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Abstract 

This thesis explores the performance practice of three major works involving 

piano composed by Olivier Messiaen between 1940 and 1944. These are considered 

through a descriptive analysis of historic commercial recordings that are known to 

have been directly influenced by the composer, a survey of existing interview 

material and secondary sources, and interviews with selected leading exponents of 

Messiaen’s piano music.  

Many issues of interest are apparent in the historic recordings analysed. 

Some involve factors not accorded detail in the score, others depart from 

instructions in the score, and some appear to be permanently intended changes to 

the published score. This suggests that a well informed performance practice of this 

music requires consideration of many elements that extend beyond the instructions 

in the printed score.  

Comparisons of recordings by pianists who studied the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus with Messiaen, or with his primary exponent Yvonne Loriod, reveal 

that their approaches diverged in some significant ways on the playing of this solo 

work, but to a much lesser extent when playing Visions de l’Amen or the Quatuor 

pour la fin du Temps. This suggests that at some point Loriod began to perform and 

teach Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus in a more independent way, while Messiaen 

remained a guiding figure in rehearsals and recordings of the ensemble works. As a 

result, appropriate interpretation of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus may require 

consideration of the performances of pianists who worked on the repertoire directly 

with the composer. It is also evident that Messiaen genuinely intended the very slow 
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tempi in certain movements of the works studied, and that he encouraged full use of 

these tempi in performance. 
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Introduction 

 (i) Steven Osborne performing in Sydney 

Traditionally home to the early rounds of the Sydney International Piano 

Competition, Verbrugghen Hall is the major performance venue within the Sydney 

Conservatorium of Music. The Conservatorium is based in what was originally the 

Governor’s stables, built in the early decades of the British settlement in Sydney, 

and designed by the convict architect Francis Greenway. The building can be 

reached after a gentle walk along Macquarie St from Sydney’s Hyde Park, past state 

government offices, churches, and office buildings.  

I took this journey on foot in Sydney on the evening of August 23, 2014, to 

hear Steven Osborne perform the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus in a complete 

live performance. Osborne had already performed the work multiple times and 

recorded it for Hyperion Records (2002). He had also worked through the piece 

with Yvonne Loriod in around 2006 (S. Osborne, personal communication, 29 

October, 2013), and this was a factor noted in the publicity for his performance. It is 

difficult to imagine what goes through a performer’s mind in the moments before 

such a concert. Ahead is at least two hours of playing, some of which is of extreme 

difficulty, and there are no second takes.  

The audience that heard Osborne play that night filled the stalls of the 

auditorium, and Osborne was able to make full use of a clear yet resonant acoustic. 

From where I sat, with a clear sightline down the left-hand aisle to the piano 

keyboard, he did not at any point seem overwhelmed by the task of performing such 

a lengthy and challenging piece of music. While Osborne played from the score for 
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the performance, his intimate awareness of the score was clearly evident. Through 

all of the more gymnastic sections, including almost the entire Regard de l’Esprit de 

joie, he never looked at the score at all. Playing straight through the work without 

interval, without significant mishap, hesitation, or signs of weariness, the 

performance seemed to indicate an artist performing at their best. Osborne’s 

performance was convincing and faithful to the score, yet quite unlike Loriod’s 

performances in many aspects. This was explained to some extent in discussion 

with Osborne when he talked about his experiences with Loriod and his own 

approach to the repertoire. 

As interviews with Osborne and other artists provide research material 

throughout this thesis, it is important to begin by establishing the significance 

within their field of the people interviewed, and to describe the context of the 

interviews. Interviews were conducted under differing conditions, and their context 

provides a background to understanding how the material has been used. To avoid 

disrupting the details of the research process and discussion of the studied repertoire 

(Chapter 1) this material is included in this introduction.  

(ii) Interviews 

I met Steven Osborne during October 2013 in Brisbane, after cellist Simon 

Cobcroft mentioned in a Quatuor pour la fin du Temps rehearsal that Osborne 

would soon be in town rehearsing with the Queensland Symphony Orchestra. I was 

able to make contact with him, and we arranged to meet in a nearby bistro. The 

interview with Osbourne was over lunch, attended also by my academic supervisor 

Stephen Emmerson, and it was friendly and open, which is perhaps typical of 
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Osborne. He has released recordings of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus (Hyperion 

Records CDA67351/2, 2002), and Visions de l’Amen with Martin Roscoe (Hyperion 

Records CDA67366, 2004). He has also performed the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps numerous times and so has a detailed knowledge of the works examined in 

this research. 

Steven Osborne was not the only world-class pianist I had the opportunity to 

interview for this research. Luckily, others who had first-hand experience of 

Messiaen and/or his wife Yvonne Loriod visited Brisbane during my research. Peter 

Serkin gave a solo recital in Brisbane on 10 May, 2015, on his way to Sydney to 

play Bartók’s third piano concerto with the Sydney Symphony Orchestra. He agreed 

to meet in the lobby of his hotel the day before his recital. 

The interview that followed was a revelation, as I had no prior concept of 

Serkin’s direct connection to Messiaen. This connection is not apparent in either 

Serkin’s biographical material or the wider literature on Messiaen. It is easy to 

assume that he might have learned Messiaen’s piano music from a distance, yet he 

revealed that he had played through Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus and Quatuor 

pour la fin du Temps with the composer, and met him and Loriod on numerous 

occasions. Serkin’s thoughtful responses and peaceful manner allowed us to cover 

many topics in just over an hour of discussion. One of Serkin’s recollections in 

particular gives a sense of the scope of both his and Messiaen’s activities over the 

years: 

C: Did you cross paths with them [Messiaen and Loriod] personally? 
 
P: Yes, many times. 
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C: In America? 
 
P: Not only. Here and there. Once I got off a bus in Tehran and I saw a sign 
advertising the Shiraz Festival [Shiraz-Persepolis Festival of Arts, Iran] and it said 
Olivier Messiaen will be there, Yvonne Loriod will perform, so I took another bus 
to Shiraz. Very long trip, which was a lot of fun. I heard a lot of Persian singing, 
beautiful long songs… 
 
C: And there they were? 
 
P: There they were, yes. I went up to him, I didn't introduce myself or anything like 
that, I don’t even think I said I was a pianist or a musician. In a djellaba and 
probably hadn’t bathed in a long time but never mind that. I was scruffy and kind of 
disgusting and he was impeccably polite, and friendly. Again, I appreciated her 
playing very much. It was a mixed program; Messiaen second half. The first half 
had Mozart, Debussy etudes, and other works. (P. Serkin, personal communication, 
May 9, 2015) 

 

The recital Serkin played the next day in Brisbane included a revelatory 

interpretation of the Mozart Sonata K310 as well as music by Carl Nielsen. In the 

1970s, Serkin recorded Messiaen’s Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus (RCA ARL3-

0759, 1976) (Grammy nominated), the Visions de l’Amen with Yuji Takahashi 

(RCA SX-2041, 1973), and Quatuor pour la fin du Temps as a member of the Tashi 

ensemble (RCA RL-11567, 1976) (Grammy nominated). 

Around the time Serkin was recording his Messiaen releases, Australian 

pianist Graham Williams had finished his doctoral thesis on Messiaen’s music at the 

University of Adelaide, and had subsequently begun studies with Messiaen and 

Loriod in Paris. In our interview he recounted his experience of being introduced to 

both Messiaen and Loriod in the following terms: 

When I got to Paris, everyone said ‘you’ll never meet Messiaen, it’s 

impossible’ so I just thought that’s fine. Mounier, Loriod’s assistant 

was called Germaine Mounier, and if you ever get the book, French 

pianism, she’s in there. She said straight away, you’ve got to meet 
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Yvonne, come on, went… they were all named after composers. 

Messiaen was in Salle Gounod, she was in Salle Massenet I think. 

She said ‘come on’, and I had a present for Messiaen, so this is ’73. I 

had a vinyl [LP disc] and a book of Australian birds, because I knew 

he never heard them, so I took them with me. I’ll go into all the 

detail; I walked into the room and Loriod looked up…we hit it off 

straight away, and I couldn’t speak French very well, I’d just arrived. 

I said I had a present for Messiaen, well, she took one look and said 

‘come with me’ and she took my hand, took me to the next door, 

stuck her head in and said something, and then pushed me in. It was 

Messiaen’s class. I just sat down and waited, and then he got up and 

went to the end of the piano and said something; I didn’t know what 

he said. One of the students said ‘Oh, Messiaen wants to speak with 

you’ and I went up, he was just being very polite. I said ‘I’ve got a 

present for you’ and handed it… he went off his tree, completely off 

his tree… and that did it, and he wanted to see my thesis. I said ‘can I 

come to your classes’ and he said ‘of course’ and after that I found 

out how difficult it was to get in, so I attended all those years. 

(G. Williams, personal communication, May 15, 2013) 

 

In addition to having been an active musician and piano teacher at the Elder 

Conservatorium in Adelaide, Dr Williams now runs a meditation retreat in the 

Adelaide Hills. When I heard that he was coming to Brisbane in May 2013 to speak 

at the Queensland Conservatorium’s Encounters: India festival at the invitation of 

composer Vincent Plush, I emailed him to request an interview. In his reply he 

mentioned that he was interested in visiting the Chenrezig Institute at Eudlo, north 

of Brisbane and so I offered to drive him there. As our interview took place while 

we drove an hour each way on the motorway to the Sunshine Coast, the interview 

with Dr Williams is the longest of those undertaken for this research.  
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Pierre-Laurent Aimard visited Australia in 2016, also to perform with the 

Sydney Symphony Orchestra, and he gave a recital of the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus while he was in the city. Close to both Messiaen and Loriod, and 

formally her student for 12 years, Aimard released his recordings of Messiaen’s 

music some years after he first played the music. His Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus recording was released on CD in 2000 (Teldec 3984-26868-2), even though 

Aimard had won the International Olivier Messiaen competition in 1973. I was able 

to speak with Aimard by telephone during a rehearsal break with the orchestra, so 

perhaps our conversation was more awkward than a face-to-face meeting, but he 

was very helpful and patient in discussing several key questions relating to Loriod’s 

playing, rhythm, rubato, and elements of his own decision making process. 

Another student at the Paris Conservatoire around the late 1960s to early 

1970s was Marielle Labèque. Although neither she nor her sister Katia formally 

studied with either Messiaen or Loriod, the composer was involved in their studying 

and recording the Visions de l’Amen for Erato in 1969 (STU 70567). This project 

was a significant factor in the launching of their international career as a piano duo. 

I spoke to Marielle Labèque on the telephone in July 2015. I did not know the 

extent of her English and so, before dawn, I rode my bike to the house of some 

friends who were native French speakers and called from there. I wanted them to be 

at hand in case issues of translation arose, but as with my conversation with Aimard, 

Labèque was able to communicate with me in fluent English. 

Not long after I began my candidature in 2012 I heard that Peter Hill was 

visiting the Queensland Conservatorium for a week of classes and a recital. After 
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contacting him to request an interview, an email conversation ensued. As he came 

to realise that I was researching Visions de l’Amen and had played the work—by 

chance we were familiar with different parts—he suggested we play it together. 

This was played as a lunchtime concert on 21 March, 2013 in the Queensland 

Conservatorium’s Ian Hanger Recital Hall, with the large, vibrant, and mostly 

student audience that such a concert attracts. The live recording of the performance 

accompanies this thesis. 

As a result, the interview with Peter Hill took place after we had spent three 

short rehearsals and a recital getting to understand each other, and I think this is 

reflected in the clarity and scope of the interview. Peter Hill has recorded the 

complete solo piano music of Messiaen under the guidance of the composer (1986–

91). He is also a leading international Messiaen scholar. Among other publications 

on the composer, he is the co-author of an authoritative biography of Messiaen (Hill 

& Simeone, 2007). His subsequent visit in 2017 enabled me to discuss my research 

during the writing of this thesis, and I am most grateful for his ongoing interest and 

enthusiasm. 

Another visitor to the Queensland Conservatorium, Roy Howat, made some 

time available on his visit in 2012 to speak with me. He has established an 

international reputation both as a scholar and performer of French piano music and 

so his perspective was of great interest and value in placing Messiaen’s work in a 

wider context.  

The last formal interview I undertook for this research was conducted with 

Michael Kieran Harvey. He has had extensive experience playing the composer’s 
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music including having recorded the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus (ABC 

Classics 462 767-2) in 1999. His first performance of that work was at the 

Concertgebouw, Amsterdam, on May 30, 1997. He has since also released the 

complete Catalogue d’Oiseaux (Move Records MD 3299, 2005). Harvey is an 

Adjunct Professor at the University of Tasmania, and a prolific recording artist and 

pianist known particularly for his performances of modern repertoire, especially 

contemporary Australian music. 

I had been in email contact about an interview with Harvey for some time, 

and we were waiting for an opportunity to meet somewhere convenient between the 

comparatively distant Australian cities of Hobart and Brisbane. In the end we talked 

on the phone shortly before he came to Brisbane to work on a project. As one might 

expect with compatriots, we had already met and been in some form of 

communication periodically over quite a few years.  

At this point it is important to underline that, unlike the other pianists 

interviewed who had some connection with Messiaen or Loriod, Michael Kieran 

Harvey had no contact with either Messiaen or Loriod in the preparation of his 

recordings or performances of Messiaen’s music. As such he offered a point of view 

quite distinct from theirs, but his views, like Howat’s, can provide a wider 

perspective on both the music, and the notion of its performance practice. 

(iii) The underestimation of Loriod 

Olivier Messiaen is the central protagonist in this research, but his 

compositions for piano would almost certainly have been an entirely different body 

of work without Yvonne Loriod. Her appearance and influence on Messiaen’s life 
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and work after the composition of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps in 1941 was both 

catalytic and permanent. It is not only her presence in the composer’s life that 

requires further research clarification, but it is an undeniable reality that a 

resounding majority of the notes played in any selection of recordings claiming to 

make up a history of performance practice in Messiaen’s piano music will have 

been played by Loriod.  

With the passage of time Loriod’s legacy as a teacher and advisor has 

extended her influence across generations of pianists. She also seems to have 

deliberately and without regret taken a supportive role to Messiaen’s artistic 

journey. There are remarkable oversights regarding the recognition of her 

significance. There exists no biography of Loriod even in French, and she was 

questionably omitted from the Great Pianists of the Twentieth Century project, 

released on 100 compact discs in 1999. While she was perhaps more focussed on 

Messiaen’s legacy than her own, her story is surely one that will be explored more 

fully over time. She even prefaced her early years by saying to Peter Hill she would 

‘keep it short because it’s not very interesting’ (Hill, 1995). 

Loriod began having piano lessons at the age of six, and asserted that she 

was considered gifted by the age of 11 (Hill, 1995). She commenced studies at the 

Paris Conservatoire on piano with Lazare Lévy and harmony with André Bloch. In 

the war years the Conservatoire reached a low point where they had 25 students, 

and only seven staff (Dingle, 2007). When both of her Jewish principal teachers 

were dismissed from the Conservatoire during the German occupation, Olivier 

Messiaen was Bloch’s replacement. 
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When Messiaen and Loriod first met on May 7, 1941, Loriod was shocked 

by Messiaen’s physical condition, even after a recovery period from his internment. 

Despite this she was clearly inspired by his teaching and piano playing (Dingle, 

2007).  

The lack of a published biography may simply represent the reality that 

Loriod met Messiaen when she was very young, and essentially every worthwhile 

biography of Messiaen is by default a co-biography of Loriod. She is present as 

student, interpreter, organiser, and eventually as life partner following the passing of 

Messiaen’s first wife, composer and violinist Claire Delbos, in 1959. However, 

Messiaen’s preference for privacy, mentioned in coming chapters, may have 

affected the extent to which Loriod’s life story is known. Many details of her life 

remain absent in the published literature on the composer. For example, even 

elements of her health issues are only mentioned in isolated places. Christopher 

Dingle is one of the first writers to include these issues in his biography of 

Messiaen, where he describes Loriod’s health crisis shortly after her marriage to 

Messiaen (Dingle, 2007). One of Loriod’s distinguished students, Matthew 

Schellhorn, relates in his obituary for her that Loriod was diabetic (Schellhorn, 

2011). A small piece of information like this can at first glance seem purely 

personal and unnecessary in this study, but it leaves the researcher to question, for 

example, if this might have affected her decisions relating to intermissions in 

performances of the lengthy Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus.  

One significant source of biographical material is Loriod’s extensive 

interview with Bruno Serrou, recorded in 2002 and available online as both a video 
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and transcript. In this interview she discusses many musical matters but also some 

important details. These include her teacher Lévy suggesting she might be able to 

‘decipher’ Messiaen’s Preludes as he couldn’t, that these preludes were her first 

contemporary music as performer, that her father would play the piano as she and 

her sisters went to sleep and woke in the morning, that her godmother gave her 

piano lessons ‘up to Beethoven’, and that she pranked German officers at her 

godmother’s house concerts during the occupation of Paris by playing 

Mendelssohn. As a Jewish composer, his music was banned (Serrou, 2002). Her 

technical development as a pianist was informed by playing ‘all 600’ Czerny 

studies, and as a student Loriod ‘loved Serkin, Rudolph Serkin, above all’ pianists 

(Serrou, 2002). Loriod is visible as a teacher in François Manceaux’s television 

documentary Yvonne Loriod: Pianist and Teacher (1991). While not a source of 

either detailed information or special advice on Messiaen’s music, the film portrays 

Messiaen and Loriod in each other’s company and is available on DVD. 

We also know that in Loriod’s earlier life she had an interest in composition, 

that she worked on the piano reduction for rehearsal of Messiaen’s opera about St 

Francis of Assisi, that after Messiaen’s death she published a book on the analysis 

of Ravel’s piano music in 2003, and completed Messiaen’s final work in progress, 

Concert à Quatre (Hill & Simeone, 2007). It is important to know that from Visions 

de l’Amen onwards, she was comprehensively involved in Messiaen’s artistic life. 

Theirs was also a rare case of a personal relationship between a composer and 

performer comparable only with Robert and Clara Schumann in the 19th century 

(Dingle, 2013) and perhaps Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears in the 20th. Also 
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worthy of note is Loriod’s involvement as a teacher of piano. Her student, Pierre-

Laurent Aimard, relates that she was ‘a phenomenal interpreter of this music, but 

the feeling was that it was necessary that the next generation would then absorb the 

piece [Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus], so there would be another generation of 

witnesses’ (Paget, 2016). 

Most succinctly, Loriod’s contribution may be summarised in the following 

terms: when Messiaen met her in 1941, he had written no solo works for piano since 

1932 (Dingle, 2007). After he heard Loriod play a program of music that included 

his Préludes, the nature of his creative output changed, and the piano came to play a 

central role in most of his subsequent music. The relationship between Messiaen 

and Loriod will be discussed in further chapters, but it was an intense partnership 

from the beginning. Messiaen said of Loriod that she played his music ‘like no one 

else plays it, or ever will play it’ (Dingle, 2013). She was even more direct, 

commenting that ‘Yvonne Loriod does not exist without Messiaen’ (Serrou, 2002).  
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Chapter 1: The Research Process 

‘Messiaen always told us what he wanted us to know.’ 

(M. Ball, personal communication, August 24, 2015) 

 

1.1 Research Aims  

This research aims to explore stylistic issues in performing the solo and 

ensemble piano music of Messiaen by seeking informed opinion through interview, 

to study elements in performance practice through analysis of historically 

significant recordings of the repertoire, and to provide some parameters and 

guidelines for performers. These guidelines would be of significant relevance to 

pianists engaged in solo or ensemble performance, recording, and teaching in the 

areas of keyboard studies, pedagogy, performance practice and musicology. 

Original research in this study takes the form of interview material, 

descriptive analysis of historic recordings, solo and collaborative live concert 

recordings of the works studied, and alignment of existing information through 

review of published sources. 

This research has explored the possibility of inconsistencies between 

Messiaen’s public comments and his actions as a teacher and performer and how 

this can be reconciled in practical terms. Further to this question is a consideration 

of the consistency of the stylistic information that can be gathered from the recorded 

performances Messiaen supervised or participated in, and the advice he gave others 

in private as related through the testimony of musicians who worked with the 

composer directly. This covers a spectrum between consistent performance 

practices and possibly legitimate alternatives.   
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1.2 Repertoire  

Composed and premiered within a five-year period, the three works 

involving piano examined in this research represent a prolific and arguably decisive 

period in the composer’s life. They are contemporaneous with his published treatise 

on his own compositional methods, Technique de mon langage musical (The 

Technique of My Musical Language, Messiaen, 1944). In terms of performance 

practice, they allow a greater depth of study through a more extensive history of 

performance, and catalogue of recordings, than is possible with his later works. 

Quatuor pour la fin du Temps (1941) for Violin, Clarinet, Cello, 

and Piano 

Movements: 

1. Liturgie de cristal (Crystal Liturgy) 

2. Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps (Vocalisation for 

the Angel who Announces the End of Time) 

3. Abîme des oiseaux (Abyss of Birds) Clarinet Solo 

4. Intermède (Interlude) for Violin, Clarinet, and Cello 

5. Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus (Praise to the Eternity of Jesus) 

6. Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes (Dance of Fury for the 

Seven Trumpets) 

7. Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps 

(Tangle of Rainbows, for the Angel who Announces the End of 

Time) 

8. Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus (Praise to the Immortality of 

Jesus).  
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Famously completed and premiered in a Nazi prison camp near Görlitz 

(Rischin, 2003) after Messiaen’s capture by the German army shortly after the 

outbreak of World War II, this work is crucial in the career of the composer. The 

events that led to his re-establishment in Paris, employment at the Paris 

Conservatoire, professional standing within the French artistic community and also 

his personal reputation can all be traced directly to this piece of music. 

 It also contains a number of traits that make it particularly suitable for 

research into rhythm and timing. Alluding to its title, it extends further into new 

territory for Messiaen in his treatment of time and all its divisions and potential 

modifications. It features as a clarinet solo the first sustained passage of notated 

birdsong (Abîme des oiseaux) in Messiaen’s music, a compositional feature that 

then colours all the major piano works that follow. The work also establishes his use 

of extremely slow tempi, particularly in the piano-accompanied solo movements for 

cello and violin: Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus and Louange à l’Immortalité de 

Jésus.  
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Visions de l’Amen (1943) for Two Pianos 

Movements: 

1. Amen de la Création (Amen of Creation) 

2. Amen des étoiles, de la planète à l’anneau (Amen of the Star and 

the Ringed Planet) 

3. Amen de l’agonie de Jésus (Amen of the Agony of Jesus) 

4. Amen du Désir (Amen of Desire) 

5. Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des Oiseaux (Amen of the 

Angels, Saints, and Birdsong) 

6. Amen du Jugement (Amen of Judgement) 

7. Amen de la consommation (Amen of Consummation) 

  

This two-piano work was commissioned, composed and premiered during 

the Nazi occupation of Paris (Simeone, 2000), and is Messiaen’s only composition 

for this instrumental combination. It was written with an unusual distribution of the 

material between the performers, as one piano primarily plays the thematic and 

expressive material and the other plays material that is generally decorative and 

atmospheric. The difficulties within each piano part, combined with the 

complexities of ensemble between the players, make this a work of great interest in 

the analysis of timing, most notably in two dance-like movements, Amen des Anges, 

des Saints, du chant des Oiseaux and Amen des étoiles, de la planète à l’anneau.  
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Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus (1944) for Solo Piano 

Movements: 

1. Regard du Père (Contemplation of the father) 

2. Regard de l’Étoile (Contemplation of the star) 

3. L’échange (The exchange) 

4. Regard de la Vierge (Contemplation of the Virgin) 

5. Regard du Fils sur le Fils (Contemplation of the son by the son) 

6. Par Lui tout a été fait (By Him all things were made) 

7. Regard de la croix (Contemplation of the cross) 

8. Regard des hauteurs (Contemplation of the heights) 

9. Regard du Temps (Contemplation of time) 

10. Regard de l’Esprit de joie (Contemplation of the spirit of joy) 

11. Première communion de la Vierge (The Annunciation) 

12. La parole toute-puissante (The Word) 

13. Noël (Christmas) 

14. Regard des Anges (Contemplation of the Angels) 

15. Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus (The kiss of the infant Jesus) 

16. Regard des prophètes, des bergers et des Mages (Contemplation of 

the prophets, the shepherds and the wise men) 

17. Regard du Silence (Contemplation of silence) 

18. Regard de l’Onction terrible (Contemplation of the Awesome 

Anointing) 

19. Je dors, mais mon cœur veille (I Sleep, but my heart watches) 

20. Regard de l’Église d’amour (Contemplation of the church of love) 
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This extended solo piano work was written from March through to 

September 1944. During this time the allied forces landed and fought their way to 

Paris (Seifert, 1989). Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus remains his most diverse and 

dramatic solo piano score. It contains extremely slow movements, highly rhythmic 

movements, extensive passages of very expressive writing, passages of birdsong, 

and requires from the pianist a level of technical virtuosity well beyond the scope of 

his previous piano writing, and virtually all the piano repertoire that existed at the 

time. 

1.3 Selected Recordings 

There has been acknowledgement over the years amongst Messiaen scholars 

that there needs to be more research on the performance practice of his music. 

(S. D. Anderson, 1999). There are some general guidelines for research being 

formulated however, particularly in relation to recordings. Andrew Shenton 

suggests that there may be a ‘spectrum of authenticity’ (2007, p. 171). He proposes 

a scale of involvement by which Messiaen’s impact on recordings can be 

categorised: 

1. Performed by the composer 

2. Directed/conducted by the composer 

3. Composer is present 

4. Approved by the composer 

5.  Recording by performers who worked with the composer 

6.  Recording by performers of the composer’s time and place. 

(Shenton, 2007, p. 169)  
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In researching performance practices of Messiaen’s piano works examined 

in this research, it is appropriate to focus primarily on the first three of these areas:  

1. Recordings of Messiaen himself performing in a 1956 recording of 

the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, and his recordings made with 

Yvonne Loriod of Visions de l’Amen in 1949 and 1962.  

2. Messiaen directly supervising and/or producing the recording in the 

studio in Yvonne Loriod’s recordings of the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus in 1956 and 1973, the movements she recorded on 

78 rpm for Pathé in the 1940s, a recording of the Quatuor pour la fin 

du Temps with Marie-Madeleine Petit made in 1963, a further 

recording of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps with Yvonne Loriod on 

piano in 1990, and the Visions de l’Amen recording made by Katia 

and Marielle Labèque in 1969.  

3. Messiaen was present at the capture of the recording of Yvonne 

Loriod’s live recording for broadcast (and later LP release) of Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus in 1985. 

		
The fifth classification is also considered in the last two chapters of this 

thesis, when the work of performers who have spent time on the music with 

Messiaen outside the recording studio is considered in comparison. While it is not 

discussed in this research, the recording of Visions de l’Amen by Martha Argerich 

and Alexandre Rabinovich (EMI CDC 7 54050 2, 1990) would be classified as a 

recording approved by Messiaen (Hill & Simeone, 2005, p. 374). The sixth category 
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is also not directly discussed, and also, pianists of Messiaen’s time and place who 

were interested in his music would most likely be those who sought his guidance 

anyway. Also considered is the work of two of Yvonne Loriod’s students. Specific 

recordings discussed in the later chapters include:  

	
1. A recording of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps that features Peter Serkin  

2. Recordings of Visions de l’Amen that feature Peter Serkin and Michel 

Béroff  

3. Recordings of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus that feature Peter 

Serkin, Peter Hill, Pierre-Laurent Aimard, and Michel Béroff. 

 

Commercially released recordings that benefitted from Messiaen’s direct 

involvement have been given preference rather than unreleased live recordings, as 

these commercial recordings carry some sense of agreement to its public release by 

the composer as well as the artist. It can be assumed that these recordings reflected 

the composer’s best possible intentions at the time, and that in each case, Messiaen 

was prepared for his work as a composer to be assessed through them. There is no 

indication in the current Messiaen literature that the composer in any way regretted 

or disavowed any of these listed recordings. Yvonne Loriod also gives some support 

to the study of recordings, at least for those featuring a composer, as she 

acknowledges the value of recordings of Debussy, ‘to put the record straight’ 

(Serrou, 2002). 
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 Of the eleven central historic recordings used during this research—those 

involving Messiaen, Loriod, the 1963 Quartet group, and the Labèque sisters—

seven were out of print at the start of the research period. Loriod’s 1956 Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus set was re-released by the Bibliothéque nationale de 

France in 2014, so this set, as well as the remaining recordings, were accessed by 

acquiring vintage discs through online auctions. The author offers apologies to the 

other bidder involved with a prolonged auction in order to acquire the only 78 rpm 

disc of Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus for Pathé that became publicly available during 

the research period. After the submission of this thesis, the set of historic recordings 

will be offered to the State Library of Queensland, Australia, to become part of their 

permanent music collection.  

1.4 Performances 

The author has performed the three studied works, which is evidenced by 

live concert recordings of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, Visions de l’Amen, and 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus included in the supplementary materials of this 

thesis. These were recorded during the candidature of the author, and as unaltered 

and unedited recordings they accurately reflect what took place in public recitals 

before a live audience. However, it should be clearly understood that these 

recordings are not an indication of recommendations for performance practice, or as 

resulting from the research process. They were recorded early in the research period 

(particularly in the case of the Visions de l’Amen with Peter Hill) and, as such, 

should be considered to be part of the methodology as a way to experience first-

hand the performance issues involved. Musicians who collaborated with the author 
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in these performances include Peter Hill (piano), Graeme Jennings (violin), Simon 

Cobcroft (cello), and Nicholas Harmsen (clarinet). The author is indebted to these 

musicians for their expertise and generosity, as well as recording engineer David 

Spearritt for recording the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus and Quatuor pour la fin 

du Temps, and the sound technology students of the Queensland Conservatorium, 

Griffith University, for recording the performance of Visions de l’Amen. 

 The immediate value of this process of rehearsal and performance is 

apparent in the descriptive analysis undertaken of the selected composer-influenced 

recordings. In such complex repertoire, a performer’s embedded awareness of the 

score enables the reliable and immediate awareness of unusual, altered, or 

unexpected occurrences in the recordings. To minimise any variation in the process 

of analysing recordings the same equipment has been used throughout the research. 

LP recordings have been played on the author’s system: Sansui P-D10 automatic 

direct drive turntable, Sansui AU-D55X integrated amplifier, and Sansui S-65 4–

way floor speakers. Compact Discs have been played on a Sony CDP-C315M, and 

78 rpm recordings and tracks used in graphic analyses were reduced to mp3 on a 

Teac LPU-190 turntable to USB unit. Further mp3 tracks used in graphic analysis 

were downloaded from iTunes on the same computer as the Sonic Visualizer 

software used for analysis, excepting Peter Hill’s Vingt Regard sur l’Enfant-Jésus 

recording which was sourced from www.theclassicalshop.net 

1.5 Interviews 

While the descriptive recording analysis as a research methodology is open 

to subjectivity, the elements noticed by the author have been carefully considered 
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over time, and many of the significant issues discussed with experienced exponents 

of the repertoire in semi-structured interviews. 

 As mentioned above, interviews have taken place with Pierre-Laurent 

Aimard, Michael Kieran Harvey, Peter Hill, Roy Howat, Marielle Labèque, Steven 

Osbourne, Peter Serkin, and Graham Williams. These interviewees (with the 

exception of Harvey and Howat) have had direct artistic contact with either Olivier 

Messiaen or Yvonne Loriod, or are acknowledged as leading exponents of the 

composer’s music. Interview recordings, and any resulting transcripts, have been 

stored securely by the researcher. Interviews have been conducted and information 

presented under the Griffith University ethical clearance guidelines. Approval for 

the research is attached as Appendix A. The author has also had follow-up email 

contact with most interviewees, and email correspondence with Malcolm Ball, 

Andrew Shenton, Charles Seifert, and Yuji Takahashi.  

 Beyond these elements of recorded media, performance, and interview, this 

discussion has been informed by the existing Messiaen literature. The historical and 

personal context of Messiaen and Loriod’s activities has become a significant part 

of the background to this study; contextual information at times informs the 

research, and at times becomes interlocked with the analysis of the issues. In 

interviews, information can be given which potentially alters the course of the 

research, or can be used to explain important concepts. 

 An example of an interview changing the course of the research is the 

discussion the author had with Peter Serkin. There is very little mention of Peter 

Serkin in the literature relating to Messiaen’s music, or references to Serkin 

interacting with the composer. For this reason, as mentioned above, it is easily 
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assumed that Serkin studied Messiaen’s music from the scores alone, before 

completing his landmark recordings of the studied works during the 1970s. In 

conversation, Serkin revealed that he knew Messiaen well, saw him regularly over a 

long period, and had worked through all of the music of Messiaen’s that he recorded 

with the composer during the preparation process (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 9, 2015). He was, at least in passing, a student of Messiaen’s, 

having received direct coaching and advice on the music. This is essential in placing 

the specific points Serkin makes about the music in context. Prior to this interview 

with Serkin it appeared that he was a pianist who had prepared and performed 

Messiaen’s music independently of the composer, but he proved to be a valuable 

source that provided many insights into the composer’s intentions for the music.  

As the research has progressed it has become increasingly difficult to 

separate the composer’s historical and personal context from the works he wrote, 

the recordings he made, and the commentary of interview subjects. The research 

methodology has both overlapped and integrated all the components involved. For 

this reason all of these threads are assimilated in the same body of text, beginning 

with chapters relating to Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, Visions de l’Amen, and 

Quatuor pour la fin du Temps respectively. This method has also enabled specific 

connections to be made that have not been highlighted previously in the available 

literature. When this situation arises the author has explored the area in sufficient 

depth to verify the point so that it can be added with confidence to the material that 

is available on the composer. Two significant examples are: a synthesis of the 

chronology of events that reveals the ongoing musical and personal connection 

between Messiaen and clarinettist Henri Akoka after the end of the war (as 
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discussed in Chapter 3), and the methods Messiaen used in the recording studio 

revealed by Marielle Labèque (as discussed in Chapter 3) and Guy Deplus (as 

discussed in Chapter 4).  



	

	 38	

1.6 Chronology of the Research  

The chapters discussing the three central musical works are presented in 

reverse chronological order. There are three reasons for this structure. Firstly, it 

allows the focus of performance practice issues to develop from solo piano work 

through to working with another pianist, to the challenges of a chamber ensemble. 

Secondly, the structure begins with an examination of Loriod’s 1985 recording of 

the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, and tracks towards an inevitable centre: 

Messiaen’s wartime incarceration, an event that Graham Williams believes 

permanently affected Messiaen’s ‘inner life’ (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013) and explains a great deal about the genesis of all 

three compositions. Thirdly, once commenced, this sequence progressed in tandem 

with the interviews conducted during candidature, so the interviews themselves 

were informed by, and their material interacted with, the progress of writing and 

research. Further to this reverse chronology is the structure of the discussion of each 

work. The Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus is discussed in terms of individual 

elements that are notable across three recordings by a single performer, Yvonne 

Loriod. The Visions de l’Amen chapter again discusses issues that can be noted in 

comparing two recordings by Messiaen and Loriod separated in time by more than a 

decade with a further recording that Messiaen supervised (the Labèque sisters). In 

discussing the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps through three recordings by different 

pianists (Messiaen, Serkin, and Loriod) working with a chamber ensemble, each 

movement of the work is considered as interpreted in each recording. 
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 By necessity, interviews were conducted whenever they were possible, 

rather than during a specific period of the research. They were occasionally 

unconfirmed until the very last minute, or developed from an unexpected 

opportunity. Further, it is truly remarkable that Peter Hill, Steven Osborne, and 

Peter Serkin all happened to visit Brisbane within the period of research. My 

experience has been that the interest the interview subjects have maintained in 

Messiaen’s music remains fresh even over many years, and that my capacity to 

discuss the music in intimate detail and without needing a score assisted greatly in 

the interview process. 

1.7 Existing Literature 

The study is indebted to a number of publications for the clarification of 

specific events, and for the most recent research material available: Peter Hill and 

Nigel Simeone’s Messiaen (2007), Rebecca Rischin’s For the End of Time (2003), 

and Christopher Dingle’s The Life of Messiaen (2007). Two landmark doctoral 

dissertations have been of great assistance through the research: Graham Williams 

thesis submitted to the University of Adelaide (1972) and Charles Seifert’s 

submitted to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (1989). These two 

scholars have assisted the author with clarification of issues, rare printed materials, 

and further discussion through the research period. Prior discussion and analysis of 

Messiaen’s piano playing has been published in the form of book chapters by Peter 

Hill in 2007 (Messiaen recorded: Quatre etudes de rythme), and Christopher Dingle 

(Messiaen as Pianist: a Romantic in a Modernist World) in 2014.  
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 Further published material that has informed this study includes the writing 

of Andrew Shenton in Messiaen Studies (Shenton, 2007). Published interviews with 

the composer also exist, conducted by Claude Samuel and Antoine Goléa, although 

these are lacking in substantive contributions to the area of performance practice 

and recording. The key studies on the three compositions under consideration 

comprise Rebecca Rischin’s study of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps published in 

2003, and Charles Seifert’s 1989 doctoral dissertation on the context and genesis of 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. Alan Gerald Ngim’s brief 1997 study of the 

recordings of the Visions de l’Amen provides some beginnings in examining the 

historic recordings made of the piece, although it is partly based on an incorrect 

assumption that Peter Hill studied this work with Messiaen prior to his commercial 

studio recording with Benjamin Frith. Studies of the times in which the pieces were 

written exist in the form of Nigel Simeone’s article on the Concerts de la Pléiade in 

Music and Letters (2000). Useful historical publications include A Good Place to 

Hide by Peter Grose (2014) and The Secret History of Paris by Andrew Hussey 

(2006). 

 1.8 Approaching Historical Recordings 

Detailed considerations of historic recordings were made with the score to 

discern points of interest for discussion. For each case study composition, three 

complete recordings involving confirmed direct in-studio input by Messiaen were 

available to triangulate performance practice concepts. Where it was of value to 

compare the tempi of recordings, particularly of Yvonne Loriod’s various Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus recordings, metronome speeds were checked using the 



	

	 41	

Steinway & Sons metronome application for iPhone and iPad. Examples used in 

discussion were double checked, and, where possible, submitted to one of the 

interviewees in person or by email for further comment. 

 Often the points made relate to very specific details. Two examples are: a 

decrescendo Messiaen removed from Quatuor pour la fin du Temps that was 

confirmed by Peter Serkin, and the composer’s allowance of freedom between the 

piano parts in Amen de la Création of the Visions de l’Amen that was confirmed by 

Peter Hill. 

1.9 Thesis Structure 

Following the introduction, this opening chapter, and a chapter discussing 

each major work, a brief section (Intermède as listed in the Contents) discusses 

recommendations for the most appropriate placement of performance breaks in 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. Chapter Five discusses the possibility that 

Messiaen and Loriod may have passed on differing concepts of the music in their 

teaching. This chapter compares the recordings of selected musicians who studied 

the music with each of them through tempi, and by applying performance markers 

present in Loriod’s playing that may not be present in the recordings of musicians 

who consulted Messiaen directly. Chapter Six considers Messiaen’s use of very 

slow tempi, and compares his own recordings and apparent influence on the tempo 

choice in other performances to provide possible direction for performance 

preparation of these pieces.  
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Chapter Seven concludes the thesis with a discussion of principal findings of 

the research, some wider artistic ideas that have arisen from the research, and draws 

together the essential subject material of the research project. 

Appendix B provides itemised practical recommendations for score 

interpretation and performance that have been mentioned in the thesis. For example, 

the acceleration in tempo through Amen de la Création from Visions de l’Amen is 

consistent across the recordings considered and provides an example of a 

performance recommendation, while Yvonne Loriod’s interpretation of the repeated 

rhythmic pattern in L’échange from Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus provides three 

possible methods of performance that are each worthy of consideration by a 

performer in order to make an informed stylistic decision. 

1.10 The Challenges of the Repertoire and Messiaen’s 

Legacy  

Preparing a Messiaen score is a daunting process for any pianist. The score 

of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, for example, is 177 pages long, and contains 

material that is both technically and musically challenging, at times in the extreme, 

and ultimately is an exercise in both mental and physical endurance if the entire set 

of twenty movements is performed together. 

 The frequency with which these particular works are performed seems to be 

increasing, as evidenced by the significant number of commercial releases that 

follow the very few that appeared up until the end of the 1980s. Until 1969 only 

Yvonne Loriod’s initial complete recording of the music was available. Currently 

iTunes lists 15 recordings, which does not include some of those available 
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commercially, Peter Hill’s (1993) and Paul Kim’s (2002) versions for example. 

Still, a pianist embarking on learning the work is probably preparing it with limited 

access to informed performance practice. The tools they have to manage the task, 

other than the score, are recordings, several biographies, and a few lightly analytical 

books published during Messiaen’s lifetime. Books such as those by Paul Griffiths 

(1985), Roger Nichols (1975), and Robert Sherlaw Johnson (1975), contain brief 

analytical surveys of Messiaen’s music, which devote only a few pages to each 

major score. These sources do not comprise any real guide to the repertoire in terms 

of performance practice, the context or genesis of the music, or comprehensive 

exploration of it. 

 Messiaen passed away in 1992, and Yvonne Loriod died in 2010. While 

they were both teachers at the Paris Conservatoire, and widely travelled, not a great 

deal of their specific advice about performance practice has found its way into the 

public arena. What commentary there is takes the form of this kind of general and 

seemingly contradictory statement: ‘One must reproduce the musical text exactly, 

but not play like a stone’ (Gillock, 2010, p. 9). It is suggested that the composer 

pursued four governing aims in his composition: teaching birdsong to urban 

dwellers, linking colour to music, attuning music to the rhythms of nature, and 

communicating the mysteries of Christ (Coleman, 2008). A significant genre of 

research explores these vital areas of symbolism, theology, and Messiaen’s personal 

experience of colour. This gives a more philosophical sense of the composer’s 

work, rather than guidance for specific matters of interpretation or technical 

execution as considered in this thesis. An example of this area of research is Siglind 
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Bruhn’s recent philosophical and analytical study: Musical Symbols of Faith in the 

Two Great Piano Cycles of the 1940s (Bruhn, 2007). 

 A key point of confusion for the pianist is the widely promoted idea that his 

music should avoid all affectation, rubato, and interference with the metronome 

marks set by the composer: means of expression that are routinely employed to 

individually differentiate the interpretation of piano repertoire. Yvonne Loriod 

insisted on ‘complete fidelity to Messiaen’s text’ in her interview with Peter Hill for 

The Messiaen Companion (Hill, 1995, p. 287), and made the same approach clear in 

writing to Charles Seifert (Seifert, 1989). She went so far as to say that Messiaen 

would not tolerate rubato, and that it ‘kills’ rhythm (Rischin, 2003, p. 124). 

Interestingly, comments from Messiaen himself that might confirm this approach 

are elusive, for example, in interviews like the published one with Claude Samuel 

(Samuel, 1976), which is the standard source for Messiaen’s own words about his 

music.  

Something that is not generally understood is that Samuel was neither a 

scholar nor a professional journalist having an objective conversation with the 

composer. Samuel, in one of his professional activities as revealed by Malcolm 

Ball, was an employee and artist liaison with Véga records. Véga records were 

Messiaen’s main recording label through the 1960s and it is possible that Samuel 

was involved with some of Messiaen’s recordings at a production level (M. Ball, 

personal communication, August 24, 2015). As a result we have to treat these 

interviews carefully, because they may be indicative of Messiaen’s genuine 

thoughts at best, scripted at worst, but a public relations exercise to at least some 
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extent. A couple of specific examples of questionable comments in these interviews 

include Messiaen’s assertion (in 1967) that he had never used a tape recorder to 

record birdsong (Samuel, 1976, p. 13) even though film exists of him apparently 

doing so, and that he never wrote a concerto for piano (Samuel, 1976, p. 75). A 

concerto almost finished for Debussy’s centenary in 1962 was recently found and 

performed by Roger Muraro in Tokyo on 23 June, 2017. Although it is later in 

Messiaen’s career, Loriod recalled recording many tapes of birdsong in New 

Caledonia in preparation for the Opera Saint François d’Assise (1983), and was able 

to discuss in detail the fairly complex methods used to make successful recordings 

(Serrou, 2002). In addition to Samuel’s connection to Véga records, Loriod speaks 

of his involvement in the running of the Messiaen competition, founded in 1967 

(Serrou, 2002). Is quite possible that Samuel recorded Messiaen’s responses 

accurately and in good faith, although Samuel’s extensive professional connections 

to Messiaen should be considered. 

 While the consistency and relevance of Messiaen’s public stance regarding 

this ‘fidelity’ to the musical text is a recurring issue in this thesis, it should be noted 

that in answer to a following question in her published interview with Peter Hill, 

Loriod does mention the possibility of new editions of her husband’s works with 

revised metronome markings. Nonetheless, Loriod suggests that tempi can 

legitimately vary according to the temperament of the musician playing (Hill, 1995, 

p. 288). 

 Peter Hill has stated that ‘we all play it [Messiaen’s music] at different 

speeds’ and that with Messiaen there was ‘no objectivity’ in his view of his own 

work, and even that of other composers (specifically Stravinsky), and that all his 
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words should be viewed ‘through the lens of his [Messiaen’s] own creative agenda’ 

(P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). The selective nature of 

Messiaen’s published commentary has been referred to in the course of this research 

by composer Vincent Plush and Messiaen specialists Malcolm Ball, Peter Hill, and 

Graham Williams, leading to a sense that the composer’s public words may well 

have been scripted and his private words much more revealing and practical. 

 While the composer and his wife have passed away, some of their students 

and colleagues continue to be active as exponents of their work. People who knew 

him may be freer to discuss performance concepts, to pass on their memories and 

experience, and even depart from the orthodoxy of the composer’s comments. This 

practical knowledge includes mention of the techniques that make the music more 

playable: re-workings of material between the pianist’s hands, effective mechanisms 

for ensemble playing and difficult passages, and spontaneous admissions and 

concessions that can help enable the transmission of Messiaen’s scores into 

informed and effective performances.  
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1.11 Approaching a More Informed Performance 

Practice 

It is timely to collect these threads, and they might be best collected by a 

musician who has intimate familiarity with the music through performance to 

identify them as they are manifest in recordings and discussion. I believe that the 

recordings studied reveal issues that would not be immediately obvious to someone 

who has not practiced the same passage repeatedly. For example, alterations to the 

notated rhythm can be made for practical reasons that would only be apparent to a 

pianist who has played the music.  

One clear instance appears in Loriod’s recordings, specifically in Regard de 

l’étoile of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. In the 26th bar of Regard de l’Étoile 

Loriod displaces the left and right hands in such a way that two extra semiquaver 

pulses are added to the bar; at two places in the bar the hands should play 

simultaneously, yet Loriod plays the left hand material, then the right (Noble, 2013). 

It is highly likely that this relates solely to Yvonne Loriod’s hand size, that the hand 

stretch in this material necessitated the change. While this seems straightforward, it 

is hard to imagine that such an issue would not appear more frequently through 

Messiaen’s scores of the 1940s. There are larger intervals elsewhere in the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus that Loriod handles without rhythmic alteration. Still, 

there remains a sense that rhythm in Messiaen’s music must be strictly adhered to. 

Interestingly, in a performance in Sydney of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, 

(further discussed in the conclusion of this thesis) Pierre-Laurent Aimard, Loriod’s 

student, played this particular passage in the same way as Loriod with the same 
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rhythmic adjustment. It did not seem necessary in the context of his own hand size, 

while watching him play. There is a sense of parallel realities: the work in its ideal 

form, and then in its practical manifestation. 

Beyond the personal stories and ideas, the current literature on Olivier 

Messiaen is problematic in several respects. Key texts in French by Harry Halbreich 

(1980) and Antoine Goléa (1961) have not been translated into English (P. Hill, 

personal communication, July 26, 2013), and only the first of seven volumes of his 

self-analytical magnum opus, Traité de rythme, de couleur, et d’ornithologie, had 

been translated at the time of this research (Baggech, 1998). While it may not be 

expected for every text to be translated from its original language, given that the 

weight of scholarship regarding Messiaen comes from the United Kingdom 

(through the work of Peter Hill, Nigel Simeone, and Christopher Dingle) and the 

United States (through the work of Rebecca Rischin and Andrew Shenton), the 

availability of this central text should perhaps be a priority. 

 There is also a questionable reliance on Messiaen himself to promote 

certain avenues of research into his music and to overlook others, which has 

possibly resulted in an imbalance in the literature. An example is the relevance of 

his parents to the formation of his character and world-view. Messiaen spoke of his 

mother Cécile Sauvage as a great influence on his life, commenting on her set of 

poems L’Âme en bourgeon where she writes while pregnant with Messiaen: ‘I suffer 

from an unknown, distant music’ (Rischin, 2003, p. 4). Less widely known is that in 

1945, contemporaneous with the repertoire of this research, Messiaen’s father wrote 

a book about the French romantic poet and Catholic, Gérard de Nerval, who wrote 
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that life is ‘a hovel and a place of ill-repute, I am ashamed that God should see me 

here’ (Cavanaugh, 2011). While Messiaen’s mother and her early death in 1927 

were of profound significance, his father was very learned in many of his areas of 

interest, and lived until 1957. Pierre Messiaen also left a biography, Images, which 

refers to his son, though this book remains untranslated and out of print. While there 

is little biographical information about Olivier Messiaen in his father’s book 

(Seifert, 1989), considering the composer’s standing in the music world, an 

untranslated and out of print autobiography by his father might indicate a backlog of 

potentially useful activity for researchers and translators.  

 Vital documents including commercially released recordings made during 

the 1940s and 1950s have remained out of circulation. The live recording of the 

complete Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus made by Loriod in 1985, and released 

commercially in 1987, has been out of print since its initial print run as a double LP. 

As a gesture to the Messiaen exponents contacted during this research, a number of 

copies of this recording were located over the research period, and have been given 

to Charles Seifert, Steven Osborne, Peter Serkin, and Michael Kieran Harvey. None 

of these artists were familiar with the recording, one exclaiming ‘Oh my God!’ 

when they saw it. This is coincidently the title of a book by filmmaker Paul Festa; 

Oh My God: Messiaen in the Ear of the Unbeliever, that documents the wide-

ranging responses of various subjects as they listen to Messiaen’s music through 

headphones (Festa & Messiaen, 2008). The film version is called Apparition of the 

Eternal Church. 
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 It remains likely that many primary sources will remain inaccessible for the 

moment, as the archive and estate of the Messiaen household has been effectively 

under lockdown since Yvonne Loriod’s death in 2010 (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). Although there is now some possibility of this 

situation changing in future years. Permission was granted for an unpublished work 

to be performed in the BBC Proms program of 2015. Un oiseau des arbres de Vie 

(Oiseau tui) was orchestrated by Christopher Dingle for the occasion and performed 

on August 7th, 2015, at the Royal Albert Hall (M. Ball, personal communication, 

August 24, 2015). 

 In the years following Messiaen’s death, Loriod allowed Peter Hill and 

Nigel Simeone full access to the records in the Messiaen apartment, during which 

they gathered enough information to complete their biography of the composer, and 

to prepare a book on the Catalogue d’Oiseaux. Hill explained that the organisations 

that oversee the Messiaen estate have not made progress in dealing with Loriod’s 

will, the archives, the future of any backlog of royalties, or in any framework for 

designating permissions to look at primary research material. Added to this 

confusion is the composer’s habit, dating from his first wife’s illness in the 1940s, 

of secreting scores and work in progress in banks, perhaps for posterity, and 

certainly to keep them physically secure (P. Hill, personal communication, March 

22, 2013). There could easily be further scores, notebooks, and records, yet nobody 

with the authority to retrieve them. There is even thought to be an unpublished Mass 

setting from the 1930s somewhere amongst the Messiaen papers (M. Ball, personal 
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communication, August 24, 2015). This will potentially rate as one of the most 

valuable musical discoveries in living memory. 

Peter Hill describes this archive in The Guardian: 

The archive included Messiaen’s correspondence, lecture notes, press 

cuttings, concert programs, a huge collection of photographs and his 

musical sketches. In a cupboard we found a miscellany of items, 

including his Academician’s robes, certificates from his student days, 

and a box of crumpled negatives – when developed, these turned out 

to be of Messiaen’s life in the 1930s. (Hill, 2005) 

	
The potential for discovery is heightened by the well-known sprawl of the 

Messiaen apartment within the building. Peter Hill recalls that the residence was 

made up of about half a dozen apartments and at one point involved three floors 

(P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). Given this open-ended time 

capsule of potential primary sources, the focus of research until this situation 

improves will surely centre on personal interviews, already published recordings 

and printed material, and a drawing together of elements from prior research. 

 An example of what can be utilised is the experience and work of Graham 

Williams, whose thesis was scanned and made available online in 2013 as a result 

of my request to the University of Adelaide Library. Prior to this the only access to 

the document was an inter-library loan request, resulting in the arrival of an original 

typed thesis document, complete with musical examples hand-written in blue ink. 

 Williams’ (1972) thesis on the composer’s theories is of profound depth, 

detail, and clarity. It outlines the genesis of Messiaen’s goals, influences, 

techniques, and most importantly his uses of and preoccupation with them. 
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 After completing his thesis, Williams studied for three years in Paris with 

Messiaen and Loriod, and then corresponded with them for the rest of their lives. 

