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“In the Theater of Life” 

 

Quatuor pour la fin tu temps  [Quartet for the End of Time] 

Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992) 

 

 When France and Germany went to war in 1939, Olivier Messiaen, then 31, was inducted 

into the military to serve his country.  He was captured by the Germans at Verdun in 1940 and 

sent to a camp in Görlitz, Silesia, which is now part of Poland.  Incredibly, the young organist 

and composer managed to retain possession of a few scores and some music paper; these few 

links to his past were to provide great inspiration in the terrible months that followed.  Also 

incarcerated in the camp were the clarinetist Henri Akoka, violinist Jean Le Boulaire, and cellist 

Etienne Pasquier.  Akoka and Le Boulaire had succeeding in holding on to their instruments. 

Pasquier was provided with a poor cello, lacking one of its strings, but an instrument 

nonetheless.  For this trio Messiaen composed a movement that was eventually incorporated as 

the fourth section, Intermède, of the Quartet for the End of Time. 

 

 Believing that a piano would become available, Messiaen continued composing.  He 

expanded his chamber ensemble to four instruments, intending that he would perform the 

keyboard part himself.  Somehow the Germans obtained an old, beat up upright for the camp.  

Messiaen and the three instrumentalists performed the premiere of the Quartet for an audience of 

5,000 prisoners, peasant villagers, and German military on a bitterly cold January night in 1941. 

"Never have I been listened to with such attention and understanding," the composer later said.   

 

 Messiaen's highly personalized, yet unmistakably French style is philosophically 

inseparable from his devout Catholicism.  In the Preface to the score of the Quartet, Messiaen 

quotes Chapter 10 of the Apocalypse of Saint John:  "Then I saw another mighty angel coming 

down from heaven, wrapped in a cloud, with a rainbow over his head, and his face was like the 

sun, and his legs like pillars of fire.  And he set his right foot on the sea, and his left foot on the 

land, and lifted his hand to heaven and swore by him who lives for ever and ever, saying:  There 

shall be no more time!  but that in the days of the trumpet call to be sounded by the seventh 

angel, the mystery of Good should be fulfilled."  This quotation, he says, was the direct 

inspiration for the Quartet. 

 

 Another interpretation for the title suggests itself as soon as one peruses the score.  

Messiaen's notation is unconventional, especially for 1941.  Three of the eight movements have 

no time signature, and in those that do, the music often proceeds in an apparently unrelated 

rhythm.  The bar lines exist primarily as an aid to the performer, and become irrelevant to the 

internal pulse of the music.  Messiaen abandoned traditional metric divisions almost as 

absolutely as Schoenberg abandoned tonality.  The Quartet is the first work in which he set forth 

his theories on rhythm.  



 

 The composer explained his inclusion of eight movements of the work in the Preface:  

"Seven is the perfect number, the six days of creation sanctified by the divine sabbath; the 

seventh day of repose prolongs itself in eternity and becomes the eighth of eternal light, of 

unalterable peace."  A more practical musical explanation also exists:  eight movements provided 

him with a better opportunity to explore the different coloristic combinations of his ensemble.  

Not every movement is for the full quartet.  The Intermède, as mentioned above, is for 

instrumental trio without piano; it is preceded by Abîme des oiseaux, for solo clarinet.  

Movement V, Louange à l'Eternité de Jésus, is scored for cello and piano; the final movement is 

a similar ecstatic hymn for violin and piano.  The four instruments are treated as one in the 

startling Movement VI, Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes, which is in unison for its 

duration.   

 

 Messiaen described his musical language in the Quartet as "essentially ethereal, spiritual 

and catholic" [in the sense of universal].  Sections of combative, ruthless drama alternate with 

mystery and quietude; stark dissonance contrasts with almost unbearably rich harmony.  The 

following are translated excerpts from the composer's notes for each movement, as included in 

the Preface to the score. 

 

 "1. Liturgy of crystal.  Between 3:00 and 4:00 a.m., the birds awaken: a 

blackbird or a nightingale improvises as soloist, surrounded by a halo of trills lost 

high above the trees.  Transpose that to religious terms:  you will have the 

harmonious silence of heaven. 

 "2. Vocalise for the Angel announcing the end of Time.  The brief 1st and 

3rd sections evoke the power of this angel, who stands with one foot on the sea 

and one on the ground.  The middle is the impalpable harmony of heaven.  At the 

piano, sweet cascades of blue-orange chords, surrounding with their distant 

chimes the recitative chant of the violin and cello. 

 "3. Abyss of the birds.  Solo clarinet.  The abyss is Time, with its sadness 

and weariness.  The birds are the opposite of Time; they are our desire for  light, 

for stars, for rainbows and jubilant vocalises! 

