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ASPECTS OF STRUCTURE IN OLIVIER MESSIAEN'S 

"VINGT REGARDS SUR L'ENFANT-JESUS" 

ABSTRACT 

The paper explores various structural aspects of the 1944 masterwork 

for piano, Vingt Regards sur I'Enfant-Jesus, by Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992). 

Part One examines elements of the composer's style in isolation, focusing prin­

cipally on the use of the modes of limited transposition to generate diverse 

tonal styles, as well as the use of form and "cyclical" or recurring themes and 

motifs to both unify and diversify the work. 

The author divides Messiaen's tonal styles into three broad groups. The 

first, closest to traditional tonality, is based on mode 2, while the second, with 

its whole-tone and bitonal associations, relies on modes 1 and 3 respectively. 

The use of modes 4 through 7 generate essentially atonal harmonic structures. 

Forms in the Vingt Regards are treated variously as unipartite, simple 

repetitive forms of two or three ideas, more elaborate sectional forms, or 

adaptations of traditional forms. Fifteen of the twenty pieces fall into the first 

two categories, leaving only five whose forms could be described as complex. 

At the same time, various musical processes frequently enrich and transform 

the basically simple sectional structures, creating complex and evolving 

masses of patterned sound. 

Along with the three principal themes identified by the composer in the 

preface to the score, eight other themes and motifs are discussed. Musical 

associations and relationships between these themes are also examined. 
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Part Two presents six analyses showing how the elements previously 

described interact in larger contexts. Pieces numbers 2, 9, 11, 13, 15, and 16 

are analyzed in whole or in part. 

Five synoptic tables of features in the Vingt Regards make up Appendix 

1, while Appendix 2 gives English translations of some of the French titles and 

terms in the score. Appendix 3 reproduces Messiaen's comments—not found in 

the score or published elsewhere—on each of the twenty pieces. 
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P R E F A C E 

Four preliminary remarks of a technical nature are in order. The first 

concerns the lack of bar numbering in the score—a frustrating omission for the 

analyst. A rather more awkward heirarchical system of reference will be used 

instead, providing a compound number enclosed within braces to locate 

passages by page, system and bar. For example, the last bar of the Regard de 

Vetoile would be designated {7-6-3}, while bar 7 of the Premiere communion de 

la Vierge ("Un peu plus lent") would be {77-4-1}. A specific sequence of 

bars will be indicated by an initial bar location followed by a colon and the total 

number of bars under consideration, as follows: {14-3-3: 3 bars}. The use of 

three dots after a normal bar reference implies an unspecified number of bars 

following the first. Occasionally, other indications such as "r.h.," "l.h." (right 

and left hand, respectively),"middle staff," and so on will be added to help locate 

a reference even more specifically. Only in a few instances where the counting 

can be done quickly and easily, or where bars are numbered in an example, will 

ordinary bar number references be used. For brevity's sake, the captions of 

musical examples throughout the paper will indicate in this manner only the 

first bar of each score excerpt. 

The second deals with Messiaen's modes of limited transposition. In the 

composer's designation of transpositional levels by means of numerical super­

scripts, a mode number with no superscript (implying *) indicates a mode 
2 Care will have to be taken in the numerous instances such as this one where a bar 

of music spans more than one system. It would be easy, for example, to mistake the first 
notes at the top of page 78 for {78-1-1}, whereas that designation should properly refer to 
the (incomplete) bar at the end of the same line. The first notes at the top of page 78 
actually belong to {77-4-1}. It should further be noted that no designation of "bar" or 
"measure" will be used, the braces alone implying such reference. 

xviii 



untransposed from its referential level on the pitch-class C. Each successive 

increase of the superscript represents an upward semitonal transposition of 

the original. Mode 63, for example, indicates a transposition of mode 6 upwards 

by two semitones—that is, beginning on D (or A b)—and 4 4 a transposition of 
q 

mode 4 upwards by three semitones. In addition to Messiaen's numerical 

symbols, the author will at times assign a "fundamental" pitch-class to a par­

ticular transposition in order to underline tonal relationships more clearly. 

The third remark concerns the use in this document of French titles and 

terms and their English equivalents. (The reader will find a complete listing in 

Appendix 2.) Generally speaking, the use of the original French has been 

retained as preferable in many instances. In this category fall the work's title 

and the titles of individual pieces as well as the names of the three principal 

and some secondary themes. Concerning the spelling and appearance of titles 

and names, the following rules have been observed: (1) all titles and theme 

names published in the score are italicized; (2) the principal theme names are 

capitalized only when used as titles or captions; (3) terms of my own invention 

such as "Noel motif appear in quotation marks. 

Finally, Messiaen's examples from volume 2 of Technique of My Musical 

Language will be acknowledged in full ("Technique, vol. 2, ex. #345") to dis­

tinguish them from the examples appearing in this document. 

These two examples come from the opening of Regard du Fils sur le Fils, page 18. 
Notice that the original level of each mode (beginning on C in each case) is referred to as the 
"first transposition"—a somewhat illogical, unituitive choice of terminology. See Messiaen's 
explanation in Olivier Messiaen, The Technique of My Musical Language, trans. John 
Satterfield (Paris: Leduc, 1957) vol. 1: 58-62, and vol. 2: examples 315, 329, 330, etc. 

This work, henceforth referred to as "Technique," was originally published as Tech­
nique de mon langage musical (Paris: Leduc, 1944). N.B. All references to Technique are to 
the English edition of this work. Page numbers apply to volume 1 (text), and example 
numbers apply to volume 2 (musical examples). 

xix 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper will explore various structural aspects of Olivier Messiaen's 

1944 masterwork for piano, Vingt Regards sur VEnfant-Jesus, focusing princi­

pally on the composer's use of the modes of limited transposition to generate 

diverse tonal styles, as well as his use of form and "cyclical" or recurring 

themes and motives both to unify and diversify the work. 

The term "tonality" is used here in its broadest possible sense to denote 

the harmonic-melodic organization of a wide range of musical material,4 and 

yet it has also been chosen for the connotations of traditional (major-minor) 

tonality that it conveys, for, as will be seen, the Vingt Regards show a 

tremendous variety of musical textures and styles, ranging from the harshest 

of atonal passages to the use of perfect cadences where traditional dominant 

chords resolve to major triads. 

It is by no means obvious how such diverse styles of pitch organization 

can be made to coalesce into a unified, coherent musical language,5 yet 

Messiaen implies that his "modes of limited transposition" are structured so as 

to accommodate, if not encourage, just this sort of tonal hybridization: 

They are at once in the atmosphere of several tonalities, without 
polytonality, the composer being free to give predominance to one of 
the tonalities or to leave the tonal impression unsettled.6 

4 Tonality as the term is used, for example, by Wallace Berry in Structural 
Functions in Music, new paperback edition (New York: Dover, 1987) and George Perle in 
Twelve-Tone Tonality (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1977). 

^ Indeed, some would maintain that they do not. As sympathetic and astute an 
observer as Pierre Boulez commented in 1986 that he finds this sort of juxtaposition "rather 
strange." Cited in Rosemary Walker, "Modes and Pitch-Class Sets in Messiaen: A Brief 
Discussion of Premiere communion de la Vierge" Music Analysis 8:1-2, (March/July, 1989), 
165. 

6 Messiaen, Technique, 58. Italics Messiaen's. 
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In fact, it will be argued that Messiaen's modes of limited transposition— 

central to his compositional technique, and one of the earliest elements to be 

used and codified—generate a tonal language capable of a spectrum ranging 

from virtual tonality to modality (a quasi-tonal, intermediary language) to 

atonality. In this sense they are highly adaptable, and therefore rich in expres­

sive musical potential. This paper will examine, then, the specific ways in 

which the modes of limited transposition are used to obtain such a spectrum of 

musical styles. 

The majority of the formal structures in the Vingt Regards are simple 

ones, easily comprehensible to the listener. Four pieces are based exclusively 

on single ideas, while eleven others consist of repetitive patterns of two or three 

ideas. Only five pieces of the twenty can be considered complex in form. 

Through simplicity of formal structure and repetition, Messiaen allows the 

listener greater liberty to concentrate on thematic, timbral and rhythmic 

details of the music. 

Most of these simple, sectional structures are nevertheless enriched or 

transformed by four musical processes (rhythmic canons, rhythmic pedals, 

progressively accelerating or progressively slowing series, and asymmetrical 

expansion) whose use is not just ornamental; in one case, an entire piece 

(L'echange, No. 3) consists of nothing more than a single process—one com­

plete asymmetrical expansion cycle. 

A musical process could be described as a pattern of musical change that 

evolves in measured increments along a pre-ordained path to a predictable con­

clusion. A process is akin to the working out of a mathematical function on a 

given set of numbers, and the description of any particular process entails a 
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definition of both the nature of the function itself and of the material to be 

acted upon. 

Repetition (on both small and large scales) and musical processes are ubi­

quitous in the Vingt Regards, and have a strong musical impact on the lis­

tener, as well as a symbolic meaning for the composer. Both reflect, in musical 

terms, eternity. For Messiaen, static and unchanging repetition illustrates the 

vastness of eternal time, while the inexorable quality of the musical process 

seems to represent the imponderable, unknowable, and humanly inaccessible 

workings of God. 

It is my opinion that the unalterable nature of the various musical 

processes is another manifestation of what Messiaen called the "charm of 

impossibilities," briefly outlined in chapter one of his 1944 treatise: 

One point will attract our attention at the outset: the charm of 
impossibilities.... This charm, at once voluptuous and contempla­
tive, resides particularly in certain mathematical impossibilities of 
the modal and rhythmic domains. Modes which cannot be 
transposed beyond a certain number of transpositions, because one 
always falls again into the same notes; rhythms which cannot be 
used in retrograde, because in such a case one finds the same order of 
values again—these are two striking impossibilities.7 

Form and tonality are arguably two of the most salient aspects of 

Messiaen's musical style—rhythm and sonority being, of course, no less impor­

tant—and both features are audible even to a relatively unsophisticated lis­

tener. Without underplaying the obvious complexities of the score, it is pre­

cisely this quality of overall structural clarity blended with tonal variety, from 
7 Messiaen, Technique , 13. Italics Messiaen's. 
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simple to complex, that contributes to the fascination of Messiaen's music. An 

underlying premise of this paper is that most of the essential compositional 

processes in the Vingt Regards are, in fact, audible; what might be termed 

"theoretic" concepts can generally be heard in a good performance of the work. 

The third aspect of the score under discussion here, the use of recurring themes 

and motifs, is also an eminently audible compositional device. 

Of the three principal "themes" identified and discussed in Messiaen's 

preface to the score, only the theme de Dieu is likely to be perceived as a true 

recurring theme. 8 It is heard numerous times and in many guises, but 

remains instantly identifiable, and is often accompanied by subordinate ideas. 

The other two themes never rival the first—appropriately enough, given that 

the first represents God. As the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix is used only 

twice in the two-hour work, its symbolic or spiritual importance is dwarfed by 

the musical context. Moreover, the theme itself, like a long, slow and un­

changing cantus firmus, is surrounded on all but its first presentation by other 

material that tends, by virtue of greater rhythmic activity, to take the fore­

ground. The theme d'accords, ostensibly a four-chord sequence, is treated in 

exactly the opposite way; ubiquitous, short, and constantly changing, it ap­

pears in various rhythmic guises and registers of the piano, often in association 

with other related themes, and almost always in climactic, densely chromatic 

contexts that effectively camouflage the theme itself. 

Numerous other motifs, techniques and sonorities contribute to the work, 

® In the score, Messiaen refers to three cyclical themes (the Theme de Dieu, Theme 
de VEtoile et de la Croix and Theme d'accords), but in later program notes (see Appendix 3, 
pp. 210-12) a fourth, the Theme de I'amour mystique, is mentioned. Paul Griffiths, in his 
Olivier Messiaen and the Music of Time (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1985), 
117-118, also cites a fourth cyclic theme, describing it as the "theme of joy." In this paper I 
treat the theme d'amour as the first of three secondary themes related to the Theme de 
Dieu, the other two being the theme du baiser and the theme de joie. 
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and will be discussed along with the principal themes in the following chapters. 

The relationships between these and the principal themes, suggesting family 

groupings of thematic ideas, will also be explored. 

Part One of this document will examine individually (and, to a certain 

extent, out of context) the three areas outlined above: the use of recurring 

themes and motifs, the use of the modes of limited transposition in generating 

different kinds of tonality, and the types of formal structures employed. Chap­

ter one serves as a preface, defining idiosyncratic terms pertinent to the 

ensuing discussion. The analyses of Part Two demonstrate, in the context of 

the musical work as a whole, how the individual elements relate and interact. 



PART ONE 

ASPECTS OF STRUCTURE 
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CHAPTER 1 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

There are a certain number of techniques of primary importance to 

Messiaen's musical language and style, and many of them bear idiosyncratic 

labels. A number of these are, therefore, defined below. Terms marked by an 

asterisk are the composer's. 

Pitch-class techniques 
1. Asymmetrical expansion* 
2. Black-key/white-key sonorities 
3. Modes of limited transposition* 

Harmonic structures 
4. Chords in fourths* 
5. Chords of resonance* 
6. Chords on the dominant* 
7. Harmonic litany* 

Rhythmic processes and constructs 
8. Augmented or diminished rhythms* (rhythmic variants) 
9. Groups of very short and very long values* 

10. Non-retrogradable rhythms * 
11. Progressively accelerating/progressively slowing series* 
12. Rhythmic canons* 
13. Rhythmic pedals* 
14. Sharngadeva ("Hindu") rhythms 
15. Talas 1 and 2 (Johnson) 

Other techniques 
16. Cadential splash of color 
17. Number symbolism 
18. Variation and commentary* 
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1. Asymmetrical expansion 

Asymmetrical expansion is a process of pitch-class transformation in­

volving the varied repetition of a basic pattern or unit, usually one bar long. On 

each repetition, the notes of the basic pattern are progressively transposed by 

semitones in diverse ways: some rise, some fall, and some remain unchanged. 

Given that each transposition is by semitone increments, the twelfth step in 

the process reproduces the original pitch-classes. 

Ex. 1 Asymmetrical expansion. 
From Regard de VEsprit de joie (No. 10), {62-1-2}. 

i t I T 1 T i t — 
, Un pen plus vif (J*=160) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

In example 1, the left hand consists of a basic cell—one bar of five notes. 

Notes 1 and 4 move up by one semitone per bar. Notes 2 and 3 move down by 
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the same amount, while the last note remains unchanged from bar to bar. In 

the right hand part, the last note remains similarly unchanged (and on the 

same pitch-class as the fixed left-hand note, E). The first note of each group (of 

three) is transposed down, while the second and third notes of each group are 

transposed up. 

One Messiaen scholar has suggested that this transpositional process is 

"one of the most important developments for this work," and sees it playing "a 

role in the work as a whole similar to that of a cyclic theme."9 Note the par­

allel here in the pitch domain to the composer's concept of "personnages ryth-

miques" [rhythmic characters]: "...three rythmic groups are present: the first 

augments, it is the attacking character—the second diminishes, it is the char­

acter attacked—the third never changes, it is the immobile character."10 

2. Black-key/white-key sonorities 

These characteristic sonorities, indigenous to the piano, are produced by 

juxtaposing or superposing two distinct sets of notes, one produced on the black 

keys, the other on the white. They may present themselves in various forms: 

as chromatic clusters, grace notes, arpeggios, or as independent strata in a 

complex texture. 

Example 2a shows a black-note cluster in the right hand against a white-

note cluster in the left (the left hand's missing F appears as an E# at the top of 

the right-hand group), while example 2b shows a black-note/white-note alter­

nation in the right hand with a typical "grace note" style in the second half of 

^ Robert Sherlaw Johnson, Messiaen, new paperback edition (University of Califor­
nia Press: Berkely & Los Angeles, 1989), 73. 

^ Messiaen, Conference de Kyoto (Paris: Leduc, 1988), 3; my translation. Parallels 
between rhythmic and harmonic concepts are absolutely typical of the composer. 
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the bar. Example 2c shows black/white stratification by register in the right 

hand ostinato (see also p. 154), also typical of Messiaen's keyboard style. 

Ex. 2 Black-key/white-key sonorities. 

(a.) Regard des hauteurs (No. 8), {49-1-1}. 

Vif (̂ =132) 

(b.) Regard du silence (No. 17), {130-4-1}. 

Modere, presque vif (J'=120) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

It should be added that typical "dissonant" intervals—characteristic of 
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Messiaen and virtually every other 20th-century composer—such as minor 

seconds, tritones, major sevenths, minor ninths and so on, are, by sole virtue of 

keyboard topography, bound to be black/white in nature in most instances. For 

this reason, only those passages which show a clear black-key/white-key 

separation, and which can not be easily explained another way, will be cited as 

examples of black-key/white-key sonorities. 

3. Modes of limited transposition 

Messiaen described seven different modes of limited transposition, 1 1 

each "formed of several symmetrical groups, the last note of each group al­

ways being common with the first of the following group." These groups divide 

the octave symmetrically into (subdivided) cells of either six whole-tones (mode 

1), four minor thirds (mode 2), three major thirds (mode 3), or two tritones 

(modes 4 through 7). The modes are of "limited transposition" by virtue of their 

internal symmetries; beyond a certain number of transpositions, the pitch-

classes reproduce earlier forms of the mode, thereby simply beginning, on a 

different starting note, an earlier transposition, rather than producing a dif­

ferent transposition per se. Messiaen draws attention to the parallel between 

his modes of limited transposition and non-retrogradable rhythms. 

Because of this symmetrical division of the octave into identical cells, 

each mode may have as many pitch-class "roots" as it has cells. Following 

Messiaen's example, the convention of beginning each mode on C shall be kept, 

even though this is not always the most "intuitive" way of understanding the 

intervallic structure of the modes, nor does it reflect the "prime form" of set 
1 1 Messiaen states that "it is mathematically impossible to find others" [Technique, 

58], although John Schuster-Craig demonstrates that one other is possible in "An eighth 
Mode of Limited Transposition," The Music Review 51/4 (November 1990): 296-306. 
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12 theory. The seven modes, discussed thoroughly in chapter three, are repro­

duced in example 3 below. 

Ex. 3 The seven modes of limited transposition. 

M O D E 1 

» + ft2 

WODE Z 

^ frj fro -tfe»= M O D E 3 

MODE 4 

^ . i>* ti» * 
M O t > g 5 

i M O D E <c 

MODE: ? 

^ \>9 ^ V» " 

The modes can be grouped in various ways. Mode 1, for instance, could 

form the basis of a "modes 1-3-6" family, mode 6 adding two pitch-classes, and 

mode 3 adding three pitch-classes to mode one's six, in a straightforward man­

ner not requiring transposition. Similarly, modes 4 (8 pes) and 5 (6 pes) can be 
1 2 Bryan R. Simms' presentation of the modes in his Music of the Twentieth Century: 

Style and Structure (New York: Schirmer, 1986), 405, will be found to conflict with the com­
poser's own version. Simms has rewritten them in "normal order" and in so doing, has, in 
fact, transposed them, although they all appear to start on C. Messiaen himself, however, is 
not always consistent in his own presentation of the modes in Technique. Example #303, 
for instance, divides the intervals of mode 3 differently than in the illustrative example of the 
mode, #329. This has probably been done deliberately, in order to maintain certain pitch-
classes in common between the two different modes while retaining a common starting note, 
A. 
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seen as progressively more truncated versions of mode 7 (10 pes), again 

without transposition. Of course, modes 4 through 7 all subdivide the tritone in 

various ways and are, therefore, by their very nature, associated. Modes 1 and 

2 could also be added to the "modes 4-5-6-7" tritone-subdivision family, but 

this would overlook the very essence of the "limited transposition" concept as 

defined by the smallest symmetrical units of each mode. 1 3 

Mode 2 blends readily with the other modes, yet remains distinct enough 

(largely through its use in tonal-sounding passages) to warrant separate treat­

ment, both from a theoretic and pragmatic point of view. 

Finally, all seven modes share the pitch-class F# (and, of course, C). 

Given the importance of the key of F# in the piece (see pages 75 and 83-85), it 

is interesting to note this coincidence of mode structure with the composer's 

choices of key, which are generally made on the basis of color and sonority. 

4. Chords in fourths 

These are six-note chords of alternating augmented and perfect fourths, 

having close ties to the 5th mode of limited transposition and its characteristic 

melodic formula (see pp. 79-80). Incomplete three-note "chords in fourths" are 

a permanent feature of Messiaen's music and do not owe allegiance to the fifth 

mode. 1 4 In example 4b we see a short series of four- and five-note chords in 

fourths. 

1 3 Messiaen speaks of the truncation principle involved in modes 4, 5 and 7 
[Technique, 61-62] without clearly delineating other relationships. 

1 4 The "Noel motif provides an example of an important thematic element essential­
ly derived from concatenations of three-note chords in fourths. 
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Ex. 4 Chords in fourths. 

(a.) Technique, vol. 2, ex. #213. 

• • f t 

(b.) Regard de Vetoile (No. 2), {7-3-1}. 

1 ! M 

Ex. 4b © 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

5. Chords of resonance 

These complex eight-note chords contain "nearly all the notes perceptible, 

to an extremely fine ear, in the resonance of a low C. . ." and characteristically 

are voiced as a dominant-seventh chord in the left hand with a half-diminished 

chord in the right (ex. 5a). They are frequently found, as in example 5b, in a 

succession of different inversions, "bring[ing] forth an effect of a stained-glass 

window."15 (Note that the four chords of resonance circled in example 5c are 

virtually identical to the first four chords of 5b.) Chords of resonance have an 

affinity with mode 3, using all but one of its nine notes. 

Ex. 5 Chords of resonance. 

(a.) Technique, vol. 2, ex. #208. 

M e s s i a e n , Technique, 50 . 
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Ex. 5 Chords of resonance, continued. 

(b.) Technique, vol. 2, ex. #212. 

P TyT.̂ 7ir"";̂ «tff *jf ^ 

k *1 ff^ *f " , JUj J at 
(c.) Le baiser de VEnfant-Jesus (No. 15), {114-5-2}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

6. Chords on the dominant 

These seven-note chords contain all the notes of a major scale, and are 

generally preceded by two-note appoggiaturas, as in example 6a. Like the 

chord of resonance, the chord on the dominant is also frequently found in a 

multicolored succession of different inversions and voicings, each transposed to 

maintain a common bass note (ex. 6b). Example 6c, a "harmonic litany," 

inverts this process by suspending the different inversions and voicings of the 

chords on the dominant below two unchanging tones (E and D) in the top voice. 
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Ex. 6 Chords on the dominant. 

(a.) Technique, vol. 2, ex. #203. 

(b.) Technique, vol. 2, ex. #204. 

p expressif 

(c.) Premiere communion de la Vierge (No. 11), {81-5-1}. 

,> 'Mr fi 2. 1 3 t e it 
2. 
9 '—< 

t . 

f 

p r 

4— 
I r 

f r -

Ex. 6c © 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

7. Harmonic litany 

"The harmonic litany is a melodic fragment of two or several notes re­

peated with different harmonizations."16 Notice the (inversional) symmetry 

of this procedure, with its pedal tones on the top of the texture, to that of 

^ M e s s i a e n , Technique, 53. 
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chords on the dominant with their multicolored succession of different in­

versions above a common bass note. The continuation of the harmonic litany 

of example 7a is seen (in association with chords on the dominant) in example 

6c. Example 7b shows a litany below the notes G and F. 

Ex. 7 Harmonic litanies. 

(a.) Premiere communion de la Vierge (No. 11), {81-2-1}. 

M o d e r e (JWo) 

(b.) Regard du silence (No. 17), {129-4-1}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

8. Augmented or diminished rhythms (rhythmic variants) 

The technique of lengthening or shortening the values of a given rhythm— 
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either exactly or inexactly—is fundamental for Messiaen, and is usually applied 

to a small initial cell (of two or three notes), followed closely by its resultant 

series of variants. While exact augmentation and diminution is by no means 

new (Messiaen's mathematical proportions are somewhat original, however), 

the inexact variants with their added values form something substantially 

different, and the unprepared listener could well miss the connections between 

an original and its variants. 

Ex. 8 Table of augmentations and diminutions. 
From the preface to the Quartet for the End of Time. 

(a.) Exact. 

Addition of 1/3 of the values: 

Withdrawal of 1/4 of the values: 

Addition of the dot: 

Withdrawal of the dot: 

Classic augmentation: 

Classic diminution: 

Addition of twice the values: 

Withdrawal of 2/3 of the values: 

Addition of three times the values: 

Withdrawal of 3/4 of the values: 

p- r 
r r 
p r 
p- r 
p r 
r r 

p- r 

r r 

r r 
p- r 
p- r 
p p 
r r 
p r 

p* r 

r r 
/ r 

(b.) Inexact. 

r r r 

© 1942 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de FEditeur. 
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Example 8a shows various exact augmentations and diminutions, while 

8b gives an example of inexact diminution: "classic diminution" of three quarter 

notes is altered by the addition of a small value (dot) to the central eighth note. 

Tala 1 provides a further example of a series of rhythmic variants created 

by inexact augmentation and diminution (see pp. 27-30). The composer ob­

serves that "with very inexact augmentations or diminutions, one arrives at 

making rhythmic variants rather than augmentations or diminutions properly 

so called."17 

Ex. 9 Groups of very short and very long values. 

(a.) Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6), {30-1-1}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Messiaen, Technique, 19. 
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Ex. 9 Groups of very short and very long values, continued. 

(b.) Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6), {44-4-2}. 

M o d e r 6 (JWoo) 
(Theme de Dieu) 

(Groupes formant des valeura 
tres breveB et tres tongues) 

(31) 

^^ffJtLLf'[USill!Ill 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

9. Groups of very short and very long values 

Messiaen extended the idea of contrasting short and long single note 

values to that of contrasting groups of notes whose sum totals are very short 

and very long. Example 9 provides two excerpts with contrasting textures, 

based on nearly the same rhythmic proportions. The first features constant, 

vigorous melodic movement, as opposed to the static chordal repetition of the 

second. It is perhaps symbolic that, by creating a long group from many short 

repeated chords (as in ex. 9b), Messiaen melds the very short and the very long 

into complementary aspects of a single passage. 
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10. Non-retrogradable rhythms 

A non-retrogradable rhythm is one whose retrograde is identical to its 

original form. The second half of such a rhythm is actually a retrograde of the 

first half, with a central value common to both halves (see exx. 10 and 14). 

Messiaen draws attention to the parallel between non-retrogradable rhythms 

and his modes of limited transposition, crediting both with the "charm of 

impossibilities." 

Ex. 10 Non-retrogradable rhythm. 
From Regard de VEglise d'amour (No. 20), {158-3-1}. 

(amplifie a gauche) (eta droite) 

ff 
1 Si 

H „ =-
r i 

i 
-

• 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

11. Progressively accelerating/progressively slowing series 

These are rhythmic processes where one perceives an apparent gradual 

speeding up or slowing down of a pulse. In fact this is accomplished—within a 

fixed, unchanging tempo—by steadily and incrementally increasing or decreas­

ing the notated values (usually from one to sixteen, or from sixteen to one 

sixteenth-note values). Messiaen describes the resulting series as a "chroma­

tic scale of durations." The two processes may occur separately, as in the 
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opening and closing sections of Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages 

(No. 16), or simultaneously, as in the first nineteen bars of Regard de I'Onction 

terrible (No. 18).1 8 

12. Rhythmic canons 

Rhythmic canons apply the canonic principle to rhythms without simul­

taneous melodic canon. Successive entries are typically very close, creating 

stretto-like textures such as seen in No. 9, Regard du temps {55-1-3...}. 

Rhythmic canons in the Vingt Regards are often associated with specific, re­

curring rhythmic patterns such as talas 1 and 2 (see pp. 27-30). 

13. Rhythmic pedals 

A rhythmic pedal is a "rhythm which repeats itself indefatigably, in osti-

nato... without busying itself about the rhythms which surround it": 1 9 an 

ostinato, in a word. Note that it can be, but is not necessarily associated with 

a repeating chordal or melodic cycle of corresponding or differing length. In 

other words, it may be part of an "isorhythmic" construction (although 

Messiaen himself did not use that term). 

The rhythmic pedal in No. 5, Regard du Fils sur le Fils (bottom staff, p. 

18), carries the theme de Dieu whose five-chord ostinato constitutes an island 

of F# major tonality independent of the surrounding atonal rhythmic canon, 

1 8 Messiaen states that simultaneous acceleration and deceleration is "an extremely 
rare effect and hardly exists except in Bali." Claude Samuel, Conversations with Olivier 
Messiaen, trans. Felix Aprahamian (London: Stainer & Bell, 1976), 75. It has also been 
exploited by Conlon Nancarrow in his compositions for player piano, the rhythms and notes 
being punched directly (mechanically) into the piano roll (see note 138, p. 181). 

1 9 Griffiths, ibid., 26. 
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while the rhythmic pedal in No. 12, La parole toute-puissante (bottom staff, pp. 

84-89), is built of a single non-retrogradable rhythm—the first cell of tala 2— 

whose recurrences are separated by exactly seven sixteenth-note values of 

rest. 

14. Sharngadeva ("Hindu") Rhythms 

As a student, Messiaen was stimulated by his study of the Sangita-

ratnakara, a list of 120 deci-talas (rhythms from the provinces) compiled in 

the first half of the 13th century by the Indian musician Sharngadeva. 2 0 By 

1935 he was incorporating what he termed "Hindu rhythms" into his own 

music (La Nativite du Seigneur), though in distinctly non-traditional ways, 

freely adapting and developing the rhythms to his own ends. Consequently, 

Messiaen's use of these rhythms can in no way be regarded as "authentic"— 

the "Hindu" label should simply be considered as the composer's ackowledg-

ment of their source.2 1 

Certain rhythmic features that appealed to Messiaen were appropriated 

and amalgamated into his own musical language in much the same way that 

he later incorporated Peruvian folklore and religion (Harawi, 1945), and even 

2 0 Various spellings of the Indian terms and proper names abound, and obvious 
printing errors (in Johnson's Messiaen, notably) only complicate the situation. For the sake 
of simplicity I will use the spellings adopted by Messiaen, originating in Albert Lavignac's 
Encyclopidie de la musique (Paris, 1920-31). Reference to Sharngadeva's rhythms will be 
found in the principal biographies and analytical works, as well as in Andre Boucourechliev, 
"Messiaen, Olivier," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie 
(London: Macmillan, 1980), vol. 12, 205, and Regula Qureshi, "Music history to the mid-
16th century," s.v. "India, subcontinent of, §1.4," New Grove, vol. 9, 76-77. 

2 1 No such authenticity was even possible. Griffiths notes that "these deci-talas were 
already antiquated conceits when they were tabulated," and that the Lavignac Encyclopedie 
arguably contained notational errors (Griffiths, ibid., 60). Apart from any such deficiencies 
in the sources, however, is the more immediate issue of Messiaen's understanding and use of 
the material. 



24 

birdsong—for all the extensive and detailed ornithological fieldwork he did. In 

fact, the various musical influences, whether Grecian, Indian, or European 

common practice, are often so inseparably intertwined with the original ele­

ments of Messiaen's idiosyncratic rhythmic style that, at times, ascribing a 

particular inspiration or source seems, if not altogether arbitrary, at least 

debatable. 

Ex. 11 Eight Sharngadeva rhythms nse-n1 in the Vingt Regards. 
(From R. S. Johnson, Messiaen, Appendix II: 'Table of 120 
degi-talas according to Sharngadera" [sic], pp. 206-210.) 

(a.) Rhythms of primary importance. 

# 51 - vijaya : 
J . J J -

# 58 - dhenki: 

# 101 - simha : 

(b.) Component rhythms of the tala 1 pattern. 

# 88 - lakskmica : 

# 93 - ragavardhana : 

# 105 - candrakala : 

J J J J . J J . } 
(c.) Rhythms used independently. 

# 26b - mi?ra varna : 

# 73 - vasanta 

J M 1 J . J J 3 J n 
: m J J J 
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Example 11 illustrates eight of these rhythms (chosen for illustrative pur­

poses only—the list is not meant to be exhaustive) grouped into three cate­

gories: (a) rhythms fundamentally associated with many important and 

secondary themes of the work; (b) rhythms associated with "tala 1"; and (c) 

rhythms used exclusively in particular pieces. Their numbering and names are 

those found in Johnson's Messiaen, but the beaming of separate notes into 

groups is an alteration. 

The first group (a) includes three rhythms all containing a similar initial 

cell of three values in a long-short-long pattern of five units exemplified by #58, 

dhenki. Often described as a "Cretic" rhythm, it is found commonly in the 

Vingt Regards. Dhenki is pervasive in No. 9, Regard du temps (both for the 

melodic sections and the rhythmic canons built on its proportions; see Analysis 

N° 2), and is also found associated with the theme d'amour variant in No. 10 

(pp. 63-66, "comme un air de chasse, comme des cors"), with the theme de 

Dieu in No. 11 (p. 79, l.h.), and with the non-retrogradable rhythm of the 

opening of No. 20 (p. 158). The very similar #51, vijaya. is the basis for the 

theme de Dieu (with its initial long value broken into three equal shorter notes) 

as seen in No. 15, Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (p. 113f., as a rhythmic and 

melodic pedal). The third rhythm, #101, simha, adds two cadential eighth-notes 

to the basic cretic cell. Simha can be seen as the basis for the theme d'amour 

variant in No. 10 just cited: its initial three-note cell is repeated before adding 

the final eighth-notes. 

The second group (b) also includes three rhythms, the first two of which 

resemble each other closely. Messiaen himself illustrated their presence in tala 

1, where #93, ragavardhana. is used (in doubled values, retrograded, with its 

longest value subdivided into three equal values) to generate the first six notes, 
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followed by #105, candrakala. (in halved values), and finally by #88, lack-

skmica. which produces the last four notes by means of doubled values. (See 

ex. 12.) 

The third group (c) illustrates the eclecticism of the composer in his devel­

opment of compositional material. The opening volley of bells that punctuates 

No. 13, Noel, four times is based on rhythm #73, vasanta. Here its use is 

somewhat obscured by rhythmic displacement: while vasanta has the appear­

ance of a bar of 3/8 followed by a bar of 3/4, in this case it sounds like a bar of 

4/4 with an extra eighth-note tacked on to the end (especially since Messiaen 

favored small added values that destroyed symmetry in just this fashion). 

Rhythm #26b, micra varna. (meaning "mixture of colors" in Sanskrit) is used 

for the fragmentation of the theme d'accords variant heard in the same piece. 

Ex. 12 Derivation of tala 1 from Sharngadeva rhythms #93. 105 and 88. 

# 93 - Ragavardhana: m J. 
# 105 - Candrakala: J J J J. J. J. J* 

#88- Lakskmica: 

Tala 1: r r r iu i us LSXS i cr r r 
# 93: retrograde, values # 105: values halved. # 88: values doubled, 
doubled, longest value 
divided into 3 equal values. 

The following question naturally arises: how does one determine if a 

particular rhythm in a Messiaen score is a "Hindu rhythm," a Greek rhythm, a 
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derivation of one of these, or simply an original rhythm that pleased the com­

poser? (All of the above could be plausible in a given situation.) It was sug­

gested at the outset that aspects of all these elements are "often inseparably 

intertwined" in such a way that attempts to attach definitive labels seem 

debatable, if not altogether arbitrary. Given that many of the 120 de$i-talas 

consist of small note values in asymmetrical groupings and that Messiaen's 

rhythmic techniques favor exactly such formations through the use of added 

values or slight variation designed to undermine symmetry, it becomes appar­

ent that for virtually any such rhythmic cell in the score, a corresponding 

Sharngadeva rhythm could be found. It seems preferable, therefore, to con­

sider Messiaen's rhythmic techniques to be a matter of individual artistic ex­

pression, rather than to seek exotic roots to justify or explain that technique— 

even though the composer repeatedly drew attention to such sources of inspir­

ation. 