Williams’ knowledge is a vital resource that has not been fully explored to date. For 

example Williams’ correspondence with Messiaen and Loriod is currently in the 

collection of the National Library of Australia (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013). 

 We can presume there are other individuals with valuable knowledge of 

Messiaen’s music who have never been asked about it. There are people who can 

give valuable background to Messiaen and Loriod’s activities even down to their 

wardrobe (R. Wolter-Seevers, personal communication, November 14, 2012), and 

give first hand evidence of Loriod’s at times outrageously black sense of humour 

(V. Plush, personal communication, February 14, 2013). There are also accounts of 

Messiaen’s private amusement at his own propagation of misleading stories, namely 

that of the three stringed cello at the premiere of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps 

(Rischin, 2003, p. 66). This particular story appears to be ‘sheer myth’ (Rischin, 

2003, p. 65). Rischin’s book as a whole is a strong argument for personal interview 

as a means to provide new information and insight into many aspects of 

performance practice.  

 A cohesive way forward in approaching, understanding, and performing his 

music can be attempted through exploration of the recorded examples, and by 

retrieving and comparing informed opinions.  
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Chapter 2: The Roaring Forties: Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus (1944) 

Messiaen and Loriod left a unique set of recordings revealing a composer 

and pianist working together on the same large-scale work over four decades. The 

recordings reveal some changes to the instructions on the printed score that are 

stable over time, changes in interpretation that become more apparent over time, 

and consistent changes to the score that appear inconsistent with material within the 

same movement. All the recordings incorporate some rubato. It is present as a by-

product of careful articulation, around chord placements, and through many of the 

significant moments of the score. There are examples of rubato that changes the 

rhythm and veers radically from the recommended tempo. For that matter, tempi 

specified through specific metronome marks in the published score are frequently 

not observed. 

In this particular case we can consider the recorded composition as not only 

the realisation of a remarkable piece of piano music, but the symbolic outcome of 

deep personal faith, and a profound personal relationship. While this study deals 

primarily with practical issues, it is important to acknowledge the higher goals of 

transcendence that were clearly intended by the composer. 

2.1 Loriod’s 1985 Recording in Bremen 

On 27 October 1985, Yvonne Loriod and Olivier Messiaen arrived in good 

time to prepare for Loriod’s evening piano recital at the Bremen Kunsthalle. 

According to Wolter-Seevers, a tonmeister (recording engineer and producer) 
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working for Radio Bremen who witnessed this process and heard the performance 

from the location recording van outside, they arrived wearing old-fashioned coats 

with fur collars, and Loriod led the way.  

The auditorium extension (now demolished) by Werner Düttmann (1921–

1983) in the Bremen Kunsthalle was designed more for presentations than for 

concerts. It seated 250–300 people in steeply ranked seating, it had a wall suitable 

for projection, and a bright acoustic with what Wolter-Seevers recalls as unfortunate 

sound reflections due to the hard floor and walls. 

For recording purposes, these defects were addressed by the careful 

placement of two Neumann KM83 microphones, running through an analogue 

Siemens Telefunken mixing desk to a Telefunken M15A tape machine. This was 

done in order record the recital for Radio Bremen (R. Wolter-Seevers, personal 

communication, November 14, 2012).  

Wolter-Seevers recalls that Yvonne Loriod was equally strong as a 

personality and musician. She did not defer to Messiaen or show hesitation in her 

actions or decisions. Despite the option being available, there were no retakes of 

unsatisfactory material after the concert, and therefore no edits were involved in the 

post-production of the sound capture other than to shorten pauses between 

movements for radio broadcast. 

After being broadcast on Radio Bremen, this performance of the complete 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus was released as a two LP gatefold set, Schwan 

AMS 5201 in 1987, and printed using the trademark Teldec Direct Metal Mastering 

(DMM) process, arguably the zenith of LP quality. 
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The twenty movements of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus are of varying 

length and difficulty. Individual movements can find their way into recital 

programs, although it was Loriod’s practice to perform the work either in its 

entirety, or to play a selection of pieces as a recital ‘half’ (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 9, 2015). It is very much a common practice among the 

leading pianists who now present it to play the whole work in its entirety, with 

pianists Steven Osborne, Christopher Taylor, Pierre-Laurent Aimard, and Roger 

Muraro well known for their live performances of the entire work. 

Written as a series of intense meditations on the incarnation of Jesus, Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus explores the mystical, narrative, hopeful and also darker 

aspects of Jesus’ incarnation story from the annunciation in Première communion 

de la Vierge, to the holy family in Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus. The work considers 

the stable presence of the eternal God in the first movement, Regard du Père, the 

crucifixion in Regard de la Croix, and in the final Regard de l’Église d’amour, a 

grand concept of an eternal church. The scale and symbolism of the composition 

involved reflects the extreme times in which it was written.  

After they met in 1941, Loriod’s response to Messiaen was one of complete 

musical admiration and personal loyalty, and his response to her was that of a 

composer to a potentially ideal exponent. Her increasing involvement in his work is 

the best indication of this response. In 1941 she turned pages for the Paris premiere 

of Messiaen’s Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, in 1943 the second part of the Visions 

de l’Amen for two pianos was written for her, and in 1944 the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus for solo piano was written for and dedicated to her. In the space of 
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three years, she had become the principal exponent of his music (Hill & Simeone, 

2005). 

From this point in time we can trace Loriod’s relationship with the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus as a recording artist. For the purposes of this thesis the 

focus will be on what is unexpectedly revealed in her recordings; we might 

reasonably expect a performance that unfolds comfortably within the parameters of 

a predictable execution of the score from Messiaen’s principal exponent. In seeking 

a more revealing and practically useful understanding of the music it is those 

elements that may have changed or been reconsidered that might be most revealing. 

Given the passage of time between the premiere of the work (1944), its publication 

by Durand (1947), and the first complete recording (1956), there is ample time 

between these dates for significant musical and notational issues to be reconsidered 

or altered.  

2.2 The Selected Recordings 

In the 1940s the 12-inch 78 rpm (revolutions per minute) record was the 

standard of musical reproduction. This format dominated the market through to the 

very late 1940s when record companies began looking at alternative formats. A set 

of 78 rpm records of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus would have comprised a 

highly optimistic minimum of 15 discs at four minutes per side. While this would 

have been both a costly and impractical publishing project, Loriod did record two 

movements of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus on 78 rpm discs for the French 

Pathé label: the 10th movement, Regard de l’Esprit de joie and the 15th, Le baiser de 
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l’Enfant-Jésus. These recordings provide valuable documentation of her playing, 

within several years of the composition’s premiere. 

There is logic to these movements being chosen. Regard de l’Esprit de joie 

is highly focussed and energetic, aiming to describe an intense and exuberant joy. It 

has strong rhythmic elements, and a memorable theme that occurs several times 

through the movement. Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus contains some of the most 

appealing and harmonically conventional musical material in the whole of Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, and has a classical framework in the form of a strong 

arch structure built around a climax. These were each recorded as a two-sided 

record, with a split in the middle of each piece, so the disc needed to be turned over 

in the middle of the movement.  

The long playing vinyl record (LP) was able to contain more than ten times 

the material of a 78 rpm, containing more grooves and playing at the still familiar 

33 rpm. This development made a recording of the complete Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus a viable enterprise. Given this industrial development, it can hardly 

be a coincidence that in 1956, the same year 78 rpm records ceased to be printed by 

major record companies, Loriod released the first complete Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus set on the Véga label in a beautifully presented set of just three mono 

vinyl long-playing records.  

Given the very basic presentation of Loriod’s Pathé recordings, and 78 rpm 

records in general, the 1956 release indicates a growing design aesthetic in the 

presentation of boxed sets of LP recordings. Each record has a blue label in the 

centre with a cloudy white spiral on it, which spins hypnotically on the turntable as 
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the record plays. The front cover artwork is a Madonna and Child painting, of the 

pair afloat amongst clouds, clearly evoking the religious intent of the recording’s 

contents. Despite this new possibility of mono LP records, recording technology 

had progressed further when Loriod’s 1956 mono recording was released, with 

stereo recordings having been introduced in the UK and USA as an experimental 

product around 1954. They became a standard format by 1958 (Day, 2000).  

Mono vinyl records finally ceased to be printed around 1968, and several 

years later, in 1975, Loriod released another full set of the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus on the Erato label in stereo sound. There is a significant break of 

nearly two decades between these two complete recordings by Loriod. This could 

be explained by there being enough remaining stocks of the 1956 set to satisfy 

either demand or Messiaen’s promotional purposes, or that Messiaen and Loriod 

were preoccupied with other projects during this period.  

Another possible factor was the advent of new recording technologies that 

were becoming commercially available and which could also showcase alternative 

interpretations with improved sound quality. These included not just stereo, but the 

arrival of commercial Dolby noise reduction devices in the late 1960s. A rival 

commercial recording would still serve to promote Messiaen as a composer, so an 

up-to-date recording of a particular Messiaen work played by Yvonne Loriod 

herself may not have been a high priority for the composer at the time. Loriod’s 

own student Michel Béroff released a very high quality recording of Vingt Regards 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus on HMV in 1969, and John Ogdon’s landmark recording was 

released in 1971. Both remain serious market rivals to her 1975 stereo version, and 
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were followed by another alternative, the RCA release by Peter Serkin in 1976. 

More than four decades later, these four stereo recordings by Béroff, Ogdon, 

Loriod, and Serkin can be considered a first generation of classic recordings of the 

work. All four have worked their way through many reprints, onto compact disc, 

and now digital download. It is still possible that this market consensus could be 

revised over time, as there was at least one other recording available. In 1971 Roger 

Smalley reviewed Ogdon’s release alongside what is now a much less known 

recording by Thomas Rajna, and it is Rajna’s interpretation he recommended 

despite both lower sound quality and a higher retail price (Smalley, 1970). 

2.3 A Personal Context 

Another perspective which might be taken on these recordings is a personal 

one, due to the development of Messiaen and Loriod’s relationship. From the early 

1940s Loriod was involved heavily in Messiaen’s life. She was Messiaen’s muse, 

perhaps, but as English pianist Peter Hill agrees, a ‘working muse’ (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 21, 2013). Even gramophone records were involved in the 

early period of their relationship, because Messiaen did not have a gramophone 

player at his apartment, so he would come to hers to listen to recordings (Hill & 

Simeone, 2005).  

These were not necessarily gramophone records of his music, but possibly of 

birdsong. Peter Hill has verified that despite Messiaen’s apparent voyages into the 

natural world to record birdsong, he may well have transcribed a significant amount 

of birdsong from published recordings (Hill & Simeone, 2005). 
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This theory that Messiaen transcribed from recordings is supported by 

evidence pointing to the presence of a recording of Australian birdsong that was in 

Messiaen’s collection. Australian composer Vincent Plush was involved with 

Messiaen’s visit to Australia during 1988, and recalls that Messiaen already seemed 

to have a knowledge of Australian birdsong before he arrived (V. Plush, personal 

communication, February 14, 2013), and, as noted above, pianist Graham Williams 

has confirmed that he gave an LP of Australian birdsong (along with the classic 

Australian bird guide What Bird is That?) to Messiaen personally in 1973 

(G. Williams, personal communication, May 15, 2013). As a result, Messiaen 

owned recordings of Australian birdsong 15 years before he transcribed it in person. 

Williams giving this recording of birdsong to Messiaen also significantly predates 

other recordings thought to have been sent to the composer in the 1980s (Taylor, 

2014). Without having set foot in Australia, he had nonetheless included Australian 

birds in Des canyons aux étoiles, which premiered in 1974. Specifically, these were 

Golden Whistler, the Superb Lyrebird, the White-backed Magpie, and the Prince 

Albert Lyrebird (G. Williams, personal communication, March 25, 2015). This all 

provides clear chronological support for Peter Hill’s suggestion that Messiaen 

sourced birdsong from recordings for compositional purposes.  

There was also a travel aspect to Loriod’s work as a muse. After she 

acquired a driver’s licence in the early 1950s, Loriod became something akin to 

Messiaen’s personal driver (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). 

Through this time Messiaen was married to Claire Delbos, although her health was 

deteriorating and she was institutionalised in 1953 (Hill & Simeone, 2005). In the 
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context of this tragic circumstance, Messiaen and Loriod maintained what was to all 

accounts a platonic relationship, but were evidently becoming more interdependent, 

and this involved them working consistently as musical partners. One can therefore 

associate the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus recordings with different stages of 

their relationship.  

In 1956, when Loriod recorded the first full Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus set, she was a 32-year-old former student of a 48-year-old Messiaen. She 

evidently believed completely in the value of his music and its promotion, and 

helped him hold his working and personal lives together. 

In 1975, when she recorded the second (stereo) set, she had been married to 

him for 14 years, after Claire Delbos passed away in 1959. Messiaen was 67 and 

Loriod was 51. Messiaen was by now an internationally renowned composer of 

acknowledged importance and significance. 

In 1985, when Yvonne Loriod played the Bremen concert that was later 

released as an LP, she was 61 years old and taught his music with authority, as if it 

was ‘cut and dry’ (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). He was 77, 

and in his twilight years as a working composer. 

We could ask why there was not a further recording to engage with both 

digital and compact disc technology. By the time Messiaen passed away in 1992, 

the market dominance of the compact disc format became complete, although 

Loriod recorded her own version of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps in 1990. It is 

logical to assume there were two significant obstacles to her making further major 

recordings. Firstly, Loriod would now be playing one of the most demanding works 
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for piano in at least her late sixties, and secondly, the recording project would have 

been done without Messiaen’s presence. It is, perhaps, worth considering how likely 

it would have been that Messiaen had something new to say to Loriod about the 

interpretation of the music after more than 40 years. Conversely, why shouldn’t a 

performer of Loriod’s stature govern their own performance? The most likely 

explanation is that it was too difficult for Loriod to contemplate such a project 

personally. In relation to the song cycle Harawi (1945), for example, Loriod felt 

that after Messiaen had died she would never perform the songs again (von Osten, 

2013). 

It is significant to remember the course of Messiaen and Loriod’s 

relationship, as it shifted from teacher and pupil to husband and wife. Nicholas 

Cook describes the conventional power balance between composer and performer as 

revealing a hierarchy of musicianship: ‘The hierarchy of musicianship elevates the 

originators of music - the authors, if you like - above those whose role is merely one 

of reproduction, in other words, the performers’ (Cook, 1998, p. 96 [iBook]). While 

we might also reiterate that Wolter-Seevers described Loriod (in 1985) as no longer 

giving the impression of deferring to Messiaen. We have to presume that in the case 

of Messiaen and Loriod the lines of authority relating to the music could easily have 

become somewhat blurred. 

2.4 Loriod’s Playing 

It would be courageous to level any major criticisms at Loriod’s pianism as 

it is presented in these recordings. Her playing is at all times technically remarkable 

and compelling. A useful quantitative indicator of her technique is that her tempi are 
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normally faster than those indicated on the score. Remembering that this is highly 

challenging piano repertoire, and at least in terms of technical demands would have 

been considered even more so at the time of composition, in the context of the 

general repertoire standards of the 1940s. The differences in these recordings are 

made more discernible by the underlying technical stability of her playing. 

Technical challenges remain unobtrusive in the sonic landscape due to the 

confidence with which she plays. 

It is important to consider the implications for Loriod of the sound capture 

and reproduction technology that she was required to work with at the various 

stages of her recording career. In the current age of digital editing through computer 

software, it is not merely a theoretical possibility for an artist to record a piece of 

music that they are unable to perform in a live concert setting. There is scope for 

every background noise, squeak, audible breath, wrong note, and unsatisfactory 

moment to be removed and replaced. All it takes is time. Peter Hill relates the 

differing experiences of recording Messiaen’s La Fauvette des jardins (1970). One 

recording was for the BBC, which was wrapped up with one take, and the other for 

compact disc released and involving more extensive editing (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). Looking back through Loriod’s recordings, we 

see an artist at work in a different technological age, and subject to both a more 

revealing and more demanding set of requirements for preparation and recorded 

performance. Her 78 rpm records would have been a single take of each four-minute 

side, probably chosen from several attempts. The 1956 recording would have been 

editable, but the edits would have been made by physically cutting and splicing the 
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recording tape. Any complicated editing would have involved duplicating sections 

of the master tape to splice onto other original or copied sections, resulting with 

each ‘generation’ of copy in a proportional degradation in the sound quality of the 

tape (Kazdin, 1989). 

Loriod was in a similar situation for the 1975 recording. It would be possible 

to edit in sections, provided there was either a clean silence or the clean start of a 

new sound to allow another take to be ‘dropped’ in unnoticed. It seems unlikely that 

there is much editing on this recording, as most sections flow on attacca, and there 

is consistently audible room decay: a decreasing reverberation around the room that 

can be heard to continue after the initiating sound from the piano sound has ceased. 

This musical flow and overlap of reverberation provides fewer opportunities for 

undetectable editing, although there are Loriod recordings where the silhouette of 

editing can be heard. In Loriod’s case there exists an LP including the Beethoven 

Hammerklavier Sonata, where the sonics of the piano and background noise reveal 

transitions between takes to the careful listener (M. Ball, personal communication, 

August 24, 2015).  

Ironically, the live 1985 recording appears to be the most faithful of the 

recordings to the literal score. In the earlier recordings, there are a few notational 

errors in notes and chords, and while not everything is ideal in the 1985 recording, it 

is more accurate in its detail despite being a live recording. On the one hand, it 

could be argued that this is a likely scenario given the numerous live performances 

Loriod would have given of the music throughout her career. On the other, the 

likelihood of a performer managing this level of accuracy in an uninterrupted live 
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setting, through 177 pages of challenging music, is slim under any circumstances. 

For many recording projects the process of making the recording differs 

substantially from that of presenting a performance (Cook, Clarke, Leech-

Wilkinson, & Rink, 2009), however in this case the process is as closely matched as 

could be reasonably expected. This factor makes Loriod’s 1985 recording 

particularly valuable as a resource for analysis. It is possible to consider Loriod’s 

career as a component of Messiaen’s, or as following an eccentric path due to the 

avant-garde nature of the repertoire to which she devoted her career, but this last 

recording of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, in particular, bears witness to her 

immense individual value and authority as a musician.  

As a live recording by the composer’s preferred interpreter, following from 

four decades of collaboration and study, the Bremen recording could arguably 

represent a definitive performance of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. The 

self-evident argument being that it was a live recording by the musician the work 

was written for, played in the presence of the composer, and approved for 

commercial release. Despite the quality of her work, however, the underestimation 

of Loriod during her lifetime was both real, and something of a time-honoured 

tradition. In 1946, just two years after her première of the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus, W. R. Anderson in the Musical Times described her as ‘an 

acceptable accompanist’ (W. R. Anderson, 1946). Donald Mitchell reviewed a solo 

piano recital of Loriod’s that took place on January 24th, 1956, the same year as her 

first complete Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus recording, and discussed the 

repertoire and relevance of Boulez and Messiaen with palpable reluctance, but made 
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no mention of either the performer, or her playing (Mitchell, 1956), which seems to 

indicate some kind of bias against the performers status in the presentation of the 

music, and perhaps her gender. There is also the tacit evidence that Loriod’s 

Bremen recording has been out of print for more than 25 years.  



	

	 67	

2.5 An Overview of the Recordings 

If there is an overall shift of performance practice in the recordings, then it is 

one of increasing individuality. This is neither distracting nor subversive, but an 

individuality that could perhaps be explained by an enhancement of Loriod’s 

identification with Messiaen’s score. 

The tempi taken in the 78 rpm recordings are extremely fast and a valuable 

record of Loriod’s youthful technique. These tempi might also be related to the 

limitations of the four minutes per side available for a 78 rpm recording. Playing the 

Regard de l’Esprit de joie in eight minutes would demand a courageous minimum 

speed. Loriod’s 1975 version, for example, has a duration of eight minutes and 48 

seconds. Similarly, Le baiser sur l’Enfant-Jésus is not the reflective and emotional 

cornerstone that a contemporary listener might expect. It seems forensic and abrupt 

like an étude rather than a nocturne.  

The sound quality of the 1940s recordings is challenging to contemporary 

ears. The fragile shellac-based surface of the 78 rpm disc generates a great deal of 

interference that has been described as a ‘constant frying noise’ (Day, 2000). Within 

this noise, a listener might imagine what the initial sound may have been like, and it 

is very much a case of mentally filtering through the sound. Within these 

limitations, a very solid and highly contrasted performance is evident. The dynamic 

shifts are quite extreme, as the opening of Le baiser sur l’Enfant-Jésus is barely 

audible, while the climax of the movement is pushing the limits of the technology to 

the point of distortion. These records are a precious document of the music soon 
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after the time of composition, and must have been a valuable calling card for 

Messiaen at the time. 

This promotional aspect would have also been a factor with the complete 

1956 mono recording in getting the repertoire out into the world so it could be 

heard. This mono recording has excellent clarity and warmth of sound. The notes 

are highly present, and the sound is intimate and focussed. The sense is very much 

of being close by, rather than being in a large audience or an ambient performance 

space. Loriod is very faithful to the notation of the score, although she is often 

playing at a higher speed than specified by metronome markings. There is much 

more spaciousness here in Regard de l’Esprit de joie and Le baiser sur l’Enfant-

Jésus movements, and the set is interesting for spreading out over three records or 

six sides. The last record is quite short in timing per side, so we can be sure that 

Loriod was not rushing the movements to fit the more economical publishing format 

of two LPs. If she had been aiming for two records, we can presume she would have 

achieved it. 

The 1975 stereo set sounds very expressive when compared to the 1956 set, 

and the sound quality is now much closer to a contemporary recording rather than 

an historic one. The style of playing is just as contrasting, but there is greater 

evidence of subtlety, rubato, and expression. Particularly in Le baiser sur l’Enfant-

Jésus, which on this recording is expansive and creatively phrased. The opening 

section is totally unhurried and more delicate in articulation than the previous two 

recordings of the movement. 
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The 1985 recording combines aspects of the two previous complete 

versions. In some instances it is less expressive than the 1975 and more literal. In 

some instances it is more experimental and revealing of some decisions that Loriod 

must have made about how a section could be played. It is possible to imagine that 

at this stage she has taken the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus on as her own piece. 

She seems very impatient with some movements, particularly the initial Regard du 

Père, and more entranced by others, like the penultimate Je dors, mais mon cœur 

veille.  

Loriod’s student Graham Williams had not heard this recording until 2013 

when I played it to him without any prior information. While listening to Regard du 

Père he was surprised by the level of rubato, but knew immediately that the 

performer would have been French. After considering quite a range of factors, 

including the chord voicing and articulation, he asked if it was Loriod (G. Williams, 

personal communication, May 18, 2013). Dr Charles Seifert wrote that the 1985 

recording’s ‘beautiful phrasing and interpretation is very moving. This version is far 

better than the one I had’ (C. Seifert, personal communication, July 17, 2012). 

2.6 Rubato 

Before considering further differences in the presentation of material 

between these recordings, it is important to explore the role of rubato in both the 

score and Loriod’s playing. While the use of rubato can be noted in passing in some 

musical genres, its use in Messiaen’s music is made contentious by the public 

commentary he and Loriod maintained against such use. Messiaen said to Almut 

Rößler in the 1980s that ‘they are very exact rhythms, and they have to be 
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performed exactly’ (Dingle, 2014). In a letter Loriod wrote to Charles Seifert in 

1987, a letter contemporary with release of the live Vingt Regards sur L’Enfant-

Jésus LP, she stresses that the music should be played strictly, and the ‘values must 

be exact’ (Seifert, 1989). Peter Hill also describes Loriod’s official words on these 

matters, when he recalls interviewing her for the Messiaen Companion: ‘[she said] 

you must respect absolutely the nuances. You must respect absolutely the rhythms. 

They must be exact. This is from someone whose playing is (especially in her later 

performances) anything but exact’ (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 

2013). In Messiaen’s case, Dingle suggests that in relation to differences between 

score and performance it might be expected that ‘a gap would not exist when the 

composer and performer are the same individual. Still…the gap can become a 

yawning chasm’ (Dingle, 2014). 

This is a fair description of the discrepancy between words and actions.  

Significant rubato is present in Loriod’s work, and increasingly so over the period 

of time covered by these recordings. First to consider are instances of inherent and 

composer-indicated rubato that might best be understood as a necessary feature of 

style, rather than an individualistic interpretation.  

2.7 Articulation Rubato 

In these recordings of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, Loriod’s use of 

significant extra time around tenuto and accent marks is prevalent. Roy Howat 

describes this in terms of an ‘agogic accent’ (R. Howat, personal communication, 

September 13, 2012). There may be a series of semiquavers, for example, and if one 

of them has a tenuto marked on it, it may be played with extra time, as well as a 
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perceptible slowing in the previous notes as a form of preparation. A very similar 

treatment is used for many notes that are marked with an accent. 

Rubato around articulation is evident from the very first bar of the work. The 

177 page score of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus has no bar numbers, and 

there are many instances where calculating and numbering bars could be a matter of 

interpretation.1  The central Theme de Dieu (Theme of God the Father) is 

articulated, and the first three chords in the lower staves are marked with an 

articulation indication of three notes marked with a tenuto followed by one with an 

accent, shown in Figure 2.1. 

 

Figure 2.1. Regard du Père 1/1/1. 

	
Loriod presents this process in a manner that could be described as ‘lean, 

lean, lean, and emphasise’, to a degree that has a noticeable effect on the rhythm of 

the bar, the time it takes to play the bar, and the onward flow of the music. 

2.8 Composer–Indicated Rubato 

A further manifestation of rubato is where Messiaen has marked it in the 

score, as if a novelty, where a group of notes are to be played more freely than the 

																																																								
1	As	page	numbers	are	consistent	through	reprints	the	following	code	will	be	used	for	accuracy:	Page	Number/Line	
Number/Bar	Number,	where	the	counting	of	complete	bars	will	be	minimised	to	avoid	confusion.	For	example,	the	first	
bar	of	the	work	is	designated	as	1/1/1.	Page	one,	line	one,	and	bar	one.	
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literal notation. Loriod carefully follows the three following examples through each 

of her complete Vingt Regard sur l’Enfant-Jésus recordings. 

a) The Bien modéré section of Regard de l’Esprit de joie.  

This section introduces a memorable melodic line in the left hand, 

accompanied by groups of five semiquavers in the right hand, marked at 58 groups 

per minute. Figure 2.2 shows 64/1/2, where there are three fortissimo chords that are 

the first of several interruptions of the theme. 

 

Figure 2.2. Regard de l’Esprit de joie 64/1/2. 

	
Loriod takes a significant amount of time between the surrounding groups to 

enunciate these three chords. This tactic is discreetly acknowledged by the 

composer in the score by a footnote ‘Cette measure un peu plus lente; id. aux 

passages similaires’ (This measure somewhat slower, also with similar ones). 

Loriod is clearly timing these chords differently to the semiquaver groups 

surrounding them. It would be interesting to know if this was placed in the score 

from the beginning, added during Loriod’s learning process, or added after the 

premiere. It is unfortunate that at the present time, due to the complications of 
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Messiaen’s estate, access to personal scores and notes is not an option for current 

researchers (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013).  
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b) Regard de l’étoile 

The most obvious way in which Messiaen applies recommended rubato 

during the work is when he writes the word as an editorial mark next to a specific 

group of notes. This is employed in Regard de l’étoile (Figure 2.3) during the chant-

like Modéré sections. 

  

Figure 2.3. Regard de l’étoile 6/2/4. 

	
In addition to the use of composer-indicated rubato, this particular example 

reveals a subtle change through Loriod’s recordings. In 1956 these grace notes are 

played evenly and are essentially full semiquavers, but articulated as grace notes 

outside the melody. In 1975 they are tending towards being uneven but leading onto 

the following minim. In 1985 they are evenly spaced and assimilated into the 

melody, flowing through as a single line of material that includes the notes printed 

in bold type as well as the smaller ornamental notations.  
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c) Première communion de la Vierge 

In this section there is a series of repeated notes notated by Messiaen as 

‘battements du Cœur de l’Enfant’ (heart beats of the baby), as shown in Figure 2.4. 

 

Figure 2.4. Première communion de la Vierge 82/3/2. 

	
This example is one of two marked groups on page 82 of Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus with the instruction ‘les petites notes: encore plus lentes’ (little 

notes: even slower). These stand out from the surrounding similar groups that are 

played more rapidly, and this is a consistent feature through all of Loriod’s three 

commercial recordings.  

Given Messiaen’s intricate fascination with rhythm, it is surprising that his 

notation sometimes gives way to such a descriptive and extra-notational way of 

communicating what he wants. Any of these examples could be notated differently 

with a view to explicit communication of the proportions he imagined, yet it should 

be remembered that he was not working with notation software, but writing and 

copying manuscript longhand, for printed publication using engraved plates. A 

score of this magnitude, with the real possibility of a result the composer might 

regret, or that would become too complicated, may have required a careful balance 

of simplicity and specificity.  
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Roy Howat explains that the solution to a scenario like this can be still 

inherent in the music, and that a composer could be understandably hesitant to mark 

‘rubato’ in the score because of what a performer might take it to mean: 

He’s trying to write something that he feels very intuitively, and it’s 

very hard to notate. That’s the nearest he can get, so he’s trying to 

say ‘this is how to bend the notation’, but the question is when it 

leaves a lot of latitude, is it latitude implied by the composer, or is he 

trying to say there’s something very specific? (R. Howat, personal 

communication, September 13, 2012) 

	
2.9 Individualistic Rubato 

Alongside the above examples, where what may well sound like 

individualistic rubato can be explained as an appropriate articulation or composer’s 

request, there are certainly examples of a ‘latitude’ that can be described as 

individualistic. 

This latitude is evident from the first bars of the work. Regard du Père 

features, on all the Loriod recordings, a beat that is so flexible beyond the score’s 

instruction and articulation that it is at times difficult to measure. There is very 

expressive phrasing, acceleration and deceleration around significant points in the 

movement, and a reset tempo when material is repeated, which serves to highlight 

the changed tempo that preceded it. Given that this movement has no marked tempo 

changes, rubato suggestions, rallentandi or any other indications that effect tempo, 

it is an excellent example to observe any individualistic manipulation of time during 

performance. 
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In the 1956 recording Loriod commences Regard du Père around a triplet 

semiquaver of 96 beats per minute. It is marked however as 60 beats per minute on 

the score. She expands the amount of time around the phrasing, particularly around 

some of the more harmonically complex chords even where there is ample time to 

negotiate them technically, and there is a noticeable slowing of tempo when she 

returns to the opening theme in 3/2/2. There is also a very expressive treatment of 

the last elongated pianissimo presentation of the Theme de dieu on page 5.  

In the 1975 recording the opening tempo oscillates between about 92 and 

100 beats per minute. Loriod again creates space: around the phrasing, the 

placement of chords, and now the grace notes that split some of the left hand 

chords. She is moving quickly enough by the theme’s return on page three that a 

clear rallentando is employed through the repeated C♯ octaves leading into it, in 

order to regain control of the tempo. By the time she reaches that last pianissimo 

phrase of the movement, the tempo is 78 beats per minute that is significantly 

slower than the opening tempo. 

In the 1985 recording there is an even more marked example of the 

commonplace musical habit of tempo operating proportionally with volume. The 

tempo at the start is 92 beats per minute, which accelerates past 100 through the first 

crescendo on page two, again giving a clear sense of a return to tempo primo at 

3/2/2. In the second crescendo phrase she reaches 100 beats per minute, slows to 88 

in the pianissimo phrase, but then accelerates, in this case to 108 in the last bar. 

This highly evident use of rubato does possibly reveal a contradiction 

between the literature left by Messiaen and Loriod and their performance practice. 
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There are possibly some understandable reasons for the difference between Loriod’s 

statements against rubato, and this apparent contradiction in the audio recordings 

she released.  

Loriod’s profound personal loyalty to Messiaen the artist, and to the artistic 

integrity of his music, was absolute. Graham Williams claimed that she is not 

known, for instance, to have called him by his first name, through many years of 

collaboration and just over 30 years of marriage (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 18, 2013). 

Loriod also had an equally deep sense of gratitude to Messiaen for the career 

that she had as a performer. According to Peter Hill, she considered that without 

Messiaen she would not have had the same success (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). To anyone who has heard her recordings of the 

Mozart Piano Concertos, the music of Boulez, Bartók, or the Debussy Études, this is 

clearly a misguided humility. In the case of Bartók, Loriod gave the French 

première of his second piano concerto after other pianists (including Monique Haas) 

withdrew, due to the lack of preparation time (Dingle, 2013). Messiaen obviously 

wrote the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus for her in 1944 due to an already 

significant and performing skill. So while her talents were generously spent as 

Messiaen’s muse, we can imagine how she may have been rewarded had she 

applied her abilities to other repertoire, and to a career as a touring soloist during the 

1950s and 1960s. 

Further, both she and Messiaen were products of a profoundly detailed and 

exhaustive musical education at the Paris Conservatoire (P. Hill, personal 
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communication, March 22, 2013). While they were acknowledged avant-garde 

artists, by mid-career they were also established academic teachers at this same 

Conservatoire. And as a result, they were both unlikely to be publicly embracing a 

free and radical approach to musical interpretation, or encouraging individualistic 

notions of performing Messiaen’s music: repertoire that was of such personal 

significance.  

2.10 Discussion of Nine Issues of Interest from the 

Recordings  

Rubato is a key area for clarification in the performance practice of 

Messiaen and this is made more contentious by the disparity between the words of 

Loriod and Messiaen on the subject, and their actions in performance and recording. 

Based on the recorded evidence, there are other issues that emerge from a 

comparison of these recordings. These are highlighted by the following nine 

examples. 

1. The Rhythmic Pattern of L’échange 

L’échange, the third movement of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, stands 

out in the score due to its repetitive rhythmic structure, the first bar is shown in 

Figure 2.5. It consists of a rhythmic pattern that is repeated with a steady 

transposition in pitch, outwards in contrary motion, from the central register of the 

piano, and there is a continuous crescendo throughout the movement. In the final 

line the rhythmic pattern is broken, and repeated double octaves lead into another 

notable feature: an empty bar. This bar of three crotchet rests, which in this context 
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is quite a long time, is a frozen moment between the very loud and final elements of 

L’échange, and there is a tendency amongst pianists to cut the value of these rests 

short. Loriod comes within a whisker of coming in early with the next bar, but on 

balance is relatively faithful to the score in each successive recording. 

What does change between each recording is the presentation of the 

rhythmic pattern. Instead of confirming a careful rhythmic analysis of this complex 

pattern, Yvonne Loriod essentially gives three alternative readings. 

  

Figure 2.5. L’échange 8/1/1. 

	
In 1956 she gives a painstakingly accurate reading of the rhythm, very 

conscientiously putting everything in exact proportion. The nonuplet groups are 

rapid and percussive, the dotted crotchet is given its comparatively long value, and 

there is a sense of downbeat at the start of the group of last four demisemiquavers of 

the pattern. 

In 1975 the pattern is similar in rhythm, but gives the impression of a series 

of sound effects rather than a clear construction. It opens with a tinkling sound in 
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the descending thirds followed by a slight pause. The semiquaver octaves are 

strong, the tenuto triplets are very bell-like, the nonuplets quite indistinct except for 

the arrival of the last accented note. 

In 1985 the rhythm has given way to gesture, and is not literally in time. The 

left hand octaves have become rhythmically elongated and become increasingly so 

with repetition as the movement progresses. The nonuplets are now a rumble ending 

in a single note, and the first un-beamed demisemiquaver in the closing group now 

has the sense of being a downbeat. 

In this movement we are presented with three different interpretative 

scenarios, and while there is a progression over time towards favouring the effect of 

the notes rather than their rhythmic integrity, this may not mean we should feel 

encouraged to follow or extend this direction. These examples would presumably 

appeal to different listeners depending on what they were listening for. If one was 

following the recording with a score, the 1956 recording would make the most 

sense, whereas if one were listening with Messiaen’s metaphysical introductory 

notes (included in the opening pages of the printed score) one of the later recordings 

might be closer to what one would imagine. If one was a pianist hoping for 

justification in taking more licence in your performance, the 1985 might appeal.  

This exposes how a range of interpretive possibilities can remain, after comparing 

the recordings by the same artist, working in each instance with the composer. 

2. The Tempo Changes of Par Lui a été fait 

Par Lui a été fait is the most physically challenging movement (for the 

pianist) of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. Even the ‘omniscient’ (Mitchell, 
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1956) John Ogdon sounds uncomfortable maintaining the marked tempo of 160 

quaver beats per minute at the opening of the movement, as his notational accuracy 

and sound quality become slightly less important than basic continuity. Loriod’s 

recordings reveal no perceptible discomfort, but rather impatience, even with this 

rapid marked tempo. In 1956 she begins the movement at 166 quavers per minute, 

in 1975 the tempo is 176 quavers per minute, in 1985 the tempo is 186 quavers per 

minute. 

There is an episodic section on page 130, with occasional strongly marked 

demisemiquavers followed by complex runs of chords up and down the keyboard. 

In 1956 Loriod is moving at around 170 quavers per minute, in 1975 she has shifted 

slightly to 174 quavers per minute, in 1985 there is another shift to 180. 

Part way through the movement, at the end of a long palindromic section, 

there is a sudden change to slow pianissimo semiquaver triplet groups, which build 

in dynamic intensity through four pages towards the closing sections of the 

movement. In 1956 Loriod begins at 76 dotted quaver beats per minute, where it is 

marked at 60. In 1975 she begins the section at 80 quaver beats per minute, in 1985 

the tempo is 92 quaver beats per minute. 

In this highly challenging movement, we see a steady increase in tempo over 

time. This is what we could logically presume would occur with highly technical 

material, and we might assume that Loriod is simply getting better at playing this 

movement, even though the shift is an incremental one averaged across the number 

of years involved. It is worth noting, of course, that in no recording is she as slow as 

the marked tempo: it is never observed.  
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Loriod gave a kind of approval or sanction to performers in relation to 

tempo, unlike in the case of rubato, stating that different people, with different 

strengths and abilities, would play the music at different speeds (Hill, 1995). This 

leaves questions unanswered. Did Loriod play the music so fast because Messiaen 

asked her to, did she have her own musical reason for doing so, or was it simply 

because she could? 

3. The Rhythmic and Structural Articulation of La parole toute-

puissante 

This 12th movement contains an interesting treatment of articulation. It is a 

very heavy and relentless movement, and opens with two octave pairs of Ds shared 

between the hands, as shown in Figure 2.6. 

  

Figure 2.6. La parole toute-puissante 84/1/1. 

	
Loriod plays these with ferocity, which is repeated with each return of the 

idea. They combine simultaneously the elements of sforzando, fortissimo, staccato 

and accent. The effect is also heightened steadily through the recordings, and there 
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is an increasing elongation of note duration in proportion to the surrounding 

material, to the point where in the 1985 version these notes stand out at times as 

being, if not quite minim value, then at least of double the value of that written. 

Each return features a loud and slow demarcation of these notes, which both extends 

the movement, and continually disrupts the quick semiquaver pulse. 

4. The Expressive Opening and Melodic Lines of Le baiser de 

l’Enfant-Jésus 

Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus has the gentleness, the melodic beauty, and the 

sentimental harmony that would trigger an expressive response in many musicians. 

This it also does with Loriod, although not in her 78 rpm of the 1940s or the 1956 

set. A more expressive treatment of the music is present in the two later versions. 

The time constraints of the four minute 78 rpm side have already been mentioned, 

but even with this obstacle it would be possible to play expressively within an 

increased tempo if expressivity was the desired goal. Expression does not 

necessarily require flexibility of tempo: phrasing, articulation, voicing, and dynamic 

gradations remain available to the performer. Time constraints would have been a 

lesser consideration in 1956, as the recording has already extended to three vinyl 

discs. One possibility for the change between the 78rpm and 1956 recordings is that 

there has been a shift in the mind of the composer, or perhaps the Zeitgeist, to the 

liberties a pianist can take with musical interpretation. 

In 1956 Loriod begins with a tempo of 92 semiquavers per minute, where 

there is a marking of 88. The phrases are strongly shaped, there is significant 

rubato, and especially, the tenuto crotchets (shown in Figure 2.7) that seem to lead 
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phrasing through page 109 sound prolonged; present for longer than their marked 

value within the governing tempo. 

 

Figure 2.7. Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus 109/1/1. 

	
In 1975 the individualistic rubato is so pervasive that it is very difficult to 

take a pulse of the music, it speeds up to around 116 semiquaver beats per minute, 

and slows almost to the marked 88. The tenuto crotchets are played more in the 

manner of a fermata. The 1985 recording has slowed a little, and settles around 100 

semiquaver beats per minute, and Loriod is featuring a rubato into each of the 

minim chords, with noticeable deliberation. She also brings out the top notes of the 

chords in the right hand, which reveals another progression through her recordings 

that is highly significant pianistically. 

Many pianists have experienced a teacher who constantly reminded them to 

bring out the top voice. While this could always be justified in repertoire based in a 

melodic/harmonic or solo/accompaniment traditions, it does not necessarily apply 

effectively to Messiaen’s level of complexity. In Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus in 

particular, there is a labyrinth of significant inner parts, and carefully placed tenuto 

and accent marks to draw attention to them.  
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Firstly, for example, on page 110 where there are semiquaver phrases in the 

right hand, there is a statement of the Theme de Dieu en berceuse (Theme of God as 

a Lullaby) underneath it, with clear articulation marks. While there is an expressif 

mark on the higher semiquavers, they are neither the prime melodic or thematic 

material. Secondly, on page 113 there are repeated high octaves in the right hand, 

over the repetition of the same theme, and the melody swaps from one hand to the 

other. Also, through the Tres modéré section of pages 119 and 120, there are runs of 

hemi-demi-semiquavers in the right hand, with yet another repetition of the same 

theme underneath, with tenuto marks on all chords. 

Through these three examples, Loriod tends to feature the material in the 

right hand more and more prominently over the years, rather than featuring the 

clearly marked inner and lower voices. There remains a tendency to bring out the 

‘top’ sound, even though there are a lot of very worthwhile alternatives clearly 

indicated in the score. It is important to remember that, being both composer and 

professional organist, Messiaen had the ability to both observe such inner voices, 

and differentiate them clearly on his first instrument (organ) through the use of 

different manuals and sonic registration, independent of the touch sensitivity of an 

instrument like the piano. At what point would he have come to not expect 

comparable standards in clarity of line and voicing from the piano? 

5. The Tempo Reversal and Birdsong of Regard du Fils sur le Fils 

There are two alternating components to this fifth movement of the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. It opens with a halo of pianissimo chords in the higher 
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register of the piano, with a calm statement of the Theme de Dieu (as shown in 

Figure 2.8) underlying it. 

 

 

Figure 2.8. Regard du Fils sur le Fils 18/1/1. 

	
This is marked at the slow tempo of 76 semiquaver beats per minute, and 

carries through to the next section at the end of the following page, which is shown 

in Figure 2.9. 

	

 

Figure 2.9. Regard du Fils sur le Fils 19/4/1. 

	
The direction Un peu plus vif (a little quicker) accompanies an increased 

tempo of 92 semiquaver beats per minute. This section is the first presentation of 

Messiaen’s idiosyncratic birdsong notation in the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, 

marked comme un chant d’oiseau. It still has the Theme de Dieu underlying it, 

although it can appear augmented in comparison to the sections of birdsong. The 
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tempo choices Loriod makes for this movement are curious: they are not consistent 

with either the marked speeds or the relative speed between the sections of the 

movement. 

In 1956 she plays the opening at 96 semiquavers per minute, and the first 

birdsong episode is at 120 semiquavers per minute. Following this, she plays the 

return to the opening material quicker again at 128 semiquavers per minute, then 

slows down to 120 again in the next episode of birdsong. The change of tempo 

between the alternating sections of material is becoming reversed. In 1975 her tempi 

again reverse the balance indicated in the score; the theme with chords section is at 

around 128 semiquaver beats per minute, while the birdsong section slows to the 92 

semiquaver beats per minute that is indicated in the score. The return of the theme 

and chords returns to a faster tempo around 120 semiquaver beats per minute. In 

1985 the opening section is much faster, at 136 semiquaver beats per minute, and 

again, the tempo is slowed rather than increased into the birdsong section, which is 

at 120 semiquaver beats per minute. 

Given this consistency we might assume that Messiaen approved this 

change, as he was present in the process of these recordings, but that it was a 

decision made after publication. This assumption is cast into doubt by anecdotal 

evidence. Peter Hill, who studied the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus score with 

Messiaen, relates that Messiaen said nothing specific about tempo in this 

movement, but was clear that he did not want any sense of hurry (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 2, 2015). This can be contrasted with Steven Osborne’s time 

with Loriod, when she stated that the printed opening tempo of this movement was 
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too slow, and wrote a tempo of 88 on his score in place of the printed 76 

(S. Osborne, personal communication, March 3, 2015). While we cannot compare 

this to a precise suggestion from Messiaen (at least later than publication in 1947), 

he and Loriod appear to have divergent views on the tempo of this movement. 

Peter Hill recalls that Messiaen wanted these birdsong sections to be played 

loudly, whereas they are marked at a soft dynamic in the score. Hill suggests this 

may even be the sound Messiaen had become accustomed to through Loriod’s 

playing (P. Hill, personal communication, March 2, 2015). 

In a score-based study of the manipulation of time in Messiaen’s 

composition of this period, Mareli Stolp (2008) suggests two particular methods at 

work in this movement: the slowness of the opening tempo, and the sense of 

freedom initiated by the notated birdsong. In applying these methods to the current 

discussion, we see the composer encouraging slowness in the opening section, yet 

perhaps being influenced by Loriod in the contrasting section. Significantly, Peter 

Hill was given his advice from Messiaen in the late 1980s, after Loriod’s last Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus recording had been completed. 

The birdsong in this movement indicates an evolution in one aspect of 

Loriod’s playing. In the 1956 version this material is very rhythmically exact, 

perhaps even pedantic. In the 1975 version it has loosened up a little, and is still 

quite accurate but more freely phrased and articulated. In the 1985 recording, it is 

significantly more convincing. It has a balance of precision and freedom that does 

more to allow the listener to suspend disbelief regarding the realistic presentation of 

birdsong on a tuned percussion instrument like the piano. Significantly, the precisely 

played 1956 recording predates Messiaen’s other large scale work for solo piano, 
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Catalogue d’Oiseaux (Catalogue of the Birds), which is a sustained exercise in this very 

style of figuration. Loriod would have spent a great deal of time practicing and 

performing Messiaen’s birdsong figuration in the years following the 1956 Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus recording. 

By the time Messiaen was working on the opera Saint François d'Assise (which 

is roughly contemporary with Loriod’s 1985 Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus 

recording) he was notating the birdsong in a manner that was ‘relatively free to take its 

own course’ (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). Perhaps it was late in 

the composer’s career that he was finally able to describe the pianistic effect that he 

imagined, by finding a balance between freedom and notation.  

6. The Swinging Semiquavers of Regard de l’Esprit de joie 

In Regard de l’Esprit de joie there is an instance of a rhythm that appears to 

have been deliberately altered since the composition and publication of the work: mid-

way through the movement the Theme de joie appears, a rising, fortississimo, accented 

figure played steadily (Tres modéré) with both hands playing the same rhythm as 

shown in Figure 2.10. 

 

Figure 2.10. Regard de l’Esprit de joie 69/1/1.  
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There is a pair of four-bar statements of this theme in the middle of the 

movement. The theme starts with four quavers, followed by two semiquavers. 

Loriod has altered the rhythm of this pair of semiquavers. They are not even dotted, 

they are swung: played as a triplet comprising a quaver and semiquaver. This 

feature of her interpretation is consistent across her recordings. In the score they are 

marked with an asterisk, and the footnote is ‘Ralentir la première et presser la 

deuxième de ces deux doubles croches; aux passages similaires’, an indication to 

slow the first semiquaver and press on with the second, and to do so in similar 

passages. 

Messiaen may have intended something more complex rhythmically than 

could be notated, or it might be an issue of how practical the engraving implications 

for publishing were. Curiously, this issue is further confused by the final appearance 

of this theme on page 75, where Loriod plays similar semiquavers placed within the 

same theme evenly, precisely as they are written. This is a complex scenario; it 

seems counter-intuitive that such a specific footnote has been made, where it would 

be quite straightforward to write a triplet rhythm instead of an even one, or to 

simply footnote it as ‘swung’. By the 1940s, this would not have been unusual, 

given the published music of Ravel, Bartók, and Gershwin among many others that 

incorporate jazz rhythms into traditional compositional notation. The further issue 

that Loriod does not follow the rhythm consistently does little to resolve the matter. 

This will be discussed in relation to other recordings in Chapter 5.  
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7. Tempo in Regard de l’Église d’amour 

 

Figure 2.11. Regard de l’Église d’amour 176/4/1. 

	
Figure 2.11 shows the arrangement of the last round of Theme de Dieu 

before the end of the entire work, extended as a long sequence over nearly two 

pages.  

The background to this example is Loriod’s tempo through the entire 

movement. In 1956 she commences the first stable section (Vif) of Regard de 

l’Église d’amour uncharacteristically slowly, at 100 crotchet beats per minute rather 

than the marked 112. The other major tempo mark of the movement is the Très lent 

on page 172, which Loriod plays faster than written: 50 quaver beats per minute, 

where it is marked as 40. In 1975 there is a shift in the tempo: The Vif section is just 

over the marked 112 crotchet beats per minute, the Très lent is barely faster at 52 

quaver beats per minute. In 1985 the Vif section has moved again, now 126 crotchet 

beats per minute, and the Très lent is also quicker at 62 quaver beats per minute. 

Moving against this trend of gathering speed, through all the recordings, 

Loriod returns to the final slow section, also marked 40 quaver beats per minute, 

and makes this the slowest section of the whole movement despite it leading to the 

fortississimo (fff) conclusion. In 1956 this section markedly slows but with a 
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shifting tempo, in 1975 the tempo gets all the way down to the 40 beats per minute 

marked on the score despite the earlier quick tempo, and in 1985 it slows to 52 beats 

per minute.  

In contrast with an increasing velocity in the earlier sections of the 

movement, there is a deliberate and inversely proportional slowing of the final 

section. Steven Osborne confirms that Loriod advised him to hold this section back, 

avoiding any impulse to charge towards the end (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, October 29, 2013). In contrast, the score marks this section Au 

mouvt., and a rallentando is marked only in the final bar of the section. This would 

indicate that the Au mouvt should be reconsidered, and while Loriod sped up the 

movement as a whole the final section was treated independently. 

8. The Resolution of Regard de l’Église d’amour and the Left Hand 

Octave 

At the end of the movement, as the conclusion of the work approaches, there 

is a pivotal B♮ octave in the left hand, shown in Figure 2.12. 

	
 

Figure 2.12. Regard de l’Église d’amour 175/4/2.  
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This is a very resonant and harmonically fundamental sound on a well-tuned 

concert grand, and manifests as a very consonant anchor point to the chords that 

follow, yet on Loriod’s recordings it is unstable in pitch and dissonant. In the 1956 

recording this simply sounds like a notational mistake, yet when compared to the 

other two, the consistency of the sound indicates that she may well have made an 

alteration, which appears to be using the lowest white key on the piano (A0) rather 

than the B next to it; playing a ninth rather than an octave. 

This is not without precedent. Given that the lowest notes of the piano are at 

a pitch that can be relatively indistinct, sometimes a composer will team up this 

bottom note with another letter name to achieve a very deep bass sound: the upper 

note creates a sense of deliberate tonality and the lower note enhances the sound 

effect. A good example of this is the first movement of Ravel’s Concerto pour 

piano et orchestra (1932) at figure 29 of the first movement, where the lowest note 

of the piano is used as a kind of percussive anchor to a series of different harmonies 

(Ravel, 1932). 

We would have to presume that Messiaen approved of such a modification, 

given that three commercial releases appear to contain it, and it dates back to 1956. 

It does perhaps resonate with Peter Hill’s experience of studying the work with 

Messiaen, where rather than a focus on the rhythm and the detail, he claimed that 

Messiaen was more interested in ‘vividness and impact’ (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). On a more human level, this may be a moment 

where the surrounding take is preferred for some reason and it is simply too 

complex a matter to edit a compromised bass ‘octave’ out.   
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9. Taking grace chords with the other hand 

 

Figure 2.13. Regard de l’Église d’amour 172/3/3. 

	
Figure 2.13 is one of many statements of the opening Theme de Dieu that 

lead to the final conclusion of Regard de l’Église d’amour. The final minim of the 

theme is decorated by four grace notes, and emphasised by the same bottom note of 

the piano with its own cluster grace note. Taken literally, the musician would use 

both hands to play the grace notes as they are split across two staves, the right hand 

to play the C♯ minim (probably with the thumb), and the left hand to play the grace 

cluster and the low A.  

