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INTRODUCT ION

In an attempt to explain his writing style, Olivier Messiaen wrote a

two-page preface to La Nativite' du Seigneur in 1935 which included an expla-

nation of the devices used in composing the work. Three years later he issued
an outline which was a concise statement of his ideas on the purpose of music
and the means by which this purpose would be achieved. He wrote as follows:

The emotion and sincerity of musical work

Which shall be at the service of the dogmas
of Catholic theology.

Which shall be expressed by melodic and harmonic
means: the gradual augmentation of Intervals, the
chord of the dominant, pedal points, expanded orna-
ments and appoggiaturas.

Still more by rhythmic means: rhythms immediately
preceded by their augmentation and sometimes increased
by a short value (the addition of a half-unit).

Above all by modes of limited transpositions:
chromatic modes for harmonic use, their strange
colour deriving from the limited number of possible
transpositions (2, 3, 4, and 6 according to the mode).

The subject theological? the best, for it com-
prises all subjects.

And the abundance of technical means allows the
heart to expand freely.l

This manifesto was followed in 1944 by The Technique of My Musical Lan-

guage, a detalled analysis of his methods illustrated by excerpts from his
compositions. In its preface he cites the study of bird songs as having
influenced his compositional style. He also includes a short chapter on bird

calls.

IFelix Amprahamian, Grove's Dictionérxﬁof Music and Husicians (5th ed.;
London: Macmillan and Company, Ltd., 1954), p. 722.




Messiaen finds the music of man too calculated and systemized; he much
prefers the sounds of nature. Routh quotes Messiaen as saying, "Nature, the
songs of birds! That for me is the home of music. Free, anonymous music,
improvised for pleasure.“2 This attitude is apparent in a symphony for Piano

and Orchestra, Les Reveil des Olseaux (1953}, which includes thirty-seven

bird songs, each with an atonal intervallic structure. Slonimsky remarks
that particular prominence is given to the intervals of the major seventh,
the minor ninth, and two perfect fourths between which the tri-tone is inter-
polated.3
Though Olivier Messiaen maintains that melody should be the guiding
principle in his music, he also states that rhythmic ‘mathematical impossi-
bilities'" help to control the overall effect.h He speaks especially of rhy-
thms which are nonretrogradable. These rhythmic impossibilities accomplish
horizontally what his harmonic modes of limited transposition do in vertical
chords; devices to be explained later. Through these two ''charms of impossi-
bilities,"5 he tries to achieve a ''glistening music. . . . giving to the aural
sense voluptuously refined pleasures. At the same time, this music should be
able to express some noble sentiments (and especially the most noble of all,
the réiigious sentiments exalted by the theology and the truths of our
Catholic faith).“6

Messiaen and his colleague, Andre Jolivet, both believe that man is a

2Francis Routh, Contemporary Music (London: English Universities Press,
Ltd., 1968), p. 69.

3Nicolas Slonimsky, Music Since 1900 (New York: Charles Scribner's
sons, 1971), p. 965.

I'{.'Hi\rier Messiaen, The Technique of My Musical Language (Paris:
Alphonse Leduc, 1944), p. 13.

% 1bid.



part of something beyond himself. They think the way to discover this tie to
the eternal, spiritual man is '"to retrace one's steps to the beginning of

lt7

human consciousness. Both explored primitive and oriental civilizations,
especially the exotic modes and rhythms.

Since the publication of The Technique, Messiaen has also assimilated a

serial technique. Aside from utilizing his early preference for Hindu rhythms

and nature's bird calls, the Chants d'Ciseau also uses his more recently

employed serial techniques.
The following terms from Messiaen's vocabulary are applicable to a study

of Chants d'Qiseau:

1. Ametrical music: music requiring precise rhythmic rules. 'Measure'
and ''beat'" are replaced by the feeling of a short value, i.e., the sixteenth-
note, and its free multiplication.8

2. Hindu rhythms: rhythms taken from a table of a hundred and twenty
deci-talas compiled by Carngadeva, a Hindu theorist of the thirteenth century.

Messiaen's rhythmic theory is based on the ragavardhana rhythm. This rhythm,

as well as the micra varna and sarasa rhythms found in the Chants d'Diseau,

9

will be discussed in the text.