15. Talas 1 and 2 (Johnson) 

In chapter four of Messiaen, Robert Sherlaw Johnson identifies two 

rhythms used repeatedly in various contexts by Messiaen, and inspired by 

certain features of the 120 deci-talas that proved to be so influential in the 

composer's development.22 He gave them the labels "tala 1" and "tala 2," and 

their particularities and use in the Vingt Regards are examined below. 

Tala 1 has already been discussed in terms of its derivation from the deci-

talas #93, 105, and 88 (see example 12). In the following discussion it will be 

analyzed as a series of variants using inexact augmentation and diminution. 

2 2 Johnson, ibid., 37. 
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Tala 1 is employed in several works from Chants de terre et de ciel (1937) 

onward, 2 3 and is discussed in Messiaen's Technique (1942: vol. 1, chapter 4) 

and in the preface to the Quartet for the End of Time (1941). It is used in the 

Quartet as a continuous rhythmic pedal in the piano part of the first move­

ment, Liturgie de cristal. There the rhythmic series of seventeen values runs 

simultaneously with a series of twenty-nine chords, creating an "isorhythmic" 

texture of cycles whose individual elements repeat exactly, but whose resultant 

total configuration is always different. 

One sees here an instance of the composer's predilection for prime num­

bers (17 and 29) as well as for sequences of rhythmic variants (based on a 

fundamental cell of three quarter-notes). Messiaen describes the rhythm thus: 

A typical formula of our rhythmic fancies, it contains a combination 
of augmented rhythms and added values, and, at the same time, 
inexact augmentations and diminutions; further, it begins with an 
interpretation of the rdgauardhana...; finally, the total of its values 
is thirteen quarter notes (a prime number).2 4 

The whole rhythm consists of the basic cell (A), three rhythmically modi­

fied cells, and a final section of increasing values ambiguously related to the 

original cell. Messiaen illustrates the rhythm as composed of cells of exact 

augmentation or diminution (A), inexact augmentation or diminution (B), or, in 

the final bar, two abbreviated and altered cells (see example 13, where the + 

indicates an added value). Other interpretations are also possible.25 

2 3 Johnson, ibid., 37. 
2 4 Messiaen, Technique, 20. 
2 5 The 16th-note added to cell four could also be viewed as the first member in a final 

cell showing an incremental progression by 16th-notes (the largest common value): 16th-
note, 8th-note, dotted 8th-note, quarter-note, and a doubling (thus breaking the pattern) to 
the final half-note. A less divergent version would add to the composer's last A group the 
16th-note marked with a cross (thus rendering the preceding B group "exact"). Messiaen 
undoubtedly kept the last four values grouped together intact as dec>tala #88, "lackskmiga." 
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This rhythm is used in Nos. 5, 6, 14, and 17 of the Vingt Regards, always 

in sections of rhythmic canon. In Regard du Fils sur le Fils (No. 5) and 

Regard du silence (No. 17), it is the basis of two-part rhythmic canons, with 

the second voice augmented in each case by the "addition of a dot." The 

Regard des Anges (No. 14) uses tala 1 in straightforward three-part rhythmic 

canon, while the three-part texture in Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6) features it 

in both normal and retrograde forms.2 6 

Ex. 13 Tala 1 as a series of rhythmic variants. 
From Technique, vol. 2, ex. #28. 

A. A. A. 
i i + i i + i 1 i 

t r r in I 
• i i * 
B B B 

Tala 2 is made up of three non-retrogradable cells, separated by barlines 

(ex. 14), whose proportions, measured in sixteenth-notes, are: 

(a) 3 - 5 - 8 - 5 - 3 

(b) 4 . 3 . 7 - 3 . 4 

(c) 2 - 2 - 3 - 5 - 3 - 2 - 2 

It is only found twice in the Vingt Regards. On its first appearance, in 

Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6), it forms the basis of two eight-bar rhythmic 
2 6 See {26-4-1} for an example of normal order canon, and {33-3-4} for the retrograde 

form. In the latter instance, tala 1 proper is preceded by two quarter-notes, with the last 
note of the middle staff initiating the canon. The other two voices follow in rising order at 
quarter-note intervals. There is one small deviation from the tala rhythm in the alto voice 
(top staff) at {33-4-2} where, in the second half of the bar, one sees a sixteenth-note followed 
by a tied dotted quarter, instead of the expected dotted eighth followed by a tied sixteenth. 
This is perhaps just a printer's error. 
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canons, the first in normal order at {26-1-1}, and the second in retrograde at 

{34-3-2}. In La parole toute-puissante (No. 12), only the first cell (a) of tala 2 is 

used, as an ostinato (rhythmic pedal) in the bottom staff. In this case, each 

statement of the cell is set off from the others by rests equivalent to seven 

16th-notes. 

Ex. 14 Tala 2. 

From the preface to the Quartet for the End of Time. 

p - r l r f > i r p-Tp-pT \ui'f)us\ 

© 1942 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

16. Cadential splash of color 

Although not discussed by the composer as an element of his style, this 

sudden, unexpected "chromatic" splash of color is a gesture that nevertheless 

terminates eleven of the twenty pieces. Furthermore, this effect is also evoked 

within pieces to highlight section breaks, and is occasionally used to complete a 

twelve-note aggregate left incomplete by underlying modal structures, as in the 

opening bar of Regard de Tetoile (No. 2), {6-1-1}. Messiaen incidentally 

describes a typical example of this phenomenon in these terms: "like a blow of 

instantaneous light!"27 

In all cases these splashes of color are analogous to what the composer 

terms "effects of resonance."28 They are usually athematic, although they 

2 7 Messiaen, Technique, 45 (referring to vol. 2, ex. #175). 
2 8 Messiaen, Technique, 51, and see examples #217-21, particularly #221. 
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can take the form of familiar chord fragments; the theme d'accords lends itself 

readily to such treatment. Example 15a shows a typical end-of-piece gesture, 

while 15b shows the analogous use of a modified theme d'accords at a section 

break. In the latter, the chord on the downbeat of bar 2 is the principal har­

mony. The two-handed interjection in the same bar (modified theme d'accords) 

constitutes superior resonance, while bar 3 shows inferior resonance. 

Ex. 15 Cadential splashes of color. 

(a.) L'echange (No. 3), last 4 bars, p. 11. 

8? bassa 1 8? bassa 

(b.) Noel (No. 13), last 3 bars, p. 90. 

8° bassa : ' 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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17. Number Symbolism 

The use of number symbolism has always been a part of Messiaen's com­

positional process. The most explicit—the use of threes to symbolize the Holy 

Trinity of Christian theology—is supplemented by a series of more arcane 

numerological symbols. These, very briefly, are: 6, symbolizing Creation; 7, 

symbolizing Divine rest; 9, symbolizing maternity; and 5, symbolizing any of 

the persons of the Holy Trinity. 2 9 

Groups of three are used symbolically by the composer frequently in the 

Vingt Regards.30 Messiaen alludes to such use, however, only twice: "Three 

sonorities, three modes, three rhythms, three superposed musics," (No. 5) and 

"Three statements of the theme de Dieu..." (No. 20). The following quotation is 

evidence that the composer had definite symbolic intentions behind statements 

affirming a texture conceived in threes: "This organ piece [Kyrie] is written in 

three voices, supplementary hommage to the Trinity, the form itself being 

tripartite: three times three."31 

2 9 This subject is explored in R. S. Johnson, ibid., chap. 5, "Christianity and Symbol­
ism," and in Harry Halbreich, Olivier Messiaen (Paris: Fayard/SACEM, 1980), 219-220. 
Messiaen alluded to interpretations of the numbers 6, 7, and 8 in the preface to the Quartet 
for the End of Time, and was more explicit in his program notes to the Vingt Regards (see 
Appendix 3, p. 209) and in his discussions with Antoine Golea published in Golea, 
Rencontres avec Olivier Messiaen (Paris: Julliard, 1960), 109. 

3 0 Griffiths comments [ibid., 123]: "canons in the Vingt regards tend to be in three 
voices, for obvious theological reasons, and also because a four-part canon of this kind might 
tax even a Loriod's prestidigitation." 

3 1 Messiaen, Technique, 45, italics added. 
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18. Variation and Commentary 

Some movements have sections designated as variations by the com­

poser, while others simply have variational aspects to their structures. A 

closely related concept, termed "commentary," is explained in this way: 

The commentary is a melodic development of the theme, one in which 
some fragments of the theme are repeated in the initial key upon 
different degrees, or in other keys, and are varied rhythmically, 
melodically, and harmonically.32 

Messiaen, Technique, 38. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEMES AND MOTIFS IN THE VINGT REGARDS 

1. Introduction 

A number of different themes and motifs are used throughout the cycle 

aside from the three principal themes illustrated by the composer in the pre­

face to the score: the theme de Dieu, the theme d'accords, and the theme de 

Vetoile et de la Croix. Many of these share common features, suggesting larger 

groups or families of themes. Others, sufficiently independent to stand on their 

own, nevertheless show certain motivic connections to the more central 

material. This section is essentially a comparative analysis of all of the 

primary, and several of the secondary and lesser themes and motifs of the 

work. 

Generally speaking, one could define a theme as a complete musical idea, 

rich in significance, that forms the basis of a composition. A motif, on the other 

hand, is a much shorter figure that recurs throughout a piece, referring to an 

important idea (musical or extra-musical) in the manner of a leitmotif. A 

formula is an unchanging musical idea associated with a given mode or style (in 

a range of different Messiaen compositions) without particular musical links to 

the piece in which it is found. The motif contributes meaningfully to musical 

dialogue in a specific.piece or passage, while the formula neither influences nor 

is influenced by its surroundings. 

Messiaen's use of the word "theme" seems to encompass both themes and 

motifs as defined above, and I have maintained his usage. Texturally, the three 

themes present very different aspects. Taking into account their appearance, 
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and by the above definitions, one could make the following observations: 

1. the theme de Dieu is essentially a motif consisting of a harmonized 

melody (a traditional homophonic texture); 

2. the theme d'accords can be seen as a partially-ordered pitch-class set 

complex taking many different forms; 

3. the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix, a fragment of unaccompanied 

melody bearing certain similarities to plainchant, acts as an incipit to 

a complete musical phrase in the traditional sense. 

A total of eleven themes will be discussed in this chapter: the composer's 

three principal themes, and eight secondary themes and motifs, grouped into 

families as follows:33 

T H E M E D E DIEU theme d'amour 

theme du baiser 

theme de joie 

T H E M E D'ACCORDS accords de carillon (cloches) 

inotif #270: 

T H E M E DE L'ETOILE E T D E L A CROLX 

(Other Motifs) style oiseau 

Boris motif 
:Noel motif 

3 3 These family groupings are suggested in the Key to Table 1. Other supplemental 
information will be found in Table 3: "Themes in the Vingt Regards." (See Appendix 1.) 
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2. The Theme de Dieu and associated themes 

Theme de Dieu 

The theme de Dieu is by far the most important theme, and four reasons 

can be given to support this conclusion. First, from a theological standpoint, 

the God theme must necessarily take precedence. Secondly, it is instantly 

recognizable in eight of the twenty pieces, and plays a significant role in their 

structure. 3 4 Thirdly, the theme establishes, and is almost exclusively linked 

with, the central tonality of the cycle, F# major. Finally, it generates three 

important secondary themes—a fact of numerological importance. In fact, the 

theme embodies a three-within-three concept: the underlying theme consists of 

three statements of an F# major chord, the first of which is itself subdivided 

into three different chords sharing a common melodic tone, A#. The theme de 

Dieu is reproduced in example 16. 

Ex. 16 The Theme de Dieu. 
From the preface to the Vingt Regards. 

1 ft rri .J- *j ==n 
MS W i 11 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The first Regard of the set is entirely and uniquely devoted to the exposi­

tion of this theme, thereby underscoring its importance, and fixing its form and 

3 4 The theme d'accords is found in eleven pieces—significantly more than the Theme 
de Dieu's eight—but its numerical superiority does not translate into greater importance for 
the listener, as its extreme brevity and densely chromatic contexts tend to hide its use. 



37 

sonorities in the listener's ear. 

The theme de Dieu establishes tonality by several means. It is built 

exclusively on Mode 21—the second mode being the ideal one for generating to­

nal structures—and was termed "the apotheosis of mode 2" by Halbreich. 3 5 

Through repetition and temporal prolongation the theme implies a tonic of F# 

major; that triad comprises three of the five chords of the theme, and is sus­

tained for five of its seven beats. Furthermore, the melodic notes A# and C# 

are both "tonic" chord tones. These observations pertain to the theme as 

illustrated in the composer's preface, but in actual use, its tonicizing features 

are enhanced through prolongation of the tonic harmony and, more important­

ly, through the use of reinforcing dominant and subdominant harmonies in 

traditional harmonic progressions. 

It is possible to view the theme de Dieu (as illustrated in ex. 16) as a germ 

or motif from which several themes in the proper sense of the word are con­

structed. Whereas the motivic form of the theme de Dieu (or a fragment of it) 

is used many times throughout the work, its most important manifestations 

are as full-blown themes of several phrases with an integral standard harmonic 

pattern: Tonic (twice), 

Dominant (twice), 

Improvisatory section (cadential movement from V to I), 

[Tonic]. 

d 5 See Halbreich, ibid., 220. The Theme de Dieu and Mode 2 / F# major tonality are, 
in effect, inseparable—the colors of its harmonies are an integral part of its substance and 
meaning. The cooler colors of the theme when heard (exceptionally) in Bb major, for example 
(in No. 11, Premiere communion de la Vierge), serve to differentiate "God" from the "Child 
Jesus." The subject is thereby portrayed all the more realistically: the burning intensity 
associated with the direct contemplation of God is here replaced by a cooler, more 
introspective version appropriate to the contemplation of the unborn Jesus, still in the womb 
of the mortal subject of Regard No. 11, the Virgin Mary. 
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In fact, it is in this full-blown form that the theme will be found in every 

case examined in chapter three, with the single exception of No. 6, Par Lui tout 

a ete fait, which uses the motivic form of the theme exclusively. A fragment of 

the "expanded" theme, corresponding to the first statement of the first (tonic) 

section plus one bar of its repeat, is reproduced as example 17. 

Ex. 17 The Theme de Dieu. expanded form. 
FromLe baiser de VEnfant-Jesus (No. 15), {108-1-1}. 

b 
Tres lent,calme(Y=88) 

(Le 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The three themes related to the theme de Dieu—the theme d'amour, 

theme du baiser, and theme de joie—will be discussed separately below. It will 

be helpful to point out, nonetheless, three characteristic features of this theme 

that furnish material for the others: 

1. the use of mode 2 and major tonality (often F# major); 
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2. melodic movement of a descending minor third which concludes the 

theme, from scale degree 5 to scale degree 3; 

3. an overall shape of three descending chords followed by an upward leap 

to an accented chord, which then falls back to its point of departure. 

Theme d'amour 

The theme d'amour is a simple melodic and rhythmic variant of its 

genitor, the theme de Dieu. It is used in four pieces, and seems to have two 

different forms, short and long (ex. 18). 

Ex. 18 The theme d'amour. long and short forms. 

(a.) Long form, from Je dors, mais mon cceur veille (No. 19), {153-4-1}. 

Un pen plus v i f (JLM>8) 

(b.) Short form, from Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6), {39-5-1}. 

Un peu plus lent 

M 

3rgd m 
(Theme d'amour) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec Taimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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The essential features of the long form (keeping in mind the theme de 

Dieu) are: three initial descending chords, repeated; a leap up to a strongly 

accented high point; and a fall back to a sustained tonic. The short form simply 

consists of the last four notes of the long form. 

Although both forms are associated with the theme de Dieu, the two have 

different characters, the long form mirroring the original more closely, and the 

short form providing closure for it. The short form of the theme d'amour 

seems, in fact, to grow straight from the theme de Dieu, continuing and con­

cluding it, as shown in example 19. 3 6 

Ex. 19 Conflation of the Theme de Dieu and the theme d'amour. 
From Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6), {38-5-1: 4 bars, and 39-5-1}. 

M l 

if 
(Theme de Dieu) 

/// I 
«9-

to. t (Theme d'amour 

1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The theme d'amour lends itself to energetic rhythmic interpretations. Its 

first appearance is particularly robust, and marked "comme un air de chasse, 

comme des cors" ["like a hunting tune, like horns"] (see No. 10 at {63-5-2}). It 

is presented in a lively 5/16 rhythm, played ff and marked "Bien modere (mais 
3 ^ Although example 19 is an artificial construct and not a continuous excerpt, it does 

represent the way I hear the passage. The pattern is repeated two more times (see score 
pp. 40-42) in a sequence rising by major thirds: F#, Bb, and D. 
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de plus en plus vehement)" [Quite moderate (but increasingly vehement)], a 

style that characterizes several passionate or ecstatic theme de Dieu 

passages.37 Conversely, it is also used in quiet, floating, timeless contexts, as 

in the opening bars of No. 19, Je dors, mais mon coeur veille. Messiaen used 

this theme again—still symbolizing mystical love—in his next orchestral work, 

Turangalila-Symphonie (1946-48).38 

Theme du baiser 

This new theme, used exclusively in the climactic section of No. 15, Le 

baiser de VEnfant-Jesus, is simply marked "Le baiser" by the composer.3 9 

Like the fully-expanded theme de Dieu, it is a true theme developed from a 

motif. It shares several traits in common with its parent theme, such as: 

1. a key signature of F # major and exclusive use of mode 2; 

2. three descending chords (underscored with tenuto marks) leading to an 

accented high note which subsequently falls; 

3. a regular, traditional harmonic structure: 

Tonic, Subdominant, Tonic, Dominant, Tonic, Dominant, etc. 

Messiaen has forged some subtle thematic connections here, for he uses 

the theme du baiser as a link—a kind of "pivot theme"—between the theme de 

3 7 See, for example, No. 11 at {79-1-2) and No. 6, pp. 28-29, left hand. The 5/16 
rhythm can be identified as deci-tala #58, "dhenki," or as the "Cretic" rhythm of ancient 
Greece. Piece No. 9, Regard du Temps, is based entirely on this rhythm and its variants, 
but provides a strikingly different character—one of mystery and a strange and powerful 
stillness—from the one usually associated with this rhythm in faster tempos. 

3 8 R. S. Johnson, ibid., 75, illustrates the similarities in the two versions of the 
theme, which include the key of F# major and the same final melodic pitches: A#-G#-F#-C#. 

3 9 The section comprises twenty-four bars, from {117-3-1} to {119-3-3}. Perhaps its 
use here is not absolutely exclusive; an echo of the theme du baiser in altered form is sig­
nalled in No. 19 (see, for example, {152-3-1...2}, {152-4-2...3}) in Michele Reverdy, L'Oeuvre 
pour piano d'Olivier Messiaen (Paris: Leduc, 1978), 56. 
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Dieu and the very different theme de joie, as will be seen. A fragment of the 

theme du baiser is shown in example 20. 

Ex. 20 The theme du baiser. 
From Le baiser de VEnfant-Jesus (No. 15), {117-3-1}. 

Modere (J=60) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Theme de joie 

Limited to a single piece (but a central and important one: Regard de 

VEsprit de joie, No. 10), the theme de joie is a "joyous and vehement" affirma­

tion of tonality in the midst of a percussive atonal sea. At first glance, it does 
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not appear to have much in common with the theme de Dieu. It is, however, a 

rhythmic and melodic retrograde (strict in the first case, varied in the second) 

of the first seven notes of the "baiser" theme, whose contours more obviously 

recall the theme de Dieu. The theme de joie is shown twice in example 21: 

simply, as it first appears (21a); and thickly harmonized in homorhythmic 

style and melodically extended into a four-bar phrase, as heard later (21b). 

Ex. 21 The theme de joie. 

(a.) Unadorned, in Regard de VEsprit de joie (No. 10), {60-5-1}. 

(b.) Harmonized and extended, ibid., {69-1-1}. 

Tres modere, Tempo rubato (Ĵ =104) 

IJ? ,IM , r r f f f ftf; i •w ft . 1 

m 
(Theme de joie) <*) 

(dans un grand transport de joie) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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The pitch structure of the theme is of the utmost simplicity, being nothing 

more than a major scale, rising an octave from scale degree 5 to scale degree 5, 

and omitting the seventh degree. It is a motif, rather than a true theme, but 

its use is symbolically important in this piece dedicated to "la joie d'amour du 

Dieu bienheureux dans Fame de Jesus-Christ."40 

Inherent in the melodic structure of the theme are the implied harmonies 

of V (fourth suspended) and I (in second inversion), the dominant underlying the 

first four eighth-notes, and the tonic understood below the final two sixteenths 

and dotted quarter. These harmonies are made explicit when the theme is 

accompanied, as seen in example 21b. 

Example 22 shows all four of the theme de Diezz-related themes, aligned so 

as to highlight their motivic similarities. 

Ex. 22 The four Theme de Piezz-related themes. 

/ 1> • tfp^v 
h 1 i f r 'a 

h ^ . 1 

i » « . j f » — 1 

'—1 
) * If*1 

*. 

b > > 

1. Theme de Dieu 

2. Theme d'amour 

3. Theme du baiser 

4. Theme de joie (retrograde of 
#3) 

4 0 Messiaen, "Note de I'auteur" (preface) to score of Vingt regards sur VEnfant-Jesus, 
(Paris: Durand, 1947), ii . 
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3. The Theme d'Accords and associated themes 

Theme d'Accords 

The theme d'accords, ostensibly a sequence of four chords, "circulates 

from piece to piece, fragmented, or concentrated like a rainbow."41 It is found 

more often than any other of the three principal themes, appearing in eleven of 

the twenty pieces. Unlike the theme de Dieu, which is immediately recogniz­

able, the theme d'accords is sometimes difficult to detect due to its extreme 

brevity and typical placement in densely chromatic contexts which tend to 

camouflage its use. Moreover, the fragmentation and concentration noted by 

the composer transfigure the theme even further, so that the listener hears the 

theme in a variety of configurations: four four-note chords (as illustrated by the 

composer in the preface, and refered to below as "tetrachords a-d"), two eight-

note chords (the harmonies being collapsed into each other, or, in the 

composer's words, "concentrated"), as an arpeggio, and so on. (Example 24 

provides five illustrations of its use.) Because of this multiplicity of forms, the 

theme d'accords might be better expressed as a set of four unordered (or 

partially-ordered) pitch-class sets. 

In this regard, two different groupings of the theme will prove useful during 

analysis. The first treats the four successive verticalities as tetrachords a-d, 

while the second groups the right- and left-hand strata into two four-note 

collections each, numbered i - iv . 4 2 These four-note subdivisions of the theme 

d'accords will be referred to in subsequent analyses as tetrachords "a" to "d" 

4 1 Messiaen, "Note de l'auteur," Vingt Regards, i . My translation. 
4 2 A third grouping of four linear successions (SATB) is also immediately apparent. 

Although not generally found to be pertinent in analysis, this grouping does provide another 
instance of the set 4-18 (0147) in the bass line, as well as the all-interval tetrachord 4-Z29 
(0137) in the soprano. The alto line carries the characteristic melodic sequence G#-F#-F#-
G#. 
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and "i" through "iv" respectively. These groupings are shown in example 23, 

where the set-class types (Forte's set-class numbers and prime form notation) 

and interval vectors are also listed. 

Ex. 23 The Theme d'Accords and its subsets. 
From the preface to the Vingt Regards. 

(a.) Grouped as four successive verticalities. 

a. 4-23 (0257) 021030 
b. 4-8 (0156) 200121 
c. 4-18 (0147) 102111 
d. 4-5 (0126) 210111 

(b.) Grouped as four quadrants of a sixteen-note array. 

L 4-23 (0257) 021030 
ii. 4-26 (0358) 012120 
iii. 4-11 (0135) 121110 
iv. 4-23 (0257) 021030 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Whereas the other principal themes are modally based (theme de Dieu, 

mode 2; theme de Vetoile et de la Croix, mode 73), the theme d'accords is not. It 

does, however, contain all twelve pitch-classes (with some duplication). 

Example 24 shows the theme d'accords in some of its different manifesta-
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tions in the cycle. In 24a it is heard as four vertical tetrachords, a through d. 

The grouping is slightly different in 24b, upper staff, while 24c presents the 

"concentrated" version of two octachords (ab, cd)—circled in the example—first 

as isolated pp interjections (bars 2-3), then as part of a three-chord harmonic 

pedal (last bar). Note that the first chord of each of these groups of three is a 

transposition (T4) of the last. The theme is arpeggiated in 24d using the 

tetrachord sequence ii—i—ii—i, iv—iii—iv-iii (with two pitch-class discrepancies, 

circled in the example), and is recognizable, though incomplete, in the bottom 

staff of 24e, where it is accompanied by birdsong in the right hand. 

Ex. 24 The Theme d'Accords in various guises in the Vingt Regards. 

(a.) Tetrachords a - d, in Le baiser de VEnfant-Jesus (No. 15), {114-4-2}. 

(b.) Alternate groupings, in Regard desAnges (No. 14), {99-2-2}. 

a b c d 

5 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales. Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de I'Editeur. 
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Ex. 24 The Theme d'Accords in various guises, cont. 

(c.) Concentrated, in Je dors, mats mon cozur veille (No. 19), {156-2-1}. 

"fy* Ok Cd P mf a b c d p 

m 

ab ccl 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 24 The Theme d'Accords in various guises, cont. 

(d.) Arpeggiated, in Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6), {39-3-1}. 
(Circled notes are discrepancies: E instead of C, G instead of G#.) 

i i 'ii iji 

i< ii iv iv 

(e.) Incomplete, in Regard desAnges (No. 14), {104-5-2, l.h.}. 
(Tetrachords i and iii are incomplete: only 2 pes in i , and 3 pes in iii.) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Sometimes the theme d'accords is disguised or used discontinuously, as in 

No. 9, Regard du temps (see Analysis N° 2, particularly pages 159-61). 

The two motifs related to the theme d'accords, the accords de carillon and 

"motif #270," will be discussed presently below. The table in example 25 below 

summarizes some of the features shared by these themes and motifs. 
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Ex. 25 Table of characteristics shared by the Theme d'accords family. 

Theme d'accords Accords de carillon Motif #270 

initial melodic descent 
of a whole step: X - X 

alto voice movement of 
G#-F# and/or F#-G#: X X X 

consists of descending 
2-chord interjections: X X X 

voicings of 4-note clusters 
(not all chromatic): X X -

prominent perfect-fourth 
voicings: X X — 

forms an aggregate: X X -

("X" indicates the presence, and "-" the absence of the characteristics on the left.) 

Accords de carillon 

The exact configuration of the accords de carillon varies from piece to 

piece, and even between repetitions within one piece (as does the theme d'ac­

cords), but the essential form seems to be a series of four chords with four 

essential elements: 

1. threefold repetition of a melodic pedal tone in the top voice; 

2. repetition of mode 1 structures from chord 1 to 3 and chord 2 to 4; 

3. chromatic descent between chord pairs 1-2 (whole-tone sonorities) 

and 3-4 (dominant seventh sonorities); 

4. a chromatically descending bass line that underscores the move­

ment in the other elements. 

These four essential components are illustrated in example 26b following the 

motif as it first appears in the Vingt Regards. 
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The first two chords are predominantly mode 1 (i.e. whole-tone) structures 

whose essence is seen in the bottom four notes of each. Their roots descend by 

semitone, sliding from one whole-tone collection to the other. The top notes of 

chord 2 compose a second-inversion major triad whose uppermost voice is not a 

member of the underlying mode 1 collection. 

The third chord suggests both a structure of superposed fourths and a 

variation of a chord on the dominant (see ex. 6a, p. 16), but is, in fact, a re-

voicing of chord 1, whose essential B b , C, E , F# is now seen in the right hand 

above the left hand's fourths. It simultaneously voices a strong second-inver­

sion D dominant seventh sonority. 

The fourth contains another second-inversion dominant-seventh chord 

(C#) lying a semitone below chord 3, thereby imitating the descending root 

movement of the first pair of chords. Taken together, chords 3 and 4 form an 

aggregate (like the theme d'accords), and also constitute a chord of resonance, 

with the resonance preceding the fundamental chord, so to speak. 

Examples 26a, c and d provide illustrations of the carillon motif (bracketed 

where necessary), while 26b sketches the motifs four essential elements. Note 

that the motif as it appears in examples 26c and d is a semitone higher than in 

examples a and b . 4 3 

At its first appearance (No. 2, bars 3-5), and several times thereafter, Messiaen 
gives this motif two separate parenthetic descriptions: "comme des cloches," and "accords de 
carillon." In other instances there is no such distinction, the "accords de carillon" label 
sufficing for the whole complex (see No. 15, {114-5-1}). As a carillon must necessarily sound 
like bells, I take the first term to be purely descriptive, and treat the whole complex as one 
theme. 
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Ex. 26 Accords de carillon. 

(a.) As four chords, in. Regard de Vetoile (No. 2), {6-5-2}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

(b.) Reduced to four essential elements. 

1. Melodic pedal tones 

2. Mode 1 structures showing 
similarity of chords 1-3, 2-4 

3. Dominant 7th sonorities 
(chords 3-4) and others 
(bracketed) 

4. Chromatically descending 
bass underscoring parallel 
(Tn) movement in other 
elements 

(Tn) 

(IT,) VW ^ ,f}r 

I): 



53 

Ex. 26 Accords de carillon, continued. 

(c.) As three chords, inLe baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15), {114-5-1}. 

JS>. (Accords de carillon) a. 

1 2 3 4 

(d.) As four chords, in Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15), {115-2-1}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The theme d'accords and the accords de carillon are also used, separately 

and in close association, in Messiaen's next composition, Harawi (1945).44 

There, the carillon motif forms the basis of the first piece. Example 27 com­

pares an accords de carillon passage from the Vingt Regards with the opening 

bars of Harawi. 

4 4 See Harawi (31-2-3), (48-2-3...), (52-1-1), (72-2-3...), (84-1-1...), and (100-4...), for 
example. 
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Ex. 27 A comparison of the accords de carillon motif in the Vingt Regards 
and Harawi. 

(a.) From Regard de I'Eglise d'amour (No. 20), {170-2-1}. 

Tres modere 
(Comme des cloches, :> 

8 
l r '—I 

i 
'Accords de carillon) _/ I i i i 3a. 

3 4 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec 1'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

(b.) From Harawi: La ville qui dormait, toi (No. 1), mm. 1-3. 

C H AST 

PI.WO 

E x t r e i n e m e n t lent, en reve 
PPP 

La vii - li? qui dor . mait, 

E x t r e i n e m e n t lent, en reve 

1 ^ fc^^ gjjf b a ^ ; 

Ma 

4 
1 (1 *) pppy 

(c.) A comparison of chord contents from (a) and (b). 

(chord) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Vingt Regards Harawi45 

C # E # G B 

C C # D E A B b 

C* D* F G G# A # B 

C D E F # A 

C # (D) F G B 

C C # D E A B b 

C# (D) D # F G G # A # B 

C D Eb F # (Ab) A (B) 

4 5 Italics indicate altered notes, while brackets indicate additional notes. 
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Motif #270 

A brief interjectory two-chord sequence used on several occasions in the 

Vingt Regards is given by the composer as one example of numerous sorts of 

"connecting chords." This particular one is example #270 (ex. 28). 

Ex. 28 "Motif #270". 
Technique, vol. 2, ex. #270. 

mm 
"Motif #270" is sometimes extended by sequence into a four-chord motif 

(with root movement of E-D, D-C; bracketed in ex. 29b), and is often found in 

association with the theme d'accords. Examples of such associations can be 

found in the following places: 

Regard du temps (No. 9), {55-1-1: 2 bars} (see Analysis N° 2, pp. 159-61); 

Regard desAnges (No. 14), {98-3-1: 2 bars}; 

Regard du silence (No. 17), {131-5-1: 4 bars}; 

Regard de TOnction terrible (No. 18), {141-5-1: 2 bars}; 

Regard de I'Eglise d'amour (No. 20), {170-3-1: 4 bars}. 

It is also found associated with the accords de carillon and the theme de Vetoile 

et de la Croix in Regard de Vetoile (No. 2: bracketed in ex. 29a). 

The first chord of "motif #270" is a mode 3 structure, and the second could 

be considered a transposition of the first (at T ^ Q , to mode 33), with the reten­

tion of the pitch-class E as a pedal tone, foreign to mode 3 3 but "fundamental" 
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to the first chord and mode. 

Ex. 29 "Motif #270" in association with other themes and motifs. 

(a.) With the accords de carillon, the Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix 
and the Theme d'Accords in Regard de Vetoile (No. 2), {6-5-2}. 

Accords e/e c a n l l o n 

ff 

Modere, un peu lent 

5a. HP* 3a. 

Mot.'? 270 

TO 

Theme <4e 1'e.Toile 

Theme. d'Acconis 

•2a. ĥeoi«L del'Etei/e. d ^ l a . Croix 

(b.) With the Theme d'Accords in Regard desAnges (No. 14), {98-3-1}. 

Modere (A:138) 

> > 

L • 

j • 1 _i 

z?o 

1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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4. The Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix 

This theme, written in mode 7 3, is used twice in the cycle, first in No. 2, 

Regard de Vetoile, and once again in No. 7, Regard de la CVoix. 4 6 Messiaen 

explains why the two symbols are bound into one theme (and, perhaps, why 

more than two representations would be redundant): "The Star and the Cross 

have the same theme because one opens and the other closes Jesus's time on 

Earth." 4 7 

The given theme seems to be an incipit of a "complete" theme, the first of 

six short periods making up a complete strophe. The texture is consistently 

monophonic and unharmonized (and initially, but not thereafter, unaccom­

panied)—the first of a series of plainchant-like traits exploited in both of the 

pieces using this theme, detailed below: 

1. unharmonized monophony; 

2. the use of predominantly small melodic intervals; 

3. basically even note values (i.e. speech-like rhythmic inflection); 

4. short, breath-length periods ending with fermata-like pauses; 

5. modal organization (around A b minor: A b , C b , E b ) . 

The complete form seems to fit the composer's description of the anthem 

under the heading "Plainchant Forms." 

Alleluias and great anthems will allure us from the very first. My 
"Subtilite des Corps glorieux" (Les Corps Glorieux) is a large orna­
mented anthem in one voice without any harmonization: each period 
4 6 Halbreich (ibid., 220) identifies the mode as 4 3, but this is true only for the "in­

cipit" theme. The "complete" theme requires the expanded resources of the seventh mode. 
4 7 Messiaen, "Note de l'auteur," Vingt Regards, i . My translation, italics original. 
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The theme is shown below, example 30a being the "incipit" theme of the com­

poser's preface, and 30b being the first "complete" appearance. 

Ex. 30 The Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix. 

(a.) "Incipit" form, from the preface to the Vingt Regards. 

(b.) "Complete" form, from Regard de Vetoile (No. 2), {6-2-2}. 

(Theme de l'etoile et de la.croix) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

* Messiaen, Technique, 44. 
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An examination of the incipit theme reveals the basis of a tonal structure 

centered on A b (a nominal root of mode 73). As the first six notes are played, 

the ear is drawn to A b as tonic, leading us to interpret the first two notes as an 

appoggiatura and its resolution from a semitone above. The next pair of notes 

(Bb—G) concentrically surrounds the first, imitating its contours but expanding 

the range by a semitone in each direction. A third pair recapitulates the first, 

after which the tonicization of the A b is confirmed, at least provisionally, by a 

leap to the dominant, E b , itself approached by half-step from below, and lasting 

one complete bar. 

In his dissertation on the Vingt Regards, Charles Seifert suggests the 

possibility that the composer intended a sort of tactile Catholic symbolism in 

the keyboard topography of the first four notes of this theme. 4 9 In example 

31, the pitch names are shown on the keyboard approximately where the 

fingers would play these notes. Straight lines connecting each pair describe a 

cross, making for a miniature devotional crossing when the theme is played. 

Ex. 31 Cross symbolism in the Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix. 
Score excerpt from Regard de Vetoile (No. 2), {6-2-2}. 