 "4. Interlude.  Scherzo, of a very different character from the other 

movements, but related to them by melodic fragments heard earlier. 

 "5. Praise to the eternity of Jesus.  Jesus is considered here like the Word.  

An extended phrase on the cello, played infinitely slowly, magnifies the eternity 

of this powerful Word with love and reverence.  Majestically, the melody 

stretches itself out, in a sort of tender and sovereign distance. 

 "6. Dance of fury, for the seven trumpets.  Rhythmically, the most 

characteristic movement in the set.  The four instruments in unison imitate the 

sound of gongs and trumpets (the first six trumpets of the Apocalypse followed by 

various catastrophes, the seventh trumpet the angel announcing the consummation 

of the mystery of God)....Listen especially for the terrible fortissimo of the theme 

by augmentation and change of register of its different notes, near the end of the 

movement. 

 "7. Jumble of rainbows for the Angel announcing the end of Time.  

Certain passages from the 2nd movement return here.  The Angel appears 



forcefully, especially the rainbow that covers him.  In my dreams, I hear and see 

classified chords and melodies, familiar forms and colors; then, after this 

transitory state, I pass to the unreal and submit with ecstasy to a swirling of 

unearthly sounds and colors.  That is the jumble, those are the rainbows! 

 "8. Praise to the immortality of Jesus.  A violin solo, like the cello solo of 

the 5th movement.  Why this second louange?  It addresses more particularly the 

second aspect of Jesus, resurrected, immortal, to communicate to us His life and 

His Word.  It is all love.  Its slow ascent to the climax is the ascension of man 

toward his God, of the son of God toward His Father, of the sanctified creature to 

Paradise.  And I repeat again what I said above:  all this remains mere attempt and 

stuttering, if one bears in mind overwhelming grandeur of the subject!" 

 

 

L'histoire du soldat [The Soldier’s Tale, 1918} 

Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) 

 

 At the outbreak of World War I, Stravinsky took refuge in neutral Switzerland with his 

family.  Though isolated from his homeland, he was not unfamiliar with his temporary 

surroundings, having spent his summers on holiday in the alpine country since 1910.  His 

sojourn there proved to be rewarding and creative from a compositional standpoint, yielding a 

number of important minor works, including several Russian folksongs and three major 

masterpieces: Les Noces (1914-17), Renard (1916/17) and L'histoire du soldat (1918).   

 

 Nevertheless, in his autobiography, Stravinsky described the end of the war years as one 

of the most difficult periods he ever experienced.  His childhood nurse, to whom he was very 

attached, and his brother (who was serving in the army on the Romanian front) both died within 

weeks of one another.  His financial situation was precarious at best, especially after Lenin's 

triumph in Russia cut off funds from home.   

 

 Left with minimal resources, Stravinsky generally made something out of nothing.  In 

this case, he pooled creative ideas with three Swiss friends: poet C.F. Ramuz, designer René 

Auberjonois and conductor Ernest Ansermet.  The four men conceived the idea of a travelling 

theatre troupe that would combine a small instrumental ensemble with narrator, actors, and 

modest staging.  For subject matter, they selected Russian folk tales to which Stravinsky was 

attracted, eventually narrowing the choice down to the tale of the soldier who deserts and 

eventually relinquishes his soul (symbolized by his violin) to the devil, in exchange for a book 

that provides answers to all questions.   

 

 The project was fortunate, in hard times, to secure underwriting from a wealthy Swiss 

businessman, and came to fruition in September 1918 with a premiere in Lausanne.  Though the 

original plans for an extensive tour were foiled by an outbreak of Spanish influenza, the work 

entered the repertoire and has been among Stravinsky's most frequently performed ever since.  

The composer's description of the musical ensemble remains apt: 

 

So there was nothing for it but to decide on a group of instruments, a selection 

which would include the most representative types, in treble and bass, of the 



instrumental families:  for the strings, the violin and the double bass; for the 

wood, the clarinet, because it has the biggest compass, and the bassoon; for the 

brass, trumpet and trombone, and, finally, the percussion manipulated by only one 

musician, the whole, of course, under a conductor.  Another consideration which 

made this idea particularly attractive to me was the interest afforded to the 

spectator by being able to see these instrumentalists each playing his own part in 

the ensemble. 

 

L'histoire du soldat is a unique theatre piece.  Ramuz adapted the tale so that it bore relevance in 

any country, making its allegorical message universal.  The music -- specifically, Stravinsky's 

inclusion of ragtime (American), waltz (Viennese/Austrian) and tango (Argentinian) in the 

Princess' recovery dances -- reflects similar international developments in his style during the 

late 'teens; elsewhere, neo-Bachian chorale and Spanish pasodoble both make their appearance.  

But the violin, symbolizing the soldier's soul, never forfeits its specifically Russian character.   