3. Inexact augmentation: an augmentation which deviates from normal

augmentation as a result of the addition of an added value.Io

4, Nonretrogradable rhythms: rhythms which are the same whether read

from right to left or left to right.‘l

TRouth, p. 65.
8Hessiaen, p. 1h.
9 bid.

ibid., p. 19.

Mibid., p. 20.



5. Returning Chromaticisms: a melodic device derived from Bela Bartok
which uses a returning chromatic formula, where the letter is chromaticized on

its return. Messiaen gives these examples:

Ex. 1
L v ; o L oy P | P L
Z : Vil () —~ 1) bl i Y @b WaP] — T — Hro kL)
(("} 5 i i 1 .4 ]
-

6. Modes of Limited Transposition: modes which are transposable only a
limited number of times (Mode 1--the whole-tone scale, transposable twice;

Mode 2--like the chord of the diminished seventh is transposable three times).12
Ex. 2

Mode 2
/! — — F BVt (_)i
V& = h tle | =N ] a=d
73 1 Y T t Fa I
—-LQF po < He
S { |
l J ,
First Transposition
} t =1
3 x ] Y
r; ¥_ ] r\%-l-d—/'\'ll() b
-t 5 O L{Q N sl |
Second Transposition
N ¢ ;
1 e |
/ s = = T J =
g T . T~ {0 =
T A Ly?O (—)‘}ILC_)W
i, em—
L & C |

12)11d., p. 58.



Third Transposition

BN

7. Theme and commentary form: a musical sentence composed of a theme

followed by its rhythmic and melodic deve?opment.13

31bid., p. 37.



RHYTHMIC ASPECTS OF THE CHANTS D'OISEAU

In discussing metrical rhythms In his book, The Technique of My Musical

Language, Messiaen gives supplementary examples in ''bird style' which do not
obey the laws of his rhythmic system. By the use of grace notes and sixteenth
or thirty-second notes as the shortest value, this style differs from his

other works.

Ex. 3
e e o WL DI A
. Presque vif et fantaisiste e e S T s
' 2 L4 3 3 5 e F 1
[[’;-’h;-\ l’;’i—\ e EA Y | 2 b1 gL =
T T —r—=t—f— = T v
f T 3 &

Influenced by the study of Greek and Hindu rhythms and the neumes of
plainchant, Messiaen tries to create an "ametrical' music. He uses the Hindu

rhythm micra varna in the Chant d'Oiseau as a unifying element. This rhythm

can consist of any note values which are equal to four sixteenths and a
thirty-second.

Ex. 4

- g
o ad

i ¢ e —— el - e —



Alleen Cohalan, in her analysis of the Livre d'Orque, states that since a

"refrain'' of seven measures which uses thls rhythm reappears periodically in
the piece, it should be called a quasi-rondo form.

Ex. 5

© Modere (ruttme Bindou migra rarva)
G

ey T 2 rer s
6= = = e ] =5y
e ==
masil T 1)1
( %i::—'v— et o
— P -._1:*5: B
pp = ;
te - e R
PED. : b= ————be i}
p - F

Pos, tpaur2 .h|

'?P_" s e
e e
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Though in its following three appearances the measures are found in retrograde
(7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1), then from the ends to the middle (1, 7, 2, 6, 3, 5, 4},
and finally from the middle to the ends (4, 3, 5, 2, 6, 1, 7), it always uses
the same micra varna rhythm. In retrograde this rhythm consists of a dotted
sixteenth (a thirty-second plus a sixteenth note) followed by three sixteenth

notes.

Ex. 6

upg

1



Messiaen includes this retrograded rhythm in the song of the nightingale (ros-
signol).

Ex. 7

win Iy — AR
S T—— v

Another Hindu rhythm Messiaen introduces in the first piece of the Livre
d'Orgue, '"Reprises par Interversion,' is called sarasa. This rhythm consists
of note values which are equal to a sixteenth followed by three thirty-seconds
ending with a sixteenth note, as shown in Exampie 8.

Ex. 8

This sarasa rhythm occurs in the Chants d'Oiseau.