Modere, un peu lent (̂ =76) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

4 9 Charles Ernest Seifert, "Messiaen's Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-J4sus: A Historical 
and Pedagogical Study." (Ed.D. diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1989), 
161. 
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The form of the complete theme (as it is actually used in Nos. 2 and 7) is a 

simple one, based on repetition and variation, falling into six periods (ex. 30b): 

A B A B' A" B" 

The A sections begin close to the modal centre of A b and spiral outward to 

cadence on an alternate note—twice on the dominant E b , and the third time on 

the altered E natural. The B sections begin on a newly introduced C b and spiral 

inwards to cadence on the ornamented tonic, A b . The final two periods differ 

from the previous ones by mixing and combining aspects of A and B. Period 

five (A") adds the cadential ornament from B (transposed), while period six (B") 

combines fragments of both A and B, and also introduces a significant new 

textural element, the harmonization (or coloration) of the theme in hetero-

phonic style, culminating in a final cadence on A b harmonized with the tritone 

D natural—the pitch-class immediately preceding the first four cadential notes. 

Two elements thus imply a primary tonality of A b minor in the theme: 

the structure of the melodic line itself, and the cadential notes of each period, all 

but one of which are members of an A b minor tr iad. 5 0 Example 32 demon­

strates this tonal structure by showing, for each of the six periods, the initial 

principal notes (IN), the pre-cadential notes (PC), and the cadential note (C). 

There is also a secondary key of E major implied enharmonically (E-Ab-Cb), and 
this ambiguity is exploited in No. 2, Regard de l'4toile, and in No. 9, Regard du temps. 
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Ex. 32 Table of initial, pre-cadential and cadential tones in the Theme 
de VEtoile et de la Croix. 

(period) IN PC C (period) IN PC C 

1. Ab (Ab, D) Eb 2. Cb (Cb, E b , Db, D) Ab 

3. Ab (Eb, D) Cb 4. Cb/Ab (Cb, Eb, Db, D) Ab 

5. G (B, A, A#) E 6. G/Ab (G, Bb) Ab 

5. Other motifs 

Style oiseau 

To Messiaen, birdsong was of profound significance, and played a part in 

much of his music. 5 1 Some works, such as the seven-volume Catalogue 

d'Oiseaux of 1956-58, make central use of birdsong and musical evocation of 

the natural environment of its subjects, while other pieces make little or no use 

of such material. Furthermore, the composer employed both literal transcrip­

tion of actual birdsong and a more general "style oiseau" originating in his 

imagination rather than in nature. 5 2 

The use of birdsong in the Vingt Regards is generally of incidental rather 

than fundamental importance. In No. 8, Regard des hauteurs, the only piece of 

the cycle entirely devoted to birdsong, some specific birds are identified, but in 

all other cases, the use of birdsong is minimal. When it is used, a word or two 

^ In an interview with Antoine Golea, after listing the influence that certain compo­
sers had on his music, Messiaen added, "J'oubliais mes plus grands maitres, les oiseaux." 
["I have forgotten my greatest masters, the birds."] Golea, ibid., 107. 

5 2 This parallels the use of actual folk music and synthesized folk style in Bartok's 
music. The composer himself elaborates in several places, notably (and most recently) in his 
Conference de Kyoto. For a more lengthy discussion of the style oiseau and an outside 
evaluation of the authenticity of Messiaen's transcriptions, see Griffiths, ibid., chapter 10. 
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suffices to indicate the style: "oiseau" {77-4-1}, {173-3-3}; "comme un oiseau" 

{103-2-3}; "comme un chant d'oiseau" {19-4-1}, and so on. In some cases the 

style is recognizable (similar to identified passages) but unmarked. Four exam­

ples of Messiaen's "style oiseau" are shown in example 33. 

Ex. 33 Messiaen's "style oiseau". 

(a.) Pure "style oiseau" in Regard des hauteurs (No. 8), p. 51. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 33 Messiaen's "style oiseau." continued. 

(b.) "Comme un chant d'oiseau" in Regard du Fils dur le Fils (No. 5), {19-4-1}. 

Un peu plus vif (J*= 92) g — 

(c.) "Oiseau" in Premiere communion de la Vierge (No. 11), {77-4-1}. 

Un peu plus lent (^=40) 
8—-

VP 

5 , j5 

i 
(oiseau) 

P 

(d.) "Oiseau" in Regard de la Vierge (No. 4), {14-2-3}. 

(oiseau) 

i i i 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Boris motif 

This motif was discussed by Messiaen in chapter 8 of Technique: 
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Keeping our choice of intervals thoroughly in mind, let us look now at 
some beloved melodic contours and endeavor to draw the essence of 
them. In the shadow of the five notes which open Moussorgsky's 
Boris Godounov... [ex. 75] let us try our first formula of melodic 
cadence... [ex. 76]. Let us apply to it the added value — at the crosses 
- ...and the harmonies of the second mode of limited transposition... 
[ex. 77]. 5 3 

Ex. 34 Origin and development of the Boris motif. 
Technique, vol. 2, exx. #75-77. 

The Boris motif is incorporated into the Vingt Regards in two forms: as an 

acknowledged quotation from La Vierge et VEnfant (see Premiere communion 

de la Vierge (No. 11), {78-4-3}), and as unattributed melodic strands (see Noel 

(No. 13), {93-5-1}, and Je dors, mais mon cceur veille (No. 19), {152-3-3}).54 

Example 35, in which the Boris motif appears in the bottom two staves in 

mode 22, illustrates the latter form. 

5 3 The example numbers enclosed in square brackets refer to examples in volume two 
of Technique, reproduced in example 34. 

5 4 La Vierge et VEnfant is piece No. 1 of La Nativiti du Seigneur for organ (1935), 
cited in (my) ex. 34 as Messiaen's example #77. 
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Ex. 35 Unattributed use of the Boris motif in the Vingt Regards. 
From Noel (No. 13), {93-5-1}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Noel motif 

The "Noel motif occurs in two forms, one simpler and more symmetrical, 

the other more elaborate. The first form, introduced fleetingly in Regard de 

Vetoile (No. 2) and exploited intensively in Regard du temps"(No. 9), is a three-

chord progression played ppp in the first instance {7-6-3} and pp in the second 

(the top two voices of the rhythmic canon sections of No. 9, pp. 55-57). It is 

illustrated in example 36a. The second form inverts the voicing of the left hand 

chords, changes the internal intervals of the right hand chords, alters the 

symmetry of the sequential pattern on the third chord, and is followed by a 

fourth chord (associated with, but not part of, the motif—shown with an 

asterisk). This form is heard incidentally in Regard de la Vierge (see ex. 36b) 

and again in Noel (ex. 36c), both times played ff. The following analysis 

treats the first, simpler form as the essential one, and sees the second form as 

an elaboration of it. 

The motif plays a particularly important part in the structure of Noel 

(No. 9), whence its name. (See Analyses Nos. 2 and 4 for more detailed dis-
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cussion of the motifs use in Regard du temps and Noel respectively.) The 

essence of the "Noel motif is a three-note melodic motif descending in whole 

steps, but the complete motif is a three-chord complex that can be understood 

in different ways. 

Perhaps the simplest is to consider it a series of chords moving in contrary 

motion and made up of perfect fourths, fifths, and tritones; i.e. incomplete 

chords in fourths. Alternately, it could be viewed as the simultaneous, con­

trary-motion deployment of the two whole-tone sets (Modes 1 and l 2 ) . From 

yet another perspective, the complex is viewed as a series of three six-note 

chords of identical intervallic structure, each one a transposition of the others. 

The six-note chords are broken into two three-note elements, one of which is 

played in retrograde order. Example 36d isolates the whole-tone components of 

the motif, while 36e sketches the transpositional-retrograde nature of its 

structure. 

Ex. 36 The "Noel motif. 

(a.) Basic form, from Regard de Vetoile (No. 2), {7-6-3}. 

Poco rail . 
P—Ti* 

— 

ppp 
M 

•' t J 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 



Ex. 36 The "Noel motif." continued. 

(b.) Elaborated form, from Regard de la Vierge (No. 4), {17-5-2}. 
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(c.) Elaborated form, from Noel (No. 13), {90-3-1}. 

d * \i S3 M 
5a. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A.. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

(d.) Whole-tone analysis of basic form. 5 5 

jQt f|- Mode 1 • 

5 5 The top two voices comprise the complete mode 1*, while the lower two voices gen­
erate mode l 2 . The two middle voices derive alternately from either set, creating an alter­
nating vertical series of mode 1 transpositions: 1-2-1-2. 
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Ex. 36 The "Noel motif." continued. 

(e.) Transposition-retrograde analysis of basic form. 

h—h The boxed chords in the lower staff are the 
retrograde of the original left-hand chords. 
When combined (in the retrograde order shown) 
with the original right-hand chords, a six-note 
(5 pc) chord is generated: Forte set 5-7 (01267). 
This chord is transposed down by whole steps 
(T10). 
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CHAPTER 3 

TONALITY IN THE VINGT REGARDS 

1. Introduction 

When the concepts of "tonality," "atonality," and "modality" outlined in 

the introduction are explored, it becomes apparent that each of these styles 

arises through specific usages of the modes of limited transposition. In effect, 

harmonic analysis must take into account two basic factors: which modes are 

being employed, and in what combinations. The following correlations appear: 

1. mode 2 typically generates tonal-sounding harmonies; 

2. modes 1 and 3 generate whole-tone and polytonal harmonies (the latter 

implying two or more tonal centers heard simultaneously); 

3. modes 4 through 7 (and any polymodal combinations) generate densely 

chromatic "atonal" sonorities. 

This approach is implied by Messiaen himself when he suggests that al­

though a wide range of musical styles can be found in his scores, the music 

remains essentially modal (i.e. built on his modes of limited transposition), 

pitch-class choices being primarily influenced by his sense of color. 5 6 In this 

way, the composer dismisses as relatively unimportant to his music not only 

traditional tonality, but also twelve-tone atonality. 

b The composer has outlined details of his synesthesia in prefaces to certain scores 
(the Quatuor and the Vingt Regards, for instance), in interviews, and most recently and 
clearly in his Conference de Kyoto, thus helping to delineate specific associations of sound 
and color. In fact, Messiaen goes so far as to say that some passages can only be analyzed 
in terms of colors (Conference de Kyoto, 15). See also Jonathan W. Bernard's "Messiaen's 
Synaesthesia: The Correspondence between Color and Sound Structure in His Music," Music 
Perception 4/1 (Fall 1986): 41-68. 
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... [whereas] some have spoken, with just cause, of the harmonic use 
of these modes... I do not use my modes melodically. I would go as far 
as to say that I use them as colours.... There are tonal passages in 
my works but they are precisely blended with these modes which 
colour them and finally they have little importance. Some of my 
later works also include note-rows, but... I treat them as colours.... 
I've happened to use the twelve notes in bundles and they sound quite 
unlike a series or a truncated series: they sound like colours.57 

Discussion of tonality in the Vingt Regards will be divided into five sec­

tions. The first, a detailed examination of the structure of the modes them­

selves, is followed by three sections examining styles of tonality and how they 

relate to Messiaen's modes. The fifth provides a summary of the patterns of 

tonal organization in the cycle as a whole around specific pitch-classes. 

2. The Modes of Limited Transposition 

Before examining each of the seven modes individually, some general 

remarks and comparisons may be useful. For reasons that will become clear, 

the modes have been placed into three groups. Mode 2 stands on its own, while 

two family groups of 1-3-6 and 4-5-7 emerge. The classification of mode 6 in­

volves a balancing of theoretical and practical matters, as it shows a certain 

structural kinship to modes 1 and 3, but tends to be used by the composer in 

ways that more closely ally it to modes 4, 5 and 7. 5 8 

Example 37 illustrates the relationships between these two families of 

modes. In the example, stemmed white notes are common to all three modes of 

each group, stemmed black notes common to two, and unstemmed black notes 

Samuels, Conversations, 23. 
5 8 Mode 6 is also structurally linked to "modes 4-5-7" group. Mode 61, for instance, 

contains mode 5 entirely, adding to it the notes E b and A. 
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particular to a single mode. Further similarities between modes 2, 3, and 6 

(mode 3 in two transpositions) are shown in example 38 

Ex. 37 Pitch-class relationships between family groups of modes. 

mode 1 

mode 3 

mode 6 

mode 5 

mode 4 

mode 7 

mode 2 

I E 

IE V ^2 

3 

Ex. 38 Pitch-class relationships between modes 2. 3 and 6. 

mode 2 

mode 3 

mode 6 

mode 3 3 

3s 
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Mode 1 (6 pes) is simply the whole-tone scale, and is not used "unless it is 

concealed in a superposition of modes which renders it unrecognizable."59 

While no analysis of mode 1 is offered (for obvious reasons) it will be noted that 

mode 1 forms a subset of both modes 3 and 6. Nevertheless, mode 1 probably 

warrants independent status on the basis of sheer familiarity. 

Mode 2 (8 pes), otherwise known as the octatonic scale, is built of alter­

nating minor and major seconds, and is fundamentally related to minor third 

structures such as the diminished-seventh chord; in terms of set theory, the 

diminished-seventh chord and the mode 2 collection are complements (ex. 39). 

As mode 2 is capable of producing eight different minor and major triads and 

various seventh chords, it is the preferred mode for tonal-sounding passages. 

Ex. 39 Mode 2. 

(a.) As linear succession of cells, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #316. 

a Mode 2, l r e transposition ^ i 

i 1 1 

(b.) As two superposed diminished-seventh chords. 

Messiaen, Technique, 58. 
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The brackets in example 39a show the overlapping cells that divide the octave 

symmetrically. Mode 2 can also be understood as two superposed diminished-

seventh chords, one on C, the other on C#, lacking a third diminished-seventh 

chord (on D) for an aggregate (ex. 39b). 

The component cells span a minor third, and thus divide the octave into 

four equal parts. As the intervallic structure of each cell is identical, one may 

choose any one of the cells as the starting point for the scale; regardless of 

where one starts, the notes, as an unordered set, will always be the same. In 

order to generate a different set (i.e. a different transposition of the mode), one 

would have to begin the scale somewhere between (but not including) the first 

and last notes of a cell . 6 0 Starting on C results in one "transposition," while 

beginning on C# generates a second, and D a third transposition. Starting on 

E b (or F# or A) will simply duplicate the original "transposition." Mode 2 is thus 

transposable three times. 6 1 

Keeping in mind that the intervallic structure of each cell is identical, and 

that the cells overlap every minor third, it will be understood that any harmon­

ic (or melodic) structure built on the mode will itself be transposable by minor 

thirds. There will be four different transpositional levels possible, therefore, for 

any given structure, with the exception of the one built exclusively of all the 

"nodes" or notes common to adjacent cells. 6 2 

^ This description is applicable to all of the modes. 
6 1 Mode 2 is "transposable three times" according to Messiaen's reckoning; three 

different transpositions are possible. The referential spelling of the mode beginning on C is 
thus the "first transposition." To avoid confusion I have kept this terminology, even though 
it might appear more logical to designate the referential form "transposition zero," and more 
intuitively correct to state that "mode 2 is transposable twice." 

^ 2 The nodes (that is to say the notes common to adjacent cells: C, E^, F#, and A, in 
this case) are useful in visualizing both the transpositional and non-transpositional possi­
bilities of a mode: chords will transpose by the interval determined by the nodes, and a 
chord comprising all of the nodes will be untransposable—surely another instance of what 
Messiaen calls "the charm of impossibilities." 
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Let us examine the possibilities for generating tonal harmonies—triads, 

seventh chords and ninth chords—from mode 2 1. In the first cell (i.e. on C or 

D b ) one major, one minor, and two diminished triads can be built in root posi­

tion. Similarly, four seventh chords are possible: the dominant, the minor, the 

half-diminished, and the diminished. As all of these are transposable to cells 2, 

3 and 4, we have, in total, four of every category of chord but the diminished 

triad—of which there are eight—and the diminished-seventh chord—of which 

there are only two—in one transpositional level of mode 2 alone. Ninth chords 

(for example, the dominant minor ninth) and chords with various added tones 

are likewise possible, in four transpositions. Messiaen's observation that "[the 

modes] are at once in the atmosphere of several tonalities" is certainly no 

overstatement. 

Two examples of typical mode 2 formulas are reproduced in example 40. 

The first is a "parallel succession of chords (each voice realizes the entire mode, 

starting on a different degree)... the succession alternat[ing] the six-four chord 

with the added augmented fourth and the dominant seventh chord with the 

added sixth." The second is "the typical cadence of the mode," the Boris motif 

quoted from La Vierge et I'Enfant (see ex. 34, p. 64 above).63 

Ex. 40 Two typical mode 2 formulas. 

(a.) Parallel succession of chords, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #317. 

Messiaen, Technique, 59-60. Messiaen's designation of chords, cadences or formu­
las as "typical" generally means that they are used frequently in association with the given 
mode. 



75 

Ex. 40 Two typical mode 2 formulas, continued. 

(b.) Typical cadence (Boris motif), Technique, vol. 2, ex. #321. 

Finally, a word on the relationship between mode 2, the theme de Dieu, 

and many of the tonal-sounding passages in the Vingt Regards. The theme de 

Dieu contains notes exclusively from mode 2 1. It also implies, through repeti­

tion and temporal prolongation, a tonic of F# major. Given the proclivity of 

mode 2 harmonies to create familiar tonal structures, this union with a tonic-

generating theme becomes a powerful tonicizing agent throughout the course of 

the piece. They are almost always found in association in some form or 

another whenever there is a strong tonal feeling to the music. 

Mode 3 (9 pes) consists of cells spanning a major third (tone, semi-tone, 

semi-tone), and as it contains the whole-tone scale (mode 1) as a subset, it has 

affinities with whole-tone structures (ex. 41). Passages written in the third 

mode often have a bitonal or polytonal sound. 

Ex. 41 Mode 3. 
From Technique, vol. 2, ex. #329. 

Mode 8, 1" transposition 
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As its cells span a major third, mode 3 shows special affinities for that in­

terval. Its derivitive harmonies abound in major and augmented triads, and a 

characteristic voicing of parallel triads produces a succession of two major 

triads and a chord composed of a tritone and a major third (see example 43). 

Furthermore, the top three notes of each chord in the characteristic succession 

of parallel harmonies form an augmented triad (the bottom four, sharing notes 

in common with the augmented triads, forming a succession of seventh chords: 

dominant, half-dimimshed, and minor—see ex. 42a). Finally, the complement of 

mode 3 is an augmented triad; any particular transposition of mode 3 must 

exclude three pitch-classes, and these "missing" pitch-classes always form an 

augmented triad. Messiaen also gives an example of a "typical chord" of mode 

3 1 , and in it we can plainly see the bitonal aspect of the harmony: an apparent 

super-imposition of an A b dominant chord and a C major triad (ex. 42b). 

Ex. 42 Two typical mode 3 structures. 

(a.) Parallel succession of chords, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #333. 

^ F t f U t>8 tf^fi S&^JP ^"o 

(b.) Typical chord, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #335. 
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This bitonal conflict of roots a major third apart—in fact beginning with 

the very chord shown above—is exploited by the composer in the central 

portion of Noel. Interestingly, a C major triad is also the point of convergence 

for a series of mode 3 2 triads moving in contrary motion as found in Noel (No. 

13), but first illustrated in Technique (ex. 43). 

Ex. 43 Contrary-motion successions of mode 3 chords. 
Three-chord succession, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #334 (above), 
and in an extended succession in Noel (No. 13), {93-5-3} (below). 

-I life* J>4g : = 
%_!_4 

mf i 
© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Major triads and dominant chords are, of course, also characteristic fea­

tures of mode 2, and this fact creates a certain "common denominator" effect 

of correspondence between the two modes. In the passage cited in example 43 

(bottom), Messiaen superposes the two modes 3 4 and 2 2, later juxtaposing 

these contrasting modes repeatedly in quick succession. As evidence of a 

further link between these two modes, it will be observed that certain melodic 
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segments of mode 3 have the exact intervallic configuration of mode 2 (semi­

tone-tone-semitone), and that all transpositions of mode 2 have many pitch-

classes in common with modes 3 and 6. 6 4 

Modes 4-7 

Modes 4 and 5 are simply truncated versions of mode 7, but their charac­

teristic and distinctive use—in addition to their designation by the composer as 

separate modes—argues in favor of individual treatment. Because of its chro­

matic density (10 pes), mode 7 can of course create a great number of tonal 

and quasi-tonal sonorities, but its use is typically restricted to highly chromatic 

contexts which render this tonal potential ineffective, and the same is generally 

true of mode 6. Modes 4-7 are described individually below. 

Ex. 44 Mode 4 and its characteristic succession of parallel chords. 

(a.) Mode 4, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #345. 

(b.) Parallel succession of chords, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #346. 

= 0 = — p — ° If*" i f " . -H rS 

ft*. i fS' t t e h f 

See ex. 38, p. 71. 
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Mode 4 (8 pes) can be recognized by the central gap of two adjacent pitch-

classes in each tritone. It is reproduced above (ex. 44), along with a character­

istic parallel succession of mode 4 chords. The series shows certain familiar 

tonal features. Individually, six of the eight chords can be seen as dominant 

thirteenths, and the remaining two as dominant sevenths, all voiced with the 

seventh in the bass. In practice, however, they have neither the sound nor the 

function of these dominant harmonies, and create instead complex atonal 

sonorities. 

Mode 5 (6 pes) can be recognized by the central gap of three adjacent 

pitch-classes in each tritone. It shares with mode 1 the distinction of having 

the least number of pitch-classes, and that is perhaps one of the reasons why 

neither mode is extensively used. Mode 5 has a particular association with two 

structures: a "characteristic melodic formula" and the chord in fourths. As the 

composer points out, "both the chord in fourths and the melodic formula con­

tain all the notes of mode 5." (See example 45.)6 5 

Ex. 45 Mode 5 and associated characteristic structures. 

(a.) Mode 5, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #347. 
Mode 6 

4 
(b.) Characteristic melodic formula, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #348. 

Messiaen, Technique, 62. Examples #347-49 are reproduced earlier in the volume 
as #213-15, and the comments found in each place differ only slightly. 
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Ex. 45 Mode 5 and associated characteristic structures.continued. 

(c.) Chord in fourths, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #349. 

The melodic formula incorporates a procedure described by Messiaen (but 

attributed to Marcel Dupre) as "interversion of notes," whereby a given group 

of notes is subject to various permutations and reorderings. 6 6 Understand­

ably this theme is used sparingly, and is found in only one Regard (and likewise 

only once in the Quatuor, on page 37, third system, in the piano part). 

Mode 5 can be regrouped to show various aspects of its structure. One 

such regrouping highlights two superimposed perfect-fourth structures con­

tained within it: 

G - C - F / C# - F# - B 

A second version draws attention to the alternation of chromatic clusters of 

three pitch-classes (underlined notes present, bracketed ones missing): 

B - C - C# (D-D#-E) F - F# - G (G#-A-A#) 

Mode 6 (8 pes), with its tone-tone-semitone-semitone cells, appears as the 

conjoined (first) hexachords of two major scales a tritone apart (or, alternately, 

as a complete major scale with a particular mutation causing its second hexa-

chord to slip chromatically down a half-step). It thus has, at least potentially, 
6 6 Messiaen, ibid., 35 and examples #124-26. 



81 

a characteristic quality of white/black (or diatonic/chromatic) juxtaposition. 

Like mode 3, mode 6 also contains the whole-tone scale (mode 1) as a subset. 

In fact, mode 3 could conceivably be viewed as a truncated mode 6, or mode 6 

as the whole-tone collection augmented by two notes (ex. 46). 

Ex. 46 Mode 6 and associated characteristic structures. 

(a.) Mode 6, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #350. 

/I Mode 6 • 

(b.) Mode 6 as a succession of tritones. 

(c.) Characteristic succession of contrary-motion chords, 
Technique, vol. 2, ex. #351. 

!ip. is fea 

Example 46a shows mode 6 in normal linear fashion, while 46b shows a 

verticalization of the two component cells, resulting in a progression of tri­

tones. 6 7 Example 46c illustrates a characteristic succession of contrary-

^ 7 This progression by tritones is, of course, possible with all of the modes except for 
mode 3, as all but mode 3 have nodes on the tritone. It is mentioned here as a feature of 
mode 6 because of examples of its use in just this fashion. See, for instance, the bass voice 
in the rhythmic canons of No. 9, Regard du temps, where the ostinato figure in tritones is 
drawn from mode 65. 
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motion chords, and also demonstrates the wide variety of tonal harmonies 

(major, minor and augmented triads) and quasi-tonal triads (of perfect fourths), 

that mode 6 permits. Nevertheless, these chords—however tonal they might 

seem in isolation—do not tend to form coherent or unifying harmonic struc­

tures, and their resemblance to familiar tonal harmonies is thus illusory or 

misleading. 

Mode 7 (10 pes) is recognized by the gap of a single pitch-class in each tri-

tone, and thus lacks only two pitch-classes to make a complete chromatic 

scale. The highly chromatic theme de Vetoile et de la Croix is written in mode 

7 3. Of the mode's typical parallel succession of chords {Technique, vol. 2, ex. 

#355) the same comments can be made as were made for the mode 4 and 6 

series; although certain tonal implications might be found in any given chord, 

their actual use seldom admits anything more than fleeting reference to 

familiar harmonies. 

Given that mode 7 lacks only two pitch-classes to make an aggregate, it 

follows that nearly any harmonic structure can be fashioned from it. However, 

traditional harmonic structures should not be taken as characteristic of the 

mode, even though they are certainly possible within it. Example 47a illus­

trates mode 7, and 47b its parallel succession of chords, but the "connection 

chords" of example 47c, in mode 7 5, are more truly representative of the 

seventh mode. 
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Ex. 47 Mode 7 and associated characteristic structures. 

(a.) Mode 7, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #354. 

(b.) Parallel succession of chords, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #355. 

(c.) "Connection chords" in mode 7, Technique, vol. 2, ex. #356. 

) |AjJi3»: lj± . 

3. Traditional Tonality: Mode 2 

Eight of the Vingt Regards feature "tonal" music, either in whole or in 

part, and seven of these use the key of F# major. 6 8 In almost every instance, 

the tonality of F# major—the central tonality of the cycle—is also supported 

by the use of its key signature, the exceptions being where the use is either 

fragmentary (brief tonal interjections within a larger atonal context, as in No. 

6, Par Lui tout a ete fait) or extended but texturally isolated (one strand in a 

polymodal, virtually atonal web, as in No. 5, Regard du Fils sur le Fils). 

6 8 This discussion makes frequent use of information summarized in Table 1, p. 199. 
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Curiously, No. 11, Premiere communion de la Vierge, bears no key signature 

even though it is almost entirely in the key of B b major (the second most 

important key of the cycle). Conversely, several short, merely episodic tonal 

passages in Regard de I'Esprit de joie (No. 10) do have key signatures. 

This being said, it should be added that Messiaen himself appeared to hold 

differing views on his use of tonality. Compare, for example, the following two 

statements: 

This example, written entirely in mode 2, third transposition, remains 
in B major, the holding of B in the bass strongly setting up the 
tonality.... In the following paragraph, example 363... will prove to us 
that nothing is so valuable as the dominant seventh for the af­
firmation of a tonality.6 9 

The fact that the two notes A# and F# belong to the key of F# major 
does not stop them from being, in the criticized passage, part of a 
mode that is both personal and infinitely more complex; if the 
audience, poisoned by tonality, hears only an F# major chord, it is not 
my fault. 7 0 

In the first instance, the composer unabashedly speaks of dominant-

seventh chords and tonality, whereas in the second he chastises those who can 

only hear familiar tonal structures. In any case, the use of key signatures in 

several places strongly suggests a tonal conception, at least from a pragmatic, 

if not a theoretic standpoint. 

Our remarks here will be confined to those passages where strong feelings 

of traditional tonality are projected. In most cases this is accomplished by a 

combination of two means: the repeated use of "tonic" and closely related 

Messiaen, Technique, 64, discussing the relation of the modes to major tonality. 
7 0 Cited in Golea, Rencontres, 69. My translation. 
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triads, and the use of cadential dominant-seventh sonorities (than which 

nothing is more valuable, the composer reminds us, for the affirmation of a 

tonality). In several instances the feeling of traditional tonality is also implied 

by the use of a key signature in the score. The strongest feelings of tonality are 

created by mode 2 structures, and these, in turn, are often associated with the 

theme de Dieu or related themes. 

Each instance of tonality generated by means of mode 2 harmonic struc­

tures will be examined individually. Those pieces providing examples are listed 

below, an asterisk indicating the use of the corresponding key signature.71 

Regard du Pere (No. 1) 

Regard du Fils sur le Fils (No. 5) 

Par Lui tout a ete fait (No. 6) 

Regard de VEsprit de joie (No. 10) 

Premiere communion de la Vierge (No. 11) 

Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15) 

Je dors, mais mon cceur veille (No. 19) 

Regard de VEglise d'amour (No. 20) 

entirely in *F# 

1 of 3 voices in F# 

passages in *F#, B b and D 

passages in E b , C, *A, *D b , *F, 

*A b , *B, D, * B b , *F# 

almost entirely in B b 

almost entirely in *F# 

entirely in *F# 

last quarter in *F# 

No. 1 - Regard du Pere 

The opening piece of the cycle immediately and unequivocally establishes 

the two most important unifying features, the theme de Dieu and its asso­

ciated tonality, F# major. In fact, Messiaen allows nothing to obscure the 

initial presentation of the principal theme; the form is extremely simple, the 

7 1 Messiaen used key signatures until the Turangaltla-Symphonie (1946-48), but no 
key signatures are found in scores from 1949 on; the composer seems to have made the 
decision at this point to discontinue their use altogether. Moreover, no clear pattern of key 
signature use emerges in the works from 1929-1948. 
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texture and modality constant, and the length—measured in bars, not perform­

ance time—is the shortest of the entire set. 

Tonality is established by the two basic means mentioned above (the re­

peated use of "tonic" and closely related triads, and the use of cadential domi­

nant-seventh sonorities) and reinforced by two others. First, one hears simple 

F# major triads repeatedly and in rhythmically strong places. Second, the 

chords heard next most frequently are essentially C# dominant harmonies, and 

these dominant chords always resolve to the F# chord, thereby employing the 

traditional dominant-tonic cadence to establish and confirm the tonality. The 

feeling of tonality is reinforced by sheer repetition of the F# chord and its 

members as melodic notes, and by the use of the F# major key signature. With 

regard to repetition, notice that of the initial eight-beat phrase, fully six beats 

are straightforward F# major triads, and the remaining two beats sustain (and 

later return to) the initial chord-tone, A#. 

No. 5 - Regard du Fils sur le Fils 

Here the use of traditional tonality is restricted to one of three lines—in 

this case, the lowest-pitched and slowest, most regularly pulsed voice, stating 

the theme de Dieu in values twice as long as those in the first piece. The im­

portant difference here is polymodality; the simultaneous use of modes 6 and 4 

saturates the chromatic field, thus compromising the tonal feeling generated 

by the theme de Dieu. The feeling of traditional tonality is also weakened by a 

freer use of mode 2 sonorities, particularly in the improvisatory cadential 

sections preceding the return to the tonic. 7 2 

7 2 The standard harmonic pattern associated with the theme de Dieu is (as seen in 
ex. 17, p. 38) as follows: Tonic (twice), Dominant (twice), Improvisatory (cadential movement 
from V to I), [Tonic]. Its form in both Nos. 1 and 5 consists of this pattern, heard twice, with 
a concluding coda. Mode 2 harmonies can, of course, be restricted to those that reinforce a 
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No. 6 — Par Lui tout a ete fait 

The concluding section of this piece, bearing the key-signature of F# 

major, is preceded by three brief interjections, each consisting of the first four 

chords of the theme de Dieu. These interjections—in the keys of F#, B b , and D, 

respectively73—do not so much create true tonality as carry with them the 

flavor of tonality that is so integral to the theme. The final section from {42-5-

2} on is, despite the key signature, quite a dissonant mixture of thematic ele­

ments. As in the preceding example, the F# tonality is submerged in the 

chromatic onslaught of accompanying themes and motives, persisting as a 

passionate ostinato in the relentless sixteenth-note texure. The coda heightens 

this tension by minimizing the tonic statements (theme de Dieu in 32nd-note 

values, {44-4-2}) and by maximizing the dissonant chords (groups of 31, 29, and 

23 sixteenth-notes) in a typical example of "groups of very short and very long 

values." 

No. 10 — Regard de I'Esprit de joie 

A tone of ecstatic rapture is maintained continuously throughout this 

exuberant ode to joy marking the midpoint of the cycle. 7 4 In it, Messiaen 

carefully controls the degree of tonality injected into the initially atonal and 

violently percussive music, and uses tonal areas structurally to a much great­

er extent than in any other of the Regards. After examining local uses of ton­

ality, this overall structural plan will be explored. 

The first tonal threads (in an atonal fabric) are the unharmonized inser-

dominant-tonic interpretation. On the other hand, a freer use of the entire mode can gen­
erate harmonies with little or no collective tonal sense. 

7 3 The same key areas are used in No. 10; see p. 90 and footnote 112, p. 129. 
7 4 Paul Griffiths wryly observes (Griffiths, ibid., 119) that this is a "prime example" 

of "a piece whose rousing virtuosity suggests Messiaen's practicality in providing for an in­
terval in complete performances." 
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tions of the theme de joie—an ascending major scale—stamped out three 

times, in three keys (E b , C, A) in the left hand. The third one (in A) is played 

partially three times, repeating the first four notes of the theme without 

completing it on the anticipated tonic harmony. The E dominant thus implied 

(and stated outright at {63-3-1...}) is maintained through a section of asym­

metrical expansion until finally resolved to A major (with its key signature) and 

a new theme, the theme d'amour. 

The unidentified theme d'amour ("comme un air de chasse, comme des 

cors") is homophonically presented in a lively cretic rhythm as a completely 

developed phrase. Its underlying harmonic scheme is traditional:75 

T 3 D 6 T 3 Si T 2 DDi Di T 2 D 2 T 3 

This process is repeated twice more in a rising series of tonalities, each 

with its own key signature (A, D b , F), building to a huge climax that opens (at 

{69-1-1}) "dans un grand transport de joie" onto the theme de joie, fully har­

monized with the motif elaborated into a four-bar phrase. This point marks the 

first in a series of four climaxes on this theme, in the keys of A b , B, (*), B b , (**), 

and ultimately F# (the first three played fff, and the last one ffff), but inter­

rupted twice, the first time (*) by a twofold repetition of the theme de Dieu (in 

the keys of B and D), and the second time (**) by a varied reprise of the opening 

dance which cuts off what appears to be the beginning of the theme de joie in 

F#. One of the variations in this reprise is the transformation of the opening 

dissonant percussive accents into consonant percussive chords of F# major 

with an added sixth, as illustrated in example 48. 

T=tonic, D=dominant, S=subdominant (ii or IV), DD=dominant of the dominant. 
The subscripts indicate the duration of the harmonies in bars. 
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Ex. 48 Transformation of percussive accents, atonal to tonal, in the "theme 
de danse orientale et plain-chantesque" of No. 10. Regard de VEsprit 
de joie. 

(a.) Atonal, in opening, {58-1-1}. 

Presque vif (J\=l6u) 

fstaccato 

5 * ' ' 1 -

8? bassa ' 
(Theme de danse orientale et plain-chantesque) 

(b.) Tonal, at the reprise, {72-3-1}. 
Presque v i f (i>=160) 

(violent) 

w 

1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

This series of tonal areas is arranged in a carefully structured sequence of 

rising and falling major and minor thirds (i.e. diminished-seventh chords and 

augmented triads), both being structures that divide the octave symmetrically 

in the manner of the modes of limited transposition (see ex. 49). 7 6 The series 

includes all but two pitch-classes (E and G, the former used extensively as a 

pivotal "dominant" pitch-class between the two A major areas), and begins and 

ends with F#, the central pitch-class of the Vingt Regards. Finally, the last 
7 6 This harmonic structure is illustrated in R. S. Johnson, ibid., 74, and commented 

on in Griffiths, ibid., 119f. 
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three key areas review, in retrograde order, the three most important keys of 

the cycle: D, B b , and F#. 

