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chordal motive, creating an Image of a complex mass of sound In which 

harmonic colours are superimposed, Intermixed and Interchanged. 

Another example of the use of the extreme registers of the piano Is 

seen In b . 6 2 :

The chord In the extreme treble register of the piano, followed by the 

cluster in the extreme bass register Is typical of Messiaen's style 

and again emphasizes the Importance of timbre, register and resonance 

in his musical language.
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6. REGARD DP FILS SUR LE FILS ( V ) : The Contemplation of the Son 

by the Son

Mystery, rays of l ight ,  in the night - refraction of joy; birds of 

silence - the body of the Word with a human character - the marriage 

of human and Divine natures in Jesus Christ.

Messiaen does not name the source of the mystical poem which forms 

the basis of this contemplation. However, it is clear that the 

Incarnate Word and the dual (Divine and human) nature of Christ are 

central to this movement.

It is not surprising therefore, that the Theme of God should 

reappear in this movement, and that the symbolically important numbers

2 and 3 should feature throughout. Tlie thematic material of the first  

section ( A :b . 1 —21) is based on three musical strands, each on a 

separate stave, which are contrapuntal in character. The bass is a 

cantus firmus, centred on the recurring Theme of God above which 

Messiaen superimposes a rhythmic canon. There are three registers , 

three modes, three dynamic levels and three different rhythms all 

superimposed on one another. The number 3 therefore forms the basis 

of the textural structure of this movement. The duality of Christ 's  

nature may be said to be represented in the two upper strands which 

take the form of a rhythmic canon. This duality is further revealed 

in the use of two dynamic levels as well as the Interval of the 2nd. 

Whereas the Theme of God is centred around F* major implying a tonal 

centre,  the two upper strands are more modal. In the some way, the 

formal structure revolves around the repetition of two contrasting 

sections, i . e .  rhythmic canon superimposed on the Theme of God 

(Section A) and a freer section (B) based on birdsong with hints of 

tl.e Theme of God In the lojer part.

The placing of this "Regard” fifth within the twenty is 

interesting.  Pythagorean number theory explains the derivation of the 

number 5 as being the sum of 3 (Trinity)  and 2 (Dual ity ) .  [17,  p . 43]
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Christ  reflects  God's D iv in ity ,  and within  the Trin ity  represents 

Unity and D iversity .  Five is also the number of the flesh 

[ I b i d ,  p . 86] a^aln symbolically Important here since this movement 

deals with the Word made f le s h .  The number 5 Is also associated with 

the Hindu God, Shiva ,  the representative of the death of death ,  and 

consequently related to Christ who overcame Death on the Cross .

The musical pulse In Section A ( b . 1—2 1 ) is so slow 

(Tres lent ,  ^  ■ 76) that the links between each pulse have become so 

stretched out that they are almost Impalpable. It is precisely  In 

this atmosphere that Messiaen creates a feeling  of eternity .  The 

rhythmic canon of Section A is based on the rhythm of Talc 1, which 

has featured in many of Messiaen 's  works from "Chants de Terre"  ( 1 9 3 8 )  

onwards, it is made up of 17 values (a prime number) comprising the 

Ragavardhana, Candrakala,  and Lackskmi<ja rhythms (see below) which are 

then repeated twice again .

j j j  m i  m  r m  i n  j  j i
The Ragavardhana rhythm is one of the most Important used by 

Messiaen ,  since this Is the one found most often In his works. It 

consists of two rhythmic cells  (symbolically  s i g n i f i c a n t ) ,  ' a '  and 

' b ' t *b*  being tve diminution of ' a ' ,  with the addition of a dot on 

the second note in cell  ' b ' , thus:

Whilst this rhythm Is retrogradahle , each cell Is an NRR, and a 

palindrome. Thin rhythmic cell  Is the 93td of the set of 120 

decl-talas by Sharngadeva, and Is known as the rhythm which "gives  

l i f e  to melody".  [ rt, p .40f]

