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Abstract 
 

This dissertation seeks to reevaluate French repertoire for the organ in the 

broader context of French music and society in the years between the two world wars. I 

argue that leading composers for the instrument were not cloistered between the 

musically conservative walls of the church but were rather fully engaged in cultural and 

musical shifts occurring across the Parisian musical scene. By analyzing music of Louis 

Vierne, Jehan Alain, and Olivier Messiaen, I address different ways in which these 

composers wrote for the organ in the early twentieth century as well as ways in which 

these composers engaged the world around them. Louis Vierne – older than Alain and 

Messiaen by forty years – represents an older generation rooted in late nineteenth- 

century romanticism. The way in which he composed for the organ was not only 

influenced by composers around him but also in the links to French musical heritage of 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Alain and Messiaen – born three years apart – 

were colleagues who shared similar interests and were inspired by influences beyond 

the borders of the church and the state. For these composers, the organ was not an 

instrument tethered to conservative styles of composition but rather one that was fully 

able to engage with contemporary musical styles and absorb outside influence just as 

much as music of other genres and for other instruments.  
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Introduction 

 

Historians have long recognized that French cultural identity and the definition 

of “Frenchness” changed significantly in the years following World War I. The 

seeds of such changes had been sown in the decades following the Franco-

Prussian War, and began to bear fruit across French society. The brief yet 

devastating war of 1870 created a political vacuum and fostered a struggle for 

political power and, ultimately, political and national identity. The victory of the 

republicans over the communards in 1871 confirmed the 1870 declaration of the 

Third Republic but in no way put an end to political struggles from the 

competing political forces; the turbulent decades surrounding the turn of the 

twentieth century only intensified the debate over what constituted the French 

nation.1 Indeed the concept of the “true France” is fraught with fragmented 

ideals, the lingering legacy of the overarching debate of monarchism versus 

republicanism stemming back to the early days of the French Republic.2  

 A significant part of the debate centered on the Roman Catholic Church 

and its role in French society. Although the French Loi concernant la séparation des 

Églises et l’État of 1905 officially cut the ties between the church and the state, the 

two entities shared a common distrust of each other as continued fallout from the 
                                                        

1 Jeremy Jennings, “The Clash of Ideas: political thought, intellectuals and the 
meaning of ‘France,’ 1890-1945” in French History since Napoleon, ed. Martin S. 
Alexander (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 204-5. 
2 Herman Lebovics, True France: The Wars over Cultural Identity, 1900-1945 (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1992), 10-11. 
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Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century. Seen as a struggle for the minds 

of the citizenry, the conflict between church and state was a mixture of political 

and religious ambitions on both sides. The church supported the monarchists in 

the years following the Franco-Prussian War in an attempt to stem the tide of 

rising secularization, which fostered contempt among the ruling republican 

government. 3 Not until the outbreak of World War I did the Church and those 

opposed to it reach a state of détente when the war required a unified French 

response.4 The war minimized internal differences thanks to the urgency of 

external threats, and the issue of French identity was temporarily resolved 

through the nation’s united efforts against Germany. 

But the debate was not over, and the war only served as a momentary 

pause. Indeed, contemporary French observers across all cultural and political 

landscapes, including music, joined in the discussion. Claude Debussy, by that 

point France’s leading composer of the older generation and outspoken critic 

across musical and political fields, expressed the prevailing sentiment in a letter 

from September 1914, saying “L’art français a une revanche à prendre, tout aussi 

sérieuse que l’autre!”5 Yet in the early 1920s, this sentiment was not anything new; 

                                                        

3 Maurice Larkin, “The Catholic Church and Politics in Twentieth-century 
France” in French History since Napoleon, ed. Martin S. Alexander (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 149. 
4 Larkin, “The Catholic Church,” 155. 
5 Claude Debussy, Debussy Letters, selected. and ed. François Lesure and Roger 
Nichols, trans. Roger Nichols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987): 
293. [French art needs to take revenge just as seriously as the (French army) 
does!] 
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the issue of French culture and its place in the broader Western European culture 

had been part of serious artistic discussions since the Revolution, especially vis-à-

vis perceived foreign influences. Significant to composers and musicians were 

discussions of the musical influence and the perceived dominance of Austro-

Germanic composers. As Scott Messing noted, the “nineteenth century appeared 

to be a vast lacuna in [the French] musical tradition… and the era more aptly 

characterized its most cherished icons in Germanic terms.”6 This debate had 

become particularly intense in the years following the Franco-Prussian War, 

notably in the circle of the newly formed Société Nationale de Musique and its 

promotion of ars gallica but waned again in the early years of the twentieth 

century.7  

Out of the relative peace of the Belle époque rose other artistic discussions 

concerning the birth and subsequent maturation of musical modernism with 

such iconoclastic works as Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps (1913), Debussy’s 

Jeux (1913) and the three chamber Sonatas (1915-17). Even Ravel’s Tombeau de 

Couperin (1917), with its recognizable references to French dance forms of the 

eighteenth century contributed to a modernist aesthetic in the early twentieth 

century. With the end of the war in 1918, however, French identities (cultural, 

political, religious, etc.) were again reexamined, especially in light of a second 

                                                        

6 Scott Messing, Neoclassicism in Music: From the Genesis of the Concept through the 
Schoenberg/Stravinsky Polemic (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press, 1988), 6. 
7 Michael Strasser, “The Société Nationale and its Adversaries: the Musical Politics 
of L’Invasion germanique in the 1870s,” 19th-Century Music 24 (2001): 225. 
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disastrous war with Germany within fifty years. This time around, France had 

claimed victory, albeit one that perhaps felt more like defeat. 

Historians across many disciplines have written about this (re)defining 

moment at the end of the Great War and the artistic changes that it precipitated. 

However, one aspect of French musical culture at this time that is often 

overlooked is music of the church and in particular, the organ, its resident 

instrument. Standing at an intersection of music, religion, and nationalism, the 

French organ world in the interwar period has its own significant history to add 

to French musical culture – one that demonstrates its interaction with the society 

around it and not reclusion from it. Although some of the early twentieth 

century’s most illustrious composers did not write for the instrument, it was not 

as ignored as the current state of research might suggest. Indeed, the first 

decades of the century witnessed a lull in composition for the organ, but the final 

decades of the nineteenth century and the years following the Great War 

provided significant new works for the instrument.8 

Perhaps the largest obstacle to addressing the state of organ literature and 

its place within the wider musical community is its association with the church. 

It is easy to make arguments (and assumptions) about French church music in 

the early twentieth century and its predominantly conservative style – both old-

fashioned and anachronistic in its harmonic vocabulary and rhythmic innovation 

                                                        

8 See Orpha Ochse, Organists and Organ Playing in Nineteenth-Century France and 
Belgium (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), 98-118. 
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– which usually stood in stark contrast to what was happening outside the parish 

walls. Yet the world of church music can (and should) be parsed out into 

individual constituent elements. 9 Service to the liturgy is the primary purpose of 

church music, but it is important to retain a degree of autonomy between music 

for the liturgy and other musical events that may be held on church grounds. The 

issue is as much about function or purpose as it is about genre. Indeed the lines 

are easily blurred, and the church (as a building) has long been used as a 

surrogate concert hall, but one etched with an eternally present aura of sanctity. 

This assumption stands in the way of broader questions about music in the 

church but outside of any liturgical (or even religious) function. Some of the 

driving questions that I will explore include, what effect did the French cultural 

changes following World War I have on the organ and its repertoire?; how did 

organ composers come to adopt musical modernism?; how was the organ 

perceived as a concert instrument beyond the scope of the liturgy and its service 

to the church?; what is the effect on the notion of genre and how does it change? 

As an avenue of investigation, this dissertation examines the category of 

musical imagination and invention in French organ music written between the 

two World Wars and the organ’s ability to transform into an instrument capable 

                                                        

9 I intentionally use the term “church music” rather than “sacred music” in order 
to highlight what I see as an important distinction.  By church music I mean 
music (of any sort) that occurs within the walls of the church, and that usually 
has a liturgical function.  By contrast, I conceive of sacred music being any form 
of music with religious purpose, aura, or intent but which is not restricted to 
performance within a liturgy or even in a church. Ubiquitous questions of genre 
of this nature will be an undercurrent to the entire dissertation.    
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of modern musical expression as well as its place within contemporary French 

culture. Three case studies will be used, each of which highlights a different form 

of imagination: the fantastic imagination of Louis Vierne (1870-1937), the exotic 

and neoclassical imagination of Jehan Alain (1911-1940), and the religious 

imagination of Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992). Born in the middle of the Franco-

Prussian War, Vierne represents an older generation with roots in late 

nineteenth-century romanticism. Alain and Messiaen – born three years apart – 

represent a later generation. Although they shared similar interests and 

influences, their music is vastly different and demonstrates how extra-musical 

influences of the interwar period created a tremendous variety of musical 

expression.  

 

The Organ and Contemporary Composition, an Uneasy History 

In a lecture from 1918, the British critic Harvey Grace noted, “The fatal 

ease with which a well-trained contrapuntist can turn out imitations of Bach in 

his uninspired moments has been the curse of a vast amount of both English and 

German organ music. The French admire Bach as much as we do, but they have 

not shown their admiration by the sincerest form of flattery.”10 Grace was well 

aware of standard compositional techniques that seemed to limit the expressive 

capabilities of the organ and which also condemned the instrument to a 

                                                        

10 Harvey Grace, “Modern French Organ Music,” Proceedings of the Musical 
Association 44 (1917-1918): 155. 
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perpetually anachronistic musical style. Indeed, for the past three hundred years, 

the musical world of the organ had been a conservative vehicle for composition, 

social function, and musical aesthetics. One could argue that the organ was 

relegated to the conservative ranks in the years after the Enlightenment as the 

social influence of the church and its de facto musical instrument declined. 

Largely ignored as a subject for composition in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, the organ repertory did not receive significant new 

compositions until the three Preludes and Fugues (1837) and six Sonatas (1845) of 

Felix Mendelssohn – the first significant works written for the organ since the 

death of J.S. Bach. Yet even in Mendelssohn’s organ works, there is a palpable 

struggle between contemporary musical fashions and more austere, conservative 

styles. Such contention continued throughout nineteenth century organ 

composition in Germany, France, and England.   

The situation in France was different from that of Germany and England 

due to the Revolution and its fallout in the early nineteenth century. Many (if not 

most) organs were destroyed at the end of the eighteenth century in the wake of 

anti-ecclesiastical iconoclasm, although concrete numbers are difficult to define.11 

Those that did survive were frequently used to play variations on patriotic songs 

and other popular tunes; organists played whatever pleased those in power in an 

                                                        

11 Kimberly Marshall and William J. Peterson, “Evolutionary Schemes: Organists 
and Their Revolutionary Music,” in French Organ Music from the Revolution to 
Franck and Widor, ed. Lawrence Archbold and William J. Peterson (Rochester, 
NY: University of Rochester Press, 1995), 4. 
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effort to save their instruments and their careers. The back-and-forth of political 

power in France in the early nineteenth century created an understandably 

tenuous position for organists as employees of the church and the state. In his 

1811 Dictionnaire historique, Alexandre Choron described the period as “…dans les 

tems [sic] désastreux où l’on n’espérait plus que l’art de l’orgue pût-être [sic] utile.”12 

This quote highlights several important themes: first, that the organ has a 

significant historical connection to the glory of the ancien régime; and second, that 

organ playing is an artistic endeavor, but one that is specifically a “useful” one. 

That is to say, that it was not necessarily considered to be a mode of profound 

musical expression or creativity, but rather its function was for a specific useful 

purpose, that is, the liturgy of the church. In the early nineteenth century, 

organists continued to play a variety of pieces, both based on plainchant as well 

as popular tunes and excerpts from operas, even after the Church had regained 

control of its buildings.   

In the mid nineteenth century, Hector Berlioz provided insight into the 

role of the organ in contemporary music. Published in 1844 (and again in a 

revised edition in 1855), Berlioz’s Grand traité d’instrumentation et d’orchestration 

modernes includes a chapter on the organ in which the composer displays a 

curious (and sometimes incorrect) understanding of the instrument. It is clear 

that Berlioz’s concept of the instrument was primarily its late eighteenth-century 

                                                        

12 Alexandre Choron, Dictionnaire historique des musiciens, artistes et amateurs, morts 
ou vivans.... (Paris: Valade, 1810-11), 2:310. […disastrous times when there was no 
longer hope that the art of the organ could be useful.] 
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style (in common organ parlance, “French Classic”) with the occasional addition 

of early nineteenth century innovations, both tonally and technologically.13 

Berlioz, for example, was aware of the organbuilder Aristide Cavaillé-Coll’s 

innovation of the pédales de combination for the addition and subtraction of stops;14 

however, he also seems to have been unaware of the use of the swell box for 

dynamic change without changing the registration.15 Berlioz’s concern with the 

organ, however, was two-fold: first, he recognized that the organ did not blend 

well with the orchestra. Both parties struggled for dominance when played 

together, and the effect was most unpleasant (at least to him). Such a tension 

created the second part of his concern in that because the organ had little place in 

the orchestra, then it would be necessary that the organ remain primarily in the 

church. The end result was an unsatisfying mixture of expressive limitations and 

the inability of music respective to both the concert hall and the church to blend 

sufficiently. Berlioz closed his chapter on the organ with a diatribe against what 

he saw as deficiencies in sacred music.16  

                                                        

13 “Tonally” here refers (in organ parlance) to a particular instrument’s 
construction and voicing (or finishing of the pipework), which creates its tone. It 
has no connection to any connotation of harmonic language in composition. 
14 See Berlioz’s review of the organ in Saint-Denis in the Journal des débats 
politiques et littéraires, 19 October 1841, printed in Hugh Macdonald, Berlioz’s 
Orchestration Treatise: a Translation and Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 159 
15 Macdonald, Berlioz’s Orchestration Treatise, 159. 
16 Macdonald, Berlioz’s Orchestration Treatise, 163. 
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Berlioz was not the only composer in France with a fairly low regard for 

the organ. A primary issue was the connotation of the organ as an instrument of 

the church – a conservative instrument for a conservative institution. But in 

practical terms, part of the issue was the organ’s inability to keep up with trends 

in musical expression that had become standard with the advent of the piano 

and the symphony orchestra. This did not stop organ builders from developing 

new ways of increasing the instrument’s expressive capabilities, but the 

technology and design of organbuilding always lagged behind other modes of 

musical expression despite that fact that such comparisons do not tell the entire 

story.   

There have been composers who had pushed organ composition into 

more modern fashions such as César Franck and Charles-Marie Widor who in 

the 1870s took advantage of innovations in organ building and married them 

with harmonic and formal innovations in composition.17 Yet for every 

progressive composer of organ music, there were countless conservative 

composers. And the reliance on older styles for composition had negative 

consequences for those trying to modernize organ music. The dominance of old-

                                                        

17 See Rollin Smith, Toward an Authentic Interpretation of the Organ Works of César 
Franck (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2005). Other composers such as Franz 
Liszt also composed for the organ in more progressive musical styles. However, 
the instruments that Liszt composed for did not share the same technological 
advances in registrational control as the French instruments of the mid to late 
nineteenth century.] 
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fashioned styles together with the organ’s association with the church created a 

conservative aura that the instrument struggled to shake.   

This trend continued into the twentieth century. At a time of Debussy’s 

Préludes for piano, Ravel’s Gaspard de la Nuit, and Stravinsky’s three iconic early 

ballets, most composers of organ music continued to write preludes and fugues, 

chorale and chant-based works, organ symphonies, and sets of theme and 

variations. However, in the years following World War I, this began to change. 

The organ reform movement in Germany – the so-called Orgelbewegung – marked 

a turn towards neoclassicism both in organ music and organ building. Among 

the most prominent early participants in this movement included organ builders 

Rudolph van Beckerath, Dirk Flentrop, and Theodor Frobenius alongside 

composers Paul Hindemith and Hugo Distler. In France similar trends occurred 

in organbuilding. Additionally, organ music was marked also by a return to 

fanciful imagination. Certainly taking its cues from contemporary music 

(Debussy’s Préludes, for example), it also harkened a return to inspiration from 

the keyboard music of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, especially the 

suites of François Couperin and the clavecinistes. The publications of the complete 

keyboard works of Couperin and Rameau (whose works were edited by 

Debussy, Guilmant, Saint-Saëns, and others) at the turn of the century was a 

significant part of the French national consciousness of its musical history.18  

                                                        

18 See Marianne Wheeldon, Debussy’s Late Style (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2009), 10-14. Saint-Saëns was the general editor for an edition of 
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Such neoclassical inclinations were consistent within a turn-of-the-century 

French aesthetic in which traditional forms existed in streamlined states 

exhibiting clarity, logic, and concision.19 Yet descriptive words such as “clarity” 

and “logic” or compositional styles such as “contrapuntal” do not define 

neoclassicism; rather, it is often a synthesis of various constituent parts and an 

overarching aesthetic that defines any form of neoclassicism.20 Nevertheless, the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a time when French 

composers, musicians, and critics made a consistent effort to highlight France’s 

early musical glories.21 As Scott Messing has shown, the term “neoclassicism” 

may be inappropriate here especially in light of its pejorative use even until the 

early 1920s.22 A better term may be the more common nouveau classicisme, which 

                                                        

 

Rameau’s Pièces de clavecin that was published by Durand in 1895. Debussy, more 
known for his editions of Chopin’s piano works, also contributed to this edition. 
Guilmant (along with André Pirro) was responsible for a multi-volume collection 
published between 1898 and 1914 of editions of seventeenth and eighteenth 
century organ repertoire, including works of François Couperin, Nicolas de 
Grigny, Louis Marchand, Louis-Nicolas Clérambault, Jehan Titelouze, and 
Nicolas Lebèque, among others. (This collection is discussed in greater detail 
later.) Durand also published a multi-volume collection titled Les Clavecinistes 
français with Saint-Saëns, Debussy, d’Indy, Paul Dukas, Guilmant, and Georges 
Marty all listed as editors.  
19 Although as Scott Messing has shown, the term “neoclassical” was rarely used 
at the time, and when it was, it was a pejorative term at best.  (See Messing, 
Neoclassicism in Music, pp. 11-14.) 
20 Messing, Neoclassicism in Music, xiv; 10.   
21 Glenn Watkins, Proof Through the Night: Music and the Great War (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003), 99.   
22 Messing, Neoclassicism in Music, 80-85. 
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defined a pre-War aesthetic that was closely linked to historicity and the 

renewed interest in French, German, and Italian music of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries.23  

For Messiaen, any form of neoclassicism or nouveau classicisme will require 

a careful approach, if such terminology is even appropriate to him at all. 

Messiaen himself did not have a particularly high regard for certain neoclassical 

trends in the late 1930s. In a brief article for the short-lived Parisian periodical La 

Page musicale, Messiaen decried what he viewed as the laziness (paresse) of 

composers whom he called “les maniaques du faux Couperin, les fabricants de 

rigaudons et de pavanes” and lambasted them as “les odieux contrapuntistes du retour 

à Bach qui nous offrent, sans remords, des lignes sèches et mornes, empoisonnées par un 

semblant d’atonalisme.”24  

A significant part of the Orgelbewegung and its parallel development in 

French organ music is linked to registration, or the selection of stops whether 

prescribed by the composer, chosen by the performer, or implied by the genre. 

Registration, much like orchestration, has traditional conventions and 

                                                        

23 Messing notes that the distinction between these terms was initially introduced 
in contemporary journalism but quickly became something beyond the purview 
of critics and was absorbed into wider musical terminology. See Messing, 
Neoclassicism in Music, 17ff. 
24 Olivier Messiaen, “Contre la paresse,” La Page musicale (17 March 1939): 1.  
Quoted in Stephen Broad, Olivier Messiaen: Journalism 1935-1939 (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2012), 68. [The fanatics of fake Couperin [Couperin imitations], the 
makers of rigaudons and pavanes…and the unbearable contrapuntists of the 
“Return to Bach” who, without remorse, give us dry and gloomy lines [of music] 
poisoned by a semblance of atonality.] 
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combinations, yet the more daring and adventurous composers have succeeded 

with combinations far removed from standard practices. In the early twentieth 

century, organ registration (especially in France) began to deviate from standard 

formulae and typical combinations.  Advances in instrument technology 

(especially the electrification of the console controls and winding system) 

allowed composers the ability to realize their music in ways hitherto unknown. 

Beginning with Vierne, such imaginative combinations reached a peak with 

Messiaen and have continued ever since.   

 

* 

 

This dissertation seeks to trace the ways in which composition for the 

organ between the World Wars engaged with contemporary French musical 

culture. It aims to affirm Grace’s words when he wrote, “But whether we like it 

or not, [French organ repertoire] is so tremendously alive that we cannot afford 

to neglect it. It may be depended upon to disturb the most peaceful of academic 

groves, and to blow the cobwebs out of any organ loft that is not hermetically 

sealed.”25 Grace’s words express not only the desire for organ literature to reflect 

contemporary trends and influences but also that there are composers able to 

fulfill this wish. What follows is an overview of how I will discuss these 

developments in French organ repertoire. 

                                                        

25 Grace, “Modern French Organ Music,” 161. 
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Chapter 1, Dieu, l’Art et Pays: Influence and Meaning in Louis Vierne’s 

Pièces de fantaisie, will explore the music of Louis Vierne, the oldest of the 

composers in question. It will examine the meaning of the word fantaisie and the 

ways in which this set of pieces derives from character pieces of the early 

twentieth century and also the pièces à titre in the tradition of the clavecinistes of 

the eighteenth century. I will also discuss how the organ inspired Vierne with its 

registrational possibilities and, more specifically, the organ at Notre-Dame 

Cathedral in Paris.  

Chapters 2 and 3 (Chapter 2: Il se plaisait à ce syncrétisme: Jehan Alain and 

the Poetics of Mixture; Chapter 3: Selon sa fantaisie: Registration in the Organ 

Works of Jehan Alain) explore the music of Jehan Alain by investigating several 

characteristics of their composition, including foreign influences, the concept of 

syncretism and seemingly disparate elements that he combined into a unified 

whole, and the role of registration as a compositional device. Chapter 2 focuses 

on Alain’s most famous work, Litanies, and its place within Alain’s life and the 

wider French society. Chapter 3 focuses largely on registration and discusses 

ways in which Alain elevated registration to a level of compositional 

sophistication on par with rhythm, harmony, and melody. It begins, however, 

with a discussion of the editorial history of his organ music and how this affects 

registration. This chapter also discusses Alain’s place within neoclassical trends 

of the early twentieth century. 

Finally, Chapter 4 examines Olivier Messiaen’s religious imagination in 

the large organ cycles of the 1930s, La Nativité du Seigneur and Les Corps glorieux. 
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Musical analyses will be combined with structural analyses that demonstrate 

how Messiaen’s theological system was as well defined as his compositional 

system developed during the same time period. I also discuss these works’ place 

within contemporary religious movements, most notably neo-Thomism and the 

renewal of scholasticism.  

By examining ways in which composers used the organ as a medium of 

contemporary composition, I will show how these composers engaged the world 

around them and were not merely entrenched in the walls of the church alone. 

Rather, this is to show that “well-behaved church and organ music [need not] 

contain a liberal portion of the soothing and platitudinous quality that we have 

been brought up to regard as ‘sacred’.”26 These composers all demonstrate how 

the organ – despite its common home in the rear gallery of churches – need not 

ignore trends and currents beyond its walls, whether by mixing its Christian 

roots with modernism, or by replacing its roots altogether. Indeed, the French 

organ tradition was quite alive and prepared to shake off its sacred veneer.  

 

                                                        

26 Harvey Grace, “Modern French Organ Music (Continued),” The Musical Times 
58, no. 890 (April 1, 1917): 156. 
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Chapter 1: Dieu, l’Art et Pays: Influence and Meaning in Louis 
Vierne’s Pièces de fantaisie 
 

A common trope suggests that art mirrors life. Indeed, certain pieces in a 

composer’s œuvre seem to highlight a convergence of varied influences in a way 

that they are possible to trace individually. Deconstructing these pieces in the 

search for their constituent influences affords a more sophisticated and nuanced 

understanding of the musical work and its place in the culture that produced it. 

This process can be particularly beneficial to the organ repertory, which has been 

frequently characterized as out of touch with contemporary musical composition 

and chronically conservative in style and creativity. Examining Louis Vierne’s 

Pièces de fantaisie (1926-27) is a useful demonstration of this process, which will 

reveal that Vierne, a leading composer for the organ in the early twentieth 

century, was well aware of the musical, cultural, and political currents of his 

time.  

The Pièces de fantaisie are not the first major organ work that Vierne wrote 

after his lengthy absence from Paris, nor is it the first of his programmatic music 

for the instrument. It is, however, a reflection of significant developments for 

organ composition in which the influences of the past and the present meet. In 

the Pièces de fantaisie, Vierne synthesized a diverse collection of musical and 

extra-musical ideas drawing on his earlier compositions, his professional 

experience as a leading church musician, and the prevalent socio-political 

tensions that helped define French musical aesthetics both before and after 
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World War I. In this chapter, I will individually examine the various influences 

that constitute the character of the Pièces de fantaisie. In doing so, I will show how 

he employed inspiration from his career, previous compositions, colleagues, and 

the prevailing cultural conceptions (both real and imagined) of France’s musical 

history.  

 

Pièces de fantaisie: Creation and Early Reception 

As organiste titulaire of Notre-Dame Cathedral, Vierne stands at the foot of 

a prestigious musical shadow that extends through the twentieth century, 

divorced from the largely uninspired nineteenth-century heritage that he 

inherited. Despite the age of the cathedral and the fame of its organ, his tenure 

heralded a rebirth in the prestige of the titulaire, the reality of which he was well 

aware. His predecessor, Eugène Sergent, died in 1900, and the Chapter – the 

cathedral’s administrative body – elected to appoint his successor by 

competition. In “Mes Souvenirs,” Vierne recalled that Charles-Marie Widor, his 

teacher and mentor, had urged him to apply for the position. “[Widor] proposait à 

mon ambition artistique la restauration du prestige de l’orgue de Notre-Dame, éclipsé 

depuis un siècle, et qui avait perdu avec Daquin son dernier grand réprésentant.”27 

                                                        

27 Louis Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” in In Memoriam Louis Vierne, ed. L’Association 
des Amis de l’Orgue (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer et Cie, 1939), 88. [Widor 
appealed to my artistic ambition the restoration of the prestige of the organ at 
Notre-Dame, eclipsed for a century and lost with [Louis-Claude] Daquin [1694-
1772], its last great representative.] All translations are by the author unless 
otherwise indicated. 
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Indeed, his predecessor had not lived up to the expectations of the post, which 

was particularly frustrating to the organ’s builder, Aristide Cavaillé-Coll: 

 L’orgue de Notre-Dame est celui que je préfère des grands  
instruments que j’ai construits, me disait le père Cavaillé-Coll  
un dimanche à Saint-Sulpice, et, voyez comme vont les choses,  
je ne l’entends jamais! Sergent a horreur des jeux de quatre pieds,  
il n’emploie pas la moitié des mutations dans son Grand-Chœur,  
sa préférence est pour les huit et seize pieds de fonds joués dans  
le médium; sauf le hautbois, la trompette du récit, la clarinette  
du même clavier, jamais il ne joue autre chose en solo; ce ronron perpétuel, 
sans plans, sans respirations, sans colorations est  
inentendable.28 

Following the competition on 21 May 1900, Vierne was announced as the 

winner by unanimous decision of the jury. A representative of the Chapter, 

Canon Pisani, provided him with the terms and conditions of his employment at 

the cathedral. Pisani concluded the recitation of expectations thusly, “Il s’agit de 

rendre à l’orgue de Notre-Dame sa gloire des siècles passés; nous savons que vous ferez 

tout pour cela.”29 Rollin Smith has pointed out that the perceived glory of Notre-

Dame organists was not as historically great as the Canon suggested.30 What is 

most important is that the Chapter was aware of the possibilities that this new 
                                                        

28 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 85. [The organ of Notre-Dame is my favorite of the 
large instruments that I have built,’ Cavaillé-Coll told me one Sunday at St-
Sulpice, ‘and as things are now, I never hear it! Sergent is terrified of 4’ stops, he 
doesn’t use the majority of the mutations on the Grand-Chœur, and his preference 
is for the 8’ and 16’ foundations played in the middle register. Except for the 
oboe and trumpet of the récit, and the clarinet of the same manual, he plays no 
other stop as the solo. This perpetual droning without plans, breath, or color [i.e., 
registration] is unbearable to hear.] 
29 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 90. [You are to return the organ of Notre-Dame to its 
glory from the past centuries. We know that you will do everything for that.] 
30 Rollin Smith, Louis Vierne: Organist of Notre-Dame Cathedral (Hillsdale, NY: 
Pendragon Press, 1999), 226. 
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appointment offered. Vierne, too, was aware of the implications. Both parties 

knew that the new situation in which they found themselves offered more than 

just quality musical accompaniment for the divine services. It was as much about 

civic honor and national pride as it was about music or the church. As he wrote 

about accepting the appointment, “Je l’ai fait pour Dieu, pour l’Art et pour mon 

pays.”31 

Indeed, Vierne faithfully executed his duties in service of God, Art, and 

country. A man of devout faith, he took immense pride in his role during the 

services and was particularly proud of his lack of absences. This changed 

beginning in 1906 when a series of events kept him away from his tribune for 

long durations. In May of that year, Vierne suffered a horrendous fall in which a 

broken leg threatened to end his playing career. Following a long recovery, he 

contracted typhoid fever in January 1907, which he reported “qui faillit m’envoyer 

dans l’autre monde.”32 Emotional difficulties continued after his physical recovery. 

He and his wife, Arlette Taskin, experienced marriage difficulties in 1907 that 

ultimately ended in divorce in 1909.33 Two years later, his mother and his 

beloved mentor Alexandre Guilmant both died within a week of each other on 25 

and 31 March 1911 respectively. Another two years later, his youngest son, 

André, died on 17 September 1913.  
                                                        

31 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 90. [I did it for God, for Art, and for my country.] 
32 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 101. […which almost sent me into the other world.] 
33 Arlette Taskin – a distant relative of the famed harpsichord builder Pascal 
Taskin – was rumored to have had an affair with organbuilder Charles Mutin, 
Cavaillé-Coll’s chief rival. This remains, however, an unproven rumor.  
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During the seven years after the fall that broke his leg, Vierne suffered an 

unending series of severe physical and emotional hardships that profoundly 

affected his musical output. Commentators have been quick to point out the 

autobiographical nature of his compositions, as it appears to loosely follow the 

trajectory of personal tragedy in his life. Although a potentially simplistic 

interpretation, it is not difficult to trace a generally darkening character in his 

music through the 1910s and 1920s.  

Vierne – nearly blind from birth – had rarely let this physical disability get 

in the way of his goals. But in May of 1915, he experienced the first onset of 

glaucoma that threatened to take away what little eyesight remained. In “Mes 

Souvenirs” he recounted how several physicians had refused to treat him through 

usual methods because of a congenital cataract.34 One physician, however, 

suggested that he consult a Swiss oculist, Dr. Samuel Éperon of Lausanne, who 

was using a different procedure. In an effort to save his meager visual 

independence, Vierne left Paris for Lausanne on 12 July 1916. 

His time in Switzerland was not a happy time. The lack of students and 

concerts left him in dire financial straights. Exacerbating the situation, his eldest 

son Jacques died in the Battle of Champagne in November of 1917 and his 

beloved brother, René, died in battle the following May. Meanwhile in 

Switzerland he continued to compose. Among the important works from this 

                                                        

34 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 102. 
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time are the Quintette for Piano and Strings (op. 42, 1917-18) composed in memory 

of Jacques and Solitude (op. 44, 1918) for piano composed in memory of René.  

Vierne returned to Paris on 12 April 1920. He had been away for much of 

World War I and had not yet experienced its effects on the French capital and the 

cathedral. The war was not kind to the enormous instrument. Upon returning to 

the tribune of the grand-orgue, he found the instrument in horrid condition. 

During the war, many of the stained glass windows of the medieval cathedral 

were removed as a precaution against enemy bombardment. Although the 

windows were relatively safe, the organ in the west tribune (just below the 

famous rose window) was exposed to the elements. Vierne’s memoirs recalled, 

“La poussière régnait maintenant en maîtrisse dans l’orgue; la mousse avait enserré 

nombre de pièces, de nombreuses fuites s’étaient produites, des tuyaux s’affaiblissaient, le 

facteur n’arrivait plus à pallier à tous ces maux.”35 In a letter to an unknown 

recipient, he gave a more colorful description, saying that the organ is “filled 

with dust, dead bats, and swallows, and is perishing from mildew and dry rot. 

Parts of the mechanism are falling to pieces, and the soundboards are failing. A 

few days ago, one of the biggest of the organ’s 5,246 pipes only just missed 

crashing down on a crowd of worshippers. This is all due to a lack of money. 

                                                        

35 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 103. [Dust reigned supreme in the organ; mold had 
taken hold of many parts, many leaks occurred, and pipes were weakened; the 
maintenance technicians were not able to overcome all of these problems.] 
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Notre-Dame is the poorest parish in Paris.”36 In various writings, he noted the 

penury of the congregation of Notre-Dame and lamented the clergy taking 

refuge behind the size of the sum required to remedy the situation.37 Financial 

issues do not seem to have been the only problem. Vierne sent two reports to the 

cathedral administration, “but the combination of cumbersome bureaucracy and 

numerous clerical resignations frustrated his requests, sending them to the 

bottom of the priority list.”38  

The war was not the only culprit for the condition of the organ, which had 

been in decline due to severe weather even before the war. In “Mes Souvenirs” 

Vierne noted two natural disasters that contributed greatly to the physical 

decline of the instrument: the devastating Parisian flood of 1910, and a torrid 

summer in 1911 in which the thermometer beneath the rose window in the 

gallery reached 72 degrees Celsius (or 161.6 degrees Fahrenheit).39 Vierne’s 

apparent only recourse against administrative indifference and financial 

limitations was to personally raise awareness both in France and abroad of the 

instrument’s condition and to collect donations for its repair.  

As part of his efforts to accomplish this, Vierne organized a concert tour of 

North America with help from various American organists; the first 
                                                        

36 Smith, Louis Vierne, 268. [The translation here is at it appears in Smith, Louis 
Vierne.] 
37 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 103. 
38 Joby Bell, “The Grand Organs of Notre-Dame and Saint-Sulpice, Paris: the 
Magna Opera of Aristide Cavaillé-Coll and a critical comparison of their 
alterations” (DMA diss., Rice University, 2002), 38. 
39 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 101-2. 
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announcement appeared in The Diapason in August 1926. In preparation for his 

travels, he composed the first two suites of his Pièces de fantaisie, op. 51 and 53. 

The two other suites were composed after his return to France. Although he 

completed two suites before departing for New York, he played only the first 

suite in concert during the tour. On 19 January 1927, he departed Europe aboard 

the steamship France and arrived in New York on 27 January to great fanfare. 

Accompanying Vierne on his tour was Madeleine Richepin who served as his 

assistant and also sang on several of his concerts as he accompanied on the 

organ. The tour was quite successful, both musically and financially. On recitals, 

he regularly played his own works in addition to works of other French 

composers and J.S. Bach. While reviews of the individual concerts were generally 

positive, one element that frequently received unenthusiastic comments was the 

suite of Pièces de fantaisie. As a generally more conservative audience, the 

American press frequently commented on Vierne’s use of harmony, which they 

frequently characterized pejoratively as a modern use of dissonance. A review in 

The Diapason noted:  

A second hearing of the ‘Fantastic Pieces’ confirmed the impression  
that these compositions, while interesting music, do not speak in the  
idiom of the organ and therefore strike a note that cannot meet with  
a whole-souled response from a fairly cultured audience.40 

A more colorful review in the New York Times made similar claims and offered a 

few specific examples: 

M. Vierne set his six Fantastic Pieces in the modern mode.  

                                                        

40 S. Harrison Lovewell, “Boston News Notes,” The Diapason, May 1, 1927, 10. 



 

25 

In four he permitted himself the luxury of a continuous melodic  
theme, but the accompaniments were written in the prevailing 
contradictions of harmonic terms. A ‘Divertissement,’ gay and  
quaint, with capricious and unrelated changes, was much  
applauded. A ‘Requiem,’ though somber in tone, scarcely  
suggested an eternity of peace and a ‘Marche Nuptiale,’ by  
reason of its dissonances, would be taken by some persons  
as a warning to delay the wedding day.41 
 
A common subtext in both reviews is the idea that this modern harmonic 

language (and by default, also registration as an element of the sonic landscape) 

was unsuitable to the organ – unsurprising given the French organ repertoire 

with which American audiences were familiar in the 1920s. Audiences expected 

these new compositions to sound like the earlier compositions they knew best, 

namely the “Final” from his Première Symphonie completed almost three decades 

earlier in 1899. Such was the popularity of this movement that he felt obligated to 

play it. According to Jean-Pierre Mazeirat, Vierne once told Bernard Gavoty, “As 

for the Final, it is my Marseillaise – by that I mean I find it horribly pompier 

[pompous]. It’s a lack of taste, but a lack of taste that pleases the public…so I 

always play it.”42 His Quatrième Symphonie (1914) and Cinquième Symphonie (1924) 

had not become staples of American organists by the 1920s, and audiences were 

unprepared for the sonic character of Vierne’s latest compositions.  