This works reasonably well, but the clarity and rapidity of execution on all 

of the Loriod recordings seem to indicate that she is playing the grace cluster with 

her right hand and the low A with her left, making the gesture more physically 

powerful. This is a successful practical solution, but counter-intuitive to the written 

score, where the cluster would have been written in the middle stave to clearly 

indicate use of the right hand. This example is significant in highlighting the 

possibility of redistributing material between the hands, a feature of Loriod’s 
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pedagogy (Rothenburg, 2010), as an appropriate method of technical problem 

solving. Graham Williams provides a comprehensive background to this kind of 

score adjustment: 

There were a lot of examples too of fingerings, which were brilliant, 

and arranging notes and chords very differently from how they were 

written. Germaine Mounier, her assistant at the time, would happily 

do the same, particularly with French music. So whether it was a 

Loriod-ism or part of the French tradition I couldn’t say. Her 

fingerings were absolutely brilliant and her technique was stunning… 

(G. Williams, personal communication, March 25, 2015) 

	
The comparison between such a unique set of recordings as Yvonne 

Loriod’s Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus is both highly productive and ongoing, 

and this exploration will continue to add a depth of background and working 

knowledge not contained in the printed score. Elements of Loriod’s performance, 

revealed in the recordings, are a source of possibilities and ideas: a style book that 

can be a source of knowledge and assurance. There can be several different musical 

choices on display, and a performer could be making a complex choice between a 

solution indicated in the recording closest to the time of composition (1940s), a 

recording made at the performer’s physical peak (1956), the standard release on the 

market (1975), and a late career live recording (1985).  

Where recording is concerned we need to remember that we are dealing with 

practical realities as well as artistic ideals. While a perfect and exact ideal can be 

aimed for, it is the nature of human music making to be nuanced, changeable, and 
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individual. Peter Hill discusses his own acclaimed recording of the Vingt Regards 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus: 

The other thing is one remembers how recordings are made. This was 

in a huge freezing church off the north circular road in London, with 

a kind of damp patch in the corner where the rain came in, and you 

know, always the possibility one had to stop because the Northern 

Line was going underneath, 100 feet underground. I’m with 

Stravinsky’s final position on recordings, which is that any recording 

is the best that comes out of a particular set of circumstances, it’s not 

a definitive—it’s not a perfect laboratory. (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013)  

		
Loriod’s 1975 recording is commercially available, and the 1956 mono 

version was released on BnF (Bibliothéque nationale de France) Collection in 2014. 

The 1985 recording is currently only available from private collections, and the few 

libraries that retain vinyl media. In a library setting this media is often difficult to 

access as a vinyl surface can theoretically begin to deteriorate after even 20 hearings 

(Day, 2000) and copyright permissions to make digital copies are not possible with 

inactive record labels, in this case Véga and Schwann. Hopefully the 1985 recording 

will see a re-release in the near future, as it would otherwise be a truly great 

recording lost to the digital age. Fortunately the copyright to the original master of 

the recording is retained by Radio Bremen, an organisation that currently remains 

active and innovative.  
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Chapter 3: War and Pieces – Visions de l’Amen (1943) 

	
3.1 Katia and Marielle Labèque in 1969 

Three historic recordings of the Visions de l’Amen could be described as 

revealing the fingerprints of the composer. A re-released recording originally 

published as a mono 78 rpm set in 1949 features Olivier Messiaen and Yvonne 

Loriod performing the work six years after they played the premiere during the 

occupation of Paris. Messiaen and Loriod also recorded the work in stereo in 1962, 

creating the standard commercial issue that remains available on compact disc and 

digital download. In 1969 Messiaen was credited as the artistic director of a 

recording by Katia and Marielle Labèque that helped to launch their long career as a 

piano duo. 

It was the composer who instigated this recording by the Labèque sisters. 

Marielle Labèque recalls that the pianist Michel Béroff gave them a copy of the 

score of Visions de l’Amen around the time of his ‘absolutely amazing’ 

(M. Labèque, personal communication, July 8, 2015) performances of the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, prior to his double LP release of the work in 1969. 

Marielle Labèque recalled that she and Katia and were playing some of 

Visions de l’Amen for their teacher at the Paris Conservatoire when Messiaen 

knocked on the door and came in. On his request they later played through the work 

for him, and again on his request embarked on a studio recording of the work 

(M. Labèque, personal communication, July 8, 2015). This recording was made in 
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the cold Paris winter of 1969/1970 commencing on December 8 at the Salle Adyar 

(Hill & Simeone, 2005). 

Messiaen is credited on the label of the resulting LP as the artistic director. 

This term can carry a sense of vague artistic control and approval, or overall 

guidance, not necessarily a hands-on involvement. Perhaps a more accurate term 

within current recording terminology would be producer. Marielle Labèque recalls 

Messiaen managing the studio sessions directly, although being quite open to 

suggestion and change at all times, and also embarking on a futuristic method of 

recording. In contemporary digital recording it is a common practice to record in 

very short sections. The technique Messiaen used can heighten the level of technical 

accuracy in the ultimate recording, and save studio time and expense through little 

recorded material being wasted. This practice currently relies, however, on the rapid 

editing that can be done with digital recording software: literally cutting and pasting 

the sound waves in the same way as a word processing document. It was much less 

widely employed in the late 1960s due to the expense of the process through the 

time required, and also due to the risks involved in tampering with a recording made 

on magnetic tape. 

As it would have been for Loriod’s solo recordings in 1956 and 1975 (see 

Chapter 1), in 1969 this editing was done manually by cutting either the original 

magnetic recording tape, or a duplication of the original tape, and taping across the 

reverse side of the split when connecting it to the adjacent preferred section. This 

introduced the possibility of a terminal degradation in the physical integrity of the 

recording tape if the process was taken too far. Marielle Labèque recalls that 
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Messiaen would not let them play through any more bars than he could remember in 

complete detail (M. Labèque, personal communication, July 8, 2015). In addition to 

this ambitious approach to studio recording, we know that Messiaen managed it 

successfully, as the recordings resulted in a master tape that was published by a 

major record label and remains on the market today. The recording that resulted has 

a governing stability of sound and tempo that still stands out amongst recordings of 

the Visions de l’Amen.  

This information requires us to seek understanding through not only 

Messiaen the composer and pianist, but also Messiaen the producer. Given this 

insight we might possibly reconsider other recordings of this era, including the 

Messiaen/Loriod recording of Visions de l’Amen in 1962, and possibly even Yvonne 

Loriod’s recording of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus in 1975. Marielle 

Labèque believes that Messiaen did indeed record in the same way with Yvonne 

Loriod (M. Labèque, personal communication, June 10, 2017). 

3.2  Significance of Visions de l’Amen in Piano Duo 

Repertoire 

In the 21st century, a number of the two piano works of the 20th century 

have come to be widely regarded as modern classics. These would include 

Debussy’s En blanc et noir, Bartók’s Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion, 

Rachmaninov’s Symphonic Dances, Stravinsky’s piano duo versions of Le Sacre du 

printemps, and Boulez’s Structures. It would also include Visions de l’Amen, and 

increasingly so. With no detailed statistics on performance available, we can 

consider the prevalence of recordings released. The 1970s included releases by John 
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Ogdon and Brenda Lucas in 1971, and Peter Serkin and Yuji Takahashi in 1973. 

The 1980s might just include the recording sessions for Martha Argerich and 

Alexandre Rabinovich’s 1990 release. The 1990s featured the recording by Peter 

Hill and Benjamin Frith. However, since the year 2000, iTunes lists fifteen new 

commercial recordings available for purchase and download.  

It might be said that Visions de l’Amen could now be considered standard 

repertoire for a professional piano duo and there are multiple layers of difficulty in 

the work. There are a great many notes to be played in a limited period of time, the 

placement and management of these notes on the keyboards, and there is the 

complexity of the ensemble relationship between the players. Duo piano playing is 

extremely challenging given the percussive nature of the instrument: one could 

imagine two people playing a drum each, and trying to make the sound synchronise 

enough to sound like a single strike. Then extrapolate this concept to a 50-minute 

piano work containing thousands of notes in complex rhythms. It is hardly 

surprising that many pianists accept a sense of parallel play, where particular 

moments will be coordinated between the players as precisely as possible, and in 

other sections will allow a certain freedom of ensemble as long as the music flows 

on.  

My opinion is that allowing this freedom is neither necessary nor a good 

result for the composer of the music. I find it very difficult to play piano duo music 

with anyone other than my brother Alistair Noble (with whom I first played Visions 

de l’Amen publicly in 1994), and equally difficult to listen to many duo 

performances. In a sibling relationship, which is generally equal even if potentially 
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psychologically competitive, the members have a life-long relationship, and so 

something of an unfair advantage in reading each other’s movements and predicting 

each other’s likely responses in real time. It is both a nature and nurture connection, 

and it is hardly surprising that the most prominent piano duos of the recording age 

are the Labèque sisters and the Kontarsky brothers.  

Defining the musical relationship is an issue worth considering here. When I 

play Visions de l’Amen with Alistair, we have open and equal discussions about the 

musical decisions. In playing the work with Peter Hill I accepted that a very short 

rehearsal period of the Visions de l’Amen was a valuable learning experience, which 

proved both a beneficial and efficient approach to our performance of the work. 

The relationship of Messiaen and Loriod was particularly complex. 

Messiaen’s presence as composer gave him the authority to be in charge of the 

situation artistically, while Loriod was the professional pianist with more technical 

skill at the instrument. Loriod also devoted her career to his music. Perhaps these 

distinct roles allowed Messiaen and Loriod to establish a very clear understanding 

of how their collaboration worked, what their objectives were, and to avoid 

unnecessary complications and inter-personal conflict. 

Peter Serkin recalls seeing Messiaen and Loriod perform the Visions de 

l’Amen:  

It was just an impression but neither, neither one of them was in 

charge, they were both devoted to experiencing the music; direct 

playing of the music, quite simply, which was very impressive in its 

own way. Neither led as far as I could tell, and their demeanour was 

such that they seemed rather oblivious to each other. Of course they 

weren’t, their ears were carefully attuned to each other, but in terms 
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of demonstrative communication or cues, there was – none, I would 

say, as I remember it. (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 

2015) 

 

Serkin also recalls Messiaen and Loriod setting the pianos in a side by side 

formation, rather than in the interlocking position where the performers face each 

other, but cannot see each other’s hands or arms. Serkin also prefers the side by side 

formation when playing two piano music, for the sound quality in particular, as well 

as for the pianists being potentially more aware of each other’s work (P. Serkin, 

personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

Further performance issues that duo pianists face regularly include the 

availability of two pianos that are compatible in both size and sound quality, 

decisions about removing the lids from one or both pianos depending on the 

acoustics of the space and the comparative strength of the performers, and the 

possible requirement of page turners and where to seat them. If the pianos are side 

by side there is a decision involved as to one page turner being either between the 

players, or between the players and the audience. If the pianos are in an interlocking 

mode, then a decision still needs to be made about which side of each performer 

they should sit on. Further, the pianist playing the deuxième piano part, which 

Messiaen played, has long solo sections during the work. Should they sit closest to 

the audience if the pianos are placed side by side, or should the pianist playing the 

première piano part, which contains the more technical material and the sections of 

stylised birdsong? Many of these issues could easily throw the concentration of the 

performers if not considered well in advance of a live performance or recording. 

Peter Hill and Peter Serkin both express a preference for Messiaen’s part to be 
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played on the piano furthest from the audience (P. Hill, personal communication, 

March 22, 2013; P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). These decisions 

are also assuming that the players have resolved, without rancour, the fundamental 

issue of who is playing which part. 

3.3  The Pianistic Language of Messiaen 

It is easy to imagine how intriguing the sound world of the Visions de 

l’Amen may have seemed when it was first performed. This can perhaps be 

illustrated by contrasting it with the relatively contemporary Paris premiere in the 

1940–1941 season of Francis Poulenc’s Sextour for piano and wind quintet, with its 

traditional if occasionally surprising harmonies, and unselfconscious tunefulness. 

Despite Messiaen’s overall sound world, part of the attraction of the Visions de 

l’Amen are its forays, or perhaps lapses, into rich harmonic textures and to the 

strength of the musical themes that permeate it: the chant-like foundation 

established in the deuxième piano solo at the start of Amen des étoiles, de la planète 

à l’anneau and the profound arch structure of Amen du Désir illustrate this point. 

The more confronting movements have a dramatic suspense exaggerated by the 

interaction between the parts, in Amen de l’agonie de Jésus and the relentless Amen 

du Jugement. Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des Oiseaux heralds the first 

arrival of dedicated birdsong in Messiaen’s piano writing, (remembering that the 

Visions de l’Amen predates Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus and that the Quatuor 

pour la fin du Temps does not contain any specific birdsong material in the piano 

part) and this is underpinned by a rhythmic structure that carries momentum through 

the entire movement. Rather than being the core of the musical landscape, as it was 
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later in Messiaen’s work, the birdsong of the 1940s tends to manifest over a stable 

musical structure, almost like an obbligato. 

Perhaps Messiaen is also in the process of further establishing his mature 

style through the Visions de l’Amen. Significantly, the conscious acknowledgement 

of his methods was published the following year (1944) as the treatise Technique de 

mon langage musical (The Technique of My Musical Language). Messiaen was 

forming the vocabulary that he used for most of his future work, embedding his love 

of birdsong and favourite modes, with his already established pole stars of Debussy, 

plainchant, and the rhythmic patterns of Çarngadeva (Hill & Simeone, 2005). 

3.4  Genesis 

The Visions de l’Amen was written due to a commission from Denise Tual in 

December, 1942 (Ball, 2003). She had been intrigued by Messiaen’s organ music 

during a visit to Église de la Sainte-Trinité where he had reclaimed his position as 

organist, after returning to Paris after release from the prison camp Stalag VIIIA in 

1941. Messiaen approached the roles of these pianos in a clear way: one piano 

would have the core thematic and structural material, the other would have 

decoration, elaboration, and figuration. He probably had Yvonne Loriod in mind 

from the outset. Her abilities and early career stage suited the project well. Loriod 

suggests that Messiaen discussed her involvement with Tual very early in the 

process (Serrou, 2002). 

Messiaen had completed a fair copy of the new work for Loriod to work 

from by March 17th, 1943, when he referred to it in a letter. This part had taken 15 

days for him to copy. The premiere was on May 10th, 1943. Loriod had seven weeks 



	

	 106	

to learn and rehearse her part with the composer. At least one photo exists of 

Messiaen and Loriod rehearsing at her godmother’s apartment in the Rue Blanche 

(Hill & Simeone, 2005). The first performance was in the Gallerie Charpentier as 

part of the now legendary Concerts de la Pléiade series, which presented an 

impressive eleven concerts of contemporary, preferably banned, music through the 

occupation. The listeners at the premiere of Visions de l’Amen included composers 

Arthur Honegger, André Jolivet and Francis Poulenc, designer Christian Dior, 

writer Paul Valéry and célèbre Jean Cocteau. Messiaen’s wife Claire and son Pascal 

were also present (Ball, 2003; Hill & Simeone, 2005, Simeone, 2000, p. 555). The 

pianos were placed facing in opposite directions, but with the keyboards aligned 

beside each other. A photograph of the occasion reveals the audience surrounding 

the performers at a suitable distance (Hill & Simeone, 2005).  

The performance was reviewed by Arthur Honegger in Comedia on May 

15th. He had some issues with the austerity of some of the music, following from the 

musical lines of the work, and detected a narrow range of timbre, but he appreciated 

‘the poetic power, exalted level of musical discourse, and quality of musical 

invention (Hill & Simeone, 2005).  

There was a solidarity evident in occupied Paris that enabled this kind of 

artistic activity to occur. While the Nazis were firmly in control of the city, and the 

tragic deportation of Jewish Parisians took place, the difficulties of the political 

climate ‘stimulated rather than squelched, the creation of new books, films, plays, 

and musical works’ and there was renewed church attendance (at least among 

Catholics) with an associated emphasis on the sacraments (Seifert, 1989, p. 36). Ten 



	

	 107	

thousand, nine hundred and eighty works of French art were shipped to Germany 

during the occupation (Seifert, 1989, p. 49) and there were curfews, troops in the 

streets at times, and utilities like gas and water were unreliable (Burger, 2009, p. 1). 

It is important to realise that Visions de l’Amen was composed, premiered, and 

reviewed at such a time. The avant-garde language and musical structures of Visions 

de l’Amen together with its deeply Catholic symbolism can be seen as a form of 

artistic resistance to, or revenge against, the occupation (Seifert, 1989; Simeone, 

2000, p. 551).  

3.5  The Recordings 

In 1949, releasing Visions de l’Amen on 78 rpm records would have been a 

challenging project for Messiaen and Loriod. The approximately 50-minute work 

would have filled up more than 7 four-minute record sides, making it at least a four 

record set. The movements would also need to be split into appropriate sections, for 

example Amen du Désir would probably sprawl across three sides. The recording 

process would also have been primitive in comparison to later recordings, and the 

difficulty of editing makes some of the apparent notational errors in the recording 

more understandable. Presumably each side is a single live take, where both players 

have been satisfied with their part. A crucial factor with this 1949 recording is that it 

predates publication of the score. The Visions de l’Amen remained unpublished, 

after the premiere in 1943 until March 1950, so it is possible that changes were 

made to the manuscript either before the time of this recording or between this 

recording and the printing of the score. The original engraving of the score has 

remained the only one in print from 1950 to the present. There is a possibility for 
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further research in this area, as Messiaen donated three scores to the Bibliothéque 

nationale de France. These consist of pencil sketches, an ink score, and a signed 

published score (Balmer, 2013). At some stage his own rehearsal score is likely to 

be catalogued and made available, and all of these manuscripts can be compared in 

detail. 

A significant question around Messiaen and Loriod’s stereo recording of 

1962, given the description of Messiaen’s recording techniques from Marielle 

Labèque, is whether it was constructed with the same rigor as the Labèque sister’s 

1969 recording. In the absence of eyewitness testimony, we can suggest that it 

probably was not, with Messiaen occupied in playing one of the piano parts. In 

devoting his attention to doing his best playing, Messiaen could not be expected to 

remember exactly what had been desirable or undesirable in an extended take, nor 

would he have been aware enough of Loriod’s playing at any given time to sustain 

accurate full recall of crucial information about the quality of her takes. There can 

always be a discussion between players about how happy they were with each take, 

but this might be confounded by listening back to the material, often when it is far 

too late to go back into the same studio environment, with the same pianos tuned the 

same way, and record a better take. 

This is why recording producers have such a crucial role to play. There 

needs to be an independent and informed advisor to ensure that all the material is 

covered, and there is a strong take of all the material. Otherwise a project may need 

to be scrapped at the editing stage. It is doubtful Messiaen would have found 

someone as insightful as himself regarding Visions de l’Amen, although there were 



	

	 109	

excellent recording producers available, and they may have come close. There is no 

producer listed for Messiaen and Loriod’s 1962 recording. 

Messiaen’s career and reputation continued to develop through this time, 

and it is notable that the 1949 release was on a label called Contre-Point. The 1962 

release was originally on a boutique label called Adès and later on the more 

commercially robust Véga label, but the Labèque sister’s recording was released on 

the more prestigious and long-lasting Erato label. Erato would release many 

Messiaen recordings through the 1970s and were ultimately in possession of a large 

enough back catalogue to release a boxed set of recordings containing the bulk of 

Messiaen’s music for his 80th birthday in 1988. 

It must have been a welcome surprise for the composer to hear the Visions 

de l’Amen in the corridors of the Paris Conservatoire and find two teenage pianists 

with the dedication and technical skill to perform and record the work to his 

satisfaction. Marielle Labèque recalls performing the Visions de l’Amen and the 

Bartók Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion together as a recital program in 1970 

(M. Labèque, personal communication, June 10, 2017). Given that his own 

recording with Loriod was already in the marketplace, and a strong advertisement 

for his work, his involvement with the Labèque sisters recording seems both 

artistically generous and idealistic. Perhaps the most intriguing recall of Marielle 

Labèque relating to her experience of Messiaen is that he stated that he wasn’t able 

to play the Visions de l’Amen part any longer (M. Labèque, personal 

communication, July 8, 2015), which may have been an additional factor in his 

enthusiasm for producing their recording. Messiaen did continue to give 
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performances of the work in public, despite any doubts he had about his own 

playing. 

These three recordings form a core of reference documents revealing how 

Messiaen may have intended this repertoire to be played. In summary, the 

recordings comprise of two recordings with his own playing that were made thirteen 

years apart, on either side of the publication of the score in 1950, and a recording in 

1969 where he was able to monitor all aspects of the performance and piece 

together a suitable representation given a propitious set of circumstances. These 

recordings should reveal something of the composer’s preferences and 

recommendations, over a period of more than 25 years. 

While all of the difficulties involved with this complex piano work would 

take many volumes to describe and solve, in this chapter a selection of examples are 

presented. These are based on my experience in performing the work over a number 

of years, the points of interest revealed in the score itself, and the notable 

differences or departures from the exact notation of the score that are revealed in 

these historic recordings.  

Similarly to Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, score references will be noted 

by page, line of music on the page, and full bar on each line. While all print runs of 

the score will have the same material on the same pages, as Messiaen’s musical 

language was moving away from traditional bar divisions in the 1940s, the possible 

misinterpretation of bar numbers by the end of each movement could again make 

the discussion difficult to follow. 
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Recordings will be designated by year of release: 1949 for the original 

Messiaen and Loriod Contre-Point recording, 1962 for their stereo Adès recording, 

and 1969 for Katia and Marielle Labèque’s release for Erato.   
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3.6 Tempo in Amen de la Création 

From the very first bar (shown in Figure 3.1) the issue of tempo is 

significant.  

 

Figure 3.1. Amen de la Création 1/1/1. 

	
The opening of the work is marked pppp in the première part, and ppp in the 

deuxième part. Adding to these extreme dynamics is the challenge of effectively 

establishing between the players what is a very slow tempo of 50 quaver beats per 

minute. Both the 1962 and 1969 recordings commence at this marked tempo. The 

1949 recording stabilises after a very fluid beat in the initial bar, into a tempo of 

around 62 quavers per minute. Perhaps this indicates one of two possibilities: either 

the tempo was changed before publication, or the limitations of the 78 rpm format 

compromised the original intentions. The second is a very real possibility, as the 

track timing is 3’58”, so if it had been even fractionally slower it would require an 

additional side: the record would need to be turned mid-movement, negating any 
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sense of flow through a relentless crescendo right to the very last note of the 

movement. In an article surveying recordings of Visions de l’Amen for La Folia, 

Walt Mundkowsky notices that in this version of creation, ‘God is on a tight 

schedule’ (Mundkowsky, 2009, para. 4). 

There are two further points in Amen de la Création that need consideration 

in this context: the increase in tempo throughout the movement, and the challenges 

of synchronisation between the two parts. 

There is no tempo change indicated in the score, although the crescendo, peu 

à peu, is indicated a number of times. In the 1962 recording there is an increase in 

tempo from the opening 50 quaver beats through to about 90 quaver beats per 

minute (Noble, 2013) and in the 1969 a more moderate but still significant increase 

to 78 quaver beats per minute. With both these recordings closely connected to 

Messiaen, we can acknowledge the allowance of a suitable increase in momentum 

to parallel the crescendo, although this is not indicated in the score. Peter Hill 

accepts that this acceleration is a quite musical way to interpret the score, and 

connects it to a similar impulse in Regard du Père from Vingt Regards sir l’Enfant-

Jésus, although in that piece there are points in the music that might call for a sense 

of a tempo (if the tempo has increased) with the return of the Theme de dieu 

(P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). 

The theme articulated by the deuxième (Messiaen’s) part in Amen de la 

Création carries through the movement in what at this speed are quite long 

crotchets, against a very detailed rhythmic landscape in the première piano part. 

This detailed material requires a steady pulse to hold its integrity as well as the 



	

	 114	

ensemble between pianists, while the deuxième part playing the theme changes at 

the end of 4/1/2 to include three grace notes before each crotchet, shown in the 

second and third bars of Figure 3.2.  

 

Figure 3.2. Amen de la Création 4/1/2. 

	
This is challenging for ensemble between the players, and it is a struggle for 

the première piano player to land together with the other part on the downbeat, as 

well as maintain accuracy within their own part. In rehearsal for a performance with 

the author, Peter Hill mentioned that later on, Messiaen accepted there could be a 

certain amount of latitude between the parts. In this case an allargando in the 

deuxième part at the ends of the phrase could be used (the second bar of figure 3.2 

for example), with the other part carrying on through the bar and the parts 

regrouping on the next downbeat (P. Hill, personal communication, March 18, 

2013). In the recordings under consideration, this is most evident in the 1949 

recording: from the moment the grace chords commence, the deuxième part plays 

each phrase at a much faster tempo, disregarding the première part. Then on the 

long note at the end of the phrase, the deuxième part waits for the première to catch 
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up before moving on again. This is less evident in the 1962, where it seems more 

like Loriod is slowing just a little while the other part remains still. Katia and 

Marielle Labèque are able to synchronise all this material precisely in 1969. 

One further point to make with this movement is the unique sonority heard 

in Messiaen’s playing of the crotchet chords in the theme. From the very start of the 

1962 version it is clear that he is playing the chords in a very particular way, unlike 

other major recordings of the work including the 1969 Labèque sisters recording. 

Graham Williams attributes this to the precision with which Messiaen puts the all 

notes down at exactly the same time, and with a very even balance across the notes. 

This gives it a very solid effect (G. Williams, personal communication, November 

20, 2017). Looking back, this sound in Messiaen’s playing was absent in the 1949 

recording, as the sound is thinner and quieter, but only until 2/2/2, where the theme 

is played for the first time with both hands and at that point the same distinctive 

sound is heard. 

3.7 The deuxième Solo in Amen des étoiles, de la planète à 

l’anneau 

There are a number of solo sections through the Visions de l’Amen that 

comprise the presentation of important material by the deuxième (Messiaen) piano 

part. The first of these is a two-page solo at the start of the second movement. This 

particular solo is a good opportunity to observe the phrasing of melodic material in 

unison between the left and right hands, articulation in the form of staccato, tenuto 

and accent, and the use of commas (phrase breaks or musical ‘breath’ marks) at four 

points through the solo. This is shown in Figure 3.3. 
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 Figure 3.3. Amen des étoiles, de la planète à l’anneau 6/4/4. 

	
In 1949 Messiaen plays in a stable tempo around 68 crotchet beats per 

minute (marked on the score at 63). The significant accents are just those that occur 

at the end of phrases, for example at 6/5/1, and the phrases each commence attacca 

after the previous one. Perhaps this was again an element of time saving due to the 

limits of four minutes on each side of a 78rpm disc. In 1962 the performance 

commences more slowly but builds in tempo to around 72 beats per minute, and the 

accents are all well observed. The tenuto markings on the repeated low Es are 

emphasised, to the point of becoming more like accents, and are given a little 

hesitation so they become like anchors in the sonic landscape. In neither of 

Messiaen’s recorded versions does he observe any of the four commas printed in the 

score at 6/3/1, 6/4/4/, 7/1/3/, or 7/3/2. 

The Labèque sisters recording of 1969 reveals the same pedantic treatment 

of the low Es marked with tenuto, but differs in three ways. The tempo is stable 

throughout and at the tempo of 63 crotchets per minute marked on the score. All of 
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observation highlights the development of the thematic lines through the section, so 

their purpose becomes clear. Messiaen may not have observed them perceptibly in 

his own recordings, but these commas were included in the printed score, and 

observed in the recording he later produced in 1969. 

3.8 Techniques for Managing Ensemble Moments: Amen 

du Désir, and Amen du Jugement 

The 1962 recording reveals something of a particular method Loriod and 

Messiaen used to keep the music together, and this is most noticeable in Amen du 

Désir. The distribution of material between the parts allows for the deuxième part to 

lead the way, but there are still places where the parts meet in a very exposed way; 

even the very last chord of the movement (the second bar in Figure 3.4 below) is a 

clear example. 

 

Figure 3.4. Amen du Désir 49/3/1.  
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On this last page of the movement there are already three marked changes in 

tempo; a rallentando in the first line, au mouvt in the second line, and a molto 

rallentando through to the end of the second last bar. At this stage, there is unlikely 

to be any sense of an ongoing tempo going into the last bar, so after all that has 

come before, the players still have to come up with a plan to finish the movement. 

Peter Hill has employed a slight pause before the very last sound, so there is a sense 

of the two grace chords flowing from the previous bar, then a kind of upbeat 

observed as a hesitation before a downbeat on the last chord. This approach has 

served him effectively in past performances including the one I gave with him in 

March, 2013 (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). Another 

possibility is to ascribe the same pulse as the previous bar through to the last chord, 

giving the appoggiatura chords the same value as a sextuplet semiquaver, although 

for the already mentioned reason that there is a molto rallentando underway, this 

might be a less reliable plan. While this timing is practical in the last bar of the 

movement, there are a significant number of appoggiatura bass notes, chords, and 

split chords in this movement. The 1949 recording in particular is a good example 

of these chords all being included within the rhythmic pulse of the work. They are 

all ascribed a subdivision of the tempo and take no time value away from the 

surrounding material, so the music flows cleanly even through sections like pages 

38 and 39 where there is much complexity and many notes to be played. If time is 

taken from the pulse in this movement, it appears to be around the placement of 

something for ensemble reasons. The last two demisemiquavers of 39/2/1 are a 

good example, as they are played more slowly than the surrounding material and 
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given very careful execution before the chord placement at the start of the next bar. 

This forms a rallentando that is not marked in the score, and appears to be for 

ensemble purposes. 

A tendency of the 1962 recording is that possibilities for greater expression 

in this tender movement are not necessarily pursued. At least not through rubato, 

even when it is marked on the score. In the solo section in Messiaen’s part 

(deuxième) there are even indications for rubato (Figure 3.5 for example) in the 

score, which in this particular case Messiaen ignores. 

 

Figure 3.5. Amen du Désir 36/3/1. 
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to the same polarisation in the rhythm, and for that matter ‘why wouldn’t you play it 

differently every time?’ (M. Labèque, personal communication, July 8, 2015). 
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Conversely, the same method is not as appropriate when the material 

presented in this solo returns with an intense counterpart in the other piano: this 

counterpart has a four-bar introduction to set a tempo before the solo material 

begins, and what follows are nearly ten pages of intricate rhythms, occasional 

polyrhythms, and frequent alterations in tempo and dynamic. This leaves the 

deuxième piano part with a great deal less freedom as the piano duo attempts to 

navigate the material together. The 1962 recording shows a tendency for Messiaen 

and Loriod to play more deliberately – even pedantically - around any moments of 

ensemble concern. This very practical approach is perhaps a comforting model for 

performers, as even the composer and his wife evidently had difficult moments, and 

adopted pragmatic solutions. 

Another tendency of interest is Messiaen’s habit of pausing slightly on the 

opening crotchet of his melodic phrases: 

 

Figure 3.6. Amen du Désir 34/1/1. 
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3.9 Holding Something in Reserve for the End… 

The last section of the final movement, described as a ‘carillon of bells’ by 

the composer (Messiaen, 1950), occurs at least 45 mins into a challenging work, and 

after many risky moments for the pianists. Both parts are demanding from this point 

(88/1/1). The première part with four and a half pages of rapid chromatic chord 

patterns and then long runs of sextuplet notes interspersed with descending chord 

groups, the deuxième part with steady reworking of the original theme from Amen 

de la Création, often extremely loudly (fortississimo). The energy for this needs to 

be calculated in a performer’s pacing of the whole seven-movement work. This 

final section is described by Peter Hill, as ‘all hell breaking loose’ (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 21, 2015). While this is not an analytical matter musically, it 

is still a vital performance issue in a piece of music demanding of so much 

physicality. In the 1949 recording Messiaen and Loriod sound uncharacteristically 

pedestrian and a little tired in their playing of the final movement, which could 

possibly be a result of this early recording being in a relatively ‘live’ setting given 

the restrictions of the early recording process. Perhaps they did not pace themselves 

carefully enough through the performance. We could speculate that if Messiaen had 

been acting as producer, using the skills he displayed so effectively by 1969, he 

might have then decided to go into the studio for the 1962 sessions and record the 

final movement first of all. This kind of prioritisation of long or difficult sections 

can save a great deal of studio time and expense, and assist in producing a higher 

quality recording.   
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3.10 Northern Exposure: The première Piano Part in 

Amen de la Création  

The musical concept that governs the Amen de la Création, as previously 

mentioned, is a continuous crescendo. This perhaps Bolero-like plan is well set up 

in the deuxième (Messiaen) piano part, with more notes added to the chords and 

sweeping build-ups through appoggiatura chords as the movement gathers 

momentum. The première piano could be described as less ideally constructed for 

this purpose, both due to the rhythm and articulation, and the piano register the 

material is written in. There is a lot of articulation detail in the première piano part: 

accents which may or may not fall on the beat, and staccato and tenuto markings in 

material played with the left hand. These details add a kind of texture to the part, 

but, against the flowing chord phrases of the deuxième part, often sound eccentric 

and mannered. Added to this is the virtual unreality of playing the upper register of 

the piano at fortississimo by the end of the movement, and then for the last four bars 

without the sonic support of the deuxième part playing in the lower registers. 

It is difficult to imagine this scenario accomplishing the intended effect of a 

continuous crescendo. In addition, with Loriod describing this era in France before 

the highly projective Steinway pianos became standard (Hill, 1995), there would 

have been instrumental limitations to this effect at the premiere in 1943, on French 

pianos. While these instruments are of great boutique quality, the issue of extreme 

dynamics in the top register of the piano exposes two shortcomings in this modern 

repertoire: volume production, and stable tuning. Graham Williams suggests the 

same issue is present in the 1949 recording: it sounds like French pianos are being 



	

	 123	

used, most likely Pleyel or Érard instruments (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013). 

Appropriately, it is in the 1962 recording that Loriod provides a good 

example of how to finish the movement effectively. Remembering that in the 1962 

recording the theme phrases in the deuxième part accelerate slightly, and that Loriod 

seems to be slowing the tempo back when the première part sounds alone, the last 

four exposed bars of the piece reveal a more considered slowing in the tempo. So 

while Loriod is attempting a continued crescendo, she is also giving herself a little 

more time to place each chord. This continues right until the end of the movement, 

shown below in Figure 3.7. Peter Hill recommends a similar approach, culminating 

in a very deliberate last two chords in the première piano player’s left hand, 

allowing even this awkward section to end with a deliberate flourish rather than a 

possibly doomed attempt at rapid high volume in this extreme register of the piano 

(P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). We spent time rehearsing this 

when I played the piece with him in 2013. 

 

Figure 3.7. Amen de la Création 5/3/1.  
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Crescendi are also governed by their starting point, so the opening of this 

movement, at an equally challenging pppp, can allow the première piano player 

some scope if they plan carefully. An excellent example of this is the opening of 

Peter Serkin and Yuji Takahashi’s 1973 recording of the Visions de l’Amen for 

RCA. Serkin recalls that although this project was a little hurried, there was a 

deliberate sense of retaining the dynamics, trying to avoid the effects of the sound 

level compression that is generally involved with recording, and that this was 

supported by the producer (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

While this kind of sound recording would have been similarly possible in 1962 and 

1969, it would not have been effective in 1949 with the technology then available. It 

is a reality that the possibilities for extremes of dynamic are wider in a live setting 

than a recording, where there is a given range that is going to provide a good sound 

quality: too soft will descend into the ever-present noise that is a reality of 

recordings captured or mastered on tape, and too loud will result in distortion, 

which renders the take unusable. 

3.11 The Opening of Amen des Anges, des Saints, du 

chant des Oiseaux: Unison Section 

The most exposed ensemble moment of the whole piece is the opening 

section of Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des Oiseaux, where for 11 bars the 

parts are playing in unison octaves. Marked Très modéré, chantant (chant-like), and 

a stable 92 quaver beats per minute, this section usually reveals the players keeping 

a steady tempo and trying to maximise the number of notes that are accurately   
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synchronised. Occasionally in two piano repertoire there is a simple alternative, and 

this is a good example (shown in Figure 3.8): one of the players can comfortably 

play both parts up until the end of the eighth bar. 

 

Figure 3.8. Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des Oiseaux 50/1/1. 
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figuration to aid legato. While this is not what is written on the score, it would be 

both effective and undetectable in a recording, and highly practical in a 

performance. My brother Alistair and I have played this section with one pianist 

playing all the notes, and while it is not literally correct, the method removes a 

potentially frustrating ensemble section and gives the other pianist a chance to relax 

briefly. The pianist playing the octaves is then able to focus on the quality of their 

playing rather than the ensemble issues. Given Yvonne Loriod’s skill at rearranging 

material between the hands and finding inventive solutions to technical challenges   
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(Rothenburg, 2010), it cannot be assumed that she would disagree with such a 

solution. Similar moments occur through the Visions de l’Amen, where a single 

player, for example, might play the chords written in two parts, avoiding the 

necessity for concern about ensemble timing. 

There is an interesting example of this kind of situation revealed in the 1949 

recording of Amen de l’agonie de Jèsus, which starts as a conversation between the 

piano parts, in alternating note groups. At 25/3/3 there are then four chords played 

in synchronisation. The last of these chords is identical in each part. While there is a 

subtle sonic effect by doubling the same sound, it introduces a difficult moment that 

is unnecessary, and a practical musician would have to consider one player opting 

out of this situation, most likely the première piano, because they start the next bar 

nearly three octaves higher and would otherwise need to arrive there very quickly. 

At this point in the 1949 recording this does sound like what Messiaen and Loriod 

may be doing, although the chords do remain in both parts of the published score 

that post-dated the recording.  

The Amen de l’agonie de Jèsus also contains a deuxième piano part solo at 

27/2/1, which at a technical level involves a tangle of rhythms and tied notes, with 

both hands cramped into the same place on the piano keyboard. In the 1962 

recording the tempo of this section seems quite free and changeable. In the 1949 

recording the tempo is indistinguishable, until the final few notes that slow into a 

rest marked with a fermata before the next section.   



	

	 127	

3.12 Birdsong Meets Piano in Amen des Anges, des Saints, 

du chant des Oiseaux 

The long seam of notated birdsong through Messiaen’s piano music first 

appears in the Visions de l’Amen. The instruction at 56/2/1 describes it well: clair, 

libre et gai, comme un oiseau. Messiaen adopted the use of birdsong, first calibrated 

for clarinet and to some extent violin in the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps (1941), 

with the zeal perhaps only a former prisoner of war living in occupied Paris could 

manage. The symbolism of freedom and transcendence is obvious, and while the 

finesse of the method present in his later piano works, such as the Petites esquisses 

d’oiseaux (Small sketches of birds; 1985) is not apparent, the technique is effective, 

particularly in the repeated, extremely high declaratory notes like the beginning of 

the second ‘songburst’, shown in Figure 3.9.  

 

Figure 3.9. Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des Oiseaux 60/1/4. 
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(Catalogue of the Birds), completed in 1959. It would be Yvonne Loriod who would 

untangle all of this material, and this premonition in Visions de l’Amen occurs in her 

part, so it is worth making a comparison between the 1949 version and the 1962, 

which comes after the premiere of Catalogue d’Oiseaux.  

In the 1949 recording the birdsong is unusually indistinct to a listener used 

to Loriod’s later solo work, with the exception of the note grouping at 57/1/1. The 

section does not display the propulsive use of articulation in staccato and accents 

that might be expected. The section commencing at 60/1/4 is similar, with another 

exception: the fortissimo quavers of 60/3/1, which resonate through the texture. 

Most of the left hand material in these two sections is unclear, especially through 

page 61, where both piano parts fade off in an unmarked decrescendo into 61/2/4.  

The 1962 recording reveals a big shift in approach, at least partly enabled by 

a significantly slower tempo, even accounting for the improvement in sound quality. 

The playing is much more flamboyant in articulation and diverse in sound quality. 

The birdsong is central in the sonic landscape, with very strong accents, and the 

rapid note groups are driven onto the subsequent long notes. The effect is similar at 

60/1/1, with a much more present left hand driving the part, and a robust crescendo 

this time into 61/2/4, instead of the more hesitant approach of 1949. 

This appears a good example of development within both the compositional 

representation of Messiaen’s notated birdsong, and Yvonne Loriod’s pianistic 

interpretation of it. In the 13 years between these two recordings a quantum shift 

has evidently taken place. We should probably take the 1962 recording as the 

preferred example when considering the representation of this birdsong, rather than 
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the 1949. One can assume that the early recording would have long departed the 

marketplace by the time the 1962 version became known. There would have been 

no point remastering the mono tape, and neither Messiaen nor Loriod probably 

expected it to return to the market. 

In reviewing the EMI centenary boxed set for Gramophone, Phillip Clark 

briefly mentions the 1949 version being ‘lost to hopeless sound’ (Clark, 2009), yet 

the recording’s new release, produced by Malcolm Ball, reveals transitions like that 

of birdsong and tempo in Messiaen and Loriod’s performances. Surely it is 

ultimately more interesting to see this wider picture of development than a single 

mature recorded snapshot. 

3.13 A Single Brief Solo: Première Piano Part in Amen 

des étoiles, de la planète à l’anneau 

Amen des étoiles, de la planète à l’anneau ends dramatically, with a series 

of fortississimo chords and a series of descending semiquavers where the players 

may again have a practical decision to make, one I discussed in rehearsal with Peter 

Hill, as they play exactly the same notes. At 24/1/2 the première piano embarks on a 

brief cadenza-like passage, which represents the only genuine solo moment of the 

première part. It comes with another ensemble challenge, that the first five 

semiquavers in the première piano are played against a group of 11 

demisemiquavers played in the time of a crotchet leading on to a strong downbeat in 

the deuxième piano. This presents two basic possibilities: either the players work 

out how to coordinate the timing of this effectively, or they operate with a level of 

independence at the start of the section and the deuxième part essentially undercuts 
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the première, starting before the other part has finished. Then the players can 

regroup in time for the final two bars of the movement (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 21, 2013). 

In 1949 there is an undercut between the parts. Loriod clearly arrives at the 

downbeat before Messiaen, but without any sense of it being in error. It seems quite 

deliberate and the music does flow onwards. In 1962 there is a far more exaggerated 

version of the same method. Loriod surges ahead in speed and is almost through the 

following bar before Messiaen arrives firmly on the downbeat. It is interesting that 

Katia and Marielle Labèque play through the example with exact ensemble, but the 

moment is taken out of phase by the deuxième part (Marielle Labèque) splitting the 

bass octaves that sound on the downbeat. This adds a worthwhile sound effect, 

although it tends to cloud the precision of the ensemble playing. It is intriguing that 

Messiaen did not request that the downbeat be stronger, given the opportunity for it 

to be played exactly in time. 

These recordings of Visions de l’Amen reveal an artist at work on several 

levels, Messiaen as composer aspires to the highest levels of his craft, and the 

expression of his times and religious faith. Messiaen as performer was obliged to 

play his music effectively and professionally whenever he took to the stage to 

perform the Visions de l’Amen live, record it in a studio setting, or allow one of his 

performances to be broadcast. Messiaen as recording producer took the opportunity 

to ensure a finely crafted recording of the work existed without his own playing, 

which by that time he seems to have considered as being compromised. This paints 
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a picture of a composer with a very practical sense of his work. This is an image 

supported by an anecdote from Peter Hill.  

Peter Hill first performed the Visions de l’Amen with composer George 

Benjamin, and at the time of rehearsal Messiaen was in England, but the performers 

hadn’t had the opportunity to play for him. Hill relates that George Benjamin (who 

had studied with Messiaen in the 1970s) ‘intercepted’ Messiaen at Heathrow airport 

to ask him about the issues in performing the work. He was not necessarily given 

any sense of enlightenment or deep revelation about playing the work, but rather a 

ground level relaying of some of Messiaen’s favourite practical solutions. Peter Hill 

describes Messiaen’s comments in terms like, ‘This bit’s very tricky so I suggest 

you do a bit of an Allargando there so you can take this steadily’, and ‘we’ve 

always found this tricky together so it’s better if the first pianist plays all that chord 

because it never happened together’ (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 

2015). 

This is not to say that Messiaen was not detailed in his consideration of the 

music. Peter Serkin recalls that in numerous encounters with the composer, in 

different countries and with different repertoire, he never saw Messiaen listening to 

his own music without a score (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

Even very late in his life, attention to the details of interpretation were treated 

seriously, as Peter Hill and Nigel Simeone found his handwritten notes made while 

listening to the Visions de l’Amen released by Martha Argerich and Alexandre 

Rabinovich on EMI in 1990 (Hill & Simeone, 2005). 
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What is most significant is that Messiaen, as revealed by Peter Hill, Marielle 

Labèque, and George Benjamin, remained open to the possibilities beyond literal 

adherence to what was notated and to practical solutions. This realisation is a deeply 

significant one for performers. It leaves us with the knowledge that should we come 

up with a good idea, we can imagine that Messiaen would consider its merits, and 

should he find it worthwhile, might have made a note of it himself. Peter Serkin 

recalls Messiaen commenting about the way he played the music differently to 

Loriod, and again there is the paradox of individuality and musical text; ‘He said it 

was quite different from what he had in mind, but he said he liked those things too, 

and he said I followed the text so faithfully, so exactly’ (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 9, 2015). Marielle Labèque also refers to the need for 

invention and creativity in performance, after all ‘if you’re not going to do 

something different, why bother?’ (M. Labèque, personal communication, July 8, 

2015).   
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Intermède: Intervals in Performance 

While a traditional solo or chamber music recital usually has an interval, 

Messiaen’s large-scale compositions make this expectation a musical issue for 

careful consideration in performance. For the most part, an interval will create an 

interruption in the work itself. It could be argued that the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps has a built-in audience break in the form of the fourth movement Intermède. 

The work as a whole is substantial enough to constitute a recital of its own, yet not 

quite long enough to necessitate a break for either the performers or the audience.  

Peter Serkin has developed a practice of leaving the stage at times for the 

third and fourth movements of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps when the pianist is 

not required, but later again adopting a further practice of remaining onstage to 

pedal for the clarinetist in the third movement, where harmonics can be created by 

the sound of the solo clarinet interacting with the undamped piano strings 

(P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

Visions de l’Amen likewise is a large enough piece to fill a lunchtime or 

twilight concert, yet not really large enough to warrant an interval. In the course of 

this research no musician interviewed has raised the idea of having one during this 

work. In the case of Messiaen and Loriod, it was a practice of theirs to schedule a 

first half of Loriod playing either a selection from the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus or a selection of music by other composers, and then performing the entire 

Visions de l’Amen as the second half (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 

2015). 
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The Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, when played as a whole, is a different 

matter. During the course of the research the author has seen Steven Osborne 

perform the work straight through without an interval, and Pierre-Laurent Aimard 

take a formal interval after the 10th movement. This is a logical point at which to 

take a break, but there are alternatives. Osborne recalls Loriod’s suggestion of a 

number of short breaks, after every five movements (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, October 29, 2013). In considering the overall structure of the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus this makes sense. A break would be taken just before the 

sixth, the most technically difficult movement. Another would be taken after the 

10th, where Aimard took his single break. Then the third would be after Le baiser 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus. This last break would be a good possibility, as the last stretch of 

the work after this most expressive movement can be somewhat challenging when 

the performer’s concentration is potentially at its weakest. 

Peter Hill made a practice of taking an interval after the 10th movement, 

Regard de l’Esprit de joie, and suggests a back-up plan for another break after Le 

baiser sur l’Enfant-Jésus. Hill argues against an earlier interval, as the most logical 

place for it, following Regard du Fils sur le Fils, disallows the potential for the 

dramatic possibility of an ‘ambush’ by Par Lui tout a été fait (P. Hill, personal 

communication, June 12, 2016). 

In my own performances I moved over time from taking two breaks at first, 

to then running the whole work without a break. Perhaps this indicates that the 

performer might be less in need of a break as they become more experienced with 

the music. I have performed the work on eight occasions, of which I recall the first 
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three performances featured two breaks, and the last three were played without a 

break. One rationale for playing without a break is that it makes the overall 

performance shorter for both performer and audience, and that within the work, the 

architecture of both the narrative and the technical demands on the musician creates 

periods of comparative activity and rest. On the other hand, Michael Kieran Harvey 

suggests an interval can be appropriate, as the possibility of an audience that is 

unfamiliar with the music needs to be considered. It can be like a ‘lecture on 

quantum physics’ (M. Harvey, personal communication, February 11, 2016). 

Peter Serkin recalls playing the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus in four 

parts, not because Messiaen specifically recommended it, but because it seemed 

natural to him. This was almost in groups of five. The first group through to the end 

of Par Lui tout a été fait, preserving the ‘ambush’ described by Peter Hill, then a 

‘proper intermission’ after Regard de l’Esprit de joie, and another after Le baiser 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus. 

There is precedent amongst leading exponents of the repertoire, most 

notably with Yvonne Loriod, for taking up to three breaks. Steven Osborne admits 

to liking the ‘extremity’ of playing without an interval, as it draws the audience 

more deeply into the experience (S. Osborne, personal communication, August 2, 

2017). It is obvious when watching his performance that he also doesn’t physically 

require a break. This is probably a key issue. Aimard relates that he has tried both, 

and that both are possible (Paget, 2016). If a performer needs to take an interval 

during the performance to rest or to enhance their concentration, then clearly they 

should.  
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Chapter 4: Ground Zero – Quatuor pour la fin du Temps (1941)  

The Quatuor pour la fin du Temps seems destined to remain Messiaen’s 

most played and best known composition. While it is even possible the composer 

himself may have preferred it otherwise, there are very good reasons for the piece 

holding this territory. It places the listener authentically at a point in time, where we 

can make a meaningful intellectual and emotional connection to history. It places us 

in the centre of the Nazi holocaust, as witnesses to real events and a specific place. 

This makes the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps a particularly profound and 

significant work of art. Through the work, Messiaen seems to have processed parts 

of what we would presume were the most traumatic times of his long life. At the 

time of composition there were no guarantees at all of the survival of either himself, 

the other musicians who played the work, or even the score itself.  

The following events outline the historical context of the Quatuor pour la fin 

du Temps. In 1938 Messiaen attended the International Festival of Music in London, 

and had completed the composition of Les Corps glorieux at his summer retreat at 

Petichet in 1939 when war was declared. The Quatuor pour la fin du Temps was 

premiered in 1941 (in internment and then in Paris) and published in a run of 100 

copies in 1942. That year he secured the harmony teaching position at the Paris 

Conservatoire (Hill & Simeone, 2005). Following from these events we see the 

composition and premiere of the Visions de l’Amen and the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jèsus, within only three further years. When presented in such terms, this 

makes an impressive picture, leading some to consider how well the war worked out 

for Olivier Messiaen. One writer has suggested that because the Quatuor pour la fin 
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du Temps was written and premiered with the consent of, and with materials 

provided by the German officers in Stalag VIIIA, that it was essentially a Nazi 

commission (Ivry, 2007, para. 4). While following this logic might suggest that the 

incarcerated throughout history were in the employ of the regime that held them, 

this radical theory at least reflects one of the principal myths that remains in the 

Messiaen literature: that Stalag VIIIA was in some way not such a harsh place, or at 

least was significantly less traumatic than other Nazi prison camps. There also 

remains the unfortunate reality of Messiaen acquiring a post at the Conservatoire at 

a time that applicants of Jewish ancestry were excluded due to the occupation of 

Paris. Following from this, we can consider the Jewish member of the Quatuor pour 

la fin du Temps, Henri Akoka, and Messiaen’s relationship with Akoka after leaving 

Stalag VIIIA (Rischin, 2003).  

There may never be a complete resolution of these issues. The aftermath of 

the war being just as confusing as the events of the war itself, especially in France, 

where in the end a general amnesty was called to halt the épuration sauvage (savage 

purge), which saw in excess of 10,000 executions with or without trial through the 

final stages of the war, and its aftermath (Jackson, 2003, p. 577). Roy Howat 

explains: 

That’s part of the psyche of Paris, that there’s always a battle going 

on for this or that. But then, people just find their place within that 

and just do their work, which is what most of our composers have 

done – but the place does tear itself apart every now and then. 

Probably now, is the longest time it’s been without tearing itself 

apart, when you think of it… 1945 was the last one. (R. Howat. 

personal communication, September 13, 2012)  
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4.1 The Camp 

After Messiaen was mobilised at the outbreak of the war, he failed the army 

medical and was then enlisted as a labourer and orderly. He was captured around 

the 15th of June, 1940, near Verdun, and was then part of a forced march of around 

73 kilometres without food, to an open field near Toul, where he was to meet Henri 

Akoka (clarinetist) and Ètienne Pasquier (cellist). Interviews undertaken by Rebecca 

Rischin reveal that the earliest conceived movements of the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps began their composition process in this open field (Rischin, 2003). 

From this followed a four-day journey by cattle truck without food or drink 

to Görlitz, the closest major centre to Stalag VIIIA. After this journey Messiaen was 

so unwell that he spent a month in hospital, being looked after by Polish nuns, 

before being re-interned with his group. The deprivations continued, with months 

passing before significant food supplies arrived at the camp (Rischin, 2003). While 

the German forces characteristically destroyed available records relating to prisoner 

numbers and fatalities, the 30 dormitories of the camp were overflowing into tents 

when Messiaen’s prisoner group arrived. The Pegasus archive, an online source that 

aims to draw together all available holocaust information, estimates there were 

15,000 Polish prisoners already in the camp, and that Messiaen’s group comprised 

some 48,000 French and Belgian prisoners, which quadrupled the numbers at an 

already overcrowded camp. The sanitary implications of this alone are disturbing. 