Ex. 49 Tonal centers in No. 10. Regard de VEsprit de joie. 

CfF# E b C A A D b F A b B D B b F# 

Falling - 3rds Rising + 3rds Rising - 3rds Falling + 3rds 

No. 11 — Premiere communion de la Vierge 

After the breathtaking virtuosity of No. 10, this piece provides an island of 

tranquility, rehearsing the theme de Dieu in the cooler colors of B b major / 

mode 2 2 . 7 7 This theme provides the material for many of the piece's eighty 

bars, with three exceptions: first some birdsong material in the opening section; 

second, a brief, three-bar recollection of the Boris motif (marked "Rappel de la 

Vierge et VEnfant"); and third, at {81-2-1}, a dissonant, clangorous ff rhythmic 

process passage, gradually cooling down as it augments (or slows down) over a 

dominant pedal to prepare the return to the opening material. 

The opening section is entirely mode 2 on B b (with some exceptions for 

melodic fioratura), the left hand repeating the first four chords of the theme de 

Dieu like a mantra, and the right hand playing increasingly involved melodic 

elaborations above it. The fifth chord of the theme (with the melody note D) 

finally arrives to close the first section at {78-4-2}. The Boris motif is appended 

as a pensive coda, entirely on the "dominant"—mode 2 on F (mode 2 3 ) . 7 8 

7 7 Although J. W. Bernard cites both transpositions of mode 2 as "blue-violet" ("Mes­
siaen's Synaesthesia," 47), Messiaen himself describes them as "first transposition: blue-
violet — second transposition: gold and brown" (Conference de Kyoto, 7). By definition, then, 
the colors of mode 22 (Bb) are warmer than those of mode 2 (F#), but my own perception is 
the opposite, notwithstanding. 

H Q 

One writer inexplicably analyzes the passage in mode 7 4 (Reverdy, L'CEuvre, 46). 
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This structural dominant leads us back to the B b tonic for a series of three 

short variations involving the theme de Dieu in the left hand (using the cretic 

rhythm in 5/16), and an intensely passionate magnificat in the right hand. 7 9 

These right-hand variations highlight a D with an E embellishment, incorpo­

rating brilliant, steely cadenzas that separate the variations before running 

headlong into the central, dissonant part of the piece.80 

The dissonance in the next passage (whose details do not concern us here) 

subsides gradually over a long dominant complex involving three elements— 

evolving harmonies arpeggiated above a repeated dominant pedal, a single 

dominant harmony played ppp, and a reprise of the opening bird-like melodic 

material superimposed on a slowly rising left-hand dominant arpeggio—before 

a final recapitulation of the opening music. 

It is interesting to trace the composer's structural use of the final note of 

the theme, D (scale degree 3). Note that it is withheld for some fifteen bars in 

the first section, and that when it finally comes it is picked up directly as the 

first note of a new theme in a new key—a pivotal function, the D being common 

to both transpositions of the mode. Then the D (and E) are featured in the 

right-hand variations, and are continued through the dissonant section as the 

upper melody for thirteen of the eighteen bars. Thereafter it is left in suspen­

sion until the right hand slowly and lovingly provides it, once... twice... thrice. 

Of that mode, two pitch-classes are not used (E and B b). Remove them, and mode 23 
remains. 

7 9 I interpret the word "Magnificat" to mean "in the style of a Magnificat," just as the 
word "oiseau" means "comme un chant d'oiseau." There is a similarity to existing 
plainchant, however. The resemblance of the right-hand melody to Messiaen's ex. #109 (in 
Technique, vol. 2, transformed from the plainchant ex. #108) could be noted in this regard. 
Note particularly the reciting tone, D, embroidered again and again with the upper neighbor, 
E, as well as the rapid ascending scale that precedes it—seven notes in the example, four in 
our piece. Seifert ( "Messiaen's Vingt Regards," 258) finds a specific resemblance here to the 
Magnificat 4EAA on page 210 of the Liber usualis, but I am unconvinced. 

8 0 The same compositional pattern of mode 2 / major tonality enclosing a dissonant 
centre is also used in No. 15, Le baiser de VEnfant- Jisus. 
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No. 15 — Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus 

One of the more important pieces, No. 15 presents the theme de Dieu "en 

berceuse"—as a lullaby. In the first section, the theme de Dieu motif is ex­

panded to include several periods, most repeated, in an extended tonal phrase 

whose underlying harmonic structure is traditional, relying almost exclusively 

on tonic, dominant, and subdominant harmonies. 8 1 Structured in four sub­

titled sections (ex. 50), the music is essentially variational, and only departs 

from the F# major tonality briefly in the central dissonant portion of the piece 

(where it nonetheless remains based on the "dominant," C#). 

Ex. 50 Formal outline of No. 15. Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus. 

(a.) Overview. 

Section Caption Key Location Theme 

I "Le sommeil" F# {108-1-1} theme de Dieu en berceuse 

II "Lejardin" F# {113-2-1} theme de Dieu 

III "Le baiser" F# {117-3-1} theme du baiser 

IV "L'ombre du baiser" F# {119-4-1} theme de Dieu en berceuse82 

° Cf. note 72, p. 86f. The term "subdominant" is used liberally to include all vari­
eties of ii and IV chords; see also note 85, p. 95. 

8 ^ Altered to continuous, even 8th-notes grouped harmonically into two-bar periods. 
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Ex. 50 Formal outline of No. 15. Le baiser de VEnfant-Jesus, continued. 

(b.) Detail. 

Section I. "Le sommeil." beginning (108-1-1} 

A 1-5 8 3 I, V 7 , I, V 7 (extended, cadenza-like), I. 

A 6-10 I, V 7 , I, V 7 (extended, cadenza-like), I. 

B 11-15 I, IV, I, IV (extended), V 7 , 1 . 

B 16-20 I, IV, I, IV (extended), V 7 , 1 . 

A 21-25 [as before] 

C 26-32 I, V 7 , I, V7 I. 

C 33-39 I, V 7 , I, V 7 , I. [more elaborate 2nd time] 

A 40-46 [as before, adding 32nds and trills in ornate right hand] 

A 47-62* [as above, with *cadenza on V 7 , 53-60] 

Section II. "Le iardin." beginning 1113-2-1} 

A 63-72 Theme de Dieu motif with commentary, in two-bar phrases 

(first alternating hands, then together, then in canon). 

B 73-78 Triple series a, b, c, unfolding simultaneously (see ex. 51):84 

a = mode 2 chords grouped in threes, ascending above a C# 

pedal 

b = various 4-chord interjections (theme d'accords, accords 

de carillon, chords of resonance, chords on the domi­

nant) 

c = descending chromatic line (dyads), each element length­

ened in last two bars. 

C 79-94 Chromatic movement rising in waves (melodic inversion of 

previous element c, in two-bar periods) above C# pedal, un­

folding in three phrases of 6, 5, and 5 bars, respectively. 

° 6 Bar numbers, rather than the trinomial system, are used in this case in order to 
show clearly the (exceptionally) regular phrase structure of the piece. 

8 4 Analysis N° 5 in Part Two deals exclusively with this six-bar section. 
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Ex. 50 Formal outline of No. 15. Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus. continued. 

Section III. "Le baiser." beginning {117-3-11 

A 95-102 I, IV, I, V?, I, (V 7, I), V? (cadence trill: C#). 

B 103-112 bIII, V 7 , I, rV, I, (V7, I), (V7, I), V 7 , I (trill: F#). 

C 113-118 IV, I, IV, I, X*, I, V 7 , I. * [Mode 6 5 triads converging sym­

metrically around C#, which is not a member of the mode.] 

Section IV. "L'ombre du baiser." beginning {119-4-1} 

A 119-126 Two-bar ostinato in left hand (theme de Dieu en berceuse in 

continuous, even 8th-notes) with constantly varied mode 2 

embroidery in right hand. 

B 127-134 New two-note ostinato in left hand (C#, A#), while right hand 

plays one-bar ostinato consisting of four pitch-classes: F#, 

A#, C#, D#; i.e. the tonic chord with an added sixth. 

+ (135-136 Final cadence: V 7,1) 

Ex. 51 Three elements in the central portion of "Le jardin". 
From Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15), {114-4-1}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Le baiser de VEnfant-Jesus provides an excellent case study for observing 

the use of mode 2 in generating tonal structures. In every instance above 

where the tonic collection (I) is indicated, the mode's "tonic" is F#—mode 2 1. 

Where the dominant is indicated (V 7), the mode's tonic is C#—mode 2 2, and 

when the subdominant is indicated (IV), 8 5 the tonic is B (or G#)—mode 23. In 

this way, the three possible transpositions of mode 2 are blended structurally 

with the three fundamental harmonic structures of traditional tonality, each 

transposition having a unique affinity with one of the functions. 

There are only two departures from mode 2 in the piece, and both are 

associated in some way with the "dominant" pitch-class, C#. The first, longest 

and most complex begins at {114-4-1} and continues for twenty-two bars, 

generating a tremendous crescendo of tonal and structural dissonance—all the 

more powerful in this otherwise strictly tonal context—that finally resolves to 

the climactic "baiser" section and a return to F# major tonality. There is no 

single organizing principle at work here; rather it is an amalgam of cyclical 

motifs, chords, formulas, and chromaticism, inserted into or built above a 

virtually constant C# pedal. 

The second departure is as brief as the first is long, and involves the in­

sertion of a single bar of mode 6 5 triads (eight chords) as an expansive caden­

tial gesture—essentially a V/V function—prior to the actual conclusion of the 

piece's third section. The outer melodic voices of these chords are symmetri­

cally arrayed around C# (which pitch-class does not figure in the mode) in two 

ways. First, the contrary-motion melodic lines of each hand both skip over C# 

8 ^ Because of Messiaen's systematic use of chords with an added sixth, attempts to 
distinguish between ii and IV harmonies are virtually meaningless. It seems preferable to 
generalize by calling B - D# - F# - G# a subdominant chord, in the same way that chords of 
varying degrees of complexity built on scale degree 5 can all be termed dominant. Further­
more, in this case a single mode (23) is used to build both ii and IV chords. 
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with their seventh and eighth notes: D - C in the right hand, C - D in the left, and 

then "resolve" to the tonic harmony, in second inversion (C# in the bass, C# 

implied but not voiced in the right hand, where it is replaced by the added sixth, 

D#). This voice leading is illustrated in example 52a, and the passage's V/V 

function sketched in 52b. (See also pp. 121-24.) 

Ex. 52 Integration of mode 6 5 passage into mode 2 context. 

(a.) Voice-leading in {119-2-2} centered on C#. 

(f 'Major 
i± 

(b.) Tonal function (V/V) of same passage. 

1/4 
cma\oopus ap^oj- resolu-hor. 

ik . k m impliaa, but avoided 

F • I I t 

It is perhaps significant that the pitch-class roots of mode 6 5, E / B b , are 

symmetrically disposed around C#. It will also be seen that both modes 2 1 and 

2 3 ("tonic" and "subdominant" respectively) share six of their eight pitch-

classes with 6 5 , while mode 2 2 (the "dominant") shares only four pitch-classes 
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with the latter (ex. 53). While not reinforcing the "dominant of the dominant" 

interpretation described above, this does suggest that the mode 6 5 passage has 

more in common with the tonic/subdominant harmonies that precede it than 

with the dominant harmonies of measure 117. In this context, then, mode 6 5 

serves as something of a tonic (i.e. mode 2) substitute, extending the tonal 

resources of mode 2 without infringing on those of the dominant function mode. 

Ex. 53 Pitch-classes held in common: modes 2 1. 2 2. 2 3. and 6 5. 

2 1 (tonic): 

6 5 (V ofV): 

2 3 (subdominant): 

2 2 (dominant): 

m =3= 

3a 

3 E 

Finally, one cannot miss the countless traditional V 7 - I cadences that 

occur throughout the piece. They are inherent in the harmonic structure of the 

theme de Dieu en berceuse, and are used structurally to finish three of the 

piece's four sections. The latter may strike the ear as curiously out of place, 

coming as they do in a highly inflected, chromatic context, but this discrepancy 

is perceived (if at all) on historical and stylistic, not theoretical grounds. The 

cadences in question are traditional structures and mode 2 structures at the 
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same time. b As the composer clearly suggests (second citation, p. 84) the 

two interpretations are not mutually exclusive, and no compromise is neces­

sary to accommodate their coexistence. 

No. 19 — Je dors, mais mon cceur veille 

Certain harmonic details of the penultimate piece recall an association of 

two modes in a tonal context just seen in No. 15: modes 2 1 and 6 5. The present 

piece, like No. 15, is well within the F# major tonality, but the tonality is estab­

lished here in a slightly different fashion. 

In fact, two means of establishing tonality are employed here. First, 

rather than surrounding the tonic with its closest diatonic siblings (as was sys­

tematically done in No. 15), the opening bars of No. 19 simply prolong the tonic 

F# harmony for so long that all sense of harmonic movement is suspended. 

Even when the harmonic rhythm speeds up, as at {152-3-1}, the notes remain 

exclusively mode 21. 

The second means is more subtle, and involves a shift to the "relative 

minor," D# minor, for eighteen bars of the middle section of the piece (from 

{153-4-1}, "Un peu plus v i f to {154-4-2}).87 Not only is it subtler to imply the 

major key through use of the relative minor than to confirm it outright by using 

the dominant, but the relative minor key is itself, in this case, partially ob­

scured by extraneous harmonies and the use of different modes. The theme 

d'amour (motif), for example, is in E b minor on its first appearance at {153-4-

8 6 A dominant-tonic cadence is not possible within a single transposition of mode 2. 
Messiaen employs different transpositions of mode 2, in such quasi-tonal contexts (as seen 
above), to permit a perfect cadence: if mode 2* supplies tonic harmonies, for instance, mode 
2 2 will provide the dominant harmonies. 

8 7 The relative minor is referred to enharmonically both as D# minor and Eb minor, 
and both spellings will be found in the score; the theme d'amour motif at (153-4-1) is 
written in the latter key, while the root position minor triad at {153-5-2} is written in the 
former. 
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1}, but the accompanying left-hand chords are not. 8 8 

The bar of unexpected E b minor tonality marked "berceur" [rocking] at 

{153-5-2} is followed by its minor dominant, A# minor. The first bar is pure 

mode 6 5, the second, mode 2 2. Just as in the last analysis the different har­

monic regions of tonic, dominant and subdominant each had their own unique 

modal assignations, so do they here: F# major, mode 2 1; E b minor, mode 65; 

dominant of the relative minor, mode 2 2. Recalling example 53 (p. 97), we ob­

serve that the "tonic" and its "relative minor" (modes 2 1 and 65) have six of 

their eight pitch-classes in common, while the relative minor and its dominant 

(65 and 22) share only four pitch-classes. Again, the digression from mode 2 to 

mode 6 is not the radical shift that we might expect it to be; it is accomplished 

as smoothly and as easily as a tonal shift from major to relative minor. 

Although the E b minor chord in {153-5-2} was just described as "unexpect­

ed," in retrospect it is clear that the immediately preceding chord was none 

other than its dominant, which harmony is repeated in an absolutely un­

ambiguous fashion on the downbeat of {154-1-1}. Messiaen spells out his tonal 

intentions now with increasing clarity as he begins to surround the secondary 

tonality of E b minor with its siblings, natural and chromatically altered: V 7 , v, 

and finally IV 7 (in second inversion at {154-3-3}) shortly before the return to 

the primary key, by sequence, at {154-5-2}. 

At this point in the piece, the two contrasting ideas—(1) the tonic key of 

F# major, and (2) the theme d'amour associated with the contrasting second­

ary tonality—are brought together by setting the secondary theme in the 

primary key. The texture is now inverted (theme below, chordal accompani­

ment above), and the harmonies simplified and tonicized.89 

The three-chord complex used here is reminiscent of the accords de carillon. The 
superimposition of the theme d'amour and various (unrelated) dissonant chords is continued 
in the final piece (No. 20), from {161-5-1} on. 
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In fact, Je dors, mats mon coeur veille owes a double allegiance to just 

these two elements, and upon closer examination, it will be seen that the 

theme d'amour is used as the mold upon which all other thematic material in 

the piece is shaped. Even a seemingly unimportant three-chord motif (first 

seen at {154-1-1} but undergoing several transformations as in {154-3-3} and 

{155-3-2}) is made to take on the melodic shape of this theme at {156-4-1}. 

These thematic similarities are outlined in example 54. 

Ex. 54 Thematic similarities in No. 19. Je dors, mais mon coeur veille. 

TnSmt d'accords 

* A separate octave element in bass (tonic and dominant). 
** Indicates insertion of an extra note (the sixth), creating a two-note descending 

figure (bracketed) that foreshadows the terminal two-note figure. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

8 9 Compare the first bar of the contrasting section, (153-4-11, with the first bar of the 
return to the tonic key, (154-4-11. 
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From this point on, the tonality of F# is maintained in the customary 

ways. The theme d'amour (both four- and eight-note forms) is accompanied by 

relatively simple tonal harmonies, and the tonic of F# is elaborated by other 

closely-related diatonic chords (for example, V7IV - IV - iv, at {155-1-3...}).90 

No. 20 — Regard de I'Eglise d'amour 

In the concluding piece of the two-hour cycle we find a number of perhaps 

predictable elements, foremost among which is the final confirmation—not to 

say apotheosis—of the theme de Dieu I mode 2 1 / F# major tonality, and the 

recapitulation of some of the themes and procedures from the previous nine­

teen pieces. 

As in its homologue, No. 10 (which closes the first half of the set; see note 

74, p. 87), this piece begins atonally, and gradually adds tonal threads in many 

brief and contrasting key areas until the final confirmation, with key signature, 

of F# major. In the present case, this process begins with the theme de Dieu, 

hammered out ff three times in three keys: in B {158-3-2}, D b {160-1-1}, and F 

{161-3-1}. This is followed by a section from {161-5-1} to {166-3-1} presenting 

the theme d'amour (or fragments of it) over thirty times, in many keys, but 

always accompanied by dissonant, unrelated chords. 9 1 At {169-5-1} the 

theme de Dieu is brought back, presented as an unharmonized ostinato on the 

"dominant" pitch-class C#, and similarly accompanied by dissonant harmonies. 
9 0 The terminology and sense of sonata form conveyed in the above analysis are 

perhaps not altogether inappropriate. Although an arch form (ABCBA + coda) can be readily 
seen—and both Reverdy (1978) and Halbreich (1980) describe No. 19 thus—it is also 
possible see the principles of sonata form at work here. In very general terms, Reverdy's A 
and B would become the first group, the beginning of C the second. The development would 
encompass the last 9 bars of C plus B', and the recapitulation and coda would correspond 
with her A' and coda. The sonata-form interpretation relies more heavily on tempos and, 
more importantly, tonal factors, whereas the arch-form interpretation is based more exclu­
sively on thematic considerations. 

9 1 See note 88, p. 99. 
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The last six of the score's 177 pages return to the key signature of F# 

major for a "Glorification of the theme de Dieu" {172-2-4} that includes 

snatches of: birdsong; of a theme first heard in No. 4, Regard de la Vierge {14-

1-3: 5 bars}; and of the theme d'amour. Traditional subdominant harmonies 

mark the beginning of the coda at {175-4-2} ("triumph of love and joy"), before 

the final tonic chords. The closing gesture of the piece includes three elements, 

all played fff and covering the entire range of the keyboard. First comes a 

theme de Dieu fragment in the centre of the keyboard, followed by a two-note 

oiseau interjection in the extreme upper range, and a final arpeggiated seven-

note chord in fourths that descends to the piano's lowest note. 

Summary 

From the above analyses it will be seen that Messiaen is able to generate 

traditional tonal structures using traditional harmonic means provided by his 

(non-traditional) second mode of limited transposition. These traditional struc­

tures comprise one end of a spectrum of harmonic possibilities that also in­

cludes dissonant and highly chromatic typical mode 2 structures. The com­

poser sees no aesthetic or musical discrepancy in using these different struc­

tures side by side, and indeed, as will be demonstrated in the following two sec­

tions, the essence of his modal technique is one of non-exclusivity: many ele­

ments can be analyzed in more than one way, and most structures interpene­

trate and hybridize readily, thus creating an overlapping, interlocking network 

of complex structures whose diversity is counterbalanced by the common 

threads that run throughout. Like the multi-colored hues of the stained glass 

windows so dear to the composer, the harmonic products of his modes are 

inherently multi-faceted and versatile. 
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4. Whole-tone and Polytonality: Modes 1 & 3 

Although modes 3 and 6 share a number of similarities, only the former is 

actually used to generate an overall sense of tonal organization. Consequently, 

this section will concentrate on the use of modes 1 and 3, grouping mode 6— 

despite some fairly compelling similarities to the present two modes—with 

modes 4 through 7, following the composer's own taxonomic inclinations. 

In the following discussion the terms "polytonality" and "bitonality" signify 

the presence of multiple, but more or less traditional tonal centres, whereas 

"polymodal" indicates various combinations of Messiaen's modes of limited 

transposition. 

Mode 1 

The examples of mode 1 usage will serve two purposes: to show how Mes­

siaen's mode 1 structures vary significantly from familiar whole-tone sonorities 

(Debussy's, for example), and to demonstrate how their use is partially dis­

guised by layering them with other more complex modal structures. 

Example 55 (from Noel, a piece that features extensive use of modes 1 

and 3 and some use of modes 6 and 4) shows mode l 2 used in a purely melodic 

capacity in several places. A new theme at {91-1-1} marked "comme un xylo­

phone" takes all its notes from mode l 2 , except for the fourth note of each 

64th-note embellishing group. As this idea is extended in both range and dura­

tion, the source set remains the same, although additional embellishing notes 

are added. 

Example 55a has only a single melody note foreign to mode l 2 (E), while 

example 55b has three embellishing groups of 64th-notes and three foreign 
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pitch-classes, D, A# and E , as well as a chromatic filling-in of the original final 

three-note motif (D#-C#-B) as shown below. 9 2 (Notes foreign to the mode 

are shown by arrows in ex. 55.) 

D# - (D) - C# - (C) - B 

Ex. 55 Prominent melodic use of mode 1 in No. 13. Noel. 

(a.) One embellishing group, one foreign pc, {91-1-1}. 

(b.) Three embellishing groups, three foreign pes, {92-2-1}. 

I I i 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

y 2 This motif, D#-C#-B, is, of course, the "Noel motif itself (which is, in turn, a com­
posite whole-tone structure; (see ex. 36d, p. 67), and the whole melodic phrase is nothing 
more than an extension of the "Noel motif by embellishment (or anticipation) of its initial 
note: D# (repeated in crescendo from pp with a rapid four-note rising flourish) - C# - B. 
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The use of mode 1 is "rendered unrecognizable" in this context by two 

means, the first of which is total chromatic saturation; three of the first four 

pitch-classes of the "xylophone" melody (D#, G, A) complement the nine pitch-

classes provided by the accompaniment to form an aggregate (the F is com­

mon to both sets).9 3 The second is by providing various conflicting tonal sig­

nals, rendering a single pitch-class focus—whether diatonic, whole-tone or 

other—difficult. Two of these conflicting tonal signals will be discussed. 

First is an apparent G# minor tonality, established in steps. The "joyous 

bells" of the piece's refrain-like opening four bars (G#-F#) suggest a G# focus. 

This is extended first to the three-note "Noel motif (G#-F#-E), and then to a 

four-note diatonic collection in G# minor, scale degrees 8-7-6-5, the latter 

spelled enharmonically at {90-3-2}: G#-F#-E-E D . This descending melodic 

minor scale is eventually completed when the three motivic notes of the mode 

l 2 melody ("xylophone") are conjoined with the two melodic notes of the 

accompanimental downbeat chords {91-1-1...}: 

G# - F# - E - E b D# - C# - B A# - G# 

Second is the introduction of a new thematic element and a change of har­

mony on the downbeat of {91-1-1}. The accented f chord with its appoggiatura 

is rich in perfect fifths (especially when taken together with the D# of the 

melody), and suggests strongly conflicting tonalities, namely C# minor and C 

minor, neither of which is confirmed. 

The last page of Noel furnishes a further, extended example of mode 1 

usage in the "closing fan" gesture (see p. 220). As previously discussed, the 

"Noel motif itself is a mode 1 structure, and its expansion at {97-2-1: 6 bars} 

9^ Whether by accident or design, these nine pes comprise mode 6 except for the C#. 
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maintains this whole-tone structure in the soprano and bass voices, shifting 

briefly into mode l 2 only for the four chords of its widest expansion at {97-3-2}. 

Toward the end of No. 6, Par Lui tout a ete fait, in the midst of mode 2 / F# 

major tonality, a bar-long interjection involving the theme d'accords is heard 

(ex. 56). Here again the clear melodic use of mode l 2 in the top voice is dis­

guised by the familiar and atonal theme d'accords, whose pungent dissonances 

effectively mask the regularity of the whole-tone scale above it. 

Ex. 56 Melodic use of mode 1 in No. 6. Par Lui tout a ete fait. 144-4-1}. 

Plus lent 

(Concentration du 
theme d'accords) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Mode 3 

Debussy, a composer much admired by Messiaen, is strongly evoked in 

Noel (No. 13)—obliquely in the mode 1 (whole-tone) passages just examined, 

and more clearly in the central "B" section of the A B A structure, where mode 3 

is used almost exclusively, and around which the first analysis is centered.94 

y Some parts of Noel bring to mind the general mood—and even specific passages— 
of Debussy's Six Epigraphes Antiques (for piano four hands). Note, for example, the whole-
tone melodies of Epigraphes Nos. 2 and 3, and compare the descending staccato bass in bar 
4 of No. 2 (D-Bb-Ab...) to {93-4-2} (D-C-Bb), and the rising and falling arabesques of No. 5 
and the penultimate bars of No. 3 to {93-4-2}, {94-3-1} and {95-1-2}. 
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Ex. 57 Mode 3 usage in No. 13. Noel. 
First three strophes of "B" section, {93-2-1} to {94-1-3}, (mm. 26-41) 
(Strophes indicated I, II and III, the latter subdivided into members a, b, and c.) 

fiT3 Tres modere (Ĵ =63 

ti 
^poco cresc i f ? f - f 

r f f * * f r 

ih fa ,tr. f-1 fa ih ̂  
© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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The A B A structure's "B" section is twenty-seven bars long (from {93-2-1} 

to {95-1-1}) and is divided into five strophes, the first three of which are repro­

duced above (ex. 57). This quiet section (marked "tres modere, tendre") creates 

the strongest possible contrast to the agitated, loud, atonal opening, and seems 

to be organized around C major, 9 5 although this tonality is never asserted in 

the straightforward, obvious ways that the mode 2 structures asserted theirs; 

indeed, there is room for alternative interpretations (the most probable being 

one of the two other "roots" of mode 3 1: E or A b ) . Two explanations for the C 

major choice can be offered, the first dealing with the prominence of the C 

major chord in the passage, and the second dealing with the pitch-class "roots" 

of the four different modes used therein. 

First, both the harmony of C major and the melodic prominence of its 

members is remarkable—though not uncompromised. The principal motif of 

the section (ex. 57, first four bars) lands on scale degree 5 after a three-note 

anacrusis, proceeding to scale degree 3 immediately thereafter, sustaining and 

repeating this harmony. The melodic pattern G - E - E (m. 27) is repeated in 

slightly varied form in the following bar, before cadencing again on scale degree 

3 twice in bar 30. 9 6 Beneath each of the melodic appearances of scale 

degrees 3 and 5, the tenor voice obstinately repeats scale degree 1, middle C. 

This clear insistence on a C harmony (either C-D-E or C-E-G) is perfectly 

clear in isolation, but in context, the harmony is challenged every time by an 

A D dominant sonority that rivals the C chord; the feeling of fundamental is 

subverted, and a bitonal sound results. As suggested above, this superposition 

^ I use the term "C major" loosely, simply implying organization around the triad C-
E-G. No implication of either traditional scales or harmonic progressions is intended. 

9 ^ As bar numbers are included on the score excerpt reproduced as ex. 57, they will be 
used in place of the trinomial brace system of reference. For further analytical detail on 
Noel, see Part Two, Analysis N° 4. 
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of harmonies is characteristic of mode 3. Overall, the C major tonality proves 

to be the stronger of the two, although one brief passage in mode 3 2 (marked 

"IIIc" in ex. 57) does "tonicize" the A b sonority temporarily. 

In the whole section no pitches are lower than the left-hand A b dominant 

chord (enharmonically: E b-F#-A b), with three exceptions. First is the terminal 

gesture in left hand octaves, D - C - B b , thrice repeated (see m. 34, for exam­

ple). This is another instance of the "Noel motif," and has no strong tonal or 

cadential direction. Second is an acoustically strong root-position voicing of a C 

major chord at {94-2-3} which sounds here like a departure from the prevailing 

harmony rather than an assertion of a tonic chord. The third exception has 

little significance, being nothing more one triad in a series of parallel left-hand 

chords that for one moment moves a step below the E b in measure 39 (last 

triad). 9 7 

As to the "roots" of the modes, it might be noted that the principal mode, 

3 1, is "based on" C (or E or A b ) . The contrasting material, beginning with the 

Boris motif from La Vierge et I'Enfant, uses three modes. The first two (34 and 

22), used in combination, have G as a common root—the dominant of C . 9 8 

The third, mode 3 2 , forms the basis of a two-bar passage of triads moving in 

contrary motion (strophe IIIc) and intersecting at a single point: the C major 

chord in bar 40. There is a "voice exchange" between the two hands at this 

point, each circling the central C triad with a D b dominant sonority in a quasi-

Neapolitan fashion. 
9 7 It might further be noted that the left hand series begins on an Ab chord and 

returns to it twice more in the course of two bars, whereas the right hand series never 
sounds this triad. 

9 8 Of course, one can assert various pitch-classes as "fundamentals" for any given 
transposition. This fact, however, does not rule out the possibility suggested above, and to 
strengthen the argument, it will be noted that G is the only pc common to the set of possible 
roots of modes 3 4 (E b, G, B) and 2 2 (C#, E, G, B b). Furthermore, C is the only pc common to 
the "missing" notes of each mode: 3 4 lacks C, E and G#; 2 2 lacks C, E b F# and A. 
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The latter passage is complex and perhaps even contradictory—qualities 

not inconsistent with polytonality. Whereas G and C have been postulated as 

the theoretical modal "roots" of the third strophe, the ear is more likely to 

hear—following the left-hand triads—the succession B b - D b - A b (successive 

chordal "roots" of Ilia, b and c, respectively). In fact, Messiaen interweaves 

the harmonic progressions very subtly so as to integrate as smoothly as 

possible both the changing harmonies and the changing modes. 

The third strophe's three members show an interesting overlap of har­

monies, one leading to the next. The first (Ilia) begins on a B b harmony in the 

left hand (and a melodic B b in the right—both perhaps foreshadowed by the 

final B b in the left-hand octaves of bar 34) progressing to a D b harmony. The 

second member (Illb) progresses similarly from D b to E , which chord is then 

picked up by the right hand. The third member (IIIc) begins with two triadic, 

tonal harmonies of E and A b superposed. Recalling that the opening chords of 

the section were C and A b , we have now heard all the nodes of mode 3 1 sounded 

as vertical simultaneities. For the only time in the "B" section of the piece, we 

perceive A b as the local tonic. 

The next two examples of mode 3 constitute independent strands in poly-

modal textures, and therefore show no interaction with their surroundings. The 

polytonality of pure mode 3 structures is replaced here by the atonality char­

acteristic of the majority of Messiaen's polymodal structures. 

The right-hand pedal group at {14-3-3} in No. 4, Regard de la Vierge, is 

built on mode 3 2 (superimposed on the left-hand group in mode 42). Because 

the voicings avoid triadic structures, these right-hand chords are not inherently 

polytonal, and the superposition of modes creates an atonal medium devoid of 
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any pitch-class focus save, perhaps, the D b that is the "root" of both modes 

and one of the focal pitch-classes of the piece as a whole, the pair C#/E b. (This 

passage can be seen in example 61, p. 116). 

Ex. 58 Mode 3 usage in No. 17. Regard du silence. 
First page (p. 128). 

Tres modere (J\z66) 
(Canon rythmique par ajout du point) 

(mode 8*) i » 

PIANO ppp impalpable 

(mode 4*) <Jk 
i 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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In No. 17, Regard du silence, the opening nineteen bars constitute a 

rhythmic canon utilizing tala 1 and superposing mode 3 4 in the right hand on 

mode 4 4 in the left in quasi-isorhythmic fashion (ex. 58)." This example is 

different from the previous two in that it presents neither the frank atonality of 

No. 4, nor the tangible bitonality of No. 13. Here, the harmonies shimmer and 

change, like stained glass windows seen in a dream, the chords evoking wisps of 

familiar harmonies so faint and intermingled as to be no longer identifiable. 

Like the changing configurations of a mobile, the harmonies at any given 

moment may sometimes suggest vague tonal roots, but these impressions are 

never confirmed, and disappear as quickly as they arise. 

The mode 3 chords whose presence is signalled a little later in the same 

piece {129-5-3..., top staff} are simply atonal splashes of color, using the same 

voicings as the right-hand chords of the opening. 

As will be clear from these observations, one cannot always generalize as 

to the overall sound of a passage simply by identifying the modes employed 

therein; the way in which the modes are used is of equal importance. Certain 

modes offer certain tonal possibilities, but these may be exploited or avoided, at 

the composer's wish. It can therefore be said that mode 3 has strong polytonal 

potential, but that it is not always used in such a way as to exhibit this feature. 

5. Atonalitv: Modes 4. 5. 6 & 7 

Either because of their chromatic density (in the case of modes 4 and 7) or 

because of their large gaps and paucity of thirds (in the case of mode 5), this 
9 9 The seventeen values of tala 1 coincide strictly with seventeen chords in each voice, 

but chordal repetition and the rhythmic canon lend an isorhythmic quality to the passage. 
These repetitive structures return as ostinati in the final twenty-two bars of the piece. 
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group of modes typically forms atonal structures, although a number of tonal 

harmonies are certainly possible. Mode 6 is included in this group, despite 

certain ties with modes 1 and 3, because the familiar tonal units it is capable of 

generating are seldom organized in such a way as to truly create an overall 

impression of tonality. 

The following discussion will attempt to isolate examples of "pure" usage 

of the modes before going on to examine passages of mixed modality and other 

more complex contexts. 

Mode 4 

The first example consists of twenty-one bars of pure mode 4 3, from the 

opening section of No. 16, Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages (ex. 

59). (The right hand by itself is in mode 2, but this excludes the G# in the bass.) 

Ex. 59 Mode 4 usage in No. 16. Regard des prophetes. des bergers 
et des Mages. First four bars, {122-1-1}. 

Modere (J = 72) 

/* | • — 

mf 
(laissez rcsonver) 

1 | I -i— 

4 
8"bas6a__ 

m  1  ^ ' lM ^; ll 

(comme mrTam-tam) (Valeurs progressivement acceierees) 
5a. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

This example is less revealing of Messiaen's use of mode 4 than one might 

expect, as it is a purely rhythmic passage built on a four-chord ostinato. 1 0 0 
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The left hand's incomplete (but typical) chord in fourths are part of the mode 4 3 

complex too, showing that their use is by no means restricted to mode 5 

contexts (see remarks under "Mode 5," pp. 79-80). 

This passage seems to be organized around A: that pitch-class represents 

both the lowest and highest pitches involved, and its "dominant," E , is repeated 

twice per bar (on the "strong beats," inasmuch as the term can be said to 

apply here). Moreover, it is conceivable that two leading-tone principles lie dor­

mant in the chord, the pitch-classes G# and D# implying voice-leading resolu­

tion to A and E respectively, and the right hand's B D implying an upper leading-

tone to the tonic. It seems unlikely but not impossible that the second triad in 

the right hand be perceived as a tonic chord. 

Note that the proposed "fundamental" of the passage, A, while not a 

nominal root of mode 4 3 (i.e. D or A b ) , is carried forward as fundamental 

throughout the piece, despite changes of mode. 1 0 1 

The second example shows mode 4 used in an interesting passage that 

has a distinct black-key/white-key flavor: {7-4-1...} in No. 2, Regard de Vetoile. 