Despite what was said of the harmonic language, questions of genre 

caused additional confusion. For American audiences, the organ’s home was the 

                                                        

41 “Organ Recital by Vierne,” New York Times, May 2, 1927, 13. 
42 Quoted in Smith, Louis Vierne, 519. 
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church and the acceptable styles were those that they considered appropriate for 

use in the church (with the exception of “secular” genres such as the prelude and 

fugue, the organ symphony, or other pieces that they may consider to be 

appropriate as voluntaries for use in services). Although Vierne relied heavily on 

traditional symphonic forms, his sources of inspiration and the musical result 

distinguished the Pièces de fantaisie in a way that left many listeners 

uncomfortable. With these pieces, Vierne blurred the sacrosanct lines between 

the instrument and the institution by introducing a musical style that many 

considered too adventurous. The critical response to the Pièces de fantaisie 

underscores the unspoken contract that governed organ composition at the time, 

a restrictive system that limited organ repertoire to the expectations of 

ecclesiastical style or even sanctimonious propriety. The “official” reviews that 

appeared in leading trade journals and major newspapers alike reinforce the 

limits imposed upon this repertoire by audiences. 

Another part of the issue may have been the lack of definite meaning for 

“fantasy.” It surely did not help that Vierne played only the first suite, which has 

never (in part or in whole) become a popular part of the organ repertory. Had he 

played the second suite (much of which has become staple literature of the organ 

repertoire), audiences may have had a better guess at what Vierne was trying to 

accomplish. Classifying the individual movements may aid our understanding of 

what Vierne meant by fantaisie. For reference purposes, the constituent 

movements of the four suites are listed below. 
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Suite I  (1926)                             Suite II  (1926)                        
Prélude        Lamento       
Andantino        Sicilienne       
Caprice        Hymne au soleil      
Intermezzo        Feux follets        
Requiem aeternam        Clair de lune      
Marche nuptiale       Toccata    

 
Suite III  (1927)   Suite IV  (1927) 
Dédicace    Aubade 
Impromptu    Résignation 
Étoile du soir    Cathédrales 
Fantômes    Naïades 
Sur le Rhin    Gargouilles et chimères 
Carillon de Westminster  Les cloches de Hinckley 

 

In what follows, I will begin to address some of the issues mentioned 

above as well as the many different influences that helped shape the Pièces de 

fantaisie.  

 

Categories of Imagination and the Fantastic “Mode” 

The multitude of meanings for “fantasy” invites inquiry about Vierne’s 

use of the word, something that his earliest American audiences were either 

unable or unwilling to do. Musically, the term has existed for centuries and often 

been associated with keyboard compositions free from restrictions of genre or 

form. Aside from music, fantasy implies a freedom of imagination, which fits the 

French word fantaisie, variably translated as “fantasy,” “imagination,” “fancy,” or 

“caprice.” Although Vierne divided his Pièces de fantaisie into four suites, we can 

consider different types of fantasy invoked by Vierne in an alternative 
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classification system. Among these different classifications are musical fantasy, 

natural fantasy, and supernatural fantasy.  

For these categories, I have borrowed some of the prevalent literary 

theories of the French conte fantastique. A diverse and unwieldy area of French 

literature, this body of fiction was particularly prevalent in the nineteenth 

century, but many writers have noted Jacques Cazotte’s Le Diable amoureux (1772) 

and the later French interest in the works of E.T.A. Hoffmann as important roots 

of the genre through the following century.43 While scholars tend to consider the 

end of the nineteenth century as the pinnacle of the literature, the influence 

continued into the twentieth century and contributed to later artistic movements, 

most significantly Symbolism and Surrealism.44 Due to the wide variety of 

examples and its nebulous definition, many theorists do not consider the 

fantastique to be an independent genre, but rather a “mode.”45 This mode exists 

between two poles which are 1) the marvelous – the world of fairy tales, magic, 

and the supernatural “characterized by a minimal functional narrative, whose 

narrator is omniscient and has absolute authority,”46 and 2) the mimetic, which 

                                                        

43 For a history of the French fantastique in the nineteenth century, see Jean-Luc 
Steinmetz, La littérature fantastique (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1997), 
60ff.   
44 Jutta Emma Fortin, Method in Madness: Control Mechanisms in the French 
Fantastic (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2005), 22. 
45 Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: the Literature of Subversion (New York: Methuen, 
1981), 7. 
46 Jackson, Fantasy, 33. 
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claims “to imitate an external reality.”47 It is an existence that hovers between the 

material and the ethereal.48 Tzvetan Todorov suggested a similar dynamic in his 

seminal (and debated) Introduction à la littérature fantastique (1970). Yet he also 

dictated another requirement: the fantastique is controlled by uncertainty about 

the reality of any given situation. “Once we [the reader] choose one answer or 

the other, we leave the fantastic for a neighboring genre, the uncanny or the 

marvelous. The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a person who knows 

only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event.”49 As Jutta 

Emma Fortin noted, “The fantastic is characterized by this uncertainty, which 

lasts only for as long as the reader hesitates in opting for either solution.”50  

Theoretical ideas about the French fantastique vary as widely as the 

literature it attempts to theorize, which of course makes putting these ideas into 

practice inherently tricky. Whether or not this body of literature had any direct 

influence on Vierne and his Pièces de fantaisie is largely conjectural, but the 

prevalence of this “mode” into the early twentieth century suggests that it may 

have had some impact on the ideas behind his compositions. Therefore, we can 

use these ideas as the basis for a categorization of the Pièces de fantaisie.  

                                                        

47 Jackson, Fantasy, 33. 
48 Francesca Brittan, Music and Fantasy in the Age of Berlioz (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017), 15. 
49 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: a Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, trans. 
Richard Howard (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1975), 25. 
50 Fortin, Method in Madness, 13. 
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The pieces belonging to the category of musical fantasy are those that do 

not have fanciful titles and offer little information beyond that which can be 

minimally assumed from the title. These are the pieces least related to the literary 

precedents discussed above, and most closely related to the historic musical 

meaning of “fantasy” which offers the composer (as well as the listener) the most 

freedom from assumptions of genre or meaning. Such pieces are left to the fancy 

of the composer’s imagination and are not obligated to depict any subject in 

particular. Six of the Pièces de fantaisie meet these criteria; four come from the first 

suite alone. They are “Prélude,” “Andantino,” “Caprice,” “Intermezzo” (all from 

Suite I), “Toccata” (Suite II), and “Impromptu” (Suite III). That four of these six 

come from the only suite Vierne played in North America, and all but the 

Impromptu were composed after he returned to France suggests that he quickly 

adopted extra-musical inspirations over the mere freedom offered by the musical 

meaning of “fantasy.” It also suggests that North American audiences did not 

know how to interpret “Fantasy Pieces” when the titles such as “Prélude,” 

“Andantino,” and “Intermezzo” were titles that they would have recognized 

from known organ repertory (to be further elaborated below).  

On the opposite end of the spectrum are the pieces inspired by 

supernatural or mythological creatures. This category is the smallest with only 

four pieces (“Feux follets,” “Fantômes,” “Naïades,” and “Gargouilles et 

chimères”) but includes some of Vierne’s most creative and unusual 

compositions. In these pieces, the mind’s eye of a blind musician is given free 
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reign to explore as far as his imagination will allow. In the literary theory 

described above, these pieces belong to the realm of the marvelous. 

The final category, natural fantasy, is the broadest category and refers to 

subjects that are found in the world but which receive an elevated sense of 

significance. These movements take everyday subjects and grace them with an 

aura of wonder or amazement. Of these movements, some are the focus of man-

made objects, such as in “Cathédrales,” or the two carillon pieces, “Carillon de 

Westminster” and “Les cloches de Hinckley.” Others focus on natural 

phenomena such as “Clair de lune,” “Étoile du soir,” and “Aubade.” Some 

movements evoke an emotion, such as “Lamento,” “Résignation,” or “Requiem 

aeternam.” Vierne requires the most of his listeners in these pieces. In the first 

category, the titles offer little information and allow the listener to hear the piece 

in a fairly neutral manner. In the second category, the subjects already have 

strong connotations in popular imagination, and the listener likely already has 

preconditioned mental images of the subject.51 But in this third category, Vierne’s 

titles offer a point of entry into the movement’s subject, and listeners are invited 

to fill in additional details. As Eric Rabkin suggests regarding the essential 

elements of the fantastique, what makes something fantastic is perspective, that is, 

making things fantastic which are not inherently fantastic.52 Here is the necessary 

interpretive uncertainty that fuels the fantastique. It is up to the listeners to decide 

                                                        

51 As Jackson suggests, in these works the narrator has the interpretive authority. 
52 Eric S. Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1976), 4.  
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what it fantastic about these subjects, if anything at all. The decision is theirs 

alone.  

The titles of the pieces frequently have a significant biographical 

connection to Vierne’s life. The two carillon pieces and “Sur le Rhin,” for 

example, are drawn from his international travels. “Lamento” and “Résignation” 

are, by contrast, vague references to the hardships of his life. The broader 

concept, however, for a suite of pieces with fanciful titles has its roots in various 

aspects of French music and culture from the seventeenth to the early twentieth 

century.  

 

Historical Foundations for the Pièces de fantaisie 

The foundations of Vierne’s Pièces de fantaisie draw on numerous historical 

precedents – some French and some foreign – as well as some new and some 

considerably older. Because the Pièces de fantaisie are arranged into four suites of 

six movements each, the individual suites assume a loose connection with the 

early French organ symphony whose origins, in turn, are typically traced to 

César Franck’s Grande pièce symphonique (1860-61). Considered a prototype for 

symphonic writing for the organ, Franck’s Grande pièce symphonique flows 

uninterrupted for nearly thirty minutes as the different sections (nominally 

movements) elide. Although novel to the organ, Franck’s “symphony” for a solo 

instrument was not without precedent. Charles Aubertin Alkan’s Symphonie pour 

piano seul was published in 1857 as part of Études, op. 39.  
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 The first pieces to be titled “Symphonies” for organ were Widor’s first set 

of four Symphonies pour Grand-Orgue (op. 13, published in 1872 with numerous 

subsequent revisions). Although influenced by Franck and Alkan (whose music 

Widor greatly admired),53 these symphonies are perhaps best considered suites 

as they share little in common with their well-developed orchestral counterparts 

of the same name. Further highlighting their disparate origins, these early 

symphonies may have even been collections of previously written pieces.54 

Widor’s first symphony has seven movements employing titles atypical of the 

genre, but which have clear similarities with Vierne’s first suite of Pièces de 

fantaisie .55 The remaining three symphonies in the set have six, five, and seven 

movements respectively. Other unusually titled movements include 

“Praeludium circulaire,” “Pastorale,” and “Salve Regina” (from the second 

symphony), “Marcia” (from the third symphony), and “Toccata” and “Fugue” 

(from the fourth symphony). Andrew Thomas has pointed out the “almost 

bewildering variety of styles – Baroque, Classical, and Romantic – which testify 

to Widor’s wide and comprehensive knowledge of music and powers of 

                                                        

53 Charles-Marie Widor, “L’Orgue moderne,” Académie des Beaux-Arts 6 (1927): 
163.  
54 Andrew Thomson, Widor: The Life and Times of Charles-Marie Widor, 1844-1937 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 11. 
55 The movements of Widor’s first Symphonie pour Grand Orgue: i. Prélude, ii. 
Allegretto, iii. Adagio, iv. Intermezzo, v. Marche pontificale, vi. Méditation, vii. 
Final. Compare these titles with the movements of the first suite of Pièces de 
fantaisie, especially the Prélude (i), Intermezzo (iv) and March nuptiale (v). 
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absorption.”56 Given Vierne’s admiration of Widor, it is unsurprising that such 

stylistic eclecticism would influence Vierne’s music.  

 Vierne’s first foray into the symphonic genre for organ produced a work 

not unlike Widor’s early symphonies. He completed his Première Symphonie in 

1899, its six movements lasting roughly forty minutes. Like Widor’s first three 

symphonies, it begins with a “Prélude” and is followed by a “Fugue” and a 

“Pastorale.” The next two movements are more typical of a symphony – a 

scherzo (“Allegro vivace”) and a lyrical “Andante” – followed by a joyous 

“Final” in the style of a Carillon-toccata. Although Vierne’s later symphonies 

follow more standard orchestral symphonic movement orders, his Pièces de 

fantaisie are more structurally aligned with the Première symphony and, in turn, 

the early symphonies of Widor.  

Another contemporary source of inspiration is undoubtedly the music of 

Debussy of which the two books each of Images and Préludes are the most 

significant influences. How Vierne felt about Debussy’s music is not clear, 

although similarities in subjects and titles suggest that Debussy’s music had at 

least some influence on the younger composer. The relationship is not 

immediately obvious regarding the organ works, but Vierne’s piano music 

suggests common ground. For example, Vierne gave the first of his Trois 

Nocturnes (op. 34, 1915-16) the epigraph “La nuit avait envahi la nef de la 

cathédrale…” It is impossible not to think of Debussy’s “La cathédrale engloutie” 

                                                        

56 Thomson, Widor, 11.  
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(Préludes, book I) and “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut” (Images, set II), as 

Olivier Gardon has noted.57 Vierne’s nocturne is surely more than homage to 

Debussy; not only does it evoke Vierne’s musical home in the tribune of Notre-

Dame, it is – as Mazeirat explains – a direct result of a visit that Vierne paid to 

the immense abbey church of Saint-Ouen in Rouen.58 After visiting the church 

and playing the colossal Cavaillé-Coll organ, Vierne set about recording his 

memories in music. Given that the primary purpose for the visit to the abbey was 

to see Cavaillé-Coll’s last masterpiece,59 it is curious that Vierne decided to 

memorialize the occasion with a piano piece rather than one for organ, as Widor 

had done in 1895.60 “La nuit avait envahi la nef de la cathédrale…” begins with 

an abundance of thick chords, much like Debussy’s “La cathédrale engloutie,” 

but the stasis evoked by the imitation of vocal organum is not present in “La nuit 

                                                        

57 Olivier Gardon, Preface to Complete Piano Works Vol. II: The First World War 
(1914-1916) by Louis Vierne (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag, 2013), viii. 
58 Jean-Pierre Mazeirat, Introduction to Complete Piano Works Vol. II: The First 
World War (1914-1916) by Louis Vierne (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag, 2013), xiii. 
59 Completed in 1890, this organ was hailed by Widor as the “Michel-Ange” of 
organs. It remains almost entirely as Cavaillé-Coll left it with the exception of a 
few minor restorations in the mid twentieth century. 
60 Widor’s last two organ symphonies were a significant departure from the 
previous eight. Both symphonies (published individually) are based on 
plainchant. The ninth symphony, Symphonie gothique (1895), is based on the 
proper chants for Christmas. It was inspired by the organ at St-Ouen and the 
building’s gothic architecture. The tenth symphony, Symphonie romane (1900), is 
based on the proper chants for Easter. It was inspired by the organ at St-Sernin in 
Toulouse and its romanesque architecture.  
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avait envahi la nef de la cathédrale…”61 The undulation in Vierne’s opening, 

achieved through gentle syncopation, lends a sense of gentle unrest found in 

many of Vierne’s depictions of the nocturnal world.  

 

 

 

Ex. 1: Debussy, “La cathédrale engloutie” mm. 1-7. 

 

                                                        

61 Although Vierne visited the Abbey church of St-Ouen, the piano piece 
mentions a “cathédrale.” Cavaillé-Coll’s colossal organ is at St-Ouen, which is 
roughly a third of a mile from the Cathédrale de Notre-Dame whose western 
façade was made famous by the series of paintings by Claude Monet.  
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Ex. 2: Vierne, “La nuit avait envahi la nef de la cathédrale…” mm. 1-11. 

 

The later organ work from the Pièces de fantaisie, “Cathédrales,” has more 

in common with “La cathédrale engloutie.” Beginning softly, it builds to a climax 

and fades again as if approaching Notre-Dame on the Seine from a distance, 

passing its monumental western and southern façades, and looking back as it 

fades into the distance. Debussy’s musical influence is likely, but it is not 

precisely discernable. The more likely influence from Debussy is on the wide 

variety of subjects that Vierne chose to include in his Pièces de fantaisie.   

 Going back considerably further chronologically, Vierne found inspiration 

from music of the early eighteenth century. The first – the harpsichord music of 

J.S. Bach – is an unlikely source, despite French organists’ admiration for Bach’s 

organ works. It is not the subject or genre of the music but rather the tonal 

organization that Vierne admired. Both of Vierne’s collections – the Pièces de 

fantaisie and the Pièces en style libre (op. 31, 1914) – are collections of twenty-four 
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pieces each, and each collection uses all twenty-four major and minor keys, a 

clear allusion to the tonal structure of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier. The Pièces en 

style libre begin with a Praeludium in C major and are arranged in ascending 

chromatic order ending with a Postlude in B minor. The Pièces de fantaisie also 

begin with a Prélude in C major but do not follow the same chromatic path, 

either ascending or descending.62 

Bach, however, was not the only early composer from which Vierne drew 

inspiration. The renaissance of interest in French composers from the ancien 

régime that began in the later half of the nineteenth century had a strong impact 

on Vierne’s circle of colleagues and friends, many of whom were leading figures 

in the revival of this marginalized repertory. Important among this group was 

Vincent d’Indy for whom music, nationalism, and French identity were closely 

intertwined. D’Indy believed that if France was to regain musical preeminence in 

the face of Romanticism and Republicanism, “she had first to put both her 

political and musical houses in order.” To do this d’Indy looked back to the past 

                                                        

62 This was not Vierne’s only instance of overarching tonal organization. His six 
symphonies are constructed in ascending key order: 1) D minor; 2) E minor; 3) F-
sharp minor; 4) G minor; 5) A minor; 6) B minor. Sketches for an incomplete 
seventh symphony in C have also survived. Vierne was most likely imitating 
Widor whose own symphonies are in ascending order: 1) C minor; 2) D major; 3) 
E minor; 4) F minor; 5) F minor; 6) G minor; 7) A minor; 8) B Major; 9) C Minor; 
10) D Major. So important was this ordering to Widor that he renumbered the 
fifth and sixth symphonies (flipping their chronological order of composition) to 
maintain the ascending order of keys. 
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beyond the Revolution “for his political and religious inspiration.”63 This had 

been the prevailing understanding of d’Indy’s role in the turn of the century 

renaissance of early music in France. Recent studies have shown that while 

d’Indy’s role was certainly significant, he was not the origin of the French early 

music revival. As Jann Pasler has revealed, d’Indy took advantage of an already 

existing interest in early music, but he did not have a corner on the market.64 

Nevertheless, the influence of d’Indy is significant to a study of Vierne’s music 

because of his direct relationship with d’Indy and his appointment as organ 

professor at the Schola Cantorum. This will be addressed in greater detail below, 

but first we consider the influence of clavecinistes and their pièces à titre on Vierne.  

 

Pièces à titre: autobiographical and self-reflexive 

The tradition of the keyboard pièces à titre in the eighteenth century 

reached a climax in the harpsichord works of François Couperin.65  Its origins 

extend a century earlier to Chambonnières and early French clavecinistes who, in 

turn, “had borrowed the practice from the lutenists of the late sixteenth 

                                                        

63 Charles B. Paul, “Rameau, d’Indy, and French Nationalism” The Musical 
Quarterly 58 (1972): 51. 
64 Jann Pasler, “Deconstructing d’Indy, or the Problem of a Composer’s 
Reputation” in Writing Through Music: essays on music, culture, and politics (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 132ff. 
65 Couperin was certainly not the only composer to assign fanciful titles to his 
harpsichord pieces; another notable composer is Jean-Philippe Rameau whose 
titles are not as extravagant as Couperin’s but which suggest a similar 
compositional mentality. 
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century.”66 Couperin’s collections are what most composers would have called 

“suites,” but Couperin preferred the term ordres, perhaps due to the suite’s 

construction as a set of stylized dances, a connotation that he seemed to wish to 

avoid.67 Couperin’s ordres share one characteristic with the suite, though, in their 

use of a common key in its major and minor modes.68 Among the most striking 

features of the ordres are their fanciful titles. Frequently picturesque and often 

enigmatic, the titles add a layer of meaning to the pieces that would otherwise be 

absent. While the pieces stand as music of the highest quality even without their 

titles, the titles open a deeper level of meaning especially given Couperin’s 

penchant for ironic or even critical subtexts.69  

There are, however, links from the seventeenth-century clavecinistes to the 

Pièces de fantaisie found in the piano repertoire of the mid nineteenth century. 

Most obvious of these are the lengthy suites with evocatively titled individual 

movements by Schumann, such as Fantasiestücke (op. 12), Waldszenen (op. 82), 

and Carnaval (op. 9). Other notable examples include Liszt’s Études d’exécution 

transcendante, Années de pèlerinage, and numerous individual etudes that received 

                                                        

66 David Tunley, François Couperin and ‘The Perfection of Music’ (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Company, 2004), 107-8.  
67 Tunley, François Couperin, 105.  
68 Only one ordre, the 25th in C major/minor, utilizes another key (E-flat major) 
for one movement, “La Visionaire.”  
69 Jane Clark and Derek Cannon, The Mirror of Human Life: reflections on François 
Couperin’s Pièces de clavecin (Huntingdon: King’s Music, 2002), 7. 
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fanciful titles. Less known, but more within the French musical tradition are the 

etudes of Alkan that were also given titles to evoke an extra-musical image. 

Those of Liszt, however, frequently overshadow Alkan’s, due to the prevalent 

understanding of virtuosity over the past century and its role as musical 

justification.70 Nevertheless, the French tradition of pièces à titre does not jump 

directly from harpsichord to organ over two centuries but rather continues via 

the piano. 

Vierne’s Pièces de fantaisie also benefit from an understanding of their 

titles. On a musical level, many of the pieces would stand on their own without 

them, and some of the titles are vague enough that they lend little more than a 

nominal amount of information, such as “Prélude,” “Andantino,” or 

“Intermezzo.” Many of the titles, however, lend an indispensible amount of 

interpretive information to both the listener and the performer such as 

“Gargouilles et chimères,” “Sur le Rhin,” and “Carillon de Westminster,” the 

latter of which engages a direct (if incorrectly cited) pre-existing theme as its 

source. Most importantly, many of the titles are essentially autobiographical as 

they represent different memories, experiences, or emotions. A few examples 

will demonstrate this. 

                                                        

70 Jacqueline Waeber, “Searching for the Plot: Charles-Valentin Alkan’s Souvenirs: 
Trois morceaux dans le genre pathétique, op 15” Journal of the Royal Musical 
Association 132, no. 1 (2007): 65-6. 
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Vierne wrote “Requiem aeternam” (from the first suite) in 1926 and 

dedicated it à la mémoire de mon frère Édouard Vierne. Despite its title, this piece 

does not easily suggest an eternity of rest, a characteristic noted by prominent 

British critic Harvey Grace who criticized it for its “wearisome stretch of 

slithering dischords” as shown in Ex. 3.71 

                                                        

71 Harvey Grace, “New Music: Organ Music,” The Musical Times 68 no. 1012 
(1927): 525. Curiously, Grace had delivered a lecture to the Royal Musical 
Association in 1918 criticizing the “complacent dullness” that characterized so 
much of the organ music in the early twentieth century. His lecture revealed, 
however, that despite his call to modernization, he too conflated the organ with 
the sacred music of the church and found Vierne’s later music too bold for 
instrument. See Harvey Grace, “Modern French Organ Music” Proceedings of the 
Musical Association 44 (1918), 153-66. 
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Ex. 3: “Requiem aeternam” mm. 61-72, the passage which Grace was likely 
referencing. 

 

 

The morose atmosphere of this movement is less about eternal rest for the 

dead and more reflective of those still alive celebrating the services of death and 

burial. The Mass for the Dead (the Requiem) is the best-known of these funereal 

services from which composers have a long history of quoting plainchant, most 
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famously the Sequence, “Dies irae.” The melodic theme of “Requiem aeternam” 

has a loose intervallic relationship to the opening of the “Dies irae” seen below in 

examples 4 and 5, with the corresponding pitches circled in red in the latter 

example. A similar pattern is suggested in the accompaniment (surrounded by 

blue squares).  

 

1810

Seq. i
Masses for the Dead.

1.

D
u

I- es frae, df- es ilia, Sol vet sae*clum in fa villa :

• *—•-
•

T^ste David cum Sibylla. Quantus tremor est futurus,

—-*-*

Quando ju-dex est venturus, Cuncta stricte discussurus!
I • •—£•

• S s %4 • • p
•
• • • • • ••

Tuba mi-rum spar- gens s6num Per sepulcra regi- 6num,

t HI—•-

• _•
C6get

fi •
11 •

omnes

• B •

ante thronum.

• • •*

Mors

1 g
i •

stup^-bit

•

et natii-

•

ra, Cum resurget cre-a-tura, Judi-can-ti responsura.

Lfber scriptus pro-fe-r^-tur, In quo to-tum contin^-tur,

•
Unde mundus judi-cd-tur. Judex ergo cum sede*bit,

s
Quidquid la-tet appar^bit : Nil inultum reman^bit.

 

 

Ex. 4: Opening of “Dies irae.” Note the first five pitches in particular. 

 

 

 

Ex. 5: “Requiem aeternam” mm. 1-10 with allusions to “Dies irae” circled. 
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The text “requiem aeternam” is found frequently in the Office and Mass 

for the Dead and suggests a different source of plainchant paraphrase. A more 

likely source is the Responsory for the Service of Burial, “Libera me” (seen 

below) which shares the same melodic contours. 

 

The Burial Service. 1767
sanctae Trinitatis. Qui vivis et
regnas in sae*cula saecul6rum.
1$. Amen.

tua illi succurr6nte, mereatur eva-
dere judicium ulti6nis, qui dum
vfveret, insignitus est signaculo

The Cantor then intones the following Responsory which is continued by
the Clergy :
Resp. C — 1 -:

Xi. Ibe
. •

-ra me, Do- mine, * de morte aete>- na, in

£ \ . 2 ? • t
df -e flla treme*n- da : * Quando cae"-li mo- ve*ndi

E I 1—-—k—-—-= 1 *L—

sunt et terra : f Dum
> 1

ne-ris judi-ca- re

J i • •

cu-lum per f- gnem. y. Tremens fdctus sum e"go,

et tf- me- o, dum discussi- o ve*ne-rit, atque ventu-ra
6— f

±•» • '

f-ra. * Quando ca^-li mo- v6ndi sunt et t^rra. y. Df- es

flla, df- es frae, ca-lami-ta-tis et mi-s^-ri- ae, df- es ma-
^

gna et ama-ra val-de. f Dum
L , ^ _

ne-ris judi-ca-

-frf" t ' 'J *
re sa6- cu-lum per f-^nem. y. R^qui-em aete"rnam  

1768
e • •

/ • •

The Burial

P. 3 f»
Service.

a • -
I*

^
ddna 6- is Ddmi-ne : et lux perp^tu- a lu-ce- at 6- is.
Repeat Libera me Domine as far as the f". Tremens.
Towards the end of the Responsory, the Priest, assisted by the Deacon,

puts incense into the thurible and blesses it. When the Responsory is ended,
the Cantor and the first Choir sing :

The second
Choir responds : ±

K^-ri- e e-l£- i-son.
Both Choirs * •

together : -—a1

Chrfste e-l£- i-son.

The Priest * ~TH
sings : —•—• •—

Ky-ri- e e- .1.̂ -.i-son. Pa-ter ndster.
The Priest continues the Pater noster in silence, whilst he sprinkles the

corpse with holy water and incenses it. Then he resumes : * * '

-m—•-

D

. Et ne nos inducas in tenta-ti-onem.
T%. Sed libera nos a malo.
if._ A p6rta inferi. 1$. Erue D6mine animam ejus.
J. Requi^scat in pace. 1$. Amen.
y. Ddmine exaudi orati6nem mdam. 1̂ , Et clamor meus ad te v6niat.
J. D6minus vobiscum. 1̂ . Et cum spiritu tiio.

Or^mus.
Eus, cui pr6prium est misereri
semper et parcere : te suppli-

ces exoramus pro anima famuli tui
N. (famulae tuae N.), quam hodie
de hoc saeculo migrare jussisti, f ut

beas earn a sanctis Angelis suscipi,
et ad patriam paradisi perduci; * ut
quia in te speravit et credidit, non
poenas interni sustineat, sed gaudia
aet^rna possideat. P Chi
Dominum nostrum.

g
Per Christum

. Amen.non tradas earn in manus inimici,
neque obliviscaris in finem, sedjii

1T For a deceased priest, the word Sacerdotis is added in the above prayer .
pro anima famuli tui N. Sacerdotis quam...

If the burial is to take place now, the procession goes to the cemetery
singing the Ant. In paradisum. If the burial is not yet to take place, this
Antiphon is sung in the church and is followed by the Ant. Ego sum.
p. 1769, the Benedictus, and the remaining prayers which are never omitted.

7.
• •1

. • s - 4 • ? • • S
T • •

•* 1 • • • I
1 • "" " "" *1 7

N paradf-sum : deducant te Ange-li : in tu-o ad-

 

 
 

Ex. 6: The ending of “Libera me” and the more likely source of plainchant for 
Vierne’s paraphrase. 

 

 

“Requiem aeternam” is as much about Louis as it is about Édouard, a 

result the autobiographical nature of so many of the Pièces de fantaisie. The deaths 

of Édouard (and René) had a deep impact on Vierne’s emotional state, and just as 

a funeral is for the solace of those still living, “Requiem aeternam” is Vierne’s 

response to loss of his brother. Darkly coloring this movement is Vierne’s 

extended use of the voix humaine, which he rarely required, reserving it only for 

the invocation of the morbid and the grotesque. Highlighting the tension 

between the title and the music, the dissonances caused by the chains of parallel 
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intervals moving chromatically are a common gesture in Vierne’s music to 

indicate unrest. It seems Grace may have understood the correct sonic effect, but 

the assumption that a piece thusly titled should evoke visions of heavenly bliss 

misses the intended musical atmosphere. The intentional irony of this piece is not 

unlike the lack of comfort that many people ultimately experience at funerals of 

loved ones, despite the intended effect of such services.  

Another example of autobiographical composition is one of the most 

famous of the Pièces de fantaisie, “Carillon de Westminster” – the only one of the 

twenty-four pieces to be published independently by Lemoine due to its 

popularity. Vierne’s interest in what has become known as “Westminster 

Quarters” can be traced back to at least 1916 when he asked a clockmaker in Le 

Locle, Switzerland to provide him with the tune of “le carillon Westminster.”72 

Chronologically closer to the composition of the Pièces de fantaisie, Vierne’s 

concert tour to England in January 1924 would have exposed him to the melody 

in person. The piece is a personal souvenir of his trip to London and his 

particularly pleasant experience with the organ at Westminster Cathedral where 

he played a recital on 3 January 1924. So much did he admire this particular 

organ that he dedicated “Carillon de Westminster” to the builder, Henry Willis 

III, who had also arranged the concert tour. 

Vierne dedicated movements of the Pièces de fantaisie to individuals who 

had aided him on his various tours of Europe and North America in the 1920s as 

                                                        

72 Smith, Louis Vierne, 557.  
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well as students and colleagues in Paris. Some of the dedications were little more 

than arbitrary assignations in recognition of friendship. Others were given 

because of certain associations that he made between the pieces and the 

dedicatee. “Carillon de Westminster” is the clearest example of this due to its 

direct quotation of a famous theme. Others, however, were less obvious but were 

no less significant for Vierne. An important example is “Clair de lune.”  

Nocturnal sources of light were a frequent inspiration for Vierne – a 

curious choice for a man who spent most of his life almost completely blind – 

and one to which he returned when writing the third suite containing “Étoile du 

soir.” Vierne dedicated “Clair de lune” to Earnest Skinner, perhaps the most 

important and influential American organbuilder of the early twentieth century. 

Skinner’s instruments represent the pinnacle of the late-symphonic American 

organ known for the seamless blend of its ensemble and the wide variety of its 

solo tonal palette specializing in the imitation of orchestral instruments. During 

Vierne’s trip to North America, he was especially impressed with Skinner’s 

instruments, not only for their sound, but also for their ease of use at the console. 

After Vierne returned to France in late April 1927, he wrote an essay titled 

“Musique en Amérique” which appeared in three parts in Le Courrier Musical. 

After a sprawling introduction on musical culture in America, he turned his 

attention to the organ where he discussed organ construction and, more 

specifically, console design and function. He compared the Cavaillé-Coll organ 

of Notre-Dame to the Skinner organ of Trinity Church, Boston, saying “the effect 
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is that of a sumptuous horse-carriage compared to the perfect Rolls-Royce.”73 

Indeed, for Vierne the differences between the Old World and the New could not 

have been better defined than through respective technologies of modern 

transportation. Certainly the Old had elegance and sophistication, but the New 

offered countless opportunities that would be otherwise impossible without the 

use of modern electrical and mechanical engineering. He was also unable to 

avoid the mention of money. Considering the prominent venue in which this 

article was published and the quasi-religious tone of his commentary, his words 

must have been a slight prodding to the administration of Notre-Dame as well as 

the wider French musical world. After reveling in the musical possibilities of the 

aforementioned technological advances, he wrote “It is right to condemn money 

when it causes evil, but it must be realized that, should the occasion arise, money 

can produce many lovely things.”74 According to Vierne, Skinner had promised 

to provide a new console for the organ at Notre-Dame, but the offer never came 

to fruition. Vierne blamed the inaction on an unnamed interlocutor as part of 

underhanded plot to avoid any work being done to the organ by a foreign firm, 

least of all an American firm.75 “Clair de lune” suggests that Vierne’s pièces à titre 

are the product of sound, subject, and (in many cases) dedication. Even though 

“Clair de lune” was dedicated to Skinner after his return to France, the sonic 

                                                        

73 Louis Vierne, “Musique in Amérique,” trans. William Hays, in Smith, Louis 
Vierne, 701. 
74 Vierne, “Musique en Amérique,” in Smith, 699. 
75 Vierne, “Mes souvenirs,” 103-4.  
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quality of the music must have triggered special memories or associations with 

the Skinner organs that he experienced.  

In other pieces, the dedication was less important than the picturesque 

subject, as in the case of “Gargouilles et Chimères.” Surely one of Vierne’s most 

unusual compositions, its central subject is one of his “office’s” most famous 

features. The gargoyles and chimeras of Notre-Dame peer over the parvis below, 

looking down upon the faithful and the merely curious, just as the grand-orgue 

towers above a similar group on the other side of the cathedral’s external wall. 

Both a product of his imagination and a very real feature of the building, 

“Gargouilles et chimères” is a fitting subject for the Pièces de fantaisie. Just as the 

Pièces de fantaisie are both a product of Vierne’s imagination and a product of 

reimagined French musical history, so too are the gargoyles and chimeras a 

product of a reimagined French medievalism. As art historian Michael Camille 

has noted, the grotesque creatures that adorn the balustrade surrounding the bell 

towers were a result of the mid-nineteenth century restoration of the cathedral.76 

The gargoyles and chimeras of Notre-Dame force us to view a long-past society 

through the lens of a society considerably closer to our own.77 Vierne’s Pièces de 

fantaisie are representatives of earlier French keyboard music in much the same 

way that the monsters of Notre-Dame are representatives of French medievalism 

in the nineteenth century. Although Vierne was influenced by a distant French 

                                                        

76 Michael Camille, The Gargoyles of Notre-Dame: Medievalism and the Monsters of 
Modernity (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), ix. 
77 Camille, The Gargoyles of Notre-Dame, xi.  



 

50 

past, he also was influenced by his own musical past, especially his earlier 

compositions for piano. 

 

Early Piano Works 

Vierne frequently returned to certain subjects throughout his 

compositional career and associated similar subjects with similar musical ideas. 

From the Pièces de fantaisie, “Feux follets” presents an interesting instance of this 

pattern. A scherzo typical for Vierne in a clear ABABA form, its first theme (in 

5/4 meter) occurs three times with the second theme (in 3/4 meter) occurring 

twice, first in the soprano and then in the bass. The registration for the first 

theme requires the flûte 8’, bourdon 8’, salicional 8’, and octave 4’ of the grand-

orgue and the bourdon 8’, flûte 4’, and flageolet-nasard of the positif coupled to 

the grand-orgue. The second theme requires the cor de nuit 8’, flûte 4’, and voix 

humaine of the récit. 

The musical material of “Feux follets” did not spring from Vierne’s mind 

without precedent as suggested by several earlier piano pieces. A recent edition 

of Vierne’s early piano works included a previously unpublished (and 

incomplete) suite of three pieces titled Airs de danse (ca. 1911-1912). One 

movement is lost, and one is attributed to Vierne from an anonymous 

manuscript from the time.78 The third movement – the only one for which the 

autograph manuscript exists – is titled “Les esprits de la nuit” and bears 
                                                        

78 Louis Vierne, Complete Piano Works vol. I: The Early Works (1893-1912), score. 
Edited by Brigitte de Leersnyder. (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag, 2013), 56. 
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remarkable similarities to the second theme of “Feux follets.” Compare the 

figurations below, the first from “Les esprits de la nuit” and the second from 

“Feux follets.” 

 

 

 

Ex. 7: “Les esprits de la nuit” mm. 9-10. 

 

 

 

Ex. 8: “Feux follets” mm. 16-19. 

 

Like “Feux follets,” the piano piece is also a scherzo in ABABA form. The 

motive common to both pieces is found in the A section of “Les esprits de la 

nuit” and in the accompaniment to the second theme of “Feux follets.” In 
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addition to the triplet motive, each passage consists of sinking chromaticism in 

both hands above a syncopated pedal point. In each case, the pedal point is 

interrupted by chord changes on the beat as the pedal point is punctuated by 

eighth notes off the beat.  