Loriod passed on stories of soldiers fighting over drinking water (Hill, 1995, 

p. 290). Overcrowding was also coupled with the typically low currency the Nazis 

attached to human life. There must be mass graves at the site of Stalag VIIIA. The 
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Pegasus archive retains a record of 16,000 Russian prisoners that arrived at the 

camp after the opening of the Russian front. None of this group is confirmed to have 

left the camp alive. This was the environment in which the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps was written. 

While the environment was horrific and the regime in charge of the camp 

brutal, what emerges from the situation are small acts of individual human kindness, 

which remain possible even amongst the horrors of war. A German officer, Karl-

Albert Brüll, is believed to have assisted Messiaen in finding materials for writing 

the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps and extra food. Brüll was instrumental in 

facilitating Messiaen, Le Boulaire, and Pasquier leaving the camp, by either helping 

forge or alter papers stating they were unarmed orderlies, not soldier-musicians 

possibly bearing arms at the time of capture (Rischin, 2003). Akoka was in a 

different situation. Being Jewish, little could be done for him on an individual level. 

After a Red Cross–arranged sojourn at a camp in the warmer climate of Brittany, 

Akoka managed to jump from the train returning to Stalag VIIIA, with his clarinet. 

He was found unconscious by railway workers, assisted by a local doctor, and made 

his way safely to the free French zone after sneaking into Paris to visit his family 

(Rischin, 2003). While anecdotes and references continue to circulate that Akoka 

died either in the camp, or during war, he quite certainly survived and lived until 

1975 (Rischin, 2003). 

The Quatuor pour la fin du Temps was premiered in Paris on June 24th 

1941, without Jean Le Boulaire and Henri Akoka. Le Boulaire remained in Stalag 

VIIIA and Akoka was working in the free French zone and would have been 
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arrested had he come to Paris. The ensemble comprised Messiaen at the piano, 

Ètienne Pasquier on the cello, his brother Jean Pasquier playing violin, and Andre 

Vacellier playing clarinet. This same combination plays on the only recording 

Messiaen made of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps with himself playing, 15 years 

later.  

We can presume that Messiaen was content with this combination of 

performers, as it became the standard group while he played the piano part himself. 

Later on Yvonne Loriod would take on the responsibility instead. There is an 

exception noted by Peter Hill and Nigel Simeone (2005), which is a performance at 

Goldsmith Hall, London, on July 10th, 1946. This performance was planned to 

feature the quartet members of the Paris premiere and the later 1956 recording, but 

an errata sheet in the program makes two last minute changes, noting that the cello 

part would be played by Charles Bartsch and the clarinet part by Henri Akoka. 

Maybe there is a simple explanation for this: if Andre Vacellier was indisposed, 

who else could take his place? In any case this performance reveals that Messiaen 

and Akoka were both in communication, and working together as musicians, after 

the end of the war. 

After the war Henri Akoka had gained the position of associate principal 

clarinet in L’Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France, and it is believed that he 

and Messiaen reconnected through the performances this orchestra gave of the 

Turangalîla-Symphonie (1948). Rischin (2003) points out that this orchestra 

demanded exclusivity of its members’ activities, making it quite difficult 

contractually for Akoka to be involved in other projects. We should also wonder to 
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what extent Akoka, and even Messiaen himself, really wanted to relive their 

experience of Stalag VIIIA, which would have been a psychological risk of any 

performance. After Akoka’s death in 1975, Messiaen wrote a condolence to his 

family: ‘I loved him and respected him very much, as a man, as a friend, and as a 

musician’ (Rischin, 2003). 

4.2 Returning to Paris 

After Messiaen’s repatriation, he gained the post of Professor of Harmony at 

the Paris Conservatoire. While this is a post that he retained for many years, and 

apparently excelled in, a cloud remained over this appointment as the previous 

Professor, André Bloch, was dismissed from the post because he was a Jew. There 

is no way to avoid the fact that Messiaen benefited from this dismissal; only a non-

Jew was going to be appointed at the time. 

This appointment was one of several building clouds over Messiaen’s life on 

his return to Paris. His return via Switzerland and Lyon had involved weeks of 

recuperation at the farm of relatives, and yet Yvonne Loriod recalls how 

undernourished and sick he still appeared when she found herself in his new class at 

the Conservatoire (Dingle, 2007, p. 76). It was also during the occupation that his 

wife Claire Delbos’ illness was manifesting. She was already losing her memory 

and starting on the path to being institutionalised (Dingle, 2007, p. 98), so Messiaen 

was essentially becoming a single father with two jobs, Organist at La Trinité and 

Harmony Professor at the Paris Conservatoire. In the war years, this was not even 

financially rewarding, and food was rationed and at times scarce. Loriod recalls 

Messiaen walking rather than taking the Metro, even in the years prior to the war, so 
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he could buy more food (Rischin, 2003; Hill, 1995). It has been estimated that an 

average 71% of a Parisian’s income during the occupation was invested in sourcing 

adequate nutrition (Seifert, 1989, p. 27). Loriod relates Messiaen doing ‘all the 

housework, and all the cooking, and he would get up at 5 o’clock in the morning to 

make the coffee and get breakfast for his son before he went to school’ (Hill, 1995, 

p. 294). Yvonne Loriod spoke of the suffering of the prisoners of war, including 

Messiaen, of their loss of hair and teeth, their swollen fingers and emaciation 

(Rischin, 2003)(Serrou, 2002). Messiaen suffered life-long issues with his teeth in 

particular (Hill & Simeone, 2005, p. 210). Graham Williams has spoken of the 

effect on Messiaen’s inner life, which he considers suffered permanently after his 

wartime experiences, despite his lifelong Catholic spirituality. Williams speaks of 

Messiaen in the 1970s sitting at his desk, considering the composition in progress 

before him, and bleakly saying ‘it has to be a masterpiece’ (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013). This anecdote give us a sense that Messiaen felt the 

pressure of living up to his previous works, and if there was one in particular that 

anything new would be compared to, surely it would be the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps. 

We can reconsider Messiaen before the war and after the war. Before the 

war Messiaen was something of an enfant terrible composer with a devoted, 

talented wife, and an infant son. After the war he would become a single parent, 

increasingly in love with a young woman he couldn’t marry until the 1960s, and 

suffering the ongoing physical, and inevitable psychological challenges following 

his incarceration. We can only speculate how much of a consolation it may have 
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been, that through the writing of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps he became one 

of the most widely recognised composers of his time. 

4.3 The Recordings 

This chapter considers three recordings of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps 

which were directly affected by Olivier Messiaen. In 1956 Messiaen himself played 

the piano part for a recording, which, as mentioned above, also featured Ètienne 

Pasquier on cello, Jean Pasquier on violin, and André Vacellier on clarinet. The 

recording sessions took place at the Schola Cantorum in Paris on the 8th and 9th of 

May, 1956 (Hill & Simeone, 2005), and were originally released by the Club 

Français du Disque. The recording has since appeared in many different forms on 

LP, compact disc, and is currently available on iTunes and other digital download 

sites. This is a mono recording, but one of surprisingly high sound quality. 

The second recording was made for Erato, similarly to the Labèque sisters 

Visions de l’Amen recording of 1969, and was directed by Messiaen himself with a 

similar intensity. This is confirmed by Rischin (2003), and by Guy Deplus, the 

clarinetist, directly: ‘Olivier Messiaen was present in almost all the rehearsals and 

present from beginning to end during the recording of the quartet giving us remarks 

when necessary’ (G. Deplus, personal communication, September 21, 2015). The 

other personnel were Jacques Neilz playing cello, Huguette Fernandez on violin and 

Marie-Madeleine Petit as pianist. The recording was made at the Studio Hoche in 

February, 1963, according to details of an imprint listed at 

.https://www.discogs.com/Olivier-Messiaen-Quatuor-Pour-La-Fin-Du-

Temps/release/4018889 (Messiaen, n.d.). 
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The third recording was made very late in Messiaen’s life, in 1990, and 

featured Yvonne Loriod playing piano with Wolfgang Meyer on clarinet, Christoph 

Poppen on violin, and Manuel Fischer-Dieskau on cello. This late recording is the 

only digital recording included in this research and while the editing involved would 

have been done by tape splicing rather than the current computer software editing, 

the sound quality is of a contemporary standard. While he was increasingly unwell 

at this stage of his life, and from 1988 onwards was experiencing occasional falls 

and blackouts, Messiaen was well enough to travel to Israel in the same year the 

recording was made (Dingle, 2007). Given Peter Serkin’s account of Messiaen 

coaching Loriod on the work continually (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 

9, 2015), we can presume he was involved with both the rehearsal and recording 

process to a significant extent. 

Peter Serkin, having had a four hour coaching on Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps with Messiaen in preparation for recording the work with his ensemble Tashi 

during the 1970s, recalls Loriod performing the piece in the United States with 

Harold Wright (cl), Jules Eskin (vc), and Joseph Silverstein (vl) for Tanglewood in 

1975. Serkin attended a rehearsal they had with Messiaen. Even though the 

composer did not know the other musicians very well, he still spent a lot of time 

coaching Loriod herself, and Serkin recalled this in particular relation to the voicing 

and voice leading in the opening movement, something ‘which they must have 

worked on for decades already’, yet Messiaen still had a willingness ‘to impart his 

impression each time anew’ (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015).  
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Serkin also recalled a clear change to the score that was recommended by 

Messiaen, the diminuendo two bars before rehearsal letter D (hereafter referred to 

simply as letter) in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps 

should be played with ‘no diminuendo, cross it out. If anything; crescendo’ 

(P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). In relation to tempo, there was 

also a challenge from Messiaen; Tashi cellist Fred Sherry asked the composer if he 

was serious about the 44 semiquavers per minute metronome marking for the cello 

movement, and Messiaen’s response was ‘yes— maybe it should be slower’ 

(P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). The following survey of each 

movement of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps outlines points of interest regarding 

performance practice that appear in the three recordings under consideration, in 

chronological order, which also begins with Messiaen’s own recording as pianist. 

While an exhaustive discussion of all the possibilities is not in the scope of this 

thesis, the methodology of descriptive recording analysis and interview has 

produced numerous points for consideration. For each movement of the work 

Messiaen’s recording serves as an appropriate starting point, and issues that are 

significant can be compared with the later recordings to see if they might be present 

and stable over time. 

The Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, being a composition perhaps bridging 

Messiaen’s earlier and mature styles, is written with conventional bar lines, so, 

unlike the Visions de l’Amen and Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jèsus, bar numbers 

can be referred to reliably. Further, as the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps is a 

chamber work, there is the added advantage of rehearsal markings: letters A, B, C, 
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and so on through each movement as necessary. In looking at the details of this 

work, the orchestral system will be used (for example, two bars before letter B) 

except for the solo clarinet movement, Abîme des oiseaux, which has no letter 

markings. 

4.4 Liturgie de cristal 

The 1956 recording with Messiaen as pianist 

In Liturgie de cristal, Messiaen’s recording is a good example of ensemble 

playing, with the material flowing well and the parts intermeshing yet played with 

great clarity. Two factors stand out in particular, one relating to articulation of 

chords in the piano part and the other to managing the largest of these chords. A 

good example of these is the fourth bar of the movement, which is shown in Figure 

4.1.  

 

Figure 4.1 Liturgie de cristal Bar 4.  
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In Messiaen’s recording there is a very deliberate alignment made between 

the clarinet and piano parts. The F♮ (concert pitch) in the clarinet part is presumably 

notated to differentiate from the F♯ in the cello part, and this note, repeated in the 

clarinet part in semiquavers, coincides with two semiquaver chords in the piano 

part. There is no staccato marked in the piano part, but Messiaen plays the first of 

these two piano chords with a sharp staccato in tandem with the clarinet, indicating 

some flexibility of articulation, perhaps to aid ensemble with the other parts. While 

this is rhythmically precise, Messiaen then rolls or splits the left hand of the 

following chord in the piano part, a practice which tends to add some rhythmic 

ambiguity, even more so when the chord is off the beat, which is the case here.  

In a pianistic sense, any necessity for splitting chords would normally relate 

to hand size, the pianist’s individual hand shape and span. The three chords that 

may need to be split in this movement, specifically due to a range in either hand of 

greater than an octave, are referred to below in Figure 4.2 as chords 15, 16, and 17 

in the repeated series of chords that makes up the piano part.  

 

Figure 4.2. Liturgie de cristal Chords 15,16, and 17 of piano part. 
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movement. Messiaen plays chord 16 with a consistent split (in the 5th bar after A, 

the bar before C, the 2nd bar of D, the 9th bar of D, and the 4th bar of F) but not the 

other two chords. In terms of span, chord 15 is a Major 9th, chord 16 is a Major 10th, 

and chord 17 a minor 9th.  

Taking chord 17 as an example, we can compare the rhythmic component of 

the challenge, because each time these chords appear, they have different rhythmic 

values which places them in a further context. Chord 17 occurs, in order of 

appearance, as a minim, semiquaver tied to a quaver, semiquaver tied to a 

semiquaver, crotchet, semiquaver, and quaver. Each of these occurrences allows 

different periods of time for the pianist to secure the chord amongst the series, 

which then becomes a factor in any decision regarding the splitting of the chord. 

This recording indicates that Messiaen split chord 16 by necessity, but was able to 

reach chords 15 and 17 given enough rhythmic space (extra time), as he handles 

these two chords inconsistently. 

Another rhythmic trait is Messiaen’s slight adjustments to rhythmic values. 

This has an inevitable consequence for the rest of the ensemble. In particular he has 

a tendency in this first movement to play semiquavers quickly, moving attacca onto 

the following chord. He is also very efficient with dotted quavers, not allowing any 

hesitation before the next chord.  

The1963 recording with Petit as pianist 

This recording features an even more homogenous ensemble blend, with an 

intermingling of sounds, and a more relaxed sense of the articulation. The staccato 

and accents are significantly less pronounced than the 1956 recording. The spacious 
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nature of the sound, and the knowledge that it was recorded in a studio setting, 

perhaps signify the use of an early reverberation technology at work. It is even 

possible that this has had an effect on the clarity of the sound, but it still sounds like 

a high quality studio production. Some of the rhythms are more relaxed than in 

Messiaen’s recording; one triplet in the second bar sounds as a quaver and two 

semiquavers rather than what is written, but these are fleeting issues, and the 

movement is fluent. The ensemble of the last bar is very secure, and features no 

timing issues between piano and clarinet. 

The pianist, Petit, handles the chords well, and, like Messiaen, needs to split 

chord 16 in each appearance. Unlike Messiaen, she sounds all the other chords 

together through the movement, and her adjustment to play chord 16 is very quick, 

and has no effect on timing.  

The 1990 recording with Loriod as pianist 

There is a gentler aspect to the piano part in Loriod’s recording than in both 

earlier recordings, and when she rolls chords, the technique is very subtle, making it 

much less disruptive. An example is chord 16 which she also seems to need to split, 

but the effect has much less influence on the surrounding material and is apparently 

managed with more technical proficiency. In contrast to Messiaen’s quick and 

sometimes staccato semiquavers, Loriod’s are clear but rhythmically steady 

although consistently non-legato.   
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4.5 Vocalise, pour L’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps 

1956 

A piano/clarinet mis-alignment occurs at the end of this movement. The 

clarinet coming in earlier than the score suggests in the final flourish shared by 

these two instruments. If the clarinet part is bold in this movement, then Messiaen in 

comparison appears to be a touch reticent in his playing. The rhythm is always 

forward looking, with each bar flowing through into the next, but the piano part is 

not favoured in the recording balance and some of the expected dynamic peaks in 

Messiaen’s part do not appear. A clear example is the sfff in the left hand of the 6th 

bar of letter A, midway through the first beat, which is simply not present. These 

two notes sound as a calm completion of the chord on the downbeat, as seen below 

in Figure 4.3. 

 

Figure 4.3. Vocalise, pour L’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps bar 6 of piano part. 
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There is also some unevenness of the chords while the piano part is playing 

semiquaver chord passages, a clear example occurring at letter E, shown here in 

Figure 4.4. 

 

Figure 4.4. Vocalise, pour L’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps Bar 25. 

	
During this section there are also times when the piano is playing repeated 

chords; either on or off the beat, a chord is played twice in succession. In the second 

bar before letter F, Messiaen plays the repeat of the chord so softly compared to the 

original that it is hardly evident, and the rhythm sounds like it has changed to 

quaver chords instead of semiquavers. In other bars, like the third bar of G, 

Messiaen uses such a deliberate and pronounced pattern of accents on the first of 

any repeated chords, that the effect is reminiscent of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du 

Printemps. Some of the chords are also voiced in favour of harmonic features within 

the texture. In the fourth and fifth bars of letter E, the lower note of two perfect 

fifths occurring in these bars is carefully placed like a bass note. There is an 
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impression here of Messiaen having a very clear concept of what is important in the 

landscape of the part, but there could be some difficulty in its execution, either 

given his own technique or the complexity of playing the part in ensemble. 

1963 

After a strong declaration at the start of the movement, with a small 

hesitation to place the sfff seventh in the left hand, Petit gives a delicate rendering of 

the many chords in the movement. While technically proficient, it does carry the 

sense of a pianist at times trying to play too softly, as there are some chords that 

barely sound. The chords through the middle section of the movement are also very 

unaffected by either articulation or phrasing, and sound as a static landscape of 

chords. In the crescendo during the middle section, and at the end of the middle 

section where the chord pattern changes, it is not so much the harmonic changes 

that are articulated, but the chords are articulated in proportion to pitch. In each 

group the highest chord is featured, significantly more so than the syncopated beat, 

with each phrase shape marked in the score as commencing on the second 

semiquaver of the bar. This is interesting as a contrast to Messiaen’s recording. It 

raises a question as to why he has not insisted on a more textured performance of 

this material. 

Also worthy of comment in this recording is the clarinet’s triplet-

quaver/trill, at the end of the opening and closing sections of the movement, which 

sounds as a single gesture rather than as a sequential rhythm. This seems to help its 

effectiveness and lessen the need for the piano and clarinet to be literally together. 

Letter C is of interest for the attacca pick up by the violin and cello; their 

appearance is both effective and earlier than expected. 
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1990 

As might be expected, Loriod’s sfff  halfway through the first beat of the 

sixth bar of A is present and unambiguously loud. It raises the question of whether 

Messiaen’s 1956 version came from a take that was otherwise satisfactory, and 

passed through the decision process as the best available take at the time. There are 

a couple of pauses in this recording that are worth considering. Firstly, there is a 

pause on the first note of the clarinet part, so the sound is firmly established before 

the run of demisemiquavers that follows. Secondly, at the end of the second last bar 

(shown in Figure 4.5) going through into the final bar there is a very long pause, and 

while this is notated as a clear number of rests, the performers sound as if they had 

come to a stop and then re-cued each other to play the notes in the final bar in a 

particularly gentle and controlled way. 

 

Figure 4.5. Vocalise, pour L’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps last two bars. 

	 	

&
B

&

&

Von

Velle

PIANO

œn œb œ .œ- ‰
œn œb œ .œ- ‰
œœœ#n . œœœnn . œœœ

. œœœ
. œœœ

. œœœ
. œœœ

. œœœ
. œœœ

. œœœ
.

‰
œœœ###
.

œœœn# . œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. ‰

π

π

∏

Œ .œ- ‰U
olez la sourdine

Œ .œ- ‰U
olez la sourdine

Œ
œœœn . œœœ

. œœœ
. œœœ

. œœœ
. œœœ

.
‰U

Œ œœœ# . œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. œœœ. ‰U
Ø

∏
∏

Fig. 4.5

©

Score



	

	 154	

There is further evidence in this movement of Loriod’s technical skill as a 

pianist through the semiquaver chord passages in the middle of the movement. In 

Loriod’s playing these chords are very even and delicate, all seem to sound very 

securely with stable voicing, and while she accents the changes in repeated chords, 

the accents are less exaggerated but all the chords are audibly present in the 

recording. One point of interest in this movement is the subito dynamic at letter G, 

although this is not a marked subito point (the previous dynamic marking being 

pianissimo and this one being pianississimo) there is usually an increase of dynamic 

through the two bars before letter G, with a change at letter G initially in the piano 

part, then in the parallel parts played by the violin and cello. In Loriod’s recording 

the dynamic change comes late in the piano part, with a very soft dynamic taking 

hold fully in the following bar, which makes the passage sound uncertain. 

In comparing the articulation of the chord sequences in this movement, the 

available information would suggest that Messiaen has managed to find a working 

method for the material by the time Loriod made her recording. His earlier 

recording is not quite as fluent, and Petit’s is perhaps less detailed. Also worth 

noting in this movement is that Loriod approaches the flourish in the piano part in 

the third last bar by very clearly dividing it into three groups: 4/3/5, which is 

understandable technically but not marked in the score.  
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4.6 Abîme des oiseaux 

1956  

This movement is for solo clarinet, although it is worthwhile for 

consideration in any performance practice study because it reveals the composer’s 

intentions even if it is not instrument specific. In the context of recording and 

rehearsal, Messiaen would have been able to give this movement his whole 

attention, rather than first ensuring his own part was secure.  

The challenges for the clarinet player in this movement are considerable. It 

involves very soft long notes, rapid passages of birdsong, extreme registers, very 

long phrases, and extremely loud dynamics. Ètienne Pasquier recalls Henri Akoka 

working on the beginnings of this piece and saying ‘I’ll never manage it’ (Pople, 

1998, p. 8).  

The clearest indication of difficulty in this recording by Vacellier is that the 

slow sections of the movement are not as slow as the marked tempo on the score, 

neither are the rapid sections of birdsong as fast as the marked tempo. There appears 

to be a balance taking place between the player’s technique, the score, and the 

comparative risks involved. In other words, a professional performance is taking 

place. While such a balance is necessary, it also reveals a potential remove between 

the composer’s ideal and the performance context of a player’s specific capabilities. 

We can further explore the issue of tempo in this movement by comparing the track 

timings of the 1956 and 1990 recordings. They are 5’03” and 7’45” respectively, 

which is a clear indication of what is to come in the comparison.  
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Vacellier is tending to play the melodic quaver sections (for example in 

Figure 4.6) in a very stable, perhaps even pedestrian way. 

 

Figure 4.6. Abîme des oiseaux bar ten. 

	
His attention seems to be on accurate progress rather than phrasing or taking 

risks etc. The long soft notes are a little tentatively dealt with, for example the 

second note of this type in bar 13 commences not at pianississimo but a much more 

robust dynamic. The pressez section of sequence-like phrases midway through the 

movement reveals no significant pressez, but it is secure and clean in execution.  

1963 

Guy Deplus gives a very convincing and technically strong performance in 

this recording. His long notes seem to sound forever, and his crescendi are 

relentless. They do not have the ex nihilo feel that listeners are now used to, as they 

start from a clear volume point, but the breath control is impressive.  

The tempi are interesting, because he plays the opening section, for example, 

slower than indicated. Where the score indicates 44 quavers per minute, Deplus is 

steady at 38 quavers per minute which was the tempo that he says was specifically 

requested by Messiaen at the time (G. Deplus, personal communication, September 

21, 2015). Alternatively, in the quicker section marked at crotchet 126 beats per 

minute, he is playing at crotchet 132, indicating technical comfort with both the 
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slow and fast tempi within the movement. The Modére section marked as quaver 96 

is played a touch more slowly.  

The clarinet timbre in the Lent section is still unusual to modern ears, 

sounding quite reedy, if not nasal, perhaps indicating a change of style in clarinet 

playing over time. Guy Deplus describes this change as occurring through the 1940s 

and 1950s; a bright thin sound becoming fuller and darker due to influence from 

English, American, and German players (G. Deplus, personal communication, 

January 29, 2016). 

1990 

Wolfgang Meyer’s performance of the movement perhaps reveals both his 

individual mastery of this music, and a shift in the expectations of the contemporary 

clarinet player. Messiaen has a part to play in this, as the Abîme des oiseaux could 

be considered a standard excerpt for clarinetists by the late 20th century, so every 

seriously trained clarinet player would already be familiar with its challenges. This 

movement has taken a part in setting the current standard for players. 

While comparable to Deplus’s playing, although perhaps a bit more intense, 

Meyer’s slow sections are significantly slower than Vacellier’s, and his fast sections 

are significantly faster. The birdsong passages also reveal the somewhat fantastic 

and capricious nature of the most effective renditions of birdsong in the Messiaen 

piano repertoire. Meyer has stepped beyond the note management to fully engage 

with the articulation and phrasing, which renders the movement more convincingly. 

There are times when he appears to omit breaths that are marked in the score, for 

example in bar 7, where he joins two phrases together into one long one, without 
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needing to speed up the slow pulse to manage it. The pianississimo notes with 

crescendo are much softer, at times genuinely appearing out of nothing, and these 

notes are much softer for much longer. There is no sense of pedestrian quaver 

passages. These are legato and well phrased so the rhythmic pulse is more subtle 

and flowing. The pressez is evident in the sequential section, leading rapidly into 

the marked rallentando before the first Modéré section. 

There is a marked difference between these performances of the movement, 

which does not have a parallel with the solo string sections of the Quatuor pour la 

fin du Temps. It is as if those instruments are already settled in their modern 

technique, but on the evidence of these recordings, a certain expectation of clarinet 

technique in the repertoire has evolved more noticeably. Loriod described a similar 

phenomenon in piano playing, discussing the overall improvement over her career, 

of what students were able to play, how quickly they could learn the repertoire, and 

how rapidly they could ultimately play the notes. (Hill, 1995, p. 287)).  

4.7 Intermède 

1956  

This very folky, Klezmer-like movement gives the pianist a further break 

from playing during the course of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps. Rather to give 

the stage wholly to his colleagues than to have a rest, Peter Serkin speaks of 

sometimes leaving the stage during this part of the work. Interestingly though, he 

relates in more recent times using the damper pedal on the piano to ‘pedal for the 

Clarinetist’ during the Abîme des oiseaux, even though there is no scored 

involvement for the pianist. This opens a new avenue to sound possibilities as the 
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piano generates sympathetic harmonics with the playing of the clarinet (P. Serkin, 

personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

The significant moment of the Intermède from a performance practice 

perspective is the dislocation of parts that occurs during the 3rd and 4th bars after 

letter C. The clarinet is playing a descending scale through the 3rd bar after C, with a 

decrescendo to pianissimo, and the violin and cello start together on the downbeat 

of the 4th bar after C. This is shown in Figure 4.7. 

 

Figure 4.7. Intermède bars 3 to 5 of letter C. 

	
In the 1956 recording the Violin and cello undercut the clarinet part, coming 

in well before the last overlapping note of the clarinet. This creates a new downbeat 

over the top of an existing rhythm, which creates a dissonance with the written 

score. 

1963 

This recording features the same clear undercut, both at letter C and letter F. 

The strings come in almost exactly two semiquavers early. This is clear on the 

recording, but Deplus does not recall this coming specifically as a request from 
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Messiaen (G. Deplus, personal communication, January 29, 2016). This recording 

again sounds very relaxed and smooth, with no rough edges, and the articulation is 

almost jazzy rather than clear. The ending has the violin and clarinet out of time on 

the last two semiquavers, and the cello making a ritardando through the last bar. 

1990 

Loriod’s recording features the same pronounced dislocation at letter C and 

letter F; the strings clearly come in early, jumping the beat forward. Also significant 

in this recording is the exaggerated softness of the pair of pizzicato notes the cellist 

plays to conclude the movement. 

4.8 Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus 

1956  

The movement, marked to be played infinitely slowly, certainly has a 

relentless quality with Messiaen at the piano. The tempo does increase through the 

movement but settles back into a basic tempo when there is a sense of tempo primo, 

like in the seventh bar of letter A, at letter D, and in the last two bars where the cello 

holds a sustained note and the piano is providing the rhythmic pulse. 

The first chord in the piano part is played 10 times (at 44 semiquaver pulses 

per minute) before it changes to the second chord, which is played seven times. On 

the first hearing of the change of chord Messiaen has marked both a tenuto and an 

accent in the score, which he observes in the recording. He also has a tendency in 

the recording to crescendo towards these harmonic changes, which is a feature not 

marked in the score. The crescendi marked lead towards the climactic points in the 
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movement such as at letter B and the 6th bar of letter C, but there is no marked 

indication for this through the more frequent changes of harmony. The changes in 

dynamic and tempo are also occurring in tandem, as might be expected for this 

expressive movement. 

There is a discernible pause on the bar line going into letter D, which stands 

out given the continuous semiquaver chords in the piano part. This is presumably a 

decision made for ensemble purposes, with the start of a reworking of the opening 

theme at a subito pianississimo. The second and third bars of letter D are slower in 

comparison to surrounding material, and Messiaen appears to be accommodating 

the challenges experienced by the cellist in the last sustained note, as he cuts the 

quaver and crotchet rest in the last two bars of the piano part short. 

1963 

Overall this is a very effective ensemble recording, making the few moments 

that are not neatly in time quite apparent. One example is the first chord of the 

fourth bar after letter C. It might be that the very even tempo of the movement 

allows for this stability of ensemble. The cellist Jacques Neilz’s playing is very 

controlled: he even manages to sustain his note through a significant unmarked 

ritenuto in the fourth bar of letter C in this recording. There is a pause on the barline 

at letter D, as in Messiaen’s recording. In this case it is two semiquavers long, at the 

tempo of the semiquaver pulse leading up to letter D. The tempo is held through to 

the end, and the quaver rest in the piano part is full, while the crotchet rest is 

shortened by a semiquaver.  
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1990 

These last two rests are played exactly in time by Loriod, which is ironic 

given that, compared to Messiaen, she seems very much in an ‘accompanist mode’ 

during this movement and the longer rests increase the level of challenge for the 

cellist. This inspires the listener to wonder if Messiaen was in a similar mode when 

he recorded the piece. How flexible was Messiaen in the 1956 recording in 

rehearsing with a soloistic cello part, and what was it like for the cellist to play the 

piece with the composer sounding such steady semiquaver chords? It would be 

brave to ask the composer for more time in some places or an accelerando in others 

allowing for the challenges of the cello part. In most contexts though, this is what 

the pianist might be asked for. 

Loriod does allow some of these flexibilities in her recording, seeming to 

allow the cellist a more soloistic approach to their part than Messiaen did. The 

players also have a tendency to crescendo into almost every note, drawing the 

melodic line onto the next note at the last possible moment. In bar 9, Loriod comes 

in slightly late; allowing the cellist to settle into his note. In this recording there are 

a couple of features that may be due to the improvements in recording technology 

between 1956 and 1990 that allow for a wider dynamic range (due to less 

compression in the sound). One is that the accent/tenuto combinations on the 

changes in harmony are much richer, and really contribute to the effectiveness of 

the harmony, rather than being a purely dynamic feature; the other is the greatly 

increased dramatic effectiveness of the subito markings, most notable at letter D. 
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There are moments or human error too, for example the inaudibility of the second 

semiquaver piano chords of the third last bar of this movement. 

Also somewhat apparent is the lack of acceleration in the dramatic moments, 

such as the three bars leading to letter D. While Loriod may be treating the piano 

part as accompaniment, the tempo is more stable here when compared to 

Messiaen’s recording. This might mean the cellist in Loriod’s recording is more 

comfortable playing the material slowly, with the necessary bow control, or it may 

mean that Messiaen was periodically driving the tempo forward himself. This 

movement will be considered further in Chapter 6. 

4.9 Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes 

1956 

Three key points of interest are evident in this movement of the recording: 

the parallel relationship with dynamics and tempo, some areas where uncertainty is 

evident in the ensemble playing, and Messiaen’s pedalling not always following 

traditional guidelines. 

This movement is remarkable for the whole ensemble being in unison, 

although in different registers, through the whole movement except for the times 

when only clarinet and piano are playing at the fourth and fifth bar of letter I, the 

second to fifth bar of letter J, the fourth to ninth bars of letter K, and the lead into 

the whole ensemble trill four bars before letter O. This makes for the highly 

exposed ensemble work, and this is coupled with what, at the time of composition, 

was irregular and complex rhythmic patterns. While Messiaen is known for his 

insistence on exact rhythm, this is another case where practice diverges from theory. 
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The tendency of the music to accelerate when the volume increases is quite 

common, but in Messiaen’s case a bit unexpected. While some sections of the 

movement explicitly call for acceleration, like the pressez marked through the bar 

before letter F, another section two bars before letter E has no tempo change marked 

but is simply a change from a piano dynamic to a fortissimo dynamic, yet in 

Messiaen’s recording the music moves to a faster tempo in the fortissimo section. 

It is perhaps comforting that Messiaen’s quartet experiences some indecision 

at letter F where there is a simultaneous tempo change and a sudden drop in 

dynamic to pianissimo. This section seems to be one where the group find it quite 

difficult to set a secure tempo. In my experience members of the ensemble can end 

up waiting on each other in order to keep in time before they realise they have not 

set up a stable tempo. This occurs in Messiaen’s recording, and it takes a couple of 

bars for the section to stabilise. Another ensemble feature is the use of a ‘retake’ 

when a new section starts on the downbeat. Clear examples of this are the fourth 

and seventh bars of letter K, where the clarinet and piano are able to start together 

anew, after the quartet section finishes. This is evidenced by the slight lack of flow 

between the sections, and perhaps indicates that making a fresh start within a 

movement to settle the tempo and maintain ensemble was something Messiaen 

accepted. 

In terms of Messiaen’s pedalling, there are some occasions when he is using 

the damper pedal through scalic semiquaver passages. This is not traditionally 

considered to be desirable in piano playing, for it tends to blur the rhythm and create 

clashing overlaps in sound between the notes. In this context, where the passages in 
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the piano can be played without the use of pedal and there are other musicians 

playing in unison without the option of using pedal, it really seems out of place. We 

would have to assume that Messiaen’s pedalling is deliberate, and that there is a 

certain effect he is after. If this is the case, then does it mean we approach the piano 

part as a different sonic landscape than the other instruments, or are there just a few 

points in the movement when pedalling is what Messiaen intended? Letter K is a 

good example, where piano, violin and cello are playing in unison, fortissimo. With 

the pedalling that is present in Messiaen’s piano part, the semiquaver line takes on a 

very jumbled effect. 

Peter Serkin provides one clue to the aim of pedalling in this movement, and 

that is Messiaen’s interest in allowing the harmonies created by pedalling over some 

of the groups; that there should be an approach of ‘not being too desiccated about 

the whole thing, but to provide a natural resonance to the harmonies’ (P. Serkin, 

personal communication, May 8, 2015). 

1963 

This recording has a surprisingly unhurried tempo in this movement. There 

is little urgency about it, even in the more wide-ranging later stages, and it has a 

secure tempo and solid ensemble management. At letter D there is a very successful 

subito without a change in tempo, and a very secure progression from letter F, with 

the whole ensemble sounding confident about the new tempo. There are a couple of 

places where the tempo is pulled back. Petit starts the material three bars before 

letter I with some rubato to establish the figuration, and Un peu moins vif, the 

eighth bar of letter N, features a decided slowing of the tempo as marked.  
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The clearest feature of this recording is the ensemble playing. There is no 

sign of uncertainty around any of the changes of tempo, dynamic, or musical 

material. Also, there is little audible use of pedal in the piano part, which adds to a 

sense of clarity in the sound of the movement. 

1990 

In this movement there is a clearly faster tempo than the 1956 recording, the 

rhythm is more energetic and there is a very strong emphasis on the downbeats. 

Loriod’s playing is in this case more non-legato than Messiaen’s was and there is no 

clear evidence of pedal blur in the passage work, so perhaps this is related again to 

the strength of Loriod’s piano technique or the composer’s insecurity as a pianist. 

The ensemble playing is more confident, notably in the passage at letter F, which is 

a touch slower, but ethereal in effect. The ensemble manages to establish a secure 

speed in this recording, and also manages to play with some clearly planned rubato, 

which is impressive. The clarinet and piano passages are very bold in timing, with 

the recording technology again showing through with some subtle differentiation in 

pitch between the piano and clarinet being apparent. The very last note of the 

movement is also much more effective within the sound engineering, as the sustain 

and decay of the instruments amongst the quartet are highlighted clearly.  
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4.10 Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin 

du Temps 

1956  

This marathon movement is paradoxically less exposed for the piano part, as 

there is a great deal going on in the other parts and the points of tempo change are 

clearly marked; 66 crotchets per minute at letter B, 50 quavers per minute at letter 

D, and this alternation between slower and faster tempi provides reference points 

for the movement that help it to hold together.  

A few notable features are the cello ‘sirens’ (Pople, 1998, p. 75) 

commencing at letter I, which are very dramatically played and must have been 

startling in early performances of the music. Also, notable is the early start to letter 

B, which involves the whole ensemble; there is almost an entire crotchet rest (which 

is 2 beats at 50 quaver beats per minute) cut from the end of the first section of the 

movement. The clear prominence of the right hand of the piano part from the 5th bar 

after letter B is noteworthy. In the bar before letter D there is little decrescendo or 

slowing down in this exposed piano passage; the only notes that slow down are the 

last group of four semiquavers. This lack of decrescendo supports Peter Serkin’s 

recollection that Messiaen no longer wanted one (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 9, 2015).  

There is another collective regrouping at letter E, even though there is a 

clarinet line leading into it, pressez, which might indicate it was an issue in 

rehearsal. In the second and third bars before letter G (as shown in Figure 4.8) there 

is an exchange in semiquavers, between the piano and the other members of the 
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quartet, and Messiaen very clearly accents the downbeats to keep this section in 

time. 

 

Figure 4.8. Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps 

3 bars before letter G. 

	
At letter K there is a regroup after the rhythmic confusion of the previous 

bar, and here it is important to note the inclusion into the rhythmic flow of the grace 

chords in the piano part. In Messiaen’s playing these chords fit into the slow demi-

semiquaver pulse as a subdivision of the previous demisemiquaver, even though 

they are accented. The accent on the following downbeat is also stronger, so there is 

little disruption to the beat. The end of the trill/tremolo in the bar before letter L is 

notable as the final quaver is played as a ‘still’ note, not as a continuation of the 

trill, so there is a settling effect at the end of the trill, then the rests, then a final 

flourish to end the movement.  
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1963 

The cello sirens in this movement also have a half-crazed sound, and are 

prominent in the sonic landscape even though the first series is more intense than 

the second. The sff bass notes that commence groups of repeated semiquavers (for 

example those following letters E and L) in the piano part seem a little tentative at 

times, yet fully resonant at others. The balance between the hands in the piano part 

after letter B is more even, producing a kind of relay between the material of each 

hand, depending on the ease of fingering, and which hand the highest pitched note is 

in. 

Like the 1956 recording, there is only a slowing down before letter D in the 

last four semiquavers, and no crescendo. Also like the 1956 recording, the last rest 

before letter B, a crotchet rest, is omitted. The accents in the piano through the last 

section are different to the recording with Messiaen’s playing. While the accents are 

built in to the rhythm, they are very prominent, and give a slightly random feel to 

the pulse of the piano part. The clarinet is the featured instrument at letter G in this 

recording, with the cello’s triple stopping taking an accompanying role. 

1990 

Some of the features of this recording seem to follow consistently from the 

two earlier ones, and other features bring new ideas to the situation. Something that 

can be compared is the rest at the end of the first section (the bar before Letter B): 

where both Messiaen’s and Petit’s recordings cut this short by a crotchet, Loriod 

also cuts it short, but by a quaver. Where Messiaen brings out the right hand notes 

in the 5th bar after letter B, Loriod (like Petit) has blended them in more with the 
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other material she is playing. Loriod plays the final note of the movement as a full 

note, rather than as the staccato that is marked in the score. A feature of both 

recordings is the high volume of the cello bowing in the bar after letter G; this is 

marked pianissimo increasing to piano in the score as shown in Figure 4.9, but is 

very prominent and percussive in both Messiaen and Loriod’s recordings.  

 

Figure 4.9. Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps bar after 

letter G, violin and cello parts. 

	
Loriod’s recording reveals an occasional strategic use of the final two notes 

of a section to place the ensemble together to start the next one. In can be noted that 

this technique was mentioned earlier in relation to Visions de l’Amen. There are two 

particular examples of this in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin 

du Temps. The last two semiquavers before letter I are played in rhythmic unison 

and marked with tenuti, and these are featured clearly as footholds into the next bar. 

At the end of the 3rd bar of letter I the last two semiquavers are marked with accents, 

and these are also fully utilised in placing the group together in the next bar. In the 

section starting at letter K, Loriod’s grace chords are less clearly subdivisions of the 

previous demisemiquaver, as the ensemble seems to be very carefully synchronising 

their note changes. The piano grace chords all sound on note shifts in the other 
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parts, and Loriod is making an allowance for this that has a slight effect on the 

rhythmic flow, although the whole group is involved in the process. 

4.11 Louange a l’Immortalité de Jésus 

1956  

Now it is the violinist’s turn to play slowly, this time marked extremely 

rather than infinitely, which is hardly any consolation. The tempo in Messiaen’s 

recording sits very closely to the marked 36 quaver beats per minute, although this 

changes through the movement and settles again as the underlying tempo at letter C 

and in the final bar of the movement. While the violinist plays a sustained note, the 

pianist’s repeated chords re-establish the sense of beat. 

The principal eccentricity of this movement for the pianist is the 

combination of rhythm and articulation that is carried through most of the 

movement, shown in Figure 4.10. 

 

Figure 4.10. Louange a l’Immortalité de Jésus letter A.  
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This ostinato like feature of a demisemiquaver and double–dotted quaver 

repetition of the same chord, has both an accent and tenuto marked on it. It makes a 

kind of double-tap effect, almost interacting with the mechanical rebound capacity 

of the piano at times, so the effect can be like an accented chord and a harmonic 

echo of it. It is a difficult pattern to sustain reliably, and it makes the sense of beat 

seem loose in relation to the violin part, given the slow tempo. While the piano part 

is playing a repetitive rhythm, the pianist needs to intently follow the violin part for 

any of the synchronised moments to be effective.  

Messiaen’s playing of this device changes subtly through the movement. It 

is very clear at the start, and both chords are definite, while by the tenth bar of the 

movement the second chord in each group is very much a faint echo of the first. In 

this recording the violinist is quite assertive in leading the phrases and crescendi, 

and there is an intensity to the louder sections with Messiaen really hammering out 

the accents, either when they coincide with changes of chord, or in the descending 

left hand line that goes through the two bars before letter C. The parallel to the 

dynamics in this movement is not as much the tempo, as the intensity of the accents 

and the audibility of the second chord in each pair; the louder the accent on the first 

chord, the clearer the following dotted chord. 

Two further interesting points in the movement are the third bar of letter B, 

and the third bar of letter D, where low octaves are added to the piano part before 

the chord pairs, at a subito pianissimo. These are allowed time, clearly to allow for 

accurate placement on the keyboard, and placement in the sonic landscape of the 

ensemble as well. Both of these instances occur while the violin part is playing a 
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tied note over the bar line, so there is no ensemble problem with allowing a touch of 

extra time for these octaves to be placed.  

1963 

It takes the first two bars for both the rhythm pulse and the differential 

between the first (accented) and second chord on each beat of the piano part to 

stabilise. From there, this rhythm and balance holds well through the movement, 

with the exception of the fifth and sixth bars after letter B, when they are tending to 

be even again, and the very end of the movement when the extremely soft dynamic 

becomes more of a concern than the articulation. 

The accents in the left hand of the piano part in the two bars before letter C 

are very resonant and cantabile in effect. The low octaves in the piano are not given 

extra time; they are placed within the existing beat effectively, and there is no flow 

on disturbance to the rhythm of the violin part. The violinist, Huguette Fernandez, 

handles the bowing of the movement confidently, and it is notable that the Au mouvt 

marked for the last four and a half bars is ignored, and there is a slight rallentando 

until the end of the movement. 

1990 

Loriod’s recording is faced with these same musical challenges: the ostinato 

chord pairs, and the extremely slow tempo. There are uncharacteristic moments. At 

the start of the fourth bar of letter C the first chord is very strongly accented; 

surprisingly so. There is a mark in the score previously that serves as a reminder 

that the first of each chord pair should be featured, simile, but this accent is fairly 
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out of proportion. Another moment that seems misjudged is the second last bar, 

where some of the notes in the piano chords don’t sound accurately together. This is 

unusual for Loriod, so perhaps we should give her the benefit of the doubt; maybe it 

was such a good violin take that Loriod let it pass.  

The chord pairs in this recording are gentler: the accent gives a silhouette to 

the changes of harmony, but the effect is subtler than Messiaen’s 1956 recording. 

Occasionally the second chords are so soft in comparison that they are barely 

noticeable. Loriod also allows enough time for the placement of the low octaves 

after letters B and D. In this recording the level of collusion between the players to 

allow this placement makes the next note in the violin part (in the first instance a 

B♮ and in the second a G♯) sound like the start of a new phrase rather than the 

continuation of an existing one. The descending line of accents in the left hand 

before letter C is less pronounced than Messiaen’s recording, but equally clear; the 

accent is somehow isolated in the voicing of the piano part, so it seems less 

disruptive in comparison. A further sense is present in this movement of the piano 

being Loriod’s speciality, although in fairness to Messiaen, she has had a further 34 

years to consider the part. 

4.12 Context of Messiaen’s Role and Personal History 

In comparing these recordings their different contexts need to be 

appreciated. Messiaen playing the piano part himself fifteen years after the premiere 

of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps with one of the original performers who was 

incarcerated with him; Messiaen working with a group of, essentially, conservatoire 

colleagues with high skill levels; and Yvonne Loriod and a hand-picked group of 
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musicians performing after Loriod has had a career-long coaching on Messiaen’s 

piano music and a background of giving recitals of the music with various 

combinations of musicians around the world.  

These scenarios highlight the technical proficiency of Loriod at the piano in 

comparison to Messiaen, revealed through her command of voicing, finger 

technique, and the confidence – at all times – to look beyond her own part in the 

ensemble. Messiaen, on the other hand, has been instrumental in coaching Loriod to 

this position, a factor confirmed by Peter Serkin (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 9, 2015). 

There are issues of tempo that may have had an effect on the status of 

instrumental playing, notably in the case of the clarinet part, and the bowing 

challenges inherent in the slow tempi for the string players. It is also likely that, 

given Messiaen’s lifelong habit of score-marking, scores will come to public 

attention in time that reveal his intentions for different combinations of performers 

at different times in the composer’s life. There are possibly a number of decisions 

that Messiaen made which change the intentions marked in the published score. 

This means we need to consider his own recording of the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps, for the issues that were considered in the years immediately following 

publication and premiere; and Loriod’s recording to consider the implications of the 

five decades that passed between the premiere in Stalag VIIIA and the gathering of 

Loriod, Poppen, Meyer, and Fischer-Dieskau to record the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps in 1990. 

One interesting factor in this comparison is that the recording of Quatuor 

pour la fin du Temps made in 1963 under Messiaen’s musical direction perhaps 
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features the best ensemble playing, and the greatest sense of ease and flow in the 

music. This is like a precursor to the Labèque sisters’ recording of the Visions de 

l’Amen a few years later, reminding us that Messiaen seems to have been a skilled 

producer in the studio, and it would be interesting to know if he recorded this 

Quatuor with the same level of intensity. Guy Deplus is now in his early 90s and 

remembers Messiaen’s involvement and details about the other players, but not the 

studio where it was recorded, just that it was in Paris (G. Deplus, personal 

communication, September 21, 2015).  

While a comparison of only Messiaen’s and Loriod’s recordings might lead 

us to believe that there was a quantum step forward in the musicianship of, 

especially, clarinet players and the playing of such modern music between 1959 and 

1990, the inclusion of a composer-supervised recording in 1963 confounds this. The 

1963 recording as a musical document reveals quite similar performances to those 

in Yvonne Loriod’s later recording. 

In summary, there are issues in performing the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps that involve alteration of the score, of which three clear examples have come 

to light in this study: in the trio movement, Intermède, the strings enter earlier than 

written in the third bar after letter C and while the clarinet is still playing; there is no 

decrescendo in the bar before letter D of Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui 

annonce la fin du Temps; and there is a crotchet rest omitted before letter B of the 

same movement. There are sure to be more instances of score alteration that appear 

to have carried Messiaen’s approval over time, although for the moment it is 

significant to be certain that such changes do exist, and remain a possibility that 

performers should consider.  
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Chapter 5: Two Schools of Playing Messiaen on the Piano 

There is an obvious issue with Olivier Messiaen and Yvonne Loriod that 

needs to be addressed in relation to the performance practice of Messiaen’s music. 

While partners and collaborators, they were still individuals with their own artistic 

sensibilities. This fundamental issue is significant despite the intense loyalty of 

Yvonne Loriod to her former teacher and husband, and the love and admiration 

Messiaen so obviously felt for his student and second wife. Despite the Visions de 

l’Amen and Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus being written with her in mind, more 

than four decades spent performing the works around the world, and coaching 

younger musicians on their performance, Messiaen and Loriod must have inevitably 

had some different ideas on how the music should be interpreted.  

During this research, especially in interviews, there is a growing sense that 

these different ideas might have influenced the advice that each of them gave to 

their students and to musicians they encountered. Peter Hill recalls the ‘super-

conscientious’ effort that he applied to his preparation to play for Messiaen, yet 

found that ‘Messiaen was a poet’ and the composer was not as obsessed with exact 

rhythm as one might have expected.  

Peter Hill, like Graham Williams, retains the sense of Yvonne Loriod being 

very specific, and ‘cut and dry’ about her recommendations for playing the music 

(P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013; G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013). On the other hand it is significant that, as 

mentioned earlier, Peter Serkin recalls that at no time did he see Messiaen attending 

a rehearsal of his own music without a score. The marking and annotating of such a 
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score was a permanently ongoing task, and so was the coaching of Loriod in playing 

the music. As was mentioned earlier, at a rehearsal of the Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps, in the 1980s after they must have already been working on the music for 

decades, Messiaen spent most of the available time working with Loriod, rather than 

the musicians who were new to the work, and who one might expect to have been in 

more need of guidance (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). Marielle 

Labèque clearly recalls Messiaen in 1969 being open to new ideas and suggestion 

while working on the Visions de l’Amen (M. Labèque, personal communication, 

July 8, 2015). In playing the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus for Loriod, Steven 

Osborne recalls very clear and decisive advice, like the changed tempo marking in 

the fifth movement, Regard du Fils sur le Fils (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, March 3, 2015), and that Loriod did not provide much advice on 

interpretation but focussed more on technical and practical matters such as fingering 

(S. Osborne, personal communication, October 29, 2013).  

While these factors indicate a different focus on the interpretative approach 

to Messiaen’s music between the composer and his wife, they can perhaps be easily 

reconciled by understanding their different roles. While Messiaen did not 

technically ‘change’ anything in his pieces after they were written through either 

errata sheets or updated editions, he was practical about the implementation of his 

music in performance (G. Williams, personal communication, May 15, 2013). 

Yvonne Loriod, as the artist who interpreted his music, would have had invaluable 

expertise in the technical means to play them: fingering, distribution of the notes 

between the hands, suitable tempi, notated birdsong and so on. Despite this, she 



	

	 179	

maintained that there is still a line that perhaps should not be crossed. Steven 

Osborne relates his concern regarding pedalling that Loriod put into revised editions 

of some Messiaen repertoire, notably Turangalîla-symphonie (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, October 29, 2013). Perhaps it is not such a bad thing that many 

editions, including the works studied in this thesis, were not revised despite the 

intention that Loriod expressed to Peter Hill (Hill, 1995, p. 288). 

The advice that a musician might receive from Messiaen and Loriod could 

differ then in two key ways. Firstly, it might differ depending on whether you were 

accessing them publicly or if they ‘knew and trusted you’ (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013). Secondly, following from the points already 

mentioned, it might differ depending on whether you were seeking advice 

independently or officially studying with either Messiaen or Loriod, through private 

coaching or at the Conservatoire. 

In the first of these instances a pianist might have been either told to play the 

music exactly as written, with no rubato, no affectation, and at the marked tempi – 

or, on the other hand, have been given more practical advice including subtle 

changes to the written score that either provide ease of technical execution or 

ensemble solutions. Such advice is revealed in the research interviews with 

Osborne, Hill, Williams, and Serkin, and was experienced by George Benjamin, as 

recalled in an interview by Peter Hill, when Messiaen discussed the practicalities of 

playing Visions de l’Amen with him while in transit at Heathrow airport. 

In the second instance the advice could, a little more speculatively, have 

been between the ideas inherent in the music, its clarity, and a sense of not rushing 
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or ‘muddling’ anything (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013), or an 

authoritative transmission of the technique of playing the work. One developed over 

time spent with the composer, numerous performances, multiple recordings, and 

Loirod’s decades of teaching piano. In essence, between Messiaen and Loriod we 

may be considering a polarisation of approach between the conceptual and the 

pedagogical. While these approaches necessarily overlap, they can be considered 

independently. 

These issues are highly significant. In the rare and fascinating occurrence of 

composer and performer working so closely together for such a long period of time, 

and despite the acknowledged brilliance of the performer as a teacher and musician, 

the reality is that the information Loriod related in interpreting Messiaen’s music 

was relevant, insightful, and of high quality, but, by definition, second hand. The 

pianist who approaches the study of Messiaen’s scores could consider what should 

be their focus: the closest artistic view of what we can know of the composer’s 

intention, or the most practical and documented method of accomplishing a 

performance of the music.  

