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GOD AMONG US

A THEOLOGICAL READING OF MESSIAEN'S “DIEU PARMI NOUS”

The first idea that I wished to ex-
press [in my music]—and the most
important, because it stands above
them all—is the existence of the
truths of the Catholic faith. . . . That
is the first aspect of my work,
the noblest and, doubtless, the
most useful and valuable; perhaps
the only one which I won’t regret at
the hour of my death.

Olivier Messiaen

HEN OLIVIER MESSIAEN passed
away in 1992, the musical
community mourned the loss

of an organ virtuoso, a musical innova-
tor, and an ingenious composer. Above
all else, Messiaen was a devout Catholic
who considered himself first and fore-
most a theologian. His compositions
display his unique musical idioms,
which he systematically defined in
1944 in his treatise The Technique of
My Musical Language. The composi-
tional tools outlined in this writing pro-
vide the musical foundation for Messi-
aen’s works, but they more importantly
serve the theological bent of his creativ-
ity. His musical language is essentially
a vehicle for speaking about God; it is
the means through which Messiaen de-
livers theological truths and explores
central tenets of the Christian faith.
Therefore, it is fitting to analyze Messi-
aen’s compositions not only in terms of
the elements that create his musical lan-
guage, but moreover as theological nar-
ratives expressing his profound faith.
According to Paul Griffiths, Messi-
aen’s faith “was a theology of glory. He
was attracted to moments in the Gospel
stories when Christ’s divinity stood ap-
parent. . . . His favorite themes all hinge
on the meeting of the divine and the hu-
man.”? It is therefore not surprising that
one of his favorite subjects was the in-
carnation of Christ, the ultimate merg-
ing of the human and the divine. Messi-
aen’s La Nativité du Seigneur (The
nativity of the Lord) marks a turning
point in his career and a landmark com-
position in 20th-century musical litera-
ture. The cycle contains nine move-
ments centering on the incarnation and
birth of Christ, all of which Messiaen
composed in 1935. La Nativité features
some of the earliest manifestations of
his idiomatic musical language, which
he would continue to employ and refine
throughout his career. Moreover, La Na-
tivité is the first work in which Messi-
aen indicates specific theological mes-
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sages through his titles, the preface, and
the Biblical quotations that he chooses
for each movement. He then utilizes
various compositional techniques to
symbolically portray the Christian
truths at the heart of this work.

In order to discuss several composi-
tional techniques and the theological
significance contained therein, in this
article I will analyze “Dieu parmi nous”
(God with us), which is the longest and
final movement of La Nativité. In this
ninth movement, Messiaen uses modes
of limited transposition, Hindu rhythms,
birdsong, numerology, added values,
and melodic contour to depict the great
theological truth of God dwelling in the
midst of humanity, both as the human
Christ Child and the immortal, everlast-
ing Deity.

Messiaen’s Melodic Language and For-
mal Structure in “Dieu parmi nous”
Messiaen’s Technique of My Musical
Language appeared in 1944, almost a
decade after he composed La Nativité.
In La Nativité, however, Messiaen al-
ready implemented many composition-
al tools that he would continue to ex-
plore and codify in his later treatise. In
fact, La Nativité includes Messiaen’s
first acknowledged use of birdsong and
his first published account of the modes
of limited transposition; it also contains
his first recognizable use of Indian
rhythmic patterns. Furthermore, Paul
Griffiths notes that the preface to La Na-
tivité marks “the first time [that] Messi-
aen speaks of the ‘theological’ aspect of

his music.”® In the lengthy preface,
Messiaen begins, “Emotion and sinceri-
ty, first. But conveyed to the listener by
sure and clear means.” He then outlines
these “sure and clear means” in five the-
ological and five musical points:

From the musical point of view,
there are five principal means of
expression:

1. Modes of limited transposition.

2. Enlarged pedals, embellishments,
and appoggiaturas.

3. The half-unit of added value.

4. The progressive increase of intervals.

5. The chord on the dominant. 4

Messiaen unveils the modes of limited
transposition in this preface, including
the second and fourth modes, which he
employs in “Dieu parmi nous.” Mode 2
is the octatonic scale, a collection of al-
ternating half and whole steps. It can be
divided into four groups, each contain-
ing three notes, and Messiaen asserts
that it can be transposed three times,
like a diminished seventh chord. The
fourth mode, divided into two groups of
five notes, is shown in Example 1. Each
group is transposable six times, as is the
augmented fourth.