 The ambiguous title of the piano piece does not indicate what type of 

“spirits of the night” Vierne had in mind when composing this scherzo, but the 

musical similarities described above suggest that Vierne may have had mythical 

or fairly-like creatures in mind. In her introductory comments to the new piano 

edition, Brigitte de Leersnyder wrote, “Le ‘mystère’ existe, mais sans l’aspect 

terrifiant auquel le titre pourrait faire penser.”79 While there is certainly a more 

playful character to the piano work, perhaps Vierne had a more sinister, or even 

terrifying character in mind than de Leersnyder speculated. An additional 

example will solidify these similarities. 

While Vierne was in Switzerland, his brother René was killed in the war 

effort. The death of his beloved brother resulted in one of his most 

autobiographical works, Solitude, for which he supplied titles and epigraphs for 

each movement as follows: 

 i. Hantise 
  “Le souvenir des disparus hante le solitaire.” 
 ii. Nuit blanche 

“O douleur invisible compagne, tu veilles inlassablement près de 
celui dont tu as mis l’âme en deuil et déchirai le cœur.” 

                                                        

79 Vierne, Complete Piano Works, ed. Leersnyder, xiii. 
“The ‘mystery’ exists, but without the terrifying aspect that the title might 
suggest.” 
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 iii. Vision hallucinante 
  “Arrière! spectre sanglant si tu n’es qu’une vaine image!...” 
 iv. La ronde fantastique des revenants 

“Troublés dans leur repos par les échos de la joie des vivants, les 
morts se lèvent et dansent aussi sous le clair de lune.” 

Lausanne, juin-juillet 1918 
 

“Hantise” begins with chords built on fourths and fifths, the inner voices 

of which move in similar but not precisely parallel motion. The texture and 

spelling of the chords (fourths and fifths exclusively with one exception) lends a 

somber ecclesiastical mood, not unlike the beginning of Debussy’s “La cathédrale 

engloutie,” but with a stronger air of despair. This sparse theme returns in each 

movement, a technique acquired without a doubt from Franck for whom 

thematic cyclicism was a common practice. Like a haunting specter, it returns 

without warning in an apparent effort to catch the listener off guard. In the first 

three movements, it reappears in the same form. In the second and fourth 

movement (discussed below), it appears heavily disguised.  
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Ex. 9: “Hantise” mm. 1-10, main theme in mm. 1-7. 

 

 

 
 
Ex. 10: “Nuit blanche” mm. 71-78, showing the climactic arrival of the main 
theme at m. 73 as a secondary theme in this movement. 
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Ex. 11: “Vision hallucinante” mm. 47-61, showing the fragmented and 
chromatically altered return of the main theme in m. 50. 

 

  

The fourth movement, “La ronde fantastique des revenants,” is our 

primary focus. The subject and the structure of the piece are strikingly similar to 

the programmatic structure of Saint-Saëns’ Danse macabre (op. 40, 1874). Loosely 
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based on the poem “Égalité, fraternité…” by Henri Cazales (who published 

under the pseudonym Jean Lahor), Danse macabre depicts a scene in which Death 

personified as a violinist, leads a group of reanimated skeletons in a midnight 

dance. The dance continues with increasing frenzy until they suddenly disperse 

at the sound of the cockcrow heralding the dawn. Despite the patriotic overtones 

of the title, the last line of the poem hints to the darker reality of equality found 

only through death. “Oh! la belle nuit pour la pauvre monde. Et vivent la Mort et 

l’Égalité.”80 It is not clear whether Vierne knew this poem or used Saint-Saëns’ 

work as a model, but the similarities suggest that he did. The title, “La ronde 

fantastique des revenants,” leaves little room for ambiguity about the subject 

matter, which is more closely related to Cazales’ poem than to the medieval 

allegory of the Dance of Death. The structure and musical material of the 

movement reinforce this conclusion.  

A bell-like motive built on fifths appears twelve times (a possible allusion 

to the beginning of Danse macabre and a clock striking midnight), but is 

interrupted twice by a brief whole-tone melodic recitative.  

                                                        

80 Jean Lahor [Henri Cazales], L’Illusion (Paris: Alphonse Lemerre, 1893), 90-91. 
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Ex. 12: “La ronde fantastique des revenants” mm. 1-8. 

 

A sudden diatonic glissando and half-diminished tremolando shatter the 

preceding stillness and lead to the dance proper beginning in m. 24.  
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Ex. 13: “La ronde fantastique des revenants” mm. 13-26. 

 

Underscoring the possible connections with Cazales’ poem is the 

recurring rhythmic motive whose repetition is highly suggestive of typical 

writing for bowed string instruments – in this case, for the violin.  
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Ex. 14: “La ronde fantastique des revenants” mm. 52-63. 

 

Winding into a frenzy, the rhythmic motive shown above becomes 

increasingly prevalent. But as the chaos increases, a sudden interruption and a 

rapid decrease in volume and energy signal the end of the dance. The bell motive 

returns, and a four-measure codetta sends the specters dispersing into the 

darkness. 

The main theme from “Hantise” returns in “La ronde fantastique des 

revenants” in two ways, one melodic and one motivic. Melodically, it appears as 
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a secondary theme at first quietly and then during the dance’s climax. The theme 

arrives in the upper voice with a new rhythm that veils its identity. 

 

 

 

Ex. 15: “La ronde des revenants” mm. 110-119, arrival of “Hantise” theme in m. 
114. 

 

The main theme is also the source of the dance’s primary rhythmic 

motive. The seemingly simple A-B-A-E motive (see m. 24 in Ex. 13 above) is 

derived intervallically from the main theme, F#-G#-F#-C# (see Ex. 9 above). The 

use of a primary theme as secondary themes in other movements disguised by 

altered rhythms is a typical feature of Vierne’s cyclicism, which he frequently 

employed in his organ symphonies as well. 

For a more serene example of the piano works influencing the Pièces de 

fantaisie, we return to “Clair de lune.” Distinguished by its graceful lyricism, lush 

harmonies, and rich registration, “Clair de lune” is one of the most popular Pièces 
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de fantaisie. A solo melody dominates the outer sections of this piece in ABA form 

while a different melody presented in the middle section relies on the warmth of 

the fonds of the French symphonic organ. In D-flat major, the first melody is 

accompanied by the undulations of a gentle syncopation whose defining 

harmonic feature is the dominant pedal point on A-flat in the bass.  

 

 

 

Ex. 16: “Clair de lune” mm. 1-12. 
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The pedal point descends chromatically in m. 10, and as it descends, the 

melody pushes progressively higher. Here, Vierne exploits a feature of the 

Cavaillé-Coll organ: the principle of “treble ascendancy” which meant that the 

strength of the stops increased as they rose in pitch. Thus, the moment that the 

pedal enters in m. 12 is a climax of both range and strength of the melodic stops’ 

tonal bloom. The entrance of the pedal stops (16’ and 8’) reveals the initial pedal 

point as a tenor, or perhaps baritone line. The new bass line itself begins to 

descend chromatically until the piece’s first cadence in the tonic in m. 19.  
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Ex. 17: “Clair de lune” mm. 9-20. 
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The second theme begins in m. 37 in the pedal. 

 

 

 

Ex. 18: “Clair de lune” mm. 33-40.  
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The melody is passed to the right hand and briefly developed before a 

gentle climax. A terse transition reintroduces the first theme, again soaring above 

a gently undulating accompaniment, but this time with a tonic pedal point in the 

lowest register of the pedal. 

 

 

Ex. 19: “Clair de lune” mm. 76-87.  
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A brief coda brings “Clair de lune” to a peaceful conclusion. The pulsating 

accompaniment of the left hand is gone and the prevailing chromatic intensity is 

replaced by a series of descending diatonic chords in mm. 104-08 interrupted by 

one final surprise, the C dominant ninth chord in mm. 105-06.  

 

 

 

Ex. 20: “Clair de lune” mm. 100-110. 

 

A musical precedent for “Clair de lune” can be found in an earlier piano 

piece from 1916, the third of Vierne’s Trois Nocturnes, which has the epigraph “La 
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lumière rayonnait des Astres de la nuit, le rossignol chantait…”81 Like “Clair de 

lune,” “La lumière” is in ternary form (ABA) and in D-flat major. It begins with a 

gentle pentatonic arpeggiation, the lowest note of which becomes a pedal point 

(see Ex. 21 below). Note that the sustained A-flat is the same pitch as the pedal 

point at the beginning of “Clair de lune.” 

 

 

Ex. 21: “La lumière” mm. 1-5. 

 

In both pieces, the first cadence in the tonic key is long after the piece’s 

opening (m. 19 in “Clair de lune” and m. 23 in “La lumière”). A brief chromatic 

passage leads to the second theme in A major, just as in “Clair de lune.” 

 

                                                        

81 Abbreviated in the following discussion as “La lumière.” 
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Ex. 22: “La lumière” mm. 27-32. 

 

The development that follows is more turbulent (perhaps more 

passionate) than in “Clair de lune,” but a quick transition reintroduces the first 

theme. 
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Ex. 23: “La lumière” mm. 69-76. 

 

Like the recapitulation in “Clair de lune,” Vierne provides a tonic pedal 

point (technically an open fifth in this case) in m. 72 of the above example. 

Although the sostenuto pedal is released every half-measure, the effect of the 

pedal point is intended to linger in the listener’s aural memory and is frequently 

refreshed as in m. 76 above. Vierne then recalls the second theme briefly as a 

final reminder of the night’s natural beauty before coming to rest in the warmth 

of the piano’s low register.  

These examples show Vierne’s tendency to return to similar subjects. Not 

only did he find these subjects (imaginary creatures and nocturnal light) 
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inspiring, he also found his musical ideas effective in communicating these 

subjects. Although Vierne often looked to his own past for inspiration with the 

Pièces de fantaisie, he also looked farther into the past to the traditions of the 

organists of the nineteenth century and to the French composers of the 

eighteenth century. In particular, his association with Vincent d’Indy and the 

Schola Cantorum provided fertile ground for these interests.  

 

Vierne, d’Indy, and the Schola Cantorum 

Despite recent revelations about early music in France, there is no doubt 

that d’Indy was an important figure in the revival of music of the ancien régime. 

D’Indy had an interest in a wide variety of composers and genres, but his 

standard-bearer of the French tradition was Rameau. Held up as a model of 

composition for opera and chamber music, Rameau also represented the 

hallmarks of logic, clarity, and order. To adequately understand the appeal of 

Rameau’s music and d’Indy’s admiration for it, it is necessary to recall his 

“patriotic efforts to bring pre-Romantic music (including Rameau’s) to the notice 

of the public.”82 He was not alone in this project as leading French political 

groups were well aware of the political power of the arts. Action Française had 

goals similar to d’Indy’s and generally supported his efforts, even though the 

                                                        

82 Paul, “Rameau, d’Indy, and French Nationalism,” 47. 
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political organization was “hesitant about d’Indy himself.”83 As Charles Paul has 

noted, it is impossible to separate the literary and political tenets of the Action 

Française who prized order above all else, which meant order in politics, religion, 

and creative thought (including literature and the arts).84 Such rigid mingling of 

these elements was perfectly logical to d’Indy who afforded primacy of religion 

to all aspects of life and forms of art. He believed that religion was the 

foundation of all art and that all art was meant for the service of God.85 In his 

mind, the two were inseparable.  

Such a worldview informed the way d’Indy viewed not only art, but also 

education. When he founded the Schola Cantorum in 1894 along with Alexandre 

Guilmant and Charles Bordes, he was able to put his views into action. 

Musically, this meant that through the influence of the Schola, he was able to 

continue his project of bringing the great French composers of the past back into 

the public’s awareness. Or at least that was what he believed. As Pasler noted, a 

less rigorous precedent for d’Indy’s emphasis on early music at the Schola was 

already in place at the Conservatoire and that by 1900, “la musique ancienne was 

literally in fashion.”86  Nevertheless, by the turn of the century, the Schola had 

received great acclaim for its efforts. In 1902, Jean Marnold wrote of the Schola in 
                                                        

83 Jane Fulcher, French Cultural Politics and Music: from the Dreyfus Affair to the First 
World War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 123. 
84 Paul, “Rameau, d’Indy, and French Nationalism,” 47. 
85 Gail Hilson Woldu, “Debussy, Fauré, and d’Indy and Conceptions of the Artist: 
the Institutions, the Dialogues, the Conflicts,” in Debussy and His World, ed. Jane 
Fulcher (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 236. 
86 Pasler, “Deconstructing d’Indy,” 136. 
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Mercure de France, “Ses recitals parisiens, les voyages de ses directeurs, artistes ou 

élèves répandent autour d’elle et dans nos provinces la connaissance, l’amour et le culte 

des chefs-d’œuvre du passé.”87 Indeed the same author noted the underlying 

purpose of public education and – for d’Indy’s purposes – patriotic edification, 

saying “…le choix autant que la diversité des programmes des innombrables concerts 

est, pour tout auditeur, un enseignement.”88 Most importantly for the public, the 

concerts of the Schola brought a diversity of programming that placed less-

known French composers of the past on the same programs as well-known 

composers, a feature unique to the crowded Parisian concert scene. Marnold 

wrote of the variety offered by the Schola. 

Il n’y a pas un autre endroit à Paris, peut-être au monde, où l’on  
puisse entendre en six mois, comme on le put faire cette année,  
plusieurs Cantates de Bach, tous les Quatuors à cordes de Beethoven  
avec les plus belles de ses Sonates pour le piano, l’histoire de la  
Sonate de violon, des actes entiers d’opéras de Lully, de Rameau  
et de Gluck, des œuvres ignores ou quasi des clavecinistes ou  
organistes des XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles, des airs de Carissimi, des  
lieder de Schubert et de Schumann, des Chorals d’orgue de Bach  

                                                        

87 Jean Marnold, “Le Conservatoire et la Scola [sic],” Mercure de France, July-
September, 1902, 105. [Its Parisian performances and the travels of its directors, 
artists, or students locally and in the provinces all spread the knowledge, love, 
and cult of the masterpieces of the past.]Pasler has also noted that the differences 
between the Schola and the Conservatoire were not as great as their 
contemporary proponents suggested and that considerable literature circulated 
in the first years of the twentieth century to put d’Indy and Dubois in 
competition with each other. (Pasler, “Deconstructing d’Indy,” 122-23.) 
88 Marnold, “Le Conservatoire et la Scola [sic],” 105. […the choice as much as the 
diversity of programming of the innumerable concerts is, for any listener, an 
education.] 
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et de César Franck, le Requiem de Mozart, etc.”89 

To the students of the Schola, a similar variety of teaching was offered 

based on historical inquiry. In composition, students were taught to consider the 

elements of composition from the early medieval period up through the late 

nineteenth century “and then taught to compose in the style of a particular 

period or composer.”90 For composers and performers alike, great emphasis was 

placed on plainchant and on the music of Palestrina, a focus that was supported 

by the hierarchy of the Catholic church. D’Indy’s ideas received an official (if 

indirect) endorsement from Pope Pius X in the 1903 Motu proprio which “laid 

down principles concerning music that corresponded almost exactly to those 

already operative at the Schola.” D’Indy took considerable pleasure in noting this 

agreement.91 

 Vierne had known d’Indy since Vierne’s formative days at the 

Conservatoire. Although the mild mannered Vierne had few of the divisive 

qualities for which d’Indy is remembered today, the two shared some views on 

                                                        

89 Marnold, “Le Conservatoire et la Scola [sic],” 105-6. [There is no other place in 
Paris, perhaps in the world where in six months one could hear as we did this 
year several cantatas by Bach, all of Beethoven’s string quartets along with the 
most beautiful piano sonatas, the history of the violin sonata, several entire acts 
of operas by Lully, Rameau, and Gluck, forgotten and nearly-forgotten works 
from the clavecinists and organists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
songs of Carissimi, lieder of Schubert and Schumann, organ chorales of Bach and 
Franck, and Mozart’s Requiem, etc.] 
90 Woldu, “Debussy, Fauré, and d’Indy and Conceptions of the Artist,” 236-7. 
91 Glenn Watkins, Proof Through the Night: Music and the Great War (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003), 159. 



 

74 

music and its place in the service of God and the Church.92 Moreover, they 

shared a musical heritage as ardent disciples of Franck. D’Indy first met Franck 

following the Franco-Prussian War upon the former’s return to Paris. In Franck, 

d’Indy found a mentor in whom he saw the results of a rigorous work ethic and 

spiritual discipline, which he was unable to find in other Conservatoire 

professors of composition.93 So strong was d’Indy’s devotion to Franck that he 

considered the Pater seraphicus94 to be the “grandfather” of the Schola, the 

curriculum of which he had set up according to the principles of his mentor.95 To 

trace the full circle of Vierne’s relationship with d’Indy, it is necessary to follow 

the lineage of the organ professorship at the Conservatoire. 

Like d’Indy, Vierne considered Franck to be more than just a professor. 

From an early age (and thanks to the efforts of his uncle), he had set his sights on 

studying with Franck as a student in the organ class at the Conservatoire.96 

Vierne first played for Franck during the concours of 1886 at the Institution 

nationale des Jeunes Aveugles, after which Vierne recalled Franck promising to 

                                                        

92 There is little evidence, however, of Vierne’s political views.  
93 Andrew Thomson, Vincent d’Indy and His World (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996), 23-4. 
94 Pater seraphicus [Angelic father] is the term of endearment by which Franck was 
known to his students. 
95 Woldu, “Debussy, Fauré, and d’Indy and Conceptions of the Artist,” 236. 
96 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 10. [Mon oncle, mis au courant par mon père, arrêta un 
programme d’études parfaitement define: preparation à l’Institution Nationale de Paris, 
instruction complete reçue dans cet établissement; puis, entrée comme élève dans la classe 
d’orgue du conservatoire, que dirigeait alors César Franck, avec qui mon oncle était très 
lié.] 
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admit him as a student at the Conservatoire when he was ready.97 The next year, 

he won the premier prix in organ and was admitted as an auditor into Franck’s 

class; he was admitted as a full student in October 1890. 

Vierne’s studies with Franck did not last long. The previous May, Franck 

had been severely injured in a street accident and died from complications on 8 

November 1890. Vierne had received only four classes from the dying 

professor.98 Widor took over as professor of organ in December 1890 and 

immediately announced changes to the organ class, which had until then been a 

de facto seminar in composition.99 Among the changes were an increased 

emphasis on technique and repertoire playing and a decreased emphasis on 

composition. Improvisation – due to its necessity in liturgical organ playing in 

France – remained an important element of the curriculum. Widor knew the 

reverence in which the students held their former teacher. It was necessary that 

he strike a delicate balance between respect for his predecessor while convincing 

the students of the need to shift the focus of the class back to playing instead of 

composing.100 He succeeded in winning the affection of the students, and Vierne 

and Widor quickly developed a mutual admiration for each other.  

Gradually, Widor began entrusting various responsibilities to his young 

protégé. In 1891 Vierne began teaching the course in plainchant accompaniment 
                                                        

97 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 14-5. 
98 Andrew Thomson, The Life and Times of Charles-Marie Widor, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987), 45. 
99 Pasler, “Deconstructing d’Indy,” 105. 
100 See Thomson, Widor, 46-8, and Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 28ff.  
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and fugal improvisation that Widor required of the class observers before full 

admission.101 The next year, Widor hired Vierne as his suppléant, or deputy, at 

Saint-Sulpice. In 1894, Vierne was awarded the premier prix in organ and became 

Widor’s assistant in the organ class. However, Widor had his sights set on 

becoming a professor of composition, which he achieved in 1896 upon the death 

of Ambroise Thomas and the subsequent appointment of Théodore Dubois as 

director of the Conservatoire. Widor needed to ensure a worthy successor as 

organ professor while allowing Vierne to retain his post as assistant. In 

December 1896, Alexandre Guilmant was introduced as the new organ professor 

(with Vierne his assistant), with whom he also quickly developed a close 

professional and personal relationship.102 

During the first decade of the new century, Vierne continued to build his 

professional résumé assisting at the Conservatoire; his appointment as organiste 

titulaire of Notre-Dame considerably increased his prestige. With his teaching 

experience, knowledge of the Conservatoire and its system, and his prominent 

post at Notre-Dame, it seemed as if he would be an obvious choice as Guilmant’s 

successor as the organ professor at the Conservatoire, whenever that time 

came.103  

                                                        

101 Thomson, Widor, 50.  
102 Thomson, Widor, 55.  
103 Bernard Gavoty, Louis Vierne: la vie et l’œuvre (Paris: Éditions Buchet/Chastel, 
1980), 106-7. 
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When Guilmant died in 1911, a committee began the process of choosing a 

new organ professor. According to Le Ménestrel, the three leading candidates for 

the position were (in order) Eugène Gigout, Vierne, and Charles Tournemire.104 

Although Vierne was perhaps the most qualified for the position, politics and 

personal affections led to the selection of Gigout. Vierne, considering this 

overlook to be a personal affront and one of the great tragedies of his life, 

resigned in protest from his position as the assistant to the class.105 His chances of 

obtaining a significant teaching post were not lost, however, with the perceived 

insult from the Conservatoire. Guilmant, as one of the co-founders of the Schola 

Cantorum, had concurrently served as organ professor there. Vierne was already 

well-known to the Schola, having been a regular recitalist there and having been 

hailed by the school’s in-house bulletin, La Tribune de Saint-Gervais, as a future 

“prince of his instrument.”106 When Guilmant died, d’Indy was eager to hire 

Vierne as Guilmant’s successor at the Schola. 

Although Vierne was surely aware of the musical and intellectual trends 

of the early twentieth century (and was likely exposed to it at the Conservatoire), 

it was during his direct connection with the Schola that he likely received 

significant and concentrated interaction with a vast amount of early French 

keyboard music including a variety of pièces à titre. His Pièces de fantaisie were 

not, however, his first large collection of pièces à titre for organ. Many of the 
                                                        

104 [Henri Heugel], “Nouvelles Diverses,” Le Ménestrel, May 13, 1911, 150. 
105 Franck Besingrand, Louis Vierne (Paris: Bleu Nuit Éditeur, 2011), 60. 
106 Thomas, d’Indy, 172. 
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movements from his earlier set of Pièces en style libre have descriptive titles, albeit 

none quite as fanciful as the Pièces de fantaisie. Nevertheless, the Pièces en style 

libre are an important step towards the latter Pièces de fantaisie.  

In addition to being quality pieces for concert settings, Vierne offered 

another purpose for the Pièces en style libre. The titles of the individual 

movements have a mixture of secular and religious connotations. Among the 

secular titles are, for example, “Idylle mélancolique,” “Madrigal,” and 

“Divertissement.” Among those with religious connotations are “Choral,” 

“Pastorale,” and “Cortège.” Yet in the preface to the score, he indicated the 

universal religious function of these pieces, writing “Les pièces du présent 

recueil sont calculées de façon à pouvoir être exécutées pendant la durée normale 

d’un offertoire. Elles sont registrées pour un harmonium de 4 jeux et demi et 

pour un orgue à 2 claviers et pédalier de 18 à 20 jeux.”107 These were therefore 

appropriate for both concert and liturgical use, and their more secular titles were 

not as important as the musical atmosphere that they created during the 

offertory. Such flexibility in instrumentation was not uncommon among organ 

compositions, as composers knew that their works could find a variety of 

                                                        

107 Louis Vierne, 24 Pièces en style libre (Paris: Durand et Cie., 1914), 
“Avertissement” [page number unassigned]. [The pieces of the present collection 
are written in a way that allows them to be played during the normal duration of 
an Offertory. They are registered for a harmonium of four and a half stops and 
for a two-manual organ with pedal of eighteen to twenty stops.] 
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possible uses.108 Among the significant predecessors in this tradition are Franck’s 

L’Organiste and Alkan’s numerous collections variably composed for organ, 

harmonium or piano especially the Onze pièces dans le style religieux et un 

transcription du “Messie” de Haendel (op. 72, 1867).109  

Although a number of well-known composers left collections of music for 

harmonium alternately usable on the organ (or even piano), few collections show 

the same level of artistry and refinement as the Pièces en style libre. The dual 

purpose of these pieces and the high level of artistry and craftsmanship are 

certainly at the core of d’Indy’s philosophy of Art at the service of God. 110 That 

these pieces were composed within three years of Vierne’s appointment at the 

Schola suggests that they may be a reflection of his direct encounter with 

d’Indy’s musical ideology.  

In addition to d’Indy’s views, the Pièces en style libre are a result of wider 

ideologies of music, God, and country present in the early twentieth century. 

Composed on the eve of World War I, the Pièces en style libre fit into a broader 

narrative of music in the early 1910s and the influence on the arts exercised by 

political groups. Driven by an aesthetic of clarity of form and expression, the 
                                                        

108 It was not uncommon for less-affluent French churches to have harmoniums 
instead of organs, and composers – knowing this possibility – wrote music that 
could be played on either instrument successfully. Occasionally, these works 
were played by substitutes under the assumption that their improvisation skills 
were not at the same level as the titulaire. [See Smith, Louis Vierne, 529ff.] 
109 William Alexander Eddie, Charles Valentin Alkan: His Life and Music 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2007), 143. 
110 Recall that Vierne had capitalized “Dieu” and “Art” in his memoires where he 
cited the three important elements of his duties at Notre-Dame.  
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cultural myth promulgated by ultranationalist groups was one whose roots were 

found in national history.111 So prevalent was this belief that in a preface to 

prominent music critic Georges Jean-Aubry’s La musique française aujourd’hui, 

Gabriel Fauré wrote:  

Une préoccupation que M. G. Jean-Aubry laisse percer  
dans bien des pages de cet ouvrage – l’idée directrice de  
cet ouvrage, pourrai-je dire – consiste à ne considérer  
comme réllement française que la musique qui se rattache  
aux traditions de Rameau et des clavecinistes du dix-septième  
siècle et du dix-huitième siècle112 

Fauré later noted that he did not necessarily wish to dispute Jean-Aubry’s claims, 

merely that they were worthy of discussion.113  

While the Opéra served as the prime locus of “national memory and myth 

to instill a unified wartime identity in a politically and culturally fractured 

France,”114 the church and its musicians could fulfill a similar role. However, we 

know little of Vierne’s personal politics, so it is difficult to say how much of this 

culture permeated his works. Clouding the issue further is his absence from Paris 

during much of the War, especially its latter years. When Vierne returned from 

Switzerland, he found a nation physically and emotionally shattered. As Jane 
                                                        

111 Jane Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual: Music and Ideology in France 1914-1940 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 21 
112 Gabriel Fauré, preface to La musique française aujourd’hui, by Georges Jean-
Aubry (Paris: Perrin et Cie., 1916), ix. 
“One preoccupation that M. G. Jean-Aubry betrays in the many pages of this 
work – the driving idea of this work, may I say – consists of only considering 
truly French music as that which related to the traditions of Rameau and the 
clavecinistes of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.” 
113 Fauré, “Preface,” xi.  
114 Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 20. 
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Fulcher noted, classicism (and its variety of expressions) after the War became a 

language of remembrance and mourning.115 Although the Pièces de fantaisie were 

composed seven years after the Treaty of Versailles, “the atmosphere of 

mourning and commemoration persisted, especially among the older generation, 

which had witnessed the slaughter of its most able-bodied youth.”116 Even 

though Vierne was not in France to witness the worst of the destruction, the 

death of his beloved brother and the horrific state of his cherished organ were a 

daily reminder of the war’s devastating costs. The composition of the Pièces de 

fantaisie in preparation for Vierne’s concert tour, therefore, functioned 

simultaneously as a memorial and an effort to rebuild. Not only had the 

Americans helped the French to wartime victory, now they were called on to 

help rebuild one of France’s musical icons. 

 

Le grand-orgue de Notre-Dame  

An account of Vierne’s influences must surely include Notre-Dame itself 

whose building, liturgies, and (most importantly) organ were the primary locus 

of his life. Émile Bourdon, a student of Vierne, recalled a moment the year before 

Vierne’s death. “En mars [19]36, j’avais revu mon cher Maître assez fragile, mais 

soutenu par l’espoir de retrouver bientôt ce qu’il avait de plus cher au monde, son 

                                                        

115 Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 22. 
116 Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 87. 
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instrument-roi, devenu comme un doublement de lui-même.”117 Indeed, the organ at 

Notre-Dame was as much a part of his musical existence as were his 

compositions, which were written not only for concert use on that particular 

organ but also for liturgical use.  

After the composition of the Pièces en style libre, Vierne completed two 

organ symphonies before composing more pièces à titre, this time on a grander 

scale. Unlike the earlier collection, he did not offer a specific liturgical purpose 

for the Pièces de fantaisie, but we know that he played certain movements during 

the offertory and the postlude, or sortie. The “Carillon de Westminster” was 

played publically at Notre-Dame a week before its official premiere on the 

recently restored organ of St-Nicholas-du-Chardonnet. Henri Doyen, one of 

Vierne’s students, recalled that it was one of the few times that he had witnessed 

the clergy and congregation not sortent, but rather stay and listen.118 Despite their 

increased difficulty and lack of instrumental flexibility, the Pièces de fantaisie 

continued along the path Vierne set almost thirty years earlier in the service of 

God and Art.  

As in the Pièces en style libre, the titles of the Pièces de fantaisie seem to be 

less important than the atmosphere that they created. There was, however, one 

                                                        

117 Emile Bourdon, “Queues souvenirs anecdotiques sur L. Vierne,” in In 
Memoriam Louis Vierne, ed. L’Association des Amis de l’Orgue. (Paris: Desclée de 
Brouwer et Cie, 1939), 137. 
“In March 1936, I saw my dear Master rather fragile, but sustained by the hope of 
seeing soon that which he held most dear in the world, his kingly instrument, 
having become a double of himself.” 
118 As reported in Smith, Louis Vierne, 555. 
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exception “Fantômes,” which Vierne indicated on the top of the score “pour le 

concert seulement.”119 This single exception suggests that Vierne may have 

considered any other Pièces de fantaisie acceptable for liturgical use, even the most 

secular of titles such as “Naïades” or “Feux follets.” The reason behind this is 

perhaps a particularly Catholic view of the world and the nature of creative 

imagination. 

In The Catholic Imagination, sociologist and Catholic priest Andrew Greeley 

wrote, “Catholics live in an enchanted world, a world of statues and holy water, 

stained glass and votive candles, saints and religious medals, rosary beads and 

holy pictures. But these Catholic paraphernalia are mere hints of a deeper and 

more pervasive sensibility that inclines Catholics to see the Holy lurking in 

creation.”120 He later questioned his own premise, asking how people can accept 

an enchanted creation in light of an increasingly demystified cosmos.121  

                                                        

119 Vierne attached an enigmatic literary guide – complete with numbers 
corresponding to moments in the music – to the bottom of the score, suggesting 
the meaning of “fantômes” and which may explain why he felt this piece to be 
inappropriate for liturgies.  

1) L’Évocateur: Qui donc prépare l’avenir?...                   
2) Le jeune esthète: C’est moi… Je suis libre! 
3) Le vieux pédant: C’est moi… Je garde la tradition!    
4) Le nègre: L’avenir est au danseur. 
5) Le singe: L’avenir est à la fantaisie…   
6) Le mendiant (joueur d’Orgue de Barbarle): Il est à la misère…“Solo Mio” 
7) Le destin: Il n’est nulle part et partout. 

120 Andrew Greeley, The Catholic Imagination (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2000), 1. 
121 Greeley, The Catholic Imagination, 2. 
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Greeley recognized the relationship between religion and imagination, 

saying that “the origins and raw power of religion are at the imaginative (that is, 

the experiential and narrative) level both for the individual and for the 

tradition.”122 For an instrument so closely tied to religion as the organ, the 

connections that he suggests between religion and imagination are applicable to 

the church’s resident instrument as well as musical and religious imagination. 

The musical imaginations of Vierne (indeed many composers) were certainly not 

limited to the church or a codified list of prescribed subjects. Like most artists, he 

drew inspiration from all areas of life. “God and Grace lurk everywhere. In the 

dictum ‘grace is everywhere’ the emphasis can be placed on any of the three 

words. I suspect that for the creative artist possessed by the Catholic 

imagination, the emphasis is on the third.”123 

Vierne’s Pièces de fantaisie embody Greeley’s Catholic imagination in the 

way that they find religious meaning everywhere and in everything. This 

possibility is not only at the root of the composition of these pieces, but also in 

their use at Notre-Dame. More specifically, the Pièces de fantaisie are a product of 

a composer influenced by his devout faith, the cathedral in which this faith was 

practiced, the services within that structure, and the building’s famous organ.  

 

 

                                                        

122 Greeley, The Catholic Imagination, 4. 
123 Greeley, The Catholic Imagination, 10. 
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Conclusion 

For church musicians of the highest caliber, their work is by default in 

service of God and Art. Well aware of this, Vierne closed the chapter on his 

memories of Notre-Dame thusly:  

Ici se clôt le chapitre de mes Souvenirs d’organiste de  
Notre-Dame. Le magique instrument, dont je suis depuis  
trente-sept ans l’heureux titulaire a joué dans ma vie  
artistique et intellectuelle un rôle prépondérant. C’est  
dans son ambiance que j’ai écrit ce que j’ai écrit, et que je  
me suis fait une esthétique d’ ‘organist de Cathédrale,’  
en m’efforçant de m’adapter à sa majesté sonore, au cadre  
grandiose de la Basilique, aux grands souvenirs religieux  
et nationaux qui s’y rattachent. À la haute mission qui m’a  
été confiée je crois avoir mis, faute de mieux, toute la fidélité  
et la sincérité de mon cœur d’artiste et de croyant.124  

He subtly mentioned both religious and national memories attached to the 

cathedral, which reaffirms the third part of his dictum, “pour Dieu, l’Art, et pays” 

as well as the influence that “country” had at Notre-Dame, the Schola Cantorum 

and in France’s collective construction of its musical history. When viewed 

through the lens of these influences, Vierne’s Pièces de fantaisie is a work by a 

composer who looked to his past and France’s musical past for inspiration, 

                                                        

124 Vierne, “Mes Souvenirs,” 111-2. [Here ends the chapter of my souvenirs as 
organist of Notre-Dame. The magical instrument of which I was the happy titular 
for thirty-seven years played a leading role in my artistic and intellectual life. It is 
in this regard that I wrote what I wrote and created for myself the aesthetic of a 
‘cathedral organist,’ forcing myself to adapt to its sonic majesty, to the setting of 
this grandiose basilica, and to the great religious and national memories attached 
to it. To the high mission that was entrusted to me, I believe I have placed – 
lacking anything better – all of the faithfulness and sincerity of my heart as an 
artist and as a believer.] 
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connecting two centuries of French musical tradition. At the same time, he 

absorbed the currents and trends of the surround musical culture. 
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Chapter 2: Il se plaisait à ce syncrétisme: Jehan Alain and the  
Poetics of Mixture 
 

In Jazz Age Catholicism, historian Stephen Schloesser argued that leading French 

intellectuals and artists came to view Catholicism in the decade after World War 

I as not only compatible with modernity but as also exemplifying its truest 

expression.125 This idea was, of course, not the mindset of many Catholic 

intellectuals of the previous generation. “From the mid-nineteenth century 

onward, the ‘Pope and the Ultramontanists…came to believe that there was an 

absolute dichotomy between Catholicism and the contemporary world’.”126 

Schloesser, however, demonstrated how the 1920s renouveau catholique was able 

to reverse this thinking in a way that moved Catholicism from the cultural 

fringes to a commanding central place. The desire for Catholicism to play a 

central role in everyday life continued into the next decade and permeated not 

only the intellectual and artistic elites but also filtered down through the 

parochial level to the souls in the pews. Exemplifying this result, a parish 

magazine from the church of Saint-Joseph in Paris identified three types of 

Catholics, proudly declaring that the best type was the one who is “of the times,” 

suggesting that the movements of the 1920s had filtered into the general 

                                                        

125 Stephan Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism: Mystic modernism in postwar Paris, 
1919-1933 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 5.  
126 Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 5. Quoting J. Derek Holmes, The Triumph of the 
Holy See: A Short History of the Papacy in the Nineteenth Century (London: Burns 
and Oates, 1978), 134-5. 
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population of congregational life by the end of the following decade.127 The 

arrival of this mentality in everyday Catholic life is a reflection of Jean Cocteau’s 

famous war-time aphorism characterizing tradition as that which “…se travestit 

d’époque en époque, mais le public connaît mal son regard et ne la retrouve jamais sous 

les masques.”128 

This new creative spirit was far more than just a newfound sense of 

cultural and stylistic integration. Borne out of the devastation of World War I, 

this fresh intellectual atmosphere was the result of a sudden new realization. As 

Paul Valéry declared “Nous autres, civilisations, nous savons maintenant que nous 

sommes mortelles…et nous voyons maintenant que l’abîme de l’histoire est assez grand 

pour tout le monde.”129 In particular Valéry noted, “Il y a l’illusion perdue d’une 

culture européenne et la démonstration de l’impuissance de la connaissance à sauver quoi 

que ce soit.”130 It was this prevailing attitude that cleared the field and provided 

an opening intellectually and socially for the movement that Schloesser 

described. At face value, these efforts appear to be an attempt to reconcile 

                                                        

127 [Saint-Joseph Parish], Dix et Onze de Saint-Joseph, January 1939, 13. Quoted in 
Vesna Drapac, War and Religion: Catholics in the Churches of Occupied Paris 
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1998), 66-7. 
128 Jean Cocteau, Le coq et l’arlequin: notes autour de la musique (Paris: Éditions de la 
Sirène, 1918), 42. [Tradition disguises itself in every epoch, but the public poorly 
understands its appearance and never recognizes it under its masks.]  
129 Paul Valéry, “La crise de l’esprit,” La Nouvelle Revue Française 6 (1919): 321-2. 
[We civilizations now know that we are mortal…and we see now that the abyss 
of history is large enough for everyone.] 
130 Valéry, “La crise de l’esprit,” 325. [There is a lost illusion of a European culture 
and a demonstration of the impotence of knowledge to save anything.] 
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seemingly disparate ideologies: traditional Catholicism and modernism. 

