of June to the beginning of

July.

Although there are several similarities to the Catalogue, this extensive work, lasting
approximately forty minutes®™, uses to a greater extent the modes of limited transposition,
chords of ‘transposed inversions’ and chords of ‘contracted resonance’. In addition,
Messiaen presents several long improvisatory solos of the garden warbler, showing its

121

great dexterity and fluid virtuosity: in conversation with Claude Samuel®, it seems that he

was very proud of the work.

The form of the work 1s governed by the use of colour chords which portray the changes
of light and the depiction of the landscape. Messiaen divides the piece into several sections
- 4am, Sam, dawn, afternoon, evening, night - although there is little indication of these

subdivisions in the score. The work begins before 4 am with three themes: night,
undulations of water and the barren-faced mountain of the Grand Serre. The next section
is heralded by the homorhythmuc, cretic rhythm of the quail and is followed by abrupt
flourishes of the nightingale [ex IX/36a, b]. The representations of distant trees and

nightingale are interspersed with the three previous themes and a sumptuous figuration
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involving a sustained chord and high-pitched thirds portraying the alder trees at the fringe

of the great lake.

Dawn is presented by extremely calm colour chords displaying the pink lake at dawn (p4).
This is the first of six colour-chord interludes using chords of transposed inversions. There
are three phrases here: the third is the shortest (four bars), while the first two (six bars
each) are exactly the same, except that the second is transposed down a tone [ex IX/37].
It is interesting to note that the first colour chord in the first phrase is exactly the same as
the first chord in the piano accompaniment in ‘Liturgie de Cnistal’ from the Quatuor pour
la Fin du Temps, while the third chord is exactly the same as the fifth chord in this same
sequence. The resolution of this first phrase involves two crotchet chords, the first being C
major in its first inversion and the second being Eb major with an added sixth. The period
between 4 am and 5 am presents the garden warbler in four fleeting solos, hidden amongst
the ash trees, willows and bushes surrounding the lake. There are also various
restatements of the chromatic opening ‘night’ theme amongst abrupt high-pitched clusters,
‘victorious’ alternators of the nightingale and twinkling sonorities of the wren. In the brisk
solos of the garden warbler, continual demisemiquavers are employed. There are,
however, occasional pauses that nchly harmonise two falling pitches in a quasi-cadence
[ex IX/38]. These quasi-cadences are similar in nature to the tawny owl’s calls in the
Catalogue d’Oiseaux (no.5) or its appearance later in this work. In the Catalogue
d’Oiseaux, explained earlier in this chapter, the monotonous falling third C-A is richly
harmonised, creating a ‘hollow’, ‘hooting’ timbre. These two pitches are again richly

harmonised near the close of this work; however, in the first two solos of the garden
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warbler, the two-note cells B-F (p8), G-C# (p10) and E-Bb (p11) are used. These are all
tritones. Towards 5 am (p12), the sun rises and one almost smells the wild mint and the

green grass as the blackbird sings briskly, interrupted by the repeated harmonic ostinato of

the green woodpecker who erupts with laughter, similar strophes by the chaffinch with

chordal alternators and ‘jubilant’, ecstatic phrases of the skylark, whose prominent shnll
- note is the B natural [ex IX/39a, b, c]. The garden warbler has a new, long inventive solo

(pp14-18) overlapping right and left hands with great effect, exploring the high register of

the p1ano.

Later in the morning, a storm threatens to break out above the lake, now striped with
bands of green and violet. Once again, there are three phrases in the interlude, only here
the third is greatly extended. The third becomes more and more emphatic, leading into an
extended version of the Grand Serre theme. The chaffinches sing, exchanging harmonic
ostinatos and alternators with swift, chuckled endings [ex IX/40]. At this point there

follows the great reed warbler whose gnashing, ‘grated’ voice interchanges high-pitched

calls with low, ‘dry’ rhythms [ex IX/41].

The sun returns, however, with the ‘coulé, doré’/‘slurred, gilded’ passing calls of the
golden oriole, enriched with harmonics. The main part of the day (pp21-41) is saturated
with long solos by the garden warbler interrupted by occasional brutal ‘croaks’ from the
carrion crow, short, snatched cries from the golden oriole and harsh, ‘dry’ alarms from the

red-backed shrike. Also in this section, the black kite (p25) is depicted by repeated calls

‘comme un hennissement’ (‘like a whinny’), and the flight of the swallows is also
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represented (p33); but 1t is the flight of the black kite that heralds the mid-afternoon [ex

[X/42 a, b, ¢, d]. This section (pp44-47) is a development of its earlier calls: its flight 1s
portrayed by the ascending and descending patterns in the pitches, contrary motion
dissonances and, in a passage marked ‘meéme mouvement’, semiquavers begin at the
bottom of the piano and gradually ascend to the top, suggesting the black kite’s encircling
spirals in the sky. Once at the top, the chordal complexes ovérlap with one another for

several bars, representing the orbits growing narrower and narrower with the twisting of

its tail.