The fact that the pitch-class content is composed of two identical hexachords a 

tritone apart immediately suggests the last four modes, and mode 4 2 provides 

us with the required pitch-classes: 

G - A - C - D / D b - E b - G b - A b 

This arpeggio of single notes and whole-tone dyads (see example 2c, p. 10), 
1 0 0 While the right hand repeats its four-chord pattern of 8th-notes over and over 

again (one of the chords is repeated, so there are only three different triads), the left hand 
begins a process of progressively accelerating values, striking a single, thunderous chord at 
diminishing intervals, beginning with a whole note value and decreasing the duration by one 
16th-note on each successive repetition. 

1 0 1 See further discussion on p. 126. 
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divided so as to have the black notes above and the white notes below, is 

employed as a pedal group above the ending of the principal theme in the left 

hand. 

Example three, from No. 13, Noel, consists of a single, isolated chord con­

taining all the notes of mode 4 3 (ex. 60). This dense, chromatic splash shows 

black-white sonorities as well as near-symmetry radiating in both directions 

around a nominal root of mode 4 3, A b , to the two important structural pitch-

classes of the piece, C# and E D . This isolated event illustrates how Messiaen 

constantly employed a wide range of resources and techniques. At times he 

took great pains to integrate and subtly interrelate different themes, modes 

and techniques, while at others he would juxtapose fragments of completely 

different structures, like so many brightly-colored beads on a string, seemingly 

concerned only with the overall impression of the total mosaic. 

Ex. 60 Mode 4 chord in No. 13. Noel, f90-3-2). 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The next three examples feature polymodal contexts involving modes 3 

and 6 in combination with mode 4. The first, from No. 4, Regard de la Vierge, is 

a three-bar passage beginning at {14-3-3} and involving mode 3 2 in the right 
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hand and 4 2 in the left (ex. 61a). 

Ex. 61 Mode 4 chords in No. 4. Regard de la Vierge. 

(a.) In left hand at {14-3-3}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

(b.) Voice-leading features in same chords. 

i. Chords extracted. 

ii. Voice-exchange at 
boundaries. 

iii. Dyad/unison 
transformation. 

iv. Chordal transposition 
by interval-class 1. 

v. Mode 42. 

The pitch-class C# plays a prominent role here, and is part of the under­

lying axis C#/E b; it is strongly asserted in the left hand at {14-1-3} (written in 

mode 7 2 on C#), and repeated in octaves in the right hand in {14-3-1...}. At this 
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point the left hand begins its series of mode 4 2 chords, with the upper note 

spelling out (in tenuto accents) a variation of the characteristic mode 5 melodic 

formula (see ex. 45b, p. 79), beginning on and returning to the fundamental 

pitch-class, D b . 1 0 2 A closer look at these chords reveals a series of voice-

leading features (example 61b) including (ii.) voice-exchange at chord bound­

aries, (iii) dyad/unison transformation based on the "double leading tone" prin­

ciple, and (iv) chordal transposition by interval-class 1 (up or down a semitone). 

The next passage to be considered is part of a polymodal rhythmic canon 

from the opening section of No. 17, Regard du silence (ex. 58, p. 111). The two 

hands, though precisely related by the rhythmic canon, evolve with complete 

melodic and modal independence, the right hand in mode 3 4 and the left in 44. 

The very first left-hand chord recalls the pitches and sonority of the opening of 

No. 9, Regard du temps, a piece also prominently featuring rhythmic 

canon. 1 0 3 

Several factors conspire to prevent any sense of fixed tonality in this 

opening section, and foremost among them is the contrast in modes, chord 

types, and melodic contour employed by each hand. Because of the repetitive 

patterns, certain chords do stand out, but as the hands are not synchronized, 

the combinations are never the same, causing a quasi-isorhythmic, mobile-like 

shifting of sound patterns, constrained within perceptible limits but constantly 

and unpredictably changing nonetheless. The slow tempo and extremely quiet 

102 There is no contradiction here, as mode 5 is simply a truncated version of mode 4. 
The "characteristic formula" is discussed below under Mode 5. For a series of variations on 
this formula—none identical to the above example—see the composer's example #126 which 
represents the notes of mode 5 "in a large number of different orders." (Messiaen, ibid., 35.) 

103 There are a number of other common features between these two pieces, such as 
the use of mode 44, the theme d'accords and other inserted motifs, voice-exchange, and so 
on. (See Part Two, Analysis N° 2.) 



118 

dynamic ("ppp impalpable") also make precise cognition difficult, leaving the 

listener with only a vague general impression of the harmonies as they process 

through the predestined rhythmic patterns. 

Ex. 62 Mode 4 in polymodal context. 
Opening lines of No. 5, Regard du Fils sur le Fils (p. 18). 

m S i A m 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The last example (ex. 62) is similar to the previous one. Taken from No. 5, 

Regard du Fils sur le Fils, it also involves a polymodal opening section and the 

same tala 1-based rhythmic canon seen in No. 17 . 1 0 4 In this case, however, a 
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third lower voice is added, repeating the theme de Dieu in mode 2 over a rhyth­

mic pedal—a kind of tonal ostinato evolving beneath the same kind of harmo­

nies as were seen in the previous example. Each line is given its own dynamic 

level (upper voice—mode 6 3, pp; middle voice—mode 4 4, ppp "doux et mysteri-

eux"; lower voice-mode 2, p "lumineux et solennel"), and the tempo is even 

slower: 16th-note = 76. Again, no clear impression of tonality can be formed, 

nor do any individual chords lend themselves to tonal interpretation. The final 

result is a kind of multi-colored atonality—an atonality defined not so much by 

lack of fixed tonal referents, but by the constant shifting and regroupings of 

little sonic pieces fitted together like tiles in a mosaic. 

Mode 5 

Messiaen uses the "characteristic formula" and other mode 5 structures 

(see pp. 79-80) in only one piece of the cycle—Regard de VOnction terrible (No. 

18)—but its use there is pervasive. A twenty-two-bar introduction featuring 

two simultaneous rhythmic processes (progressively accelerating and progres­

sively slowing series) and based on incomplete chords in fourths, followed by 

arpeggiated chords of resonance and chords on the dominant, precedes the 

exposition of the piece's basic musical material. 1 0 5 

This thematic material at {139-4-1} is a solemn fff tritone proclamation 

in mode 5 2, harmonized in plainchant-like octaves and perfect fifths (ex. 63a). 

The complete statement of the melodic phrase is broken up into thunderous 

See further discussion of this passage on pp. 125-6. 
1 ( ^ 5 Complete six-note chords in fourths do indeed have a special affinity with mode 5, 

but the (incomplete) three-note form is omnipresent and so essential to the composer's 
musical language that it becomes meaningless to relate it to mode 5. Messiaen states 
(Technique, 62) that "mode 5, being a truncated mode 4, has the right of quotation here only 
because it engenders the melodic formula and the chord in fourths..." The three-note form, 
however, can be generated by all of the modes except for mode 1. 



120 

pairs of chords separated by extremely rapid figuration marked "like lightning." 

Taken all together, these melodic notes (but not the harmonizing perfect fifths) 

rely completely and exclusively on mode 5 2. 

Ex. 63 Mode 5 structures in No. 18. Regard de I'Onction terrible. 

(a.) First thematic material, {139-4-1}. 

Solennel, mais un peu vif (J=92) 

(b.) Mode 5 "characteristic formula," {140-2-3}. 

(c.) "Characteristic formula" melodically altered and combined 
with Theme d'Accords, {149-4-3}. 

& "»f "f ^ 
f 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de FEditeur. 
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These thunderous chord pairs spanning tritones turn out to be only the 

halting beginning of the "characteristic formula" itself, seen, after three bars of 

new figuration, in the return of the fff octaves at {140-2-3} (ex. 63b). This 

pattern continues with further permutations of the characteristic formula in 

other transpositions (5 3 at {141-2-3}; 5 6 at {143-2-3}; 5 3 at {143-4-1}; etc.), 

with chromatic embellishment {142-3-1}, sequential development {144-2-1}, 

and so on, terminating in a texturally similar but melodically altered form at 

{149-4-3} (ex. 63c) that superimposes the transfigured mode 5 formula—now 

reminiscent of both the strange f octave interjections of No. 4, Regard de la 

Vierge (see ex. 64) and the chromatic turnings of the theme de Vetoile et de la 

Croix—onto the theme d'accords. 

Ex. 64 Octave melody of No. 4. Regard de la Vierge. {14-4-2}. 

r 1 

>—r hw ttp—1 

pit 
(1 f * r " rfrt 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Mode 6 

As described above (pp. 80-82), mode 6 permits a variety of tonal and 

quasi-tonal harmonies without necessarily forming coherent tonal structures. 

It also has a close relationship with mode 1, the latter being a subset of the 

former. In Technique, Messiaen draws the reader's attention to example #109 
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(from La Vierge et VEnfant), where a variation of the Boris motif is accom­

panied by mode 6 chords. 1 0 6 It is significant that this theme, usually har­

monized and associated with mode 2, is also used in association with modes 3 4 

(Noel, {93-5-1}) and 6 (ex. #109)—another demonstration of affinity between 

modes 2, 3 and 6. 

The first example of pure mode 6 usage, although only one bar long, illus­

trates the above characteristics. Found at {119-2-2} in No. 15, Le baiser de 

I'Enfant-Jesus, it provides a brief substitution—unique in the piece—for the 

otherwise omnipresent mode 2. At the climactic moment of the penultimate 

section it is inserted into the essentially tonal progression as a harmonically 

extended secondary dominant (V/V), as shown in example 65. 

The shift from mode 2 to mode 6 and back again is accomplished by 

means of a "pivot chord" common to modes 2 and 6 5, D#-F#-A# (spelled 

enharmonically in flats in bar 114). We hear this chord alone, with a sostenuto 

accent, at the end of bar 114, then immediately again an octave higher (in bar 

115) with an A b triad voiced clearly below it—the V/V harmony. It is voiced 

identically in the following bar as the second chord of a triplet figure in the I-six-

four group. From the initial combination of right- and left-hand triads at the 

downbeat of bar 115, the hands converge in contrary motion, using notes 

exclusive to mode 6 5, terminating in a "voice-exchange" involving the pitch-

classes D and C (soprano and bass) that encircle (without touching) the "domi­

nant" pitch-class, C# . 1 0 7 The C# dominant is then prominently supplied in the 

left hand on the downbeat immediately following. 

•I A / ? 

Messiaen, Technique, 62, and vol. 2, ex. #109. 
Messiaen uses a similar process in the central portion of No. 13, where "the central 

C triad [is encircled] with a D D dominant sonority in a quasi-Neapolitan fashion" (p. 109). 



Ex. 65 Climax of section III. "Le baiser." in No. 15. Le baiser de 
l'Enfant-Jesus. 

(a.) Score excerpt, {119-1-1: 7 bars}. 
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(b.) Harmonic simplification.1 0 9 

I , I V - I , r V - I , (V/V) , I six-four , V 7 , I 

1 0 8 In the following discussion reference will be made to actual bar numbers as found 
in this example (mm. 112-118). 

1 0 9 Commas represent barlines. Note that the initial chord of m. 115 is in fact an A D 

dominant harmony; enharmonically V/V in F#. Thereafter the V/V function is replaced by 
the mode 6 complex that follows. The V/V function, then, is both a literal description and an 
analogy. 
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The triads involved in this passage are of four types: major, minor, aug­

mented, and in perfect fourths, and are thus not entirely divorced from the 

overwhelmingly tonal sonorities of mode 2, while yet being sufficiently different 

(and more complex in their superpositions) to distinguish them at a structur­

ally important moment. Messiaen has heightened the degree of harmonic ten­

sion—as would normally be accomplished through the use of secondary domi­

nant harmonies—by strategically substituting one mode for another. 

A second, very brief example highlights the tritone relationship inherent in 

mode 6. The three-staff rhythmic canon portions of No. 9, Regard du temps, 

feature a bass voice that proceeds as an ostinato in tritones drawn from mode 

6 5. These tritones blend very well, of course, with the chords in fourths of the 

upper voices, themselves rich in tritones (ex. 66). 

Ex. 66 Mode 6 5 tritones in bass voice of rhythmic canon in No. 9. 
Regard du temps. 155-3-1}. 

16?. 
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© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Piece No. 5, Regard du Fils sur le Fils, provides an excellent example of 

polymodality and polyrhythms, the latter in the form of a two-voice rhythmic 

canon evolving above a rhythmic pedal. The upper voice, in mode 6 3, uses tala 

1 in its original values while the middle voice, in mode 4 4, uses tala 1 in values 

augmented by a dot. The lower voice repeats the theme de Dieu over an 

unchanging rhythmic pedal whose first three quarter-notes imitate the first 

three notes of the original canonic voice (see ex. 62, p. 118). 

There is little opportunity here for a cohesive pattern of tonal harmony to 

emerge, as the voicings of the chords in the upper two lines for the most part 

avoid familiar triadic harmonies, and do not reinforce or complement each 

other. Nor does the quasi-tonality of the theme de Dieu interact with or in­

fluence the other voices; as is typical of the composer in such contexts, the 

separate voices evolve with absolute independence.110 

Any threads of tonal or melodic organization in the upper voice alone 

(mode 63) do not carry sufficient weight to generate an overall sense of such 

organization, especially given the registral and thematic significance of the 

lower ostinato voice. Two such threads may nevertheless be pointed out. 

First is an almost constantly repeated melodic component, C - D b - D, 

interrupted only in the last five values of tala 1. Second is the initial three-

chord group that, in isolation, weakly establishes C as tonic by placing an en­

harmonic F# major triad between two inversions of a quasi-tonal perfect fourth 

structure, C - D - G , that could be interpreted as a chord on C. Theoretically, 

this C/F# juxtaposition could be further advanced by citing the F# tonality of 

the lowest voice, although, as suggested above, this remains unconvincing to 

1 1 (^ Messiaen takes the precaution of adding a footnote for the performer's benefit: 
"Bien differencier les 3 sonorites." As discussed on p. 119, each voice is also given a unique 
dynamic level (pp,ppp and p), and the theme de Dieu is separated registerally from the 
rhythmic canon above, the upper two voices overlapping in exactly the same register. 
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the ear. 

The final example of mode 6 usage, taken from the highly atonal No. 16, 

Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages, is inconclusive for two reasons. 

First, the basic melodic material of the work, the five-note linear sequence 

(D) c _ B _ A _ D # _ C # 

illustrated below (ex. 67), can be integrated equally well into three different 

modes: 3 2 (on A; 9 pes), 6 2 (on G; 8 pes), and 7 (on C; 10 pes). Second, even if 

we accept this basic melodic sequence, for the reasons outlined below, as being 

derived from mode 6 2, it is never used harmonically, or even developed further. 

It remains an unchanging basic entity whose classification by mode has, 

ultimately, little significance. 

Still, in assigning a mode to this motif, the choice of mode 6 2 seems 

preferable for two reasons. First, mode 6 has fewer pitch-classes than the 

other two, and is thus more economic with its resources. Second, the five-note 

motif presents the clear white-black (or diatonic-chromatic) opposition that 

usually characterizes mode 6. 

Ex. 67 Principal theme. No. 16. Regard des prophetes. des bergers 
et des Mages: "Hautbois." f 123-2-1). 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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In the final analysis, a cohesive, overall picture of the tonal organization 

and harmonic structures in No. 16 remains elusive, even though many local 

details are readily grasped. 

Mode 7 

Given that the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix is written in mode 7 3, the 

two pieces that feature this theme, Nos. 2 and 7, will naturally come to mind. 

As this theme is unchanging and purely melodic, however, other sources may 

provide us with more useful examples of the composer's use of the seventh 

mode. Suffice it to say before moving on that although mode 7 seems ideal for 

densely chromatic, atonal structures, Messiaen does use it on occasion to 

produce tonal harmonies such as the A b minor chord with an added sixth that 

constitutes the six punctuating cadential chords in No. 7, Regard de la Croix. 

Example 68 illustrates the mode 7 basis of thematic material in Regard de la 

Croix. 

Ex. 68 Mode 7 basis of thematic material in No. 7. Regard de la Croix. 
(a.) Mode7 3. 
(b.) The Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix. 
(c.) A b minor punctuating chords: first example at {46-3-1}. 

a. 

b. 

- b» lj# * » ' 
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As previously mentioned, Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages 

(No. 16) is an interestingly complex piece that does not give up its harmonic 

secrets readily. It is almost exclusively based on the curious five-note theme, 

C-B-A-D#-C#, possible in modes 3 2, 6 2, and 7 (ex. 67). The moment these 

pitch-classes are first harmonized {123-5-1...} provides us with examples of 

four mode 7 chords, each in a different transposition (ex. 69). Here the melody 

is struck in accented dotted eighths (shown with arrows), while the harmonies 

come in the form of two-handed broken chords. The first bar yields chords in 7 4 

(harmonizing "C"), 7 6 ("B"), and 7 5 ("A"), while the last chord of the second bar 

is in 7 3 ("C#"). The D# chord on the downbeat of bar two does not fit any mode, 

and may perhaps be viewed as an appoggiatura chord, just as the single 

melodic note D# seems to act as an appoggiatura to the C#. 

While nothing conclusive can be drawn from this single example, it is 

certainly indicative of the densely chromatic, atonal harmonies that one might 

expect from the seventh mode. 1 1 1 

Ex. 69 Mode 7 harmonizations of principal theme. No. 16. Regard des 
prophetes. des bergers et des Mages. {123-5-1}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

It should be added that successive transpositions of a single mode are not typical 
of the composer, who characteristically used parallel successions of harmonies drawn from a 
single transposition. 
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6. Patterns of Tonal Organization 

In this section, discussion will focus on the specific keys and pitch-classes 

used in the harmonic organization of the cycle. The tonality of F# major is 

clearly central, being the chosen key for the primary theme, the theme de 

Dieu, and found in seven of the eight pieces using traditional tonality. In six of 

those seven instances, the score also features a key signature of six sharps. 

Second in importance is the key of B b major, found in three pieces, followed by 

D major, found in two. These three key areas, F#, B D , and D, are symmetri­

cally distributed in the octave—a feature that cannot be considered fortui­

tous. 1 1 2 

In the non-tonal, focally-organized pieces, three pitch-classes are strongly 

represented: E b , A b , and C#, while D and A are represented once each. Note 

the intervallic relationship of the first three by perfect fourths, which interval 

also relates the last two. Taking all the above pitch-classes together (i.e. the 

key areas and the pitch-class foci) one obtains the pentatonic series of the five 

black keys on the piano plus the two white keys, D and A. 

Messiaen's preoccupation with structural symmetry, generally manifest 

at many levels in his compositions, is evident here in the relationship between 

these important pitch-classes.1 1 3 All of these pitch-class sets are symmetric 

around the axis D / A b except for the A, which remains outside this sphere of 

symmetry. These symmetries are diagrammed in example 70. 

1 1 2 This major-third relationship of keys is used prominently in No. 10, Regard de 
I'Esprit de joie, where the last three tonalities used are D, B b , and F#, thus reviewing these 
keys in increasing order of importance. The sequence of F#, Bb, D is also used to precede a 
final section in F# major in No. 6, Par Lui tout a fait. 

Such symmetries govern, for instance, the structure of the modes, the structure of 
non-retrogradable rhythms, numerological and formal considerations, and internal key rela­
tionships within the cycle. 
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Ex. 70 Important pitch-class centers in the Vingt Regards. 
(Symmetry around D/Ab axis) 

Principal tonal pc foci: D F# Bb D 

Principal atonal pc foci: E b Ab c# 

All principal pc foci: D Eb F# Ab Bb c# D 

Pentatonic subset: Eb F# A b Bb C# 

Secondary atonal pc foci: D (A)* D 

Not part of D/A b axis symmetry. 

Both the specific pitch-classes and the general linkage patterns outlined 

above are reflected in microcosm in the tonal structure of No. 10, Regard de 

VEsprit de joie, where the key areas are linked in chains of rising or falling 

minor or major thirds (see ex. 49, p. 90). Also note that of the three new pitch-

classes found here (C, F, and B), two (F and B) are again symmetric around the 

same axis D/A b , leaving only C and A outside this axis of symmetry, albeit in 

structurally important positions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

F O R M IN THE VINGT REGARDS 

1. Introduction 

No one would argue that the Vingt Regards are without complexities at 

virtually every level of their structure, yet at the same time, formal complexi­

ties are not, as a rule, characteristic of the score. Messiaen's compositions 

generally consist of sections whose boundaries are readily perceived, juxta­

posed one against another. This gives rise to simple sectional forms, often 

though not always strictly symmetrical. The number of sections in each piece 

varies, and each section may contain several distinct ideas, but in general, the 

large-scale formal structures can be expressed in simple terms, as can the 

subdivisions of the principal sections. 

While it is perhaps true that discrete blocks of thematic material are the 

bread and butter of Messiaen's art, another mode of thought—one of a much 

different sort—provides an equally important compositional technique. This 

second technique is the use of musical processes—patterns of change that are 

themselves unchanging. A musical process can be said to correspond to a 

mathematical function. Once a process is set in motion it needs no further 

outside intervention, but simply unfolds. 

Messiaen employs four musical processes: rhythmic canons, rhythmic 

pedals, progressively accelerating or progressively slowing series, and asym­

metrical expansion. The first three are rhythmic—a domain of fundamental 

importance for the composer114—while the last deals with pitch-class organ-

1 1 4 "Je suis un musicien rythmicien..." (Messiaen, Conference de Kyoto, 1). 
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ization. 

These two fundamentally different modes of musical thought interact 

constantly in Messiaen's music, the processes enriching or transforming the 

simple sectional structures. The use of process transforms the nature of the 

music from a series of static objects (however kaleidoscopically interesting 

they may be in themselves) into an evolving, dynamic flow of patterned sound. 

The ear of the listener follows the dynamic evolution of the process, but is 

guided in the overall structure by the simpler patterns of repetition provided by 

the unchanging blocks. 

Generally speaking, instead of the traditional concept of "development" of 

musical themes, Messiaen tends to favor processes (which allow a kind of 

development along strictly predetermined lines). With musical processes, the 

increments of change are perceptible over time, but their ultimate goal is not. 

The term "goal" in fact has no part here, and properly belongs to the traditional 

style of theme and development; the process exists on its own terms, and is 

interesting for its own sake. 

The following discussion is essentially a summary of the forms used in the 

Vingt Regards. These have been placed into four categories: unipartite forms; 

simple repetitive forms based on two or three ideas; more elaborate sectional 

forms; and adaptations of two traditional forms, fugue and sonata. 

Tables 2 and 5 (in Appendix 1) provide a rapid overview of this informa­

tion, the first containing brief formal descriptions of the twenty pieces, and the 

latter supplying a statistical summary of forms in the work. Table 5 forms the 

basis of the following prefatory remarks. 

There are a number of valid ways of categorizing forms, and two have 

been used here. The first method is to proceed by general formal descriptions, 
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while the second classifies by the number of parts—that is to say the number 

of distinct sections as indicated by letter names, as opposed to the actual 

number of sections generated by the various repetitions. There is, of course, 

some overlap in these two methods. 

As defined the second way, nearly one-half of the pieces have no more 

than two distinct sections, and three-quarters of them have no more than three 

such sections. In other words, the large-scale structure of fifteen of the pieces 

can be represented using only the letters A, B and C. There remain five pieces 

to deal with in more complex terms. 

Several general observations can be made using the first method, and 

these help to put some of the comments from previous sections into a clearer 

perspective. Four pieces are unipartite, and three are essentially variational. 

Eleven regards employ simple sectional schemes of no more than three parts 

(ABC), while only four require four or more parts (ABCD...). Two remaining 

pieces are identified as fugue and sonata by the composer. 

It may be further observed that ten pieces have variational aspects to 

some sections, while fifteen make use of the four musical processes outlined 

above. 

Finally, a word on two notational practices adopted in sketching forms 

symbolically. First, an "X" has been used to represent prelude and postlude 

material not used elsewhere in the piece, thus designating sections that have a 

unique bookend-like function. (The rhythmic processes that open and close No. 

17, Regard de VOnction terrible, are thus labelled.) While no strict criteria 

have been invoked to distinguish "X" material from what would otherwise be 

"A" material, two factors have influenced my decisions: (1) the degree to which 

the framing material is thematically independent of the rest, and (2) the formal 

simplicity afforded by each alternative, the simplest description generally being 
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the preferred one. Second, the symbol "_c" is used to represent "coda." Codas 

are usually just very brief snippets of material previously heard. 

2. Unipartite forms 

Under this heading are grouped two types of structures: those that are 

nonsectional, and those that are monothematic but divisible into strophes 

(giving a form of AA, for example, as in the case of No. 1, Regard du Pere). It is 

to be understood that even nonsectional pieces can usually be subdivided in 

some meaningful ways; the question is whether these subdivisions constitute 

important formal divisions or superficial articulations of phrase. 

There are two examples of nonsectional structures. L'echange (No. 3) is 

based on a single complete asymmetrical expansion cycle, such that once all 

the pitch-classes have returned to their original level (i.e. after twelve trans­

positions) the piece ends. In fact, a six-bar coda is stretched out of this ending 

by repeating first the "final" bar, then just the left-hand fragment, and finally a 

two-handed chromatic cluster using all twelve tones. In L'echange we have a 

case not of musical process altering form, but of process generating form. 

La parole toute-puissante (No. 12) consists of continuous monody in oc­

taves evolving over a rhythmic pedal pounded out twenty-one times on a non-

retrogradable rhythm on the lowest notes of the piano. This non-retrogradable 

rhythm of 3-5-8-5-3 (16th-note values) is, in fact, the first bar of tala 2 (see 

ex. 14, p. 30). 

There are also two examples of the second type (monothematic but 

strophic), both straightforward expositions of lengthy themes, and neither one 

involving musical processes of any sort. Regard du Pere (No. 1) states the ela-
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borated theme de Dieu (i.e. not the five-chord motif; see pp. 37-38) twice, while 

Regard de la Croix (No. 7) spells out the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix once. 

No contrasting material relieves the monothematic nature of these pieces, 

allowing the listener's attention to focus clearly on the themes. 

3. Simple repetitive forms based on 2 or 3 ideas 

The theme de Vetoile et de la Croix just discussed had been previously 

heard in No. 2, Regard de Vetoile. where it was presented twice, the first time 

unaccompanied, and the second time with new material filling the gaps left at 

the cadences. 1 1 5 The presence of a five-bar refrain, however (heard at the 

beginning, middle, and end of the piece, articulating the two strophes), changes 

what would be an AA' form to ABAB'A, thus providing us with our first exam­

ple of simple repetitive forms based on two or three ideas. 1 1 6 As in No. 7, no 

musical process is associated here with the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix. 

Two of the Vingt Regards are set in a form of the utmost simplicity, alter­

nating two contrasting elements, A and B. In No. 5, Regard du Fils sur le Fils. 

"A" is a rhythmic canon in three voices of some rhythmic and modal com­

plexity, and "B" is birdsong, "comme un chant d'oiseau." As the elements are 

repeated three times, the result is an ABABAB form. There are actually two 

rhythmic processes going on simultaneously in the "A" sections: rhythmic 

canon based on tala 1 in the upper two voices, and a rhythmic pedal stating the 

theme de Dieu in the lower voice. The latter is based on a non-retrogradable 

1 1 5 For more detailed discussion see Part Two, Analysis N° 1. 
1 1 6 Alternate designations such as XAXA'X or RARA'R (R=refrain) would help show the 

relative importance of the thematic material involved, but have been rejected because of the 
value judgements (that are not necessarily relevant or correct) they invoke. In essence, the 
issue is this: do such short sections warrant the status accorded by a formal letter name, or 
should their brevity be reflected in the use of symbols connoting secondary importance? 
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rhythm of 3-2-3 quarter-note values. 

Regard du temps (No. 9) similarly repeats each of its two elements five 

times (ABABABABAB) with some variation and prolongation on each oc­

casion. In this case, "A" is a strange, hypnotic chordal theme using the dhenki 

or cretic rhythm, and "B" is a three-voice rhythmic canon based on the same 

rhythm. With the elements changing and lengthening progressively through­

out, an overall shape is given to the piece, adding interest and variety to what 

would otherwise be a dull and predictable sequence. A fuller explanation will be 

found in Part Two, Analysis N° 2. 

To No. 13, Noel, an equally simple but perhaps more satisfying form is 

given: A B A or "song form." Again, the two elements contrast strongly, "A" 

beginning ff, "Tres vif, joyeux" and "B" marked p, "Tres modere, tendre." 

Along with these outward manifestations of contrast there are other more 

subtle differences between the sections. "A" is itself subdivided into "aba" form 

and is atonal with mixed modality, while "B" is subdivided into "cdcd/c" (the 

fourth unit "d/c" being a fusion of "d" and "c") with "c" in strict mode 3, and "d" a 

superimposition of the Boris motif in mode 2 1 and accompanying chords in 

mode 3 4. 

Noel incorporates two rhythmic pedals, one very prominent in the pealing 

bells of the "A" sections, and the other hidden in the "B" section where it is 

repeated five times with slight variations at each occurrence (such as sub­

division of long values and extension of terminal values), lending a calming 

homorhythmic texture to the passage. 

In Regard des hauteurs (No. 8) this form is extended by the addition of a 

third element, and the resulting ABAC form is given a greater sense of closure 

by the addition of a coda. The piece is based almost entirely on birdsong, and 
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presages later works such as Oiseaux exotiques (1956) and Catalogue 

d'Oiseaux (1956-58). The heart of the piece is essentially birdsong, represent­

ed above by "B" and "C," the "A" being nothing but a short ppp blur of black-

key/white-key sonorities that helps establish the mood or background for the 

birdsong. 1 1 7 No processes are involved here. 

It requires only a third repetition of the intial "A" to make the preceding 

form more symmetric, and No. 11, Premiere communion de la Vierge. does just 

that. Its A B A C A form is heavily informed by the variation principle, A' being 

essentially a series of variations on the "A" theme. 

Two processes operate in No. 11. The first is one of intervallic expansion, 

where a series of four chords (a—d) is repeated three times (ab, ac, ad; ab, ac, 

ad; etc.), the "a" remaining stationary, the other chords moving upwards in 

ever-increasing leaps {80-5-1: 3 bars}. The second is rhythmic, and has two 

contiguous parts. The first {81-2-4: 6 bars} involves the progressive augmen­

tation of the first value in a group of two, the second value remaining steady at 

a quarter-note throughout. The second part, marked "Valeurs de 2 en 2, de 1-3 

a 13-15," also involves the progressive augmentation of values, this time of 

both elements in each pair. Measured in 16th-notes, the values in this series 

{81-4-1: 18 bars} proceed in this fashion: 1-3, 2-4, 3-5, 4-6, ...13-15. 1 1 8 

If this small step makes the previous form more symmetric, then a slight­

ly larger one will achieve absolute symmetry. Accordingly, Regard de la Vierge 

(No. 4) uses a (non-retrogradable) arch form, with a coda based on the central 

episode, "C": ABACABA_c. Brief three-bar passages of asymmetrical expan-

1 1 7 

The issue described in the previous note is pertinent here. 
I I R 

It seems clear that the following two bars continue the series one more step, 14-16 
(the 14 rendered inexactly as a quarter-note rest). This assumption is supported by the fact 
that all of the values in the progressively accelerating or progressively slowing series move 
from 1-16, or from 16-1 precisely. The passage is discussed in greater detail in Part Two, 
Analysis N° 3. 
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sion are seen at {13-2-4} and {16-4-2}. 

If the only concern were simplicity, the ideal three-element form would be 

the series ABC. As this lacks balance, elegance, and structural subtlety, how­

ever, it is not to be found in the Vingt Regards. The fifteenth piece, Le baiser 

de I'Enfant-Jesus. comes close nevertheless, avoiding such awkwardness by a 

(varied) reprise of the opening section: ABC A'. A rhythmic pedal can be ob­

served in association with the theme de Dieu at {113-2-1: 6 bars}, followed by a 

short canon {114-3-1: 3 bars}. Immediately thereafter {114-4-2: 4 bars} follows 

a series of steadily augmenting values (involving the last notes of elements "b" 

and "c" of ex. 51, p. 94), starting with an 8th-note, and lengthening each time 

by a 16th-note value. 

The latter form can itself be rendered symmetric by adding the original 

two elements, in retrograde order, after the third one: ABCBA. We find this 

form, with coda, in No. 19, Je dors, mais mon cozur veille. 

Included in this category, but of a slightly different nature, are the two 

pieces relying essentially on variation form. Regard des Anges (No. 14) ap­

pears to have two elements, taking the form 

A A' A" B B ' B"_c 

but a closer look reveals a number of subtle connections between "A" and "B." 

Furthermore, "A" itself is subdivided into five elements (a-e), making the 

larger-scale variation/repetition less evident. Rhythmic canon based on tala 1 

forms the basis for the "d" subsections and is thus found throughout the piece. 

The concluding section {107-1-3: 23 bars} is an adapted or inexact form of 

asymmetrical expansion. 

The second essentially variational piece, Regard des prophetes. des bergers 
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et des Mages (No. 16), uses two themes so closely linked that one is tempted to 

consider the second (B) as a variant form of the first (A). They are framed by 

"X" material (prelude/postlude), and add a short coda based on a combination of 

the two themes. The "X" material here consists of rhythmic processes evolving 

under a right-hand ostinato: a gradually accelerating series in the opening, and 

a gradually slowing series at the end. Like No. 14, this piece has a highly sym­

metrical form based on the variation principle: 

X A B B ' A 1 X'_c 

Both (traditional) canon and augmented/diminished rhythmic variants are 

found in No. 16, but the only true processes are the two series strikingly placed 

at the opening and closing of the piece. 

4. More elaborate sectional forms 

Three pieces will be considered under this heading, the first two presenting 

some similarities. Regard du silence (No. 17), takes the following form: 

X A B C D E A B C D E X 

the first X being a two-voice rhythmic canon based on tala 1, and the second 

(X1) using the same series of chords repeated in a steady 16th-note rhythm. In 

this structure we can see a fusion of binary and arch-forms. 

The eighteenth piece, Regard de I'Onction terrible, resembles its predeces­

sor while being slightly simpler, taking the form 

X a b ABAC ABAC X b a 
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The result is a more stable central portion that returns more frequently to its 

principal theme, but a compound "X" whose two elements appear in reverse 

order at the end. Here, as in many of the pieces, Messaien constantly changes 

and transforms his musical material so that the dividing line between what is 

significantly new and what is a varied repeat of previous material becomes 

difficult to draw. It is therefore possible to arrive at something different from 

the "ABAC" central episodes above, but the broad lines of the analysis—the 

binary nature of the central episode, the frequent recourse to the "A" material, 

the reversal of the framing "X" elements—remain true. 1 1 9 

The process involved here is the arresting simultaneous deployment of 

two progressive rhythmic series, the upper voice slowing, the lower voice accel­

erating, that forms the X a material (the role of the two voices is thus reversed 

at the end of the piece). 

The tenth piece, Regard de VEsprit de joie. takes this shape: 

X A*BACA X_c 

(The asterisk represents a complete asymmetrical expansion cycle following 

the initial "A" section.) The complex tonal organization of this piece (see ex. 49, 

p. 90) and its great length are perhaps balanced by its relatively simple struc­

ture, which is discussed in this category on account of the additional elements 

(X, *, and _c) spliced to the basic three-element (ABC) shape. 

5. Adaptations of traditional forms 

The two remaining pieces, numbers six and twenty, are the longest of the 
1 1 9 In my opinion, however, it is a serious distortion to treat No. 18 as an example of 

"song form" (i.e. ABA, where A is equivalent to my "X," and B to the entire central episode), 
as does Reverdy, ibid., 54. 
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Vingt Regards, followed closely by number ten. Together, the three comprise 

fully one third of the score's pages. Certainly this is not coincidental, and it is 

easy to imagine why the pieces concluding each half of the set (as they would 

undoubtedly be performed in concert; see note 74, p. 87)—particularly the final 

one—should be so written as to create the strongest possible impression. If 

one seeks justification for the corresponding length of the sixth piece, Par Lui 

tout a ete fait, the literally infinite scope of its subject suggests itself as a 

probable reason. 