Messiaen uses these two modes ex-
tensively throughout “Dieu parmi nous,”
and both modes appear at the opening
of the movement, as shown in Example
2. The first measure features Mode 4,
showcasing the tritones that he men-
tions in the preface. Indeed, the left

Ex. 1: Mode 4 (from Messiaen, Messiaen on Messiaen, p. 7)
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Ex. 2: “Dieu parmi nous,” mm. 1-3

laksmisa:

Lent et puissant

ragavardhana: 4 4 4 2

T ey e
o, e _ILLU
ul
> = = 22
Sstaceaio
=, i
> e s ]
T

VieH
¥
Vil

VLl
h-c
~ V‘;u
[SIRL AN
V8l

THE AMERICAN ORGANIST



AGO-DECEMBER2013 61736

11/6/13 8:07 AM

hand plays only tritones throughout the
initial two measures, creating a dramat-
ically jarring opening. The pedal enters
in the second measure with Mode 2, as
the melodic line descends slowly and
finally rests on C, the lowest note of the
organ’s pedalboard.

These opening two measures reveal
the first of three themes in “Dieu parmi
nous” which Messiaen identifies in his
preface. He states that the first “and
principal theme [is] a great descent of
fortissimo reeds. It is the glorious and
ineffable fall of the second person of the
Holy Trinity into a human nature—it is
the Incarnation.”® This theme is contin-
uously varied throughout the move-
ment and never reappears exactly in its
original form. Messiaen refers to this
theme in The Technique of My Musical
Language and suggests,

Like Bach’s chorale “Adam’s Fall”
for organ, like the descent of Ari-
ane, the light, to the midst of the
darkness where the wives of Black-
beard suffered (in the opera of Paul
Dukas), this element assimilates
rhythmic precipitation and the pas-
sage from trebpl)e to bass into the
idea of fall; but it is a question of
the glorious and ineffable fall of the
second person of the Holy Trinity
into a human form (if it is permis-
sible to employ this term on the
subject of tﬁe Incarnation of the
Word!).6

This pedal descent is followed by
Messiaen’s second theme, which he la-
bels “the theme of love: it is the Com-
munion.”” This gentle theme starkly
contrasts with the first, and it is fol-
lowed by the third theme in what he
calls “alleluiatic praise in bird style;” it
is “a theme of rejoicing: it is the Magni-
ficat.”® This theme utilizes the chro-
matic scale and contrasts the descend-
ing Incarnation theme with its jubilant
ascending line. Messiaen composes the
first half of “Dieu parmi nous” solely
using these three themes, constantly
varying them and never repeating the
original forms. These themes will be
presented and discussed in the follow-
ing section.

Messiaen’s Rhythmic and Numerologi-
cal Language

Messiaen organizes these three main
themes by means of his rhythmic lan-
guage, which includes notes of added
value and Hindu rhythmic patterns.
The opening chords, shown in the first
measure of Example 2, demonstrate his
technique of adding note values. The
first two chords are two 32nd notes
long; but next, Messiaen adds another
beat—a single 32nd note. In a series of
added values, he creates a rhythmic se-
quence of 2 3 4 8, in which 1 equals a
32nd note. This rthythmic pattern is one
of Messiaen’s favorites, which he dis-

DECEMBER 2013

Page 63

e

Ex. 3: mm. 23-24
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covered in his studies of Indian rhythms.
According to Mirjana Simundza, it forms
the laksmisa, one of the “120 desitalas
the 13th-century Indian theorist Sarn-
gadeva presented in the discussion
Samgitaratnakara.”®

Simundza hails Messiaen as “the first
Western composer to investigate Indian
rhythmic patterns and to use them con-
sciously in his work.”19 Although he
studied these patterns during his stu-
dent years at the Paris Conservatory, ac-
cording to his own recollections, La Na-
tivité was the first composition in
which he consciously implemented
these rhythms. Messiaen attests,

The renewal of organ-writing came
with La Nativité du Seigneur, a
work that gained great success in
France and abroad (without deserv-
ing it, for I've done much better).
But La Nativité with its Hindu
rhythms nevertheless constituted a
great change in organ music at a
time when Franck represented the
summit of modernism.!

