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In the way they might appear as images of the reversibility of 

time. [6, p . 37] The self-contained nature of these rhythms 

renders them incapable of entering into organic relationships 

with other rhythms. These NRR's are used either as (1) rhythmic 

pedals, as in "La Parole toute-puissante", or ( i i )  are augmented 

or diminished symmetrically around the central value as in "Par 

Lui tout a ete f l i t " .  In the divertissement section the Subject 

(S) is progressively and symmetrfcally eliminated from either end 

so that the NRR remains constant.

Rhythmic canons are also a feature of this period of composition 

(1940-44), and are used throughout "Vingt Regards .. ."  (In V, V I , 

IX, XIV and XVI). The independence of rhythm and pitch finally 

led to a total Independence of all musical elements in "Mode de 

valeurs et d '  intensltes" (1949).

Messiaen's fascination with these rhythms as well as numbers in 

general, was an abstract fascination, concerned with the formulae 

more than the symbolism or musical embodiment they might once 

have had. He soon realized that the combination of his modal 

system and his rhythmic formulae produced a powerful and 

Individual style in which he could combine the orthodox with the 

unorthodox. In this way he soon developed h musical language 

uniquely his own. In his conversations with Claude Samuel, 

Messiaen admitted to having a secret preference for this element: 

"I  prize this preference all the more because I think It marked 

my entry Into contemporary music." [11, p . 31) This statement 

would appear to contradict his view that melody Is the most 

important concept in his music.fl) The fact is that both exist 

side-by-side in "Vingt R e g a r d s . . . . " .  In some movements the one 

dominates over the other, whilst In others the reverse is true.

Maurice Emmanuel wrote much on ancient Greek rhythm and music, 

including a substantial article in Lavlgnac's encyclopedia, which 

was Messiaen's main source for this and other exotic information. 

Thus Messiaen's conception of rhythm In terms chiefly of quantity
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can be traced back to what he had learned of Greek metre, of 

rhythmic formulae, and the 120 deci-talaa. The main attraction 

of Greek metres was the fact that most of them give rise to prime 

numbers and therefore Irregular rhythmic figures. Greek metres 

are to be found throughout "Vlngt R e g a r d s . . . " . *

(f )  A note a’ out the composers use of modes

Mode, the prescription of limits within which music may move 

freely is fundamental to Messiaen's thought. It Is a distinct 

concept from that of series which determines the order of 

movement. Messiaen's modes are comprised of several symmetrical 

groups. Each begins and ends on the same note, yet this cote 

never serve3 as a tonic. There is a clear link of symmetry 

between the MLT and Messiaen's NRR's and whilst both hold a 

particular attraction for Messiaen, It is more the way these 

rhythms pose as Images of the reversibility of time which 

attracts his attention. Each mode has a limited number of 

transpositions and herein lies what Messiaen has referred to as 

"the charm of Impossibilities". Mode 2 for example, with four 

segments, each comprised of the intervals of a ton' (t) and a 

semitone (s t ) ,  may be transposed three times, like the chord of 

the diminished 7th. (-7th) The fourth transposition yields the 

same notes as the original. All three transpositions are used 

simultaneously in "Regard de Fils sur le Fils" (V) as well as In 

"Le Raiser de l'Enfant-Jesus" (XV). Likewise, any transposition 

of Mode 1, the whole-tone scale, will be confined to one of the 

following groups of notes: C D E F# G# A# and C# E flat F G A B. 