As the black kite descends and hits the water, Messiaen introduces a short colour-chord
interlude describing the ‘calm, ecstatic’ lake. This time, now in the mid afternoon, the lake
takes on every shade of blue - peacock, azure and sapphire. The final two chords in the
sequence, however, both rest on A major with an added 6" in 1* inversion, coloured by
the single repeated note of the yellowhammer with its harmonics®. In the hot sun, we hear
a prolonged plagal cadence where, at first, the goldfinch complements a D major 6 chord

[ex IX/43] (IV) with two-part homophony, followed by A major with the repeated pitches
of the yellowhammer. Messiaen also uses five superior resonances on colour chords in a

short section, illustrating the blue sky and the gilt-green of the mountain,

As night falls the abrupt homorhythmic ostinato cries of the green woodpecker continue,
followed by a contrasting A major added 6™ chord (1% inv.) with flute-like strophes of the
blackcap, marked ‘lumineux, sans hate’. The nightingale announces sunset (p52) with two

colour-chords, an ascending anapaest and a harmonised scandicus followed by harmonic
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ostinato; the chord (E-Bb-ED) is built from a tritone, perfect fourth and diminished octave,

all intervals featured regularly throughout the colour-chord interludes [ex IX/44]. Sunset
1s also portrayed by four densely harmonised chords with fermatas: in their ‘ecstatic
contemplation’, they present the red, orange and violet tinges of the sun at this time. The
night darkens as its winding quaver theme is reinstated, followed by the ‘hooting’ calls of
the tawny owl - reminiscent of its appearance in Catalogue d'Oiseaux [ex IX/45).
Messiaen also represents the lake in the moonlight by another colour-chord interlude,
concluding with four bars of settling music. The first three bars comprise two chords in
each. The first is a major chord in first inversion and the second is a minor chord in first
inversion: F - F minor, D - D minor and A - A minor. The fourth bar, however, displays

quiet superior resonances. The black silhouettes of the alder trees are depicted with a final

statement of the Grand Serre, concluding the piece.

Most impresstive are the long solos of the garden warbler. These are enriched with colours,
the hands overlap, and the full range of the piano is utilised. In addition, a great fluidity 1s
achieved by continual motion. The changes in tempo in the same song or call seem to
bring alive many vocalisations. The nightingale’s gradual diminution of duration in a ‘lent’
tempo marking (p8) is suddenly interrupted by ‘vif® clusters. In the garden warbler’s long
solos, too, are pauses produced by (1) rich harmonisations of two notes (as descnibed
earlier), (2) rests, and (3) chords which are lefi to resonate. Resonance effects are used 1n
this work to the full. The expression ‘laissez résonner’ is often written into the score, and
it is with the ensuing texture that the unique harmonics are produced from the resonance.

In fact, even when this expression has not been indicated, many chords (invented or
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triadic) accompany or immediately precede elaborate bird vocalisations, thereby creating

fascinating resonance effects.

Messiaen also includes several interludes that represent the lake, in ‘renversements
transposés’ colour-chords. The birdsong here is linked perfectly to the time of day. The
other non-birdsong material provides the setting for the landscape, thereby working in
parallel with the birdsong. Messiaen has mentioned how pleased he was by the piece,
being a development from the Catalogue in its use of ‘renversements transposés’,
‘resonance contractée’, and displaying fluidity in the garden warbler’s virtuosic and
lengthy solos. However, the composer hints at earlier compositional elements. The Grand
Serre theme and the cretic rhythms employ the added note value, triadic chords are used
frequently for an often calming effect, while modes two and three (p48) are deployed in

many chords and occasionally in two- or three-part homophony, or even in monody.

