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str ings and ondes Mqrtenot (an ear ly
electronic instrument wi th an exouis i te
voca l  qua l i t y ) ,  i t s  f i r s t  per fo rmance
nearly caused a riot. Some crit ics snubbed
t h e  m u s i c ' s  l u x u r i a n t  s o u n d  a s  n o t
modern enough; they took issue with i ts
melodiousness and the blazing A-major
triads. Others were offended by what they
cons idered 0oor  tas te :  sensua l  mus ic
underscor ing music of  d iv ine purpose.
Many -  except the audience, which loved
i t  seemed to have misunderstood
Messiaen's stated objective: "to achieve a
l i turgical  act ;  that  is  to t ransport  a sort  of
office, a sort of organized praise into the
concert  hal l " .

His next major orchestral  work was a
commission for Koussevi tzky and the
Boston  Symphony 0rches t ra .  The
Turongolilo-symphonie (tg+0-g), in ten
movements  and 75  minu tes  long,  i s
scored for large orchestra with lots of
percussion, piano (again for  Lor iod),  and
ondes Mortenot. Inspired by the Tristan
myth ,  Mess iaen exp la ined the  t i t le ' s
der iva t ion  f rom Sanskr i t  as  fo l lows:
turongo, meaning " t ime that runs, l ike a
gal loping horse" and " that  f lows, l ike sand
in an hourglass"; l i lo, meaning the "divine

action on the cosmos, the play of creation
and destruct ion,  and also the spir i tual-
physical  union of  love".

Edmonton composer Malcolm Forsyth,
whose Accordion Concerto wil l be featured
at the Festival, f irst seriously encountered
Messiaen's music in the ear ly 1970s af ter
gett ing hold of  the 1967 TS0 recording of
Turongolilo conducted by Seiji Ozawa.

"l was completely spellbound by everything
the music represented," recalls Forsyth,
"by i ts surface opulence, the intense
r ichness of  the orchestral  colour and how
this br ings the orchestra together."

IT IS POSSIBLE TO
MAKE SOUNDS ON
PIANO THAT ARE

m  e l o d  i e s :
b i r d s o n g .

Taking his lead
from Ba rtok

who cr iss-crossed
Hungary col lect ing and

c a t a l o g u i n g  H u n g a r i a n
f o l k s o n g s  t h a t  h e  l a t e r

incorporated into his concert
music Messiaen zig-zagged

around France met iculously notat ing
the cal ls of  b i rds.  l t  became a l i fe lono

obsession: wherever he travel led,  he took
d ic ta t ion  f rom h is  av ian  f r iends  and
gradual ly f i l led count less notebooks. A
photograph of  h is 1972 vis i t  to Bryce
Canyon in Utah (a mountain in Utah was
la te r  named in  h is  honour )  i s  touch ing ,
almost endear ing. Deep in a red canyon
stands the bespeckled composer with a
black beret  poised neat ly on his head. He
is armed with a penci l  and notepad . . .
intent ly l is tening to the birds.

One of  the major f ru i ts of  th is f ie ld work
was 0rseouxexotiques (1955-6) for an od
hoc ensemble consist ing of  woodwinds,
brass, percussion and, of course, piano -

but no strings. Packed into this 16-minute
piece are the birdsongs of 48 different
species f rom India,  China, Malaysia,  and
especially the Americas.

"Birdsong,"  says 0undj ian,  "adds a k ind of
spir i tual i ty,  a heavenly qual i ty,  which
clearly exists for all of us on some level,
and for Messiaen on a very high level .  He
worshipped bird l i fe in a way, and the
world of  nature."

Sometimes just one bird is present, but
very often its melody is harmonized in a
thick oaral le l  texture that  colours what
otherwise would be a s imole tune. At
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harmon ic
l a n g u a g e

u s u a  l l y  h a s
embedded in  i t  a

c o m m o n  t r i a d  o r  a
derivative thereof," Forsyth

continues, referring to Messiaen's
favour i te chord,  the major t r iad wi th

an added sixth.  "This natural ly is going to
lead to an acoust ic ef fect  which br ings
things together.  l f  composers insist  on
evading and avoiding the perfect f ifth and
major third, then you're going to have
sounds which ser iously dis integrate in
front of your very ears."