Mode 1 thus has only two transpositions. Mode 3 consists of 3 

segments, each one comprising a tone followed by two semitones 

(or alternatively two semitones plus a tone, or a semitone,

♦ G r e e k  metres are used In: "Regard de l 'Etoile "  ( I I ) ,  "L'Echange1
( I I I ) ,  Regard de la Vlerae ( IV ) ,  "Regard du Temps (l£ ) ,  "Premier 
Communion de la Vlerge (X I ) , "La Parole toute-pulssante*' (X II )  and 
"Regard des Anges" (XIV).
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Cone, 3emltone). Like the augmented triad It Is transpooable 

four times. This mode Is used In “Regard de la Vlerge" ( IV ) ,  

"Regard du Fils sur le Fils'* (V) and In "Regard du Silence" 

(X V II) .  Modes 4-7 all consist of two segments, and all of them 

may be transposed dlx times, as can the Interval ot the augmented 

4th (+4th). Of all the modes, mode 7 Is most easily defined In 

"Vlngt Regards .. ."  because of Its chromatic nature. Whilst 

Messiaen has listed seven separate modes, It will be seen that 

modes 4-6 are really subsets of mode 7. [Appendix I)

The attraction of these MLTs lies In their toncl ambiguity which 

results from their symmetry. As Messiaen mentions, a tonality 

can be emphasized, or left unsettled. From this point of view 

the greater the symmetry, the greater the possibilities. This 

explains the "charm of impossibilities". Thus, those modes 

transposable six times are of less Interest than those which may 

be transposed two, three or four times. Although there Is 

evidence to point to the fact that Messiaen Is not the first 

composer to have used these modes, he is the first to have done 

so deliberately and consciously. All the components are equal; 

they do not Imply any specific tonality, and therefore may 

» ^ e s t  several tonalities, without being polytonal. Thus the 

composer Is free to stress any one tonal centre, or to leave the 

tonal feeling ambiguous. In this sense therefore, they are 

atonal. The combination of triadic harmonies with the -7th 

therefore produces mode 2. Their Interaction with other 

combinations, a whole-tone melody for example, results In mode 3. 

These modes may therefore be In several tonalities at once, 

without polytonall*v. Messiaen stipulates however, that whilst 

certain passages In ins works may appear to centre around a 

certain tonality, they should be seen against a broader 

background of modality In which the tonal impression becomes hazy 

and of secondary Importance. Thus "Regard du Pere" ( I )  revolves



around F# major, "Regard du Fils sur le Fils" (V) combines F# 

major with mode 2. This does not mean that "Regard du Pere" is 

centred on tonality of F# major, but rather that an impression of 

F# major is given.

Sections of music may incorporate polymodality as In "Regard de 

la Vierge" (IV) for example, in which mode 4^ is superimposed on 

mode 3  ̂ or in "Regard de la Croix" (V II )  in which mode 6* is 

superimposed on mode 46 . Modulation may also occur. The modes 

may modulate to themselves, or borrow from themselved *n their 

different transpositions. They may also modulate to another 

mode.

Diatonic chords do form a part in Messiaen's harmonic vocabulary, 

but Instead of being used in the traditional progressive way, 

they become separated from their expected roles. They are 

essentially objects of contemplation, not subjects of action.

Thus MTL are resultants not determinants of harmony. [6, p .81]

The underlying forces may however be diatonic, and whilst they 

are Incapable of any long-term momentum, they often function on 

Idea* developed from the symmetrical division of the octave.

It is these MLTs which Messiaen uses to colour his music.

Messiaen elaborates: "They are not harmonies in the classical 

sense of the term. They are not even recognized chords. They 

are colours and their power springs primarily from the 

impossibility of transpositions, and also to the colour linked 

with this Impossibility." [11, p. 23) They are elements cf 

colour in the larger design of Messiaen's music. They no longer 

have the power to propel in the traditional sense. The modes 

give rise to triads related nor by fifths but by more ambivalent 

entities: the diminished 7th chord (Mode 2 ) ,  the augmented triad 

(Mode 3 ) ,  and the trltone (Modns 4 and 6 ) .  In the same way, music 

based on these modes remains vague and ambiguous without 

modulation and development in the classical sense.
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Each mode has been designated & series of colours by Messiaen 

hims*-:lf. Thus, mode 2, in the composer's view revolves aro-jnd 

certain violets, blues and purple violet. With each 

transposition these colours undergo subtle change. Mode 2 1 

therefore has gold and brown mingled with the basic colours 

mentioned above, mode 2 has a dominant colour of a bluelsh 

violet. Mode 3 is based on orange with red tinged with blue, and 

green pigments, with patches of gold and milky white with 

irridesrent opal-like reflections. Mode 3 l revolves around 

orange, gold and milky white, and mode 3 around grey and mauve. 