The other two rhythms contain examples of augmentation and 

diminution .  The Candrakala rhythm Is no. 105 of the 120 decl-talas 

and also consists of two rhythmic c e l l s ,  ' a '  and ' b ' ; ' b '  this time li 

in diminution ,  with added values thus:

nj rmI—a—' »-- b--- 1
N R R
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Here too, the ' a '  cell  Is an NRR. The Lackskmlca rhythm Is No. 88 of 

the set ,  and also divides Into two rhythmic c e l l s ,  "b "  this time Is 

an Inexact augmentation of ' a ' :

L i t e r a l l y  translated ,  these two rhythms mean beauty and peace, 

qual it ies  which are both applicable  to C hr is t .  Ultnln this system of 

decl-talas It Is possible  to add to any rhythm a small,  br ief  value 

which In turn transforms Its metrical balance resulting  In an 

asymmetrical structure.  Any rhythm may be followed by its 

augmentation or diminution according to forms more complex than the 

simple c las itc  doublings .  This compositional device gives r i s e ,  once 

more, to asymmetrical rhythmical structures .  Moreover, some of these 

rhythm* are non-retrogradable , and herein lies their charm for 

Messiaen .  It Is Interesting  to note how Messiaen chooses decl-talas 

that express his particular  rhythmic Interest :  taking a cell  and then 

reducing all Its values In proportion (his  derivative  from the 

ragavardhana ) , or else  Increasing them (candrakala and lakskmli^a), 

adding a dot (ragavardhana)  and adding i value (candrakala ) .  It Is 

these Indian rhythms which give rise to the most s ign if ic ant  devices 

of added values ,  Inexact augrrentatlon and diminution of 

non-retrogradabl€ rhythm, although several of these devices may be 

ap *Ied to Creek rhythms In their turn. [8,  p . 37)

Messiaen regularly  uses devices such as augmentation and 

diminution In his compositions.  This process may follow three 

courses :  (a )  constant proportion In which each note Is lengthened or 

shortened by a constant value ,  for example, 1/2 or 1/4 or 1 /8  etc :

J—J NJ V (1/2) J__(1/4) (1/8)
( b )  constant note va :  e In which each note Is lengthened or shortened 

by a J ' o r  ^  or »  .
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( c )  by Increasingly  longer proportions according to their length thus:

in  j n  rm / j ;
4 6 10 8 becomes 4 6+1 8+4+1 8+4

Messiaen makes use of the first  method In this movement. The second 

part o? the canon la lengthened by half  the original  value throughout, 

so that J becomes J* : becomes A /  and so on. This technique, 

whilst  on the surface upsetting the feeling  of conventional metre, Is 

further evidence of Messiaen 's  view of time revolving around the 

smallest unit or pulse ,  rather than larger metrical entitles  of 

Western music. This concept was a result of Messiaen 's  ln-depth study 

of Greek metres and Hindu rhythmic formulae. Hie aim was to produce 

an ametrlcal music which by its very nature demands a very precise 

system of rhythmic notation.  This precision is evident here, and 

throughout “ Vlngt R e g a r d s . . . " .  In terestingly ,  the second part *>? the 

canon enters simultaneously with the first  part ,  Its values Increased 

by a half .  The e ffect  Is that of two strand* of music moving at 

d i f ferent  tempi, which in turn results In an overlapping of tempo and 

duration by the use of added resonance:

This resultant staggering of the tempo leads to the top part being 

heard three tlm^s and the second part only twice,  again symbolically 

s l g n l f l e a n t .

The two strands comprising the rhythmic canon are d i f ferentiated  

by the use of a chord sequence in mode 6 for the upper strand and one 

In mode 4 for the lower strand.  [8,  p . 38) This creates a polymodal
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e f f e c t .  In Messiaen 's  view this combination gives rise to the 

following colours and e f fe c t s :  "The chords of the upper part belong 

to mode 6~, whose colour is a transparent sulphurous yellow with 

»•' i lections of mauve, and patches of Prussian blue and purplish brown. 