Ex. 9

Messiaen draws these conclusions from the Hindu rhythm ragavardhana:

Ex. 10




First, it Is possible to add to any rhythm whatsoever a small,
brief value which transforms its metric balance; second, any
rhythm can be followed by its augmentation or diminution accord-
ing to forms more complex than the simple classic doublings;
third, there are rhythms impossible to retrograde.l

In order to achieve metric imbalance, he adds a short value to any rhythm by

means of a note, a dot, or a rest. In the Chants d'Oiseau this added value,

marked by a cross, is found as a note in Example 11A and a dot in Example 11B.
Ex. 11

A.
- Tres modére, tendre
M&(’aneu lent.R"I" 2 £ & 2 :‘\-I
e A e =
Pp(rossigﬂn!)
) o 2
S . WU S
B.

%

e
P
l
L]
l
l

The rest as an added value is used throughout the piece as a divider

between the various sections:

lHessiaen, p. 15.



Ex. 12

A. Following the micra varna

© Modéré (micen rarmn, retrograde)
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B. After each bird call

Call of the Thrush

e ey ——— ety e s i
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Call of the Robin
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Mav g

Call of the Nightingale

Tres modere, tendre

Call of the Blackbird

"

c.

Following the pedal motive which also serves as a divider.

Un peulent

. | i ST — r
M= T

A J

Y Sl

PED A 1
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Instead of using bar lines in the Impassioned song of the blackbird,

merle noir, Messiaen again uses the added value rest as a means of punctuation.

Ex. 13
ﬁA—‘\ + s o
e T
1

"Ametrical' music satisfies Messiaen's predilection for prime numbers

(three, five, seven, nine, eleven, thirteen, etc.). Chants d'Oiseau contains

numerous Instances of this concept, especially in the grouping of notes in the
merle noir.

Ex. 14

Presque vilT (merle noir)

FPOR e . o . Y _rfg;: : . L
AN, e £ .‘_5 : I, kel ! jiﬁ%t@ _#a:f: Ef

R TR R e
I i_ /3 1

VA T

Only four of the above groups contain an even number of notes. The uneven
groupings range from five to seventeen notes per group. In one call of the

thrush, grive musicienne, there is a total value of thirteen sixteenth notes,

as shown in Example 15.
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Ex. 15

Bicn modere, autoritaire

==

rgrive m uSictenne)
- il W R

The nightingale, rossignol, uses calls of eleven thirty-seconds (Ex. 16A) and
twenty-five thirty-seconds (Ex. 16B).

Ex. 16

A.

g - = = - e
= @ - 1
Tves madere, tendre

. @ PP
(rossignol)

The sole call of the robin, rouge-gorge, contains a group of five and a group

of nine thirty-seconds.

Ex. 17
ua & ﬂ:- 2
peprrr the
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The micra varna rhythm contains nine thirty-seconds as a result of the added

value.

Ex. 18

" Modéré (migra varaa,
% . . + g

.

The added values also serve the purpose of lengthening the preparation
for an accent, or accelerating or prolonging the descent from the accent.
This gives the accent or descent more expressive quality. The micra varna
rhythm shows the elongation of preparation for an accent by the addition of a
rest and a thirty-second note.

" Ex. 19
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In the song of the nightingale, a descent |s elongated by the addition of the

dot.
Ex. 20
- Treb r;odere, tendre
y =t
. "‘ " '.'_ bf.\_
Max. ¢ RS Ta;ﬁ:: :igiggfﬁ
N ré.g.j;}gkal ) f

The third of Messiaen's developments from the Hindu ragavardhana is the
use of nonretrograde rhythms. Retrograde rhythms are thosé in which one reads
"from right to left what normally ought to be read from left to right."2 A

typical formula for such a rhythm is found in the last song of the nightingale.