Mode 4 Is centred on dark violet, white with violet lines and 

pupllsh violet, and mode 4̂ ’ on carmine red, vloletlsh purple, 

orange, grey-mauve and grey-pink. Mode 6 has been designated the 

following colours: transparent sulphurous yellow, reflections of 

mauve and patches of Prussian b]ue , purplish brown, violet and 

black.

The MLTs form the first of five principal means of expression 

which Messiaen lists In his treatise "The Technique of my Musical 

Language". The other four Include enlarged pedals, decorations 

and appogglaturai; the added dot (or value); the progressive 

widening of Intervals; and the chord on the dominant. All five 

appear throughout "Vlngt R egards .. ."  and will be discussed as 

they occur.

Messiaen has also removed the function of rhythm and metre In the 

traditional sense. Instead of metre which creates a sense of 

orderly progression in western music, Messiaen's music Is centred 

around a pulse, in which all moments are the same. In several of 

the "Regards" the pulse Is so slow that the connection between 

pulses is weakened so that it Is almost not felt. It Is in these 

movements that the possibility of eternity becomes evident In the 

music. Messiaen however, Is also nble to achieve the same effect 

In the faster movements using repetition within a harmonic field 

of stasis.
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The effect of all the Influences on Messiaen's work discussed 

above are not to be underestimated. They have provided for Messiaen 

an Incentive, whl-'V. las found free expression and development In his 

music, through contemplation as well as through musical exploration.

It Is therefore not surprising to find numerous eclectic and 

Innovative techniques and devices In Messiaen's music.

Whilst his earlier compositions reveal the Influence of 

Impressionism, he way not content to remain merely another 

"post-impressionist" for long. He methodically began to modify the 

harmonic, melodic and rhythmic materials of his predecessors to mould 

his own personal tastes. He thus began to Introduce strikingly novel 

ingredients which were to become the trademarks of his later style. 

Thus we find the use of birdsong, plalnsong, Hindu rhythnu, Greek 

metres, asymmetrical augmentation and diminution, non-retrogradable 

rhythms, palindromes, added values, added notes, modes of limited 

transposition, static harmcny, natural resonance rnd circular 

repetitive forms, all. of which are present in "Vlngt R e g ard s . . . " .

1 .3 Introduction to "Vlngt regards sur L'Enfant-Jesus".

Writing once again for Yvonne Lorlod, Messiaen began composing 

"Vlngt Regards... only eight days after completing "Trols petites 

liturgies". Completed in under six months this work represents a tour 

de force of piano writing. The former work was completed In 1944 and 

represents one of the great peaks cf twentieth century riano writing. 

Together with his Turangallla Symphony (1944), it forms a stylistic 

plateau of Messiaen's second period of composition (1940-1944). 

Messiaen had turned inward towards a more speculative, meditative, 

contemplative process. In "Vlngt Regards .. ."  Messiaen was chiefly 

concerned with the contemplation and expression of the many mysteries 

of the Catholic faith, but especially the Incarnation. This 

composition consists of twenty pieces of varying character and length, 

some highly vlrtuousic, others of a more contemplative nature. All 

however, relate In some way to the Chris*- Child, either physically or
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to so.ie aspect of His omnipotence, again revealing the importance of 

Marmlon"s "Christ and His Mysteries" In inspiring this work. Some of 

the pieces are based on the meditation of figures such as the Virgin, 

the Son and the Angela, whilst others are symbolic meditations of 

abstractions such as the Heavens, Silence, and Time. "Vingt 

R egards .. ."  has been very aptly described a* an "enormous 

twenty-movement keyboard symphony." [74)

Messiaen provided an ln-depth introduction to this work, as well 

r.s a descriptive inscription to each movement. Each of the twenty 

•Jov<*ments is headed by a biblical, liturgical or Inspirational text.

