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Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992)

The music of Messiaen is overpowering and seductive. It delights the senses and challenges the mind, calling forth emotions both peaceful and violent. It dissolves time into a floating state and creates a multidimensional space of subtle sounds, harmonic colours, and melodic movement. The music of Messiaen encompasses great contrasts, from luscious harmonies to harsh cacophonic effects. Simple melodies stand side by side with complex music in many layers. His music possesses delicate nuances and provocative clashes, and tones that rise to extreme heights and fall to bottomless depths.

Messiaen’s Trois Mélodies and the song cycle Harawi both deal with the loss of a beloved person. The composer wrote the texts in conjunction with the music, establishing a coherent creative process. ”I am not a poet”, Messiaen said. But his mother, Cécile Sauvage, was a poet. Before Oliver was born, she wrote the collection of poems L’Âme en bourgeon  (The Soul in Bud), predicting her son’s future enthusiasm for music and birdsong. Even though his mother was not a believer, Messiaen grew up as a convinced and devout Catholic. 

Trois Mélodies (1930)

Cécile Sauvage died in 1927, forty years old, and three years later Messiaen wrote Trois Mélodies in memory of her, enclosing her poem The Smile between two texts of his own. Messiaen’s setting of The Smile is intimate and delicate as the poem, ”Like a kiss on the soul”. The first song, Why?, evolves from ingenuous simplicity to passionate expression, presenting the delights of nature, birds, light, water, sky, flowers, and lamenting their passing charm. The final song, The lost fiancée is a vivid imagination of Cécile as a young and innocent bride, and a serene prayer that Jesus may grant her mercy and repose after death.

In these three melodies, the 21-year old composer was on his way from the French tradition of Debussy and Fauré to a musical language of his own. He coloured the songs with the harmonies of the octatonic mode of alternating semitones and tones, which he adopted as one of his ”modes of limited transpositions”. 

These modes were Messiaen’s important personal discovery. Out of the 12 tones in the chromatic scale, he selected patterns of 6, 8, 9 or 10 tones which repeat themselves after a limited number of transpositions on the keyboard. These modes became the sources of Messiaen’s refined and powerful melodies and characteristic colourful harmonies.

Harawi. Song of Love and Death (1945)

Harawi is a cycle of 12 songs, portraying an overwhelming love that is fulfilled in death. Messiaen drew on several sources of inspiration for this work. He studied the folk music of the Andes Mountains in a collection of Peruvian folk melodies. The Andes Mountains were unknown to Messiaen, but the grandeur of the French Alps had made a huge impact on him since his childhood. He admired the operas of Richard Wagner, not in the least the love story of Tristan and Isolde. He was a great reader of the French surrealist poets Pierre Reverdy and Paul Éluard, and he studied Hindu mythology and books of astronomy. As a French soldier in the Second World War, Messiaen experienced menacing death, and suffered hunger and cold as a prisoner of war. As a composer, he developed his skill and technique in numerous works for orchestra, organ, piano and voice, in particular the modes of limited transpositions and the additive rhythms, which impart a sense of flexible and floating time by avoiding fixed metre. 

From his sources, Messiaen selects melodies, words, images and ideas in a very personal way. Harawi is a type of Peruvian folk song, often dealing with unhappy or lost love, sometimes combined with a longing for death. Messiaen selects a few of these songs, adapts their melodies to his own modes and rhythms, and integrates them in the European myth of Tristan and Isolde, the story of irresistible love that leads to death. From song texts in the indigenous quechua language, he picks out well-sounding words like toungou, mahipipas, kahipipas  and  doundou chil, the latter an imitation of the sound of ankle-bells in dance. He also adopts the Peruvian girl’s name Piroutcha, green as the colour of hope, and the dove as a symbol of the beloved. 

Messiaen’s texts are surrealistic poems in the sense that words, concepts and images combine and clash in an unusual and unexpected manner. Yet every text is a significant contribution to the unfolding of the tragic love story. These are the tvelwe songs of Harawi:

1. The town that slept, you

A tender prelude to the song cycle, recited extremely slowly, evoking memories of past, disappearing love. The beloved one is receding into a distant state of dream and sleep, inaccessible to the lover’s gaze.

La violette double is a symbol of love, borrowed from the refrain of a French folk song, in which a nightingale is sent as a messenger to the castle of love.

The bank at midnight hints at a scene in act II of Wagners Tristan and Isolde, where the lovers recline on a grassy bank.

2. Good morning, green dove

The story begins with a song of love in its fullest bloom. The young girl is greeted as a dove descending from the sky, clad in the green colour of hope, and as a limpid pearl, born out of the water. The lovers are so closely linked to each other that they share a common shadow, and their love is celebrated by the joy of brilliant birdsong. 