The middle part Is based on mode 4 * ,  whose colour Is reminiscent of 

petunias - dark v io l e t ,  white with violet  lines and purplish v iolet  

(symbolising Love of Truth In medieval colour l o r e ) .  The lower part 

uses three transpositions of mode 2 - mainly the f i r s t ,  or 2 1 , whose 

dominant colour Is a bluelsh violet  (symbolising the Truth of Love In 

medieval colour l o r e ) .  The combination of Ft major and mode 2 In the 

lower strand Is sysb«1 Ically  signif icant  slncM Messiaen only uses It 

to express the mystical experience of superhuman love, In this case 

Cod '*  love for mankind. [8,  p . A ? ] The register of the piece being 

generally  high,  and the luminous sound of Ft major partly overriding 

the colours of mode 2, all these violets and blues c irculate  In an 

overall atmosphere of gold and s i lv er ,  with a touch of brassy r e d . ”

(5 ,  p . 4 )  T M i  explanation serves to emphasise the fact that this 

process of composing with colour Is a very conscious and deliberate  

one for Messiaen.  Whilst the two strands comprising the canon are 

d i f ferent  with respect to dynamic and duration ,  they nontheless 

Interact ,  at times merging with and overlapping each other .  The canon 

In turn Is sharply d i f ferentia ted  frcm the cyclic  Theme of God, again 

emphasizing the dual nature of Go<i.

The second section ( B : b . 22-33/ la In complete contrast to the 

heavy polymodal1 ties and polyrhythms of Section A. The thick chordal 

texture of section A has now given wny to a thinner texture dominated 

by a single melodic line of Intricate birdsong,  with supporting chords 

In the lower part.  Messiaen has referred to birds as " les  petltes 

servlteurs  de l ' l  ranaterlelle Jole "  and they express their joy or 

sorrow In a language as e x p l ic i t ly  meaningful as that provided by the 

Indian ragas and raglnas .  Certain principles  of structure governing 

the rise and f a l l ,  accent and repetition  of the ragas partlculary 

appeal to Messiaen.  [41]
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This section Is centred around the song of "an imaginary b i r d " ,  to use 

Messiaen 's  d e sc ript ion .  Its  song has traces of fhat of the blackbird  

and garden w a rb le r . *  For all t h is ,  Messiaen 's  notations are very 

pr ec ise ,  especia lly  In his later works. His birdsong Is nearly  always 

supported by a chord, or complex of sound, the role of which Is to 

Imitate the colouration of birdsong by giving  the birdsong timbre.

Thus It is not surprising to find that Messiaen uses resonant chordal 

structures comprised of 4ths :

The wide spacing between the two parts toward the end of b . 2 6  should 

be noted. Tertian  spellings  of chords do appear In this section as 

w e l l :

The problems In transcribing birdsong accurately are immense as 
Messiaen expla ins :  "Birds  sing in exceedingly  fast tempos, which are 
absolutely  Impossible for our Instruments. «nd so I have to transcribe 
the song In a slower tempo. Moreover, this speed is bound up with an 
extreme sharpness,  birds being ble to slug In exceedingly  high 
registers  that are Inaccesslbit  . our Instruments, and so I notate 
them one,  two, three or four o c . »es lower. And that Is not a l l :  for 
the same reason I have to suppress very small Intervals that our 
Instruments cannot execute.  I replace these Intervals of the order of 
a comma or two by semitones, but I keep the same scale of values 
between d ifferent  intervals ,  which Is to say that If a few commas 
correspond to a semitone, a true semitone will  correspond to a whole 
tone or a third.  Everything la enlarged ,  but the relationships  stay 
the same, so that my version Is st i l l  exact.  It is the transposition 
of what I have heard on to a more human s c a l e . "  (41 )  Art ,  of 
necessity  se lect ive ,  can imitate nature only in part.  Nature , on the 
other hand, has within I ts e l f  all the posslot 1 1 ties of imitating art .
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The use of the piano 's  top register and the bass is entirely  typical 

of his "sty le  o iseaux " .  So too is the use of grace notes ,  accent,  

staccato ,  repetition  and rebounding within  narrow repertories of 

n o t e s :

The br ief  "o iseaux "  notlv- in "Regard de la Vlerge"  is extended Into

an entire  section In which several melodic motives repeat themselves.