In order to better understand the music and the sumbolism surrounding 

it ,  it is -lecessary to note the relevance of these texts to each 

piece. It soon becomes clear that the single most Important concept 

In "Vingt Regards .. ."  Is the contemplation of an Idea, outwardly 

expressed by these quotations and literary references, and inwardly 

expressed in the music itself . The key to the understanding of this 

music is to be found in these ideas described and Implied in the 

score.

"Vingt Regards..."  Is strongly pictorial, «»nd was much inspired 

by paintings, religious works of art, stained glass (such as Is to be 

found In Notre Dame, Chartres, Bourges, and Amiens Cathedrals), 

biblical texts, the Roman Missal, the theological and meditative 

writings of such people as St. Thomas Aquinas, Dom Columba Marmlon,

St. John of the Cross, St. Therese of Llsleux and Maurlcc Tceaca, and 

nature, especially birds.

The twenty movements are arranged according to contrasts of 

tempo, Intensity and colour. There are also symbolic undertones in 

the arrangement w!.ich will be discussed in each of the analyses 

respectively. "Vingt Regards.." Is an Integral work within Messiaen's 

total oeuvre, not only because it reviews his style of the sixteen 

years prior to its composition, but also because it looks ahead into 

the next decade.
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The famous Rose Window (South) in Notre Dame Cathedral 

(courtesy of the Curator of Notre Daine, Vicar Jacques Perrier)
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2. REGARD DU PERE ( I ) :  The Contemplation of the Father

"And God said: This la my Beloved Son, I', Whom I am well pleased."

Mathew 3 :17 .

Messiaen's choice of the contemplation of the Father as the 

opening movement to "Vlngt Regards .. ."  is significant for several 

reasons, which become apparent when the symbolism underlying the 

movement and its accompanying text are explored. According to 

Catholic doctrine, God the Father is almighty, an Infinite Being 

possessing all wisdom, Justice and perfection; He is the beginning 

and the end, creator of -*11 that Is, and the source of all beatitude. 

For these reasons, God Is represented as Unity and has been symbolised 

by the number 1. In medieval number philosophy, the organization of 

numerical truths and their relationship to each other was made 

possible by Pythagoras' principle that "all things have e number

............. and It is this fact which enables them to be known." f 17,

p . 34) Since it was accepted that God was the Creator, He was 

therefore also the Source of all things, the Godhead, and thus came to 

be symbolize', by The number 1. The scriptural text quoted at the 

beginning of this movement Indicates that Messiaen Is concerned here 

with God's relationship with His Son and the mystery of His 

Incarnation.

God In His omnipotence fully comprehends Himself In the single act 

of the Word becoming flesh. As Dom Columba Marmlon explains In his 

book, "Christ In His Mysteries": "In one word that exhausts all His

knowledge, He expresses this Infinite knowledge to Himself ........... this

utterance whereby God expresses Himself Is the Word. Faith tells us 

that this Word IS God: because the Word has (or rather He Is) with 

God one and the same nature." [20, p.37f] Marmlon explains further 

that through communicating to the Word, God created the Word and it 

became flesh In Hl3 Son. Messiaen makes further reference to this 

mystery throughout "Vlngt R eg ard s .. ." .
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The Ineffable Joy of God contemplating His only Son ’ s a frequent 

theme in the bible. "From the bosom of my Divinity before the 

creation of light, I communicated life to Thee.” (Ps. CIX, 3) and 

"Thou srt My Beloved Son, in Whom I am well pleased", (Luke 3 :22 ; 

Mathew 3 :17 , the text chosen by Messiaen) are two such examples. God 

re-created Himself in His Son, who la His equal. As Marmion explains, 

the Father contemplating His Son, is ecstatic at the sight of Him with 

His own perfections. In the above text He declares to the world that 

this Son is the object of all His love and devotion. And it is these 

facts that Messiaen himself contemplates in this "Regard du Pere".