On the other hand, it is not impossible that Messiaen felt that a general 

familiarity with traditional forms would enable him to greatly extend the pieces 

in sonata and fugue form without losing his public in the process. Be that as it 

may, the composer took pains to explain at some length the architecture of the 

two pieces in question. 

The sixth piece, Par Lui tout a ete fait, is described in this way: 

It is a fugue. The subject is never given [twice] in the same fashion: 
from the second entry its rhythm and register are changed. Notice 
the episode where the upper voice treats the subject as a non-retro­
gradable rhythm eliminated on the right and the left, [and] where the 
fortissimo bass repeats a fragment of the subject in agrandissement 
asymetrique. Middle [section based] on very short and very long 
values (the infinitely small, the infinitely big). Reprise of the fugue in 
retrograde, in crab canon. Mysterious stretto. Theme de Dieu 
fortissimo: victorious presence, the face of God behind the seething 
flames. All creation takes up and sings the theme de Dieu in a canon 
of chords. 1 2 0 

These indications are carefully inserted into the score, simplifying analysis 

for the performer (if not the listener), and many other details of the score are 

1 2 0 Messiaen, preface to Vingt Regards, ii. My translation. 
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well documented in Reverdy's analysis, the essence of which is a five-part 

structure (with an extremely brief coda) as follows:1 2 1 

1. Exposition (mm. 1-62) 

2. Middle (63-68) 

3. Retrograde recapitulation of the exposition (69-130) 

4. Stretti (131-161) 

5. Theme de Dieu and theme d'amour (161-end) [coda=last 2 bars] 

On the basis of this description one might imply the following form: 

A B A' C D_c 

The B section's brevity, however, reduces its formal importance, resulting in an 

A * A' B C_c 

form (the asterisk representing the bridge material separating the statements 

of the principal fugal sections, A and A'). The "non-retrogradable" quality of the 

first three sections (A*A1) should also be noted. 

Depending on how one views the various developments of the subject 

itself, the fourth section (stretti) might even be regarded as another variation 

of the fugal exposition, resulting then in a form that is essentially variational, 

with a contrasting section appended as a sort of gigantic coda (the theme de 

Dieu I F# major / mode 2 section):122 

A * A' A" B_c 

- 1 2 1 Reverdy, ibid., 40-43. 
1 2 2 R. S. Johnson (ibid., 38-39) sees in the form and proportions of No. 6 a reflection of 

the Hindu rhythm ragavardhana (#93), conceding that "the total structural balance suggest­
ed by the shape" concerned the composer more than mathematical exactitude. 
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This view does not adequately show the bridge-like nature of the A" 

section's tonality which acts like a hinge between the atonality of the first 

section (A*A') and the F# major tonality of the final "B" section. 

Not surprisingly, both Reverdy and Halbreich corroborate the fugal asser­

tions of the composer, the latter going so far as to situate the piece alongside 

other great fugues of the traditional repertoire: 

To approach this subject "about which no one can speak," the com­
poser "hid himself behind a [gigantic] fugue," worthy of the models 
which it demands; the seventh fugue from Bach's The Art of the 
Fugue and the finale of Beethoven's Sonata, opus 106, and is no less 
"anti-scholastic" than they [sic]. 1 2 3 

Griffiths begs to differ, qualifying it as an "anti-fugue" whose final section 

"is a removal from fugue into exultant toccata-style ostinato," making for a 

movement that "has less in common with Bach, or even with Franck or Dukas, 

then with the anti-fugue that was to conclude Boulez's Second Sonata four 

years later." 1 2 4 Certainly this "removal from fugue" is made clear in the last 

analysis above (A*A'A"B_c). 

There are numerous examples of rhythmic processes at work in No. 6 

such as the rhythmic canons found at {26-1-1: 8 bars} (based on tala 2) and 

{26-4-1: 8 bars} (based on tala 1), and the asymmetrical expansion at {28-1-1: 

9 bars} and {35-5-1: 12 bars}, to cite but a few. Their presence in this piece is 

nearly hidden by the constantly evolving, developmental treatment of the fugal 

theme itself, which tends to sound like asymmetrical expansion, even though it 

is not. 

1 2 3 Halbreich, ibid., 223. My translation. 
1 2 4 Paul Griffiths, ibid., 119. 
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The composer describes the Regard de I'Eglise d'amour (No. 20) as a 

sonata "where the development precedes the exposition," noting the following 

details: 

Development: 
First theme on a non-retrogradable rhythm, amplified on the right 

and left; it is punctuated by piano runs in contrary groups. Three 
statements of the "theme de Dieu" separated by asymmetrical ex­
pansion. Development of the third melodic theme. First theme with 
[contrary] groups, new asymmetrical expansion. A pealing of bells 
forming a dominant pedal and recalling the chords of the preceding 
pieces. 

Exposition: 
Complete phrase on the "theme de Dieu" with fanfare and glory. 

Long coda on the "theme de Dieu"—triumph of love and joy, tears of 
j o y . 1 2 5 

This structure could be reflected in a number of ways, depending on which 

particular features were being emphasized. A reasonable compromise might 

look like this: 

A contrary groups, non-retrogradable theme, theme de Dieu 
fragments, asymmetrical expansion; 

B theme d'amour; 
A' contrary groups, non-retrogradable theme, asymmetrical 

expansion; 
C theme de Dieu ostinato, accords de carillon / theme d'accords 1 

etc., progressively slowing series; 
D theme de Dieu—2 complete phrases in F# major; 
D' coda—theme de Dieu (in F#). 

Naturally, if this were to be reordered in the way that one would expect to 

hear sonata form (not in the way it is actually heard), it would become: 

Messiaen, ibid., iv. My translation. 
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A B C B ' D A 

resulting in a more regular structure with greater symmetry, particularly if one 

attempts to reduce the relative importance of the "D" section by viewing it as 

(only) an expanded dominant preparation for the return to F# major. 

Griffiths's comment on this "nominally archtypical form" is that the com­

poser: 

...would see this as another example... of sonata form, in which the 
development precedes the exposition, but the 'development' is really a 
development of much that has happened during the course of the 
preceding nineteen movements, and the 'exposition' serves as a 
triumphant recapitulation of the themes of God and of joy or love. 1 2 6 

As noted above (and as in No. 6) there are many examples of musical pro­

cesses in the final Regard. Here, however, they tend to articulate various 

elements of the formal structure. For instance, the examples of asymmetrical 

expansion serve to set apart the initial brief theme de Dieu statements, and 

the progressively slowing series at {171-3-4: 18 bars} helps prepare the trium­

phant final return of the F# major tonality. In this way Messiaen permits 

these organic musical processes to interact with their surrounding structures 

to various degrees from incidental to fundamental. 

Griffiths, ibid., 119. 



PART TWO 

ANALYSES 



147 

FOREWORD 

The pieces chosen for analysis in this section have been selected on the 

basis of the number of different aspects of structure that they collectively 

illustrate. In order to represent the greatest number of these compositional 

elements, five factors were considered: themes, types of tonal organization, 

special compositional techniques, formal types, and pianistic style. Except for 

the latter, these are documented in the tables of Appendix 1. The six analyses 

that follow seem to satisfy the requirement of demonstrating this wide range of 

compositional styles. They are: 

Analysis 1 

Analysis 2 

Analysis 3 

Analysis 4 

Analysis 5 

Analysis 6 

Regard de Vetoile (No. 2) 

Regard du temps (No. 9) 

Premiere communion de la Vierge (No. 11) 

Noel (No. 13) 

Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15) 

Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages (No. 16) 

In most cases, sections of the score pertaining to the analyses have been 

reproduced as examples, with bar numbers supplied. Consequently, normal 

bar number citations will be used as a rule, leaving only those bars not found in 

the examples with the trinomial referent in curly braces otherwise adopted. 
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ANALYSIS N° 1 

REGARD DE VETOILE (No. 2) 

The second piece of the Vingt Regards provides contrast to the first, 

Regard du Pere, in almost every respect: length, tonality, themes used, sense 

of tempo, texture, register, dynamics, and so on. In this sense it serves to 

complement the first and to help establish the scope of the work as a whole 

from the outset. Its primary role is, of course, to introduce the second of the 

cycle's principal themes, the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix—creating obvious 

thematic ties with No. 7, Regard de la Croix. Along with this theme the piece 

presents a total of eight new motifs (example 71), four of which establish subtle 

motivic ties with No. 9, Regard du temps. After pieces No. 2 and 7, the theme 

de Vetoile et de la Croix is not heard again. 1 2 7 

The overall form is very simple, being a symmetrical alternation of two 

elements, A (refrain) and B (thematic statement), as follows: 

A B A B' A_c 

"A" section 

Messiaen's inscription beneath the title reads, "The shock of grace... the 

star shines guilelessly, surmounted by a cross." In an unusually clear example 

of "tone-painting," Messiaen translated these three images into three musical 

motifs (a-c), each occupying one bar of the score, and recurring as a group (the 

A sections) three times over the course of the piece. 1 2 8 

1 2 7 See note 132, p. 152. 
1 2 8 While it is tempting—and perhaps not unjustified—to see number symbolism 

every time Messiaen uses threes structurally, it should be remembered that phrasing in 
threes is a melodic constant in virtually all common-practice music from Bach to Brahms. 
Nonetheless, in the present work, the "three-in-one" symbolism is pervasive and convincing. 
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Ex. 71 Motivic structure in Regard de Vetoile (No. 2). mm. 23-41. 

The main formal divisions are shown uppercase and circled. 
Strands of the theme de I'itoile et de la Croix are designated Bj, B2, etc. 
Motifs are shown lowercase, d-g are "tropes": 

A sections: (a) rising sequential figure, mode 3 2 

(a') final trichord of motif "a" 
(b) shimmering atonal haze 
(c) ff chords "cloches" and "accords de carillon" 

B' section: (d) rising Ab minor arpeggio 
(d') descending dissonant chords 
(e) "motif #270" 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 71 Motivic structure in Reeard de Vetoile (No. 2). continued. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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The A section serves as a fixed refrain, articulating the two statements of 

the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix three times with no variation whatsoever. It 

contrasts strongly with the B sections by its brevity, wide range of dynamics 

(ppp to ff), thicker texture, marked contrasts of register, and plurality of 

constituent motifs. These motifs are: 

(a) a rising sequential figure in mode 3 2, capped with a trichord (a1) that 

supplies the missing notes of that mode (mm. 1, 18, 35); 

(b) a shimmering atonal haze, played ppp (mm. 2, 19, 36); 

(c) a series of ff chords marked "comme des cloches" presenting the 

accords de carillon (mm. 3-5, 20-22, 37-39). 

Motif "a", a loud opening gesture of the "Mannheim rocket" variety span­

ning five of the piano's seven octaves, consists of three transpositions of an 

arpeggiated tetrachord D b - E - G — C , 1 2 9 plus a final trichord "a'," the augmented 

triad D-F#-B b . The twelve beamed notes of the tetrachord transpositions all 

belong to mode 3 2 , and thus lack three pitch-classes for an aggregate—the 

very three that are supplied by "a1 " as an accented simultaneity in the top 

register of the piano. In this way Messiaen integrates his modal structures 

with dodecaphonic atonality. 1 3 0 

After this dramatic opening gesture—the "choc de la grace"—motif "b" 

comes as a surprise, its twinkling, shimmering ppp dissonances representing 

the star of the title. Its two similar lines converge slightly, their intervals 

diminishing as they proceed, all in the top half of the instrument's register. 

1 2 9 (0147) in set notation. 
130 rpĵ g j g a | g 0 a typi c ai gesture; see chapter 1, "Cadential splash of color," pp. 30-31. 
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This measure is also atonal, again forming an aggregate, but not organized by 

any particular mode or pattern. 

The third motif "c" makes for a certain symmetry in the "A" section as a 

whole, its exploitation of the bottom half of the keyboard counterbalancing the 

"b" motifs register, and its series of ff chords in falling leaps balancing the 

rising arpeggio of "a". The chords of this motif are, in fact, the accords de 

carillon, and this constitutes their first appearance in the Vingt Regards. The 

three accented bell-strokes are answered by crashes in the bass, providing 

"effects of resonance."131 

"B" sections 

These provide the basic thematic material of the piece in the form of two 

statements of the theme de Vetoile et de la Cro ix . 1 3 2 The first is a stark, un­

accompanied unison statement in two voices separated by four octaves, uni­

formly piano in dynamic level. It unfolds in six strands (three pairs), B 1 ? B 2 , 

etc., each ending with a long, fermata-like pause on the final note. 1 3 3 The 

second presents registral, dynamic and textural differences in the theme itself, 

131 "p a u j Dukas often spoke of 'effects of resonance.' Effects of pure fantasy, similar 
by a very distant analogy to the phenomenon of natural resonance." (Messiaen, Technique, 
51). Messiaen gives examples of both "superior" [higher] and "inferior" [lower] resonance. 

The third left-hand crash in this instance is not simply another effect of resonance; it is 
the fourth chord of the accords de carillon series. Moreover, the third bell-stroke (mm. 5, 22, 
39) is a chord in fourths and can itself be seen as the upper "resonant" part of a chord of 
resonance whose fundamental harmony (a C# dominant-seventh chord) is provided in the 
final low chord. 

132 £/j£me ^ e i'£toile et de la Croix will only be heard once again (in No. 7, Regard 
de la Croix), on which occasion it is "troped" to the point of complete saturation. In No. 7 the 
troping occurs inl6th-note values between each separate note of the theme (giving a musical 
effect reminiscent of the opening prelude in Cesar Franck's Prelude, Chorale and Fugue, 
1886). In this case Messiaen seems to have used the organum models of Leonin and 
Perotin, where new rhythmically-measured material is added above an original cantus 
firmus which is written in long, sustained, essentially arhythmic values. 

133 r p n e pi ain chant-like nature of this theme, as well as other details of its structure, 
were discussed in chapter 2, pp. 57-61. 
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but another feature also commands our attention, for each of the six cadential 

pauses in the theme is now "troped" with new motivic fragments. These tropes 

are four in number, designated d-g in the following discussion (and ex. 72). 

The repetition of the theme itself in B' (mm. 23-34) uses the same notes 

and rhythmic values as in B, but changes the dynamic level from piano to 

forte, and states the theme in a single voice at the middle of the keyboard, half 

way between the original two voices. The four new "trope" motifs are inserted 

into the spaces left by the half-note "fermatas" that end each of the six strands 

of the theme, and are distinguished from the theme by (among other things) 

their p and pp dynamic markings. 

The first of these new motifs, "d"—a rising A b minor arpeggiated chord 

terminating in a pair of peculiar downward-turning dissonant chords, "d' "—has 

a certain resemblance to the opening gesture "a"; they share the two features 

of rising arpeggios and separate terminal elements. In "a1 " the terminal ges­

ture is a trichord, D—F#-Bb, whereas in "d" " it takes the form of six pitch-class­

es divided into two chords, D-F#-C# / D-A-B b -G#. The latter not only contain 

"a" " as a subset, but belong entirely to mode 3 3 (whose roots are D, F#, or B b ) 

—the same mode, but in different transposition, as "a": mode 3 2 . Moreover, 

motif "d1 " is a rewriting of the first two chords of the four-chord sequence "y" 

found again in No. 9, Regard du Temps, and No. 11, Premiere communion de 

la Vierge. 

The second new motif, "e," is a repeated interjection of "motif #270," while 

the third element "f is a series of parallel four-note chords in fourths containing 

tetrachords "a" and "b" of the theme d'accords, and in whose upper two voices 

a pentatonic collection (emphasizing enharmonically the tonality of A b minor: 

G#-B-C#-D#-F#) can be seen. Its first three melodic pitches also seem to 

echo canonically the first three notes of strand two, just as motif "g" echoes the 
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melodic shape of strand six. Example 72 illustrates the association and simi­

larities of these elements. (See also pp. 55-56 and Analysis N° 2.) 

The fourth new motif, "g," is a pedal group which begins immediately with 

the last of the six strands of the theme quasi-canonically, instead of waiting for 

the final held note, as did tropes "d," "e," and "f." It has several interesting 

features, three of which might be pointed out. First, if one separates the 

pattern into pitch collections on the basis of register, three parallel levels 

emerge. The highest, containing the single pitch D b , and the lowest, containing 

the pitches A and G, are played as single pitch-classes, while the middle layer 

consists uniquely of whole-tone dyads: D b / E b , C/D, and G b / A b . 1 3 4 

Second, the total pitch-class content of the pedal group shows another 

symmetry: a lower group of four white notes (G-A-C-D) , and an upper group 

of four black notes, ( D b - E b - G b - A b ) . The two tetrachords are tritone transpo­

sitions of each other, and the whole set comprises mode 4 2. 

Third, the repeating melodic pattern of the pedal group is created by 

joining two inversionally related groups of four notes or dyads into an eight-

member string, as shown in example 73. 

Coda 

The last two bars of the piece comprise a short coda fashioned from the 

sixth strand of B. The coda itself is troped with new material: the "Noel motif," 

heard now for the first time in the cycle. It is introduced ppp at the very end of 

the piece, almost as an afterthought. Heard in this way for the first time, it 

gives no clue as to its future importance in the cycle. 

The pianistic technique, as well as the approximate shape of the ostinato pattern 
may derive from Ravel's Jeux d'eau, mm. 78-79. 
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Ex. 72 Association of the Theme dAccords. Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix. 
motifs "d1." "e." "f." and the 4-chord sequence "y" in three Regards. 

(a.) In No. 2, Regard de Vetoile {7-1-1}. 

•̂ Tricnne. de r£toile,etd« la Cro'n 
Also *y' variant 
(first X chords') 

Tine, me d'Accords. 

(b.) In No. 9, Regard du temps {55-1-1} and {55-3-4}. 

3 Thame d'Accords 
•Tt.-rrackor<i*: C 

'd c d c7 
— u 

•mf 

f* rcrroqrtxdie . 
* V J 

y var iant 

(c.) In No. 11, Premiere communion de la Vierge {81-2-3}. 

1 X 7 T 

/ J 
t 

— 1 

1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 73 Inversional symmetry in pedal group. No. 2. Regard de Vetoile. 
(Motif "g," mm. 33-34) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Three further points warrant brief discussion here: tonality, motivic con­

nections between the principal theme and its trope material, and symbolism. 

As discussed in chapter 2, the theme de Vetoile et de la Croix has an 

inherent A b minor tonality, but this is more readily apparent in No. 2, Regard 

de Vetoile, than in No. 7, Regard de la Croix, for two reasons. The first is both 

textural and tempo-related. The simple, unadorned presentation of the theme 

in No. 2 exposes the tonal organization (A b centricity) of the melodic line and its 

six cadential notes, while the "moderate" tempo is more conducive to the per­

ception of the series of pitches as a melodic line than is the very slow speed of 

the quarter-note theme (quarter-note=20) in No. 7. Together these create a 

more readily intelligible melodic and tonal structure. The second reason is even 

simpler: the very first trope, thrice repeated, consists largely of a straightfor­

ward A b minor arpeggio. In contrast, the only clear tonicizing agent in No. 7 is 

an A b minor chord with an added sixth ( A b - C b - E b - F - A b ) repeated periodically 

at cadences, the A b centricity of the theme being effectively obscured by the 

dense accompaniment and extremely slow tempo. 
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A closer look at the trope motifs will reveal certain melodic connections 

with the lines in which they are embedded. The first strand, for example, ends 

(mm. 23-24) with a leap up from tonic to dominant ( A b - D - E b ) , and this finds 

an echo in the upward striding broken chord of motif "d" which begins 

A b - C b - E b in the top voice. The second strand begins with the falling pattern 

C b - B b - G , and is echoed by "f with C#-B-G#. The final strand begins with 

G - A b - C b in 8th-notes (m. 33), and is answered by "g" in what sounds like 

inexact canon at an 8th-note's distance: G—Ab—Db (counting the highest note 

on each 8th-note beat; see ex. 73). The effect in this last example is intensified 

by the harmonies involved; the first two chords in the left-hand theme imply V 

- I (the dominant chord E b - G and the altered tonic chord A b - E ) , just as the 

right-hand trope does when its E b - G - D b moves to A b - G b . 

Numerous examples of symbolism are found in this short piece aside from 

the obvious religious and liturgical associations of the theme itself and the 

frankly depictive "A" section material representing the star and the cross. 

Particularly striking is number symbolism based on 3, examples of which are 

listed below: 

1. Section "A," comprising three motifs, is repeated three times. 

2. Motif "a" contains three transpositions of tetrachord (0147) and, as a 

mode 3 aggregate, lacks three pes for a full (12-note) aggregate. 

3. Motif "b" contains three rhythmically equal groups. 

4. The bells of V strike three times. 

5. The principal theme unfolds in three (two-part) members. 

6. The pedal group "g" is repeated thrice. 

7. The "Noel motif contains three chords (three notes per hand). 
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ANALYSIS N° 2 

REGARD DU TEMPS (No. 9) 

The overall structural pattern of No. 9 is one of the utmost simplicity: two 

contrasting elements played in alternation, each repeated five times, with a 

short coda. This plan can be shown in the following fashion: 

AB AB AB AB AB_c 

As the coda consists essentially of "A" material (plus a final twelve-tone 

splash), an unending, infinitely repeating form is suggested, and this feeling is 

reinforced by the static, repetitive nature of the musical material itself. "A" 

consists of a short, hypnotic chordal theme with limited range (2 1/2 octaves) 

and limited dynamics (a constant mf), while "B" is a three-voice rhythmic 

canon where each voice has a different repertoire of three chords, the upper 

two voices using the "Noel motif exclusively.1 3 5 

Despite this large-scale simplicity of form, there are a number of inter­

esting details that arise through the variations shown on the various repeti­

tions of the A and B themes. These differences are set out in some detail below. 

"A" sections: rhythmic structure 

The rhythmic structure of the "A" sections is fairly simple when viewed as 

an assemblage of basic cells based on the rhythm of bar 1. The initial compo­

nent of this rhythm, the non-retrogradable cretic cell, forms the rhythmic basis 

for the primary variants "b" and "c," and is the sole basis of the rhythmic can­

ons of the B sections. Example 74 shows the rhythmic variants of the cretic 

cell, suggesting possible Sharngadeva interpretations as well (cf. ex. 11, p. 24). 

This three-by-three deployment is another example of number symbolism. 
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Ex. 74 Rhythmic cells in "A" sections of No. 9. Regard du temps. 

Bracketed rhythms show possible Sharngadeva interpretations based on: 
#58, dhenki; #101, simha; #93, ragavardhana; and #88, lakskmica (see p. 24). 

#101 
$ 88 #58 £ 9 3 

c = • • • c' = d V d :«= J 

"A" sections: harmonic structure 

An analysis of A's chordal themes yields four short sequences. Three of 

them appear in the first two bars, while the appearance of the fourth is delayed 

until bar 12. These basic chordal units (i-iv), illustrated in example 75, are: 

i. Four chords, being tetrachords "dcdc" of the theme d'accords, with a 

pedal-note B in the soprano; 

ii. The two chords of "motif #270"; 

iii. The four-chord sequence "y" (see ex. 72, p. 155); 

iv. A variant of "iii" where a new chord replaces the first two of the "y" 

sequence, resulting in a retrograde presentation of the first two 

chords of motif "f (ex. 72, p. 155). These two chords contain tetra­

chords "ba" of the theme d'accords (thus incorporating that theme 

completely, in retrograde, over time). 
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Ex. 75 Beginning of No. 9. Resard du temps, (p. 55. mm. 1-12) showing the 
"A" section's chordal theme components. (Cf. ex. 72, p. 155) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Example 76 illustrates in greater detail the relation between the theme 

d'accords and the chordal theme of the Regard du temps. 

Ex. 76 Relation between the Theme d'Accords and the chordal theme 
of No. 9. Regard du temps. (Page 55, mm. 1-2,12, and the 
Theme d'Accords) 

i 

Note use of Theme d'Accords 
tetrachords d and c, triad a', 
and characteristic alto voice-
leading: G# - F# - F# - G# 
(second bracket). 

Theme d'Accords tetrachords 
a-d (triads a' and b' circled). 
Note alto voice-leading: G# -
F# - F# - G#. 

Note use of Theme d'Accords 
tetrachords b and a, triads 
b' and a' prominent in r.h. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

The rhythmic and chordal elements of the "A" sections always appear in 

one of the three specific configurations shown in example 77 and identified as e, 

e', or e". Parentheses "(iii)" denote abridged harmonic units consisting of the 

first and last chords only. 
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Ex. 77 "A" section structure in No. 9. Regard du temps. 

(a.) Fixed configurations of chordal and rhythmic elements. 

Chordal elements (ex. 75): i ii iii i ii (iii) iv iv iv iv 

Rhythmic cells (ex. 74): a b c a b c" a' c' c1 a" 

(b.) Overall pattern of chordal elements. 

Form: A B A B A B A B A B coda 

I I I I I I 
Fixed configurations from (a): e e' e" e,e' e,e',e" (e") 

"B" sections: rhythmic structure 

The three augmentations of the cretic (or dhenki) cell used in the rhythmic 

canons are illustrated below, along with their exact sequence in the five "B" 

sections (ex. 78). The original cretic rhythm invariably follows each augmen­

tation, and is represented in the example by asterisks. The "multiplication 

factor" is the number that multiplies the values of the original cell to the values 

of the particular augmentation, i—iv. 

These details can now be incorporated into the preliminary formal sketch 

in order to show the overall expansion-contraction pattern of each A B repeti­

tion not previously revealed. In the resulting example 79, the upper line re­

traces the form, the second line traces the "A" section composite structures 

from ex. 77b, the third line the "B" section augmentation sequence from ex. 

78b, and the fourth line (D) the duration of each section in 16th-note values. 
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Ex. 78 The cretic rhythm and its augmentations in the rhythmic canons 
of No. 9. Regard du temps. 

(a.) The cretic cell and three augmentations. 

Notation Multiplication factor Symbol 

9 9* (Original values) 

U. 

n i . 

IV. 

J J J 

J. u 
J J > J > J J 

(b.) Precise sequence of augmentations in "B" sections. 

Form: A B A B A B A B A B coda 

Augmentation symbols from (a): 4* 3* 5* 4 *3 *5 * 4* 

Ex. 79 Detailed formal sketch of No. 9. Regard du temps. 

Form: A — B A — B A — B A — B A — B coda 

A: e ee' ee e 

B: 4*3*5* 

D: 19 25 19 20 34 30 38 75 72 25 21 
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"B" sections: pitch-class content 

The pitch-class content of the "B" sections is very limited, allowing full 

attention to be paid to the rhythmic complexities. Each of the three voices 

participating in the rhythmic canon has a repertoire of three chords: the upper 

voice plays the three descending chords of the "Noel motif," the middle voice 

plays the three ascending chords of the same motif, and the lowest voice plays 

a sequence of three tritones from mode 6 5. Number symbolism based on three 

is again evident here. 
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ANALYSIS N° 3 

PREMIERE COMMUNION DE LA VIERGE (No. 11) 

Only one feature of Premiere communion de la Vierge will discussed here, 

and that is the process of rhythmic augmentation that forms the central 

portion of the piece, overlooked in the discussion in chapter 3 (pp. 90-91). This 

section, from {81-2-1} to {82-5-3} (mm. 43-72), comprises thirty of the piece's 

eighty measures, and contains all of its atonal elements as well as the long 

dominant pedal which prepares the modified return to opening material at the 

close of the piece (see ex. 81). It constitutes the second episode, "C," in the 

piece's formal design, represented below (ex. 80). 

Ex. 80 Formal sketch of No. 11. Premiere communion de la Vierge. 

{77-1-1} A {Theme de Dieu, in B b , mode 22) 

{78-4-3} B (Episode: "Rappel de la Vierge et VEnfant" mode 23) 

{79-1-2} A ("Magnificat": 3 variations on the Theme de Dieu) 

{81-2-1} C (Episode: atonal, process of rhythmic augmentation) 

{83-1-1} A" (Coda-like return to opening material, mode 22) 

This augmentation process actually consists of two passages separated 

by one bar (m. 52) of five chords played crescendo. The first passage is shorter 

and unmarked, while the second is longer and signalled in the score by the 

description, "[Rhythmic] values by twos, from 1-3 to 13-15." 
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Ex. 81 Rhythmic augmentation episode in No. 11. Premiere communion 
de la Vierge. mm. 43-72. 

Modere (A: 120) 

ffi 4$ # I f I f $]t>l^'' *h 
Passage 1.-. 

Passage Z > 

2 J40 
^ 4 

r?) etc 

(Valeurs.de 2 en.2, deJ;3 a 13J5) 

8 8 bassa 
(Battementj du coeur 
de 1'Enfant) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

http://Valeurs.de
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Ex. 81 Rhythmic augmentation episode in No. 11. Premiere communion 
de la Vierge. mm. 43-72. continued. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 



168 

Passage 1 (mm. 47-51) contains five bars of two chords each. The second 

chord of each bar has a constant quarter-note value, while the first chords 

(with sf accents) lengthen progressively in a series of durations: 2, 3, 5, 7, 11— 

(measured, as usual, in 16th-note values). The sequence of durations in pas­

sage 2 (mm. 53-72) is illustrated in example 82. 

The chords in the first eight bars of the passage (mm. 53-60) lengthen 

gradually without subdivision, giving the effect of a gradual slowing of tempo. 

From the ninth bar, however (m. 61, the point where the pattern changes from 

two chords per bar to one chord per bar with two-bar groupings), the duration of 

each chord is subdivided or measured by means of a repeated low F—a 

dominant pedal—representing "the heartbeats of the Chi ld ." 1 3 6 As this pulse 

is steady, it becomes clear that the process is one of augmenting durations, not 

slowing tempo. 

Although Messiaen indicates that the process goes "from 1-3 to 13-15," 

and actually marks the values from 9-11 to 13-15 in the score (ostensibly to 

help the performer keep track of the pattern), a case can be made for seeing a 

final 14-16 completing the pattern, as illustrated in example 82. Even though 

the expected 14 is reduced to 4 (m. 71), its effect is given significant added 

weight by the fact that the bar contains no notes—only a sudden, absolute and 

unprecedented silence. The final 16 is, in fact, present, and accords with the 

composer's usual pattern of rhythmic processes that go from 1 to 16 (or vice-

versa). 1 3 7 

Paul Griffiths comments: "On a more pictorial level, [the] progressively measured 
rallentando in No. 11, 'Premiere communion de la Vierge', seems to be a stilling so that we 
may hear the hearbeat of the yet unborn infant in low repeating Fs going at the surely 
pathological rate of 240 per minute." Griffiths, ibid., 123. 

1 3 7 See, for example, the opening passage of No. 16, Regard des prophetes, des bergers 
et des Mages. 
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Ex. 82 Augmentation values, mm. 53-72. in No. 11. Premiere 
communion de la Vierge. 
(Durations measured in 16th-notes) 

Bar Durations Bars Durations 

53: 1 - 3 60: 8 - 1 0 

54: 2 - 4 61-62: 9 - 1 1 

55: 3 - 5 63-64: 10-12 

56: 4 - 6 65-66: 11 - 13 

57: 5 - 7 67-68: 12-14 

58: 6 - 8 69-70: 13 - 15 

59: 7 - 9 71-72: [4]* - 16 

* The quarter-rest in m. 71 is inconsistent with the series. 
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ANALYSIS N° 4 

NOEL (No. 13) 

The form of the thirteenth Regard, a straightforward ternary piece, is 

illustrated in example 83 below. In the example, the top line represents the 

principal formal divisions, the second line the subdivisions, the third the dura­

tion (in bars) of each subsection, and the bottom line the initial bar number of 

each subdivision. Parentheses indicate substantial alteration—usually abbre­

viation—and asterisks represent bars of rest separating the subdivisions of the 

"B" section. 

Ex. 83 Formal sketch of No. 13. Noel. 

Form: A B A coda 

Subdivisions: a b a c-c d c' (d/c) (a b a) (c a) 

Durations: 7 13 5 9 * 5 * 5 * 5 5 7 12 3 1 

Bar numbers: 1 8 21 26 36 42 48 53 58 65 77 80 

The two principal sections provide numerous contrasts. Whereas the "A" 

sections show clear ternary subdivisions with two distinct thematic elements 

("a" sections feature bells in ostinato patterns, the "b" sections have xylophone 

improvisation and a fragmented theme d'accords in ostinato), "B" is develop­

mental, subdivided into two less clearly differentiated ideas (c and d) that are 

separate at first, but become more fragmented, varied and intermingled as the 

music progresses. "B" also contrasts with "A" in tempo, character, dynamic, 

rhythm, modality and thematic material. The following discussion briefly 
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examines some of the details of the more complex central episode, B (ex. 85). 

A strong unifying feature of the B section is its underlying rhythmic pedal, 

four bars in length, varied slightly during the course of its five repetitions. The 

rhythmic variants of the pedal are set out in example 84. Note the non-retro­

gradable rhythm of its second bar, the varying length of the final notes, the 

diverse subdivisions of the basic long values, and the breakdown of the pattern 

in the final phrase in favor of repeated use of the initial motive, (bracketed). 

Ex. 84 Rhythmic pedal in the "B" section of No. 13. Noel. 

Bar Rhythm Material 

26 

motive 
30 (same...) 

3 6 (same, various subdivisions...) 

42 (same, various subdivisions...) 

m j> 
48 (repeats motive • • • • 7 times, 

with some variation...) 

J 

C : mode 3 

11 C : mode 3 

J 11 d modes 22/34, 3 2 

11 C* • mode 3 

2 : modes 22/34, 3 

Two basic thematic elements (c and d) are used in alternation in the "B" 

section, following the pattern: 

c c * d * c * d/c 

Although there are five thematic statements, the first two are fused together 

into one segment (cc). Each of the resulting four phrases is separated by a bar 
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of silence (equalling three beats), shown by an asterisk. The final phrase shows 

rapid alternation of "c" and "d" elements in a fragmented motivic style, sym­

bolized by the conjunctive slash. 

The first element, "c," begins with a four-note motive—recalling both the 

"Noel motif and the first four notes of the theme de Dieu—and is firmly rooted 

in an apparent C / A b bitonality generated by exclusive use of mode 3. It 

features voicings in parallel thirds, voice exchanges, and a rapid rising and fall­

ing figure that immediately precedes the final closing gesture: a low D - C - B b 

motif in left-hand octaves that is, as has been noted, a version of the "Noel 

motif itself. (These final octaves are missing in the first "c" segment to permit 

a seamless joining of the two statements.) 

The "d" theme is a collage of four elements (two pairs) and three modes 

that contrast with the homogeneity of "c." First comes a variant of the Boris 

motif (or recollection of the Vierge et I'Enfant theme) in the lower two staves, 

set in mode 2 2 and accompanied by descending pp triads in mode 3 4. There­

after follow two bars of contrary-motion triads in mode 3 2 , again in the lower 

two staves, set against a static, quietly tolling bell formed of the pitches 

D - C - B b : the "Noel motif in chordal form. 

Note that the second "d" element has contrary-motion movement in com­

mon with the first, where the Boris motif (bottom two staves) rises and the 

accompaniment (upper staff) falls. The upper-staff ostinato chord (the "Noel 

motif) also interacts in other ways with the surrounding music: it supplies two 

of the three pitch-classes "missing" from mode 3 2 (D, F# and B b). 
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Ex. 85 Central episode ("B" section) of No. 13. Noel, mm. 26-52. 

flZ) Tres modere (Aes) 

—Si h_U- m~-— 

12 1 : 1 1 1 r ' — i - — _ _ L — i 

i 
B o r i s i n s f i ' f 

mf P. 

lit 
1 . 

poco cresc. 

f t £ 

f f f t f f f * , * f f f f ^ f f f f f 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 85 Central episode ("B" section) of No. 13. Noel, mm. 26-52. continued. 