Gary Kulesha, TS0 Composer-Advisor,
situates Messiaen's style in the French
tradi t ion.  "He is the heir  to Ravel  and
D e b u s s y  a n d  w a n t s  t o  i n h a b i t  t h a t
ravishingly beaut i fu l  sound-world.  He's
a lso  a  g rea t  me lod is t .  H is  me lod ies ,
when he lets them loose, are real ly qui te
stunning. Turongoli lo is full of gorgeous
melodies."

In the 1950s, Messiaen began to explore
deeply his fascinat ion wi th nature's own
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mundane beat."  In a way, we are asked to
revel  in chords themselves, even i f  just
one at  a t ime. " l t 's  l ike eight pages of  the
sun l igh t  coming in to  the  church , "  says
Kulesha, l ikening the ef fect  to passages
from Proust.

But th is sense of  t imelessness. of  the
"eternal  wi th in the temporal" ,  as Messiaen
scholar Paul  Gr i f f i ths puts i t ,  is  of ten
juxtaposed with v io lent outbursts,  f lurr ies
of notes, and rhythmic activity. In faster
passages,  Mess iaen 's  m us ic  i s  ra  re ly
p r e d i c t a b l e :  t h e  p u l s e  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y
interrupted and renewed. For Messiaen,
r h y t h m i c  m u s i c  m e a n t  " m u s i c  t h a t
eschews repet i t ion,  bar l ines,  and equal
d i v i s i o n s ,  t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  t a k e s  i t s
inso i ra t ion  f rom the  movements  o f
nature,  movements that  are f ree and
unequa l  in  length . "

-t

other t imes, many birds s ing together,
thus creat ing,  in the composer 's words,
"an enormous counterpoint  of  b i rdsong".

The counterpoint  is  of ten so dense, and
the harmonizat ion so sty l ized, however,
that  a l is tener might occasional ly have
di f f icul ty recogniz ing any birds at  a l l .  An
ear ly biographer even wondered whether
we hear Messiaen singing l ike a bird -  or
the birds s inging l ike Messiaen.

"That 's al l  r ight  because the sound of
birds,  af ter  a l l ,  is  more complex than we
real ize.  We sometimes forget that  there
has  ac tua l l y  a lways  been qu i te  a  lo t  o f
complexi ty in the sounds around US,"
observes 0undjian. "Today, there's the
sound of traffic, of subways, of leaves and
w i n d  a n d  t h u n d e r ,  t h e  s o u n d  o f  m a n y
di f ferent birds,  especial ly c lose to dusk.

The sound of  b i rds can be incredibly
chaot ic:  a f lock suddenly leaving a t ree.
W e  h e a r  c h a o t i c  s o u n d s  i n  n a t u r e  a n d ,
in a way, we come to the concert  hal l
expec t ing  to  hear  o rgan ized sound.
What 's fascinat ing about Messiaen is that
he  incoroora tes  tha t  k ind  o f  na tura l
chaos  in to  a  fo rmal  mus ica l  se t t ing ,  bu t
organizes i t  in such a way that i t  has a
real  context  and deep meaning."

In 1962, three years af ter  the death of
his f i rst  wi fe,  Messiaen marr ied Lor iod,
w i th  whom he had been cu l t i va t ing  a
professional  and personal  re lat ionship for
nearlv two decades. Couleurs de lo Cite
Ce/este (1963) is another work for od hoc
ensemble :a lso  w i thout  s t r ings ,  i t  i s  scored
for piano, c lar inets,  brass,  and percussion.
Al though the piece br ings together many
e lements  o f  Mess iaen 's  mus ica l  language

-  inc lud ing  p la inchant ,  H indu rhy thms,
and even birdsong ( l is ten for the Western
Meadowlark, native to Canada) - Couleurs,
as i ts t i t le suggests,  is  about colour
(espec ia l l y  harmon ic  and ins t rumenta l
colour)  and i ts relat ionship to the unfolding
of t ime. "The work does not end, having
never real ly begun,"  wrote Messiaen. " l t
turns on i tsel f ,  inter lacing i ts temporal
blocks l ike the rose-window of a cathedral
wi th i ts v iv id invis ib le colours."