However, the intellectuals engaged in this cultural project believed that it was 

not a matter of reconciliation, but rather a synthesis that displayed inherent 

shared characteristics demonstrating how modernism could be the purest form 

of Catholic expression.  

Without doubt, the composer most closely associated with this artistic 

aesthetic in its most mature form is Olivier Messiaen, whose reputation for music 

conceived for sacred and secular spaces alike is overtly and unapologetically 

marked with the inspiration of Catholic theology, doctrine, and mysticism. 

Messiaen was the most prominent composer to put renouveau catholique ideology 

into practice and was also the most openly vocal about how his compositions 

and Catholic faith were intertwined. Not only did he freely speak of this 

relationship with other musicians, journalists, and scholars, he also wished for 

his audience to be aware of the connections as indicated by the written and 

verbal program notes that frequently accompanied performances of his music.131 

Although few other composers influenced by the renouveau catholique were as 

deeply committed or as interested in expressing these influences as Messiaen, the 

renouveau catholique reached other prominent composers of the interwar years, 

                                                        

131 Of course not everybody appreciated these efforts as is demonstrated by the 
backlash in the press during the early 1940s that criticized Messiaen’s 
commentaries provided at premieres of his most recent works, most notably the 
Vingt regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus and the Trois petites liturgies Présence Divine. The 
controversy – known as Le cas Messiaen – was a sign that not everyone ascribed to 
this Catholic modernist project or at least did not find the comments helpful to 
the music. 
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notably Charles Tournemire, Jean-Yves Daniel-Lesur, Jean Langlais, and Jehan 

Alain.  

Many of these composers (especially those of the younger generation) 

joined together in collectives united by common purposes. They were not 

necessarily directly influenced by renouveau catholique principles, but the spirit of 

artistic renewal was one that drove the creation and goals of these groups. 

Organizations such as La Spirale132 and La Jeune France133 were among the more 

prominent examples of this ideal. Their collective aim was to promote new 

French music and to highlight significant works through repeat performances.134 

Some composers showed considerable interest in these groups, and there was 

significant overlap in membership. Other composers – such as Alain who was 

offered membership in La Jeune France but declined135 – had little interest in the 

collective membership but maintained connections and sympathies to the 

groups’ efforts.136 Despite the primarily secular functions of these collectives, the 

                                                        

132 La Spirale was founded in 1935 and membership included Messiaen, his wife 
Claire Delbos, and Daniel-Lesur, among others. 
133 Fewer in number than La Spirale, La Jeune France (founded in 1936) was a 
group of only four composers Messiaen, Daniel-Lesur, André Jolivet and Yves 
Baudrier. 
134 Nigel Simeone, “La Spirale and La Jeune France: Group Identities,” The 
Musical Times 143 (2002): 11. 
135 Nigel Simeone. “Jeune France, La.” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 
Oxford University Press. Web. 1 Nov. 2015. 
<www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/51331>. 
136 Litanies and Le Jardin suspendu were premiered at a concert under the joint 
auspices of La Jeune France and Amis de l’Orgue at La Trinité in Paris on 18 
February 1938. Also included on the program was Alain’s Variations sur un thème 
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strongly held Catholic faith of many of their members was a prominent feature of 

the repertoire that the groups presented in their concerts. A representative 

(however incomplete) list of concert programs from La Spirale and La Jeune France 

demonstrates this variety.137 It is, of course, Messiaen who dominates the locus of 

overtly devotional music, but his presence does not hold a monopoly.  

At a time that many devout Catholic composers – especially composers of 

organ music – increasingly turned to Catholic doctrine and tradition for 

inspiration, Alain turned also to a panoply of world religions. This action may 

seem unremarkable in the musical climate of inter-war Paris when so many 

composers found inspiration in exotic and foreign cultures, such as those on 

display at the 1931 Colonial Exposition. However, the Catholic world of inter-

war Paris was frequently at odds with this during the 1930s as Catholic groups 

sought to bolster Catholicism against secular and non-Catholic society. Yet as 

Vesna Drapac has shown, “polemical rhetoric was quite distant from the 

practical functioning of parishes year in and year out.”138 What the church 

leadership officially promulgated was not necessarily what the people believed. 

Alain’s interest in exotic religions and music placed him within the wider 

aesthetic of renouveau catholique. 
                                                        

 

de Clément Jannequin, which had been premiered in Saint-Germain-en-Laye in 
April of 1937.  [Jehan Alain, Complete Organ Works, vol. I, ed. Helga Schauerte-
Maubouet (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag, 2011), xi.] 
137 Simeone, “La Spirale and La Jeune France: Group Identities,” 28-34. 
138 Drapac, War and Religion, 56. 
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Like Messiaen and his colleagues, Alain’s affection for unusual modes and 

rhythms included both ancient western and non-western examples. Early in his 

musical education, Alain had an interest in the ancient Greek modes and their 

interpretation through the teachings of Maurice Emmanuel, whose mentorship 

Alain considered equally as important as that of his organ professor, Marcel 

Dupré.139 It was Emmanuel’s teachings that led Alain to use the unusual modal 

labels for his Choral Dorien, Choral Phrygien, and Ballade en mode phrygien, which 

do not correspond to those typically used for Gregorian modes.140 Alain also 

acquired a rhythmic concept based on Emmanuel’s understanding of ancient 

Greek rhythms. The most notable examples are seen in the shifting patterns of 

eighth-note divisions in Aria, Litanies, and “Joies” from Trois Danses.141  

The non-western musical elements that most influenced Alain were much 

the same as those that influenced Messiaen and others, among them Hindu 

rhythms and modes. To this frequent source of influence we can add North 

African, Islamic, and Jewish inspirations, which Aurélie Decourt has outlined in 

                                                        

139 Christophe Corbier, “Modes grecs et rhythmique antique: Jehan Alain et les 
théories de Maurice Emmanuel,” in Jehan Alain: Livre du centenaire, 1911-2011, ed. 
Aurélie Decourt (Saint-Germain-en-Laye: Les Presses Franciliennes, 2012), 13.  
140 Wilhelm Hafner, Das Orgelwerk von Jehan Alain (1911-1940) und sein Verhältnis 
zur französischen Orgelmusik des 20. Jahrhunderts (Baden-Baden: Verlag Valentin 
Koerner, 2000), 36.  [For the two Chorals, the modal indications in the Gregorian 
system would be reversed from what Alain supplied. That is, the Chroal Dorien 
appears to be in the Phrygian mode of the Gregorian system, and vice versa.] 
141 Corbier, “Modes grecs et rhythmique antique,” 22-24. 
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a foundational essay.142 But where Alain differed from his colleagues in the 1930s 

is in the way that he utilizes foreign influences beyond modes and rhythms; he 

was also interested in the rituals, rites, and spiritual intents of these foreign 

religions and cultures. Alain delighted in the combination of seemingly disparate 

religious and musical elements that bridged the divide between Catholicism and 

non-western religions. As Decourt noted, “Il se plaisait à ce syncrétisme.”143 More 

than just notes and rhythms, Alain synthesized broad swaths of foreign cultures 

into his music (especially his music for the organ) that, nevertheless, maintained 

a distinctively Christian character as if viewed through a panoptic lens. The 

following pages will discuss how Alain espoused the mature intellectual 

manifestations of the renouveau catholique and prevailing multicultural artistic 

expressions with his interests in foreign religions and cultures to create a 

distinctive Catholic musical expression in 1930s Paris.  

During the interwar period, the French were fascinated with the future, 

which offered numerous possibilities. On one hand, it promised great advances 

in the way humans interacted with each other and with the world. But the 

anxiety of what dangers the future may hold was equally present in their 

imagination. Chief among these concerns was the possibility of another war. 

Given the devastation of the World War I, it is difficult to imagine that the 

                                                        

142 See Aurélie Decourt, “Les Sources orientales de la musique de Jehan Alain et 
leur dépassement” in Jehan Alain: Livre du centenaire, 1911-2011, ed. Aurélie 
Decourt (Saint-Germain-en-Laye: Les Presses Franciliennes, 2012), 99-117. 
143 Decourt, “Les Sources orientales de la musique de Jehan Alain et leur 
dépassement,” 102. [He delighted in this syncretism.] 
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French would have already been preparing for the next war throughout the 

1920s. Yet, as Roxanne Panchasi has shown, the twenty years between the Treaty 

of Versailles and the formal French declaration of war on Germany in 1939 were 

filled with the spectre of an even more destructive war than what they had just 

suffered.144 By the late 1930s, the possibility of another war with Germany was on 

the mind of the French citizenry, and artists were certainly not immune to this 

“culture of anticipation,” as Panchasi has called it. Against this cultural backdrop 

of looming war as well as the personal anxiety of an unknown future, Jehan 

Alain composed what would become his most famous work, Litanies, in 1937.  

 

Litanies: Musical Anatomy of Anxiety 

Litanies is a piece in search of something – a thing unnamed and perhaps 

even unknown. It searches with a frenetic vehemence bordering on desperation, 

filled with an anxiety for what may or may not come. Alain suggests as much 

with the epigraph he attached to the top of the manuscript, which reads “Quand 

l’âme chrétienne ne trouve plus de mots nouveaux dans la détresse pour implorer la 

miséricorde de Dieu, elle répète sans cesse la même invocation avec une foi véhémente. La 

raison atteint sa limite. Seule, la foi poursuit son ascension.”145 The reasons for Alain’s 

feelings of desperation are not perfectly clear, but Helga Schauerte-Maubouet 

                                                        

144 Roxanne Panchasi, Future Tense: the culture of anticipation between in France 
between the wars (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), 78. 
145 [When the Christian soul can find no more words in its distress to implore the 
mercy of God, it repeats incessantly the same invocation with a vehement faith. 
Reason reaches its limits. Faith alone continues its ascent.] 
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notes that this inscription did not originally appear on the manuscript but was 

added immediately following the untimely death of Jehan’s sister, Odile, in a 

mountain climbing accident on 3 September 1937.146 Adding further intrigue is an 

inscription found on a first sketch (discovered in 1987 by Schauerte-Maubouet) 

that states, “Histoire d’un homme qui pousse une petite voiture à trois roues. Derrière 

lui sont vingt gendarmes qui lui lancent des briques,” and later “les femmes et les petits 

enfants.”147 The bizarre scenario and short descriptions scattered through the 

music are reminiscent of piano works of Erik Satie such as Chapitres tournés en 

tous sens (1913)148 and Les trois valses distinguées du précieux dégoûté (1914). 

Schauerte-Maubouet suggests that this nightmarish scenario is reflective of a 

period in Alain’s life that was filled with anxiety. 149   

The anxiety of this time in Alain’s life was confirmed two weeks after he 

completed Litanies upon the news of Odile’s death. The same week that Alain 

finished Litanies, he completed what would become the second movement of the 

                                                        

146 Alain, Complete Organ Works Vol. I, xviii. 
147 Alain, Complete Organ Works Vol. I, xviii. [Story of a man who pushes a small 
car with three wheels. Behind him are twenty police officers who pelt him with 
bricks…women and small children.] 
148 For example, among the strange descriptions of the first movement (“Celle qui 
parle trop” [She who talks too much]), include Marques d’impatience du pauvre 
mari, J’ai envie d’un chapeau en acajou massif, Madame Chose a un parapluie en os,  
Mademoiselle Manchin épouse un homme qui est sec comme un coucou. [Signs of 
impatience from an unfortunate hustband, I want a hat made of sold mahogany, 
Mrs. Thing has an umbrella made of bone, Ms. Manchin marries a man who is as 
dry as a cuckoo.] 
149 Alain, Complete Organ Works Vol. I, xviii. 
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Trois Danses for organ titled Deuils150 (“Mourning”).151 Alain added to the 

manuscript the subtitle Danse funèbre pour honorer une mémoire héroïque, 

referencing the fact that Odile fell to her death in the act of saving her brother, 

Olivier, from falling.152 Odile’s death and Jehan’s inscriptions on the manuscripts 

associate the pieces to a time of fear and anxiety in the composer’s life, thereby 

linking the composition of Deuils and Litanies with a character of desperation and 

mourning given to them overtly by the composer.  

Alain completed Litanies on 15 August 1937 and premiered it in recital on 

17 February 1938 at La Trinité in Paris. Alain and Messiaen shared the concert 

presented under the auspices of Les Amis de l’Orgue in which Alain also played 

his Variations sur un thème de Clément Jannequin and Le Jardin suspendu.153 Leduc 

published these three pieces together in 1939 in a collection called Trois pièces, a 

title that implies a stronger connection between them than what truly exists. 

Published versions of Litanies include the epigraph concerning the Christian 

soul’s unending repetition of the same invocation, which is necessary for the 

piece’s meaning and interpretation. Without the inscription, Litanies remains 

more of a virtuosic tour de force for the performer, rather than the personal 

expression of despair and loss that it is.  

                                                        

150 Composed first among the three dances, Deuils is the only movement that 
Alain indicates can be played individually. 
151 Aurélie Decourt, Jehan Alain: biographie, correspondance, dessins, essais (Paris: 
Éditions Comp’Act, 2005), 46. 
152 Decourt, Jehan Alain, 46. 
153 Alain, Complete Organ Works Vol. I, xiv. 
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Tonal and melodic elements 

Two elements form the piece: a compact, circuitous melody repeated 

numerous times and a rhythmic motive that serves as a second theme. The 

example below shows the two-measure long lyrical theme. Following that, 

examples 2a and 2b show two versions of the rhythmic theme.  

 

 

 

Ex. 1: Litanies, lyrical theme, mm. 1-2. 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 2a: Litanies, rhythmic theme, mm. 6-7, divided into groupings of 3 + 5 eighth 

notes. 
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Ex. 2b: Litanies, Rhythmic theme, m. 19, divided as above in Ex. 2a with further 
subdivision of 5 into 3 + 2. 

 

 

Both elements possess a driving energy, yet the melodic theme is linear 

and lyrical while the rhythmic theme is angular, less melodic (in 2a) or even 

unmelodic (in 2b), and punctuated by asymmetrical articulation. The melodic 

theme suggests a preexisting plainchant melody, but it is an original creation of 

Alain.154 Despite its vigor, this melody retains a vocal quality, which Alain 

desired as indicated by the tempo marking Lirico ma sempre vivo. The rhythmic 

theme is a foil to the melody and is spaced at irregular intervals throughout the 

piece. Alain borrowed this rhythmic element from his earlier work for organ, 

Fantasmagorie, which will be discussed in Chapter 3. Each of these elements 
                                                        

154 Helga Schauerte, Jehan Alain (1911-1940): Das Orgelwerk (Regensburg, Gustav 
Bosse Verlag, 1983), 62.  
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appears in short segments between one and four measures long. The resultant 

irregularity of their lengths helps to maintain Litanies’ instability, lending it 

feelings of anxious desperation. These short segments (which I will call “cells” 

for the purpose of this discussion) function as a rhetorical building block for the 

overall work.   

The impassioned restlessness of the piece is as much fueled by its 

harmonic language as by its melody and rhythm. The harmonies indicate a piece 

whose supplicant is constantly searching for something, displayed through an 

ever-changing, kaleidoscopic tonal organization, which defines the cells beyond 

just melody and rhythm. The short cells are divided further by tonal collections 

that change during the individual cells. Litanies begins with a short introduction 

containing two phrases which are the longest phrases of the piece and which 

return later near the climax. The opening key signature suggests D-flat major or 

B-flat minor; the melody, however, behaves as if in E-flat Dorian.  

 

 

 

Ex. 3: Litanies, m. 1.  
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The following two measures in which the piece begins in earnest are also 

in E-flat Dorian. This opening melodic cell is divided into two tonal collections, 

the second of which is G Phrygian but with a seemingly out of place D-flat at the 

beginning of the measure. See the example below.  

 

 

 

Ex. 4: Litanies, mm. 2-3, showing tonal shift. 

 

 

The D-flat lasts no further than the first four notes of the measure but 

clashes harshly with the C major chord underneath. By the middle of the 

measure, D-natural returns, and the pitch collection returns to a pure form. This 

pattern of individual notes outside of the primary pitch collection only to be 

resolved in short order is a defining characteristic of the melodic motive of 

Litanies. A seemingly “incorrect” note eventually discovers its “correct form.” 

Such chromatic alterations occur also in the opposite direction, that is, from 
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“correct” note within the pitch collection to “incorrect,” which is a key feature of 

the rhythmic motive. A final example of this technique is when a chromatic 

alteration occurs at the end of a measure that does not fix an incorrect pitch, but 

rather changes the collection in a small, yet significant, manner. Example 5 below 

provides an illustration of this change in the collection. These small harmonic 

adjustments within the measure lend a wandering quality to the music, 

suggesting an aimless search for something undefined. 

 

 
 

Ex. 5: Litanies, mm. 14-15, showing “incorrect” to “correct” pitch, C-flat to C-

natural. 

 

 

In the example above, the beginnings of measures 14 and 15 each display 

an A-flat dorian collection. It is the final chord of each measure, however, that 

changes C-flat to C-natural and provides (depending on interpretation) either the 

effect of a Picardy third, or a change in the mode to A-flat mixolydian. This 
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device of the wandering and searching pitch reaches a climax in mm. 39-44, seen 

below.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Ex. 6: Litanies, mm. 39-44. Wandering pitches in mm. 39-41 in left hand chords, 
and in mm. 42-44 in the final chords of each measure.  

 

 

In mm. 39-41, the left hand seems to search for the correct harmony. The 

common tone in the left hand is the C, while the pitches above and below it move 

in stepwise motion as if trying to find the “correct” harmonization of the C. In 
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the following three bars, each measure is identical except for the final chord. The 

melody is unaltered from its original form, yet the harmonization of the final 

chord searches three times as if struggling to find the “right” chord. The struggle 

to find the correct harmonization is intensified by the chromatic half step descent 

of the final three chords (G minor, to F-sharp minor, to F Major) and the 

increased volume and timbral fire provided by successively added reed stops 

that Alain indicates at the end of each measure. This harmonic technique is 

strikingly similar to what Messiaen called litanies harmonique in Technique de mon 

langage musical, which he described as “a melodic fragment of two of several 

notes repeated with different harmonizations.”155 Although the two composers 

were classmates at the Conservatoire, there is evidence that they kept a certain 

distance from each other.156 Therefore, it is unclear as to the direction of influence 

since Messiaen wrote clearly on the topic, but completed his treatise seven years 

after Alain completed Litanies. 

Alain utilizes several other pitch collections including octatonic and whole 

tone scales, which disrupt the generally modal character of Litanies. In examples 

7a and 7b below, measures 18 and 23 are parallel passages, with the latter being a 

transposition of the former down a whole step. Although the melody is repeated 

                                                        

155 Olivier Messiaen, The Technique of My Musical Language, trans. John Satterfield 
(Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1966), 77. 
156 Decourt, “Les sources orientales de la musique de Jehan Alain et leur 
dépassement,” 109. According to Decourt, the surviving letters between Alain 
and Messiaen show that they used the more formal vous form rather than the 
informal tu form. […ils se vouvoyaient.] 
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twice in the left hand, it is elided at the halfway point marked by the asterisk in 

Ex. 7a.  

 

 

 

 

Ex. 7a: Litanies, m. 18, with the various overlapping pitch collections. 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 7b: Litanies, m. 23, equivalent to m. 18 transposed down a whole step. 
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A set of shared chords (four in all) elides two different tonal areas in the 

right hand (shown in the overlapping boxes). The first set of chords is octatonic 

(1,2) with the first two chords transposed down a minor third to generate the 

second pair just before the melodic midpoint of the measure. The second set of 

chords is dictated by descending whole tone roots. While the left hand melody is 

more clearly defined tonally between the two collections on either side of the 

midpoint, there is more overlap with the chords in the right hand as can be seen 

in the example above. (Example 7b is provided to note the similarities.)  

 The influence of the octatonic and whole tone scales beginning in m. 18 is 

a sudden arrival of modes not yet utilized. In m. 18, the melody is heard in the 

left hand beginning on G-sharp, the enharmonic equivalent of the A-flat that the 

melody concludes on at the end of the previous measure. Indeed, the melody in 

m. 18 is identical to the melody in previous measure (left hand, upper voice), yet 

simply respelled from A-flat minor to G-sharp minor. The following instance (m. 

23) does not share the same connections to the preceding measure melodically, 

yet the melody in F-sharp minor is set up in the previous measure with the G-flat 

minor chords in the left hand.  

While the octatonic and whole tone collections provide an interesting 

harmonization for the melody in the left hand, its presence is more than 

ornamental as it foreshadows what is to come in the coda. The coda begins in m. 

52 and follows a brief recapitulation of the initial monody from m. 1 and is 

marked by a sudden harmonic shift from E-flat Dorian to E-Dorian. The melody 
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transfers to the pedal for the first time in the piece and is harmonized with a 

small selection of simple triads as seen in the example below.  

 

 

 
 
Ex. 8: mm. 52-55 showing the E Dorian melody in the pedal harmonized with A 
major, E minor, B minor and (eventually) E major triads. 

 

 

The following two measures reintroduce more turbulent harmonies while 

the pedal melody is transposed up a half step, which completes three successive 

half-step modulations from E-flat Dorian, to E Dorian, to F Dorian. The initial 

chords of these two bars form the same relationship with the melody as the 

initial chords found in mm. 18 and 23. The first vertical sonority produces a half-
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diminished chord and the second sonority (occurring on the fourth eighth note) 

produces a dominant seventh sonority in third inversion. This is not to say that 

these serve standard tonal functions, yet these common sonorities serve a 

unifying purpose in otherwise different sections of the piece. This passage can be 

seen in the example below. 

 

 

 
 
Ex. 9: Litanies, mm. 56-57 showing the transposed melody and the familiar 
harmonies from mm. 18 and 23. 

 

 

The six measures just discussed have set a pattern for modulation and 

increasing dissonance between the melody and accompaniment. The following 

four measures continue that trend. The melody is harmonized triadically in the 

left hand while the right accompanies with harmonies borrowed directly from 

the first half of m. 18. And underlying pedal point in m. 58 sustains a low G-

sharp that is respelled as A-flat in m. 59 while the manuals struggle to determine 

the “correct” pitch: either C-sharp or C-natural. Both measures are then repeated 

exactly. 
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Ex. 10: Litanies, mm. 58-59. 

  

 

The final measures reinforce the struggle to link “correct” pitches to 

“correct” harmonies. The final cadence between measures 72-3 is plagal, 

progressing from A-flat major to E-flat minor (colored by the continued presence 

of the A-flat in the right hand). The final two systems are shown below. 
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Ex. 11: Litanies, mm. 66-77. 

 

 

The chords in the left hand repeat this plagal motion with the 

interruptions twice of the A-flat – E-flat – F sonority at the end of mm. 73-4, 

which parallels the left hand gesture in mm. 39-41 seen in Ex. 11 above. The final 

chord of Litanies suggests that whatever the penitent searched for is still not fully 
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found. This sonority is a combination of both the expected final E-flat minor triad 

and the preceding A-flat major triad of the plagal cadence heard earlier.  

 

Rhythmic layers in Litanies 

The defining rhythmic feature of Litanies is the tension between stability 

and instability at different layers of its structure. Despite the lack of a time 

signature, large portions of Litanies behave with a sense of metric regularity. An 

abundance of exceptions, however, prevents any extended stability, and any 

perceived regularity at a given level of rhythmic activity is frequently 

undermined at other levels. To provide a simple illustration of this effect, we will 

consider mm. 2-7.  

The basic rhythmic unit of Litanies is the eighth note, and m. 2 contains the 

equivalent of sixteen beats whose simple rhythm lends the aural equivalent of 

two measures in a conventional 4/4 meter. This sixteen-note rhythmic unit (with 

a combination of eighth and quarter notes barred as a single measure) is then 

repeated three times to form a four-bar phrase. Despite the seemingly 

conventional rhythmic elements, the beaming of the eighth notes suggests an 

alternative grouping, emphasized by the homorhythmic punctuation of the 

underlying chords. The result is a melodic line that assumes the rhythmic 

suppleness of plainchant.  

Panning out further, we may consider mm. 2-7 to be two phrases (one of 

four measures, and one of two) acting as an antecedent-consequent pair. The 

descending melodic contour of measures 6-7 contrasts with the previous four 
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measures, yet they are related in their repeated use of the rhythmic motive from 

the first half of m. 2 featuring asymmetrical groupings (3 + 5) of eighth notes. The 

first intrusion of rhythmic irregularity, however, occurs at the end of m. 7 where 

the addition of an extra eighth note creates a pattern of 3 + 5 + 1.  

 

 

 

 

Ex. 12: Litanies, mm. 2-7.  
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Sudden rhythmic disruptions such as these are frequent in Litanies. 

Measure 7 contains one example of this at the level of the eighth note. Another 

example of this is found in m. 22 (shown in Ex. 13 below). 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 13: Litanies, mm. 19-23. 

 

 

At the end of a four-bar phrase that initially appears to follow a basic 

pattern of 3 + 5, the final iteration of this pattern is cut short to create a pattern of 

3 + 3. Such a modification that shortens the expected pattern is a foil to that 
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found in m. 7, where the pattern is slightly elongated. These types of rhythmic 

additions and subtractions are essential to achieve the breathlessness that was 

Alain’s desire with this piece, and the organist is required to fight any urge to 

allow these moments to breathe. Without this rhythmic precision in performance, 

the tension between stability and instability is negated and the effect is lost.  

Disruptions of rhythmic expectations function in a similar manner on 

larger levels. If we consider each measure as an individual musical cell, then we 

can see how these cells are arranged into irregular groups of continually 

differing lengths. To begin, notice the three fundamental cells that form the 

majority of Litanies (see Ex. 14a-c). Cell A is the melodic cell discussed above, 

while cells B and C feature the rhythmic element. Cells B and C are related to 

each other in that each is a pair of groupings of 3 + 5 eighth notes. They differ, 

however, in their articulation and division between hands (as well as on which 

manual they are played). All three cells are sixteen eighth notes long in their 

basic form. These cells are grouped together to form small phrases, and these 

phrases can be linked to form larger passages. For example, the first two phrases 

discussed above (mm. 2-7) are formed by a combination of four of Cell A and 

two of Cell B.  
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Ex. 14a: Litanies, m. 2, Cell A 

 

 

 

Ex. 14b: Litanies, m. 6, Cell B 

 

 

 

Ex. 14c: Litanies, m. 19, Cell C 
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Table 1 below provides an overview of these groupings of cells. 

Table 1: Groupings of Cells in Litanies 
 
Measure Cell Type Duration (in mm.) Comments 
1  n/a  1   Opening recitative 
2-5  A  4    
6-7  B  2 
8-11  A  4 
12-13  B  2 
14-17  A  4 
18  A’  1   Modified cell A, with OCT  

and WT. 
19-22  C  4 
23  A’  1   Transposed version of m. 18 
24-27  C  4 
28-29  A  2   “Subito più lento e intimo” 
30-32  A  3 
33-36  C  4 
37-38  A  2 
39-41  C  3 
42-44  A  3 
45-46  B  2 
47-51  n/a  5   Transition material 
52-77  n/a  26   Climax and Coda 

 

 

From Table 1 we can make several observations. First, this cellular 

structure that defines much of the piece breaks down at the end of m. 46. The 
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climax and coda that begin in m. 52 share melodic and harmonic traits with the 

previous forty-six measures, but the cellular units themselves cease to exist. To 

this point, we will return shortly. Looking, however, at the first forty-six 

measures, we notice that the first two phrases (mm. 2-7) begin a pattern of four 

measures of A followed by two measures of B – a pattern repeated in mm. 8-13. 

Cell A returns once again for four measures but is interrupted by a single 

measure (m. 18) of a modified form of cell A. Disruptions in these opening 

eighteen measures occur in three ways: 1) harmonically (as discussed above with 

the sudden use of octatonic and whole tone scales); 2) the interruption of the 

pattern of cell A + cell B; 3) the alteration of cell A (on which m. 18 is based). To 

be more specific, m. 18 is an essentially two A cells combined. Recall from the 

discussion above of harmonies in which we noted the point of harmonic elision 

in m. 18 (seen in Ex. 7a, indicated by the red asterisk). Not only is this the 

moment where the melody in the left hand switches from G-sharp minor to 

whole tone collection, it is also the moment that the two A cells elide 

rhythmically. The G-sharp circled in the example below is the conclusion of the 

first cell A while the D – a tritone lower – is the beginning of the second cell A.  
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Ex. 15: Litanies, m. 18, indicating the moment of cellular elision. 

 

Although simple in concept, these types of unexpected alterations in the 

rhythm at the lower level (the eighth note) and the higher level (the multi-

measure cell cluster) cause disruptions essential to the aesthetic goal of Litanies. 

This is, however, only a little more than half of the piece. At the point, this 

structure of motivic cells breaks down. What continues, however, is the 

importance of rhythmic groupings, most importantly various combinations of 

groupings of 3 and/or 5. As seen in Ex. 8 above, when the melody appears in the 

pedal in m. 52, the basic combination of 3 + 5 is augmented by the inclusion of 2. 

Alain has beamed the groupings in such a way as to highlight the musical 

gesture desired from each grouping. At the end of Litanies, the eight note 

groupings of 3 and 5 disappear and the emphasis shifts to instances of 2 and 1, 

which (when combined with the vertical sonorities) significantly increases the 

harmonic rhythm. The example below shows mm. 62-72. Note that in mm. 62-68 

the rhythmic emphasis is on 1 and 2 eighth notes. The previous groupings of 3 
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and 5, however, are still present, as they are now the number of vertical 

sonorities in each measure (5 chords per bar in mm. 62-5, and three chords per 

bar in mm. 66-8). A final large-scale grouping of 5 chords concludes the piece in 

m. 69 through the downbeat of m. 73 (C major – D major – A minor – A-flat 

major – E-flat minor).  

Alain’s use of small cells – melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic – in irregular 

groupings and patterns is the musical key to the affect of anxiety that the 

inscription above the title desires. Such effects, however, depend as much on the 

player as on the composer. According to his biographer, Bernard Gavoty, Alain 

proclaimed “Si, à la fin, tu ne te sens pas fourbu, c’est que tu n’auras ni compris ni joué 

comme je le veux.”157 In this manner, the player becomes the supplicant, and the 

role of the audience is changed to that of a bystander observing from afar. That is 

not to say that Alain intended Litanies to be a private expression, just a personal 

one. When speaking on Litanies, Alain said “La prière, ce n’est pas une plainte, c’est 

une bourrasque irrésistible qui renverse tout sur son passage. C’est aussi une obsession: 

il faut en mettre plein les oreilles des hommes…et du bon Dieu.” [Ellipses original]158 A 

litany does, indeed, fill the ears of humans and God with copious and repetitive 

words. But what a litany may lack in eloquent beauty, it makes up for in sheer 

                                                        

157 Bernard Gavoty, Jehan Alain: musicien français (Paris: Éditions Albin Michel, 
1945): 82. [If, at the end, you are not completely exhausted, it is because you have 
neither understood nor played the piece the way I intended.] 
158 Gavoty, Jehan Alain, 82. [Prayer is not a grievance. It is an irresistible gust of 
wind that knocks down everything in its path. It is also an obsession: it is 
necessary to fill the ears of humans and of God.] 
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abundance. We now turn to two aspects of the Roman Catholic tradition and 

their relationship to Litanies: plainchant and the rhetoric of prayer. 

  

Litanies and contemporary plainchant notation 

We have already noted that there is no plainchant quoted in Litanies and 

that the melodies are Alain’s original creations, but it would be impossible to 

deny the inspiration of chant and its characteristics. The ways in which the 

melody are lengthened and shortened lend it suppleness and ultimately a feeling 

of human physicality. The organ, after all, is a machine that requires air but 

never needs to take a breath. The breaths and lack thereof supplied by the 

meticulously indicated rhythms affords this instrumental work the feeling of 

human vocal expression that its title implies. In order to consider the vocal 

characteristics of Litanies, we might view it in light of plainchant and the 

performance aspects of this repertory. For that we turn to prevalent rhythmic 

practices of the day, specifically those promulgated through the work of the 

Abbey of Solesmes. For an example of this, we will consider the 1920 printing of 

the Paroissien romain. This publication contained chants for the Mass and the 

Office and was prefaced by rubrics for performance in French. The chants 

themselves remained in Latin and were written using the notation developed by 

the Benedictines of Solesmes. Interpreting the rhythmic elements of Litanies 

through the lens of the rubrics and notational system from Solesmes reveals 

interesting parallels. 
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The preface to the rubrics begins with an explanation of notes simples, or 

single notes. The chart indicates that although there are ways to slightly alter the 

notes’ execution, the basic rhythmic value of notes simples is equivalent to one 

eighth note. The only other possibility is the addition of the point-mora (seen in 

column five below; explained at the bottom of the example), which effectively 

doubles the value of the preceding note.159 Therefore the two possible rhythmic 

values are equivalent in modern notation to the eighth note and the quarter note. 

See Ex. 16 below along with the comments about each column. 

 

 

 

                                                        

159 Benedictines of Solesmes, Paroissien romain (Tournai: Desclée et Cie., 1920), vii.  
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Ex. 16: Paroissien romain (1920), explanation of Notes simples (p. vii).  

 

 

The significance here is that, like plainchant, the melodic material of 

Litanies is overwhelmingly derived from eighth and quarter notes. Cells B and C 

discussed above are entirely eighth notes, while Cell A is a mixture of both 

durations that invariably concludes with two quarter notes. It is important to 

note that these point-mora at the end of the each Cell A are not necessarily 

indicative of a phrase structure that might suggest appropriate moments for 

breaths. The rubrics caution against the inclination to breathe at these moments, 

saying “Les simples morae vocis ou les incises courtes de peu d'importance, après 
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lesquelles la respiration n'est pas permise ou n'est que difficilement tolérée, sont 

suffisamment indiquées par les deux épistèmes attaché à la note, ou, plus rarement, par le 

point après la note, avec ou sans petite barre.”160 In light of these instructions, mm. 2-

5 of Litanies constitute a single phrase without indications of breath or pause.  

Using the preface to this French edition helps to illuminate other parts of 

Litanies that do not follow the cellular model described above, especially the first 

measure. Frequently described as a type of recitative, the monophonic line of m. 

1 is better understood as an intonation performed by a solo voice before the 

addition of the remaining choir. The intonation consists of two short phrases 

separated by a rest with a fermata (see Ex. 17 below). The first phrase concludes 

with a single quarter note while the second ends with two quarter notes. This 

accords nicely with the rubrics’ comments about the nature of phrases in 

plainchant:  

La mélodie grégorienne se divise, comme le discours,  
en phrases, membres de phrase, incises. Ces divisions  
se font sentir par un retard de la voix (mora vocis chez  
les anciens), par une prolongation sur la dernière note  
ou même les deux dernières notes de chaque division, 
et par des pauses proportionnées à l'importance des  
divisions rythmiques.161 

                                                        

160 Benedictines of Solesmes, Paroissien romain, x. [The individual morae vocis, or 
short phrases of lesser importance after which breathing is not permitted or not 
acceptable are sufficiently indicated by the two episemas attached to the note, or 
more infrequently by the dot after the note, with or without the quarter-length 
bar line.] 
161 Benedictines of Solesmes, Paroissien romain, x. [Gregorian melodies are divided 
like speech into phrases, parts of phrases, and clauses. These divisions are felt by 
a delay in the voice (formerly mora vocis) and by a prolongation on the last note 
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The first phrase ends with a single quarter note, and the second ends with 

two. According to the rubrics, it would then be up to the performer to determine 

the appropriate length of the rests based upon “the importance of the rhythmic 

divisions.” The pitches of the melody are also identifiable as specific types of 

neumes. 

 

 

 

Ex. 17: Litanies, m. 1. Possible classification of each barred set of eighth notes. 

 

 

A three-note group begins with a repeated pitch followed by a stepwise 

rise. Although there are several possibilities for the classification of the first two 

repeated pitches, the distropha is most likely. The preface indicates that this 

                                                        

 

or the last two notes of each division and also by pauses proportionate to the 
importance of the rhythmic divisions.] 
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notation was previously distinguished by a light repetition or inflection of the 

voice but that the editors now recommended that singers link them together into 

one longer pitch, especially for those ensembles not accustomed to the proper 

execution of plainchant.162 The remaining gestures fall neatly into the Solesmes 

classification system as shown above in Ex. 17. Alain provides a double bar line 

at the end of the intonation. Such notation is also mentioned in the preface, 

which states that although the end of the intonation has recently been indicated 

with an asterisk, the former indication was a double bar line.163 

 

The Rhetoric of Prayer 

Central to the success of Litanies is the role of rhetoric, which functions on 

musical and symbolic levels. The title of the piece implies words, and the tempo 

indication “Lirico” emphasizes its linguistic imitation. What those words are, 

however, we do not know. Litanies implies a simple, repetitive prayer, much like 

its orational namesake. In such prayers, the repetition is frequently in the form of 

                                                        

162 Benedictines of Solesmes, Paroissien romain, ix. “Autrefois ces notes étaient 
distinguées par une légère reprise ou inflexion de la voix. Pratiquement nous 
recommandons pour les chœurs peu exercés l’union des notes.” [Formerly these notes 
were distinguished by a light repetition or inflection of the voice. Practically, we 
recommend joining the notes together for choirs with limited practice.] 
163 Benedictines of Solesmes, Paroissien romain, xi. “La limite de l’intonation et la 
reprise du chœur sont désormais marquées par une étoile dans le texte. Nous remplaçons 
l’ancienne double barre par la ponctuation rhythmique qui convient à chaque cas. Parfois 
il n’est besoin d’aucun signe, le sens mélodique ne demandant aucun arrêt.”  [The end 
of the intonation and the entry of the choir are now indicated with an asterisk in 
the text. We replace the former double bar according to the rhythmic punctuation 
appropriate to each case. Sometimes there is no need for any sign – the melodic 
direction requiring no stop.] 
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a call and response; the call changes while the response remains constant for 

large portions of the litany. Shorter litanies, like the Litany of the Blessed Virgin, 

contain a single primary response phrase, “pray for us,” that is bookended by 

brief introductory and concluding prayers. Other litanies, especially those that 

are considerably longer (such as the monumental Litany of the Saints), often 

utilize two, three, or more different response phrases.  