It is not surprising then that this entire movement is based on 

the first and most important of the four cyclic themes, the Theme of 

God:

f iI I = e =

— - 7

t 1

e - h 1=

In its various guises it symbolizes God, who embraces all things, and 

yet remains constantly the same. The theme Itself comprises 5 chords 

In F# major. The obvious dlatonlclsm Is intentional because Messiaen 

associates this key with the expression of Joy. [41] In this 

predominantly tonal passage he does however, Introduce his 

characteristic "added notes" which, In turn, colour the overall tonal 

harmony producing a chromatic effect. This chromaticism reveals one 

of t e most Important aspects of the MLT, namely that they suggest 

several tonalities simultaneously, any one of which may be highlighted 

at any one time. The repeated 3rd of chord I in F*, rising to the 

dominant on Of and falling again to the 3rd In bar 1 emphasizes the 

key of major.
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Within the key of tft major these 5 chorda may be described as follows:

Lxbrtmrmcnk. lerJL (. d«6 brvol«fcs,«Uo)

The extensive doubling reveals Influence of organ mixtures on 

Messiaen's music. The character of the fir3t chord, chord 1^, Is 

subtly altered in the two subsequent chords. In much the same way as 

Messiaen pictures complexes of colour being subtly transformed whilst 

In continuous motion, so too he pictures his harmonies undergoing the 

same process. Whilst the 3rd of chord I (A#) still prevails, the root 

and the 5th have been replaced by added notes (Aths or 5ths). These 

added notes which often have neither preparation nor resolution, are 

subtle components of the chord, changing its colour, and in Messiaen's 

words "giving I* spice, a new perfume." f 1) They also enable him to 

create tlmbral changes, by introducing new partlals above or below an 

harmonic complex with the Intention of altering the timbre. Chord I 6 

then appears In its pure form, that Is, with no added notes, on the 

fourth of the first measure, and this Is followed by a return of 

chord 1^. Thl3 theme, appearing as It does at the beginning of "Vlngt 

Regards" can be seen as being responsible for tho centrality of this 

F0 major triad In Its second Inversion. The hnrmonlc progression as 

well as the melodic curve Is echoed In the top stave, the melodic 

curve doubled In octaves. Melody, above all, was the key factor In 

this second period of composition with harmony and rhythm of secondary 

Importance. Messiaen elaborates further In h*s treatise "The 

Technique of my Musical Language": "Supremacy to melody! The noblest 

element of music ....nay melody be the principal aim of our 

investigations. Let us always work melodlcally - rhythm remains 

pliant and gives precedence to melodic development, the harmony chosen 

being the "true” , that Is, wanted by the melody, and the outcome of 

I t . "  [1, p .31)



The total number of in this theme, as well as their Individual 

grouping within this theme, is of sym’iollc importance. There are a 

total of 7 , divided into groups of 3 ♦ 4:

0  J J
3 +  2 ♦ 2 J

The importance of the number 7 is stressed in medieval number 

symbolism. To Augustlr.e It symbolized perfect completeness, since it 

was composed of the first even and odd number of Aristotle 

( i . e .  3 + 4 ) .  [17, p . 100) This significant number recurs throughout 

this movement.