These rhythms continued to structure
Messiaen’s compositions throughout
his career. According to Simundza,
Messiaen particularly favored three: the
ragavardhana (4 4 4 2 3 2), candrakala
(22233 31), and laksmisa (2 3 4 8),
all of which appear in “Dieu parmi
nous.” The Incarnation theme consis-
tently uses the laksmisa, and the open-
ing pedal descent, shown in the second
measure of Example 2, uses what Mes-
siaen describes as an altered version of
the ragavardhana: “It contains three
quarter notes and three eighth notes
(diminution of the three quarter notes),
a rhythm which recalls to us the Hindu
ragavardhana and which will be the
basis of the final toccata.”?? His version
of the ragavardhana often follows
a rhythmic pattern of 4 4 4 2 2 2, while
the actual Indian rhythm is 444 2 3 2.
However, for Messiaen’s purposes, the
value of three can be considered an
added value, therefore reducing the ba-
sic pattern to 4 4 4 2 2 2, in which 1
equals a 16th note.

Messiaen’s third theme, which he
calls a “Magnificat in bird style,” also
contains multiple instances of added
values. The original theme (m. 8) begins
with a repetition of three beats (16th
plus 8th), which is then extended to a
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group of six beats, followed by a group
of eight beats, and finally expanded to
11 beats. The final variation of the Mag-
nificat theme begins in m. 14 and cul-
minates in an extended bicinium (mm.
16-30). Asillustrated in Example 3, this
section provides the first example of
the candrakala (2 2 2 3 3 3 1), followed
by the fourth Greek épitrite, which is a
series of long—long—long—short values
[ ---u ] This pattern, in tandem with
Messiaen’s altered ragavardhana, is
the rhythmic basis of the closing tocca-
ta section.

Messiaen used the deéitalas for a
number of years (until 1963) before dis-
covering the cosmic and religious sym-
bols wedded to each tala in Indian cul-
ture. Nonetheless, he remarked, “I've
used Hindu rhythms and rhythmic
principles a great deal, but when [ used
them, I still didn’t know the meaning of
the Sanskrit words, and so I was un-
aware of the symbols. Yet I often ap-
proached the meanings unconscious-
ly.”13 His use of the laksmisa and
candrakala seem especially serendipi-
tous in “Dieu parmi nous,” as the
laksmisa represents beauty and riches
and the candrakala refers to a phase of
the moon.'* Certainly, the opening In-
carnation theme represents a descent of
beauty and riches in the earthly embod-
iment of Christ. Messiaen uses the can-
drakala in Mary’s Magnificat, a tala that
fittingly evokes the moon, the celestial
body closely connected with the female
reproductive cycle.

Messiaen’s rhythmic language is in-
trinsically tied to his fascination with
numerology. Throughout his oeuvre, he
favors prime numbers, attesting, “For
you know that divinity is not divisi-
ble!”15 Certain prime numbers are espe-
cially significant and are infused with
religious or cultural meaning. The num-
ber five is of central importance in
“Dieu parmi nous,” and Simundza elu-
cidates its meaning as follows:

It is the sum of the first even num-
ber (2) and the first uneven number
(3). It represents the union of the
heavenly (3) and terrestrial princi-
ples (2), that is the female (2) and
the male (3) number in India. [Five]
is the number of the center, order
and balance, the symbol of man,
the manifestation of the universe
and the principle of life.'®
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Christ’s incarnation, the central subject
of La Nativité, is an artistic combination
of these factors; it is a commingling of
the earthly and the divine, a proverbial
marriage of God the Father and the Vir-
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gin Mary. Therefore, it is not surprising
that “Dieu parmi nous” is rife with twos
and threes, and that Messiaen strategi-
cally combines these numbers to repre-
sent Christ’s incarnation. Its most obvi-
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ous manifestation is the development of
the Communion theme beginning in m.
31, as the descending pedal line clearly
appears in groupings of two and three.
The pedal begins in strict groupings of
three. However, when the pedal reen-
ters in m. 36, shown in Example 4, Mes-
siaen adds groups of two notes, creating
a symbolic communion between two
and three, an intermingling of the heav-
enly and earthly, the male and female.