This preoccupat ion wi th the percept ion of
t ime began with his f i rst  publ ished work.
Le Bonquet ce/esfe (1928) for organ is
only 25 bars long but,  at  i ts  very s low
tempo, lasts s ix minutes.  "He forces us to
rethink our not ion of  t ime,"  wr i tes the
Messiaen scholar Roger Nichols,  "so that
we hear  the  log ic  o f  harmony and melody
but wi thout feel inq ourselves t ied to a
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Becuase of  these breakthroughs,  Kulesha
cons ide rs  Mess iaen  "one  o f  t he  g  rea t
l iberators  o f  rhy thm".  He br ie f ly  toyed
w i t h  s e r i a l i s t  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  i n
Da rms tad t  i n  1949  -  so  success fu l l y ,  i n
fac t ,  t ha t  he  i nadve r ten t l y  se t  t he  l i kes  o f
Bou lez  and  S tockhausen  down  the  pa th

o f  t o ta l  se r i a l i sm ,  a  movemen t  t ha t  came
to  dom ina te  new  mus i c  w i t h  an  i r on  f i s t
for  decades.  Mess iaen,  however ,  remained
steadfast  to  h is  own pr inc ip les,  re fus ing
to  g i ve  up  consonance  and  beau ty  i n
mus i c .

"He  ca r r i ed  on  de f i an t l y ,  i gno r i ng  whe re
everybody seemed to  be tak ing music  a t
the t ime,"  observes Forsyth .  "He s tood
apa r t ,  appa ren t l y  sw imming  aga ins t  t he
cu r ren t .  And  one  has  t o  adm i re  h im  fo r  i t . "

A  me tapho r  t ha t  c ropped  up  aga in  and
aga in  when  Mess iaen  d i scussed  h i s  own
mus i c  was  t he  beau ty  o f  s ta i ned  g lass ,
wh i ch ,  l i ke  " rea l  mus i c " ,  one  doesn ' t  need
to  unde rs tand  i n te l l ec tua l l y  t o  app rec ia te
- i t  i s  enough  to  " f ee l "  i t .

"Sta ined g lass is  one of  the most  wonder fu l
c rea t i ons  o f  man , "  exp la i ned  Mess iaen .
"You  a re  ove rwhe lmed .  And  I  t h i nk  t h i s  i s
t he  beg inn ing  o f  Pa rad i se ,  because  i n
Pa rad i se  we  a re  ove rwhe lmed .  We  don ' t
unde rs tand  God ,  bu t  we  w i l l  beg in  t o  see
H i m  a  l i t t l e . "

For  the TS0's  New Creat ions Fest iva l ,
add i t i ona l  so lo i s t s  i nc l ude  Pe te r  Se rk i n
and  Marc -And re  Hame l i n  (p i ano )  and  Jean
Laurendeau (ondes Mor tenot ) .  0undj ian
wi l l  conduct  Turongol i lo ,  whi le  the Dutch

conduc to r  Re inbe r t  de  Leeuw w i l l  l ead
three other  works by Mess iaen.

T h e  F e s t i v a l ' s  s e c o n d  t h e m e  i s  t h e
contemporary  keyboard concer to  -  the
"keyboard", here, to be understood broadly.

I n  add i t i on  t o  a  p i ano  conce r to  by  Esa -
Pekka Salonen and a concer to  for  p iano

t r io  and orchest ra  by Vancouver 's  Jef f rey
R y a n ,  u n d e r  t h i s  r u b r i c  w i l l  a l s o  a p p e a r
c o n c e r t o s  f o r  a n  u n u s u a l  b u n c h :  t h e
accord ion (Forsyth) ,  the organ (0uebec 's

Jacques  He tu ) ,  t he  ha rps i cho rd  (Ph i l i p

G lass ) ,  and  a  ra re  appea rance  o f  t he
ondes Mor tenot  in  two Mess iaen works.

"We t ry  to  open the door  to  the ent i re  wor ld
fo r  To ron to , "  exp la i ns  Ku lesha ,  desc r i b i ng
the Fest iva l 's  mandate.  "We cover  a  broad
spec t rum o f  i n te rna t i ona l  con ten t  and ,
aesthet ica l ly  cover  a  Io t  o f  bases."