Ex. 21
3 o
"lllh y__ R — L—”
A7
L EY N BT T i e e
q7p b

In a total value of fifteen sixteenth notes it contains a combination of an
augmented rhythm at a and an inexact augmentation at b. With its note values
reversed, i.e., in retrograde, the rhythm would appear as follows:

Ex. 22

aq| 1

A
Z =Ry

A D s S & / L i
'é I Ld - & T& F 4 [ ] [
B~ = = —f

|

2Hessian, p. 20.
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Whether read from right or left, the order of values In a nonretrograd-
able rhythm remains the same. The first and last rhythmic groups will be
identical--a mirror image. |f more than three values are used, the definition
must be expanded to read: 'all rhythms divisible into two groups, one of

which is the retrograde of the other, with a central common value, are nonre-
3
1

trogradable. This figure from Chants d'Oiseau has a common value of one

eighth note.

Ex. 23

Another nonretrogradable rhythm is found in the song of the thrush with

a common value of two thirty-second notes.

Ex. 24
Bien modé:i-é, autoritaire . o
G3, EEE==a 3 _
T1 1 1 ‘. o
n.f ey e
; 1 [~ iV
T
: (grive musicienne)
"‘n. i : - =

A third nonretrogradable rhythm contains two instances of the Hindu

rhythm sarasa with a common value of two sixteenth notes.




17

Ex. 25

|
-

K
bl

N

Messiaen's table of augmentation and diminution included in his trea.tise
states that one-fourth, one-third, or one-half the value of a given note can
be added to that note. Twice, three times, or four times the value of a given
note can also be added. Notes can also be diminished by one-fifth, one-
fourth, one-third, one-half, or two-thirds, three-fourths, or four-fifths.

This principle is utilized in Chants d'Oiseau by adding one-half the value in

Example 26A and by classic doubling In Example 26B.

Ex. 26
A.
T = = :
S 4N
" T 1 3
MAN, X qf_-_‘\ ____:
R A L
B.
h__—"—!'x-ve'ui;;e‘vif'et_'rw&;n;aif;:i;( I
(merfe noir) — _
ﬂﬂ """I')jr- 1 bﬁ ] i E—Jt
[ . 1Y d < —
1 1 4 -y 1 1 “T—.t—')ﬂf e
. e v 3 qn [ 3 .




The augmentation-diminution principle is further developed by
Inexact augmentations.

Ex. 27

> =
T T ey e B

1— - { & e
ﬁ_&"_:?” = ppp

-

——— e e e e e = e B e e e e e e e e = 2 i

The exact augmentation would be as follows:

Ex. 28
7-
N 7N
L4 L
=t

This is especially evident in this final song of the nightingale.

using

18
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MELODIC ASPECTS OF THE CHANTS D'OISEAU

Though Messiaen is attracted by various rhythmic devices, he still places
melody as the chief element. He writes as follows:
Supremacy to melody! The noblest element of music, may melody
be the principal aim of our Investigations. Let us always work
melodically. . . . And whatever may be the complexities of our
rhythms and our harmonies, they shall not draw it along in
their wak?, but, on the contrary, shall obey it as faithful
servants.
in melody and harmony he finds a second attraction to mathematical Impos-
sibilities of mode: those which cannot be transposed beyond a certain number
of transpositions, ''because one always falls again into the same notes.“2

Chants d'Oiseau does not use these "Modes of Limited Transpositions''; rather,

a series of twelve tones which are transposable a 1imited number of times are

used. Cohalen discusses the six rows stated in the first composition of the

Livre d'Orgue.3
Ex. 29
Row A
\ yi hr\
)i T — § ) 17 o
Az ~ (] Insy P ~ _J [
F = s | Sl T ) S I
W\ 7 S~ %;()

IHessiaen, p. 13.

1bid.

3Alleen Cohalan, ‘Messiaen: Reflections on Livre d'Orgue," Music, The
A.G.0. Magazine, July, 1968, pp. 26-27.
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fa { D)
1T [ ] } ¢
I/ ZdD] 2 D] 1
l—Iu

LL

merle.

Ex. 30

Przque vif et fantaisiste fwerfe nolr)
—
053 e . . /ﬁ_\ _
= v 3 - J ] » T

Cohalen found Rows A and B in the Chants d'Oiseau in the first song of the

D are not found in the Chants d'Oiseau in an exact order.