The number seven possesses com-
plex symbolism that is present in al-
most all cultures and religions. Messi-
aen has his own interpretation of
certain symbolic numbers; for example,
he says of seven and eight: “Seven is the
perfect number, the divine Sabbath
sanctifying the six days of creation; this
rest of seven is prolonged in eternity
and becomes the eight of the inde-
fectible light, of the unalterable
peace.”'” Messiaen uses these numbers
throughout “Dieu parmi nous” to signi-
fy divinity and the ultimate rest of eter-
nity. For instance, the opening pedal
descent in Example 2 consists of eight
notes, finally arriving at a long resting
point on the eighth, the lowest note of
the pedalboard. Messiaen also interjects
what seems like an abrupt trill in the
middle of the Magnificat, which lasts
exactly seven beats. These numbers
make especially poignant appearances
on the final page of “Dieu parmi nous,”
as the pedal repeats a clear rhythmic
pattern of seven beats, which is later re-
peated in the manuals, as shown in Ex-
ample 5. Finally, the closing pedal note
enters on the eighth 8th note of the de-
scending line, now resting on tonic with
a fermata.

A Theological Reading of “Dieu parmi
nous”

By studying Messiaen’s musical lan-
guage in “Dieu parmi nous,” one is able
to glean insight into the composer’s
faith and create a theological narrative
that reflects the Scripture that Messiaen
assigns to this piece:

Words of the communicant, of the
Virgin, of the whole Church: “He
who created me has dwelt in my
tent, the Word is made flesh and
dwelt within me. My soul glorifies
the Lord, my spirit trembles in re-
joicing in God my Savior.” (Eccle-
siasticus 24:8, Gospel according to
St. John 1:14, Gosg)el according to
St. Luke 1:46—47)!

Messiaen considered himself a theolo-
gian above all else and used his musical
language and compositional tools to
more adeptly express central compo-
nents of the Christian faith. His “Dieu
parmi nous” is a clear expression of his
favorite theological theme; in it the
heavenly meets the earthly, and the
temporal glimpses eternity.

THE AMERICAN ORGANIST



The preface to La Nativité marks Mes-
siaen’s first reference to the theological
function of his compositions. In addi-
tion to highlighting the five musical as-
pects of the cycle, he outlines the fol-
lowing five theological aims:

From the theological point of view,
there are five principal ideas:

1. Our predestination realized by the
incarnation of the Word.

2. God living in the midst of us, God
suffering.

3. The three births: the eternal birth of
the Word, the temporal birth of
Christ, and the spiritual birth of
Christians.

4. A description of some of the per-
sonages who give a special poetry
to the Feast of Christmas.

5. Nine pieces in all to honor the ma-
ternity of the Holy Virgin.!?

It is interesting that Messiaen gives two
lists of five in this preface, seemingly
dividing his points into rather arbitrary
lists. The number five is, of course, a
prime number with much religious sig-
nificance; it is the ultimate union of
heaven and earth, of male and female, of
the temporal and eternal. Furthermore,
as Messiaen outlines the musical and
theological ideas that govern La Nativ-
ité, he divides the ten into two tables of
five, just as God provided the Ten Com-
mandments to the Old Testament Is-
raelites in two stone tablets.

The number ten also appears in “Dieu
parmi nous” linked to the Incarnation
theme. The opening figure in the manu-
als contains ten chords, finally resting
on the tenth while the descending ped-
al line responds with eight notes (see
Example 2). While Messiaen does not
comment on his use of ten and eight in
the opening theme, ten clearly recalls
the Ten Commandments, and Messiaen
uses eight as a symbol of eternal rest.
His use of these numbers is significant
and here may represent Christ’s divine
fulfillment of the law through his incar-
nation. It is, after all, through the incar-
nation theme that Messiaen finally al-
lows his listeners to rest on the low C
after a seemingly interminable descent
to the eighth pedal note.