A l t hough  the re  i s  no  i n tended  connec t i on
b e t w e e n  M e s s i a e n  a n d  t h e  r o s t e r  o f
k e y b o a r d  c o n c e r t o s  ( a p a r t  f r o m  t h e
cent ra l i ty  o f  the keyboard to  Mess iaen 's
work) ,  some of  the new works,  to  a  greater
n r  l e< , se r  deo ree  hea r  h r s  i n f l  uence .u r : r , r ! r  v \ L

Forsy th ,  fo r  ins tance,  p roud ly  ident i f ies
w i t h  a s n e c t s  o f  M e s s i a e n ' s  h a  r m o n  i c
l a n g u a g e .  " C h o r d s ,  c h o r d s ,  a b s o l u t e l y
chords!"  exclaims Forsyth.  "Those compound
d o m i n a n t s  a n d  b i t o n a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s
s h o t  t h r o u g h  w i t h  c o n s o n a n c e  h a v e
in f luenced me very  s t rong ly .  H is  chords
could be compl icated but always beaut i fu l
sound ing . "

Th is  approach to  harmony appears  in  the
s low second movement  o f  Forsy th 's
Accordion Concerto.  " l t 's  a piece about
harmony.  A  p iece  about  the  dominant -
seventh  chord . "  S t radd l ing  th is  med i ta t ion
on a  s ing le  chord  are  two cont ras t ing
movements:  a f iery,  v i r tuosic opener;  and
a c los ing  dance insp i red  by  the  rumba.

jacques Hetu ,  who s tud ied  w i th  Mess iaen
in  Par is  in '1962-3 ,  i s  l i kewise  a t t rac ted  to
certain elements of  Messiaen's harmony,
par t i cu la r ly  the  symmet r ica l  oc ta ton ic
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scale that  Messiaen used so abundant ly.
For Hetu,  who considers himsel f  a tonal
composer, the attraction of this scale is
s imp le :  f rom i t  he  can der ive  some o f
h is  favour i te  chords .  These chords  roo t
h i s  m u s i c  i n  t o n a l i t y  e v e n  w h e n  h e
sometimes strays off course" by writ ing
atonal melodies. Hetu's form, however, is
decidedly classical, evident by some of
the movement tit les in his Concerto for
0rgan: the second is a Scherzo; the fifth,
a Rondo.

"l treat the organ as a 'second orchestra'
that  engages the orchestra in a dialogue,"
he explains. "The two are very powerful
and l fea ture  bo th :  in  conf ron ta t ion ,
s imultaneously and in conversat ion."  The
concerto is Hetu's special  domain:  he has
wri t ten 17.

Thanks to the support of the Canada
Counci l  for  the Arts,  the TSO's New
Creations Festival is able to attract some
of the world's best performers, including
Alexander Sevastian (who plays accordion

with Ouartetto Gelato) and 0livier Latry
(Ti tu lar  0rganist  of  the Cathedral  de
Not re-Dame de Par is ) .  The eminent
G r y p h o n  T r i o  w i l l  p r e m i e r e  R y a n ' s
concerto, Equiloterol, a co-commission of
the T50 and the Vancouver Symphony
0rchestra.

Two other recent keyboard concertos
round of f  the programme; both wi l l  be
Canadian premieres. The first is the new
piano concerto by Esa-Pekka Salonen, Los
Angeles Phi lharmonic Music Director and
an equa l ly  d is t ingu ished composer .  0ne
cr i t ic  has gushed that the concerto
"scarcely ever stops for breath as lazz
riffs, neoclassical techniques, synthetic
folk lore,  b i rd cal ls o /o Messiaen, and at
leas t  one b ig  Rachmanino f f  tune
eager ly c lamour for  at tent ion."  Yef im
Bronfman, who premiered the work wi th
the New York Phi lharmonic last  year,  wi l l
join the TS0 as soloist. The other work is
by  supers ta r  Amer ican min ima l is t  Ph i l ip
Glass: a concerto for harpsichord with
Anthony Newman -  dubbed " the high
priest of Bach" by Wynton Marsalis - as
soloist.

The New Creations Festival (April 9-17,
2008) offers a rare opportunity not only
to get acquainted with a diversi ty of
new mus ic  bu t  a lso  to  exp lo re  the  w ide
pa le t te  o f  co lour  ava i lab le  to  the  fami ly
of  keyboard instruments.  Hammers wi l l
s t r ike str ings and qui l ls  wi l l  p/uck them;
wind wi l l  cause metal  reeds and air
columns in pipes to vibrote. And do not
miss the ethereal  e lectronic sound of
the ondes Mortenot, a radio-l ike beat-
frequency oscil lator that, in Messiaen's
Turongolilo, has been likened to the voice
of a Goddess. .

Robert Riual is a composer and music wrtter
liuing in Toronto. www.robertiual.com
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