. , . Rall.molto Au mouvement 
4 2 1 , ? 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec 1'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 



175 

ANALYSIS N° 5 

LE BAISER DE L'ENFANT-JESUS (No. 15) 

Having already examined the piece as a whole (pp. 92-98), we shall study 

only one six-bar section here: mm. 73-78. This central, dissonant portion of the 

climactic second section of the piece is one of only two brief departures from 

mode 2 in the piece. It is a complex of three contrasting elements "a," "b," and 

"c," which unfold in short installments. Example 86 reproduces the passage, 

highlighting these three elements in its first bar (m. 73). 

Element "a" consists of typical mode 2 chords grouped in threes (right 

hand, middle staff) ascending above a C # pedal (left hand, bottom staff), occur­

ring at the beginning of each of the first five bars. 

Element "b" comprises various three-chord interjections (four chords if the 

initial "grace-note" chord is counted separately) including the theme d'accords, 

accords de carillon, chords of resonance, and chords on the dominant (bottom 

two staves following element "a" in the first four bars, and all but the last three 

chords of m. 78). 

Element "c" is a descending chromatic line consisting of dyads of a major 

second, played simultaneously with element "b" (upper staff, first four bars, 

and last three chords of m. 78). 

This initial pattern is subjected to an evolving process typical of the com­

poser, one not unlike the process of asymmetrical expansion. The separate 

strands evolve in this way. 

The "a" strand in the right hand forms one continuous ascending progres­

sion (interrupted in time, but with no chord gaps) that culminates at the end of 

the fifth bar (m. 77) on a high C # . After four bars of interrupted three-chord 
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statements (twelve chords in all), the "a" strand forms an unbroken stream, 

and the initial C # s of the left hand become a descending series of mode 2 chords, 

starting with the same voicing as the right-hand series did, but moving down in 

contrary motion for the duration of bar 77—twelve more chords. 

The "b" strand stays fixed in the central region of the keyboard, its final 

chord lengthening on each occurrence by one 16th-note to accommodate the 

steadily expanding "c" sequence. Each bar provides one characteristic chordal 

interjection: the theme d'accords (m. 73), accords de carillon (m. 74), chords of 

resonance (m. 75), and chords on the dominant (m. 76)—all of them featuring 

the pitch class C # prominently. Bar 78 then restates eight chords (in different 

voicings, at a slower tempo, and ff): chords of resonance, the theme d'accords, 

and the accords de carillon. 

The "c" strand's expanding sequence presents a nearly unbroken chroma­

tically descending series heard at the end of each bar (except the fifth, m. 77, 

which contains exclusively "a" strand chords). Rhythmically it has three dyads 

on its first appearance, then four, then five, and finally six, presented as an 

initial group of two followed by a sixteenth-rest and the remaining dyads, shown 

schematically in this way: 

2 + 1, 2 + 2, 2 + 3, 2 + 4 

In terms of pitch content, the series has only two gaps: bar 73 is lacking the 

F # / G # dyad, and bar 75 lacks B b / C . Presumably these gaps are a pragmatic 

compromise, in that they occur during the sixteenth-rest hiatus (as if their 

places were being held in their absence), and in that they are covered by louder 

"b" strand chords containing at least one of the missing pitches at its proper 

octave level. Like "a" and "b" before it, this strand is subjected to significant 
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transformation in its final statement as the three last chords of bar 78. 

Messiaen's alterations in this final bar (m. 78) lend a transitional nature 

to the material, helping bridge this section to the next (see last bar, m. 79 in ex. 

86) in three ways. First, the previously interrupted 16th-note values are now 

presented as an unbroken series of accented 8th-notes, rhythmically blending 

the "c" strand chords with the "b" series, and helping establish the new tempo's 

accented quarter-notes (whose speed will roughly equal the "c" strand's final 

8th-notes played Rail, molto). 

Ex. 86 Dissonant central portion of "Le jardin". 
From Le baiser de VEnfant-Jesus (No. 15), mm. 73-78. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales. Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 86 Dissonant central portion of "Le jardin." continued. 
From Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15), mm. 73-78. 

8"bassa 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Second, the texture is thickened with near-octave doublings in the right 

hand, and by the addition of their inversion in the left hand (in much the same 

way as strand "a" was treated in the previous bar), establishing an upward 

chromatic movement (in contrary motion to the original descending dyads) and 

a clustered chromatic sonority that will characterize the following section. 

Third, the passage began with strongly accented C # s (the "dominant" 



179 

pitch-class), and ends by converging on C # s , played with a ff accent in the 

thumbs of each hand, thus reinforcing the underlying dominant function (de­

spite the atonal chaos of the "b" strand chordal interjections) and reestab­

lishing that pitch-class as the starting point for the subsequent phrase. 
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ANALYSIS N° 6 

REGARD DES PROPHETES, DES BERGERS ET DES MAGES 

(No. 16) 

Of particular interest in No. 16 is the use of purely rhythmic processes to 

open and close the piece: "valeurs progressivement accelerees" and "valeurs 

progressivement ralenties" respectively (progressively accelerating and pro­

gressively slowing series). 

In the first 17 bars we hear a series of thunderous left-hand crashes that 

explode with steadily increasing frequency (played against a right-hand osti­

nato in steady 8th-notes that allows the listener to measure time precisely). In 

fact, the durations of these left-hand chords are progressively decreasing, going 

by increments of one 16th-note at a time, from sixteen (16th-note values) to 

one. The process reaches completion at the end of the seventeenth bar, at 

which point Messiaen stabilizes the music by adding four bars of steady 16th-

notes against the 8th-notes in the right hand (ex. 87). 

This process is repeated in reverse at the end of the piece, again taking 

exactly seventeen bars to move from one to sixteen (16th-note values), begin­

ning at {126-5-3}. The same pitches are used, and the texture is not inverted. 

A five-bar coda concludes the piece. 

It is significant that the composer provided steady 8th-notes to accom­

pany these two processes; such is not always the case. For example, in the 

Regard de VOnction terrible (No. 18) these processes are used simultaneously, 

with no steady background pulse to provide a temporal frame of reference. In 

the latter piece Messiaen again uses these self-contained rhythmic processes 

to frame the whole, without allowing their ideas to influence the rest of the 
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musical material. l d ° 

Enclosed between the two rhythmic process sections is a highly unified 

form that could be represented in simplified fashion as ABA'. In this scheme 

the A section is based on the principal theme of five notes/five pitch-classes 

first introduced by the "oboe" at bar 22, and the B section is based on a closely 

related motif of four notes/three pitch-classes played marcato and accom­

panied by an angular, quirky countersubject at bar 36. In fact, the melodic ele­

ments of the whole piece, including the ostinato of the rhythmic processes, is 

based on these two ideas. 1 3 9 The following discussion will describe these two 

fundamental and related ideas, and trace their use throughout the piece. 

After the rhythmic process of the opening comes a sudden, striking 

change, for at bar 22 we are confronted by a highly repetitive, monophonic 

melody based on five principal pitches played one at a time—C, B, A (white 

notes, right hand) and D#, C# (black notes, left hand). 1 4 0 The passage is to be 

id» T n e r e j s a n additional pitch element in No. 18 though, absent in the ostinatos of 
No. 16, consisting of steady chromatic transposition of the three-note "chords in fourths" of 
each hand. The slowing (lengthening) values descend chromatically, while the accelerating 
(shortening) values rise chromatically. Although the 16th-note incremental progession of the 
series is identical to that found in No. 16 (i.e. 1-16 and 16-1), the process is two bars longer 
in this case due to two bars of steady 16th-notes added on to the 'fast' end of the series. 

There is another dimension encoded into these complex processes heard in No. 18, in 
that Messiaen has allowed us to "hear" durations through pitch, or perceive pitch through 
durations. This appropriation of the perception of one element by another recalls the com­
poser's synaesthesia, whereby his senses of sonority and color were intertwined: Messiaen 
"heard" colors and "saw" sonorities. 

Another instance of the compositional exploitation of the equivalence of speed and 
pitch (literally and psychologically) bearing a certain resemblance to the simultaneous pro­
cesses of No. 18 will be found in Conlon Nancarrow's Study #21 ("Canon X") for player 
piano (ca. 1955)—unplayable by human hands, but punched mechanically into player piano 
rolls—where extremely fast, high notes gradually slow down and drop in pitch, while 
extremely slow, low notes gradually speed up and rise in pitch. They merge momentarily in 
a central register and at the same speed before separating and eventually exchanging 
places. 

1 3 9 The pitch-classes of motif "b" [9,0,1] form a subset of motif "a" [9,11,0,1,3], and its 
rising and falling motion (short rise, return to original level, longer fall) is echoed in the 
melodic shape of the right hand ostinato figure of the rhythmic process sections. 

140 Y) natural grace note in the right hand is treated as an unessential tone. 
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Ex. 87 Opening of No. 16. Regard des prophetes. des bereers et des Mages. 
(Pp. 122-23, mm. 1-36) 

1 4 y "Modern (J=72) 

PIANO 
mf 

sfff: 
(laissez resonner) 

mf 

JL 

8 a bassa 
(comme unTam-tam) (Valeurs progressivement accelerees) 

3a. 

p j - ^ y ^ ^ j ftfjf^j ft'fjy^j f̂ r̂ j T'tf̂ j 

8 a bassa. 

I J ' ~ ~^ ^ p . dim. ^ 

dim. 

.43 
8*bassa. 

PP 

X. 
8 ° b a s s a . 5 5 5-5 5 5 #"5 55 5 5 
© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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Ex. 87 Opening of No. 16. Regard des prophetes.... continued. 
(Pp. 122-23, mm. 1-36) 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales. Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 
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played / , as if by an oboe [Hautbois] and a little shrilly [un peu criard]. The 

extremely thin texture of the initial presentation of this motif is never repeated 

in No. 16, nor does it have its equal elsewhere in the Vingt Regards. 

This starkly monophonic but strangely hypnotic presentation of the motif 

is followed by six bars that not only expand its harmonic and textural resources 

but add two new elements unrelated to motif "a." The motif is harmonized in 

the first two bars (mm. 30-31; the motif is seen in the accented long notes of 

the right hand) and presented linearly in two others, bars 33 and 35. In the 

first instance the five pitch-classes are given out as a rising arpeggio which 

falls back on itself in retrograde (without repeating at the end its first pitch, C). 

In the second case the first four pitch-classes are simply played in accented ff 

octaves, without the final C#. The two intervening bars contain new material, 

the first birdlike in nature (m. 32, compare to {49-3-1} and {101-3-1}) and the 

second comprising two unrelated chords (m. 34). 

Section "B" begins at bar 35 with motif "b" presented as an unrelenting 

ostinato in the right hand, accompanied in the left by a much busier counter-

subject. The resulting two-voice counterpoint continues for five uninterrupted 

repetitions of motif "b," the last of which incorporates a cadence of sorts {124-

1-3: 2 bars}. 

At this point the B section appears to repeat itself, but the repetition is 

varied and elaborated by the use of a third canonic voice (the countersubject 

echoed canonically an octave below and at an 8th-note's distance from the 

original) and by the insertion of new melodic fragments at {124-3-1: 2 bars} and 

{125-1-1: 5 bars}. Due to the presence of the added material, this section, B', is 

longer than the first. Nevertheless it still spans exactly five repetitions of 

motif "b," just a B did. As was also the case in the first B section, the final 



185 

motivic repetition is altered—here in four ways: (1) by the use of new accom-

panimental material, (2) through the cessation of canonic activity, (3) by the 

addition of a densely chromatic presentation of motif "b", and (4) with a final 

cadence {125-4-1} embellished by chords reminiscent of those in bar 34. 

The chromatic presentation of motif "b" at {125-3-2} constitutes the 

climax of the piece, rising to the highest dynamic level of the central sections 

(fff), doubling the motif in the top and bottom (of four) voices, and crowding 

four repetitions of the motif into a single bar (ex. 88). 

Ex. 88 Climax of central section. No. 16. Regard des prophetes. des bergers 
et des Mages. {125-3-2}. 

© 1947 by Durand S.A. Editions Musicales, Paris, avec l'aimable autorisation de l'Editeur. 

Given the preceding facts, a more accurate representation of the form of 

No. 16 would be: 

X A B B ' A ' X'_c 

Although combining the two B sections into a single "B" does not seem to 

be an unreasonable simplification, this more detailed sketch does show a 

slightly different aspect to the formal symmetry of the piece, in that the first 

three units are integrally mirrored by the final three (disregarding the typically 

brief coda). The arch form of the "XABA'X_c" model shows symmetry revolv-
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ing around a central block—a block that can be, but is not necessarily divisible 

symmetrically. 

A' differs significantly from A in two important ways. First, the "a" motif 

is harmonized in thirds (at least the first three notes, although the D# and C# 

remain single pitch-classes), and second, it is now accompanied by a left-hand 

ostinato in the form of motif "b." Motif "b" is now played uff, energique" 

(instead of "/, marcato") and is repeated once per bar for a total of nine times 

prior to six cadential bars {126-2-2: 6 bars}. The latter differ only slightly from 

the original ones in that the two linear versions of motif "a" discussed above 

(i.e. mm. 33 and 35) now have motif "b" superimposed on them (see {126-3-3} 

and {126-4-1}, the former's motif "b" lacking its initial pitch-class, C). 

The final rhythmic process {126-4-2: 21 bars} reverses the direction of the 

original with its progressively slowing values. It is followed by a short five-bar 

coda consisting of three elements: A' material {127-4-2: 3 bars} whose "b" motif 

is itself harmonized (cf. {125-4-3} and {126-3-3, r.h.}); a new cadential bar con­

taining a reference to the theme d'accords in its centre {127-5-2}; and a thun­

derous final statement of the "b" motifs last three notes, played fff and in 

contrary motion, that strides from the centre to the extremes of the keyboard. 
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SUMMARY 

Concluding his introductory remarks to the score of the Vingt Regards, 

Messiaen confides: 

Plus que dans toutes mes precedentes oeuvres, j'ai cherche ici un 
langage d'amour mystique, a la fois varie, puissant, et tendre, parfois 
brutal, aux ordonnances multicolores. 

[Here, more than in any previous work, I have searched for a lan­
guage of mystical love, simultaneously varied, powerful, and tender, 
sometimes brutal, with multi-colored arrangements.]141 

This description fits the work so aptly that there is little if anything that 

need be added. Instead, over the course of this paper I have tried to explore the 

nature of Messiaen's "language of mystical love" and to scrutinize the com­

poser's "multi-colored arrangements." Three aspects of the music suggested 

paths of inquiry: harmonic-melodic techniques, rhythmic processes, and the 

general atmosphere created during performance. The first two are straight­

forward—though not always simple—matters, and did much to explain the 

presence and meaning of the notes on the page. The last aspect, however, is a 

tremendously nebulous but no less essential category, and leads the searcher 

into the domains of color, texture and time. 

The modes of limited transposition, along with a handful of special chords 

and melodic patterns, go a long way toward explaining why certain passages 

sound as they do. Certain modes have propensities toward one sonority or 

another, and I have attempted to explore and chart those patterns that 

emerged. 

1 4 1 My translation. 
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Rhythmic processes, and indeed rhythmic concerns in general, are as fun­

damental to Messiaen's music as his modes, and were a matter of utmost 

interest to him all his life. Rhythms in the Vingt Regards sometimes appear 

chaotic, but often they are the result of complex webs of overlapping rhythmic 

cycles and patterns—patterns that may be relatively simple individually. 

Consequently, harmony, melody and rhythm become explainable ele­

ments in the cloth of the music and, once explained, can be perceived and 

understood by the listener. But the mood or atmosphere of the music and its 

effect on the listener, though directly perceptible, are infinitely more difficult to 

explain. Perhaps one of keys lies in a synaesthesia of sound and color unavail­

able to most of us. Messiaen wrote and spoke extensively about his music in 

terms of color (see note 56, p. 69), and his metaphors of stained glass windows, 

rainbows and the like are, I feel, appropriate and meaningful to many listeners. 

Perhaps another key is the manipulation of our sense of time, exploited 

more systematically and, perhaps, extremely by Messiaen than by any earlier 

composer. His repetitive chords and melodies—and especially his prolonged 

use of extremely slow tempos—are hypnotic, and transport us into that altered 

state of consciousness engendered by all great music. 

Yet at this point our explanatory powers diminish; we feel the sense of 

time (or timelessness), and experience the colors, but still are no closer to 

understanding what makes the music work. In the end, there is only the hope 

that the explanation of that which is knowable will lead us closer to the heart of 

that which is not, for there is much in Messiaen's music to move and enrich us. 

The following remarks by Charles Rosen may help if not to provide 

answers, at least to suggest interesting questions and further areas of debate: 
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Mathematicians tell us that it is easy to invent mathematical 
theorems which are true, but that it is hard to find interesting ones. 
In analyzing music or writing its history, we meet the same difficulty, 
and it is compounded by another. For whom is it interesting? To 
paraphrase a famous remark of Barnett Newman, musicology is for 
musicians what ornithology is for the birds.... 

Music has its existence on the borderline between meaning and 
nonsense. That is why most attempts to attribute specific meaning 
to a piece of music seem to be beside the point—even when the attri­
bution is authoritative, even when it is made by the composer him­
self. In Schumann's Carnaval, it is good to know that "Chiarina" is 
a portrait of the young Clara Weick, and it is not irrelevant to our 
appreciation of the work, but it is oddly difficult to define its perti­
nence to our understanding of the music. What appears to be full en­
joyment of the work does not depend on knowing the reference.1 4 2 

This leads us to the matter of Messiaen's own remarks about his music. 

The composer has left us with thorough explanations of his techniques, and 

many indications of his intentions both musical and spiritual, but there still 

remains much to "understand" in the music. Comments such as the following 

are, I feel, provocatively misleading in this regard: 

The printed music [of the Vingt Regards] is liberally annotated with 
indications of mode, of appearances of cyclic themes, of rhythmic 
procedures and of techniques of intervallic change, almost to the ex­
tent of making any analysis of its construction redundant, especially 
when one takes into account also Messiaen's preface and his sub­
stantial programme notes. 1 4 3 

The Vingt Regards sur I'Enfant-Jesus exert a particular fascination be­

cause of the way they incorporate very different musical styles in one work, 
1 4 2 Charles Rosen, The Frontiers of Meaning: Three Informal Lectures on Music (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 1994), pp. 72, 75f, from lecture #3 entitled "Explaining the Obvious." 
1 4 3 Griffiths, ibid., 120. 
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and the exploration of these juxtapositions—to name just one field of inquiry— 

holds no less potential for future analysts than does the music of past masters, 

whose works retain the ongoing interest of scholars to this day. With this in 

mind, I hope to have demonstrated over the course of this paper that the case 

made above by Mr. Griffiths is greatly overstated. 
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K E Y TO TABLES 

These remarks are most pertinent to Table 1, but have a bearing on the 

others as well. 

Under "Tonality" the following may be denoted: 

(a.) A capital letter (e.g. "F#") denotes a piece that is largely tonal. An 

asterisk (*) indicates the presence of the appropriate key signature. 

(b.) Capital letters enclosed in brackets (e.g. "(Bb, D)") denote occasional 

tonal centers. Isolated tonal strands within an otherwise atonal 

texture will append three dots (e.g. "(F#...)"). 

(c.) Lower case letters indicate focal pitch-classes, without traditional 

tonality. Two lower case letters joined by a slash (e.g. "c#/eb") denote 

a pitch-class axis, again without traditional tonality. 

(d.) A long dash (e.g. "—") implies atonality throughout the piece, with no 

focal pitch-class present. 

"Themes" are abbreviated as shown below, the three principal themes 

designated by capitals, and the secondary themes and motifs taking lower case 

letters. Themes with demonstrable similarities or affinities are grouped 

together (and their symbols positioned in Table 1 for ready visual association). 

The Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix has no associated motifs. The use of 

italics denotes a variant or questionable derivation. Numbers (e.g. "#270") 

refer to examples from Messiaen's Technique, vol. 2. 
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Themes and motifs Abbreviation 

T H E M E DE DIEU D 
theme d'amour a 

theme de joie j 
theme du baiser b 

T H E M E D'ACCORDS A 
accords de carillon (cloches) c 

"motif #270" m 

T H E M E D E L'ETOILE E T D E L A CROLX E/C 

style oiseau o 

Boris motif x 

"Noel motif n 

Under "Form" the symbol "X" represents prelude/postlude material heard 

at the beginning and end of a piece without appearing elsewhere. A coda is 

designated by the symbol "_c". 

The "Techniques" column shows the use of certain typical compositional 

devices, represented by abbreviations explained below. The use of italics de­

notes an altered or derived form. 

a asymmetrical expansion 
b/w black-key/white-key sonorities 
c (rhythmic) canons 
m monophonic sections 
nr non-retrogradable rhythms 
r rhythmic processes (various) 
V variations 
oo "isorhythmic" use of talas 1 and/or 2 
* cadential splash of color 



T A B L E 1: Synoptic Table of Features in the Vingt Regards 

# Title Tonality Themes F o r m Techniques 

1 Regard du Pere *F# D unipartite, 2 strophes 

2 Regard de l'etoile ab E/C cm n ABAB'A_c b/w m r v * 

3 L'echange eb one asymmetrical exp. cycle a b/w * 

4 Regard de la Vierge c#/eb on ABACABA_c a b/w m * 

5 Regard du Fils sur le Fils (F#...) D 0 ABABAB (A is "isorhythmic") c r v o o 

6 Par Lui tout a ete fait d# (*F#, Bb, D) D A a fugue (A*A'A"B ?) a c nr r v o o * 

7 Regard de la Croix ab E/C unipartite, 6 phrases m * 

8 Regard des hauteurs — o ABACc b/w * 

9 Regard du temps — (g#-?) A m n AB AB AB AB AB_c c nr r * 

10 Regard de l'Esprit de joie *various, (*F#) D A X A*BACA X_c a b/w m r v * 

11 Premiere communion de la Vierge Bb D A ox ABA'CA (A'= 3 variations) b/w r v 

12 La parole toute puissante d unipartite, non sectional b/w m nr r o o 

13 Noel — d#/eb A xn ABA'_c (A=aba) nr r v * 

14 Regard des Anges — A cm o AAA" BB'B"_c a b/w c m v c o 

15 Le baiser de l'Enfant-Jesus *F# D A b c ABCA' c r v 

16 R... prophetes, bergers et Mages a X? XABB'A'X'_c b/w c m r v * 

17 Regard du silence — A m X ABCDE ABCDE X' ( X = ° o ) b/w C V c o 

18 Regard de l'Onction terrible — c#? A cm X(ab) ABAC ABAC X(ba) m r 
19 Je dors, mais mon cceur veille *F#, (d#-) A ab X ABCBA_c, or sonata form V 

20 Regard de 1'Eglise d'amour various, *F# D A a cm o inverted sonata: ABA'CDD ? a b/w nr r v * 



T A B L E 2: Synoptic Table of Forms in the Vingt Regards 

# Title F o r m 

1 Regard du Pere Unipartite exposition of Theme de Dieu, in 2 strophes 

2 Regard de Tetoile ABAB'A_c (A=abc; B' theme is "troped"; coda based on B and "Noel motif) 

3 L'echange A single complete asymmetrical expansion cycle 

4 Regard de la Vierge ABACABA_c (arch or 'non-retrogradable' form; coda based on C) 

5 Regard du Fils sur le Fils ABABAB upper voices, over Theme de Dieu (A=rhythmic canon °°; B=oiseaux) 

6 Par Lui tout a ete fait FUGUE: ABA'CD; (or) A*A'BC; (or) A*A'A"B 

7 Regard de la Croix Unipartite exposition of theme, 6 phrases cadencing on ab minor chords 

8 Regard des hauteurs ABAC_c (A=abc) 

9 Regard du temps AB AB AB AB AB_c (B=rhythmic canon on "Noel motif and non-retro, rhythm) 

10 Regard de l'Esprit de joie X A*BACA X_c ( * = asymmetrical expansion) 

11 Premiere communion de la Vierge ABA'CA (A= slow theme, A'= 3 lively variations) 

12 La parole toute puissante Continuous monody with percussion (unipartite, non sectional) 

13 Noel ABA'_c (A = aba; B = cdcd/c; coda from c + a) 

14 Regard des Anges AAA" BB'B"_c 

15 Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus ABCA' 

16 Reg. des prophetes, bergers et Mages XABB'A'X'_c 

17 Regard du silence X ABCDE ABCDE X' (first X= ~) 

18 Regard de l'Onction terrible X(ab) ABAC ABAC X(ba) 

19 Je dors, mais mon coeur veille ABCBA_c (arch or 'non-retrogradable' form; possible sonata form) 

20 Regard de l'Eglise d'amour INVERTED SONATA: Dev./Exp./coda. (ABA'CDD; several asymmetrical expansions) 
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T A B L E 3: 

Themes in the Vingt Regards 

THEME DE DIEU 1, 5, 6, 10, 11, 15, 20 

theme d'amour 6, 10, 19, 20 

theme de joie 10 

theme du baiser 15, 19 

THEME D'ACCORDS 

accords de carillon 

"motif #270" 

THEME DE L'ETOILE ET DE LA CROIX 

6, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 17, 18, 19, 20 

2, 14, 15, 18, 20 

2, 9, 14, 17, 18, 20 

2,7 

style oiseau 4, 5, 8, 11, 14, 20 

Boris motif 11, 13, 16, 19 

"Noel motif 2, 4, 9, 13 

Numbers in the right-hand column denote pieces in which the various 
themes and motifs will be found. 
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T A B L E 4: 

Techniques in the Vingt Regards * 

PITCH-CLASS 

asymmetrical expansion 3, 4, 6, 10, 14, 20 

black-key/white-key sonorities 2, 3, 4, 8, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 17, 20 

RHYTHMIC 

groups of very short/very long values 6, 10 

non-retrogradable rhythms 6, 12, 13, 20 

prog, accelerating/slowing series 6, 9, 11, 15, 16, 18, 20 

rhythmic canons 5, 6, 9, 14, 15, 16, 17 

rhythmic pedals 2, 5, 11, 12, 13, 15, 20 

talas 1 and/or 2 5, 6, 12, 14, 17 

OTHER 

cadential splash of color 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16, 20 

monophony/heterophony 2, 4, 7, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18 

Numbers in the right-hand column denote pieces in which the various 
techniques will be found. 
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T A B L E 5: 

Forms in the Vingt Regards 

FORM AS DEFINED BY TYPES OF STRUCTURES 

unipartite/monothematic 1, 3, 7, 12 

simple: alternating ABC 2, 4, 5, 8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 19 

largely variational 11, 12, 14 

more complex: (up to) A B C D E and X 10, 17, 18, 20 

"traditional" forms: fugue / sonata 6, 20 

variational aspects to sections 2, 5, 6, 10, 11, 13, 15, 17, 19, 20 

NOT involving processes 1, 2, 7, 8, 19 

FORM AS DEFINED BY NUMBER OF PARTS t 

1 part 1, 3, 7, 12 

2 parts 2, 5, 9, 13, 14 

3 parts 4, 8, 11, 15, 16, 19 

4 parts 10, 18, 20 

6 parts 17 

other (fugue) 6 

* Numbers in the right-hand column denote pieces in which the various 
forms will be found, 

t Meaning the number of sections bearing different letter names, as 
opposed to actual number of sections generated by various repetitions. 



APPENDIX 2 

English Translations Of French Titles And Terms 

Used In The Vingt Regards 
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The following French terms and their English equivalents are divided into 

three sections: (1) titles of the work and its twenty pieces; (2) the themes that 

play an important part in the work; (3) various other technical or musical 

terms. Group 1 and the three principal themes of group 2 are presented in the 

order of their appearance in the preface to the score, while all others are by 

alphabetical order. 

My purpose here has not been to translate every remark in the score, but 

to provide a convenient reference for non-French speakers approaching the 

score through this document. No translation has generally been provided for 

those cases where a direct English cognate to the French term exists, nor for 

common musical directions. 

TITLES 

Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-Jesus. 

Twenty Contemplations of the Child Jesus 1 4 4 

1. Regard du Pere. Contemplation of the Father 

2. Regard de Vetoile. Contemplation of the Star 

3. L'echange. The Exchange 

4. Regard de la Vierge. Contemplation of the Virgin 

5. Regard du Fils sur le Fils. The Son's Contemplation of the Son 

6. Par Lui tout a ete fait. By Him all hath been Made 

7. Regard de la Croix. Contemplation of the Cross 

144 "Messiaen's titles are not always easy to render into convincing English, but the 
sense of the word regard in this work involves contemplation as well as the more literal 
meaning 'gaze'," says R.S. Johnson (ibid., 71). I concur, preferring "contemplation" to the 
more common translations "gaze" or "glance," the latter bestowing, in my opinion, a perfunc­
tory air to something truly more akin to religious meditation. 
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8. Regard des hauteurs. Contemplation of the Heights 

9. Regard du Temps. Contemplation of Time 

10. Regard de VEsprit de joie. Contemplation of the Spirit of Joy 

11. Premiere communion de la Vierge. The First Communion of the Virgin 

12. La parole toute puissante. The All-Powerful Word 

13. Noel. Christmas (or Carol) 1 4 5 

14. Regard des Anges. Contemplation of the Angels 

15. Le baiser de VEnfant- Jesus. The Kiss of the Child Jesus 

16. Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages. 

Contemplation of the Prophets, the Shepherds and the Wise Men 

17. Regard du silence. Contemplation of Silence 

18. Regard de VOnction terrible. Contemplation of Awesome Unction 1 4 6 

19. Je dors, mais mon coeur veille. I sleep, but my heart keeps watch 

20. Regard de VEglise d'amour. Contemplation of the Church of Love 

T H E M E S 

Theme de Dieu. Theme of God 

Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix. Theme of the Star and the Cross 

Theme d'Accords. Theme of Chords 

accords de carillon, carillon chords 

The word means both Christmas (the day) and Christmas carol (a song), and both 
meanings seem plausible. In his program notes, however, Messiaen says, "The first part of 
the piece is a carillon: they are the Christmas bells." (See Appendix 3.) 

1 4 ^ Refers to the sacred ritual blessing (in the CD reissue of Yvonne Loriod's original 
recording the title is unconvincingly translated as "Glance of the Blessing"), but Messiaen 
explains: "The Word puts on a human likeness through the flesh of Jesus having been 
chosen by the awesome Majesty. This is that unique, unheard-of, terrifying Unction of which 
Psalm 45 speaks." [Translated by Malcolm Troup and appearing in the liner notes to his 
recording of the Vingt Regards, Continuum CCD 1004/5, © 1988—see Appendix 3. The 
Loriod reissue is found on Ades 14.112-2.] 
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theme d'amour. theme of love 

theme du baiser. theme of the kiss 

theme de danse orientate et plain-chantesque. 

oriental and plainchant-like dance theme 

theme de joie. theme of joy 

VARIOUS TERMS 

agrandissement asymetrique. asymmetrical expansion 

alouette. lark 

brouille de pedale. blurred by the pedal 

change de rythme et de registres. with rhythmic and registral changes 

comme des cloches, like bells 

comme des cors. like horns (i.e. musical instruments) 

comme la foudre. like Hghtning (means both Hghtning and thunder) 

comme un air de chasse. like a hunting song 

comme un chant d'oiseaux. like birdsong 

contre-sujet. counter-subject 

en arc-en-ciel. as a rainbow 

en gerbe rapide. as a rapid bouquet 

enthousiasme haletant. breathless enthusiasm 

fractionnement. fragmenting 

groupes formant des valeurs tres breves et tres longues. 

groups forming very short and very long values 

merle, thrush or blackbird 1 4 7 

modes a transpositions limitees. modes of limited transposition 
1 4 7 Not specified on p. 53 of the score, but "blackbird" (merle noir) is specified in the 

composer's program notes (see Appendix 3). 
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par ajout du point, by the addition of the dot (refers to augmentation) 

percute, comme un xylophone, struck, like a xylophone 

rappel de "La Vierge et I'Enfant". reprise of "The Virgin and the Child" 

retrograde et droit, backwards and forwards 

rossignol. nightingale 

roulement de tambour, drum roll 

rythmes non retrogradables. non-retrogradable rhythms 

strette. stretto (in fugue) 

(la) stupeur des anges s'agrandit. the stupeur of the angels increases 

sujet. subject (of a fugue) 

valeurs de 2 en 2, de 1-3 a 13-15. values paired in twos, from 1-3 to 13-15 

valeurs progressivement accelerees. progressively accelerating values 

valeurs progressivement ralenties. progressively slowing values 



APPENDIX 3 

Olivier Messiaen's Program Notes 

To Michel Beroffs 1970 Recording Of The 

Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-Jesus 
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P R E F A C E 

In addition to the extensive "notes de l'auteur" provided in the preface to 

the score, Olivier Messiaen provided detailed additional commentary to accom­

pany Michel Beroff s recording of the Vingt Regards (recorded in September 

and October of 1969 and released commercially in 1970):1 4 8 

EMI "La Voix de son Maitre" 

2C 065-10676/78 S 

These additional notes, not generally available, contain much more com­

positional detail than the score, particularly in the analytical notes to each 

piece. In fact, the notes published in the score read like a highly abbreviated 

version of the later notes. Although there is some repetition in the two sources, 

the later notes are generally much fuller and more explicit in technical and 

analytical matters. They provide, as well, a valuable record of Messiaen's 

idiosyncratic sound-color associations, often describing in great detail the 

complex colors of individual strands and sections. The inherent value of these 

notes—as well as the difficulty of finding them—prompted me to reproduce 

them here. 1 4 9 

Of special interest is the discrepancy between the three cyclic themes of 

the score's preface and the four described in the later notes. It is not clear 

148 These details of recording and production can be found in the notes to the EMI 
Pathe Marconi re-release in CD format (EMI CMS 7691612) of Messiaen's Vingt Regards sur 
l'Enfant-Jesus (along with the Priludes) of the original Beroff recording. The digital re­
mastering is copyrighted 1987. The program notes to this re-release include Messiaen's five 
introductory paragraphs (in French, and in English translation by Elizabeth Carroll), but not 
the "succinct analysis of each piece" that made the original so useful. 

To my knowledge the complete French notes are not published anywhere else than 
as liner notes to this now unavailable LP, and Troupe's English translation (see note 146) is 
abridged. 
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why the composer chose at a later date to promote the incidental "theme 

d'amour" of the score to one of four principal themes, the "theme de l'amour 

mystique." 

Messiaen's text is presented below unabridged and in the original French. 

(It was felt that an English translation was unnecessary, and would extend an 

already lengthy document.) The only editorial changes made to the text have 

been the breaking up of long paragraphs into their constituents (signalled by a 

preceding dot, •) and the substitution of North American quotation marks (and 

the rules of punctuation associated with them) for the European variety. A 

listing of pieces will thus appear, for example, in the second of the following 

styles: 

a. ) Original: « Regard du Pere », « Regard du Fils sur le Fils »,. . . 

b. ) Edited: "Regard du Pere," "Regard du Fils sur le Fils," ... 

§ § § 
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OLIVIER MESSIAEN: 

Notes on the Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-Jesus 

Les "Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-Jesus" ont ete ecrits en 1944. 

Contemplation de l'Enfant-Dieu de la creche et Regards qui se 
posent sur Lui: depuis le Regard indicible de Dieu le Pere jusqu'au 
Regard multiple de l'Eglise d'amour, en passant par le Regard inoui de 
l'Esprit de joie, par le Regard si tendre de la Vierge, puis les Anges, des 
Mages, et des creatures immaterielles ou symboliques (le Temps, les 
Hauteurs, le Silence, l'Etoile, la Croix). 

En dehors des themes particuliers a chacune des vingt pieces, 
quatre themes cycliques circulent a travers l'ceuvre: a) le Theme de 
Dieu - b) le Theme de I'amour mystique - c) le Theme de VEtoile et de 
la Croix - d) le Theme d'accords. 