The recurring melodic cell  identif ied  in "Regard de l ' e t o l l e "  maket 

Its a-' arance here too.

Birdsong expresses the experience of a deeper,  more mystlal Joy. 

( 8 ,  P . 421
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Structurally  this movement Is bubed on the repetition  of the above 

two sections in the foilowing way:

A* b.  1-21 Rhythmic canon based on Tala 1

superimposed above the Theme of God.

B b . 22-33 "F r ee "  section based on birdsong,  supported

by chords In the LH.

A^ b . 34-53 Repeat of b .1-21 .

B b.5A-67 Repeat ♦ of b.  22-33 with one or two new

chords In the LH , and a cadenza based on the 

opening "olseaux "  motive,  with some 

elaboration .

A^ b . 68-76 Repeat of b.  7-14 with  an added link

leading Into

CODA b . 78-80 Based on the birdsong cadenza of b . 66-67 now

transposed an octave higher .

The formal structure Is based on simple rondo form, Messiaen again 

choosing a traditional  structure for ills sect ional ,  symmetrical 

approach to composition. Section B Is based ou the chromatic scale ,  

symbolically signif icant  since birdsong represents a f re e ,  mystical 

kind of loy. Vlth the exception of the resonant chords supporting the 

birdsong In Section B, the overall dynamic throughout this movement Is 

very soft .  This Is In keeping with the mysterious nature of this 

contemplation.

Harmonically, Messiaen uses chordal structures which are 

characteristic  of his style and of his MLT. In Section A the 

following chordal structures may be found:
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Structurally  this movement Is based on the repetition of the above 

two sections In the following way:

A^ b .  1-21 Rhythmic canon based on Tala 1

superimposed above the Theme of God.

B b . 22-33 "F r ee "  section based on M r d s o n g ,  supported

by chords In the LH.

A2 b . 34-53 Repeat of b . l- ? l .

B b . 54-67 Repeat + of b.  22-33 with one or two new

chords In the LH, and a cadenza baaed on the 

opening "o lseaux "  motive,  with some 

e) ' >oratlon.

A 3 b . 68-76 Repeat of b. 7-14 with an added link

leading Into

CODA b . 78-80 Based on the birdsong cadenza of b . 66-67 now

transposed an octave h l " se r .

The formal structure Is based on simple rondv' '  »t», Messiaen again 

choosing a traditional  structure for his sect ional ,  symmetrical 

approach to composition. Section B Is based on the chromatic scale ,  

symbolically  s ignif icant  since birdsong represents a free ,  mystical 

kind of Joy. With the exception of the resonant chords supporting the 

birdsong in Section B, the overall dynamic throughout this movement Is 

very so ft .  This Is In keeping with the mysterious nature of this 

contemplation.

Harmonically, Messiaen uses chordal structures which ara 

characteristic  of his style and of his MLT. In Section A the 

following chordal structures may be found:



chords of 3rds and 6ths

£

chords of 4ths with added notes

chords of 5ths with added notes

chords of 6ths and 2nds

chords of resonance:
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chord on the dominant

Meaalaen'a  chord building la dictated by conalderatlona of colour 

rather than of atructure or progreaalon. Each chord or group of 

chorda la a complete event In l ta e l f ,  d istinguished  from other chords 

by reglater ,  spacing and Intervalllc  structure.

Several of Meaalaen'a "moans of expreaalon"  H a t e d  In his 

Tr e a t is e ,  are uaed In thla movement:

(1 )  Modea of limited transposition (modes 2 , 4 ,  and 6 ) .

( 2 )  Enlarged pedals ,  decorations and appoglaturaa (ostlnato)  In the 

recurring Theme of God.

( 3 )  Added dot ,  In the second part of the rhythmic canon,  and In Tala 

1.

(4 The "Chord on the dominant" ( b . 1 2 ) .