Des Canyons aux Etoiles (1971-1974)

Des Canyons aux Etoiles was commissioned by the patroness Miss Alice Tully and was

premiered at the Alice Tully Hall in New York. The work consists of twelve pieces, thus:
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Title
‘Le Désert’

Translation
‘The Desert’

‘The Onoles’
‘What 1s Wntten in

‘Les Onoles’

‘Ce qui est Ecnit sur
the Stars’

‘Le Cossyphe ‘“White-browed
d’Heuglin’ robin’

‘Cedar Breaks et le | ‘Cedar Breaks and
Don de Crainte’ the Gift of Awe’

‘Interstellar Call’

les Etoiles’

‘Appel Interstellaire’
‘Bryce Canyon et les | ‘Bryce Canyon and
the Red-Orange

Rocks’

‘The Resurrected

Rochers Rouge-
Orange’
‘Les Ressuscités et
le Chant de I’étoile | and the Song of the
Aldébaran’ Star, Aldebaran’
‘Le Moqueur ‘Northern
Polygotte’ Mockingbird’

‘La Gnive des Bois’ | ‘Wood Thrush’
‘Omao, Leiothnx, ‘Hawaiian Thrush,
Elepalo, Shama’ Leiothrix®, Elepaio,

Shama’

‘Zion Park et la Cité | ‘Zion Park and the
Céleste’ Celestial City’
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Focus

desert

birdsongs/calls (1)
stars (1)

birdsongs/calls (2)

Cedar Breaks

stars (2)

Bryce Canyon

stars (3)

birdsong/calls (3)

birdsong (4)

Zion Park/Paradise



302

Employing a diminished orchestra (at least half the size of that used in his symphony),

Messiaen still manages to produce monumental and grandiose sonorities. Woodwind and
brass are complemented by glockenspiel, xylorimba, tubular bells, gongs, various cymbals,
temple and wood blocks, crotales, a small string section (six violins, three violas, three
cellos and a double bass), solo piano and homn. Further, he uses two unusual instruments
for the first time. The first is the ‘éoliphone’, a wind machine, representing the sounds of
the air. The second, the * ge’op}:one' or sand machine, ﬁbnrays the sounds of the earth.
Moreover, three different chimes made from wood, glass or shell play a specific role in the
piece, producing dramatic effects, as does the thunder sheet (tdle). The many unique
orchestral combinations that can be produced from such instruments give limitless vanety,
however, Messiaen, over and above, includes copious extended techniques. The cellos (for
example) are asked to scrape their bows behind and alongside the bridge, representing the
blue grouse in movement five; in this same movement the red-shafted flicker is portrayed
by indeterminate pitches on the violins and violas marked ‘arpége a 4 cordes, entre
chevalet et cordier’. In addition, the trumpet uses various mutes and plays with mouth
piece only, while the crotales, unusually, are occasionally played with a bow. Many
harmonics are employed on the strings, in combination with double-stopping. At the end
of the eighth movement (for instance) septuplet demisemiquaver harmonics are deployed
in glissandi*, and similar effects are found in the song of the wood thrush in movement

ten. Another example is the western meadow lark’s song which is occasionally notated

without harmonics, although they are sometimes implied. Messiaen relates:
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‘Its song is incredible, very limpid, with many harmonics. Each note carries

five or szgx harmonics; it is one of the greatest songbirds of the United
States.’

There are many birds represented in Des Canyons aux Etoiles that do not appear in any
other work. This 1s partly coincidence; nevertheless, there are certain birds that are only
found in the three places that the composer cites for his inspiration. Messiaen transcribed
birdsong from three specific places in Utah. The first place is the deserted and wild ‘Bryce
Canyons’, where, apart from the birdsong, the huge red/orange and even violet-tinged
rock formations were of particular fascination to the composer. Here, the Western tanager
is portrayed by three notes that, in the wild, may be described onomatopoeically as ‘tiot,
tiot, tiot’. In contrast, the blue grouse has a deep voice, ‘wuh, wuh, wuh’, while the Clark
nutcracker has a hornbly harsh voice. The second location, ‘Cedar Breaks’, 1s not as vast
as Bryce Canyon, but even so it is like, as Messiaen advises, a huge ‘amphitheatre’ with
‘spires and dungeons’. Messiaen has said that the most beautiful birdsongs are to be found
in the third setting, ‘Zion Park’, which symbolises Paradise. For instance, the
aforementioned Western meadowlark with its many harmonics, the virtuoso piano solos of

the cassis finch, and the grey vireo with its ‘co mo co mo’ sonorities all appear here.

Birdsong is used extensively in this work, yet its prominence is shared equally by three
other significant features. In conversation with Claude Samuel, the composer describes the
work as ‘astronomical’, displaying the vastness of the depths from the canyons to the
stars; ‘geological’, being a homége especially to the immense rocks of Bryce Canyon; and

‘theological’, being associated with praise and cohtemplation and devoting itself to the
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Celestial Jerusalem (Paradise). Equally, it is an ‘ornithological’ work, bringing together
birds from all over the world. There are fifty-nine birdsongs gathered from North Amenica,
many from Africa, birds from Japan, Australia and the Hawaiian Islands, the Chinese

thrush and red-billed mesia (leiothrix) from China, the shama from India and the magpie

robin from Madagascar.