Rows C and
However, some of the bird calls are suggestive of these rows.
EX- 31
Row C
) !?rc (@) 4,,,“_'3 Q Lo P@' } L
4 i'lnr‘\ [ i*rm i C L et
Lo V&~
o
Row D
N sl -
7 * e, 2PN (@)
fa>] Py LR~ Fle— A~ ] I
= L4 > & ¥l 2P o W iia]
L= i FC e

F can

In addition to the presence of Rows A and B found by Cohalen, Rows E and

also be found in the Chants d'Oiseau.
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Ex. 32
Row E
N l;qc\/ Jb’ﬂ ;o S ML
J P - 1
> [ i = L Ly
= - 73 s A
17 D) = —71"1:13
Row F
r} )!7(“3 #xr\ X D) L Hos
4 (&) )i Al A i VO g i "_‘_I(J
N
L it o 751 HT3

These rows are found in the second call of the merle. The A flat, marked

below by an asterisk, is an exﬁeption not found at that point in the row.
Ex. 33

er .qm‘e, \,-ir_e,t l‘nuft;;-isi_ste B }_ T -g ‘*“\ ‘ ) S

‘merle wolir b ? : L3 2

Pos.‘E = gﬁ_{___ R T pa b be B

i ! 1 = F——t ) e — el P r_,_._l,._
F====————==— . Ry
- s s

[ — o— X
L) fE T 1 g &' T T 'EE"‘.H_'L—'_ e
. ¢
F, > 3 Begin, faw A
2 be al® 32 b -3 2 =1 :
A b = b;hl. ko 5\ te o ‘/Fp_ Un peu lent
= == == ==—1te ¥ =
¢ 1
F75 Pus.’ l % ‘ % ) |—
e e .
& g':'"_\‘qgjr ] ‘; 3 s f- K] =
S 1 C}
o P s e = He——
) ¢

Though the micra varna refrain quoted above uses a series of twelve

tones, this series does not conform to any of the previously established rows,

but is a random order of tones. After the initial statement of Rows A, B, E,

and F, there are no other literal uses of the rows in any transposition or In

any logical order. Row A is limited in its transpositions because the original
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and the retrograde, when they begin on the same note, are the same (See Appen-
dix). Row C Is also limited, for its Inversion is exactly the same as its
retrograde (See Appendix). The songs of the thrush, robin, and nightingale do
not give a literal statement of any of the stated rows. They do, however,
seem to suggest certain features in the rows by their treatment of tritone
resolutions and use of returning chromaticisms. These will be illustrated
later.

Messiaen has a preference for the interval of the augmented fourth since
“a very fine ear clearly perceives an f-sharp in the natural resonance of a
low C."4 This particular interval is the main basis for the calls In Chants

d'Oiseau, since each of the calls contains several instances of this interval.

Ex. 34

A. Call of the Merle

R/ g I
(grive musicienne)

|
{ﬂ?f—""’"r ==
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C. Call of the Nightingale

W
1’:»:?3“-'-'.”5‘—:‘"" st e
'PP=====12;;ﬂ- Sy

ho

g :ﬁ
T -

D. Call of the Robin

ik

I

P
“

-II'I"
-

n._ ;m.__{;. 11-._._ :

M, o/ ) . 2 .
;7" I L 2 ‘-- v - Al S .-
é mEs _'%"4:‘*"‘** —— _—
[ . .

Messiaen also favors a melodic contour he labels as '‘returning chroma-

ticlsms.“5 These occur four times in the composition as literal translations.

Ex. 35

A. Occurs twice

B. Occurs once

Presqut; vif el fantaisiste (merle notr)

q ) 1 - =z

Pos. % - : : !h& B

BSES =
ﬁfl— 3 3 =
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€. Occurs once

Bien moderé, autoritaire

'qi Gi/zl;?\\_ 1%_
= et
v

1 | 4

S
(grive musicienne)

The chromaticisms are much more numerous when octave transpositions of single

notes are disregarded.

Ex. 36
A.
e ul e e
WAl ilif- he b =
- e a9y
¥ w7 P
b s o g g _ —
B. |
R T e
b i ke
< | 1 i) j_.bll'_ %ALity_
3 —— P
c.

Bien moderé, autoritaire

. 1_ 3
il B ]y B
s e g e !

g

M U= - '['_ir—r/‘,

(grive musicienne)

Messiaen states that he uses this octave transposition to give ''crushing power'