Por thla reason "'»egard du Fils  pur le F i l s "  serves as a good 

example of Messiaen 's  Individual style of composition; and since 

rhythmic canons are a feature of hla second period of composition the 

Importance Its use here Is not to be underestimated.
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7 * PAR LUI TOUT A FTK FAiT ( V I ) :  By Him all hath been made 

The expansion of spaces and durations;  g a la x ie s ,  photons, spirals  In 

contrary motion; Inverced l ightening ;  by Him (Cod the Word) all hath 

been made . . . .  at one moment Creation reveals the bright shadow of His 

V o i c e ...........

St John 1 :3

The sixth contemplation is the longest,  most complex, yet 

thoroughly worked-out In the first  half of "Vlngt  R e g a r d s . . . " .  Its 

place within the twenty ties up with the association of the number 6 

with creation ,  for the perfection of the universe was demonstrated by 

the creation of the world In six days. [17 ,  p . 103] This movement 

links up with I ("Regard du P er e " )  and I I I  ( " L '  echange")  In that all 

three share a common textural reference to God the Creator,  and God 

the Word, musically represented by the Theme of God. This movement 

therefore concerns the Act of the Creation accomplished by the Son of 

God, or the Word, who In One with God. Messiaen elaborates :  " I t  

expresses the Creation of all things: space ,  time, stars ,  planets - 

and the countenance ( i . e .  the Thought) of God behind the flames and 

the seething - Impossible even to speak of I t ,  I have not attempted

to describe 't  .........  Instead I have sheltered behind the form of the

Fugue."  [5,  p. 4] The reference In the accompanying text to " sp ir a ls  

in contrary motion" links this movement with "L 'e c h a n g e " ,  In which "an 

ascending sp ira l "  figure  Is alluded to In the opening bars .  The 

s p ir a l ,  as ll appears In nature,  Is known to follow the Golden 

formula, the most famous of all axioms about proportion,  established 

by the ancient Greeks.  [19,  p . 4 7 f | *  As will be seen In this

* The Golden number, represented In the ratio (JT ♦ 1 ) :  2 ■ 1 . 6 1 8 ,  
designated as , In which the smaller D a rt  Is to the larger part as 
the larger Is to the whole, was derlven from the Divine Proportion of 
the 15tn century Italian  mathematician Lucas Pactoll .  This is an 
Important concept. In both ancient and modern art ist ic  aid 
architectural design.
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movement, Messiaen too is preoccupied with proportions and here again 

uses the proportions of the Indian Ta la ,  "Ragavardhana" .

Messiaen compares this fugue to that of Bach's  "Art  of Fugue" and 

Beethoven's  Opus 106 ( Hanmerklavier) and says: "L ike  those great 

models, this one is an anti-scholastic fugue . "  [5,  p . 4] Although 

Messiaen has retained the Important aspects of fugu -2 form such the 

subject ,  counter-subject,  episode ,  stretto and inversion,  he has 

moulded these Into the framework of his own musical language.  This 

becomes apparent in the first  bar.

The subject (S)  is a percussive ,  short ,  rhythmical phrase. Each 

tlmt It appears in ih« ^ p o s i t i o n  It is presented In a di f ferent  way. 

In the first  entry ( b . l )  It is In triplets and sounds In the extreme 

bass reg ister ,  staccato and forte:

It revolves around a D# ax is ,  Is chromatic and centred around mode 7 3 .

The countersubjec» (CS)  immediately appears sbovo, marking the 

f irst  divergence from classical  fugal practice .  This revolves around 

mode 32 suggesting,  in Messiaen '?  view, colours of orange with green 

and red,  with spots of gold, arid a milky white with Iris reflections 

like  an opal . [11,  p.  18)
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Modere,preaque »lf (
(Contr«-*u)«t'

f
'todc 2?" - 

- .  1  j i h

--y ^ - r r i x

The Intervals  of the >4th and the compound 2nd (9th)  dominate this CS. 