As shown in the above table, each movement is mainly preoccupied with one of the four
issues: geological, astrological, theological or omithological. There are five movements

dominated by birdsong.

‘Les Orioles’/*The Orioles’ (movement two) describes, as is implicit in the title, many
vocalisations of these particular species. Many orioles are represented here: notably, the
orchard and Baltimore orioles (piano solos), Scott’s and bullock’s orioles (xylorimba) and
the hooded/Lichtenstein’s orioles (mainly on woodwind), while the olive-backed thrush is
also found. The movement opens with a piano solo representing the orchard onole.
Messiaen has stressed that there is a difference between the American oroles’ songs and
the European ‘Golden Oriole’, Le Loriot, a bird found in many of his pieces including
Réveil des Oiseaux, Chronochromie, Catalogue d'Oiseaux - where it is the title of the
second piece - and in the later Fauvette des Jardins. Nevertheless, it is evident in the piano
snterludes of ‘Les Orioles’ that there are many characteristics similar to those found in ‘Le
Loriot’ in the earlier Catalogué d'Oiseaux. Most notable are the two slow chromatically
coloured chords which sink in resolution, creating a calming effect: the second phrase ends

with a sumptuous resolution to a G major chord with an added sixth. Messiaen has said
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that the golden oriole’s song creates a powerful sense of joy, emanating from its
predominant use of the major key, although it is usually represented in E major’“. It is
important to note, however, that colour chords are used regularly in a contrasting fashion

where a chord rises to a higher one, usually with an accent - in this case the effect of an

often harsh, dramatic “call’ is created. In this movement, the structure involves an
interchange between piano interludes, other luscious modal harmonies (tutti), special
glissando effects and harmonics in strings - most of which depict birdsong. The
aforementioned luscious modal harmonies are harmonically reminiscent of the sixth
movement of the Turangalila Symphony*” (‘Jardin du Sommeil d’Amour®). Features of
the music correspond to an earlier Messiaen style, notably in the shapes and lengths of
many phrases, the added note values and the modal quality of the harmonies enriched with
clusters that resolve into triadic chords with added sixths or ninths. In these orchestral
sections the birdsong is used decoratively - again in a ‘Jardin du Sommeil...” style - and
played by the xylorimba rather than, as in most other instances, on the piano. The

movement displays the wide variety of the orioles’ songs and calls in terms of rhythm and

their multi-coloured sonornties.

‘Le Cossyphe d’Heuglin’/“The White-Browed Robin’ (4) is a piano solo which represents
this south-east African’s birdsong. This solo movement does not come as a shock to the
listener as Messiaen has built up a number of special effects that symbolise, and often
sound like, various instruments in the orchestra. Here no mention is made of orchestral
instruments, but the growling ostinato chords in the bass produce timpani effects, while

the elaborate harmonies are representational of an orchestral tutti. ‘Le Moqueur
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Polygotte’/*The Mocking bird’ (9) is more than double the length of the earlier piano solo.
This later piano solo is an advance upon the earlier Catalogue d'Oiseaux-influenced
movement. Messiaen employs copious interesting effects: notably, alternating clusters on

white and black keys, long quasi-glissando effects representing the superb lyrebird,

harmonic ostinato, and cluster-chords played with the palm of one’s hand and even with
both arms. Near the opening, tnlls are heard; in joyous fashion, this sets up the piece for
elaborate but fragmented chordal alternators and repeated rhythmic cells. The piece has
less continuity than one would expect, possibly resulting from his use of many extended
techniques while at the same time contrasting rhythmic and melodic motives. However,
the mockingbird is in fact a ‘counterfeit bird’ - one which imitates others - and this quality
is achieved by pemeﬁd vanation. Although the piece appears fragmented, it displays the
full gamut of ‘style oiseau’ effects possible on a single piano. Many changes of tempo are
specified. In comparison with movement four, where only the white-browed robin is
depicted, six different species are here represented: variety is found in the northern
mocking bird’s song, colour chords in the golden whistler, many features of the superb
lyrebird® and, in a short concluding section lasting one page, the Australian magpie,
Prince Albert lyrebird and grey shnike thrush are first introduced. The movement

concludes with a superbly colourful superior resonance.

‘La Grive des Bois’/‘The Wood Thrush’ (10) is presented by the whole orchestra. The
most prominent motivic feature is an inverted arpeggio used in two different ways
throughout the movement. The first version is slow and solemn, played on the flute, horn,
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