In terms of the recordings studied during this research, it is difficult to 

isolate the threads of Messiaen’s pianism in comparison to Loriod’s. While there are 

recordings of each playing the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, they are separated by 

just over 30 years. While there are two recordings of the Visions de l’Amen with 

Messiaen and Loriod playing it together, the ensemble situation requires that most 

individual ideas of how the piece should be presented had to be reconciled. While 

Messiaen played parts of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus (at least before the 
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premiere by Loriod), he never had cause to make commercial recordings even of 

individual pieces that can be compared to Loriod’s. Also, given something of an 

imbalance between the longevity of their piano playing careers, and Messiaen’s 

focus on the other areas of composition and playing organ, pianistically, Loriod was 

always at an advantage. Peter Hill describes an overall difference in their playing as 

Loriod being ‘controlled and crystalline’ and Messiaen ‘impetuous and splashy’ 

(Hill, 2007, p.83). 

Where it might be possible to see a connection in the performances and 

recordings of musicians who studied with either Messiaen or Loriod, and the most 

obvious place to see some indications of different approaches will be the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus where the pianist is working independently and not 

making adjustments to fit into a chamber ensemble or piano duo, one must think 

carefully. In considering this theory, there are two simple approaches available to 

throw some circumstantial or specific evidence into relief. 

One approach is to compare recordings made by Messiaen ‘students’ to 

those made by Loriod ‘students’. While it is well known that Peter Hill worked 

through the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus with Messiaen, my research interview 

with Peter Serkin has revealed that he also worked with Messiaen before he made 

his recording of the work. This gives us two recordings in Messiaen’s sphere of 

influence. Two high profile recordings that could be attributed to Loriod’s teaching 

are the 1969 recording by Michel Béroff, and the later recording by Pierre-Laurent 

Aimard, who Paul Griffiths suggests had been working on the music for ‘three 
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decades’ prior to his acclaimed performances at the turn of the 21st century 

(Griffiths, 2000, para. 14). 

In his review of Aimard’s performance in the New York Times (August 20, 

2000), Griffiths indicates what we might expect from a Messiaen ‘pupil’: an 

immense love song. “It is the ‘Turangalîla-Symphony’ of the piano” (Griffiths, 

2000, paragraph 3). To be fair, Griffiths sees this clearly in Aimard’s recording. 

Yet, with the encouragement of Messiaen not to rush, to be poetic, and not be drawn 

so much to the pianism of the work, what might we expect? 

In considering the movements of the Vingt Regards sur L’Enfant-Jésus as 

performed by Messiaen ‘students’, based on the available evidence one might 

expect a more patient embracing of the slow movements of the work, given the 

rapid renditions of even the Regard du Père released by Yvonne Loriod. We might 

also expect a more languorous version of some of the emotional movements like 

Première communion de la Vierge as compared to the etude-like Le baiser de 

l’Enfant-Jésus revealed in Loriod’s earlier versions. The author would suggest there 

would be less difference in the most difficult movements, where there are more 

pressing matters for the performer. This would include Par Lui tout a été fait and 

Regard de l’Esprit de joie. Movements of less technical difficulty, but with a steady 

rhythm and flow, should be more comparable also. This would include L’échange 

and Regard des hauteurs. 

In summary, Messiaen’s students might be expected to have more extended 

versions of the slow and more expressive movements, which would specifically 

include Regard du Père, Regard du Fils sur le Fils (remembering Loriod told 
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Steven Osborne this was marked with too slow a tempo), Première communion de 

la Vierge and Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus (the movements dealing with the 

emotionally-charged adult figure of Mary), Regard du silence (after all, the musical 

indication is impalpable), and the culminating Regard de l’Église d’amour: 

Movements 1, 5, 11, 15, 17 and 20. 

The simplest of comparisons is that of track duration. While this does not 

give insight into the relationships between sections of a movement, it does reveal an 

overall sense of the pacing of the movement. A chart showing the track timings of 

the 20 movements of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus for Peter Hill, Peter Serkin, 

Michel Béroff, and Pierre-Laurent Aimard follows in Figure 5.1. 

 

 

Figure 5.1. Chart Comparing Track Timings of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. 

Recordings by Hill (Blue), Serkin (Red), Béroff (Green), and Aimard (Purple). 

	
This shows that for the six movements just listed as the slow and expressive 

ones, the two pianists representing a direct connection to Messiaen (Peter Hill & 

Peter Serkin) are in each case playing a significantly longer movement than each of 
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the pianists representing Loriod’s teaching (Michel Béroff & Pierre-Laurent 

Aimard). By comparison, it is appropriate that the most mechanical of movements, 

La parole toute-puissante, which features material consistently both loud and 

repetitive, reveals the closest timing of all the movements. It should also be 

mentioned that the final movement reveals a particularly long performance by Peter 

Hill, who may well have been the last pianist to study the work in detail with the 

composer. 

The Visions de l’Amen are problematic in continuing to follow this analysis, 

as there are not a large number of recordings available by pianists definitively 

known to be students of Loriod; certainly this is the case amongst high profile 

recordings. There are, however, two recordings that fit this criteria: a well-known 

recording by Sarah Rothenburg and Marilyn Nonken. Rothenburg’s studies with 

Loriod are confirmed in an article for Chamber Music (Rothenberg, 2010). There is 

also a live recording stored by Philharmonie de Paris of Loriod’s student Michel 

Béroff and Marie-Joséphe Jude performing on January 31, 2006. There is not an 

audio file available through the website, but it does include track duration details.  

Messiaen’s influence on the interpretation of this work can be represented 

by two acclaimed recordings. These are the 1969 recording by Katia and Marielle 

Labèque, and the 1973 recording by Peter Serkin and Yuji Takahashi, now that 

Serkin has confirmed he had direct contact with the composer in preparing 

Messiaen’s piano repertoire (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

Again, with Messiaen’s two contributions on the left for each movement, and 

Loriod’s on the right see Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2. Chart Showing Track Timings for Recordings of Visions de l’Amen by 

the Labèque sisters (Blue), Serkin and Takahashi (Red), Rothenburg and Nonken 

(Green), and Béroff and Jude (Purple). 

	
This shows there is little significant polarisation between the two sets of 

recordings, and the track timings are fairly close. It can be seen that the live 

recording by Béroff and Jude is quickest over five of the seven movements, and this 

is quite possibly indicative of a live concert recording in comparison to the more 

considered studio versions. 

Moving on to the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, there is a single recording 

to represent Messiaen’s influence, as Peter Hill has not released a recording of the 

Quatuor pour la fin du Temps. The table below compares Peter Serkin’s recording 

with his group Tashi, and two recordings of Loriod students by Michel Béroff and 

Pierre-Laurent Aimard. This is shown in Figure 5.3. 
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Figure 5.3. Chart of Track Timings of Quatuor pour la fin du Temps recordings 

featuring Serkin (Blue), Béroff (Red), and Aimard (Green). 

	
Like the comparisons of the Visions de l’Amen recordings, there are very 

few conclusions that can be drawn from these examples, if any. This is especially so 

given that the 3rd, 5th, and 7th movements (Abîme des oiseaux, Louange à l’Éternité 

de Jésus, and Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus) are essentially governed by the 

performance of the clarinettist, cellist, and violinist respectively.  

Nonetheless, a real possibility is that in some way the Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus received a different treatment than the other two works, which 

allowed a divergence to develop between the ideas about the music held by 

Messiaen and Loriod. Logically, it would be this: when Loriod was working with 

musicians playing Visions de l’Amen or Quatuor pour la fin du Temps, given that he 

and Loriod worked and travelled together, Messiaen is very likely to have been in 

the room. When Loriod was practicing the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus or 

teaching it to a student, Messiaen was unlikely to be present or involved in the 

process. It might have been problematic for him to interrupt Loriod’s practice on a 

work that she has been playing for up to four decades and which is dedicated to her, 

or to interrupt her teaching, to change something in the approach she was taking to 

the music.  



	

	 187	

Alternatively, and especially when Messiaen and Loriod were travelling, it 

would have been desirable for Messiaen to be involved to some extent with 

preparations for performance. Marielle Labèque and Peter Serkin discussed this 

kind of coaching in interview. Interestingly, Steven Osborne relates a story 

regarding the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps story when he had heard about a cellist 

asking Messiaen if he really meant the cello solo to be that slow, and Messiaen’s 

response was that perhaps it should be slower (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, October 29, 2013). As mentioned earlier, Peter Serkin tells either 

the original version of the story, or an identical one, that occurred in rehearsal with 

Tashi cellist Fred Sherry (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015). 

If Loriod did develop her own view of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus 

over time, then a second approach to the use of track timings should reveal it 

further.	The points of interest mentioned earlier in discussion of her Vingt Regards 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus recordings could be present in her student’s recordings of the 

music, but not necessarily in the recordings of Messiaen ‘students’ such as Peter 

Hill and Peter Serkin. 

In summary, setting aside individualistic rubato (which may be difficult to 

compare) and the relatively logical idea of taking some chords with a different hand 

to that indicated on the score, eight specific points of interest are noted below: 

1) Differing representations of the rhythmic pattern of L’échange that 

might reflect the recording made closest to the time of that of her student, or 

to the commercially standard recording of 1975 – where there is a sense of 

sound effects rather than exact rhythm 
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2) Tempo changes in Par Lui tout a été fait tending to faster tempi, 

most notably after the palindrome where semiquaver triplet groups are 

marked at 60 beats per minute 

3) The elongation of repeated low Ds in La parole toute-puissante 

4) Focus on the right hand melodic lines of Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus, 

particularly from page 110 to the end of the movement 

5) An increased tempo, and reversal of tempo proportions in Regard du 

Fils sur le Fils 

6) The swinging semiquavers in the statement of the Theme de joie in 

Regard de l’Esprit de joie 

7) Returning to the marked slow tempo at the end of Regard de l’Église 

d’amour 

8) The dissonant left hand ‘octave’ on page 175 of Regard de l’Église 

d’amour 

	
This allows for eight quite specific markers that may reveal Loriod’s 

influence on a particular recording, which can be checked against other recordings. 

For this comparison, Michel Béroff’s recording of 1969 and Pierre-Laurent 

Aimard’s recording of 2000 will be used as those likely to be most influenced by 

Loriod, and Peter Serkin’s recording of 1976, and the Peter Hill recording of 1988 

as those likely to be most influenced directly by Messiaen.   
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Michel Béroff (1969) 

1) The rhythmic pattern of L’échange is very clear, and decisive. Rather 

than sound effects and atmosphere, the playing is percussive and highly 

articulate. The accent at the end of the nonuplets is not particularly featured, 

and little pedal is apparent. 

2) Par Lui tout a été fait opens at a startling tempo of about 186 quaver 

beats per minute: above the marked 160 beats per minute, and comparable 

with Loriod’s peak 1985 velocity of around 192, which Béroff pre-empts on 

page 30. The tempo is maintained, other than a couple of moments such as 

the few semiquavers before the tremolos on page 32. The return of the 

palindrome is a touch faster than the opening. Moins vif on page 35 opens 

with a quick 84 beats per minute rather than the marked 60, and the first few 

bars have a significant rubato in the phrasing. Notably, only Béroff appears 

able to match the technical skills of Loriod’s last Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus recording in this movement, although he made this recording early in 

his career, at the age of 19. 

3) The repeated D octaves in La parole toute-puissante are articulated 

more slowly than the surrounding material, as in Loriod’s recordings. In this 

case it seems to clearly articulate, or even punctuate, the surrounding 

commotion of clusters and long melodies, which in this recording are 

heavily pedalled. 

4) The key feature in the section of Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus from 

page 110 is, again, not the marked melodic material: first it is the trills, then 
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the scalic links that follow them. Both in page 110, and from page 113, the 

most prominent notes in the left hand are the highest ones, rather than those 

marked with articulation. This highlights an alternative theme of A♯s and 

C♯s, rather than the marked descending figure of C♯, B♯, A♯, and so on. 

From the end of page 19 this inner, marked, theme is not present either; the 

right hand decoration is featured with a steady and barely phrased left hand. 

5) Regard du Fils sur le Fils commences at a fast tempo, around 96 

semiquaver beats per minute rather than the marked 76, there is some 

placement rubato around the split chords in the left hand, but then the tempo 

is maintained through to the entry of birdsong, where it speeds up to 146 

beats per minute, through a clearly articulated and convincing episode of 

birdsong. The next section slows slightly but is still faster than the opening 

at around 130 beats per minute, and the birdsong returns at an even quicker 

tempo, around 160 beats per minute. Béroff has kept the original 

slower/faster division in place, but his overall tempi are extremely fast. 

6) At the start of Trés modéré, Tempo rubato on page 69 of Regard de 

l’Esprit de joie, the semiquaver chords are somewhere between even and 

swung. These are not strictly in time, and do not have the flamboyant dotted 

feel of Aimard’s later recording, but still have Loriod’s sense of swing, 

although to a lesser extent. At the end of page 71 a similar thing happens, 

but here there is more of a sense that the second semiquaver chord is leading 

on to the dotted crotchet that follows; that maybe this rhythmic feature is 

less about the unevenness of the semiquavers but rushing on to the next 
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chord. Possibly the time taken to secure the first semiquaver in addition to a 

quick movement onwards has led to this eccentricity. 

7) Regard de l’Église d’amour starts very close to the marked tempo 

when the Théme de Dieu first appears: 62 beats per minute rather than 60, 

while the introductory material and right hand sextuplets that follow are 

extremely fast. The returning theme at Trés lent, solennel on page 172 is at 

exactly the same speed as the opening of the movement, so the new marking 

of 40 quaver beats per minute is not adopted. The tempo is held steady 

through to the end, without acceleration. 

8) The quadruple–f (ffff) octave at Trés lent on page 175 sounds rough; 

it doesn’t quite sound like an alternate lower note is being used, but neither 

does it sound clearly in tune, as in Aimard’s recording. 

	
Pierre-Laurent Aimard (2000) 

1) The rhythmic pattern of L’échange is very clear and stable. While 

Aimard is pedalling through the nonuplet runs in the second bar of the 

rhythmic pattern, all notes are clear, and there is not particularly a focus on 

the accented notes. He also fully observes the long bar of rests near the end 

of the movement. 

2) Par Lui tout a été fait is a touch faster than marked, tending towards 

170 rather than 160, but steadies from Un peu moins vif at the start of page 

28, accelerates to around quaver 176 at the top of page 30, and steadies in 

the ‘return’ of the palindrome. Aimard then accelerates after the tremolo 

chords on page 32: essentially relating the tempo to the level of difficulty 
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through the section. The triplet semiquavers commence under the written 

tempo. 

3) There is no significant elongation of the D quaver octaves in La 

parole toute-puissante. 

4) The balance in the later sections of Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus do 

tend to favour the highest pitched element, usually in the right hand. At 

Modéré on page 113 the left hand articulation marks are omitted in favour of 

the higher notes in the left hand, and the right hand embellishments are 

featured, except for when the marked melodic line coincides with the 

melodic material. At Trés modéré on page 119 the right hand 

embellishments are strongly featured, and the articulation in the left hand 

chords is not highlighted, nor is there a sense of phrasing relating to this 

melody.  

5) In Regard du Fils sur le Fils the opening tempo is very fast, 

maintained around 132 semiquaver beats per minute rather than the 76 

semiquaver beats marked. This tempo is only slightly increased when the 

birdsong section commences on page 19, and is almost the same tempo, 

similarly when the Théme de Dieu restarts at the top of page 21. The second 

birdsong section maintains a slightly slower tempo than the previous 

sections, so Loriod’s influence on the tempo of the movement is clearly 

evident. 

6) At the start of Trés modéré, Tempo rubato on page 69 of Regard de 

l’Esprit de joie, the semiquaver chords are clearly swung, perhaps even 
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more so than by Loriod. They are tending towards a dotted rhythm, and the 

same is evident at the end of page 71. Like Loriod, Aimard plays the final 

statement of the Théme de joie ‘straight’ as written, on page 75. 

7) In Regard de l’Église d’amour the opening statement of the Théme 

de Dieu is a little under the marked tempo of 60 quaver beats per minute, 

although the crotchets at the end of the statement are slightly short. The 

crotchets are again a little short in the theme’s return on page 172, and the 

tempo is held back, but the tempo isn’t slower than at the opening of the 

movement – not as slow as the 40 quaver beats per minute marked in the 

later section. There is a sense of holding back the tempo, like that suggested 

to Steven Osborne (S. Osborne, personal communication, October 29, 2013) 

but not to the extent marked on the score. 

8) The written bass octaves at the close of Regard de l’Église d’amour 

are clearly octaves, and in tune. 

	
Peter Serkin (1976) 

1) Of the four recordings compared, Serkin’s L’échange most closely 

approaches the sonic effect of Loriod’s later recordings in the repeated 

patterns of L’échange, notably in the nonuplet group, which is swept 

towards the accent without a sense of each distinct note, although the effect 

is lessened through the movement as the increased volume requires more 

attention to bring individual notes up to the dynamic level. Outside this 

feature the rhythm is accurate, and with no sense of hurry, with the notes 

being given full values.  
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2) Par Lui tout a été fait begins just over the marked tempo, around 176 

quavers per minute where 160 is marked, and broadens slightly through 

material in the next page. Like Hill’s recording, there is a slowing of tempo 

at the top of page 28. The reverse of the palindrome matches the speed of the 

forward version almost exactly. Moins vif, at 35/5/1, where the triplet 

semiquaver chords commence, begins under tempo: just below 50 dotted 

quavers per minute, with an elongation of the first note of the first three bars, 

where a tenuto is actually marked.  

3) The elongation of repeated low Ds in La parole toute-puissante is 

not present, although there is a stronger separation between the first octave, 

which is accented with staccato, and the second. They sound in time, but 

with a clear break due to the observed staccato. Perhaps some of the 

elongation in Loriod’s playing is due to a sense of this separation, although 

it seems unlikely that a staccato would result in the allowance of extra time 

in the same way as an agogic tenuto. 

4) Serkin makes a clear and considered effort to work the left hand into 

the texture of Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus. This is apparent from page 110 

and becomes clearer after the tremolo at the top of page 113, where the 

descending theme marked with articulation is just evident, and the left hand 

is not just a factor in the texture, but the off-beat nature of the phrasing 

becomes a feature of the rhythm. In the Trés modéré on page 119 the right 

hand is prominent, but the tempo rapid enough that the left hand becomes 

clear in relation to the right hand scalic material’s glissando-like effect. 
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5) Regard du Fils sur le Fils begins above the marked tempo, with a 

little fluctuation in speed, between about 96 and 108 semiquaver beats per 

minute, tending to slow throughout the opening section. The first birdsong 

section, at Un peu plus vif at 35/4/1, speeds up proportionally to 120 

semiquaver beats per minute, and the return to the opening tempo, again 

proportional, settles to a slower tempo of around 86 semiquaver beats per 

minute. Maybe there is a possibility that this was a studio take that simply 

began a touch fast and settled as it went. The second birdsong section again 

picks up in tempo to around 120 semiquaver beats per minute. 

6) The semiquavers in the statement of the Theme de joie in Regard de 

l’Esprit de joie are even, although there is some rubato through the theme 

statement; either securing the first note of a phrase or moving strongly 

towards the highest note of the phrase. The semiquavers are sometimes 

quicker and leading on, or slower and pulling back a little in speed, but are 

quite even. The statement of the Théme de joie at 75/3/3 is more resolutely 

even, perhaps because of the observed slower tempo marking. 

7) The tempo of Regard de l’Église d’amour starts steadily, a little over 

the marked tempo at about 74 quaver beats per minute rather than the 

marked 60. The sense of insistence and slowness is there, and perhaps, like 

Regard du Fils sur le Fils, this is a performance that takes a little time to 

settle into its natural tempo. The grand scale of Peter Hill’s later recording is 

there too; physically apparent by the overflow of the original release onto 

three LPs and necessitating the inclusion of a worthwhile ‘filler track’, La 
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Rousserolle effarvatte on the last side, and also by there being only two 

tracks on the 5th side: this final movement and Je dors, mais mon cœur 

veille. This is reminiscent of both Loriod’s three LP 1956 version, and the 

three LP Thomas Rajna recording Roger Smalley commended in 1970. This 

correlation gives significant support to the adoption of slow marked tempi. 

As the Theme de Dieu returns, however, it is a little over the prescribed 

tempo: 52 beats per minute rather than the marked 40, but the sense of 

unhurried resolution carries through to the end of the movement. 

8) The dissonant left hand ‘octave’ on page 175 of Regard de l’Église 

d’amour appears to be as written, but the pitch bends with the strain placed 

on the instrument; this is apparent in this recording in some surrounding 

material as well, for example the second chord in the last line of page 175 

where the strings on the piano are audibly stressed by the impact they are 

receiving.  

	
Peter Hill (1988) 

1) Hill approaches the rhythmic pattern of L’échange delicately and 

with consideration of all the markings and articulation; there is an 

observance of the accent on the last of the nonuplets, but the rhythm is 

central to the recording. The pedalling is carefully observed as written. 

2) Par Lui tout a été fait commences slightly faster than the written 

tempo of 160 quaver beats per minute and settles into and maintains this 

tempo. Intriguingly the change of tempo to 132 beats per minute at the start 

of page 28 is observed, something not at all clear in Aimard or Béroff’s 
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recordings. Neither is this clear in Loriod’s. The tempo picks up again on 

page 32 when the tempo change reverses into the end of the palindrome. The 

triplet semiquavers of Moins vif on page 35 start at the 60 dotted quaver 

beats per minute marked. 

3) La parole toute-puissante in this recording shows a couple of 

interesting features, one being the built-in timing of the appoggiaturas at the 

start of 85/2/1. This tends to take up a little more time in performances of the 

movement. Another feature is the rich sound quality of the lower registers of 

the piano, which results in similar material, such as the repeated octaves 

played higher on the piano having a very different quality. The repeated 

octave notes under scrutiny are played in time and not elongated. As the 

movement progresses they tend to quicken, if anything. 

4) Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus features a significantly slower tempo 

than the Loriod, Béroff, and Aimard recordings, and the material is very 

delicately presented, without a great deal of forward momentum. From page 

110, the right hand is still featured prominently in the sound, but the left 

hand is slightly more involved. While the articulated melodic lines are not 

ringing out, they have some presence in the texture of the sound, most 

notably in the top line of page 112, before the pressez run. Also significant is 

the tempo change at Modéré after the double bar line on page 114. This is 

also not a feature of the previously considered recordings. At the Trés 

modéré on page 119, the left hand is again more of a feature than the 

previous recordings listed; the right hand is carefully placed rather than 
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featured, and there is a sense of phrasing in the left hand articulations, if not 

a continuous use of the tenuto markings. 

5) Regard du Fils sur le Fils features a more radically different tempo. 

The opening Théme de Dieu has a slowness that is not present in Loriod, 

Aimard, or Béroff’s recordings, and the marked tempo change at 19/4/1 

results in a clear increase in tempo, as the birdsong commences. The 

birdsong now fades gently and calmly into an a tempo at 21/1/1, and the 

tempo changes remain as indicated throughout the movement. It should be 

noted that this recording was made in 1988, with Messiaen’s guidance in the 

preparation, after Yvonne Loriod’s live recording of 1985.  

6) Theme de joie as it appears in Regard de l’Esprit de joie is 

significantly more evenly played; it is almost in time, but the first chord of 

the two semiquaver chords are only very slightly longer, with the sense that 

this was done for a sense of placement rather than for a change in rhythm. At 

Trés modéré, Tempo rubato on page 71, the same rhythm in the theme is 

more in time again, with a barely perceptible slowing on the first chord. At 

Trés lent on page 75, the same thematic material is played in time, given 

allowance for the surrounding decorative material and split chords. Certainly 

there is no sense that the two semiquaver chords are of different duration or 

emphasis. 

7) Regard de l’Église d’amour commences with a very slow insistent 

presentation of the Théme de Dieu, and it contrasts significantly with the 

surrounding halo of decoration. The tempo is just as insistently slow with 
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each presentation. At the return on page 172, Trés lent, solennel, the tempo 

is slower than the beginning of the movement, as suggested in the tempo 

markings. This tempo is significantly slower that the recordings of Loriod, 

Béroff, and Aimard. It also maintains itself through to the end of the 

movement, with 6 pages of score filling nearly 8 minutes of the track timing, 

signifying that the tempo is very deliberately slow. 

8) The bass octaves at the end of Regard de l’Église d’amour are the 

pitch written, again showing off the quality of the bass register captured in 

this particular recording. 

	
These surveys of the recordings are very useful in navigating the potentially 

different influences of Messiaen and Loriod on the recordings. As the following 

table indicates, there is some sort of correlation between which of the two, Messiaen 

or Loriod, the performer spent time with, but there is also a selective nature to the 

influence.  

Table 5.1  
Table of listed performance markers in compared recordings of Vingt Regards sur 
l’Enfant-Jésus by Béroff, Aimard, Hill, and Serkin. 
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None of the four pianists have tampered with the rhythm of La parole toute-

puissante or rushed to the end of Regard de l’Église d’amour. Yet Loriod’s two 

students have tended to follow her example in three particular ways: a dominant 

right hand in Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus, altered tempi and tempo proportions in 

Regard du Fils sur le Fils, and swinging the rhythm of Regard de l’Esprit de joie 

where Peter Hill, and Peter Serkin have not. Of course, there are alternative 

scenarios to having either Messiaen or Loriod as the clear influence.  

Students could quite easily have worked with Messiaen but also interacted 

with or received advice from Loriod. This is almost inferred when hearing Marielle 

Labèque’s account of Loriod’s encouragement around the time of the 1969 Visions 

de l’Amen recording (M. Labèque, personal communication, July 8, 2015). Pianists 

could also have been given advice that did originate with Messiaen and was then 

supported and disseminated by Loriod, and the performers could also have absorbed 

any advice and made their own personal decisions, which may well be the case with 

Pierre-Laurent Aimard’s slower tempo in the triplet semiquaver chords of Par Lui 

tout a été fait.  

While there are complexities involved in comparing these recordings, there 

is still an evident divergence between Messiaen and Loriod’s influence. Messiaen 

clearly embraced the slower tempi, while Loriod herself (as discussed in chapter 2) 

tended to accelerate tempi over the years. It is possible that when Loriod 

commented to Peter Hill that some of Messiaen’s music needed new editions with 

the right tempo markings in them, she was expressing a personal opinion rather than 

the specific wishes of Messiaen himself. 
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There is a further specific comparison that can be added, and that is to take 

the comparison of track timings one step further to a comparison of recording 

waveforms that provide a visual representations of sound files. Through a series of 

four examples, we can seek additional evidence of a difference between Messiaen’s 

and Loriod’s guidance. The movement of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus that 

reveals the greatest divergence in track timing (as shown in Figure 5.1) is Regard de 

l’Église d’amour. A comparison of waveforms of the same recordings reveals the 

difference of movement duration when the time markings are lined up, as shown in 

Figure 5.4. 

	

 
 

Figure 5.4. Wave Forms of Selected Recordings of Regard de l’Église d’amour by 

Hill, Serkin, Béroff, and Aimard. 

	
These waveforms are, from the top down, Hill, Serkin, Béroff, and Aimard. 

Within the difference of timing, the sonic elements of the movement are still 

comparable, but the disjunct nature of the waveforms makes a comparison difficult. 
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If these recording waveforms are lined up by start and finish it is possible to 

compare the proportions of timing within the movement, shown in Figure 5.5.	

	

	
 

Figure 5.5. Wave forms of Recordings in Figure 5.4 aligned proportionally, as 

played by Hill, Serkin, Béroff, and Aimard. 

	
This comparison reveals a distinct difference between the Hill and Serkin 

recordings in the higher two waveforms, and the Béroff and Aimard recordings in 

the lower two. About a third of the way through the waveform in the higher two 

waveforms, and a clear step to the right (proportionally later in the recording) in the 

lower two, is the graphically visible start of the long crescendo from pianissimo at 

167/3/1. Béroff and Aimard are either playing the opening section of the movement 

with its soloistic flourishes slower than the remaining material, or playing the 

remainder of the movement somewhat faster. Figure 5.4 shows that Serkin plays 

this opening section in roughly the same actual duration, so it is the rest of the 

movement that is most likely being played faster by Béroff and Aimard. Given 

Loriod’s example and recommendation (to Osborne) to hold back the tempo at the 
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end of the movement, it would seem that it is the middle of this movement that 

Loriod’s students may be playing a bit faster. A similar comparison can made of 

Loriod’s own recordings. 

	

	

Figure 5.6. Track Timings of Loriod’s recordings of Regard de l’Église d’amour from 

1956, 1975, and 1985. 

	
Figure 5.6 shows the waveform comparison of Loriod’s Regard de l’Église 

d’amour from her 1956, 1975, and 1985 recordings descending from the top. This 

comparison clearly shows the acceleration involved over the course of the 29 years 

covered by these recordings, and the sonic shape of the music is roughly 

comparable across Figure 5.6. 

	

	

Figure 5.7. Waveforms of three recordings by Loriod from Figure 5.6 aligned 

proportionally, from 1956, 1975, and 1985, descending from the top. 
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This proportional comparison of Loriod’s Regard de l’Église d’amour 

recordings in Figure 5.7 shows the same change noticeable in comparing the 

Hill/Serkin , and Béroff/Aimard recordings in Figure 5.5, as there is again a 

difference in proportion between the first two recordings and the last, relating to the 

start of the crescendo at 167/3/1. This perhaps suggests that an exaggeration in the 

difference in tempo between these first two sections of the movement had found its 

way into Loriod’s teaching prior to 1969, when Béroff’s recording was made, but 

that it appeared at a later stage in her own performance, between her 1975 and 1985 

recordings. It may also be a significant factor that Loriod’s 1956 and 1975 

recordings were likely to have been supervised by Messiaen himself in the studio, 

and that in her live 1985 recording Messiaen was an audience member. These 

examples may both indicate a disparity in the recommendations Messiaen and 

Loriod made about the movement, and reveal a boundary of influence between the 

composer and his exponent. 
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Chapter 6: A Case Study: Messiaen’s ‘Slowness of Japanese 

Noh Theatre’ in Regard du Père, Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus, 

and Louange a l’Immortalité de Jésus 

Malcolm Ball describes the aspect of Messiaen’s music that embraces a 

glacial tempo as having the ‘slowness of Japanese Noh theatre’ (M. Ball, personal 

communication, August 24, 2015). This feature of Messiaen’s music appears in 

some sections of the works studied; most obviously in the opening movements of 

Visions de l’Amen (Amen de la Création) and Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus 

(Regard du Père), and to a significant extent in the duet movements for cello and 

piano, and later in the work for violin and piano in Quatuor pour la fin du Temps; 

(Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus and Louange a l’Immortalité de Jésus)  

This aspect of Messiaen’s music has been discussed widely. Mareli Stolp 

quotes Peter Hill’s words in her study of Messiaen’s use of time, describing how 

there is a ‘tension between stillness and expressive forward impulse, between, one 

might say, eternity and time’ (Hill, 1995, p. 97). The philosophical basis of 

Messiaen’s experimentation with time, and the symbolic meaning of the friction 

these experiments produce are complex, and so are the challenges a performer faces 

in making an effective performance. Stolp suggests ‘the extremely slow tempo 

which should be maintained throughout the piece creates a sense of “timelessness”, 

and separates the music from any sense of motion or logical temporal development’ 

(Stolp, 2008, section 7.2). 

This serves to highlight a contradiction that can be found in contemplating 

Messiaen’s experimentation with time. It seems this sense of ‘timelessness’ is to be 
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produced by a slow unchanging tempo, but the process is achieved by the performer 

through the steady, literal, marking of time. There is still a beat that the performer 

must remain conscious of, and no tempo can really be so slow that the listener has 

forgotten when the last beat occurred.  

Peter Hill provides an analogy, that of exploring a gothic cathedral with a 

single torch beam. ‘Your torch has to move fast enough for you to somehow get a 

sense of how this bit of the vault connects to the next bit — the building reveals 

itself slowly, but it does reveal itself as a building’ (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). 

Further, there can still be a significant sense of drama in the Regard du Père, 

for example. This movement is indeed very slow, or at least is marked that way on 

the score, but the principal theme of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus is 

articulated in the movement, in three appearances. The first two of these 

appearances build into a magnificent example of an arched progression of material, 

with a potentially powerful climactic point. The waveform of the movement shows 

this very clearly, as in the following example in Figure 6.1: the waveform of the 

Regard du Père recording by Peter Hill in 1988. 

 

Figure 6.1. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Hill’s recording of 
Regard du Père from 1988.  
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What initially appears to be a laborious and slow opening of Vingt Regards 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus can even be seen as one of the most musically effective, and 

perhaps most expressive moments of the whole work. In performance, my opinion 

is that it serves several functions: it articulates the principal theme of the work, it 

helps the audience adjust to the overall time scale of the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus, and it serves the performer in settling into the performance and the 

performance space. Regard du Père has become one of my favourite movements 

through an appreciation of the slowness of the pace. If it is played well, a collective 

sense of relaxation and a shift of attention can seem palpable in the room. Joanna 

MacGregor describes the movement precisely when she uses the word ‘ritualistic’ 

(MacGregor, 2009). Aimard explains further that ‘what seems to be very systematic, 

and sometimes even repetitive – some people even say “boring” in his music – was 

not perceived like that at all by Messiaen’ (Paget, 2016). As a composer, Messiaen 

is able to weave the large-scale work, potentially, into a changing and dramatically 

effective sequence, and it can hardly be an accident that he starts by compelling the 

audience to stillness, and acceptance of the unusually slow tempo. 

There is another side to this movement that makes it useful for specific 

study. There is no marked tempo change in the entire movement, and there is an 

unbroken semiquaver pulse that carries from the first note to the last. Therefore, any 

individuality or fluctuation in the tempo and stability of the movement is exposed 

more clearly than in many of the other movements. In this way, the movement lends 

itself to graphic analysis through software: in this case Sonic Visualizer. Regard du 
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Père provides a way to consider one of the most contentious elements involved: 

rubato.  

It has already been discussed that Yvonne Loriod favoured a relatively quick 

performance of Regard du Père, and it is useful to consider a diagram of her track 

timings; in this case (Figure 6.2) comparing all the movements of her three 

complete Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus releases. 

 

Figure 6.2. Track Timings of Loriod’s recordings of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus from 1956 (Blue), 1975 (Red), and 1985 (Green). 

	
It can be seen that Loriod is not only gaining speed in the difficult 

movements like Par Lui tout a été fait, and sounding impatient with slow 

movements like Regard du Père, but showing a clear increase in speed/decrease in 

performance time across nearly the entire work. Possibly even her remarkable levels 

of pianistic skill have increased, but the table above suggests that her sense of the 
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overall pulse of the music has changed, even allowing for the adrenalin assistance of 

the last complete recording being live. 

The specific question in relation to Regard du Père is the treatment of the 

stable ‘timeless’ beat that governs the movement (Stolp, 2008, section 7.2). To 

illustrate this, the novelty curve transformation feature of the beat-tracker plug-in to 

Sonic Visualizer has been used. This feature analyses, to a significant extent, the 

time difference of the placement of beats through the movement. A steady pulse 

will form a visual ‘baseline’ underneath the waveform graphics, and beats that are 

slower than this will appear proportionally higher on the graph. The higher the dot 

and the longer the green line that connects it to the bottom of the chart, the slower 

the beat. Loriod’s recording of 1956 is represented in Figure 6.3. 

 

 

Figure 6.3. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Loriod’s 1956 

recording of Regard du Père.  
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This shows what is, in human terms perhaps, quite a stable beat. What is 

clear to see is that there is a direct connection between the volume on the waveform, 

and the differential in the timings of the beat: the longest beats occur after the first 

annunciation of the Théme de Dieu, where there is likely to be a sense of a tempo, 

and at the climax point of the movement. Recalling that this 1956 recording tended 

to be the most literally faithful to the score, this graphic representation indicates 

that, despite awareness of the slow steady beat, the connection between volume and 

tempo is still a significant factor in Loriod’s playing. This can be compared to her 

1975 release as shown in Figure 6.4. 

 

Figure 6.4. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Loriod’s 1975 

recording of Regard du Père. 

	
As well as indicating a shift in the recording quality in the waveform, this 

figure shows a more uniform relationship between the thematic phrases, climactic 
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points, and the length of the beats. The smaller waveform ‘blooms’ have a 

corresponding set of beat elongations, and the two larger ones that indicate the peaks of 

the thematic material closely match this phenomenon: a classical manifestation of 

rubato. The climax point of the movement even features a single longest beat length 

that represents graphically above the top waveform. There is also a delicate slowing at 

the end of the movement. Further to this is Loriod’s 1985 recording (Figure 6.5) 

		

 

Figure 6.5. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Loriod’s 1985 
recording of Regard du Père. 

	
Something different is represented in this graphic. There is no artful match 

between the waveform and some quite high on the graph, representing comparatively 

long beats. What appears to be the case here is that the chart displays what was 

discussed in the section relating to Loriod’s Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus 

recordings; she is playing relatively fast, accelerating, and then finding it necessary to 



	

	 212	

pull the tempo back significantly in the a tempo points after each statement of the 

Théme de Dieu. This would explain the dislocation between the slowest beats and 

the waveform, and the low number of slower beats overall. The beats that Loriod is 

using to slow the tempo could be quite strategic, rather than following the arch form 

of the phrase. There should also be an allowance here for the live concert setting. 

Loriod has just arrived at the Kunsthalle in Bremen that evening, has walked out to 

the piano in front of up to 300 people, and is quite possibly still settling in. 

Remarkably, (as mentioned earlier) Loriod wrote to Charles Seifert after this 

recording was made specifying that there should be no rubato (Seifert, 1989), yet 

she played with this level of rubato in what appears on the score to be the most 

rhythmically stable movement of the work. What do other performers reveal in their 

recordings? Figure 6.6 shows Michel Béroff’s recording of 1969. 

 

Figure 6.6. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Béroff’s 1969 

recording of Regard du Père.  
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Béroff appears to have the two previous factors in play: a correlation 

between the waveform (volume) and the beat tracker (speed), as well as significant 

slowing activity at the a tempo points after each climax and a clearly significant 

slowing of the pulse at the end of the movement. Figure 6.7 shows a graphic 

representation of Peter Serkin’s 1976 recording. 

 

Figure 6.7. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Serkin’s 1976 

recording of Regard du Père. 

	
This graph shows a very well prepared and measured manifestation of the 

rubato around both the smaller phrases, the climax points, and just a slight slowing 

into the a tempo points and the end of the movement. The evenness with which the 

beats are shifted almost forms another waveform in the beat tracker’s dots. This can 

be compared to the more disjunct appearance of slow beats in Loriod’s 1985 



	

	 214	

recording in particular. This graph reveals the same relationships between timing 

and material, but perhaps with a better sense of flow and preparation. 

Peter Hill’s 1988 recording is represented in Figure 6.8 below: 

 

Figure 6.8. Sonic Visualizer software diagram of the waveform of Hill’s 1988 

recording of Regard du Père. 

	
This graphic is similar to that of Peter Serkin. Both Hill’s and Serkin’s 

recordings display the one slowest beat coinciding with the climax point of the 

movement. Hill’s recording displays a total correlation between the two large 

phrases and the elongation of beats, a settling of the beat around the a tempo points 

between theme articulations, and a gentle sense of phrasing in the smaller ‘blooms’ 
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and at the end of the movement. The waveform reveals a gentler dynamic overall, 

which could well reflect the advances that had taken place in digital recording by 

the end of the 1980s, and its allowance for more reliable reproduction of soft 

dynamics. 

These graphics lead to a straightforward conclusion. If Olivier Messiaen’s 

own muse is playing this stable movement with a natural rubato that responds to the 

volume and thematic material, then this indicates a negation of the anti-rubato 

rhetoric. That Loriod has moved from quite a stable beat in 1956, to a more 

naturally proportioned one that relates to volume and phrasing in 1975, to one that 

keeps getting ahead in 1985, indicates both a sense of change and the idea that the 

slow stable tempo is not the predominant concept of the movement in her 

interpretation. 

While there are differences between the major recordings of the Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, as already mentioned, it is interesting that three major 

recordings over time, released by Béroff, Serkin, and Hill, show a similar approach 

to Regard du Père in terms of tempo fluctuation in parallel to the musical climaxes. 

What would be interesting to understand is the balance between the awareness of 

the artist in setting a tempo, having an idea of the concept of the movement, and 

making the movement work within the context of an artistic performance.  

If a listener expects a piece like Regard du Père to be metronomic, the 

inevitable subtlety and nuance of a human being playing the music will confound 

this expectation at some stage. Similarly, there is little point in listening to an 

acclaimed musician avoiding any individual presence in their performance. These 
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matters help to give some background to Messiaen’s comment: ‘one must reproduce 

the musical text exactly, but not play like a stone’ (Gillock, 2010). In a sense this is 

a contradiction, but the challenge is probably not to do both things, but to find a 

balance between them. At the very least, we can be confident that if these musicians 

of such extraordinary skill have performed Regard du Père, both faithfully and to 

some extent expressively, and to Yvonne Loriod and/or Messiaen’s satisfaction, it is 

appropriate to follow their example.  

Playing a steady slow tempo on the piano is perhaps a lesser challenge than 

the ensemble manifestations of Messiaen’s ‘Noh theatre’–like slow movements. A 

second revealing example is the Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus. As discussed in 

chapter 4 this fifth movement of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps features a highly 

expressive cello solo, demanding for its inevitable struggle between the tempo and 

the bow length of the cellist. This movement builds to a climax that is immediately 

followed by a subito return to the opening musical idea. This subito is the 

dominating feature of the waveform graphic of the movement. The challenge for the 

pianist, and in turn the cellist, is that the piano part comprises a steady chord pulse 

throughout the movement, which like Regard du Père, is marked to be played 

extremely slowly and steadily. There are three recordings that are useful to 

compare: Messiaen playing with Pasquier in 1959, Petit playing with Nielz in 1963, 

and Serkin playing with Sherry in 1976. Serkin’s recording is included in this 

particular comparison in the knowledge that Serkin rehearsed this music with 

Messiaen, and because his performance includes the cellist Fred Sherry, who (as 
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mentioned in chapter 4) asked Messiaen if he really meant the movement to be that 

slow. 

Figure 6.9 shows a graphic representation of Messiaen’s recording: 

 

Figure 6.9. Sonic Visualizer diagram of Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus featuring 

Messiaen in 1959. 

	
The challenge represented in this graphic is that the beat Messiaen shows by 

example is remarkably steady; the baseline of the graphic is very solid, and few 

individual beats are placed very far from it; the subtlety of the relationship between 

the phrases represented by volume in the waveform and the tracked beats can be 

compared to the ‘stable’ beat Loriod maintains in the earlier example from Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus as recorded in 1956. 
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Figure 6.10 represents Petit and Nielz in 1963:

 

Figure 6.10. Sonic Visualizer diagram of Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus featuring 

Petit in 1963. 

	
This graphic shows a secure but measured correlation between the volume 

and beat, which again, reflects the phrase shapes of the movement. The correlation 

develops proportionally through the sections, but the distances between beats are 

still very stable. 
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Figure 6.11 shows the Serkin and Sherry recording of 1976: 

 

Figure 6.11. Sonic Visualizer diagram of Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus featuring 

Serkin in 1976. 

	
This also reveals a clear relationship between the volume, phrase, and beat 

length. The even progress shown in the shape of the curve created in the beat tracker 

analysis leads us to consider if this might be a typical element of Serkin’s playing, 

but in this instance it shows a very convincing balance between the maintaining of 

the slow tempo, and the task of not playing ‘like a stone’. The balance is evident 

and real in these examples, and in each of these cases Messiaen was involved in the 

preparation process; at the piano in 1959, as producer in 1963, and as coach for 

Tashi in 1976. One message that Messiaen may be giving us in these recordings is 

that flexibility of a beat, and the expression of a phrase is desirable in a performance 

of this music.  
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In returning to the story of Messiaen musing that the cello part of Louange à 

l’Éternité de Jésus could perhaps be played slower, we could consider re-

interpreting its significance at this point. It is an appealing anecdote because of its 

radical, challenging defiance of practical limitations. A cellist is confronted with an 

extreme tempo, and Messiaen’s answer is on the surface implausible. Yet, 

considering his embracing of these slow tempi, and the musicians he coached and 

worked with in the studio previously, he may be in complete earnest, and stating a 

simple fact; giving a direct answer to a direct question.   
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

The City Recital Hall in Sydney, Australia, is a short walk from Wynard 

station, in the heart of the central business district. After turning right onto George 

Street and crossing the road, a small laneway called Angel Place leads down into a 

quiet block between George and Pitt streets. A discreet corner entrance leads into 

the foyer of a recital hall with three levels of seating, almost surrounding the timber-

panelled stage area.  

Pierre-Laurent Aimard had already experienced a challenging week, playing 

two performances of Des canyons aux étoiles with the Sydney Symphony Orchestra 

at the Sydney Opera House. At two minutes after 7pm, Australian Eastern Daylight 

Saving time on Monday, 13th of March, 2016, he walked onto the platform to play 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. Wearing all-black clothes, his shirt with long 

sleeves and a Nehru collar, he sat at the piano and allowed an extended pause before 

playing the opening chord of Regard du Père. The performance that followed was 

given a standing ovation by the audience, a long silence having followed the last 

note (the lowest note on the piano) at the conclusion of Regard de l’Église d’amour. 

The significance of Aimard’s performance was apparent even from the 

opening chord, as he represented a living tradition, as a pianist who knew Messiaen 

and Loriod very well personally and who also studied with them extensively while 

they were in their prime. Born in 1957, Aimard studied formally with Loriod for 12 

years, from the age of 12. That he knew both the composer and his wife was clear in 

the way he played, with both a sincere interpretive vision for the music, and a 

precise technical command of the material. In the words of Peter McCallum in his 
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review of the recital for the Sydney Morning Herald, he balanced ‘modernist 

pianistic strengths’ with ‘high musical intellect’ (McCallum, 2016). 

Yvonne Loriod’s presence was there in the Regard du Père, with a rapid 

tempo requiring a ritenuto in the triplet semiquavers after each climax of the Theme 

de Dieu. The chord placed at the second climax was so specifically voiced and 

secured that there was essentially a dramatic pause preceding it, making a fine 

demonstration of how a performer can ‘think into the chords’ (Macgregor, 2009). 

Regard de l’étoile revealed Messiaen’s encouragement of slow tempi in the long 

and well phrased chant melodies, with easy-going rubato in the grace notes, as 

marked. Surprisingly, here too was Loriod’s split chord, adding almost a 

semiquaver pulse to the ‘exact’ rhythm (see Chapter 1). The allocation of time 

returned in L’échange, with a long held pedal at the end, and the full bar of rests 

suspensefully longer than marked. Interestingly, in Regard du fils sur le fils, rather 

than the original slow-fast-slow-fast-slow tempo proportions, or Loriod’s tendency 

to invert these proportions, Aimard played the entire movement around a stable 

basic pulse, finding an effective pathway between the two, with bright and clear 

birdsong sounding both fluent and unhurried over the Theme de Dieu. 

Par Lui tout a été fait brought a very slow tempo in the triplet semiquaver 

section that follows the palindrome, and a series of effective dramatic pauses 

through the final sections of this sprawling movement. This movement featured one 

of the most interesting moments of the recital. In a slight lapse of concentration, 

Aimard missed the low F♯ commencing the run up the keyboard at the end of the 

movement. Aimard immediately re-pedalled, and replayed the sequence of notes to 
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that point, weaving them into to the ongoing material that already involved both 

hands. This enabled him to finish the movement with an extremely long laissez 

vibrer pedal, with all the right notes and harmonics present. The solving of this 

problem in real time ultimately revealed more skill than an uneventful conclusion to 

the movement. 

Regard de l’Esprit de joie seemed to follow Loriod in the dominance of the 

right hand, even with the Theme de joie present at the same time in the left. A very 

spacious Première communion de la Vierge opened with left hand chords and right 

hand filigree that ran together so closely that they seemed to overlap. Le baiser sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus also revealed the dominance of the right hand, yet was completely 

unhurried and extremely expressive, featuring Messiaen’s elongated and 

emphasised ‘leading’ crotchets; so emphasised that they almost become the climax 

of the phrase rather than the notes they are intended to lead to. The impalpable 

semiquaver chord passages concluding Regard du silence had a well-crafted balance 

of tempo and dynamic rather than the idealistic pppp marked in the score. In the 

final movement, with Messiaen and Loriod’s joint interest in a slow tempo, Aimard 

played the final pages with the ‘brakes on full’, and further dramatic pauses, 

specifically on the open C♯ octaves before the final return of the Theme de Dieu. 

In this interpretation of the score, blending the tangible influences of the 

composer, Loriod, and Aimard’s own thoughtfulness, there is certainly a lineage of 

craftsmanship. A process that has been developed, imparted, and honed in studios 

and practice rooms over many years. Aimard’s first complete performance of Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus was in the mid-1970s when, like the Labèque sisters at 
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the time of their recording of Visions de l’Amen, he was a teenager. This gives a 

lead-time of some four decades before his recital at Angel Place, a recital that was 

unfortunately not recorded. This does make it all the more special. It was a recital 

shared, enjoyed, and past. The details left in the memory of the audience, 

symbolised in the short review for the Sydney Morning Herald, and discussed 

briefly in this thesis. 

In addition to the specific elements of the written score that are interpreted 

in ways that require discussion, more general aspects of a pianist’s work have been 

highlighted through this study of Messiaen’s wartime piano music. Further issues 

highlighted relate to the state of the musical heritage explored in this research, and 

the concept of the score itself. 

A principal factor that was apparent early in the research period was that 

historic recordings and materials are easily lost. Through the changes in recording 

format and the advent of digital sources and recordings, older formats of media and 

early releases are not always kept or considered, and in an age where libraries 

consist more and more primarily of computer terminals rather than hard copy 

materials, the potential for material to slip through the cracks is significant. Loriod’s 

live recording of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, released in 1987, is stored in 

only a couple of library catalogues, including the BBC and the State Library of 

Victoria (Melbourne). As previously mentioned, the protection of vinyl media in a 

collection can also prohibit effective study of the material. The elusive nature of this 

particular recording, even compared to the complete 1956 complete mono Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus recording, which has now achieved re-release and is 
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familiar to many musicians including Peter Serkin (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 5, 2015), shows a clear possibility for heritage loss. Even 

more concerning is the rarity of the early Pathé material. The author knows of two 

extant copies of the Loriod recording of Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus; one in the 

collection used for this research, and one in the collection of Malcolm Ball. It can 

also never be assumed that recordings will make the transition from archival 

material to a new availability in digital format, as the predominantly commercial 

nature of the recording industry increasingly reflects the dominance of more 

commercial genres of music.  

When even a serious critic can dismiss an early recording like the Messiaen 

and Loriod Visions de l’Amen of 1949 as being of insufficient sound quality to 

consider, the reliance on dedicated independent researchers to project-manage this 

material is clear. If Malcolm Ball had not produced the re-release of this 78 rpm set 

on compact disc, it would not have been considered in this research. 

A tacit theme carried through this research is the nature of the integrity of a 

written score. Michael Kieran Harvey describes a score as a ‘living’ entity 

(M. Harvey, personal communication, February 11, 2016), a view that is supported 

by the flexibility of interpretation seen in this research. This flexibility includes 

tempo changes, removal of rests, inclusion or exclusion of rubato, inclusion or 

exclusion of articulation markings, alteration of rhythm to accommodate technical 

challenges, change to crescendo or decrescendo markings, overlapping of ensemble 

parts, the addition of accelerations or ritenuti, and alterations to phrasing. The 
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performance practice of Messiaen’s wartime piano scores requires consideration of 

many factors that are not revealed solely by the printed score. 

In remembering Messiaen as a composer who always listened to the playing 

of his music with a score (P. Serkin, personal communication, May 9, 2015), and 

his openness to ideas (M. Labèque, personal communication, July 7, 2015) as well 

as Loriod’s habit of taking to the score with a pencil (Rothenburg, 2010) with a 

view to practicality and alterations to tempi (S. Osborne, personal communication, 

October 29, 2013), we can consider a score even as detailed as one of Messiaen’s as 

being, at least to some extent, a snapshot of the composer’s intentions at the time of 

publication. It is not necessarily the last word on the musical material, and further 

development of Messiaen’s original scores has been revealed in this research 

through interview, and the study of significant recordings. 

We can consider the score as the representation of what Roy Howat 

described as material the composer feels ‘intuitively’ (R. Howat, personal 

communication, September 13, 2012), as the best way this can be encoded onto the 

printed paper. In Messiaen’s case it is significant that he lived, composed, taught, 

and analysed music for five decades after the composition of Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps, and it is possible that this score ultimately seemed a fairly primitive 

representation of the musical ideas to him by the end of his life. Serkin suggests that 

preparing a publication was also a flawed process, as ‘things got into these scores 

that he may have changed his mind about fairly quickly’ (P. Serkin, personal 

communication, May 9, 2015).  
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Equally as intangible as the perfect score is the perfect performance of this 

repertoire. When considering the differences between Loriod’s recordings of the 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus it is clear that ‘definitive’ is a relatively flawed 

term to apply; if Messiaen’s principal interpreter, working with his continual advice 

and coaching, continued to record (and presumably also perform) differing versions 

of the same music over time, then we have to accept this as the nature of 

performance, like Peter Hill’s description of a recording as the best result under the 

set of circumstances. In addition to this level of artistic change, the nature of human 

beings undertaking difficult tasks, in different places, in different moods and states 

of mind, and on different pianos, is going to result in a multitude of interpretations. 