Messiaen immediately introduces one of his favourite devices in 

this theme. By adding an extra value ( J ' )  on at the end of the Theme 

of God, he elongates the sense of rhythmic descent from the accented 

chord 1^, thus creating an amer.rlcal effect.
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Messiaen deliberately uses 3 staves, 3 registers, and triplets 

throughout Liis movement Because of the symbolic nature of the number

3. Three was accepted as the universal number of the Deity as well as 

the Trinity. [17, p .95) In the H<>ly Trinity God extends His unity In 

3 directions, In the persons of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
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Numbers, especially prime numbers, hold a particular fascination 

for Messiaen. As he is aware of the symbolic meaning of these 

numbers, the composer has constantly sought to Incorporate them into 

his musical language. [5, p .l ;  11, p .46) Thus the charm of 

lmposslblllten represented In his modes, hy virtue of their limited 

transposition, also applies to his use of non-retrogradable rhythms 

(NRR), in that they sound the same whether sounded from left to 

right, or right to le ft . .  Both are Inherently symmetrical. The first 

rhythmic cell of the Theme of God Is an example of an NRR:

m
l__ N R R  _ j

If the added value is taken Into account, the Theme of God Itself also 

contains a latent palindrome thus:

m  j i j
I----- 1 I______ I ___I

r r r
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The symbolism does not stop with these three numbers however; it 

extends into his choice of key and mode. Ft major is a key used only 

in those movements which reflect supreme devotion. Messiaen combines 

F# major with mode 2 in this movement, a combination he is 

particularly fond of. Only one transposition of mode 2 contains the 

major triad of F# (2*) and only four of its eight notes are shared 

with the diatonic scale of F# major. Mode 2, also used by Scriabin, 

Rimsky-Korsakov, Ravel and Bartok, Is the one most used by Messiaen, 

for whom it has a special mystical aura. Whereas its use may be 

traced back to Mozart [53, p .820 ) ,  and may be said to have come about 

quite fortuitously in the works of Beethover and other composers, 

Messiaen was the first to make such system, tic use of it . [ 5 3 ,p .823] 

Mode 2 has a structural unit comprised of 4 symmetrical groups of 

3 notes, a tone (t) and a semitone (st) apart. It has three 

transpositions and the underlying harmony is the diminished 7th. Also 

associated with this mode Is the £ chord with the added augmented (+) 

4th, and the dominant (dom) 7th with the added 6th:

_Ik._____________ _

btmhTK>n

Triads characteristic of the mode Include:

Triodb

© »S <8

The structural qualities of this mode, as well as the 'charm of 

impossibilities' Inherent In It , automatically suggest a harmony that 

is circuitous and static rather than progressive. The triads here are 

not related by 5ths but by more ambivalent elements, such us the 

diminished 7th chord, and the augmented 4th.

Harmonically It soon becomes apparent that whilst Messiaen chose 

to highlight the tonal centre of Ffl major in this "Regard", he 

systematically undermines any cadentlal Impulse In the conventional



33

sense, [41 ) and the music therefore loses Its sense of progression. 

The chord of the dominant, when It does apprar, Is never resolved:

Combined with mode 2, Messiaen allows himself a far greater freedom to 

use the full chromatic spectrum of chords within the key of major. 

In this way he Is rbl^ to Juxtapose a whole string of chords that 

really have only the slightest diatonic relationship to each other.

The following chord could thus be labelled in several different ways:

M _̂’—t-

t:

. * t 

£
= 4

lu

#=—

m B S 3

------------------------

(1) ijj, with an added ^6th, p.4th and maj. 7th

(2> the augmented triad on the flattened 6th (D F# A#)

(3) the diminished triad on B (B D E#(F)) with a maj. 7th

This chord Is prepared and resolved by the same chord. The approach 

Is by leap In the upper stave, by step In the lower. The resolution, 

for the most part, Is by step. This progression reveals again an 

Inherent chromaticism which was to become an increasingly Important 

feature of Messiaen's works of the War years. The attraction of the 

chord with the added 6th Is described by David Drew as 'Inhibitory par 

excellence' because of Its dual character. In this chord consonance 

and dissonance exist side by side In a state of mutual frustration, 

and It Is this quality which satisfies Messiaen's need for harmonic 

elements that subvert thfj conventional tenslon-relaxatlon pattern in 

Western music. Hence It changes the relationship of the music to the




