• Le Theme de Dieu se trouve dans les trois pieces dediees aux 
trois personnes de la Sainte Trinite: "Regard du Pere," "Regard du Fils 
sur le Fils," "Regard de l'Esprit de joie" - il se trouve encore dans "Par 
Lui tout a ete fait" (puisque la Creation est attribute au Verbe sans 
qui rien n'a ete fait) - il est present dans "le Baiser de l'Enfant-Jesus" 
et dans "Premiere communion de la Vierge" (elle portait Jesus en 
elle), il est magnifie dans "Regard de l'Eglise d'amour" (l'Eglise et tous 
les croyants sont le corps du Christ). 

• Le Theme de I'amour mystique revient dans "Par Lui tout a 
ete fait," "Je dors, mais mon coeur veille," "Regard de l'Eglise 
d'amour." 

• L'Etoile et la Croix ont le meme theme parce que l'une ouvre 
et l'autre ferme la periode terrestre de Jesus (voir "Regard de l'Etoile" 
et "Regard de la Croix"). 

• Le Theme d'accords se trouve partout, fractionne, concentre, 
aureole de resonances, combine avec lui-meme, change de rythme et 
de registre, transforme, transmute de toutes sortes de facons: c'est 
un complexe de sons destine a de perpetuelles variations, preexistant 



213 

dans l'abstrait comme une serie, mais bien concret et tres aisement 
reconnaissable par ses couleurs: un gris bleu d'acier traverse de rouge 
et d'orange vif, un violet mauve tache de brun cuir et cercle de 
pourpre violacee. 

Les numeros des pieces sont ordonnes par les contrastes de 
tempo, d'intensite, de couleur — et aussi par des raisons symboliques. 
Sont distribues de cinq en cinq les Regards qui traitent de la Divinite: 
I) Regard du Pere - V) Regard du Fils sur le Fils - X) Regard de l'Esprit 
de joie - XV) le Baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus (manifestation visible du Dieu 
invisible) - XX) Regard de l'Eglise d'amour (qui prolonge le Christ). 

Le "Regard de la Croix" porte le numero VII (7, chiffre parfait) 
parce que les souffrances du Christ en Croix ont retabli l'ordre trouble 
par le peche. Les Anges etant confirmes en grace, le "Regard des 
Anges" porte le numero XTV (2 fois 7). 

• Le "Regard du Temps" porte le numero IX: le Temps a vu 
naitre en lui Celui qui est Eternel, en l'enfermant dans les neuf mois 
de maternite que connaissent tous les autres enfants. Le "Regard de 
l'Onction terrible" porte le numero XVIII (2 fois 9): la Divinite est 
repandue sur l'Humanite du Christ en une seule personne qui est le 
Fils de Dieu: cette Onction stupefiante, ce choix d'une certaine chair 
par la Majeste epouvantable, suppose l'lncarnation et la Nativite. 

• Les deux pieces qui parlent: de la Creation et du Gouvernement 
Divin ou Soutien de toutes choses et Creation continuee sans cesse, 
sont: VI) "Par Lui tout a ete fait" (6 est le chiffre de la Creation) - XII) 
"La Parole toute puissante" (12 = 2 fois 6). 

Analyse succincte de chaque piece: 

I — Regard du Pere 
Phrase complete sur le Theme de Dieu. Et Dieu dit: "Celui-ci est 

mon Fils bien-aime en qui j'ai pris toutes mes complaisances..." 
(Euangile selon Saint Matthieu, III, 17). 

II — Regard de l'Etoile 
Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix. On y trouve un mysterieux echo 

de la metrique grecque et des neumes du plain-chant. 
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III — L'Echange 
Toute la piece est ecrite en crescendo, selon le procede de 

'Tagrandissement asymetrique": les memes fragments, juxtaposes 
ou superposes, se repetent: a chaque terme, certaines notes 
montent, d'autres descendent, d'autres restent immobiles. C'est un 
commentaire de cette antienne du Missel: "O commerce admirable! 
Le Createur du genre humain, prenant un corps et une ame, a daigne 
naitre de la Vierge, pour nous faire part de sa divinite." 

IV — Regard de la Vierge 
Toute simple et naive, la musique s'appuie sur l'alternance de 

deux metres grecs: Ionique mineur et 3 e Epitrite. Au milieu: super­
position de "modes a transpositions limitees," mode 4 4 sur mode 3 1, 
mode 6 3 sur mode 22, mode 3 2 sur mode 42, avec tous les melanges de 
couleurs que cela comporte. A la rentree, un contrepoint melodique 
nouveau exprime la tendresse du regard maternel. 

V — Regard du Fils sur le Fils 
II s'agit du Fils-Verbe regardant le Fils-Enfant-Jesus. Trois sono-

rites, trois modes, trois rythmes, trois musiques superposees. Trois 
rythmes. Les deux musiques superieure et mediane font un canon 
rythmique par ajout du point. La partie proposante aligne trois deci-
talas (rythmes hindous): ragavardhana, candrakala, lakskmica. La 
partie repondante reprend les memes durees, mais pointees, c'est-a-
dire plus longues d'une moitie, en repointant les notes deja pointees 
dans la proposition: il y a done entre les deux musiques un decalage de 
tempo tel que la musique superieure peut derouler trois termes 
pendant que la musique mediane n'en deroule que deux. La musique 
inferieure fait entendre, en valeurs lentes, la phrase complete sur le 
Theme de Dieu. 

Trois "modes a transpositions limitees." La musique superieure 
aligne les accords en mode 63, dont la couleur est un jaune soufre 
transparent, a reflets mauves, avec des coins de bleu de prusse et 
brun violace. La musique mediane est en mode 4 4, dont la couleur 
rappelle les fleurs de petunia: violet sombre, blanc a dessin violet, 
violet pourpre. La musique inferieure est en mode 2 dans ses trois 
transpositions, surtout dans la premiere ou 2 1, dont la couleur 
dominante est bleu violet. Le registre general etant aigu, le ton 
lumineux de fa diese majeur absorbant en partie le mode 2, tous ces 
violets et ces bleus circulent dans une atmosphere generale d'or et 
d'argent avec un peu de rouge cuivre. De temps en temps, la 
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polyrythmie et la polymodalite s'interrompent, et le Theme de Dieu 
continue, contrepointe seulement par un chant d'oiseau ideal, qui 
emprunte a la fois au merle noir et a la fauvette des jardins. 

• Apres ces explications techniques et colorees, on comprendra 
peut-etre mieux le petit poeme mystique qui serf d'exergue a la piece: 
"Mystere, rais de lumiere dans la nuit - refraction de la joie, les 
oiseaux du silence - la personne du Verbe dans une nature humaine -
mariage des natures humaines et divines en Jesus-Christ..." 

VI — Par L u i tout a ete fait 
II s'agit de la Creation, accomplie par le Fils de Dieu ou Verbe (et 

I'Enfant-Jesus est ce Fils de Dieu fait homme). "Par le Verbe tout a 
ete fait, et sans Lui rien n'a ete fait" (Evangile selon saint Jean, I, 3). 

Cette Creation du Tout: espace, temps, etoiles, planetes — et la 
Face (ou mieux la Pensee de Dieu) derriere la flamme et le bouillonne-
ment, personne ne peut en parler. Aussi n'en ai-je point parle... je me 
suis cache derriere une Fugue. L'Art de la Fugue de Bach et la fugue 
de "l'opus 106" de Beethoven n'ont rien a voir avec la fugue d'ecole. 
Tout comme ces grands modeles, voici une fugue anti-scholastique. 

Exposition. Le sujet n'y est jamais presente de la meme facon. 
Premiere entree: Sujet et Contre-Sujet normaux. — Deuxieme entree: 
Sujet change de rythme et de registres, superpose a lui-meme en 
"agrandissement asymetrique." - Troisieme entree: Reponse con-
traire et Contre-Sujet contraire. - Quatrieme entree: Reponse 
changee de rythme et de registres, superposee a la suite du Sujet en 
"agrandissement asymetrique." Aussitot, strette du Sujet en triple 
canon de "rythmes non retrogradables." Le Contre-Sujet, a son tour, 
est change de rythme et de registres. On entend une succession 
rapide d'accords de six, sept, huit sons: ces accords constituent le 
Theme d'accords. Un nouveau triple canon rythmique du Sujet se 
superpose a un bruitage staccato dans l'extreme grave du clavier. 
Plus loin, le Sujet est encore metamorphose: il est traite en valeurs 
egales (simples et pointees), repandu sur toute l'etendue du clavier, et 
chacune de ses notes est soulignee par un groupe-fusee. Croisant 
avec lui, un fractionnement du Theme d'accords, scinde en groupes de 
un, deux, trois et quatre sons (surtout de deux sons). Le meme 
Theme d'accords reapparait en groupes-fusees et accords trilles, a la 
facon d'une attaque et d'un roulement de percussion metallique. 
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Grand Divertissement de Fugue qui superpose deux elements. 
a) Partie superieure: le Sujet est traite en "rythme non retrogra-
dable" (c'est-a-dire que si on le lit de gauche a droite, puis de droite a 
gauche, on retrouve exactement le meme ordre de durees, d'ou une 
force psychique du rythme). Le Sujet est progressivement elimine, 
symetriquement a droite et a gauche: le "rythme non retrogradable" 
reste done toujours tel, puisque ampute a la fois dans les deux sens, 
et nous avons la un des procedes les plus frappants du developpe-
ment d'un "rythme non retrogradable." b) Simultanement, la basse 
utilise un fragment du Sujet change de rythme et de registres, et 
repete en "agrandissement asymetrique." Cette basse fortissimo 
dans le grave s'entend beaucoup, et donne une grande puissance a 
tout le Divertissement. 

Milieu. Groupes alternes de durees tres breves et tres longues. 
J'ai eu cette idee en lisant des ouvrages d'astronomie (ordre des 
grandeurs) et de microphysique (ordre des petitesses). Le Contre-
Sujet en triples croches rapides (dans les registres extreme-aigu 
extreme-grave ensemble) joue le role des electrons et des photons 
(1'extremement petit). Les mesures intercalaires jouent le role des 
etoiles (1'extremement grand), et utilisent le Theme d'accords scinde 
en groupes de deux a quatre sons, avec changements de registres, et 
canon a l'octave demarrant a differentes places, le tout complete-
ment brouille par la pedale. L'alternance des deux groupes donne une 
nouvelle ecriture de clavier: fulgurance du trait fortissimo dans les 
extremes, brouillage des doubles et triples sons chevauches dans le 
medium pianissimo. 

Apres le Milieu, reprise de toute la Fugue "a l'ecrevisse," en sens 
retrograde. 

Puis, grande Strette, sur le Sujet traite en "agrandissement 
asymetrique." C'est, d'abord, un triple canon. A chaque terme, 
chacune des trois voix a des notes qui montent, des notes qui 
descendent, des notes immobiles. Au bout d'un certain nombre de 
termes, les voix se trouveront, par places, excessivement espacees, 
ou ramassees en croisement. L'effet se poursuit par des accords plus 
epais du Sujet droit et du Sujet contraire ensemble. Sur le tout, 
l'accelerando, puis le rallentando, posent leur machine infernale. Ce 
passage allant du pianissimo le plus lointain au fortissimo le plus 
terrible, on entend un enorme crescendo alliant l'ordre cinematique a 
l'intensite et a la densite. Autre crescendo: on passe insensiblement 
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d'un langage noir et atonal a la victoire de la couleur et de la clarte 
par l'entree en force de la joyeuse tierce majeure. 

Developpement sur le Theme de Dieu, suivi du Theme de 
I'amour mystique. Tous deux sont presentes en valeurs lentes, en 
choral, en fanfare. On les entend en fa diese majeur, si bemol majeur, 
re majeur, le ton majeur etant toujours mele a un "mode a trans­
positions limitees." Le Theme d'accords est la aussi, mais joue dans 
l'extreme grave, en crescendo, a toute vitesse, avec un brouillage de 
pedale, ce qui transforme completement la matiere sonore et cree 
une sorte de transmutation. On entend egalement le Sujet de Fugue 
martele dans le grave avec changements de registres et debute par 
un "ra" de tambour. 

Apres un silence, conclusion qui peut se diviser en deux Codas. 
Premiere Coda: toute la Creation chante en fa diese majeur sur le 
Theme de Dieu et sur le Theme de I'amour mystique. Deuxieme 
Coda: reprise des groupes alternes de durees tres breves et tres 
longues entendus dans le Milieu, mais avec une autre musique — 
derniere proclamation du Sujet par changements de registres en 
canon a l'octave — et un grand arpege final qui fait resonner tout le 
clavier et ou se trouve resumee toute la matiere harmonique de la 
piece: tierce majeure, Theme d'accords, total chromatique. 

VII — Regard de la Croix 
Theme de VEtoile et de la Croix, accompagne d'un gemissement 

chromatique perpetuel, en anacrouse, accent, muette — qui se trans-
forme entre chaque periode du theme en polymodalite douloureuse et 
cependant coloree: mode 6 4 (couleur generale: bandes verticales 
jaunes, violettes et noires), superpose a mode 4 6 (couleur generale: 
reflets rouge carmin, pourpre violacee, orange, gris mauve, gris rose). 
Cette superposition s'oppose au gris noiratre du chromatisme, et 
aboutit toujours a un accord mineur avec sixte majeure, d'un violet 
intense. 

VIII — Regard des Hauteurs 
C'est dans la nuit de la Nativite que retentit pour la premiere fois 

le chant des Anges: "Gloria in excelsis" (Gloire dans les Hauteurs!). 
Ces Hauteurs sont symbolisees ici par des chants d'oiseaux. On 
entend tour a tour: la grive musicienne, le rossignol, le merle noir, la 
fauvette des jardins et un choeur de toutes sortes d'oiseaux ensemble. 
Le grand soliste, celui qui tient sans cesse les regions superieures de 
la scene, c'est l'alouette des champs, oiseau de plein-ciel, oiseau des 
hauteurs par excellence, dont le chant evolue entre deux poles: une 
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note grave longue dans les courts moments de vol plane, une domi-
nante suraigue pour le vol battu: autour de cette dominante s'en-
roulent toutes les guirlandes melodiques du solo, comme vers un 
plafond perpetuel, sublime, et increvable! 

K — Regard du Temps 
LTncarnation du Verbe est comme une irruption de l'Eternite 

dans le Temps: le Temps voit naitre en lui Celui qui est Eternel. Nous 
sommes la devant un mystere, pour certains theologiens le plus 
grand de tous les mysteres. Toute la piece est done mysterieuse, et 
son materiau musical reste etrange. Deux musiques evoluent 
alternativement: a) un theme avec ses differentes periodes - b) un 
canon rythmique. Le canon rythmique est triple, et ses trois voix (en 
complexes de quartes augmentees et justes) entrent toujours a une 
croche de distance. Le rythme general du canon est le rythme 
Cretique (longue, breve, longue), avec des longues et des breves de 
valeurs differentes (plus ou moins longues ou breves), dont 
l'enchainement donne les rapports suivants: retrait des 3/4, ajout du 

{ double, retrait des 2/3, ajout du quadruple, retrait des 4/5. 

X — Regard de l'Esprit de joie 
L'ame du Christ, au cours de sa vie terrestre, a joui du privilege 

constant de la vision beatifique. Dieu est heureux, et le Christ posse-
dait cette meme joie, ce transport, cette ivresse spirituelle, que nous 
traduisons par ces mots: "tu solus Sanctus" (toi, le seul Saint!). 
Cette joie entrainait l'habitation permanente du Saint-Esprit: tel est 
le sens du titre de la piece. 

On peut la diviser en sept sections: 

• 1) Danse orientale, jouee dans l'extreme grave du clavier, et 
coupee par de violents groupes-fusee en mouvement contraire. Elle 
use de neumes de plain-chant, et de sons repetes deux ou trois fois 
(distropha, tristropha). 

• 2) Premier developpement sur le Theme de joie. 

• 3) Passage de transition, superposant deux agrandissements 
asymetriques dans lesquels certaines notes montent ou descendent 
chromatiquement a chaque terme: seule, le mi ne bouge jamais. Tou­
jours sur le meme mi (dominante du prochain la majeur), un trait de 
piano interessant: il se joue la main a plat, les doigts evoluant a droite 
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et a gauche du pouce couche, dans un mouvement de rotation et de 
balancier. De nouvelles fusees inversees amenent la quatrieme sec­
tion. 

• 4) Troisieme theme, en rythme Cretique, qui sonne comme 
quatre cors. II est presente en trois variations successives: la 
premiere en la majeur, la deuxieme en re bemol, la troisieme en fa. 

• 5) Deuxieme developpement sur le Theme de joie et le Theme 
de Dieu. Le Theme de joie est traite en carillon de cloches aigues. 
Partant d'un pianissimo subito, une montee en crescendo sur les 
quatre premieres notes du Theme de joie, harmonisees par une con­
traction du Theme d'accords. 

• 6) Reprise de la Danse orientale et neumatique du debut, regis­
tres extreme-aigu extreme-grave ensemble. 

• 7) Coda sur le Theme de joie, lent, avec de grandes resonances. 
Un trait combine avec des trilles forme chant d'oiseau. Dernier rap-
pel du troisieme theme (celui des quatre cors), et trait final qui 
demarre en fusee et descend tres vite vers un coup de grosse caisse. 

XI — Premiere communion de la Vierge 
Nous sommes ici entre l'Annonciation et la Nativite: c'est la 

premiere et la plus grande de toutes les communions. Marie adore 
Jesus en elle: mon Dieu, mon Fils, mon Magnificat! mon amour sans 
bruit de paroles... 

Theme de Dieu pianissimo, en si bemol et en mode 22. Des guir-
landes rapides evoquent les dessins des stalactites dans les grottes 
oracliennes. D'autres guirlandes, plus lentes, en doubles notes, 
comme deux flutes ideales, referment les bras avec une grande ten-
dresse sur cette Verite qui parle en nous silencieusement. Un court 
rappel de "la Vierge et PEnfant" (autre piece du meme auteur sur la 
"Nativite du Seigneur"), et voice le Magnificat! Le Theme de Dieu, 
plus rapide, en rythme Cretique et trochaique, avec ajout de valeurs 
pointees, soutient les anacrouses haletantes qui preparent chaque 
accent du cantique de joie et de louange. Puis, la note re (note des 
anacrouses) est harmonisee d'une vingtaine de facons differentes, en 
se servant des "accords a renversements transposes," et en alter­
nant deux series de chiffres, d'abord sous-entendus, sont ensuite ex-
primes dans le grave en pulsations regulieres qui representent les 
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battements du coeur de FEnfant. Coda sur le Theme de Dieu, qui 
s'evanouit dans le silence vers la derniere tierce de rembrassement 
interieur. 

XII — La Parole toute-puissante 
L'Enfant-Jesus est ce Fils, ce Verbe, "qui soutient toutes les 

choses par la puissance de sa parole" (Saint Paul, Epitre aux 
Hebreux, I, 3). 

La matiere musicale est ici simple et terrible. C'est une monodie 
fortissimo , etablie sur un grand mode melodique qui s'etend sur trois 
octaves: diatonisme et chromatisme dans l'octave la plus haute, in-
tervalles plus disjoints ensuite, trois quintes dans le grave. Certaines 
notes ont leur ornement propre: fusee descendante qui les precede 
toujours. On entend 5a et la quelques rythmes grecs: Amphimacre, 
Bacchius, et les differents Epitrites. Une percussion dans l'extreme-
grave, a sonorite de tam-tam, remplace l'harmonie manquante: c'est 
un ostinato sur un "rythme non retrogradable," alignant des valeurs 
de 3, 5, 8, 5, 3 (doubles croches) — chaque terme de l'ostinato etant 
separe de son voisin par un silence equivalent a 7 (doubles croches). 
Plusieurs do graves sont pourvus d'un roulement de tambour en 
crescendo qui vient heurter violemment le rythme du tam-tam. 

XIII — Noel 
La premiere partie de la piece est un carillon: ce sont les cloches 

de Noel. On y remarque aussi un theme de xylophone, le Theme 
d'accords concentre, puis fractionne, et le rythme hindou "micra 
varna" (ce qui veut dire en Sansk r i t : melange de couleurs). Plus des 
fremissements sonores, des frou-frous de soieries. 

• Le Milieu evoque la Sainte-Famille et l'Adoration devant l'En-
fant de la creche. II est ecrit en "mode a transpositions limitees" n° 
3 1 (couleur orange, or et blanc laiteux). En opposition, une autre cou­
leur polymodale: mode 3 4 (orange, rouge, avec un peu de bleu) super­
pose a mode 2 1 (or et brun) - et une troisieme couleur: le mode 3 1 

(gris et mauve), avec une pedale superieure dont les notes etrangeres 
ajoutent un peu de rouge. 

• A la reprise de la premiere partie, les cloches s'accroissent d'un 
long mouvement convergent (en eventail referme). Court rappel du 
Milieu pour conclure. 



221 

• Toute la piece reclame du pianiste des attaques variees imi-
tant d'autres instruments: timbres de cloches et de tam-tam, de xylo­
phone et de marimba, de clarinettes et de flutes, sans parler des frou­
frous de soieries deja signales, et du rythme de timbales qui termine. 

XTV — Regard des Anges 
Premiere strophe. Flamboiement, obtenu par un trait tournant, 

a mains croisees, sur les touches blanches et noires - il illustre cette 
citation des Psaumes: "tes serviteurs sont des flammes de feu" 
(Psaume 104, 4). Suivent le Theme d'accords et un triple canon 
rythmique sur des rythmes hindous. Puis une evocation iconogra-
phique empruntee au "Jugement dernier" de Michel-Ange (Chapelle 
Sixtine): ce sont ces anges athletiques, a figure humaine, aux yeux 
revulses par l'effort, qui soufflent dans d'immenses cuivres graves a 
sonorite de trombones ou de trompes thibetaines: au-dessus de 
l'agrandissement d'intervalles des trombones, fractionnement du 
Theme d'accords. 

La deuxieme et la troisieme strophes reprennent les memes 
materiaux, en les allongeant, chaque strophe etant done plus longue 
que la precedente. Quatrieme strophe: chants d'oiseaux (surtout le 
merle noir). Continuation du canon rythmique sous les chants d'oi­
seaux. A la cinquieme strophe, le theme de trombones est repris et 
repete sur le rythme du troisieme Epitrite grec (deux longues, breve, 
longue); c'est un enorme agrandissement d'intervalles, dont l'exten-
sion se poursuit pendant vingt-trois termes, allie a un long crescendo 
de pianissimo a piu fortissimo, qui exprime la stupeur des Anges: car 
ce n'est pas a eux (purs esprits), mais a la race humaine, que Dieu 
s'est uni, et le Fils de Dieu incarne "ne rougit pas de nous appeler ses 
freres." (Saint Paul, Epitre aux Hebreux, II, 11). 

XV — Le Baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus 
Utilisation du deuxieme "mode a transpositions limitees," dans 

ses trois transpositions, appliquees a fa diese majeur: 2 1 pour la 
tonique, 2 2 pour la dominante, 2 3 pour la sous-dominante. Rythmes 
souples et precis, avec nombres premiers, trochees et iambes, chutes 
amorties par l'ajout du point. Ecriture pianistique tres simple au 
depart (aussi depouille que du Rameau), dont les variations evoluent 
vers une ornementation de charme (allant de l'accentuation 
mozartienne aux traits de legerete inaugures par les Etudes de Cho­
pin). Tout ceci n'etant que la presentation technique du materiau. 
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• Les sous-titres inscrits sur la musique disent beaucoup plus: le 
sommeil - le jardin - les bras tendus vers I'amour - le baiser - l'ombre 
du baiser. Je me souviens d'une image que j'aimais beaucoup, et qui 
representait I'Enfant-Jesus quittant les bras de sa Mere pour em-
brasser la petite soeur Therese. A chaque communion aussi, I'En­
fant-Jesus ouvre les portes sur un jardin merveilleux, puis se 
precipite a toute lumiere pour nous embrasser. L'explication de ce 
poeme mystique reside peut-etre dans le fait qu'on y entend sans 
arret le Theme de Dieu traite en berceuse: comme si le cceur du ciel 
entourait notre sommeil de son inepuisable tendresse... Et comme le 
dit avec tant d'amour l'Apocalypse (XXI, 4): "Dieu essuiera toute 
larme de nos yeux!" 

XVI — Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages 
Musique exotique: tam-tams et hautbois, concert enorme et 

nasillard... Dans l'introduction: valeurs progressivement accelerees, 
en gamme chromatique de durees, et en crescendo. Dans la Coda: 
valeurs progressivement ralenties, en gamme chromatique de durees, 
et en crescendo. Ces deux effets inverses creent une union du 
quantitatif et du dynamique. 

XVII — Regard du silence 
Meme canon rythmique par ajout du point que dans la cinquieme 

piece: "Regard du Fils sur le Fils" - mais avec une autre musique. La 
partie proposante use d'un ostinato de dix-sept accords en mode 3 4. 
La partie repondante (celle dont les durees sont pointees) use d'un 
ostinato de dix-sept accords en mode 44. Apres cette Introduction ou 
la musique semble sortir du silence comme les couleurs sortent de la 
nuit, deux Strophes. 

• Premiere Strophe. Plusieurs registres, plusieurs intensites, 
plusieurs colorations, en "litanie harmonique" sur les notes: sol, fa. 
On y entend des "accords a renversements transposes," des "accords 
a resonance contractee," le Theme d'accords concentre (toutes notes 
simultanees), des oppositions de couleur entre les modes 3 3 (bleu et 
vert), le mode 2 2 (mauve et rose dans l'aigu, or et brun dans le grave), 
le mode 4 4 (violet veine de blanc), et des arpeges contraires a mains 
croisees qui fremissent delicatement comme des toiles d'araignee. 
Vers la fin de la Strophe, le Theme d'accords combine avec lui-meme 
en mouvement retrograde et droit, la retrogradation faisant reso­
nance et reverberation du mouvement droit, comme deux arcs-en-ciel 
dont l'un entoure l'autre. 



223 

• La deuxieme Strophe use des memes materiaux que la pre­
miere, avec quelques changements. La Coda reprend la polymodalite 
de l'lntroduction, dans le registre suraigu, en alternant les accords 
entre les deux mains: musique multicolore et impalpable, en confetti, 
en pierreries legeres, en reflets entrechoques. 

XVIII — Regard de l'Onction terrible 
Le Verbe assume une certaine nature humaine; choix de la chair 

de Jesus par la Majeste epouvantable... C'est la cette Onction 
unique, inouie, terrifiante, dont parle le Psaume 45. Pour arriver a 
rendre ce mystere formidable, j'ai regarde une vieille tapisserie repre-
sentant une scene de l'Apocalypse: le Verbe de Dieu en lutte sous les 
traits du Christ a cheval — on ne voit que ses deux mains sur la garde 
de l'epee qu'il brandit au milieu des eclairs!... 

Toute la piece est un puissant choral de cuivres, anime par les 
secousses de la foudre. Dans l'lntroduction: des valeurs progressive-
ment ralenties, superposees a des valeurs progressivement accele-
rees, en deux gammes chromatiques de durees, crescendo molto, se 
rapprochant jusqu'a tres pres, par mouvement convergent. Dans la 
Coda: des valeurs progressivement accelerees superposees a des 
valeurs progressivement ralenties, en deux gammes chromatiques de 
durees, crescendo molto, s'eloignant jusqu'a tres loin, par mouvement 
divergent. 

XLX — Je dors, mais mon cceur veille 
On entend ici le Theme de I'amour mystique. Emprunte au plus 

beau de tous les poemes d'amour mystique, le "Cantique des Can-
tiques," le titre fait parler l'ame qui attend le Bien-Aime. La musique 
peut dire plus que les mots, et je ne l'expliquerai que par une autre 
image de I'amour mystique, tiree des "Fioretti": l'Ange poussa l'archet 
sur la viole et fit une note si suave, que s'il avait continue en tirant 
l'archet, on serait mort de joie... 

XX — Regard de l'Eglise d'amour 
Trait en gerbe, en mouvement contraire, avec doigtes symetri-

ques aux deux mains. Rythme non retrogradable, amplifie par des 
ajouts symetriques a gauche et a droite. Theme de Dieu en si 
majeur. 

Long passage de transition, brouille de pedale, confus et mena-
gant, qui superpose des permutations melodiques dans l'aigu a un 
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agrandissement asymetriqe dans le grave, et s'avance en crescendo 
comme la maree montante. Theme de Dieu en re bemol. Deuxieme 
maree montante. Theme de Dieu en fa majeur. Developpement sur 
le Theme de I'amour mystique. De nouveau, le trait en gerbe con-
traire, et le rythme non retrogradable amplifie a gauche et a droite. 
Troisieme maree montante, plus longue, et aussi plus agitee que les 
precedents par Tempioi des octaves brisees. Pedal e de dominante, 
traitee en carillon de cloches, ou Ton retrouve le Theme d'accords, et 
des "accords a renversements transposes": elle se termine par un 
epaississement progressif des complexes de sons, marchant de pair 
avec un ralentissement progressif des durees, et aboutissant a la 
note unique: do diese. 

• Alors la Gloire s'ouvre, et l'exposition commence. Phrase com­
plete sur le Theme de Dieu, en fa diese majeur, en fanfare de cuivres, 
en accords repetes fortissimo, avec cymbales, tam-tams, cloches, 
chants d'oiseaux. Grande Coda, toujours sur le Theme de Dieu: apres 
les gerbes de nuit, les spirales d'angoisse, voici le triomphe de I'amour 
et les larmes de joie — toute la passion de nos bras autour de 
l'lnvisible!... 

OLIVIER MESSIAEN 
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APPENDIX 4 

Recital Programs Presented 

In Partial Fulfillment Of The Requirements For 

The Doctor Of Musical Arts Degree In Piano Performance 
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Aside from coursework and comprehensive examinations in Music Theory, 

Music History, and Literature of the Piano, the following were presented to the 

public in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Musical Arts 

degree in piano performance. The two items noted with an asterisk constitute 

the "thesis" as defined in the D . M A . degree. The four recital programs are 

printed below. 

1. Piano Recital, UBC School of Music, 24 April 1988 

2. Chamber Music Recital, UBC School of Music, 22 April 1989 

3. Lecture Recital, UBC School of Music, 30 May 1995 

4. * Document: "Aspects of Structure in Olivier Messiaen's 

Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-Jesus," June 1995 

5. * Thesis Recital, UBC School of Music, 14 August 1995 

6. Final Oral Examination, UBC Graduate Studies Examination Room, 

15 August 1995 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 
SCHOOL OF MUSIC RECITAL HALL 
Sunday, April 24, 1988 
8:00 p.m. 

GRADUATE RECITAL * 

David Rogosin, piano 

English Suite No. 3 in G minor, BWV 808 
Prelude 

J . S. Bach 
(1685-1750) 

Allemande 
Courante 
Sarabande 
Gavotte and Musette 
Gigue 

Sonata in C major ("Waldstein"), Op. 53 Ludwig van Beethoven 
Allegro con brio (1770-1827) 
Introduzione; Adagio molto 
Rondo; Allegretto moderato 

INTERMISSION 

Symphonic Etudes, Op. 13 (2nd edition, 1852) 
Thema; Andante 

Variations 1-11 
Finale; Allegro brillante 

Robert Schumann 
(1810-1856) 

Le baiser de I'Enfant-Jesus 
(Number X V of "Vingt Regards sur I'Enfant-Jesus") 

Olivier Messiaen 
(b. 1908) 

IN MEMORIAM 
Andrew Keay Inglis 

1951-1987 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Musical Arts 
degree in Piano Performance. 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 
SCHOOL OF MUSIC RECITAL HALL 
Saturday, April 22, 1989 
8:00 p.m. 

GRADUATE RECITAL * 

David Rogosin, piano 
with. 

Kandie Kearley, soprano 
Daniel Norton, violin 
Adrienne Park, piano 
Janet Steinberg, cello 

Trio in E b major, Op. 100 
Allegro 
Andante con moto 
Scherzo: Allegro moderato; trio 
Allegro moderato 

Darnel Norton, violin 
Janet Steinberg, cello 

INTERMISSION 

Robert Schumann 
poems by Joseph von Eichendorff) (1810-1856) 

7. Auf einer Burg 
8. In der Fremde 
9. Wehmut 

10. Zwielicht 
11. ImWalde 
12. Fruhlingsnacht 

Kandie Kearley, soprano 

Variations on a Theme by Paganini 
for two pianos (1941) 

Adrienne Park, piano 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Musical Arts 
degree in Piano Performance. 

Franz Schubert 
(1797-1828) 

Liederkreis, Op. 39 
(A cycle of twelve songs on 

1. In der Fremde 
2. Intermezzo 
3. Waldesgesprach 
4. DieStille 
5. Mondnacht 
6. Schone Fremde 

Witold Lutoslawski 
(b. 1913) 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 
SCHOOL OF MUSIC RECITAL HALL 
Tuesday, May 30, 1995 
8:00 p.m. 

GRADUATE LECTURE RECITAL * 

David Rogosin 

ASPECTS OF STRUCTURE IN OLrVTER MESSIAEN'S 
''VINGT REGARDS SUR L'ENFANT-JESUS" 

The first part of the presentation consists of a general overview of the 
musical language and compositional techniques of Olivier Messiaen (1908-92) 
as seen in his Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant-Jesus (1944), a work for solo piano 
over two hours long. 

Part two examines three aspects of the piece in greater detail: (a) tonal 
organization as governed by Messiaen's "modes of limited transposition"; (b) 
formal organization and the use of themes, motifs and musical processes as 
unifying devices; (c) the idiosyncratic, extra-musical ideas embodied in the com­
position such as sound/color associations (synaesthesia), programmatic ideas, 
and religious and numerological symbolism. 

In part three, seven of the cycle's twenty pieces will be performed, chosen 
for the representative cross-section of musical styles they provide. Each will 
be preceded by a brief discussion of the musical ideas and materials found 
therein. The seven selections will be heard in this order: 

1. Regard de Vetoile (No. 2) 

2. Noel (No. 13) 

3. Premiere communion de la Vierge (No. 11) 

4. Regard de la Vierge (No. 4) 

5. Regard des prophetes, des bergers et des Mages (No. 16) 

6. Regard du temps (No. 9) 

7. Le baiser de l'Enfant-Jesus (No. 15) 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Musical Arts 
degree in Piano Performance. 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 
SCHOOL OF MUSIC RECITAL HALL 
Monday, August 14, 1995 
8:00 p.m. 

G R A D U A T E THESIS R E C I T A L * 

David Rogosin, piano 

Sonata No. 4 in E b , Op. 7 (1797) Ludwig van Beethoven 
Allegro molto e con brio (1770-1827) 
Largo, con gran espressione 
Allegro & Minore 
Rondo: Poco Allegretto e grazioso 

Quaderno Musicale di Annalibera (1952) Luigi Dallapiccola 
Simbolo (1904-1975) 

Accenti — Contrapunctus primus 
Linee — Contrapunctus secundus (Canon contrario motu) 
Fregi — Andantino amoroso e Contrapunctus tertius (Canon cancrizans) 
Ritmi — Colore — Ombre 

Quartina 

INTERMISSION 

Two Etudes in F minor 
• Etude No. 1 of "Trois Nouvelles Etudes" (1839) Frederic Chopin (1810-1849) 
• Etude de Concert No. 2, "La Leggierezza" (1857) Franz Liszt (1811-1886) 

Sonata No. 5, Op. 53 (1907) Alexander Scriabin 
(1872-1915) 

Piano Phase for two pianos (1967) Steve Reich 
(b. 1936) 

with Grace Quaglio, second piano 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Musical Arts 
degree in Piano Performance. 
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AFTERWORD 

While a number of reference works were used for technical matters 
of form, style, spelling, hyphenation and so on, the usage in this document 

generally conforms to that found in the following two works: 

William Morris, ed., 
The Houghton Mifflin Canadian Dictionary of the English Language 

(Markham, ON: Houghton Mifflin Canada, 1980) 

Kate L. Turabian, 
A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 5th edition 

(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1987) 

This document was prepared using WriteNow 3.0 
and Microsoft Word 5.1a software on a Macintosh Classic computer, 

and printed in 12 point New Century Schoolbook font. 