Even if fundamental elements of an interpretation are stable, much of the 

interpretation in a large-scale piece of music must ultimately be fleeting, the 

technical command of the pianist to a certain extent transient, and it can be argued 

that a reliable, concrete interpretation would be unmusical. What would be the art in 

hearing musicians playing the same repertoire in the same way, or even the same 

artist always playing the same repertoire in the same way? As Marielle Labèque 

suggested, if everything is always going to be the same, why bother? (M. Labèque, 

personal communication, July 7, 2015). 

This concept is never more exposed than in the recording studio, where even 

slight differences in the tempo or volume of different takes can mean that they are 

not able to be edited together with others. The same material in a different session 

or on a different day can have a varied enough character to change the list of 

preferred takes and even effect the timing and selection of material for the adjacent 
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movements. Peter Hill’s ‘set of circumstances’ (P. Hill, personal communication, 

March 22, 2013) are worth considering. A recording situation is, in the first place, 

contrived. The performer needs to play at their best in a very emotionally dull 

situation, without audience, and knowing that they can probably have another go at 

nearly everything. This is countered by the budget restraints of recording, with the 

clock always ticking, and every additional hour costing money. 

The recordings studied in this research highlight the technology window that 

is also a factor of recording. Loriod’s recordings were all technologically outmoded 

within a few years of release. 78 rpm was replaced by LP, mono sound was replaced 

by stereo, analogue recording replaced by digital, and LP replaced by compact disc 

almost as soon as her 1987 set was made available. This rapid technological change 

will presumably continue, even with the regression to low resolution formats such 

as MP3 and MP4 that have so far dominated digital download markets. The 

recording artist works on a changing canvas, although the length of Yvonne 

Loriod’s recording career and the stability of her playing is hardly typical. 

Recordings are also made to appear like snapshots through the range of 

human involvement by the composer (if involved), performer, and producer. 

Especially in ensemble recordings, there is a need for compromise, and what might 

constitute the best take possible is made more complex than in a solo piano 

recording. Messiaen’s insistence with the Labèque sisters Visions de l’Amen 

recording that the segments recorded were no longer than he could remember 

(M. Labèque, personal communication, July 7, 2015), reveals his understanding of 

the potential for omission in recordings. It is possible for an error or technical 
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problem, which might be quite undesirable in the final product, to pass unnoticed in 

the recording process.  

Messiaen’s engagement with the recording process is perhaps an indication 

of his awareness of the ongoing process of music after the composition phase, as 

well as the attention to detail of which he was capable. Rischin’s work reveals a 

significant profile of Messiaen’s own personal mythology (Rischin, 2003), and 

Peter Hill discusses Messiaen’s lack of objectivity regarding his artistic agenda, and 

the secrecy with which he worked. Not even Loriod was aware of his work on Saint 

François d’Assise until it became public, or of Messiaen’s final work (Concert à 

quatre [1992]) until she found the unfinished score on his desk (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). 

With such a level of privacy regarding his closest confidant and companion, 

it is not surprising that he was difficult to reach for others, and that his public 

persona was to a certain extent scripted, rather than necessarily open or 

spontaneous. An even more revealing example of this is his retreat at Petichet, 

where Messiaen supposedly spent his summers, and did the bulk of his composition, 

rather than in Paris. Firstly, it is known that Messiaen was engaged in a lot of 

composition in Paris, witnessed by Graham Williams (G. Williams, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013), and secondly, it is now becoming known that he 

had visited Petichet less frequently by mid-career in favour of another summer 

residence that remains secret at the request of the current residents. Messiaen’s 

piano is still there. As Petichet became vulnerable to gawkers and intrusion, 
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Messiaen had found an alternative retreat (M. Ball, personal communication, 

August 24, 2015). 

We can see a composer protecting his work and his privacy in these 

examples of sleight of hand, and while it is understandable, this secrecy has perhaps 

left us with a legacy of commentary on his music that is at odds with the reality. 

While we are told not to use rubato, we are shown its effectiveness by the composer 

in his own recordings. Even now, Loriod’s students are hesitant to depart from this 

orthodoxy, at least in the passing conversations and formal interviews that have 

taken place within this research. It can be noted that Graham William’s approach 

differs from this; he said in interview that ‘he could talk about these things now’. He 

believes that a suitable amount of time has passed since Messiaen and Loriod had 

both passed away (G. Williams, personal communication, May 15, 2013).  

This is an obvious issue with the secretive behaviour of such a public figure 

as Messiaen. Once they have passed away, the whole privacy mechanism is both 

redundant, and possibly a hindrance to the appreciation of such an artist. Messiaen 

was ‘abnormally sensitive to adverse criticism, and the same sensitivity made him 

fanatically secretive about work in progress’ (Hill, 1995). Yet it appears that 

Messiaen had little to hide, having lived a productive, responsible, and genuinely 

religious life. Whatever experiences lead him to put a high level of self-protection in 

place, we can wonder where the performance practice of his music would be if 

Messiaen had trusted the music world in general with his music, rather than 

revealing the ‘poet’ and his interest in musical ‘vividness’ only to the few (P. Hill, 

personal communication, March 22, 2013). 
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Admittedly, the demanding nature of his music was that it would only ever 

be attempted by the few. Given its extreme difficulty, length, and radicalism in 

comparison to mainstream repertoire through the remainder of the 20th century, the 

Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus in particular represent a potentially self-defeating 

project. The work takes a long time to learn, the potential audience is small, the 

sales of any recording that might eventually result will be minimal compared to 

more popular ‘classics’, and the potential for embarrassment if the project doesn’t 

go well is a liability.  

Peter Serkin agreed that these factors indicate that an artist’s investment in 

playing the piece, even if they are non-theistic in their beliefs, is by nature spiritual; 

there are easier ways to get attention, build a career, and earn income (P. Serkin, 

personal communication, May 9, 2015). There is also a recurring phenomenon of 

pianists learning Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus at a certain stage of their career, 

perhaps in the late stages of formal study, before they are over-committed with 

other work, and in response to a specific opportunity to play it. Steven Osborne’s 

teacher encouraged him to play it at a festival (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, October 29, 2013), and Michael Kieran Harvey was offered a 

performance of the work at the Concertgebouw after winning the Pogorelich piano 

competition (M. Harvey, personal communication, February 11, 2016). 

This presupposes the technical and musical capacity to handle the music, the 

discipline of an unusually long preparation period, and the collateral in terms of 

quality of life that can come with such a complex task; there is certainly an element 

of self-sacrifice in the equation. Hopefully, the flow-on effects in terms of artistic 
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maturity, technical progress, and a deepened level of artistic experience are equally 

significant. 

The decision-making process for the pianist may initially seem no less 

complex when viewed after reading this research than before, given the nuanced 

situation involved with comparing recordings. While there are some specific points 

that are consistent, like the acceleration of Amen de la Création, it is still up to the 

individual to consider the options. The consideration can be intellectual, in 

considering which example to follow or in analysing what is on the score. It can 

also be personal, considering the best way to assist the individual’s perceived goal 

of the movement or section when played to an audience. Hopefully though, the 

decision-making can be better informed. 

One of the principal considerations with this repertoire will always be the 

management of technical problems, and involve consideration of realistic speeds, 

note distribution, coverage of the keyboard, and voicing. The research indicates 

that, with a view to being faithful to the material on the score, tempo change, 

adjustment of chords, rubato, acceleration and deceleration, taking time to 

effectively place material, and the omission of some marked articulation in complex 

passages is shown by informed expert example to be appropriate. The context of the 

pianist’s physique, and the goal of effective presentation of the music make this 

both a practical necessity and perhaps a valuable professional skill. 

Similar to the publication of the score and the recording context, it can be 

noted that a public performance is also a snapshot of a particular set of 

circumstances, and an even more fleeting one. Live recordings of Loriod playing 
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which were made for radio broadcast are surely in existence in archives, but not 

usually publicly available. Partly this is due to the organisational structures of some 

broadcast corporations, and perhaps partly due to ownership and copyright laws as 

well as strictly limited artist agreements relating to the use of the recordings. Peter 

Hill, for example, recorded the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus for the BBC before 

playing through it with Messiaen and making his commercial compact disc 

recording (P. Hill, personal communication, March 22, 2013). Unfortunately the 

BBC recording is not currently accessible, but would make for an interesting 

comparison should it ever be made available. 

In any case, when walking to the piano to commence a Messiaen recital, a 

pianist needs to have some plans in place regarding what is to follow, and will by 

then have a very good understanding of the risks involved. In the research process 

there have been differing approaches revealed by different musicians.  

Peter Hill, for example, discussed the ‘super-conscientious’ preparation that 

enabled him to work through the whole of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus with 

Messiaen, without the composer making a comment on rhythm (P. Hill, personal 

communication, March 22, 2013). Yvonne Loriod’s work perhaps describes a 

respect: to be ‘absolutely’ faithful to the tempo, the rhythm, and the meaning of the 

score (Hill, 1995; Seifert, 1989). However differently it appears in her recordings, 

she must have seen an absolute in the music, and felt a certainty of Messiaen’s 

intentions. Michael Kieran Harvey sees a responsibility to innovate, and avoided 

listening to any recordings that might prejudice his own reading of the ‘living’ 

score. He found some of Messiaen’s score indications to be a good idea and some 
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not (M. Harvey, personal communication, February 11, 2015). There is also the 

confidence of a trained musician with the capacity to process the music directly 

from the score; Steven Osborne commented that although the music is physically 

difficult, it is ‘interpretively fairly straightforward’ (S. Osborne, personal 

communication, 2 August, 2017). Others might describe a devotion purely to the 

composer, the realising of their intentions as a basic duty of a performer. 

These concepts, to be fair, are not the whole story for each protagonist, as 

each musician is probably balancing a complex methodology in their professional 

practice. What they represent are a set of interactive schemas, that can help in 

different ways to continue a journey towards the best performance an individual can 

manage to give, or participate in. As Aimard commented in 2008, ‘there is not just 

one truth when it comes to performing Messiaen’ (Dingle, 2014). Ultimately, the 

performance has to be effective for the audience, and manageable for the pianist. As 

Graham Williams points out: 

… the main thing is getting the intention of the composer through to 

the listener and keeping their attention while working with how the 

instrument really works. As Messiaen said, ‘I aim to charm the 

listener’. That’s the focus, as it should be – as a conduit between the 

composer and listener. So you will run into this – ‘yes you must play 

the score as it is’, and, ‘well, this isn’t working so I’ll change it to 

make it work’. And, when push comes to shove, its making it work 

that will win. (G. Williams, personal communication, May 30, 2016) 

	
A performance cannot exist that uses both Loriod’s tempi and Messiaen’s, or 

that fully explores expression and exactly renders the rhythm and articulation, or 

will be given by a pianist with small hands that exactly states the rhythm of Regard 
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de l’étoile and securely places every note of Par Liu a été fait. While some of these 

factors are unable to occupy the same space, responsibility for choosing remains 

with all performers.  

We can be sure that no performance will satisfy everybody, which could 

possibly be true of all music, but it is possible to understand the geography you are 

traversing, and perhaps through all the complex issues an ultimate simplicity 

emerges. As Peter Hill agreed, you could say Messiaen would have been better 

served by simply stating that he wanted his music to be ‘clear, and musical’ (P. Hill, 

personal communication, March 22, 2013). 

In observing Aimard’s performance of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus and 

being witness to the end result of both Messiaen’s and Loriod’s influence and 

involvement, it is easy to conclude that their approaches, while perhaps different, 

create a vibrant and productive space in which the music can manifest itself. We can 

imagine Messiaen as the ‘poet’ and the idealist; perhaps even with an urge to escape 

from the world he lives in, but as a composer aiming for the closest possible 

realisation of his thoughts, at the highest level of musicianship. We can imagine 

Loriod looking through the new scores of Visions de l’Amen in 1943, Vingt Regards 

sur l’Enfant-Jésus in 1944, and getting to work on the task of effectively presenting 

them. As a life-long exponent of Messiaen’s music, as pedagogue and ‘working 

muse’, her legacy is vital to the position the music holds within the pianist’s 

repertoire today. 

In watching Aimard’s hands at work at the keyboard in Sydney, there are 

levels of intensity and consciousness apparent, sparse moments when a pianist can 
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be fully engaged with deciding what to do next, moments when the material is 

comfortably manageable, and periods when the music is so complex that the 

carefully considered and programmed movement required to play the notes happens 

far too quickly for instantaneous calculation. At these times there is a sense of 

Messiaen as composer and Loriod perhaps as a choreographer who has analysed the 

effect intended and carefully sequenced the steps that will enable it. After all the 

decision-making and preparation, the pianist is potentially integrated into the 

musical landscape; a dancer lost in the dance. It is subjective to suggest that here 

Messiaen does succeed in escaping time, yet as the applause begins after Aimard’s 

two hour performance, the person sitting next to me looks at their watch and says 

‘What? Already?’  
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                                                          ˝

1905-Sep-2012 
 
Dear Mr Noble 
 
I write further to the additional information provided in 

relation to the conditional approval granted to your application 
for ethical clearance for your project "NR: Performance practice in 
Olivier Messiaen's Quatuor pour la fin du temps (1941), Visions de 
l'Amen (1943), and Vingt Regards sur l'Enfant Jesus (1944)." (GU 
Ref No: QCM/22/12/HREC). 

 
This is to confirm receipt of the remaining required 

information, assurances or amendments to this protocol. 
 

Consequently, I reconfirm my earlier advice that you are 
authorised to immediately commence this research on this basis. 

 
The standard conditions of approval attached to our previous 

correspondence about this protocol continue to apply. 
 
Regards 
 

 
Dr Gary Allen 
Manager, Research Ethics 
Office for Research 
N54 room 0.10 Nathan Campus 
Griffith University 
ph: 3735 5585 
fax: 07 373 57994 
email: g.allen@griffith.edu.au 
web:  
 
Cc:  
 
At this time all researchers are reminded that the Griffith 

University Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research provides 
guidance to researchers in areas such as conflict of interest, 
authorship, storage of data, & the training of research students. 

You can find further information, resources and a link to the 
University's Code by visiting 
http://www62.gu.edu.au/policylibrary.nsf/xupdatemonth/e7852d226231d
2b44a25750c0062f457?opendocument 

PRIVILEGED, PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 
This email and any files transmitted with it are intended 

solely for the use of the addressee(s) and may contain information 
which is confidential or privileged. If you receive this email and 
you are not the addressee(s) [or responsible for delivery of the 
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email to the addressee(s)], please disregard the contents of the 
email, delete the email and notify the author immediately 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From: Mary Teresa Wilkinson >m.wilkinson@griffith.edu.au<  
Date: Wed, Aug 28, 2013 at 11:38 AM 
Subject: Protocol Report Processed: QCM/22/12/HREC 
To: colin.noble@griffithuni.edu.au 
 
 
 
The Ethical Conduct Report for Protocol: QCM/22/12/HREC has now 
been successfully processed. 
 

Office for Research 
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Appendix B – Summary of Discussed Performance 

Practice Issues in Point Form.  

From Chapter 1: Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus 

1) Articulation Rubato. Where marks including accents and tenuto are 

placed on notes, it is common practice for Yvonne Loriod in particular to 

allow time for the placement of these articulations even when it to some 

extent displaces the rhythm of the surrounding musical material. 

2) Indicated Rubato. It needs to be noted that at times Messiaen 

specifically indicates that rubato be used in the playing of certain figures in 

the music. This indication appears at times in both Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus and Visions de l’Amen. Further to this, it can be noted that in 

the case of Visions de l’Amen Messiaen may not observe all these markings 

himself, but appears to have directed others, notably the Labèque sisters, to 

do so. 

3) Individualistic Rubato. Rubato that is neither indicated nor 

necessitated by articulation is present to some extent in all recordings of the 

repertoire made by Messiaen, Loriod, and the other approved musicians 

considered in this study. While Messiaen may have not desired extreme or 

distracting levels of rubato, it should be considered appropriate practice for 

this repertoire when used with the effective communication of the music as 

the goal. 

In the third movement of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, L’échange, the 

repeated rhythmic pattern carried through the movement can be considered 

in two principle ways; as either an exact rendering of the notation, or with a 
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gestural sense of the material. In Loriod’s case, the first of these approaches 

is evident in her 1956 recording, and the second in her 1973 recording.  

4) Yvonne Loriod generally plays the movements of Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus at a faster tempo than is written.  

5) In Par Lui a été fait, Loriod tends to play the return of the 

palindrome section at the slower tempo than the forward section. 

6) In La parole toute-puissante Loriod plays the repeated octaves in the 

left hand slowly and deliberately in comparison to the surrounding material. 

7) It is evident in Loriod’s recording as well as those of musicians who 

studied with her and Messiaen himself, that movements in Vingt Regards sur 

l’Enfant-Jésus that would be considered more expressive (such as Le baiser 

de l’Enfant-Jésus, Première communion de la Vierge, and Regard du 

silence) are indeed played with individuality and tenderness. Of particular 

note is Loriod’s last complete release of the work recorded in 1985, and 

Peter Hill’s recording (after he played through the work for Messiaen) of 

1992. 

8) The inner voices featured in parts of Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-

Jésus, in particular Le baiser de l’Enfant-Jésus are generally not brought out 

in the musical texture in Loriod’s recordings, even when marked with 

tenuto. Despite the inference in reading the score, and confirmation by 

Graham Williams that these elements should be brought out, this appears be 

the case only in the recordings of musicians who worked with Messiaen 

directly; namely Peter Serkin and Peter Hill. 
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9) The tempo markings for Regard du Fils sur le Fils were considered 

too slow by Yvonne Loriod, and her own recordings and those of her 

students reflect this. Messiaen himself clearly favoured the slower marked 

tempi, if recordings by the musicians who received his direct advice are 

indicative. 

10)  The Theme de joie of Regard de l’Esprit de joie has a footnote 

describing the comparative lengths of two semiquaver chords; if Loriod’s 

recordings reflect the composer’s intention for this the semiquavers should 

be played as a triplet rhythm (i.e. swung). Some recordings, including the 

recording by Peter Hill, who played the work for Messiaen, don’t include 

this rhythm and the semiquavers are played evenly. 

11)  The tempo of the final round of Theme de dieu in Regard de l’Église 

d’amour is slower than the tempo indication at the start of the movement. 

Yvonne Loriod advised Steven Osborne that there should be no rushing 

towards the end, although her tempi are generally faster than the marked 

one. Messiaen appears to have favoured this slow tempo, and it is reflected 

in the recordings of Peter Serkin and Peter Hill. 

12)  The low octave towards the end of Regard de l’Église d’amour at 

175/4/2 appears in some of Loriod’s recordings to have been a 9th (A0 to 

B1) rather than an octave, perhaps for added effect. 

13)  It is appropriate to swap material between the hands, and redistribute 

it. This is indicated by students of Yvonne Loriod, and appears to have been 

a regular strategy in her own playing and in her pedagogical style. An 

example  

of this is the chord cluster acciaccatura on page 172, Trés lent, solennel.  
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From Chapter 2: Visions de l’Amen 

1) Messiaen and Loriod favoured playing with the two pianos side by 

side rather than interlocked. 

2) Peter Hill and Peter Serkin both prefer the deuxième part (Messiaen’s 

part) to be played on the piano furthest from the audience. 

3) Recordings featuring Messiaen’s playing or direct advice feature a 

slow but steady acceleration through Amen de la Création. 

4) Recordings featuring Messiaen’s direct involvement indicate that use 

of slowed upbeats, deliberate timing that may effect the rhythm to some 

extent, and occasional freedom between the parts is appropriate to enable 

overall stability of ensemble.  

5) Articulation markings including tenuto, accent, and commas are not 

always observed by Messiaen in his 1949 and 1962 recordings.  

6) In the solo section of Amen des étoiles, de la planète à l’anneau 

Messiaen does not appear to observe the marked commas in his 1949 or 

1962 recordings, but they are observed in the recording by the Labèque 

sisters, that he produced in 1969. 

7) In the Amen du Désir solo beginning in the top line of page 34, 

Messiaen again makes subtle rhythmic indications through footnote; 

essentially this is to feature the accent chord, and to allow more time in the 

second marked instance. This method is more problematic in the second 

presentation of the material, when both parts are playing. 
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8) From Modéré, Presque vif on page 40, Messiaen and Loriod appear 

to be equally concerned with ensemble issues as with the rhythmic exactness 

and articulation of the score. In this section they tend to feature the material 

and beats that assist the ensemble. 

9) In the deuxième part solo material in Messiaen’s own recordings, 

tenuto appear to designate a slight pause as well as articulation. 

10) Musicians should take care to pace their performance, as the most 

physically demanding material, at least in terms of stamina, comes in the last 

movement. Messiaen and Loriod’s early recording in 1949 gives the 

impression they were tiring towards the end. 

11) Peter Hill relates that Messiaen accepted the piano parts moving 

independently in Amen de la Création once the appoggiatura chords 

commence in the deuxième part. 

12) Yvonne Loriod’s recordings, and Peter Hill’s advice support a very 

sustained and deliberate sounding of all the material in the première part 

once the deuxième is no longer playing notes. This includes a slowed 

declamatory approach to the last semiquavers of the movement, including 

extra allowance of time. 

13) The unison passages of Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des 

Oiseaux can be played by one pianist to avoid the extreme ensemble issues 

of the passage. It is uncertain if Messiaen and Loriod did this, but given the 

practicality of their approach it should be considered.  
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14) If both parts play the same material, as occurs in Amen de l’agonie 

de Jésus, it appears appropriate for it to be played by a single player to avoid 

ensemble difficulties. 

15) The deuxième solo section of Amen de l’agonie de Jésus, can be 

played fairly freely and indistinctly, for effect rather than for the clarity of 

rhythm. 

16) The passages of birdsong in Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant 

des Oiseaux, following Loriod’s example in the 1962 recording, can be 

approached with a steady rather than quick tempo, strong articulation, and 

groupings of short notes driven onwards to the next longer note. 

17) On the final page of Amen des Anges, des Saints, du chant des 

Oiseaux, the première part cadenza can move on without necessarily 

connecting with the end of the material in the deuxième part. 
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From Chapter 3: Quatuor pour la fin du Temps 

1) Messiaen, Loriod, and Petit all needed to split the largest chord span 

in the left hand of the sequence in Liturgie de cristal; this can be done as 

skilfully as possible to avoid effecting the rhythm, following the example of 

Loriod’s 1990 recording. 

2) In his recording Messiaen occasionally changes the articulation of 

chords in order to align them rhythmically with activity in another part. 

3) In Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps, where the 

clarinet and piano play a flourish together; for example, the ending of the 

movement, Messiaen tends to allow the clarinet to commence sounding 

before he plays. 

4) The repeated chords through the middle of Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui 

annonce la fin du Temps should be considered in terms of articulation; 

Messiaen tends to accent the chord changes heavily, while Petit leans into 

the highest pitched groups. Loriod accents the changes, as does Messiaen, 

but Loriod does so in a more subtle way. 

5) In this same section of Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du 

Temps, the phrasing in the piano part is not generally observed in the 

recordings studied.  

6) At letter C in Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps, 

there is an attacca entry by the strings on Petit’s recording from1963. 

7) In sections of the Quatuor pour la fin du Temps where there is a 

double barline, a significant change of material, or a group entry, Messiaen 
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and Loriod on occasion effect a ‘re-cue’ to stabilise ensemble. This can 

effect the timing, and cross musical sections where there is no marked tempo 

change, pause, or break. 

8) At letter G of Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps 

there is an unmarked subito effect in Loriod’s performance; while this is 

marked pianississimo, Loriod tends not to secure this very soft dynamic until 

the following bar, rather than where the dynamic is written. 

9) In the performances of Deplus in 1963 and Meyer in 1990, the tempi 

in Abîme des oiseaux are polarised; the movement is played slower than the 

marked tempo, and the sections with a faster tempo are played more quickly 

than marked. 

10)  In bar 7 of Abîme des oiseaux, Meyer joins two phrases together. 

This could be considered by other clarinetists, given a similar level of breath 

control technique. 

11)  The Intermède in each of the three studied recordings of Quatuor 

pour la fin du Temps feature a dislocation of parts at letters C and F. The 

strings enter in each case before the clarinet has finished the previous bar. 

12)  In the slow sections and movements of Quatuor pour la fin du 

Temps there is generally a significant proportional relationship between the 

dynamic level and the tempo, indicating that this reflex connection is 

appropriate to at least some extent. 
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13)  Messiaen’s recording features a pause over the bar line at letter D, 

even though the musical material on the score appears to flow through this 

rehearsal letter. 

14)  In Messiaen’s 1956 recording, the rests in the last two bars of the 

piano part of Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus are cut short. This is not a 

feature in the 1990 recording by Loriod. 

15)  In Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus the articulation marks highlighting 

the changes of harmony are heavily featured. 

16)  Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes features a tangible 

relationship between an increase of volume and a slight increase in speed. 

The connection is also significant in a connection between decrescendo and 

slowing in tempo. 

17)  After letter F of Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes, the 

securing of a group tempo seems to be an issue for Messiaen’s quartet 

group. The other recordings manage this section with more stability, but if 

this is not possible Messiaen sets a precedent for a brief period of 

stabilisation between the players at letter F. 

18)  Messiaen uses the damper pedal through some of the scalic passages 

of Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes, most notably at letter K. 

This is not a feature of either Petit or Loriod’s playing in the same 

movement, but could be considered by pianists as a possibility. 

19)  There is a variance of possible tempo choices amongst the studied 

recordings of Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes. Loriod’s 1990 
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recording is noticeably fast, and Petit’s recording of 1963 is significantly 

slower. 

20)  The cello ‘sirens’ in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui 

annonce la fin du Temps are highly prominent in each of the studied 

recordings. 

21)  The crotchet rest before letter B in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour 

l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps is omitted in the 1956 and 1963 

recordings, and halved in Loriod’s 1990 recording. 

22)  The decrescendo before letter D in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour 

l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps is omitted in the recordings; this is 

supported by Peter Serkin, who recalls Messiaen requesting it be left out 

(Chapter 3). 

23)  In the piano part after letter B in Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange 

qui annonce la fin du Temps Messiaen brings out the melodic line in the 

right hand, while the other two studied recordings feature a blending of both 

the melodic and chord components of the part. 

24)  There is a particularly clear example of a ‘re-cue’ within the 

ensemble at letter E in Messiaen’s own recording. 

25)  Another example of a ‘re-cue’ is present at letter K of Messiaen’s 

recording. 

26)  Through the complex sections of Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour 

l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps Messiaen tends to lean on the 
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downbeats even if they are not the obvious emphasis of the musical material, 

presumably for ensemble reasons. 

27)  In Messiaen’s 1956 recording the clarinet line is featured, over the 

triple stopping in the cello part of Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui 

annonce la fin du Temps. 

28)  Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps as 

recorded by Loriod in 1990 gives further examples of the use of the slowing 

of the last two pulses of a section to secure the ensemble for the start of the 

following one, notably at letter I. 

29)  Messiaen’s recording supports the marked tempo of Louange à 

l’Immortalité de Jésus. This tempo is stable within the context of slight 

proportional connection between the dynamic and tempo. 

30)  The articulation markings and rhythm of the piano part in Louange à 

l’Immortalité de Jésus, is played as written although it appears challenging 

for Messiaen to sustain it consistently throughout the movement. In this 

instance Loriod’s playing may provide a more practical example. 

31)  Time is taken in the studied recordings for the placement of the low 

octaves in the piano part of Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus. This is 

relatively straightforward given that the violin part is playing a tied note at 

the time, although there is a displacement of the beat.  
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Appendix C – Interview Transcriptions with 

Participant’s Approval for Inclusion 

 

Interview with Prof. Peter Hill, March 22, 2013 

Interview with Graham Williams, May 15, 2013 

Interview with Peter Serkin, May 9, 2015 

 

Interview with Peter Hill, March 22, 2013 

(Discussion of ethical process and paperwork) 

C: The official topic I’m looking at is timing rhythm notation and performance 

practice in Messiaen’s music. Starting with a couple of fundamental questions; in 

terms of Messiaen and rhythm, I want to start by looking at the nature of the 

problem first of all for a performer. 

Maybe a way to phrase this is; would we spend so much time being concerned with 

the rhythm in Messiaen’s music if it wasn’t so difficult? 

 

P: Yeah, I mean rhythm is something that he very much developed during the 

1930s, I mean you don’t find this kind of irregularity (I’m putting that slightly in 

inverted commas) of rhythm so much in say the Preludes or the early orchestral 

works, although I mean you do find it, it is already there; the fact that there are bars, 

the rhythm isn’t in a regular time signature. Would we spend so much time over it, I 

mean the classic example of this; because it involves your rhythm coinciding with 

three other people is the unison movement from the Quartet for the End of Time. I 

remember the first time I played that, I was playing with three other very good 

people, it’s a long time ago, and I remember one of them gave the tip (sings the 

opening theme) if you feel the little note, the semiquaver, whether it’s added or 

subtracted, trying to avoid turning it into a 6/8, that you feel the quaver on the C 
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natural in the first phrase… would we spend… I mean it’s something you have to 

work on, and one of the first, the earliest Messiaen music that I worked on, because 

it was interesting me at the time; I was studying the Stockhausen piano pieces and 

so on, was the music around the late 1940s, the studies in rhythm and so on. 

Appropriately, the studies in rhythm, but compared with the ground work of 

preparation studying rhythm that I’d had with Stockhausen piano pieces, Messiaen 

studies in rhythm seemed fairly straightforward, so I suppose that didn’t greatly 

bother me. I think there’s a wider issue here which is, especially in the birdsong 

music, but probably in all the music is that when you read what Messiaen says about 

rhythm, he talks about a… this sort of freedom, he wants to get away. The end of 

time, abolishing a sort of inexorable pulse as it were, and a kind of floating off or 

flying free from that. The difficulty, especially in the ensemble music, where it’s 

conducted say, it has to be in a kind of straitjacket in order to get everybody to 

coincide and that kind of free spirit flies out the window. Now it was partly 

Messiaen’s own fault, because up to and including oiseaux exotiques, the orchestral 

music is written out in, I don’t know, 2/4 or 3/4 and the conductor just goes like 

this… but do the musicians who are playing it and fitting with 3 in a bar realise that 

what they are playing aren’t say syncopations as they may look on the page but 

actually are these stretched or contracted rhythms that don’t fit with a crotchet beat, 

and the crotchet is simply there as a means of getting it all together. Ditto the 

Quartet for the End of Time. There’s a very good case in point in the intermezzo, 

where Messiaen is writing it out in 2/4 time and they’re actually playing the (sings 

unison theme again), the musicians are playing that, while, anticipating the 6th 

movement if you like, I mean that’s where the theme of the 6th movement comes 

from, and OK you can write it out in 2/4 time but for some of the players that 

doesn’t make much sense. The strings are playing it and the clarinet is playing that 

little motif and one answer to that would be to re-bar what Messiaen did, and do it 

in a natural kind of way. Then by 1960 Messiaen had changed his policy and in 

Chronochromie they have to play the actual rhythm, which is in a way more 

difficult because there are 3/16s and 7/16s, look at the opening of Chronochromie, 

and… but in a way that’s much more truthful to his rhythmic intentions and the 
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actual rhythm of the music, but you can still see a lot of effort going out into 

perfectly coordinating this. I remember the first time I actually heard 

Chronochromie when I went to a rehearsal of the BBC Symphony Orchestra, which 

at that time (this was the early 1960s/70s) were being conducted by Boulez, who 

was marvellous in this repertoire and it was the kind of Messiaen that Boulez most 

admired and it was fabulously precise, but didn’t have much to do with divine 

freedom, I have to say. Looking back on it, I think that’s gone on being a problem, 

and possibly Messiaen himself was aware of it because from St Francis onward you 

get these medleys of birdsong which are actually freely coordinated, so maybe in 

the end he felt; have them doing their rhythms horizontally as it were, but don‘t try 

to exactly coordinate it vertically.  

Sorry, I’m not really answering your question. 

 

C: I’m just thinking we’re getting started. His definition of rhythm is interesting. In 

those interviews with Samuel he talks about Bach and Mozart for example. He talks 

about Bach having this wonderful colour in his harmony and his counterpoint, but 

not so much in his rhythm. He talks about Mozart as a great rhythmist. 

 

P: This is a weird judgment isn’t it… and Mozart’s more of a… 

 

C: I’m trying to focus in on that even in terms of line. Do you feel maybe he’s 

saying that in Bach, for example in a contrapuntal structure, the line is essentially 

unfolding in a certain rhythm, and maybe in Mozart you have melody so the rhythm 

is much more entwined with the melody; it’s part of the inventiveness of the melody 

rather than an unfolding beat… 

 

P: But Bach has melodies whose character very much depend on their rhythm, and I 

mean, if it’s a fugue or something like that you’re going to have three lines 

unfolding as it were apparently independently, but with the composer has also 

composed their vertical relationship as well, so if that’s what he said I find it hard to 

understand. I think one possibility about this is that Messiaen absolutely approached 
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the music of the past through the lens of his own creative agenda. Can I put it like 

that, and so what he found in Bach or whoever from the past was absolutely what 

struck him as what was relevant to himself. He wasn’t approaching it in any 

objective spirit at all. I think it was exactly like the found sound world of birds and 

nature and so on, is that he approached it through love and not as a scientist. I’m 

only quoting what he said to me. I think he found it terribly difficult to approach 

music of the past, which he didn’t love, and he would have done for academic 

reasons, because it was on the syllabus or something like that, but if he did love it 

he made it his own and his analysis would perhaps strike us as very odd. 

 

C: How do you think his objectivity may have differed? In a sense he was a 

professional analyst. He was famous for analysing other composer’s work. Do you 

think he was more objective if he was looking at someone else’s piece? 

 

P: No. I think it’s terribly odd and for my money it’s coloured by this sort of… 

Messiaen’s share of original sin, to paraphrase Bernard Shaw, is peculiarly French, 

so that it includes this pedantic layer… his most famous analysis of the Rite of 

Spring and particularly the sacrificial dance, you can see Messiaen loving playing 

the number games, but essentially totally missing the point it seems to me. For 

instance, Messiaen I think in the treate, you’d have to look it up, admits that he’s 

been at odds with some of his students on the subject of the opening chords of the 

danse sacral. I think I mentioned in the little chapter I added in the French version 

of the Messiaen biography… Messiaen insisted on using the first edition of the Rite 

of Spring, which I think still has the section starting after a pause on the low D at 

the end of the clarinet, and sort of coming in on a downbeat, but of course the danse 

sacral as Stravinsky revised it is (sings) clearly bouncing off the clarinet and is a 

syncopation and that establishes… Although you then have a pause, those are 

savage interjections, they are truly syncopations, they’re not the beat. Of course 

Messiaen, who was doing it entirely in a kind of arithmetical way, is completely 

wrong. I think he totally missed the point of Stravinsky’s barring, and it’s quaint 

that he insisted on using an out of date edition of the Rite of Spring… I can only put 
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it down to a side of Messiaen that is to my mind excessively academic and 

pedantic… it’s not hard to see why… I can’t imagine how rigorous and pernickety 

the kind of training he had at the Paris Conservatoire must have been for over 10 

years. You look at all these classes he had in Fugue and so on and so forth. I 

imagine you had to jump through the hoops in precisely the right way. They weren’t 

particularly encouraging creativity.  

 

C: There are contradictions aren’t there, in terms of rhythm he seems to say that 

predictable traditional rhythm is not rhythm, is not legitimate rhythm. You have to 

have done something to it, and that’s rhythm. But once you’ve done something to it 

and written it down well then it’s rhythm isn’t it. It’s like his idea of non-

retrogradable rhythm, which already has a retrograde in it; he kind of has opposite 

things… 

 

P: Hm, we go back to the story that it was Pelléas and Mélisande that sparked off 

something in his mind about being a composer, and one can sort of see what he, he 

does talk about Debussy’s divine freedom at one point doesn’t he, and Debussy’s 

preludes, and not having achieved the divine freedom of Debussy, or some phrase 

like that. As you probably gather I’m a bit sceptical. I think if you read Messiaen 

it’s fatal to take it absolutely literally and of course I can throw into the mix my own 

experience of working with Messiaen, you know, admittedly the one the I was super 

conscientious about before I played for Messiaen was… I had a couple of months’ 

notice… I never remember in four or five years of playing for Messiaen, I never 

remember him saying ‘I think that added demisemiquaver is a bit too long’ or 

something. He just never said that, and I can’t believe that’s because I’m sort of 

classically correct. The only way I can explain that is by saying that in Messiaen 

every aspect of the notation, as in all the greatest music, is not there for it’s own 

sake. It’s there as something from which you infer a meaning and it’s playing the 

meaning of the rhythm that matters much more than it being measured with a kind 

of Boulezian immaculateness. That’s going back to what I was saying a moment 

ago; these fabulously accurate performances of Chronochromie that don’t seem to 
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me to have… that the orchestra’s so much feeling it as doing it, you know. It 

doesn’t have that… like a great jazz ensemble say, get to know each other and they 

start to feel things together. There’s a difference between being technically correct 

and actually musically correct, in a way. 

 

C: Your idea of super-conscientiousness is an interesting one if that’s the 

background to your coming to play with Messiaen, and obviously the rhythmic 

proportion is there. Something that stuck in my mind in the lecture you gave the 

other day was talking about the Visions in terms of it being expressive and 

emotional and then some. I wonder if this is perhaps a fundamental concept which 

is if you take something like the Visions and you’ve been super-conscientious with 

learning the rhythm and putting the notes in the right order, and you just do that… is 

it going to work, or as a performer would you say you’ve got that and then you need 

to do something… do you need still to do something with it? 

 

P: Well I don’t know that I would separate out the two periods of study, I mean the 

first thing you do when you look at any complex notation in whatever form of 

music is not only to sort of work it out mathematically, putting beats in here and 

there and so on, but is to get to a point where you feel it, and to feel it you have to 

understand it. We could take any of those rhythms in the Visions, in the first 

movement, and the effects that you’re getting by mixing these additive rhythms and 

periods where you articulate a quaver pulse, and it’s very artfully composed to get a 

certain effect against the extreme regularity of the second piano part… or little 

detail like why get a dot on the grace note in the last bar of the 4th movement, say, 

but we all know there’s just a difference in quality… that gorgeous G6 chord, major 

chord that we end with being (sings short and then longer timing of the grace note) 

you can sort of play it ‘1,2,3, pling’ or you can do it the way we did which is (sings 

the timing with a hesitation/breath between the chords). Mine is an interpretation of 

that rhythm, but it doesn’t seem to make sense to me as counting 1,2,3, and then 

doing a downbeat, because that seems to have no particular quality to it at that very 

slow speed, but how that relates to the drifting set of duplets that we’ve had before 
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that with a rallentando… getting quieter and estampe as he’s written, kind of 

disappearing… it’s all a kind of musical judgment isn’t it, really. 

 

C: There are meaningful placement concerns, practical concerns… if you need to 

land on one spot together… 

 

P: Absolutely, and what it emphatically isn’t, or to me obviously isn’t, and again I 

base this on my studies with Messiaen. It isn’t ‘ching ching ching and it’s precisely 

there’, I mean it’s something that has to be felt, and will be felt even if in theory 

one’s doing it using the same strategy. Different musicians will actually feel the 

precise moments that chord needs to arrive in different ways, and there’s a whole 

context, which is going to determine that as well. In that sense I don’t think he was 

different from any other meaningful composer that’s ever lived, which was a 

massive relief to me when I went to study with him, because that’s precisely the 

issue that was going around and around in circles in my mind before I went to study 

with Messiaen. I mean, if I hadn’t gone to study with Messiaen, perhaps I wouldn’t 

have had to address this question because I would have just said ‘I’ll play it the way 

I like it best’, which is what one does as a performer, to be honest. Going to 

Messiaen, I had to face the issue of ‘what is authentic Messiaen’ before I went to 

him, and honestly, before I went, I didn’t know! I didn’t know what authentic 

Messiaen was, and I wondered whether everything was in fact incredibly measured 

and Boulezian, and just so… whether he was that kind of person, and you might 

take it… reading some of the stuff in the interviews and the Technique of My 

Musical Language and so on (this was pre-treate of course, that didn’t come out 

until after he’d died) so I was in a big muddle, and then it seemed to me fairly 

obvious that this guy was emotionally right over the top, you know, at times. And 

yet he was kind of Mode de Valeur-ish and all that kind of thing. What was one 

supposed to do, and so it was a massive relief to find that… musical things 

happened when you found them right to happen, you know, and that he was this 

person that first, last, and all the time was about vividness and impact, and so on… 
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anything but dry and academic. 

 

C: Which is the opposite of his standard party line, isn’t it, of ‘must be the right 

rhythm, no affectation’… 

 

P: Yes, I mean… when I interviewed Loriod, for the Messiaen companion, you’ll 

find towards the end of the interview I get round to ‘what do you think of the great 

challenges facing the performer’, I thought I’d get some tremendously profound 

stuff from somebody who’d spent a lifetime playing… ‘Oh you must respect 

absolutely the nuances, you must respect absolutely the rhythms, they must be 

exactly, you know…’ This is from someone who’s anything, especially in her later 

performances, anything but… 

 

C: She also does say that, she mentioned that tempo can depend on the temperament 

of the performer. There are cracks as well aren’t there? 

 

P: Did I not raise that, and said something about the tempo of the Regard de l’esprit 

de joie or something like that and she said ‘oh well, when Messiaen first wrote that 

down, he put whatever the metronome mark was because he thought that was all 

that was feasible, but nowadays where I have students who are only however many 

years old who can play the whole thing backwards from memory, and it’s much 

better to play it quicker, you know… 

 

C: Take that with a grain of salt? 

 

P: I take that with a grain of salt, so she’s a highly suspect witness. I think, again 

you need to imagine yourself in the room with these people. 

 

C: She said… imagine being in the same room with someone who worked with 

Messiaen for 40 years, and maintains that she never called him by his first name. 
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It’s a bit incredible isn’t it? Do you believe that? 

 

P: I don’t really… 

 

C: She didn’t shout out ‘Olivier!’ when he bought that wrong thing at the 

supermarket one day? 

 

P: It was like everything to do with Messiaen. There were these eccentricities which 

at times seem incredible or even slightly hilarious, but, I mean, ticking both those 

boxes is the thing of… never saying anything to anyone about what he’s working 

on, and I think I told you the other day but I’ll repeat it for the benefit of the tape, 

that I really put my foot in it when I… actually not on one of the occasions when I 

went to visit him but I was deputed by the Huddersfield Festival I think in 1990 or 

something to look after Messiaen when he was in Huddersfield, so I had Messiaen 

on my hands for rather a long time and my French isn’t that good so I was casting 

around for good conversational openings and I did at one point ask him what he was 

working on, thinking that was a perfectly reasonable question… and I got really 

quite rudely ‘mind your own business’ really. This was somebody who was 

unbelievably courteous in his normal kind of manner, and I was rather surprised and 

I discussed this with other people who’d known Messiaen, and they said absolutely, 

the whole class knew you never asked that question. He would be very upset and 

quite cutting, he’d snub you. To make one feel better, evidently, we discovered 

from our researches, that exactly the same thing happened to Loriod herself. She 

wasn’t allowed to know that he was writing an Opera until the cat was let out of the 

bag, because the only person who did know that Messiaen was writing an Opera 

was Rolf Liebermann who was the director of the Paris Opera, and he must have 

talked to somebody and it got onto the radio and then it was news. Messiaen was 

writing an Opera! This got out in about 1978, and then of course Messiaen, once she 

knew all about it, so she could be pressed into service and be made useful and could 

jolly well start taking all the score that he’d written and start making it into a piano 

reduction for rehearsal purposes. Poor Loriod, but according admittedly to her 
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testimony, but the relationship had it’s decidedly unromantic side. I mean, she used 

to go around and clean out Messiaen’s house, and then she was the chauffeur who 

drove him everywhere, whether it was out to see Clare on Sunday afternoons at the 

care home, or whether it was to some obscure bit of France to find some bird or 

other. I mean, she made the mistake of learning to drive in about 1954, so he could 

see the possibilities of that straight away… 

 

C: So she was a working muse? 

 

P: She was a working muse, and then he didn’t have a gramophone, or no kind of 

gramophone that worked properly at the Ville du Danube, so he used to come 

around to her apartment in the Rue Marcadet and listen to these, American birdsong 

or whatever for Oiseaux Exotiques. I’m sure they were all done there. 

 

C: What do you think she got out of this? There’s a fabulous video of them 

collecting birdsong. I love this image there of Loriod with her boom mike, in her 

beautiful shoes and coat, Sigourney Weaver-like stalking through the forest… she 

looks like she’s having fun… 

 

P: Somebody raised this the other day at the talk I gave, and I don’t know the 

answer because we never found, perhaps we should have asked her, or maybe they 

no longer exist, if she was following him with a tape recorder there must be tapes. 

Where are they? Are they gathering dust somewhere in the Messiaen apartment, I 

say Messiaen apartment but there were actually half a dozen apartments acquired at 

some time in his life because they expanded as they needed to by buying other 

neighbouring apartments which was an incredibly expensive way of going about it. 

At one point they had three floors of this block in the Rue Marcadet. 

 

C: I can just imagine that. I have a great Aunt who lives in Melbourne and she owns 

two apartments in the one building. She lives in one and all her stuff is in the other. 
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She doesn’t go there any more… 

 

P: Ah, well that’s a good reason for having another apartment because you’ve got 

somewhere to put all your clutter, if you never managed to de-clutter. I don’t know 

if that was the case with him. So Loriod’s role at times was pretty utilitarian and, so 

it would be fascinating one day to find these tapes. Again I have my doubts about 

how good she was as a birdsong recorder and how valuable they would be. I have 

never found any sign, obvious sign, of anything in the birdsong notebooks that he’s 

copying a tape rather than the real thing, but that’s not conclusive. The bit of 

birdsong I showed you the other night of the Black Cap, was it so neat and tidy 

because he’d actually had several goes at it from a tape recorder? I somehow doubt 

it. I have no evidence to that effect. He certainly got, ironically, as technology 

advanced, and tape recorders got smaller and smaller and she arguably might have 

got better and better at it, by the mid to late fifties Messiaen had become so fantastic 

at notating birdsong, you could see it all going down freehand when he’s obviously 

in the place. There’s no doubt about that, and indeed he began to compose it into 

music, in the place. I mean, the later stages, the later pieces in the Catalogue 

d’Oiseaux have far more sketches that are in the notebooks than the earlier ones 

when he was like an artist who goes and sketches in the country but then goes back 

to the studio to work it up into a landscape, and I think in the early days Messiaen’s 

sketching in the great outdoors was pretty modest. The kind of birdsong sketches 

you or I might make, they’re not that great, and that he would therefore… you find a 

few of these rough sketches but mostly you only find player copies, like the one I 

showed you of the Black Cap in the Messiaen notebooks, because as the years go by 

you get more and more of it. He’d clearly done it freehand on the spot rather than a 

careful fair copy that’s worked up later and I put that down partly to the fact that 

when he discovered that you could buy gramophone records, the thing took a 

quantum leap forward, and in a way he was developing his own kind of birdsong 

language so that when he heard a Blackbird, by 1963, he’d already done lots of kind 

of Messiaen-like… The negotiation between Messiaen and the Blackbird has moved 

heavily over into Messiaen’s stylistic favour.  
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Going back to what you were saying, she portrays herself as having a very humble 

role, but of course she says that she never forgot that ‘he was my teacher, my 

maître, nor did I forget what he did, this wonderful thing for my career. My career 

was my career because I was doing Messiaen’. I think she’s being excessively 

modest there, we know other things she played… Mozart concertos with Boulez, or 

Bartók, the Debussy Etudes, Schumann. 

 

C: You could easily argue that if she’d toured playing popular concertos she 

could’ve had a hugely bigger career. 

 

P: Well you possibly could say that, yes. 

 

C: If she’d had a mind to do that… 

 

P: Yeah. 

 

C: I do wonder, going back to your study with Messiaen, I want to place that 

process in terms of going to the source, Messiaen as the living source of arbitration 

on what to do with his music, and you talk about being very prepared. I wondered 

what you might say about how essential going to that source was for the music. 

How might you have played it had you not gone to him. Would you have done a 

similar thing? Did you get a sense of permission from him? 

 

P: If you were terribly zealous you could answer that question to your own 

satisfaction because one of the things I did while making these recordings was, 

before I started I’d already told a producer at the BBC that I was doing it and he 

made the suggestion that I hoped he would make which was that ‘oh well, when 

you’ve got something ready come and record it for us.’ So, I think in almost every 

case the recording I’d made for the BBC, predated my visit to Messiaen, so if you 

were super conscientious, you could probably get into the vaults of the BBC and, 

they may have wiped them, I don’t know, but something might survive and you 
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could actually compare it with the disc. 

 

C: Would they have been digital age? Would they have been able to digitise them? 

They wouldn’t be stored on tape would they? 

 

P: I’m sure… these would have all been done in the late eighties, or early nineties. I 

think they would be using digital recording then… 

 

C: They’d be DAT tapes. 

 

P: Wether they’d be DATs or something, I suspect that you wouldn’t find a gigantic 

difference, but I don’t know. That kind of level of introversion about one’s own 

playing is not something where I want to go to. But I suppose you could… 

 

C: I can do that and let you know… 

 

P: Don’t. One of the things of course is that when you did a BBC recording, I mean 

the BBC were, always have been, stunningly kind of lazy, and the convention was 

that you only ever did things twice if it was really a bit of a train wreck somewhere. 

They might have allowed you to patch something, but basically you went into a 

studio… I don’t think it’s the right policy actually, and the idea was you played 

through it as a performance, and I mean I can remember my BBC studio recording 

of the Fauvette des jardins… you know what’s involved there, was literally one 

take. I remember finishing it and rushing around to the control box and saying ‘God 

we’d better do page 19 again’ and they were saying, ‘Well, it was a terrific 

performance, we don’t want to interfere with it’ this is typical BBC stuff. They were 

right in a way, and there it was, completely unedited somewhere there a Fauvette 

des jardins, I mean, I’m not sure that it wasn’t better in the end than the CD thing 

where inevitably, because you can intervene, and do millions of takes, I think it had 

over 400 edits in it, which is quite reasonable for a piece like that and… just going 

sideways on that, part of the reason I always insist on supervising, I mean selecting 
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the edits that are made whenever I do a CD is that one is aware of the fact that if 

you’re doing a lot of surgery like that, it’s got to come out as the performance you 

want, rather than just something that’s done for all sorts of… I haven’t fully 

answered your question… what’s my view on how much did I learn from 

Messiaen? How much did he change me? I think that’s an important question.  

(Interruption: phone call.) 

I think that it was absolutely fascinating to go to Messiaen and, it was… I learned 

something about his musical instincts, as I’ve already described, which I could 

never have known before. I learned a particular, very surprising way he was 

sensitive to colours in chords and balancing chords on the piano. I learnt, in a way, 

that kind of imitating Loriod is not what it’s about to be a good Messiaen pianist. 

She is herself; she’s a kind of unique artist. He certainly never said to me ‘my wife 

plays it like this so you should’. Well, there was actually only one place where he 

did and that was the middle section of the fifth Vingt Regard, where the birdsong 

descant starts and he wanted me to play that very very loudly. You’ll notice in the 

score it’s marked piano and it’s obvious what the effect he intended was, that this is 

a bird singing it’s heart out but it’s a long way away… lontano. He seemed to either 

not realise that or had forgotten it, or my interpretation is wrong, but I don’t care. 

My interpretation is better than his, so I did mine. I remember having this slightly 

anguished conversation after my first evening with Messiaen, I rang up my producer 

who was a good friend, and said well I’ve had a fantastic time and it’s going very 

well, he seems quite pleased. Two or three bits of advice which he gave me which I 

really would be minded to reject. I mean, this was about a detail. Anthony, who 

wrote this book here, said ‘Oh for God’s sake, you must do your own thing’. 

Anthony Pople. ‘You must do it your way’. I mean you go to Messiaen, but it 

doesn’t mean you do everything that Messiaen says if you can’t find it in yourself to 

agree with it. 98% of the time, 99% of the time, I didn’t disagree with Messiaen, I 

entirely agreed, but most of the points he was making to me in the playing was, you 

might say quasi-technical ones, I suppose musical as well; ‘that bit needs to be 

particularly clear, don’t muddy that with the pedal’ and so on. ‘Can’t hear the left 

hand enough there’, or something like that. But, he did introduce me to his world. 
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Not so much the religious world, as the world of nature. I got this fabulous love that 

he had for nature and enthusiasm for birdsong, and then there were all these 

marvellous things that… I’ve told the story hundreds of times, but he would go off 

and get these books to show me what a Blue Rock Thrush looked like, and they 

were so pathetically infantile as far as bird books that I had this great idea I’d bring 

him this magnificent big present of a coffee table bird book, which I did, and I 

presented it to him on my second visit and he was just totally blown away by this. 