The numbers eight and ten resurface
in what is arguably the most theologi-
cally intriguing passage of “Dieu parmi
nous.” Measures 55-58, shown in Ex-
ample 6, parallel the opening Incarna-
tion theme, but here Messiaen substan-
tially varies the material. In m. 55, the
first four chords alternate between ten
and eight pitches. The next four chords
contain seven pitches, followed by a
chord containing five. These chords are
rhythmically augmented from the origi-
nal theme. What follows this descent,
however, is entirely unexpected. Messi-
aen adds a measure (m. 56), which is

DECEMBER 2013

AGO-DECEMBER2013 61736 11/6/13 8:07 AM Page 65 $

\

MARK STEINBACH - oraan
’ |14 Va's
4

Mark Steinbach plays Heiller on the newly
restored 1962 von Beckerath organ (4/66)
at St. Paul's Cathedral in Pittsburgh—the
ideal period instrument for this program.

CDs: www.gothic-catalog.com
Concerts and Masterclasses:

Mark_Steinbach@brown.edu

—h—

65



AGO-DECEMBER2013 61736

11/6/13

8:07 AM Page 66

e

BAYLOR UNIVERSITY'S

SCHOOL OF MUSIC ANNOUNCES TWO NEW

Doctoral Programs
in Church Music

Doctor of Philosophy in Church Music

Doctor of Musical Arts in Church Music

Application Deadline: February 1, 2014

Contact:

Dr. David Music
Program Director

David_Music@baylor.edu

Learn more at
www.baylor.edu/ccms

BAYLOR

U N SV E' R ST TENG

SCHOOL OF MUSIC

followed by an ascending right-hand
line derived from the original pedal
descent.

The added m. 56 is particularly in-
triguing, as it contains ten beats, in
which 1 equals a 16th note, and eight
pitches. Messiaen emphasizes this mea-
sure by altering the dynamic level, sud-
denly decreasing the volume to mezzo
forte. Additionally, the chords in m. 56
are notably less dense than those which
precede and follow, and they are sur-
rounded on either side by silence creat-
ed by Messiaen’s meticulously placed
8th-note rests. While the rests are quite
short, they nonetheless bear great visu-
al testimony to Messiaen’s intent in this
passage. He sets these chords apart for
the performer, punctuating this mea-
sure by surrounding it with rests and in-
dicating a change in dynamic level. He
follows this inversion (mm. 57-58) with
the brilliant E-major toccata section be-
ginning in m. 59. It seems quite plausi-
ble that the added measure symbolizes
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Christ’s interment in the tomb, as the al-
tered ascending line leads to the jubi-
lant resurrection toccata in what Wil-
frid Mellers calls the “traditionally
‘heavenly’ key of E major.”?? Interest-
ingly, the added measure is ten 16th
notes long, perhaps again suggesting
Christ's fulfillment of the Old Testa-
ment law through his crucifixion. Fur-
thermore, the descending chords in m.
55 are among the most dissonant
sonorities of the piece, supporting the
interpretation that Christ’s imminent
death lurks even amidst his incarnation.

“Dieu parmi nous” is the capstone of
Messiaen’s suite addressing the nativity
of the Lord. In this movement, he af-
firms one of the most pivotal ideas of
Christianity: Christ descends to dwell
as God among us. Christ's incarnation
fulfills the Old Testament law, and by
so doing frees humankind from its in-
herent sin. All of creation rejoices with
Mary in her bird-inspired Magnificat
theme, but the story does not simply
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end here. Messiaen subtly foreshadows
Christ's suffering and death in this
movement, asserting that the wood of
the manger quickly becomes the wood
of the Cross. For Messiaen, however, the
Cross is implicitly linked to the empty
tomb, which he celebrates in the joyful
resurrection toccata that serves as a bril-
liant culmination to La Nativité.
Throughout “Dieu parmi nous,” Messi-
aen strategically incorporates theologi-
cal symbolism through the modes of
limited transposition, numerology,
melodic contour, added values, bird-
song, and Hindu rhythms. By under-
standing the theological truth at the
heart of this movement, we are more ful-
ly able to grasp Messiaen’s message in
which God descends to dwell among us.
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