We will use the Litany of the Blessed Virgin (found in Appendix A) as a 

model of a typical, basic Catholic litany. Like many litanies, it begins with 

opening sentences imploring the mercy of the triune God. What follows are fifty-

one recitations of various appellations for the Virgin, each of which is followed 

by the phrase, “pray for us.” After the main body of the litany, the presider offers 

a concluding prayer. The form of this litany is ABA’(coda). The opening seven 

lines (“Lord, have mercy…”) are related to the later lines (“Lamb of God…”). 

Each invokes the desire for mercy, and each is drawn from two parts of the Mass 

Ordinary (“Kyrie eleison” and “Agnus Dei”), which are themselves litanies in 

miniature. I therefore view this (to borrow a musical term) as a rounded binary 

form with a coda being the final prayer of the presider. Other common litanies 

such as the Litany of St. Joseph and the Litany to the Most Precious Blood of 

Jesus are nearly identical in construction.164 Litanies are often formulaic and 

                                                        

164 Here it is worth mentioning that litanies can be different from region to region 
and can vary depending on the translations available in post-Vatican II 
Catholicism. Therefore, this litany is intended to be representative of a genre, but 
not a definitive prototype. 
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simple (yet certainly not simplistic), relying on repetition, pattern, and slight 

variation; it is this principle that Alain follows in Litanies. What follows is a 

discussion of how Litanies follows large- and small-scale rhetorical devices from 

a standard litany.  

As if imitating the opening invocation (“Lord, have mercy”), Litanies 

begins with a declamatory monody that plays the part of both call and response 

(seen above in Ex. 3). The body proper of the piece begins in m. 2 with the 

melodic and rhythmic cells discussed above and also assumes the role of the call 

and response. When the opening declamation returns verbatim in m. 47 (yet with 

the insertion of a rhythmic motive related but not identical to the rhythmic cell), 

it parallels the moment of the second invocation of mercy (“Lamb of God”). 
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Ex. 18: Litanies, mm. 45-50. Return of the opening invocation in mm. 47-50. 

 

When mapped onto a litany in this manner, the final twenty-five measures 

function as the presider’s concluding prayer of the litany. Its extended prose 

does not follow the format of the rest of the litany and is more freely composed 

to suit the overall mood of the prayer. Alain even provides the “Amen” in mm. 

72-3 which is a Dorian version of the plagal (so-called “Amen”) cadence seen in 

Ex. 11. 

On a smaller level, the cellular composition of Litanies also mimics the 

verbal rhetoric of a litany. Like spoken litanies, Litanies is composed of very few 

thematic ideas, which are subjected to variation. The rhythmic cell first heard in 
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m. 6 (Ex. 2a-b) is presented in a new form beginning in m. 19. Similarly, the 

melodic motive heard in m. 2 (Ex. 1) is given a countermelody in parallel motion 

in imitation of organum in mm. 16-17 and again in mm. 31-32. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 19: Litanies, mm. 14-18. Melodic variation in imitation of organum in mm. 16-
17. 
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Ex. 20: Litanies, mm. 30-32. showing upper voice counter melody. 

 

 

Schauerte-Maubouet has discussed the rhetorical impact of repetition and 

the continuous shortening of themes within a single measure, including the 

manner in which the melodic theme is derived from a shortening of the theme in 

m. 1 and also quite vividly in the coda.165 Also significant to the piece’s rhetorical 

impact is the varied length of each melodic or rhythmic cell and how they relate 

to each other. The first sixteen measures (not counting the opening measure of 

recitative) operate in a predictable pattern of four measures of the melodic cell 

followed by two measures of the rhythmic cell. The pattern breaks for the first 

time in m. 18 (seen above in Ex. 7a). But rather than being solely a break in the 

pattern, it is the beginning of a new pattern, and an elision of two groups of cells 

that create musical phrases. Following m. 18 is four measures of the second 

                                                        

165 Schauerte, Jehan Alain, 63-4.  
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version of the rhythmic theme. As noted above, this two-cell pattern is then 

repeated identically but transposed down a whole step. The most sudden 

rhetorical gesture in Litanies follows in mm. 28-29. Marked “Subito più lento e 

intimo,” for only two measures, the whirlwind of fervent prayer comes to a halt. 

The respite, however, is short lived, and the movement begins anew. The 

following seventeen measures are a collection of cells composed of an irregular 

number of measures. This type of varied length is not on display as much in the 

Litany to the Blessed Virgin but can be seen in longer, more complex litanies 

such as the Litany of the Saints. These irregularities as well as the process of 

continued shortening of the themes are integral to the rhetorical impact and 

feeling of frenzied desperation that is at the heart of Litanies.  

 

Non-Christian influences in Litanies 

Despite its overtly Christian nature, Litanies displays some curious 

parallels to non-Christian religious traditions that highlight what Décourt meant 

when she said that Alain “se plaisait à ce syncrétisme.” Alain was fascinated with 

the culture of northern Africa,166 and this interest put him in contact with the Sufi 

                                                        

166 In a letter to Lola Bluhm from 27 March 1940, Alain reminisced of his interest 
in the 1931 Exposition coloniale, writing “Mais je pense à toi ce soir parce que c’est toi 
qui m’as dévoilé mes ascendances ‘exotiques’ que j’avais soupçonnées à l’Exposition 
coloniale…il y a longtemps.” [But I think of you this evening because it is you who 
revealed to me my ‘exotic’ ancestry that I had suspected at the Exposition 
coloniale…a long time ago.] In the same letter he named a few of the countries 
that interested him most, among them Algeria and Morocco, writing “J'ai pu 
causer longtemps en fumant et en buvant de la bière…[et] parler un peu de leur pays, 



 

131 

branch of Islam, “a mystical expression of the Islamic faith”167 which highlights 

the spiritual aspects of the religion.168 A well-known institution within Sufi Islam 

is the Mevlevi Order, founded by followers of the thirteenth century Sufi poet 

and teacher Mevlana Julalu’ddin Rumi. Perhaps the most iconic tradition of the 

Mevlevi Order is the so-called “whirling dervishes” who perform a ritual dance 

known as the sema. Rumi described the sema in many ways, one of which was 

“Sema is to fight with one’s self, to flutter, struggle desperately like a half-

slaughtered bird, bloodstained and covered with dust and dirt. It is to be aware 

of Jacob’s grief and to know its remedy.”169 But there is also hope. Rumi again 

described it thusly: “Sema is a secret. The Prophet Muhammad said ‘I have a 

                                                        

 

leur vrai pays: beaucoup plus l'Espagne, l'Algérie, l'Argentine (surtout l'Oranais) que 
la France…” [I could talk a long time while smoking and drinking beer…[and] 
speak a bit about their country, their true country: much more Spain, Algeria, 
Argentina, (above all the Oranese) [Oran, an important commercial city on the 
northwest coast of Algeria] than France…] Concerning Morocco, Alain wrote 
“Ces chants qui comme tes disques du Maroc remuent en moi le plus profond et me 
rendent fou... s'il y a en moi une fibre musicale, c'est celle de cette musique. [These 
songs that – like your records from Morocco – stir in me the most profound and 
drive me mad…if there is a musical fiber in me, it is that of this music.] The full 
letter can be found in Decourt, Jehan Alain, 279. 
167 John Renard, Seven Doors to Islam: Spirituality and the Religious Life of Muslims 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 307. 
168 See J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), 1-2. 
169 Shems Friedlander, The Whirling Dervishes (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1992), 87.  
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time with God, and during this time neither angel nor prophet can intrude.’ 

Sema is to attain that place where even an angel cannot go.”170 

The headquarters of the Mevlevi Order is currently in Konya, Turkey, and 

the sema ritual of the whirling dervishes has become an iconic element of 

Turkish culture. However, the Mevlevi Order spread after its founding 

throughout the Ottoman Empire and into the Middle East, northeastern Africa, 

and Persian-speaking territories.171 While there is no tangible evidence that Alain 

ever witnessed a Sema during the 1931 Exposition coloniale, his interest in the 

culture of these areas suggests that he may have been aware of the ritual. Such 

awareness also suggests a possible interpretation of Litanies.  

The parallel between the description of the sema by Rumi and the 

epigraph that Alain placed above Litanies is striking. The sema as described by 

Rumi and Alain’s writing both indicate a struggle with grief. And like the sema, 

Litanies is a wordless struggle composed for organ rather than the voice with 

text. The organ becomes a textless, disembodied voice in place of the supplicant – 

not unlike the organ’s role in pre-Vatican II Catholic liturgies as it offered 

commentary on the liturgy on behalf of the congregations – just as the whirling 

of the dervish is a wordless ritual of prayer and meditation. For Rumi, if sema 

attains a place that even angels cannot go, then as Alain wrote, faith continues to 

                                                        

170 Frielander, The Whirling Dervishes, 87. 
171 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill, NC: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1975), 324. 
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ascend when reason has reached its limit. Their words suggest a common 

spiritual desire despite their different religious traditions.  

Further similarities exist beyond the text that prefaces the score. The 

quickly moving yet compact revolutions of the dervishes are mirrored in the 

narrow range of the multiple melodic cells. And just as the circular motion of the 

individual dervishes fits within the larger circular motion formed by the entire 

group, so too do the single-measure melodic cells of Litanies fit within larger 

circular motions formed by the harmonic relationships of each cell to one 

another. Additionally, the comparison of Litanies to the sema is a possible 

explanation of one of the piece’s most curious moments. The sudden cessation of 

movement in mm. 28-29 – marked subito più lento e intimo – is a striking halt in 

the midst of the perpetual motion up to that point (see Ex. 21).  

 

 

 

 
 
 
Ex. 21: Litanies, mm. 27-29. The following measure (m. 30, not shown) is marked 
as a return to “Vivo.” 
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It is as if the prayers of the supplicant were becoming too vehement, 

perhaps even chaotic and risked losing focus. There is a similar moment in the 

sema. As the ritual continues, it is not the goal of the sema for the dervishes to 

attain a sense of ecstasy. If a dervish should “become too enraptured, another 

Sufi, who is in charge of the orderly performance, will gently touch his frock in 

order to curb his movement.172 

Despite the incongruities of the Catholic and Islamic traditions, they 

represent a similar desired end. The prayer of the supplicant reaches beyond 

words into an ineffable realm of communion with the divine being. Because of 

this common ground, Alain did not consider such seeming disparities in 

religious traditions to be an artistic or aesthetic weakness. Quite the opposite is 

true. As Décourt notes, “Comme je vais le souligner à plusieurs reprises, Jehan mêle les 

lieux et les références.”173 Across the spectrum of Alain’s organ works, he delighted 

in the act of joining elements that would not necessarily seem to mix well. His 

ability to artfully combine seemingly disparate ideas, influences, modes, and 

rhythms set him apart from many of his colleagues. More importantly, it 

demonstrated his engagement with the world around him. As the society in 

                                                        

172 Schimmel, Mystical Dimension of Islam, 325. 
173 Décourt, “Les sources orientales de la musique de Jehan Alain et leur 
dépassement,” 104. [As I will emphasize repeatedly, Jehan mixes places and 
references.] 
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which Alain lived increasingly delighted in cultural syncretism, so too did his 

music.  
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Chapter 3: Selon sa fantaisie: Registration in the Organ Works  
of Jehan Alain 

 

Editions and Variations in Registration 

Jehan Alain’s sister, Marie-Clarie, was a virtuoso organist and fierce advocate of 

her brother’s music. In 1999 she published Notes critiques sur l’œuvre d’orgue de 

Jehan Alain, and on the back cover, the following text appears: 

 Jehan Alain nous a laissé de nombreux manuscrits.  
Il existe souvent plusieurs versions de chaque pièce  
d’orgue dans les documents familiaux ou dans ceux  
qui one été communiqués par ses amis. Nous livrons  
ici le résultat de dix années d’études comparatives,  
nous permettant de suivre l’évolution du jeune  
compositeur au cours de ses copies successives:  
recherches harmoniques, rhythmiques et surtout:  
souci de couleur orchestrale se traduisant par des  
nombreux essais de mélanges des jeux de l’orgue.  
L’interprète soucieux de fidélité pourra néanmoins,  
selon sa fantaisie, opérer un choix parmi les variants 

  suggérées par l’auteur.174 

As is clear from the commentary in Notes critiques, the numerous manuscripts 

and fair copies of Alain’s organ music offer significant discrepancies, the most 

common of which are interpretive indications and registrations. Textual 

incongruities such as these frustrate scholars and performers alike, and for 

                                                        

174 Marie-Claire Alain, Notes critiques sur l’œuvre d’orgue de Jehan Alain (Paris: 
Alphonse Leduc et Cie, 2001), n.p. [Back cover material]. [Jehan Alain left us 
numerous manuscripts. Frequently several versions of each organ piece exists in 
the family documents or in the hands of his friends. Here we present the results 
of ten years of comparative studies which permit us to follow the evolutions of 
the young composer through successive copies: harmonic research, rhythms, and 
above all, concern for orchestral color conveyed through the varied combinations 
of organ stops. However, the player concerned with fidelity will be able to make 
a choice among the suggested variants according to his or her own fantasy.]  
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organists, inconsistencies in registration indications are particularly vexing since 

it matters little which notes are played or how they are played if one has not yet 

decided even upon which stops to play them. In the decades since the initial 

publication of these pieces, subsequent editions have attempted to reconcile 

conflicting registrations or have offered alternatives that effectively grant 

performers license to make artistic decisions based on their own taste while still 

retaining a sense of fidelity to Alain’s sonic aesthetic. These efforts, however, 

have not been fully satisfying to the most demanding performers or to the 

musicological community. For seventy years following Alain’s death in 1940, 

Leduc was the sole publisher of his organ works (save for the four miniatures 

published by Universal in 1980). In the late twentieth-century, however, 

musicological interest in Alain’s music provided the impulse ultimately resulting 

in the first scholarly edition of the organ works published on the centenary of the 

composer’s birth. This chapter address registration as a key element of Alain’s 

compositional style and seeks to highlight the ways in which registration 

functioned on the same level as harmony, melody, and texture in Alain’s organ 

compositions. First, however, we must examine the publishing history of these 

works. 

Six of Alain’s organ works were published during his lifetime. Hérelle 

published Deux Chorals and Suite monodique in 1938, and Leduc published the 
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Trois Pièces in 1939.175 The rest of Alain’s organ works were published 

posthumously by Leduc in 1943 and Universal in 1980. The 1951-52 Leduc 

reprint included corrections provided by Marie-Claire Alain to some of the errors 

found in the hastily prepared 1943 publication. Two decades later Leduc 

announced a new publication released in 1971 as “refondu d’après les manuscrits 

originaux avec des annotations et registrations nouvelles par Marie-Claire Alain.”176 For 

this edition, Marie-Claire contributed a short preface where she indicated that 

her efforts were guided by available manuscripts (most of which Jehan had left 

far from a publishable state) and by her memory of his personality and of his 

own interpretations of the pieces.177 In addition to suggesting textual corrections, 

she took a decidedly bolder step by addressing Jehan’s registrations: 

Enfin, je me suis attachée à normaliser, et parfois à simplifier  
les registrations lorsque leur complexité pouvait gêner l’exécution  
de l’œuvre (Trois Danses, Fugue, Scherzo). La registration,  
chez Jehan Alain, était toujours expérimentale et la plupart du  
temps destine à un orgue de salon d’un type très spécial (celui 
de notre père Albert Alain). Pour donner une idée des rapports  
de sonorities voulus et les rendre accessibles aux organistes de  
toutes écoles, j’ai dû parfois opérer une sorte de transposition.  
Là aussi, je me suis efforcée de suggérer et non de trancher  

                                                        

175 These three pieces (Variations sur un thème de Clément Jannequin, Le Jardin 
suspendu, and Litanies) were not necessarily intended to be a set but were rather 
selected for publication after a well-received performance at La Trinité in Paris 
under the auspices of Les Amis de l’Orgue.  
176 Jehan Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue de Jehan Alain, Tome 3, ed. Marie-Clarie Alain 
(Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 2002), vi. […based on original manuscripts with 
annotation and new registrations by Marie-Claire Alain.] 
177 Jehan Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue de Jehan Alain, Tome 2, ed. Marie-Claire Alain 
(Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 2002), n.p. [preface material]. 
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définitivement.178 
 
In 2011 Bärenreiter released a critical edition of the complete organ works 

the same year edited by Helga Schauerte-Maubouet.179 The editor recounted the 

history of approaching Leduc as early as 1989, advocating for a critical edition in 

light of the sources uncovered in the nearly half-century since the first edition. 

Leduc was not interested in the project and proceeded to publish yet another 

edition between 2001 and 2003 using the previous engravings with added 

parenthetical corrections. The latest research and differing editorial practices of 

Schauerte-Maubouet has, therefore, only been available in a critical edition since 

the expiration of the European copyright. Indeed, the editor is keen to highlight 

the methodological differences from those of Marie-Claire Alain. In the preface 

Schauerte-Maubouet is quick to note her “réflexion strictement philologique” in the 

production of this new Urtext edition.180 However, given the broad discrepancies 

between the many sources and the often-questionable use of the term “Urtext” in 

even ideal situations, it seems difficult to accept any score of Alain’s as a 
                                                        

178 Jehan Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue de Jehan Alain, Tome 2, n.p. [preface material]. 
[Finally, I have attempted to standardize and occasionally to simplify the 
registrations when their complexity might obstruct the performance of the work 
(Trois Danses, Fugue, Scherzo). For Jehan Alain, registration was always 
experimental and was, for most of the time, destined for a special type of house 
organ (that of our father, Albert Alain). To give an idea of the connections 
between the desired sonorities, and to make them accessible to organists of all 
schools, I occasionally needed to make a sort of rearrangement. There also, I have 
tried hard to suggest rather than to decide definitively.] 
179 Jehan Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue, Vol. I, ed. Helga Schauerte-Maubouet (Kassel: 
Bärenreiter, 2011), vii. [Leduc’s copyright for the majority of European nations 
expired in 2011.] 
180 Jehan Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue, Vol. I, ed. Helga Schauerte-Maubouet, vii. 
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uniquely authoritative text. Marie-Claire Alain herself seems to have been keenly 

aware of the difficulty in asserting definite decisions, writing “Avais-je le droit de 

«corriger» ces manuscrits où nombre d’accidents étaient absents ou erronés, et où les 

indications de mouvement et d’interpretation manquaient presque totalement?”181  

Through different methodologies, these competing editions each make 

claims of textual “authority,” yet interpretive questions remain – the majority of 

which concerns registration. Despite Schauerte-Maubouet’s groundbreaking 

edition, the variety of possibilities still forces organists to make considerable 

choices based on their own predilections, once again reflecting the quote on the 

back cover of Notes critiques. Marie-Claire’s approach to the editions, while 

decidedly less empirical, is not necessarily an irresponsible methodology. She 

recognized the quirkiness of Alain’s registrations and the potential limitations 

that they could place on performances in situations where only similarly atypical 

organs could be found. Her decision to normalize and to simplify the 

registrations stands within a long tradition of adapting instrument-specific 

registrations for use on a broader range of organ types and designs. However, 

despite her efforts to promote performances of Jehan’s music, Marie-Claire 

frequently altered one of the defining features of Alain’s organ music. The issue 

becomes a question of “how far is too far” and “what is essential versus what is 

                                                        

181 Marie-Claire. Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue de Jehan Alain, Tome 2, n.p. [preface 
material]. [Did I have the right to ‘correct’ these manuscripts where numerous 
accidentals were absent or incorrect, or where the indications for tempo and 
interpretation were missing almost entirely?] 
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alterable.” The balance between fidelity and accessibility is the key to any 

successful presentation of this repertoire. 

Such an impulse is not necessarily objectionable. The history of French 

organ registration is defined by inherited traditions, historical conventions, and 

loosely defined parameters. Registrations of the French Classic repertoire of the 

eighteenth century were so genre-specific that the titles alone indicated the 

prescribed registrational schema, albeit with regional and personal variety. The 

later body of so-called French Symphonic repertoire also operated on a series of 

registrational conventions that were altered as needed to fit the instrument at 

hand in a particular situation.182 The music of Alain, however, requires specifics, 

not conventions or generalities, and much like the music of his contemporaries 

(particularly that of Olivier Messiaen), the character of the music greatly relies on 

the tonal palate of the prescribed stops. In some cases – as will be discussed later 

– the aural effect requires exact registrations.  

Registration is frequently compared to orchestration. While the composer 

– whether in a large orchestra or a chamber ensemble – predetermines the 

assignation of instruments to a musical line, registration at an organ requires an 

intermediary step between composer and listener. The player must select stops 

based on both what the composer has indicated and what the instrument has to 

offer, which often creates a space for the creativity of the organist. Yet, the line of 

                                                        

182 George H. Ritchie and George B. Stuaffer, Organ Technique: Modern and Early 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 297-300. 
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acceptability between the organist’s freedom of registration and the composer’s 

indications is both vague and fluid. In the case of Alain’s organ music, that line is 

fluid only to the extent that the instrument will allow, which ultimately presents 

fundamental questions about whether or not this repertoire should even be 

attempted on certain instruments. Such deliberations are common to organists: 

they know that a large chorale fantasy by Max Reger would likely be 

unsatisfying at best on a neoclassical organ of the 1970s and would be both 

ridiculous (and in some cases impossible) on most organs from the eighteenth 

century. Similarly, the music of J. S. Bach would propose a unique set of 

challenges to be played on a large Sauer organ of the late nineteenth century, 

offering the organist a broad canvas of artistic and interpretive possibilities.183 

Marie-Claire’s efforts, therefore, were motivated by a desire to make her 

brother’s music adaptable to instruments that would have been more readily 

available and to reduce the number of interpretive decisions demanded of 

organists interested in finding ways to access Alain’s music on more typical 

instruments. 

Drastic as they may seem, such sweeping efforts to redefine registrations 

were not unusual. When Alexandre Guilmant and André Pirro published the 

ten-volume collection Archives des Maîtres de l’Orgue between 1897 and 1910 (of 

which eight volumes were dedicated to French composers), Guilmant provided 

                                                        

183 Here the questions of could versus should are two different issues, especially in 
light of the historically informed performance practice movements of the past 
century.  
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registrations for the French organ of the late nineteenth century. He had no 

qualms about making these suggestions, especially since the tonal ideal had 

changed so much in the previous century and because so many of the French 

classical instruments had been destroyed in the Revolution.184 In the preface to 

the fifth volume containing the two masses of François Couperin, Guilmant 

wrote “Les orgue modernes ne possédant pas, malheureusement, les même jeux que les 

anciennes, j’ai indiqué, soit au cours des pièces, soit en notes au bas des pages, une autre 

registration que celle de l’auteur.”185 The critical difference between this and the 

changes offered by Marie-Claire for Jehan’s music is the chronology. While 

Guilmant attempted to rework centuries-old music for contemporary 

instruments, Marie-Claire altered registrations of a relatively new repertoire for 

modern instruments. Curiously enough, while Marie-Claire had current 

instruments in mind, the nascent neoclassical and stylistically-eclectic design of 

the house organ for which Jehan largely conceived his music became 

                                                        

184 Kimberly Marshall and William J. Peterson, “Evolutionary Schemes: Organists 
and Their Revolutionary Music,” in French Organ Music from the Revolution to 
Franck and Widor, ed. Lawrence Archbold and William J. Peterson (Rochester, 
NY: University of Rochester Press, 1995), 4. 
185 François Couperin, Sieur de Crouilly, Pièces d’Orgue, ed. Alexandre Guilmant 
and André Pirro (Mainz, B. Schott’s Söhne: 1903), 7. [Modern organs do not 
possess, unfortunately, the same stops as older organs. I have indicated, either in 
the pieces or in the footnoes, another registration other than that of the 
composer.] Guilmant’s edition attributed these two masses to François Couperin, 
Sieur de Crouilly. However, that attribution has been disproven along with his 
right to the title “Sieur de Crouilly.” They are the work of his nephew, François 
Couperin “Le Grand.” See David Fuller, et al. "Couperin." Grove Music Online. 
Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed June 21, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40182pg
2. 
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increasingly common in organ building throughout the mid and later twentieth 

century, which resulted in the construction of more instruments capable of 

managing this repertoire to a satisfactory level. 

While Marie-Clarie’s efforts are understandable on a practical level, any 

attempt to normalize Jehan’s registrations fundamentally alters their nature and 

thus the works themselves. In light of this, however, an examination of Alain’s 

registrations can enlighten our understanding of his aesthetics as a composer and 

as an organist. Such an endeavor will show how Alain elevated registration to 

the same compositional level as rhythm, harmony, and texture. 

 

Registrational characteristics 

 Registration is frequently mentioned as a hallmark of Alain’s 

compositional style. His sonic approach to the organ was significantly influenced 

by the handful of instruments that he had at his regular disposal, most notably 

the house organ built by his father, Albert.186 Few instruments have influenced 

composers in the way that the Alain house organ influenced Jehan. Indicated by 

Alain on manuscripts as “46” because of the address of the family house at 46 rue 

de Pologne in Saint Germain-en-Laye, the organ was built and rebuilt by Albert 

over several decades with some of its later modifications and additions coming 

                                                        

186 An extensive history of the instrument and its various incarnations is available 
in Aurélie Gommier-Decourt, Albert Alain (1880-1971), Organiste et Compositeur 
Français (Villeneuve d’Ascq: Presses universitaires du Septentrion, 2001), 446-528. 
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from the influence of Jehan.187 The specification of the instrument as it was in 1939 

– the year before Jehan’s death – is listed in Appendix A. 

The house organ (as it was in the late 1930s) was a curious mélange of 

styles and purposes, incorporating divisions from diverse historical French 

models. The Grand-Orgue formed the foundational core of the instrument. 

Despite numbering only four stops, they represented the backbone of the 

instrument featuring the only two members of the diapason family (the Montre 

8’ and Prestant 4’) found on the organ. They were also among the most aurally 

present stops in the organ. Such was their strength that Marie-Claire Alain noted 

that the stops in the Grand-Orgue were part of the façade188 and were therefore 

quite loud in comparison to the other manuals. She recalled that Jehan “réclamait 

souvent un Tutti sans Montre [8], ou sans Flûte 8, cherchant à éviter un son 

fundamental trop important par rapport aux mutations et aux Anches douces dont il 

disposait.”189  Furthermore, the Prestant 4’ was voiced aggressively to take the 

place of the Clairon 4’ and was used by Alain only when the other reeds were 

                                                        

187 M.-C. Alain, Notes critiques, 12. 
188 The façade is made up of the visible pipes standing at the front of the case in 
which the rest of the pipework is housed. The names of these stops, historically, 
comes from their function. In the case of the Alain house organ, the two stops 
that comprised the façade were the Montre 8 (derived from the French verb of 
the same name meaning “to show” and the Prestant 4 (derived from the Latin 
verb praestare, meaning “to stand before [something].”) 
189 M.-C. Alain, Notes critiques, 12. [Alain often required a Tutti without the 
Montre [8] or Flûte [harmonique] 8, seeking to avoid too strong of a fundamental 
sound compared with the mutations and the gentle reeds which were present.] 
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engaged.190 Regardless of the voicing (which we can assume was a decision made 

by Albert during the instrument’s construction), the Grand-Orgue is essentially a 

typical Grand-Orgue from a nineteenth century orgue de salon (that is, a house 

organ owned by those wealthy enough to acquire such a status symbol). Such an 

instrument is something that Albert greatly desired and was the impetus of this 

enterprising project from the very beginning. Gommier-Décourt, however, noted 

that the house organ was not borne out of a desire to make any manner of 

statement of wealth. Quite the contrary is true, in fact, since the cost of a house 

organ was well beyond Albert’s financial means. Rather, the greater motive for 

Albert was the desire to build the instrument with his own hands, which was a 

primary factor in the continual evolution of the instrument over nearly half a 

century.191 Nevertheless, the disposition of the Grand-Orgue remained deeply 

rooted in the tradition of the nineteenth century orgue de salon for nearly fifty 

years. 

The Récit in its late 1930s incarnation was typical of a moderately sized 

orgue de chœur: the smaller, independent organ found in the chancels of larger 

French churches for the purpose of accompanying the choir. Récits on these 

organs were smaller versions of those found on larger orgues de tribune in rear 

galleries. They typically contained both the softest stops (such as a Dulciane or 

the Voix céleste) as well as some of the instrument’s more aggressive stops, 

                                                        

190 M.-C. Alain, Notes critiques, 12. 
191 Gommier-Decourt, Albert Alain, 448-9. 
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including the more powerful chorus reeds whose power could be harnessed by 

the swell box that surrounded them. Unlike the Grand-Orgue, the Récit of the 

house organ experienced numerous changes in the first half of the twentieth 

century.  

The Positif of the house organ by 1939 was essentially a large French 

Classic (pre-Revolution) jeux de tierce built on an 8’ foundation with an additional 

8’ rank, in this case a Salicional. Half of its eight stops were non-unison ranks 

with one rank sounding at the major third and three sounding the fifth in three 

different octaves. The Gros Nazard 5 1/3’ was the most unusual of these stops 

for a small organ, especially for a division whose fundamental pitch was at the 8’ 

pitch, as the purpose of a 5 1/3’ stop is to reinforce the third partial of the 16’ 

harmonic series, which did not exist on the Positif of the house organ. The Positif 

also highlights stylistic flexibility and demonstrates that fidelity to historical 

models was far from Albert’s purpose, since such a complete flute chorus of both 

unison and non-unison ranks would have historically been found most likely on 

the Grand-Orgue along with the 16’ Bourdon.192 

In addition to the house organ’s stylistic eclecticism, it also featured an 

unusual characteristic that explains certain aspects of Alain’s registrations. In the 

pedal, the Soubasse 16’ and the Bourdon 8’ always spoke together in the lowest 

octave (that is, the lowest twelve notes, C2-B2).  This quirk allowed for some 

                                                        

192 Fenner Douglass, The Language of the Classical French Organ: A Musical Tradition 
Before 1800, New and Expanded Edition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 
82-7. 
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unique registrations since a bass line could be played with the left foot, while a 

melody line could be played on an independent 4’ stop, as Alain indicated in 

Intermezzo and Lamento.193 This feature also explains the frequently missing 

indication to utilize the Soubasse 16’. As it was always on, Albert and Jehan 

regularly neglected to indicate its use even though its presence was implied.194 

As an example of this necessity, Marie-Claire cites two instances – one in the 

Suite pour orgue and one at the final cadence of the Variations sur un thème de 

Clément Jannequin – where this is an oversight explained by the functions of this 

particular instrument. While this is an important point to consider, there are 

abundant instances within Alain’s output where such additions of the Soubasse 

would be inappropriate based on the context. Therefore, this point must be used 

as a consideration for each situation rather than as a blanket authorization for 

use of the suboctave register.195 

It would be difficult to overstate the influence that the house organ 

exerted on the development of Alain’s compositional style and registrations. The 

organ’s specifications explain many of Alain’s idiosyncratic and stylized 
                                                        

193 Such registrational flexibility in the pedal has become an increasingly common 
feature in twenty-first century organ building. Known now as a “Pedal Divide” 
function, some organs even allow the player to choose the two pedals between 
which the bass/cantus divide should occur. This capability has been particularly 
popular in France where the tradition of improvisation lends itself to the use of 
such features far more than composed repertoire.  
194 M.-C. Alain, Notes critiques, 12. 
195 A similar situation arises in the organ works of César Franck whose organ at 
St-Clotilde in Paris did not have a 16’ flue or 16’ reed in the Récit. The question of 
whether or not to use these stops on larger instruments, therefore, becomes a 
decision based on the context of the musical passage in question. 
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registrations and indeed many of his compositional choices. However, we must 

be cautious not to ascribe to it full and final authority in the investigation of 

Alain’s organ works, as Alain was well acquainted with other instruments. 

Marie-Claire indicates two other organs that Alain knew well and which had a 

direct influence on individual works, specifically the Suite pour orgue, the 

Première Fantaisie, and the Trois Pièces.196 Nevertheless, the house organ was far 

and away the most important musical instrument in the collection of instruments 

to which he had regular access. As much as we are able to correctly demonstrate 

that the house organ influenced Alain’s musical development and style, it is also 

possible to show that Alain influenced his father’s conception of the organ and 

his continuous modifications made to it, even in the years past Jehan’s death. 

Indeed, the cycle of influence flowed in both directions. 

A survey of Alain’s complete registrations across every organ work 

reveals interesting patterns and inclinations that offer insight into his aesthetics. 

Perhaps most immediately noticeable is the sparsity of stops. A majority of the 

registrations require only a limited number of stops, and conspicuously absent 

from Alain’s tonal palette is the reliance on the traditional French fonds.197 When 

Alain does call for such a sound, he frequently alters it to adjust the timbre and 

the volume. For example, the beginning of the Choral dorien indicates for the 

player to draw Fonds 8 sans Montre, and for the initial registration in Litanies, 

                                                        

196 M.-C. Alain, Notes critiques, 13. 
197 The fonds being the 8’ flues in the manuals occasionally augmented with the 
16’ and 4’ flues. 
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Alain calls for Fonds 8 et 4 mezzo-forte with the addition of the mixtures on all 

three manuals. A particularly curious registration appears at the beginning of the 

fugue from the Prélude et Fugue, which calls for Fonds gambés [stringy 

foundations] on the Récit and Fonds flutés [fluty foundations] on the Positif. For 

the Grand-orgue, Alain calls for Fonds 8 forte.  

This latter indication is unusual in Alain’s organ works as his most 

common adjective for stops or combinations is doux (or douce). Indeed, gentleness 

is an important characteristic in Alain’s registrations. The adjective doux or douce 

accompanies a variety of individual stops and combinations. While some of these 

indications are found in organ literature (such as flûte douce or fonds doux) most 

applications of this adjective for Alain appear alongside stops that rarely (if ever) 

have such a descriptor. Aria calls for a Doublette douce on the Positif (which is 

indicated as Octavin in some sources).198 Later, Gambes 8 et 4 très douces and 

Mixtures douces are required on the Récit. At m. 45 of the piece, Alain instructs 

the player “Ajoutez progressivement jeux de fonds doux et mixtures.” At m. 31 in the 

revised version of Choral dorien published in 1938, Alain indicates Gamba solo on 

the Récit, but suggests “Si la Voix céleste est très douce, on pourra l’uitiliser ici.”199 

The reason behind Alain’s emphasis on fonds doux is the nature of the 

house organ. Marie-Claire noted that the Grand-orgue foundation stops were 

                                                        

198 The Doublette is a 2’ principal-scaled rank, and the Octavin is a 2’ harmonic 
flute. While the timbre of the stops will be different, the Octavin is typically 
gentler than the Doublette.  
199 [If the Voix célestes is very gentle, it is possible to use it here.] 
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placed in the façade and sounded considerably louder than the other stops in the 

organ, thereby masking the timbres provided by the more colorful stops of the 

other divisions. This particular comment from Marie-Claire highlights two key 

aesthetics for Jehan: first, a movement away from the previous century’s 

predilection for a strong fundamental (through numerous 8’ stops, bolstered by 

appropriate stops at 16’ and 4’), and secondly, a strong personal preference for 

the use of mutations and the milder solo and chorus reeds.  

The prevalence of mutations in Alain’s registrations and his idiosyncratic 

use of them are hallmarks of his tonal fingerprint. It is the presence of mutations 

that often leads to considerations of neoclassicism due to the prevalence of these 

stops in the organs of the seventeenth century and earlier. 

 

Alain and Neoclassicism 

Scholars and commentators frequently flirt with the relationship between 

Alain’s music and neoclassicism of the 1920s and 1930s in France. Wilhelm 

Hafner noted neoclassicism as one of twelve commonly cited influences and 

stated that Alain’s interest in this new mode of thought was contemporaneous to 

his organ and composition studies thereby linking the two into a tightly bound 

union.200 Helga Schauerte, while not directly addressing the issue, has peppered 

her work with references to the most common tropes associated with 

                                                        

200 Wilhelm Hafner, Das Orgelwerk von Jehan Alain, 382-5.  
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neoclassicism both as an aesthetic and as it relates to the organ.201 Most writers 

have not attempted any manner of in-depth study of the relationship but rather 

acknowledge the possibility before turning in alternate directions.  