Couldn’t speak for five minutes and his wife had to be summoned and all the rest of 

it. And so I took the hint, and ever after when I saw him I’d take a book, and it 

always went down terribly well and it was just a way of saying thank you, and it’s 

possible that my little niche in music history is that I’m the first or only person who 

thought of giving Messiaen illustrated books of birds. 

 

C: You’d presume he would have gone out and bought them himself. 

 

P: …that he’d have them already… but given that he was so slow off the mark 

realising you could buy birdsong on recordings, maybe not. I know lots of his 

students had given him recordings, but none of them had given him these books, but 

anyway that’s by the by, so that’s the kind of general sense of what I got from 

Messiaen, and of course it was an absolutely indescribable thrill, to meet this person 

and be in his presence but also to be able to ask him questions and to talk about 

things and generally find what his enthusiasms were. Hearing him recite a poem in 

French was absolutely sublime, Mallarme or something I got him to recite once. 

Mallarme is meaningless to English people, meaningless in translation, but when he 

spoke it; a wonderful sense with words and a beautiful speaking voice as well. All 

that was just an incredible thrill and I can’t really quantify exactly what I learned 

from him. The final thing I would say about that is something to do with Messiaen’s 

generosity. I can’t help feeling that when I went to him, having no background in 

the Messiaen circle, that my playing must have sounded pretty peculiar to him, and 

maybe it did just to begin with and that’s why I had a rather torrid first few minutes, 

when I started playing to him, and then what happened, I don’t know, he took me on 
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board, he accepted me, he didn’t fundamentally try and change me at all. He didn’t 

say ‘you’ve got the wrong end of the stick’ or ‘my wife plays it like this so you 

should’ or something like that. I think he basically accepted what I was doing and 

could be very encouraging too, It was absolutely thrilling when Messiaen said 

‘that’s a really difficult passage and it’s going well’ or I remember that he would 

listen to me play the whole of de roche, which is rather a severe piece in the 

catalogue and he just listened to the whole thing right the way through and made 

no… And was obviously just a bit kind of touched by it I think, that I’d taken a lot 

of trouble with a piece that doesn’t get into the repertoire a lot because it’s a bit of a 

severe piece. It was an incredible thrill. 

 

C: It’s something that’s special about your recordings is… I wonder if there’s a sort 

of change at some point in the nature of recordings of Messiaen, take the Vingt 

Regards: there’s recordings of Loriod essentially promoting the music, then there’s 

this burst of recordings like Ogden, which were saying ‘I can do this’. 

 

P: Again, an incredible genius, his own man really. 

 

C: Then at some point there has to be a new generation of recordings, of which I 

think yours are, which is ‘not only is this legitimate music, not only can I do it, but I 

can do something with it… I can explore, I can get this thing off the ground’. That 

sense of it is there, and interestingly having gone to Messiaen, would you have 

come away from him feeling you could make it more 3 dimensional, more vivid? 

 

P: I think so. I think so. I did come away with this feeling of greater confidence. Of 

greater confidence in myself and my judgment and were he alive today, he would be 

backing it. Like, I’m sure, 99% of composers, if they find that you’re very dedicated 

when you play their music and you have no doubt your own insights; you might 

find things in it that they never thought of, and they never sort of intended, but are 

there to be found, and they just like to see their music being reborn and flying again. 

It was very generous, when you realise how he was accustomed to not only hearing 
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his wife doing the stuff, but over and over again, people he and his wife had taught, 

the Béroffs etc. It must have been a startling experience to hear someone who was 

absolutely not in that world at all playing his music. I think it was very generous of 

him, and actually rather wise of him, when one remembers that he was a practiced 

teacher with decades of experience in dealing with people from all over the world 

and if you’re any good as a teacher the job is to get the best out of your students, not 

to sort of remake them in your mould or somebody else’s mould, but to see what it 

is they have to offer, and I think it was generous. I think it took some time for me to 

realise that because of this very French way of things being right or wrong, which is 

very un-British and quite disconcerting to begin with. I think he was in all sorts of 

ways amazingly generous, quite moving for me to think about it. I have no sort of 

political agenda, but it is possible that what you say is true, and that precisely 

because I came from outside that world I could, without deliberately contradicting 

what people were doing, but just by being my own person, I could perhaps offer 

new insight, not better or anything like that, different view of the way the music was 

bound to happen. That as you say might be part of this music growing up, and it’s 

not that we have to make a special case for it and convince people that it’s worth 

doing, but that it’s going to develop. It certainly seemed to me that if that’s the 

historic process that’s going on, that Messiaen was in favour of it. You may say. 

 

C: I want to do something quantitative for a minute; you’ll have to forgive me for 

this. One of the… if we’re going to look at some of the clocking that goes on; you 

see graphs of performances, with curves and all kinds of analysis. I think there’s an 

issue here of some kind of edge, where I think my research might be going, in terms 

of what’s too much? What’s enough? What’s freedom? What’s the rigour that’s 

underneath it? For example, looking at the first movement of the Regards, the 

Regard du Pere, I know with Loriod’s recordings; I have a 1956, a ’73, a live 1985. 

The first movements are radically different speeds. Look at her, thinking she would 

be the sanctioned player, doing different things on different recordings. Andrew 

Shenton says in an article about the clarinet movement from the quartet; how long 

would this piece take if you played it metronomically. So if we look at the Regard 
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du Pere, we have semiquavers in triplets going at 60 bpm, that piece should be 7 

minutes and 36 seconds long. I want to give you some numbers, this is kind of 

amusing. Loriod ’73 recording is 5’27” she takes 2 minutes off it. Béroff is 5’42”. 

 

P: Still very fast. 

 

C: Muraro is 5’07”. 

 

P: That’s quicker than anybody. 

 

C: Peter Serkin throws his cap over the wall; he’s 8’10”. He’s gone for it. Michael 

Kieran Harvey, Australian, is 7’17”.  

 

P: That’s very authentic. 

 

C: You know where I’m going with this don’t you? 

 

P: You’re going to get to me. I’ve no idea what I am. 

 

C: Yours is 7’22” 

 

P: And what did you say it ought to be? 

 

C: 7’36”, so you’re actually the closest of the major recordings.  

 

P: I think I deserve a medal for that. 

 

C: Isn’t it interesting that despite your doing things with the music, there is 

underlying it… that’s pretty strong. If you look at those numbers, you can think, 

you’ve got the speed more correct than anyone… 
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P: There are two answers to that. Firstly I never would have worked out that it 

should take 7’36”, I never did that. I probably did at some time take a bead on a 

metronome, and find out for the sake of argument, what 60 was, not in order to 

slavishly… And a piece like that isn’t going to work without little bits of flexibility, 

but there’s the art to conceal with the art, one doesn’t want it to feel like the clock’s 

started to tick. In a way it’s symbolic isn’t it that each C sharp is a second. It’s 

almost a symbolic marking. The other thing is one remembers how records are 

made. This was in a huge freeing church off the north circular road in London, with 

a kind of damp patch in the corner where the rain came in, and you know, always 

the possibility one had to stop because the Northern line was going underneath one, 

100 feet underground. Do you know what I mean? I’m with Stravinsky’s final 

position on recordings, which is that any recording is the best that comes out of a 

particular set of circumstances, it’s not a definitive… having said that you’re 

probably only going to record Vingt Regard once in your life unless you’re Loriod, 

you do have in mind making a statement that you can live with. Even so, in the 

blood, sweat and crisis that has been in my experience making a record, it’s not a 

laboratory, where you can perfectly do this. That will have been absolutely the 

product of perhaps quite a lot of planning. I find it very odd that so many people 

could have played it so quickly. ’Tis very odd isn’t it. 

 

C: Often with a sense of acceleration, like the opening movement of the Visions. 

 

P: Yes, I could imagine for example, and this would be a perfectly musical way to 

do them, would be a slight acceleration in the second half of each half, where the 

development in each half of that first piece of the Vingt Regard, and then you‘d 

come back to a kind of a tempo, but you’d do it in such a way that it’s not perhaps 

too obvious, but when the sequence of chords rise and then it does it again in the 

second half and goes somewhere different. And you’ve certainly got to get a curve 

to the line, there has to be a line. Just doing it agonisingly slowly, which sounds 

possibly like Peter Serkin does… I think all those great slow movements… I was 

coaching the Quartet for the End of Time the other day, and I was saying ‘What’s 
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the right speed for the cello movement?’ Well I mean he puts 48 or something like 

that, OK that’s again kind of symbolic, but there is an answer, but it’s going to 

differ for every musician, the answer in which you can get this feeling of rapt 

‘r.a.p.t.’ contemplation, but at the same time get this fabulous architecture of line in 

the piece. I compare it; you could possibly say this, to exploring a kind of great 

Gothic cathedral by the light of a single torch beam. Your torch has to move fast 

enough for you to somehow get a sense of how this bit of the vault connects to the 

next bit of the vault, and then the arch, and ultimately the shape of the whole 

building. Because it‘s so slow the building only reveals itself slowly, but it does 

reveal itself as a building, and if it really doesn‘t, then it seems to me it‘s failed. But 

I‘m not quoting Messiaen, that‘s my own idea. That seems to me self-evident 

because all his music has a lot of airspace to it. That seems incredibly strongly to be 

the aspect of, say, the cello solo from the Quartet for the End of Time. It‘s 

incredibly dramatic, and that‘s fundamentally why I part company with the Griffith 

manifesto. Griffith’s manifesto is that Messiaen is a kind of static composer, whose 

music is outside time, and pre-Renaissance. It’s a plausible answer, and it certainly 

relates to a very important aspect of Messiaen, but it’s not the whole truth. I think 

Messiaen was a very dramatic composer and I think ultimately if I had to say one 

word about what Messiaen was about, it’s that he’s a composer of revelation. It’s 

these great moments of revelation, and how they’re engineered, and the pacing and 

the timing… this is the central point of your enquiry… 

 

C: It also focuses on the performers role, in that if you‘re playing a recital of this 

music, you’re in a roomful of breathing people, and you tell if they’re going with 

you or not. 

 

P: Absolutely, and if you’re going to play number 1 as slowly as that, you have by 

sheer force of personality and brilliance of execution to take them with you, and feel 

that they are listening and experiencing what you want them to experience. That’s 

the nature of musical communication, and it probably hardly ever happens in one’s 

lifetime, but one does achieve that and we keep trying. There’s this element with 
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Loriod, maybe this goes back to your point that… of course I don’t only know her 

playing from recordings, I heard her live on a number of occasions, there’s this kind 

of element that ‘Here it is, cut and dried’. It’s not in a sense going out to meet the 

listener and kind of drawing them into a magic circle and you share the experience 

together. You just happen to be the person in the room when you put the notes 

down. With her there is this feeling that ‘this is the way it is guys’, you know, 

you’re presented with it, and it’s more as if the score is sort of… it’s a set of 

instructions, which if they’re done, this music will result whereas of course scores 

do two things: they’re descriptive and prescriptive. Isn’t that the way… the 

prescriptive score would be the one and awful lot of performers are like this, where 

everyone fanatically follows all the detail, you kind of hope that’s what Elliot 

Carter’s music is meant to mean, but you haven’t a clue what it does mean, but if 

you play all the right notes in the right order and the right measure maybe the 

meaning will come across. The other things would be to say that the score is both 

prescriptive in that it tells us the notes to play and we infer from it what these things 

mean. Just like a description of a landscape, we’d have to make the effort then to 

visualise the landscape as described, so we’d have to interpret the description to 

actually visualise it. Am I… don’t know where all this is coming from. That does 

strike me that she is someone who says ‘Right, this is what we do’. Would you 

agree with that? 

 

C: Yes. I think she almost seeks authority in her playing. 

 

P: It‘s cut and dry. It’s ‘I’m telling it as it is and that’s it’. 

 

C: Very strong, and that live recording that I’ve been looking at, that was made in 

Bremen, the engineer who was there was talking… described her simply as an 

incredibly strong person. To play through the Vingt Regard live without re-doing 

anything. Even for radio… there it is. 

 

P: Amazing. 
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C: Very astonishing, but she said there was no uncertainty. No sitting there playing 

and warming up in the room thinking ‘I might play it like this tonight’. There was 

none of that. Absolute. I wonder if she felt that was a responsibility to project that, 

or whether she just had the routine down, had the whole dance choreographed… 

 

P: Yeah. 

 

C: Was she at work? 

 

P: At work doing it, rather than playing it to the producer or whatever. I know 

German radio stations are very odd actually, because you don’t actually tend to have 

a producer, you go and do the recording with an engineer. It’s very odd. You don’t 

actually have somebody… I’ve had people at the BBC coming up and saying ‘We 

think it should go a bit faster’, or something like that. Not very often. 

 

C: The ABC are like that as well, they consider themselves guiding the recording. 

‘Can we have it more expressive…?’ 

 

P: ‘Can we have page 7 again’, exactly. 

 

C: Try it slower, try it faster. 

 

P: Certainly Deutscher Rundfunk, it was sort of me and an engineer. He would sort 

of say ‘are you happy? Can we go home?’ It was crazy, and then presumably if I did 

bits again the whole session got handed over to somebody who would decide which 

bits were best and some editing would go on, I really don’t know what they did, but 

I find it extremely odd. Very disconcerting. 

 

(Discussion about breaking for lunch) 
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C: I want to ask a couple more things. 

 

P: I’m not hastening you for closure. 

 

C: No, well I know I can contact you… I want to see what you think of one aspect 

of looking at recordings, certainly Andrew Shendon has this strata, and I’m using 

this in planning the research. In looking at the recordings of the Visions I have one 

with Messiaen playing which is wonderful, I have a recording he supervised which 

is the Labèque sisters. There’s your recording, of someone who worked on it with 

him. I have this strata, and then there are recordings of people who never worked 

with him. 

 

P: Can I just interrupt; I never worked with him on the Visions de l’Amen. Not 

supervised by Messiaen. The only authentic line into Messiaen on that was that I 

played it several times a few years earlier with George Benjamin, who finally… In 

fact I asked George if he would be my partner on the record, and after much 

humming and hoing, he said no, having completely gone over to composing and 

indeed conducting and he didn’t feel his piano playing was good enough to make a 

record, but we’d done some very serious concerts together in some very high 

profile… like the Bath Festival being recorded by the BBC… in our time. I 

remember when we first did it Messiaen was around in England but there was no 

opportunity to go and play it to him, but George went and intercepted him at the 

departure lounge at Heathrow airport and asked him various questions and came 

back slightly crestfallen saying that really all he got from Messiaen was ‘This bit’s 

really tricky I suggest you do a bit of an allargando there so you can take this bit 

steadily because it’s very tricky… we’ve always found this tricky together so it’s 

better if the 1st pianist plays all that chord because it never happens together’. All 

Messiaen’s pet cheats came out, which I think was delightful! 

 

C: So Messiaen isn’t the all-seeing composer; he’s the victim of his own writing? 
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P: That’s what George reported, so this is once removed, but we were vastly amused 

by that. So, my Visions are only related to that extent. Of course George had been a 

student of Messiaen’s for 2 years in Paris so I guess… had a hotline to the Messiaen 

idiom much more than I did, he’d been part of that world. 

 

C: Think these recordings, maybe this came through George Benjamin originally, 

I’m noticing there are certain tempos, when there’s a recording that Messiaen would 

have been involved with… there are correlations in certain places where the tempo 

is different. The tempo is significantly slower in one spot, and you can tick the 

Messiaen recordings, but it’s not the metronome speed. It’s like he’s changed his 

mind, but he’s telling people ‘take that slower’. In the Labèque’s recording there are 

some places where it’s significantly slower than the metronome speed, but working 

with them, this is 1969 they were very young… It’s a very physical, strong, 

technical performance… this isn’t an expressive performance, but within that you 

can see certain tempos where they’re playing significantly under what’s marked so 

you presume that was under instruction. Did you have a sense ever of ‘here’s the 

printed score, not that tempo, this other one’ 

 

P: I’m not altogether surprised about that, I think that Messiaen… some composers 

you go to and you’re much more likely to have the composer… went to Xenakis. 

The only thing he ever said to you was (I’m quoting my friend Rohan de Saram 

here) when I said I was going to play to Xenakis, Rohan said ‘all he will say to you 

is louder, louder, faster, faster’ so there are composers, and it’s partly a side of lack 

of confidence in their music, who sort of always want to go faster because that’s a 

quick fix for making it more exciting. I don’t think Messiaen… I never detected any 

sign of lack of confidence in his music; he never said ‘well, that’s not a very good 

bit actually’. A lot of composers you go to and you take their much earlier music, 

they might slightly rewrite it or put a slightly different gloss on it, and say ‘Oh, 

when I wrote that Adagio I think it might be better at poco allegretto or something, 

you know what I mean?’ I never saw the slightest sign that Messiaen had changed 

things, and he’s much more likely to have said to the Labèque’s ‘I just want that 
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clearer’. That might have put the brakes on a bit. That’s possible. He certainly, quite 

rightly, would pull me up short for any sort of muddily rushing, which we all do, I 

certainly do especially when the going gets really tough, and a favourite expression 

of his in the very difficult music was ‘I don’t want it to sound like an etude’. He did 

say the birdsong had to be musical; I don’t know quite what he said, but that was the 

effect. Not like a kind of ratatatat, but shaped, musical, and indeed flexible 

especially in the Fauvette des jardins where the virtuosity goes on for page after 

page and it was a case of, you know, shape it, and slightly slow down at the end of 

the phrase and then those harmonies that you get, rather prominent harmonies 

within the birdsong, for him they could be quite held back, and so that’s a possible 

explanation for the Labèque recording, which I haven’t heard for years and don’t 

really have an opinion about; there was a recording I never heard which is 

mentioned in our biography of Argerich, which evidently went through with 

immense care because we found all his notes, I mean he sat down with a pencil and 

sheets of paper. 

 

C: After the fact… 

 

P: And he wrote a lovely letter to Argerich saying it’s absolutely fantastic, and 

obviously she’s much faster at times than his metronome marks, but you’ll find it 

explained in his letter how he takes that on board. I think he allowed considerable 

latitude in his music, but it’s possible that he was working very closely with the 

Labèques and he was actually in the there listening to the tapes. Messiaen’s instincts 

might have been always towards greater clarity and therefore steadiness of tempo… 

how really clued up Messiaen was with the recording process I don’t know… 

When’s this? 

 

C: 1969. 

 

P: That’s pretty early… 
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C: That recording, if you’re someone who’s interested in serious and contemporary 

music, you look at them making a recording like that in their late teens and you 

think ‘What have they been doing all this time?’ They’re amazing, they play 

beautifully, but they don’t… whenever they’ve toured Australia they’ve not been 

playing the Visions de l‘Amen… 

 

P: Why do you think that is? It’s very odd… but you’ve also said that their 

recording is not particularly expressive or something you said… 

 

C: It’s impressive though. 

 

P: It’s impressive, yes, um, well it would be interesting to hear the Argerich. There 

was something I was going to say. Well, I mean, and that was another thing he 

never criticised with me was tempo, except as I’ve mentioned, to steady me down at 

times but he never… I actually asked him specifically about some of the tempos in 

the Vingt Regards, my number 1 for example, which I thought had maybe got too 

slow… I mean, he was fine, he didn’t criticise me at all. I’m not claiming any great 

perfection or anything like that. It’s not the point is it? 

 

C: I wonder if he might have done himself a better service if he’d, instead of saying 

‘No affectation, stick to the tempo, stick to the rhythm’. I wonder he’d have done 

himself a better service if he’d said ‘What I want is clarity. I want to be able to hear 

all the notes. I want it to be musical’. Do you think that would have been a better 

thing? Do you think he would have got a better result if that’s what he’d said to 

Claude Samuel? 

 

P: Well maybe. I think most of the people who’ve played Messiaen have been 

individual enough artists that anyway it’s happened that they apply their vision to it, 

don’t they? I think a lot of harm is done by remarks like that, which is just too glib 

for a start. I mean Loriod’s comments to me, which I printed in the Messiaen 

Companion, is actually deeply disappointing, I mean, it might have been better if I’d 
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left it out altogether, but this was a kind of record of a particular occasion but it’s 

incredibly disappointing really. There’s surely more to be said, as we have been 

saying for the last hour and a half. That’s what was in the back of my mind; I 

listened in the car the other day to the Messiaen recording of the Quartet for the End 

of Time, and I was actually very struck by the fact that nowadays clarinettists play 

the opening of the 3rd movement unbelievably slowly, and when Vacellier plays it, 

there isn’t that. It’s not exaggerated in that way, and that might be one of the reason 

for going back to that recording, and Loriod’s recordings and so on, is to actually 

touch base with possibly the way of playing a work before mannerism had crept in, 

or the desire to stamp your own mark on it and therefore you impose some of your 

own eccentricity or something like that. I would like and hope to feel that my own 

recording of Messiaen, which I never listen to except on occasion to illustrate as I 

did on Tuesday, with a bit of my own recording. I would like to feel that simply 

because I recorded it in a state of blissful ignorance really about everyone else, that 

if it does do original things it just does them in a completely natural way rather than 

saying ‘I’ve got to go out on a limb here in order to establish my individuality’. I 

think there’s something to be said for going back to the original recordings, to touch 

base with a kind of different world, and a different reason for doing it. Then again, 

one has to remember that these people were used to recording on 78s where you had 

to get on with it. There could be all sorts of circumstances that dictate… it’s not a 

perfect laboratory. 

 

C: Let’s finish there for today. Thank You. 

 

P: Supplementary questions will arrive by email… 
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Interview with Graham Williams, May 15, 2013 

 

Graham Williams Part 1 

C: It’s working… I think it can record for 400 hours. 

 

G: Oh good, we’re going to manage. 

 

C: So he was meticulous? 

 

G: Utterly meticulous, to the point where he got to putting an accidental in front of 

every note, because he said in his works the publishers kept correcting it. So you 

can imagine those huge scores he wrote, if you look every note has an accidental in 

front of it, all those huge chords. So he, like Ravel, was utterly meticulous, to write 

exactly what he wanted.  

 

C: Debussy had a lot of trouble with misprints didn’t he? 

 

G: Oh yeah, he did; they’re still floating around. So, that could be why people pick 

up on it. But then the funny thing is, Yvonne’s actually changed a number of the 

metronome markings, because quite a few of them in the Vingt Regard are actually 

too slow. She did adapt things, and he was also open to performers… he always 

worked very openly with performers and was quite happy to change things, but his 

scoring was meticulous. 

 

C: This is exactly key to what I’m trying to do, where somebody who studied with 

them… there’s this very clear feeling that he… as a music critic or a random person 

you wouldn’t get this feeling of if I’d said to Messiaen or Loriod ‘how many 

liberties can I take with this?’, they would say ‘nuh’. 

 

G: Absolutely correct. 
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C: Somebody like you, who they had sussed out and the conversation wasn’t being 

recorded, they’d be prepared to move, let’s juggle, maybe for you this might 

work… 

 

G: No it wasn’t that. She would just say ‘it’s too slow, play it like this’. No, she was 

quite matter of fact. 

 

C: So it wasn’t an individualistic… 

 

G: No, if you were a real performer and they knew that, and they trusted you and 

you were working with them… and he’d admittedly make mistakes in things; in the 

composition class we were talking about Le merzay?, where you get that added 6th 

run up the piano at the end of (sings) and at the end he plays that chord and then 

(sings). He said well, that’s a mistake. I know that’s a mistake now, cause it’s 

straight out of Hollywood, but he said ‘it’s an integral part of the piece’ and once a 

piece is finished I don’t change it. So he admitted quite happily that there were 

things he would not do now, or they were mistakes. But I agree with him, if you 

write something it’s got its integrity, and those kitsch moments… belong. So Loriod 

would play it fast. 

 

C: Get it over with? 

 

G: And it does work better when you just do that. So they were quite open, and I 

was saying he worked quite closely with performers, to the point where it blew my 

mind. Every year, this is, you know, a recognised master in his late sixties, would 

invite one of the members of the orchestra… the big orchestra; I think it was the 

radio national radio orchestra in Paris, into the class to talk about their instrument, 

and Messiaen would be sitting there with a pad and a pencil taking notes, and asking 

questions, the whole way, and it floored me. I thought, the humility in front of 

musicians, learnt the whole time, he said ‘can you do this, can you do that?’ So they 

were totally practical musicians and they were quite prepared to adjust things, but I 
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can understand if they were… a journalist or musicologist they would say that. 

Getting back to baroque music, too because, Germaine Mounier was as good as any 

musicologist; if you were looking at Beethoven she’d pull out copies of the 

Beethoven manuscripts, you know, to say ‘well look; he did this here and he did this 

here…’ When it came to performance, it became very much what actually works 

and I was surprised at the things they were prepared to move around and adjust, and 

then I started to realise you’re playing on this big 9’ grand, his music wasn’t written 

for that, so you have to adjust it all within those terms, and if you do it strictly you 

lose the spirit of the music.  

 

C: Loriod talks about that in terms of Messiaen’s music, about in the Messiaen 

Companion, she talks about how in the early days when she was involved with 

Messiaen’s music they had no Steinways… 

 

G: They had Pleyel, that’s absolutely right… 

 

C: And they’re essentially a different nature of instrument. 

 

G: Oh they’re totally… it’s surprising how different they are. Do you know I played 

on Liszt’s original piano, Pleyel… I was invited to dinner once, very wealthy 

family, and they had Liszt’s piano there. Play us something after dinner… it was an 

extraordinary experience. That was a Pleyel. No, she’s absolutely correct, It’s quite 

a different sound, anyway… go on… 

 

C: It’s interesting making a comparison to the baroque authenticity, even within the 

twentieth century, we are dealing with… in the 1930s tuning was a little bit 

different. 

 

G: Completely different, yes. 
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C: The pianos Messiaen and Loriod played around World War II were a little bit 

different… I think that’s another factor that I’ve just come to realise is that Loriod 

in the 70s and 80s on a Hamburg Steinway, can play in a different way to playing it 

in the 40s. 

 

G: That’s absolutely true, and this goes to our earlier conversation; between 

mediocrity and genuine musicians, who are so grounded technically and in their 

skills. I mean Messiaen spelled it out, literally. He said there were three things you 

were working with; the inspiration, which is the talent; well you can’t teach that to 

anyone, they’ve either got it or they haven’t… the other two you teach, and he said, 

it’s technique and practice. He said without those 3, you don’t get a masterpiece, a 

good work. And so, when you’re working with people at this level the technical 

grounding is so solid, the practice is so solid… the inspiration’s there… they will 

change with what actually works on the instrument. Loriod… they were all like it; 

anything within Debussy, Ravel and Messiaen, people try to stick with these kind of 

fingerings of things… if we get to a piano I’ll show you the kind of things she came 

up with… it’s difficult to get the right sound, and these fingering I learned from her; 

you can’t go wrong. You can get this incredible brilliant sound, and you can’t go 

wrong. So they were quite happy to turn things around to keep the spirit of the 

music, but they were certainly open to change within reason. The one thing he was 

utterly strict about, are the rhythms and the chords, the actual notes and getting that 

absolutely correct. 

 

C: The voicing of the chords, the balancing of the chords. 

 

G: You’ll find they’re written in… 

 

C: With the tenutos and things? 

 

G: That’s what they’re about, it’s to bring out this note across the top or as you say 

he’s got it on the inner notes because that’s where the movement is. They’re 
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absolutely clear about that kind of thing. But you know the communion of the 

virgin, the first line that tender caress at the end; that’s an example. She said ‘speed 

that up, it’s too slow’, and if you do it’s much better and it then gives the effect of 

the caress instead of a series of slow notes. 

 

C: It’s an effect? 

 

G: It’s an effect, and you’ll hear me tomorrow play it. Of course that’s not written in 

the score.  

 

C: In the late part, where the heart of the infant Jesus comes in, down low. What did 

she do there with pedalling? I’d be very interested to know. Because it’s repeating 

and in that section you can essentially leave the pedal on. 

 

G: You do, you leave it on all the way through. 

 

C: I got into trouble for doing that in an audition. 

 

G: You’re absolutely correct. This is one of the things, when I did Reflets dans 

l’eau… Debussy, and it’s a whole style which I had no idea about but if you think 

impressionism; Messiaen had a thing he called ‘envelope’ (French pronunciation) 

that enveloped sound, because he’s working with colours and resonance all the time. 

The thing you have to understand is you have a complete shift away from melody 

and harmony to rhythm and colour, that’s what’s driving the music. His chords are 

all colour chords, so to get the colour and the resonance you often just leave the 

pedal on. When I was learning that first line… if I had the score I’d show you, they 

just put the pedal right through. Where you play the A flat. When you look on those 

scores, the bottom bass of the harmony determines the pedal, because if you stay 

with that you’ll find all the notes from then on fit in the chord, in Debussy. But why 

people don’t do it, is because they don’t have the technique to get the clarity you 

need to be able to sustain the sound within that pedalling. If you look at the chord at 
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the beginning of the heartbeat, it holds right through. The pedal stays right on all the 

way through. 

 

C: Because it’s quite a careful balance of attack and volume and timing, to stop it 

losing integrity. 

 

G: You’re absolutely correct. You have to know how to get a repeated note clean. If 

we get to a piano I’ll show you some of these things, I’ve got some of those scores 

here. They use much more pedal than you realise, and it depends on technique. If 

you haven’t got the clarity, you can’t do it. 

 

C: I get the sense, in terms of the public comments, that maybe there’s a sense that 

they just couldn’t trust the general pianistic populace with this. They talked about 

pedalling as well; don’t blur. 

 

G: Absolutely correct… 

 

C: They almost don’t trust people not to. If they’d said ‘yes, use more pedal’ then 

they don’t want to go that what… you see what might happen. 

 

G: She did a master class in Melbourne, and I went. It was just embarrassing, but 

they’re very polite. At the end of each performance she said, ‘Needs more work’. 

That’s what I mean, there is so much technically taken for granted. Messiaen was a 

superb pianist. Not the same as Loriod of course. Fabulous technique. If you’ve got 

the technique you can do everything they ask and it won’t blur; crystal clear.  

 

C: From recordings, which is what I have to go with, I find it unsure how to place 

Messiaen as a pianist because in some ways he can be quite unhinged. 

 

G: Oh, yes. 
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C: In other ways, there’s a few things like the chords, for example, in their Visions 

recording, the chords in the first movement… I have no idea how he could get the 

chords to sound that good. 

 

G: I’ll show you. 

 

C: That’s a masterly touch. 

 

G: I’ll show you how to do it. 

C: Then once you get into the syncopation in the 3rd movement. 

 

G: Oh, he’s just off his tree, yes (laughter). 

 

C: What is he on, what’s he trying to do? 

 

G: He throws it around all over the place. I can describe how to do that chord, but 

it’s better at a keyboard. It’s all in the voicing, so the top note is brought out, if you 

think orchestration… it goes right back to this, and he talked about the orchestral 

piano. He said from Liszt on it goes right through Ravel, Debussy and Messiaen. 

You’re thinking in orchestra the whole time. All your big strings are down the 

bottom of the keyboard. That’s where the resonance, sound and volume is, so 

you’ve got to adjust for that all the time. So, the top note is brought out. The left 

hand chord is softer than the right hand chord, and that’s how you get that beautiful 

deep… even on the single chord it’s the same. It’s after as you go down and you 

bring out the top note, so you get that lovely resonance underneath it. But, if you 

don’t bring the top note out the whole thing blurs and you lose it, and… you’ll find 

it’s marked! It’s got the tenuto across it. It’s exactly the same in the Vingt Regard. 

 

C: Because of the markings, it’s almost like that’s a limitation… if you were 

reading through that without a description and without the recording, you may not 
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interpret it that way. You really need to reverse engineer it. 

 

G: You do. It’s actually not a tenuto marking. That is an accent that’s not a direct 

accent. It means you bring that note out. No one ever said that, but that’s what you 

do. I don’t know wether it’s a whole different way of thinking about it, but that’s 

what they did. It’s like a soft… it’s not an accent, it means that’s the note you bring 

out in the chord. When you look at it, it’s the only thing you could use to do it. Our 

curse, in Australia, is that we come out of the English tradition, and that’s a 

catastrophe. It’s that amateur ‘descends from God’. 

 

C: That’s exactly what someone else says, when they talk about studying music at 

Oxford, where they were all amateurs at the time. 

 

G: He’s exactly right.  

 

C: Amateurs, dilettantes… had to go back to London. 

 

G: He studied with Cyril… same teacher as Ogdon and David Helfgott. 

 

G: I know who you mean… 

 

C: I can understand that. 

 

G: The European tradition is craft. You learn your craft. It’s not this descent from 

God thing. There’s the inspiration, sure, but as Mounier said, I can teach anyone to 

play. It’s absolutely true. Then when you’ve got the talent and the inspiration, then 

it’s got something to sit on. As I explained to all my students, the only reason you’re 

learning technique, which is basically rhythm and fingering, getting the strength in 

the fingers and getting the notes right, accuracy, so when you perform you can 

afford to forget it. Then you can go with the feeling of music. Most students play 

their pieces at home then get onstage and start practicing in public and it’s too late. 
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It’s a joy when you can get up and perform and you know you don’t have to think 

about technical problems, which is what it’s all for, so it’s a whole different culture, 

but unfortunately that’s our curse. I’m just despairing that it doesn’t look as if it’s 

every going to change. As I said with woodwind and percussion it’s not so bad at 

all, just in piano. And singing. Singing’s the other one.  

 

… 

 

C: Lot of the stories about the Quartet for the end of time he just made up. There 

was no such thing as a three stringed cello.  

 

C: And the audience. 

 

G: It wasn’t that big. 

 

C: Although I think his sense of audience was quite biblical… 

 

G: Well everything he thought was quite biblical! 

 

C: He said there were 5000 people there, but maybe he was including all the people 

who were killed in the camp or something like that. I don’t know what level he was 

on. 

 

G: He was definitely in his own world, there’s no doubt about that. He created his 

own world and he stayed in it. 

 

C: How was Loriod with that world. She makes a wonderful comment that she 

never called him by his first name. Is that possible or is that another gesture. 

 

G: That’s totally possible. She always called him ‘Messiaen’ when I was there. 

With us it was always ‘Messiaen’. It’s totally, totally, possible. You know that 
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lovely quote when he died? She said, ‘I lost four people at once, my master, my 

teacher, my friend, and my husband’. He always called her Yvonne, and he always 

treated her as though she was very young. 

 

C: She must have enjoyed that! 

 

G: I think she did. Well she was 17 years younger than him, and she always said, 

‘Well, Messiaen’s old, you know…’ That formality, well I can believe that, and 

certainly whenever she spoke of him… I personally don’t think he would have had 

the career he did without her. She really knocked it up to the next level, because she 

was right on the ground. Totally practical. She was a composer in her own right, her 

things are being found from when she was a student. She’s very good, and she 

totally devoted her own life to his music. 

 

C: That was huge, even in terms of recordings, it wasn’t really until the 70s other 

people recorded the Vingt Regards, she did it in the 50s. If she hadn’t been there 

doing that, and being the inspiration for it… 

 

G: She had an incredible mind. You don’t go to Loriod for real warmth and 

chocolates and Brahms… She had this brilliant, incredible quick mind, and a 

phenomenal technique, and that’s what Messiaen loved; the colour, the brilliance. 

Once in a lesson she was really working on my fingers, and she started talking about 

wrists and fingers and she just put her hand out and said feel this, and they were like 

steel. She was so proud of them.  

 

C: Something I’ve learnt from the recordings is that the more I listen to recordings, 

the more remarkable she becomes, which is unusual for an artist. Usually if you 

listen through a whole heap of stuff someone’s done you start to see through it. 

 

G: Oh no, total integrity. 
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C: I think she’s underrated. 

 

G: I totally agree with you, because the friend of mine from Paris, Jerry Levinson, is 

now a composer in America. He’s found old recordings of Hammerklavier and 

things like that, he said it’s stunning, absolutely stunning. I totally agree with you, 

and she knew it all from memory, the whole lot. She recorded all Mozart’s concerti, 

she recorded the whole of Albéniz, she would do things… if she took something on 

she did the lot. A lot of people don’t know about that. She did the total Messiaen, all 

of it, everything from memory. She was marvellous. And, a real generous… if you 

wrote to her you always got an answer. She always kept in touch. This tells you the 

difference between them, because I did my debut recital, the Australian Embassy 

arranged it, and they wanted the Messiaens to come along. I asked Messiaen, and he 

said ‘Oh oui, oui’ and then I’d start to try and pin it down; this day and this date, 

and ‘oh, oh’ and it just got vaguer and vaguer and I couldn’t get a clear answer, and 

the Embassy’s going nuts. I talk to Loriod, and she said, ‘We can’t possibly do that, 

that day we’re on a train to Rome.’ So that’s the difference between them. If you 

wanted an answer you went to Loriod. Messiaen simply couldn’t say no. She was 

the really practical one, so she realised this music, and that’s why he loved her so 

much; there was the sound and quality that he wanted. They were totally different 

pianists. Messiaen defined himself as a good pianist, which is how he defined me; 

which means very very good, terrific musician, but the next level was Loriod and all 

the people who were just brilliant. They were quite accurate. That’s where I fit. I 

was too interested in other things to put in the twelve hours a day that are required. 

 

C: I know what you mean. They’re not saying… there are plenty of famous pianists 

that are ‘good’ pianists. It’s saying that you can do this thing… 

 

G: It’s the level where you know where you are, and people will come to hear you 

because you’re terrific. It’s not specialised… Messiaen was an organist, a composer. 

I was a musicologist as well, and you can’t do everything. 
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C: There’s a factor in that a couple of people have spoken to me about, about 

Messiaen working with people. He was a really good piano player… a good 

example is the Labèque’s recording of the Visions, where he’s credited as the 

artistic director. It’s an incredible recording, and you have a sense that Messiaen 

was delighted to run with it; here are these two kids, and it’s the fastest recording of 

that material by anybody. 

 

G: Well there you go. There’s an example of what I mean by timing and speeds and 

things. 

 

C: In terms of accuracy, none of the other recordings touch it. They outrun 

everything. 

 

G: The markings are too slow… I would never play it at the speed he marked it at. 

Once I understood this, of course he wouldn’t change it. He’d tell you! 

 

C: Why wouldn’t he change it? 

 

G: He’d tell you, ‘That’s the piece’. 

 

C: So he just accepted that’s what it was at the time? 

 

G: That’s what happened at the time, that’s how he heard it, and of course it’s only 

when he gave it to Loriod, and she said ‘oh that’s far too slow, it’s not going to 

work’. 

 

C: Maybe unlike Stravinsky, he was never idle enough to go back and revise things. 

 

G: Exactly. He couldn’t do it. That reminds me, there’s a wonderful quote from 

Stravinsky about Messiaen, ’cause you know Stravinsky was very acerbic and his 

attitude was that he just wanted to flatten all the competition so he stood all that 
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much higher. He actually said that. He was asked about Messiaen, how he rated 

Messiaen and his music, and he said ‘Oh, very high, in fact one of his big hymns 

would be the ideal concert for the deck band on the sinking titanic of our 

civilisation, because at least rescuing planets would hear it.’ It is brilliant isn’t it? 

 

C: I like what Debussy said about Stravinsky, which was ‘a precocious talent that 

periodically turns it’s attention to music, when he’s old he’ll be insufferable’. 

 

G: He didn’t go far wrong did he; well you know Messiaen always said that 

Stravinsky lost his way after the Rite of Spring. The main reason was Stravinsky 

went across to the neo-classicalism, which Messiaen loathed. There were two 

things, he was very polite about everything, and hardly would ever criticise but 

there were two things he was scathing about… and 12 tone. Loriod knitted him a 

scarf with 13 colours… The two things he really loathed were classicism so he and 

Nadia Boulanger were enemies all of their lives, and she used to go to his church! 

Someone asked her ‘why do you go there?’ Because she complained about 

Messiaen, and she said, ‘well it’s my parish’. 

 

C: I’m not going to move. So it mustn’t have been open warfare 

 

G: Oh no, everyone knew it. 

 

C: But didn’t they speak to each other… 

 

G: I don’t think they did. He was quite open about it. He just loathed neoclassicism 

and everything it stood for, and that’s why he said that about Stravinsky. And the 

other thing. 

 

C: She must have been very jealous of him, mustn’t she?  
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G: Do you want to hear a dreadful story about that? I haven’t told you the other 

thing he loathed was Mahler. In the class he just said ‘Mahler is badly harmonised, 

he has no sense of orchestration, and no sense of rhythm’. If any composer was 

close to Messiaen, in the German tradition, I’d say it was Mahler. Yes, I ran into 

that because I was doing a competition and I was doing the first run through and the 

head of the l’ecole was adjudicating it, and I did very very well, and then someone 

told him I’d done my PhD on Messiaen and he just turned to me and said ‘How 

many pages?’ I said 500, and that was it, I was cut. I was just in a state of shock. I 

asked what that was about and they said he hates Messiaen, he’s just so jealous. The 

rivalry was fierce, but I think in a funny way underneath Boulanger and Messiaen 

actually respected each other, but they never would have anything to do with each 

other. Messiaen once said ‘in America you can’t walk on the grass without stepping 

on a Boulanger student’. So… they were the things he hated, and in a funny way, I 

think he was right about Stravinsky. He said he lost that Russian root, then the 

curious thing is, I believe the same thing happened to Messiaen. After the 40s 

because he, because of that passion with Loriod… I go into this a lot, because he 

was a natural meditator and that’s why he was like a medieval Christian. 

 

C: Well, just the incredible absorption that would be involved in what he wrote. 

 

G: Absolutely. 

 

C: You would have to be a meditator to cope with that. 

 

G: And he used to meditate on precious stones before he composed, ’cause I gave 

him a black opal, and he was thrilled, and he told me it joined those stones on his 

desk that he’d meditate on before he composed. That’s what attracted me, I think I 

could feel that quality, and meditators love his music. After he became, he was 

always pretty famous, but from the 50s on he became a French institution, and by 

the time I got there in the 70s he was an institution. I personally believe that killed 

his music. It just becomes… all the materials the same but the life comes out of it. 
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And it becomes more pompous and heavy. In class, and I think this summed it up, 

he was trying to write the Opera, and he said right at the start ‘it has to be a 

masterpiece. I can’t do it, I’m not gifted’. So he had that pressure of writing 

masterpieces, and I think that consciousness became self-conscious and you can feel 

it in his music. After a year he said ‘I’m gifted’, and we didn’t hear about it again. 

You get touches, but I really feel, and he said himself that the 40s was his best 

period, and I agree with him. 

 

C: That’s really why I’m looking at the Quartet, the Visions, and the Regards, and 

they all hit within 3 years. 4 hours of music in 3 years. 

 

G: And Turangalîla. All in that same period. 

 

C: You come across this ‘cas Messiaen’ with the press response after the war. You 

get a sense that he lost a bit of confidence, even though he carried on his path… 

 

G: I never took that into account. You might have a point. 

 

C: Loriod talks after he died about how spiteful the press were… 

 

G: It’s true. 

 

C: If she’s talking about that after he died, 10 years after he died, it’s still very 

present for her, and the worst of it was in the 1940s. 

 

G: It was the three little liturgies that set it off. Boulez joined in… and Messiaen 

loved Boulez. They made up eventually, but do you know I never considered that, 

because he was very sensitive.  
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C: Even if you thought that the critics were wrong, it would be a very personal 

blow. 

 

G: You’re right. Underneath he was really desperate to be liked. He’s such a loving 

man. If I summed him up, it would be a man of love. He had a real need for love. I 

really felt it when he opened up to me. There’s a real vulnerability there. In fact at 

one stage when he did open up he was like a little boy. That was there in the 40s. 

 

G: You’ve got a real point there. He started going into serialism, and you can feel 

it’s in defence.  

 

C: There’s a big gap in the pieces that have religious names as well. I wrote some 

program notes for someone playing the Catalogue of the Birds, and it occurred to 

me writing that it’s so obvious, this is in the 1950s, Messiaen writes this huge, 

masterpiece again, and you can tell the birds are spiritual, and totally religious, but 

he didn’t write a piece about religion, he wrote a piece about birds. There’s a 

difference in name, but you can see for him they’re divine. He just changed the 

titles of the pieces. I wonder if that’s an indication he retreated, and said I’m not 

going to call this ‘the songs of the angels’ because they’re just going to come at me 

again. 

 

G: I think you’ve got a real point. He was sensitive about the bird things as well, 

because he got sent up about that. They really got stuck into him. When I got to 

Paris, everyone said, ‘you’ll never meet Messiaen, it’s impossible’ so I just thought 

that’s fine. Mounier, Loriod’s assistant, was called Germaine Mounier, and if you 

ever get the book; French pianism, she’s in there. She said straight away, you’ve got 

to meet Yvonne, come on, went, went… they were all named after composers. 

Messiaen was in salle Gounod, she was in salle Massenet I think. She said, ‘come 

on’, and I had a present for Messiaen, so this is ’73. I had a vinyl and a book of 

Australian birds, because I knew he never heard them, so I took them with me. I’ll 

go into all the detail; I walked into the room and Loriod looked up and said ‘It’s an 



	

	 303	

angel’, and I never really… it was only later when I got to know them and talk 

about these things, anyway we hit it off straight away, and I couldn’t speak French 

very well, I’d just arrived. I said I had a present for Messiaen, well she took one 

look and said ‘come with me’ and she took my hand, took me to the next door, 

stuck her head in and said something, and then pushed me in. It was Messiaen’s 

class. I just sat down and waited, and then he got up and went to the end of the 

piano and said something; I didn’t know what he said. One of the students said, ‘oh, 

Messiaen wants to speak with you’ and I went up, he was just being very polite. I 

said ‘I’ve got a present for you’ and handed it… he went off his tree, completely off 

his tree. Which shows, what a sensitive issue it was, because people said he was like 

one of the little old ladies… and that did it, and he wanted to see my thesis. I said 

‘can I come to your classes’ and he said ‘of course’ and after that I found out how 

difficult it was to get in, so I attended all those years.  

 

C: Loriod recognised something in you immediately, and thought it was going to 

work. Subverted the system. 

 

G: She was good at that. I went to his place and it was an incredible experience, 

because my first volume, as you know, is trying to work out how he thought, and 

that’s why I went into all that stuff. I was just working on my intuition because I 

didn’t know where I was going, then I got to the piano music, and Richard Meale 

had given me the keys. When they came out of Stravinsky’s rite, he got to it. I kept 

going, especially on the Catalogue of the Birds. You look at it, and think how’s he 

put all this together, because they’re quite arbitrary, stuck next to each other. Then I 

found out they’re patterns, arranged very carefully in patterns and that’s why it 

makes sense. In phrases, and he varies the patterns. Then I realised that’s why he 

goes on about stained glass windows all the time, that’s the same; it’s mosaic. If you 

get up close they’re just pieces of glass, you stand back and you get the whole 

picture. That’s exactly how he did it. So I put a piece in front of him, and I was 

really frightened because Richard said I’d gone mad… and McCredie couldn’t help 

me, I knew I was on my own. And he sat there for five minutes not saying anything, 
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not saying a word, and I though ‘oh, what have I done’, you know. I knew he was so 

polite. Eventually he said ‘c’est terrifule’. I said ‘is something wrong?’ He looked 

up and he said, ‘this is terrifying, they’re exactly the same as my first sketches.’ I’d 

lived with his music for five years, you see, and I’d got right through to 

understanding… it’s because of the meditation thing. The whole philosophical way 

of thinking, which is completely different, goes right back to the Middle Ages, and 

he actually worked that way. You telling me all that makes perfect sense, because 

he would feel so vulnerable because it looks so naïve. He actually said once, 

analysing Turangalîla, we got to one of those Hollywood moments and I thought 

‘what’s he going to say about this’ it was just a chord with a tune over it, and he just 

said ‘this is naïve, but then I can afford to be naïve’, and turned the page. It was a 

whole mix of the real confidence in the face of the music, but… you can feel it, he’s 

defending himself. He lost that innocence. 

 

C: It’s often a case, people will be ‘damned if I’ll show you how much it hurts’… 

it’s so interesting you had that experience with the analysis. It is marvellous to think 

that even with music of that complexity, if you look at it carefully enough, you’ll 

see it. Even see the person in the music. Music is at least a sort of psychological 

biography.  

 

G: Absolutely, it’s a reflection of someone’s mind. He had this beautiful mind. And 

it was medieval, totally medieval, and he created a world and lived there, and he 

couldn’t live outside of it. All things come from necessity, and Loriod protected it. 

Protected him. I really felt he lost it, and I think in his heart he felt he had to, ’cause 

later on saying that his best work was in the 40s. He brought all the religious motifs 

back later. There are moments, like in St Francis, but it’s not… dripping blood, you 

know. 

 

C: There are other good qualities though. I think if at this point I embarked on 

playing some more of his music it would probably be the Short Sketches of Birds. 
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G: They’re lovely. 

 

C: To me they’re just so pared down, and almost like another level of mastery. It 

doesn’t have the wartime angst and passion about it, but it’s so beautiful. 

 

G: I totally agree. Later it’s the little things, where he’s not trying to write a 

masterpiece. I think that that’s what did it, that self-consciousness. You’ve just got 

to be in awe of the musicianship and the skill. He was very proud of that. It was a 

mixture of real pride, he was fully aware of it, because he… I remember in class 

basically letting us know how proud he was of his powers of concentration and 

humility in the face of music. It was a real mixture of the two. He was always 

prepared to listen, to be open and adjust and learn. Like a student would put a score 

up in front of him, and he’d say, ‘how did you do that? What’s that effect?’ Then 

you’d find it in his next piece… so he’s constantly learning.  

 

C: What was he working on when you were there, was that the opera? 

 

G: Yes, when I got there he was still working on Canyon to the Stars, so that’s the 

first piece that has Australian Birds in it. If you go to the mockingbird, you’ll find a 

Magpie, because of the vinyl I gave him, he put them straight in.  

 

C: He would have loved the Magpie, they’re just beautiful. 

 

G: And the Lyrebird. He went off his tree about the Lyrebird. 

 

C: I had a bizarre moment a few weeks ago. I was walking to the train (omitted 

anecdote about a conversation with Peter Hill), and you know Magpies, like there’s 

one standing in the road looking at you as if to say ‘what are you doing here’ and 

started singing at me. So I stood there and started singing back to it, and it looked 

back at me; they have such attitude. Then I turned around, and realised there were 
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three people behind me on their way to catch the train. 

 

G: And they’ll join in, you can have a conversation with Magpies. 

 

C: I can just imagine Messiaen… the crazy sound they make, chatter on and on. 

 

G: It’s just glorious. You know, Messiaen really taught me to listen to nature. He’s 

quite correct, birds are not soft, and they’re so clear, the sound is crystal clear, and 

that’s what he’s after. I really understood what he was after, and musical 

instruments can’t do it. He talked about the syrinx, it’s part of their vocal structure, 

but he said that’s how they could sing chords and get all these incredible sounds. 

Then the other thing is he was trying to, well he pointed out that no rhythm in nature 

is even. It’s very irregular and that’s what keeps it alive. He was trying to reproduce 

that in his music too, but I think what shocked me was the older he gets, the more 

and more static… he just grinds to a halt. Yeah, he really taught me how to listen to 

nature. I’d love to meet Peter Hill. 

 

… 

 

C: I think he would find your thesis quite remarkable. He seems to have a bit of a 

thing for Australia. He’s been somewhere in Australia every year for a couple of 

years. 

 

G: Well if you’d lived in England you’d have a thing for Australia too, and in 

Europe. Of course, the French loved Australia and Australians. 

 

C: I played the Visions with him as part of his visit. 

 

G: Which part do you play? 
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C: Loriod one. 

 

G: So he did all the hard work… 

 

C: It was fun, but the first rehearsal that we had my wife and kids were around and 

he said ‘you’re going to have lunch with us afterwards aren’t you?’ He’s just 

interested in engaging. I mentioned a couple of things about your thesis. 

 

G: Well it was interesting, that meeting that night with Messiaen, it’s a funny 

feeling, like all my ambitions stopped at that point, and I didn’t want to make any of 

it public. Because it was so close and so private, and he said ‘you must profit from 

your work’ but I just went quiet after that basically. I had a really hard decision to 

make, to go into the meditation thing or stay with my career, because I knew if I left 

at that point I’d never get that chance again, but I went the other way. I really, in a 

sense, left the world. I think it was a mixture of things. You’ve seen the bitterness 

and the jealousies. You know the fighting you have to go through, they had to fight, 

and also it was so intimate I didn’t want to use it or touch it. Looking back now I’m 

glad I didn’t because it was so connected with my own inner life, it’s Messiaen who 

opened the door for me. He knew it too, he said in class once ‘I’m not a teacher’ and 

I knew he was speaking to me… I’m a composer, I never expected to make any 

money out of composition, I teach to earn a living’, and I knew he’s telling me to 

back off. ‘I guard my energies for composition’.  

 

C: I think we must have a turnoff pretty soon. I was just going to comment that of 

course the inner life is more important.  

 

G: To me it is, and I think personally Messiaen lost contact with his inner life after 

that period, when he really became a French institution. That’s just my opinion. 