The "Answer"  (, ') does not appear as Is customary in the traditional 

structure  of the fugue. Instead ,  Messiaen reintroduces the subject ,  

this time altering the rhythm and register ,  and superimposes this 

subject on i l s e l f  In asymmetrical augmentation: (b .  3)

t * uf a. it 4̂ = dou>r\ a  it. 6 * some

These opening bars again reveal the Importance of register ,  

attack,  timbre and dynamics In Messiaen 's  musical language. He has 

used the extreme bass register ( LH) and the high treble register (RH) 

simultaneously , and combined staccato effects (LH) with fortissimo 

accents (RH ) .  Messiaen also thickens th<* texture In b . 4 f  by moving 

away from the octave doubling In the RH to chords of 3rds,  4ths and
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7ths .  Bar A also shows the appearance of a NRR c e l l ,  wnlch recurs 

throughout this movement: m  ( - 5 ^ ,  a prime number)

In the third entry ( b . 7 ) ,  the S becomes the A at the +5th ,  and 

both It and the CS are Inverted:

This Is '^mediately  followed by the fourth entry.  The A appears for 

the second tlae In succession,  and Is altered In rhythm and register ,  

using octave displacement,  and then superimposed upon the S,  which 

continues the process of asymaetrlcal augmentation begun In b. 4 :

Messlaan 's  fugal style d i f fers  from traditional  fugue structure In 

that the S and A do not enter at their usual pltchea of tonic (T )  and 

dominant ( D ) .  The two opposite extremes of the p iano 's  range are 

again emphasized. Messiaen gradually Increases the space between the
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two staves ,  symbolizing the "expansion of spaces and d u ra tions " 

mentioned In the accompanying text.

The descending figure  In b . 6 ,  now Inverted In b.  12, covers the 

entire  range of the piano. As such It symbolizes the " Inverted  

l ightening "  referred to In the above text.  Again the intervals  of the 

♦4th/-5th dominate.

This In turn,  U  followed by a stretto of the S In a triple  canon of 

NKRs, These three voices are marked “marcato" and ' t '  whereas the 

lower one In the treble clef  Is marked "Legato"  and ' p ' , giving rise 

to contrasts In touch as well as register and dynamic. The Importance 

of these NRR lies In their Internal retrogradatlons ; s imilarly ,  the 

composer's modes contain Inherent internal  transpositions which 

prevent multiple transpositions of the whole. Thus these rhythms 

realise  horizontally  what his modes real ize  v er t ic al ly .  They also 

symbolize the "Word" and the unchanging nature of God, [411

mnrcatn #
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Messleen 's  rnythm may be snld to be comprised of stJ f-contalned 

u n its ,  each several bars In lengti which are then Juxtaposed.  These 

units are In evidence throughout tii.t movement, and are both reversed 

and d iv ided ,  but rarely developed.

In b.  21 the CS Is transformed In both rhytn*" and register In the 

following wayi

<Cum>» »U|»i « d» r nit »l <1*

The third of the cyclic  themes, the Theme of Chords then appears a 

•ucce  slon of six-, seven-, and eight-note chords In the treble 

regie ter:

TK*nM 4 acrntfe

The texture Is considerably thicker as a result of the chordal 

structures ,  but Messiaen allows them to sound ' p ' ,  In contrast to the 

' f f '  and '■ f z '  of the previous two bars . Again ,  these orda are 

typical of Messiaen's  style .  Here they represent a brief break away 

from the thick contrapuntal texture of the previous Sars .  The CS 

then reappears br ie fly  In b.  25 lending Into a further tntry of the S 

In a rhythmic triple canon, which Is then superimposed on staccato 

"sound-effects"  In the lowest register of the piano.
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Resonant chordal structures comprised of 4tns as well as several 

second Inversion structures dominate this new motive:

In b.  26*29 these chordal structures are modified to incorporate a 

chromatic progression thur:

Whereas the second voice enters the canon at the Interval of a perfect 

5th,  the third voice enters at the +4th .  These distances however, are 

not kept constant throughout the section .  Messiaen 's  use of rhythmic 

canon as a means of arrlvlr ; at polyrhythm Is Indicative  that he felt  

the nead for greater Integration In his compositions.

[n b . 3 4 f the CS Is Inverted with a change In rhythm and reg ister ,  

above which the Theme of ChorJs Is occasionally  hinted at :






