Avoiding a direct confrontation with the question of neoclassicism is not 

surprising, as the term itself is fraught with difficulty. Glenn Watkins deemed it 

the most troublesome “ism” of the twentieth century,202 and Joseph Auner 

similarly noted that the difficulty of the term is rooted in the wide variety of 

definitions that loosely fall under the term that (incorrectly) suggests a single 

aesthetic category.203 Scott Messing has shown that despite the wide range of 

elements that form the foundation of neoclassicism, there are a series of 

buzzwords that have been nearly universal elements in neoclassicism, the most 

common of which include clarity, purity, objectivity, and simplicity.204 Further, 

he has shown that neoclassical terminology was also a thinly veiled reference to 

French cultural ideals and a perceived Latin and Gallic heritage that espoused 

the qualities listed above, especially when compared to the country’s western 

neighbors who (in the minds of the French cultural elite) represented the 

                                                        

201 See Helga Schauerte, Jehan Alain (1911-1940): Das Orgelwerk (Regensburg: 
Gustav Bosse Verlag, 1983). 
202 Glenn Watkins, Soundings: Music in the Twentieth Century (New York: Schirmer 
Books, 1988), 308. 
203 Joseph Auner, Music in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Co., 2013), 105-6. 
204 See Scott Messing, Neoclassicism in Music: from the genesis of the concept through 
the Schoenberg/Stravinsky polemic (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1998). [In 
particular, see chapters 1 and 3.] 
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excesses of Romanticism and the opposite of Gallic refinement.205 Such rhetoric 

towards French neoclassicism was not limited to those of French citizenship or 

heritage. Viennese composer and musicologist Egon Wellesz, writing in 

Muzikblätter des Anbruch in 1920, captured the aesthetic and nationalistic 

elements of interwar French neoclassicism in a review of Ravel’s Trio and 

Tombeau de Couperin, describing them as having “wonderful clarity…a new 

classicism, a harmonious balance between form and content which can only be 

formed among Latin peoples, without having the stamp of academicism.”206 

As an early twentieth-century musicologist, Wellesz represents an early 

generation of scholars in the nascent field of musicology, a primary driving 

factor in the birth of pre-War nouveau classicisme – defined by its interest in 

historicity and renewed interest in earlier music – that evolved into neoclassicism 

after the war. The newfound interest in earlier European music of the sixteenth 

through eighteenth centuries inspired musicologists and performers alike to 

issue new editions of earlier music, often in multi-volume collections that were 

frequently arranged to suggest the glories of a particular national school of 

composition from earlier centuries. Among the most  notable examples of such 

efforts are the Denkmäler der Tonkunst in Österreich (first published in 1894 under 

the direction of Guido Adler) and its companion publication, the Denkmäler 

deutscher Tonkunst (begun in 1892).  

                                                        

205 Messing, Neoclassicism in Music, 1-12. 
206 Quoted in Watkins, Soundings, 314. 
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Perhaps the most influential editor of early organ music was Alexandre 

Guilmant who – as professor of organ at the Conservatoire – counted Albert 

Alain among his many students. As mentioned earlier, between 1897 and 1910, 

Guilmant and Pirro published a ten-volume collection titled Archives des Maîtres 

de l’Orgue containing music from the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries with 

modernized registration indications for contemporary instruments. Despite its 

sweeping title, only two volumes were dedicated to German, Italian, and Dutch 

composers; all others were French. For these editions and those like it, historicity 

is mixed with modernity in a way that served as a precursor for neoclassicism 

two decades later for which such stylistic amalgamation was a key characteristic. 

Thus, this pre-War nouveau classicisme was bolstered by a historical subtext that 

allowed its aesthetics to be in dialogue with a spirit of historicism.  

Editions of early music were not the only product of this environment that 

embraced such complimentary yet contrasting elements. Musical performance 

followed a similar path as exemplified by Wanda Landowska’s arrival in Paris in 

1900 and her public debut on the harpsichord in 1903. While her early 

harpsichord performances utilized an 1889 Pleyel model ostensibly (if 

questionably) based on Taskin and Kirckman models, her later performances 

beginning in 1912 employed for the first time the new Pleyel model for which she 

is most famous.207 The Grand Modèle de Concert – as the 1912 instrument was 

                                                        

207 Howard Schott, “Wanda Landowska: a Centenary Appraisal,” Early Music 7 
(1979): 468. 



 

155 

called – was far removed from any historical model. At seven and a half feet 

long, it featured a 16’ register (a historical rarity), heavy wooden beams, a 

quarter-inch think soundboard (twice the thickness of historical instruments), 

weighted jacks, leather plectra (instead of bird quill) and overhead dampers (to 

accommodate the instrument’s overweight strings).208 “All in all, the Pleyel Grand 

Modèle de Concert was considered a marvel of modern instrument design. It was 

the harpsichord brought up to date, enjoying the benefits of the latest in piano 

technology, and with all the features a proper instrument should have.”209   

Instruments were as much a part of the historical aesthetic of 

neoclassicism as was early repertoire, and keyboard instruments played a 

particularly large role. Harpsichords of the early twentieth century were 

reimagined through the lens of the technical advances of the piano, both in sonic 

ideal and in construction, yet retained a connection to the historical period back 

to which they harkened. Organ design of the early twentieth century followed a 

similar trajectory. New organ designs actively combined varying tonal palettes 

from different historical eras in an aesthetic that delighted in tonal contrast and 

compliment; such instruments were the earliest results of the neoclassical 

influence on organ design and construction. The modern term for such a design 

is “eclectic,” suggesting a stylistic amalgamation whose elements retain their 

particular identity while transforming the collection into a unified whole. This 

                                                        

208 Edward L. Kottick, A History of the Harpsichord (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2003), 426-7. 
209 Kottick, A History of the Harpsichord, 427. 
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unity is accomplished by synthesizing disparate stylistic elements in one of two 

ways: either having entire divisions reflect a particular national or historical style 

working in concert with each other within a single instrument, or having stops 

representative of various styles present in all divisions. As discussed above, the 

house organ built by Albert Alain falls more into the former category. His 

instrument, however, did not exploit the possibilities of various national schools 

of organbuilding. Rather, it combined traits of French organs of contrasting 

historical styles: orgue de salon, orgue de chœur, and French Classic. Helga 

Schauerte’s study of Jehan’s music is the most substantial exploration regarding 

this type of organ design. Instead of using the term neoclassical to describe the 

organ, she prefers the term “Kompromißorgel” which is more closely aligned to 

what English speakers would refer to as “eclectic.” 

In the design of eclectic organs – both in the 1920s and 30s and in their 

incarnation of the later twentieth century – the guiding principle was contrast 

and compliment. Auner has described the nebulous neoclassical aesthetic as one 

in which elements of style, harmony, and form “are distorted and defamiliarized 

by their combination with musical materials from other traditions, or by their 

reappearance in very different sonic contexts.”210 While Auner was speaking of 

repertoire, the same can be said of eclectic organbuilding in inter-war Paris. 

Eduardo de la Fuente wrote concerning Stravinsky that his real achievement was 

successfully weaving aesthetic order out of competing stylistic elements, finding 

                                                        

210 Auner, Music in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries, 106. 
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balance between modernity and tradition, and between originality and re-

creation.211 Similarly, organ building sought to mirror with instruments what was 

happening with repertoire, but as is frequently the case, the direction of influence 

flows in both directions. We now turn to some of Alain’s compositions to 

consider this dynamic. 

 

Variations sur un thème de Clément Jannequin 

A prime example of repertoire mirroring this eclecticism is Alain’s 

Variations sur un thème de Clément Jannequin. Composed in 1937 and published as 

part of the Trois Pièces in 1939, the Variations were among the three original 

compositions Alain played at La Trinité in a concert presented with Messiaen 

under the sponsorship of the Amis de l’orgue on 17 February 1937. The 

neoclassical aesthetic is immediately obvious: a set of variations on a French 

chanson attributed to Clément Jannequin titled “L’espoir que j’ai,” extracted from 

a 1529 collection published by Pierre Attaingnant.212 Alain’s source for the song 

was a nineteenth-century collection titled Échos du temps passé first published in 

                                                        

211 Eduardo de la Fuente, Twentieth Century Music and the Question of Modernity 
(New York: Routledge, 2011), 104. 
212 This also harkens back to seventeenth and eighteenth century tradition of the 
French noëlistes, who were organists famed for their improvised sets of variations 
on the popular French noëls of the day. Among the most famous noëlistes were 
Louis-Claude Daquin, Jean-François Dandrieu, and Claude-Bénigne Balbastre, 
Nicolas Lebègue, and  
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1853 and later republished in an undated revised edition.213 The editor, Jean-

Baptiste Wekerlin, provided a piano accompaniment for each of the selections 

included. Alain transcribed this accompaniment for the organ as the initial 

presentation of the theme, as it was his intention to transform the sixteenth 

century work initially unaltered into a modern composition.214 Below, the 

opening phrases of the Wekerlin edition are followed by the opening phrases of 

the theme as arranged by Alain. 

 

 

 
                                                        

213 Jean-Baptiste Wekerlin, ed., Échos du temps passé (Paris: Durand, Schœnwerk et 
Cie., 1853), 22-3. 
214 Alain, L’Œuvre d’Orgue, Vol. I, ed. Schauerte-Maubouet, xi. 
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Ex. 1: Above: mm. 1-9 of Wekerlin edition of “L’Espoir que j’ai”  
Below: mm. 1-12 of Alain Variations. 
 

 

Aside from three minor exceptions of extra pitches used to fill out 

harmonies at cadences (see beat 3 of measure 5 above), Alain transcribed 

Wekerlin’s edition verbatim. For the solo line, Alain indicated the use of the 

Hautbois accompanied by the Cor de nuit 8215 on the Positif with only the Positif 

coupled to the pedal (with the pedal, therefore, only at 8’ pitch, rather than the 

                                                        

215 A gentle stopped flute made of wood.  
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typical default of 16’ and 8’).216 Harmonic, formal, and registrational simplicity 

are the guiding principles of the theme.  

The beginning of the first variation subtly hints that the proper 

counterpoint and harmonies of the theme are fleeting. The melody remains in the 

upper part but the Hautbois is replaced with the Cromorne, and the 

accompaniment is passed to the Flûte 8 douce on the Grand-Orgue. Alain 

marked this variation as “Maggiore,” but how exactly Alain intended his 

audience to hear it as a major mode incarnation of the theme is not initially clear, 

nor is it clarified during the course of the variation. The initial sonority (which 

can be seen in Example 2 below) is B-flat major with the root in the bass, the 

upper voice on 3̂  and the middle voice providing the root at 5̂ in the space of the 

first half-note beat of the measure. B-flat major is the expected key for a 

“maggiore” variation of a piece ostensibly in G minor. However, the melody has 

been transposed up a fifth instead of a minor third, resulting in a melody 

beginning on 3̂rather than 1̂as in the theme. To maintain identical stepwise 

relationships between adjacent melodic pitches, Alain alters the mode by 

supplying E-naturals. If we maintain the assertion that “Maggiore” indicates the 

relative major, we are forced to accept a modal inflection and a resulting 

designation of B-flat Lydian. Complicating this conclusion are the strong 

cadences in D major at the end of three out of five of the variation’s phrases (mm. 
                                                        

216 While this registration for the pedal allowed all voices of the accompaniment 
to sound from the same stop, it may have also been a practical consideration 
because of the permanently engaged 16’ Soubasse on the Alain house organ. 
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37, 42, and 63). This suggests that we must assign the melody a D-minor 

designation. Doing so allows the melody to once again begin on 1̂as it did 

initially, but this interpretation otherwise undermines the notion of “Maggiore.” 

Alain delights in the tonal ambiguity that frustrates expectations and questions 

assumptions about the melody, and such complications characterize the 

accompaniment below it as well. 

The opening sonorities are produced by a harmonic vocabulary far 

removed from what has just preceded it. Beginning with a three-voice texture 

that first characterized the theme, the horizontal motion of each voice respective 

to each other follows a logical linearity, while the vertical sonorities signal a new 

tonal landscape, thereby aurally distorting an otherwise familiar texture. 

Underlying the sudden chromaticism and resulting aural ambiguity, however, is 

a structure that simultaneously pushes the limits of tonality while retaining a 

classical framework. Example 2 below is a graph of the first six measures of the 

first variation. The opening measures as composed by Alain are provided for 

comparison. 
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Ex. 2: Graph of Variations mm. 32-37 and Alain’s original. 

 

The melody begins on D, initially harmonized in B-flat major and 

ultimately in D major following a modal cadence flavored by a lowered leading 

tone (C-natural to D), a cadence prefigured by the internal cadential motion 

shown in the graph between the second and third chords. Within the phrase 

structure, internal cadences on D major (chords 3-4), F minor (chords 5-6) and 
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ultimately on D major again (final cadence) all operate on a modified tonal 

system using 5̂  - 1̂  motion in the bass. Furthermore, despite the chromaticism, 

the upper two voices outline a structure governed by parallel sixths with 

exceptions only in the second chord and at the cadence in m. 37.  

Despite this classical framework, a turbulent surface is created by the 

tonal language above it. As previously mentioned, the melody alone is enough to 

cause ambiguity, yet the accompaniment further complicates matters. Among the 

most prominent tonal features of this variation are Alain’s use of false relations.  

Typical of this technique, the individual contrapuntal lines are logical in and of 

themselves, but when placed into the entirety of the musical texture, they are the 

source of dissonance and contribute to the variation’s tonal instability. Example 3 

below shows the volley of false relations in the second phrase of this variation. 

(The colors do not indicate anything specific; they are there to aid legibility of the 

lines in close proximity to each other.) 

 

 

 

Ex. 3: Variations, mm. 38-43, showing the variety and multitude of false relations.  
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The cadence at measure 41-2 is of particular interest because it highlights 

the links between this particular characteristic with the modal ambiguity of the 

melody. In measure 5 (see Ex. 1 above), Alain (or rather Jannequin via Weckerlin) 

approaches the cadence first with the lowered 7̂  - 1̂ , followed by the raised 7̂ as a 

proper leading tone in the cadence in m. 6. This is the pattern for the three 

phrases that approach the cadence in this manner. In the “Maggiore” variation, 

however, Alain dispenses with this pattern and rather allows all cadences to 

occur with a lowered 7̂ . The false relations bring greater intensity to the cadence 

not only through their quantity and frequency but also in the attempt to create a 

leading tone where one does not truly exist, as in the D-flat (as C-sharp) in the 

pedal in m. 41 (see. Ex. 3). 

Much like the false relations that characterize sacred English polyphony 

and Italian madrigals of the late Renaissance, Alain’s false relations are 

horizontally logical and vertically jarring. Yet they lend a modern sound to an 

antique melody. Obviously, the purpose of such false relations in early music 

had nothing to do with today’s concept of tonality. But for Alain, this effect is a 

part of his stated desire to transform a sixteenth century piece into a modern 

composition. He takes this process a step further in the following variation 

labeled, “Fugato – più vivo.”  

Alain changes the registrations to soft 8’ and 4’ in the accompaniment (on 

the Récit) coupled to the pedal with the melody in the manual, which he specifies 
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on the Positif with the Cornet sans 4 pied.217 To compose a fugue for organ to be 

played on more than one manual is a direct allusion to pre-French Revolution 

repertoire where this was standard practice.218 Atypical however is Alain’s 

assignment of the subject entries solely to the right hand (cornet) registration.  

Yet the registrations – like the Fugato itself – follows classical fugue procedures 

but reinvents them for modern purposes. The initial subject entry is an 

ornamented variation of the primary melody in G minor. The melody cadences 

on G minor with the same procedure as in m. 5 (this time in diminution) with the 

lowered 7̂ becoming a raised 7̂ leading tone.  

 

                                                        

217 The Cornet is a mixture of five individual stops: 8, 4, 2 2/3, 2, 1 3/5, which 
produce a nasal timbre with strong harmonic development since these five stops 
play the fundamental and the first four partials on the harmonic series. The 
sound is incisive and has been a common sonority on French organs for centuries 
and was especially popular during the French Classic era in the years before the 
French Revolution. Alain’s requirement to omit the 4’ is rare but not 
unprecedented. The effect of removing a unison rank is to further highlight the 
upper partials of the harmonic series and increase the distinctively nasal and 
incisive nature of the timbre.  
218 The most elaborate examples of this repertoire are five-voice fugues played on 
two manuals and pedal. It was typical that two uppermost voices were played in 
the upper range on the Cornet, the next lowest voices were played on the 
Cromorne, and the bass was played in the pedal at 8’ pitch omitting the 16’ 
register.  
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Ex. 4: Variations, Fugato, mm. 64-71. Note the subject enters accompanied. First 
cadence is in m. 68, and the answer enters on the dominant in m. 68 as well. 
 

 

The answer (on beat 3 of m. 68) begins – following historical fugal practice 

– on the dominant and is a tonal answer. It ends with a lowered 7̂  leading to the 

cadence on D major. 
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Ex. 5: Variations, m. 72, cadence of answer. 

 

This pattern of a tonic subject ending with a raised 7̂ and a dominant 

answer ending with a lowered 7̂  mirrors the theme and first variation, which 

began respectively on the tonic and dominant yet featured different cadences.  

A sequential episode leads to the next entrance of the subject on E-flat 

followed by an answer on B-flat. The episode that follows is particularly 

representative of Alain’s writing in this variation. Beginning in m. 86, the tonal 

language is exclusively OCT 1, 2 until the cadence on A-flat in m. 90. The 

repeated episodic material begins in m. 90 and cadences in C-sharp in m. 94. 

Linking the two episodes is more than the shared OCT 1,2 tonal language but 

also the pitches themselves. The second episode is identical to the first only in 

inversion. In a nod to historical precedent, Alain links the two episodes tonally 

through invertible counterpoint.  
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Ex. 6: Variations, mm. 84-94 with beginnings of each episode of invertible 
counterpoint indicated at the arrows. 

 

 

A two-voice stretto follows beginning in m. 94, in which the voices are 

separated by a tritone. The next episode imitates the previous episode up a major 
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fifth and in OCT 0,2219 and is echoed in OCT 1, 2 transposed a tritone lower than 

the episode in m. 90. The fourth and final iteration of this sequence beginning in 

m. 101 returns to OCT 1,2 and is a tritone transposition of the material from m. 

90ff.  

The final variation begins in m. 106. It lacks unifying motives, themes, or 

contrapuntal models but is unified through the return of previous motives in the 

form of a quodlibet. The melody heard at the outset is taken from the fugue 

subject. It is accompanied, however, not by the material that accompanied the 

initial subject of the Fugato but rather by the original Weckerlin counterpoint 

from the opening theme. Two contrapuntal techniques previously used – the 

stretto and the canon – follow to remind the listener of what has come before. 

Much like the final variation of J.S. Bach’s Goldberg Variations, BWV 988, the effect 

is a grand summation of all that has come before, even if in miniature form 

lasting only thirteen measures before eliding into a final coda to conclude the 

piece.  

Alain’s registrations, while idiosyncratic, reflect not only his most familiar 

organs but also the nascent neoclassicism in French organ building, composition, 

and performance. So strong was this influence that Norbert Dufourcq labeled 

                                                        

219 The G-natural in m. 99 is the only instance of a pitch outside of the octatonic 
mode in all four of these episodes, which raises the question of a mistake either 
in the manuscript or in the new edition.  
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him “le Grigny du XXe siècle.”220 Yet unlike many composers before him, he 

elevated registration to a level of importance on par with form, rhythm and 

harmony, and texture. It is this essential component of his musical identity that 

connects it to the so-called golden era of French organ music from the eighteenth 

century. In The Language of the Classical French Organ, Fenner Douglass notes this 

characteristic of the older repertoire. “An analysis of registration for organ 

compositions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in France must be 

approached not by a study of form, which in this music is not complex, but 

rather by observing the close interrelationships among registration, musical 

texture, and expression. The essence of the classical French style of registration 

lies in this identity.”221 Douglass focuses solely on the registrational practices of 

French Classic organ repertoire; therefore, his work largely ignores other aspects 

of the repertoire. His comments, nevertheless, highlight an essential link to the 

earlier instrument and repertoire that greatly influenced Alain’s music composed 

more than two centuries later. We now turn to a small piece that usually receives 

little attention, but one that offers insight into another innovative way Alain 

utilized registration.   

 

 

                                                        

220 Norbert Dufourcq, La Musique d’orgue française de Jehan Titelouze à Jehan Alain 
(Paris: Floury, 1949), 241. [Nicolas de Grigny (1672-1703), a French organist and 
composer.] 
221 Douglass, The Language of the Classical French Organ, 104.  
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Composing fantasy: Fantasmagorie 

Published posthumously in 1980, Fantasmagorie was not a part of Leduc’s 

original three-volume collection of Alain’s organ works and had remained only 

in manuscript since its composition around 1935. Thomas Schlee, the editor of 

the first publication, observed a relationship between Fantasmagorie and Litanies. 

Schlee noted that Fantasmagorie “can be regarded as the first elaboration of the 

basic idea worked out in the Litanies.” He also noted that in one of the 

manuscripts Alain wrote “Les meilleurs fragments ont été utilisées dans la pièce 

d’orgue Supplication” which Alain later renamed Litanies.222 Schlee called it a 

“humorous” piece, but Alain suggested a different characterization. In one of 

two manuscripts currently held in Alain’s estate papers, the composer provided 

two alternate titles in pencil and later crossed them out: Ritournelle and Danse 

(satirico-fantaisie).   

Largely considered to be one of Alain’s accessible yet marginal works, few 

authors have given Fantasmagorie any consideration. Wilhelm Hafner – whose 

monograph on Alain’s organ works pays varying degrees of attention to each 

piece individually – offers a brief account of Fantasmagorie. He correctly points 

out the thematic similarities between this piece and Alain’s Deux Danses à Agni 

Yavishta223 with the importance of the rising tetrachord and the perfect fourth it 

creates. Similarly, Hafner points out the thematic similarities between 

                                                        

222 Thomas Daniel Schlee, introduction to Quatre œuvres pour orgue, by Jehan 
Alain (Vienna: Universal Organ Editions, 1980), 1. 
223 Agni Yavishta, the Hindu god of fire. 
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Fantasmagorie and the beginning of Litanies. In light of Alain’s claim of the 

relationship between Fantasmagorie and Litanies, more important is the similarity 

of character, which Hafner describes as obsessive and ecstatic. Hafner certainly 

has not dismissed Fantasmagorie as marginal, but his brief discussion of the piece 

is the most thorough to date. It is unwise, however, to write off Fantasmagorie as 

merely a primer for Litanies. Rather, Fantasmagorie, with its deceptively simple 

construction, is a key to how Alain constructed fantasy through music. 

Fantasmagorie is a masterpiece of sonic trickery. Through craftiness and 

invention, Alain composed a piece in which all elements are ambiguous both 

visually and sonically. Fantasmagorie begins with a simple theme played on the 

Grand-Orgue that outlines a tritone, from subtonic to mediant, yet the tonal 

center of the phrase is mildly ambiguous until the end of m. 4, since the first tone 

heard is 2̂ . Only at the end of the phrase is it clear how simple the melody really 

is (and that it begins on the supertonic). 
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Ex 7: Fantasmagorie, mm. 1-12. (Note the key signatures for each hand, a topic to 
which we will return later.) 
 
 

When the second voice enters at m. 9, it is played on the Récit in close physical 

proximity to the right hand on the Grand-Orgue. What is heard, however, is not 

what is seen. On the page, the sounding pitches are enharmonically a minor third 

apart (or more technically an augmented second) but Alain’s required 

registrations overrides this visual assumption. By requiring a 16’ Bourdon on the 

Grand-Orgue and a 4’ Flûte on the Récit, the sound is one which the right had 

sounds one octave lower than written, and the left hand sounds one octave 
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higher than written; the resulting intervals are parallel thirteenths. The result is 

an unsettling combination: although parallel thirteenths are not necessarily 

jarring, the large interval between the two pitches and the high register of the 

upper voice lessens audibility of the parallel intervals. The result is an 

ambiguous sonic mixture that leaves the listener unsure of any potential tonal 

center. Yet despite this lack of definitive clarity as to which voice commands 

primary importance, the strength of the right hand (lower sounding voice) and 

the fact that the listener already has it in his or her ear suggests that this might be 

the principal voice. 

While Alain’s registrations make this scenario possible, his knowledge of 

organ building contributes to its success. The lower voice is played on the Grand-

Orgue 16’ Bourdon – a square wooden pipe capped at the top. The stopper 

produces an unusual acoustic effect in which the resonating length of the pipe is 

doubled. Therefore, a pipe that is physically 8’ long will sound at the 16’ octave. 

Organ builders use this type of stop frequently for smaller instruments and ones 

where space or funds are limited. But it is not all about economy of means: the 

resulting tone has distinctive qualities which builders and composers include for 

specific purposes.  Technically, the bourdon is a flue stop and has a gentle 

character, and (importantly) one that emphasizes the fundamental of the 

harmonic series. Much like wind and brass instruments, the pipe resonator’s 

shape alters the relative strength of the overtones produced by the pipe, and thus 

defines the pipe’s timbre. Organ builders can manipulate this effect to varying 

degrees, but stopped pipes like the bourdon all share this emphasis on 
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fundamental, which lends this stop its particular tubby or weighty quality. Alain 

specified the use of the Bourdon from the Grand-Orgue, which is typically of 

greater volume than any Bourdons found in other divisions of the instrument, all 

of which helps the listener to identify the lower voice as the primary line. The 

ornamental line nearly two octaves higher is also played on a stop from the flute 

family, but one that is typically more narrow in its scale,224 which places more 

emphasis on the higher partials of the overtone series. Despite the simplicity of 

the melody and the commonality of the stops specified for use, the writing and 

registration demonstrate a sophisticated marriage of instrument and musical 

idea.   

The wandering character of the melody within a narrow range has a 

plainchant-like quality, which would be very much in line with Alain’s creative 

process given his great interest in chant. The incessant repetitiveness of the 

melody may also be part of what inspired Litanies two years later, meaning that 

the two works share more than just the thematic material that Hafner observed. 

The parallel intervals between the two voices suggest a reimagined type of 

organum or even faux bourdon transposed upward in the register, far away from 

the range of the human voice.    

There is, however, another possible interpretation. By composing entirely 

parallel intervals with a wide displacement, Alain imitates a fundamental 

                                                        

224 Scale being the ratio of the width of the pipe to the height of the pipe. The 
greater the ratio of width to height, the greater the presence of fundamental tone. 
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principle of organ construction, which is the reinforcement of the upper partials 

of the harmonic series.225 The highest partials in the series are combined into a 

single stop, called a “mixture.” Frequently, the lower partials are available as 

separate stops (called “mutations” that the player or composer can choose for 

timbral or coloristic effects). For example, as a solo registration, an organist may 

select two flutes, one at 8’ and the other at 2 2/3’, which is a combination of the 

fundamental and the third partial, yet the ear perceives this as a unison tone 

colored by the addition of the twelfth above it.  

As noted above, Alain imitates this principle in Fantasmagorie. The word 

“imitates” is chosen carefully because Alain creates this effect by using two 

independent musical lines rather than a single voice with two stops engaged. 

There is good reason for this, as there is no partial of a major thirteenth above the 

fundamental, and thus no mutation stop that would produce this effect.226 What 

could theoretically have been produced with two stops and one voice was 

produced with two independent sounds on two different manuals, thus causing 

the listener to question the method of producing this particular sound. What is a 

                                                        

225 For example, The brilliance of the organ’s plenum registration is created by 
non-unison stops that strengthen the higher upper partials. The careful tuning 
and voicing of these higher pitched stops allows the ear to perceive the 
fundamental as a single tone rather than a cacophonous conglomeration of 
unrelated pitches. 
226 Although such a mutation stop could be easily built, it would serve little 
purpose in the tonal design of an organ, as it does not reinforce any part of the 
harmonic series. 
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common technique of organ registration becomes defamiliarized and 

recontextualized.   

The dyad at the end of the phrases with two parallel voices produces a 

stable harmony with a strong tonal center. The pitches are E-flat in the upper 

voice and a G-flat in the lower voice, but because of the registration, it is unclear 

which is to be the real tonal center. When the pedal finally enters in the fifth 

phrase, it reinforces E-flat as the tonal center of the work with a pedal point on E-

flat that is divided into a eighth notes separated by rests. Only with the arrival of 

the pedal point is E-flat confirmed as the tonal center of the piece.  

 

 

 

Ex. 8: Fantasmagorie, mm. 17-20. Pedal entrance in m. 17. 

 

 

In the scenario just described, one could easily argue for an E-flat minor 

tonality, but one that is obscured by various compositional choices such that the 

true tonal center of the piece is unknown until nearly five phrases have past. 
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Such audial craftiness teases the listener who requires time to fully discern the 

home key. But such trickery is not left only to the listener. The relatively simple 

sounds of the opening are not as they seem, as the notation is nothing like what 

one would expect. The higher sounding voice is played in the left hand in E-flat 

minor; the lower sounding voice is played in the right hand in the surprising key 

of F-sharp minor. In written form, the interval between the two lines is nothing 

more than an augmented second, yet the sonic reality major thirteenth. This 

raises important questions about aural perception versus visual perception. 

Aurally, the piece is in E-flat minor, yet visually the piece is bitonal, E-flat minor 

and F-sharp minor.  

However, bitonal may not be the most appropriate label; rather, this 

compositional technique more closely follows polytonal practices of the early 

1920s in France. Marianne Wheeldon notes that in the years following World 

War I, prominent composers (here specifically Les Six) recognized polytonality as 

“the center of the new music language.”227 In a discussion of Darius Milhaud’s 

personal theory of polytonality, Wheeldon describes Milhaud’s view in which 

“…the French School, more broadly defined as Latin, was construed as innately 

tonal, with its continued faith in the triad leading inevitable to polytonality, 

                                                        

227 Marianne Wheeldon, “Defending Tonality: the Musical Thought of Milhaud 
and Koechlin,” in Tonality 1900-1950: Concept and Practice, ed. Felix Wörner, 
Ullrich Scheideler, and Philip Rupprecht (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2012), 
143. 
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where two or more tonalities appeared simultaneously.”228 Additionally, among 

the prevailing criteria for polytonality was the gradual addition of layers in an 

effort to establish one key before the entrance of another.229 While these elements 

are quite similar to what occurs in Fantasmagorie, the difference is the aural effect 

in which the piece retains a purely tonal sound, despite the look of the score. It is 

this outcome that differentiates Fantasmagorie from works based on prevailing 

theories of polytonality, which typically expected distantly related keys to be 

juxtaposed both aurally and visually.230 It is possible that Alain conceived of 

Fantasmagorie as an exercise in polytonal compositional technique. However, 

given the unique place of this piece within Alain’s œuvre, it seems that he was 

less interested in the polytonal theories that predate the piece by nearly two 

decades than he was the sly disconnection between sight and sound. 

Alain was clearly aware that even performers would be surprised by the 

unusual sounds produced by the notation. On the score he wrote, “Jouer à 

l’endroit marqué sur le clavier sans s’occuper de la hauteur du son.”231 Alain performs 

sonic trickery on both the performer and the listener, by creating a sound with 

ambiguous tonal properties that reimagines the historical organbuilding element 

                                                        

228 Wheeldon, “Defending Tonality,” 146. 
229 Mark Delaere, “Autant de Compositeurs, Autant de Polytonalités Différentes:  
Polytonality in French Music Theory and Composition of the 1920s,” in Tonality 
1900-1950: Concept and Practice, ed. Felix Wörner, Ullrich Scheideler, and Philip 
Rupprecht (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2012), 163. 
230 Delaere, “Autant de Compositeurs, Autant de Polytonalités Différentes,” 163. 
231 [Play in the notated register without worrying about the sound.] 
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of mutations, by emphasizing, in a way, a partial of the harmonic series that does 

not actually exist. Much like mutation stops, in Fantasmagorie the resulting 

interval is less important than the resulting timbre. While in other pieces for 

organ, he allows the instrument to create timbre through judicious selection of 

stops, Fantasmagorie exhibits a unique timbre created by an original yet 

unorthodox use of registration and musical line.   

When the pedal finally enters on the fifth phrase, it defines E-flat as the 

piece’s tonal center (at least aurally). Whatever tonal stability is gained, however, 

is lost metrically due to the pedal’s rhythmic ostinato with a duration of three 

beats. The resulting three-against-four pattern between the manuals and pedals 

destabilizes the highly regular periodic structure of the first four phrases. The 

pedal’s detached rhythm audibly divides the manual parts such that imposed 3-

beat rhythm places rhythmic accents at varying points along the melodic line. 

The pedal part begins each iteration of its pattern with an open fifth (E-flat and 

B-flat), and each chord that falls on beat two of the pattern alternates between 

what appears to be almost dominant- and tonic-like functions. Yet, the repeated 

E-flat/B-flat open fifth lends a rhythmicized drone and gives the piece a rustic 

dance-like quality. The constant pitch, however is the B-flat which appears in all 

chords – as the tenor pitch on beat one and as the bass on beat two. This constant 

B-flat will become more significant later. 

This opening section just described (which I will call Theme A) is what 

prompted Alain to call this piece Ritournelle in early manuscripts, for this section 

returns three times after interruptions of a Theme B. The first two occurrences of 
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Theme B are similar in both pitch and rhythm, but the third iteration shares no 

melodic material, which I will call B’ due to the clear rhythmic similarities.   

 

 

 

 

Ex. 9: Fantasmagorie, mm. 25-32. Theme B in its entirety. 

 

 

This theme, as Wilhelm Hafner has pointed out, is what Alain described as being 

the best part of Fantasmagorie that was later worked into Litanies, although when 

Alain reused the material, he re-barred the notes in a way that more clearly 

defined his intended groupings articulations. Theme B is first exposed as an 

eight-measure period, just like Theme A. But each successive entry of Theme B 

becomes denser in texture and shorter in number of bars. This contraction of the 

theme prefigures what will happen to the final ritornello described later. 

Essentially a simple line of four measures (2+2), Theme B first appears in a sparse 

texture in which it is unclear as to whether Alain conceived it as a one- or two-

voice texture (mm. 25-32). The second iteration (mm. 41-46) is slightly varied: it 
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adds one pitch to all vertical sonorities, but also alters the lower chord by 

transposing down a minor third. It is also two measures shorter. 

 

 

 

Ex. 10: Fantasmagorie, mm. 41-46. Second iteration of Theme B in its entirety. 

 

 

The third iteration of Theme B (this time B’ in mm. 55-59) is a sudden and 

jarring moment. Shortened once again by two measures, the two hands play the 

theme in canon at the octave displaced by one beat. But the theme has no 

melodic resemblance at all to the first two appearances. The rhythmic 

similarities, however, demonstrate a derivative relationship, not to mention the 

logic of its placement within Fantasmagorie’s formal structure.  

 

 

Ex. 11: Fantasmagorie, mm. 55-58. Theme B’. 
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Several factors make this moment jarring. The hypnotic state brought about by 

the lilt of Theme A and the metric instability caused by the three-and-four beat 

pattern is shattered by the abrupt arrival of the Récit reeds at 8’ and 16’ foot 

pitch. With this registration, not only is the texture composed of two full C-minor 

triads (one in each hand), but the suboctave Basson 16’ doubles the entire texture 

at the lower octave. The resulting dense texture is far removed from the thin and 

widely spaced texture of the ritornello’s Theme A and the gentler character of the 

previous statements of Theme B. What is potentially unclear to the listener is that 

these heavy chords are not on the beat, but rather begin on beat 2 thereby 

offsetting the entire phrase metrically.  

At m. 59 when the phrase is complete, the ritornello again returns, this 

time displaced by one beat. By the end of the phrase, however, Alain has righted 

the ship through a bit of melodic legerdemain. Notice how he elides the two 

halves of the phrase in m. 61 such that only those paying close attention will 

notice the very subtle, yet necessary melodic variation.  
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Ex. 12: Fantasmagorie, mm. 59-62. Elision of Theme B’ and the return to Theme A. 

 

 

It is crucial that the performer retain as much rhythmic integrity as possible at m. 

59 so that the metric alteration at m. 61 will effectively correct any metric 

displacement. The sonic effect at m. 59 is stunning when executed correctly. 

Alain was certainly anticipating a resonant acoustic for the instrument with 

ample reverberation. When performed correctly in an appropriate space, the 

dense fog of the heavy C-minor chords will evaporate as the performer continues 

without delay back to the ritornello, which emerges sonically as the chords fade. 

The organist’s common tendency to “allow the dust to settle” in reverberant 

spaces in the pursuit of clarity destroys the subtlety and sophistication of Alain’s 

writing in this particular instance. 
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The final ritornello begins as before, but then begins to increase the 

intensity of its hypnotic spin. In m. 63, the pedal line abruptly becomes a pedal 

point on B-flat.  

 

 

 
Ex. 13: Fantasmagorie, mm. 63-66. Return of Theme A with B-flat pedal point and 
off-rhythm ostinato. 
 

 

It retains the three-beat feel but is now in diminution so that the beat has become 

the eighth note. It maintains the strong downbeat feel from before by playing 

beat 1 in the lower octave and beats 2 and 3 in the higher octave. As it continues 

to spin, it eventually drops the lower octave and condenses into a singe held 

dotted quarter note. The increased frenzy of the final ritornello is therefore 

created through aural tricks. There is no increase in tempo, but rather an 

increased urgency through the diminution of pedal rhythm and its eventual 

collapse into a single pulsing dotted quarter note. Further adding to this feeling 

is the gradual loss of the bass line. The first part of the final ritornello has its bass 

on low E-flat.  The next repetition moves a fifth higher and is reduced to only B-



 

186 

flats played in octaves. The final stage is the elimination of the lower B-flat in 

favor of a single octave. The upward motion of the lowest sounding pitches 

together with the rhythmic diminution has the imagined effect of an increased 

energy and motion all while maintaining a steady tempo.   