This song represents the main theme of love, which has its origin in a Peruvian song. The theme returns in songs no. 7 and 12.  

3. Mountains

The awe-inspiring grandeur of hard and massive mountains is depicted by the sharp rhythms of a shrill piano, tumbling down in darkness to meet the singer in her low range. And the view into the depths of abysses evokes feelings of chaotic vertigo, mirrored in the rotating motion of soaring piano chords.

4. Doundou chil

The young man performs a dance of courtship to the repeated syllables Doundou chil, imitating the sound of Peruvian ankle-bells. Catching sight of his beloved Piroutcha, he plunges into an ecstatic love song, which mixes pet names, quechua words, and the syllables of incantation mapa nama. The dance then grows to a climax, accompanied by rapid birdsong.

5. The love of Piroutcha

A dialogue unfolds between the young girl and the young man. She sings a lullaby, inviting him to lull her in his arms. But he realizes that their love can only be fulfilled in death, and asks her to cut off his head.

6. Planetary repetition

A vision of a frightening universe, dramatized by contrasts between agitated cries and monotonous repetition in mysterious darkness. The love-death tragedy grows to cosmic dimensions, culminating in a dance of dizziness and fear, a nightmare of whirlwinds, winding stairs and a planet that devours everything in its rotation. 

In the mysterious incantations, Messiaen adds the word lila, a sanskrit word signifying the play of creative and destructive forces in the universe.

7. Farewell

The love song to the green dove is slowed down to a solemn song of parting and grief, accompanied by funereal bells and deep gong sounds. The lover recalls the vanished bliss and the love potion, and takes leave of his beloved. She was once light and fruit, heaven and earth, but now a desolate angel deprived of love’s breath.

In the myth of Tristan and Isolde, the magic potion evokes irresistible love which leads to death.

8. Syllables

A lucid memory of the departed beloved, and long stretches of ecstatic dancing incantation: pia pia pia pia pia pia pia doundou chil... to conjure up a new life with her after death, unfolding and flowering in heaven. 

Messiaen inserted significant allusions in the text of this song. The number five given to Piroutcha is the sacred number of the Hindu god Shiva, who has the power to conquer death. And the frenzied repetition of the single syllable pia pia pia... alludes to a Peruvian tale of a prince who is saved from mortal danger by the warning calls of monkeys.

9. The stair repeats, gestures of the sun

A fantasy of overwhelming love face to face with death, and after death. Let us invent the love of the world is the key phrase, reaching the top note of the whole song cycle in brilliant fortissimo. The bodily heartbeats of the beloved woman slow down and come to a standstill. But the presence of death has released a celebration of the joy of love, mixing blissful memories with ecstatic anticipation of paradisiac eternity. 

10. Love bird of a star

A dream of love under the starry sky, full of gentle birdsong, a union of earthly and celestial love. This song is inspired by a surrealist painting by Roland Penrose, Seeing is believing, which Messiaen had seen reproduced in an art journal. In the composer’s words: ”Two male hands reaching out, then a woman’s head upside down, her hair spreading out upwards from below, her brow, her eyes, her face, her neck, and then the rest of the woman is missing, or rather, she is continued in the sky and the stars. This picture is the symbol of the whole of Harawi”.

11. Katchikatchi the stars

A cosmic dance. Stars and atoms jump like grashoppers, katchikatchi in the quechua language. Flashing images appear in the expanding universe, and, as desired in the dialogue between Piroutcha and her lover in the fifth song, a head is cut off, rolling in its own blood.

12. In the dark

Death prevails. The green dove and the limpid pearl have sunk into darkness. The love theme is recited slowly and solemnly, interspersed with transparent piano sounds which move endlessly without direction, symbolic of eternity. Distant memories of love fade away. The sleeping city remains, but she is not there.   

Harawi bears no dedication, and the composer remained silent about the personal background of the work. However, Messiaen’s biography seems to indicate that he had his first wife, Claire Delbos, in mind while composing the song cycle. 

Claire Delbos was a composer and a skilled violinist. They married in 1932, and their son Pascal was born in 1937. But since 1943, Claire had shown signs of mental disorder due to a brain disease, and when the family spent the summer of 1945 together, and Messiaen was composing Harawi, he was seriously worried about her state of health. In all probability, Harawi is Messiaen’s passionate farewell to the earthly love he had enjoyed with Claire.

In his two earlier song cycles, Poèmes pour Mi (1936), and Chants de Terre et de Ciel (1938), Messiaen had celebrated marital love and the infancy of his son.

After Harawi, Messiaen remained absorbed in the Tristan myth. Harawi and his two subsequent works, the Turangalîla Symphony (1948) and Cinq Rechants for a cappella choir (1949) are known as his Tristan Trilogy. 
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