Again that’s all these reasons I didn’t want to speak… here’s a turnoff… and I 

didn’t want to do anything to cause controversy or harm, and he had his shadow 

side. I think he suffered from depression in some ways. I certainly think his first 
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wife, and the rumours were there in Paris… I never tracked it down, that she was 

mentally unstable from the start. I think the brain disease was a cover-up. 

 

C: She’s described as being ethereal. 

 

G: That’s right, and I think the whole marriage was a one hundred per cent total 

fantasy in cloud cuckoo-land. If I was going to be honest publicly I have to say 

these things, but now it’s all fine. 

 

C: I want to play you a couple of tracks; I want you to have a listen to it blind. 

(Playing Loriod’s Regard du Pére of 1985). 

 

G: God that’s quick, that’s quicker than me. What do I have to guess? 

 

C: What do you think? 

 

G: There’s quite a bit of rubato in those chords. It’s well played, those high notes 

are all well controlled, and the chords are together, spot on together. 

 

C: Like a wedge. 

 

G: Yeah, this is what it’s meant to be like, it’s very well played. I’ve got no idea 

who it is… is it you? 

 

C: No, it’s not me. 

 

G: It sounds French, except that they’re pulling the rhythm around, the rubato is 

quite strong, but it works, I wouldn’t argue against it. Is it Roger Muraro? 

 

C: No. 
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G: It’s not Yvonne is it? 

 

C: This is Yvonne. 

 

G: It sounds like her. Well, there you are; rubato, when she gets to those… It’s got 

the directness of Yvonne. (change of track to fils sur le fils) This is gorgeous, the 

effect of that… the top part is quite loud, is that just cause you’ve got the volume 

up? It’s in proportion, but it’s actually quite loud. They’re too loud. They’re too 

loud.  

 

C: It’s very rhythmic. 

 

G: They’re spot on rhythmically, it’s meant to be super, super, soft. Like a shimmer. 

He says it’s like starlight. Very clear, but like a halo around the melody. Is that 

Yvonne again. 

 

C: Yeah. This is a live recording that was made by Radio Bremen. 

 

G: Ah, it would depend on the piano then. Yeah. 

 

C: It was released on a limited release LP in 1987, and I managed to get an original 

copy of it. It’s quite fascinating, because like you say, I just put in my confirmation 

paper, in terms of analysing recordings if you compare the Regard du Pére in ’56 

and ’75, this is actually the slowest in tempo of all of them. She always plays it fast. 

 

G: Well she’s not a slow person; she’s totally the opposite of Messiaen.  

 

C: The rubato is what interested me, the track timings for the 1975 and this live 

1985 recording are exactly the same, but her starting tempo for the live recording is 

much slower, but it’s the same track timing because it shifts, and speeds up. 
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G: As she goes through. 

 

C: In their recording of the Visions, the first movement has this real build up, it 

accelerates through… She does a similar thing. It’s a fascinating recording; it’s live, 

it’s very exposed, but Messiaen must have thought it was fine for it to be released. 

And, it’s astonishing playing. 

 

G: You can tell as soon as she plays that kind of thing… I’m surprised at the 

volume of it; she’s usually very meticulous about that kind of thing. It would 

depend on the hall and audience, I suppose. 

 

C: It was a very bright acoustic. I got in touch with the recording engineer who did 

it, and still working there, it’s a very live acoustic with hard surfaces. It was a 

Steinway, so it could simply be that it was overpowering. Sounds better on a big 

old-fashioned stereo system of course. 

 

G: It’s a gorgeous effect that, sheer genius. I blow my Jazz students away by 

playing this, they just go mental. 

 

C: I guess they also consider it as sound material. 

 

G: They do. Messiaen is really big in Jazz now; he always said he hated Jazz 

because they’re thieves. Now they’re pinching him! His harmonies fit straight into 

Jazz, same as Debussy. And, it’s modal. (Par lui a été fait starts). Oh this is 

fabulous. I always think it’s a shame he put the two great big pieces so close to each 

other.  

 

C: This one’s thirty clicks above the metronome marking. 

 

G: Yeah, it works… I think this one and the spirit of joy is his, just go for it! 
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C: I really love the John Ogdon recording. 

 

G: Do you know, I heard him do the whole thing in Adelaide. I went with Richard 

Meale back in the… when did Richard come to Adelaide… late 60s. We sat 

through, it was the whole thing. He sat down and played the whole thing straight 

through. 

 

C: What was it like, what was the vibe? 

 

G: Actually it was like you said, we just sat through it and it just held you all the 

way.  

 

C: He’s obviously a great player, but on his recording he plays this right on the 60 

bpm and you can feel that sometimes that he’s really very close to the edge. You 

can sense the pressure in a piano player… But she— 

 

G: It’s just easy (for her) she just rips these things off. It’s become a competition 

piece, well it’s one of the most difficult things, especially that Gershwinesque 

middle section which gradually teeters more and more off balance and goes right 

over the top. 

 

C: The worst feeling in the world… I play with music… and the last page turn in 

number 5 happens and you’re aware that number 6 is sitting there on the right hand 

side of the page; it’s one of the most depressing sensations in the musical life 

(laughter). 

 

G: Here we go… 

 

C: But then it’s do-able, once you’re through the first half of the palindrome, and 

you’re into the (reverse) you know that once you finish that you get to the quiet 

chords, you can have a rest, and after that it becomes much more conceptual. It’s 
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incredibly hard, but it’s possible. 

 

G: One of the things is that it works on the piano, like Ravel and Debussy it fits 

under your hands, it’s real… it’s not easy but it works on the instrument. The 

sounds he gets out of the instrument are just extraordinary. 

 

C: I’ve got something else for you to listen to. I must give you a copy of that live 

recording. Someone who I was in touch with, who shall remain anonymous, sent it 

to me as a CD burn, but then I managed to buy a copy. I do have it as a 

CD/download. I think you’d just love it as a record of her playing. I haven’t heard 

this track yet, I’ve only listened to the first couple. (plays 1940s Visions, final 

track). 

 

G: It’s very old isn’t it? 

 

C: This arrived in the post two days ago. 

 

G: It’s so old! 

 

C: This is Messiaen and Loriod in 1949. 

 

G: Oh! Way back then! 

 

C: It would have had to have been a live recording and then it was on a set of 78s. 

 

G: Goodness. I heard them play it live, while I was in Paris.  

 

C: This is slower. 

 

C: They’re certainly not in a hurry. 
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C: I wonder if this was the old Érard and Pleyel. 

 

G: Sounds like it doesn’t it. They’re already out of tune… It’s sort of controlled 

chaos isn’t it. 

 

C: I don’t know what to make of this actually.  

 

G: They’re so out of tune. 

 

C: I guess at this point in time he was a pretty radical composer; they must have just 

wanted to get something out there. 

 

G: Yeah. And things evolve, you know, this is right back at the beginning. They 

would have stuck to his markings pretty well. 

 

C: It’s hard to listen to with the sound quality. 

 

G: Pleyels are a bit more delicate than Steinways, they didn’t hold their tuning, and 

after a work like that they’re pretty well thumped. Well, a real piece of history. 

 

G: I’ve got an old vinyl of Ogdon and his wife playing it. You’ve heard that? 

 

C: Yes, Brenda Lucas. It’s still out there, on CD. It’s good. 

 

G: Occasionally he starts to get a bit Lisztian in the Vingt Regards, which is very 

understandable. 

 

C: I think with the Visions, it’s the hardest one to work out, because Loriod, in 

terms of the research I’ll be able to do (oh, this is where we want to go) she is like a 

longitudinal study. She recorded number 10 and number 15 on 78 in the 1940s of 

the Vingt Regards. Then she did the lot in ’56, again in ’75, and then now there’s 
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this live recording in 1987, so there’s 5 decades really of progress, and four 

different recordings, so that’s going to be a factor. The Visions are a little bit harder, 

but it’s harder to compare because there’s the Loriod/Messiaen commercial 

recording which is 1962. 

 

G: A lot later, it’s very different from that one isn’t it. It did evolve over time. She 

had a big influence over the changes. As you hear him perform, it’s what works. 

She was a performer.  

 

C: What was it like seeing them play it? 

 

G: And you know number 11, she used that a lot as a solo piece. The concert we 

went to, she played that first, then she went into the Visions.  

 

C: The Visions recordings are the Labèques, the Loriod/Messiaen one, which is 

Messiaen at his most outlandish at a couple of points. The Ogdon/Lucas one, which 

I personally feel is a bit of an imbalance, but it’s good. Then there’s Peter Hill with 

Benjamin Frith which is by far the best recording production, but it’s a much more 

modern recording; a recording for a modern age. The Lucas/Ogdon one was 

actually ’69, so all those recordings are ’60s sonics, and the way people played in 

the 1960s was a bit different. It’s hard to know how to compare. 

 

G: Did Roger Muraro do one? 

 

C: Not that I’m aware of. 

 

G: That early one of Messiaen and Loriod is a bit shocking isn’t it… but you can 

understand when you’re feeling your way with these things. They certainly do 

evolve and change. You’ve really got into it. 
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C: Well Stephen said to me a couple of weeks ago the problem is that you’ve 

answered your research question; my whole precept was, does Messiaen do what he 

said? The answer is no, so what I handed in yesterday was essentially… there’s this 

governing question of how do you take what a composer says about their own 

music. In the case of Messiaen, is what we have on record consistent with reality 

and if not, how do we reconcile this in a practical way. 

 

G: I think, like we said over lunch. To understand how they composed, with the 

composer you can take that absolutely literally. When it comes to performance it’s a 

different ballgame because they’re dependant on performers. How it actually works 

in a concert hall, and you can only concede so much. That’s why every performance 

is a new interpretation. Loriod definitely was in there effecting all that, and 

Messiaen would certainly go along with it. You’re talking about a certain spectrum 

of course, I think if it’s to do with Catholicism… he liked to sound dogmatic, but he 

wasn’t. His teaching was like that, it was just totally open, he was never rigid with 

anyone, unless they sounded like Wagner. I’ll never forget that. Someone brought 

in… a German guy brought in a piece of music, and Messiaen took an instant 

dislike to it. I’d never seen it before. He said ‘This melody you’ve written here, how 

you harmonised it like this: it’s Wagner’. He was right of course.  

 

C: How did the student take that? 

 

G: He was devastated. I’d never seen Messiaen criticise anyone, the whole time I 

was there. He just took an instant dislike to it. He was correct, it wasn’t true to its 

style.  

So what other composers are you looking at? 

 

C: It’s all Messiaen. 

 

… 
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G: ’Cause I know… well Messiaen said it very well, ‘I love audiences, audiences 

are correct’ he had the Chronochromie where these rich ladies in their furs rushed at 

him screaming and sticking out their tongues at him. They said ‘what do you think 

of this’ and he said, ‘No, audiences are always right. If they really like the piece 

they clap, if it’s mediocre they go to sleep, and if it really offends them they really 

go for it. That means you’re still alive, you’ve effected them. It makes me feel 

young’. He’s right isn’t he, it’s spot on. I know with a student that’s ok but you 

know they’re never really going to get there; you just don’t get so emotionally 

involved. Aren’t they extraordinary, is that the Glasshouse mountains? 

 

C: Yes, that’s Mt Beerwah, and the one with the cylinder is Coonoowrin. My wife 

and I climbed that with some friends but you’re not allowed to do it anymore, it’s 

too dangerous. It’s starting to crumble. 

 

G: It’s terrible isn’t, kids need danger. 

 

C: There’s a couple you can just walk up, they’re an easy climb. Even from here the 

ones you can walk up, you can’t see them above the tree line, but once you walk up 

them it feels very high. The big one named Beerwah a lot of people climb. If you go 

there on a weekend there’s virtually a queue. It’s part of the landscape from the 

Sunshine Coast all the way down to Brisbane. Iconic. Have you been to Brisbane 

much? 

 

G: I’ve never been to Brisbane in my life. I’ve been to Queensland umpteen times 

but never Brisbane. Always up north. I’ve been to the Sunshine Coast and driven 

right up. For a number of years I used to go to Cairns in the middle of winter and go 

to the beaches, and the Daintree. First time for Brisbane. It’s really taken off hasn’t 

it? A very vibrant city. 
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C: It is. Certainly since the 1980s it’s changed radically. Where the conservatorium 

is, is quite a fantastic precinct now, with the performing venues and the ABC. 

 

G: To have them all there together is really good. 

 

C: There’s a lot of crossover. There’s some people in the Queensland Orchestra who 

I’m doing chamber music with later in the year, often people are busy and it’s hard 

to get in touch, but the number of times I meet the person I need to talk to having 

coffee outside the ABC building or something… 

 

… 

 

C: It’s timely. He was a real composer in that he lived into the internet age virtually, 

and left a lot of material, students, wrote a lot of his own analysis. He stands out as 

somebody who’s not a composer from the classical period where we know nothing, 

and just have the music that we presume they actually did write. Whereas with 

Messiaen there’s a lot of stuff, I get a sense that there’s a bit of uncertainty about 

how to deal with the legacy. 

 

G: He was brilliant in that he created his own legend. I really believe he didn’t fulfil 

his inner life at all… In his later life I saw a bit of bitterness behind it all. No matter 

what he said about Catholicism and theology he was first and foremost a musician. 

That was his career and that was his gift. He always said ‘if you’re going to be a 

composer you have to have something to say’: that’s what he said. My Rinpoche 

said, ‘Messiaen’s limitation was his Catholicism’. I totally agree. There was a 

boundary he could never go past. He said stuff, there’s no wonder they said he was 

a mystic. He was. He was a straight down the line mystic. The stuff he said fits 

more in Hinduism than Catholicism because it comes from his own experience. 

Because of his own legend, you don’t get the shadow coming in; it’s definitely 

there, like any human being. Loriod definitely preserved his legend meticulously. I 

think his son is a sad story. His brother is a tragedy. He lived in absolute poverty. I 
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think his first marriage was like fairyland. There is real suffering there. 

 

C: Somebody made the comment that he never wrote songs after his first wife died. 

 

G: That’s absolutely true. 

 

C: It ended with her, and Harawi was a memorial for her, and that was the end. 

There’s a lot of people wonder why he didn’t write another two piano piece in all of 

that time. 

 

G: He never wrote another symphony. It is odd that he didn’t write more for him 

and Loriod. Probably, you see, he wouldn’t have had time to practice. But then he 

could have still written… they’re all interesting questions. 

 

C: I wonder about his parents. I find it a mystery because they were obviously both 

remarkable people, and Messiaen talks a lot about his mother, but then she died in 

1927, he doesn’t talk about his father, but his father lived until 1957. His father was 

very literate in a lot of Messiaen’s areas of interest, in Catholicism and—  

 

G: Shakespeare— 

 

C: —and his father wrote an autobiography. I’ve got a French friend reading it at 

the moment. It’s never been translated. 

 

G: I think I quoted some of it. 

 

C: He talked about his mother, but Dad was the one who kept him fed… in that 

sense you see a bizarre re-living of the past. Even when Loriod was around he was 

raising Pascal like a single parent, in the way his father had to do. Reading between 

the lines, the clearest thing about his mother, someone very recently has described 

her as suffering from depression… and her dying suddenly and unexpectedly while 
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the family are away… is another tragedy. There’s a few elephants in the corner. 

 

G: That’s another reason I backed off it. There’s a wonderful potent photograph of 

him as a baby with him and his mother and his brother. Have you seen it? 

 

C: Yes. 

 

C: It’s all there. His mother was fixated on Messiaen, 100%. Her whole ambition 

and life. So he had on one hand an incredible gift, and on the other hand an 

incredible weight. You can see he carried that weight. There’s a photo later in life, 

where there’s exactly the same expression on his face, wistful, sad. I think he was 

Mummy’s boy, totally. I think she was probably incredibly possessive, so I don’t 

think his father got a look in. He wasn’t there in the… he would have been there 

when Messiaen was very young… then there’s this whole thing… It’s not unusual, 

an artist being a Mummy’s boy. I think in his case it was quite extreme, and if she 

did have depression… because I used to pick it up in class with him. You could feel 

it on certain days. Not crashed out in hospital… 

 

C: Managed? 

 

G: Yes, but it was definitely there, that heaviness, and he mentioned it a couple of 

times; ‘when I feel useless and despairing I go to nature and the birds’. Anyone with 

sensitivity has that, but it was a strong feeling. I think his little brother was left out. 

That’s my reading. I have no evidence except knowing them so well and my 

experience. 

 

C: Didn’t Messiaen’s brother die before him? 

 

G: He was alive when I was in Paris. Someone said he was a poet and Messiaen has 

nothing to do with him. I think the son was a bit estranged too. 
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C: There’s not a lot of records, and his son isn’t a figure in any interviews or 

research. 

 

G: I have no indication that Messiaen and Loriod really had much to do with him. 

 

C: It’s very strange. 

 

G: It’s all very strange, as I said, he had his own little world and he stayed right in 

it. Quite an artificial world. In many ways he was quite unearthed. Even nature 

fitted into his world. 

 

C: Peter Hill made a comment that Messiaen had no objectivity when it came to 

music. 

 

G: Oh, none whatsoever. 

 

C: Everything was perceived through ‘the lens of his creative agenda’. 

 

G: That’s absolutely true, I absolutely agree with that, but then most composers are 

like that. The whole world was perceived through that lens. He was so inner-

oriented. That’s why he was so incredibly conservative on the outer. Everything in 

its place and it shouldn’t shift. 

 

C: So he knew where it was? 

 

G: Exactly. And that paranoia which tends to go with it. If you weren’t prepared to 

accept and fit into that world, it just didn’t happen.  

 

…  
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[The	following	section	involves	discussion	about	the	6th	movement	of	the	Vingt	

Regards].		

	

C: I noticed, apart from being difficult, you read about how it’s a palindrome. It 

goes forwards then there’s an interim section and then it goes back in reverse. An 

odd thing happens in the forward section where a C and a D sharp are played in the 

left hand that’s not really possible to do, and so you have to break it up. You can’t 

reach it with the left hand. 

 

G: They were quite open to that, she showed me how to do those jumps. 

 

C: Then I thought, I’ll have to work something out. Then, being a pianist I can 

actually play something without realising (laughter) and thought; what happens on 

the way back? 

 

G: Ah.  

 

C: It doesn’t happen on the way back because the C and D sharp are in different 

places. 

 

G: I see. 

 

C: Then I realised what happens in the palindrome is that it’s a palindrome of 

durations, but things are not in the same place. Of those notes, for example, it’s not 

a palindrome of attacks, it’s a palindrome of duration. Notes that overlap each other 

in one place will land together in another place. If a C that’s a crotchet and a quaver, 

and a D that’s a crotchet… if you flip them backwards and play the same values the 

notes will sound at a different proportion. On a piano the sound comes at the start of 

the note. If you reverse a series of notes, it’s all going to be different. You can see 

why an organist would do that. On an organ it would be a different effect, because 

that’s such an abstract concept, but in performance or in terms of a sound file it’s 
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not a palindrome, it’s a construction on the page. In the Vingt Regards, they’re all 

very practical but that one’s an abstract idea to the point where he’s got intervals in 

there that are utterly impractical. Why couldn’t he just tie a note over or shift it 

somewhere else? Would it really matter? But he’s stuck with it. 

 

G: I don’t have a lot to offer because I don’t know the piece. It’s so long ago I don’t 

know the piece in that detail, but I can talk in general terms. In his organ works you 

will get the same kind of thing where he will get stuck on an abstract idea. It’s like a 

polarity or a conflict between the totally practical musician going for a sound on the 

instrument but he will get stuck on an idea, and stick with it regardless. I would go 

with what you’re proposing, he did that, and I think, he did the most absurd things 

in his organ music. Do you know his language? A certain interval with a note, a 

certain duration or attack represented an alphabet? And he literally wrote words out 

of the bible. He said how it’s a language that would last, like it was in rock or 

something. It’s just as wacky as… but he did say he would use ideas as a stimulus to 

his creativity, so you’d get these totally abstract things and if you came to a human 

level, you’re looking at a real heart person, that was his strength, who could 

certainly think but it wasn’t his strong area. That’s why he was faith mad and a 

believer. So that when he got stuck at that level it really doesn’t stand up, through 

all that pseudo-intellectual stuff of the ’60s. It’s got nothing to do with intellect or 

science, musicians pretending to be intellectual. He got into that too, in fact he was 

at the forefront of it and I think this is symptomatic of this kind of thing. Why 

Messiaen got away with it is that he had such a sense of sound that he could make it 

sound good. I’m not the slightest bit surprised that it doesn’t stack up. He’s sort of 

experimental. He’s part of that culture. So, I’d stick to your guns on that one. 

 

C: I’m going to have to think about pitching things. In one way, to say, ‘this is what 

Messiaen said and I’m going to point out the inconsistencies in it’… but that’s also 

an easy thing to do isn’t it? If somebody wrote that much music and said that much, 

it’s not all going to stand up to scrutiny. That’s just because he’s a human being. I 

guess the point is I’m trying to find out how does a pianist make it work? To 
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balance these issues and not make it critical or personal. To go to the trouble of 

making the piece of music work, you’re accepting him as a composer, you’ve 

dedicated something to the music. 

 

G: Well you have to do something original. The problem with Messiaen is that it’s 

just been accepted as holy writ all the way. To really make it work you’ve got to go 

into these areas and say it doesn’t stack up. As a piece of music, how do you make it 

work if the analysis isn’t what gives people the chance to adjust, which is what your 

question was, right back at the beginning. How much leeway do you have and this 

would show there’s quite a lot, by experience. They were ‘on the ground’ practical 

even though he never said that. It’s about time it came out of the hagiography. 

There are pieces I think are terrible, but it’s only a great composer that makes bad 

mistakes. Like the beginning of Eclairs Sur L’Au-Dela (Illuminations of the 

Beyond). I think it’s terrible. And, it’ll free performers up. To play it properly you 

have to count and put everything in place properly, but… 

 

C: I think it does free performers up. It you’re going to play for two hours you can’t 

be a karaoke machine. 

 

G: It’s got to be your performance. 

 

C: You’ve got to do something with it or bring something to it. It’s one of the issues 

always. Sometimes I’ve thought of recording the Vingt Regards. Someone once 

offered to do a recording of it, with a small company that doesn’t exist anymore. At 

that time I said no. It’s not ready yet, but now having heard all the recordings and 

Loriod’s live recording, I don’t know what I have to add frankly. That’s an essential 

part of performance. The reason I played it was because I’d never heard anyone play 

it. Sure you can buy recordings but I’d never had a chance to hear it. 

 

G: Did Michael Harvey do one? 
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C: Yes, he did a broadcast and then an ABC Classics. 

 

G: A student of mine’s doing it in Germany. He’s not run it past me first; he’s going 

his own way. I’d be happy, because the fact that you’re working critically… All 

performers have got their own bent and own take, and if you know why you’re 

doing that it could explain it. It makes for a creative performance. What I brought to 

it, looking back, is the meditative side, spiritual experience coming through. 

 

C: It could be argued that wasn’t really a part of it in the early recordings so much. 

 

G: Funnily enough Messiaen tended to censor it a bit in his own playing. 

 

C: Strange. Certainly I’m going to talk to Michael Kieran Harvey at some stage, but 

everyone seems to say he’s simply not interested in all that stuff, he’s a complete 

atheist. 

 

G: Well, I am too, basically. I’m certainly not a believer, but I respect the 

experience. Messiaen’s experience totally because it’s so genuine. I think it’s a very 

valuable thing. Go for it. 

 

C: One day. I’m committed to playing it in the course. 

 

G: Don’t you have to submit recordings? 

 

C: Yes. 

 

G: Well there you go. 

 

C: It gets a bit better every time. The problem is that number 6 and number 10 are 

just so bloody hard (laughter). 
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G: I must admit parts of number 6 I don’t like. I think number 10 is sheer genius 

from the first note to the last. That is a great masterpiece. When he gets into that 

abstract stuff, he gets a bit tedious. The middle section; the face of God behind the 

flame, is fantastic and when the Theme of God takes off I think that’s wonderful. 

But those outside bits… 

 

C: The first time I played that piece, in a church acoustic, it had a flat back wall. 

That bit at the end where the theme comes in and then you have the soft repeated 

chords… The whole series of chords bounced back off the wall, it scared me. I’m 

sitting there practicing in the middle of the night, and (sings material) straight back. 

 

G: It’s a phenomenal effect. The fugue bit… I reckon you could chop it out. 

 

C: It’d be a bit controversial. But you’re right about number 10. People say they 

love the aspect of it, the joy, and the voltage of it. 

 

G: He describes it as a drunken joy. Good on him. We had a conversation once, and 

he said, ‘joy is hardest thing to write in music, Mozart could do it’. He said so few 

people could do it. He caught it; the ecstatic intoxicating ecstasy. My score has 

fingerings. I didn’t play all of it. My advice with the fugue would be don’t get too 

fussy, just get the right effect. Play it accurately, but don’t tie yourself in a knot. 

 

C: Well, it’s just a paralysis really. 

 

G: Loriod’s way of playing leaps is you play the first note on the half-beat 

beforehand, so you get the main note, the top note, in time. But take your time with 

the first one and it makes it so much easier. 

 

C: Otherwise it disrupts everything. Making the decision and programming it in, 

otherwise it’s just a weakness. 
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G: I also wouldn’t hesitate to leave it out. 

 

C: Nobody’s going to know? 

 

G: And nobody would ever pick it up. You’ll hear tomorrow… I don’t have huge 

hands. Even in first communion, you know after the first section, I break those 

chords on the half-beat before. It makes it easy and it works. 
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Interview with Peter Serkin, May 9, 2015 

Stamford Plaza Lobby. 

 

(Serkin is talking about his arrangements of music for piano duo) 

 

P: Writing it down, and then I did the D major string octet with double bass, and 

then the C major 521 for flute and string quartet but with double bass. It’s great fun 

but I get so wrapped up in it that the trip to LA felt like it took about 20 minutes 

from New York. And I’ve just been doing it for the last hour before meeting you, so 

I’m dizzy from the whole thing. 

 

C: So thinking about it or writing it? 

 

P: Yes, but the actual writing of it too. 

 

C: That’s really good. 

 

P: It’s fun. It’s interesting. 

 

C: It’s a creative issue as well isn’t it? 

 

P: To orchestrate… When I play the piano I’m thinking of it all the time anyway, in 

terms of string quartet, or quintets, or sextets, or chorus. Organ with pedals. It’s fun 

to realise it actually writing it down. 

 

C: That’s really good. 

 

P: I’ve been making four-hand arrangements too of Brahms, the organ choral 

preludes. 
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C: Do you know Debussy did an arrangement of some Schumann Canons? 

 

P: Yes, yes. It’s funny you should mention; the original pieces are so beautiful. My 

partner Julia discovered Bizet’s arrangement of those pieces for four-hands; one 

piano, four-hands, which I like better than the Debussy. So we’ve been playing 

those quite a lot. You should look those up, they’re wonderful too, Bizet. 

 

C: I didn’t know of them. 

 

P: Neither did I. 

 

C: I think it’s wonderful because for a working musician there’s a funny line of 

what is creativity and what is work and sometimes things can tilt one way but you 

need the creativity to keep everything flowing. 

 

P: Yes. 

 

C: …and to keep interested, and it takes all kinds of forms, so it makes sense to me. 

 

P: …and to think somewhat like a composer, one is considering their music… 

 

C: I brought some of my record collection… have you seen this one, it’s actually a 

live recording. 

 

P: Really? Nice picture. Live from where? 

 

C: It was recorded in Bremen in 1985. 

 

P: I see. 
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C: It was released as an LP; this was one of my initial discoveries. It’s quite 

fascinating. I got in touch with the lady who was the recording engineer and she 

said there are no replays after the concert, no edits. 

 

P: Right. She was phenomenal, Yvonne Loriod. I heard her quite often; she’s 

absolutely brilliant, of course. 

 

C: So do you listen to records still? 

 

P: Not terribly much, I listen to the radio a bit, I mean once in a while I listen to old 

recordings and things. 

 

C: I have a habit since I’ve been doing interviews of keeping track on eBay of any 

copies of this and I buy them whenever they come up. 

 

P: I see. 

 

C: That’s for you if you would like it. 

 

P: Oh you’re kidding, thank you so much. 

 

C: It’s such a historic document. You may need to ask somebody to post it home. 

 

P: Thank you so much. 

 

C: It comes to the core of the research I’m doing because the centre of it is looking 

at Messiaen and Loriod’s recordings, so Loriod herself did in the 1940s two of the 

Vingt Regards on 78s, which I have as well… we can’t listen to them now but I 

managed to get hold of them from a second hand dealer, so this is Loriod in 1940-

something. She did the Spirit of Joy and the Kiss of the Infant Jesus. Another one is 
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the full set in 1956. 

 

P: Which I have, listen to, and appreciate. 

 

C: But it’s mono. 

 

P: Yes but marvellous. 

 

C: It’s a very good mono recording. 

 

P: These are some of the first works I heard her perform. Baiser sur L’Enfant Jesus 

and Esprit de joie, Communion de la vierge, Regard des hauteur, Noel. She played a 

small group and then they played Visions de l’Amen as the second half, together. 

That was the first time I heard her play, and I was amazed at the brilliance of her, 

also the audacity. 

 

C: What do you mean by audacity? 

 

P: Her sharpness and fervour, boldness to her playing. It was remarkable. Entirely 

her own. It wasn’t just the use of the fist on a note, the peak of a phrase, cantabiles, 

she just go ‘bang’ hit her fist with the other fist against the key. It wasn’t just things 

like that, it was the spirit of her playing, it was so engrossing, so rapt in the spirit of 

the music that… incredible directness to it and energy. 

 

C: She really took charge of it? 

 

P: She sure did, and playing with him was such an interesting contrast and they 

complimented each other in such an interesting way. 

 

C: What was that like? 
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P: He was like such an organist at the piano, which I very much loved. Very 

immobile in terms of his stance and also his hand positions, very organ-like and 

sticking to the keys, which I like in piano playing personally. It doesn’t seem too 

prevalent these days… playing everywhere except on the keyboard, but he kept his 

hands like they say Bach did. 

 

C: Sometimes harpsichord players have the same feel; if your main instrument isn’t 

a touch sensitive instrument… do you mean that? 

 

P: But on a touch sensitive instrument it’s all the more sensitive really, keeping 

tactile contact with the keys. I mean it wasn’t that that impressed me most about 

Messiaen’s playing, of course not, but an aspect that I noticed. Having such an 

economy of motion, something happened that was alive inside the music, it was 

allowed to breathe because he didn’t waste motion being flamboyant to the 

audience. 

 

C: So he was sticking to the message? 

 

P: Very much so, playing the music. Simply, directly, and at the same time in a 

very creative way I thought, in terms of phrasing. There was a real spontaneity to it 

and freshness to it, and those solos in Visions de l'Amen were very impressive and 

had some wildness to them. Second movement in particular. 

 

C: Piano duo playing is fraught with all kinds of ensemble issues and— 

 

P: Of course. By the way, who’s your partner? 

 

C: I have a brother who plays. I’m very lucky. 

 

P: So it’s the two of you playing Visions de l’Amen. 
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C: Yes, we haven’t done it for some years but we did. It’s good because you have a 

depth of knowing each other, and you can also be totally blunt with a sibling, which 

you can’t be with a colleague. 

 

P: Yeah, I see. 

 

C: That might be a part of it. 

 

P: But four hands playing has its own difficulties of course, quite different from two 

pianos. 

 

C: How did you feel they managed the balance of leadership in the Visions. Was 

Messiaen in the driver’s seat or was it a conversation with Loriod? Was she taking 

charge? 

 

P: I would guess, I’m just guessing because I wasn’t privy to any of their rehearsals, 

when it was just the two of them… it was just an impression but neither, neither one 

of them was in charge – they were both devoted to experiencing the music. Direct 

playing of the music, quite simply, which was very impressive in its own way. 

Neither led as far as I could tell, and their demeanour was such that they seemed 

rather oblivious to each other. Of course they weren’t, their ears were carefully 

attuned to each other, but in terms of demonstrative communication or cues, there 

was… none, I would say, as I remember it. 

 

C: So they weren’t relying on visual… 

 

P: No nothing like this, which can be so counter-productive. 

 

C: What sort of formation did they play in? 
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P: Side by side, which is my preferred one. Very unpopular these days I guess; they 

always dovetail. 

 

C: With my brother we play side by side. I kind of feel that if you dovetail you’ve 

decided on some level that ensemble doesn’t matter. 

 

P: I see. 

 

C: I can’t tell what he’s doing, but if I can see his hands over there, you’re so much 

more connected. 

 

P: There’s that, and I also like the separateness of the two instruments. It doesn’t 

become a homogenous texture, which it does when you lift off one lid entirely, and 

make a soup out of the combination. 

 

C: That’s a good description. 

 

P: I prefer Messiaen’s second piano in the back, clearly a different sonority from the 

first, entirely different character, as the piece was composed with that in mind, and 

brilliant sharp-edged Yvonne Loriod playing the first piano, and Messiaen playing 

with warmth and tremendous colour, and cantabile. 

 

C: Did you cross paths with them personally? 

 

P: Yes, many times. 

 

C: In America? 

 

P: Not only. Here and there. Once I got off a bus in Tehran and I saw a sign 

advertising the Shiraz festival and it said Olivier Messiaen will be there, Yvonne 

Loriod will perform, so I took another bus to Shiraz. Very long trip, which was a lot 
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of fun. I heard a lot of Persian singing, beautiful long songs… 

 

C: And there they were? 

 

P: There they were, yes. I went up to him, I didn’t introduce myself or anything like 

that, I don’t even think I said I was a pianist or a musician. In a djellaba and 

probably hadn’t bathed in a long time but never mind that. I was scruffy and kind of 

disgusting and he was impeccably polite, and friendly. Again, I appreciated her 

playing very much. It was a mixed program; Messiaen second half. The first half 

had Mozart, Debussy etudes, and other works. But I had already heard her play, and 

him, at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. I didn’t meet them then, but my 

teacher Mieczysław Horszowski, Polish pianist, he had told me at the end of a 

lesson that he had to end the lesson to get to New York to hear an interesting 

concert, and it was Messiaen and his wife, so I too got on a train and went to the 

concert. That was the first time I heard them and I was so taken with the music I 

decided to learn those first few Regards, 2 or 3, and I did that year. Subsequently 

the following year learned a few more, until I realised I was getting within some 

kind of sight of learning the whole set. I took them only a few at a time at first, then 

finally learned the whole set and heard her play the whole set, at Hunter college I 

think it was. Then I ran into them several other times, I saw them in Bonn where 

there was a festival of his music. I played Cantéyodjayâ. I saw them in Dartmouth 

where he heard me play the Vingt Regards and made many comments. I played for 

him in New York City, some of the Regards, and asked him quite a few questions. I 

saw him at rehearsals of Oiseaux exotiques where she played with Zubin Mehta and 

New York Philharmonic. Also went to a rehearsal of his listening into her playing 

the Quartet for the End of Time. With Harold Wright and Jules Eskin, and Joseph 

Silverstein in Boston. That was fascinating. I had a 4 hour coaching with him on the 

quartet, with our group, in New York city in someone’s apartment, so that was an 

in-depth coaching session; unforgettable. 
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C: Do you remember advice that he gave you? 

 

P: Well I have notations in my scores too, pedal markings, pedal releases, some 

corrections, some crossing out of indications replaced by something better. I 

remember it as well. 

 

C: One of the issues with researching Messiaen is a bit tragic, but Peter Hill 

explained it to me; that since Messiaen and Loriod passed away, their estate is in a 

kind of legal lockdown because of the levels of organisation that are governing it. 

There are various friends and contacts who he believes might have keys to the 

apartment and that kind of thing. People are not sure what’s there, and Messiaen 

apparently also would deposit scores in banks deposit vaults and things. There’s a 

frustration about that kind of stuff. In looking at Loriod’s approach to playing the 

pieces, her score is not available, it’s somewhere, but at this point it’s not in the 

Bibliothéque nationale or anything. 

 

P: How interesting it would be to have that. I don’t know how much notation went 

on, between them, but every time I saw him at a performance of his works he 

always had a score in hand, and followed the music. Listening to his own pieces. 

 

C: Really? 

 

P: Yes, every time I saw him. 

 

C: Do you remember any instances in the Regards or the Quartet where he said 

‘don’t do that, do this’… 

 

P: Sure. In the seventh movement of the quartet… you have the music? 

 

C: Yes. 

 



	

	 336	

P: Or is it in the second… let me see the score. Yes this diminuendo is not there, 

before D. 2 before D, no diminuendo, cross it out. If anything crescendo. 

 

C: That’s wonderful. That’s evident in his recording. 

 

P: So it’s not recent. Things got into these scores that he may have changed his 

mind about fairly quickly. When we played the 5th movement, the cello movement. 

Fred Sherry the cellist asked him ‘what about this metronome marking?’ what is it 

44 to the sixteenth? 

 

C: Yeah. 

 

P: He said, ‘Yes, maybe it should be slower’. There was a degree of slowness to his 

slow tempi. It was impressive, and I don’t think people have quite got it maybe. 

Maybe I shouldn’t say that, I haven’t surveyed people’s performances, but I 

wouldn’t be surprised if they hadn’t lost some of that boldness, in extremely slow 

tempo and the ability to make it compelling and follow it through. 

 

C: It takes a bit of that audacity, I think. 

 

P: And quietness. 

 

C: I don’t like doing anything too quantitative, but the 1st movement of the Regards 

is a wonderful thing to analyse even just looking at the track duration. I looked 

through the recordings and at the written tempo you can calculate that it’s meant to 

take 7’34” say. Loriod and Béroff will be in the vicinity of 5 minutes and 

something, you can see the spectrum. Your recording is long; a bit longer than that, 

so is Peter Hill’s. You can see Loriod is impatient with it, you can tell that in the 

live recording, but then on the inside of the piece… 
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P: He may have changed his mind; he continued to coach her. Even in the later 

years when I heard them; in the Quartet rehearsal that I mentioned, he didn’t know 

the others so well, he could have spent his time working with them, but in the first 

movement he spent most of his efforts with her. Once again, working on the 

voicing, the voice leading of the piano part; the parallel 4ths, bringing out the 

different aspects of the changes of colour from one harmony to the next. Something 

they must have considered and worked on for decades already. Still, it was an 

ongoing work between the two of them and she was eager to hear his every 

comment. 

 

C: Still? 

 

P: She was still a student in a sense. 

 

C: She wasn’t the boss now, and had heard it all, she was still interpreting? 

 

P: From what I sensed there was a great sense of devotion towards him. With him a 

great willingness to impart his impression each time anew. And he brought out so 

many things in the music, and his pianissimo were quite loud often, in order to hear 

everything properly. In other composers I like, generally, pianissimo to be very soft, 

in Schubert, Beethoven, different composers, but not in Messiaen. 

 

C: They’re very effective. Your recording of the Visions, the pianissimo in the 1st 

movement is quite remarkable, because once again it’s harder to do in a recording 

than live, because you’re dealing with such low levels of sound. That recording is 

remarkable just in the first movement for the incredible crescendo, in recordings 

things often have a natural compression and then a printing compression, but— 

 

P: We tried to avoid that sense of compression, and the producer himself was keen 

to keep great dynamic range, so some of the credit, if it deserves credit, goes to him 

as well. But that was hurriedly put together. The performance… I don’t know how it 
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is now. The quartet on the other we gave a lot of consideration to. We spent years 

studying it, with Messiaen and also just discussing it and considering it, and 

changing our minds about things as we went along. We even recorded it before that, 

which was never issued, we recorded it in Japan, and didn’t care for it so we did it 

over until we were more satisfied. 

 

C: That’s very wise, people talk about ‘recording remorse’. 

 

P: Yes, well, I have much of that. Not so much with the Quartet maybe. We did 

alright with that. 

 

C: I have those recordings as well, in indulging my love of vinyl. I have the Tashi 

Quartet, it’s beautiful. And I have a Japanese copy of the Visions. 

 

P: With Yuji Takahashi. 

 

C: I think it’s a wonderful recording. 

 

P: I’m surprised. 

 

C: There’s nothing to be bothered about. 

 

P: Yuji Takahashi’s quite a brilliant fellow, composer… 

 

C: All kinds of interesting things. I have a Debussy LP of him playing Estampe and 

Images; it’s very fast. 

 

P: Oh he’s ruthless sometimes. Interesting guy. 

 

C: He’s a sibling of Aki Takahashi. 
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P: She is his sister. 

 

C: I have this one (Serkin Regards); to be honest, when I was a student in Canberra, 

doing postgraduate… this is what made me decide to play the Regards. 

 

P: When you said, ‘to be quite honest’ I thought… I was expecting something very 

negative. 

 

C: Given that I have the chance to say it… my teacher floated the idea with me 

because he realised there were a certain number of factors aligning that meant he 

thought I might be able to play the piece, and I think he’d secretly always wanted to 

have a student play the piece. 

 

P: Good. 

 

C: He sent me off to listen to it, and I knew the Ogdon recording. I 

remember vividly sitting in the library listening to a copy of this on the turntable, 

and it was the point that I realised it could be beautiful. The recordings I’d heard 

were pretty… I kind of see a division in recordings where someone’s recording it 

because they can, and someone who’s recording it because they want to do 

something with it. The sound of this is so diverse. 

 

P: I’m glad. 

 

C: Do you remember the recording process, where it was recorded… 

 

P: It was recorded in New York City, mostly I don’t remember it so well. I 

remember performing the piece quite often, and the process leading up… the 

process of learning it. I played it for my Dad who was very taken with it. He said it 

reminded him of Reger, whereas I don’t think there’s that much… except there is an 

organ-like sound to the thing, which might… I started playing it first at Curtis, and 
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it was an adventure each time, through the whole work, as you know. It’s really a 

marvellous piece, and I played it in Dartmouth when Messiaen came, and he said 

some very nice things afterwards. He seemed to really like it a lot. He said it was 

quite different from how Yvonne Loriod has played it and in some respects very 

different from what he had in mind, but he said he liked those things too, and he 

said I followed the text so faithfully, so exactly. But he said ‘when you don’t, it’s 

better than what I wrote’. Which really embarrassed me, and of course I couldn’t 

concur with that, but he did say it. He said he loved the truly spiritual quality, which 

really surprised me as well. 

 

C: It’s spiritual in a liturgical way because of the Catholic view, but even in the 

process of someone writing such a thing, and playing such a thing it becomes 

spiritual, there’s no real material realistic reason for it. 

 

P: Yes. 

 

C: It’s something that you give, because there are other things you could do that 

would be more financially beneficial, if that makes sense. 

 

P: It does make sense. At the same time, personally, unlike Messiaen I’m not 

catholic and in fact non-theistic, so it’s not, for me, religiosity that’s involved, 

something inherently spiritual. I don’t mean to be heretical about it. Takemitsu said, 

‘I am Catholic’ which he wasn’t, he said, ‘I am Olivier Messiaen Catholic’. That 

was the degree of love he felt for Messiaen and his music, which extended to 

religion in a way, through the music. 

 

C: That’s interesting. 

 

P: Takemitsu was present when we played the Quartet for the end of time for 

Messiaen. He was himself thinking of writing a piece, which he did, Quatrain, for 

our group with orchestra, and a chamber version of it, and in some ways it very 
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connected to the slow movement of the Berg, from the (KammerKonzert), but in 

other respects it also has some connection with the Quartet for the end of time. So 

he was so respectful of Messiaen, in awe; Messiaen was God himself to Takemitsu, 

so he sat there listening, taking it all in. It was a wonderful coaching. He wanted to 

hear lots of harmonics in the cello, in the first movement. It really had to ring out, 

and to hear the cycles in that and in the rhythmic tala of the piano part and how they 

don’t correspond; all the asymmetries Messiaen wanted to hear very much. 

 

C: The recording he made back in the fifties, suffers a little because of the 

technology in picking up the more subtle sounds. 

 

P: And yet I thought there was a lot to learn from that recording. Certain things that 

he did not mention when I met with him I learned from his recording. In the 6th 

movement I had though it all being in unison and octaves, I had been playing it with 

very sparse use of pedal, almost no pedal. So everything was so clear, cut and dry. I 

had to hear Messiaen’s playing it to realise the possibilities of fusing great amounts 

of pedal in some of it. Actually I take it back… he did mention something about that 

when me met with him… for instance here it can be full pedal. 

 

C: Bar 21. 

 

P: And here, I think he wrote pedale… 

 

C: Figure H 

 

P: Pedale, pedale… and also to hear the harmonies at the end, to hear the harmonies 

at the end… always ending of F sharp, but these five notes… changing harmonies; 

B major, F sharp major with an added 6th. To really hear that resonate and not be 

too desiccated about the whole thing but to provide a natural resonance to the 

harmonies. 
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C: That’s a wonderful view, because he does pedal sometimes… not always having 

that respect for pedalling over a scale… 

 

P: That’s right, that’s right, it took some boldness and inspiration from him to 

encourage me to try that. I’m glad of it, because it was too dry before that. 

 

C: I wonder what kind of sound world was in his mind because I have just played 2 

recitals of this piece, both in very ambient acoustics. Churches basically, in which 

case that sort of effect happens without you having to pedal very much. 

 

P: But one can still pedal nevertheless in such places too. 

 

C: Sometimes I wonder if he was thinking of a big church-like acoustic. 

 

P: Very possibly. 

 

C: Trying to replicate what it sounded to him, I don’t know. 

 

P: It’s so rare to play in that kind of acoustic, I find. Here… he crossed out these 

pedal releases. These do not apply, they’re misleading, he suggests. 

 

C: Bar 20, bar 24. 

 

P: They suggest no pedal, that there’s a change here, but he crossed it out in my part 

and replaced it with pedal, pedal, pedal. This is deliberate of course; syncopated… 

all of that’s rhythmic, should be preserved. This is no good; it should continue 

similarly… 

 

C: Sometimes he has a very strong tenuto sense when he has a repeated chord; lean 

into it. 
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P: Exactly. (Sings; stress pattern of piano part chords leaning on the first of each 

harmony) Even against the beat; particularly against the beat. He wanted that so 

pedal, tenuto like you said, and just a rebound on the second one, a kind of impulse; 

syncopations there, I think so, and then isolating these; this group as well from the 

other textures. 

 

C: It’s quite a beautiful sound effect. 

 

P: And it’s rhythmic, which is so important that it not be static. 

 

C: It really helps the ensemble too. 

 

P: Well that too. 

 

C: Going in a different place; I’d love to ask you, you were talking about voice-

leading and Messiaen talking about it to Loriod, in Kiss of the Infant Jesus, that one 

has the most labyrinthine lines of melody especially in the later section, where he 

has the theme (sings Theme de Dieu) going through sometimes in the lower parts, 

sometimes the middle, often with figuration in the right hand which is not really 

melodic. 

 

P: Reminds me of the second impromptu by Chopin, sorry… 

 

C: Do you have any thoughts on that… I’ve noticed in Loriod’s recording that she 

tends to bring out the top of things a little, so I found it interesting; it’s something 

that I find a bit strange. Especially the 1980s live recording; through these sections 

through the lovely right hand patterns, she tends to bring them out but then you 

might have the thematic lines running at the top of the chords. 

 

P: Yes. 
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C: But she tends not to… do you have any theories on that. 

 

P: Not really, no theories, but I imagine she was quite cognisant of what was going 

on in the inner parts as well but didn’t necessarily bring them out in a blatant or 

obvious way. I haven’t heard the performance you’ve just offered me, but certainly 

she was aware of what was going on and yet we have to play with a sense of 

hierarchies. Our concern with counterpoint shouldn’t make everything neutral like 

cancelling each other out and highlighting all the inner parts, yet here it seems to me 

there should be some glow to the upper part… 

 

C: Sometimes that particular place is a bit of a struggle because where people depart 

a bit from what’s on the score… I have a personal struggle there because I love 

trying to bring out that melody. 

 

P: Yes. 

 

C: But then that melody brings with it (sings theme) that sense of having a breath 

between the melodies so you can place them, which is a little opposed to hemi-

demi-semiquavers ticking away in the right hand… there’s this balance… I 

need some room but not too much room… 

 

P: That’s the thing. I don’t think we should strive for steadiness for its own sake. 

They shouldn’t take away so much as be very supple, flexible, to allow time for the 

pedal point in the bass to really ring out… the diminutions have to make allowances 

for these things, and as you say to breathe here… a kind of arrival and starting over 

again. There’s room for rubato… a certain kind of rubato, not an arbitrary 

indulgence but something that… he played with lots of rubato in Visions de l’Amen. 

I heard it. That second movement, as well as in the 6th movement of the Quartet 

even, where it’s four players. Things that can’t quite be written, where there’s an 

added 16th… between two 8ths (sings main theme of quartet) the 16th comes a little 

early, and it’s not shaped, it’s on the long side, as well as the whole group comes a 
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little early. I say that at the risk of, I don’t know what, being misunderstood, but I 

think he did things like this. Also in the second movement (of the Visions) (sings 

solo theme) there was lots sense of enormity to the rubato. It wasn’t showing off his 

ability to play the rubato, it was something in the music that compelled him to play 

that rhythmic-ness, something that can’t be notated exactly. 

 

C: Almost that he’s dealing with the limitations of traditional notation, that what 

note is there for a semiquaver that’s slightly longer than a semiquaver but is not a 

dotted semiquaver? 

 

P: Yes, right. 

 

C: It falls through the cracks doesn’t it? 

 

P: And one had to have heard him to have the courage to try to do these things. The 

recording of the songs; Poemes pour mi, you’ve heard it? 

 

C: Yes. 

 

P: The first song is a good illustration of that quirkiness of rhythm, which is not an 

oddity because he’s a composer who’s not adept at playing his own music, to me, 

it’s just the opposite. It’s someone who knows how to play the music from the 

inside and bring out those peculiarities of rhythm. It’s eccentric in a way, but maybe 

we’re just too… I don’t know…too rigid in our training too, to follow the score so 

literally and not understand the meaning behind it. 

 

C: Yeah, we’re definitely trained. 

 

P: For steadiness, for evenness, and above all… sameness. All these things that are 

really anti-music really, I think. That goes for Mozart, Bach, and Beethoven playing 
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as well. It sucks the blood out of the music. 

 

C: And it’s hard to explain what the other things are… it’s hard to describe… ‘I’m 

doing something here with this’, but why am I doing it and how am I doing it. It’s 

hard to communicate. You can say ‘a bit more’ or ‘a bit less’. 

 

P: Yes, ’cause it shouldn’t be a free for all, where you just interpret to interpret, it’s 

not that… 

 

C: An example I use with my students is notation software like Sibelius and Finale; 

they always have a facility where you can get it to play what you’ve composed, and 

it always sounds horrible. 

 

P: Yes. 

 

C: Because it’s playing exactly what’s notated, and it doesn’t sound like music… 

what’s between that and a good musician playing it, is the stuff that makes a good 

musician. 

 

P: But even the good musicians seem to play like that themselves, but that’s a 

gratuitous remark… pretty soon I’m gonna have to stop, I’m sorry. 

 

C: I don’t want to tire you out. 

 

P: Ann’s going to pick me up and I have to practice in this horrible studio, I can’t 

breathe in there. 

 

C: Whereabouts? 

 

P: The conservatorium, room 1.6 I think? 
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C: Does it have a window? 

 

P: No windows, it’s a cell. 

 

C: I’ll hold that thought. Maybe I can do something about it (Serkin moved to Dr 

Emmerson’s studio). With the Regards, what’s your feeling on groupings and 

intervals? Did you have them grouped into movements, take an interval? 

 

P: I played them in four parts. That’s how I thought of it. 1 through 6; 7, 8, 9, 10; 11 

through 15; 16 to 20. With one proper intermission after 10, Esprit de joie. I don’t 

know why, did that come from Messiaen? I’m not sure. But it seemed to come 

naturally somewhat. I wouldn’t even necessarily leave the stage in between, but 

there’d be a sense of the break. You’re not concentrating on it, but I played the 

Canyon to the Stars, and that’s in 3 parts, different volumes to it. And yet in Tokyo 

when I did it, with Reinbert de Leeuw, the program by coincidence didn’t include 

an intermission, you call it an interval, so he said, ‘lets try it that way’. So the whole 

work at one go, and it was compelling, which was surprising to me. Still stopping 

after the 5th movement, and still stopping after the 7th, so preserving that feel, but 

not having a real great… While in the Quartet of course it’s all… I started to walk 

offstage for the 3rd and 4th movements myself, but that was just because I was 

pretending I was Jazz musician and I wasn’t playing so I could walk off, ‘I’ll come 

back when I’m needed’. That was after having played it a hundred times too, I did 

listen from the wings, and then the cellist started joining me for the 3rd movement 

too, offstage. 

 

C: It’s hard to know what to do, just sitting there. 

 

P: Well I loved sitting there, but recently I did it again, a few times just a few years 

ago, and I tried what Messiaen recommended in the Horn solo in the Canyon to the 

Stars… I did in the clarinet solo; I pedalled for the clarinet (played by Richard 

Stolzman). The Clarinettist didn’t stand next to the piano so there wasn’t maximum 
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effect, but there was some sense of ambience, of resonance. I pedalled certain 

sections, which is very effective, and very good for the Horn solo. It’s not marked in 

the score, but Messiaen asked Loriod to pedal for the Horn solo. 

 

C: That’s fascinating. Well, I’ll stop there… 

 

P: Is that enough? 

 

 