The codetta formed by the final three four-bar phrases once again reduces 

to a single melodic line played on the 4’ Flûte of the récit, unlike the opening 

played on the 16’ Bourdon. But the line is interrupted by the lower pitched 

bourdon. The resulting hocket forms a sort of counter melody in the lower range 

that outlines the rising tetrachord that is a prominent structural feature of Theme 

A. 

 

  

 

Ex. 14: Fantasmagorie, mm. 79-82. Melodic hocket in the codetta.  

 

 

The preceding discussion of registration in Alain’s organ works and the 

discussion of various elements of Fantasmagorie and Variations sur un thème de 

Clément Jannequin demonstrates significant ways in which Alain elevated 

registration as a key compositional feature. Indeed, organists must always work 
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with the instrument at hand and to the best of their abilities and imagination. 

However, registration is such an integral part of Alain’s compositional voice that 

to err too far away from the indications is to remove it from its place within his 

own compositional system and the wider neoclassical aesthetic of his time. 

Nevertheless, as the fantastic creature below doodled in one of Alain’s 

sketchbooks suggests, a composer as obsessed with fantasy as Alain must have 

surely appreciated an organist’s own interpretation selon sa fantaisie.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Drawing 1: The drawing from Alain’s sketchbook that was printed at the end of 
Fantasmagorie in the 1980 Universal edition. 
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Chapter 4: Organization and Influence in Olivier Messiaen’s Early 
Organ Cycles 

 

Since it contains all subjects: Theology and Structure in  
La Nativité du Seigneur 
 

Olivier Messiaen was famously willing to discuss his music and the 

generating principles behind it. Ranging from his large, formal treatises (La 

technique de mon langage musical and Traité de rythme, de couleur, et d’ornithologie) 

and public lectures (most notably in Paris and Kyoto) to the numerous 

interviews with Claude Samuel and Almut Rößler, he has provided scholars and 

performers with considerable insight into his music, compositional processes, 

and theological beliefs. This commentary has not always been publically well 

received. As valuable as his words can be to scholars in the years since his death 

in 1992, such offerings did not always sit well with music critics during his 

lifetime. Le Cas Messiaen – the infamous controversy in the 1940s over Messiaen’s 

harmonic language, theological influence, and his desire to communicate it in 

writing before performances – highlights the division between proponents and 

opponents of such efforts on the composer’s part. While these were public 

offerings presented to those in concert settings, Messiaen also provided such 

theoretical treatises as prefaces to published scores. Thus, among the more 

substantial hermeneutical discussions are numerous smaller writings that 

provide keys to Messiaen’s creative process. He provided one such leaflet at 

early complete performances of La Nativité du Seigneur, Messiaen’s first large 
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organ cycle composed in 1935.232  The work was premièred at L’Église de la 

Sainte-Trinité in 1936 with the movements divided among three players: Jean-

Yves Daniel-Lesur, Jean Langlais, and Jean-Jacques Grunenwald.233 At the 

première, the leaflet distributed to the audience explained Messiaen’s musical 

language and the cycle’s theological meaning, stating: 

 The emotion, the sincerity of the musical work. Which will  
be at the service of the dogmas of Catholic theology. Which  
will be expressed by melodic and harmonic means: the  
progressive growth of intervals, the chord on the dominant,  
pedal notes, embellishments, and extended appoggiaturas.     
Still more by rhythmic means: rhythms immediately preceded or 
followed by their augmentation and sometimes increased by a  
short value (adding half the value). And above all by modes of  
limited transposition: chromatic modes, used harmonically, the  
strange color of which derives from the limited number of their 
possible transpositions (2, 3, 4, and 6 according to the mode). 

 The theological subject?  The best, since it contains all subjects. 
And this abundance of technical means allows the heart to  
overflow freely.234 

Messiaen scholars often cite La Nativité du Seigneur as a defining moment 

in the life of the young composer.235 The preface to the published score included 

a theoretical and theological treatise of modest length, and it is here that 

                                                        

232 In 1934 Messiaen had completed L’Ascension, an organ transcription of his 
orchestral suite of the same name written in 1932-33.  For the organ version, a 
new third movement, “Transports de joie d’une âme devant la gloire du Christ 
qui est la sienne,” replaced the orchestral version’s “Alleluia sur la trompette, 
Alleluia sur la cymbale.”   
233 Peter Hill and Nigel Simeone, Messiaen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2005), 59.   
234 Christopher Dingle, The Life of Messiaen (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 55f.   
235 Dingle, The Life of Messiaen, 53.   Hill and Simeone, Messiaen, 59.   
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Messiaen first explained his modes of limited transposition. Additionally, this 

work was Messiaen’s earliest use of rhythms borrowed from Hindu sources, 

which led to Messiaen’s use of additive rhythms, also prominently displayed 

here for the first time. Messiaen himself seems to have been aware of the 

significance of his composition stating, “With the use of Hindu rhythms in La 

Nativité, I produced the proof, at least I believe I did, that it was possible to write 

music for organ other than in a post-Franckist aesthetic.”236 

Indeed, the compositional developments in Messiaen’s music over the 

preceding decade and which culminated in La Nativité du Seigneur thrust organ 

music into the modernist aesthetic and into the musical avant-garde – unfamiliar 

ground for an instrument so often linked to and defined by conservative 

traditions. That Messiaen was both comfortable in this aesthetic and traditional 

Roman Catholicism (with all of its conservative connotations) did not necessarily 

make him unique. The years following the end of the World War I witnessed a 

dramatic increase in Roman Catholic intellectuals. The ease of conversion of 

intellectuals to Catholicism was “a sign that by the end of the 1920s the 

enrollment of a leading thinker in the ranks of Catholicism no longer gave cause 

for public scandal or jubilation; the new position of religious faith among 

                                                        

236 Dingle, The Life of Messiaen, 55.   
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France’s intellectual elite had become accepted as a normal feature of literary life 

in the interwar years.”237 

While La Nativité du Seigneur is often given pride of place among 

Messiaen’s early watershed moments musically, little has been spoken of 

Messiaen’s theological aims in writing this cycle. There is no clear evidence of 

why Messiaen should turn to the birth of Christ as the subject of his first major 

organ cycle. Christopher Dingle has suggested that since difficult pregnancies 

had preoccupied domestic life in Messiaen’s young family, it was “natural that 

Messiaen’s musical thoughts in the mid-1930s should turn to the birth of Christ 

with La Nativité du Seigneur.”238 An alternate view may be derived from Stephen 

Schloesser’s theory that French culture of the post-World War I era was – behind 

its festive façade – largely one of bereavement for all that was lost physically, 

culturally, and emotionally as a result of the Great War.239 In light of such a 

theory, it is possible that Messiaen fed off of this emotion and that by the mid-

1930s was interested in ideas of the re-birth of a nation as symbolized by the 

narrative of the birth of Christ.   

Regardless of the reason, Messiaen was clearly just as interested in the 

subject as he was in his innovative musical elements contained therein. Why 

scholars have largely ignored the theological elements of La Nativité du Seigneur 

                                                        

237 H. Stuart Hughes, Between Commitment and Disillusion: the Obstructed Path and 
Sea Change, 1930-1965  (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1987), 65-7.   
238 Dingle, The Life of Messiaen, 53. 
239 Stephen Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 8.   
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is unknown. Perhaps it has to do with the now-clichéd Christmas story that 

provides the narrative imagery. Perhaps it is the notion that such a subject is 

lower on Messiaen’s gamut of theological complexity.240 Dingle states that 

Messiaen’s next large cycle for organ, Les Corps glorieux (1939), is far more 

complex than La Nativité du Seigneur.241 When discussing Messiaen’s Vingt 

Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, he is quick to pronounce this work from 1944 as 

theologically superior to La Nativité du Seigneur, saying “Whilst [vivid simplicity] 

might have been appropriate for Messiaen a decade earlier, when he was happy 

to include several directly pictorial movements in La Nativité du Seigneur, it 

stands in marked contrast with the more conceptual spiritual contemplation 

which characterizes the works of the war years.”242 Such a view is 

understandable yet not entirely defensible in light of the theological implications 

of incarnational theology as displayed in Messiaen’s work ten years earlier. What 

emerges from La Nativité du Seigneur is a juxtaposition of various theological 

elements. Messiaen himself seems to have sensed this universal subject matter 

when saying, as noted above, “The Theological subject? The best, since it 

contains all subjects.” It seems highly unlikely that he would entrust the best 

subject to mere pictorial and descriptive narrative. Messiaen’s breakthrough, 

therefore, was not only musical. What he achieved theologically in La Nativité du 
                                                        

240 Consider the seeming simplicity of the Christmas story in comparison with 
other large works such as Les Corps glorieux, La Transfiguration, Méditations sur le 
Mystère de la Saint-Trinité or Le Livre du Saint Sacrement.   
241 Dingle, The Life of Messiaen, 63.   
242 Dingle, The Life of Messiaen, 85ff.   
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Seigneur was just as significant and revealed not only a young master composer 

but also a young, highly accomplished theologian.  

The individual movements of La Nativité du Seigneur can be divided up in 

several different ways, each one highlighting a different theological 

perspective.243  The most obvious is to divide them into two categories: narrative 

(or descriptive) movements, and theological movements. Given the nature of 

these movements, these categories could be called “real time” movements and 

“eternal” movements. Thus divided would look as follows: 

 Narrative/Descriptive   Theological 
 i. La Vierge et l’enfant  iii. Desseins éternels 
 ii. Les Bergers   iv. Le Verbe 
 vi. Les Anges    v. Les Enfants de Dieu 
 viii. Les Mages   vii. Jésus accepte la souffrance 
 ix. Dieu parmi nous   [ix. Dieu parmi nous] 

Such a division is entirely plausible within a post-WWI French culture as 

described by Schloesser who wrote: 

 Positivism might be a ‘progressive’ ideology, but it entailed  
a materialist world that left no place for human freedom and  
‘no place of grace.’  In response, Catholicism offered its  
counter-vision: eternalism…If ‘realism’ privileged the unbiased  
observation of ephemeral facts, then ‘eternalism’ emphasized  
the opposite: stasis, contemplation of the unchanging, and  
eternal peace’ – la paix de l’éternel.244  

This division (narrative/descriptive vs. theological) is by far the most 

elementary, but seems also to be the one that most commentary has accepted. 

The narrative element of these movements seen above on the left is emphasized 

                                                        

243 See Appendix A for a list of titles.  
244 Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 27. 
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by the scriptural headings that Messiaen assigned to these movements.245 “Les 

Bergers” and “Les Anges” are both taken from the gospel of Luke; “Les Mages” 

is taken from the gospel of Matthew. The one exception to the gospel narratives 

is “La Vierge et l’enfant” whose scripture reference is taken from the books of the 

prophets Isaiah and Zechariah. Messiaen combined independent sentences from 

the two prophets, and it is Isaiah’s words that give this movement its narrative 

quality.   

Messiaen himself provided another division of the movements in the 

preface to the published score. Here he divided the movements into five 

principal ideas: “1) Our realized predestination by the incarnation of the Word 

(“Desseins éternels”); 2) God living among us and the God who suffers (“Dieu 

parmi nous” and “Jésus accepte la souffrance”); 3) The three births: eternal birth 

of the Word, the temporal birth of Christ, and the spiritual birth of the Christian 

(“Le Verbe,” “La Vierge et l’Enfant,” and “Les Enfants de Dieu”); 4) Description 

of several personalities giving a particular poetry to the Christmas feast (“Les 

Anges,” “Les Mages,” and “Les Bergers”); 5) Nine pieces in all to honor the 

pregnancy of the Holy Virgin.”246 Messiaen’s fourth point has been undoubtedly 

the impetus for the narrative interpretation of these movements in much of the 

commentary surrounding La Nativité du Seigneur. Interestingly, Messiaen 

                                                        

245 See Appendix A for a listing of these headings.   
246 Olivier Messiaen, “Preface” to La Nativité du Seigneur (Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 
1936). 
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categorized the first movement not with the descriptive movements but rather 

with the three-fold conception of birth.   

This idea suggests a third division: a division by time, which is a central 

component to Messiaen’s theology and music. From his third point listed above, 

we can gather this division. Messiaen speaks of three births, which we can 

phrase a different way. There is time before the birth of Christ, there is the time 

during the birth of Christ, and there is time after the birth of Christ. The eternal 

birth of the Word emphasizes the eternal existence of God in the form of the 

Word as exemplified in the opening verses of the gospel of John.247 Curiously, 

Messiaen’s choice of scriptural reference for “Le Verbe” does not come from this 

gospel but rather from Psalms 2 and 109 along with the Book of Wisdom and the 

First Letter of John.248 Messiaen’s phrase “naissance éternelle du Verbe” suggests 

a God who was not the beginning but existed even before the beginning – the 

eternal birth, a beginning without beginning, which accords with the early 

Church’s incarnational doctrine of the Son as eternally generated from the Father. 

The temporal birth of Christ emphasizes the here-and-now aspect of the 

incarnation from the time of his birth and extending the thirty-some years until 

the beginning of his public ministry. The final three years of his life – the time of 

                                                        

247 John 1: 1-4. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 
the Word was God. All things came into being through him, and without him 
not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the 
life was the light of all people.” 
248 The Gospel of John, however, drew on the psalms and the Book of Wisdom for 
its own inspiration. 
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his public ministry – is the preparation for Messiaen’s final division of time, 

which is the time after the birth of Christ exemplified by the fifth movement, 

“Les Enfants de Dieu.” This final designation is ongoing, as it has no finite 

temporal boundary. Each new generation of humanity is a new generation of 

children of God. For Messiaen, it is no accident that this is the central movement 

of the nine-movement cycle. It is the incarnation of Christ that has revealed 

God’s desire to reconcile humanity to Godself, and it is through Christ’s salvific 

act that humanity has the ability to become children of God.249 

 One final way to view La Nativité du Seigneur is in the basic structure of its 

movements, which suggests a symmetrical plan, moving from the outer 

movements and moving inward (first paired with last; second paired with 

penultimate; etc.) The first and last movements are linked by their overt 

incarnational implications. The Virgin with her child is the physical 

manifestation of the incarnation and the idea of God among us. Messiaen’s 

choice of scriptural reference highlights the unusual way that God chose to 

accomplish the task defined by the cycle’s final movement, “Dieu parmi nous.” 

The second half of the text preceding “La Vierge et l’enfant” states “Behold, your 

king comes to you, just and humble.” The next pair of movements, the second 

and eighth, is related by the fact that the shepherds and the magi represent social 

classes on the opposite ends of the societal spectrum. Yet both parties involved 

recognize the self-revelation of God, veiled in flesh and lying in a manger. The 

                                                        

249 N.B. the scriptural reference attached to this movement (see appendix).   
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following pair shares the common idea of a predetermined, eternal plan; the 

scripture reference for “Desseins éternels” suggests this idea (“Dieu, dans son 

amour, nous a prédestinés à être ses fils adoptifs, par Jésus-Christ...”). Although 

the scriptural reference to “Jésus accepte la souffrance” does not indicate this 

theme, the gospels (especially the Passion narratives) indicate clearly that Christ 

knows the exact details about what will eventually happen to him. The inclusion 

of the Passion theme is nothing unusual for artistic renderings of the nativity. For 

example, all one must do is examine paintings of the nativity – especially those 

from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries – where instruments of the Passion 

are often included in the scene (a technique sometimes termed a “proleptic 

passion”) in which there is a theological connection made between the 

incarnation and the passion and resurrection. The final pairing before the central 

movement is of “Le Verbe” and “Les Anges.” The connection is less obvious but 

important. “Le Verbe” is a reference to the Word of God, which becomes 

incarnate through the birth of Christ; this is literally depicted here in the 

thunderous (fff) descending pedal line accompanied by the third and softest 

manual (the Récit). Messiaen also uses a similar gesture in “Dieu parmi nous” 

where the pedal enters (marked ffff) accompanied solely by the full Récit. But the 

incarnation of Christ is not the only time that God’s word has descended to 

humanity throughout Judeo-Christian history. Frequently the word of God 

comes to humanity through God’s messengers, les anges. The link here, therefore, 

is the connection between message and messengers. 
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Returning now to the first of these possible divisions described above, 

recall the division into descriptive movements and theological movements. There 

are some further problems with this division that must be addressed. First of all, 

some movements do not fit nicely within this division, nor within one category 

exclusively. Consider the final movement, “Dieu parmi nous.” The theological 

concept of this movement bridges the two categories and serves as their link. The 

movement’s theological premise is the very “real time” presence of God among us. 

In this view of incarnational theology, God is present in the very moment of the 

birth of Christ. It is not a now-and-later division, but rather a now-and-forever 

continuity. The final movement denies any such division, as does the doctrine of 

the incarnation, which (as noted earlier) has long held the belief that the son is 

eternally generated from the father and therefore present from the very 

beginning. Second, the fourth movement, “Le Verbe,” also transcends this 

temporal division. Messiaen has shown elements of both the present and the 

eternal (or perhaps, the future), and if we are to take the opening chapter of the 

gospel of John seriously, the Word – the logos, in the original Greek text – has 

existed since before the existence of time and all creation. Therefore, an eternality 

of the Word exists that precludes any and all temporal division. Finally, the 

opening movement, “La Vierge et l’enfant,” also does not fit nicely into these 

categories. Messiaen suggests this with his preface to the published score when 

indicating the three-fold division of time. 

One more point must be made in regard to this categorization of the 

various movements. There is something unique about the subjects of the 
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movements that fall under the “descriptive” category. It may seem too obvious 

to mention that the four movements listed here are all the earthly elements, both 

physical and tangible. There are ways, however, that one could argue that other 

movements are also early in nature. First, one could claim that “Jésus accepte la 

souffrance” is an earthly element as well given the physical nature of his 

suffering, but by placing this element of the Passion (the proleptic passion) 

within a nativity sequence, Messiaen is highlighting the eternal and the spiritual 

side of Christ’s suffering since he – as a newborn baby – is not yet experiencing 

the torment of Holy Week to come. Also, one could argue that angels are not an 

earthly creature, but their specific role in the Christmas story is very much part 

of the earthly realm. These earthly elements stand in contrast to the spiritual, 

perhaps metaphysical, elements of the other movements. By emphasizing both 

the worldly (earthly) and the spiritual consequences of the incarnation, Messiaen 

emphasizes the dual nature of Christ, both fully human and fully divine. 

Although Schloesser was not speaking of Messiaen, when discussing the 

post-WWI era in which Messiaen was composing La Nativité du Seigneur, he 

states: 
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Two entities – God and world, divinity and humanity,  
even…Catholicism and culture – need not be seen as two  
extended bodies in competition with one another, jealously  
fighting over a limited amount of space.  Dialectical images  
suggest other possible modes of interrelating: one thing can  
point to, participate in, bear within, carry actualize, perfect,  
translate, transpose, transform – or ever become –  
something else.”250   

Indeed, Messiaen’s work seems to embody this duality as one single musical and 

theological reality. Furthermore, these four earthly elements share another 

common trait. Each of these characters recognizes the incarnate God manifested 

in the Christ child and are examples of recognized theophany. They are all “in 

the know” and receive the announcement of this joyous birth.  

Messiaen’s music from the 1930s exhibits the beginning of what 

commentators have called his “theology of joy.” Messiaen was often asked by 

interviewers and at conferences about why his music is always about joy.  

Responding to criticism that he did not deal sufficiently with worldly sin and 

suffering in his music, he frequently declared that the world was ugly enough 

and that he had no place for darker subjects. This joy resounds in all aspects of 

the nativity scene, from the low-class shepherds and the humble virgin and child 

up through the royal magi and the celestial company of angels.   

The varied interpretations given above argue for a complex theological 

reading of La Nativité du Seigneur and dismiss claims that this work is somehow 

less theologically significant or profound than Messiaen’s other later works. No 

                                                        

250 Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 6-7.   
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one hermeneutical approach is perfectly correct, and it is certainly difficult for 

one to claim superiority over another. Yet, the multitude of possible 

interpretations attests to the complexity of Messiaen’s musical theology. One 

should not expect less from the best, since it contains all subjects. 

 

“La Vierge et l’enfant” 

La Nativité du Seigneur begins with “La Vierge et l’enfant,” perhaps 

fittingly since this pair of characters is traditionally the focal point of the nativity 

scene. At the top of the page, Messiaen placed quotes from the prophets Isaiah 

and Zechariah: Conçu par une Vierge un Enfant nous est né, un Fils nous a été donné. 

Sois transportée d’allégresse, fille de Sion! Voice que ton roi vient à toi, juste et 

humble.251 Despite the plea for joyful exhortations, the movement is marked by a 

tranquil, introspective joy. Such subdued expression is common to Messiaen 

whenever the Virgin is the primary subject. Siglind Bruhn notes that Messiaen 

continued this trend in Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus with “Regard de la 

Vierge”252 Messiaen himself indicates this emotion in the preface to the published 

score of the 1944 piano cycle, writing “Innoncence et tendresse…[sic] la femme de la 

Pureté, la femme du Magnificat, la Vierge regarde son Enfant…[sic] J’ai voulu exprimer 

                                                        

251 [Conceived by a virgin, a child is born, a son is given to us. Rejoice greatly, 
daughter of Zion! Behold you king comes to you, just and humble.] 
252 Siglind Bruhn, Messiaen’s Contemplations of Covenant and Incarnation: Musical 
Symbols of Faith in the Two Great Piano Cycles of the 1940s (Hillsdale, NY: 
Pendragon Press, 2007), 163.  
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la pureté en musique: il y fallait un certain force – et surtout beaucoup de naïveté, de 

tendresse puérile.”253 

“La Vierge et l’enfant” exhibits a similar childlike tenderness beginning 

with only the manuals calling for a curious registration of Quintaton 16’, Flûte 4’ 

and Nazard [2 2/3’]. The first theme is derived from one of Messiaen’s favorite 

melodic contours, which he in turn borrowed from Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov. 

So central did he consider this theme and its derivation as used in “La Vierge et 

l’enfant,” it served as a primary example in Technique de mon langage musical. The 

images below show these examples as they appear in his treatise from 1944. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

253 Olivier Messiaen, Preface to Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus, ii. Paris: Durand, 
1944. [Innocence and tenderness…the lady of Purity, the lady of the Magnificat, 
the Virgin views her Infant…I wanted to express this purity in music: it required 
a certain strength – and above all a great deal of naiveté, of childlike tenderness.] 
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Ex. 1: Examples 75-77 of Messiaen’s Technique de mon langage musical showing 
Mussorgsky’s original motive and Messiaen’s derivative of it.  

 

 

The accompaniment is defined by three frequent sonorities, the most well-

known of which is the chord of the added sixth (seen in the example above in 

mm. 3-4). Another  is the (0, 2, 6) triad which in tonal theory sounds to the ear as 

the bare skeletal framework of a dominant seventh sonority. The example below 

indicates the many occurrences of this sonority in the opening section. 
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Ex. 2: “La Vierge et l’enfant,” (0, 2, 6) and (0 2, 5, 8), quasi dominant-seventh 
trichords and tetrachords in the opening section. 
 
 
 

The third frequent sonority is the major triad in first or second inversion 

with a pitch of the Lydian inflection – that is, (0238) – in the melody. The 

example below shows the occurrences of this sonority within the opening seven 

measures.  
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Ex. 3: “La Vierge et l’enfant,” mm. 1-7. Instances of the major triads with 
augmented fourths (Lydian inflections) above the root. 

 

 

These melodic and harmonic elements unify this movement within itself, 

but more importantly, they unify this movement musically as well as 

theologically with other movements. The harmonic element shown above in 

Example 3 is a fundamental harmony in the second theme of La Nativité’s final 

movement, “Dieu parmi nous.” In Technique de mon langage musical, Messiaen 

uses this movement as an example of the development of three themes, of which 

the second theme – “expressing the love for Jesus Christ of the communicant, of 

the Virgin, of the entire Church”254 – is the second of the three. The example 

                                                        

254 Olivier Messiaen, Technique de mon langage musical, trans. John Satterfield 
(Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1966), 53  
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below presents this theme in its entirety. The identical sonorities have been 

marked.  

 

 

 
Ex. 4: “Dieu parmi nous,” mm. 4-7, showing instances of the shared sonority 
with “La Vierge et l’enfant.” 

 

 

Not insignificantly, the bulk of these sonorities in both movements are 

some form of E-flat major with the Lydian inflection of A-natural. For Messiaen, 

the sonority was important, but its specific pitch was also important. Therefore, 

the shared chord of E-flat major both links these movements tonally, but also 

symbolically in their common theology of love between the Virgin and the Child. 

Returning to the melodic component, it is clear that the modified 

Mussorgsky motive is a primary element of the first section’s melodic content, 

but it is not limited to this movement. It returns in the seventh movement, “Jésus 

accepte la souffrance,” in a manner that highlights the theological depth of the 

entire suite. The seventh movement links the nativity with the passion of Christ. 

Its very inclusion in a suite of movements ostensibly about the birth of Christ 
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indicates that, for Messiaen, God’s plan is predetermined and that the timeline of 

God’s plan is eternal. In the following example, note three elements shared with 

the first movement: in red, the Mussorgsky motive; in blue, the presence of (0, 4, 

6, 7) sonorities; in green, the presence of dominant seventh sonorities. 
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Ex. 5: “Jésus accepte la souffrance,” mm. 1-14 showing shared musical elements 
from “La Vierge et l’enfant.” 
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In these examples, we see Messiaen linking the events at the beginning of 

Christ’s earthly life with the events at the end of his earthly life. Here we have 

Messiaen accomplishing the proleptic passion described above in music, just as 

visual artists did in previous centuries.  

In the preface to La Nativité, Messiaen linked the eternal birth of the Word, 

the temporal birth of Christ, and the spiritual birth of Christians. By doing so, he 

invokes an eternal cosmology in which the Trinitarian God existed before the 

world began and forever exists into the eschatological eternity of the resurrected 

Christian at the end of time. This sense of eternality, however, is not unique to 

this organ cycle. Both this subject and the manner in which Messiaen presents it 

in “La Vierge et l’enfant” are strikingly similar to the penultimate movement of 

the Quatour pour la fin du temps, “Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’ange qui annonce 

la fin du temps.” Here we see an abundance of dominant seventh and (0, 4, 6, 7) 

sonorities. In the example below, they are marked as before: the former in green 

and the latter in blue. 
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Ex. 6: “Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’ange qui annonce la fin du temps” showing 
the prevalence of sonorities shared with “La Vierge et l’enfant.” 

 
 
 

The second section of “La Vierge et l’enfant” features a varied texture in 

which each of the three elements (two hands separately and pedal) utilize a 

different form of repetition and variation. The right hand occupies roughly the 

same pitch space as the left hand but stands out due to its registration and 

texture. Requiring the Montre 8’ and Bourdon 16’, it displays a lively melody, 

each repetition of which, while irregularly repeated, begins with a rising 

septuplet in mode 6. This ascending gesture arrives each time on D6 and is 

ornamented with an arabesque of triplets primarily utilizing the surrounding 

pitches, C6 and E6. Messiaen derived this melody from the opening gesture of 
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Puer natus est, the introit for Christmas. So vivid was the allusion that he used 

this passage as an example of plainchant as melodic inspiration in Technique de 

mon langage musical. The example below shows the plainchant melody and the 

first four measures of this section.  

 

 

 
 
Ex. 7: Puer natus est incipit and mm. 16-19 of “La Vierge et l’enfant” as seen in 
Technique de mon langage musical. 

 

 

In addition to the plainchant inspiration, the right hand arabesques that 

conclude each iteration bear a strong resemblance to Messiaen’s early imitation 
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of birdsong. While not trying to imitate any particular bird, the gestures imitate 

the quasi-improvisational joyful song of birds. Messiaen returned to this 

compositional idea in “Dieu parmi nous” for the third of the three themes, which 

he labeled as Vif et joyeaux. The example below shows this single-measure theme. 

 

 

Ex. 8: Birdsong figuration, “Dieu parmi nous,” m. 8.  

 

Messiaen described this measure in the following way: “Third theme, melodic, a 

Magnificat, alleluiatic praise in bird style.”255 

The left hand contrasts the right with staccato triads on the Gambe 8’ and 

Voix céleste 8’. While the pitches vary slightly from measure to measure, the 

general contour repeats each measure (see Ex. 7). Such an accompaniment is not 

unusual for Messiaen who used a similar device in the second movement of 

L’Ascension (1934) titled “Alléluias sereins d’une âme qui désire le ciel.”  

                                                        

255 Messiaen, Technique de mon langage musical, 53. 
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Ex. 9: L’Ascension, “Alléluias sereins,” mm. 22-27. 

 

The staccato triplets accompany a rhapsodic melody in the birdsong style. 

Just as in “La Vierge et l’enfant,” the joy of this particular movement is a tranquil 

joy of an introverted nature, rather than the extroverted exuberance of “Dieu 

parmi nous.” 

The pedal line of the inner section of “La Vierge et l’enfant” is 

characterized by four pitches, D, E, F, and G-sharp, which is a derivation of the 

Mussorgsky’ motive. The motive in this case, however, is arranged into a 

different order. While this section is nineteen measures long, the pedal line 

divides into two eight-measure phrases creating a rhythmic and melodic pedal 

(albeit quite lengthy and repeated only once) in the manner that Messiaen 
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explained in Technique de mon langage musical.256 The pedal line in the final three 

measures is built of five pitches repeated seven times; this small motive is taken 

from the final five pitches of the longer phrase that precedes it. The example 

below shows the final five measures of this section. Marked in red is the end of 

the longer phrase; marked in blue are the repetitions of this motive. 

 

 

 

Ex. 10: “La Vierge et l’enfant,” mm. 30-34. 

 

For the return of the first section, Messiaen repeats the opening seven 

measures of the movement precisely but transposes them down a major ninth. 

                                                        

256 Messiaen, Technique de mon langage musical, 26, 48. 
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Two chords of the added sixth bring the movement to a conclusion as it comes to 

rest on a final iteration of a dominant seventh sonority. The final note is 

ornamented with an embellishment group – a final joyful alleluia in birdsong 

style – as described in Technique de mon langage musical. 257  

 

 

 
 
Ex. 11: “La Vierge et l’enfant,” final four measures; final chord (dominant 
seventh) with embellishment group. 
 
 
 

The preceding observations show how Messiaen integrated deep 

theological understanding into his music that, at first glance, seems merely 

pictorial or narrative. By connecting this movement to later movement in the 

suite and then reiterating similar musical ideas in later works, he demonstrated a 

                                                        

257 Messiaen, Technique de mon langage musical, 84. 
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sophisticated and codified theological system as well-developed as the musical 

system he explained in Technique de mon langage musical. 

 

Theology and Structure in Les Corps glorieux 

 Messiaen composed his second organ cycle, Les Corps glorieux in 1939, 

which he considered to be his final work as a civilian as he was called for 

military service just as the work was in the final stages of composition. 258  

Messiaen later counted it among his best organ works.259 Yet despite the 

affirmation of its quality, Messiaen rarely spoke of it in his many interviews, and 

it does not receive nearly the number of performances (either in part or in whole) 

as much of his other literature for the instrument, especially La Nativité. Some of 

this might be attributed to the highly specialized theological topic. While the 

birth of Jesus is a widely-known subject with narrative elements, abundant with 

vibrant imagery for musical rendering, the subject of Les Corps glorieux is quite 

the opposite. Here the subject is defined in Messiaen’s subtitle for the cycle: Sept 

Visions brèves de la Vie des Ressuscités.260 The timeliness of the subject in the 

context of the early days of the World War II was not lost on Messiaen who 

wrote to the journal L’Orgue in early 1940, saying “…I often find myself singing 

certain melodies, certain favorite rhythms, and going over in my head the most 
                                                        

258 Brigitte Massin, Olivier Messiaen: Une poétique du merveilleux (Aix-en-Provence: 
Alinéa, 1989), 152. 
259 Claude Samuel, Conversations with Olivier Messiaen, trans. Felix Aprahamian 
(London: Stainer and Bell, 1976), 78. 
260 [Seven brief visions of the life of the Resurrected] 
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important parts of my latest organ work [Les Corps glorieux], interrupted by the 

war…Whether it was a presentiment or a painful irony, I don’t know, but it deals 

with the Resurrection of the bodies.”261 

With its roots in Pauline theology found in the epistles of the New 

Testament, the theology of the life of the resurrected body was systematically 

addressed by Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century in his Summa theologiae. 

While Messiaen’s interest in medieval theologians is well known, Aquinas 

occupied a special place in Messiaen’s theological schema. In an interview 

concerning his opera Saint François d’Assise, Messiaen said “I read many 

theologians; I always return to Saint Thomas Aquinas, the most modern and 

richest of them all.”262 Vincent Benitez remarks on many of the influences of 

Aquinas on Messiaen’s music but does not discuss the influence on Les Corps 

glorieux.263 Robert Fallon briefly mentions the titular allusions of Messiaen to the 

Summa but does not go deeper.264 While it is certainly difficult, if not impossible, 

to unpack notes on the page from theology (or vice versa), the culture in which 

Messiaen was raised and educated fostered his general interest in Aquinas and 

Thomistic theology.  

                                                        

261 Hill and Simeone, Messiaen, 91. 
262 Vincent P. Benitez, “Messiaen and Aquinas,” in Messiaen the Theologian, ed. 
Andrew Shenton (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010), 102.   
263 Benitez, “Messiaen and Aquinas,” 102-123. 
264 Robert Fallon, “Messiaen’s Mimesis: The Language and Culture of the Bird 
Styles” (PhD diss., University of California at Berkeley, 2005), 255-6.  
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Aquinas sought to synthesize faith and reason as well as Aristotelian 

philosophy with Christian theology.265 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries in France, a similar project to synthesize competing factions developed 

in a movement known as the Renouveau catholique. Schloesser defined the 

movement as the reframing of Catholicism “by certain cultural and intellectual 

elites not only as being thoroughly compatible with modernity, but even more 

emphatically, as constituting the truest expression of modernity.”266 As Fallon 

notes, the Renouveau was not limited to clergy and theologians but was a part of 

all French Catholic thought.267 Much of this played out in the public arena as 

evidenced by the exchange of public letters between one of the movement’s most 

important neo-Thomistic philosophers, Jacques Maritain, and Jean Cocteau. 

Schloesser has noted that such an exchange “seemed to signal a new epoch and 

location for Catholicism in French intellectual society.”268 The Renouveau was also 

not limited to intellectuals and other cultural leaders, as the years between the 

world wars witnessed a surge of Catholic social groups across the social and 

political spectrum.269  

                                                        

265 Fallon, “Messiaen’s Mimesis,” 255. 
266 Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 5.  
267 Fallon, “Messiaen’s Mimesis,” 283. 
268 Schloesser, Jazz Age Catholicism, 1. For a more in depth discussion of this idea, 
see Stephen Schloesser, “Maritain on Music: His Debt to Cocteau,” in Beauty, Art, 
and the Polis, ed. Alice Ramos (Washington, D.C.: American Maritain Association 
and the Catholic University of America Press, 2000), 176-89. 
269 Eugen Weber, The Hollow Years (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1994), 188. 
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Maritain was influential in Parisian musical society in the first decades of 

the twentieth century and was befriended Ricardo Viñes, Georges Auric, 

Cocteau, Arthur Lourié, Erik Satie, and Igor Stravinsky among others.270 But 

despite Maritain’s influence and the far-reaching intellectual interest in neo-

Thomism in France, Messiaen rejected these influences in his music. As Douglas 

Shadle explains, neo-Thomistic philosophy encouraged less individuality in 

personal style and expression, and Messiaen was unwilling to deviate from his 

own system which he believed to be perfect for the expression of his faith and of 

Catholic truths.271 

Even if Messiaen’s music itself was not influenced by neo-Thomistic 

thought, his conception of Les Corps glorieux very clearly was. The individual 

movements take their names and subjects from two sources: Christian 

eschatology (largely described in the book of Revelation), and Aquinas’ Summa 

theologiae.272 Robert Sherlaw Johnston has pointed out the symmetrical structure 

of the work, noting that “the first and last movements are thematically related, as 

are the third and fifth, while the first and fifth movements are related texturally, 

being monadic, and third and seventh are polyphonic. These relationships of 

themes and texture form a cross-symmetry around the long central 

                                                        

270 Douglas Shadle, “Messiaen’s Relationship to Jacques Maritain’s Musical Circle 
and Neo-Thomism,” in Messiaen the Theologian, ed. Andrew Shenton (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2010), 85. 
271 Shadle, “Messiaen’s Relationship to Jacques Maritain’s Musical Circle and 
Neo-Thomism,” 90-94. 
272 The movement titles and accompanying texts are shown in Appendix B. 



 

220 

movement.”273 Two of the movements depict scenes from the existence of the 

resurrected life (“L’Ange aux parfums” and “L’Eau de la vie”). Three movements 

represent qualities of the resurrected body as described by Aquinas in the Summa 

(“Subtilité des corps glorieux” from Question 83 of the Supplement to the Third 

Part, “Subtilité des corps glorieux” from Question 84 of the Supplement to the 

Third Part, and “Joie et clarté des corps glorieux” from Question 85 of the 

Supplement to the Third Part.) The final movement, “Le Mystère de la Sainte 

Trinité,” does not provide a triumphant conclusion to the cycle as does “Dieu 

parmi nous” for La Nativité. Rather, it completes the work in the Thomistic 

tradition in which all things work toward their final state. The finale does not 

provide a climax, but rather the finale is the perfect form towards which the rest is 

moving – the origin and first cause, hence the mystery of the Holy Trinity. The 

middle movement, “Combat de la mort et de la vie” is centrally located because 

without the victory of life over death, then nothing else matters, neither to this 

work or to Christian eschatology.  

 

Musical and Theological Dualities in “Combat de la mort et de la vie” 

As discussed above, only three movements of Les Corps glorieux attempt to 

depict an attribute of the glorified bodies: “Subtilité des corps glorieux,” “Force 

et agilité des corps glorieux,” and “Joie et clarté des corps glorieux.” These three 

movements that describe the qualities of the glorified bodies are the movements 

                                                        

273 Robert Sherlaw-Johnson, Messiaen (New York: Schirmer, 2008), 51. 
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most obviously connected to the title of the cycle. The other movements focus on 

eschatological themes, but the central movement, “Combat de la mort et de la 

vie,” offers an unexpected subject.  

 “Le combat de la mort et de la vie” is anything but the “brief vision” that 

the cycle’s subtitle suggests. Unique in several ways, it is by far the longest 

movement at nearly eighteen minutes in length; it is also the only quasi-narrative 

movement. While the other movements describe an eschatological ontology, 

“Combat” describes an event within the historical story of salvation: the death 

and resurrection of Christ. It is clear from the text that Messiaen supplied for this 

movement that he was referring to the battle fought by Christ during the time 

between his death and resurrection. 

La mort et la vie ont engagé un stupéfiant combat;  
l’Auteur de la vie, après être mort, vit et règne; et  
il dit: Mon Père, je suis ressuscité, je suis encore  
avec toi.274 
 
 

Medieval Christian theology imagined the three days between Christ’s 

death and resurrection as one in which Christ engaged in a spiritual struggle 

against Satan and the powers of death. Christ is not explicitly mentioned in the 

text, but he is identified as the “author of life.” After three days of struggle, the 

living Christ cries aloud to God, “I am resurrected and with you once again.” 

This text does not come from the gospel narratives, but is a parallel moment to 

                                                        

274 [Death and life engaged in a tremendous battle; The Author of Life – after 
being dead – lives and reigns; and he says: my Father, I am resurrected. I am 
again with you.] 
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when Christ cried aloud just before his death, “‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ which 

means, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’”275  

Although the other movements of Les corps glorieux have a future 

orientation, “Combat” looks to the past. Messiaen’s combat, therefore, is not the 

eschatological battle between good and evil (as found in the common apocalyptic 

imagination), but is an earlier battle between good and evil, between Christ and 

Satan. Messiaen comments on this in his 1956 LP liner notes. 

C’est qu’elle représente le moment le plus haut,  
le plus émouvant, le plus secret de la Vie du Christ.   
Ce moment n’est pas relaté dans les Evangiles –  
nous n’en savons que la suite: tremblement de terre,  
lumière soudaine, ange qui roule la pierre d’entrée, 
apparitions multipliées de Jesus ressuscité en différents  
lieux. Mais le Psaume 138 appliqué par l’Eglise au  
Christ dans l’introït de Pâques, nous a décrit par  
avance cet instant sublime où Jésus se lève, vivant,  
lumineux, premier-né d’entre les morts, et, dans la  
Paix ensoleillée de sa Résurrection, adresse à son Père  
cet hommage d’amour: ‘je suis encore avec toi.’276 
 

It is important that the death and resurrection of Christ – the central 

tenent to Christianity – be the central movement of Messiaen’s cycle. As listeners, 

                                                        

275 Mark 15:34, NRSV. 
276 Messiaen, Olivier. Les Corps Glorieux; Apparition de l’Eglise éternelle. Ducretet-
Thomson, 1956. [Played by Messiaen at La Trinité.  Later re-released on CD by 
EMI France in 1992 as CD CZS 7 67400 2 with newly written liner notes by 
Michel Roubinet.] [Because it represents the highest moment, the most moving, 
the most secretive of the Life of Christ. This moment is not recounted in the 
Gospels – we only know the following: earthquake, sudden light, angel rolling 
the entrance stone, multiple appearances of the resurrected Jesus in different 
places. But Psalm 138, as applied by the Church to Christ in the Easter introit, 
described to us in advance this sublime moment when Jesus arises, alive, 
luminous, firstborn from the dead, and, in the sun-drenched peace of his 
Resurrection, address to his Father this homage of love: 'I am still with you.’] 
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we are caught between two moments within Christian salvation history. In the 

past is the first of two events, the death and resurrection of Christ. In the future is 

the second event: the consummation of the salvific act begun in the first. The first 

event is absolutely essential in that it provides the condition of possibility for the 

second. Therefore, Messiaen highlights the necessity of the first event in 

“Combat” and places it as the central movement of the cycle. The entire religion 

depends upon this event, as Daniel Migliore writes, “the Christian faith stands or 

falls with the truth of the resurrection of the crucified Jesus.”277  This dictum is, of 

course, not a creation of twentieth century theology; it is as old as the religion 

itself, as Paul wrote:  

Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead,  
how can some of you say there is no resurrection of  
the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then  
Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has not been  
raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and  
your faith has been in vain.278 
 
 

No mere coincidence, the writings of Paul have had an enormous impact 

on eschatological doctrine of the early church, and 1 Corinthians 15 is among the 

most important chapters. Messiaen fully understood what was at stake in Paul’s 

theological ultimatum.279 Although Messiaen did not use 1 Corinthians 15 in the 

text for “Combat,” the meaning is the same as it places the event into a historical 
                                                        

277 Daniel L. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian 
Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdsman Publishing, 2004): 191.   
278 1 Corinthians 15:12-14 (NRSV) 
279 Messiaen quoted this chapter twice in texts for Les Corps glorieux (movements 
one and five).   
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framework. By doing so, Messiaen links the two salvific acts of the New 

Testament. By placing this massive movement in the center of Les Corps glorieux, 

Messiaen makes sophisticated theological connections and highlights the 

salvation history demonstrated in the books of the New Testament from the 

Gospels to Revelation by way of the Pauline Epistles.   

 A similar duality is set up within the movement. “Combat” is in 

two distinct halves: the first is the battle itself, and the second, which jumps 

ahead chronologically, is the life of the resurrected. Messiaen suggests this 

dichotomy at the beginning of the second half which is labeled Extrêmement lent, 

tendre, serein (dans la Paix ensoleillée du Divin Amour).280 What connects the two 

sections musically is the primary theme found in both sections. In the first half, it 

is heard at the beginning played alone in the left hand in C minor (mm. 1-2, see 

Example 12). 281 

 

 

                                                        

280 Note the similarity of the musical indication with the LP liner notes quoted 
above.  In both places Messiaen used the phrase “la Paix ensoleillée.”   
281 The harmonic labels used to describe the keys in which the themes are 
presented are Messiaen’s own labels used in the 1956 LP liner notes.   
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Ex. 12: mm. 1-3: Primary theme heard at the beginning of “Combat.” 

 

It returns eleven measures later transposed up a major third to E minor 

with two voices in canon. Returning for a third time thirteen measures later, it is 

then in three-voice canon transposed up another major third to A-flat major. 

After this third presentation in the manuals, it is heard in the pedal on full organ 

transposed up a tritone to D minor.   

At the beginning of the second half, following the battle’s climax, the 

theme is transformed into a gentle melody in Messiaen’s favorite key, F-sharp 

major, not coincidentally a tritone away from C minor that begins the movement. 

The intervals remain the same in both sections, as does the rhythm.  [See Ex. 13] 
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Ex. 13: The beginning of the second half of “Combat.” 

 

 

Messiaen distinguishes the two halves not by changing the theme, but by 

changing the way the theme is presented. The first three presentations of the 

theme are played on the Positif with the following registration: Basson 16’, 

Trompette [8’], Plein-jeu [mixture]. This combination provides snarl from the 

Basson, power and pitch definition from the Trompette, and incisive brilliance 

from the Plein-jeu. The prickly counterpoint of the canons and successive 

addition of voices lends an increasingly sinister character to the music. The 

fourth presentation of the theme is played in the pedal on full organ, including 

32’ foundations and 16’ Bombarde (saving the thunderous 32’ Contre-bombarde 

for the final climax). By contrast, the theme, when played in the second section, is 

heard on two Flûtes harmoniques (one on the grand-orgue and the other on the 
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positif) accompanied by the Salicional and Unda Maris of the Récit coupled to 

the Pédale with the addition of Bourdons 16’ and 32’.282 

 This musical technique to contrast two opposing forces was used by 

Messiaen ten years earlier in Diptych: Essai sur la vie terrestre et l’éternité 

bienheureux (1929) for organ. The technique is nearly identical in the earlier work, 

albeit less sophisticated. This two-part work begins in C minor in 2/4 time 

marked Modéré with a theme that returns in the second section (altered 

rhythmically) in C major in 4/4 time marked Très lent. See Exs. 14a-b]. 

 

 

Ex. 14a: Diptych, mm. 1-4, with theme in the highest voice. 

 

 

                                                        

282 Harmonic flutes in the nineteenth-century French tradition are wide-scale flue 
pipes that are overblown such that the sounding pitch is not the fundamental, 
but rather the first harmonic one octave higher creating a pure and hollow tone. 
The combination of the Salicional and the Unda Maris produces a narrow-scaled 
tone that undulates due to the Unda Maris’ tuning slightly flat to the Salicional 
(similar to a Voix Céleste).   
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Ex. 14b: Beginning of second section of Diptych with the same theme in the first 
measure. 
 
 
 
 

The registration is also similar as the melody is played on the grand-orgue 

Flûte Harmonique and the accompaniment played on the Voix Célestes of the 

Récit. The only pédale registration is the stops coupled down from the récit. 

Since both the Diptych and “Combat” share strikingly similar theological 

subjects, Messiaen must have found this to be a successful way of representing 

this dichotomy.   

The theme that Messiaen used in “Combat” is an original melody, but it is 

derived from the plainchant whose text he quotes. The text Mon Père je suis 

ressuscité, je suis encore avec toi comes from the beginning of the Introit for Easter 

(the same introit that Messiaen briefly mentioned in his 1956 liner notes). Both 

melodies share the oscillating minor third interval, which can be seen in Ex. 15 

below. In the Introit, the interval is between D and F; Messiaen transposed the 

melody four times, but in the example below, the oscillating interval is between 

C and E-flat (m. 2).   



 

229 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 15a: Beginning of Introit for Easter, from the Liber Usualis. 

 

 

 

Ex. 15b: Beginning of “Combat,” mm. 1-3. 

 

 

At the beginning of “Combat,” the register and choice of stops give a 

menacing tone; but the simple change of register, tempo, and organ registration 

lends a calm, spiritual, and even sensual tone in the second half.   

The theme derived from “Resurrexi” is introduced in the first two 

measures and constitutes essentially one phrase. However, Messiaen marks the 
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first two-thirds of the phrase under a slur. The remainder of the phrase is marked 

with tenuto marks and is divided into increasingly shorter segments by 

articulation marks (’). Two notes exist between the first two articulation marks; 

the final note of m. 2 is completely isolated. But the theme does not end at the 

barline. Rather, the theme actually continues into the pedal on the downbeat of 

m. 3 so that it ends on C rather than E-flat. With the isolated final notes of m. 2, 

Messiaen is essentially composing a grand ritardando into the musical fabric as it 

leads to the thundering arrival on C, the lowest note on the pedal played on the 

lowest stops of the organ (foundations 32’ and 16’ as indicated in the 

registration).   

Measure 2 (see Ex. 15b above) contains the equivalent of ten eighth notes 

divided into the following rhythm:  

‘ q q’ e q’ j’ ’      Figure 1. 

In the following measure, a tumultuous toccata begins with the impulse 

provided by the downbeat the in pedal. Although the surface level rhythm of the 

toccata in m. 3 is a perpetual motion of sixteenth notes, the larger rhythmic 

pattern can be reduced to eighth notes and dotted eighth notes with the 

following grouping:  
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Ex. 16: “Combat,” groupings of sixteenth notes. 

The rhythm (when grouped together and reduced) is borrowed from the 

rhythm in m. 2 but in diminution so that the rhythm becomes: 

 

‘ e i e i ‘        Figure 2. 

The divisions created by Messiaen’s articulation marks in m. 2 become 

irrelevant in m. 3. The metric values divide in half from ten eighth notes to ten 

sixteenth notes with the following relationship: 
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     Figure 3. 

 

 

This analysis ignores the manuals’ eighth note rest on the downbeat in m. 

3 since it belongs to the previous phrase carried over from the solo melody on the 

Positif. This effect we can see in mm. 3ff. 
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Ex. 17: “Combat” mm. 1-9. 

 

 

Measures 3-6 form a four-bar phrase that begins again in m. 7. Measures 3 

and 7 are identical and create a parallel phrase structure. As might be expected, 

the ends of each phrase are different, but they begin in the same manner. The 
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phrase beginning in m. 7, however, does not contain the eighth note rest that is 

found in m. 3. Additionally, mm. 3-4 and 7-8 all contain the same rhythmic 

structure; the only measure to have an eighth note rest is m. 3 which suggests 

that this is not integral to the thematic material of the toccata but is rather a hold-

over from the end of the phrase in mm. 1-2. 

As has been noted above, Messiaen used the technique of contrasting 

monothematic sections in the earlier Diptych. What makes the contrast much 

greater in “Combat” is the use of rhythm and accent. Diptych is entirely in 2/4 

time with a regular phrase structure, generally of four and two measures.   

 

 

 

Ex. 18:  Diptych, mm. 1-8 
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The first eight measures of Diptych form one phrase with two antecedent-

consequent halves; beginning in m. 9 (not shown), the material from m. 1 returns 

before leading off into a different tonal area. The rhythm – a consistent patter of 

sixteenth notes in the manuals is punctuated by the pedal line – is agitated but 

not particularly raucous.  Metric accents appear in the first four measures only 

on the downbeat. In mm. 5-6, the accents quadruple to four times per measure, 

and then slow to two times per measure in m. 7.  The resulting accents appear in 

the following rhythm (mm. 1-8): 

 

‘ h ’ h ‘ h ‘ h ‘ e e e e ‘ e e e e ‘ q q ‘ e e e e ‘    

Figure 4. 

 

The individual durations above are all duple multiples of the eighth note, 

which is the least common denominator. These multiples lend the music a metric 

regularity that weakens the effect of the intended agitation.   

The harmonic vocabulary also falls short of desired effect.  Although 

highly chromatic (and displaying a striking similarity to the music of Dupré and 

Vierne in the 1920s), the outline of functional tonality is still easily discernable in 

Diptych. Clearly centered in C minor, the first four measures exhibit an obvious 

(if not chromatically cluttered) progression from tonic to subdominant (m. 3), to 

dominant (last sixteenth-note of m. 4). The arrival on the dominant is prolonged 

in mm. 5-8 before arriving back on the tonic at the downbeat of m. 9. The relative 
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stability of the harmonic language, the sequence of accents, and the surface level 

rhythm undermine the tormented state of earthly existence that Messiaen wished 

to convey.   

In the toccata passages of “Combat,” however, the tumultuous effect is far 

more effective because of two different patterns of accents that are created by the 

rhythmic groupings and the registration. The pattern of accents created by the 

rhythm comes from rhythmic clusters composed of two and three sixteenth 

notes. Accents occur at the beginning of each of these groupings as shown in the 

example below. 

 

 

 
 
Ex. 19: “Combat,” mm. 1-6. Brackets indicate sixteenth note groupings and 
accents at the beginning of each group. 
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As mentioned above, the first four measures of the toccata (mm. 3-6) 

constitute the first phrase, and the first two measures of this phrase (mm. 3-4) 

share an identical rhythm (Figure 2 above). The following two measures contain 

a different rhythm. The rhythm of mm. 3-6 reduced to their groupings (and with 

sixteenth notes as the least common denominator) is therefore:  

 

‘ e i e i ‘ e i e i ‘ i i e e ‘ e e e qus ‘    

Figure 5. 

 

with accents appearing on each of the groups. The resulting effect is a rhythmic 

crescendo throughout the four bar phrase. The first two measures establish a 

pattern that becomes disrupted in the third measure. The phrase concludes with 

a flourish of accents on successive eight notes in the third and four measures 

before finally releasing its energy over a five-note group of sixteenth notes at the 

end of the fourth measure. Although this four-bar pattern is not repeated 

continually throughout the toccata, a similar effect is used with an ever-shifting 

pattern of groupings of two and three sixteenth notes. The mixture of two- and 

three-note groups contributes significantly to the success of the musical agitation 

above and beyond what Messiaen achieved in Diptych. There is, however, 

another pattern of accents, this one created by the registration.   
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The organ is an instrument of layers as is noticeable simply by looking at 

any standard organ console of two or more manuals and pedal.283 The divisions 

suggest a layered effect in two ways: the first in which each sonic layer is 

independent of all others; the other in the cumulative effect of successively 

adding the sound of one manual to the sound of another (typically from top 

down in the French organbuilding tradition).  Return briefly to example 6, and 

notice the registration given at the beginning.284 The Grand-orgue is composed of 

the foundation stops of the unison, suboctave, and superoctave (16’ 8’ and 4’). 

The Récit is marked foundations and reeds at unison, suboctave, and 

superoctave plus mixtures – essentially full organ. In m. 3 the indication “R” 

assigns the left hand to the récit alone while the right hand is assigned to the 

Grand-orgue coupled to the Récit (“GR”). Due to the strength and considerable 

sonic weight provided by the Grand-orgue, the chords played in the right hand 

will have far more power than the chords of the left hand and thus create a sonic 

accent. Yet in the previous discussion of accents, it was the left hand chords that 

received metric accents due to their placement within the measure. By assigning 

the right hand a significantly stronger registration, Messiaen disrupts the 

rhythmic accents of the left hand with accents in the right hand provided by 

                                                        

283 In organ terminology these would be known as individual divisions, 
identified by the name of the manual or pedal (in the French tradition: Grand-
orgue, Positif, Récit, and Pédale).   
284 Here we are not concerned with the Positif or Pédale because the Positif is 
used only for the beginning exposition of the theme and is not included in the 
toccata. 
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brute sonic force. The result is a hierarchy of accents within a single rhythmic 

cell. While the left hand appears to have dominance through metric placement, 

the right hand overpowers it with volume. Thus, there is a struggle between two 

different types of accentuation within each small rhythmic cell that creates a 

rhythmic instability and musical tumult that is far more sophisticated that what 

Messiaen accomplished in Diptych. These patterns of accents operate on two 

levels. The metric accents highlight a macro-rhythmic pattern while the sonic 

accents highlight a surface level, micro-rhythmic pattern. 

“Combat” is a musical collection of dualities. On the macro level, the 

tumult of the first half in C minor contrasts with the extreme serenity of the 

second half in F-sharp major. The rhythm in the first half also contains two 

struggling dualities: one produced by the alternation of the groupings of two and 

three sixteen notes, and the other produced by the two patterns of accents. Then, 

of course, there is the duality in the title entre la mort et la vie. For the Christian, it 

is the essential duality that straddles the schism between Good Friday and Easter 

Sunday. Yet in the chronological duality formed between the death and 

resurrection of Christ and the eschatological vision of the resurrected bodies, 

those who hear Messiaen’s music are still caught somewhere in between: the 

ultimate duality that Messiaen invokes in Les Corps glorieux is not yet fully 

complete.   
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Conclusion 

La Nativité du Seigneur and Les Corps glorieux were both composed in the 

1930s as Messiaen developed his compositional techniques as codified in 

Technique de mon langage musical. Yet they both also show the enriching of 

Messiaen’s theology and suggest that his theological system was as advanced as 

his musical language. Steeped in the world of neo-Thomist theology and a 

revival of Roman Catholicism as part of modern culture, his music and theology 

developed concurrently and displayed a remarkable synthesis of these two 

elements.  
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Conclusion 

 

In 1913 Charles Péguy stated, “The world has changed less since Jesus Christ 

than it has in the past thirty years.”285 During the Third Republic, the world 

changed drastically as France wrestled with its neighbors, among its own 

citizens, and with its identity. In the years following World War I, the latest 

incarnation of a perennial debate on French music, politics, and identity once 

again thrust external influences into the musical sphere. Composers were pulled 

into debates that mixed art and politics, each one framed in some way as a 

response to the Great War. As the leaders of the French government fought the 

Germans on the front lines of World War I, so did French composers fight 

against the perceived German invasion of their concert halls; composers of 

conservative and progressive musical inclinations alike were drawn into the 

discussion.286 The war significantly revived patriotism in French composers who 

found themselves more politicized during and after the war.287 Indicative of this 

effect were the words of Louis Laloy who proclaimed that Debussy “was a good 
                                                        

285 Quoted in Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years: the Origins of the Avant-Garde in 
France 1885 to World War One (New York: Vintage Books, 1968), 1. 
286 Barbara L. Kelly, “Introduction: the Roles of Music and Culture in National 
Identity Formation,” in French Music, Culture, and National Identity, 1870-1939, ed. 
Barbara L. Kelly (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2008), 4-5. 
287 Barbara L. Kelly, “Debussy and the Making of a musicien français: Pélleas, the 
Press, and World War I,” in French Music, Culture, and National Identity, 1870-
1939, ed. Barbara L. Kelly (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2008), 
66. 
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Frenchman, but again like most of our fellow countrymen, it had taken the war 

to make him aware of it.”288 Such resistance spanned an entire generation, from 

Saint-Saëns and the Société Nationale de Musique (founded in 1871 as the guns 

ceased firing) up to Debussy declaring the necessity for the French to take 

revenge both militarily and artistically as the same guns prepared for war once 

again.289 Frequently at the center of such debates was Richard Wagner, whose 

music was discussed more in political terms than with regard to its musical 

merit.290  Wagner’s music was less important to the discussion than the ideas, 

values, and national identity that he represented. Yet whether political or 

musical, the reaction to Wagner and the founding of the Société Nationale 

precipitated a revival of French composition that paralleled the groundswell of 

French patriotism.291 

 Conflict was not reserved for international enemies alone, as the definition 

of French music was debated among the French themselves. Questions of French 

identity as expressed through music both inspired and repulsed composers of 

varying inclinations. While the Société Nationale (with its motto Ars gallica and its 

                                                        

288 Louis Laloy, “Ode à la France,” Musique 1, no. 6 (15 March 1928), trans. 
Deborah Priest. Quoted in Kelley, “Debussy and the Making of a musicien 
français,” 66. 
289 Debussy, Debussy Letters, 293. See also Strasser, “The Société Nationale and its 
Adversaries,” 225ff. 
290 Marion Schmid, “The French Press Campaign against Wagner during World 
War I,” in French Music, Culture, and National Identity, 1870-1939, ed. Barbara L. 
Kelly (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2008), 77. 
291 Strasser, “The Société Nationale and its Adversaries,” 225. 
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arch-nemesis, Wagner) sought to glorify (and perhaps redefine) the French 

tradition back to a perceived golden era before the Revolution of 1789, other 

composers of the same generation sought to incorporate musical influences from 

more exotic, external locales. Similar quarrels arose about style, as composers like 

Vierne stood as the last breaths of late nineteenth-century romanticism in the 

same decade that Messiaen was codifying his musical language. Indeed, the 

quick progress of the turn of the century continued into the following decades. 

Yet while concert halls witnessed debates over productions of Parsifal292 and 

endured riots following Le Sacre du printemps, certain institutions were less 

noticeably involved.  

 The church seemed to be uninvolved in musical innovation, despite its 

centuries of patronage in the past. On one level, it may seem that the organ – the 

Catholic Church’s resident instrument safely ensconced fifty feet above the floor 

of the nave – was unwilling or unable to absorb the musical currents around it. 

Typically slow to react to new trends, some of its composers tended to be more 

conservative in style and expression, content to bask gently in a halo of sanctity. 

Many composers for the instrument tended to rely on convention that turned 

into cliché by churning out preludes and fugues, variation sets, and plainchant-

                                                        

292 Schmid, “The French Press Campaign against Wagner during World War I,” 
77. 
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based works that left them covered in a layer of old-fashioned dust.293 Others, 

however, were willing and able to take the instrument in new directions, directly 

engaging French musical society in the early twentieth century and the currents 

that shaped it.  

This balance of conservatism and innovation mirrored broader French 

musical tradition. While fostering the cutting edge of style and fashion, French 

music also harbored the stalwart pillars of form and function within the parts of 

its society that prized tradition and stability. The same was true of organ 

repertoire. But as Péguy suggested in the quotation above, the world changed 

dramatically – and quickly – in the years flanking the turn of the twentieth 

century, and composers interested in the organ as a compositional medium were 

able to successfully marry the instrument with contemporary fashion. 

For Louis Vierne, engaging with current culture did not necessarily mean 

adopting the most contemporary compositional techniques. His tonal language, 

use of form, and his use of the organ remained largely rooted in the late 

nineteenth-century. However, as Chapter 1 has shown, his music composed 

following World War I reveals how much Vierne looked beyond the walls of the 

church for inspiration. As he turned to younger composers such as Debussy and 

Ravel for influence (especially in their use of visual images as inspiration), he 

also relied heavily on the foundations provided by his early mentors from a 

                                                        

293 The most notable composers include Alexandre Guilmant, Léonce de Saint-
Martin (successor to Vierne at Notre-Dame), and to a certain extent, Camille 
Saint-Saëns.  
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previous generation, César Franck and Charles-Marie Widor.294 Looking further 

back into France’s musical memory, Vierne was also interested by the pièces à 

titre tradition that stretched back through Alkan to the clavecinistes of the 

eighteenth century. Thus Vierne’s Pièces de fantaisie link the early twentieth 

century to the eighteenth century, connecting one flourishing era of composition 

to another. In combining this musical influence with extra-musical influences 

such as the literary concept of the mode fantastique, Vierne composed music for 

the organ that had its conceptual roots beyond the church, steeped in French 

history. 

Vierne’s organ music exists in shared space where it both looked beyond 

the liturgy for inspiration while simultaneously retaining a service to the liturgy. 

Like Vincent d’Indy, Vierne considered music to be useful for functions both 

within and beyond services to the church, even if d’Indy’s views about its 

ultimate purpose were far more rigid than anything Vierne would espouse. It is 

this dual purpose that allows Vierne’s music to exist both within and beyond the 

church and also allows it to look both to the past and to the contemporary world 

around it. 

If Vierne’s music enjoys a dual identity and purpose, Jehan Alain’s organ 

music largely looks beyond the church walls for inspiration and lacks the same 

expectations for service to the liturgy. Reveling in the combinations of disparate 

                                                        

294 Franck, of course, died in 1890, but Widor died in 1937, only three months 
before Vierne’s death. 
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elements, as Chapters 2 and 3 document, Alain’s music was significant in the 

dissolution of the perceived historical bonds that preserved the tacit implication 

that organ repertoire – whether religiously or secularly conceived – could (or 

even should) also function in the liturgy. This is, however, not to say that some of 

Alain’s music did not have a significant religious (and distinctly Christian) 

character, as indeed it did. But in Alain’s music, the concept of what organ music 

could or should be changed from the conceptions of the previous generation. 

Alain’s compositions for the organ demonstrated how the instrument’s 

repertoire could absorb the same influences that had been part of non-organ 

composition for decades. By borrowing musical and extra-musical ideas from 

non-Western cultures and religions, Alain helped to bring the organ into the 

wider musical culture. By doing so, Alain effectively de-Christianized the organ, 

allowing it to enter an aesthetic space that it had not yet occupied.  

However, what links Alain to the centuries-old lineage of organ 

composers is the influence he received from specific instruments. The limited 

number of organs to which Alain had regular access during his short life 

imparted an aesthetic center and sonic foundation to his compositional output, 

just as the instruments at Notre-Dame and La Trinité did for Vierne and Olivier 

Messiaen respectively. Few specific instruments inspired composers as much as 

the house organ did for Alain with its many quirks and peculiarities.295 Since the 

                                                        

295 While certainly primary sources of inspiration to Vierne and Messiaen, the 
organs at Notre-Dame and La Trinité were far more archetypal of the late 
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organ resided in the family’s living room, it was already free from any perceived 

association with the church, which must have surely removed certain fetters on 

Alain’s musical imagination.  

If the church was ever a hindrance to organ composers, Messiaen viewed 

it as absolute freedom: the freedom to express what were to him the otherwise 

ineffable truths of Roman Catholic doctrine. The bonds to the church that many 

composers would have found too restrictive were precisely what Messiaen used 

to free the organ from stale composition and anachronistic expectations. Lending 

gravity to his particular style of composing for the organ was the stylistic, 

aesthetic, and ideological unity across his complete œuvre for all instruments in 

all genres. Rather than a marginal composer for organ or a prominent composer 

who happened to compose occasionally for the organ, Messiaen was a rare 

musical figure whose prominence as a leading composer of his generation is 

heavily marked by the large percentage of his work devoted to the organ. 

Therefore, the attention that the instrument received in Messiaen’s hands gave it 

a prominence in leading musical circles that it had not enjoyed in decades. 

Vierne, Alain, and Messiaen represent two generations of composers for 

the organ whose differences are magnified by the rapid changes of the early 

twentieth century and the post-World War I musical culture. Yet as the world 
                                                        

 

nineteenth-century French organ. Even with the modifications to the organ at La 
Trinité in 1934 and then again in 1965, the tonal palette was not radically 
changed from its original incarnation. For a brief overview of these changes, see 
Michel Roubinet, “Notes,” EMI CD CZS 7 67400 2.  
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changed, their music demonstrated the way that the organ was able to reflect 

these changes as well as any other instrument. Their music reflects the organ as a 

mirror of its time: aware of its history but not as a relic of its history.
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Appendix A 

The Litany of the Blessed Virgin 
 
 
Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 
Lord, have mercy. 
Christ, hear us. Christ, graciously hear us. 
 
God the Father of heaven, have mercy on us. 
God the Son, Redeemer of the world, have mercy on us. 
God the Holy Spirit, have mercy on us. 
Holy Trinity, One God, have mercy on us. 
 
Holy Mary, pray for us. 
Holy Mother of God, pray for us. 
Holy Virgin of virgins, pray for us. 
Mother of Christ, pray for us. 
Mother of the Church, pray for us. 
Mother of divine grace, pray for us. 
Mother most pure, pray for us. 
Mother most chaste, pray for us. 
Mother inviolate, pray for us. 
Mother undefiled, pray for us. 
Mother most amiable, pray for us. 
Mother most admirable, pray for us. 
Mother of good counsel, pray for us. 
Mother of our Creator, pray for us. 
Mother of our Savior, pray for us. 
Virgin most prudent, pray for us. 
Virgin most venerable, pray for us. 
Virgin most renowned, pray for us. 
Virgin most powerful, pray for us. 
Virgin most merciful, pray for us. 
Virgin most faithful, pray for us. 
Mirror of justice, pray for us. 
Seat of Wisdom, pray for us. 
Cause of our joy, pray for us. 
Spiritual vessel, pray for us. 
Vessel of honor, pray for us. 
Singular vessel of devotion, pray for us. 
Mystical rose, pray for us. 
Tower of David, pray for us. 
Tower of ivory, pray for us. 
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House of gold, pray for us. 
Ark of the covenant, pray for us. 
Gate of Heaven, pray for us. 
Morning Star, pray for us. 
Health of the sick, pray for us. 
Refuge of Sinners, pray for us. 
Comforter of the afflicted, pray for us. 
Help of Christians, pray for us. 
Queen of Angels, pray for us. 
Queen of Patriarchs, pray for us. 
Queen of Prophets, pray for us. 
Queen of Apostles, pray for us. 
Queen of Martyrs, pray for us. 
Queen of Confessors, pray for us. 
Queen of Virgins, pray for us. 
Queen of all Saints, pray for us. 
Queen conceived without original sin, pray for us. 
Queen assumed into heaven, pray for us. 
Queen of the most Holy Rosary, pray for us. 
Queen of families, pray for us. 
Queen of Peace, pray for us. 
 
Blessed be the name of the Virgin Mary, Now and forever. 
 
Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, spare us, O Lord. 
Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, graciously hear us, O Lord. 
Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us. 
 
[Concluding prayer that changes seasonally] 
 
 
 
 
Source: International Marian Research Institute, University of Dayton. 
 
“Litany of the Blessed Virgin Mary,” University of Dayton, accessed August 26, 
2017, https://udayton.edu/imri/mary/I/litany-of-the-blessed-virgin-mary.php.  
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Appendix B 

   The Organ in the Alain family home in 1939.296  

 

                                                        

296 Marie-Claire Alain, Notes critiques, 12. 

Grand-Orgue, I    Récit-Solo, III 
 
Bourdon  16   Quintaton  16 
Montre  8   Flûte conique 8 
Flûte harmonique 8   Viole de Gambe 8 
Prestant  4   Voix Céleste  8 
      Dulciane  4 
      Flûte   4 
Positif, II     Quinte  2  2/3 
      Hautbois  8 
Salicional  8   Cromorne  8 
Cor de nuit  8 
Gros Nazard  5  1/3 
Flûte douce  4   Pédal 
Nazard  2  2/3   
Octavin (Flûte) 2   Soubasse  16 
Tierce   1  3/5   Bourdon  8 
Larigot  1  1/3   Flûte   4 
      Cornet  III, 4 
 
GO/Péd., Pos./Péd., Réc./Péd.  Mechanical action 
II/I, III/I 
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Appendix C 

Scripture references given to the nine movements of  
La Nativité du Seigneur 
 

i. La Vierge et l’enfant 
“Conçu par une Vierge un Enfant nous est né, un Fils nous a été 
donné.  Sois transportée d’allégresse, fille de Sion! Voice que ton roi 
vient à toi, juste et humble.” 

 (Livres des Prophètes Isaïe et Zacharie) 
 
ii. Les Bergers 

“Ayant vu l’Enfant couché dans la crèche, les bergers s’en 
retournèrent, glorifiant et louant Dieu.” 

 (Evangile selon Saint Luc) 
 
iii. Desseins éternels 

“Dieu, dans son amour, nous a prédestinés à être ses fils adoptifs, 
par Jésus-Christ, à la louange de la gloire de sa grâce.” 

  (Epître de Saint Paul aux Ephésiens) 
 
iv. Le Verbe 

“Le Seigneur m’a dit: Tu es mon Fils.  De son sein, avant que 
l’aurore existât, il m’a engendré.  Je suis l’Image de la bonté de 
Dieu, je suis le Verbe de vie, dès le commencement.” 

 (Psaumes 2 et 109, livre de la Sagesse, 1re Epître de Saint Jean) 
 
v. Les Enfants de Dieu 

“A tous ceux qui l’ont reçu, le Verbe a donné le pouvoir de devenir 
enfants de Dieu. Et Dieu a envoyé dans leur cœur l’Esprit de son 
Fils, lequel crie: Père!  Père!” 

 (Evangile selon Saint Jean et Epître de Saont Paul aux Galates) 
 
vi. Les Anges 

“L’armée céleste louait Dieu et disait: Gloire à Dieu au plus haut 
des cieux!” 

  (Evangile selon Saint Luc) 
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vii. Jésus accepte la souffrance 
“Le Christ dit à son Père en entrant dans le monde: Vous n’avez 
agrée ni holocaustes, ni sacrifices pour le péché, mais vous m’avez 
formé un corps.  Me voici!” 

  (Saint Paul, Epître aux Hébreux) 
 
viii. Les Mages 
 “Les Mages partirent, et l’étoile allait devant eux.” 
  (Evangile selon Saint Matthieu) 
 
ix. Dieu parmi nous 

“Paroles du communiant, de la Vierge, de l’Église toute entière: 
Celui qui m’a créé a reposé dans ma tente, le Verbe s’est fait chair et 
il a habité en moi.  Mon âme glorifie le Seigneur, mon esprit a 
tressailli d;allégresse en Dieu mon Sauveur.” 

  (Ecclésiastique, Evangiles selon Saint Jean et Saint Luc) 
 
 
 
 
 
Scripture references given to the nine movements of Les Corps glorieux 

 
i. Subtilité des corps glorieux 

“Leur corps, semé corps animal, ressuscitera corps spirituel. Et ils 
seront purs comme les anges de Dieu dans le ciel.” 
 (St-Paul, I Cor. XV, 44; St-Matthieu, XXII, 30) 

 
ii. Les Eaux de la grace 

“L’Agneau, qui est au milieu du trône, conduira les élus aux 
sources des eaux de la vie.” 

 (Apocalypse, VII, 17) 
 
iii. L’Ange aux parfums 

“La fumée des parfums, formés des prières des saints, monta de la 
main de l’ange devant Dieu.” 

 (Apocalypse, VIII, 4) 
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iv. Combat de la mort et de la vie 
“La mort et la vie ont engagé un stupéfiant combat; l’Auteur de la 
vie, après être mort, vit et règne; et il dit: Mon Père, je suis 
ressuscité, je suis encore avec toi.” 

 (Misse, Séquence et Introït de Pâques) 
 
v. Subtilité des corps glorieux 
 “Leur corps, semé codans la faiblesse, ressuscitera plein de force.” 
  (St-Paul, I Cor., XV, 43) 
 
vi. Joie et clarté des corps glorieux 

“Alors les justes respendiront comme le soleil dans le royaume de 
leur Père.” 

  (St-Matthieu, XIII, 43) 
 
vii. Le Mystère de la Sainte Trinité 

“Ô Pere tout puissant, qui, avec votre Fils unique et le Saint Esprit, 
êtes un seul Dieu! Non dans l’unité d’une seule personne, mais 
dans la Trinité d’une seule substance.” 
 (Missel, Préface de la St-Trinité) 
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